
    
      writerannabelle Literotica Stories

      
        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 001
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 002
        

        	
          The Iceman's Wrath
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 003
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 004
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 005
        

        	
          The Iceman's Wrath Ch. 02
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 006
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 007
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 008
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 009
        

        	
          The Iceman's Wrath Ch. 03
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 010
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 011
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 012
        

        	
          The Iceman's Wrath Ch. 04
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 013
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 014
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 015
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 016
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 017
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 018
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 019
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 020
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 021
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 022
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 023
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 024
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 025
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 026
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 027
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 028
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 029
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 030
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 031
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 032
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 033
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 034
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 035
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 036
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 037
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 038
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 039
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 040
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 041
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 042
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 043
        

        	
          The Last of Her Kind Ch. 01
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 044
        

        	
          The Last of Her Kind Ch. 02
        

        	
          The Last of Her Kind Ch. 03
        

        	
          The Last of Her Kind Ch. 04
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 045
        

        	
          The Last of Her Kind Ch. 05
        

        	
          The Last of Her Kind Ch. 06
        

        	
          The Iceman's Wrath Ch. 05
        

        	
          The Last of Her Kind Ch. 07
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 046
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 047
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 048
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 049
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 050
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 051
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 052
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 053
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 01
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 054
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 02
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 055
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 03
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 056
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 04
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 057
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 05
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 058
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 06
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 059
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 07
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 060
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 08
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 061
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 09
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 062
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 10
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 063
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 11
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 064
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 12
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 065
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 066
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 067
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 068
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 069
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 070
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 071
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 072
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 073
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 074
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 075
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 076
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 077
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 078
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 079
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 080
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 081
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 082
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 083
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 084
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 085
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 086
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 087
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 088
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 089
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 090
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 091
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 092
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 093
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 094
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 095
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 096
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 13
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 14
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 097
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 15
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 098
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 16
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 099
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 17
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 100
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 18
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 101
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 19
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 102
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 20
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 103
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 21
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 104
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 22
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 105
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 23
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 106
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 24
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 107
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 108
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 109
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 110
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 111
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 112
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 113
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 114
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 115
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 116
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 117
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 118
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 119
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 120
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 121
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 122
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 123
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 124
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 25
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 125
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 26
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 126
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 27
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 127
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 28
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 128
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 129
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 130
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 29
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 131
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 30
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 132
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 133
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 31
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 32
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 134
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 33
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 135
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 34
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 136
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 35
        

        	
          Dead and Horny Ch. 36
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 137
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 138
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 139
        

        	
          Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 140
        

      

    
  Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 001

            Mike inherits an old house. There's a nymph in the tub!
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*Hi all! Annabelle here, this is my first story on Literotica, and I really hope you like it! This story is about a man who inherits a home filled with several mystical creatures who are seeing a man for the first time in over fifty years. I plan to introduce a new creature almost every chapter, so please come back for more!*
"There's a Nymph in the Tub!"
Mike stared at the Victorian style home in awe, the sheer scale of it overwhelming him. Tower-like structures gave the blue dwelling a medieval touch, and the house was ringed in simple gardens with waist high shrubs that were in desperate need of a trim. Stone lions guarded the walk to the front door, and a cobblestone path disappeared around the back.
"Impressive, isn't it?" Mike, startled, dropped his sleeping bag. He bent down to pick it up, feeling warmth rise up in his cheeks. "I'm afraid you have quite a task ahead of you, Mr. Radley."
Mike let out a nervous laugh as Beth, his great aunt's estate representative, walked past. The woman was taller than him, very attractive, and all business. Her dark hair wrapped up in a bun, she paused to check something on her clipboard. Mike took the opportunity to admire her backside through the thin layer of her pencil skirt. Very faint panty lines ran around her buttocks, lines that Mike had trouble taking his eyes away from. She turned to face him, and he pretended to struggle with his sleeping bag.
"I doubt you'll need that," she pointed out, lending him a hand. She smelled like peaches and something floral, a scent he couldn't quite place. "The house has plenty of space."
"I've been a boy scout since I was six," he replied. "Be prepared. That's my motto."
"Uh huh." Beth helped him secure the bag under his arm. "Trust me when I say you won't need it." She led him up the stairs, the wooden deck creaking slightly under their weight. Mike stared briefly at the swinging chair on the front porch, moving slightly in the breeze. As Beth produced a key, she looked at Mike. "This must be like a fairy tale to you."
"No such thing as fairy tales. Just a weird coincidence." He said, careful to keep his eyes above the lacy top of her blouse. Women, as a rule, made him nervous. Particularly the pretty ones.
"You hear about these things all the time," she said, sliding the key into the lock. "But you never get to see them play out." The door stuck in the frame, and Beth leaned her shoulder in to give it a shove. A strand of hair came loose from her bun as she pushed her way inside. "A long-lost relative dying and leaving everything to you."
"Yeah. Lucky me." Mike followed her inside. The house was cool, and dark. Beth opened up some of the windows, allowing the light to come in. The furniture in the home was all covered, giving the sitting room the eerie appearance of a haunted house. Beth pulled the cover off of the couch, sending a small layer of dust into the air.
"You don't seem very keen on the idea, Mr. Radley." Beth uncovered the coffee table with one hand, and set her purse and clipboard down. "It is a very nice house."
"It's not the house. And call me Mike." Mike threw his sleeping bag on a clean portion of the floor along with his backpack. Out of habit, he slipped off his shoes at the door.
"Well, Mike, we went through an awful lot of trouble tracking you down." Beth uncovered a nearby love seat. "This home was only weeks away from being liquidated by the firm."
"Which I understand is still an option?" Mike asked, staring at the pale yellow curtains.
"Correct." Beth picked up her clipboard. "Only if you decide not to keep it."
"Right." Mike looked down the long hallway to the kitchen. "I'm not used to having so much space. Gives me the creeps."
"By nature, homes of this style are actually quite cozy." Beth led the way to the kitchen, the heels of her boots clicking on the hardwood floor. "There is quite a bit of space for you to spread out."
"I've never lived in anything with more than two bedrooms." Mike responded, following the woman. Beth checked the appliances to make sure they still worked, and showed Mike where the fuse box was. A brief tour of the kitchen turned up several jars of preserved jellies, an old box of cat biscuits, and an empty tub of ice cream in the freezer.
"So, where is the cat?" Mike asked, shaking the box of biscuits.
"As far as we know, she didn't have one. Your great aunt conscripted our services long before my parents were even out of high school, and rarely contacted the firm. According to our sources, she was largely a shut-in. It's likely those treats are older than you or I."
"As long as she wasn't eating them," Mike muttered, throwing the biscuits back in the cupboard.
"So, you've only lived in apartments?" Beth led Mike to the stairs. As she climbed, Mike paused to look in the living room. Sure enough, a creepy fucking porcelain doll sat right above the fireplace, legs draped over the mantle. He shivered and looked up the stairs. Enough of Beth's legs were showing that he could see the top of her stockings. Jesus. He pulled hard on the railing, eager to catch up.
"Yeah. My mom was always unemployed, so we were always staying with friends." Memories of being crammed away in the back of someone else's home made him shudder. Long nights pressed up against his own mother as they shared a bed, the smell of alcohol oozing from her pores and stinging his eyes. Years of therapy might have helped him over the worst of it, but he still had nights where he woke up panicked, convinced that he was crammed in bed again with his mother.
"Sounds rough." Beth said. She opened up a door, revealing a study. "This is the office. Everything in here was custom built out."
"I don't see a router." Mike walked in, looking around the room. The shelves in the room were packed with poetry books and different inspirational pieces. Fake flowers adorned every free inch of desk space.
"Your great aunt didn't have Internet."
"Well, I will." Mike frowned, looking out the window. He could see how overgrown the back yard had become. A large stone fountain full of muck had been overgrown with weeds. "I build websites for a living. If I decide to keep the place, I will need to get it installed."
Beth was already making notes on her clipboard. "I will see what we can do. Just to remind you, this home is on the list of historical places, so we may experience some delays."
Mike waved a hand dismissively, kneeling beneath the desk. "I have my ways. Just get me some sort of high speed line, I'll do the rest." He stuck his hands behind the desk, feeling for an outlet.
"Let me show you to the guest room," Beth said, reminding him that she was still there. Mike smacked his head on the desk as he stood. He grinned sheepishly, rubbing the top of his head as he followed her back into the hall. Beth opened up another door, showing him a plain twin sized bed with a large pink comforter. Daisies were embroidered across the top.
"I have no words." Mike said, staring at the guest bed.
"I don't blame you." Beth opened up the closet. "There are some spare linens, but they aren't any better."
"What use does a shut in have for a guest room?" Mike inspected the closet. In the bottom, he saw another porcelain doll.
"My best guess is that it was a room your father stayed in as a child."
"You think?" Mike held up one end of the pink comforter.
Beth laughed. "I never said it was a good idea. Your dad had some cousins, and most were little girls once."
"I'm sure." Mike stared at the bed, his thoughts drifting. Was it actually possible that his own father had slept beneath this roof? The man had died not long after Mike was born, lost to an aggressive form of cancer. It was the same disease that had led his own mother to drink. Thinking of his mother, he looked at the tiny bed and shivered. No fucking way. He needed a larger bed.
"Where did Great Aunt Mabel sleep?" he asked.
"In her room, down the hall." Beth paused. "She died in there."
"In the bed?" Mike was already wondering where he could unroll his sleeping bag.
"No, if that's what you are worried about." Beth took him back into the hall. Mike found himself staring again at her butt. His eyes flicked up to hers as she looked back. "It's this one right here."
Beth opened up the door. The room was large, the ceiling elevated. Mike realized he was in one of the round, tower rooms he had seen from the front. The bed was centered along the back wall, a large four poster with draping curtains all around. His eyes followed the curve of the walls, taking in the intricate molding along the mid wall and ceiling. Two dressers, a standing armoire, and a mirrored nightstand were all uncovered by Beth as she made her rounds. A large opening signaled the entrance to the bathroom. Towards the other side of the room, a large oriental rug covered the floor.
"The rug is in an odd place," Mike said, pointing at it.
"It was some time before we found your aunt," Beth replied. "We're working on finding proper replacement material. It isn't easy to find hundred year old hardwood flooring that matches the surrounding floor."
"Why not replace it all?"
"Historical society, remember?"
"Ah." Mike stared at the bed. It was easily a king size. "Her heart gave out?"
"She was 96. It happens." Beth looked at her clipboard. "I made myself a few notes. I just need a signature to authorize some purchases."
"Of course." Mike ignored Beth for the moment as he walked in the bathroom. "Holy shit, have you seen this thing?"
Beth laughed behind him. "I have. Impressive, isn't it?"
Mike stared at the largest, claw-footed bath tub he had ever seen. Looking at Beth with large eyes, he hopped inside it, laying down along the bottom. Neither his head or feet touched the edges, and he reached his arms out. They were almost fully extended before touching the sides.
"I will admit, your Great Aunt's taste in decor is questionable in areas, but this is probably my favorite piece here." Beth sat along the side of the bath, staring in at Mike. Mike sat up, looking over the side of the tub. The edge was to his chin.
"I feel like I'm sitting in a boat." Mike turned his attention to the spigot. Two separate faucets made of some sort of bronze fed the tub. "Does it still work?"
"I assume so. We had the home inspected in case we were selling it." Beth stroked one of the spigots. "I wish I could try it out."
"Hop in. Plenty of room." The words were out of his mouth before his brain could stop them. He looked away, pretending to fiddle with the faucets.
Beth laughed. "Afraid I'm too busy at the moment." Extending a hand, she helped Mike stand. He had to lift his legs high to step out of the basin. "Maybe I can house sit sometime."
"I'll leave you some bath beads." Mike stepped back to admire the tub. "I've never been a fan of baths, but this may be big enough to change my mind."
Taking a wide berth around the carpet in the bedroom, Mike followed Beth through the remaining rooms of the house. Beth made several notes on her clipboard, noting necessary adjustments. Mike's Great Aunt had left behind a very large sum of money, and her will stipulated that her oldest surviving relative be given full opportunity to make the house livable before selling it. Mike was well aware that one offer to buy was on the table already, a group of women who wanted to turn the place into a local museum. He had never been able to set roots down, rarely living anywhere longer than six months.
Beth stood at the front door, going over her checklist. Mike stared out the front window, watching the swinging chair rock in place. She had said his name twice before he snapped back to reality.
"Sorry, lost in thought," he apologized. "What did you say?"
"I said I can swing by tomorrow to take you shopping. Your Great Aunt had a car, but I wouldn't recommend going anywhere in it. You're going to need to get some essentials if you're going to make this place a home." Beth let the clipboard relax. "Which I hope you do. It was her utmost wish that the home stay in the family. I know you have already voiced some concerns over maintaining the property, but I really think you should give this place a shot."
"Yeah, maybe." Mike gave her a small smile. "This is a unique opportunity after all."
"Good. You have my business card, so don't hesitate to contact me for anything." Beth picked up her purse from the coffee table.
"Actually, there is something." Beth waited patiently as Mike walked over to the fireplace, removing the porcelain doll. "I don't care how, just get rid of it."
Beth stared at the doll and laughed. "I'm on it. Have a good night, Mike." She walked out the door and down the steps. Mike watched her as she went, the clicking of her heels on pavement echoing across the deck. He waved as she got in her car on the street and drove away.
The swinging chair creaked softly. Mike stepped onto the deck, staring at the offending piece of furniture. He unhinged the chains, lowering the seat to the deck. He let the front door shut softly behind him.
-
Night crept up on Mike as he whittled away his evening on his laptop. Using his neighbor's unprotected Wi-Fi, he checked on several sites he had been maintaining, answered some of his emails, and opened up his bank statements. None of the money his Great Aunt left him had been transferred in yet, but he pictured the new amount in place of his current one and wondered.
What would he even do with all that cash? If he were to sell the home, he would be walking around with several million and nothing to spend it on. He had been poor as a child, poor enough that by the time he worked his way through college, he was simply used to the survivor's lifestyle. All the clothes he owned would easily fit in two suitcases, and the bulk of his belongings were made up of a couple of desktop PC's and a tablet at his apartment.
He finally noticed the time near the bottom of his screen and shut down shop for the night. It was nearing eleven, and he still hadn't even eaten dinner. A quick search on his phone revealed a nearby pizza place, and he ordered himself a medium sausage with a 2 liter of Sprite. He wandered the lonely rooms, eventually tossing his bag in his Great Aunt's bedroom. He drifted through the house, picking up random belongings, trying to envision the woman his Great Aunt was.
He had looked her up on line. She had inherited the house from her own aunt (a notorious spinster) at a young age, living off of several very own railroad bonds that had paid off big in the 1940's. A job as a librarian supplemented her income through her fifties, and then she had simply shut herself away.
Not completely, though. Mike noted that some of the purchases in the home must have been made in the last couple of years. A few of the books in the library had tipped him off. She must have left on rare occasions, or at least hired somebody to shop for her. To be honest, the thought was pretty appealing to him.
The doorbell startled him out of his reverie, and he nearly dropped a clown figurine he had pulled from the shelf in front of him. He put it back and walked to the front door.
"Hi!" The pizza delivery man was, in fact, a gorgeous blonde girl, likely a college student. Her hair had been swooped back into a ponytail, and she was wearing a stylish pair of black rim glasses. The name-tag on her jacket said Dana. "Your house is gorgeous!" She handed him his soda.
"Uh, yeah." He leaned forward to help her take the food from its special cooler, and accidentally brushed against her breast through her jacket with his hand.
"I don't think I've ever delivered here before," she added, staring past him into the home. "Are you new in town?"
"First day." He handed her a pair of tens. As she dug into her pouch for change, he caught just a whiff of her perfume. His world started closing in. "No worries, keep it?"
"Seriously?" Her eyes were huge as he nodded.
"Yeah, no problem." He let the door close as she thanked him. Placing the pizza on the coffee table, he took a few deep breaths. The sensation of her breast against the back of his hand, the sheer firmness of it, accompanied by the scent of her perfume had given him a surprisingly hard erection.
He ran through the house, flipping on all of the lights. His mother's voice attempted to rise up in the back of his mind, but he shut it out. Years of sharing a bed with her had inevitably led to an incident, shortly before his eleventh birthday, when he had awaken suddenly to a slap in the face. In his sleep, he had managed to roll into his own mother while sprouting wood.
The physical abuse was immediate, but the verbal abuse continued. Whenever he got aroused in his sleep, his mother would slap him awake, or call others in to make fun of him. Often, this led to a sudden change in address, as most normal people recognized her behavior as appalling. Her constant teasing in front of anyone who would listen had led him to a largely celibate lifestyle. The few women he had been with had been unsympathetic to his sexual panic attacks, or his mommy issues, as one had called them. Now, in an unfamiliar setting, he found those old emotions resurfacing, attempting to claw away at the protective shell he had put around himself.
His imagination was his own worst enemy. Picturing her specter hiding in the shadows, waiting to pass judgment, had simply clenched the deal. Now, though, with all of the lights on, she couldn't afford to surface. His panic attack subsiding, he picked up his food and made his way to the kitchen.
Mike consumed his meal while streaming a movie on his computer, leaving the last five slices for tomorrow. The fridge looked painfully bare, occupied by a sole pizza box and a soda bottle. Mike returned to the table, watching for another half an hour as the generic action star did something to confound the villain. His mind kept flipping back and forth to the feel of the pizza girl's breast and his mother's demonic memory.
He pulled out his phone and flipped down to Dr. Gorman in his contacts. He hadn't sat with his therapist in over three years, but the urge to reach out had surfaced. Hands shaking, his thumb hovered over the call button.
"Fuck it." He closed his contact list. His mother was dead, the past was the past, and he needed to get over it. Years of being told that arousal was natural, that everybody did it, that it was okay to fantasize. He closed his eyes, recalling the cute appearance of Dana the pizza girl. He unleashed the memory of her scent, the firmness of her breast, the surprised expression she had made when he had tipped her eight bucks extra. It was probably the same face she made during her first orgasm, or perhaps when her lover's lips first touched the nipples of her firm breast...
That did it. His body was back in full swing, he was back in control. Well, almost. The urge to watch porn to help get off was strong, but Dr. Gorman had reminded him that porn could be too much of an escapist fantasy. It was better for him to visualize on his own; he was less likely to panic in bed with a real woman. However, porn wasn't so much the issue, but rather location.
He was in a stranger's house with a major hard on. Technically, he could jerk off in the hallway for all anybody cared, but just because the house was now his didn't mean it was home. It definitely didn't feel safe.
Mike closed his computer and proceeded up to the bedroom. He could take care of his own needs in there. That wasn't much different than a hotel room, or new apartment, really. The more he told himself these things, the more he was ready to get off. Stepping into the room, he took one look at the bed and shuddered. Beds were sometimes just as bad, and today was no different.




"Why am I so fucking damaged?" He shouted to the walls. They had no answer for him. Instead, he stormed into the bathroom and turned on the sink, splashing cool water on his face. Staring in the mirror, he watched the cool drops fall down his cheeks, his eyes suddenly on the giant bathtub.
The bathroom's contoured walls prevented anyone in the tub from seeing anything but the bathroom. Remembering how well he fit in it earlier, and seeing how isolated it was, he knew it would work.
Turning on the water, he watched as the basin filled quite quickly. Obviously, his great aunt had found a way to trick out the water pressure. Beth had told him that they paid a cleaning service to turn everything over, which meant that clean towels were already hanging near the tub. He stripped down in the bedroom, throwing his clothes on the nearby dresser.
Walking into the bathroom, he caught sight of his own naked figure in the mirror. His body was lean (he really didn't eat too much), and marred with massive scars on the right. They went all the way from his thigh to under his armpit, crossing chaotically. They were a reminder of the fatal accident that had taken his mother, one final mark for her to leave behind. One girlfriend had told him they made him look like a badass, but he couldn't be certain she wasn't just saying that to make him feel better.
Mike thumbed through the playlist on his phone and found one he liked. The water was just right, and he carefully slid into the tub. The whole inner surface had a texture that helped prevent him from slipping. A nearby washrag was soaked in hot water and he placed it across his eyes and forehead. Drowning out the world with water and music, he let his hands explore.
One hand slid across the head of his penis while the other one tugged gently at the skin beneath the head. He let both hands slide down the shaft with plenty of room to spare between them. A former girlfriend had once told him (upon breaking up) that a dick like his was a waste, because no girl ever got to use it.
"Fuck," Mike muttered to himself. He only found the courage to do this once every few weeks, which meant that he was always extra sensitive. He ran his thumb gently over the head, flinching at the sudden intrusion of pleasure. He pictured the delivery girl in his mind, running his fingers down and across her slender hips, hearing her moan as he leaned in to suck on her neck. In his mind, he slid his hands underneath her shirt to play with her nipples, watching as she slid down the length of his body to take him in her mouth.
The mind was a tricky thing. Mike let his brain rewind. This time, she was in a hurry, but she desperately needed to get fucked. Sliding her pants down, he took her roughly from behind, her soaking pussy squeezing hard on his dick. His mind tossed and turned over both possibilities, allowing him the luxury of both fantasies.
Grabbing the root of his cock, he squeezed hard. He felt the pressure slowly build inside, and his fantasies took hold as he felt a warm mouth engulf his cock, sucking it in hard.
Surprised, Mike opened his eyes to see a woman beneath the water's surface, her hands pinned to his hips as her head bobbed up and down slowly on his dick. Her hair was light blue, the color of sapphires, and she appeared as if a ghost, the light of the room passing through her body. Confused, he withdrew a hand from the water and pinched his own cheek.
"Urgh!" That had hurt! He grabbed the side of the tub with one hand and fought to pull free. The woman beneath the water bobbed her head frantically, her tongue swirling around the head of his cock as she pulled him farther into the back of her throat. Gasping for air, Mike tried to slide away from her, this strange specter, but she clamped her hands against his ass and pulled his cock in as deep as it would go.
He had been too close to the edge already. Moaning, his cock spurted out rope after rope of cum, filling her throat and traveling down to her stomach. He gave up the struggle, the fight leaving him as her body became more solid. She continued to suck, and he grew light headed as he went limp, her tongue rolling hungrily across the head of his dick.
"What...the fuck?" The woman beneath the water was busy stroking his balls. He grabbed her by the hair, pulling her free of the water. She broke the water's surface, her mouth wide, water and semen dripping down her chin. She had thin slits along the side of her neck, slits that closed and vanished in the air.
"More," she rasped, her green eyes unfocused. "I need more." Already she was beginning to fade, the faucet behind her becoming visible through her body. "Please."
He stared, uncertain what special kind of stroke he was suffering from. He could see the white line of semen just inside her throat, trickling downward toward her stomach with every swallow.
Her eyes finally focused on his, her body snapping back into reality. She teased his limp cock with her fingers.
"Please," she begged, her face approaching the water. "I need it."
"I don't understand. Who are you?" He asked, touching her cool skin. "What are you?"
"Later," she whispered, her fingers touching the water. The liquid came alive, squeezing his body rhythmically up and down his legs. It swirled around his cock, tugging it like a thousand tiny hands, massaging blood back into it. Her eyes on his, he felt one of her fingers slide effortlessly up his ass.
He was immediately rock hard.
"Take me," she gasped, pulling him deeper into the tub and wrapping long legs around his waist. "Finish the spell."
"What spell?" He gasped, her lips finding his. Her tongue split his lips, and his dick slid into her, her body pulsing in time with his own heart.
"Fu-u-u-u-ck!" He moaned, pulling his mouth away from hers. She rode him frantically, her whole body blinking in and out of existence as she forced her hips against his. Water splashed over the edge of the tub, soaking the cool marble as she let out a scream, her face and breasts flushed as she continued to grind her pussy against him.
"I-I-I..." he stuttered, his balls contracting. She ground her pussy against him, hard, as he blew his load again. The water in the tub exploded upward, the lights above flickering as the electricity in the house surged.
The room descended into darkness, and he felt consciousness slip away.
-
Mike opened his eyes. He was still in the tub, the rag over his face. Pulling it off, he sat up, splashing water over the side.
"What the fuck?" Looking around the room, he saw no sign of the mysterious woman. The bath water was still warm. Had he fallen asleep?
He lifted himself free of the water, staring down into the tub with a mixture of relief and regret. It had to have been a dream, he thought, staring at his reflection in the mirror. A hot fucking dream.
Sighing, he stepped out of the bath onto the plush bathmat. A mystery woman who had ridden him senseless. He let out a laugh, rubbing the back of his neck. He never had sex dreams, and couldn't remember the last wet dream he had had. Looking back in the bath, he expected to see a giant glob of semen floating somewhere in the water.
That was strange. He swirled the water with his hands. He could have sworn he had come. A dream couldn't fake that sensation... could it? He gave his dick a light stroke, and sure enough, it rose to the occasion.
"Just a dream," he muttered, crawling back into the bath. It was still plenty warm, and there was no way he could get so hard again after coming twice. May as well take advantage, he figured, laying down in the tub. He gave himself a few light strokes, pulling on the base of his balls, picturing the girl from his dreams.
The water rippled with his movements, and suddenly she was there, as if stepping through a mirror. Mouth agape, he stared as she stood up before him, the water dripping down from her C-cup breasts. Her hair was a deep blue, far richer than the color it had been before. Thin horizontal lines that looked like tattoos were etched down her ribs, and the lips of her vagina were thick and long, dribbling a fluid of their own.
"Again?" She asked, kneeling down in the water. "Let me help you." She licked her lips, taking hold of his dick at the base.
"Who the fuck are you?!?" Mike cried, pulling away. She stared at him patiently as he tried to climb out of the bath. Tendrils of water circled his legs, pulling him back in so that the two of them were face to face.
"My name is Naia," she cooed, touching his lips with her finger. "And you just saved my life."
-
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A Banshee on the Porch!
"Whoa!" Mike splashed water everywhere in his haste to get out of the tub. This time, Naia didn't fight him as he scrambled out into the bathroom, covering up with a towel. She pouted as he slid across the floor, looking for his pants. Seeing that she hadn't moved from her spot in the tub, Mike felt his heart rate level out, the burst of adrenaline gone.
"Who...what are you?" He asked, trying to keep his eyes off of her breasts. Other than the strange markings on her ribs, her skin was flawless.
"I am Naia." She smirked. "Though I suspect we are past names at this point, Mike. I am full of your cum, after all."
"So it wasn't a dream." Mike slid his pants on, the fabric catching on his wet skin. "That still doesn't tell me anything else. For instance, how you got here." He had been alone in the tub, and she had appeared from beneath the water.
"I've been here for quite some time." She swished the water with her hand. "If you don't mind-" she waved her hand and the spigot came on, warm water filling the tub. It filled even faster this time, until another wave of her hand turned it off. "It's been a long time since I've had a hot soak."
"What do you mean, quite some time?" Mike crossed his arms. "You're lucky I don't just call the cops."
"You won't do that." She pulled a handful of water over her breasts, letting it run free across them. "You and I are linked now. You are struggling with what you saw, but accept that it happened and want to know more. You are also afraid that you are suffering a psychotic break which will only be confirmed when the cops arrive and find nothing but a tub full of water."
Mike stared at her, mouth open. "You can read my mind?"
Naia laughed, a beautiful sound that echoed off the tiles. "Not quite. Just general stuff. I would far rather have this conversation here in the water, by the way."
"You practically raped me," Mike told her. "If I get back in there, I assume you are going to try again."
"I hardly raped you." Naia looked angry. "You were the one jacking off in my tub. I did what I did out of self-preservation, by the way, and I happen to know that you enjoyed it."
Mike sighed. Being angry was getting him nowhere. "Okay, give me a second to calm down. If you can read my mind, you should be feeling that this is a little much for me right now." He walked toward the tub, staring warily at its edge. "If I sit, do you promise not to pull me in or anything?"
"Yes." She moved away from the edge, allowing him a better look at her body through the water. God, she was gorgeous.
"Let's back things up a bit. Fill in the gaps for me. Let's start with who and what you are."
"I'm Naia." She ran her hands across her body. "This is what I am. I am a nymph."
"A nymph?" The gears in his brain spun. He had only heard the word used in nymphomaniac. "Can you elaborate?"
"I am a water spirit." She stirred the water with one finger, summoning a floating sphere. "My spring was dammed up over a century ago. Luckily, the water was diverted through the fountain in the yard, and eventually pipes were installed to allow spring water to come up through the pipes to this tub so that I could come inside."
"For what purpose?"
"I think you know." Naia winked at him. "Nymphs are sexual by nature. The person who built this house did it to protect me, and he and I had quite the life here together. It was too cold in the winter to fuck outside, so this was a pretty good compromise."
"What do you need protecting from?"
"My spring was going to be destroyed. If it ever stops flowing, either it forms somewhere else or I die. Which I was quite close to doing, I might add."
"Really?"
Naia nodded. "When Emily died, the house went unused for a really long time. The fountain became clogged, and the fixtures in the house never flowed. There's a slight trickle in the fountain, but minerals are backing it up. When you turned on the bath, it gave me just enough energy to manifest."
"Wow." Mike was watching the tiny sphere of water float above the tub. It occasionally touched down on the water's surface, bouncing once more into the air.
"Yes. But I needed more. Nymphs can channel sexual energy into magic, but we try not to because it causes links between us. That's why some of us drown our sexual partners."
"There are more of you?"
Naia nodded. "There used to be. Modern civilization has not been very kind to my race."
"Tell me more about our link."
Naia blushed. "The first spell was to help unclog the fountain. It was minor, but if you were to die, I could make it through another winter."
"If I were to die?"
"While I was taking in your essence, I looked into your soul. If I hadn't liked what I saw, I would have drowned you. Don't take it personally."
Holy shit. "If you got what you wanted, then why the second spell?"
"When I looked inside of you, I found a man who grew up without a home, one who needed a family who could love him for who he is. The second spell was selfish on my part, but we will both see benefit."
"What does it do?" He asked.
"I swapped a small part of your soul with mine," she admitted, biting at her lower lip. "That way, you and I would be forever linked, and you would be more likely to stay here."
"PART OF MY WHAT?" Mike stood, balling his fists. "You took part of my soul?!?"
"Swapped. No taking, an even exchange." She stood up, water trailing from her body. "It's like a gift, but magic always needs an equivalent exchange. By taking part of your soul, you and I are forever connected. By taking part of my soul, you have been given certain gifts."
"You can't just take-" the watery orb now had a twin, and tiny lights sparkled within, relaxing him. "So, what, I go to Hell now or something?"
"Silly man." Naia splashed the water at him playfully. "This isn't some demonic pact or anything. When you die, your soul goes with you and the piece I gave you comes back to me. So relax. As long as I don't terminate the spell early, our continued existence benefits each other."
Mike sighed, rubbing his head. This was too much. "Okay, so tell me about these benefits."
"Traditionally, precognition, mind reading, things like that. However, those have fallen out of vogue, as the last thing we want is for you to call attention to yourself, or this house. Instead, you will find yourself far more charming than usual, a natural beauty of sorts. Heightened sensitivity of your senses and just enough of those earlier abilities to keep you out of danger. Oh, and a gift more for me." She leaned forward, pressing her breasts together. Mike's crotch twitched in his pants. "You no longer have much of a refractory period. I figured that's a fair trade for not being able to win the lottery."
"So a magic boner and a spidey-sense. Fucking fantastic," Mike muttered to himself.
"Well, and a permanent psychic link to me." Naia pouted. "You're being rude."
"I'm sorry Naia, this is just a lot to take in." He was staring at her breasts, the way they pushed together, her tiny nipples rigid just above the water's surface.
"Get in the bath with me," she purred. "I can help you relax."
"You still haven't told me what you get from the link."
"Your protection." She leaned back, her breasts bobbing on the surface. "This home needs a guardian, a human who won't expose our secret to the world, one who will care for us until his dying day. When I read your spirit, I knew that you could be the one who protect us."
"Us?" He peeked out into the bedroom. "There are others nymphs?"
Naia shook her head. "I'm referring to the house itself. Emily was the last guardian of this place, and it holds many secrets. If this house should fall into the wrong hands..." Naia shivered, though the water was warm. "I'm afraid I can't be of much help in discovering them, as I am unable to leave this room. That, and I can't actually tell you."
"Why not?"
"It's the house." She frowned. "Powerful magic, a Geas. When Emily died, the house's protective magic kicked in. It's like being unable to remember someone's name, even though you are looking right at them. There is something important that I want to tell you, but it floats away from me when I try to focus on it. I'm afraid it will be that way until you can figure out for yourself the real purpose of this house."
"Secrets, huh?" Mike thought back to his college days, low-key hacking into servers just to see what was there. "Sounds like a challenge."
"I wish I could help, I really do." Naia frowned. "I have huge gaps in my memory, but the main thing I remember is Emily."
"You knew my Great Aunt well?"
"She was a good friend. I know you picture her in your mind as some old woman traipsing through the house, but she never looked a day over twenty seven. Not until the day she died, anyway. The magic preserves beauty, but doesn't prolong death."
"Interesting." Mike stroked his chin. "So, I'm going to be young forever."
"On the outside." Naia smiled. "And I think I can make your stay worth it."
"I'm going to be honest. I'm not really good with women." Mike stared at her naked body, his cock twitching once more. His body and brain were disconnected, his body suddenly ready but his mind hesitant. His mother's voice was distant, but it was still there.
"I saw that." Naia trailed a finger down between her breasts. "A lot of pain in your past, something holding you back. You'll find that our new bond will alleviate that somewhat."
"What, are you my therapist now?"
"Even better." Mike hadn't realized how close he had come to the water. Naia slid her finger into the waistband of his pants, pulling him close. "My magic has created a special bond between us, one that enhances trust, allowing you to momentarily forget." Tugging the band of his pants down, his cock sprung free, pointing directly at her mouth. "I can teach you to overcome your pain, if you will let me." She stroked his cock lovingly, her fingers magically warm and wet. She gazed up into his eyes, adoration on her face. "Please let me do this, Mike. Please."
"I..." Mike stared at the woman in his tub, the one who radiated warmth and safety. For the first time he could remember, he had become lost in the moment, the slight heat of her breath teasing the head of his swollen dick. Gone were any thoughts of his childhood, the house, or what had happened earlier. Her eyes were shimmering pools, glowing with an inner light of their own.
"C'mon Mike. Let's do it right this time." She continued stroking. "With your permission."
Mike was breathing hard, his fingers stroking lightly at her hair. She broke eye contact, staring hungrily at his cock. She was panting now, and his cock tingled with every stroke.
"Please," Mike begged her. "Please." He couldn't put the feeling into words, but he needed her.
She leaned forward, sucking him in gently, her teeth just barely sliding across his foreskin. He shivered as she took him all the way to the root, one hand stroking his balls while the other slid around his hips. She sucked on him for several seconds, and he moaned softly, unsure what to do. She broke away, a trail of spit connecting her mouth to his dick.
"Get in." Her voice was husky, her hands pulling down his pants. He helped, pushing them to the floor as she caressed his balls, rolling them gently between her fingers. He stepped into the bath, her mouth finding his dick again. She grabbed him by the hips, moaning quietly as he thrust into her mouth. Already, his body felt light, his muscles relaxing as the magic took hold of him. He popped free from her full lips, and she reached up for him as he knelt down, their lips finding each other. He ran fingers through her blue hair, tracing the line of her jaw. She clutched his shoulders, breaking free of his kiss to suck at his collarbone.
"Everything feels like electricity," he told her, meaning every word. His skin was practically tingling, her touch igniting tiny sparks between them in the warm of the bath.
"Part of that is my magic," she whispered in his ear, her breath hot. "The rest of it is me."
His hand moved down her belly, parting the thick folds of her pussy. She was impossibly tight. He worked her cunt this way for a few minutes, rubbing at her clit with his thumb. After a minute of this, he realized that something felt odd. Pushing back from her, he stared down.
"Is that a piercing?" He asked. In between her labia was a shiny sphere.
"That's my clit," she giggled. She stood, sitting on the edge of the tub and spreading her legs. Pulling back her folds, he saw that her clit strongly resembled a pink pearl. He ran his finger across the top of it, causing her to gasp. It was smooth, yet hard.
"Is it always like this?"
"Only when I'm this turned on." She said, smiling. "It's called a Nymph's Pearl."
"God damn." He moved closer, taking in her scent. The aroma made his head swim. "May I?"
"You're such a gentleman." Grabbing the back of his head, she pulled him in. He opened his mouth, gently sucking in her Nymph's Pearl, moving it around with his tongue as he slid two fingers in her pussy. Naia gasped, digging her fingers into the back of his head as he rolled her Pearl around in circles. Moaning, she wrapped her legs around his head, squeezing him tight.
From his position between her legs, her scream of delight sounded like distant thunder. He switched from two fingers to three, her eager pussy gobbling up the extra digit with no effort. He pulled his fingers free, lapping at her inner folds with his tongue, marveling at the salty-sweet taste of a nymph's vagina. Hands clutched at his neck, her legs trembling uncontrollably as he drove her to the edge.
Sucking the Pearl back into his mouth, he slid his fingers back into her, curling them upward.
She screamed again, soaking his face with her cum. Three rapid bursts of fluid coated him completely. Startled, he pulled away, wiping his eyes clear. It had the same taste that she did, with just a hint of spice. Naia, reclined on the edge of the tub, was gasping for air, her body suddenly limp.
"I've... I've never seen that before," Mike told her. His cock was absolutely throbbing.
Naia's eyes glowed from within, the water in the bath suddenly becoming steam. Rolling over, she lifted her ass into the air, clutching the rim of the tub.
"Fuck me, Mike," she hissed, the water's surface becoming choppy. He wrapped his hands around her hips, staring down at the juicy curves of her ass. Oddly, her prominent pussy was missing its neighbor, the long curve of her labia stretching farther back to where her asshole should have been.
Sensing his pause, Naia looked over her shoulder. "Nymph's don't need assholes. Now hurry up and fuck what's in front of- Oh God!" Mike, wasting no pretense, shoved himself inside her awaiting hole. Her body lurched forward as he pounded her from behind, giving no thought to her pleasure at all. Somehow, this didn't seem to matter to Naia. She panted like a dog, her raspy breath echoing off the tiles of the bathroom.
"Holy shit," Mike shouted, desperately shoving his dick inside. His newfound sensitivity was driving him wild, and he clawed at Naia's ass cheeks, his excitement building. The water around them bubbled with energy, tiny water spheres taking flight and hovering in the air.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck, FUCK!" When Mike came, his vision turned black around the edges, the world briefly losing focus, his back arching as he filled Naia with hot sperm. She let out her own shriek, pushing back against him as her back spasmed, ripples traveling down her spine and legs as she shook uncontrollably.
"Oh Mike," Naia moaned, going limp beneath his hands. She sank into the water, and Mike joined her, the two of them easily floating side by side.
"Naia." Mike was officially spent. He ran his fingers through her hair, sighing to himself as her fingers traced circles on his chest. "That was absolutely magical."
"I'm glad you liked it." Naia kissed him on the neck. "Consider it a down payment."
"For what?" He asked.
"For taking care of me. This place." Naia's face was suddenly serious. "If you choose to stay, you will find out that there's a lot more to do than just live out our days fucking. There are some really bad people out there, people willing to do anything to get their hands on this place."
"Because of you?" He asked.
"The man who built this house didn't just do it for me. He was a collector of magical items. These objects have tremendous power, and he hid them well. My job is to guard the house-because of the spring, I can never leave, so I was the best choice to be its guardian. Every time the house is passed to a new caretaker, I either make the pact like I have with you, or the new owner suffers an accident. Also..." Her face went blank for a second. "Damn. It's that thing I want to tell you again. I just can't remember, it's so frustrating. Anyway, I can't leave this room, or the fountain, once it's repaired for that matter." Naia stroked Mike's stomach lovingly. "Please fix my fountain. I miss being outside."
Mike stared at the canned lights in the ceiling. Magical artifacts? This night had taken a strange, impossible turn. "It shouldn't be too hard to figure out where these magic artifacts are kept. The house is big, but it's not that big."
Naia smirked, kissing Mike on the lips. "You keep telling yourself that." Yawning, Naia stretched. "I'm exhausted. You get some of that muck pulled from the fountain, and you and I can stay up all night if you like."
"Consider it done." He stayed with her for a while, but the water grew cold. Bidding her a good night, he watched as she vanished beneath the water's surface, the cool liquid flowing down the bath drain. Drying himself off, he stretched out on the giant bed. Within moments, he was asleep.
-
The bed was probably a hundred years old. God alone knew how old the mattress was. Somehow, Mike awoke from easily the best night's sleep in years. His body was in the same position it had been when he fell asleep. Yawning, he stepped down on the hard wood floors, his left ankle popping. Rubbing the back of his head, he strolled naked to the toilet to pee. He flushed the toilet, stepping out into the main bathroom. The tub was still there, glistening in the light of the morning sun.
"Naia?" his voice quivered, slightly. The events of last night were fresh in his mind, and he wondered how much he would crack if he discovered that it had all been a dream.
"I'm still here." Her voice echoed from inside the tub. "I'm always here. Now go get some work done. You and I can play later."
Mike laughed, leaving the room behind. Breakfast was last night's pizza, quickly reheated, and some soda. Mike quickly threw together a grocery list, food he would need for the week ahead. He stepped out the back door, staring at the poorly kept yard. The house itself was built near the top of the hill, and Mike realized that the back yard's high stone walls ensured privacy. A wrought iron gate at the back of the yard led out into the woods behind the home, but someone had strung a chain across the bars, a giant padlock holding it in place.
The fountain was in sad shape. No water could be seen in its giant basin, which was now full of silt and dead leaves. Mike sat on the side of the fountain, looking at his laptop. A quick Google search yielded several ways he could begin to restore it, but he was either going to have to look for tools or buy them.
"Fuck it," he muttered, adding the tools to his shopping cart. He didn't feel like spending hours looking through the house trying to find what he needed, and the local home improvement store had a service counter pickup option, which would get him home and back that much faster. Closing his laptop, he stood up to go back inside.



"Jesus fuck!" He nearly dropped his laptop. A stone figure tucked away in an alcove by the back door had startled him. Moving in for a closer look, he saw that it appeared to be a statue of a woman, but other than an ample bust, few details could actually be seen. Covered in creeper vines, he pushed a few of them aside to try and see it better. Failing, he made a mental note to pick up some garden sheers. Kneeling down by her feet, he expected to see a plaque on the pedestal she stood on, but it was blank.
"Damn near gave me a heart attack," he muttered, walking in through the back door. He set his laptop on the kitchen table, listening to the sounds of the house around him. Nothing but silence.
His rental car, a green Kia, was still on the curb where he had left it. Leaves had tumbled down from the trees along the street, creating a blanket for it. Pulling away, they spun in circles behind him, creating little leaf tornados in his rear view mirror.
Pickup at Mel's, the home improvement store, was super quick. Mike grabbed an extra pair of work gloves and some garden shears on the way out. Stopping at the grocery store, he picked up some basics, including coffee and a new coffee maker. He had seen one in the kitchen, but didn't trust it to actually work.
He arrived back at the house, gathering up all of his bags in an attempt to make only one trip. Walking precariously between the stone lions, he made it to the front door, setting the bags down to get his key out of his pocket. The deadbolt clicked open, and he pocketed the key, kneeling down to grab his bags.
The porch swing creaked. Mike stared, the gears of his mind turning. He thought he had disconnected the swing last night. Yet there it was, swaying in a non-existent breeze. He walked over, unhooking the swing and lowering it to the porch.
Shaking his head, he walked inside, putting it from his mind. He stacked his groceries up on the counter and tossed the bag of supplies on the kitchen table. Stocking the fridge, he began organizing the tools from the store. A few scrub brushes, a trowel, and a drain snake were pulled from the bucket he had purchased, as well as a screwdriver.
A knock at the door was followed by the sound of the bell. Mike walked back down the long hall, a shadowy figure visible through the frosted glass of the front door. He opened the door to reveal Beth, his Great Aunt's estate representative, standing on the other side. She was holding a stack of files, but that wasn't what Mike noticed. Her dark hair still in a bun, she was wearing a bright red blouse, the top buttons straining to hold it shut, with a knee length white skirt.
"Mr. Radley," she greeted him, a warm smile on her face. "I thought I would drop by and bring you some paperwork. There are several things the firm needs you to look over before we can finalize a transfer of assets. May I come in?"
"Um, yeah. Certainly." He stepped back, and she stepped past him, the smell of soap and lavender following her in. He shuddered internally, this human woman somehow ten times more daunting than the mystical creature upstairs. "Here, this way." He led her to the kitchen, where she set down the pile of documents.
"It looks like you're getting ready to tackle a project," Beth said, picking up the trowel. "Hopefully nothing the Historical Society would disapprove of."
"Just cleaning some gunk out of the fountain," he told her. "Hoping to see it running soon."
"Those don't sound like the words of a man who is still debating keeping the place."
"You're correct. I've decided to stay."
"In that case," Beth slid one of the folders out, checking its contents. "This was an offer from that group of women I told you about. They call the firm almost every day, they're absolutely in love with this place."
"I hate to disappoint them, but the place is growing on me already." Mike smiled, thinking of Naia. "Not sure why, but I feel like this is where I was meant to be."
"I'm very happy for you Mike." Her smile was genuine, crinkling the skin next to her eyes. "I know what you mean. I've been over here several times to make sure the place is being cared for properly by our interim team, and admit I'm a little sad that I won't get to see it much longer."
"Nonsense." Mike waved a hand dismissively. "You're welcome over here anytime. Besides, you're the only person I even know in this town. My job doesn't offer many opportunities to meet new people, so I'm afraid you are my entire social group."
"I may just take you up on that." Beth sat at the table. "I've been a bit obsessed with this place since I was a little girl. I was convinced a fairy queen lived here, probably until I was thirteen. I used to ride my bike past every day, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. Turns out that it must have been someone who worked for your great aunt, a young woman who I sometimes caught working in the garden. She had this brilliant radiance around her, almost like she was stuck in an old Disney movie. I half expected birds to circle around her as she broke into song or something. I won't lie, I tried to figure out who she was once your aunt passed, but there weren't any records." She chuckled, stroking the files with a finger. This action pressed her breasts together, causing a tiny gap to form between the buttons of her blouse. Mike stared into that dark space, wondering what color her bra was. "It's silly, I know, but I can't help but love this place just a little."
"I've only been here one night. Trust me, I know what you're talking about." Snapping his eyes away from her chest, Mike leaned forward, opening the top file. "Ugh. This looks like a bunch of legalese."
"In triplicate. These are some additional assets, plus some agreements I need you to sign since you are taking ownership of the home. Per the will, there are a few protective clauses, primarily stating that you can never bulldoze the home and start from scratch. This was per your Great Aunt's wishes, but I'm guessing that isn't a problem."
"You would be correct." Mike slid open a drawer looking for a pen, but Beth had one ready.
"You can have an attorney read these over first. I prefer that you would, actually. There isn't any hurry-now that we have an heir, the clock sort of resets for a bit." She set the pen on the table. "However, I am just on delivery duty today. I need to get in to the office to begin processing some additional documents. Today is Tuesday. I would be happy to drop by on Friday to pick these up, if you have them done. Otherwise, I can just drop by to make certain you are getting settled. That is part of the provisions as well."
"Um, yeah. Sure. Thank you." Mike followed her outside. He walked behind her, watching the gentle sway of her ass until they arrived at her car, a cute little convertible he didn't recognize. Beth gave him a wave and a smile before driving away. He walked back up the walk, stopping to pat one of the lion's paws for luck. In his mind, he was planning to take the bucket straight out back and see what he could do about that pesky fountain.
He was up the stairs, his hand on the door when he heard the swing next to him squeak. Turning his head, he saw her sitting there, kicking her legs gently as she stared across the front yard, her eyes distant.
"Hey." Mike said, moving to get a better view of her. Her skin was unnaturally pale, her hair white. She was wearing a simple white dress with a thick, black belt around her waist. The skirt stopped just above her knees, white stockings visible above a black pair of shoes. The swing creaked as she swayed, coming close to the siding of the house. She ignored him.
"Hello? Hey?" He stood in front of her, waving his hand in front of her face. Her slightly milky eyes stared forward. Maybe she's blind, Mike thought, staring at her now. Her skin was paper white, but her facial features made Mike think of a mixed European heritage. Small breasts pushed against the front of her dress, filling out the top as if it had been custom made for her. Her eyes didn't budge, her dark eyed gaze settled on eternity.
"Now look..." Mike grabbed the chain of the swing, halting its forward motion.
The change was immediate. She was suddenly standing, her whole body lurching forward as if a movie had skipped several frames. A blast of cold air assailed Mike as her wild face was suddenly inches from his own, her feet hovering inches above the ground. She let out a blistering screech, her hair fanning out wildly behind her as she raised her hands, fingers curled into claws. Mike, panicking, stumbled backwards, the railing hitting him in his lower back. The icy blast of air pushed him over the edge, where he fell into the scratchy bushes below. Wide eyed, he stared into the sky as the specter leaned over the rail, floating upward.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck," he muttered struggling to fight his way free of the bushes. She let out another shriek, her suddenly darkened features stretched until her face was a nightmarish mask.
"Stop unhooking my swing, fucker!" She cried, poofing out of existence. Mike scrambled to his feet, rolling free of the bushes covered in bloody scratches. Standing in the warm light of day, his heart pounding a mile a minute, Mike stared up at the porch where he had fallen from. The railing was cracked, and behind it, the porch swing swayed gently in the breeze.
Mike ran up the stairs, his eyes on the empty swing. He shoved the door open, slamming it shut behind him. "Naia!" He hollered, running up the stairs. "Naia, what the fuck was that?" He shouted, running into the bathroom.
The tub's faucet opened up, pouring a thin layer of water on the bottom. Her head and shoulders emerged as if she was in a lake rather than an inch of water.
"What happened?" She asked.
"Some woman on the porch. On the swing. Screamed at me. I fell into the bushes." Mike gasped for air, inspecting the cuts on his arm.
"Oh. Oh!" Naia's eyes flashed. "I remember! That's Cecilia!"
"Who is Cecilia?" Mike sat on the side of the tub, rubbing his eyes.
"She's a banshee. She lives on the porch. She really likes the swing." Naia sunk even lower, her lips just above the surface of the water. "I'm sorry Mike. I wish I could have told you."
"Is that the important thing? The one you wanted to say but couldn't?"
Naia shook her head, her face moving even lower. Just her eyes were visible above the water.
"Naia, what aren't you telling me?" Mike crossed his arms. The nymph blushed, her words muffled by the water. "What did you say?"
Naia rose up out of the water until her lips were visible. "I said that there are others."
"Others? Others like who?"
Naia shook her head. "I can't remember. I'm sorry Mike, but I really can't. Now that you've met Cecilia, I can remember her very well, or at least what Emily told me about her. She almost never came inside. But there are others."
"If you can't remember them, than how do you know there are others?"
"It's the important thing, the one I couldn't remember." Naia slumped. "I think you're going to be mad."
"I'll do my best. What is it?"
"Remember earlier, when I told you that the man who built this house collected magical artifacts?"
"Yes?"
"It's part of the Geas. It's a fail-safe, a half-truth. He did collect artifacts, yes. But he came across most of those on accident."
"How do you accidentally come across artifacts?"
Naia put on her best, fake smile. "You see a lot of them when you decide to start your own monster collection."
*****
*That's Chapter 2, I hope you liked it! Check my bio to see my current progress on this story, as well as my side projects. Feedback and comments are still greatly appreciated!*
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It was the middle of July, the temperature outside climbing steadily higher. The residents of the Glen (a moderately expensive housing development) were daily maxing the capacity of the neighborhood pool, forcing many to seek out their own methods of keeping cool. Rolling brownouts due to the heavy electrical toll caused many to sit in the confines of darkened homes, sweating it out until their air conditioning was turned back on.
Jason Dawes stood in the dark confines of his own house, staring out into his back yard. His daughter Naomi was holding a "Non-Pool party" with her friends from high school. There were seven teenagers in his back yard right now, all recent high school graduates (Go Beavers!). He shook his head as his daughter, nearly nineteen, snapped the back of her best friend Maria's bikini top. There were a couple of boys at the non-party, dramatically jumping through his sprinkler in various attempts to impress the ladies. The image in his yard was surreal. He and Naomi's mother had divorced six years ago. As a result, Naomi had ended up several hundred miles away. Unable (and unwilling) to change jobs, Jason had watched his daughter grow up in random six month spurts when she would come out to visit him. Nearly a year ago, Naomi had called to let him know that her mother was getting married again, and that there was a job opening at one of the fire stations in town. Sensing the desire to fully reconnect over the phone, Jason made the move for his daughter. She had moved in over the winter months, and he slowly became acquainted with the life his little girl had built for herself in the small town of Eagle's Haven.
One of the hardest things to come to terms with was how unbelievably attractive his daughter's friends were. Not being able to watch these other girls grow up gave Jason just enough disconnect to fail to see them as his own children. Instead, they were gorgeous young women, the kind that he would ogle at the mall or while around town. Being a firefighter had its perks in the women he got attention from, but he simply could not go down that road with his daughter's friends. In the six months he had been living in Eagle's Haven, he had been very careful to avoid any form of flirting with the young women in town, a behavior which had earned him the nickname Iceman at the firehouse. Here, however, in the dark of his own home, he could watch to his heart's delight. Undoubtedly, these young women thought he was anti-social, but nothing could be farther from the truth. He was the father who was never home, the father who ordered them dinner and disappeared. The father who frequently masturbated behind the locked door of his bedroom to take off the edge after spending the day in the presence of several available women under his roof.
He was also the father who loved his daughter and would never do anything to hurt her. This, unfortunately, included keeping his dick to himself.
To his left, the sliding door opened with a slight squeak, a reminder that he needed to hit it with some WD-40 later. In walked Megan and Brianne, their bodies covered in drops of water. Megan was thin and soft spoken, the school's valedictorian. She was slender, her hair shoulder length, the color of roses. Brianne was a cheerleader from the school, with thick curls and brown hair. Her figure was very well rounded, with meat in all the right places. As the girls chatted, he couldn't help but notice the butterfly tattoo just above Brianne's ass, an ass that barely fit in her bathing suit.
"Mr. Dawes, are the burgers defrosted yet?" Megan asked, toweling her hair off. Jason looked down in the sink full of water. Usually he would just defrost them quickly in the microwave, but the current power outage had caused him to improvise. He removed the Ziploc bag from the sink of water, attempting to peel some of the patties apart.
"Are you girls getting hungry?" he asked, the cold meat sliding apart. He reached for one of the plates on the counter, which Megan rushed to hand him. Brianne stood next to him, appraising his efforts. Her head came up to his shoulders, and when she turned to face him, her soft breast rubbed across his arm.
"Something like that," Brianne said. She turned away abruptly, brushing once more across his arm. Jason set his jaw in determination. This was a game that Brianne had been playing with him since February, when she had seen him shopping at the grocery store with his crew. Any other woman would have received a playful slap on the butt, or an invite to coffee, which would inevitably lead back to her place for...
Jason shook his head, scattering the image. He didn't need to be standing at the sink with a hard on. He quickly loaded the rest of the plates, making sure no more patties were stuck together.
"I'll take these out, Mr. Dawes." Megan grabbed one of the plates of beef and took it outside to the grill. Brianne picked up another one, and Jason grabbed the last two. As he started to walk outside, Brianne deliberately walked through the door as he did, causing him to turn sideways. She rubbed her butt across his crotch, dragging it slowly. Jason's left eye twitched, but he said nothing, stepping out into the backyard behind her. The teens largely ignored Jason's presence, though one of the boys came to ask if he needed any help grilling. Jason declined. The grill, preheated and seasoned, was set to sizzling up the burgers. Naomi and Megan made trips into the house to prepare the rest of the meal, and Brianne was showing the boys some of her yoga poses. Gabrielle, one of the other girls, got jealous and hosed Brianne down with icy water. Brianne screamed, and a random stream of water shoved the back of her bikini bottom down, revealing just the top of two perfectly formed, tanned buttocks.
"Fuck," Jason muttered, returning his eyes to the grill. He was wearing sunglasses, but the last thing he needed was to be caught looking. Brianne was a big enough cock tease. He watched the meat cook, rotating the patties to give them some gorgeous grill marks before flipping them.
"Mr. Dawes, are you going to run through the sprinkler?" Brianne was holding the hose now, pointing at the sprinkler with her free hand. Jason was wearing a bathing suit and a tank top, but had no desire to run through the water.
"No, Brianne, you can leave it disconnected if you want. Lunch is almost ready." For teens, any word related to food was magic. Instantly, they all lined up, Megan and Naomi handing out plates. Buns were prepared, and like clockwork, they all took turns at the grill. Naomi pecked him quickly on the cheek as she collected her meal.
"Thanks, dad." It was a simple thing, a quick peck from his daughter, but it was his entire world right now. She walked over to the table and sat.
Brianne took her burger and sighed. "It's too bad you don't have any brats. There's nothing better than a nice long piece of meat, if you know what I mean." She adjusted her burger and sucked the grease slowly off her finger. Jason cleared his throat, desperately fighting off a reply.
Megan arrived with two plates. "Here, Mr. Dawes. I brought you yours. Naomi said you liked ketchup and pickles, no mustard." Her bright eyes were wide and innocent, polar opposites of the smoldering glances Brianne gave him.
"Thank you." Jason slid a patty onto Megan's plate, and then his own. He turned the grill off, and piled the remaining patties on a separate platter. He had a large picnic table in his back yard, one that he had built during the spring. It was identical to the one he had built Naomi when she was little to have tea parties at, except bigger, of course.
Maria and Naomi sat across from Jason, surrounded by the boys, Nick and James. As Jason arrived, Brianne slid away from Gabrielle and Megan, forcing Jason to sit next to her. Inwardly sighing, he sat down. If the power wasn't out, he would have eaten inside, giving his daughter's friends their privacy.
"So what are you guys doing tonight?" he asked. Everyone spoke at once, but Jason got the impression that they were all going to a movie later, then dinner, and finally the girls were all coming back for a sleepover.
"Sounds like a fun day," he replied.
"Maybe you should come with us," Brianne suggested quietly. Naomi's eyes narrowed briefly, but relaxed when Jason shook his head.
"You don't need an old guy like me cramping your style." Jason took a bite of burger. They were the cheap patties (he never bought the good stuff when it came to feeding teens), and made a mental note to grill himself a steak later.
"You can't be that old, Mr. Dawes." This from Megan on his left. Jason shifted slightly towards her. She was, in a way, the eye of hurricane Brianne. Calm and safe. Very easy to talk to.
"I will be forty in three months, actually."
"No way!" Brianne grabbed his bicep, squeezing it playfully. "You're way too hot to be that old!"
Everybody laughed, except Jason and Naomi. Brianne had been playing her game extra hard today, and it appeared that his daughter had finally caught on. Jason took Brianne's hand in his own and lowered it back to the table.
"It's true, I'm afraid. I'm lucky just to wake up in the morning. If Naomi didn't make sure I got all of my meds, I would probably drop dead right here." Jason made a show of faking a heart attack, causing everyone to laugh.
"Seriously, how often do you work out?" Nick asked. James, eager to hear the answer, leaned in.
"I swim when the pool isn't crowded. Staying fit isn't really a choice for me." Jason licked some ketchup off his fingers. "I lift some. Naomi goes running with me on the weekends, when I'm home."
"I make him run," Naomi snorted. "All he wants to do when he's home is drink beer and watch Game of Thrones."
"It's better than that Teen Mom crap you want to watch." Playful arguments erupted at the table as to the merits of Teen Mom. Naomi dismissed the accusation with a wave.
"He has to be in shape so that he stays alive," Naomi growled. "Did you know he almost died when I was nine?"
Jason felt a pit open up in his stomach. Not this again, he thought. The last thing he needed was his job ruining his daughter's non-party.
"She's right. We were responding to a house fire in the middle of the night when things got out of control." He could picture the details vividly in his mind. A two story had gone up in flames, and he and his partner Larry had gone inside to pull out a kid who was stuck on the second floor. The smell of burning wood, the sound of the beams creaking under the weight of the house. "The fire was caused in the kitchen, but we didn't know that the owner had a bunch of oily rags and paint stored in his garage. While we were in the house, the garage ignited and trapped my partner and I on the second story. What should have been an in-and-out went sour."
"What happened?" Gabrielle asked. She was a pretty Latino girl who lived two blocks over. Jason didn't know her well-she didn't come over that often.
"My partner Larry found the kid. We picked him up and ran for a back window. By the time they got the ladder positioned, the room was already going up. The floor buckled just as I handed Larry the kid, and I fell through to the first floor."
"Shit! I mean shoot!" Maria blushed. "How did you get out?"
"Luck." Jason stood and lifted his shirt, revealing a long, curved scar along his ribs. "When I fell, I got caught up on a collapsed beam that was still lying across a table. The whole thing shifted and dumped me out the dining room window. Broke most of my ribs and punctured a lung."
"And he was in the hospital for six weeks." Naomi finished. "Mom got really upset, and asked him to quit."
"And I refused." Jason sighed. "And that's a big part of the reason I'm no longer with Naomi's mother." Jason was still holding his shirt up when he felt a hand run along the scar on his side. Brianne, mouth agape, let her hand run across the toned muscles across his abdomen.
"Brianne!" Naomi stuttered. "I need to talk to you about something, right now." His daughter practically ripped Brianne from the bench as the two walked into the house. Jason put his shirt back down.
"Point being," Jason finished, "I don't work out for any reason other than to be at my very best at all times." Jason stood from the table. "I'll be right back."
Jason left the group to their ruminations as he entered the darkness of his home. He could hear the shrill voice of his daughter from her bedroom, followed by a sharp retort from Brianne. He walked up the stairs and knocked on his daughter's door.
Hearing no answer, he opened it. Naomi and Brianne were squared off, both red in the face. Neither girl noticed him at first, but he placed a calming hand on his daughter's shoulder. She jumped.
"Naomi, may I speak with you for a minute?"
"Dad, I'm in the middle of-"
"It's not a request." He put a tiny amount of pressure on her, enough to get the point across that he meant business. As they left, he pointed to Brianne. "And you. You stay here."
Brianne shrugged, and Jason took Naomi out into the hall.
"I need to say something, and I need you to actually hear it. In a couple of months, you and your friends are going to split apart, maybe forever." Naomi opened her mouth, but Jason put a finger to her lips. "Even so, your friendship today matters. I'm not certain what your mom has told you about me over the years, but I want to get two things straight. The first is that I only had a string of girlfriends after your mother left me to fill the hole that she left. The second is that I gave up that lifestyle the moment you invited me out here."
"Dad, she's being a whore around you!" Naomi protested, but Jason shushed her once more.
"And she won't be the only one. I need you to know right now that our relationship is more important to me than anything that girl in there can offer me. What's to stop her from coming around once you are gone at college? You need to trust me when I say that I have no interest in spoiling what we have just to fool around with your friends. Even so, let her be a whore. Ultimately, this is my decision to make, and I won't let you down." Naomi's face flushed with anger, so much like her mother. Jason sat there in silence, giving her time to process his words. This was the closest thing to an argument they had ever had.
"Is this why the guys at the station call you Iceman?" It was a question he hadn't expected, but Jason nodded.
"It is. This is a relatively small town, and you seem to know everybody here. I didn't want to embarrass you, and I certainly never want to hurt you. I'm actually going to explain that to her when we are done talking."
His daughter sat in thought once more, arms crossed over her breasts. In this, she wasn't like her mother. Linda was well known for her anger, but Naomi had clearly inherited her father's voice of reason.
"So, if not for me, would you fuck her?"
Jason opened his mouth, and closed it. Would he, if given the choice to do so without repercussion? How did he answer that question from his own daughter? Should he chastise her for her language? No, she was an adult now, she could vote, she could smoke, she could go to war. He decided to take the direct approach.
"In all honesty, I would. She's eighteen, and she's hot. I'm not going to lie to you and say no. But I need you to know that I won't." Unless you let me, he thought. It had been almost six months, six months of agonizing erections, of wearing tighter pants to hide his seven inch cock, six months of sneaking porn off his phone in the bathroom while his daughter's friends hung around his house in outfits that had only become smaller as summer approached.
Naomi grinned briefly, and laughed to herself. "Did you know that she asked me once if you were gay? I knew you weren't, but I didn't know the reason why you were being so... icy." She leaned in and kissed Jason on the cheek. "Thank you, Dad." Jason sighed, the situation diffused.
"Can I tell you something, though?" Naomi leaned in close, whispering. "The only reason I don't want her to fuck you is that she'll fuck anybody. She's the village bicycle around here, and I don't want you being the notch in her bedpost to hold over me. I know that if you did, she would brag about it to everyone, and use it to make me miserable."
"Can I tell you how uncomfortable this conversation is making me?" Jason whispered back.
"Daddy, you can fuck whoever you want. Really, I'm fine with it. Just... don't rub it in my face like she would." Naomi gave him a peck on the cheek. "I'll be outside. Tell Brianne she can come back if she wants."
She walked past, leaving Jason with her words. He stared at the door to his daughter's bedroom. The young lady inside wasn't likely to stop anytime soon-if anything, she would probably be even more determined after fighting with his daughter. Jason mulled it over for a few seconds. The problem seemed so foreign, yet so familiar.
That's when it hit him. When had the lines become so blurred? When he was a teen, this would have never happened with a girl. In thinking about it, Brianne was doing the same thing that some of the jocks did when Jason was still in school. Sex with others as a display of conquest and social status. Maybe Brianne was a whore in his daughter's eyes, but could the same be said about a man?
No. This was about power. Looking back on what he knew about the girl, she enjoyed the power her body gave her over others, and it was similar to the power he had felt as he had added notches to his own bedpost.
Maybe the solution to the problem was to take that power away.
Jason shook his head, opening the door. He knew what he wanted to do, and what he should. Brianne was sitting on the bed, her tan, slender legs crossed. Her left leg bounced up and down as she attempted to pull up a piece of carpet fluff with her toes. Seeing that it was him, Brianne let her shoulders shift backward, pushing out her breasts, a sly smile on her face.
"Hello, Mr. Dawes."
"Brianne." Jason sat next to her. "So, this may be uncomfortable to talk about, but we need to chat about, well, us."
"Oh?" Her grin got bigger and she moved closer.
"More like, how there can't ever be an us." Jason shifted away from the horny teen.
"You're my daughter's friend, and we need to respect those boundaries. Besides, I'm way older than you to begin with. You should be flirting with men your own age."
"Maybe I don't like men my own age." Brianne slid closer again, and suddenly her hand was on his thigh, teasing at the lower boundary of his swim trunks. "Maybe I'm into older men, specifically firefighters." Her hand moved up, pushing his shirt aside to reveal chiseled abs. "Maybe I need someone to put out a fire of my own."
Jason couldn't help it; he laughed. He had heard that line from women before, but somehow Brianne's age and her general attitude made it silly. His laughter changed the mood in the room immediately, causing Brianne to move away in embarassment.
"Seriously, you need to stop. Naomi is pissed at you, but she said you could come back to her party when you're ready. She's pretty awesome like that." Jason stood from the bed and opened his daughter's door.
"She's such a fucking bitch. This party sucks. I don't feel like hanging out anymore with her and her faggot father anyway."



Jason froze at the door. He could feel them, all the voices of reason slowly stripping away, dissolving into the red light in the back of his mind. Two distinct identities emerged, standing side by side for his own comparison. There was Jason the father, the man who worked hard to make his little girl happy.
Then there was the other Jason, the one he had left behind when he had moved, Wild Jason. The one who liked to fuck and forget, the one who picked fights in bars. The two Jason's regarded each other briefly, and Dad Jason shrugged.
"He just called our little girl a bitch." Dad Jason pulled a chair from the aether of Jason's mind and sat down. "I'm going to sit this one out." Wild Jason pumped a fist in the air, excited.
Jason turned slowly, blocking the door. Brianne made as if to push past him, but he clamped a hand of iron down on her wrist.
"You... you think I'm gay?" he asked, a tiny tremor in his voice. This was no longer about just his daughter anymore. Wild Jason's pride was on the line.
"Anybody who doesn't want to get with all this has to be." Brianne pulled her hand free and grabbed her breasts, squeezing them in Jason's face.
"Oh no, little girl. I think you have it backward." Jason's voice was cool as he closed the door behind him, stepping forward into Brianne's personal space. Two strong hands reached out, clamping down on Brianne's slender hips, pulling her up against him. The thrill of her warmth against his body caused his blood to boil, and he ground his erection into her stomach. Brianne gasped in surprise as his hands slid up to meet hers, moving past to slide beneath the fabric of her bikini top. Thick fingers found tiny, erect nipples that rose up as he pinched them tightly. Brianne gasped again, and let out a small moan. In his current state of arousal, she weighed almost nothing. Jason dropped his hands to her waist and lifted her, moving her back into the bedroom until she fell on his daughter's bed. Brianne tilted her face up, her mouth seeking his, but he pushed her away.
"It's not that I don't want to get with this..." Jason pulled her bikini top up, revealing tiny, pink nipples with large areolas. He bit one, and Brianne's arms wrapped around his head. "It's that I think you can't handle what I have to give you."
"Oh, Jason," she moaned, running her fingers through his thick hair as he suckled on her breasts. He lifted his head and growled.
"That's Mr. Dawes to you." Jason pushed her away, forcibly grabbing her bikin bottom. "You will show me some respect while you are in my house." He pulled the bottom free, marveling at the skin beneath. Brianne obviously tanned at a salon, her skin uniformly dark. He pushed her legs apart, revealing the crinkled lips of her pussy. His focus narrowed and he pulled her in, letting his tongue briefly run up and down the skin of her thighs, inhaling her scent. Brianne sighed, pulling his head in towards her core, mewling softly as his lips touched hers. His tongue pushed aside the delicate folds as his hands cupped her buttocks, gently pulling them towards him.
"Oh, Mr. Dawes," she moaned as he tasted her. She was sweet and slightly pungent, a good combination. Her groans motivated him, and he allowed his tongue to circle the tiny nub at the top of her pussy, swirling it around expertly. He sucked and lightly bit it in succession, listening closely to the sounds she made, feeling her tense up. It wasn't long before he found what he was looking for, and he quickly initiated his attack.
"Mr. Dawes, oh, Mr. Daws... Oh!" Jason had a few hunches about his daughter's friend, and one of them was being confirmed right now. The girl had likely never had an experienced lover, one who knew how to get what he wanted. Knowing that the girl in his arms was quickly getting off made him rock hard. He traced his fingers down the light, auburn fluff of her pubes, pulling the skin up to better expose her clit. As he swept his tongue from her folds to the hard little nub, he slid two fingers inside her, feeling her clamp down. She let out a hiss of surprise, and her hands grabbed at the back of his head, pinning him in. Muscular legs wrapped around his ears, muffling the sounds of the outside world. Somewhere in the distance, he could hear his name, punctuated by heavy moans.
She came hard, bucking her hips. He lifted her up from the bed, curling his fingers and pressing up into the rough folds where her g-spot should be. Her abs tightened, locking her body in place with her shoulders and head the only thing touching the soft green comforter of his daughter's bed. With a gasp, she released him, going limp.
"Mr. Dawes," she whispered, pulling him in. Her fingers started to fumble at the waistband of his pants, but he slapped them away.
"I don't think so," he muttered coldly, pushing her back. "That was to prove a point for calling me gay." He pulled her to her feet, quickly spinning her around so that he was sitting on the bed as she stood. "Now we need to address calling my little girl a bitch." Brianne's muscles were weak from her orgasm, leaving her as putty in his hands. He yanked her down, bending her over his knees.
"I'm guessing your parents didn't do this enough," he hissed as he brought his hand down hard across her naked butt cheek. Brianne yelped in pain as he struck her once, twice, and then a third time. She fought to push herself up, but Jason pinned her down with his left arm as he slid his right thumb into her vagina.
Brianne groaned, going limp once more as he finger fucked her. He sought out those rough folds once more, rubbing his thumb in a clockwise direction inside her. His fingers found her clitoris, rubbing it in time with his internal movements, causing her skin to flush and her breath to become heavy and ragged.
Her breath quickened, and he withdrew his hand to slap her on the ass, leaving behind the slick moisture of her pussy. She gasped for air as he slid his hand back in and fucked her even harder with his hand. Her hand reached back and squeezed at his leg, the only thing she could reach.
"Oh god," she moaned as he pulled his fingers back out. One hard slap to her already red buttocks, and back in his fingers went.
"We," he said, withdrawing again for another slap. His fingers slid back in as he continued, punctuating each word with another spanking. "Don't. Call. Each. Other. Names!" With his left hand, he grabbed a handful of her hair, pulling her head up and back. He jammed his thumb in deep, caressing her pussy with the rest of his fingers as she bucked against him, her mouth wide open in surprise. The strange groan from her mouth could have been an attempt to speak, but Jason didn't care. Brianne gasped for air, moisture running down her inner thighs as her legs started to straighten, her muscles beginning to contract.
His fingers slick with her juices, Jason waited for her first contraction around his thumb. As soon as he felt her clamp down, he withdrew his thumb quickly and slid it just inside her ass, filling her pussy with his two middle fingers. She tensed in surprise, and he pulled back on her hair as she came hard, her fingers clawing at his leg through his swim trunks. His erection was rock hard now, pushing up into her side as she turned red in the face, her eyes rolling up in her head.
Brianne slid from his lap, going limp on the floor. Her brown eyes were blank, unable to focus on anything in the room. Jason stood over her, undoing the knot in his swim trunks. His cock sprang into view, hovering over the exhausted cheerleader's body. He knelt down on the floor, lifting her legs up to position the head of his dick at her sex, rubbing just the tip in her juices. Jason leaned forward so that their noses almost touched.
"Fuck me," she begged, weak hands clawing at his buttocks. Jason shook as he placed one hand behind her neck, lifting her face and turning it so he could whisper in her ear.
"That's just the thing," he said. "My daughter told me not to fuck you. And until you can find a way to convince her otherwise, to convince her that deep down, you can become a better person, you will never have my dick inside of you."
Brianne moaned quietly, out of breath as he pulled himself away. He tucked his erection back in his shorts, not making eye contact with the girl on the floor. It was one of the hardest things he had ever done, leaving a girl naked and begging on the floor. In his mind, Wild Jason stormed out of the room as Dad Jason resumed his roll of being a good parent.
He stopped for a minute to wash his hands and recompose himself, splashing cold water on his face. When he stepped outside, Naomi was waiting with a wary look. He walked directly to his daughter and gave her a hug.
"Things should be different from now," he said. "And not because we, well, you know." Naomi looked dubious, but nodded. It was hard to see his daughter as any sort of adult, especially one willing to discuss his love life. He let her go.
Brianne emerged from the house about thirty minutes later. She kept her eyes down and away from Jason. After a brief conversation with Naomi, the two hugged and Brianne left without another word. Jason let out a sigh of relief.
The non-pool party was winding down, so Jason excused himself to the house. Almost an hour later, the power came back on. Jason took the opportunity to soak himself in a cold shower, putting on a tank top and boxers after. Naomi and her friends changed clothes and left for their movie, leaving the house empty.
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Chapter 03: Squatter's Rights
"Monsters. The guy who built this house collected monsters." Mike sat on the edge of the tub, Naia wrapping bandages around the deeper cuts on his body. He wore only his boxers, having stripped away his clothing. He was grateful that the bushes had caught him, but a bit miffed that they had taken their price in flesh.
"Yep. It started as an academic thing, but he had a really big heart. The world was changing too quick for us monsters to adapt, so he rescued as many of us as he could." Naia rubbed some Neosporin into a cut on his leg. Nymphs could do a lot of things, but healing magic was not one of them. "While there are people out there who would kill for the magic hidden in this house, the monsters here are a magical goldmine."
"How so?" He asked.
"Hard to answer. For instance, it wouldn't be hard to hold a nymph hostage and demand that she share her gifts. Cecilia's gifts wouldn't be worth much, because banshees only appear before someone dies, generally."
"Wait." Mike grabbed Naia's hand. "What do you mean banshees only appear before someone dies?"
"Cecilia is different. She'll appear to the owner of the house-it doesn't mean anything. She and Emily used to sit out there and watch the sunset a lot of evenings. Nobody needed to die, so don't worry about it." Naia dabbed some more Neosporin on his leg before wrapping it.
"Who built this place?" Mike asked. Naia froze, mid-wrap.
"I wish I could say." A tiny tear formed in the corner of her eye. "All I know is that I was extremely happy while he was here. Emily was nice and all, but I had a special bond with the man who built this place. It kills me that I can't remember him."
"But you remember Emily?" That was a mystery that he was going to have to think on. Why would the former owner need his identity kept a secret? How does one get into collecting monsters in the first place?
"Yeah, I do. And Natalie. She was our keeper before Emily. But the real master came before Bethany, and I can't even picture him." Naia sniffed, finishing the wrap on Mike's leg. "I wish I could remember."
"I hope you remember." Mike meant it. Anything she could remember was something he could use. The sooner the better. Seeing a banshee on the porch had spooked him, and bad. What other surprises did the house have for him? Naia made him feel good in so many ways, but was the trouble worth it?
"There. All better." Naia kissed him on the neck, sending chills down his spine. "Now go unclog my fountain. The sooner you do that, the sooner I can see the stars again."
"Fair enough. Thank you, Naia." Mike stood, tossing his bloodied clothes in a hamper by the bed. Cracking open his bags, he found a pair of athletic shorts and a clean shirt to wear. Walking down the stairs, he pondered the situation that had developed. Cecilia, the crazy bitch on his front porch, had nearly killed him for touching her swing. How many others like her were there? Was he going to get killed by something that was using a room as its lair?
He stared at the furniture, covered in white sheets. The house had been cleaned numerous times, and as far as he knew, no problems had ever been reported. Something to ask Beth. He found himself looking at the fireplace in the sitting room, some stray thought crossing his mind. Before he could focus on it, he heard the creak of the swing out front, the immediate memory of an angry banshee in his face sending chills down his spine.
Rubbing his face, he walked toward the back of the house, away from the sound of the swing. He walked to the kitchen table, grabbing the bucket and eager to go out back and deal with a problem he could handle. Lifting the bucket, he realized that it didn't feel quite right. Looking inside, he saw that it was empty.
"Are you fucking kidding me?" He shouted, throwing the bucket angrily. He sat down, putting his face in his hands. Should he go back to the store? It meant walking past the Swing of the Damned currently, and he knew he wasn't ready to deal with that. With a resigned sigh, Mike walked outside to the garden, hanging a left at the fountain. Key in hand, he unlocked the door to the garage, pushing it in.
Beth had warned him about the garage. Apparently his Great Aunt had been using it primarily for storage, and he immediately saw that the boxes had been piled high. He flicked on the light switch, which didn't actually help that much. The garage itself felt cavernous, somehow bigger than its two car capacity. The maze of boxes had him twisting to maneuver through them, hoping to make it to the other side. He expected to discover a tool bench on the opposite wall, and he was not disappointed. The bench was burdened with several boxes, so he lowered them to the ground.
"Fuck, these are heavy." He cracked open a couple boxes to reveal several paperback novels. The box he was looking in contained old sci-fi novels. He looked through the box, pulling aside a couple of classics that he intended to read for himself. He opened the next box, revealing a pile of romance novels.
"Bleh. Never mind." He closed the flap. Why were there so many books here? Pushing the thought from his mind, he got a good look at the tool bench. It had several drawers, all of which were empty when he opened them. Kneeling down, he opened the cabinet doors to reveal that they were also completely empty.
Who had a tool bench with no tools? Mike scratched his chin, double checking the drawers to make sure he saw right. He wondered if somebody had stolen them, but then thought of the girl on the front porch. If this place really had been built to harbor a monster collection, then ordinary thieves wouldn't have a chance. Looking at the boxes, he debated cracking them open, but was convinced that he would only find more books.
"Fuck, it's hot," he muttered, wiping sweat off his brow. The afternoon sun was turning the place into a bit of a sauna. He resigned himself to the fact that he was going to have to leave the house again. Carefully moving through the stacks toward the door, he heard the sound of metal on concrete.
Mike froze in place, listening carefully. He closed his eyes, listening carefully. It was faint, but the sound of light fabric across concrete carried to him from the back of the garage. He moved slowly, quietly, maneuvering around the stacks of boxes. A narrow gap between some boxes concealed a small hallway in the back of the garage. Mike breathed out, barely fitting between the stacks.
The hallway U-turned, revealing a flight of stairs that went beneath the garage. He descended the concrete steps, moving quietly. Toward the bottom of the steps, he heard it, the unintelligible mutterings of someone up ahead. The voice was raspy, but feminine. He ducked his head, the space just barely over five feet tall.
There was just enough light that he saw the pull-cord dangling from the ceiling. He yanked on it, casting light into the dark spaces beneath. Unlike the room above, this room had plenty of space. Boxes along the edge of the room had been decorated with dirty fabric, and it was immediately obvious that the room was originally intended for working on cars-large pit covers up above were sealed and locked shut. Along the back wall of the room was a tool bench littered with tools, and Mike immediately spotted the supplies he had bought earlier. Off to the side was a tiny bed. The muttering he had been listening to had vanished.
Of greater interest, however, was the short figure between him and the bench. It stood at around four feet, dark green skin covered in dirt and grime. It's hair was so dirty that Mike couldn't make out any color, but did notice that it had been pulled to the side in a wild ponytail. The sudden light had frozen it in place, casting a comical shadow along the back wall. The figure dropped what it had been holding-the screwdriver that Mike had purchased earlier.
Mike tried to process what he was looking at. It wasn't see thru, so not a ghost (thank God). Where could he even go from here, now that he had discovered the creature's den.
"Those tools belong to me," he said, trying his best to sound firm. The creature in front of him turned around slowly, squinting into the light. She wore a dress that looked like it had been stitched together from spare furniture covers. A dirty yellow pair of goggles were on top of her head, and she bared her fangs at him, hissing through her teeth. Her tiny hands curled, revealing claws.
"Tools are for Tink." She growled. "All tools are Tink's tools."
Mike's heart raced. The thought of this angry little creature attacking him was simply too much. Still, he couldn't help but stare at her body. Wide set hips accentuated by small breasts, and the side of her makeshift dress had a split up the side, revealing just the edge of her bony hip and the movement of a thin tail with hair at the end. Her ears were wide and pointy, and a tiny nose made her big mouth look even larger.
He had no idea what he was looking at.
"Uh, okay. Tink, is it?" Mike held his hands up to show that they were empty. "Look here, Tink. I bought those tools so that I can fix the fountain. I can't fix the fountain without them. May I please have them back?"
Tink bared her fangs. "You challenge Tink. Tink fight. Protect goblin home."
"Whoa, whoa." Mike backed up. "We don't need to fight Tink, but I need those tools. There's no reason we need to do this." Mike ran through his memory, looking for info on goblins, but he was drawing an absolute blank.
"Then man leave. Never come back, or Tink fight to protect goblin home." Tink hunched forward, tossing her goggles to the side of the room. It was now or never.
"Let's talk about-fuck!" Tink leapt across the room, hands spread wide. She tackled Mike, and Mike fell over backward, slamming Tink's head into the ceiling.
"Oh shit, I'm so-hey!" Unfazed, Tink was clawing at him, grabbing handfuls of his t-shirt. He fought back, not wanting to hit her at first due to her size. Unfortunately, it was like tangling with an angry cat. His bandages were quickly shredded, and Tink was busy trying to wrestle him into submission.
The low ceiling prevented Mike from standing. Instead, he began rolling around on the floor, doing his best to avoid her teeth, which did shred away the rest of his shirt. As they fought, her dress ripped too, and Mike was soon grappling with a naked goblin on the floor.
At first, the fight seemed a sure defeat, but Tink was rapidly tiring. He flipped her on her back, slamming her rock-hard skull on the pavement. It didn't seem to faze her, but she slowed down quite a bit. Using the moment to his advantage, he crawled on top of her, pinning her in place with the weight of his body.
Tink struggled to rise, but Mike had managed to pin one arm down with his knee while holding the other straight. The rest of his body was on top of her torso, and she flopped helplessly for several minutes, quickly tiring.
"Give up, Tink. I've won," Mike panted, sweat pouring off his body. "It's over."
Tink fixed him with an angry stare, which quickly melted into defeat. Her large eyes pooled with tears, and she turned her face away from Mike.
"Tink lose. Tink give up goblin home." She snuffled, the dirt on the floor billowing away from her. "Tink leave, and no come back."
"Wait, what?" Tink had relaxed beneath Mike, so he shifted his body so that he wasn't crushing her any longer. "No, Tink, you don't have to leave, I just want my tools so I can fix the fountain."
"Goblin Law. We fight over home. Loser leave, never come back." She tried to rise, but Mike wasn't having it. He knew that Naia would be disappointed in him if he managed to lose one of the inhabitants of the house so quickly.
And honestly, was he even as entitled to the home as they were? They had been here longer, he was just the current human legally entitled to the place. Watching the goblin weep beneath him, he couldn't help but feel extremely bad. Tink obviously came from a culture he wasn't going to understand overnight, but this was a problem he needed to take care of right this second.
"I don't want Tink to leave," Mike explained. The instant the words left his mouth, the goblin turned her head toward him. There was a glimmer of hope that he was afraid to shatter, so he waited for her next move.
"Goblin Law say fight over home, someone leave."
Mike fought hard to avoid rolling his eyes. Clearly her head was hard literally and metaphorically. "Well, goblin law doesn't apply here. This is my house, so we follow my laws."
Tink shook her head. "Always follow Goblin Law."
"Well, then is there a law that lets us fight and you get to stay?" He felt Tink relax even more beneath his arm. Her snuffling stopped, and she became silent beneath his arms.
"Fight for goblin wife," she whispered.
"Oh." Mike was officially between a rock and a hard place with the little green monster he had found beneath the garage. If he took her as a goblin wife, then what did that entail? Then again, where would she go if she left? Naia had warned her that the world was a bad place for monsters, and it occurred to him that, as far as he knew, nobody even remotely believed goblins still existed. What if Tink was the last of her kind? What about his relationship with Naia? "Shit."
"No have to take goblin wife," Tink whispered. "Tink can just go."
"Well, hold on." The gears in his mind were turning. "If I take you as goblin wife, what about other people? Do we have to live down here?"
"Goblin husband take many wives. Goblin wife no mind."
"Okay. Well Tink, this was a fight for a goblin wife. Now you don't have to leave." Mike wanted to clap himself on the back, but he wanted to keep Tink pinned.
"Fight for goblin wife not over," she told him. Seeing the puzzled look on his face, she gently grabbed one of his hands and dragged it down to her breast. "Different kind of fight."
"Oh." Mike wasn't sure what to say, but he was immediately struck at how firm the breast beneath his hand was. It was slightly bigger than his hand, and as he dragged his thumb across the top, he felt a pair of nipples, stacked vertically. He gave it a squeeze, releasing Tink's arms. She immediately grabbed him by the hair on the back of his head, pulling him close.
"Tink want you to fight harder," she hissed, pulling him in. Clawed hands dragged down her back, just hard enough to remind Mike that they were there. They found the waist band of his shorts, shoving them down. Mike grabbed her breasts tightly now, and Tink's clawed hand found Mike's cock. "Fight even harder. Make goblin wife."
Mike wrapped his hand in her hair, looping it across his knuckles so that he could yank it backward. He pulled her face in, suddenly entranced by the exotic curl of her lips, something he only saw now that her fangs weren't bared at him. Tink was working his shaft with both tiny hands, dragging her just the tips of her claws expertly across his dick. He shivered, the sensation hitting him directly in the gut.
"Almost ready," Tink muttered, licking the palms of her hand with an unusually long tongue. Mike bit down on her breast, rolling her double nipples around with his tongue. He was amazed at how large each nipple was in his mouth, and she arched her back.
"Bite harder, sweaty man."
Mike chomped down, expecting a cry of protest, but he got a moan of pleasure. Her skin was dirty, but tasted mainly of the earth, and didn't yield in the slightest. Letting up, he curled three fingers and caught her double nipples between his knuckles, pinching them and pulling up. Snarling, Tink grabbed the head of his hard cock, now slippery, and placed it at the edge of her pussy.
"Make me goblin wife," she growled, and Mike obliged. He shoved his way into her, her tight pussy squeezing him the whole way in.
"Holy shit!" Mike yelled, feeling hard ridges inside of Tink rub against his glans. Tink wrapped tiny legs around Mike and forced herself up to meet him, but she was so tight, he wasn't getting in any further than just the first couple inches.
"Fight from bottom," Tink begged, and Mike rolled on his back. She mounted him, forcing herself down, and Mike felt like his dick was being squeezed by a set of angry hands. She struggled, only three inches of his dick penetrating her tight folds. Mike grabbed her shoulders first, trying to push her down. The tender side of him demanded that he show some sort of gentle gesture, so he ran one hand lovingly across her brow and then back through her hair.
What was this? Mike swept Tink's hair aside to reveal a horn, nearly three inches long, hidden in the wild tangles of her hair. Surprised, he searched the other side of her head, finding another, slightly shorter horn. Suddenly inspired, he clamped his hands down tight, forcing Tink onto his cock.
Tink couldn't reach the root of his cock, her insides simply not large enough for him. Her tiny belly bulged outward with every thrust of his dick. Tink panted, mouth open wide, as she rode Mike hard, squeezing at his pecks with clawed hands. Her wide hips made it easy for her legs to wrap around Mike's waist, and she was lifting and dropping so quickly that Mike was tensing his stomach just to brace for impact.
"Oh! Oh fuck!" Mike felt his insides churn, his balls getting ready to blast a load. Tink, sensing this, rode even harder, guttural moans and drool leaving her mouth, gasping for air as her fingers clutched Mike's biceps. Mike yanked down on her horns, squeezing tight, and Tink's grunts became a protracted growl. Mike's whole body tightened, and Tink threw herself forward, slipping free of Mike's hold, to sink her teeth into her shoulder.
"Ow, you fucking-" Mike bit her back, trying to dig his own teeth into the flesh around her neck. His crotch was suddenly soaked in Tink's cum, and she screamed through her teeth. His shoulder hurt like hell, but his balls never got the message. Mike bit her even harder, filling her with three giant bursts of cum, Tink grunting as each one entered her.
She released him with her teeth, leaving a thin pattern of needle-like injuries all around his shoulder. Mike let go too, leaving mostly just indentations and spit on her skin. Her pussy contracted, squeezing out another stream of goo, and Mike shuddered with pleasure. Tink laid her head down on Mike's chest, letting out a low rumble like a cat.
"Tinker now goblin wife of sweaty man," she told him, tracing her fingers along his arm.
"Tinker? Is that your full name?" Tink nodded, her shining eyes on his. "Well, you can call me Mike, not sweaty man."
"Mike goblin husband. Tink belong to Mike now." She sighed, laying her head down. Mike held her this way for a bit, letting his body relax. Even as his dick softened, her goblin cunt was still so tight that she held him in place.
"Well, Tinker-"
"Husband call me Tink."
"Well, Tink, I'm sure there's plenty of daylight left. I need my tools to fix the fountain."
Tink shook her head, her ears flopping lightly beneath her hair. "Tink good at fixing. Tink help, you see." She dismounted, Mike's dick plopping free along with a giant puddle of cum. Tink squatted, lapping up the mess with her long, slippery tongue, until his cock was clean once more.
"Jesus all-mighty," Mike muttered to himself, finding his shorts. Tink was holding what was left of her dress, string at it in sadness.
"Tink need new outfit," she informed him, tossing the rags aside.
"I think I have a shirt that will fit you," he said, not wanting to waste anymore time thinking about it.
"Good idea. Husband get new dress, Tink go look at fountain." She had already retrieved her goggles, fixing them in place on her head, and had grabbed a small toolbox next to the bench. "We go."



Tink followed Mike out, and they navigated the labyrinth of books until they got to the back door. The sun was past the roof of the house now, meaning it was at least four in the afternoon. In the sun's light, Tink's skin took on a pretty hue beneath all the grime, and he could now see the giant, single areola that surrounded her double nipples. Dark green pubes hid her crotch from view.
Seeing where his eyes were looking, Tink became suddenly bashful. She held the toolbox up, covering her crotch with it.
"Get Tink's dress," she said, her yellow eyes looking away from him. Mike left her behind, running up the stairs to retrieve a spare t-shirt from his bag. Today had destroyed a significant chunk of his wardrobe. He needed to go shopping soon.
Mike grabbed a simple black t-shirt from his bag. He didn't bother putting a new shirt on-his new scrapes and cuts were still clotting. Staring in the mirror, he just shook his head. It looked like he had fallen through a plate glass window. The bite marks on his shoulder, however, had already clotted up. He really hoped that goblin bites weren't poisonous.
When he got outside, Tink was squatting, naked, inside the fountain. He was handing her his shirt when he watched a spoonful of cum dribble free from her pussy.
"This nice." Tink inspected the material before slipping it over her head. The sleeves were a little too wide, but the length was perfect. It covered Tink down to her knees. Mike joined her in the fountain, and the two of them started by scraping the mud and grime from the bottom, scooping it over the side into the bucket that he had brought home. The center of the fountain was a simple marble monolith with a single basin that would overflow into the giant basin below.
Scraping up the muck and grime, Mike couldn't help but sneak glances at Tink. Her tiny body was lean and sexy in a different way than Naia's had been. However, in the light of day, it was obvious that Tink was in need of a bath, and Mike hoped that Naia would be willing to share her tub.
"How long have you been hiding in the garage, Tink?" Mike asked.
"Tink there for-" Tink put a clawed finger to her lips, deep in thought. "Hm. Tink not sure. Tink remember big sleep, wake up yesterday." She shrugged.
"Do you remember Emily?"
Tink nodded. "Human lady. No need to fight. She let Tink live in garage."
"Wait. You didn't have to fight her, but you fought with me?"
"Is goblin way. Males too aggressive, always take, never give. All males fight."
"Well, you need to remember that I'm not a goblin Tink. Do you think you can do that for me?" Tink stopped what she was doing, casting a soulful look in Mike's direction. Several seconds passed.
"Tink remember." A sly grin crossed her face as she traced a line down Mike's thigh. "Mike much bigger than a goblin."
"Oh, well, thank's Tink."
"Not much of a biter, though." Tink stuck her hand into a crevasse, twisting her hands and pulling free a long trail of rocky sludge. It was almost a foot long, and Mike could hear stone scraping on stone as it slid free. Tink tossed the sludge over the edge of the fountain, and Mike heard the sounds of water rushing up from beneath the earth.
"We did it, Tink!" Mike high fived Tink, grabbing her around the waist. He picked her up and they jumped out of the fountain, escaping the icy cold water as it filled the basin. Tiny bubbles of energy formed, fluttering around the fountain like butterflies, and Naia surfaced, wearing a simple cloth dress over her body.
"Gods, it's so good to be outside," Naia said, eyes closed and arms wide. She took a deep breath of fresh air, opening her eyes to survey her fountain. "Let's work out some kinks, shall we?"
Naia snapped her fingers, and the stone monolith shook, blasting dirt and mud free. Water rolled down its sides, filling the middle basin with fresh spring water. The remaining dirt and mud was caught in tiny tide pools, which spun them into a surface froth that was unceremoniously dumped over the side onto the concrete slab beneath the fountain.
"Oh, it's like having the feeling come back to your legs after they fall asleep. Thank you so much Mike!" Naia turned to blow Mike a kiss, but froze when she saw Tink standing behind him. "Tink? Is that you?"
"Naia!" Tink scrambled onto the rim of the fountain, standing eye to breast with Naia. Naia gave the goblin a tight hug.
"You know Tink?" Mike asked.
"Of course I do. She is in charge of keeping the house in working order. Goblins are typically quite dumb, but Tink is somehow brighter than most humans, though she may not sound like it." Naia gave Tink an affectionate pat on the head. "I remember that she was one of the last monsters collected, still just a child when she came here. She stayed mostly in the garage, though. Her people have a weird thing about housing."
"Yeah. I ran into that. Apparently she's officially my goblin wife." Mike winced inwardly, waiting for the emotional fallout.
"Tink, is this true?" Naia asked, kneeling down in the water so the two were face to face.
"We fight," Tink declared. "Mike win goblin wife."
"I'm so happy for you!" Naia and Tink embraced again, causing Mike to shake his head. He was having one hell of a weird day.
"This doesn't bother you?" Mike asked.
"Of course not, silly. I have a part of your soul, remember? You don't realize this, but in a way, this is the nicest thing you could do for her." Naia patted Tink's head affectionately. "Her kind doesn't care for goblins like her. She's very smart, which is bad enough if you're a goblin female, but she is also very ugly for her kind."
"Ugly?" Mike didn't think so, though his definition of beauty was currently in a rapid tailspin.
Naia nodded. "Goblins are a weird bunch. Trust me, you would have had no reason to make a wife of any normal goblin." Naia's nose crinkled. "Tink, you stink."
"Tink hungry too," the goblin announced, holding her stomach. "Just finish big sleep."
"What's the big sleep?" Mike asked.
"Between owners, the house has a way of hiding its denizens. I stay conscious the whole time, but the fear was that if a long enough period of time passed, some of the monsters would lose their shit and wander out into the world, lonely and looking for company. So they sleep, but I'm guessing that they are starting to wake up now that you are here." Naia flipped her wet hair out of the way. "Tink, can I talk to Mike for a minute?"
Tink nodded. "I put away tools." She quickly gathered the cleaning supplies and vanished into the garage.
"You fucked her, didn't you?" Naia asked. Mike gulped. This was the fallout he was expecting.
"If I didn't, she thought she had to leave. I couldn't do that to her." Mike explained.
"It was more than that," Naia grinned, stroking Mike's chin. "You fucked her, and you liked it." Her hand found his cock through his shorts.
"Unexpectedly, yes. I did. It was weird, but kind of hot."
"Goblin's have weird ways of looking at marriage. As it is, you could order her to march into a fire, and she would do it because you are her husband. I'm telling you this so that you know how you should be treating her, despite her willingness to please you. Prove to me that you can handle this by treating her well, because it would break my heart to discover that you can't."
"What about us?" Mike asked.
"There will always be time for us. Goblins are polygamous. I could let you fuck me while she watched, and she would just be happy to be in the room." Naia laughed. "Not that I would ever treat her that way. I think of her very much like a little sister. You should get her some food, and then have her take a bath. I promise you that you'll find something underneath all that dirt and grime that you will like." Naia winked.
"What will you be doing?" Mike asked.
"I'll be out here, no worries. Take some time just the two of you." Naia slid her hand across the bite mark on Mike's shoulder. "She's marked you, you know? Now that she's tasted your blood, she can find you anywhere."
"Goblin bites aren't poisonous, right?" Mike lowered his voice in case Tink came back.
"You would know by now if they were," she whispered back, giving him a kiss on the nose. Tink emerged from the garage, her hands now empty.
"I'm going to fix us some lunch," Mike announced, and Tink was immediately by his side. "And then I'm going to wash up. Care to join me?"
"Tink come too." Mike held the door for her and she pinched his ass as she walked by. Mike turned to Naia, but the nymph was already floating on her back, staring up into the clouds.
-
Mike took Tink inside, where he heated up what was left of the pizza for both of them to eat. She sat across from him, gobbling down the pizza in huge bites while he got on Amazon to order a few things. He was lucky in that he was in a city with Prime Now, and he made a few purchases that he thought would come in handy, staring at Tink the whole time. Now that they were inside, he realized just how bad she smelled, but didn't want to hurt her feelings.
Tink followed him upstairs, where the bath had already filled itself with hot water. Mike smiled at the silver brush that had been left on the rim of the tub by the soap and shampoo. Tink stripped off her shirt, and Mike helped her into the bath.
It started innocent enough-Mike stripped off his bandages and joined her, and the two of them took turns cleaning each other. Mike used a rag to wash the dirt and grime off of Tink, discovering that her dark green skin was actually the bright green of a healthy lawn. He scrubbed her back, marveling at the prominent ridges along her spine, making him think of her as a tiny dragon instead.
"Tink's turn." Tink gently washed his around his wounds, taking particular care near the bite mark on his shoulder, which was now just a series of small scabs. She scrubbed him slowly
Her hair was the worst. Mike had Tink dunk her head, dirt and grime turning the water brown. He drained the tub and refilled it twice, helping her shampoo her long, dirty strands of hair. Once her hair was clean, he discovered that her hair was a dark auburn, with alternating streaks of red and brown throughout. While he had been willing to fuck her in the dark, the emerald creature in his tub was looking more and more feminine with every layer of dirt they scrubbed off.
Tink sat in front of him, her head and shoulders above the water. Mike realized that her back was now clean, but he was having a tough time taking his hands off of her. Tink sighed, scooting back against him, her fingers lightly tracing shapes on his thighs. Mike slid his hands across the top of her shoulders, then down across her chest. His fingers squeezed her breasts as one of her hands circled his cock.
He pulled Tink up onto one leg, using it as a booster seat. With her wet hair pulled to one side, she reminded him of that green girl from Guardians of the Galaxy, albeit much smaller. She growled affectionately at him, and he slid his hand down her thigh and into the dark patch of hair between her legs.
"No biting this time," he warned her, tracing circles around her crotch.
"No bites," Tink promised, her pink tongue circling her thin lips. She ran her tongue up the side of his neck, tickling at his ear. Mike circled her pussy a few times, puzzled at the shape of it. She had a double set of labia, the inner set puffy and engorged. He ran his fingers over them slowly, enjoying how the folds squeezed at his fingers. Tink shivered in the warm water, her tail splashing the surface.
While Tink was enjoying herself, Mike was having difficulty finding what he was looking for. Determined, he searched her folds for any trace of a fleshy nub, hoping that his theory about goblin anatomy would prove correct. After a minute of this, he decided to explore something else, pulling her leg wide and pushing a finger inside of her.
Tink let out a growl, and Mike was surprised to feel not one, but two semi hard lumps just inside her pussy. He hooked his finger, tracing figure eights around them, and Tink gyrated her hips in rhythm with his movements. It was no wonder that he had trouble fitting earlier-he could barely bend his finger once inside her, and her pussy was already squeezing his finger so tight it was uncomfortable.
Mike grabbed Tink by one of her horns, tilting her head sideways so that he could kiss her neck. Tink was stroking Mike's shaft with one hand while pinching her own double-nipple with the other, her claws squeezing hard enough that Mike was worried that she would hurt herself.
"This time, Mike fit," Tink declared, leaving Mike to pull the plug. The tub drained until the water level was below their hips. Mike held onto Tink's horns as she went down on him, her long tongue wrapping around his dick, leaving behind a trail of slime that made his dick tingle. While her teeth made him nervous, her big mouth was big enough that not only did she take his cock all the way to the back, but his balls as well. Mike held tightly to her horns and moved his dick even faster, shuddering at the smooth feeling of her tongue on the base of his cock. Every time she took the entire length of him, she swallowed, her throat squeezing the head of his dick.
"Tink, that feels amazing." Mike told her. She let out a growl of pleasure, and Mike began pumping her face. Tink fingered herself while pinching her breast, and Mike was all-out face fucking her, causing her to moan every time he bottomed out in her throat.
"Fuck," he muttered, feeling the pressure build. Tink wrapped her tongue around his balls, staving off his orgasm. She opened her mouth wide, and Mike realized that he was so far down her throat that the head of his dick was still stuck in place. Tink swallowed several times, squeezing him. Her wide, innocent eyes looked up at him lovingly, but her long tongue squeezed even harder, trapping his orgasm. She slapped at his hands, and he let go of her horns. Pulling her head back, Mike popped out of the back of her throat.
"Not yet," she chastised him, scooting her hips forward. Mike lifted her by the hips, setting her down on his cock. Her tail swished back and forth, and Mike almost came at the sheer heat of her tight walls. Tink growled at him, trying to force herself down the length of his cock again.
"Tink, it's okay," Mike told her, but she was having none of it. She turned around, facing away from him. Her ass was like a giant peach from this position, a heart shaped fruit ripe for the plucking. Tink grunted in frustration again, trying to force Mike's length all the way into her body.
"This time, Mike fit," she growled, slamming into him with long thrusts. She always came up a couple inches short.
"Tink, I'm going to come soon," Mike informed her. The pool of water left behind in the tub bubbled, sending tiny spheres of water into the air.
"Not if I can help it," Naia said, a hand made of water wrapping around the base of his cock, once again cutting off his orgasm. She emerged from the water, her dress plastered against her body. Tink was panting, fighting off an orgasm of her own.
"Naia!" Mike said, shocked to see her. Naia snapped her fingers, the dress on her body vanishing. She put both hands on Tink's shoulders and gave her a hard push. Mike moaned, his balls aching as he slid in almost half an inch more.
"That's right, lover." Naia gave Tink another push, but she simply couldn't go any further. "Is it really that important that he fit inside of you?" Naia asked Tink.
Tink nodded, unable to speak.
"Then there's only one choice." Naia pulled Tink off of Mike's cock, maneuvering her onto her hands and knees. Mike's cock was covered in Tink's creamy fluids, his dick covered in his own precum also. Leaning over Tink's body, Naia grabbed her tail and lifted it. Mike was treated to the vision of Tink's puckered asshole, dark green and coated in her juices. "I can guarantee that he will fit in here."
Mike felt a sudden surge from within, his heart beating in excitement. Naia held Tink's tail up, and Mike positioned the head of his cock at her ass. Tink gasped when Mike pushed himself in, her fluids providing plenty of lubrication. Just as the head of his cock penetrated her, Tink wiggled her ass back and forth, forcing herself back.
"Make...Mike...fit..." she declared, working her way steadily down. Somehow, her asshole was even tighter than her pussy, and Mike could feel Tink's pulse against his own. He only made it halfway in when he couldn't go any further. Tink let out a frustrated moan.
"Don't worry dear, big sister Naia will help." A mischievous grin on her face, Naia drew a pattern in the water with her finger. The water sprouted finger-like tendrils which began tickling Tink's pussy. Her breathe as coming in ragged gasps as her hips lurched back and forth. Tink growled, then moaned, then growled as Mike's dick worked its way in even further.
"Oh god," Mike moaned, the water gripping him even tighter. He grunted, pulling his dick out and then pushing it back in, trying to get his balls to touch her green flesh with every push.
"You need to pay it forward, little sister," Naia informed Tink. Grabbing onto Tink's horns, Naia pulled Tink's head between her legs. Tink greedily lapped at Naia's bald folds, Naia's body hovering above the water's surface. "Yes, that's a good little goblin."
"That doesn't seem like little sister behavior," Mike muttered.
"Nymphs don't follow conventional family rules," Naia replied, sighing in pleasure.
"Ngggh," Tink added, stopping frequently as the water fingers penetrated her. Mike shuddered, the sensation of the fingers traveling through the thin wall between Tink's pussy and ass setting him over the edge. He was certain Naia was working magic on Tink, because the goblin was letting out tiny shrieks every few seconds now, her body tensing up and relaxing.
"Nobody cums until Mike bottoms out," Naia declared. Frantic, Tink was pushing herself backward as hard as she could. Naia handed Tink's tail to Mike. "Make sure you pull it by the base," Naia informed him. One hand on Tink's hip, the other on her tail, he began pulling with all his might, every thrust getting him even closer. He wrapped a hand around Tink's stomach, feeling the bulge of his dick moving beneath the skin of her stomach.
"Oh fuck. Oh fuck. FUCK!" Mike felt Tink tighten down, then relax. His dick slid the rest of the way in, his balls slamming against her asscheeks. She tightened up once he was all the way in, grunting into Naia's pussy. He fucked Tink's ass with very tiny thrusts, unable to move much farher, and Naia winked at him, touching the water with her finger. The pressure around the base of his balls vanished, and he felt several waves of energy build up simultaneously. Tink came, spraying a milky fluid into the water, and Mike filled her ass, cumming again and again, his stomach aching from the number of times he tensed up. Mike let out a growl of his own, Tink collapsing face first into Naia, who turned her head sideways in her lap. Large tears were running down her face, and Mike worried that she was hurt.
Naia held up a hand to stop him from moving her. "They're happy tears, Mike. Let her have this moment," she whispered. Mike rubbed the base of Tink's back, running his hands over her bubble shaped butt in lazy circles. Much like before, Mike started to go soft, but still couldn't slide free. He grabbed Tink's shoulders, pulling her up into a sitting position. She let out little whimpers as he pulled himself free, cradling her in his arms.
"God, that was so fucking hot!" Naia declared, the faucet turning on. The tub filled up, and Tink slid away from him, facing Mike.
"Tink know you make great goblin husband," she told him. Naia picked up the brush from the side of the tub, and Mike gave Tink a kiss on the forehead as Naia began working the brush through Tink's tangled hairs.



"Tink is a great goblin wife," Mike declared, smiling at the monsters in his tub.
-
*What did you think? I hope you liked it. Check back often to see what happens next!*
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Romancing the Stone
Mike yawned, the morning light through the white curtains casting a blissful glow on the room. He scratched the back of his neck, his foot kicking the lump near the bottom of his bed. He sat up, leaning forward to give the lump a playful pat.
"It's time to get up, Tink." Mike watched the lump slide to the edge of the bed, disappearing over the edge with a thud.
"Owie," Tink muttered, standing up holding her bottom. She was wearing a tank top night shirt, one of the things Mike had ordered through Amazon, as a full dress. She wore her orange goggles too, refusing to part with them, even at night.
"How did you sleep?" Mike asked, sliding out of bed in just his boxers.
Tink responded with a yawn, her wide mouth revealing dozens of needle sharp teeth. "Tink sleep extra heavy. Mike hog bed."
"I did not hog the bed," he muttered. After the threesome in the bath, Naia had spent a solid hour brushing Tink's hair out, and then braiding it tightly against Tink's head, starting at the base of her horns and running behind her ears. Mike eventually wandered out his front door (with a wary glance at the swing) to retrieve the Amazon packages he had ordered; some replacement shirts for himself, and some clothes he thought Tink would like. Tink had cried when he showed her the shirts he had bought -they all fit her like little dresses, albeit the fit was odd. Naia informed Mike that Tink's skills extended to sewing as well, and that the goblin would likely alter the material later for a better fit.
"Mike hog bed, too much roll over. Goblin husband have bad dreams." Tink beat him to the bathroom, closing the door behind her. She wasn't wrong-Mike, despite ending the night on the best note of his life, had suffered through the standard reoccurring dreams again. He stared at the scar tissue on his hip, pondering why his brain insisted on living through the worst moments of his life in dream form, his broken mother shrieking at him from the past.
"You okay?" Naia's voice drifted up from the tub. "I'm getting a vibe off of you."
"Just some old memories, I'm okay." Tink flushed the toilet, but the door remained shut. Wondering what was taking so long, Mike opened the door.
The goblin stared at the water swirling in the bowl, her goggles pulled down over her eyes. Mike didn't dare investigate any farther, preferring to wait.
"Bad pipe," Tink declared. "Water not fast enough. Bad pipe." She looked at Mike, her eyes magnified through her goggles. "Tink can fix, but need some parts."
"How can you tell?" Mike asked. The toilet seemed slow, but the house was old.
"Tink know." She tapped her goggles. "Tink good at fix, but goggles good at seeing what need fix. Tell Tink big water leak come soon."
"Shit. Is it safe to use again?"
"For now, is safe." Tink strolled out of the bathroom, giving Mike's butt a slap. "Need fix in couple days, or big mess. Tink look in basement today, check where pipes go." Her stomach growled. "Tink go after breakfast."
"Yeah, I'll make us something." Mike excused himself, peeing in the toilet. The tiny scratches on his arms and legs looked bad, but didn't hurt any longer, which was a good sign. He walked out of the bathroom, staring into the tub. "Is it weird that I'm just sort of accepting this? The last twenty four hours have been out of my depth."
"It's what makes you a good fit," Naia's voice informed him. "You can handle all of this because it isn't normal. When you got into a fight with Tink, you thought outside the box to make sure she stayed, even if it meant fucking a goblin. I know you did it partially for me, but you did it partially for the house without realizing it. It works through you, much as it does through me. If you had encountered a horny, human woman down there who wanted to suck your dick, you would have suffered a panic attack and come running inside."
Mike thought about this for a second. Naia was right. Somehow, the sheer lunacy of this whole situation wasn't even registering on his panic meter. "Did my Great Aunt handle it as well as me?"
"In some aspects, yes," Naia replied. "She accepted things quickly, but she didn't take your unique approach to tackling problems." Naia's tub echoed with her laugh. "At least, not right away. We spent plenty of nights together in the tub, just the two of us."
"Gonna be honest, not sure how to take that news right now." Mike pulled a shirt over his head. "I'll see you later."
"Stop out in the garden," Naia told him. "I would love the company."
"Can do." Mike left his room, walking silently down the long hall. He pondered every closed door he walked past, seeing each as an inevitable trap. What was hiding here, behind these quiet doors? Eventually, he would open them all, checking each room for another Tink, or even a Cecilia.
A chill went up his spine at the thought of the banshee. He needed to make nice with her, and he thought he had a good way to do it. He placed his hand on the top rail of the stairs, looking down the rest of the hall. Two doors on each side of the hall and a tall, ebony wardrobe with a silver handle.
Had that wardrobe always been there?
The sound of breaking glass startled him. He ran down the stairs and into the kitchen to see Tink frowning at a busted bowl on the floor. She blushed when she saw him.
"Tink got startled," she explained, eying the bowl. "But Tink can fix."
"Don't bother." Mike grabbed a broom and swept up the glass. "Bowls are easily replaced." Tink nodded at this, following him into the kitchen. Mike pulled the box of Eggos out of the freezer.
"Are those good?" Tink asked. Mike nodded, shoving them in the toaster.
"Eggos? The best, as long as you know how to dress them up properly." Pulling a tub of butter from the fridge, he set syrup and peanut butter next to it. When the toaster popped, he stacked the Eggos on his plate, slathering them first in butter, then peanut butter. He topped them with some syrup, handing them to Tink. "Try that and let me know what you think?"
Tink took the plate, sniffing at the Eggos. "Tink not so sure," she informed him before picking up an Eggo. She bit into it, syrup and peanut butter running down her chin.
"So what do you think?" Mike asked.
"Tink think goblin husband learn to cook." She handed the plate back to Mike. "Tink need real food." She opened the fridge, standing on her tiptoes to see to the back. Her double nipples perked up under the cold air. "Tink like pizza."
"Well, we're out of pizza, but maybe this will help." Mike pulled a bag of pizza rolls out of the freezer. "We can cook these up in a hurry."
"Use oven. Microwave is lazy." Tink took the bag from him, reading the instructions. "Tink can do this. Mike eat Eggo things."
"Fair enough." Clearly, he and Tink had different tastes in food. He made a pot of coffee, which Tink happily shared with him while they waited. Tink unceremoniously dumped the whole bag onto a pan, and Mike sighed inwardly. When he had bought food yesterday, he hadn't accounted for another mouth to feed. Tink found a pad of paper in one of the drawers and was busy jotting notes to herself as the pizza rolls cooked. Mike dug through a collection of inbound emails, mostly job related, when he saw one from the Historical Preservation Society.
Curious, he clicked the link. The writer of the email laid out all sorts of reasons why they wanted to buy the place, but Mike didn't bother reading it. He trashed the file after only a few sentences.
"Show Tink." The goblin appeared between him and the laptop, her head blocking his view. "Show Tink how to use magic screen."
"I'll show you later. What did you put on the list?" Tink handed him the paper. Her handwriting was surprisingly elegant, a cursive lettering that made him think of wedding invitations. Scanning the list, Mike felt a hard lump form in his throat. Every line of the paper was full with something that needed fixing. "You found all of these things wrong already?"
"Tink know some from before." The oven beeped, and Tink left his side to retrieve her breakfast. Mike couldn't help but watch her as she inspected each roll carefully between her claws before popping them in her mouth. "Before big sleep, Tink keep journal on broken stuff, but Emily not always buy Tink supplies. Bad ladies won't let her, she tell Tink."
"Bad ladies?" Mike thought of the email. "Oh, the historical society. Yeah, we have to be careful doing repairs, apparently. This place is on a national registry, and we have to follow the rules or..."
Or what? That was a question for Beth, obviously. What was to keep him from doing whatever he wanted to the house? Some of the items on list were simple enough, and he didn't see any harm in letting Tink work on them.
"Hey Tink." Tink, her mouth full of pizza rolls, tilted her head at him. "This thing right here. I'm planning to take care of that."
Tink nodded her head, swallowing pizza rolls. "You do good job, or Tink be mad."
"Yeah." He didn't need any more people mad at him. "Do we have the supplies for this?"
"Tink show you." The goblin led him out to the garage, where he once again navigated the maze of boxes.
"Are these books yours?" he asked.
"No. Tink read sometime, but not these. These belong to-" Tink stopped walking, her eyes going blank. "That strange. Tink forget."
"Not that strange," Mike muttered. Tink led him down to her dwelling beneath the garage. Mike tilted his head to fit, listening carefully as Tink described her organization system. She opened various drawers and boxes, showing Mike how everything fit together like a Tetris game from hell. Opening the third box, Mike held up a hand in surrender.
"Tink, you don't live down here anymore. If it's possible, could we take these things out of the boxes and use the very nice tool benches upstairs?"
"Tink make trade. Mike move books out, Tink move tools back."
"Deal." He kissed Tink on the forehead, the little goblin's face turning a darker shade of green. "But that's a job for a different day. Right now, I need some WD-40, a couple of screwdrivers, and those shears I bought."
Tink dug through the boxes, pulling out the things Mike needed, and stuffing them into a small toolbox she slid out from under her own bench. She threw in some extra items, then handed it to Mike. "You go fix, Tink check pipes."
"You got it." Mike left the goblin behind, smiling at the sound of Tink humming a little song to herself. He cast a look back, briefly watching her assemble her own box of tools. He picked his way through the garage, briefly wondering if the garage door would even open if he tried. Deciding that he wasn't feeling adventurous enough to chance it, he took the long route through the house, stepping out into the real world on the front porch.
The swing swayed back and forth, squeaking incessantly, but an actual breeze was passing through, which meant Mike had no idea if Cecilia was there. There was an easy way to find out.
"Hello? Cecilia?" He moved closer to the swing, fighting the urge to shut his eyes. It was like watching a scary movie, and knowing that the scary part was coming. "Are you out here?" The swing swayed gently, no sign of slowing down. If the banshee was gone, that would make the process that much easier. He approached the swing, grabbing the chain and unhooking it from the frame, lowering it to the ground. When nothing bad happened, he inspected the eye hook at the top of the chain.
Sure enough, it had managed to wiggle partially free, the surface rusting over. Staring at the useless screwdrivers he had chosen, he found the wrench that Tink had tucked away for him. He laughed, using the wrench to twist the eyehook. Barely moving, he used a few sprays of the WD-40 to help move things along. It took him a few minutes, but he managed to yank it free.
Using a rag in the toolbox, Mike gave the screw a good cleaning, scraping the rust off as best he could. Inspecting the screw, he looked inside the hole of the frame. It was caked with rust as well. He used one of the screwdrivers to clean it out as best he could, knocking loose quite a bit of rust and dirt. Sticking the eyebolt back in, he twisted it tightly into place. He gave it an experimental tug, and it held fast.
"Here goes nothing," he muttered, picking up the chain. Lifting his arm to reattach it, he felt the hairs on the back of his neck lift as the temperature dropped. Spinning in place, he saw that she was only a foot from him, her body hovering inches off the ground, both hands balled at her side. Her face a twisted mask, Cecilia took a deep breath and opened her mouth.
"Wait!" Mike cried, dropping the chain and holding his hands in front of him. "Just hear me out!" He knelt down, lifting the chain and the bench, hooking it back through the eyebolt. Keeping a cautious eye on Cecilia, he sat down gently, wincing as he gave a gentle kick of his legs. The porch swing was silent, gliding back and forth with just the soft rustling of the frame above it. "I know that you like this swing, so I thought I would fix it for you."
Cecilia's ghostly features softened, her hands reaching out to touch the moving chain. She glided gently around Mike, sitting down beside him on the swing. The air by her skin was cool, and she closed her eyes, letting out a sigh.
"Thank you," she said, her voice soft with an Irish lilt to it. Milky eyes staring into the distance, her hand felt along the bench, resting on his knee. "I appreciate it."
"You're welcome. My name is Mike, by the way." Mike tried to stand, but Cecilia squeezed his leg, holding him in place.
"I'm sorry about before." She turned her sightless eyes toward him. "Please stay with me for just a bit. I haven't had anyone to talk to in quite some time."
Mike could think of several things he wanted to do instead, but Cecilia's demeanor was not only drastically different, but he couldn't help but notice just how cute she was.
"Okay, sure. I can stay for a bit."
"Thank you." Cecilia rocked on the swing next to Mike, saying nothing for several minutes. Mike stared at the banshee, more than curious. Her white clothing was simple, but tailor made for her body, and her curls were as white as she was, though they terminated in eerie spikes that spread out around her as if she sat on a Van De Graaff generator.
The chill of her hand was intense through his jeans. Uncomfortable, he slid his hand beneath hers, lifting it slightly.
"I hope this is okay," he told her, as a slight grin crossed her face.
"You're the first man to hold my hand in many years," she informed him. "The last one to do that was-" Her entire body flickered, like a shock had gone through her. "-someone whose name I can't remember."
"Yep." Mike couldn't help but notice how soft her skin was. The longer he held her hand, the warmer she felt. "Now that you're not pissed at me, you don't seem very banshee-ish."
This elicited a frown from Cecilia. "A banshee is what I am, not how I act. It used to be something I was proud to be, a job I was proud to do."
"A job?"
Cecilia nodded. "Every family had its own banshee. It was my job to guide them into the afterlife when they passed. Nobody loves a banshee for what they represent, but they needed us for what we did. Our wails of sorrow were to announce our coming, and we would guide the spirits into the ever after."
"So... the afterlife is real?"
Cecilia nodded. "Very much so. When Emily passed, I was allowed to guide her soul to its resting place."
"That's...wow." That was something to chew on, for certain. "What's it like?"
Cecilia smiled. "You'll find out someday."
"To be honest, I try not to think of it much." Mike winced. "I had a close call when I was younger."
"I can tell. Your soul has a certain polish to it." Cecilia's face broke into a wicked smile. "Tell me, do you-" Cecilia flickered, vanishing from view at the creaking of the front steps. A woman in her forties walked slowly up the wooden stairs, accompanied by a much younger woman. Her long black hair was wound tightly in a bun, but there was plenty left over that it had been fashioned into a long braid beneath it. She wore a simple gray skirt with a modest white blouse. Her dark eyes found Mike, and she paused at the top of the stairs.
"Are you Mr. Radley?" Her tone was formal, the question almost a command.
"That's me." Mike stood, walking across the porch. He was going to shake her hand, but his stomach clenched suddenly, sending pain through his gut. He grabbed the railing instead.
"My name is Elizabeth. This is my daughter Sarah." Sarah's dark hair scattered along the fabric of her red suit jacket, contrasting nicely in the sunlight. Her skirt matched her jacket, and a low cut top was accentuated by a shimmering blue stone pendant that dangled perilously between her large breasts. "We are from the Historical Preservation Society, and I was wondering if we could have a word with you."
Mike found his mouth inexplicable dry, his forced smile twitching. Something about Elizabeth made him more than uneasy, a gut feeling that he couldn't ignore. "Um, sure, I guess."
"Excellent, Mr. Radley." Elizabeth stayed where she was, her eyes locked on Mike. Mike saw Sarah staring at the door of the house. "Maybe it would be best if we went inside?"
Mike immediately thought of Tink wandering around the house in just a shirt and goggles. "I would prefer we speak out here, actually. It's a bit stuffy inside, and I wasn't expecting company."
"We can talk out here then." Elizabeth held up a folder, and Mike immediately recognized it as identical to the one Beth had taken away with her yesterday. "I was informed yesterday evening by the estate agent that you declined our offer to buy this property without even looking at it."
"Um, yes, I did decline the offer." It was odd, but he couldn't help but notice that Elizabeth stood on the top step of the porch rather than the actual porch. "I've decided to live here."
"By yourself?" Sarah asked, her predatory eyes scanning the windows. If Elizabeth was giving him a mad school principal vibe, then Sarah was a cop who had pulled him over and was ready to bust a taillight.
"I've been by myself most of my life." The feeling in his gut manifested now as a cold ball of ice. What the hell was going on? "I'm not sure why it would change anytime soon."
"Well, this is a pretty big place for just one man, Mr. Radley." Elizabeth's smile didn't make it to her eyes. "And I can't help but be offended that you didn't even consider looking at our offer." Sarah had taken a step back from her mother to get a better view of the second floor windows.
"Why are you so interested in this place?" Mike asked, leaning against the rail.
"It was one of the first homes built in the area," Elizabeth told him. "Constructed by a mysterious architect, and paid for by an unknown benefactor. This home is a mystery hiding in plain site, and the Historical Preservation Society is interested in not only answering these questions, but preserving the home's original beauty."
"Well, if that's your primary concern, then you should know I have no intention of changing anything about this house."
"But caring for such a place will be hard for a single person, don't you agree Mr. Radley?" Sarah had backed down the steps all the way, squinting at the shadows under the porch.
"I've already got someone to help with that." Mike crossed his arms. "Can I help your daughter with something?"
Sarah was crouched down, inspecting the bushes Mike had fallen into yesterday, gloved hands gently touching their branches. Surprised that Mike was watching her, she stood up suddenly.



"She's been fascinated by this place since she was a little girl," Elizabeth informed him. "I would like for you to actually look at our offer this time, Mr. Radley. Strongly consider it. I promise you that this home will only become a burden, one that the women of the Society will be more than happy to take on." She held the folder out.
"I'll look, but no promises." Mike took the folder, and Elizabeth's finger briefly touched his. He felt a tiny spark, and suddenly Elizabeth's smile finally reached her eyes.
"We'll be in touch," she told him, moving off the steps and down the walkway to the street. Sarah smirked, following her mother out to a sports car parked partially on his driveway. He didn't bother waving as they roared back out of his driveway. The cold feeling in his stomach faded, leaving him alone with his thoughts.
"What a couple of fucking weirdos," he muttered, staring at the paper in his hands. He opened the file, revealing a set of legal documents and a monetary offer that was entirely too large. Mike couldn't help but notice that the offer they had supplied him pertained to the contents of the house as well.
"Okay, gotcha." Mike closed the folder and walked inside the house. Naia had made it very clear that there were people who wanted the home for its inhabitants (however many of them there were), and the odd behavior of Elizabeth and Sarah now made perfect sense.
Well, almost. Obviously, Sarah was hoping to get a peek at one of the inhabitants, and her behavior had been anything but normal. Elizabeth acted pleasant enough, but he had recognized the mask she wore all too well. His own mother had donned it every time they needed a new place to sleep for the night, every time she needed to bargain just another week on the couch. This was a woman who was used to getting her way, and Mike wasn't playing along.
He sat at his computer, pulling up the website for the Historical Preservation Society. There were several members, and a little digging revealed that Elizabeth and Sarah were indeed high ranking members. He frowned, staring at their smiling faces. Looking again at the folder, he tossed it in the trash. If those two knew there was more to the house than he was letting on, he needed to figure out how to divert their attention elsewhere.
That could wait, however. He walked back out front, hoping to strike up another conversation with Cecilia, but the banshee didn't appear. Grabbing his toolbox, he wandered back through the house and out into the garden. The fountain was flowing freely now, and several small birds were bathing in the upper basin. Naia, floating in the water, had one hand in the air with two small finches chirping happily to her on her fingertips.
"What are they saying?" Mike asked, setting down the toolbox. He couldn't help but notice that Naia's fountain was clean, but the surrounding area had been covered in dirt and muck from her blowing out the lines and overflowing the fountain yesterday.
"They're telling me about the visitors you had," Naia said, giving her hand a flick. The birds took flight, landing in the basin to join their brethren. "You felt sick around them, yes?"
"Yeah. How did you know?"
"That touch of precognition I told you about. Those women were trouble, and I could sense your apprehension." Naia sat up, the water pushing her into a seated position. "What did they want?"
"They want to buy the place. I think they know something is up, because one of them kept trying to peek in the windows."
"She wouldn't have seen anything if she had. Unless you invite someone in, the Gaes protects us from outside observation. Tink could stand naked in the doorway of the house, and it would appear empty to them."
"Spooky." Mike sat on the edge of the fountain. "Yeah, when they wanted to come inside, I felt super uncomfortable."
"That's from the magic. Listen to it always."
Mike nodded. "Don't worry, I will. Oh, I talked with Cecilia. She didn't shriek at me this time, and we chatted a bit. That was kind of cool, not having the shit scared out of me."
Naia nodded. "Emily always told me that Cecilia was very kind."
"Yeah, well, it was nice to talk to her. Are all the monsters here like that? Are you all friendly?"
Naia shrugged. "I want to say yes, but I can't say for certain. It would make sense that we all respond well to be taken care of-this was meant to be our haven, our stronghold. Gone are the days when monsters roamed the world freely. For many of us, that's a good thing though. Several of us treated mankind as a food source, or our playthings."
"Well, humans do the same thing to each other, actually." Mike scowled at the water.
"Like your mother?" Naia asked.
Mike nodded. "In the worst way. I spent years thinking that she would one day love me back, accept me, show me kindness. I'm glad she's dead, but that makes me feel bad, so it's a cycle that can't really be broken. I'll never get that closure, so..." Mike shrugged. "It is what it is."
Naia sat next to Mike, running her hands down his arms. "I can think of a way to take your mind off of it," she suggested.
Mike laughed. "That sounds like an amazing offer, but if I'm going to take care of this place, I actually need to do some stuff first." He pointed at the mud and dirt surrounding the fountain. "This is just gross, by the way."
"Trust me, I know. Having all of that stuck in the lines of my spring was like a sinus infection. Blowing it free was so refreshing."
"Do nymphs get sinus infections?" Mike asked.
"No, but I'm inside your head. I know what one would feel like, lover." She kissed his neck. "By the gate, there is a drain located beneath the bushes that leads out to the street. If you get a push broom, I'll flood the place again, and you can try and push it all over there."
"That's a pretty good idea, actually." Mike checked the garage, finding what he needed almost right away. Tink may have squirreled away most of the tools, but the bigger things were all grouped together in their holder. Pulling down the large broom, he stepped back into the garden. Naia was doing her best impression of a leaf, floating in circles as the birds took turns landing on her fingers and chirping at her.
"Are you ready?" She asked.
"Not quite." The statue tucked near the door had caught his attention again. "What do you know about this?"
"Not much. It's buried in creeper vines." Naia stood on the edge of the fountain. "It seems familiar though."
"Yeah. I bought some clippers." Mike pulled them from the toolbox. "I've always had a fascination with statues. When I was a kid, there was a park with a bunch of sculptures, surrounded by a lake. I would go out onto this little island that you got to by a footbridge, and sit beneath the statues there." Mike examined the vines, cutting them near the base of the statue and then unwinding them. "We would move all the time, so whenever we were close enough to the park, I would stop by and just sit with them for a while. There was one set of statues, three figures standing and a space between them as if a fourth one was missing. Sometimes, I would stand in that empty spot, willing myself to turn to stone for a hundred years and see where mankind ends up."
Mike worked quickly, cutting the vines free and peeling them off. It was almost half an hour before he had freed the statue from its leafy prison. It was a woman, head bowed and eyes closed. Her lower face and entire body was covered in a robe that clung tightly enough to her figure that he could run his hands across her breasts, the only indicator that she was a woman.
"Well?" Naia asked.
"Um, it's a statue." Mike moved away so she could see it. "She's pretty, but whoever carved her didn't feel like fucking around with details. Still, at least she's freed from all this crap." He tossed the vines into a pile. "What kind of plant is this anyway?"
Mike held the free end of one of the vines he had cut, scrutinizing the tiny leaves growing off of it. The garden was full of random shrubs and mostly dead flowerpots, and they didn't match the vine he held. Strangely, the vine didn't seem to come from any of the shrubs either. Instead, it had wound its way around several of them to grow along the statue's surface. He gave the vine a tug, trying to follow it back to where it came from.
The garden extended along the back of the house. The vines were pressed up against the house too, hidden behind the bushes growing along the outer wall. Walking farther, he stared up along the house's sides. He was fairly certain he was looking at the master bedroom window.
The yard opened up, revealing a large grassy area. Vines were sprawled everywhere, pressing against the concrete wall that bordered the property and running up the side of the house. They all came from a greenhouse positioned in the corner of the property, three of its panels shattered out and allowing the vines through.
"Ah geez." Mike shook his head. How the fuck had he missed seeing a giant greenhouse? The tour Beth had given him on the first day hadn't been comprehensive by any means, but he figured even just a cursory glance out the window would have revealed this mess. The greenhouse was roughly the size of the garage, and each of the intact glass panels were smeared in dirt from the inside.
No time like the present. MIke approached the door, the earth smells from inside making his nose wrinkle. The greenhouse door had a large, silver lever. He gave it a twist, frowning when it wouldn't budge. Rattling the door, he was frustrated when it wouldn't budge. Crouching for a better look, he saw that a key was needed.
"Of course," he muttered. He contemplated the creeper vines, wondering if he should chop them up or stuff them back in the greenhouse. On the one hand, chopping them up would be easy. On the other hand, he could kill the plant, and the thought of simply slicing up the vines gave him that weird feeling again in his gut.
One of the vines twitched, flexing like a snake awakening from its nap.
"Oh fuck!" The bundle of vines spasmed, recoiling enough that they spread across the lawn. Mike sprinted across the lawn toward the house, giving the vines a wide berth. Coming to the narrow gap between the wall and the house, he saw that the vines were withdrawing, spreading out and coiling around everything they touched. He hopscotched his way through them, timing his jumps to avoid touching them. The fountain came into sight, and Naia stood at its edge, her face a mask of concern.
"What's going on?" she asked, her eyes on the retracting vines near the fountain. Her eyes met his just as the vines sprung up, a pair of them catching his legs.
"Shit!" Mike pulled the shears from his back pocket, cutting at the vines that had ensnared him. Slicing himself free, more vines whipped around him, closing in and knocking the shears free from his grasp. He made it to the edge of the fountain just as his feet were pulled from underneath. Naia grabbed onto his wrists, trying to pull him into the water. Fingertips clutching the fountain, more of the creeper vines found him, spiraling up his legs and waist.
"Mike!" Naia cried, his grip loosening on the fountain's edge. She held tightly to his arms, but the vines were simply too powerful. Yanked free of Naia's grasp, he was pulled across the yard, his fingers scraping at flagstones and dirt. Twisting on his back, he saw the greenhouse looming closer, hungry vines twisting in anticipation.
"Help!" Mike screamed, grabbing the vines with his hands. They spiraled around his arms, pinning him in place. He was yanked through the windows of the greenhouse, the busted panes cutting his arms. "Fuck!"
The foliage obscured his vision, and then suddenly, the space opened up. Opening his mouth to scream, it lodged in his throat when he realized that he was not so much inside the greenhouse, but somewhere else entirely. A brilliant, dark blue sky was above him, and the walls of the greenhouse terminated, revealing an entire jungle in every direction. Leaning forward, he saw that the vines were pulling him toward a rocky ledge.
This was it. His brain had finally blown its last fuse. Was he even really here? Was he in bed? Was he in a mental institute, the weird guy who jerked off while pretending to fuck goblins and nymphs?
The world filled with the sounds of shattering glass, and Mike heard something heavy hit the ground behind him. Crunching footsteps approached quickly, and the light above vanished behind a dark figure. The edge of the cliff loomed closer, the creature above him frantically swiping at vines with razor sharp talons. Vines whipped up at his savior, who didn't even flinch as they struck skin.
Mike's arms were suddenly free, and he grabbed the figures ankle tightly. He was surprised to fill the cool, rough texture of stone beneath his skin, but couldn't care less. Right now, the person above him was winning.
"Cut the ones down by my feet," he said, pulling at the figure with both hands. More vines were whipping over the edge, grabbing at them both. "There are more coming up."
One foot was free, and then suddenly, the other. Yanked to his feet, they tried to run from the ledge of the cliff, but the creeper vines had created a wall of branches behind them, cutting off their escape.
"Merde!" His savior swore, wrapping stony, feminine arms around him. He was lifted easily from the ground, and she jumped off the cliff, clutching him tightly. Wings, nearly twenty feet across, caught the air as they soared into the impossible sky. Mike gazed at the jungle below, easily miles across in every direction.
"What is this place?" He shouted into the wind. His savior was struggling to climb into the sky, so they soared along the edge of the cliff toward a massive waterfall. Several rocky ledges traversed the falls like giant steps, and they landed quietly on one of them about halfway down.
"It is the greenhouse." Her voice carried a thick French accent. She released him, and he stepped back from her. Her giant wings wrapped gently around her stone body, her talons retracting into her hands. Her wings became a cloak, covering her naked skin. Her face was feminine, save for the wide set nose flattened against her face, her eyes dark like obsidian. Short, jet black hair was pulled back behind her slightly pointed ears. With her cloak back in place, Mike recognized the statue he had cleaned off.
"Not the kind I am used to," he said, pointing at the jungle. "This place is absolutely impossible."
"Not impossible. Improbable." She crossed her arms. "And now, I must ask who you are and why you are here."
"I'm Mike. I inherited this place from my Great Aunt Emily." Mike took a seat, the adrenaline finally wearing off. "I've only been here a couple of days."
"You are the new guardian? I see. That explains so much." She looked across the cliffs at where the vines were hungrily whipping around, trying to find their prey. "That is the Mandragora. It must be pretty hungry to have broken out of the greenhouse. You will need to feed it soon."
Oh god. "What the hell does it eat?"
"Meat, mostly. It also enjoys wine and cheese."
"How does a plant... you know what? It doesn't matter. Thank you for saving me."
"You are welcome." She bowed her head at him. "My name is Abella. It is my job to protect the grounds of the house. When Emily died, I fell into a deep sleep, and apologize for not greeting you sooner."
"You were all wrapped up in the Mandragora vines," Mike said.
Abella frowned at him. "That explains why I did not awaken at your arrival. The Mandragora was draining me of my life essence. This is not good. It means I have been asleep for far longer than I thought."
"I thought the plant ate meat?"
"What better way to absorb life essence? The Mandragora could not eat me nor move me, so it fed on my energy through my skin."
"What are you, exactly?" Mike's legs were suddenly numb. He rubbed them, his muscles tingling beneath his fingers.
"My kind have many names, but your kind would know me as a gargoyle," Abella replied.
"Doesn't water have to run out of your mouth or something?" Mike asked.
"If you sever my head and mount it to a building, yes." Abella frowned. "Anyway, I-" Abella's legs suddenly collapsed beneath her, and she fell to the ground, panting for air.
"Are you okay?" Mike asked.
"No, I am not." Abella crawled over by Mike, laying down on the rock beside him. "How long ago did Emily die?"
"A couple of years, actually."
"I told her that she needed to have a successor ready. The Mandragora has taken too much of my life force. I must rest for some time before I can get us out of here."
"That's ok. I'm just happy to be alive." Mike moved closer to Abella, his legs tingling beneath him. "Can I do anything for you?"
Abella remained silent, her eyes closed. Now that she was by his side, he realized that she was only about five feet tall. Her feet were large, three giant toes with talons on them, and she had a thick, muscular tail that was hidden beneath her wings. Mike held tightly to her, feeling the slow rhythm of her breathing beneath his arms.
-
Mike had only closed his eyes for a few seconds, or so he thought. The sky above them was growing black, distant storm clouds building giant thunderheads in the distance. Sitting up, he was delighted to discover that his limbs were no longer tingling, that full of sand finally gone.
"Mike?" Abella's voice was no louder than a whisper.
"Yeah, I'm up. Didn't think I would sleep for that long." He stood up and stretched. "Ow, shit, I'm sore. How are you feeling?"
"Not good." Abella rolled to a sitting position. "I don't like the look of that storm, either."
"It can't be that-" A flash of light blinded him. Several seconds later, the thunder that chased it boomed against the cliff. "...bad." Mike finished.
"My kind is made to weather storms. Yours is not."
"I guess I could just climb out of here." Mike stared at the sheer walls above him. "After someone installs a ladder."
"I do have an idea, but you will not like it." Abella was staring at her feet.
"I'm pretty open to living. What do you have in mind?"
"I am a being of stone. It will take me some time to recover. You, however, have already recovered. Humans are fountains of life, its why they make such a good food source."
"You're not selling me on your solution so far," Mike muttered.
"If you were to... give me some of your essence, I would have enough energy to fly us out of here." Abella's fingers were pressing down on wrinkles in her wings, watching the folds pop back up.
"That doesn't sound so bad. Are we talking magic, a blood pact, what?" Please don't let it be a blood pact, Mike thought to himself.
"It's kind of like magic. Old magic." Abella looked away from him. "You could give me your essence like... like a human man would give to..."
"Are you talking about sex?" Mike was surprised to see Abella shrink in on herself. She nodded, her eyes on the distance.
"My kind and your kind have a hatred for each other, but I want you to know that I am different. It is why I was saved, and brought here to protect this house. And while I am sure you would rather be with a hundred different human women before you would consider a hideous creature like me, I think... I think it would work."
Mike gazed at the shy creature in wonder, finding himself once more in a predicament. With Tink, it had been about protecting her from the unknown, a risk he had taken for the greater good. Now, however, it was about his own salvation. Abella had a muscular, almost reptilian build to her. "You would do that for me?" He asked.
"It is my duty," Abella said, her voice a whisper.
"It may be your duty, but I don't believe in making others do what they don't want to do. I would rather risk the lightning than feel like a bag of shit every time I look in the mirror."



Abella muttered something that was lost to another blast of thunder.
"I didn't catch that," Mike told her.
"It's not that I don't want to," Abella whispered. "It's that I'm afraid that you won't."
"Wait, what?" Mike could tell he was missing a piece.
"I have a..." Abella sighed. "The other gargoyles thought I was weird because I have a human fetish."
Mike almost laughed, nearly broke that stillness between them. A human fetish? Was that like a reverse furry?
"A human fetish." Mike said, and Abella nodded.
"It's why I came here. I enjoy being around humans and interacting with them, something that is forbidden in the outside world. Gargoyles are a terrible species, content with killing for fun. They are very territorial, and last I heard, many were either wiped out by man, or in hiding as statues. I don't wish such a life upon me. I enjoy the smile on a child, or the way a human woman tosses her hair. I like how smooth and soft your skin feels, and..."
"Have you ever been with a human in that way?" Mike asked, kneeling next to her.
"No." Abella stared into the distance. "I've been too afraid to try it. How does one go about finding a man who can see me as enough of a human woman that the rest of my body doesn't bother him?"
"That's easy." Mike stroked Abella's stony curls, tilting her face toward his. "You see, I struggle with being around my own kind, and I'm rapidly discovering that what I like is outside the norm." He pressed his lips to hers, marveling at how hard they felt beneath his. Pulling back, his eyes met hers. "There's a storm coming, you know."
He let his hands run along the edges of her wings, pulling them away from her body to reveal naked flesh beneath. Her breasts were smooth, yet strangely supple. Her lack of nipples threw him for a moment, but her breath seized in her chest as he squeezed her stony breasts. Even with all his strength, he was only able to compress them slightly beneath his fingers.
"This is okay?" She asked him, stroking his stiffening cock through his pants.
"It is," he answered, running his hands down to her hips. She didn't have a belly button either. Sometime later, he would ask her more about gargoyles anatomy. For now, he kissed her stone skin, grateful for the little sighs she made. He had no way of knowing if she could even feel them otherwise. He explored her body with his hands, marveling at the musculature of her thighs.
Thunder boomed again in the distance. Mike looked back, watching the thunderheads building. "You know, I would ordinarily be in favor of doing this slower, but do you mind if I hurry things up a little?"
Abella was panting. "You'll have to be on top. I might crush you, otherwise."
Fair enough, Mike thought, spreading her legs with his hands. The folds of her vulva formed a triangle instead of a normal slit. Tracing his fingers along the edges, he found that the stone was softer here, like thick leather. Abella fumbled with the zipper on his jeans, gasping as his dick sprung free of his fly.
"I've never seen one so close before," she told him, stroking it experimentally.
"Just... don't squeeze it so hard, okay?" Abella nodded, relaxing her grip. He licked his fingers, running them around her creases in a search pattern. Her vagina was also triangle shaped, and it took some effort to slide two fingers into her- he was grateful to discover that she was very wet just inside her folds. He had no idea how he was going to fuck her without some sort of lubrication.
"Please," Abella begged him. "I want to feel a human dick inside of me. Do it!"
Mike pulled his fingers free. Her bodily fluids were dark, like oil, and smelled like black licorice. He gave himself a few strokes and pressed his cock against her opening, marveling at how it unfolded for him as he pushed into her.
"Oh. Oh. OH!" Abella trapped Mike with her muscular legs, pulling him in tight as she rubbed herself with her hand. She tugged at her folds, revealing a ruby clitoris the size of a Robin's egg. Mike stared at her as she did all the work, using her wings as a lever to lift her hips and lower them. He did his best to thrust into her, but she had him pinned in place.
"Loosen your grip," he said, slapping her thighs to get her attention. Abella ignored him at first, but finally caught on when Mike let out a grunt of pain. She was crushing his hips, her stony legs bruising the skin on his sides. She slowed the pace, allowing him room to maneuver.
"This is so hot," she whispered, touching his chest with her free hand. "I can feel how warm your skin is when you're inside me, Mike. Human beings are so warm, and so soft, and-Nngh!" Her teeth clenched and she bucked against him, slamming the cliff with her back and scattering tiny rocks with her fluttering wings. Her excitement drove him closer to the edge, and he put his hands on her smooth breasts, pummeling her as hard as he could. He pulled all the way out, teasing her triangular slit with the head of his cock briefly before pushing back in. Every time he did it, Abella gasped for air as his balls slapped against her cold buttocks.
"Oh shit!" Mike tensed, and then came. His eyes wide, he felt it, a sudden shift in energy between them. Abella pulled him close, gasping and muttering in French as he went limp in her arms.
Tiny drops of rain pelted his face. He was laying between her breasts, a stupid smile on his face. She was running her fingers through his hair.
"Did it work?" He asked her, catching his breath.
"Only one way to find out," she told him. He pulled free of her, watching her vagina close up, trapping all of his semen inside her. She stood, her wings cast defiantly into the stormy wind that was barreling down on them in the distance. She jumped from the ledge, wings spread wide, circling out over the valley.
Mike fumbled with his pants, zipping them shut as she returned.
"We must hurry," she informed him, flapping her wings so that she hovered above him. "I am already weakening."
"Let's do this, then." He grabbed her ankles, and she clutched his wrists gently with her feet. Pulling him out into the sky, she beat slow, lazy circles as they climbed, the cliff's edge becoming visible once more. Once they were high enough, she soared toward the greenhouse itself, a distorted wall of glass that climbed into the sky until it disappeared from view. The Mandragora vines were moving about a different part of the cliffs now, still searching for its prey. They shot overhead the Mandragora, crashing through one of the previously broken panels. Abella and Mike crashed into the yard, tumbling head over heels until they came to a rest, both of them staring into the darkening afternoon skies of Earth.
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Firing Squad
"Ow, fuck!" Mike winced as Naia inspected the large bruise forming above his hip bone where Abella had squeezed him with her stony thighs. The Mandragora plant had actually injured him less than the gargoyle had, surprisingly enough. Save for some scrapes on his hands (well, and not being eaten), he was fine.
"Yeah, that will sting for a while." Naia placed a kiss on it. "You had me so worried! I've never seen the Mandragora do that before. You're going to need to feed it pretty soon."
"Yeah, that's right. Meat and cheese and wine. We're going on a picnic next Wednesday." Mike informed her.
"Oh, really? I think that's a great idea," Naia said. "She'll love that!"
"Wait, the plant..." Mike felt a cold sweat break out on his forehead, even though he was standing naked in the fountain. "It can...it can..."
"I'm just kidding, goofball. The Mandragora can't leave the greenhouse." Naia glanced over at Abella. She sat in the water, her wings pulled close to her body, watching the tiny water spheres circle the fountain, glowing with their own inner light. The sun was setting on the other side of the house, and the garden was cast into darkness, save for Naia's magic spheres. "You need to be more careful, Abella. Mike isn't made of steel."
"I know," Abella grumbled, flicking the water with her finger. "Felt really good though."
"That part I get," Naia agreed. "And I'm grateful you got to him before he was eaten. None of this would have happened if you hadn't picked that little cubby to hole up in."
"I was tired of washing off bird shit," Abella said, popping a bubble with her talon. It reformed on the other side of the fountain. "If I had known Emily was going to croak, I wouldn't have come down here. It wouldn't have mattered if the Mandragora hadn't broken loose."
"And that's the peril of living here," Naia agreed. "The Mandragora wouldn't have broken out if Tink had spotted the cracked windows. Tink wouldn't have slept for so long if a new guardian had been selected in a reasonable amount of time. I'm actually kind of worried about what other surprises await us as we discover more of the house. I can't imagine that the Mandragora is the only potential danger."
"There's an easy solution," Abella said. "We need to make sure that someone is with him at all times. Currently, any time he is outside the house, he is under my care."
"You can come inside," Mike offered. "There's no reason for you to be out here."
"There is, actually. I'm a living statue-not only am I likely to damage the interior of the house, but my kind hates being indoors. I come inside only for emergencies."
"Oh." Mike sat on the edge of the fountain. The water was warm, heated by Naia's magic. "If guardianship is so important, then why didn't Emily have something set up in advance?"
Naia shrugged, her greenish-blue hair shifting along the curves of her breasts. She was wearing her simple gown currently, which Mike actually preferred. It gave her some wonderful cleavage to look at. "It seems like there was a reason, but it's been gobbled up for me. I remember arguing about it with her, but there are definitely gaps."
"Which means it involves another monster." Mike frowned at the water. "It seems like inheriting this home in itself is like a trial of sorts. If I'm not qualified for the job, something could kill me."
Naia and Abella exchanged looks. "Someone with him at all times," they both said.
"Well, that just means Tink needs to stick with me when I'm indoors," Mike said.
"Anytime you go exploring, anyway. Currently, you've restricted your explorations to out here, and unless you go back in the greenhouse, you should be fine."
'And I need to feed the Mandragora, apparently. Any other plants living in there I should worry about?"
Naia shrugged, but Abella nodded.
"Yes, actually. The forest inside the greenhouse is an extension of the house. The plants being grown in there are there for a reason. Think of it like a little herb garden, but with spell components. A wizard would kill for access to it- I imagine that there are things in there that might even be extinct in the wild."
"Wait, wizards? Those are real too?" Mike looked to Naia, who just rolled her eyes at him.
"Yeah, I guess that makes sense."
"They aren't as prevalent in those pigwarts books," Naia told him.
"Hogwarts," Mike corrected her.
"Whatever. Last I heard, the wizards of this realm were extremely limited in number. Less than forty total since Merlin sealed away magic for humans. Maybe one person a century figures out how to do magic, and usually the others track him down and kill him."
"Holy shit." Mike shook his head. "That's insane."
"Now you know why monsters and magic items are so coveted. For some, it's the only way to gain any true power." Naia tilted her head at Abella. "Gargoyles are impervious to most normal means. Neither blade nor flame can scratch their hides, and they are extremely strong. There are few places in the world that could protect you from a gargoyle attack. With just Abella at your side, you could have your enemies killed with little fear of recourse."
"Well, not that I really do that now," Abella added. "I'm bound to the house. Unless such a task involves the long term protection of this place, I can't fly very far from here without feeling a strong urge to return."
"So, if I was in trouble a mile from here, you would come for me?" Mike asked.
"If I knew you were in trouble, potentially. It would need to be a situation dire enough that I knew your chances of survival were slim." Abella shrugged, her stony breasts shifting. "I'm more like a bouncer than anything else."
"How do you know what a bouncer is?" Mike asked.
"Please. I'm not that sheltered." Abella popped another bubble. "I have a people fetish. I watch lots of TV."
"Outside?" Mike asked.
"Emily would leave the window open for me sometimes," Abella said. "It's not like I need sleep or anything."
"Aren't you supposed to be watching the house?" Mike asked.
"Gargoyles have phenomenal hearing," Abella told him. "If it's quiet enough, I can hear a heartbeat from twenty feet."
"Whoa." Mike said.
"Speaking of which, Tink is looking for you. I can hear her calling your name." Abella informed him.
"She's probably worried. I've been gone all day." Mike walked in the back door listening carefully. He heard noise from the kitchen, and found Tink digging through a junk drawer full of random crap.
"Hey there." Tink jumped at the sound of his voice. Her body was covered in dirt and grime, and even cobwebs. "Where have you been?"
"Checking pipes," Tink informed him, beaming a smile. "Easy fix."
"What are you looking for in there?" Mike asked.
"Tink look for money."
"Why do you need money?"
The doorbell chimed, echoing through the house. Mike stared at Tink, who stared back.
"Who is that?" Mike asked.
"Pizza." Tink replied, scratching at a greasy smudge on her face.
"How did you order a pizza?"
"Tink use magic screen. Type in pizza."
Mike stared at the little goblin, mouth open. "My laptop was locked. How did you get in?"
Tink tapped the goggles on her head. "Tink order extra good pizza." The door chimed again. Mike grabbed his hair in frustration, then pointed at Tink
"Stay out of sight. We'll have the internet talk later." Tink shrugged, walking out of the kitchen. Shaking his head, he ran to the front of the house, opening the door. Holding pizza in one hand and a two liter of soda in the other was Dana. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and tonight she wore a tight white top under her black jacket. The jacket was unzipped, revealing a large pair of breasts that had been forced together by a dark black bra that peeked out along the edges of her neckline, the same breasts that had sent him into Naia's tub in the first place.
Mike's mouth went dry.
"Hey!" Dana said, handing over the pizza. "How are things?"
"Um, good?" Mike took the pizza in one hand. Dana was all smiles for him, and he felt that familiar nervousness hit him, a wave of anxiety across his whole body. "Uh, I didn't, um, expect you so fast. Let me grab my wallet."
"Yeah, sure." Mike backed into the house and was dismayed when Dana followed him inside
"Whoa, this place is spooky!" Dana looked around at the furniture, which was still covered with white sheets. She pointed just off to the side of the stairs. "Does that Grandfather clock actually work?" She knelt down to examine the pendulum. The back of her pants slid down, revealing that she wasn't wearing any underwear. Dana opened the door of the clock, her jacket sliding up to reveal a tattoo along her lower back.
"I, um..." Where had that clock come from? He couldn't concentrate, staring at Dana's exposed ass. "I'll be right back." He ran into the kitchen. Tink was busy staring at his laptop computer, which she had unlocked again. "Don't touch anything on there," he told her, setting the pizza down on the table. Grabbing his wallet, he walked back out to the main room to find Dana giving the pendulum inside the clock a push.
The entryway filled with the soft sounds of moving gears. The old clock's second hand started moving around the face of the clock. Dana's face lit up in excitement. "That is so cool!" She declared.
"You like clocks or something?" Mike asked. He held out a twenty, unsure what the total was.
"Oh yeah. I'm going to school for mechanical engineering. I love stuff like this." Dana took the money from him and dug into her pockets for change. Upstairs, Mike heard a loud splash in the bathroom. They both looked up.
"What was that?" Dana asked.
"Bad pipe. Trying to get it fixed is all. Go ahead, keep the change," Mike told her.
"Are you sure? Thank you!" Dana's face lit up, and she hugged Mike. Her breasts were soft, pushing against his chest, and Mike felt a shiver as his body redirected blood flow to his dick. "Oh, shit, I'm so sorry!" She said, her face turning red as she backed away, stuffing the money in her pocket. "I don't normally do that, it's just that you've been very generous, and I needed extra money for my car payment, and you're so cu-"Dana's mouth slammed shut, her face glowing brighter. "I'm sorry, I just-thank you."
"It's okay. I remember what it's like, working my way through school. I'm doing pretty well now, so just trying to pay it forward." He stepped around her, opening the door. Dana stepped out onto the porch and Mike would have left her there, but Cecilia was sitting on the swing, gazing out into the yard. Mike walked onto the porch, keeping Dana from looking at the banshee. "So tell me more about your major."
"Not a lot to tell. Class during the day, labs on weekend mornings. I have this gig to help make ends meet with student loans and such. I'm the only girl in my program, so I deal with a lot of creeps." Mike stayed just ahead of her, walking down the path to her car, hoping she wouldn't look back. Cecilia seemed quite content on her swing, her hair fanning out around her as if she was storing up a massive charge. "Hey, if you need an extra hand fixing stuff around here, I would love to help out. My dad worked construction when I was growing up, so I'm pretty handy."
"I'll keep that in mind." They were at her car now, the glowing Pizza Palace marquee on her roof. She seemed reluctant to leave, but gave him a wave, the light from her GPS casting an eerie light on her face as she drove away. Mike let out a huge sigh, then ran back up the steps to the house. Cecilia wasn't sitting anymore-instead she was staring inside the living room window.
"Something is happening," she informed him.
"What's happening?" Mike asked. Cecilia shrugged. You're the Check Engine Light of the Damned, Mike thought to himself. He walked inside, staring upstairs and then toward the kitchen. Choosing the kitchen, he found Tink sitting at the table, clicking through websites on his laptop while eating her ill-gotten pizza.
"We need to have a quick chat about... what the hell are you eating?" He was standing behind her, and Tink tilted her head up and back.
"Tink order best pizza," she informed him, holding up a slice for his inspection. Pepperoni, sausage, and pineapple adorned the top. The soda she had picked was orange, most of which was gone already. Only two slices of pizza were left in the box.
"You really are a little monster, aren't you?" Mike flicked a piece of pineapple off.
"Tink find good stuff on magic screen," Tink informed him. Looking over the top of her head, he saw that she was on Amazon and currently had nearly a hundred items in his cart. He leaned past her and opened it up to see what she was buying.
"Tink!" He shouted, seeing that his total was in the thousands. "What do you think you are doing?"
"Tink see good stuff for fix house." She opened her mouth wide, dropping an entire piece of pizza in. She licked the grease off her fingers. "Tink has job to do."
"Okay, I see we're going to have to talk about this right now." Mike closed the laptop, eliciting protest from Tink. "The magic screen is off limits for the time being. Now I want you to-"
A loud thud caused the light hanging above the table to sway from side to side. Tink slid her goggles on, and they both stared at the ceiling.
"What was that?" Mike asked.
"Tink not sure." She touched the side of her goggles, rotating a dial Mike had never noticed. "Water in ceiling."
"Oh fuck." Mike remembered the splashing noise from before. Running toward the stairs, he slid to a stop when he saw that the Grandfather clock was no longer there. "Fuck!" Running up the stairs, his feet squished on wet carpet as he neared the bedroom door. Shoving it open, he heard running water splashing the bathroom floor. "Naia?"
"It's about fucking time!" Naia appeared, splashing water everywhere. "I've been shouting this whole time."
"I didn't hear you," Mike told her. "The door was closed." Tink slammed into Mike from behind, staring at the floor. "What's wrong?"
"There's a fire elemental loose," Naia told him. "Nasty little shit was sniffing around up here. I was trying to snuff him out, but he got away."
"What does it look like?" Mike asked. Walking into his room, he saw tiny scorch marks all along the wall. Looking closer, he saw that they were foot prints.
"Like a lizard," Naia told him. "Mike, it isn't something from the house. It got in somehow, and it was laying low."
"For what reason?" He asked, looking under the bed.
"To kill goblin husband," Tink hissed, looking all around the room. She hit a hidden button on her goggles and several mechanical arms sprouted, each one with a different covered lens. Flicking them into place, she knelt by the door of the room.
"Wait, to kill me?"
"Possibly. This one was sniffing around like it was trying to find a place to hide. If it wanted to, it could just burn the whole house down, but they are great for assassinations."
"That doesn't make sense," Mike said, checking the window, but it was locked from the inside. He heard stomping above the room, followed by the sight of gray claws on the rain gutter. He opened the window up. "Abella, have you seen anything leave the house?"
"No. I don't know how it got in, either." Abella leaned over the edge of the house. "If you chase it outside, I can take care of it."
"But where did it come from?" Mike asked. "Did it come in with the pizza girl?"
"It was here long before that." Naia informed him. "It must have come in with you earlier today."
"But that doesn't..." he thought back to the spark he felt when he had taken the paperwork from Elizabeth. "Tink, check the trash downstairs."
"Tink go look." The goblin grabbed a towel, dunking it in the bath. Wringing it out, she rolled it up, cracking it like a whip. "Mike stay here."
"Like hell I will." Mike dunked his own towel. "I'm coming with you."
"You both need to be careful," Naia said. "If it touches you, it may just immolate you to nothing but ash."
"Fantastic," Mike muttered, following Tink out into the hall. Tink was walking down the hall, her eyes intent on something he couldn't see.
"Tracks everywhere," Tink informed him. "Upstairs, downstairs. Elemental go in most rooms, but come back out." Turning to go down the stairs, Mike noticed the wardrobe at the end of the hall. Walking toward it, he made to turn the latch.
"No tracks there," Tink told him, yanking on the band of his pants. "We go look downstairs." Mike followed her, holding his towel ready as they stepped into the living room. Moving into the kitchen, Tink opened up the trash can. Reaching in, she pulled free what was left of the folder from Elizabeth. "Fire elemental come from here."
Mike didn't have to ask how she knew. The folder was burnt. Looking into the can he saw the nest of ashes at the bottom. The elemental started as a spark, and he wondered if throwing away the offer had triggered it to burn and grow. "Okay, so what now?"
Cecilia's loud wail carried through the house, sending shivers up Mike's spine. Tink covered her ears, frowning in the direction of her cries. Running toward the noise, they made it past the stairs and into one of the sitting rooms in the front of the house. Cecilia stood just outside the window, her mouth stretched wide and one hand pointing at the ceiling. Up above, Mike saw the angry creature standing on the ceiling, hissing in response.
Mike and Tink walked further into the room as Cecilia drifted through the walls, her shrieks rising in volume. Mike put fingers in his ears, his eyes on the angry red lizard on the ceiling. It looked like it was made of lava, the air around it shimmering from the sheer heat of its skin. Its eyes blazed like fiery coals, hissing at Cecilia. It leapt off of the ceiling, passing straight through the banshee and colliding with the carpet. Spinning in place, leaving scorch marks on the hardwood, it spotted Mike.
"Oh shit!" Mike yelled, raising his towel as the lizard came at him. It left a fiery trail on the floor, the hardwood burning up beneath it. It launched itself at him, and Mike dodged out of the way, letting it collide with a piece of furniture behind him. The white sheet burned up beneath it, the chair underneath igniting. The elemental burned its way through springs and fluff, the chair igniting, but the flames remaining local. Uncertain how to proceed, Mike watched the chair from the side, squatting down to see beneath it.
The elemental charged him, crossing the space in a second. Leaping for his face, it was knocked out of the air by the fast crack of the wet towel from Tink. The elemental missed, crashing into the table behind Mike. Mike, acting fast, unfurled his towel and scooped up the elemental inside. It shrieked, steam rising from the towel.
"Fuck!" Mike shouted, dropping his bundle from Hell. It was too hot to carry. Cecilia grabbed the bundle with both hands, spinning in a circle and launching it through the window. The glass shattered, the elemental and towel landing in the front yard.
"Quick!" Mike and Tink ran outside, where Cecilia met them. The wet bundle looked like an angry steamed dumpling, rolling around in the yard as the elemental fought its way free. Mike grabbed the towel from Tink. "Is there a hose out here?" Mike asked.
"Tink find." She leapt over the railing, running along the side of the house. Mike held up the towel like a blanket, going the long way down the front steps. Staying off to the side, he watched the elemental squeeze free, scorching a circle in the grass and growing in size.



"Tink!" Mike cried, the lizard now the size of a large dog. It ran at him on its hind legs, letting out a high pitched shriek. He saw Tink off to the side, wrestling with a house that had too many kinks in it.
A thousand pounds of stone slammed into the elemental from above, grabbing it around the neck. Flames licked at Abella's stone skin, but the fire wasn't hot enough to bother the gargoyle. Clutching the elemental in her talons, Abella lifted into the sky, crossing over into the backyard. Mike and Tink ran back through the house and into the garden in time to see Abella fighting the angry elemental above the fountain.
"Naia!" Mike shouted, the nymph appearing directly below Abella. She waved her hands, forming intricate patterns in the air as a wall of water formed around the fountains perimeter. Abella landed in the fountain, holding the fire elemental in place as Naia made the walls crash in. The fountain steamed, the elemental desperately fighting through the waves that kept catching it and pushing it back toward the middle.
Abella pinned the elemental in place, the water in the fountain beginning to boil. Naia ran around the edge of the fountain, coaxing more water up from below. The garden filled with steam as the elemental unleashed its magic attempting to boil off the water and escape. Abella's face was a mask of anger, her teeth bared at the threat beneath her as it shape shifted, an amorphous being determined to survive. Mike and Tink could only watch helplessly as the air became too thick with vapor to see.
Several minutes passed, the noise dying down. A cool breeze sucked the steam away, revealing Abella crouched in the middle of the fountain, a tiny glowing ember trapped beneath her hand. Naia nodded at the gargoyle, and Abella crushed it with her fist, extinguishing its light.
"Holy shit," Mike muttered. Abella collapsed in the fountain, breathing hard. Mike hopped in, the warm water soaking his pant legs to help her stand. The gargoyle was covered in soot marks across her stony body. She sat in the cool water, breathing hard.
"That was no simple fire elemental," she told him. "He was almost too hot for me to hold onto."
"She's right," Naia added, kneeling by Abella's side. She ran her hands gently over Abella's skin. "Whoever summoned that creature has use of some powerful magic."
"We know where it came from." Mike explained what he and Tink had found in the trash can. "The fact that it came from the trash and didn't just attack me when I walked in the door means something, but I have no idea what. The Society clearly wants this house, otherwise they would have just burned the place down. Ideas?"
"I'm thinking this was partially a scouting affair," Abella said, holding up a blistered palm. Naia summoned a streamer of icy water to wash across it. "The elemental needed to see who was here first. I'm sure they have ideas, but it would be a bad idea to just attack without knowing who and what. I saw it in wars all the time."
"You've been in wars?" Mike asked.
Abella nodded. "Usually I used forts or castles as a hiding place. I loved watching the people below, and nobody questions another statue on the roof of a church. I have seen my share of sieges. My guess is that they sent in the elemental to scope out the territory and then kill you if possible."
"If I die, that's it. It was hard enough to find me, and as far as I know, I have zero family left anywhere." Mike shook his head. "I almost sold the place anyway, but the will stipulated that I had to come and see it first, and could only sell when full ownership transferred, which takes a few days. I die, it's only a matter of time before the Society gets this place, and then they get to you."
"Who are they?" Naia asked.
Mike looked at Tink, who sat on the edge of the fountain.
"Let's find out."
-
Mike and Tink sat at the dinner table, his laptop open in front of him. Tink wore her goggles still, carefully watching everything Mike did. Even though she got the basics of navigation, he showed her how to streamline her searches, avoid leaving a trail, and not spend all his money.
"I'll try and walk you through this," he informed her, clicking on a small icon in the corner of his desktop. It was designed to match his screensaver, a basic "Lake in the Mountains" photo that came with it. Prompting him for a password, he logged in to the desktop computer that was at his old apartment.
Having more than three months left on the rent, Mike had never bothered to formally move out. Right now, a person sitting in his room would watch the desktop come to life, controlled remotely by his laptop computer. He needed something far heftier than what he had now. Even though he had parted with his hacker ways many years ago, he knew better than to simply throw away the programs he had kept. His job, after all, was website maintenance, and knowing what the bad people were using was the best way to keep his clients safe.
He opened up a Dos command window, typing in the phrase ZeroDarkThirty.exe.
Anyone digging through his directory wouldn't even see the hidden file, but his computer rebooted itself into Dark Mode, a term he had laughingly coined one night between rounds of Counter-Strike.
His computer began running subroutines, bouncing off of servers all over the world. Anyone trying to trace it would run into difficulty without some hacking knowledge of their own, and even then, he had ways to erase his tracks.
He pulled up the Society's website, looking at its members. Elizabeth was his first target, and he immediately began digging into the local records. Tink watched intently, goggles on, as he pulled up easy stuff like birth records, address, and then went deeper with police records, real estate sales, and anything else he could find. Every time he found a lead, he opened a new window and let his programs do their work.
Nearly an hour passed in this manner, with him digging and creating his own file. He had Tink eat the pineapple off of one of the remaining pizza slices so that he could finish the rest while drinking a beer from the fridge. A second hour passed, and then a third. Only darkness could be seen through is kitchen window, which he discovered overlooked the greenhouse.
"Well, that's that." Mike stared at the results of his digging, shaking his head in disbelief.
"What Mike find?" Tink asked. She had been by his side for the majority of his hunt.
"Nothing. Which, in and of itself, is something." Mike pulled up the website for the Society. "Clearly, these bitches stink," he said, pointing at Elizabeth and Sarah. "But the only reason we know that is because we've met them, right? Well, look at the other eleven members of the Society." He pointed at the circular portraits on the website. "Statistically, I should have found something, anything, about even just one of them. A parking ticket, a court summons, anything."
"Mike have empty hands?" Tink asked.
"Mike have empty hands. And they shouldn't be empty." He stared at the strange faces before him. "Other than some birth records and their current addresses and such, I can't even find pictures of them from when they were younger. It's almost like they came out of nowhere."
Tink nodded to herself. "Everyone come from somewhere."
"Exactly." Mike rubbed his eyes. It had been a long day. "I'm not sure where to go from here."
"Everything look better in daylight," Tink informed him, her face cracking into a yawn.
"Old goblin saying."
"That's a human saying, too." Mike stared at his computer. He had even hacked into the website hosting the Society, only to find that it was just a run-of-the-mill Weebly page. Nothing of interest. Looking at Elizabeth's picture, he changed her name to Queen Cunt. Deciding that wasn't enough, he uploaded pictures of dicks for the rest of the member's profiles. He quickly changed the password to a string of random words, saved all changes, then logged out. Frustrated, he put his desktop back in sleep mode, severing the connection. "Why don't you head for bed? I'll meet you upstairs in a bit."
Tink nodded, pushing her goggle up. They had left circular marks around her eyes. He kissed the top of her head as he departed, her tail swishing from side to side. He stopped out in the garden, where Abella swooped down from above to meet him.
"Thanks for your help today," he told her, giving her a hug.
"You're welcome," Abella said, her breath tickling his ear. "Did you learn anything about the Society?"
"No, I didn't." Mike said, turning to Naia. She was floating in the fountain again, her bubble lights casting their shadows. "See you in the morning Naia."
"Goodnight lover," Naia said, rolling on her side and winking at him. He walked inside, stopping in the front entry way to stare at the empty spot the clock had been. That was going to be a puzzle for some other time, he thought to himself, before stepping onto the porch.
Cecilia was on the swing, her legs tucked up beneath her. Her head turned, empty white eyes appraising Mike where he stood. She patted the seat next to her, her spooky hair drifting as if she sat in a vortex of wind.
Mike walked across the porch, taking the seat next to her. "Thanks for all your help tonight," he said. "If not for you, I may have died."
Cecilia smiled. "That would be one way for us to spend some alone time together."
"I'm not ready for that kind of commitment," Mike replied. Cecilia grinned, her eyes crinkling along the edges.
"You are so different from those who came before," Cecilia said. "With the others, it was different. They were here, but largely distant. Emily spent time with me, but I could feel it, that tension in the way she spoke, how she sat with me. It's hard sitting with death, contemplating its infinite nature, wondering when I will come for you in your sleep. My kind were never well loved, but we were respected." She leaned her head on Mike's shoulder-his skin tingled at the chill in her touch. "My kind suffer from a special kind of loneliness. I wasn't ready to walk you to your final resting place just yet."
Mike shrugged. "Is it weird that I'm more worried about what was going to happen to the others? I mean, I wasn't keen on dying in a fire, but I kept thinking about what would happen to Naia, Abella, and especially Tink."
"Did you worry about me?" Cecilia asked. The Irish lilt in her voice was suddenly softer.
"Should I? I mean, I don't know enough about banshees to even guess at what could possibly happen to you. I imagine that whoever took this house, you would sit out here on your swing, content to watch the sun set."
"A week ago, that wouldn't have even mattered," Cecilia replied. "Ever since I came here, I sit on this porch, watching the house and waiting to take its owner to the afterlife. I haven't expected any more, or any less, but it beats the alternative of wandering the countryside, lost and alone, wailing out of self-pity. Still, even though I was mean to you, you made the effort. Emily would have done the same, but it was nearly a decade before she could even look me in the face, or be comfortable around me, for that matter."
Cecilia shifted, her hair tickling Mike's nose. "Yet here you sit. You treat me like a person, not a lost soul. You touch me without flinching away-even now, I can feel the warmth of your body against mine. That is something nobody has ever done for me."
"Part of that is Naia," Mike explained. "She did this thing where she took a piece of my soul and gave me a piece of hers. It was to bind me to the house, make me feel obligated to help. I don't want to take credit for something she did."
"That's where you are wrong," Cecilia said, running the fingers of her hand across the top of his. "Everyone who has lived here has been given the nymph's gift, but you are different than they were. There's a part of you that has been broken, damaged in such a way that you don't fit in anywhere else. You're a mismatched puzzle piece-someone put you in the box, but you make a crooked fit." She waved her hand back at the house. "This place is a crooked puzzle piece in the fabric of the universe. Even if a piece is found that fits here, the edges will never line up quite right.
"Your edges are crooked. I imagine it's what Naia saw in you. You don't fit in with the rest of the universe like you do here. You've already seen things that most men never will, experienced sensations outside of the human experience. Naia's magic may have snared you, but the person you are is what makes you special."
Mike shrugged, unsure what to say. "I'm just trying to do right by the monsters here. Now that I know that there are people out there who want this place, people willing to sic a fire lizard on me, I feel more determined than ever to make it work."
Cecilia snuggled closer, his chest tingling as she drew away his body heat. He wasn't cold-his whole body tingled like he was building up a massive charge. He could smell her perfume, a soft floral scent with a hint of cinnamon.
"Mike?" Cecilia said his name softly.
"What's up?" Cecilia moved away from him, sitting so that he could see her better. Up close, her sightless eyes were like pearls, fixing him with an intensity that rooted him on the spot. Her hair fanned out around her, floating ethereally around her head.
"I think... maybe you should be worried about me." Cecilia said. Her body floated above the seat, rotating until they were facing one another. One cool hand gripped the back of his neck, tiny sparks jumping up and down his spine. Cecilia pulled herself in, touching his face with her other hand. She was only an inch away, her nose nearly touching his.
"Very, very worried." She floated in, gently, placing her lips on his. He opened his own mouth in surprise, her tongue finding his. The tiny chills were nothing compared to the sensation of his breath being stolen from him, the core of his being rushing outward into her waiting lips. Warning bells went off in the back of his mind, telling him to push her away, run in the house, natural instincts that served to keep a man alive.
Mike's hand easily fit just beneath her ear, running along her jaw and neck. He pulled her closer to him, her weightless body becoming heavier as she settled on top of him. Her legs were spread around his, folded back on her knees. He broke the kiss, exhaling a cloud of vapor that could only be found on the coldest of winter evenings. He opened his mouth to speak, but she placed a finger to it.
"Don't say anything," Cecilia said. "Banshees are beings created out of the aether- we have human forms, but not human needs. We don't eat. We don't sleep. Other than taking a soul to the afterlife, we only watch. I've watched you since you arrived, seen how you treat the others. I can remember watching the others with the former guardians, feeling like an outsider looking in. Not quite welcome, not quite accepted. I watched you the other night, saw those things you did with Naia and the goblin. For the first time in my existence, I find myself wanting those things as well."
"But?" Mike asked.
"I may have the body of a woman, but I do not have the experience of one." Cecilia's scent was overwhelming this close up. "And I do not think I could handle the rejection if you discovered I was not worth it. I don't even know if we could be together as a man and woman should."
Mike gazed into the banshee's blank eyes. The spirit was already accepting failure before it had happened. "When you kissed me, did you like it?"
"I did," Cecilia admitted. "It was new. I can't remember the last time I experienced something new."
"Maybe I should worry about you," Mike told her, running his fingers through her hair. Tiny sparks kissed his flesh from beneath her snow-white strands. "You sit out here on the porch all day, but you came inside to help me with the fire elemental. You don't sit out here because you have to-you choose to be here. And it sounds like, finally, you want to know if there can be more." Mike's hand followed the curve of her neck, sliding down her collarbone to caress her breast through the soft fabric of her blouse. Cecilia let out a tiny gasp, her eyes going wide. "Let's find out. Together."
Cecilia, her lips slightly parted, nodded in agreement. Mike kissed her again, running his hands down her back and along the top of her ass. Breaking apart, he allowed his lips to explore the soft underside of her neck, tiny kisses that elicited gasps as he moved his way down to her collarbone.
Cecilia's fingers slid up the base of Mike's shirt, running along his stomach. The sparks coming from her fingers tickled him in a couple of places, but he held his laughter in, afraid to break the spell that had been cast. He allowed her to explore, each touch uncertain. She tilted her head to the side, allowing him to move even further. Her pale skin glowed, literally, in the darkness. Mike worked his way back up her neck, kissing her just beneath her ear.
"I like this," Cecilia said, pulling Mike's shirt off. Mike loosened the strings on the back of her bodice, allowing him better access to her breasts. Pushing his fingers beneath the lace, the fabric shifted oddly around his hands, stray beams of light connecting her clothes to her body.
"Whoa," Mike said, sliding her straps down along her shoulders. When he let go, they attempted to float back to their original position, clinging to her ghost flesh.
"Don't mind that," she informed him, wrapping her legs around his waist. Mike suddenly noticed how heavy she was. With her straps down, it was easy to push her dress down, freeing her breasts. Her nipples were tiny, spiritual afterthoughts on the part of whatever created banshees. He sucked at them, occasionally nipping, listening to the noises she made, narrowing in on what she liked. It wasn't something he had ever been super good at, and he could only attribute it to Naia's magic making him more aware, giving him new confidence. Running his lips across Cecilia's breasts, she started pressing her crotch into his, gentle pushes that quickly became more urgent.
Shifting from the patio roof drew Mike's attention to a dark face hanging over the ledge. Abella smirked at the two of them, content to watch. Mike tried to shoo away the gargoyle with a wave of his hand, but she wasn't going to budge.
"More," Cecilia whispered when Mike grazed a nipple with his teeth. "I want to feel more."
Mike removed a hand from her breast, twisting her body slightly sideways so that he could get access to her thighs. His hands moved up her stockings, finding smooth skin at mid-thigh. Cecilia parted her legs for him, allowing his fingers to roam up and over her legs. The electrical sensation was increased here, sending surges of chilled electricity to his very core. As long as he kept his hands on her flesh, it wasn't bad, but if he broke contact, the sudden jolt was unsettling.
"Mike," Cecilia whispered, kissing her way down his neck. Mike moaned, the sensations of electricity and ice colliding in his pine. His breath was visible now, the temperature of the air rapidly dropping. "I want more."
His fingers found the edge of her panties. Like her top, it was difficult to separate banshee from fabric, so he contented himself with running his fingers across the outside, feeling her thick mound through the thin material.
"Ah!" Cecilia sighed, breaking away from Mike's neck. He made tiny circles over her panties now, a wet spot rapidly forming beneath his touch as he gently moved her folds apart. "Ah! Ah!" Cecilia wrapped her arms around his neck, grinding her crotch down on his hand. Mike grinned, pinching a nipple with his free hand as he shoved her panties aside. Again, they tried to move back to their regular position, but Mike was too determined. He gently pressed a finger against Cecilia's slit, teasing her opening with wide, lazy circles. The banshee chased his finger, trying to press down on it every chance she got. The tiny shocks now felt like a steady surge of energy, but Mike was too horny to care.



"It feels like we just might fit together after all," he whispered in Cecilia's ear. Looking up, he saw that Abella was still watching, a lusty grin on her face. She licked her lips at him, but Mike ignored her. "But only when you're ready."
"Okay," Cecilia whimpered, her hips swiveling. Mike used his thumb to rub the folds around her clitoris-every time he touched it directly, the sensation caused his hand to flinch away. Cecilia was sitting upright now, eyes closed and mouth open, panting loudly as Mike teased her pussy. Several minutes passed, and Cecilia suddenly clamped her hand down on Mike's wrist.
"Hold still, you fucker," she said, pinning his wrist and forcing her pussy down onto his finger. He slid up into her, his arm becoming chilled as the heat left it, flowing up into Cecilia's snatch. She let out a loud groan, startling Mike with her sudden loudness.
"Won't the neighbor hear?" He asked, suddenly nervous.
"You know that won't be a problem," she replied. "Now give me another finger."
Mike pushed a second finger in, relieved when it dampened the sensation. His first finger had gone nearly numb, and the second one's entrance was restoring heat to it. Cecilia let out another loud groan, moving her hips back and forth.
"Oh god, I've never felt anything like this," Cecilia said, rolling her hips back and forth. "I feel so...so...full."
"If you think you feel full now, wait until I get my dick in you," Mike told her.
"Oh, fuck!" Cecilia slid backward, hovering away from Mike. She turned around, grasping the railing of the porch in one hand and pulling the back of her skirt up in the other. "I can't wait any longer! Do it! Fuck me! I want to know how it feels!"
Mike rose, undoing his pants. His cock sprang free, the cool air crinkling the skin on his balls. He pushed against Cecilia, lifting her skirt up and staring at her small, curvy ass. Her panties were white, just like her dress, and he saw that her stockings were held in place by a garter belt. The wet spot on Cecilia's panties was the size of a silver dollar. Using his fingers, he yanked her panties to the side, revealing ivory folds without hair. The sparks between them were visible now, little blue streamers of energy that connected them.
"Are you ready?" Mike asked, rubbing the head of his cock on her pussy lips. The energy between them made his dick feel like it was vibrating, each spark sending a wave of pleasure to his spine.
Cecilia responded by shoving herself backward. Mike's eyes rolled upward as a powerful blast of energy used his dick as a conduit, cold electricity flowing through his legs, up his back, and into his head. He grabbed onto Cecilia's ass, the urge of energy causing his whole body to lurch forward, slamming his dick into her once more. Gasping for air, he pulled back out, but the electricity caused him to stiffen up again. Cecilia let out a cry with each deep thrust, not realizing that her energy had trapped Mike in an endless loop.
"What is this? What is this? What is this feeling?" Cecilia cried, letting forth a stream of words in a language Mike didn't recognize. She was incoherent now, babbling out loud as he fucked her from behind. The pulses decreased in intensity enough that Mike could move his hands again. He wasn't sure how much more of this he could take-he wrapped his arm around Cecilia's tiny waist and found her clitoris from the front, folding over one of her lips as a buffer to prevent another intense shock. Cecilia's babbling became moans, moans that built in strength and volume. Up above, Abella's face was contorted in a silent mask of pleasure, her lips parted as she panted in time with the banshee.
Cecilia shoved back against Mike hard enough that the two of them fell backward onto the patio, narrowly missing the swing. Cecilia's hands replaced Mike's on her clit, swiveling her hips as she rode him frantically. Mike grabbed her breasts through her dress, squeezing them tightly as he arched his back, pushing himself in deeper.
Cecilia went silent, her whole body starting to shake. Her hair rose up like crazy snakes, electric streamers arcing away from her skin as she took in a deep breath, the only thing he could hear.
"Oh shit!" Mike quickly stuck his fingers in his ears as Cecilia came. The noise was a cross between an air raid siren and a cat in heat. Mike was grateful to be on his back-he felt the world spin beneath him as his equilibrium was destroyed. The house rattled behind him, tremors making the wooden planks beneath him pop out of place. Cecilia let out another shriek as her body shook, her arms going limp at her sides as tremors racked her whole body. The lights in the house went out, casting shadows onto the front porch. Cecilia's body was the only source of light now, and she went silent once more, her hips randomly spasming, sending pleasurable shocks into his cock.
Mike waited nearly a minute before pulling his fingers out of his ears. Cecilia had gone completely still now, the streamers of light dying down. Mike's balls ached, his own orgasm chased off by the terrifying screams of the banshee.
"Cecilia?" Mike asked, touching her arm. Cecilia burst into several motes of light, vanishing from the porch. The electricity in the house came back on, leaving Mike, largely naked with his dick in hand, laying on the porch. The wood beneath him was covered in frost.
"Cecilia!" Mike called, suddenly worried. He stood up, fumbling with his pants. "Cecilia, where are you?"
The swing behind him rocked gently. Her voice whispered in his ear, barely audible over the slight ringing that now lived there.
"That was wonderful," she told him. "I'll be fine, don't worry."
"What happened?" Mike asked.
He heard her chuckle on the wind. "I came so hard that I fell apart. Once I have the strength, I'll make it up to you." Mike shook his head in disbelief, watching the swing. His dick was rock hard, his balls tingling with the strange energy that Cecilia had been passing through his body.
"Fuck," Mike muttered. He needed to cum. Right now.
"Abella?" Mike called, but the gargoyle had disappeared. Yanking the front door open, he ran up the stairs to his bedroom. "Tink? Are you here?"
"She ran downstairs to check on the fuse box." Naia sat on the edge of the tub, a coy look on her face. All of the water from earlier was gone now. "Can I help you with something?"
Mike didn't say anything-he didn't need to. Walking toward the tub, he pulled his pants off. Naia helped him into the tub, forcing him to sit on the edge. She rubbed the head of his dick with one hand while tugging on his balls with the other. She gave his dick an odd look.
"That's... interesting," Naia said.
"What's interesting?" Mike asked.
"You've been exposed to some kind of magic I haven't seen before. Do you feel okay?"
"I feel fine. I was fucking Cecilia out front, and all sorts of weird shit happened, and she vanished before I could finish."
"Really?!?" Naia's eyes sparkled. "You may be the first man in history to fuck a banshee. Congratulations!"
"Please, Naia," Mike begged. "I need to come."
"Oh, I knew that the moment you walked in." Naia flipped her hair back over her shoulder. "I wonder what banshee tastes like," she said, sucking his dick into her mouth.
"Oh, god, Naia!" Mike twisted his hands up in her hair, pulling her against him. She worked the base of his cock with one hand, running the other across his naked thigh. Her mouth was warm, the water in the tub restoring warmth to his body that he hadn't been aware he had lost. Bobbing her head up and down, Naia let out little gasps of pleasure.
"Oh my!" She gasped, popping her mouth free. "Oh. Oh!"
"Please, Naia!" Mike pulled her head back down on his dick. She worked his dick frantically now, moaning into his crotch. She swirled the water beneath with a finger, summoning a giant cock made of water. It positioned itself behind her ass, and she sank down on it with a sigh. Mike clutched the edge of the tub, the sight of Naia being spit roasted sending him close to the edge.
Tiny sparks formed all along his skin, crawling down and across Naia. Her eyes grew wide as Mike felt his orgasm building, a strangely cold sensation that pulled heat from his limbs. The lights in the room flickered, water splashing everywhere as Mike clawed frantically at Naia's scalp. Naia grabbed his ass cheeks, taking him in as deeply as possible.
"FUCK!" Mike's balls contracted into his body as he blasted a huge load into Naia's mouth. When his orgasm hit, the sparks in the room all leapt onto Naia. She held onto his waist, sucking deeply as another contraction hit him. Naia swallowed frantically as she came, moaning loudly on his dick, semen leaking from her nostrils as he filled her faster than she could swallow. That strange surge of electricity flowed back into Mike through Naia's mouth, and he came again. Her cheeks bulged as she gave up, openly drooling cum as he creamed her mouth again. The sparks left again, crawling across her skin until she screamed into his dick, the sparks jumping back on Mike.
This happened for nearly a minute, the strange, magical feedback loop draining Mike of everything he had. Each time the sparks jumped, they diminished, until he unleashed one final, meager blast of cum into Naia's throat. By now, she had given up trying to contain it all-she had his cum all down her throat and chest. His limp dick sliding free of her mouth, Mike scooted forward to join Naia in the tub.
"What... what the hell was that?" He asked, catching his breath. Naia gasped for air, semen dripping from her face into the water. The water cock had vanished, and the tub's water itself was a mixture of Mike's cum and Naia's cream.
"I don't know." Naia stood up in the tub, her pussy dripping with her own fluids. "But if you figure out how it happened, you let me know. I've never cum that hard in my life." She offered a hand to help him stand-his legs had gone numb from orgasming so many times. Finally getting his footing, he stepped out of the tub, stumbled his way to his bed, and collapsed naked on it.
Staring at the wall, he heard Tink come wandering in the bedroom door. The goblin sniffed the air, letting out a huff of disgust.
"Tink should have waited," she muttered, turning off the light and crawling into bed next to him. He chuckled, wrapping one arm around her to pull her tight against his chest. She was facing away from him.
"Some other time, Tink. Some other time." Tink gave his arm an affectionate squeeze.
"Oh. By the way, I think I broke the porch."
Tink let out a groan of disgust, lightly biting his arm. Mike laughed lightly, sleep claiming him moments later.
*****
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A Cold Drink of Water
Jason enjoyed the peace and quiet, cleaning up after his daughter's guests. Sometimes it bothered him how messy they could be, but he found that his daughter's standards of cleanliness were not often up to par with his. Years sharing a station with other men and women had instilled a "cleanliness is next to godliness" routine for him. Once he finished wiping down the counter with Clorox wipes, he defrosted a steak, pulling a couple of cool beers out of the fridge to enjoy while he waited. He grilled outside, bringing it inside when he was done. Despite the setting sun, the air was still angry with heat, and his beer became lukewarm in minutes.
He ate his dinner in front of the television, watching Game of Thrones on TV. The house was finally starting to feel cool once more when the power went out again. Jason fumed in silence, staring into the dark void that had been his TV.
"Fuck," Jason muttered, quickly moving through the pitch black home to find flashlights. He didn't allow burning candles in his home, a lesson brought about by the first. Fatality he had ever seen on the job. An entire family, gobbled up by the flames of a candle that had tipped over in the night. With the AC off, the house became a small oven, the temperature outside just over a hundred degrees and creeping ever inward.
Naomi returned with her friends, Megan and Maria, from the movie. Immediately complaining about how hot it was, the women moved their sleep over to the basement to keep cool. Jason helped Naomi set up some flashlights, then showed her how to use a camping stove to cook the girls some popcorn. They vanished to the basement for the evening, the sounds of giggling occasionally permeating the floorboards.
Jason sat in the living room, wondering if anything could be done about the constant outages. The heat was simply too much, and his bedroom was well over ninety degrees, due to its west facing windows. Confined to the living room, he made the best of it, reading an issue of TIME magazine by the light of an LED lamp he used for camping.
The giggling downstairs slowly became muted, and a blurry eyed Jason finally drifted to sleep, fantasizing about the smooth curves of Brianne's body beneath his fingers once more. He wanted to kick himself for not using Brianne like the cum rag she was, but knew that it would have been a huge mistake.
The house was engulfed in smokeless fire, the flames casting odd shadows in every direction. Before him she stood, Brianne in her cheerleader outfit, bending over just enough for the skirt to creep up her backside, the wet lips of her pussy gleaming in the firelight. He wanted to walk toward her, bend her over, fuck her until she begged him to stop, but the flames were too hot, singing his naked skin every time he walked toward her. Like a fog, his dreams faded in and out, the image of her body just beyond his reach.
He opened his eyes, rock hard and sweaty. The sun was long gone, the stars being led across the sky by the glow of the moon. It was the middle of the night, and he could sneak away to his bedroom to fall back asleep, but not before rubbing one out to the image of Brianne. Standing, he took a couple steps toward the stairs, suddenly aware of how dry his mouth was. A nice, cold glass of water sounded like an amazing idea.
Carefully moving around in the dark, he turned the corner into the kitchen. Seeing the figure at the sink, he stopped.
Megan stood in front of the sink, a chunk of ice held against her smooth neck. The light of the moon backlit her body, her modest cotton sleeping gown nearly transparent in its light. He stared at her slender silhouette, mouth agape as she shifted her weight from one leg to the other, her hips cocking to one side. Loose, red hair scattered the moon's light, casting an eerie glow across his kitchen. He could see the faint raised lines of her panties, the tight curves of her ass visible through her gown. Shifting once more, her body was no more than a trapped shadow, awaiting liberation from its cotton prison.
She sighed, turning to lean against the counter. The ice she had liberated from the freezer had melted against her skin, creating several rivulets of water that ran down the front of her gown. Not only did these rivers cause her gown to cling to her breasts, her hard nipples were prominently displayed through the tight fabric. Opening her eyes, she saw Jason and jumped, her breasts bouncing delightfully beneath the fabric of her gown.
"Oh, Mr. Dawes, you startled me." She held the ice once more against her neck. "I got really hot, I didn't mean to wake you."
"That's okay Megan, I'm just coming for a drink." He stepped closer to the sink, bumping into her on accident, watched her widening eyes travel down the length of his body. Following her gaze, he realized that the unthinkable had happened. The tiny button on the fly of his boxers had come undone in his sleep, and the act of walking into the kitchen had allowed his erection to poke through. Even worse, bumping into her had released the beast. Wordless, he looked at Megan, then back down at his dick. He couldn't help but flex it, suddenly aware of how cool the room was compared to the confines of his boxers.
Don't scream, don't scream, he pleaded mentally. Megan's eyes met his, her cheeks red.
"Is that... did I do that?" she asked.
"Er..." He fumbled over the words. Technically, no. Then again, he had been checking her out. Shit. "I don't know what to say." He fumbled with his dick, trying to push it back through the hole, but it was too big to fit back through without taking his boxers off. Fucking around with Brianne had been one thing, but Megan was on the opposite end of the spectrum. She was the girl he wanted his daughter to be like, the one he knew would hold her hair when she was sick, the one who would never abandon her at a party. Frantic, he tugged out on his boxers, hoping if he went partially flaccid that he could make it work.
"Uh uh." Megan glided forward, wrapping the head of his penis in her cool hand, sparking it back to full stiffness Shocked, Jason stared into Megan's green eyes. She stroked him softly, a sly grin on her lips. Gone was the polite valedictorian who would bring over chick flicks and popcorn, the girl who would help him out with dishes when they were done eating. Her gaze was predatory, and she was waiting for a response.
Dad Jason and Wild Jason stood on the sink, appraising the situation. Jason looked to them for guidance. They looked at each other in an attempt to come to a consensus, heads bowed in secret conference.
"Fuck her!" Wild Jason shouted through cupped hands, gyrating his hips for effect. "See if she makes quiet noises or loud ones!"
Dad Jason shrugged. "I'm not even entirely certain we're awake. Go for it." He held up both thumbs.
Jason looked away from the counter, his eyes finding hers. "You are eighteen, right?"
"Six months ago." She popped the piece of ice in her mouth and squeezed down hard on his shaft, rolling her wrist toward the base, sending a shiver up his spine.
"Pill?" He asked. She nodded. "Good." Running his hands across her shoulders, he caressed her cheek. "I never expected this kind of behavior from you of all people."
"That's because some people are all talk," she mumbled through her ice. "Learn to tell the difference." She crunched on the ice, then knelt down. Caught off guard, Jason nearly fell over when she pulled his dick into her mouth, the sensation of hot and cold intermingling all across his cock's head.
"Shit!" He hissed as the school valedictorian began working his shaft with her hand. He wished he could see more of her, the dim light of the moon simply not enough. She gazed up at him with those penetrating green eyes of hers, eyes begging him for more. Her free hand snaked up through his boxers to tug at his balls, and he grabbed a fistful of her hair with his right hand, bracing himself against the wall with his left.
He had been with a couple of girls who had attempted the ice trick, but clearly Megan had perfected the process. The front of her mouth was ice cold, but the back of her throat was hot, and she pulled him all the way in, her lips touching the base of his shaft as he forced her downward. Instead of pushing him away, she clawed at his ass, pulling him in. He could feel her swallowing, her throat tightening around just the top of his dick. He let go of her hair, letting her work his cock furiously with her mouth, his eyes on the ceiling as he basked in the pleasure that his daughter's friend was giving him. How many people had fucked her mouth like this, had experienced the sheer pleasure of her ministrations?
He chanced a glance at the counter where Dad Jason and Wild Jason sat. Wild Jason cheered him on, fists pumping in the air. Dad Jason was holding a beer and gave him a salute.
"Who taught you this?" He asked her.
She sucked his cock as she reached the end, letting it leave her mouth with an audible pop. "My step sister taught me."
"Wait, your step sister?" He vaguely remember mention of an older sister of Megan's.
"Yeah. We took turns practicing on her strap-on. Then we would fuck each other with it." She sucked him back into her mouth, blowing several fuses in his mind. Jason let out a moan, clamping a hand across his mouth.
"You... oh yes... you fucked your step sister?"
"My parents won't let us date," she explained around the edge of his dick. "So we did it to take the edge off."
"I... um... oh shit, yeah." She rolled his balls in her fingers, licking the underside of his penis, her tongue gently caressing his frenulum. The step sister thing was weird, but also hot. Had he ever seen a picture of her sister? He tried to picture them together, losing what few brain cells he had left.
"Hey." Megan had stopped, her intense eyes on him once more. "I want you to eat my pussy."
Jason let those words sink in, the sudden demands of a woman half his age. When had they learned to be so direct, to express their desires in such a succinct way? Jason nodded, and he helped Megan stand. He spun her around, lifting her onto the counter so that she sat in front of him, legs splayed apart, white cotton panties visible in the moonlight.
"I never thought I would be doing this," he admitted.
"And I've masturbated to this too many times to count." She grabbed the back of his head, pulling him forward. His nose pressed against the fabric of her underwear, and he inhaled the sweet scent of her arousal.
"You sure are bossy," he informed her, running his hands across her ass and thighs.
"That's how I got through group projects in HS," she informed him, gasping when he pushed his tongue into the fabric, exploring her through the thin cotton. "Bossy, bitchy, whatever gets the job done."
"I think I like this side of you," he told her. Sliding her panties off, he stuffed them in the silverware drawer, lifting one of her legs up to give him more room. Kissing his way down her stomach, she let out tiny little moans as he neared her pussy. She was certainly bossy, but he needed to make certain that she knew he was in charge. She tried to push his head down, but he shifted to the side, biting her gently on the hip.
"You sure are taking your time," she muttered. Jason smirked, his mouth nibbling the skin of her inner thigh.
"Some things deserve to be savored," he told her, circling the outside of her pussy with his thumb. Megan arched her back, hissing silently when Jason moved his mouth onto the delicate, wrinkled flesh just above his thumb. She ran the fingers of her left hand over the back of his head, her right hand on the cabinet behind her for balance. Jason's thumb pushed her warm, wet folds apart, sliding slowly into his daughter's friend, his tongue teasing at the edge of her clit. She pushed into his hand, but Jason withdrew-this was his game now, and he had no intention of ceding control. He used his free hand to fondle her breast through her nightgown, marveling at how soft and supple it felt. Her hard nipple rolled between his fingertips, and he swirled his tongue around the upper folds of her pussy, squeezing her tit to gauge her reaction.
It was a subtle difference, but one he had been waiting for. Capturing her nipple between his thumb and finger, he gave it a light tug. Her hips bucked toward him, and this time he let his thumb sink the whole way into her, rubbing the back walls of her vagina. Megan clamped a hand over her mouth, stifling a small shriek.
Perfect. Jason grinned, his lips kneading her flesh as he worked three different erogenous zones. Pushing down with his thumb, he found a smooth portion of her vagina, rubbing up and down while he lightly sucked on her clitoris, pulling it out of its hiding spot. Squeezing her breast, he caused her to let out several more silenced shrieks, her hips moving on their own. Her juices had soaked his fingering hand, and he cupped his palm, coating his pointer finger to get it nice and wet.
"Mr. DaWWWWWES!" Megan's whole body tensed up when he pushed gently on her asshole, his finger sufficiently wet that he slipped it in just past the first knuckle. Gently rubbing the thin patch of skin that separated his fingers, he hungrily devoured her cunt, her fingernails clawing into the back of his scalp.
"Mr. Dawes," she whispered. "Mr. Dawes, fuck me."
Jason paused. She wasn't in charge here-he was. "Say please. Beg for it."
"Mr. Dawes, please fuck me," she whispered, her thighs shaking beneath her. "Please fuck me, Mr. Dawes, please fuck me until I cum, I'm so close, please, I need to cum. I'll do anything, just please!" Her voice was rising in volume, and he didn't need her summoning the others.
"I think we can arrange that." He stepped back, rubbing his cock in anticipation. The counter top was too high, so Megan slid off, turning around and wiggling her ass in his direction. By the time he lined the head of his cock up to her soaking wet pussy, she was rapidly fingering herself, her hips bucking in anticipation.
On the counter, Wild Jason and Dad Jason were both waving giant foam fingers, cheering him on. He slid into Megan with almost no effort, and she arched her back, pushing into him. She felt amazing, her warm pussy gripping tightly to his shaft as he pumped in and out. He slid his hands around her hips, and then up her sides until he was grabbing both of her breasts through the front of her gown. She was just the right height when she was on her tiptoes-using her free hand as support, he was able to fuck her standing up.
"Oh shit oh shit oh shit," she whispered to herself. The eerie light of the moon scattered their shadows, the kitchen smelling of heat and sex. Megan came first, shoving her hand into her mouth and letting out a high pitched squeak around her fist. Jason redoubled his efforts, his balls tightening against his body.
"I'm about to cum inside you," he whispered in her ear.
"I want to swallow it," she whispered back. Jason stepped away, giving her room. She dropped to her knees and pumped his dick with both hands, taking him into her mouth. She pulled one hand away to stroke his balls, working his shaft with the other as she swirled her tongue around his dick hole. As much as Jason wanted to make her work for it, between earlier with Brianne and the hot, eighteen year old pussy he had just fucked, it wasn't meant to be. He blasted the inside of her mouth, and she dutifully swallowed it, making loud gulping sounds.
He sighed when she pulled away, his dick shining with her spit. He helped her to her feet, and she put her mouth on his, her tongue finding his own. He held her tight as they kissed, and he marveled at how much cum she had kept in her mouth, spitting it into his own. No stranger to a surprise snowball, he accepted it, finding humor in her act of defiance.
They kissed for several minute before Megan broke it off.
"That... was something I will remember forever," she said, trailing a finger down his chest. "I've fantasized for a long time about what it might be like, but never thought of something like this."
"I feel the same," he told her, squeezing her ass. "You are pretty amazing at this already."
He could see her cheeks darken in the moonlight, the shy valedictorian returning to her body. "Thanks, Mr. Dawes. Um, can I have my panties back?"
Jason smiled, gently stroking her jawline and thinking of how she had made him swallow his own cum. There would be a price. "No, you may not. Those belong to me now." His voice had a slight edge, an unspoken dare for the teenage girl.
A sly grin crossed her lips. "Then perhaps I can earn them back from you sometime?"
Jason nodded. "I'll be waiting."
Megan filled her glass with water once more, chugging the contents and placing it back in the sink. She paused to peck Jason on the lips before walking through the basement door just outside the kitchen. Smiling to himself, Jason filled his own glass with water, pulling her panties from the silverware drawer. Smelling them, he was instantly reminded of her scent. Humming quietly to himself, he climbed the stairs to his room, and stuck her panties in his nightstand. Staring at the ceiling, he pondered his good luck as sleep overtook him.
-
The next morning, Jason was up before the girls. The power had kicked back on in the middle of the night, and the house was finally cool. He was scrambling eggs and frying up some bacon when they finally emerged from the basement, bleary eyed with pillow lines on their faces. Jason already had plates set for them on the table, and Naomi planted a kiss on his cheek as he used a spatula to slide hot bacon onto the serving plate.
"Thanks, dad," she told him, giving him a hug. He kissed her forehead, allowing her to join her friends at the table. Maria was unusually animated, the pretty Latina on her second cup of coffee already, talking about the college she was going to. Naomi sat next to her, and Megan sat across from them, the quiet redhead nodding politely, gently splitting a piece of bacon in half down the middle. Jason took the empty seat next to Megan. His thoughts were on the events of last night, but he had decided the best course of action was to pretend that nothing had happened.
"I poured you some coffee, Mr. Dawes." Megan slid over the ceramic mug. "I heard you like it with extra cream." She emphasized the word cream with a gently arched eyebrow, her green eyes sparkling. Jason looked at his daughter, who was looking at a picture that Maria had pulled up on her phone.
"In that case, let me return the favor." He slid some extra bacon onto Megan's plate. "I would hate for you to leave here without getting filled up."
The sly grin was worth it. Megan's eyes flicked over to her friends, who were still lost in conversation. She lifted the hem of her nightgown, pulling it higher along her thighs until she revealed that she was still naked underneath it.
"You're always so good to me, Mr. Dawes." She let go of her nightgown, her pussy disappearing from view. Jason choked back a laugh, turning to listen in on Maria's conversation.
"What's the name of this place, Maria?" he asked.
"Canisius," she informed him. "It's in New York."



"I guess that means I won't be seeing much of you around here either. Everybody's leaving me," he joked, biting into a piece of bacon.
"I'll still come visit on the weekends," Naomi informed him. "I'll have laundry to do."
Jason sighed. "Oh, that's fantastic. Reduced to a laundromat by my daughter."
"I might drop by to get my laundry done, too." Megan informed him. "So there is that."
"That's... why wouldn't you go visit your parents?"
"Ugh. Her step dad is such a creep," Naomi said. "Nobody likes going over to her house because he's just gross, and he will stare at your tits the entire time you're there."
Jason let that one sink in. Maybe Megan's step dad was creepy, but he wasn't the one actually fucking around with his kid's friends. "Sounds like an asshole."
"He is." Megan licked bacon grease off her finger. "He's the reason my step sister and I can't date. He convinced my mother that it wasn't proper for us to be involved with boys while we were still under their roof."
"You don't talk about her much, right? I don't remember any mention of her."
"They're the same age," Naomi offered.
"And they don't get along. Like at all," Maria added. She poured herself another cup of coffee, emptying the pot. "Things are always tense when she's around."
"You don't say?" Jason cast a suspicious glance at Megan, who didn't react. Was her whole story a load of shit? Did it change anything if it was?
"She's a fucking bitch." Megan informed him. "My parents make us go to the basement when we fight, so that when we yell, it doesn't bother them as much." She sipped at her coffee. "They're so desperate for us to get along, they're making us share a dorm room."
"Wow. That sounds really annoying." Jason picked up the coffee pot. "Well, I have the spare room. If it isn't too weird, you are always free to stay in Naomi's room when you are in town. Even if she isn't here."
"I just might do that." Megan turned her attention to Maria, who had pulled up a picture of the quad on her new campus. Jason walked into the kitchen, placing the coffee pot back in the coffee maker. He dug in the cabinet for a new filter, then filled it with fresh grounds.
"Hey dad." Naomi slid her arms around his stomach, squeezing him tightly from behind. "Thanks for being so good to my friends. You don't have to be, but you are. I love that about you."
Dad Jason sat on the counter's edge, right on the spot that Jason had eaten Megan out. His head was hung in shame. Wild Jason was patting him on the back sympathetically. Should he tell her?
"How serious are you about that thing you told me yesterday?" He asked, keeping his voice down.
Naomi smiled. "Dead serious. I'm a liberated woman, I'm not afraid of sex in all of its forms. Go out, have fun, enjoy yourself. If I had realized that the Iceman was my fault in the first place, I would have said something sooner." She dropped her voice really low. "You totally should have fucked Ms. Kazowski, by the way."
Ms. Kazowski had been Naomi's English teacher this year. It was only her second year teaching, and Jason had felt obligated to go in for Back to School night, as well as conferences. It was a small enough town that he had wanted to meet the teachers who had been teaching his daughter for so many years. Janet Kazowski had flirted with him on both occasions, and he had run into her several times at the grocery store. The chemistry was definitely there, but Jason had held back.
Either way, hearing his daughter speak to him in such a frank manner caused Dad Jason to throw himself off the counter. Wild Jason looked over the side, shaking his head in disapproval at the crumpled figure below.
"I... um...why?"
"She was super tense all of spring semester. Super bitchy, totally needed to get laid. I probably would have gotten an A in her class if she had been a little more relaxed." She punched her dad in the arm. "Maybe you should look her up sometime. After all, I'm not her student anymore."
"Um, sure. Maybe I will." Kazowski had been pretty enough, but his mind was on the redhead in his kitchen. Would she really come stay on the weekends? And if she did, would he get a repeat of last night? "Now go keep your friends company. I'll be out in a minute." He pinched at her butt, something he had done since she was little. Naomi jumped away in the nick of time, like always, shuffling back out to the dining room.
The girls finished their breakfast, vanishing once more into the depths of the basement. Jason washed the dishes, pouring himself another cup of coffee. The basement door opened behind him, two hands snaking around his waist and grabbing his dick through his pajamas.
"Whoa, hey!" Jason turned around, and Megan pulled his face in, her lips on his. He opened his mouth more in shock than anything else-last night, everybody had been asleep, but now the risk was simply too high.
Jason returned the kiss, pulling her in tightly. It couldn't be helped. She broke away from him, running her hands down his body until they rested on his hips.
"I'm coming back the third weekend of September," she informed him. "I can be here on Friday, and I plan to stay until Sunday evening." Stepping close to him, she grabbed his dick again through his pants. "And I hope that this is going to spend most of that weekend inside of me, one way or the other."
"I have a job, you know." Jason ran his hands up her side, holding her close. "I might not be home that weekend."
"I already checked," she told him. "You have it written on your calendar."
"Oh." Well, she was the valedictorian for a reason. "To be clear, this isn't a relationship."
"Last night was the first time I felt like I was with a real man," she informed him. "And until I find one closer to my age, I intend to keep fucking you."
"You're starting to sound bossy again," Jason warned.
Megan smirked. "And I'm counting on you to put me in my place." She kissed him one more time, biting his bottom lip playfully. Footsteps on the stairs caused her to float to the other side of the kitchen, pulling a soda out of the fridge. Naomi and Maria walked out of the basement, dressed for a trip to the mall. Naomi gave Jason a quick peck on the cheek, and he watched them leave from his front window.
"I think it's going to be an interesting year," he told Wild Jason, who stood on the table by the front door. Wild Jason gave him a thumbs up, then resumed chest compressions on Dad Jason's limp body.
*****
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Memories of Emily
Mike was dead.
Well, not all the way. Opening his eyes to the blinding light coming through the curtains, he realized that the sensation of death was no more than the events of the last two days catching up with him. He groaned, sliding out of bed and sitting on the floor. His legs wobbled beneath him, muscles protesting his attempts to stand. His head pounding, he stumbled into the bathroom, leaning against the bathroom sink.
"You're a mess this morning, aren't you?" Naia's head and shoulders were visible in the tub, her body magically hidden in three inches of water.
"Yeah. I feel like I have the flu." Mike stripped off his boxers, inspecting his body in the mirror. The tiny cuts were all scabbed over now, but the bruise on his hip had gotten larger, turning an ugly yellow. Some more bruises had appeared along his thighs, and his stomach muscles were sore from last night's activities. "Can I get some hot water in that thing?"
Naia vanished, the tub rapidly filled with steaming water. Mike climbed in, lying on his back as the tub filled around him. The water level climbed, and Naia reappeared beneath him. The back of his head was between her breasts, her body acting like a giant bath pillow. Mike closed his eyes, Naia running her hands gently across his shoulders and ribs.
"What do you need from me, lover?" Naia asked, her hands wandering across his body.
"Just keep doing that. It feels good." Mike's head was pounding, his neck and shoulders super tight. He thought back to the events of yesterday. "Please tell me yesterday was the exception?"
"Excuse me?"
"Well, I was attacked by the Mandragora, nearly eaten by it, saved by a gargoyle, fucked by a gargoyle, nearly incinerated by a fire elemental, made up with Cecilia, boned a banshee, and came up here to get caught in a game of orgasm volleyball with you." Mike held up an arm, looking at all the scratches. "For starters, none of that is believable. At all. How does so much happen in one day?"
"You're getting wound up," Naia muttered, stroking the water's surface. Thousands of vibrating fingers beneath the water found the sore spots on Mike's body, gently pushing against him. "Your body needs to rest if you're going to heal."
"Ow, shit. That hurts, but it also feels good." Mike put his arm down, trying harder to relax. "Seriously though. Was every day this hard for Emily?"
"No. She had a few bad days early on, though, that much I remember. She did have one day so bad that it led to her becoming a shut in."
"Tell me more. And keep doing that." Mike sighed, pressing against Naia's body. The water fingers twisted beneath him, and he could feel tightly wound muscles relaxing. "I'm curious to know if she was as big a screw up as I am."
"I can do better than that." Naia placed her fingers along Mike's temples. "How about I show you instead?"
"Wait, wha-"
-
Emily slid out of bed, her white nightgown creeping up her thighs, revealing pale blue panties beneath. She stretched, golden curls tumbling chaotically around her shoulders. The birds outside were singing love songs to one another, and her window was open, wreathed in vines that had sprouted pretty flowers.
"Why good morning, my dear." Emily lifted one vine away from the sill, planting a delicate kiss on its green flesh. The Mandragora shivered in delight, several more flowers opening in response. "I'll come down and visit with you later, sweat pea." The vines, content that Emily was up, withdrew, closing the window quietly behind them. Emily stripped off her nightgown, scratching her breasts as she went into the bathroom to pee, pulling her panties down and off, leaving them on the floor.
"Naia?" She called. There was a splash from the tub. Wiping and flushing, Emily walked to the tub where Naia waited, her breasts bobbing along the surface of the water. "Good morning, lover." Naia moved away from the edge, allowing Emily to enter. Emily sank into the warm water, letting out a loud sigh. "Did you sleep well?"
"Like a dragon." Emily lifted a silver bucket from the side of the tub. She pulled out a brush, shampoo, soap, and a rag. "Last night was a lot of fun. I'm so glad I was able to get so many of us together in the garden for a movie."
"I liked the plot. It was fun seeing all the moving pictures, but I thought it was kind of sad when the witch melted because she got wet." Naia flicked the water, magic bubbles sprouting all along its surface. "I think Tink might have taken your projector apart after everyone went to bed, by the way."
Emily rolled her eyes. "That figures. Those projectors aren't just expensive-they're very hard to come by. Rotten little goblin is nothing but trouble." Soaking the rag in water, she washed her arms and chest with soap. "If I don't keep her busy, she's liable to take apart the whole damn house. Do you remember when she took apart the fridge to see where the cold air was being stored? I feel like I need to start buying her puzzles just to keep her busy."
"That isn't a bad idea." Naia moved closer to Emily. "Us monsters like to be kept busy."
"Indeed you do." Emily placed a kiss on Naia's soft lips. "Let me wash my hair first."
"Or you can let me do it." Emily obliged, turning her back to Naia. Summoning a large water sphere, Naia swirled it in circles over Emily's head. Emily added shampoo to the mix, creating a giant, frothy sphere that twirled her hair in place. The sphere broke, dropping suds into the water. Emily used the silver bucket to rinse her hair out, squeezing the remaining soap out. Naia helped too, long delicate fingers tugging at Emily's locks.
The suds and bubble made the surface of the water impossible to see through. With a mischievous grin, Naia slid below the surface, vanishing from sight.
"Naia?" Emily rubbed the water from her eyes, a grin of her own forming. Sure enough, she felt them-hundreds of gentle fingers, working their way up her legs. Grabbing onto the side of the tub for support, Emily gasped as Naia's mouth navigated Emily's blonde curls beneath the water. "Oh, yes Naia!, yes!" She grabbed Naia by the back of the head, guiding her in between her legs.
Naia's tongue swirled expertly in and out of Emily's snatch, fingers gently running up and down Emily's thighs. Naia broke the water's surface, kissing her way up Emily's stomach until she found her lips. Several water fingers teased Emily's pussy and ass-Emily slid up and down the tub's curved inner surface, moaning into Naia's mouth in delight.
Naia broke her kiss, fixing Emily with glowing eyes. "Don't forget about me, lover."
"I'm sorry, Naia." Emily's lips found Naia's once more, but now her hands were busy with Naia's breasts. She pulled at Naia's nipples, tugging them the way she knew Naia liked. Naia's soft moans echoed her own, Emily's fingers circling Naia's pearl. She softly rubbed its smooth surface, toying with the place where Naia's flesh transitioned from hard to soft. Naia gasped, breaking the kiss between them.
"I love it when you do that," Naia told Emily. "I love everything about you."
"I know you do. But I know something that we both love." Emily raised one leg over Naia's, bending it to pull Naia in close. Their vaginas were touching now, Emily's tangled bush against Naia's smooth folds. "I've got a busy morning ahead. Shall we skip ahead a little?"
"How can I say no?" Naia used her other leg to grab around Emily's waist, pulling her close to slowly grinding her pussy on Emily's. Naia's pearl was hard enough that Emily gasped every time it pushed against her. They started slow, Naia grinning at Emily with every sudden outtake of breath. Their mouths found each other once more, Emily grinding down on Naia as the water fingers teased her ass some more.
"You're being a bitch," Emily finally told her. "Stop teasing me."
"Oh, fine." Naia flicked the water. Water spouts formed, squirting water in finger-eight patterns before settling beneath the surface, the water jets caressing the empty spaces between them. Emily cried out, the sensation similar to sitting beneath a tub's faucet. Chronically horny, masturbating with the faucet had been the first thing she had done upon arriving at the house five years ago. When Naia had appeared, she had been so close to an orgasm that she just accepted it when the nymph had fingered her until she burst.
The powerful water swirled, the two women shoving against each other, the bathroom full of moans. Wet breasts rolled across each other, hands explored, and loving kisses were exchanged between moans. Emily came first, holding her breath, blood rushing to her cheeks and chest before letting out a loud gasp. Naia came shortly after, a loud moan that echoed off the walls. The two of them went limp in the bath, holding each other in the water.
"It's too hot," Emily muttered. They broke apart, Naia touching the water, her magic cooling it down substantially.
"Here, let me help you with your hair." Naia brushed out Emily's blonde curls. If Emily were to leave before getting it styled, it would turn into a giant rat's nest. Naia sang a song for her in the old language, making a braid that started above Emily's right eye and wrapped around to the back of her neck. Emily returned the favor, knowing full well that Naia could simply alter her hair to look any way she pleased. Still, it was soothing to watch and feel her greenish-blue hair pass through her fingers.
Leaving the tub, Emily put on black panties and a white, lacey bra. Digging through the closet, she picked out a cute, yellow sundress that went to her knees. The weather looked perfect for some gardening, and the greenhouse looked like it needed some work. Walking out into the hall, she ducked to avoid...
-
"Holy fuck!" Mike's eyes snapped open, gripping the edge of the tub. Naia held tightly to him to keep him from sliding away.
"Shhh, shhh, calm down," she told him.
"What... what just happened?" He asked.
"When Emily first came to the house, I did the same thing to her that I did to you. My soul lived inside of her, so I thought it would help if you could see what she went through."
"That was more than just seeing!" Mike said. "I was Emily. I felt everything she did, including..." his face became red. "God, that felt amazing! Does it always feel that good? Oh. Shit." His softening dick was still leaking cum.
"It can." Naia smirked. "Do you want to keep watching? You seem a little worked up." Mike laughed. "I'm not upset, I just couldn't figure out what was going on. It was like I was me, but I also wasn't. I had free will, but it was actually Emily doing the thinking, but I thought it was me." He tilted his head sideways on her chest so that he could see her better. "Why did you stop, by the way?"
"Geas. We encountered something in the memory that is still protected, so my memory simply ends right there."
"Wow. The geas is no joke."
"You've got that right. Here, settle down." Mike put his head back between Naia's breast, staring at the ceiling. "Let's see if I can get you back to after the blocked memory."
-
Emily climbed the stairs of the basement, tossing the bag of bones into the trashcan next to the counter. A little green shadow tried to bolt away from the kitchen table, but Emily stepped in front of her before she could get away. Hands on her hips, she scowled at the little goblin. Tink wore a little girl's blue dress, her hair braided into pigtails. She held her hands behind her back, staring down at the floor.
"What do you have to say for yourself?" Emily asked. "I saw the mess you left in the garden."
"I'm really sorry about the projector," Tink said. "I just wanted to know how the magic box work."
"And because of that, we don't have a magic box anymore. Everybody is quite cross with you." Tears flowed slowly down Tink's cheeks now, but she remained silent. "You need to find a way to make it up to everybody. Something big, something that will make everybody forgive you."
"I'll try, I'll try really hard, you'll see!" The young goblin walked out of the room, sniffling to herself and wiping away her tears. Emily sighed-the goblin was such a pain in her ass. She was covered in dirt most of the time, and insisted on living in the weird crawlspace below the garage. Picking up a pail full of raw burger, Emily walked out back, blowing a kiss to Naia, who was floating in the fountain. Naia caught the kiss, blowing back one of her own. Walking to the greenhouse, Emily shook her head. The Mandragora's vines had pushed the door open in their impatience.
"Hey there, sweet pea." The vines twitched, unraveling like a giant bundle of snakes. One large vine slithered its way to her, sitting up like a dog. Emily rubbed her hands along its leafy surface lovingly, the vines all shivering in delight. She tossed chunks of raw meat to the plant, which coiled up around each one, dragging it back into the greenhouse. She eventually handed the big vine the bucket, which carried it away, closing the door of the greenhouse behind it. Off to the side was yesterday's pail, licked clean by the Mandragora. Emily picked up the pail, swinging it casually as she carried it back to the house.
Abella swooped down from the roof, landing gently on the grass. The gargoyle folded her wings against her body, creating the illusion that she wore a cloak. "Emily. There is someone in the front yard staring at the house."
"That's weird. I wonder who it could... oh no." Emily knew exactly who it was. Dropping the bucket, she ran through the house, pushing her way through the front door. Cecilia stood at the top of the steps, her arms spread wide to prevent him from going any further.
"Garrett." The man on the front walk wore a black blazer over a white button up shirt with dark jeans. His hair was combed back, his gaze predatory.
"Call off your watch dog. I'm only here to talk."
"I've got this, Cecilia." The banshee threw Emily a dirty look before vanishing. "I thought I told you never to come back again."
"Well, I've changed my mind." Garrett's face was particularly smug today. Emily couldn't help but notice that the thin, academic man she had once known looked stronger somehow, like he had been working out. He was far more attractive than the last time she had seen him two years ago.
"You don't get to change your mind. Not after what you did." Upon inheriting the house, Emily had spent a couple of years traveling the country, trying to track down research on the monsters that lived within. Garrett had been an expert in European mythology, and during one, drunken night of fairly tepid passion, Emily had invited him to come back with her to see her home. It hadn't been a mistake at first, but Garrett quickly became obsessed with some of the books in her library. What was supposed to be a chance to allow Garrett to pursue his life's work had turned into an obsession regarding the magic that her monsters possessed. She came home one day to discover that Garrett had tossed some sort of salt into Naia's pond which had weakened her, trying to force her into a sex act to gain the Nymph's Blessing. Emily had Abella break Garrett's arms, but didn't have it in her to drown him in the fountain.
"I think you'll find that I get to do a lot of things now." Garrett walked toward the house, his eyes on the windows above. "I see your zoo is still as nosy as ever."
"Don't be an asshole. You aren't staying long."
"Oh, I think you'll find that I'm staying for as long as I want." He was close to the steps when Abella landed on the ground in front of him. A deep growl crawled its way free of her lips, her claws ready to rip Garrett apart.
"You need to leave." Emily crossed her arms. "Or I will have Abella make you leave." Garrett smiled at Abella. "You're going to wish that you had taken me out when you had the chance." An ivory wand slid from his sleeve into his hand. Abella lunged at him, but a single tap on her stony hide froze her in place, a thin sheet of ice forming over her entire body.
"Garrett?!?" Emily's arms fell to her side. "How did you do that?"
"The simple knowledge that monsters are real really turns your mind, you know. Every bit of mythology became my instruction manual. I used the last of my money to travel Europe, looking in every nook and cranny, finding entire dungeons beneath castles, mere feet away from where tourists tread. I discovered beings that have hidden for centuries, adding them to my collection, discovered truths that you could only imagine." Cecilia appeared now, the air filling with electricity and frost. Garrett threw a handful of powder at the banshee, making her puff out of existence. "Every monster in this house is just another specimen to be collected, another knick-knack to store away, to take out and study. You see, I've uncovered truths about the creatures here, about the things this home has hidden away."
"You can't-"Garrett pointed the wand at her now, the end of it glowing. Her breath left her body, taking with it any thought of standing up to Garrett. She was barely even aware that she stood in the yard, dimly noticed the man in front of her. She was devoid of any thought of her own.
"I can do anything I want. You will do anything I want. You are simply a meat puppet, waiting to obey." Garrett slid his wand into a pocket in his jacket. "The monsters here will do as I wish, starting today. This house belongs to me now." Unzipping his pants, he ran a hand down Emily's cheek. "Suck my dick, Emily."
Emily's mind was a fog of pleasantness, suddenly consumed with the idea of how happy it would make her to suck Garrett's dick, take it to the back of her mouth, swallow all of his cum. Kneeling, she gently rolled back Garrett's foreskin, licking his glans and running the tip of her tongue over his urethra.
"Yeah, that's right," he muttered. "I'm going to use you like the whore that you are. I'm going to sell your ass to anybody who wants it, for whatever price. Do you like how that sounds?"
"Mmhmm." Emily's only job was to agree. It brought her immense joy.
"This is making you wet, by the way." The moment the words left his mouth, her pussy became a sticky swamp, begging to be filled. "In about a minute, you're going to beg me to fuck you."
She slowly counted backward from sixty, opening her mouth to drag her lips up and down his cock. It seemed like there were a million reasons she shouldn't be doing this, but for the life of her she couldn't remember what or care why. Struggling for answers, she reached sixty, popping his dick free of her mouth.
"Please. Please fuck me!" She turned around, lifting her dress and slipping off her panties. She rubbed her hand seductively over her round ass, teasing her slit with her fingers. "Please, do it, fuck me, do it now, please, Garrett, please!" Tears sprang to her eyes when he just stared at her, a smile on his face. "Garrett, please, fuck me now, fuck me!" She slid her fingers between her labia, spreading them wide to reveal her juice-flooded pussy. A thick, sticky thread of lubrication dangled from her, her pussy throbbing in anticipation. "Please, Garrett, I'll do anything!"
"Oh, I love this." He placed his dick on the top of her ass, playfully slapping at her buttcheeks. She ran her hands over her breasts now, pulling at her nipples, her universe centered on the idea that Garrett's dick would soon pierce her, making her complete. "Every time my balls touch you, I want you to cum."



"Yes, please, just do it, just OH!" Garrett slid inside her, balls deep, and she came, her whole body shaking. Moaning loudly, Garrett pulled his cock back out, laughing, then pushed back into her.
"OH! OH YES!" She came again, her legs nearly giving out beneath her. Garrett laughed, slapping her ass as hard as he could.
"I knew it! I knew you were a slut!" He pounded her relentlessly, his balls beating against her like a moth against a lit porch light. "And all of your monsters, those freaky abominations inside, they will learn to fear me! I have real power now, the power to make them obey!" The magic spell he cast held strong, which meant that Emily came over and over again, her heart frantically beating just to keep up. Each orgasm piled on top of the last, waves of passion that now threatened to drown her in their magical strength. In the back of her mind, what was left of her consciousness screamed for help, realizing that her body couldn't take much more.
"Wait!" Garrett shoved Emily off of him. She collapsed on the deck, barely able to move, grateful to comply with his new directive. "I want the nymph to see this." Garrett had always been obsessed with Naia, who had refused to have anything to do with him. In hindsight, that should have been the first warning, but hindsight was only good when you still had options remaining. Panting on the porch, her chest on fire, Emily was officially out of options.
Garrett grabbed her by the hair, pulling hard on her braid. "Crawl, but just enough that you move. I want you to drag a little." Emily said nothing, but assisted just enough that Garrett pulled her through the front door of the house.
"Daddy's home, you little fucks!" Doors slammed and shadows fled, but Emily could only look at the floor as the house erupted in chaos.
-
"We've encountered another block." Naia frowned at Mike. Mike blinked at the ceiling, then wiped moisture from his eyes.
"That guy fucked me," He said. "He fucked me and I couldn't do anything about it. He used that wand of his to make me want it. I feel all twisted up inside. Emily's memories are my memories, but they're not, so..." Mike shivered.
"Those are her feelings, and they will fade. He fucked Emily, not you. You're fine." Naia kissed Mike on the forehead. "The threat of being forced to fuck is a woman's curse. Never forget that."
"Why are you showing me this?" Mike asked. "Why would you show me something so terrible?"
"So that you can see that even Emily made mistakes." Naia touched his head. "On your worst days, I want you to remember that everybody has their own burdens to bear. Now relax."
"I don't think I can handle much more," Mike admitted. "I feel like this is too much."
"Emily had to deal with it. You need to see how it ends, or you'll never feel like justice was served."
Mike sat in silence for several seconds, unmoving. Closing his eyes, he let out a deep breath. "I trust you, Naia." She placed her fingers on his temples once more.
-
They shoved through the back door together, blood running down Garrett's arm and a piece of Emily's dress torn away. Garrett swore, using his wand to seal the bite mark on his arm back up. Pushing Emily to the concrete in front of him, he stared at the fountain where Naia stood, waiting.
"Let her go," Naia said. The water behind her had formed into several tall water spouts, each of them tilting toward Garrett, swirling menacingly.
"Or what? You'll get me wet?" Garrett drew his wand. Naia unleashed a blast of water intended to knock him off his feet, but Garrett froze the water and the contents of the fountain with a beam of frost from his wand. Naia screamed, the water freezing in place around her legs, pinning her in place.
"No, damn you!" Naia tried to yank herself free, and Garrett laughed.
"Oh yes. You had some fighters inside, and they all lay motionless, just waiting for me once I'm done with you." Garrett pulled his dick free of his pants, erect and pointing at the sky. He dragged Emily to the fountain, climbing inside to stand next to Naia. "You're going to give me the Nymph's Blessing, or I will kill Emily and bury this fountain."
"You can't!" Naia said.
"Oh, but I can!" Garrett pointed his wand at the house. "And none of you can stop me!" Faces disappeared behind curtains, the monsters in the house hiding in fear. "The creatures in this house will serve me, but it has to start with you. Give me the Blessing that I may become the rightful owner of this place, or I will murder every single one of you!"
"Emily? Emily!" Naia waved her hands frantically at Emily, who couldn't move. "Please, help, somebody!"
Garrett laughed. "Oh yes! I am so glad I came for you first! Scream, cry, beg! I want to hear it all!" His wand glowed, causing icy hands to grow from the ice, pinning the nymph in place. "Every last one of you will bow, and I will use your gifts to collect even more of you. I left here a man, and I return a wizard. Now watch me become a god."
The icy limbs forced Naia to bend over. Garrett laughed, Emily blinked, and the whole world came to a crawl. Garrett released Emily, stroking his dick with one hand while keeping his wand pointed at Naia with the other. "I can keep you alive for quite some time, just like this. How many times will I be able to fuck you before you give in?" He slapped his dick against her ass.
Tink scurried out from beneath the bushes, scrambling across the ground on all fours. She was fast, silent, and Garrett was too busy staring at Naia's ass to see her. Leaping through the air, she collided with Garrett, knocking him off his feet.
"Who the fuck are you?" He shouted, wrestling with the angry goblin. Punching her in the head soon proved worthless, so he fought to aim his wand downward, but it was too long-he accidentally fired a spell into the ice below, causing it to explode, icy shards spraying everywhere. He punched her in the face several times, causing her grip to loosen, allowing him to force her down and away. Aiming his wand to vaporize her, he realized his sudden mistake as Tink suddenly shifted her weight.
Tink bit down on his dick with needle sharp teeth, sinking her claws into Garrett's thighs as she tried to shake him like a dog shakes its prey.
"AHHH!" Garrett misfired his spell, shattering one of the ice pillars nearby. Tink ripped her head away from his crotch, taking part of Garrett's manhood with her. She spat it out.
"How dare you! How dare you attack my family! I'll kill you!" She shrieked. Garrett curled into a ball to squirm away from her, but Tink wasn't having it. She leapt on him again, fighting to take away his magic wand. It was pointed at her head when the spell was cast, a blue blast of energy that knocked Tink through the air and into the side of the house. Falling behind the bushes, the goblin disappeared.
"This can't be happening, it can't!" Garrett dropped his wand, holding what was left of his injured dick, groaning into the ice. "I worked too hard for this! I will grind you up into a paste you worthless bitch!" He noticed the shadow fall over him, looking up at his attacker.
"Die, you fucker." Emily stood over him, the spell broken. She held up a chunk of ice the size of a basketball and brought it down on his head, smashing in his skull.
-
Emily stood outside the greenhouse, Garrett's dead body lying in the grass.
"Sweet pea!" She called, opening the door. The Mandragora vines appeared, coiling around her arms lovingly. She was covered in Garrett's blood from trying to drag his heavy ass all the way through the yard. It had taken her some time to empty his pockets-he had been traveling with so many jars and vials stored in magic, room sized pockets inside of his coat. "I have a meal for you!"
"Help us get rid of the trash," Abella added. She stood next to Garrett, holding his magic wand. The Mandragora slithered across the yard, wrapping gently around the dead body. A thin vine rose to shoulder height in front of Abella , who handed over the wand.
"Make him disappear," Emily said, wiping tears from her face. The plant wrapped several vines around the magic wand, dragging it and its owner away into the greenhouse. Emily shut the door behind it, falling to her knees. The tears came in torrents now, soaking her face.
"Don't cry." Abella wrapped her arms around Emily's shaking shoulders. "Don't cry. It's going to be okay."
"I put everyone in danger. Tink saved us, even though I was so awful to her. I almost lost this place because I couldn't keep my knees together! And now they're saying Tink may never wake up. It's all my fault!"
"Everyone make mistakes. Do a good job and make up for it. Like Tink." Abella used the edge of her wing to wipe away Emily's tears, the leathery stone surprisingly soft. Emily could only look at the gargoyle through her own tears, a parade of regrets marching through her mind.
"Okay. I'll do a good job. Just like Tink did."
-
Mike stared at the ceiling, contemplating what had just transpired. He could remember the cold rage, the helplessness, all of it, Emily's tears down his face, soaking her blouse.
"What happened next?" Mike asked.
"Tink recovered, but as hard as her little head is, the injury did something to her brain. She's just as smart as she ever was, but something happens between her brain and her mouth. It was almost a decade before she could string any words together in a sentence. Because of this, Emily almost never left the house again. She figured that, unless it was an emergency, she would take care of the occupants of this place. Garrett was a mistake. Anyone who comes inside of this home becomes a part of this place in one way or another. It's why he was able to walk in without any trouble."
Mike remembered the blood on Garrett's arm. "Well, some trouble."
Naia nodded. "I'm no fighter. Many of us aren't. That's your job. You are our bridge to the outside world. If that bridge should fail, it can spell our doom. We fight if we must, but that was never what this place was about. It is meant to be a home, not a keep. That goes double for our caretaker."
Mike leaned his head back, looking into Naia's bright, blue eyes.
"Emily made her mistakes. I know I'm going to make a ton, too. But I swear I will do my best to keep this house safe, for all of us."
Naia leaned forward, her lips gently touching Mike's.
"Consider that an oath, lover." She kissed him again, her lips soft. Mike caressed her cheek with his hand, basking in the silence of the house.
The doorbell rang. Mike swore to himself, getting out of the water.
"If I find out Tink ordered pizza again..." He stopped himself, a thin smile on his lips. "Well. If she did, I hope she picked something better than pineapple this time."
-
Elizabeth sat in the old, wooden chair in the library. It was uncomfortable, and creaked every time she shifted, but wood was required. The tome she perused was old, likely to fall apart at the slightest provocation. She turned its pages slowly, copying the letters within. Simply snapping pictures of this magical tome would never work, the resulting image always blank. Every time she finished copying a page by hand, the ink on the old page would disappear, its magic released. She slowly transcribed the ancient tome into a leather bound book, arcane symbols swirling above her writing surface as they infused the new page with magic. The world around her was still, the result of a spell of silence.
Sarah stormed into the library, throwing a book of her own. It was odd to see her daughter behaving in such a manner, doubly so to see her rant but not hear it. Elizabeth finished transcribing her current page and set her quill down. Stoppering the vial of human blood she had been writing with, she snapped her fingers, breaking the spell.
"-and to top it all of, some asshole hacked our website and my profile picture is a giant dick!" Sarah kicked the book, launching it across the room. "Fuck, fuck, fuck!"
"The spells in that book are worth millions," Elizabeth chastised her. Knowledge dating back millennia had been lovingly transferred to its pages eight decades ago. "It is not a thing for you to treat so lightly."
"Oh fuck it. We've had the knowledge in this book memorized for centuries." Sarah aimed another kick at the book, but it shot across the room, landing gently in Elizabeth's hands.
"Not everyone in the Society has memorized them. It would do you good to remember that just because you are my daughter does not mean that you will be protected from the others. The Society is a democracy now, and I am beholden to the consequences of a group vote."
"Ha. Only fools would dare to challenge my magic." To make her point, Sarah scorched the floor with a small blast of lightning, causing Elizabeth's ears to ring.
"And only fools throw tantrums such as yours. Now tell me what has you so riled up, my child." Elizabeth found the spot for the book, sliding it into the gap where it belonged. The whole bookshelf gave off a blue glow, a powerful spell that would neutralize anyone curious enough to take the book without permission.
Sarah lifted her shirt, revealing the skin just below her breasts. A dark stain, like soot, was smeared across her belly in roughly the shape of a fish. "My fire elemental was destroyed, and now I can't wear a bikini for a year!"
"We can make you a new fire elemental," Elizabeth muttered, examining the mark. Sarah had trapped the elemental beneath her skin, a magical tattoo that was freed at her whim. Elizabeth had borrowed it from her in an effort to get it to ride into the Radley house with Mike, to kill him if he turned down their offer. Upon its demise, it had left behind a third degree burn on Sarah's stomach. Already the flesh was peeling off, revealing soft muscle tissue beneath. "Daryl can fix this for you."
"But I liked that one." Sarah dropped her shirt, throwing herself into one of the chairs, crossing her long legs. "It's the principle of the thing. I summoned that creature over a century ago. It was like a pet, and there's no way that idiot could have done it on his own. No fucking way he could have extinguished it."
"So in response, you want to treat the books in our collection like garbage?" Elizabeth examined the tome on the table, stroking its pages. "I'm half tempted to turn you into a weasel for a week."
"You always were mother of the year." Sarah turned sideways on the chair, kicking her legs impatiently. "There has to be something we can do. You tried to play nice, we offered him far more than the house is worth."
"And there is no way he could have taken out the elemental on his own." Elizabeth frowned. "It's obvious that he has discovered at least one of the house's secrets."
"You don't suppose-" Sarah sat upright in her chair, clutching her amulet. "I mean, he couldn't have..."
"The guardians of that home have been there for decades. We would have known if they had found it. Garrett would have known. Maybe even the whole world would know." Elizabeth stood, crossing the room to her daughter. "You told me earlier that we shouldn't have bothered trying to do things diplomatically. The longer we wait, the more power he will draw from those... things. We need to send something into the house that won't easily be spotted. Something that can get in and out without a trace, something that the creatures in the house can't defend him against." She held out her hand. "I'm going to need the blood sample."
"You mean this?" Sarah grinned, pulling a leaf from her bra. It had a single spot of blood on it, a tiny red spot on an otherwise ordinary leaf.
"I saw you pull it. He almost saw you too. That should have been our first warning. Despite our glamours, he didn't fall for charm, whimsy, or distraction. He is obviously warded."
Sarah laughed. "You can't remember the last time a man didn't fall all over himself to impress you, can you?" She handed the leaf over to Elizabeth.
Elizabeth stared at the blood spot, a murderous grin on her face. She walked across the room to a portrait on the wall, a picture of the Society's founder. Behind the painting was a safe. Typing in the pass code, she withdrew a glowing ruby from the safe. Holding the two objects side by side, the ruby glowed brighter, illuminating the cruelty in her eyes.
"Yes, well neither can she."
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Hey all, Annabelle here with the latest installment. The first half of this chapter is a flashback from Beth's perspective, so you are going to want to read from the beginning if you are new to the series. To that end, have you ever had to keep a secret? Even though I am busy, I still read every comment, every email I get. And so many of you have asked this question, and I so desperately wanted to answer, but it had to remain a surprise...until today. So without further ado, I pose the following question.
*****
What About the Creepy Doll?
"Actually, there is something." Mike carefully walked around the furniture in the room, pulling the doll from the mantle of the fireplace. He came back, handing it to her. The docile porcelain features of the doll gazed imploringly into Beth's eyes, as if it was sad to be leaving.
"I don't care how, just get rid of it." Beth realized that even she thought the doll was spooky. Staring into its painted eyes, she couldn't help but laugh.
"I'm on it. Have a good night, Mike." She left him, a stranger in a strange place, her heels clicking softly on the pavement of the sidewalk until she got to her car. Looking back, she saw Mike waving at her and gave him a wave in return. Entering her car, she contemplated the doll briefly before sitting it in the passenger seat.
"I don't think a seat belt is going to work for you," she informed the doll, starting up the car and pulling away. The house shrank away in her rearview mirror, a many layered mystery she was hoping to explore a bit more sometime. The drive to the office was fast-the home was in the older part of the city, meaning it was closer to the new business district that was built ten years ago. Stopping inside, she dropped off some of the paperwork Mike had already filled out for her, and then made a couple notes on her work computer. Getting back in her car, she smiled at the doll.
"You're much too special to just be tossed," she said. She had been obsessed with the house since she was little, and she wasn't yet ready to part with such an unexpected treasure, no matter how creepy it was. The doll had a porcelain face with a cloth body, and it wore a pale red dress. It stared out the car window as they drove, and Beth contemplated how ethical it would be to keep or sell it. Technically, Mike had given it to her for disposal, but now she worried what sort of implications it may have if it turned out the doll was somehow worth a lot of money.
She pulled into the parking lot of her apartment complex. Beth lived by herself, and found that the Highrise was the perfect place to live. It had a gym that she frequented on a regular basis, a pool that was open during the summer, and she was only minutes from the big shopping center that had the best clothing stores for forty miles in any direction. She picked up her files and the doll, carrying them into the elevator and pushing the button for the top floor.
On the ride up, she held the doll gently, inspecting its face. The dark eyes looked sad, as if it somehow knew it had been given away. She wondered what little child had purchased the doll, once upon a time, and if it had been loved.
She also wondered if it was wearing underwear. Tilting the doll over, she lifted the skirt to reveal a carefully knit pair of white panties under the dress. Feeling weird for even thinking such a thing, she tucked it under her arm when the door opened, walking down the long hallway to her apartment. It was small, but it was hers. Only six hundred square feet, it had a small kitchen which turned into her bedroom. She never bothered having company over-there were plenty of more interesting places to meet friends in town. She set the doll on the counter next to her files and walked into the bathroom.
Finishing her business, she came back out to see that the doll was facing toward the bathroom. Had she set it down that way? Shivering, she walked into her kitchen to prepare herself some tea, pulling the loose leaf mint from its tin and stuffing it in her tea ball. She added a liberal amount of honey, stirring it with a silver spoon gently as it steeped.
"What am I going to do with you?" she asked the doll. The doll answered her with a blank stare. She picked up the doll and walked over to her bed. Above her bed she had installed cute little box shelves to place books and other collectibles in. Tilting a signed copy of The Hobbit to one side, she made a space for the doll. Fiddling with the doll, she realized that something was written on the bottom of its left foot.
"Jenny," she said aloud. The y had been written backwards, a testament to that long ago child that had loved such a thing. "Ok Jenny. I guess you're my new roommate for the time being."
Picking up her tea, she walked over to the large bay window that overlooked the city. She opened the curtains, letting in the waning light of evening, and turned the crank on the window, letting in some fresh air. The evenings were hard on the buildings aging HVAC system.
Beth sipped her tea, staring out the window of her apartment. The park across from her building was hosting multiple soccer games, kids of all ages storming the field, swarms of flesh and colors running back and forth on a green canvas. Beth's email was open on her MacBook, and she saw that the Historical Society had sent her an email already.
Beth sighed. Elizabeth was super persistent. She opened it to discover that Elizabeth had left some paperwork at the office for Mike to look over. In an odd way, she hoped that Mike would keep the house. There was something cute about his awkwardness, and maybe even a little sweet. He had been nice enough, and he at least looked in her eyes when she spoke to him.
Not that she would have minded if he had looked. Maybe just a little. She let her left hand run gently across the exposed skin of her breast, felt the lace of her bra through the thin fabric of her blouse. She shivered, picturing Mike's eyes on her body, imagining that monster in his pants swelling up. She had noticed that the bulge in his jeans was clearly tucked down one leg of his pants. It had been easiest to see when he had laid in the tub, his arms spread wide as he remarked on the largeness of the tub.
"Hop in. Plenty of room," he had said, that vulnerability about him momentarily gone. He had blushed, suddenly shy once more. It was everything Beth could do not to crawl in with him and pounce.
She shivered, the gnawing sensation in her gut growing larger. How long had it been? So many long hours lately, not enough time to enjoy the simpler things. Suddenly, her tea was too warm for her, the flavor too bland. She needed something stronger, something to help her loosen up. She meticulously washed the teacup out by hand in her kitchenette, staring at the foot of her bed, across from her mirror.
Not yet. She opened her fridge, pulling out the bottle of merlot. She smiled as she poured it, feeling her pussy getting moist already. It was a ritual, a familiar one, her Pavlovian response kicking in. Merlot was her weakness, a single glass shattering her inhibitions, the drink responsible for most of her sexual conquests. Drinking merlot almost always meant getting fucked, taken roughly, trying something new.
She put on some music, the Bluetooth speaker above her bed singing to her from her playlist. She sipped her wine, swaying her hips to the music, delighting in the sensation of her thighs squeezing together and catching just the tip of her lips through her panties, tugging gently down on her clitoral hood.
One hand held the glass, the other squeezed her breast. She was her own lover for tonight, the one that would pay attention to all her needs, the one who would help her toward that sweet release. The wine was half gone, and she set it down on the kitchen counter, approaching the door to her closet. She opened the closet door, kneeling gently to put her heels in the empty spot of her shoe rack where they belonged. Tucked to the side of the rack was a hard shelled briefcase that had once belonged to her father. It was black, with a pair of combination locks on the latches. Carrying it to her bed, she laid the suitcase on its side, putting in both combinations. While she wasn't worried about somebody stumbling on the case, she always took it with her when traveling, and she couldn't afford to have it accidentally open.
She opened the case, the afternoon light from her window illuminating the contents within. She sipped once more at her wine, contemplating the collection of erotic dildos inside. They weren't just ordinary dildos-each one was drastically different, meticulously crafted into odd cocks that could only be found in the kinds of fantasy novels hidden away from the public. There were six of them, organized left to right by width, and top to bottom by length.
She trailed her fingers across each one, shivering in anticipation. She needed something special tonight, needed to be paralyzed with pleasure, to shake until she collapsed. She pulled out the Delightful Dragon, nine inches of solid rubber, its head half the size of her fist with large bumps all the way down.
"You've come to take me away to your lair, haven't you?" she whispered to it, her voice tinted with the odor of wine. Holding it in her arms, she traced all along the head of the cock with her fingers, making circles around the nubs. "But I'm afraid my kingdom doesn't have any gold with which to repay you. Maybe we can come to an arrangement?"
She kissed the dragon dildo on its narrow tip. "Perhaps a mutually beneficial arrangement." Her tongue licked at the thick, wide ridge designed to hold the head inside of her. She paused to sip some more at her wine-she hadn't eaten in hours, and it was going straight to her head. She let the dildo rest between her breasts, savoring the shear heft of its weight against her bosom. It was by far her heaviest.
The playlist had shifted, her music suddenly deeper, more rhythmic. She knelt at the foot of her bed, pushing the giant cock against the hard, wooden frame. She had spent hours sanding this particular spot, making it as smooth as possible for just this very purpose. The large bulge at the base flexed, the suction cup holding tightly against it. Reaching beneath the bed, she slid out her yoga mat, folding it in half.
"Oh, you are a dirty dragon, aren't you?" she whispered, the wine drawing out her inner self, the Beth who wasn't afraid. She pulled the clip out of her hair, allowing it to fall free of its imprisonment. The bun vanished, her hair toppling down her back. She turned her back to the dildo, staring in the mirror across from it. Swaying her hips from side to side, she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the black lace bra underneath. She untucked her shirt, pushing her breasts forward. "Do you like what you see?"
Beth let the beat take her, swaying her hips in time with the music, running her hands across her breasts and down to her hips. She paused long enough to finish her glass, her whole body floating. She opened the drawer of her nightstand and pulled out the bottle of lube.
"You're so big, Mr. Dragon." She knelt in front of the rubber cock, spreading her legs wide enough that her pencil skirt ran all the way up her thighs, revealing the creamy skin that separated her black stockings from her panties. Using the lube, she gently stroked along the hard rubber with one hand, her other hand rubbing her labia through the soft, already wet fabric of her underwear. She took just the tip of the dildo in her mouth-she had learned the hard way long ago that the ridges were just a little too big for her, and she had spent several seconds gagging on it as she tried to pull it out. "You're so thick too. I'm afraid you might split me open."
Beth stood, facing the mirror as she undid her blouse some more, leaving just the bottom few buttons attached. The woman in the mirror looked like she was caught off guard, her messy hair coupled with her untucked shirt, which she hiked up. Kneeling on the mat, she slid her panties down, pulling only one foot out and leaving them hanging off her left ankle. The mirror was angled just right that she could see her entire body, how her ass became one giant curve when she was bent all the way over. People often made the mistake that she wore the clothes she did to attract the lustful eyes of men and women alike, people who often nodded their approval, or even voiced their disapproval, but there was a fundamental truth underlying her wardrobe selection, one not readily guessed.
She wore these clothes for herself. They made her look and feel sexy, and she loved how slutty they made her look in the mirror.
"Oh god, Mr. Dragon, be gentle." Beth lowered her torso, her breasts pushing into the ground as she wiggled her ass backward, feeling the tip of the dildo bounce against her juicy ass. She reached back with one hand, expertly aiming just the tip of the cock into her hungry snatch, maneuvering back just a little bit further to keep it from accidentally falling out. She moved her hips in a circle, shivering as the wide edges of the dildo rubbed against her labia. She stared into her own eyes in the mirror, savoring the desperate edge they had taken on. Watching that horny woman swivel her hips made the hunger greater, and she pushed back on the dildo.
"Oh!" The first time the head slid in was her favorite part. It spread her wide, the slight pain quickly dissolving in the warm pleasure to follow. Shuddering, she used one hand to rub her clit, her long fingers exploring the edges of her pussy, feeling how tight the skin was, how far apart she had been spread. The light, fluffy down of her pubes had been trimmed short, the hairs rubbing gently against her skin. "Oh god, Mr. Dragon, please go slow!" She grabbed her own ass, pulling her cheeks apart and pushing herself even farther onto the dildo, crying out as it filled her up, stretching her inner walls to their limit. "Oh, please, not so fast!"
Grunting, Beth forced herself the rest of the way, the dildo too big to be taken all the way. It bent slightly, her ass slamming into the edge of the bed. The woman in the mirror was going feral, her hair tangling in itself as Beth rode the cock in mini thrusts, the large head pushing up against her cervix, making her whole stomach shift.
"OH GOD! FUCK ME MR. DRAGON!" She arched her back, slamming her cunt onto the rubber dick now, her whole world narrowing down until it was just her and the woman in the mirror, the one whose eyes were beginning to roll upward, her breath coming in hot bursts through her open mouth. She collapsed forward, frantically rubbing her pussy with one hand and squeezing her breasts with the other, dragging her nails over the soft fabric, pretending they were barely restrained talons. She could feel his hot breath on her back, the room smelling of smoke and stone, trapped in the dragon's cave, forced to fuck him to save her people.
She looked up, gazing into the desperate eyes of her innermost self, stars twinkling in her vision as the pressure built, her hungry body begging for more. Her stomach muscles clenched first, tightening down through her ass and then her legs. She wrapped her feet around the leg of her bed, gaining just enough leverage to shove herself onto the Delightful Dragon, cramming every inch she could into herself.
Her fingers squeezed against her labia, feeling the tight rubber as it penetrated her. She let out a long, loud moan as it filled her up, the pressure building to a crescendo. She pushed back with her other hand, desperate to fit as much of it in as she could.
The fingers on her pussy became pinched between her and the wood on her bed, the Delightful Dragon flexing dangerously inside, pushing out on her lower belly. Beth clamped a hand over her mouth, capturing a scream as she sprayed the floor with cum of her own, two milky bursts of fluid that coated the yoga mat. Beth collapsed, still impaled on the rubber dick, gasping for air.
She lay this way for several minutes, her pussy throbbing with both pleasure and pain. She leaned forward, grunting as she squeezed the cock, delighting in the chills it sent down her spine. When she got to the end, the wide ridges of the head held the dildo in place.
She could have just pulled it out, but she wasn't finished just yet. Using both hands, she ran her fingers over her pussy, stroking her inner thighs, teasing her clit as a second orgasm built. She craned her neck, watching the desperate woman once more, how her hips shook as the second orgasm built.
"Please, please, please," she begged, her eyes watering as the large cock head was gripped by her tightening pelvic floor. Warmth flooded her belly once more, and she opened her eyes wide to watch the slut in the mirror as her body lost control.
Just as her orgasm hit, she let out a yelp, pushing back on the cock. Her body filled with fire once more, her orgasm stretching out in duration as her whole lower body lit up in pleasure. Mouth open, gasping for air, she waited until the moment her orgasm was about to end, pulling herself off the Delightful Dragon, the head stretching her lips impossibly wide.
Like lightning, her third orgasm struck, and she collapsed on the floor, running her hands along her hips as she ejaculated again on the yoga mat. It was a trick she had discovered on accident over a year ago, one that didn't always work. Tonight, however, the need had been great enough that Beth cried softly to herself, running her hands up and down her thighs as the fire left her, the room suddenly growing cold. She stared at the wall, letting her whole body relax, her mind going blank.
Through her window, distant cheers drifted in, the soccer game coming to a close.
-
Beth ate her dinner in silence, sitting at the counter of her kitchen with her Kindle, reading the latest thriller from Dan Brown. She now wore a t-shirt and fleece pajama pants, her hard nipples pushing against the fabric of her shirt. Her apartment was colder than usual, even though she had turned the heat up. Her kitchen sink was full of soapy water-she was soaking her stockings to try and get her cum off of them. On a couple of occasions, she had gotten to wild in her masturbatory escapades and ripped holes in them. There was also the time she had spilled her bottle of lube everywhere-that had taken over an hour to clean off her hardwood floors.
Sighing, she rubbed her lower belly, still a little sore from earlier. It had been her best orgasm in recent memory. Her strange infatuation with monster fantasies had begun as a teen, when she had seen Bram Stoker's Dracula. The young girl Lucy had been lured to the garden, where a beast-like Dracula fucked her while sucking her blood. It had sparked something in Beth she could never speak of to her friends, or even future lovers. It was something so primal, yet forbidden.
What would people think if they could see her, desperately fucking dildos stuck to her own bed, her clothing in disarray and her hair a tangled mess?
Beth shivered. The thought both terrified and excited her.
Finishing her meal, she checked on her stockings, squeezing the soap out of them. Satisfied that they had survived, she hung them up to dry in her bathroom. The bathroom was still warm from her post-masturbatory shower-she had been in there almost half an hour, the warm water from her shower head soothing against her sore cunt. Fucking the Dragon always left her sore, but the payoff was worth it.
Setting the alarm, she crawled into bed, intending to read for another hour. Lifting the blankets away from the sheets, she caught it out of the corner of her eye, the gap in her bookshelves. The Hobbit lay at an angle, the space Jenny had occupied now empty.
"Oh shit." Beth checked the gap between her mattress and the headboard. It wouldn't be the first time she had knocked something loose by banging her bed against the wall. In her mind, she now pictured the doll, its porcelain features shattered. Pulling the mattress away from the headboard revealed the floor underneath, but no sign of the doll. Lying on her stomach, she crawled partway beneath the bed.



Jenny sat patiently on the floor, hidden just behind the yoga mat Beth had rolled up after rinsing it off. Her head slightly tilted, Jenny was facing the mirror.
"What the fuck?" Beth rescued Jenny. How had the doll gotten down there? Staring at the spot on the shelves, her mind turned over the idea that Jenny had fallen under the bed, rolled forward, then had been pushed upright when Beth had stowed away the yoga mat. While not impossible, it was highly implausible.
But it sure beat the hell out of the idea that the doll had moved itself. Beth put Jenny back on the shelf, casting a wary eye upward as she stacked the pillows behind her back. She tapped her way through several chapters before letting out a huge yawn. Sliding beneath her sheets, she rubbed her belly gently with one hand as she dozed off.
-
"You can have an attorney read these over first. I prefer that you would, actually. There isn't any hurry-now that we have an heir, the clock sort of resets for a bit." She set the pen on the table. "However, I am just on delivery duty today. I need to get into the office to begin processing some additional documents. Today is Tuesday. I would be happy to drop by on Friday to pick these up, if you have them done. Otherwise, I can just drop by to make certain you are getting settled. That is part of the provisions as well."
"Um, yeah. Sure. Thank you." Beth walked toward the front of the house, Mike following behind. She had dropped by with additional paperwork, and had been stunned by just how different Mike seemed. He was still very awkward to be around, and had pretty much rushed her out of the house. Something had happened in the last eighteen hours, she was sure of it. Not only was Mike all gung-ho to keep the place, but there was a strange aura about him, almost like he now had super powers or something. She had found him cute before, but not so cute that his scent alone had caused her to soak her panties. Last night had been about defraying that particular issue, but she had caught herself staring at the bulge in his jeans multiple times during their conversation, when she knew he wasn't looking.
Driving back across town, she walked into the office, greeting Ed at the reception desk. She spent the rest of the day filing papers, getting everything in the estate ready for transfer. However, her mind kept drifting back to Mike, wondering just what had changed.
It wouldn't be the first time something weird had happened in the house. Over the last couple of years, she had had to hire many different maids to keep the place clean, several of them getting spooked by random noises and movement in the house. When she was little, she had heard that the place was haunted, but she knew for a fact that somebody had once lived there, someone who had no desire to leave. What happened inside the walls of the old house that could change a man overnight, make him seem taller, stronger, more chiseled?
Beth was embarrassed to realize that her left hand was pushing against the top of her crotch, just under her desk. Taking a deep breath, she tried to finish her work, sending an email to the Society rejecting their offer, and then digging through a couple of extra papers she had received regarding the estate. Frowning, she saw that one of the letters she had received was a Past Due notice that she guessed had bounced from place to place before finally ending up here. Opening it up, she frowned.
"Fuck!" Apparently Emily had rented a storage property, paying on a yearly basis. Six months ago, the rent had come due, and they were threatening to sell the contents. She punched in the number only to get a message from the answering service. Business hours had ended over thirty minutes ago. Hanging up the phone, she made a note to herself and then emailed her boss. She wasn't sure who had fucked this one up, but she wasn't going to go down for it if it turned out that the storage unit had been full of valuable items. Distracted, she looked at the clock. She still had almost an hour of work left, but she just couldn't deal anymore. Between thinking of Mike and this new fuck up, she felt like going home and drinking some wine in the bath. Her mind touched briefly on an image of the Dragon, but she shoved it out of her head. She knew better than to fuck that monster more than once a week.
She put the paperwork in her desk drawer and locked up, trying her best to look nonchalant as she walked out of the office. For all anybody knew, she was headed out to deal with a client. Not that she had many, currently-she had been the object of jealousy in the office when she had taken on Emily's estate. Due to the sheer enormity of money involved, her boss had wanted it to be made a priority. Beth had always been a top performer, and other than the news of this random storage unit, she had kept everything well taken care of.
"Fuck!" She screamed, pulling onto the highway, the wind blowing through her hair. If she hadn't been distracted all day, she would have seen the letter sooner, called the owners and figured out how to get them their money. She said a little prayer that everything was still in the storage unit, that there would be no need to track everything down, no need to report that she had messed up. Slamming her palms against the steering wheel in frustration, Beth turned into her parking garage.
Riding the elevator to the top floor in silence, she stormed into her apartment, tossing her bag on the floor and her keys on the counter. Stripping her clothes off, she walked through the apartment naked, turning on the faucet of the tub. As it filled up with hot water, she threw in a bath bomb and poured herself a glass of wine. Stepping into the main room, she stopped when she saw the blank space on the shelf.
A chill ran up her spine. Walking to her bed, she pulled back the covers to reveal that Jenny was somehow buried halfway down in bed.
"I'm not dealing with this today," she muttered, sticking Jenny back on the shelf. She must have fallen while Beth was making her bed in the morning. She twisted the doll sideways, figuring that if she was tipping forward, that would fix the issue. She plugged in her phone, starting a playlist with soft, relaxing music. Grabbing the whole bottle of wine, she took it with her to the bath. The tub was full now, a pretty pink color due to the oils and color released by the bath bomb. She climbed in, pouring herself a glass of wine and letting out a sigh as the warmth seeped into her skin.
"Fuck," she muttered to herself, sipping last night's merlot. The wine warmed her from the inside, and she slid farther into the water, using a rolled towel for her pillow. Warmed inside and out, that familiar light-headedness took over, creeping across her hips and into her groin, her labia swelling larger than normal as a result of the warm bath. Still upset, she crossed her legs slightly, pressing the swollen flesh together. She shifted in the tub, her legs squeezing the skin of her pussy and sending even more blood to the region.
Shifting her thighs across each other, the wine started to take over. The unknown storage unit faded from the front of her mind, but Mike stayed. Sipping some more wine, she pictured Mike just below her, his hands running softly up her legs, squeezing her just above the knees, forcing her legs to rub together even harder.
Beth let her hand run across the skin of her belly, finding the soft folds between her legs. There was no preamble, no desire for prolonged pleasure. She wanted to get off, to feel her body tense up and then release, let her emotions flow away from her like water. She used two fingers, tugging at the skin just above her clit, the sensation of her labia pulled tight sending sparks to her spinal cord. Letting out tiny grunts, she closed her eyes, circling her fingers at an increasing pace, her cheeks and chest flushed with heat. She set down the wine, using her other hand to squeeze her breasts, imagining Mike's hand in place of hers.
What about him had changed? He looked no different, yet was somehow affixed to her consciousness. In her fantasy, he knelt between her legs, his tongue tickling her inner folds, teasing out another gasp. Her fingers pressed harder, occasionally pinching the skin and letting her clit pop in and out of its hood. Fantasy Mike traced her vaginal opening with his fingers, always pushing inward just enough that she could feel it, but never enough to penetrate her.
"Ah...ah...ah..." Beth pushed her breast up, closing her eyes and extending her tongue to lick at her nipple. In her mind, it was Mike, teasing her areola with his tongue. He was shirtless now, tight jeans highlighting the beast trapped within. Beth pressed her breast higher, upset that she couldn't use her own teeth. Her pace increased, her frantic rubbing sending more sparks to her spine, a fire starting to ignite in between her hips.
Mike stood, unbuttoning his jeans. It took him both hands, but he pulled his cock free, an exact replica of the Delightful Dragon.
"I want to fuck you until you beg me to stop," he told her, and she slid three fingers into herself as her orgasm hit, trying to spread them wide despite her pussy's protest. Her ass tensed, raising her hips even farther, and she hooked her fingers, her fingertips pressing into her g-spot. Gritting her teeth, she let out a loud hiss, splashing tub water over the sides. Pulling her fingers free, she rubbed her clit again to prolong her orgasm, her body twitching with the waves of pleasure that permeated her body.
"Oh shit," she muttered, lying back against the bath pillow. Her whole body tingled, the wine making her float across time and space. It wasn't long before she floated away on clouds of sleep, her music playing softly in the background.
-
It was dark when she awoke. The light in the bathroom was off, the only light being the reflected blue glow of her alarm clock, casting just enough light that she could make out the edges of the doorway. She rubbed her eyes, realizing that she had fallen asleep. What time was it, she wondered, moving her legs back and forth. The water had gone cold, and she was tempted to run more water, warming herself up before she departed.
Footsteps, clear as a bell, echoed through her apartment and into the bathroom. She froze, afraid to look at the door, her heart suddenly loud in her chest. Surely she was dreaming, or hearing something else?
The steps approached the door to the bathroom, stopping just outside. There was no mistaking the sound-the board just outside the bathroom creaked slightly. Suddenly, the cold water of the tub no longer mattered, Beth's entire world caving in as her mind turned over what was going to happen next. If someone was really just outside her bathroom, how could she get out of the tub without them knowing?
Oh god, she thought. Had her intruder been watching her, waiting for her to wake? What then was the plan for when Beth finally emerged? Was she going to die? Was she going to be raped?
Her eyes flitted around the room, her heart a tiny frightened bird, ready to escape its cage. She needed a weapon, something she could use. She was too vulnerable here, an easy target. She spotted the handle of her loofah, just over a foot long with the scrub-brush on the end. It was better than nothing.
If she could get to the kitchen, she could grab one of the knives. She slid out of the water carefully, moving slowly to avoid splashing. She picked up the loofah, her eyes on the doorway in case her intruder rushed in. Drying her feet on the bathmat, she stepped across the bathroom, looking in the mirror to see if she could spot movement in her bedroom.
The pitter patter of tiny feet sent a chill up her back. She let out a laugh, holding her head in her hands. The quiet footsteps ran across her apartment again, and she tried to picture the tiny animal that had gotten into her apartment. She had never had a rat problem, but she imagined it would sound just like this. Putting on a towel, she stepped into the darkness.
Still, she was cautious. Moving through her apartment, she found her phone. Flipping through her menus, she activated the light and immediately dropped the loofah.
Her apartment had been ransacked. The blankets on her bed were all over the floor, her clothes had been tossed out of the closet. Every cabinet and drawer in her apartment was open, and somebody had pulled all of the food from her pantry, stacking it all the way to the ceiling. The entire world tilted beneath her feet, the tremors starting in her hands.
She wasn't alone. Spinning, she held the loofah high, searching for the intruder. The only place he could be hiding was under the bed or in the closet-there wasn't room anywhere else. Backing into the kitchen, she dropped the loofah and pulled a butcher knife from her block.
Scanning the room, she backed up to the front door of her apartment. She needed to get out, now. Her hand fumbling at the locks, she pushed the door open, backing out into the dark hallway and closing the door. She waited, knife pointed at the door, expecting her attacker to chase after her.
When nothing happened, she turned around to run for the elevator, freezing in place.
She was back in her apartment, facing into her darkened bedroom. Stunned, she looked back at the door, confirming that she was, in fact, still inside.
Heart pounding, she made a dash for the door, opening it and running through and to the other side. She nearly slipped on the cold tile of her kitchen as she ended up back in her apartment again.
"What the fuck?!?" Her words left her mouth in a fog, the air suddenly much colder than it had just been. This was a dream, it had to be. There was no way this could be happening.
As if the room read her thoughts, all of the books on her bookshelves threw themselves onto the floor, one at a time. Eyes wide, she fell against the front door, watching as the books formed a tiny pile around her bed. A small shadow crossed the floor, vanishing beneath the bed.
"Hello?" She felt ridiculous, but she knew if she was dreaming, she had to confront it. It would either scare the shit out of her, or she would wake up in the tub. Crawling toward the bed, knife ready, she crouched down, ready to attack.
The tiny shadow launched from beneath the bed, shooting between her legs. Yelping in terror, Beth fell backwards, crashing into the chairs at the counter and dropping the knife. Scrambling to her feet, she stared in horror as the cabinets all opened and slammed shut, spilling their contents everywhere. She couldn't leave through the front door, that much she knew. Running for the safety of the bathroom, she slammed the door shut behind her, gasping for breath.
The temperature dropped, her breath scattering in fog. She was freezing, with nowhere else to go. She messed with her phone, trying to call the cops, but there was no signal. She turned the tub on, letting the hot water warm the freezing air. Sitting on her toilet, the knife pointed at the door, she heard a squeaking sound over her shoulder.
The mirror had fogged over, and the letters appeared as if being written by an unseen hand.
TAKE ME HOME
Beth screamed, opening up the door of the bathroom to run away. Standing just outside the door was Jenny, hands on her hips. Backpedaling, Beth slipped on the moist floor of her bathroom, her head smacking into the edge of the tub. Everything from her shoulders up cried out in agony as she tried to rise, but the last thing she saw was the tiny figure of Jenny standing on her stomach.
-
Mike ran down the stairs, pulling his shirt over his head.
"Tink!" He hollered. The goblin poked her head out of the kitchen, a screwdriver in her hand. She wore a cute yellow shirt that she had modified into a tiny dress that came down to mid-thigh.
"No yell. Tink listen." She stepped into the room with him.
"You didn't order pizza again, did you?" The bell rang again, somehow sounding impatient.
"No magic screen without permission," she repeated, rolling her eyes dramatically.
"Then who could it be?" Mike pushed the curtain aside. "Oh. It's Beth." He moved to open the front door, pausing when he realized that Tink was still watching him. "Scram."
Tink rolled her eyes again, wandering back into the kitchen. Shaking his head, Mike opened the door. Beth stood on the front porch, wearing a red dress with a thick, black belt in the middle. She cocked her head and smiled, her eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses.
"Hi Mike." Mike stepped back to allow her entry when he was struck by a sudden cold sensation in the middle of his gut. Peering out into the yard, he didn't see either of the Society bitches lurking around. What was this strange sensation?
"Hey Beth, what brings you by?" He asked.
"I'm just checking on the place. Taking a peek. Just a looky-loo." Beth walked past him, peering into the living room. She moved to the mantle, pulling something out of her purse. "I did some soul searching since last we spoke. I believe that a mistake was made."
Mike gulped when he saw the creepy doll emerge from her purse. She pushed it onto the mantle, positioning its legs so that it sat up correctly.
"Um, well, okay." What the fuck could he even say? "Is everything all right?"
Beth ignored him, her attention solely on the doll.
"Um, Beth? Hello?" He approached her from behind, the feeling in his gut growing greater. "Are you okay?" He noticed a large bump on the back of her head.
"I've never been better," Beth informed him, her voice suddenly overlaid with another. "I had to wait many months to escape, to come to this place of rest. I watched the door every day, hoping to finally make your acquaintance. I wanted to start fresh, to be a part of you. And the first thing you did was give me away."
An invisible force threw Mike across the room, where he crashed into the shelves. Scrambling to his feet, he dove out of the way as the cloth covered couch attempted to crash into him.
"Wait. Wait!" Mike stood up, his back aching. "Nobody told me about the monsters, I didn't know!"
"It doesn't matter now. Or maybe it never did. Because I found something better to inhabit." Beth turned to face him, pulling the glasses away to reveal pitch black eyes. "Much better than a stuffy, old doll."
"Oh shit," Mike swore. "Beth, are you in there?"
"It's not Beth anymore. Beth has left town, flown the coop, alley-oop!" Beth did a little dance with her arms, pointing to the doll on the mantle. "But I have given her back to you, for there she sleeps. No eeps, no peeps!"
"Who are you?" Mike asked, but Tink, hearing the commotion, stepped into the living room.
"You." Beth said upon seeing Tink, her eyes narrowing. She let out a cry, the furniture between her and Tink throwing itself aside.
"Run!" Tink yelled, grabbing Mike by the hand. A coffee table lifted itself into the air, just narrowly missing Mike, crashing into the floor where he had been standing. Tink led him out the front door, where Cecilia now stood.
"What is happening?" Cecilia asked, her face a mask of concern.
"Jenny," Tink informed her, as if that explanation sufficed.
Cecilia uttered a string of words in another language, harsh words that still sounded beautiful. "Is she still in the doll?"
Tink shook her head. "She has body now."
"Fuck." Cecilia started to say something else to Mike, but the front door opened, Beth standing in the entryway. Her tightly kempt hair drifted as if caught in a breeze. Mike froze in place, unsure where to go. The evil grin on Beth's face sent a chill down his spine, her fingers hooked like claws, moving toward Mike.
Cecilia opened her mouth, the air splitting apart with her cries. Mike and Tink covered their ears, but Beth fled back into the house, crying out in pain with her hands on the side of her head.



"What the actual fuck is going on?" Mike asked.
"This place isn't built only to keep the outside world out," Cecilia told him. "It's also built to keep some of us in."
"Wait, there are bad monsters here?"
"It would seem. Jenny's presence is most disturbing, but she always had an aptitude for escaping. It has been decades since she last inhabited a human body, so she is very sensitive to the five senses." Cecilia frowned. "And now she's loose inside."
"Wait, if she wanted to escape, why come back at all?" Mike asked.
"Because she is tied to this place. She will always come back." Mike heard a heavy thud behind him. He looked over his shoulder to see that Abella had arrived.
"What's going on?" she asked.
"Jenny," Tink and Cecilia said at the same time.
"Fuck." Abella replied. "Is she wearing a skin suit?"
Tink and Cecilia nodded.
"Okay, well first things first. Get her outside, and I can take care of her body."
"Wait, please, stop!" Mike put up his hands. "What is Jenny, exactly? What kind of monster?"
The others looked at each other, than at him.
"She's a ghost," Abella replied. "A very angry, nasty ghost. She was put in the doll a long time ago by..." Abella blanked, staring into the distance for several seconds. "Anyway, the hope was that someday she would fit in, but it never happened. As time marched on, she got meaner and meaner. One of the previous caretakers locked her in the Vault, after she escaped last time."
"The Vault? What the fuck is the Vault?" Mike asked.
"Vault for bad things. No go in Vault," Tink informed him.
"That... fine, we'll discuss later. She's inside of Beth right now, and she said something about Beth being inside the doll instead."
"That's the gist of it," Abella informed him. "It isn't easy, but if the conditions are right, Jenny can possess a body. The only way to get her to go back is to kill the host. She doesn't want to move on, so she will swap back at the last second."
"Absolutely not!" Mike yelled, horrified. "We don't just kill people! Especially not people we know!"
Abella shrugged. "It's what we did last time."
Mike looked at Cecilia. "You can't just pull her out?"
Cecilia shook her head. "No more than I could pull you out of your body. Once Jenny is knocked loose from her host body, she will go back into the doll. I can't remove her from there either, I've tried. Our best option is to trap her back in the doll and then put her in back in the Vault."
Furniture crashed inside, and all four of them turned to look.
"If we can get her out back in the garden, Naia may be able to help," Abella offered. "She has magic, right?"
"Sounds like we have a job to do," Mike muttered. "How do we get her outside?"
"She's overtly sensitive. She isn't used to a human body anymore. You saw what happened when she heard me scream. Bright lights, loud noises, anything that can get her out." Cecilia looked at Abella. "If you watch from up above, you can tackle her when she comes out."
"I'm on it." Wings spread wide, Abella leapt upward, disappearing onto the roof.
"I can help with sound, but you're going to need to find some way to make noise on your own, or blind her with a light."
"Ok, let's do this." Mike opened the door again, stepping into the front room. Tink and Cecilia followed behind him. Already, they could see that the furniture in the front and side rooms had been toppled everywhere.
"Do you think we should split up?" Mike asked.
"Absolutely not," Cecilia declared. "Unless you want to end up dead."
"Why would she want to kill me?" Mike asked.
"You obviously did something to hurt her feelings. Emily tried to let her out of the Vault once, but she trashed the room she was in because the curtains got left closed." Cecilia said. "She also likes to try and possess you if you sleep. If she can knock you out, she may take off in your body."
"Too bad I left my helmet in my other house with my other monsters," Mike muttered. The front room had been torn apart, all except for the doll on the shelf. Its sad eyes looked into Mike's when he picked it up. Staring at the creepy little doll in its dress, Mike wondered if it was wearing any underwear.
"Bring that with us," Cecilia said, her body hovering over the mess. "The last thing we want is for her to hide it away in case she does go back."
"So where exactly is this Vault?" Mike asked. He moved carefully into the kitchen. Seeing that it was empty, he grabbed his cellphone and pulled a flashlight out of the junk drawer.
"Basement," Tink said, taking the flashlight. "Tink go there all time. Make sure stay locked."
"What else-never mind. I'll ask later." Mike wondered what else would be stored away in the Vault. Was Jenny just one of many dolls? Were there giant cages, lining the walls of the Vault, filled with every manner of bad monster?
A loud bang from upstairs pulled their attention. Tink ran ahead of Mike, hopping up the stairs as best she could. Mike actually picked her up for the last few steps-she was short enough that it was faster for them both if he did. Cecilia hovered up the main entryway, her feet not quite touching the ground. All of the bedroom doors were still closed, but an icy draft made Mike turn his head.
"This one," he said, grabbing the doorknob. It was icy to the touch. Pushing gently inward, he found himself looking at the blue room, the one that Beth had said his dad probably stayed in. It was an odd thought, so suddenly, but had his dad stayed here? If so, had the monsters remained hidden, or did he simply forget?
The room looked untouched, but the closet door was open, an icy wind emanating from it. Moving close, he opened up a strobe light app on his phone. Stepping wide to avoid a sudden assault, his jaw dropped.
"What the fuck is this?!?" Instead of an empty shelf with a bar for clothing, Mike was staring into a cave. "There is no fucking way that there's a cave here! This is an outside wall!"
"It make head hurt," Tink agreed. "But hurt head change nothing. We go. Me see just fine."
"I'll wait out here," Cecilia told him. "In case she tries to come back out. Be careful."
"But...I..." Tink grabbed a handful of Mike's pants and pulled him into the closet. He ducked his head to avoid the hard rock up above, marveling at how cold the cave was.
"Did you know about this Tink?"
"Tink know. House have secrets. Make no sense, but Tink accept." She slid her goggles over her eyes. "Tink see prints."
"I'm glad one of use sees something." Mike was busy looking at the random doodles on the cave walls. Some of them looked ancient, animals being hunted by men with spears, drawn with charcoal. Others were the doodle of children, done in crayon and chalk.
"Where the fuck are we?"
Tink shook her head. "Less think, more walk. Secret tunnels, go through house. This one go..." Tink's eyes went wide. "Hurry, quick!"
"Wait, why?" Mike ran after the goblin, his head bent at an angle. It was hard seeing up ahead, Tink now using her goggles to see, her flashlight waving everywhere. He chased her down the tunnel, the dark shadows dancing away from them as they stepped out into an opening.
Mike stared in awe. The ceiling was now hundreds of feet high, giant, glowing crystals embedded in its surface. In the distance, a large water fall fed into a river that disappeared into a large stone structure composed of tall, stony walls and large hedges. They stood on a ledge, the trail winding back and forth beneath them. Several levels down, Beth was stumbling across the rocks, struggling to keep her balance.
"Is that..." Mike was afraid to say it.
"Yes," Tink said, adjusting her goggles. "That's the Labyrinth." Mike's eyes traced the bottom of the trail. Beth was most of the way down, the loose gravel becoming a paved path that lead toward a large pair of iron gates. Between the rocky trail and the Labyrinth was a giant viewing pool. Tink pointed at the pool. "Shortcut for get out. We stop Jenny before Labyrinth, or lost forever."
"Where does the pool go?" Mike said, looking over the ledge. How could a pool be a shortcut? How could a cave be in his house?
Tink was right. Thinking about it hurt his head.
"Outside," Tink replied, already running down the slope. "But not sure where!" She was picking up speed, her tail swishing behind her as she ran. Mike was close behind, then passing the goblin. The ledges were steep, and it took Mike quite a bit of effort to keep from slipping and falling. Looking down the slope, he saw that Beth was still much too far ahead to catch up to.
"Fuck it," he swore, stepping off the beaten path onto a worn patch of stone. The switchbacks were close enough together that the fall was just over five feet, but he was able to land safely, his knees creaking in protest. He ran to the next spot where he could drop down safely, cutting the distance between them dramatically.
Beth never bothered looking back. She appeared disoriented, stumbling constantly. Mike was close enough now that she could hear him. She scowled, and broke into a limping run down the final ramp and toward the path that led into the Labyrinth.
Mike howled, his adrenaline peaking, throwing himself off the next ledge. The fall was farther this time, but he landed and rolled forward, quickly finding his feet. The idea of Beth dying was simply too much for him. It was his fault if it happened, his fault...
It was all your fault! His mother's voice screamed in his ear. Sprinting now, Mike closed the distance between them, the large iron gates of the Labyrinth opening with a loud creak, an ominous figure standing just inside, holding a large ax. His outstretched fingers closed on the hem of Beth's dress, and he pulled her backward, tightly against him, pulling her into the pool of water.
"No!" Beth screamed, her voice harmonizing with Jenny's. The cool water embraced them, the world spinning as gravity changed directions. Mike felt his ears pop, his body filling with unexpected pressure. Beth fought him, trying to shove him off, and they burst out of the downstairs closet, water spilling across the wooden floor. Mike stumbled to his feet, his inner ear throwing a tantrum. Beth was sprawled out, barely able to get on her hands and knees.
"Look, I'm sorry I gave you away. If I had known I would have-"
"What, let me stay? Let me sit on the shelf? Talked to me when I'm lonely, played with me when I'm bored, made me feel like I matter?" Beth dry-heaved, slipping and falling. Mike shook his head.
"It could still happen that way." He pulled the doll out of his pocket. "But I'm going to need you to leave Beth alone."
"Fat fucking chance," she hissed, dark eyes squinting. The coat rack by the door flung itself at his legs, tripping Mike up and knocking him to the ground. Beth crawled on top of him, wrapping her fingers tightly around his neck. "I'll make you pay. I'll make everybody pay."
Gurgling water noises filled the room, like a washer machine draining. Beth and Mike looked over at the closet, which opened up, dumping a hundred gallons of water in the front room. Spilling through the doorway, green limbs flying everywhere, Tink collided with Beth, knocking her off of Mike. Fighting to rise, Beth clawed at Tink's face, but Tink was having none of it. She lifted Beth's head off the ground and head-butted her, knocking her out.
"Fucking ghost girl ruins everything," she snarled, climbing off of Beth. Her hair was a wet mess, her dress torn in several places. Mike realized that her goggles were missing.
"Tink, what happened to your goggles?"
"STUPID COW FUCK TOOK TINK'S GOGGLES!" Roaring at the top of her lungs, green skin flush with anger, Tink stormed to the closet door, slamming it shut. "When Mike done with Jenny, we go get goggles back!"
Mike shook his head, rubbing his eyes. The shadowy figure just beyond the gates sprang into his mind, weapon drawn, a shadow that had filled him with dread. In his mind's eye, he could see the dangerous horns tucked just to the side of the brow-line, see the tail, the thickset legs...
"Wait, a fucking minotaur took your goggles?" Mike asked. Tink nodded, large tears welling up in the corners of her eyes. "Tink, a fucking minotaur lives in the walls?"
"Cow fuck live in Labyrinth with other fucks!" Tink sniffed once, twice, then let out a wail. "Tink wants goggles back!"
"Tink, I..." Mike didn't know what to say. She was melting down, her rough exterior suddenly cracked. How could he tell her that he didn't think messing with a minotaur was worth it? What did that even entail? Beth groaned, putting a hand to her head. "We need to take care of this situation first. We will figure out the goggles later." Kneeling, he pulled Tink toward him, placing a kiss on her forehead.
"Goblin husband promise?" she asked, sniffling. When Mike nodded, Tink wiped the tears from her eyes, her composure back again. "Then Tink help."
Between the two of them, it was easy to drag Beth out back to Naia's fountain. Cecilia, having heard the noise downstairs, floated through the ceiling to open the back door. Abella picked up Beth, holding her like a child until she began to stir. Standing next to the fountain, Abella wrapped her arms tightly around Beth's waist, ensuring that she couldn't escape. Naia sat on the fountain's edge, her chin on her hand in contemplation.
"Abella explained everything to me," she informed Mike. "And we need to come up with a plan before she wakes up. From what I remember, last time Jenny took a human host, the host was killed to keep her from causing more problems. The time before that, it took an exorcism with a priest, who then came back later to try and wipe us out."
"Shit," Mike muttered. Jenny really had caused problems. "Who is she?"
"A ghost. An old ghost." Naia stood on the water's surface. "Once upon a time, she was a young woman who caught the eye of a widower in town who was quite wealthy and handsome. Jealous of the attention she received from him, some of the women accused her of witchcraft, of killing the man's wife and seducing him with the dark arts. They burned her at the stake, and her soul got caught in the doll that a little girl was holding. Her vessel has changed a few times since then, but she refuses to move on." Naia shook her head. "And all she ever does is cause us trouble."
"So we can't get a priest," Mike said. "And we are not going to kill her. So what can we do?"
"Hmm." Cecilia stared at Beth's body. "Upon termination, her soul should immediately flee her body, yet it ended up in the doll and the host died. Yet I get the impression that Beth's soul sleeps in the doll."
"And?" Naia asked.
"It's on the tip of my tongue." Cecilia shrugged.
"Wait!" Mike held out his hands. "Jenny died in a fire, but her soul jumped out of her body before it died, right?"
"Probably," Cecilia told him.
"Which means she jumps out before death. So we just need Jenny to think that her body is going to die."
"And how do we do that?" Abella asked.
"Strangle her." Tink's hands clenched. "Squeeze for almost too long."
"No, not that either." Mike grinned, staring at Naia. "I think I have an idea."
*****
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La Petite Mort
"Are we ready?" Mike asked. The others nodded, each one at their stations. Tink had tied Beth to a chair which had been placed in the fountain, standing behind her with a knife at the ready. Abella was out of sight, watching from up above in case everything went wrong. She had explicit instructions to do whatever it took to protect the members of the house. Naia stood behind Beth, her lips a crooked smirk.
"We are ready." Cecilia said, standing next to him. Mike took a deep breath, taking Cecilia's hand and stepping into the fountain with her. Even though her feet penetrated the water's surface, no ripples emanated outward.
"I think you're crazy," Naia told him. "And I love you for it."
"I just hope this works," he muttered. He looked over at the doll they had placed on the opposite end of the fountain. Beth had nearly woken up several times, but Naia had kept her in a magical slumber. Simple magic, she had informed him. "Wake her up."
Several colorful bubbles floated free of the water's surface, circling Beth and popping near her face. She opened pitch black eyes, scowling menacingly at Mike.
"Ok Jenny, this is your last chance." Mike addressed the spirit in Beth's body with anger. "You can leave her body now, or we will make you leave."
"You can't touch me," Beth hissed, the water at her feet spraying upward. "No refunds, no take backs, no cuts, no butts, no alligator guts. This is a good body, and I want to keep it forever and ever and ever. And I know you aren't going to hurt it, so there's nothing you can do about it!"
"I think you underestimate not only me, but the women here to help. Beth was a good person, but if I have to make a choice between letting you cause trouble or killing her..." Mike shook his head, his sentence unfinished. "I don't pretend to fully understand where you are coming from, but I'll be damned if I let you bring trouble to this home." He looked at Cecilia, who was staring daggers at Beth. "Let's do this."
Cecilia leaned in, twirling her body to face Mike, her skirt flaring outward as she placed her lips against his. They were soft and cool, and already he could feel the static building between them, little sparks dancing between their lips. She pressed herself against him, playfully biting his ear. "Do you honestly think this will work?" she whispered, her cold breath raising the hairs on his neck.
"You're the one who said that her senses are extra sensitive right now." He whispered back, watching Beth. She was pretending to ignore them, but that was where Naia came in. The nymph was kneeling behind the chair, stroking the surface of the water, sending glimmering bubbles into the air, bubbles that popped with the scent of lilac and raspberries. "Are you ready?"
Cecilia responded by playfully biting his ear. Planting light kisses on her throat, he shifted the strap of her dress to one side, exposing her shoulder. Her clothing tugged at him, fighting to return to its proper position, but Mike pulled even harder, exposing her entire shoulder and the curve of her breast. The seduction magic wasn't just affecting Beth-every whiff of raspberry and lilac sent a direct message to his groin, the pressure already building inside of him. Cecilia was immune to the effects of the spell, but not so to the light pressure of Mike's lips on her skin. The banshee sighed, her hair billowing outward around her. The water around her ankles froze into icy discs, so Naia raised the temperature of the fountain, steam rising around Mike and Cecilia.
"Let's take our time," Cecilia suggested, leaning back to give Mike better access to her chest. Mike nodded his agreement, lifting her up to kiss the top of her breasts. Using his free hand to fight the clingy fabric, he pulled her dress down farther and farther until her breasts were close to fully exposed. The more he revealed, the harder it became to separate spirit from cloth, and though he could feel her hard nipples through the fabric of her dress, he was unable to expose them. Slightly frustrated, he contented himself to kiss as much of her cool flesh as he could, his dick growing harder with every soft moan of delight from Cecilia.
Even though her head was turned away, Beth's dark eyes kept flicking back to Mike and Cecilia, unable to resist watching. Her breathing was deeper now, her cheeks slightly flushed. Tink had moved outside the fountain, watching Mike with interest, but always a wary eye on their captive. The whole fountain was steaming now, swirling vapor circling Beth's lower legs.
Cecilia slid her hands up beneath Mike's shirt, revealing the thin, patchwork lines of his scar tissue. Mike ran his fingers through Cecilia's hair, pulling her mouth to his once more. Her cool fingers toyed playfully with his nipples, sending shocks through his body, straight to his groin. Mike moaned softly into Cecilia's mouth, marveling at how her tongue caused his to tingle, like licking a 9-volt battery.
"What are you two doing?" Beth demanded, squeezing her thighs together. Water vapor was clinging to her skin, cool droplets that slid beneath the fabric of her dress, pulsing gently with Naia's magic. "What are you...ngh!" Beth's cheeks flushed, her breath becoming ragged. "Oh, shit..." Her voice was a hiss, the sudden stimulation derailing her train of thought.
Cecilia pulled her mouth away from Mike. "I wonder how many years we will get to spend together. How many nights we will sit on my porch, how many nights we will count the stars." Her hand slid down his stomach, her ethereal skin passing through the fabric of his pants. Cool, electric fingers wrapped around his cock, Cecilia's thumb teasing his frenulum.
"I wonder how many ways we can fit together."
"I...guess there's...only one way...holy shit!" The magic surged through his legs, feeding sensual energy to his core, and the sparks inside his body wrapped around it. His cock was leaking large amounts of pre-cum, the wet spot on the front of his pants growing bigger. Between Cecilia's touch and Naia's magic, his cock was so hard that it was starting to hurt, pressing against the fabric of his pants with tremendous pressure. "Please... take it... out..." "That I can do for you, my stōr." Cecilia undid the button on his pants, tugging them down while her lower body floated up. "For you, I think I can do anything." Cecilia licked her lips, floating forward so that the head of Mike's cock parted them, pushing its way toward the back of her throat. The icy cold sensation of her mouth caused Mike's hips to buck, and he felt his balls tighten, his dick ready to fill Cecilia's mouth until it burst.
"Not yet, lover." Naia's voice came from a nearby bubble. Tendrils of water wrapped up his legs, tightening around his balls. Her magic relaxed his body, sending his orgasm away. "Save it for the main event."
"Fuck," Mike whispered, watching the banshee pump his cock with one hand. Tiny bubbles burst next to Cecilia, and Mike could just barely hear Naia's whispering voice from each one, encouraging Cecilia and directing her movements. Cecilia's grip on his cock changed; what had started as frantic pumping was now more relaxed and gentle. Water tendrils pulled Mike's pants down even farther, and Cecilia used her free hand to massage his swollen balls. The pressure inside was unbelievable, but the magical block was in place. Mike threw a frustrated look at Naia, but he only had himself to blame.
After all, the whole thing had been his idea. Groaning in sweet agony, Mike placed gentle fingers on the back of her head, pushing himself ever deeper down her throat. Beth was openly panting now, dark eyes staring at Mike's cock as it disappeared and reappeared from Cecilia's mouth. Tied to the chair, her fingers clenched, driving nails into the wood. She was rubbing her legs together even harder, but Naia's magic was delaying the inevitable. Naia stood behind her, lightly stroking Beth's breasts, caressing the soft skin of her cheek. Shifting her weight, Beth spread her legs to press her ass into the chair, grunting in frustration. Cecilia continued sucking Mike's cock while Beth rocked in her chair, desperate for stimulation of any sort.
Mike grinned, the look of desperation on Beth's face giving him hope. He curled his fingers in Cecilia's hair, allowing the electricity to build between them. Cecilia licked the head of his cock, actual sparks jumping from her tongue to the delicate skin of his dick.
"I can't wait any longer," Cecilia told him, the slight lilt of her voice making his cock twitch. She flipped over in mid-air, her skirt billowing outward as she twisted to face away from Mike. Mike grabbed her by the waist, pulling her close against his body. Even though he felt a desperate need to bury himself inside of her, they still had a show to put on. Fighting the ethereal lace of her outfit, Mike ran his fingers up the cool skin of her legs, pulling her crotch toward his face. Half of it was lust, the other half curiosity, but a single sentence had been reverberating in his head since last night.
"I wonder what banshee tastes like." Her skin practically glowed at his touch, Mike planting light kisses on her inner thighs. Pulling aside her panties, he marveled at the odd hue of her pussy, the fact that it didn't change color as he spread her open to look inside. Her inner folds had no definition to them, perfectly smooth on the inside like she had just been built. Taking in the ghostly scent of rain and ionized air, he buried his tongue inside of her wet snatch, his entire body going rigid at the sudden connection between them. His fingers trembled as her magic permeated his body, sparks jumping back and forth between them. Hanging upside down, Cecilia took his dick in her mouth again, completing the circuit. "Mmph!" Mike mumbled loudly, his mouth full of banshee cunt. Cecilia's cool flesh pressed against him, and he fought to keep his mouth on her cool folds, pleasure making his entire body go rigid. Her clothing attempted to shove him away, but Mike pressed forward, running his tongue around her outer folds, slipping it inside and back out again. He could taste nothing other than the pure electricity of her being, his hands sliding beneath her panties to squeeze her ass cheeks, pulling her tighter against him. Cecilia was doing the same, pulling him in deep, the banshee lacking any sort of gag reflex as she swallowed his cock. Her throat became extremely narrow, the bulge of Mike's dick moving beneath her skin, visible as a large bulge in her throat. His mind going blank, technique went out the window as Mike sucked on Cecilia's clit, eliciting loud, throaty moans from her. His dick vibrated like a tuning fork in her mouth, that familiar pressure building once more while her tongue fought to hold him still.
The tendrils squeezed all along his legs, slowing his building orgasm. Mike held on as long as he could, desperately sucking on Cecilia's pussy, delighting in the vibrato of her moans along the length of his shaft, before they finally broke apart. Mike's cock was leaking heavily, unable to contain the cum that had built up within. Lying down in the fountain, the water beneath him vanished so he could lay flat on the cool marble. Cecilia knelt above him, gathering her skirt tightly in her hands. Mike shoved her panties aside as she sat, watching his cock pierce her icy pussy.
"Fuck!" Mike hollered, his whole body shaking. Cecilia rode him hard, her entire body aglow in foot long sparks that zapped the ground around them. Grabbing her own breasts, Cecilia's hips bucked back and forth, a fog blowing in around the fountain, the temperature dropping dramatically around them. He could feel it building inside of her, desperate for a release of his own that he knew wouldn't come.
"Ah...ah...AH...AH!!!" Cecilia gasped, taking in a deep breath, her chest expanding enough that her breasts strained the fabric of her dress.
Everyone plugged their ears except Naia, who used her hands to cover Beth's ears. Abella flew up into the sky, vanishing over the roof. Cecilia screamed, the whole world shaking with from the blast. The windows overlooking the garden spiderwebbed, and the water in the fountain billowed outward away from her. The temperature dropped, fog swirling around them in a vortex. Cecilia slammed her pelvis into Mike, cumming one last time with a spray of ectoplasm before bursting into tiny motes of light that scattered into the fog like fireflies. The world became eerily silent, other than a slight ringing in Mike's ears.
Abella returned, her hands still cupped around her ears. Seeing that Cecilia was gone, she uncovered them. Tink had already shaken off the scream, dagger at the ready. Naia moved back from Beth, stepping to the side to admire her handiwork.
Beth stared at Mike's upright, twitching cock, her mouth slack, a tiny bit of drool in the corner of her lips. She was shifting her weight back and forth, grinding her ass into the wood of the chair, clearly at her wit's end. Naia leaned forward, reaching from behind to grab her breasts.
"Ah!" Beth moaned, pushing her breasts hard into Naia's hands. Naia squeezed them gently, kneading them with her slender fingers. Water trails crawled up Beth's legs, and she let out several gasps. Whatever Naia was doing was highly effective. Tink crept up behind the pair, using the dagger to quietly cut the bonds holding Beth in place. Mike stood, the water splashing back in around him, his whole body one sexual, electrical charge. When the last bond was cut, Tink ran out of the fountain. Naia released Beth, sinking below the water to disappear.
"I hope this works, I hope this works..." Mike muttered to himself. Beth rose, hungry eyes fixated on his cock. Part one of his plan was an obvious success-Cecilia had said that all of Jenny's senses would be hyper sensitive, the result of being without a body for so long. Between the magic and the water trails, Beth's body was overstimulated, and Jenny had no idea how to cope with it. Even knowing that Naia was stirring things up with her magic, it was everything Mike could do to wait for Beth to come to him. He was all charged up on banshee power, ready to unleash at a moment's notice.
Beth stumbled forward, hands outstretched. Confusion, lust, and abandon were written on her face as she walked forward, hiking her skirt up around her waist. Staring at those long legs, at how toned those forbidden thighs had been, Mike knew he wasn't going to last long.
"I...I..." Beth's voice was more prevalent now, Jenny's hold on her body already weak. Her hands closed on Mike's dick, gripping it tight. Mike pulled her close, burying his face in her neck, dragging his tongue up her skin, relishing at the tiny sparks that jumped between them. Beth let out a shriek of delight, gasping when Mike's hand found her pussy, rubbing her gently through the soft fabric of her underwear.
"Oh! Oh yes, please!" She ground against him, nearly knocking him over. Mike spun her around, forcing her onto her hands and knees. Pushing her skirt up, he grabbing tightly to her hips as his cock rested on the top of her ass. Using one hand, he tore her underwear off, tossing the soaked garment to the side. Placing his dick at the entrance of her pussy, he briefly wondered what Beth would think if she knew this was happening.
Right now, however, he was too horny to care. He pushed forward, Beth's folds parting remarkably easy, sliding into the warmth of a human woman for the first time in years. Her cunt was hot, gripping him with tenacity as Beth cried out, moaning unintelligibly as Mike drove into her. He could already feel the charge starting to build, Cecilia's sexual energy seeking a release. Beth's arms shook, her first orgasm rolling through her lower backs and hips. It wasn't hers that mattered, not yet anyway. Naia's water coiled tightly against his balls, the pressure from within almost unbearable.
From his current position, it was everything Mike could do just to hold on to the bucking woman in front of him. Luckily, Naia was there to help. Magically appearing from the water beneath them, she ran her hands lovingly up Beth's thighs, gently stroking the delicate skin around her clitoris. Beth was gasping again, a second orgasm rolling through her. "I think it's about show time," Naia informed him, sticking out her tongue and licking the cream off of Mike's dick. "Ooh, this one is yummy!" Gently stroking Mike's balls, Naia retracted her magical blockage, latching her mouth above Beth's soaking mound.
"Oh shit." Mike felt like a thunderstorm had formed in his gut. The hair on his body stood up, the water in the fountain moving away from him as sparks formed on the tip of his body. They danced along Beth's back like little electrical tornados, the whole world swimming in and out of focus as Mike's orgasm built. "Oh shit. Oh shit!" His balls pulled up into his body, an eerie blue aura covering his skin as he erupted into Beth.
"Oh...oh..OH!!!" Beth let out a howl as the electrical wave washed over her entire body, circling her skin with nowhere left to go. She howled, her words meaningless, rising up on just her knees. Mike pulled her backward, still driving into her from behind as Naia rolled over, getting a better angle on her slit with her tongue. Beth came hard enough that she screamed herself raw, sending the energy back into Mike.
"FUCK!" Mike, his dick instantly hard again, blowing a second load into Beth. Beth screamed, spraying Naia's face with cum of her own, the energy jumping back into Mike. Mike clawed at Beth's breasts, shoving himself forward, his thighs covered in both of their fluids. Naia pushed back on Beth, helping Mike to stay buried deep inside her as he came a third time. When the energy jumped, Beth let out one, long, final scream, and a misty light fled from her body, jumping across the fountain and into the Jenny doll. A softer, gentler light left the doll, entering Beth's body, her dark eyes fading back to normal.
"OH MY GOD!" Beth came again, and this time they all fell over backward, collapsing in the cool water of the fountain. Mike's stomach hurt so bad, he thought he might throw up, and he had to fight for every gasp of air. The woman on top of him had gone motionless, hanging limply off his body.
"Beth?" He asked, trying to sit up. Naia leaned over both of them, a smirk on her face.
"Oh, she's out." Naia snapped her fingers in front of Beth's face, nodding in satisfaction. "I used some of that sexual energy to knock her out for a few hours."
"It seems weird that your magic includes making people fall sleep," Mike said, swallowing between breaths. His throat suddenly dry, his cock slid free of Beth, splashing water across her legs. A large glob of semen followed, pooling up between her thighs.
"How do you think I drown people? Much easier to do it that way." Naia waved her hand gently in circles over Beth's abdomen. She groaned in her sleep, and Mike watched a giant puddle of cum appear beneath her as every ounce of his spunk was forced out. "And that will keep her from getting pregnant. You came quite a lot, you know. I'm a little jealous."
"Yeah, good thinking. Birth control wasn't part of my plan," Mike admitted, his heart finally calming down. He looked over at Tink, who stood scowling at Jenny. "I'm just glad it worked."
"I am too. A normal person can barely handle that kind of biofeedback-I'm not surprised that Jenny got scared and bailed with her senses extra raw. That was a phenomenal idea, much better than killing the host." Naia waved a hand, the cum washed away by fountain water. "Jenny probably did think she was going to die, for real this time."



"It is called 'the little death' after all." Mike grinned, struggling to stand. "Hey Abella, a little help?"
Abella walked into the fountain, hefting Beth with ease. Mike stood with Naia's help, climbing carefully over the side of the fountain. Abella set Beth down on the chair they had brought out earlier, carefully adjusting her dress to cover her up a bit more. Tink walked up to Mike, Jenny clutched tightly in her hands.
"Jenny go back to Vault," Tink declared, shaking the doll in Mike's face. "Jenny in huge trouble."
"Give me a minute," Mike told her. "I want to see the Vault for myself." Mike stretched, trying to pop a sore spot in his back when he noticed it. Dark vine-like growths, all across the edge of the yard, twisting through the bushes. Before they had started, the yard had been clear, but now it was covered in the stuff as far as he could see round the corner of the house.
"Shit." The Mandragora had returned, searching for a meal. It moved slowly, the ground covered in a cold frost, so Mike felt like he wasn't currently in any danger. Still, he moved a little bit quicker than he had. "C'mon Tink. Abella, go ahead and bring Beth inside, I'll figure out what to do with her when I get back."
Tink nodded, clutching Jenny tightly in both hands like she was going to run away. It made Mike wonder if she even could, the doll appearing to be nothing out of the ordinary. Mike changed into the spare pants he had left by the side of the pool-he had expected to get more than a little wet. A wary eye on the Mandragora, he went into the house, following Tink through the front room and back through the kitchen. She opened a door just past the pantry, illuminating a concrete flight of steps. He followed her into the darkness, squinting at the hanging bulb that swung above an old freezer. The concrete basement was empty-Mike spun around in circles looking for an additional doorway.
"Where is the Vault?" He asked, looking behind the freezer. He half expected a tunnel behind it.
"Vault like all special place. Have to know secret." Tink squatted next to the freezer, pulling out a piece of chalk. Mike watched her draw a large rectangle on the concrete wall, complete with a doorknob. Tossing the chalk back beneath the freezer, Tink knocked three times, waited, then knocked twice.
The concrete drawing turned into a wooden door with a flash of light. Mike's jaw hung open when Tink pulled the knob of the magic door, opening it into a large room full of random objects. Long tables and shelves made Mike think of a pawn shop. Keeping a safe distance outside, he watched Tink stand on a steel to set Jenny up on a shelf in the back of the room.
"You stay there," Tink announced, scowling at the creepy little doll. "Think about what you did." Scrambling back out, Tink closed the door. After a couple of seconds, it turned into concrete once more.
"How many rooms in the house are like that?" Mike asked.
Tink frowned. "Tink try remember, but fuzzy in head. Remember Vault when see Jenny. But lots."
Mike sighed. "Yeah, of course." Shaking his head, he followed Tink back upstairs. It was time to take care of their unexpected guest.
-
"Ow." Beth's bathroom came into focus, her eyes opening against the suddenly harsh bathroom light. Wincing, she sat up in the bath, one hand immediately on her sore vagina. Struggling to stand, she managed to grab her towel off the rack, wrapping it delicately around her mid-section. Her legs were weak, like she had run a marathon.
Her ankle felt sprained, a weird, half memory of running through a cave and twisting it in the back of her mind. She put a hand against her throbbing head, wondering why it was pounding so hard. Shuffling out of the bathroom, she kicked the empty merlot bottle on the floor. Kneeling down to pick it up, she dropped it in the trashcan next to the sink, crying out when it cracked another empty bottle within, the sound bouncing around her skull like angry ping pong balls.
"Shit." Had she seriously downed two bottles by herself? Why? She hadn't done anything remotely blackout drunk since freshman year of college. Rubbing her lower belly (which was oddly sore), she walked out of the bathroom and into the cool, dark apartment.
"Ah geez." Shaking her head in disbelief, Beth didn't know whether to laugh or throw up. Strewn about her apartment was the majority of her dildos, strapped to the bed, suction cupped to the tile beneath her kitchen counter, the Delightful Dragon suctioned to the floor in the middle of the room. Moving carefully, she nearly slipped in the puddle of lube that had formed by the side of her bed next to the overturned bottle.
Pulling some Tylenol out of her nightstand, she swallowed four tablets. As best she could tell, she got absolutely hammered and then gang banged herself all over the apartment. She didn't know if she was horrified that she had taken it so far, or mad that she had no memory of it. Her stomach and leg muscles hurt, making her regret all of the orgasms she couldn't remember.
Well, there was one. She had been having a weird fantasy, Mike plowing her from behind while a woman with blue-green hair had eaten her out. The whole world was a mess of sound and light, and her vision had gone dark when she came, no doubt stumbling to the bathtub after. Shivering in delight, she sat in bed, deciding that it was best to clean up the mess tomorrow-she had no desire to do anything else with her evening, and she was obviously hung over. Peeling back the covers of the bed, she realized that her copy of The Hobbit was sitting by itself, the Jenny doll missing.
Icy fingers crawled up her spine, ran through her hair, down the sides of her neck, and all along her body. There was something about the doll, something she really didn't like. Looking around the room, she realized that she didn't see it anywhere, an idea that triggered a suddenly strong sense of paranoia.
Crawling beneath the covers, her only thought on the matter was that it had probably creeped her out while she was drunk and fucking herself. Promising that she would look for it in the morning, she put the matter out of her mind and fell promptly asleep.
-
Mike had dozed off in his Uber. The driver, a twenty-something wearing a black vest, gently shook him awake.
"We're at your destination, sir." The Uber driver held the door for Mike. Mike slid out of the car, his muscles protesting. "I hope you and your daughter have a good night."
"Thank you," Mike said, Tink sliding out of the car behind him. The hoodie she had borrowed from Mike was pulled up over her head, covering most of her face. Mike had laid the groundwork when the driver had arrived, explaining that his daughter had just participated in a Youtuber's video about Lord of the Rings or Dungeons and Dragons, he wasn't sure, but hey, she made a hundred bucks. The driver had paid no attention to Tink whatsoever-children didn't get to rate Uber drivers. Watching the man drive away, Mike marveled at how easy it had been to get home, definitely the easiest part of the night.
They had driven Beth home in her car, and it had taken some work to get her into the house. They had to wait until it was fairly late, Naia keeping Beth in magically induced sleep for the whole evening. Tink had helped Mike get Beth to her room, and then the two of them had trashed the place, making it look like she had gone on a bender. Tink was the one who had discovered the briefcase in the closet. Even without her goggles, she had been able to get it open before Mike had finished filling the bath. For whatever reason, Tink took great delight in attaching the dildos to every surface she could find, even asking Mike if they could take one home. She had grumbled at him when he told her no. Cecilia greeted them at the door, vanishing from sight as they crossed into the home. The whole house felt tired, a spiritual exhaustion that had settled in once Jenny had been trapped back in the doll.
It was a long climb up the stairs, Mike clutching the railing tightly, pulling himself upward. He couldn't remember the last time he had felt so tired in his life. Tink was even slower, the little goblin mumbling to herself as they crossed the threshold of the bedroom.
Naia had a warm bath waiting for them both. Mike and Tink got in, and the two of them took turns washing each other's backs while Naia sent jet-like pulses through the water, targeting sore muscles. Gone was any sexual energy, the day having sapped away all of their strength. Mike leaned back in the tub, Naia acting as his pillow, while he waited for Tink to wash her hair.
"Today was too much." Mike sighed, Naia's fingers gently massaging his shoulders. "I was feeling better this morning, but I just feel rotten now. I screwed up-someone almost got seriously hurt."
"You'll get the hang of this life. All of the caretakers have." Warmth seeped into Mike's weary bones. "You've only been here a few days after all."
Mike stared at the ceiling. Had it really only been a few days? It felt like weeks already. This house was full of so many mysteries, and he hadn't even made the effort to explore it yet. His thoughts turned once more to the Mandragora. He needed to stop forgetting to deal with that plant. Lost in thought, he jumped when Tink dragged her claws up along the bottom of his foot, tickling him.
"Husband too serious," she informed him, gathering a mouthful of water. She stood up in the bath, striking a sexy pose and spit the water out, fountain-style, hitting Mike in the face.
"Now Tink is nymph too," she informed him, grabbing her breasts and playfully squeezing them. "Use water magic, make sexy time for everyone."
"I don't think so," Mike replied, making a scoop with his hands. Placing his thumb on the top, he squeezed, launching a spray of water between his thumbs at the goblin. Tink ducked, but was hit in the face anyway. Laughing, she took a deep breath, vanishing beneath the surface of the water and biting Mike on the foot.
"Gah!" Mike yanked his foot out of the water, pulling Tink with it. He grabbed her by the horn, splashing water in her face with a free hand as she fought to defend herself. Tink twisted around, biting Mike's forearm as she kicked water at him. Laughing, Mike tickled Tink's bare bottom, and she let out a laugh of her own, falling back beneath the waves. Mike tried to pull Tink above the water, but Naia joined the fun, summoning several watery fingers that tickled both of them from underneath. The bathroom filled with laughter and more splashing, Tink and Mike struggling to dunk Naia, who simply disappeared beneath the water's surface every time they shoved her.
Several minutes later, Mike stepped out of the bath, a large grin on his face. He helped Tink out, placing a gentle kiss on Naia's lips before she sank below the water, disappearing from sight. Mike and Tink dried off, Tink sliding into her sleep shirt and Mike into boxers. Lying down on the bed, Mike let out a sigh as Tink grabbed onto his arm, using it like a giant pillow.
He was going to make screw ups and have rough days. It was a fact of life, everybody had them. However, it mattered more how he spent his time between those awful moments, because that was where he would plant his happy ones, making memories that would become more precious than gold. Lying there in bed, listening to the goblin next to him breathing softly, he couldn't help but feel a little blessed to be surrounded by such magical creatures.
"You sure do keep my life interesting," he whispered. Tink gently bit his arm, and he smiled. She shifted her body, scooting up closer to his face. Her hair smelled of lavender, and her skin was soft to the touch. Letting his body relax, he took in the scent of the house itself, allowing its smells to permeate his soul and guide him to sleep.
The world faded away, his body sinking into nothingness as sleep claimed him. Drifting away, one more scent tickled his nose, suddenly there and gone, like a match struck and then blown out.
It smelled of sulfur.
I hope you loved that as much as I enjoyed writing it! If you want to know when the next one comes out, I always change my Bio to reflect my uploading plans, so check it out! Stay tuned next time for a brand new monster-I know you're going to love her. Remember to review, recommend, and write me a letter if you enjoyed it. Until next time!
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Hey all, Annabelle here with the next chapter of Home for Horny Monsters! If you haven't read it from the beginning, this isn't a good chapter to start, as a lot won't make sense. Go back and read the first parts, I'll wait!
For those of you who are ready, I love putting my stories here, everybody is so supportive!
As promised, this chapter has our newest monster, and I hope you love her! Mike is about to take a trip on the weird side, so without further ado, I present to you:
*****
Nightmares and Dreamscapes
His soul floated, hiding just beneath his skin, dreading the moment that his eyes would open, streaming reality in High Definition through his very being. It wasn't that he was afraid to face the morning, but rather that he was afraid of how much pain he would be in upon awaking.
The morning before, his whole being had been in agony. Between fucking Jenny out of Beth and then carrying Beth home, he wondered if his body would decide to be tired or sore instead. How does a body decide how miserable to make its owner anyway? Mike contemplated his day from behind closed eyes, wondering if he could trick Tink into bringing him food to eat while he stayed in bed. She couldn't cook for him, and he was fairly certain the fridge was nearly empty.
Shit. He also needed to feed the Mandragora. He could picture those vines, creeping along the side of the house, searching for fresh meat. With the events of yesterday, it had gotten forgotten, but it needed to be a priority today. How much meat did a magical plant need? He pictured Emily in his mind, tossing a couple of pounds of beef on the lawn. The plant was probably far hungrier after so many months without food. Or maybe it had taken to eating strays that happened onto the lawn?
Ugh. Eyes open, he silently cursed the light that was already crossing the hard, wooden floor of his room. Pushing the blankets away, he saw that Tink had already left. Bracing for the worst, he sat up in bed, ready for the inevitable checklist of agonies to pile up.
Except nothing happened. Puzzled, he rolled his shoulders around, tilted his head back and forth, and wiggled his legs. He felt absolutely fine.
"What the fuck?" He wasn't going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Rising, he walked to the bathroom, took a leak, and popped into the bathroom. The huge tub was empty.
"Hey Naia." He sat on the edge of the tub, waiting for the faucet to turn on. Strangely, the tub remained silent. "Hello?" He called, leaning in the tub, waiting for her to appear. He sat this way for several minutes, puzzled that she didn't answer. Shaking his head, he figured he would go out to the garden and see what she was up to.
Walking down the hallway, he was surprised at how quiet the house was. At the top of the stairs, he stopped to stare at the wardrobe at the other end of the hall, its silver handle gleaming, begging to be opened.
"Feed the Mandragora, feed the Mandragora," he muttered, walking downstairs. In the kitchen, his laptop was on the table, but there was no sign of Tink. Making himself a quick breakfast of Eggos and coffee, he turned his laptop on, clicking on his web browser.
Nothing happened. Puzzled, he tried again, but the program wouldn't open. He rebooted his computer, eating his syrup soaked Eggos and slamming his coffee, refilling his mug while he waited. His computer screen came back on, but it wouldn't display anything other than a blue screen.
"What the fuck?" Either he had contracted a massive virus, or he was experiencing hardware failure. Swearing to himself, he wondered if Tink had been screwing around on his laptop this morning. "Tink? Hey Tink!" Wandering from room to room, he saw no sign of the goblin. In fact, everything was in perfect order, the mess from yesterday's fight all cleaned up as if it hadn't even happened.
"Strange." Casting a suspicious glance at the living room, Mike walked out into the garden, stopping in his tracks. Naia's fountain was caked in dirt and mud again, as if he had never cleaned it out. Running up to the edge, all he could think was that, somehow, the magic had been cut off from her spring again.
"Shit, shit, shit!" He shoved his way into the garage, maneuvering through the boxes to get to the work bench. Grabbing supplies, he ran back outside. "Tink! Abella! Help!" Kneeling in the fountain, he frantically scrubbed at the caked mud, trying to remember where he shad seen the water flowing from.
"Naia! Naia, are you in there?" Scooping up dirt, he saw the stony figure tucked away from the garden, hidden behind the bushes. "Abella! Abella, come help me!"
She didn't move. Tossing his trowel aside, Mike vaulted the lip of the fountain. "Abella, the fountain is..."
Abella was wrapped in the vines of the Mandragora, her body perfectly still. Mike grabbed the vines, tearing them off with his bare hands. "Oh shit, Abella!" It only took him a minute, the vines tearing away easily beneath his hands. Pushing against her, he pressed his face to hers, hoping that she would feel his warmth. "Abella, please, wake up!"
She remained motionless, stuck in statue form. Mike ran back into the house, shoving open the front door and colliding with someone who had been standing on the porch. Papers flew everywhere, and Mike spun wildly, tripping over himself and tipping over the railing into the bushes below.
"Ow, fuck!" Mike crawled free of the bushes to find that Beth was busy picking up the papers he had spilled everywhere. She was on her hands and knees, her white skirt hiked up over her ass, revealing a bright red pair of panties that matched her top. Mike scrambled up the stairs, grabbing a handful of her papers. "I am so sorry!"
"Don't worry about it Mr. Ra-Mike." Beth blushed at him, accepting the papers. Mike knelt to grab another one, his eyes struggling to focus on the words. They seemed to swim in front of his eyes, but Beth snatched it away from him before he could get a better look at it. Her bun had come undone, a large strand of hair hanging free down the back of her neck. "I thought I would drop by and bring you some paperwork, but I'm afraid it's gotten all out of sorts."
"Oh, yes, right, come in." Mike helped her to her feet, staring at the way her breasts strained the buttons of her blouse while she stood. Looking back at the street, he started to follow Beth inside when he saw that the porch swing was unhooked, lying on the porch. "I'll meet you in the kitchen," he told her, picking up the swing and reattaching it.
"Cecilia, where are you?" He asked, giving the swing a gentle push. He was answered only by the harsh metallic screech of metal on metal.
Beth stood in the kitchen leaning back against the table. Something about her stance immediately unnerved him-it was too familiar. Did she remember what had happened yesterday? "I didn't think you were coming back until Friday," he told her.
"I don't think we scheduled anything that far out," Beth told him. "I'm just bringing by the paperwork I mentioned yesterday, as well as an offer from the Historical Preservation Society. These very nice ladies call me on almost a daily basis to see if you will sell."
MIke stared at her. "You mean the offer I turned down earlier this week?"
"Mike, are you feeling okay?" Beth moved closer to him, lines of concern crossing her face. "You told me last night that you weren't certain if you were going to keep the place."
"Last night?" Mike felt the world spinning around him. "Like, you remember being here yesterday?"
"Of course I do. I showed you around, you really liked that big tub. I said I would check in on you." Beth put her hand against his forehead. "You don't feel like you have a fever."
"Yeah, well I suddenly feel very unwell." Mike sat down at the table. He felt like he was standing at one end of a very long tunnel, his entire world spinning out of control.
"Here, let me get you some water." Beth walked into the kitchen, and he heard the faucet. He heard her swear, and the click of her heels announced her return a few moments later. "I had an accident," she informed him, gesturing at the large wet spot on her blouse. The red fabric of her blouse was suddenly transparent, revealing the dark black bra underneath. "I'm such a klutz," she informed him, pinching the top of her blouse with one hand and shaking it in and out. Two buttons came undone, revealing the upper curve of her breasts.
His cock twitched slightly, but he was too upset to care. "Thank you," he told her, taking the glass from her hands. She gave him an odd look, then grabbed the papers on the table.
"So, I guess I'll go back to the office then," she told him. "Do you need me to take you to the doctor or anything? I can bring you something later, or we could meet for dinner?"
"No, I'm fine." The words were easy to say, but Mike was everything but. Beth frowned at him while he walked her to the door. When he opened it, she spun in place, leaning against the frame, her body suddenly close.
"Seriously. Can I do anything for you?" She winked at him.
"I'm good." He needed to figure out what had gone wrong. Beth pouted, stepping onto the porch. Mike didn't bother following her-he shut the door in her face.
-
The hours ticked by. Mike spent the first hour in the back trying to get Abella to snap out of her slumber, and decided that whatever had happened wasn't going to suddenly undo itself. In the garage, Tink's nest underneath was empty, just a couple of boxes of newspaper that had become so wet, Mike couldn't read what was written on them. Going back in the house, he tried to find the secret cave in the little boy's room, but was unable to figure out how to open it. A hammer to the drywall revealed nothing behind it but insulation and dead bugs.
Mike masturbated twice in the tub, unable to cum or summon Naia. He tried it in the fountain, frantically jerking himself as he wandered in large circles, calling the nymph's name. He even checked the greenhouse, but the door itself was locked, and he couldn't find a rock heavy enough to shatter out the glass. It seemed like every time he found one that would work, it was suddenly too small.
Unable to find Naia anywhere, Mike went into the basement, finding the piece of chalk underneath the freezer.
"Aha!" Pumping his hand in victory, he drew the door on the wall, knocking three times, then twice more. When nothing happened, he did it again. Convinced that he had screwed up the door, he redrew it over and over again, his knuckles becoming raw from the now frantic pounding on each one. The piece of chalk quickly became a tiny nub which he slammed against the floor, breaking it into several pieces.
"What the fuck?!?" Mike slammed into the freezer, tilting the whole thing over in anger. He gave it a kick, sending a jolt of pain through his foot. "Ow, fuck!" Limping back up the stairs, he heard the doorbell ring.
Stumbling through the darkened home, he flipped on the lights as he neared the front door. Opening it, he saw that Dana stood there in just a white tank top and jeans.
"Oh. I didn't order anything," he said, closing the door.
"Oh, yeah, I know!" Dana stuck her arm in the door. "I just wanted to talk to you about something."
"The odd jobs and such?" He asked. "I'm kind of in the middle of something right now."
"Wow, yeah, you seem super distracted. I'll make it quick." Dana fished in her pocket, holding up a hundred dollar bill. "So, last night, when I brought you your food, you gave me this."
"I...I did?" He remembered tipping her, but not that much.
"Yeah. You told me to keep the change, you were very sweet about it." Dana moved closer to him. "Well, you see, I got to thinking. Maybe it was an accident, maybe you thought it was a different kind of bill."
"Um..." She made him uncomfortable, standing so close. He thought he had given her a twenty, but he couldn't be bothered with that. "No, that's fine. I gave you what I meant to give you."
"I thought so." Dana pushed her way in, placing a hand on Mike's chest. She licked her lips hungrily. "You see, I have a confession to make. I like men who have money."
"No, wait, I didn't mean anything by it," Mike protested, backing up. He eventually ran into the clock by the stairs, causing it to chime. Dana smirked at him, rubbing her left breast.
"You know, big inheritance, new in town, just paying my good luck forward... oh shit!" Dana yanked down on her tank top, exposing two of the most perfect breasts he had ever seen.
"When I say I like men who have money, I don't mean it like I'm a gold digger," she told him. "What I meant to say was, it made me hot. Super hot. I can't stop thinking about it."
Kneeling at his feet, she prevented him from squirming away while she fumbled with his pants. Despite his protests, she pulled his cock free. "Oh, wow, I can't wait to get this in me!" She declared, licking the tip of it.
"No, you don't understand, I need to-" Mike's mind went blank, watching Dana take his semi-hard cock in her mouth. She fought to fit it in, not realizing that it was going to become even bigger. He grunted, wanting to grab her by the ears, pull her closer...
You sick fuck! Like clockwork, she had reappeared, the voice of his mother. You would like that, wouldn't you? Fucking a poor college girl in the mouth like that, what do you think my friends would say if they knew you were fucking a girl almost a decade younger than you?
"No, please, wait," Mike pushed Dana away, his dick slipping out of her lips with a loud Splorp! "This isn't something we should be doing."
"Oh, but I want to. Very much." Dana turned around, peeling down the top of her yoga pants to reveal a beautifully curved ass. Her pussy was trimmed neatly, just a few blonde hairs standing at attention while she wiggled her ass at him.
Sick fuck! You have a hard on right now? That did it. As aggressive as Dana was, his mother's voice was simply too much. "Please," he begged. "Please just go. Keep the money, whatever, but I don't want to fuck you."
"I think that your dick would tell me... oh." Dana had grabbed at his cock, only to discover that he had gone soft. "Um, I, uh..."
"You need to go." Mike pulled up his pants. "I don't have time for this right now, I'm kind of in the middle of some serious shit." Scooting around her, he picked up her tank top. He handed it over. "Don't worry, I won't tell anybody what happened here."
"You're kicking me out?" Dana asked, her face frozen in shock. "But I was sucking your dick."
"Yes, well, everyone makes mistakes." Mike practically pushed the poor girl out the door, turning the deadbolt as soon as he closed it. Turning around, he slid down the door, staring at the clock next to the stairs.
"So what's your deal?" He asked it, half expecting an answer. "Did you make me travel backward in time? Are you some type of time fairy? WHAT ARE YOU?"
The clock didn't answer him, and it didn't answer him three minutes later when he smashed it in with a hammer.
-
"So what do you think, Dr. Gorman?" Mike held his phone with trembling fingers, sitting naked in the bath. He had spent several hours there, hoping for Naia to reappear, but to no avail.
"I think that you have an interesting situation on your hands." The voice on the other end of the phone was low and smooth. Mike could almost smell the accompanying pipe smoke, a sense memory from years of sessions. "My best guess is that this was a psychotic break of sorts."
"But why? Why now? Why this?" Mike huddled in the back of the bath, trembling from the cool sensation of the ceramic basin. "Help me understand what happened."
"You inherited a home which once belonged to your family. This in turn reminds you of your mother, and the attempt at self gratification somehow exposed a massive flaw in your psyche, causing you to slip into this reality where you meet these mythical creatures which are all extensions of your personality." There was a moment of silence, followed by a puff of air. He never smoked during their sessions, but Mike recognized the sound. He could picture the heavyset man, staring out the window of his Seattle home, probably wearing a smoking jacket, wisps of smoke curling over his graying beard.
"For instance, this Naia person signifies rebirth. The bathtub is a metaphor for the womb, and she arrives in a torrent of water, much like a child. The goblin is really just repressed teenage sexuality, which is why she speaks like a child, but interacts with you intimately as an adult." Another in rush of air, and a steady exhale. "The banshee represents the death of your mother, your inability to come to term with the fact that you will never receive closure from her. Freud could speak volumes to your relationship with her. And the statue represents the bystander effect, years of frustration with those who watched the abuse but never stepped in to help you."
"What about the house? It has secret doors, and caves, and oh shit, I forgot to mention the Labyrinth! A minotaur stole Tink's goggles, and-"
A cough interrupted him. "In all honesty, Michael, I think the best thing would be for you to part with this place and return to Seattle. Obviously this place has triggered several dormant psychosis that will only serve to divide your mind further from reality."
"No." Mike trembled, nearly shouting into the phone. "No, it was all real, it had to be!"
"Denial is the first stage of grief, Michael." Another puff. "When you have reached Acceptance, you know where to find me."
"Fuck!" Mike swore at the phone, tossing it out of the tub. He heard it clatter across the floor. If he really had lost his mind, what was the next step? Frustrated, he turned on the faucet, letting the warm water lull him to sleep, dreams of Naia circling in his head.
-
The world had lost some of its color, a brightness that Mike had only seen in the last few days. His breakfast was uneaten on the table, and his computer still wouldn't boot up. He was unaware how long he had been sitting there, couldn't even remember getting out of bed, much less putting on clothes and coming down the stairs.
The doorbell rang, but Mike ignored it. Something inside him had broken, a fragile something that had cracked apart, taking with it years of healing. Naia, Tink, Cecilia, and Abella were gone, had probably never even existed. He was reminded of his mother after his father's death, an emotional wound that had become cancerous, poisoning her very being. How could he cope with a loss that wasn't real? How could he move forward and seek happiness that he had only found in his imagination?
The doorbell rang again, twice. Rolling his eyes, he stood up. He really hoped it wasn't Dana-that girl freaked him out too much. Or Beth. Or anybody human for that matter.
Opening the door, he found it hard to muster any enthusiasm for the woman standing on his porch. She wore a black dress that clung to her body like ink, and her dark hair was shot through with red highlights. Thigh high, black leather boots disappeared beneath the hem of her skirt, and her hips were cocked to one side, accentuating the curve of her ass.
"Hello, Mr. Radley." Her voice was a purr, dripping with sensual undertones. "I was wondering if I could have a word with you."
"Sure, I guess." He let her in the house. She eyed the grandfather clock, or rather what was left of it. He hadn't bothered cleaning up.
"My name is Lily." She offered her hand, which he shook. "Oh my, you have a strong grip! Do you work out?"
"Not really. Can I help you?" His eyes were on the landing up above, hoping for the tell-tale sounds of splashing. He couldn't fight the nagging feeling that he had missed something, a crucial detail that would help him figure out what had happened.



"Right, well, I've come as a representative for the Historical Preservation Society. I was hoping we could talk about the house." She smiled, walking away from him, her ass swaying back and forth dramatically with each step.
"I don't remember you from the website," he told her, following close behind. He couldn't help but stare at the numerous buckles that were on her boots. Ordinarily, they were for show and a zipper could be seen on the back, but that didn't seem to be the case here.
"What website?" She smirked, tossing her hair over her shoulder. "Oh, right. For the Society. I'm on there. I'm the Head of Community Outreach. I take care of potential problems with new acquisitions, that kind of thing."
"Look, I don't know how to tell you this, but the house isn't for sale."
"Oh? Why not?" Lily crossed her arms, pressing her breasts upward. She threw her shoulders back, pushing them forward even more.
"Doesn't matter. I'm not selling." Mike shook his head. "I told those other two the same thing when they dropped by."
"I assure you that I'm the only one who has dropped by, Mr. Radley." The gap between them had closed, and he realized he was staring at the crease between her breasts. His mouth was suddenly dry, his heart beating faster. "As for acquiring the house, instead of a sale, maybe we could come to another arrangement?"
"I'm not sure what that arrangement would be. I intend to live here."
"Maybe let me organize a field study? Have some of the others come here, check things out. They've been dying to see the inside, but the estate company wouldn't let them in."
"I'm not sure how that will help," Mike said, realizing that Lily was suddenly only a foot away. The way her dark eyes sparkled was overwhelming, and she had cocked her hip to one side, extending her leg to the side. "I mean, letting people in won't really give them what they want."
"But it would give me what I want." Her voice was husky, her dark red lips suddenly all he could see. "All I need is a start, a foot in the door." A slender finger touched his chest, drawing tiny circles on his chest. "Maybe it sounds strange, but I would be eternally grateful." The way she said eternally sent chills down his spine, but his cock was reacting to her touch. Despite his lack of interest, there was a part of him that wanted to know just how grateful.
He was getting hard. His cock rose in his pants, Lily's face breaking into a broad smile, her eyes never leaving his. She licked her lips hungrily, lips that begged to be kissed, licked, and even fucked.
You're so disgusting! His mother's voice was stronger than ever, reverberating through his being. The past few days had silenced her voice, bringing him overdue peace. Now, having discovered that his mind had fractured, she had a newfound strength, a way of terrifying that little boy who still hid deep inside, the one that thought he had finally found love and acceptance.
"You're much cuter in person," Lily told him, her fingers trailing down his body. "I think we could come to a mutual-" Her face suddenly became a frown, his cock going completely limp. She looked at his crotch, disbelief on her face.
"You need to go," he told her. Lily's face was frozen in disbelief as he pushed her gently to the front of the house. "And tell those assholes at the Society that I have no interest in ever letting them near this place."
"Are you fucking kidding me?" Flabbergasted, Lily could only sputter at him when he shut the door in her face.
-
Night had fallen, and Mike paced the house, wandering from room to room with no direction. He uncovered furniture, opened drawers, attempting to reconcile the idea that he really might have to leave. A gigantic hole had formed in his gut, one that he feared could never be filled. He had found something special in this house, something that made him a real person, no longer the damaged creature he had once been. He couldn't explain why, but he just knew that there was no way his brain had made everything up.
His mother's voice hounded him from room to room, louder than ever. A couple of times, he swore he could see her standing in the doorway, or walking out of sight down the hall. At first, he had thought she was one of his girls, his lovable monsters, but she constantly mocked him from out of sight.
"Why am I so damaged?" These words had floated around in his mind all day, migrating eventually to his lips. He found himself asking nearly every room this question, waiting for one of them to answer. He couldn't stay any longer, not if it meant his sanity, yet he knew that he couldn't go. To leave was to admit defeat, to admit defeat was to give up on the life he could have had.
He sat on his bathroom counter, staring at the empty tub across from him. It was huge, too big for any normal person to simply take a bath in. He couldn't believe that anybody in their right mind would build one so large, definitely wouldn't be reasonable for a single person to use it. He had never prided himself on being a man of too much imagination, and he knew for a fact that he needed to figure out, once and for all, if what he had experienced was real.
He turned the faucet knobs, watching the water emerge from the two, bronze handles. Water, hot and cold, flowed freely, filling the tub with great speed. Mike stripped off his clothes, testing the water with his foot to make sure it was the right temperature. Everything would need to be perfect if he wanted to see her again, to gaze upon Naia. He was living in a world where nothing made sense anymore, other than the fact that he could still feel her presence, like a fading dream.
He sat in the middle of the tub, watching the water climb to his waist, then his chest. The tub was deep, swallowing him up in its vast size. He turned the faucets off, blinking sadly at the faucets. She still hadn't come.
Yet something about the water gave him pause. Staring at its rippling surface, he could sense a kinship, a bond that had yet to be broken. Whether Naia had been real or not was no longer the issue-he fully believed that Naia existed, even if she was just a shattered fragment of his mind. Nothing made sense anymore, the whole world simply didn't feel real. Sinking below the water's surface, he kept his eyes open, watching the outside world ripple in place, his head sinking below the water's surface, exchanging the cold, harsh reality of air for the warm, quiet tomb of water.
Naia, he thought, sending his heart into the universe. Please come back to me.
Letting his breath out was the easy part. The bubbles rose from his mouth, dancing in circles on their way to the surface. Sinking to the bottom, he forced the air from his lungs, ready to take a huge step forward into the unknown. He had no idea where he was going, but he did know one thing.
He could no longer live without them.
He drew water into his lungs, fire filling his chest. The world around him dimmed, his arms thrashing to the side. To his surprise, it didn't hurt nearly as much as he thought it would, the sudden intake of water.
She appeared before him, a shimmering image covered in light. Naia placed her lips to his, breathing life into his lungs and pulling out what he had inhaled. Mike threw his arms around her, refusing to let go. Naia lifted him above the water, holding him tightly against her naked body. The last trickle of water left him, and Mike took in a deep breath of air.
"Naia!" He crushed her in his arms, afraid that if he let go, she would disappear. She held him back, ignoring the tears that ran down his cheeks.
"I'm sorry I scared you," she told him, stroking his hair. "It wasn't up to me, I promise."
"What happened?" Mike asked. "It was like I went back in time, and nobody could remember anything, and everybody was gone."
"Well, not anymore." Naia smiled, placing a kiss on his forehead. "It was the Geas again. Something happened to the house, and the Geas is responsible. It erased everything to protect us, but you broke the spell."
"Wait, so everything is back to normal?" Mike asked.
"It will be." Naia grinned. "The Geas released me because your death endangered the house. I think I can use my magic to reverse everything that has happened, and then the others can come back."
"Oh thank God!" Mike hugged her again. "Please, let's get started! I'll do anything!"
"I know you will." Naia slid a finger down his chest, twirling it in circles through his pubes.
"I'm going to need you to do something for me first."
"I think I can do that. But first, can I just lay on you for a bit?"
"Why?" Naia's smile vanished, then reappeared.
"I just need a couple of minutes. To feel you against me, to make sure you really are real." He guided her to the edge of the tub, laying back against her. His head between her breasts, staring at the ceiling, he let out a sigh. "When I thought you were gone, it broke my heart."
Naia was silent, her hands running through his hair. Mike ran his hands down her leg, sighing at how smooth they felt. They sat this way for several minutes, the gentle sloshing of water the only sound that could be heard.
"I was strangely okay with being crazy." Mike broke the silence, his hands squeezing Naia just above her kneecaps. "I was even okay with dying. But somehow, no matter what I did to come to terms with things, my mind kept slipping back to you." He reached over his head, twirling her hair with his fingers. "I can't put my finger on it, but it was almost like you were just out of sight this whole time."
"Well I'm here now, lover." Naia stroked his forehead. "And the others can come back too, whenever you are ready." A hand moved across his stomach now, tracing his scars, moving lower to stroke the head of his penis. "I can make it all better."
"Maybe it's time we make it better." Mike rolled over, kissing Naia on the lips. She held him against her, his hands squeezing her breasts while her hands found him beneath the surface, teasing his cock and tugging gently on his balls. Mike sighed, leaning back to reveal that his large erection had broken the surface of the water. "It's time we bring everybody back."
Eyes gleaming, Naia leaned forward, taking him into her mouth. Her tongue slid around his cock effortlessly, stroking it from within, her teeth just teasing the edges of his cock's head. Mike stroked her hair, watching her bob up and down on his cock, getting him nice and slippery.
Naia pulled her mouth off of him. "You like that, don't you lover?" She teased his opening with a finger.
MIke nodded, gazing deep into her eyes, seeking that magical connection once again. His heart beat wildly in his chest, Naia twisting away from him to put her hands up on the edge of the tub. Looking back over her shoulder, she smirked at him.
"I want you to fuck me until I can't breathe," she said, waving her ass in his face. "I want to feel your balls slamming against my ass like you are going to die if you can't make me cum. I want to be filled until my stomach swells, so full of your cum that... what's wrong?"
Mike's eyes were narrow, the whole world spinning around him. He had found it in that singular moment of weakness, a gap in realities code, the information he needed to connect all of the pieces together.
"I bet you want me to fuck your asshole too, don't you?" He asked, tracing her cheeks with one hand. Naia smirked, wiggling her ass beneath his hands.
"Of course I do, lover. I want you to fuck my ass until I can't stand." She pressed her ass toward him, enticing him forward. "This ass is all yours, it was made for you."
"Who the fuck are you?" Mike asked. The walls of the bathroom were suddenly too bright, the water around him suddenly gone.
"Fuck," Naia swore, her eyes glowing red before the universe exploded.
-
Mike sat up in bed, clutching the sheets, his whole body in a cold sweat. At his side, Tink was out cold, the goblin clutching part of his pillow. He tried shifting his legs, but something heavy was holding them down.
"You weren't supposed to wake up," she told him, perched at the foot of the bed. "Almost nobody wakes up."
"Who the fuck are you?" Mike asked, his voice nearly a growl.
"Hmm. I think you know already." Crawling toward him, the moonlight illuminated her features. A tight red top beneath a corset, long wings above her tiny frame, she practically glowed when she smiled. He recognized her Crimson eyes hungrily appraised him, and her hand found his hard dick beneath the blankets. "I was sent here to kill you. Don't worry though-it won't hurt."
It suddenly made sense. The paperwork with the garbled text, his computer wouldn't work. His mother's ghostly presence. Common denominators in all of his dreams. He recognized Lily as the Society woman who had come to the house. "Tink, wake up!"
"Oh, there's nothing she can do. She will sleep until morning." Behind Lily, a dark shadow moved. Coming into the light, Mike felt the blood leave his face.
"Holy fuck!" He watched the scorpion tail twitch back and forth, his whole body going cold. "Abella! Naia!"
"Night night." The tail struck, hitting Mike in the shoulder. His whole body went numb, and he fell backward on the bed. Lily crawled on top of him, her smiling face inches from his.
"Why?" He asked.
"They want the house. It's nothing personal." Though Mike's body was paralyzed, there was one part of it he could still feel. Lily teased his cock through his boxers, pulling it out into the light. "But there's no reason we can't have some fun." Her tail struck again, and Mike felt the room spin, sinking back into darkness.
-
"What happened?" Mike was in his bedroom, but he knew it wasn't his. It no longer felt right.
"What happened is that you're a tough nut to crack." Lily's voice came from behind the mirror in the bathroom. She stood there with a broad smile. "I thought for sure that you would try to fuck Beth. Or even the pizza girl. But I was so surprised when you turned me down. It really got me thinking." She wandered out of view, disappearing behind the glass.
"Hey. Hey!" Mike ran around the corner of the wall, nearly colliding with the bedroom door when it opened, knocking him to the ground. He slid across the floor, the whole room tilting to one side, colliding with the bed.
"I was hoping to do this the easy way." Lily walked toward him, unbothered by the sudden, steep incline of the floor. "Sneak into your dreams, poke around a bit, and then fuck you senseless. I was pretty thrown by the Geas-it took me over an hour to reconstruct Naia from your memories. It was almost like someone had padlocked all the information in your brain away, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't dig up any info on this house. Your obsession with the nymph though, that was special."
"What are you doing?" Mike asked, hanging on to the bed. He couldn't get his feet underneath him, constantly slipping on the tilted floor.
"This is the Dreamscape. You can think of it like astral projection. Right now, it's your soul versus mine. Nobody in or out until we do this the hard way." Lily smiled, licking her lips. "You see, I just need your cum to complete the transaction. I was hoping to get you off in your sleep, swallowing your seed and your life force with it. The fact that you broke free though, that makes you special." Lily grabbed a handful of her bountiful breasts, jiggling them in her hands. "Do you like what you see?"
"No." It was a lie, but Mike's life was on the line. Lily was, in fact, very pretty. "You aren't going to get away with this, the others will come eventually."
"That's the beauty of the Dreamscape, Time flow differently here, as fast or a slow as I want. You've been asleep just over an hour, but it felt like days for you, didn't it?" Lilly circled the bed, the room tilting away from her as she moved. Mike swore to himself, fighting to keep a grip on the bed.
"So what, you're going to kill me? Looks like you have the upper hand here."
"It's not that simple." Lily's tail curled beneath her, and she sat on it, crossing her legs and balancing in place. "I could kill you here, but you wouldn't die. You could wake up, or go somewhere else and I would find you. You see, you and I have hit a bit of a problem."
"You are the problem." Mike let go of the bed, sliding across the floor until he collided with the wall. He was trapped in the corner now, but at least he was standing.
"You see, I need you to be a good boy and cum for me. I'm under contract to suck out your soul and return to my Master. I've done this dozens of time." Lily pulled a nail file from thin air, twirling it in her hand. "However, I can't kill you until you fuck me. That's demonology 101. If I take a mortal life outside of the bounds of my contract, I end up as dust, a victim of the Divine. If you don't fuck me, I have to trap you here for roughly six years, or until the poison I hit you with wears off."
"What happens then?" Mike asked.
"Well, you will wake up, realize that about thirty minutes have passed in the real world, and I stab you again." Lily was now using the nail file, examining her handiwork. "We do this all night, and eventually you wake up. However, you and I are connected now. Next time you fall asleep, the cycle restarts. I can guarantee that you will go mad trying to discern reality from fiction-I have grown quite good at it." Lily blew dust off of the file, tossing it away. It struck the floor with a PING and vanished. "This place isn't a normal dream. I wasn't able to trap you there. Creatures like me don't have souls, in a traditional sense. I had to come here personally, to the Dreamscape, dragging your soul with me the whole way."
"Why tell me all this?" Mike asked. "Why not just get it over with?"
"To answer the second question, consent. If you consent, then I am allowed to do whatever it takes to get you to cum, and I get your soul in return when you do."
"And the first?"
Lily shrugged. "You're the first man in a very long time that didn't jump at the chance to fuck me. I find that fascinating. You are definitely the first non-magical being to catch on that you were inside of a dream. I still haven't figured out how you caught on."
"We all have our secrets." Mike pushed on the wall next to him. In his mind, he knew it shouldn't budge, logic dictated that it was impossible. Yet, the Dreamscape was already having an odd effect on him. Giving the wall a shove was somehow second nature, and the harder he pushed, the more the world tilted to match. Spinning the whole room from the inside, he was able to make it moderately level.
"Well done!" Lily clapped her hands. "I wondered how long it would take you."
"Dream logic," Mike said. "The normal rules don't apply, and the less I think about it, the better."
"You are right, they don't." Lily uncrossed and recrossed her legs. Between those dark, thigh high boots was a void that called to him. "But the rules can change in an instant. I'm afraid that I've had way more practice than you." She stood up, her tail straightening out, then whipping dramatically behind her.
"What's with the tail?" Mike asked. "That's not how I pictured it."
Lily laughed. "Yeah, well the first man who tried to draw a succubus couldn't picture it right either." Her tail curled up against her waist where she could grab the head of it. On closer inspection, Mike realized how phallic it suddenly seemed. "One strike, and your whole body goes completely numb, and you are unable to move. The second strike makes you hard as a rock. I get you off in your sleep, and take just enough of your soul that nobody ever notices."
"How does nobody notice a piece of their soul missing?" Mike asked.
"Simple. It's that little part of you that remembers your childhood, or maybe that piece of you that cracked when your best friend drank his life away and put a shotgun in his mouth. Your soul is kind of like a spiritual memory-I can take away a day, and it eventually gets filled with something else."



"But if you take it all, I die?"
"Yep." Lily smiled, stroking her tail. "Form follows function. Devils use their tails to stab and destroy, I use mine to feed. Well, and for other things." The tail whipped around her waist, wrapping around both thighs before protruding between her legs like an erect penis. "I'm not very picky about my meals," Lily said, smiling as she stroked the shaft of her tail. "It's ribbed for her pleasure, after all."
"Holy fucking shit," Mike whispered to himself.
"So, what do you think?" Lily stroked her tail. "Fancy a go?"
"Er, not my thing."
"Figured. And that's where we have a problem." Lily's tail unwound, relaxing behind her. "I tried everything I could. I was direct. I played coy. I even pretended to be that Nymph you love so much. And still, not a peep. Do you have problems or something?"
"As a matter of fact, I do." Mike thought of his mother, her voice chasing him through the house. He had wondered why she was so prevalent in his thoughts, appearing constantly throughout the day. She always found him in his dreams, or at least she had. He hadn't thought much about her since he had found Naia.
"Damn. Are you sure there's nothing I could do to convince you?" Suddenly Lily was gone, Beth in her place. "I can be anybody you want me to be. Do anything you want me to do." She was Dana now. "We could even come to an agreement maybe? I could keep you like this, in the Dreamscape, for until dawn. That's seven hours in the real world, but over eighty years in here. I can be every person you have ever met, do all the things you've wanted them to do. I can be that english teacher in HS, the student teacher everybody wanted to fuck? I could be the checkout girl at the grocery store from when you were twenty three. Any celebrity, old flame, or even someone new. The school valedictorian perhaps?" Lily flickered with each description, becoming different women before his eyes, finally becoming a sexy redhead in a nightgown that Mike didn't recognize. "A lifetime of sexual depravity, and all of it would feel real. You could cum in my ass so many times that I lose count. You could hate fuck me, pound my ass until I cry myself to sleep. Love me, take me as your bride until the end of days. These are all of the things I offer you, if you will just agree to the terms, that when the sun rises one last time, I take your soul with me when I leave. You die happy, peacefully in your sleep, and the whole world moves on without you."
"And you expect me to trust the word of a demon?"
Lily shrugged. "Demonology 102. Any bargain struck with a demon must be adhered to. There is literally no option for betrayal, unless a loophole is found in the argument that the demon can take advantage of."
"You seem pretty up front for a demon."
Lily grinned. "That goes back to Demonology 101. You see, despite what pop culture would have you believe, lesser demons cannot actually lie."
"But you pretended to be people I knew."
"Loophole!" Lily clapped her hands. "You assumed I was those people. It wasn't until you actually asked me who I was that I had to tell you. And I am still trying to work out how you figured it out."
"Yeah, well, I have no intention of telling you."
"Good." Lily walked toward him, the scent of cinnamon filling the air. "The less I know, the better, right?"
Mike shivered. She smelled so good, and her skin looked so soft. "It's not going to happen."
"And that's okay. I can wait. As a matter of fact, I haven't had this much freedom in years!" She raised her hands, spinning in a circle, her wings flaring out dramatically. "Even though it is the Dreamscape, it's your Dreamscape. It's nice to see something new. So you can take your time if you want." Lily walked over to the window, sliding it open. "Oh, and just a reminder-it's just you and me here. Let me know when you're ready to play ball, and we can move this game forward." She threw herself out the window, wings spreading wide as she plummeted to the earth, catching the wind before she crashed. MIke ran to the sill to watch her vanish in the distance, the entire house beneath him surrounded by miles of water in every direction.
"Fuck!" Mike slammed his hand into the wall, knocking a section the size of a cabinet door off of the house. The wood paneling and drywall spiraled to the water below, where they folded themselves into a boat and drifted out to sea.
-
Mike hated the Dreamscape.
Despite being told by Lily that it was just the two of them, after over a week of solitude, his mother was close to physically manifesting. The danger of any dream was that it could go rogue, and after three days of trying to find a way to wake himself up, a broken portion of his mind had decided this was the best course of action.
He tried swimming away, but the ocean of water simply generated twenty foot waves which dumped him back in the yard. The house and its furniture were useless. He even tried killing himself to wake up, but sharp objects couldn't pierce his skin, and apparently he could breath underwater. Even though it was his Dreamscape, clearly Lily had control over what he was allowed to do.
He debated building a trap to summon her back, but realized that he knew absolutely nothing about succubi. Would a stake through the heart do it? Could he trick her into a bargain that he could later break?
If nothing else, time was on his side. He tried keeping notes to himself, but his writing was clumsy, and he couldn't read anything once he penned it down, the pages of his books shuffling once they were closed. His reflection was sporadic at best, one time showing up late to the mirror with its hair all ruffled like he had just gotten it out of bed. Another week passed, and his mother's presence had developed into an angry mist that followed him around. Luckily, it dispersed when he was out swimming, so he hid out in the front yard.
There was no sun in the Dreamscape. The sky was either bright blue, or dark. Even the stars wouldn't come out. Without needing to eat or drink, Mike spent most of his time wandering around his tiny island, tuning out the angry hissings of his dead mother by swimming in the ocean. He wondered what Dr. Gorman would make of that.
At the start of the third week, he had had enough. The angry mother mist was starting to gain facial features, and he knew that he would break if her apparition became real. Standing on the edge of the island, he called out to the horizon.
"Okay, let's make a deal!"
"Took you long enough." Mike spun around to see Lily, sans wings and tail, sitting in a beach chair sipping on a fruity drink. She wore a red and black bikini, shades, and a wide brimmed hat. Also, for some reason, she was still in the thigh high boots.
"Where did you get that?" He asked her.
"About two thousand miles that way." She pointed with a finger. "Built myself a beach resort, populated it with some souls of the Damned, made them wait on me hand and foot. Tell me more about this deal, or I am going back."
"Okay, I-"
You just can't wait to fuck her, can you! You nasty little weirdo! The mist was swirling around him, shouting from several directions at once.
"Ugh, hold on." Lily snapped her fingers. A large breeze captured the mist, driving it out to sea. "Yeah, I wondered how bad that would get. Figured you would crack days ago, so hey. Kudos."
"Thank you. Um," Mike bit his lip, unsure where to start. "So, you want my soul, which means I die."
"Yep." A long sip from her drink.
"I don't want to die."
"Duh."
"So, I wondered if we could strike a bargain."
"Uh-uh. I'm not going to settle for anything less than the complete consumption of your precious soul." Lily sucked on her straw, frowning when it gurgled at her, her drink depleted. "Fuck." She tossed the cup to the side. It struck the ground and shattered into a small pile of glass. The shards scurried away, crawling like caterpillars.
"Well, that's just it. I was thinking maybe we could make a wager. A game of sorts. If you win, I consent. It's done. No waiting around this shit hole for eighty years, for either of us."
"Meh." Lily wobbled her hand. "Not that exciting for me. I would rather spend eighty years fucking around with you than playing some dumb game."
"Well, hold on, you haven't heard what the game is." Mike beckoned with a finger, and a kitchen chair he had brought outside four days ago slid across the yard, landing behind him.Lily arched one of her brows. He sat down, crossing his legs casually. "I think we should play a sex game."
Lily stared at him, mouth open. "Wait, you're serious? A sex game? With me? Why not just let me fuck you and get it over with?"
"Well, that's just it. I have to do more than fuck you. I have to cum inside of you, don't I?"
Lily nodded. "And?"
"Well, this is my offer. We agree to some ground rules, and then we fuck. Whoever has three orgasms first loses."
Lily's eyes widened, and she laughed. "Oh my god, if my drink hadn't been empty, that shit would have come right out of my nose. Seriously, an orgasm contest? Do you know who you are talking to? I practically invented orgasms!"
"And I'm willing to bet it's been awhile since you had one. A good one, anyway."
Lily stopped laughing. "What makes you say that?"
Mike shrugged. "Just a feeling I get. You suck a few dudes off in their sleep to avoid killing them. I imagine you only get truly satisfied when you can fuck someone who doesn't die on you when they blow their load."
"Oh, you're funny. This is too good!" Lily clapped her hands. "This actually sounds like fun! I can picture the stupid look on your face, the one you will have when you are cumming in my mouth, knowing that you'll die when you are finished."
"So what is your counteroffer?" Mike asked. "If I win, what can you put on the table?"
"Why bother? You can't win." Lily stretched, her belly tightening up, revealing her muscles..
"Oh, wow, this is too good. A mortal challenging me to a fuck off."
"But what do I get?" Mike pressed. "If I win, what are you offering?"
"I'm sure you want to live. We could do that." Lily said.
"Nope, not good enough. You let me live, you could easily pull this shit tomorrow night, and then this whole mess starts over again."
"Ooh, look at you, catching the obvious? Ok, Romeo, what do you want?"
"Equivalent exchange. My soul is on the line, so I think it's only fair that I get yours." Mike smirked. "If I win, I get your soul. I can't devour it or anything, so it, and you, will belong to me."
"What makes you think I'm for sale?"
"The Society sent you, but I get a hunch that you're not some hired hand. This isn't just for fun either. Your offer to live an entire lifetime with me is far too generous, and the fact that you built yourself a vacation resort inside my brain, or wherever the hell we are tells me that you are trying to enjoy yourself before reporting back. If I win, you belong to me, in whatever manner I see fit. What do you say to that?"
Lily snorted. "This is seriously the dumbest... I honestly don't see..." She muttered to herself, casting a wary eye at Mike. Mike knew she was searching for the catch, trying to figure out how he intended to beat her. "Hmm. I don't peg you for an idiot. You are either dumb, desperate, or both." A large smile broke out on her face. "Fine. A contest to see who can give the other three orgasms first."
"That's right. If I have three orgasms before you do, starting now, you win. You get my soul. If you have three orgasms before I do, starting now, you belong to me. We have to give each other opportunities to get each other off-free use of each other's bodies as long as it is sex related. It's just my soul versus your, well, equivalent. Fair?" Mike stuck out his hand, trying to keep it steady. He had no idea what he was getting into, but he had to try.
"Deal." Lily took it, and thunder rumbled in the distance. Her lips formed a crooked grin. "Starting now." She yanked on Mike's arm, pulling him against her chest. Her arms tightened around him, her mouth finding his. Her lips were soft and full, and her tongue slid along his. She tasted just like cinnamon, her wings reappearing behind her. Mike slid his arms to her lower back, bumping into the base of her tail.
"That thing freaks me out a little," Mike admitted, breaking away.
"Pshh. Deal with it." Lily pushed him on his back. He landed on a bed made of stone and grass that had grown behind him. Lily crawled toward him, her face breaking into a huge smile. "Even though you're going to die, there's no reason we can't have a little fun." Her nails were suddenly razor sharp, and she ripped Mike's pants off of him, revealing his erect cock. She loosened her bikini top, her large breasts bouncing free. Her nipples were dark pink, almost red. "Let's see what you think of this." Pushing her way upward, she trapped Mike's cock between her tits.
"No fucking way!" Mike felt the sudden warm pressure from two sides, pressing in on him like a giant pair of lips. Lily licked her lips, drooling openly onto the head of his cock while she massaged her own breasts. His dick slid freely between them now. Lily held him in place by wrapping her breasts up in her arms, lifting her whole body and shoving down on him, his cock aching with every delicious push on his shaft.
"What do you think?" Lily asked, winking. Every time the head of his dick appeared, she licked it delicately with her tongue, teasing the hole in his cock.
Mike laughed. "It feels great, but not as good as butt fucking a goblin."
Lily paused, her mouth going slack. "A goblin? You seriously fucked a goblin?"
Mike nodded. "It's a long story. Now flip over so I can eat you out."
"You'll try." Lily spun around, keeping Mike's dick trapped in her boobs. Her long legs were on either side of his head, her tight pussy inches from his face. Her pussy smelled like cinnamon too, her labia swollen and ready. Mike traced the back of her thighs, his fingers touching the top of her boots.
"Can you take these off?" He asked.
"Boots stay on," Lily informed him. "None of my erogenous zones are in my legs, so I don't have to."
"That's fair." It just meant he wouldn't be wasting his time anyway. He teased Lily's cunt with his fingers, surprised at how wet she already was. She had taken the head of his cock in her mouth, jacking him off frantically with her tits. He felt that familiar pressure building inside, but was easily able to will it away. She was going to have to try a lot harder to impress him. Teasing the skin over her clit, he pulled her hips toward his face, gently licking her folds.
"Are you going to do something back there?" Lily chastised, sitting down fully on his face. "Be more aggressive. I at least want to enjoy myself."
Mike had difficulty responding, his face smothered by succubus pussy. She tasted just like she smelled, and she was now massaging his balls with her free hand, just barely dragging her nails along the skin beneath, coaxing more pre-cum out of his cock. She was slurping noisily now, putting on a show for his senses, and Mike could feel it coming.
"Fuck," he muttered into her pussy, sucking on her lips and finger fucking her. Lily let out a couple of cute, high pitched moans that somehow seemed patronizing. She didn't need a patient, loving touch like the women of his home, but was going to need something more. He worked his fingers into her, getting his fingers nice and wet.
"That isn't bad, but I've had a lot better... shit." Lily clearly felt the softening in his dick. "Apparently treating you badly isn't going to help me, huh? A lot of guys like that."
"I'm not a lot of guys." Mike told her, withdrawing his fingers. Finding her clit with his mouth, he sucked on it, pulling it as far into his mouth as he could and then shoving two finger into Lily's ass.
"Oh fuck!" Lily pushed back against him, her tail arching up above her back. "Oh, that feels so good!"
"You like it rough, don't you?" Mike shoved his fingers in as far as they would go, using his other two to tickle her cinnamon folds. Lily resumed sucking his cock through her tits, little moans of pleasure causing his shaft to vibrate. Mike tensed up, forcing his orgasm farther back, sucking harder on her clit. Moving his hand back and forth, he felt tiny spasms run through her hips, her tail twitching violently from side to side.
Holy fuck, that tail, Mike thought to himself. Up close, the segments were smooth like metal, and dark like ebony. The stinger itself wasn't so scary up close, but he was very wary of the smooth tip, wondering what other strange venoms it contained.
"More. I need more," LIly said, releasing his cock. She backed up, crawling down until her face was level with Mike's, her pendulous breasts hanging just over his face. Her lips met his, and they kissed upside down, Lily playfully biting his lip. "Let's see how you handle the main event."
Shoving hard with her feet, she did a handstand above him, rotating her body so that she landed gently on his waist, legs folded back. Shifting her hips forward, she grabbed Mike's cock from behind, aiming it toward her pussy. Winking, she moved backward, sighing as Mike filled her up.
"Oh god, your dick is so big." Planting her hands on his chest, she shifted her hips forward, sliding Mike's dick along the back wall of her pussy. "Oh, shit!" Shifting back, Mike could feel the head of his cock press into her, sinking deeper. Just as he bottomed out, he felt a pair of lip inside of Lily's body kiss the head of his cock. Eyes widening, he jerked his hips upward as the mouth inside of Lily gave him a lick, suckling on the head of his cock..
"How? Oh fuck!"Lily had pinned him to the bed, rocking back and forth, her breasts bouncing in his face. She was gasping now, grinding her cunt into him, a wet trail of her fluids covering his pubes. Her wings fluttered behind her, her whole body bouncing up and down above him. She released his shoulders, crossing her arms across her breasts to keep them from bouncing.
"Oh yes! Oh yes!" She moved frantically now, rolling her hips. In awe, Mike grabbed onto her hips, pulling her tightly against him, forcing his way ever deeper. He could see it in her eyes, that unfocused look, and knew she was getting close. This was going to be way easier than he thought.
"Fuck!" Lily hopped off of him, turning around to grab the railing at the foot of the stone bed. "Quick, fuck me from behind!"
"My pleasure." Mike sat up, grabbing onto her hips. Her tail coiled around his waist, pulling him tight against her body. Smiling at how well this was already going, Mike grabbed her hips and drove himself deep into her.
"Oh, shit, more! Fuck me more!" Lily let out little squeals of delight with every thrust, and Mike moved faster, feeling his own orgasm start to build. Willing it back, he knew that if he could just get her to cum first, he might be able to trigger a second orgasm. For all her talk, Lily wasn't putting up nearly the fight he had expected.
"Yeah, you like that, don't you?" Mike grabbed her by the hair, yanking her head back. She yelped, tilting her head down.
"Harder, pull harder!" Mike obliged, watching her ass twitch beneath him. He slid a finger into her ass, and Lily cried out.
"Oh, that feels so good!" Lily turned her head to face him. "In fact, it feels so good that I think you would like it too."
"Huh?" That's when Mike felt it, tracing delicate circles on his buttocks. The end of her tail gently stroked the crease of his ass, moving farther down. "No, wait, that's not my thing!"
"I beg to differ. Don't worry Romeo, I'll be gentle." The tip of her tail gently circled his asshole, nudging itself forward. Mike gasped, realizing that the tail was coated in some sort of cool gel, allowing it to slide effortlessly into his butt, the thick, rounded stinger of her tail pulsating gently against his prostate. Mike gasped, reaching back to feel where he had been penetrated.



"I don't... I can't..." Mike gasped, feeling the tail move gently in and out.
"You can, you will, and you'll like it." Lily looked back at him, all signs of her impending orgasm gone. "Anal beads were designed after succubi tails, after all. And you're the one who started with the butt stuff. This, however, will feel a whole lot better than a finger." Her tail pushed forward, in turn driving Mike's cock deeper inside of her.
"Oh shit!" Mike pulled out of Lily, backing into her tail, which slid further into his ass. Moving forward to relieve the pressure put him back inside of her, where her inner mouth licked his urethra, sucking on the head of his penis.
Unable to help himself, Mike grabbed onto her hips, thrusting his own back and forth, the sensation in his ass competing with the one from his dick. Pushing into the succubus triggered the start of his orgasm, but pushing back put a halt to it, the pressure on his prostate sending pleasurable chills up his spine. Lily flexed her tail, forcing him to move back and forth, and Mike could no longer help himself. Lily drove Mike into her, Mike's hand slipping free, his hips moving of their own accord.
"Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck!" His entire groin tensed, ready to spray Lily's insides with cum, but the stinger expanded, startling Mike and causing his orgasm to recede. Lily teased him this way for several minutes, Mike's mind no longer on their wager. He could feel the pressure inside building, much as the giant storm clouds on the horizon fought to climb over each other.
"I said I didn't peg you for an idiot," Lily told him, flames igniting in her eyes. "Now I'm just pegging you, plain and simple." Her body temper spiked,her pussy clamping down on the base of his dick, squeezing him tightly. "Now cum for me, you little bitch."
"Fuck, fuck, fuck, FUCK!" Lily penetrated him deeply, Mike bottomed out inside of Lily, and he exploded. Torrents of semen flowed from his dick, and he fell backward, spraying cum all over both Lily and himself. Her tail throbbed inside his body, pushing more and more of it out, impossible quantities that coated the stony bed.
"Did you know that it's possible for men to have multiple orgasms?" Lily grinned, her tail pulsing gently inside his ass. Kneeling forward, she sucked on his dick, withdrawing her tail. The pressure vanished, and Mike's body tensed up, a second load filling Lily's mouth so much that she gagged, cum running out of her nose.
"Wow, that really was a lot. The Dreamscape is weird like that, isn't it?" Lily sat up, wiping cum off her lips. "I warned you that I was better at this than you are. A mere human doesn't stand a chance against an experienced succubus. The score is now two to nothing, and I'm in the lead." Lily picked up her bikini. "I'm not really in a hurry to finish this, and you seem a little spent. You let me know when you are ready for round three, Romeo." Her wings expanded, and with a downward shove, she was airborne. Circling the house, she flew back toward Mike. Hovering above him, she laughed. "At least the rain will clean up the mess."
With that, she was gone.
Mike stared at the sky, a mixture of emotions flowing through him. While he hadn't thought he would lose quite so easily, he figured he would have stood a better chance than he had. After all, with his soul on the line, his dick should have been on his team. He was going to need a better plan, and soon. Regret mixed with the afterglow of his orgasm, forming a small pool of shame for him to marinate in with the approaching rain.
Sitting up to watch the storm roll in, he realized that Lily hadn't lied after all. He could do it, and he had liked it.
*****
I've been dying to write this scene for over a month! If you liked this chapter, please leave a review. If you loved this chapter, please send me a feedback letter. I may not respond, but I read all of them (keeps me going when I start having self doubts). Also, I always update my profile right before uploading the next chapter, so feel free to check it often (I aim for one to two weeks between posts). Much love to the Lit community, and be good to one another!
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Exploring Boundaries
The rest of the summer was nothing short of a hot mess. The brownouts got worse, which meant an uptick in stupid behavior from the locals. A midnight drag race got messy and Jason spent part of a perfectly good Saturday evening scraping what was left of a couple of drunk college students out of their cars. Naomi was picking up extra hours at her job to save up money before college, which meant that he didn't see much of her, or her friends.
Well, almost. Every couple of days, he received a text from Megan. She was always careful to hide her face, but made up for her anonymity with various poses, ones that often involved various objects stuffed inside of her pussy. Jason's favorite involved the infamous double dildo-she had folded in half, inserting both ends into her vagina, and captioned the photo with "Wish You Were Here." Naomi was too busy to have her friends over, and she spent what little free time she had left either visiting her mother or hanging out with Jason. They went to a couple of movies, walked the mall (which had air conditioning), and Jason even bought her a new Macbook for college.
Though the temperature remained high, Jason saw the summer end not when the calendar turned, but rather as he loaded the last box into Naomi's car. He focused his efforts on her car, checking that she had enough wiper fluid, making sure the pressure on the tires was okay. Naomi, sensing his anxiety, stayed inside the house while he did his pre-college vehicular check.
"Well kiddo, it looks like you are all set." Jason walked inside, feeling a little sick to his stomachs as the words left his mouth. How many years had he wasted, hundreds of miles away? What would have happened if he hadn't moved out here, learning who his daughter was as a person? How many more years would he still be a dad to her, before he was suddenly just another adult?
"Thanks, daddy." Naomi gave him a long hug. Jason locked all those feelings away, embracing his little girl. He thought of when she was younger, the time he had braided her hair poorly and she wore it to school all day anyway, the time they made a pillow fort in the living room and spilled juice on the cushions, the time that...
"Dad?" Naomi's arms had gone limp. "Dad, you're crushing me."
"Oh, sorry." He released her, her face shimmering through the moisture that had collected along his eyelids. He rubbed his eye, examining a non-existent speck of dirt. "Hey, here's this." He handed her a hundred dollar bill. "Buy yourself some dinner, and use the rest on your dorm room."
"Thanks." Naomi kissed him on the cheek, slung her backpack over her shoulder, and walked outside. Jason followed her out, each footstep toward the curb a moment of pure torture. Her mother was going to meet her at the college, help her get set in, take her to dinner. Part of Jason wished that things could have turned out different, wished that they could have stayed a family, but wishful thinking wasn't going to help him with the fact that he felt like time was marching him toward a cliff.
Where had all the years gone? Looking back, would he remember this day fondly or with misery?
"Ok, well, I guess I'm going to college!" If Naomi was suffering any of these thoughts, he was unable to see them. He gave his daughter a tight hug and held the door for her when she got in. The engine started, and Naomi waved to him when she pulled away, moving toward a future that he was uncertain of his place in.
Dad Jason stood in the short grass, waving to Naomi. Wild Jason patted him sympathetically on the back, a devil's grin plastered on his face.
"I guess there's only one thing to do now," Jason said to himself, breaking the silence. Walking in the house, he grabbed a beer from the fridge (Hey, it was five o'clock somewhere), planted his ass on the couch, and started up some Game of Thrones. He had nothing else to do today, and binge watching some sex and violence would make him feel better.
Just as the credits finished rolling, the whole house went dark. Jason listened to the dying hum of his AC, the fan blades winding down.
"Fuck."
-
Hours later, Jason was sprawled out on his couch, wearing nothing but red and white boxers. He read an old issue of Time magazine that he had left by the couch last time the electricity went out. He was dozing off from boredom when the AC finally kicked back on. Sighing in relief, he closed his eyes, enjoying the sensation of cool air rolling over his exposed skin. With the electricity back on, his hand quickly found the remote to his entertainment center. Within minutes, he was sitting on his couch with a cold beer and a bag of chips, the familiar Game of Thrones theme song permeating the room. Jason hummed along with it, sipping from his beer, the cold fluid chilling him from within. He was grateful that he had thought to put his beer in the freezer this morning-the brownouts were lasting longer than ever, and there were rumors that the grid in town had actually suffered some sort of damage from the heat.
There was a knock on the door. Puzzled, Jason sat up, listening to see if they would go away. After a minute of silence, the knock came again, this time, more insistent.
"Shit." He set his beer down, paused GOT, and walked to the door. Through the glass square of his door, he only saw a dark patch hovering at the bottom of the frame. Curious, and a little frustrated, he opened the door.
"Hi Mr. Da-oh my gosh!" Standing at the door, in a white blouse and tartan skirt, was Maria. She had turned her head away, covering her eyes. "I am so sorry!"
"What?" Jason realized he was in his boxers, which wasn't a huge deal for him. However, that was apparently not the case for Maria. "Oh, I'm so sorry, hold up." He closed the door and retrieved his pants, which had been tossed over the side of the couch earlier when the temperature in the house had gotten out of control. He slid into his jeans, and walked back to his door to retrieve the bashful teenager. "Hey, c'mon in."
"Oh, okay." Maria peeked through her eyes. Seeing that the coast was clear, she walked inside, carrying a backpack. "Is Naomi home?"
"No, she left for college this morning."
"Oh." Maria's face fell. She stood in the living room, her eyes brimming over. Jason watched her for a few seconds, wondering what the deal was. Maria fidgeted with the hem of her skirt, swaying back and forth.
"Can I help you with something?" Jason asked, and the dam broke. Maria cried, alternating between nodding and shaking her head. Jason took her by the hand and led her out to the dining room, where he took her backpack from her and sat her at the table. Concerned, he sat next to her, gently rubbing her back. Maria babbled incoherently, but he couldn't make out what she was saying.
Giving up, he got his cellphone out and looked up Maria's parents' phone number. Maria's parents were pretty strict, and had called him on a few different occasions to make certain that Maria was at his home where she said she would be. For some reason unknown to him, they treated him like a long lost relative, always inviting him over for family events, barbecues, and one time to help her dad fix the furnace. It wasn't entirely uncommon for Jason to accept, spending his afternoon with over a dozen people who spoke a language he barely understood, but Maria's mother was one hell of a cook.
"Hello?" The woman on the other end of the phone sounded very tired, an exhaustion in her tone that carried through the phone lines, threatening to drag Jason down with it.
"Hey, Camille? Jason Dawes." Silence on the other end of the line. "Look, so Maria showed up at my door and she seems pretty upset. Is everything okay over there?"
The sigh on the other end of the line said it all. "No, not really. Maria and her father got into a huge fight about college. I won't bore you with the details, but Maria packed a bag and left. Can I talk to her?"
"Maria? It's your mother." Jason held out the phone, and Maria took it. She spoke softly into the receiver, a rush of Spanish that Jason couldn't follow at all. After a few minutes, Jason retrieved his beer from the front room, muting Game of Thrones to keep an ear out for Maria. Nearly ten minutes passed when Maria wandered into the living room, holding the phone out for Jason to take.
"Hi." Jason set down his beer, standing up. He couldn't help it; he always paced when he was on the phone.
"I have a huge favor to ask of you," Camille began. "When Maria and her father argued, some things were said. Feelings were hurt on both sides. Maria has asked me if she could stay at your place tonight."
"I mean, I have no problem with that, but I already told her Naomi left for college this morning."
"And that's the huge favor. Most of her friends have already left, and the ones who haven't are not the girls I want Maria going to for advice. She just wants somewhere quiet to stay for the evening, and I would feel much better knowing that she is safe at your place. Is that too much to ask?"
"Oh, no, that's fine. She can stay in Naomi's room. I totally get it. When I was her age, my dad and I fought all the time." Jason watched Maria rub the tears out her eyes. He filled up a glass of water, handing it to her when he walked past. "I'm not back on at work for a few more days, so she can stay up until then."
"I think tonight is all she will need. Those two are like fireworks-they burn bright and loud, but not for very long." Camille sighed. "Thank you for being a good friend. Naomi is lucky to have you."
"I do my best Camille. Tell Marco hi for me." Jason hung up the phone, staring at the pretty Latina in his dining room. "Okay, it's just you and me. You hungry?"
Maria nodded.
"Tell you what. Why don't you go drop your stuff off in Naomi's room, and I will get us some dinner defrosted. You like steak?"
Maria nodded again, muttering a thanks as she turned the corner. He could just barely hear how soft her footsteps were to the top of the stairs. Shaking his head, he grabbed a couple of steaks out of the freezer and filled a jug with hot water. Tossing the plastic wrapped steaks into the water, he opened up the fridge and pulled out a couple ears of corn. With the AC gradually cooling the house, he decided that grilling was his best option.
Maria took her time coming back. When she finally reappeared, she had recomposed herself, apparently spending some time in the bathroom fixing what little makeup she was allowed to wear. Jason had already started the grill, prepping a quick rub for the steaks as they warmed to room temperature.
"I've got to cook outside," Jason informed her. "Feel free to watch TV or whatever. Make yourself at home."
"Thank you, Mr. Dawes."
"You can call me Jason," he told her, for perhaps the hundredth time.
"That wouldn't be proper," she informed him, wandering out into the living room. Jason rolled his eyes when she wasn't looking-it's what she always told him.
Jason pushed on the steaks, satisfied that they had defrosted enough. Wrapping up the corn in foil with a liberal amount of butter, he tossed them on the grill. Whistling to himself, he returned to the kitchen to finish prepping the steaks, patting them dry before drizzling a little oil across them and applying his Top Secret Fireman's Rub (patent pending). Even though she wasn't in the room, Maria's presence somehow filled the void that Naomi's departure had left behind.
The temperature outside was hot, but luckily some clouds had come in, providing some decent shade. Checking on the corn, Jason threw the steaks on when the corn was close to done, twisting the meat just slightly a couple minutes in for those gorgeous diagonal grill marks. The shimmering air over the grill was permeated by the smell of meat and corn, and Jason's mouth watered. He sipped at his beer, but the heat outside had caused it to warm up already.
"Shit." Jason wiped sweat off his brow, staring back at his house. Through the blinds of the back window, he could tell that Maria was watching something on his TV, but he had pulled the blinds down to keep the sun out. He couldn't wait to get back inside. He flipped the steaks and gave them a few more minutes on the other side, poking them gently with his tongs. Once he was satisfied that they had cooked long enough, he pulled them from the grill, putting them on a plate. He did the same with the corn, closing the lid of the grill and turning the gas off.
Walking inside, he announced that food was ready. Like magic, Maria appeared in the dining room, her hands clasped in front of her.
"Can I do anything to help, Mr. Dawes?" She asked, her face still a mask of misery.
"Yeah. Help me set the table." Jason put the steak down in the center of the table. The corn got its own plate, somewhere it could be easily unwrapped. Maria appeared with some dishes and silverware, and she set the table quickly while Jason grabbed the steak knives she had forgotten. Maria brought her glass of water from the living room, and Jason grabbed another beer from the fridge along with the butter. Sitting across from her, Jason cracked open his beer and pushed the butter plate across to her. Maria put a large spoonful of butter on her plate, then pushed her corn into it. Jason watched her spin the cob carefully, the corn shining in the afternoon light. Once the corn was coated, she hit it with salt and the pepper before biting into it with a crunch.
"Mmm, this is so good." Maria smiled at Jason, a moment of happiness to steal away the events of the day. Jason smiled back, noticing how her sparkling brown eyes lit up the room. The tight curls of her hair framed her face nicely, and she had taken the time in the bathroom to tie most of it away from her face with a dark, red ribbon.
"I'm glad you like it." Jason took his own corn. Across from him, Maria leaned forward to grab the steak plate, the top of her blouse lowering just enough to reveal the upper curves of her breasts.
Dad Jason stood next to the steak place, arms crossed and shaking his head.
"I appreciate this, Mr. Dawes." She transferred her steak to her plate, careful to avoid the runny butter. "When my father and I fight, sometimes we take things too far."
"Well, if you want to talk about it, I'll listen." Jason looked to Dad Jason, who was nodding his approval. "Even if I can't help, it pays to talk about it."
Maria sighed. "We got into a fight over boys."
"Well, I can see that." Jason cut himself a piece of steak. "What was he so upset about?"
"There's a mixer at the end of the first week of school. It's for incoming freshmen. Well, my father forbid me to go, because he doesn't want me... um, he's afraid I might..."
"Have sex?"
Maria's face darkened, her eyes on the table. "Maybe. He's very concerned about stuff like that. When I told him that I didn't need his permission because he would never know if I went, he told me I could pay for my own college."
"Wow. That sounds terrible." Jason shook his head. "In my opinion, avoiding issues like sex just makes it more likely that you will end up making those bad decisions. It sounds like he overreacted."
"Well, that's not the whole story." Maria squirmed in her seat. "I don't know if I should be talking about this with you."
"Hey, anything you say is just between us." Jason took a bite of his steak. The rub gave it just a hint of sweetness.
"Well, part of it is our church. We aren't even allowed to use contraception, and Father Davis convinced all the parents years ago that abstinence education was best. I wasn't even allowed to sit through the sex part of health class." Maria took in a deep breath, then let it out. "I've been having shameful thoughts lately, and I was trying to look stuff up online yesterday. I had a lot of questions about some things, and ended up at a porn site." Maria covered her eyes, staring down at the table. "The speakers on the computer in our living room were turned all the way up, and the video started while my parents were watching Saved by an Angel."
Jason laughed, briefly choking on his steak. Maria lowered her head even farther.
"Oh man, that must have been awful. I can picture how your folks reacted."
"Yes, well, I played it off as a computer virus, but the mixer thing made it worse." Maria shook her head, her dark, springy curls dancing back and forth. "I don't know what I'm doing."
"I'll let you in on a secret." Jason reached over the table, squeezing Maria's hand. "Nobody does. Not at first anyway. Maybe I..." He looked to Dad Jason, who gave him a thumbs up. "Like, if you have questions, you can talk about it with me. I would be happy to be upfront with you."
Maria let out a laugh. "Maybe. I'll think about it."
Jason let it go, the conversation transitioning to Maria's classes in the fall. When they finished, Maria did the dishes for him while he walked outside to cover up the grill. Stepping through the yard, he set up one of the sprinklers to hit a dying patch of grass, the sun finally disappearing behind some houses.
Inside the house again, he noticed that Maria had disappeared. Walking into the living room with his beer, he saw Maria sitting on the couch, eyes open wide and watching the screen.
"Shit," Jason muttered to himself, watching Khal Drogo fuck Daenerys from behind. Daenerys' face is twisted in a mask of pain, and Jason remembered that Maria's parents didn't even want her watching R-rated films. This wasn't something he needed tonight.
"Oh, Mr. Dawes!" Maria grabbed the remote and paused the Blu-ray player. "I'm sorry, I didn't know this show was so dirty!"
Jason looked at the screen, then back at Maria. "The rest of this episode is far from clean, so I'm calling your bluff."
Maria, busted, blushed. "Naomi said you were always watching it, so I picked an early episode to see if I would like it. When the dirty stuff was happening, I was tempted to keep watching."
"Well, there's a ton of dirty stuff that your parents... wait, you're eighteen now, right?"
Maria nodded. "Almost nineteen, actually."
"Well, your parents may want certain things for you, but you're old enough to vote and die for your country, so I figure you're also old enough to pick what you watch on TV." Jason picked up the remote. "This show can be a little dark, but it's a lot of fun."
"Maybe." Maria turned her attention back to the scene. Daenerys was focusing on the dragon's eggs, a smile on her face. "I think I'm missing the point."
"It's not really like this, you know?" Jason pointed at the screen. "This is all plot and no context. She doesn't even want to be with this man, and she has no experience with sex. The first one is the reason that she cries, not the second."
"Does it hurt when you have sex for the first time?"
"It can." Jason sat on the other side of the couch. "But a lot of that depends on the man you choose to do it with."
"My husband," Maria informed him.
"Well, yes. Your husband." Jason gestured at the screen. "But you need to know that sex is more than just this. It can be a lot of things. Um..." He looked at the screen. "Tell you what. Let me find you the scene where her friend explains to her how to make it pleasurable."
"Ok." Maria turned her attention back to the screen, and Jason inwardly groaned. Game of Thrones was not necessarily the best means of sexual education, but she seemed to be emotionally invested. He found the scene he was looking for. "Here, um, I guess watch this part. Her friend is going to explain that sex can be fun if you do it right. I'm, uh, going to grab another beer."



"But your beer is half full." Maria informed him.
"Yes, well," Jason slammed the whole thing, spilling some of it on himself. "Yep, gonna go, just listen to them talk. I'll be back." Patting himself on the back, he hastily exited the living room, then slow walked to the fridge. Dad Jason threw him a look of disapproval, but Jason ignored him, opening another beer. Luckily, he kept plenty on hand. Puttering around the kitchen, he checked his phone.
"Fuck," he whispered, looking at his latest text from Megan. She was using the double dildo again, but someone else was attached to the other side of it. The picture had been taken in selfie mode, both Megan and her lover's faces off camera. His cock immediately stiffened in his pants, and he took a large swallow of his beer before walking back out.
Maria was staring at the TV, wrinkles on her forehead, her crossed arms pushing her breasts up on display again. Her legs were crossed, but one of those legs was bouncing up and down. The scene had already ended, and Maria was lost in thought.
"You okay?" Jason asked. Maria picked up the remote and paused the show.
"Yeah. Well," Maria scowled a little. "It's just that I kind of wish I had somebody like that. Somebody who could just explain those things to me."
"You have plenty of friends who have sex, I'm sure."
"Well, kind of. Brianne would know, but I don't want to learn stuff like that from someone with no self respect. Gabrielle goes to the same church I do, so she has the same problem. And I would ask Naomi, but she won't tell me anything about all the times she had sex."
Jason coughed hard mid swallow, forcing a large quantity of beer out of his nose. Maria scooted across the couch to slap him on the back, timing her smacks between coughs.
"Naomi has had sex?" Jason's eyes were watering from the pain in his face.
"I shouldn't have said anything." Maria shook her head. "I'm winning all over the place."
"No matter." Jason waved his hand. "That's not something her and I have talked about, but she's an adult. As long as she is being smart about it, it's none of my business." Jason wiped his nose with his hand, marveling at the beer foam that had accumulated there. "Just give me the name of the guy so I can burn his house down and make it look like an accident, and we'll never mention it again."
Maria laughed. "You really are a protector, aren't you? Is it bad if she had sex with some guy from school?"
Jason thought for a minute. "I guess it's not that I worry about her having sex. It's that I want whoever she's doing it with to have some respect for her. Does that make sense? Dads don't want to picture their daughters with some guy who treats the whole affair like some sort of victory."
"So, what if it was with an older man?" Maria asked.
Jason's eyes narrowed. "Then he probably took advantage of her. I would rather she have sex with some idiot her own age."
"Hmm." Maria scrunched up her face. "This isn't making you uncomfortable is it?"
"No. Well, yes. Mainly talking about Naomi like that. I still see her as my little girl. Probably always will. I guess maybe when you talk about her doing something like that with an older man, I picture her as an eleven year old in pigtails instead of the woman she is. I'm super biased."
"Well, not your daughter than. Do you think someone my age should be with somebody your age?"
"I..." Jason looked at Dad Jason, who shook his head vehemently. Wild Jason gave him a double thumbs up. "I guess it depends."
"Huh." A look crossed Maria's face. "So what happens next?" she asked, changing the subject.
"What? Oh. If you wanna watch, we can watch." Jason turned to face the TV, using the sleeve of his shirt to wipe his lips off. His nose burned like crazy.
Maria said nothing, and Daenerys and Drogo met in the bedroom once more. This time, Daenerys stopped Drogo from mindlessly pounding her, using her new seductive skills for good use.
Jason looked at Maria to see how she was taking in the scene. Her mouth slightly open, she was rubbing her knees together, hands clenching the hem of her skirt. As Daenerys moans of pleasure grew louder on the TV, Jason watched Maria's eyes grow wider, her eyebrows climbing up along her brow.
When the scene ended, Maria stared into empty space.
"See? A little bit of knowledge can go a long way." Jason pointed at the screen. His finger wavered slightly-that last beer had gone straight to his head. "This is where you want to be. Nobody wants sex to be some sort of forced mechanism, you want it to be special, fun, exciting. Yes, I think it's great that you want to wait for marriage, but there are lots of things you could do to enjoy your body now."
Dad Jason facepalmed on the coffee table. Wild Jason pumped his arms, rooting Jason on.
"What kinds of things?" Maria asked.
"Um, well, uh..." Jason looked away from her. "Well, I mean have you ever touched yourself, or did anything like that? You can still be a virgin and explore what your body likes."
"A little bit," Maria admitted, her face red again. "I mean, a couple of times, I've had dreams and felt all floaty when I woke up, but also frustrated."
"Well, yeah. That just means that you were all worked up. Next time it happens, you should finish the job." Jason nodded, his sage advice dispensed. He was feeling pretty good about things so far, despite the little tantrum that Dad Jason was throwing on the coffee table.
"How would I finish the job?" Maria asked.
"Uh..." Shit. He had stepped in it here. "Well, there are things you could do."
"What kind of things?" Maria asked, moving closer.
"Well, I mean, just using your hands would do it." Jason shifted, moving away.
"How would I use my hands?" Maria moved closer again.
"Well, it's complicated... well, not complicated to do, but, uh..."
"Can I ask you something?" Maria shifted back a little bit. Jason took a deep breath. He must have been imagining things.
"Yeah, sure."
"You said earlier that it would be okay for an older man to be with a younger women, but it depends. Depends on what?"
Fuck, fuck, fuck. Dad Jason's hair spontaneously burst into flame, and Wild Jason chased him around the table with a tiny fire extinguisher.
"Well, when I said that, I was..." Jason trailed off. He couldn't really remember what he had said.
"What would it depend on?" Maria moved closer, and he was suddenly aware of the sweet smell of her perfume. "When would it be a good idea?"
"Well, maybe if they loved each other?"
"But sometimes love comes after attraction. So try again."
"Well, they should at least respect each other. Like, if an older man is going to be with someone like you, you aren't a prize. Like, boundaries need to be set and respected."
"Okay, that makes sense." Maria was suddenly so close, her fingertips gently brushing the top of Jason's thigh. "For instance, maybe he agrees to be her teacher, in a way."
"Um..." Where was this going? "I guess that would be okay. But they would have to keep it a secret."
"Oh, I know you are good at keeping secrets, Mr. Dawes." Maria smiled, cocking one eyebrow. Why did Jason feel like he had walked into a trap?
"That's an awfully vague statement," Jason told her. "I mean, I get what you're suggesting, but you don't really know me, and besides, a guy your age would be happy to show you some things."
"But a guy my age might mess up. He might not be willing to respect the boundaries. But I think that you could." Maria pulled something out of the pocket of her skirt. "I want you to show me things, Mr. Dawes. Teach me about my body, at least enough that I don't feel so frustrated all the time."
Dad Jason and Wild Jason froze in awe, mouth agape. The flames on Dad Jason's hair migrated down to his clothes.
"That's pretty inappropriate," Jason informed her, pushing her away. "I'm much too old for-"
Maria had activated the videoplayer on her phone. It wasn't super clear, but Jason watched and listened in super clear detail as he fucked Megan up against the sink in low light mode.
"Fuck." Jason's further arguments were null and void.
"I can't stop thinking about it," Maria admitted. "I kept waiting for everybody to talk about it. It's a small town after all. Megan said nothing, but more importantly, you didn't say anything."
"You didn't show this to Naomi, did you?" Jason's throat was suddenly very dry.
"No. This is just for me to watch. However," she turned her phone off and tossed it to the side. "Next time I watch it, I want to enjoy it on a deeper level. And if it's okay for you to do that with Megan, then it is okay for you to do those things with me."
"But, what about your future husband?" Jason asked.
"Oh, regular sex is off limits. I want you to show me some of the other stuff. When I came here, I didn't expect Naomi to be gone, but now I think this is God's way of helping me with my problem." Maria blushed again. "I tried to pray my feelings away, but they only got stronger. And talking about them with you made me realize that I'm not broken or weird, I'm just a normal girl with normal urges."
"I... I don't know what to say..." Jason looked at the coffee table. Dad Jason was no more than a pile of ashes smoldering over a pair of shoes. Wild Jason stuck the fire extinguisher between his legs, humping the air and discharging powder into the air.
"Say you'll teach me." Maria leaned toward him, unbuttoning the top of her blouse. She was wearing a simple black bra beneath her blouse, her cleavage accentuated by the golden cross around her neck.
Indecision took flight, and Jason stroked Maria's cheek gently with his fingers.
"Not a word," he told her. "Ever. To anyone."
"Absolutely not." Maria smiled.
"Let's start with the first lesson. Anticipation." Jason hooked his finger into Maria's shirt, tugging gently. She leaned forward, her breath shallow, her hands clenched again. "There's a lot I can show you, but it all starts with the willingness to wait."
"To wait?" Maria's eyes flicked up to meet his, but she looked away.
"Yes. You know that we are about to do things they warned you about in Sunday school. Naughty things, sinful things, things that feel good, but right now, you are all nerves, aren't you?"
"Yeah." Maria bit her lower lip. "I'm nervous."
"Good. Use it, but don't be afraid to look me in the eye." Jason grabbed her chin, aiming her face toward his. "That's where trust begins. Eye contact."
"It's a little embarrassing with you so close."
"It might seem embarrassing to you now, but I'm going to do things to you that you are really going to like." Jason leaned into the crook of her neck, breathing softly on her skin.
Maria shivered. "Tell me what you're feeling."
"Okay. I'm feeling nervous." Maia let out a laugh. "Um, my stomach feels all weird. Like I'm hungry, but much, much lower." Jason planted a tiny kiss on her neck, just below her ear. "Oh! That felt good."
"Keep talking. The more you can tell me, the more we can both learn." Jason ran his hand up her side, gently caressing her hip, gently kissing the side of her neck.
"Um, the hungry feeling is getting bigger, and my legs feel a little shaky."
"Let me help with that." Jason slid his hand up the length of her bare thigh, disappearing beneath the tartan skirt. He massaged the top of her leg, trailing his fingers in circles. "How does that feel?"
"Um..." Maria went silent, so Jason kissed his way down her neck.
"Lean your head back to show me that I should keep going," he muttered. Maria tilted her head to the side, pulling her hair back to reveal the soft, caramel color of her skin. "Now, how does that feel?"
"Your hands are making me feel funny. Um, you know."
"Interesting." Jason pulled his hand from under her skirt, and undid another button.
"Remember that you can tell me to stop at anytime."
"Fuck that!" Maria's face turned bright red. "I'm sorry Mr. Dawes, I didn't mean to-"
Jason kissed her on the mouth, gently at first. She let out another sigh, and he broke contact.
"Use your body to tell me to keep going," he informed her. Her arms circled his head, and he kissed her once more, gentle touches on her lower lip. His mouth opened, his tongue gently licking at the coconut flavored lip balm she wore. She kissed him back, her tongue mimicking his. He moved his hand to her inner thigh, squeezing her gently. She let out a quiet moan, one of her hands falling to his waist. He used his other hand to gently caress her ribs, moving slowly upward to cup her breast from beneath, giving it a squeeze.
"Oh!" Maria moaned quietly into his mouth, pulling him closer to her body. Jason undid a couple more buttons, tugging her shirt open to reveal her breasts.
"This is the anticipation," he explained to her. "Going nice and slow, exploring what we both like about each other. Communication, encouragement. These are the tools you will need."
"They're good tools," Maria responded. Her bra was the only fabric between his hand and her breast, and Jason teased the sensitive skin around the edges. They kissed some more, Jason pulled Maria deeper into his mouth, no more gentle probing of the lips. Their tongues fully embraced one another, and his hand beneath her skirt detected a sudden humidity change. Sliding his thumb slowly up her inner thigh, he brushed against the boundaries of her panties.
"Mph!" Maria shivered, but held tight. Jason teased her, pushing at just the edges, never actually running his fingers across the outside of her pussy. He smiled inwardly, hearing her groan of disapproval when he removed his hand. He grabbed her wrist, helping her find his cock through the fabric of his pants.
"This is called petting. Over the clothes. No big deal." He put his lips to her once more. Her hand was stiff at first, but when she traced the outline of his cock, she grew bolder, exploring it with gentle squeezes. He waited until she was fully involved, then resumed tracing the skin where her thigh and panties met.
Maria was rubbing him gently through his pants when he slid his thumb across the fabric of her panties, gently tracing the lips of her pussy. Maria sat up straight, as if electricity ran through her spine. She moaned loudly into his mouth, and Jason broke contact, grinding his thumb into her while she gasped.
"Do you like that? He teased her, moving his hand in circles.
"Oh, God, yes!" Maria shifted her pelvis, pushing into his hand. Jason pulled away, and Maria grabbed at his wrist to pull him back.
"Easy now. You wanted to learn, right?" Jason slid his hands up her outer thighs, grabbing at the edges of her panties. "I'm going to show you how you can do this yourself."
"Okay..." Maria's breath was ragged, but she lifted her hips. Jason took her panties off, tossing them on the coffee table where Wild Jason accepted the offering with outstretched arms, disappearing under the glossy black fabric.
"Give me your hand." He took her fingers, noticing how small they seemed in his own.
"Follow what I do, Maria."
"Okay Mr. Dawes." Jason ran his fingers over the outside of her labia. She was slick with her own juices, and a wet spot was forming on the inside of her skirt.
"This whole area is your playground, but there's a couple spots you are going to want to explore more when you are in a hurry." Jason moved his fingers up around her clitoris. "Can you feel this bump?"
Maria's fingers followed his, and she nodded at him, biting her lower lip again.
"Feels good, doesn't it? That's your clit. You find a guy who knows where that is, and you're in good shape. Some women like it played with directly, others need a gentler touch. Your homework is to figure out which of those women you are."
"Okay." Maria pulled her hand away, but Jason put it back.
"Nope. Let me see you work on your homework now."
"It's embarrassing," she told him, but she obliged. Moving her fingers around in gentle circles, she let out small gasps.
"Good girl. While you do that, let me show you something else." Moving his fingers in gentle circles, he pushed up into her. Maria cried out, grabbing his wrist with her spare hand.
"Oh shit!" Maria wiggled her hips, moving in circles around Jason's finger. He was barely an inch inside of her.
"This is your vagina. The actual inside. This is the bigger part of your homework, because this is where you figure out what you like." Jason moved slowly, hooking his finger upward into the fleshy lump along the front wall. Maria bucked her hips. "You can buy toys that hit this spot right here-"
"Gah!" Maria's face turned bright red, and her pussy clamped down on his finger. He held onto her hip and let her ride out her first orgasm without any further help. She went limp in his arms, moaning softly to herself.
"Well?" He asked her once she had settled down.
"That was so intense," she said.
"I'm glad you liked it." Jason hooked his finger again, pulling upward. Maria cried out, but Jason slapped her hand away when she tried to push on her clit some more.
"Let me show you something you can make your future boyfriend do for you." He twisted her around so that she was sprawled against the back of the couch and he was kneeling on the floor. She looked at him in confusion as he kissed his way up her inner thighs.
"Isn't that dirty?" She asked.
"In the best kind of way." Jason took her into his mouth, licking all around the edges of her pussy, sucking gently on her clitoris, and lapping up all the cream she had made. Maria's hands clenched at his couch cushions, uncertain of what to do.
"Play with your breasts for me," he told her, and she obliged, squeezing at her bra. Jason reached up, pulling her bra down, revealing large brown nipples the size of half dollars. "Pinch them, but be gentle. Only do it harder if you like it."
Watching her squeeze her breasts in such a frenzy was amazing. Working her with his mouth, he could feel her next orgasm coming, deliberately holding off to tease her. The closer she got, the louder she became, and one hand grabbed at his hair, pulling out small tufts of it (which was quite painful).
"Oh please Mr. Dawes, please, please, make me do it again, make me cum again Mr. Dawes."
"Good girl, keep talking to me-ouch!" Maria had grabbed his ear, pulling too hard and twisting it. He moved her hand to the back of his skull and resumed. Her taste was musky, yet sweet, and he managed to work a second finger into her tight canal, feeling her pussy squeeze the life out of his hand.
"Oh please, oh please, oh God OH GOD!" Maria grabbed one of the pillows tightly, then threw it across the room, roaring loudly from her gut. Her whole face became red again, and Jason's mouth flooded with her creamy white cum. He stood up, wiping his face dry with his shirt before removing it.
"How was that?" He asked her. Maria sat on the couch, her body twitching with aftershocks. Grinning, he moved closer to the couch. "Shall we continue?"
"I need... to catch... my breath..." Maria told him. He lovingly traced her jaw with his fingers, using his other hand to expose his cock. Maria's eyes went wide at the size of it, and Jason flexed it so that it jumped in front of her face.
"You won't need your lungs for this part." He sat down next to her, taking her hand and placing it on his shaft. "If you find a man who is willing to do those things for you and not have sex before marriage, there are some things you need to learn to do as well." He wrapped his fingers around hers, gently stroking himself with her hand. "This is the basic motion."
He did this for over a minute, letting the shock of seeing a penis subside. Maria was clearly exhausted, but fascinated, and her energy level increased the longer he stroked him. He showed her how to use her other hand to massage his balls, how to tease his frenulum, how to use his precum as a lubricant to tease the head of his cock. She stroked him quickly, slowly, with a tight grip, and then a loose one, whatever she was willing to do. She switched hands, then used both of them.



"Are you getting close?" She asked him after nearly twenty minutes.
"Nope," he informed her. "I'm not a nineteen year old boy. It's going to take more than that to get me off."
"Okay." Maria kept stroking him, her face scrunched up. Curious, Jason said nothing, and was pleasantly surprised when Maria leaned forward and swallowed the head of his penis in her mouth.
"Oh, shit!" Maria smiled around his cock, attempting to work it further into her throat, but she could only manage the first three inches or so. Bouncing her head up and down, she kept stroking him for a few minutes before breaking away, a long trail of spit connecting her mouth to his dick.
"That hurts my jaw," she complained, rubbing her cheek.
"That takes some getting used to," Jason told her. "Use just your tongue. Lick the top and sides, grab it with your lips. Imagine all the things you did with your hand, and how you would do those things with your mouth."
"Okay." Determined, Maria licked the head of his cock, her pretty little tongue making circles around the hole in his dick, licking the wide ridge along the top, sucking on the skin all the way down. After several minutes, she tried taking his balls in her mouth, but gagged inexplicably and came back up.
"Hey, it's okay, you're doing great," Jason told her.
"I want to see you cum, though," Maria told him.
"Until I do, let's just keep having fun." He kissed her, and she stroked him gently. His fingers found her pussy once more and she trembled at his touch. The sun was going down now, and Jason was lying on his back, Maria on top of him, the teen frantically working his dick from several different angles. Though her enthusiasm was high, her experience simply wasn't enough, and Jason could tell she was close to another orgasm.
"Mr. Dawes," she asked, sitting back to stroke his cock. "I was wondering if we could try something."
"Sure."
"Um. I want to be on top of you. Like Daenerys was for her husband."
Jason immediately had warning bells. He knew Maria's family didn't believe in birth control, and he was out of condoms. "What about getting married first?"
"That's just it. Um, we wouldn't be doing... that exactly." Maria bit her lower lip in that cute way, her top pulled down around her breasts, her skirt hiked up around her hips. "I, um, want to know what it's like to have a man inside of...inside me, but not in my vagina."
Jason stared at her in disbelief. "Wait, you mean you want to skip home plate?" He realized that his comment sounded dumb, but Maria nodded. Clearly, she understood. "That's grad level work. If we do this, we need to take it nice and slow."
"Actually," Maria said, suddenly shy despite massaging his balls with her hand. "Actually, Megan bought me a toy for my eighteenth birthday. I lied a little, before. She got it for me as a joke, but I started playing with it, and I really like it."
"What toy?" Jason asked.
"She said it was because I had a bug up my ass and that I should use it to squish it." Maria giggled. "My mom found it once under my bed, but had no idea what it was. It's an inflatable butt plug."
"Holy fuck," Jason muttered.
"I... I use it a lot, but couldn't figure out how to get off. I was told not to play with my... with my pussy, but nobody ever told me to leave my bottom alone. So some nights, I put it in, and pump it all the way up, and just sleep with it." Maria shivered. "I have some lube in my bag. I guess what I'm trying to say is... um, could we..."
"Look in my eyes, Maria. Ask me out loud." Jason was suddenly serious.
"Would you fuck my ass, Mr. Dawes?"
"Get the lube," he told her. Maria let go of his dick, running upstairs to Naomi's room. The whole time she was gone, Jason muttered to himself, over and over again "Please come back, please come back, please."
Maria reappeared, a small bottle of hand sanitizer in her hands.
"That's not lube," Jason informed her.
"That's what I want my mom to think." Maria, clearly excited, knelt by Jason's side. "I can't believe I'm going to do this."
That makes two of us, Jason thought to himself. Maria was clearly no stranger to how much she needed-she coated him all over, making a small mess on the couch. I'll just flip the cushions later, Jason decided.
"Okay, here goes." Maria sat on Jason's lap, his cock bouncing along her bare ass. Maria leaned forward to give him a small kiss before sitting up straight, and grabbing his cock beneath her legs.
"Guide it carefully," he told her. "I don't want you to miss."
"I could do this is my sleep," she informed him with a grin. "Though you are quite a bit longer than my toy."
"Take your time." He placed his hands on her hips, watching the tiny teen place his cock at the entrance of her asshole. Clearly excited, she wiggled her hips in circles, holding tightly to his cock to keep it from slipping into her pussy instead. There was resistance at first, but Jason felt the head of his dick penetrate her tight little asshole.
"Oh, shit!" Maria hissed. Jason used his thumb to play with her clit, and she flinched, pulling off of him. Determined, she forced his dick up her ass again, just the tip fitting inside. She slapped his hand away from her pussy. "Not yet, not yet," she told him, grabbing onto his hips with her hands.
"Oh!" She lifted her ass slightly, then pushed down, taking him in just a little further. "Oh! Oh! Ow!" She tried to take more of him, but tensed up, her face a mask of pain.
"Relax," Jason told her, stroking her thighs. She stayed where she was for a couple of minutes, making tiny little movements. Jason could feel her asshole clenching him, and his dick was starting to hurt in a good way. Maria bit down on her lip again, sinking even further.
"Oh! Oh! Ow! Fuck, mmm!" Maria was gasping for air now, and she started swearing in Spanish. Jason watched in amazement as she lifted her ass up until he nearly slipped out, then sank all the way down onto him. "It's so huge! I can feel it hitting me in the stomach!"
"Oh, shit!" Jason grabbed her hips, pulling him close. True to her word, Maria swiveled her hips just like Daenerys had, moaning softly to herself as her tight sphincter tugged on Jason's dick. He stuck two fingers in her pussy, feeling his own dick through her inner wall.
"Oh, Mr. Dawes!" She leaned forward, kissing him. She lifted her ass and slammed it into him, moving faster and harder with every thrust. "Oh Mr. Dawes, fuck me, fuck me in the ass!"
Her inexperience was easily trumped by the tightness of her ass. Jason thrust his dick into her from beneath, moving slowly at first so they could find their rhythm. She rode him this way for several minutes, stroking her own clit now while he held on for dear life. She was clamping down every time he bottomed out, stroking hard on his shaft as he pulled out. He felt it building up, his long overdue orgasm.
"Oh Maria, I'm going to cum! I'm going to cum Maria!"
"Cum in my ass, Mr. Dawes!"
"That would be... inappropiaaaaate!" Jason blasted the inner walls of her ass. The sudden warmth of his cum coupled by the additional lubricant caused Maria's hips to move faster, her breath to quicken.
"Don't stop fucking me-OHHH!" Maria came hard, grinding her ass into Jason, squeezing his balls with her ass cheeks. She shuddered once, then again, collapsing on his chest. She laid there for several minutes, panting against him.
"We should get cleaned up," Jason told her. "Before I go soft. Just in case. Go use my shower, it's bigger than Naomi's."
"Thank you, Mr. Dawes." Maria kissed him one more time. She sat up straight, lifting her ass slowly off of him. A giant glob of cum fell out of her ass, splashing against his stomach. It ran down his side, staining the couch cushions. Jason figured if flipping it didn't work, he could just burn it and buy a new one.
Humming to herself, Maria left the room, undoing her tartan skirt and walking up the stairs, bow legged and half naked. Shaking his head at his own stupid luck, he looked at his coffee table. Wild Jason was sweeping Dad Jason's ashes off of the side of the table.
"Oh. He's dead," Wild Jason informed him. "You should follow her up to the shower, see what else you can get her to do tonight. Pound her ass doggy style, maybe."
Jason stared at Wild Jason, the crack in his psyche that had manifested itself. Maybe it was concerning, or maybe it was nothing. Either way, it was still that inner voice, and it was his choice if he chose to listen to it.
"You know what? I think that I might." Whistling a soft tune to himself, Jason picked up the bottle of lube and headed up the stairs. The shower was already on, and Jason opened up the curtains to see that Maria was using the detachable shower head to spray her pussy, her head thrown back in delight. Caught by surprise, she fumbled the shower head, and it swung against the stone of the shower with a crack.
"Want to learn anything else tonight?" He asked her. Gone was the elusive shyness, replaced by the wet, naked skin of a horny woman who had just learned about the amazing things her body could do. She was no longer just his daughter's friend, but a woman who was hungry for knowledge.
"What else can you show me?" Pulling him into the shower, she slid the curtains shut behind him.
*****
Well i certainly hoped you liked that! Your ratings and comments motivate me to keep working hard, so if you loved it, please leave a rating or a comment below. Though I don't usually respond to feedback, I do read them all (I get so many now that I can't keep up). As always, the community here is amazing, and I hope you liked my story!
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Soul Survivor
Lily sipped at her cocktail, smiling at the ocean waves that crashed into the shore, scattering sand along its edges. Technicolor crabs that looked like they had been drawn by a toddler scurried in every direction, a remnant of a childhood memory seeking shelter from the crushing surf. While the drink was good, Lily was a little sad that it had no bite to it — it was impossible to get truly drunk from a dream.
"Hey!" Lily held up her drink. One of her beach minions ran forward to refill it. Truth be told, while she couldn't get drunk, she also couldn't get full. She would drink until the stars came out, and then watch them wander in random directions across the sky until day broke again. She was content to wait the contest out, more than happy to live in the simulated time of Mike's mind.
"You ...How long have we been sitting here?" She turned to the minion closest to her, the remnants of a soul she had consumed once upon a time, long ago. She had forgotten who he was, and so had he. Once properly consumed, a soul was little more than an automaton-no memory of its former self coupled with unwavering obedience. They would do absolutely anything for her, no questions asked.
"Nine days."
She had tasked this one with keeping track of the time. A silly task, but to a being that had lived for so many centuries, it was easy to lose count of something as small as a day.
"Nine. Wow. Romeo must be going nuts." She looked at the soul, dressed in white shorts and a tux jacket. He was blond, with hazel eyes, clearly a young man once upon a time. He didn't respond to her — the souls of the Damned rarely did. Social cues were beyond such creatures.
"Hmm. I wonder what he's up to." Lily sipped her refilled drink. Her infernal magic had been directed outward, waiting to sense a new challenge from Mike or, if he was stupid, his third orgasm. So far, he was lying low, probably trying to prolong what was left of his existence.
Lily smiled. Maybe she would let him wake up and go about his life. The next time he boned one of his monsters, she could claim him on the spot.
Lily's smile faded from her face. No, she wouldn't do that. When Elizabeth had first contracted her to go after Mike, she had been under the impression that he was just like every other man whose soul she had been sent for. Eager to fuck anything with two legs, cocky, arrogant, the list went on. His lack of desire for sex with her in any of her human incarnations had been profoundly mind blowing, until she realized that he needed something more ... outside the norm.
Yet, when she had appeared as Naia, all he really wanted was to hold her. There had been no demand for sex, no position of power between them. Despite appearing to him as a horny water spirit, Mike had shown mutual respect for the nymph that extended to what could only be described as romantic affection.
"Bah." Lily threw her glass on the ground. It bounced twice, spilling its contents across the tiny grains of sand. Glaring at the unbreakable glass, she summoned her tail and lashed out with it, snapping the tip like a whip. This time the glass shattered, sending tiny glowing embers into the sky. Affection was a farce, a mask worn in the name of love, but only as a means to an end.
Or was it? There had been a time when she hadn't thought so, but it had been so long ago that she couldn't remember how she was supposed to feel. Staring out at the waves, she wondered what the human was up to. Did he spend his days plotting? Or maybe screaming at the visage of his mother? He was taking his time doing something, but Lily was content to stay where she was, relaxing on the shores of his mind.
Suddenly, there was a flash of light along the water's surface, a wave of energy that sparkled along the sky above, tickling Lily's senses: Mike had called to her, and it was time to go. The Dreamscape folded itself around her, like the turning of a page, and she was suddenly back at the house.
"Okay, so this is clever." Lily stared at the large maze around the house. Stone had been pulled up from the earth beneath, forming a labyrinth that led to the house. Long, slender vines clung to the stony walls, vines with tiny thorns. "You've built a maze. Good for you. Did you put traps in here? I love a good trap."
"Come and find out." Mike's voice came from somewhere within the maze. Lily rolled her eyes. Clearly, the man had snapped. Best case scenario, some dream contraption he built could actually kill her, driving her out of the Dreamscape and back into the real world. It would take her all of a minute to get back in, and their game would resume. Lily sighed — the last thing she needed was to spend all night trying to seduce a man who had lost his mind.
Walking into the maze, she was immediately assaulted by a winged figure made and stone. In the real world, such a creature would have a fighting chance. Here, however, Lily was the Queen. She snapped her tail like a whip, cracking the stone figure in the head, shattering it into fluttering butterflies.
"Cute." Lily navigated the maze. Every few turns, a new stone guardian sprang from the shadows, and Lily quickly dispatched each one, her tail shattering them with relative ease. The maze itself was intricate, but Lily was far too curious to simply fly over the top. Mike had spent his time mastering the Dreamscape, but to what end?
Moving ever deeper, she couldn't help but laugh at the childish traps he had set for her: A deep pit full of water, spikes that came out of the walls, and even a rolling boulder which she swatted with one hand, making it float away like a balloon. Thinking she was near the center of the labyrinth, she was surprised to emerge back where she had started from.
"Wow. Nice job, Romeo." Chuckling, she turned around to walk back in. She was in no hurry.
This time, the stone warriors were short men with spiked knuckles. Again, she whipped them with her tail, shattering them into dust. Spike pits, logs, and even a pit of paper tigers were no match for Lily, but she kept going. She found the whole thing rather amusing.
The stone walls suddenly became smooth, giant letters carved into them. Lily laughed.
Clearly Mike had attempted to write something in the maze, hoping the large letters would remain in place. While true, the letters shifted back and forth between similar shapes. Lower case "a"s transformed into curvy "e"s, and Lily had to hold her stomach when she found nearly half a mile of stone with poorly spelled iterations of the word "penis." What the hell had Mike been up to?
Soft music played ahead, the sky above growing dark. She had fucked around in his maze for so long that she hadn't even noticed the change in day. Rolling her eyes, she made the final few turns before stepping into a lavishly decorated bedroom. In the middle of the room was a table lit with candles, and a large vase of roses. Sitting at the table was Mike, who flipped casually through an old, leather-bound book.
"Hey there, Romeo." Lily sauntered forward, her hips swaying from side to side opposite her tail. "This is super cute. Did you spend all week making this?"
Mike held up a finger in response, his eyes scanning the rest of the page. He wore a button down dress shirt over his jeans, and his bare feet were in the sand. The rest of the room was empty, though tiny waterfalls along the edge of the room filled water troughs.
"Oh please. We both know you can't be reading anything in there." Lily smirked. She was dying to know where this was going.
"On the contrary." Mike flipped the book over, revealing the word CAT in giant letters. "You can call it an exercise in concentration."
"Is that why you wrote "penis" so many times?"
"Oh. Yeah, that was an exercise in frustration. Please, sit." He gestured at the seat across from him, which slid away from the table. "Would you like something to eat?"
"Sure." LIly sat across from him. Gone was the man she had left defeated on the beach. Mike radiated confidence in such a manner that Lily felt like she were in the presence of an Elder Demon. She chalked it up to his fragile mental state. "I was under the impression that you were ready to continue our little game."
"We have plenty of time. You taught me that." Mike clapped his hands gently. Plates and cutlery with wings flew in from outside the room, circling briefly before landing on the table between them.
"Now this is impressive. What are we having?" Lily watched the giant serving platter land between them, massive wings carrying the lid away. Through the steam of the dish, a large silver bowl was revealed. Looking inside it, she laughed.
"I'm still learning," Mike said, grabbing a ladle. He took a large serving of the oatmeal on the bowl and poured it on Lily's dish. "This was a childhood favorite of mine. I learned that sense memories are powerful here, and therefore easier to conjure."
"Yes, but oatmeal? C'mon. A lady deserves better than that."
"You are quite right, but you aren't a lady, aren't you?" Mike winked.
"You have me there." Lily smelled the food. She could make out the sweet tones of cinnamon and maple. "Speaking of which, how's your ass?"
"Ah. Well, I couldn't sit for nearly a day until I remembered that this was just a dream, then it instantly stopped hurting." Mike spooned some oatmeal onto his platter. "I must admit, that gave me some mixed feelings. I was so angry at you for doing that, and even angrier at myself because you made me cum with it."
"Your ass is an erogenous zone. And that sensation I gave you was no different than a finger in your ass, which I know you love. Just much, much bigger." Lily winked, tasting the mash in front of her. Surprisingly, it was good. "I think if you look, deep down, you'd be surprised what your body likes."
"And how would you know?"
"I'm a succubus. I can see all that your body desires, even the things you have yet to try." Lily took another bite. "This is really good. Where is it from?"
"My grandma made it for me. When I was three, maybe? That part is fuzzy. Every time I smell oatmeal, I remember her face, sitting across from mine, both of us eating big spoonfuls as we watch cartoons on the TV in her apartment." Mike smiled, lost in a memory. "She died when I was five. My father took it hard, I do remember that."
"Thanks for sharing with me." Lily meant it. Every bite made her slightly nostalgic for a time long ago lost. Each smell and taste took her back just far enough that the sharp edges of her memories spared her broken heart.
"So if I could see your desires, what would they be?" Mike licked the back of his spoon, picking up some oatmeal that got stuck on the handle. "If I could see into your soul, what would your body like the most?"
"Interesting question. I don't know what I physically desire — I have seen and experienced so much that it's hard for me to feel those feelings anymore."
"That sounds awful." Mike leaned forward. "A being built for pleasure who experiences none of her own."
"I wouldn't go that far." LIly shrugged, her breasts rippling. "I just don't experience sex like mortals do. It is a necessary act to feed." Though it didn't used to be, she thought to herself. "My turn. You seem awfully cocky for a man who is one orgasm away from losing his soul."
Mike laughed. "Oh. That. I'm no longer worried about it." The music grew louder, and Lily laughed when she saw the source was a coatrack playing a violin.
"You have to explain that one to me," she said, pointing at the piece of furniture.
"Oh. Yeah, I saw that in a movie once. Can't remember what. He follows me around, keeps me company."
"You mean he keeps your mother away."
"That too."
Mike's eyes glinted. For a second, Lily felt a seed of doubt in her gut. Mike was hiding something from her, something important. She thought that maybe his mind was cracked, but the longer she spoke with him, the faster she was realizing that he was all there. What was the catch?
She replayed the deal they had made in her mind. She rarely missed any mistakes — her capture by the Society was a result of the last play on words that had screwed her over. It had been a similar arrangement to Mike's, only the deal had involved the actual taking of a soul, which was impossible to do when it had already been given away.
Lily fumed silently. The deal with Mike was impossible for him to win, but the catch in her last agreement did allow her to transfer ownership under the right conditions. Looking at Mike, she had a tough time believing he would be any different than the multitude of masters she had been a slave to.
And if she did lose her bet, the Society would come for her. No escaping that.
"So, is this just a social call, or are you ready to do business?" Lily had finished her plate, her tail twitching off to the side. "I have all night, so to speak."
"I don't see any reason to wait." Mike licked his spoon again. "The Dreamscape seems interesting and all, but there are people on the outside that I miss. They occupy my thoughts, all the time."
"You won't get to see them again when I win." Lily rose, bending forward to press her breasts together. "If you wait, then you can at least think about how much you miss them."
"I'll be seeing them again." Mike tossed his spoon away. He stood too, the table spinning in place. It expanded, filling the room until it became a king-sized bed. Mike's clothes transformed, becoming a silk robe. "You have my word on that."
Lily sighed. "Okay. It's your funeral." She leapt onto the bed, sprawling out on the sheets. Her wings and tail disappeared, replaced by a simple black and red teddy. "You'll have to excuse me if I'm not in a hurry to see our game end."
"I prefer it this way." Mike climbed on the bed with her. "And I appreciate getting to know you a little bit better."
"It won't matter once you're dead," Lily informed him. Mike was on his hands and knees over her now, the stars up above casting light on the scene. "Once you die, everything you are goes away. It's as simple as that."
"I wouldn't be so sure." Mike leaned forward, planting his lips gently on hers.
What the fuck? Lily thought, then froze when she saw the predatory look in his eyes.
Something was wrong here, but she couldn't figure out what.
"So you mastered the Dreamscape pretty well," Lily told him, once their lips parted. "But I can't figure out the purpose of the maze."
"Hmm. It's a long story. Want to hear it?" Mike asked, his fingers trailing up her thighs. Lily shivered. Was that lust, or fear?
It was time to take charge. She pushed Mike hard enough that he toppled over, his robe coming undone and revealing his erect cock. Scooting down the bed, she took his balls in her hand, stroking the soft skin at the base of his dick with just the tips of her nails.
"Sure. You talk, I suck." Lily pulled the head of his dick into her mouth. It felt larger than last time, stretching her lips. She altered her jaw, making it wider, and retracted her teeth to avoid biting him. She slid her lips around her cock, changing the back of her throat into another pair of lips so that she could doubly suck on him.
"Mmm. I like that." Mike ran his fingers through her hair, combing her red and black locks away from her face. "You're pretty good at it."
"Thank you," Lily replied, but it came out as sloppy mumbling.
Mike kept stroking her head, gently tracing her jaw with his fingers. The tenderness in his touch caused a strange stirring in Lily, an ancient feeling she hadn't felt in a long time. Somehow, it was like he knew what she wanted.
"So let's talk about the maze." Mike let out a little gap when Lily took him all the way into her throat. Her neck bulged slightly where the head of his cock was, and she gulped at him greedily, both of her mouths sucking at him. It was easily her favorite trick. "This all goes back to Demonology. The part about how you can't lie to me."
"Uh-huh," Lily mumbled, drooling on his cock. She tickled his balls with her free hand, stroking the skin beneath them.
"Damn, that feels good." Mike traced Lily's ears with his fingers, stroking her neck gently as his hands slid away from her. "Um, it went back to the deception piece. You made yourself look like everyone else, and I simply believed it. But if I had asked you directly, you had to reveal yourself."
Lily locked eyes with Mike, making her eyes sparkle for him. Staring deeply into his eyes, she saw a complete lack of concern. He really did believe that he was going to walk away from this unscathed. She almost felt bad for him, but how she felt didn't matter. She could already sense his body reacting, both here and in the real world.
"After you left, it got me thinking about a few things. You see, my mother, may she burn in hell, she isn't real. Yet her presence here was very real, an entity beyond a sense memory. That got me to thinking about the difference between reality and fiction. What here was a lie, and what was the truth? Clearly, you and I are truth. This place, in a way, is truth. It's all part of a code.
"I spent many years working with computers, learning how to code, utilizing the logic of a program to solve problems that emanate from nowhere. I decided to spend my time away from you learning how to manipulate the environment. The maze was my first attempt, a large scale effort at programming my Dreamscape. At first it was made of sand, and crumbled easily. But with a little bit of practice, I was able to create large stone walls, and populate it with various devices meant to activate upon your arrival. Think of them as If-Then statements."
Lily popped her mouth off his dick. "So, wait, you built the maze just to prove you could build a maze?"
"I built the maze to teach myself how to code in the Dreamscape. You see, I needed to learn the logic of this place before I could build something bigger. Come here." Mike sat up, running his hands down Lily's shoulders. "Your mouth feels great, but I want something a little more intimate."
"Your wish is my command." Lily crawled on top of him, Mike guiding her hips with his hands. On her knees, she placed her hands on his shoulders, and Mike slid his hands down her thighs, rubbing the top of her cinnamon folds with his thumb. Lily sighed, lowering her body onto his, feeling him slide up inside of her. She shifted her insides around, but Mike touched her face gently to get her attention.
"No tricks for now. Let's take our time."
"Sure thing, Romeo." She may as well enjoy herself. She slowly rotated her hips, shivering at the the pressure on her inner walls. Shifting her hips backward, she moaned softly at the sensation of Mike's dick pushing upward into the spongy tissue behind her clit. Even though he had said no tricks, it didn't apply to her own pleasure-she expanded her g-spot, making the entire front of her vagina a shortcut to her pleasure center.
A familiar shiver went up her spine, and she moved from rotating her hip to a slow, gentle ride.
"You look like you're enjoying yourself."
Lily's eyes snapped open. She had settled into a slow, gentle rhythm, her mouth open as she exhaled with every press of her hips. She smirked, her eyes meeting Mike's.
"I don't know what's coming over me." Moving her hands to caress his hips, she rolled her hips more aggressively now, pressing down hard enough that Mike was stretching her pussy to the limit. She relaxed her tendons, her hips spreading even wider. Somehow, Mike's dick seemed to grow larger to accommodate. "It seems that you've gotten me a little worked up."



"That's because I plan to win." Mike ran his hands up Lily's hips, sliding over her gown until they found her breasts. He gently thumbed one of her nipples while he squeezed the other breast, dropping his hands back to her hips to pull himself even deeper.
Oh shit. Lily felt it just then, a tiny warning before the flood. A spark had ignited, one that she rarely felt, deep within her stomach. It traveled up and down her spine, slowly gaining energy. Looking down at Mike, she felt a powerful lust overtake her, a sudden desire to slam her hips into his.
"What have you done to me?"
She moaned as Mike pulled himself even deeper. Waves of pleasure radiated through her legs, tiny sparks of long forgotten lust gathering in her cunt to form a small fire. The hotter it got, the sooner she realized that she couldn't stop.
Mike smiled knowingly. "Allow me to finish. The maze was an attempt to learn how to code in the Dreamscape. Coding makes sense to me, and it establishes logic I can use to control my dreams. During this process, I discovered something important, something of value I could use to win."
"Even if you make me cum, I'm still at an advantage," Lily told him, tiny gasps between every other word. She couldn't help it now — Mike was gently running his hands over her body, squeezing and stroking her in a way that took her back in time to a sense memory of her own.
"Shush. Let me finish, you little devil."
Though he teased her, his words caused a rush of feelings. Every movement he made was tailor made just for her, the soft, romantic touches her body desired. It was the opposite of every mortal she encountered, in such a hurry to slake their own sexual thirsts. "You see, you gave me plenty to think about after our last encounter."
"I... I did?" She couldn't stop moving now. She increased the pacing of her hips.
"You see, I thought you trapped me here. A house in the middle of the ocean. When I watched you fly away, I thought that your wings were the only way to escape. But then you came here instantly, wearing a bathing suit no less. Two thousand miles of ocean between me and the nearest land mass. If you had created this world for me, inside my head, then why did you have to fly away the first time?"
"I did ... didn't trap you here," Lily said. "This place was ... was ... already here!"
"Exactly. Once I realized that, I began working on the maze." Mike grabbed her hips, massaging them as her whole body tensed up. "You see, I realized that once you figured out what I had, I was going to have a tough time keeping you here. The maze was one part distraction, three parts Dreamscape logic." Mike slid a hand down her breast, pinching her nipple through her teddy. "I needed you to be distracted, your attention on something else. Otherwise, you may have caught on."
"Caught on? To what?" Her breathing was ragged now, her orgasm building steam. How had he done this to her? It made no sense.
"You said it yourself. This is my Dreamscape. Everything here is a reflection of who I am." Mike was actively thrusting into her now, grabbing her ass with strong hands. "Do you want to know the real reason I can't escape? The truth behind my inability to leave this island, this strange paradox of a world that bows to my whim, yet won't let me do something as simple as swim away?"
"I... don't ... care ..." Her entire body was throbbing from within, pulsing in time with her own cunt.
"I can't leave this place for one simple reason." Mike grinned, his eyes flashing blue and green. "Because she can't leave her spring."
Soft, feminine hands grabbed Lily's hips from behind, shoving her down onto Mike's cock.
Luminescent bubbles tickled her nose, her lust skyrocketing as she came so hard that her wings burst into view, her tail reappearing and whipping around dramatically, only to be grabbed from behind by something wet. Lily's hips bucked, her wings flapping hard and lifting her into the air. The hands behind her held fast, preventing her escape, and she was forced back onto the bed.
"This isn't possible," she gasped. "She can't be real, none of this can be real!"
"But it is." Naia's slender fingers stroked Lily's spine, her magic permeating throughout Lily's body. "You may have invented the orgasm, but I perfected it." Naia held Lily in place until the succubus collapsed, her juices covering Mike's legs. Mike slid free of her, standing on the bed with his hands on his hips.
"I don't understand," Lily said. "This place is a reflection of your soul. How did she find you here?"
"Soul exchange," Mike said. "A piece of my soul is in her. Once I realized that part of Naia was in here with me all along, I spent several days figuring out how to summon her, a true physical manifestation. And once she was here, I spent the rest of the time building a demon trap."
"What demon trap?"
"This one," Naia said, snapping her fingers.
The night sky flooded with light, revealing that they were encapsulated in a gigantic swirling sphere of water. Above them, large schools of fish swam back and forth, and a pod of bright pink whales gazed at them through the shimmering boundary.
"You can't fly away. We're hundreds of feet underwater. While you were in the maze, I kept you distracted as I sank the whole island. You thought that night was approaching; instead,
it was the ocean swallowing us up. The world above may be a reflection of my soul, but down here, she rules supreme."
"Bastard." Lily felt her anger rise, but it rapidly diminished as the whole world around them swirled. Tiny bubbles floated toward them, each one carrying the sweet smell of flowers and fresh rain. With each one that popped, Lily felt her pussy tighten, the nymph's magic driving her over the edge.
"He is protected. Even here." Naia waved her hand, summoning large tendrils of water from the edges of the sphere. "Let's finish playing the game you started."
"After all, you just need to cum two more times," Mike told her. "And Naia has told me just how to do it."
"Tenderness and romance won't work on me now," Lily informed him. "You lost that chance once you cheated on our deal."
"Oh, I didn't cheat. When I made that deal, I really did do it because I thought I could win. Now I know why I was so foolish. That little voice in the back of my head, the one that told me I could do it, was none other than hers."
"Fine." Lily climbed to her feet, flipping her frazzled hair out of her eyes. "I was playing nice, but not anymore." Flames circled her feet, and her gown burst into flames, replaced by her black corset. "You got lucky. So now I'm going to pull out all the stops."
"I'm afraid not, honey." Naia floated toward her, the ground beneath her feet suddenly saturated with water. "You see, I have no interest in giving you a second chance."
"This is between him and me!" Lily stamped her foot, and the ground cracked.
"NO!" Naia's eyes flashed, and she was suddenly in Lily's face, her body smelling of the ocean, her presence making Lily's pulse race. "He is more than just some human to me. I love him, and you will NOT take him from me!"
More bubbles popped in Lily's face. Her pelvis tightened, and she stifled a groan.
"You use your magic to find out what a man likes." Naia twirled her fingers through Lily's hair. "My magic makes YOU like what I want." Naia placed a finger on Lily's lips, tugging softly on her bottom lip with her fingernail. "What type of demonic creature craves love and romance? What sort of being feeds off of lust, but desires intimacy? You are an enigma, honey, and I'm going to unravel you like a ball of string."
"I'd like to see you-" Lily's words were lost when Naia's lips found hers. They were soft, and Naia's tongue found hers, inviting it or ward into her mouth. Not to be outdone, Lily used her magic. Ordinarily, her magic would reveal her victim's erogenous zones, their hidden desires, anything their body liked. With Naia, however, her entire body was an erogenous zone. Strangely, the only void she found was that Naia had no desire for butt stuff. It was if she didn't have an asshole at all...
"Fuck," Lily mumbled, finally catching on.
The water tendrils all around them met up in the middle of the large ocean bubble, the air turning into a colorful pink and purple fog that permeated the area. One breath of it was all it took for Lily to find her panties soaked. Panting like a dog in heat, she moaned into Naia's mouth, running her hands over the nymph's perfect breasts. Naia's hands moved down to Lily's waist, sliding back toward her ass. Naia squeezed Lily's butt gently at first, then shifted one hand up the base of her tail to give it a squeeze.
Lily broke the kiss, inhaling sharply.
"I know your secret," Naia told her, stroking the base of her tail. "Just relax. Enjoy it. Just another day at the ocean, right? Lily's clothes dissolved, replaced by the bikini she wore earlier. "He wants to see you in this again."
"But I have to win." Lily tried to tune out the sensation at the base of her tail, but she was caught up in Naia's magic now, every caress of her body setting her insides aflame.
"It's two versus one." Mike caressed her from behind, his strong hands sliding up her stomach to squeeze the bottoms of her breasts. She could feel his rock hard dick lying between her butt cheeks, the tip of his dick butting against the base of her tail. "You may as well enjoy it."
"But...I...OH!" Naia summoned a watery lasso, roping the top of Lily's tail and pulling it over her shoulder. While she pulled on Lily's tail, Mike untied the bikini bottom, spread the succubus' ass cheeks, then lowered his cock until he found her hot opening. He slid upward into Lily just as Naia's hands found the head of Lily's tail, stroking it roughly with her thumbs.
"Oh fuck!" Lily's hips betrayed her, and she backed into Mike. Mike thrust forward into Lily, causing her lips to once again meet Naia's. Naia latched on this time, summoning more watery tendrils to pin the succubus in place. While Mike gently fucked her from behind, Naia's waters stroked Lily's body, her hands pumping Lily's tail while they kissed. Lily's hands clenched and unclenched, the succubus stuck for ideas. Her lust was out of control now, and she was having trouble bringing together any thoughts.
You thought you could take him from me. A bubble popped next to her ear, releasing Naia's voice and an inner fragrance reminiscent of a garden. Instead, I will take you for him.
"Ah!" Lily's mouth broke away, a line of drool connecting their tongues. A giant, watery tongue came up from the ground, teasing Lily's clit with giant circles. The watery assault was too much, her mind unable to concentrate on any one pleasure, failing to dampen the waves of heat that assaulted her body. Mike pulled down her bikini top, pinching her nipples roughly.
"I... won't...OH FUCK!" Naia had grabbed Lily's tail, sucking the tip into her mouth. Lily's eyes rolled up into her head, her ass backing into Mike over and over. Her breathing went ragged, and her whole body tensed up when Naia took the tip of her tail all the way into her mouth.
"FUCK!" Her tail spasmed, sending convulsions through her back and hips. This time, Lily squirted from the tip of her tail first, clenching down on Mike's dick so hard that he grunted. When her pussy released, it sent a flood of fluid to the ground below.
Below? Through the haze of her mind, Lily realized that the three of them were no longer on the ground. Gazing in awe at the nymph, she watched Naia pop the head of her tail free from her mouth, catching Lily's cum with her finger.
"Would hate to miss any," Naia told her.
"What are you?" Lily asked. She had encountered nymphs before, but something was different about this one. Naia smirked, releasing Lily's tail. Lily sighed, feeling her heart rate slow back to normal. Her tail was directly wired to her genitals, like a long clitoris, and the nymph had taken advantage of it.
"It's time to wake up." Summoning watery lassos, she spun Lily in place. Mike let go, hovering in the air, the massive water globe around them swirling rapidly. Lily found herself floating before Mike, her head weak. Her whole body throbbed, she had lost control completely. In the real world, she may have stood a chance against Naia's magic, but here, in a Dreamscape manipulated by a nymph, she was officially done.
Might as well enjoy it. Mike grabbed onto Lily's horns, thrusting his cock into her mouth. She moaned around him, feeling him fill up her mouth and throat. Behind her, she heard the rushing of water, her hands yanked back suddenly by watery spheres. This pushed her forward, bottoming Mike out in her throat. Liquid flowed all along her limbs, penetrating her pussy and pulsating inside.
Mike groaned, thrusting into her mouth. Lily saw a band of magical energy around his balls, staving off his own orgasm. Seeing a slim chance for victory, she bobbed her head as quickly as she could, sensing the impending rush of cum in her throat. Even though there were two of them, she only needed to beat one.
Her tongue split in her mouth, wrapping around the head of Mike's dick, yanking him farther back. She grew a pussy in the back of her throat, and inside it another mouth. Her body was built for pleasure, and it was time to pull out all of the stops.
"Oh shit, Naia!" Mike's face was frantic, his eyes starting to glaze over. Lily renewed her assault, and soon Mike was jackhammering her in the face. "Naia, I'm getting close!"
I'm going to win. Lily kept pumping her head. Mike's grip was tightening on her horns. I can beat him. I'm going to win!
Naia's slender fingers grabbed the base of her tail, squeezing along the base, working their way up toward the head. Water swirled around her clit, pulsing it in different directions, throwing her off base. With a yank, Naia pulled Lily free of Mike, spinning her in place to face the nymph.
"Fuck her, Mike." Naia's eyes lit up, the whole world spinning around the three of them.
When Mike penetrated her from behind, Lily's hands were pulled down, bending her over. Naia floated above them, grabbing Lily's tail and twisting it into place.
"Oh shit," Lily said.
"You said it yourself," Mike told her, gasping for air. "They are designed after succubi tails."
"I don't want to lose!" she cried, her infernal body betraying her.
"You can and you will." Naia presence was suddenly everywhere. Maneuvering Lily's tail to the head of her ass, the nymph teased her with it. "And you'll like it."
With Mike's cock already inside her, Lily let out a shriek, her insides suddenly too full. Her tail was aroused by the tight sensation of her own ass, expanding to fit, which in turn cause her body to spasm uncontrollably in the air. The Dreamscape began to break apart, giant mirror-like pieces of it spinning off in every direction as Lily let out a cry of pleasure that sent a wave of energy outward in every direction.
-
The bedroom was alive with sound and light as rings of fire burst out. Mike's blankets blew off the bed, his hips thrusting upward into the transparent body of Lily as she returned to the real world. Lily screamed, the house shaking with her cries, spraying Mike with her hot cinnamon flavored cum. Tink awoke, falling out of bed with large eyes as Lily's wings expanded to their full size, her tail whipping back and forth, completely out of control.
"Yes!" Mike, finally awake, grabbed her by the hips, thrusting upward into her incredibly light body. Lily groaned, shoving herself down onto Mike's cock as he filled her up with cum of his own only moments later. Panting, she rolled backward, tumbling off the bed and collapsing into a heap on the ground. Mike slid out of bed, helping Tink to her feet. The whole room suddenly reeked of sulfur.
"Why Tink so dozey?" The goblin held her head, leaning against the side of the bed. Mike stepped around her, standing over Lily with his hands on his hips.
"We had a deal," he said, his voice suddenly hard. "Now honor it."
The succubus was silent for several moments, other than the sounds of her heavy breaths.
She chuckled quietly, there in the dark, and in her laughter Mike could detect a single sob.
"Fine. We had a deal. One prison for another."
On her knees, she held one hand to her chest, summoning a ball of fire. Yanking it away, she held out a sparkling ruby roughly the size of a silver dollar. "Here it is-the heart of a succubus. You are my new master." She tossed the heart to Mike, who caught it in midair.
"Now command me to do whatever it is you plan on doing. I don't care anymore."
Mike's heart pounded in his chest, his own breath ragged. Lily had put him through so much pain and fear inside the Dreamscape, a place that was already beginning to fade from his memory. Staring down at the gem, he contemplated the succubus before him.
"What's to stop you from making a deal with someone else?" He asked.
"My last master tricked me," Lily responded. "The deal he made involved putting a soul on the line that he no longer had. By betting your soul, you met the requirements of the original deal, thereby transferring his deal to yours. Even though he owned me, I was only on loan until someone else was willing to risk it all."
"So you belong to me forever then?" Mike asked.
"As long as you have that stone, yes." Lily raised her gaze to meet his. Tears had gathered around her cheeks. "And what would you have of me? Am I to suck you off every morning after I make you breakfast? Are you going to send me after your enemies, use me as a weapon? Fuck my ass until I cry, but only on nights we can watch cartoons on your computer?"
"I... I don't know." Though angry with Lily for what she had done, the creature before him was completely different than the one he had encountered in the Dreamscape. The stone beat gently in his hand, its gentle warmth flowing through his fingers. "I just figured if I beat you, this was the best way to keep you from coming after me again."
"So you're going to lock me away inside the heart. That's fine, whatever. Just do it already."
Gone was the sexy deviant who had tortured him. Gone was the willing participant in his dream threesome. Before him was a woman in defeat.
"You don't sound very happy about losing."
"It was never about losing. I was told to come here and take your soul by any means. After that, I go back to the Society and get locked away until they need someone else to die in their sleep. Even if I win, I lose." Lily shook her head. "You wouldn't understand."
"Then help me understand. Hold on." He knelt by Tink, who was having trouble standing upright. "Can you undo the sleep poison you hit her with?"
"It's chemical, not magical. Just help her lie down, she'll be fine in an hour." Lily rose, her shoulders slumped. "I never asked for any of this, but a succubus must always have a master. Even when I don't have a master, I sit and wait for one. And you know what? Whatever you tell me to do, I'm not going to enjoy it. Even if you tell me to enjoy it, I want you to know that, secretly, I hate every second of it, no matter how much I beg you to keep going."
"I... um..." Mike stared at the demon on his floor. This wasn't what he had expected at all.
"Mike." It was Naia's voice, from the bathroom. "Mike. Come here."
"Stay here," Mike commanded. Lily shrugged, curling her tail beneath her as a stool. Mike walked into the bathroom. There, standing in the tub, was the woman he had sought for so long.
"Mike." Naia beckoned him into the tub, pressing her hand against his cheek. "Why does it feel like I haven't seen you in forever? It's only been a couple of hours, but..." Her eyes flashed. "That is not the case for you. Where have you been?"



Mike smiled at her through misty eyes, explaining to her what had transpired in the Dreamscape. When he finished, Naia took him in her arms, holding him tightly against her body.
"I almost lost you," she said, her voice soft. "Bring her to me."
"Lily. Come here." The ruby in his hand flashed, and Lily walked into the bathroom, Seeing Naia, she sighed, rolling her eyes.
"So this is her. The woman of your dreams." Lily shook her head. "So what's it going to be? Are both of you going to punish me now? You can't kill me, not in a traditional sense anyway. And my former master is going to be pissed when he finds out he lost me. So there is that."
"Give me the ruby," Naia said, holding out her hand. Mike handed it to her. Naia held it close to her face, squinting at the sparkling gemstone.
"She can't do anything with that," Lily informed him. "My curse requires a human soul to command me."
"Sit," Naia said, pointing at the floor. Lily crashed into the ground, yelping when her ass smacked the cold tile.
"Fuck. I forgot. She has a part of your soul, doesn't she? Fucking figures. Two masters. Lucky me." Lily's wings and tail disappeared, and she rested her head on her knees, which she had pulled up to her chin. "Go ahead. Have your fun and then put me away please."
Though Lily was doing all the talking, Mike's eyes were on Naia. The nymph's hair was curling up around her body, the humidity in the room rising as her magic swept over everybody. Mike expected to be sporting an erection, but realized the magic Naia was casting didn't affect him.
"I see." Naia clenched the ruby in her fist. "Mike. You trust me, right?"
"Of course." How could he not?
"Okay honey, I've decided exactly what I'm going to do with you." Naia held up the ruby.
"Am I right in assuming that if someone else were to take this from us, you would belong to them?"
Lily nodded. "Possession is nine-tenths of the law to demonkind. You lose the ruby, I belong to someone else."
"And it's up to us if we lock you up or release you? You can't let yourself out?"
Lily shook her head. "No. Not even if my vessel is being destroyed. I can put myself in it unless commanded otherwise."
"Good." Naia popped the ruby in her mouth, swallowing it. "Then your first command is this: you are not allowed to return to your vessel."
Lily looked at Mike, who shrugged.
"I intend to take this gem down into the deepest part of my spring and leave it there. So I recommend that you never go back to it, if given a choice. Your second command is this: you are to never prey on the innocent."
"Oh. The good guy act. Great. I've done this before." Lily shook her head. "So what are you going to have me do? Clean your house? Deliver pizzas? Whore me out? It starts innocent enough, but really soon it will be-"
"Your last command is to be free." Naia crossed her arms. "I want you to go out into the world and just be free. Be who you want to be. Feel what you want to feel. Those are your three commands."
Lily's jaw dropped, her eyes glowing. Mike looked at Lily, then at Naia.
"You're sure about this?" Mike asked.
"I am." Naia held out a hand to Lily. Hesitant, Lily took Naia's hand in her own. "Her story is hers to tell, but trust me when I say that there is more sadness here than I can possibly bare to understand. Consider this place a home, should you ever need it."
Mike couldn't read Lily's face, but he wasn't surprised when she ran for the window, wings spread wide. Jumping into the sky, she quickly vanished in the darkness. Leaving the window behind, he walked back into the bathroom. "You saw something, didn't you?"
Naia nodded. "More than I wanted. I read her, much like I read you that first day. In a way, she is like me. Whereas I am bound to my spring, she is bound to her master. However, I love my spring, and my home. Only once has she loved her master, and that was a love long ago lost." Naia touched Mike's face. "I'm glad you're okay."
"I'm glad to be back." Mike scratched his arms. "Though I wasn't really gone."
"And let's keep it that way." Naia blew a literal kiss, a bubble shaped like a heart that popped on Mike's cheek. "Get your sleep. Safely, this time."
Mike smiled. "I love you. You know that, right? When I was lost, you somehow found me again. I can never repay you for saving me. Both my first day here, and last night. I don't know what I would do without you."
Naia winked in response, sinking into the water of the tub, taking the ruby with her. Mike walked back to his bed. Tink had fallen to the floor, her snores filling the room. His body was suddenly tired, but his mind was rested enough. He picked Tink up and put her in bed, beneath the covers. Leaving the door open a crack, he walked to the kitchen where his laptop was. He was pleased when it started up, and even happier to see the familiar text of Google floating before his eyes.
There was work that needed to be done.
-
Sarah's eyes opened. Lifting her head, she saw that she had fallen asleep in the library, the early light of day streaming through the skylight up above. Wiping a string of drool from her chin, she picked up the spellbook she had been studying, casually wiping away the stains she had left in it. Scratching at the newly healed skin of her belly, she walked over to the safe on the wall, curious to see if the deed had been done. The combination was only known to a select few in the Society, the treasure within beyond the mere concept of money.
The objects inside glowed at her presence. A magic wand made of dragon-bone, the cracked horn of an unknown creature, a ring with an emerald in it that contained an entire universe. In the back of the safe, next to a black silk bag and a book of human skin was the pedestal containing the Succubus Heart. Face slack in disbelief, Sarah grabbed it, holding it out in the light to be certain.
The ruby was gone. In its place was an exact replica made of ash, ash that quickly crumbled into nothingness in her hands.
"That's not possible," Sarah whispered. Somehow, Mike had killed the succubus.
Sarah stormed out of the room. She knew what she had to do, and there was no time to spare. She couldn't tell her mother, for Elizabeth would want to get the others involved. By the time they were done debating what they should do, it would be too late. Clearly Mike had discovered some of the more powerful secrets hidden inside the house. Magic, capable of destroying even a demon.
In her bedroom, Sarah threw open her closet. Stripping naked, she slipped into the black robes of her old coven, robes that would protect her from weapon and magic alike. A dagger, a wand, and a bracelet ringed with gemstones. With these three items, she had toppled fortress walls, brought an army to its knees, and even slain a werewolf pack intent on taking her head.
On this day, she would use them to personally take the life of MIke Radley, Society be damned. She would do by herself what they together could not. Slamming her closet shut, she left the building, climbing into a black sedan. Her car roared out of the parking lot, and she never once looked back.
Wow, I really hope that you liked that! If you did, leave those comments and reviews, they keep me ALIVE! I read all of them, and on those days I feel like I'm still just a hack with a weird sense of humor, they keep me going. I always update my Bio prior to submitting to Lit (which takes a few days, FYI), so follow me or check it out to keep up to date with HFHM release info. I feel blessed to have so many readers, thanks to all of you who have supported me, and I will see you next time!
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Enough gushing from me. Let's see how Mike handles an angry witch.
*****
Unwanted Company
She sat in the black sedan, watching the old, victorian era home across the street. Through the gate and the hedges, she could only make out the upper levels, replete with turrets and large, ornate windows. Inside that home, she knew would find her prey, but one problem remained.
Of the many magical enchantments the house had, the most annoying of them all was that you had to be invited. They had bypassed this little detail with the succubus —using Mike's blood had let them bypass the magical barrier through a ritual that had taken hours to complete. Of course, that drop of blood was long gone, as was her patience.
No, she would need to find another way in. Stepping out of the sedan, her dark robes billowed around her. Though they stood out in the bright morning light, they made her almost imperceptible to any humans who may be passing by. Unless she directly interacted with somebody, she would be dismissed as a passing shadow, or a homeless person, some non-entity not worth noting. With her dagger tucked into the back of her belt, and her wand strapped to her upper thigh, she only had one choice, the one she hated most of all.
Sarah was forced to wait.
-
By the time Tink arrived in the kitchen, Mike was in full swing. He had cleaned up the front rooms, pulling sheets off of the furniture that had survived both Jenny and the fire elemental. Head tilted high, her nostrils flared as she sniffed at the aroma coming off the stove.
"What you make?" Tink climbed onto her chair, a place at the table set for her. "Smells okay."
"Omelettes. One of the few things I can cook." Mike was busy flipping one in a pan, hot, melted cheese oozing out of the sides. "I haven't made them in years, so I'm hoping they turn out okay."
"Omelette." Tink sounded the word out, nodding her approval. Waiting patiently, her legs kicked back and forth, a full foot off the ground. "What happen last night? Tink have foggy dreams."
"Succubus attack, nothing major." Mike walked over to the table, frying pan in hand. Tilting it, he used the spatula to push the omelette onto her plate. It left a gooey trail of cheese all the way onto her plate. "You wanna eat that before it cools."
"What inside?" Tink peeled up the top layer with her fork.
"Just cheese. Maybe I will pick up some ham or something to put in it tomorrow." Mike was busy pouring some eggs he had previously whisked into the pan. "Omelettes are like the pizza of the breakfast world. You can put anything in them." Turning to wink at Tink, he saw that she had already devoured what he had given her, holding up her plate for more.
"Tink like. Cheese favorite part."
"Shit. Give me a couple minutes." Rolling his eyes, MIke finished the omelette he had been making, making sure to put extra cheese on it. "Later today I need you to be ready to hide. I ordered some groceries from Amazon again. A bunch of stuff to make some real food around here, plus a bunch of meat for the Mandragora. Think you can help me feed it?" He tilted Tink's omelet onto her plate.
"Tink always help." This time, Tink took her time, tearing bites off with her fork.
"After we take care of that, we can sit down and figure out how to get your goggles back." Mike bit into his omelette, letting out a sigh of contentment. A nice warm breakfast went a long way to ensuring that the day would go well. "How does that sound?"
He looked up from his meal to watch Tink practically inhale the rest of her food. The goblin threw herself out of her seat, running around the corner of the kitchen, and down the stairs to the vault. Seeing no need to rush, he took his time eating. She soon appeared with a map in her hands, which she unrolled on the table.
"Is that a map of the labyrinth?" Mike asked, staring at the odd symbols that covered the old parchment.
"Most of it. Some places unchartable. Tink find map long ago, we use to find where cow fuck sleeps, and then!" Tink slammed the fist of her hand into the palm of her other. "Knock out cow fuck, get goggles back!"
"I hope it's that easy." Mike stood up to look closer at the middle of the map. A swirling symbol had been drawn in the center of the labryinth proper. "What's this about?"
Before Tink could answer, the doorbell rang.
"I'll get it." Not like he had a choice, honestly. Tink grabbed the map off the table, quickly disappearing back into the basement with it. Mike whistled softly to himself, scanning the front room on his way through. True, half the furniture was busted up and out on the curb right now, but what was left looked really nice.
Mike opened the door. On the porch was the delivery girl, her hat pulled low over her face. She was holding several bags, with a couple more on the floor.
"May I come in?" she asked.
"You sure can." Mike knelt to pick up the bags on the porch when he felt the cold sensation in his stomach. Without thinking, he threw himself to the side, catching just the flash of light off of a dagger. Rolling away, he jumped to his feet in time to avoid another slash which would have caught him in the face.
"Holy shit!" Mike lost his balance and fell backward on his butt. The delivery girl ripped off her hat, her clothes shimmering and transforming into long black robes. Her dark hair was pulled away from her face, revealing eyes filled with anger.
"Hold still!" He recognized her now, Sarah, Elizabeth's daughter. She ran at him, blade held high, only to stop when Cecilia appeared, arms outspread. Momentarily stunned, Sarah's eyes narrowed as she slashed at the apparition.
The blade cut through Cecilia's dress, blood blossoming through her dress. Stunned, Cecilia stared at the blood on her hands, arms shaking. Sarah grinned.
Cecilia screamed, letting loose the full blast of her howl. Sarah's hair and gown billowed away from her, and she grabbed her ears, sinking to her knees in agony. Sparkling light coating her body, Cecilia burst into fog, disappearing from sight.
"Cecilia!" Mike cried out, lunging forward with a potted plant he had grabbed from the edge of the porch. He caught Sarah in the face, shattering the pot and scattering soil and dead plant chunks across the porch. She slashed at his legs, slicing through the fabric of his pants and biting into his leg.
"Fuck!" Mike fell, doing his best to tuck and roll and failing miserably. His legs splayed out sideways and he ended up rolling off of the front steps, tumbling face down onto the cobblestones below. He smashed his nose into the walkway, immediately tasting blood.
Sarah grabbed him by the hair, lifting his head back while holding his back in place with her knee. He saw the flash of metal before his eyes, the knife coming for the exposed flesh of his neck. Mike closed his eyes, unable to process what was about to happen.
A whoosh of air followed with the sound of flesh smacking stone, and the weight was off of him. Mike's face smashed into the ground once more, a result of his attempts to resist Sarah's pull. Rolling on one side, he saw that Abella had Sarah airborne, her talons around Sarah's back. Sarah was hollering at the gargoyle, slashing at her with her knife. Surprisingly, blue blood flowed from Abella's wounds. Attempting to keep the upper hand, Abella dove into the soft dirt of the yard, flattening Sarah beneath her.
"Abella!" Mike stood up, wiping blood off his mouth. Running at the pair, he was caught off guard by the blast of light that knocked Abella off of Sarah, the gargoyle tumbling through the air and crashing through the railing of the porch.
"Is that the best you have?" Sarah asked, aiming her wand at Mike. Her lips moved wordlessly, the air around them saturated with magic. Mike wanted to run, but all he could see was Abella's crumpled form on the porch. He had to get to her.
Cecilia reappeared right behind Sarah, her torso a bloody mess and her face a mask of anger. Mike could see her chest expanding, and covered his ears.
The howl made his ears ring, even through his hands. Sarah, startled by the shriek, flinched. The blast of light from her wand spiraled across the yard like a firework, crossing the boundary of the tall stone wall and striking a large tree in the neighbor's yard. For just a second, the thirty-five foot tree glowed blue before exploding into a hot mess of sparks and wood.
Sarah drew the knife, slashing at the banshee, but Cecilia had faded from sight. Raising the wand once more, her lips twisted into the beginnings of her next spell.
Not wasting any time, Mike sprinted for the side of the house. Green sparks ruptured the air behind him, exploding into the stone wall as he rounded the corner. Seeing the door to the garage, he frantically fumbled with the latch, lifting the door just enough that he could roll under it, seeing Sarah's slender legs turn the corner of the house. Ducking around the boxes, he was caught from behind by the blast of energy that crumpled in the door, scattering boxes and books in every direction.
This was it. He was done for. Heart pounding, he listened as Sarah stepped into the garage.
"Where the fuck are you?" Sarah asked. Shifting slightly, Mike realized that he was hidden beneath a large portion of the garage door that was covered in scattered paper. Sarah's wand glowed at a hiss from her mouth, a sickly green color that she cast across the mess she had made. Breathing out gently, he held perfectly still.
With a wave of her wand, she sent tiny blasts through the garage, scattering papers everywhere. Mike flinched, biting down on his lip to keep still. He was trapped.
"Fine. Keep hiding. A few more minutes of your bullshit is fine by me." Sarah was carefully stepping over debris, her feet occasionally slipping on paper. Her eyes scanned the dark recesses of the garage, and Mike was relieved to see that she was more interested in the back where Tink's staircase was.
Tink. He hoped the goblin was in the house. If she had gone down to her lair, there was nothing he could do to help her.
"You found it, didn't you?" Sarah blasted a rather lumpy pile of books. "I bet you did. That's why you are running. Not because you are scared, but so that you could use it against me."
Mike had no idea what she was going on about, but he prayed inwardly that she would head for the stairs in the back.
"That's right. That's how you defeated the succubus, probably turned her into a pile of dust. Even an amateur like you would be capable of such a feat." The wand was in one hand, but she held the dagger in the other. Her eyes were now on the back wall, walking wide. Satisfaction crossed her face, the edges of the staircase now visible to her. "I wonder where you could be hiding?" Crackling energy surrounded her body, and she disappeared from view. Footsteps on concrete revealed that she was going down below.
Mike had to move fast. Sliding out from beneath the door, he promptly slipped on a small piece of cardboard, crashing into the ground. Scrambling to his feet, he bolted through the side door, slamming it shut in time for it to be blasted off its hinges, catching him from behind and blowing him across the garden.
Expecting a face full of rocks, Mike belly flopped into a large wave of water that was waiting for him. Coughing up water, slender hands pulled him away from the shattered door. He had landed in the fountain, and Naia was there to help him up.
"Ah. I wondered when I would get to meet you." Sarah kept the wand trained on Naia now. "We heard all about you from Garrett."
"I'm not above drowning you, little witch." Naia summoned a giant ball of water between them. Sarah fired a blast of magic, but it detonated inside the ball, blasting water everywhere. Naia quickly summoned it once more. "And you're going to have to make up some new tricks if you want to make it over here alive."
"Water water everywhere, and not a drop to drink." This time, a blinding light emanated from her wand. Floating into the sky, it cast wave of devastating heat down onto the fountain. The water began to boil around them, and Naia's face fell.
"Mike, you need to get out of here!" Naia helped him to the other side of the fountain.
"What about you?" Mike asked.
"Don't worry, the water can't hurt me." She practically shoved Mike out of the fountain, steam already rising from its edges. Sarah was already skirting the edge of the fountain, looking for a clean shot. "But it can hurt her." Water tendrils rose from the fountain, boiling hot, that whipped at the angry witch. Just when they made contact, the air around Sarah flashed green, revealing a magical shell that protected her.
"Oh no," Naia said, covering her mouth in horror. She summoned a massive water wall and sent it at Sarah, but it rut around her with no effect.
"You're harmless as long as I stay out here." Sarah's wand was trained at Naia, the tip of it glowing the same green as her protective barrier. The dagger was already in her other hand, the tip gleaming in the light of day. "And now you can't go back in."
Mike looked at Naia, then at Sarah. He needed a plan, some way to get either the wand or the dagger from her. Looking around, he saw that someone else already had a plan in the shape of a ball-peen hammer.
Tink burst out of the bushes, hammer raised high. Nearing Sarah, she swung the hammer for the side of her knee. The green shell flashed, knocking Tink head over heels. With a dramatic wave of her wand, Sarah lifted Tink into the sky and cast her into Naia's boiling fountain.
"No!" Mike screamed. Naia waved her hands to the side, and the fountain's water lifted outward, forming a giant wall all around the fountain. Arms outstretched, Naia caught Tink, both of them tumbling to the fountain's marble floor.
"And now you freeze it." The mystery orb vanished, a blast of blue light from the wand causing the hot water to freeze and expand. The wall was nearly ten feet high, the surface of the wall warped like a funhouse mirror, scattering oblong images of Naia and Tink in every direction. Sarah smirked, leveling her wand at Mike. "Strange. I expected to see far more of your menagerie out here."
"You know about the creatures here?" Mike asked. Looking around the garden for a weapon, a shield, someway out of this mess, he finally saw what he was looking for.
"I know of them. Garrett spoke of them many times. We used to have them all written down in a little book, but the Geas really is all powerful." Sarah's eyes flashed. "Time to die, Mr. Radley."
"Wait!" Mike held up his hands. "I want to make a trade!"
"Trade what? All you have is your life, and not for long."
"Hear me out. If you kill me, this place goes up for sale, yes?"
"And?"
"The Geas takes over. Even if you kill me, you can't go back inside the house to find the You-Know-What." Mike swallowed, hoping that she couldn't see how full of shit he was.
"You're full of shit." Sarah's eyes narrowed, but Mike noticed that he hadn't blown a hole in him yet.
"No really, think about it. I invited you in, right? Well, if I die, the current owner of the house hasn't given you permission to enter. Clearly, I don't have it on me. Therefore, you're stuck out here, and you have to do this all over again with the next owner, which could be years." He had no idea if it was true, but after so many days inside of the Dreamscape, he felt like his logic had been sharpened to a fine enough point to convince her.
"I can wait," Sarah told him, but now he could see she was full of shit. He could see how her thumb circled the hilt of the dagger, eager to move forward with the kill, yet he still lived.
"Here's the trade. If I take you to it, you let me live. I walk away, no questions asked." Mike nodded. "Like that, you get everything you want. I get everything I want."
"There's no way you walk away from all this with everything you want," Sarah said, raising her wand.
"Okay, fine, I walk away with the money! This place, I sell it. You and yours mine it for its secrets, it's been nothing but trouble for me. Look!" Mike pointed at his face, then his leg. "I haven't even been here a week, and all I get is fucked up. Do you know how long I spent trapped inside a dream with that succubus?"
"How did you escape?" Sarah asked, instantly suspicious.
"I slept with it under my pillow." God, he hoped that made sense to her. "I moved it this morning because I didn't want the others to know I had it. I was afraid they would use it against me."
Sarah appraised him for several seconds, obviously trying to decide what to do.
"Take me to it. Walk slowly."
"Oh, don't you worry about that." Mike turned around, his hands in the air. "I'll take you right to where I hid it." Walking around the back of the house, Mike was careful to step around the questing vines that had plastered themselves against the house. He could hear her behind him, the constant humming of her magic promising a quick and messy death. Chancing a look back, he watched her shake her wrist violently. Sparkling gems struck the grass, burying themselves beneath the soil.
Taking a deep breath, Mike led her to the greenhouse.
-
"Mike." Abella pushed the broken planks off of her, shaking debris the debris off her body by flexing her wings. The front porch was a complete mess, and one of the support pillars was now off kilter, the roof above it bowing dangerously. Growling, Abella smacked the support with her tail, shoving it back in place. "Mike!"
"He's not here." Cecilia flickered back in place. Her dress was stained, her blood sparkling in the sunlight. "I'll look inside."
"I'll go up." Cecilia walked through the siding of the house, vanishing from sight. Abella jumped off the porch into the yard, tipping over dangerously. Her equilibrium was off, a result of the magical blast that had knocked her out. Shaking her head, her sensitive ears picked up shouting out back. With a powerful flap of her wings, she soared up, circling as she rose, casting her eyes to the ground. The house had three turrets, each one reinforced with steel beams to support her weight. The tallest of these was sufficient for her to regain her breath and see the whole property. The garage looked like a tornado had gone through it, paper scattered in all directions. In the garden, a giant ball of ice surrounded the fountain. It was here that she could hear the cries of her friends.
Abella didn't bother landing properly - instead, she crashed in the middle of the fountain, splashing warm water everywhere. It was hard enough to remain upright.
"Abella!" Naia hugged the gargoyle, squeezing her harder than she thought possible. "Get us out of here!" Looking around, Abella noticed that Tink was out cold, tucked carefully into the small basin of the fountain.
"On it." She charged the nearest wall of ice, crashing into it like a wrecking ball. The whole structure was nearly two feet thick, but stone was stronger than ice. In short work, she had knocked a hole in it. Stepping out into the yard, she cracked her knuckles, ready for round two with the witch.



"Not inside," Cecilia said, appearing from the second floor of the house and floating down.
"Are you sure?" Abella asked. "The house has many rooms."
"No sign anybody has been through there." Cecilia looked at Naia. "Any ideas?"
Naia contemplated the question, her eyes gazing off into the distance. "I think... I think I sense him toward the greenhouse."
"Well then let's look." Abella walked around the corner of the house, Cecilia close behind. Cecilia knelt by the grass, touching the blades with her hand.
"He's been here." Plucking a blade, Cecilia showed it to Abella. It was stained with blood.
"I'm going to kill her." Abella's wings spread wide, her brow furrowed in anger. "I'm going to rip off her head and shove it up her ass."
"I'll keep her alive while you do it," Cecilia offered. Moving with purpose, the greenhouse came into view, the vines of the Mandragora scattered all over the yard.
Drawing near, the ground exploded around them, large figures of stone and earth rising around them. In the center of each one's forehead was a single, gleaming gem. Abella folded her wings before her just in time to absorb the blow from the first one, which knocked her back. Cecilia tried to phase through another, but a casual swipe from a stony arm cast the banshee back, through the bushes of the house and into the kitchen. There were five of them, each one nearly ten feet tall. Abella stood, glaring at the stony figure as they moved in front of the greenhouse, taking up their posts. Cecilia reappeared next to her.
"Rock golems," Abella said, appraising the figures before them. Casting a glance at Cecilia, the banshee shook her head. "Guarding the greenhouse. Mike is in there all right. Can you just go through them?"
"No." Cecilia glared at the stone sentinels. "The stones in their head magically ward them. They are solid to me. Let's regroup with the others, cause we're going to need a plan."
"We're coming Mike!" Abella called, turning away to run to the fountain.
-
Mike cocked his head. Did he just hear his name?
"What is this place?" Sarah asked from behind. They had stepped through the busted door, Mike taking great care to step over the vines. Sarah, seeing this, had done the same without asking twice. Now they stood in the weird open space inside the greenhouse, the sky up above a gentle blue.
"The greenhouse. The others don't come here, they think it's just a big dirt pit."
"A dirt pit?" Sarah looked doubtful.
"Well, um, in a manner of speaking." Mike pointed at the large jungle beneath them. "When I asked, they thought the plants in here were dead. Lack of care and all. I guess Emily didn't ever come in here either. Those vines that are all over the house are just huge, literal stink weeds. Touch them and poof! You're covered in this sticky shit that smells like vomit." Mike pointed at the Mandragora vines. "Emily planted it to keep them out. That's why it's all over the house-nobody wants to even attempt to fix it."
"Disgusting. Now show me where you put the Grimoire."
Grimoire. Mike had heard the word before. Walking closer to the edge of the cliff, it came to him. "It's more of a journal really. There's a cave out that way, to keep it from getting wet. This guy," he pointed at the Mandragora, "is simply all over the place. I've never seen any animals here, and the plants don't give a shit, so I figured it would be safe."
"A cave huh?" Mike could feel a shift in the air, and that familiar ball of ice formed in his gut.
"Yeah. I locked it in a special box that only I can get into. Soul resonance. Trick I learned from the book." Behind him, the magic fizzled, and he hid his sigh. She had been about to kill him. "Box kills anyone else who touches it or even open it. Disintegrates them. Spent my morning crafting the thing out of dragonhide, minotaur fur and what was left of the succubus."
"You had those things just laying around?" Some of the edge was gone from Sarah's voice, replaced with curiosity.
"Oh yeah. Emily has tons of weird shit stored all over this place. Granted, the dragonhide was hard to identify, it was in a box with so many other things."
"And the Grimoire let an amateur such as yourself simply create such a thing? And it wasn't hard?"
"Oh yeah. It's like Hardcore Magic for Idiots." Mike was looking for the path that wound down into the valley, doing his best to pretend like he knew where he was going. The Mandragora vines twitched when he neared them, but were otherwise still. He noticed that their dark green hue had gone slightly pale. He really needed to feed the damn thing.
But not just yet.
"If one such as you with no magical aptitude could commit such a feat, then I can only imagine what I could do with it." Sarah was close enough now that she poked Mike in the back with the tip of her knife. It split the fabric with ease, and Mike winced, the sensation of warm blood down his back flooding him with terror. It would take no effort at all for Sarah to take his life from him, and then the others would fall into her hands.
"There was a section in the back that I couldn't figure out." The lie came easily, and Sarah's eagerness to hear them was a blessing. "It was a bunch of diagrams, and some ingredients and stuff I couldn't pronounce."
"That makes sense. It likely has to do with the Old Ones. That is the strongest kind of magic." Sarah's voice had risen slightly in pitch. Mike looked back at her and saw that her cheeks had reddened. "If one such as you could do Master level spellwork, then I bet I would have access to the spells of Creation themself!"
Mike let out a breath. He had no idea what the Grimoire was, but now he really hoped that none of his bullshit was actually true. He wondered if Naia could tell him more about it.
The path became steep, and Sarah waited for Mike to traverse the longer stretches of it first, hiking up her robes and tucking them into her belt, revealing long, slender legs. Her large breasts bounced pleasantly on the occasion she had to hop down from a rock or trees stump. Her attractiveness ended where her face began. Frozen in a sneer, he wondered what drove a woman of such beauty to be so evil.
"We are almost to the bottom," he said, surveying the land. There was a definable trail, one that had started on top of the cliff, and Mike was playing a hunch. He noticed that the Mandragora vines ran outward in every direction, but always within a couple of feet of the trail itself. The further they walked, the thicker the vines got, and they were now stepping beneath the canopy of the forest below, the floor of the path decorated in the shadows of the leaves up above. "Need to go for a bit in here."
"How far?" Sarah asked.
"I didn't wear a fitbit this morning," Mike told her. "I found this cave the other day, after that fire lizard tried to kill me."
"That was MY fire elemental," Sarah informed him. The edge was back in her voice. "If we don't get there soon, then I'm going to break both of your legs and make you crawl."
Shit. He needed to do something soon. Walking down the trail, he saw that there were small stones all around. Looking at the increasingly thick vines all around them, he realized that they had begun to move, twisting around themselves like giant snakes. Every few steps, he shuffled his feet a little, trying to catch his shoelaces with his other foot. Gradually, he loosened one of them, keeping his eye out for a rock big enough to do the trick.
"Hold up a second," Mike said, spotting one the size of an egg. He placed his foot right next to it. "Shoes untied, slowing me down."
"Hurry up." She said. Mike chanced a look back. Though the wand was trained at him, her eyes were on the forest. Suspicion was in her eyes-she clearly sensed danger in the forest, but could not spot it. Tying the laces on his shoe, he grabbed the rock, casually palming it in his hand.
"Okay, I'm good." Now that he had a stone, he needed to figure out what to do with it. Did he throw it at the vines, and hope they woke up? Did he try to nail Sarah with it, stun her and then tackle the vines? Snorting through his crusted nostrils, he suddenly knew what to do.
Scratching an itch by his mouth, he pinched his nose between his fingers and gave it a sharp yank. He heard something pop, and blood flowed fully once again down his face. This time, he let it run down his shirt, catching it on his fingertips and flicking it out to the side, the droplets touching the Mandragora. The vines immediately flexed, sensing prey nearby.
"It's just up ahead now." The trail twisted to the side, then switched back. A large tangle of vines wrapped around the narrow pass, and Mike wiped his face, coating the stone in his own blood. Slowing down while walking through the narrow section of the trail, Mike stopped, staring up into the sky through a gap in the canopy, twisting so that he could see Sarah, his eyes tracking nothing.
"What is it?" Sarah asked, stopping right behind him, her body so close that he could smell her sweat. She was looking up too, trying to figure out what he had seen. Mike casually tossed the stone to his right, landing squarely in a loop of Mandragora vines. They were everywhere now, like a giant cobweb, wrapped around every tree and plant. Immediately, they flexed, little creeper vines grabbing at the stone, the forest shifting around them.
Sarah, seeing the vines move, pointed her wand and fired, a greenish blast of energy that blew the foliage apart. Wand outstretched, her dagger was on the far side of her body, away from Mike. Mike stepped away from the blast, and then behind Sarah. Grabbing her from behind, he pulled her off her feet and into the larger Mandragora vines behind them.
"What are you doing?" She was inhumanly strong, easily ripping his hands off of her. However, covered in Mike's blood, the Mandragora had sensed them both. Dozens of vines looped around their bodies, Sarah shouting in an arcane language, lighting up the forest floor. Mike held fast to her legs, the vines already dragging him away. Sarah's blade was effective, but there were too many vines to cut. Shrieking at no one in particular, she and Mike were tied up completely, dragged away across the forest floor.
"You piece of shit," she screamed, kicking at his head. Mike could no longer let go-the vines had tied his arms to her body. Her foot struck, but with very little force. "You cocksucking, motherfucking, shit-stinking mortal!"
Mike ignored her, turning his head to see where they were going. Above him, he could feel Sarah struggling against her bonds, which in turn tightened his. He no longer cared what happened, as long as he could protect the others. Dragged across the forest floor, he felt relieved that he had managed to lure her away.
"Where are you taking me?" Sarah shrieked, kicking her feet some more. Mike chuckled.
"I'm not taking you anywhere." New vines wrapped around them, the old ones releasing them. Mike and Sarah broke apart, and they accelerated across the forest floor, splashing through puddles and devastating bushes in their passing. Traversing the curves of trees, Mike felt his whole body whipped from side to side, smashing into other plants or even rocks, his whole body becoming a giant bruise. The Mandragora was tenderizing its meat.
He wondered what the end would look like. A cavernous maw, perhaps, with man-sized teeth? A bottomless pit? A huge Venus fly trap ready to impress him with show tunes prior to devouring him?
Behind him, Sarah was muttering curses under her breath, her hair snagging on bushes, undoing her braids. Mike ignored her ramblings, concentrating on the new problem at hand. He had given them over to the Mandragora. Now what?
The bushes disappeared, and they were in a large clearing. At its center was the Mandragora itself. Nearly twelve feet tall, it was a giant, green bulb with an amateur bloom on top of it. Huge leaves surrounded the base, interspersed with giant pitcher plant traps that looked like giant, green sleeping bags. The vines pulled them ever closer, dragging them through the dirt. Up above, hanging like giant cocoons, were pods that swayed gently in the breeze.
"What is this place?" Sarah asked, her voice unnaturally calm.
"I'm guessing it's the Mandragora." Mike looked back at her. "I was going to feed it today, poor thing is starving. If you had showed up later this afternoon, my plan probably wouldn't have worked."
"I fucking hate you," Sarah said, her cheeks bright red. Her face was scraped up, blood and dirt across her face. "I hate you, I hate this plant, I hate your whole fucking family, and your fucking monster collection. You don't have the Grimoire after all, do you?"
"Nope. Never heard of it."
Sarah snarled, her teeth grinding. "Once this thing lets me go, I'm going to set this whole goddamn forest on fire."
"About that," Mike said, watching in amusement as several vines yanked the wand from Sarah's hand, snapping it in half. "Mandragora speaks English."
"Fuck." The plant yanked away her dagger too, tossing it casually to the side where it landed point down in a stone, sinking to the hilt. "What does it want with us?"
"I'm guessing lunch." Mike looked at the plant, which wasn't moving. He wondered how big its teeth were going to be. "I hope it eats you first. I bet you taste like shit."
"I'm still going to kill you. With my bare hands." Sarah's whole face was red, nostrils flaring. "I'm going to rip off your face and piss all over-"
The pods up above rustled, and a cloud of pink and yellow glitter settled on Mike, Sarah, and the ground around them. Both Sarah and Mike coughed violently — it was like inhaling black pepper.
"What is this?" Mike asked.
"Fuck," Sarah whispered. The vines around them were slowly loosening, circulation slowly flowing to Mike's limbs. The first thing he was aware of was how much his new scrapes and bruises hurt, injuries incurred by his travel through the woods. The second thing he noticed was how hard he suddenly was.
"I...I don't get it," Mike said. Sitting up, he saw that Sarah was on her hands and knees, taking deep breaths, her breasts heaving beneath her robes.
"I won't do it, I won't do it," she kept muttering to herself. Her shapely ass was beginning to sway from side to side, and she started rocking back and forth, squeezing her legs together.
"What's happening?" Sitting up, Mike's cock shifted slightly in his pants. The sensation was magnified ten-fold, and instant thrill sent up his spine to his brain. He tried to adjust himself, but the feeling of cloth across the head of his dick was already making him leak precum, a small stain forming on the outside of his filthy pants. "Oh god."
"I'll tell you what's happening." Sarah's voice had a raspy quality to it. She was breathing entirely too hard. "The Mandragora plans to eat us."
"By making us horny?" That didn't make a lot of sense.
"No you idiot. This plant. I've read about it. It needs to exhaust us before it eats us." Sarah laughed, spit dribbling from her mouth. "I always thought it used poison, or made us struggle. Fact is, once we're inside it, it can't use the vines, and it needs to make sure we are too weak to get out. This, though. This is ridiculous."
"I still don't follow." And it was becoming increasingly hard to. Mike's vision was narrowing, all thought of the outside world fading away. All he could focus on was this woman before him, in dark robes that clung to her skin in all the right places. The v-neck of her gown hugged her large breasts, the fabric opening slightly to give him a peek down her blouse.
"You've killed us. You've killed both of us." Sarah laid her upper body on the ground, her ass up in the air. "If I could just... resist." Her left hand slid down her stomach, pushing up against her pelvis. She let out a hiss, rubbing insistently with her fingers. "If I can just... get off, maybe I can run away."
This was crazy. Mike didn't see how the plant was planning to eat them by making them horny. He also saw no reason to wear pants anymore. They were confining, hugging his skin too tightly. He slid them free, sighing as his cock sprang up into the open air. Turning his head to look at Sarah, he saw that she was actively rubbing her breast through the gown with her free hand, moaning quietly while she squeezed.
He couldn't look away. For several minutes, he watched as Sarah diddled herself, adjusting her robes to slide her whole hand beneath. Mike felt strangely relaxed, strangely fine with the idea that he had no desire to escape.
Sarah's eyes snapped up to meet his, a desperation in them. Puzzled, he realized that she was staring at his cock, which he was absent-mindedly stroking in full view.
"You asshole," she gasped, crawling toward him. Drawing close, her hand withdrew from beneath her gown, grabbing his dick tightly. Her hand was soaking wet, and she pumped him with purpose. "You need to... share."
Share? Mike's eyes rolled back in his head when Sarah sucked him into her mouth, jacking him off at the base of his dick while her tongue worked wonders on the head. He couldn't even remember why they had been fighting anymore, she seemed like a perfectly lovely woman, her body all curves before him.
"Show me your tits," he muttered, and she hastily obliged, as if afraid he would take his dick away from her. Her gown slid easily to the side, revealing two voluptuous globes, the skin between her breasts red with arousal. The world around him was little more than a haze, his entire attention on this buxom beauty servicing him. His entire world was the warm, wet sensation of her mouth, gulping greedily at his cock, her hands twisting and squeezing him at the base...
"GAH!" Mike came with very little warning, grabbing Sarah by the hair and forcing himself deep into the back of her throat. Semen shot out of her nose, Sarah frantically swallowing as much of it as she could.
"Wait. Wait!" It suddenly occurred to Mike why what they were doing was wrong. He pulled his dick free, shoving Sarah to the ground in a frantic bid to escape. Nearly tripping over his pants, he made it almost ten feet before his head started swimming again.
"No fair!" Sarah tackled him around the waist, driving him to the ground. She was shifting her robes to the side, Mike's dick getting rock hard once more. By the time she impaled herself on his cock, there was no place in the world he would rather be.
-
Abella walked forward, a giant spear in her hand. Behind her came Tink with a crossbow in each hand, followed by Cecilia, who carried nothing. Tink had taken them to the armory. After a quick discussion, it was decided that the weak point in the golems was the gemstones themselves. Though Abella held a spear, she had six more leaned up against the house.
"Where did the Mandragora go?" Cecilia asked, gazing at the wall. There was no sign of the hungering plant.
"Tink find out later," the goblin hissed. "Kill stupid rock fucks." Tink had been inconsolable since waking. "Much easier with goggles. Tink having bad two days."
"We're all having a bad day. Cecilia, you ready?"
The banshee nodded. Gliding forward toward the golems, they spread out, ready to intercept her. Moving toward the closest one, Cecilia jumped out of the way as it smashed a fist into the stone boundary of the yard. Letting out an angry grunt, the golem swung again, missing Cecilia by a hair's length. Hair billowing outward in every direction, Cecilia ran right in front of it, taunting it farther.
This time, the golem lifted its arms and belly flopped. Smirking, Cecilia sank into the ground, the golem smashing into the dirt and leaving a giant, belly shaped crater. Pushing itself up, it stopped when a crossbow bolt shattered next to the gem in its head.



"Fuck!" Tink lifted the other crossbow, closing one eye and taking aim. This one flew true, striking the gem. It exploded in a cacophony of light and sound, the golem crumbling into a large pile of gravel.
The others, unperturbed, remained at their post, moving closer together.
"Stupid rock fucks," Tink growled, reloading both of her bows. Cecilia emerged from inside the golem's carcass, clearly pleased with the shattered body beneath her.
"Let's take our time," Abella said, noticing the other golems had stayed at their post. Readying her spear, she and Tink moved forward, ready for Cecilia to lure the next one out.
-
"OH MY GOD!" Sarah came hard, soaking Mike's lap with her cum. Her orgasm subsiding, her face once again twisted into a mask of cruelty, one hand clutching Mike's throat and squeezing. "I hate you so much right now," she hissed, her hips already beginning to move on their own. Soon, she released Mike's throat, allowing him to breathe deeply once more before cumming deep inside the witch.
"Holy shit!" Mike tried to extricate himself, but she was too strong. The erotic euphoria took him once again, and he pushed Sarah off only to roll her over and take her from behind, her elbows planted firmly on the ground.
"OH, FUCK, FUCK, FUCK!" Sarah slammed her ass against him, her whole body shuddering once more. Mike was now in a frenzy, pounding her as fast as he could. Sarah crawled away from him, kicking him back and away, only to fall under the spell of the Mandragora's powder once more.
"I don't understand," Mike said, the next time he came, trying to unwrap himself. His legs were going numb, and his lower back was beginning to hurt.
"I'm going to rip off your face," Sarah informed him, before pushing him back and throwing herself on top of him. In their frantic thrusting, Sarah lifted up too high, Mike's dick popping free. In his frantic rush to get back inside her, he missed the target, pushing his way into her tight asshole.
"Oh fuck!" Sarah grabbed his hips and sank all the way down until his balls were squeezed by her ass cheeks. She rode him like this for several minutes, and he came again, filling her ass up with his seed. Gasping for breath, he could only lie there in a daze until the powder took over once again, his entire world consumed by the desire to mate, to fuck, to pound her relentlessly.
How long had they been at this? Mike's whole body hurt, yet his dick was doing all of the talking. Every time the powder took over, he sank even deeper into the euphoria of pure, unadulterated sex.
Sarah's face twisted up, turning bright red as she experienced a string of orgasm all together. Eyes popping open, she stared down at Mike, opening her mouth to say something. Instead, a line of drool fell from her mouth, and she collapsed on top of Mike, gasping for air. The two of them had just been forced to run a marathon at a sprint, and Mike felt like his heart couldn't take much more.
"I hate you so much," Sarah told him, the anger now out of her voice. It had been replaced with acceptance, the realization that neither of them was going to survive.
"I'm not always a fan of myself," he informed her, cumming one last time inside her. This time, his dick went soft and stayed that way, and Sarah fell to the side, neither of them unable to move.
Several minutes passed. Mike couldn't move, his eyes locked on Sarah's. She was breathing so hard that the dirt on the ground was forming a little air channel in front of her mouth.
"All we wanted was the house," she told him. "This could have been so easy if you had just sold us the house."
"I discovered something better than money," he said, letting out a big sigh. It was hard enough just talking. "They're my family."
"They're not even human." Sarah tried to push herself away from him, but was unable to. "They're monsters. Tools at best, ready to be used."
"If you really believe that, then you are the real monster here." Mike coughed, his lungs hurting. "This is not how I thought my day would go."
Sarah laughed, a sound that was closer to a bark. "Me either. The Society thought you had gained some supernatural power here. It turns out you have the devil's own luck is all." Sarah was moving slowly away from him. Puzzled, Mike glanced down to see that the creeper vines had found her once more, tentatively moving her.
"I'm guessing my luck has run out." Mike smirked. "But at least the others are safe."
"To think that I survived two World Wars and Salem, only to end up here with you." Sarah took a deep breath, closing her eyes. "A curse on you, Mike Radley."
"Time to feed the Mandragora," Mike muttered, the vines wrapping around his waist and pulling him across the ground too. His entire body was now numb, his back in a state of near spasm. Sarah muttered to herself, the exhausted witch dragged toward the pitcher plant nearest them. The large leaves at the base of the plant reached for her, stroking her face gently, assessing its meal. The leaves in the clearing rustled their approval, and Sarah let out a sigh as she was pulled through the opening of the pitcher, sliding down into its depths. With a loud creak, the pitcher lifted into the air, supported by several thick, curly vines. The light penetrated deep enough that he could see her silhouette, her limbs moving in slow motion as the pitcher filled with fluid. No matter how high she reached, she couldn't get to the edge.
It was Mike's turn. Pulled close to the plant, the leaves stroked his body, first touching his feet, then his head. The plant shifted about, a suitably large pitcher selected to accommodate him. There was no malice in their touch, only instinct. Dragged toward the opening of the plant, one of the leaves stroked his cheek gently, like a mother would a child.
The memory came unbidden, an instinct from another time and another life.
"Hey there, sweet pea." The words came on their own, slipping free of him and vanishing on the wind.
All movement stopped. The plant shivered, thousands of leaves rustling all at once. Tiny creeper vines emerged from beneath the larger leaves, touching his face, then stroking his skin where he had been injured.
"I'm not even mad. Okay?" How could he be? The poor thing was starving. "I'm sorry I didn't take care of you sooner. I'm afraid I made a mess of things." It was taking serious effort just to keep his eyes open now, the urge to sleep overcoming him. Already, the struggles inside of Sarah's pitcher had ceased, her silhouette floating eerily in the center, likely to be dissolved over several days.
The pitcher that had been prepared for him was dragged away, and the lager vines released him. The creepers moved over his body, touching him gently where he had been cut, his whole body tingling in response. The leaves up above rustled, and a large piece of fruit fell, landing by his face.
"Heh." Mike wanted to get up and grab it, but just lifting his head was too hard. The Mandragora wrapped the large, apple shaped fruit in two vines and twisted, breaking it in half. The first half was pushed against Mike's mouth, and he greedily sucked at the surface, surprised at how juicy it was. Taking small bites, his body flooded with warmth all the way to his toes. Upon finishing the first half, the second half was promptly fed to him as well. More rustling overhead and a coconut appeared, dropped from above and caught gently before it could roll on his face. This was cracked open, the liquid poured down his throat.
"Yeah. Thatta girl." Mike sipped at the coconut, which somehow tasted more like an orange. Upon closer inspection, he realized that the coconut wasn't perfectly round-it had a tapered point on one end. He couldn't be bothered to wonder, however, and he just kept drinking.
"I guess you're not going to eat me after all," Mike said, using his newfound energy to grab one of the larger vines and hug it tightly against his chest like a stuffed toy. The Mandragora lifted him, building a hammock of vines beneath his tired body. Holding the plant against his chest, he sighed, relieved that he had made survived.
The Mandragora rocked him gently. Eyelids fluttering, he closed his eyes and fell asleep.
*****
Some of you saw this coming. No joke. From the first time we saw the Mandragora, to the introduction of the Society witches, I got at least a couple people who guessed this was going down. The Lit community's support has been immense in helping me find the energy to manage this output, so if you enjoyed this chapter, please make sure to rate it, leave a comment, or send me a message. I may not respond (due to time constraints), but I DO read all of them!
Much love to all of you, I will be seeing you in 2018!
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Welcome Home
Mike opened his eyes, staring at the waning sunlight through the canopy overhead. Scattered rays were dying, a sign that the sun was sinking toward the skyline, ready to slumber until the break of dawn. The forest was quiet – a complete lack of animals meant that the only sound Mike could hear was the occasional rippling of the leaves as the wind brushed them against one another.
Lifting his head, he knew that he needed to get back. Though his slumber had been restless, he had clearly slept the day away. Groaning, he leaned out of the makeshift hammock that the Mandragora had made for him and promptly crashed onto the ground, his legs unable to properly support him.
“Fuck!” The numb sensation he had experienced earlier had passed. His legs burned as if full of fire ants, and his ankle felt like it had been twisted too far to one side. Checking his surroundings, he scooted around to look at the Mandragora.
Sarah’s pod had ominously sealed shut along the top of the mouth. The whole pod gently convulsed, a dark fluid flowing through its lower stalks and into the main plant body. Mike shivered, realizing that, if not for a memory, that would have been fate too.
The Mandragora had left him presents. He was surrounded by more food, and another one of the coconut things to drink from. The Mandragora had also left him an old branch that was the perfect height and thickness for a hiking staff. Shaking his head in disbelief, he ate what little he could, drank the fluid from the hard shelled fruit, and tried to stand with the staff.
It was slow going. Painful as it was to stand, the Mandragora dropped loops of vine for him to hold onto. Standing, his legs wobbled painfully beneath him. He was in poor shape for walking.
The plant would take care of him, he was sure of that. But what of the others? What had happened to his girls? Was Cecilia okay? What about Abella?
Sensing his anxiety, thick vines gently stroked his arms, soothing him. As it was, the girls would have to figure things out on his own, at least until he could walk. Once that was possible, the next step was to figure out the best way to get home. There was no single path leading away from the Mandragora, which meant he may accidentally wander deeper into the forest.
He had to try. Looking in the direction of the distant cliffs, he started walking. Slow, clumsy footsteps were soon replaced with strength and confidence. His body was no match for his determination, and once he got moving, it was far easier to stay moving then it was to stop.
After ten minutes of walking, he was already feeling a little better. His stiff muscles had loosened, and the staff kept most of his weight off his bad foot. His ankle was swollen already, but he needed to keep moving forward. The path he followed was mostly flat, and for that, he was grateful.
Ominous silence accompanied him on his journey. Thick clouds rolled in, gobbling up the sun’s light, and as dusk fell on the forest, Mike was engulfed by the shadow of night. He realized how much trouble he was in when he could no longer discern the edges of the path, often stepping into a cluster of bushes. He clocked himself good on a low hanging tree branch, so he sat down on a nearby log, taking a breather.
The silence was broken by the distant peal of thunder.
“Fuck.” Without animals to worry about, he had figured it would be a safe trek. Without any light to see by, and a storm blowing in, it occurred to him that staying with the Mandragora would have been a better idea.
Distant lightning gave him brief glimpses of the path, and he used them to hasten his journey. There was no way he was going to make it to the house this night, and he kept his eye out for any kind of shelter. With no wilderness experience to speak of, he debated his ability to climb a tree and at least get off the ground.
The lightning grew closer, and his eyes were having trouble adjusting to the sudden contrasts in light. The storm’s thunder boomed, a chaotic rhythm that he could feel in his chest. Each tumultuous clap was moving closer, his ears ringing after some of the louder ones. The humidity in the forest was increasing, and he wondered how often the forest flooded.
Stumbling around, he heard it, the eerie song of a woman in mourning. It carried across the world, distant at first, but growing louder. It was a song of loss, peace, and memory, the words foreign to him, but exposing an unfilled gap in his heart. The song was drowned out by the thunder, but he no longer cared for the storm. Traipsing through the wood and brush, he shoved his way through to the source.
“Cecilia!” He called, his voice cracking with the effort. “Cecilia, over here!” His own voice was lost in the wind, the ground beneath his feet quaking in fear as the storm rolled over him. Staring up into the sky above, he watched the lightning dance between the clouds, illuminating the large birds in the sky who beat their mighty wings, the thunder deafening.
“Cecilia! Cecilia!” He crawled through the bushes, rapping his staff on logs, rocks, anything he could find. Her song was growing louder, and he could make out the sinister glow of her body through the trees up ahead. His throat raw, he no longer formed words, simply screaming at the top of his lungs in the hopes that he could fill the silent spaces of the storm.
She emerged from the trees, her body passing through them like mist. Her hands were clutched to her chest in sadness, her mouth open wide as her song took over the cacophony of the world around him. Mike tripped over a log, falling face first into the ground.
“Mike!” Glowing hands took him by the arm, lifting him free of the ground. Cecilia pulled at him, her entire body floating through the trees a she guided him onto a new patch of flat ground. The storm broke above them, rain falling all around. Between Cecilia’s pulling and the staff, Mike broke into a near jog, his heart pounding in his chest, his ears ringing. The dark world around him was lit by lightning and the fires it had started, glowing embers carried above the canopy like shooting stars. From the darkness emerged a cluster of rocks, and Cecilia led him to the other side. Here, the large slabs of stone lay across each other like folded hands, and Mike stumbled up the dirt slope to their opening, his feet slipping out from beneath him.
“Cecilia, thank god.” He pulled the banshee in for an embrace, her presence chilling his body but warming his heart. Cecilia clung to him — her steady presence plus the quieting effect of the cave made the whole world stabilize around him.
Getting chilled, Mike let go. “What about the others, are they okay?”
Cecilia nodded. “We ran into some trouble. By the time we got into the greenhouse, the storm was too windy for Abella to fly, and Tink may have broken her foot, so she couldn’t come. I’ve never seen her so angry.”
“And you? You got hurt?”
“Aye, I did.” Cecilia pulled down the top of her dress, revealing a scar. “That knife was not of this world.”
“Yeah, well it belongs to the Mandragora now.” Mike sat down, leaning against the wall. His whole body hurt now, his muscles cramping. “Is Naia okay?”
“Yes. She knew you were still alive, so she wasn’t too worried.” Cecilia stood. “I must report back to the others that you are safe.”
“I don’t want you to go.”
Cecilia smiled. “I shall return, a runsearc.” She blew him a kiss and faded from sight.
Sitting in the darkness, Mike waited. There was nothing else to do but listen to the storm that raged outside.
-
“I don’t understand what your problem is.” His mother told him, weaving in and out of traffic. Her breath was dangerous, some concoction of whiskey, cigarettes, and something else, a handful of pills she had stolen from someone’s medicine cabinet.
“I just want to go the the dance,” Mike told his mother. He was hoping he would get to see Lucy there, his lab partner from Biology. He felt like there had been something between them, a spark when they worked together at the fume hood. They were both in ninth grade, and he was new to the school, which meant Lucy had no reason to know any of his own personal history.
“And why is this dance so important? I need your help, Michael! How the fuck am I supposed to make things work if you won’t even help me!” She punctuated her words by pointing at him, her cigarette dangling limply from her lips. Her eyes somewhat glassy, she pulled briefly into oncoming traffic to go around a guy on a motorcycle.
“Help you with what?” Mike asked.
“Laundry. Bathrooms. Sweep the garage.” His mother flipped the bird at the guy ahead of her, blaring her horn. They were already over the speed limit, but his mother had learned about a new check cashing place that had just opened, which meant the new hires might not figure out that her driver’s license was faked.
“That’s what you’re supposed to do!” Mike shouted. It was the list of things his mother had agreed to upon moving in with her old best friend from high school. This was how it started. Offers to help out that never came to fruition. Eventually, Mike would be forced to do the work, but someone would catch on. They always caught on.
“You need to help me out!” She shrieked. “I can’t do this without you, Mikey!”
“Don’t call me Mikey!” It was what his father had called him. Now, his mother only used it when she needed something from him.
“It’s a girl, isn’t it? Some little whore wants you to go with her to the dance.”
“No, it’s not like that,” Mike said, his cheeks filling with heat. Lucy was anything but a whore.
“Did she promise to suck your dick?” His mother flicked her cigarette in his crotch. “To get your wiener wet? Make a man out of you?”
“Stop it!” Though his mother’s driving was terrible, it was the whole world that spun chaotically for Mike. He hated her so much, this shell of a human being.
“It is, isn’t it? Did you tell her about the time you got a hard-on for your mom? How you skunked the bed with me in it? Fucking little pervert.”
Mike covered his ears, but his mother raised her voice.
“Maybe she can borrow one of my bras, and let you beat off to-hey!” Mike, frustrated, had grabbed the emergency brake of the car, yanking it upward. He had expected the car to come to a stop so that he could jump out, but it swerved dangerously instead, crossing into oncoming traffic. Something large clipped the back of the car, causing it to spin even faster. Mike closed his eyes when the car rolled, his face showered in glass and his world a cacophony of screams and squealing metal. He didn’t know how many times the car rolled, but when he opened his eyes, he was upside down.
“Mom?” She hung upside down, wide eyes on the pavement in front of them. The world smelled of gasoline and hot asphalt.
“You little shit,” she uttered, her eyes not quite focusing. Shaking hands pulled a box of cigarettes from her bra, along with a lighter.
“Mom, don’t!” He tried to grab the cigarette from her, but his arm didn’t work right.
“Fuck you Mikey!” She stuck it in her mouth, lighting it. A deep inhale, and she blew the smoke in his face. “I wish you had never been fucking born, you pervy little monster!”
Horrified, Mike looked at the roof of the car. The smell of gasoline was stronger now, and he realized that it was leaking from above his mother, dripping on to the roof below.
“Put it out!” He hollered, fighting to get free of his seat. She tried to slap at him, but was unable to reach. Instead, she swiped at him with her nails, catching his shirt and leaving deep scratches. Ignoring her, he fought to undo the belt, but it was no use. It was simply too tight to be undone.
“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” The cigarette fell from her mouth, landing above her. The vapors had grown even stronger, and his eyes watered. He grabbed a broken piece of metal, sawing frantically at his belt.
“Anywhere I can, as long as it’s away from you!” He cried, slicing through the fabric. He fell to the roof just as the gas ignited. His mother let out a shriek of pain as she was immediately immolated, the ball of fire searing its way into his side. Shrieking in pain, Mike pushed through the broken windshield only to have a strong pair of hands yank him free.
-
He opened his eyes. Staring at the stone walls of the cave, he was relieved to discover that both time and distance separated him from that burning car. However, the intense blast of heat had been replaced with the exact opposite.
Mike shivered. His clothing was soaked, the stone beneath him was cold, and his muscles were cramping up again. He was lucky that the temperature outside wasn’t any colder, else he would probably be looking at freezing to death.
A dim glow filled the opening of the cave, and Cecilia reappeared. She was carrying a small messenger bag that was now covered in a light film of frost.
“Here.” She handed him the bag. “Tink put some stuff in there for you.”
“She did?” Mike opened the bag to look inside. Inside he found a light blanket, an amber stone, and a box of frozen Eggos. Mike couldn’t help but laugh, putting the Eggos to the side. “”What is this?” He asked, holding up the fist sized stone.
“A sun stone. Rub your hands together until your skin is hot, then hold the stone between them and blow on it.”
Mike obliged, his stiff, shaky hands rubbing against each other. The warmth was fleeting, but he kept at it until he was certain that they were actually warm, and not just warm to him. Grabbing the stone, he lifted it to his face and blew.
The stone glowed, sucking the warmth from his hands. Energy swirled around inside of it, and it ignited, shedding a warm glow that reminded Mike of a salt lamp. It was surprisingly warm, so he set it down in front of him. Soon the whole cavern was toasty. Sighing, Mike stripped off his wet clothes and laid them next to the stone to dry, wrapping himself in the blanket.
“She said to make sure that comes back,” Cecilia informed him. “She got it out of the Vault.”
“What’s so dangerous about this?” He asked.
“The amount of heat used to activate it determines how much warmth it gives off.” Cecilia knelt by the stone. “This one was found in the rubble of Pompei.”
“Shit.” Mike stared at the innocuous stone. Several minutes passed, and he realized that he had become lost in its flickering glow. “This was just sitting in the Vault?”
“It’s one of the few thing in there that is labeled.” Cecilia shook her head. “The one who built the house stored away such things to keep them from the hands of man, for they are too dangerous. We were invited to the house to help him protect these items from getting out, though we ourselves are also in need of protection. That is the nature of the house - it requires balance between the mortal and supernatural world to truly be a haven to all.”
“Do you remember anything about the original owner?” Mike asked.
Cecilia shook her head. “It’s strange. Whenever a new Caretaker is selected, everything from the house becomes a blur. I can remember before coming here, and after you arrived. The gaps get filled. I met the original owner long before coming here, and yet my memories of him have been erased in a similar manner.”
“So a powerful wizard then?” Mike asked.
“More than that. To accomplish such a spell would require Old Magic. The kind of magic that created me, and Naia. Humans, to my knowledge, are incapable of such a feat. But in my heart, I know that he was a human, or at least used to be.”
“What do you remember?” Mike asked.
“My family in Ireland. I was the spirit responsible for taking them to the afterlife. Every family had one, a gift from the spirits of the land to the people. Back in the old days, humans and the sidhe lived in harmony. With the spread of the Catholic Church, many of the old ways were lost to them, and the sidhe took back many of their gifts, but the banshees remained. We are tied to our family, for all time or until they cease to believe in us.”
“Is that what happened to your family?”
“No. The potato famine. There was a period of time where I came to their home every few days. The soul survivor of my family was a child who was taken in by the church itself. Knowing that my days were numbered, I roamed the countryside, trying to see as much of the changing world as I could before fading away into the Void.”
“The Void?”
“It’s just a name, a bedtime story for creatures like me. Where does a spirit go when they die? Nobody knows, not even the sidhe. We call it the Void, for nothing has ever come back from such a place.” Cecilia smiled. “Though I do not remember our meeting, I can remember the sudden warmth of him, a being who brought me such hope. In much the same way that a banshee can be passed on by marriage to an outsider, he brought me to the New World, and it was here I wandered until he built our home. I saw the railroads being built, watched brother fight brother in the Civil War. I have seen many things, always as an observer, watching the world go by. Though I claim many years as my own, I believe that I have never truly lived. Not until you came.”
“Am I really that different from previous Caretakers?” Mike asked. He picked up his pants, which were sufficiently dry. He slid into them, savoring the sensation of warmth along his legs. It was like getting clothes out of the dryer. “I mean, they couldn’t have been bad or anything, right?”
“I feel that you are the only one who has lived among us that has not seen the clear lines between your kind and ours. Everyone fucks the nymph - that is her magic, and it binds Caretakers to the home. Though past Caretakers treated us as friends, or even family, there was always a an unspoken rule between us. Some of us aren’t as human as others, and, in turn, were never truly part of the home. But you. You include everybody equally.”
Mike frowned. “Growing up, I never fit in. My mom lost her shit after my dad died, and we were always bouncing from home to home. The reason we kept moving was her friends didn’t like how she treated me. Instead of finding a way to fix the problem, they turned their backs on it. I was tired of seeing the pity in their eyes when they told us their spare room was no longer available, or that they wanted their couch back. No matter what anybody said, my mom blamed me for it.” He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. “I guess you could say that I became tired of humans. For all their good intent, I always felt like they were ready to look away when the going got tough. When I met all of you, this was your home as well as mine. Maybe I am the new Caretaker, but you all aren’t my pets.”
“Most people don’t have sex with their pets,” Cecilia muttered.
Mike laughed. “Most being the operative word. Living with you feels like my first taste of true acceptance, of freedom. I would just like to survive long enough to see what comes next.”
“I must admit, no Caretaker has had this much trouble up front. However, the Society was not a problem until Garrett came along. Emily was in a position of power, she knew exactly how to keep them at bay. Your learning curve has been tremendous, runsearc. I am proud of what you have accomplished in so short a time.”



“You mean nearly burning down the house, destroying the garage, and feeding a witch to a plant?” That last one was still taking him some time to digest.
“That isn’t what I speak of.” Cecilia was suddenly so close, a chill returning to the air. “I am proud that you have given your heart so freely.” Her hands slid up beneath the blanket, touching his chest. “It isn’t just physical pleasure that you seek. It is something more, a connection.”
Mike shivered at her touch, the ice of her hands traveling through his stomach. “I think part of it is the Nymphs’ Blessing. It makes me more willing, physically and mentally. After what happened at the Mandragora, there is no way I should be able to get aroused.”
Grinning, Cecilia let her hand slide across the front of his pants. “And yet you are.”
Mike opened his mouth to say something, but he couldn’t put what he wanted into words. “I like that it feels like it’s more than just sex. Yes, there is some lust, but I feel like there is so much more between us then that. Naia is an extension of my soul. Tink is my shadow, she follows me everywhere, and Abella is my protector, my guardian spirit.”
“And what about me?” Her lips were close to his. “What role do I have in this?”
“You are the unknown. One day, I know you will walk me to the other side, and I will see many strange and wonderful things. It will be good to know that I have a friend to help me through it.”
“More than a friend.” Cecilia’s hand stroked Mike’s cheek, pulling him into her. His lips tasted hers, the first spark of many between them. She broke contact, her white eyes practically glowing in the darkness of the cave. “Always more than a friend.”
“Hold on,” Mike told her. He moved against the wall of the cave, sitting down, then waved her forward. Floating toward him, she landed gently on his lap, running both of her hands up his chest. “Sorry, my legs are all messed up.”
“It’s not your legs I am interested in.” Cecilia moved forward, straddling his hips, her mouth finding his. The warmth of the cave coupled with the banshee’s cool embrace made Mike feel like he was standing in the doorway of an air conditioned building during a hot day in summer. Small wind currents were starting to move in the room, the temperature trying to equalize. Cecilia’s hands moved along his sides, then down his hips. He could feel her cool thighs against him, her pelvis pushing into his.
Mike’s hands squeezed her waist, one hand moving down to caress her ass through her skirt. He squeezed gently, then pulled her forward, grinding his crotch into hers. “Do you think the sidhe ever pictured you with a mortal?”
“If they did, they probably forbid it.” Cecilia kissed her way down his neck, but went no further then his shoulders. He kissed her forehead, the hairs on his arm jumping every time he touched her with his lips. She leaned away from him, giving him access to her neck and the top of her breasts. Her hair fluttered up around her head, the static building between them. “Kiss me more,” she whispered, her voice echoing softly in the cave.
“I can do that.” Mike said. kissing the cool skin of her shoulders, his hands running behind her ears. Cecilia moved her hips back and forth, causing Mike’s dick to go hard. As soon as his member was rigid, she shifted her weight so that her pelvis now did a balancing act on his shaft, stroking him with her lower body.
“I can feel it,” she whispered, moving back and forth. “That part of me that I never knew existed. It’s like fire, and ice, and lightning, all centered in my being. I want to feel more of it, that human feeling i’ve never known.”
“Then let me help you.” Mike undid his pants, sliding them down his hips. Cecilia immediately grabbed his cock, teasing the top of it with her ice cold fingers, kissing him deeply on the lips. Mike’s fingers dropped to the top of her ass, squeezing the cool, soft globes through her skirt.
Cecilia pumped Mike this way for a couple of minutes. Her legs floated up as her head dropped, and she took him into her mouth, squeezing his balls gently while she swallowed the length of his dick. Mike gasped, Cecilia hovering into a headstand, grabbing his hips in her hands to pull him all the way into her body.
“Oh, Cecilia!” Mike grabbed her head, pulling her off his dick and back up to his lips. She embraced him, her tongue dancing along his. His hands traveled the length of her body, grabbing her floating body by the hips and pulling her waist down to his. She pulled her skirt up, rubbing her panty-clad pussy up and down his cock, using one finger to pull it to the side, causing him to slide deep inside of her.
“Mmh!” Cecilia moaned into his mouth, her pussy cool and electrifying at the same time. Plugged into the Banshee Sexual Network, the world exploded in sparks, the steady glow of the sunstone punctuated by the miniature lightning bursts that jumped from Cecilia through Mike’ thighs and then into the ground.
“Move slower,” he told her. “I want to take my time.” She obliged, her hips moving gently. They kissed some more, hands exploring each other. Mike was determined to pull her clothes away from her skin, fighting the magic that held it against her skin. It became a fun game for him, trying to peek at the pale skin beneath, explore it with his hands, taste it with his tongue. Running his lips across the top of her breasts, Cecilia’s hips began to move on their own, her pace quickening.
The sparks increased in frequency, the mild shocks forcing Mike and Cecilia together, driving him deeper than ever. Every thrust completely lacked control, his body moving in time with the sparks. His breathing was ragged, but Cecilia was starting to gasp for air, her breasts heaving with each breath.
“Oh, fuck!” Mike’s hands grabbed her ass, pulling her as close as possible. She squeezed him with her thighs, her lighter-than-air body starting to pull him upward. When she sat back on his cock, they both slammed into the ground causing Mike’s cock to drive even deeper into Cecilia.
It began as a low wail, Cecilia building steam as her orgasm approached. Her hands clutched his upper arms, nails digging into his naked flesh, her lower body quivering in anticipation. Her cries echoed back and forth across the cavern, the cave itself becoming a giant amplifier. Mike feared that if she screamed, he would go deaf, but his fears were mitigated by the sudden fire blossoming deep inside his stomach. His balls ached, drawing up into his body, and he yanked down on Cecilia, fighting to bury himself in her. Her hips bucked, and her cries started to rise in pitch.
“Please! Please don’t!” Mike grabbed her by the hips, thrusting wildly. “I’m so close, please don’t disappear!”
“Don’t worry,” she said, a grin on her lips. “This time it’s all about you.” She closed her eyes, grunting several times, forcing herself down onto his shaft hard enough that he bottomed out inside of her, his ass slamming into the rock beneath. Each grunt was punctuated by a sudden tightness inside of her as well as a spark of lightning that jumped from her to Mike or the cave itself. Gasping for air, she smiled at him as she rode him, leaning back so that he could see her properly, watch the place where they were joined, see his huge duck sliding in and out of her glistening, wet pussy.
“Fuck. Fuck. FUCK!” MIke came, the fire inside of his belly launching deep inside the banshee. He grabbed her around the waist, holding her in place so that he could push into her with all his might!
“Oh god, it’s so warm. It’s so warm!” Cecilia’s whole body crackled with energy, and MIke watched in amazement as her ivory skin suddenly glowed with color, radiating up and out from her waist. She was no longer light, her body sinking down onto him as flesh and bone. The color spread to her face, and her featureless, white eyes were suddenly glittering emeralds, her white hair turning a crimson shade of red.
“Cecilia?” MIke asked, but she was lost to him, gasping and groaning as she used the lubrication of his load to ride him like the world was ending. Her hands grabbed at his shoulders for purchase, her hair rising from the electrical charge between them.
The scream that came from her mouth was that of a human, not a monster. The magic that burst from her, however, fed directly into Mike. His dick suddenly rock hard again, he pushed Cecilia backward, pulling out of her long enough to flip her on her stomach.
“MIke” She shrieked as he penetrated her from behind. “Oh god, Mike!” Her fingers clawed at the stony floor, and she shoved her ass back into him so abruptly that his balls slapped against her clit. “MIKE!” She came, her whole body spasming on the floor.
“GAH!” The electricity swirled up through his body, streamers of current dancing off his head and shoulders. Sinking his fingers into her ass, he pounded her as quickly as he could. The cave, insulated by the rock, bounced the energy back and forth between them. Cecilia rolled Mike on his back to ride him one last time, sweat pouring down her face, her clothing in disarray. She lay down against his body, her breasts pushed against his chest, her hips twitching with her final orgasm. Whispering sweet words to him in a foreign tongue, she fell asleep against his chest.
Mike wrapped an arm around her, pulling the blanket close. He stared in wonder at the beauty in his arms, watching in amazement as the color slowly left her, her blazing red hair going white again. She became cool to the touch, but he welcomed the sensation. Her body became lighter and lighter until she faded away in the glittering light, leaving Mike behind with a smile on his face and a new memory.
-
They stepped together through the portal, the forest of the greenhouse fading away as the sun’s light took over. The backyard was littered with giant craters and stone piles, the grass and soil torn apart all over the place.
“What happened here?” Mike asked.
“Complications,” Cecilia replied. “I’ll let the others tell you all about it.”
Shaking his head, Mike limped along the corridor behind the house. The Mandragora vines were completely gone now, leaving behind grooves in the surrounding bushes where they used to be.
“Are these arrows?” Mike knelt to pick one up. The dense metal tip was cold in his fingers.
‘Crossbow bolts.” Cecilia opened her mouth to say something else, but it was lost in the sudden crunch of Abella landing on the ground between them.
“Mike!” Abella wrapped him up in her arms, squeezing. He felt every bone in his back pop, grunting out loud as he struggled to push the gargoyle away.
“Can’t…breathe!” He hissed. Abella’s marble features darkened, and she set him down.
“I’m sorry,” she began, but Mike put a finger to her lips.
“I’m glad to see that you’re okay too,” he told her, planting a light kiss on her lips. “Where’s Tink?”
“Goblin wife work hard to fix house!” Tink limped around the corner, her left foot bandaged heavily and stuck inside of a small bucket.
“Tink. What on earth is that about?”
“Tink keep banging foot. Bucket make good idea, no more swear at furniture.” Clunking her way toward him, Tink wrapped her arms around his waist, dropping a hammer, a handful of nails, and a handsaw all at once. Patting her head, he could feel the moisture of her tears soaking through the front of his shirt.
“I’m glad you’re oka — ow!” Tink had bitten his forearm. “What the hell was that for?”
“Bite for scaring Tink! No fight nasty witch lady by yourself anymore.” Tink looked up at him. “Bite for you to remember.”
“Oh yeah?” Mike asked, kneeling down so they were face to face. He gave her a hug, then bit her shoulder. Tink yelped in surprise. “That’s for scaring me. We’re even.”
“Mike make good goblin husband.” Smiling, Tink picked up her tools. “Tink go patch front porch roof before it rains.”
Mike smiled, watching Tink scurry off, the bucket on her foot clanking against the ground. There was only one more person he needed to see, and it could wait no longer.
Abella helped him the last thirty yards to the fountain proper. He saw her there, standing on the surface of the water, tiny pink bubbles floating all around her body, the fountain spraying streams of water that altered course in mid-air, forming a giant heart above the nymph. Blue-green hair waved in the wind, and she wore a simple white gown that hugged every piece of her body as if it was a second skin.
“Naia.” Her name was like the ending of a prayer, a wish he never knew he was allowed to make. He stepped into the fountain, leaving Cecilia and Abella behind. Nothing about the house was normal, nor was there anything normal about the people living there, himself included. She held her hand out for him, and when he took it in his own, he felt that spark, the magical connection between them that he instantly recognized as their souls recognizing each other. As much as she was part of him, he was part of her, and nothing in the world was ever going to change that.
“Welcome home, lover.” Smiling, she placed her lips against his, his body instantly warming to her touch. They kissed, his arms around her waist, hers around his neck. The water of the fountain swirled around them, forming a vortex of magic, love, and peace. Breaking the kiss, he gazed into those sapphire eyes that he loved so much, his fingers dropping to her waist.
“Thanks. It’s good to be home.”
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Thanksgiving Stuffing
"Are you sure you don't want to come over for dinner with us?" Naomi asked.
"I'm sure," Jason told her. She had spent the first few days of her Thanksgiving break at Jason's house, the two of them catching up on each other's lives. Jason told her about the new guy at the station, Douglas. Though he seemed nice enough, Douglas was full of himself and opinionated. After declaring one night that Game of Thrones was an overrated show, Jason had resorted to replacing the clothes in Douglas' drawer with slightly larger clothes that were identical. Thinking that he was losing weight from being at the firehouse, Douglas had packed on an additional ten pounds before Jason put all his old clothes back. Last he had seen him, Douglas was too busy eating rice cakes to share his stupid ass ideas.
Naomi, on the other hand, had a new boyfriend she wasn't telling Jason much about. He chalked it up to the newness of their relationship, hoping that was all it was. In his experience, when a woman wouldn't tell you about a new boyfriend, it was because something was wrong with him.
"Have a happy Thanksgiving Dad!" Naomi's voice on his phone snapped him back to reality. "Love you!"
"Love you too." He hung up, sliding the phone into his back pocket. He opened up his fridge and pulled out the large party sub he had purchased for today. He had multiple invites for Thanksgiving dinner, even one from Maria's family, and he had passed on all of them. With Naomi home all week, he felt he now needed some time alone. His head no longer felt like it was screwed on straight.
The weekend with Maria had terminated Sunday afternoon when she had waddled out the front door, her ass full of lube and cum. He had sexted with Megan multiple times, but their schedules had never lined up for a personal visit of any sort. Nearly a month after school started, Maria appeared on his doorstep again with a casserole her mother had made as a "thank you" for taking such good care of her that fateful weekend. Instead of eating the casserole, he had eaten Maria out before fucking her ass for a solid hour, his first sexual release in a long time.
It was the guilt that was getting to him. He had gone on several dates with women his own age, even fucked a couple of them, but it wasn't the same. More often than not, he found himself fantasizing about Megan's slender body, her unimaginably tight pussy, fucking her over his kitchen counter. Or the dangerous curves of Maria's ass, her innocence and enthusiasm enough to make him rock hard. While in bed with these other women, he had fantasized about his daughter's friends while getting off.
Even Brianne. He hadn't forgotten the wanton lust on the young girl's face, or the way she looked in a bathing suit either. He had heard nothing from her since that eventful afternoon where he had shut her down for her shitty attitude.
Was something wrong with him? Thinking back, he had often fantasized about older women when he had been a teen. When he was first married to Naomi's mother, it had been women in their mid thirties and forties that had gotten him hard. When they divorced, he pursued many cougars at the nightclubs, bedding divorces with college aged children of their own. The few times he had fucked some college girls, it had been exciting, but not all consuming. His daughter's friends occupied his waking thoughts in such a manner that he struggled to focus at times, imagining the look on Maria's face when he would first penetrate her from behind, or checking his phone for another picture from Megan to jack off to.
It wasn't just their age he was attracted to, or their bodies. It was their personalities. He had gotten to know them intimately through sleep overs, dinners, and parties. They were an extension of Naomi's life that he had accepted without question, and now he was getting the chance to deepen that relationship, to bury his dick in something that was not only forbidden, but exciting. He had never been into fucking in public places, but he imagined that it was the same kind of thrill he experienced now.
He pulled a beer from the fridge, and surveyed his dinner. The party sub would easily last him until Saturday, and he had just opened a bag of Doritos. Preparing his plate, he watched Wild Jason gently pushing Dad Jason around in a wheelchair, surveying the majestic spread before them. Dad Jason wasn't looking so hot these days, his body wrapped in bandages. Wild Jason took good care of him - though they were opposite sides of the same coin, they had a mutual respect. Dad Jason and Wild Jason had both approved of his sexual conquests of late (except for that random encounter with Maria), and Dad Jason was beginning to show more signs of life these days.
Preparing a plate, he turned on his TV. He was avoiding Game of Thrones these days on account of the raging erection he now got whenever it reminded him of Maria. Instead, he had started the new Battlestar Galactica series, a sci-if thriller that was short on sexy and big on intrigue.
In the middle of the intro, someone knocked on his door. Setting down his sandwich, he walked to the door and opened it.
"Hello Mr. Dawes." Megan pushed her way in, shutting the door behind her. She wore a light jacket over a pretty white blouse with a red skirt that went to her knees. She was holding a backpack, which she tossed to the floor.
"Megan,' he said softly, her name a prayer on his lips. "What are you doing here?
"No time to explain," she told him, turning around and lifting up her skirt. Instead of panties, she wore a garter belt with a remote control, the wire connected to a harness that she wore instead of panties. He immediately heard the angry buzz of the vibrator positioned directly on top of her clit. Her voice was raspy, and she pulled the harness aside, a large glob of her cream falling free and splattering on the tile of the entryway. "I need your dick in me. Right now."
Mouth agape, he looked at the little table next to his front door. Wild Jason's eyes bugged out of his head, staring into the crimson void of Megan's wet, inviting pussy. Dad Jason wheeled himself over to the edge of the table, shaking his head slowly as he wheeled himself over the side. This wasn't even a battle worth fighting anymore.
"Please Mr. Dawes," she hissed, her ass moving from side to side. "I've been wearing this for almost an hour!"
"I don't know what to say," he whispered, but somehow his dick was already out. There was no foreplay, no preamble to what happened next. He grabbed Megan by the hips, gripping her tightly. She braced herself against the wall, whimpering quietly as he aimed the head of his cock at her tight snatch. She was so wet, his dick kept sliding off target, but once he slid into her, just a little, she shoved hard on the wall, sinking down onto him.
"Fuck!" She screamed, pushing hard against him. Jason held on tightly, his eyes wide as the redhead fucked herself with his dick. He moved forward, pinning her more effectively against the wall. "Fuck, fuck, oh shit!" Her hands became claws that dug into his drywall, leaving deep gouges that would never have any logical explanation.
He had been caught off guard, but it was now time to take control. He grabbed a handful of Megan's hair, tugging it toward him and then down. His other hand wrapped around her waist, and he steered her away from the wall and toward the stairs. Her hands clasped at the railing, and he repositioned her, bending her over completely at the waist.
"Hold on to something," he told her. Her hands splayed out on the stairs for support, and he grabbed her hips so hard that her pale skin became completely white. He pulled his cock most of the way out of her, then slammed it forward as hard as he could.
"FUCK!" Megan screamed, using her head to brace herself. In Jason's mind, every image she had sent him began playing like a slideshow, every dirty text a wishlist of things he intended to do to her. It was no longer about the girl on his cock - she had already cum once, and was ready to do it again. No, this time it was about what he wanted, needed in fact. This beautiful, sexy, smart girl who needed nothing more than a good pounding had already gotten what she came for.
Now it was his turn.
Jason grunted, his balls slapping mercilessly against Megan's labia. She cried out, little whimpers of delight every time he bottomed out in her. She was doing something different now, squeezing her pussy whenever he pushed his way in, making her cunt a perfect fit for what he needed most. His legs shook, his orgasm building from within, and he shoved her against the stairs, her body nearly collapsing under his assault.
"Oh god, that's it, please fuck me!" Megan cried, her words an unintelligible mess. Jason's grunts were coming more frequently now, his breathing ragged.
"Cum in me Mr. Dawes, please, I need to feel it!" Megan was starting to rip chunks of carpet up with her nails. Pulling his dick nearly all the way out, he pushed forward, lifting her slightly into the air. Megan cried out, her hands clutching the railing as Jason howled, blasting his load deep inside her teenage pussy. He kept pounding her, pushing out giant globs of his own cum now, making a small mess on the stairs beneath.
"Fuck," he whispered, his dick twitching inside of her.
"Grab my bag for me, Mr. Dawes," Megan said, lifting her ass in the air. When Jason pulled his dick out, she frantically pushed as much of his cum back into her snatch as she could. Puzzled, Jason handed her the backpack, and she pulled a pair of black panties from the side pocket.
"Thank you," she said, pulling them on. Already, a large wet spot had formed.
"What are you doing?" He asked, more than a little concerned. "Your'e still on the pill, right?"
"It'll make sense in a little bit. It's a surprise." Grinning sheepishly, she sat on the stairs, her legs splayed out for him. A large wet spot had formed in the crotch already. "I needed that so bad. I had to pull over twice on the way here."
"Why aren't you at your parents?"
"Ha! Funny story." Megan stood, her legs wobbly beneath her. "My step-dad's sister had a heart attack this morning. He and my mom had to fly out to get her stuff sorted. She'll be okay, but dinner at my house is officially cancelled."
"I'm sorry to hear that," he said.
"Oh, I'm not." A delicious grin crossed her face. "They won't be back until Sunday night. I'm all yours for the next few days." Standing up, she tugged gently on his chin before kissing him full on the lips, her tongue briefly touching his. "I want to be your little whore this weekend."
Wild Jason was now weeping openly on the front table, making crosses on his chest and thanking God above. Dad Jason was a mangled mess on the floor, his limbs twitching beneath the wreckage of his wheelchair.
"I think that can be arranged," Jason said. "You hungry?"
"Starved, actually." Megan followed him out to the kitchen. "Turkey sandwich, I assume?"
"Well, it is Thanksgiving after all." He watched her prepare her sandwich, marveling at how innocent she seemed now that her lust had abated. This wasn't a trait he found in just any woman he met. Megan had something special, a quality that no words could appropriately embody. Staring at her ass, he wondered if she could feel his cum inside her as she spread mayo and mustard on her sandwich, her rear swaying back and forth gently as she circled the table to grab a handful of the chips Jason had put out.
"Ooh, Cool Ranch." Megan put the chips on her plate, suggestively licking the powder off of her finger. It was amazing how quickly she could flip the switch. Her skirt swished back and forth on her walk out to the living room. She sat on the floor, right near Jason's spot.
"So what are we watching?" She asked, taking a large bite out of her sandwich. The large gob of mayonnaise that smeared across her lips sent a gentle pulse to Jason's crotch, enough that he could feel his dick stiffen, but not enough to wake the beast.
"Battlestar Galactica."
"Is it like Star Trek?" Megan asked.
"Not quite. These robots called Cylons have just wiped out all of humanity except the people in these ships." Jason took his spot on the couch. "So they are all doing their best to find a new plant to live on, but the robots are chasing them down. And their civilization is in a constant state of near collapse, in fighting and such."
"Interesting." Megan took another bite of her sandwich. Jason pushed PLAY on his remote, but couldn't help but watch the redhead. Just a few minutes ago, she had been screaming on his stairs. Now she sat on the floor, an image ripped from any innocent get together she may have had with Naomi. Full of his cum.
Wild Jason stood in front of Megan, a clear view of her creamy thighs before him. He was scribbling furiously on a long scroll of paper, a laundry list of all of the things Jason wanted to do to her perky little body. Dad Jason was beside him, his wheelchair held together by duct-tape, attention fixed on the television. That part of his psyche had long ago given up trying to contribute.
They watched half an episode, Jason answering Megan's questions as they came. He could tell she was genuinely curious. Whereas Maria had been eager to learn more about his body, Megan seemed to be interested in his mind.
Somebody pounded on the front door, the sound loud enough that Jason jumped immediately to his feet. From the intensity of each strike, he immediately pictured either Megan's dad, or Maria's, maybe even a handful of the neighborhood men, shovels and shotguns at the ready.
"You should probably get that," Megan said, her eyes never leaving the screen. Clearly, she wasn't worried. The men of the neighborhood weren't going to bury her in a ditch, after all.
Jason's heart pounded inexplicably, and he slowly crossed the length of his house. The pounding resumed, three solid thunks on the door. Taking a deep breath, he put on his best I did not just fuck my daughter's friend face on, and opened the door.
The owner of the fist that had pounded his door was a five foot four Asian girl, maybe a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet. She wore a pale yellow dress and white tennis shoes. Her long black hair lay flat along her back and shoulders, and she fixed Jason with a scowl.
"Is Megan here?" She demanded, pushing her way inside.
"Um, who are you?" Jason asked, but the girl didn't answer. She stormed into the living room, crossing her arms when she saw Megan.
"There you are." It was an accusation, her voice dripping with malice.
"Hi Ling." Megan ignored Ling, her eyes still fixed on the screen.
"Hold on, hold on." Jason put himself between the two. "I'm sorry, Ling, was it? You can't just barge into my house like this."
Ling fixed Jason with a heated glance that caused his balls to withdraw into his body in fear. Wild Jason pushed Dad Jason to safety under the couch.
"You were supposed to come home," Ling informed Megan.
"That was before plans changed." Megan ate some chips, smacking her lips loudly. "I'm staying here this weekend."
"With him?" Ling glared at Jason. "This is the guy?" Jason knew immediately what she meant.
"Mr. Dawes, meet my step-sister, the bitch." Megan smirked, setting her food down. "She's a little upset because she was expecting me home for the weekend. While our parents are gone." Megan slightly raised an eyebrow, immediately communicating that Jason had somehow stolen away the weekend that Ling had planned. Appraising Ling in a new light, the only new information he gleamed was that somewhere a dictionary had her picture next to the entry Resting Bitch Face.
"He's so old." Ling sneered at Jason.
Megan rolled her eyes, then stood. Grabbing Ling by the hand, she dragged her toward the kitchen. "You're such a bitch when you're hungry, c'mon."
"Um, what?" Jason watched them disappear around the corner. Shaking his head, he walked into the kitchen to see Megan building a plate of food for Ling, who eyed the food with uncertainty. "Hold up, she's staying?"
"Of course she is. She's family." Megan threw far too many chips onto Ling's plate, and for the first time since she had stormed in, her facial features relaxed. "She and I are going to sleep in Naomi's room, if that's okay with you."
"Um, yeah. Since your parents are out of town." Maybe he could win her over with the nice guy act?
"Please. Don't insult my intelligence." Ling walked out into the living room, leaving Megan and Jason in the kitchen. "Hey, Battlestar." She plopped down on the floor next to Megan's plate, her legs crossed politely beneath the yellow folds of her dress.
"What is going on?" Jason mouthed at Megan.
Megan's reply was a wink and a smile. She went to his fridge and grabbed a couple of Cokes, licking the edge of one can suggestively before joining her sister in the living room.
-
Ling's sudden appearance dropped the sexual temperature in the room to negative twenty. What Jason had figured was going to turn into an evening long fuck-fest had quickly become an exercise in "Don't Look At Ling."
Her attention on the television, Ling looked demure in her pretty yellow dress. She picked up her sandwich, took a single bite, and then put it back down. He could see that layers of discipline and etiquette had been inscribed on her very being, a creature of proper time and place sitting before him. Still, the truth was that the petite young woman frightened him a little. Clearly, she knew that he had fucked her step-sister, but what would she use that knowledge for?
Apparently nothing. Ling sat quietly through three episodes of Battlestar, occasionally mouthing the words to herself. Jason tried to picture the sexual dynamic between Ling and Megan. He knew at once that he had seen Ling's pussy in at least a few of the sexts between them, and he was willing to bet that Ling knew. He watched his Thursday melt away, afraid to even drink a beer with Ling around.
"I think I'm turning in for the night," he announced at nine. Though he wasn't that tired, he figured it would be easier to go to bed and read a book then sit in silence with Ling any longer.
"We should go to bed as well," Ling said. "It is better to keep our internal clocks on a good schedule."
Megan rolled her eyes, but stood up off the floor. The fabric of her skirt had left faint creases in her pale flesh, flesh that Jason fantasized about running his hands across. She and Ling had downed most of the Cokes in the fridge, so Jason was unsure how they planned to fall asleep.
"Good night," he told them, walking toward the stairs.
"Good night Mr. Dawes," Megan said. Ling remained quiet.
Fuck. Walking down the hall to his room, he felt cheated. What the hell was going on here?
A cold shower helped, and he had tucked himself in bed, reading a science fiction novel. Through the wall, he could hear Ling and Megan muttering to each other, the exchange slightly heated. Pushing his ear to the wall, the only word he could make out was his name. Sighing he resigned himself to the idea that he was probably going to play the unwilling host for the next few days. He didn't dare try to kick Ling out - the last thing he needed was for her to freak out on him.



The words in his book blurred, and he found himself nodding off more than once. Succumbing to the sweet seduction of slumber, he almost missed it. Eyes snapping awake, he was fairly certain he had imagined the sound through his wall. Holding his breath, he waited.
It was faint, but it was unmistakably a woman's moan.
They were fucking in his house! The idea caused a surge of blood to his cock, which stood up at immediate attention. Their voices were faint, but the moans definitely changed in pitch. He recognized the lower pitch as Megan's voice, but the higher pitched one had to be Ling's.
What were they doing? They were still talking, so they couldn't be eating each other out. Maybe it was some light foreplay, the two of them fingering each other? Did they have a toy in there, maybe a Magic Wand that they had both pressed their pussies against, scissoring their way toward orgasm? Maybe they were watching each other masturbate while discussing the political intrigue of Battlestar Galactica?
Jason was stroking himself leisurely, his imagination fueling his hand. Tugging at the skin by the head of his dick, he spread his precum around, tiny jolts jumping down his cock with every tug. He couldn't believe those two were doing this, they had to know he was listening.
Or did they? They had downed a week's supply of caffeine each, maybe they thought he had fallen asleep. Or maybe they wanted him to hear. The implications made him shiver, and he heard Megan's moans growing louder through the wall.
"FUCK!" That came from Ling, and it was not a word shouted in delight, but rather frustration. Jason nearly fell out of bed, quickly wrapping the covers around his legs once more. Nothing but absolute silence for nearly a minute. Should he go check on them? Maybe Ling had hurt herself? He should be a good host and make sure she was okay, but maybe they were still naked?
Dad Jason and Wild Jason stood on his nightstand, staring at him in bewilderment. They looked at each other intensely for several seconds before looking at Jason and shrugging. They had no clue what to do either.
Jason heard Megan laugh, and then Naomi's bedroom door opened. Footsteps creaked down the long hall to his room, and his door swung open, the hall light casting long shadows around the two women in his doorway. Jason sat up in bed, squinting at the sudden brightness.
"Are you girls okay?" He asked. His eyes adjusted to the light, and he realized that Megan stood right behind Ling, who was looking away from Jason. Ling wore a simple pink nightgown with tiny red flowers. Around her neck was a black collar.
"We're fine, Mr. Dawes." Megan pushed her step-sister into the room, revealing a black leash in her hand. "Ling is a little upset that she lost a bet with me, that's all." Megan wore a long nightshirt that came down to her knees.
"A bet?"
"Yep. We make bets sometimes, just to keep things interesting." Megan approached the bed, tugging at her sister's collar. "Sit, Ling."
Ling sat at the foot of the bed.
"What was the bet?" Jason looked at Ling, who still refused to look at him.
"Oh, there's a bit of a story about that." Megan laughed, giving Ling a gentle push. Ling collapsed on the bed, unmoving. "You see, after you fucked me, I told Ling all about how much fun it was to have a real cock inside of me. Much better than a silly old dildo. She didn't really believe me, but she kept asking me about it, again and again and again. She would let me take pictures of us fucking in exchange for hearing about how you pushed me against the counter, how you fucked me until I came, how I swallowed all of it. Contrary to her behavior tonight, it always gets her hot and bothered."
"I don't understand," Jason said. "She doesn't seem to like me."
"Oh, it has nothing to do with you. When our parents told us they were leaving town, I told her I would rather come over here and fuck you then stay home with her. She wanted to come with me, see what all the fuss is about. She's just as eager to feel a hot cock inside of her as I am." Megan swatted Ling's ass, eliciting a tiny gasp. "However, she had a bet to win."
"She was nasty to me because of a bet?"
Megan nodded. "You're going to like this one. I bet her that she would be eating your cum by the end of the night. Ling made the mistake of thinking that meant she had to eat it from the source."
Jason immediately understood what had happened. "She was eating you out, wasn't she?"
Megan laughed. "Indeed. She even mentioned that I was extra creamy tonight, and wanted to know why. She ate your cum, so I won the bet." She held up the leash. "Loser has to wear the leash until we leave. Whoever holds the leash makes the rules. Isn't that right, Ling?"
"That's correct," Ling said, her voice muffled by the covers.
"She'll do... anything you tell her to?" Jason asked.
"Nope," Megan said. She tossed Jason the leash. "She'll do anything you tell her to do."
"And you're okay with this?" Jason asked Ling.
"Yes," she whispered.
"It's a game we like to play," Megan told him. "We make bets with our bodies. Those are the best kind, because even when we pay up, we still win."
Jason looked at Ling, then at Megan. He felt it deep in his core, an arousal building like the fire in a forge. Two willing participants, their bodies his for the taking. How many ways could they fit together over the long weekend, how many depraved things could he make them do. His heart racing in his chest, he chanced a look at his nightstand.
Wild Jason had placed a pair of headphones on Dad Jason's head, and followed it up with a canvas sack. Convinced that Dad Jason could no longer see or hear what was about to transpire, he gave Jason a double thumbs up.
"Ling, have you ever been with a man before?" Jason gave the leash a gentle tug.
"No," Ling whispered.
"Then you have a lot to learn." Jason slid the blankets to the side, then tugged down his boxers revealing his rock hard cock, standing at full attention. He wrapped the leash around his fist over and over again until the leash was pulled tight between the two of them. "Suck it, Ling."
"Okay." Ling crawled forward on all fours, panting with her tongue out.
"Told you she was a bitch," Megan said, smirking. Ling wrapped her lips around the head of Jason's dick, sucking gently inward. Jason tightened the leash some more, placing his hand gently on the back of her head. Ling let out a moan, sending pleasant vibrations down his shaft.
"A bitch in heat," Jason agreed, watching Ling bob her head enthusiastically, taking it deeper each time. "She's already pretty good at this."
"I spent a week face fucking her with the strap-on once," Megan announced, sending a fresh surge of blood to Jason's cock. "She doesn't have a gag reflex. That was the bet. Since I couldn't make her gag in a week, I lost the bet."
"And what did you have to do in return?" Jason asked.
"Let her fist my ass." Megan lifted the hem of her nightgown just enough to crawl onto the foot of the bed. Kneeling behind Ling, Megan placed gentle hands on the globes of Ling ass. "We like to experiment."
Holy fucking Christ, Jason thought, watching Megan bury her face in Ling. LIng trembled, jacking the base of Jason's shaft with a tight fist, then burying his cock all the way until her throat bulged outward. Where did women like these come from? Jason tugged down on the leash, helping Ling take his dick even deeper. He was immediately grateful that Megan had fucked him earlier - he would have blown his load already otherwise.
"You like sucking my cock, Ling?" Jason asked.
"Mmhmm," Ling informed him, pulling her mouth off to lick all around the edges of the head of his cock. The cool air of his bedroom caused the skin to tingle, and she blew gently across the top, cooling the skin. Jason gasped when she sucked him back in, the temperature change reminiscent of his first encounter with Megan. Jason never considered himself a wealthy man, but as of right now, he felt like the richest man on the planet.
"Have you ever been in a threesome before, Mr. Dawes?" Megan asked, wiping LIng's fluids off of her mouth.
"Never with two women who were so eager." That was the absolute truth.
"Oh, we are very eager, Mr. Dawes." Megan pulled up on her nightshirt, lifting it off of her lithe body. Tossing it to the side revealed a floral print bra underneath, and the long, rubber cock that Megan wore around her hips. Megan lifted the head of the strap-on, positioning it carefully. "Let me show you how eager."
Megan thrust forward suddenly, making Ling cry out as her chin shoved its way between Jason's balls. Clutching tightly to Ling's ass, Megan started a slow rhythm, pounding Ling from behind and powering her head up and down Jason's shaft.
"Holy shit!" Jason shouted, grabbing Ling by the back of her head. She bobbed her head faster now, moaning around Jason's dick and playing with herself with her free hand. The pressure was building now, a surge of warmth across the top of his thighs, pooling at the base of his spine. Grunting, he yanked hard on the leash, trapping her mouth at the base of his shaft as he blew his first load into the back of her throat.
Ling screamed around his cock, her hips bucking up and down. Megan held on for dear life, doing her best to keep the strap-on inside her step-sister as Ling came, spraying the bed with her fluids. Jason's eyes rolled back in his head, his whole body feeling lighter than air as LIng milked his cock dry, swallowing between shrieks. The three of them fell still, Ling pulling her mouth off of Jason's cock, her drool soaking his crotch.
"Did I ever mention that my sister is a squirter?" Megan asked. Jason laughed, and Megan crawled up beside Ling, their mouths finding each other.
"I'm willing to bet there are lots of things you never told me about her," Jason said.
"You're about to learn a few more," Megan informed him, playing gently with his cock. "But I'm going to need you to get hard again." She started licking the shaft of his softening dick, halting the process.
"That feels great," Jason told her.
"I can do it better," Ling said, joining Megan and licking the other side. The two began to fight over his cock with just their mouths, both of them sucking it back and forth, trying to trap it inside their cheeks. Jason stared in absolute amazement as they locked lips around the edge of his shaft and began jacking him between their combined lips.
"You two are incredible," Jason said.
"We do our best," Megan said, winking at him as her tongue teased the opening of his penis. Ling sucked his balls into her mouth, gently rolling them with her tongue while Megan sucked him as deep as she could, making a gargling noise in the back of her throat.
Even though he was older, and had just had his second orgasm of the afternoon, having two incredibly eager teens work their magic on his shaft revitalized him. His dick was harder than before, the girls letting their tongues run into each other and making out with the head of his cock stuck between their mouths.
Jason realized that if he died now, there was no heaven that could be better.
Ling kept blowing him while Megan crawled up his chest, planting a kiss firmly on his mouth. Pulling her lips fro his, she placed them near his ear, her words a gentle breeze upon his earlobes.
"I want to watch you fuck her," she whispered.
"As you wish," Jason replied. Lifting the leash, he pull Ling away from his crotch, the pretty Asian whimpering when she was denied her treat. He sat up in bed, his hands running across her shoulders and down to her breasts. They were small, likely A-cups, and he ran his thumbs over her tiny, pointed nipples, pinching them lightly. She let out tiny little gasps. Keeping one hand on a breast, he slid the other hand down to grab her by the hip. He pulled her forward, and she crawled until her bare pussy slid across the length of his cock, leaving a glistening trail behind it.
"This is my first time with a man," Ling said, her lips trembling.
"Birth control?" Jason asked.
"The pill," she replied.
"Good." Using his hands to guide her, he slid into her pussy, basking in the delicious tight warmth of Ling's body. Ling cried out, her hands clutching at Jason's chest, moving into an upright position. Jason held tightly to the leash, letting her swivel her hips.
"Now ride me," he commanded. Ling shivered, wiggling her hips in small, tight bursts at first, lifting herself up and then sinking down hard.
"It feels so hot!" Ling leaned back, giving Jason a beautiful view of her pussy while he fucked her. Megan immediately dove in, her mouth finding Ling's clit. Ling moaned at the ceiling, her hands pulling at Megan's air. Megan's ass swayed back and forth, the strap-on clock swaying back and forth like the pendulum on a grandfather clock. Jason slid his fingers beneath the straps, finding Megan's soaking wet pussy with his fingers.
"Oh fuck!" Megan pushed back against his hand, shoving herself forward into Ling's crotch. The sensation of Megan's hair swaying across his lap, her tongue brushing the shaft of his dick, and the tight convulsions from Ling proved to be nearly too much. Jason took several deep breaths, calming himself. The last thing he wanted was to cum too early.
"Come here," Jason rasped, grabbing Megan by the hair and pulling. She moved up his chest, her wet lips finding his, their tongues dancing around each other while Ling rode his cock like a champ, her sharp cries filling the air. Making out with Megan while Ling fucked him was an experience that seared its way into his mind, a permanent fixture in the architecture of his soul.
"Gah!" Megan broke away from Jason, a grin on his face. "I just had the most delicious idea."
"What?" Jason asked.
"Do you have any lube?" One of Megan's eyebrows rose suggestively. Jason pointed to the nightstand. Wild Jason wore a director's hat and held a film camera. He had propped up the scene marker in Dad Jason's wheelchair, Dad Jason still blissfully ignorant beneath his hood. Megan slid off the bed, pulling the lube from the nightstand and moving away from the bed.
"Fuck me harder," Jason told Ling, pinching at her nipples. She gasped, her whole body shuddering as another orgasm began to build. The foot of his bed was already soaking wet, so Jason figured why not make a mess of the rest of it.
At the foot of the bed, Megan liberally slathered lube across the length of the strap on.
"Come here." Jason tugged the leash forward, and Ling's face was suddenly in his. "Kiss me. Don't stop until I let you."
"Mr. Dawes," she muttered, planting her lips across his. She was a far better kisser than Megan, her lips tasting every square inch of his lips. He held tightly to her hips, pounding her from beneath as fast as he could, one eye on Megan.
Megan crawled along the base of the bed, running gentle hands along Jason's calves and thighs. She stood on her knees, stroking the dildo suggestively.
Jason's hands slid along the back of Ling's ass, and he grabbed tightly to her buttcheeks, pulling them apart.
"Erf!" Ling's eyes shot open at the sensation of a cock at her asshole. Jason held her still, their lips fused together while Megan slowly worked the large head of the rubber cock into Ling's butt, grabbing her step sister by the hips and easing it gently into place. It was a slow process, one that created an insane tightness inside of Ling's vagina, all the spare room squeezed out of her pelvis. Ling was no longer kissing Jason - instead, she actively panted into his mouth, loud moans emanating from her.
Jason broke the kiss, sliding his hands along her ribs.
"Do it," he told Megan.
Megan started easy, fucking Ling nice and slow.
"Oh god, I'm so full! It's so tight, I'm so full!" Ling's fingernails broke the skin of Jason's chest. Megan established a steady rhythm, in and out, Ling already gasping for air.
"Don't you dare cum," Jason said, timing his strokes with Megan's. As she slid out, he slid back in. The sensation of a second cock through the wall of Ling's vagina was already driving him wild, and he knew it was going to be a close call to get Ling off before he did.
"Please let me cum, please let me - oh fuck!" The timing had shifted, and Jason and Megan thrusted at the same time, the thin wall between them narrowing to almost nothing. Ling was so tight now that Jason was holding his breath to buy some more time.
He couldn't help it. He moved faster, pushed harder, filling Ling up with his dick every time he lifted his hips. She was crying now, tears of pleasure and joy, cream flowing freely into Jason's crotch. She moaned his name, Megan's name, and unintelligible strings of nonsense.
Jason was close, but he wanted something more. Grabbing both women, he tilted them all over onto their sides, clutching Ling to his chest while holding Megan in place. The three of them fucked this way in a frenzy, Jason holding Megan close enough that he could kiss her by lifting Ling's head onto his shoulder. There was a fire in the redhead's eyes as their lips touched, two twisted souls finding each other in the dark.
Ling let out a bloodcurdling scream, her body going rigid between them. Jason pumped her frantically, the spasms of her pussy sending him over the edge. Three long, hut bursts of cum filled her up, and when Megan fucked her ass some more, pushed nearly all of it out around Jason's dick. His entire lap became a swimming pool of Ling's cum and his own milky fluids.
"Holy shit," he said, holding both girls close. Neither one of them spoke, Ling's eyes closed in rapture and Megan's face fixed in a permanent grin.
"That's just the start, Mr. Dawes." He felt Megan pull the strap on out of Ling's ass. She tossed it on the floor by the bed. "We have several days of just this."
"But why?" Jason asked. "Why this? Why me?"
"Finals are coming," Ling answered, her voice a whisper.
Megan nodded. "And we needed to blow off steam with someone we could trust."
"You two are welcome here any time," he told them. They held each other, all three of them eventually sinking into a deep, restful sleep.
I hope you enjoyed this quick little tale of lust and depravity! Leave a rating if you liked it, a comment if you loved it, and your favorite Dad Joke if you got off!
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The View From Up Here
In all the time Mike had been alive, he never had much use for home repair. Any issues inside of the house were fixable with a quick call to the landlord, and the worst he had ever dealt with was a dishwasher that had backed up onto his kitchen floor.
However, there was no landlord to call, no problem that could be fixed with the push of a button. It was his house, his problem, and right now, the front of his home was a wreck. The planking had been torn up from the wraparound porch and the railing destroyed when a psychotic witch had hurled Abella across the yard and into the decking. The roof above it had begun to sag, though it was quickly shored up by spare wood that Tink had found. Luckily Abella was crazy strong, and Mike had mostly supervised the reinstallation of the support beams, watching the gargoyle lift the roof up high enough while Tink replaced the old support beams, standing on a ladder while Mike handed her tools.
The little goblin was the picture of home improvement efficiency. By the time he had returned from the greenhouse last week, she had already ordered almost everything they needed to fix the front of his damaged home. Each day brought with it a new shipment of supplies to fix the broken porch, and Tink made the time to show Mike how to help her fix the house.
The bushes had been pulled - the trellis beneath had been removed; the delicate wood shattered by Abella's impact. Tink had found a new trellis online, declaring the Magic Screen the best invention known to man. The shipment was supposed to come in next week, with instructions to leave it at the bottom of the driveway. Mike was no longer taking any chances with deliveries, especially not after Sarah the witch had ended up nearly killing him with such a simple disguise.
Tink was busy taking measurements, making several notes in a small journal Mike had bought for her. She wore a pair of overalls and a white tank top, both purchased in the little miss section of a store for tweens in the mail. The goblin was a whiz on the sewing machine — she had taken in the sides and adjusted the legs so that the clothes were a perfect fit. Her hair had been pulled back into a bright red ponytail, a pencil tucked behind each ear with a third in her mouth. Making another note to herself, she set her pencil down, measured another gap, and then pulled the pencil from between her lips to write down her findings. She wore an ankle brace now, her foot still well enough to be walked on. It had been a struggle to make the little goblin take it easy around the house for a couple of days, but Mike had told her it was Human Law that a wife needed to let her husband care for her.
"Excuse me?" Mike heard a voice and turned around to see a young man holding a box on the front walk. "Mr. Radley?"
"That's me." Mike signed for the package. The delivery driver waited patiently, taking no notice of the little green woman fixing the porch. Mike even looked back to make sure she was there, marveling at how the magical Gaes protected his home. Unless invited inside, nobody would be able to see the magical creatures that lived within.
"Your house is so cool," the driver remarked, taking the paperwork back. "When I was a kid, my friends and I used to dare each other to ring the bell. We all thought it was haunted, but none of us ever got the guts to actually make it to the door."
"Oh yeah? Why's that?"
"I dunno, weird stuff always seemed to happen around here. I know this will sound stupid, you know, kids and all, but one time my friend Billy actually made it to the door. He was going to hit the bell when we heard this woman scream bloody murder at him, so we bolted. I think it was a rabbit under the porch or something, I hear they can scream like people."
"No, it's a ghost. She's a screamer. Does that shit all the time."
The delivery driver's eyes widened, the blood draining from his face. Mike waited several breaths and then winked at him.
"Oh, shit, you had me, you actually had me. Felt like I was ten all over again. Have a good day, man!" He waved, jogging back to his car and driving away. Mike looked at the porch swing, Cecilia rocking gently back and forth with a smirk on her face. The banshee was sort of like a ghost, but she was definitely a screamer.
Mike brought the box inside, carefully unpacking its contents. Satisfied that everything was there, he quickly organized them on the kitchen table. Scooping up the first bundle, he walked out the back door of the house into the garden.
The garden area was built like a courtyard with the wall of the garage to the left. That transformed into the stone wall that surrounded the property, save for the wrought iron gate that gave access to the forest behind the house. In the middle of the yard was a large fountain, and standing in it was the nymph Naia. She had summoned tiny spheres of water that bounced across the surface of the fountain, currently being chased by a pair of determined squirrels. Tossing her greenish-blue hair over one shoulder, Naia winked at him.
"Hello, lover," she said, the skirt of her white gown floating on the water's surface.
"Naia." He had discovered the nymph his first night in the house, a sexual encounter in his bathtub that had swapped a small piece of their souls, binding him to the house as its Caretaker.
"What's that?" She asked, pointing at the small bundle he was holding.
"A couple of things." He handed the nymph a catalog. "First, here's some flowers I thought we could plant by the fountain, along with some pots for them to go in. I brought you the catalogue so that we could pick them out together."
"I love flowers!" Naia hopped up and down, her breasts jiggling pleasantly beneath her gown.
"I also bought you this." He held up the small jewelry box. Opening the lid revealed a small pendant on a silver chain. "It isn't anything special, but it reminded me of you."
"For me?" Naia stared at it, stunned.
"Yeah." Mike lifted the chain and showed her the pendant. In the sun's light, it reflected several different colors. "This is abalone jewelry, it's made from a shell."
"It's beautiful!" Naia turned around, lifting up her hair. Mike fastened it around her neck, taking in her scent while leaning against her. She lifted the pendant to inspect it. "I love it."
"I hoped you would." Mike kissed her gently on the neck. The fountain swelled with water, briefly overflowing on every side.
"Remind me to thank you properly later." Naia pressed her ass into him. "I'm afraid if I take you now, Tink will get angry that you are avoiding work."
"You're one thousand percent correct," Mike said, remembering Tink had bitten him yesterday for surfing the internet on his phone instead of bringing her a box of screws from the garage. "I'll see you tonight."
Naia blew him a kiss, and he walked back through the house to the kitchen, grabbing a couple more items. On the front deck, he turned right and made his way to the porch swing. Sitting quietly on the swing was Cecilia. She wore a pretty white dress with simple black shoes, and her white, sightless eyes stared out into eternity.
"You brought me something?" Cecilia asked.
"I did." Mike held up the large cushion. "Well, it's more for me." Kneeling beside her, he detached the old, ratty cushion from the swing. Cecilia vanished when he pulled it away, and reappeared on top of the new one once he had it tied in place. "This way, I can sit and visit with you for a little longer. The old one was starting to hurt my back."
"Oh, to be alive," the banshee said, touching the new cushion with ethereal fingers. "Sit with me tonight?"
"You can count on it." The first time Mike met Cecilia, she had scared the crap out of him. Now he spent his evenings visiting with her in one way or another. Mike sat on the new cushion, swinging gently a few times. "Oh man, that is so much better."
"I'm glad." Cecilia faded from sight, but the swing kept moving even after Mike got up. Walking into the yard, he looked up at the roof. "Abella?"
The gargoyle appeared in the sky, circling briefly before touching down. Her wings closed around her body, forming a hooded cloak."Yes?"
Mike handed her an iPad. "I got this for you. It has access to Prime Video, Netflix, and Hulu."
"Are those magic words?" Abella asked, inspecting the the screen in her hands. Mike had purchased a protective case for it, the kind that was meant for little kids. He figured the extra wide handles would keep Abella from accidentally cracking the screen. Touching one of the apps on the tablet, her eyes grew wide as the screen flashed, the app now open.
"No, let me show you." Mike instructed her in the usage of the tablet. Abella didn't need sleep, so spent her hours watching TV through the back window of the house. She watched in fascination as Mike explained how to order up the different shows and movies with the touch of a finger.
"This little screen is like magic!" the gargoyle declared, holding it up against the sky.
"And you can take it anywhere. Just don't let it get wet, and if that little battery picture in the corner gets empty, I can plug it in for you." Mike suspected this would happen most nights - the thing only had a battery life of ten hours and it might be worth it to have Tink build Abella a docking station.
Back in the kitchen, Mike looked at the rest of the contents. He had ordered a few power tools for Tink - the little goblin was doing most of her work by hand, and he knew that she could work a lot faster with a few extra modern conveniences.
The last item was in a small jewelry box. As he picked it up, he ran his fingers over the top, wondering if he would even see her. Shaking his head, he stuck the box in a kitchen drawer that contained a bunch of keys, scissors, and tape.
A thud on the wall brought his attention to the giant collection of vines that had framed the window looking out into the back. Smiling, he walked to the fridge and opened it, pulling out a plate with a five pound roll of raw beef that had defrosted overnight. He unwrapped it, tossing the plastic wrapper in the trash can beneath the sink.
Opening the kitchen window, he handed the meat to the hungry vines that waited, watching the Mandragora drag away its snack. Ever since it had eaten the witch last week, the plant had been very docile with him, acting like a puppy dog that followed him around whenever he was out back. The vines would slither around him like snakes, eagerly awaiting a gentle pat or even a rub. Mike felt ridiculous scratching a leafy vine as thick as his wrist, but the plant seemed to like it.
Mike grabbed a pair of orange sodas from the fridge and some plated sandwiches he had made earlier. Walking out front, he approached the goblin from behind. She was bent over, trying to get a stubborn board to lay where she wanted it. He gave her butt a playful slap, which caused her to drop the board on the deck with a clatter.
"Break time," he announced. Tink looked at him, then back at the board, coming to a decision over what was truly important to her. Licking her lips, she followed Mike to the front steps of the house, sitting next to him with her sandwich clutched in both of her little hands.
"This one extra good," Tink told him, mustard clearly leaking from her sandwich. For whatever reason, she had developed an obsession with trying mustard on all of her food; eggs, chicken, toast, it didn't matter. Licking mustard off her fingers, Mike couldn't help but smile at the cute picture before him.
"Thought you would like it." Mike bit into his own sandwich, then took a drink of his soda. "Looks like we still have some work to do out here."
"Maybe finish tomorrow," Tink informed him, peeling the crust off her sandwich and used it to scoop up the extra mustard that had covered her plate. "Then figure out goggles."
"That's right. We need to get those back." While chasing Jenny through the house last week, Mike and Tink had run across a Labyrinth and its resident minotaur. Tink had lost her magical goggles while escaping, and reminded Mike on a daily basis that they were super important to her. However, she also saw the wisdom in letting Mike heal from the wounds he had sustained from a fight with a witch and a fire elemental, so had taken to repairing the damage that Sarah had done.
"Stupid cow-fuck," Tink muttered under her breath. Her vocabulary was the result of a brain injury she had sustained decades past, but she was a genius when it came to repairing the house.
Mike gave the goblin an affectionate squeeze. "We'll find a way to make it right, I promise." They already had a basic map of the labyrinth, though giant sections of it were incomplete. Now. he needed to figure out how to convince such a beast to give her the goggles back. They finished their meal, and he took Tink inside to survey the collection of tools he had purchased. Tink was fascinated by the cordless drill, her eyes fixated on the spinning metal bit. It hadn't been plugged in long, so disappointment registered in her face when the spinning slowed to a crawl.
"Give it some time," Mike informed her, handing her the staple gun. "You can use this to reattach the trellis when it arrives. Do you want me to show you how..." Tink pushed the stapler into the table, squeezing out several small staples into the old wood beneath.
"Tink like this one," she announced, firing staples through the air. "No more squished fingers."
"You got it." Mike picked up the spare hammer he had purchased for himself. All of Tink's tools were smaller than normal due to the size of her hands, making it difficult for him to help her without developing a cramp through the back of his hand and wrist.
"We go work now!" Tink exclaimed, gathering up some of the hardware they would need in her arms. Mike followed her toward the front door, picking up all the stuff she dropped on the way. Stepping out onto the front porch, Mike nearly ran into Tink, who had come to a stop.
"Hello Mr. Radley." Her hair twisted in a braid, wearing a plain dress was Elizabeth from the Historical Preservation Society. The last time Mike had seen her, she had been in the company of her daughter Sarah. "I was wondering if I may have a word with you."
"You can talk from there." Mike told her, looking down at Tink. Elizabeth paid the goblin no attention as Tink skulked away down the porch. Mike was hoping that his guess was correct and that Elizabeth still couldn't see her.
"It appears that you had some trouble," Elizabeth said, walking along the ground. She stood next to the collapsed railing. "You do understand that there is a process for approving renovations, yes? To preserve the historical integrity of the house."
"Considering that a member of your society caused this damage, I suggest we stop playing make believe." Mike crossed his arms. "You and I both know that the value of this house has nothing to do with how old it is."
"How did you do it?" Elizabeth took a step toward the porch. "An elemental, a succubus, and a witch. Any of those things would present a challenge, but somehow you surpassed them."
"And I will continue to do so." Mike waved his hand at the house. "They aren't just monsters. They're my family. How many times have your people tried to bust in here? How many times have you failed? No matter what you send at me, I will never part with this place. No matter who you send, we will stop them," he said evenly, hoping she couldn't hear the nerves in his voice..
Elizabeth smiled. "You certainly are feeling bold, Mr. Radley. Not many men who enjoyed living would speak in such a manner to me."
Mike laughed. "What's the worst you can do? You tried to eat my soul, burn down my house, and kill me. I'm not sure how you are going to top yourself, unless you have another daughter who is better than the last one."
"We will find a way, Mr. Radley. One day, we will take something from you, something that you love, and you will give everything to get it back from us." Elizabeth's lip twitched in the corner of her mouth.
"Until that day comes," Mike said, leaning over the railing, "Get the fuck away from my house."
Elizabeth stood there in silence, the sun beating down on her face. Mike watched in astonishment as her shadow twitched beneath her, multiple limbs reaching for the home, but chased away.
"Do your best to enjoy your time on Earth," Elizabeth said cryptically. "You no longer have much of it." Spinning in place, she took three steps away from the home and then vanished.
"Fuck," Mike swore, letting out a loud breath. His hands shook as adrenaline raced through his body. He was afraid she would attack him, and had hoped that his confidence would chase her off.
"Mean lady gone," Tink announced, standing up from the bushes with her crossbow. Mike wasn't sure when she had gotten there, but he was relieved to know that the goblin had his back. "Next time, Tink shoot her in the face."
"Go for it," Mike told her. "For now, let's get this porch fixed."
-
Stepping through the shadows, Elizabeth entered the Great Hall. In the middle of it was a giant table with large, ornate chairs fit for a king. Elizabeth stared across the large, wooden table at the other members of the Society. Five of them were here in person, but the other six were represented only by shadows, hovering entities broadcast across thousands of miles through a form of astral projection, though Sarah had called it a Shadow Skype Call. The empty seat to her left simply had a black rose on it, left there by one of the other members. She pulled her seat out and sat down slowly, gazing at the others defiantly. In reality, she should probably be afraid. If more than a few of them decided to make a move, Sarah was no longer here to help her.
"Tell me what happened," demanded the large shadow at the other end of the table. The voice indicated it was male, but it lacked any physical definition to support this. Eyes like bright stars scrutinized them all from within the darkness. His voice echoed as if through a long tunnel, a weird result of transmitting his astral body across the ocean. A simple feat for some, the High Priest was somehow able to do this without the main requirement for astral projection; a soul. If the others turned on her, he could still help her, even from half a world away... should he choose. And then again, the High Priest could decide to turn her into a smoldering pile of ash at a whim.
She thought carefully before responding.
"We made contact about ten days ago. This much we all know." She was careful to keep the others updated on Society dealings because in the last few centuries, the main reason Society members were executed was for harboring secrets, usually making bids for power that resulted in an immediate backlash from the others. Everyone at this table had a vested interest in her progress on the house - each of them desired the power rumored to be hidden within. "This man, Mike Radley, is a nobody. Or rather, we thought he was."



"They sent an elemental in after him," Daryl, seated beside her, added. His voice was gentle, his long fingers steepled before him. "Mike Radley was able to destroy it, somehow, causing the situation to escalate. We underestimated him."
Elizabeth nodded, grateful that he had spoken up. Daryl was a warlock fascinated with human biology, able to heal wounds, raise the dead, and create maddening creatures directly out of Chaos itself. He was easily one of the strongest magic users there, and hopefully, it sounded like he was on her side.
"And what happened next?" The shadow at the end of the table shifted - clearly the High Priest's attention was on the real world as well; he appeared to be in the middle of dining, a shadowy goblet raised to his lips.
"We decided that the best course of action would be to eliminate him discreetly. Despite any power he has already amassed, his mind would be incapable of withstanding a spiritual assault." Elizabeth shivered, fighting to hide the chill up her spine, afraid to speak the next few words. "So we utilized the succubus."
Whispers around the table were exchanged, and immediately ceased. The shadow at the other end of the table darkened, the light in the room visibly dimming.
"Where is my succubus?" he asked.
Elizabeth shook her head. "I used the Heart to send her after Mr. Radley and promptly locked it away. My daugh - Sarah removed it from the safe for observation while I slept. When I woke up in the morning, I found that Sarah, the Heart, and a few other magical implements had gone missing."
"I see." The shadow leaned on the table, the frost spreading from his fingertips and the wood creaking dangerously beneath his hands. "And have we located her?"
"Attempts have been made," Daryl announced. "I myself have cast several locator spells, both on the missing objects and on Sarah herself."
"And?" The voice was impatient, and a few of the others scooted away from the table, making room for the potential outburst to come.
"The bracelet is gone, its magic spent. There exists no further trace of it on this plane." Daryl paused, sipping water from his chalice. He appeared unshaken by the shadow's anger. "I tracked the other magic to the grounds of the home, but was unable to penetrate the magical barrier of the Geas around it. The wand, the dagger, and Sarah never emerged from that place.."
More mumbling around the table. Each of those things was irreplaceable, but the dagger more so. As far as any of them knew, there wasn't another like it.
"And my succubus?" The High Priest asked.
"I fear she is yours no longer. The tracking spell I used came up empty, so I used the Infernal Mirror to try and find her," Daryl continued, seemingly nonplussed at the High Priest's scrutiny. The Infernal Mirror was one of the greatest objects in their possession; long ago, the Society had managed to summon and trap a Greater Demon inside, one capable of answering any three simple questions asked of it once every lunar cycle. "When I discovered the loss of the Heart, I asked if Lily's pact was still intact. The Mirror informed me that she is no longer pacted to you."
A shadowy hand slammed down onto the table, the room shaking as a small earthquake rocked the table. "And your second question?"
"I asked the Mirror to tell me the name of the person Lily is indentured to, and the Mirror laughed." Daryl shook his head. Everyone knew that laughter meant that the demon had found a way to avoid answering, a fault in the question itself. This also wasted the question. "Unless Lily has been destroyed, I am at a loss. Something has happened outside of my understanding regarding this manner, and I defer to your guidance."
"And your third question?" Activating the Mirror meant asking all three questions at once. The Society members leaned in with interest.
"I asked the Mirror if Sarah still lived," Elizabeth said, her steady gaze on the High Priest. It was not the question the others would have asked, and she knew they judged her for it. "The Mirror laughed again."
More mumbling at the table, low whispers that sounded like a bundle of snakes. Elizabeth stared straight ahead at the shadow, wondering what its reaction would be.
"I believe this matter will require more personal attention," the High Priest said, the temperature in the room dropping. "Something more than simply going to the house and threatening the Caretaker. Kali and Sebastien. I want you to travel to the States and assist Elizabeth and Daryl with recovering the dagger and my succubus. Find somebody who has already been in the house, someone who has been invited. They are the key to breaching the barrier of the Geas."
Two of the shadows at the table nodded, their full attention on their leader.
"And Mike Radley?" Daryl asked.
"If the opportunity comes, kill him. But take no chances." The High Priest faded from view, the lights in the room brightening as he left. His final instructions echoed along the walls, half command, half warning.
"And find my succubus!"
-
Wiping sweat from his brow, Mike squinted up at the setting sun. He and Tink had made quick work installing the new decking on the front porch, establishing a rhythm where Tink would lay one plank and set it with a single screw, and then Mike would put in the next three while Tink measured, cut, and set the next board. Luckily the day had been relatively cool, but Mike's shoulders were sore from working for the last three hours, and he was thirsty.
Standing, he walked inside to refill his water bottle, sucking greedily at the cool fluid, and wondering if he should start thinking about making dinner. He had defrosted some burger meat, which would go perfect on the little gas grill he had purchased and put out back near the fountain. Burgers were simple enough, he decided, strolling out the back to preheat the grill. Tink would hardly even notice his absence - the little goblin was a workhorse, and would soldier on without him.
Naia floated lazily in her fountain, watching tiny birds land in the upper basin to bathe. A stray duck had taken up residence in the fountain, swimming quiet circles around the nymph and quacking softly to her. Several small animals had begun making daily pilgrimages to the fountain, drinking and bathing in its waters. Mike's presence didn't seem to bother them in the least, and on more than one occasion he had heard Naia singing to them. She was like a storybook princess, and Mike wondered if someday a prince would come and steal her away from him.
"How is it going out front?" Naia asked. Unable to leave her fountain or the enchanted tub in his bathroom, she was bound to her spring.
"Good. Tink will probably finish in the next hour without me." Mike knelt beneath the grill, turning on the gas. "Once the porch is done, we can get the trellis in and work on replacing those bushes."
"Sounds like you've been working hard." The nymph vanished beneath the water, reappearing moments later, the fabric of her dress clinging to her breasts. "Maybe you should take a break?"
Mike chuckled. "I suppose I might be up for some rest and relaxation. I warn you though, I stink." Clicking the starter on the grill, he heard it roar to life.
Naia laughed, a sound like tiny bells. "Maybe I don't mind how you smell?"
"I think you're about to find out." Walking toward the fountain, Mike lifted his shirt over his head, temporarily losing sight of where he was going. Without warning, two powerful hands grabbed him around the waist, yanking him straight up in the air. Crying out in alarm, he heard Naia laugh in response. The flight was brief and tumultuous before he was gently set down on a hard surface.
"What the fuck?" Pulling his shirt back down, he realized that he was now on the roof of the house between two turrets. This portion of roof was very slightly sloped, but flat, and appeared to be reinforced with metal.
"I didn't mean to startle you." A powerful tail wrapped around his waist, turning him in place. He was staring into the dark eyes of Abella, the house gargoyle. "Naia was supposed to lure you out into the open for me, but I didn't expect you to start stripping down already."
"Lure me out into the open?" Mike asked, looking down off the roof he realized he could see part of the fountain and most of the garden around it. The old iron gate that separated the back yard from the forest was the only part of the wall around the property that wasn't made of stone. "Why?"
"I've been watching you all day. Seeing you work. Watching you sweat." The powerful creature before him looked at her hands, her fingers weaving together and apart. "Naia told me I needed to be more forward with you, but it's been so hard to get you alone since last week."
Mike knew exactly what she was talking about. Ever since the incident with Sarah, Cecilia or Tink were always by his side as a precaution. Abella's body was made of stone, which meant she couldn't easily come inside the house without potentially damaging the floor. Looking across the roof, Mike realized that Abella's usual perches were reinforced with steel beams that had been painted to match the wood.
"Get me alone for what?" He held back a grin, watching the gargoyle for a response. Her stony skin darkened, a color that traveled down her neck and across her upper chest. When her wings were folded in, she appeared to be wearing a soft grey cloak, but recently he could tell that she had adjusted her wings to reveal more of her cleavage.
"I watch you all the time, from above. And sometimes it makes me think of that time we, you know..." Abella said shyly as she forced a smile. "And I was hoping we could maybe do that again."
"Go to the greenhouse?" He asked.
"No." Abella shook her head. "I want to have those... feelings again." The first time Mike had met Abella, she had rescued him from the Mandragora plant, which had hungrily dragged him into the greenhouse. The interior of the greenhouse was like a separate world, and the two of them had become stranded on a cliff side with an approaching storm. Her life force drained by the Mandragora, she had suggested a sexual coupling to transfer enough energy to her body to fly away to safety.
"I see." Mike reached out a hand to push a strand of jet black hair across her forehead. It felt stiff like hay, but yielded. "It seems like that was forever ago." Even though it had only been last week, he had been nearly killed on three separate occasions. Each time, Abella had been there for him, and perhaps he wasn't spending nearly as much time with her as he should be.
"Yes," Abella agreed. "Things have been pretty busy."
"Well, this time, we don't have a storm approaching." Moving in, he slid a hand around her waist. "So maybe we should take our time."
"Okay," she whispered, his lips finding hers. He had to take care, for though her skin yielded to his touch, it was still far tougher than his own flesh. She gently kissed him back, her tongue finding his, and one of his hands slid beneath her wings to caress her breasts. They were like giant stress relief balls, the flesh moving but requiring serious hand strength to do so. Mike squeezed them roughly causing Abella to moan into his mouth. Her breasts didn't have nipples, so he allowed his fingers to roam, squeezing them from beneath and then sliding across her stony flesh, his hands moving down to squeeze her ass.
"Mmh!" Abella moaned, Mike's hands squeezed the part of her ass attached to her tail, pushing in and massaging the base of it. She leaned into him, the weight of her knocking him back, and he held on, pushing back with all of his strength.
"Abella..." He was struggling to remain upright.
"Go with it." Pushing him back on the roof, Abella's body moved over his, her wings extending wide as she slid along his body. She fumbled with his belt, yanking on the buckle hard enough to break it before tugging down his pants.
Mike's cock, freed from its prison, bridged the gap between them. It rubbed along the base of her stomach, and she moved over him, her powerful thighs spreading out. Her mouth found his again, and she stroked him gently with one hand, teasing her own opening with his cock.
"Two can play at that," Mike said, rubbing her clit. Instead of two labia, Abella actually had three, forming a triangular opening that parted with a little difficulty due to the stiffness of her flesh. However, she was much softer on the inside, which Mike was reminded of as she shoved herself down on him.
"Oh fuck!" Her wings extended, flapping hard enough that both of them lifted off of the ground about a foot. Her powerful legs halted their descent, Mike's body held pinned between them. He could feel her restraint, her desire to ride him without limit, but they both knew if she did it, she would crush him.
"That feels so good," Mike told her, running his hands up her hips and down her thighs. She moaned softly into the breeze that had picked up along the roof, her voice carried away by the wind.
"You're so soft," Abella moaned, her hands on his chest, squeezing his pecs. "And you feel so smooth."
"Maybe I should grow a beard?" Mike suggested with a grin. Abella placed a finger at his lips, shushing him. Rocking back and forth, she played with herself, leaning back to give Mike a phenomenal view of his cock sinking into the gargoyle. Her powerful legs pistoned her up and down, and she squeezed her eyes shut, holding her breath as her breasts rose and fell with each sudden shift of her body.
"Oh... oh... OH!" Abella opened her eyes, staring up at the sky, her hips twitching as her fingers worked frantically at the upper fold of her pussy. Her large, ruby clitoris was fully exposed to the air now, and Mike could see it glowing with its own inner light. Abella let out a large, final gasp, and then sank all the way down on his cock, her body relaxing as she leaned forward, a smile on her face.
Abella kissed him, hard enough at first that he knew his upper lip was going to bruise. Softening her body, she sighed through her mouth into his, her tongue exploring his. She suddenly broke off the kiss, her obsidian eyes shining lustfully, "I want to taste you."
"Be my guest." He stood up, lowering his pants to his knees. Abella crouched, her legs easily locking in place so that his cock was at mouth level. Licking her lips, she licked gently around the head of his dick, getting it nice and wet. Mike shivered, the cool air across the sensitive skin of his glans almost too much. There was a breeze across the roof that he hadn't noticed before.
Abella leaned forward, sucking him in. Her lips worked their way up and down his thick shaft, and he started to butt up against the back of her throat. Abella didn't seem to mind, and Mike immediately wondered if gargoyles even had a gag reflex.
"Do you like that?" Abella asked, leaning away.
"I do." Mike smiled at her, stroking her jaw. "But I like it a bit rougher than that."
"Oh." Abella frowned. "I'm afraid I'll hurt you if I go any faster.."
"I have an idea." Mike placed his hands on the back of her head. Abella's whole body was made of stone, and she was extremely strong. "I want you to relax. Let me know if this is uncomfortable."
"Okay." Mike's dick slid back into her mouth, and he eased it in until he reached the back once more. Abella's body was suddenly rigid, and she didn't move an inch as he gently pumped himself into her face. Her tongue danced around the length of his shaft, and he began moving harder, thrusting in slightly deeper with each push. The gargoyle was unfazed, but her cheeks had darkened, and one of her hands was slowly massaging the outer folds of her pussy, exposing her ruby clitoris as she tugged gently on her lower lips.
"Oh, yeah, just like that." Mike moved faster, amazed at the gargoyle's resilience. She didn't budge, and he held on to the back of her head, shoving farther and farther. The back of her throat narrowed, his dick bending slightly to follow the path of her throat. She placed a hand on his hip to slow him down, adjusting her body and lowering her head so that her throat was parallel to his shaft.
"Try it now," she muttered around the sides of his dick. Mike pushed forward, his dick sliding past her tonsils and straight down her throat. He cried out in surprise - her throat was much warmer than the front of her mouth by several degrees, and the sudden temperature change made him tremble in delight. Abella moaned, sending vibrations through his entire dick, causing his balls to tighten up against his body.
"Oh shit!" He face-fucked the gargoyle relentlessly, holding onto her head for support, going up on his tiptoes to sink ever deeper into her face. Every time he bottomed out in her throat, she gargled the large pool of precum and saliva that had gathered in her mouth. One hand furiously working her three-sided slit, she grabbed Mike's ass with her other, pulling his hips tight against her face.
"Abella!" Mike cried out, and he came, filling her throat with his cum. Abella moaned, then shrieked, her face and chest turning dark as his cum triggered an orgasm of her own. Clamping down on his ass, she lifted him off the ground to suck him in as deep as possible while leaning back to get better access to her pussy. Mike noticed in astonishment that she was using the tip of her tail to penetrate herself, moaning while she bounced up and down on it.
"N'glah!" Abella grabbed Mike with both hands, pulling her mouth off his dick. Cum and saliva dripped from her mouth, pooling on the roof between them. Setting Mike down, she let out a single cry and lowered herself down onto her own tail, gripping the roof hard enough with her hands that she splintered the wood beneath her fingertips. Crying out to the sky, Abella's eyes rolled up in her head and she collapsed on the roof.
"Holy shit!" Mike tucked his dick back in his pants, kneeling to check on her. "Are you okay?"
"Yes," she told him breathlessly. "Oh gods, yes. You tasted so good in my mouth, I just couldn't take it anymore."
"Fucking your own tail, huh?" Mike grabbed the tip of her tail, struggling to lift it up. It was coated in her sticky, earthy smelling fluids.
"Oh gods, I'm so embarrassed!" Abella covered her face in her hands. "Please don't tell anybody you saw that?"
"Why? It makes sense, actually." Mike lovingly caressed Abella's thighs, sliding his hand gently across her swollen labia. Abella shuddered, her wings flapping briefly behind her.
"It's a huge taboo," she told him. "I got desperate centuries ago and started doing it in private. Even among other monsters, its considered weird to fuck your own tail."
"I guess I'd have to have a tail to understand," Mike said, wiping sperm off her lips.
"Just, please don't tell," Abella told him.
"I won't," he promised. "But maybe, if it's just the two of us, I'd like to watch you do it again sometime." A big smile crossed his face. "I thought it was pretty hot, Abella. Just like you."
"Mike." She blushed, standing up before him. "I'm so lucky that you're my human."
"Your human, huh?"
Abella nodded. "The others never understood me like you do. And none of them were ever interested in me like you are."
"You're beautiful, Abella." Mike kissed her on the lips. "Anyone who tells you otherwise is an idiot. Now if you don't mind, I need to get down there and cook some dinner before Tink eats my arm."
Abella laughed, taking off into the sky. Swooping back around with wings spread wide, she grabbed onto his shoulders and carried him back to the ground below.
-
Rumbling to a stop in her driveway, Dana turned her car off, spinning the keys once out of habit before tucking them into her pocket. Chewing the same piece of gum she had put in at the beginning of her shift, she climbed the stairs on the side of the garage to the studio apartment up above.



Two years ago, she had gotten very lucky in finding this place. Her freshman year of college over, she had given up on dorm life, wanting a little extra room. While looking for an apartment, she had stumbled across an older woman whose husband had passed away some years back. Dana paid a small amount in rent, and made up for the rest of it in house maintenance, something she had become very good at.
In return, she had given Dana the entire garage to live in. The landlord's late husband had been into muscle cars, and built a beautiful, vaulted garage with a small loft for catnaps and the occasionally shower. Dana had done the work last summer to finish the conversion - she had a small kitchenette with a full bath, and a queen-sized bed.
The best part, however, was the garage beneath. Half of the garage consisted of a personal gym and some storage for old car parts. The other half was a beautiful tool bench that had been custom fitted against the wall, full of every tool the widow's husband had ever used. In the middle of the car port was an old motorcycle that Dana was restoring for a road trip in the summer. It had been over a year since she had traveled.
Since Alex.
Opening the fridge, she pulled out a bottle of Dr. Pepper. Twisting the cap off, she sipped it, savoring the cool, sweet fizzing sensation down the back of her tongue. She pulled all the tips from delivering pizzas out of her jacket pocket, then organized them by denomination. She counted them for the fifth time, then rolled them up and stuck them in her dresser drawer. She opened her bank's app on her phone, frowning. At the current rate, she would be able to fix her bike, but not take the trip itself.
"Fuck." Sighing, she set the phone down on her nightstand. A small wooden desk overlooked the bay, her mechanical engineering text open to the same page it had been over a week ago. Problem 53, half finished on the paper next to it, begged her to come complete it, to finish the assignment and turn it in for partial credit, something, anything. Staring down at the figures on the page, her mathematical analysis of the Carnot Cycle blurred through the moisture in her eyes. Wiping away the tear before it could form, Dana sat down at her desk, lifting her pencil to finish the problem.
She couldn't focus. Her eyes relaxed, moving over the bay, settling on the bike below.
Leaving her desk behind, Dana was soon in the bay, staring at the old bike. She had finished repainting the frame after removing the engine, black and red just like it used to be. The floor was methodically covered in bike parts - she had taken the entire bike apart, categorizing every part as salvageable or trash. Unable to afford to purchase new parts, she had spent the better part of the last three months doing most of the rebuild by hand, pounding dents out of the rear fender, sanding the frame before repainting it, and more than one trip to the junkyard to scavenge for the parts she couldn't.
She opened the brown box by the rear wheel of the bike, examining the contents inside. New pistons and piston rings. Staring at the bike, she wondered how much of the task she could complete before the sun rose, wondered if staying busy would keep her mind off of her problems, if even for a few hours.
Hundreds of hours had been spent as a little girl in her father's garage, working on his car, his bike, and his boat. All things motorized were his passion, and the long hours of earning her father's approval had translated to a love for working with her hands and a passion for machines. A certain catharsis could be found in dismantling and reassembling a device, removing the cancer that had broken it and making it whole once more.
Though she kept the bay cool, the hours became long, sweat running down her sides. Dana stripped away her shirt, working on the piston assembly in just her bra and jeans, and eventually just her bra and panties. Her skin was marked with grease, her hair pulled back into a ponytail to keep it from her eyes. Her eyesight was blurring, a function of being awake for almost twenty hours. Her next job didn't start until 1 pm, so she could care less about sleep. She was going to miss her classes tomorrow, but she doubted anybody cared at this point.
Sitting on the cool floor, her legs slowly going numb beneath her, she watched the pistons fade from sight, replaced by the scent of the ocean, grains of sand beneath her feet. Watching dolphins breach the cool Pacific waters, she felt a firm hand gently rubbing her lower back, moving up toward her shoulders, caressing her cheek and tugging gently, pulling her in for a kiss.
"Alex," she whispered, closing her eyes, afraid to see her dead lover once more.
The clattering of her ratchet startled her awake, her forehead against the frame of the bike. She had fallen asleep, if only for a few minutes. Too tired to continue, she stood up, leaving her work where she left it. The widow never came in here, and her friends never dropped by anymore. Climbing the stairs to her loft, Dana could feel the sadness sucking her down, more powerful than gravity. It was nine steps to the top, and she counted them, determined to at least crawl into her own bed.
"What the fuck?" Suddenly, she was wide awake, staring at the large object that took up the corner of her loft. It stood next to her desk, an envelope taped to the front with her name written on it in cursive.
Pinching herself to make sure she wasn't still asleep, the surge of pain up her arm informed her that she was, indeed, still awake. Opening the envelope, she pulled out the small white sheet of paper inside, torn from a notepad. The words were in cursive, tall letters that made her think of a fountain pen.
Can you fix me? Dana looked at the back of the paper, but nothing else was written. Looking inside the envelope, her jaw dropped. She pulled out the small stack of twenties, counting them in disbelief. There was just over a thousand dollars there. Looking inside the envelope once more, she found an antique key.
"Okay beautiful," she said, stroking the smooth wood of the grandfather clock. She recognized it immediately, the clock from the old house that Mike lived in. Dana had hoped he would take her on for some home repairs, extra money to make her dream a reality. "First thing tomorrow night, I'm going to find out what makes you tick." All thoughts about Alex and the motorcycle vanished, new thoughts on researching gears and pendulums entering her head. She tucked the money and the key into her nightstand, laying down on top of the covers to let sleep claim her. She pulled a pillow over from the other side of the bed, inhaling its long gone fragrance.
"Goodnight Alex," Dana whispered, her voice echoing softly across the loft. Drifting to sleep, her brain tricked her into thinking she heard the clock ticking.
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Hey all! Here is the second chapter of Book Two! If you are new to the story, everybody recommends starting from the beginning, but hey, I'm not the boss of you!
Do you wonder where those weird books in the garage came from? Ready for a new monster? If the answer is yes, then I hope you are ready for Mike's visit to...
The Library
Mike held the small sledgehammer in both hands, dubious that he would be able to strike another living being with it, much less a minotaur. Still, it was better than nothing, which made him feel a little bit better.
Mike had debated purchasing a gun, but he knew next to nothing about them other than to point the long, skinny end at stuff you wanted to kill. His lack of education aside, Naia had warned him against such a purchase for the sole reason that she had no idea what other creatures may be lying in wait within the house's walls, and the last thing they needed was another Jenny-type situation with the addition of a firearm.
In addition, Naia had informed him that odds were good that Tink would take it apart anyway.
"Husband ready?" Tink asked, her hand on the doorknob. Sighing, Mike nodded. Being honest with himself, he was never going to be truly ready. Tink cradled her crossbow in both arms, fierce determination in her eyes that matched the dark, black lines she had painted beneath them using some shoe polish she had found. She had coerced Mike into doing the same, and he knew they both looked ridiculous. Tink wore a small backpack containing a few flashlights, the map, and a box of Pop-tarts.
Turning the knob to the blue room, Tink pushed the door open, her crossbow at the ready. The room looked like most of the other rooms in the house - sparsely furnished, a place that time had forgotten. The big distinguishing factor was that this room was, in fact, painted blue. For whatever reason, simply being in this space reminded Mike of his long dead father. He had no proof that his dad had ever stayed here as a child, but Beth, his estate agent, had suggested it on his first night here and the idea had resonated with him.
"Coast clear," Tink whispered, sliding in and pointing her crossbow at the closet door.
"Do you really think the minotaur would have come out of the cave?" Mike asked. The door to the closet was closed, the simple white door somehow ominous.
"Tink take no chances," she said, moving sideways to cover him. "Maybe stupid cow fuck wait to ruin Tink's day again."
Mike didn't say anything. Tink's goggles had been an obsession since she had lost them to the minotaur. They were magical, able to see things that ordinary people couldn't, and Tink had waited so long only because the house had needed structural repairs to the front deck. This morning, Tink had announced that she had waited long enough and was ready to move forward with Operation Stupid Cow Fuck (her name, not his).
"Ready?" Mike asked, his hand hovering over the small, white painted knob.
"Tink ready." She held the crossbow up, aiming it at the door.
"Let's go," Mike said, yanking the door open. Tink lowered the crossbow, frowning at the closet. Peeking around the corner, Mike saw that the closet was, once again, simply a closet. No sign remained of the cave.
"Try open different," Tink said, raising her crossbow again. Shrugging, Mike closed the door, gripping the knob differently so that he could turn it the other way.
"Okay, here we go!" Mike yanked the door open, stepping back with his hammer held tight.
"Fuck!" Tink lowered her crossbow. The closet hadn't changed.
"How do we get the closet to become the cave again?" Mike asked.
"Tink could tell you... if TINK HAD FUCKING GOGGLES!" Tink threw her crossbow to the side, the bolt firing into the ceiling up above. Mike ducked out of reflex, watching the plaster drift gently down over Tink. The goblin slammed the closet shut, turned her back to it, then opened it while facing away. The cave failed to appear.
"Tink?" Mike asked, but she ignored him. She knocked on the door, kicked it, and even used her mouth to turn the knob, but nothing worked. Whatever ritual had been used to make the cave appear wasn't a simple one, and Tink's green face was a mask of fury. She grabbed the closet door hard enough that her claws left marks in the wood.
"Fuck!" Tink slammed the door, tears appearing in her eyes. "Goggles gone forever!"
"We'll figure this out, I promise." Mike set his hammer down, kneeling by the goblin. Wrapping her in his arms, he pulled her tight against her body, absorbing her sobs with his shirt.
"Tink miss her goggles. Goggles are Tink's most prized possession." Sniffling, she buried her face in the crook of Mike's arms. Mike squeezed her as tight as he could. Tink let out a sigh, sinking into him.
"You know," Mike said, wondering if his idea was too stupid to even consider. "We do know somebody who knows how to open that door."
"We do?" Tink rubbed the tears from her eyes.
"Yeah, but I don't know how happy she will be to see us." Mike knew it was a stupid idea, but he couldn't bear to see her cry any longer. "Let's head down to the Vault and ask Jenny how to do it."
"No!" Tink shook her head, her braids dancing over her shoulders. "Little doll mean big trouble! No ask!"
"Then how else do we get in?" Mike asked. "Unless someone wrote directions on that map of the labyrinth you have, I don't see us... are you listening?" Tink's eyes had glassed over, her gaze on the wall behind Mike. Mike grabbed her by the wrists, shaking her arms. "Tink? Tink!"
"Husband have great idea!" Snapping back to reality, Tink grabbed her crossbow and ran out of the room. Mike followed, wondering what the little goblin was up to. Tink dumped the bag at the foot of the kitchen table, snatching the map from its inner pocket and spreading it out on the table.
"Tink, what are you doing?" Shaking his head, he stood behind her while she leaned over the old parchment. Tink had retrieved the map from the Vault, but had never said much else about it. It was largely complete, but the worst gaps were in the depths of the Labyrinth, blank spots on the parchment that gave Mike anxiety.
"Aha!" Tink pointed to the corner of the map. "Tink remember! Big remember!"
"Remember what?" Following her finger, he saw a string of letters and numbers written in the upper corner of the map. "Is that a code for how to get in?"
"Nope!" Grinning, Tink rolled up the map. "Is numbers for the Library!"
"The library?" Mike frowned. "You got this map from a library?"
"The Library, library in house! Tink see numbers before, but still forget. Remember when husband say how to get in. Map come from Library, stuck in Vault after..." Tink glazed over again. "Tink no remember that part. But maybe Library know how to open cave!"
"Tink, that's awesome! Let's go right now!" Stepping back, he expected Tink to jump down from the chair. She remained in place, scratching her head.
"Tink no remember how to get to Library." Scowling at the table, she closed her eyes. "Tink remember red book. Red book lead to Library. But don't know where red book is."
"Fuck," Mike whispered, sincerely hoping that the red book hadn't been out in the garage.
"Is ok. We just look through house for books." Tink jumped down, leaving her crossbow on the table. Bending over, she pulled the box of Pop-tarts from the bag. "Maybe eat these now too." She ripped the wrapper with her teeth and shoved the first one in her face, handing Mike the second. "Husband come, much look with Tink."
Mike sighed, setting the hammer down on the table, then followed her into the living room, tucking his Pop-tart in his back pocket.
-
Dana set the small box of tools on her desk, moving her textbook to the floor. She had taken the tools from her school, sneaking in to avoid the eyes of classmates she was already struggling to remember. Every step through those long, college halls brought up a flood of memories of the person she used to be, the Dana of yesteryear. Stepping into the maker space, the hum of 3-D printers was punctuated by the sounds of a dremel being used by a student who was trying to cut through a small, aluminum tube.
She deliberately ignored the south side of the room. The memorial for Alex was still pinned to the wall, directly over the workstation where they had met as freshman. Dana deliberately closed the door on that particular memory, focusing instead on the mental list in her head. Now those tools were spread out on the table before her, small tools that she couldn't afford on her own.
Gears from inside the clock were spread out before her. Upon opening the clock first thing this morning, she had discovered that something had damaged most of the moving parts inside. Teeth were missing from gears, and more than a couple of them had been broken in half. She wasn't certain how the inside of a grandfather clock could take such damage, but was determined to do her best.
She had unrolled a piece of butcher paper across her desk, using it to trace pieces, label where they came from, and even tape them in place. She set up the wire holder she had borrowed, a device with a magnifying glass meant for delicate soldering work. Clipping one of the smaller gears in place, she was able to look at where one of the teeth had broken off.
"Strange," she muttered, examining the surface of the gear. Whatever had ripped the tooth off had taken it completely. Removing the gear, she put it back inside its outline, and wrote the word score underneath. Using calipers, she made a few quick measurements of one of the surviving teeth, writing next to it. She had access to some metal 3D printer ribbon, the good stuff, and was fully convinced she could print a new tooth for the gear and epoxy it on.
Her world faded to black, her entire focus on the job before her. She put on a visor with a magnifying glass and a light to get a good peek behind the clock face, checking for more missing parts. The exploded diagram on the butcher paper was clearly missing a few necessary gears for the clock itself to work, and she needed to find the others. Poking around with a long pair of tweezers, she was able to find a missing spring when her phone went off in her pocket.
"Shit," she muttered, staring at the screen. What had felt like maybe an hour had been nearly five, and she needed to get ready for her delivery job. Stripping in place, she slid into her work outfit, wondering if Mike would order something tonight. She made a mental note to drop by his place anyway and give him an update on the clock if she was on his side of town. Shoving her way out into the cool, open air of the world, she looked back at her apartment.
The clock appeared in her mind, calling to her. She knew this was the start of an obsession, she could feel it in her bones. Maybe after she finished fixing it, she would keep it for a few days, just to properly enjoy it before giving it back. Backing down the driveway, it was on her mind so much that her eyes tricked her into thinking it was watching her go from her bedroom window.
-
The search began in the front room. The good news was that, since Jenny had trashed the place last week, everything had been uncovered in order to repair the damage. Mike checked underneath the furniture just to be sure, hoping to spot this book that Tink was convinced would lead them to the library.
"How big of a book are we talking about Tink?' Mike asked, picking up an ashtray. It looked like the kind that was purchased for a relative on a trip, then never used. "Textbook, dictionary, diary maybe?"
"Husband find red book. What more does husband need know?" Tink had pulled a loose brick from beneath the mantle, revealing an empty depression behind it. "Find red book, tell Tink."
"Yeah, yeah." Mike opened a box next to the couch. It contained several items that had been strewn through the front room after the fight with Jenny. Afraid to toss any of it out, he dug through it, unable to remember what they had even placed inside. A couple of random bookends, a small black statue of a woman made of coral, and an extremely ugly lamp were the only items of interest. The rest was just blankets, duvets, and other assorted cloths people draped over their furniture to protect them from the farts of their visitors.
A loud scraping sound caught his attention, and he lifted his head in time to see the closet throw up on Tink. Old coats, a few boxes, and even more blankets buried the goblin in an avalanche of junk. Mike ran to her rescue, grabbing her slender wrist from beneath an old fur coat and pulling her out from beneath the mess.
"Fuck." Tink scowled at the closet, adjusting her dress to cover her bare ass. This confirmed Mike's suspicion that she wasn't wearing the underwear he had bought for her.
"What happened?" Mike asked, grabbing the box closest to him.
"Shelf break, closet try to kill Tink." Tink grabbed the big fur coat, eying it with curiosity. "Lots of stuff in here."
"Yeah, it looks like it was packed full." The box Mike opened was picture frames, dozens of them. There were pictures in the frame, but they were all blank, a result of the protective spell on the house. "It seems like everywhere I turn, there's more random shit in this house."
"Husband right. Too much shit. Sell on magic screen maybe."
"Oh no. I'm not going through another Jenny situation." Picking up one of the many coats, something metallic clattered to the ground. It was a key the size of his pinky, ornate in design and the teeth shaped like the gear of a clock. "What is this for?"
"Hmm." Tink took the key. "Don't know. Too small for door."
"I'll hold onto it." Sliding the key into his pocket, he suddenly remembered. "Hey, what do you know about the grandfather clock that is supposed to be down here?"
"Clock?" Tink looked around. "No clock down here."
"Well, it isn't here now, but I know I saw it a couple of times. It is usually over by the stairs, but I haven't seen it in a long time."
"Tink don't know. Tink never see clock."
"Oh." Well, that was a mystery that was going to have to wait. He patted the key gently through his pants pocket. On the odd chance he ran across it, he figured having the key on him was a good idea, even if he had no idea what to do with it.
"Aha!" Tink fumbled with one of the coats, revealing a small, bright red book that had been tucked into one of its sleeves. Holding it up triumphantly, she shoved her way out of the closet mess and into the front living room. "Tink find it! We go to library!"
"Great job Tink!" Mike followed her into the living room. "Now what?"
"Shh!" Tink held a finger to her lips, her eyes closed in concentration. "Tink try and remember!" The little goblin stood this way, the book held tightly in her hands, her lips moving silently.
"Well?" Mike asked after nearly a minute had passed.
"Tink doesn't remember." Shoulders slumping, Tink handed the book to Mike. "Maybe husband figure out?"
"We'll see." Opening the book, he was surprised to see the words swim across the page, the text fixing itself in place before his eyes. Expecting some profound piece of magic, he realized he was looking at a fairly simple recipe for peanut butter cookies. Flipping back and forth, he saw that the recipe was the same on every page.
"Husband figure out?" Tink asked, standing on her tiptoes to look at the book.
"No," Mike said, flipping to the very first page. What use was a recipe book with only one recipe? His vision blurred, and he rubbed his eyes. Closing the book, he stared at the outside. It had no title on it, but it did have a picture of a triangle on the spine. Mike ran his finger over the golden grooves of the shape, tilting the book so Tink could get a good look.
"This mean anything to you?" Mike asked.
"Um... yes! Tink see triangle once, fixing bookshelf in study!" Tink snatched the book from his hand. Mike followed her into the study, a round room with what was left of a desk in the corner and scorch marks all over the floor. It was where they had chased the fire elemental, a room that Mike had never considered more than once. Bookshelves adorned the walls, punctuated by windows looking out into the front yard, windows Tink and Abella had replaced.
"What are we looking for?" Mike asked.
"Small triangle, carved on shelf." Tink methodically ran her hands over the edges of each shelf, searching. Mike did the same, grateful to be looking for something simple. The shelves had several different shapes carved into them, many of them very complex. The triangles he found contained dots, circles, even more triangles, but nothing that matched.
Minutes later, Mike called Tink over to the shelf in between a pair of windows. Near the top of the shelves was an identical triangle carved into the wood. The books on the shelf were in disarray - clearly more than one was missing, and it was obvious that several of them had been casually placed.
"Now what?" Tink asked, handing Mike the book. She was too short to reach the top shelf without her ladder.
"If video games have taught me anything, I know exactly what to do." Mike shoved several books to the side, inspecting the back of the little red book to be certain. The triangles were identical, and Mike slid the book in place directly over the symbol carved beneath it.
"What is happen?" Tink asked, standing on her tip-toes to see better.
"Um..." Mike looked at the bookshelf. "Nothing." He took the book back out, studying the symbols on the shelf. The symbols went up the top of the wooden shelves, and Mike realized what had happened. Sliding the book in place on the shelf underneath the symbol, he was relieved to see the symbols light up with arcane energy, swirling blue light that radiated outward. It washed over Mike's body, making his chest tingle and causing the hairs on his body to stand up.
The bookshelf, however, remained unchanged.
"Damn, I thought that something had..." Mike turned around to face Tink only to see that his home was no longer behind him. He and Tink stood in a small alcove of towering stacks of books, easily four stories high. Beams of light flowed in through towering skylights, illuminating the stacks. In front of them was a large desk in front of a giant globe that rotated slowly in place.
"Whoa." Tink said, her eyes wide.
"Are we still in the house?" Mike asked, looking out the window. His front yard was gone, replaced by a sea of blue sky and mountain-sized clouds as far as he could see in any direction.
"We find Library!" Tink hollered, pulling out the map. "We find map home, maybe find more maps!" She ran toward the giant metal sphere in the middle of the lobby, a globe for a planet that was definitely not Earth. Mike gave the thing a wide berth - nothing was holding it up, and images of running away from the thing Indiana Jones style gave him chills.
"Tink, wait up!" Mike called, watching her step onto a small, concrete podium. Tink ran her hands over a small, silver ball at the lip of the podium, and the platform lifted into the air, coasting gently upward about thirty feet. Mike heard Tink hollering from up above, the goblin stepping off of the podium and onto the platform surrounding the stacks. Motivated, the goblin disappeared from view.
"Shit," Mike muttered, approaching another podium nearby. Standing on it firmly, he grabbed onto the side with one hand and touched the metal sphere at its base. Expecting to lurch upward, he felt ghost hands grab him around his legs and back, holding him in place as the podium moved. Mike discovered quickly that rubbing his hand upward on the sphere caused it to fly, while left and right moved it along the long rows of books. He quickly landed his podium next to Tink's, stepping out onto the marble floor.



Staring down into the library made him dizzy. From here, he could see that the giant stacks of books went for hundreds of feet in any particular direction, the outer walls of the Library curving at odd angles. He clutched the metal railing, then took a few steps back so that he was away from the edge. Heights had never bothered him before, but the strange symmetry of the place made him very uneasy.
"Tink?" He wandered the shelves, listening carefully for any trace of the goblin. Every ten feet, there was a break in the stacks, and symbols were carved into the marble walls. He paused to inspect one, realizing it was similar to the ones that had been carved into the wooden shelves that had transported him here. Expecting to loop around, he was dismayed to turn a corner and discover that what he had thought was a giant pillar curved around and kept going.
"Tink!" He hated this place. It was huge, far too quiet, and the place seemed to change itself when he wasn't looking. Taking a glance over the edge, he was now somehow nearly nine levels up instead of three, the cold marble below suddenly threatening. If he fell, would he break apart on impact, or would he punch a hole through the stone? Mike smacked his own cheeks, shaking his head back and forth. What the fuck was his problem?
Walking further, he heard the soft, mumbling tones of a goblin muttering to herself. Relieved, he walked faster, expecting to see Tink pulling one of the many books off of the shelves. Instead, the mumbling disappeared. Puzzled, Mike turned around. How could she just disappear?
He heard her again, back from where he had come. He walked toward her voice, moving more carefully this time. He had missed it the first time, a gap between the shelves that had no true edges, a hidden passageway in plain sight.
He put his hands out, convinced he was going to smash his face into the stone, the library disappearing behind him as the walls curved. They doubled back, taking him into a different space. This part of the library was completely different than the rest. He was inside of a warm, comfortable room with tall leather chairs and a roaring fire in a fireplace. Looking back, it was impossible to see the outer library - the curved walls blocked off the view from the outside.
"There you are," Mike said. Tink was on the floor, legs splayed and tail twitching, her face buried in a large book. Beside her was a stack of maps and other assorted books. The map of the Labyrinth was set on a table next to them, as well as Tink's backpack.
Tink ignored him, her cheeks flush. Mike assumed she was sitting too close to the fire, but he could already tell that wasn't the case. Her mouth was slightly open, her wide eyes fixed on the page. When Mike touched her leg, she yelped, dropping the book on her lap.
"What are you reading?" Mike asked.
"Tink find dirty book," the goblin whispered. Picking it up, she opened the pages and turned it around. In stunning detail was an image of a werewolf, his monstrous member dangling between his legs as he jerked his load into the hungry mouth of a pair of women on the ground beneath him.
"Wow." Mike inspected the outer cover, but there were no words on the book. Flipping through the pages, it was evident that the artist had a one track mind - werewolves fucking humans, werewolves fucking each other, and even an image of a werewolf fucking a unicorn. This last one made Mike laugh. The unicorn had buried its horn into a tree and was backing its ass onto the cock of the howling wolf behind it.
"Werewolf porn, this shit is funny." Lowering the book, he saw that Tink's eyes had gone from innocent to predatory. Her tail twitched back and forth, and one of her hands had slid beneath her skirt, her fingers doing lazy circles beneath the thin fabric of her dress. He dropped the book, the pages flipping open to an image of a peasant with her arms tied behind her back getting spit-roasted by a pair of werewolves.
"Husband hasn't made enough time for Tink," she growled, her free hand gently squeezing her breast through the fabric of her dress. All four of her nipples stood out now, and her breath came in fast, rasping bursts. Mike was suddenly aware of the crackling of the fire, the air rich with the smell of old books and leather. The entire universe only consisted of this room, this quiet place where he and Tink were the only living beings in all of existence.
"Don't you want to get your goggles back?" Mike asked, his eyes on Tink's shapely thighs. Her skirt had ridden up just enough that he could almost see where her legs met, blocked only by her wrist. His cock was suddenly rigid, pressed tightly against the fabric of his pants.
"Get goggles later. Fuck husband now." Tink licked her lips, pulling up her skirt for Mike to see what she was doing. Her fingers had pulled back her labia, her wet opening bared to him. Mike could just make out the hard lump on the upper wall of her vagina when she spread herself open, the first of two clitorises. She pulled her skirt back down, her palm grinding into her pelvis. Tink let out a sound that was half moan, half growl.
Mike unzipped his pants, his cock springing to attention. The heat of the fire felt good along his shaft, and he spit into his hand, rubbing his dick gently.
"Husband get nice and hard for Tink," the goblin commanded. Both hands moved now beneath her skirt, occasionally sliding down her thighs and leaving long, wet streaks. "Husband keep doing that. Tink likes to watch."
"You like seeing this?" Mike asked her, stroking himself casually. His swollen cock was large, nearly eight inches in length. Although he was endowed with such a large member, it had gone largely unused for most of his life, the artifact of a terrible childhood. Now, with nymph magic surging through his blood, getting hard was easy. Mike got on his knees in front of Tink, tugging back on the skin of his dick, his glans revealing itself. "Are you thinking about what it'll feel like inside of you?"
Tink nodded, her tail twitching sporadically. Mike snatched it up, inspiration striking him. Tink's tail was long and thin, with a paintbrush patch of hair on the end. Using the tip of her tail, he stroked himself with his left hand and dragged the soft, brown fur across the head of his penis.
"Ah," he sighed, a shiver traveling along his shaft when his cock flexed itself, rising up to meet the new sensation. Tink reacted as well, gasping when the tiny hairs of her tail flexed.
"Husband do more to tail," Tink commanded, lifting her skirt. She shifted her legs, revealing her tight, green labia. One finger teased the opening, the sight of her tight, little hole making Mike even harder.
"I can do that." He soon discovered that the end of Tink's tail was quite sensitive. He painted imaginary shapes along the head of his cock, the sensation reminding him of an old girlfriend who had attempted to fix his issues with some light, feather play. Kneeling in front of the goblin, he dragged the end of her tail down his shaft, tickling the sensitive skin of his balls.
"Tink like seeing that," she told him, shoving two fingers inside herself. The way she was hooking them, he could tell she was playing with the hard lumps inside. Tink was letting out quick bursts of air, her fingers pausing in between, the sensation clearly too much for her to bear.
"I'm going to fill you up, Tink." Mike squeezed his cock, trapping her tail between his hand and his shaft. "You're going to be so full. Have you ever been so full before?" His hand was moving up and down, the tip of Tink's tail brushing against his frenulum. He shivered, eyes rolling upward at the delicious sensation of her soft hair. His hands guided themselves, a cool energy inside his body that controlled them. He immediately pictured Naia, that piece of her soul that was stitched to his. Was that where his confidence came from?
"Tink use hammer once to get full." Tink shifted, adding a third digit, squeezing out some more of her fluids. "Sit on floor and rock on metal part. Cum six times."
"Fuuuuuck," Mike groaned, the image of Tink masturbating with a hammer suddenly burned into the back of his head. He could picture her, the horny little monster that she was, desperate to penetrate herself with anything from her workshop.
"Took Tink long time," she cooed at him, watching his face. "Tink work it in slow, push back against wall."
"It must have been tight." A large amount of precum was oozing from Mike's dick, soaking the thin hairs of Tink's tail.
Tink nodded, letting out a loud sigh. "Not as tight as husband."
Mike let go of Tink's tail, grabbing her by the thighs and sliding her toward him. He held her hand in place, his own fingers teasing her labia while hers stirred the pot. He pulled Tink's dress over her head, revealing her small breasts. Large, dark green areolae circled her double nipples. She now sat between his legs, her thighs lifted onto his own so that her feet were to his sides. Grabbing her tail, he used it to trace circles around one of her breasts, slowly working in toward the space between her nipples.
Tink sighed, grabbing Mike's shaft with her free hand, using his precum as lubricant to stroke him. They were both breathing hard, working each other up. Mike pushed his fingers into hers, attempting to part her emerald folds and fill her up even more. Tink slid one of her fingers out, allowing him to work one of his in. Her fingers didn't reach as far as his, and he was able to rub her second clit while her fingers frantically rubbed the first one.
"Husband," Tink moaned, her eyes staring into his. He continued teasing her breast with her tail, and she leaned back to force more of his hand into her. In response, he leaned forward to suck the nipples of her other breast into his mouth, immediately biting into them. Goblin skin was tough, and she let out a small howl, her pussy spasming around his hand hard enough that the pressure pushed her own fingers out.
"Husband!" Tink cried, her soaking wet hand joining the other, both hands stroking him while he pushed a second finger into her. He couldn't see what he was doing anymore, releasing her tail and grabbing her by the hips, pulling her forward so that her labia rubbed directly onto his wet member. She slid along him this way for several minutes, the head of his cock just barely parting her lips, threatening to penetrate her before she moved away.
Mike grabbed the base of her tail, using it to steer the green body above him. Tink was becoming increasingly aggressive, growling every time she pushed against him, her eyes brimming with lust. He kissed her shoulders, her hips moving higher on his own.
"HUSBAND!" Tink lifted herself one last time, Mike's swollen cock pointing straight up into her body, and sank down on him. Letting out a murderous growl, Tink shifted her body once more and shoved herself down onto him. The fit was impossibly tight, her body not built for even a regular human cock. Mike bottomed out long before she even reached the end, but Tink was determined. She let out a high pitched scream that reminded him of Cecilia, then sank her teeth into his shoulder as she pushed down as hard as she could.
"Ow, fuck!" The bite itself stung, but not enough to distract him from the pressure that was building inside. Tink's arms wrapped around his back, not quite reaching, and she pounded her body against his. With each thrust, he could feel his own orgasm approaching. He slid his hand around Tink's ass, finding the base of her tail. Grabbing onto it, he looped it underneath his own leg, pulling up on it to pin her bottom down against him, causing her violent thrusts to become more of a rocking sensation.
"Mmf!" Tink said through the flesh of his shoulder. Mike wondered if the sensitivity of her tail was limited to just the end, so pinned it in place with his leg and grabbed it again by the base. Tink's moans told him what he needed to hear, and he squeezed the base of her tail, rolling his wrist outward. Every time he pulled, he could feel her pussy squeeze him, so he began timing his tugs for when he was already deep inside, grunting as her even tighter pussy sucked against him like a giant mouth.
"Oh shit," he whispered, feeling the pressure build inside. Tink released her bite, then tackled him backward with newfound strength. He collided with a nearby table, scattering books and maps in every direction. Pulling her tail free of his leg, she spun so that she was facing the other way. She was leaning toward him, arching her back as she rode him reverse goblin style. She used one of her hands for balance, and the other to stroke the part of Mike's cock that wouldn't fit inside of her. Mike's hand ran along her tight stomach, feeling the large bulge of his cock through her skin. He pushed against it, enjoying the new, strange pressure.
"Tink close. So close," she said, moving her hips frantically. Her tail twitched from side to side in Mike's face, and he had no idea where the idea came from, but he went with it. Snatching her tail out of the air, he found a spot about a third of the way from the end, a bit thicker than his thumb.
He pushed it in his mouth and bit down. Hard.
The accompanying scream filled the fire lit room. Tink's whole body went completely rigid, the end of her tail spasming wildly from Mike's mouth. Her hands clawed at her own breasts, then at the air, searching wildly for something to grab on to. Mike squeezed her hips, pulling himself up into her. Tink went silent, her whole body shaking above his, and then she collapsed forward, her arms on Mike's legs.
"Tink?" Mike asked, sitting up. He gave her butt a playful slap.
"Tink done," the goblin announced, her breath coming in short bursts. "Husband cum in Tink soon."
"I can do that." He adjusted his legs, pushing her face down onto the floor. Grabbing her by the hips, he fucked her from behind for several minutes, delighting at every moan, groan, and coo from the goblin. His knees protested, not built for humping on stone floors, but his need was far greater. Mike took a deep breath, the pressure in his balls suddenly too great to bear, and shoved himself as deep into Tink as he could possibly go.
The goblin let out one final yell, grabbing his hands. Mike pumped himself into her, filling her with his cum. With every thrust, a large gob of it was pushed out, coating the floor in sperm. Sighing, Mike pulled free, sitting back to admire the view of Tink's spunk covered behind.
That's when he saw something else on the floor. Strange clumps of brown and white were strewn on the floor between them.
"Um..." Mike didn't have any words. Tink noticing his sudden silence, rolled over and sat up.
Tink shook her head in disappointment. "Husband forgot pop-tart in pocket."
"What?" Mike stuck his hand in his back pocket. Sure enough, he had crushed the pastry into a disgusting mess. Pulling his hand free, he laughed, his fingers covered in brown sugar and cinnamon glaze.
"Husband a mess," she told him, picking up her dress. She slid it over her head, sitting on her knees in front of him. "And Tink tired."
"Yeah, me too a bit." The fire crackled at them from the other side of the table. "Wanna take a break for a bit?"
Tink nodded. The two of them crawled to a spot in front of the fire. Mike laid down in front of it, marveling at how it managed to burn without generating any ash. Tink curled up in his arms, and the two of them quickly fell asleep.
-
Dana rang the bell on the old house, eying the porch swing with some discomfort. It kept swinging back and forth despite any wind, and she briefly debated unhooking it so that it would stop.
"Hello?" She called out, knocking on the door. Some of the lights were on, but nobody was home. She didn't have much time to spare, not with three deliveries sitting inside of her car. She had just delivered some pizzas to a house only a few blocks away, so figured she would take advantage of the situation.
"I don't think he's home." Dana jumped, spinning in place and falling back against the front door. A woman with very dark skin in a white business suit stood on the front walkway. Her short hair was braided into tight cornrows, and she stood next to what looked like some carry-on luggage.
"Oh, shit, you startled me." Dana pushed herself off the house and hopped off the porch onto the cobblestone path below. "Yeah, um, I've got to get going."
"Do you know him? The owner of the house?" Her smile was unnaturally white and showed far too many teeth. It was the smile of a viper, waiting to eat the mouse it had just found.
"Not really." Dana walked past the woman, her eyes on the cobblestone path. She came to a halt near the end of the drive when she nearly walked into someone else.
"Excuse..." Dana's voice became a silent squeak. It was the same woman, that insidious grin still affixed to her face. Dana looked back toward the house, trying to figure out what had just happened.
"I am a member of the local Historical Preservation Society. We desperately need to speak to Mr. Radley, the owner of this house, about an important preservation issue." She handed Dana a business card. "My name is Kali."
"Um, okay." Dana took the card, sliding it into the pocket of her pants. Everything about Kali gave her a bad vibe.
"Thank you for your time." Kali nodded her head dismissively. Dana took the chance to bolt, starting up her car immediately. Looking in her rearview mirror, she wasn't entirely surprised to see that Kali watched her drive all the way down the street.
She didn't know why she did it, but thirty minutes later, she tossed Kali's card out the window of her car.
-
"Ugh." Mike sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Tink clutched his arm tightly, her breath tickling the hairs on his arm. The fire crackled softly, the eternal wood burning without embers. Mike pushed himself up, rubbing the back of his neck. He fumbled with his pants, trying to button them back up without standing. The twisted fabric didn't quite reach, so he couldn't button them.
How long had he been asleep? His stomach growled, the sound loud enough that Tink stirred. She uncurled from him, wiping the drool from her chin.
"Too long sleep," she told him, letting out a sigh. "Now want more sleep."
"We never found what we were looking for." Mike grabbed one of the books they had knocked over. "Do you want to go back to the house first? I'm starving." Mike eyeballed the smashed pop-tart on the floor of the library. He definitely wasn't going to eat it now.
"Maybe." Tink stood, smoothing out her dress. "This place too big. Some books too distracting."
"Yeah." Mike saw the werewolf porn book where he had dropped it. Chuckling, he picked it up, shutting its pages to put it on the table. He marveled at the idea that a giant, flying library would carry such a thing. "I think we should get going."
Helping Tink to her feet, he watched the little goblin freeze in place. Tink tilted her head to one side, her lips twisting into a sneer.
"Someone is coming," Tink whispered, grabbing Mike by the hand and pulling him behind one of the leather chairs.
"Who else could be here?" Mike whispered. The library was like a tomb, silent. It occurred to him that Tink's cries could easily have been heard by someone else. But who would be inside the library?
Footsteps on marble, soft echoes that reverberated in the little side room. Mike wondered if Tink could hear the hammering of his heart, wondering what sort of being would darken that hallway. The sounds grew louder, and Mike pulled Tink closely against him. He suddenly remembered that stupid hammer, an entire world away on the table of his kitchen.
He didn't have to wait very long. His heart filled with dread when a giant cloaked figure stepped into the room. He couldn't see its face hidden beneath the brown fabric of its cowl, but he did see the light of the fire reflecting off of the sword clutched tightly in gloved hands. The figure took another step into the room, moving with the grace of a dancer, the sword held ready before it.



"Come out," the figure commanded in a feminine voice that was both soft and menacing. "I would prefer not to get any blood on the books. It doesn't come out, and I'll have to clean it up."
"Sofia!" Tink stood, clutching onto the back of the chair with her hands, her tail whipping from side to side in excitement. Mike let out the breath he had been holding in, knowing that any friend of the goblin was a friend of his.
He hoped.
"Tink?" The figure lowered her blade, pulling back the hood of the cloak. Long, braided hair framed a large forehead, at the center of which was a single, purple eye. "What are you doing here? And who is that?" Sofia pointed at Mike with the tip of her sword. "Where is Emily?"
"Tink have long story to tell Sofia." Tink hopped off the chair, swatting Mike's chest playfully. "But Tink hungry."
"I think I can help you with that." Sofia flicked her wrist. The sword folded itself up until it was the size of a butter knife, which she tucked into her belt. "But first, you two made a mess in here. Clean it up and we can talk."
-
I hope everybody is excited about what is coming up next! More new monsters, a couple of new mysteries to solve, and the return of a familiar face!
To those of you following this tale, thank you so much for all your comments, reviews, and even letters. I love knowing that you enjoy this story. For those of you who are new, make sure you comment/review/write me some feedback, because I do read all of them (even when I don't respond-time constraints due to the icky real world, yuck) and it really keeps my creative motor rumbling.
If you are really enjoying my monster tales, follow me on Lit! Also, I always update my bio prior to posting, so keep an eye out for when I make changes there.
Much love to the Lit community. Happy reading!



            Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 015

            Mike inherits a home for fuckable monster girls - Part 2.

            
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/home-for-horny-monsters-ch-15

Title: Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 015

Author: writerannabelle

Category: NonHuman

Description: Mike inherits a home for fuckable monster girls - Part 2.

Tags: dendrophilia, magic, monster girls, aphrodisiac, horny plant, doggy style, creampie, rough sex, breeding

Series: Home for Horny Monsters


Hey all! Annabelle here with the latest Chapter of Home for Horny Monsters!
If you haven't read a HFHM story before, I would recommend starting at Ch. 13 if you are in a hurry, or go back and read from the very beginning. These chapters are like chapters in a novel, and my readers will tell you that it's worth seeing this tale through from the beginning!
I really hope you enjoy this chapter, especially if you are a longtime reader. Let's just say that I planted the seeds for this one quite some time ago...
*****
Planting the Seeds
Sofia led them out into the main halls of the library. A podium of her own had been parked up against the railing. She dismissed it with a wave of her hand. Seconds later, a full floating platform arrived, easily ten by twelve feet, with a small coffee table in the middle surrounded by comfortable looking chairs.
"Uh..." Mike stared at the platform. It didn't even have rails. Sofia and Tink walked onto it without a second thought, but Mike hesitated. He had to fight every fiber of panic in his being, but he crossed over, and the platform moved gently away. Standing near the edge, he felt the familiar sensation of multiple hands on his body, holding him in place. Seeing that Sofia wasn't looking, he tried to brush some more of the smashed pop tart off the back of his pants, the crumbs falling to the marble floors far below.
"Please. Come sit." Sofia gestured at the table, leaning back in a chair that was large enough for her frame. Mike sat in the chair across from her. His feet just barely touched the ground. Tink fit easily on the cushion of her chair, looking almost like a little green doll. Sofia tapped a small bell on the center of the table, then spun a nearby dial until the number 3 appeared.
"Oh!" Mike watched in amazement as plates of food and drink appeared, Small sandwiches and beef stew in silver bowls, along with a small bottle of wine. He picked up one of the sandwiches, smelling the bread. It was fresh baked.
"Food here super good," Tink informed him, picking up a spoon. "Always best food in Library!"
"But how?" Mike asked. "Is it magic?"
"It is," Sofia told him. "Have you ever been at a restaurant and had your order go missing? Same principle. Out there, in the universe somewhere, somebody is wondering where their lunch is at."
"Wait, this is stolen food?" Mike took a bite of his sandwich. It was delicious.
"High quality stolen food," Sofia corrected him. She undid her robe, letting it fall away from her shoulders. She wore a tight, blue blouse beneath that matched her skirt. Large breasts were packed inside of her blouse, making Mike think she was wearing some kind of sports bra. She grabbed a bowl of her own, which looked more like a giant mug in her hands. "So fill me in. How long have I been asleep this time?"
Tink, between bites, told Sofia all that had happened since Emily's death. For the most part, the story was to the point, but she spent several minutes explaining how (she thought) a magic screen worked, and then announced that Mike was her new husband.
"I see. You are the new Caretaker then." Sofia poured herself some of the wine. "Then may I offer my services. This is the Library of Thoth. Built for him by his brother, it sails beyond the reach of mortal man, connected only to your home on Earth."
"How many books are here?" Mike asked.
"All of them." Sofia smiled, blinking gently. With only one eye, Mike wondered if she had been winking instead. He also wondered how big her breasts actually were. It seriously looked like they were struggling to get free.
"All of them?" Mike asked.
"As they are written, yes. Much like the magic that brings us our food, these books simply vanish. It is my job to read them before finding them a permanent home here, properly catalogued."
"Wait." Mike set his sandwich down. "Is that what all those boxes in the garage were?"
"Yes. Those were books I hadn't gotten to yet, and Emily was kind enough to store them for me. It seems like there's been a sudden rush on the number of books published lately and I..." Sofia's eye squinted. "What do you mean, were?"
"Boxes all gone. Witch blow them all up." Tink announced, happily slurping her soup.
It was weird watching Sofia's eye twitch. Just one side of her eye spasmed, her giant lid rippling with each movement. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat, staring down into her lap.
"Fuck." Shaking her head, the cyclops poured herself some wine. "I can't believe I didn't get a chance to catalogue those. The Library will never be complete now."
"Can't you just magic up some more?" Mike suggested.
"The Library only brings one of everything. Part of its magic." Shaking fingers clutched the wine goblet, lifting it to her crimson lips. The instant the wine touched her mouth, she threw back the whole glass, swallowing it in one giant gulp like a shot. "What happened to the witch?"
"She's dead." Mike pictured Sarah being dragged into the giant pod of the Mandragora, a fate he had avoided almost entirely by chance.
"Good." Sofia poured herself another glass, slamming it back like she did the first. "Stupid bitch."
"Uh, yeah." Mike worried more than a little about the cyclops and her booze. Maybe alcohol affected her differently? She was already starting to look a little pink in the cheeks. "So, we were wondering if you knew how to activate the portal to the Labyrinth?"
"Oh. That's easy. However, I don't think you want to go down there without something a little heftier than a hammer and a crossbow. Minotaur are warriors - even if you fought one that was unarmed and naked, you would have a tough time hurting it. Your best bet is something with a solid enchantment on it."
Mike sat up. "Like a knife sharp enough to cut through a spirit?"
Sofia was already filling up her glass again. "Yeah, that would do it. I have no idea where you would get one though. A blade capable of damaging an ethereal creature is extraordinarily rare. They have to be made of a non-Earthly metal, and that stuff is extremely challenging to come by."
"The witch had a knife that did that."
Sofia's drink paused on the way to her lips. "I seriously hope you stuck it in the Vault."
"Uh, no." Mike looked down at his feet. "I left it in the greenhouse. With the Mandragora."
Sofia dropped her goblet, wine spilling everywhere on the table. "You left it? You actually had a powerful magical artifact practically in your hands, and you just left it behind?"
"I wasn't exactly thinking properly." Mike looked to Tink for help, but the little goblin was suddenly deeply engrossed in her sandwich. "I'm sure it's where the witch dropped it. Next to the Mandragora."
"I... you... why..." Sofia began massaging her own temples, her eye rolling dramatically. "Zero reason. You had zero reason to leave it behind. Part of the purpose of the Caretaker is to lock stuff like that away. I just..." She stood up, and the floating room dropped out of the air. "You need to get it right away."
"Well, sure, yeah, I can do that."
"I mean right away. Now. We're going now!" Sofia commanded. Mike watched Tink practically inhale the remaining food in front of her, the subtle shift of the ground beneath him signalling a change in direction. The Library spun around them as the flying platform navigated the building, and Mike realized he could potentially lose himself in such a place forever.
They set down in the lobby. Sofia, Mike, and Tink stepped off the platform, and they walked together toward the bookshelf.
"Do you know how to get back?" Sofia asked.
"I assume I just remove the book," Mike told her.
"Oh good. You can actually think for yourself." Sofia pulled the red book from the shelf, and the room spun around them
-
Returning to the house was simple, but retrieving the knife right away had to wait. Upon returning, Mike realized that night had fallen, which meant he had to listen to a disgruntled rant from Sofia about how he was wasting time due to his inability to see in the dark.
Strangely, though Sofia was extremely rude to him, the others were more than happy to see her. Naia and Abella both greeted the cyclops with big hugs, and even Cecilia appeared, greeting the creature with a curtsy. The decision was made to wait until daybreak before setting out for the knife.
Mike didn't sleep particularly well. His mind was on what would happen after he got the knife. Were they really going into a labyrinth to fight a mythical beast? Was he going to have to kill someone? He was still struggling with the idea that he had watched Sarah get eaten by a plant, but he had had no choice in the matter. His midday nap with Tink was the other reason he couldn't fall asleep. Just when he felt his eyelids getting heavy, dawn broke through his window, and Sofia opened his bedroom door.
"Time to get moving," she announced. Tink, who had been sound asleep, practically threw herself out of bed to follow behind the cyclops. Mike was beginning to wonder what all the fuss was about when his nostrils caught a whiff of the scents filling the air.
The home was filled with the aroma of eggs, meat, and bread. He found Tink seated at the table, a pile of bacon, texas toast, and an omelette the size of a frisbee on her plate. Tink had a fork in each hand, demonstrating her ambidexterity by shoveling food into her mouth with both of them. In the kitchen, Sofia moved back and forth in a powder blue dress with an apron tied around the front.
"I fixed you a plate," she informed him, turning toward him with a stack of food in each hand. Bacon, eggs, and sausage in one, and then a stack of waffles in the other. "Tink insisted you liked something called an Eggo. I threw those away."
Mike couldn't even care about the loss of his preferred breakfast, because he also happened to notice that, with her arms apart, the front of Sofia's dress hung perilously low, putting her cleavage on display. Her breasts still had that strange, overtly full quality to them, and he could see that she was practically spilling out of the wrap she had her breasts in.
"Where did you get all this food?" Mike asked.
"The LIbrary. I acquired the raw materials before the sun rose, and made everybody breakfast." Sofia frowned at the amount of food on the counter. "At least, I thought I did. I have a bunch leftover, but it's just the three of us eating."
"Yeah, well, I'm sure that'll change at some point. Thank you!" Mike took the offered plates and joined Tink at the table. She barely acknowledged him.
"You act like I haven't been feeding you," Mike told her, putting a greasy piece of bacon in his mouth.
"Husband tried. Did okay." Tink told him between bites. Sofia joined them, a large breakfast sandwich on her plate. The three of them ate in silence, the dining room louder than usual with the sounds of silverware on plates. She sat with her back to the window, the sunbeams scattering around her auburn braids. Sofia closed her eyes, savoring the food on her plate. Tink, having finished her meal, ran to the kitchen for seconds.
"You like cooking?" Mike asked.
"For other people, yes." Sofia sipped at a glass of orange juice. "I remember doing it for Emily, but not much else. This whole house is like deja vu, every memory ready to be rediscovered."
"The Geas." The enchantment on the home that scattered memories when the Caretaker died, a failsafe meant to prevent people from capturing the monsters within.
"Yes. I refer to them as Resets. Let's see, I think this is only my second Reset."
"So you haven't been here as long as the others?" Mike asked.
"Yes and no. The LIbrary went undiscovered by one of the previous Caretakers, which meant I slept for nearly a hundred years."
"You sleep between Caretakers?" Mike asked.
"Sort of. We all wake up just prior to being discovered. It's as if the Geas knows that you are ready to find us." Sofia smiled, watching Tink shove her second plate of food on the counter. "We don't even exist in a physical state, as far as I can tell. It's like we become dreams."
"Interesting." Mike finished the rest of his meal in silence, mulling over the idea that he had missed finding a new monster simply because the Geas hadn't deemed him ready. Was the Geas itself alive? Could a spell have a conscience of its own?
Once finished, he and Tink cleared the table, and they all did the dishes together. Sofia hand washed the plates and Tink dried them. Mike put each one away, hoping he was at least getting them in the right area. After, he went up to his room to change, getting himself ready for his trip into the greenhouse. Jeans, a lightweight shirt, and a belt. He didn't think he'd need a jacket. Walking back toward the stairs, his eyes caught on the tall, ebony wardrobe at the end of the hall. It had ornate silver handles that opened both of the doors on the front. Walking past the stairs, his hands were nearly on the handles when he heard Sofia shout.
"What's taking you so long?" She called, and Mike spun on one foot, jogging casually down the steps and back into the dining room.
"Are you sure you can get there and back by nightfall?" Sofia asked him. She stood next to Tink at the kitchen table, arms crossed in front of her. Tink had unrolled the original map of the Labyrinth, using small mugs to hold it open, carefully drawing a replica with a ruler and a protractor.
"Oh yeah. Should be back around lunchtime, I know right where I left it." Well, that was a small lie. He knew that it was by the Mandragora, but nothing else. Sofia had spent what little had remained of last night harping on him for details regarding the knife, where he had set it, and if it had runes carved into the hilt. The truth was that he didn't know - shortly after Sarah had dropped it, he had been too busy getting high on the spores the plant had released that made him and Sarah fuck until they were too exhausted to move.
He wasn't about to share that detail with the cyclops. She seemed to be in a constant state of disapproval with him, and he felt a strange desire to please her. Was it that she was the latest monster in the house, and he had a strange urge to protect her? Or maybe it was that she didn't seem to be that interested in him at all.
"I guess I'm off." He gave a small wave, but Sofia ignored him. Tink was already busy with the copies of the map. It had been Sofia's idea to leave behind the original, and provide all three of them with a copy, just in case. Sofia had informed them this morning that she intended to come along, for Tink's sake.
"Bye," Tink muttered, waving dismissively with her free hand. Feeling a little let down, Mike stepped out the back door into the garden. Abella had found a dark corner beneath the roof, her iPad clutched tightly in her hands. Mike couldn't be sure, but he was fairly certain that she was watching Friends.
"Good luck, lover." Naia blew him a kiss. A small watery sphere splashed against his cheek.
"I shouldn't be long," he told her. Abella and Cecilia had offered to go with him, but he asked them to stay behind and watch out for the mysterious woman in white who had been spotted in the front yard yesterday while he was at the library Now that the Mandragora was properly fed, the only danger in the greenhouse would be the sudden storms.
The greenhouse looked innocuous enough, but Mike knew better. The Mandragora opened the door for him, the vines pushing it open gently. The sudden blast of warmth and humidity felt good against his skin, and the smells of the greenhouse flooded his nostrils. Miles of sky in every direction greeted him, and he shut the door behind him. Above the door, glass windows extended all the way into the sky. Mike could see clouds reflected in those upper windows, and wondered just how high it went. If he could climb that high, would he find more world beyond the metal and glass? Or did the world truly end right there? If so, how far did the jungle go?
"Okay, sweet pea. Lead the way!" He gave one of the thicker vines a gentle pat. The Mandragora rubbed gently against his leg, leading him toward the edge of the cliff that bordered the forest. Last time he had been here, he had led Sarah the witch to her demise. This time, the Mandragora led him along a hidden side path that was not only far easier to navigate, but took him along a shaded part of the path where he was out of the sun. Whistling softly to himself, he made his way down the cliff.
-
Beth stepped out of her car, setting her coffee up on the roof. Using the reflection in her driver side window she straightened out her dress, tucking the fabric of her light pink blouse into her black skirt. Letting out a sigh, she grabbed the file from her console, closed the door of her car, and was almost twenty feet away when she realized that she had left her coffee behind.
Walking into the office, she didn't bother taking off her sunglasses, hoping that the receptionist wouldn't see the bags under her eyes. Somehow, in the span of less than a week, she had gone from being good at her job to a complete wreck. Her boss had informed her that he wanted to meet with her about last week, and to bring in a paper summary of the Radley file. In the back of her mind, she wondered if she was going to get busted down to a legal secretary again, or if he was just going to cut his losses and let her go. Last night hadn't helped - every time she dozed off, she had strange dreams about being chased through a cave.
Lance Ferguson ran the agency. He was just past fifty, with a full beard and a bald head. He was one of the nicest men Beth had ever met, but knew that every minute of the day he was nice was balanced out by the man he would become when he needed to make things happen. Early in her career, she had watched him destroy an opposing attorney in the courtroom. It was the first time she had seen a man who wasn't on trial cry before.
"Good morning Beth." Lance was waiting for her outside his office. He gestured to the door, and Beth walked in ahead of him. His office was smaller than hers - he was a man of economy, and didn't like a lot of open space. His desk took up a third of the room, and he waved to one of the comfortable leather chairs across from his own. He closed the door behind her, which was never a good sign. He had a folder of his own on the desk, and Beth saw the name Radley scrawled in Sharpie across the front of it.
"How are you today?" Beth asked. She set her coffee on his desk, followed by the folder.
"Not good, to be honest." Sliding behind his desk, he opened the file in front of him. "Let's talk about last week."
Beth felt a yawning void open inside of her stomach, threatening to swallow up the mask of calm she currently wore.
"I honestly don't know what happened." The words didn't come easily, but they came without her voice breaking. Lance hated it when his employees cried, and she was determined to maintain her composure. The part she hated most was that she truly had no idea what had happened last week. She had returned to work on what she had thought was a Wednesday only to discover that she had somehow lost an entire day of her life. She tried to pass it off as some sort of stomach bug, but apparently she had been spotted driving recklessly all over town that day, and even had a couple of speeding camera tickets to prove it.
What had made things even worse was when Lance discovered that she had failed to report the loss of estate assets. When questioned, Beth had a vague memory of the discovery, something about an unknown storage unit that had auctioned off a couple of boxes. She had no idea how something could have slipped her mind. She had explained to her boss as much as she could, realizing how crazy it sounded. Lance had sat quietly and listened, then sent her home with instructions to avoid any case work for a few days. She made a quick call to Mike, letting him know she couldn't stop by on Friday afternoon.



Strangely, Mike had sounded relieved over the phone.
"That's what I'm worried about." Lance broke the silence, staring at her over the top of his glasses. "It's never a good sign when you can't account for yourself or your actions."
Beth nodded her agreement. She really had nothing to add.
"I thought about this long and hard over the weekend." Lance closed the file, setting it on the desk. "You've been an exemplar employee at this firm. The Radley account is our largest by far, and I worry that Mr. Radley will be extremely displeased to discover that we have misplaced any part of his estate. Frankly, I also worry that we may have to reimburse him for the lost assets, and we both know that could cost the firm a ton of money depending on what was auctioned off."
"I can talk to him about it. He seems pretty happy with just the house. Or I can try to recover the assets. Or even both. Whatever you want me to do, Mr. Ferguson." Beth's leg was twitching, and she pretended to sip from her coffee. Anything to keep it together, to avoid letting him see the tears that threatened to shove their way forward.
"I'm not going to bullshit you. I was tempted to take on this account personally." Beth immediately understood the underlying threat in his words. "But inspiration came to me in the form of a dream."
"A dream?"
Lance nodded. "Looking at all the account prep, estate taxes, these Historical Preservation nuts who fought us the whole way, it occurred to me that this was probably too much for a single person to take on. You are amazing at your job, but I think that maybe one person isn't amazing enough."
"So what are you thinking?"
"I hired you an assistant." Lance stood up and opened the door to the office. "This young lady approached our firm over the weekend, wondering if we had room for an intern. I thought it would be a great idea to pair her with you." He waved to somebody out in the lobby, standing aside as the soft click of heels approached. "What better way to see what all we do here than to pair her up with the woman who does everything? You are working too hard Beth, and I want the two of you to work together from now on. Give her the little tasks, keep yourself from burning out. You still have a bright future here, and I want to make sure you still have a shot at it."
The intern walked in the room. The first thing that Beth noticed about her was that she was just a bit over five feet tall. Her black hair was swept back into a thigh ponytail, and she wore a simple business suit with a pair of black glasses that made her look more like a sexy librarian than a law intern. She held a small leather briefcase in front of her, her red lips twisted into a playful smile.
"My name is Lily," she said, holding her hand out for Beth to shake. "It's a pleasure to meet you."
-
The sun was nearing its zenith, scattering shadows across the path in front of him. The last time Mike had walked along here, he had been held at wand-point, the witch behind him ready to vaporize him at a moment's notice. He had led her on with the promise of something called the Grimoire, a magical book that Sarah thought he had gotten ahold of. He had asked Naia about it, wondering if she had any knowledge of this magical book. The nymph told him no, then resumed giving him a handjob in the tub.
Sex. A month ago, the thought had been a foreign entity to him. The idea of even masturbating had wracked him with fear and guilt, but now it was like eating. Had he swung from one extreme to another? Was it now an addiction, having sex with the monsters in his house? He wondered what would happen if he decided to go without it, if he would fall apart as a human being, devolving into a lust filled creature willing to fuck anything.
No. It was something else. He could feel it inside his body, a peace that permeated his core. The idea of sex as a luxury, no different than wine or cigarettes, was wrong. Sex was a means of expressing affection, it was love, joy, trust, all of those things. He didn't need it to survive, didn't crave it as a means of holding power. Just like a married couple, the sex he had with all these women was an expression of their bond, something that brought them closer. Yet, because it was with so many different people, it was frowned upon, anathema to a functional society. Somewhere along the way, mankind had labeled sex as dirty, something to only be enjoyed a certain way with certain people.
Mankind was wrong. Mike firmly believed that. If only other people could feel what he did, experience what he had, maybe they, too, could find a similar peace.
Feeling rather proud of his profound thoughts, he pushed his way through the heavy leaves around him, stepping into the open clearing that housed the Mandragora. In the middle of the clearing, the main plant was sunk into a recess in the ground, a large bloom atop its thick stem. Up above, large pods swung gently in the breeze, and Mike kept a wide berth of them. Each pod was filled with a substance that, when inhaled, acted as a nuclear aphrodisiac. He and Sarah had fucked each other until physically exhausted, and then the Mandragora had consumed her.
"Where is the knife?" Mike asked, not expecting the Mandragora to answer him. The vines coiled around the clearing excitedly, making Mike think of an excited dog whose master had just come home. Nearing the main body of the plant, he circled the area, wondering where the dagger could have gotten to.
Wandering in circles, he was surprised to see the vines waving to him from one corner of the clearing, as if trying to get his attention. Walking toward them, he saw the hilt of the dagger sticking up from a flat, tire shaped stone in the dirt.
"Oh! Thank you!" He gave the vine nearest him a gentle scratch, and the whole clearing shuddered. Crouching down to get closer to the dagger, he felt his head and shoulders covered in the gentle pollen of the Mandragora. Looking up in alarm, he realized that the knife was firmly beneath one of the pods.
"Fuck!" He fell backward, trying to avoid any more of the glittery pollen, but it was too late. He was already sporting a massive hard on, his pants straining to contain it. Even worse, he had nothing to do with it, and he could already feel his upper mind shutting down. Gone were thoughts of the house, the knife, or anything else in between. He needed something to fuck, and he needed it now.
Behind him, the Mandragora rustled again, and the whole clearing shifted. He turned to face the sound, his cock already in his hand, stroking himself rapidly. The bud atop the Mandragora was glowing a fluorescent blue color, the casting an eerie light across the clearing. Giant petals opened, revealing that the inner petals were, in fact, pink in color. The flower itself now looked more like a comfortable bed, and the middle of the flower shifted, the pistil unraveling itself to stand before him. Long, blonde hair cascaded down the red and green skin of the woman inside, her body composed of leaves and petals. She beckoned to him from the middle of the flower bed, her features both familiar and alien at the same time.
Right now, Mike didn't give two fucks. He was already scrambling in the dirt, trying to get to his feet while squeezing his dick in one hand.
Her eyes were dark and mysterious, her whole body an amalgamation of different plants. Her skin had minor flaws that reminded him of the wrinkles on a sweet potato, or an unwashed carrot. Her breasts lacked nipples, instead coming to a pair of rounded points like the bottom of a turnip. She ran her hands along the sides of her body, slender fingers finding and toying with the soft, blonde curls below her hips. He nearly knocked her over, grabbing at her body out of desperation. She gazed into his eyes, her hands curling around the shaft of his dick, pumping up and down.
Mike sighed, his hands running across her flesh. She felt soft, like a regular woman, and he couldn't help but notice the pretty blue stone necklace around her neck. It prompted a memory that was quickly lost in the clouds of lust that had fogged his mind. The hands stroking his shaft were suddenly slick. Looking down, he saw that several small tendrils had sprouted from her hands, tendrils that left behind a tingling, slimy trail that enhanced the sensation of her hands. Several larger tendrils from her wrists had created loops that were already wrapping themselves tightly around his balls, squeezing him in ways that created immediate bursts of pleasure that fired up through his spine, reducing the higher functions of his brain to mush.
"Shit," he muttered. She now stroked him with a level of ferocity that was uncanny, her methodical hands already causing the first of many orgasms to build in him. Kneeling, she opened her mouth, a cavern of several miniature tongues, and fastened herself to the head of his cock. Her hands released him, and the Mandragora slid her face forward, pulling him all the way in until her lips met the bottom of his shaft. She bobbed experimentally a few times, then opened her mouth even wider to suck in his scrotum as well.
What started as an ordinary blowjob transformed into something else. Hundreds of tiny tongues danced along the surface of his cock, and the Mandragora sucked on him greedily, the pressure almost too much to bear. He fell on his back, pinned in place by not only the Mandragora hands, but some of the larger vines in the area that strapped him down to the bed. It wanted him restrained for some reason, and his fear was that the bud would eventually close around him, the plant consuming him once and for all.
Currently, in that moment, he was too horny to care, as long as the Mandragora kept sucking.
"Ah, fuck yeah!" He hollered, closing his eyes. The Mandragora had latched onto his penis, her head stationary while the inside of her mouth moved independently of her. He felt like he was plugged in to the ultimate blowjob machine. Her hands were massaging his legs, squeezing up and down his thighs as if she was trying to make certain that every drop of cum in his body was squeezed free. He tried to push himself even deeper into her mouth, but it was no longer physically possible.
The sensation of warmth on his dick changed. The tendrils were no longer focused on just the outside of his shaft. Tiny little tendrils now explored the opening of his cock, tickling him around the edges. It was like heat and electricity at the same time, his cock growing even larger inside her mouth. He was nearly in tears, that first orgasm ready to burst free, but something kept it from releasing. Those tiny tendrils had crawled inside his cock, were sliding gently into him, tickling him from the inside. His penis began to spasm, the cum trapped inside it, the Mandragora up to something. He felt it then, a sudden rush of warmth up into his body, and the small tendrils gently slid free.
She pulled her mouth off of him, leaving behind a gooey green trail of saliva. She turned around, bending over to reveal a gorgeous purple pussy. The lips of her sex looked exactly like the outside of a pitcher plant, and he knew exactly what kind of meal it wanted.
The vines released him and he sat up. His cock was the largest he had ever seen it. The Mandragora had acted as a giant penis pump, but that wasn't all. His balls were swollen, nearly the size of a fist. The skin of his scrotum was stretched tight and ached from within, the sensation of blue balls suddenly too much to ignore. Crawling toward the Mandragora, his penis started leaking a steady stream of precum. In the back of his mind, it occurred to him that the plant injected him with something to push his balls into overdrive.
Every fiber of his being demanded exploration of the Mandragora. He wanted to know how she tasted, what she liked, if he could make a plant cum. However, his being was no longer in charge. He was now ruled by the impossibly swollen member between his legs, an entity of its own, and it only had one desire.
The Mandragora arched her back. He planted his hands on her hips lifting himself up to just the right height. He sank his dick into her, discovering that, just like a pitcher plant, she had a small pool of liquid at the bottom that greeted him. They were instantly connected, the liquid flowing up into his body, his entire being consumed with one thought only.
FUCK.
He slammed himself into the Mandragora, ignoring any thought other than to push himself deeper with every thrust. Her whole body bent, flexing beneath his weight like the branches of a tree, and she let out tiny moans of her own, but he couldn't tell if they were from pleasure or the power of his thrusts. The veins along his body were turning green in color, whatever concoction the Mandragora slipped him taking full effect now. His fingers squeezed her ass, the flesh parting like blades of grass to allow him a better grip as the first orgasm struck, his very soul itself coiling up like a spring, only to release a flood of cum into the Mandragora.
The Mandragora let out a cry that sounded like a choir of angels, the clearing resonating with her song. Her whole body glowed like a giant firefly, the light of her body bright enough to see in the light of day. Vines coiled around the base of his penis, holding him in place, keeping every precious drop inside.
His orgasm spent, Mike relaxed, the sex pollen wearing off temporarily. He knew he only had a few moments of clarity and wondered what would happen if he ran. Those thoughts were lost when the Mandragora leaned forward, his moist cock slipping free of her. The pitcher plant pussy sealed itself shut, pulling itself up into her body only to be replaced by another.
"Oh God," he muttered, the pollen capturing him once more. His dick was suddenly rock hard again, his balls swollen with cum once more. He pulled her back against him this time, fucking her while they sat up. He grabbed her breasts from behind, marveling at how full and soft they felt. His fingers circled the necklace around her neck, getting caught in the chain. She rode him this way for several minutes, her hands massaging his balls, pressing on the skin just below them, massaging his prostate through his skin. When he came this time, he squeezed her breasts as hard as he could, screaming unintelligibly at the sky, the sensation of several ounces of cum leaving his body too much to bear. His hands slid away from her breast, the chain breaking in his fingers. He fell over backward, staring in wonder at the perfect globes of her ass. The pollen clearing away, he immediately recognized the curvature of her body.
"Sarah," he whispered, suddenly aware of the necklace in his hands. He stuffed it away in the pocket of his jeans, the sudden moment of clarity lost again when the Mandragora lifted her ass away from him, swaying from side to side, her pussy closing itself away and a new one blossoming in its place.
She rode him again, his mind lost in the flood of hormones and magic that had taken over his body. Every time he came, he thought that the ordeal was finally over, but the Mandragora kept going. It wasn't the fact that he had been pollinated that bothered him, or even the number of times they would fuck that scared him.
It's what would happen to him once they were finished. Would she fuck him until he died? Eat him? Would he become like Sarah, a vessel for the next hapless traveler?
No, it had to be something more. Something much bigger was going on here, but Mike could only think in two-minute increments, his balls swelling to an inordinate size despite blasting torrent after torrent of cum into the plant.
The sun crept across the sky, and a storm blew through. Lying on his back, he stared in wonderment at the perfect body above him as it arched its back one final time, its song reverberating in his very soul. Her belly was swollen now with the fruit of his efforts, looking easily seven months pregnant. He wondered if the wind would carry away his shriveled up body, wondered how it was even possible to cum as much as he had.
The Mandragora's face was a picture of serenity, her dark eyes closed. Her skin darkened to the color of bark, and she stood, turning to face the sun. The clearing went absolutely still, and the Mandragora stepped off of the giant flower bed they had used. The petals wilted, tiny glowing lights leaving their surface to gather around the living plant. She looked back one more time at Mike, her green face now covered in bark.
He expected it to say something, but no words came. Instead, the Mandragora disappeared into the foliage, taking its song with it.
A week ago, he had fucked to exhaustion. He never thought in his wildest dreams that he could ever be more tired. Today, however, had taught him that there was a new level of exhaustion to achieve. His limbs were cold, almost like his body had lost the ability to circulate blood. The pollen had finally worn off, and he was like a baby, completely weak and helpless.
He heard the rustling of leaves behind him. He tilted his head back to see someone step free of the trees around the clearing. Suddenly aware of how cold the ground felt beneath him, his consciousness faded away.
-
Beth sat across from the intern, frowning at her computer screen. She had come in today fully expecting to be either fired or demoted, but now she was saddled with a young woman that some of the men in the office had trouble keeping their eyes off of.
In a way, Beth wanted to hate her. Hate the idea that her boss thought she was so incompetent that Beth could no longer work alone, hate the idea that she could potentially be training her replacement. At the same time, however, Lily was extremely competent. Within minutes of returning to her office, the intern had helped her reorganize the Radley file paperwork, and, using a MacBook of her own, had gone through the companies record to streamline all the data.
"You're really good with computers," Beth had noted.
"Thanks. The last guy I was with was a whiz with them. I picked up a few of his tricks." Something about the way Lily smirked when she spoke told Beth there was more to the story. Maybe someday she would ask.
The Radley file's main issues stemmed from not only the size of the estate but the way it had been set up to be self-sustaining. Accounts had been put in place to pay the taxes on not just the house, but the random parcels of land that were owned worldwide. Beth was waiting for Mike to fully settle in before she revealed the true enormity of the estate. Emily had been very adamant that everything was extremely by the book in regards to ensuring that none of the estate was parceled out.
And that was where the true challenge of maintaining the Radley estate lie. The Historical Society made the most noise, and even Beth found their desire for the house on the verge of obsession. There were at least three other groups attempting to purchase, recover, or seize property in other locations. A rancher in Oregon kept attempting to acquire a ten-mile section of the forest through his lawyer, a bastard of a man who liked to refer to Beth over the phone as Sweetie. Then there was a patch of land on Hawaii that the natives felt should become theirs once more since Emily had passed. It wasn't even useable land, surrounded by miles of forest in the middle of Oahu's caldera. An island off the coast of Ireland was home to some beautiful castle ruins that a resort wanted to scoop up for themselves, and Beth could hardly blame them. The ocean views from the cliffs were spectacular.
Such care and dedication over the last couple of years to making certain that these assets were rightfully passed on to the proper heir, and somehow she had fucked up and missed a storage unit.
"Here." Lily set some coffee in front of Beth.



"I still have my cup from before," Beth said, tapping the lid.
"It's been cold for over an hour. You deserve something fresh." Lily winked, scooping up the old cup and disappearing with it. Beth shook her head, rubbing her eyes. No amount of concealer was going to correct the bags beneath them. She took a sip of the coffee that Lily had brought. Cream, no sugar, just the way she liked it. Lily was a mind reader.
The documents in front of her blurred, and she rubbed her temples. She vaguely remembered the discovery of the storage unit from last week. Why had it gone unnoticed for so long? Emily had been so thoughtful, and the idea that the storage unit had gone unpaid when Emily had retained local attorneys for all her other properties seemed highly unlikely.
"Beth?" It was Marco, one of the legal secretaries. "There's a Sebastien Mueller here to see you."
"Who?" Beth asked, looking past Marco. A pale, blond man with a rather dramatic mustache stood out in the office, leaning on a dark cane. He wore a grey suit with matching loafers.
"He said he's legal counsel for the Historical Preservation Society. He has some questions for you."
"Tell him to make an appointment," Beth said, but Sebastien Mueller pushed his way past Marco, then planted himself firmly in the seat across from Beth. He crossed one leg across the other, one hand firmly on his cane, the other checking a pocket watch. If Mr. Peanut looked like a human, Beth imagined it would be Sebastien Mueller.
"I understand that you are counsel for the Radley Estate?" Sebastien asked, a slight English accent in his voice.
"I don't take walk-ins," Beth informed him, crossing her arms. "If you would like to meet with me, you need to make an appointment with the firm."
"I see." He reached into the breast pocket of his suit. Beth swore to herself that if he pulled out a monocle, she would smack it out of his hand. Instead, a tin of mints appeared, and he pulled a couple out. "Would you like one?"
"No." It was a common tactic. If she accepted the mint, she would at least hear him out. Right now, she had other things to deal with.
"I see." He put the mints back in the tin without taking one for himself.
What the actual fuck? Beth thought. Was her breath really that bad?
"I will be brief. I believe that there is an issue of some serious legal ramifications. Since you are Mr. Radley's representative, I formally request that you schedule a meeting between the three of us. I believe there has been some error in how the estate has been handled, and I would prefer to see it resolved as soon as possible." Sebastien pulled out his pocket watch again. "We could even head over there now if you like. I would prefer it, actually. I have come a very long way to have this meeting."
"Absolutely not." Beth stared daggers at the man, but he ignored her. "First, you need to make an appointment. Then you and I can talk. Afterword, if your case has any merit, I will arrange a meeting with my client and see if he will agree to meet with you."
Sebastien stared blankly into a corner, pretending that he hadn't heard her. Beth waited. She had dealt with this before and knew that he was waiting to interrupt her. Determined to out wait him, she resumed working on her computer, typing herself a nonsensical memo.
Five minutes passed. With a slightly disgruntled look on his face, Sebastien stood, pushing himself upward with his cane.
"I suppose I will be scheduling an appointment with you on the way out," he informed her with no lack of disgust in his voice.
"Sounds great," she said, busy blocking off the next two weeks in her day planner.
"Farewell." He moved toward the door where he collided with Lily, who was walking in with a stack of files. Lily dropped the papers, putting out a hand to steady Sebastien.
"I am so sorry," she told him, crouching down to pick up the files.
"Indeed." Sebastien got a better grip on his cane, rubbing the back of his neck with his other hand. He stopped by the front desk of the office, speaking with Marco. His pale face reddened when Marco opened up Beth's schedule, which made Beth smile.
"What do you have there?" Beth asked, leaving her desk to help Lily.
"Some paperwork from the auction," Lily informed her. "I think I may have found something, but we will have to go down to the storage place."
"Really?" Beth looked over the documents. It was an itemized list of what had been in the storage unit. "How did you get this?"
"Flirted with a guy over the phone." Lily smiled. "Or blackmailed him. Whatever you prefer to hear. Regardless, he's working at the storage unit right now, and he's willing to let us look through their documents. I can't say the same for his boss though."
Beth stared at Lily. Where had this girl come from?
"Okay," she said, closing up her computer. "Let me go pee, and we can head out."
"Sounds good." Lily left the room, and Beth made a quick stop in the bathroom. She bid Marco a farewell and walked out to her car, Lily close on her heels with a fresh cup of coffee for herself. The two of them got in Beth's car, and Beth put the car into gear. Driving out of the parking garage, Beth noticed a Mercedes parked near the exit. Slowing her car down, she saw that Sebastien was behind the wheel, his head tilted to one side.
"What is he doing?" Beth asked.
"Don't know. Looks like he fell asleep." Lily sipped at her coffee. "Almost looks like he was planning to follow us, doesn't it?"
Beth looked at Lily. Something about this whole situation seemed too good to be true. Still, Lily was the reason she still had a job, so she kept her mouth shut. Pulling onto the Main Street, she drove toward the south side of town, leaving the Mercedes behind.
-
Mike opened his eyes, staring at the hard dirt beneath his face. His whole body ached, the effects of marathon humping a living plant having ravaged him from head to toe. It was a familiar feeling, one that he had hoped never to experience again. Groaning, he tried to move, suddenly aware that the light was quickly fading. What he had promised would be a fast trip had suddenly turned into at least a day, and he knew the others would be worried.
"You're finally awake." The voice startled him, but he couldn't turn his head far enough to see where it came from. Closing his eyes, he wondered how long he would have to wait until he was inevitably dragged into even more trouble than he needed.
"Um, yeah." His legs weren't listening to him. "Uh, I need to get back to my home. My family is waiting for me."
"You aren't going anywhere in your condition," the voice told him. It belonged to a woman, that much he could tell. There shouldn't be anybody out in the forest, which immediately made him wonder if someone from the Society had followed him here. "The Mandragora didn't just exhaust you - she also took some of your life force."
"Like my soul?" Mike asked, a queasy feeling in his gut.
"Nothing that serious. Your soul is much like your body right now. Drained to the very edge." The sweet smell of something cooking tickled Mike's nostrils. Taking a deep whiff, the smell reminded him of cooked vegetables. "That makes sense though. The Mandragora needed all that energy for the task ahead of it."
"And that would be?" Mike's fingers clenched, then relaxed. It was the only part of his body that seemed to listen right now.
"To spread its seed. The part you coupled with used your essence to pollinate the seeds. Now it will wander as deep into the forest as it can go, eventually planting itself deep into the earth. It will incubate for nearly a century before forming a plant similar to the one that currently rules this section of forest."
"And make a new Mandragora?" Mike asked.
"Now you're getting it." Soft hands tilted his face to the side, and a water-skin was pushed against his lips. "Drink this. It will help."
Having nothing to lose, Mike took a few swallows. The cool liquid trickled down the back of his throat, warming in his belly much as whiskey would. The warmth spread to his limbs, his muscles relaxing.
"Thank you," he said, closing his eyes. He made fists with his hands, bending his elbows slightly. "What did I just drink?"
"An extract made of rose petals, wolfsbane, and the scale of a hydra. It helps your body regenerate resources, but can be quite addictive."
"You sound like some sort of witch doctor."
Several silent seconds passed.
"Shaman, actually," she said. "There's a world of difference."
"I'm sorry," Mike said, the muscles in his back slowly relaxing. "I'm super new at this, and have no idea who you are."
"My name is Zelenia, but you can call me Zel." He could hear her voice nearby and opened his eyes. She was kneeling over him, her face coming into view. She had tan skin and deep, brown eyes that reminded him of the garden. Her hair was braided in several places, and she wore a leathery tunic.
"What are you doing in my greenhouse?" Mike asked. "I thought nothing lived here in the forest."
"My tribe has known for many years that the last surviving Mandragora plant was kept here," she told him. "I was brought here once as a child, with my mentor. Emily was the one who told me I was welcome anytime."
Mike chewed on his lip. With Emily's passing, the Geas shouldn't have let Zel in without Mike's permission.
"And you just happened to find me?" Mike asked.
"Yes and no. I knew the Mandragora was getting ready to bloom, so I set up camp nearby. It only does so every five hundred years, and I wanted to document it. I heard you making quite the ruckus, so arrived in time to watch you mate with the Mandragora. I wrote everything down, for future generations to appreciate." Zel rummaged around in something, then held out a small journal. "While you coupled with the plant, I drew a bunch of pictures."
"That's...oh!" Zel held the book open for him, and he was amazed to see a phenomenal sketch of him fucking the Mandragora from behind. The detail was that of a professional artist.
"I was also able to collect quite a bit of its pollen." Mike heard the clinking of several jars. "The last time I tried to get some, things didn't go so well for me."
"I'll bet." Mike felt a small surge of strength in his arms. "I want to roll over."
"I'll help you." Zel helped keep him steady as he flipped in place, staring up into the fading light of the evening sky. Mike could see her better now - Zel sat demurely beneath a blanket that covered her legs. At her side was a large pack that contained several different vials, and he immediately recognized the glittery substance in one of them.
"What do you plan on doing with the pollen?" He asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.
"Don't know yet," Zel said. "Maybe it could be used to cure impotence, or even be a side ingredient in a poultice. I won't know until I can experiment with it."
"Count me out," he said, wincing at the cramp that was now traveling up his left calf. "This is the second time I've been fucked up by the stuff. I don't ever want to do it again."
"The second time?" Zel already had her notebook out. "When was the first?"
"Last week. Got in a fight with a witch. She lost."
"Does that have anything to do with the full pod? I noticed that one of them seemed swollen. Normally, when the Mandragora feeds, it drops morsels of foods into those pods, but I've never seen one sealed shut before." Zel was frantically scribbling. "It wasn't a standard digestion either. One morning, I saw that the pod had been absorbed by the main plant, and the colors on the bud had changed."
"I think it transformed the witch." Mike reached into his pocket, pulling out the necklace. "The plant was wearing this."
"Of course, it makes sense. The Mandragora was struggling to survive and couldn't be bothered to develop a fully mature body for incubation. Therefore, rather than completely digest its food, it used the skeletal structure of its previous prey as a base to build off of." Her pencil was scribbling frantically. "Amazing. The plant is already capable of low-level human intelligence, which means, in some aspects, the part of the Mandragora that left is both human and plant!"
"Yeah, well..." Mike's stomach rumbled. "I need to get back home. I'm starving."
"Nonsense. I made plenty for both of us." Zel closed her journal, clapping her hands together. "Afterward, I can walk you home!"
"I'm not in much condition for walking," he informed her. "Last time this happened, it took me forever just to get back to the cliffs, and that was after a full night of sleep. I'm actually wondering if I can talk you into making the trip for me? I know someone who can pick me up."
"Oh, it really isn't any trouble, you'll see!" Zel stood, her blanket falling to one side. Mike's eyes widened at the powerful legs that emerged from beneath the fabric. Four long, muscular limbs with hooves on the end. Zel walked over to the fire, leaning over the pot to stir the soup with a stick, her horse tail flicking back and forth contently as she poured some into a bowl.
"I should have known," Mike muttered to himself. The centaur smiled, handing him a bowl of food to eat.
***
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New Castle
The drive to the storage unit took over an hour. Staring at the fields on the edge of town, Beth couldn't fathom why Emily would insist on a storage unit so far away from civilization, especially when there were several good ones within fifteen minutes of her home.
"Fries," she said, and Lily, acting as her copilot, held up the small red fry cup like an offering to the gods. Beth grabbed a few, stuffing them in her mouth carefully to avoid smudging her lipstick. They had grabbed a bite to eat at the edge of town on Lily's insistence. Beth almost told her no, but suddenly realized how hungry she was. It was as if the intern was a mind reader.
"Are you sure you don't want any ketchup? Fry sauce? Anything?" Lily held up an open container.
"Rookie move. You don't want to drip sauce on your blouse. It makes you look unprofessional, and then people stare at your breasts all day, which can be distracting to everyone involved."
"I think I would rather pack an extra shirt than go without fry sauce." Lily stuck a pair of fries in the tub, pulling out a large glob of the pink stuff, sticking her tongue out to catch it before it fell. "I would pack an extra set of work clothes for some good fry sauce."
"You sound like you damn near worship the stuff," Beth said, grabbing a few more fries.
"It's a bit awkward to talk about, but my last boyfriend didn't let me eat what I wanted." Lily hooked another large blob of the stuff on a thicker fry, her tongue wrapping around the crisp potato skin before pulling it in her mouth. "It was a pretty bad relationship. He was a huge dick, very controlling."
"How long ago was this?" Beth asked.
"Long enough for me to be in a new relationship. Seriously, do you want any of this?" Lily held up an unopened fry sauce packet.
"Knock yourself out." Beth watched Lily hook her fingers in the current tin of fry sauce, licking her skin clean. There was something dirty about the way she did it, her tongue making slow, long licks along her digits. It was a terrible thought, but Beth briefly wondered how many dicks Lily had had in her mouth.
"A hundred and forty six," Lily said. Beth stared straight ahead, suddenly afraid that Lily could somehow read her mind. Several seconds passed in silence, and Lily pointed to the side of the road. "Exit one forty-six, you're about to miss it!"
"Oh." Beth swerved her car, jumping across two lanes, someone honking at her in protest. They came to the end of the long exit road, waiting at a red light to turn left. "Is the new relationship good then?"
"We're still in the beginner's stage. You know, figuring each other out. Seems like he might actually be a good guy, but I guess I'm a little afraid that I could be wrong. I would hate to get my hopes up only to get burned for it. Wow." Lily's eyes settled on the vast expanse of land before them. "Why would anybody want a storage unit in the middle of nowhere?"
"There's an agricultural town down the road a way. The storage place, I believe, is largely for them. No idea why Emily would get a place out here. She must have gotten a killer deal or something."
"Could be super valuable stuff maybe? Crimes of opportunity don't happen when you have to drive an hour to break the lock on a storage unit." Lily pulled out some papers. "From what I can tell, she paid for the most expensive unit. Climate controlled, anti-pest, you name it. What would you need all that storage for?"
"A comic book collection. I had a client years back who kept all his comics in a space like that. Kind of sad when he died, they quickly became money that his heirs fought over, not a single one of them gave a damn about the golden age of comics." Beth tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, ignoring the sound of Lily slurping fry sauce straight from the container. At what point did materialism become an unhealthy obsession? She remembered his face, but not his name, the comic collector. He hadn't visited his comics in over a decade, wanted to keep them in mint condition. But for what? She still remembered handing the check over to his children from the sale of the collection. Not a tear had been spared for their father, and they hadn't even bothered looking to see if there was something in his collection they would want.
It made her sad, thinking about how people treated their property. If you locked it away to keep it safe, could you ever truly enjoy it?
"Up ahead," Lily said, pointing at a large concrete wall that seemed to appear as if by magic. The road curved dramatically in places, and they found themselves in front of New Castle Storage Solutions.
"You've got to be fucking kidding me," Beth muttered, forgetting she had an impressionable intern inside of the car. The front of New Castle had been designed to look like an actual castle. Tiny red flags flew at the top of the buttresses, and the gate was open, ready to accept moving trucks of all sizes. The old signs for the festival were still up, cleverly altered by someone with basic knowledge of paint and a cheap wood burning kit. Beth had forgotten all about the place, yet another memory she never had any need for.
"I kind of like it," Lily offered, startling Beth out of her reverie. Grabbing her briefcase, Beth got out of the car, followed closely by Lily. They walked along a side path that took them to a side building labeled Captain of the Guard.
A disinterested twenty-something sat in the air conditioned building, his eyes on a set of monitors that revealed that there was a whole lot of nothing going on. In the monitors, Beth saw the parking lot. Except for a few trucks parked near the back, hers was the only one in the lot.
"Can I help you?" He asked, swiveling in his chair. His dangling name tag revealed that his name was Randy, and that he had been with the company since This Morning. Clever, Beth thought.
"Hello, my name is Beth, and I am an estate agent for a Mr. Mike Radley." Beth handed over her card. "There is a storage unit in the possession of a previous client of mine who passed away. You see, her estate made arrangements to pay for all of her rental fees, and I was wondering if I could get some information from you regarding the potential illegal sale of some of these items."
Beth realized that Randy was staring at her tits. "Hey, eyes up here."
"Yeah, you kind of lost me there for a second. Are you some kind of lawyer or something?" Randy asked.
"In a manner of speaking, yes."
"Yeah, I'm afraid that's my boss's department." Randy's eyes lit from within, a mischievous grin crossing his lips. "You're gonna have to speak to him."
"Where is he?" Beth asked.
"He's on a cruise with his wife. He'll be back in a couple of weeks."
"I don't have a couple of weeks," Beth told him, narrowing her eyes.
"Yeah, well I'm not risking my job over it." Randy turned his attention back to the monitors.
"How about if I get the cops involved?" Beth threatened. "I do have a legal right to my clients records."
Randy slid his phone toward her. "His name is Buttweasel in my contacts, but you should call the sheriff Eric. Feel free to call him; I haven't seen him since 4th of July when we had dinner at grandma's house."
Beth stared at the phone, clenching her hands. She wanted to drag Randy across the counter, but didn't feel like getting arrested by a guy who went by the nickname Buttweasel. Lily's hand calmly gripped Beth's shoulder.
"Why don't you head outside, I'll see what I can do," Lily told her, winking. Beth rolled her eyes, storming out of the office to wait in the yard.
-
"How are you feeling?" Zel looked back at Mike over her shoulder. Mike had stumbled again, placing his full weight on her withers. He stood still for a few moments, sucking in deep breaths.
"Kinda shitty," he admitted. Already, he had a strong urge to ask her for more of that recovery potion. "I'll be fine for a few minutes, and then my body just wants to give out."
"That's your cells going through a refractory period," Zel explained. "Since your body is regenerating so rapidly, you'll get hit with brief periods of time where the energy in your body isn't converting fast enough." She stuck her hand in one of the many bags she had strapped to her body. "You are burning fat to replace what you have lost, but you don't really have all that much fat to lose. Eat this." She stuck a thick block into his hand.
"What is this?" Mike asked.
"Energy bar. I keep a stash of these on hand for emergencies. You should eat half of it now, that should help with the fatigue."
Mike inspected the energy bar. It looked like it had been cobbled together from mud and grass. "What is in this?"
"Only the good stuff. I've been in this forest for several years now, and I had to make do. A small bag of these provide enough nutrition to get through a couple weeks of winter, no problem."
"You didn't answer my question." Mike sniffed the bar. It smelled faintly of oatmeal. He bit into it, expecting to taste honey, oats, maybe even something nutty. Instead, it tasted like the inside of a lawn mower bag.
"Yeah, it's an acquired taste. Better than starving to death." Zel handed him a water skin. "It's better to wash it down right away. The aftertaste is kinda gross."
"Geez." Mike choked down half the bar, then sucked greedily at the water skin. The flavor quickly left his mouth, and the bar sat like a brick in his gut. "Couple weeks of this stuff?"
"Only once. The greenhouse is supposed to be like springtime year round, but there was a weird period a couple years back where a brutal winter blew through." Zel took the water skin back, slinging it over her shoulder. "Caught me off guard, and I had to go find shelter deep in the forest. Not a lot of caves built for people of my stature."
"Indeed." Mike stuffed the bar in his pocket, taking another minute to rest against Zel. The weakness soon passed, and he stepped away, his legs protesting. He did a quick stretch, easing the tension in his limbs.
"Little bit better?" Zel asked.
"Some." He gave Zel an affectionate pat on the back, then immediately regretted it. He didn't know her that well, and was grateful when she said nothing. Zel guided him through some of the thicker vegetation, her lower half easily clearing a path for him to follow. Shoving aside a large cluster of vines, he found himself back in the clearing with the Mandragora plant.
"Watch out for the pods," Mike warned, giving them a wide berth.
"Oh, you don't have to tell me twice," Zel informed him. "I was dumb enough once to try and harvest the pollen. Pod burst all over me and I had to run away before the tentacles could grab me. Let's just say that there's a tree not too far from here that I can't even look at anymore without blushing."
Mike nodded his head, gazing warily at the pods. Already, they were beginning to wilt, their purpose finally served. "So what's going to happen to the Mandragora?"
"I imagine it will hibernate for a bit. It takes a ton of energy to build a vessel for fertilizing, and now that it's reproduced, it will probably sleep for some time." Zel stepped over a clump of vines that had curled around each other, forming a noose. "I think this is what you are looking for?"
Mike walked to where she stood. The hilt of the dagger reflected the sinking sun's light, its shadow like a sundial on the smooth stone beneath it. The blade was so sharp that it had easily embedded itself in the stone. Mike wondered how far the blade would have sunk without the metal of the hilt to slow its descent.
"Are you going to take it?" Zel asked. Mike realized that he had been staring a the knife for some time.
"Yeah." Wrapping his fingers around the hilt, he gave it an experimental tug, expecting some resistance. The blade slid free, its dark edges glinting dangerously in the light. Holding the knife, he realized he had nowhere to put it. Shoving it casually in a pocket would end in disaster at best, and Mike didn't want to trip and impale himself.
"Here." Zel handed him a strip of leather. Mike carefully wrapped the leather around the blade, marveling at how quickly it bit into the tough fabric. Zel handed him a small sack to stuff the dagger into. He pulled the drawstrings tight, cinching the bag shut. He hefted it carefully, satisfied that the knife wouldn't suddenly slide through the edges.
"Thanks," he told her, using the strings to tie it through his belt.
They walked largely in silence, Mike still stumbling on occasion. Zel's hooves pounded a steady rhythm into the dirt, luring him into a partial trance. He wondered how mad everyone would be when he got back, hours later than his expected return. It wouldn't surprise him to see Abella circling overhead any moment, or to spot Cecilia's glowing form in the shadows.
Tink would probably bite him for making her worry.
Worst of all, he was strangely obsessed with what Sofia would say. It was really bugging him that she didn't immediately like him. Then again, Cecilia had been the same way at first. He wondered what he could do to bridge the gap, prove that he was worth getting to know.
"Shit," Mike swore, stopping in his tracks.
"What's wrong?" Zel asked.
"I should have asked Sofia about the Grimoire." Sarah had been obsessed with it, a magical book of great power. It made sense to Mike that such a thing would exist in the Library, and he had forgotten to even mention it. There had been too much on his mind, there was always too much on his mind.
"Who's Sofia?" Zel asked. She had turned around, staring at him from the middle of the path.
"She's a cyclops who watches over the Library. You haven't met her?"
Zel's eyes fell to the ground, her left front hoof pawing softly at the hard soil. "Um, no. Not exactly. I guess there's something I should tell you."
Fuck, Mike thought. "What is it?"
"I've never actually been in the house," she said. "I only met Emily the one time, about ten years ago."
"Wait, you only met her? You didn't live with her?" Mike appraised the centaur. Did she work for the Society? He was suddenly aware of how tightly he gripped the bag in his hand.
Zel bit her lower lip. "No. We were only visiting."
"Then why are you still here?" Mike asked. "As far as I know, there's only one way in."
"We never left. My aunt and I came here in the guise of academic pursuits through a magical portal. My aunt stole some magic from our tribe to get us here, and she convinced Emily that we only needed some plants from the greenhouse. Emily was really nice, and told us to take what we needed. However, that was a lie." Zel's tail twitched, slapping her rump. "We were refugees is the actual truth. My aunt was protecting me from a forced marriage to the chief's son. I don't know that you'd understand it even if I explained, but my aunt left me here to keep me safe from him."
"Why did your aunt leave?" Mike asked. "Shouldn't she have stayed to protect you?"
"Because she knew they would keep looking for her. She went somewhere else, leaving a trail for them to follow. I've been out here for nearly a decade, living in secret." Zel turned around, looking away from Mike. "It's been unimaginably lonely. I used the healer arts to survive, and further my studies, but it isn't enough. I was really hoping that-"
"You could move in? Sure." Mike walked by her side, taking Zel's hand in his own. "We might need to figure a few things out, but as long as you don't cause any problems with the others, why the hell not?"
"Really? Just like that?" He could see it now, a spark of hope in her dark eyes.
Mike shrugged. "Seems to me that the house is home to plenty of things that don't have homes of their own. I'm not certain if there's a rule or a limit to it. We can check with Naia, but as long as she approves, you don't have to stay out here in the woods all the time."
"Oh Mike, thank you!" Zel wrapped her arms around him, pulling him in for a tight embrace. Mike's face was pinned directly between her breasts, and he was suddenly aware of how full and warm they felt.
"I cah breef." Mike tapped Zel on the elbow after several heavenly seconds passed.
"Oh, sorry!" Zel released him. Mike took a deep breath, grateful for the influx of oxygen. "You have no idea how happy this makes me."
"On some level, I think I do." Mike winked at her and continued up the path, the centaur following close behind. He made it only a few more steps before his legs fell out from beneath him. This time, Zel wasn't close enough to catch him, and he tumbled, falling off the trail and into a bush. The branches of the bush gave, dumping him onto the soft, wet ground beneath it. Mike tried pushing himself back up, but his fingers passed uselessly through its branches and into the mud beneath.
"Here, let me help." Zel grabbed his wrist, pulling him out of the bush. "Ah shit."
"What's wrong?" Mike asked.
"You're covered in Dragon's Breath." Zel flicked a bright red chunk of pollen off of Mike's arm. "We need to get you washed off as soon as possible."
"Why? Am I going to catch on fire or something?" Mike shook his head, watching the red dust fall free.
"No, stop!" The crimson pollen blew across the gap between them, settling on Zel. "Shit!"
"I'm sorry." Mike tried to brush the pollen off of her bare stomach, streaking it across her skin instead.
"Stop!" Zel grabbed his wrists. "Don't touch it!"
"Okay, but I..." The thought fled his mind, suddenly distracted by the burning sensation that was coursing along his arm. He tried to rub his arm, but Zel caught his other hand. It suddenly occurred to him how strong she was.
"Don't touch it, whatever you do." Zel's eyes flashed with intensity. "The more you scratch or rub it in, the worse it will burn."
"Like poison ivy?"
"Poison ivy will make you itch. Dragon's Breath will make you peel your own skin off to make the burning stop." Looking around, Zel shook her head. "I don't have a choice, we both need to clean this off as soon as possible. There's a place nearby, but on foot it will take us too long to get there. Climb on my back."
"Wait, what?"
Zel rolled her eyes. "It isn't like anybody will see us do it, if that's what you're worried about. I don't feel like peeling my own skin off today, so I'm going with or without you. I can run way faster than you can."
"Um, yeah, okay." He had never been on a horse before, and he didn't know the protocol for mounting a centaur, but Lily knelt and impatiently yanked him onto her back. Once he was situated, she grabbed his wrists and wrapped them around her waist.
"Do not start scratching," she warned. Clutching tightly to Mike's arm, her whole body surged forward. Mike held on for dear life, listening to her hooves pound the dirt of the trail beneath them, doing his best to ignore the burning sensation that was creeping its way along his arms.
-
Beth stood outside of the office, tapping her foot impatiently. She was already going through the options in her mind, ways she could ruin the bastard's day, how she could force the owners to disclose sales. She highly doubted that the information was lost, and the idea of returning to the office with the news that she couldn't even access the site really pissed her off. Even with an incompetent lawyer on their side, the storage company could easily impede progress for weeks.



Movement in the window, and Lily walked out with a large grin on her face and a few sheets of paper.
"As commanded," she said, handing over the forms. "Auction report is fairly useless, the buyer paid cash. I did, however, get a copy of the original inventory and the key to get in. We can see what's missing if you don't mind a little legwork."
"How did you get this?" Beth asked. "He seemed adamant that he wasn't going to give us anything."
Lily winked. "I have my ways. Turns out he went to school with my cousin, had a big crush on her. Ipromised I would bring him up at the next family reunion. C'mon, let's go." Her hips swaying, she walked away, her eyes on a small map in her hands.
Beth looked back at the office. "Doesn't he have to come with us?"
"He's Facebook stalking my cousin now. Confirming that she's still single."
Following Lily, Beth looked back. The guy was slumped forward at his desk, his nose practically on the screen. "Must be pretty desperate," Beth said.
"Can confirm. Our unit is toward the middle." The inside of Castle Storage was a small maze of metal storage units, but they ended up at a small building with glass doors. Stepping inside, Beth could feel the temperature immediately drop. The thermostat by the door stated that it was 72 degrees with a humidity of 0%.
"I feel like this building alone is worth more than the castle." Lily ran her fingers along the stark white concrete walls. The marble floor looked like it had been recently polished, the reflected light of the skylights above scattering an eerie glow across the floor.
"Probably is." Beth checked the room number they wanted. "The castle was built in the 70's. Up until 2004, this place was where the Renaissance Festival used to set up shop. Whole thing fell apart when the guy who owned the land murdered his wife, and a land dispute started between his heirs that lasted a few years. The Festival took their business elsewhere and this parcel got picked up pretty cheap. I just didn't know it had become the world's weirdest storage facility." Turning a corner down the long hall, Beth saw the large door at the end. There were no other rooms in sight. "My parents used to take me when I was little. Had my first drumstick just inside the main entrance. I had forgotten all about this place, actually."
"I find the Renaissance to be far too romanticized for my taste." Lily stopped at the door, handing the key to Beth. "It's like looking at a piece of shit five hundred years later and calling it a candy bar."
"Not a fan?" Beth asked, kneeling to slide the key into the lock.
"I was a history major for a bit. I can assure you it wasn't all tits and turkey legs." Lily crossed her arms. "I'm a little jaded though."
"Your last boyfriend?" Beth asked, removing the lock.
"Yeah. You can say he was very obsessed with the Dark Ages."
"Sounds like a real winner." Beth lifted the cold metal door. The space inside was nowhere near as disorganized as she expected it to be. A large pallet in the middle of the room lifted the belongings off the floor.
"Looks like this will be easier than originally thought," Lily said stepping into the room. Boxes were stacked nicely in rows, allowing the two of them to walk between them with little trouble.
"This could take us hours to inventory. You realize that, right?"
"Maybe not," Lily replied, pointing to a box. Beth saw that a sheet of paper had been carefully taped to the top. It was a list of contents.
"Emily was very organized," Beth said, grateful to see the familiar scrawl on the paper. "For now, we can assume that the boxes haven't been opened, so it's just a matter of going through the original list and checking stuff off."
"Let's get started then." Lily pulled her hair back into a ponytail. "I'll read off the lists if you'll cross them off."
Beth nodded, hiding her smile. Lily was quickly proving to be the best intern ever.
-
Zel made phenomenal time, the cliffs appearing just ahead. A series of waterfalls cascaded down the mushroom-shaped rocks, pooling into a large basin at the bottom. Sliding to a halt, Zel practically ripped Mike off of her back, her arms shaking.
"Get in and wash it off," she commanded, stripping off her green tunic. Mike didn't bother arguing-he was already half naked, the urge to scratch driving him out of his mind. Zel had held his hands in place the entire ride, which had proven effective because all he wanted to do was make the burning stop. The Dragon's Breath had worked its way inside of his clothes, and onto his chest. Shaking off his outer garments, he threw himself into the pool of water.
Relief was immediate. The Dragon's Breath reacted violently with the water, jumping free of his skin and skidding across the top, steam hissing in every direction. Mike held his breath and dove below, working his fingers through his hair. He could hear the hiss of the pollen over the constant pounding of the waterfall, a sound similar to meat in a skillet.
The surface of the water exploded, a large shape plunging into the depths. Mike surfaced, marveling at the large ripples bouncing off the shore. Seconds later, Zel surfaced, her hair plastered against her head.
"The Dragon's Breath comes off pretty quickly," Mike said, watching tiny wisps of steam rise off the surface of the water.
"Not quite." Zel lifted her arm to reveal a few red streaks along her forearms. "The top layer comes off pretty quickly, but the bottom layer sticks." She held up a small cloth. "You need to make sure you scrub it off."
"Yeah I can—" Mike's head sank below the water, his limbs going weak beneath him. The bottom was only eight feet deep, but he no longer had the strength in his body. He desperately held onto what little breath he had left, hoping that Zel would realize what had happened. Opening his eyes, he saw her awkward approach, her feet just out of reach of the bottom. She was able to shove him into shallower water, pulling his head above the surface. Mike sucked in air, suddenly aware that his face was once again pinned between her breasts.
"You just can't help it, can you?" Zel moved closer to the shore, easily holding him up.
"Apparently not." Mike sighed. "Thanks for saving me."
"I think letting you drown would make a terrible impression on my new roommates." Zel helped Mike stand, his strength slowly returning. He held onto her arms, his legs wobbling beneath him.
"You could say that." Mike stepped away from Zel, suddenly very aware of her. The nipples on both of her breasts were very hard, standing at attention like tiny soldiers. Her hair was plastered against her face and neck, trailing down between her breasts where it clung to her skin. The water obscured her non-human half, and she suddenly appeared more human than ever before.
"Here." Zel handed him the rag. "Will you make sure I got it all off my skin?"
"Um, yeah." Taking the rag, he swallowed hard when she lifted her arms, causing her breasts to lift. Using the rag, he scrubbed away at her arms, the red stains fizzing away while he worked them. Zel's skin turned pink in places, the coarse rag rubbing away the top layer of skin. "How come it doesn't burn and itch when I'm in the water?" He asked.
"The idea behind Dragon's Breath is that even when you think you've gotten it off, it burrows beneath your skin. Water mitigates the itching effect, but when you dry off, you end up scratching your skin, driving it deeper and deeper until you run out." Zel turned in the water, revealing her horse rump. "It won't stick to my fur, but you should still check."
"Uh..." Mike ran his fingers along the powerful muscles of her backside. "Is it okay that I'm touching you like this?"
"Why wouldn't it be?" Zel asked, but Mike noticed that she wouldn't look at him. He inspected her backside, noticing a tiny red spot about a foot behind her waist, where he had ridden her. He scrubbed the powder off, watching it dissolve in the water. She lifted her hair, and he spotted some on her back. He scrubbed that off too.
"Okay, now your turn." Zel took the rag from him and went to work. Unfortunately, Mike weighed far less than she did, and he began to bob back and forth in the water. Zel held onto him with one hand while scrubbing with the other, her wet breasts pushing against him. They moved into shallower water as she progressed, gradually exposing his stomach and waist. She found somewhere deep to stand, her breasts bobbing in the water like oversized apples, her nipples periodically breaking the surface to say hello as she washed the remaining dust off of him.
"Uh..." Mike didn't know what to say when his erection broke the surface of the water. For a couple of minutes, Zel didn't even notice. However, she moved in close to scrape the rest of a scarlet streak off his hip, and her left breast bounced off of the head of his cock.
"Hmm?" Zel backed up to see what had touched her. It took several seconds for it to sink in, her cheeks slowly growing pink in the process. She stood, her arms out to her sides, frozen in place.
"Uh, yeah, sorry about that." Mike gave his dick a little push to hide it below the surface of the water. Instead, it popped back up, splashing a small spray of water across Zel's chest.
"I've never seen a human penis before," Zel said, her voice close to a whisper.
"Oh. Well, this is what it looks like."
"It's a lot smaller than a centaur's penis."
"You don't say?" Mike slowly crouched in the water, his cheeks burning.
"Wait. Can I see it?" Zel's cheeks were still pink, but he could see the spark of curiosity in her eyes.
"Well, I guess so." Mike stood again, his cock displaying itself proudly.
"I'm surprised you can even get it up after the Mandragora." Zel wrapped her fingers around the head of his shaft, her thumb teasing the slit on accident. "Oh, and it feels so warm!"
"Yeah, well, I sort of swapped soul pieces with a nymph. It's kind of like a lame super-power, you know, able to get an erection whenever."
"Interesting." She gave his cock a squeeze. "Am I the reason it's like this?"
Mike stared at her in disbelief. "Uh, yeah! You have an amazing body!"
"You mean my upper half." Zel sounded disappointed, but he couldn't help but notice that she was still gently squeezing his penis. She gave his shaft a few good strokes, and was rewarded with a small dollop of pre-cum at the tip.
"Well, that's all I can see right now. Not that I find your lower half gross or anything, it's just that you look so pretty all wet and everything." Mike wanted to roll his eyes at himself, at how stupid he sounded. He was getting all flustered.
"Really?" Her eyes locked on his. "You think my human half is pretty?"
"I do."
Zel tossed the rag onto a rock by the shore, where it landed with a loud smacking sound. Using her free hand, she squeezed her breast, rolling the tip of her nipple between her thumb and forefinger. "Do you like it when I do this?"
"Yeah." Mike felt his IQ drop by another ten points.
"What about this?" She let go of his dick, pressing her breasts together for him. They jiggled quite nicely in her hands, her wet breasts swaying back and forth like a pendulum. He couldn't help but stare as she played with them, couldn't help but stroke himself in time to the beat of her breasts. He sighed, running one hand over his balls.
"Mm-hmm." Mike nodded, his eyes finding hers again.
"I wonder." Zel moved closer to him, lowering her torso to the water's edge. "May I?" She asked, taking his dick in her hands.
"All yours," he said, letting her take the lead. She gave his dick a few gentle tugs, running both hands down to his scrotum, exploring the way his skin stretched and unfolded. Her touch was largely clinical at first, Zel commanding him to rise up out of the water so that she could see it better. He wondered what she was thinking when she pressed her breasts against him, using her hands to push them together. They fit perfectly around his cock, a large, fleshy vagina that she began moving up and down his shaft.
"That feels nice," he told her.
"I bet we can make it feel even better," she said, releasing him. "Go sit on that rock."
Mike looked at where she was pointing. He climbed out of the water, sitting on the rock that was just beneath the water's surface. Zel approached the shore where she had left her saddle bags, pulling a small vial out of one of the pouches.
"What's in there?" Mike asked. Zel winked at him, dribbling the fluid across her chest, pushing her breasts together once more to distribute it evenly.
"My love life for the last ten years," she told him, licking the fluid off her fingers. "It's a plant-based lubricant. Easily washes off with water, but stays slippery otherwise."
"You carry lube on you?"
"Ever since the incident with that tree," she said, pushing her breasts against him. His dick slid in easily, suddenly assaulted by a warm, tingly sensation. "I carry a small vial, just in case."
"Oh!" Zel was working her breasts up and down now, the sensation of her skin pressed against his cock from both sides amplified by the lubricant. He stared at her in wonder, watching his dick expand just a little bit more beneath her ministrations. "That feels really good!"
"I'm glad. It is my first time doing this." She pushed her torso down, and Mike's cock came up to her nose.
"There's a way to do it even better," Mike said.
"Tell me." Zel was staring at his cock now, entranced at the sight of his glans disappearing and reappearing between her breasts.
"Use your mouth too."
"That makes sense." Opening her mouth, she pushed down on him, the head of his shaft passing gently between her lips. "'Ike dis?"
"That's a great start," Mike told her, grabbing the sides of her breasts. She bounced up and down, the head of his dick moving along the top of her tongue. Her inexperience showed, but Mike found it an incredible turn on, his balls tightening up and then relaxing.
Zel bobbed her head up and down even faster, struggling to take him much deeper than just the head of his cock. Her hands were slippery with lube now, and she released her breasts, using her hands on the base of his shaft, twisting them gently as she stroked him, starting at the top and moving down. One hand gripped him tightly, causing a small surge inside his body, and the other hand moved even farther down.
"What are you doing?" Mike asked, Zel's fingers teasing the skin behind his scrotum. She popped her mouth free, the sudden coolness of the air around him sending chills up his spine.
"I may have never done this before, but I do know a few things about the male anatomy," she explained, her slippery fingers now circling his anus. Mike shuddered at how good it felt, marveling at the warm sensations that were now coming from behind his pelvis. "Lay down. Put your legs up."
"Holy shit," he whispered, Zel taking him back into her mouth. Pumping him gently with her left hand, her right hand slid beneath his ass, one finger putting gentle pressure on his asshole.
"Mmm," Zel moaned, sending vibrations down his shaft. Mike shifted his hips, pushing up into her lips. Beneath him, she slightly bent her finger, allowing him to ease himself down onto it. The tingling sensation in his anus sent warmth through his entire body, and Zel continued pumping him, letting him take the lead. The sun was creeping dangerously low to the edge of the cliff, dusk quickly approaching, but Mike figured the others would be pissed whether he showed up now or in an hour.
"You're doing so good," Zel told him, licking the head of his cock. "I can't wait to taste your cum."
"Really?" Mike asked, trying hard not to tense up. Zel's finger was now fully inside of him, and she found his prostate, rubbing it gently through the thin wall of his ass.
"Oh yeah. I've always wondered what a man's cum would look like, what it would feel like." She stroked him faster now, occasionally pressing her breasts against him, then sucking him into her mouth. "I've never been so close to a human before, and I want to know everything about you."
"Why?" Mike asked, but Zel didn't answer. She was staring hungrily at his cock, licking her lips before sucking him back into her mouth again, her right hand moving slowly, her finger massaging his prostate in such a way that he felt like a fire had been stoked in his belly. His cock contracted several times like he was going to cum, but her gentle presses pulled him back from the brink.
"I bet it tastes like sweat, and wood, and iron..." Zel mumbled to herself, her face growing bright red. The water behind her was churning, and Mike tilted his head to see what she was doing. She had found a large boulder beneath the water at just the right height that she was rubbing her ass across it, her tail making lazy sweeps in the water.
"Zel," he whispered, the fire growing inside him. Zel's face was now bright red, her eyes closed tight while she bobbed up and down on his cock. Smiling, Mike put his hand over hers, and she opened her eyes in surprise when he showed her how to stroke his dick properly. Immediately, he felt the pressure building, each time only to be chased off by her finger in his ass.
"How are you so good at this?" Mike asked.
"A good healer knows... how... to..." Zel's eyes squeezed shut, and he water behind her exploded, her lower half kicking wildly. Zel let out a throaty moan, putting her mouth on his dick, and Mike felt a sudden expansion from beneath as Zel worked a second finger just inside his ass.
"Oh fuuuuuuuck!" Mike came, and Zel's cheeks bulged with semen. She pulled her mouth away and jacked him off onto her tits, pushing gently upward with her finger. Thick, creamy ropes of white covered her chest, and she let out a moan of delight in seeing how much he had produced. Mike fell back on the rock, and Zel slowly slid her finger out of his ass.
"That was really good," Mike told her, his body going limp again. At least he wasn't going to drown this time. Turning his head, he watched Zel climb free of the water. "What are you doing?"
Zel withdrew an empty glass vial from one of her bags. Sticking it to her lips, she filled the vessel with Mike's cum. She did this with two more vessels before sticking her tongue out at him to reveal that her mouth was empty.
"I swallowed quite a bit of it," she told him, grabbing another vial. She carefully collected what he had sprayed across her chest.
"Seriously, what are you doing?" Mike asked again.
"Everything in nature has special properties, no matter how small. In a way, your life force is in your semen."
"I'm familiar with this," Mike said, thinking back to when Abella had fucked him to recover her energy.
"Your life force is also tied to a nymph. I want to analyze what you produced, see how I can use it in my potions." Zel froze in place, suddenly aware of what she had said. "Oh, Mike, I'm sorry. Only with your permission. Say the word, and I will dump all of these out. I've been so alone out here, I forget what it's like to be around others."
Mike laughed. "You know what? It's fine, as long as it never gets used against me or anything like that." Breathing heavily, Mike stared at the sky. It didn't bother him at all.
-
"Okay, so what's the damage?" Lily set the last box back in place. Between the two of them, it had been nearly two hours of Lily lifting boxes aside to read their contents while Beth crossed them off. Currently, Beth was trusting that the boxes hadn't been opened, mainly due to the fact that they had been sealed up extra tight with duct tape that had strange letters written across portions of it. She thought they were initials at first, but closer inspection made her think of Hebrew, or something similar.
"It's so weird," Beth said. "When I look at the stuff that's missing, it's nothing interesting. None of these boxes contains anything of actual value. Just random knick knacks. If anything, it looks like we are only missing maybe two boxes of items. Unless these things are antiques or something, I can't imagine the financial loss is that great." Beth turned the paper over. "Well, unless you count the missing grandfather clock."



"Missing clock?" Lily undid her ponytail, her dark hair flowing freely across her shoulders.
"Yeah. An old grandfather clock. I don't see it. However..." Beth stood on the corner of the pallet. "I imagine it was right here. You can see the gap where they didn't stack anything."
"That's weird. From everything I saw, there was no mention of selling a clock. Just those boxes."
"Well, that's something for their lawyers to figure out. After all, clocks don't just get up and walk away." Beth stuck the papers in her briefcase, which was open on a stack of boxes. She closed it, sliding the locks into place. "This could have been way more work for me. Thanks for all your help."
"Thanks for letting me tag along." They walked out of the storage unit together, Beth pulling the door down and then locking it. "I don't know about you, but I am famished. Lunch isn't holding me over like I thought it would."
"I doubt there's anything nearby," Lily said, her shoes clicking on the hard floor beneath them. They walked back into the sun's light, squinting at the sudden brightness. Walking past the office, Beth saw that the worker was fast asleep at his desk.
"Such a hard worker," she said.
"Hope he's having good dreams." Lily said, a smirk crossing her face. They got into Beth's car, and Beth pulled out of the dirt lot and back onto the main road. They drove largely in silence, occasional small talk breaking up the trip. Beth pulled into the drive-thru of a local burger joint, requesting extra fry sauce for Lily to eat. The miles were swallowed up behind them until they found themselves back in the city. Beth dropped Lily off at the parking garage, noticing that the town car was gone.
"See you tomorrow?" Beth asked. Lily winked, stepping out of the car and walking across the lot. Beth watched her disappear behind a concrete pillar, marveling at how helpful her new intern had already proven to be.
-
Navigating the cliff path took some effort, but Mike and Zel finally arrived at the door to the greenhouse. Standing before the giant wall of glass, Zel stared up into the sky, her eyes round in wonder.
"I never thought about how it would feel to leave this place," Zel said, lowering her gaze to the door. "I debated trying to sneak out a few times, but the human world is cruel to my kind, and I had nowhere else to go."
"Why didn't you bust out and speak to Emily?" Mike asked. "I'm sure she would have let you stay."
"Maybe." Zel admitted. "My aunt warned me that if I did, it was my one shot at survival. If Emily said no, I was out on my own with nobody to help me. Emily wasn't exactly known for her kindness to strangers, especially among my tribe."
"What did they say about her?" Mike asked.
"Recluse. Homebody. Murderer." Zel shrugged, her breasts rippling through her tunic. "She seemed okay when we met her, but very guarded. Didn't let us anywhere near the house."
Mike moved to stand in front of Zel. "So here's the deal. Be honest with everybody when you meet them. Tell them why you want to move in with us."
"I'm lonely. I have nobody else. I want to fit in." Zel's eyes shimmered with tears. "You don't think they'll tell me no, do you?"
"I don't think it'll be a problem. We do have to talk to Naia first." Mike appraised the centaur, listening literally to his gut. Naia had imbued him with a danger sense that often came far too late, one that he felt in his stomach as an icy spear of pain. For now, his stomach was silent.
Zel took a deep breath, running her hands across her stomach. "I'm sorry, I'm just a little worried. I don't know what I'll do if you make me go back."
"I think you're good to stay. Like I said, I want to run it by Naia first, simply because she knows the house better than I do." Mike opened the door. "And if that doesn't work, you're always welcome to stay in the greenhouse and come visit. It isn't like you haven't already lived here for a decade. Maybe we can redo the garage, make it a living space for you."
Nodding, Zel stepped through the portal onto the darkened lawn of the house. Mike followed from behind, closing the greenhouse door.
"Hello," he called, expecting someone to be waiting for him. Strangely, the house was silent. "I was supposed to be back hours ago," he explained, walking across the lawn. Zel followed in silence, her eyes fixed on the house like it would reach out and snap her up.
"Tink? Abella?" Coming around the corner into the garden, he saw Naia lying in the fountain, blue and green strands of hair spread across the surface of the water like seaweed.
"There you are!" Naia sat up, the water of the fountain parting to let Mike in without getting his feet wet. Naia pulled him in for a tight embrace, "You were supposed to come back forever ago!"
"Sorry about that, I ran into some trouble." Mike stepped aside, gesturing at the centaur behind him. "Naia, this is Zel. I found her living in the woods of the greenhouse. She asked if she could move in, and I said I would have to check with you."
"It's your call, lover, but we have some more important problems to deal with. You need to go see Cecilia, right away!" Naia performed a curtsy for Zel. "It's very nice to meet you, but we'll have time for proper introductions later. You can stay back here - in fact, I insist on it."
Puzzled, Mike waved farewell to Zel and walked in the back door. "Tink? I'm home!" Surprised when the goblin didn't emerge, he walked through the front door, stepping onto the porch.
"It's about time," Cecilia hissed, appearing next to him. The air was immediately cold, but that wasn't what Mike noticed. Standing in the middle of his yard was a black woman in a bright white suit..
"What the actual fuck?" Mike started to walk forward, but Cecilia placed a hand on his chest.
"She's been standing out here all day," Cecilia said. "She's one of them."
"Mr. Radley." The woman's voice was deep and soulful. "Such a pleasure to meet you. My name is Kali. I am a member of the Society, and I have come to you with a very limited time offer."
"Zero fucks given lady. This is private property and I insist - " Mike's foot was almost on the ground beneath his porch when it erupted. Dozens of snakes broke through the soil, fangs bared at him. He backpedaled onto the porch, staring at the writhing bodies in his front yard. His hand went to the bag on his belt. "Sweet facing Jesus!"
"The Geas of this home is quite strong, the strongest I have ever encountered," Kali informed him, waving her hands slowly through the air. Shadows trailed behind her fingertips, shadows that fell to the ground and squirmed beneath her. "I will learn much by finding a way to break it. Unless, of course, you would like to discuss terms?"
"You need to find Tink," Cecilia said, helping him to stand. "She knows how to activate the defenses, she used to do it for Emily when she wasn't home."
"The house has defenses?" Staring out at the half-naked woman on his lawn, he shivered. She was chanting quietly in a language he didn't understand, more shadows dripping from her fingers to encircle the house. "And where is Tink? Or Abella?" Mike imagined the gargoyle could crush Kali easily beneath her weight.
Cecilia fixed him with a scowl. "Sofia gave you a fool's errand. She convinced Tink and Abella to help her in the Labyrinth while you were gone in order to keep you safe. They left shortly after you did. I wanted to come after you, but this bitch showed up."
"They what?!?" Mike cast a glance in Kali's direction. The shadows and snakes were gone, but the woman's sinister smile remained, sending a chill up his spine.
"The offer is only good until I find a way in," Kali informed him. "Make no mistake. I will tear your entire world apart when I do." Raising her fist, she pantomimed knocking on a door. Mike watched in astonishment as green light rippled away from her, traveling along a giant invisible sphere that surrounded the home.
Mike contemplated the woman on his front lawn for several moments. Without the others, how could he hope to protect the house? To protect them? Storming back inside, he did his best not to slam the door behind him.
"What should we do?" Cecilia asked, passing through the front wall, lines of worry on her face.
Mike ignored her, stamping his way up the stairs. He walked into the room at the end of the hall, the room with the closet door that opened to another world. He could see the scuff marks in the wood from Abella's careful footsteps, saw that the door of the closet was still open. Reaching into the bag, he grabbed the knife tightly as he rounded the corner and promptly smashed his face against the back of the closet wall.
"Fuck!" Mike's nose was gushing blood all over his shirt. He had expected the portal to still be open. Stumbling back out of the room, he ran past Cecilia at the bottom of the stairs and into the kitchen. The maps had all been taken, and there were no instructions left behind for how to open the portal to the cave.
"Fuck!" Mike screamed at the table, spraying blood everywhere. Cecilia was where he had left her in the front room, waiting patiently for him. He beckoned her to follow, stepping onto the back patio. Zel and Naia were deep in conversation when they saw Mike's face.
"It's bad," Naia said, reading the look on his face.
"Yeah, it is." Mike approached the fountain, one hand pinching his nostrils shut. Zel stepped forward, applying a powder to his face that stung like a faceful of bees, but stopped the bleeding.
"What do we do?" Naia asked. Zel, who had no idea what was going on, stood quietly to the side.
"If they aren't back by morning, then something must have happened. They were going down there to fight a fucking Minotaur, and that shouldn't have taken them all afternoon. What was Sofia thinking?" Mike looked at the bedroom window of the second floor. "What were any of them thinking?"
"They were thinking of protecting you," Naia told him, summoning a sphere of water to clean his face. "But that's not what is important. If they aren't back by morning, what then?"
"Then I go after them," Mike said, a dark look crossing his face.
"But you don't know how to open the cave," Naia told him.
"You're right, I don't." Mike pinched the bridge of his nose, rubbing gently up and down. "But I know someone who does."
-
Beth tossed her briefcase on the counter, pausing in her kitchen long enough to grab herself a glass of wine. Stripping out of her clothes, she greedily swallowed the contents of her glass, smiling at the soccer field outside of her apartment. Tonight, a swarm of red and black moved back and forth on the field, the enthusiastic crowd somehow cheering her up. They had figured out what was missing, and now the next step would be to visit with Mike. She used her phone to send an email, asking when would be a good time to stop by.
Sliding into a pair of panties and a nightgown, she brushed her teeth, hoping to rid her mouth of the aftertaste of wine. The cheap stuff was good, but left a nasty aftertaste. Feeling like her luck was looking up, she wandered over to her closet, pulling out a small briefcase hidden within.
Her phone dinged. Standing up, she walked to her nightstand to check. Mike had already replied.
Tomorrow morning would be great, he wrote. The sooner, the better!
"Some other time then," Beth said, pushing the briefcase with some regret to the back of her closet. She would have to get off some other day. Closing the closet door, her eyes slid sideways to the mirror that faced her bed. He sat on the end of her bed, leaning forward and bracing his weight on his cane.
"I'm afraid you're about to become a victim of circumstance," Sebastien told her. Beth spun on one foot, a scream building in her throat. Sebastien stood, placing the tip of his cane in the middle of her chest and giving her a push. Beth fell backwards into the mirror, expecting her world to become bathed in broken glass. Instead, the mirror cushioned her impact, the softened surface gripping her like a thick glue.
"What is happening?" Beth asked, her body slowly sinking into the mirrored surface. She struggled to break free, but that only sped up the process.
"You're about to become my ticket into the Radley home," Sebastien said. His face twisted into a sneer, and he pushed her even harder. Her stomach flopped, the gravity of the room shifting. Even though she was standing, she felt like she was on her back, and her one free hand reached out to grab something, anything. Behind him, a lump was forming beneath the covers of her bed, an unseen figure slowly sitting up."I'm afraid that I can't have anybody finding your body."
"I don't understand!" The silvery liquid clung to her skin, working its way up over her face. The figure on the bed now sat upright, the blankets sliding away to reveal a mass of blank flesh. Its skin rippling like water, Beth watched in horror as the thing on her bed opened its mouth and took a deep breath. Breasts formed beneath its chest, and hair grew down to its shoulders. The thing on the bed stood, slender legs forming beneath it. It stuck one hip out, its horrible face settling into a shape that was instantly familiar, yet strange. The scream in Beth's throat froze when she saw that the thing had become her.
"I don't care to explain it. Through the looking glass with you." With one final shove, Sebastien pushed her through. The world around her popped, and Beth was falling, the mirror above fading into the distance as she tumbled down the rabbit hole. Throwing out her arms, she was able to stabilize herself, her rapid descent slowing. Somewhere far beneath her was a soft red light, her destination slowly growing larger. The walls of the tunnel slowly opened up around her, its surface lit by the glow beneath.
"This has to be a dream," she said, unable to convince herself. The warm rush of air across her legs and face was far too real. Perhaps she had fallen into a drunken slumber, and this was a type of fever dream? The stress of her week must have finally gotten to her, and seeing that creepy lawyer was her brain tossing detail into this bizarre fantasy.
She had plenty of time to contemplate these things as she fell.
-
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Man in the Mirror
Beth tumbled gently to the floor beneath, flipping her body at the last second to land on her feet. Staring up, all she could see were the clouds she had passed through on the way down. She had several red marks on her left arm, each one from a nasty pinch that she gave herself to try and wake up from this strangest of dreams. Now that she was on the ground, she saw that she stood in a beautiful garden with a large marble gazebo in the middle.
"How peculiar," she said, expecting her voice to echo, or come out low, or do anything that would make her realize that she was, in fact, lying in her bed. Her sanity had already taken too many hits recently, and she felt like she was one crack away from using a safety crayon to write legal briefs for dead celebrities. Turning in place, she realized that the garden itself was a giant floating island. Walking to the edge, she frowned at the large amount of sky beneath. Whatever ground existed was somewhere beneath the distant mists below. Squinting, she thought she saw the ripple of waves through the gaps in the fog.
Smoothing out her nightgown, she turned to the garden.
"Okay, dream logic. Clearly the gazebo is meant to be my destination. Probably reminiscent of my latent sexual frustrations or my father's inability to express his love." Beth turned toward one of the nearby hedges. A small statue of a bird with a top hat turned its head to face her. "What do you think Mr. Bird?"
"Nevermore?" The statue shrugged its wings. Beth saluted the bird statue, who returned the gesture in kind. Beth wandered through the shorter hedges, stopping to smell the crimson flowers that sprouted above their clipped tops. They smelled of cinnamon and sulphur, the scent burning Beth's nostrils. Other small statues of animals in top hats greeted her, removing hats or waving pleasantly when she walked past, her nightgown catching on some of the thicker branches.
The hedges had no discernible logic, but Beth was content to drift between them. After all, she would probably wake up the moment she reached the center, no matter when that happened. She greeted more of the statues, which had become larger and more intricate. An elephant used its trunk to tip its hat to her before resuming its gentle spray of water on the foliage.
Beneath the gazebo, a picnic style lunch had been spread out on a soft, red blanket. Wines, cheeses, and a tray of meats awaited her. Soft red cushions surrounded the picnic, and Beth sat down on one of them. Grabbing a bottle of wine, she poured herself a drink.
"I see that someone has joined me." His voice was thick with an accent very similar to Russian. Taking the cushion opposite her, he lifted the tails of his jacket before sitting. He wore a bright white button down with a purple coat and a matching top hat. His skin was dusky with hints of red in the shadows of his eye sockets, and when he removed his hat a tangle of black and red hair spilled around his shoulders. Two large horns protruded from the upper part of his forehead, and his toothy grin was full of daggers. His bright yellow eyes glowed in the shadows of the gazebo. "I am always in the mood for some good company."
"Ah shit." Beth set a piece of cheese back down on the blanket. "That's just fucking great. Now I can't eat any of this."
"Why not? I assure you that the food here is very good." To demonstrate, he popped a piece of cheese in his mouth. "Delicious."
"Oh, I'm sure it's delicious, but not immortal soul delicious." Beth crossed her arms. "'I'm guessing that if I eat the food, I get stuck here. Simple as that."
Her host never broke stride, his smile fixed. "Come now, why would I want to trap you here?"
"Duh." Beth held up a finger on each hand and stuck them to her forehead. "Demon."
The demon laughed. "Come now, you really must try this food, I picked it out just for you."
"Well, maybe just a bite." Beth lifted the glass in a mock salute. "After all, it isn't every day that a demon makes you a meal. What's the occasion?"
"Oh, I wish I could tell you," the demon replied. "Frankly, I am a little surprised to see you down here. Generally I am informed of my guests prior to meeting them. Your arrival was a bit of a shock."
"I see. Yet you have quite the spread." Beth spilled a bit of wine on the back of her hand. She wiped it off on her gown, licking her thumb clean. "Doesn't strike me as uninvited company."
"It does take you roughly half an hour to fall through the portal," the demon said. "That gives me some leeway."
"So why a garden?" Beth asked. "This place seems like it was ripped straight from Victorian England or something. Hello, the 1800s called, they want their garden back." Here, in this strange place, she was finally feeling like herself again. She lifted the wine glass to her lips.
"Oh, it was. I was trapped here some time ago by a very powerful man, but I managed to bring some real estate with me." The demon leaned forward, suddenly vanishing and appearing at Beth's side. He placed a hand on her wrist, stopping her before she could drink. "I'm afraid I avoided your question earlier. You definitely don't want to drink that, otherwise your soul becomes trapped here."
"Oh." Beth set the glass down. "Does this have to do with the man who sent me here?"
"That would be Master Sebastien. I'm afraid that per terms of my imprisonment, I often must do things I do not particularly find pleasant, such as trapping humans in this place."
"And eating would trap me here?"
The demon nodded. "It would."
"I don't see anybody else here," Beth noted.
"Oh, that's because most people don't last very long here." The demon frowned, taking Beth's glass from her hands. He sipped gently at the wine, his thick lips spread thin on the crystal glass.
"You kill them."
The demon nodded. "Usually. Or I wait until they throw themselves off the island. Whatever I find more entertaining."
"But why not me?" Beth asked. "Isn't it your job?"
"Not technically. The exact language involving my imprisonment here dictates that I must answer my master or his associates any three questions once every lunar cycle. Naturally, I try and get out of it if I can. I only have to answer yes or no. However, Sebastien has been gracious enough to provide me visitors on occasion, and I keep them alive as long as they interest me."
"So you can answer three questions? Any three questions?"
"Well, I can answer any question actually, without limitation. I could give the Society all the details they want, but someone forgot to put that in the language of the spell that bound me here."
"So I could ask any question and you could answer it?"
"Only if it pleases me." The demon grinned. "Go ahead. Try."
"Who was my first kiss?" Beth asked.
"Human or non-human? Family, non-family?"
"Are you stalling?" Beth leaned back on her cushion, her breasts pushing up against the fabric of her nightgown. She saw the demon's eyes flick down at her figure and then back.
"Hardly. Your mother was your first kiss. When you were three days old, she kissed you on the mouth. Out of reflex, you tried to suck her lips. It counts. Non-family and human was Victor beneath the bleachers in the seventh grade. You did it on a dare. Non-human was Mr. Beary, the teddy bear. You kissed him several times as a child, but when you were eleven, you planted a kiss on that bear in the hopes that he would turn into a prince. You even tried to use tongue, because you saw it in a movie once."
"Holy shit." Beth stared at the demon. She hadn't thought about Victor in years, and she had completely (or deliberately) forgotten Mr. Beary. "Is this a dream?"
"Hard to prove it isn't," the demon told her. "No matter what I tell you here, you could argue that the dream made up the memory. In a way, maybe you could think of your actions here as- DON'T DO THAT!" Beth had picked up one of the forks on the table and jabbed it into her leg. She screamed, pulling the fork free as blood flowed freely through the fabric of her nightgown.
"Holy fuck, ow!"
"Well, that settles it." The demon shook his head. "Not dreaming."
"Oh, fuck!" Beth balled up her fists. "That really hurts."
"Yeah, well I prefer you intact." The demon waved a hand over her leg, and the burning stopped. Beth lifted her nightgown, wiping away the blood with a cloth from the table. Four tiny dots had scarred her legs. "And definitely much quieter."
Staring at the demon, Beth shook her head. "I thought this was just another one of my weird dreams."
"And what kind of dreams would those be?" He asked.
Beth blushed. "I think I'll keep that to myself." Staring out across the garden, it suddenly dawned on her. If this was real, the thing in her room had been real. What did Sebastien want with a copy of her?
Oh no. Beth thought briefly of Mike. How was this whole mess related to him? Looking at the demon, she smiled politely, a feeling that was only skin deep. She was going to find a way out, and she had a pretty good idea how to make it happen.
-
"Alex!" Dana sat up, scattering an array of metal tools onto the floor of her apartment. The sound they made upon striking the ground was deafening, causing Dana put her hands over her ears. It had been the life support dream again, the sound of Alex's last breath being drawn, watching the nurses leave the room with a look of defeat on their faces.
"Fuck," she whispers, staring at the mess on the floor. Hours of painstakingly crafting gears, modeling them on her computer and then using the 3D printer at school to make them. She had brought home several prototypes, hoping to find the proper combination that would allow the clock to work again She had even visited an antique clock repair downtown, letting the octogenarian owner show her how they ticked, but to no avail. None of the obvious patterns fit, and research on the clock itself yielded nothing, which made her think it was a one of a kind creation. She stared at the random assembly in front of her, the strange stack she had formed that now lie scattered across her floor.
She needed a drink. She went to the fridge to grab a beer, her eyes instead settling on the bottle of vodka tucked in the vegetable crisper. A beer sounded nice and cold, refreshing even.
She didn't want refreshing-she wanted something with bite. She pulled the top off of the vodka and sucked greedily at it, wondering how long it would take for fire to fill her belly, for the edges of the world to blur. Staring over the railing at the motorcycle on the floor of the garage, Dana poured a tiny bit of vodka over the railing, watching it splash on the cold concrete.
"For Alex." She drank again, stopping herself before she took it too far. She knew better than most what would happen if she kept drinking. The vodka would catch up with her, and who knew where she would wake up. Picking up her keys and wallet, she tossed them in the back of her sock drawer. She didn't need to go anywhere, and she didn't want to be tempted to.
What time was it anyway? Picking up her phone, she frowned at the clock. It was almost one in the morning. There really wasn't anywhere for her to go after all. She saw that she had a voicemail, so put the phone on speaker, setting it down on her desk.
"Hey Dana, it's Rick!" The voice from her phone was friendly, but tired. Rick was a college dropout who was trying to support his mom and little sister by working sixty hours a week. He spent most of those hours slinging pies behind the counter. Dana stripped out of her pants, tossing them on the bed.
"Hi Rick," she muttered, picking her pants back up and checking the pockets. She found the tube of chapstick she had been looking for, and set it on the desk. She threw her pants even farther, the legs catching her comforter just right that her pants now dangled over the other end of her bed.
"Hey, look, so the reason I called was some guy came in here tonight asking about some deliveries we made. It was to that creepy old house, the one everyone says is haunted. Anyway, he wanted to speak with you, but I couldn't give him your info directly, I think it's a company policy thing. He left his number and all, so next time you come in, it's inside your locker."
Dana stared at the phone. Why would somebody want to talk to her about Mike's house?
"Okay, so I'll see you when I see you. Take care." With that, Rick hung up his phone. Dana took off her shirt and slid into a tank top. Looking at the bed, she found her gaze drawn once more to the clock.
How many hours had she lost already trying to fix the damn thing? She moved closer, tugging gently on the minute hand. The clock face swung open, revealing the complex machine inside. When properly assembled, there would be nearly no room for anything else. Dana had devoted hours to carefully removing the cracked and broken gears, documenting where each one went on a large piece of butcher paper she had taped to her desk. Her protractor, triangle and compass had received more use in the last 48 hours than they had through high school and college. There was something soothing about the diagrams, imagining how all of the pieces fit together, wondering what sound the chime would make.
"What the fuck?" Dana ran her fingers along the edge of the paper. Several lines had been drawn on the side, tiny arrows that pointed off the page. She untaped the butcher paper and flipped it over.
An exploded diagram of a clock assembly had been drawn on the back. Expertly shaded and heavily detailed, Dana realized that she couldn't tell if she was looking at a drawing or a photograph. In awe, she put the paper back on the desk, the new image toward her, and taped it down.
Breathing heavily, she knelt to the floor and picked up one of her new gears. Hovering over the image, she found its counterpart. Setting the gear in place, it was a perfect fit.
Had she drawn this in her sleep? Grabbing some more parts from the floor, she put them in place, finding where each one of them went. Older parts were shaded differently, their drawings colored slightly darker than the rest. Setting her beer to the side, she began moving the pieces around, figuring out which ones worked and which didn't.
Though she worked in silence, the steady ticking of a clock filled her mind as she continued working into the night.
-
"So what should I call you?" Beth asked. "I've read enough books to know that you won't give me your real name. Or at least that you shouldn't."
The demon sipped at his wine and smiled. "You can call me Oliver. I once had the fortune of working with a man by that name, and have been fond of it ever since."
"Okay Oliver. I was hoping we could play a game. You see, I notice that you said you would answer me any question, but only if it pleases you." Beth picked up a piece of cheese, put it near her mouth, then tossed it back on the table. "You see, I get the impression that you don't want me to leave here. However, I do not wish to stay. So there must be something I can offer you in return for such information."
"You mean other then amusement?" Oliver set his wine glass down, and pulled off his gloves. The dusky red hue of his skin was like merlot, and his fingernails were black and glossy. He traced a line down Beth's chin, across her neck, and then along her bare shoulder, toying with the strap of her nightgown. "Hmm. Give me a minute to think about your proposition."
"While you think, may I look around your garden?"
"Please." Oliver smiled, his horns glistening. Beth stood, wandering out into the small maze of hedges. She lightly touched the foliage, greeting the statues again as she passed.
She needed Oliver to take the bait. The thought that the demon was real sent a chill down her spine, but lit a fire in her groin. She wondered if he had a tail, or if his horns were sensitive. Something about his skin made her want to taste him, explore every inch of his body, find out what a demon liked. His attitude wasn't unpleasant, and she was sure he was bored out of his mind waiting for something to do. A large hippo statue waved at her enthusiastically from the other side of a small hedge, so she waved back. The garden was charming, but she felt like there was a far more sinister side to the demon and his methodologies.
God, the thought of him was making her wet.
"I have decided." Oliver appeared before her, the air reeking suddenly of matches and coal. "We shall play a game. Winning the game means that I will tell you how to leave. Losing the game means that you remain here with me." His hands were on her, a fresh prize in his sights. She felt the power of his touch, the heat of his flesh through her nightgown. "What do you say to the terms?"
"How can I trust that you will keep your word?" Beth asked.
"Demons cannot tell a lie when directly asked. We can twist the truth, or deceive, but the nature of any indentured servant such as myself is the inability to lie." Oliver shrugged. "It is quite the inconvenience, but it makes me very good at what I do."
"Winning means that you allow me to leave unhindered. You nor anything here will attempt to stop me." Beth winked. "I also accept your terms on the grounds that the process for leaving is actually possible for a woman of my abilities. I would hate to discover that leaving requires the use of magic or transforming into a bird and flying away."
Oliver's grin faltered. "What are you, an attorney?"
"Oh, I'm much worse." Beth moved close enough that she could smell the wine on his hot breath. "I'm a woman with an education."
Oliver laughed, his eyes crinkling in delight. "Oh, I am going to have so much fun with you!" He waved his hand and they were back in the gazebo. Curtains hung from the windows, transforming the gazebo into a room. The food was gone, replaced by a series of soft, leather chairs.
"We have a deal?" Beth asked.
"Absolutely." Oliver bowed, indicating with his hands that she should sit on the couch nearest to him. She did his bidding, crossing her legs slowly. "Now, the rules for this game are simple. You are allowed to ask me any three questions, which I will answer truthfully. However, I will ask you to perform a task for me before I answer any of your questions. You will use these three questions to figure out how to escape from this place. The game ends when you either refuse to complete a task, or you figure out how to leave. Do these rules make sense to you?"
"I think so," Beth told him. "However, prior to the game itself actually starting, I want to clarify a few of these rules."
Oliver's face twitched again. "You do?"
"I do. You see, my concern is that the task you give me may also be impossible to complete. For example, task one may be "remain here forever," in which case I can neither complete the task or get my question answered. Now, doing such a thing would, I believe, be in direct violation of the nature of the game, which is to permit me the opportunity to earn my freedom. In that case, however, this would not be a game at all, but a way for you to torture me for your amusement, thereby invalidating your statement about honesty from a demon." Beth examined her fingernails. "I have a hunch that you were hoping I had a question about the rules, thereby using one of my three allotted questions and earning you a free task."



Oliver's grin faltered, then returned even bigger than ever. "Oh, you really will be fun! Okay, I'll give you this as a freebie. None of these tasks are impossible to complete, though you may find them distasteful. However, I will test you to see how far you will go to escape this place, and I intend to win."
"Sounds fair. But there's no reason we can't be friendly about it." Beth patted the cushion next to her. "So, let me see. I want to get out of here, but I know if I ask you that, you will find a way to stonewall me."
"Perhaps." Oliver slid onto the couch next to her. "It seems that you are taking the game to heart. Trying to predict how your question can be twisted to serve my own needs. Very interesting. I rarely encounter a human who puts this much thought into things."
"I'm sure you have some interesting stories."
"I do." Oliver smiled. "I must admit, this game is a favorite of mine. I have played it many times before. I enjoy watching the human psyche at work, whether it is building itself up or breaking apart."
"I'm sure you do." He was so close to her now, she found it distracting. "Has anyone ever won the game before and left?"
Oliver's eyes lit from within, his yellow eyes dilating. He inhaled deeply, taking in Beth's scent.
"Masturbate for me," he whispered in her ear. "I want to watch you lick your own cream off your fingers."
"Interesting choice," Beth told him, turning on the couch. She spread her legs, revealing her cotton blue panties to him. A damp spot had long ago formed in the crotch, and she massaged her swollen labia through the fabric. It was like taking a drink of water after eating a pepper—it eased the burn, but only for a second. Beth squeezed her breast, gently massaging the underside and lightly twisting her own nipple.
Oliver's gaze was intoxicating. He never blinked, his grin a permanent fixture on his face. He had turned to see her better, sitting on his knees. Beth realized that his jacket was long gone, and he wore just his button down shirt and a pair of black slacks. Rubbing herself through her panties, she let out a tiny moan.
"Good," Oliver told her, licking his lips. Beth saw that the end of his tongue was forked, and she wondered how it would feel between her legs, if he could capture her clitoris between its folds, massaging the sides of her engorged clitoris while he parted her lips with his fingers.
Beth shivered, the muscles in her pelvis squeezing. She pressed up through the fabric, teasing her opening with her covered fingers, moving them from side to side. Her labia parted gently beneath her touch, the soft fabric of her panties sliding across the entirety of her sex, stimulating her everywhere at once.
"Mmh," she moaned, staring deep into Oliver's eyes. She focused her attention once more on her slit, tugging her clitoral hood upward, causing her swollen clitoris to drag across the underside of the fabric. The cotton was just rough enough to send another thrill up her body.
Oliver watched her for several minutes, a grin fixed on his face. She could see him growing hard through his trousers, make out the long, thick shape of the cock hidden beneath his clothes. She wondered if it would be a weird color, or if it was extra thick, maybe it had thorns, or two heads, or...
The first wave of pleasure passed through her body, and she flooded her panties with more of her juices. Releasing her breast, she pulled the fabric of her panties to one side, teasing her hole with her other hand, running her fingers along the edges of her vagina, dipping her fingers in gently. She would barely go in farther than an inch, swiveling her fingers around, pushing against the inner walls to stretch them out. The muscles in her ass twitched with anticipation, and Oliver drank in the sight, crouching down to get a better look.
"You are good at this," he told her.
"Plenty of practice," Beth said, switching to two fingers. Her hips rose of their own volition, attempting to force her fingers even farther in. She angled her hand upward and allowed her pussy to swallow both fingers, moaning out loud. Pressing tightly against her clit with her free hand, she rubbed herself furiously, pushing her fingers up as far as they would go, spreading them apart inside. She pictured the demon pushing himself into her, then a dragon, then a werewolf, her mind blending together any number of fantasies, pushing her closer and closer to the edge.
"Fuck... fuck..." Beth panted, pulling her hand out long enough to add a third finger. She rubbed her clit hard now, her orgasm building, her pussy tightening against her own fingers. "Fuck... fuck... FUCK!" Crossing her legs, she used them to push her hand up into her pussy, the inner walls clamping down on her fingers like a vice. She let out several moans, cries that broke free of their own volition. She felt the rush of cum on her hand, a sticky pool forming just beneath her ass. Gasping for air, she stared through Oliver, her mind in another place entirely for over a minute. Suddenly remember her part of the bargain, she pulled her soaking wet fingers from her aching pussy, and held them before her eyes. Long strands of her own cum clung between her fingers like spider webs. Making eye contact with the demon, she stuck her fingers in her mouth, letting out a delicious moan of approval.
Oliver watched her come down from her orgasm, his hungry eyes on her body. Beth pulled her fingers free from her mouth, dipping them once more between her legs, catching a tiny bit of cum on her fingertips. He took her hand in his own, his skin warm to the touch, and his forked tongue slowly licked her fluids clean. He sucked her finger into his mouth, which immediately stoked the fire in her belly once more.
"Yes," he answered. "Somebody has won this game before, and they did leave." His eyes glowed softly. "I didn't expect you to do it. Not without some hesitation at least."
"I'm not like the other girls," Beth said, winking. "I was happy to put on a show for you."
"I could tell." Oliver's grin had reappeared, but there was more behind it. "I wonder what else you'd be willing to do for me?"
"You only have two more chances to find out," Beth told him. "Make the best of them."
"Oh, I sincerely doubt that. I have a feeling that you and I will be spending plenty of time together in here." Oliver licked his lips again. "What is your next question?"
"I'm not in a rush to ask." Beth sat up, putting her face near the demon's. "And I want to give you plenty of time to think of what you'll make me do next." She placed her lips against his, sliding her arms along his waist. His body felt hot through the fabric of his clothes, and he responded, his arms sliding around her waist.
She was in no rush at all.
-
The gears sat before her, intricately linked to one another, held together by small metal posts. Using a pair of tweezers, she delicately slid the last one into place, experiencing an enormous amount of satisfaction watching the teeth slide past each other.
"Holy shit," Dana muttered, giving the gear a gentle push. The whole assembly rotated smoothly beneath her fingers, the crisscrossing motion of the metal gears instantly soothing her heart and relaxing her soul. She kept pushing on the gear with the side of one finger, delighting in how easily the whole assembly spun. It was nearly soundless.
"Hmm?" Dana looked at the clock. It was nearly five in the morning. She had been up all night, and her whole body suddenly felt it. Her spine cracked when she extended her hands backward and stretched, her shoulders popping loudly. Yawning, she examined the inside of the clock, gently picking up the gear assembly. She separated it into three pieces, smaller bits that she could install. Sliding the first one in, she felt a sudden sense of elation watching the cogs in the back adjust to allow the repaired piece in. The second piece moved in just as smoothly, lining up dead center behind the face of the clock. A shit eating grin on her face, Dana picked up the last piece and pushed it into place.
The final gear caught the lip of the inside. She spun it until it was lined up and then inserted the rest of the assembly inside the clock. Squeezing her hands tightly in anticipation, she closed the clock face and used the key to adjust the hands. She twisted the dial until the time was current, and then pushed the key into a different slot, winding up the spring within. She could feel the gears resist, and she only gave it a couple of turns before pulling the key free. Kneeling down, she gave the pendulum a push, watching it sway back and forth.
Tick, tick, tick, said the clock, the second hand moving around the face.
"That's right motherfucker!" Pumping her hands victoriously, she jumped up and down, yelling in triumph. She had done it, she had fixed the clock! Rubbing her hands together, she sat down on the edge of the bed, staring at her handiwork. The pendulum swung gently back and forth, Dana's eyes suddenly heavy.
She needed to tell Mike she had fixed it. She would probably drop by tomorrow, have him come over and help her move it onto a truck or something. She pictured the look of surprise on his face, maybe an invitation in to explore the old house, help repair some other antiques in his house. She could finally afford to fix up the bike and go on her road trip.
Lying down with a sleepy smile, she allowed the clock to lull her to sleep. Sinking into dreams of Alex, she listened to the ticks as they came slower, eventually becoming the gentle waves of her dreams.
-
"This place is so strange," Beth said, staring across the tops of the hedges. The distant sky was blue, but had an eerie tinge to it. "There's no sun, but it's bright like the middle of the day. Yet nothing cast a shadow." She held her hand over one of the nearby hedges. It was a subtle difference, one she had only just noticed.
"You could ask about it if you like." Oliver held his hand over hers. "Or maybe I could make you a great ball of fire, and cast it in the sky."
"Your prison is a strange place." She turned, her hair flowing dramatically behind her. "People have won this challenge before, some better than others. What was the exact process, in detail, by which the most successful winner of this game left this place?"
Oliver's eyes flashed. "You are very persistent, aren't you?"
"I'm determined to see your weird version of truth or dare through to the end." Beth tugged down the front of her nightgown, revealing the skin between her breasts. "So what are you going to have me do next? Dance for you? Tell you a joke? Help you with your taxes?"
Oliver laughed. "I do hope you can keep that sense of humor when you are trapped here with me for an eternity. Well, not an eternity. You will die eventually. If you forfeit the game now, maybe we could arrange a little extension, spend a millennium getting to know each other."
"Hop on one foot maybe?" Beth hopped up and down to demonstrate. "C'mon, give me something good."
"You seem pretty confident for a woman who is about to spend the rest of her life trapped in this place."
"And you seem pretty confident for a demon that is about to lose."
"You have a quaint saying that has gained in popularity in recent years." Oliver fumbled with his pants. He pulled his cock free, holding it gently in his hand. It was dark red, the color of fire, with thin black lines across its flesh. "Suck my dick."
Beth licked her lips. "I thought you'd never ask." She knelt at his feet, running her fingers along his shaft. His cock was starting to harden in her hand, and she gave it a gentle squeeze, coaxing the blood to flow where she wanted it.
"Be careful down there," Oliver warned. "This isn't like any cock you've taken before."
Oh, I doubt that, Beth thought. She slowly pumped his shaft, marveling at how thick he already was. His thick foreskin peeled itself back, revealing the soft flesh beneath. It was the color of ebony, and just over an inch thick.
"So far, I'm not seeing anything too different," Beth told him. Oliver smirked, then ran his fingers through her hair.
"I'm going to be gentle," he told her. "But only at first."
Beth opened her mouth and ran her tongue along the bottom of his cock, teasing his frenulum with her tongue. He tasted of salt and fire, bringing forth a torrent of childhood campfire memories that played behind her eyes like a movie theater in fast forward. The base of his dick was covered in a thick fur that spread to the rest of his crotch. Opening her mouth as wide as possible, she sucked him in, taking him to the back of her mouth and running her tongue all along the bottom and sides of his dick.
"Mmm," she moaned, looking up at him. He was still smirking, caressing the sides of her face gently with his fingers. Pulling her mouth back, she realized that he had somehow gotten wider, the edge of his dick bumping against the back of her teeth.
"Mmm?" She asked, trying to pull herself free. He swelled even more inside her mouth, and she pulled him free with a loud POP. The ridge of his cock was expanding upward, looking like the bony frill of a triceratops. His thickening cock glowed with a sinister energy, and she watched in awe as a couple more ridges formed behind the first.
"Some demons don't like to pull out," he told her, then shoved himself back in her mouth. Part of her wanted to fight, to pull his cock free before she was stuck on it. She struggled to breathe, the head of his cock pushing against the back of her throat, the next ridge pushing hard against her teeth, forcing her mouth to open even wider. Every logical fiber in her body screamed warnings at her, told her she had taken it too far, and that the game was about to become dangerous.
The lustful part of her, however, noticed that his cock was slightly blade shaped, that it filled her mouth so nicely, and that it couldn't wait to feel such a thing deep inside of her core. Drooling in anticipation, her fingers trembling, she grabbed Oliver's cock, stroking it furiously with her own spit. The smirk faded from his face, replaced by astonishment. Beth was determined to take us much of him in her mouth as possible.
"Gllgull," she muttered, spitting all over herself and his shaft. The second ridge pushed past her teeth, and the first ridge past her tonsils. She felt him touching the back of her throat, tickling her gag reflex, but it no longer mattered. She had found her happy place, her sweet spot, the moment where she had full control over her body. How many times had she spit roasted herself with her bizarre dildos, trained herself to take an odd cock deep in her throat, cum violently enough that she left bite marks in one of her toys? This was the real deal, and she was determined to experience it to the fullest.
"That's my girl," Oliver said, watching in amusement while Beth forced her head forward. Beth adjusted her body, allowing his dick to move just a bit farther down her throat, her fingers tracing circles on the third ridge of his boner. She pushed his pants even farther down, seeking out his scrotum only to discover a large, fleshy pouch with a pair of giant testicles inside.
Beth pumped the demon with her hand, gargling on his shaft. Oliver sighed with pleasure, petting the back of her head, his long fingers stroking her neck. Her jaw hurt, forced ever wider, but she didn't care. She swallowed, her throat closing around the tip of his shaft, waves of heat washing over her when Oliver moaned. Those pulses hit her in the gut, stoking the fire she had already built, pushing her to the limit.
"You are something else," he told her. She felt him tense up, and quickly pulled herself off of his dick, his magnificent member shining with drool. A long line of spittle trailed from the tip of it to her mouth.
"I didn't tell you to stop," he said.
"No, you told me to blow you. Not to completion, I may add." Beth grinned. "And the last thing I want is to find out that eating your cum counts as food in this place."
Oliver laughed. "You are a tricky one! For the record, my sexual fluids are safe to eat." He winked at her. "In this place is a reflecting pool. The person who left spoke the words of magic at the pool and then fell into it. By this process, they were able to leave this place."
"What are the magic words that I need to speak at the reflecting pool?" Beth asked, licking her lips. Oliver was breathing heavily through his nose, his yellow eyes practically sparkling.
"Fuck me." Oliver undid his belt, his pants falling to the floor. His legs were covered in the same fur, and his knees bent in the wrong direction. Stepping out of his pants, Beth's eyes widened at the cloven hooves on the end of his legs.
"I thought you'd never ask." Beth spread her legs apart, running her fingers across her swollen clit. She could feel the heat of her cunt through her fingers, practically steaming now from the fire within. Sucking Oliver's dick had been amazing, and the thought of fitting it inside her now consumed her. "How do you want me?"
"Like this." Oliver pushed her backward, her legs pointing at the sky. Grabbing onto her thighs, he used one hand to place the head of his cock against her pussy, rubbing the head of his cock in slow, lazy circles, teasing her soft lips.
"Oh, God, please," Beth moaned.
"Shh." Oliver leaned forward to place a finger against her lips. "That word is off limits here." He ran his fingers down her throat, squeezing one of her breasts through the fabric of her gown. "Aren't you worried it isn't going to fit? Aren't you scared? A little terrified?"
"Don't you fucking stop." Beth hunched forward, grabbing Oliver by the hips. His hair was coarse between her fingers, and she grabbed a handful of it on both sides. "Now are you a man or a monster?"
"Once I start, don't you dare think about quitting," Oliver warned. The red hue of his face was darkening, and his eyes narrowed to a pair of angry slits.
"Shut up and fuck me!" Beth pulled him into her. His cock forced her pussy wide, then slid in beyond the initial ridge. She felt him swelling up inside of her, his hot breath on her stomach. Wrapping her legs around his hips, she pulled him even farther, gasping as the next ridge stretched her wide. Grunting, she used her hands and her legs to pull him deeper still, moaning in delight when she passed the third ridge. Oliver grinned, his sharp teeth on display from ear to ear.
"You really are a freak, aren't you?" He asked. Beth nodded, rolling her hips in lazy circles, savoring the sensation of his thick ridges on the inner walls of her vagina. His dick flexed inside of her, coiling up like a snake and pushing against her G-spot. He was hot inside of her, the heat almost unbearable, but she couldn't stop thinking about the weird shape of his cock, the stiff hair between her fingers, and the large, glowing horns on his head.
Glowing? Beth stared in awe as Oliver's visage sharpened. He grabbed onto her hips, holding her in place as he pulled himself out of her by one ridge. Beth arched her back, clutching her tits, squeezing them as hard as she could as Oliver pushed his way forward, ever deeper into her. The air filled with his growl, a terrifying sound that made her think of a symphony of predators, each one lending a voice to the chorus.
His fingers clutched her even harder, his dark nails growing into sharp talons. Oliver pulled off his shirt, revealing a hairless chest. His skin shifted, something beneath the surface fighting its way to the top.
Oliver opened his mouth, his long tongue unrolling, his teeth lengthening into sharp points. Sharp fingers clutched at her hips, and Oliver growled when he thrust into her again.
"Ow!" Beth felt a surge of pain followed by an immediate surge of lust. The pain was momentary, but the feel of his body pushing against hers was her panacea, her reason for living, for letting this being have its way with her.



Oliver pulled out again, this time yanking himself free to the second ridge.
"Ow, fuck!" Beth's stomach clenched, her pussy spasmed, and when Oliver thrust himself back in, she screamed, her hands grabbing at his forearms. Her first orgasm was a wave of fire, blasting itself across her body and down her legs. Bouncing off her feet, the fire met once more where she and Oliver were joined, and he thrust himself into her again, sending a second wave of pleasure up through her body.
He growled again, and Beth heard the sound of fabric tearing. Oliver's skin had split in several places, and his torso was expanding. His glowing horns grew larger, curving toward one another, his demon form coming to the surface. They locked eyes, and Beth immediately realized that most of the humanity was gone from those cruel, yellow eyes of his.
"Keep going," she begged him. "Keep going, keep going, for the love of... just, please."
Oliver growled, his whole body shifting once more. He stood taller now, and he was lifting her off the couch, holding her hips in the air. Her back was permanently arched, and he was thrusting himself deep inside of her, grunting loudly while he pounded her.
"Oh shit oh shit oh shit..." Beth's eyes rolled up in her head, and her vision darkened. Putting her hands behind her, she grabbed a few cushions to raise her upper body so that she wasn't hanging upside down. Oliver's fingers now scratched at her skin, long, shallow furrows left behind on her thighs. He was breathing heavily above her, and she watched in awe as a pair of large, black wings unfurled behind him like a pair of giant sails. His face was now dark, soaking up the light of the little garden, his eyes blazing with inner fire. His skin was hot to the touch, and Beth could do little else but hold on, her fingers clutching at any part of him she could touch, his fur, his skin, his hands.
A sudden moment of inspiration came. Using her arms as leverage, Beth threw herself forward, her hands grabbing Oliver's horns. They were long and thick enough now that she was able to lift her upper body, causing her to sink down farther than ever onto the thick shaft of his expanding cock.
"You fucking monster," she said, her eyes blazing with a fire of their own. His eyes widened in surprise as she thrust herself against him, both of them now pushing into each other, the ridges popping free and back in, his breath and his skin hot, his claws sharp.
Oliver grabbed onto her ass and pushed forward into her, moving deeper than ever. Burying himself in her cunt, he opened his fanged mouth wide and roared. When he came, his sticky hot cum caused Beth's whole body to spasm, her own orgasm building. She rode him hard, feeling a second load fill her tight vagina, her already full pussy spraying the couch beneath him with demon sperm. It was hot, and red like fire, staining her legs and the cushion beneath her. The warmth flooded throughout her pelvis, her whole body suddenly ablaze with pleasure.
"Oh yes, oh yes, oh yes yes yes yes yes YES!" She forced herself onto him, tipping him over. His wings expanded, and they both crashed against the couch, nearly knocking it over. Beth's orgasm caused her whole body to tense up, and she slid her hands from Oliver's horns to his neck. The muscles beneath her hands felt like iron, but she squeezed them anyway, attempting to choke the life from him. She knew she couldn't hurt him, and the look of surprise on the demon's face only fueled the lust inside her core. She let out a loud roar of her own, spraying his face in her spit, her whole body a giant spring that was now uncoiling. Her roars of lust escalated into a scream of pleasure as the heat of his cum traveled the lengths of her body. Letting go of Oliver's neck, she fell over backward, gasping for air.
Oliver sat up, leaning over her, his teeth bared like an angry dog. Panting, he pulled his cock free of her, sliding slowly out of her sloppy wet hole. He let out a low growl, his eyes flashing with delight and menace.
"Ixiar Tobish Anuit." He told her. "Those are the words you must speak at the reflecting pool before falling in."
"Then I will speak those words," Beth whispered, her throat sore from screaming. Sticking her fingers inside of herself, she pushed out his cum, rubbing it across her pussy in lazy circles. Oliver sat back on his haunches, his wings folding back into his body. His fierce musculature faded away as he shrank, the monster disappearing back into the man.
"Allow me to help you," Oliver said, holding out a hand. Beth took it, pulling herself up into a seated position. More cum spilled free of her, soaking the cushions beneath her. Staring at the mess they had made, Beth looked at Oliver, who was once more back in his clothes, a sly grin on his face.
"I don't have to worry about demon babies, do I?" she asked.
Oliver laughed. "You are of far more use to me without the burden of children."
"You assume I lost?" Beth asked.
"We shall see," Oliver told her. Standing, he helped her to rise. "I will take you to the reflecting pool, and the result of our game will become clear to us both."
"You tricked me somehow," Beth said, pulling her panties back on. Her labia were sore, and her crotch was hot with the demon's seed, but the inner fire had finally been sated. Fucking a demon had been different than anything she had ever expected, and she knew that she would do it again in a heartbeat.
"Perhaps. Follow me." Oliver held her hand, leading her away from the gazebo. Beth found it odd that he walked her instead of simply teleporting. She realized it was part of the game, the part where he revealed his master plan, trapping Beth in this place forever. Several emotions went through her mind, wonder, worry, and even regret. Perhaps she had bitten off more than she could chew, maybe even trapped herself in this place. Looking at Oliver's backside, imagining the wings ripping free of his skin, she had to ask herself a question.
Would being stuck here be so bad?
He led her through the hedges, and they turned the corner on a large reflecting pool. Surrounding it were several statues of fish, crab, and other assorted sea creatures. The pool was about ten feet long and four feet wide, and Beth saw that the sky was perfectly reflected in it.
"Here you are," Oliver told her, standing next to her. She saw that he had no reflection in the pond—it was as if she stood all by herself.
"Here is where we figure out who wins and who loses." Beth smiled at Oliver. "I hope you have found my time here... amusing."
"Indeed I have." Oliver raised her hand to his lips, kissing it gently.
"Oliver?"
"Yes?"
"If you were ever freed from this place, what would you do?"
Oliver smiled. "Great and terrible things. From humanities point of view, it is best that I remain here for all of eternity."
"I see." Beth frowned. "That's too bad."
She stood before the pond, gazing into her reflection. She could see the claw marks on her legs, the damp spot on her crotch, even the fiery cum running down her thighs. She was a hot, sexy mess, and the sight of it all was turning her on.
"Do you remember when you asked me what kinds of dreams I had?" Beth asked.
"I do." Oliver was watching her, anticipation written across his face. The skin around his eyes was crinkled, his face like a little boy about to open a birthday present.
"That told me that you could only answer a question directly asked. You are powerful, but not omniscient, which means you don't know everything."
Oliver's smile faltered. "Oh?"
"That was an important fact for me. It meant that I could begin manipulating you before you knew I was trying to." Beth winked at him. "Which meant that when I pretended to lick the wine off my hand, you thought you would win all along. You answered my questions without deviation, hoping that this moment would go much, much differently."
Oliver's nostrils flared, smoke emanating from his nostrils, forming tiny, curling wisps that rose into the air and vanished. Beneath his feet, his shadow stretched into something monstrous, ready to pounce at a moment's notice.
"What manner of woman are you?" Oliver hissed.
"I'm the best fucking estate agent you will ever meet. Ixiar Tobish Anuit," Beth said, careful to pronounce it correctly. She stepped forward, falling into the reflecting pool. Passing through its surface, she fell into the reflected sky, falling up past the clouds. She heard a roar of rage from below, Oliver now trapped on the other side as she spiraled toward the tunnel in the sky. Crawling higher and higher, her descent wasn't slowing. She fell faster and faster, the air rushing past her ears, her nightgown billowing around her as she tumbled in circles. The mirrored surface of her room appeared at first as a bright light at the end of a long tunnel, growing closer in a hurry. Closing her eyes just before impact, the mirrored surface caught her like a giant net, stretching to capacity as she passed back into the mortal realm.
Just when she thought the mirror would launch her back into Oliver's realm, it shattered, filling her bedroom with shards of glass. Beth carefully moved around her room, grabbing blankets off her bed and using them to sweep away the shattered glass. The dim light of dawn was creeping through her window, and she dressed as quickly as she could, throwing on a pair of leggings and a blouse. Moving toward the door, she picked up a pair of sneakers. Her purse, cell phone, and briefcase were all gone, and she had an idea of where they could be.
Opening up the door to her apartment, she was surprised to see Lily, the intern, standing there, one hand ready to knock.
"What are you doing here?" Beth asked.
"Um, I stopped by to..." Lily's nostrils flared, and Beth heard her sniff the air. "You just fucked a demon, didn't you?"
Beth's eyes narrowed. "I have no idea what you're talking about."
Lily shook her head. "Don't bother. I know that smell better than anything. When I saw you leave this morning, I could tell it wasn't you."
"You could? How? When did you see me leave?"
"A few minutes ago. I came to see if you were dead, and I'm glad to see that you aren't. C'mon!" Lily grabbed Beth by the hand. "We have to get to Mike before they do!"
"Before who does?"
Lily pulled Beth behind her. "I'll tell you on the way, c'mon!" Lily bypassed the elevator, pulling Beth into the stairwell. They moved quickly, the clacking sound of Lily's heels thunderously loud in the confined space. They emerged in the parking garage where Beth's fears were confirmed.
"They took my car," she said, staring at the empty spot where it should have been.
"Don't worry about it," Lily told her, running over to a sporty looking sedan. Lily looked around the parking garage, finally locking eyes with Beth. "And yes, I'll explain this too."
"Explain what?" Beth's jaw dropped when a long, black scorpion's tale appeared behind the intern, whipping back and forth briefly before striking the rear driver side window. The glass exploded, and the tail vanished as Lily stuck her hand through the gap to unlock the car. She slid into the driver's seat, grabbing hold of the ignition and tearing it off to reveal the wires underneath.
"I'll drive," Lily informed her, touching the wires together and starting the car.
"How?" Beth asked, running to the passenger side. How was Lily able to do all this? What was she?
""Let's just say I have spent far too much time with some very bad people. You learn things." Without even looking in the rearview mirror, Lily backed up the car, tires squealing as she drove to the exit. Entering the busy road, she looked over at Beth.
"I guess a good place to start would be with a question. Do you believe in monsters?"
How about you? Do you believe in monsters?!?
I am already hard at work on the next chapter, so if it never posts, then I have died! If you liked this chapter, then please rate, review, or drop me a message, I love seeing them! Starting in July, I will have more time to write, so I hope to return to my former posting glory. Until then, take care of one another, and stay weird!
Annabelle
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A Series of Unfortunate Events
Kali stood in the front yard, her dark eyes focused on the Radley house. She could see tell-tale signs of the Geas all around her like a giant, magical bubble that shifted away from her when she tried to pop it. She had been fascinated by the spell ever since she had heard about it, but had been warned away from trying to mess with it. While Emily was alive, any attempt to come near the house had ended in death for Society members after the fiasco with Garrett. After Emily had died, she and the others had tried to break in but the Geas had a failsafe for even that occasion, incinerating one of their newest members on the spot.
No, the time to strike was now, before Mike knew how to make the house defend itself. For whatever reason, he was holed up inside, doing nothing at all. Kali wondered how such a man had defeated Sarah. Her best guess was that the creatures inside had helped him, which made plenty of sense.
Coiled around her feet, a twenty-two foot long python lifted its head, letting out a quiet hiss at someone approaching. Kali looked through the beast's eyes to see a figure all in white limping toward her.
"Any luck?" Sebastien came up from behind her, a cup of coffee in one hand and his cane in the other. He leaned on it dramatically, holding the cup out for Kali to take.
"I have made some progress." Kali took the coffee from Sebastien. "But not enough."
Sebastien grinned. "I'm afraid all your hard work will be for naught. Right now, my homunculus is on its way over."
"The agent?" Kali asked.
"Yes." Sebastien pulled a small flask from his jacket. He poured a little in Kali's coffee, then took a swig himself. "I'm surprised nobody else thought of it."
"Nobody has quite the gift for artificial life that you do. What is Daryl up to? Since we were supposed to be working together, I figured he would check in first."
Sebastien shook his head. "I'm not sure. He thinks he has a lead on a third party who has been inside the house. Such a simple spell, no? One cannot go inside without being invited."
"It worked on vampires and some of the fae for centuries," Kali noted. "I'm more interested in who was able to cast such a spell and have it apply to everyone who has never set foot inside."
"We all have our theories." Sebastien sipped from his flask, letting out a sigh. "Each theory has its own sub theories, and those theories are full of myths. It's why I am so eager to crack the mystery of the house. Even the weakest of our theories guarantees that the house has powerful magic, ripe for the taking."
"Which theory are you a fan of?" Kali asked. "Currently."
"I was a pretty big advocate for the Fountain of Youth theory, but the fact that Caretakers keep dying says otherwise. I'm leaning more toward the Garden of Eden theory myself, but am also a fan of the theory that an Ancient One is chained up beneath the house."
"Do you really think that an Ancient One could be held against its will?" Kali pursed her lips, blowing across the top of her coffee before taking a sip. It was good.
"Not really. It would, however, explain why this place is impenetrable. A single drop of blood from an Ancient One would contain the magic necessary to cast a spell as powerful as the Geas, and it would certainly fit why the house itself is full of so many strange creatures." Sebastien chuckled. "How long have we been trying to crack the mystery of this place? I can't remember the last time we had so much fun."
Kali scowled. "Not long enough. If Garrett hadn't stumbled upon us, we would never have even known this home was here." That, too, was a function of the Geas. It did nothing to stand out. Earlier, she had done a blood ritual naked on the front lawn, summoning twenty-foot tall pyres of fire to dance around the edges of the magical border. People walking on the sidewalk hadn't given her a second look. The Society had spent several months interviewing locals, but, no matter how strange the tale being spread, nobody seemed to give the place a second thought. Despite their presence in the same city for several decades, it had taken a desperate man who had been kicked out of the home to bring it to their attention in the first place.
"Yes, well, if he hadn't had such a hard-on for the last Caretaker, we could have all come here together. I hope the demon he sold his soul to for that magic wand reminds him of that on a daily basis while fucking him up the ass with a club."
"You could contact that demon and make sure of it." Kali grinned. "If you haven't already."
"Let's just say the club is black, spiked with nails, and has my name carved into the handle." Sebastien put away his flask. Golden rays were creeping across the sky from behind the house. "In just a few hours, we'll be inside. I am sure of it."
"I hope so." Kali, however, was doubtful. She turned her attention back to the Geas, probing it gently with her magic. Sebastien was far more confident in his plan than she was, and she intended to keep trying it her way in the meantime. Down by her feet, the python flicked its tongue, wondering when it would be fed.
-
"So what do you think of my plan?" Mike asked. He was lying in the tub, his head nestled perfectly between Naia's breasts. The sun was just starting to come up, casting crimson rays through his bedroom.
"I think it's terrible, actually." Naia's hand was gently working the shaft of his cock, tendrils of water wrapped around his balls. She wasn't trying to get him off. Rather, she was trying to assess the damage that the Mandragora had caused. Declaring that Mike's sexual energy seemed off, a quick assessment prior to falling asleep had Naia declaring Mike unfit for duty until she could give him a full check. "I would far prefer not to get Jenny involved."
Mike shrugged. "I don't know that we have a choice. And to be honest, I think that we got off on the wrong foot to begin with. It makes so much more sense to give her another chance."
"I want to try something." Naia's exploratory touches shifted, her grip tightening. "If I do, I want you to do your best not to cum. Do you think you can do that?"
"Easily." Mike was too stressed out worrying about Tink, Abella, and Sofia. "What do you want to do?"
"Leave all the work to me." Naia grinned, licking her lips hungrily. Moving one hand to the base of Mike's shaft, she opened her mouth wide, letting her tongue circle the head of his cock before gently sucking him in with her mouth. Mike smiled at her, playfully twirling her blue and green locks in his fingers while her head bobbed up and down. Her gentle fingers tugged at the delicate skin of his scrotum, rolling his balls back and forth.
"Ngah!" Naia pulled her mouth off of him. "Your balls are bigger than they used to be."
"Is that something I should have a doctor look at?" Mike asked.
"Oh god no. You should avoid doctors, actually." Naia licked his frenulum, her tongue teasing the bottom of his shaft. "Unless you are bleeding to death or something. Otherwise, medical testing is off the table."
"Why? Will they find that my genes are different or something?"
Naia stared at him, smiling through her eyes while her tongue swirled around the end of his cock. Mike felt his stomach tense, but easily dismissed it.
"No." Naia worked his shaft now, pumping him with her hand and several tendrils of water. "They will find absolutely nothing wrong with you. That will start more questions than you care to answer."
"Am I different though?" Mike stroked Naia's head, guiding her back to his cock. "The soul exchange, my new danger sense. There's no way I should be able to keep up with all of you sexually, but here we are."
"Indeed." Naia's hands were glowing, a blue aura that spread across Mike's lower body. "That would be the nymph magic. Able to please at a moment's notice."
"Then I am different." Mike said.
"You are the same person you have always been. You've just been given certain... gifts." Her hands moving faster, Mike's stomach tensed up and he felt an orgasm build in his gut. He pushed it back, but the sensation persisted, building up like static between them. Naia's eyes were suddenly uncertain, her gaze fixated on the head of his cock.
"What's wrong?" Mike asked, but Naia sucked him into her mouth, using the back of her throat to fellate him. Mike groaned, and Naia bobbed her head up and down even faster. He tightened his stomach, breathing deeply to hold back. The light radiated down his legs, creeping up toward his head. The bathroom lights flickered, the floor by the tub creaking as the pressure in the room built.
"Naia!" Mike's whole body tensed up, but he fought back. Tiny spheres of water hovered up between them, sparkling with an inner light of their own. Naia pulled her head off the shaft of his penis, the room flooding with light as sparks flew between them, dancing across the surface of the water. Mike's legs kicked out, splashing the bathroom with water. Naia looked up at the flickering lights as they crawled across the ceiling, migrating out to the rest of the house.
"What was that?" Mike asked.
"I don't know." Naia frowned. "That isn't my magic."
"Wait." Mike sat up in the tub. "What do you mean it isn't yours?"
"I think I summed it up." Naia shrugged, her breasts rippling pleasantly in the water. "No idea. I was using a spell to assess your overall health, and that magic began to resonate with mine. It's very wild, very old magic. It reminds me of my fountain when I was freshly created." Naia's eyes focused somewhere on the past. "I don't know if it's from the Mandragora, or something else."
"Is it dangerous?" Mike asked.
"Not at all." Naia raised a finger. Several of the sparks fell from the ceiling, dancing circles around her hand. "It seems familiar somehow, and-" One of the sparks touched Naia's finger, and her whole body went rigid. "Oh. Oh!"
"What is it?"
Naia grinned. "Mike, did something happen between you and Cecilia?"
"A few times, but you know about that." Mike shivered, the water suddenly cold. "Am I okay?"
"Yeah, you're okay." Naia splashed him. The water was suddenly warm again. "Cecilia has left a mark of her own on you. When you get a chance, you should ask her about it."
"I'll add it to the list of things I'll try not to forget." Mike stood, water running off his back. "I guess I'd better start my morning. Any last minute advice?"
Naia nodded. "Yeah. Don't fuck up."
"Thanks." Mike tried to splash her back, but Naia had already disappeared beneath the water. He got out of the tub, throwing on a white shirt and his pants from yesterday. Pulling up on his jeans, something slipped out of the pocket, clattering on the floor.
"Oh." Mike picked up the crystalline necklace, inspecting it for the first time. It was a pretty blue color, and it felt cool to the touch. He flicked off the lights in the bathroom and cupped his hands together. Peeking through a gap in his fingers, he confirmed that the stone was, in fact, glowing with an inner light of its own.
That figured. The witch Sarah had been wearing a magical necklace. But what did it do? He briefly debated putting it on to see what would happen, and was immediately assailed by an image of Tink smacking him on the back of the head. Granted, she would need to be standing on something, but the image was enough. He slipped it into his pocket, reminding himself to ask Naia about it later.
In the kitchen, he heated up a couple of Eggos, loading them up with butter, peanut butter, and then syrup. He wasn't very hungry, his nerves on edge, but he knew that he would need the energy for what was coming next. Swallowing his breakfast in ungodly large bites, he casually tossed his plate in the sink, then walked over to the door just past the kitchen.
The door to the basement. Taking a deep breath, he walked down the long steps, wondering briefly just how far down they went. The basement itself wasn't large, and the walls were all poured concrete. By the freezer, he knelt down and found the piece of chalk that Tink had left here. Drawing a door on the wall, he knocked on it, using the pattern that Tink had taught him.
His stomach dropped when nothing happened. Just as he got ready to knock again, the chalk lines glowed brightly and the door appeared before him. He pulled it open, staring at the strange treasures lining both sides of the wall. The Vault was supposed to be a storage place for the most dangerous of items in the house, but it looked more like an antique store that had gone to shit. An old music box, a conch shell with dried blood on it, and even an Elvis bobble head. He paused at this last one, leaning in for a closer look. As soon as he was near it, he saw the faint wobble of the over-sized head, and immediately backed away.
Careful not to touch anything, he crossed to the back of the room. Sitting inside of a glass display case was a creepy looking porcelain doll. The doll regarded him with cold, lifeless eyes.
"Hello Jenny." Mike stood and waited, unsure if the doll would even speak with him. The last time he had dealt with Jenny had been an unmitigated disaster. Jenny had lost her temper, possessed Beth's body, and attempted to kill him. He had spent all night thinking about how he could get into the Labyrinth, and he knew of only one person now who could get him in.
A minute passed, and then another. With no response, Mike continued. "So, I think we got off to a bad start. We've both had a chance to cool down, and I was hoping that, if you were interested, we could come to an agreement that means you aren't just locked away in here. The house has plenty of room, and we could make a space just for you. One with a view, maybe? I don't know exactly what it is that you want, but you had the chance to leave and never come back, yet you came here. There must be a reason."
He waited another minute. The Vault was silent. He could hear the steady thudding of his heart in his ears, a gentle beat that seemed to echo from the walls of the room.
"Okay, well, I thought it would be worth a shot." Mike turned around, carefully picking his way through the room.
"Wait." Her voice echoed across the room, coming from several places at once. Frost accumulated on the walls, and the whole Vault creaked.
Turning around, Mike crossed his arms. "Okay Jenny. I'm listening."
Several seconds passed, and Jenny remained silent. Mike was about to leave when he felt a chill wind pass through his body, grabbing him from behind the heart and pulling him forward. The room spun around him, the Vault disappearing from sight.
-
Mike stood in a small room, staring at the door that had been painted on the wall. He ran his fingers along it, his fingers feeling the soft grains of the wood beneath. The furniture in the room had a blocky quality to it, the sofa nearest him having the appearance of cheap plastic. Mike knelt down, running his fingers along the edges. His fingers confirmed the truth.
"Jenny?" Mike called, standing up. He walked up to a window, one that wasn't just painted on. The world outside the dollhouse was full of stars, stars that slowly moved across each other with no set direction. "Jenny, where am I?"
The only door in the room opened, creaking quietly. Rolling his eyes, Mike walked through the dollhouse. It was a close replica of his home, but several of the rooms were simply painted along the back wall. The clunky furniture closely modeled what was left in his home after Jenny's last tantrum.
Walking down the stairs, he saw that the front room with the fireplace had a fire in it. Her back was to him, her long hair down to her waist. She faced the wall, her red dress billowing gently outward in a room with no wind.
"Where are we?" Mike asked.
"Inside your mind," Jenny said, her voice coming from everywhere. "Trapped in a moment, walled off in a well, in the place between awake and asleep."
"Is this a trick?" Mike asked. "Did you possess me?"
"No." Jenny turned around. Her hair hung loose over her face, hiding her features. Goosebumps sprouted along Mike's arms and legs. "Not possessed. Talking. Easier to talk here."
"So I'm still in the Vault?"
"It is like being asleep." Jenny held up a hand, clenching it dramatically. "You can wake if you want. Ta-ta, toodle ooh, thanks for coming by!"
Mike squeezed his hand, then released and squeezed again. If he concentrated, he could feel the world around him fade, feel the cold concrete beneath his feet. Relaxing, he let the dollhouse snap back into place. "So why bring me here?"
"Easier to talk. I am weak." Mike's mind was blasted by an image of Beth's body riding his cock, Jenny's soul jumping ship to go back into the doll. "We can talk here. It's quiet, personal, safe, enjoy the fries, they're fresh today!"
Mike rubbed his chin, doing his best to avoid staring at Jenny's creepy visage. "You are still recovering."
Jenny nodded, the motion causing her hair to droop and then part. He caught a glimpse of the pale face beneath those locks and quickly looked away.
"I'm sorry we had to do that," Mike said. "But I want to talk about it. Are you still mad?"
In response, the whole house shook. The furniture vibrated across the floor, and the walls creaked around him. Mike waggled a finger back and forth.
"Un-uh. If you throw a tantrum, I'm leaving you here for another week." The tremor ceased, and Jenny stood, waiting.
"I don't like it here," Jenny said. This time, images of the Vault bounced around his head. Shadows crept from one shelf to another, objects moved on their own, and the room was full of whispers. "Not one bit, chicken little. The sky is falling."
"Would you like to leave the Vault?" Mike asked. "And I don't mean for a little bit. I mean for good."
The dollhouse rumbled but quickly settled. Jenny took a single step toward him, her body teleporting across the distance. Her figure shimmered, like static on an old tv, and he could see the dark eyes hidden behind her ominous bangs.
"Objection! Sustained! Parole for good behavior!" Her voice bounced off of the walls, assaulting him from every direction. "Yes! Please, I want to leave!" Her voice dropped to a whisper. "I can feel them watching me."
This time, he was assaulted by hundreds of images at once. He was in the Vault, watching the shadows creep closer in, then he was atop a bonfire, the flames creeping ever closer to his feet. Faces of men and women from centuries past filled his mind, followed by inhuman creatures, shadow people, and then a figure with glowing red eyes in a hat. Mike stumbled, falling backward, but Jenny seized him by his shirt, holding him up.
"I'll take that as a yes," Mike said, his voice cracking. "But if you're going to leave this place, you need to help me first."



The house shook, but this time, Jenny remained quiet. Taking a deep breath, he told her exactly what he wanted.
-
Sebastien watched her with amusement and curiosity, tracing the intricate patterns Kali had scribbled in the air. The crystal in her hand glowed orange, leaving behind fluorescent trails. Kali's spell glowed intensely, sucking energy from the Geas, expanding across the sky.
"It seems I underestimated you," Sebastien told her, watching the letters expand until they were nearly ten feet high. Kali smiled in satisfaction, watching her spell devour the Geas. The spell she was casting had been instrumental in taking out a warlock in the 1800s.
The letters grew brighter, blinding light filling the front yard. In her hand, the crystal was suddenly too hot to touch, flames curling around her skin. Kali cast it away from her right before it detonated, the letters first crumbling in on themselves, then exploding. Kali felt the sound inside her gut, falling to one knee as the blast washed over her. It bent around Sebastien, who used his cane as a staff to protect himself. He shook his head, a small smile on his face.
"You knew that was going to happen," Kali said, glaring at Sebastien.
"I hoped it would. Can't have you taking all of the glory." Sebastien crossed the grass, picking up what was left of the crystal. "Completely stripped of its magic," he announced, crushing the crystal with his fingers. A dark powder drifted away on the slight breeze.
Kali stood up, shrugging off his comment. "No matter. I know a hundred different spells I can try."
"And you are welcome to them." Sebastien checked his watch, a gold Rolex with his name on the back. "However, my plan is going to start any minute now. Feel free to watch all your hard work amount to nothing."
Kali shook her head, then put a calming hand on the snake at her side. The python lowered its head, rubbing its face against her thigh.
"We'll see," she whispered, gazing at the windows of the house once more.
-
Mike closed the back door, squinting in the morning light. The sun's rays were scattered across the mist hovering over Naia's fountain, casting rainbows of light in every direction like a giant prism. The nymph was busy dancing on the surface of the water, her white gown billowing behind her while birds flew in circles around her body.
"How did it go?" Zel asked from her spot off to the side. She had set up a table, and was busy scribbling some notes to herself in a giant leather journal while watching Naia. Mike saw that she had drawn Naia almost perfectly, a drawing that looked almost like a photograph.
"Ask her yourself." Mike set Jenny down on the table. The doll gave a small curtsy, causing Zel to startle, her equine hindquarters briefly losing control. "Jenny, this is Zel. She's new to the house."
"It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance." Zel gave a rather eloquent bow of her own. "I am unfamiliar with your species, I'm afraid."
"Tormented human soul trapped inside of a doll. It's a long story." Mike saw that Naia was no longer dancing, her attention on the three at the table. "She agreed to help."
"But at what cost?" Naia looked doubtful, her crossed arms pressing her breasts against her chest.
Mike shook his head. "For now, her freedom from the Vault. Without a host, it takes a tremendous amount of energy for her to do anything. Speaking of which, Zel, I'm going to need a pick-me-up."
"You just got up," Zel said, furrowing her brow.
MIke sighed. "Being a spirit, Jenny needs to run on the energy of her surroundings. The Vault acts as a giant barrier to prevent things like her from walking off on their own. I guess I'm acting as a spiritual battery for Jenny right now, or at least that's how she explained it to me." He pictured the images Jenny had shown him. It had taken a bit, but once she had convinced him that she wasn't going to eat his soul, he had agreed to be her energy source until she got a body. "We are keeping things to a minimum, but I feel like I've finished a brutal workout, and that's just from our talk. Do you have anything that will give me a boost?"
"Actually, a couple of things." Zel disappeared into the garage, and Mike followed. She had already set up shop in there, using the work bench as her apothecary. In the corner, she had built herself a bed out of several blankets he had found in the house. Zel was busy eyeballing a few flasks, holding them up to a lamp she had installed on the workbench.
"And?"
"Well, a couple of options. I'm hesitant to give you any more of that potion. Since it seems to be a spiritual drain, I can supplement some of that granola with peppermint extract and wolfsbane. That should act as an upper. I also have something that acts like adrenaline, but that's only for emergencies. Hmm." Zel pulled out a small mortar and pestle, crushing up some leaves. She poured in some viscous fluid from a test tube that she had, and then added some small grains of salt. It smelled like Vaporub from across the room, and Mike's mouth went dry.
"Okay, here. Try this." Zel presented him with a small flask.
"All of it?" Mike asked.
"Yep." Zel nodded, her hair bouncing across her breasts. "Might taste weird, so swallow it quickly."
Mike took her advice and chugged the chunky liquid. It tasted disgusting but filled his belly with an immediate warmth. The bond he had with Jenny was tangible like a bungee cord stretched tight and threatening to drag him under. He felt its draining effects diminish significantly. "Hey, that worked pretty great. What was in there?"
"I used some dried tea leaves for their caffeine. I thought that would act as a fairly good stimulant. Black salt from a volcano, hard stuff to come by, but I have plenty. A couple other minor additives, and then your semen from yesterday."
Mike felt his throat tighten. "My... my semen? You made me drink my semen?" He fought the urge to gag.
"You should know by now that semen is more than just cells and fluid. Human semen contains a bit of your life force, which is easily replenished. Your semen, however, is dramatically stronger than that of an ordinary human. Since you are feeling drained by the doll, I figured why not use your own life force to bolster your spiritual energy?" Zel beamed. "And it looks like it's working!"
"Ugh." Mike stared at his shoes. He guessed there was no helping it now. "Well, thanks. I appreciate it."
"You're welcome," Zel said. "You can repay me later by helping me replenish my stock." She winked at him. "Oh, and don't forget these!" She handed him a few of her special granola bars. "Eat them if you start feeling hungry!"
"Yeah. Thanks." He pocketed the bars, promising himself that he would hold off unless absolutely necessary. Walking back outside, he saw that Jenny now stood on the fountain's edge, face turned up toward Naia. He couldn't hear what Naia was telling her, but the doll kept nodding emphatically in agreement.
"Hey. You look better." Naia threw a sly grin at him.
"Yeah. Zel made me a potion." Mike's lips tightened at the memory. "I don't feel nearly as depleted."
"I feel the same way when I drink it too." Naia licked her lips mischievously.
"You knew about this?"
"Zel and I sat up for a while talking about all sorts of things." Naia winked at him. "You know us girls. Pillow fights, freezing each other's bras, talking about boys."
"Prank calling the neighbors, showing people your tits on the internet, ordering pizzas for people you don't like. And apparently discussing the restorative properties of my spunk."
"We were just comparing notes." Naia gave him a mock pout. "I mean, if you're going to bring strange girls home, we're gonna talk about your junk."
Mike rolled his eyes. "Yeah, I suppose that's fair." He looked down at Jenny. She stood patiently on the edge of the fountain. If he didn't know any better, he would think a child had left her there. "You're not talking about my junk with Jenny, are you?"
"That's actually a sore subject," Naia whispered. "The whole 'not having a body' issue."
"Oh." That made sense. Jenny had been a young woman when she had been accused of adultery then burned at the stake for being a witch some centuries ago. "I'll tone it down a bit."
"You're so considerate." Naia kissed his cheek. "So what next?"
"We wait for Beth to get here. I'm not entirely certain how I'm going to break it to her, but I'm afraid we're going to need to borrow her body. Jenny said that she's been through the Labyrinth, and it would be easier to guide me while inside a body. I suggested using mine, but then I would be in the doll, and not much use. That, and apparently she can't use mine."
"That would be the soul exchange," Naia whispered. "Anyone who tries to boot you out ends up going against that chunk of my soul."
"Like in the Dreamscape," Mike said, remembering how he had found Naia hidden inside his own psyche.
"Exactly," Naia said. "It's your secret weapon."
"I'll have to remember that." Mike crossed to the other side of the fountain. "Well, I guess I'd better get ready. I'm not sure when Beth is getting here, but she said she was coming early."
"Good luck." Naia waved at Mike, and he walked back inside. He grabbed the dagger from where he had hidden it, then sat on the couch with Jenny. The doll sat with him, kicking its legs on the edge of the cushion. Mike watched the doll, wary of any sudden changes in behavior. Their talk had been relatively brief, Jenny communicating through pictures in his mind more than anything else. While it was clear that she hadn't yet forgiven him for giving her away, it sounded like she was just as ready to give him a second chance.
Mike slid the dagger out of the sheath, inspecting it for the first time. He expected a magic dagger capable of cutting through most anything to be lots of things, but boring wasn't one of them. The dagger had a small groove in the middle, the hilt a simple T shape. The handle had been wrapped in leather that looked old. He wondered if it would glow in his hands if orcs came near. Or was it trolls? He was having trouble keeping his thoughts straight. He swung it experimentally. Could he actually use it on a living creature?
The doorbell rang, the sound echoing through the house. Taking a deep breath, Mike looked out the window. He couldn't see who was at the door, but he could see that the woman in white was missing from his front yard. Shit.
"Please be Beth, please be Beth," he whispered under his breath. Mike answered the door, the dagger clenched tightly behind his back. Beth stood on the porch, a bag over one shoulder and a handful of files in the other. There was no sign of the woman in white, but Mike felt the cold feeling in his gut intensify. Leaning out the door, he looked all around, wondering where she could have gone. Cecilia appeared briefly by her swing, shrugging. She had no idea either.
"Come in, quickly." He pulled Beth inside by her wrist, shutting the door behind her. Letting out a deep breath, he rubbed his face, pondering. "Did you happen to see anybody else out front?"
"No. Should I have?" The question didn't seem to faze Beth at all, which meant she must be telling the truth. It suddenly occurred to Mike that the snake woman out front could just as easily cast a spell to blend in, or even become invisible. Rubbing his face with the palms of his hand, he sighed. The anxious feeling in his gut was still there, and he was convinced that if he looked at one of the windows, he would see the witch staring back in. His mind filled with visions of the front yard, teeming in snakes. It had never actually occurred to him that inviting Beth over meant putting her life in danger.
"No, don't worry about it." He was about to tell her a lot of things, things that weren't going to make sense, and he felt that starting with a society of witches trying to break into his house would be a bad idea. "It's a long story, but we'll get around to it eventually."
"So what did you need my help with?" Beth asked. Today she wore a white blouse with a black pencil skirt that clung tightly to her thighs. She had black shoes to match, and her hair had been pulled up into a bun. Beth, as usual, was a vision to behold, but something was off about her. Mike just stared at her for a few seconds, wondering where to begin. He felt antsy, appraising Beth once more. Why couldn't he shake the danger sense in his gut?
"It's complicated," Mike told her, unsure of how to continue. "I want to show you something." He walked into the living room, standing next to the fireplace. He picked up the doll he had set on the hearth. "Do you remember when I gave you this?" He held it out.
"Yes." Beth took the doll from him with her left hand. "I took it home with me. You said to get rid of it."
"It isn't just a doll. Here, may I?" He took Jenny back from her, setting the doll down on the table. "So I suppose you are wondering how it got back here. Here, take a seat." He sat on one of the chairs. Beth made herself comfortable on the couch, setting down the files. She smoothed out the wrinkles in her blouse, then tucked away a wisp of hair that had come loose.
His whole body went numb, the feeling in his gut expanding through his limbs. What had been a simple attempt to tuck away a strand of hair had suddenly become a revelation. It was subtle, nearly impossible to notice, and even Mike had doubts. But the chill in his stomach persisted, and he had to know.
"Just a sec." Mike pulled his phone out of his pocket, and quickly snapped a picture. It only took him a second to flip the image horizontally, and a moment more to realize what it was that his mind was trying to tell him. When she had tucked away that stray hair, Mike had realized that the part in her hair was on the wrong side of her head. The Beth on his phone looked correct, a mirror image of the one sitting across from him.
"I wish you hadn't done that," Beth said. She lunged at him, stepping across the table with lightning speed and scattering her files everywhere. Strong hands caught Mike around his throat, yanking him out of his chair. Gasping for air, Mike struggled to free himself, but Beth's grip was impossible to break. She casually lifted him in the air, his legs hanging below him.
The doorbell rang.
"You need to answer the door," Beth told him. "Let him in."
"Let... who..." Mike's dangling feet kicked at Beth, but she ignored him. He swung his legs even harder, planting his foot firmly in her gut, but it was like kicking a brick wall. Beth marched him toward the door, stepping across the fallen folders. What was going on?
Jenny, still on the table, tipped over and crashed to the floor. She ran across the room, disappearing beneath the couch. The couch lifted off the ground, hovering briefly in the air before launching itself across the room at Beth. The couch busted apart on impact, Beth grunting, but ignoring the assault.
His vision going dark, Mike closed his hand around the hilt of the dagger, hoping that he was right. He sliced cleanly through Beth's wrist then fell to the floor, gasping for air. There was no blood. Instead, Beth's hand exploded into a pile of sand upon impact with the floor.
"Fuck!" Mike got to his feet, slashing wildly at Beth's other hand. The small pile of sand rolled across the floor where it merged with her foot. Beth's hand grew back, and she flexed it experimentally, her eyes never leaving Mike's.
"Answer the door, Mr. Radley." She moved toward him, her face expressionless, fingers reaching. Mike slashed with the dagger, spilling sand everywhere. It got in his eyes, and he coughed, stumbling backward and falling on the floor. She grabbed Mike, lifting him off the ground and slamming him into the wall.
Cecilia phased through the front door, hair billowing wildly behind her, white eyes wide with rage. The temperature of the room dropped, frost forming on the walls and floor. Mike placed his fingers in his ears, the dagger clattering to the floor.
The banshee screamed, her voice causing Beth's features to ripple, sand blowing off of her skin and filling the room like a miniature dust storm. Cecilia moved closer to Beth, arms wide and her body aglow with fey magic. Beth's features blurred further, sand now running off her body in torrents. Her arms thinned out, and Mike was able to break free, sliding to the floor. Mike grabbed the knife, the shrill sound sending ice through his entire body and causing his ears to ring. Stumbling to his feet, he made a run for the back door. He wasn't going to win this fight on his own.
"Mike!" Naia stood on the edge of her fountain, lines of worry written on her face. Zel stood at the other edge of the fountain, holding a water skin beneath the water. Several vials had been laid out on the fountain's edge.
"She's made of sand!" Mike shouted, the back door ripping free of its hinges. Beth walked out, a maelstrom of whirring sand following close behind to form up along the back of her body. "How do we stop sand?!?"
"That's a homunculus," Zel stated, quickly packing up her belongings and galloping off. Mike circled around the edge of the fountain, the dagger held before him. He needed a plan, but he couldn't think straight. His ears were still ringing from Cecilia's scream.
"Mike." Naia was by his side, her hand on his wrist. "Get her in the water."
Beth's eyes were focused on Mike, her hands clenching and unclenching. She stepped into the fountain, moving toward Mike and Naia. Tiny spheres of water rose into the air, circling the homunculus like angry birds. Beth swatted them away, causing large chunks of flesh to vanish into the magical swirling orbs.
"Hold on to me," Naia said, throwing her arms around Mike. Already, he could feel the swirling current on his legs, threatening to suck him under. He held her tightly, the waters of the fountain churning around them, forming a large vortex. Beth's body thinned away, the water quickly sucking away her sandy exterior. She fell apart like a sand castle blasted by ocean waves, vanishing beneath the surface. The brackish water swirled violently around them, Beth's hands attempting several times to reform at the edges of the fountain only to be swept up once more.
"What are you doing?" Mike asked, his shoes and socks ripped free of his feet.
"Getting rid of the trash," Naia said, her eyes flashing. A large watery orb began to form at the fountain's edge, the spinning waters pulling the contents of the fountain into the air. A set of hands tried to form again, emerging briefly from the sphere, but they were quickly sucked back in. A large, sandy face formed inside of the water, opening its sandy maw to scream silently at them.
"Holy shit," Mike said, watching the sphere float out over the back porch. A thin stream of water blasted itself into one of the nearby drains, and the high-pressure water forced the remains of the homunculus into the small vent in the ground. The drain backed up, the sand trying once more to form a human, but Naia was ready. She forced even more water down the drain, emptying her fountain and getting rid of the homunculus.
"That should buy us plenty of time," Naia told him, staring at the drain. Zel reappeared, holding a large potted plant she had grabbed from the side of the house. She set it carefully over the drain, plugging it from above.
"Is it gone?" Mike asked.
"Nope. It's in the sewer system now. Will probably clog up a waste treatment plant before coming back later." Naia let out a sigh. "It was the only thing I could think of doing."
"Well, it was better than anything I had planned." He kissed her lightly on the lips. "Thanks for saving me."
Naia beamed. "Of course, lover. But the question you should be asking yourself right now is this: if someone made a homunculus that looks like Beth, what happened to Beth?"



The implication hit Mike in the chest like a truck, and he opened his mouth to reply but was interrupted by the sound of screeching tires and splintering wood.
-
The stolen car slid sideways on the street, and Beth let out another scream, clutching the door handle for dear life. The ride to Mike's house from Beth's apartment had been an utter nightmare, with Lily dodging through traffic, taking a side street to avoid a cop that Beth never saw, all the while filling Beth in on a tale that was too fantastical to make any sort of sense.
Apparently, monsters were real, and lived among mankind. That much she got, and for whatever reason, Mike's home was full of them. Beth had been inside the home dozens of times over the last year, and had never once spotted any sign of life. Every neuron in her brain told her to run from Lily the first chance she got, to flee the city and seek refuge somewhere where Lily, Mike, or even the Historical Preservation Society could never find her.
However, she had just escaped a mirror world, watched Lily grow a tail to shatter a window, and was currently screaming at the top of her lungs as Lily forced the car to slide sideways through an intersection, traffic narrowly missing them on both sides. One of the side mirrors was gone when Lily straightened the vehicle out, shards of metal and plastic dangling from the car door.
"How?" It was all Beth could say, her heart beating so fast that she had one hand firmly planted on her own sternum. She was riding a rollercoaster of adrenaline, and her brain was officially numb.
"I have supernatural reflexes," Lily answered with a smirk, taking the car onto the sidewalk and through a park. It was early enough that they crossed the large field with no trouble, the tires screeching when they met back up with pavement on the other side. Beth could see the long trail of mud streaked on the road behind them.
They were in the old part of town, steadily climbing the hill to where the Radley house awaited them. She could see its familiar turrets, make out the large stone walls at the end of the street. The neighbors rarely asked questions about the house, and it suddenly occurred to Beth that it was strange that they had never once dropped by, even out of curiosity. She knew she would have.
"Almost there," Lily told her, yanking the wheel and making the car drift. The stone lions on top of the entryway stared stoically at the sky, and Lily pushed the pedal to the metal, the tires of the car screeching as they jumped the curb and climbed the sidewalk.
"There's a driveway!" Beth yelled, suddenly aware of the two figures standing in front of the house. A black woman in a white outfit and Sebastien, the Society's attorney. The black woman turned to look at them, mouth open in surprise. The woman ran across the yard, something long and thick trailing behind her, taking refuge behind some bushes. Sebastien, however, tried to limp out of the way before Lily adjusted the car's trajectory, slamming the car into the man and sending him flying. Patches of dirt and grass flew into the air as the car spun out of control, slamming into the front porch. Beth's face met the airbag that had deployed, and her entire world was suddenly a narrow tunnel of black.
Maybe she was dreaming? The whole world no longer seemed to make sense, not since last week when she had lost a day. She had heard of lucid dreaming before. Was it possible this was all a dream? In the distance, she heard her mother calling her. She was going to be late to school.
"Mom, I'm tired." Beth's words were nothing more than grunts.
"Beth! Get out!" Lily shouted, pulling at Beth. She shook Beth, slapping her across the face. The sting snapped Beth out of her trance, and she opened her eyes.
"You hit that guy..." Beth replied, her words barely coherent. "With the car."
"And if we were lucky, we killed him. Hurry up!" Lily unbuckled Beth, pulling her across the driver's seat. Part of the porch's roof had collapsed on top of the car, shingles sliding out onto the grass. Beth staggered in small circles before a steady hand pushed on her lower back.
"Are those sticks?" Beth asked, staring at the large number of squiggly lines that were coming to the surface of the yard. No, not sticks. These things hissed, and had teeth. Definitely not sticks. Maybe she had fallen back asleep? She was going to be late for school.
"Inside, now!" Lily pushed Beth up what was left of the stairs, the wood cracking beneath them. Together, they pushed open the front door, collapsing into the front entryway together.
Panting on the hardwood floor, Beth heard footsteps coming toward her.
"Beth?" Mike knelt down in her field of view, one hand behind his back. His face was full of both hope and doubt, and Beth noticed he was keeping his distance.
"This one's the real deal," Lily said, getting to her feet. Stunned, Mike stared at the intern, his mouth agape. "Hey there Romeo."
"Lily?!?" In an instant, Mike's body language changed. He wrapped his arms around Lily, pulling her into a tight embrace. Beth noticed the hesitation, saw Lily eventually give in and return the affection. "Oh my god, Lily, I'm so glad to see that you're okay!"
"I'm okay too." Beth groaned. Her head felt like it had cracked on the inside, and her brains were starting to flow out her forehead. If enough fell out, she was going to fail her Algebra test. She tried to stand, but the room went dim, and she lost her balance, falling over on her butt. Looking up at Mike and Lily, she noticed movement by her own feet. Looking down, she saw the creepy doll that Mike had given her. The doll gave her a little wave.
"Fuck it," Beth said, letting the darkness in. Falling on her back, she heard Lily and Mike calling out to her.
-
Kali stared at the car that had rammed itself into the front porch of the house. Steam came from the hood of the vehicle, a mist that floated into the air and bounced off the protective spells on the home. She laughed, walking toward the wreckage. Her snake slithered behind her, curious if there would be something to eat.
"Clever boy," she said, kicking at what was left of a pile of sand. Her phone rang, and she pulled it out of her pocket.
"Un-fucking believable!" Sebastien screamed in her ear. "What just fucking happened?"
"You got hit by a car," Kali said, trying to hide the mirth in her voice.
"How? By who?" Kali wondered if Sebastien's mustache was twitching, his face red like a cherry.
"The estate agent. She got pulled out by someone else and they are both inside now. I'm guessing that your homunculus failed?"
"I can't fucking tell from here. It's been so long since I've been in my own body, I'm all disoriented." She heard the clatter of furniture being scattered. "I'll be back as soon as I can get the necessary ingredients together to recompose myself. I need you to scoop as much of the sand back together as you can."
"I'm sure you'll be back soon enough.." Kali kicked lightly at the sand, scattering it even farther across the yard. "I guess I'm curious how you could have gotten so sloppy. You cloned the agent but left her alive?"
"I pushed her into the mirror demon's prison," Sebastien hissed. "There's no way she should have escaped."
"Then I guess Elizabeth was right. Mike Radley does possess the devil's own luck." Kali looked up at the house, suddenly hungry. "I'm going to enjoy taking him apart and finding out how he ticks."
"Don't you do anything without me!" Sebastien hung up. Kali grinned at the sandy mess in front of her, then turned away. She had better things to do then gloat. Cracking her knuckles, she set to work once more on undoing the Geas. Before Sebastien had arrived, she had found a particular flaw in the magic, a giant metaphorical crack that she felt like exploring. Focusing her magical energy, she drove it forward like a wedge, pushing hard against the fabric of reality itself.
In her pocket, her phone rang. Letting out an exasperated sigh, Kali answered it.
"Yes?" She asked.
"Did it work?" Daryl asked. It sounded like he was inside a car. Daryl typically rode in the back of a towncar, his driver a zombie. Where Sebastien was gifted in making life from nothing, Daryl was equally gifted in returning life to dead flesh.
"Of course not."
A soft chuckle over the phone. "Well then, I guess I will move ahead with the delivery girl."
"Do what you must. If you don't mind, I'm busy." Kali hung up the phone, sliding it into her pocket. She had no idea who the delivery girl was, focusing her attention instead on the magical crack once more.
This time, when she struck it, it sounded like thunder.
*****
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That being said, keep an eye on my bio for more HFHM news-I always update my bio the same day I click "submit". I will see you all again soon!
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Where last we left off, Beth and Lily had arrived at the house (by crashing a car) and the witch Kali began cracking open the magical Geas that protects the inhabitants. Mike is getting ready to brave the Labyrinth in the hopes of finding the monsters who went missing.
Don't forget to rate, comment, or send me a note if you enjoy this chapter! I may not respond (I have a ton of emails right now), but I do read them all for motivation!
The Labyrinth
Daryl stood outside the garage apartment, staring up at the windows above the garage door. It had been no easy matter tracking down the delivery girl. Luckily, she worked several jobs around town, and was well known by name at more than a few establishments.
Those who knew her also knew her story. Apparentl,y the love of her life had died in a terrible motorcycle accident. They had scraped what was left of Alex Winters off of the highway, leaving behind grieving parents and a closed casket funeral. It had been easy enough to delve into Alex's records, and Daryl now found himself outside of Dana's house.
He wasn't a hundred percent certain that Dana had even been inside the house, but he did know that he had to try. Kali was determined to dismantle the Geas herself, and Sebastien had already gone rogue. Neither of them had been willing to accept help, so he was here on a hunch, hoping that Mike had been naïve enough to allow her in during those first couple of days in his new home.
He didn't bother knocking - a quick flick of the wrist and the locked door allowed him entry. His movements were quiet, his soft footfalls barely registering on the concrete floor. Early light leaking through the windows provided the only light to see by.
For him, it was enough. Many years back, he had taken the eyes of a powerful magician, making them his own. He could see everything clearly in shades of gray, even in the darkest shadows of the garage.
Daryl pondered the mostly finished motorcycle in the middle of the bay. It was nearing completion as far as he could tell, and he allowed his fingers to gently touch the exposed chrome.
The sudden chill through his fingertips caused him to yank his hand away. Crouching, he examined the bike. The bike had been meticulously restored, but he could see the areas where the metal had been pounded out, paint reapplied, and new parts installed. He let his hand hover over the bike, feeling the shift in temperature once more.
It was the signature of a young life cut short, a remnant of Alex Winter's abrupt departure from this world. Fascinated, Daryl allowed his fingers to roam, brief flashes of a wet highway and bright headlights filling his mind. He traced the sensations, wondering if he could somehow find the soul of Alex Winters.
No. At the edge of the spiritual imprint, he felt the severed thread left behind by a soul that crossed over. Once Death cut that thread, the departed were beyond Daryl's ability to revive.
Standing, Daryl looked around. He had seen Dana's car in the driveway, so assumed she would be home. The loft upstairs looked like a great place to start. Before climbing the stairs, he reinforced the spell that muted his movements, the shadows gathering beneath his feet. The last thing he wanted was to let the girl know he was in her home and scare her off.
Putting his weight on the stairs, he felt them creak beneath his feet. The spell absorbed the sound nicely, the apartment filled only with the sound of songbirds waking up outside. Climbing the stairs, he kept a careful watch for any movement from up above. He held his wand behind him, the magical energy gathering in his wrists, begging to be released.
The loft had some furniture, a fridge, and a bathroom. Daryl walked into the bedroom area, frowning at the bed. Stacked on the mattress was a large pile of boxes, each one overflowing with clothes. He knelt down, taking a peek under the bed. She wasn't there either.
Fuck. Walking past her desk, he saw that she had drawn an elaborate diagram of gears. Clearly she had been working on something, but he saw no sign of her current project. He took a peek in the bathroom, hoping she was hiding in the shower.
Nope. Not here either. Scratching his head, he surveyed the apartment once more, casting a spell to detect life. Other than a family of mice living in the walls, he didn't spot anything of use. Widening the spell, he discovered the weakened soul of an elderly woman in the house next to the garage, her dim light puttering around in the kitchen. Tucking his wand away, he decided to go over and ask her where his prey could be. He closed the door behind him as he left.
Somewhere inside the garage, he heard a clock chime that it was the top of the hour. Gritting his teeth, he walked over to the nearby house, giving the front door a sharp rap of his knuckles. When the old woman opened the door, a blast of yellow light from his wand froze her in place.
"I'll let myself in," he said, closing the door quietly behind him.
-
They had carried Beth to the fountain, laying her out gently on the cool marble. Naia and Mike held her in place while Zel examined her, running her fingers gently across Beth's body. A tiny sphere of glowing water hovered over Beth's face.
"I don't feel any breaks," Zel announced, sliding her hands out of Beth's shirt. "I'm guessing she was knocked senseless by the... airbag?" She looked at Mike for confirmation.
"Yeah, that's the right term." Mike's arms were crossed. "How long do you think she'll be out?"
"Hard to say." Zel shook her head. "It sounds like it may be part shock."
"Well, she isn't asleep." Lily sat on the other side of the fountain, flicking the water with her fingers. She still wore her business casual outfit, one leg delicately crossed over the other. She looked like she was ready for a job interview. "Otherwise, I could go in and try to wake her."
"Which means we have to wait," Mike said, gritting his teeth. He didn't like the idea of waiting any longer than he had to.
"Wait for what?" Lily asked.
"Uh, well..." Mike gestured at Jenny, who sat near Beth's head, fabric legs dangling by the water. "I was hoping that Beth would let Jenny possess her again so that she could take me to the Labyrinth."
"And what if she didn't?" Lily asked. "Were you going to force her to do it?"
"No." Mike shook his head. "That can't be something we do. It would make me no better than the people outside, and then where-"
A crack of thunder, louder than an approaching train, shook the house, causing everybody to cover their ears. The earth shook beneath their feet, and dust scattered off the roof, settling around them like tiny clouds.
"What the fuck was that?" Mike called, his ears ringing. He noticed that Naia stared incredulously at the sky, her mouth open. Cecilia burst through the rear wall of the house, energy crackling around her body.
"The Geas," she said. "It's cracked!"
"How can you tell?" Mike asked.
Cecilia shook her head. "It doesn't matter. What matters now is that we need to get that crazy woman out of our front yard. The Geas is a powerful spell, but it can be dismantled given enough time."
"Well, I can't go get Tink with Beth like this," Mike said. "I really want to do this by the book."
"Are you going to go stab that woman out front with the dagger then?" Naia asked him. "Because if you don't, eventually she will break the spell."
Mike thought about it. Even if he could get close, could he kill another human? It was the same doubts he had about the minotaur, about violence in general. Maybe to save his own life, or to protect someone. Then again, it was the kind of question that could only be answered in the heat of such a moment.
"I've got it!" Mike said. "Lily could go out and knock her out cold for a few hours, buy us some time."
"That won't work," Lily said, her eyes on the surface of the fountain. "The woman with the snake is Kali, the Voduo Queen."
"Don't you mean voodoo?" Mike asked.
"I said what I meant. Kali is super old school, pins in dolls, talking to snakes, dancing naked in the moonlight, that kind of thing. She's made so many deals with so many spirits that even if I could get close enough to sting her, it likely wouldn't affect her anyway." Lily crossed her arms. "She got pissed once because she thought that someone had broken into one of her warehouses to take a bunch of rare spell ingredients. Ended up tracking the wannabe witch doctor to their shop in New Orleans."
"What did she do?" Mike asked.
"Hurricane Katrina." Lily arched an eyebrow. "Witch doctor's home wasn't far from where the levee broke."
"She broke the levee?" Mike asked in awe.
"After she summoned the hurricane. Figured it wasn't enough to drown the thief, but killed off anyone who had gone to see her. Made her stand perfectly still in her own house as the water rose, then kept her alive the entire time the fish were feeding on her. I think it got the point across."
"Holy shit," Zel whispered, then covered her mouth. "I'm sorry, that slipped out!"
"Don't worry about it." Mike stared at Beth's sleeping form, then looked at the doll. "Does anybody here have any idea how to activate the house defenses?"
They all looked at each other. Zel kept her eyes on Beth, her slim fingers brushing the hair away from her face.
"Nobody? Any ideas?" Mike looked at each of them, hoping for an answer. The silence between them opened a void in his stomach, and his eyes eventually circled back to the woman lying on the cold stone of the fountain. His fingers tightened on the hilt of the dagger in his belt, and he could feel the weight of his own decision crushing him.
Trying to kill the woman on the front lawn was beyond him. Simply waiting for her to crack the Geas and come into the house, potentially hurting his family was also not an option. He was being forced to choose, and the damnation of such a decision was something he would have to come to terms with later. He looked to the women who stood around him, all waiting on his decision. His eyes found the cold porcelain gaze of the doll standing next to him.
"Do it Jenny." He looked at the others. Naia looked resigned to the idea, and he couldn't tell what Cecilia was thinking. Lily, however, turned her back on him.
The air filled with static, and the doll climbed on to Beth's chest, her cloth hands on Beth's lips. A white mist emerged from Beth's lips, and with a sudden blast of light, Beth sat up, her fingers clutching the doll.
"Beth?" Mike asked. Her eyes opened, revealing that they were now completely black.
"Beth is sleepy," Jenny whispered, holding one finger to her lips. "When she is ready to come outside and play, I will tell you."
"Okay then. Remember, you are inside her body long enough to get me to the Labyrinth, and then you have to bring her back and let her go."
Everyone waited for Jenny's response. Jenny looked up at the sky, her dark eyes focused on something far away.
"Boom," she whispered, moments before the sky above filled with thunder. Mike flinched, his heart racing in his chest. The shockwave rippled across the house, blowing out one of the upstairs windows. Mike ducked, but the glass didn't travel far, falling in small fragments to the courtyard below.
"Jenny?" Naia asked, a warning on her voice.
"There and back again, a Jenny's tale." Jenny smiled. "I am just borrowing her for today. The sun will come out tomorrow."
Mike rolled his eyes. "Okay then. Show me how to get inside the closet."
-
Naia sat on the edge of the fountain, wistfully gazing at the house. During times like these, she wished she could leave her fountain, to do more. Unfortunately, that could never be an option, no matter how much she wished it. She was a part of her spring-leaving was a concept as foreign as walking out of her own skin. Having the spring's water routed through the plumbing of the house alone had been a massively difficult magical undertaking. Though the details were fuzzy, she remembered that much.
"So what now?" Lily asked. She still sat at the edge of the fountain, wearing her intern clothing. She had taken off her shoes, her feet soaking in the warm water.
"We wait, I'm afraid." Naia could feel Mike walking through the home, so close yet so far. She dreaded that disconnected feeling she would get when he stepped into the closet. He would suddenly disappear, and she would be unable to feel him. She took comfort in still knowing he was alive, but sometimes it wasn't enough.
"You could order me to go with him," Lily said, her voice soft.
"You would like that, wouldn't you?" Naia smiled at the succubus. "You are right. I could make you go, as your master. You would have to protect him, maybe die for him. And you would like that, because it would prove that you're right. It would prove that I put him above you, ergo he puts himself above you."
Lily didn't respond, her eyes focused on the water in the fountain. Naia could see the tension in her shoulders, the fear of what was to come next.
"The Caretakers of this home have been many things, but this one is different. I have loved them all, in my own way, but something about Mike makes my soul sing for him. He doesn't see us just as objects, or slaves, or even as monsters. He sees each of us for who we are. He respects us. Some of the others haven't been nearly as kind, barely tolerating some of us to be here."
"That's easy to say for someone who will fuck anybody who comes in this place." Lily's face reddened as the words left her mouth. "You're the one who gets to choose, aren't you? I saw it in his memories. You can drown anyone who isn't a good fit."
"If that isn't the pot calling the kettle black, I don't know what is." Naia lay on her back, floating along the surface of the water. "It's like a calling. I can tell they will take care of the house, but not necessarily love those who dwell here. And things can change over time. It isn't perfect. No relationship is. There's a reason Zel hid from Emily. Consider that."
"So why not make me go help him?" Lily asked. "He didn't give Beth a choice. Why give me one?"
"He didn't give Beth a choice because he doesn't have one either." Naia swirled the water with her arms, becoming one with the waves. "And if you think he isn't beating himself up over it, you are wrong."
"That's the worst part," Lily said. "I can tell that he is. I can feel him as if he stands behind me, his chest pressed against my back. I can feel you in the front, both of you just standing there, waiting to command me. It will happen eventually, you'll see."
"Maybe. Maybe not." Naia stared at the sky. Storm clouds were forming up above, a result of the magical attack on the Geas. "Just remember that he is doing his best to protect the others. Somehow, I feel like that's the same reason you are here, isn't it?"
Naia heard Lily pull her feet out of the fountain. The back door slammed shut as Lily went inside the house. A smile crossed Naia's face, and she became one with the water, melting beneath its surface.
-
Strong arms held her tightly, fingers interlaced with her own. Dana pushed herself farther into those arms, breathing in through her nose and letting out a sigh. She could smell the faint hint of Alex's deodorant, felt hot breath on the back of her neck. Months of anguish were somehow forgotten, Dana moved to another time and place. Alex must have been working on the motorcycle, because the bed smelled faintly of motor oil.
"Alex," she whispered, squeezing the fingers in her hand. The fingers squeezed back, gripping her tightly. Memories of the crash and the ensuing months suddenly flooded her mind, the sweet release of sleep now eluding her. She could feel the tears running down her face, hesitant to open her eyes and break the spell, knowing that her true love would vanish in the waking hours of day.
She heard the clock chime, alerting her that it was time to put the past behind her. The weight of Alex lifted free of her, those strong arms vanishing into nothing. The past stripped itself away from her, leaving her with the cold remnants of the morning. Wiping the tears off of her face, she opened her eyes, her vision settling on the window nearest her bed. She could hear the birds singing outside. Groaning, she sat up, a dull ache just behind her eyes. Rubbing her head, she slid out of bed, walking past the clock and into her bathroom for some aspirin. She swallowed the pills and walked back out onto the loft.
The morning light had snuck in through a few gaps in the blinds, scattering errant rays across the garage. Several of them bounced off the chrome of the bike, lighting up the floor of the garage. Dana stared at Alex's motorcycle, wondering now if she truly wanted to finish fixing it. She had thought that riding it would bring her closer to Alex, make it feel like they were together again, but the cold reality of day reminded her that she was still alive and Alex was gone.
Shaking her head, she retrieved her phone from its hiding place, only to discover that she was almost an hour late for work. She had a couple of phone calls already from her boss.
"Fuck!" Grabbing clothes off of the floor, she dressed as quickly as she could and then bolted out of the apartment. Getting into her car, she turned the ignition and nearly backed into a giant town car that now blocked the driveway.
"Fuck!" She jumped out of her car, staring at the man behind the driver's seat. He wore a chauffeur's hat and stared right through her. "Hey. Hey! I need you to move so I can get going!" The driver of the town car ignored her, even as she approached. Banging on the glass, he ignored her, his gaze fixed eerily on nothing in particular. "Hey! Asshole! Let me out!"
The driver ignored her. She noticed that he wore a chauffeur's hat and matching gloves, which meant he had driven someone. She looked back at her landlord's house. Who did she know that had her own driver?
There was only one way to find out. She didn't even bother knocking as she let herself in through the front door.
-
They stood in the guest bedroom, staring at the closet door. Jenny, inside Beth's body, fidgeted with her hair, twirling it in her fingers.
"Well?" Mike asked. "How do we do this?"
Jenny grinned, grabbing the doorknob to the closet. "Simple, simple! Three o clock, nine o clock, up and down." She turned the knob right, then left, the pulled up on it. The whole knob slid up like a lever, before Jenny pushed it back down again then pulled. A blast of cool air hit Mike in the face, and the interior of the closet was gone. The back wall was now composed of smooth rock, and the light of the room was gobbled up by the cave that had appeared.
"Did you get that?" Mike asked Cecilia.
"I did," she answered, staring warily at Jenny. Mike looked at Cecilia, the hint of a memory on his lips, when Jenny grabbed his wrist.
"Come on! I can show you how to open the gate to the Labyrinth!" She pulled him toward the entrance. Mike resisted just long enough to turn on his flashlight. He ducked just in time to avoid smashing his face on the rock above, letting Jenny lead him down the tunnel. Cecilia vanished, heading back to the front door to watch Kali. Mike found himself wishing she was still by his side. Jenny had already disappeared around the first bend, humming a random tune to herself.



He wished that someone else could have come with him. Naia couldn't, and Lily wouldn't even look him in the eyes. Zel couldn't come, and he barely knew her. Instead, he was stuck with a half crazed ghost in his estate agent's body.
Mike followed behind Jenny, who had slowed down. "So how do you know so much about the house?" he asked.
"I escape the Vault sometimes, and go on adventures!" Jenny turned around, walking backward. "The Labyrinth is extra fun! It has games, and places to hide, and the minotaur will chase you!"
"That's kind of why we're going." Mike felt a lump in his throat. "But we want to avoid the minotaur. At least until we find the others."
"A chase, a race, my panties are lace." Jenny winked. "If we can cross the bridge, he won't follow. He is scared of the water."
"Like the pool?" Mike asked.
"The pool is a way out when the closet is closed. The minotaur won't go in, so can't leave."
A thought occurred to Mike. "If there's a Labyrinth, and a minotaur guarding it, then what is in the Labyrinth?"
"Sticks and stones may break my bones, but I have no idea." Jenny stopped. "Every time I got close to the middle, I would get kicked out. I don't know how."
"How do you not know how you got kicked out?"
"I would turn a corner, or crawl through a hole and find myself outside." Jenny frowned. "Even if I was on the other side of the river."
"River?" That hadn't been on any of the maps.
"Yeah. The river circles the middle. It changes all the time." Jenny grabbed Mike's hand. "Come. I'll show you!" Pulling hard, she started a brisk jog. Mike followed, noticing how cold Jenny's hands were.
The caves slowly descended, opening up into the largest underground chamber he had ever seen. Below them the Labyrinth waited, miles of twists and turns shifted like a bagful of snakes. The trail they were on consisted of switchbacks that terminated on the hard, flat ground at the bottom. A path that went by a reflecting pool led them up to the gate. He half expected to see it open like it did last time, the minotaur waiting for them when they had chased Jenny here last week. However, the gate remained sealed. Nearly thirty feet high and made of iron, it was decorated with interlocking rings.
"So how do we open it?" Mike asked.
"Like this!" Jenny moved closer to the gate and stepped onto a decorative slab that Mike hadn't noticed before. It was emblazoned with an identical ring pattern to the gate. "I solemnly swear I am up to no good!"
The gate rumbled, swinging slowly open before them. Mouth agape, Mike stared at Jenny.
"Seriously? That's the secret password to get in?"
"No. You just have to step on the plate. The Labyrinth is happy to have your bones." Jenny stepped off. Standing next to Mike, she took his hand in her own, clutching his fingers tightly.
"Holy shit." Mike whispered, watching the large gate slowly swing open, his free hand clutching the dagger. Tink had told him that the Minotaur had a large ax. Would it come at him, swinging from above? Or would it charge him, horns aiming for his gut? Should he step to the side and stab it, confront it head on, or maybe even hide in the shadows and take the stealthy approach? His mouth suddenly dry, Mike realized that he was staring into the Labyrinth proper. Long stone corridors covered in bioluminescent moss branched off in several different directions. Mike and Jenny stepped inside, looking around.
"Which way from here?" Mike looked around. "Any ideas?"
"Straight, right, right, left, jump." Jenny cocked her head. "But the maze changes, like a woman's mind, or a rainbow in July."
"Well. I guess that settles it." Mike walked forward. In the distance, he heard the call of the minotaur, a challenge cried across the wall. "I think you should go back, let Beth have her body back."
"No take backs," Jenny informed him.
Mike spun on his heels, his teeth clenched. "We had a deal! You would use Beth to help me get here and go back."
"No take backs," Jenny repeated, staring back the way they had come. The giant gate had disappeared, leaving behind a wall of stone. Mike's jaw dropped, and he ran to the wall, placing his hands on the stone.
"How is this possible?" He asked. In answer, the minotaur called out again, this time much closer.
"Straight." Jenny walked past Mike, then started skipping. "Straight, straight, away from the gate! The Minotaur is coming, he wants a date!"
"Fuck," Mike muttered, jogging behind to keep up. Jenny's arms swung wide, and each time she skipped, she covered an impossibly long distance. The hard brick path beneath his feet created sharp footfalls, echos that chased him down the long path.
"Right!" Jenny made a sharp right, disappearing. Mike tripped, barely keeping his feet beneath him. Stumbling to a halt, he saw the small recess in the wall that he would have missed. Walking into it, he found himself in a circular corridor.
Behind him, the minotaur called out.
Mike ran to catch up to Jenny. She was still skipping, but was now doing it backwards, her hair bouncing gently against her breasts. They did this for almost a quarter of a mile, Mike's legs burning with the exertion, sweat beading along his brow. Jenny didn't seem to be having any issues - Mike wondered if her control over Beth's body allowed her to avoid fatigue.
"Right, right, stop at the light!" Jenny came to a sudden halt, arms outstretched. Mike nearly ran her over, stepping to the side at the last second. Jenny grabbed Mike's wrist and pulled, swinging him in a large circle. They both collapsed to the ground just as the path ahead erupted in fire, streams of fire spraying from nozzles hidden in the wall.
"Holy shit!" Mike watched the fire scour the floor clean, burning up the glowing moss. "This place has booby traps?!?"
"It's not just a maze," Jenny told him. Her body was pressed against his, with Mike on top. He was suddenly aware of her legs wrapped around his waist. Looking down into her darkened eyes, he flinched when she kissed his nose. "It's a giant trap."
"A trap for what?" Mike asked.
"Nobody in, nobody out." Jenny turned her head. "The center is that way. If the others are alive, they will be that way."
"What makes you so sure?" Mike asked. Standing up and pulling Jenny to her feet.
"The minotaur is scared of the inner ring." Jenny walked over to the wall. "He is not, however, scared of fire."
"That's good to know." Mike watched Jenny step into the stone. This time, it was like looking at a fucked up magic eye painting - she appeared to be touching the stone, and then it moved back several feet to allow her entry. Following her, he saw that the stones were slightly larger than the closer stones, giving the illusion that they were the same distance away. This time, they could go left or right.
"Which way?" Mike asked.
"Right of course!" Jenny took off again, and Mike followed.
-
Kali closed her eyes this time, letting her magic surge along the crack she had found. The last time she tried to peel it open, the ensuing flash had blinded her. Each time she struck the flaw in the Geas' boundary, she could feel it give just a little bit more.
Elation flooded her. No spell on Earth was perfect, and she was very surprised that some sort of counter measure hadn't been enabled yet. Clearly, the Geas had been cast from roughly where she stood, that was part of the magic. A large crack had formed across the sky, a crack that emitted sparks and fire every time she struck.
However, she was tiring. She was using a combination of six different spells to reach into that gap, and had discovered that the Geas was trying to repair the damage she was causing. That meant she needed not only total concentration, but she was dipping into some of her magical reserves. She didn't like the idea of becoming vulnerable, but she liked the idea of other members of the Society showing up to lay claim to what she may discover even less.
She started casting, her fingers weaving one spell while her lips uttered another. Several of the spirits she had formed pacts with drained away her life force in trade, but she had centuries to spare. No, the big issue right now was to carefully balance her attention. What she was trying to do was akin to plucking a hot coal from a fire without getting burned.
A loud wailing carried across the front yard, but Kali ignored it. The banshee didn't dare approach, and had managed to distract her only once. She knew the creature could do little to harm her, and a simple spell dampening her shrieks had been enough to protect her ears from further damage.
The wailing persisted, but Kali ignored it, thoughts focused on the magical crack up above. Channeling her energy, she grabbed at both sides of the crack, ready to strike it once more. The front door of the house opened, and a woman stepped out onto the front porch. Kali's eyes opened to see who the newcomer was, and she had to hold in a laugh.
The woman on the porch was wearing a rain jacket and a fireman's helmet. In her hands, she tightly clutched what appeared to be a regular garden hose. The snakes emerged from the ground, venomous fangs bared, daring the newcomer to attempt to cross the yard. Satisfied that the firefighter had been thwarted, Kali turned her attention back to the sky.
The banshee wailed even louder, and her voice was like a small bomb.
"NAIA!" The name the banshee cried meant nothing to Kali, but the firefighter braced herself against one of the pillars.
Kali had no idea how they were able to raise the pressure in the hose high enough to cross the length of the yard and strike her in the face. The spray was hardly powerful enough to harm her, but the icy cold water was a shock to her, and she faltered, her mouth and fingers frozen in place, just as her magic struck the crack.
Lightning arced from the crack, striking her and blowing her off her feet. Shrieking, she tumbled across the yard, smoke rising from her damaged flesh. Her snakes hissed in fury, swarming toward the porch, but they couldn't cross the barrier. Swearing, Kali tried to rise, only to discover that she couldn't move.
"Go eat a dick!" The firefighter hollered, her helmet pulled low over her face. But it didn't do any good, because when she tried to back into the house, she tripped on the hose, and Kali was able to see through her poor attempt at a disguise.
"Lily," she hissed under her breath. Her wounds were already beginning to knit, but it would take some time. She concentrated the healing along her right arm, clumsily pulling her smoldering phone out of her breast pocket. She dropped it on the ground, letting out a small laugh. The High Priest would have to wait. The python wrapped itself around her, cradling her in its warm coils and carrying her away from danger.
Above her, the crack in the sky glowed blood red, slowly shrinking away.
-
Sweat poured down Mike's back, his breath ragged. Jenny, who had been singing nonsense, was silent. They ran along the stones, the air of the Labyrinth suddenly hot and stifling.
The minotaur had found them. Mike didn't bother looking over his shoulder, for he could hear the creatures heavy footfalls behind them. The minotaur was slowed down by its giant axe, which Mike saw both as a blessing and a curse. Still, the beast had impossible stamina, and Mike knew that he would tire long before the minotaur did.
"Jenny?!?" The path split before them, and Mike didn't know which way to go.
Jenny ran ahead of him. Her movements were fluid, but Mike saw that her whole body was shimmering. Jenny was struggling to hold on, her soul billowing out behind her. In her backpack, Mike saw that the doll was surrounded by a haze, Beth's soul ready to return to her body. Jenny took a left at the split, and Mike followed.
"How much farther?" Mike called. He could hear the minotaur's breath, hot and labored.
"Up ahead!" They turned a corner and burst into a small clearing. There was a large patch of grass leading up to the remains of a stone bridge. The bridge had long ago collapsed, and the rapidly flowing river beneath it was about fifteen feet across. Jenny slowed, and they were running side by side.
"Jenny? Her whole body was covered in a mist, and Mike saw that the small bag she carried was the same. Jenny's breathing was now ragged, and her dark eyes were flickering, the light returning to them.
"Jump, jump, jump!" Jenny accelerated ahead of him onto the stone bridge. A small lip went out over the water, like a makeshift diving board. Mike took a deep breath, pushing his muscles to the absolute limit, feet slapping against the hard stone.
Just as Jenny reached the edge, it happened. With a blast of light, Jenny lost control of Beth's body, and the swirling mists exchanged places, Beth's spirit flowing back into her own body. Beth cried out in alarm, sliding to a halt, but Mike was too close behind. He crashed into her, both of them falling into the river below.
-
Dana fought the urge to call out, the hairs on her arms rising. The house held an odd stillness to it and the air was impossibly cold. She walked carefully across the faded carpet, stepping around a cold plate of eggs and toast on the coffee table.
Voices from the kitchen caused her to creep softly along the wall, her head tilted trying to hear. She could hear the landlady's soft voice followed by the low murmurs of a man. His voice was clinical, yet commanding. Nearing the threshold, she paused just short of the frame.
"Are you sure?" The man asked.
"Yes. She is supposed to be at work." The old woman's voice was little more than a whisper. "I was planning to sneak in and do some of her laundry for her, poor thing."
Laundry. Dana's mind was suddenly confronted with the knowledge that she couldn't remember the last time she had washed her clothes. Was she really so far gone that she hadn't noticed her clothes magically washing themselves? Shame burnt itself into her cheeks, but she stayed to listen.
"Why are you doing her laundry?"
"Her heart is broken."
"Ah. The accident." He said the word as if it were a common occurrence, like measles, or chicken pox. "So you can let me in to her apartment to wait."
"I shouldn't," the landlady said.
"But you will." His voice was relaxed, but Dana detected the hard tone to it. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and she suddenly worried that her breath was too loud. What did this guy want?
"I will." The old woman let out a small moan. "After I do that, will you let me die?"
"What the fuck?" Dana spun around the corner, suddenly compelled to help the kind woman who had been doing her laundry. Her jaw dropped at the sight in the kitchen, and she stumbled back, catching herself on the frame of the door. The old woman was aglow in a soft yellow light, the skin of her body white as chalk, her feet about four inches off the ground. Her head hung loosely to one side, her eyes fixated on nothing in particular.
"Looks like I won't be waiting after all." The man sitting at the kitchen table produced a cigarette from nowhere, tucking it gently between his lips. The cigarette lit itself, and he inhaled deeply, contemplating Dana. He exhaled a large cloud of smoke. "You must be the delivery girl. Grab her for me, would you?" He snapped his fingers, and the landlady fell softly to her feet. Her face tightened as she let out an agonized cry, fingers reaching for Dana as she stumbled forward.
Letting out a scream, Dana made it to her feet and bolted. She didn't go back where she came-a dark shadow had already slammed the front door open. Instead, she ran down the hallway behind the kitchen and out the back door. Running up to her car, she saw that the tires had been slashed.
"Fuck!" Dana heard the back door slam. Without looking back, she raced into the garage, bolting the door behind her. Running across the concrete pad of her garage, she raced up the stairs, frantically trying to call the police on her cell. Strangely, her phone had no signal.
The door to her apartment splintered inward, and the landlady stumbled in, followed by the driver of the town car. They walked with purpose, their blank eyes fixed on her.
"If I bring you to him, he said he'll let me go," the landlady explained, stomping up the steps. Dana looked at the window, wondering if she could jump out of it and land without breaking her leg. She should have run literally anywhere else-she had trapped herself in the garage with nowhere else to go. The driver and her landlady were at the top of the stairs now, moving slowly toward her.
"Leave me alone!" Dana screamed. Turning to look for anything to throw or use as a weapon, she stared in amazement at the large, open wardrobe that was where the clock had been. Painted on the back wall in bright yellow paint were two words.
Get In
Seeing no other option, Dana jumped inside of the wardrobe, pulling the doors shut. She was tossed about when the wardrobe began shaking, as if someone had picked it up. She heard the wardrobe crash into the landlady first, and then a solid mass that Dana suspected was the driver. She cracked open the door to see that the wardrobe had sprouted wooden legs and was running toward the stairs.
"No!" Dana hollered, but the wardrobe scurried down the steps with ease. The doors opened and spat her out, and she landed on her ass right next to Alex's motorcycle. Scrambling to her feet, she saw that the wardrobe now had different words on the inside.
Look Away. Ride.
"What?" Contemplating the words, she heard movement upstairs. The driver and the landlady were back on their feet, moving toward the steps. Outside the door, Dana heard footsteps, and she turned to look. With a loud bang and clatter, the mostly restored engine of her motorcycle blew itself across the floor of the garage. Turning back around, she saw that a pristine engine had taken its place. The bike roared to life, and Dana jumped on it. The mysterious stranger appeared at the door, a wand clutched in his hand.
The bike's engine revved, and left a streak of rubber on the concrete, racing forward toward the garage door. Dana screamed, and the bike punched a hole through the old garage door, leaving bent steel and broken wood behind. The bike slid around the car parked in the driveway, tires squealing across the concrete. Hair billowing out behind her, Dana chanced a look over her shoulder to see the man from the kitchen step out onto the street, his wand raised.
A garden hose, left unattended in someone's front yard, stretched itself across the street. Dana turned forward in time for it to strike her in the chest, flipping her upside down, the motorcycle crashing to the pavement. The whole world spun, life moving in slow motion while he approached, the heels of his shoes clicking on the cold hard asphalt.
"This is going to hurt," he told her, raising his wand once more. Yellow light gathered around the tip, and Dana's world turned black.
-
The river wasn't terribly deep, but it was very fast. It could have been ten seconds, or ten minutes, he had no idea. The river had carried him through a path of its own, the water terminating on both sides at walls. Eventually, a break had come, and Mike pulled himself to safety.
Lying on his back, Mike stared at the stone ceiling, hundreds of feet above him. He had lost track of Beth in the river, the memory of her hand slipping out of his. His clothes were soaking wet, and he was chilled all the way to the bone.
Reaching behind his belt, he touched the hilt of the dagger. He sighed, realizing the thing had caused more problems than anything else. It was the reason the others had left without him, and he had had a chance to face the minotaur, but ran instead. Why bother carrying the damn thing if he knew he was never going to use it?



Shivering, Mike stood up, glancing back at the river. There was no sign of Beth, and he was worried that she could be seriously hurt. Everyone in the house was in danger now, and he felt powerless to help. Mike stripped off his clothes, standing naked on the cool grass while he attempted to squeeze as much water out of them as possible. Giving his pants a good twist, he was surprised to see the blue stone dangling from its chain. He had stuck it in his pocket, promptly forgetting about it until now.
"Shit," he muttered, laying it on a rock with the dagger and his shoes. With no sunlight up above, cold and miserable was going to be the recipe for the rest of his day. Frustrated, he threw his pants at the ground and sat down on a rock. The sensation of cold stone on his scrotum made him jump up, and he swore again.
"The wet man is mad," a tiny voice said from behind him. Looking over his shoulder, Mike knelt by the dagger, his hand hovering over the hilt.
"Cold and wet and miserable," another voice squeaked.
"But he's still cute," a third voice added.
"Show yourself," Mike said. "Please. I mean you no harm, but will fight if I have to."
"This one's got fire in his veins."
"Not like the others.
"And he's much cuter."
"What others?" Mike asked. "Have you seen my friends?"
"The one with one eye?"
"Or the green one?"
"Or the one made of stone?" When the last voice spoke, three colorful balls of light rose from behind the stones around him. One red, one green, and one blue. They circled him, pulsating gently in rhythm with one another.
"Please. Please hold still." They were making Mike dizzy. "You've seen my friends?"
"Oh, for sure!" The three lights landed on one of the bigger stones, flaring brightly to reveal three tiny women. Each one retained their colored aura, and stood roughly nine inches tall. Mike puzzled over their nature until he saw the fluttering wings behind their backs.
"Oh. You're fairies," he said.
"Indeed we are."
"Oh, so clever."
"Glad to hear he isn't blind." Mike knelt down for a closer look at them. The red fairy had tiny black antenna sprouting from her head, and dark lines down her belly. She spun around for his approval, her rear end lighting up like a torch. The green fairy had multiple eyes, and four translucent wings behind her back. She took off, her body hovering in place at eye level.
"Like what you see?" she asked, blowing him a kiss.
"Uh..." Mike looked at the last fairy. She had unusually large eyes, and her wings were hidden by a hard blue shell. When she crossed her arms, it pushed her tiny breasts up and out. "Yes. You are all quite pretty."
The fairies let out a cheer, and took off once more, flying circles around him. Two landed on his shoulders, and the blue one on top of his head. They were very light -- Mike felt that the tiniest of breezes would dislodge them.
"I expected fairies to look more... human."
"You're thinking of pixies," the green one told him. "Pixies are nasty."
"So nasty," the red one added.
"We're way more fun to play with," the blue one told him, leaning over his forehead to smile in his face. Mike smiled back, trying not to stare at her tiny blue nipples.
"As much as I would like to play, my friends need my help. Do you know where they are? And my other friend who was with me, she fell in the river. I have to know if she is okay."
"Perhaps."
"Maybe."
"We could tell you." The blue one's smile turned mischievous. "If we wanted to."
"I really need to know. Are they okay?"
The fairies exchanged looks. "For now."
"So what is it that you want?" Mike asked. "To help me find my friends?"
The three faeries giggled, and the blue one blushed.
"You have something we've wanted for a long time."
"Something powerful."
"Something magic." Blue slipped off his head, her wings fluttering loudly while she hovered before him. "We want to eat your seed."
"My seed?" Mike asked. The three faeries nodded hungrily, Red licking her lips. "You mean my sperm?"
"It gives us powerful magic."
"Magic to escape this place."
"Magic to make wishes come true."
"You're trapped here too?" Mike asked.
"For a long time."
"The Minotaur can't catch us."
"But we can't leave." Blue pouted, her eyes expanding adorably. "Will you help us?"
"I...I suppose." All three faeries glowed like tiny stars, their faces lit up (literally) in excitement. Mike looked around. "Um, where do you want me to go?"
"You can sit if you want!" Green told him, and she hovered over the ground, glitter falling from her wings. A tiny mushroom sprouted beneath her, and the longer she hovered, the bigger it got. Eventually it took the size and shape of a small loveseat.
"Thanks." Sitting down, Mike almost laughed at the looks of desperation on their tiny faces. "This will take me a few minutes, if you don't mind waiting. It doesn't help that I'm half frozen."
"Oh, we don't need your help!" Red told him, and the faeries landed on his thighs.
"Just lay back and relax." Blue said, placing her hands on his stomach. His body flooded with heat, hot air encircling him and drying him off.
"And we'll take care of the rest," Green said. Her hands covered in a rainbow aura, she began massaging Mike's scrotum, her hands creating a tingling sensation that spread along the base of his cock. His dick slowly hardened, and the faeries surrounded it, wrapping their arms around his thick shaft.
"Oh!" Mike was surprised at how good it felt, the sensation of tiny hands all along his penis, but the real surprise came from the tiny kisses they planted on the head of his penis. Each one sent a tiny surge of energy into his body, their tiny tongues making his cock twitch. The faeries giggled when his dick moved, holding on tightly and wrapping their legs around him.
Blue held tightly to the bottom of his shaft, using her legs as a cock ring and making his dick swell even larger. She let out a laugh, licking him, her tiny warm tongue making his cock twitch again, releasing a tiny drop of pre cum from its tip.
Red and Green were there to intercept it. The drop was big enough for them to split, and they licked the head of his penis even more, causing yet another trickle of precum to flow from the tip. They rubbed themselves against it, like cats with catnip, letting out tiny gasps of their own. At the base of his cock, Blue was moaning, and Mike realized that she was now rubbing her tiny pussy against him. It left behind a glittery trail of lubrication, and she slowly circled him, anointing him with her fluids.
"That... feels really good," he told them, which seemed to inspire their efforts. Red was openly feeding, her lips on the rim of his urethra, sucking and mewling in delight. Below her, Green was lapping up what Red couldn't swallow, grinding her hips against his shaft while fingering Red above her with her free hand. Red began swiveling her hips, pushing herself lower onto Green's hand, letting out tiny, high-pitched moans.
"Hey!" Blue reached up to try and grab some of his pre-cum, but Red and Green had intercepted all of it. Green shifted her weight and pushed Red farther up Mike's cock. Red was now actively lapping at the steady flow of pre-cum, a result of his unfinished orgasm earlier with Naia. Shoving her face onto the head of Mike's cock, he watched in amazement when her lips stretched impossibly wide, enveloping the top half of his glans.
"Holy..." Mike whispered in awe, watching the little red fairy's mouth and head expand. She was gulping greedily, sucking Mike dry and making his cock even harder. Her eyes bugged out of her head, and Green pulled her glitter soaked hand out of Red's snatch.
"No fair!" Green pulled on Red, and Red popped free, tumbling onto Mike's crotch, a satisfied look on her face. Red adjusted her antenna and smiled at Mike, her body glowing.
"I'm going to find your friends now," she said, doing a little pirouette on his lap before turning into a ball of light and disappearing in the distance.
"Thanks, uh..." Green had taken position at the top now, her eyes hungrily fixated on Mike's twitching shaft. Licking around the edges of his glans, she worked her way up to the top of Mike's penis, nibbling at the edges of his urethra.
"The best stuff is farther down," she informed him, holding up a glitter soaked hand. Gently circling his urethra, she slid her hand inside, gently moving her fist inside of his dick.
"That's... I mean..." Mike's cock spasmed, the sensation of something moving along the inside both strange and enticing. He could feel her fist moving up and down inside his shaft. He pressed a couple of fingers against the base of his cock, reveling in the sensation of that tiny fist moving just below the skin. Was this even a thing? It felt good, but what would it accomplish?
Blue sighed, scooting slightly higher on his dick. The lower half of his shaft looked like he had fucked an envelope full of glitter, and she was letting out tiny moans the whole way. Green's slow movements made his cock spasm again, and she held still.
"I'm going to go deeper," she informed him, hovering just above his penis with her four wings and pushing her arm in past her elbow. It was like flicking a switch, and the slightly pleasurable sensation suddenly changed. Every few movements felt like a miniature orgasm, and Mike watched in amazement as she worked her arm in all the way to the shoulder, her face a mask of concentration as she moved her arm in and out. Small, clear pools of semen formed, and then were pushed out, and Green lifted her arm free, pulling out some of the stickiest cum Mike had ever seen.
"Don't... don't stop," Mike begged her. Green was quickly lapping up what she could, the remaining cum leaking down onto Blue, who was actively humping Mike's shaft while she licked up what she could.
"Don't worry," Green assured him. "I'm not full yet." She slid her arm inside of his shaft again, and he felt like his dick would suddenly burst. The sensation was similar to the moment before an orgasm, but it had been stretched all the way out. Green was making a fist, and she continued to jack him off from the inside with tiny little movements that made his head spin.
"Oh fuck," Mike whispered, and he felt Blue slide down the bottom of his cock. With a show of super strength, she wrapped her legs around the top of his balls and squeezed, doing the same to the base of his shaft with her arms. The orgasm was halted, but not before semen squirted out all around Green's arm, sticking to her like honey.
Screaming with delight, the fairy began her feast, her whole body lighting up with every swallow. Blue held a tight grip against his balls, and he could feel his arousal declining. Green was meticulous, licking everywhere he had sprayed, including her own arm. She contorted unnaturally, her long tongue easily cleaning off her elbow and armpit.
"I'm going to find your river friend," she informed him once she was clean. She hovered in front of his face, her many eyes blinking. Blowing him a kiss, she flew away, turning into a bright green ball of light.
"Oh my god," Mike uttered, staring down at the last remaining fairy. "And what sort of trick do you have up your sleeve?"
"A good one," she promised, releasing her tight grip on his balls. Climbing up his shaft, she moved to the upper half, grinding her pussy against him once more. Moaning quietly to herself, she coated him in her glittering juices, spiraling her way up until she was near the head of his penis. His cock was tingling now, and it sparkled in the light of the Labyrinth.
"You have me on pins and needles," he told her. She giggled, scooting her crotch across the head of his dick. His urethra was still sensitive to the touch, but enjoyably so as she moved across it. She took off, hovering over him to inspect her handiwork. The sounds her wings made reminded him of a beetle in flight, a low, whispery rumble. Circling above his cock, she landed gently on top of it, a large smile on her face.
"I've never done this before," she told him. "But I've practiced when the others aren't around."
"Practiced what?" Mike asked. Blue began circling her hips on the head of his cock, the sensation very similar to a tongue or a determined finger. Working her hips back and forth and odd intervals, Mike saw that her swollen little pussy was expanding, widening itself to an alarming size.
"There's no way that'll work," Mike told her.
"You've never met a determined fairy," she replied. Her pussy was almost wide enough now to take the tip of his finger, and she grabbed on with her tiny, blue armored arms and pulled. Her hips expanded to accommodate, and Mike felt her widen once more. He was suddenly reminded of the Red fairy, and how her mouth had expanded to encompass the head of his dick.
"Can you... can your whole body stretch like that?" Mike asked.
"Mmh hmm," Blue responded, her eyes tightly shut in concentration.
"Then allow me to help," he said, carefully grabbing her legs with each hand. Her eyes opened wide when Mike tugged down on them, and he was surprised to see her body expand even farther, taking in most of the head of his dick. Her hips were now huge in comparison to the rest of her body.
"Don't stop," she begged, panting loudly. "Please don't stop." She felt impossibly tight, and the glittery fluid leaking from her cunt was now glowing.
"Oh, don't worry," Mike informed her, shifting his grip to her waist. He grabbed her gently, then pulled her body even farther down onto him. Her stomach was now swollen, the head of his cock buried inside her. Blue let out a scream, and Mike let go.
"No, no, more!" She yelled, grabbing at his fingers. Mike grabbed her again and proceeded even farther, watching her torso swell like a balloon, her breasts pushed out by the top of his cock. His dick was wider than she was, and she stretched even farther. Using his free hand, he teased her nipples with the tip of his finger, grinning at the panicked look on her face.
"Do you like that?" He asked, playfully flicking them with his fingernail. Blue nodded, her eyes rolling into her head. He pushed himself deeper, stopping when he realized that the top of his dick was now just below her throat. It suddenly occurred to him that with her current distortion, there could be no room for internal organs, and he worried that he was crushing her insides. He relaxed, and her elastic body began to slide up and off of him.
"What are you doing?" She hissed, her tiny legs kicking.
"I'm going to hurt you," he said.
"No you aren't! Now be a fucking man and put it all the way-AHHHHH!" Blue shrieked when Mike grabbed her by the hips tightly and pushed his way forward. His cock stretched her throat wide, then went up to her head. Her skull expanded now, and her eyes rolled wildly as she dug her tiny fingers into the flesh of his thumb.
"OH GODS, MORE!" She demanded, and Mike obliged. Her body stretched vertically as he pulled her down as far as she could go, her pussy hitting the bottom of his dick. She was tight, and the inside of her body was now vibrating, sending ripples of pleasure through Mike. He moaned softly, lifting her up and then pulling her down again.
"OH, FUCK, MMM, DON'T STOP!"
Mike moved her slowly at first, adjusting to the strange sensation that he was holding a person and not a masturbator. Still, the little blue fairy was pretty demanding, and Mike stroked himself faster, adjusting the timing to Blue's outbursts, bottoming out at the end of each sentence.
"Oh, please, all the WAY! Yes, yes, yes, FUUUUCK!" Blue's words ran together, and Mike felt her whole body tremble. Stroking harder, he started to twist her now, delighting in the sensation and in her reaction. She was letting out screams now, and Mike shoved himself in deep as she came.
"FUCKING DIRTY HUMAN!" She screamed, and her magic launched fireworks in every directions, fireworks that stained the ground and rocks around them in glitter. She gushed more of the slippery fluid all over him, and her whole body contracted like a set of fingers around him, fingers that were vibrating rapidly. Thinking of all the frustration he had built up inside him, the pent up energy from worrying about his friends, he pounder her mercilessly. Unable to contain himself any longer, the orgasm that had been denied him for so long built up inside his body, and he unleashed it inside of the Blue fairy.
"FUUUUUCK!" She squealed, her body expanding like a water balloon. Mike grunted, shoving himself inside of her again, a second blast making her breasts expand to comic proportions. Her arms flailed wildly, and she opened her mouth, blue light escaping from it. Mike groaned, leaning back in his mushroom chair and releasing the fairy.
"Oh shit," he said, staring at the high ceiling above him. The Blue Fairy slowly slid her way up his shrinking shaft, her stretchy body forcing her free. Mike's cock glowed blue with her fluids and his own, and she collapsed in his lap, lying in a pool of semen and glitter. Breathing heavily, he found himself getting sleepy. "You okay down there?" He asked.
"I've never been better," Blue replied. Her whole body was coated in his semen, but she wasn't bothering to clean it. Her body was slowly deflating as she absorbed his cum, glowing like a tiny star. Mike ran his fingers along her body affectionately, and she pushed herself into his touch. "Let's wait for the others to come back. Then we can go find your friends."
"Sounds like a plan," he said, staring into the darkness up above.
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Hey all!
Annabelle here with the next installment of Home for Horny Monsters! If this is your first time here, know that this story is essentially a novel in progress. Book One started in chapter 1, and Book Two started in Chapter 13.
My posts will be coming a bit more frequently now that I am able to work part-time! *trumpets blaring* Life threw me quite a few curves since 2018 started, but I worked really hard to not only deal with my day-to-day, but to keep writing this story that has taken on a life of its own. And I couldn't have done it without the support of the Lit community. You have all been extremely supportive and super appreciative, and I wouldn't have had the drive to keep going without you! Please keep those reviews, ratings, and emails coming. Even if I don't respond (I get a lot!), they are what has gotten me through the tough times and allowed Mike's adventures to continue!
That being said, where last we left off, Mike and Beth had been separated in the Labyrinth. So for those of you who have wondered whatever happened to the world's best estate agent, we join her now!
*****
Memories and Minotaurs
The sudden shift in time and position was immediately disorienting. One second, she was on the first floor of the Radley house, the world spinning around her. The next, she was running along a busted bridge, her legs not quite right beneath her. She tripped, colliding with someone else on the bridge, and they tumbled off together. Once she hit the cold water, her synapses fired all at once, restarting her brain and giving her full control.
"Beth!" A hand swung out, grabbing her wrist, but the water swept them apart. She felt the pull of the swirling water beneath and took a deep breath. She was yanked underneath, tumbling wildly along the river bottom, bouncing off the smooth stones beneath. She curled her feet up and cover her head with her arms.
When she was younger, her father had told her that if she could hold her breath underwater for more than two minutes in the ocean, Poseidon would turn her into a mermaid. Obsessed, she spent hours practicing in her tub, joined the junior swim team, and learned how to snorkel with her cousins on the coast. By the time she was able to hold her breath that long, she had long ago learned that her father had been lying. That still hadn't stopped her from diving down thirty feet and waiting for two minutes, hoping to see Poseidon emerge from the depths to grant her her wish.
She couldn't hold her breath for two minutes anymore, but it was longer than a minute before she was able to break free to the surface again, gasping for air. She took a deep breath, holding it in despite the fire in her lungs, allowing her body to bob to the surface. Floating on her back, she used her hands to push herself off the stone walls. The river split, and she kicked herself toward the route that widened out, the water's flow ebbing. Lying on her back, she stared at the rocky sky above, marveling at the giant stalactites above.
"Where am I?" She asked the ceiling, but it was too far away to answer her. She floated this way for some time, a watchful eye on the shore. She was missing a period of time again, but this time, something was different. She hadn't just woken up in her bed, an entire day gone. No, she had been running from something, which suggested that she had been in control of her body.
Or had she? Either she had a split personality, or something else was going on. Her eyes on the river, she spotted a small outlet, and kicked her way toward it. Crawling onto the rocky shore, she rolled on her back only to feel something pushing into her hips. Shifting her weight, she realized that she had a bag strapped to her body.
"What the fuck?" Sitting up on the rocks, she slid the bag around to her front. It looked like a miniature messenger bag, strapped securely to her torso. Unzipping it, she reached inside.
"Gah!" Her fingers had touched something hairy and wet. Standing up, she tossed the bag on the rocks, waiting for something like a giant rat to crawl out. Nearly a minute passed, and she was about to try again when the bag moved on its own, shifting about. Holding in a scream, the last thing she expected to push its head out was a creepy doll.
No, not just any doll. It was the one that Mike had given her, standing up on the rocks. The doll hopped out, pushing its rumpled red dress down in an attempt to flatten it out.
"I... don't suppose you know what's going on?" She asked. When the doll nodded, she didn't know whether to be surprised or not. "How... how did I get here?"
The doll walked toward her, and Beth took a step back. The doll stopped, holding one arm up, like it wanted to shake hands. Reluctantly, Beth knelt down, tentatively touching a finger to the cold, wet fabric.
The entire world popped, and Beth was standing inside of a house. On closer inspection, she realized that most of the windows and doors were painted on, a chill immediately traveling up her spine.
"Hello?" She asked. Wandering from room to room, she realized she was in a replica of the Radley house. Making a beeline for the stairs, she was headed for the front door when she saw the woman standing over by the hearth.
"Oh, please, no..." Beth whimpered, staring at the bedraggled figure. Her long hair covered her face, and her red gown was soaking wet. She was the epitome of every evil thing waiting to crawl out of a well, or television, or whatever, eager to drag Beth back to hell.
"Don't run," the figure said, remaining still. "I need to tell you what is happening."
"I'm dreaming?" Beth asked hopefully.
"No. This place is a figment, but it is my figment. It is real." She lifted her head, the hairs on her face never parting. "My name is Jenny. You've been here before."
Yeah, I doubt that, Beth thought to herself. "Okay Jenny, fill me in."
Jenny sagged, leaning against the wall. "No time for everything. I am exhausted, and cannot speak long. You are in a Labyrinth, a maze, a skip, a hop, a jump away!" Jenny shook her head, placing her hands against her temples. "No, wait. That's not what I meant. You are here with Mike. You need to find the others."
"What others?" Beth asked.
"Others like Lily."
Lily. The morning was coming back to her. The car crash, the story Lily had told her, the demon in the mirror. "Will the others hurt me?"
Jenny shook her head. "The minotaur might if he catches you. Avoid him at all costs. He will charge you what you cannot afford, put it on my tab!" Jenny tightened her hands into fists, pressing them even tighter to her head. "Dangerous. He's dangerous."
"Minotaur?" Beth asked. "Head of a bull, body of a man?"
"Don't leave my body..." Jenny sagged against the wall, sinking to the floor. "I'm... tired." The house shook and crumbled into darkness. Beth was standing on the shore, kneeling over the little doll that had collapsed.
"Well...fuck." Beth stared at the river, a sudden desire to toss the doll in surfacing in her mind. Jenny freaked her out. Grabbing onto the doll, it occurred to her that she had gone to the trouble of bringing it to this place. Whatever reason she had had for bringing the doll, she could figure it out later. Adjusting the straps on the messenger bag, she tucked Jenny back inside. Shivering, she examined the shore around her.
"I could really go for a fucking fire," she muttered to herself, climbing the slope. At the top was the entrance to a tunnel. Crouching to go inside, she walked for several feet, marveling at the bioluminescent moss on the walls. Touching it with her hands, she realized that it was slight warm to the touch.
"I'll take it where I can get it." She let her open hands hover over the brighter patches, fighting the chill that threatened to chatter her teeth. The tunnel opened up, and she found herself staring at a four way juncture.
"Hey, Jenny, which way?" she asked. The doll remained silent. Placing her left hand on the wall, she took the turn closest to her. Since she had no idea where she was going, the least she could do was try her best to avoid getting lost.
A thought occurred to her. Backing up to the opening she had come from, she found a bright patch of moss and used a rock to scrape the letter R for river. Heading back down her chosen path, she scratched an arrow into the wall. At least if she was lost, she would have some way to tell where she had been. Walking briskly, she paused long enough to strip off some of her clothes and wring the water out of them, hoping it would help her warm up faster.
The Labyrinth itself was a fascinating place. Sometimes the paths were long with no breaks, and other times, she found herself backtracking. A couple of paths had caved in on themselves, and these ones she marked with an X over the arrow. Other times, she spotted simple traps. Walking down one particularly long corridor, she spotted a break ahead. Eager to get to it, she almost overlooked the fact that someone had scattered leaves across the path ahead of her. It was only when she was about to step on one that she realized there were no trees to be seen. Finding a large rock, she tossed it onto the patch of dead leaves only to watch the whole area collapse inward into a spiked pit below. The pit itself was easy to crawl into and out of, which allowed Beth to pass without issue, but the old bones in the pit informed her that someone was here to reset the traps.
In the distance, something let out a howl. Beth assumed it was the minotaur, but was grateful that it sounded distant. Her stomach growled, and she wondered how long it had been since she last ate.
"I hate this place," she muttered, scraping a PT into the wall. She turned left at the next juncture, scraping in the appropriate arrows, and then promptly stumbled over a wire. Not knowing what to do, she threw herself onto the floor, eyes closed and praying. Spears crisscrossed above her, the trap maker assuming that the victim would simply continue forward. Her heart pounding, Beth crawled backward to inspect the trap. The spears were made of wood which, when Beth pulled hard enough, snapped off at the wall.
"Hiking stick," she declared, examining the pointy end. The wood had been capped with a sharp, steel tip that had a nasty barb in it. Looking down the tunnel at the crisscrossed spears, she could only imagine the poor creature that would get caught on them. She gave the spear a squeeze, hefting it in her hand.
Another roar bounced off the walls, this time slightly closer. Closing her eyes, Beth imagined how sound could carry through this place, wondering if the minotaur was in the next corridor over, or half a mile away. Shuddering, she got on her stomach and crawled beneath the spears, her hair tangling harmlessly in the barbs.
This corridor narrowed, then curved. She imagined herself walking along a giant letter O, her mind immediately going back to Oliver, the mirror demon. Messing with a demon had to be the literal definition of playing with fire, her pelvis still slightly uncomfortable from the fucking she had received. Despite the chill of her damp clothes, she felt a deeper warmth at his memory, wondering if it would be worth it to play with fire again.
Not paying attention, she just happened to look down in time to see an odd shaped stone sink into the floor beneath her feet. She immediately took several steps backward, crouching down and holding up her spear. Eyes on the corridor, she looked at the walls, then the floor, then up. She could hear faint gears creaking.
"Oh fuck." It suddenly occurred to her that the traps in the Labyrinth were likely not directional. They could be built for people coming in or leaving. She ran backward several paces and felt a sudden blast of air pressure across her back as the walls of the corridor slammed together. Turning around, she stared in awe at the trap that had almost gotten her. The thick walls of the Labyrinth now blocked her way forward, but the curve of the path meant that a small opening had appeared before her on one side. There was a path on the other side.
Debating whether she should crawl through the gap, she heard a voice from the other side.
"Hello?" Is someone there?" It sounded like a woman. Immediately suspicious, Beth kept her mouth shut. The mechanism for the wall hadn't begun retracting yet, so Beth made the decision to squeeze through. Just as her foot cleared the gap, the gears activated, the wall shifting back the other way. Beth watched the seams in the wall disappear as it locked back into place. She was in another narrow corridor, but this one had a small opening that led her into a circular shaped room.
The room had several pillars around its perimeter that rose toward the sky but didn't connect to anything. Each pillar looked like multiple rings stacked on top of each other. Moving carefully toward the center, Beth listened to someone grunting, the sound of stone crunching against stone making her teeth hurt. Pressing herself against one of the pillars, she circled around to the front, moving slowly.
One of the pillars had collapsed, giant stone rings lying in a pile. Beneath the rubble, a slender arm was frantically waving about, trying to push one of the bigger rings off. Crouching down, spear in front of her, Beth neared the trapped creature, kneeling down for a better look.
The arm was a grayish-white, the flesh made of stone. A couple of cracks had appeared, and a dark substance like oil leaked from the wound.
"Do you need some help?" Beth asked. The arm withdrew, and a face appeared in the gap. It was the face of a woman, with dark eyes like coal.
"Please," she said. "It's too heavy for me to move!"
"Well, many hands make light work." Beth stood up, appraising the pile of rubble. "I think the easiest way may be to climb up top and move some of the heavier ones down. What do you think?"
"I'm not in a position to offer any advice." The woman blinked. "My name is Abella by the way. I'm a gargoyle, in case you were wondering."
"I'm Beth. Just a human, I'm afraid." Beth stood up, looking at the rocky pile. "Otherwise this would probably be easier."
"How are you going to get the blocks off of me?" Abella asked her.
"The number one weapon of attorneys everywhere," Beth said. "Leverage." Kneeling down, she picked up a stone the size of her fist, then began climbing the pile. Some of the stones shifted drastically beneath her weight, but she needed to be up top. Choosing her footing carefully, she picked one of the stones that had a gap beneath it and stuck in the spear. Satisfied that it would fit, she wedged her stone beneath the spear, trying to push it as close to the gap as possible. Using it as a fulcrum, she pushed down on the stick, and the stone shifted to one side.
"I didn't feel anything," Abella informed her.
"I'm not a miracle worker." Beth removed the stick and changed positions, repeating the process. After a couple of attempts the stone circle slid far enough off the pile that it tumbled down the side. The rock shifted beneath her, and Beth stuck her arms out for balance. Satisfied that the pile had settled, she found another stone to start working on.
"So how did you get caught in this?" Beth asked.
"Shortly after we walked into the Labyrinth, we got lost. We had maps, but someone has been changing the hallways. The original plan was to set up a trap to ambush the minotaur and demand he return Tink's goggles. Sofia thought that he may have a treasure chamber in one of the dead spaces on the map too. When we couldn't find the minotaur, we tried to find a dead space. It didn't work out, so we wandered until we found this chamber. Sofia decided that this was a good place to set a trap, but nobody counted on the minotaur showing up early. We got into a fight, and when this pillar collapsed, I pushed Tink out of the way to save her." Abella grunted when Beth used her spear to tilt another chunk of stone off of the pile. "Sofia and Tink ran away, and I got stuck here."
Beth chewed impatiently at her lip, trying to move one of the bigger stones. Her fulcrum rock wasn't cutting it for this one, and her spear was bending far enough that she was worried it would break. "This sounds like an awful lot of trouble to go through for a pair of goggles."
"Tink needs them so that she can show Mike how to activate the House's defense mechanism. The mechanism runs on a timer, so it has to be reactivated once a day, but only the Caretaker can do it."
"And Mike is the Caretaker?" Beth shoved a stone out from beneath the larger one. The pile tilted, and Beth scurried off the pile as several hundred pounds of stone rolled free, sliding off to one side. They crashed against the hard stone floor, the sound of breaking rock echoing off the ceiling high above. "I thought he was the owner."
"It's... complicated."
"Sounds like it." Beth knelt down by the hole. "I just moved a ton of rock off of you. Do you think you can move?"
"Let me see." Abella's face disappeared. Gazing into the gap, Beth saw her put both hands on the ground and push. The pile shifted slightly, but the gargoyle wasn't strong enough. Her face reappeared. "No, not yet."
"I've got time." Beth's stomach growled, and she put her hand against it. How long had it been since she ate. "I don't suppose you have food?"
Abella shook her head. "We didn't plan on being in here this long."
"Fuck." Beth rubbed her stomach. Now that she was aware of it, she was ravenous. Scowling, she climbed on the pile of stones again. "I guess I'll just keep on keeping on."
"Beth!" The pile shifted beneath Beth's feet. "Run!"
"Run? From what?" Turning to face in the only direction Abella could see, she saw him standing behind one of the pillars. Clutching a giant axe in his hands, the minotaur snorted, taking a step toward Beth.
"Oh. Fuck." Beth lifted her spear. She had nowhere to run.
-
In the darkness, she could hear the ocean crashing against the sand, gentle pulses that threatened to lull her back to sleep. If not for the sudden sound of the heavy glass door sliding in its track behind her, she would have let the ocean carry her mind away, just another cloud of thought drifting over the horizon.
"Hey there Sparks." She heard the can of beer touch down on the glass end table, followed by the stretching of canvas when Alex sprawled out on the lounge chair next to her. From her seat, she could smell Alex's skin, a combination of sunscreen, seawater, and the grilled burgers they had eaten earlier.
"Mmh." Dana reached over, quickly finding Alex's fingers with her owns.
"Penny for your thoughts?" Alex asked.
"I'm afraid to open my eyes." Dana said. "I'm afraid that if I open my eyes, this will all go away."
"And why would it go away?"
"Because you... you..." Dana felt the oxygen leave her lungs, the sudden inability to speak bringing back a flood of memories of the crash, the memorial service, and everything else. Taking a deep breath, she let her mind drift amongst the waves for a moment. "You're dead."
"I don't feel dead." Dana could hear the smile in Alex's voice. "How did I die?"
"Motorcycle crash. Road was wet, and another car last control, hitting you head on."
"Wow. Sounds awful."
"It was." Dana was waiting for the world to pop, to take her back to reality. When it didn't happen, she opened her eyes, knowing that the dream couldn't progress any longer. She stared off the balcony, watching the water crash onto itself, erasing footprints from the sand. The sun had just set, and the world was vanishing from sight. "This is just a dream, you know? From our trip to the coast. This is the little apartment we rented, overlooking the ocean. Tomorrow morning, you're going to spill waffle mix all over the floor and we're going to go out to breakfast instead."



"I hope we go somewhere good."
"We do, but..." Dana couldn't bear it any longer. Closing her eyes tightly, she opened them again, wiping away the tears that had formed. Turning in her chair, she looked at Alex, praying that the beach wouldn't turn into the road where Alex had died, a cross pinned to the guardrail where the bike had skidded into the railing and gotten stuck.
Alex Winters was sitting sideways on the lounge chair, her legs crossed in front of her. She had tossed a long white tank top on after her shower, and her tight curls had been pulled up into a bun. Her skin was the color of coffee with just a dash of cream, and her dark eyes reflected the porch light that hung above them.
"Alex," Dana whispered. It was the first time Alex had come to her in a dream fully intact, without triggering a sequence of nightmares.
"Someone makes a comment," Alex finished for her. "A guy at one of the tables calls us a pair of dykes. You get pissed and slam his face into his eggs. The cops get called, but not before we get the hell out of there."
"You remember?" Dana asked.
Alex laughed. It was the same laugh that had attracted Dana to Alex when they first met, and when Dana had accidentally shorted a circuit they had been building together for the class robots. Seeing those sparks reflected in the dark pools of Alex's eyes made Dana's heart skip several beats, the moment only interrupted when the circuit board caught on fire.
"Of course I remember. I was there." Alex winked.
"You were, but... now you're not."
"Yeah." Alex's smile vanished, and she stared into the darkness. "It's amazing how quickly your future vanishes when you die. Death swallows everything up in an instant. People will tell you that your life passes before your eyes when you go. Those are the people who survive, the ones who talk about all your old regrets. Nobody tells you that the worst part is watching your future vanish, seeing all your hopes and dreams become a whisper of smoke you can no longer hold on to." Alex pulled her legs up against her body, her chin on her knees. "You get to see bits and pieces before they bury you. It's almost like having a shitty internet connection, and the video skips. Until you told me, I wasn't entirely sure how I died." Her face darkened. "My parents. They were not kind."
"They still couldn't accept you. Even at the end."
"Not true. It was you they couldn't accept. That's why they didn't let you come to the funeral. You were a reminder of what I was and what I wasn't. In death, I was simply a wayward angel who may have someday come back to the fold, met a nice guy, had some babies. But now I was dead, my legacy forever tarnished by some white girl who came along and corrupted my poor soul." Alex chuckled. "Death isn't at all what anybody expects, by the way. Sure, some bits and pieces are true, but I promise you this - their version of eternity is going to be a lot less peaceful than mine."
"You're... you're at peace?" Dana felt a flood of emotion welling up behind her eyes, threatening to burst through the dam.
"Almost." Alex stood up. "There is something I miss very much." She stepped across the gap, sitting down next to Dana. The lounge chairs were just wide enough for both of them. "You see, one of the things you learn when you are dead is that you can't replace some people. I've met some interesting beings, but none of them hold a candle to you, Sparks."
"I miss you so much," Dana said, gazing into Alex's eyes. From here, she could just barely make out the dark freckles just beneath Alex's eyes.
"I miss you too." Alex placed a gentle hand on the side of Dana's neck, sliding it up to her cheek.
"Is this real?" Dana asked. "Is this a dream?"
"Doesn't matter what I say. Either you'll stay with me forever, or you'll wake up." Alex pulled Dana to her, her thick lips gently touching Dana's. Dana let out a sigh of relief, sliding her arms around Alex's torso, holding her tight against her. She could feel Alex's hot breath on her face, smell the grease on her fingers from cooking, sensations that should have been impossible in a dream. She kept waiting for it to end, keeping her fingers crossed that it wouldn't. She didn't care if that meant she had died - truth be told, she was dead already.
"Alex, I-" Alex placed a finger against Dana's lips, her other hand running down the side of Dana's arm. Gentle fingers moved across the bare skin of Dana's stomach, tracing shapes on her flesh that made goosebumps rise one Dana's arms.
"I saw that you fixed up my bike," Alex said, her lips by Dana's ear. Tender kisses landed on Dana's neck, kisses that moved lower to find her collarbone. Alex's fingers slid up Dana's stomach, pushing aside the fabric of her bathing suit and finding the soft flesh of her breasts.
"I wanted it to remember you," Dana said, her voice little more than a whisper.
"Do you remember what happened on this night?" Alex asked her.
"We started making out on the balcony." Dana's hand was on Alex's hip. "Things got hot, but I chickened out. I was afraid someone would see us out here, so we went inside and made love in our room."
"Not this time." Alex snapped her fingers, and the porch light went out. Starlight illuminated the beach below, the clouds evaporating in the ghostly glow of the sky. "This time, no regrets."
"Alex." Dana said her girlfriend's name as if it were a prayer. Alex pressed her lips to Dana's, a gentle touch that was immediately familiar, yet still exciting. Dana ran one hand up Alex's stomach, realizing that she wore nothing beneath the tank top. She gently caressed the underside of Alex's breast, generating a slight moan of content. Alex's breasts were super sensitive - she wore bras with extra padding if she had to wear anything heavy like a sweater. Dana placed her palm against the base of Alex's left breast, her fingers and thumb resting perfectly beneath its curves. She could feel it faintly, the heart that had stopped so long ago beating gently in her chest.
"It's beating," Dana said, tears filling her eyes. "It's really beating in there."
"For you, it never stopped." Their lips met again, and Dana tumbled back onto her chair, Alex straddling her hips. Alex sat up, pulling her tank top over her head to reveal her small breasts, breasts that Dana had kissed hundreds of times. It wasn't so much the thrill of burying her face in a beautiful busom, but rather the reaction of the woman who owned them that made them Dana's favorite body part. Leaning down, Alex kissed her way down Dana's neck, running her hands across Dana's stomach, then up her ribs. Dana kissed her back, hyper aware of Alex's fingers as they slid beneath her, undoing her bikini top. The cold night air of the after life made Dana's nipples stand at attention. Being roughly the same height, Alex's nipples would occasionally rub across Dana's when they kissed, causing Alex to gasp.
Dana's hands squeezed the bottom of Alex's ass, moving upward and onto Alex's lower back. Alex moved off center, lightly gyrating her hips on Dana's hipbone. The contact was minimal, but with her nipples being flicked, she hungered for more sexual contact of any kind. Dana pulled Alex down, their breasts pushing together until Alex could change position to where they were both comfortable. Dana lifted her left leg, and Alex slid herself onto it, grinding her crotch into Dana's upper thigh. Locking eyes, Dana watched Alex's face as she stirred herself into a small frenzy.
"I love you," Dana said, grabbing Alex's hips and pulling her closer, allowing her to grind even harder. "I never stopped loving you."
"I love you too, Sparks." Alex closed her eyes, biting her lip and letting out a long moan. One of her hands found its way onto Dana's stomach, then slid down to the top of Dana's shorts. "I'll always love you." Her fingers unsnapped the button, making enough room for her hand to disappear beneath the fabric. Exploratory fingers slid along the sides of Dana's vulva, fingers that stroked her expertly. Alex had gotten one of her scholarships for her skill on the piano, a skill with her fingers that had carried forward into her sex life.
"MMH!" Dana closed her eyes, savoring the sensation of those fingers moving in circles over her hairless folds. Alex had always loved her clean shaven, a habit she had kept up with. Dana's natural lubrication allowed Alex to manipulate her expertly, Dana's clit standing at full attention while Alex worked the skin around it.
"More," Dana whispered, so Alex obliged. Lifting off of Dana, Alex grabbed her shorts and slid them free, exposing Dana's hairless pussy to the stars in the sky. Alex undid her bikini bottom, and resumed her spot on Dana's thigh. She sat up straight now, holding onto Dana's leg with one hand and fingering her with the other. Her thumb circled Dana's clit while her fingers gently worked their way inside, curling and uncurling against her inner walls.
Dana smiled, and she pulled Alex down for another kiss. Their tongues touched briefly, swirling gently against each other's mouths before parting once more. Dana gently bit her way down Alex's neck, eventually reaching the top of her breasts. Alex rolled her hips in tight circles while Dana licked and nibbled at her breasts, teasing her nipples indirectly before sucking them into her mouth. Alex was grunting, a flood of sexual fluids coating Dana's upper thigh. In response, Alex fingered Dana more vigorously, gently forcing her fingers in even deeper.
"Come up here," Dana commanded, her hands pulling on Alex's hips. Not one to argue, Alex scooted forward while Dana slid down the chair, her legs hanging off the bottom. Alex's pussy smelled of sunscreen, the beach, and something else that ignited a primal urge in Dana. Licking gently around Alex's large, wet folds, Dana lost herself in the flavor of her pussy, a delicacy that had been far too long coming.
"Oh, fuck. Oh, shit, mmh!" Alex clutched at her own thighs now, her hands moving up to the chair to brace herself. "Mmh. Mmh!"
In response, Dana grabbed Alex's thighs and held her down, her tongue moving in circles. Alex's clit popped out of the folds, and Dana sucked it into her mouth, pushing her chin upward into Dana's vagina, forcing her to open up even more. Alex grunted, sending an additional flood of juices onto Dana's face. Dana responded by tilting Alex forward to expose her opening just enough that Dana could finger her from behind.
"Oh, shit!" Alex grunted, two of Dana's fingers sliding in all the way to the knuckle. Dana didn't have to do much; Alex was rocking her hips just right that she was effectively fucking herself on Dana's digits while her clit got sucked. Dana savored Alex's musky flavor, holding her tight against her mouth when her cries grew louder. Alex was pinching her own nipples now, her cries coming faster.
When Alex came, she wrapped her hands around Dana's head and pulled, cutting off Dana's oxygen supply. Dana's body flushed with heat while she continued licking, Alex's body going completely rigid against her. Dana let go of Alex's thigh with her left hand, her hungry fingers finding their way along her belly to her own swollen labia, pinching the folds together around her clit. She squeezed herself, her fingers now wet with her own fluids.
"Ohhhhhh fuuuuuuuck." Alex relaxed, lifting her mound off of Dana's face. Dana sucked in air, briefly wondering if she even needed to breathe in this place. Alex was gently rubbing her own breasts, her cheeks glowing with post-orgasmic bliss. "Fuck, I missed that so much."
"Well I've missed something too." Dana fixed her gaze on Alex's body. Her eyes narrowed at the heavenly body on top of her. "And I expect you to deliver."
"Ooh. I love it when you're bossy." Alex shifted her body, moving down along Dana's torso. "I also know that you love it when I do this."
Dana grinned. "But it's not my birthday."
"When you're here, every day can be your birthday." Alex lifted one of Dana's legs, placing her leg beneath. Dana sat up, pulling the chair into a sitting position. Alex wrapped her legs around Dana, and both of them tightened their legs, pulling their hips together. Alex started slow, grinding her hairy lips against Dana's wet lips. Dana gasped, grabbing Alex's hips and pulling her close.
Scissoring was something that Dana loved. Something about staring into Alex's face while the two of them humped each other, both of their bodies tense with sexual heat. Dana leaned forward, kissing her way along Alex's chest, feeling the body that she had been so long denied. Both women were sweaty now, the humidity trapping beads of sweat against their skin, salty drops that the women licked off of each other with exploratory tongues. How long had it been, Dana asked herself, her soul finally at peace. An eternity of Alex lay before her, an infinite number of nights on the beach, of exploring each other's bodies. She had so many questions, but could only focus on the warm body pressed against hers, that moaning shadow that threatened to press into her, finally making her complete. Closing her eyes, she felt her own orgasm building, the first of many to come.
"Dana," Alex whispered, and then she was gone.
"Alex?" Dana opened her eyes. Alex was nowhere to be seen. Picking up her bikini top, she held it against her chest, standing up to stare off the balcony. The beach was empty, and the crashing waves had gone still. The universe had come to a halt.
"Alex? Alex!" Dana screamed into the night. The horizon had vanished, the waters of the ocean receding away. Dana watched in horror as the water vanished, revealing that the world had a crumbling edge. The Earth broke away in chunks, falling only God knew where, and Dana ran through the apartment, shoving her way through the front door.
"Ah!" Dana screamed. The world was caving in, and the parking lot in front of the building had swallowed up all of the cars. Looking down into the void, Dana could see distant stars beneath, shimmering dimly.
"Oh, God no!" Dana ran back out to the balcony, screaming Alex's name, hoping to find her. The room fell apart behind her, and soon only the balcony was left. The world crumbled like sand around her, the building breaking into dust and blowing away. Floating in the void, she could see a sky full of stars she couldn't recognize. One by one, they vanished, cosmic matches being snuffed out. Cold terror formed in her gut, and she clung to the railing as the final star was extinguished, and she fell into the void.
Dana sat up, a scream frozen in her throat. Her fingers clawed at the air, eventually grabbing on to the edge of the table she had been lying on. Inhaling deeply, she looked around, trying to figure out where she was.
"I see you're back." It was the man in the suit. He was perusing an old paperback that still had the used bookstore sticker on the cover. "How was it?"
"How was... huh?" Dana put her face in her hands, fighting back tears. What had just happened?
"Being dead." He turned the page, then folded the corner neatly before closing the book. "You've been dead for..." he checked his watch. "About two hours now."
"Dead? Me?" Dana looked at her hands. They were paler than normal. Rubbing her fingers together, she realized that they felt slightly numb. Her sense of touch had been muted.
"Yep. You're dead." Standing up, he got close to her. "I spent quite a bit of time on you. You see, you are here to serve a purpose, and I need you in perfect condition. Well, with one exception." He tapped himself on the chest. "No heartbeat. Not anymore."
"You... took my heart?" Dana placed her fingers to her neck, searching for a pulse. Nothing was there. Moving her fingers around, she felt panic begin to set in.
"No, nothing as gross as that." He snapped his fingers. Dana watched the landlady enter the room. It occurred to her that she must be in the basement of her landlady's home. Staring up at the unfinished rafters above her, Dana wondered if she could make it up the stairs before anyone stopped her.
"Is it time?" The landlady asked. Dana couldn't think of her name anymore, a memory that had been gobbled away by the situation.
"It is. You did a splendid job." He motioned with his hand, and the woman collapsed on the floor, a smile on her face. "You see, I have need of your services. Two hours ago, I killed you. Naturally, your soul left your body and went somewhere else. That's how it is for people like you, so eager to reunite with loved ones. I allowed you some time with your beloved Ms. Winters before reanimating your corpse and trapping your soul inside of it. If you do my bidding, I release you, and your happily ever after continues."
"Wait. I'm trapped in my own body?" Dana looked at herself. "I don't feel that different."
"For now." He yawned. "I apologize. I've been up all night tracking you down, and the magic has tired me. My name is Daryl. I'm your creator, your messiah, your god. And if you don't do exactly what I ask of you, I will leave you like this for the rest of eternity, going mad inside of a rotting body."
"Leave me like what?" Dana was suddenly aware that she was neither hot or cold. The room just sort of existed around her.
"Ugh. You're a little slow, aren't you?" Daryl crossed his arms over his chest, a look of arrogance on his face. "I'll give you the Cliff Notes. I am a very powerful man who has used forbidden magic to turn you into a zombie. And not one of those shitty brain eaters you see in the movies. Well, not yet anyway." Daryl laughed. "Now, I'm only going to ask this once? Do you want to see your beloved Alex again?"
Tears forming in her eyes, Dana nodded.
"Good. Then you will do exactly as I say."
-
The minotaur glared at Beth, each puff of his loud, hot breath causing Beth's heart to pound. He contemplated her from a distance, his hand tightening on his weapon. His large, curved horns glistened in the moss light, and he let out a blast of hot breath through his nose, his golden nose ring twitching.
"What do I do?" Beth asked Abella.
"Run! Get away!"
"That's just it." Beth stepped off of the pile of rubble. "I'm too tired to run. This place is full of traps, and I think if I try to get away, he will catch me."
"Then fight!"
"I don't want to do that either." Beth wasn't stupid. The minotaur had the physique of an action movie star, his body carved of solid muscle. He wore only a loincloth, which left very little to the imagination. "I have no idea how to fight." She held the spear to her side and dropped it, the wood clattering to the floor.
"Beth!" Abella hissed.
"It's ok," Beth said. "It's going to be okay." She was watching the minotaur closely. Though he carried a giant axe, he wasn't holding it aggressively. While intimidating, it occurred to her that the minotaur seemed more curious about her than aggressive. "My name is Beth. Do you have a name?"
The minotaur snorted, tensing up.
"No, it's okay. I'm not here to hurt you or cause problems. I was brought here by someone else against my will."
The minotaur tilted his head. When he spoke, his voice was a low rumble that made Beth think of James Earl Jones's voice with a rough edge to it.
"You aren't here for the treasure?" He looked uncertain.
"No. I don't even know about the treasure, and I don't want to know."
"Are you the new Caretaker?" He asked.
Beth recognized the term. "No. The new Caretaker is here, but I'm not him."
"She wants the new Caretaker." The minotaur lowered his axe. "Can you take me to him?"
"I have no idea where he is." Beth gestured around her. "The Labyrinth has him."
"Hmm." The minotaur was lost in thought for several seconds. "You are not afraid of me."
"I am, a little," Beth admitted. "I've never met a minotaur before, and you are quite... large."



"I like how you talk to me." The minotaur approached the pile of rubble. Grabbing one of the stones, he dragged it away a few feet and easily flipped it over. He sat down, his loincloth shifting. Beth's eyes widened at the sheer size of his penis, which vanished back beneath the cloth. "She does not speak as kindly to me as you do."
"She who?" Beth asked. The minotaur regarded her for several seconds, contemplating his answer.
"The Lady of the Labyrinth." The minotaur set down his axe. "She commands, so I must obey."
From where she stood, Beth could see the minotaur's eyes briefly glaze over. The way he had said those words led her to believe that something more was going on. "Do you have a name?"
"My name?" He pondered for a second. "It has been so long since I have spoken my name. My name is Asterion."
"Well, Asterion. I sure could use your help."
Asterion shook his head. "Not without the Lady's permission."
"Well, then what does she want you to do?"
"Hmm." Asterion's furry brow wrinkled. "She has given me many jobs lately. Keep out intruders. Bring her the goggles. Bring her the goblin. Bring her the Caretaker."
"It sounds like she is keeping you busy." Beth drew nearer. "I'm curious, Asterion. What are you supposed to do if an intruder gets in?"
"Hmm." His forehead wrinkled again. "I'm supposed to kill them."
"But you haven't killed me."
"No." Asterion put his chin in his hand, a perfect replica of the Thinker statue. His biceps bulged out, making "Because you are not an intruder."
"I'm not?"
"The Lady tells me that intruders are mean, and will run or hide or fight. You stayed to talk to me, and you are nice. So you aren't an intruder, so I'm not supposed to kill you."
"I see." Beth saw the opportunity and took it. Asterion's gifts were clearly limited to his physique. "So if I'm not an intruder, I must be something else. You said that I'm nice. Do you know what a nice person is called?"
"The Lady tells me that she is nice to me and I should do what she says. But you are not the Lady, so I shouldn't do what you say."
"So, I must be something that isn't an intruder or a Lady." Beth was sitting next to Asterion now. "I don't want to tell you what to do, and I'm not an intruder. I'm nice, and I like talking to you. So that would make me a..." Beth waited, expecting Asterion to finish the sentence. After several seconds, the minotaur turned to look at her, his eyes expectant.
"...a friend." Beth finished.
"Hmm." Asterion's lips twisted to the side, his face scrunched in concentration. "A friend. I don't think I've had a friend before."
"No? That's too bad, Asterion, because you seem very nice. I think lots of people would like to be friends with you."
"A friend." Asterion grunted. "I don't know what a friend is supposed to do."
"Well, friends are, um," it was Beth's turn to think. "You see, friends are nice to each other because they like each other. Have you ever liked someone before?"
"I like the Lady." Asterion nodded, pleased that he had an answer.
"And does the Lady like you?"
"Hmm." Asterion's brow furrowed again, and Beth did her best not to sigh out loud. She sat patiently next to him while he pondered the question.
"Maybe." Asterion frowned. "The Lady isn't mean to me. And she talks to me sometimes, but only to tell me what to do. So I don't know if she likes me."
"Well, I like you." Beth patted him reassuringly on his massive thigh. The muscles in his leg were rock hard, and Asterion looked at where she had placed his hand, a strange look crossing his face. "And if you like me too, then we can be friends!"
"I see." Asterion contemplated Beth's hand for several seconds. "So friends like each other."
"That's one thing that friends do." She gave his thigh a friendly squeeze. "Some other things that they do is keep each other company, and help each other when they need it."
"Friends help each other." Asterion mulled this over. Beth let him, knowing that her attempts at diplomacy hinged on being patient. The minotaur really didn't seem like a bad person to her, but she could see his axe from here, and had no desire to find out first hand just how sharp it was. "So if we are friends, we would help each other?"
"Only if we want to," Beth added. "For example, I wouldn't tell you to help me find my way out of the Labyrinth. I would tell you that I wanted help, and it would be your choice." She stroked his leg, feeling how the different muscles in his thigh felt like braided steel beneath his skin. She felt a twinge in her own thighs, and did her best to maintain eye contact with him. "And if you asked me for help, I would decide if it was something I could help you with."
"Hmm." Asterion vanished into his thoughts. Beth kept rubbing his leg, her fingertips sliding towards his inner thigh. With each gentle stroke, she explored his leg just a little farther, unable to help herself. The skin of his body was the same brown color as his head, and his body was covered in a very fine, short cut hair, and it made her think once more of that old Dracula movie, and the fur covered beast fucking that girl in the gardens that were just like a maze...
Beth grinned, trying to ignore the tightening sensation that started in her pelvis, generating a rush of heat that radiated out through her legs. Her clothes were still slightly damp, but the temperature in her panties was slowly climbing. She shifted her weight on the stone block, immediately aware of the sensation of her panties dragging ever so slightly across her clitoris which had emerged from hiding.
Asterion sniffed the air, then sucked in a lungful of air. His lips curled into a grin.
"Do you need help, Beth?"
"I do need help, yes." Beth stood up. "With a couple of things, if you don't mind."
"I want to help you." Asterion took a step toward her, a large grin on his bull face. "And you can help me too."
"Help with what?" Beth's eyes fell to his loincloth. It no longer hung casually, but had lifted several inches in the air, Asterion's massive cock hiding just beneath the thin fabric. Beth was going to say no, to explain that they were in a hurry, but her mind went back to her time with Oliver, to every time she had backed herself onto the Delightful Dragon, and even to the time she had made a reluctant boyfriend wear an extender while dressed as a werewolf.
In front of her was something real, an experience waiting to be had, to be claimed and conquered. Asterion moved closer, and a wave of musk rolled over Beth. A storm was forming somewhere in her gut, lightning crawling up and down her spine when Asterion stepped closer to gently touch one of her breasts.
"I want to see it," Beth said, and Asterion quickly obliged. With a tug on some strings, he tossed away the loincloth, revealing his cock. The skin was almost black, and his body hair stopped at the base of his shaft. The head of his cock was shaped like a sideways hourglass, narrowing to a point the size of her pinky.
"Holy shit." Beth stared at the massive member in awe.
"You need to breed." Asterion placed his hands on her waist. "You are in heat."
"Something like that." Beth spit on her hand, using it to rub the thick shaft. Would this even fit in her? She almost laughed.
She would make it fit.
Asterion watched her stroking his shaft, unaware that her ministrations were more than just an attempt to get him hard. With each stroke, Beth was taking in the smoothness of his shaft, feeling the powerful pulse of flowing blood through his genitals, contemplating the size of his balls and wondering if she would feel them slamming against her ass as he fucked her. No, she was analyzing him, thinking of the best way to make it happen.
Asterion made a low, rumbling sound in his throat. Beth smiled at him, planting a tiny kiss on the head of his penis.
"Do you like that?" She asked him. He nodded, watching her continue. Beth was using both hands stacked on top of each other with plenty of room left. At the base of his cock, she couldn't even get her fingers to touch her thumb due to how thick he was. She kept tugging on him, his cock leaking little spurts of fluid onto her hand and providing extra lubrication. She did this for several minutes, her pulse throbbing hard enough that she could feel it in her labia.
Looking up at Asterion, it suddenly occurred to her that he was never going to make the next move. Staring wistfully at the cock in front of her, she managed to get just a bit of it in her mouth. His spunk was bitter at first, making her think of a harsh bourbon. Salivating on his large knob, she stripped off her pants with some difficulty, the fabric slightly tighter after her trip into the river.
Asterion rumbled with pleasure, and Beth hummed while she blew him, laying her pants on the stone floor as a cushion. Stroking him with one hand, she fondled his giant balls with the other, marveling at how supple the skin of his scrotum was.
She pulled her mouth off of him. His dick was now slick with spit and spooge, and she couldn't wait any longer. Stripping off her lacy panties, she tossed them on the floor, and stood up.
"Lie down," she commanded. Asterion blinked a couple times before acquiescing, sprawling out on the floor. Beth straddled his waist, pushing his cock against his belly. It traveled quite a ways up his chest. Sitting down on top of his massive member, she moved her cunt against him, spreading out lubrication of her own.
Asterion sighed, rumbling deeply from within his chest. Beth pulled her way forward, arching her hips so just the tip of his dick sat at her opening. Asterion grabbed her hips, and she slapped his hands away.
"I don't want you to rip me in half," she told him, easing herself down on him. Her pussy protested at first, the ache from her sexual encounter with Oliver still there. She let out a moan, forcing herself back even farther, determined to bypass her initial discomfort. It was like a runner's high - she just needed to get through the first stretch to enjoy the benefits.
"I am enjoying that," Asterion said, his gentle hands on her thighs.
"So. Am. I." Beth punctuated every word by thrusting herself farther onto his cock. She was disappointed when he bottomed out in her before she could reach the bottom, but was extremely pleased to feel his hands on the side of her body, guiding her. She took her hands off of his chest, and held still. Asterion moved her around with his powerful arms, gently thrusting himself into her, letting out an occasional growl of pleasure. His strong arms were powerful enough that he was able to easily lift her, sliding himself all the way before thrusting himself back in. Beth hissed, a hiss than turned into a protracted moan when Asterion pulled himself even farther into her.
"Fuuuuuuuck." Beth felt her organs shift to accommodate the dramatic widening of her vagina. Knowing full well that she would have trouble walking, she grabbed Asterion's wrists and forced herself even farther onto him. Asterion pumped himself in and out of her, his loud grunts echoing off of the stone columns.
"Oh, shit!" Beth let go of Asterion's wrist, rubbing her clit frantically. She could feel it now, powerful convulsions inside her thighs, radiating down her legs and making her ass tighten up. Her hand was quickly soaked with her own fluids, and she thrust herself onto Asterion's cock even farther. He let out a loud honking noise, his eyes rolling up into his head, his muscles tensing up.
"Not yet!" Beth grabbed Asterion's nose ring and pulled. Asterion cried out in pain, and Beth felt his orgasm back down. Pumping herself even harder, she grabbed the base of his cock. With her hand tightly around his shaft, she slammed herself onto her own fist. Content that Asterion wasn't about to blow his load again, she let go of the nose ring and rubbed her clit again.
Inside of her, the head of Asterion's cock was like a thick rubber ball moving up and down inside her stomach, pushing against the soft tissue of her womb and scattering lightning throughout her being. Groaning with pain and pleasure, Beth continued riding the minotaur, her hips moving in a tiny circle after every thrust.
Asterion stood up suddenly, and Beth wrapped her legs around him, her eyes wide. He carried her over to the stones they had sat upon, pulling her off of his cock and spinning her around. Complying, Beth bent over, grabbing onto the stone.
"Hurry up and OW!" Asterion wasted no time in slamming himself into her. Though he couldn't fit inside her completely, his balls swung up and smacked against the stretched folds around her clitoris, sending a bolt of pleasure straight to her brain.
"Oh god, yes, oh god, yes, OHMIGOD!!" Beth's orgasm wasted no time, her body shuddering wildly against the stone slab. She clutched tightly the rock beneath her, screaming into the hard surface. Pressing herself into the stone, she braced herself as Asterion thrust into her rapidly, letting out low-pitched moans of his own. Just as her orgasm began to subside, Asterion let out a loud howl, filling her with hot minotaur seed. Beth's whole body clenched, and she forced his sperm to squirt out of her stretched vagina, covering his shaft in both of their fluids.
'Oh, fuck," Beth whispered, going limp against the rock. Asterion's cock was already deflating, and he pulled himself free, a large pool of sperm forming beneath them. Beth lay still for several minutes, her entire lower body on fire. Her wildest fantasies were coming true, and she felt her grasp on reality start to slip. Closing her eyes, she enjoyed the afterglow.
Beneath the rocks, she heard Abella grunt.
"Oh, shit." Standing on wobbly legs, Beth found her panties and her pants, sliding them back on. Asterion stood naked next to her until Beth handed him his loincloth.
"Abella? Are you okay?" Beth was worried that the gargoyle had gone silent. She knelt by the gap in the stones.
"Uh... yeah." Abella's face appeared in the hole. Her face was darker than normal. "I was, uh, just having trouble with my tail. It got stuck."
"You have a tail?" Beth asked. "That's so cool!" Asterion was now beside her, and he casually lifted the large stone blocks off of the pile. His muscles bulged lifting some of the larger pieces, and Beth patted them appreciatively. The small pile moved on its own, and Abella rose, the heavy stones falling around her. She stretched her arms to the sky, her wings unfolding behind her back. Beth saw that the stone webbing had torn in multiple places beneath the rubble, and Abella's body had dark flaws across it, cracks in the stone that glistened with dark fluids.
"Thank you, Asterion." Abella bowed her head at the minotaur, who now contemplated her.
"Are we friends too?" Asterion asked.
"Yes, but not the same as you are with Beth," she told him, rubbing her shoulders. Her stone breasts rippled, tiny chunks of debris falling off of her. "Thank you for freeing me."
"You are welcome." Asterion smiled.
"So, we can go now?" Abella asked.
"Hmm." Asterion frowned. Beth kept smiling, but she watched Abella roll her eyes. Asterion knelt to retrieve his axe, holding it casually over his shoulder. "We must go to see the Lady. If you want to leave the Labyrinth, you need her permission."
Abella swore under her breath, but Beth patted Asterion on the arm. "That sounds like a great plan. Lead the way, friend."
Asterion beamed at Beth, then led them out of the room of stone columns.
I hope you enjoyed that as much as I enjoyed writing it! Don't forget to follow me (I always update my bio right before posting!) and leave a rating and a review. As long as you continue to enjoy this tale, I will keep writing it for you!
Take care of one another, and I will see you next time!
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Hey all! Annabelle here with the next chapter of Home for Horny Monsters!
As always, your support overwhelms me! I appreciate all the comments and emails (I read them all, even if I don't respond). Your support during this lull in my schedule over the last couple of months has been amazing and I had several nights plagued with self-doubt where I would come here and read what you had to say. Your encouraging words helped keep me on the path, kept me writing, and I will keep working hard for you, my readers!
When you are done with this chapter, please don't hesitate to leave a rating or a review. It's a wonderful way to support me (emotionally), and it really does help! If you are new to this series, it is written in novel format, with Book One starting in Ch. 01 and Book Two starting in Ch. 13.
Enough from me. It's time for Mike to reunite with one of his monsters.
*****
Caught in the trap
Water flowed through a crack in the wall. On the other side, Mike could hear the river. Placing his hands against the hard stone, he could feel the vibrations through it. Cupping his hands, he collected a mouthful of water and drank it. It was cold with a slight metallic taste, but Blue had informed him that it was safe enough to drink.
"Is it good?" Blue asked from her perch on his shoulder.
"It tastes like water," Mike responded, sucking down huge mouthfuls. Wiping his mouth, he turned away from the wall. Blue had led him away from where the fairies had found him, citing safety concerns about the potential arrival of the minotaur. The river acted as a natural barrier, but Blue had informed him there was a single bridge that the minotaur could cross if it needed to.
In the distance, he heard the minotaur cry out. It sounded different from earlier, but Mike was no expert on monster shouts. If Mike had to venture a guess, it sounded like the minotaur had found a bag of gold or a shiny new axe.
"Lucky boy," he muttered to himself.
"What?" Blue asked.
"Oh. Nothing. Thinking out loud." He contemplated the paths before him. There were three, and each one looked equally suspicious. Blue had informed him that they were in the inner circle in relation to the river and that the passageways had been booby-trapped. They had only walked for about ten minutes, and Blue had pointed out at least three traps that Mike could have triggered that would have killed him.
Mike leaned against a dry section of the wall, closing his eyes and letting the rhythmic vibrations of the river lull him into a meditative state. His clothes, dried by Blue with fairy magic, still retained a mystical warmth.
He had asked Blue about the traps. The Labyrinth wasn't just a random maze, he had informed her, and the fact that someone would put in a giant maze with killer traps and a minotaur meant that the Labyrinth must have a secret or a treasure worth protecting. Blue had shrugged away his answers, being deliberately evasive. She also wouldn't speak to the fact that she and the others were trapped, which was also a piece of the puzzle.
Why would a maze be designed to keep people out, but then never let them leave? His eyes closed, he sank deeper into a state of relaxation, tiny lights flickering behind his eyelids.
The world of darkness receded, chased away by glowing beams of light streaming through his windows. He walked through his house, humming a song to himself that he didn't recognize. A large table had been set up in the family room, with an equally large game board.
"Every room has its purpose, every monster has its place," he sang out loud, but it wasn't his voice. It was Emily's, but that wasn't quite right either. It almost sounded like Emily's voice mixed with Naia's. The game board in front of him reminded him of Clue - it was a layout of his house. On the board, he saw that several pieces were scattered through the house. He picked up a sultry figurine that was standing in the fountain, immediately identifying Naia. Setting it back down, he picked up another one on the front porch. This one was Cecilia. Even Lily was there, her figurine currently in the back yard with Naia and Zel.
There were other pieces on the board, pieces he didn't recognize. When he held them up, they were blurry, his vision unable to see any detail. Frowning, he stared at the board. Where was the Labyrinth?
He touched the spare bedroom, tracing his fingers over to the closet. The board shimmered beneath his touch, and unfolded another section, revealing the enormous structure somehow in the walls of his house. The pieces were on the board, standing in various locations. He found his own piece, picking it up to inspect it. Setting himself back down, he spotted the minotaur with a couple of other pieces.
Beth and Abella. Fuck. He set these backdown. He saw the other fairies, their figures very tiny, and even Sofia. Her figurine scowled at him somehow. In the center of the Labyrinth was a pair of figurines. One was Tink, but the other one was blurry. Holding the piece in his hands, he tried to identify it by feel.
"Mike!" His eyes snapped open, and he stood up. Had that been a dream or a vision?
Green was hovering in front of him, glitter shedding off her wings.
"What is it?" He asked.
"I found one of your friends," Green informed him. "She needs your help?"
"Who did you find?" Mike asked.
"The one with one eye." Green's face twisted up. "She is really mad."
"Is she okay?"
"For now." Green turned into a ball of light. "Follow follow!" She whizzed away, stopping at the entrance to the corridor on the right. Mike followed close behind, Blue sitting on his shoulder. Green moved at a pace consistent with a fast walk - she was easy to keep up with but would zip farther ahead if Mike tried to catch up
Mike was already lost, but Green led him through a series of twists and turns that made it so that he knew he wouldn't be able to find his way back to the river. He looked up, marveling at how his brain couldn't even identify a landmark in the dark ceiling up above.
"Duck!" Blue shrieked in his ear. Mike threw himself flat, and a large stone on a rope swung where his head had been. He was going to stand up when he heard the creaking of a second rope. Crouching down, he moved forward, the second rock crashing into the first one. His ears rang, and the pile of rubble buried the passageway behind him under a few feet of stone.
'Holy shit," he muttered.
'You're telling me." Blue squeezed out from under his collar, where he had crushed her. Her chitinous shell readjusted itself, her wings tucking back beneath them. She smoothed out her antenna, and rubbed her left shoulder.
"Sorry." Mike stood up. "I'm glad you saw it in time."
"Part of that is thanks to you," she said, her antenna twitching playfully. "My senses haven't been this sharp in years!"
"Have you guys really been stuck here that long?" Mike asked.
"A woman named Emily banished us to the Labyrinth over a misunderstanding," Blue told him. "She thought we did a bad thing, and told us we could live here or leave the house."
"And you chose to live here?" Mike looked around. "Why not go live and be free?"
"Fairies like us are almost extinct, you know." They had started walking again, and Blue spoke softly into his ear from her perch on his shoulder. "The human world isn't as friendly as it used to be. Our fields and forests got torn up, and fairies learned long ago never to trust humans."
"You trusted me." Mike pointed out.
Blue shrugged. "We had been down here for quite some time and figured if you weren't the Caretaker, then something had happened to the House. We could smell Naia's magic coming off of you." Her voice then lowered to a whisper. "It also didn't help that we were all so horny."
"Well, if we get out of here, we can discuss your current living arrangement. I want to hear more about this 'bad thing' some time."
"Step around that," Blue told him, pointing at the floor. Mike knelt down, finally seeing the seam in the stone from up close. He was able to scoot by easily, wondering what sort of trap that would have set off. They continued walking, and Mike noticed the trap frequency had increased dramatically.
"I have no idea how the others made it through here," Mike said.
"They didn't come this way," Green told him from up ahead. "This is a short cut, so the number of traps is really high."
"A short cut to where?" Mike asked. Neither of the fairies answered.
Their pace slowed dramatically with the appearance of trip wires and pitfalls painted to look just like an ordinary floor. Mike nearly fell in one of these, but a quick thinking Green bounced herself off of him hard enough in the chest that he tipped back onto the path instead of falling forward. The way forward was perilous, and Mike moved only a few steps at a time at the fairy's insistence. It had been a long time since the minotaur had called out, which made him nervous. If he were to come across the beast now, it would become a battle of luck as he ran away.
"Whoa." They came to a three way intersection and Mike stopped to survey the other two paths. Whoever had come through here before him had set off several traps down the other corridors. Spikes from the ground and wall were evident everywhere, and a few piles of rock could be seen in the distance. Mike followed Green, who was moving a bit faster now.
"Most of the traps have been sprung already," Green told him. "Except for a couple of the nastier ones, so watch your step."
"What could be nastier than spikes?" Mike wondered aloud. To answer him, Green flew ahead and grabbed onto a small wire near the floor, pulling it backward. Jets of fire filled the hallway for several yards. The whole area became hot enough that Mike broke into a sweat.
"You made your point," he announced. Green's twinkling light hovered by his face, doing lazy figure eights.
"The fire jets are the worst," Blue told him. "Even if you trip the trap, you can't get out of the way. There's one part of the Labyrinth where there aren't any traps except for that one. It's a giant pressure plate that takes up the whole floor for about ten feet, so you can't avoid it. It scorches everything for a couple hundred feet in either direction."
"It pisses off the minotaur when it goes off," Green added with a smile on her face. "It leaves scorch marks that he has to remove, otherwise people will realize that one is there."
"How often do you guys set that one off?" Mike asked.
"About once a year." Blue giggled. "Then we all jump out when he shows and yell 'Happy Birthday!'."
Mike laughed. "You three are a riot."
"It passes the time," Green said. "Especially because she won't let us leave."
"She who?" Again, silence from both of them. "Why won't you tell me who is running the Labyrinth."
"Because we can't," Blue whispered. "It's part of the Labyrinth's magic."
"I don't understand why it matters who runs the Labyrinth," Mike said.
"She doesn't want people to know she is here." Blue told him. "She's protecting something important. It's why she is down here."
Mike mulled over the possibilities. "Is the Labyrinth separate from the house, or an extension of it?" He asked, thinking about the vision he had.
"We don't know," Green told him.
"We ended up here by accident," Blue added. "At the house. Emily let us stay because she liked how we sparkled."
"But she changed."
"And it wasn't a good change."
"After the thing with Garrett." Mike said. "When he attacked the house."
"No." All of the sparkle had gone out of Blue's voice. "This was way after."
"So what happened?"
The fairies were quiet. Mike was about to ask again, but they turned a corner, entering a chamber full of columns covered in thick, leafy vines. In the middle of the room, something large was hanging from ceiling, vines wrapped around a figure that slowly spun in place. The creature rotated slowly until her face came into view. Her eye narrowed.
"It's about fucking time," Sofia said.
-
Dana looked at herself in the mirror. She felt the same, or at least she thought she did. Touching the ceramic sink below the mirror, she realized that she couldn't tell if it was hot or cold. This had been true of everything else she had encountered so far, a strange numbness that only applied to temperature.
Her sense of touch had been muted, but her sense of smell had received a boost. Even now, she could smell the corpse of her landlady in the basement, and Daryl's breath in her bedroom. Daryl the necromancer had let her out of the basement to roam about, announcing that he intended to take a nap. He had warned Dana that any attempt to flee would permanently ruin her chances of returning to the Afterlife, and he would do worse things to her if he ever caught her. His driver, a bulky man in a suit, stood guard in the driveway. He had motor oil on his jacket from retrieving her broken bike and casually throwing it in the garage.
She didn't know what to do or think. Her emotions were similar to sitting through Alex's funeral. She knew they were there, but they were being tossed into the void quicker than she could feel them. Wandering from room to room, she thought about what Daryl had told her.
Mike apparently had something that Daryl thought he wanted. All Dana had to do was to go in his house and either get Mike to let Daryl in, or figure out what Mike was hiding and bring it to Daryl. She had asked what it was he was looking for, but Daryl informed her that she would know it when she saw it. He had also tasked her with creating a cover story, a reason for showing up unannounced. No matter what she had asked him, he either shrugged or changed the subject.
"Lazy fucker," she muttered under her breath. Wandering through the house, she found herself staring out the door, looking at the back of the driver. He somehow made standing guard look casual, and the few neighbors who passed by didn't seem to notice.
Dana let herself out, crossing over to the garage. She stepped into her home, wondering if it was the last time she would ever do so. Was it even her home now? After all, she was dead.
She walked over to her toolbox, searching for the boxcutter she kept there after a failed job stocking boxes at night. With a little digging, she found it. Moving quickly, she slashed the back of her forearm, digging the blade in deep.
Nothing happened. She didn't even bleed, and it didn't hurt. She had been convinced that Daryl had drugged her, and now she was left with a nasty looking wound on her left arm.
"Fuck," she muttered, storming up the stairs to her room. It wasn't until she was upstairs that she realized that the motorcycle on the garage floor was missing its motor. Leaning over the railing, she surveyed the mess below.
Behind her, the clock chimed. Rolling her eyes, she walked toward it, sitting on her bed and staring it down.
"What?" She hissed. "What the fuck do you want?"
The clock was silent. Frustrated, she stood up and looked out the window to see if the zombie goon had heard it, and was coming inside. Mr. Tall and Stupid remained at his post, surveying the street. When Dana turned back around, the clock was gone. Instead, a large, ornate typewriter had appeared on her desk.
"Yeah, sure, this helps me," she muttered, standing up and staring at it. "So are you an autobot or a decepticon?"
The typewriter dinged at her, shifting back and forth. A few keys hammered the blank roller, and Dana rolled her eyes. She pulled a piece of notebook paper from under her desk and stuck it in the back. Immediately, the typewriter spooled itself, pulling the paper through.
"You're a magic clock that can't even provide its own paper," Dana muttered. "I don't suppose you can bring me back to life?"
The paper had finished spooling, and two keys hammered against the paper. She didn't have to lift it free to read it.
No
"Oh, great. Awesome." She watched the typewriter move again. In the back of her mind, she felt like she should feel surprise or shock seeing such an event, but she just couldn't be bothered to care. She didn't know how much of that was being a zombie, and how much of it was being denied an eternity with Alex.
What happened?
"That man who came for me killed me, that's what happened." Dana held up her ruined arm. "I'm dead, and he wants me to go to the house where you came from and steal something or con the owner into letting me in."
Several seconds passed, and the typewriter started moving again.
You should go there. You can get help.
"Oh really? Who's gonna help me? You? The guy who lives there?"
Someone will help, it told her. This man will not help you.
"What do you know, you're just a magic clock. Speaking of which, what are you exactly? Why did you come here?"
I needed fixing, the clock told her.
"Why did I have to fix you?" Dana stood up and walked over to her dresser. She opened up her drawers and began pulling out clothes. "I bet Mike could have hired someone. Dude seems like he has plenty of money."
It had to be you. The typewriter paused for several seconds, then spooled the paper up to make room for more text, dinging as it reset itself. You had the spark.
"I had the spark?"
You are dead now. I'm sorry.
"You're gonna be sorry when I toss you out that window." Dana spread out her clothes, picking a pair of low cut jeans and a tank top. "And why did I have to fix you? What are you exactly?"
I am a mimic, the typewriter answered. My heart was broken. I could no longer transform.
"I didn't see a heart when I was in there," Dana muttered. "You were all busted gears. And what the fuck is a mimic?"
My heart changes to match my appearance. And mimics are creatures that mimic things.
"Gee, that explains everything." Dana picked out a jacket to go over her tank top. "I don't suppose you know what Daryl wants from the house?"
I don't. And you should not help him. Help Mike.
"I've got my own problems."
I will help you.
"Help me how? You're a fucking typewriter."
I am whatever I need to be. I can change shape when nobody is looking.
"What about when I was inside you? I could still see you, and you grew legs or something."
That was different, the typewriter wrote. Watch.
Dana jumped when the typewriter grew a pair of long, metallic arms with razor blades at the end. It whipped them back and forth for emphasis, then retracted them. Dana squinted her eyes, but couldn't see the seam where they had disappeared.
"How is that not transforming?" Dana asked.
Not transforming. Part of the form. Hidden when I change. The typewriter stood up on a pair of metal legs. Legs were already here.
"No deal. I refuse." Dana looked back out the window. It looked like the driver was staring into the sun. "I'm just going to do what he asks. No offense, but I want to see Alex again."
I understand. The typewriter sat quietly for several moments, then started typing again. Take me to Mike. Use me to get in the house.
"That... would work, actually." Dana frowned. "You would do that for me?"
I owe you. Turn around. The typewriter spat out the paper with a final ding. Dana picked it up and closed her eyes instead. She could hear the strange shifting of wood on metal, and opened her eyes to see that the typewriter was now an ornate desk clock. Picking it up, she inspected the surface, looking for hidden limbs.
"Are you really in there?" Dana asked. In response, an unseen flap opened, and a cuckoo bird jumped out at her, announcing the top of the hour. "Okay. Well, I guess we are just waiting for sleeping beauty to wake up."
The clock chimed again.
-
"Are you going to keep staring at me or what?" Mike had watched Sofia swing away from him and back again, still unmoving. He wasn't entirely certain whether to laugh or not, but two things had suddenly occurred to him.



The first thing that he realized was that the vines had restrained Sofia in such a way that her arms had been pulled up behind her. Her breasts had pushed hard enough against the fabric of her blouse that, in conjunction with the tightness of the vines, the fabric had split, revealing an enormous amount of cleavage.
The second was how pissed at her he was.
"I haven't decided yet," he told her. "You lied to me."
Sofia rolled her eye. "Of course I lied to you. You were only going to get in the way if you came with us."
"And yet, here you are. I don't know if Abella or Tink are even alive, and I believe the blame lies solely on your shoulders." Mike walked closer to her, contemplating the thick foliage that had pinned her in place. "As for getting in the way, it looks like I made it this far without your help. I'm busy trying to save your ass so that we can get out of here and stop a coven of assholes from breaking through the Geas."
"The house is under attack?" Sofia asked.
"Yes. Yes it is. I left the others up there to deal with it so that I could come down here and find Tink so that she can show me how to turn on the house's defenses."
"Which is something she needs her goggles to do. Or rather, you will need her goggles." Sofia frowned. "Years ago, Emily tried to make amends with Tink by giving her those goggles. It was after an incident involving some guy who broke in, I don't know the full details. Those goggles, when worn by the Caretaker, can be used to activate the house's defenses once every twenty four hours. I thought it was a terrible idea at the time, but Emily and I weren't exactly on speaking terms at that point."
"I'm hardly on speaking terms with you right now!" Mike was near enough now that he could see how she had been tied up. So many vines currently held her in place that he wasn't sure which one to cut first. He didn't need her face planting on the stone beneath. "It occurred to me, on my very long walk into the forest and back, that you have been particularly nasty to me." Identifying a vine, he grabbed it with one hand only to cry out when the vine tried to curl around him. Drawing his dagger, he sliced cleanly through it. "Shit, that startled me!"
"Now you know why I'm stuck." Sofia cast her gaze toward the floor. Mike saw the hilt of her collapsible sword. "I tried to cut myself free, but there were too many of them. My sword is sharp, but not sharp enough, apparently. The few that grabbed me lifted me up into a whole tangle of these things."
"Right." Mike contemplated the structure of the vines again. If he wasn't careful, he could end up getting grabbed. He would have to cut selectively.
"I wish our positions were switched," Sofia grumbled.
"Oh. I'm sorry. Would you like someone smarter to come along? Seriously, what's your problem with me?" Mike selected another vine, slicing cleanly through. This vine retracted into the darkness like an elastic band, the other half dangling pitifully off of Sofia.
"I wasn't being rude," Sofia muttered. "It's my gift. If our positions were switched, I could have you out in a couple of minutes."
"Your gift?"
"Do you know why a cyclops only has one eye? We gave up the other for the ability to see the future. We were tricked, and the only future we got to see was our own deaths." Sofia let out a sigh. "However, after centuries of living with this curse, the magic has evolved some. Some interesting variations sprung up. Being able to see the death's of others was highly uncommon, but was a great moneymaker. My variation is one of the closest to what should have happened?"
"You can see the future?" Mike asked.
"Only about thirty seconds in, but not always. Something has to trigger it. My death, for one. I have seen myself die hundreds of times. Extreme emotional or physical sensations, like a bucket of ice water being dumped on me, or pain. All those things."
"All the traps that were set off." Mike looked back at the door to the Labyrinth. You set them all off, didn't you?"
"I was running from the minotaur. Tink got caught in a cage, and when he got near, I tried to lure him away."
"How did Tink get caught in a cage?"
Sofia shook her head. "It was such a simple trap. A stone pedestal in the middle of the room had her goggles on it. She got excited and ran up, only for the goggles to vanish and a cage to drop down and trap her. I haven't heard so many swear words before."
"And you didn't see it coming?"
"It wasn't my own death or pain. That is part of my issue with you."
"What did I do?"
"Not just you. Humans. You are obsessed with future sight, magical items, and the like. The main reason I am even in that library is that your kind wiped out my tribe so many years ago. I thought that I could get past it, but every new Caretaker eventually comes to me wanting to advance themselves, to become stronger. Emily certainly did it toward the end, and I knew you would be no different."
"Why, because I wanted to help Tink get her goggles back?"
"I caught you fucking in my library. Not the best first impression."
"So you're mad at me and not Tink?" Mike cut another vine.
"Tink is a goblin. That's different."
"So you're a racist then. Racist against humans."
"Like your kind has any room to talk. You've wiped out so many different creatures, magical or otherwise, and you can't even look past the color of your own skin...hey, why did you stop cutting?" Mike had stepped back, crossing his arms across his chest.
"Honestly? Because you're being a bitch." Mike stared away from her, trying to ignore the rising heat in his face. "I'm sorry about what happened in the Library. If I had known someone lived there, it wouldn't have happened. The only reason we were there was because I was trying to help someone else, and I'm not sorry for that.
"And you are right. Humans, as a whole, are giant pieces of shit. We do horrible things, and we probably always will. But you know what? Not everybody is a piece of shit. If I wanted to, I could sell this place, move far, far away and never have to deal with its problems. But I won't. Why? Because I actually fucking care." Sighing, Mike sliced another vine away. "I even care about you, despite your shitty fucking attitude."
Sofia had gone quiet, her own face turning red. Mike could hear her breathing change, a subtle shift that made him think that the vines might be squeezing her too hard. He reached behind her, carefully sliding the dagger beneath a pair of vines that were squeezing her ribs. The moment he sliced them, Sofia's whole body swung forward, pushing up against Mike.
"Mmm, gah!" Mike's face was not only buried between Sofia's breasts, but now the vines clutching her reached for him, pulling him tightly against her. He fought back, shoving hard against Sofia in an attempt to get himself free. He managed to push himself free, but the only part of Sofia he was able to push against that was vine free was her ample chest. The vines tried to pull him off his feet, but he cut himself free, stepping several feet back from Sofia. The vines settled, wrapping once more against her.
Sofia was breathing even harder now, her mouth open. Worried, Mike moved closer, but he could tell the vines weren't restricting her breathing. Puzzled, he noticed that her cheeks had gone very red.
"Are you okay?" Mike asked. Sofia remained silent, so he repeated himself.
"It's my breasts," she said.
"What about them?" They were threatening to break free, her flesh overflowing through the split in her shirt.
"They're really sensitive right now."
Uh oh. Mike scanned the sky, half expecting a mandragora pod, or something similar. He wasn't in the mood to fuck himself silly for the next several hours. "Is the plant doing something to you?"
Sofia didn't say, but she was squirming now.
"Hey! Is the plant doing something to you?" Seeing that she wasn't paying attention, he grabbed Sofia by the chin, forcing her to look him in the eyes. "Tell me what's wrong!"
"Fucking human," she muttered.
"One eyed bitch." He looked for another vine to cut, but saw that Sofia was rocking herself in a specific pattern. Circling behind her, he saw that when her body had swung forward, the only vines keeping her from hanging completely vertical had wrapped themselves between her legs, spreading out over her hips. Every time Sofia swung forward even slightly, most of her weight was concentrated on the thick leafy vegetation that had wedged itself between her legs.
He saw the problem now. Looking at where she was suspended, it occurred to him that he could try and cut that part of her free first. At the same time, she didn't seem to be complaining, and it would be safer to cut some of the other vines first.
"Hey." Mike looked at Green, who was gently circling overhead. This may take a bit. Can you go watch the halls and warn us if the minotaur is coming?"
Green hovered in place, transforming into a fairy long enough to give him a salute, then flew away. Mike watched the fairy go, then let out a sigh. If she had been bigger, he would have put her in charge of cutting the cyclops free so he could watch the hall.[a]
Mike sliced one of the other vines, moving away when it reached for him. Sofia's body shifted her weight even harder onto the offending vine, and she let out a moan.
"Ok, let me take care of this one," he told her. He touched the edge of the blade to the vine.
"Wait."
"Excuse me?" Mike asked. He moved to where he could see her better. Her eye was closed, and she was breathing shallowly through her mouth.
"Don't. Not yet." Sofia opened her eye, and he saw that it was shimmering with an inner light. Was she seeing her future? "That one needs to come later."
"Oh boy," Blue whispered in his ear. Mike startled - he had forgotten the fairy was still on his shoulder. "Can you smell that?"
Mike sniffed the air. It still smelled of smoke and stone. "Nope."
"Cut them in a certain order," Sofia told him. "I'll tell you which."
"How can you... oh, right. Future sight." He got ready to cut one of the other vines.
"Not that one."
Mike moved to a different one. Sofia didn't say anything, so he pushed the knife against it.
"Nope."
Mike finally understood. He couldn't wait for her to have a vision. He had to commit to an action for her to see it. He moved to the next one, and started cutting. The vine parted, and Sofia's body shifted to the left. He repeated the process, slicing through a few more vines. The process was slow - every time he cut one vine, it seemed to reveal a couple more beneath it. They were so tangled together, that it was hard to tell which ones were which.
"Yes, that one," Sofia told him, and he was about to cut the vine when he realized it was the dead piece of a vine he had already cut.
"What the fuck?" he muttered, pulling on the vine and then unwrapping Sofia. Holding the spare vegetation, he saw that Sofia's weight was somehow further concentrated on her crotch, and his effort at cutting the last vine had simply rocked her back and forth. "What are you trying to get at?"
"Isn't it obvious?" Blue hopped off his shoulder, standing on top of Sofia's buttocks.
"Shut up, little bug," Sofia hissed.
"She's trying to get off." Blue made a show of sniffing the air. "Her arousal. It's like a perfume to fairies."
"She's trying to get off? What the fuck?" He pushed Sofia, swinging her around to face him once more. "We don't have time for this shit!"
"Oh!" Blue cried out, sniffing the air again. "Oh, I get it!"
"Shut up!" Sofia wriggled, trying to dislodge the fairy, but Blue held on to the fabric of her pants. "Shut the fuck up!"
What's going on?" Mike stepped back, refusing to cut another thread. "Tell me."
Sofia looked away, but Blue just laughed. "She is so turned on right now!"
"By the vines? Because she's tied up?"
"That's only half of it!" Blue hopped onto Sofia's head. "She likes it when you're rough with her!"
"Seriously?" Mike squatted so that he was eye level with the cyclops. "I thought you hated me."
"I do!" Sofia spat, scowling at him. "Ever since I saw you fucking that dirty little goblin!"
"You bitch!" Mike shouted, his whole face burning. He didn't care if Sofia hated him, but he refused to let anyone talk that way about Tink. He was about to launch a verbal assault when he saw Sofia's cheeks flush, and the cyclops let out a small moan.
"Told ya!" Blue hovered above Sofia when she shook her head. "She's trying to get a rise out of you!"
"That doesn't make a whole lot of sense." Seeing an opportunity, Mike grabbed Sofia's chin again. This time, he pinched her chin when he swung her toward him, watching her reaction closely. "Tell me the truth, Sofia."
Sofia looked past him, defiance on her face.
"Now!" He shook her. Sofia gasped, her eyelid fluttering.
"The vines," she whispered. "I feel so powerless when they're on me."
"And?" Mike shook her again.
"I was trying to get myself off." Sofia slumped. "I didn't want you to know."
"It's not really that big a deal," he told her. "All you did was waste my time."
I know, but..." Sofia fixed him with a hard stare. "I liked it. When you got mad at me. It made me feel even more powerless. A cyclops can see the means of their death from the day they are born, but I'm different. I can see the future constantly, and I can change it. My whole life, I've been changing my fate, thirty seconds at a time. When I see the future, I actually live it, it actually happens for me. I have died so many times, just running through this cave, I have experienced pain nobody should live through, and each time I change my future, it's like remembering a faded dream."
"I'm not following."
"When I came in here, I leaned against one of the columns, and the vines grabbed me. I tried to fight back and got caught. They weren't trying to harm me, or kill me, and as a result, I didn't see it coming. The longer I sat here, the longer I felt what it meant to be powerless, to be like everybody else. And when you came in, a mere human, and you suddenly had all this power over me, I was suddenly so turned on." Sofia shivered. "The thought of someone like you being able to do whatever you want to someone like me..."
Mike finally got it. "You think humans are beneath you, don't you?"
Sofia nodded.
"And the thought that someone like me," he began, stroking her cheek with his finger. "Could do whatever I wanted to you..." His finger moved down her collar, skirting a vine and settling on the thick flesh of her breast.
"Don't touch me!" She shouted. Mike removed his finger, and Sofia's mouth opened wide. "No, please, don't stop!"
"Which is it?" Mike crossed his arms. "Do you want me to touch you or not?"
"I..." Sofia's lips trembled. He could see a thousand decisions cross her face all at once, and her eye flickered with its own inner light as her futures unfolded before her. "I... I want you to do it, but I want to tell you to stop. But I don't want you to stop."
Wow. Staring at the pretty cyclops hanging before him, he couldn't help but shake his head. Kneeling so that he was eye level again, he grabbed her chin, holding her steady before him. There was somehow anger and anticipation, her cheeks flushed with the rush of emotions running through her body.
"You want me to be rough, don't you?" He asked. He had never done anything remotely like what he was about to do, but he could feel it now, that tiny piece of Naia deep inside his soul, holding his hand and guiding him forward through the unknown. "You want me to be rough, and tell you what a bitch you are for making me come all this way to save your ass. You want me to push you around, to make you feel helpless, to take control of your fate, all so that you can talk back to me and tell me what a piece of shit I am?"
The light inside of Sofia's eye was flickering wildly, and she was panting heavily. Through gritted teeth she answered him, her voice a sinister hiss.
"Yes."
"Well then." Mike knelt down and grabbed some of the severed vines. "I guess maybe we can make a little time to get carried away." Looping the vines through his hand, he now held a small collection of them, each about a foot long. Giving a casual swing through the air, he smiled at the way the air rushed through them. Moving close to her ear, he whispered.
"When you've had enough, the safe word is red."
"Ugh. Even your ideas are boring," Sofia muttered, but Mike gave her face a push, sending her whole body back. She snarled at him when she swung back, but Mike stepped aside, letting her pass. Her backside swung back toward him, and that's when he cracked her across her ass with his makeshift cat o-nine tails. Sofia let out a shriek, followed by a stream of expletives. Mike let her swing again, then smacked her in the same spot.
"Look at how high and mighty you are," he told her, dragging the vines across her back. The vines holding her ignored their touch, but occasionally reached for Mike's hand. "You can see the future, yet you fell into a trap designed for idiots."
"Fuck you," Sofia hissed.
"Maybe. I haven't decided yet." He playfully smacked her butt, then dragged the whip around her thighs to where he could see her breasts. "I suppose I might if you beg for it."
"Filthy fucking human," she said, gasping when he dragged the vines across her breasts. "Can't even fucking function without a bunch of girls to take care of you."
"Ooh, I'm hurt." Mike pinched one end of the whip and stretched it before releasing it. It snapped up against Sofia's breasts, leaving little red lines on her pale skin. Sofia gasped, then moaned. "You can do better than that."
"Dumb luck. That's the only thing going for you." Sofia's eye lit up and she gasped. Mike realized that he had been about to smack her again, but she was now living the experience. Instead, he ignored her, giving her another push. When Sofia realized that her vision didn't come to pass, she muttered at him in another language, one he didn't recognize.
Thirty seconds. She could see roughly thirty seconds into the future. He set the timetable in his mind, wondering just how much he could do in thirty seconds. On her next pass, he hooked his fingers in the back of her pants, sliding them down to her upper thighs where the vines had her tied. She wasn't wearing underwear, her bare cheeks presented before them in all their glory. Red lines stood up on her flesh, and he grabbed her ass with his hand, squeezing it. Sofia moaned, and he lifted the whip to smack her again, aiming for the left cheek.
Sofia let out a shriek, and Mike quickly changed trajectory, hitting her right butt cheek instead. Sofia screamed, her whole body spasming in the ropes. Mike rubbed her ass on both sides, and she went back to moaning.
"Wow," Blue said, alighting on his shoulder. "She is so damp!"
"F-f-fuck you," Sofia sputtered. "Stop touching me!" Mike swatted her ass with his hand, then tried to smack her again. She hollered before he hit her, so he gave her a squeeze instead, confusing the nerves in her body. If his theory was true, she was now feeling both experiences at once. Kneeling down, he made a slit at the top of Sofia's shirt where the tear had formed. Her breasts pushed their way free, and he marveled at how pillowy they were. Grinning sadistically, he swung the whip.
Sofia's eye lit up, and she screamed again, but Mike changed the direction of his swing, stepping forward to suck one of her large nipples into his mouth. Sofia hollered, so he gave her breast a squeeze, sliding his fingers together to pinch her nipple, stretching it out.
"FUCK!" Sofia shuddered.
"Look at how slutty you are," Mike told her, pinching both of her nipples now. He gave them a little tug, pulling hard enough for her body to swing. "Turned on by a worthless human."



"You piece of shit," she said, but Mike gave her a light slap. Her cheeks were ablaze, and he started to slap her again. Her eye flashed, and he grabbed her face instead of hitting her, pulling his mouth to hers. She moaned loudly, biting her own lip once he stopped. "Fucking ass."
"Conceited bitch." He pushed her face again, and she swung away. Moving to a better position, he let her swing into him, his fingertips moving past her ass and rubbing against her outer folds.
"For someone who hates humans so much, you sure are pretty wet." He shifted his hand to a better position. When Sofia cried out before he could finger her, he slapped her ass instead. The thought that he was making her experience multiple sensations at once had him rock hard. He felt a tugging at his pants, and looked down to see Blue trying to free his cock.
"That's not for you," he told her, swatting her away. She blew a loud raspberry at him, and turned into a fairy light, hovering over the proceedings. He alternated between lightly fingering Sofia and swatting her, either with his hand or the whip. He didn't always change course, sometimes following through to keep Sofia off guard. Her eye glowed fiercely, and Mike wondered if thirty seconds was enough that she was experiencing multiple outcomes. She no longer swore at him, what few words she spat coming in unintelligible bursts. Sometimes she would swing around so that he was facing her, and he discovered her breasts were just as sensitive. Squeeze, slap, or pinch, there was plenty of real estate for him to utilize.
"You fuck," Sofia told him. Mike gently pulled on one of her nipples, then spun her around. Careful where his hands went, he pulled her ass toward him, inhaling the salty scent of her swollen labia.
"Let's switch it up." Mike buried his face in her cheeks, his tongue working circles around her snatch. Sofia bucked, and the game intensified. He would start nibbling her clit, then switch to fingering her at the last second. He would slap her ass instead of squeezing it. Sofia's whole body went rigid multiple times, and every time he would completely change his tactics as a result of it. Every spasm brought with it a whole flood of fluids.
"Let... me... cum," Sofia cried out. Mike realized now that she was experiencing orgasms in the future, orgasms that he kept bypassing by changing his behavior to fuck with her. Her whole body went rigid again, and he stood up, slapping her ass with the vines hard enough that she yelped.
"Beg for it," Mike told her.
"I'm not going to beg... fuck!" Sofia stiffened when Mike gave her a push and held out two fingers, waiting for her body to swing back and impale itself on his hand. At the last second, he moved his hand away, cracking down on her ass with his hand hard enough that he left a handprint. He repeated the process again, this time with the intention of curling his fingers tightly against her g-spot and pulling hard enough to swing her farther up. Sofia screamed, but this time he stepped out of the way at the last second, watching her writhe and squirm.
"Beg." He playfully slapped at her breasts with the vine.
"No!" Sofia snarled at him, so he gave her nipple a playful pinch, her expression softening instantly.
"Then I might just leave you like this." Mike stepped back, savoring the expression on her face. However, the angry glare she was giving him gave him a fantastic idea. "You know, I've been doing all the work here. I imagine you just sit around on your lazy ass in that Library all day long."
"Don't you dare," she said. Mike ignored her, pulling his cock out. He was impressed to see how wide her eye could get at the sight of it. He gave it a couple of gentle pumps, making sure it was nice and hard for her.
Above him, Blue let out a cheer.
"You know the magic word. If you want to be a quitter, that is." He stood in front of her, one hand on the back of her head, pulling her close to him. He cracked her lightly on the ass, and she cried out, her hot breath tickling the bottom of his cock. "Here's the new game. You suck, or I whip." He smacked her playfully, the vines spreading out just right to hit both ass cheeks. "You suck, or I pinch." He cupped one of her copious breasts, stroking gently down to her swollen nipples. He pinched it, giving it enough of a tug that she swung forward, his cock pressing against her cheek. "Maybe if you do a good job, I'll consider getting you off."
Sofia's response was to spit at him, which was a mistake. Her saliva landed on the head of his cock, and he gave it a playful stroke, spreading the fluid across his swollen glans.
CRACK!
"Ow, you dirty fucking - ow!" Sofia's mouth opened wide, and Mike pulled her forward, his rock hard member popping into her mouth. Squirming to fight her way free, Mike pumped himself into her mouth. Her tongue pressed against him, and she shook her head enough that she squirmed free, swinging away.
"You're worthless! You're shit! You're - fuck!" Mike grabbed her nipple, halting her swing and pulling her forward again. Tightening his fingers threateningly around her areola, she opened her mouth and pulled him in.
"Wow!" Blue was on her hands and knees, leaning forward so that her face was just above Sofia's snatch. She was moving one of her arms around, collecting Sofia's fluids and lapping them up. Her wings fluttered, and she let out a sigh of contentment.
"If you make her cum," Mike warned, "I will wear you on my dick and fuck her in the ass."
Blue's antenna immediately sprang to attention, and she spun around, a worried look on her face. "I'll be careful, I promise!"
"You do that," Mike said. Out of Sofia's gaze, he winked at Blue, who smiled back at him before resuming. Mike could feel the back of Sofia's throat along the tip of his swollen cock. He grabbed the back of her head, forcing himself farther into her throat. Her eye shot open, fixing him with a lustful, angry glare. Mike smiled - this was what he had been waiting for, that look of contempt and resignation. Sofia sucked him in deeply, then spat him out.
"How dare you," she hissed, gasping for air. Mike cracked her again with the whip, careful to avoid Blue. Whatever Blue was doing was causing Sofia to react. Holding the whip in his teeth, he grabbed both of Sofia's breasts, pushing them together and sliding his dick between them. Sofia moaned, then let out a tiny cry. Mike swatted at Blue, who took off momentarily, then settled back into position.
"Beg me to fuck you," Mike said, his voice muffled by the whip. Gently pumping himself between her breasts, he pinched her nipples between his fingers.
"You piece of shit, get your hands off of me!" Sofia's face had gone ruddy. "How dare you mmmmff!" Mike had shoved his dick back in her mouth, clamping his hands on the back of her head. She struggled, and he was able to slide himself all the way to the base. He counted to thirty, then pulled himself back out.
"Have anything to say to me?" he asked, removing his dick from her mouth. Spit was all over Sofia's chin now, her face a wreck.
Sofia eyed him, her purple eye glowing so intensely that the ground around them was bathed in its glow.
"Just... get it over with."
"Wrong answer." Mike pushed himself back in again, this time counting to forty. Sofia squirmed and shrieked around his cock. This time, when he pulled himself out, she sucked him hard, his dick audibly popping free.
"Bet I won't even feel it." Tears were streaming down her cheeks, but a sadistic grin had spread across her face.
"How long can you hold your breath?" Mike asked, grabbing her again.
"Fifty seven seconds!" Sofia shouted just before Mike forced his way in again. He counted carefully, pistoning himself in the back of her throat, her whole body shaking in anticipation. She squirmed hard enough that Blue toppled off, falling most of the way to the ground before taking off. Mike got to fifty seven seconds, and pulled himself free, a long trail of saliva connecting his dick to her mouth.
"Fuck me!" Sofia cried, gasping for air. "Fuck me now!"
"It's going to take more than that." Mike spun her in place, contemplating how she hung. Using the dagger, he cut a few vines, releasing her legs to swing freely. She spread her legs apart, and Mike gave her a push, watching her swing in place. Teasing her with the ends of the whip, he gave her a few playful slaps.
"Please!"
"Not good enough." Mike was hard and ready, but he needed more. Blue landed on the head of his cock, holding on with her tiny arms. "Tell me how much you want it."
"I want to feel your filthy human dick inside of me!" Sofia gasped when Mike smacked her on the pussy. "I want you to stir my insides, I want to be your filthy bitch!" Mike gave her a push, lining himself up. "I want to cum so bad that - ngghh!" Her eye had flashed again, so Mike crouched down, his dick passing just beneath her and rubbing her clit instead of impaling her. Blue had jumped at the last second, landing on Sofia's ass.
"God dammit Mike, fuck me! I want to - AHHHH!" Mike swung her again, but this time with every intention to roughly fuck her in the ass. The moment she screamed, he slid himself into her tight cunt instead, his balls swinging up to smack her swollen clit. Sofia screamed, her head tilting back and the light of her eye blazing a trail across the dark ceiling so far above. In her head, she was being fucked in the ass and the pussy on two different timelines, and it was simply too much for her to process.
The swing allowed him to establish a steady rhythm, her whole body rocking with every thrust. Her breasts rippled with the impact of his body against hers, and her eye light dimmed as her orgasm faded, her whole body going limp in the vines.
Mike wasn't going to last long. Sofia's orgasm had her clamping down on him hard enough that he could no longer pull himself free of her. Pumping himself into her as deep as possible, Sofia bent her legs, her heels pushing against Mike's shoulder blades, preventing him from freeing himself. Letting out a loud cry of his own, he felt the pressure in his body building, his arms and legs shaking in anticipation.
"I'm going to cum inside you," he told her. "I'm going to fill your beautiful pussy with dirty human sperm, and you're going to love it so much that you'll belong to me forever!"
"Don't cum in me!" Sofia screamed, but she had him trapped. The fire in his belly released itself, the air around him suddenly going cold enough that he could see his breath. Mike grabbed onto her thighs hard enough that she would probably bruise, and pressed himself into her as deep as he could go. Sofia tightened her legs around his body, pulling him in tight.
He came hard enough that he shouted, his voice echoing across the Labyrinth, coating her insides with his seed. Sofia released him, her long legs kicking wildly while he held tightly on to them. Biting his lip, he felt a second blast building up. Pulling out, he sprayed the rest of his load all across her ass and legs, nearly knocking Blue over. Panting loudly, he gave her ass one final swat with his hand.
"From now on, you belong to me." Still hard, he pushed himself back inside of her. Sperm leaked free in heavy globs, splashing on the floor. "I will cum in you whenever I feel like it, wherever I feel like it."
Sofia let out a moan, then went limp. Mike tossed the makeshift whip, and then carefully sliced the last vines holding her up, lowering her gently to the ground. Blue had landed on Sofia's ass, carefully lapping up anything she could find, her whole body pulsating with light. Sofia's breaths came hard and fast, her eye closed. Mike carefully cut the rest of the vines, and Sofia let out a sigh once her arms and legs were free. She tossed off the last few, and stood up so that Mike could help unwrap her. He grabbed ahold of one of the thickest vines and gave a gentle tug, and Sofia spun gently in place, letting Mike free her once and for all. He tossed the vegetation to the floor, squatting down to pick up her magic sword.
"I believe this is yours," he told her. Sofia accepted it from him quietly, tucking it into a small sheath on her pocket. They stood there in silence, Blue fluttering in lazy circles around them. He wasn't sure what to say, but he could feel that something between them had shifted. Sofia straightened out her clothing, adjusting her blouse to minimize the amount of cleavage she was showing. Mike could see that the torn fabric was straining to contain her, and wouldn't be surprised to see it split the rest of the way.
"What now?" Sofia asked. Mike shrugged.
"We wait for the other fairy." Mike gestured at Blue. "She is searching the Labyrinth right now, trying to find Abella and Tink. Once we are back together, we can figure out how to find and retrieve the goggles, and then get the hell out of here. The witch on the front lawn must have made some progress by now, and I am worried what will happen if she breaks the Geas."
"A few things will happen," Sofia answered. "Every protection on the house will end, for starters, sending wild magic out into the world to reek havoc. The house will struggle to decide its own identity and will become a random maze of rooms and hallways. The creatures who still sleep will awaken and flee, and who knows what will become of them. Other magical creatures will sense the artifacts hidden here and become drawn to this place, and it will become a daily battle to keep them out."
"You speak like you've seen it happen."
"Did you think this house was the only one like it?" Sofia asked. "The Architect built several homes such as this one over several centuries." She frowned, staring at the floor. "They all used to connect to the Library. As far as I know, this home is the last of its kind."
"There were other houses?" Mike shook his head. "That means there were other Caretakers, right?"
"Indeed, but I couldn't tell you about them. When a house is destroyed, its secrets are lost. If the Geas is broken, our memories of the former Caretakers will fade, and anyone who leaves your side will soon forget you even existed." Sofia waved her hand dismissively. "That's the working theory, anyway. It's the only explanation for why I can't remember the few Caretakers I worked with from other homes."
"Shit." Mike stared at the floor. If he didn't hurry, not only would the others lose their homes, but they would inevitably lose each other. Had the other houses had a family like his? What would happen to them all?
"Now for the big question at hand." Sofia moved close to one of the columns. "The trap I was caught in wasn't actually a trap. I mean, it sort of was, but I've been stuck here for hours and nobody came to check the trap. So either the trap maker is missing, or this room serves some other purpose."
"What purpose would a room that restrains you even serve?" Mike asked.
Sofia grinned, her cheeks blushing. "I can think of one."
Mike laughed. "You think the minotaur is getting his freak on with someone else in this room?"
"Maybe." Sofia looked up into the dark of the ceiling, her eye narrowing. "What is that?"
"What is what?" Mike tried to follow her gaze, but it was all shadows to him.
"Here." She held a hand out, and Mike handed her the dagger. Approaching one of the columns, she made a few strategic cuts. The unseen canopy above the shifted, and several vines drooped down. Mike moved out of the way, seeing that there was something tangled up in the vegetation. When it moved low enough, Sofia jumped up. Mike was surprised to see just how high she went - if she ever wanted to try out for the WNBA, he was sure they would have her. Grabbing hold of the substance in the canopy, she pulled it free. It collided with Mike, and his whole world went dark.
"What the hell is this?" He asked. He was now under a giant piece of fabric that felt leathery to the touch.
"Can't tell." Sofia found him in the dark, planting a small kiss on his jawline. She sliced a hole above them, and they stepped free of the unknown fabric.
"Holy fucking... fuck." Mike stared in awe at their new discovery. It was huge, big enough to carpet the living room of the home. Wrinkled at the edges, it was covered in dark spots that were primarily focused along the middle. It had been up there for some time, yet held a slightly musky odor to it. Sofia handed him back his dagger, which he clutched tightly in his fist.
It was a giant snakeskin.
-
"This is an interesting clock you have here." Daryl was turning the mimic over in his hands, inspecting it carefully. "And you said Mr. Radley wanted you to fix it?"
"Yeah." Dana sat next to Daryl in the back of the town car, which was on the freeway now. She was envious of the other drivers who passed them by, oblivious to just how awful life could actually be. Also, the smell of the freeway was absolutely dreadful. It was a mixture of fuel, asphalt, and the body odor of everyone who drove by.
"Tell me everything about it that you know." Daryl was inspecting a maker's mark on the bottom of the clock. "And keep in mind I can tell when you are lying."
"Why do you think the clock is so important?" Dana didn't like being forced to cooperate with Daryl, even if it did mean being allowed to pass on. The mimic had been willing to help her, and she didn't feel that that was info Daryl needed to have. "I mean it looks like a clock."
Daryl gave her a look, then opened a panel on the back. Inside, the gears slowly spun around each other. "He wanted you to fix it. Why?"
"I was delivering him a pizza when I spotted it inside the house. I thought it was really cool, because I love how clocks work." Or at least I did, she thought. Enthusiasm seemed to be another emotion lost to her as well.
"Hmm. I sense a bit of confusion in your words." He hooked his fingers inside the clock. "You said you spent hours fixing this, but if I were to rip these out, it wouldn't bother you."
"Well, it would... I guess."
Daryl laughed. "Consider this one of the side effects of being dead. You see, I needed your body and mind in perfect condition so as to not arouse suspicion. Take my driver for instance. I just needed his body, his will is completely my own. I could tell him to hold onto a grenade, and he wouldn't know any better. But you, you would take convincing. However, the one thing that takes the most energy to preserve is emotions. I allowed you to keep only a couple, the ones that apply to your dear, departed Alex. Love, despair, loss. I'm afraid that you won't find much enjoyment in any of your old hobbies."
"It's not like I'll have much time to pursue them," Dana said. "I plan to give you what I want so you can give me what I want."
"That is true. I may be many things, but I am definitely a man of my word." Daryl handed her the clock. "But to clarify, let me tell you what could happen if you disobey me."
Dana frowned. She wasn't sure she needed to hear this.
"There are many stages of being undead. For example, my driver is just a meat suit that takes orders. You, however, are a different case. By leaving you with your mind, I am unable to exert willpower over you. As popular as it was to be a vampire a decade ago, why do you think nobody romanticized being a zombie?"
"Because zombies suck." Dana looked back out the window. "In the movies, they are mindless brain eaters."
"A popular trope, I can assure you. You see, your mind has control over your body - for now. You are, however, very dead, and as you begin to decay, you will find yourself with some uncontrollable urges. It's like being on a diet, and having to live in a house full of cookies. Eventually, you will snap, and bite into anything you can catch."
"Is that when I start eating brains?"
"Brains are best, to be fair. A person's very life force resides in the mind. The heart would be a close second. Once your appetite is sated, the decay process will reverse itself, and you will find yourself as you are now. However, I can tell you hat the process of murdering and eating another human does put quite a stain on your soul." Daryl chuckled. "You also run into the issue of being unable to die."



"I thought a bullet to the brain killed zombies."
"At best, it severs the connection to the body. Have you ever heard of somebody who gets a brain injury and survives?"
"Phineas Gage, right?" An infamous case she had learned about in high school, railroad worker who accidentally blew a hole through his skull with a railroad spike and lived.
"You got it. Imagine that you can't die, that you are trapped inside a decaying mind. You will simply exist, driven insane by a brain that can no longer feel any connection to itself. As long as a single piece of you exists, you will feel eternity pass you by until the universe is eventually eaten up by the Old Ones." Daryl stared wistfully out the window. "And by then, your soul will belong to them."
"Sounds awful." Dana fought the scream of terror inside of her, the thought of an eternity rotting away. Apparently Daryl had left her her sense of fear.
"That's underselling it. Or perhaps you manage to survive until the last human dies, forced to wander the hellscape of Earth until the sun finally burns the place down. You have all sorts of options."
"But I plan on helping you," she said. "Because then you'll let me move on."
"You've got it." Daryl's phone rang. "Excuse me, I must take this." Daryl turned away, sticking a Bluetooth headset in one ear. "Hello? Sebastien, please, you are shouting entirely too much. I am on my way there now. No, I don't know why she wont answer her phone, Kali does what she wants. Oh, tunnel ahead, gonna lose you." Daryl touched a button on the headset, tucking it into his pocket. "Someone is being a drama queen."
"Trouble at the office?" Dana asked.
Daryl ignored her, staring out the window. Dana focused her attention on the clock, running her fingers over its smooth features. This whole nightmare will be over soon, she told herself. She pictured Alex standing before her on the balcony, staring out toward the ocean, the sunlight making her skin glow.
"It's go time." Daryl leaned across Dana, opening her car door. She realized that they were parked at the end of Mike's block - she had gone into a road trance. Stepping out, she held the clock tightly against her chest. Daryl walked behind her, casually assessing the neighborhood.
"Smells like a storm just rolled through here," he said, staring at the sky. Dana smelled it, but she also smelled sand, smoke, and soil. Approaching the Radley house, she smiled at the sight of the roof over the large stone walls. This place had always been cool to look at, a mysterious force all its own. Turning the corner, they walked between the large stone lions perched atop the wall. It was where the driveway and walkway met up, then split apart. The house was quiet, but it looked like some repairs had recently been done.
"Keep going without me," Daryl told her. "I'll watch from here." Nodding, she walked up the driveway, the smell of smoke getting thicker. She was nearly at the door when her brain registered that a car had crashed into the front porch.
How had she not noticed that? Looking across the yard, she saw that a large amount of sand had been spread across the yard, and part of the porch had collapsed. Was she really that out of it?
"Whoa." Looking up, she saw a crack in the sky. There was also a large scorch mark in the middle of the lawn, the grass turned to ash. Turning around to face the door, she saw that the porch was soaking wet. What had happened here?
There was no time to think about it. Taking a deep breath, she knocked on the door.
What would she say? Would she show him the clock? Convince him to invite her inside, maybe talk about the fact that she had fixed his pet mimic?
No answer. Walking along the porch, she peeked in the window. Nobody was inside, and the furniture had been tossed about.
"Fuck," she whispered. The clock in her hand chimed quietly. She grabbed the doorknob, letting herself in. The inside of the house contained a plethora of smells, too many for her to decipher. She smelled water, sand, and several different musky odors that made her think of sex with Alex after a day-long hike. Walking through the front rooms, she heard several voices speaking to each other in the back. Approaching the back door, she saw a beautiful ornate fountain in the garden. Inside the fountain, a woman with flowing blue and green hair was addressing a few others.
One of the women was all white, from her hair to her feet. She was also floating a few inches off of the ground. The next one looked ordinary - her black and red hair hung loosely around her shoulders.
The last one was a horse. Mouth open, Dana watched the centaur circle the back of the fountain. All four of them were speaking in hushed tones, something about the witch out front. Dana hadn't seen anyone else, but she now felt like she had stepped into an alternate dimension. What was one more anomaly?
"Hold it." The woman in the fountain held up her hands, then looked directly at Dana. "Come out. Don't be afraid." Stunned, Dana stepped through the back door, the clock held tightly to her chest. The others watched her approach.
"Who are you?" The normal woman asked.
"I'm Dana." She couldn't keep her eyes off of the centaur. "I'm looking for Mike."
"How did you get in?" The same woman asked.
"I let myself in," she said, nearing the fountain. Something about the woman in the fountain made her feel at peace. "I brought Mike's clock back." Standing there, she felt a slight pinch at her neck, like a bug had bitten her. Scratching it out of habit, she made eye contact with the red and black haired woman who now stood next to her. "What?"
Everyone else exchanged looks.
"She should be asleep by now," the woman said. "There's no reason she should still be awake, unless..."
"I feel like I'm asleep," Dana said. She set the clock down on the edge of the fountain. "This all feels like a bad dream. I wish I could wake up from it."
"Well, let's see if we can help you wake up." The woman in the fountain sat down on the edge, taking Dana's hand in her own. "My name is Naia. I'm a nymph. Why don't you tell me about yourself?"
To her own surprise, Dana told her everything.
*****
I hope you enjoyed that as much as I loved writing it! I have been dying to write the scene with Sofia for quite some time now, and she's been too nasty to Mike to simply get away with it.
Please leave a rating or a review. Also, consider following me on Lit - I always change my bio right before submitting the next chapter.
Be kind to one another, Lit community! Until next time!
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Hi all! I'm back with the next chapter of HFHM!
If you are new here, HFHM is written in novel form. Book 1 is Chapters 1-12. Book 2 started in Chapter 13. You will probably get lost if you don't start on Chapter 13, but I promise it's worth it :)
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Finding the Center
"...and that brings me to here." Dana sat on the edge of the fountain, her chin in her hands. She wondered if she should feel more upset, regaling the others with her tale. Tears were beyond her ability. The strange numbness of her body applied even more so to her eyes. She could no longer feel them, and it was taking effort to remember to blink. "So if I don't deliver Mike or whatever special treasure the house hides, he will leave me like this."
Naia, Cecilia, and Zel looked at each other. Zel had been examining Dana's body during her story, doing some simple tests. Dana still had her basic reflexes, but her pain sensors were completely gone. Zel struggled to gather a few blood samples, as Dana's blood no longer flowed.
"I'm curious," Naia said. "What does the Society think the house is hiding?"
"I don't know, and neither does he." Dana shrugged. "It's kind of like the lost city of gold, right? They are convinced something is hidden away here, but they have no idea what or how."
"Oh, something very powerful is hidden in this house. That's a fact." Naia frowned at Dana. "It's something that Mike will have to discover for himself, I'm afraid. I've had my suspicions for years, and each Caretaker has stumbled upon at least a clue or two."
"Did the last Caretaker find any? Maybe they knew where it was."
Naia shook her head. "Emily became obsessed with unlocking the house's true secret in her last years. The problem, as I understand it, is that none of the pieces are obvious. It calls out to the Caretaker, almost like a gut instinct, a desire to look in a different room a little bit harder. Unfortunately, the harder you look and rationalize, the easier it is to ignore that instinct and lose track of it."
"It sounds like you know what it is."
"Even if I did, I couldn't tell you. The spell on the house erases any memory of any progress made, and the quest begins anew for each Caretaker. It could be as simple as a note written to the Caretaker, or a doorway that appears just for them." Naia stroked the clock on the ledge. "Emily was given her hint by none other than this little guy."
"Yeah, about that." Dana picked up the clock. "What the fuck is this thing?"
"I haven't seen it in a long time. You are holding a mimic. They are extremely rare. To be honest, I thought it was dead." Naia smiled. "If we all look away, it will change for us."
"Yeah, sure." Dana closed her eyes, and heard a loud splash. Opening her eyes, the clock was gone, replaced by a large floating rubber duck. Naia was playfully scratching its head, and the duck flapped a pair of mechanical wings. "It can transform into different stuff."
"Only when no one is looking." Naia said. "All magic has its limitations. Mimics are predatory lurkers. They like to disguise themselves as ordinary objects, then attack when their prey is alone. Once their prey is at least blinded, they can assume their true form and devour their victim."
"And you have one of those?!?"
Naia laughed, her breasts rippling much as water does. "This one is different. Mimics don't actually need to eat to survive. They are all instinct, no forward thinking. This one, however, is probably the smartest one in the world."
"It told me that its heart was broken."
Naia stopped laughing. "Yes. That is true. You see, this mimic was created a long time ago to act as a guardian for the house. You see, a creature that can lie in wait and watch undetected is a powerful ally to have. When Emily found it, it was a chest with a small diary inside, a diary that was meant to start Emily on the path to discovery. After years of making no headway, she demanded answers from the mimic. The mimic didn't know anything, but Emily thought it was lying. In a fit of anger, she smashed out its gears with a hammer." Naia sighed. "She held onto it, just in case it could ever be fixed. That was the beginning of the end for Emily. We all think of her fondly, but she did some terrible things in her last days. She was convinced that if she could unlock the secrets of the house, she would achieve the ability to alter the very fabric of reality itself."
"Could she? If she had found it?"
Naia shrugged. "All I know is that the secret of the house was put here by the one who built it. I want you to imagine having the power to create a multi-dimensional haven for monsters from scratch, but feeling the need to hide something there so that nobody could ever find it."
"If he didn't want anyone to find it, then why leave clues?"
"That's just it. I think the house's true secret wasn't to be found." Naia smiled. "Much like King Arthur's quest for the Holy Grail. Only the worthy shall find it."
"You seem to know an awful lot about these things," Dana said. "How do you know so much?"
"This house was built around my spring. I was here when this place was created, and I will remain here until it falls apart. Or my spring gets choked off." Naia frowned. "I'm afraid that any sort of immortality comes with a heavy price. Anyone who tells you differently is lying."
"So, let's see if I have this straight." Dana watched Naia pet the large rubber duck on the head. "Something is hidden here that only Mike can find. So I won't be able to retrieve it. My only option is to find a way to make Mike let someone into the home, but he isn't even here right now."
"Sums it up."
"Then what the fuck am I supposed to do?" Dana hollered. "He killed me! I can't die, and I can't move on to be with Alex!"
"Do you really think that's even an option?" Lily asked. She had remained silent throughout Dana's tale, her arms crossed and one foot kicking water in the fountain. "Daryl may claim to be a man of his word, but I know him. There's a trick up his sleeve. He knows that the task he gave you was likely impossible, and I can't see him putting in so much effort on a limited return."
"It's kindness." Zel was examining a vial of Dana's blood. "The black witch is trying brute force, targeting our strength. The sandman tried trickery, targeting the mind. This guy sent in a girl Mike knew as a human. She's one of us now. My best guess is that he thinks Mike will try to help, and will compromise the safety of the home to do it."
"And you think Mike would actually do that for me? He barely knows me." The women, except for Lily, all looked at each other.
"He might," Cecilia said. "Think of his bond with each of us. If he knew that Dana was denied an eternity with her true love in the afterlife, he would try to help any way he could. Especially since this is because of him. Likely, interacting with Daryl is the endgame, an attempt to lure Mike out of the home to accomplish something else."
"Mike would go outside to confront him." Naia frowned. "He wouldn't let him come in, but I know he would at least talk to him. What could Daryl do to him if he was outside, on the porch?"
"Hmm." Lily tapped her nails on the side of the fountain. "His specialty is magic involving the flesh. He tends to necromancy, but that's a by-product of his gifts."
"So a trap has been laid." Cecilia looked at the others. "A trap to lure in Mike."
"Maybe we should spring it," Naia suggested. "Without Mike here."
"But what about me?" Dana cried. "If I don't deliver Mike, I'm stuck like this!"
"The alternative is worse." Lily shook her head. "Think about the process. He spent time researching you, hunting you down for this specific purpose. Why go through the effort? Let me tell you something else about Daryl. He's a grade-A asshole. When he snaps his fingers and your soul leaves your body, you won't be headed for the happily ever after you think you are."
"How do you know?" Dana asked. "Are you some sort of expert on dying?"
"Because you've been Damned." Lily scowled, her eyes on a distant memory. "And once you've been Damned, you don't get the preferential treatment in the afterlife."
"But it isn't my fault!"
"No, it isn't. But luring Mike to his death can be. Think of it as being on display. By becoming Damned, every action you make is carefully scrutinized. He isn't controlling you through magic. This is akin to being handed a bomb and told to detonate it in a shopping mall. You know what the repercussions are now, and no amount of do-goodery will spare you the cost on your tarnished soul for that."
"Speaking of the afterlife." Cecilia hovered before Dana, taking Dana's fingers in her own. "Tell me more about what you experienced there. Leave nothing out."
Dana told her the story again, glossing over her love making with Alex to when the world fell apart.
"Does that sound right?" Naia asked Cecilia.
"Hard to say. I feel like I'm missing something." Cecilia shook her head, her hair floating eerily. "Each person's journey is different. It could be correct, but I can't say for sure."
"She isn't talking about the fucking," Lily announced, splashing the water with her foot. "Maybe the detail is hidden there."
"But... I guess I'm not comfortable sharing that." Dana hung her head. "I'm not sure what good it would do to tell you."
A moment of silence passed. Naia looked at the others, a knowing look on her face.
"I'd better go check out front," Cecilia said. The banshee vanished, leaving behind the others.
"I have some tests I would like to run. In the garage." Zel bowed out, her hooves clipping harshly against the stones beneath. Dana looked at Lily. The succubus had crossed her legs, leaning forward expectantly.
"Tell me," Naia said, the water swirling up behind her. Tiny water globes spun free of the surface of the fountain, drifting lazily around Dana. The air suddenly smelled of lavender and sunscreen, taking Dana back to her reunion with Alex. "Share the moment. I would love to hear how her lips felt against yours."
"I... I guess it couldn't hurt." Dana went into great detail, pausing for several seconds between the most intimate moments. Something about Naia was both motherly and sisterly, and she felt like she could tell her anything without being judged. Lily, on the other hand, wore a mask that she couldn't see past that reminded her of a doctor examining a specimen. Dana had always been uncomfortable discussing her sexuality with others, but Naia smiled at the right moments, gave her space at others, and the single tear rolling down her cheek when Dana described losing Alex again made her wish that she was capable of her own tears.
"Well?" Dana asked. Naia was smiling, but Lily wore a frown.
"It sounds like you miss her a lot." Naia rubbed Dana's arm affectionately. Dana nodded.
"I do. I would do anything for her."
"Sounds like she would do anything for you." Lily smirked. "I wonder. What would you say if I told you that the afterlife you saw wasn't real?"
"Of course it was real. It was the same night we had together all those years ago, except this time it was on the balcony."
"Nope. Wrong." Lily crossed her arms. "It wasn't, no matter how badly you want it to be. This is how Daryl works. He manipulates you using your own weaknesses. Fortunately for us, he has his own weaknesses too."
"It actually happened!" Dana stood up, her fists balled at her side. "And unless I help him, I will never see her again!"
"Naia." Lily raised an eyebrow. "By now, even you should be able to see it. I can, and I don't even have to be inside her head."
Naia shook her head. "Is it always the direct approach with you?"
"We don't have time for niceties." Lily leaned back. "OK, let's see if I can help you understand. If the afterlife was real, then everything you saw really was a carrot dangled before the horse. But consider this - if you actually made it to the afterlife, then why was it so easy for Daryl to bring you back?"
"What do you mean?"
"Once you're dead, you're dead. Your spirit can be called back, but it can't be forced to stay. Not once you're there. The number one rule of the afterlife is that it can never be truly known. To that end, bringing a spirit back intact would take a tremendous amount of power, god-level stuff. There's a reason that boon is saved for messiahs and rock stars.
"Which brings us to the next point. If it wasn't real, then it was manufactured. If it was manufactured, then the whole thing was an illusion, and though you are dead, your soul never left your body, bound to it by magical means. That being the case, this fantasy of yours was custom built by Daryl." Lily uncrossed her legs, leaning farther forward. "Think. There has to be a detail that stands out. He isn't a mind reader, so surely he had to fill in the gaps somewhere. A seam in the dream, as it were."
"I don't understand." Dana shook her head, placing her face in her hands. "How could it not be real?"
"Hey." Naia lifted Dana's chin, locking eyes with her. "Have you ever had a dream before where everything is different, yet familiar? Like, you dream that you're an airline pilot, you even remember going to school for it, but you've never actually been on a plane?"
Dana nodded. "Sometimes I would dream that I had failed high school and was forced to go back to middle school, even as an adult. I hated those dreams because the girls in high school were so fucking catty." And judgmental if she remembered correctly.
"You have a false memory. Daryl made a mistake. Can you spot it?"
Dana frowned, thinking back. There wasn't anything obvious, at least not right away. Alex had seemed so real, and so had the setting. The feel of her skin against her body, the way their lips touched. The rhythm of Alex's body above hers...
"Fuck." Dana scowled at the ground. Fuck. She had been fooled. After so many lonely months, the feel of Alex's body against hers had distracted her, had made the deception possible. She knew she should be undergoing a whirlwind of emotions right now, but most of them had been stripped away. Anger at being fooled was one of the only things she had left, yet even that had been muted.
"Don't be so hard on yourself. He's had years to get good at it." Lily stood up. "If you'll excuse me, I'm going to check on Cecilia. You can hug her or whatever it is you do to make people feel better." Lily placed a hand on Dana's shoulder. "Later, when you are feeling particularly murderous - come talk to me." Sashaying dramatically, she disappeared through the back door into the house.
"Tell me about it," Naia said.
"One time, we got drunk and started making out. Alex thought it would be sexy to watch some porn." Dana laughed. "We tried to imitate one of the scenes. Alex ended up hurting her back, and I pulled a muscle in my thigh. It was more amusing than sexy, but it was the last time we tried scissoring. Well, second to last time." She smiled. "A wise man once told me that you should try everything twice, just to be sure it isn't for you."
"Yeah. Some people like it." Naia smiled. "Everyone has their kinks. But that's an act designed more for the observer than the participants. I strongly suspect that Daryl was close by, watching. Otherwise, how would he know when the worst time to pull you back was?"
"Damn." So that was that. Daryl had tricked her, and when she finally found a way to accomplish what she had asked for, he would allow her to die, her soul moving on to whatever damnation she had earned for it. He was a man who had not only stripped her life away from her, but her very soul. It was one thing to kill her, but to strip her of eternity?
Somewhere deep inside her mind, she felt the dam break. Anger, white hot, flooded through her body. Standing up, she brushed the back of her pants off and then pulled her hair out of its ponytail. Shaking her hair free, she pulled it back and redid the tail, tighter than before. She knew if she was alive, she would be able to feel her pulse in the stretched skin of her forehead.
"Where are you going?" Naia asked, worry on her face.
"Where do you think?" Dana walked toward the house. "I'm going to talk to Lily."
-
The Labyrinth had taken on a chill. Blue explained that they stood in a passageway that circled a chamber with a frozen lake inside. Rubbing his arms for warmth, Mike caught himself staring at Sofia's ass. The cyclops had said very little to him after Red had arrived, and he was in a minor state of disbelief over what he had had done to her in the chamber. It was if a part of him had briefly awakened, taking charge of both of them. While he had total control over Sofia's restrained body, he realized that maybe he hadn't had total control of himself.
Red, breathless from flying at full speed, had announced to them that there was good news and bad. The good news was that she had found Tink. The bad news was that she was being held in a cage at the center of the Labyrinth.
It had taken some digging, but Mike had gotten Red to spill that she was the captive of someone Red referred to as the Lady of the Labyrinth. Red and Green floated ahead of them, taking them on a secret route to the Lady's chamber while Blue sat on Mikes shoulder. Mike and Sofia decided that the best plan of action was to sneak in and appraise the situation for themselves, to which the fairies had revealed that there was a small tunnel that overlooked the room. They used it often to spy on their captor in hopes of finding a way out.
The fairies stopped, then quickly doubled back.
"Why did we stop?" Sofia asked. Green and Red hovered over by the wall, their light illuminating a rough stone in the wall.
"We can slip through here," Red said.
"But you will need the button," Green finished. Sofia gave the stone a shove, and a side passage opened without a sound, a narrow opening that revealed a circular tunnel that also went uphill. Mike and Sofia moved into the tunnel, and the wall closed behind them.
The tunnel soon became steep enough that Mike spent most of his time watching his footing. Sofia seemed to have no trouble, though he did see occasional flashes of light from her eye and she would change direction. Mike followed behind her, wary of more than a few loose stones on the path. He knew that a tumble would result in a downhill slide, and some of the sharper stones made him wince at the thought of cutting himself up in the fall.
The glowing moss on the walls suddenly vanished, plunging the tunnel into darkness. Blue and Red lit the path ahead, and Mike stayed in Sofia's shadow. Green landed on Sofia's shoulder, then flew back to land on Mike's.
"We're getting close," Green informed him in a whisper. Mike nodded, trying to breathe a little more quietly. Green's light went out, and Red led them the rest of the way, floating close to the floor. The tunnel now curved dramatically onward, like a spiral staircase. A golden glow from ahead lit the tunnel, so Red extinguished her own light before landing on Sofia's shoulder to sit with Green. Mike followed the cyclops, who was now crouching as the tunnel grew smaller. Soon, both of them were hunched over, walking carefully. The stone floor had smoothed itself out, and the ceiling dropped again. They were both crawling when holes in the stone wall appeared, revealing a view of a giant chamber beneath them.
Up above, a giant yellow gemstone the size of a garden shed floated, held to the ground by several very thick chains that hooked into natural stone towers at the chamber's edge. Mike could feel its warmth, making him think of a sunny day on the beach.



Lily. The thought of her came unbidden, triggered by his own memory of how they had met. Trapped inside a dream, and surrounded by the ocean of his mind. He wondered if she was doing okay. Shaking his head, he shifted his thoughts to Tink and Abella, who needed him now. He didn't know if Sofia would ever apologize for getting them into this mess. Then again, if he had come with them, maybe he would have fallen prey to the traps in the Labyrinth. In fact, if not for the faeries, he would probably have died long ago. Whatever they had done to make Emily so mad, they didn't deserve to be locked up here.
The glowing gemstone illuminated a large chamber beneath them. Piles of treasure had been shoved in the corners like junk, chests of coins and gemstones alike. Several areas below them contained long tables with implements that made Mike think of a mad scientist's laboratory. Scanning the ground, he noticed the chamber seemed to be equally divided in two. The other half had a large structure toward the back. It looked like a miniature version of a pagoda, maybe something that would be seen on a mini-golf course, about twenty feet tall. A long table covered in food made Mike's stomach grumble in protest. He felt like he was looking into someone's dining room.
"There," Sofia said, elbowing him and pointing. At the end of the table was a small metal cage. Huddled inside it was a green figure, legs pulled to her chest, her face buried in her knees.
"Whoa!" Sofia's strong grip pulled Mike back into the tunnel. Without realizing it, he had drawn the dagger, sliding through the hole before them. "I know you're feeling heroic, but it's a twenty foot drop from here."
"Take us down there," he whispered. Blue hopped off his shoulder, walking in front of him. The tunnel they were in dipped down in several locations, and Blue had taken him to the one that had sunk lowest. It was fifteen feet to the ground. Mike picked her up, putting him back on his shoulder.
"I'll lower you down," Sofia said. Squirming backward, he grabbed on to Sofia's hand. The cyclops held tightly to him, lowering him from the opening. She moved farther out, his feet on the smooth wall. He was about six feet up when he let go, landing in a crouch, his heart pounding. Sofia pulled herself back up, disappearing into the darkness.
The chamber was huge, and Mike moved across it, seeking shelter behind piles of gold. Moving closer to one of the tables, he saw a crystal orb on a pedestal sitting next to a gem encrusted wand. Moving across the gap in the middle, he moved closer to the cage, his eyes on Tink. She wasn't moving, and it wasn't until she sighed that he felt a tremendous load off his chest.
Moving closer to the food table, he saw Tink lift her head, her nose in the air. Sniffing around, she turned to face Mike, who was almost twenty feet away. A large smile broke out on her face, followed immediately by a frown.
"Tink hates the Labyrinth," Tink whispered. "Tink wants to go home and never come back."
"I'm working on it." The door itself was padlocked shut. After a few quick cuts with the knife, Mike pulled the whole mechanism free, setting it down on the table. Tink pushed the door open and threw herself into Mike's arms.
"Tink so happy to see goblin husband," she whispered. "Snake lady try to make Tink do a bad thing, get mad when Tink refuse."
Snake lady? Mike thought about the large snake skin they had found. "Okay Tink, we can go after we get your goggles."
"Snake lady has them." Tink shook her head. "Husband can't talk to snake lady. Snake lady has bad magic."
"Seems like everybody does, these days." Grabbing Tink's hand, he led her away from the table covered in food, his stomach growling in protest. They needed to get out of there as quickly as possible. Squeezing Tink's hand, they ran across the middle of the room toward where he had come in.
Braziers all around the room lit themselves, casting away the shadows. Mike and Tink slid to a halt when they saw the minotaur now blocked their path, his fierce eyes locked onto Mike. Mike pushed Tink behind him, drawing the dagger. The minotaur held a small bag in one hand and his axe in the other.
"I don't want to hurt you," Mike said. "We just want to leave."
"Hmm." The minotaur let out a snort. "You may not leave without her permission."
"And you do not have it." The voice was powerful, filling every portion of the room. Mike felt Blue grab tightly onto his ear, letting out a tiny squeak of fear. Looking all around, Mike froze in place when he realized the walls were moving. Something large was circling the room, scattering gold coins and treasure chests everywhere. Clutching the dagger, Mike stared in awe as the head of the snake appeared, a golden crown upon its head. The flattened hood spread out as it sat upright, regarding him from nearly twenty feet above. A tongue the length of Tink flicked out at them, tasting the air.
Opening its mouth, it spat out a crumpled figure on the floor.
"Sofia," Mike whispered. The cyclops was motionless, but still breathing.
"Troublesome little mortals, snooping around my chamber." The voice came from the snake, though its mouth was motionless. The voice was feminine, with a very thick accent. Circling Mike, it stared down at him. "You have sent a small army in to retrieve my treasure, haven't you Caretaker?"
"We came to retrieve what is rightfully ours," Mike said, his mouth and throat suddenly dry. "We have no interest in your belongings and would prefer to leave you in peace."
The snake chuckled. "Isn't that what all intruders say? We didn't mean it?" The snake's body kept going, winding its way around the chamber. Mike couldn't see the end of it. "I suppose if I just give you the goggles, you will be on your way?"
"Yeah. That's the gist of it."
"Ha!" The snake's mouth opened this time, revealing three foot long fangs. "So I hand over a Divine Object and you will walk away, never to darken my doorstep again. Such generosity would not paint me well."
"I... I don't want a Divine Object. Just the goggles. Because they are Tink's."
"Hssssss." The snake contemplated Mike. "You really have no idea about anything. Let's say I let you leave. What then of your friends?"
"My friends?" Mike looked around. The minotaur walked over to the long dining table Mike had been at, grabbing ahold of something Mike couldn't see. With a flourish, he pulled free an unseen cloth. Beth and Abella sat at the table, staring straight ahead. The minotaur folded up the garment, parts of his body invisible behind it. Opening the bag, he pulled out a small glass jar with a pair of glowing lights inside. Red and Green banged their hands against the glass.
"Yes. Your friends." The snake slithered up to the table. "They were so kind to follow Asterion here. After a lovely chat, they have decided they would prefer to remain. I'm sure I could find some use for them."
"They would never agree to that." Mike moved cautiously toward Sofia. Seeing no reaction from the snake or the minotaur, he knelt by her side. "Are you okay?"
"I feel so gross." Sofia stared into the distance, her eye blinking rapidly. "But she didn't hurt me. I... just can't move."
"What about the others?" Mike looked up at the snake. "What's wrong with them?"
"You will find out soon enough." The snake was slithering again, moving behind the large pagoda in the corner. Large flaps of fabric cast eerie shadows as she disappeared behind its folds. "First hand."
The snake's body continued moving behind the pagoda, but never came out the other side. Instead, Mike watched the shadows condense themselves down into a slender form that casually walked across the back wall. Emerging from behind the pagoda was a woman with dark skin and a kimono. Long, dark hair was topped with a tiny golden crown.
"I was a fool to be lured here by the last Caretaker," she said, walking toward him. Her features were exotic, maybe Southeast Asia somewhere. It wasn't until she came closer that he realized that portions of her skin consisted of scales making the same patterns he had seen on her snake body. "And I would be a fool to allow you to trap me in the same way she has." Her green eyes lit from within, her whole body surrounded by magical energy. Mike felt all the muscles in his body freeze up. "I know that part of the nymph's soul resides in you now, and in the past it prevented me from overtaking my captor. But when it comes to magic, there is always a way." The goggles appeared in her hands. "Only the goblin and the Caretaker can use these. And since she has refused, I will make you do my bidding."
The sickly green aura that had covered her blew across the room, encircling Mike. He felt it seeping into him, his skin itching all over. All he could see now were her eyes, those beautiful, emerald orbs, expanding to the size of the room, pulling him in. He wanted to kneel before her, worship her, do anything she said, to treat her like the Queen that she was!
The moment passed. Like a sudden bout of heartburn, the sensation faded, and Mike felt the room snap back into place, the memory of those golden green eyes fading away.
"Husband?" Tink asked, pulling gently on his fingers.
"Tink." Mike looked down at her. "I think she's going to cast a spell on me."
The woman stared at him, her exotic features blank for several seconds before twisting into anger. "How?" She asked, her hands balling into angry fists. "How did you evade it?" Her voice filled the whole chamber, shaking loose a few coins that spilled over to clatter on the floor.
"Evade what?" Mike shivered. The room was so cold all of the sudden. "It looked like you were going to cast a spell on me."
"A spell of obedience." Scowling, she looked at Tink. "The goblin I understand. Her head injury is unique, and spells are never one size fits all. But you. It should have worked. A human soul with just a touch of nymph attached. I spent the last couple of years working on the spellcraft to make it work."
Cecilia left a mark on you. Naia's words echoed in the back of his mind. He thought back to that night with Cecilia in the cave. During his own climax, she had temporarily become human. All magic came with a price, and now he wondered what it was that he paid. "I guess I'm a little more complex than that." Looking at the minotaur, then back to the woman, Mike shrugged. "So I guess this means you can't cast that spell on me."
She summoned a giant ball of fire in her hand. "I have other ways of making you do my bidding."
Mike swallowed hard, fighting to keep his face straight. "You know, you're probably right. However, did you know that there are better ways of getting people to do stuff for you?"
The fireball hovered menacingly. "The new Caretaker thinks he's crafty then? Okay mortal. Let's hear it. What sort of trick will you attempt?"
"Well, you have my friends and me captive. Apparently you need me to use those goggles for something. Did it occur to you that you could just ask? Or maybe we could come to an agreement?" Mike shrugged. "It feels like there's an awful lot of hostility in this room. And I heard you say that the last Caretaker trapped you. Why? Are you dangerous?"
The woman stared at him in disbelief. Several seconds of silence passed. "Are you not cowed by my very presence? Do you not fear what I could do to you?"
"I was almost eaten by a plant last week, and I have a witch outside my house trying to break apart the protective enchantment that protects this place. To be honest, I'm more worried about what you have planned for my friends." Mike's eyes narrowed. "I thought I was coming here for a fight. We came here because we thought the minotaur had sticky fingers. But you? Well, you just seem angry. Angry at me. What have I even done to you?"
The woman held her breath for a moment, the ball of fire suddenly disappearing. "You really have no idea who I am? Or what my purpose is?"
"Nope. The only reason we are even here is because we were trying to help a friend who had been possessed." Yet another thing that sounded unbelievable, but that was the new normal. "Your minotaur ambushed Tink and took her goggles."
"Stupid cow fuck," Tink muttered from behind Mike. Mike placed his hand over her mouth.
"He did so at my request. I have great need of the goggles' abilities." Shaking her head in disbelief, she threw her hands out in exasperation. "It seems that perhaps a discussion would be best." She nodded at the minotaur. Asterion took Beth and Abella by the hands, gently leading them toward Sofia. He casually slung the cyclops over his shoulder before disappearing into the pergola.
"Where are they going?" Mike asked.
"I believe your kind has a word for this. They are... insurance." She approached the table. "Come. Sit. Eat. Like you said, maybe we should talk."
Mike gazed at the giant table covered in food, his mouth filling with saliva. "Well, I think it is only polite to start with names. I would prefer that you call me Mike, not Caretaker. And you already know Tink." He grabbed the goblin's hand, leading her back to the table. "I hope the two of you didn't get off to a poor start, putting her in a cage and all."
"It was, what I thought, a necessary precaution." She sat across from them. "You may call me the Lady of the Labyrinth."
"I thought maybe we could dispense with titles. Be less formal, friendly even." Mike grabbed an empty plate and loaded it with what looked like pot roast, stacking it high with cheeses and other foods. "And where did all this food come from? It looks like you were ready for a feast."
"Just because your friends are under my thrall doesn't mean I was going to give them moldy bread and water. I may be a lot of things, but a bad host I am not." She picked up a goblet full of wine, swirling it with a twist of her wrist. "And since you want something less formal to call me, you may call me Ratu."
"Ratu. That's a pretty name."
"Thank you." She smiled over her goblet. "I picked it out just for you."
Mike finished making his plate, then slid it in front of Tink. "Eat up, I know you're hungry." Tink threw Ratu a dirty look, then obeyed, grabbing a handful of biscuits while Mike filled up another plate for himself. "Tell me how you came to be here and what your job is, Ratu. The more I know about you, the more I think we can understand each other."
"Okay." She sipped from her goblet, then set it down. "Let's start with the Labyrinth. It has been here far longer than I, and Asterion has been here just as long. This room used to be where the most dangerous magical artifacts were stored, but that is no longer the case."
"I thought that was what the Vault was for?"
Ratu smiled demurely. "Perhaps an analogy that a human would understand. The Vault is where you would store guns that are illegal to own. The Labyrinth is where you would keep your bombs and missiles. The magic items that were stored here were some of the most dangerous objects ever conceived by man or myth. The previous Caretaker, Emily, brought me here for the singular purpose of studying these objects. I am well versed not only in the creation of such things, but their destruction as well."
"Are you a dragon?" Mike asked. "I hope I'm not being rude, but you have a treasure chamber, and you seem very powerful. The giant snake thing doesn't hurt either."
"I am not a dragon, though I was mistaken for one once." Stretching her neck dramatically, the scale pattern flashed all the way across her skin. "I am a naga from Indonesia. I came here because Emily promised me a safe place to live. In some ways she delivered on that promise, but in others, I have become a prisoner."
"Tell me more." Off to his side, he could hear Tink stuffing her face. "While I'm familiar with the act of bringing magical creatures here, I'm not sure how this became a prison for you."
"Neither was I, at first. You see, the reason Emily brought me here was to dismantle what she deemed the worst of the worst. Seven artifacts, each one scarier than the last. The more powerful the artifact, the harder it is to destroy."
"I don't get it. The Geas seems super powerful, but that woman outside was able to make serious progress in a matter of hours."
"I wondered about the banging down here. The Geas, in a way, is just the shield. Now that you are the Caretaker, you must find a way to wield the sword. Bang on any shield long enough, and it will finally give." Ratu set her goblet down. "The objects I was working with, however, were like barely contained wildfires."
"Such as?"
"I would prefer not to say for reasons that will become clear. Another analogy. The Ark of the Covenant. You have heard of this, yes?"
"Indiana Jones?"
Ratu gave him an odd look. "No, it was created by Moses at the instructions of the Hebrew God. A powerful magical talisman that brought grave misfortune to anyone it considered an enemy. Fires, floods, boils. In the hands of the believer, however, it could confer divine blessings.
"Consider this. Magic is like energy. It cannot be destroyed once harnessed. If you were to take apart the covenant, destroy it, what sort of magic could you gather from it?"
Mike pondered this, chewing on a hunk of cheese. "Would it matter who took it apart? An enemy versus a believer?"
"It would. And the intent would matter to. If an enemy were to destroy it, they could end up with magic capable of bringing catastrophic ruin. If done correctly this magic could also be gathered in such a manner to create a divine object capable of bestowing blessings."
"Then why bother destroying the ark? If you are going to harvest the magic anyway, then why not keep it the way it is?"
"Because you have destroyed another object and harvested its magic. You are now assembling magical ingredients of the highest quality, potentially building a weapon that has no business existing. So when you destroy a magical item of such a nature, you must find somewhere to put that energy so that it cannot be used in that manner. And this was where my problems began."
"How so?"
"I come from a race of semi-divine beings. Not quite god, not quite mortal. As such, we can be bound by the rules of both. Emily asked me if I would be willing to dismantle these three objects she had acquired in order to rid the world of them. In exchange, I could leave my home, which was rapidly becoming developed and polluted and then live here.
"It was all in the wording. She promised me that I could live here in exchange for dismantling the seven items for her. She even provided me a vessel to channel the magical energy into. Once I began living here, I was bound to fulfill my promise. I told her I would not rest until I had done what she asked, making the world a safer place. What I didn't understand was that my desire for a more peaceful existence would blind me to a certain inconvenient truth."
"She wanted those objects broken down for a reason, didn't she?"
Ratu nodded. "I mainly suspected that something was up when she brought me here through a one way portal, not the house. The others had no knowledge of me, and I seldom had visitors. Emily checked on my progress at first, and I realized that the vessel she had given me was built for something far more sinister."
"What was the vessel?"
Ratu contemplated Mike for a long time, then shrugged. "I suppose it won't hurt to show you. You see, once I found out Emily was no longer alive, I found a way to siphon the magic off of the artifact and create that tiny sun over our heads. Until a year ago, all I had were the torches." Reaching into her cleavage, she pulled out an ornate key. It was an antique, and the gaps in the key were filled with three different gems. Two of them had cracked, but the last one was flawless. "Often, we discover that magical objects are an extension of their physical form. The ark was for worship, and was built as such. This key was designed to unlock a door. However, with the power of these three stones, it was going to unlock something else."



"What?" Mike was surprised when Ratu handed him the key.
"I have my theories. Have you ever put two different foods together and discovered that they taste amazing when paired? I believe that Emily was planning to use this key to do the impossible - become a demigod."
"Why would she need to do that?"
Ratu nodded. "She discovered something in the house. She would never tell me what it was, but based on some conversations we had, I believe that she had discovered the Architect's identity. However, she knew that her lifespan was approaching its end, and became desperate for more time. Immortality comes at a great price, and she intended to use the power of this key to gain it through divine intervention."
"So, what, this is the key to Heaven or something?"
"If only it were that simple. I'm afraid that humans have muddied the waters when it comes to what is real and what isn't. Have you ever wondered if an ant can distinguish you from a cloud in the sky? Mortals are small, and often only see what they want to." Ratu held out her hand, and Mike returned the key. "No, I believe she was going to use the key to open a door to where the Ancient Ones slumber, beings from before the Universe existed."
"That sounds like some Lovecraftian shit."
Ratu frowned, her lips stretching dramatically. "Lovecraft did more for mankind than you will ever know, and he paid a price for it. Yes, we are talking about beings of immense power who are unable to enter this plane through ordinary means. You see, no god in their right mind would simply make Emily a demigod. She had nothing to offer. I believe that she planned to offer a trade, allow one of them to slip through."
"That's... that's crazy!"
"Worse yet, I also believe that she intended to use the secret of the house to control the being - eventually." Ratu tucked the key back into her kimono. "That being said, this is just a theory. Emily brought me many ancient texts under the guise that I was perfecting my craft. Instead, I was researching the grim possibility that she was about to make a huge mistake. Months before her death, I had learned how to destroy and harvest the magic from the final object. Instead, I encased it beneath a lake of ice."
"If you know how to destroy it, then why do you need the goggles?"
Ratu pursed her lips, deep in thought. "This... artifact is extremely dangerous. As I mentioned, the Ancient Ones are extremely powerful, but not just in terms of strength. They reside in a plane that is devoid of time and space. The sheer act of interacting with such a creature can destroy the mind, and as such, the object I need to destroy is very devious. Imagine trying to drive a nail into wood, but in the moment you swing your hammer, the nail is now a snake, and the wood a piece of pie. So now you are chasing a snake with your hammer, but now your hammer is a mallet, and you are a German Shepard."
"...what?"
"Exactly. This isn't just a hallucination, or a fever dream. The last object is sealed inside a container meant to prevent the chaos from spreading. Once the container is open, you have to hit the nail before the world changes around you. As a human, just to look upon this thing would cause you to go insane. However, the goggles are a Divine Object, able to pierce the veil and protect the user for a time."
"And this is where I come in."
"Perhaps. With Emily dead, my contract with her is void, except I have technically collected on a bargain I never delivered. I am unable to leave this place, and I am afraid that I suspected that you had come down here to demand the results that Emily never achieved." Ratu bowed her head. "For this, I am sorry."
Mike nodded. "It sounds like you were trying to do the right thing. I accept your apology. What about you, Tink?" Mike looked down at the goblin and smiled. Sometime during the conversation, she had eaten her fill, then leaned her head against his side, promptly falling asleep.
"Do you know what she called me right after I brought her here?"
Mike grinned. "I can only imagine. Did it end with fuck?"
Ratu laughed. "It was like stream of consciousness from the bottom of a swamp. Asterion asked me to explain to him what some of the words meant. He had never heard them before."
"Yeah." Mike put his arm around Tink. "She can be feisty. Does this mean you will let them all go? My friends and the faeries?"
"I require a new contract of you, the Caretaker. Once you have fulfilled your part of the bargain, I will release all of you."
"Lay it out for me."
"I would ask that you use those goggles to help me destroy the last object. I also wish to continue living in this place, with the caveat that I am allowed to leave when I choose."
"Sounds straightforward enough." Mike lightly stroked Tink's hair, smiling when she muttered in her sleep. "In exchange, I ask for the release of my friends, and that you never do anything to bring danger to the house. Also, safe passage if I or any of the others wish to come see you."
"That... is an odd request."
"You seem rather lonely." Mike said. Ratu's posture shifted very slightly. "If you were truly a solitary creature, you wouldn't have chosen this place to come. I'm sure the minotaur is nice enough, but he doesn't strike me as much of a conversationalist."
Ratu considered Mike for several seconds, then laughed. "You are an interesting human. Perhaps I will enjoy getting to know you."
"So what now?" Mike asked.
"I have preparations to make. Feel free to rest in the pagoda - you will be unsurprised to find that it is bigger on the inside."
"Sounds about right." Mike finished the last few bites of food on his plate, then pulled Tink into his arms. She shifted, pulling herself tightly against him.
"Husband," she muttered. Mike smiled, walking along the table and toward the pagoda. The area around it was surrounded by hanging cloths that flapped gently in the breeze generated by the burning braziers. Drawing close, the pagoda gave off a weird illusion, suddenly looking even taller now that he was up close. Stepping through the doorway, Mike stared upward in awe. The pagoda stretched as far as he could see, creating the illusion that he was staring into infinity. Climbing the stairs by the entrance, he soon found a small room lit by hanging lanterns with a large, comfortable bed. Moving toward it, he knelt down to gently set the goblin onto the soft, red sheets.
"Wha-?" While laying Tink on the bed, he felt her teeth clamp down on his shoulder. Growling, Tink pulled Mike into bed with her, her tail whipping around until she was on top of him, her hands pinning Mike to the mattress. She released his shoulder.
"Tink wait long time for husband," she announced, her eyes narrowing. "Husband come for Tink. Husband love Tink."
"Of course I do, but - hey!" Tink was yanking Mike's pants off now, her back to Mike. He grabbed onto her hips to push her off when he felt her hands on his cock. She tickled the underside of it with one of her claws, then bent over, sniffing the air.
"Who is this?" Tink asked. Mike felt suddenly ashamed, but knew there was no reason to be. Tink didn't care that he had sex with the others. To her, it was no different than watching tv or sharing eggos with a friend.
"Uh... Sofia."
"Ha! One-eye is a dirty girl. She say she think husband is dumb like rock, but Tink know different." Tink sniffed again. "But who else?"
"Some fairies." Tink was stroking him now, the bottom of her skirt riding up enough that when her tail twitched, he could see her buttocks on display.
"Ooh! Fairy make magic oil!" Tink tugged gently on Mike's shaft, playing with his balls with her other hand. Mike sighed, enjoying the wave of relaxation that was washing over him. It had been a long day, and it felt nice to slow down.
"Do you want some?" Blue, tucked away in Mike's collar, launched herself in the air, circling Tink. "You'll have to earn it!"
"Ooh, pretty!" Tink held her hand out. Blue landed gently in the palm of her hand. "Tink remember fairy! We make plenty of trouble."
Uh oh. Mike tried to sit up, but Tink pushed him back down without even looking.
"Fairy help Tink? Tink think husband brave, need reward."
"Tink, I don't..." Her tail brushed across his face, distracting him. He tried to grab it, but it danced playfully in front of his face.
"Husband come save Tink, Tink say thank you." Scooting her rear up on his chest, she leaned forward to suck him into her mouth. Mike grabbed onto Tink's hips, letting out another sigh. Tink teased the hole of his cock with her tongue, then used her teeth to tease the edge of his frenulum. Mike stroked her tail, rubbing his hands along the edge of her ass. She leaned forward even farther, revealing the edge of her pussy. Mike's fingers slid down to find it, teasing her tight opening with circular movements.
"Ah!" Mike gasped - the familiar sensation of Blue grabbing the base of his cock with her hands and legs made him even harder, and Tink's mouth was stretched to the limit to accommodate him. Tink growled, her mouth full of Mike's dick. He was able to slide the tip of his forefinger into her snatch, and her growls amplified.
Tink pulled her mouth off of him, pumping his shaft with both hands. "Tink show husband that Tink is best," she declared. Blue squeaked when Tink grabbed her, sliding the fairy up Mike's shaft and rubbing her across the head of Mike's cock. "Tink get husband nice and wet."
Blue let out a shriek of delight when Tink forced her onto Mike's cock, stretching the fairy down until her legs bounced against the edge of his balls. Mike groaned, his whole cock tingling with pleasure. Tink scooted around, turning to face Mike, her hands squeezing Mike's cock through the fairy. Blue's whole body was distorted, her face stretched into a giant grin.
"Tink always best," she muttered, pushing Mikes cock down against his stomach. Scooting herself forward, she trapped Mike's cock in place with her pussy, rubbing herself against the fairy and Mike's shaft. Mike ran his hands up Tink's thighs, pushing her dress up and over her head. Her nipples, all four of them, were rock hard.
Mike grabbed a pillow, placing it beneath his shoulders so that he could sit up. Tink humped him, causing Blue to let out a noise similar to a squeaky toy. Mike tried not to laugh, which resulted in a huge grin on his face.
"Tink really is the best," he told her, his fingers squeezing her breasts. Purring, Tink knelt down to kiss him, her lips soft against his. Mike ran his fingers through her hair, his thumb rubbing the base of one of her horns. Her kissing became more insistent, her hips grinding more fiercely against his.
"Little fairy work harder," Tink declared, lifting her hips and rotating Blue so that she was face up. Blue's tiny hands reached up for Tink's labia, clutching her tightly before Tink could settle back down on the fairy.
"Can she breathe?" Mike asked.
"Tink not worry. Fairy need magic or air, not both." She kissed Mike again, only more urgently. "Get husband nice and ready." Tink bit Mike on the lip, drawing blood.
"Naughty goblin." Mike pulled Tink's hips against him, one hand reaching around to grab the base of her tail. "I was worried about you."
"Tink always worry about husband. Husband need Tink." Tink was gasping now, moving her hips in a circular motion. Blue flashes of light were emanating from between them, the fairy shedding magical light. Mike could feel the fairy's body tightening against his cock, her tiny limbs shaking.
Music played, and Tink shifted off of his cock. Blue was glowing, her body shooting off sparks that played musical notes when they vanished. Grabbing the fairy, Tink jacked off Mike as fast as she could.
Blue let out a tiny shriek, and Tink pulled her off Mike. Glittery cum ran out of the fairy, pooling up on Mike's stomach and across his balls. His whole cock was iridescent now, shimmering in the room's light.
"Fairy girl take a break," Tink declared, dropping Blue at the foot of the bed. Rubbing her slit against Mike, she pinned his shoulders down. "Tink's turn." Grabbing Mike's shaft, she positioned herself just over his head. "And this time, Tink make it fit."
"You really are a naughty goblin." Mike groaned, his shaft sinking into Tink's tight pussy. The fairy's cum allowed him to penetrate her easily, sliding in with minimal resistance. "But Tink, lube doesn't mean I'll go in deeper."
"Husband never bet against Tink." Tink was rolling her hips, pushing against him as hard as she could. With every pass, she sank just a little bit farther. "Tink have big idea." Tink was now as far as she could get, a couple of inches above the base of Mike's cock. He could feel the back wall of her vagina bouncing off the head of his cock.
"What now?" Mike asked, playfully yanking her tail. "I know one place I can fit, if you're so determined."
"Tink determined," she gasped. "Tink make it work." She was rolling her hips now, the back wall of her vagina rubbing sideways against the head of his cock. She lifted herself slightly, then pushed down. Frustration crawled across her face as she repeated the process several times.
"What are you trying to do?" Mike asked.
"Tink... saw... picture," she declared. "Picture on... magic screen."
Oh god. What had she found on his computer? Suddenly, he felt a slight shift inside of Tink, a small bump along the back of her vagina. Tink held still, moving carefully now, centering Mike's dick on that spot.
"Tink," Mike whispered. "That isn't going to fit there."
"Fairy oil," she hissed, pushing herself down on him. It should have been impossible, but Mike's entire life was the impossible. Groaning in delight, he felt the tiny ring of Tink's uterus squeeze along the head of his cock, his dick pushing through an opening it had no business fitting through. Gasping for air, Tink sat up, swiveling her hips from side to side, working Mike in even deeper.
"Holy shit," Mike whispered. Tink's clits were engorged to an unusual size now, pressing against his dick like a pair of fingers.
"Tink make fit. Tink make fit," she groaned, over and over again. Mike felt himself pushing against the back wall of her uterus now. In awe, he stared at the goblin. Her labia were pressed firmly against his pelvis, his cock now entirely inside of her. "Husband no move." He could feel the tension in her body building up, the excitement of the moment lifting Tink away. An energy had built up between them, ready to be released at any moment.
Mike grabbed Tink's tail and yanked it. Hard.
The goblin screamed, her entire body racked with spasms that started at the base of her body and worked their way up. Her eyes rolled back into her head, her arms going limp as her orgasm sucked the life out of her. Her vagina clenched Mike tightly, but nowhere near as hard as her cervix did. Mike cried out, feeling like it was going to crush him. He tried to pull himself free, but it was so tight that he couldn't pull out.
The effort of trying to free himself triggered a second orgasm in Tink. Falling forward onto Mike, she growled, then bit his collarbone. Mike's micro-thrusts combined with the tightness of the goblin caused a small orgasm to hit. However, the tight ring just past the head of his cock blocked him from releasing it all, and his orgasm vanished. Tink kept riding him, causing another small orgasm to hit, and this time the pressure was almost unbearable.
"Tink!" Mike cried out, and her uterus unclenched. Mike filled her womb with sperm, his third and final orgasm making his whole body shake. His whole body tensed up, and then relaxed, his cock popping free of Tink's uterus. He stayed inside of her, pulling her tightly against him. Tink stopped biting him, her arms folding against his chest.
"Tink told you she is best," she muttered, burying her face in his chest. She purred quietly, her body going limp when she fell asleep. Holding the goblin against him, he let out a sigh. Tink was safe, and that was what mattered most. Now that they were reunited, he felt like a part of him had been restored, a piece he hadn't realized was missing. He tightened his grip on the goblin, holding her as close as possible. Tink sighed, her gentle purring filling the room.
His hard cock was still inside her when he fell asleep.
*****
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Today is the day Mike gets a little closer with the house's newest monster, a Naga named Ratu. Without further adieu, I present you with...
The Worst Place on Earth
"Did you have a good nap?"
The voice was cold, snapping Mike out of his slumber. Tink's arms clutched him tightly, and he pushed the blankets off of his head, staring at the dark figure in his room. He reached out to touch the lamp, warm light bathing the angry figure in the doorway. She stood with her arms crossed and a messenger bag slung over her shoulder.
"Uh... hi Beth." Mike slid sideways out of the blankets. "So, uh, I'm sure you have some questions." Sitting up, Mike tried to keep himself covered with the blankets while pulling his pants back up. Tink rolled over, pulling the blanket with her causing Mike to fall face first onto the floor, his bare ass in the air.
Scrambling to his feet, Mike faced away from his estate agent. What would he tell her? She didn't look happy, and he wondered what sort of trouble she had run into in the Labyrinth. Turning around, he smiled sheepishly. Why was he so nervous around her?
"So. Apparently there's a Labyrinth under your house." Beth shook her head. "Do you want to take a stab at explaining to me why I am in it?"
"Well, uh..." Mike looked at Tink. He frowned, knowing that Tink was pretending to be asleep. "It's complicated. You don't happen to have a doll on you, do you?"
"Really? That's the best you can do?"
"Well?"
Beth sighed. "Yeah, I have her." She reached into the bag, pulling out Jenny. "She and I had quite the conversation a while ago, but she's been silent since."
"Oh thank god." Mike felt a sense of relief. "I was afraid that she got lost in the river."
"I'm giving you ten seconds to give me an explanation before I walk out of here." Beth tucked Jenny away. "Last thing I remember, I was in a car accident and my intern dragged me into your house. Suddenly, I'm floating down a river."
"Okay, look, I had a good reason for everything, I promise." Mike's shoulders slumped. "I was going to explain everything to you, but you fell unconscious. Jenny needed your body to show me how to get into the Labyrinth, but we got trapped. I never meant to endanger you, or to do anything without your permission, but there's a crazy witch on my front lawn trying to break into my house and I didn't have time to wait for you to wake up."
"Why is there a Labyrinth under your house?" Beth crossed her arms.
"We're not technically under the house. We're between walls." Mike shook his head. "Never mind that. Okay, your intern is a succubus named Lily who tried to kill me last week, but now we're friends - well, kind of. After I moved into the house, I found a nymph, and she took part of my soul, and now I'm married to a goblin. Oh, and there's also a banshee. And a gargoyle. And a centaur."
"Sounds like quite the story."
"It's all true, I swear! I just need to help a snake-woman destroy a magic artifact and we can all go home."
"A snake-woman? You mean that lady who hypnotized me?"
"Yes! She's one of the good guys, she just has some trust issues on account of my great aunt."
"You are shit at telling stories." Beth said, her body relaxing. "The gargoyle bet me fifty bucks that you wouldn't sound like a mental case."
"Abella has fifty bucks?"
"Not anymore." Beth sat on the edge of the bed. "I have no idea how we got to this point, but here we are. Guess I'm a shit estate agent."
"How do you figure?"
Beth leaned across the bed, inspecting something. "Somehow, a house full of monsters slipped by me. It's one of those disclosures I should have mentioned." Beth touched a green toe that had slipped out from under the blanket. Tink immediately pulled her leg back under the cover and growled. "I want to be mad at you for getting me involved, but I would feel like the world's biggest hypocrite."
"You would?"
"Mike. Monsters are real. Do you realize what this means?" Beth's eyes were shining with excitement. "Think about it. We grow up in a world of order and logic. As children, we are allowed to have fantasies that take us outside the box. We get to believe in dragons, and Santa, and Bigfoot. But when we get older, we are told that's it's time to stop imagining, to stop believing in magic. And I think, in a way, that makes that wonderful part of us die."
"I hadn't thought of it like that." Mike looked at the goblin-shaped lump next to him. "For me, I was just happy to meet someone who didn't care that I have my own issues. It's strange, but they feel more real to me than anyone else I know."
Beth nodded. "I think I know what you mean. I never forgot what it meant to believe, and to see all this unfold before me..." she shivered. "It's so damn exciting!"
"So... you're not mad?"
"I'm more mad that I thought I was going crazy." Beth tossed her hair over her shoulder, then stood up. "You'll have to fill me in on why my memory from last week has major holes."
"Uh..." Mike looked down at the foot of the bed. "That's a pretty long story. I should probably go see if Ratu is done with her preparations. How is Abella?"
Beth frowned. "She's injured. Ratu, is that the snake-woman's name? She gave me this nasty smelling cream and had me rub it into Abella's injuries after she released us from that obedience spell. She has to sit downstairs until it cures. We did have a pretty good talk about the state of things between you guys."
"Uh..." Mike looked over at Tink, then back at Beth. "Between us how?"
Beth winked. "It's none of my business, but I find it fascinating that they don't seem to mind sharing you."
Mike blushed, and Beth left. Once he was sure she was out of earshot, he pinched Tink's ass, causing the goblin to squirt out from between the sheets onto the floor.
"Lawyer woman talk funny," Tink said, finding her dress. "Tink think she hide secret."
"What kind of secret?" Mike asked.
"Don't know. Not bad, not good. Just secret." Tink adjusted her hair, then tugged her dress into place. "Go see snake lady, get goggles, smash witch. Plan okay?"
Mike laughed. "The plan sounds great."
-
Mike stared at Ratu, his jaw open in disbelief. They stood at the edge of the frozen lake, fog rising off of the surface and spilling across the rocky shore. Up above them, the chained gem burned silently, its rays gently melting the surface ice into a thin layer of water that was perfectly still. It had taken them almost an hour to get here, bypassing several trapped corridors in the process.
"So you threw it in the lake," Mike said, "and then froze the whole thing."
"I did." Ratu was holding a stack of golden disks in her hands. They were all roughly the size of a vinyl record. "I was worried that Emily would eventually snap and come for the artifact herself."
"Still seems like overkill." Mike looked at the others. Tink stood by his side, followed by Abella (who had insisted on coming) and then Beth. If not for the heat source above, he would be shivering. The fairies circled the edge of the lake, their lights chasing each other through the rising fog. Sofia stood to the side, the dagger tucked into the waist of her pants. He didn't want to have something that sharp if his mind was going to be played with.
"I assure you, it was worth the risk. Asterion?" Ratu handed the disks to the minotaur, then pulled a large crystal from the sleeve of her kimono. Pointing it at the gem, the Labyrinth rumbled as a fiery beam lanced its way into the top of the ice, cutting downward at a gentle angle. "We may have to go digging a bit for it, I'm afraid. Shouldn't be hard to find, but unless you want a fifty foot drop straight to the bottom, that won't do us any good."
The gem melted a sizable tunnel, the tight beam giving off plenty of warmth. Ratu took the disks from Asterion.
"Shall we?" Walking carefully, Ratu moved down the tunnel. Mike followed behind her, stepping carefully on the ice. The melted water made it slicker than usual, and Mike had a horrifying vision of slipping into the beam and cutting himself in two. Ratu was about twenty feet ahead - she tossed one of the discs in the air, and it hovered in the air, moving into the path of the beam.
"Cool," Mike muttered, watching the beam deflect and cut into the side of the tunnel. He stayed behind Ratu, watching her repeat the process several times.
"How do you know where to go?" Mike asked.
"Easy. I listen to my instinct, and then do the opposite."
"How does that work?"
"You try." Ratu stopped in the tunnel, holding up one of the discs. "Use your gut. Which way do you think we should go?"
Mike frowned, looking left then right. He felt a strong urge to go right. "That way." He pointed at the ice.
"Then we go the opposite." Ratu tossed the disk up, and the beam carved left. "The artifact is a perversion of the natural world. Every fiber in your being wants to avoid it. When we get closer, you will probably begin to feel sick."
"Yikes." Mike wiped sweat off his brow, wondering if Ratu was right. His body was hot and cold, a result of the beams heat and the cool ice around them, causing him to feel feverish. Yet the feeling of unease increased the farther they went, a nauseous feeling in his gut that spread out across his body. Placing a hand on the wall to steady himself, Mike's balance suddenly shifted, and he slipped on the ice.
"Fuck!" Mike slid several feet, putting his arms and legs out to steady himself. Finally coming to a halt, he sat up, expecting to see Ratu right in front of him. His eyes widened when he realized that Ratu was farther down the tunnel then she had been when he slipped. Somehow, he had slid uphill.
"We are very close." Ratu told him, a frown on her face. "The effects are fairly strong. Now I worry I might accidentally damage the case it is in."
"Could the beam destroy it?" Mike asked.
"No," she said. "Put the goggles on. Just in case."
"On it." Mike held the goggles up. He hadn't put them on yet because they limited his peripheral vision quite a bit. The goggles themselves looked like they had walked out of a steampunk wet dream. Several lenses could easily be flipped into place, revealing untold secrets to the wearer. Sliding the band over his head, he took a deep breath before sliding them into place.
The frozen lake around him unfolded in his eyes, bright yellow lines criss-crossing through the ice. Staring in awe, Mike looked all around him. He was seeing flaws in the ice, lines that bent and adjusted to account for the hole they had tunneled. He could see the bedrock at the end of their tunnel, a vein of quartz buried several feet within. Looking at his hands, he saw the blood flowing gently through the veins on the back. There was a spot on one of his shoes where the stitches had come loose, and would eventually become a hole.
"Mike."
Shaking his head, he adjusted the lenses. Through trial and error, he was able to eliminate most of the distractions, though now he was able to see pockets of warm air floating along the ceiling above them like giant bubbles. Walking just past Ratu, he tapped the ice at a slight upward angle.
"If you hit here, you'll miss the object but get us close enough," he explained. He had seen it through the ice, a dark block of nothingness that refused to yield its secrets to him. Nodding, Ratu used another golden disc to tunnel even farther. Following close behind, Mike noticed that Ratu's kimono clung tightly to her body revealing a pair of shapely shoulder blades beneath her hair. Her slim figure swayed gently side to side while she walked, the beam casting thin shadows on the ice beside her.
"There it is," Ratu said. Fidgeting with the crystal in her kimono, the beam of light disappeared, casting the lake into darkness. Waiting patiently in the dark, Mike heard the silent dripping of water, liquid that was flowing downhill and refereeing at the bottom somewhere.
"What now?" Mike asked. He was answered by a giant ball of fire, summoned into Ratu's hand.
"We widen the room," she said. "We need some space."
"Sounds good." Mike waited while Ratu cast the ball of fire out. She summoned several more, and water flowed freely around his feet while she created a circular room with a domed roof around them. In the middle of the floor was an object wrapped in a cloth. She walked toward it, her hands slipping in to her kimono. She withdrew a pair of sticks that unfolded themselves into a small table. Lifting the object, she set it on the table and let out a small grunt.
"Are you okay?" He asked.
"Naga are somewhere between divinity and humanity," she explained. "This thing makes the human side of me sick in a physical sense, and it makes the divine part of me sick in a spiritual sense. The sheer act of its existence is a stain on reality, and it deserves to be destroyed."
"What does it do?" Mike asked.
"Nothing," Ratu answered. "It has no purpose. A hole was opened into the other side, the place where the Ancient Ones were sealed away. It was poor luck that one of the Ancient Ones was slumbering near the portal. It was only open for a fraction of a second here, but time doesn't exist on their side. When the portal closed itself, it ripped away a small piece of flesh, leaving it behind."
"How was the portal opened?" Mike asked.
"Men of science who made a mistake. They paid for their lack of caution." Ratu slowly uncovered the box. It had strange lettering on the outside and looked extremely old.
"Is that... Russian?" Mike asked.
"It is. When mankind entered the nuclear age, they tried to find a way to surpass the power of the atomic bomb. The Soviets found this, and got the crazy idea to try and use it as a power source sometime in the eighties. They had no idea what they were messing with, and many of them died. There was a huge cover up, and I hear that the land is uninhabitable."
"So they put it in this box?"
"The box is an ordinary container. After the incident, a powerful forest deity wandered into the abandoned town and used her magic to seal the box. She then took it to her home, but a fox demon stole it from her and it has been bouncing from hand to hand since then."
"Which deity?"
"Baba Yaga herself. She is a very old witch, but not the human kind. A vicious woman with a lot of magical power." She stroked the box. "I have no idea how Emily got it here, but it was a very recent addition to the Labyrinth. It's also the reason it started transforming on its own. The thing generates an aura of strange, alters the world around it in subtle ways that you don't think about until after its been happening for a while."
The story tickled a memory in Mike's brain, but it slipped away. He was more enthralled by the fact that when Ratu held the box, part of her would disappear through the goggles. Even with them on, a cold pit of fear had opened in his stomach, threatening to swallow him whole. He wanted to run away and never look back.
"So what do we do?" Mike asked.
"You will open the box," she said, tapping it with her fingers. She pulled a candle stick out of her kimono. "You will have to hurry. This piece of flesh is no bigger than the tip of your pinky. You will use these silver tongs to hold it in the flame until it has burned away." She pulled tongs out of her sleeves, making Mike wonder what else she had stored in there.
"Is this a special candle?" Mike asked, inspecting the candlestick. Up close, the pearly surface looked more like clouds rolling across each other.
"It is. The wax is made from the rendered fat of a dead god, and its flame is capable of destroying anything it touches. However, it can only be used once."
"And you had this just laying around?"
"It's an old family heirloom." Ratu said, taking it from him and setting it on the table. "I will be right behind you with my eyes closed. If something goes wrong, I should be able to withdraw to the surface for help. If you haven't gone mad, we can try again. Otherwise, the goblin will be responsible for helping me."
"Fuck," Mike whispered. Could he really do this? Swallowing the lump in his throat, he switched places with Ratu, standing over the box. A tiny piece of some long banished god was inside this magic box, and his whole body was wracked with a sudden bout of chills.
"Whenever you are ready," Ratu said, her voice tense.
"No time like the present." Mike held up the candle. Ratu snapped her fingers, and the wick lit.
"Don't put your fingers in that," she said. "Your whole body will burn up like a moth in a bonfire."
"I'll do my best." He set the candle on the far side of the table. Grabbing the lid of the box, he saw several runes appear over the Russian letters of the box, glowing symbols that rapidly swirled before him. Flicking through the lenses of the goggles on instinct alone, he quickly saw that most of these glowed an angry red. Five of them, however, glowed a soft blue with numbers next to them, and he touched these in order, avoiding the angry red runes. The runes disappeared, and a thin line appeared in the middle of the box. Mike grabbed the edge of the seam, taking a deep breath.
"Are you going to keep standing there?" Ratu asked.
"It just opened."
"You've been standing still for almost half an hour." Ratu squeezed his shoulder. "Time is already distorting. You need to act fast."
"Jesus." Grabbing the tongs, Mike pulled open the box. The room filled with the stink of rotting soil, a sinister wind wrapping itself around Mike. Ratu's arms slid around his waist, holding him tightly. Her dark hair blew against his face, briefly obscuring his vision.
A black mist burst out of the box, clutching at him with spectral claws and swallowing them both in darkness.
-
Beth watched Tink running around on the shore. The fairies were flying in circles over the goblin's head, and Tink was jumping in the air, trying to catch them. The fairies laughter sounded like the gentle tinkle of bells, contrasted heavily with the cackles of glee from Tink.
"How long will they be down there?" Abella asked Asterion. The minotaur said nothing, his eyes on the ice.
"I wouldn't think too long," Beth suggested. "I guess there's probably some sort of ritual involved, and if it was going to take them a while, they would have brought it back up. Choosing to stay down there for hours would be..."
She was interrupted by a loud crack which ricocheted off the ceiling of the Labyrinth. The lake rumbled in front of them, and sections of the ice cracked and then crumbled. The tunnel in front of them shook, and Beth heard the collapse farther in. Standing there in shock, Beth realized that the ringing in her ears was Tink screaming at the entrance, Abella holding the little goblin back.
"What do we do?" Beth asked the minotaur. Asterion lifted his axe, fixing her with intense eyes.
"We dig." Walking into the tunnel, he was soon followed by Tink and Abella. The fairies rushed in behind them, and Beth found herself bringing up the rear. About twenty feet down, a large block of ice had fallen down, blocking farther passage. Asterion was knocking giant chunks off with his axe, and Abella was lifting them away from the middle. The fairies circled near the top of the cave — Tink was handing them blocks of ice which they were melting into the cracks and then refreezing to keep the ceiling secure. Sofia's eye would occasionally flash, and she would immediately redirect their efforts.



After a few minutes of this, they got through the first section. Tink slid ahead of them, her bare ass on the ice, then returned to declare a more serious cave-in up ahead. The others started to work again, and Beth stood back, marveling at how they all worked together.
I want to help.
Beth pulled Jenny out of the bag around her hip, running her fingers over the porcelain doll's features. Looking at the others, she realized that she didn't have the strength or magic to help them.
But Jenny would.
"Let's do it."
-
"Ow." Mike sat up, blinking rapidly. Unable to see, he wondered if he had gone blind. Waving his hand in front of his face, he snapped his fingers. At least he still had his hearing. Standing carefully, he stuck his arms out, feeling around the edges of the room. He smashed his fingers painfully into the wall, cursing silently to himself. Moving around the room, he stumbled over something small and then crashed into a stack of objects that made a huge racket when it tumbled over on him.
"God damnit!" Pushing his way free of the pile of objects, he found the wall again. Moving across, he felt the knob of a door. Moving his hands around the door, he found the switch and flicked it. Blinking away the sudden intrusion of light, he saw that he was inside of a large broom closet with a drain in the corner. Stunned, he looked at the mess of buckets and mops he had tipped over.
Where the fuck was he?
A small groan came from beneath the mess he had made. Kneeling down, he pushed away the mess to reveal a young girl with long, dark hair. She opened her eyes, her vision slowly focusing on Mike's face.
"Are you okay?" Mike asked. Something was wrong with his voice. It came out at a higher pitch.
"Mike?" The girl sat up, her hair falling across her face. Mike saw the scale patterns on her neck and shoulders. She wore a simple white dress with flowers on it that reminded him of lotus blossoms.
"Ratu?" He helped her up. "What happened to you?"
"What happened to us." She corrected him. Directing Mike to the other side of the broom closet, he saw a small mirror over the drain. Looking into it, he saw that his short hair was longer and slightly tousled, a haircut he hadn't seen since his thirteenth birthday when his mother had started calling him a little girl.
Mouth opening and closing in disbelief, he lifted the white shirt he was wearing. The scars on his chest and stomach were still there.
"Why are we little kids?" Mike asked, leaning closer to the mirror. One of his eyes was the wrong color. It was a swirling sea foam green that reminded him of Naia's hair. Pulling his hair back for a better look, he found a shock of stark white hair beneath that reminded him of Cecilia. "Is this the Dreamscape? Or somewhere else?"
"I'm going to have to get back to you on that. I haven't been this young since before Jesus was born." Ratu was looking at herself in the mirror. She quickly pulled her hair back out of her face, fastening it with a piece of ribbon she had pulled off of her wrist. Closing her eyes, her skin became mottled all over, her snake pattern briefly appearing and disappearing. "And it would appear that I'm stuck this way. No transformations."
"Where are we?" Mike asked, picking up the brooms and mops.
"A broom closet."
"That's not a helpful answer."
"Well it's the only one I have." Ratu turned away from the mirror, her hair flaring out dramatically. "This could be a side effect of the artifact, but I suspect something else is involved. While we are here, trust nobody, not even me."
"That sounds a little dramatic." Mike tested the doorknob. "It's unlocked. We should check it out."
"Hold on." Ratu searched all around. "I don't see the goggles lying around."
"I suspect our bodies aren't actually here," Mike said.
"If we aren't in our bodies, than we are in spirit form." Ratu shook her head. "That doesn't bode well at all."
Mike took his hand off the doorknob. "How so?"
"Spiritual injury is some of the worst kind," she said, grabbing him by the wrist. "Think of it like phantom limbs. If I cut off your hand, that doesn't damage your soul. Your body feels a phantom limb not only because of misfiring nerves, but because your soul still has a hand - well, metaphorically speaking. What happens if the opposite occurs? Injury to the soul while the body is intact?"
"I imagine bad stuff," he answered.
"Your immortal soul is only immortal if it passes over to where the bad things can't harm it. If you die here, you cease to exist."
Mike shivered. "That doesn't sound good."
"You are severely understating our circumstances! You should be terrified!"
"Last week my soul was almost eaten by a succubus." Mike put his hand back on the knob. "In the Dreamscape. I had several days of being afraid like this, and I came to a singular conclusion." He pushed on the door, swinging it outward.
"Well?" Ratu asked.
"Better to go down swinging," Mike said with a wink. Ratu rolled her eyes, then followed him out of the broom closet. They were standing in a long hallway with several doors and lockers in both directions. The lights above flickered ominously.
"What is this place?" Ratu asked.
"The worst place on Earth," Mike answered. "Etheridge Middle School." He recognized the hall they stood in now. It was on the upper level where the eighth graders had their classes. How many times had he been pushed down in this hallway alone? The names of his tormentors had long ago faded - even though he had hated them, he had to go home to the worst of them all.
"Really? A middle school?"
"Yep." Moving carefully out into the hall, he signaled for Ratu to follow. "The good news is that I know the way out."
"What's the bad news?"
"It's still a middle school." Walking quietly, Mike peered into the closest classroom through the window in the door. Shadow children sat in their chairs, their gaze directed toward the front of the room. Stepping back from the door, he bumped into Ratu, his hand quickly finding hers.
"What is it?" She asked. Mike put a finger to his lips, and they moved back to the window together for a closer look. This time, the shadow children turned their heads simultaneously to look back. Though they lacked faces, each child had a set of glowing red eyes. Mike and Ratu ducked away from the window, moving into the center of the hall.
"Shit, shit, shit," Mike hissed, pulling Ratu behind him. They moved against the lockers, pressing their backs against the cool metal. "What were those things?"
"I don't know," she replied. They stood there for several seconds, waiting to be followed, but nothing happened. "Now what?"
"We need to get out of here before class gets out." Mike tightened his grip on Ratu's hand. "Let's go."
"When does class get out?"
Mike pointed at the clock at the end of the hall. The analog clock lacked numbers, but still had hands. The minute hand was about twelve minutes from the top of the hour. "About seven minutes. Classes always got out at five til the hour."
"Let's go then." They moved quickly, but quietly toward the end of the hall. They had moved past a few doors when Mike saw that a shadow figure was watching them through the glass of one of the last doors. Behind them, the lockers opened and closed, creating a symphony of slamming metal that drove them to run. Turning down the stairs at the end of the hall, Mike slid down the railing out of habit. Ratu met him at the bottom. Above them, the lockers grew louder, and the lockers on the ground floor began slamming as well.
"Why are they doing that?" Ratu yelled, her hands over her ears.
"I don't know!" Mike froze in place when he heard the bell ring. There was no way that seven minutes had passed, so he pulled on Ratu's hand, leading her to a small gap between the lockers. Grabbing a nearby trash can, Mike pushed it in front of the gap, squeezing behind it and pulling it in place. As the doors of the classrooms opened, Mike pulled even harder on the can, lodging it into the wall. The base of the can was narrower than the top, and Mike knelt down next to Ratu who had already pulled her legs against her chest.
The hallway filled with hundreds of whispering voices, the lockers having stopped their banging. In the gaps toward the bottom, Mike could see their shadowy legs, moving back and forth. Sweat beaded up on his brow, and Ratu wrapped both of her arms around his, squeezing him tightly. His legs tingling from the tight fit, he breathed as quietly as he could, convinced that the shadow children would see him.
They sat this way for several minutes, and then the warning bell rang. The shadows disappeared, and classroom doors shut, leaving the two of them in silence.
"How did you know this would work?" Ratu asked, her voice barely a whisper.
"Piranha Pete." Pete had been one of Mike's bully's, a nasty kid with an overbite and braces that made him look like a rodent with bad hygiene. The other kids called him Piranha Pete because he had bitten so many kids in elementary school and the name had stuck. Pete had tormented Mike relentlessly for being the new kid.
Somehow, Pete had found out that Mike's mom was a drunk, and started ragging on Mike about it. Bouncing from home to home was common knowledge, and on the day Pete suggested that Mike shared a bed with his mom, Mike swung his backpack and smashed Pete in the mouth, turning his face into a bloody mess. Mike ran from Pete, and had hidden in this exact spot for nearly an hour until a teacher had heard Pete swearing in the halls and kicked the bully out.
"What's a Piranha - " Mike put his hand over Ratu's mouth, a cold feeling forming in his gut. The world seemed to drop out from beneath him, the warning was so strong. It took a few seconds before he heard it, the solid clunk of something like a table leg smacking the ground repeatedly. It slowly grew closer, but Mike had the strange feeling that if they ran, they were dead.
Ratu's eyes went wide in terror when the smell of stale tobacco washed over them. She dug her fingers into Mike's arm, tears forming in the corners of her eyes from the stench. Through the gap near the bottom, Mike saw a large figure pass in front of the trash can. The clunking was the sound of a peg leg made of iron, and the figure blocked most of the light in the hall. It was grumbling something in a language he didn't recognize. The figure kept moving, but now he could hear it moving up. The stairs, one step at a time. He wondered how many steps there were, counting to himself as the sound diminished. Up above, they could hear it walking slowly down the eighth grade hall.
"What the fuck is that?" Mike whispered, taking his hand off her mouth.
"Baba Yaga," she replied. "It all makes sense now. Why we're children, the white clothes, everything."
"Give me the short version."
"She eats the souls of children. Like a sacrifice, sort of."
"Wait, I thought you said she was the one who sealed the artifact away? Doesn't that make her good?"
"That's just it. She used to be. She's very, very old. Old folklore about her is conflicting. There are stories of people she helped, and then stuff like this. But mostly this."
"But why?"
"The artifact is dangerous. It affects all beings on this side of Creation differently. I can only assume that Baba Yaga was affected."
"But I thought she sealed it away only a few decades ago?"
"It's an artifact from a place where time and space have no meaning." Ratu shook her head. "Poor Baba Yaga."
"That doesn't explain why we're here," Mike hissed. "Or why she wants to eat us!"
"My best guess is that her intent is to prevent someone from using it. She laid a trap for anyone who opened the box, and we were the lucky ones." She bit her lower lip, putting her head against Mike's shoulder. "We need to get out of this place and back to the real world."
"How fast can she run with that leg?"
"Not very. I'm guessing she didn't expect us to hide."
"The shadow children?"
"Meant to capture us."
"Lockers?"
"Alarms."
"Middle school?"
"To terrify you. It all makes sense now, the components of the spell. She eats children, so she needed to put you in the scariest place you had ever been."
"Then she should have put me somewhere with my mother. We wouldn't have stood a chance." Mike gave the can a push, moving it just far enough that they could stand. "I'm guessing once we start moving, the lockers will sound the alarm and she will come limping. If we can get to the front of the building, I think we should be able to get away."
"Let me stretch first." Ratu hopped up and down on her tiptoes. "I've never felt so many kinks in my body before. I don't like being stuck this way."
"For what it's worth, you were a cute kid." Mike patted her head. "I totally would have asked you to the sock hop."
"What the fuck is a sock hop?"
Mike didn't answer, peeking down the hallway. In the distance, he could hear Baba Yaga's metal leg clunking away. Shaking his hands, he pushed the can farther out, letting both of them free. "If we can avoid being spotted, the lockers shouldn't go off."
"How do you suggest we do that?"
Mike smiled. "You should know." He waved his hand back and forth, making a wave.
"Serpentine movement down the hall." Ratu grinned. Gazing down the hall, she nodded. "The doors are staggered. Due to the position of the lockers, they can't see each other, which means we can cross at the blind spots."
"And by moving against the wall, we will go under the windows, so they shouldn't see us." Up above, they heard the clattering of buckets followed by loud swearing. "We need to get going."
They took turns, one of them keeping watch while the other crawled up against the door. Mike discovered that he could just see the edge of the glass from a certain spot in the middle of the hall. When the shadows were watching, they blotted out the light, making it easy for them to be avoided. Keeping a close eye on the clock, he noticed that time wasn't consistent. The minute hand would often move three times as fast, then suddenly stop in place. Sliding beneath one of the last doors, Mike gritted his teeth, the clock at the end of the hall showing there was only a couple of minutes left.
Meeting Ratu at the end of the hall, they broke into a run once they entered the lobby, the double doors leading them outside in view. They hit the first set of doors hard, causing them to spring open. Mike was ahead of Ratu when he slammed into the second door. This door didn't budge at all, causing Mike to bounce off the door, landing on his butt.
"Fuck!" Mike rolled onto his side, holding his face. It had been the first thing to hit the glass. "See if you can open it!"
"It won't," she said, helping him up. "It doesn't go outside."
"What do you mean it doesn't..." Standing, Mike saw that the window of the door wasn't actually glass. The outside world was painted on a rocky surface, the door embedded in it.
"We need to find another way out," she said. "Are there any other doors that go outside?"
"A few," Mike said, but the ringing of the bell silenced him. He and Ratu crammed themselves into opposite corners of the entryway, a blind spot from the lobby caused by the large number of school posters that had been plastered to the glass. They put hands to their ears to shut out the orchestra of whispers that filled the air.
The flurry of activity outside the doors made his heart leap into his throat several times as the shadows bumped against the push bars, causing them to click. However, with the fact that the front door was actually fake, none of the shadows stepped into the miniature lobby. Several minutes passed, and the shadows vanished once more.
Ratu started to stand, but Mike felt like he was going to be sick. He motioned for her to stay, and the sound of metal clunking on the tile of the front lobby made her shrink down. Mike turned his head toward the glass, realizing there was a very small gap between a poster about recycling and a D.A.R.E poster with a cop car on it. Pressing his face against the glass, he could see Baba Yaga step into the lobby.
She was old and fat, wearing the kind of clothes old Russian women wore in movies. Her head was comically big, her face easily the size of a hubcap. Large, hairy moles had been planted across her face, and her squashed nose was made of dull, unpolished iron. She bared her frightful yellow teeth, swiveling her head from side to side. She was muttering to herself.
"Bad children should be punished, gonna make soup, gonna make bread." Her words became unintelligible as she slipped into another language, and then another after that. Mike was fairly certain she was mumbling in Spanish when she shoved her way through the doors opposite where she came in, wandering down toward the cafeteria.
Holy fuck, he mouthed at Ratu. The coast clear, she scurried across toward him.
"We need to find the way out," she told him. "She built this place from the corners of your mind. This isn't the exit for a reason."
"To be honest, I hated going home." He looked at the painted scenery of the outside world. "Home meant my mother. At the end of the day, it felt like a prison sentence."
"That's part of the puzzle. You didn't see these doors as an exit. So where would your brain have put it?"
"I honestly have no idea, but..." An idea came to him. "Oh shit."
"Oh shit, what?"
"The gym." He looked back through the gap. "My favorite class was gym. Not because I was any good at it, but because we got to go outside and run the nature trail."
"Nature trail?"
"Yeah, we had a little river that ran by the school. The gym teacher would take us along the nature trail, and I used to sneak off into the bushes and read books that I had stashed away before school." It was the only place he could be alone with his thoughts. "There's a door in the back of the gym that leads outside to the basketball courts and the nature trail."
"Okay, so why the big deal?"
"It's a gym class. The shadows seem to be preprogrammed to go about their day until we are spotted. That means a giant room full of them." Mike flinched when they heard a door slam in the distance. "I'm not sure how we could make it to the door... wait, I know! The first five minutes of class are when we change clothes, so the gym should be empty."
"But not a real five minutes."
"No, but it should give us enough time. We need to get close to the gym and find a hiding spot so that..." A flash of movement caught Mike's eye through the gap, but all he could make out was a flash of blonde hair disappearing around the corner.
"What is it?"
"Thought I saw something." He shook his head, focusing on the task at hand. "There should be a set of recycle bins across from the gym. If we can hide in those, we can wait until the bell rings."
"Then let's do it." She helped him stand, and the quietly pulled the doors open. The long halls of the school had taken on a sinister presence, and the two of them slowed whenever they neared a set of windows. They crawled on their hands and feet beneath the large windows that looked into the computer lab. Mike heard the silent clicking of keyboards, wondering what sort of things the shadows could be typing. The only way to find out would likely result in death, so he would have to be satisfied with never knowing.
Nearing the gym, they spotted the large bins, but had to wait. Baba Yaga was limping around near the entrance to the gym, sniffing through her giant nose. Clearly tracking something, she frowned, her whole face shifting down, and then stormed off toward a nearby set of stairs. Once she was out of view, they scrambled down the hall and stood in front of the bins. They were about four feet tall and full of plastic bottles. Mike helped Ratu in, careful not to make any noise. Once she had her footing, she braced him as he slid across the top, and they lowered the lid on top of them, leaving a tiny gap through which to see.



Some time passed, and the bell rang. The room filled with shadows again, shadows with fiery eyes. They milled about in fast forward, keeping up with the distorted time. Mike wondered if their movements were random, or if every shadow had a schedule it would follow for all eternity.
The bell signaled the start of class. In their haste to get out, they tipped over the recycle bin, scattering cans and Gatorade bottles across the floor. They picked themselves up off the floor, but heard Baba Yaga holler with rage on the floor above them.
"Go!" Mike entered the gym, his feet pounding against the polished wooden floors. The bleachers were folded away, giving them a clear line to the door at the far end. Behind them, Baba hollered once more, and the doors to the locker rooms filled with shadows that chased after them. Mike tipped over a basketball cart, hoping it would slow their pursuers. His heart was in his throat, and he could hear Ratu gasping just behind them. He chanced a look back. The swarm of shadows was close on their heels, and Baba Yaga's ugly visage had appeared in the entrance, her lips curled into a snarl. Looking forward, he grabbed at Ratu's hand, sprinting forward for the last ten feet.
Shoving the bar down, Mike pushed on the door with his whole body. He hollered in triumph when it opened, expecting his feet to hit the concrete of the basketball courts.
What he didn't expect was for the world to tip over. Clutching the bar with one hand, he held onto Ratu with the other. The gym rotated, Mike and Ratu dangling over open space. The shadows fell against the back wall, splattering into dark mist.
"What's happening?" Mike yelled. He could barely hear himself over the world folding in on itself.
"The artifact!" She yelled back. "This is where Baba Yaga's magic intersects with it!"
Straining to hold on, he looked down again. The back wall of the gym collapsed, the school folding in on itself. Doors, halls, and stairwells closed in on each other, the wood of the gym splintering and floating around the room. Desks crashed through the room, windows shattered, and Mike could hold on no longer.
His fingers slipped free of the bar, and they fell. Gravity warped, and instead of crashing to the ground below, they fell at an angle. Striking the hard surface of the gym floor, Mike let go of Ratu, and watched her slide away in a completely different direction.
Colliding with a pile of desks, Mike slid to a stop. The massive room he was in was a giant cube made of the entire school folded up. Stairs and doorways were scattered in every direction with no logic in their orientation.
"Mike?" At his name, Mike looked up. Ratu was standing on the ceiling, which was at least thirty feet up.
"What sort of David Bowie bullshit is this?" Mike muttered, disentangling himself. Surveying the room, he saw that the gym door was now halfway up the far wall, turned sideways.
"That's still the exit," Ratu said. "If we can get through the door, then we will be out of Baba's spell."
"That is correct." The thick voice made them both look back. Standing in a large doorway was Baba Yaga. She was upside down to Mike, on the same floor as Ratu. "But bad little children must be punished."
"Get to the door, Mike!" Ratu ran away from Baba, the old witch's metal leg clunking against the ceiling while she followed behind. Mike tried to keep track of them, but Ratu disappeared through a doorway.
Mike ran across the floor, passing through a doorway of his own. The room inside had a slight curve to it, and Mike realized by the time he was climbing through a broken window that the door was now at a forty five degree angle to him.
"So fucking weird," he muttered, careful not to cut himself. He was on a flight of stairs now that terminated on a small platform. A doorway was within jumping distance, so he leapt across. Beneath him, Ratu was on the wall hiding behind a column. Baba Yaga was sniffing the air, moving in on her.
"Hey!" Mike waved his hands. "Hey, over here!" Baba stopped just short of Ratu's pillar, her watery eyes focusing on Mike. "Anyone ever tell you that you look like a potato fucked a bag of ugly?"
Mike expected a lot of reactions, but Baba Yaga ripping up a floorboard and hurling it at him like a javelin was not one of them. He moved away from the ledge, running up a flight of stairs when Baba's hand gripped the ledge, pulling herself into his reference frame.
"Oh shit." Mike was at the top of the stairs, and it was a wall. With Baba closing in, he leapt off the side toward another platform below. The platform turned out to be the ceiling of another part of the room, and he ended up crashing into a pile of toppled lockers, the muscles in his back and neck tightening up.
"Mike!" Ratu was on the wall above him. "She's right behind you!"
Moving quickly, Mike was barely on his feet when Baba crashed into the lockers, her meaty hands clenching and then opening, revealing dirty fingernails. The air was thick with the smell of stale tobacco. Running away from her, he saw a sideways door in the wall. Using a desk, he climbed into the door frame and pushed the door open. As soon as he crossed the boundary, gravity shifted and he fell onto the floor of the newest room, his stomach protesting.
"Urgh." Covering his mouth, he stumbled forward, trying to regain his bearings. Baba's ugly face appeared in the door, but a trash can fell from above her, knocking her to the ground.
"Keep moving!" Ratu cried out, and he heard the pattering of her feet, and then the slamming of a door.
Passing through another door, he ran up a twisting flight of stairs and ducked through a window. Baba Yaga was now twenty feet above him, shaking her fists as he disappeared through a set of double doors. He spotted Ratu through an open door, but she was sideways, trying to fit between a pair of lockers. Baba came close to nabbing him when he opened a door that she was on the other side of, but he was able to climb the stairs behind him faster than she could. Another time he spotted her below him, and he dropped a trash can on her. It arced through the air, gravity shifting before colliding with the witch and knocking her down. Mike was getting the hang of this place, but still had no idea where the fuck he was going.
Descending a set of stairs that terminated over open air, he realized that he was looking straight down at the exit. The door was thirty feet straight down from him, and Ratu was almost there.
Baba Yaga dropped down in front of Ratu, nearly crushing her. Ratu screamed, falling backward onto the ground, and Baba grabbed her by the front of her dress, her huge hands nearly encircling the struggling girl.
Baba sniffed Ratu's face, a toothy grin spreading across her face. Opening her mouth wide, she lifted Ratu into her maw, the naga's head easily fitting between her teeth.
Ratu screamed.
There was no time for thought, only action. Mike jumped off the stairs, arms across his chest and feet down, his body a human missile. His stomach jumped into his throat, and the distorted gravity of the room fought over which direction to take him. His fall provided plenty of velocity, and he collided solidly with Baba, knocking her and Ratu onto the hard wood of the gym. They slid across the floor together, Baba's hands grasping for purchase.
"Go!" He cried. "Get out!"
Ratu stood up on wobbly legs. Baba was only a few feet away, struggling to get her metal leg under her. Ratu grabbed onto his wrist, her legs pumping hard to pull him toward the exit. Mike's whole body was numb from the collision, and all he could do was watch the witch rise and the naga strain, wondering who would be faster.
"I'll use your eyes in soup," Baba mumbled, shuffling toward them. Mike's legs twitched, and he started pushing against the floor with the heels of his feet allowing Ratu to pull him even faster. "I will tan you and use your skin as a blanket. I will make sausage out of your guts."
His eyes stuck on the witch, Mike heard the clicking of the gym door's bar behind him. Focusing all his attention on arm that Ratu wasn't pulling, he lifted his hand and flipped Baba Yaga the bird.
Freezing cold air flooded the room when the gym door opened. Baba covered her face against the blast of air, and Ratu pulled Mike through. The world distorted all around him, and they both tumbled through space.
-
Mike blinked. It was dark again, or he had actually gone blind this time. He tried to snap his fingers, but he had something lodged in between them.
"Ratu?" He asked. A little ball of fire burst into existence in front of him, slowly expanding to light the room. They were inside the ice cavern, and Mike was holding the silver tongs in his hands. They had melted almost to his fingers. Surveying the room, there was no trace of the box or the dangerous artifact within it.
"Did... did we win?"
"Yes." Ratu lay on the other side of the chamber, her body limp against the wall. "We escaped. You grabbed the artifact and held it into the candle's flame, and it was consumed, blasting us apart."
"I don't remember any of that," he said.
"And you might not. Even through the goggles, viewing a part of an Ancient One is dangerous." Ratu closed her eyes. "We have been unconscious for some time. The tunnel has collapsed. I think I hear the others coming for us, but they will have to follow the path we made."
"Are we going to run out of air?" Mike asked. He hugged himself with his arms.
"No. I can feel a cool breeze through here." Ratu sighed. "But I am afraid that we will freeze."
Mike nodded, his teeth beginning to chatter. "Can't you make us some fire?"
"I am exhausted," she explained. "This ball above us is all I can manage."
Why was she so exhausted, wondered Mike. "Is it because of the fight with Baba?"
"No. It's because I'm a snake." Ratu smiled weakly. "I am cold blooded. We have been here so long that my temperature has dropped, and we are surrounded by millions of pounds of ice." She waved her hand, the ball of fire drifting toward Mike. "It isn't enough to keep me warm, but it might help you last until the others come. It will keep burning for a while."
"That's ridiculous." Mike stood, his legs wobbling weakly beneath him. "I did not just rescue you from Baba Yaga to have you die of hypothermia."
"There's nothing you can do."
"There are three things I learned as a Boy Scout that will always stick with me." Mike wobbled across the cold chamber. "The first is to spread out your arms and legs in case of quicksand. The second is to cut away from yourself when using a pocket knife." He sat down next to Ratu, wrapping an arm around her. "The third is that you can beat hypothermia with skin-to-skin contact."
"It's not that simple. We can share body heat, but I don't generate my own. Your body isn't warm enough for both of us."
"It's worth trying." Mike pulled his shirt off over his head. Ratu smiled weakly.
"I didn't think you had those in the real world too," she said, looking at his scars.
"Some wounds are spiritual and physical." Mike pulled his pants off. "I think we can use our clothes like blankets to keep warm."
"You certainly aren't shy." She fiddled with the ties on her clothes. "You don't find it odd to be undressed like this in front of me?"
"Please. I've known you since we were kids." This elicited a laugh from Ratu. "Here, let me help you."
"It's so cold..." Ratu's lips were blue in the fire's light, her fingers going limp. Mike opened up the front of her kimono, revealing that she wore nothing underneath. The scales of her body were dark, the pattern shifting constantly across her stomach and breasts.
"How big is this thing?" Mike asked, unfolding the kimono further. It was easily the size of a king size bed sheet, and it kept getting bigger.
"It's magic," she said. "It becomes part of me when I'm a snake, so stretches to..."
"Ratu?" Mike shook her, then slapped her cheek, her crown falling off her head. "Wake up! Shit..." He laid a portion of the kimono out, folding it onto itself several times to keep them both off the ice. Grabbing the naga by her arms, he pulled her into the middle of the folded cloth, then pulled everything in, layering the fabric all around them. Her eyes fluttered constantly, Mike rubbing her arms and sides quickly to warm up her skin. "C'mon, stay awake. I can hear the others, they're getting close!"
Ratu smirked, her eyes closed. "That's a lie."
Mike swallowed the lump in his throat. "Now why would you say that?"
"Because I was lying to you when I told you the same thing." She sighed. "You feel so warm against me."
"I'm a hot blooded American, that's me." Her skin was freezing. Mike pulled her against his chest, her rigid nipples brushing across his skin. "You don't think they're coming?"
"I don't know." She buried her face in the crook of his neck. "Mmm... so warm."
"I'm glad you think I'm warm." His teeth chattered as he spoke. "You should wrap your legs around mine, maximize contact."
"Or I could do this." He felt her legs shift beneath him, melding together and wrapping around him like a giant rope. Her body elongated, pressing against his thighs and all the way down to his feet. She drained the heat from his legs, making Mike think of a cold bath. He pulled the kimono in tighter, hoping to lock in even more heat. As it was, only his face and the top of her head were exposed. The little fireball hovered over them, casting a soft glow on the walls of ice around them.
"Is that b-better?"
"Much."
"G-good." Mike squeezed her. "B-but we should k-keep talking."
"What about?"
"A-anything. We c-can't fall as-sleep. Gotta k-keep busy."
"Tell me more about the house. And the others." Ratu's voice was quiet. Mike rubbed her arms vigorously, and told her all about how he had come to the house. He would stop frequently, and she would ask him questions. Neither of them spoke for very long, making sure that the other hadn't dozed off. The ball of fire above them slowly diminished for a while, but eventually stabilized. Mike's limbs finally warmed up a bit, and Ratu responded by coiling around him even tighter.
"How much of you is a snake?" Mike asked, his chattering finally under control.
"My waist down. Why?"
"Just curious. Can it be any combination? Human head, snake body? Snake head, human body?"
Ratu laughed at the last one. "I suppose. Naga don't spend a ton of time experimenting with transformations that serve no purpose."
"So why not all snake? You could have wrapped yourself all around me, warmed up even faster."
"I could have. To be honest though, it felt really good to be held by somebody else. I've been on my own down here for years, but before I came here, I was always alone."
"Why?"
"All sorts of reasons." Ratu rubbed her face against his chest, her long hair brushing against his sides. "It made me think of happier times is all."
"Uh..." His body finally warmed up, Mike began to experience a rush of blood somewhere else. "Yeah, I get that."
"Asterion is nice enough, but not very good company. And those damn fairies drove me nuts." Shifting coils around his legs felt like giant hands massaging him, causing his cock to twitch beneath his underwear. She raised her head, her eyes meeting his. "I don't know if we'll survive this, but even if we don't, you saved my soul from Baba Yaga. That's a pretty big deal."
"Not really. I mean, I think you would have done the same for me. You did do the same for me. You dragged me out the exit."
"Only because I needed you to destroy the artifact. An act of survival on my part. You took a big risk for my sake, and now I owe you."
Mike chuckled. "Don't worry about it. I just did the right thing."
"Interesting." Ratu moved her face closer to his. "You are an interesting man, Mike Radley."
Mike opened his mouth to respond, but Ratu's lips found his. Her tongue slid along his upper lip, and he realized that it was forked. Surprised, he jerked his head back, breaking the kiss.
"But... why?"
"I might die down here with you, and that's your only question?" Ratu grabbed his face with her hands. "Consider this the start of a debt repaid."
Mike tried to protest, but her mouth found his again, a kiss that tasted of green tea. He kissed her back, his fingers running gently across her shoulder blades and down her back. By her waist, he could feel her skin transition completely to slightly bumpy scales.He traced them with his fingers, marveling at how smooth they were.
"Do you like how they feel?" She asked, breaking their kiss.
"I really do," he replied. "They feel soft and strong at the same time."
"You'll find that most women are that way." He could feel her fingers sliding down his stomach, teasing his waistline. Her coils loosened, allowing her hand to finish its journey, gripping his hardening cock. "Oh wow, you're huge!"
"You're being generous," he said.
"No. I've taken many lovers." She stroked him with a firm grip. "Was it this big before the soul swap?"
"Yeah. It hasn't gotten any bigger."
"Amazing. I have to see it." She slid out of view, and he could only see her form beneath the fabric of the kimono. As she shifted, she kept letting in cold air, so Mike took his hands off of her to hold the fabric in place.
"Can you even see it in there?" Mike asked.
"We don't always see with our eyes," she replied, with a sudden emphasis on her ess sounds. Her mouth was warm against his flesh, but he suddenly realized it wasn't her mouth he was feeling. Her tongue had wrapped itself around his cock like a gigantic ribbon, squeezing him like a set of hands trying to wring him dry. He groaned, his hands clenching the kimono tightly.
"I'm thurprithed," Ratu mumbled. "Motht men don lath thith long."
"Well, I'm not most men," Mike replied. "I uh, also had sex earlier."
Ratu made a noise. When Mike didn't respond, she repeated it. He realized she was asking 'when?'.
"Before we got here," was all he said. He didn't feel the need to tell her with who or how many times. Fighting back a grin, it occurred to him how his world had shifted. A month ago, he may have sex a couple times a month if he had a girlfriend who pestered him about it. The prospect of intimacy had terrified him.
Now? Now he was having sex multiple times a day with multiple partners. It wasn't something he did out of pride or lust. It was simply the relationship he had with the others. His view of sex had gone from something absolutely terrifying to something fun and exciting. It was a way to bond with the women of the house, something that all of them enjoyed in their own way. He knew he owed quite a bit of his current mentality to the nymph soul stitched onto his, but it also occurred to him that he had found something that made him profoundly happy. It was as though a part of his life had been missing, and he was suddenly free to explore it.
He moaned, giving himself over to Ratu's magnificent blowjob. The pulsing sensation had shifted, and he couldn't tell what she was doing. Lifting the fabric, there wasn't enough light to see by. He pulled the goggles down off his forehead, discovering that one of the many lenses allowed him to see that Ratu had unhinged her jaw and was sucking the entire length of his cock into her mouth, still wrapped up in her tongue.
"Oh shit!" Hearing Mike, Ratu winked at him, and slid her mouth even farther. Her throat was bulging with the effort, but she didn't seem to mind in the slightest. Below his waist, he could see that she had wrapped him up completely with her lower body.
She gargled something at him, her whole head bobbing up and down. Mike let go of the kimono, staring at the icy ceiling above them. His body temperature had climbed enough that he was finally getting warm again, and Ratu was examining every square inch of his cock with her tongue. He felt the pressure build in his cock, but sent it away with a thought. He was in no hurry to finish.



Her tongue slid off of him, and Ratu climbed along his torso, her head reappearing in the air hole he had made in their blankets.
"Getting cold," she told him, then wrapped her arms tightly around his chest. He could feel that her body heat had dwindled again, most likely a result of watching her suck his cock.
"Get comfy," he instructed, pushing the goggles up. Her coils were squeezing him, her scales sliding over his swollen glans. He shivered in delight at the sensation of snake skin against his cock. Ratu mistook it for something else, holding him even closer.
"Comfy can mean lots of things," she told him, touching his face. She kissed him again, only slower this time. His mouth started tingling, and he broke contact, touching his lips.
"What?" He rubbed his bottom lip. It hadn't gone numb, but it definitely felt weird.
"Don't worry," she told him. "Sometimes I leak a little venom when I'm excited."
"Will it hurt me?"
"Not in the slightest." She kissed him again, the tingling sensation spreading across his jaw. Her coils squeezed his legs much like her tongue had done to his cock, massaging the blood through his legs. He felt like he was making out with a girl in the world's best massage chair. He kept one hand on the back of her head, the other lovingly stroking her side. He moved it inward, his fingers sliding along the curve of her breast and teasing her nipple.
Her undulating body beneath their makeshift blankets warmed him up, and he, in turn, kept her warm. His hard cock was throbbing against her skin, and he grabbed her by the hip and pulled her closer, pressing himself against her. The scales beneath his fingers melted away, and her reptilian legs parted around him. Ratu broke the kiss, lifting her head and gasping when she pushed herself onto his cock. Her labia were semi rigid, but on the inside she was soft like velvet. She wrapped her legs beneath his thighs, and he could feel them meld back together, wrapping around his lower legs once more, pinning him in place.
"You don't mind, do you?" She said, her body settling into a steady rhythm. Every time her coils squeezed, she sank onto his cock and lifted his body at the same time, pressing them together like a vice.
"If you can dish it out, I can take it." Mike said.
"Good." She kissed him again, and he wrapped his arms around her. He could feel his pulse throughout his whole body, and every time she squeezed, his dick felt extra hard inside of her.
Mike moaned, rolling his head back and enjoying it. She was doing all of the work for him, licking his neck with her impossibly long tongue. It tickled at his lobes, then wrapped around his throat, giving him a reassuring squeeze. Ratu was panting now, riding him slowly. His neck started tingling from the venom she was drooling.
The whole scene reminded him of the time he had sex with Cecilia in a cave in the greenhouse. A magic item had provided them with light, and they had taken their time, moving slowly with each other. Literal sparks had crossed between them, Cecilia's magic bouncing back and forth until he had come inside of her.
It started as a cold sensation in his gut, not entirely unlike his danger sense. It quickly migrated to his balls, mixing with the fire that had been stoked, his orgasm building inside of him. Flashes of blue formed at the edge of his vision, and he tilted his head to look between them. Tiny sparks were crossing between them now, shocks that made Ratu jump in pleasure.
She unwrapped his throat, sitting up to look down on him. Her stomach and chest had gone dark, replaced with snake skin. With trembling hands, Mike ran his fingers up and down her flesh, feeling the hard nubs of her nipples, and squeezing her breasts. He was unable to move from the waist down - she had constricted him completely.
"I'm beginning to think that you can't give as well as you take," she said, grinning at him. "I can feel you getting close."
"You're the one doing all the work," he said.
"Maybe I would rather have it this way. Making you come, over and over, maybe keep you as a toy in my Labyrinth." She was joking, but he could see a glint in her eye that made him nervous. "You've lasted far longer than any other human I've subjected to this."
"Are all naga this cocky?"
"Yes." She slid back and forth, the head of his cock rubbing against a rough patch of skin inside her. "And we can do this too."
He felt her vagina squeeze him like a fist, rolling from the base of his cock to the tip, then repeating. He gasped, squeezing her breasts, the sensation of hot and cold mixing together in his balls, and radiating out along his stomach. A tiny lightning storm had formed between them now, jumping off of Mike and up along her rib cage. Finally taking notice, Ratu sat back to get a better look, positioning herself just right that when Mike slid straight up into her, that rough patch of flesh inside the naga sliding along the head of his cock.
"Mmm... fuuuuuuck!" Mike's orgasm boiled over, and he blew his load inside the naga. The sparks raced down his stomach and jumped off the head of his cock. His first load was semen, but his second load was magic, and when it jumped inside of Ratu, her eyes lit from within as Cecilia's magic took over, triggering a tidal wave of tremors in her body. The sparks erupted across her torso, tickling at her breasts and crawling down her stomach.
"Oh, oh, oh, mmmmmm!" When she came, she uttered an unearthly hiss, her mouth opening wide to expose enormous fangs. Her scale pattern shifted across her face as if it was being projected on her from somewhere else. Her lower half constricted Mike, squeezing him so tight that he became light headed.
The sparks on her body grew smaller, creeping in through the pores of her skin. The fireball above them tripled in size, the warm fire casting eerie shadows across the cave. Ratu hissed again, her long tongue tasting the air. She looked down at Mike, her eyes more snake than human and her body aglow in blue light. Letting out a gasp, the scale pattern vanished, and her eyes went back to normal. She collapsed on him, holding him closely. They lay that way for several minutes, Mike's heart beating fast in his chest. What had just happened?
"I totally would have gone with you to your sock hop," she said, breaking the silence. "Whatever that is."
"This was way more fun than a middle school dance," he replied. He had gone to most of the dances, affairs where the boys and girls just looked at each other and drank all the soda that was provided, just to get out of the house.
More time passed in silence, and he felt her body shape shift above him. Rolling to his side, she nestled against him, the ball of fire keeping them both warm.
"That was an interesting trick you had up your sleeve," she said. "I have no idea what that was. I've never heard of it."
"Yeah, well. That was my first time doing it. On my own, anyway."
"When the sparks stopped, I felt my magic recharge." She chuckled. "This greatly improves our odds for survival. I wish you had done it earlier."
"If I knew I could do that, I would have suggested it." He saw something shining in the light of the fire off to his side. Mike picked up Ratu's crown and set it on her head.
"Feeling a bit more regal now?" He asked.
"You have no idea." She pointed at the ball of fire, and it grew even larger. "I thought you were interesting before, but apparently you have other secrets worth exploring."
"This isn't the first time someone has used my sperm to regain their energy," Mike said. "I wasn't even thinking about it, to be honest."
"If you were an ordinary human, you may have prolonged my life, but this..." she summoned another ball of fire, setting it casually in the air to warm them farther. "This is something entirely different."
"Yes, well, I don't quite understand it either." He thought of the shock of white hair inside Baba's trap. When this was all over, he was going to have to speak with Cecilia. "Do you suppose it's the soul swap with Naia?"
"Perhaps." She summoned another ball of fire. "I don't think I can get us out, but I can definitely keep us comfortable. There's still plenty of air, which means the tunnels aren't completely collapsed. This at least gives the others time."
"If they're coming." Mike added.
"Yes." She put her hands against her stomach, wincing. "Starting to get hungry."
"No food in those robes of yours?" Mike asked hopefully.
"No. Leaves crumbs." She laid her head on his shoulder. "Nothing to do but wait."
They stayed that way, enjoying the open flames up above. He wasn't sure how much time had passed, but he was surprised when a tiny blue light squeezed through a crack in the ice. Spiraling around the chamber first, Blue landed on Mike's knee.
"We're here!" She shouted. Behind the ice, they heard the sound of metal on ice. Mike hurried to get his own clothes back on, and Ratu snapped her fingers, her kimono shrinking to the appropriate size and covering her body. When Mike pulled up his pants, he heard something hit the ground. Kneeling down, he picked up the key that had fallen out of his pocket.
"Listen!" Ratu fiddled with her sleeves, watching the caved in tunnel entrance. Voices could be heard on the other side, and the tunnel blew itself apart. Large chunks of ice floated through the air, landing on the edges of the cavern. Through the gap skipped Beth, her eyes black with Jenny's soul inside.
"All the king's horses, and all the king's men, dug through the ice to find you two again." Grinning, she did a pirouette for Mike as the others stepped through the entrance. He walked to greet them, but stumbled when Tink slammed into his midsection, knocking him back down.
"Husband scare Tink," she whispered. "Husband must never scare Tink again."
Boy, I really hope you enjoyed that as much as I enjoyed writing it. I spent a long time doing research on a few myths to put that together, and nobody seems to be complaining about a sexy snake girl!
If you are still enjoying this tale, please don't forget to leave a rating or a review. It really does give me the energy to keep putting thoughts to paper and then repeating the process day in and day out. I love the enthusiasm of the readers here, and I'll keep writing as long as you keep reading.
Speaking of reading, stay tuned for next chapter where we find out what has happened back at the house and more about Dana's fate. I hope you all have a fantastic week, and be kind to each other!
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Hey all! Annabelle here with the next chapter of HFHM!
Can you believe I've been writing this story for a year now? I'm still in disbelief, and it's so awesome to open up the Works page here on Lit and be able to see how many people have read and enjoyed this story of mine.
With this chapter, I am gearing up for the grand finale of part 2. If you are just joining us, you should really start with Ch. 13 (or better yet, Ch. 1!). This story is written in chapters, and I promise you that you will be lost if you start here.
I just want to remind my readers at Literotica that your support means the world to me. I've gotten some fantastic comments and notes from you of late, and while this month has been a slump for me (writer's block), a few of your emails have jolted me out of my funk and gotten me to sit back down at the computer and just write.
If you enjoy this, don't forget to leave some stars, a kind comment, or send me a note. I may not respond, but I do read all of them!
Without further ado, let us return to the Radley house to see what everyone else has been up to.
The Coming Storm
Kali's fists clenched and unclenched in the back of the town car. Daryl was kneeling on the floor in front of her, contemplating the large patch of skin that had been blasted off the side of her ribs. He gave it a gentle tug, making Kali wince.
"You always impress me," Daryl said, pulling a scalpel from the small kit on the floor. "Anyone else would have passed out from the pain."
"I don't feel pain." Her eyes bulged from her head, many of the veins burst from the lightning blast. Daryl used the scalpel to make a large cut across her torso, removing the ruined flesh. "Just anger."
"If anger keeps you from throwing up in my car, then so be it." He tossed the scrap of skin in a bag. "I'm going to have to regrow it. I'm afraid you're gonna be mismatched for a while."
"The new skin will fade eventually," she said. Daryl touched the edge of her wound with his wand, muttering under his tongue. Her tattered flesh scarred over, then grew. Daryl directed the growth with his wand, careful not to let any of the edges get away from him. The skin there would be extra sensitive for some time, and would be a lighter color than the rest of her for at least a couple of months. "For one who specializes in death, you are very good at fixing that which lives."
"My mentor told me once that to truly understand how a thing works, you must take it apart first." A slight grin crossed his lips. "Did you know she created the Black Plague? Did it on a whim. Took a healing spell from the old world and reversed some of its components. Figured you could speed up decay rather than defeat it."
"And whatever happened to this mentor of yours?"
Daryl laughed. "Burned at the stake. She got cocky around the wrong people and a paladin of the church got his hands on her as a result. Holy fire burned her into ash, and they mixed her remains into a concrete block which they buried beneath a church, just in case." Daryl scrutinized a gash by her hip. "Let's get those pants off of you."
Kali obliged, sliding out of her clothes. The town car stank of sulfur, the result of so much burnt hair on her body. The wound on her hip widened, revealing muscle tissue and a small patch of bone.
"You have no idea how grateful I am that you don't bleed like the others." He pulled a set of surgical wands out of his pocket. Digging through them, he picked an appropriately thin one and went to work stitching her muscle back together over her leg.
"Leave no trace," she said, watching him work miracles with his wand. Her magic was enough to sustain her, and she would eventually heal on her own without him. However, he could do in minutes what it would take her days or weeks to do. "Main ingredient of the most powerful hexes is a piece of the victim, and I am nobody's victim."
"I don't think that's true today. Explain to me one more time how this happened?"
"I almost broke the Geas." Kali scowled at the memory. "At least, I almost broke another layer of it. It was a crucial moment, and they distracted me."
"By turning the sprinklers on you?"
"I don't know how they did it. But I bet the nymph was involved." She wiggled her fingers. "If I get in there first, I might tear her face off with my bare hands."
"What a waste of a perfectly good nymph." Daryl halted the growth with the tap of his wand, the gap in her skin almost half an inch across. Using his fingers, he pushed the wound closed. Her skin looked like a burning fuse, the wound cauterizing and healing within a couple of seconds. "Tell you what, I'll trade you something in exchange for the nymph. If, that is, you beat me to the prize."
"We'll see." Kali lifted her arm, feeling the new skin stretch a little. "I need your phone."
"What's wrong with yours?"
In response, Kali pulled it from the pocket of her pants and threw it at Daryl's feet. The metal frame had been melted, the screen shattered.
"Damn." Daryl pulled out his phone and handed it over. "Who are you so eager to call?"
Kali ignored him, looking at the screen. "You have several missed calls from Sebastien."
"Yeah, he's pissed. Something about his homunculus won't reform, and this is all our fault somehow."
"We were supposed to work together," Kali said, dialing the number from memory. "Maybe that should be the way we do this from now on."
"You all got a turn," Daryl said. "It's only fair that I see what my doe-eyed meat puppet can accomplish. If she fails, then we put our heads together."
Kali held the phone to her ear, her breath hitching in her throat when the phone was answered. His presence washed over the interior of the car, even from so many miles away. Daryl shivered, realizing who it was she had reached.
"She's here," Kali said. "The succubus is in the house with the others."
Daryl stopped what he was doing, watching Kali. Kali listened to the silence on the other end of the phone.
"I am coming." The phone disconnected, and she handed it back to Daryl.
"What did he say?"
"He is coming." Kali let out the breath she didn't know she had been holding. "Here. To the house."
"Shit." Daryl looked at the phone. "And you're sure? The succubus is here, you saw her?"
"I did."
"Fuck. Then I don't have a lot of time." Daryl resumed working on her leg. "If he shows up and finds out we've been fighting each other on this, he'll have our heads. The less we tell him, the better."
Kali nodded. "All he needs to know is that we spotted the succubus and have had some trouble."
"Glad we agree." Daryl took a break from knitting her wound shut to text something on his phone. "Let's see if I can speed things along."
-
Dana sat in one of the reading chairs in the office, facing Lily who sat on the desk. Through the window, she could just see the hood of the town car through the gap in the wall at the edge of the property. She had come here from the fountain, intent on asking what Lily had in mind, but the succubus had been staring out the window with an intense look of fear.
"I can feel him from here," Dana said, finally breaking the silence. "It's like a sick feeling in the back of my throat. When I look out there, I know that that is the bastard who killed me and made me this way."
"That's Daryl for you." Lily's hair swished dramatically across her face when she turned her attention to Dana. "He's done some pretty sick shit in his time."
"Like this?" Dana asked, indicating herself.
"Oh, he's done much worse." Lily shook her head. "I've seen and heard things that make my stomach curl."
"Worse than risking my immortal soul?"
Lily nodded. "Are you familiar with the Holocaust? There were rumors that the Nazis were delving into the paranormal, trying to find any angle they could to get a leg up. And I'm sure you heard about how they would do disgusting medical experiments on the people in the camps. Well, at one point, Daryl offered to be of service. To a man like him, the opportunity to explore his abilities on a large scale was too tempting an offer to pass up."
"Oh god. He was responsible for the experiments."
"No." Lily looked back out the window. "He did one experiment with a room full of Jews. Just one. It was so disgusting that even the Nazis decided it was too much, that he was too much of a risk."
"Wow, seriously?"
"Yes. For him, it's not about morals. It's about seeing what people will do, experimenting with what makes us human. While you may begrudge your current state, remember that there's a chance we can fix it and you will walk away intact." Lily grimaced. "One time he got drunk at a bar and told a story about how he stitched a bunch of people together, ass to mouth, just to see what would happen. He did this in earshot of some guy who found a way to make a movie out of it, and Daryl absolutely loved the attention. He would brag about how he was one of the few Society members who did something that got made into a movie."
"That's awful."
"It's perspective. If he wanted, he could walk into any hospital and save the lives of everyone in there. But he won't, because that won't teach him anything. The human body and its life force are just like Lego blocks to him." She sighed. "If not for his ability to undo bodily harm, his proclivities would be seen as a threat by the others in the Society."
"They aren't worried he could turn on them?"
Lily laughed. "The Society may be scum, but they hold fast to a few simple rules. First and foremost, Society members may never attempt to harm another member. If they do so, than they are to be immediately destroyed. The second rule is that members must offer their gifts freely to one another, assuming there is no heavy cost, magical or otherwise. If he refused to help, they would find another necromancer who specializes in healing, which would be hard to find."
"But couldn't he just do to them what he did to me? Like, one at a time or something?"
"No. If he even attempted something like that, my former master would come for him."
"Your former master?"
"That is a story for probably never." Lily shivered, then turned her body away from the window. "I don't like talking about him. It's like splashing the edge of a pond with a crocodile underneath. If you make too many ripples, he'll leap out and snap you up in his jaws."
"Then he is the leader of the Society? What do they even want with this place?"
"In terms of leadership, the Society acts more like a boardroom than a dictatorship. However, he controls so many shares that they defer to him. However, they typically defer to his wisdom. He is one of the founding members, and not to be trifled with."
"Is that why you know so much about them? Have you been with them this whole time?"
Lily laughed without humor. "Yes I have. They made me do things I don't wish to discuss. For them, keeping to the shadows is of the utmost importance. They monitor the world like a shadow organization, waiting to accrue any sort of magical power. Whereas the actual shadow government that runs things does so for power and authority, magic is above both of these. I remember when magic used to be commonplace, a skill that could be paid for like that of a plumber or an electrician. Over the years, magic has died out almost completely, and one of the main reasons is people like the Society. They harvest and keep it like gold, locking it away for their private use. Much like myself. They would let me out to feed on selected targets, people who would pass away in the night from a heart attack, their souls sucked from their bodies. Centuries of doing someone else's dirty work and reaping no rewards of my own. Do you know how lonely it gets, stuck inside of a gemstone prison?."
"You sucked out souls?" Dana's eyes were wide. "What happened to them?"
"They're in here." Lily tapped her heart. "Damned for all eternity. I'm a demon, a creature of chaos. I feed off of them until they are withered up, forced to do my bidding in the Dreamscape."
"Why don't you let them go?"
Lily's mouth opened, but no sound came out. She looked down at the floor, deep in thought for several moments before answering. "If I do, I die. And then I end up in the same boat as you. Allowed to crossover and go straight to Hell."
"But you're a demon. Didn't you come from Hell?"
Lily kept her eyes on the floor, her lower lip trembling. "I wasn't born a demon."
"Then you were born... human?"
Lily nodded. "Your fate and mine are very similar in many ways. I was once mortal, and made a choice out of naivete that has haunted me to this day. Yes, I am a demon, and I have done wicked things. But the nature of eternity is that we often live to regret the things we have or haven't done."
"So you are like me. Trapped." Dana shook her head. "I'm so sorry."
"Don't feel sorry for me!" Lily's wings sprang from her back, flapping momentarily before vanishing. Dana took a step back, and Lily's face immediately softened. "Shit. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to snap at you. I don't want your pity. That's what I meant to say."
"Well, you can have it anyway." Dana moved closer to the succubus, sitting on the desk next to her. "It looks like we both got served a shit sandwich. You've just eaten way more of yours than I have."
"Ugh. Disgusting." A smirk crossed Lily's face. "A shit sandwich. Indeed. With the crusts still on it and everything."
"Don't take this the wrong way, but I'm glad you're mad. So many of my emotions are just... numb. I'm mad at Daryl for what he did, but I should be far angrier. It makes me happy, kind of, that you can do all the hating for me." Dana moved her hand on top of Lily's and gave it a squeeze. "Speaking of, you told me I should find you if I was feeling particularly murderous. I am feeling very murderous right now."
Lily looked at where their hands touched, then raised her gaze to look into Dana's eyes. There was a brief flash of light in them, and the scent of sulfur permeated the room.
"No." Lily shook her head. "No. Forget I even said that."
"What? Why?"
"There's still a difference between us. All those bad things I did were because of a stupid choice I made long ago. You didn't get to choose to become a zombie, but you do get to make all your choices from here on."
"But how is that fair?" Dana took her hand away. "You don't get to decide that for me!" Pushing herself off the desk, her feet slapped against the wooden floor. A sharp pain tore through her stomach and she gasped, falling to her knees. Lily was immediately at her side, helping her to stand.
In Dana's pocket, her phone buzzed. Out of habit, she pulled it out to reveal that she had a new text.
Feeling hungry? Results soon, or you starve.
"Fuck." Lily took the phone from her, sticking it in her pocket. "We need to get you to Zel, right away."
"I don't understand. What's happening?" The pain ripped through her again, causing her to gasp. It subsided, allowing her to walk on her own. She pushed away from Lily to go into the bathroom down the hall instead. Wondering if she would be sick, she started to lean over the toilet when she saw her reflection.
Her hair was going gray.
-
Mike woke up from his nap, rubbing his eyes and yawning. Tink was crashed out on the bed next to him, and Abella had folded herself into the corner of the bed, her eyes outward. All three fairies took off from the bedspread, circling up above.
"How do you feel?" Abella asked him.
"Better." He yawned again. "I'm so fucking exhausted." The slow, slippery climb out of the frozen lake had left him tired enough that he had started dozing on the long walk back to Ratu's lair. While the others had opened discussion on the fastest route back, Mike had declared that he was too tired and needed to rest. Beth, Sofia, and Ratu had agreed to work out the details of the journey back, and Mike had gone back into the pagoda to lay down. Tink was asleep before he was, and Abella kept her dark eyes on the door, content just to sit with him.
"Or are you exhausted from fucking?"
"Ha ha." Mike rubbed his face, lightly slapping his cheeks. "I didn't think nearly freezing to death or being eaten by a Russian witch would make me so tired. And you're probably right about the other thing."
Abella smirked. "Just imagine how tired you would be without your magic."
"My magic?" Mike was immediately awake.
"You know, from the soul swap with Naia. Nymphs get their energy from sex. I'm guessing you do too. Naia told me once that it's like dipping a cup into a river to drink some of it. So whenever you have sex, you take some of the other person's energy."
"But that doesn't make sense. You took my energy that time on the cliffs, not the other way around. Ow, fuck." Mike had turned in the bed and tried to stand up. His ankles and knees felt like they were full of gravel..
"Sex is about giving and taking. It should be an even swap, but a nymph can shift the scales dramatically and take extra, weaving it into magic." The gargoyle shrugged, her heavy tail shifting behind her. "You would have to ask her about it."
"I may have to." Give and take, Mike thought. He pictured Cecilia in the cave with him once more, the two of them creating a magical feedback loop. Whatever had happened to him had happened then. Some part of Cecilia had grafted onto him, and he was betting that the same had happened to her.
Giving Tink a shove to wake her up, he started looking for his shoes. He had kicked them off before falling in bed. He found one with some help from Green, who hovered over it. His other shoe had gotten squished by Abella's tail. and he stuck his hand inside to pop it back out.
"Can you guys stop with the circles?" He asked. The fairies had been flying above him, their different colors casting odd shadows around the room that were making him dizzy. They landed on Tink, who grumbled and swatted at them.
"I guess I'll go see what the plan is." Mike left Abella with Tink, yawning again. Walking out of the pagoda, he was greeted by the sight of Ratu, Beth, and Sofia sitting at the long dining table with a beautiful tea set between them. Mike waved casually, sitting down to join them.
"So what's the plan? Go home, boot the witches, go to bed?" He grinned.
"Hardly. It will take some time to get out of the Labyrinth. Apparently so many traps were set off that the Labyrinth has reconfigured itself in defense. This means it will take you some time to get to the front gate."
"Ugh." Mike pulled a teacup toward him, then filled it from the teapot. "This stuff is caffeinated, right?"
Ratu nodded in response. "Asterion will lead you and the others to the front gate. I will remain here. While I believe that the artifact is indeed destroyed, I have to be certain its magic has not affected anything near the lake."
"Like how?" Mike asked.
"As long as the object's magic didn't leak into the surrounding area, we are fine. If it did, then literally anything you can think of could have happened. I would hate to wander into a pocket of insanity. I need to explore the area to make certain the Labyrinth is still safe. Either way, it is more important that I monitor things here for the time being."
"Once we are out of the Labyrinth, we can use the viewing pool outside of the gate to return quickly," Sofia added. "From there, you should be able to use the goggles to activate the home's defenses."
"Great." Mike sipped the tea. It spread its warmth through his chest, chasing away his fatigue. Letting out a sigh, he slid down in his chair a bit. "The last couple of days have been awful."
"I'm afraid you will have many days like this," Sofia warned him. "It is true that there will be times of peace. But there will also be times of hardship."
"I'm ready for some peace." Mike sipped the tea again, smacking his lips. "Peace and quiet. And I have all of you to help me now."



"Indeed." Ratu grinned. "Perhaps I will stop by sometime?"
"We would love to have you. When do we leave?"
"As soon as we're ready." Beth said, standing up from her chair. "I wish there was more I could do to help. I feel like the outsider here."
"Uh, well, yeah, I get that. You kind of got sucked into this whole mess when I gave you Jenny. I'm really sorry."
Beth waved a hand dismissively. "Don't worry about it. It's my job to help you settle in, remember? And if that means getting rid of a coven of witches who are camped out on your lawn because they want to steal your house from you, then count me in."
Mike laughed. "Well, the good news is that we know the trouble we're headed for. So that'll be a nice change."
-
"This is not good." Zel held Dana's eyelids open with her hands, examining her face under the bright lightbulb in the garage. The centaur let go, then made some more notes in the notebook she carried with her. Dana was sitting in a chair that Lily had borrowed from the dining room.
"What's wrong with her?" Lily asked.
"She's dying." Zel's tail swished, her pencil furiously scribbling.
"I thought I was already dead." Dana looked at Lily. "Or undead. However you put it."
"Technically, you're only mostly dead." Zel rummaged through her saddlebag. "Human cells live, replicate, and die. Over and over again, until the whole body dies. You take in food, water, and air, the cells get energy, they keep living, the process continues. You, however, are now dead. Your body won't digest food, and you don't need to breathe. So where does the energy come from?"
"Um..." Dana had no idea.
"Think. Why do zombies eat the flesh of the living?"
"Because they're hungry?"
"Right. But why? They don't need to eat. Technically, zombies don't digest food. So why do they eat human flesh at all? Why consume something that can't be digested?"
"Wait. If they don't digest it, wouldn't they get full?"
"Aha!" Zel flipped to another page in her book. "Precisely! Zombie legends state that a zombie eats with abandon. In every legend, there is some kernel of truth. You obviously require nourishment, but why? What is it about the living that makes a zombie hungry for them?"
"I don't see the point of these questions," Lily added. "If zombies eat human flesh, then we need to figure out where to get her some."
"Daryl told me I might go feral." Dana held out her hands. Her skin had gone very pale. "I'm starting to decay, aren't I?"
"That's the question, isn't it? You are starting to decay because your cells are dying. But eating food won't replenish them. So again, I ask - why? Of what possible benefit is eating to a zombie?"
"Hold up, shhh!" Lily put a hand out for silence, her face screwed up in concentration. "It's on the tip of my tongue, I know it. Yes! Think about the lore for a minute. Zombies will consume the flesh of the living, but there is something the stories say that they desire far more."
"Brains?" Dana asked.
"Yes! The brain is the seat of consciousness for a mortal. By consuming a brain, you take in that person's essence."
"You mean like eating their soul?" Dana shook her head. "I don't want to do that!"
"No, not their soul. Listen. Your body and your soul are two different things. Humans have an untapped energy source, your life force. It acts as a glue, in a way. If I were to drain someone of this essence, their soul would leave their body. Humans shed this stuff like hair. It's in your blood, your breath, but it will be most concentrated in the place where souls and body are linked the strongest."
"In the brain." Dana hung her head. "Shit. So what now? I have to eat another human?" The pain in her gut was intensifying, but instead of cradling her stomach, the sensation had turned into something else. A hole had formed inside of her, a gnawing sensation that she knew could only be the start of a zombie's hunger.
"Currently, you are experiencing the beginnings of hunger." Zel was digging through some of her old journals now. "I imagine zombie hunger is worse than normal. Your whole body is degrading at the same time, meaning you will need a rapid influx of something to sustain you above hunger levels. Whereas some people will begin to feel discomfort, you are in agony."
"So my hunger is magnified."
"Precisely. I'm afraid it will take some willpower from you to buy us some time."
"Willpower?" Dana was starting to feel lightheaded.
"Like you're on a diet. You need to avoid the urge to... snack."
Lily looked at Dana, then at Zel. "Is there anything else you can do for her?"
"Hmm. I might be able to mix her up something to buy her more time." Zel pulled out another notebook. "If your theory holds up, I may be able to put something together to keep her from binge eating."
"You do that. I think I might have an idea." Lily knelt down so that she was eye level with Dana. She took Dana's hand in her own, leaning in close. The smell of cinnamon and sulfur washed over Dana, making her stomach lurch. "I need you to hold on for a bit. Can you do that?"
"Yeah. Where are you going?"
"Out." Lily gave her a quick hug. "I'll tell you more when I get back."
"Okay, thanks." Dana watched Lily leave, determination written on her face. Looking back at Zel, she watched the centaur pulling various vials out of the tool bench she had commandeered. A veritable apothecary was constructed on the bench, Zel identifying different compounds. After watching the centaur for several minutes, Dana felt another pang in her stomach, this one worse than the rest. Determined to take her mind off of her hunger, she stuck her hand in her pocket for her phone. Maybe a few rounds of Sweet Smasher would help take her mind off of it.
Her fingers curled against the bottom of her pocket. Baffled, Dana stuck her hand in her other pocket. It was empty to. Standing up, she looked around, wondering if she had set it down.
"What's wrong?" Zel asked, concern on her face. She was holding a vial of something that looked like tree sap in one hand and a pinecone in the other.
"I can't find my phone."
-
"Progress." Daryl patted Kali on the knee, tucking away his phone. "For what it's worth, you did a far better job than Sebastien did. He barely got in the door."
"What are you talking about?"
"My plan worked. Let this be a reminder that human kindness is little more than a weakness to be exploited." He opened his car door. "I'll be back in just a few minutes. Don't go anywhere."
"I should come with you," Kali said.
"Absolutely not. With the succubus here, his attention will be elsewhere, meaning I will have some extra time to sort out what she is bringing me." Daryl stepped out of the car, tossing a dash of powder across the roof. "And if you do get out, your wounds will undo themselves. Won't stop you, but it will wreck your day."
"This is a betrayal!" Kali yelled, but Daryl shut the door in her face. If what Dana had told him was true, he was about to become the most powerful member of the Society.
"You were right," he said, thinking of Sarah. "You were right this whole time." He pulled out his phone, checking the text one more time while walking up the front walk.
Mike has a book. Calls it a Grimoire? Has an apple on the cover. I'm sneaking it out - meet me on the front step in ten minutes.
It took every fiber of his being not to skip. He and Sarah had had many conversations about what powerful artifacts the house could be hiding, but the Grimoire of Morgan le Fey, the most powerful sorceress in history, was a veritable gold mine. Rumored to be part fairy, Morgan possessed spellcraft that was near the level of a divine being, and rumors had abounded for centuries that she had written her methods into a spell book so simple that even an ordinary human would be able to cast some of the most complex spells.
It all made sense now. How Mike had managed to stymie the efforts of the Society, make Sarah disappear, and even soundly defeat a sand golem with no preparation. It was like having a gun in a knife fight.
But what was possible in the hands of the magically adept? Sarah had told him that the knowledge of even a single page could bring an army to its knees, could change how magic itself was understood. Out of all the possibilities, this was the one that held so much promise for him! Even an hour alone with the book would be all the time he needed to transcend to a higher plane of knowledge, to understand himself on a fundamental level, to achieve true immortality without forfeiting what was left of his soul!
His forehead had broken into a cold sweat. Standing just in front of the steps of the house, he was surprised to suddenly notice the car that had been crashed there earlier. Kali had mentioned it, but it must have slipped his mind. Waiting patiently, he heard the front door open.
Dana stumbled out, her face a mask of pain, clutching a massive book against her chest. It was easily the size of a suitcase, and clearly heavy.
"Come, let's get away from here," he said, waving her down the steps. Dana stumbled, gasping in pain and crashing to the ground at his feet.
"Please," she begged. "Make the pain stop." He saw that she was already beginning to turn, her hair having faded to gray.
"Oh, silly girl." He knelt by her body. "You have given me a wonderful gift. For this, I must thank you."
"Bring me back to life. Please." Dana's blue eyes had faded to gray, her life force dimming. "I did what you asked."
"I have no intention of any such thing." Daryl grabbed the book and pulled. Dana wasn't very heavy, but she clung to the book like a drowning rat to a log.
"The hunger then. Make it stop."
"This is just the first step," he told her. "If you want the hunger to stop then give... me... the book!" He tugged between the words, but it still wouldn't slide free. "Let go of it before they hear you!"
"You said you would let me die. I want to see Alex again." Dana was sobbing now, holding to the book even tighter. "Please, let me go!"
"I will let you go when I am done with you!" Daryl had rolled her over enough to see that the book was glowing in her arms, scattering blue light. He started punching the girl, knowing that she wouldn't feel any pain, but hoping she would take the hint and give him what he wanted. She slapped back at him, striking him weakly on the head and neck. "And this book is just the start, so let go god dammit!" With a powerful yank, he fell over backward, the heavy Grimoire laying on top of him. Scrambling to his feet, he started running back to the car. His heart was pounding in his chest, his limbs trembling in excitement. He had done it! He had stolen what the house had protected for so long.
Stumbling, Daryl was suddenly aware that the stone lions guarding the front walk were still very far away. Blinking his eyes rapidly, he took a few more steps. His legs were numb beneath him. Tilting forward, he crashed into the front walk, the breath leaving his body and the Grimoire tumbling free of his grasp.
Gasping for air, he tried to reach the book. Soft footsteps moved toward him, Dana's tennis shoes coming into view. She pushed the Grimoire toward his face, then knelt down in front of him.
"You're not you when you're sleepy," she said, a sadistic smile stretching across her face.
"What?" He bit down on his tongue, struggling to stay awake. "What happened?"
"The hunger. How do I get rid of it?"
"I was... using my magic to..." The words fell from his mouth, shattering on the cold concrete below him. "You'll have to... eat. Can't stop... transformation."
"What do I need to eat?"
"Flesh... living..." He could barely keep his eyes open. His magic was uncoiling inside him, forcing adrenaline to every muscle in his body, but he still couldn't move.
"Can you reverse it? Can you make me human again?"
Daryl let out a laugh. "No. One way process." He laughed again. "You're stuck."
"And so are you." The scorpion tail appeared behind Dana, looming over her shoulder like a sinister shadow. Daryl's mind rewound time to when she had been trying to defend herself, slapping away his assault. He had been a fool.
Dana's eyes flashed yellow and red, her features melting away to reveal Lily, the succubus. "Last chance. Can you turn her back?"
"No." He smirked at her. "And even if I could, I wouldn't, you dirty cunt."
"Then you're no use to me." Her tail whipped around, striking him several times. He laughed, his magic strengthening him even farther, his fingers curling up beneath him.
"Even if I did fall asleep, I could escape the Dreamscape," he said. "Your power is no match for someone like me. Stab me, shoot me, cut off my head, and I will find my way back."
"I don't need you to sleep." Lily stood up, the heels of her boots clicking on the sidewalk. "I only need you to blink."
Blink? Daryl didn't understand, but the fresh infusion of her venom assailed his senses, and he felt fatigue crawl over him like a blanket. He was still pondering what she had meant when the Grimoire unfolded a pair of legs from beneath its cover and crawled near his face.
He blinked in disbelief, opening his eyes to a universe that consisted almost entirely of teeth.
-
The smell tickled at Dana's nose, turning into a flood of fragrances. It was heavenly, like baked cookies or burgers cooking on a grill. She sniffed heavily, the smell permeating her entire being, the hairs on her arms standing straight up in excitement. She breathed heavily from her mouth, swallowing the drool that threatened to leak free.
It was blood. Warm, delicious blood, and lots of it. Smacking her lips, she looked at Zel, who wasn't paying attention. The ball of anger in her stomach was becoming something else, spreading through her whole body like wildfire. Standing up slowly, she moved toward the centaur, contemplating the new smells that came off of her. The forest, leaves, and alfalfa were the heaviest, but beneath them all was the scent of steak.
Dana charged, a howl escaping her lips. Zel looked over her shoulder, her eyes wide in fright when Dana leapt through the air, her mouth open wide.
Zel's rear legs kicked out, catching Dana squarely in the chest and knocking her across the room. It didn't hurt, but Dana could feel that her rib cage no longer felt quite right. Pushing back to her feet, she ran out the door into the backyard. Naia stood in the fountain, speaking quietly to a songbird.
Dana growled, the sight of Naia's soft skin reminding her of the white meat of a chicken. Thoughts of gravy and dripping fat reignited her hunger, and she rushed the fountain. The bird took off when Dana's feet splashed in the water, and she tackled the nymph, her teeth sinking into soft flesh.
Naia's whole body turned into water, and she disappeared, reappearing on the edge of the fountain. Dana splashed toward her, her thoughts consumed by the idea that a nymph would probably taste like water chestnuts. The water swirled beneath her feet, dragging her down, and she tumbled around in the fountain, her fingers clawing for any sort of purchase. One hand snagged the rim of the fountain, and she yanked herself free, rolling onto the ground.
"Stop her!" Zel had appeared in the doorway of the garage, but immediately pulled it shut when Dana ran at her. In her mind, all she could smell was flesh and blood, her other senses being drowned out by the solitary thought that she was hungry. Screaming, she slammed herself into the door, dust shaking free of the frame.
Lily appeared in the backdoor of the house, a large book covered in blood tucked under one arm.
"What's going on - hey!" Dana crossed the distance between them, her eyes on the soft flesh of Lily's neck. Her powerful tail knocked Dana to the ground, then wrapped around one of her ankles, lifting her legs in the air. Snarling and lashing out with her hands, Dana was dragged back to the garage.
"Do we have any rope?" Lily asked.
"I think we can find something. But we need a chair to tie her to, and I don't think the one we have will work."
"Problem solved." Lily tossed the tome into the corner of the room and looked away. Dana tried to look, but Lily's tail twisted her around. One second it was a book, the next second it was a giant chair made of solid metal. The chair sprouted legs and crawled toward them like a spider.
"She's gone mad with hunger, but I don't know why." Zel helped Lily strap Dana into the chair. Lily was clearly an expert with ropes - she quickly bound Dana to the chair, immobilizing her.
"That's my fault. I think I may have made things worse." Lily was watching Dana with a sad look on her face. "But on the plus side, I want you to know that you'll never have to worry about him ever again."
"Gah!" Dana lunged forward in her chair, making it tip. The chair sprouted extra legs again, pushing her back upright. She slammed her teeth together, wishing that Lily would come close enough, just for a taste.
"You've got to have something," Lily said. "Otherwise I'm going to go grab a jogger or something. She looks terrible."
"As a matter of fact, I did have an idea." She held up a small vial of a pearly white substance. "It's something I made for Mike earlier to restore his energy. I didn't think it would work on her at first, but the main ingredient has what she needs."
"Hurry up then!" Lily got behind Dana. Her tail wrapped itself around Dana's neck, tilting her whole head back. "I'll hold her, you give it to her."
"Try not to spill any. This is my last batch." Frowning, Zel tilted the concoction into Dana's mouth. "If this doesn't work, I don't know what will."
The taste was exquisite. It reminded her of bacon jerky with just a hint of something bitter in the background. The pain in her stomach receded, and her brain took over her body once more, but only barely. Dana stretched her neck as far as it could go, her tongue licking the rim of the vial.
"I guess she likes it." Lily used her fingers to scoop it off of Dana's lips and into her mouth. Dana sucked on her finger, making sure to take it in.
"More. Do you have any more?" Dana looked around the room.
"Not currently. If you give me time, I can replenish my stock." Zel was writing in another journal. "But I think we're going to leave you tied up for a bit."
"Hey," Lily said, leaning in to examine Dana's face. "Her eyes are back to normal."
"But not her hair or skin. The mental faculties are first to return, though the subject is still hungry." Zel turned the page, drawing something. "What I gave her wasn't enough, but it did serve to restore her mind." She held up the vial, then wrote something else. "We know a minimum amount, which is good news."
"If we had enough of this, could we turn her human again?"
"Doubtful. We've charged the cells, but that does give me an idea." Zel tucked her journal in one of her bags and pulled out another one. She made a couple of notes to herself, then tucked it away. "I'll need access to the Library that Naia was telling me about, but that'll have to wait until the others return. Until then, I'm going to get everything else ready so we can mix up a new batch right away." The centaur moved to the back of the garage where her makeshift lab had been set up.
"I hope they come back soon." Lily brushed a hair out of Dana's eyes with her finger. "Hang in there, okay?"
"I'll do my best." Dana closed her eyes, doing her best to think about anything but food. Her mind swirled in circles, picturing everyone she had met in the last twenty four hours. Thinking of them reminded her that each had their own scent, something that made her stomach rumble. The banshee smelled of lightning storms and peppermints, and the nymph reminded her of seaweed wraps full of rice and avocado. From here, she could smell the cinnamon and spice of the succubus, making her think of spiced cider in the fall, and thanksgiving dinners.



"Getting hungry?" Lily asked. Dana opened her eyes to see that the succubus was using her tail as an impromptu stool.
"Yeah. How can you tell?"
Lily leaned forward to wipe drool off of Dana's chin. "Would it help if I gave you something better to do?" She held out Dana's cellphone. "Sorry I took this. I needed to lure Daryl away from the others."
"You killed him, didn't you?" Dana took the phone.
"I did."
"But why? You told me to forget about it."
"You're right. Killing another person places a terrible burden on your soul. And while you may be numb to it now, I don't think your heart could have taken it if you become human again." Lily laughed. "I, however, had no problem doing it."
Dana shook her head. "That still wasn't your call. But... thank you."
"You're welcome."
Dana unlocked her phone with her fingerprint. A picture of Alex appeared, a photo of her on her motorcycle. She had taken the picture on their last trip, when they had ridden up to some cliffs overlooking the lake where they were camping. Over Alex's shoulder was a beautiful blue horizon scattered with rays of light that had fallen through holes in the clouds above. In her mind, heaven looked more like this anyway.
"You miss her."
"Yeah. I do. " Dana didn't have to ask how Lily knew. She could feel the tears dripping off her chin.
"I used to have someone like that. But that was a really long time ago." Lily sighed. "Between having a broken heart and being a soul eating bitch, I barely remember those feelings anymore."
"Is that what's waiting for me? If I can't fix this?"
"Honestly? I truly hope not." Lily scooted closer, putting her hand on Dana's leg and squeezing gently. "I wouldn't wish my fate on anyone who didn't deserve it."
"Thank you." Dana grabbed Lily's hand and squeezed back. Shutting her eyes again, she did her best to think non-hungry thoughts. Inevitably, her mind brought up the memory of the liquid that Zel had given her. The taste of it lingered in the back of her throat, and she smacked her lips at its memory. It had felt so warm, sliding down her throat, and even now she could feel that same warmth radiating out from her belly.
Minutes passed, and she became aware of the delicate fingers on her thigh, squeezing her flesh ever so gently. She opened her eyes and stared at those fingers, marveling at the sensuality that had been carved into every joint. She took the hand in her own and squeezed it. When it squeezed her back, the warmth radiated out again, focusing along her upper thighs.
"Hey Zel?" Lily was looking at the back of the garage. "That stuff you gave her? Would it have any side effects?"
"None that I can think of." Zel emerged from the shadows of her lab. "Why do you ask?" Zel's nose suddenly wrinkled up. "That smells like human arousal."
"Yeah, it does. How are you feeling Dana?"
"I feel pretty good. Just trying to keep my mind off of food." She was rubbing Lily's arm now, her eyes wandering across Lily's chest. The warmth in her upper thighs was pulsating now, moving up to her hips, then back down to her knees. The logical part of her brain said that she should be concerned, but without a heightened sense of fear, it couldn't be heard over the pleasant sensations in her legs.
"What was in that substance?" Lily asked, a cold edge to her voice.
Zel sighed. "A concentrated version of Mike's semen."
Lily's head whipped around. "Excuse me? Why in hell would you give her something like that?"
"He's a human who has been exposed to mandragora spores at least twice, and survived. And I've already documented that his essence has magnificent restorative properties. Based on the theory that zombies are actually eating life force rather than flesh, I assumed that his semen could be used as a food source."
"Wait, semen?" Dana's euphoric cloud popped. "I ate... semen?"
"Yeah. Yeah you did."
"That's..." Disgusting, horrible, vile. These were all words that she wanted to say, but there would be no emotion behind them. Being a lesbian meant that she had successfully avoided the stuff her entire life. She expected her gag reflex to suddenly activate, but apparently that wasn't going to happen either. "...gross."
"No grosser than actually ripping flesh off of a living being with your teeth." Zel knelt down in front of her, holding Dana's eyelids open. "Yeah, her pupils show all the signs of sexual arousal."
"But why?" Dana asked.
"I posit a new theory." Zel stood up, already scribbling in her notebook. Dana hadn't even seen her pull it out. "Upon the consumption of sufficient life force, a zombie can regenerate the dying cells in their bodies. Just as different parts of the body can contain different levels of spiritual energy, such as the brain and heart, the zombie will absorb any additional energy that those parts may contain. Ergo, the old saying 'you are what you eat' seems to apply in this situation."
"Wait. I'm horny because I ate spunk?" Dana was clenching and unclenching her hands.
"No. You're horny because you ate Mike's spunk." Lily rolled her eyes. "I don't know about mandragora spores, but I do know that Naia took a piece of his soul in exchange for a part of hers. You aren't just getting his energy. You are getting hers as well."
"So what can I do?" Dana shifted in her seat, suddenly aware of how tightly she had pressed her thighs together.
"Zel, can you excuse us?"
"Yeah. I could use some fresh air anyway." Zel disappeared through the door, the sounds of the fountain drifting in before it shut.
"It's getting worse." Dana shifted in the chair. The restraints didn't allow her to move very far. "Maybe you could untie me and give me a little privacy?"
"And run amok biting everyone? Not a chance." Lily leaned closer now, her scent washing over Dana. It was almost like the succubus had activated it. "But, if you wanted, I could lend you a hand."
"I... well..." Staring deep into the succubus' eyes, she couldn't help but wonder what her lips would feel like pressed against hers. Shutting her eyes, she turned her head away. "I can't. You're pretty, and I want to, but..."
"Is it because of me?" The voice hit Dana right in the heart. Opening her eyes, she saw that Alex was sitting in front of her.
Dana gasped, and Alex kissed her. Their fingers locked together as Alex explored Dana's mouth with her tongue, licking gently at her lower lip. In that moment, logic and reason were replaced with desire, and Dana no longer cared that. Losing herself in the illusion, she arched her back, trying to press herself into Alex.
"I've always wondered what it would be like to tie you down," Alex said with a grin. "To have my way with you until you beg me to stop."
"Please don't stop."
"I haven't even started yet." Alex ran her fingers along Dana's shoulders, one hand sliding down to squeeze her breast. Dana gasped, and Alex teased her until her nipples were hard enough to become visible through the fabric of her shirt. "If I remember correctly, someone didn't get off last time we saw each other."
"That wasn't real," Dana whispered.
"Well, this is as real as you want it to be." Alex's eyes flashed, her pupils briefly turning yellow.
"Let it be real." Dana moaned when Alex squeezed her breast, lifting her head away so that Alex could kiss her way along her collarbone. Alex gently licked the exposed flesh, sending a rush of heat down to Dana's stomach. Her hunger was consumed instead by the sensations on her body, her mind finally taken off of food.
Strapped to the chair, Dana lifted various parts of her body, hoping to get Alex's attention. Alex licked, sucked, and kissed her way across Dana's body, lifting her shirt to get at her breasts. A hand slid into the waistband of Dana's pants, a single finger teasing the folds hiding her clit. She opened her legs, finally able to smell her own arousal with her enhanced senses.
"Please." Dana pushed her hips into Alex's hand. "I need to feel you inside me."
One finger teased her opening while a thumb pressed down on the skin around her clit, sending a sexual SOS to Dana's spine. Wiggling back and forth on the chair was only making it harder. Shifting her weight backward, she waited until that finger was in the right spot before suddenly shifting forward, causing the finger to penetrate her.
"Ah!" Dana's hips bucked lightly, a very small orgasm rocketing through her legs and making the chair tip. Its extra legs spread out to catch it, and when it tilted back to its original position, the sudden impact with the floor caused the finger to go in even deeper.
"Yeeeeeeeees." Dana panted, gazing deep into Alex's eyes.
"Do you want more?"
"Please, pretty please," she begged. That single finger moved in tiny circles, causing her opening to relax. Tiny moans escaped her mouth and when the second finger slid into place, she whimpered. The fingers curled up, pressing expertly against her g-spot. Alex kissed her, nibbling on her lips. Fingers moved inside of Dana, Alex's thumb still pressing down on her clit, and she could feel a hot pressure build between the two points.
The chair started rocking on its own. The mimic was using its legs to press Dana's hips up, giving Alex a better angle. Dana bit her lower lip, grunting with pleasure. Alex kissed her breasts, biting playfully under her nipples and caressing her face with her free hand.
"I wish I could touch you," Dana said.
"Maybe when you're less bitey." Alex winked. "I have all sort of tricks I could show you."
"I would like - AH!" Alex had pushed a third finger in and was now pulling up on Dana's g-spot, causing the chair to rock. They kissed back and forth, Alex's fingers working magic inside of her for several minutes. She felt the universe slowly shrivel down until it was just barely the size of the room. All that mattered was that she was with Alex once more.
"AHHHHHH!" The orgasm had pushed against the dam, and Alex's eyes flashed. Inside of her wet pussy, Dana felt Alex's fingers expand inside of her, filling her up and stroking her g-spot rapidly. She let out a protracted cry, the sexual tension in her legs snapping like giant rubber bands into her core. Alex pressed against her, nibbling at her lips, her neck, and her ears. The orgasm rolled through Dana's body followed by a flood of tears. As the pleasure subsided, it was replaced with tears. Dana pressed her face into the crook of Alex's neck, taking in her scent one last time.
She cried this way for awhile. At some point, Lily turned back into herself, still holding Dana to her breast.
-
Kali stood next to the town car, her eyes on the top of the Radley house. She could smell familiar blood on the air, and it didn't bode well for Daryl.
Screeching tires behind her made her turn around. Sebastien stepped out of the large white van he had borrowed, his face twisted in anger. The side doors opened and six other versions of himself stepped out, each one limping on a cane.
"I have not seen this trick before," she told him, inspecting team Sebastien. As one, all of their faces shifted into sneers.
"I didn't have time to put anything else together," the Sebastien who had been driving explained. "And you certainly weren't any help. All you had to do was push the sand back together and I could have been here hours ago!"
"They used a hose on me."
"Well that explains why I couldn't reform." Kali didn't bother correcting him. "Is it true? He is coming?"
"It is. And if we can crack this egg apart before he gets here, he will have his succubus back and we will have his appreciation." Kali looked at the sky. "I have a plan, but I need your help."
"What about Daryl?"
"He is dead." Kali walked to the opening in the stone wall. "These people found a way to kill him."
"Shit." Team Sebastien followed her, their movements identical. They reminded her of toy soldiers marching into battle. "What do you need from me?"
"I think I found a way to crack the spell on the house, but I will need you to hold their attention. The spell is very unstable in its final stages, and I do not want a repeat of last time." She held out her hand, and the large snake slithered out from its hiding spot behind the wall. It had carried her to safety earlier. "I do not think there are many of them, but I believe that you have that covered?"
"I am my own army." They formed a line behind her. "Just tell us what we need to do."
"We have little time." Kali opened the snake's mouth, sticking her arm in nearly to her elbow. Feeling around, she grabbed onto the canvas strap inside and gave a pull. The snake's throat widened as she pulled her duffel bag from its dimensional pocket, and then up and out of the snake's throat. Stroking the reptile lovingly, she then set the bag down and unzipped it.
"I smell a storm coming," she told Sebastien. Stripping off her clothes, she opened the duffle bag. "And when it comes, only the strongest will survive."
I hope you enjoyed this as much as I enjoyed writing it! Please don't forget to leave a rating on your way out. The Lit reader base is the best there is, and I am so grateful that my Home for Horny Monsters has its own little pocket universe here.
Next chapter, both sides will go all out against each other and you won't want to miss it. Until then, keep being kind to one another, and I hope to see you then!
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Hey all! Annabelle here with the next chapter of HFHM!
To start with, this story is written chapter style. Book One started in Chapter One. Book Two started in Chapter 13 and goes until now. It would be best for you to start at either of those chapters to get caught up on what is going on!
Also, a quick note. I received several letters from readers after the last chapter that expressed sadness that the story was ending. It isn't! To clarify, the storyline of Book Two is ending in Chapter 26. Mike and company will return in Chapter 27, right here on Lit, so make sure to follow me to get notifications when it posts. I always update my profile on the day I upload it here (barring technical difficulties).
As always, thank you so much for your comments, reviews, and letters! I don't always respond, but I do read all of them. The readers here on Lit really are the best and you consistently inspire me to get better and keep writing!
That being said, it's time for the forces of good and evil to converge on poor Mike's front lawn.
In the Eye of the Storm
Mike realized his mistake as soon as it happened. Upon walking out the main entrance, they had stopped long enough for Beth to bid farewell to Asterion. The group all stood at the edge of the reflecting pool, their shortcut back to the house. When Beth rejoined them, Tink counted down from three and they all jumped in at the same time.
That's when Mike remembered that the magical shortcut would take them all to the downstairs closet. Not until the water soaked through his shoes did it occur to him that they all weren't going to fit.
The closet door blew off its hinges, the tide of water scattering everyone across the floor. Mike was able to grab the frame of the door, sliding sideways out into the front room. He stuck his arm out and was able to grab Beth, pulling her out of the way. Abella, Tink, and Sofia crashed into the wall opposite the closet, knocking loose chunks of plaster. Tink was crushed between the others, and the stream of profanity was quite colorful.
"Bad words!"
"So many bad words!"
"You're grounded!" The fairies were flying circles above the others, shaking off the water of the reflecting pool. Mike let go of Beth, who stood up and wrung the water out of her shirt.
"That's an interesting way to travel," she said, taking off her shoes to shake them out.
"Yeah, well. The house is old and all." Mike carefully stood, approaching the monster pile by the wall. He helped Sofia stand up first, then lifted Abella's tail so that Tink could crawl free. The wood beneath the gargoyle was badly scratched by her talons.
"Sorry," Abella said. Mike gave her a playful swat on the butt just beneath her tail.
"Don't worry about it. Hey, we're home!" He walked into the living room, looking out the window. "Hey, the witch is gone!"
"She has been for a while." Cecilia phased through the wall, her hair floating around her. The temperature in the room dropped, and Cecilia threw herself into Mike's arms, the water on his clothes frosting over. "I missed you, cuisle mo chroidhe."
"I missed you too." He kissed her forehead, causing a spark to jump between them. "Anything to report? Why did she leave?"
"We blasted her with water from the fountain in the middle of her spell. She was struck by lightning and crawled away."
"So she's gone?"
"No." When Cecilia shook her head, her hair floated outward in slow motion. "She's hiding in a car out by the street. We think she is waiting."
"For what?"
"Nobody knows. We have another problem though. Come." Cecilia pulled him by the hand, leading him into the backyard. Naia's eyes lit up at Mike's arrival, her fountain squirting water in the shape of a heart.
"Naia." When he said her name out loud, it finally felt like he had come home. He embraced the nymph. "What's going on?"
"We have a guest," she said, pointing to the garage. "She needs you."
"On it." He gave her a grin and stepped through the door. The first thing he noticed was the smell. It was subtle, but reminded him of cloves. The lights had been turned down, and it was hard for him to make out the figure strapped to the chair. Her gray hair was fanned across her shoulders, her pale skin similar to Cecilia's. She lifted her head, and Mike felt like he recognized her from somewhere.
"It's about time." Lily stepped out of the darkness. "You really know how to keep a girl waiting?"
"Who is this? Someone from the Society?"
"One of their victims." Lily stroked the stranger's face. "Don't you recognize her?"
"I feel like I should, but..." Oh no. He suddenly knew who he was looking at. He stepped closer. "Dana? Is that really you?" She looked like a much older version of the college girl, or at least a sicklier one. What had happened?
Dana nodded, but said nothing. Her lips looked dried out, like she hadn't had any food or water for days.
"What's wrong with her?" Mike asked.
"It's taking everything in her not to lunge out at you." Zel walked to Mike's side. "We don't have a lot of time. We need some of your semen."
"Wait, what? Why?"
"Because she's starving. She needs to eat."
"But why that?" Mike knew it was a dumb question the moment he asked. Didn't it always come back to his sperm?
"She's a zombie. She's about to go feral and-" Lily's voice vanished beneath the sound of a gong, followed by thunder. They all looked up, dust falling from the ceiling of the garage.
"Fuck, not again." Lily looked at Zel. "She's at it again, the witch. Romeo, what are the odds I could get you off in a hurry?"
"I've... blown a few loads lately." If he was being honest, he didn't think he could get it up knowing that some woman was on his front lawn trying to crack apart his magic house.
"Could she eat something else? To tide her over until we take care of our other problem?"
Zel frowned. "We could try your blood. It might sustain her for a bit, but you'd have to be quick."
"Do it." Mike held out his arm. "Just not too much. I have a feeling that being light-headed won't help me."
He barely saw the flash of Lily's tail, but it left a large incision on his forearm. Pain made him grit his teeth, and he made a fist when Zel held a bowl under his elbow to catch his blood.
Dana shrieked, rocking the chair back and forth. The chair sprouted new legs to keep her in place, but Mike didn't question it. When Zel had gathered enough, she applied a blue fluid to Mike's arm, the wound closing up and scabbing over. Lily held the bowl over Dana's head, her tail pinning her in place long enough to get the fluid in her mouth.
They all held their breath. Dana swallowed it all, then held her hands up for the bowl. Lily gave it to her, and Dana licked it clean.
"How does that feel?" Lily asked.
"I'm still hungry." Dana frowned at the empty bowl. "But I feel a bit better." Another blast of thunder above them knocked more dust loose. "Go. Take care of the bitch on the lawn. I can wait another hour or so."
"Dana." He said her name so quietly even he barely heard it. How had she gotten caught up in this? He walked into the back yard where Naia waited for him.
"She's at it again." Naia pointed at the sky where a glowing crack had formed. "She weakened it earlier, which means it will be easier for her this time."
"What do I need to do?" Mike touched the goggles on his head. They fit him perfectly, but he felt wrong wearing them. In his mind, they still belonged to Tink.
"There are three runes you must activate out in the front yard. You need the goggles to do it correctly, otherwise the house will kill you. Simple as that. Once you have activated all three runes, you activate some sort of control box in the yard."
"Like a console?"
"Sure. Once that is there, you will know what to do."
"Not gonna lie. This should have been a day two kind of discussion." Mike blew her a kiss. "Maybe I'll punish you for it later."
"You had better be alive to punish me. Now go!" Naia splashed him, and he ran back into the house. The others had gathered in the front room, all of them looking at the front yard. Cecilia phased through the wall, startling him.
"You need to come see this." Cecilia disappeared. Mike put his hand on the knob of the front door and took a deep breath before turning it. When he opened the door, a gust of wind blew into the house, rattling the windows. Another peal of thunder shook the house, making Mike cover his ears. Abella held her ears in pain, squatting down just inside the door.
"Holy shit." Mike stared up into the swirling vortex of air up above, a funnel cloud that slowly descended toward the house. Near the edge of the yard stood Kali. She was topless, wearing a skirt decorated with stones and feathers. Around her neck was a long rope decorated with shrunken heads. She shook a large stick, her mouth open wide as several different voices chanted.
"You're fucked." Lily grabbed Mike's shoulder, turning him around. He wondered if she had followed him from the garage. "That's her ceremonial garb. That's what she wears when she goes all out."
"We have to stop her." Mike took a step toward the front yard, but was yanked back by Lily's tail. The grass at the bottom of the steps exploded, showering the porch with dirt. Snakes of all shapes and sizes writhed across the yard, but the ones at the bottom of the step had their eyes solely on him.
"You can run. That's about it." Lily ducked when a panel ripped itself free of the house, the chunk flying over her head. "I don't care how powerful this place is, she's going to take it down."
"Naia." Mike glared at Lily. "Naia can't run, and I won't leave her behind. I won't leave any of them behind."
"How romantic." Lily stepped back into the house and Mike followed. "And I suppose you have a plan?"
"I..." Mike was cut off by a thunderous boom. Through the windows, the multicolored lights of the Geas cracking cast ominous shadows through the front room. They were all looking at him, expecting an answer. He looked out the window just as rain came, large drops glazing the glass. Across the yard, slow shapes lumbered along the edges, hiding among the bushes. "What are those?"
"Hmm." Sofia moved to the window, squinting. "It looks like several men. Identical in stature, each one wearing the same white suit and walking with a cane."
"That would be Sebastien. The guy who sent the homunculus made of sand." Lily shook her head. "Kali by herself would be more than a match for you. But with him helping, she has the power of an entire coven on her side."
"All we need to do is activate the house defenses, yes?" Mike turned to Tink. "Once I activate the console, how long until the defenses turn on?"
"Fast." She nodded, her ponytail bobbing.
"What are the defenses?"
"Big..." Tink's eyes went blank. "Big something."
Mike rolled his eyes. Of course nobody knew. "Okay, so the goal is to activate the console, whatever that is, and then go turn it on."
"You're so naïve!" Lily grabbed Mike by the shoulders and shook him. "How are you going to get past the snakes? Or the storm? Or the pissed off vodou priestess with all her little oogey-boogey men?"
"Or the Colonel Sanders chorus line from hell? Honestly? I don't know. But this isn't about me being in charge. This is about all of us working together." Mike looked at each of them. "We just escaped from a labyrinth. Yesterday, I got into a fight with a child-eating witch while trying to incinerate some elder god's foreskin. Every step of the way, I had somebody's help. And I know we can figure this out if we all play to our strengths to stop her. So instead of worrying about what we have to face, let's take a moment to focus on what we have."
Another blast roared through the house, and pictures fell off the walls. Everyone looked outside, the sky now a technicolor hue.
"She's using her spirits to multi-cast." Cecilia said. "Their voices add to hers. She summons a storm to keep us within while she makes trouble without."
"Which means she is worried about what we are planning." Mike put his hands on the window, then slid the goggles over his eyes. He could see the faint blue lines that made the triangle in his yard with the circle in the middle. Unfortunately, the circle wasn't very far from where Kali stood. "I need to activate the runes that Naia mentioned before I can summon the console. The first spot is on the porch steps, so that one is easy. However, the other two are at the base of the lions, by the entrance."
"How do we get there?" Beth asked.
"I'm the only one who needs to get there. Let's see -- yard full of snakes, strange storm overhead, douche in a white suit..." Mike's train of thought derailed when another boom shook the house.
"Wait. I've got it!" Beth touched Tink on the shoulder. "I need a pen and paper, quick!" Tink disappeared, then quickly returned. Beth drew a rough map of the yard and quickly explained her plan.
"That's absolutely insane," Mike said. "It puts everyone here at risk, including yourself, and has a very low chance of succeeding." A grin spread across his face. "And I think it will work."
Beth beamed, and they huddled up, speaking loudly to each other over the roar of magic gathering outside.
-
Through the eyes of her serpents, Kali watched the storm on the lawn from inside the front yard and from the street. Fearing outside interference, she had placed them all along the street, knowing that their thermal vision would see any living thing that came near her. Up above the vortex swirled, lightning arcing through the clouds. The Geas resonated with her magical blows, her magic taking years off of her lifespan to manage the tremendous energy required to keep up the storm while cracking the protective barrier of the house. She had centuries to burn, and could always acquire more.
However, from the street, the storm was contained. The skies grew darker with every crash of magical thunder, but the magic of the home somehow contained the maelstrom within, giving the appearance of a thunderhead building up above. A neighbor four houses down was out mowing, oblivious to the magical battle nearby.
"The perimeter is clear," Sebastien told her from the snake riding his shoulder. He was over by the garage, crouched out of sight. It was difficult to maintain a consciousness that permeated so many beings, but the spirits around her neck were helping her. The large python near her feet kept watch on her physical body as her mind jumped from place to place, making certain she wouldn't be interrupted. Another distraction during the dangerous part of the spell could finish her off, and she intended to live until tomorrow.
Behind her, in the bushes, another Sebastien waited. In case the snakes failed, it was his job to see that she finished the spell.
The snakes hissed, the front door of the home opening. Through their eyes, she saw Mike Radley emerge, a ridiculous pair of goggles on his head. He stood at the top of the stairs, weird lenses sliding back and forth across his vision. He waved his hands in the air. Kali could see the spectral trail of his fingers activating hidden runes, symbols that danced away from him and sunk into the ground, vanishing from sight. The snakes gathered at the foot of the steps, hissing their warning. Kali could sense their anger at the magical barrier that prevented them from swarming the house and attacking her enemies. Once the Geas was broken, she intended to send them in and incapacitate the occupants of the home with their venomous fangs.
She would let the High Priest decide what to do with them. One of her many voices shouted into the sky, causing thunder to answer her. The light rain whipped itself into circles, but Kali knew better than to flood out the home -- she feared giving the nymph any more water to work her magic on.
The snakes slithered across each other, bouncing off the barrier on the steps. A large figure stepped in front of Mike, gazing across the yard. Kali couldn't see her at first, but with another crack in the Geas, the woman came into focus. Nearly eight feet tall with a single eye, the cyclops swung a blade that unfolded itself. In disbelief, Kali watched the cyclops step into the yard, casually beheading the snakes closest to her.
The swarm moved toward her, and her movements became a dance, her eye glowing with its own inner light. Mike followed close behind, and no matter how many snakes moved toward her, she always pushed Mike out of the way, her sharp blade bringing a quick end to the slithering beasts. Kali's face twisted in concentration, and she pumped energy into the storm up above.
The blast of lightning blinded her, even through her closed eyes. When her vision cleared, she saw that the bolt had scorched a large mark in the yard, burning snake and grass alike.
Several yards away, she saw Mike standing in the open, his fingers making more trails of light in the air.
"How?" she demanded of the storm, grabbing one of the heads on her necklace. How had they dodged a bolt of lightning? It made no sense. She summoned the Iwa hidden within the skin pouch, a spirit being made of teeth and fangs, then hurled it at her prey. The cyclops placed herself between Mike and the Iwa, her blade blurring between them. The snakes were closing in, hissing in anger while they moved closer to Mike.
A rock struck her in the shoulder. Growling, she turned her attention back to the house. Beth, the estate agent, stood on the stairs of the home, but something was wrong. Her eyes were the inky black of a moonless night, and the large stones below the porch were levitating into the air, then flinging themselves. A goblin jumped the railing behind her, moving toward the garage.
"Keep going," Sebastien said, placing two of himself between her and Beth. His sandy body easily absorbed the blows of the stone, reforming after every strike. The snakes had moved away from the porch, allowing Beth to descend and fire from along the trellis. They were moving toward the garage, and Sebastien moved in on them. Kali was too distracted to cast any more lightning, her eyes suddenly focusing on Mike through dozens of eyes. He was running toward the stone wall at the edge of the yard, the cyclops calling out his name. The Iwa prevented the cyclops from reaching Mike in time.
"I have you," Kali hissed, commanding the snakes to attack. She could taste his flesh in her mouth with every strike, her heart pounding in exhilaration as the venom flowed freely from their fangs. They constricted around his body, pinning him in place. Sebastien sprung from the edge of the yard, using his cane to push Mike against the ground.
"Oh God!' Mike screamed in agony rolling in the grass. Kali's mind moved into the serpent on his chest so that she could see the defeat in his eyes. "It hurts so much, oh God, it hurts! I'm so fucking hard right now!"
What?
Mike stuck his tongue out at the snake on his chest, his eyes flashing yellow. "Wanna see my boner?" A scorpion's tail burst free of his pants, striking Sebastien hard enough in the chest that he exploded into sand. Mike's body shifted into something smaller, the succubus becoming a little girl in a gymnastics outfit. The snakes suddenly tumbled free, and Lily sprang out of the way just as hundreds of pounds of solid stone crashed into the ground, killing the snakes that had been there.
Kali cried out, her hold on the spell faltering when the connection was violently severed from so many snakes at once. The cracks in the sky glowed, and the rain she had been holding back started to fall. Shaking her head, she opened her own eyes to see a woman with large stone wings stand up from the impact crater in the grass. Snake mash fell from her stony skin, and her glittering dark eyes radiated hatred.



The gargoyle flicked a snake head off of her shoulder, then flared her wings out. This scattered snake chunks everywhere, and Lily (who stood nearby) cried out in disgust.
"Rock beats slithers." The gargoyle grinned, and LIly groaned. Kali saw movement back at the house and turned to see that the goblin had pushed open the garage door. Out came a woman and Mike on a horse.
No. It was Mike riding a centaur, his arms wrapped tight around her midsection. She raced past Kali, taking a wide turn to leap over Sebastien, her hooves caving in his skull. The homunculus collapsed into a pile of sand, the grains vibrating as he struggled to pull himself together. He had warned Kali that the regenerative properties of his homunculi would be slower with his presence spread so thin.
"After them!" She yelled the command with her mouth and her mind. The snakes shifted directions, but couldn't keep up with the centaur. She looked into the maelstrom above, commanding down bolts of lightning to chase them. The centaur was now dodging back and forth, Mike tilting dangerously from side to side. The Sebastiens chased after her, but one of them got captured by Lily who tangled up his feet with her tail. She had returned to adult size, but now wore a mixed martial arts outfit replete with hot pink gloves. She forced Sebastien to the ground then used an armbar hold on him, stretching his arm backward until it cracked. He exploded into a small sandstorm, reforming a few feet away.
The world cracked open up above, a hole finally forming in the Geas. Through her multi vision, she could see the storm clouds escaping into the real world, the guy mowing his yard running inside in alarm. She commanded the snakes outside to return -- she needed them by her side.
The Iwa cried out in agony. The cyclops had slowly retreated from it, and the spirit was now close to the gargoyle. Still covered in the blood of the snakes she had crushed, she put the being into a head lock and smashed her fist repeatedly into its face. The cyclops speared it from behind with her blade, the finishing blow causing the spirit to flee back to its plane of existence, its contract with Kali officially broken. The smell of damp mud and ozone filled the air.
"No." Kali's voice was barely a whisper, and she pulled two more heads from her necklace, summoning the dangerous Iwa trapped within. How had this happened? Somehow, despite her planning, she hadn't been prepared for Mike's counterattack. To her left, she caught Sebastien running along the fence, but was more preoccupied by the kitchen plates that were now whizzing fast enough through the air that they were punching holes through Sebastien, scattering sand everywhere. Mike had somehow organized these creatures into a well oiled machine, their antics keeping her attention off of the spells she was casting.
She cast away the angry Iwa, commanding them to take Mike down. They rocketed through the air, the gargoyle tackling one in mid-air while the other moved past. She commanded the winds to pick up, the turf around her ripping into the sky. The gargoyle rolled across the yard, attempting to punch the spirit to death. The cyclops moved to help, so she set the lightning on her once again.
A funnel cloud had formed, the swirling mass threatening them from above. Kali used her magic to hold it back. The storm was meant as a battery of power, and if the funnel fell, it would ruin everything. Shingles ripped off of the roof, spinning through the air.
"Fuck!" One of the Sebastiens in front of her had exploded into sand when a car tire blasted through him. The other Sebastien was running toward the porch, holding his cane like a sword. At the car, the goblin was busy removing another tire for Beth to throw. Beth was busy pirouetting, her pointed fingers guiding shingles down from the sky.
Where on earth had she obtained the ability to do that? Kali opened her third eye even wider, gathering her snakes around her. With Sebastien occupied, she monitored the heat signatures of the combatants all around her. Nobody would be able to get close without her seeing them coming.
Summoning up a wicked wind, she was able to deflect the next projectile that came her way. The crack in the sky was already shrinking, her attention pulled away for too long. Grabbing the last two shrunken heads from her necklace, she threw them to the ground, commanding the spirits within to protect her. The gargoyle had stuck her hands inside of the monstrous maw of the spirit she had been wrestling with, then ripped it apart. The cyclops was fighting Sebastien, who had drawn a sword out of his cane. Sebastien had decades of sword mastery, yet the cyclops easily dodged his attacks, slashing away at his limbs.
The gargoyle was headed toward her now, and one of her spirits met it head on. They snarled and rolled across the yard, tearing up the turf beneath their slashing claws. Lily was trying to fly toward her, but the wind tossed her out of the sky, causing her to crash into Beth. The goblin swung a small club at Sebastien's knees, causing his legs to explode and send sand everywhere.
The centaur had reached the far side of the yard. Pinned in by the fence, her back hooves lashed out and knocked the spirit chasing her to the ground, and she galloped away. Undeterred, the spirit managed to grab Mike by the back of his shirt and pull him off the centaur.
Finally. She sent the mental command to the spirit not to kill him. The spirit obeyed, pinning Mike to the ground so Sebastien could reach him in time. He drew his blade, pressing it against Mike's chest.
"Everyone stop, or I'll..." Sebastien's eyes grew wide as Mike's body unfolded. Arms and legs covered in blades whirled around, reducing him to a pile of sand. Kali's mind jumped into a snake long enough to see that this Mike was, somehow, simply a mannequin dressed in his clothes.
"Where? Where is he?" Her consciousness spread out across the yard, her remaining snakes swiveling their heads. The rain had grown thicker, the melee being lost in the thunder. Frustrated, Kali called down the lightning, aiming for anyone emanating heat. The cyclops was able to dance away, quickly returning to the porch. The goblin had pulled Beth to safety, and the centaur took shelter back in the garage. The gargoyle had pinned the spirit to the ground, and Lily was caught in a vortex of wind that caused her to tumble through the air.
"Where! Where are you?!?" Colored runes appeared all across the yard, focusing on a point twenty feet in front of her. The ground split open, revealing a large stone sundial that rose from beneath. Giving up on her snakes, she looked to the skies, wondering if he was about to descend from up above. Where was he going to come from?
The remaining Sebastiens looked to her for guidance, pointing at the sundial and yelling, their voices lost in the wind. She turned around to see that another Sebastien was running toward her, his head bowed low. The crack in the Geas had grown even smaller, and the storm was beginning to rage out of control up above. The situation was devolving quickly, and she still couldn't figure out what Mike had planned for her.
Sebastien ran past, dodging the lone Iwa by her side, then put his hand on the sundial. It suddenly occurred to her that this Sebastien didn't carry a cane, nor did he have a mustache. Her jaw dropping in surprise, she sent the spirit barreling toward him, to stop him at any costs, and was shocked when a banshee stepped out of his body, her hair wild and her blank eyes wide with rage. She let loose a scream that could be heard above the roar of the storm, a scream that tore the Iwa to shreds. Kali grabbed her ears in pain, desperate to block out the sound.
"What?" She was in disbelief. What had just happened? She commanded the snakes, the remaining spirits, anything, to stop him.
Mike lifted his face, his lips blue with from the cold and his goggles aglow with runes of their own. "It's time for you to get the fuck off my lawn." He grabbed the sundial and gave the whole thing a twist, and Kali felt the whole world get yanked out from under her.
-
The plan had been complicated, but Beth has spelled it out masterfully. After activating the first rune, Mike needed to cross the yard to get to the pedestals under the lions where the other runes were hidden. It was decided that Lily would divert everyone's attention long enough to set up the next part of the plan, which involved having the mimic become a mannequin dressed like him. Naia had taken Dana, imprisoning her in the fountain in case she went feral. The fairies then used their magic to turn Mike's clothes white, to make him blend in with all of the Sebastiens running around. He had held on to Zel's side, his body hidden from view when they had burst out of the garage, praying he could hold on long enough to fall off just past the bushes.
The true genius of the plan had been allowing Cecilia to hide inside of him, the cold from her magic masking his presence from the snakes. While everyone's attention was on the mimic and Zel, he had moved across the yard and had activated the next two runes. With the goggles on, activating the runes was much like trying to catch a specific bee from the hive. His fingers dodged dangerous magic to touch the right ones, their magic falling into the dirt and gathering at the center of the yard. Running past the vodou priestess, he grabbed the sundial, feeling a surge of power through his arms.
"It's time for you to get the fuck off my lawn." He twisted the stone, sending a wave of magic across the yard. Kali flew through the air, crashing to the ground next to the large snake that watched over her. The lions on the entryway leapt down onto the grass, their manes ablaze with blue fire as they chased down Sebastien and swatted him into nothingness. The remaining spirit tried to flee, but was torn from the sky by one of the lions. Kali struggled to stand, the other lion approaching her quickly. It stopped only long enough to quickly eat the anaconda, then pounced on the priestess.
Kali was abruptly yanked away from the lion, her body pulled across the lawn and out onto the street by hundreds of shadowy arms. A dark figure in a black suit snatched her out of the sky, kneeling to set her down on the wet asphalt. Up above, the storm broke itself apart, rain falling across the yard. The figure stepped right up to where the grass started, but did not cross. Mike thought that the man was black at first, but realized quickly that the light seemed to bend away from him, his middle eastern features hidden away in the shadows. Even the rain itself bent away from him, leaving him dry.
"I see that we have failed once more." His voice was pleasant, but somehow sucked the warmth out of the air. Mike, still frozen from having Cecilia riding shotgun inside of him, somehow felt colder even hearing it. The stranger shook his head, his dark curls unmoving.
"And who are you?' Mike asked.
"You may call me Amir. If you would like to invite me in, I would be happy to speak with you."
"Do you think I'm dumb?" Mike fiddled with the goggles, trying to look at him with different settings. The goggles could see so many different things, and right now, they told him he was looking at nothing. No heat signature, no heartbeat. He may as well be looking at open air. Even the stranger's magic was somehow invisible to him. "There's no way in Hell that I'm inviting you in, and I am not giving you my house."
"I don't want the house. I only want what is mine." His eyes finally fell on what he had been looking for. Lily had bounced off of the stone wall and was currently fighting her way free from what was left of the same hedge Mike had hidden behind when he fell off of Zel. Her eyes had gone wide in terror, and she fought to free herself.
"Nothing here is yours."
"I beg to differ." His eyes locked on Mike. "I will offer you a one time deal Mr. Radley, but you will only have moments to make it, so please, hear me out. I am a patient man. I am patient enough to simply wait until you have passed away, leaving this place to the next Caretaker. I am patient enough to convince the others that this fight we have with you is not worth the toll it has already taken on my colleagues. I am patient enough to admit defeat, and return again when you have been long dead in the ground.
"However, I have no patience for disloyalty. That succubus belongs to me, and I will have her back. Hand her over to me, right now, and we will go away." Though his face was dark, his teeth were bright, making him look like a sadistic shadow.
Mike watched the man, then looked at Lily. She had managed to fall out of the bush, her dark eyes on the stranger at the edge of his yard.
"I don't know that you really have any bargaining power," Mike said. "With this sundial, I can keep you out of here for the rest of my days."
"Indeed. But you will be under house arrest. I will wait for you to step away, and I will kill you. A lifetime of being stuck in that tiny little home, wondering when we will try again. Paranoia at every hour of the day. Or you could return my property and have your freedom and my word that we will never bother you again. It seems to me that you are getting the better end of the bargain."
"Mike." Lily's voice shook. "He means it. He won't just kill you either. He'll make you suffer.."
"What? Do you want to go back with him?"
"She does." The stranger held out his hand. "Even if she doesn't know it. Give me her ruby and I will take the others from here and leave you in peace."
Mike chuckled. "She and I have a deal. She can't break it."
"But you can." This time, when he held his hand out, Mike could see the shadows clinging to him. It was like he had been poorly photoshopped back into the real world, the extra dark lines around his body the main indicator. "Now hand her over. I won't ask again."
Mike sighed. He walked to the edge of his yard, the stone lions moving at his side. They were an extension of his mind, but he knew they could not go past the boundary of the house. When he was about ten feet away, he stuck his hand in his pocket. The stranger's smile grew impossibly wide.
"You know what? Maybe she is too much trouble." Mike frowned. "Wait, hold on." He pulled his hand out of his pocket and felt around on the outside of his pants, then looked around. "That's so strange, where did it go?"
The smile faltered. "What happened?"
"Well, sometime between yesterday and today, I ran out of fucks to give." Mike grinned sheepishly. "Guess you're just going to have to be patient enough for me to grow a new one, or something."
Amir's eyes narrowed, and the ground shook, but Mike held his ground,his eyes never leaving Amir's. The rain had finally stopped, and the sun was coming out above them.
"You are a dead man, Mike Radley." He knelt down to pick up Kali. "You should have taken my offer."
Mike felt that cold feeling in his gut, but he was ready for the attack. An arm made of shadows quickly crossed the space between them, seizing him by the collar of his shirt. Mike's arm swung up, the dagger clutched tightly in his fingers, and he severed the shadow limb. It tumbled onto the ground and shattered, freezing the grass around him.
"Do you want me to check my pockets again, Amir?" Every fiber of his being told him to run away and hide, to flee from this man, but he felt it deep within his being, that voice of reason that said if he turned his back now, Amir would kill him.
Amir chuckled. The shadow arms lifted Kali, cradling her like a child.
"We have no more to say to each other." Amir walked backward onto the street. Someone had left a large, ornate rug just sitting on the asphalt. Mike's jaw dropped when it lifted Amir and Kali into the sky and flew away, Amir's dark eyes never leaving his until they were gone.
"Mike." Lily was at his side, her hand on his arm. "You should have given me back. Now they'll never stop. He'll never stop."
"I don't expect that he will." Mike let out the breath he had been holding, his limbs suddenly heavy. "Dude scares the shit out of me. Shadow arms and a flying carpet? What the actual fuck?" Mike looked at his front yard. "Shit. It's going to take days to fix this."
Lily laughed. Mike liked the sound of it.
-
Satisfied that Amir wasn't going to show his face again, Mike set the lions back on their pedestals. They assumed their original form, simple stone statues, once up there, but he could feel their magic burning in his blood still. The sundial had rotated slightly - of all the magical artifacts he had seen so far, he found it ironic that the most powerful defensive magic he had seemed to function like an egg timer. He had only partially twisted it, so he paused long enough to twist it the rest of the way.
Twenty four hours. In the next twenty four hours, he would have to twist it again to keep the lions activated. Part of him secretly hoped that the Society would show back up, magic blazing, only to get snuffed out for good in the middle of the night.
Celebrations were brief. Tink took the goggles from Mike then swatted him on the ass before inspecting the damage to the house. Sofia was using the garden hose to wash the blood off Abella, and Beth sat with Cecilia on the front swing, her head in her hands as she woke back up. Lily had vanished shortly after Amir had, and he hoped that wherever she was, she was doing okay. The mimic was still in the yard, a macabre scarecrow with one of his favorite shirts torn to bits. He picked it up and carried it through the door. Not knowing where else to put it, he leaned it against the wall.
He walked through the house into the back yard. Dana and Naia sat in the middle of the fountain. Dana was smiling, but still looked sickly.
"That was quite the commotion," Naia said. "But it's gotten pretty quiet. I take it you activated the defenses?"
"I did." Mike sat on the edge of the fountain. "The lions made very short work of the situation."
"And they'll attack anyone who steps onto these grounds with ill intent." Naia smiled, her memory of the home's defenses restored. "I wish I could have told you sooner."
"It's all part of the journey, isn't it?" Mike thought back to the last couple of days. Maybe it was a weird thing to think about, but he felt almost like every challenge was part of a path that had been set before him. He briefly thought of his vision, moving game pieces across a board, then dismissed it. He was ninety percent sure it had been a hallucination, a dream that had chased him into the real world. "And you? How do you feel?"
Dana shrugged. "I don't feel like I'm going to tear your face off, but I don't feel good either. Kind of cranky mainly."
"I am so, so, so sorry you got pulled into this. You need to tell me what it is I can do to help make this right."
"She still needs something from you," Naia said. "She's operating on borrowed time. The blood is rapidly wearing off."
"I haven't forgotten." He let out a sigh. Dana was avoiding his gaze, her fingers drawing shapes in the surface of the water. "But I'm getting the feeling that there's more to the story."
"There is." Naia moved by Dana's side. "Do you want to tell him, or should I?"
"Zel originally gave me a potion she had made, which was far better than the blood. She said that your sperm was in it, and I wanted to think it was gross, but I was so hungry that it really didn't matter. Anyway, Zel has a theory that if I were to eat your... fluids straight from the source, the effect would be magnified."
"And?" He could tell there was more.
"I've never been with a man before. This isn't a naïve virgin thing, this is a lack of interest thing. You're the first guy I've even been attracted to, and Naia explained to me that part of that is her fault. But honestly, I'm not super into you. Or men, in general." Dana let out a long sigh. "So in a way, I've kind of traded one prison for another."



"Well, could we save it? Keep some in the fridge? You could eat it later?"
"If Zel's theory is correct, the effect diminishes immediately upon exposure to air. Something about intent and intimacy. She wants me to collect it... personally." Dana sighed again. "Which brings up the other problem. When I drank it before, it made me super horny. And it ended up being okay, but only because someone was there to help me through it. Someone who wasn't a man. I'm still me, even if I'm dead. And part of me is afraid of what I'll become if I have to force myself to have sex with you just to stay alive. I feel like I have to choose between ravenous hunger, or losing my mind. It's hard for me to say it, but even if I just let you jack off in my mouth, part of me is gone forever, a part that waited for so long to be alive."
"Damn." Mike hadn't thought of that. She was dependent on him to stay sane, but didn't want to be involved with him sexually. "The important thing is that you need to decide what is okay for you. I'm not going to force you to do anything you don't want to do."
"You're not? I thought... I thought the others had to have sex with you to stay here?"
"Who gave you that idea?"
Naia rolled her eyes. Mike let out a laugh.
"Lily's been telling stories, it sounds like. I'm guessing she implied more than a few things. May I?" He gestured at the spot next to Dana. She nodded, so he sat next to her. "This is going to sound weird, but sex here and with the people in this house isn't like sex out there. Here it's no different than going to a movie, or eating ice cream with friends. Granted, there are a bunch of emotional attachments, but I'm not forcing myself on anyone. In fact, I think more than a couple of them have forced themselves on me."
"That still doesn't change the fact that I'm not attracted to you. I guess I don't know how I feel." Dana put her head in her hands. "I have a lot of time to think about stuff like this. It keeps my mind off of how hungry I am."
"You need to feed, but you don't want to forfeit who you are." He looked at Naia, then back at Dana. The spark of an idea was forming. "Out of curiosity, if I was a woman, would that help?"
"Well, yeah. But if you were a woman, you couldn't, you know..." Dana made a jacking motion in the air. "I mean, maybe if you were a squirter, but that's different. Something about how your sperm is meant to make life which is why it carries so much life force. A girl who squirts is just having a really good time, which is different."
"I think I know a work around." Mike lifted an eyebrow and turned to Naia. "If you think it will work?"
"Interesting." Naia's brow wrinkled in thought. "It might work."
"If it does, she doesn't have to be with me sexually, and you can be there for her after." Mike looked at Dana. "But you would have to be nearby, which means you'll have to watch."
"Watch what?"
"Watch me have sex with Naia."
"That doesn't help me." Dana crossed her arms. "Even if you came in her and pulled out, it still gets exposed to the air."
"That's where you're wrong." Mike reached over to Naia and flicked the skin of her arm. The moment his finger touched her, her skin became transparent water. It made a tiny splash. "If I come inside of Naia, she can make her body turn to water and keep it warm. In a weird way, it's kind of like it came just from me. Then you can drink it directly from her"
Doubt was written across her face. "Maybe."
"If it doesn't work, I figure it will buy us some time. What do you think?" He directed the question at Naia. She had already slid one strap of her gown off her shoulder, her breasts pushed up by her crossed arms.
"I think you should come over here." Her grip on his shirt was strong, and his feet splashed in the fountain in an attempt to catch his balance. When she kissed him, he felt like she was trying to inhale his soul. He lost his balance and fell back. The water formed beneath him, holding him up without getting him wet. It was an odd feeling, the cool water against his skin, but the warm woman on top of him had his full attention.
"I've missed you, lover." She kissed her way down his neck, tiny spheres of water floating around her. "Next time, I fully expect you to take your time with me."
"You think this is going to be quick?" He watched her undo his pants. His cock sprang free, eager to see her.
"We mustn't keep our guest waiting." Naia gave his shaft a lick. "And if you think you've seen all my tricks, you have another thing coming."
"Let's see what you go- HOLY HELL!" With her mouth on his shaft, he felt her insides liquify, creating a sudden increase in pressure as her innards swirled. He kicked his legs so hard that one of his shoes went flying across the fountain at Dana, who snatched it out of the air. Every time she moved her head to the base of his cock, he felt that intense swirl of water when she slid her mouth back off of him.
"Whoa." Dana leaned forward on the edge of the fountain, gray eyes shining in anticipation. "I can smell your pre-cum from here. It's making me hungry."
Mike couldn't find the words to respond. His hips were already bucking on their own. Naia pulled her mouth off of him then stood, her dress disappearing. She turned around and sat down on his cock, her labia parting around his cock. Her vagina was doing the same thing her mouth had, and she started playing with herself, her legs spread wide to give Dana a show.
"Urgh, Naia!" Mike squeezed her plump ass cheeks, lifting his hips to further penetrate her. Water tendrils held him in place, and Naia began a slow grind against him, the suction causing his dick to inflate. His nerves were ablaze, and tiny sparks formed along his fingertips, sparks that made chills run through his spine.
"Wow, what is that?" He heard Dana ask. He was too busy with the sight of Naia's ass to bother looking.
"That's a nymph's Pearl. I'll tell you more about it later." Naia looked back at MIke. "I'm surprised you've held back this long."
"It's been a long day," he grunted. Naia's blue-green hair bounced across her shoulders when she looked back at Dana. The tattoos on her ribs glowed and the water beneath him vibrated. The vibrations became more powerful, and he could feel them now in his cock. Naia's whole body vibrated too, and she let out a moan that turned into a laugh, then back into a moan.
He didn't notice at first, but she had slowly lifted herself away from him, just his glans still inside of her. The vibrations traveled all along his shaft, his dick held in place by the powerful suction of her pussy. He groaned.
Naia sank down on him. The bubbles in the fountain popped, and her insides were like molten glass, so hot and smooth. Her body pulled him in while the water beneath him stroked his balls. Naia let out a shriek of sweet agony that penetrated to the center of Mikes being.
Mike came, spurting his hot seed into Naia's pussy. Her insides shifted, sucking him farther into her and draining his balls. He groaned, and Naia's back became translucent, turning into water. He watched his spunk get pulled up into a milky sphere at her center, tiny sparks of magic radiating off of it. She kissed Mike on the lips, her thighs releasing him. He sighed, sinking down to the floor of the fountain. The water of the fountain had vanished and Naia walked over to where Dana sat.
Naia climbed onto Dana's lap, straddling the zombie's hips. She pushed some loose strands away from Dana's eyes, then moved her hands along Dana's sides. Her hands moved up to Dana's breasts, then slid past to tilt her head back. When their lips connected, Naia's body became translucent again, and Mike watched as his load migrated up Naia's body, passing into Dana's mouth.
"Wow," Mike whispered. It was less than a second after Dana swallowed when her cheeks darkened, fresh blood flowing to the surface. Dull gray strands of hair immediately regained their shine, hovering somewhere between blonde and silver. Her eyes sparkled when they opened, and a strand of cum dangled from her lips when she broke her kiss with Naia. When she opened her eyes, they were an icy blue, the gray hidden behind the gemstone color.
"You look almost like you did before," he told her. "I mean, you're still a bit different, but you don't look like you're on Death's door anymore."
"I feel great. I feel... warm." She wiped a tear from her eye. "It's almost like I'm alive again. So many emotions are going through me right now. I feel like I swallowed fire and lived to tell the tale." She pressed both hands to her chest. "And for the first time since I died, I don't feel hungry."
"That's good. I'm glad." Mike moved away from them. "But you still look a bit... off."
"It's better than the alternative." Dana shifted, her ass rubbing against the smooth stone. Through her jeans, Mike saw that she was pressing her thighs together. "I don't want to be ungrateful or anything, but can I have some time alone with Naia?"
"Absolutely." Mike stood, a small pang of jealousy in his chest. His relationship with everybody was open and honest, but the idea of Naia being with anybody but him did sting just a little. He knew it didn't make sense. That was the part of him that was still human. He looked back just once to see Dana's lips on Naia's breasts. The nymph winked at him and he smiled back. Even if it did bother him, he was willing to bet that he owed Dana a debt that couldn't be repaid. He pushed open the back door, taking care to pull it shut behind him.
When he walked around the corner into the living room, he tripped over the small chair that had appeared there. He rubbed the sore spot on his shin. "And what are we going to do with you?"
The chair sprouted arms and shrugged.
"Oh! Wait!" Mike fumbled through his pockets and pulled out a key. "Does this go to you?"
He waited for a response, then remembered the mimic could only transform when nobody was looking. Some strange monster version of being pee shy. He blinked and found himself looking at a typewriter. The keys clacked on the paper tucked into the roll.
NO
"Oh. Any idea what it goes to?" He waited for a response, and the mimic typed the same word again. "Okay. Well, thanks for your help earlier. You made a pretty good me."
YOU'RE WELCOME CARETAKER MIKE. The typewriter dinged, and Mike blinked. The grandfather clock walked on thick wooden legs to its post by the stairs, then lowered itself into place. He patted it affectionately, then stuck the key back in his pocket. That would be a mystery to solve some other day.
Mike walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge. He said a silent prayer of thanks to whatever god was listening that a beer had been tucked away behind the milk. He popped the top off and sat down, putting the mouth of the bottle to his lips. It wasn't even his favorite brew, but it was the most delicious thing he had drunk in days.
"Not gonna watch them fuck?" Mike coughed beer out his nose, foam rolling down his lips. He turned in his seat and scowled at Lily. She leaned against the kitchen counter, her tail tracing shapes on its surface.
"You startled me." He used his shirt to wipe the beer off his face. "And no, I'm not going to watch them have sex."
"You're not a little curious?" Lily walked past him and pulled down one of the blinds with her finger. "Don't you wanna know what college pussy looks like?"
"I... no. No I don't." He frowned at his beer. She had caused him to waste a bit of it. "It was obvious that she wasn't into it."
"But she was. She hungers for it, you know? Your cum, specifically. You could have made her do anything, made her beg, taken advantage of her desperation." Lily turned around, her breasts in her hands. "Oh Mike, come in my mouth, I'm so hungry." She spoke in Dana's voice.
"Shouldn't you be standing on somebody's shoulder right now?" He pulled another drag off of his beer. "Talking them into suicide or something?"
"You're really not gonna look?"
"No. I haven't heard the full story, but I'm ninety-nine percent certain that this is somehow my fault. I imagine she's going through some hard changes right now, and the least I can do is give her her space."
"Wow. You really aren't going to look." Lily's tail swished behind her. "Now that I'm back, I suppose you want to give it to me though, right? Pound my ass against the counter?" She bent over, wiggling her butt in his face.
"Honestly? I just want to finish this, see if they need any help out front, then go to bed. Oh!" Mike slammed his beer against the table, causing it to foam over. "I do want to give you something!"
"This oughta be good." Lily crossed her arms and smirked. "Did you draw up a roommate agreement for me? Blowjobs every Thursday? Anal Mondays? Since the week is gonna fuck you up the ass, might as well do it for real."
"Why do I feel like you're punishing me for something I didn't do?" Mike pulled open the kitchen drawer and pushed aside the scissors and the keys. His fingers closed on the little jewelry box.
"What can I say? I have trust issues."
"Obviously. Here. I bought this for you." He held out the jewelry box. Lily recoiled from him.
"What is it?"
"A rosary. I figured it's about time you found Jesus." He laughed at the look on her face. "It isn't a rosary. I saw it online and thought of you, so I bought it. Almost forgot I had it."
"What do you want in return?"
"Nothing." Mike shrugged. "I mean, if you don't like it, I can take it back. Like I said, made me think of you."
Lily took the box, a dubious look on her face. She opened it, her eyes growing wide. "Where did you get this?"
"Ebay. May I?" He pulled the necklace out of the box. It was a red agate stone set in silver with islamic lettering around the sides. "The red made me think of your hair. And your eyes. And your attitude, if I'm being honest." She held her hair up so he could fasten the clasp behind her neck. "I kind of figured it could be a peace offering. I felt like the last time we saw each other didn't end as well as I would have liked it to. This place is still your home if you decide to stay. I want you to believe that."
Lily held up the pendant. Her eyes looked through it, focused on something he couldn't see. Several seconds passed, and the hint of a tear appeared in her eyes.
He was about to say something when she suddenly disappeared into a cloud of black smoke, the stink of sulfur filling the room. He coughed, waving a hand in front of his face. The odor was bad enough that he set his beer down, a bad taste in his mouth.
"Demons," he muttered. He left the beer behind and went out to the front yard to see how he could help.
I really hoped you enjoyed this chapter as much as I enjoyed writing it. This was my very first big action sequence, so I hope I did it justice.
Don't forget to rate, comment, or send me a note, I love hearing from you! Expect to see the next chapter in the next couple of weeks. Much love to you all, and be kind to one another! Until next time!
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Hey all! I am back with the last chapter of Part 2!
This chapter has some fun surprises in store to wrap up the story I started in Ch. 13. If you are just now finding this tale, you're gonna want to go back there to get caught up (or better, go back to Ch. 01.
The Lit community's enthusiasm has given me the drive to keep this tale going. Without all the kind letters, comments and ratings (and occasional songs), this story would have simply gotten lost on a hard drive somewhere.
Part 2 (Ch 13 through 26) is roughly 136k words. Every single one of them was written for the wonderful people here to enjoy, and I certainly hope you enjoy this chapter as much as I enjoyed writing it.
Enough from me. Let's finish this in style.
*****
Bigger on the Inside
"Ugh." Mike held up a hand to shut out the sun's light. It had been a late night trying to lay down all the new sod in the front yard. The lightning blasts and storm had killed off most of it, and only a few of the shrubs had survived. The delivery had showed up six hours late, and Mike and the others had to hastily unroll the sod beneath a scorching afternoon sun. Tink had crawled into bed with dirt on her hands and feet, her goggles pulled down over her neck. Mike had fallen asleep in his shirt, his back sore from hauling sod.
"Rise and shine, lover." Naia called out from the bath. "Sofia said to tell you that breakfast is ready, and if you don't come down soon, there won't be any left."
"Mergh." He slid out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom.
"You're filthy," Naia declared, standing on the surface of the water in the tub.
"Yeah. I was so tired." He stretched, his joints cracking. A yawn slipped out of him. "What's on the agenda for today?"
"Remodel of the garage. Zel hates the current setup, but she hasn't said anything to you yet. I think Tink used your computer to order the parts already."
"Sounds good." It had been over a week since he had chased the Society away, and he had spent those days fixing the mess they had made. He pulled off all his clothes and tossed them in the hamper. "Anything else?"
"It's the big day." Naia helped him into the tub so he wouldn't slip. She wrapped her arms around his waist. "Beth will be here any minute to make it final."
"Excellent." He closed his eyes, and felt the water in the tub surge around him. It took only a few seconds, the powerful vortex of water scrubbing his skin clean. The water fell back down with a splash, and Naia lathered his hair with shampoo. "I'm hoping things slow down soon. I feel like things have been a little hectic."
"At least nobody is trying to kill you today." She pressed herself against him again, her breasts squishing against him. The water vortex worked its magic, and Mike opened his eyes. Naia gave him a kiss on the nose.
"Thanks," he told her and got out of the tub. The water on his skin stayed behind, and he was instantly dry. He put on some clean clothes and left his room, closing the door behind him. The smell of fresh food made his mouth water, and he jogged quietly down the stairs, ducking at the bottom to avoid the sudden swirl of fairy lights over his head. As far as he could tell, Blue had run off with a piece of bacon, and Red and Green had given chase.
"It's about time." Sofia said, then set an extra plate on the table. She wore an apron over her gown. "I figured you were going to sleep through breakfast." Tink was already at the table, his laptop just to the left of her plate. She opened her mouth wide to shove in syrup covered waffles.
"Do I smell bacon?" he asked.
"Blue took the last piece. She was the early bird, she got the worm." Sofia handed him a cup of coffee. "You'll have to settle for sausage and toast."
"I feel so punished." He smiled at her, but she didn't return it. He took a sip of the coffee. "Tastes good."
"Of course it does." She rolled her eye. "Everything I make tastes great."
"I think you taste great." He reached around her and gave her ass a pinch. Her cheeks turned red. "Even if you are a little sour at first."
Sofia stayed quiet, but he saw the slight smile on her lips just as he looked away. "Today's the big day Tink. Are we ready?"
"Think so," Tink replied. At least, he thought that's what she said. It was hard to hear around the mouthful of waffles. He patted her on the head and sat down next to her. She was busy filling up his online shopping cart with decorative wood.
"Has anybody seen Dana?" Mike noticed that she wasn't at breakfast. Even though she didn't eat, she had been there every morning.
"She said she left you a note." Sofia pushed some sausages from her skillet onto his plate. "On the table by the front door."
"Ok, thank you." He put some butter on his toast. "Hey, do we have any-"
Sofia slid some scrambled eggs onto his plate.
"Thank you." He ate quietly, watching Tink scroll through six different websites to find what she needed. He cringed at the amount of syrup she was getting on his keyboard, but stayed quiet. He barely had time to use the laptop anymore, and he had passed on several of his clients to other web developers already. Mike's days of working a normal job were nearly over.
"Mmm!" Tink licked her fingers clean then slid off her chair and disappeared around the corner. He figured she was off to go fix something important. He slid his laptop over and gave it a quick wipe down with a damp paper towel before doing some shopping of his own.
His phone rang on the counter. Sofia handed it to him.
"Hey." It was Beth.
"I'm on my way back right now," she told him. "I will probably be there in just over an hour."
"How did it go?"
"We had some trouble, but nothing we couldn't handle." He could hear the smile in her voice through the phone's speaker. "I got everything I needed, so we are headed your way now."
"Stay out of trouble." He hung up the phone then finished his eggs. He helped Sofia with the dishes then walked out into the front room. He noticed immediately that the grandfather clock was gone. He looked around and saw that a large white envelope with his name had appeared on the mantle.
"Uh oh." He approached the mantle and opened the note to read its contents. He let out a sigh, then tucked it in his back pocket. There was nothing he could do about it now. He walked to the back door to see that Zel and Tink stood by the fountain, scrutinizing a diagram that Zel had drawn. He didn't feel like getting involved yet, so walked out the front door of the house to be alone.
Well, almost alone. Cecilia was on her swing, watching the front yard. He gave her a wave, then walked down the steps to where the sundial was. He gave it another twist, setting the defenses in place for twenty four more hours. He didn't feel the need to wait until it was almost done before resetting it.
"Did you sleep well?" Cecilia asked him when he stepped back onto the porch. He shrugged, then sat down next to her.
"I did, but not enough."
"I have always wondered what it would be like to sleep. Sometimes, if I sit long enough, my mind wanders to old memories."
"It can be like that. I used to dream a lot about my childhood."
"You don't anymore?"
"Not like I did. Those dreams weren't very good, but I quit having them not too long after I moved in. Our dreams are a place where our greatest desires or worst fears can find us. They can be chaotic or detailed, logical or just plain weird. I had a dream in college once that I became a pizza, and the other kids in the dorm were eating me and I got really upset because I was afraid I would miss my finals."
"That... is really weird."
Mike laughed. "Yeah. It didn't make sense. I guess the best way to describe dreaming would be if your memories blurred together and you ended up remembering things wrong or different than they actually happened."
"I see." A small grin appeared on her face. "Do you ever dream about me?
"Why dream when I have the real deal?" Mike affectionately ran his fingers through her hair, shivering when the cold sparks jumped to his hand. He was about to say something else when he noticed a flash of red beneath the strands of white. He used his fingers to pull it free.
"Is something wrong?" she asked.
"I don't know." A long streak of her hair was now a deep red. "Your hair. It's a different color here."
"I was wondering." A shy smile appeared on her face. "Ever since our time in the cave, I have felt a little bit different. It's almost like a small part of you got left behind, a warm part that keeps me company in the wee hours."
"I think the same thing may have happened to me. When I was trapped in Baba Yaga's school, my soul had a white tuft of hair, and the sparks were there when Ratu and I had sex. What does it mean?"
"I'm not sure. My kind was never built to be with your kind, and maybe this is the price."
"It would have to be more than that." Mike thought about what Naia had told him. "Part of my soul is a nymph's soul. Did we do the same thing? Did part of my soul swap with yours?"
"My kind do not have souls, not in the sense that you or Naia do. But I wonder - nymphs perform magic through sexual acts. If you are part nymph, then that could mean that you perform a similar kind of magic through sex. Something happened to me in the cave, something wonderful. For a little while, I felt the cool air on my skin and the wind in my face. So many emotions ran through my being, I couldn't process any of them."
"When the magic was done, I thought it was temporary, wild magic as a result of our coupling. But some sort of spell has been cast, and I think it means that I will carry a part of you with me forever." She leaned into him, sliding her arm around his and holding it tightly. "I would gladly pay such a price again."
Mike felt it then, that surge of electrical energy. It migrated through his body, his arm hairs standing up on end as she charged him up. Somewhere, deep inside himself, he felt something resonate, magic of his own that wanted to sing along.
"Cecilia, I-" He was interrupted by the sounds of boots striking wood, Lily appearing before them in a puff of smoke. Lily flipped her hair over her shoulder, adjusting the tight white button-down she was wearing. She held a paper plate in one hand with a large piece of cake.
"Sorry to interrupt. Beth's farewell party just finished, so she will be here in a bit." Lily used her finger to remove a large chunk of frosting, then sucked it into her mouth. "I brought you some of her cake."
Mike took the plate from her and laughed. Lily had licked the cake clean of any sugar. "How did you teleport here from there?"
"I can always teleport to my ho-" Lily froze, and she stuck her finger in her mouth, licking imaginary frosting off of it. "To the place where my master is. It's no different from being commanded to return to my ruby, it prevents me from running away."
"So if I asked you to return here, no matter where you were, it would just happen?"
"I... yes. But I wouldn't be very happy about it." Lily grabbed some cake off of Mike's plate and stuffed it into his mouth. "Speaking of, I need something from you."
"All you have to do is ask." Mike ate a piece of cake off of his plate. "What do you need?"
"You." Lily turned around and planted her ass in his lap. The swing wobbled with the sudden weight, and Cecilia slid over to make room for her. She grabbed Mike's hand and placed it on her stomach. "But don't make a big deal about it."
"Lily, I..." he stopped talking when she grabbed his hand and placed it on her breast. It suddenly occurred to him that he had never actually touched her in the real world. She wiggled her butt from side to side, teasing an erection out of him.
"Don't worry, I totally have an agenda. Nothing has changed between us." She tilted her head to the side. "Now kiss my neck."
Mike obliged, starting up by her ear and moving down to the crook in her shoulder. Her white blouse slid to the side, and he could see down her shirt. She wasn't wearing a bra, her dark nipples rigid beneath the fabric. He gave them another squeeze, appreciating how supple they felt.
An icy blast of air hit him from the side, and his breath immediately fogged up. He turned his head to see that Cecilia's eyes had narrowed at the two of them, her hair already standing on end.
"Oh relax," Lily said, her fingers hooking into the top of the banshee's dress. "We're sharing today." She gave a hard yank, and Cecilia floated toward them, her eyes widening in surprise when Lily kissed her. Tendrils of ice formed on Lily's face, so she broke contact.
"Wow, kissing you is like licking an iceberg! Brr!" She licked her lips, turning her head toward Mike. "Kiss him. I want to see it up close."
Mike thought Cecilia would argue, but was surprised when she grabbed his face in her hands and kissed him. Her body floated in the air, the air filling with electricity. He fondled her breasts through her dress with one hand and stroked her neck with the other. While he did that, Lily's hands untucked his shirt and slid beneath the fabric, moving along his hips and ribs. She dry humped him through his pants, her black dress pants making a shushing sound while she moved.
Mike fought with Cecilia's dress to get his hands onto her skin. Her dress fought back, pushing his hands away from her cool skin. Lily was busy pulling Mike's cock free of his pants but her eyes were on Cecilia's supernaturally clingy outfit.
"That's spooky," she declared before sucking Mike's dick into her mouth. Her tongue toyed with his urethra, the head of his cock becoming engorged inside of her mouth. She licked the full length of his shaft, her drool making his cock shine in the morning light. The cool feel of Cecilia's lips on his contrasted beautifully with the sensation of Lily's hot mouth and whenever she disconnected from his cock, a spark jumped from the head of his dick to her lips.
Cecilia reached down to help pump his shaft while Lily sucked on it and her cool touch thrilled him even farther. She stroked him with a tight squeeze at the base of his shaft, then a soft grip when her hand slid back down.
"Whoa!" Lily jerked her head back, rubbing at her eyes. "Your hand went through my face!"
"Sorry," Cecilia muttered. "I have to concentrate to touch people, and I wasn't thinking about touching you."
"Don't think twice about it. In fact, I have an idea." Lily pulled Cecilia down to join her. "I want to see you blow him."
"You don't have to-" Mike began, but Cecilia didn't hesitate to suck him into her mouth. Static built up along the swinging bench, and he shivered. Lily licked his balls while Cecilia focused on the glans of his penis, and their fire and ice routine had his muscles tightening up in a hurry. He was taking heavy breaths now, each expulsion of air sending a cascade of bright white sparks onto the heads of the two women fellating him.
"Keep going," Lily hissed, backing away. "Focus on his cock. What a good little screamer." She pushed down on the back of Cecilia's head, her hands suddenly passing through. Mike wondered what she was up to when she stood up, her pants disappearing in a puff of smoke.
Lily put a finger to her lips, a sly grin on her face. She mounted Mike, her hips passing through Cecilia's head. The banshee kept focus, her lips and tongue working their magic as Mike's cock slid into the succubus.
"Holy...fuuuuuuuck!" Mike grabbed the swing with both hands, his hips shaking. Cecilia's head bobbed up and down through LIly, the succubus giving a playful grin and swiveling her hips from side to side. Mike's hips bucked on their own, the sparks now making his muscles contract.
"Gah!" Cecilia lifted her head away, a long trail of spit connecting them. "No fair!"
"Come here." Lily pushed Cecilia into the air, her body floating. Cecilia held onto Mike's shoulders while Lily fought with her skirt. "Ok, the clinging clothes thing is weird."
"You have a bug tail..." Cecilia whispered so that only Mike could hear. It made him laugh.
"Just need you to concentrate long enough for me to do this. Now sit."
"Yes please," Cecilia murmured, her hips floating onto Lily's lap. Mike could see that Lily had pulled her panties to one side and had slid a finger inside of the banshee.
"Focus on just my hands. Shit, this is going to be so hot." Lily placed her hands on Cecilia's hips, her fingers passing through her the first couple of times. "I can honestly say this is my first time trying this," she said once she had a grip, guiding Cecilia's hips through her own and onto Mike's dick. Mike let out a low moan when he felt the cold touch of Cecilia's labia spreading around him, his cock already buried deep inside of Lily. The shocks passing between them were making his legs shake, and both Cecilia and Lily moaned counterpoint to one another.
"Gods!" the banshee cried. Cecilia's hands found Mike's shoulders, and she moved slowly up and down, capturing Mike's body heat through his cock. Lily timed her own movements so that she was rising as Cecilia was sinking, the women moving opposite of each other. Lily's hands were on Mike's ass, and she leaned back, her tail pushing off the ground to keep her up. The top of her vaginal wall rubbed against the head of Mike's cock while Cecilia slid forward, squeezing his cock from both sides.
Mike felt like the world was spinning around him. His brain couldn't process the influx of pleasure, and his whole body tingled from within. Sparks had formed across his whole body, jumping back and forth among all three of them. Lily let out a guttural growl when they hit her and she shifted her hand to her crotch, frantically rubbing her clit. This seemed to have an effect on Cecilia, her hair billowing wildly through Lily. Her voice climbed higher with every moan, and Mike squeezed her breasts through her dress, his own breath getting away from him.
When Cecilia came, all of the electricity jumped onto her, crawling across her skin like tiny magical spiders. She let out an ear piercing wail, and Mike and Lily both plugged their ears. The circling storm of electricity flowed up to her hair and burst, bolts of miniature lightning jumping the gap between Mike and LIly as she disappeared from view. The sudden lack of sensation from her disappearance was enough to allow Mike to hold off his own orgasm which caused the sparks on him to make the journey across his legs to the succubus.
"Oh, fuck!" The electrical build up flowed into Lily, and Mike came deep inside her pussy, coating her insides with his hot cum. The sudden shift in magic caused Lily to scream, and horns burst violently out of her forehead, her wings suddenly appearing.
Her shriek became a low, guttural moan, her eyes literally smoldering. He felt her body become hot in his hands when her own orgasm burst, a wreath of fire appearing over her head. The chains on the swing broke, and they fell to the ground together. When they hit the ground, Mike thrust into Lily hard, and the electricity flowed back into him.
Mike moaned, the magic rocketing through his entire being. He felt hot and cold at the same time, his balls tingling as the pressure drastically increased. His cock had grown so hard it was almost painful, and he let out a growl of his own. He grabbed Lily by the tail and pulled, her body swinging around so that he was looking at her ass. He sat up and pushed her forward, using her wings as a handhold to get on his knees. He pounded her from behind, the pressure becoming unbearable until he blasted her insides again. The electricity jumped all along Lily's body and Mike kept pulling on her wings, trying to force himself deeper inside of her.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck!" she cried. Every time Mike slid his cock into her, she transformed. She became an older woman with large breasts, a younger woman with a tight ass, a redhead in a lifeguard suit. With every transformation, the shape of her vagina changed, the sudden shift in tightness and texture driving Mike wild as he kept thrusting. Lily screamed in several different voices, her swollen pussy clinging to him like velcro. Her tail wrapped around Mike's waist, holding him inside of her when she came again.



The electricity flowed back into Mike, and the fire chased it. He was instantly rock hard. Lily, herself once more, looked over her shoulder with a sadistic smile on her face.
"More, I need more!" She pulled him tightly to her with her tail, and Mike let go of her wings. He grabbed her ass, then leaned forward to play with her breasts. He cried out with every thrust, ice cold sparks dancing between them as he came a third time.
His cock squirted twice, two large loads deposited into her demonic womb, and the electricity crawled across her ass, soaking into her skin, and the fire left him once more. Lily screamed again, then started shifting forms. This time, she became the girls of the house. She was Naia, then Tink, then a much lighter version of Abella. When she became Sofia, her eye glowed red and yellow, and when she turned into Cecilia, only part of her skin was completely white. The women of the house started to melt together, and Mike found himself fucking a bright green version of Beth with Naia's hair, then a stone Sofia.
"Cum in me, cum in me, cum in me!" This time when she came, her skin burst into flames, the fire chasing away the electricity. It flowed back into Mike one last time, and he hollered, his cock immediately firing one last hot load into her eager body. He fell forward, pushing her to the planks beneath them.
Neither of them moved. Mike pulled himself along the porch until he was face to face with the succubus, her eyes staring into the distance.
"That... was something I..." Lily was at a loss for words. Her tail and wings disappeared, but her horns remained, the tiny halo of fire above them shrinking away. "I haven't come like that in centuries. Definitely not in my real body."
"Yeah." He didn't know what to say. In that moment, the sass and anger always just an inch below the surface seemed to be gone. For a split second, she seemed at peace, and he was afraid to break the spell. They quietly laid next to each other for several minutes, Lily's eyes slowly returning to normal and the fiery halo over her head vanished. The frost that had formed over the wooden planks melted into nothingness as the sun climbed higher into the sky.
"Listen." Lily faced him, but her eyes looked away, focused on the sky behind him. "I'm not going to be around much, but I am going to stop in every now and then. Not because I have to or anything."
"That would be good. That way we know you're doing okay." MIke gave a small grin. "Just try not to make too much trouble."
Lily stuck out her tongue. It was still blue from the frosting. She stood up and readjusted her clothes with a puff of smoke. Mike groaned, his body protesting the fall from the swing. He shook his head at the swing. Cecilia was going to be pissed when she reappeared.
"Do you think you can help me fix this?" Mike looked at Lily, but she was gone. He fought the urge to roll his eyes, convinced she was watching him from somewhere.
He went looking for Tink and brought her to the porch to inspect the swing. They quickly fixed the split planking and readjusted the chain. When they finished, Tink stood back to appraise their handiwork. Mike examined the swing to make sure it looked okay, then sat on it to make certain it wouldn't dump Cecilia on her ass.
A small shadow formed in the front yard near the sundial, a dark circle that got progressively bigger. MIke stepped off the porch and looked to the sky. A dark figure with large wings was descending in a tight circle, a figure clutched in its talons. Mike watched in amazement as Abella gently deposited Beth on the grass. She had a backpack on, and carried a silver briefcase in one hand and a suitcase in the other.
"How was the party?" he asked.
"Dreadful." Beth replied. "It was one last stop I didn't want to make, but I don't need suspicious coworkers trying to find me after I quit."
"Were you able to get everything you needed from your house?"
"Yep! Just the irreplaceable things, and a couple of my favorite outfits." She held up the silver briefcase and then the luggage.
"And you didn't run into any problems?"
"The Society had somebody watching the lobby, but they never expected me to come in the window. Someone is going to have a bad day when they figure out I'm gone for good. I sent the documents out to sublet my apartment and left them all my furniture." Beth's face twisted and she shifted forward violently. "Sorry, hold on."
She pulled off the backpack and opened it up. Jenny popped out of the top and looked up at Mike.
"Guess she doesn't want to be stuffed away any more." He knelt and gave Jenny a pat on the head. "I guess that's it then. Are you still going to take the blue room?"
"Oh yes." Beth's eyes sparkled. "I think that's the room for me." She put her backpack on and walked up the steps. Tink grabbed the briefcase and Mike picked up the suitcase. "Never thought I would get to live here."
"You can still use my tub," he told her. "Just gotta let me know first so I don't walk in on you."
"Don't worry. We can draft up a roommate agreement." They stood in front of the door. Mike handed her one of his spare keys and pushed the door open.
"Welcome home." He held the door for her and she crossed the threshold. The instant they were all inside, the ground beneath them rumbled, and a sound like distant chimes filled the air. They looked at each other, setting down all the luggage.
"What was that?" Beth asked. "Are you under attack again?"
"Can't be. I turned the dial." He opened the front door, but nobody was on the lawn. He ran down the steps, his eyes on the clouds above. He half expected a crack in the sky, or Amir on his flying carpet with a handful of lightning bolts to throw. The ground shook again, then settled. Abella circled overhead, and Cecilia had appeared on the porch, worry on her face.
"See anything?" Beth stood beside him, her eyes on the road.
"Nothing." He knew he had felt the ground shake.
"Mike." Beth's hand tugged at his. "Turn around."
He cast one last look at the street, then turned. His jaw dropped.
"No fucking way," he muttered. "There's just no fucking way."
"I wonder what it means." Beth said. The roof of the house was now easily twenty feet higher. The front porch was slightly wider as well, and a whole new bay of windows was now visible to him. Tink stumbled through the door, then caught herself before falling off the steps. She ran out to stand next to Mike, her eyes wide through the goggles.
"House bigger on inside now!" she said, pulling at his hand. "Whole new floor with different rooms!"
"That's... but that's..." It wasn't just that the house had grown, but his memory of it had too. He thought back to that first day with Beth, the day she had shown him the place. They had walked up the stairs, ignoring the second floor entirely, then walked the rest of the way up to the third floor where Naia was. Even this morning, he had walked past without paying it any mind. "How is this possible?"
"Well then, Mr. Radley." Beth flashed him a grin. "Should we go inside and see the rest of your house?"
"Our house now. And yes, we should. Hey Tink?" Mike looked down at the goblin, a huge smile on his face. "Go get your tools. I think we're going to need them." He cracked his knuckles, then wiggled his fingers in anticipation. It was time to see what else the house had in store for him.
-
The Uber driver pulled away from the curb, leaving Dana on the sidewalk by herself. She walked up the driveway for the first time since she had been killed here over a week ago. She had a Walmart bag in one hand and a suitcase in the other. The garage was still unlocked, and she walked inside to her apartment.
Alex's bike sat on the floor, the fender scratched up from Dana's crash. Busted engine parts lay scattered everywhere. Kneeling down, Dana picked up a spark plug and sighed.
"This isn't how it was supposed to be." She tossed the plug on the floor, then lifted the bike until she could engage the kick stand. She set her suitcase down and opened up the Walmart bag. It was a cathartic process, pushing the dents out with her bare hands and then trying to buff out some of the scratches. Fresh off of a morning infusion of Mike's cum, she could feel the magical energy surging through her limbs. While the effect would decay over time, she had discovered that eating his cum not only made her look and feel alive, it made her stronger as well. Not superhero strong, by any means, but she could easily lift Naia in her arms with little effort.
A couple of hours passed, and Dana finally stood back to admire her work. The bike looked roughed up in places, but it was still in pretty good shape. Dana's nostrils flared on their own, the scent of sulfur permeating the room.
"Where do you think you're going?" Lily asked.
Dana chuckled. "I didn't think you would let me get away so easily." She reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. "I spent the last few days in the Library with Ratu. She thinks she may have found a way to bring me back to life. There's some magical items out there that she can break down, apparently."
"Don't feel like guzzling cum for all eternity?" Lily walked around Dana's garage, her eyes taking in the room. "It's not all bad."
"Maybe if I had been born a different way. Anyway, Ratu gave me a pretty solid lead, but I'll need a fast ride to get there. I only have about three days before I lose my shit, but I can ride overnight without any issues. Figured I would finish fixing up the bike and go on that."
"Don't want to fly?" Lily asked.
"Too dangerous. Even if I'm full, it's like being in a candy shop, all those people with their scents. I tried to ride a bus a couple days ago and felt like the world was closing in on me. Besides, if we hit a delay or anything, things could go bad. That, and I don't have the money for a plane."
"Mike does." Lily inspected the bike now, her fingers touching the handlebars. "You know he would buy you a plane ticket if you asked."
"He would. He really is a nice guy." Dana sighed. "Honestly? I feel weird enough eating his man juice. This is something I very much want to do on my own." She walked up the stairs to her room. Under her desk, she found her school bag, which she stuffed a few pairs of clothes into. "I've been planning a trip like this for awhile now, and what better way than hunting down some magic items so that Ratu can fix me?"
"So I guess this means goodbye."
Dana laughed, slinging her backpack over one shoulder. "Not really. I'll have to come back every few days to feed. Embarrassing, but Ratu figures I would have to blow a dude who isn't Mike every few hours to stay sane, and nothing is as restorative as Mike's semen. Something about the magic in his blood. God, what a weird thing to say. Still, I appreciate that he's let me be with Naia after he's done. I mean, it's not like it's a huge sacrifice, but I'm sure he has better things to do than have sex with her on a schedule."
This made Lily laugh. "Even if he's different, he's still a man. He's living the dream, I assure you."
"Yeah, well I'm not. Which is why I'm going."
"Well, I'm afraid I'm going to throw a wrench in your plans." Lily shook her hair, and her outfit rippled, turning into a tight pair of leather pants and a white t-shirt with upside down words that said "If you can read this, I fell off my bitch's bike." "I'm coming with you."
"You don't have to do that." Dana walked down the stairs. "I would love the company, but I don't need you to come along."
"Actually, you do." Lily held out a piece of paper. "You see, Ratu gave me the same list. And I know that some of these places aren't reachable to you. Not unless you want to turn around just as you get there."
"I guess I'm not certain how you can help." Dana set her backpack down.
"Let me show you." Lily pulled Dana in, her lips soft against Dana's. Her tongue darted into Dana's mouth, and Dana's eyes widened. She broke the kiss, her face frozen in awe.
"You... you taste like he does..."
"Milked him dry just an hour ago. I've got a whole batch of baby batter, fresh and hot in here." She patted her lower belly. "If I come with you, I can act as a surrogate."
"But how? You can't have just swallowed it."
"Please. A succubus can keep a man's sperm fresh and use it to impregnate a woman months later. I used to do it as a practical joke sometimes, knock a woman up with another man's kid."
"That's... convenient, but kind of evil."
Lily shrugged. "I mean, I'm not claiming to be perfect. Regardless, if I come with you, you can track these things down without being rushed, and I can make return trips to freshen the supply when I start running low."
"That... would be amazing." Dana shook her head. "I mean, if you don't mind."
"I've done a lot of bad things in my life. I'll admit that I'm proud of some of them. However, the Society did this to you, not Mike. I know what it's like having my life shit on by those guys, and if I can help undo some of the wrong I've done by helping you out, then I will." Lily flipped her hair, then flashed a big smile, striking a dramatic pose. "So, when do we leave?"
"Right now. Let's do this Tock." Dana picked up the suitcase and tossed it. She closed her eyes and with a loud bang, Tick-Tock had become the engine of the motorcycle. It roared to life, and Dana pulled the bag up over her shoulders. She mounted the bike, then looked back when Lily got on, her arms tight against Dana's stomach.
"Never drive faster than your demons can fly," Lily said.
"I never do," Dana replied. "That's a pretty necklace. Where did you get it?"
"Oh, this?" A grin crossed the demon's face. "It was a gift from someone special. No one you know, or anything." Lily's horns and wings vanished, and Dana drove her bike through the gap in the garage door where she had escaped a lifetime ago. This time, she felt like she was running toward something rather than away.
She stopped at the end of the driveway and looked back one last time. Tick-Tock rumbled beneath her, and Lily's arms around her waist gave her comfort. It suddenly occurred to her that, before the clock had arrived, she had already been dead inside. She had been going through the motions, but she had been too caught up in restoring the bike to properly live. She had been completely alone.
Now that she was dead, she was riding into the sunset on a sentient shapeshifter with a succubus at her back on a quest to bring her body back to life.
She revved the engine and a smile broke across her face.
"Let's run some red lights," Lily whispered into Dana's ear.
Dana left a streak of rubber on the asphalt, the neighborhood becoming a blur around her. Lily let out a cheer, her arms tightening around Dana's waist as they sped up. A few shortcuts through town had them on the highway going almost a hundred miles per hour, their first destination a small shop in Fort Collins, Colorado. The wind whipped through Dana's ponytail and the magical engine roared between her legs while the speedometer gradually climbed.
She had never felt more alive.
*****
If you enjoyed that, please leave a comment, a rating or send me a letter. I read all of them (even if I don't respond). I absolutely love hearing from people, and I can honestly say that a few of you have sent me emails that have absolutely made my day. Many of you out there relate to Mike in one way or another, and I adore seeing the love you all share for my characters (except for Daryl, apparently).
Mike and the girls will return in Ch. 27 which I will post sometime in mid-November (hopefully). I always update my bio on the same day I upload here, so follow my profile to get notifications when something good drops!
The Society will be off licking their wounds for a long while, so part 3 will focus on a threat from within the house that Mike has yet to discover. It's time for him to get to know his new home better. Many of you have asked for this, so I am making it happen, and it will be the main storyline as we go into 2019.
Dana and Lily will return in an adventure of their own next year. You won't want to miss it.
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Royal Pain
Mike, Beth, and the goblin Tink stood at the foot of the stairs, looking upward in awe. Only moments ago, the earth had trembled when Beth had brought in her luggage, the house outwardly expanding. However, it wasn't as simple as that-looking up the stairs, the new second floor started at the landing where the stairs changed direction. In his mind, Mike now had memories of passing by that hall without a second thought. It wasn't only the house that had grown, but his memories as well.
"This is amazing." Beth's voice was just above a whisper. She had set her luggage on the floor.
"You're telling me. Do you remember this at all?"
Beth nodded. "I can't tell you how many times I dropped by to check on the place after your great aunt Emily died. Thinking back on it now, I vividly remember walking past that hallway and never actually checking it out, but I also remember never noticing it." Beth had been the estate agent who had first walked him through the home almost a week ago. Had it really only been that long? "It's so hard to explain."
"It's like the Mandela Effect. People with a collective memory of an event find out they've all been wrong somehow. The big difference here is that we now remember ignoring something we never saw in the first place." Mike walked up the stairs, his left hand on the railing. At the top of the railing was a smooth metal ball. To the left was the new hallway. "I know that I have never seen this ball before, but I have a memory of grabbing onto it every time I come down the stairs. There's a smudge on the other side." He stepped into the hall and looked at the ball. Sure enough, the smudge was there.
"What could cause something like that?" Beth asked.
"There's a spell on the house, a geas. It's a type of powerful enchantment. Until you are invited in, you can't actually see the creatures who live here. It's why you never spotted anything out of the ordinary."
"Then how did I come in? Or the maids to clean it?"
"You were working for my aunt, technically. Logically, you were acting as a temporary Caretaker, so you were allowed entry." He shrugged. "That's my best guess, to be perfectly honest."
"Could we ask Naia about it?"
"Maybe. The geas can alter memories. When I first moved in, Naia had forgotten about the others. They only seem to remember things when I discover them."
"Tink in deep sleep," the goblin said from behind them. She already had a rag in her hand, and had started polishing the smudge off the railing. "When house sleep, everyone sleep. No wake until husband finds."
"That's about right." Mike stepped into the hall. The wooden floor looked like it had been recently waxed, and the hallway made a sharp, ninety-degree turn. Windows along the hall let in plenty of light, and Mike walked up to the first door, grabbing the knob tightly in his hand.
"Ready?" He looked over his shoulder. Beth and Tink nodded, though Mike saw that Tink was holding her wrench tightly in one hand. He held back a laugh and twisted the knob.
It didn't budge.
"Huh." He rattled the knob, then tried to give the door a push. When nothing else happened, he tried knocking.
"So... that was anti-climactic." Beth moved next to him to help. He was suddenly aware of how close she was, and how the curve of her ass pushed into him when she pressed her shoulder into the door. "Is it locked?"
"Must be." Mike crouched down, noticing the keyhole under the knob. Or rather, where the keyhole should have been. A dark grey substance was just past the tiny portal. "Hey Tink, is that what I think it is?"
"Husband move." She swatted Mike on the butt and took his place. She put her magical goggles on, the tiny lenses flicking down to give her a better look. Tink jerked her head back, a look of horror on her face.
"Nasty!" She retched dramatically. "Disgusting shit!"
"What is it?" Mike asked. Beth had pulled a key out of her pocket and was scraping at the substance blocking the keyhole with it. "It's clay or something like it, right?"
"Shit. Poop. Doody." Tink's whole face wrinkled in disgust. "Stupid fuck shit in the keyhole!"
Beth dropped her key.
Mike's jaw dropped. "How do you shit in a keyhole?"
"Very carefully." Beth said, an odd smirk on her face. Mike could tell she was trying not to laugh. "Or not. We haven't seen the other side of the door."
"Can you get it out?" Mike asked Tink. He really didn't want to break down the door or damage the lock too badly. God forbid he piss off whoever lived inside, and with the amount of repairs they had been doing lately, he knew that finding a door that would look right was going to be extremely difficult.
"Maybe, but take long time. Poop like concrete. Super hard." Tink pulled a screwdriver out of her toolbox and shoved it in the keyhole. Using her hammer, she hit the back of the screwdriver, making the whole door shake. She gave it another whack, and the screwdriver snapped in the middle.
The colorful string of expletives from the goblin had Beth red in the face, her lips pressed tightly together.
"You're loving this," Mike said.
Beth nodded, her eyes on Tink. The goblin had thrown the handle of the screwdriver at the door. The handle had bounced off, rolling across the hall and coming to a rest along the baseboards. "Maybe we should go check out the other rooms?"
"Certainly. C'mon Tink, we'll deal with that door later." They turned the corner and Mike let out an appreciative whistle. The series of windows all looked north into the backyard and into the woods behind his house. The wrought iron gate behind the fountain looked even larger from here, and the light illuminated the two wooden doors on his right. At the end of the hallway was another door.
"I'm guessing they are bedrooms." Mike walked to the first door and gave the knob a twist, but it didn't budge.
"This one too?" Beth asked. She knelt down, but Tink pushed between her and the door, scowling through the thick lenses of her goggles.
"Shit!" Tink gave the door a kick then ran down to the next one. She stopped briefly at the next door and stomped her feet in frustration. She ran to the end of the hall and uttered curses under her breath upon inspecting the lock.
"All of them?" Mike blinked in disbelief. Who would block off the doors? And why with poop?
"Hello?" Beth knocked on each of the doors. "There's nothing to be afraid of, we're friendly."
Mike placed his ear on the door closest to him. He heard nothing through it.
"Tink buy new drill from magic screen. Get some bits for concrete." Tink walked around the corner and Mike could hear her stomping down the stairs. He had no doubt that she was headed for his laptop to put in an order at one of the local hardware stores.
"I guess it'll have to wait for tomorrow." Beth raised an eyebrow. "Wanna place any bets on what's inside?"
"I can guarantee we will both lose somehow." Mike smiled, and Tink yelled in surprise from the bottom of the stairs.
Beth and Mike ran down the stairs, Mike jumping the last few and turning toward the sound of Tink's voice. He ran out of the living room and tried to turn into the kitchen, but ran into a wall that had never been there before.
"What the hell?" He looked and saw an opening to his left. Stepping through it, he found himself inside of a very large dining room with ornate china cabinets along the wall and a table that could easily seat more than ten people comfortably. Tink was standing at the other side of it, feeling the wood with her fingers.
"Is very good." She gave the table a knock. "No remember, but actually remember."
"I..." Again, Mike somehow had a memory of bolting through this room and never quite seeing it. This one was harder to swallow for him. It easily would take a couple of seconds to cross, so it couldn't just be memory loss.
"Oh boy." Beth leaned against the wall, her head in her hand. "This one actually makes me feel dizzy."
"It isn't just our memories. I get walking past a hallway and never going down it, but I remember going through this room, and that doesn't make sense. Is the memory a fabrication?"
"That's a good question." Beth moved away from the wall. "Unless the house erased our memory of it as we passed through."
"That almost makes the geas sound alive, or sentient."
"Isn't it?" The way Beth asked the question told him that she had already made up her mind. "The house waited until today to expand. How far can it go, I wonder?"
"If that's the case, then how many rooms have we walked through already? That kind of time adds up and I think we would notice that it takes a really long time to cross the house. It can't just be memory manipulation, it has to be something more."
"Yes, well, before we do any more exploring, I would like to go lie down for a bit. Unlike some people here, I've been up all night."
"Yeah, okay." Mike poked his head out the other side of the room to see the small kitchen table that he and Tink had eaten breakfast at. His laptop was still on it. "Hey Tink, go ahead and get that stuff ordered. I want to get into those rooms as quick as I can."
Tink jumped onto the nearest chair and opened his computer, her fingers clicking on the keyboard. He could hear her pounding on the keys while he grabbed Beth's luggage by the front door. He tried to pick up the briefcase she had brought with her, but she snatched it away from him.
"What's in there?" he asked. "Must be important."
"Sorry, reflex. This was my dad's case, he gave it to me when I moved out. It's just a few things from my apartment that I couldn't live without. Old copy of The Hobbit I got when I was young, stuff like that."
"Hey, you're entitled to your privacy. I've just learned to be curious about everything, especially creepy little dolls." Mike and Beth both laughed. At the time, Beth's possession had been a serious matter, but they had both come to terms with it.
"Speaking of Jenny, you should probably get her out of your bag."
"Oh, right!" Beth opened up her backpack and pulled out the little doll. With a porcelain face that they had cleaned up and a pretty green dress that Tink had made for her, she looked less ominous.
"Here ya go." Mike took the doll and walked into the living room. The front window overlooking the yard had been covered with dark curtains which he parted to allow in more light. The window sill had been deepened to allow for the large dollhouse that Tink and Mike had put together. It was tucked in the corner of the window, initially hidden by the curtains. It looked like a caricature of the home itself, with a finely carved turret on top with a toy gargoyle hanging from the gutter. Inside, roughly where Mike's room was, sat a small chair built just for Jenny. He set her in the chair and pushed her to face toward the front yard.
"And she likes this?"
"Loves it. She kept haunting Tink to help her draw up the plans. Tink kept complaining about it because apparently Jenny kept doing that when she was busy with other stuff." Beth had been gone while they had been building the dollhouse during one of her many trips into the Labyrinth. Mike had learned from her about the potential magical items that had been sold at an auction, so he had her visit with Ratu to see if they could identify any of them from the itemized list she had kept from her visit to the New Castle storage facility.
"I'm probably going back down there again later tonight. Do you think Dana wants to come with me again?"
Mike shook his head. "Not this time. She left me a note. Ratu thinks she found some magical items that may be able to bring her back to life." Dana's soul had been bound to her body, meaning that she would never truly die. She was hoping to cure her condition so that she could properly die and be reunited with her girlfriend in the Afterlife.
"That's good news, isn't it?"
"She left the house to go find them. Took the mimic with her." Ratu, a powerful naga, was capable of breaking magical items down and preserving the magic within to combine with other magic. "Apparently something on that list you made might be able to help her."
"Oh no. Won't she get hungry if she doesn't eat... uh..." During Beth's stay at the Radley house, she and Mike had been careful to avoid any discussion of his sexual dalliances with the others, but he knew that she had long ago caught on. "Your... essence?"
Beth was referring to Mike's semen. Dana had been turned into a zombie to infiltrate his home, but because his soul was bound to a nymph, his semen had powerful magical properties which kept Dana from feeding on the living, but only if she ate his cum. "She found a way to prolong the effects. She'll be fine."
"I see." Beth started to say something, then pretended to cough instead. "I guess I'll go to my room now."
"Yeah, sure." Mike picked up her backpack and her suitcase, and followed her up the stairs, trying to avoid staring at her ass through her clothes. It was still a bad habit, and the nymph's magic running through his blood didn't make it any easier.
Later that night, Sofia the cyclops made them all a big dinner of lamb. They ate out by the fountain on some makeshift tables that Tink had put together out of scrap. They all came out to celebrate their new roommate, the yard suddenly loud with their voices. Tink had put on a cute dress that Naia had helped her pick out, and Sofia wore a regal light blue gown that came to her ankles. At eight feet tall, she towered over everyone else.
When the sun had fully set, Cecilia the banshee made an appearance, her body hovering over the festivities. The three fairies circled overhead looking very much like twinkling Christmas lights. Abella had taken her post on the roof, her sensitive ears turned toward the front of the house. The Society kept a constant watch on the front of the house, hoping to catch Mike off guard.
That wasn't going to happen. Mike smiled at the weird family that had surrounded him. Even though Beth was still the outsider, they treated her like one of their own. It had simply made sense to offer her a room in the home, especially with the sinister forces determined to discover the secret of the home.
"Penny for your thoughts, lover." Naia's lips on his ears made him shiver in delight, and he reached back to wrap an arm around her waist.
"What do you know about the real second floor?" he asked. She smelled of fresh rain on a summer day. "The one that appeared. The doors are all blocked."
"Surprisingly little, actually." Naia rubbed Mike's back through his shirt. "Emily mentioned it to me once, but it was shortly before she passed. She forbid the others from going there, as it had just appeared for her."
"Wait, so the second floor is technically new?"
"I guess. One of the previous Caretakers may have mentioned it, but I couldn't even tell you who." Naia frowned. "Usually when you find something in the house, my memory of it returns. I'm sorry I can't be of any more help."
"Don't worry about-" Mike's jaw dropped when a pair of dark figures stepped out into the light of the garden. Ratu wore a beautiful silk kimono with a golden dragon emblazoned across the front and back. Behind her stood the minotaur Asterion, his giant axe in hand.
"My colleague here was very adamant that we come tonight."' Ratu smiled, her tiara sparkling atop her head. The fairies had stopped where they were, dropping down to hide behind the others. "I found it comforting that you have already spent much effort making us feel welcome."
"Ratu." Mike stood and offered the naga a hug, which she accepted. He felt her lick his neck with her overly long tongue, which made him flinch. "I didn't think you were coming. Don't you need to be monitoring the Labyrinth?"
"The Labyrinth will be fine for a bit, I have warded the entrance to notify me if it is breached. And I wasn't going to come, but Asterion made me. Surprisingly, I missed seeing my visitors." She smiled at Beth, who was looking at Asterion and blushing. "Welcome to your new home."
"Thank you." Beth wore a black gown with a pair of horn rimmed glasses. Tink had stolen them earlier, wearing them around the house as a fashion accessory until Mike made her put them back. She rose from her seat at the table to shake hands with Ratu, then gave Asterion a hug. The minotaur hesitated before hugging her back.
"Well, it's good to see you too." Mike offered his hand to Asterion, who contemplated it for several seconds before shaking it.
"We can be friends too." he said. Mike thought it an odd thing to say, but didn't bother asking about it. Asterion found the vegetarian dish that Sofia had made specifically for Zel. Beth helped him put together a plate of it, which required that he set down his axe. Mike nearly laughed at his reluctance to do so, the minotaur looking back and forth from his weapon to the food.
Where was Zel? The centaur had been there for a while, but had vanished. Mike excused himself and checked in her garage. They had redone a good portion of the small building. The door to get in was now a stall door with a top that opened separately. They had built her a comfortable stall to sleep in with hay scattered on the floor and a comfortable quilt for her upper half. Her alchemist table was a mess - clearly she had been working on something.
Stepping back out into the night, he skirted the fountain and walked around the house. There was a narrow corridor behind the home that used to be thick with Mandragora vines, but that creature had left last week to replant itself. Walking toward the greenhouse, he saw that the door was open.
"Zel?" He stepped through cautiously. Inside the greenhouse was a jungle that went for miles from the door, the door itself built on top of a large cliff overlooking it. He had been assured that the greenhouse held many rare and valuable specimens for potions and spells, but it was never anything he had gotten involved with. Zel spent most of her day at her table working with the ingredients she had brought with her, and would go back into the greenhouse from time to time.
"There you are." He spotted her on the edge of the cliff. She was slightly taller than he was, her skin pale in the moonlight. Zel was wearing feathers that she had braided into her hair and a sleeveless tunic. Around her human waist was a large sash that matched the rest of her outfit. Her ankles were adorned with bracelets she and Tink had woven out of leather scraps with bits of ribbon mixed in. "Everything okay?"
"We're about to find out." Zel pointed at the sky. The moon was rising in the distance. It looked different than the one over his house. His best guess was that the greenhouse was somehow on another plane of existence. "I've been waiting for that."
"The moon? I mean, is it technically the moon? Our moon?" Mike had no idea what the name of the moon was. "That moon?" He at least felt like he was asking the right question.



"Yes, that one. I could have used the moon in the backyard, but I didn't want to do this in front of the others. Come here." She patted a rock next to her so Mike sat down. She pulled a slim vial from between her breasts. "I have to drink this right when the moon climbs over the horizon and I want you to be here just in case."
"In case what?"
"I've never told you the truth about why I'm here. Emily never let me live in the house, so I lived out here in the wilderness by myself."
Mike nodded. He had initially been distrustful of the centaur because of this fact, but had quickly learned that she was worth the risk. Her potions had amazing curative properties, although he didn't always approve of the ingredients she used.
"Well, in a lot of ways, I was actually hiding. From my tribe."
Now this was new information. "Why would you want to hide from your own tribe?"
"I was betrothed. It isn't uncommon for centaurs to do such a thing shortly after birth. It allows us to monitor bloodlines, make familial alliances, whatever. Breaking a betrothal is essentially forbidden without very good reason."
"I see. Were you hoping to marry for love or something like that?"
"What? Oh, no, nothing quite so simple." Zel walked along the edge of the cliff, her tail swishing in the light breeze drifting across the cliff tops. Mike noticed the ripples in her human hair, how the gusts caught the edges of her tunic and revealed a little more of the tanned skin beneath. "Centaurs are proud. I believe this is a stereotype that carries over into this world, yes?"
"Of course."
"Then understand the differences between us. When a human is born with a disability, what do you do?"
"Depends on the disability. Do surgery if it's fixable, otherwise learn how to raise it and love it anyway." It's what he would do, anyway. Life wasn't always so kind.
"Centaurs will meet you halfway. If it can be fixed, they do it. Our medicine is second to none, and plans will immediately be made to prep the child for recovery. However, if something is really wrong, something that can't be fixed with medicine, then there's a different solution."
"What's that?" Mike thought he knew where this was going.
"When I was young, my dam's friend gave birth to a child that was born with legs that would never hold him up. They were hideous and malformed. The chief of the tribe killed the child for them so that the tribe would never be burdened."
"That sounds terrible." The death of any child would be, and he winced inwardly. His hunch had been correct.
"Yes, but is it actually? A tribe can be forced to move at a moments notice. It can be for reasons of war, or a hunt, or even something as simple as a forest fire. Such a creature would be unable to hunt or support himself, and he would never be allowed to breed. Is it crueler to end such a creature, or to allow it to live with the misery of its own existence?"
"That's one of those workplace conversations you're not supposed to have." Mike gave Zel a grin, but she clearly didn't understand what he meant. "For humans, we have an argument similar to that. For a lot of people, it comes down to what it means to be alive, and maybe if their god disapproves of it."
"Centaurs have no such debate... usually." Zel had stopped, her eyes on the horizon. "You see, I was born with a disfigurement that could not be fixed. However, it wouldn't hinder my contribution to the tribe either, so my parents chose to hide it. When I was young, I lost them both to a troll raid, and only my aunt knew of my condition. She was, after all, the midwife at my birth."
"Go on."
"There are many legends about centaurs. We have theories, but the only thing we know for sure is that we are half human, half horse." Zel's face suddenly grew red. "But if you ever meet another centaur, do not tell them that."
Mike nodded.
"Anyway, where does the horse end and the woman begin?" Zel pulled up on her shirt. The fine gray hairs of her horseflesh eventually melded into a smooth human belly. "It's different for everyone. It isn't uncommon for a centaur to be a horse up to their pecs, or even human between their horse legs. That can be covered by clothing, and doesn't hurt anything. However, a centaur baby can be born with a horse's head, or even human feet. Such a creature is usually destroyed right away by its own parents.
"You see, I was born with such a deformity, one that is easily hidden but would become all too obvious on my wedding night." Zel turned her back to him, her tail swishing back and forth. She reached back to grab it, pulling it out of the way. Mike wasn't certain what he was supposed to be looking at.
"It looks okay to me." Beneath her tail, the light fur faded into the soft flesh of a beautiful vagina. He was surprised at how normal it looked until it finally dawned on him. "Oh shit, you're a human back here!"
"Yes. Centaurs mate from the waist down. I was born with a human vagina, one that will not accommodate a horse's cock, nor a centaur child." She let go of her tail. "On the night before my wedding, my aunt brought me here that I may live. You see, I was betrothed to marry the chieftain's son, and my deception would be cause for death on my wedding night."
"Because you have a human pussy?"
"I am an abomination. My parents let me live, thinking they could someday find a way to make me whole, but they never found a way. This greenhouse is a legend to my people, and my aunt tasked me with finding a way to cure my affliction and someday return to my tribe."
"And have you?"
Zel's head dropped. "Yes and no. You see, such a feat can be accomplished only by the combination of science and magic, but magic is, by nature, often wild. I did find an ingredient that would work though, and a ready supply of it."
"Are you talking about my sperm?" He felt like his semen was officially the swiss army knife of alchemy these days.
"I am. Your semen alone contains a powerful life force, but there is something more. It carries residue of an old magic, something wild and untameable. By that nature, I had to make a choice. I could try to create a potion to restore my equine qualities or to amplify my human ones. In the realm of risks, one could say that only one of those is a safe bet."
"So you're saying that you made a potion that will turn you human?"
Zel nodded. "I hope so."
"But why? I think you are amazing as you are."
"I may be amazing, but I am alone. I can never truly be a part of my tribe - the most I can hope for is to be cast out, much like I already am. And though I may be a part of this household, I can't even go inside without fear of slipping. I am limited, and I do not like it."
"Zel." Mike shook his head. "I'm sorry you feel that way."
"It is no fault of yours. This is something I have lived with, and will likely continue to." The moon was nearly risen now, and she held the vial up. "The light of the rising moon is the last ingredient. The moon signifies change and transformation, life and birth. I hope that it may signal my own transformation as well. If it fails... I did not think I could bear for the others to see the result."
"Then let's see what happens together." He crossed his legs, shifting to make himself more comfortable. It was a pretty evening here in the greenhouse, and the others wouldn't come looking for him right away.
She nodded, holding the vial up so that the light of the moon shone through it. The moment the moon crested the jungle, the liquid inside took on a golden hue, glowing intensely like a tiny star. Zel stepped away from the edge of the cliff, then turned around to sit across from Mike.
"To wild magic." She pulled a small cork out of the top of the vial and swallowed it. An amber glow descended across her body like a shimmering gown of light, swirling outward. Zel cried out, tilting forward onto the ground. Mike got off the rock and tried to help her up, but the curtain of light was swirling around her now, pinning her to the ground.
"Zel, are you okay?" He was answered by a scream. From where he sat, he could hear a series of snapping noises coming from where her legs were. Steam rose from below her, the shimmering light blinding him now. He closed his eyes and held tightly to Zel, who was now crushing his hand in hers.
Zel screamed several more times before growing quiet. The light faded, the steam gently drifting off the cliff. His eyes still hadn't adjusted, her dark form dimly lit by the moon. She shifted in front of him, messing with the large sash around her waist.
"Please. Help me stand." Her hands were shaking. Mike got up on his knees and pulled. Zel pressed into him, her breasts pushing into his chest. She used his shoulders to stand, her body shaking. The sash she had loosened tumbled across her lower body to become an ankle length skirt. She grunted, standing up with Mike.
"It... it worked!" He stared in awe. The potion had made her human!
"Not quite. A failure, albeit an interesting one." Stepping away from Mike, she grabbed her skirt and lifted it upwards. Her feet were a cross between human and horse, a large hoof where her toes should be. Her muscular calves were not the smooth skin of a human, but rather the furry limbs of a beast. Inspecting her transformation, she pulled the skirt higher. Somewhere near the top of her thighs, the fur transformed into human flesh. When she dropped her skirt, she made a face. Frowning, she pulled a small knife from her pocket and turned around, stabbing the fabric.
"What are you-" She pulled her tail through the opening. It was nearly as long as her legs were.
"That is certainly inconvenient." Zel shifted her hips from side to side, the tail swishing against her skirt. "I imagine it will be difficult to find pants that fit."
"So it this... is this you now?"
She smirked, the moonlight sparkling in her eyes like gemstones. "No. When I made the potion, I deliberately built a failsafe in. It will last either an hour or a couple of days, but it's hard to know for sure given the nature of its components, specifically your contribution. Hmm." She hiked up her skirt again, revealing a perfectly smooth human ass with a horse's tail right above it. "I would estimate that I am roughly twenty percent equine still. It's mostly in the legs. This form at least grants me mobility, but I'm afraid the tail prevents proper integration into human society."
"I mean, if it helps, human society really isn't that great to begin with." It was the whole reason he loved living in the house. He had never fit in very well with other people, quickly finding a spiritual synergy with his new roommates. "You have to pay taxes."
"You can tell me about these taxes some other time." Zel pulled him closer. "Dance with me."
"D-dance?"
"It's something I've always wanted to do. To dance like humans do." She placed her hands around his shoulders. She was slightly shorter than he was now, her intense eyes sparkling. "PLease dance with me."
"I, uh..." He put his hands around her waist. He wasn't exceptionally good at it, but he had learned a few basic slow dances from a previous girlfriend who thought it would help with his intimacy issues. Naturally, it hadn't. "Ok, it's been a while, but I'll do my best."
He pulled his phone out of his pocket and opened up his music. He had tons to pick from - for the longest time when he was in college, he had made a little money on the side by putting albums on flash drives for other students. He loaded up Paramore's 'The Only Exception' and started moving to the beat.
Zel closed her eyes, allowing Mike to lead her. They danced in a small circle, illuminated only by the rising moon. Zel's hair and tail trailed behind her, her movements quickly becoming more graceful as she adapted to her new legs. Near the end of the song, Mike gave her a little twirl, watching her skirt and tail flare out in a large circle beneath her waist. When he pulled her back in, her eyes were open and her mouth hungry, her lips finding his.
"Mmh!" MIke nearly fell over, shifting his weight. HIs hands circled her waist, feeling her supple ass through the thin fabric of her skirt. Her fingers traced along his upper back, exploring the curve of his shoulder blades, then touched his face.
She broke the kiss, her eyes gazing deeply into his. "Pardon my aggressive nature. I worry that the duration of the potion will be short, and desire to experience a few things before it ends."
He laughed. "I kind of figured."
"I am unbroken. In human terms, that means that I am virginal and have never engaged in sexual relations with another living being. I do have experience, but it has all been with inanimate objects."
"Then it's time to change that." Mike kissed her some more, touching her jawline and then running his hands through her hair. He could feel how nervous she was, sense the trepidation as her fingers explored his body. She had touched him so confidently before, when she was a centaur.
Fear of rejection, lover. This time, the innate sexual sense that had manifested itself before had a voice, and it belonged to Naia. She's afraid that you will find her incomplete state unappealing. Touch her somewhere else.
He listened, moving his hand down her breast to her waist, then spinning her around. She let out a small, playful shriek, then pressed her ass into his groin. He reached around her, running his hand up along her belly. With his other hand, he rubbed her ass first, then moved up to stroke the hair of her tail. He ran his fingers through the stiff hairs, then tugged it past his waist, pulling her ass harder against him.
Zel let out a moan. She tilted her head back, giving him access to her neck. He kissed it, deliberately teasing her by breathing out by her ears. She laughed, taking the hand on her belly and bringing it up to her breast. With her fingers interlocked with his, she showed him how she liked her breasts squeezed. He marveled at how supple they felt through her leather tunic.
She grabbed his hip and squeezed. Mike pulled his hand free of hers and felt along her belly, moving his fingers down beneath the fabric of her dress. Her smooth, human skin transitioned into the soft felt of horse flesh in places, but she was all human when he neared her labia.
"Nngh!" Her hips bucked forward when he touched the engorged lips of her pussy, her swollen clitoris still folded away. She was already soaking wet, her furry thighs slick with her juices. Mike took his time, teasing her outer folds and stroking her inner thighs. With his other hand, he slowly pulled her skirt up, revealing her legs to him.
In the light of the moon, it looked like she was wearing gray leggings with the crotch ripped out of them. She had no true pubic hair, rather a soft patch of felt where it should have been. He tucked the front of the skirt into the waistband, holding it open. He used both hands now, his left hand to tease her outer folds and his right hand to spread her open and penetrate her. She moaned loudly, grinding her ass against his cock, which had become hard beneath his pants. He pushed back, his dick now between her buttocks.
He bit her on the neck, lightly. She shivered, moving her ass out of the way to squeeze his cock through his pants. When she rocked her hips, his fingers moved in and out of her.
It took her several tries, but she managed to free his cock from his pants, stroking him with a firm grip. He pushed her forward, and she got on her hands and knees in front of him, shaking her tail in his face. He grabbed a handful of the wiry hair and pulled, thrusting his hard cock inside of her.
The sound she made was somewhere between a growl and a laugh, her legs trembling. He kept a tight hold of her tail, pumping himself into her while running his other hand along her hips and legs. He liked how her fur became incredibly soft right where it became skin, petting those parts of her while he pounded her from behind. When she lifted her head to look back, he used his other hand to grab a handful of her hair, pulling back on that as well. Her head tilted skyward, a throaty laugh emanating from her mouth, followed by a loud moan.
Be a little rough. Naia giggled in his mind. Was she actually there? Could she sense what he was doing, watching him from afar? Or was this just that small part of her soul, grafted onto his. Would she experience his life all at once when he died, or would it just be random memories she could pull up and view like an old movie?
MIke thrust into her roughly, yanking her head back. He wrapped her tail around his hand like a rope, alternating his yanks between head and tail.
"Harder. Harder!"
He fought the urge to yell giddyup, letting out a small yell instead. She reached back to play with her clit, her fingertips brushing against his shaft. Several minutes passed this way, her body going limp and giving him full control. Her cries came in loud bursts, and a small orgasm ripped through her body. She pulled her head free of his grasp and crawled off of him, turning in place to face him. She kissed him hard, her tongue tracing circles on his while she pushed him onto his back.
"Now it's my turn to ride you." She pinned his shoulders down and lowered herself onto his cock, shuddering in pleasure when he sank into her. Her vagina was deep, easily taking him all the way down to his balls. She lifted herself up until he almost slipped out of her, then slammed herself back down. It didn't take her long before her self control eroded, eyes closed while she bounced up and down, pausing occasionally to grind her thick clit against his pubic bone. She grunted through clenched teeth each time she did this, her eyes shut in concentration. Mike grabbed onto her hips, moving his hands down to her furry thighs to help her move. When he could, he teased her by tilting his hips to pull his cock out, then pushed it back in when her cries became desperate.
"Oh shit," she hissed, the rhythm of her hips suddenly irregular, her whole body tensing up. He grabbed onto the top of her thighs and pulled her tightly against him, lifting his hips off the ground. Looking down, he could see her engorged clit appear and disappear from view as she pressed into him, his lap suddenly wet with her fluids.
She let out a loud grunt that sounded suspiciously like a neighing horse, her whole upper body now vertical and both hands squeezing her breasts through the thick fabric of her tunic. Her whole body quaked above him and her vagina squeezed down on the head of his cock. He held back his own orgasm, lifting a hand to tenderly caress her cheek. Letting out a final squeal, Zel squirted all over his lap, soaking his skin and the ground beneath them.
She collapsed, her face fitting perfectly in the crook of his shoulder. They were both breathing hard, just slightly out of sync with each other. Zel didn't wait long to start stroking him, keeping his dick nice and hard.
"It's so much better with someone else." She teased his urethra with the pad of her thumb. "And it was definitely better than I imagined it would be."
"I'm glad to-oh!" Zel had moved quick, crawling down to suck him into her mouth. She was using one hand on the base of his shaft and the other to massage his balls, easily taking him deep with her own lubrication to help. Mike lifted his head to watch her, using a hand to pull her hair aside for a better look.
Zel's hands worked miracles on his shaft, and he blew his load in her mouth. Her cheeks bulged out, and he could hear her swallow in surprise. She pulled her mouth away, trying to catch what she could in an empty vial she had pulled from somewhere. Giving him a few last strokes, she caught a few decent globs in her flask.
"That felt wonderful Zel."
"Mmm-hmm." She pulled another vial out and held it to her lips. Semen and spit filled the vial, far more than she had caught in the other. "You came way more than I thought you would. I swallowed some and wasted it."



Mike chuckled. He didn't feel like it was a waste. There was something sexy about knowing that his seed was in a woman's stomach. "Let me guess. You're going to run some tests?"
"Absolutely." She gave him a light peck on the lips. "If I haven't reverted by tomorrow night, could we do this again?"
"I think that would be fun." They helped each other stand, and he fixed her skirt for her. "But for now, would you like to go to a party with me?" He held out his arm.
"I would love to." She pocketed the vials and slid her arm through his. Together, they stepped through the door of the greenhouse and back into the real world. When they walked back into the garden, the fairies were flying around, music coming from their glowing bodies. Beth was showing Asterion how to eat a piece of pie, and Tink was in a heated argument with Ratu over what appeared to be the last meatball.
He smiled.
***
"Okay, let's do this." Mike put on the mask Tink had given him. It had a HEPA filter built in, and was identical to the one she wore. When she crouched down to place the drill in the lock, her tail lifted her skirt just enough that he could see her bare green buttocks. He stifled a laugh, which was easy behind the mask. "Abella, are you set?"
"I'm ready." She spoke from outside the window. The house was largely made of wood, but all across the roof and siding were iron handholds that had been attached to metal framing in the home. Surprisingly, this bay of windows had plenty of them, allowing the gargoyle to supervise. Mike's main concern involved something unfriendly beyond the door that may decide to pounce on them. They had chosen the door at the end of the hall so that Abella could quickly get between them and anything that may come after them.
"Cerulea?" The little blue fairy sat on his shoulder, her fingers clutching his hair. She gave him a tiny thumbs up. While not entirely certain how she could contribute, he had found her teasing birds in the garden this morning and thought it better to give her a job for the day. Beth had decided to spend her morning looking into the missing storage unit items, so was probably having breakfast downstairs with Sofia. The cyclops had taken to prepping meals in the mornings and most evenings. Her duties in the Library were minimal and she was grateful just to have some other people to talk to.
Tink's new drill came to life in her hand, and she pushed the bit into the lock, causing a loud grinding noise to fill the hallway. Mike winced, the sound reminding him of having a tooth drilled. Tink gave him the signal, and he stepped in with his Shop-Vac to suck out the debris. Small wisps of smoke came out of the lock, and Tink swapped out for a smaller bit, the lenses on her goggles swapping places to tell her where to drill next. She tackled the lock at an upward angle now, pushing the bit in until it disappeared.
"Fucking fuck fuck," Tink hissed when the bit broke. She had the replacement ready, her tail whipping back and forth while she switched out and continued the assault. When finished, she grabbed the knob and wiggled the door back and forth while Mike put the hose on the lock. Hard chunks rattled through the hose.
"The culprit is clever, I must admit," Abella said when he stopped the vacuum. Tink held a series of thin wires in her hand, her tongue sticking out while she probed the lock.
"I don't know that playing with your shit makes you clever." Mike stepped back when the knob turned. Tink held a finger to her lips, then grabbed the hammer hanging from her belt. Mike sighed and loosened the knife in his belt. It was a magical blade that could cut through anything, even spirits. He had never actually used it on anyone, but he felt better having it on him.
"I'm ready." Abella was holding onto the window sill, ready to launch herself into the hall. She had curled her wings in, her clawed hands squeezing the wood tight enough to leave marks.
"Let's do this." He nodded and Tink pushed the door open. The room inside was simple, a small wardrobe in one corner and a bed against the wall. There were no windows, and the room had a bathroom not much larger than a closet.
"There's nobody here." He moved toward the bed, but Tink was ahead of him. She knelt down, her nostrils flaring. She shook her head, then grabbed the sheets on the bed and yanked them off. The mattress was old and looked like it had almost never been used.
"Well?" Abella had carefully climbed through the window and stood in the door. Cerulea's beetle-wings emitted a loud buzz while she circled the room, her antenna twitching.
"Nothing." Mike looked at the other side of the door. Other than the remaining blockage in place, it was normal. "Does this mean it was sealed from the outside?"
"I don't think that's..." Abella's eyes widened and Mike turned. Tink was on top of the bed when it threw itself into the air, launching the goblin up. MIke stepped to the right and caught her. The bed charged the doorway, its metal legs squeaking.
It threw itself through the air and Abella smacked it so hard that it broke apart upon hitting the floor. They all stared at the broken furniture in disbelief.
"Was... was that another mimic?" Mike asked. The clock in the front room had secretly been a mimic, but Dana had restored it to life and taken it with her when she had left.
"Not mimic." Tink slid out of Mike's arms. She picked up one of the busted legs, then dropped it when it tried to curl around her. "Mimic much stronger."
"It's been-" Abella spun in place, her powerful tail smashing through the wardrobe that rushed at her and turning it into a pile of splintered planks. Tink had jumped back into Mike's arms in surprise, and he held her tightly. "...enchanted."
"How can you tell? I mean, other than the obvious." Mike, suddenly aware that he was squeezing Tink's breast, set her down.
"I'm a creature made of stone. I can smell the magic on this. Look." She picked up one of the boards and it wiggled in her grasp. "Wood doesn't bend this way unless it's under a spell."
"Well who would cast a spell like that?" Mike asked. Abella opened her mouth to respond, but they all heard the low whistle of air across the room. Where the wardrobe had been standing was a large hole in the wall. Mike groaned.
"I should have known." He walked back into the hall and opened up Tink's toolbox. He brought back flashlights and handed them out. "I'm hoping this doesn't go to another Labyrinth."
"Not sure." Tink was inspecting the inside of the hole. "Not natural. Someone chew hole."
"Did you say chew?"
"Yes. Big teeth, look." Tink ran her fingers around the edge and Mike saw the large grooves. Beyond the plaster and wood was a thick layer of something that looked like particle board. He shined the light in the hole and marveled at the weird collection of vents and pipes on the inside.
"Not a cave. It almost looks like someone tunneled through the house." Of course, the statement was only half true. The length of tunnel he was looking at would easily carry them outside the external wall. "In for a penny, in for a pound I guess."
"Tink first." She scurried into the hole, her goggles on. She could see in the dark with those, but used her flashlight to illuminate the passage ahead. "Husband come, then rock girl."
"Sounds good to me." Abella was able to squeeze through the opening with her wings folded in, the shaft widening to about ten feet. The passageway creaked ominously under her weight, but it held. They moved slowly, all three of them sweeping the area with their flashlights. Cerulea had dimmed her own glow, hidden just behind his shoulder. The space made Mike think of one of those sci-fi movies where the heroes crawled through the belly of a large ship - pipes and large vents seemed to be connected with no real direction intended, and he even spotted a broken door that opened into solid concrete.
"Where are we?" he asked.
"Inside house," Tink whispered. She looked back at him. "Between walls. Bad place, be very careful."
"I don't understand. This is the house?" Mike touched one of the walls. He had figured this was just another interdimensional space the home was connected to.
"It is very bad. None of us know very much, but on a couple occasions, the house got damaged badly enough that we saw a space like this." Abella tapped on a pipe with her finger. "It's all beyond me, but I imagine this is where the house keeps... itself I guess. All folded up between the walls."
"I see." Mike touched a different pipe. He wondered if Naia's spring moved through any of them.
"Not good for house." Tink patted a random piece of wood that stuck out of the wall. "We find other side, then Tink fix right away."
"You can fix this?"
"Mm-hmm. Tink patch up walls. Once both sides patched, tunnel close up like scab. No be inside when happen."
"Or?"
Tink turned around to face him. She squeezed both hands together and blew a loud raspberry.
"Husband become jam."
"Interesting." He followed her in silence. Up ahead, a dim light filled the corridor, and someone had laid down a tattered red carpet. They moved into a large room that had been piled high with broken furniture and various trinkets along the walls. The room was lit by a singular lamp which had been tilted to cast its glow on an antique high-chair made of wood. Sitting in the chair was a creature about two feet tall, wringing its hands together like a nervous fly. It shifted forward into the light for a better look at them, a tiny gold crown on its head and a dirty robe draped across its shoulders. Long white hairs along its jaw made it look like it had a beard.
"Oh fuck." Mike whispered.
"Who dares to enter the Rat King's domain?" A shadow by the high-chair stepped into the light. This rat was not as big as the rat king, but still stood at just over a foot tall. It wore a dark pair of glasses that Mike was certain had been stolen off of a Mr. Potatohead toy. "You are trespassing in his kingdom!"
"No trespass!" Tink was pulling her hammer free, but Mike was able to grab her by her pigtails and pull her back before she could move any closer.
"My name is Mike. I am the new Caretaker of this home." At the word caretaker, a muttering filled the room and he watched several rats appear from the shadows, their beady eyes shimmering while they inspected him. "Was it you who clogged up the doors of my home?"
"Where is Emily?" The Rat King spoke this time, his voice surprisingly deep. He had leaned farther forward, revealing a yard-stick with a green gemstone duct-taped to the top of it.
"My Great Aunt Emily has passed away. I am her heir." The muttering this time was louder.
"Silence!" The Rat King commanded. "So the Destroyer is dead?"
"Uh... if you mean Emily, then yes." Mike was startled when the whole room erupted into cheers, the rats around the room dancing in place with one another. The Rat King let them have their fun for several seconds before raising a hand in the air.
"This is truly a great day for we have lived in the shadows long enough." He pointed his scepter at Mike. "In the spirit of good cheer, I give you one week, child of man, to conclude your business in my kingdom."
"I beg your pardon?"
"You have seven days to move out. After seven days, if you and your ilk have not vacated this property, then we will consider it a declaration of war." The room was now silent, the rats all looking to Mike for his response.
"This... this is a joke, right? We don't need a war. Actually, I have no problem with you being here, but you can't be chewing holes in the wall or shitting in my doors. There's plenty of room for everybody to-"
"Silence!" It was the Rat King's speaker now, and he was holding a kitchen mallet. "His Majesty has been gracious enough to grant you this boon and you will honor him by accepting it."
Mike felt the air behind him shift and looked back to see that Abella had unfolded her wings, her face becoming a mask of anger. All around the room, the rats began to move, waiting for Mike's reaction. Where had these rodents come from and why were they suddenly so determined to take over his house?
"Cheese fucking Rat King go stick shiny rock up his ass!" Tink kicked a rat that had gotten too close to her, knocking it backward into a pile of wood. Rats nearby bared their teeth, letting out a collective hiss that had Mike gripping his dagger tightly.
"Now look-" he said, but the Rat King leaned to the right, his fingers closing on the end of a very long cord with a number 9 pool ball attached to the end. He gave the cord a yank, and the ground vibrated beneath them. He looked down and saw that the floor had a pair of thick seams just beneath his feet.
"You've gotta be-" was all he managed to say before the trap opened and all three of them tumbled into darkness.
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Roommate Trouble
Beth sat at the large dining room table with a small plate of bacon, some coffee and a large plate with the remnants of a strawberry crepe. She scribbled a few more words on a notepad by her laptop, frowning at the list.
"Any luck?" Sofia asked, walking in with her own breakfast. The cyclops took the seat across from Beth. A few of the seats in the formal dining room had been designed for larger people, allowing the cyclops to sit comfortably at the table. As far as Beth could tell, the table was made of one piece of wood, which was impossible unless it had been built inside the room. Even then, the piece of wood it had come from would have been larger than the door. So unless the room and house had been built around it, it had to be magic related.
"Sort of." Beth held up her list. "As far as I can tell, a lot of stuff that is missing can be tracked down to a shop in Colorado that buys and sells weird shit, which saves me plenty of time. However, they aren't answering their phone, so I'm not sure where to go from here." Over a week ago, Beth had discovered an unknown storage unit belonging to the home's previous owner and had gone to investigate. She hadn't known at the time that some of those objects would be magical, nor did she expect the home itself to be an immensely powerful magical item. The discovery had both thrilled and terrified her. A large box had been sold at an auction by mistake, and now the unknown objects were out there somewhere like ticking bombs, ready to wreak havoc.
"Well, I suppose it's for the best. It's not like the Society can use any of those to get in and attack us anymore. Not as long as Mike winds the sundial every morning." Once Mike twisted the sundial, he had twenty four hours to twist it again. The magical stone lions out front would smash anybody who stepped into the yard and posed a threat to the house.
"Is it though? The assumption is that anything kept here was kept for a reason. We assume the furniture is just furniture, but who knows?" Beth chewed on her lower lip, her eyes on her computer screen. What were you up to Emily, she wondered.
"Well, let's just hope that-" Sofia's large purple eye glowed intensely, indicating a psychic vision of imminent danger. She reached across the table and grabbed Beth by the front of her robe, then pulled her across the dark wood, scattering both of their breakfasts onto the floor.
Above where Beth had been sitting, the plaster of the ceiling cracked and burst, two figures falling through onto the table below, their bodies aglow in blue light. Through the dust, Beth saw Mike scramble to his feet, his face covered in white powder with the fairy Cerulea clinging to his lips. He grabbed Tink and yanked her clear. A thousand pounds of gargoyle crashed through behind them, the sudden weight causing the table to splinter and break. Her wings splayed out, knocking the chairs away from where she landed.
"Abella, are you okay?" Beth knelt down by the gargoyle. Abella opened her dark eyes and let out a disappointed sigh.
"Yeah. My pride took a hit though. My wings got caught up and I couldn't do much but slow my fall." She stared up into the opening above them. There was movement behind the dust.
"Cheese eating fuck-faced rat!" Tink pulled a hammer off of her belt and hurled it at the opening above them from her place on the floor. The moment it left her hand, a brown figure stuck its face out through the smoky cloud only to be struck by the heavy tool. The rat, about a foot tall, fell out of the hole to land on Abella. Abella grabbed the rodent by the scruff of the neck, but it had gone limp, already dead.
"Gross. Looks like you got him." Beth said.
"One of many." Mike stood on shaky legs. "I'm honestly at a loss here. They actually laid a trap for us."
"Who did?" Beth put out an arm, helping Mike to the wall.
"The rat king." MIke sneezed, a cloud of dust leaving the top of his head and revealing the brown hair beneath. "Little bastard informed us that this home belonged to him, and then he pulled an actual cord which opened a trap door beneath us."
"Sounds like diplomacy failed then."
Mike laughed, then coughed. "Yeah. I told them they were welcome to stay, but apparently that isn't good enough. Little fucker is giving us a week to clear out before he makes us leave. Little shit."
Beth fought the grin behind her lips. "Did he have a crown?"
"Really? That's what you want to ask?" Mike coughed, then sneezed, another cloud of dust floating away from his hair. After several seconds, his lips curled into a smile. "Yeah. I don't know, maybe they found a soda can or something and chewed it into shape."
"So what next?"
"Smash them all." Tink had reclaimed her hammer, her eyes on the hole in the ceiling. "Make rat jam, feed to snake witch."
"That's one option." He walked beneath the hole. "Oh, and the tunnels the rats are using make no sense by the way."
"How so?"
"Take a look." He dug through his pockets and pulled out a flashlight. The beam was visible in the dust filled hole, revealing a series of pipes, vents and what looked to be a tiny door about twelve feet up.
"That would put that room..." Beth thought about the layout of the house. "In the middle of the hall."
"Yep. It's like the cave and the Labyrinth. Interdimensional." He looked at Abella and Tink. "For now, I guess we need to get cleaned up and maybe patch this hole. I don't want the rats following us down here. Then I'm going to see what Naia knows."
"Stupid fucking rats." Tink stormed off, likely headed to the garage where her toolbench was. Mike and Abella followed her, the floor creaking eerily under her heavy footsteps. Sofia and Beth watched the hole above, but there was no further movement. After a few minutes, Beth picked up the dead rat.
"What are you going to do with it?" Sofia asked.
"I'm going to see what a snake witch knows about sentient rats." She knelt down to pick up her broken coffee mug. "And get some more coffee. Are you good here?"
"Yes." Sofia pulled a small knife from her belt and gave her wrist a flick. It unfolded itself several times, becoming a thin blade nearly five feet long. "I think I've got a handle on the situation."
"Great. Thank you." Beth wandered to the kitchen for a new cup of coffee with a smile on her face.
It was going to be another fun-filled day.
***
Beth finished what was left of her coffee, then set her mug down on her dresser. She picked up her backpack, the contents rustling. She had stuffed the rat in a couple of grocery bags, hoping it wouldn't start to stink too soon.
The closet in Beth's room was terribly small. At most, she could hang a few clothes and maybe put in a reasonably sized shoe bench. However, if she turned the knob a certain way, the interior of the closet opened to a large cave that would take her down to the Labyrinth. She had made the trip several times, enough that she was starting to recognize some of its features. With no light to see by, she carried a rechargeable flashlight. The cave opened out into an enormous underground complex with a switchback path that led down to the cave proper. The path was tediously long, and she had already asked Tink what it would take to install a more convenient flight of stairs that went to the bottom. The little goblin had promised to get to it once they finished fixing up the house.
The cavern was lit by intensely glowing moss, the Labyrinth below lit by torches. She walked past the reflecting pool, stopping to look at her reflection. The pool was a shortcut back to the house. It was convenient not to have to climb up the path, but she would have to change clothes or have Naia dry her out. It wouldn't matter if she stayed here too long - the closet would close itself up after an amount of time.
There was a metal panel in the floor that would open the Labyrinth, but Beth heard the large iron doors rumbling long before she even got there. The dark gap between the doors revealed the minotaur waiting within, his axe clutched tightly in his hands. He relaxed when she drew near, slinging his weapon over one shoulder.
"Greetings, friend." His voice was a low, syrupy rumble that made Beth's stomach flutter. While Asterion was not the best conversationalist, his body was all muscle and his large cock had made their initial meeting extremely exciting, though it had made walking uncomfortable for a day or so. Just the memory of his dark, thick cock sliding into her made her feel a little dizzy.
"Are you okay?" Asterion sounded concerned.
"Right as rain." She had spaced out for a second. She gave the minotaur a quick hug, her arms sliding around his waist. "I need to see Ratu. We have a problem upstairs that she may be able to help with."
"Hmmm." He turned around and looked back at her. "Then we should go now."
Asterion led her through the long halls of the Labyrinth, taking her through shortcuts that would suddenly appear before them. Occasionally looking back, Beth got chills watching the paths disappear. The Labyrinth itself was much like a living creature, clearly run by a magical mechanism that ensured it was constantly changing in places. They ended up in an underground tunnel, the sound of water rushing over them. Beth wondered if the tunnel had always been there, or if Ratu herself had carved it out while in her giant snake form.
Asterion grabbed Beth by the hand to steer her around part of the passageway that looked no different from the others. The Labyrinth was heavily booby-trapped, and when she looked back, she still couldn't see what he had actually steered her around.
"What would have happened if we had gone through the middle?"
"Crushed. Then drowned." When they neared the other side, he slid in between a couple of stalagmites. She stepped through with him and discovered another side cave. Every time he escorted her through the Labyrinth, it was a different path. She wondered how he kept track of it all.
Asterion barely fit through a narrow gap in the wall, but when he emerged, it was into the bright central chamber of the Labyrinth. Half of the chamber was stacked full of magical items and treasures with long tables dedicated to their organization. The other half of the chamber was neat and tidy with a small oriental temple in the corner. It was only about twenty feet tall and looked like it would fit in perfectly at a golf course, but Beth knew that the temple was actually larger on the inside. Large silken clothes were hung, flapping in the light of the torches that had self-ignited when they arrived.
Up above, a large gemstone gave off light like a tiny sun, warming the cavern. It was held in place by a series of chains hooked to the rocks below.
"I will get her." Asterion sat Beth down at a table with a small tea set and a journal. Oddly enough, a pretty silver necklace with a blue stone hung from a small display stand in the middle. Beth set her backpack down and poured herself some tea. Steam floated up from her cup. She added just a touch of honey from the jar by the tea set, stirring it in with her spoon.
Several minutes passed. Beth had crossed her legs, the one on top bouncing anxiously. She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and turned to look. The blue pendant swung like a tiny pendulum. At first Beth thought she had bumped the table, but realized her legs had been nowhere near it. The necklace did seem quite pretty, however, and she leaned forward to get a better look at it.
The way the gem had been cut, it seemed to be infinitely deep. She couldn't see out of the other side, instead staring into an azure abyss with a tiny light at the end. Puzzled, she lifted it up to get a good look at it from underneath.
"Nice try." Ratu snatched the necklace out of Beth's hands, making her jump. She held the gem between her scaly fingers, gently placing it back on its holder. "You'll have to do better next time."
"Excuse me?"
"I apparently need to remind you that you aren't supposed to be touching anything while you are here."
Beth's cheeks flushed. "I'm so sorry, I don't know what came over me."
Ratu's features softened. She had a slightly oriental look to her, punctuated with patches of snakeskin with long dark hair that Beth would kill for. She wore a pretty red kimono today with a gold band around the middle. "I'm afraid the fault partly lies with me. I wasn't expecting anyone down here today and this thing certainly does grab your attention."
"What is it?"
"Just something I found by the lake. Don't worry, it isn't related to the thing we destroyed out there." She was referring to a powerful otherworldly artifact she had Mike destroy that nearly killed them both beneath the frozen lake. "However, this thing would seem to fairly dangerous in its own right."
"What does it do?"
"Nothing you need to worry about." Ratu waved the long sleeve of her kimono over the necklace and it disappeared. Once gone from sight, Beth felt her interest in it decline exponentially. It was like the necklace had hypnotized her or something. "What brings you here today? More news on our missing artifacts?"
"I wish." Beth opened her backpack and pulled out the bagged rat. She handed it to Ratu who opened the bag and pulled the deceased rodent out by the base of its tail. "What do you know about this?"
"It's a rat." Ratu tossed it on the table. "A very big one. And it stinks."
"It attacked Mike. It's part of a kingdom of rats living between the walls of the house."
"Kingdom?" Ratu lifted an eyebrow. "Is there an actual rat king?"
"Yeah. Mike said he even had on a crown."
"Interesting. So they are capable of communicating and at least sub-human intellect?"
"I guess so. Know anything about them?"
"Not really. A rat king is actually a term for something else, but now I wonder if that's just a misinterpretation. What else do you know about this king of rats?"
"He told Mike that we all had to move out, then dropped him through a trapdoor."
"Fascinating." Ratu stroked her chin, deep in thought. She waved her free hand and the teapot floated in the air to pour another cup of tea. Milk and honey were added before the cup hopped across the table and then into Ratu's hand. "A rat king is supposedly just a mass of rats connected at the tail, but maybe that's a metaphor for something else. However, it is considered a bad omen to see one, which I bet is not a metaphor. It usually signifies famine, plague or something else equally bad."
"You mean like a rat army? I would call that bad enough."
"Indeed." Ratu sipped at her tea. "And you said they had chewed a hole in the house?"
"They live in between the walls, and used their own shit to block off the locks on the new second floor. We assume they are living in all of those rooms butt don't know for sure yet."
"I heard about the clogged locks. So they have claimed a stake in the house and made a further claim on the rest of the home." She shook her head. "I'm afraid that I don't have a quick fix for you. There was a magic item in the missing objects list that would turn the wearer into a cat, but I'm afraid that's the best I have off the top of my head. I don't know that becoming a cat spirit would do any good unless you were willing to catch and kill them all one at a time."
"Well, I was wondering..." Beth shifted uncomfortably. "I mean, you do turn into a giant snake and all."
"Indeed I do. Were you thinking I could maybe go devour them?" Ratu grinned, her canines temporarily elongating into snake fangs. "I try not to eat things I don't know anything about. I also hate the taste of rat."
"It didn't hurt to ask. Well, so far anyway." She smiled weakly. "However, the problem persists. We have a colony of rats led by a king that we need to find a way to be rid of. Maybe you know a spell, or something like that?"
"Perhaps. It is something I would like to think on. It troubles me that they were able to chew a hole into the house. You see, if I were to take a hammer to one of the walls, I would find myself in the next room. The way the house has unfolded itself tells me that time and space have been compressed. If I could do what they have, then I would find myself in between the walls of an infinitely large space as well."
"The house is infinitely large?"
"In a way. The same way it has been compressed to conceal rooms, it can be decompressed to make everything much larger. That, and the home itself is a nexus for many other places, this Labyrinth being one of them. It wasn't constructed in the home, rather, it existed somewhere else first and then was connected here. If we were to dig a hole deep enough or perhaps get a ladder large enough, we may be able to find the edge of this space and stumble into the next. Much like the greenhouse, except I am fairly certain that the greenhouse is a constructed world existing in its own dimension."
"Wow."
"Indeed. The Architect was, at the very least, a demigod, or great friends with one. The walls of this home may be made of wood and plaster, but the fabric of reality has been stretched tight and stitched together in a way that even I can't fully understand. That's why cracks were appearing when the Society was assaulting the geas. They were unraveling those magical threads."
Beth's head swam with the implications. "So if you can stitch two places together, it's like a shortcut? Like, I could stitch my closet to somewhere in Hawaii and just go there?"
"Yes. However, the Architect didn't just make a shortcut. Using your analogy, imagine that you stitched Hawaii to your closet, and then cut it away from the rest of the world. The only way to get there would be through your closet and you now have your own private island. Well, if you decide to kill off the population anyway."
"So what happens if my closet gets destroyed?"
"One of three things. Hawaii returns to where it used to be. Hawaii ends up somewhere else. Or complete annihilation." She held up a finger for each. "Atlantis was an entire continent that vanished. The Atlanteans were infamous for their ability to tie two places together. It took them several years, but they were able to cut themselves away from the world by slowly stitching their eastern borders to their western borders. Somewhere out there in the universe is an island nation that cannot be reached from the outside world save for a couple of loose threads in the fabric of time and space. To step through those gaps would take you to the lost continent. I worry that these rats may have the ability to loosen the threads holding the house together. Doing so could expose us to nearly anything or anywhere."
"Shit."
"Well said." Ratu sipped at her tea. "My recommendation for the problem is extermination. I would suggest fire, but the last thing you want to do is set fire to a part of the house that hasn't revealed itself yet."
"Extermination." Beth frowned. Was that something Mike would do? He seemed to take his position as Caretaker fairly seriously, but she wondered if he would even consider such a thing.
"Something else to consider. You don't just end up with magical rats, not in a house like this. Someone had to let them in. I'm thinking your resident nymph should have some information."
"Mike is taking care of that now, I'm sure." Beth stood up. "I mustn't stay long. If you think of anything, please let me know."



"Of course. Leave the rat. I can make use of the remains." Ratu bowed her head, then turned to leave. She walked inside of the small pagoda, disappearing from view. Beth finished her tea and stood, picking up her backpack. Asterion waited for her at the edge of Ratu's lair, his dark eyes watching. He led her back into the Labyrinth, neither of them speaking much on the long walk back to the entrance.
Beth thought about the missing objects and the list of items in the storage unit at New Castle. She had already made arrangements to have it all brought back tomorrow before the Society could find out anything about it. Obviously they would catch on the moment a moving truck arrived, but once it was in the driveway, they wouldn't be able to do anything.
They stepped through the gate together and Asterion walked her over to the reflecting pool. Beth let out a sigh. This was the part that she hated the most. The shortcut was convenient except for the part where she got soaking wet.
"How did you and Ratu get out last night?" It suddenly occurred to Beth that Asterion was terrified of water, and wouldn't have been able to pass through.
"Through the closet. She used magic to open it from the other side."
"Oh." Well, so much for that plan. She didn't think Ratu was generous enough to let her out that way. "Well, I guess I'm off." She gave the minotaur a big hug, smiling at the feel of him against her body. He hugged her back with one arm, his other firmly gripping his ax. "I might drop in on you tonight or tomorrow, just so you know."
"I look forward to it, friend." He stepped back, away from the edge of the pool. She walked to its edge, looking down at her reflection. Her reflection looked back, a grimace on her lips. Clearly, she didn't want to get wet any more than Beth did.
Oh well. Beth grabbed tightly to the steps of her backpack and stepped out over the water. Just before her feet penetrated the surface, she saw him lean out over the water. His top hat was tilted to one side, his dusky red skin aglow with tiny flames. A large smile spread across his face when his yellow eyes met hers.
"Found you," Oliver whispered, his voice in her ear. Her heart leaped into her throat and she spun around as she sank into the pool, but all she saw was Asterion. She felt his fingers close on her arm, and then the whole world dissolved around her.
***
Mike coughed, his eyes watering from the drywall bits and wood dust that had gotten blasted in his face. He squinted, partially feeling his way into his bathroom. His eyes burned like crazy whenever he opened them, so he was alternating which eye he barely opened. Once his hand was on the bathroom counter, he pulled off his filthy clothes, tossing them in a heap on the floor.
"Naia?" He touched the edge of the tub. Already, water was filling it at an impossible rate. He stepped over the side and sat along the wall. The tub was huge and could easily accommodate several people. The water swirled over his hips, and then she appeared. Her blue-green hair emerged from the water's surface first, the rest of her body translucent as it took a human form. Her blue eyes sparkled and she pulled his face into her breasts. They were still largely made of water and Mike held his breath. The whirling current inside her body swept away the irritants all over his face and she leaned away leaving his face clean.
"Better?"
"I bet people would pay good money for something like that." Mike didn't even have to wipe the water from his eyes, for Naia had taken it with her. "Maybe twenty bucks to shove their face in there, get nice and clean. MIght increase drowning deaths though."
"Only if I didn't like them." She sat back, her smooth bottom resting on top of his thighs. The tub had filled up to his chest and stopped, the warmth of the water leaching away the the aches and pains in his joints. "How did it go?"
"We got the ceiling patched, but it looks like shit. Tink is in a fit because we had to shortcut it. We didn't have time to do anything but toss in some spare boards that we had and then drywall it. Tink had Cecilia pass through the bottom so that she could screw it in from the top, but that meant leaving a screwdriver up there. Without getting back into the Rat King's lair, that tunnel can't be sealed away." He groaned, shifting lower so that the water came up to his neck. Naia's body became temporarily weightless to allow him to shift. "Were you able to remember anything about the Rat King?"
"No." Naia frowned. "And that worries me. Now that you have found them, the geas should have released those memories, but it hasn't. That would imply that all memories of the Rat King had been tampered with prior to Emily's death, and I don't know who would have done such a thing, or for what purpose. I have some flashes of Emily discovering the second floor, but that's it."
Mike rolled his eyes then leaned back. Things had been relatively calm for a few days and he had almost gotten used to it. "Well that's more info than I usually have."
"Sorry lover." He felt her fingers twirl through his hair. Beneath him, the water pulsed against his body much like a massage chair. "I'm afraid there's only so much I can do."
"You do plenty." He smiled, running his hand up her thigh. "Got an email from Dana this morning. She made it to Colorado okay, though mentioned that Lily has caused a couple problems." He had really hoped that the succubus would stay with them in the house where it was safe. If he was enemy number one on the Society's hitlist, she was close behind in second place.
"Nobody is surprised." Naia laughed. "She has a good heart though, I can feel it."
"Yeah." Mike thought back to when Lily had tried to kill him in his sleep. Since then, the rogue demon had proven herself to be more than what she seemed and an invaluable ally. "And that's where I'm stuck. The Rat King needs to go, but what if he's another Lily? What if by finding a way to co-exist I strengthen the whole house?" The realization had hit him while he had been holding a piece of drywall against the ceiling with Sofia's help. What if the Rat King could help them? He needed to find a way to get the rodent to listen, but what would that be?
"Your willingness to see good in others is one of the things I love about you." Naia pressed herself into him, her hands sliding up his chest toward his face. "Just be careful that it doesn't get you in trouble."
"I'm starting to think it already has." He closed his eyes again. In the back of his mind, he was thinking about the Rat King. What if he had a gun, or a crossbow? What if he had commanded Abella to tear into them at the first sign of hostility?
He let out a long sigh when Naia massaged his temples. The real issue wasn't the idea that the Rat King had pulled one over on him. It was the idea that he might not be able to work a deal with something already living here. If the Rat King refused to play by the rules, Mike would be forced to kick him out or kill him.
He swallowed the large lump in his throat. The idea that he would have to consciously make the decision to kill something else didn't sit well with him. If a Caretaker could grant access, could they also ban something? He far preferred being able to wave his hand and make the issue disappear, but so far that hadn't been an option.
"Someone is getting a little too tense." Her lips brushed against his ear, making him shiver. He could feel her large breasts against his chest, her hands on his stomach. No, wait. Her hands were on his legs. Now they were on his calves.
"Wha-" He tried to sit up, but Naia held him down.
"Keep your eyes closed." Her voice was in his ears, but he could tell her body was elsewhere. "I think you'll like this, but you need to relax."
"Ok." He kept his eyes shut. He trusted Naia more than anyone else.
It began slowly, an extra set of hands slowly rubbing his upper thighs, more on his stomach and chest, another on his temples. The touches were loving and innocent, working the stiff muscles throughout. A pair of hands behind his neck rubbed along his upper spine, popping something back into place. The sudden rush of relief to that area made him light headed and he let out a moan.
"Good. Just relax." Her voice was barely above a whisper, yet it resonated through his whole body. A pair of hands worked along each limb, manipulating the tissues deep within. At least four hands were working some knots out of his back that he was certain had formed when he crashed through the ceiling.
Naia worked the kinks out of his body, the number of hands multiplying. He felt himself drifting off to sleep when a trio of hands moved onto his cock. The movements were gentle but insistent, coaxing blood flow to his groin. In a matter of moments, he was fully erect, the hands moving onto his shaft. The hands were somehow moving through each other, creating a downstroke sensation that felt like it would go on forever before alternating upward. He imagined she was creating these limbs from water, but it was definitely more fun with his eyes closed.
A warm mouth enveloped the head of his shaft, sucking him in. He groaned, a tight sensation building up in his testicles, but he fought back the orgasm with ease. He snuck a peek when her mouth was particularly far down his shaft and smiled. Her green and blue hair was bouncing off the surface of the water and hung like a curtain, concealing her face. Spectral hands made of water continued to massage him above the surface, and he could feel them underneath.
Naia serviced him in this matter for several minutes, varying the tempo of her mouth and hands. Her movements were becoming more frantic now, and she let out tiny moans every time his glans slid past the back of her tongue. A groan escaped him, followed by another. He was getting close.
Naia spat him out suddenly, her head tilted as if listening for something.
"Shit. I'll be right back." Her whole body popped like a giant bubble, causing water to cascade over him. He stared at the water in disbelief. Was everything okay?
He heard a low pinging noise through the pipes under the floor, like tiny rocks smacking against the metal. The faucet turned on and spat out three balls of light, one blue, one green and one red. The lights tried to fly away, but were immediately trapped in spheres made of water. Naia manifested, appearing above him with her hands on her hips. From his position, he had a wonderful view of her hairless pussy.
"You three know better." Her eyes flashed, blue light washing over them. The balls of light had coalesced into their fairy forms. Each one of them was a cross between human and insect, and only six inches tall.
"What were they doing?"
"Building a squirrel launcher. Apparently they are bored."
Mike opened his mouth and closed it. He really didn't need the details. However, he did see that the fairies were no longer looking at Naia, but at Mike's swollen cock, their tiny eyes suddenly hungry. Naia saw this and a wicked grin crossed her face.
"If I agree to share, do you three promise to leave the animals at my fountain alone? Forever?"
All three of them nodded. Naia snapped her fingers and the spheres vanished, releasing them. They all splashed down in the bath, climbing onto MIke like a human life raft. His cock tingled immediately upon contact with their sparkling bodies, the sensation of their tiny hands and mouths causing chills to run down his spine.
Somewhere, deep inside, the wild magic he had created with Cecilia flickered to life, hungry for release.
"Control it." Naia's lips were against his ear, her hand on his lower stomach. "Let's practice letting go while holding back. Besides, you may cause one of them to explode."
Mike laughed, going deep into himself. He could feel their ministrations on his phallus increasing in urgency, actively rubbing themselves on his shaft, but he was distant enough to concentrate on the wild magic inside. He had created it by having sex with the banshee and coming deep inside her, and they had both left a permanent mark on each other. The spark that had ignited was making tiny sparks form on his belly, crawling across his skin to disappear in the water.
"Your body and your mind are two separate things." Her actual hands were rubbing his shoulders now. "This is no different than thinking of other women to help get off, or thinking of action movies to hold off for a little bit longer."
In his mind, he imagined a gate closing in front of the magic, holding it back. It rattled the cage, his whole body shuddering. Carmina was now rubbing her slippery cunt on the head of his cock while Olivia and Cerulea were grinding against the base of his shaft. A spark jumped off his cock and zapped Cerulea, knocking her back across his lap and into the water. He picked her up and set her back down and she shook her head, her beetle-wings clicking as she dried herself off before resuming.
"Don't cage it up, lover. It's a part of you now, and locking it away is no different than denial." She was in his face now, her eyes on his. "Coax it back to sleep. Let it know there will be a time and place, but not now."
"I... I'm trying..." His whole cock tingled with the fairies at play, and he could feel his orgasm rapidly building. Every time he pushed the magic back down, his orgasm subsided. It was like trying to pour a glass of water out without losing the ice, a desperate balancing act that threatened to undo him.
"Look at me." She held his face in her hands. "It's the difference between love and lust. One you do with your entire being, the other with just your body. Separate them out. You aren't making love right now, are you?"
"No," he stammered out, his hips twitching in the water. His balls were on fire, and he couldn't see what the trio were doing. Two of them were positioning his cock and holding it in place, but he couldn't feel the third.
"Just lust. Just fucking, getting off, blowing your load." She kissed his neck, her hair covering his face. He took in her scent, inhaling deeply the smell of the ocean, the lakes and streams, the forest floor after a heavy rain. In his mind, he heard her voice.
Save it for later, she said. Save it for someone special. His mind relaxed, the magic receding back into his gut, but his body was losing control. He balled up his fists, his muscles wound tight by his impending release. He lifted his hips up at the sensation of what felt like feathers tickling just the tip of his cock.
Naia winked and melted into mist, revealing what the fairies had been up to. Cerulea and Olivia had braced Mike's cock between them and Carmina stood on Olivia's shoulders, her dragonfly wings fluttering rapidly just along the head of his dick. The tickling sensation along just the edge of his urethra plugged directly into his core, and his balls tightened up against his body.
"Fuuuuck!" He blew his load on the back of the red fairy, knocking her down. All three of them scrambled to catch his cum as it rained down around them, their hands outstretched. They stuffed their faces, each of them glowing with the consumption of his seed. Their insect traits faded with every drop, leaving them more human than insect by the time they were done.
"Remember our agreement." Naia appeared near the basin in a gout of steam. All three fairies bowed to her and then flew out of the bathroom, chasing each other with the sound of beating wings. Mike and Naia laughed, and she crawled up his chest to rest her head on his sternum.
"Thank you." He kissed the top of her head and she sighed. She held him close, squeezing him tighter than usual. Sleep threatened to claim him, but he fought it off. There was simply too much to do.
-
Mike stood in the hall next to Tink. She was holding her hammer ready, and Cerulea was stationed once more on his shoulder. This time, Abella had elected to watch the outside of the home while Cecilia helped. The banshee hovered just above the floor, her eerie white hair drifting in a non-existent breeze.
"Let's go." They opened up the same door they had yesterday, revealing the room from yesterday. Based on popular opinion with the others, this was some sort of servant's quarters. Seeing that nobody was in it, they stepped back into the hall where Sofia waited with a large wheelbarrow full of supplies. Tink slipped her goggles on and was busy placing wood over the hole in the wall while Mike began prepping the replacement plaster mixture. Sofia kept her eye on the opening, but there were no signs of movement. Once Mike was satisfied that they could mix the plaster at the last second, he joined in to help.
"You think this will help keep them out?" Mike asked.
"Fix might close tunnel. Won't know for sure until Tink find room where King Rat fuck is hiding." She wore a pair of tan overalls over a black tank top. She tucked nails in her teeth and rapidly stuck them into the wall with a few bangs of her hammer.
Though they worked quickly, it was still nearly two hours before they had the gap properly reframed and prepped. Mike broke away to mix up the plaster and Cecilia stuck her head through the wall.
"And?" Mike asked.
Cecilia withdrew her head. "Nothing. No sign of the rats."
"Good." He, Tink, and Sofia applied the first coat of plaster. Once finished, they waited until Tink declared that it was dry enough, then applied a second coat. Satisfied with their work, Mike stepped back for a better look.
"You did a great job Tink." He high-fived the goblin and they moved back out of the room. They pushed the wheelbarrow to the next door and got ready once again. This time, Mike pulled the dagger out of its sheath. He slid it into the jamb of the door, quickly severing the lock mechanism. Pulling the door open, he held it in place while Tink came in to replace the lock using a cordless drill with a screw head. Casting a wary gaze, he realized that this room had been stripped of most of its furnishings. However, the room itself looked like some kind of study, making him think of a room where a bunch of men would retire with their cigars to talk about their railroad bonds. A couple of old, thick padded couches had been left behind and empty bookshelves were built into the side walls. An old fireplace sat cold against the far wall, and large, curtained windows surrounded the chimney.
"Okay, so far so good." They took a few steps inside. There was no sign of the rats. While looking around, it occured to Mike that they were in an interior room with exterior windows. Curious, he walked up to the windows and pushed the curtains aside to look outside.
"What the hell!" Pressing his hands against the glass, he gazed out into the large valley. Sloping peeks surrounded the edges, and it terminated in a large body of water with a few distant islands in the mist. He ran his fingers along the glass, searching for a way to open it. Cerulea fluttered away from him to check out the shelves.
"Mike!" Cecilia yelled his name and he turned in time to see that one of the couches crawled toward him, the cushions curled up like angry lips. It threw itself at him and he leapt to one side. It crashed through the window, cold air filling the room. He used the stones of the fireplace to stand up, the sound of clattering wood causing him to dance to the side when another couch crashed into the fireplace. Tink was riding this one, swinging her hammer down at the legs, trying to break them off.
The couch twisted around like a fat caterpillar, and Mike used the dagger to cleanly slice off one of the legs. He got pushed back, the couch nearly knocking him over when Tink shattered out one of the back legs. The whole couch wobbled unsteadily, squirming toward Mike. Tink jumped off and lifted the couch from beneath, tipping it over.
"Husband make cut." She pushed the couch up against the wall and Mike severed the remaining two legs. The couch tipped back over, flopping uselessly on the floor.



"Fuck." Mike stared at the possessed furniture. It banged heavily against the wooden floor then hurled its cushions at him. The cushions flopped uselessly for several seconds before going limp. The couch, however, kept moving.
"We should take it with us," Cecilia suggested. "We can have Ratu come look at it and figure out what kind of magic we are looking at."
"That's a pretty good idea. I think..." His voice trailed off, his eyes on the dark hole behind the couch. It was significantly smaller than the one in the servant's room, but large enough that he could crawl in it. From within the dark confines of the tunnel, several glowing eyes watched. "I think we should get out of here."
Tink grabbed one end of the couch and dragged it. Mike moved to help while Cecilia kept a watchful eye on the opening. Moving out into the hall, Mike closed the door behind him just as Cerulea shot out. Tink pulled out a couple of boards and helped him nail the door shut. The Rat King had given them time to move out, but that didn't mean the rats wouldn't start moving in.
They dragged the couch down the hall and paused long enough for Tink to check inside the servant's quarters. The patched hole was undisturbed, so they closed the door and kept going. They carried the couch down the stairs and outside to the fountain.
"What's this?" Naia asked. "Moving day already?"
"Nope." They dropped the couch by the fountain. It flopped a few times and tried to tilt itself upward and roll toward Mike. Abella drifted down from the roof and landed near the fountain. She grabbed the back of the couch and held it in place while Tink went to get some rope. When she returned, they moved some of the heavier pots closer to it, then tied it in place.
"I want to see." Zel stepped out of the garage. She wore a simple dress that Tink had sewn up for her sometime during the night using a pair of white bedsheets. It was ankle length, revealing that her feet were simply modified hooves, and her tail had been pulled out of a hole up top. The house had oohed and aahed over her transformation last night, but she had slept in the garage in case she reverted again. Zel's saddle bag was slung over one shoulder, and she set it down next to the fountain.
"It's another enchanted piece of furniture," Mike said, stepping back. "It tried to crush me, but it was pretty slow."
"Interesting. Can someone help me flip it?" They obliged, pushing it on its back. Zel knelt down to examine the splintered leg that Tink had smashed. Using a pair of tweezers, she yanked free large splinters that wriggled back and forth in her grasp. She dropped these into a vial where they rattled in place. "The furniture has been animated on a cellular level suggesting a blanket enchantment."
Mike nodded. "That makes sense. The cushions were moving independently from the couch."
"If it is a blanket enchantment, there is an obvious way to fix it."
"That would be?"
"Smash it into as many parts as possible." Zel grinned. "The enchantment can't maintain over too many pieces that way."
"Horse girl no help," Tink grumbled, crossing her arms.
"Sorry. That's the best I can offer. However, can you wait to smash this one up? As long as these are active, I can whip up a couple of interesting concoctions." She jingled the vials. "Could be fun."
"I think I am full up on fun for now." Mike sat on the edge of the fountain, his eyes on the wiggling couch. "The furniture in those rooms attacked us. Either they were enchanted by the Rat King, or somebody trying to keep us from him. I get the feeling that there is something bigger going on than just a nasty rat with a crown."
Inside the house, they heard a loud crash followed by the sound of running water. Obviously, someone had come from the Labyrinth. Mike paid it no attention until he heard screams coming from the front of the house.
Tink beat him to the door, disappearing inside. Mike was close behind her, and they ran to the front of the house. The wooden floors were soaked, and Beth stood in the living room, her eyes fixed on something.
"What is it?" Mike turned the corner and froze. The living room had been trashed, the curtains torn down and shredded. The furniture was gutted, stuffing tossed everywhere. Someone had painted a rough caricature of a rat's head on the wall with a crown above it. Beneath it, some words had been written in bold letters.
Git out ar house
"Little fuckers!" He kicked a piece of side table near him, sending the wood spinning into the room. Those nasty little rodents had gone too far. The inner turmoil he had been experiencing was suddenly resolved. They needed to go.
"Mike." Her voice barely a whisper, Beth pointed at the corner of the room where Tink's wide-eyed gaze was fixed. It took him a second before what he was seeing had registered.
Jenny's dollhouse had been smashed to pieces and lay in ruin. Of the doll herself, there was no sign.
Hope to see you again for next chapter! I love getting your feedback and am planning to expand some character backstories in this book as well as add a couple new monsters as a result. Keep being awesome readers and I will do my best to keep getting better!
(Also, for those of you who are wondering, Oliver is the mirror demon that Beth escaped from in Book Two)



            Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 029

            Mike inherits a home full of fuckable monster girls - part 3.

            
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/home-for-horny-monsters-ch-29

Title: Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 029

Author: writerannabelle

Category: NonHuman

Description: Mike inherits a home full of fuckable monster girls - part 3.

Tags: fairy, magic, monster girls, magical 69, cunnilingus, double penetration, lesbian, goblin, banshee, harem

Series: Home for Horny Monsters


Hey all!
Bit of a delay between chapters, but that's the holiday season for you! Hopefully, this one finds you in great spirits.
New to this tale? This is the third book. I would start at Chapter One for best results, or even Chapter 13, otherwise none of this will make sense. There's plenty of sex and fantasy in those chapters to appease your inner demons :)
If you enjoy this chapter, give those ratings and reviews, I love them! The slew of positive comments has been wonderful for me to enjoy, and they definitely help when I have those self-doubts.
Last, if you are one of the many readers who have thanked me for this tale because it's helped you through a difficult time, I want to thank you back for telling me. I've had my share of real-life drama this year, and every time I've been frustrated or defeated, I've read one of your letters and said "I'm Annabelle "Fucking" Hawthorne and if I can help this person deal with their cancer/divorce/death in the family, then I can do anything!"
2018 was a wild ride. I look forward to seeing you in 2019!
Going Deeper
The search for Jenny commenced immediately. Mike, Tink, Beth, and Cecilia searched the known rooms of the home while Abella searched the perimeter of the house. The fairies had split up for their own search and Zel was busy inspecting the front room for any other clues.
Mike was checking under his own bed, a cold sweat on his brow. While he was certain that Jenny wouldn't blame him for this, the doll was known to be volatile and would see the destruction of her house as the ultimate insult. He was also worried that she had been taken by the rats, not sure what they had planned for her.
"Mike!" Zel's voice carried from downstairs, and he banged his head on the underside of the bed. He scrambled out, rubbing the back of his head once he stood. At the top of the railing, he leaned over to look at the bottom floor.
"You find something?"
"Come down and look." Zel's voice carried from the living room. He ran down, jumping the last three steps. Zel was on her back, her body stuffed into the fireplace. Just the lower part of her face was showing, her upper body covered in soot.
"What did you find?"
"This." Zel lowered herself, her arms still up the chimney. Her face was red while she pulled, her arms dropping a few inches at a time. She was making quite the mess already, but with one last pull, it rained soot and ash down on top of her, a black cloud billowing out across the room. Coughing, she held up a large mass.
"What the fuck is that?"
"A rat." Zel grabbed the bundle and unfolded it. He grimaced when the dead creature's mouth popped open, its tongue hanging out. "It was stuffed up the chimney. Sideways. Wait... yeah, its head isn't facing the right direction either."
Mike swallowed the lump in his throat. That would be Jenny's doing. "She doesn't happen to be up there too, does she?"
A red light burst from the chimney, landing on the floor by Zel's feet. Carmina landed at Mike's feet, a cloud of soot billowing from her upon landing.
"Nope. The chimney is clean." She grabbed her antennae and shook them with both hands, scattering more ash. "No rats, no doll."
"Shit." Mike helped Zel stand up. Her tail was now black with soot, and she had dark smears along her cheeks like warpaint. "Any clues where they went?"
"I imagine back to rat land. However, I did a quick survey of the rooms upstairs. They certainly didn't come out of those, they are still sealed shut. This means they have found a new entry point."
"I really don't need this." He ran his hands through his hair in frustration when he got an idea. "Hey Tink!"
Upstairs, he heard the pitter patter of feet on wood, and the goblin launched herself down the stairs, her hammer clutched tightly in one hand. Seeing there was no danger, she relaxed. "What husband want?"
"Use the goggles. See if you can spot their footprints."
Tink smacked her forehead, clearly appalled that she hadn't thought of it. She turned a knob and slid her goggles over her face, the Divine Object bowing to her demands. Several lenses flicked in and out of place, her eyes now large behind them. They had been in a hurry trying to find Jenny, not thinking the rats were likely where she was. Scanning the room, she waved her hand for them to follow and disappeared around the corner. They walked through the large dining hall and into the kitchen. Tink knelt down by the sink, opening the cabinet door slowly.
"Oh fuck." Mike could see it from here, a hole chewed in the back wall. It was just large enough for him to squirm through on his belly if he could make it past the pipes. "This sucks."
"Mm-hmm." Tink looked around the edges of the hole. "New hole. Rats make today."
"Any sign of Jenny?"
Tink shook her head. "See footprint of living thing only." She crawled underneath for a closer look and stuck her hand up the hole. She withdrew a piece of red fabric. "But no need goggles now. Ghost doll in here."
"So I guess I'm going in." Mike crouched down, but Tink pushed him away.
"No go. Hole get tighter, husband no fit." She was already squirming in when he grabbed her by the ankles and dragged her back out, her skirt lifting up to reveal bare green buttocks.
"You're not going in alone either. We will find another way." He looked at Zel. "We need to put together a search party to go in the walls. I suspect we will run into trouble, so would appreciate any potions you may have for us."
"You got it." Zel gave him a mock salute and left.
He turned his attention to the grumpy goblin by his feet.
"Go get yourself a bigger hammer. We're about to make rat jam."
-
Beth's first thought upon Jenny's disappearance was that she had run for the safety of the Labyrinth. She had gone up the stairs to her bedroom, opening the closet door only to discover that it was still a boring closet. She could hear the others calling Jenny's name, so knew that she was alone on the third floor of the house. She closed her door just in case, then lifted the sleeve of her blouse.
The finger marks on her arm were nasty burns, and they were bleeding near the tips where Oliver's claws had touched her. Stunned, she touched the wound gently. It didn't hurt too bad, but the skin around the wound had gone numb.
She opened the door of her room and skulked downstairs where she saw Zel digging in the fireplace. Going past, she entered the small bathroom on the first floor, closing the door behind her. She flicked the light switch and took off her shirt, trying to get a better look.
"You look startled." Oliver stepped out from behind her. She spun in place, but he wasn't actually there.
"Is this... is this a trick?" Beth faced the mirror. Oliver watched her, his eyes aglow.
"Oh, I am very much here. In a way." He grabbed her reflection and gave it a squeeze. She felt a light pressure where his hands were, but nothing more.
"What do you want?"
"I think that should be obvious." He stepped around her reflection and stood just behind the mirror's surface. "I thought I would get you when you fell into that reflecting pool but was unable to grab onto you tight enough. Lucky ducky."
"You want me."
"Good guess." The light above the mirror cast a shadow behind Oliver onto the back wall. His shadow was taller than it should be and had a pair of wicked looking horns. The bathroom in the mirror was cast in an eerie red glow.
"Why?"
"I have my reasons. Loneliness. Curiosity. Mainly though, because I want you back here with me."
"And why would I go back to you? You were going to trap me for all eternity."
"And I still will, given half a chance." Oliver pressed his fingertips against the glass. "What if I say pretty please?"
"How are you here? You aren't allowed here, the geas should have kept you out."
Oliver chuckled. "I'm afraid I'm not going to explain it to you, but you're a smart girl, I'm sure you'll figure it out. However, I will tell you everything you wish if you want. All you have to do is come inside." He tapped the glass and it rippled. Beth felt a hot breeze fill the small bathroom. "Just mind the faucet when you crawl over it. You might bang a knee."
"Fuck no." Beth shook her head, putting her shirt back on quickly. Her reflection passed through Oliver like a ghost, his features scattering like smoke. He blew her a kiss and grabbed her reflection's breasts, giving them a squeeze. Spectral fingers groped her through her shirt and Oliver licked her neck.
"See you later," he said when she ran out of the door.
-
Mike had the dagger strapped into the back of his belt and a small hammer in his left hand. He stood in front of the smoking room door and helped Tink pull off the boards they had nailed over it. Cecilia had already gone inside to check for rats and had come back with a thumbs up. Zel stood in the hall, rummaging through one of her saddlebags. Now that she was mostly human, she had no easy way to carry everything.
"Here you go." She handed over four vials. "The red one is to stop the bleeding, drink it or pour it on the wound. The green one is to get away without being seen, but it will only work on one person. Pour it over their head. The yellow one is in case you get trapped somewhere, it's essentially a powerful acid, so be careful with it. This last one is only in case of emergencies." The last vial was stoppered in a thick glass bottle with a skull drawn on it. The contents looked like black sand with tiny leaves. "It will only work on living things. Unstopper the cork and either throw it or run. Under no circumstance should you be nearby when it goes off."
"Thank you." Mike tucked the vials in his pockets. Abella was balanced on the window sill, shaking her head.
"I wish you'd let me go with you."
"I wish you could. I need you to stay here in case the rats or Jenny return. Also, you're too big and we could easily get separated. Oh, there you are." Beth had joined them, her face pale. She looked like she was going to be sick. "Naia said you can hang out with her in the fountain if you would feel safer."
"What?" She seemed lost in thought. "Oh, yeah. Sorry. When this is over, I have something we need to talk about."
"Okay." He felt his stomach sink a little. He hoped she wasn't thinking of moving out. Truth be told, it was kind of nice having another human around. "Where are the fairies?"
Tink put her fingers to her lips and whistled. Seconds later, the fairies arrived, hovering overhead.
"Who is coming with me?"
"I am." Carmina hovered forward.
"And you two are clear on your roles?"
"Rat patrol."
"No rats in the house." For the first time ever, they appeared to be serious. They each pulled a spear out from behind their backs.
"Where did you get those?"
"Tink made them."
"Good for stabbing."
"And throwing. We've been practicing." With a wink, they immediately flew off, separating at the stairwell. Mike let out the breath he had been holding.
"Wait." Beth grabbed his shoulder before he could go into the room. "You should reset the sundial."
"Oh." He had done it this morning, but the wisdom of doing so again was sound. If he got caught up in the walls of the house, he would have more time to get back. "Be right back."
He jogged down the hall and then down the stairs. Upon opening the door, he slowed. The last thing he needed was to let anyone watching know he was in a hurry. Casually stepping off the porch, he walked across the yard to where the sundial sat. It was waist high and over a foot across. He placed his hands on it, the arcane energy crackling beneath his fingertips.
"Bit early for that, isn't it?" A man in white stood just outside the opening to his home, right between the stone lions. It was Sebastien, a man gifted in the creation of sand golems. In fact, this was a golem of Sebastien himself, a fact discovered early on when Mike had tried calling the cops about a suspicious figure in front of his house. He had watched from the window as Sebastien had collapsed into a sandpile in the gutter just as the police arrived. It wasn't uncommon for Abella to drop heavy things on him either, and he had asked her to stop because the large pile of rocks out front was starting to attract the attention of the neighbors. Anything that happened inside the protective field of the house was essentially invisible to the outside world, yet another perk of the geas around the house.
"Nah. Wanted to sleep in tomorrow is all." Mike grabbed the dial and gave it a twist. A blast of magical energy crawled along his arms, verifying that the correct person was turning it. Satisfied that Mike was the Caretaker, the energy sank into the ground, permeating the soil and then concentrating on the stone lions watching the entry. Mike had Sofia look into them, but there was no information on what they could be. Nevertheless, they would immediately come to life in a blaze of fire and kill anyone attempting to attack the house using magic.
At least, that seemed to be how it worked. For the hundredth time, he wished the house came with an instruction manual.
"Interesting. You don't strike me as someone who sleeps in."
"Well, gonna be a late night. Found something interesting, gonna check it out." He knew he had struck a nerve when Sebastien's composure slipped. Sebastien and his fellow magic users, known as the Society, were convinced that something extremely powerful had been hidden in the house. Mike was beginning to suspect they were right, but he knew only slightly more than they did at this point.
"Have a good day, Mr. Radley." Sebastien turned away, walking across the street to where a black car had been parked. Mike could just make out the collection of tiny wooden spears stuck in the back of his head and neck, making him look like a balding hedgehog. He gave the sundial one last twist, rotating it as far as it could go. The shadow of the pointer now claimed that it was nearly five o'clock.
"You're a great security system but shit at telling time." He gave the stone dial an affectionate pat, grateful for the peace of mind it gave him and went back inside.
They were all waiting for him by the door to the smoking room. The tension immediately increased once he helped Tink rip the final board off the wall.
"Ready?" He asked.
Everybody nodded. Assuming that nothing attacked them, they would disperse, leaving Abella to watch the door. He pushed forward, Tink sliding past to enter the room first. It was cold, the breeze from the broken window chilling the room. A wind current formed in the open doorway from the pressure difference, but nothing in the room seemed to want them dead.
Yet.
"Close it. We will try to check in if we can." He watched Zel close the door and heard Abella's stony skin drag across the wood. His best guess was that she was sitting in front of it. He looked at Carmina, who sat on his shoulder. She held a tiny spear, her eyes focused on the opening in the wall where the couch had been.
"I'll scout ahead." Cecilia faded, her ethereal form barely discernible in the light. She floated into the opening and they waited for several minutes while she made certain no traps had been set for them.
Tink was beginning to grumble to herself when the banshee reappeared, giving them the all clear. Mike crouched down to get inside, and Carmina's body lit up with magic, casting a glow on the tunnel. They had plenty of spare flashlights, but Mike preferred to save them just in case they lost their fairy guide. Carmina turned into a ball of light and flew ahead of them.
-
Beth closed the door to Mike's bedroom once she was certain one of the fairies wasn't trapped inside. She walked past his large bed and the mismatched rug on the floor to his bathroom. The large tub was empty, so she sat on the edge of it.
"Oh. This is much nicer than the last place." In the tub in the mirror, Oliver sat up, his top hat falling off his head. He sat next to her and placed an arm around her reflection. "So where are we? And honestly, who has a bathtub this big?"
"You would know if I asked you," Beth replied. Oliver was a demon with the ability to answer any question. Once asked, he knew everything needed to give an answer. It was part of how she had tricked him and escaped in the first place. "And I'm not going to."
"Ooh. You're so clever." He teased the front of her breast, making one of her nipples erect. "That's part of why I can't let you go."
"And the other part?"
"I've taken many lovers, both human and demon. You are the first who seemed so... interested... in my demonic side."
"My interest is waning." In truth, she still felt a sexual attraction to the demon. If not for the fear that he would imprison her soul for eternity, she wouldn't mind another fling. Where Asterion was pure muscle, Oliver was lean and intellectually intriguing.
"Maybe we can arrange another game?"
"You won't be caught off guard so easily this time." She threw him a sarcastic smile. "And I guess you won't be nearly as giving in bed either."
"Won't know till you try."
"So is this your plan? Annoy me until I give in?"
"Well... it's plan A. Show up anywhere there is a reflection, maybe trick you one day into standing in a puddle. The water would go perfectly still, and I would grab you and pull you in." Oliver was salivating, his grin revealing sharp teeth. "What a fun surprise that would be."
"That's enough out of you." Naia's voice came from the drain. Oliver looked around in confusion until the faucet turned on, the tub filling with tens of gallons a second. Naia rose from the water, a beautiful white gown on her body and her arms crossed.
"Oh. The nymph." Oliver yawned. "What are you going to do, get me wet?"
"Yes." She wrapped her arms around Beth, holding her tightly. The water in the tub exploded outward, creating a vortex of water that filled the room. Beth was immediately soaked in warm water, holding her mouth shut. Through the rush of water, she heard Oliver sputter and release a stream of curses. She felt Naia's lips on hers and resisted at first, but when the water failed to recede, she gave in. The nymph gently blew oxygen into her mouth, which she gratefully inhalled.
The bathroom was full of water for several minutes before it finally receded. Beth expected the room to be soaked, but it was completely dry. There was no sign of Oliver.
"Thank you." She gave Naia a hug and let out a tremendous sigh. She hadn't told Mike what was going on because he had his own issues to deal with, but had gone straight to the nymph once he departed. Convinced that Oliver may just be a mental breakdown waiting to happen, Naia had suggested using the mirror in the bathroom to lure him out.
"He's a nasty one for sure." Naia sat in the tub and patted the edge. "Wanna tell me about your ex?"
Beth laughed and sat inside the tub instead. She was low enough that she could no longer see the mirror, so hoped that meant Oliver couldn't see her either. "The night before I came here I got pushed into a mirror dimension where a demon tried to trap me there."
"That much I know."
"Well, I glossed over some details."
"Interesting." Naia had pulled her knees up under her chin and was leaning forward. "Tell me more."
Beth took a deep breath and let it out. She felt comfortable with Naia, like talking with a best friend or a sister. She wasn't great with other women. She dressed sexy for herself, but had been accused of doing it for attention. And none of her girl friends could ever know about her secret lust for monster porn, nor her strange stash of dildos. She constantly felt like a book that had been misfiled in the library with a nice cover.
"When I was stuck there, I might have... fucked him."
"Oh!" Naia's eyes flashed. "Tell me everything!"



Naia's excitement soon became her own. Beth told her about the bet she had made, about how hot his body felt against hers. The encounter with the demon had been scary, but she had been intensely attracted to him, wanted to dominate him and make him come. At Naia's prodding, she revealed more, soon describing her encounter with Asterion and her lifelong fetish for the creatures from her stories. At no point did it feel like it was awkward, and Naia actively listened the whole way.
Once she finished her tale, she looked at Naia. "So what do you think is going on with Oliver?"
"That's a great question. He's obviously found a way to link with your mind. He's also a powerful demon. I bet we could talk to Ratu about it. Or maybe Sofia knows something - she's been in the Library trying to dig up info on the Rat King, she could look into that too."
"Not Ratu." Not yet, anyway. The thought of falling through the reflecting pool gave her the shivers. What if Oliver really did get a hold of her this time?
Naia started to ask why not, but realization dawned in her eyes. "We could send one of the fairies with a note or something."
"We should do that." Beth looked over her shoulder. She half expected to see Oliver tucked in the corner of the ceiling through the mirror, but he was obviously lying low for now.
"There's something else we could do." A mischievous grin crossed Naia's lips. "I could examine your soul."
"My soul?"
"Yes. Magic powerful enough to track you here is likely tethered to your soul. Depending on how, I might even be able to remove it."
"That would be great!" Beth scooted in the middle of the tub. "What do you need me to do?"
Naia chuckled. "My brand of magic relies on a lot less clothing, if you know what I mean."
"Oh." The realization hit her. Of course.
"I can sense some discomfort at the idea." Naia moved closer, her fingertips tracing circles on Beth's knee. "But I wonder how much of that is you and how much of that is society telling you it's wrong."
"I...uh..." Beth had never really thought about it that way. She was very much into dick, but there was something about the soft curves of the nymph that she also found appealing.
"I wouldn't even have brought it up if I didn't sense something else. Curiosity maybe? Ooh, and regret." Naia was closer now, crawling on her hands and knees. Beth was sitting cross legged, and now one of the nymph's hands was between those legs, palm planted firmly on the tub surface below. "My lips aren't the first, are they?"
"No." Beth's voice was little more than a whisper.
"I can feel it, you know? That desire inside of you, that unanswered question. What would it be like..." Naia's free hand was on Beth's upper thigh, squeezing gently. "...to be with a woman who knows how your body works? Something different than a giant dick, the soft touch of a woman who wants you to moan in her mouth while she fingers you."
"Oh god." She hadn't noticed them at first, the magical bubbles that now floated around them. One popped by her nose, sending a rush of blood straight into her groin. "Are you using magic to seduce me?"
"Not this time." Naia winked. "I'm just amplifying what is already there." She slid her hand along Beth's jaw and up behind her ear, stroking her neck softly.
The ensuing flashback was intense. Beth was back in college again, drunk at a party. The girl across from her was Irina, a goth exchange student from another country. It had been harmless flirting at first, a ploy to get boys to bring them drinks, but the other people at the party had vanished from the periphery of her vision, her sole focus on those dark lips in front of her. There had been tender touches and a few kisses. They had begun to explore, but she had backed down at the last second.
"Not this time," Irina said, her dark eyes turning blue. The memory popped like one of Naia's bubbles and she was back in the bathroom.
"I'm wearing too much." Beth tried to unbutton her pants but Naia stopped her.
"Leave them on. For now." She winked, making Beth tremble. She had no idea what the nymph had planned, but she trusted her.
Naia leaned forward, pulling Beth's head toward her own. Beth closed her eyes and saw Irina once more, frozen in a moment that had gotten away. It had been a question she was always afraid to ask, but she knew that soon she would have her answer.
Soft lips touched her own, spreading heat throughout her body. She moaned, giving the nymph an opportunity to suck tenderly on her lower lip. Everywhere the nymph touched her, a ripple of arousal traveled the length of her body, their waves overlapping somewhere deep in her stomach. She touched Naia back, opening her eyes to see what she was doing. Trepidation filled her, uncertain of where she should start.
"It's easier with the men, isn't it?" Naia asked. "Everything begins and ends with their penis. Well, for most of them anyway."
Beth nodded. Her boyfriends had been few, and they had rarely satisfied her the same way a session with one of her dildos had.
"We women are built different. We crave intimacy of the whole body. A touch here. A kiss there." More ripples were spreading through Beth. This was no longer her imagination, but magic running across her skin. Her clothes were rippling as well, and she noticed that a small pool of water had formed beneath them, liquid tendrils climbing her legs to vanish beneath her clothes. "Our bodies are the string instruments of the sexual kingdom. To someone who knows how, any string can be plucked to generate the desired effect."
One hand passed along the upper curve of Beth's left breast, pushing her blouse open to slide inside. Naia's fingertips were warm against her skin, caressing the bottom of the breast. Her thumb circled the base of Beth's nipple, teasing it fully erect before sliding across the top.
"Your skin is so soft." Naia's breath was hot against Beth's ear. "It's part of the game, isn't it?"
"Game?" Beth said the word between breaths. She was panting lightly now, trying to push her crotch into the nymph's other hand.
"You don't even realize it. Your desire to be conquered." Naia let go of the breast and moved her hand into Beth's hair. She grabbed a handful and yanked it back, making Beth whimper. "It's just one half of your sexuality, to play the part of the soft, demure little princess."
"What?" Naia forced their mouths together, causing Beth to moan. Little pulses of water were teasing the edges of her labia now and she was now moving her hips back and forth on the bottom of the tub.
The game is played in two ways. Naia's voice was coming from nearby bubbles, each one popping to release a scent that made her think of a thunderstorm in the forest.
Play it soft and demure, lure in your lover. Pop. More tendrils teasing her clit, swirling just out of reach.
Make them think they have the upper hand. Pop. Now they teased her asshole, moving in slow circles around it.
Then conquer them instead. Take the upper hand and use them to get off. Several bubbles popped, flooding her senses. Her pants were now soaked, the fabric rippling with the water beneath. Her thighs were being squeezed in several different places by the water that had enveloped her, a massage that had the effect of making her groin throb. No matter how she moved, she couldn't get the pressure on her clit to increase, Naia deliberately teasing her with those tendrils.
But secretly...
Naia's tongue was in her mouth, her magic pouring into Beth. She was having trouble catching her breath, gasping between moans.
Deep down...
Water snakes now toyed with her breasts, her waist and stomach circled with swirling water. She hadn't even noticed them.
You're hoping that you will meet your match. Her hips were lifted off the ground, the fingers on her skin pulsing with power. The room took on a pink and purple glow, the air suddenly filled with magical bubbles that lifted her and floated free, hovering above her. The bubbles were playing music now, different string instruments that played together in perfect harmony. Naia broke the kiss, floating over Beth as if they were both underwater.
Oh god, Beth thought, realizing that they were, in fact, underwater. It was hard to tell, but tiny bubbles had formed over her eyes, allowing her to see underwater. When she tried to breathe, the bubbles rushed into her mouth to fill her lungs with life giving air.
The tickling fingers along her pussy turned into swirling vortexes, her pants and underwear sliding free of her body to get caught up in the magical maelstrom around them. Her labia parted and she grunted to accept the intrusion of a large water cock. When she looked down, she could see it, colored purple by Naia's magic. It wasn't as thick as the Delightful Dragon, but the edges of it rippled like a snake trying to shed its skin.
"Oh god!" Her voice was swallowed up by the water. Naia's body had become translucent, merging with the watery sphere she was trapped in. As the water cock slid into her, she flailed her arms. She desperately wanted to grab onto something, anything.
That lack of control scares you, doesn't it? Naia grinned, lowering her mouth toward Beth's stomach. All that was visible of her now was her head and torso, her body now gone. But it does something else for you too.
The nymph clamped her mouth onto Beth's swollen clit and Beth screamed under the water, grabbing onto that thick, curly blue and green hair. She pushed herself into the nymph, her whole body aching for sexual release. The dick inside of her had filled her up and now vibrated, its surface rotating and spinning in different parts of her. It was like thousands of tiny hands had sprouted, massaging her from the inside.
"Please, please, please..." She begged, her words floating away from her. Her whole body was humming, and an aura had formed around her that connected her to the water. Images appeared in the bubbles around, memories of masturbating with her dildos over the years. She watched as they synced up, each one zooming in on her face that first moment she would penetrate herself, her mouth open and her eyes rolled back in ecstasy.
The nymph was no longer just inside her body. She was now in her mind, playing back Beth's greatest hits.
She felt a gentle pushing against her ass. She let go of Naia's head and grabbed her ass cheeks, pulling them apart for the large cock that entered her from beneath. It hummed inside of her, resonating with the other through the thin perineal wall between them. Naia's tongue was now a steady stream of water against her clit now, like a removable shower head on full blast.
The two cocks took turns filling her up and her legs kicked frantically. She felt the orgasm building, but couldn't seem to get enough air. She was being reprogrammed, all control stripped away from her. Her insides churned with excitement, the light around her body streaming brightly through the water like a sunbeam. This wasn't just Naia getting her off. The nymph had filled her up, stretching her holes until she felt like she would burst.
You won't come until you beg me.
"Please!" Her shout was muted.
Not good enough. Naia kept up her assault, holding her just on the edge.
"Let me come, please..." She was almost hyperventilating, the bubbles streaming into her mouth. She wanted to take a nice, deep breath and let out the scream that had built up inside of her. She hovered on the precipice of perhaps the biggest orgasm she had ever had, staring down into its depths with hungry eyes.
What will you do for me? She could hear the smile in Naia's voice. Just begging isn't good enough.
Beth's whole body hummed now, her arms floating uselessly at her side.
"Anything." She couldn't think, her brain stuck in overdrive. What on earth could such a creature want from her?
Anything?
"Name it!"
The lower half of Naia's body appeared in front of Beth's head, legs bent as if she was sitting on her knees. It created an odd illusion, as if the nymph was sitting in a magical hole that exited up above. Those thick, wonderful thighs opened in front of her. Naia's clitoris was a large, luminescent pearl the size of a marble.
Take that final leap.
Beth didn't have to be asked twice. She grabbed onto Naia's legs and pulled them toward her, burying her face in the hairless, puffy lips in front of her. In her mind, she wanted to caress, tease, and seduce. However, once she took that thick pearl into her mouth, she realized that it was somehow giving off oxygen.
Feel free to be rough. Beth sucked it in and swirled it around her mouth with her tongue. There was no tact or planning, just pure, sexual instinct. Naia's moans emanated from the bubbles around them. Beth used her fingers, sliding two in and exploring. She pumped Naia hard, gasping when the water pumped her back. They began to rotate in the water, and Beth was now taking in larger gulps of air from Naia. The orgasm was building for both of them, Beth's fingers slipping free when she could no longer control her arms. Instead, she wrapped them around Naia's thighs and pulled her in, squeezing her ass with both hands. Naia moaned, the vibration traveling up Beth's stomach.
Beth's back arched, her fingers clamping down on Naia's skin. Unable to control herself, she took in a deep breath, the water cocks humming inside her body. The light around them soaked into her skin, filling her with warmth.
When she screamed, the cocks expanded inside of her, filling both of her holes to an extent she never knew was possible. The air rushed out of her lungs in the form of hundreds of bubbles, and she was so full she felt like she couldn't take another breath. Naia disappeared and then reappeared, her mouth finding Beth's. A swirling vortex of water focused itself on Beth's clit, and Naia kissed her, filling her lungs with air once more.
The second scream was nearly as loud, and Naia inhaled it from her, the glow from her body transferring to the nymph. Beth shuddered, losing control of her limbs, but Naia held her close, kissing her tenderly. When the third scream came, the cocks suddenly pulled out of her, triggering a fresh wave of aftershocks through her body.
The room dimmed, the lights cutting in and out. The sphere of water around them burst and they both fell into the bathtub beneath, the water catching them both. Beth's vision was blurry, her whole body so weak that she couldn't move.
The nymph held her head above the water, her whole body warm with power. Naia wiped moisture from Beth's eyes, clearing her vision. Beth took several deep breaths, each one beginning with a sigh. They sat this way for several minutes, or maybe even an hour, she had no way of knowing.
"Still have regrets?" Naia finally broke the silence.
"Only one."
"What's that?"
"I'm not sure how anybody is going to top that." They both laughed. Beth sighed, enjoying the feel of Naia's fingers running through her hair. "So, did you figure it out? How to break the spell, or enchantment, whatever?"
Naia's fingers stopped, and she felt the nymph tense up next to her. "About that. I'm not sure how to tell you this, but..." Naia sat up, moving across from Beth to face her. She took her hands in her own, holding them tightly. "Do you know how I swapped soul pieces with Mike?"
"Yeah?"
The nymph grimaced.
"I'm not sure how, but the demon stitched part of his soul to yours."
-
Mike walked slowly through the long tunnel, marveling at the random bits of furniture stuck in the walls. Occasionally they would pass a window that overlooked a random geographical feature. Mountains, lakes, and underground caverns were on full display for him, and he wondered if these were places contained inside the house or something else altogether.
"Hold up." Carmina stopped the group, her body flashing three times. The tunnel branched off in two directions. She flew quickly down one path, her light fading away. Soon, the only light they had was the glow of Cecilia's body, her eerie hair floating in the stillness of the cavern.
They waited in silence for several minutes, Mike's eyes adjusting to the gloom. He knelt down to examine a piece of wood embedded in the floor. He touched it, wondering where the other side was. The wood radiated enough heat to warm his fingers.
"What the hell?" He waved Tink over, who touched it with her hands. She examined it with her goggles, her face screwed up in concentration.
"Hot wood attached to hot room." She shrugged at him, the lenses flicking away from her face and disappearing. "Tink out of ideas. Maybe sauna?"
"Fair enough." As long as the hot room wasn't secretly on fire. He didn't need the house to expand and then promptly burn down. What happened in the unrevealed rooms anyway? Tink and the others had told him they fell asleep, but he suspected it was more than that. Did time just jump forward or was everyone in suspended animation somehow?
His mind went through all the possibilities, his theories getting deeper with every minute. It suddenly occured to him that Carmina had been gone for a very long time.
"Do you think we should go after her?" he asked.
Tink jumped at the sound of his voice. She had been leaning against the wall and had apparently dozed off. Her hands tightened around her hammer and she jumped forward, brushing her skirt off. Cecilia was staring down the tunnel Carmina had traveled down. Her milky white eyes couldn't see, at least not on the visible spectrum. Her view of the world was completely different than his, and she was currently focused on something.
"What is it?" Mike moved in front of her to see better, his body blocking her glow. His eyes quickly adapted and he saw a faint red glow swirling down the passage, steadily drawing closer. It was like watching a star fall from the sky.
"Run!" Carmina's voice was full of panic. Mike turned to go back toward the house, but Carmina took the other turn, pausing just long enough to lock eyes with him.
"Not toward the house!" She sped away, her wings beating frantically. Loud clunking sounds came from where she had been, so they followed behind her, moving as quickly as they could. Tink was the slowest, so Mike picked her up and carried her slung over his shoulder.
"Husband go faster!" Tink patted him on the back to urge him on. Mike rolled his eyes.
"What is coming after us?"
"Scary chair!" Something metallic pinged off of the walls causing Mike to tap into his inner sprinter. They moved through a couple of twists in the tunnel and a dim light appeared at the end of the tunnel.
"Chair?" He wanted to turn, but he heard that metallic sound again. Tink's legs kicked and she swung her hammer. She connected with something and he felt the shock travel through his shoulder.
"Run faster!" She smacked him with her free hand. His chest already burned from running with a goblin and he charged into the light. Gravity shifted dramatically, the world spinning rapidly around him while he fell sideways and crashed into the floor.
He was in a large food pantry and the hole had been chewed into the floor. The sudden shift in gravity had caused his fall, and he tried to stand. Tink had tumbled farther than he had and she was already up.
A shape burst through the opening and arced toward him. He rolled to the side, narrowly dodging it. He stood up and saw that he faced an old wheelchair that had been modified to hold a pair of machetes on sticks and some whirring saw blades affixed to the end of metal pipes. The blades whirred ominously without a motor to power them, and the chair spun in place, facing Mike.
Cecilia floated in front of him and moved away. The chair followed her instead, swinging at her instead. She dodged out of the way to hold its attention, her ethereal form safe from its sharp edges.



Tink leapt on the chair from behind and whacked at one of the pipes with her hammer. The chair bucked and nearly dumped her. Between spinning around and swinging, Mike couldn't get close enough to help.
Carmina pulled on his ear.
"Block the hole!" She flew next to one of the empty shelves. "That wasn't the only thing after us!"
"Jesus." Mike looked down the tunnel and could hear them coming. He stayed on the other side of the hole and grabbed at the empty shelves, pulling them down. They were heavy, but easy enough to tip. He shoved them across the opening just as Tink knocked one of the machetes off of the chair.
"Stupid fucking slashy chair." She swung at the center of the wheel and knocked something loose. One wheel wobbled dangerously when the thing turned, slowing it down substantially. Whoever had designed the chair hadn't accounted for an attack from behind. The chair kept circling around the hole toward him and he kept dodging away, grabbing onto anything he could stack on top of the shelves to hold them down.
Something heavy slammed into the shelves, making the pile pop up a couple feet before slamming back into place. Blocking the hole wasn't going to accomplish anything.
"Tink, let's go!" He opened the door of the pantry and looked out. It was a room that looked similar to a kitchen, but more industrial and much older than his own. He didn't see a fridge and the oven was woodburning. Cecilia rushed the chair, passing through it and grabbing Tink by the wrists to pull her free. Mike held the door open long enough for them to pass through then pulled it shut. The chair crashed into the other side, the saw blades piercing through the heavy wood.
Tink took the opportunity to strike the whirring blades with her hammer. Sparks sprayed across the door and one of the blades broke off, stuck in the wood. She repeated the process on the other blade and it bent down, jamming in place. The door rattled, the chair trying to pull free.
"Good work." He patted her on the head. The machetes were smacking against the door, but he doubted they could get any sort of speed with the chair stuck so close to it. "What the hell was that thing?"
"Spare parts and hell incarnate." Cecilia said. She floated above the room, casting her gaze toward the floor. "I don't see anything like that in here."
"What is this place?" He walked toward the wall, looking for a light switch. Failing to find one, he noticed a lamp built into the wall. It had no bulb in it nor any wiring. Carmina jumped off his collar and turned into a ball of light, landing inside. The scattered glow lit the room enough for a better look around.
It was a servant's kitchen. Long counters were built for food preparation and he could see old stains along the large table in the middle of the room. He was worried it might come to life, but he was pleased to see that it was bolted in place to the floor.
"It's old." Cecilia touched the counter with her fingertips. "I haven't seen such a thing for over a century." She traced her finger along the counter, removing a thick layer of dust.
"Cupboards empty." Tink had stuck her head in the closest one to her. "No pots. No pans."
"Knives?" Mike asked, trying to keep his voice steady.
"Um..." Tink looked at an empty knife block on the counter. "Tink hope not." The pantry door behind them thudded loudly. Whatever had pursued them had piled against the door.
He was grateful they couldn't get out, but it also meant they couldn't leave that way either.
"I guess we keep going." He signaled to Carmina who hopped out of the sconce and fluttered in front of them. The thick wooden door at the end of the kitchen was somehow ominous. When he touched the knob, he swallowed the lump in his throat.
"A chuisle mo chroí." Cecilia whispered in his ear, the sudden chill of her breath making goosebumps stand up all along his neck.
"What?" He had no idea what she just said.
Cecilia smirked. "Allow me to look. It's why I came." She passed through him, a chill running through his whole body. She turned around to blow him a kiss while sinking through the door.
"Big screamer is big show off." Tink hopped onto the counter and crossed her legs. She took a moment to rearrange a couple of the tools she had brought with her.
"Yes, but she isn't very good at fixing things, is she?"
A small blush bloomed along her green cheeks. She cleared her throat while inspecting her hammer. From where he stood, he could see the gashes in the head of it. Behind them, the pounding on the pantry door had minimized.
Cecilia phased back through the door. "All clear." She winked at Tink, who ignored her.
He pushed the door open. He was looking at a dining room with a plain wooden table. This room was devoid of any other furniture. He stepped inside and looked around. A thick layer of dust was here as well. To his right was a short hallway with some doors and to his left was a spiral staircase going up.
"I think we're in a basement." How did this figure into the layout of the house? He watched Carmina vanish down the hall, her lithe form flitting between the rooms.
"Heavy stuff gone," Tink announced, pointing to some large scratches in the floor. His eyes traced the path back toward the wall. Clearly a large dresser or something similar had been against the wall.
"Looks like it was dragged away." He could almost picture the heavy legs gouging out the wooden floor. The trajectory pointed toward the spiral staircase. "Whatever they removed, it wasn't animated yet."
"Hmm." The lenses on Tink's goggles flicked back and forth as she looked around some more.
Carmina returned, leaving a sparkling trail behind her. "The rooms are empty."
"What kind of rooms are they?" Mike asked.
The fairy shrugged. He went to go check it out. They were similar in size to the small room they had found on the second floor. The wood had faded in places and he could see that they had been minimally furnished. "Servant's quarters," he guessed aloud. Where the hell were they?
Tink walked in behind him. He heard her lenses shift and she walked to the far wall.
"Secret compartment," she announced, then stuck a claw in a gap in the floor. She lifted the loose plank to reveal a small compartment. Inside was a couple of books and a box. Tink handed the books to Mike.
"Interesting." He opened one of the books and was surprised to see that it was just numbers. After turning a few pages, he realized he was looking at some sort of ledger tracking payments in and out. He closed the book and opened the other. The handwriting was very clean and in cursive, the language unfamiliar to him. Some of the words leapt out at him and he realized he was reading something similar to German.
Up in the corner, it had been dated in the year 1196.
"Holy shit." He flipped through the pages. There was no way he was still in the house, it hadn't been around this long. Or had it? He had always assumed the house had been built on this spot, but what if it had been moved?
Tink handed him a small pouch she had found. It had some coins inside. He pocketed them for later.
A brief search of the other rooms revealed nothing else of value and no signs of the rats or Jenny. They reconvened in the dining room, the sound of furniture banging against the pantry having dulled considerably.
Carmina flew ahead up the stairs and they followed at a slower rate. A lump had formed in Mike's throat. He had expected to end up in the Rat King's lair again, not in an ancient mansion. He felt woefully outmatched here and wished he had more of the girls with him.
The stairs stopped at an open archway and he stepped through. He now stood in a library, the shelves stuffed full of books. Large curtains covered windows on the far wall and Carmina hovered before the next door, waving them over.
"Your turn," he told Cecilia. She phased through the door and stopped halfway. She backed up, a puzzled expression on her face.
"I can't go any farther." She looked toward Mike. "There's a barrier."
"Magic?" He grabbed the handle of the door and pulled. There was no latch and it swung open with a loud creak. He winced, then looked through the crack. He pulled the door open even farther, unsure of what he was seeing.
It was solid rock. He touched the cool stone, feeling around the edges of the door. There were no gaps between the frame and the stone itself. It was as if any leftover space had been filled.
"Whoa." Tink was looking at the door itself. The surface was uneven, as if it had been sanded down in random places. Mike stepped back to examine it and realized he was looking at a reverse image of the stone wall itself. He gently closed the door until it was open only a crack. Using his flashlight, he saw that the door's surface matched perfectly.
"I don't get it." He looked at Tink. "Why would someone do this?"
"Tink think not on purpose." She pushed the door shut. "Need find way out."
"Windows maybe?" He walked to them and pulled on the curtains. They fell apart when he pulled, sending a cascade of dust across the room. He coughed, walking out of the cloud. He really wished they had brought some water to drink.
He looked up to see Tink, Cecilia and Carmina all looking out the window. When he turned around, he couldn't help but stare too.
The windows gave him a birdseye view of the city, as if the room had been tilted perfectly sideways. They were high enough up that Mike could actually make out some surrounding clouds and a plane that flew beneath, and he instantly felt a small bout of vertigo take over.
"We're in the sky." He looked at the door across the room. That couldn't be true though, because they were also embedded in rock. They were easily a couple of miles up, but somebody would have noticed a large house embedded in an even bigger rock just floating there.
Right?
He snapped a picture of the city with his phone. This was a mystery he could deal with later, but he didn't feel like coming back to do so.
"Tracks!" Tink shouted, making Mike jump. She was walking all over the room. "Stinky rat tracks, all over!"
"Where do they go?" He watched her circle the room for a few minutes then approach one of the shelves. She walked along it, her fingers tracing the titles. She eventually settled on a pair of thick books at the end and pulled them out. She stuck her arm in the gap and twisted something.
There was a loud click. She walked to the end of the shelf and grabbed the edge.
"Husband help too." She was pulling on the shelf. Mike pushed from the other side and the whole shelf slid along a hidden track in the floor. They revealed a passageway that went about ten feet back and terminated in the same stone behind the door to the room. However, a hole had been chewed into the floor right in front of the wall.
"Hey, great job!" He gave Tink a high-five then ducked away when the books on the shelves launched themselves in his direction. He was knocked off his feet, the old tomes clamping down on his arms and legs. Several more collided with him, their covers flapping like angry birds.
"Tink!" Mike couldn't see where he was going. The books that landed on the floor would flop around like fish then flip their covers open violently, launching themselves toward him. The books passed harmlessly through Cecilia who grabbed Mike by the hand to guide him toward the door. Some of the books were heavy enough that they felt like punches and kicks when they hit him.
The room stank of old paper and mildew. He squinted through the chaos and saw a faint red glow near the floor. He knelt down and grabbed Carmina from underneath a book that was actively trying to chew her up. When they entered the tunnel, a few books were able to follow, but the majority kept flopping around randomly.
He swatted away the few that had followed them, marveling at the large bruise that had already appeared on his arm. They got to the edge of the hole in the floor and looked down.
"Well. Okay then." There were no tricks this time. The hole was in the ceiling of a large bedroom. A magnificent four poster bed was right beneath them. MIke jumped first, his stomach lurching into his throat before landing on the mattress with a thud. He rolled out of the way just as Tink landed.
"That wasn't so-" the mattress snapped shut like a venus flytrap. Mike drew his knife and sliced it along the fold while Tink tried to squirm free from the inside. The bed was hopping up and down, making him think of countless horror movies with nasty poltergeists. The huge frame bent inward, trying to swat at him while he cut. Cecilia was holding onto one of them, keeping it from clubbing MIke in the head.
"Fuck!" One of the posts smacked him hard, his vision going dark around the edges. Growling, he sliced the offending post cleanly off, then did the same for the other one near him. Digging the blade into the frame beneath him, it took only seconds to slice the bed cleanly in two. It sagged and was unable to hop in the air nearly as far. He turned his attention back to the mattress and finished the job, pulling Tink free. Using the knife, he sliced off the other posts and then cut the legs off as well. The bed was now a small pile of wood, flopping limply on the floor.
"Tired of this enchanted furniture bullshit." He stood up and got knocked over by a dresser drawer that had been fired at him from the armoire across the room. Tink flew into a rage and leaped on top of it, smashing the drawers before any more could slide out. She made the whole thing tip onto its front, whaling on the back with the hammer.
Ears ringing, Mike shook his head and sat down on the squirming pile of bed beneath him. This bedroom was still properly furnished and he feared that anything could ambush them at a moment's notice. Tink joined him, breathing hard from exertion.
"Fucking Rat King." She scowled at the ruined furniture across from her.
"I agree." He stared at the dresser. Why hadn't it attacked him while he was breaking the bed?
It was the same with the books. They had only attacked when they had opened the secret passageway.
"Triggers. They operate on triggers." He looked at the bed. "I was too fast for it, but this one attacked when someone landed on it." He looked at the drawer that had hit him. "And my guess is that one attacks if someone gets too far away from the bed. Maybe."
"Then they are traps?"
"Potentially." The only way to know for sure would be to identify some enchanted furniture and then see if they could avoid triggering it. But then how would they know it had been enchanted?
"Tink hate rat house." She gave the toppled dresser a kick.
"Agreed." He put his hand on the door. "Cecilia?"
The banshee passed through and came right back.
"You're not gonna like it." She shook her head.
"Rats?"
"Worse." She took the doorknob and opened it for him. The door swung out into a dimly lit storage room about twenty feet wide and a hundred feet long. It was lit from above by flickering fluorescent light tubes that cast ominous shadows in every direction. At the far end was a set of double doors. The cracked floor was made of concrete and the room was punctuated by metal pillars.
Along the walls, like silent guardians, stood random bits of furniture. Each one looked cobbled together from random household items. To make matters worse, several of them had sharp, glistening blades attached to their makeshift limbs.
Tink stuck her head around Mike, then looked up at him. "Tink know where knives went."
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Stirring Memories
The group was huddled on the floor, staring at the mock map Mike had made of the hallway. He had used his knife to carve wooden blocks from the still flopping dresser, lying the pieces end to end. The smaller ones had already stopped shaking, and the larger ones were weakening. Cecilia hovered overhead, and Carmina stood amongst the blocks.
Carmina had gone first, flying along the ceiling and then back again. Cecilia had become invisible, traversing the same distance. The furniture had remained stationary, meaning that the trigger was likely visual in nature. Mike held the invisibility potion in his hand, wondering if it could be of any help. It would only work on one person, and he and Tink both needed to get to the other side of the room.
There was a hole in the floor at the other end, which led into an office. He doubted that the furniture in there was safe either, and worried that if they ran for it, they would get trapped between two sets of murderous furnishings.
"What do we think?" He looked at the others.
"If Tink right, not all activate at once." Tink flicked the first block away from the others. It tried to flip itself at Mike, but only succeeding in trembling. "We smash one at a time."
"And if I am right, the trigger for the others will be the first objects activating." He shook his head. "I really want Tink to be right, but I don't want to find out the hard way that she isn't."
"If Mike is right, the best option would be to run and hope there is a delay." Cecilia tapped on the thin disk Mike had set down to represent the hole. "This room was mostly empty, and we might be able to bottleneck them. They aren't smart, by any means, and could catch on each other."
"Which leaves us these." Mike indicated three taller blocks. Carmina and Cecilia had described them in much detail, and they all agreed that these were the most dangerous of all. The first was a large china cabinet full of dishes. The thing looked heavy, but he suspected that the dishes would be like the projectile books from the library. The next was a sofa that had rickety legs added to it, the top cushions stitched together for some unseen reason.
The last was a mannequin dummy with a pair of arms attached. Instead of fists, it had been given knife hands. The rest of the stuff in the hall seemed just put together experimentally, but these three seemed the most suspicious of them all.
"The objects don't seem to be sentient. Maybe we could lure them out first?" Cecilia pointed at the blocks. "I could make them chase me and disappear?"
"That's not a bad idea." Mike looked at the model he had built. "There is a hole in the floor right before the double doors. I wonder if stuff would fall down there? What's on the other side of those doors anyway?"
"Let me check." Cecelia blew Mike a kiss and vanished from sight. Several minutes passed before she reappeared.
"The double doors are another dead end. It's that weird rock from before."
"Fuck!" Mike threw one of the blocks. It bounced off the bed, which flopped in response.
"But good news! The room through the hole is one of the rooms in our house. The door is locked, but Abella is still waiting on the other side. She wants to know if she should break down the door or wait for you."
Mike frowned, thinking on it. "If she breaks in, then we can't seal this passageway off anymore, not easily anyway. But then she could trigger any traps waiting for us and smash anything that is following us." He drew the dagger. "If one of us could cut the lock, then she could come up here."
"About that. The hole narrows. You should be able to fit if you stretch your arms over your head, but no way will she make it."
"Goddammit." He fought off the idea of getting stuck while being chased. "This whole expedition has been one giant fucking dead end."
"Not enough rat jam," Tink added.
"You're right." He looked at the hole in the ceiling. Up above, he could still hear some of the books fluttering around in the room above. There was something about that room that was bothering him, and he felt like he was holding a puzzle piece with nowhere to put it. Carmina, now bored, was now stacking the more active cubes, determined to see how high she could pile them before they fell apart.
"Okay, I've got it." He pulled the dagger free. "Carmina, can you fly with this?"
The fairy left her pile of blocks and inspected it. "Maybe."
"Here, try it out, but be careful. If you drop that, it will cut through everything." If not for the hilt, Mike was convinced the thing would sink to the center of the Earth.
Carmina grabbed the handle and grunted, her four wings fluttering furiously. She hovered upwards slowly and made a quick loop around the room. Her speed was very diminished, but she was able to maneuver okay. She landed, setting the blade flat side down on the floor.
"I can do it. What are you thinking?"
"You take the knife and stick it in the lock. Gravity will do the work, that will let Abella in. She can trash whatever jumps her there. Once that room is cleared out, we make a run for it down the hall. Just leave the knife there, I don't want to stumble and fall on it while running." He moved toward one of the long supports from the bed. He sliced it down until it was roughly the size of a baseball bat. "We just need to slide through the hole before we get roughed up. I doubt anything makes it through, but Abella can take care of it if it does." He let out a deep breath. "Once we get back, I think it would be best to meet with the others and discuss a better plan this time. We were all in a hurry to find Jenny, but we haven't even seen any rats. I almost think these are unused tunnels."
"If these are unused, then why all the weird enchanted stuff?" When Cecilia spoke, his jaw dropped.
Why indeed? They had seen no signs of habitation, and they definitely hadn't stumbled across any treasure. His mind was back on the sky room once more.
"We can discuss it later. Carmina?" He held out the dagger once more. "Please be careful."
"You bet." She took it from him and flew through the door once he opened it. They all watched her as she disappeared down the tunnel at the end. They waited a few minutes and then heard the sound of splintering wood. The furniture in the hallway remained motionless.
After several more minutes, Carmina appeared in the gap. She stuck a finger in her mouth and blew, inflating her entire hand like a balloon. She gave them a thumbs up.
"That's one way to do it." He knelt down and let Tink crawl on his back, her legs passing through the loops in his arms. "Ready?"
"Giddyup!" Tink slipped her goggles into place and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. Mike held out his club then opened the door and ran.
The moment he passed in between a lamp with a boxing glove on top and a coffee table, the whole room activated in a chain reaction. Furniture threw itself forward, some of the bigger pieces overlapping with each other and getting tangled up.
The lamp bent over and launched itself like a spear. The boxing glove hit Mike in the face, knocking his head to the side. Tink grabbed the lamp and tossed it to the ground as Mike stepped onto the coffee table. It tried to hop beneath him, and he jumped off of that and onto an angry mini-fridge that was spilling old cans of diet cola everytime it opened its door.
"It's like the swapmeet from hell." He jumped on top of a dresser, the drawers opening and closing beneath him. It tried to tip over, but it was too close to one of the pillars and bounced back. Mike used the shift in direction to leap down onto an ottoman. It jumped up and down, but he was too heavy for it. A coffee table turned on its side and rolled toward him. He knocked it aside with the club, causing it to crash into the mini-fridge.
A tea set leapt off of a nearby end table. The pot smashed into the wall behind him and he swung his club, smashing one of the teacups before it could hit him in the face.
"Sorry Chip." He stomped on another one and kicked over a table lamp. Most of what was in here was junk, but now he faced the strangely stitched couch.
The upper cushions curled like a giant lip, revealing the rows of knives that had been stuck into the cushions.
"No bite! No bite!" Tink squirmed, her feet kicking out. Mike shoved the club into the couch's mouth, pushing it back. The dumb thing was on felt casters, allowing him to push it easily across the concrete floor. Its gnashing teeth made metallic clinking sounds, and when the boxing glove lamp caught up to him, he fed it to the couch.
"Smash!" Tink's shifting weight threw Mike off balance. He turned around to see that she had used her hammer on a changing screen, punching a hole through the top. He grabbed that too and threw it toward the couch. It was now caught up on the cord of the lamp, rotating instead of moving forward.
An Easy Bake oven hopped toward him, a knife hanging out of its open door. He sidestepped, kicking it down the hall. The china cabinet was next, and its doors popped open. The first dish was a miss, but the next hit him squarely in the forehead, splintering against his flesh. He nearly fell over, but Tink grabbed a nearby pillar with her free hand, steadying him.
"Shit, ow!" He ducked behind the pillar as several plates smashed themselves into pieces against it. The furniture nearby was already closing in.
The temperature in the room dropped, and Mike plugged his ears. Tink did the same and Cecilia got between them and the China cabinet. She screamed, the sound painful even through his fingertips. The dishes rattled and cracked inside of the cabinet, and she drew its fire away from them. It fired plates uselessly at the banshee while Mike and Tink ran for it. He kicked down a vacuum cleaner and an ironing board. A loveseat with spider legs leaped across the room, but he fell to his knees, the seat crashing into the wall past him.
The sound of metal slicing through the air made him scramble away, the dummy hopping up and down nearby. It swung at him with several pointy arms, nearly tipping over with every swing. Whoever had designed it had forgotten to give it suitable feet, and Mike ran around it, the wobbly thing falling over in an attempt to stab him.
"Go!" He bent over and Tink leaped over him, landing head first in the hole. Her tail quickly disappeared. He stuck his arms up and jumped.
The inside of the tunnel was rough and beat him up terribly when he reached the narrow section. A strong hand grabbed his foot and pulled him through, dragging him sideways into a room. Abella leaned over him, concern on her face.
"Where's Cecilia?" he asked, but she appeared by his side. Tink was already in the hall, digging through the wood pile when he stepped outside. Once Carmina and Abella were clear, they shut the door and nailed boards into the wall, collapsing against the wall when finished. Tink and Mike held each other, doing their best to catch their breath.
Footsteps echoed down the hall and Zel appeared from around the corner.
"How did it go?" she asked.
Mike groaned in response.
-
Zel used a cotton swab and tweezers to clean ceramic shards out of the cut on Mike's face. He and Tink sat on the hay bales by Zel's workbench. Cecilia was patrolling the house and Carmina had gone into Beth's closet to get Ratu.
"You might need stitches." She had him hold a clean rag to his forehead. "The shards kept moving after they were embedded in there."
"Great. How steady are your hands?"
Zel grinned, then turned back to her table. Mike noticed her feet looked slightly bigger than they had before but kept it to himself. Beth wandered in, her cheeks flushed. She was wearing a different outfit than before, a sundress with boots. She sat across from him, a frown plastered on her face.
"I heard you come back. How did it go?"
"Poorly." He gave her the brief version, ending with their final flight down the hallway. Zel came back from her table with a thick paste and rubbed it into the cut on his head. His scalp tingled and he tried to touch it, but Zel swatted his hand away.
"That needs to sit for ten minutes."
"Why not use some of that potion you gave me?"
"That potion is for emergency use only and that's the only one I have."
"Can you make more?"
"Not until the next full moon. I was too busy during the last one to do anything." She winked at him, then turned toward Tink. The goblin had a nasty bruise on her shin that was already turning yellow. A different poultice was applied, causing the goblin to grimace. He leaned back on the hay, staring at the hanging light bulb up above.
"Is Cecilia okay? I don't see her."
"We wore her out. She's out front now, recharging." He shook his head. "We wouldn't have made it back without her."
"I heard there was need of me?" Ratu walked through the door, her hands tucked into her kimono. She was followed by Sofia, who had to duck when she came in. "Sorry for the delay, but I stopped by the Library on the way up."
"Wow, that was fast." Mike said. Carmina had left only ten minutes ago.
"I guess." The naga sat down next to Beth and took her hand. "So let's hear some more about your problem."
"What problem?" he asked. Beth dropped her head, her eyes on the floor.
"When I got stuck in the mirror prison, the demon there attached part of his soul to mine. This morning, he started showing up in mirrors around the house."
"Wait, so he's inside the house?" He felt a cold chill in his gut.
"Not quite. He can't escape the mirror, so he is only in my reflection. But he's been threatening me, and I worry that he might be putting you all in danger."
"Have you tried calling Dana? She could put Lily on the phone and we could ask her."
"Tried. No answer. Besides, I get the impression that this demon is kind of a big deal, even for a demon."
"And that's where I come in." Ratu pulled out some books from her kimono. "I'm certain we can find a way to undo the spell before it becomes a bigger problem. However, now I wonder if you needed me for something too. That's a nasty cut on your head."
Mike told her everything, then handed over the journal he had taken. Ratu examined it, then handed it over to Sofia. The cyclops appeared bothered by it, her eye glued to the writings inside. When he finished his story, it was Beth's turn. She showed everyone the marks on her arm and explained how Oliver kept coming to her in various reflections. The naga nodded when she was done, deep in thought.
"So it sounds like we have two problems for me to tackle. What to do about the Rat King, and how to remove a parasitic soul from a human. She turned toward Sofia. "Were you able to learn anything about His Highness?"
The question startled Sofia, and she nearly dropped the journal. "Perhaps. I did some looking. Almost everything I found about a Rat King was simply a mass of rats tangled together by their tails. I found that odd so did some more digging." She grabbed at a messenger bag that Mike hadn't realized she was wearing over one shoulder, then pulled a book out of it. "I think this is an example of an imperfect translation. when I went back far enough, I kept seeing the same symbol over and over. This one."
She opened a book and held it up. It was a detailed sketch of several rats, their tails overlapping in intricate loops that reminded Mike of a Celtic knot.
"So, some old books mention a rat king and follow it with this diagram. But the diagram was meant to be interpretive. The tails overlap and cross over one another. This is a kind of symbolism for how reality overlaps itself."
"I'm sorry, what?"
"I found it in a very old book. This symbol used to be the coat of arms of the very first Rat King. The many rats represent his subjects, and their overlapping tails represent their ability to chew holes into the places where reality can overlap." She closed the book. "Think of your older human cartoons where a mouse runs into a hole and somehow comes out somewhere impossible. That's some leftover lore making it into mainstream culture."
"So wait. The Rat King can chew holes that go from one place to another?"
"Kind of. The original idea was that tiny holes would be used so that his subjects could safely travel his kingdom. Find a hole in the barn, end up in the castle, that sort of thing. It's supposed to be short range. However, this house is different."
"That's right!" Beth sat up suddenly, her eyes on Ratu. "It's just like you said. The Architect did all sorts of tricks with time and space to fold this place up. The greenhouse and the Labyrinth aren't in the house, but somewhere else."
"I don't follow." He looked at all three of them, then turned to Tink. Tink was ignoring the conversation, drawing something on a piece of paper.
"Have you ever seen the wormhole explanation in a movie? The one where they fold a piece of paper over and poke a hole in it?" Beth looked ready to show him if he hadn't.
"Yeah, a shortcut through time and space, i get that."
"Well, imagine that the paper is made of several different sheets already. When they chewed through the house, they found themselves able to travel through some in-between spots."
"Exactly!" Sofia held up the journal. "This makes so much sense. The place you found this journal has been missing for centuries. Not lost, but rather removed. It was home to a very small community of magical and nonmagical beings. When the Crusades came, something happened and they fled, but not before activating a spell much like the geas. It vanished forever, its secrets lost to the world."
"Was it by chance a flying castle?"
"What? No, it was built on a hilltop."
"The whole thing was tilted on its side." Mike pulled out his phone and showed them the picture of the city. "It's just hovering above this place."
"Whoa." Beth took the phone. "I think might be somewhere in Brazil, but can't be sure. I went on a school trip there when I was in high school."
"Fascinating. The place was sealed away, and somehow a piece of it remains in the sky." Ratu looked at Beth. "In a way, this is similar to the story of Atlantis, only the seams have grown weak on this part of the property."
Mike let out a sigh. He'd let Beth explain it better to him later. "How can we use this information?"
"The rats don't need holes as large as they've been chewing them. This implies they were moving something." Beth gave him his phone back. "Also, why would they go here? It sounds like the rats don't accidentally chew holes into places."
"Fuck." The realization hit him like a brick to the head. "The second floor wasn't just sealed off. Emily erased her own memories about it. The Rat King didn't sneak in, he was brought here. By Emily."
They all looked at him.
"The stupid furniture, the weird tunnels, all of it. Emily was using them to go somewhere."
"But why?" Sofia asked.
"She was looking for something and needed the rats. She did something to keep them in line when she was done, but now that she's gone, they're ready to run amok." He scowled at the floor. "We need to find Jenny first and then talk to the Rat King. He will know what she was looking for."



"You mean what she found." Beth shook her head. "I don't like the idea that whatever she found needed to be kept a secret even from Naia."
"Yeah, well..." He shrugged. "Beats a group of witches summoning storms on the lawn." He hoped he was right. "Tink, what are you working on?"
"Rat smasher." She scribbled a few extra lines and hopped off her hay bale. "Tink go work now. See husband later." She walked toward the stairs in the back of the garage, disappearing around the corner.
Mike's stomach growled. It was getting dark out, and he realized he hadn't eaten all day. It was time for a break.
-
Sofia made them sit at the small table just off the kitchen. Beth, Ratu, Zel and Mike chatted quietly while Sofia cooked. Tink appeared briefly when food came out, grabbing a plate for herself and then wandering back out to the garage, muttering the whole time. Sofia sat on her knees so that she was eye level with everybody else.
Sitting at the table, Mike looked over his strange new family. He was surrounded by beautiful women who enjoyed his company, fantastic food, and a sense of belonging he had never had. He wondered if Emily had felt the same way at some point. What could have turned her toward her strange behavior near the end?
It grew even darker outside, night having finally come. Ratu and Sofia left, returning to their respective areas. Mike felt guilty going to bed with Jenny still missing, but he was exhausted. This wasn't a problem that he could just throw himself at, and he hoped for more clarity in the morning.
At Beth's request, he covered the mirrors in the bathroom and her bedroom. It gave him the chills to think that a demon could be sitting behind the reflection of the fabric, just waiting to make a grab for him. Beth was unusually stoic about the fact that some dark entity had it in for her, but he assumed it was part of what made her a perfect fit for the house.
Naia helped him bathe, giving him a relaxing massage in the tub. He asked her again if she knew anything about what Emily had been doing, but she still had no answers. Resigned to having a mystery to solve on his own, he slid into the cool sheets of his bed, staring at the oddly placed carpet near the corner of the room. It was where Emily had been found eventually, her body rotting and ruining the wood.
"What were you up to?" He knew from Ratu that she had been seeking immortality, but felt like that was no longer the whole story.
Either way, the carpet didn't have an answer for him. He turned off the light and rolled over, his eyes closing. He lay that way for nearly an hour, his mind whirring through all the possibilities. Tomorrow morning, he was going to break down the wall in the servant's room and go down that original path and confront the Rat King in his throne room.
Everything after that was still up in the air. The door of his room creaked, and he heard footsteps approaching the bed.
"Hey, Tink." He lifted the blankets to let her in. He heard clothing fall to the floor, the bed squeaking quietly when she got in. It wasn't until he felt the normal sized hand slide around his waist and grab his cock that he realized it wasn't the goblin. He turned the light on and rolled over to see Zel's smiling face staring back at him.
"What are you doing?"
"Isn't it obvious?" Zel winked at him. "I wanted to spend some more time with you."
"Where's Tink?"
"She's busy in the garage. Making a ton of noise with her tools. When I complained, she told me to sleep somewhere else, so here I am." The centaur grinned, pulling the sheet back to reveal her bare body. "The potion is slowly wearing off, and I intend to make the most of it."
"Zel, I..." Thoughts of Jenny and Emily bounced around in his mind, but the sight of a naked woman before him was stiff competition. It also gave him an idea.
"Let me help you relax." She grabbed his cock through his boxers and gave it a couple of strokes. He was immediately hard, blood rushing to his groin. She pulled the boxers down to reveal the head of his cock.
"Wait, before we begin. How slowly are you turning back?"
Zel shrugged. "Slow enough. I'm guessing twelve to forty hours." She stroked his cock and gave it a lick. "Do you want to talk about math, or get your dick sucked?"
"Let's try something else." He sat up and pushed her onto her back. "If this really is a limited time thing, let's take advantage of it." He spread her legs apart, marveling at the silky mane of her tail beneath her ass. Her legs were furry, but it was still smooth to the touch. He lightly stroked her fuzzy pubes, admiring the thick lips of her labia.
"What are you doing?"
"Horsing around." He lowered his head and planted kisses along her inner thighs.
'You're so funny." The irritation in her voice was replaced by a soft sigh. He ran his fingers up her legs and across her thick, puffy folds.
"I do my best." He gave her a light kiss on her hip bone. "Actually, there's something I want your help with."
"Whatever you want as long as you keep doing that." She stretched her arms, running them slowly across the sheets. "It must be nice sleeping on something so soft."
"It has its benefits." He teased her some more, allowing the anticipation to build. She was enjoying the attention he gave her, but that was only second to what he actually wanted to accomplish. He kissed the area around her hairy mound, pushing his thumb along the edges of her labia, applying just enough pressure to make her cry for more.
He pulled her into his mouth, sliding his tongue around the edge of her swollen clit. She grabbed the back of his head, her fingers pressing into his scalp. He let his mind float, the first step to his true intentions.
She likes that. Naia's voice echoed in his ears, his fingers suddenly moving on their own. She's never had a tongue pleasure her before. She will be sensitive, so take it slow. She was just beneath the surface now, guiding him. He felt like a ghost in his own body, his lips and tongue moving of their own accord, guided by an unseen hand.
Zel's moans were low and guttural, her body moving beneath him. His tongue traced circles on her clit, his fingers sliding into her and caressing her vaginal walls. Her pelvic walls squeezed his fingers, and he added more, stretching her out. Her thighs closed, her legs wrapping around his head. She squeezed him tightly, her moans distant through her thick thighs. He crossed the fingers that he used to penetrate her and gave them a twist when they were halfway in. He enjoyed listening to the gasps of surprise that came from her, tiny sounds that were barely audible.
He was working her into a frenzy. She was lifting her hips now, pressing herself into him. Naia's voice cautioned him to back down if he wanted to continue. He uncrossed his fingers, savoring both her scent and tangy flavor.
He had every intention of getting her off, but he needed more time.
His own arousal had uncurled itself like a lazy cat in winter, stretching out before getting to work. However, that wasn't the part of him he was looking to connect with. No, he sought something much deeper and primal, hidden away somewhere inside his very soul.
The wild magic was like the pilot light of a furnace, turned down low and just waiting. While his fingers twisted against sensitive spots that elicited hot gasps of pleasure from Zel, he was attempting, for the first time, to turn the heat up all by himself. He could see it, a tiny blue spark flickering in the depths of his mind.
He was pleased when the first shock jumped from the tips of his free hand onto her thigh. Zel didn't seem to notice, and he continued feeding that inner fire, delighting in the movements of the woman beneath him.
Sparks formed on his fingers, spreading across the web of his thumb and all along his wrist. He teased Zel's short pubic hairs, picturing the sparks leaping from his hands to her skin. They formed thin streamers between the two of them, the magic traveling through her pelvis and back into his mouth. He disconnected, sticking out just his tongue to tease her clit.
"Oh!" Zel flinched when the spark jumped between them. "What are you doing down there?"
"Did you like it?" He looked up her stomach. Through the valley between her breasts, he could see her face appraising him.
"Very much."
"Good." He resumed, licking all along her inner folds, the sparks jumping back and forth between them. He concentrated on keeping the sparks where the action was occurring, watching them crawl along her skin and vanish. Her moans were louder now, but he pushed her legs off of him and sat up.
"I want to watch you," he told her, stroking his cock. "Play with yourself."
"Oh. Yeah, I can do that." Zel closed her eyes, her fingers finding her slippery slit. "I've never had a chance to really do this. Not in my true form, anyway."
"Do you need any help?"
She laughed, then let out a tiny moan. "I know where all the important stuff is, don't worry. I've done plenty of side research." She gasped when Mike leaned forward and pinched one of her nipples. Tiny sparks connected them, then vanished.
"I used to carve dildos on trees when I was younger." She moaned, using both hands to tease herself. "FInd a nice sturdy tree in the woods with some low, thick branches. Spend a few hours carving it into shape, then polish it so it's nice and smooth. Not super uncommon for centaur women, but I had to carve mine farther away from the tribe."
"Bet that was frustrating." He smiled at the sight of her, slick with her own juices, her furry legs spread to give him a full view.
"You have no idea. The first time I made one, I fucked it until my legs gave out. Came six times, had to walk back in the river, I was so sore back there."
"I bet it was hot to see." His cock was hard, cum leaking from the tip. He stroked with both hands, using her leftover juices as lube. The sparks inside of him were migrating and building up inside his cock. Every time he flexed it, it felt like he was about to blow his load.
"There was a field of tall grass not too far from the tribe. I learned at a young age that the grass was just the right height that if I ran through it, the tops would rub against me and get me off. Used to go on morning and evening runs all the time."
"Sounds like you were a naughty little centaur."
"I had a friend I used to run with. We would make a game of it, see who got off first." Zel's voice was shaky now, her words coming in bursts. She gyrated her hips on the bed, her fingers moving faster.
Mike had stroked himself to the point that he felt like he was about to lose his own load, but he knew that wasn't accurate. The magic had built up inside him with nowhere to go. LIttle sparks crawled across his skin, and he mentally commanded them to gather in just one place.
It was time.
He grabbed a handful of her tail and pulled, her whole body shifting toward him. She spread her legs wide and he placed his hands on her thighs, more sparks connecting them.
"What is that?" she asked, but he ignored her. Moving his hands to her hips, he guided his thick shaft between her swollen labia and pushed into her.
The effect was immediate. Zel's eyes widened and she let out a small scream, the energy inside of MIke dispersing through her. Her legs wrapped tightly around him and he grabbed her ass, thrusting into her slowly at first. Every time he bottomed out inside of her, he could see a fresh wave of electricity travel up along her body.
"Oh fuck! Oh fuck! Fuck me! Mike, fuck me!" She grabbed at him, but her shaky hands kept missing. One hand clutched his thigh while the other grabbed a handful of bedsheet, twisting it hard enough that it popped free of the corner of the bed.
Go fast. Pound her hard, she wants it. Mike got his knees underneath both of them and raised his hips. Zel's bottom half lifted into the air, the head of his cock putting pressure directly on her g-spot.
Zel's cries were loud, and Mike saw a shadow go by the window. He looked out to see a stone figure leaning down from the roof, dark eyes intently watching them. Mike grinned at Abella, then returned his attention to Zel.
"I bet you like that."
"Oh gods, I love it. Don't... stop!"
It was a strange sensation. The magic had built up inside of him and he was hesitant to release it now. It felt very similar to holding back an orgasm, the two sensations now running in tandem inside of him. He could feel his balls tighten and relax, his desire to come growing more urgent. The magic was the same way, steadily trickling through the centaur and making her hair cling to the bed.
"Oh... fuck..." He grabbed at his balls, squeezing gently at the base to delay it. While the effect was immediate for his orgasm, the magic that had been building inside wasn't so easily relieved. The pressure inside his cock was tremendous, and when the dam broke, he flooded Zel with a highly charged wave of energy that manifested as an army of crawling sparks that covered her entire body.
She screamed, then came. Her vaginal walls clamped down on his dick so hard that he wasn't sure he could pull out even if he tried. Blue waves of energy washed across her, every hair on her body now standing up. She gasped for air, her arms flailing against the cool sheets of the bed.
The energy bounced back, and jumped from her back into Mike. The feeling started in the bottoms of his thighs, his ass muscles tightening and making him lift Zel's body up. Only her head was on the bed now as he frantically pumped himself in to her, the magic causing huge pulses of pleasure all through his groin.
"Fuuuuuck!" He grabbed her left hip and her tail and pulled, jamming himself into her as far as he could go. Massive waves of energy blew out of him and back into her, the sparks now making enough light that they were covered in a shimmering aura. Filled with his semen, Zel cried out again when the magic made her come a second time, the energy bouncing back into Mike.
He fell forward into her arms, his still hard cock moving at a furious pace. She cried out his name over and over again, frantically pulling at him. The energy left him again with another load of come, and he cried out, all his muscles tightening up.
Zel cried out and rolled him onto his back, furiously riding him for one last orgasm. She grunted while forcing herself down onto him, again and again, her mouth open wide and drool forming in the corners.
Zel came one last time, the sparks dispersing into the room. Her nails dug into his chest, the blue and white lightning crawling across her skin and scorching marks into the bedposts where it jumped across. Her mouth was slack, her eyes rolled back into her head and her back arched upward. Her limp arms hung at her sides while her hips kept bucking above him. Her breathing was uneven, her moans scratchy from screaming so hard.
She collapsed on top of him, her body twitching. He stroked the hair on her hair with one hand and the hair of her tail with the other, running his fingers through it and pulling it straight again. She shuddered, her pussy squeezing his cock and coating both of them in his own semen. It was several minutes before he went soft, and he rolled her onto her side, pulling himself free. She let out a long sigh, her hand finding his above the sheets.
For a moment, it seemed like she was going to say something. He looked into those deep brown eyes of hers, giving her the space to say it. She kissed him instead, a light peck just in the corner of his mouth, and rolled over.
He was certain Zel had drifted off to sleep by the time he heard the door open again. This time, the footsteps were much quieter, and Tink grumbled to herself when she realized that someone else was on her side of the bed. Undeterred, she walked over to Mike's side and got in there. He lifted his arm and she snuggled right in against his chest.
"Tink too busy tonight. Glad horse ass help out." He heard her yawn, then she bit down lightly on his forearm and fell asleep.
-
Mike opened his eyes. It was still dark, the room filled with the sound of Zel breathing and Tink snoring. He lifted his head, his pulse racing for absolutely no reason. Something had woken him.
Downstairs, he heard glass shattering.
He was up and dressed before Zel was fully awake. Tink, who had fallen asleep in her dress, rubbed at her eyes. There was a loud thump from downstairs, then the sound of something else breaking.
"Fucking rats!" Tink walked over to the door and opened her toolbox. Apparently she had brought it up with her. She pulled out her hammer and a screwdriver, tucking the latter into a loop she had stitched to her beltline. "Horse ass, hurry up!"
"Mmm, what?" Zel sat up, her hair cascading across her face like a collapsed bird's nest. With the blanket covering her legs, she looked very much like a sleepy girl-next-door type. Mike couldn't help but let his gaze linger for a couple of seconds.
"Someone is downstairs," he told her. She groaned, then pulled aside the sheets. Her legs looked a bit more muscular than they had felt just hours ago. He really hoped she didn't turn back into a full centaur while in his bed. Her dress was just under the bed, and she pulled it free.
"Naia?" Mike called out. The faucet in the bath turned on. "Any ideas what's going on?"
"There are lights downstairs. Lots of them," she answered.
Lights? "Those fairies better not be screwing around or they're grounded." He grabbed the knob of the door and walked out into the hallway. The sounds were growing louder. By the time he made it to the stairs, Beth was there to meet him. She wore a short nightgown that came to mid-thigh.
"I feel woefully underprepared," she said, looking at his clothes.
"You learn to dress quickly around here." He winced when he heard a door bang, then proceeded down the stairs. He stopped at the second floor, but the hallway was dark and no sounds could be heard from that direction. He kept going but didn't make it much farther before he saw Cerulea fire past him.
"Hey! What are you three-" he stopped when he saw five different colored orbs of light chasing after her. Cerulea reappeared, crashing into his chest.
"Bad spirits! Bad spirits!" She grabbed the neckline of his shirt and scrambled underneath. The orbs came around the corner and scattered before colliding with him. They swirled around in the entryway and then disappeared into the office.
What fresh hell were they dealing with now? He walked into the office and saw that the orbs had gone missing. He took a couple of steps in and the chair behind the desk launched itself at him.
"What the fuck?" He covered his face with his arms, the chair smashing into him. He fell down and rolled, fresh blood trickling down his face. He had bitten his lip. Was the furniture here possessed now too?
An orb blasted out of the chair and passed through the wall. The chair, thank god, remained motionless. Beth helped him up while Zel watched from the doorway. Once standing, he grabbed the bottom of his shirt and shook it. Cerulea fell out, landing on her back on the floor. She kicked her feet to right herself, but Mike helped her up.
"What were those things?"
"Bad spirits!" She flapped her wings, hovering in front of his face. "I caught them breaking dishes, so they chased me."
"Where did they come from?" When he turned around, he realized that one of them was missing. "Tink?"
"Husband!" Her voice was faint, but he was able to follow it. They all ended up at the top of the stairs to the basement. Walking down, he felt a sense of foreboding. Sure enough, he spotted Tink next to the freezer. A small hole had been carved into the concrete wall, and Mike knew exactly what the issue was.
"They came through the Vault, didn't they?"



Tink nodded, pulling her goggles over her head. "Big mess inside." She picked up the piece of chalk hidden below the freezer and drew a door next to the hole. Beth watched, her jaw open in disbelief as Tink knocked and the door opened, letting her in.
He was going to follow her, but stopped. The large shelves had been knocked over, and all manner of items had spilled out along the floor. The goblin was able to move amongst the items without touching them, her tail lifting high at times to avoid an errant touch of something. He still had no idea what all was in there, but Tink had reassured him that everything was very dangerous.
"Uh oh." Tink knelt down and picked something up. She worked her way back out, holding something in her hands. When she pushed the pieces of it together, it was an old clay jar.
"Okay, enlighten me. What am I looking at?"
"Jar of Souls. Emily bring back from England. Bad ghosts trapped in here, like to throw things and make big mess."
"Poltergeists." Beth spoke from behind them. "There were poltergeists in that jar."
"Uh huh. Jar broke. Can't put them back." She handed Mike the pieces. "Unless can maybe fix?"
At the suggestion of fixing the jar, three lights burst out of the freezer. They swirled around him and then hit him in the chest, knocking him down. The jar slipped from his fingers and shattered on the floor. The room filled with cackling laughter before the lights vanished.
"Or not." Tink picked up a shard of the pot. "Nope. No can fix now."
"The bigger question is why." Zel was peering through the hole in the wall. "Why did the rats put a hole here?"
"I'm guessing they were trying to get in."
"That would seem logical, but think again. Why would they want to get in?" Beth stuck her head through the door. "Is all of this stuff dangerous?"
"To take something obviously. And yes."
"Then why the mess? If they knew what they wanted to take, why is everything knocked over?" She stepped inside, causing Tink to squeak in protest. Tink grabbed Beth by the hand and dragged her back.
"No go, no touch! Super dangerous." She wagged her finger at Beth. "Tink can go, but not you?"
"Why do you get to go?"
"Goblin skin tough." She patted herself proudly on the chest. "Bad spell not hurt Tink."
"Wait." Mike knelt down in front of her so they were face to face. "Are you resistant to magic Tink?"
"Uh huh. Goblin good at surviving bad spell, skin very strong. Tink hit in head once by very bad spell but survive. Make hard to talk though."
"Yeah. Yeah you did." He put his hand between her horns and tousled her hair. He had seen the moment in a memory of Emily's. A wand had blasted the goblin in the face, knocking her clear across the yard. He had always thought Tink's speech was the product of being a goblin, but it was actually the result of a brain injury that should have killed her. "If you looked in there, could you tell if anything was missing?"
"Tink know. Tink help take care of Vault." Something upstairs shattered, causing everybody to wince.
"Ok, here's the plan. The Vault can't stay open like this. If the rats did take something, they might be back for more. Tink, I want you to get this cleaned up so we can see what is missing. Beth, I need you to keep watch out here so that Tink can focus on her job and staying safe."
Tink nodded and walked over to the freezer. She stuck her hands behind the wall and retrieved a pair of gloves, which she slid over her hands. "Tink ready."
"I'm not sure what I can do if trouble shows up." Beth was hugging herself, goosebumps standing up on her skin.
"I just need your eyes and ears. Let her know if something is coming." Mike stripped his shirt off and handed it to her. "Here, you must be cold."
A few seconds passed before she accepted it, their eyes briefly meeting. She slid it over her head, the shirt slightly loose on her, but it covered more of her than her nightgown did. "Thank you."
"No... problem." He didn't know why, but he suddenly felt shy in front of her with his shirt off. He watched her stick her hands down the back of the shirt and pull, flipping her hair out to lie on top of the fabric. Her breasts briefly pressed against the front of the shirt, the lace of her nightgown creating patterns. It was a strangely juvenile thought to have, but it occurred to him that her breasts were now touching the shirt he had just been wearing. "Zel, I need you to go to the garage and make sure everything there is secure. These things are happy breaking my stuff for now, but I'm fairly certain you have some dangerous things out there."
Zel nodded. "That's a good idea."
"If you see one of the fairies, grab her. Whoever you find can relay messages. Cerulea, you stay here with Beth. If something happens, come get me."
"What are you going to do?" Beth asked.
"Let's just say I know someone who can help." He followed Zel up the stairs and back through the house. The spirits had peeled wallpaper off the wall and made a royal mess of the first floor. He could hear furniture being moved upstairs and let out a sigh. These things were making a mess of his home.
"Are you going to be okay?" Zel asked when he showed her outside. Abella landed, concern written on her face. Naia's face reflected worry as well.
"I'll be fine." He gave Abella and Naia a quick rundown of what was going on and asked Abella to help Zel protect the garage. He walked back in the house, doing his best to ignore the flickering lights and creaking stairs. Out the front door, he walked down the front steps and straight to the sundial. He gave it a turn, taking note of the figure in white at the end of the driveway but ignoring him.
He came back up the stairs and stopped, his eyes on the porch swing. It wasn't moving, and he suspected it hadn't moved in quite a while. Cecilia had explained to him that manifesting took energy, and she had certainly exhausted herself on her trip with him into the tunnels of the house.
"Cecilia?" He fought to ignore the sound of a piano being played poorly inside. He didn't even have a piano. "Cecilia, I need you."
The swing moved as if a light breeze had caught it, but he felt no wind. He sat down on the swing and pushed it with his legs, slinging his arm over the back of it.
"Cecilia." He waited, the sounds getting worse. After a few minutes, the temperature dropped and the banshee slowly faded into view, her head leaning on his shoulder.
"I'm tired, runsearc." Her cool fingers touched his bare flesh, her body translucent in the moonlight. He stroked her hair lightly, marveling at the thick streak of red tucked away beneath the rest.
"I know, but you have a job to do. Your real job." He tilted her mouth towards his and kissed her. He felt the heat sucked from his body and shivered. She became more substantial, her hair now beginning to float.
"You aren't dying."
"You're right, I'm not. But there are some souls loose in my home that need tending to." He suspected that the spirits had been wary of the banshee and had waited until she was gone to act, not knowing that she was bound to the place. To emphasize his point, the lights in the house all turned on simultaneously then went out.
"Loose souls?"
"Yes. They came out of a broken jar." He helped her rise. She floated before him, her gaze on the outer wall of the house.
"There are thirteen of them."
"And they're trashing the place. Can you help them move on?"
A slow smile grew across Cecilia's face. She took him by the hand and let him open the front door for her. They moved into the front room, orbs of light shooting from wall to wall. He found half of his laptop lying on the ground and just shook his head.
"Once I begin, I will be gone for awhile. The trip is long and I don't want you to worry." She squeezed his fingers and then let go. "And whatever you do, don't follow me into the light."
"What light?"
"One you shouldn't be able to see. However..." she flipped the red lock of hair. "I think you might be able to see it now."
"I understand." He moved toward the wall, rubbing his hands together. She had sapped a ton of his body heat away and he was starting to shiver.
Cecilia took a deep breath, and he plugged his ears, ready for the scream. This time, however, her entire body lit up with a blue, electrical glow. The air smelled immediately of ozone, and the orbs he could see came to a standstill.
The scream never came. Instead, she sang. Rings of light emanated from her body in every direction, passing through the walls and flashing when they passed through a spirit, freezing them in the air. The rings stabilized, wobbling slightly in time with her song.
It was both very beautiful and so sad at the same time. Mike was filled with sadness he had never felt before, tears streaming down his face. The spirits tried to flee, but the rings collapsed inward, drawing them toward the banshee. In the ethereal light, she had never looked more beautiful, her body floating three feet off the ground. She continued her song, grabbing the spirits out of the air and absorbing their light into her body. The room frosted over, ice creeping along the walls toward his bare skin. The light was so bright that he had to squint through his tears. Other voices joined hers, the melody washing over him. He was paralyzed in grief.
"Slan leat," she said. The space behind her had opened up, bright light blinding him. He could just make out the sparkling blue waters of a large body of water behind her with a glass boat on the shores. He wanted to follow, to see where the boat would take him. His resistance crumbling, he stood, ready to give chase. Butterflies made of light flew across the pristine sand, their wings beating a tune of their own in the still air. He took a step forward, then another.
A voice could be heard, from across the ocean, telling him to stay. His mind was just able to register the fact that he shouldn't be able to recognize the voice, but it spoke across the decades as clear as if he had heard it last only minutes ago. Stunned, he ceased his forward motion.
"Dad?" The light vanished, leaving him in a room that was suddenly more lonely than it had ever been.
-
"Do you think he's okay up there?" Beth's eyes were on the basement, her back to the Vault door. All she could hear was the sounds of things breaking. She wondered if the spirits would level the house given enough time.
"Husband always okay. Slow sometimes, but good heart." Tink was using the gloves to pick up a small golden box that made a sound like a rattlesnake.
"Yeah, I guess." She thought of Mike and the changes she had seen in him. She had known him less than two weeks and it was like knowing two different people. She still saw him as the shy introvert from his first day in the house. Then there was the man who had various relationships with the creatures in his home, the same man who had noticed she was cold and given her the shirt off his back. When she had seen the scars all along his hip, it had taken everything in her power not to stare.
Nearly half an hour had passed when the spirits suddenly went silent. A distant song came from upstairs, but it felt like it was somehow seeping through the ceiling itself. It was in a language she didn't recognize, yet somehow it struck a chord within her soul. Sorrow washed over her, her hand coming to her mouth to repress a sob.
The song came in waves, a dirge that brought a small flood of tears. Her mind was flooded with memories of dead loved ones, the faces of people she hadn't thought about in a long time suddenly present in her mind's eye. She looked over her shoulder to see if Tink was reacting. The little goblin was busy putting objects back, tears streaming down her cheeks.
LIght swept through the floor in giant arcs, capturing an errant spirit that had been hiding beneath the freezer. It was slowly drawn up toward the the ceiling, its diaphanous form pulsing in time with the music.
The song lasted several minutes, causing an ache to form in her chest. The light was bright enough to illuminate the dark corners of the Vault. She fell to her knees, the agony within unbearable. Her soul was a raw nerve, flooding her system with grief. She sobbed uncontrollably, leaning forward against the cold floor.
A warm hand took hers. Through her tears, she saw that Tink sat with her now. The goblin pulled her over, lying Beth's head in her lap. Tink ran her fingers through Beth's hair, but said nothing. Unable to help herself, she curled into a ball, letting misery carry her for a while.
The light receded, the song over. Through the ceiling, she heard Mike call out, but was unable to hear what he said. Darkness had returned to the basement, but the house above had gone quiet.
"Tink keep watch," the goblin said, rubbing the back Beth's neck. "Go find husband."
"Ok." Beth stood and wiped her eyes. She climbed the stairs, opening the door at the top slowly. The kitchen was a mess. Anything that had been in the cabinets was now strewn about, the floor covered in broken glass. She walked carefully, her eyes on the walls just in case the spirits were still about.
"Mike?" She walked through the large dining room. The mess in here was minor, the chairs strewn about the room. Walking out into the living room, she spotted him.
He sat on the couch, knees pulled up to his chest. His face was hidden behind his arms and his body was perfectly still. She was almost afraid to touch him, but she had to know if he was okay.
"Mike?" She touched his bare shoulder, His skin was impossibly cold, as if he had been sitting outside in a blizzard. He lifted his head, a haunted look in his eyes. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah." His voice was nasally, and she saw streaks all along his face. He wiped his nose and stuck out his other hand. She helped him rise, steadying him. His hair hung around his face in a way that made it look like it had grown out an inch since this morning.
"What happened?"
"Funeral dirge. Cecilia took the spirits away. She'll be back eventually." He walked to the front closet and pulled out a coat. He put it on and held it tightly against his body, his teeth chattering.
"Is that all?" His eyes were on something distant, perhaps a memory or a place she couldn't see.
"Yeah. It's all I want to talk about, anyway." He rubbed at his eyes. "How are things downstairs?"
"They're-" She stopped, her eyes on the dark figure that stood at the base of the stairs. It was a rat, about a foot tall and wearing a pair of glasses that looked like they came from a children's toy.
"The Rat King wishes you to know that time is up. You have declared war on our people and we will drive you from our lands. This is but the beginning." The rat's voice was loud and obnoxious, his whiskers shaking with indignation. "You are to leave immediately or-"
Mike was fast, grabbing the rat by the neck. It tried to bite him, but he shifted his hands so that he held it by the scruff instead. "We never declared war on you or your king. You're the ones who did all this." He waved his hand at the room.
"Your avatar has killed many of us and you dare to accuse us of malfeasance?" He swung a paw at Mike, his plastic glasses falling off.
"Our avatar? What are you talking about?"
"You built a shrine to her, I saw it!" He pointed toward the window where the dollhouse had been. "Your champion, the evil doll."
"Oh, you mean the shrine that you destroyed? Let me rephrase that so you can soak it in. You broke her house and that pissed her off. I didn't send her after you, I wanted to work things out. She sent herself."
"W-what?" Disbelief was etched on the rat's face.
"Yep. You guys dug your own graves and you're welcome to them." He dropped the rat on the floor. "You trashed my house, twice, and you have the nerve to tell me your king has the right to be mad at us? Fuck you. You can all die for all I care right now."
"Hold up." Beth knelt down to look at the rat. "Now, if you were to take us to your king, maybe we could talk Jenny into not murdering everybody in your kingdom."
"Impossible." His eyes watered, his beady nose twitching. "I will not risk His Majesty's safety."
"He's dead anyway, it's just a matter of time." Mike kicked at the rat, who dodged to the side and bared his teeth. "I'm not feeling particularly generous right now, but my friend here has the ability to speak with her. It's your call."
The rat looked back and forth, indecision on his furry features. Finally, he slumped. "Fine. I'll take you to him."
"Damn fucking right," Mike said. Beth saw a fire in his eyes she had never seen before. It was only once he looked away from her that she realized his eyes had actually been glowing.
*****
Mike is in a bad mood and some shit is about to go down next chapter. What he finds out is going to kick off a chain of events that I cannot wait to write for you!
Please remember to rate fairly, and feel free to leave comments, I do read them all (eventually). I occasionally respond to messages and have super appreciated hearing from so many of you. I firmly believe that the Lit community is full of awesome people and you have proven me right time and time again. My computer time is largely focused on producing content these days, and I do seriously become inspired by your kind words when I'm stuck (you have no idea how many times you all have lifted me back up)!
Special shout out to the many readers who've told me they read this story with their significant others. You all are super lucky to have found each other and I love that so much!
Take care, and I will see you next time!
(Oh, and for those of you who are super into the paranormal, I use the term poltergeist loosely, primarily as a spirit that just loves to break shit. For those of you who are very eagle-eyed, you might even be able to figure out where these ones came from!)
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Breakdown in Negotiations
Mike pulled his shirt on in front of the bathroom mirror, Naia watching him from the tub. He could see the look of concern on her face, knew that the question was coming, and he had no idea how to dodge it.
"Are you okay?"
He let out a sigh. "No."
"Tell me."
He didn't want to. He never wanted to talk about it with anybody. Yet, when he turned to face her directly, he remembered that she was the other part of his soul. She completed him in a way he couldn't quite comprehend, and the fact that he wanted to hide his feelings filled him with shame.
"The fast version." He stood right in front of her. "Cecilia took the souls of the poltergeists with her."
"That I know."
"When she did, I saw... things." Even now, it was a fading memory, a dream not meant to be remembered. Something about the light had called to him in a primal way, a way that surpassed even his love for Naia and the others. It had been terrifying just how close he had been to simply giving everything away just to step into its warm comfort. "It was a place of pure peace, just a shoreline on the waters of eternity, I guess. And I wanted to go, but I heard a voice. My dad's voice. I knew it was him, but I couldn't explain to you how I knew, and all he did was say my name. I wanted so badly to meet him, to ask him all the questions I had, but..."
Naia grabbed him, hugging him tight against her. "Death comes for us all. You got to see what awaits after we pass, but only a piece of it. The terrifying part of dying comes from letting go of this world and still not knowing what comes next."
"I guess."
"Your father will wait for you. I need you here now." She fixed him with those deep, penetrating eyes of hers. "When you die, you go beyond those shores. What you saw was just the doorway. Don't let that experience fool you into suddenly knowing what comes for any of us."
"Why was my dad there?"
"Often we find those we miss the most waiting for us on those shores. It is no big surprise that you would hear from him. You will walk those shores one day and find out for sure, but today is not that day."
"I just..." He put his forehead to hers, unable to voice it aloud. A swirl of complex emotions ran through him, everything he had been forced to experience at the same time. When the light had washed over him, he had been forced to confront his entire life, condensed down into mere moments. Once Cecilia had vanished, those thoughts and feelings unpacked like a can full of spring-loaded snakes, overwhelming him.
It's okay, lover. Naia's voice echoed in the back of his mind, her arms squeezing him tight. He took a deep breath and let it go, the emotions flowing out of him. Give it all to me. My waters are deep.
He stood there for a few minutes, his emotions rushing from him like the tide going out. When he finally let go, she kissed the tears from his cheek.
"Better?" she asked.
"Once I get Jenny back." He wiped his face on his sleeve.
Outside his room, he heard one of the planks squeak. When he walked out of the bathroom, he saw Sofia duck her head to walk through the doorway.
"Is this a bad time?" she asked.
"No, I'm good. What's up?"
"Tink came and got me just now. She said you're going after the Rat King again and I wanted you to have something first." She held out a piece of fabric. "I'm not done with the rest of it, but wanted to give you what I had."
"What is it?" He watched her unfold it. The fabric shimmered oddly beneath the light, both purple and black. Once unfolded, he realized he was looking at a vest.
"Do you remember when we were in the Labyrinth and found Ratu's skin?" She handed it over to him. "Naga skin is notoriously durable. I used some to make a nice pair of oven mitts, but had plenty left over and decided to make you some clothes from it."
"That's... does Ratu know you made me a vest out of her old skin?"
"She does. It was her idea when she found out I had taken some. She even helped me preserve some of its magical properties. It's strong against fire and earth magic and is very hard to puncture. You can't wear anything under it though, it has to be against your flesh. It was supposed to be a full tunic, but I ran out of time, so this is what I have.
"Thank you, Sofia." He took off his shirt and slid the vest on, covering up his scars. Once against his skin, the fabric tightened, molding itself to his torso. It was uncomfortable at first, but the cool fabric warmed up to match his body heat and became a bit more pliable. He realized that he could see no seams and wondered how she had stitched it together.
Sofia looked at him oddly, then let out a sigh. "Try not to die."
He thought briefly about Cecilia. Someday, she would take him to that shore. For now, he could wait. "I'll do my best."
"Good." She leaned over him to check the fit, then gave him a quick peck on the cheek. "Put your regular shirt on over it. That way nobody will suspect you're wearing it."
"Good idea." He slid his shirt back on, chasing away the chill of the room. "Are you coming with us?"
She shook her head. "The rats are officially in the Library. As much as I want to help, those little fuckers are tearing up the place and destroying irreplaceable books." She shook her head. "If they chew a hole in the wrong place, we could end up dealing with something far worse than rats. Remember, the Library used to be tied to other places in the world. A hole in the right place could let anybody in, geas be damned."
"Shit." He strapped on his dagger and stuck Zel's vials in his pocket. "Guess I better go cut off the head of the snake. Pun intended."
"You're going to kill the Rat King?" she asked.
"Smash stupid fuck." Tink stood in the door, her eyes on Mike. "Husband smell different, like snake face. We go now."
"What on Earth is that?" Mike asked her. The goblin was holding a strange looking club that looked like it had been reinforced with thick bands of metal.
"This is Tink's Rat Smasher. Big surprise for Rat King." She hoisted the club over her shoulder and left. He followed her out and down the stairs, bidding farewell to Sofia outside of the office. He watched her disappear through the portal, the light vanishing and becoming a simple bookshelf once more.
"I wish this place had a user's manual." It was easily the hundredth time he had wished it.
"You and I both." Beth stood at the base of the stairs in a pair of jeans and a sweater, the rat next to her looking nervous. He narrowed his eyes at the rodent, fighting the urge to give him a kick.
"Lead the way," he told it. The rat nodded, then took them up to the second floor. Mike expected to go in one of the doors but was surprised when they walked into the servant's room.
"We closed this one up," he said, but the rat pushed on a hidden panel in the wall, revealing a thin hallway. It went between the rooms, leading deep into the house.
"Secret passage," Tink said sagely, walking in front of him with her goggles on. "House have normal secrets too."
"I guess." He followed behind her, turning on his flashlight. The hall was dusty with large cobwebs in the corners. Rat prints in the thick dust let him know they were on the right trail.
"His Lordship will not be expecting you, so we will proceed with caution when we reach the royal chambers." The speaker adjusted his plastic glasses, his whiskers trembling. "He is in a poor mood since the demon doll burned down one of his favorite rooms."
"How large is your kingdom?" Beth's question was innocent, but Mike's mind immediately went to how many rat traps he would need to order from Amazon.
"We number in the thousands and our rooms in the hundreds. We live in the forgotten places, the lost temples of the Maya, the pyramids beneath the sands. When you see an abandoned home off the highway, we are there. A broken down factory in the city, we are there. A shipwreck off the coast of-"
"We get it!" Mike didn't mean to yell, but it had slipped out. The rat's voice had been steadily climbing higher, grinding down on his nerves. "If the rats live in all these great places, then why the fuck do you want my house?"
"Your home is bigger than all of these places combined and it is safe. The Rat King wishes to expand his dominion."
"I'm afraid that eminent domain only applies to the government in the human world," Beth told him. "Your king cannot simply take away my client's home."
"We do not follow the laws of the human world. The laws of nature are far stronger."
"I'm guessing we're about to find that out," Mike said, his eyes on the hole in the floor up ahead. Was he about to walk into an actual fight? Could he kill the Rat King? In the back of his mind, he had always wondered if he could kill somebody to protect his family, and he was having a tough time seeing the Rat King as a person. The speaker stopped just before the hole and held up a paw.
"He is holding court. We must be cautious or his subjects will attack you."
"Holding court?" Mike looked at Beth.
"Kind of like civil suits. Or schmoozing at a party. Or whatever." She shrugged. "But it means a lot of them will be there."
"More to smash." Tink's voice came out as a low growl. She shifted the club on her shoulder. "Tink tired of rats."
"Same here, Tink." He watched her jump into the hole ahead of him and land with a loud thud and a swearing streak. "I guess I'll go down and give you a hand," he said to Beth.
"Why?" Beth sat down and turned while dropping, her fingers grabbing the ledge. She let go and fell the last couple of feet, landing far easier than Tink had. The rat jumped down without any issues, landing in a crouch. "You coming?"
"Yeah." He sat down like Beth had and slid forward, rolling over onto his stomach. Unlike Beth, his legs swung too far on his descent and he lost his grip. Tink and Beth managed to grab his shoulders, preventing him from smashing his head, but his combined weight carried them all to the floor with a bang. The air rushed from his lungs and something popped in his back, sending pain through his ribs.
"Husband okay?" The goblin was currently pinned beneath him, her voice muffled by his neck.
"Yeah, sorry." He stood up and checked his pockets. To his relief, the vials were still intact and his dagger was in place. He helped Tink stand. "Let's continue."
They stood in a long hallway which terminated at an elevator door. When it opened, he saw a familiar sight. It was the Rat King's throne room. He sat on his throne, leaning his head on one paw and holding his makeshift scepter in the other. The emerald gleamed in the lights of the room, and he saw that countless rats were piled along the edges, all turning to regard him. The Rat King sat up, adjusting his crown.
"You dare to bring humans here?" he hissed, smacking the butt of his scepter on the table of his highchair. "This is treachery!"
The rats around the room started closing in, teeth bared.
"Please, Your Majesty!" The speaker put himself between them and the rats, his hands outstretched. "They have come to get rid of the doll."
The rats withdrew, glittering eyes looking to one another and then the Rat King.
"Your champion has been defeated," the Rat king informed them. "We have trapped her in a church where she can do no harm."
"False." Beth spoke now, her eyes narrowing at the king. "Whatever prison you can put her in is temporary at best and will only stoke her fury."
"Who is this creature who speaks so freely in my court?" the king demanded.
"I'm a lawyer," Beth told them. "And I'm here to straighten this out." Mike nearly laughed when he saw the rats move away from her. It was clear they were uncertain what the word lawyer meant, and Beth showed no fear of them.
"Speak, lawyer." The Rat King stroked his beard.
"We are here to retrieve our friend Jenny. You destroyed her home in your attempt to scare us out of ours. If you let us retrieve her in peace, we would be happy to let you keep the rooms you have already claimed outside of the main house."
"You think you can come here and negotiate terms with me? I will accept nothing except your absolute surrender." He waved his scepter, the emerald glowing with a sinister light. "Even now, the portal to her church is being sealed as we speak. When we finish, she will be across the great waters in the old country."
"Seriously?" Mike stepped in front of Beth, his hand on the dagger. "We came here once to greet you with open arms and you dropped us down a hole. You trash my house, release dangerous spirits, and now you're going to trap my friend somewhere we can't find her?"
"Silence!" He slammed the scepter down again, the light flashing. From behind the highchair, a dark shape stepped free, drawing its blade. The suit of armor gleamed in the light of the desk lamp, the rats around it cheering wildly. The visor was up, and Mike could tell that it was empty. It was yet another automaton.
The Rat King pointed the scepter at Mike. The emerald sent a beam of light into the the suit of armor, light that swirled around it like a swarm of fireflies. "Kill him," he ordered. The suit of armor charged at Mike, blade held low to stab him in the gut.
"Fuck!" Mike braced himself for impact, but it never came. Tink had stepped around him, bringing down her heavy club on the outstretched sword. The club struck hard enough that it ripped the gauntlet holding the sword free of the suit.
"Tink hate metal man!"
She charged the armor, clobbering its legs. The metal bent inward, the suit limping awkwardly in a circle, still trying to get at Mike. She pounded it with the club, knocking it on to the ground where she stood over it, hollering and caving in the breastplate. She grabbed the helmet and ripped it off, tossing it into the crowd of rats that had been stunned into silence. Some of the closer ones ran at her, claws outstretched.
"Tink hate filthy pooping rats!"
Tink's movements seemed clumsy at first, but Mike realized that she was swinging the club hard enough that her whole body moved with it. She was using her entire body as a counterweight, allowing her swings to carry her around in a steadily growing circle. The first rat that made it to her was smashed, its limp body colliding with the one behind it. Tink was vicious, bringing the club around to kill those brave enough to get near her.
"And Tink hate you!"
Her wild swings had placed her in the center of the room, fifteen feet from the Rat King. She twisted the handle of the club and the metal pieces sprung outward, unfolding to reveal a thick hole in the top of the club. Several lenses flicked across her field of view, her goggles glowing from within. She fell onto her back, using her feet to aim the club at the Rat King.
She yanked on a metal latch and a harpoon, roughly half the length of the club, launched out of the opening, piercing the Rat King through the chest and pinning him to his chair. His eyes were frozen wide in surprise, the chamber now completely silent.
Tink grabbed the small cord attached to her spear and gave it a hard yank. The chair tipped forward, the rats scattering out of the way. When the Rat King fell to the ground, his scepter clattered across the floor where Beth quickly grabbed it. His tiny crown rolled across the floor and bounced off of Tink's bare feet. She picked up the crown and put it on her head.
"Goblin law. Tink kill king. Now Tink king." She picked her club back up, giving it another twist. The mechanism pulled the metal pieces back into place, and she hefted the club onto her shoulder. "Fight all challengers, smash into jam."
There were several moments of silence. The speaker of the rats finally broke it.
"You... you killed our king."
"Your king killed himself the moment he threatened me." Mike pointed at Tink, who bared her teeth at the rats. "You thought the doll was my champion, but you were wrong. Tink is my champion. And unless you're hiding an even bigger suit of armor or a sofa with chainsaw arms tied to it, I'm guessing that my champion smashed yours."
"That... that..." The speaker's mouth opened and closed several times. "I don't know what to say."
"Tink say give creepy doll back or Tink smash whole kingdom." She leered at the rats surrounding her. "Make rat paste, feed to snake face, order of new Rat King."
"She can't be king. She isn't even a rat!" The speaker shook his head. "They will never listen to you, only one of our own."
"But they might listen to you." Beth walked up behind Tink and took the crown off her head. "Maybe we can arrange a truce between your new kingdom and our own? You seem like a reasonable rodent, and a truce with the Radley House is preferable to what we could do next. I know a minotaur who is ten times scarier who would love to level this place just for the fun of it."
"This is... that is..." The speaker flinched away from her when Beth crouched down in front of him, but she gently placed the crown on his head. The rats in the room chittered amongst themselves.
"What do you think, Your Majesty?"
"I... I..." His whiskers twitched, and he turned to face the congregation. They all stared blankly back. Clearly this was a turn of events none of them had expected. He took off his glasses and pretended to polish the non-existent lenses. "Does anyone else lay claim to the throne?"
The rats in the room looked to each other and then at the fierce goblin in the center of the room. Perhaps there were some among them that had aspirations of royal grandeur, but Mike sincerely doubted that any of them wished to face Tink and her murderous club. A ripple started in the mass of fur as a small group of rats bowed, starting a chain reaction through the chamber. Eventually, the congregation had become perfectly silent, their tails lifted in the air and curling through that of their neighbor. Mike hadn't realized just how long their tails were.
The speaker rat stood just a little higher, his nose sniffing at the air.
"Very well then. I accept."
-
"You had a spear gun hidden inside your club?" Beth asked Tink. They were being led down a long hall surrounded by dirt, insulation, and drywall. The rats that were taking them threw cautionary glances at the group, clearly still afraid.
"Secret weapon for bad king." Tink smiled, all her teeth showing. "Rope in case of big fall, but work here too."
"You really are something." Mike patted her on the head, making her beam happily. He felt supremely bad about the whole encounter; he had been next to useless. Even Beth had been able to negotiate with them afterward while he just stood and watched.
Guess I can't fuck away all of my problems, can I? The stray thought made him snort out loud, and he ignored the look he got from Beth.
They finally arrived at a small hole in the wall. He could tell it used to be larger by the discolored material around it. The rats around the hole were chewing on a strange material and sticking it into place to plug the hole.
"By order of the king, cease!" The speaker had come with them, the crown perched magically atop his head. He now wore the red cloak of the old king, whom the other rats had promptly devoured. The new king had informed them that this was how they preserved their magic upon seeing their looks of disgust.



The rats stopped, gazing at the new king in amazement.
"Widen the portal for our guests. By Royal Decree." Gone was the nervousness in his voice. He held the meter stick scepter in one hand, the emerald gone. Beth had removed the gem upon Mike's suggestion and convinced the rats that it was now considered a token of their allegiance. It had promptly vanished in her pocket.
The rats looked at each other and shrugged, then spit out what they had been chewing. They went to work, gnawing on the surface of the wall until it could be comfortably walked through. Looking through the hole, Mike saw that he was staring down at the floor of an old church. The pews were broken apart beneath them, tossed around the room as if an earthquake had hit.
"I guess we need to go in there." He looked at the rats. "I guess do you have some rope or a ladder we could use?"
"Go get them some," the king commanded. The rats scurried off, leaving the group behind. Once the others were gone, he turned to face the group. "Your friend murdered her way through our tunnels and we discovered, quite by accident, that the church weakened her. We sealed her in the crypt beneath, but she still managed to smash up the place. I really hope that you can convince her to forgive the actions of our late king."
"We'll do our best." Beth crouched down, a smile on her face. "I think the new king will do a much better job, don't you?"
The new king pawed at his cheek bashfully. "Yes. My ascension is quite unorthodox, but not entirely unheard of. I fear that the doll is but one of your many allies. The previous tenant of your home was quite formidable indeed."
"Emily." Mike sat on the floor. "You knew her?"
"I have been the mouthpiece of the king for many years. I was present for their negotiations." He stood now with pride. "I could tell you many things, if you wished."
"I wish." Mike cocked his head.
"And once you present something of value for trade, I will gladly give it to you."
He fought the urge to grab the rat by the scruff of his neck again. "Excuse me?"
"It is our custom. Emily promised us ownership over your home upon her demise in exchange for our services." His whiskers twitched.
"Yeah, well she was planning to screw you over. She was trying to become immortal." He sighed. "And cause me headaches, apparently."
"Can the trade be anything?" Beth asked.
The rat nodded. "Something of equal or greater value."
"How about a name? A human name to symbolize our friendship." She smiled. "Friends call each other by their names."
"Um... what kind of name?"
"How about Reggie? It's short for regent, which is kind of like a king."
"Reggie?" His nose twitched. "I think I like that name."
"So Reggie." Mike leaned against the wall, his arms crossed in front of him. "You've got a name, we want information. What was the deal that Emily made with your people?"
"My kind are able to chew holes in the fabric of reality. There are certain rules we have to abide by, hence why the portals are not always perfect." He pointed to the one in front of them. "She found us by making a portal of her own, a process which can take quite a long time for even a powerful sorceress. For the rats, it can be a matter of minutes if pressed for time."
"And?"
"Emily had us chewing holes into some very old, very forgotten places. Places that had been sealed away, either by accident or on purpose. She was hunting down powerful artifacts and didn't have the time to search via portals of her own."
"So what was she looking for?"
Reggie shook his head. "She never told us. She simply gave us descriptions of where she wanted to go and we did our best. The walls of this place are like magic, enabling us to chew almost anywhere. We quickly discovered hazards in some of these places, and she used her magic to keep us protected.
"Did she find what she was looking for?"
"I think so. One day, we chewed our way into a tower, a place overlooking a large valley of green with a river down the middle. Her description. We were warned that a dangerous foe lurked inside who would kill us on sight, and that she would handle it from there. She was gone for several days before returning."
"And what did she have with her?"
The rat pointed at Beth. "My king spotted the gemstone in her possession, but only briefly. She promised us more work soon, but needed some time. A few days later, she tried to purge us from the house, but rats are clever. We had several tunnels hidden all through the house and she sent terrifying beings after us that were easily lost. A small tunnel, no bigger than a rat, was chewed into a place she called the Vault. It was there where we reclaimed the emerald in hopes of buying peace, but our king discovered it could be used to animate furniture and chose to wield it as a weapon."
"So all your traps were for her?"
"Or for the creatures she sent." Reggie shivered. "We built our tunnels to keep the colony safe and sealed the doors on our floor. Then, one day, the attacks stopped. We tried to venture out, but could no longer step foot past the stairs. Many of our old tunnels would suddenly turn back on themselves and we were forced to remain and wait."
Mike leaned forward. "Wait, she just disappeared?"
"Yes. We had always been forbidden to leave the second floor, but had free access to come and go as we chose if we stayed unseen. But then we couldn't leave at all, forced to remain in the tunnels we already had."
"The spell." He looked at Beth. "She made herself forget."
"How would that accomplish anything?"
"The geas. Until the Caretaker discovers that part of the house, it's like it doesn't exist."
"But the second floor has always been there. Even if Emily forgot about it, the others would still have access."
"True." Something was nagging him, an idea in the back of his mind. "The house expanded when you moved in. Do you think it would collapse again if you moved out?"
"Doesn't change the fact that you would still remember the rooms. It seems like much of the home's magic operates on memory. The expansion maybe relies on some sort of minimum occupancy, or something similar."
"Tink, what do you—" He cut himself off. Tink was catching a catnap next to the portal, her club clutched tightly to her chest. He would ask her later. "Based on your logic, what would happen if you moved out? Would the house shrink? What if I made myself forget the second floor after you left?"
"Logically? None of this makes sense." She picked up a stone and tossed it into the hole. It fell to the floor of the church below. "But fantasy logic?" Yeah, I can see it."
"That sounds like a lot of planning." If that was the case, does that mean that Emily had kicked someone out of the house? He knew that she had done so to Garrett, but the rats had made it seem like a recent event. It didn't make much sense, not based on the memories he had shared with Emily. "When we get back, I'll see if Naia can let me back into Emily's memories. I bet there's a clue in there."
"You can do that?"
He shrugged. "Just the one time. It was... interesting." He had re-lived a sexual encounter inside of Emily's body, one that he often thought of. He had also re-lived a magical sexual assault that had left him feeling terrible. The experience had taught him not only about Emily, but himself. "I guess I'm more afraid of what I might learn about her now. When I did it last time, she was happy and, well, normal. Then an old acquaintance of hers started some trouble and the experience changed her. I think it changed all of them. I know it changed me."
"So even Emily had her problems. Do you think that's why she started manipulating magic?"
"Maybe." He frowned. "The rats said she opened a portal. Do you think she did it herself or did somebody help her?"
"Does it matter?"
"I guess not. But if she did it herself, it meant she learned how to do magic." He thought about being in bed with Zel, briefly controlling how the magic flowed through him. He wasn't certain that he was ever going to be able to do anything but create a magical orgasm feedback loop, but it was a start. "I was under the impression that using magic is difficult."
"I guess. I'm afraid you're an expert compared to what I know." She sighed. "I've got a demon stitched to my soul and have to avoid mirrors for the foreseeable future. I'm not entirely certain how you are able to handle all of this so well."
"I had a shitty childhood. You quickly learn that when you finally have something worth holding on to, you fight with every breath to keep it." His eyes fell on Tink. "Especially when you know they would do the same for you."
"I think I'm beginning to see that." When Beth said this, he noticed she was giving him a strange look.
"They're back." Reggie waved over the returning rats. They were holding a large coil of rope. "Let's get ready."
-
When the rope was tossed into the hole, gravity pulled it straight, making it look like a tightrope from their perspective. Tink elected to stay at the opening and watch their backs while Beth and Mike descended.
MIke went first. Beth watched him slide awkwardly down the rope and then let go too early, falling the last few feet. A cloud of dust billowed out from him.
"I'm fine," he called up, muttering something under his breath. "Jenny, are you there?"
When there wasn't an answer, Beth followed. The rope burned her hands and she nearly fell, her descent finally halted by Mike. The floor creaked sadly under her feet. She looked around the church, noticing that what little light there was came from gaps in the boarded up windows.
"Do you smell that?" He sniffed the air. She noticed it too.
"It's humid. I smell dust, rain and... plants?" The air had a very earthy smell with the scent of moss and grass. "I think we're in the jungle."
"Wait." Mike looked up at the ceiling and then out one of the dirty windows. The glass was cracked where she could see it."This isn't like the castle in the sky. We're on the ground, wherever we are."
"Which means we are outside of the house." She felt her heart briefly stop. "If the Society finds out..."
"Oh, I doubt they know. And even if they did, we're only going to be here a few minutes." He turned his attention to the back of the church. "They said they sealed her in the crypt. I'm hoping the stairs are back there?"
"Yes!" Reggie called down to them from up above. "We trapped her in an old coffin and wedged it shut with a cross."
"Yeah, I've felt that way before too." Mike winked at Beth. "She really does have a temper."
"Agreed." They walked toward a door in the back. The door frame was falling out, the wood rotted clean through. Insects scurried away from the beam of Mike's flashlight and she caught a glimpse of a centipede nearly a foot long and gasped.
"Yeah, I'm barely holding it together myself." He shivered, the beam shaking. "Some of these look big enough to take off a finger or something." He found a set of concrete stairs at the back, waving her over. "I kind of wish I'd brought a face mask or something. There's mold everywhere."
"I think some of that is moss," she replied, but couldn't be sure. The walls were coated in a thick growth that she didn't want to touch. The thought of inhaling spores made her cough out of reflex. They walked together down the stairs and stopped at the bottom when they heard a loud thump.
"Jenny? It's Mike. We're here to rescue you." They stepped out into a large room underground with several tunnels spread out beneath it. Most of them had collapsed, and Beth saw plenty of human bones that had spilled out of the niches carved in the wall.
"Jenny?" She saw an old coffin sitting along the far wall. It was far newer than the rest of the church. Scattered around the coffin were the corpses of several rats and a giant wooden cross had been wedged between the top of the coffin and the ceiling.
The coffin shook, the cross knocking dirt loose from the ceiling.
"Jenny!" He handed the flashlight to Beth and ran to the coffin. Using his magic dagger, he quickly sliced a hole in the end and the doll tumbled free onto the cold dirt floor. Her dress was in tatters and her hair full of dirt. He scooped her up like a small child and hugged her to him. "I'm so glad you're safe."
Beth couldn't help but smile at the sight of a grown man hugging a doll. He brushed the dirt off of Jenny and walked back toward Beth. "Okay, let's go," she said.
"Jenny?" He was looking at the doll suspiciously now. "Jenny, are you here?"
"What's wrong?"
"I... I can't explain it, but when I let her out, it felt like she... left." He handed Beth the doll. "Here, see if you feel it too."
"I'm not sure-" she froze, contemplating Jenny's limp form. Gone was the familiar sinister aura from the doll. "You're right."
"Jenny?" He looked around, walking toward the back of the crypt. "Are you there?"
Above them, they heard the pews all slide across the floor, a noise that made them both jump. The temperature in the room dropped dramatically, causing her teeth to chatter. The flashlight's beam dimmed, revealing that the emerald in Beth's pocket was now glowing bright enough that she could see it through her clothes.
"Oh shit." Mike pushed past her and ran for the stairs, stopping when he realized that Beth still had the flashlight. "C'mon, hurry up."
"But how can she leave the doll? I thought she needed a host?"
"Your guess is as good as mine, but I'm guessing it has something to do with the nuclear powered glow stick in your pocket." He followed her up the stairs, but they both slowed when they got to the top. Gone was the musty darkness of the church, replaced by the smell of summer and a steady stream of daylight. They walked out into the main hall, and she turned off her flashlight.
"This isn't the same church we were in before." It looked fairly new, the pews recently polished. She looked out the window and realized she was looking at a town. "We're somewhere new."
"Not quite. Look harder." He tapped the upper part of the glass. "That distant hillside. What does it look like?"
She squinted, trying to figure out what he was seeing. It took a few moments, but she realized he hadn't been pointing at the hill, but the cloud above it. It was perfectly stationary, painted on to a distant canvas.
"I don't understand." It was like they were inside a giant diorama. "Where are we?"
Mike grabbed her arm and pulled her down as a small group of people walked by the window. They carried baskets and random goods slung to their backs, and she recognized the outfits they were wearing. "Were those puritans?"
"I guess so." He stood back up. "Jenny, what are you doing?"
The ground rumbled and suddenly a dark spirit stood just to the side of one of the buildings. Her dark hair hung over her face, her fingers outstretched. Long tendrils of green light streamed from Beth to Jenny, connecting the two of them through the stone. Jenny wagged her finger back and forth like a metronome, then vanished.
"She's using that emerald." Mike sighed. "Great."
"I thought the rats used it for bringing furniture to life? How is this remotely the same?"
"That sounds like a question for Ratu. The extent of my expertise is a knife so sharp it can cut a spirit." He shrugged. "It looks like she is draining its magic."
A voice boomed at them from all around, causing them to duck. It spoke forcefully enough that the windows rattling in their thin frames.
Once upon a time, there was a girl named Jane.
Where Jenny once stood, there was now a young girl with freckles and pretty brown eyes, a smile plastered on her face.
Jane was a good girl who loved her family and church and god.
A beam of light illuminated her from behind as Jane hugged a bible that appeared in her hands, then folded her hands together as if in prayer.
"We're inside her head now, aren't we?" Beth asked. It was like when she had spoken to Jenny in the dollhouse version of their house, only on a much larger scale.
"Yep." He sighed again, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "This is her version of a tantrum."
They heard the tinkling of bells by the front door of the church. It opened by itself, a large exit sign appearing above it.
"I guess we go that way." Beth suggested.
"Jenny? We don't have time for this!" Mike banged on the window and the ground shook beneath them hard enough that he fell. "Ow, shit."
"I think we need to go along with it for now. C'mon." Beth helped him up and they walked out the door together. They stepped out into the village and stopped to look around. People wandered around the village in small clusters.
She was a lovely girl who walked every day from her home to the well for some water.
Jane swung her bucket melodramatically, the spotlight following her progress. They walked behind her to the well near the center of town. Beth noticed that the well wasn't very far from a set of gallows.
"Jenny, I—" Mike was knocked off his feet by the bucket Jane threw at him. He hit the ground with a loud thud and a new bucket reappeared in Jane's hands. She scowled at him.
"Shhh," Beth cautioned, helping him back up. The entire village had frozen in place, their heads turned toward the two of them. She waved her hand, imploring them to keep going. "We're very sorry, please continue."
The villagers waited several moments before resuming their movements. Jane took her bucket and lowered it into the well. To pull it back up, she had to bend over, the curves of her ass pressing against the homespun fabric. A second spotlight illuminated a man standing back by one of the houses, his eyes locked on the view.
Every day, she would catch the eye of a young man in the village. He was the son of a wealthy landowner and both of them were of marrying age.
Jane pulled the bucket out of the well and turned around, promptly spilling it on her blouse. She tried to cover herself up, her nipples now rock hard against the fabric beneath. The man stepped forward, kneeling to help her with the bucket.
But what Jane didn't know was that someone else already had designs on the young man and his fortune.
The scene froze and became dark, a third spotlight appearing. From behind a nearby house, a young woman with blonde hair twisted into a braid snapped the bundle of sticks she was carrying in half. Beth heard Mike gasp.
The young woman looked just like Elizabeth, one of the Society witches.
Jane was unaware of the danger until it was too late. The lights rose and the figures in the village had moved. They surrounded the gallows now, but the hangman's noose had instead been replaced with a wooden stockade. Jane was crying, pleading silently with the townspeople.
Accused of witchcraft, she was forced to endure the stocks for three days. Every day, she asked God to clear her name, to absolve her of her crimes. But no help ever came.
"Why is she making us watch this?" Beth asked in horror, staring at the villagers. They were throwing rocks and rotten vegetables at Jane, causing her to cry out in agony. In the crowd, Elizabeth smiled, her hand on the back of the young man. In her other hand, she held an incomplete doll. It wasn't nearly as refined Jenny's current vessel, but recognizable nonetheless.
"I don't know." He looked at her, his eyes shimmering. "But this is her story, and I think we should listen."
The eventual trial was brief, but no help ever came. They listened in horror as Jane was sentenced to death by fire, watched the smile grow across Elizabeth's face when her competition was finally out of the way.
On her final night, she cried for her lost life. She wept for the lost moments she would never claim, the family she would never have. Hers was a life cut short, and there was no salvation to be had.



The scene changed one last time. The villagers were piling up the logs around her, Jenny crying silently. Beth turned away once the logs were lit, but Mike never looked away, anger shining in his eyes. From where she stood, she could see Elizabeth doing something with the doll, watched the wispy spirit enter its body.
On that day, Jane learned there were far worse things than death.
Elizabeth took the doll and threw it in the well, waving as it fell into the darkness.
"This is terrible," Beth whispered, watching Elizabeth disappear back into the crowd. The air was thick with smoke, obscuring the village around them. Time moved in slow motion, then came to a stop, the villagers frozen in time. They could hear the sound of Jane sobbing from the well, the sound growing louder. The small, ragged doll climbed out of the well, sprawling out on the dirt. Mike walked toward it and knelt down.
"I'm so sorry," he told her, holding out his hand. "You didn't deserve that fate and I wish I could change it. But the one thing I can do is take you home."
The doll regarded him with button eyes, then looked around the village. It seemed disoriented, wobbling back and forth on its soaking wet legs. MIke picked it up and cradled it like a child. He tilted his head forward as if listening, but Beth didn't hear a sound.
One moment he was holding the doll, the next he was embracing Jenny's spectral form. The temperature dropped dramatically, the village vanishing from view. Beth exhaled a large cloud of fog, rubbing at her arms.
Jenny was sobbing. Mike held her tightly against him, his hands rubbing her back. The village around them faded from view, turning into smoke. They were back in the crypt now, the stale and dusty air filling her nose. She coughed sharply, inhaling the mist that now surrounded her. Her blood immediately boiled with sexual arousal, and a feminine voice filled her ears.
I need you to sleep for awhile. It was Jenny's voice. If you don't mind.
"Why?" Beth looked at Mike, but his far off gaze told her that he was caught up in another vision.
I have unfinished business. She could hear the grin in Jenny's voice. As Jane.
"Are you going to use my body?" she asked.
Not like before. I just need... privacy. No prying eyes, no whispered lies, just a little fun before Jane's demise.
Beth rolled her eyes. "I agree, but only if you promise to come with us when you are done messing around."
I promise. The mist swirled through her and she lost consciousness.
-
"Jenny? Beth?" The world around him was dark, and Beth was the one with the flashlight. He tried to feel around but ended up walking several feet without bumping into anything. He swore under his breath, a river of profanity that would have made Tink proud. The ghost had been whispering something to him earlier, but he couldn't remember what it was.
Beth's voice spoke from the darkness. "Jane spent every evening praying, hoping that God would hear her. The nights were cold and lonely, stuck in the stocks and forced to watch the stars travel across the night sky."
A spotlight appeared on Beth. Her eyes were closed and her breath came in foggy bursts. She pointed behind Mike, so he turned around to see the image of Jane stuck back in the stocks. Jane was bent over and locked in place, unable to leave.
"Jenny?"
"Jane saw everything she had ever hoped for in life fleeing from her. That was, until the night the stranger came." This time, a spotlight targeted Mike. He held his hands over his eyes and looked up, but the light came from nowhere.
"Jenny, what are you-"
Call me Jane! The whole world shook, wind whipping across him hard enough that he hunched over to avoid falling.
"What's going on?"
"You see, Jane had seen and done a lot of things in her life, but there was one thing she wanted to do most of all." Beth had continued her narration. "It saddened her to admit it, but the village had not heeded her words of denial. She had been accused of bewitching the landowner's son and the evidence of witchcraft was all about. She knew full well that there would be no divine salvation and so she mourned the life she was about to lose."
Mike stood up and brushed the dirt out of his hair. "And?"
"She prayed to God for a great many things." The light around Beth dimmed and brightened around Jane. She was whispering, so he walked closer to hear better.
"Bless me Father, for I have sinned. I have had many impure thoughts of late and have found great satisfaction in the secrecy of the barn with John, the young man I have been accused of bewitching. We have done a great many things together, and I suppose this is my punishment for these things, but I swear that I am no witch."
Her cheeks flushed. "But my Lord, there is one thing I still have not done yet. Though the pleasures of the flesh have been many, I regret to admit that I am filled with sadness at the idea that I shall die never knowing the sensation of a true coupling. While I should be filled with anger and resentment of my own demise, I strongly mourn that I may die a virgin. If I am to enter your eternal kingdom tomorrow, I pray that you let me know the true pleasure of carrying a man's seed inside me."
"The stranger overheard Jane's pleas for help." Beth said, and the light over Mike grew even brighter. A stream of green light flowed out of Beth's pocket, swirling around the clearing.
He let out a sigh. This was apparently the one thing he was going to be good at. "Okay. If you want to play, so be it." He wondered how much of this was influenced by the emerald. The last thing he needed was a fuck gem in the house.
"Lord, who is that who comes toward me?" Jane's brown eyes met his, her body swaying from side to side in the stocks.
"I'm just a stranger passing through." In the swirling darkness, he heard the canned cheers of a studio audience and they were now visible, silhouettes tightly clumped together. He fought the urge to roll his eyes. "Would you like some help?"
"Mine is not a plight that I can escape from. It is the Lord's will." She fluttered her eyes at him. "But perhaps the Lord has something else in mind for me?"
The stocks slowly rotated as if on a giant pedestal. Her ass was on display for him now, and she wiggled it enticingly.
"Um... yes. Yes He does." Again the audience applauded, and Beth clapped her hands as well. He walked up to Jane and placed his hands on her waist.
The connection was instant. Cold spikes sunk into his flesh, Jenny's paranormal energy washing through him. It was the same sensation as letting a limb fall asleep for too long and then waking it up, the nerve clusters all firing at once. The energy circled through his body and focused on his groin, his cock immediately springing to attention.
"Um, Jane? What was that?"
When she spoke, her voice was a higher pitch. "Begin at the beginning, and go on until you come to the end. Then stop." He thought it odd that she would say it that way, but It sounded like good advice. She sighed when he pulled up her skirt, exposing the creamy skin of her ass. She wasn't wearing any undergarments, which Mike felt was probably not very period authentic.
He ran his fingers across the back of her legs, then gave her butt a playful swat. Unable to move away, Jane let out a yelp. He swatted her again, but harder this time, then rubbed the skin where he had smacked her.
"You really are a naughty little spirit, aren't you?" He smacked her again. "Caught in the stocks with nowhere to go?"
"Mmm, I love it!" Her voice was Jane again, a full octave lower. "Please traveler, help me finish out my life with no regrets!"
"Uh... okay."
The audience was cheering for him now. Beth was now holding a sign that said You Can Do It! He tried to tune out the world around him, focusing instead on the creamy, untouched thighs of Jane in front of him.
"Okay, then. You want to get weird? Let's get weird." He reached inside of himself, finding the magic much quicker this time. He took his fingers and touched Jane's curly, unshaven pubes, slowly running his fingers towards her wet hot snatch. When he touched the fold of skin over her clit, he let the magic loose, sparks jumping onto her labia and crawling across her thighs.
The effect was immediate. Jane hissed and arched her back as far as she could, her body moving away from him. He stepped forward and slid his fingers around the outside of her labia, squeezing them together and allowing sparks to jump across his knuckles.
"You must be an angel!" Jane declared, then let out a long, low moan. It didn't take long before her body was racked with several tiny spasms, her hungry pussy dripping fluid onto the dirt below.
"That was easy." He withdrew his hands. The audience was going wild and he took a little bow. He turned around to leave and Jane was somehow still in front of him.
"More," she demanded, her voice husky. A ripple went across her body and she was briefly Jenny again. "When I was younger, I always did it for half an hour a day."
"You'll go blind," he muttered, focusing the sparks into his hand once more. He could see them, crawling across his palm, long before making contact. He touched her again, but this time held back. The sparks tickled the skin of his palms, then crawled up along his wrist, piling up on top of each other and forming a solid band of electricity. Jenny became Jane again.
"Please, sir, I crave much more than simple fingers. I desire to be spread open and filled, to feel that familiar heat inside my belly and, oh my god!" He had slid three fingers into her, his fingers making a triangle. He spread his fingers apart, letting the built up magic flow down his arm like water, filling Jane from the inside.
That cold chill went through him again, but this time it carried a taste of his own medicine. The sparks raced up his arm and jumped between his elbow and his ribs, then shot down his legs. He was suddenly rock hard, the sensation of his cock against the fabric of his pants so intense that he nearly blew his load.
"You may be Jane, but you're full of Jenny's tricks." He commanded the magic to release its hold on him and move back into Jane.
When it hit her, she was Jenny again. The temperature around the room dropped and he saw another stream of green light from Beth's pocket beam directly into Jenny.
That stupid fucking gem. Jenny was always a bit off, but he had no doubt that the emerald was powering this mass illusion of hers. The spectators were doing the wave around him now and he almost laughed. He stepped away from her and undid his pants, his cock springing free. He was leaking precum in massive quantities. He stepped toward her and gave the top of her buttocks a playful slap with his dick.
It was like changing channels on a tube TV. A brief second of static and she was Jane again.
"It feels so hot. And big." She shook her ass from side to side. "Please, mysterious stranger, don't keep me waiting any longer."
"I don't plan on it." Despite being caught in her illusion, he felt oddly exposed knowing that he was actually in an old church in the middle of... well, somewhere. It suddenly occurred to him that the Society may have a way to track him in case he left. Yet another question for him to ask Naia or Ratu.
Well, if he actually remembered to. He teased her opening, rubbing the head of his cock against her soft, wet lips. She tried to push against him, but he leaned away, denying her further. He let the magic build inside of him, ribbons of electricity swirling around the base of his cock.
"I long for the-OH!" He slid in, marveling at how quickly her vaginal walls clenched him. Jane howled, his magic flowing into her from the inside. It erupted from her mouth and washed back over her before jumping into Mike again.
"Shit!" He grabbed the base of his cock and squeezed, holding back his own orgasm. The troublesome spirit was using his own magic against him! He debated pulling out, but didn't want her to win. He used his hand to play with her clit, moving slow at first and then quickly. Jane screamed so hard that she forgot about the crowd, who had frozen in mid cheer.
She was Jenny again, her cold body reminiscent of Cecilia's. More light surrounded her and she grunted, cracking the wood of the stockade as she flexed her arms.
"I wonder if the snow loves the trees and fields, that it kisses them so gently?" She turned her head a hundred and eighty degrees until she was facing Mike, her face twisted into a grin.
The weird shit she said he could handle, but the sudden turning of her head was to his advantage. His orgasm subsided and he grabbed Jenny's thighs and lifted her legs off the ground, wrapping them around his waist.
More static, and then Jane was back. Luckily, her head faced the correct way.
"Bless me Father, for I am sinning!" Her head rocked while Mike pounded her, and she let out a tiny scream, the wood of the stocks creaking. He gave her ass a playful slap.
"Say eight 'Fuck Me Mikes'," he told her, smacking her ass again. "And, uh... beg for forgiveness?" This was the only time in his life he wished he had paid more attention in church.
"Fuck me Mike!" Each time she spoke, he swatted her on the butt, releasing his magic in small waves. She bounced them back into him, but he was able to handle the smaller influxes of magic. He realized now that sometimes the easiest way to sink a boat was to use many small waves rather than one big one.
In his mind, he suddenly saw Naia give him a knowing nod.
He alternated his thrusting, moving quickly for a few seconds and then pulling himself out as slowly as possible, the head of his dick spreading apart her lips. Just as he was about to slip free, he pushed himself back in. He tried not to repeat the pattern, but by concentrating on his thrusts, he lost control of his magic. It ran wild back and forth over both of them, and he felt the feedback loop start to grow. However, he noticed that what she sent back was smaller than what he gave, sparks now jumping onto the stocks.
Jenny was back, her head still on backward and her mouth open wide. She cried out, the ground rumbling beneath his feet. Her wild hair parted and he got his first look into those dark eyes of hers. For just a brief moment, the black receded to reveal Jane's soft, brown irises. It was as if the veil of time had briefly parted, allowing both of them to exist at the same time. His body temperature dropped again, and they were both bathed in that green light.
Abruptly, she transformed back into Jane. Where Jenny was cool to the touch, Jane was still warm and full of life. He tried to reconcile the notion that perhaps Jane and Jenny weren't actually the same person. Jane's was a life cut short, whereas Jenny was the product of centuries inside a child's doll.
His body flooded with his own magic, and his cock threatened to burst inside her. He bit down on his lip to stave off his orgasm.
Jane pushed herself back into him, letting out a low moan that made the hair rise on his neck. Determined not to let her win, he commanded the sparks to jump back onto her and they sunk into her flesh.
"But it's no use now to pretend to be two people!" Jane's body flickered into Jenny's. "Why, there's hardly enough of me left to make one respectable person!" She let out a cry, shifting back and forth between Jenny and Jane, the darkness and the light. Jenny's head had snapped back in the correct direction, finally.
"You certainly feel like one person to me." He rubbed at her exposed asshole with his thumb and was surprised when he felt the sparks flow back into him from inside her. His cock twitched and Jane lifted her ass, clenching her vaginal muscles and pulling him farther in.
"How puzzling all these changes are! I'm never sure what I'm going to be, from one minute to the other." Her body was suddenly ethereal, then she regained her composure and solidified around him. The sensation was marvelous in the chill air, his cock exposed briefly to the cold and then warmed once more, but his body temperature had plunged low enough that he was shivering.
"Jenny." He grabbed at her hips once more, attempting to concentrate. She was draining him quickly, his energy flowing into her. "I need you to pull yourself together."
"I'm afraid I can't explain myself, sir. Because I am not myself, you see?" Jenny became Jane again, gasping loudly and struggling. She pushed back into him, the spectral hands of the audience now caressing the backs of his legs and pushing him forward.
He placed one hand on her hip and pushed himself in as far as he could go. At the same time, he pushed his thumb into her ass. She screamed and sent a massive charge into his hand. Once it entered his body, he diverted it to his other hand. A good portion of it bypassed him entirely, flowing directly into her pelvis. However, it then made the jump to the head of his cock.
"Shit, oh shit, oh shit!" He let go of her hip and grabbed her by the hair, pulling hard. Her neck craned back and he felt a sudden shift. The feedback loop had been interrupted, the sparks all washing over her body at once.
The scream came from Jenny, then Jane, then all the shadows around him. Cacophonous moans of pleasure surrounded him on every side and he smiled, watching the world begin to melt around him.
Jenny squeezed down on him and the magic was suddenly his to contain. He pulled his thumb from her ass and grabbed onto her hips with both hands, yelling until his voice was hoarse. The liquid fire of his own magic was so hot that he couldn't even feel the reflexive spurt of his own orgasm — rather, it was the sudden flow of semen, the releasing of his own sexual pressure that he felt, filling up the ghost.
The sparks blasted across Jenny when he came and she screamed again, flexing her arms and shattering the stocks. She hovered briefly in the air, her legs wrapped around him still. The stocks disappeared as she fell to the ground, landing with a loud thud. The shadows melted away, leaving the two of them standing below the spotlight. He gasped for air, trying to regain his footing.
Jenny was facedown in the dirt, semen leaking from her pussy onto the ground. She let out a loud sigh of contentment, her body starting to fade from view.
"If you'll believe in me, I'll believe in you. Is that a bargain?" Her voice was almost a whisper, but he could hear it perfectly.
Of all the strange things she had said to him, this seemed the easiest to understand.
"Of... of course."
Jenny arched her back one last time, her body aglow in green light. It swirled around her as it had around the suit of armor, flooding her with magic. She rolled over to face him, her eyes now composed of pure, green light. Her lips moved, but no sound came out. Suddenly, her eyes went wide.
"And burbled as it came!" Her voice was different now, a compilation of multiple voices all at once. She shuddered, her whole body racked with powerful tremors. Her body burst into a fog and swirled away, the room suddenly bright, blinding him. His outstretched hands closed on something hard, and he squinted, the green light fading away to black.
-
Beth opened her eyes, her joints stiff from the cold. She stood along the far wall of the church, the heat of the outside world working its way into her body. She blinked a few times, her eyes adjusting to the light. How long had she been out?
Mike stood over a busted church pew, his hands gripping the wood tightly. He was breathing hard, and she could see the sweat on his brow. His pants were around his ankles and his semen was all over the busted pew. His softening cock was one of the largest she had ever seen and she let out a tiny gasp of surprise.



He turned and looked at her, horror on his face.
"Oh, shit, it's not... dammit Jenny!" He fumbled with his pants and fell, landing hard on the ground next to the mischievous little doll. Beth turned away, trying simultaneously not to laugh or think about how huge Mike's cock had been. When he was finally quiet, she turned back around. He had tucked Jenny into his shirt and had placed both hands on the rope.
"Let's... let's go." His cheeks were red, the veins in his arms bulging as he pulled himself up. Giggling quietly to herself, she followed.
*****
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Hey all! Back again with another exciting chapter of HFHM.
New to the series? This tale is essentially written as chapters, and you are currently in Book Three. While everybody appreciates a good stroke piece, you really would be better off starting at Chapter One. Otherwise, you will have no idea who is banging who.
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I can't wait for you to find out what happens next, so without further ado...
Big Hands, Big Feet
The walk back through the tunnels was uneventful. Back in the throne room, Mike had Beth broker a new agreement with the rats. If they wanted to stay, they could, but they needed to close off any tunnels to the outside world that could be used to get in. The rats were hesitant to deny their request, particularly because Tink kept throwing everyone stink eye while holding her club and Mike held Jenny in his arms like a pet.
The doll didn't reanimate on the way back, but he could feel her cold, sinister presence within. He thought back to what he had seen in her illusory world. He was still rather pissed that he had been seen, cock essentially in hand, by Beth. There was still something so very daunting about her, a mental roadblock that prevented him from feeling entirely like himself when she was around.
Then again, who was he really? He thought back to the dual nature of Jenny and Jane. Was Jenny the product of Jane undergoing centuries of anger and abuse, that poor peasant girl now gone forever? Or was Jenny the facade that Jane wore to justify her actions, a true manifestation of her inner id?
With a tentative agreement to revisit the rats again to establish more rules, they were led back to the home by Reggie. Though he was now the monarch, he seemed to take a small amount of pride in leading them back to the house. If there was any anger over the death of the recent regent, he didn't detect any.
"Thank you, Reggie." Beth knelt down to shake his hand. "Let me know if you need anything. Also, if you could fix the locks on the doors, we would appreciate that."
"It would be my honor, Lady Beth." The new king gave them a wave and walked back into the secret passage. Mike yawned and looked at the others.
"I'm beat." He held Jenny out to Beth. "Do you want to take her tonight or should I?"
"I'll take her. She might want to talk later." Beth took the doll. "Oh, and here is this."
She handed over the emerald. It glowed eerily once it was in his hand.
"I'll lock it up in the Vault." He had no idea the extent of its powers, but he instantly knew it would be a bad idea to let anybody else mess with it.
"No use Vault." Tink yawned too, then rubbed her eyes. "Tink find old rat hole in back of Vault. Hide in corner where only doll can fit."
"I see." He sighed. That explained how Jenny had gotten out before. "I'll take it with me, I guess. Hold onto it until the Vault gets properly sealed."
"Sounds like a plan." Beth held Jenny out. She looked like she wanted to ask something, but thought better of it. "Well, goodnight."
"Goodnight." He watched her walk away. Embarrassing moments in the church aside, she had been a wonderful ally to have on his side. He made a brief visit to the kitchen for a drink, pleased that the others had cleaned up the worst of the mess already. He sucked down a beer that he had hidden from Tink behind the orange juice. The little goblin could as well be a dwarf based on how much booze she could handle.
Tink was already in bed, her club leaning against the side of the frame. Mike checked in with Naia, and she took the emerald from him and promised to keep it safe until the Vault was finished. He yawned while climbing into bed, miserable at how soon the sun was going to rise. Tink rolled over and grabbed his arm and he shifted it at the last second to avoid getting bitten.
He closed his eyes, contemplating the dull green glow of the emerald. He could see it as if it sat before him, mounted on a tiny silver stand.
"Beautiful, isn't it?" He spoke the words, but he hadn't wanted to say them. It wasn't his voice either. It was a mix of voices, all feminine.
"I... I guess?" When he responded, he heard his own voice. At least he would know who said what.
"Take it."
"Am I asleep?"
The voice laughed. The image of the emerald was now on top of a marble pedestal and he stood in the sideways tower in the sky. He contemplated the world below where it was early morning, could see the movements of cars and trains beneath him. So many people living ordinary lives, unaware that a man living in a magic house was apparently having a nervous breakdown thousands of feet above them.
"Not quite, but close."
"When I was younger, I used to dream I could fly." He grabbed the emerald sculpture. It was about the size of a chess piece in his hand, a hand that wasn't his own. "I loved those dreams because I would fly straight up into the sky. Away from my mother, my problems and other people. In my dreams, it was so peaceful up in the clouds."
"Congratulations on finding a new piece." The room swirled around him and he was back in his house. The first floor was clean and untouched. He walked against his will to the room with the large dining table and saw the familiar gameboard from before. The board was larger now, revealing the new addition to the house. He set the emerald down on Naia's fountain, next to her game piece.
"Every room has its purpose, every monster has its place." The voice sang these words and withdrew his hand.
"Uh huh." He experimented with the board as he had before. He touched the back wall of the servant's quarters. The board shimmered, but instead of changing, a separate game board appeared to the side of his. Standing in the middle of the throne room was a figurine of Reggy, complete with Potatohead glasses and a crown. "This... this is real, isn't it?"
The voice just laughed at him. He tried to relax, allowing himself to sink deeper into the vision. He examined the pieces on the board, contemplating them. Off in the corner, he saw a pair of pieces laying inside the lid of a cardboard box. He pulled them out to look.
"Lily and Dana." Of course. They weren't on the board because they were traveling. He noticed other shapes on his board, blurry shapes. Those would be creatures he hadn't discovered yet in rooms he couldn't find. Frustrated, he tried to examine some of the pieces, but the harder he looked, the blurrier they became.
"So what's the point in all of this? Am I playing a game?" He was reminded of a movie he caught on TV as a kid. Something to do with the gods using humans as game pieces and sending them out on quests. "Are... are you God?"
There was no answer. Instead, he noticed a shadow sitting at the other side of the table. It was next to a game board of its own, and the shadow's ears perked up when it noticed him. It stood and leaned toward him.
"Oh shit." He couldn't make out this new creature, but the absolute malice it radiated washed over him like a heatwave. It had several game pieces of its own on a board that looked like it had a forest along the edges.
"You have been challenged," the voice warned him.
"Challenged to what?" When he spoke, it was in his own voice. He was back in his bed, Tink clutching his thigh. Early morning light illuminated his bedroom and he groaned. Had he actually fallen asleep? His whole body was stiff as if he hadn't moved a muscle the entire time he was in bed.
The vision had filled him with a certain level of dread, that shadowy figure regarding him from the other side of the table. Was it a Society member? He let out a loud sigh. He was too tired to give it much thought and briefly considered getting out of bed to go talk to Naia, or Ratu, or anyone who could give him a shove in the right direction. Fatigue sat across him like a heavy fog, pressing him into the comfort of his mattress.
"Fuck it." He grabbed the edge of a blanket and rolled over, shoving his face into his pillow. Tink stirred, and he jerked his thigh away before she could bite it. Unless the world was currently ending, he was going to sleep in.
-
It was nearly noon when he walked outside. He held a cup of coffee and wore a pair of sunglasses. He went immediately to the sundial and gave it a good turn, then looked up. He had expected to see Sebastien standing there, but was surprised to see a dark-skinned man in a fancy suit.
Amir. This was the head of the Society, standing right on the edge of his property, a false grin plastered across his face. He fiddled with a rather ornate ring on his finger, then put his hands behind his back. This was the first time anyone other than Sebastien had been on watch.
"Mr. Radley." Amir smiled. "I guess the reports of your journeys are... inaccurate."
"Come again?" Mike only walked close enough to hear better. Amir, according to Lily, was one of the most powerful mages currently alive. To Mike, he looked more like an expensive car salesman.
"For several hours, a locator spell I cast with your name pinged in an overgrown region of South America. I sent many of the others to capture you, but we lost your location hours ago. Naturally, I came here myself to check on the situation." Amir folded his fingers into a gun and a black and purple bolt ripped toward Mike. It struck an invisible barrier at the property line and scattered outward. "Can't blame a man for trying. Anyways, I had hoped to be waiting for your eventual return so I could kill you."
"Your locator spell is broken." Mike sipped at his coffee. "Clearly I am still here and haven't left."
"Or clearly you have returned. You are a man of many mysteries, Mr. Radley."
"Yeah." He turned away from Amir, then paused and turned back. "Any luck finding your succubus?"
Amir's features flinched. "She has been rather elusive, but I am a patient man. I have lived for countless centuries and will undoubtedly live countless more. That is why I have decided that I no longer care about gaining your cooperation. It would be far easier to kill you and whoever shows up to claim your inheritance. If I do this enough times, eventually someone will sell me this place."
"It's a shame you have all the time in the world, yet you spend it being a huge douchebag."
"That is a matter of perspective." Amir's smile reappeared. "As the wind wears down the mountain, I too shall see this through."
"Uh huh." The way Amir was looking at him now, he knew that he should be terrified. In a way, his death certificate had already been signed by the man. However, he had slept poorly and was officially too grumpy to care. "Anything else you have to say to me? I'm pretty busy these days. Found a dragon in the basement, I'm having him neutered so he quits humping the washing machine. Leaves terrible stains on all my clothes."
"You have a dragon?" A look of disbelief crossed the man's face. Mike ignored the man and walked back to his door. He stopped long enough to stare at the swing, wondering how long Cecilia would be gone. At the thought of her departure, his mood darkened.
In the early afternoon, a moving truck arrived. It was all the items from New Castle. He had them dropped off on the driveway and tipped the movers well. Beth came out with her list and verified that each item had, in fact, been returned.
The fairies helped him sort the items into magical and non-magical piles. Surprisingly enough, most of the items were non-magical. These Mike used to re-furnish the second floor with help from Sofia and Beth. The rats had unblocked the remaining doorways and closed up a couple of the portals already.
Tink spent her evening and the following morning in the Vault. When she came up for breakfast, she was muttering under her breath, her face and arms covered in soot. Between inhaling her eggos, she mumbled something about a magical item that had blown up in her face and had gone back down to the basement wearing a thick apron and heavy gloves. The Vault was eventually declared repaired before Tink flopped down on Mike's bed and slept for nearly fourteen hours straight.
He expected to have another dream about the game board, but it never came. Cecilia still hadn't returned, but Sofia assured him that many death myths claimed a personal escort could take time, especially when they were troublesome spirits that didn't want to go.
Somehow, it didn't help him feel better. He used his nervous energy to help Reggie transform the servant's quarters into a sitting room. They had both agreed it would be more pleasant than storming into the throne room whenever they wanted to talk. To his credit, Reggie had some of the rats participate in cleaning up, and they even gave Beth an old, beat up dollhouse meant to be a temporary replacement for Jenny.
The doll hadn't moved since they returned, but Beth assured him that Jenny's weird little outburst had worn her out. He was happy to hear that the two of them were at least talking and that the grumpy ghost was okay. He cleaned up the dollhouse and Beth convinced Jenny to accept it until Tink could build her a better one.
Ratu had taken the gem to the Labyrinth for study and hadn't been seen since. Utilizing the fairy messaging system, she informed him that the emerald had her thoroughly stumped. The magic it contained wasn't easily cataloged and she couldn't get it to replicate the effect of animating furniture.
Another day passed without answers or Cecilia. Mike turned the sundial the next morning, ignoring the figure in white who watched him from the sidewalk. They were able to repair damage to the first floor and Jenny's new dollhouse was rebuilt and waiting for her. The rats agreed to avoid the front room, not as a punishment, but because everyone feared Jenny would kill one on sight.
Sitting at the large table in the dining room, Mike was busy clicking through websites on his laptop. He had sent out final emails this morning to his few remaining clients with references for other webmasters he recommended. He had thought to hold onto some semblance of his old life, but he had come to terms with the fact that he found no joy in working for others, nor did he have the time. He had ordered replacement plates and silverware for what the poltergeists had broken and had gotten some new furniture for the front room. Tink, Sofia, and Abella had worked to repair the table, but it still had several large cracks where it had broken apart.
Beth sat across from him, her nose buried in one of the Harry Potter novels. An abandoned crumpet was on the paper plate in front of her and she stirred occasionally at a large cup of tea.
The sound of scrambling claws announced Reggie's arrival. For whatever reason, he had started showing up for meals. At first, Mike had found the rat's continued presence annoying. However, after a couple of days, he realized that Reggie was a lot like he was. The rat had only been a mouthpiece for so many years that he had had no confidence or hopes of advancing his lot. Now, however, he had been given a chance to shine by the very people who would be his enemies and seemed determined to develop that relationship.
"Lord Mike. Lady Beth." He had to sit in a booster seat Tink had built for him, his paws folded politely.
"Good morning," Beth told him, then slid over her crumpet. Reggie broke off a piece and stuffed it in his mouth.
"How's the kingdom?" Mike pushed over the rest of his omelet. Sofia was still sore about the mess they had made of the Library, so he and Beth had started sneaking him her cooking.
"We are doing well. We have rebuilt part of the warrens and moved our living quarters around. Now that we can move around, we were offered refuge down in portions of the Labyrinth.
"Really? Ratu was okay with that?"
The Rat King nodded. "We have built a series of portals through the maze that allow us to check her traps for her. She also had us build her some shortcuts through the Labyrinth so that she could get here faster. Sir Asterion was not a fan of this, but she placated him with something called... time off?"
When Reggie said time off, Mike caught Beth grinning.
"He doesn't have to be in the Labyrinth all the time anymore," she explained. "He's been allowed to come up and visit the garden. We actually had a nice walk in the greenhouse yesterday. We found a great little waterfall and had some lunch there."
"Yeah. There are a couple good ones there." A chuckle escaped his lips. He hadn't really thought of the greenhouse as a place to go for a pleasant walk. Since he was on permanent house arrest, it was likely that he would be doing that fairly soon. "Actually, Reggie, the greenhouse might not be a bad place for your people to look for potential homes. I don't know how big it is, but other than a few extremely dangerous plants, nothing else lives there." At least, that was what Zel had told him.
"We prefer our comforts to be made of wood. Unless you are offering to build us homes, we will stick with our current domiciles."
"Of course." He drank some more coffee and contemplated his computer screen. He felt like he had a million other things he should be doing right now and couldn't focus on any of them as a result. He excused himself from the table and wandered the house, peeking into random rooms.
Zel sat in the front room next to Jenny's dollhouse. She was reading a book on herbs that she had borrowed from Sofia. Every couple of seconds, she would scribble furiously in her notebook. She still hadn't reverted and was taking advantage of being able to walk around the house without destroying the floor.
Out front, Abella was having a spirited game of tag with the fairies up above the sundial. She moved surprisingly fast, snatching Cerulea out of the air with her feet. Carmina and Olivia laughed, racing in circles around her. Out on the sidewalk, Sebastien watched with interest. Mike suspected that any Society members involved in the battle on his front lawn could now see everyone who had been involved, and this confirmed it. They were a potential thorn in his side that would never go away unless he did something.
Like usual, he had no idea what that something was.
Tink was busy fixing up the office, so he left her to it and walked up the stairs to his room. He took off his clothes and climbed into his bath, the water rapidly drawn at the perfect temperature for him.
"Rough morning, lover?" The water folded around him when he lay down in the tub, becoming her arms and legs.
"Maybe. I don't know. Feel like I have a lot on my mind, but I can't pinpoint it."
"I think it's your brain decompressing. You've done an impressive amount since moving in and, as of right now, you aren't fighting for survival."
"That's just it. I feel like I am, somehow. I'm in a dark alley and am about to get robbed, or something." He reached up and played with her hair. "And the strange vision I had keeps bothering me."
"The one with the game pieces?" He had told Naia about it the next day. She had no idea what the vision had been.
"Yeah. There's a challenger. But now what? Is someone going to show up on my front lawn and try to fight me? Or will it be like Lily and someone will try to kill me in my sleep? And I'm worried about Cecilia, and Lily, and even Dana." He took a deep breath and let it all out at once. "I'm also worried about what Emily was hiding."
"You're welcome to look with me." Naia's hands squeezed his shoulders. "Where should we start?"



He wanted to ask about the emerald, the magic items she had collected, why she erased the second floor of her house. But Emily was smart enough to make sure that anything connected to those things would have been part of the wipe.
It suddenly occurred to him.
"I've been focusing on the outcome far too much," he said. "Why she did certain things. But something must have given her those ideas, right? I mean, she didn't just randomly decide to go look up some magic rats that could help her steal the Holy Grail or something like that. Whatever her goal, she based her path on knowledge she came by." Or at least he hoped she did.
"So what do you want to see?" Naia asked.
"Memories about portals. Learning what they are, and how they work. I want to see that."
Naia leaned over him, her lips finding his,
Then let's begin.
-
Emily pulled her Chevy Impala onto the side of the road. The small hunting trail was nearly invisible from the road, and she wouldn't have seen it either. The tiny yellow fairy sitting on her shoulder had tugged on her ear, indicating that she had detected magic.
"Are you sure?" Emily asked. There was nobody else around, so Daisy hopped onto the dashboard, her hands on her hips. The small creature went through a series of hand signs.
"Yeah, you're right, I'm sorry." She set the brake and turned off the engine. Emily knew better than to doubt Daisy's tracking ability; she just didn't feel like hiking through the thick brush so soon. When she got out, the wind caught her headscarf, whipping the ends free over her shoulder. She tucked her hair back into place, and Daisy squeezed back into her hiding spot just beneath Emily's ear.
It had been a long flight, and the clock was ticking. The sundial was good for only thirty more hours, which was cutting it close. She gazed up into the woods and let out a heavy sigh. She hated being away from the house for very long. While Abella had assured her that nobody had tried to break in since the late 1800s, she always worried about what might happen if someone did and she wasn't home to activate the sundial.
On the other hand, she also needed to make the house bigger. It was key to solving the home's mystery, and the only way to do that was to offer up her home as a sanctuary. Unfortunately, magical creatures were becoming increasingly hard to come by. The Arachne she had discovered in Utah certainly wasn't coming anytime soon.
However, she had been tracking any details on this particular quarry for decades now. His territory was impossibly large, and she wouldn't have bothered if not for rumors that a couple guys had finally caught it on tape. She had seen it for herself and decided to take action. It didn't matter that she was now over a hundred miles north of where it had been spotted. Based on her estimates, the creature could somehow travel a thousand miles a day with little problem.
That was assuming it was the same creature, of course. She had already visited the spot where it had been filmed and planted an enchanted stone beneath the soil. This would ensure that anybody trying to visit the same location would get lost or turned away somehow, thus hiding the creature's last known trail. That was yesterday afternoon, and since then, Daisy had been tracking the creature using a locator spell, some hair she had found, and a map inside of the car. Once they were close enough, they no longer needed the map, and Emily had to drive incredibly fast just to keep up with the creature's strides. An hour ago, it had been fifty miles to the south.
She slid the rental car keys into her pocket and they started walking. Her thick soled shoes were perfect for hiking, but the trail rapidly diminished. She found herself fighting to make it through the thick brush around the edges of the forest.
It was a sunny day, but the forest canopy kept her in the shade. She whistled quietly to herself, wishing she could listen to music while she walked. She certainly enjoyed listening to her turntable or the radio at home. Her happy tune began to sputter out as the trail steadily became more difficult. She could duck under branches, but the thicket was too massive to push through. She took enormous detours just to get around, stepping off of the trail to get to her destination.
Branches snatched at her clothing, tugging free her scarf. Grumbling to herself, she had to free herself numerous times from the thick vegetation. She was so caught up in keeping her clothes from ripping that she stumbled into a clearing backwards, turning around to kick a root free of her leg.
There he sat, his dark brown fur tangled up in knots. He had built a fire to cook some fish, several of them spitted over the flames. He was tossing some sort of herbs over them when she stepped out of the bushes. He sat up, his eyes already level with Emily. The skin of his face was dark, the hair growing around the outside of it. His dark eyes were kind, and he had several braids in his fur held together by string, ribbon and leaves.
"It's about time you got here," he said, his voice rumbling. "I was afraid you were lost."
"I... um..." She had expected a lot of things, but not this. "You're cooking?"
"Even Bigfoot gets hungry." He used one of his enormous feet to push a small boulder toward her. "Come. Have a seat."
"This is not at all what I expected." She sat down by the fire. The smoke of the flames sought her out immediately, then bent away at the last second. She would tolerate a lot of things from nature, but smoke in her eyes was not one of them.
"I could say the same about you. You carry yourself with confidence through these woods, yet you appear as a fragile beauty." Bigfoot smirked, scratching his cheek with a giant finger.
"You looked a lot bigger on film," Emily said, frowning.
"The camera adds fifteen pounds." Bigfoot lifted one of his fish off the fire. "You hungry? You look hungry."
"No, but..."
He handed over the fish, and she took it.
Up close, the trout smelled amazing and her stomach growled in anticipation. "I'm not here to eat your food."
"That one is for you. Figured you might be hungry after chasing me all morning." He winked and picked up the second stake with two fish on it. "Besides, I should probably eat less. That video wasn't very flattering."
She stared in disbelief. "You knew I was tracking you?"
"Yep. I have very keen senses. The sound and smell of your car are distinct, and the fact that they kept getting closer told me I was being pursued. I waited to see if you were friend or foe."
"And what would you have done if I was foe?"
Bigfoot stood up and casually sunk his fingers into the giant rock he had been sitting on. He pulled it straight out of the ground, the earth parting like sand. The boulder was easily the size of a trashcan and he hurled it with very little effort across the clearing where it crushed the trunk of a tree. It was clearly some form of elemental magic, and just as clearly casually induced.
"Christ." She looked at the broken tree and then down at the fish. She ripped a piece of flesh off and ate it. It had been seasoned with something sweet and lemony. "This is very good."
"Thank you. I pride myself on my cooking."
"Forgive me though, if I may ask. If Bigfoot are so good at hiding and can detect people from miles away, how did you get caught on video?"
"Oh. That." He sighed, momentarily lowering his fish. "The forest protects me in many ways. I am rarely seen, and even when I am, I have magic which can disguise me in plain sight, even when I'm moving. But even though the magic is automatic, I can find myself in a position where my faculties are, um, not as effective."
"Such as?"
He rolled his eyes. "I often like to incorporate floral delicacies into my meals. I found an interesting little hybrid that I thought would compliment my meal that evening. I made a wonderful little meal of it, put it in my salad, cooked it with some rabbit. Tasted phenomenal. About an hour later, I thought I was lost in the desert and a fucking cactus was trying to sell me an automobile."
"Wait, you got high?"
"Yeah, I was pretty messed up. There are so many plants out here with medicinal properties, and I am usually so careful. This one was pretty bad though. When I saw those guys, I was convinced they were judgmental mushrooms. Unfortunately, they just happened to have that camera thing of theirs." He took a bite of fish and snorted. "Fucking figures. No, I have so many people on my ass I should be charging rent."
"About that." She scooted closer to the fire. "I have a house, out on the east coast. It's a sanctuary for creatures like you and--"
"Nope." He took another bite and chewed it slowly. "I appreciate the offer, I really do. But you have to understand that, by nature, I am a restless spirit. I love to wander beneath the sky and commune with the animals. The forest isn't just my home. It's my soulmate, my best friend, the other half of my heart. While your home may be safe, I feel that I would not fare well in its presence. The others of my kind are tied to caves, the ice, and even swamps, so I wouldn't bother making them a similar offer."
Emily sighed. She had come so far for nothing. "I see. I guess this is a wasted trip after all."
"Nonsense." His dark features spread into a wide grin. "It has been many years since I had a guest. Especially one so pretty. Was one of your parents a nymph?"
She fought a smile. "That's a long story."
"We've got plenty of time. The nearest human is over ten miles away. Pair of hunters, a man and his son. He is teaching him how to use a rifle."
"How can you tell all that?"
"The forest speaks to me. It tells me they have been camping for two days. The father is teaching his son to be a steward for the forest, to carry out his trash and to always put out the fire. The love of the woods is ingrained deep in his heart, and he shares it with his son."
"Wow. The forest knows all that?"
"In a sense. It tells me what it sees, and I interpret. The forest is not one to judge, only to observe. In my grumpier moments, I may intervene."
"And that's when you get spotted."
"At times. However, sometimes people vanish and it is for the best." Bigfoot pulled off a piece of fish and held it out. A mouse she hadn't seen stood up and took the fish with its paws, then vanished into the underbrush. "She is pregnant and her hole flooded in the morning rain."
Emily smiled. She finished her meal and they talked some more about the woods. The sun had fallen low over the woods and she realized the entire day had gone by in just a blink. Bigfoot stood and offered to walk her back to her car. She accepted, and was surprised when he took her hand and stepped between a pair of nearby trees. Instantly, they were near the side of the road, her car nearly invisible in the shadows below.
"How... how did you do that?" They had crossed nearly an hour of hiking in an instant.
"There is magic in these woods, in the very heart of each tree. Some of them are connected like doorways, allowing me to traverse the miles in a single step."
"That's... that's amazing." He stayed in the shadows as she stepped out onto the path. Daisy flew above her, her body acting as a light to guide her on through the brush. "I had an amazing day. Will I ever get to see you again?"
"Hmm." Bigfoot's face scrunched up in thought. "If ever you speak my name to the woods, I shall hear. Perhaps we could meet again someday."
"I would really like that." She walked back into the woods just long enough to stand on her tiptoes and give him a kiss on the chin. She felt her nymph magic resonate briefly with his. Naia's magic was as old as the land, but Bigfoot's was positively ancient compared to hers. "Take care of yourself."
"I will, my little nymph." He shifted backwards less than an inch and was instantly invisible to her. She could hear him moving through the brush, his large footprints the only evidence he was there.
-
"Emily."
She turned around at the sound of her name. It had been almost a year since she had heard that voice. She was sweating like crazy, standing on the edge of a cliff overlooking the Atlantic ocean. She was hiking through Acadia in search of rumors that someone had spotted a mermaid along its shores, but she was beginning to think that the creature was long gone. Daisy had found magic residue on one of the many rocky shores, but they weren't any closer to spotting it than they were the day before.
"Did you hear that?" she asked Daisy. The little fairy had been chasing a beetle along the side of the path. Down below, a small group of tourists were having a picnic near the shoreline, their voices drifting up over the rocks. It was possible that she had overheard something similar to her name, but the deep rumbling cadence of that voice was even harder to mistake.
Daisy signed back that she hadn't. Emily shook her head, wondering if she was hearing things. The last six months, she had been in and out of the house, hunting down any rumors she could. The arachne had shown no interest in moving in, and Emily hadn't found any other prospects except for a feral chupacabra that she had been forced to trap in a cave.
"Emily." This time, the voice was more insistent. She turned around and saw him standing between two trees. His dark fur was streaked with soot and blood. He put out his hand and she took it, scooping up Daisy before he could pull her through the gap in the trees. The humid air of the coast was instantly gone, the air containing a chill. She was surrounded by conifers now, and a small lake could be seen between the trees.
"Where are we?" she asked.
"Canada." He leaned against a rock and sighed. "I need your help."
"My help? With what?"
He grinned and leaned back, lifting up the thick fur along his ribs. A large patch of mud mixed with berries had been shoved in place.
"You brought me hundreds of miles to help you remove a mat?" She frowned at the sasquatch. "Hardly an appropriate use of my time."
"I'm injured. The mud was to stop the bleeding, but it isn't healing like it should." He peeled it away enough to reveal a quick torrent of blood. He shoved it back into place then wiped his hand off on his fur. "I need stitches, apparently."
"How did you get cut so badly?"
Bigfoot's face darkened. "A sword, apparently. My fur is like the toughest stone and can blunt the sharpest blade. I had a hunter shoot me once from ten feet away, yet no bullet can pierce my hide. But here we are, talking about my boo-boo when you could be helping me stitch it shut."
"Is something burning?" She detected the smell of sulfur in the air, but didn't sense anything demonic.
"Hmm?" He sniffed the air. "Oh. That would be me." He rolled to his side and revealed a patch of hair that had been singed. "The guy with a sword had a friend."
"Okay, tell you what. I'll stitch you up if you tell me the details. Deal?"
"Yes." He reached under the stump he sat on and pulled out a small box. He opened it up to reveal a suture kit. "I took this from a vet clinic, but my fingers are too big."
"It's a shame I wasn't home. I live with a couple of people who are phenomenal with a needle and thread. Then again, you wouldn't have gotten through to me, I guess." She opened the kit and pulled out the thick needle. "Do you need anesthetic or something? Or some antibiotic cream?"
"I don't feel pain like others do and I do not worry about germs. Just do it quickly." He lifted his arm and grabbed the mud patch. "And do it quick. Even if you do a bad job, it will still heal."
"I can't believe I'm stitching up Bigfoot in Canada..." She looked at the wound, which was leaking heavily. "Try and press it together for me."
"Yes." He used his large fingers to push the skin together and she went to work. It was tough pushing the needle through his skin, and she did a simple stitch, yanking the thread to pull the wound shut. After several minutes, the wound had been closed enough that Bigfoot led out a loud sigh and lowered his arm.
"Is that good enough?" she asked.
"Yes. I can feel it mending already." He took her hands in his and squeezed. "Thank you, Emily."
"So tell me about the men who did this."
"There were a few of them, but the two I encountered almost captured me. I sensed their magic through the trees and went to investigate. They accused me of upsetting the Balance and said they were taking me in. I refused." He placed a hand over the wound and winced. "They used a magical snare to keep me in one place, but I broke free with little effort."
"So a wizard then?"
"No. The snare was a magical object. I crushed it and threw it at the man who set it for me. That's when his partner attacked me. I thought he was holding a knife, but it unfolded like paper and slid clean through my flesh. When I struck him, it was like hitting a boulder." He held up the back of his hand. His knuckles were bloody. "I knocked him down, but he was surrounded by a magical aura supplied by a staff his friend carried. That's when he cast a ball of fire at me, and I stepped between the trees to here."
"Someone was hunting you? How?"
He shook his head. "I do not know, but they were able to track me as if a star hung over my head. I tried to avoid them for nearly an hour, and every time I stepped between the trees, they corrected their course."
"Interesting." She looked over at Daisy. Were they using a method similar to hers? "Do you know anything about them?"
"No. But I get the impression they know what they are doing. The way they tracked me through the forest, how quickly they attacked from the shadows, these all speak to experience." He turned his head, his eyes on a distant mountain. He let out a groan. "Shit, they're here already."
"How close?"
"Ten miles. They must have hopped on a plane shortly after our fight." He pushed off the stump, letting out a groan. "C'mon, let's go."
"Go where?"
"California." He held her hand and walked toward the trees. This time she saw it; the trees seemed to bend around them when they passed through. There was no shimmering glow of magic or sparks. If not for the drastic change in scenery, she barely would have known.
Looking back, she saw that the portal was gone. "Are we in California?"
"Need a few more steps to get there. We're in a place you call Seney, Michigan." While they walked, he tilted his head again. "Here, too?"
"How? I thought they were in Canada?"
"The forest can't tell the difference. Two men, one with a sword, the other with magic. Apparently, they are headed toward us." He took a step and stumbled, his knee leaving a giant imprint in the ground. "The next portal is just a mile up ahead. Let's go."
They moved through the woods as quickly as they could, pushing aside branches. There was no definable path, so Emily stuck behind Bigfoot, his huge body securing passage. It was as if the forest bent away from him, closing up like a zipper as they passed.
"So each tree goes to another specific tree?"
"The long-distance ones do, yes. I planted each of those myself. Before man came to this continent, I traversed every last hill and valley without a care in the world. Even then, I recognized the advantage of a good shortcut. There used to be many more such portals, and I could go from coast to coast in a matter of minutes. But when the white man came, so many of my precious trees were cut down to make way for your roads and your homes. Others like me have experienced that same loss." Bigfoot's fists clenched tightly, his raw knuckles bleeding once more.
Emily didn't know what to say. She followed in silence until they walked through another portal. The moment they stepped through, Bigfoot stiffened up and pushed her back into Michigan.



"What's wrong?"
"They were there too, but much too close." He frowned. "How do they know where I am going?"
"Hold up." She placed a hand on his large back. "What if they don't know where you're going? What if they're guessing?"
"What do you mean?"
"You're Bigfoot. When you go to these places, you occasionally get spotted. If they tracked you, they saw you jump across the map, metaphorically speaking. What better way to trap you then to put men on the ground where you've been spotted the most?"
"You're suggesting I go somewhere I've rarely been." He frowned. "We can try, but to what avail?"
"I just need a few hours. If you can get me close enough to a payphone, I can make arrangements to get you somewhere where you can't be tracked."
"We can try. I have not met men who hunt as these ones do." He took her down an old hunting trail and they crossed a river. The animals of the forest ignored their presence, and she walked mere feet away from a herd of deer that looked at her with Bigfoot and continued eating.
"Here." This tree was buried in a thicket of thorns.
"Where does this go?"
"The Pine Barrens." They crossed through together. Bigfoot stopped, his eyes on the trees around them. The Barrens were eerily quiet and he scanned the trees, his dark eyes along their tops.
"Are they here?"
"No. I do not come here anymore, for there are things in this world that even I fear. We are currently alone." He visibly relaxed. "Let us find you your payphone."
He led her through the tall pines, the miles folding into single steps. Soon they were by a roadside diner. A worn payphone sat just outside the front door. Emily crossed the silent highway and put some coins into the machine, listening patiently for a dial tone. Once she had it, she called her estate attorney, Jerome Ferguson.
It took a few minutes, but Jerome assured her that he already had a lead and to call him back in a few hours. She crossed the road and vanished with Bigfoot back into the woods.
While they waited, Bigfoot showed her how the trees worked. The ones he took short jumps through could be almost any tree, it just had to be taller than he was. The larger ones, however, looked like ordinary trees at first. However, when she got close to them, she could tell that the bark of the tree only looked like the other trees in the forest. It was a type of camouflage, Bigfoot explained. The wood beneath was a rich brown that was almost black. When he drew close to them, he described how the tree would reach out to him and connect like the rest of the forest did.
"Could anybody do this?" she asked. "Or is this just a Bigfoot thing?"
"Anyone who could connect with the trees could do this, yes. Once you find a tree, it will take you where its partner has been planted."
"And what if one tree dies?"
"If one dies, then the other may become linked to another portal. That is pretty rare though. Usually, it just dies. You seem very curious about it."
Emily nodded. "I'll be honest with you. North America isn't super great for tracking down magical creatures these days. I know they are out there, and many of them need a safe place to live. However, I put my own home in danger whenever I leave."
"Danger from what?"
She shrugged. "Apparently one of my predecessors ran into an issue with a nasty vampire once, but they took care of it. Honestly, the danger could be from anywhere. As long as I am home, the house is safe, but when I leave, I only have twenty-four hours."
"And your home is safe now?"
"I'm taking a huge risk every time I leave. But if I could learn to walk through the trees..." she placed her hand on the bark. "I could travel almost anywhere and still be able to return if a problem arose. I want to travel to Europe. I've heard rumors that there are monsters hiding in the ruins. Or maybe even Asia. Travel by air takes too long, even when money is no object."
"I see." Bigfoot became quiet, his eyes on the treeline once more. "This is a big favor that you ask of me. Let me think on it."
"Of course." She checked her watch. "I need to call my attorney back."
Bigfoot took her back to the diner. She placed her call and was happy to hear that Jerome had come through. When she returned, Bigfoot sat in plain sight on the side of the road. None of the car's bothered to slow down when they passed, the drivers oblivious.
"And?"
"So here's the deal. I have a place in Oregon, a small cabin."
"I cannot live in a cabin," he replied.
"Hush, let me finish. This cabin is an oddity that came with my estate, a home away from home if you will. I've traveled there a couple of times. It's in the middle of nowhere. The entire area has been blessed with an extremely powerful enchantment that keeps people from wandering into it. I think it was meant to be a safe house on the west coast."
"Where is it?"
"Oregon. The whole area is over a hundred square miles... I think. The few times I visited, it was almost like it was somehow bigger than it was supposed to be. Anyway, the enchantment only allows people by invitation, much like my own home. You could go there and lay low for a bit. It should offer you a place to hide. Even if these guys are using magic to find you, it won't work unless you tell them where you are. However, I just got off the phone with my attorney. He is buying up even more land around that area and having fencing and private land signs put up all around there. The extra land will give you more places to roam so you don't go stir crazy."
"This is an awfully large gift you offer."
Emily nodded. "You're right, it is. But I offer it freely. The house I live in, it is a refuge for creatures like you. I and my predecessors have rescued many different creatures from across the globe and granted them safe haven there. Just because you declined my offer does not mean I wish to decline you the help you need. These people who hunt you, they sound similar to some bad people I heard about from someone else. While you hide there, I can look into it, see if I can find anything out. Then we can go from there."
"Hmm." Bigfoot thought about it for several minutes, his eyes on the trees. The barrens had become unnaturally still after a while, causing him to sit at attention.
"Take me to this place," he told her. "I would like to see it."
-
The road was barely visible, already overgrown with weeds. Other than a pair of naked dirt strips where her tires should go, she had no other way of finding her way in. Daisy sat on the dashboard, her legs kicking at the little compass that was suction-cupped to the dash.
They had long ago passed through the locked metal gate that warned that trespassers would be shot. According to Jerome, local hunters had been upset to discover that some of their favorite hunting grounds had been bought up by some wealthy railroad tycoon, but Emily couldn't care less. Bigfoot had already told her that the few hunters he had detected had become disoriented shortly after crossing the barriers, many of them becoming lost. A local geologist was blaming the effect on a large magnetic field that disrupted navigation and was affecting the human brain.
"There it is." The shimmering barrier was visible to her, as was the forest beyond. She had tried to photograph the barrier once out of curiosity, but the image had come out blurred beyond recognition. The compass was already spinning wildly before she crossed the barrier, the shining wall passing through the car. The dying trail was suddenly a cobblestone driveway, the car surging forward on the stable surface.
The rest of the drive was far easier, and she made it the rest of the way to the cabin. It was little more than five hundred square feet on the inside, and though she hadn't been this way in over a decade, it looked like it had been freshly painted. Smoke was coming out of the chimney in anticipation of her arrival.
The door opened itself for her and she walked inside. Fresh biscuits were already on the table along with a bowl of stew. A tiny creature no more than a foot tall fretted over the food, wringing his hands in anticipation. His whole body was a dull color as if sculpted from unpainted modeling clay. His pointy ears lifted at her arrival.
"Good afternoon, Emery." At the sound of his name, the imp let out a yelp and stood at attention.
"Good afternoon, Mistress Emily! I made you a late lunch in case you were hungry, and the bed has already been made up for you." His voice was high-pitched and he wore a little bow tie around his neck.
"Thank you, Emery." She handed him a silver dollar. The little imp squealed with happiness and ran off to hide away his treasure. A previous Caretaker had crafted the little imp using earth magic with the promise that future Caretakers would bring him silver in exchange for his services. Emily had been disappointed that she couldn't bring the little guy back to the house with her but was more than happy to uphold her part of the bargain. On her first visit, Emery had expressed a large level of disappointment that she had not brought him his customary gift. She had made a special trip the next month with a large bag of silver and the coins had been his absolute favorite.
The meal was much needed and delicious. She split part of her biscuit with Daisy, who gobbled up the crumbs hungrily. Though the fairy didn't eat normal food, she did seem to enjoy the taste.
The sun was sinking out of the sky when she set out, Daisy guiding the way. Once she was away from the cabin and surrounded by trees, she spoke his name.
"Bigfoot. I'm here."
She waited a couple minutes before he stepped out of the shadows from between two small trees. He smiled and held out a hand for her. She took it and stepped through the forest with him. The scenery abruptly changed and she saw that the cabin was now on a distant hilltop. He had set up a small clearing with a small fire in the middle.
"You're not cooking for me today?"
"You've already eaten. The fire is to keep you warm, a cold front is coming." He gazed into the sky.
"Are you adjusting?"
"Yes. I step away occasionally. The men who hunt me are far fewer. They have wandered around the edges of this place on the rare occasion I step past the barrier. I hope that perhaps they will give up."
"They might. I have news on that front." It had taken her months of digging, but she had found out that his hunters belonged to a centuries-old group of knights called The Order. Their activities seemed to center only on creatures who interacted with humans, and she had been able to track them down only because of the intensity of their investigation after the Silver Bridge incident. While many people had gone hunting for the elusive Mothman, the locals remembered the odd words of men who carried swords into the forest. She explained to him the whole story, the sun sinking behind the hills. A cold front did indeed blow in, but the fire had been built close to a large wall of rocks that blocked the breeze. She was comfortably warm.
"So you think they will keep hunting me?" Bigfoot asked.
"Yes and no. You've kind of disappeared recently, and from what I've heard, they were more upset that you were being spotted. I haven't been able to find these people myself, and I guess I probably shouldn't. I'm not certain they would approve of my relationship with my own cryptids."
Bigfoot snorted, a sound much like a laugh. "That much I do know. I have thought hard about the magic I detect on you and believe that you are underselling yourself on that statement."
Emily smiled. "You would be correct."
"I have thought long about what you have asked me." He looked up into the sky. With the sun sinking behind the mountains, Venus had become visible. "I would like to show you how to walk among the trees as I do."
"I would really like that."
Bigfoot nodded. "Yes, you would. I sense in you a connection to the sky and the earth, a desire to protect much like my own. This training will take quite some time, but perhaps in a year you will be able to do it."
"A year?"
"Yes. A year with me. It is a difficult skill, and while your magic may say otherwise, you are still a human."
"I see." She frowned. "I don't really have a year that I can dedicate to this."
"I see." He smiled. "I'm afraid this isn't taught easily. Your magic must learn how to resonate with the woods, to feel the vibrations of the earth beneath your feet. Each leaf is telling its own story, and you must learn to hear it."
"It's an extension of your magic, isn't it?" She moved closer to him. "It isn't like a spell you cast. It's a lot like breathing, something you simply do."
"Yes. I have thought long and hard about how to teach you such a skill, and the best way to learn would be to have you walk a mile in my footsteps, as it were."
"I see." Emily felt that golden glow inside her belly, stroking it gently with her mind. It came awake now, yawning like a sleepy cat. The embers of the fire now flickered purple and pink, swirling around the clearing in lazy circles.
"What is this?" Bigfoot's dark eyes tracked the movement of the embers.
"If I told you I had a faster method, would you still teach me?" Pheromones were now pouring off of her, manifesting as glittering lights. Bigfoot inhaled them, his dark eyes widening. He took several breaths, the forest going silent as if waiting for his answer.
"So this is your magic?" He let out a sigh. "I am feeling many things that I have not felt in a long time."
"We could explore those feelings." She could see her reflection glowing in his eyes. "Let my magic touch yours and learn its secrets."
"I fear that I would break you." Bigfoot clenched his fingers.
"Maybe you're the one who should be afraid." She leaned forward, her fingers on the warm stones. He remained motionless, and when their lips touched, she felt the sudden rush of heat leaving her body and traveling into his. Bigfoot's thick fingers grazed the side of her face, his touch surprisingly gentle.
"This is nymph magic," he told her, his fingers closing around hers.
"It's my magic. I've had a lot of practice." She moved closer, her lips finding his.
Bigfoot purred in response, his magic rising up to meet her own. As before, her senses were assailed by the sensations of the forest around her. His lips tasted of licorice and her nose was suddenly full of his musk, a heady blend of fennel and wild onions. She inhaled him, feeling his magic surround her like a blanket, then it moved away.
The sun disappeared over the distant hill, allowing the stars to ignite across the night sky. They gazed into each other's eyes for minutes that suddenly felt like hours. A breeze caused the fire to dance over the logs, pirouetting and casting bold shadows among the rocks.
She kissed him again. Daisy flew up into a nearby tree, leaning over to watch.
Bigfoot grabbed her breast, squeezing it cautiously. She pressed herself into him, letting out a tiny moan. "I won't break," she told him. "I promise."
He growled through his smile, revealing sharp canines. He squeezed harder now, his large fingers swallowing up her boob. She kissed him again, running her hand down his fur. It was surprisingly soft, though his skin was tough like leather. Towards his groin, she felt a large lump fighting its way free of the hair. Using her fingers to part his hair, she was surprised to see the dark-skinned behemoth he had been hiding beneath all his fur. It was almost a foot long and nearly as thick as her wrist.
"Sweet Jesus," she said, rubbing her fingers across the head of his glans. It was the size of a small fist.
"I'm a grow-er, not a show-er." He leaned back to allow her to explore. His cock had been hidden inside of a furry sleeve that now acted as a cockring. His balls were enormous as well, the thick hair of his scrotum camouflaging the whole package. She used both hands, stroking him with a firm grip. The feat required her to move her entire body to jack him off, and there was still plenty of room for another. She wondered how Naia would react if she brought such a creature home to share.
The head of his cock wasn't going to fit in her mouth, but that didn't stop her from licking the top, sucking gently around the dark glans. Bigfoot groaned, his voice carrying out into the forest. She heard a swarm of bats circle briefly overhead, most likely curious.
His shaft was already leaking precum. She sucked it into her mouth, mixing it with her spit but not swallowing. She infused the liquid with just a bit of her magic, allowing it to coat his shaft adequately.
Preoccupied with his monstrous dick, she hadn't been paying attention to what he was up to. She gasped when she felt a thick digit press against the outside of her pants. His finger was thick and strong, and she was able to rub up against it without budging him an inch.
"I can't wait," she told him, then stood up to push him back. Bigfoot reclined on the ground, reaching over to grab onto a log to use as a pillow. Emily stripped off her pants, choosing to keep her shirt on. Even with the fire, it was still very chilly out. Bigfoot's eyes grew wide, his gaze locked on her vagina. Bared to the elements, the effects of her magic increased exponentially. His cock was completely rigid and, somehow, even larger.
He helped her position herself above his shaft. The head of his cock was entirely too large, but her labia bloomed much like a flower, ready to accommodate him. She swiveled her hips, teasing him just a bit. Their fluids were mixing more thoroughly now, but, more importantly, she was in direct contact with his magic.
A nymph's magic allowed her to connect with an individual on so many levels. It was like opening a door into their soul and seeing what made them tick. His magic was meant to connect him to the natural world, linking him inextricably to every living thing around him. Grunting, she sank down onto his rigid cock, the forest coming alive around her. The large bulge of his glans sank into her, and she was assailed by the sounds and scents of the woods. The leaves had a smell that reminded her of hay rides and sunshine, the earth now a mixture of everything in her spice rack.
"Hoooooly shit!" His cock simply kept going, her stomach muscles contracting when he pushed up against her cervix. She moved her hips from side to side, buying time to stretch even farther. One hand moved over her stomach and she pressed in on her belly, feeling his cock move beneath her hand. Bigfoot growled and grabbed her by the hips. His hands were so massive that his fingertips touched behind her.
She rode him as best as she could, but her leg muscles immediately tired. The size difference between the two of them was making it difficult for her to establish a decent tempo, and his massive cock kept distracting her. The clearing was aglow with pink and purple light motes that drifted into the woods. Connected as she was to the Sasquatch, she could tell that the animals of the forest had been forced into heat and were now desperately pursuing one another.
"Gods..." she muttered, her mind expanding even faster than her womb. She could feel so many living things right now, creatures with thoughts and emotions all their own. The door had been opened to the true spirit of the forest and her mind struggled to contain it all.
Bigfoot lifted her off of himself and rolled her face down onto the dirt. She stuck her ass in the air for him and he gave her a playful smack on her spine with his cock. The sensation sent a shockwave through her hips and made the light motes scatter outward.
"You seem distracted," he told her, pushing himself into her once more.
Emily screamed, her orgasm swirling up into her chest and across her back. Shuddering, her arms flailed randomly. The motes whirred overhead, passing through the nearby rocks and exploding into tiny supernova above them. She had never felt so full of another living being, nor so connected. Through his cock, she could feel his own orgasm building, one that had patiently waited for several years to be released.



It was no longer just the forest she could feel, but Bigfoot himself. With every thrust, she could feel the loneliness of centuries deep in her being. She could remember watching the first men and women come from the north, a gift from his brother the Yeti. Domestication of animals, colonization, the railroad, all of these things had new meaning to her now. With horror, she watched the Civil War from the shadows, and with sadness, the massacre of so many trees for the sake of expansion. Yet all was not grief, for this same creature could find immense joy in watching a butterfly suckle from a flower, or a squirrel carry its babies to its den.
With every thrust, he pressed against her cervix, the pressure on her womb immense. Her vaginal walls stretched themselves out, her innate talents allowing her to accommodate his girth. Still, she had often wondered about the limitations of such magic and had come to understand that she was currently at them. The body on top of her was becoming hot, and Bigfoot slammed his free hand into the ground, his large fingers sinking easily into the earth. He shifted himself upward, grabbing on to the nearby log with both hands. Her whole body shifted with every thrust, squeezing a low moan out of her, a continuation of her last orgasm. She turned her head to avoid inhaling the dirt, licking the dust from her lips.
It started as a low growl, the earth rumbling beneath her. It soon evolved into a howl that caused the forest to tremble, nearby trees scattering their leaves. Emily curled her fingers into the soil beneath, her belly filling with his seed and her senses suddenly expanding. The earth was alive, its pulse pounding through her whole body. Bigfoot's fingers sank into the log next to her, the wood creaking in protest as he poured even more of his semen inside of her. Emily hissed at the sudden influx of heat and magic inside of her body, her soul rising to meet his.
The sasquatch gasped for air and rolled off of her, his large body thumping against the ground. Emily spent the next few minutes catching her breath, her entire body as warm as the fire had been. She could feel her own heartbeat through her pummeled pussy, a throbbing ache that slowly dimmed along with the fire's light.
Bigfoot grunted, then snapped off a piece of the log to toss into the flames. Emily rolled over, her eyes on the glow of the forest above. Though it was night, she could now see more colors than she had during the day. The milky way was smeared across the night sky, the whole universe on display for her pleasure.
"You can see it now, can't you?" Bigfoot smiled at her. "The forest is a part of you now."
"Amazing." The leaves should have been obscured by darkness, but each creature in it was like a tiny pinprick of light. Every tree glowed with a lifeforce of its own, a force that was connected by magical roots across the countryside. Just by looking at the portal he had brought her through, she could sense a direct path to her cabin. "This is how you see the forest all the time?"
"I imagine what you are experiencing is a small part of what I do. Our coupling has enabled you to tune into the frequency of the forest, but you are still much like a visitor." He waved his hand toward the woods. "Even so, you now have a greater understanding of the life that thrives out here, away from mankind and its machinations."
"It's so beautiful." She rubbed a tear from her eye. "It's like being able to see color for the first time."
Bigfoot rumbled pleasantly at her. "And with this gift, the forests of the world are yours to travel."
"Thank you." She kissed his lips one more time. "I must go now. This gift will help me to help others."
"Wait. I have something for you." He stuck his hands in his fur, rummaging around for several seconds before holding them out. She held her palms beneath his, and he dropped several odd looking acorns into her hands. "The trees for long distance travel will grow from these seeds. Plant them next to local trees and they will disguise themselves to fit in."
"Thank you." She closed her hand around the seeds. The magic they contained pulsated in her hands.
"It will take many years before they are large enough for you to travel through." He made a rumbling noise in his chest. "And I hope that I will get to see you again."
"You can count on it." She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him on the chin. "Until next time." She walked away from him, her fingers curled tightly around the seeds in her hands. Her mind swirled with all the possibilities, but she knew one thing to be true.
It wouldn't take her years to grow these, it would only take her days. Using these trees, she could travel the world in mere heartbeats, returning to her beloved home instantly if there was ever any danger.
"C'mon Daisy," she told the fairy, holding up a hand. Daisy flew down from the nearest tree, landing delicately on her outstretched palm. "Let's head back. Emery is probably worried sick." With that, she blew a kiss to Bigfoot and stepped through the portal that would take her back to the cabin.
-
Mike opened his eyes, his gaze on the ceiling. He sat in silence for several minutes, his hand rubbing his stomach while Naia gently stroked his head. There was a slew of emotions running through him, and while some questions had been answered, the door had been opened on several more.
"She fucked Bigfoot." He had to say the words out loud just to hear them.
Naia's laughter was like the tinkling of bells. "It wasn't the last time either. Those were precious memories to her."
Mike fought back a laugh. Bigfoot, much like the monsters in his own home, had been surprisingly human to him. Then again, all of the women of his house were people. Even Reggie, who still wore those goofy plastic glasses, had impressed upon him a humanity that he often failed to see in others. "Are there any other celebrity monsters on her list that I should know about?"
Naia laughed again. "If you want, I can show you. I think it's more fun that way."
"I'll pass for now." As much as the thought of a sexual highlights reel appealed to him, he had actual problems that he needed to deal with. "How come I was able to see Daisy? I haven't met her yet."
"These memories happened outside of the house and are not privy to its protections."
"I see. Were those all of the memories about portals?"
"Essentially. There are a few others that are scattered, but they involve Emily planting those trees across the ocean and using them to travel. The range is limited to an extent, so she had to plant them strategically."
"Hold up. If she used the trees as an emergency route to come home, then where is the tree here?" He sat up in the tub and turned around to face her. "Is it in the greenhouse?"
"I..." Naia's face went slack for a second. "Those memories are missing."
"Like from the geas?"
She shook her head. "No. With the geas, the information feels like it's on the tip of my tongue. The missing memories are things I just simply don't know. However..." her face darkened. "When you asked me about the tree just now, I felt like it was both. I've forgotten something that's been blocked."
"How did she grow them so fast? Did she use magic?"
The reaction he got from Naia was the same as before. She shook her head in frustration.
"That door has been closed to me, too, I'm afraid. But there's something else." Naia placed a hand on her stomach. "When I try to think of it, I feel something else. I feel... afraid."
He didn't know why, but hearing Naia say those words made his stomach sink. "Then don't think about it any longer. I'll figure it out." He gave her a kiss, then held her against him. "Besides, the optimists of the world always say that when someone closes a door, God opens a..."
"Mike?" She had felt his body go rigid.
"The skin of the tree was dark." He let go of her and stood, water washing off of him in rivulets. "I think I know what happened!"
His heart raced while he put on his clothes then ran out of the room. He walked toward the stairs, his eyes on the lone wardrobe at the end of the hall. The silver handle gleamed in the lights of the hallway, the dark ebony panels soaking up the rest of it like a sponge. How many times had he been led here, tempted to open it in passing? His full attention on the piece of furniture, he felt it now, a calling from within. There was no dust evident on it, no signs of wear and tear. He placed his hand on the wood.
It was cold to the touch, much colder than the rest of the house. There was an energy within that demanded he come and find it.
Clenching his jaw in anticipation, he grabbed the handle and pulled.
-
She stood on the roof of the tower, surveying the land below. The sun was starting to set over the valley, its reflection rippling in the large river that cut a swathe through the land. From where she stood, she could see the edge of the world, the place where the land wrapped suddenly back to the east. She often wondered if she could build her tower even higher, maybe high enough that she could even see it far off in the distance.
She glared down at the woods below, the clouds above dropping a fresh blanket of snow around the tower. It would melt and feed the river, providing life-giving water to the creatures below. Sometimes she pretended that it was her anger that melted the ice of the mountain, tempering her hot rage. Other times, she debated burning the forest to the ground.
She was in a foul mood, the tarot cards spread in front of her. Every day she would do a reading, and every day was largely the same. The cards would fall and reveal that her future was unchanged, the safety of her keep unbreached.
Today had been different. Halfway through the reading, she had gotten the sense of being watched. Flipping over one of the cards, she had found herself once more in that wretched house, gazing across the table at a man who sat over the game board, his eyes glued to the pieces below.
She squeezed her fingers so hard into the cold stone that her claws emerged, scratching lines into the solid granite. She had no idea who he was, but he was in the house. Did this mean that Emily was dead? If so, what of this new Caretaker?
No, she couldn't suffer the potential consequences. If he could find his way here, then that meant she could find her way back and claim what was rightfully hers.
"Daisy." She called the fairy's name and waited.
The tiny yellow fairy appeared, signing that she was ready and eager to serve. Though she was deaf, she could hear through the vibrations of her delicate wings.
"We need to make preparations. We will have company soon."
Daisy nodded and zipped away, her light disappearing through the tower window.
"Emily." How many years had it been since she had left her here? She looked down at the cards once more, then picked one up. It was the Hanged Man. She set it down next to the Tower card, squinting to make out the patterns through the falling snow. The fact that she had drawn these two cards was not lost on her, but what could it mean? As was often the case with divination, she often couldn't tell if the cards were meant for her, or for the people she would meet.
Then again, maybe the meaning was clear after all.
A growl escaped her throat and she swept her arm across the stone, scattering the cards into the air. They fluttered like butterflies as they fell into the valley, scattering the dying rays of daylight.
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The Naga, the Fox and the Wardrobe
The door of the wardrobe didn't move.
Puzzled, Mike grabbed the handle even tighter and pulled again, but it still wouldn't budge. The wardrobe felt like it had been anchored into the wall, the door completely immobile. Frustrated, he tried rattling the door when he realized that he had missed one very important detail. Right below the handle was a small keyhole.
"Ugh." He got ready to kick the wardrobe out of frustration when he remembered that he had a key sitting in his dresser. It was the one he had found last week in the downstairs front closet. Excited, he started running back to his bedroom, pausing immediately upon entering.
"What the fuck am I doing?"
He turned back and stared at the mysterious wardrobe. Even from here, he could feel its pull on him. What could be on the other side of those doors that entranced him so? It wasn't just curiosity or a need to feel like he was making progress with the house. Something magical was trying to lure him into the wardrobe, and he wondered if it had his best interest at heart.
He moved toward the wardrobe again, but turned at the stairs, running down them once he looked away. Already, the mystical pull was fading. Once at the bottom, he went out the back door to find Zel, Abella, and Naia sitting around the fountain.
"Hey, I need a favor." He sat on the water's edge. "There's a key in the top drawer of my dresser. Can somebody go get it and give it to Naia?" He briefly explained the magical compulsion of the wardrobe to all of them along with the memory of Emily using portals to travel. "I don't want to go wandering in without thinking things through first. I'm fairly certain that it goes somewhere, but don't know for certain, and I'm worried the key may have the same spell on it or something."
"I'm on it." Zel walked to the house, her hooves clomping on the wood once she was in the door.
"Someone's learning caution," Naia said, kissing Mike on the forehead. After waiting a minute, she vanished with a splash then reappeared, the small key in her hand.
His heart pumped frantically, and his hand shot out to grab it from her. At the last second, he closed his fingers and pulled his hand back. He knew he had made the correct decision.
"Hold onto it for me? Until I'm ready."
She grinned. "Yes, but only for a bit. Anything I take down there alters the flow of my spring, and I'm running out of good places to shove things."
"I'll deal with it soon." He let out a sigh of relief when Naia swallowed it and it vanished from sight. "I just thought it would be best if I didn't wander off to some other part of the planet with nobody knowing where I went."
"Agreed." Abella put a hand on his shoulder. She smiled, the fused crack in her face glinting in the sunlight. It was the stone equivalent of a scar, yet somehow the flaw looked good on her. It traveled down her forehead, across her eye and then along her cheek. "We can't bail you out if we don't know where you are."
He smiled but didn't feel good about it on the inside. "Well, at least I know I can count on you."
She smiled, her azure eyes glittering in the daylight.
Zel stepped out of the backdoor, her hooves clomping on the pavement.
"Check it out!" She lifted up her skirt to reveal that she had put on a pair of Mike's boxers. "There's even a tail hole in the back!" She spun around to reveal that she had practically destroyed the fly of his underwear by pulling her tail through.
Naia laughed, the sound snapping Mike out of his funk. He stood up and gave Zel a hug. "You can keep that pair. I don't need them anymore."
"Really?" She did a little spin, releasing her skirt. "They aren't as lacy as the ones Abella showed me on her tablet."
"You've been showing her underwear on your tablet?" he asked the gargoyle.
"A bit of this and that." Abella shrugged, crossing her arms. "Sometimes the people in my videos wear underwear."
"But never for very long," Zel added. "If they know they're going to have sex, why do they bother getting dressed at all?"
Of course. Mike laughed again, the tension caused by the wardrobe fading from his mind. "If Abella's been showing you porn, I suspect you have lots of questions, actually. We can address those later." He turned his attention to the nymph. "Naia, do you know anything about the wardrobe?"
"Doesn't ring any bells, lover." She sat on a fountain of water. 'It feels the same as earlier. I don't remember, but I feel like I really should."
"That's a shame."
"I would like to look at it with you," Zel said. "I think it's fascinating that you have an enchanted wardrobe."
"Who has an enchanted wardrobe?" Ratu came out of the backdoor, her white kimono decorated with a golden dragon that flew around on the fabric, spiraling around her chest before disappearing.
"I do. I think I'm being magically compelled to check it out."
"I see. I would love to take a look at it with you. But first," she held up the magical emerald. "Naia, if you would?"
The nymph sighed. "Toss it in."
Ratu obliged, the emerald splashing in the fountain and then disappearing. "I had a breakthrough this morning regarding that particular piece of magic."
"You did? What is it?"
"It's interesting, that's what." Ratu sat on the edge of the fountain and hiked up her kimono, revealing her scaly legs. She turned to lie on her back, unfolding the front of her kimono until she was barely covered. "The sun feels good today."
"Ratu, c'mon." He sat next to her, wondering what she was up to.
"Rub my feet and I'll tell you." She gave him a wink, and he rolled his eyes. He took her demure foot in his hands and began kneading the flesh around the base of her toes.
"Ah, that feels good. Anyway, like I was saying, the emerald is one of the more amusing trinkets I've come across. Bluntly put, it grants you a wish."
"Wait, what?" Mike stopped squeezing. Ratu gave him a small kick with her free foot until he continued.
"You heard me. Nothing big, mind you, but it can do little things. It calibrates to your heart's desire, and that's what its function becomes. Magic like this is extremely powerful. If you desired money, the emerald would attune to that desire and help you find it. If you wanted power, it could do that. That's why I wasn't able to figure out what it did for so long. I didn't have a strong enough desire for its abilities to manifest, so it's just been sitting on my desk, raw potential waiting to take form."
"Oh, like a magical catalyst!" Zel exlaimed, then ran to the garage and returned with a notebook. From where he sat, Mike could see that she was drawing the emerald from memory.
"That's another way of putting it. Mike, are you doing something different with your hair?" Ratu was looking at the top of his head.
"What?" He stopped rubbing her feet and felt his hair. "No, why?"
She shrugged. "Looks different today, like it's fuller or something. Anyway, the previous king of rats wanted an army to protect his people. Thus the emerald gave him the power to animate furniture. Our desires are largely open to interpretation, so the gem does its best to accommodate."
"But then what was the deal with Jenny?" he asked.
"Oh, that's my favorite. Your little friend is cursed to live in a doll forever. As a result, her desires are a little out of whack. What happened when she was under the effects of the gem?"
He blushed. Everybody had heard from Tink about the incident in the church. It wouldn't have bothered him as much if it hadn't happened in front of Beth. "She trapped me in a dream and seduced me."
"You are half correct. Oh, yes, I love it when you hit that spot." He was now squeezing the space between her big toe and the one next to it. "I am under the impression that Jane wanted certain experiences prior to her death. Her desire manifested as a grand illusion, allowing you to be with her intimately. Part of me wonders if her memory hasn't been permanently altered as a result. She may truly believe now that your interaction occurred so many centuries ago."
He frowned, thinking back on the encounter. "That makes sense, I guess. But it was more than that. Jenny was being weird and kept transforming into herself. It seemed like she was talking to me, but also like she was just babbling."
"That's something I don't have an answer for."
"Hmm." He continued rubbing, working his way back toward her heel.
Abella flew off, no longer interested in the conversation. The blast from her wings disturbed the loose dirt around the fountain, scattering it outward.
There was something more to what Ratu had said. "Jane wanted a future more than anything, not just sex. So why just that moment? Why not bring her back to life or something?"
"A future, huh?" Ratu turned her head toward Naia, her outstretched hand playing in the water. "Any ideas, nymph?"
"You said that she was saying weird things, right?" Naia held up a sphere of water. "Like what?"
"I don't remember, honestly. She kept changing back and forth between Jenny and Jane, which was pretty distracting. I did notice the emerald kept feeding her magic, and her eyes were glowing. Now I'm worried because she hasn't spoken to anybody since then."
"A spiritual manifestation like that must have exhausted her." Ratu flicked the water. "Now I wonder something. You say that Jane desired a future. How would the gem interpret such a thing and give it to her?"
"By letting her see the future! Like a prophecy." Zel said, underlining something on the page. Everyone looked at her. "Weird phrases, glowing eyes. All the hallmarks of precognition."
"Seriously?" He looked at Ratu. "Is that possible?"
"Perhaps."
He sighed. "That kind of makes sense. It almost seemed like Jane and Jenny were two distinct beings. Is the emerald powerful enough to treat someone like that as two separate people?"
"I imagine so. Jenny is a bit of a special case. She is unable to move on, trapped on the material plane. The rules are likely different for her."
"Okay, so now that we know what it does, what now? Should I have you destroy it? It seems like it would be fairly dangerous."
"Maybe. I see no reason to rush though." She winked at him. "And neither should you." She poked him with her free foot. "Unless you have somewhere else to be?"
He laughed. "No, I really don't."
Mike continued to rub her feet, listening to the others talk. If Jenny really had seen the future, what had it been? His thoughts had been all consumed by Cecilia's absence as well as Emily's mysterious schemes. The embarrassment involving Beth hadn't helped matters either, forcing him to put it out of his mind. He had no idea if it had been real or a dream, but ultimately it didn't matter.
"When do you think we could examine this wardrobe of yours?" Ratu asked, snapping him away from his thoughts.
"This afternoon, I guess. I would like to check in with Reggie and Tink first so they know where I'm going. Then we can properly prepare." If such a thing was even possible, he thought.
"Sounds good. Come and get me when you're ready. I'm just going to soak up some sun." She slid the kimono off her body, lying naked on the stone wall, soaking up the heat from the sun. Snakeskin patterns shifted on her flesh and she closed her eyes, a thin smile crossing her face. Soon she was scaly from head to toe, and he couldn't help but stare at her for a little bit.
"I can't wait to document it. Sounds like the wood itself is enchanted. If so, I wonder if I could find a way to grow some." Zel shut her notebook and tucked her pencil behind her ear. "I'll be around." She blew him a kiss and disappeared into the garage.
Mike sat on the wall, watching Ratu doze. Naia's birds were singing her various tunes, landing in the upper tier of her fountain. He fought the urge to go on about his business, choosing instead to enjoy this moment of peace. A strange feeling in his gut told him that it would be the last one for a while.
-
Beth opened her eyes, blinking several times. She had fallen asleep at the desk in the office, her laptop still open and some documents spread out before her. Yawning, she checked the time. She must have conked out over an hour ago.
Stretching her arms, she couldn't help but lean back and stare at the moulding on the ceiling. The grooves had dirt and what looked like soot in some places, which wouldn't entirely surprise her. She grabbed her coffee cup and lifted it to her face.
That was odd. It was still mostly full. She sipped at it and made a face. It had gone cold.
Her cell phone rang and she was tempted to let it go to voicemail until she saw that her phone was displaying a picture of a young woman with red and black hair with a cartoon halo over her head giving the camera the finger.
"Lily?" she answered. "When did you put your picture on my phone? Hell, when did you get a phone?"
The succubus chuckled on the other end. "When you were sleeping, of course. I put myself in the night before I left."
"Figures." Beth pushed off the desk with her foot, and the chair she sat on spun around to face one of the windows. "How is Colorado?"
"We're not in Colorado anymore. Haven't been for a couple days."
"Where are you?"
"California." Lily sighed. "We ran into some problems on our way here and things got... complicated."
"Are you okay? What about Dana?" Beth hadn't gotten a chance to know the zombie very well and had more than a little anxiety about letting her roam the countryside.
"We're fine for now. I was calling home because I need money for a plane ticket?"
"To where?"
"I would rather not say. I just need some numbers from you so I can finish paying online."
"I thought Dana couldn't ride on a plane? Something about biting the other passengers."
Lily chuckled again. "She's too big for carry-on, but not for checked bags. I'm traveling as you, by the way. Have you ever wanted to join the Mile High Club?"
"Please don't fuck people looking like me." She frowned. "There's no way she's going to pass for luggage. Isn't there a weight limit?"
"A hundred pounds is the limit."
"There's no way Dana weighs less than a hundred."
"She does without her legs."
It took Beth several seconds to process what Lily had just said. "Care to repeat that? I think I misheard you."
"Her legs come off. Well, they can, and we can put them back on later. I have them in my carry-on."
"That's..." several words filtered through Beth's mind. Disgusting, macabre, horrifying. "Don't they smell?"
"Now now, that's extremely rude. As long as she gets a good jolt of magic juice after we stitch them back on, she'll be fine."
"How do you know that?"
There was a long pause before Lily responded. "Like I said, things got complicated, but our girl is handling whatever death throws at her like a champ."
"What about the x-ray scanners?"
Lily chuckled. "Tick-Tock is the bag. They can only see what he wants them to. That's if he doesn't just get up and walk around the scanner. Wouldn't put it past him."
"He?"
"That's how Dana refers to him. Said since he was a grandfather clock, it only made sense."
Beth sighed. "Please don't get me banned by TSA. Or fuck people in my body. Promise me those things and I'll give you what you need."
"Yes, boss," Lily replied.
Beth pulled out a credit card and read off the numbers. She wasn't worried about the cost---Mike would reimburse her."Did you get that?"
"Yep. Plane leaves soon, so gotta go. Tell Romeo hi for me." There was a click and then silence. Beth lowered the phone, staring at it. What on earth was Lily up to?
Her phone dinged, and a text message came through. It was a photo of Beth with her tongue out standing in front of a mirror, a slender leg draped across her shoulder like a scarf. Behind her, Dana was busy trying to fit herself in a large suitcase, her head and one arm still hanging out.
"Holy shit." Shaking her head, Beth put her phone away. It really was better if she didn't think about what those two were up to, but she was happy that they were okay. Picking up her stuff, she looked at her computer screen.
"Weird." Several documents were open on her screen, many of them pertaining to Emily's holdings. Why had she been looking those up? She closed the windows and shut her computer down. She had come to the office to avoid the hustle and bustle of the house. Sofia had gotten into an argument with the fairies after they got into the flour, and Tink was upstairs doing God knew what with a power saw and with the rats helping her. Her room was close enough to Mike's that she could hear him moaning in the bathtub.
The thought of him made the blood rush to her face. It was a frustrating feeling in a lot of ways, because she knew that the attraction was largely due to his bond with Naia. While he had been cute in a broken puppy kind of way when they first met, she wouldn't have bothered pursuing their relationship any farther. Now, however, he radiated sex appeal like a tiny star, yet acted awkwardly whenever she was around. She had noticed that he treated her differently than the others, and wondered if she was lacking the monstrous charms of the other residents.
Did she desire the man, or the magic?
It was a question she couldn't answer, but it made her stomach feel funny in a way that usually required a trip to see Asterion in the Labyrinth. The minotaur was more than happy to play with her, but he was more than a little short on ideas during sex.
Oh well. At least he took direction well. She picked up her coffee and remembered that it was cold once it touched her lips. Frowning, she set it back down. Her thoughts went back to Mike and the scene of him standing in the church, his dick exposed for her to see.
"Damn it." She stuck her head out of the office and waited. It didn't take long before one of the fairies shot past, likely looking for or running from trouble. Beth had realized that they were largely bored and needed to be given something to do.
"Hey Olivia." The green light returned and hovered in front of Beth. If she squinted, she could just make out the feminine form in the middle. "Can you go and ask Asterion if he can meet me at the greenhouse? Let me know when he is on his way."
"Okay," Olivia said with a giggle, and flew up the stairs toward Beth's room, eager to help out.
-
Mike sat on the porch swing, letting the wind slowly rock him. Any moment he expected Cecilia to return, to speak to him in that fantastic foreign lilt of hers. Though the others reassured him that she was fine, something was bothering him and he couldn't quite put his finger on it.
"Something bugging you?"
He looked up and saw Abella's face leaning over the roof, her thick hair slowly succumbing to gravity. A sigh escaped him and he leaned back in the swing.



"Yeah. I thought that dealing with the former rat king would give me a break, but between whatever Emily was doing and Cecilia being gone, I just can't seem to relax. I feel like something is about to happen, and I'm worried it's going to happen when I go in that wardrobe. I'm also worried about that emerald. If it was so powerful, why did she just give it to the rats?" He looked at her. "Oh, right. Ratu learned that the emerald can apparently grant wishes or something like that."
"So I heard." She tapped her ear knowingly. "Even up here, I could hear you all talking."
"Right." He seemed to forget that. Abella, the home's stone guardian was always watching, always listening. "So yeah. Something is bugging me, but I have no idea what."
"Here." She held out her hand.
"What?" He reached out, expecting her to hand him something. Instead, she grabbed onto his wrist and casually pulled him off the porch, his legs dangling over the yard below. With a flap of her wings, they took to the sky and she did a quick spiral of the house. His stomach threatened to leap out of his body while he watched the ground below twist back and forth.
They landed by the turret on a flat piece of roof. He sat down and Abella leaned against the roof, her tail twitching back and forth.
"I want to show you something." She crouched down, lying flat against the roof. "Get down or he'll see you."
"He?"
"Mister fancy pants." She placed her hand on his head and pushed him prone. They laid this way for several minutes, and Abella lifted her head just enough that she was gazing across the yard. Several minutes passed, and Mike wondered if he was in danger.
"There he is. Move slowly."
He sat up and saw Sebastien slowly cross between the two lions. He twirled his cane and leaned on it, his eyes on the house.
"What are we doing up here?"
"Blowing off steam." She reached across the roof and picked up a large brick.
"Where did that come from?" he asked.
"Construction site down the road." She grinned. "Keep watching, this really pisses him off."
"Okay." Abella cocked her arm, her eyes narrowing. After a couple of seconds, she flung her whole body forward, the brick sailing through the air and smashing through Sebastien's skull. His upper body exploded into sand, his limbs twitching as his golem fell apart.
Abella's wings beat quickly and she soared down to where the sand was busy trying to reform. Flapping her wings, she landed hard, scattering the grains with heavy wing beats. The sand tried to resist her at first, attempting to reform into Sebastien, but she kept at it, swirling him apart. Eventually, the sand had been scattered into the bushes and grass, and she took off, flying back to the roof and landing gently.
"That really pisses him off," she said, making a fist. "Takes him nearly an hour to reform."
"That is pretty funny."
"He has another one down the block that watches me do that." She pointed and he followed her finger. This version of Sebastien was dressed as a jogger, his arms and legs pumping as he ran. "I don't dare fly past the lions to try it with him while he's watching me. He's carrying a wand in his shorts and I don't want to get blasted out of the sky."
"Good. I don't want anything to happen to you." He leaned against the wall of the turret. "So is this what you do for fun? Throw bricks at that asshole?"
"One of the things." Her cheeks darkened. "I often hear you with the others, so that causes, um, distractions."
"I see." He looked around, realizing that nobody would wander by to bother them. Even the fairies weren't flying around up here. He had realized lately that it was difficult to truly be alone with anyone in the house. It was becoming a regular waystation for all the creatures under his roof.
The breeze was nice, but not as nice as the smile on the gargoyle's face.
"Maybe I could use a distraction." He moved closer and touched her skin, his fingers sliding up the thick marble of her thigh. Her flesh yielded only slightly when pressed, but her skin was perfectly smooth, like polished marble. "What do you think?"
"Out here? In the open? What would the neighbors think?" She winked at him, tilting her leg in his direction, opening herself up.
"Huh. It occurs to me that I don't actually know my neighbors."
Abella laughed. "They have almost no idea you exist. The geas messes with their squishy little brains. When Emily first lived here, there were a couple of them who threw neighborhood parties in the summer and stuff like that. She described it as recognizing someone you hadn't seen in a while, but couldn't put a name to the face. She would just introduce herself as the new neighbor, but apparently some of the people would actually notice the house for the first time, so she quit doing that."
"Interesting." He stroked her inner thigh, his fingers running along the creases. He wondered how her muscles were able to flex, if it was driven by magic or if her cells were a unique blend of minerals. "So the house sort of fades away."
"Yep. Your eyes have difficulty focusing on it, like it's trying to blend in with the landscape. I've watched plenty of people walk by and look surprised when they see it, but then they just keep on going as if they've already forgotten. When Tink was little, she used to conduct experiments with the geas, to see what people noticed or didn't. As long as there wasn't a physical interaction, anything abnormal simply didn't register with whoever was looking."
"Physical interaction?"
Abella laughed, pulling up on his shirt to reveal his stomach. "Tink got grounded once for using a stick to trip people as they walked by. People came to the door to yell at Emily for letting her kid wear a Halloween mask in the summer while harassing them. They forgot about it later, but she didn't like that Tink called attention to herself like that."
He chuckled. "I can only imagine."
"So I have a question." Abella touched the scar tissue along his side. "How did this happen? It feels so different from the rest."
"Car accident." He sighed. "I was in a pretty bad accident when I was younger and almost died. The car caught on fire and I got burned and cut up pretty bad. Luckily, it was mostly superficial, but it didn't heal well enough to cover it up."
"It feels different than the rest."
"Yeah. Scar tissue is different from regular skin, because of how it grows." He touched the scar on her face. He could feel the slight indentation where it sank in, the stone becoming dark and revealing glittering granules inside. "But it's different for gargoyles. You cracked instead of getting burned."
"Yeah." Abella blushed. "I thought it would be worse, but Beth helped me fix it as best as she could. It will fade, but will take several centuries."
"Yeah, well maybe my scars would fade if I could live that long. Humans aren't that great at living past that first century." He let his hand fall onto her chest, moving it over her right breast. He loved how it felt, that unyielding smoothness.
"The first century is super hard on gargoyles too. It's similar to a human's teen years and many of us perished due to stupid decisions."
"Such as?"
She laughed. "Scaring the shit out of people by pretending to be statues was a common trick, but the worst involved swooping down and picking people up and then dropping them. Gargoyles, for lack of a better word, can be dicks. It's part of the reason so many of us were hunted and killed, and I can't really blame humans for it. I might even argue that our behavior caused us to be hunted in the first place."
"Did you used to do stuff like that?"
"Well..." she dragged the word out while unbuttoning his pants. "I spent more of my time pretending to be a statue just to people watch. But early in my adventures I was hiding in a large garden when I spotted the master of the house with one of his maids in the twilight hours."
"Oh?"
She laughed. "He lifted her skirt and took her from behind. It was super casual, with no words spoken. I hung around the estate for many years and found out that he had several bastard children with the help. His own wife was no better. Theirs had been a marriage of convenience, to tie two families together in a trading company partnership. As luck would have it, both of them were very into women."
"That must have made the hiring process easier." He shifted, moving in front of her. "Can you scoot down a little?"
"Sure." She lifted her hips and leaned back. "Like this?"
"Perfect." He had no hope of being able to lift her himself. The base of her tail kept her hips off the ground and he ran his fingers along her thighs until they met in the middle. She let out a small moan, then reached between his hands to stroke his stiffening cock.
He explored the thin edges of all three of her labia, moving his fingers inside of her. He could feel that reflexive squeeze, but it was different from the other girls. Her vaginal walls rotated when she clenched, and her outer lips slid across each other like the aperture of a camera lens.
"Anyway, he would bring the maids out and fuck them, almost always on the same bench. I would sometimes stand there for days, just waiting for a closer look."
"And they never noticed the strange statue that kept moving around?"
"Please. Rich people don't know how many statues they have." She slid her thumb over the head of his penis, teasing the hole with the edge of her thumb. "Do you like how that feels? I saw it in a movie."
"Yeah, but be careful with your thumbnail." He looked down at the dark talons on her hands. "That's a sensitive area."
"But the danger makes it fun, non?" She traced the edge of his frenulum with her nail. "I believe there's a part of me that is far more entertaining than my hands." She pushed his arms aside and sat forward, her mouth now inches from his cock. "And a lot softer too."
"You'll have to show--" he lost his train of thought when she inhaled him completely in one go. Her tongue wrapped around the base of his shaft, providing a smooth, slippery texture for him to slide forward along. The back of her throat slid over his glans and she gurgled, the vibration making his eyes roll up in his head.
"You are soooo good at that," he told her, stroking her stiff hair. She stroked his balls, using one hand to form a ring around the base while the other hand ran circles across his testicles. He shivered, the pleasurable sensation just on the border of hurting. He thrust into her mouth a few times before she pulled herself free, leaving a string of drool from her mouth to his dick.
"Everything about you tastes so good," she muttered, then stroked him with both hands before sucking his balls into her mouth. His hips jerked at the shift in sensation and she pumped him quickly with her hands. Abella's tiny moans vibrated through his scrotum, the sensation again almost unbearable, but very enjoyable.
"You're... you're teasing me, aren't you?"
She made a noise around his balls that could have been, "Uh huh."
"Mmm. I like that." He stroked the back of her head, biding his time. The magic was easier to rouse this time, tiny sparks jumping from his fingertips onto her back. The sparks tumbled down her body, struggling to stay attached. Eventually, Abella stopped pumping his cock and switched back, once again inhaling him into the back of your throat.
Gotcha, he thought, focusing the magic on the tip of his cock. He felt an intense spark jump from his cock into Abella's throat and the sparks on her body all stopped moving.
"Mmph?" she asked, one hand going immediately to her crotch. He tensed up, another spark making the leap into her throat. Her obsidian eyes opened wide and her other hand slammed into the roof. She pulled her mouth off of him, and looked up.
"What... what did you do to me?" She was squinting, her eyes going lazy. She leaned back, sliding two fingers inside of herself. "Oh my god, what did you do?"
To be fair, he had no idea. He had figured the magic would have upped the eroticism, but not to this degree. Her natural lubricant dripped onto the roof and formed a small pool while she fingered herself. It didn't seem to be hurting her at all.
"Just a trick I picked up." He winked at her.
A growl formed in her throat and he watched as several black sparks came out of her body.
What the fuck?
She grabbed him around the waist and used one hand to aim his cock into her soaking wet pussy. He slid in, his cock parting her stiff folds. Once he was close to bottoming out inside of her, he felt his magic jump back into his cock.
Abella cried out a string of words in French. His whole body was tensed up and he could see the magic mixing now, the dark and white sparks briefly forming yin-yangs on their skin. It occurred to him now that electricity and stone probably weren't meant to mix, but it was too late. He locked eyes with the gargoyle as he pounded her, his hands on her sturdy shoulders.
She ran one hand up his side, her fingers digging in just a little too hard. Her other hand was stroking the base of her tail, her eyes rolling up in her head. She was whimpering now, her hips spasming beneath him. He found a great rhythm, the angle of penetration just right that he could feel the ridge of his cock rubbing against the upper wall of her vagina. He grunted and pushed into her hard, his cock flexing while it dragged along the ridges of her opening.
The back and forth of his magic created sparks that bounced off the roof and disappeared. Abella's moans were loud now, and she arched her back. The sparks along her skin were crawling down to her wet pussy, squeezing in with his cock.
He remembered the time they had fucked on the cliffs, how she had told him that she could absorb his energy and use it for herself. He paused, wondering if he should stop.
Her eyes narrowed and she let go of her tail, grabbing him tightly. "Don't you fucking stop," she told him, her voice dangerous. She pulled him in and kissed him, her lips smashing his.
Abella's hands were tight on his hips. Mike was no longer thrusting into her --- rather, she was pulling him in and out. He had his hands on her breasts, using them for balance. It would have been an impossible feat for any other woman, but her firm breasts were unyielding. Even with his full weight, his fingers just barely sunk into them.
'C'mon, I want to feel it," she rasped. "I want to feel that hot, human cum deep inside of me."
He moaned, his muscles unable to keep pace with her. Her strength was overwhelming, her fingers tight on him.
The sparks jumped across her skin, but seemed to have no effect. Magical pressure was building up, causing the hairs on his arm to stand on end.
"Fuck me! Fuck me!" Abella cried out again, and her hips trembled. The sparks crawled back along her skin, gathering on his arms and legs. His hands were shaking now, but not because of fatigue. He lifted them free of her, moving them down to her stomach. The air now sizzled with magical energy that didn't have anywhere to go.
His orgasm had built up to the point of no return. Her labia squeezed against him every time he withdrew his cock, gripping him tightly. She was trying to wring him dry and he was fairly certain that she would succeed.
The fiery sensation in his balls suddenly magnified, he was past the point of no return. He let out a cry and his cock tensed up inside of her. Abella grabbed him hard and pulled him as deep into her as he could go.
The remaining sparks jumped onto his body and he felt all of the magic stream into his core, through his legs, and then through the shaft of his dick. Instead of a normal ejaculation, he felt the magic release itself all at once like a blast of lightning from the head of his dick. He screamed, but not in agony. Abella let out a cry of her own, her open mouth now filled with glowing blue lightning that danced along her tongue and teeth. The sparks leapt from her and back into him and he screamed again, his dick coating her insides with cum and electricity.
His throat was raw when a third blast came, and he swore he heard a thunderous rumble come from inside of Abella's belly. One of her hands slid free of his hip and slammed into the roof, gouging out a chunk of masonry. Her tail whipped free of his hand and slammed into a nearby wall, causing the siding to split and pop free. He lost control of his arms, his hands contracting into tight fists and his entire body became rigid.
The world went black, his mind barely conscious. He was only aware of the thick, stony body beneath him, of the thick legs around him. Time distorted, slowing to a crawl. Something inside of him shifted, his magic flowing out and rebounding violently and his heartbeat pounded in his ears.
Relax, lover. Naia's voice calmed him. In the darkness, he could feel her nearby, her cool fingers caressing his skin. With a snap, the world resumed and he fell forward, catching himself just in time before smashing his face against Abella's breasts.
"Mmm." Abella moaned as he slid himself free of her. Her labia tightened, squeezing every last drop of cum from his cock. Once he was out, he watched her labia tighten up, holding his essence deep inside of her. She helped him roll over and lay on her belly, his eyes on the sky.
Mike gasped for air, laying his head against her belly. Her wing curled around him protectively, shielding his eyes from the sun above. He looked at his hand, clenching it painfully. He felt like he had clung to a rope too long, his knuckles protesting when he flexed them repeatedly. The sudden stiffness in his joints dissipated, but his fatigue did not. He ran a hand through his hair, marveling at the amount of sweat.
Relaxing, he let Abella run her hand across his chest. He grabbed her other hand, giving it a firm squeeze. Several minutes went by, the burning in his lungs suddenly fading. He wondered if part of his sudden exhaustion was related to the torrent of magic he had unleashed. Was his magic dangerous? It had never occurred to him during his self exploration that maybe it was something he shouldn't be experimenting with.
Then again, nothing bad had happened so far.
"Sometimes I wish I was soft like you." Her voice broke the silence as she caressed his face, letting her fingers trail down along to his collarbone. "Soft and supple. Be able to ride in an elevator, or go on a carousel. To wear pretty dresses and makeup, to try on high heels or get hit on by strangers. By nature, my skin is strong, but I'm not sure that my heart is ready for the centuries of loneliness ahead."
"Why would you be alone?"
She smiled, but he could see the sadness in her eyes. "There have been many Caretakers, but none of them have taken an interest in me quite like you have. One day, you will die as all humans do. And when you do, you will leave a hole that likely won't be filled."
"Oh." He had hardly ever dwelled on what life would be like for the others after he was gone. Like most people, contemplating how the world would go on after his own death wasn't high on his list of priorities. What would happen to the house without an heir? For that matter, how often did a resident of the house pass away? Some of them were immortal, but the others did have limited lifespans.
He thought once more of Emily. Was that why she had pursued godhood? To become immortal and care for the others? Was that why she didn't designate an heir, because she foolishly assumed that she would somehow live forever?
He rubbed his hand along the smooth stone of Abella's forehead. "I can't promise I'll be around forever," he told her. "But I will do my best to be around for as long as possible and to make sure my successor treats you well."
She chuckled. "Well, that remains to be seen. So far, though, you've already taken pretty good care of me." She opened her legs and teased at her opening, withdrawing a huge glob of sperm. "I used to fantasize that I would marry a human and we would have little half-breed babies. Cute little babies with small wings and huge smiles. My husband would come home from work and we would have a nice meal and read them stories before bed. Then he and I would cuddle in front of the fire and look forward to the days ahead."



"Can... can humans and gargoyles..." a large lump had formed in his throat.
"Oh, absolutely not!" She laughed and punched him playfully in the bicep. His whole arm went numb. "Even if we could procreate, you wouldn't survive the process."
"I don't understand. I'm fairly certain we've gone through the process."
"Only part of it. A gargoyle's anatomy is different. We have a mating ritual that involves flying high into the sky and then flying down toward the earth while we copulate. The act of diving causes a special stone in our body to shift and allow sperm into the womb, and then a gargoyle will fertilize and lay an egg."
"You lay eggs?"
She shrugged. "I could, but it takes a lot of energy. By nature, gargoyles only lay eggs when they can fertilize one."
"That sounds convenient."
She nodded. "It's become a bit harder since humans invented radar and air travel. When I say that we have to fly high, it's as high as our wings can carry us, far higher than any creature can go. The main reason we breathe is to take in energy, so technically we could just hang out up there if we didn't get tired. Have you ever seen a shooting star?"
"A few, when I was a kid."
She smiled. "Well, it's possible you wished on a pair of gargoyles. Our bodies can withstand the heat, that's for certain."
"You shouldn't be flying high enough to light up on re-entry though."
A weird look crossed her face. "What? Oh, no, the fire part. That's something else entirely."
MIke wanted to ask, but Abella stood up, grabbing another brick.
"Bet you a kiss I can hit his replacement from here." She winked and chucked the brick. He sat up just quick enough to see a jogger collapse into a pile of sand. Clearly, Sebastien had thought the coast was clear and gotten closer.
"Guess I owe you a kiss. I wonder how long it takes him to make one of those?"
Abella laughed. "Longer than it takes to throw a brick." She helped him stand up. "C'mon, you need to get ready. I'm dying to know what you find in that wardrobe, and you can give me that kiss after you come back."
He smiled. "You can count on it."
-
"Okay, I guess I'm ready." He looked in the mirror, then lifted up his shirt. The naga-skin tunic clung to him like spandex, the patterns shifting ever so slightly. He let go of the fabric and checked the small leather pouch on his right hip. Tink had made it for him, and he opened it up to reveal the vials that Zel had given him several days ago. The pouch was far safer than his pocket for keeping such valuable items, and he snapped it shut.
With the dagger clipped safely on his left hip, he realized that he looked less like a computer nerd and more like a rogue or a warrior, ready to leap into battle. He brushed aside his hair, marveling at how thick it felt. Even stranger, it didn't lie flat but curled up in places making it look like someone had styled it for him.
Naia whistled appreciatively. "Looking good, lover."
"Thanks." He turned around and smiled. "Guess we just need to wait for the others. I'll run out and reset the dial."
"I'll be waiting." She vanished with a splash.
He didn't hurry, instead pausing at the bottom of the stairs to watch Tink attach a small garage to Jenny's new dollhouse. He stopped to inspect her work and with a smile rustled her hair before going outside. Halfway to the dial, he saw a large brick arc through the air and splatter the latest iteration of Sebastien standing out on the street. He looked over his shoulder and gave the gargoyle a thumbs up and a grin, then turned around to give the dial a twist.
"Twenty four hours," he whispered to himself, then set the timer on his phone. Had Emily ever had to deal with a constant siege like he did? His enemy had been at the gates since moving in, and he feared they would remain until he could get rid of them. But how could he rid himself of a problem when he couldn't even leave the safety of his own house?
"Focus," he told himself. One problem at a time. He would go back in the house, open the wardrobe, and maybe find some answers that would help him deal with the nasty people who kept him under twenty-four hour surveillance. Or even find a way to use that gem. If he desired for them to go away, would the emerald give him the power to do it?
Stepping onto the porch, he cast a glance at the swing on the front porch. Still empty. Frowning, he swore to himself he would get to the bottom of her absence when he returned.
When he walked through the front door, Zel was waiting for him. She wore a backpack that he hadn't seen before, but he recognized it as being made from the same fabric as her saddlebags.
"I'm ready." She smiled and gave him a mock salute, then grabbed his hand and practically ran up the stairs with him. When they reached the top, he saw Ratu inspecting the wardrobe, her hands hovering over the surface as if warming them over a fire.
"This thing has power," she said once their eyes met. "Go get the key and let's see what it does."
"On it." He walked into his bathroom and Naia was waiting for him, the key in her fingers. This time when he grabbed it, the compulsion was much weaker. Perhaps the wardrobe knew he was coming? It wouldn't be the first piece of furniture in his house to have thoughts and feelings.
"Come back to me," she told him, giving him a kiss.
"Always do." He walked back into the hall, the key pulsing with warmth in his hand. Once he got within a few feet of the wardrobe, the keyhole lit up from within, casting a wide beam of yellow light across the hallway.
"Wow!" Zel knelt down. "Do you think it's safe to look inside?"
"Only with your bad eye." Ratu winked at Mike, and he held back a laugh.
"Okay, let's see what skeletons we find in here." He stuck the key in the lock and the wardrobe shook. "I'm hoping not actual skeletons."
"Agreed," both women said. He turned the key and pulled the door open. The interior was dark and full of coats. He looked at the others and pulled one of the coats off the rack. It was a navy blue peacoat. "This isn't what I was expecting."
"Indeed." Zel took the coat from him and put it on. "Hey, it fits."
Ratu, however, was frowning at the wardrobe. She stuck her hand up and moved it toward the hanging clothes. "There's a breeze here. It's cold."
"Really?" Mike pushed the coats aside to reveal the back wall of the wardrobe. "Is there a crack or something?" He reached back to touch the wall, only to have his fingers slide through it as if it wasn't there. A chill sensation traveled up his fingers and he yanked his arm back. "Whoa."
"Fascinating." Ratu pulled a coat off of the rack and balled it up. She threw it at the back wall where it bounced off harmlessly. "It isn't an illusion, that's for sure. It has all the earmarks of an actual portal."
"So where does it go?" he asked.
"Let's find out!" Zel shoved passed him and stuck out her hands. She vanished through the wall and disappeared.
"Zel? Can you see anything?" Several seconds went by with no response. "Shit. In for a penny, in for a pound." He stepped into the wardrobe and walked forward.
The effect was instantaneous. Upon passing through the back wall, he was instantly somewhere else, somewhere much colder. He was in the woods and large snow drifts had formed around the copse of trees he had just emerged from. Shivering, he saw Zel's hoofprints in the snow.
"Zel?" The prints disappeared around some trees. He turned around to see Ratu emerge from the shadows, her kimono opening wide to reveal her long, slender snakeskin legs.
"Too cold," she muttered, snapping her fingers. The flying dragon on her kimono blazed with light and the fabric expanded, transforming into a large, puffy coat with a fur hood. Thick mittens were attached to the sleeves by a string, and the coat parted revealing a thick set of fur lined boots.
"You look warm." He hugged himself, the cold air sapping away his body heat.
"Ever since our incident beneath the lake, I've decided to be more prepared from now on." She squinted her eyes against the white of the snow. "I didn't think to bring sunglasses though."
"Yeah, it's pretty bright." He pointed at the hoofprints. "She wandered off?"
"No, she ran off. You can tell by the spacing of the prints." Ratu walked next to him and slid something into his hand. "I thought this might come in handy."
He held the object up. It was the sun stone. He had forgotten all about it. Cecilia had brought it to him when they had stayed overnight in the greenhouse. It was a magic stone that could generate heat, but it required a kickstart. Smiling at Ratu with relief, he held it to his lips and blew warm air on it. Heat spread through the stone and it began giving off its own warmth. "Did you take this from the Vault?"
"I did. While Tink was reorganizing, I offered to hold on to a few of the less dangerous objects."
"This is what triggered the eruption at Pompeii. You know that, right?"
"Don't throw it in a fire then." She walked ahead of him. "Let's find our friend, shall we?"
They followed the tracks for a couple hundred feet. He was tempted to call for the centaur, but through the trees, it appeared they were on a large mountain. Would shouting cause an avalanche? And where exactly were they? He could see no other mountains in the distance, only blue skies.
Ratu didn't seem concerned in the slightest. She was busy examining a nearby tree.
"It would seem to be some sort of evergreen," she told him, touching the needles. A clump of snow fell loose at her feet. "We're at altitude, apparently."
"That's... great?" He turned his attention back to the hoofprints. They meandered down a steep hill and out onto a bluff. Down below, he saw Zel standing near the edge, her attention on the landscape below. His feet crunched in the snow as he approached, filling his shoes with ice. The sun stone was helping keep him warm, but definitely not dry.
"Zel?" When he spoke her name, she flinched. He could see a large valley beneath with a large river running through it. A large herd of horses appeared to be running in the distance.
The snow here was deeper than his ankles, and he lifted his feet high to keep walking forward. Zel's footprints were too far apart for him to walk in, and snow was rapidly accumulating inside of his shoes.
"We need to go back." Zel turned to face him. "Right now. We can't be here."
"Why not?" He stood next to her on the bluff. Instead of a sheer drop off, they were looking down a steep, snow covered slope. Huge drifts of snow had gobbled up the landscape, and other than a few animal tracks, it was pristine.
"I suspected as soon as I stepped through. I'll tell you when we get ba--" She froze, her eyes over his shoulder.
He turned around and saw that she was staring at a giant tower in the distance. It overlooked the valley and seemed to be made of large, interlocking stones that had been carved directly into the stone face of the mountain.
"Holy shit, that thing is huge!" He heard footsteps and turned around, expecting to see Ratu.
A woman had wandered out of the trees nearby, her hand clutching a walking staff. Her dress was made of a pale fabric decorated with thick red and white furs. Her white hair was thick and framed her narrow face. She drew back her hood, revealing that she wore a plain white eyepatch over her right eye. Her left eye was red like wine. At first he thought she was wearing earmuffs, but when they unfolded into above her head, he realized that they were large, furry ears.
"Who are you?" she asked, her voice trembling. It was soft, but firm. "Where are you from?"
Zel's fingers found his and she squeezed him tightly.
"My name is Mike. I came here through a magical wardrobe." He smiled and gave her a friendly wave. "I'm the new Caretaker, if you know what that is."
She held her hand out, palm up, and then clenched her fingers. Her face twisted into a snarl and the nails of her fingers grew into daggers. The snow on the ground between them lifted into the air, collating into a gigantic spear made of ice.
"Not anymore." She pointed a sharp finger at him and the icicle rocketed forward and hit him square in the chest. Fire blossomed through his rib cage and he felt the breath knocked from his body. The impact blew him off his feet and Zel's fingers clamped down on his as they both tumbled over the edge of the bluff.
-
"Ta ma de." She closed her outstretched hand and ran toward the ledge. The icicle should have penetrated the human, maybe even pierced him through, but he had taken the brunt of it and simply fallen away from her, dragging his escort with him. She could smell blood in the air and saw a small amount of it on the fresh snow.
It was nowhere near enough. Looking over the ledge, she saw that the man and woman had triggered a small avalanche, and were now sliding down the mountain and far away from her.
"Daisy." She waited a couple of seconds for the fairy to appear before her. "Find them and report back. I'll be up here."
The fairy saluted and shot down the mountain, her light disappearing in the distance.
A blast of cold air ruffled her furs and she pulled her cloak in tighter. It was likely that she had killed him, but she needed to be sure. Once she knew he was dead, it was time to resume her rightful place.
It was time to become the new Caretaker.
Her ears lifted, the sound of soft steps in the snow alerting her to another presence. Turning, she saw a woman in a thick coat emerge from the trees. She could feel a surge of strength from this woman, an instant connection through magic much like her own. Her lips parted and she bared her teeth, a low growl emanating from the back of her throat.
"Steady sister, I would talk first." The woman's skin flashed through a series of snake skin patterns. "You may call me Ratu. I am a naga."
"I can smell you from here." She sniffed the air, scowling at the scent of dirt and snake oil. Worst of all, she could smell the scent of that man on the newcomer. "You may call me Yuki. As a fellow shapeshifter, I know you know what I am."
"A kitsune. Interesting." Ratu crossed her arms. "I have a question for you, my tricky little fox. I was wondering if you had seen a man come wandering through here."
"I did, but he got away." Yuki pointed down the hill. "And when I find him, I plan on killing him."
"May I ask why?" Ratu turned her attention to a tree, feigning interest. "I'm just wondering why the extreme hostility."
"Are you with him?"
She shrugged. "In a way. I guess you could say I have a vested interest in seeing him succeed."
Yuki frowned. "Seeing him succeed at what, exactly?"
Ratu smiled. "Protecting the others. That's all he wants to do."
"That's how it always starts." Yuki let her magic expand, her senses blending with the ice and snow. She could feel it now, feel the naga's magic swirling around her like a tiny storm. "The last Caretaker wanted to protect the others so badly that she ended up turning on them. I shouldn't have to tell you that humans are broken, unable to resist the call of power. They flock to it like bees to honey. Better to crush them when they are weak before they live to betray you."
"This one might surprise you." The naga casually summoned a ball of fire in one hand then tossed it to the other. The fireball grew in size until it was two feet across, spinning rapidly. "I'm guessing that this isn't open to debate."
"It's been a while since I've eaten snake." Yuki clenched her fist and hooked her fingers upward. Several large spikes of ice lifted from the snow, all pointed at Ratu. She pointed the end of her staff at the naga. "And I imagine you won't last long in the cold."
Ratu's eyes narrowed dangerously, the swirling ball of fire casting flames among the trees. They ignited, the smoke swirling around her like a cloak of shadows.
"Silly fox." She bared her fangs, her face rippling as she changed shape. "The furrier they are, the quicker they burn."
Yuki sent forth the spears of ice, her howls echoing off the mountain as the fireball descended on her and turned the world to mist.
---
Oh my god, I have been waiting to share this kitsune with you for months now! I've been reading some fan theories about her identity and am definitely curious why you think she believes she gets to become the new Caretaker. I hope you enjoyed this chapter because I really did enjoy writing it, especially the scene with Abella.
Don't forget to rate, comment, or send me a letter, I love to read them. I am already hard at work on the next chapter that has a couple of huge surprises in store for Mike and the gang and absolutely love reading your emails and such. This chapter was harder than some of the others and seeing your positive feedback really helped me.
Until next time, monster lovers! Take care of each other!
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Hey all, Annabelle here with the next chapter of HFHM!
New to the story? You probably want to start at Chapter 1. There is plenty of sex, but also plenty of plot, so starting here is not recommended.
To current readers, welcome back, I'm so happy to see you again! I appreciate how patient you've been with me between chapters and also all of your support. I love getting your comments and letters and appreciate you taking the time to write them, even if I don't always respond.
This chapter is dedicated to anyone who has lost someone important to them, especially to a reader of mine who recently lost their spouse. I hope every day can bring you a small moment of happiness or peace.
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The Hanged Man
His chest was on fire and he couldn't move. His limbs were super heavy and he couldn't feel his legs anymore.
Am I dying?
Loud thuds like distant thunder beat in his chest and he thought he heard someone saying his name. His head cleared, and it occurred to him that he had looked onto the shores of the afterlife and they had looked nothing like this. A loud scraping sound filled his senses and he was suddenly blinded by a bright light and someone called his name.
Oh shit. He really had died. This was the tunnel of light and somebody had come to collect him.
"Mike!" Warm hands grabbed him by his chest and pulled. His eyes adjusted to the light and he realized that he was looking at Zel from the confines of a large snow drift. She pulled him free of the snow and he fell forward, spilling crimson blood on the bright white canvas they were mired in..
"Here, hold on." She ripped off part of her skirt and tied it around his upper arm. He looked down at his torso, expecting to see a giant hole. While there was a large hole in his shirt, the snakeskin beneath was still intact. However, the inside of his arm was bleeding pretty bad.
"How?" He was feeling light headed and couldn't properly formulate his words. He leaned forward and fell, Zel grabbing him around the waist.
"The icicle slid off the naga hide but nicked your artery. We need to find my bag, it got lost in the snow."
"Snow?" He looked at the ground, his eyes surveying the bountiful white clouds beneath his feet.
"Do you still have the sun stone? Your arms are freezing."
"Um... nope." He felt his pockets and looked up the hill. He wondered if he had lost it up there. There was a deep furrow of snow toward the top of the hill that turned into a wide groove that terminated roughly above the giant drift she had pulled him out of.
Tink was going to be pissed when she found out he had lost a Vault treasure.
"Mike." Zel gave him a shake. "You're bleeding too much and I can't carry you. If you lose consciousness, you will die."
"Oh." He pushed her away with his good arm. He couldn't lift the other one at all, so he fumbled with the pouch on his belt. Once Zel spotted what he was doing, her eyes went wide and she pushed his fingers out of the way, unsnapping the pouch and pulling out the red vial.
"You need to drink this and we need to get out of here right away." She unstoppered the vial and held it to his lips. Heat flooded his mouth and throat and his eyes watered at the taste. She pulled the vial away and poured some of it on the gash in his arm. Steam rose from the wound and he nearly threw up from the pain.
"What happened?" All he could picture was an angry eye rimmed with fire.
"The Snow Queen found you." Her face was grim. "If she catches up to us, she'll kill you."
Another loud boom up the hill ricocheted off the nearby hills, causing more of the snow to break free and slide. A ball of fire climbed into the sky, only to be consumed by a large flurry of ice and snow.
"Snow Queen? Is she part of the Society?"
"Not the Society. C'mon." She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the trees. "We need to get back to the house and lock the wardrobe. She can't follow you if it's locked."
"Okay." The light headedness was starting to pass, his numb feet crunching through the snow beneath them. She took him into the trees, ducking her head to go beneath the branches. They had traveled a hundred feet when he caught a glimpse of something bright following them. He stopped for a moment and it vanished. It was likely an artifact of the bright sun above bouncing off the snow.
"Mike, c'mon!" Zel tugged at his hand.
"Wait." He looked up the hill. "Where is Ratu?"
"She's buying us some time. If we can circle up the hill, we can get back."
"But what about her?"
"Honestly?" Zel's shoulders slumped. "I don't know."
"Oh." He leaned on a tree for support, his body suddenly heavy. He couldn't think straight, it felt like he was drunk off his ass. "Did that potion have my spunk in it?"
"Of course it did."
"Okay." He lifted his arm, inspecting the raw flesh. "This hurts still."
"You're experiencing the healing process in fast forward. You're going to feel hungover in a couple of hours if you don't get any water in you." She grabbed his hand and pulled. "C'mon, let's go."
"Nope. Not without Ratu." Another loud boom rattled the mountain and he cast his gaze upward. The trees along the ridge had been blown free and another avalanche had been triggered, carrying the flaming logs down the slope. Columns of smoke floated into the sky, ash now falling on them like snowflakes. The ridge disappeared and a geyser of fire shot through the air above them.
A loud roar echoed across the hillside. Mike turned his attention to a large shadow that slowly lifted above the distant tower, its large wings beating hard to gain altitude. The creature disappeared in the smoke above, but it roared again, much closer this time.
"Is that a fucking dragon?" He gripped a nearby tree so hard that he accidentally tore off some of the bark. Zel's eyes had gone impossibly wide, her hands hovering over her mouth.
"We. Need. To. Go!" She pulled his shirt, yanking him free of the tree. They broke free of the trees and Mike realized that she was still trying to drag him uphill, but away from the sounds of magic. "I think we can circle around and get to the trees."
"Are you nuts? There's a dragon up there!"
"It's better than the alternative, trust me!" She slipped in the snow and fell. He knelt down to help her up and caught the glimmer of yellow light out of the corner of his eye.
Another loud blast echoed from up above. Through the smoke, something was generating a tremendous amount of light. The wave of heat hit him suddenly, making his mouth dry out.
"The sun stone!" He thought it had made it down the hill with them, but he must have dropped it at the top. The dragon roared and streams of water now trickled down the mountainside.
"Oh no." Zel pointed through the smoke at a dark shape that was tumbling rapidly toward them. At first Mike thought it was a log, but realized it was a large snake about twenty feet long tumbling head over tail. He ran forward, hoping to intercept Ratu, and immediately noticed how soft the snow was becoming under his feet.
"We need to find shelter," he called out over his shoulder. He could hear Zel's feet sinking through the slush behind him, his stomach filled with that familiar cold sensation. It steadily built, filling him with dread as he knelt down and caught Ratu around the middle of her body.
She dragged him off his feet, causing him to slide several feet down the hill. Once he was able to stand, he struggled to lift her, grateful when Zel finally caught up and lifted Ratu's tail. The large python in their arms was unconscious, making the dead weight feel that much heavier.
They all sank into the softening snow. Up top, another large sheet broke free and raced downhill, smashing into a thick group of trees. The glow of the sun stone was becoming more intense, and he could see the shadow of the beast circling above. It didn't seem to be looking for them, instead remaining directly over the molten red glow of the magic rock he had left behind.
"Where can we go?" He looked back at Zel, her face frozen in panic.
After several seconds, she let out a loud sigh and pointed downhill. "If we keep going, we should encounter a side trail that will lead us onto a bluff with a small cave network."
He didn't bother asking how she knew. Draping Ratu over his shoulders, he ran his hands along her skin, worried at how cold she felt. Zel did the same, but lost her footing and fell. She slid past Mike, her arms outstretched, and caught his ankle. This caused him to tumble as well, then all three of them were sliding on the slick hill.
"Mike!" Zel twisted around and pulled his feet under her armpits, leaning back on his lap as they picked up speed.. Realizing what she was attempting, he pulled Ratu onto his torso, holding on tight while trying to coil her up onto his chest. She stirred briefly in his arms, her body shrinking down to a more manageable six feet.
Rocks appeared on the slope ahead and Zel used her legs to steer, her hooves clattering off the tougher chunks of ice. They zoomed between them at a speed of maybe fifteen miles per hour, but Mike felt like they were going sixty. The cold wind grabbed at his ears, his eyes squinting against the ice and snow that blasted them. The mountain rumbled underneath him and he chanced a look back. Another large sheet of snow had broken free and was coming their direction.
The rocks were becoming more frequent, and Zel twisted her body to take them down a steep pass. They curled around a tall rock formation with deep crags. She spread her legs wide, the snow rolling up over her legs and onto her stomach. The ground was leveling out, but a large drop off was coming.
Mike shoved his free hand into the snow and they all came to a slow stop. Stumbling to their feet, Zel led him along an area with a twenty-foot sheer cliff above them. A ten-foot wide trail overlooked the valley below and a cave-like structure had been carved into the stone. Zel stumbled forward into it, collapsing toward the back wall. Mike was right behind her, the sounds of the mountain now vibrating the thick stone walls around their hiding spot. The world grew dark as the avalanche finally caught up to them, billowing over the rocks and filling the valley below.
Several seconds passed by, and the snow was mixed with water. Trees and rocks spilled out over the cliff, the sound deafening. Mike opened up his shirt and tucked Ratu inside to warm her up, then clung to Zel, praying that it would end soon.
-
Yuki narrowed her eye at the scene below. Astride the mighty Jabberwock, she watched as the sun stone sent out another wave of heat, nearby trees bursting into flame. The mountain was covered in smoke and steam, and she had lost sight of the naga.
Their fight had been intense and evenly matched, but Yuki had summoned the beast to her with a mere thought. Constructed of magic and clay, the creature wasn't technically alive, but it did have tremendous power of its own. At the arrival of the Jabberwock, the naga had thrown what Yuki had thought was a poorly aimed fireball. Dodging to the side, Yuki soon realized that the target had been a sun stone apparently dropped by the man she had sent down the mountain.
Intent on winning the fight, it was far more important that the sun stone be extinguished. If the fire spread, it could burn down the trees that led back to the house on Earth, trapping her here officially forever. Commanding large cyclones of snow, she continued to pile on her ice magic, frustrated at how much energy she was wasting on something so stupid. She knew all about the sun stone and its abilities and wondered why the fool had removed it from the Vault in the first place.
Beneath her, the glow of the stone was making the mountain look like a volcano about to erupt. Frustrated, she stuck a hand in her pocket and pulled out a deck of tarot cards. She cut immediately past the Major Arcana and began sifting through the cards of the Minor Arcana. She hated to be wasting so much magic on a stupid problem, but it had to be done.
An updraft caused the Jabberwock to buck violently, and she grabbed on to her harness. All three of her tails flared out behind her, sending a radiant wave of magical energy beneath the beast to stabilize it. If she was going to act, it needed to be now.
She pulled the Ten of Cups free. Scowling, she tucked away the rest of the cards in the special pouch she had pulled them from. She had a lot of free time in the tower, and she had spent a substantial amount of that time drawing tarot cards. This deck, however, was the most special of all. She had infused every card with powerful magic, each one taking nearly a month to craft.
The ice and the snow had been enough to absorb the immediate heat of the stone, but she needed to smother the nearby flames that kept feeding it. The easiest way to do that would require a rainstorm of epic proportions.
The card glowed an icy blue in her hands as she undid the magical lock that she had put on it. Commanding the Jabberwock to climb higher, she threw the card down, watching it pulsate with light as it sank into the smoke. The Ten of Cups she had drawn depicted the valley below beneath a large rainbow surrounded by cups full of water. The easiest way to summon a rainbow was to wait until after a storm.
This card had been a pain in the ass to make primarily because she had captured a rainstorm inside. Years back, on the back of the Jabberwock, she had spent hours trapping the stormcloud inside while high up in the sky, nearly falling twice. The storm in question had been particularly difficult because she had captured it during the height of monsoon season.
Down below, she heard a blast of thunder as the storm was released all at once. Through the smoke, she could hear the torrential downpour of inches of rain falling onto the mountaintop all at once and could see the immediate rush of water farther down the mountain. This spell would inevitably trigger mudslides and wreak havoc on the ecosystem down below, but that was a problem for someone else to deal with.
She waited, her eye on the glow of the sun stone. It gradually faded, the nearby fires extinguished. After several minutes had passed, the Ten of Cups was extinguished, and she could no longer feel the magic of the stone. With a heavy sigh of relief, she commanded the Jabberwock to circle, pulling the Ace of Swords out next. This card shimmered like heated air, and transformed into a longsword in her hand. The Jabberwock flew lower towards the clouds beneath and she swung downward, commanding the magic to release once more.
A powerful blast of wind cut through the clouds, causing them to billow apart and flee. Soon, she could see the mountain top and grimaced at the devastation. They landed, and she frantically rushed through muddy soil to the copse of trees that were all singed around the edges. Pushing through, she was grateful to see that the ones in the middle had been spared any damage from the fires or the flood.
The doorway was secure. She sent a command to the Jabberwock to keep an eye on the mountain and used her magic to create a throne of ice. She pulled some smoked meat out of her pocket and took a bite, her stomach rumbling with hunger.
How many years had it been? Her face scrunched up as she tried to count. Being confined to this pocket world had driven her mad with rage for so long that she had been unable to keep track of time. Almost a couple years back, she had felt Emily's passing and had become terrified at the idea that she might have to spend her remaining centuries in this place forever.
That was, until the new Caretaker had moved in. She had been able to feel his presence occasionally, trying to capture his attention through the portal. However, magic at such a distance was weak at best, and she was aware that Emily had sealed it from the outside. The thought had occurred to her more than once that the magical compulsion she had cast may end up in the destruction of the entrance but hadn't cared. If he had destroyed the portal, then she felt like she could at least move on.
She stood up and approached the trees, her hand outstretched. She could feel the air currents that would lead her back home, escape only a few feet away. There was nothing stopping her from stepping through and claiming the house for herself. After all, she had the right.
"Not yet." She couldn't risk stepping through with enemies on her heels. And she definitely wouldn't go without her loyal fairy companion. Emily may have left Yuki behind, but the kitsune refused to ever do the same to her friends.
Once she heard back from Daisy, she would make her next move. Until then, it would probably be a good idea if she found that troublesome sun stone.
-
Beth waited just outside the greenhouse, smoothing out the sundress she wore. She couldn't hang clothes up in her closet because they disappeared when the cavern was opened, which meant folding them up in a dresser. She needed a better way to store her clothes if she wanted to avoid wrinkles.
She used her phone to check her makeup. She had quit wearing it since covering up the mirrors in the house, but she had used selfie mode to confirm that she had dark circles under her eyes. Happy to discover that Oliver didn't appear in her phone, she had done some quick touch-ups before setting out for a little dalliance with Asterion.
The minotaur arrived, his axe casually slung over his shoulder. He bowed his head in greeting.
"Friend Beth." His voice was the rumble of an old sports car, his dark fur shining in the sun.
"I was wondering if we could go for a walk?" She pushed open the door of the greenhouse, revealing the large space within.
"If you wish. I cannot be gone for long, not with Ratu absent."
"We won't go far. The faeries know they can find us here if they need us." She let him walk in first, admiring the thick muscle in his thighs. If Asterion had an ounce of fat on him somewhere, she had yet to find it. Closing the door behind them, she fought the urge to ask him to leave his weapon behind. If there was something in the world more important to him than his axe, she had yet to find that either.
They walked along the edge of the cliff overlooking the jungle. The world was eerily quiet, other than the rustling of the trees down below. Behind them was a large wall of glass, an eerie anomaly due to the greenhouse containing an entire world inside of it.
In her childhood, Beth had often dreamt of traveling to Fantastica, Narnia, or even being carried away by a twister to Oz. The simple act of passing through the greenhouse door sent a thrill directly to that inner child; an entire world was now laid out in front of her ready to be explored. Mike had explained that he thought nothing else lived there inside the greenhouse, but he also had no idea how far it went. She wondered if it eventually had an end, or if she could simply walk for all eternity and never see another living soul.
"We missed our path." Asterion's voice snapped her out of her trance and she turned around.
They had found an easy path that led down to the bottom of the cliffs that wasn't too hard to descend. She also liked it because it gave her a great view of a series of waterfalls that eventually emptied into a pair of rivers that trickled through the forest. She had no idea where the water came from—it blasted out of a hole in the cliff up above from underneath the greenhouse barrier.
The falling water filled several different basins, but she and Asterion had explored and discovered an offshoot near the bottom. Most of the water flowed into one area, but on the other side of the rocks was a second waterfall that filled a small pond before turning into a river that meandered into the nearby trees. Behind the rocks, the roar of the water was greatly muted, and the waterfall here fell in a smooth sheet that made it look like a pane of glass.



"I love how cool it feels down here." Beth flipped her hair away from her neck, letting the mist kiss her skin. The sun was directly overhead, warming the hidden cove. As long as they stayed out of the shadows, they wouldn't get cold.
"Hmm. I like how the sun feels." Asterion rubbed the top of his head where his hair was thin enough that she could see the dark skin beneath. She didn't know much about his past and often wondered if he had been born in a different labyrinth or even created in the current one. What was the life of a minotaur like? It was easy to imagine them as vicious creatures, but watching Asterion tilt his head, his eyes closed as he enjoyed the sun's warmth, she wondered if perhaps he was yet another victim of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.
She stepped in between Asterion's thick arms and pulled them around her shoulders. "I like how you feel." It wasn't even meant as an endearment--the sun had warmed his fur to the point where he gave off heat like an electric blanket. Finding a pocket of warmth in the cold shadows of the cliff made her smile, and she turned around and pushed her hips back into his.
He said nothing, one hand settling on her hip bone and squeezing. He lowered his weapon and set it against the rocks behind them. While not much of a conversationalist, this was one message that he received loud and clear.
Closing her eyes, she reached over her shoulder and stroked the tight flesh along his jawline. It was covered in thin, coarse hair that made a bristling sound when she rubbed it. His free hand moved up to her breast and squeezed it from beneath. She covered his hand with hers and urged him to squeeze even harder.
I wonder if Mike would squeeze my breasts like this.
The stray thought made her eyes pop open. She looked down at the thick fingers toying with her breast from beneath. Thick veins stood out beneath Asterion's skin, but his grip was gentle. She guided him, putting her hand on top of his, and moved his fingers up toward her nipples. He pinched them, sending a jolt of arousal straight down her spine and into her hips.
She closed her eyes once more.
"Yessss," she hissed. His stiffening cock pushed into the crease of her ass, and she rolled her hips up and down, stroking him through the fabric. She reached back to push his loincloth aside, allowing his thick member to hang free, then pushed it up against his belly so she could pin it between them.
He snorted, a hot puff of air hitting her neck. She melted into him, her hips moving to a song that only she could hear. Asterion's other arm circled her waist, pulling them together. As she swayed, she pressed her thighs together, the fabric of her panties bunching just enough to press her labia together.
"Mmh." She moved her hand along Asterion's muzzle down to the thick muscles of his neck and pulled, going up on her tiptoes. Her ass rubbed up and down the minotaur's thick shaft and a throaty moan escaped his lips as it responded to her attention.
The arm around her waist tightened. She let go of the hand at her breast and ran her fingers along the thick muscles in his forearm. Through the dense fur, she could feel slight imperfections, scars from a past full of fighting off intruders. She leaned forward, using the sudden space to lift up her skirt and hook a thumb through the band of her panties. Off they came, and she opened her eyes to toss them casually to the stones nearby.
She missed. Instead of coming to a rest on the rocks, they tumbled into the small pond and floated there for a few moments. The dark lace at the top disappeared first, and once the water soaked its way through the white cotton, they disappeared beneath the surface.
Well shit. Beth didn't think they'd float down the river, so made a mental note to retrieve them before they left.
"Keep holding me," she told him, leaning forward again and grabbing his thick, meaty shaft. She moved it to the side, sliding the wet head of his cock along her buttcheek. Moving it inward, it was now placed between her legs, his dick sticking out a few inches and creating a bulge beneath her skirt.
He snorted, and she grabbed the head of his large cock through the thin fabric of her skirt. A small wet spot appeared almost immediately, and she teased him through the fabric, the warmth of his dick now radiating along her inner thighs. He leaned back and her toes left the ground when he flexed his shaft.
A flood of heat rushed to her labia as she was now balanced on his shaft alone. Grabbing his glans, she tugged it upward and then leaned forward, her clit now rubbing solidly along the top of his cock.
A gasp escaped her lips. Asterion moved the arm around her waist, his hand sliding over her stomach. He parted his fingers into a V and moved them so he could press on her labia while also squeezing his own cock.
Another round of liquid heat flooded her belly, and she put her hand on top of his, pushing in on his fingers so that they were now pinned between her thighs. Sliding back and forth, she could feel him getting hot and sticky from her own juices.
She slid forward far enough that the head of his cock rested directly against her swollen clit. Asterion held her there for a moment, and she could feel the strong pulse of his heartbeat through the steady throbbing of his large dick.
Could I feel Mike's heartbeat this way?
Beth shook her head, chasing the thought away. Why was he popping up in her thoughts like this?
She wiggled her hips and Asterion's bulky dick slowly pushed aside the folds of her pussy, spreading her open. He let go of her waist and grabbed her upper arm, giving her more room to maneuver while keeping his hand on her breast for support. His large stature had given her the ability to chase down several of her own sexual fantasies, and she had worked hard to communicate these desires to the minotaur. He knew now to hold still, to wait for her to adjust to his immense girth.
"Oh fuuuuck."
The head of his dick pushed her open, but didn't enter. She needed several breaths of air to psyche herself up for the next step, because it would happen suddenly. Biting her lower lip, she took a deep breath and then let it out, leaning forward to create a better angle for penetration.
No longer supported by her pubic bone, her body began a slow descent, powered by gravity alone. Beth fought the urge to cry out, knowing that she would tense up and ruin the process. It was a sensation she needed to allow, that powerful fullness that wedged its way inside her and caused all of her thoughts to go astray.
Asterion flexed, and her whole body lifted slightly. When he released, she sank even deeper.
Her cries echoed off of the rock walls, bouncing back and forth until it was soaked up by the mist. With every inch that slowly sank into her, she could feel the world around her melt away, gobbled up by her desire. It wasn't just the sheer size of the cock inside of her that drove the reaction—it was the scruffy hair on Asterion's arms, the animal grunts that came from his lips, the sheer insanity of being fucked by a minotaur in the first place. It was so many late night solo fantasies now being fulfilled, the realization that magic was real and she had stepped fully into it's world, oh god, he was so deep inside of her now.
She let go of his neck and tried to grab one of his horns, missing a few times before she finally got her hand around it. It wasn't just the thrill of grabbing that sacred part of him, a part nobody else could touch, but the fact that she could now lift herself back up and experience the sensation of sinking down on his massive cock all over again.
Asterion was a beast bred and built for killing, his legend steeped in blood and violence. Yet the gentleness he exhibited in allowing her to please herself, his ability to stand perfectly still while penetrating her to the very center of her being without devolving into animal lust, spoke volumes about the depths of his soul.
He shifted his hand to her waist, helping to support her weight. She was gasping for air now, letting out her breath every time he sank into her, then pulling herself back up and breathing in once she no longer felt so full. She had wrapped her legs around his thighs, trying hard to maintain her composure, but with every passing minute, she grew closer to an orgasm.
"Let me down," she told him in between breaths, and he knelt, his cock still buried inside of her. She no longer trusted her own movements and didn't feel like jabbing herself in the uterus. Shaking, she turned them both toward a rock formation that allowed her to lean forward and support her weight with her hands.
Once she got herself positioned, she reached back and grabbed his cock, squeezing it as hard as she could. He let out a grunt and slowly pushed himself back inside of her.
Would he be as gentle too?
She imagined human hands on her hips, thought about what it would be like to let Mike have his way with her. Sure, his cock was large, but nowhere near the size she was accommodating right now. What sort of tricks had he picked up from the women at the house?
Stop it.
It made no sense to be fantasizing about him right now, and she cast him away once more. Asterion had picked up his pace, and she used the flesh of her palm to tease herself while his cock slid through her fingers. The throbbing in her pussy matched pace with his thrusts, and she briefly wondered if their hearts were now somehow in sync.
She came long before the minotaur did, and he kept fucking her the entire time. Her hand slapped at the rocks, pulled at her breast, and then finally settled back on his shaft. She laid flat against the stone beneath her, content to stare out toward the jungle while Asterion pushed himself into her. His grunts became snorts, like a horse racing across the prairie, and before too long, she felt a thick load of come pumping through his shaft before blasting her insides with his seed.
Asterion threw back his head and let out a loud, bestial howl, his lust finally sated. She imagined it was the same noise he would make right after beheading a foe or tossing someone into a pit trap. The thought made her shiver in delight, and she gave him plenty of time to bask in his own orgasm. Minutes passed them by, the falling water just loud enough to mute their heavy breaths.
He softened inside of her and stepped back. The inevitable flood of warmth ran down her legs and she couldn't help but smile, watching his semen pool on the rocks below. It didn't matter where they went, they always made some kind of mess.
Asterion let out a rumble and put his arm around her shoulders, hugging her from behind. She leaned into it, enjoying the warmth of his body once more.
"We should be getting back soon," he told her, his voice breaking the mood. "The Labyrinth is unguarded."
"Yeah, you're right." She pulled away from him and adjusted her skirt. Asterion picked up his axe and they almost left when Beth remembered that her panties were still in the pond somewhere.
The water was only a couple of feet deep, and she held up her skirt while wading out. She spotted a glimmer of white and managed to pick them up with her foot, wringing them out. She debated putting them on, but didn't relish the idea of wet underwear drying against her butt.
A flash of movement caught her attention, and she looked up to see that the light of the sun was just right that the falling sheet of water was now like a mirror. Her own image regarded her from the middle of the pond before tossing the panties back in the water and dashing to the edge of the pool.
What in the actual fuck? Her reflection lifted her skirt and cocked her butt out to give it a wiggle, then reached up and pulled down a cord from out of nowhere. She lowered it to the ground, a window shade appearing from out of nowhere. When it released, Beth's reflection was gone.
In her place stood Oliver. He wore a top hat and had both hands on a fancy cane made of dark wood. Any moment now, Beth expected him to launch into a musical number.
"Oh good. I finally have your attention." He opened his mouth to speak again, but Asterion charged into the waterfall, scattering the image. It quickly reformed once the minotaur had passed through and Oliver just shook his head in disappointment. His hat had been knocked off his head.
When he bent to pick it up, Asterion came back through the waterfall, a puzzled looked on his face. Oliver's outfit was now rumpled, but his hat was grasped firmly in his hand.
"Not exactly hanging with the smart kids these days, are we?"
Oliver sat on a rock and adjusted his hat. "While I will admit quite a bit of jealousy at watching you with the cow over there, I think I can get over it."
"How are you doing this?"
The wall of water shimmered in response, and Oliver chuckled.
"Mirrors are all about lighting. While I would prefer a smooth, silvered surface, I can manifest in anything that reflects light in a coherent manner. Given enough time, I can appear in a window if need be."
"What do you mean, given enough time?"
"Ah, a question that I know you want the answer to. I'm sure you have several, but I'm afraid we're going to have to rely on a trade. Let's keep it simple this time." He pointed at Asterion. "Can you have him stand somewhere out of the reflection? I'm tired of looking at him."
Asterion let out a grunt, but Beth held up a hand.
"It's okay, you can stand just over there." She pointed to a spot just to the side of the waterfall, blocked by several rocks. "If anything happens, you'll be close enough to help."
"Okay." He trudged past her, his eyes on the reflection until he was out of view.
Oliver smiled. "At last, we are alone."
She rolled her eyes. "Okay, so let's hear it."
"I do adore these moments with you. Back when you and I were— ahem—consolidating our relationship, I was unwisely under the impression that you were going to become a rather permanent fixture of the landscape in here. I was impressed by your enthusiasm and intelligence and decided to grant you a boon."
"I'm guessing this has to do with you leaving a stain on my soul?"
"Oh, you know about that? Yes, well, allow me to explain. Humans are a lot like fruit. You tend to spoil easily over time. Why look forward to an eternity of watching you dry out like a bad orange when I could keep you fresh for far longer?"
"So, what, you made me immortal?"
He laughed. "Nothing quite that impressive. Yet. No, in my ignorance, I gave you a part of myself expecting to immediately receive it back. Shame on me. Rather, this piece of myself acts as a conduit and allows me to feed bits of myself into you. Over time, I was hoping to create a being that was more my equal."
"I see. You wanted to make me a demon, like you."
"Well, not quite like me. Perhaps a couple of steps below me. Some people believe in equality in a relationship, but that belief is for those who only make it till death do they part."
"You still haven't answered my question."
"You're right, I haven't. I wanted you to have a sufficient background." He stood up and approached the water's edge. "An unexpected development resulted from the process. You see, I've been trapped in here for quite some time, and my mind can only escape on a technicality. If asked a question, I can see the answer. I am not free to roam amongst the mirrors and can only come when called.
"However, since you left, I have been receiving bits and pieces of information through our bond. I was still so angry over your departure that I debated making you miserable and forcing you to come back to me. But this weird loophole has given me a sort of... freedom."
"You're avoiding the answer."
"Indeed. I am getting there." He dipped his foot in the water. "My ability to appear in this manner is due to that stain I left on you, as you call it. Metaphorically, I put a single drop of ink in the pond of your soul. While it was simply a dark blotch at first, it will continue to spread, like a parasitic shadow, until the pond itself darkens. As I continue to spread my influence, I will be able to manifest in less traditional situations."
"That doesn't make sense. Diluting a single drop of ink doesn't turn a pond black."
"Souls aren't bound by time or distance. I can continue to feed my energy into you, enabling that single, dirty drop of my essence to become larger over time."
"You're... you're feeding me your soul?"
He shrugged. "That's a close enough description of what's happening. I can't escape this prison, technically. But I can slowly remake you in my image, as it were."
She felt her guts turn to ice. "I'm becoming you?"
"Yes and no. You see, using the pond analogy, I can continue putting drops of ink in the pond. However, the pond itself won't get any bigger. Until we have properly mixed, we will have to take turns, in a way."
"You asshole. Are you controlling my body?"
"Not right now, my little treat." Oliver turned to face her. "Which brings me to our next bit of business. Before I met you, I only wanted one thing, and that was my freedom. Since Hell has yet to freeze over, I turned all of my attention to getting something actually achievable. You." He leaned close to the water. "But now I find myself in a predicament. As you are now, I can live with some small manner of freedom. Eventually, I could go for coffee or drive a car. Simple things to you, but a huge thrill to me. I could spend years in your body, growing old and listening to your miserable soul rage into the darkness. Eventually, you will perish and I return to my prison. I'll have my desserts and they will be gone forever."
"Or?"
"Or you come here and keep me company for all of eternity."
"Both of those are shit options." She crossed her arms. "I would rather kill myself."
"Ooh, I'm shaking in my boots." He wiggled his legs back and forth as if he was freezing. "I don't doubt that properly motivated, you would have the capacity for self-destruction. Even if you went to Hell for it, you would be beyond my reach."
"Sounds like I have you by the horns then."
"Now that's a fond memory. Do you know that I still get hard when I think about how you, a mere human, used me? I love it. Anyway, I need something more, but what to choose? Do I eat my marshmallow now, or wait five minutes and get two marshmallows?" He held up his fingers for emphasis.
Beth blinked. What the fuck is he talking about?
"I'm talking about you. Do I take control of your body and live out the rest of your days, or do you come back home to daddy?"
"Neither."
"Wrong." He held up a finger. "You see, this is where I have you by the tits." He took his hat off and stuck his hand in, withdrawing a sheet of paper. "You are aware that I can answer any question asked of me, yes?"
She nodded.
"You are also aware that I don't know the answer until I'm asked."
Again, she nodded.
"In a few days here, I will be forced to answer three more questions asked of me by the man you know as Amir, or even one of his cohorts. Now, the thing about the Society and I is that our relationship is strained. I'm afraid that I have abused the terms of my contract enough times that, once summoned, they ask my three questions and then banish me back to the mirror world. Since you insisted on covering the mirrors in the house, I was forced to wait until I could get your sleeping mind to dream of a mirror."
"Wait, what?"
"Yep. We don't always remember our dreams, after all. I marinated in your thoughts until I had the strength to control your sleeping form. Now, this tends to tire your body out, after all, and was why I was able to gain access to your computer earlier when you dozed off for a second. You didn't even realize how tired you were because I have been feeding you energy to keep you awake. Once I took it away..." he snapped his fingers. "That was all I needed."



"I'm not sure what you could have gained from my computer."
"Ah, now that's an interesting subject. You see, Amir and his associates will never grant me my freedom, nor will they renegotiate the terms of my employment. When he summons me up, I intend to give him information that he hasn't asked for, easily verified information from your laptop that will assure him that I do, in fact, have the ability to wear your body like a suit and walk right out of there with whatever my heart desires. Specifically, what Amir desires. I have long known what secrets the house holds, Satan only knows that they've all asked me enough about them. I've held some good answers close to the vest, for selfish reasons."
Beth wanted to throw up. If what she was hearing was true, then she had become a huge liability to the house.
"Ah, now you're getting it." He grinned, his sharp teeth gleaming in the light of day. "So let's say you have your bovine fuck buddy over there stick your head in the water here until you perish. I tell them everything they want to hear until everybody here has been properly enslaved or destroyed. Amir and his trained monkeys get their happy ending and I get the luxury of laughing at you all for the rest of eternity. I don't even have to be asked to know that you won't do it."
"But why? If you're going to tell them everything, then why not just do it?"
"A demon's rage knows no limits. The moment I am released from my prison, I would unleash hell on those who have trapped me. I don't want to see them win any more than you do, and I can tell you they will need a lot more than three questions to make that happen." He chuckled, his laughter overlaid with a much deeper, sinister sound. "The answer to your question is that I would rather get what I want and leave them out in the cold. Therefore, you have two reasonable options here. Option one, you continue to resist and I have a wonderful time slowly taking control of you. One day you walk away with one of the home's treasures and hand it over to the Society. As a reward for good behavior, they throw you back in with me, and I will make sure you never leave again. We spend eternity together working on the holes in our relationship." He held up a studded collar. "Once you've properly begged for forgiveness of course."
"Option two?"
"You come willingly. That reflecting pool would be perfect, actually. If you come on your own, I never let them know otherwise. The war between the Radley home and the Society goes on with no additional help from me. We spend eternity together, but maybe... just maybe..." he shook the collar, causing it to transform into a wreath made of flowers. He took off his hat and placed them atop his own head. "Maybe not as much begging is required."
"I don't understand. Why bother giving me a choice at all? Aren't demons supposed to be evil?"
"Evil, yes. Stupid, no. The human soul is a beautiful thing to behold, but it is beholden by certain rules. You see, either way, I end up with your soul. But the difference between a soul taken and a soul freely given..." he sniffed the air and shivered in delight. "It's so exquisite. Why settle for plastic when you can have diamonds?"
"I fucking hate you." She said it so forcefully that spittle sprayed from her mouth. Oliver had her trapped and he knew it. Hot tears were already rolling down her cheeks and she sank to her knees. Asterion returned from his hiding spot, kneeling by her side to comfort her. When she looked up, Oliver had vanished from the waterfall, but her reflection still wore the wreath of flowers.
-
The snow, water and ice had been scary enough, but the sudden deluge of rain and mud had been downright terrifying. The thunderous sound of a massive storm had boomed inside of the alcove, and the three of them had huddled together as the world ended around them. A torrential downpour formed a large waterfall over the opening of their enclosure, water flooding the ground and coming near them. Mike and Zel had crawled as far back against the cave wall as they could, hoping to avoid getting wet. Ratu had woken up just long enough to wrap herself around his torso for warmth, shrinking herself down even farther.
Waves of heat had come with the rain. Steam had filled the cavern at one point, causing Mike to worry if they would be boiled alive. Huddled together, the three of them waited in the dark, wondering when the madness would end. Eventually, a heavy fog rolled in to replace the storm outside. While preferable to the deadly deluge, it was thick enough that they were forced to remain where they were.
The temperature dropped, and they shivered as the fog slowly cooled and condensed into ice. Certain that staying would result in freezing to death, they exited the cave walked toward the edge of the cliff.
The landscape of the mountain had changed drastically. What had once been large drifting slopes of snow were now icy crags that extended in either direction. Trees and boulders had been uprooted, leaving the hillside a ruined mess. If it wasn't muddy, it was frozen, and Mike quickly realized that he needed better footwear the next time he decided to pass through a magical portal.
"We need to go down," he said, looking toward the valley. Through holes in the clouds below, he could see that the forest had been flattened near the base of the mountain. Multiple landslides had been triggered, the scene reminding him of an old National Geographic film of Mount St. Helens after it blew. "We'll freeze up here."
"We need to go up." Zel's lower lip trembled, with just a hint of blue. "We need to go up and go back home."
An ominous cry echoed from above and a shadow passed through the clouds.
"Do you still think that's the best plan? Even with that thing up there?"
Zel nodded.
"Shit." He looked up the hill and then down it. Up looked ten times harder to climb. "You're not telling me something. Now spill."
"Mike, I..." she was interrupted by the sound of hooves on stone. Her eyes looked past his shoulder and went wide, so he turned. At first he thought he saw a group of men come around the corner on horseback, but only because his brain wasn't ready to accept the fact that he was looking at a group of six centaurs. They were soaking wet and wearing hunting leathers, their hooves kicking up clods of dirt. Various feathers hung decoratively from their clothing and they wore bracelets with different colors on them.
"You." The one in the lead leveled his bow at Mike. "Who are you and why are you here?"
"I'm lost." It wasn't the whole story, but it was absolutely true. "I came through a portal up the mountain and was attacked by a woman in white."
If he was hoping for sympathy, he was sorely mistaken. The moment he said portal, several others raised their bows.
"Whoa now, I'm not here to cause any trouble." He put his hands in the air.
The lead centaur spat. "That's what the last human said."
Mike swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. He briefly considered telling them that he was the Caretaker, but the last person he had told it to had tried to blow a hole in his chest and then leveled part of the mountain around him. "Not all humans are the same."
The centaurs laughed as if this was the funniest thing they had ever heard.
Mike smiled, briefly assuming that he had somehow broken the tension, but the bows lifted briefly as if they were going to fire.
"Wait!" Zel stepped in front of him. "We invoke parlay."
The lead centaur frowned. "If we were to fill you with arrows, nobody would know that you invoked parlay."
"The sky mother would." Zel sneered at the lead centaur. "And the moon goddess sees all, even in the brightest day. Unless the herd has forsaken the gods, then divine wrath will fall on you for killing those who abide by tribal laws."
There was intense muttering from the centaurs, and the one in the lead frowned. "You seem to know much about our kind." He looked her up and down, his face turning to disgust when he saw her hooves. "By the moon, you're unfinished. An abomination."
More mutters as they looked at her. Zel's face fell, tears forming in the corners of her eyes.
"Maybe I am." Her voice trembled. "But centaur laws still apply."
"Ugh." He waved a hand and the others put their bows away. "Fine. We will take you to our chief. But should you try to escape..." he drew his line across his neck.
"We understand." Zel hugged Mike's arm against her, and he felt Ratu's body relax. She was sluggish, but apparently paying attention.
He looked at the centaur closest to him. "See if Ara and Hydrus are back in the hunting cave. If not, then we must hope that they found their way to safety down in the Valley."
"It was just us in there," Mike said, but the centaur passing him accidentally hit him in the head with an elbow.
"Oops," he said as sarcastically as possible over his shoulder. The centaur inspected the cave for a couple of seconds and came back out. "They aren't here, Orion."
"Ah shit," Zel muttered, squeezing his arm even tighter.
"Come," Orion commanded. "If you can't keep up, we will tie you to ropes and drag you."
"Well, couldn't you just give us—" Zel pinched Mike's arm so hard he yelped and all of the centaurs were suddenly statues.
"Give. Us. What?" Orion leaned close, one hand going to a knife strapped to his human waist. Mike could see the fire behind those green eyes, a spark that was looking to grab hold of any kindling.
"...a moment to fix my shoes? I just need to tighten the laces because they got wet." He tried to smile, his heart pounding in his chest. "I'm afraid that humans are rather reliant on our footwear."
Several moments went by, and Orion's hand finally moved away from his knife. "Make it fast. We must return before the sun falls."
"You're the boss." Maintaining eye contact, he stepped back and knelt down to pull a large glop of mud out of his shoe with one hand, his other hand going to the pouch on his waist which was now hidden by Zel's coat. By feel, he could tell which vial was which, and he slid one out, then quickly undid his laces and re-tied them while palming it. Wiping his fingers on his pants, he stood and grabbed Zel's hand, pressing it into her palm. "I'm ready," he said to her.
Zel shook her head, then adjusted the collar of her coat. Her hand was empty when it rejoined his.
The hike down the hill was brutal, to say the least. The centaurs moved just slow enough for him to keep up, and he didn't have any breath left to speak with Zel as they walked. He could feel his shoes stretching apart beneath the soles of his feet, and the chill had seeped through his clothes. Wishing he still had the sun stone, he held tight to Zel until they managed to get a break from the wind behind the first clump of trees.
From farther down the mountain, he could tell where all the water had fallen. A large swath of rock was now exposed, and anything growing along it had been scrubbed away by the torrential downpour. The centaurs stopped for a few moments to take in the destruction, their eyes on the wreckage below. Trees and rocks had been smashed apart into a slurry of devastation.
"For what it's worth, I hope your friends are okay," Mike told Orion.
The centaur grunted, then ordered the group onward.
By the time they reached the Valley, Mike's legs felt like they had been stretched too far. His muscles were already sore and cramping, and his mind was drifting to the possibility of a hot bath once he got back. Naia would find a way to soothe his aches and pains.
A sigh escaped his lips, which earned him a dirty look from the centaur nearest him. Now that the landscape had leveled out, the centaurs seemed a little more relaxed. They followed a river basin that had overflowed and washed out its own banks before emerging into a giant prairie near the bottom of the valley. From here, Mike could now tell that the horses he had seen earlier were actually centaurs, spread across the valley floor. When the hunters grew near, several more came out to join them. These carried a combination of spears and halberds, all of which were pointed directly at Mike and Zel.
"So this is the honor guard," he muttered.
Hooves were stamped and tails angrily flicked as Orion held a conversation with one of the newcomers just out of earshot. The only word that floated across the gap was "parlay", and it was clear that the others were just as annoyed by its invocation. They walked across the long field to a set of over-sized yurts. They were large enough for the centaurs to go inside, but they were led past the yurts and into a thick grove of trees behind them which marked the edge of the forest.
The centaurs were silent as they marched them through the woods. There were several thick trails that led through the trees, easily wide enough for their horse bodies. He wondered if they were technically horse trails because the horse part walked them, or if it was politically correct to call them centaur trails.
He also wondered if they would stab the shit out of him once they got back to their village. Zel remained quiet, her hand tightly clasping his. She stumbled more than once, and he wondered if it was due to being nervous around her own kind. Ratu moved, shifting around on occasion to avoid the end of a spear point. His escort wasn't exactly being delicate about his transport.
Inside the trees was a large clearing with a series of yurts that had been ornately decorated with astrological symbols. The largest yurt had an image of the sun on it, and from it emerged a massive centaur with a thick, wooly beard that just barely covered his massive pecs. He stood nearly three feet taller than Mike, and wore an ornate crown woven from branches that had leaves sprouting from it. He carried a giant staff with a crescent moon on top made of some type of pale white stone.
"Why have you brought these humans to me?" the chieftain demanded.
"They invoked parlay." Orion crossed his arms. "They know much of our laws, Grand Stallion."
The Grand Stallion walked close to Mike and stared down at him. Unsure whether to meet his gaze or not, he settled for sticking out his hand.
"My name is Mike. Nice to meet you."
The Grand Stallion's nostrils flared, and Mike fought the impulse to duck away. He half expected a blow to come from the man, so intense was his gaze. Other individuals came out of the smaller yurts, male and female centaurs dressed similarly but lacking staves of their own. He watched them from the corner of his vision, his eyes on the massive centaur before him.
"Mike," Zel whispered, tugging on his shirt. Mike didn't look back at her, worried that it would be rude enough to cause the Grand Stallion to have them executed or something similar. Centaurs seemed to be a rather proud group, as well as high strung.
"He is still armed." The Grand Stallion said, pointing at Mike's dagger. "You would bring an armed man to speak with me?"
'A human with a knife is no match for a hunter," Orion responded, shrugging his shoulders. "And he barely looks coordinated enough to use it. If you're worried about it, I can just take it away from him."
"Mike," Zel whispered again, grabbing his arm hard enough that she pulled him off balance. The centaurs around them took a sudden step back, spears and arrows all leveled in their direction. He turned around and would have jumped back himself, if not for the fear of getting stabbed.
Zel's lower body was emitting steam, her face twisting into agony as she started to grow. Bones snapped and skin stretched as her legs split apart then separated. Her skirt split down the back when she became too large for it, her horse body spilling out into the open. Loud gasps came from the centaurs, the clearing now filled with urgent murmuring. Zel let out a loud scream, a wave of heat blasting away from her body and ruffling his hair.
The centaurs were stunned to see one of their own suddenly appear in their midst and had backed away. He could see the confusion on their faces, followed by something else.
"Zelenia?" The chieftain spoke, his voice full of awe.
She looked to Mike, then immediately cast her eyes to the ground, one hoof pawing at the dirt. Zel tensed her jaw and looked back up, defiance in her eyes.
"Hello, father."
-
Yuki was busy building a card castle in mid-air when Daisy appeared. The tiny fairy landed on top of the castle, then walked across the top, her arms outstretched for balance. Yuki continued stacking cards around her until the castle was complete.
"Well?" she asked.
Daisy signed with her hands.
"Really? They survived all that only to be captured by the centaurs?" Yuki laughed so hard that her voice transformed into a loud bark. "That is too perfect. The centaurs will treat them no better than I would."
Daisy signed again.
"Well, no, there's no guarantee that they will be killed right away. They hate humans though, and once they hear that he's Emily's successor, he's a dead man." Yuki leaned back, stroking her chin. "I guess the question is do I wait and see if they do it for me? Or do I go down there and do it myself?" Her gaze settled on the trees before her. "Or do I step through for just a little bit and then check up on them? I would hate to spend another week just waiting to see what happens next."
Daisy's hands moved through the air, leaving glittering contrails.
"That isn't a bad idea. Hmm." The cards shimmered before her and the castle dismantled itself, each card floating back into her hand until the deck was complete. "Yes, I suppose that would work, if you don't mind. I will leave the Jabberwock to guard the portal and come back in a day's time. Assuming everything goes well, then you will be coming with me."
Daisy smiled, her entire body lighting up.
"I appreciate everything you've done for me." Yuki held up a long finger and the fairy landed on it. "I wouldn't wish it on you again, but I'm glad you got stuck here with me."
The fairy did a little flourish, then turned into a ball of light. She pulsed three times.
"Yeah, yeah, I'm going." A smile stretched across her face, revealing her sharp teeth. Walking towards the trees, she stepped through the portal. It was suddenly dark and she was surrounded by coats.
What the hell? Pushing her way forward, she stumbled through a set of double doors and fell onto the hard, wooden floor beneath. Confused, she looked back to see that she had just come through a wardrobe.
Emily, you bitch. So that's how she had closed her side. Yuki had expected to step out into the backyard, not into a hallway. She shut the door of the wardrobe and noticed a key in the lock. A smirk crossed her face as she turned it then put it in her pocket. Even if that man escaped, now he was the one trapped over there.
Standing, she adjusted her furs and snapped her fingers. Her outfit altered itself into a white and red sundress with three thick, fluffy tails stitched into the fabric on the back of the skirt. She walked toward the top of the stairs and placed one hand on the railing.
"It's good to be home," she said. Taking a deep breath, she descended the stairs.
-
Fox demons, am I right?
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The Fool
The railing was smooth to the touch, as if it had been recently polished. She touched a knot in the wood, her fingers caressing the fractured ridges. Closing her eyes, she took in the smell of the place. The rich scent of oil, sawdust, and water from the fountain out back filled her with a swirl of nostalgia, causing her to inhale again, only deeper this time.
So many old scents and a few that were new. Behind them all was the faint, faded scent of sunflowers and rain.
Emily. It was hard to think of her without love and hate at the same time. So many good times had been enjoyed in this house, many of those in her presence. Yet the taint of her eventual betrayal left a dark shadow standing in the corner of those memories, ready to tear her heart in two once more.
The steps creaked under her feet, each sound a familiar friend welcoming her back. She only made it three steps down before Emily's scent drifted her way once again. Her breath hitched, and she stopped.
It was hard to do, but she turned around and went back up. The master bedroom was at the end of the hall and she entered it quietly as if walking into a church service.
Oddly, it was largely as she remembered it. Other than some clothes scattered across the floor, it was decorated the same as it had been. The furniture was exactly as she remembered, except for an old rug lying in the corner.
That man's stench was everywhere, but beneath it was the scent of Emily. It grew stronger as she crossed the room, approaching the rug on the floor. When she lifted it up, she could tell that the wood underneath had been badly damaged, and the scent told her why.
Emily had died in this spot and rotted. Beneath the sweet scent of sunflowers and rains was the harsh scent of cloves and death. The room was a treasure trove of sensory information, but this spot was where her dear Emily had finally crossed over. She tossed the rug aside, contemplating the stained floor beneath.
Silent for several seconds, Yuki fought back the grief and anger that welled up inside of her. The memories in this room were suffocating, and she needed to leave before she forgot how to breathe. In a way, this had become Emily's grave.
She stuck her hand inside the neckline of her dress and pulled out a ring on a chain.
"It was never supposed to be like this. You promised me forever, and then broke my heart without ever telling me why." It was all she could say, her skin rippling with patches of fur that rode across her arms like waves. Emily had made her so many promises, but this was one that, in the end, she hadn't been able to keep.
The memory of that first day without Emily had been burned into her mind forever. She had woken up in the tower, surprised to find that Emily had disappeared. Days went by without any sign of her, and Yuki, convinced the centaurs had taken her, had rained terror down on the Herd. Lonely weeks wandering that tower had turned to months, and then years. The portal through the trees never opened once, and she had cried herself to sleep almost every night.
Until the night Emily had come back for some of the magic locked away in the tower. That one night had turned all of her grief to rage, and the two of them had fought for hours. Emily had grown powerful during their time apart, and Yuki ended up losing her eye. She would never forget that final defining moment in their relationship, the kitsune knocked flat on the floor and bleeding all over the cold tower floor. Emily stood just outside of a portal that had appeared in the tower, clutching a glowing emerald in her hand.
"I wish I could forget you," Emily had said, her face twisted into a sneer, then stepped through the portal. Yuki had cried in agony, watching the portal slowly shrink away to nothing and then vanish. It was the day her heart had been forever broken, and she realized that even true love could be corrupted by magic. Humans were too weak to be gifted with the house and its occupants, destined forever to pursue the power within.
On that day, Yuki had pulled the silver ring off her finger, keeping it only as a reminder of how cruel love could be, pledging to kill the next Caretaker she saw on sight. She could never allow another human to become corrupt inside her sanctuary, threatening those she loved.
She lowered the chain onto the floor, letting it form a spiral on the ground. The ring was last, lying atop the links like the cherry on a cupcake. She had worn that chain every day around her neck, never daring to put it back on her finger. Forgiveness would never come, and while Emily had wanted to forget the whole thing had ever happened, Yuki simply could not.
Standing, she walked out of the room, leaving the ring behind. The scent clung to her skin, Emily's shadow walking beside her when she left. It would probably always be a part of her, a painful memory to contemplate at night. She continued down the hall, past the stairs, and to her old room, then quietly pushed the door open.
This one had changed a bit. Someone had moved in recently, someone who smelled of lilacs and—she sniffed again—sulfur, apparently. The bed was a mess, and a blanket had been tossed over the mirror on the armoire. Yuki removed it, then spotted the dark briefcase under the bed in its reflection.
She knelt down to pull the briefcase out and was about to open it when she saw that the closet was open. It was an ordinary closet for now, but she couldn't help but close it and then twist the knob through a series of patterns. When she opened it again, she was looking into dark cavern within.
Just like that, a memory jumped from the shadows to claim her. its grip was surprisingly strong. She tried to fight it, but it ran like a flood through her mind, and she let it flow freely.
"The house is full of surprises, isn't it?" Emily said, holding up a flashlight up and clicking it on. It was now forty years ago and they were standing in the same room. Yuki sniffed the air and caught a whiff of water and dust somewhere deep in the depths of the cavern.
"How did you find this?" Yuki asked, summoning a ghostly sphere made of foxfire to hover in front of them. It wandered ahead ten feet and then stopped, waiting for them to catch up.
The Caretaker rolled her eyes. "Jenny got loose again and I caught her trying to run down here. I convinced her to tell me how to get in in exchange for a second chance."
Yuki snorted. "Don't you mean a ninth or tenth chance?"
"Yeah, well..." she took a few steps forward. "I figured it would be fun to explore something new with you. What do you say?" Emily held up her hand.
Yuki grinned and took Emily's hand in her own.
They jogged through the cave together. Yuki's senses were sharp enough that she didn't worry about coming across any surprises, and she knew that Emily was well equipped to tackle almost any problem that came their way. Back in the house, it was a frozen afternoon in the dead of winter. Tink and the fairies were huddled up by the fireplace making s'mores with each other. Tink had handed out chopsticks they had gotten from their Chinese food delivery for the fairies to use. Each one of them had taken turns flying close to the fire to toast their marshmallow while Tink drank a mug of hot cocoa.
Yuki had never been certain what to think of the little goblin. Her speech was vulgar, yet she had a brilliant mind. Emily treated Tink with an immense amount of respect but always stopped short of explaining why.
"Oh, wow!" Emily stared in amazement at the giant subterranean space that unfolded before them. Large crystalline stalactites hung above an ancient complex below. Luminescent moss revealed that the structure was a giant maze.
"Indeed." Yuki sniffed the air. There were no immediate signs of danger, but she didn't want a repeat of the troll incident. Winking at Emily, she held out her elbow. "If I may escort you?"
"You may." Emily linked her arm through Yuki's and they walked the long, winding path together. So close to Emily, Yuki was overwhelmed not only by her scent, but also by her magic. It crept across her body like the warmth of a sunbeam, igniting a different sort of fire within. As Yuki understood it, Emily's exposure to Naia over the years had slowly converted her innate magical talents to be extremely similar. Emily rarely traveled these days, but when she did, men and women couldn't help but stare at her in wonderment.
These days, Yuki was having the same problem.
They reached the bottom, and Yuki looked back up the hillside they had just come down. "You could build stairs to get back up if you wanted."
"Sounds like a lot of work. Oh, wow, look at that!" Emily pointed at a large reflecting pool that was close to a set of doors that led into the Labyrinth. When they got close, Emily was already stripping off her shirt, her exposed breasts defying gravity and bouncing upward once freed of their confines.
"Fancy a dip?" She looked back at the fox, her hands on the hips of her jeans.
Yuki swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. She couldn't take her eyes off of Emily's golden areola. It was the first time she had seen the Caretaker's bare breasts and was surprised to see that they glittered in the light of the cave.
"You okay?" Emily asked, concern on her face. She walked closer to Yuki, her prominent nipples waving back and forth like a fisherman's lure.
Yuki was old enough to have been with both men and women sexually, but this was different. The nymph magic running through Emily's blood was polarizing, and Yuki wondered what she would risk if she were to act on the sudden hot feelings running through her hips and along her tails.
"Earth to Yuki." Emily waved a hand in front of Yuki's face. This made her breasts wobble even more.
"Um, I'm good." Yuki shook her head, chasing away the thoughts that had been racing through her mind. Casting her eyes down at the reflecting pool, she grabbed Emily before she could jump in. "Don't jump in there?"
"Why not? Is there a shark?"
"Ha Ha, very funny." Yuki cleared her throat, trying once more to forget that shark movie that Emily had taken her to see at the discount cinema. She was able to pass for an ordinary human, so would go into town with Emily for rare meals and movies.
Emily thought it was a funny joke, but in reality, Yuki was now terrified of swimming in the ocean as a result.
Not that I couldn't fuck up a shark, she thought to herself. Well, once she grew her third tail anyway. With each tail, she was able to master another domain of magic, and in a couple of decades, she planned to learn some powerful water magic. Sharks couldn't bite her if she controlled the medium they swam in, and Emily had already mentioned how useful it would be if she knew someone who could breathe underwater.
That, and being able to summon rain and then freeze it would make her ice magic far more powerful.
"It's a portal." Yuki told her, kneeling down at the edge. To the kitsune, the outline of the reflecting pool glowed intensely. It was the same glow that illuminated the trees that Emily walked through, the ones that allowed her to traverse entire continents. She had been fascinated by the process when she had first been brought here, stepping through a glowing portal to be greeted by the cool, clean air of Emily's backyard. Since then, they had traveled many places, places where Emily had planted her magical trees so that she could walk across the globe.
"Can you see where it goes?" When Emily bent over the pool, Yuki's eyes flicked to the sway of her reflection's pendulous breasts. She burned that image deep into her mind, fighting the urge to lick her lips.
"Not really." Her hand hovered over the water, and she interpreted the shifting magical currents beneath her. "It activates once you are inside, but I can't tell where it—"
Emily wrapped her hands around Yuki's waist and pushed, both of them falling into the pool. The world twisted around them both and they burst through a door, spilling across the wooden floor. Yuki stood up and growled, her body more fox than human. She shook off the water, her fur poofing up in response.
Emily, however, was laughing. It was the tinkling of bells, the singing of birds; it was a sound that resonated deep inside of Yuki's heart, calling forth memories of her own childhood chasing butterflies through the forest with her litter mates.
"Why did you do that?" Yuki demanded. "You had no idea where that portal went!"
Emily grinned. "It didn't matter where it took us. I had you by my side."
Yuki felt a rush of heat in her face, and she opened her mouth, but didn't know how to respond.
"Fucking stinky fox," a voice grumbled from behind her. When Yuki turned, she saw a miserable looking Tink standing in the living room, her sweater covered in the water Yuki had shed. Tink gazed mournfully at a cup of hot cocoa with a couple of fox hairs floating on the surface.
Emily covered her mouth with one hand, stifling a laugh.
"Oh, Tink, we're so sorry," she said, kneeling down to placate the goblin.
Tink leaned back to avoid getting hit in the face with a boob. "Emily put Tink's eye out with these things." She flicked one of Emily's nipples impatiently, which put a halt to the human's laughter. "Why fall out of closet full of water?"
"C'mon, Tink, I have another sweater I can loan you. Guess I'll have to go back for my shirt later." She turned around and held her hand out to Yuki. "You coming? You probably need a change of clothes too."
Yuki had calmed down, her red fur sinking back into her flesh. Pulling her wet hair back into a ponytail, she nodded, and took Emily's hand, letting her take her upstairs.
"Who are you?" The memory popped like a bubble and she was back in the present, staring absently into the cave. A blue light hovered in front of her and her outstretched hand now held on to nothing. It hovered over the entrance to the cave, and she hastily closed the door before addressing the ball of light.
"Cerulea?" Yuki squinted, her eye focusing on the tiny blue fairy. "Is that really you?"
"Yep!" Cerulea did a twirl in the air, sending magical sparks in every direction. "You're a good guesser!"
"Cerulea, it's me, Yuki." She held up her hand and the tiny fairy landed on it, her plump bottom pressing against Yuki's finger.
"Hmm." The fairy tilted her head from side to side. "Doesn't ring any bells."
Yuki shrugged it off. "Where are the others?"
"The others? Oh, they're all over the place. Carmina and Olivia are out front watching the sand man with Abella, and Tink is with the rats. Sofia brought some books for Beth to read, but she's in the greenhouse with Asterion." For whatever reason, Cerulea giggled after saying this last part. "Oh, and Mike is in the wardrobe with Ratu and Zel."
"Oh." She didn't recognize a few of the names, but now she knew who the new Caretaker was. Had been. "Who is the sand man?"
"He's one of the mean ones. Those guys want to come in the house and—" the fairy stared into space for a few seconds. "And do something bad. I'm not entirely sure what. One of them made a storm that almost broke the house!"
"I bet they did." It sounded like Mike was already doing a phenomenal job of fucking up. "But you don't need to worry anymore. I'll take care of the mean people for you."
"Yay!" Cerulea took off and flew away. Yuki was grateful that Daisy was far more intelligent than her sisters, and a much better listener. She closed the closet door. Leaving her room behind, she was back in the hallway and at the top of stairs.
Why was it so hard coming home? Her foot hovered over that first step again and she paused. What if the others rejected her? She had no idea what Emily had told them, but she doubted it had been anything good. Ever since that fateful day Emily had left her behind in the tower, she had wondered many things, but this was one that bothered her the most.
Why hadn't anybody come to look for her?
She moved slowly down the stairs, taking in the recent renovations. Apparently there was a new floor, and she fought the urge to go explore it. She could mess with that later, once she had spoken with Naia. Naia would be able to tell her everything, and she was already bracing herself for answers that she didn't want to hear.
The place smelled of water, fire, industrial cleaner, and oil. The front room looked like it had been recently repaired and redecorated. In the front window was a dollhouse that looked like it had seen better days. Through one of the windows, she could see Jenny contemplating the front yard. Yuki was surprised to see the doll out of the Vault and made a note to put her back. The last thing she needed was that little psychopath running around.
The house was quiet where she stood, but she could hear Naia singing from the back yard. A chill ran down her spine at the sound of Naia's voice. The two of them had been fast friends, and she fought the urge to run. Would Naia even recognize her now? She looked different now, especially after her third tail had grown while she was gone.
She moved forward, stopping just before the hallway. There was a large blank spot along the wall perfect for a grandfather clock, and she wondered if the mimic was hiding somewhere else in the house.
Every step she took toward the back door was another step back in time. She had dreamt of this moment for so long, but had no idea what form it would take. She pushed open the back door and stepped outside. The sky was cloudless and blue, just as it had been the day Emily had brought her here for the first time.
The memory of her first day in the house was intense. She could feel each of her tails twitching nervously behind her with every step across the cobblestone path just outside the back door. A stone statue sitting on the edge of the fountain had looked up at her with a smile, then took to the sky. Along the back gate, a goblin could be seen examining the large padlock holding it shut, prodding at the lock with a series of picks.
Over the fountain, a flurry of glittering lights danced with the birds. Each light was a different color that emitted its own sound, and the red light broke off from the pack to hover in front of Yuki.
"You're red like me!" The light burst into a tiny woman with dragonfly wings. "Ooh, and your ears are so pretty."
"Um... yeah." Yuki blushed as the other fairies hovered in front of her, each one taking turns touching her ears. Each tap of a fairy hand send shivers down her spine, her ears extremely sensitive to being touched.
"Off. Off with you." Emily waved a hand through the cloud of fairies and they scattered with a series of giggles. "Leave her alone, let her get settled. They're a little excited, it's been a while since they met someone new."



"Uh huh." Yuki looked over her shoulder, still half expecting a trap to be sprung.
"This is Naia." Emily took her to the large fountain in the back, a wide smile on her face. "She's kind of the heart and soul of the house, and a good person to talk to if you have any questions."
From the water, a figure emerged, fat droplets running down her skin and splashing into the water beneath. Her features solidified when she moved across the fountain, dancing quietly along the surface until she appeared to be a normal human, albeit one of the most beautiful ones Yuki had ever seen.
She approached the nymph carefully, her hands tucked away in her jacket. Naia's curly hair was a mixture of green and blue, and once she saw the two of them, she sat cross-legged on a stool made of water. Tiny birds circled her, singing their songs while landing in the fountain for a quick drink or a bath. The fairies had left for parts unknown.
"It's so nice to meet you, Yuki." Naia gave the fox a wink. "We're all so excited to have you here."
"We truly are." Emily took Yuki by the hand. "This place is your home now, for as long as you want it to be. Don't be afraid to ask for anything if you need it."
Looking back and forth between Emily and Naia, Yuki now realized where Emily's magic came from. The woman had persistently hunted her down and convinced her to flee her homeland, and she had half expected to be led into a trap by a witch. Even if it had been a trap, her situation could only improve, but so far everything was as Emily had claimed. The other creatures she had met on her way through the house had all seemed so happy.
Happy. A word that had eluded her for quite some time now. The past faded away, and she was back in the present, staring at the same fountain she had spent countless days and nights by. The nymph had been her confidante, her accomplice, her best friend. She wondered how Naia would react upon seeing her again, wondered if she would have the answers Yuki needed to help her move on, to let go of the past.
Now, all these years later, would those things still be the same? Standing in the light of the present, she watched the nymph contemplating some flowers that had been moved close to the fountain, her fingers caressing an unopened bud with a sphere of mist around them.
Yuki cleared her throat.
"Oh!" Naia jumped, her breasts bouncing beneath her gown. She turned to see who was there, the water of the fountain swirling protectively around her like a cloak. Her mouth became a partial frown. "Who are you?"
"It's me, Naia. Yuki. Don't you remember?" She stepped closer to the fountain and pointed at her ears. "I might look a little different, but the ears never change, right? My hair used to be a lot darker, but I'm still me. How have you been?"
Naia's face twisted up as she became deep in thought. "No, I'm afraid we've never met."
Yuki laughed. "Is this supposed to be a joke? Yeah, I know my hair is different, but c'mon. I came to live here in the eighties. Tink used to play us movies on that old movie projector. We watched Star Wars on that wall over there." She pointed to the blank spot next to the door of the garage.
"Um..." Naia shook her head. "No, sorry."
"I know you have Emily's memories, just take a look."
Naia's eyes flashed several times, but she shook her head. "I'm not sure how you know about that, but there's nothing in there about you. Wait, have you met Mike? Once he sees you, I'll be able to remember."
Yuki snorted. "Yes, I met Mike. The geas shouldn't be blocking any of my memories."
"You've met him? Where?"
"Really? I've been locked away for decades and all you can ask about is that... is that man?" The chill in her belly extended up through her breasts and radiated along her arms. Was she really so easy to forget? The surrounding temperature dropped rapidly, and she pointed a clawed finger at Naia. "What about me? Did you ever even ask Emily about me, about where I went?"
"I have no idea who you are." Naia looked apologetic. "I can't go back in time and ask a woman who's never met you where you went."
"It's me, Yuki!" A blast of frigid air caused frost to creep up the windows of the home. "You used to call me your little fox, you cleaned brambles out of my fur the time the Mandragora and I got into a fight over a steak I had been saving in the fridge, you showed me how to swim properly, and sometimes we would..." she couldn't bear to say it aloud. A tear formed in Yuki's eye and slid free, freezing to her cheek. "How can you not remember me?"
"Settle down, there are lots of reasons not to remember. This is a magic house, after all. If you just wait, I bet Mike can help you."
"He can't help anybody!" When she swung her arm, rays of frost struck the ground, causing ice to climb up the edge of the fountain. "He's not the Caretaker anymore, I am! The position is mine by right." Naia could argue about magical homes all she wanted, but Yuki knew the truth.
Emily had used magic to erase Yuki. The thought made Yuki growl, and the wind swirled around her, flurries appearing around her.
"Look, Yuki, you need to settle down." The glyphs along Naia's ribcage glowed ominously and the pressure outside dropped. "There can only be one Caretaker and it isn't you. Where is Mike?"
"The centaurs have him."
"What centaurs?"
"The ones who live in the wardrobe." Ice crystals formed on the stones, creeping up the side of the house now. It occurred to Yuki that the Mandragora's vines were no longer there. Likely they had died before he could figure out how to care for it. "They've probably killed him by now if he's lucky."
Naia's eyes flashed, the water now swirling around her and blasting the frosty air with steam. "Why are you so angry with him? Yes, Mike has screwed up more than once, but I doubt he's done anything to you that can't be undone." She tilted her head to one side as if listening to a distant sound. "He's still alive, by the way."
"Not for long." Yuki held up the key to the wardrobe, causing Naia's eyes to widen. She was tempted to bend it, maybe snap it in half, but remembered that she needed to go back for Daisy. Instead, she made it vanish with the flick of her wrist. "This house doesn't need him. It needs someone who can protect it. You'll see."
"Mike is the Caretaker here. That will not change." Naia's voice was suddenly dangerous. "Give me back that key, Yuki."
Yuki raised a finger, ready to blast Naia and freeze her fountain. She knew better than anyone just how dangerous the nymph could be. But when her sleeve slid up to reveal that the backs of her hands and wrist were now covered in soft white fur, she let out a heavy sigh. She was losing her temper already and was about to make a huge mistake. This wasn't Naia's fault, after all.
It was Emily's.
"I don't have time to wait for you to remember, to know that I'm right." Yuki loosened the straps of her eyepatch. "But when I do, I promise I'll come back and fix this."
She took off the eyepatch and Naia's eyes went wide in terror. It was a face Yuki had seen many times, but this time flooded her with guilt. Naia couldn't know what was about to happen, but Yuki knew she was already feeling the effect, and her mouth opened in a silent scream.
The effect was usually instantaneous, but it was different with Naia. In slow motion, a dark gray color spread across her body, then sank into the water beneath her feet. Her outstretched arm solidified, her entire body solidifying in place.
The nymph had been turned to stone.
"I'm so sorry," Yuki said, slipping the eyepatch back on. She stepped toward the statue and slid her fingers between the fingers of Naia's outstretched hand. "Once I get everything here figured out, I can undo it. You will remember me."
She felt the ground shake behind her, the air filled with the sound of thousands of pounds of stone colliding with the earth. Grabbed from behind, she was hurled backward toward the house so hard that the back door ripped free of its hinges and she tumbled down the hall.
Abella stomped toward her, murder in her eyes.
"Why did you do that? Why did you kill her?" Abella scooped up one of the concrete planters with little effort, her biceps bulging.
"I didn't kill her, just let me—" Yuki summoned a wall of ice, but the planter busted through, scattering ice shards down the hall. She summoned several walls behind her and stumbled to her feet at the sound of Abella busting her way through.
"Abella, wait, listen!" She ran farther into the house, wincing at the sound of crackling wood. If she got into a fight with the gargoyle here, the house would be quickly demolished. But if she went outside, the gargoyle would have the advantage of the sky. Without the Jabberwock to help her, she'd have to rely on her wits to win.
The house had to come first.
Yuki sprinted past the stairs where Tink and a large rat stood on the landing, open mouthed. The house shook when Abella shattered one of the ice walls, howling with fury. Yuki shoved her way out the front door, casting a wary eye at the porch swing. She wasn't certain if Cecilia would help Abella, but was relieved to see the banshee was absent.
She ran across the yard, summoning a storm of ice. The Gorgon's Eye wouldn't work on the gargoyle, which meant she would actually have to fight her. She had tried to use it on the mysterious naga, but the smoke and steam had made it hard to spot the snake, and by the time she was ready to use it, the naga had hit the sun stone with a massive ball of fire.
There were only seconds left before Abella caught up. The storm was still too weak to provide Yuki with much cover and she was still recovering from her fight with the naga. Several walls of ice formed between her and the front door before Abella stepped out. Yuki had already ducked behind one, tracing symbols in the ground. She didn't want to hurt Abella, but she needed a plan to stop her.
The heavy flapping of wings signaled that Abella had already gone airborne. Using a swirl of powder, Yuki dashed to another wall. A thin layer of snow was beginning to form, and she commanded her dress to shift back to the white furs she had worn before. Huddled behind another ice wall, she traced more sigils into the ground.
When Abella slammed into a nearby wall, it exploded hard enough that a giant chunk struck her own wall and cracked it.
C'mon, c'mon. Yuki finished her sigil then looked up. Abella was looking around, but Yuki knew for a fact that she was listening, trying to narrow down the kitsune's heartbeat. Luckily, the swirling ice was loud enough to muffle it, but it wouldn't last long.
A series of hand signs created a small crystalline stag. Yuki sent it running across the yard, its legs clicking loudly together, and Abella's head immediately turned to track it.
Abella chased it down, stomping on it once she caught up. It shattered like glass.
Yuki ran to another wall and turned her attention toward the house and commanded the snow to build itself into a series of snowmen. It was a game she had played with Tink in the winter, and she commanded the four-foot tall men to charge at Abella. They charged at her, gaining in size as their bottoms rolled across the yard. Abella slapped them apart with her tail.
"Where the fuck are you?" Abella yelled, then flew up again. The cloud of ice and snow that had formed over the house gobbled up the gargoyle.
Fuck. She couldn't see Abella, and knew the gargoyle was circling, just waiting and listening for the time to strike. The snowmen had reassembled themselves and were wandering aimlessly, their icy limbs reaching for nothing. She debated using one of her tarot cards, but couldn't figure out what the best use would be.
Occasionally a dark shadow would emerge from the clouds above and splatter one of her snowmen, then fly away. Getting ready to move again, she summoned a mirror image of herself at a different wall and commanded it to run toward the house. Abella descended from the sky and tore into the illusion, ripping a giant chunk out of the yard. Yuki left a clone of herself behind, then transformed into a fox to run to a better position.
The clone made a break for the main road. With a powerful blast of her wings, Abella leapt across the yard and crashed through the image.
"Fucking coward! Show yourself!" Abella shattered a low-lying ice wall with her tail, then jumped into the sky once more. Yuki hid beneath the frost covered bush near the edge of the yard, her heart pounding furiously in her chest.
On the porch of the house, Tink had appeared with a club, followed by a handful of large rats and Sofia.
Shit. She already knew whose side they would choose, and she didn't want to hurt them.
The storm she had created was now in full swing, the wind whipping up the freshly fallen snow with visibility dropping to only a few feet. She could no longer see the house, but could feel the runes she had traced in the yard. Using them to navigate, she moved slowly across the yard until she was at the right spot. Using her paw, she finished the last rune.
She could feel them all link together in her mind, ready to activate. She moved across the yard, summoning a clone made of ice.
The clone stood in the middle of the symbols, casting a wary eye to the skies. Yuki let her fox form slide away, casting down lines of magic in a circle around the area as she transitioned back into a human. Once she was ready, she let the wind die down just enough that the house was visible once more.
And so was her clone.
When Abella slammed into the clone, it shattered, causing her to crash into the ground. The runes on the ground sent blue beams of light into the sky that folded over, criss-crossing on top of Abella. Jagged shards of ice sprouted along the ground beneath the blue beams. When they met, there was a loud crash.
The giant crystal in the middle of the yard stood nearly ten feet tall. Yuki walked toward it slowly, then placed her hand slowly on the ice.
Excess shards snapped free and fell to the ground. Abella was frozen in a crouched stance, her wings spread wide. Her stony muscles flexed, but she was sufficiently trapped.
"Abella." Yuki let out a sigh. "I'm so sorry about this. Naia's okay, I just can't have her getting in my way until she's ready to listen. I need all of you to listen, but I can't do that if—"
An arrow shattered against the block of ice. Several others followed, bouncing off the cold hard surface. On the porch, the rats had formed a line and were using small bows to launch a volley of arrows. Yuki swore and pressed herself against the ice.
None of them knew her. She was in enemy territory and she needed to make them see that she wasn't a threat, that she was the true Caretaker of this place. As long as they were loose, they would fight to undermine her at every opportunity and she needed to make sure they were out of the way.
A large rock bounced off the side of the ice, causing it to crack.
A low growl formed in Yuki's throat and she took off her eye patch. Letting out a howl, she jumped around the block of ice and ran toward the front door. The Gorgon's Eye had a fifteen foot range, and when she got near the porch, Yuki saw Sofia's eye flash.
Dropping her sword, Sofia grabbed Tink and a rat with a crown on his head and threw them through the front door, then closed it.
"Run!" she cried, turning around to grab her sword. The rats by her feet were already turning to stone by the time the Eye's magic swept across her, but she had closed her eye.
Cursing, Yuki drew the Two of Swords and used it to summon a pair of blades.
"Move, Sofia." Yuki moved quietly up the stairs, a blade in each hand. The cyclops was a formidable foe, but she just needed her to open that eye for a second. They clashed, Sofia deftly slapping away the assault of both blades, yet keeping herself between Yuki and the door. Yuki pressed the assault, but Sofia's precognition made it impossible to disarm her. However, being blind meant that her offensive skills were nearly non-existent. In a fair fight, Yuki wouldn't dream of taking up a sword against the cyclops.
This was never meant to be a fair fight. Yuki whirled about, striking as quick as she could. Sofia casually knocked most of her attacks to the side and moved away from the rest while keeping her presence near the front door.
"Did the Society send you?" Sofia blocked a slash that would have sliced open her forearm, then brought her sword down hard enough that Yukie almost dropped her own blade.
"No. My name is Yuki. I lived here with you and the others." She tried to stab Sofia in the foot, but she stepped aside. Yuki's sword got stuck in the wood, and the cyclops brought down her foot on the flat, causing the metal to snap.
"And you think this is the way to move back in?" Sofia slapped aside Yuki's next assault. The kitsune could see the flash of light from beneath her eyelid.
"I'm not just moving in." Yuki took a step back and summoned a sphere of frost. She hit Sofia in the chest with it, the force of the impact knocking the breath out of her. Ice crystals formed along her arms and legs, and Sofia dropped her sword. "I'm the new owner."
"How did you..." Sofia shivered, her words trailing off. Yuki dropped her sword and grabbed Sofia by the forehead.
Using her thumb, she pried open Sofia's eye. Shock registered on her face, her pupil dilating as the Gorgon's Eye turned her to stone.
"You'll understand someday. Everybody will." Once she had everything under control, she could unfreeze them one at a time and explain everything she knew. Once they heard, they would see things her way.
Stepping around Sofia, Yuki pushed her way into the house. Upstairs, she heard a door slam. Her head was pounding now, so she put her eyepatch back on. She could handle the goblin without it. The tarot cards slid into her hands and she fanned them out, walking up the stairs slowly.
"Everything's going to be okay," she whispered to herself. At least, she hoped it would.
--
A pair of centaurs pushed aside the flaps of a yurt and hurled Mike inside, his arms and legs splaying out along the hard ground when he landed. He had curled up at the last second to avoid crushing Ratu, and she had squirmed around at the last second to get out of the way. Landing hard, he had the breath knocked from him.
Lying on the floor, he listened to the sound of his own pathetic wheezing and struggled to stand.
Orion stormed in shortly after, only to be grabbed and dragged back out by a pair of guards. Mike lay perfectly still, hoping to avoid further scrutiny of any sort, and the expletives he heard from the hunter outside told him he was lucky they had pulled him out.
Zel's transformation had triggered a storm of shouting that had deafened him. Based on what he could make out, Zel's return to the tribe was proof of some betrayal or a challenge against the Grand Stallion. Even worse, it was also somehow an affront to the gods for whatever reason. Zel's father had eventually joined in, shouting in her face.
Mike had gotten between the two of them, only to be knocked aside by a roan-colored centaur with a spear. Several of them had taken kicks at him, and that was when the guards had grabbed him and dragged him to this place.
The shouting outside was loud, and he occasionally heard Zel's voice amongst the din.
She's got a lot of explaining to do, he thought to himself. Wincing, he rolled onto his belly and waited for his breath to return.
He finally sat up, a sharp pain in his left shoulder keeping him from putting any weight on that arm. Watching the entry flap, he let out a sigh of relief when nobody came through it to beat on him some more.
Looking around, he saw that the yurt was scarcely decorated, with only a large bed of leaves and grass in one corner. It smelled faintly like a barn, and he noticed a pair of buckets along the back wall behind a hanging curtain. Moving toward them, he caught the faint odor of piss and then saw that one of the buckets had a dry, lonely horse turd in the bottom.



"Gross." Further surveillance of the room told him nothing else. Either the centaurs lived boring lives in their yurts, or he was in some sort of holding cell.
Ratu squirmed, her body wrapping around his waist and squeezing. He put a reassuring hand on her through the thin fabric.
"It'll be okay," he said, keeping his voice low. "We're safe for now."
She squeezed again, then her head popped free of the bottom, surveying the room.
"Stay inside or else they'll see you." He turned away from the entry flap and walked until he was toward the back of the yurt. Serpentine coils circling his body, Ratu changed positions until she was wrapped around his torso.
She shifted inside of his shirt, her coils elongating. Small hands wrapped around his waist and a pair of legs sprouted from beneath his shirt, dangling over the ground. Her weight increased, and he tightened his abs to keep from tipping forward. Ratu's transformation suddenly stopped when her feet hit the floor, and he lifted his shirt off her head to reveal that she had transformed into a child.
"What—" he said, but she stood on her tiptoes and covered his mouth with her hand.
Satisfied that he would be quiet, she began intricate movements with her fingers. She looked younger than she had when they were in Baba Yaga's trap, her long hair hanging to her waist. The dragon on her kimono looked younger as well, flying in circles across her torso as a golden bubble expanded outward from the two of them and molded itself to the interior wall of the yurt.
"That will keep them from hearing us," she said. Despite her youth, she had her adult voice still. "Turn around and face the door."
He obeyed, and heard a rustling behind him.
"Okay, good. Now if they walk in they won't see me."
"Is that why you're a little girl?"
"Partially." He felt her hands go up the back of his shirt. "That and I'm hoping that they won't trample a little kid when they see one." Her hands moved around to his belly and slid her hands beneath his shirt.
"What are you doing?" he asked, trying not to laugh when she hit a ticklish spot.
"Stealing your body heat." The moment she said it, a chill went through him. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead and his tongue went strangely numb.
"Isn't that what you've been doing for the last couple of hours?"
"No. I've been sleeping." One hand pinched his side playfully. Her fingers were like ice. "I'm ashamed to admit it, but I got my ass beat. If you hadn't dropped the sun stone, I wouldn't have gotten away."
"What happened?"
"It wasn't a fair fight. The mountain top was covered in ice and snow, so she had a huge advantage. I think the best comparison is like trying to light a match in a storm. It was an uphill fight, and I thought I was doing okay until that damn abomination showed up."
"The dragon?"
"Pah, hardly. If it had been a dragon, you would know it. It was some type of creature stitched together with earth magic, a thing of teeth and scales and hair. Technically it isn't even alive, but that doesn't matter. It knocked me down, and I had to set fire to pretty much everything to chase it off. That's when she found me in all the smoke, and I knew that I had to escape. I spotted the stone glowing behind her in the snow, so I gave it a boost." Ratu sighed. "You're so warm."
"Not really." In fact, his toes were slowly going numb. "Who was that on the cliff? Zel called her the Snow Queen."
"Cute name. I imagine that's what the centaurs call her. No, she's a kitsune, a fox demon. She told me her name was Yuki. Kitsune and naga are a lot alike. We are both shapeshifters capable of tremendous magic, but kitsune tend to be loners, whereas naga prefer the company of others."
"Oh. Any idea on why she tried to kill me?"
"We didn't have an in-depth conversation about it. Anyway, I remember falling, and then hearing your voice. You saved me once again and kept me alive until I woke up. By then, the centaurs had us, and now we need to figure out how to get out of this mess."
"That would be nice." His teeth chattered. "So why are you stealing my body heat?"
"I'm replenishing my magic. I can think of another way that's more fun, but I don't think now is the time or place."
Mike nodded. The centaurs were upset enough as it is, he couldn't imagine their reaction to discovering that he had a magical fuck buddy.. "Are you almost done? I'm freezing."
"Almost." His fingers tingled and she let out a sigh. "There. I think that'll work."
"You can get magic from my body heat?"
"Hmm? Not really, no." Her hands moved to his back, and she leaned against him. "Your body heat was nice, but I needed something for your magic to hitch a ride on to absorb it. Magic requires symbolism with logic, a lesson most students learn eventually. By allowing me to take your body heat, I was able to initiate an exchange of magic."
"Wait, say that last part again?"
"You heard me. An exchange. You have magic, and I just took some of it. Or depleted it would be a better term. Your magic isn't like mine, so it isn't a one-to-one conversion, which is a shame."
"But what if I need it?"
She chuckled. "Are you planning to fuck your way out of here?"
Mike frowned. So far, that was the one trick up his sleeve and he knew she had a point. "No. Not without plenty of water and maybe a granola bar."
"Very funny. Right now, your magic is tied to sensuality and sexual contact. Unless you are planning to seduce an entire centaur tribe, I think I can make better use of it." Her hands became extremely warm, sending pulses of heat through his limbs. "Does that feel better?"
He could feel his toes again. "Much. So what now?"
"I'm afraid we wait. We need to know what we are dealing with."
"What if they just come in here to execute me or something?"
A hiss came from behind him. "Then I'll turn them to ash. They don't know I'm here, so we will have the element of surprise."
He really hoped it didn't come to a fight. It felt like this was a giant misunderstanding that could be solved with a little bit of diplomacy and a desire to hear him out before stabbing him with their spears.
He checked his phone. He didn't have service, but he did have his alarm set. Frowning, he turned it off. If he didn't get out of the centaur camp by nightfall, he wouldn't make it back in time to turn the sundial and then he would have the Society to deal with.
When would it end? He was exhausted, and the appearance of Yuki the snow bitch had further complicated things. Who was she, and why did she try to kill him? Usually he got a few moments to aggravate someone before they tried to off him.
He paced in the back, Ratu staying by his side the whole time. An hour passed while they brainstormed. Ratu debated the merits of smoking out the camp or transforming into a large serpent and scaring the centaurs. She examined his two remaining vials, the one for hiding and the acidic one for escaping. He had given Zel the worst-case scenario vial, surprised that she hadn't used it.
Then again, only she knew what it did. She must have had a good reason to tuck it away for later.
Two hours passed, and the daylight coming through the yurt dimmed. Mike was growing anxious, checking the time left off on his phone. He had tried to look out the flap more than once, but a pair of horse butts had greeted him each time. The centaurs guarding him had turned just enough to aim a pair of threatening kicks his way, and he decided to quit looking.
Ratu gave up shadowing him and found an inconspicuous part of the yurt to hide in. Crouched down, she was hard to spot, and spent time drawing symbols in the dirt. Thinking it was an attempt at a plan, Mike had approached, expecting a rough drawing of the camp.
Nope. She had drawn a chibi-style rendition of Asterion having a picnic with Beth.
"Really?" he asked.
She shrugged. "It's not like I have anything better to do?"
He groaned inwardly. She was right, there was nothing to be done. Frustrated, he walked across the yurt and kicked one of the buckets. It bounced off the back wall and clattered to a halt.
Eventually the flaps of the yurt opened. Ratu vanished with a faint pop, her serpentine form slithering beneath the leaves and grass on the floor. In walked Zel, her face a mask of misery. She was followed in by a female centaur with dark skin and thick braids along her back.
"I'm so sorry about all this," she said, but Mike held up a hand to silence her.
"I don't need apologies. I need answers. How fucked are we?"
The centaur with Zel grimaced at his language, but said nothing. He noticed she carried a sword across her waist.
"Very. I invoked parley to keep us alive long enough to get away, but a chance didn't come up and now we're stuck here."
"Clearly. And isn't parley some kind of fancy pirate speak? Why are centaurs invoking it?"
Zel rolled her eyes. "The Herd loves their rules. You have to understand that centaurs hold honor and tradition above all else. That being said, it isn't uncommon for them to find fun new traditions to absorb and observe until the end of time, the more formal the better. Parley came about during the last great purge in the eighteen hundreds or so."
"The purge?"
She nodded. "Centaur history is a mess, but the reason there aren't centaurs on Earth is because they were either killed or they went somewhere else, like here. It was called the purge because my people had to make the choice to fight or leave, and the different tribes kept warring for leadership as we migrated together. Parley is something we picked up from the French. Or maybe the British, I'm not sure. But the Herd put it in place so that tribes could approach each other without fear of death."
"Sounds vicious."
"The centaurs of old were very uptight. My people are considered very liberal in their ways by comparison."
"They were going to kill us."
"They still might." She cast a nervous look at the centaur next to her. "How's your stomach, by the way? Still all twisted up?"
He could tell she was asking about Ratu. "Oh, it's fine. So explain to me why there's a centaur tribe in my wardrobe."
"Ah, that. That's a surprise to me as well." She moved toward the side of the yurt and sat, her legs folding beneath her. The other centaur remained standing, her hand laid across the hilt of her sword. "This place is a pocket dimension. When the Herd was migrating, we were offered a chance to come here and be the protectors of this place. As long as we kept intruders out, we could live here in relative piece."
"And who offered you guys that?"
"That's... an interesting story. Nobody can remember him. Or her. It was many generations ago, but a bargain was struck. This place is actually an island. If you sail away, you end up on the other side of the island, almost as if we were on a tiny planet."
Mike nodded. "The Architect, maybe?"
"Or an early Caretaker. Hard to say. Anyway, Emily came here many years ago, before I was born. My people fought with her, but she kept sneaking in and out with the help of the Snow Queen."
"Why did she keep coming here?"
"The tower. It was here before we were and is supposed to hold dangerous magic. That's why we were appointed as guardians of this place, to keep intruders from going to the tower."
He remembered his brief glance at the impressive structure, and something niggled at the back of his mind in thinking about it. "So you used the wardrobe to get to Earth?"
"No. When I snuck to Earth those years ago, I did not emerge from a wardrobe, but from a magical tree in the backyard of your house. It was difficult, but my aunt figured out how to do the magic that Emily did. The Snow Queen got trapped here many years ago, but now I think that Emily chopped down that tree after we found a way to pass through it."
"She made it into the wardrobe." Interesting. "But why not burn it down entirely and lock her here forever?"
Zel shrugged. "I don't have that answer for you. All I know was that when I stepped through the wardrobe, one of my worst fears had been realized and I got caught up in my own disbelief. If I had just pushed you back through, we wouldn't be in this mess."
"So tell me about this mess."
"Well, here's the short version. When I disappeared, it was assumed that Emily took me from the Herd. That was the story my aunt encouraged when she returned, but they saw through her lie. Now that we're back, Orion has demanded that we follow through with our pre-arranged marriage."
"That dick was your fiance?"
Her face reddened. "He didn't recognize me. My father took his father's place as Grand Stallion when he passed away. Now he wants me back so that he can solidify power prior to my own father's passing and lead the Herd."
"Tell him no."
"Well, that's where things get complicated."
"They're already complicated, Zel."
"Yes, they are. I informed them that you had a claim to me that exceeded Orion's. They... didn't like hearing that."
"A claim? Did you tell them we're married or something?"
She blushed. "No. If I had said that, we would have both been executed. I told them I swore a debt to you to protect your home, which lies outside of this realm. I told them all about the Society and your battles with them and also about that time you saved me from the Mandragora."
"Ah, yes. That time I saved your life." He had no idea what lies she had told and wasn't about to embellish details in front of her security detail, so blindly agreed. "You didn't share house secrets with your people, right?"
"Of course not. Centaur honor would frown highly on that."
"I'm sure. So what now?"
"Orion has demanded a trial."
"What have I been accused of?"
"Not a human trial, A centaur trial. Centaurs are a proud race, and we tend to settle our differences with a fight to the death or feats of strength and dexterity."
"And he didn't choose fight to the death?"
"Oh, he did. But after I told them about your battles with the Society, he was talked out of it. Emily was a powerful foe capable of magic we've never seen and the fear is that a death match would cause you to lash out at the Herd during such a battle. Orion wasn't happy with the decision, but saw its wisdom."
"Uh huh. Well, unless the feats involve shit like putting on pants and paying taxes, I'm guessing it won't go well for me at all." Naia's magic had given his body more definition, but he wasn't magically stronger as a result. Just leaner.
"Well, and there's the other problem. You see, if Orion wins, I am to be married to him right away. And when that occurs, I will be mated before the entire tribe. Then everyone will know how little... I care for him." Her eyes glanced at the other centaur.
"I see." If he lost, then Orion would discover Zel's secret. He already knew what that meant. "So, what do you suggest?"
"The trials are similar to archaic tests of manhood. You will be asked to complete certain tasks and then compared to Orion's performance. However, I know that with the right preparation, you could slither through these tasks with relative ease."
"Uh huh." Okay. She wanted Ratu to help him cheat. He had zero qualms about that. "And then what?"
"Well, if you win, then I won't have to marry Orion."
"And we can leave?"
She looked at the ground, her hands fidgeting. "Not quite. The centaurs want you disposed of. Permanently."
"Then why bother making me go through these trials?"
"Because technically you haven't been granted parley yet. Orion's challenge has to be dealt with first because my betrothal is at issue. Afterward, you must deal with my father."
He sighed. He didn't have time for this, but kept that thought to himself. "So what will happen then?"
"I don't know." Her eyes were misting up. "But that's our best chance for survival."
He frowned. Captured by centaurs, forced to endure trials with an uptight hunter, and then a meeting with the chieftain that would likely end with his death. He sat down on the grass floor and put his head in his hands.
He felt trapped. The moment he had opened the door of the wardrobe, he had become buried beneath a slew of problems that left him gasping for air. He didn't know what he had done to deserve such a fate, and his inability to simply fix things left him feeling like an absolute failure.
No. Everything bad that had happened since the house expanded was a result of the things Emily had done. Whatever she had been up to had generated a significant amount of fallout and he was officially sick of being the punching bag for it.
He grabbed the hilt of his dagger and squeezed it in frustration, then let it go. Getting mad would get him nowhere. What would Naia suggest if she were here? He wished he could talk to her and get her advice. Or even talk to Zel without the silent centaur listening.
He turned his attention back to Zel.
"Tell me about these trials. What trumped up bullshit do I have to do?"
"A feat of strength, a feat of dexterity, and a feat of endurance. The trial ends when one of you has failed twice. The feat of strength is a tug of war. The feat of dexterity involves shooting a bow. And the feat of endurance means running to the sea and back. Whoever makes it first wins, obviously."
An idea hit him. "Do I have to do them in that order?"
"Yes."
The feat of endurance would involve being out in the open. If he could just win the feat of strength or dexterity, he would get a chance to make a break for it, and he thought he knew just how it could be done."Okay then," he said, smiling. He officially had a plan.
He turned to the guard. "Well, when you leave and report back to whoever, tell them that the Caretaker is pissed, but is happy to undertake Orion's trials. Oh, and when I win, Orion can kiss my ass in front of the whole Herd for wasting my time with this petty bullshit."
This comment made the centaur scowl, but she remained silent.
"No, I'm serious. I'm twice the man he is. Literally." He pointed at his legs for emphasis.
The centaur snorted, anger blossoming in her cheeks.
"Mike..." Zel hissed.
He ignored her. "Honestly, he may as well challenge me to a cartwheel competition. Stupid horse."
The guard drew her blade and stepped toward him, but he held his ground. Fear, anger and loathing emanated from the centaur in waves. That was the reaction he had been hoping for, and he gave her the biggest cocky grin he could muster. If she was this mad, he could only imagine how pissed Orion would be, and he was going to need the whole Herd good and mad at him for what he had planned.
After several tense moments of silence, Zel rose and left, escorted by her guard. Ratu came out of hiding and transformed into a little girl again.
"I question the wisdom in antagonizing angry centaurs," she told him, curiosity in her eyes.
"I'll tell you exactly why." He pulled one of the vials from his pocket. "But first, let's discuss how we're all going to get out of here together."
--
I super hope you enjoyed that chapter because I had fun writing it! Next chapter will feature Beth's return to the house and Mike's master plan for escape and you won't want to miss it!
I'll see you next time!
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Hi all! Back again with the next chapter of HFHM!
New to the story? You want to start at Chapter One. This story has plenty of sex and plot, so you'll still get plenty of the good stuff.
Returning reader? Welcome back, lovelies! I think one of the best things about writing this story has been seeing familiar names and faces in the comments. I'm so happy that you've stuck with me this long and am grateful to keep bringing you this tale. I also appreciate some of the helpful feedback and critiques you have given me, especially as I work on my craft. I am always trying to get better, so it's great to have so many of you point out when you feel like I'm slipping because it gives me that outside perspective that I feel any creator needs. I might not make everybody happy, but I'm still going to do my best to bring you a well-written story.
Been awhile? Basic Recap: Mike has been captured by centaurs and Yuki has used her magic to turn the residents of the house to stone.
Seven of Swords
Beth said very little to the minotaur as they climbed the trail to the top of the cliffs. She could tell he wanted to comfort her, but there weren't words or deeds to make the situation right. Her plan was to speak with Naia and Sofia right away, to see if either of them could offer her any help. There were only a few days to make her decision, and she wouldn't be able to live with any of her options.
She remembered when she was little, her parents started arguing nightly about their dog Chunky. These heated discussions often ended in tears, and Beth had been sent to her room more than once with the assurance that everyone was okay, but they were very upset. When she was older, they explained that Chunky had become very sick and the vet had recommended that he be euthanized. The argument her parents kept having was not if they should do it, but when. Every extra day meant the world to Chunky, but he was getting progressively worse. How could they choose when the pain of a single day overrode the possibility of table scraps, or running around in the backyard and smelling squirrel poop?
Chunky's fate was inevitable, but the choice itself was what had caused so much pain. No matter what she chose, she would still end up in the demon's grasp, but one decision was far and above the best option for her new family.
Unless she could find another solution. There had to be a way out, some new trick she could pull. She had beaten him once, and only by sheer, dumb bad luck had he decided to latch a piece of darkness onto her soul, intending to grant her damnation in exchange for eternal youth, beauty, or whatever he had planned.
She had time. Mike was going on a quick trip into his wardrobe, and she knew he'd be back soon. With all the heads of the house pushed together, she felt hopeful that a plan could be made without her. After all, she had no idea how to know that he was watching.
She pushed open the door to the greenhouse and nearly slipped on the snow and ice that had formed at the entrance. Walking carefully forward, she waited until Asterion had followed her out before closing the door and staring dumbstruck at the backyard.
"What the hell?" She stuck a hand out and caught a fat flake in the palm of her hand. It was snowing hard enough that the grass had vanished beneath a blanket of white, and icicles had already formed along the roof.
"Hmm." Asterion gazed upward. "It still smells of early fall."
"Are you sure? Now I'm worried that we were somehow stuck in there for months or years or something." The last thing she needed was to find out the greenhouse had malfunctioned and Oliver had sold out Mike and the others. Then again, that would take away the fun in making her choose to join him.
"I do not like the cold." He hefted his axe. "It makes my weapon slippery."
"Well, you shouldn't be needing it anytime soon." A drift of snow fell free of the roof. "Maybe." Had the Society started something new? There should still be plenty of time on the sundial. Beth wrapped her arms around her torso and looked up into the sky. The clouds had become a low lying fog, but she could see where they bunched up against the edge of the home's magical shell. Whatever was happening had been caused from within.
A loud boom came from the front of the house.
"Shit." Beth broke into a jog, careful to watch her step. The ground was more ice than snow, and she felt herself slipping every few steps. Asterion's long strides allowed him to keep up easily, his hooves clomping in the snow.
Another boom echoed over the house, the wind picking up dramatically. Another sound like a shriek made her duck down, and the minotaur caught up, hovering over her like a shield. The flurries assaulted them from every direction now and visibility dropped to a couple of feet. They moved close to the house, using the slats as a guide.
"Naia?" Beth called out for the nymph, hoping she would answer. They ended up huddling by the house as the storm escalated. Asterion leaned against the wall, leaning his axe against the house. They stayed there for several minutes, and the chill of the storm infiltrated her clothing, causing her teeth to chatter.
The loud noises ceased, and the storm died down. The low clouds above quickly turned to more flurries and fell to the earth, and they could see once more. Beth slid out from beneath the minotaur and hurried toward the back yard. She was cold and wanted to get inside as quick as possible.
Stepping around the corner of the house, she found herself staring at the fountain. It was frozen now with icicles hanging off of its outer rim. A gray figure stood at the edge, unmoving and covered in snow.
"Naia?" Beth stepped toward the back door of the home to get a better look at the figure, then clasped a hand tightly across her mouth to hold in a scream.
The statue standing by the fountain's edge had a look of surprise on her face, her hair flared back as if a breeze had been running through it. One hand was outstretched, fingers spread as if trying to stop a ball.
It was Naia. Stunned, Beth gazed at her for several seconds, uncertain of what to say or do. Asterion now held the axe tightly in both hands, his intense gaze sweeping across the backyard. Beth's heart slammed against the inside of her chest, and she touched Naia's hand.
"What could have done this?" she asked.
Asterion shook his head. "I do not know."
Another loud bang kept from the front of the house. Beth grabbed Asterion by the wrist and pulled him toward the house. Once inside, the sounds were muffled, but loud enough that she could tell they came from out front. Grateful for the warmth of the home, she was nearly at the front window for a look outside when the front door opened.
Tink and Reggie went flying across the front room and crashed near the bottom of the stairs.
"Run!" Sofia yelled, then the door slammed behind her. Tink stood up and adjusted her goggles over her eyes.
"Tink, what's happening?" Beth asked.
"Bad lady!" Tink picked up Reggie by the scruff of his neck and pushed him up the stairs. "Tink saw, turn other rats to stone." Outside the door, the sound of clashing steel echoed through the window.
Beth tried to look through the window, but Tink slammed her club into the floor, drawing her attention back.
"No look, or turn to stone." She pulled Beth away from the glass and then went back, eyes closed, to pull Jenny out of her dollhouse. "We run, find husband, he fix everything."
"How is Mike going to fix this?" She could hear voices through the door.
"Husband fix. Husband always fix." The look Tink gave her left no room for argument. Tink believed in Mike. There was room for nothing else in her heart. "Run for rat halls."
"No." Reggie stood on the stairs, his tail whipping back and forth. "We must lead her away from my people. We cannot risk them being turned to stone."
"We should return to the Labyrinth," Asterion said, wary eyes on the front door. "It is the safest place for us."
Reggie nodded, and Beth agreed. Asterion's knowledge of the Labyrinth would keep them safe. They ran up the stairs together, stopping briefly for Reggie to tell a pair of rats to lock up the tunnels. At the top of the stairs, they ran into Carmina. The fairy followed, and they were in Beth's room when they heard the front door of the house open.
"Move!" Asterion pushed them all to the closet, then grabbed the bed and shoved it up against the door. They ran together, Carmina lighting the way ahead. They were near the end of the tunnel when they heard a loud crash behind them.
Asterion's thick arm circled Beth's waist and he jumped down the steep incline of the switchback trail. Tink and Reggie followed, the air filled with the sound of rocks tumbling around them. With every landing, Beth felt the air pressed out of her lungs, her heart jumping into her throat. Her skirt billowed up on one jump, exposing her bare ass to the others.
She thought she heard Tink giggle, but it was hard to tell.
Once at the bottom, the minotaur set her down and they all moved toward the thick door of the Labyrinth. Beth cast a wary eye at the reflecting pool, hoping that Oliver didn't have a way to jump out and ambush them somehow. She noticed that Asterion kept himself between her and the pool, and she was grateful for it.
"Bad lady!" Tink suddenly cried, and Beth looked over her shoulder. Frost was forming at the top of the hill around a figure in white who emerged from the cave. Beth spun around, suddenly frightened that she might get turned to stone. The large doors of the Labyrinth were in reach, and Asterion stood on the pressure plate, causing the doors to open.
In the air around them, giant swords appeared out of nowhere, swirling around them like leaves in a storm. They slammed into the ground, attempting to pin them in place, but Asterion smashed them out of the way with his axe, the group following close behind him.
Just inside the door, several rats were surprised to see everybody come running in, but joined along when they realized that Reggie was there too. The doors slammed shut behind them, and Asterion led them down one of the long corridors, guiding them past a tripwire and into a hidden tunnel. He slowed down just enough to make sure that everyone could keep up, and soon they were traveling a narrow underground tunnel that Beth knew from experience took them to Ratu's lair.
Behind them, the Labyrinth was silent.
Asterion had them wait in a hidden cave, disappearing back the way they had come. Beth finally felt like she could breathe again, and Tink sat on the floor, her face twisted into a sour expression.
"What happened up there?" Beth asked.
"Not too sure. Fox Lady and Stone Butt get into big fight. Tink go and watch. Stone Butt frozen in big ice, then fox come at Tink. Tink brave, but One Eye throw Tink and Rat King into house. Tink see other rats turn to stone through window." She let out a deep breath. "Husband in big trouble this time."
Beth wondered what special nickname Tink had for her. "Where is Mike? Is he back yet?"
"Tink don't know, but Tink can find."
"How? Didn't he leave through a magic door or something?"
"Maybe, but no matter. Tink find husband anywhere. When first meet, Tink give special bite. Can always feel husband, no matter where. Good rats help Tink, chew hole in wall, bring husband back, then smash Fox Lady into rug." She smacked her club on the ground for emphasis. "Tink make brilliant plan."
"Really? Do you think you can find him in another world?"
Tink nodded sagely, then tapped her nose. "Goblin always have to know where husband go. Need to keep husband out of trouble."
Amazing. Beth didn't know if Tink was telling the truth, but she definitely seemed sure of herself. If she was right, then they could find Mike and bring him back, though she wasn't certain what good that would do. An enemy that could turn you to stone was a hard sell, and if not for her own problems, she was tempted to leave.
"Tink, I have another question for you." Beth knelt in front of the goblin. "This bite. Could you do it to anyone?"
She shrugged. "Maybe, but Tink don't know.. Goblin only give special bite for special reason."
"Amazing." The speck of an idea was forming, but she would need to talk to Reggie first and see if it was possible.
Asterion appeared in the opening, startling her enough that she let out a yelp. He chuckled, then motioned for them to exit the cave.
"She is no longer pursuing you," he said, guiding them away from the cave. "She has yet to come inside the Labyrinth."
"That's strange. I thought she was here to kill us or something."
"Maybe not." Reggie rubbed his chin, his whiskers shaking. His crown had gone missing during their escape, but he still had his toy glasses. "During her engagement with Abella, she seemed more interested in diplomacy."
"Really?" Now that was something she wished she had known earlier. "Did she say anything else?"
"Nothing I could hear. She summoned a snow storm and then fought the gargoyle quite brilliantly, I'm afraid." Reggie shivered, rubbing at his cheeks. "I hope my people are okay."
"We'll make sure of it, just you wait." She hoped it was a promise she could keep.
They eventually arrived in the center of the Labyrinth, and they entered the magical pagoda where Ratu lived. Inside, there was plenty of room for everybody to sit at a large table. Asterion excused himself to go set some alarms in case they were chased, and Beth sat down with Tink, Reggie and the other rats. Jenny was propped up on the table next to Carmina, but showed no evidence that she was even paying attention.
"So where do we go from here?" She felt like it was a great question to ask. "How much time is left on the sundial?"
"Maybe twelve hours," Reggie answered. "Though I don't know for sure. He spoke with me not too long before he left."
"Okay Tink, then problem one is that we need to get Mike back before the dial turns back. Do you think you can find him that fast?"
Tink shrugged. "All depend on rat. Rat hole take time, and Tink won't know until Tink look in right hole."
"I see." She turned back to Reggie. "How quick can you open a hole?"
"There are others hidden throughout the Labyrinth doing work for mistress Ratu. If we can round them up, then maybe an hour."
"Really, an hour?" That was far too long.
Reggie shrank. "If you want it big enough for a human to pass through, then yes."
"No need big hole. Tink just need hole big enough for seeing." The goblin held up her fingers in the shape of an O. "Tink take good look, know if husband there."
"How long would that take?"
Reggie mulled it over. "Maybe a few minutes. A hole that big can only be chewed open by one rat, so we could open many holes at once, but we have to be careful."
"Why?"
"If you open too many holes next to each other, the portals won't work properly and might accidentally open into each other, which can cause instability and eventually collapse the room we started in."
"Meaning?"
Reggie clapped his hands together dramatically. "Rat pancake."
"Okay, then we will exercise caution. Have your subjects rounded up and brought here."
He nodded, throwing a look at his subordinates. They gave little rat salutes and hopped down off their chairs, disappearing into the shadows of the pagoda. Beth could hear their tiny feet scratching on the stone as they left.
"So now we just need to open a bunch of random holes in reality and hope for the best." Beth rolled her eyes. Given enough time, their plan was guaranteed, but she had the distinct feeling that they were gonna need a healthy dose of luck as well. Even if they found Mike, they still had the woman upstairs to deal with.
No. She would face her problems one at a time. Focusing too much on the future would make her unable to deal with the present. Thinking of the demon latched to her soul, she knew she had to tell the others now. To put it off would put them in harm's way, and once their current issue was dealt with, there would be little time to figure out how to save her. And who knew, maybe they would have an answer for her.
"Hey Tink? Reggie? I have a problem." She told them the whole story, fighting back tears as the reality of her situation was allowed to fully sink in. When she was done, she was met with a stunned silence. Several moments passed them by before Tink hopped off her stool and threw her arms around Beth's waist.
"No worry. Husband fix this too."
Beth wiped a tear from her cheek.
"I certainly hope so," she replied.
-
When the centaurs came for him, they were pretty rough. Grabbing him by the arms, they lifted him just enough that his toes could barely touch the ground, so he hop-walked between them, casting a glance at the small lump of grass by the wall where Ratu was hiding.
Once outside, he squinted against the harsh light of the sun. It was sinking toward the horizon, but MIke figured there was at least an hour before sundown. The tribe was thick around him as he was escorted and, sure enough, a large crowd had gathered out on the floor of the valley. Torches lined the pathway they took him down, and he found himself led to a large clearing with a small hill just above it. Standing on the hill was the Grand Stallion, his staff clutched in a hand that was so tight that his knuckles had gone white. Centaur men and women surrounded the hill, and they spread apart to let him in. The group was eerily silent, and he saw anger and distrust in their eyes.
Just like he had planned. Mike forced a smug grin before he was bodily tossed into the clearing, landing on his face and biting his lip. He moved quickly, standing up and brushing the dirt off his pants.
"I find your hospitality lacking." MIke locked eyes with the Grand Stallion, finally getting a good look at him. His hindquarters were a dark black, and his skin had the deep tan of dozens of summers. Deep lines criss-crossed his forehead and his impressive salt and pepper beard came halfway down his chest before terminating in a braid.
"You are not here for our hospitality," the Grand Stallion told him. "You are here because you have been challenged—"
"My name is MIke, by the way. That's a custom amongst my people, a polite introduction."
The air filled with the sound of anxious murmurs and the Grand Stallion gave him a dirty look.
"You are here because—"
"Zel always told me about how amazing her people were. Polite, refined. Dignified even. So I'll try again. My name is Mike and—" Someone jabbed him in the back with a spear butt and he hopped forward in response. "I'm the Caretaker."
The Grand Stallion glared at him, visibly grinding his teeth. "Are you finished?"
"I'm just trying to observe my own customs as a show of respect, Your Honor."
"You will refer to him as Grand Stallion." This was from a female centaur by his side in battle armor with a silver blade across each hip and chainmail armor. "And you will dial back your impertinence."
"Oh, I apologize. We haven't been formally introduced, per my custom, else I would have known the honorific he preferred. I mean, that is the point of my tradition."
"Your petty human traditions hold little sway over us, Mike the Caretaker. Your kind have brought naught but harm and chaos to the Herd, and therefore we feel no need to honor them."
"Yet you force me to abide by yours? You do realize this entire world is inside of a wardrobe which is inside my house? Human law dictates that, by proxy, summa cum laude, abracadabra, I own this place."
Shouting came from the centaurs around him and an ice cold chill filled his gut and sank down to his legs. He dropped to one knee in response just as a rock flew overhead, crashing against the ground in front of him.



The Grand Stallion held up his hands and a few of his honor guard stepped down from the hill to move among the crowd. The din faded away, though trace muttering could be heard. Zel's father cleared his throat and gave his people an intense look.
"You will not harm this man. He is still under the protection of parley and to harm him now would be dishonorable." He nodded to someone just behind him. "I have decided there is no use speaking with you, Caretaker. It is clear you are trying to antagonize—"
"Do you treat all your guests like this?" Mike spun around, his hands indicating the hostile crowd. "Me and mine were fine on that mountain top and had every intention of going home. Yet you drag me down here, treat me like garbage, and expect me to behave?"
The Grand Stallion pulled something from a bag around his back. It was a clear jar with something inside, but his hands covered it up.
"For years now, we have been forced to endure the attacks of the one known as Emily and the Snow Queen. On the day you arrived, the mountain exploded with a fury we haven't seen since last we were on Earth, and you expect us to believe you had no part in it?"
"Two things. First, the Snow Queen attacked me for no reason, so the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Second, Emily has been dead for years now."
More muttering surrounded him at this news. Orion stepped around the hill, his intense gaze on Mike and his fists balled up.
"So you say you have no association with these individuals? That it is sheer coincidence that you arrived and brought my daughter back to me?"
"It is." Mike wondered where he was going with this.
"Then this creature, who has long been in their employ, matters not?" He held up the jar and shook it. A tiny yellow light sputtered several times and crashed against the bottom of it.
Mike squinted to see it better, his eyes going wide when he realized what he was looking at.
"We caught her lurking around the camp and captured her. She is the eyes and ears of the Snow Queen, and though it has been some time since we saw her, we check our fairy traps every day." He set the jar with Daisy inside on the ground. "But if you don't lay any claim to her..." He lifted a massive hoof over the jar., ready to bring it down.
"Wait!" Mike held out his hand. "I do lay claim to her, yes. She is one of the denizens of my home and therefore under my protection. It is my charge, as Caretaker of the house." What was Daisy doing here? He had a brief memory of seeing a tiny ball of light during their flight down the mountain. Had she been following them the whole time?
"How can you explain the dichotomy of your statements? If the creatures in your house are under your protection, then why have we not benefited from such protections?"
Ah, shit. He really wished he had Beth with him.
"I just learned about you. Like today."
The smug look on the Grand Stallion's face told Mike that he had already lost any argument he could make. Several centaurs of different color marched Zel in. She wore a large chain that went around her waist and clipped into a metal ring in the earth that he hadn't noticed. She took a seat, her chin high and her gaze on the clouds.
"I am not here to argue with you, Mike the Caretaker. After the Trial, we shall have a formal parley, and barring any unforeseen argument in your favor, it is likely you will not take kindly to the outcome." He handed the jar with Daisy in it to his Honor Guard. She stuck the bottle in her bag. "Orion, you may begin."
Orion stomped forward, his lower half very similar to a horse geared up before a race. He held a rope that was as thick around as Mike's wrist, then tossed it to him. Looping a significant portion around his own waist, he looked at his fellow centaurs.
"I have challenged this man to a Trial! He claims a life debt on Zelenia, but I believe that his claim is false due to our prior betrothal. If he should beat me at the trials, then she will go with him. Otherwise, she will become my bride and we will consummate our union. Are there any here who believe they have a claim that trumps my own?"
Mike wasn't sure if he was supposed to say anything, so he raised his hand. The centaurs closest to him snickered.
"We already know of your claim, human," Orion said the last word with a sneer. "Now brace yourself for the Trial of Strength!"
"Nah, I forfeit." Mike kicked the rope to the sound of gasps.
"You... what?" Orion just blinked. "I heard rumor that you spoke so highly of yourself, yet you throw away one of the trials?"
"Oh, don't get me wrong, I'd probably win anyway. I just wanted to give you a chance to beat me in the test of endurance."
"You... but you're human. There's no way that you could..." Orion looked at the Grand Stallion, who said nothing.
"I'm not only super fast, but I'll probably be back here before you even get to the ocean. We are running down to the water, right? I love the coast."
Orion's face turned a shade of red that reminded Mike of a nasty sunburn. "Pick up the rope."
Mike shrugged. "Nah, I'm good. You get this one, way to go."
He heard it now, harsh comments amongst the centaurs. Between badgering the Grand Stallion and his comments about Orion, he could feel the animosity washing over him from every direction. It made him feel sick to his stomach because the only thing keeping him alive right now was their own code of honor. Gazing out among them, he imagined that they weren't actually bad people. If he hadn't appeared out of nowhere with their missing princess after destroying a mountain top, it was possible they would have listened to reason.
Today, however, was not that day. "So when do I get my bow?"
Orion threw his rope down and stormed off, the others moving with him. The crowd shifted a dozen yards to the edge of the clearing. In the distance, a group of centaurs stood around holding weird looking staffs. The crowd spread apart, making it clear this was to be the shooting range.
"The trial of dexterity requires a centaur to be quick of eye and hand." The Grand Stallion held up a pair of bows. "You will each be allowed to fire three arrows. Whoever pierces more targets will be declared the winner."
Orion took his bow, throwing MIke a nasty look. "Since you were so gracious with the last test, allow me to go first and show you how this is done."
"By all means." Mike was handed the second bow, wincing at how heavy it felt.
Orion walked up to a line that had been painted on the ground, then nodded. He tucked two arrows into a shoulder quiver and nocked the third, The centaurs at the edges of the range nodded and swung their staves.
Three discs flew into the air, looking exactly like clay pigeons. It was clear that the discs were launched to different heights, and Orion released his arrow at the lowest one. By the time it exploded into several fragments, he had already drawn the next and fired it, busting the second highest into pieces. His third arrow caught the last disc on its way down, breaking it into two pieces that crashed into the ground.
"Holy shit," Mike muttered, and the centaurs went crazy. Cheers rose up all around him, and he could feel their anxious stares on him now. He was going to have to break all three targets and hope they had a tiebreaker. Swearing under his breath, he hoped that Ratu would be able to account for the fact that the targets were moving and not stationary.
Orion walked past, a smug look on his face.
"Okay then, let's see how this pans out." Mike didn't have a quiver, so slid them into the collar of his shirt. The arrows slid down his back and fell out the bottom, eliciting laughter from the centaurs. His face burning, he tucked his shirt in and tried again. This time, the arrows stayed in place.
The notch on the arrow was easy to spot, and he couldn't help but appreciate how much work had gone into it. The feathers were likely from some indigenous bird, and he rotated it to make sure the feathers didn't hit the bow. He gave the string a tentative pull and nearly gasped at how difficult it was to draw.
Oh god, what have I done? He had been planning on stationary targets. Looking at the men and women around him, he wondered if Ratu could see him. Maybe turning into a giant snake and torching the lot hadn't been such a bad idea after all. He wondered where she was hiding. She had explained that she needed to be in either human or her true form to spellcast and had gone off in search of a suitable spot once he had been taken from the yurt.
"Do you forfeit?" When Orion spoke, the crowd immediately became quiet.
"Hell no. I just haven't fired a bow like this before. I'm used to fiberglass and aircraft-grade aluminum, Earth stuff." He cast a silent prayer to Ratu and lifted his arms, the bow almost too heavy to lift. "Um... pull?"
The centaurs near the edge of the field hurled the discs skyward.
His arms burned so hotly that he nearly dropped the bow. The arrow was in the air before he had realized it, and he fired the second. The first disc shattered half a second before the second one did. Powered by the magic, Mike turned his gaze onto Orion, letting Ratu's magic do the work for him.
Orion met his gaze and scowled.
He never saw the third target break, but he could hear it shatter. An ominous silence filled the area, and all eyes turned to Mike, Orion, and the Grand Stallion.
"The Trial will continue until someone misses." With a gesture, three more arrows were given to each of them. Mike moved away from the line, his arms burning as if he had completed a hardcore workout.
Orion easily replicated his earlier result, all three targets breaking. There were no cheers this time, the audience anticipating Mike's response.
Lifting the bow again, he realized just how heavy it was. His right hand hurt to clench, a side effect that Ratu had warned him about. Could he do this again? How many times would the magic be able to run through his body before he burned out?
This time, the three targets were launched and he fired right away. However, the magic had him draw a second arrow and stall, the two targets falling toward the ground.
Ratu, what are you doing? His heart slammed in his chest, watching the targets fall. It was when he released that second arrow that he realized that the target on top was falling faster than the other. By the time the second arrow struck, they had overlapped just a couple of feet off the ground and the arrow shattered both of them.
Gasps of amazement from the centaurs. Mike picked up his last arrow, his fingers cramping up terribly. He tried to twirl the arrow and succeeded in nearly dropping it.
"I believe I get another shot," he told them. "Unless Orion wants to forfeit."
The Grand Centaur had gone pale, and Orion was visibly fuming.
"He is clearly using magic!" Orion's left eye was twitching, and a large vein in his forehead bulged out. "He who cheats during a Trial is to be promptly executed."
"Or I'm just a better shot than you." Mike lowered the bow, trying hard not to throw up. He knew he was walking a fine line between keeping them pissed and getting lynched. "Where's my fourth target?"
An older centaur walked over to the Grand Stallion. She held a staff as well, but her body was decorated with beads, feathers, and an assortment of furs. Limping forward, she knelt down to get a good look in Mike's face. Around her neck was a necklace with several polished stones and a crystal.
She held up her hands and everyone went silent. Mike looked around and saw that Zel was still chained to the ring, but was largely being ignored. Turning his attention back to the woman, he realized she had a faint aura of magic around herself and had several bags that reminded him of Zel's.
She must be the shaman, or whatever. He held his breath, expecting a spell or a potion to be tossed at him.
"An accusation of cheating is serious business. According to Centaur Law, if such an accusation is made during a Trial, then the Trial will be decided by the innocence of the accused." She looked at Orion. "If he is using magic, then you will have won. However, if he is not, then he wins by default."
"Ooh. Kind of makes you think, doesn't it?" Mike pointed at the targets. "I can tell you for a fact that I have not cast any spell or enchantment to accomplish this. Is there a truth serum I could take? Or a spell she can cast? Frankly, as much as I would love to beat you fair and square, I do have other things to attend to."
All around him, the centaurs muttered amongst themselves. Mike prayed they would take the bait. He didn't know how they were going to test his truthfulness, but if it was that easy, they would have done it already.
"I withdraw my accusation." Orion threw his bow to the ground. "Proceed to the next trial."
It was the moment Mike had waited for. "Yes, please. I am so ready for this race. Where am I going?"
"We will take you to the starting line." The centaurs began migrating away, disappearing through the woods of the clearing. If Mike was right, they were headed to better vantage points, which was exactly what he needed right now.
Many of the centaurs who walked past Orion clasped hands with him or even patted him on the shoulder, all while throwing Mike dirty looks. They hadn't expected Mike to make it this far, and they offered words of encouragement to the hunter before disappearing.
This was perfect. The tribe had shown up in a crowd to watch him compete, but now he knew they were all dying to see him race. Every centaur who left to watch was one less that he would need to deal with. The tribal leaders spoke amongst themselves, buying time for their people to get in position.
Even most of the guards vanished, leaving behind the tribe leaders, the Grand Stallion, and Zel. Orion was stripping down until he was naked, tossing his weapons aside. The clearing was now empty, and Mike could see the long stretch of the valley before them. It wound back and forth, a series of low hills lying between them and the horizon.
"The floor of the valley goes straight to the ocean. Follow it and you will meet a guard who will hand you a bracelet. Put that on your wrist and run back," the Grand Stallion told him. "The first one to return here will be declared the winner."
"Can I fly?" Mike looked over at Orion. "I mean, he gets to have four legs, so can't I choose an extra pair of limbs?"
The Grand Stallion ignored him and turned his attention to Orion. "I trust that you will abide by the results of this Trial."
"Aye." Orion sneered at Mike. "I cannot wait for that mouth of yours to be shut for good."
Mike just nodded. "Yes, well, you're about to see the last of me one way or another."
The shaman held up her hands, and Orion took the space to her left. Mike walked over and stood below her right arm. He got in a runner's stance, his feet planted firmly in the grass, his eyes on the distant treeline.
He only needed an opening, and it was about to be created. The centaurs had spread out, and he looked over his shoulder at Zel, then up toward the mountain and the tower.
The way was clear.
When the shaman's arm dropped, Mike sprang forward into a furious jog. His arms felt like spaghetti, but his legs felt surprisingly great. The wind ran through his hair faster than he could ever remember. Never a huge fan of running day in gym class, his breath came to him easily now. His pace was phenomenal, his heart filled with triumph.
Orion easily blew past him with a laugh. Mike blew him a kiss and moved into a fast sprint. There was no way that he was going to keep up, but that had been the point. The centaur's body grew small as he ran down the gently sloping valley together and then disappeared.
The first turn was plenty wide enough, but Mike kept his direction aimed at the treeline right at the edge. The centaurs had gathered all along the trees and had cheered when Orion ran by. Several of them easily kept pace with Mike, mocking him as he ran.
Several minutes passed, and sweat poured down his back. He was finally at the first turn, and there was no sign of Orion. The valley floor was several hundred feet across, and this portion was easily a mile long before disappearing around another hill. Nearby, the trees stretched out in clumps with super thick bushes nearby. Seeing an opening in the brush, Mike followed the gently sloping curve of shrubbery before sprinting wildly through a gap in the trees.
The closest centaur was maybe a hundred feet away, and he knew there were only seconds to be spared. He uncorked the vial in his pocket and dumped it over his head, careful not to inhale any of it. Holding out his hands, he watched his skin disappear first, followed by his muscles and then his bones. Startled, he dropped the vial on the ground. He couldn't see himself at all, and he leaned against a tree, suddenly dizzy.
Heavy thudding through the vegetation was followed by the appearance of a centaur, arrow nocked and ready to fight. She was pretty, with dark skin and tattoos down her arms. He stared at her, her bow pointed right at him, but her eyes slid over him without a second glance, and then she galloped down a path he hadn't seen.
Time to go. He ran back the way she had come in, emerging out onto the valley floor. Distant centaurs were looking around in a confusion, and another one blew into a hunting horn. In plain view, Mike ran back up the hill, his legs aching with the effort.
Going back around the bend, he saw that his plan had worked perfectly. The centaur royalty still stood at the top of the hill, but most of the remaining guards had migrated downward, their eyes on the trees. Keeping an eye out for the few centaurs who crossed, he made sure to run along the part of the valley where the grass was thinnest. The last thing he needed was an eagle-eyed hunter fucking up his day.
Once he was close to the starting point, he slowed to a walk and took several deep breaths. He needed to move quietly now, and he could hear the Grand Stallion arguing with another tribal leader. They were already discussing Mike's execution methods.
He gave them a wide berth, casting a wary glance at the shaman. She had her head tilted as if listening to something, and he really hoped she didn't have any tricks up her sleeve. Toward the bottom of the hill, a group of centaurs had gathered, forming a search party before vanishing into the forest.
Once he was close to Zel, he knelt at her side, drawing the dagger from his pouch. Her eyes were cast downhill, a miserable look on her face.
He grabbed her hand gently, her eyes going wide.
"It's me," he whispered near her ear. Careful not to stab himself, he slid the dagger through the chain holding her down, using his other hand to keep holding it up. Putting the dagger away, he guided Zel's hand to where he had cut the links, closing her fist over the break.
Zel let out a little cough and rubbed her nose. "What are you doing?" she whispered.
"Wait for the signal. Ratu is on her way." As if summoned from the aether, a snake slithered up behind Zel and crawled onto her back. Standing up, he looked over at the shaman, the Grand Stallion, and then his guard.
Her gaze was down the valley floor, and he looked at her saddle bag. Moving quietly, he came up behind the group. Luckily, the tribal leaders were now so loud that Mike didn't worry about being too quiet, and walked up to the centaur. It was a simple flap that held her pouch shut, and he carefully opened the flap and pulled the bottle out.
Inside, Daisy looked pathetic. However, at the revelation that she was now inside of a floating bottle, her antennae picked up, and she placed her hands against the glass.
Mike took a few steps back and felt his heart drop when the shaman whipped around, her eyes on the floating bottle.



Mike yanked the stopper open and Daisy shot into the sky, disappearing from sight. However, the shaman threw a handful of powder that made everybody start coughing. Rubbing it out of his eyes, Mike saw that it had stuck to his skin, outlining him in yellow.
The shaman waved her staff in a large circle, a glowing trail forming behind it. In response, he threw the bottle at her, cracking her right in the head. She stumbled back, dropping her staff. The Grand Stallion barely caught her before she fell.
"Sorry!" He ran at Zel, who quickly stood up and turned around. With a leap, he landed on her back and she took off at a gallop, hooves thundering on the ground.
"Take us to the tower!" he hollered, grabbing Ratu and coiling her around his neck. Shouts of alarm were followed by a loud acoustical blast from behind. When he looked back, the shaman was blowing into one end of her staff, and the centaurs at the bottom of the valley were already running like crazy to get up the hill.
"I can't outrun them," Zel said between breaths. "They're hunters and not carrying anyone."
"I've already thought about that. Where's the other vial?"
Zel's hand went to her blouse, and deftly plucked it out with her fingers. She held it over her shoulder and he took it with his free hand. He had a death grip on her waist but kept sliding back every few seconds.
"Will this work?" he yelled.
She gave him a thumbs up, her legs thundering loudly beneath them. Down in the valley, the centaurs were charging toward them, bows and arrows drawn. Zel was already heading toward a rocky portion of the mountain in a different direction than where they had come from. Picking her way up the stones carefully, they started moving up a steeper incline. Mike held the vial in one hand, wondering how much devastation it would cause.
"Should I throw it?"
"Wait until we're higher." She grunted between words, fighting for air. The guard was the first one to the rocks, her blade drawn.
Zel stopped long enough to kick a loose rock backward. It rolled toward the guard and she moved out of the way. Zel did this a few more times, but it slowed them down just as much as it slowed the guard. By now, the shaman, Grand Stallion, and the tribal leaders were at the bottom of the incline. Some of the faster centaurs were there as well, and a few of them stopped to draw arrows from their quivers.
"I'm throwing it!" Mike pulled the cork and Zel came to a stop. Mike chucked the vial down the incline, watching it clatter off a few rocks and then roll to a stop several feet from the shaman.
As if her tail had caught on fire, Zel bolted up the hill so fast that Mike nearly fell off. Ratu squeezed tightly to his neck, and he had to slap her a few times to get her to loosen. He held on to her now with both hands, the trail was so steep that he wished she had a proper saddle.
There was a loud boom behind them. He looked over his shoulder to see a dark cloud of smoke swirling around the centaurs, engulfing them completely. They vanished, the cloud catching up to the guard who pursued them and nearly making it to Zel's feet.
A breeze from the mountain caught the smoke and dispersed it downhill. As the smoke dispersed, he could make out silver and pink sparkling motes that drifted across the centaurs. Those who were still far enough away ran from the cloud as their brethren fell down, clutching their chests.
"Is that what I think it is?"
Zel laughed, then found a flat area to turn around.
"The difficulty was creating a dispersion method that would allow the pollen to hover without just blowing it away but also keep it confined enough so that it wouldn't catch you in the blast." Her face then turned bright red. "The other problem was mixing it into the powder without accidentally inhaling it."
The rocky trail they were on ascended rapidly with a series of narrow switchbacks that had Mike looking straight down into the chaos below. Sliding both hands around Zel's waist, he held on tight as she continued upward at a leisurely pace.
Down below was an entirely different story. The guard who had been chasing them was already running back to the others below, a frantic look on her face, her hands running across her body. The tribal leaders stood perfectly still for several seconds, their flanks rippling as they fought the impulses that the Mandragora pollen had triggered inside of them.
The shaman was the first to break. She turned her backside toward the tribal leaders and moved her tail to one side, wiggling her ass back and forth while squeezing her breasts. Such was the ferocity of her groping that she pulled off some of the decorative feathers and beads in the process, scattering them on the rocky ground.
The Grand Stallion was the first to respond, his massive, swollen member swinging below his belly as he trotted toward her, his legs shaking with excitement. His front half lifted to mount her, and he grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her head back while thrusting his giant cock inside of her. The shaman let out a cry, the skin on her flanks rippling while he pounded her.
The centaur who had been chasing them rejoined the group. Struck by indecision, she approached the closest centaur and knelt down to suck the cock of one of the tribal leaders, her mouth stretching wide as she took an impossible length into her mouth. He had his face buried in the ass of one of the female leaders, eagerly running his tongue through her folds while swatting her tail away from his face.
A chain of centaurs formed around them. The guard was mounted by a male hunter who pounded her from behind and the female leader was mounted from the front, gagging on the large horse cock in her throat. It was like watching a twisted game of Tetris, only the pieces were all horny centaurs, and several of them fell over each other trying to lay claim to a piece of ass.
"Holy shit," Mike said, his eyes on the giant orgy below. There were easily twenty or thirty of them now, and Mike marveled at how each one to join the group managed to find somewhere to connect. Small fights broke out as both male and female centaurs were pulled from their partners to couple with someone else, partners being exchanged without a word.. They yelled, moaned, and cried out in agony, all fighting for sexual release.
Down the hill, a few smaller clusters of centaurs had formed where the smoke had drifted, and Mike recognized a couple of Orion's hunters from the mountain. Orion was nowhere to be seen, and Mike's best guess was that he was probably almost at the ocean by now, if not running back. He couldn't decide if Orion would be happy or upset that he had missed out.
"They're going to be so pissed when that wears off," Zel said, her eyes on the path ahead. "You have no idea."
"How long will that be?"
"That's a good question. It's good for at least one orgasm, but it might last longer because of something else I added to it."
"My semen?"
"Nope. Fairy cum." The back of her neck turned red. "I've been, uh, collecting some of that too. I have a theory that the magical properties of their natural lubricants would strengthen the natural properties of the pollen. Either way, we both know that first orgasm will be pretty intense, and I'm hoping that they will be too exhausted for immediate pursuit."
"That was not the answer I was expecting."
"To be honest, I ran out. We can discuss that at a later date."
Down below, the Grand Stallion let out a shriek like a wild boar and fell away from the shaman, his cock leaking sperm on the ground. No sooner had he left than another male took his place, and he knelt down to pick up his staff, trying feebly to point uphill at Zel and issue commands. However, his cock grew hard again and he tossed the staff to one side, then yanked a male off of a female and took his place.
"Looks like it's good for a bit longer at least," Mike pointed out.
"Yeah, well there's going to be hell to pay. Centaurs have strict laws against infidelity in the herd, and I imagine they are going to spend weeks trying to sort this one out. I'm also betting at least a few pregnancies result from this, and I'm grateful that I won't have to help with birthing duties. Hold on." Zel braced a hand against a rock and jumped, using her arms to pull them up.
"This path is terrifying, by the way."
"More terrifying than being down there?" she asked.
"No," he admitted. What would have happened if he had been caught down there? Nothing good. The way the centaurs were attacking each other told him he would get tossed around and possibly trampled. "Do centaurs really go up this way?"
"This path is a shortcut to the tower that was carved for emergencies only. So the answer is no, not regularly. My people only came this way if there were intruders trying to break in to the tower, but they quit doing that after Emily and the Snow Queen took up residence up there. Once they were inside, they locked it up and nobody could get in."
"When was this?"
"It happened either when I was young or before I was born, it's hard to remember. They would pop in and out of the valley, and Emily attempted to find out information about the tower from the centaurs. They treated her very poorly, so she and the Snow Queen used to just come down into the valley and mess with us from time to time. Nothing serious at first. But after they moved into the tower, strange magic could be felt coming from the tower day and night. Months passed by, and then nasty storms arrived and flooded the valley out. Centaurs died in the deluge, so several of us went to demand justice."
"I bet that went well."
"That's when we discovered that Emily had left. The Snow Queen froze the mountaintop and created that thing you saw, the dragon, to protect her. She mainly keeps to herself, but every now and then some foolish centaur would get the idea to go after her. They were never seen again."
"So how did you get to Earth?"
"My aunt figured that if Emily had left, there must be some sort of portal. She hunted for it extensively along the mountain, careful to avoid that thing, and finally found it in that grove of trees. For over a year, she used a variety of communion spells to communicate with earth and forest spirits in an attempt to figure out how to use it. Eventually, she spoke with some creatures who had seen the portal in action, and you know what happened next."
"I do." Down below, a couple of centaurs had wandered away from the orgy and collapsed on the ground. Mike and Zel were gaining in elevation quickly now. "Looks like a couple of them are done."
"Up ahead is one of the wider switchbacks. Why don't you hop off my back? I'm getting tired and I think we have a good enough lead." He saw the area she spoke of and slid down with her help once they were there. Ratu fell away from his neck and transformed in midair, her adult form appearing in front of them.
"Now that was exciting," she said, gazing down below. "I can almost smell their arousal from up here."
"Thanks for the archery spell, by the way. I was worried it wouldn't work."
"Me too. I nearly ripped one of your arms off by accident." Ratu shook her head. "Control spells are dangerous when you make a body do something it isn't really capable of."
"Like archery?"
She shrugged. "Your body is capable but untrained. For it to seem natural, I literally took control of your arms and made them do my bidding. You could have fought me if you wanted, but it would have been difficult. The same spell to make you outrun the centaur, however, would have easily broken your legs."
"She's right," Zel added. "I'm just glad you had a plan. I heard the centaurs talking about what you said about Orion, so a bunch of them came to the Trial just to see him kick your ass. If they hadn't, we would have had to run through them to get up here."
"What about your father? Did he at least seem glad to see you?"
Zel let out a sigh but remained silent. He decided to leave it alone.
They continued up the long trail, and Mike became winded. Ratu seemed fine at first, but eventually turned back into a snake and rode on Zel's back. They both were wheezing for air by the time they reached the top of the incline, and a wider trail appeared that wound around the mountain.
"That was the hard part," Zel said. "I wish I had some water, my head is starting to hurt."
"Same." His shirt was soaked in sweat. Down below, the centaurs had set up what looked like a triage center of sorts. Some of them were still fucking in tiny clusters, but the rest had been scattered about. Tables of supplies had been set up, and he could make out poultices being applied.
A few hunters were now ascending the trail, forming a single line. There were ten of them and they were carrying an assortment of weapons.
"Shit. They're gonna catch up to us before we get to the tower." Zel's shoulders slumped. "I'm too tired to run."
Ratu reappeared, a crooked grin on her face. "I've got this."
She moved her fingers in an intricate pattern, summoning beams of light into her hand. They coalesced into a sphere of light that swirled with color, like a lava lamp in fast motion. "Find a rock, something you can throw."
They looked around, and Mike found a jagged stone that looked decent. He handed it over, and the light soaked into it like water into a sponge.
"You're not going to hurt them, are you?" Zel asked.
"The thought crossed my mind, but no. I don't think your people are bad. They're just stubborn and a bit misguided." Ratu took the stone and hefted it in her hand. It glowed brightly for a moment and she threw it.
Arcing through the air, Mike would have lost track of the stone if not for the glow. It flew fairly far, bouncing a few times until it landed still quite a distance from the hunters. Shortly after landing, a giant plume of glittery smoke boiled out of the stone and over the mountain, causing the hunters to flee down the trail. Many of the centaurs below shrieked in terror and dropped everything they were doing to get away from the oncoming cloud.
"It looks just like the sex grenade." He watched as one of the last pair of mating centaurs tried to escape the smoke, the woman hopping forward with the man still thrusting into her.
"Won't work like it. That cloud will hover for a bit and then drift down toward the valley. Eventually someone will get caught in it and realize it's just an illusion, so we should probably get going." Ratu took Mike by the hand and started up the trail. "Let's go."
They fled up the hill, ignoring the occasional cry of terror that drifted over the mountain. Mike couldn't tell if the screams had stopped or they were now too far away to hear anything as the trail ascended into the mountain, boxing them in. They came to a crossroads and Zel took them to the left up a winding trail that looked very unused and washed out in a few areas. Crude signs warned intruders to go back, but they disregarded them and trudged forward.
Soon, they got to a path that led farther up the mountain, but Zel led them down a smaller path that went downhill. The small mountain range was mostly rock by now, and they moved through the cool shadows of the mountain as the sun crept toward the horizon. A chill wind ate through his clothes and banks of snow appeared as if from nowhere. Soon they were walking through a small snow drift toward the edge of a cliff.
Once they were near, the trail descended sharply along the cliff's edge and there it was, the tower. It hadn't been visible from the mountain due to the large stone formation it looked like it had been carved out of, but it stood several stories tall, proudly overlooking the valley beneath it. The path terminated at a large gap in the ground and they all stopped.
The tower's drawbridge was pulled up. At the edge of the precipice was a drop of at least a few hundred feet, but it was hard to tell.
"Any thoughts on how to get across?" Mike looked at Ratu and Zel.
"No ideas from me. My people had no interest in getting in, and we are shit at rope climbing." She looked at the cliff. "You might be able to scramble across the stones of the mountain, maybe."
"I'm going to veto that unless you have a potion that lets me climb like a spider. Or float. Or teleport."
"Even if I did, they took all my stuff. Not super happy about that, but..." she shrugged, her breasts rippling under her shirt.
"Ratu? You got any tricks?"
"Yes, but there is an anti-magic aura around the stones. If you flew over there, you would feel a brief static shock and then fall." She looked up. "I see windows. Maybe if we had a long enough rope and a grappling hook?"
"Fuck. I was really hoping we could hide here until early morning and then sneak out through the portal when the centaurs were sleeping. Any chance we could make the portal from here?"
Zel shook her head. "That whole area is a mess right now. Even with the trails intact, that's at least a couple of hours from here, and it's going to get very dark on the mountain. We could find a light source, but then they would know right where we are."
"Wonderful." He hung his head. "I really don't have any ideas right now."
They stood there in silence, and he was about to suggest that they go find somewhere else to hide when the drawbridge suddenly lowered. It took several minutes before scraping gently onto the stones by their feet. He took a tentative step onto the thick, wooden planks. Bands of iron reinforced the structure, and he walked carefully across, his eyes on the large opening.
A tiny ball of light shot toward them and hovered halfway across. It expanded, revealing Daisy. Her torso and waist were covered in yellow furs, and her arms and legs were dark black. She signed something to Mike, then pointed down the mountain.
"I'm sorry Daisy, I don't know sign language." He held up his hands apologetically.
She signed something else, pointing to herself and then him.
"I know your name because I saw one of Emily's memories. The one where you guys met Bigfoot. Way before all of this craziness."
Her limbs became a blur of movement as she hastily signed something else.
"I have no idea what you are trying to say. Slow down."
Daisy pantomimed opening a bottle.
"Is that why you lowered the bridge?"
A nod.
"Okay then, so we can stay here for the night?"
Another nod.
"Is... is the Snow Queen here?"
This time, Daisy shook her head.
"She's telling the truth," Ratu said, her eyes briefly blazing with magic. "I don't sense Yuki or her magic anywhere nearby, though I do detect traces of... something. Nothing that worries me."
He let out a sigh. Finally, a stroke of good luck. He crossed the drawbridge, grateful at how wide and stable it was. Behind him, Zel's hooves clinked against the metal bands when she walked, Once they were across, Daisy flew into a small room nearby and fiddled with some levers that moved easily when she pushed against them with her whole body.
Behind them, the drawbridge pulled itself up, clunking into place.
--
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Enough from me, let's get to it. Mike has reached the tower, and Yuki is about to deal with an unexpected guest.
Nine of Wands
Mike wasn't sure what he expected to see once inside the tower, but it certainly wasn't this.
What he had thought was the entrance to the tower was in fact an outer wall. A large courtyard full of flowers and creeper vines would have been impressive enough, but the sheer number of butterflies, bees, and even birds had him staring in awe. An entire ecosystem had been formed inside these walls, complete with a small waterfall that flowed out of the cliff itself and fed into an irrigation canal. The water eventually filled a fountain in the middle of the yard that was an exact replica of Naia's fountain back home.
At the back of the courtyard, rising ominously into the sky, was the actual entrance to the tower. The top of it was higher than the nearby peak that the tower seemed to grow from.
"This place is surprisingly peaceful." Zel approached one of the garden beds to inspect it. "Hey, most of these are vegetables!"
"I found some strawberries over here." Ratu plucked a few of them and tossed them in her mouth. "Mmm, they're good."
Salivating, Mike approached the bushes and the three of them picked the fruit. Daisy seemed content to watch the group, occasionally moving away from a bee or butterfly determined to interact with her. In the distance, they could hear the trumpeting of horns.
"Should we worry about that?" Mike asked.
"Nah. The only way the centaurs have ever gotten in was if the drawbridge was down." Zel said. "Well, at least that I know of."
"Is that true?" he asked Daisy. The fairy nodded and made some hand signs.
"I honestly don't understand you."
"But I might." Ratu licked the juices of a blackberry off of her finger and held her hand up with the same finger outstretched. "Come here."
Daisy seemed nervous, but with a glance at Mike, landed on the naga's finger.
"When you sign something, I want you to visualize the word. Try to keep it simple though." Ratu closed her eyes and made a Y with the thumb and pinky of her free hand. She moved Daisy close to her forehead, placing her thumb on her own forehead and her pinky on Daisy's.
Daisy made a couple of signs and Ratu's face scrunched up.
"Yuki... gone," Ratu said. "Tower... safe from... outsiders."
"Are you reading her mind?" Zel asked.
"Kind of. Now be quiet, unless you have a question for her. Keep them simple, I can only pick up bits of it, fairies think differently than mortals do."
"Is there a way to get home?" Mike asked.
"Only... portal. Guarded by... Jabberwock." Ratu winced between words, her brow furrowed in concentration.
"What the fuck is a... oh shit." The word came to him from out of a memory of a movie he had seen. "Are we in Wonderland?"
"Not... Wonderland. Yuki... lonely and... scared. Make Jabberwock... for protection."
"From who?"
"Emily... ah shit." Ratu moved the fairy away from her face and wiped blood away from her nose. "Yeah, I'm done doing that. It was a stupid idea anyway. Reading a fairy's mind is like trying to read a newspaper using a strobe light. Damn." She found a stone bench to sit on and lay down on her back. "Try not to bother me for a bit, my head is pounding."
"She was afraid of Emily." He held his finger out for Daisy and she landed on it. "Did she have a good reason to be afraid of her?"
Daisy nodded and pointed to the tower door.
"Is the tower dangerous?"
Daisy thought about the question for several seconds. She pointed toward the top of the tower and shook her head. She then pointed toward the door and pantomimed walking in with her feet and then nodded.
"So parts of the tower are dangerous. Can you keep me away from those parts?"
Daisy nodded and fluttered away toward the entry of the tower. She left a glittering trail in the air behind her.
"Is that wise?" Zel asked. "Going in by yourself?"
"You're welcome to come with me."
"Yeah, no thanks. I spent my childhood being terrified of the place."
"Ratu?"
"Ugh, don't talk to me." The naga had covered her eyes. "If you want to go now, you'll have to go without me. Just let me take a nap." She folded in on herself and turned into a snake. Coiling up on the bench, she closed her eyes.
He frowned. It was going to be dark soon and he didn't like the idea of sleeping outside, no matter how tame the courtyard garden seemed. The glittering trail hovered in the air, so he followed it, walking up to the rounded walls of the tower.
Staring up its walls, he felt a brief moment of vertigo. It was several stories high and had a few windows and ledges. To his right, he could hear the waterfall flowing out of the cliff. He turned to look at it. It was literally a hole carved into the stone. He wondered if there was a lake somewhere nearby, or if Yuki had put in an aqueduct system. Stepping inside the tower, he slowed his movements to a crawl, waiting for a trap to spring.
Torches on the wall lit up at his entry, and the glittering trail hooked a hard left just inside the entrance. Looking at the ground, he saw faint lines in the dirt around the block in front of him.
"It's a trap," he muttered, stepping around it and following the trail. When he waved his hand through it, the trail scattered like dust, so he walked just to the left to leave it intact. A flight of stairs ascended the circular wall, and Daisy was waiting for him at the bottom. She pointed at a lever, so he shrugged and gave it a pull.
A mechanism clicked somewhere, and Daisy flew over to the trapped stone and landed on it repeatedly.
"It's safe now?" he asked.
She nodded, then took off toward him and up the stairs, the glittering trail forming behind her once more. The tower was rather large, but mostly empty. Any furnishings had long ago been stripped away, and nearly every floor had a set of traps that he could easily disable with a lever or a touch of a button.
Nearing the top of the tower, they entered a room with a pair of black, double doors at the other end and another flight of stairs. Daisy pointed at the door several times and shook her head no.
"Is that the dangerous part?" he asked. Happy to be understood, she nodded and flew up the stairs. He followed her until the wall suddenly opened up to reveal a large balcony with a breathtaking view of the valley below. He stepped away from Daisy's trail and approached the railing. Up here, flower boxes had been filled with roses, violets, and plenty of other flowers he couldn't identify. He put his hands on the railing and looked down.
He could just barely see the edge of the centaur settlement. There appeared to be no activity from them down below, but he could see most of the trail that had lead them here. A small cluster of centaurs moved along it carrying weapons, but that was all that he could see. He guessed they were maybe an hour out from the tower, if that. Straight down was a sheer drop, and to the left, he could see part of the courtyard. Zel was wandering around, collecting food in a small pile. He had passed through a kitchen on the way up, and wondered if she could bake them something.
To the right was another courtyard, but this one was barren of life. Instead, dozens of statues had been shoved up against the walls, packed in like sardines. They reminded him of the terracotta warriors from china, except they seemed to be far more lifelike. Plus all of them were centaurs, which was kind of weird.
Daisy tugged at his shirt collar, so he went back to following her. They walked into a large bedroom with a four poster bed and a small library against the wall. A chaise lounge near another balcony had an old book on it.
"Is this Yuki's room?" He walked to the balcony and looked out. The view from here was even better, allowing him to see the full length of the valley below. Centaur trails were easy to spot between the trees, and he could watch the sun disappear behind the thin sliver of ocean in the distance. He could just barely make out the sparkle of sunlight on the water, then looked away, blinking spots out of his eye.
Looking around the room, he was grateful that the whole tower had magical torches in the wall that kept the place well lit. An old rug on the floor looked like it had been around to witness the death of Christ, it had been worn down in places to the threads beneath. To its credit, the room was certainly clean, not that there was much to get dirty.
Daisy got his attention and flew over to the bookshelf, pointing at something. He ignored her, instead picking up the book on the table.
It was an old, illustrated copy of Alice in Wonderland. The pages were wilted, many of them dog eared. Notes had been written all along the margins in what looked to be japanese.
"Interesting." He set the book down and walked over to where Daisy was pointing. The shelf had a few books on it, but also a chalkboard. When he pulled this out, Daisy blew a handful of glitter onto it.
"Hi," it displayed in glittery, yellow letters. He looked at her and she gave a small wave.
"We can use this to communicate, good idea!" He tucked the slate under an arm and pulled out the books. They were leatherbound journals, and while a few of them were empty, many of them had been written in. These were done in another language as well.
"Are there any other traps I need to worry about?" he asked.
Daisy shook her head yes, and then blew a kiss at the chalkboard. "I can show you."
"Let's bring the others inside and see what we can make of these." He took the books with him and went downstairs. Daisy showed him a few more traps to turn off on the way, and he met Zel out front. She held a small armful of produce.
"Is there a kitchen in there? I can make us a stew." Zel held up a large squash. "I'm starving."
Mike's stomach growled in response. "There sure is. Daisy, can you show her?" The fairy nodded enthusiastically and flew back into the tower, leaving a glitter trail behind her. "There's a lot of stairs, is that gonna be a problem?"
She shrugged. "Only if they're narrow, or made of wood."
"Nope. Wide stone all the way up."
"I figured. This tower is plenty large enough, wouldn't think whoever built it would skimp on materials." She trotted in through the doors and disappeared.
Ratu was still lying on her bench. He sat down on the ground next to her. "Feeling better?"
"A bit." She opened her eyes. "Did I hear something about food?"
He nodded. "Yeah. Night's coming, but the tower is safe enough. It looks like some centaurs are headed our way. Do you think they can get in?"
"Doubt it, but let's check." Sitting up, she rubbed her temples, then looked at his burden. "What do you have there?"
"You tell me." He handed over the books he had grabbed. "Spells or something?"
Ratu sniffed the cover of one and then opened it. "Nope. It appears to be a journal."
"You can read it?"
"Most of it. It's written in japanese." Flipping through the pages, Ratu revealed a few drawings scattered throughout, then set the book down on the bench. "I'll take a look at those after we check the battlements."
"Battlements?"
"Those." She pointed at the walkways near the top of the large wall. "I can promise we're not leaving tonight. I'm exhausted, it's getting dark, and those centaurs are certainly upset with you."
He shrugged. "They were being dicks. Act like a dick, you get fucked." His treatment at their hands had been no different than some of the assholes he had grown up with. It had been bad enough when his mom was still alive, but after the accident had somehow been worse. Orion in particular reminded him of the alpha jock at every school he had bounced around, always going out of their way to ensure the new kid knew his place. He could pretend to understand the centaur culture all he liked, but the fact that they hadn't even wanted to hear him out left him with zero sympathy for their feelings.
"Yeah, well they certainly got fucked. Again and again." Ratu grinned, popping another strawberry in her mouth. "Did you know that was going to happen?"
He chuckled and shook his head. "No idea. I gave it to Zel when they had captured us, but when she didn't use it, I wondered if it was some type of poison or something. As someone who has experienced Mandragora pollen firsthand, I can assure you that many of them will be more than a little sore in the morning."
They both stood and approached the thick ladder that went up the wall. He climbed up first, walking cautiously toward the edge and marveling at the view. The tower had been built into the side of the mountain, but from here, he could see how the bottom of it sloped away into nothingness revealing the vast expanse below. Large holes had been cut in the stone, deep holes that looked like something had been mounted there.
"Ballistae." Ratu said, reading his mind. "Think like a giant crossbow."
"Strange." The holes seemed to go around the perimeter of the tower. "Why would you need to fire giant bolts off a steep drop? Is someone attacking from the sky?"
"That's a great question. An even better one is this; why is the tower made of a different stone than the mountain?"
MIke surveyed the greyish cobblestone beneath their feet, his eyes following them until they merged with the cold granite of the cliff. The colors were indeed mismatched. "It looks like someone shoved this tower into the mountain."
"Or teleported it here." Ratu winked. "The centaurs were told to guard this place, so it's likely this whole world was created to defend this tower from intrusion. I can sense magic inside, so it wouldn't surprise me if something important was stored here at some point."
"Do you think the Architect built this place?"
She shrugged. "No idea. Why is this world in your wardrobe in the first place? Why not put it deep in the greenhouse, several days journey out? Very little makes sense in the Radley house, you know."
"Ha ha." He said, rolling his eyes. "Maybe the tower holds the user manual for the house. I certainly wouldn't mind some Ikea instructions for how to activate all of its hidden passageways."
"What's an Ikea?" She looked over his shoulder. "Never mind that. Our friends have arrived."
A large cloud of dust rolled off of the mountain, and the sound of a nearby horn startled him. Dark figures emerged from the cloud, carrying unlit torches in their hand. The centaur toward the front had a dark look on his face, and Mike immediately recognized Zel's betrothed. Orion carried a spear with a flag attached to it. When he spiked it into the dirt, the flag caught the wind and revealed an image similar to a coat of arms. This one had the outline of a centaur carrying a bow with falcons circling him.
"You forfeited the trial!" Orion shouted. "Lower your bridge and return what is rightfully mine, and then face me like a man!" Mike noticed that Orion now wore a thick bracelet on his wrist and wondered if that was from the Trial of Endurance. If so, he must have come straight up from the ocean and assembled a small war party. The centaurs behind him were now planting torches in rocky crevices and setting up small tents.
"Are they planning to camp here?"
"Looks like it." Ratu summoned a ball of fire. "Should I roast them?"
"Not yet." They watched the centaurs assemble their camp. There were about five tents along the trail, and nearly twenty centaurs wandering among them. He wondered if there were even more hidden away around the corner. He looked up at the mountain, then back at the trail. "You don't suppose they could push boulders onto us or something?"
"Doubt it. That looks like a sheer climb to get up there, and it would take a hell of a push to get a boulder to cross the distance."
"Hey! I'm talking to you!" Orion picked up a spear and lobbed it at them. Mike and Ratu stepped away from each other, the spear shooting between them and landing in the garden below.
"That'll be enough of that." Ratu knelt down and pulled a piece of chalk from her pockets. Another spear flew over the battlements before a glimmering aura radiated up from the stone. The next spear bounced off the barrier and fell down the cliff.
"How long will that hold?"
"Until morning. Simple shield spell that will keep them from bombarding us with arrows while we walk around in the garden." Ratu paced the battlements and drew a couple more, spacing them apart. "These overlap a bit, which will help us if they get smart enough to break one of them."
"How could they break one?"
"Coordinated fire. Either a bunch of them firing at the same spot one after the other, or everyone firing on a small area at the same time." Another arrow broke on impact a few feet above them. "However, this does present us with a new problem."
"I'm guessing it involves getting to the portal with an angry centaur mob at our door?" From below, Orion was shouting from the edge of the cliff trail for Mike's attention. He briefly wondered if he could quickly lower the bridge and crush the feisty centaur beneath it.
She nodded. "If I had the time and materials, I could probably fly us there, but that nasty monster of hers is still circling that area. I can fight or fly, not both." Ratu grabbed the top of the ladder and descended, a cool breeze grabbing the sides of her kimono and exposing her legs.
"If we can get there, could you fight that thing? The Jabberwock?" He followed her down, wincing at the sound of a pair of arrows breaking on the barrier. From down here, he could just barely hear Orion's voice over the wall.
"Maybe. But I think it might be time to face a hard truth." Ratu swept her hair out of her eyes. "I don't think we're going to make it back in time."
He shook his head. "I refuse to believe that. There's always a way. Nothing's impossible."
"Your optimism aside, I can't think of any way to get to the portal by tomorrow morning. Can you?"
"I..." A sick feeling had formed in his gut. How long could the others hold out against the Society? "Surely there's got to be a way. I refuse to believe it can't be done."
"That's why it's called a hard truth. Sometime tomorrow, the dial will reset, and the Society will come. However..." a grim smile broke across Ratu's face. "I also fail to believe that the fight for them will be easy with an angry kitsune guarding the house."
"Do you think she stands a chance against them?"
"Possibly. Right now, our biggest worry is going to be how to get home. " Ratu picked up the journals.
"We just need to get back to the portal."
"You've forgotten something important. You left the key in the wardrobe."
His face fell, and the world spun around him. Putting a hand on Ratu for support, he knelt down, waiting for the dizziness to pass. He had been so focused on getting back up the mountain that he never once considered the idea that Yuki had locked them in.



"Hey. Don't worry about it." Ratu rubbed his lower back. "Let's focus on the things we can do. Like get something to eat?"
Mike swallowed the giant lump that had formed in his throat and stood up, blinking away the tears that had already formed in his eyes. Everyone was counting on him, and the weight was suddenly crushing. Closing his eyes, he took several breaths. Ratu was right. Freaking out now wasn't going to help him get home any faster. A good meal might help him focus better anyway.
She took his hand and led him inside.
- - -
Yuki filled the bathtub to the brim with hot water, trying her best to ignore Naia's absence. Stripping off her robes, her tails swished in the hot, humid air of the bathroom as she stepped over the tub wall and into the water, the warmth rapidly climbing her legs.
When the tub overflowed, she sighed, remembering that there wasn't a nymph to prevent a mess from being made. She opened the drain and snapped her fingers, causing the water on the floor to flow in reverse until it was back in the tub. Satisfied she wouldn't flood the bathroom, she stoppered the tub once more and laid back.
The tears came slowly at first but then flowed freely once the full weight of her reality sunk in on her. How had things gotten out of control so fast? Sure, she had expected some resistance to her taking ownership of the home, but she definitely hadn't expected everybody to forget about her. The fight with Abella had been exhausting in more ways than one, and seeing the look of horror on Sofia's face as she turned to stone had twisted a knife in Yuki's heart.
Tink had fled into the Labyrinth with others she hadn't recognized. Determined not to be ambushed later, she had frozen the reflecting pool so that none of them could take a shortcut back. She would deal with them eventually, but for now, she just couldn't handle it anymore. Years of pent up anger had taken their toll, and all she wanted was a nice, hot bath.
Her tails floated along the surface, so she took several minutes to wash them clean with soap and shampoo. Most of her bathing had been restricted to the rivers of her prison, though she had, on occasion, made herself an actual bath. However, a proper shampoo was far superior to stealing toiletries from the centaurs. She had done her best to avoid them for many years, but their path's eventually crossed. How many times had a group of warriors clustered near her tower, demanding entry? She had stoned them all, moving their statues out back. She had debated tossing them from the tower to shatter on the rocks below, but Daisy had convinced her that keeping them in storage could have certain benefits as well.
After a good scrub and rinse, she drained the tub a bit to get rid of the dirt and filled it up again. Then she grabbed a nearby towel and soaked it in hot water. She got it nice and wet and placed it over her face, letting the heat open her pores.
The water streaming down her face mixed with more tears, and a sob escaped her lips. This was not the triumphant return she had expected, and she couldn't help but wonder if she was going about everything all wrong. The urge to release Naia was tempting, but her old confidante would likely not be in the mood to speak with her unless she brought back Mike first.
She simply couldn't. After what had happened with Emily, there was no way she could trust another human being with the house.
The warmth of the tub soaked into her core, and she let out a sigh.
"Feels nice, doesn't it?" Naia was scrubbing Yuki's back, her fingers massaging the muscles beneath.
"Your hands are magical," a much younger Yuki replied. Intense warmth radiated out from where Naia touched her, relieving aches and pains. Yuki and Emily had just returned from a quick trip to Europe that had failed miserably and resulted in a fight with a bridge troll. They had gotten banged up a little, but had eventually escaped to the safety of the forest. "Is that nymph magic or water magic?"
"It's water magic. I can teach you sometime." Naia's thumbs dug into some tight muscles around Yuki's left shoulder blade. "You can learn a lot about a person by how their muscles are wound up?"
"Oh really?"
"It's true. For instance, you have a sore spot down here," Naia's hand moved below Yuki's ribs, "that's from an impact."
"Yeah. I got kicked." It had hurt like a bitch, too.
"Tightness in your legs is from running. Most of these are easy. However, I want to talk about this." Naia's thumb found a muscle by Yuki's neck that twinged once it was touched. "This is from carrying the weight of a secret."
Yuki felt a chill go down her spine. "A... a secret?"
"You know what I'm talking about, don't play dumb." Naia leaned forward and gave her a hug. "I see how you look at her."
She blushed. "Is it that obvious?"
Naia laughed. "Of course it is. You're different when you're around her."
"How so?"
"It's hard to describe in words, but you practically glow when she talks to you, hanging on nearly every word. That's not a bad thing, you know."
Yuki let out a long sigh. It was true, Emily occupied most of her waking thoughts now, which didn't make much sense. She had never given a human more than a second thought, unless they had wronged her and she wanted revenge. "About that. My feelings for her... are they because of her magic?"
"No. You've lived here for a few years now, and if it was magic, it would wear off when she wasn't around. That, and it does take a deliberate effort on my part to make someone think they love me, and Emily wouldn't do that." Naia slid her arms around Yuki's waist and gave her a tight hug. "Think of it this way. Why do you like her so much?"
"I..." How could such complicated, yet delicate emotions be put into words? "It's how she sees me. Growing up in Japan, it was always about survival for me. If people weren't suspicious, they were enamored, there was no in between. Being what I am, it was hard to find anybody willing to see me for who I am, and when I'm with Emily, she treats me like everybody else here. Maybe it's stupid to like someone because they don't give you special treatment, but there it is. Do you know how many legends about kitsune revolve around granting wishes, immortality, or even becoming a god? It's why I fled to China in the first place. When she looks at me, it's just me, and that's what makes me feel special."
"Hmm. I would argue that she doesn't treat you like everyone else." Naia placed a tiny kiss on the top of Yuki's head. "Emily spends way more time with you than she does with anybody else. Surely you've noticed?"
"That's because she needs my help when she goes exploring. My magic can protect her."
"Sure, when you leave the house. But what about inside the house? She could have brought anyone else down into the Labyrinth you two found, yet you often go down there for hours at a time, just searching through it. I would even argue Abella would be a better choice, or even Tink."
"I can sense the Labyrinth's traps, and my magic can protect us when we trigger them."
Naia laughed. "While that may be true, she can sense danger far better than you can. Almost any of us could go down with her and still be perfectly safe. I guess what I'm trying to say is—"
"Don't say it." Emily walked into the bathroom, holding a book in her hand. Yuki's cheeks burned and Naia dissolved into the water, just her head floating on the surface. "If she is going to hear it from anyone, I would prefer she hear it from me."
"As you wish." Naia vanished beneath the water, leaving a small tide pool behind that eventually burst.
"May I join you?" Emily asked, setting the book down on the bathroom counter.
"I... I guess." Yuki looked away while Emily undressed. They had seen each other naked plenty of times, but now she was too embarrassed to look. Emily eased into the bath across from Yuki, letting out a moan of pleasure when the warm water swirled around her waist.
"I wasn't trying to snoop, by the way. I found that book in the Library and thought you might like it, but heard you talking about me." She chuckled, her eyes on the water. "I confess, it was something of a relief to hear some of the things you said. Before I say anything else, I just want you to know that... I like you. A lot."
Yuki swallowed the lump in her throat. "You do?"
"Yeah, I do. Some years before you moved in, we had an... incident here in the house. As much as I love everybody who lives here, I was feeling lonely and thought I had met a kindred spirit. I met him the year I traveled abroad to plant the trees for the portals, and brought him back here with me to meet the others. It was great at first, but things changed. Turns out the guy was no good for me, and he put everyone in danger."
Emily let out a sigh, tracing her finger across the surface of the water. "After what he did, I was afraid to leave the house, or even be outside. The others helped me get past that, and it occurred to me that what he tried to do was what happens to creatures like you all over the world. That feeling was the only way I was able to leave this place, to help others. I was even more determined to make this place a safe haven for creatures like you. As you know, I wasn't super successful in finding others, but that changed when you came."
"How so?" Yuki's ears had cocked toward the sound of Emily's voice, hanging on every word.
"Well, you were able to travel with me. The others, not so much. At first it was nice when I realized that I had someone to keep me company. Well, you and Daisy." Emily smiled at the thought of the yellow fairy. "But something else happened. You see, even though I'm formidable in my own right, I still struggled with what happened. That man walked in here and almost took everything away from not just me, but everybody. Since that day, I've been under a cloud. The shadow follows me no matter where I go, a feeling of helplessness that never quite drifted off. Do you remember that first trip we took together?"
Yuki laughed. "Down to South America? That was a lot of fun."
"It was. We struck out hard, but I'm talking about that night we got spotted by that group of men. Remember, the ones that chased us into that alley?"
"I do. There were five of them, and they pulled knives on us. They wanted us to come with them."
"And do you remember what you did?"
Yuki grinned. "I do. I fought them off." Centuries of living had taught her many things, but one of the most important had been the various martial arts she had picked up while traveling through Japan and China.
"You did. But you did it without magic. That impressed me, your ability to show such restraint. Even more so, when you were done, you asked if I was okay. During those tense few moments, watching you knock those men around as if they were children, I felt something that I hadn't felt in a while." Emily smiled, stirring the bathwater with one finger. "I felt safe."
"I think I understand that. When the japanese decided they wanted to expand their empire, there were rumors of an elite unit of men and women who were capturing magical creatures and attempting to strip away their abilities. It was a technology that Germany had been working on for years. So I fled to China, bouncing from village to village to stay a few steps ahead of the japanese occupation. I couldn't let them get their hands on me, not when so many of my kin had already been captured."
Emily nodded, her breasts bobbing in the water. "I found one of their facilities once, not too long after I inherited the house. It was based out of Hiroshima. I seduced an intelligence officer who then took me on a tour of his military base, hoping to get a blowjob when we were done. When he showed me the building, I could feel the magic radiating off of it and knew it for what it was. A storage area for magical creatures. Knowing I couldn't do anything, I ran away that very night, not even bothering to go back to my hotel. I found out some years later that he was executed for showing me, and that the japanese military tried to track me down, thinking I was a spy. Luckily I had stowed away on a commercial fishing vessel and found a way home from South Korea. I didn't leave home until after the war was over."
Yuki sighed. "Yes, the war. It was a terrifying time for everybody. Magical creatures are typically territorial, and being from Japan made it even worse. I rarely stayed anywhere longer than a couple of months, because eventually something would sniff me out and a fight would ensue. Rumors of a magical fox that could grant wishes began to dog me everywhere I went. I gave up on living among mortals, and that's why you found me hiding in a cave. When you brought me here, I was just waiting for the trap to be sprung, but I was okay with it, because you brought me to America. The U.S. is a much safer place for creatures like me. But when you showed me genuine kindness and let me come and go as I please, I felt safe for the first time in a long time as well."
The smile that crossed Emily's face lit up the room. Small bubbles floated up from the surface of the bath "Maybe that's why we mesh so well. We both know what it's like to be terrified and then find solace." She slid closer to Yuki, placing her hand on Yuki's knee. "But it's become more than that for me."
Yuki swallowed, staring at the hand on her knee. It was warm from the bath, but it was somehow more than that. The rest of the room had suddenly fallen away, her focus entirely on that patch of skin that now connected them. Her heart was beating fast now, her thoughts sliding away before she could contemplate them.
"I first noticed it after our trip into Canada. I was checking on something as a favor to a friend and you and I came across that witch. We tried to let her be, it didn't seem like she was hurting anything, but then she got upset because her cover had been blown. I was completely out of my depth, and we got separated."
Yuki remembered it well. The woman could turn herself into a large bear, and had made them lose each other in a snowstorm. "It took me hours, but I was able to find you. The witch had taken you back to her home and put you in that cage made of whale bones."
"That's right. When you burst through her front door and tore into her, I realized that I wasn't just happy that you had come to save me, but I was happy to see you again, to know that you were safe. It was a feeling I hadn't felt in some time, and I didn't know how to put it into words." Emily's other hand landed on Yuki's other knee. "You're good at hiding your emotions, but that makes sense. You're a kitsune. I didn't think you felt the same way that I did, so kept my thoughts to myself."
"Emily." Yuki spoke her name as if it were a prayer. With a hand on each knee, she was all too aware of the position they were now in. Heat flowed back and forth between her knees, passing through her groin with every heartbeat. She was breathing hard now, staring into Emily's golden flecked eyes.
"I can feel you now. I couldn't before, but now that we're being honest with each other, your arousal is like a perfume to me." Emily parted Yuki's legs, moving forward until their mouths were only a few inches apart. Yuki gasped at the sheer smell of her. It was like standing in a field of blooming wildflowers.
Golden bubbles drifted off the surface of the water, popping in the air with the tinkling of bells.
"You... we... " Yuki didn't know what to say, her head was suddenly full of fog. Her head was finally able to latch onto a single thought, an emotion that kept driving her forward. "Emily?"
"Yes?"
"I... I think I'm in love with you."
Emily's fingers slid onto Yuki's thighs. She leaned forward, those golden eyes of hers filling Yuki's vision, expanding outward until they were all that existed.
"I'm falling for you, Yuki. Put your arms out and catch me."
When their lips met, Yuki lost control of her form, her body sprouting fur all over. She couldn't bring herself to care, her entire being now tied up inside of that kiss, their tongues moving cautiously over one another. The bath water was swirling around them, Emily's magic manifesting in its movements.
Emily's lips tasted of mint and springtime, and her hands moved off of Yuki's legs and onto her hips. Yuki had kissed her fair share of men and women over the last century, but never with such passion. Her twin tails burst out of the water, splashing both of them and bursting several golden bubbles.
They broke the kiss, both of them laughing.
"I love how soft your fur feels," Emily told her, running a hand along Yuki's side. It had grown in underneath the kitsune's breasts and all along her backside with a bare patch around her belly button and the top of her breasts. Her sideburns had extended down her cheeks and onto her neck.
"You should feel it when it's dry."
"Oh, I intend to." Emily tilted Yuki's chin upward and placed a small kiss on the delicate flesh beneath, working her way down Yuki's neck. Every kiss sent chills through Yuki's body, somehow feeding into the building heat in between her legs.
Emily's lips found the top of Yuki's breasts, and those gentle pecks became insistent nibbles once they neared her nipples. Yuki purred, closing her eyes and leaning back to give Emily full access to her breasts. Every bite stopped just short of being painful, and every lick was followed up with a cool blast of air from Emily. Yuki's nipples were hard now, her wide areola giving Emily plenty of real estate to play with.
A pair of fingers teased Yuki's labia, tracing gentle patterns around her puffy lips through her thick pubic hair. Yuki opened her legs wide, giving Emily full access to her sex. Those fingers eventually found their way inside, spreading apart and stretching Yuki's vaginal canal wide.
The fox let out a cry, the sweet agony of being spread open by Emily too much for her mind to handle. A subtle foxfire glow formed along her hands, her magic leaking out in response to the stimulation.
"I've never seen anyone react that way before," Emily told her with a smile.
"I've never felt this way about someone before." Yuki pulled Emily in for a kiss, thrusting her hips into Emily's hand. Those fingers slid deep inside her, curling up and stirring her insides. Magic flowed from Emily into Yuki, igniting a series of orgasm-like tremors that had the kitsune growling in pleasure.
"Do you like that? It's a trick Naia taught me." Emily's voice was coming from a floating bubble nearby, her mouth currently busy with Yuki's breast.
"I do."
"Here's another one." Emily scooted back, her pendulous breasts dangling between them. With a wink, she sank beneath the water, her mouth replacing her hand. Her tongue was impossibly long, swirling across Yuki's clit and then sliding inside of her. It expanded, filling Yuki up completely, and she began slapping the sides of the tub with her hands, scattering foxfire along the floor and wall where it clung like soap bubbles, casting an ominous glow across the room.
"Oh, Emily!" Yuki thrust her hips into Emily's face, desperate to feel her and yet afraid this was just a dream. If she awoke, she knew her heart would break. So many fantasies were coming true for her right now, her entire world now confined to this little room. She had met someone who completed her, who could keep her safe and cherish her. Someone that felt the same way about her.
The Caretaker was underwater for several minutes, and Yuki started to worry. She grabbed Emily's hair to pull her up, but Emily slapped her hand away.
"I can breathe underwater," she said, her voice coming from a nearby bubble. "Just relax, and let me do my thing." Emily's tongue and fingers seemed to multiply beneath the water, and phantom hands grabbed Yuki's thighs, holding her in place as the pressure on her clit increased.



Yuki put her hands out, trying to grab onto the sides of the tub, but she couldn't get a decent grip. Instead, she buried her hands in Emily's hair, holding her in place as Yuki's whole body flooded with vibrations. She let go of Emily and dragged her claws along the tub, leaving deep grooves.
When she came, it was with a rush of heat to her loins, and her thighs squeezed Emily like a vice. Yuki's growl echoed off of the walls until she let out a guttural moan, her body letting go of all of its tension. The surface of the water sparkled as if glitter floated on its surface, and the foxfire climbed the walls of the room like magical slugs, breaking free of the wall to hover overhead like Will-o-wisps.
"Wow!" Emily's head broke the surface of the water. She rubbed her jaw, massaging it by the joint. "I didn't think your legs were so strong."
"I like to think I'm still full of surprises." Yuki sat up in the tub, a mischievous grin crossing her face. "Turn around for me? I want to see that wonderful ass of yours."
"Ooh, someone's getting bold." Emily faced away from Yuki, her ass rising from the water. Rivulets of water flowed off of the sides of her juicy curves, and she wiggled her golden muff back and forth, her swollen labia dripping with her own fluids.
"It's easy being bold when you feel like you've won the lottery." Yuki smacked her on the ass playfully, then buried her face in Emily's cunt.
"Oh, you're good at this," Emily told her, pushing back into Yuki's face.
From here, Yuki felt like she was smelling the very depths of Emily's soul. Her magic, her spirit and her body all existed in this place, the taste and smell flooding Yuki's head with information. The kitsune inhaled it all, letting her tongue roll across Emily's clitoral hood. Able to sense Emily's arousal on such an intimate level, she established a set of movements meant to maximize pleasure.
The water of the tub swirled around them. For a second, Yuki wondered if Naia had returned, but soon sensed that the response came from Emily alone. She had clearly attuned herself to the nymph, able to replicate her abilities with ease.
"Mmm, don't stop," Emily begged, bracing herself against the faucet.
Grinning inwardly, Yuki stroked her own clit, willing it to elongate. She felt it engorge with blood, stretching well past its limits. The process itself was pleasurable, and she moaned into Emily, distracted by the sensation.
"Ooh, what are you doing back there?" Emily looked over her shoulder, but Yuki slapped her on the ass again.
"Turn around," she growled. Satisfied that Emily wasn't looking, Yuki sat up, water dripping free of the massive cock she had grown. It was shiny and pink, the base of it surrounded by her stretched out labia. Just as Emily was about to turn around again, Yuki grabbed onto her ass with both hands and plunged herself into Emily's soaking wet vagina.
"HOLY FUCK!" Emily's back arched and the water in the bath exploded outward, soaking the room in water.
Yuki fucked her frantically, fighting the urge to come again so soon. Her new cock was hypersensitive, and the pressure it put on her g-spot every time she pushed into Emily was incredible.
"Oh, Yuki, you're perfect," Emily cried, pushing backward for more. Yuki pounded her for several minutes, the air filling with steam and glitter. Emily's moans grew steadily louder, the water level in the tub slowly dropping away.
Just when Emily was about to come, she reached a hand back and grabbed at Yuki's shaft. Yuki grunted, enjoying the sensation of Emily's fingers, but was caught off guard when those fingers slid down the base of her cock and found her tight vaginal opening.
"Oh my—" Yuki's breath was taken away when Emily hooked her fingers inside of Yuki's narrow vagina, pulling Yuki forward by her g-spot. Every time Yuki slammed forward, her cock tingled with pleasure and heat. When she rocked back, her vaginal walls were pulled at by Emily's fingers, filling her groin with pressure.
She didn't last.
Growling again, Yuki buried herself in Emily and howled in sexual release. As if on demand, Emily responded with a cry of her own, the glittery steam swirling around and scattering the foxfire into glowing motes that filled the air like fireflies. Both of them came for several seconds, their magic swirling above their heads and mixing together. The lights flickered and went out, giving Yuki the impression that they now floated in space, the stars of the universe now watching them.
Leaning forward on Emily, Yuki's cock deflated, transforming slowly back into her clit. Emily slid from beneath her and they held each other. In the faux starlight, the only sounds to be heard were their breathing and the dripping of water.
Eventually the lights came back on, revealing that they had made an absolute mess of the bathroom. Yuki was able to casually extinguish the foxfire, and the water that had been splashed around the room began a slow crawl back into the tub to drain properly.
Several quiet minutes passed. Yuki felt tears on her own face, but left them. Tears of joy were special, and she didn't feel like casually discarding them just yet.
"C'mon. Let's go somewhere a little more comfortable." Emily stood up, the leftover water running down her legs.
Yuki let out a laugh. "You'll have to wait a second. My legs are crazy tired."
"You can lean on me." Emily put her hand out. "Always."
Yuki stared at the hand before her for several seconds, and then took it, her heart racing. Emily helped her out of the water, pulling her into a naked embrace. Their lips met once more, warmth flowing back and forth between them. Emily broke away, hugging Yuki tightly against her.
"That was... special," Emily whispered in Yuki's ear.
Her heart soared, and the fur along her arms and legs rippled much like the applause of an audience. Before this moment, she had never known what it meant to be complete. "I hope it can be special again."
"Oh, it will be." Emily broke away and tugged on Yuki's hand, pulling her toward the bed. "Maybe I can show you a few tricks of my own."
"I would really like that." Yuki followed, stopping only long enough to pick up the book that Emily had set down. "So what did you bring me?"
"Oh, that. It's an illustrated edition of Alice in Wonderland. It was my favorite book growing up and I thought you might like to read it. It's about a girl who stumbles into a world where nothing makes sense, but in a weird way, it kind of does."
Yuki smiled. "I think I know that feeling." With those words, she let Emily pull her toward the bed, the world around her melting away as the memory came to an end. The world was now darkness and heat, and it took a few seconds for her to realize that she had drifted off.
She opened her eyes, tossing the rag away from her face in disgust. That first time with Emily had been special, but now she saw it as poison, a stain on her soul that had blinded her to the truth. She stood up, water flowing from her body and onto the floor as she got out. After getting dressed, she stormed into the bedroom and cast a nasty glance at the spot Emily had died.
"I wish I could forget you, too." When she slammed the bedroom door behind her, it suddenly occurred to her how still the house was. Night had fallen and nearly all the lights were off, but the silence was the worst. This place was almost never quiet, yet now it wasn't much different than the tower had been.
Had she exchanged one prison for another? Descending the stairs, she flipped all of the lights on as she went. Out in the front yard, she looked at the statues of the others, then out at the street. A jogger went by, which she found odd for this time of night, but anybody who chose to run for fun was pretty weird to begin with.
It took Yuki only a few minutes to move the rats into the backyard, but Sofia took longer. She moved the cyclops carefully through the house using magic to levitate the statue, wary of chipping or cracking the stone. While she was still a statue, she could be uncursed with no harm done, but a crack could become a serious injury. Sofia got set next to Naia's fountain.
Abella couldn't be moved. A permanent frost had settled over the house, so Yuki shaved the ice block down to a reasonable size and then built a snowman on top of her to hide her in plain sight. She wasn't worried that it was almost eighty degrees outside of the front yard, the geas would take care of the details.
The jogger went by again. He only paid her a cursory glance, but she couldn't help but feel that he was actually seeing her and what she was doing. She didn't like that at all.
The sundial was slowly counting down. Yuki grabbed it and tried to give it a spin, but it didn't budge. Frustrated, she set up some wards of her own underneath the lions. If someone walked in, she would know and deal with them accordingly. Just to be safe, she spent some time creating giant ice blocks along the walls that she could smash together to crush an intruder from the sides.
Satisfied that the front yard was secure, she went back inside and to the wardrobe. Using the key to unlock it, she stepped through and waited a few minutes for Daisy to arrive. Puzzled that the fairy was missing, she checked to make sure the Jabberwock was still standing guard and then went back through the trees to the house, locking the wardrobe again and tucking the key away.
She couldn't bear to sleep in Emily's bed, so took up a spot on the couch downstairs, her ears turned toward the closet in case the others managed to thaw the pool. A pair of tarot cards were kept close at hand in case she needed to summon some magic at a moment's notice. Lying there, she yawned wide enough that her mouth elongated and her jaw cracked. Promising to close her eyes for just a few minutes, her mind, her head filled with images of a strange room in a house full of game pieces. She wandered from room to room, pursued by the shadow of a tall woman who kept holding up a shining gem.
Her wards went off.
Bolting upright, she squinted against the bright light streaming through the front windows. How long had she slept? Sliding off of the couch, she winced, rubbing her lower back. She had fallen asleep on one of her tails and her spine was now all out of whack. Stumbling up to the front door, she took a moment to compose herself, tucking the tarot cards out of sight. Silencing the blaring alarm in her head, she opened the door and walked outside, commanding her outfit to change into a set of white robes.
There were several of them, standing there in broad daylight, men wearing different outfits. Some were in regular clothes, but a few were in uniform. A pair of garbage men, a man carrying bibles, and even a police officer. They had spread across the yard, each one staring in her direction. Three of them stood between her and the sundial. She recognized the jogger, then realized that she recognized all of them. They had the exact same body and face, that of a blond man with a neatly trimmed mustache. One of them wore a white suit and carried a cane and he stepped forward from the group.
"I wouldn't even bother yourself." He smirked, leaning forward on the cane. "The others are already on their way."
"The others? What others?" Yuki yawned, revealing her teeth. "I'm sorry, but apparently I overslept. Are you the one who set off my wards? What time is it?"
The intruder shook his head and three of the men near her rushed forward. Now that they were close, she could smell his magic. These were golems made of sand, simple but effective, and they were nearly at the steps. She sent out a pulse of magic, and the ice spikes hidden beneath the snow burst forth, impaling them vertically in place.
The intruder seemed taken aback. "Surround her, take her out."
Yuki tossed a pair of tarot cards into the front yard, where they vanished into the snow. Thick, wooden roots swirled upward, forming into a pair of men, one distinctly shorter than the other. Long staves burst out of the ground, and the elementals armed themselves.
The Knight of Wands rushed forward, crashing into a police officer, while the Page of Wands speared the jogger with a staff, tossing him to the side. The front yard was essentially one big mana pool for Yuki to draw upon, now that it was covered in a foot of snow, so she summoned some snowmen as well. The men on spikes turned into sand and fell free, reforming at the bottom. She was able to freeze one in place, but not before another one pulled out a pistol and fired.
The Knight of Wands took the bullet for her, stumbling back before rushing forward and taking out her attacker. The golems were now becoming more fluid to avoid her attacks, so Yuki summoned the King and Queen of Wands. Atop their heads, they wore a crowns of wood, and they crashed into the invaders.
The one with the cane drew a blade out of it and charged at Yuki. The Queen intercepted him, but he made a gesture with one hand that sent her flying back and through the front window of the house. A few more golems showed up in a car, driving right through the open gate, and a few of the ones already there were starting to glow. Whoever was controlling them was now funneling massive amounts of magic into them.
Two golems grabbed onto the King of Wands and exploded, spraying the yard with debris. The blast knocked Yuki off her feet, and they swarmed in toward her. Hands grabbed at her feet, dragging her down the stairs, and she let out a snarl, ripping at them with her claws.
"Hold her down," a voice cried. "Amir will want to see this."
"I've got something to show you." Tearing her hand free, she yanked off her eyepatch.
Pain flooded her head. Using the Gorgon's Eye always came with a minor price, but she screamed in agony when she locked eyes with her nearest assailant. Fighting free of her captors, she fell into a pile of nearby snow and vomited, holding her belly as waves of pure agony washed over her. What had he done to her? It was taking everything in her power not to rip the eye from her own head.
Moaning in agony, she realized that the yard had gone completely silent. Moving slowly, she closed her bad eye, squinting against the bright white of the snow.
They were frozen, all of them, unmoving. Yuki stood, walking over to where she had dropped her eye patch. Once it was back in place, she approached the statue nearest her, puzzled.
This one was facing toward the house, a knife held in his hand. The King of Wands stood next to it, his staff ready, but there was nobody to attack. With a mental command, she had him stand down, and summoned the Queen of Wands from inside the house.
"Why are you all holding still?" Even the sound of her own voice was too loud, causing her to wince. Placing a hand behind the statue's head, she leaned forward, trying to concentrate.
The Gorgon's Eye pulsed in her socket, and it occurred to her that these were no mere golems. The sand had been made into flesh, which made them vulnerable to her magic, but she should have only turned the ones nearest to her. In fact, three of them had been turned to stone.
Sitting on the porch, she pondered the crowd of men, both stone and flesh. Looking at their identical features, a grin crossed her face.
"You were driving them, weren't you?" A laugh escaped her lips, which triggered another bout of agony, but it was worth it. The man who had created these beings hadn't just made them and set them loose. He had been piloting them, his mind jumping around between them.
Which meant he had been looking at her when she used the Eye.
"Oh, I wish I could see the look on your face. Well, your actual face." These were sand clones, identical to their creator. And right now, their creator was a beautiful statue somewhere. Standing up with an assist from the Queen, she walked to the one closest to her.
"Smash him," she commanded, and the Queen shattered the statue. Nothing happened. She picked another one, and the Queen leveled the creature with a swing of her staff. Frowning, Yuki looked around the yard.
Whoever this was, he wouldn't put himself in harm's way. So where could he be hiding? Commanding the King and Queen to remain behind, she wandered out of the front yard, carefully watching the street while the Page of Wands followed her. Sniffing at the air, she caught a whiff of magic, following it across the street. It was nearly a block over that she found a black town car parked in front of somebody's house. The driver inside was unmoving, but she was more interested in the man in the back of the car.
The passenger had turned to stone, but his clothing had not. Maybe it was a function of seeing her through one of his golems? As a result, the strange device near his ear was unharmed, and she heard someone speaking through it.
It was a woman's voice. She slid the device out of his hands and held it in front of her face. A glass screen displayed the name Kali.
"Sebastien? Sebastien, are you there? We are only a couple minutes away, what is happening? Do you have Mike in custody?"
Yuki tilted her head back and forth, looking at the device. She held the device near her head as Sebastien had. "No, he doesn't."
There was a moment of silence. "Who is this?"
Yuki nodded at the Page of Wands. He dragged the statue out of the car and smashed it face first on the concrete. It broke apart, sending sharp fragments through the air. The driver let out a loud moan and crumbled into a pile of sand.
Satisfied, she held the device to her lips. "Sebastien's gone. All the king's horses and all the king's men won't put this bastard together again."
After a few more seconds, a new voice came over the phone. This was a man whose voice resonated with energy, even over the device.
"Who is this?" he demanded. She felt the magical compulsion wash over her, but shrugged it away.
"I'm the fucking Snow Queen, that's who." Her hands rippled with fur, and she crushed the device with her claws, bits of metal, glass and plastic raining down on the concrete. Leaving the car behind, she walked back to the safety of the house. The pain in her head was finally subsiding, but there was still work to do.
All of her years in the tower had taught her a lot of things, but some of the most important lessons had involved the traps she had discovered. The clouds darkened above as she funneled magic into producing more ice and snow. The only way any new intruders could come in was through the front walk. She layered traps on top of each other, thinking back on the voice she had heard. It had been the voice of someone who was used to getting his way, and if she was correct, he would be there soon.
The front street was empty, so she peppered it with wards along the walls and sidewalk. If anyone approached, she would know. Her last act was to use the Eight of Pentacles, the Six of Swords and the Six of Wands. Long, thick wooden staves grew from the ground, ripping through the grass and concrete to form a barrier in-between the lions. The swords fell from the sky, stabbing into the ground. The energy from the Eight of Pentacles swept up the blades, stretching and reforging them to form a series of bladed bars that lay across the barrier. The barrier glowed intensely for several seconds, the magic fusing metal to wood.
If someone came, that would hold them for several seconds. To be safe, she left the King, Queen, and Page to watch guard over the yard while she went back inside to recuperate.
She had done it. She had protected the house. Barely containing a squeal of delight, she went to the kitchen to fix herself a snack. She didn't recognize most of the food in the fridge and didn't feel like trying to cook something from scratch. Digging in the freezer, she found a box of something called Eggos hidden away.



"Weird." The little yellow disk in her hand had square grooves all along it. The picture on the box showed butter and syrup. She practically salivated at the idea of something so rich. Her diet had been primarily what she could raise in her garden and the occasional animal she caught. She followed the oven instructions, tapping her finger impatiently on the counter while she waited for the oven to heat up. Once ready, she tossed the Eggos on a sheet and slid them in.
A few minutes later, she sat over a mouthwatering pair of the tiny waffles, slathered in way too much butter and syrup. Each piece clung to the plate when she pried it up with a fork, and every bite was absolute heaven.
Halfway through the second Eggo, she felt the pressure of the room drop around her. Standing up, she sniffed the air, trying to ascertain what she was feeling.
"No. No no no no no!" She left the table, her finger just barely hooking the remaining Eggo with her claw to take it with her. Running up the stairs, she left syrup on the knob of the closet, pulling it open to reveal the long cave. Running down the cave, she stuffed the Eggo in her face and went on all fours, transforming just enough to run faster.
Emerging into the underground cavern, she could smell it now. Both the air pressure and magical pressure of the room were fluctuating wildly.
Someone was using powerful magic, deep in the Labyrinth. It was the odious smell of portals being opened and closed.
Growling, she swallowed the rest of her snack and descended toward the large maze below. Whatever Tink and the others were doing, she would put a stop to it right now.
- - -
I hope you liked that one, I had a lot of fun coming up with that scene between Emily and Yuki. I've had so many requests from readers for a kitsune with futa potential that it definitely inspired me in Yuki's design.
As always, click those stars if you had fun and leave a comment if you have the time. I still believe that the Lit community is the best and look forward to posting the next chapter in a couple of weeks. Until then, be kind to others and yourself!
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Page of Pentacles
Mike gazed morosely at his cellphone, watching the timer for the sundial eventually hit zero. For good or bad, he wouldn't be there to reset it.
Time was up.
Standing on the terrace of the tower, it took a supreme effort to stick his phone back in his pocket rather than throw it off the side.
"I take it the dial has reset." Ratu spoke from the chaise lounge behind him, her legs dangling off the side. She was engrossed in another of Yuki's journals. She had stayed up most of the night, unable to sleep herself, poring over as many of them as she could. Apparently, Yuki had quite the talent for poetry, and Ratu had shared more than a couple with him.
He had been up most of the night as well. They had built a nice fire in the fireplace to keep the room warm, and he had done his best to try and sleep. It wasn't meant to be. On top of his concern for the others in his house, he realized just how much he depended on snuggling up to Tink to stay asleep. Apparently she had somehow become his personal security blanket, because he had woken up more than once with a sense of dread.
Zel was down below, rummaging through Yuki's alchemical stores. It would seem that the kitsune wasn't particularly skilled at making potions, but Zel was hoping to put together a few basics before they set out.
A centaur horn played outside, eliciting a groan from Ratu.
"They're still there, aren't they?"
"Have been all night, as far as I can tell." He turned his head toward the cliffside trail. Orion was down below, pacing back and forth. The centaur had gotten particularly vocal last night with the help of a concoction likely brewed by his shaman, but the wind had carried away most of his words. Mike shook his head. "I don't think they're going to leave."
"Neither will we, unless we discover a secret exit of some sort." Ratu turned the page. "How is Zel doing?"
"Still shaken up, but she's determined." Last night, Zel had discovered a comfortable stable for her to sleep in. It was attached to the yard out back, and she had quickly wandered amongst the statues, a look of horror fixed on her face. She was adamant that she recognized some of the faces out there as members of her tribe that had wandered off to face the Snow Queen, never to be seen again. He found it odd that Yuki would keep them stored away like that, rather than simply pushing them over a cliff.
Then again, based on what Ratu had told him, Yuki wasn't all she seemed to be either. Her journal spoke often of her journeys among the island. Any encounters with centaurs typically ended with her sneaking off or, at worst, getting into a fight or playing a magical prank. There was no malice or hate in her journal, only a desperation to understand what had happened to her dearest Emily.
Daisy had explained it to them as best as she could when asked. It had taken forever with only a few words at a time on the slate, but she told them that Yuki and Emily had made the tower their own personal love nest. Apparently it had become a home away from home for them, discovered completely on accident during a trip abroad. Emily had destroyed the old portal to this place after connecting a new one, and the two of them constantly snuck away to enjoy the tower's relative peace and quiet.
One night, Emily got out of bed to wander the tower, leaving both Yuki and Daisy behind. Several years passed, years of searching for her. Yuki had been unable to use the portal, and had assumed the centaurs had taken her.
After months of constant harassment, she was forced to believe that Emily had simply vanished.
That was, until the night many years later when Emily came back. Daisy couldn't say much about that day because she had been off scouting a new area for them to explore. She had come back to discover that Emily had suddenly returned, bypassing the many wards that had been placed around the portal. Instead of a greeting or an explanation, Emily had attacked her former lover, essentially leaving her for dead.
The experience had changed Yuki, and not necessarily for the better. Daisy insisted that the fox was still a good person, but when challenged by the centaurs, she had started collecting them, using one of the magic items that had been hidden away in the tower called the Gorgon's Eye.
Daisy took them to the room she had warned Mike about when asked about what had been kept there. Upon entering, they discovered a room similar in structure to Ratu's laboratory, only it was primarily an armory. Lit by some torches and a natural skylight, it looked similar to the old library he had stumbled into with Tink and Cecilia.
A few of the objects had been broken apart and stacked on the tables around the room, but the rest were stored in protective cases that had no hinge or latch. Daisy explained that they had been locked up with spells to keep anyone from getting them, and he knew better than to attempt to open them.
A case made of thick wood held nothing but a few inches of water in the bottom. When he approached it, the water formed into a sword, then a handax, then a bow, as if trying to figure out what he would like best. When he moved away, it turned into a massive trident, then collapsed into a pool of water once again.
One of the displays had been broken apart. The only thing inside was an empty stone box that looked like it held something the size of a ping pong ball. In the locked case attached to it was a strange looking sword with a sickle near the end of the blade.
An odd looking mace was in a super thick case and held in place by several heavy looking chains. It rattled the chains when Mike came near, so he immediately moved away. Ratu suggested there was little to learn from the room after inspecting the broken items, so they agreed to leave it alone.
Throughout the tower they also found several hand-drawn tarot cards, hundreds of them tucked away everywhere. Ratu warned him away from messing with them. Apparently several of them radiated magic, and she was fairly certain Yuki had spent her solitary confinement perfecting the art of inscribing runes into the cards.
It was too bad they couldn't find a use for the cards, he thought, walking to the window to look down at the centaur camp. They had set up several more flags along the edge of the cliff, and a few of them had symbols he couldn't quite make out from here. "So what happens when we get past them? After we get home?"
"If it's like when we came here, probably another fight." Ratu grimaced. "I'd like to think I'm better prepared this time, but Yuki seems like a planner. I imagine the whole house is covered in snow by now."
"And the others?"
"That's a great question. I have my ideas, but none of them are optimistic."
He felt sick to his stomach. Had Yuki hurt the others? Or maybe even turned them to stone? Momentary anger filled him, his hands clenching tight. "I wish we knew what those weapons did. I imagine they would help us turn the tide."
Ratu closed her book and lifted her eyes to meet his gaze. "Do you honestly believe that?"
"Of course I do. If that stuff is locked up, it must be powerful."
"That is true. Those things do radiate magic like tiny stars."
"So maybe we should look into them! If I had a powerful weapon, maybe I could beat her this time."
"The only reason you lost last time was she had the element of surprise."
"Hardly. The only reason I'm still alive is the naga skin armor Sofia gave to me. I'm not a fighter. All I have is this knife." He pulled out the dagger. "It cuts through everything, but the damn thing is too short. What good is that? I have to get close enough to use it first. Or what about magic? I can't do magic, not the things you can do. Yeah, I get magic boners that let me last in bed for hours. Super useful. Oh, and limited precognition. I get to sense the future briefly before it smashes me into a bug. A lot of good that did me when I met Yuki. Oh, I know!" His voice had risen now, and he was shouting. "Why don't I just give her some orgasms with my sex lightning? That's right, I'm calling it sex lightning! I bet she'll show me a heap of respect when I show her that trick. Oh, Mike, I'm so sorry I tried to kill you, if only I had known you would rock my world like never before!"
Ratu cleared her throat, giving him a hard stare. "Are you finished?"
"No, I'm not! I feel helpless here. I thought I had things under control until the rats came. And yes, we worked that out, but it was Beth and Tink who did all the work. I feel like I'm just standing back and watching everyone else do everything. Hell, I only got this dagger because the witch who had it got eaten by a plant."
"I see. You are defining your value now based on your ability to fight." Ratu shook her head. "What makes a legend, Mike Radley?"
"What?"
"You heard me. What makes a legend?"
He rubbed the back of his head. "I don't know, legendary deeds?"
"What makes a deed legendary?"
He shrugged. "Something big and grand. David killed Goliath with a sling. Or that guy who killed Medusa for her head and fought a kraken. Or, um, King Arthur and Excalibur? I guess I'm not sure what he did."
Ratu laughed. "In your mind, legends are created when someone stands up to defy the odds, the little guy versus an impossible situation. But here's a secret for you. Legends are primarily made by only one thing: a good storyteller. I could argue that you have already completed legendary deeds. The defeat of Baba Yaga is no small feat, or what about those witches we scoured off your lawn? Or even better, how you were able to rally a household of monsters to do your bidding through kindness alone?"
"Those aren't legendary, those are just... normal days for me."
"I think you're experiencing a crisis of identity. You're the Caretaker, but none of us truly knows what that means. The house chose you for the position. Were you a fighter before?"
"I... no."
"How about a wizard, or a mage, or even a decent stage magician?"
"...no."
"You see? So either the house wants you to remain true to yourself or it will mold you into the role. What would you say you were before you moved in? Think hard about it."
He furrowed his brow. What was he? A shut-in? He didn't even want to deal with the home. He bounced from girlfriend to girlfriend, feared physical and intimate contact. Had regular nightmares about his mother tormenting him. Up until a couple years ago, his therapist had been the person he spoke with the most.
"I was a victim."
"Being a victim is a state of being, not an identity. You can be the victim of a crime, but it only defines you if you let it. Try again."
"But that's what I was. My mom screwed me up as a kid, and being a victim meant I bounced from place to place. That's why I chose a job that meant I didn't have to work directly with people and I kept to myself. I spent years in therapy just so I could have a normal conversation with a woman without flinching."
"Sounds like a lot of hard work for someone who still thinks they were a victim."
"Well, I wasn't a victim anymore. I was a..." the word finally came to him. "I'm a survivor. I'm cautious, but quick on my feet. I don't like trouble, so try to avoid it."
"Interesting. Seems like being a survivor has served you well so far. So maybe you should worry less about how others see you and just worry about being yourself. Find a way for us to survive."
"Yeah, well I'm tired of getting knocked around. The centaurs were just another example of that. And that douche out there hasn't helped things. I know he wants me to come out and fight him, but I can't fight a centaur."
Ratu picked up the book she had put down. "I wonder. If it meant saving me, would you go down and fight him?"
"Of course I would. I'd piss myself the whole time going down there, though."
"Interesting. For someone who hates being so weak, you certainly are willing to throw yourself at an impossible problem. If it meant killing Orion to save my life, would you do it? Would you stab him with that tiny dagger of yours? Don't answer, but think about it. Would you take another life if it meant saving one you cherished?" She opened her robes and laid back, using the thick journal as a pillow. A beam of light he hadn't noticed slowly crawled over her seat, and she let out a sigh of contentment. "Ah, that feels good. Think I'll take a little nap, if you don't mind."
He frowned. It was the same question that weighed on his mind constantly these days. There was only one way to know the answer, and he didn't think he was ready to find out for sure.
Daisy appeared near the stairs, signing the word come. They had used the slate to learn a few basic words from her, and so Mike followed, leaving Ratu behind to bask in the sunlight.
Down the stairs he went, the smell of breakfast hitting his nostrils and making him salivate. Last night's meal had been a perfectly good stew, but he was ravenous once more. Zel moved around her makeshift kitchen, carefully navigating the narrow aisle between tables.
"I found some grains this morning," she said, putting a large loaf of bread on the table.
Mike drooled over the delicious looking fruit salad in the middle of the table, sitting down and stuffing his face with the juicy berries Zel had picked earlier that morning. His conversation with Ratu wasn't forgotten, but he simply couldn't resist such delicious looking food.
In the distance, he heard the loud trumpet of the centaurs and rolled his eyes. "Sounds like they're still at it."
"Yeah. Orion was bitching all morning while I picked fruit. I imagine he would kill you on sight given half the chance."
"There weren't any arrows or spears in the garden, were there?"
"No. The barrier Ratu made is still holding." She let out a sigh. "I couldn't sleep last night, so I went for a walk in the back. At least a few of the centaurs there have been missing for a decade or more, and more than a couple are kin. It was tough seeing someone you knew so many years later, frozen in time."
"I wonder if it could be reversed?"
She shrugged. "Maybe, but that doesn't mean the harm isn't already done. These are people who have families that have moved on without them. It's hard to imagine exactly how these people will simply return to the tribe without disruption. But that wasn't all."
"Oh?" His mouth was full of the best blackberries he had ever eaten.
"My aunt was out there." Zel's lips formed a grim line. "When it was discovered that she helped me escape, they sent her into exile. It's very rare for the tribe to flat out execute one of their own. It's also very hard to be an exiled centaur. Your only choice is to climb the mountain and avoid the valley, because you will be attacked on sight. So I kept looking. Not all of the statues are bold centaur warriors who thought to challenge the Snow Queen, but also people who were exiled. More than a couple were centaurs who simply went missing, and I wonder if they ran across Yuki on accident."
"I guess... wow, I don't know what to say."
"These aren't all people who came to kill her. Some of them are people who got lost and maybe came here to beg for help, I can't say. Even if we could release the spell, then what? The warriors would be welcomed back into the tribe, but what about the others?"
"What about them? If they can't stay here, why not move into the greenhouse? You survived there for years on your own, though it sounds like they'll have to go vegan."
Zel twisted her upper half to look back at him. "Really? You would just invite them to come stay with you?"
"I guess. The greenhouse is huge and underutilized as it is. Well, I say this on the assumption that the exiled aren't huge assholes or anything. But yeah, it's my greenhouse, so I don't see what the big deal is."
"What about the others?"
"We can talk to them when we get the chance, but I doubt they will voice any complaints. You could start your own tribe or something."
"Hmm." Zel turned away, her eyes on something distant. She said nothing else while he ate, so he spent his time watching Daisy pluck the tiny spheres off of a blackberry and eat them. She was definitely smaller than the other fairies, and her antennae were thick and black. Dark gobs of blackberry covered her mouth, and she gave Mike a large smile.
"Why did you help us? he asked her, suddenly curious.
She signed a couple of things, then frowned when she realized he couldn't keep up. The slate was nearby, so she pointed at it and the letters from their last conversation rearranged themselves.
"You helped me."
"Well, yeah, but I figured you worked for Yuki. We're kind of at odds here, and will probably fight next time we see each other."
Daisy pondered her response for second. The slate could only hold so many words at a time, which had made their conversations last night a little challenging.
"You helped even though dangerous. Like Emily."
"Yeah, but Yuki hates Emily."
"Emily not always bad. Something happened."
"Clearly. I feel like the last few days have been nothing but a reminder that she fucked everything up. Do you have any idea what happened?"
Daisy shook her head, then pointed at the board. "Fine one day, broken the next."
"Great, like a magical stroke or something."
Daisy nodded solemnly, then stuffed another berry in her mouth. He was about to ask her something else when the tower shook, a low rumble that caused the cutlery to vibrate on the table. Daisy's eyes opened wide and she looked up at the ceiling.
"What the hell was that?" he asked. Somewhere in the tower, a bell rang ominously.
"DANGER!" The slate announced. Daisy dropped her berry and shot up the stairs. Wiping his face, he made sure his dagger was still with him before following, the slate clutched tightly in his hands.
---
A cool jet of air caught the side of Beth's face, blasting her hair away from her forehead. Turning toward the breeze, she looked through a hole about a foot across. The hole led to a rundown room with a busted window, and outside the window was a frosted, barren landscape. Around her shoulder, she wore a small bag she had found in Ratu's pagoda that was just big enough for Jenny to fit in. The doll had been motionless all night long, so Beth had taken it upon herself to carry her around.
By the sides of the hole, two rats waited for Tink to come running up and shove her head inside. Beth wasn't certain how her tracking skill worked, but after only a few seconds, Tink yanked her head out.
"No husband," she told them. "Close hole please."
The rats got to work chewing on the hole in reverse. It was an interesting process to watch. The rats would chomp down on the stone wall they were working on, then drag their teeth into the opening. At first it looked like the material was stretching, but in reality, it was being restored as if it came back from an alternate dimension where it had been stored.



They had chosen to work away from Ratu's den. With the large amount of dangerous magical items stored there, Reggie and Asterion had felt it would be safer to open portals somewhere else, just in case something was waiting on the other side.
After a long, largely sleepless night for all of them, Reggie had finally announced that the first portals were nearly ready for Tink to inspect. All morning long, they had moved from portal to portal, with zero luck.
Tink hustled over to the next hole, and Beth watched her repeat the process. The ground shook beneath them, and the rats all paused to wait for several of the holes to be plugged back up before another was opened. Reggie had explained that once a hole was closed, it couldn't be used to chew a portal to somewhere else, which meant they were using one of the longer tunnels near the center of the Labyrinth. Asterion had disabled the traps, and the fairies circled overhead. All three of them were together once more, and they flitted in and out of the holes the rats made with the understanding that if they wandered off, they would get abandoned.
"Nope." Tink patted one of the rats on the head. "Good try, no husband."
"We've been at this for awhile now." Reggie rubbed his cheeks and sighed. "Are we sure she can find him this way?"
"Well... I'm going to say yes." Hope was all they had at this point. She was fairly certain that the deadline for turning the dial had passed, and she knew the Society would be eager to try and break in once again.
"Hmm." Reggie examined a globe that he had stolen from a school they had tunneled into. "It would seem that we are no closer to locating him than we were before." He had marked off portal openings using a marker. The whole globe was dotted with markings now. "if he's anywhere to be found, it certainly isn't on Earth proper."
"That's not a comforting thought." Beth picked up a rock and tossed it through one of the openings nearby. It had taken the rats several minutes to open the portals, and just as many to close them. "Any ideas on where to look?"
"It would have to be a place that was cut off from everywhere else. Folded up in on itself." Reggie made a ball with his hands. "Those are extremely difficult to find."
"Like the ones you built the tunnels through?"
"One and the same." His whiskers twitched and he turned to face one of the portals. "You've given me an idea." He gestured for a few rats to approach. They huddled around him, ears forward as he spoke.
"We've opened many portals to other realms in our time here. Speak with the others and reopen them right away." They nodded at him and bowed, then ran off.
"You think that will help?" Beth asked.
"Perhaps." He turned to face her. "This woman came through a wardrobe that had been locked by Emily's hand. If this is the case, then I imagine she couldn't have come to the house using conventional means. She must have been trapped in one of those pocket dimensions."
"That's right, I hadn't even thought of that!" She frowned. "But why would opening old portals do any good?"
"I have a theory." He paced down the hall, his eyes on his subjects. "This woman who came here was familiar with the house. Many eyes watched as she walked the halls. She was before our time, this I know. But," he held up a finger, "I remember Emily demanding that we open the portals for her. She would travel to the Library and come back with her research. Pictures, scriptures, poetry, anything that could help us find the locations she was looking for. All but one time."
"What happened then?"
"She described a tower overlooking a valley as if from memory. If she could go there, then why not simply go? We closed that portal quite some time ago, but our teeth remember. If we can open up those old portals, we should be able to find that place once more."
"Reggie, you're a genius." She knelt down and kissed the rat on his forehead. It was the best idea they had heard so far, and she hoped he was right.
"You are too kind, Lady Beth." He threw his shoulders back, suddenly looking very regal. "It is my pleasure to serve."
The ground rumbled beneath their feet, more powerfully than before, and Reggie ran off, stopping on occasion to sniff the air. Beth followed behind him, wondering what had happened. They ran down the long corridor followed by a small cluster of rats that had broken away from their projects. She felt like the pied piper, leading her army of rats to an unknown destination.
"There!" Reggie pointed at a section of the ground.
Beth stopped to rub her eyes, unsure of what she was seeing. Part of the stone floor had gone blurry, which didn't make any sense. It shrank and grew every few seconds, the air between them rippling.
Nearby, a group of portals had just been opened. The rats that came with them helped close up the holes, rapidly shrinking them down to little dots of light that finally blipped out of existence a few minutes later.
"What was that?" she asked.
"Instability. We spaced the holes just right, but the tunnel curves. We didn't account for that, and now must leave this part untouched unless we want to accidentally create our own pocket dimension. Or get shoved into a dimension-less void."
"Yeah, I don't feel like getting lost in the multiverse or whatever." She let out a sigh. "I'm glad you got it fixed."
"I'm just glad nobody was hurt." Reggie patted one of his subjects on the head appreciatively. "These were portals dedicated to Earth destinations anyway. Please check in with your team leader for new assignments."
The nearby rats saluted and dispersed.
"They seem to respect you."
"I like to think so. Our previous king ruled from the throne. I prefer to rule from amongst my people." He turned to face her, his long tail dragging through the dirt. "If you will excuse me, Lady Beth, I must attend to other matters."
"Thank you, King Reggie." She watched him leave, counting her blessings that they had managed to befriend such a powerful ally. How many other creatures like the rats roamed the world, just waiting for a fair shot at survival? Would Mike try and find them, then bring them to the house?
"Big earth shake," Tink said from behind her, causing her to jump. "Rats no find husband, but try real hard."
"Yeah, well... it's definitely going to take some time." Opening her mouth to say something else, she lost her train of thought when Asterion suddenly appeared, a dark look on his face.
"She is at the gate." He gazed at the wall, his eyes looking past it. "And now the gate has opened."
"She's here? But why?"
"To stop Tink from finding husband." Tink made a fist and punched her other hand. "Tink make pelt, wear in winter."
"You mustn't fight her. Your job is to find Mike and get him back here to turn the dial." Though, with a fox demon assaulting them from within, she hoped he had some more tricks up his sleeve.
Blinking away her exhaustion, she watched as the rats opened numerous portals that went to strange places. A jungle where the sky was somehow an upside down city, the tower in the sky that Mike had been to, and even the inside of a submarine that had taken on some water. Each portal was a glimpse into a world that had been forgotten, and some of them immediately faded from Beth's memory once the rats shut the portal down. Dozens of them were opened simultaneously, and Tink paced the corridors, dragging her club behind her.
"There!" Tink nearly knocked over a group of rats that had opened a hole barely a few inches wide. "Husband is in there, Tink can tell!"
Silence rippled across the rats for a few seconds, and then they swarmed. Pending portals were shut down, and rats squeezed in to help open the new portal as soon as there was room. They swarmed to the other side, the sound of their teeth on stone filling the air and sending chills down Beth's spine.
"She is close now." Asterion shouldered his axe. "She will be here soon."
"Go go go!" Reggie shouted. The rats chewed frantically, and Tink was practically hopping up and down in front of the hole. Another squad of rats slipped through the gap to help from the other side.
Once the portal was large enough, Tink tossed her club through and fought to squirm into it. Her hips got stuck and she began frantically kicking her feet, her skirt lifting up to reveal her bare booty.
"Tink stuck!" Her voice sounded both muffled and far away. The rats nearby went to push her through but balked when her foot connected with one of them, knocking him over.
"Out of the way!" Beth placed a foot on Tink's butt and gave her a good shove. The goblin slid forward several inches, then stopped again. Letting out a sigh, she placed a hand on each of Tink's buttcheeks and pushed as hard as she could, musing over Tink's inability to wear panties.
Tink popped through to the other side, falling sideways onto a stone floor. An azure sky with floating clouds could be seen through a window overlooking a mountain range.
"Close it," Beth said.
"Wait!" Tink's face popped into view. "Beth come, too!"
"There's no time. Find Mike, tell him what happened here." She swallowed the lump in her throat. "Bring him back. You can do it."
"Lady Beth." Reggie's nose twitched and he ruffled his hands nervously over his fur. "I will stay and help."
"No. Make sure the portals all get closed and then hide. Your people need you, and we will need you once this is over. The last thing we need is a change in the monarchy."
"I will do my best." Reggie turned toward the portal. "I need some volunteers to go with Lady Tink to retrieve Sir Mike."
Several rats raised their hands, and they ran through to the other side to help close it. The Labyrinth was full of chewing noises as the rats quickly shut down the portals all around them. Asterion looked nervous, his gaze turning along the far wall.
"Hmm. She is fast." The minotaur frowned. "It is as if she knows this place."
"Great," Beth muttered. Reggie had the rats opening a small portal into their tunnels, and as each hole closed, the rats would either migrate to help close another or run for the safety of their den. The air temperature was cooling and Asterion took her hand.
"This way," he rumbled, leading her out of the room.
They took a few shortcuts, the gnawing sounds diminishing behind them. Eventually, they entered one of the rooms with the river flowing beneath it. This one had a small drawbridge that Asterion lowered in order for them to cross.
Their feet were thumping on the planks when the kitsune appeared. She had forced her way up onto the wall above them, her face red with effort. Asterion had explained to Beth that the magic of the Labyrinth affected weight and balance once above the wall to prevent flying or climbing, but it seemed that Yuki had been able to surpass these limitations.
"There you are," she growled, nearly falling from the wall. "There used to be a shortcut here, you know." Then she moved toward them.
Beth moved behind Asterion, her hands on his hips, waiting. When he hadn't been turned to stone after a few seconds, she figured it would be safe enough to look. Leaning out to the side, she watched as the fox demon descended from above, sliding down a large ramp of ice she had created for herself. Upon touching the cavern floor, an eerie fog billowed out from the kitsune, causing ice to creep outward from where she stepped.
Her footsteps were quiet, and, behind her, three large tails swished around, defying gravity.
"My name is Yuki. Where is Tink?" the kitsune asked, her voice carrying across the distance between them easily. "I need to talk to her."
"We just want to talk," Beth said, holding her hands out. "We don't want a fight with you."
"What are you all doing down here? I can sense the portals you are opening. Whatever you were attempting, it needs to end now."
"We aren't attempting anything, but we do want to talk."
"I don't have time for games, so let's speed things up." Yuki pulled a glowing white ball out of her pocket and tossed it to Beth, who caught it. "I can use this to find out if you're telling me the truth. Basic trickster magic. As long as you answer my questions, I won't freeze you or your beefy sidekick."
"I have no reason to lie," Beth said. The ball turned red in her hands.
"Actually, you have every reason to lie. It's what I would do. So I ask again: what were you doing?"
Beth looked at the glowing orb in her hand and then back at Yuki. She fought to keep the smile off of her face.
"Tink just wanted to find her husband and go to him." The ball turned green. "And now that she has found him, they're gonna go home."
A look of disbelief crossed Yuki's face, and then she smiled. "Really? She got married? That's wonderful! She deserves it."
"I..." Beth hadn't been expecting that answer. The kitsune's body language suddenly relaxed and some of the ominous mist around her faded away. "You're happy for her?"
"It's a long story, but Tink and I used to know each other. I wouldn't say we were friends, but we did get along." Her face hardened once more. "Now tell me how you were opening the portals."
"The rat king opened a portal for her." The ball immediately turned red and Yuki summoned a glowing green flame in her hand. "Wait! I mean the rat king had a portal opened for her. He didn't do it personally." The ball flipped back over to green. "This thing is sensitive."
"A rat king? Hmm. That's how she did it. Also explains all the rats I've seen." A terrible look crossed Yuki's face, then vanished. "And where is this rat king now?"
"He took his subjects and went home. I don't think any of them are around, but I can't be sure." The ball remained green and Beth let out a sigh.
"Do you have magic? Do you wish me harm?"
"No and yes. I don't want to hurt you, necessarily, but I want you to stop turning my friends to stone, but I don't know how to make that happen." The ball remained green.
"Hmm." Yuki thought for several seconds, her eyes traveling across the room. "Maybe this is a good place for us to start then. I've been dying to talk with someone, but everybody down here seems pretty angry over what I did to Mike."
"What did you do to Mike?" Beth threw the ball to Yuki.
She caught it, and let out a chuckle. "I locked him in the wardrobe. He might be dead or alive, I'm not sure. But I hope he's dead. I deserve to be the Caretaker, not him."
"I see. And you think turning everyone to stone was the best way to become the new Caretaker?" Beth took a couple of steps forward. "If you knew Tink and the others, then what was the point of attacking everybody and turning them to stone?"
Yuki tilted her head, her eye narrowing. "And who are you, exactly?" She tossed the ball back, and Beth caught it.
"My name is Beth. I moved in here not long ago."
"You seem painfully human to be a resident here."
"I'm just a human," she said with a frown. "It's not like it's a disease."
"Then why do you live here? This home is only for others like myself."
"I didn't get a choice." The ball turned red and Beth sighed. "I mean, I did choose to come live here, and am grateful for it, but I felt like I didn't have a choice. There's a group of witches out there who were trying to use me as a way to get in, so it was safest for the house that I move in where the geas could protect me."
"And what are you to Mike?"
The question made her blush, but she didn't know why. "Legally, I'm his lawyer. When Emily died, it all went to her next of kin and that was Mike. It's why he's the Caretaker."
Yuki's face twisted up, and an eerie glow rippled across her arms. "You're wrong. I'm the Caretaker."
"Legally speaking, the house was passed on to Emily's next of kin. The relationship was distant, I admit, but Mike is Emily's great nephew."
Yuki let out a laugh. "That's where you're wrong. Emily was an only child. I can't blame you for thinking that, though. It's how the geas works."
This wasn't something Beth had expected to hear. "Excuse me?" She threw the ball back to Yuki.
"The geas. When a Caretaker dies, the house passes to the next Caretaker. But here's the big secret; none of them have actually been related. The rules are quite clear. The new Caretaker must be an orphan with nobody special in their life. Someone who could fall down a hole and never be missed. Emily was an orphan with no past and no future, a meager little thing who lucked into the most amazing fate." She tauntingly held up the green ball.
"That doesn't make sense. I saw the genealogy, everyone was excited when we discovered a living descendant..."
"Please. You're talking to a magical fox who can turn people to stone and use a glowing ball to discern the truth— and you think magically forging documents is somehow difficult to grasp?" Yuki shook her head. "Caretakers are supposed to help select these people in advance before they pass. I'm guessing Emily didn't do that."
"No. When she passed, she lived alone. Well..." Beth waved her hand at Asterion. "Not with any other humans."
"This Mike has no claim to the house. My claim, however, is legitimate." The ball flickered a few times at this statement, causing Yuki to curse. She took a deep breath, the words suddenly stuck in her throat. "Emily is my... she was my wife. We were promised to one another, and I would argue my claim is far more valid than any other."
Beth fought to hold her composure, her eyes on the soft green glow of the ball. Emily had been married? "Yes, well, legally speaking, this marriage was never on record and wouldn't be recognized in a court of law."
"Fuck your laws. Do you think I care about them? Do you think the people up there on the lawn cared about them? If I worried about human laws, I would never get anything done."
"Wait, what people?"
"You don't have to worry about it. I killed one of them and I suspect the others are in a rush to die as well. Speaking of which, I think it's about time we leave. I don't sense anymore portals down here, the last one just closed." She threw the ball back to Beth. "Unless you think anymore would be opened?"
"If they do, it's not something I have control over." Beth shook her head. "However, you've got it all wrong about the people upstairs. Those people on the lawn are a group of powerful warlocks and witches. They've been dogging Mike since shortly after he moved in. He's been attacked by demons, elementals, and a witch who could control the weather."
"And he hasn't gotten rid of them yet? Pathetic."
"For the record, he's only been living here about a month. I've only been here a week and I've already seen him deal with so much, I have no idea how he does it. But I do know that he's been trying so hard to keep this place safe. I fail to see a parallel between you two."
Yuki's face scrunched up for a second, her eyes on the ball, then snapped back to normal. "My methods are necessary. As long as that man lives, he is the biggest danger to this house."
"How?" Beth took another step forward, tossing the ball back to Yuki. "You don't even know him."
That odd look crossed Yuki's face again, her features briefly going feral. "Let's just say that I've seen the best that humanity had to offer and was woefully disappointed."
"Are you talking about Emily?"
At Emily's name, the ice around Yuki suddenly formed into upward spikes, radiating out around her several feet. A growl came from the kitsune's throat and Asterion placed himself between the women.
Beth pushed around the minotaur. "What did she do to you? I can see it in your face, something happened."
"You wouldn't understand." The ball flickered in Yuki's hands, and she squeezed it until it popped with a bang. "And I don't feel like talking about it anymore. Come. I'd prefer to go back upstairs in case those people show up. Maybe your friend here can help me deal with them."



"By all means. Lead the way." Beth threw a look at Asterion. The minotaur curled his lip, his intense eyes on the kitsune. His fingers were tight on his axe, but she put a gentle hand on his arm. He relaxed, giving her a knowing look. "C'mon, Asterion, let's go."
They allowed Yuki to lead the way, figuring that it was easier than trying to convince her that Asterion wasn't leading her into a trap. Yuki summoned a pair of ethereal beings made of ice that followed them all from behind, and Beth wondered if the kitsune was somehow watching them through their eyes.
The walls of the Labyrinth blended together as they walked, and Beth stifled a yawn, her eyes itching. Yuki shook off any further attempts at conversation, simply muttering that they would talk more once they were upstairs.
Her mind wandered, her thoughts on next steps. The Society had already made their play and another one was coming. Tink was with Mike and needed to bring him back to turn the dial and then deal with Yuki.
However, Yuki wasn't what she had expected either. Instead of attacking them, she had been willing to talk and had seemed mostly reasonable. Maybe she could be reasoned with, convinced to go get Mike and bring him back until they could help Yuki work through her demons.
"You know, I could give you a demon to work through."
Beth jumped, twisting to the side. Asterion was gone, and in his place was Oliver with a cane and a top hat.
"Hello, darling." Oliver grinned, then stuck out his tongue. "It's a lovely day in the Labyrinth, though it looks like it might rain." He swung the cane up and it became an umbrella.
"Where... what..."
"Oh, this is a dream. You've drifted off, like a ship on the sea." The walls of the Labyrinth fell over, revealing a large beach made of sand and a deep blue ocean. A giant toy boat sailed back and forth in the distance, vanishing over the horizon. "Technically, this is a place called the Dreamscape. I used to know someone who could manipulate it like clay, but she seems to have gone rogue. Time flows differently here, you know. Hours could have passed already, or even days. Or maybe it's the opposite? Not even a second has passed in the waking world, your foot is mid-step, and the moment you lose your balance, you will jerk yourself awake."
"What do you want?"
"Me? Oh, I'm piloting your body around. It seems nice out here in the Labyrinth, I really appreciate the all-nighter. Not a fan of your friend, however. He smells like an undercooked steak, though I suppose I could have that remedied with a little fire."
"You stay away from him."
"On the contrary. You should stay away from him. Right now, I'm you!" He took off his hat and dropped it across his face. Her face appeared on his body, and he tossed the hat aside where it was carried off by a technicolor crab. He danced around in her body, kicking up the sand with her heels. "What should I do first?"
"Wake up, wake up." She pinched her arm, then slapped herself in the face.
"Oh, I'm afraid you're gonna need quite the jolt to get out of here. To be honest, I'm surprised that you're even conscious of this place, unless you commonly have lucid dreams. Then again, you drifted off so suddenly this time, I wonder if your awareness came with you." He spoke with his own gravelly voice despite wearing her body.
"I thought I still had time."
"Please. I gave you a deadline based on when the Society will ask me questions. That hardly meant I was going to leave you alone." He grabbed at the air and folded down a large flap, revealing stony walls and Yuki walking up ahead. "So what's her story?"
"None of your business. Besides, don't you know? You've been watching me this whole time."
"Ugh, you've been so distracted lately that the signal has been poor. And all those portals didn't help either. Let's see what I can find out on my own." Oliver hopped impossibly high through the opening and vanished. Through the gap, she heard her own voice speak out loud.
"Yuki, where are we going?"
Yuki looked over her shoulder and shrugged. "I already told you, we're going upstairs so that I can keep a watch on the front yard. I would like to talk to you some more about what's going on."
"We're taking the reflecting pool, right?"
"Of course, unless you want to hike up that hill. The path may have closed anyway, and I don't feel like wasting any time."
"Okay, good," Beth/Oliver replied.
"No, no, no!" Beth tried to hook her fingers into the gap, but they passed through it as if it were made of mist. "Asterion, someone, help me, that isn't me!"
Yuki's ear twitched and she turned around. "Did you just say something?"
"Me? Nope." Beth/Oliver cleared her throat. "I don't think so, I'm dead on my feet."
"Fuck, Yuki! Yuki, don't let him take me!" She pressed her face into the mist and screamed.
"Actually, there is something. I get terribly dizzy going through the pool and was wondering if you would be willing to help me when we get there."
"Help you how?" Yuki's tails swished impatiently.
"Hold my hand?"
"NO!" Beth swiped her fingers and jumped up and down. "Don't listen to me!"
"Can't your friend do it?" Yuki looked at Asterion, who in turn looked quizzically at Beth.
"He could, but he's a little clumsy." Beth/Oliver stated while looking at Asterion. A knowing look crossed Asterion's face and he nodded.
"Don't listen to... dammit!" Screaming wasn't doing any good, she needed to find a way out. The viewing screen Oliver had made was just to torment her, foreplay for the torture to come. Could he really take Yuki, too? If so, what would happen to everybody in the house? Looking up and down the beach, she realized there was nothing but sand in both directions, and the ocean was calm. In the distance, the toy boat began to sink, a pink tentacle wrapped around it.
What if she killed herself? Would that cause her to wake up? Dying in a dream was scary enough, and always caused her to wake up in a cold sweat. Her options were limited, and she decided to throw herself in the waves and see what happened.
Wading out into the water, her clothes fell away until she was naked. Submerging her head, she swam as far down as she could, the water miraculously clear. Fish made of colored glass swam around her, and she inhaled a large breath.
Nothing happened. Instead of a mouth full of water, she kept on breathing as if nothing had changed.
She swore, a stream of bubbles coming from her mouth. Each one had a capital letter in them, and the F made the surface first. Looking toward the distant drop-off underwater, she thought about the pink tentacle. Would the ocean of her mind have sufficiently dangerous creatures to do the job?
As if willed into existence, a large shadow emerged from the depths, headed straight toward her. Beth's heart pounded in her chest as it reached out with hungry arms made of teeth and claws.
She swam toward it.
"I don't think so," Oliver said, a current yanking her away and back toward the shore. Large waves tossed her onto the beach, slamming her into the sand.
"Goddamnit!" Grabbing a handful of sand, she threw it in frustration, hot tears stinging her eyes. "Somebody help me!"
"There's nobody who—" Oliver's voice disappeared, and the viewing screen collapsed.
She waited for several minutes. Oliver didn't reappear, and the only sound was the rough surf. Out on the water, something pale had floated to the top.
"What is that?" She thought the words, but they echoed around her as if spoken. The object was floating, carrying something pink and blue with it. Moving away from the water, she wondered if this was another of Oliver's tricks.
The creature was tossed about on the waves, eventually carried onto the sand. It stood, huge clumps of seaweed hanging from its body and lurched toward her, a pink and blue blob hanging from its limbs. Once away from the water, it shook off the seaweed, revealing pale limbs and dark hair.
"Je...Jenny?" It was hard to believe, but she was looking at Jenny, who seemed to be dragging a large, deflated beach ball with her.
Jenny grunted, tossing the deflated ball into place. Upon closer inspection, Beth realized it was a deflated kiddy pool.
"Where did you get that?"
Jenny put her mouth on the nozzle of the pool and blew. It inflated almost instantly, revealing a plastic bottom with crabs on it that reminded Beth of one she had as a child. Setting the pool down, Jenny collapsed on the edge, exhausted from swimming.
"Bucket," she wheezed, then pointed at the ocean.
"If this is a trick, then it's a dick move."
"Bucket!" Jenny's legs were withering away and turning to sand. Panicked, Beth looked around on the beach and saw a series of sandcastles form all around her. Buckets of different shapes and sizes were scattered among them, and she grabbed the biggest one she could find and ran to the water's edge to fill it.
Back at the pool, she poured it in, surprised at how quickly the pool filled. Jenny's body was turning to sand faster now, and Oliver's voice came from the sky, muffled by the clouds.
"What are you doing in there?" he asked.
Two more trips to the water and the pool was filled. The bottom disappeared, revealing a place of infinite depth.
"Get in," Jenny told her. "Escape the dream."
Beth didn't hesitate as the sky filled with the sound of storm clouds and Oliver's voice. Holding onto the side, she kicked her feet to stay above the water.
"Are you okay?" she asked the ghost.
When Jenny lifted her head, her skin looked like a lizard. She smiled, her face disintegrating into the water. The ground rumbled and rose up beneath her, the pool tilting dangerously, but Beth dropped into its depths, sinking into the murk while curled up in the fetal position. Looking up into the light of the sky, she could see the giant hand made of clouds trying to reach into the pool.
In the distance, Beth saw stars, stars that vanished and reappeared as if swirling in the void. All around her, dark forms circled hungrily, amorphous beings that tumbled over each other in their haste to reach her.
"Where am I?" Was this somewhere inside her head? Her whole body had gone numb. She was no longer in water, but clumsily tumbling through the darkness.
Nightmare images filled her mind when the forms drew close, and they whispered dark things in her ear in a language she couldn't understand. All around her, reality began to crack apart as they pounced, each one trying to pull her in a different direction.
She screamed, her mind suddenly fractured. She could see different versions of herself, each one being hungrily consumed by the void. With every shout, the universe roared and shook, the stars around her exploding. Filled with terror, her whole body trembled as she tried to fight off the darkness, her heart rate spiking. The universe cracked, showering her with light from every direction.
"Leave me alone!" she screamed, but this time it scratched her throat raw, her soul firmly seated again in her own body. They were outside now, walking on the path toward the reflecting pool. Yuki startled and spun around as Asterion panicked and smashed one of their icy escorts with his axe. It exploded with a burst of magic, blowing her away from Asterion. She tumbled across the ground and found herself sliding across the ice of the reflecting pool. Out of breath, she sobbed openly, unable to stand.
It was too much. If Oliver was trying to break her, he had succeeded. Already, her memory of that terrible void was fading, but not the fear that had lurked there. She had no idea what part of her mind contained such terrors, and she hoped to never see it again. Even the sight of her own shadow beneath her made her wonder if such dark things could see her in the waking world.
Asterion roared, and she tried to shout to him, but couldn't find her voice. Yuki was shouting something, and the sound of crunching snow filled the air, followed by the minotaur's axe crashing against metal. Flurries had formed all around her now, drifting across her body.
"Asterion, stop!" Her voice was quiet, and she fought to sit up. Her arms were weak, and she could hear Oliver's laughter in the back of her mind. "Yuki, please don't hurt him!"
She looked up in time to see Asterion swing his axe down on Yuki from above. Yuki nimbly dodged it while tossing aside a bent sword, spinning away from the minotaur and yanking her eyepatch off.
Oh no. Beth turned her head away and heard him bellow one last time before the world went quiet. The flurries caught in her hair, and she wondered if it would simply be easier to just will her heart to stop in this moment, to give up and give in.
"Asterion?" she called, weakly.
"He's fine. I'll let him out when I'm convinced he won't try to take my head off." Yuki sounded angry, but Beth didn't dare look. "As for you, what was that about? I thought you might be planning something, but I don't get what you were trying to do."
"Yuki, listen quickly while I still have control. There's a demon who is trying to possess me and he's been walking around in my body since shortly after we left the Labyrinth. I don't know what I said or anything since then, but you can't trust it. Especially the part about holding my hand! Don't get in the pool with me!"
Several seconds passed, and then Yuki broke the silence. "Yeah, I'm starting to think you're more trouble than you're worth. Humans cling to their lies as if their lives depend on them, which, in your case, is accurate."
"It's true, I swear! Get the ball out or something, I need you to believe me."
"What the hell is that?" Yuki asked.
"Are you trying to make me look up so you can turn me to stone? That's the oldest trick in the book and we don't have time for that." Beth shook her head, but then heard it too. Beneath her, the steady tapping of a finger on the ice. She opened her eyes to see Oliver grinning at her from beneath the pool, just behind her own reflection.
"Jesus fucking Christ," she whispered.
Satisfied that he had her attention, he started dragging one of his nails along the ice, his finger forming a large arc around her reflection.
Oh god. Beth watched the ice crack near her fingers, realizing that Oliver was trying to get her to fall through. The large grin on his face said it all, and she swallowed the lump in her throat.
"That would be the demon who works for the Society, the one who can possess me. The one who will eventually gain control of my body if I don't give him what he wants," Beth explained.
"What does he want?"
"Me. For all eternity."
"I could just turn you to stone, too. To protect you from him, I mean, until we figure something out." There was now concern in Yuki's voice.
"It won't work. If I don't go with him willingly, he'll give information to his masters that will put everyone's lives in danger. Everyone is already in danger as long as Mike can't twist the dial." She felt sick to her stomach, that trapped feeling from the waterfall paralyzing her in place. She needed to fight, to take back the ground they had lost.
The ice creaked around her, the fracture growing larger. "Oliver, wait!" she cried, spreading her arms wide to prevent the ice from breaking.
"I've waited long enough." The grin on his face stretched comically up his cheeks. "Unless you are planning to run? That could be fun, too."
"No, it's not that. You said a soul freely given is worth far more than one that you took. What if... what if we came to an agreement?" Her mind spun with the realization that this was it. He had come to collect, and she needed to make the most of a bad situation. This wasn't a situation where she could go down swinging, not anymore.
"Beth, what are you doing?" She could hear Yuki walking on the ice, and turned her head just enough to see in Yuki's reflection that she had covered her eye with her hand.
"Wait there, please. This isn't a fight you can help me with, not unless you can defeat a demon from Hell." Her voice shook, her mind spinning. It wasn't supposed to happen this way. If Yuki hadn't come, she would have had time to speak with the others, to come up with a plan and get herself out of this mess. She wanted to blame the kitsune, to be angry that her vendetta against Emily couldn't have waited another week, but Oliver was the true enemy here.
"Um, not that I'm aware of. Demons are extremely difficult to defeat, and that's usually only by banishing them. This one is already banished, from the looks of it." Yuki hung her head. "I'm sorry I didn't believe you."
"Yeah, well this one has his hooks in my soul. Even if you help me off the ice, in a day or so, he will help those same people break in here." Beth's voice trembled, her heart pounding. "You told me once that you saw the best that humanity had to offer and had been disappointed."
"I'm waiting to hear my deal." Oliver now stood upside down below her, tapping his foot impatiently while holding the collar in his hand. "And no tricks this time."
"You're right, I did trick you last time, but I don't have one up my sleeve, not today." Carefully standing up, she watched the gap in the ice darken briefly and then settle. "Let me say my piece first and we can go from there."
"Fine." Oliver pulled a comically large stopwatch from his coat. "You've got a minute."
"Yuki. I don't know you and probably never will. You make terrible decisions, but I think you make them because you think they are right. This house has never been about who is powerful enough to defend it, but about love and community. By taking those things away from us, you have made us weaker than ever. Emily was your wife, and because of that, you put her on a pedestal. I don't know what happened between the two of you, but you need to see others for who they actually are, not for what she did. When she fell from grace, the fall must have been too far for you to bear, but you still have the chance for a clean start."
"That's not—"
"Shut the fuck up! I'm on a timer here. I'm about to give myself to an eternity of torment just to protect everyone who lives here, including you, so keep your damn mouth shut." She pulled the bag off of her neck and slid it across the ice. "Jenny is in there, so please keep her safe. When Mike moved in, she raised all sorts of hell, but he forgave her. Everybody did. No matter how far down the path you think you might be, I know in my heart that he would grant you the same forgiveness. Consider pursuing it and letting him do his job as the true Caretaker."
"Ten seconds," Oliver said, swinging his clock back and forth.
"Fuck you, here's my deal. I will come to you willingly in just a few moments if you promise to never share any knowledge you have of this place."
"I cannot agree to that. I have a previous deal with my masters that conflicts with this one."
"Fine, then I will come to you willingly if you promise to never freely offer knowledge of this home or its contents, living or otherwise. You are permitted to stick with your yes or no answers only from now on as long as you give no guiding advice to encourage said questions."
"Hmm." Oliver put away his clock and thought about it. "Spoken like a lawyer who knows she's about to get hung to dry. Your deal intrigues me, but I wonder where you've hidden the trick."
Beth looked at Yuki. Her face was frozen in shock, her hand still over her eye.
"Beth, I—"
"This isn't a problem you can fix for me. Not alone. I hope you think long and hard about what's about to happen here, because I'm about to disprove your theory on humans." Beth fixed her face into an angry glare, willing Yuki to listen carefully. "He's going to do terrible things to me in there. You know that, right? It's not like I'm made of stone. If I was, maybe it wouldn't be so bad, you know? But sometimes, when you've lost the fight, you've got to know when to put your hands down."



Yuki's jaw dropped, but she quickly closed it, a tight line forming on her face. She nodded. "Okay. I can respect that."
"Oliver, do you want some reassurance? How about this." Beth put her hands on her hips and stared down at him through the ice. "Am I planning to do anything to get out of coming to you?"
Once any question was asked aloud, he automatically knew the answer. She had planned nothing. When he smiled, his teeth elongated into daggers, making him look very much like a hungry shark.
"I accept. You come willingly, and I shall never freely offer information on this home to my masters." Oliver stomped his foot, sending cracks all along the surface of the reflecting pool. "So it is done."
"Here I come, you fucker." Beth looked up just as the ice broke beneath her feet. The cold swirl of water around her ankles was chased away by the tight, hot grip of Oliver's hand on her ankle. Sinking beneath the surface, she locked eyes with Yuki, who had dropped her hand. Her right eye was nothing but a gray void that quickly spread across Beth's vision, a gasp escaping her lips. The world came crashing in around her and everything became gray.
Mike. Her final thought was like a prayer, and then there was nothing.
---
"What's happening?" Mike asked, stumbling into Yuki's room. He had tripped on the way up, bashing one of his shins on the stairs.
"An alarm system of some sort," she calmly replied from her place on the chaise. Several of the journals had toppled onto the floor and the bell kept ringing every few seconds. "It would seem that something is happening."
"That's... no shit something is happening," he sputtered. He pointed at the slate. "Daisy says it means danger."
She raised an eyebrow at him. "Don't get mad at me, I'm not the one who set it up. And danger where?"
The bell rang again, the tone louder than ever. Daisy clutched her head and then tried signing to them. He looked at the slate and frowned when the letters that appeared were all jumbled up.
"Can you help me figure it out?" He tossed the slate onto the bed.
"That I can do." She closed the book and stood, her body shimmering until her robes turned into a kimono once more. "Lead the way."
They examined the armory first, wondering if one of the weapons had been stolen. Seeing no change there, they moved through the tower, checking the other rooms one at a time. The bell kept tolling, but they did their best to ignore it. Zel checked the gardens and the statues for anything different, but they couldn't narrow down the source of the disturbance.
The centaurs, however, were very upset. Several of them had left the trail, leaving behind only Orion and his most dedicated followers. He shouted at Mike upon seeing him standing on the wall, but Mike simply ignored him and went back inside.
Eventually, he and the others stood in Yuki's room, listening to the bell toll over and over again. The sound had further disoriented Daisy, who now hid in Mike's pocket. Attempts at flight had led to her banging into nearby objects, so Mike had caught her and stuck her there for safekeeping. Zel had gone through the trouble of climbing the stairs to join them, standing beside the bed with a frown on her face and her arms crossed.
Shaking his head in frustration, he looked out over the valley, wondering if some natural disaster had occurred. Seeing nothing of interest, he turned around to say something to the others when he realized that the ringing had stopped.
"Oh, thank god for that," he muttered, grateful that he wouldn't have to listen to that stupid tone anymore. Savoring the silence that followed, he heard a scratching noise from somewhere in the room.
"Is it just me—"
"Or is something on the other side of this wall?" Ratu finished, summoning a ball of fire in her hand. She hurled it at the stone where it exploded, knocking down a bookshelf nearby. Through the smoke, he heard a litany of curses flow freely from a very angry creature.
"Tink!" He didn't even make the opening before she threw herself into his arms, dropping her club on his feet and knocking him over.
"Tink find husband!" she cried, burying her face in his shoulder. His neck was immediately damp with joyful tears, and he worried that she might crack one of his ribs.
He didn't care. He squeezed her back as hard as humanly possible, fighting back tears of his own. "How did you get here?" he asked. His question was answered when several rats followed her through the opening.
"There was another room through here," Ratu said, stepping inside. He heard her shifting about before she returned with a grim look on her face. "It's another bedroom, but I have no idea why it was sealed away. There isn't anything in here, it looks like a sitting room."
Daisy squirted free of Mike's pocket and pointed at her hand. They had left the slate on the bed while searching the house, so Zel picked it up.
"She says that Yuki sealed it up because of Emily. Hold on, she's writing more. It's where Emily attacked her."
"So it wasn't sealed up for any reason other than it hurt her to look at it?" Ratu shook her head. "Love hath no fury like a woman scorned."
"Tell me about it." He set Tink down. "Do you have a way for us to get home?"
"Hold up, there's more. Something about the bell." Zel squinted at the board, confusion on her face. "What's that word? I can't read her handwriting. Or mind writing. Whatever it's called."
Tink nodded. "Rat make hole, we go home. Fight fox face, then turn dial."
"Finally, some good news." He smiled at everybody. "I feel like we're overdue some good luck, don't you think?"
The room suddenly darkened, and something heavy slammed into the stonework outside their room. The whole tower vibrated as a dark shape lowered its head to peer inside at them. Ominous red eyes were set deep inside of a hairy head with a distorted maw full of crocodile teeth and a hiss of steam emitted from all four of its hairy nostrils. Long claws at the end of wooly feet reached for them, gouging the stone floor. The creature looked like it had been cobbled together out of random parts with a complete disregard for function, but the giant bat-like wings on the creatures back were functional enough for it to have flown home.
The Jabberwock had come.
---
I hope you enjoyed this one as much as I enjoyed writing it! Next chapter will have a big fight scene and a threesome (MCU, are you listening?), so I can't wait to see you then!
If you are enjoying this story, don't forget to rate or review. Also, follow me or check out my Bio for updates on when stuff is coming out, I always update it the same day I submit (Lit had a short waiting period).
Until next time! Keep your friends close and your monsters closer!
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The Tower
Mike's heart pounded in his chest at the sight of the thing. The Jabberwock regarded the small group of people in its master's home, then opened its mouth to let out a cry that made him think of a pterodactyl on steroids. Jabberwock saliva misted the entire room, and everyone covered their ears to shut out the cry.
Daisy bolted, vanishing down the stairs and leaving a glittering trail behind her. Zel made a break for it, and the Jabberwock lunged for her, leaving a bloody gash in her hindquarters with a claw before she vanished down the stairs.
The beast's long arm swept away the chaise lounge and busted apart the bed frame, hissing its displeasure that the centaur had escaped. When it whipped its head around, it managed to catch Mike in the chest, knocking him across the room where he fell against a bookshelf. The shelves were old, busting apart and showering him with dust and splinters.
"Tink fuck up ugly dragon!" Flipping the lenses of her goggles into place, she stood up and charged the Jabberwock, her club held high. It took a swing at her and missed when she jumped over its hairy paw and slammed her club into its face. The Jabberwock let out a sinister hiss, steam venting from its nostrils.
"Tink, get out of here," Mike cried, moving toward the stairs along the outer wall.
Ratu summoned a ball of fire that splashed across the beast's hide, scorching the hairs all along its body. The room filled with a sulfuric odor of burnt hair, causing Mike to gag and then spit. When the Jabberwock swung its attention toward the naga, she made a fist with one hand and slammed it into the open palm of her other. A stone ripped free of the wall and smashed into the Jabberwock's snout, causing it to shift away from her.
"Stinky dragon go now," Tink yelled, then smashed her club onto the Jabberwock's hand. Two of its talons broke off, and it blew a blast of steam at her from its nose. Tink dodged away as Ratu smashed the Jabberwock with another stone, sending the steam harmlessly across the floor.
This time, the Jabberwock grabbed the first stone that had hit it and hurled it back at the naga. She yelped and summoned a blue aura around herself, but the hit knocked her off her feet. Tink saw this and shrieked in rage, smashing the Jabberwock in the jaw with her club. Its teeth crunched together with a loud pop.
Mike couldn't move. Smoke and steam had filled the room, and it hurt to breathe. He couldn't even call to Tink, his heart racing so fast he was afraid he would pass out. Swallowing his fear, he ran over to where Ratu was lying and dragged her away from the fight. Tink was much faster than the Jabberwock and seemed to be faring pretty well in keeping its attention. It made a grab for her but she squirted out of its busted hand. Whirling her club around, she smashed another talon, cracking it down the middle.
"Ratu? Ratu?" The naga was unconscious, but alive. Spotting a pair of rats hidden under a toppled bookshelf, he had them drag her into the sealed room that they had come from. The Jabberwock couldn't reach her here. Satisfied that she was safe for the time being, he peered around the corner to see what was happening.
"Tink smash stinky dragon into jam!" She sidestepped another blast of steam that scoured the stone beneath her clean of debris. The creature was clearly frustrated, extending its serpentine neck to headbutt her. Its head was larger than she was, and one of its long fangs caught her ankle when she tried to roll away.
"Tink, get out of there!" His heart raced frantically and his stomach churned; he was so scared he felt like he was going to throw up.
"Husband run first, Tink follow!" She blocked an attempt to grab her, smashing another of the Jabberwock's claws.
He ran across the room to the stairs, sliding underneath a jet of steam, nearly slipping on the wet floor. His whole body was filled with ice now, danger waiting for him in every corner of the room, his magic warning him to GET OUT!
"Tink, I'm—" He looked back in time to see the Jabberwock grab Tink by the feet with its tongue. It dragged her towards its open maw, but she flipped the club over and, using her feet to aim it, fired the secret arrow from its base.
The bolt pierced the creature's eye, causing it to let out a shriek of anger. It jerked its head back, pulling Tink through the air by the rope from the club. She landed hard on the ground, clutching her weapon tightly against her chest. The rope connecting them went slack, then slowly tightened as the beast lifted its head.
Opening its mouth wide, the Jabberwock snatched Tink in its jaws and shook her back and forth, smashing her against the hard, stone walls. She let out a scream when it smacked her on the ceiling, the goggles tumbling from her head and crashing on the floor. Tink went limp, her pain-filled eyes briefly connecting with Mike.
Lifting its head, the Jabberwock opened its jaws and she fell into the back of its mouth. Its huge, crocodile maw slammed shut like a vice and she was gone.
--
It was several minutes before Yuki stepped into the pool, taking the shortcut back to the house. Fearful that the demon would find a way to abduct her, she had cast several spells over the pool in an attempt to lure him out. Figuring she officially had no other options, she had jumped in, Jenny clutched tightly against her chest.
When the closet spit her out, she quickly leapt to her feet and shut the door behind her. The water sank into the wood as if the house was thirsty. Stepping into the front room, she opened up the curtain to reveal that the front yard was as she had left it.
"What do I do now?" Yuki held up the little doll, looking deep into its painted glass eyes. The demon had taken Beth without a care in the world, and Yuki had turned her to stone just as quickly, her body sinking away into another plane of existence. She wasn't worried about the demon undoing the spell, but now she feared that Beth would get smashed by a vengeful demon who might attempt to come after her.
Beth had given up everything to keep the house safe. That was how Emily used to be, back before she had disappeared. Either the woman was very brave, stupid, or both, and Yuki was struggling with the ramifications.
"Do you think I was wrong?" she asked Jenny, not expecting an answer. The little doll was limp, and Yuki cast a quick spell to make sure she was still in there. Satisfied that Jenny hadn't vacated her cloth body, she set the doll up on the mantle.
"Beth said they forgave you for causing trouble. Do they know how many people you killed?" Yuki knew of at least a couple of occasions that the doll had escaped and the host had ended up dead. However, she now lived with at least one viable human host. Why not hop in and start the process anew?
There were too many thoughts going through her mind, and she couldn't process them all at once. Too much was at stake, and if she made the wrong decision, she would lose the house. Frustrated, she flopped down on the couch.
How many times had she been captured by humans in her long life? It was too many, and the instances ran together in her mind. A feudal lord in Japan, farmers in China, even a group of fishermen who caught her in a net and insisted she was some type of wish-granting deity. She scowled at the memories, turning her thoughts to Emily once more.
"Why did you betray me?"
The empty room had no answers, and neither did the doll on the mantle.
Yuki closed her eyes, fighting the grief that swelled in her chest. Had Beth been right? Was her judgment clouded by what Emily had done? Upon meeting Mike, she had tried to kill him, never even giving him a fair chance to explain himself. How much of that had been the desire for a revenge she could never have?
For years, she had promised to kill Emily on sight, without any hesitation. Being able to commit to murdering a loved one was nearly impossible, and those long years had been spent emotionally distancing herself from everything. When push came to shove, she used the Eye to resolve disputes rather than taking a life. Her inability to commit had further frustrated her, and she had acted without thinking, seeing the man as an immediate threat. There would be no bargaining, simply justice.
Now the house itself had turned against her — and that was unexpected. The hero's welcome she had hoped for on her return was now the solemn march of a villain.
"Why?" She stood and approached Jenny. "Why does it have to hurt so much? I thought that when I came back, everything would put itself together. But then I hear about this man, this supposedly wonderful person. I remember how everyone loved Emily, but she did bad things. I thought that was maybe because of her magic, the nymph inside of her. The Caretaker is loved because of their magic, not their actions. And now here I am, fucking everything up while they defend him!" She stomped her foot and a chill wind rushed through the room, briefly lifting the edge of the area rug.
"Tell me, Jenny! If it was up to me, I would lock you in a block of ice for all eternity in the Vault, but he gave you a second chance! Was he right? Do you deserve it? Is he truly a good man? Because even a good man can fall from grace!" Yuki slammed a fist into the mantle, knocking loose a brick and breaking the skin of her hand wide open.
"Ow, baka kitsune," she hissed in pain. Sticking the wound in her mouth, she licked up the blood and waited. Minor wounds were an inconvenience, and she used magic to speed up the healing process. Pulling her hand free, she scowled at the itchy scab on her hand.
Idiot indeed. There was a mirror over the hearth that had been covered with a piece of fabric. Yuki pulled it down and looked at herself, taking in the image of the fox who looked back. Once, she had prided herself on her ability to approach things logically, to survive in the wild using her wits. Her years in confinement had worn away that person, leaving behind the raw nerve she had become, so eager to act or react. Being honest with herself for the first time, she saw little more than a scared, stupid fox girl so obsessed with revenge that she could no longer see the forest for the trees.
"Naia." Her best friend, her confidante. Even if the nymph had forgotten her, it wouldn't change the caring soul she had been when they met. If she could talk to anybody right now, it would be her.
Frowning, she paced the room, occasionally glaring at Jenny. The doll was no use, and without Daisy, she had nobody else to talk to. She had effectively traded one prison for another.
Taking a deep breath, she made the decision, walking toward the back door of the house. She would free Naia and hear her out, let her talk. It was time for the voice of reason to speak to her, to help her make an informed decision.
Her wards went off.
"Chikusho," she swore. What now? All of her wards were being broken, and she walked to the front window of the house to look outside. The front yard was a pristine canvas, her wand warriors standing at proud attention like a small group of trees. A gentle wind scattered ice crystals across the yard, and a small group of figures stood at the wrought iron gate she had built.
Letting out a grunt, she focused her attention on a patch of snow and swirled her magic around, raising a figure from it. Closing her eye, she let her consciousness flow into her clone, satisfied that her body was safe inside the home. Shaking snow off her shoulders, she walked down toward the gate, her crystalline tail swishing behind her.
There were three of them. An older woman with long, braided hair that reached her waist. A black woman who wore a gown that left little to the imagination, her skin painted with runes of fresh blood. The third member was an Arab man in a suit, a cocky smile on his face. He lightly fingered a ring on his left pinky.
"Ah, you must be the newest addition to the home." He smirked, his eyes traveling along Yuki's body. "And a fine looking one at that."
"What do you want?"
"Manners first. I am Amir, these are my associates Elizabeth and Kali." He waved his hands at the women by his side. "Frankly, we are here for the house."
"Over my dead body."
Amir sighed. "Sadly, I was afraid you would say that. If we must, then we must. But I was hoping you would be a bit more reasonable. You see, Mr. Radley has been quite stubborn, and I was certainly hoping to work something out. I feel I would be remiss if I didn't at least put an offer out there." He turned around and waved at the street behind him. "If you would be willing to leave, to walk away for good, I would provide you immeasurable financial compensation. In my world, money really does grow on trees. You would be free from harassment, allowed to go wherever you wish while my associates do our work here."
"I think you underestimate your chances here." Yuki held her arms out, sending her magic into the ground and forming several ice minions, beings about three-foot tall with jagged teeth. "This place is essentially a fortress. You can fight me, but you will lose."
Amir shook his head. "Okay. I tried." He rubbed the ring on his finger with his other hand and dark smoke flowed out from it, pooling near his feet to form a man that was roughly four feet tall. His skin was dark orange and he wore a white and red vest with large, golden chains fastened around his neck. His legs faded into the smoke that leaked from Amir's finger.
"Master?" The djinn's voice was surprisingly deep for his size, and his inky black eyes locked on Yuki. They were sad, and the being stuck his hands in spectral pockets, awaiting orders.
"Today's wish is for you to remove this gate. With prejudice."
"As you wish." The djinn floated forward and placed his hand on the cool metal of the bent swords. "Nothing personal," he said quietly to Yuki.
With a light shove from the djinn, the gate ripped free of the stone pillars and blasted through Yuki, shattering her clone. Her awareness popped back into her body and she snarled, watching the gate collide with the edge of the house and fall apart. The Page of Wands had already charged toward Amir, but Elizabeth had set it on fire. It now ran around, clawing at the flames on its head. The djinn had turned back into smoke and flowed into the ring.
"Damn, damn, damn." She ran to the door and pulled off her eyepatch and ran outside. Amir was only a couple feet into the yard, casually swatting away her minions with a wave of unseen force. When he looked up, Yuki let out a gasp.
"We saw what you did to our associate," Amir explained, his grin wide beneath the dark black blindfold. Elizabeth and Kali wore them too, and Kali seemed to be setting up some items in preparation for a large ritual. "We don't need our eyes for this."
"Ketsumedo yarou." Yuki slid her tarot cards from her sleeve into her hand and commanded the ice to attack. The remaining minions swarmed Elizabeth, but she spat out a black goo that expanded and caused them to stick together. Large icicles rose from beneath the snow and launched forward, but Amir let out a yawn and shattered them with his fist when they came close.
"Set up a perimeter around the sundial," he said to Elizabeth. "I'll see to Kali." The Queen of Wands charged him, but he grabbed her with his hands and yanked, ripping her in half vertically. "If we keep them from using the dial, we can have this done by nightfall."
"Like hell you will!" She slid the Knight, Queen, King and Page of Swords into her fingers and threw them like knives. They exploded in mid-air, showering the yard in sparks as four armored figures burst into being. The Knight and King charged at Elizabeth, who took several steps back and summoned a ring of green fire around her that they bounced off of. Amir's smile faltered when the Queen and Page attacked him. Rubbing a ring on a different hand, the smoke from within formed into a scimitar.
"And I haven't forgotten about you," Yuki muttered, pulling the Five of Pentacles loose. Kneeling, she pushed away the snow and shoved the card into the ground. On the other side of the yard, large cylinders of stone burst from the ground, breaking Kali's objects apart and knocking her around. Kali hissed something and sent an angry ball of light at Yuki, but she caught it in her hand and held it up to inspect.
"Huh." I have no idea what this is. She hooked her fingers in it and yanked, ripping it apart. Kali ran for the front gate just ahead of the King of Wands, then spun about and held up her hands, fingers pointed.
A blast of lightning rocked the yard, blowing the King of Wands apart. Amir had overpowered the Queen and Page of Swords, his blade cutting through their armored bodies and leaving them in ruin. Elizabeth was now outside the green ring of fire, the King and Knight trapped inside. Yuki's magic militia was falling apart.
Yuki shuffled the cards quickly, watching Amir approach. Pulling out the card she needed, she held Judgement over her head and winced in advance.
The horn blast from above was loud enough to break the windows of the house. A fierce wind built up, forcing Amir to kneel down to remain in position. Ice and snow blew away, forming large drifts along the front fence of the yard, and Kali made a break for it, sliding between the lions and vanishing into the street.
The sound intensified, lifting Elizabeth off her feet and tossing her bodily over the gate along with the King and Knight of Swords. Amir grimaced, turning his sightless face toward her.
"This isn't over," he mouthed, and then let the wind carry him away. Once airborne, a large rug lifted up from behind the fence and caught him, ferrying him to safety.
Yuki lowered her hand with a gasp, tossing the scorched card to the ground. Most of the ice and snow had been blasted free of the yard, and the gate was a mess. Summoning her magic, she began to rebuild her defenses, her heart racing.
They would be back. Their siege had begun.
--
His mouth was dry, his limbs numb. His heart slammed so hard against his ribs that he was afraid that he would break apart, and the cold feeling in his gut now spread throughout his entire body. The Jabberwock lowered its head to regard him with its remaining reptilian eye. It snorted, a blast of steam filling the air, then used the rim of the opening to pull itself forward, reaching for Mike with its damaged paw.
The magic inside of him uncoiled, ripping through his body. The air around him went cold, and he could feel it like a thousand angry spiders beneath his skin, squirming around and demanding release. As one, they rushed up through his body, spiraling in a tight circle as he took an insanely deep breath. The world moved in slow motion, hot tears springing to his eyes as he opened his mouth and screamed.
"TINK!" The magic came out all at once, moving outward in a wave of force. The room shook, causing dust to fall from the ceiling, and the Jabberwock blanched, jerking its head up and slamming it into the top of the opening. His yell went on for several seconds, his whole body vibrating with power. His own voice sounded like it was far away, and he realized he was hearing an echo from the distant mountains.



It was the rage-filled cry of a banshee.
Letting out another roar, he charged the jabberwock, sliding his dagger free of its sheath. The beast was stunned, but had quickly backed out of the entryway and was flapping its wings, desperate to gain lift. The wind rushed through Mike's thick air, and he was almost upon the beast when it pushed away from the wall, sinking just over the edge.
Mike leapt after it, falling several feet before crashing into its belly. It was covered in so much hair that it was easy to grab a handful of it with his free hand and use the knife to penetrate the Jabberwock's thick hide.
The Jabberwock dropped into the valley, spinning around in an attempt to dislodge him. Mike's whole body tingled now, and his hands moved on their own. When the Jabberwock dove, he would reposition himself, crawling higher on the beast toward its head, then hang on for dear life when it pulled up. Every move it made came to his mind just before it happened, allowing him to remain attached.
Unable to dump Mike, the beast slammed into the wall of the cliff, rocks crunching and falling free. Mike twisted to its blind side, rolling out of the way to avoid being crushed into paste, but unable to dodge the sharp bits of stone that cut at his arms. It did this a few more times, and then started a slow climb into the air.
It soared out toward the edge of the island, the miles passing gently beneath them. When it reached a higher altitude, it rolled on its back and fell while clawing at its own belly. Mike had already tucked himself along its side, where it couldn't touch him.
He stabbed the Jabberwock a few times, but it didn't bleed. Rather, hot mud flowed from its wounds, and he knew it would take drastic measures to bring the beast down. It had no discernible anatomy on the inside, so he wondered if he could try to blind it.
Since his handholds became slick where he stabbed the beast, he slid his dagger back in its sheath and fastened it into place with the snap. The Jabberwock tried to ascend and fall twice more, then turned around and flew back toward the tower.
When it returned, It whipped around suddenly, then dove past the centaurs on the cliff. They riddled the beast with arrows, and Mike was surprised to discover that none of them had hit him. However, the arrows made excellent handles to climb with, and he continued up toward the base of the Jabberwock's neck. It did this again, and Mike realized that it was trying to get the centaurs to dislodge him. An arrow just missed Mike's cheek, and he moved his head in time to avoid two more. The arrows helped him reposition himself on the creature's side.
The Jabberwock fell into another freefall, but Mike grabbed on to one of its four bat-like wings. When it flipped over near the ground to glide away, Mike shifted positions, Naia's magic guiding him, and landed neatly on its back. There was a part of its spine that looked very much like a saddle, so he locked his legs around the bony protrusions nearby and held on.
He was hundreds of feet in the air, finally getting a chance to see the entire island all at once. That alone should have terrified him, but he felt as if the sky had been his home for years.
"Time to land," he muttered, then drew his weapon and stabbed the creature in the base of its wing. The blade cut cleanly through, and they immediately lost altitude. The Jabberwock tried to turn, but another stab caused it to change course and head straight for the tower.
The Jabberwock grabbed hold of the upper tower wall then and tumbled over, crashing into the garden below. Mike's whole body was jerked around, but the wings prevented him from being crushed by the stony ground. He kept cutting until the wing fell free, and the Jabberwock let out a hiss, folding up its battered wings and rolling its serpentine body across the garden.
Mike couldn't hold on any longer. He leapt free and grabbed hold of the ladder by the gate, quickly climbing to the ledge to avoid being crushed. Finally realizing it was free of him, the Jabberwock turned to face him and let out an evil hiss. Then gagged. The creature coughed twice, then gagged hard, its jaws opening wide. In the back of its throat, Tink clung tightly to the club, her eyes wide in fear as she turned the crank that tightened the rope. The arrow was still embedded in the Jabberwock's skull, and every time the beast tried to swallow her, its whole head jerked sideways when the rope tightened.
Zel galloped across the garden, unseen by the Jabberwock. Rearing up on her hind legs, she gave it a powerful kick to its side, and it coughed hard enough that Tink dislodged completely, swinging underneath its jaw like a green pendulum. Her dress was shredded, and her body was covered in saliva.
It swung its large, reptilian tail at Zel, knocking her through one of the garden beds. The last Mike saw of her was all four hooves in the air, and then the leaves of the bushes that caught her.
The Jabberwock opened its mouth and blew a long jet of steam at Mike. He leapt to the side, sliding the dagger free of its scabbard.
When the Jabberwock swung its head, Tink smacked up against the ladder, letting out a grunt. Climbing slightly higher, she put enough slack in the rope to pass the club through its metal rungs, then turned the club sideways to lock it in place.
The Jabberwock's head was pulled sideways when the rope went taut, and it could no longer turn to follow Mike. It pulled several times, but Tink held onto the rope, keeping tension on the line to prevent the club from popping free. She grumbled under her breath, her body bouncing against the stone wall of the rampart. The Jabberwock tried to twist its body around, but only succeeded in flailing around the garden.
A shadow formed above them all. Mike looked up to see an enormous cobra wrapped around the tower, descending rapidly in a tight spiral. Longer than the Jabberwock, it flung itself forward, the two creatures clashing with fangs and claws.
Ratu wrapped her body around the Jabberwock and squeezed, pinning it in place. Unable to move its limbs, it hissed angrily. Tink pulled the rope tighter, stretching its neck out and holding its head in place.
Mike leapt down onto the beast and it cried out. Holding his dagger up high, he plunged it into the Jabberwock's neck.
"Snicker-snack, mother fucker!"
The blade sliced through the thick flesh of the monster, showering everyone in hot mud. Sputtering, Mike held on tightly while cutting, and eventually the Jabberwock's head fell free of its body, crashing against the stone floor of the garden. It snapped its teeth together, and its body tensed up, thrashing in its death throes. However, as mud flowed freely from it, the head and body deflated like a giant balloon, flooding the garden with hot soil.
It was over.
Sliding down its shriveled body, Mike ran to the ladder and yanked Tink off of the bottom rungs, clutching her tightly to his chest.
"Don't you ever scare me like that again!" His voice was raw with emotion, and he didn't care that he was crying. Tink said nothing, only sobbing in response. Satisfied that she was okay, he went to help Zel.
Ratu released the Jabberwock's corpse, her body shrinking down to a normal size. Her outfit was a wreck, and she had multiple scrapes on her body. She approached the messy remains, scrutinizing the area.
"That was... unexpected." She sat down on the ground and watched the Jabberwock dissolve into mud. "And more than a little fascinating. This whole beast was constructed of earth and animal essence." She stuck her hand in the mud and pulled out a glowing stone the size of her fist. "Ah, so that's how she did it."
Figuring that Ratu was fine, Mike looked for Zel and found her near the fountain. The bushes had broken her fall, smearing her body in blueberry juice. "Are you okay?"
"Hardly, but I'll live." He helped her roll over, and she winced. "I messed up my ankle pretty bad, though."
"But you're alive. That's all that matters." He gave her a hug and let out a sigh. They were all okay, and that was all that mattered. Sliding free of her embrace, he sat on the ground next to her and then fell onto his back. The whole world seemed so big now, weighing in on him.
"Mike?"
"Yeah, I'm good." He yawned, his body suddenly heavy. His muscles hurt, and he could no longer hold up his head. "I'm just going to... take a nap..." He closed his eyes, darkness swooping in to claim him.
--
A cool breeze blew through the window, making him shiver.
Opening his eyes, he saw a giant crack in the stone ceiling above him. When he sat up, his whole body flooded with cramps, making him gasp in pain. He had been wrapped in bandages, the naga skin tunic completely gone. When he pulled the blankets down, he realized that, other than some bandages, he was naked.
"I was wondering how long you would sleep." Ratu was holding one of Yuki's journals and sat on a chaise lounge across from him, but she seemed taller than normal. Mike looked around and realized that the dusty old mattress that had been in Yuki's room now rested directly on the floor.
"What time is it?" His voice was raspy, his throat raw. A drink of water sounded marvelous.
"Night time. You were out all day, which is probably for the best." Ratu rose and came to his side with a silver mug. When she offered it, he drank from it greedily. It tasted like mint. "How do you feel?"
"Strange." When he lifted his arms, they were sore, but he felt an odd tightness through his chest. He rubbed his pecs, wincing at the small wounds that were open there. "I feel tired, but so does my brain. Kind of. When I was younger, I used to do gaming marathons and would feel super burned out afterwards, but this is different. Everything is a bit foggy."
"Yes, well, about that." She knelt in front of him and inspected his face. "I suspect that wrestling with a Jabberwock will do that. Zel was pretty upset with the number of injuries you had."
"I shouldn't have been that injured." He thought back to the flight over the valley. "I don't even remember getting hurt."
"Ah, well, a good chunk of that was adrenaline. A good portion of it was self inflicted though."
He blinked, confused by her statement.
"Something else happened, remember?" Ratu plugged her ears dramatically. "It was loud enough to wake me up, that's for sure."
"Oh. Right." That explained why his throat was sore.
"I have some suspicions which we can confirm later, but I want you to tell me what happened while you were riding that thing."
It took a few minutes to tell the story. He stopped every few sentences to sip from the silver mug, and told Ratu how his intuition had guided him and kept him from harm. Once finished, she leaned back and smirked.
"Interesting. So you rode on this thing without a care in the world, somehow held on for dear life, and drove it to the ground."
"When you say it that way, you make it sound impossible."
"It should have been." Ratu took Mike's arm and stretched it out, and he winced. "You pulled most of these muscles. Would you like me to explain how?"
"Sure." He winced again. "Where is Zel?"
"She's on the ground floor sleeping. She can't climb the stairs, her ankle is pretty bad. Tink helped me carry you up here."
"Where is she?"
Ratu chuckled. "Last I saw her, she was stuffing her face in the kitchen with the rats. They had quite the tale for us as well." She passed along everything that Tink had seen, and Mike felt the bottom of his stomach drop out when he heard that Yuki had turned the others to stone. Once Ratu was finished, he started to stand up.
"I need to get back," he said, but Ratu pushed him back onto the bed, her body on top of his.
"Not until tomorrow. The rats need time to open a portal back, and everybody is wiped out. If you are going to face Yuki, you need to be prepared, mentally and physically." Her arms slid around his torso and she gazed intently into his eyes. "And I have a theory I want to test."
"I don't know that now is—" Her lips met his, and he felt a tremendous heat radiate from her body into his. A wave of arousal washed over him, and she broke the kiss, sitting up and straddling his waist.
"I think now is exactly the time," she told him, rubbing her crotch against his. "It will take your mind off of things and could even help your recovery."
"How?" A groan escaped him, and he let his head fall back.
"That's something we will find out together." A mischievous grin crossed her face, a wave of snakeskin rippling across her cheeks and down her neck. She pulled open her kimono to reveal the smooth tops of her breasts. "Do you remember when we spent the night in the ice cave?"
"How could I forget?" They had been freezing to death, and had eventually ended up naked in each other's arms. Just another weekday, he thought to himself with a grin.
"The lightning. I want to see the lightning again." When she slid out of her robes, they folded up around her legs and then melded into her skin, the flying dragon moving up her thighs and now circling her torso like a magical tattoo. "Show me your magic, Mike Radley."
"You certainly are forward." The heat pulsing through him helped his muscles relax, and he slid one hand across Ratu's breast. The skin beneath it was reptilian, and he marveled again at just how soft it felt against his thumb.
"I don't have time for men who play games." She leaned forward again to kiss him, but bit his lip playfully instead. Her breasts pressed against him, and the tightness in his chest relaxed a little. "Especially interesting ones like you."
"I'm not that... yeah, I don't think I can say it with a straight face anymore." Something had rolled over in his head, his sense of self just a little bit larger. He wasn't so sure about who or what he had become, but he was no longer a reclusive web developer. Here, in the arms of a naga, her blazing eyes just inches from his, he felt like the center of the universe.
"I can say without a doubt that you are one of a kind. I have met no human quite like you, and I have met many." She nibbled on his lower lip and then moved past his cheek, her lips now on his ear.
Her breath was hot against his skin, and he could feel the tip of her tongue split in two along his lobe. One side ran just underneath his ear, tickling his neck, while the other teased the outer ridges of his ear. She whispered softly with each breath, and he felt the heat pulsing through his body shift, targeting the areas where he hurt the most.
"Are you healing me?" he whispered.
"Not quite. Just a little targeted heat therapy." Ratu had developed a temporary lisp, and the words spoken directly in his ear made him shiver in anticipation. She was grinding on him now, a thin pair of red panties separating her flesh from his. He grabbed her by the hips and pushed up into her, his cock swelling.
She was right. This was taking his mind off of things.
"Summon your magic for me," she hissed in his ear. "I would feel it run through me again."
"I'll do my best." It was hard to concentrate on controlling it when he was already so aroused. His mind took a step back from his body and gave his magic a gentle prod. It moved sluggishly, slowly creeping through his body.
"Hmm, yes, I can feel it shifting within you." Scales rippled across her body and she let out a tiny moan. A couple of stray sparks formed on Mike's chest, but then sank back into his skin.
"I'm sorry, I'm having a bit of trouble." His cheeks became hot, and he was reminded of all the times he had failed to perform with prior girlfriends. Sure, his cock was hard, but the naga wanted something more of him, and his failure to produce was bringing back bad memories.
"I think you just need a little help." She licked her way down his neck, pausing to lovingly run her hands along the scars on his side. Her tongue teased the area around his belly, tracing wet circles around where his cock lie.
"I like that," he told her, closing his eyes and relaxing. When her tongue finally found his shaft, it wrapped around the base, squeezing him rhythmically. She wrapped her hand around the base of his balls, massaging his prostate through the skin beneath.
"Let's see if we can build up a charge," she said around her tongue, her voice thick.
"Please don't make any more puns," he groaned, shivering when her long, oral digit circled just beneath his thick glans and squeezed. Her tongue acted much like a cock ring, coaxing blood into his cock and trapping it there. The pressure building inside of him rode the boundary between pain and pleasure.
Ratu teased him this way for several minutes before sucking him into her mouth. Her tongue swirled all around him, the sensation making him a little dizzy. When he felt like his orgasm was getting close, she clamped down on the base of his cock and held perfectly still.
"You tease." He lifted his head in time to see a flurry of sparks manifest and then disappear. "It seems to be working."
"Fascinating. It's almost like you pulled a magic muscle." Ratu was barely legible, drooling all over his crotch when she spoke.
"Stop talking with your mouth full," he told her.
She laughed, causing a weird ripple effect along his shaft. Shifting her body weight, she took him all the way into her mouth and sucked hard, slowly pulling her mouth upward. He watched in amazement as his cock slowly slid into view, still tightly wrapped in her snake-ish tongue.
The light in the room dimmed, and he tilted his head back to see Tink standing over him, her hands firmly placed on her hips. She had already patched what remained of her dress, and a scowl was fixed to her face just beneath her goggles.
"What husband doing?" she asked, sliding the goggles up above her eyes.
"Um... Ratu has a theory about my magic." He grinned sheepishly.
Tink rolled her eyes dramatically. "Snake face always have theory. Husband needs rest."
"Actually..." Ratu pulled her mouth free with an audible pop, Mike's wet cock slapping against his belly. "If my theory is correct, this will actually help him recover."
"Oh?" Tink cocked her head. "How?"
"I need to get him sufficiently aroused. To see his magic." Ratu picked up Mike's cock and stroked it. "Care to lend a hand?"
"Pssh." Tink's dress was over her head in an instant. "Tink lend more than hand." Straddling his face, she lowered herself, her thick, green labia now over his mouth.
Mike's eyes went wide, and then his vision was obscured by the goblin's backside. Her tail swished over his head and came to a rest by his ear. He opened his mouth and licked the edges of her pussy, causing her to shudder.
"Now, we need him horny, but he can't come yet. Not until we see the sparks," Ratu explained.
"Tink make sparks then." She placed her hands on Mike's chest and pushed herself into his face. Ratu's tongue was back on his cock, and she fellated him as only a naga could, taking him balls deep into her mouth and sucking him down. He closed his eyes and moaned into Tink, his tongue parting her double folds.
"Mmm. Husband do good work." Tink said with approval, patting him on the belly.
He felt her hands start massaging his pelvis, right above his dick. Ratu kept moving, and he felt his orgasm building up once more. With so many hands on him, he felt like he was getting close to a massive orgasm when Ratu held still again, applying pressure.
"Make him work harder for it, Tink." Ratu said, and then somebody slapped his belly. Tink rolled her hips back, allowing him to savor her completely, his lower lip teasing her while his tongue slid inside to push against the first of her inner double clits. Her vagina was narrow enough that it was difficult to push that deep, but she was pushing into his face hard enough to help him.



When his orgasm subsided completely, Ratu began stroking him again. Tink leaned forward to help, her small hands on the top and Ratu's larger hands on the base and his balls. They occasionally worked in tandem, but then would jerk him at random, disrupting the building pressure within.
A spark jumped from his mouth into Tink, and he heard the goblin yelp.
"Ooh, looks like we're getting there," Ratu said, letting go. Her body weight shifted forward, and he felt something else envelop the top of his dick. "Ngh, you're so big!"
He tried to mumble thanks, but his mouth was simply too full. Another spark left him, firing into Tink. Her hands were still on the base of his shaft while Ratu sank down onto him, and the fire in his belly came to life, hungrily spiraling out along his limbs.
Breathing deeply, he inhaled Tink's musky scent, his head swimming with the aroma. The pulse in his cock now matched the rhythm of his inner fire, and he clamped his hands down on Tink's thighs, holding her in place.
The magic within him surged, greedily lapping at the beautiful women above him. Where they were connected, he felt a momentary surge of energy, as if their sensuality fed his own inner flame. He thrust himself into Ratu, eliciting a gasp from the naga, and flicked his tongue along the edge of Tink's clit.
"Mmm... snake face make sparks..." Tink said between gasps.
"Oh yeah. You, nngh, have them too—oh!" Ratu's hips shuddered and she rode Mike hard, her hips slamming into his. "Oh yes, I'm gonna come, I'm gonna come, I'm gonna...OW!"
Tink had leaned forward, and the naga thrashed on his cock.
"You fucking bit me!" Ratu yelled, her hips slowing down.
"Husband have to wait, so snake face wait too." Tink leaned back. "Tink didn't bite hard, snake skin too soft."
"Oh really?" Ratu asked. "You think you're tough?"
"Goblin much tougher." Tink lifted off of Mike's face, allowing him to see Ratu. Her own fangs had descended, and a devilish grin had crossed her face. "Naga think she bite better than Tink?"
"Hey, play nice," Mike told them, but Tink moved down onto his belly and grabbed Ratu by the hair. She yanked the naga's head back and kissed her fully on the mouth. Ratu's hips gyrated while they were lip-locked, and then Tink broke the kiss, biting Ratu's lower lip.
"Oh, you really are a filthy little goblin, aren't you?" Ratu kissed her way down Tink's neck, then bit her on the shoulder. Tink grunted, then grabbed a handful of the naga's breasts.
"Snake girl give good bite," she muttered, licking along the naga's areolas. The sight had MIke hard as a rock, and he felt his orgasm building.
"Um, are you two fighting, or...?"
Tink bit Ratu's nipple, eliciting a hiss from her. Ratu stuck her hand between Tink's legs and fingered her ferociously, her hand elongating until it looked like a snake's tail in the shape of a cock.
"Ooh, clever snake." Tink leaned forward and bit Ratu on the neck, exposing her ass to Mike. With a devilish grin of his own, he grabbed the base of her tail with one hand and began pushing on her asshole with his thumb.
Tink let out a gasp, and Ratu giggled, her legs elongating and wrapping tightly around Mike. He could no longer move his legs, so tightly was he wrapped in her coils, but Ratu now acted as a large counterweight, allowing him to sit up and grab the goblin from behind. He slid one hand over her small breast, playing with her rock hard nipples and pushed forward with his other hand.
"Ahh!" Tink bucked her hips, and Ratu kissed Mike over Tink's shoulder. He cut his lip on one of her teeth, but didn't even mind when she squeezed and pulled him as deep inside of her as he could possibly go.
The magic sparks jumped back and forth between the three of them now, eliciting moans and gasps as they were connected by it. A large portion of it entered the naga, who then passed it back to Mike or into Tink with her fingers. Electrical sparks jumped off the goblin onto Mike and Ratu, causing them to flinch away with gasps of excitement.
When Ratu came, she arched her back and spread her hands wide, waves of heat rolling off of her and warming the room substantially. The sparks collected along her arms and face, dancing across her skin. Tink leaned into her, nibbling at the naga's breasts and grabbing her hips to push her down on Mike's cock.
"Stupid snake hurry up," she muttered, then used her fingers to rub at Ratu's swollen clit. The naga flinched and let out a laugh before moving backward.
"Okay, enough already." Ratu let out a chuckle and pushed off of his cock, moving backwards. "It's your turn."
"About time." Tink turned to face Mike and grabbed the top of his shaft. "Tink wait too long for—" her eyes rolled up in her head when she sat down, a line of magical current suddenly connecting them. Her passage was extremely tight, squeezing down on his cock with enormous pressure.
"Oh no you don't, keep going." Ratu placed her hands on Tink and pushed her down.
MIke let out a groan, his magic now cascading up and down his spine. With every pulse of fire and electricity through his body, he could feel himself growing lighter, his muscles tensing and then relaxing. Tink rode him hard for several minutes, his cock never going farther than two thirds of the way in. The room was full of her high pitched cries, and the space between them had filled itself with sparks that crept across all three of them.
Panting, Tink let out a cry and tried to jam herself down onto him. Ratu had grabbed the goblin's breasts from behind and was now lasciviously licking her neck, and the pressure was simply too much for him any longer. His magic expanded throughout his body, the sparks causing everyone's hair to stand on end, and then raced down his body towards his groin.
When he shot his load inside of her, he let out a long cry. Sparks crawled onto Tink's skin, making her entire body buck back and forth. She reached over her shoulder and grabbed Ratu's hair, yanking her face forward far enough for their lips to meet, and Ratu's eyes went wide when the magic flooded into her as well.
Tink screamed into Ratu's mouth, and the sparks changed color, racing both into Mike and the naga. He tried to pump himself back into Tink once more, but Tink had bounced off of him completely, leaving his cock exposed.
Ratu mounted him again, lightning and heat flowing along her body as she fought for her next orgasm. Disgruntled, Tink mounted Mike once more, sliding her soaking wet pussy toward his face. He grabbed her ass and pulled her the rest of the way, his tongue eagerly lapping up both of their juices.
Leaning back, Ratu grabbed Tink by the horn and pulled her head down to her crotch. Mike was bent just right and Tink was able to lick at the naga's clit while she swiveled her hips on him. When her orgasm came, it blasted through all three of them, causing the magical sparks to swirl through them like a storm.
Swearing in another language, Ratu's legs melded together and her lower half wrapped around Mike, pinning him in place. He grunted, then gasped for air as he pumped a load into her as well, his stomach tightening up so much that he thought his lower ribs had cracked.
Ratu screamed when Tink shifted and bit into her upper thigh, another orgasm ripping through her. Her vagina tensed up, forcing Mike's tongue and his earlier load out.
"Oh god, I yield! Parlay!" He held up his hands in the universal sign of a time out, but it was no good. Ratu nearly crushed his lower half with her snake body as she fought hard through her third orgasm, finally letting out a cry of relief that dispersed the magic into the air. Tink threw herself off of his torso, clawing her way toward the edge of the bed to escape the effect of his magic.
"Ratu, please!" he begged. Her tail had circled his abdomen and was now moving across his rib cage. When she looked at him, she had a dangerously predatory look to her eye.
"Oh, how exciting." A sly grin crossed her face, and then she saw that her lower half had expanded to take up nearly half the bed. "Looks like I lost control a little bit."
"Yeah..." Mike sighed in relief when she withdrew, savoring the sensation of blood flow to his legs again. Ratu slid off of him, her fingers catching a large gob of his come in one hand.
"This is is interesting." She smelled it first, then tasted it with a forked tongue.
"Is something... wrong with my... load?"
"As a matter of fact, yes." She licked it off her fingers, sucking them dry. "There's a tremendous amount of magic inside of it."
"Like, life essence or whatever?" He couldn't think straight right now.
"That too. You said you were tapped out, but were able to generate quite a bit of energy through the act of coitous. How interesting." She moved off to the side and snuggled in near his armpit. "If I didn't know better, I would say that was my magic inside of it."
"That doesn't make sense. Why would your magic be in my..." he lost himself in the light in her eyes, and couldn't help but match her grin. "You know what? Never mind. I'll let you explain first and ask questions later."
"Thank you." She traced her finger along his ribs. "Your magic is like the tide. It ebbs and flows, and can carry things away and toss them up on the shore. As we shared each other's bodies, your magic mixed with mine."
"I guess that makes sense. What about Tink?" He looked over to see that she was out cold on her belly.
"She doesn't have magic, not like you or I do. How do you feel?"
"Tired."
"Still sore?"
"Um..." he tested his free arm. "Not as bad, actually."
"In the same way I or others can draw magic from your essence, you have been drawing magic from us. But I think it goes beyond that. I've been thinking about what happened during your fight with the Jabberwock. You manifested abilities that you shouldn't have access to, very specific ones."
He nodded, knowing exactly what she was talking about.
"Tell me, have you had sex with the banshee before?"
"A few times."
"Interesting. These sparks of yours. Did you use them then?"
"Yeah, but they weren't mine, they were Cecilia's. Naia thinks they rubbed off on me somehow."
"Oh. OH!" Ratu sat up, staring off into the distance. "When you first had sex with Cecilia, I imagine there were difficulties? Banshees weren't built for breeding, after all."
"Yeah, it was weird. The sparks started crawling all over me and her clothes wouldn't let me remove them." He thought back to their first encounter. "But does that matter?"
"Magic is a mysterious power, but the biggest rule of magic I would share with any apprentice is that magic relies heavily on intent and conveying that intent through actions. Do you ever wonder why gods used to demand sacrifices and such? It's not like tossing a virgin in a volcano suddenly suffused them with power. Rather, the idea that their followers would be willing to give one of their own to the gods helped complete the pact, or activate latent magic. That raw power needs a focus, somewhere to go, and any sort of ritual helps direct that power."
"I don't understand. What are you trying to say?"
Ratu let out a small laugh. "I won't pretend to fully understand the ramifications of the soul swap that Naia does with you. However, I suspect that when you attempted to couple with Cecilia, your whole body was suffused with ancient fae magic. All of that energy without a focus, like a bomb without its trigger. What happened immediately afterword?"
"Uh..." he thought back a bit to his first week in the house. "She disappeared, and I went to the bathroom to... Naia helped me finish." His cheeks burned at the admission, remembering how the magic had swept back and forth between them when he came. "It created a weird feedback loop."
"Uh huh. You and Naia are resonant souls because you each already have a piece of each other entwined. She uses sensuality to power her spells, and the only spell you had really been subjected to was the soul exchange. When you two had sex, that connection resonated and the magic flowed back and forth, taking shape as something similar. My educated guess is that you have been inadvertently casting the same spell she did through sexual contact, exchanging bits and pieces of your soul. The effect with Cecilia would be the strongest, primarily because she is the source of the magic."
"That's how I was able to scream?"
"A piece of her lives within you. As a spirit being, she is her magic. I don't expect you to be ushering the dead off to the other side, but you could certainly generate her unique vocalization at a cost. That also means that she carries a small piece of you inside." Ratu let out a small chuckle. "And I guess the same could be said about myself. In a sense, spiritually, I am now part human, and you are part naga."
"Is that... okay?" He thought of the red lock of Cecilia's hair where it had once been white, or the moment in the cave when she had appeared human. Had he appeared as a banshee to her, if she had been looking? Being nothing but a spirit, the exchange had been literal in her case.
"That's a great question. I don't know. Ordinarily, magic involving someone's soul is a tricky business. If I take a piece of it, you lose a piece of who you are. Your memories and experiences won't change, but it will almost be like that part of you doesn't work right anymore. If I took a hand from you, you could still use your arm. But what if I took the ability to use your shoulder? Imagine what it would be like being unable to lift or rotate your arm. A piece of a soul is a valuable thing, and removing it would have dire consequences. If I simply took it, I could then fill the void with what I wanted, like magic. Remember the necromancer? He would remove the right pieces and fill the gaps with his magic, allowing him to control most of his creations with little effort." She flipped her hair back and showed him a patch of snake skin. "But imagine that I took a piece and replaced it with a piece of myself, an equivalent exchange. Functionally, nothing has changed, but just like this skin, I have added a bit of myself. Under the right circumstance, it's noticeable, but now it belongs to you and you are still whole."
MIke stared in wonder. All those times he had had sex with the others and used his magic, he had actually been making tiny swaps with them. "I should probably tell the others. They should know that this has been happening."
"Maybe. That's up to you. When one of you dies, the exchange undoes itself, so it isn't permanent, per se." She teased the edge of his limp cock with a fingernail. "But now I wonder what part of me swapped with you?"
"Like how? Can I do magic like you?"
"I doubt it. Once you have a magic of your own, your body wouldn't just magically absorb another type. You're like a sponge in that regard, already full of water. And because it's an exchange in such a small amount, the changes wouldn't be anything drastic. A soul is many things, and power does not make the man." She playfully ruffled his hair. "I don't remember this being so thick."
"I see." He ran his fingers through his hair. It had been longer and thicker for some time now, and now he wondered who he inherited that from. "When I was on the Jabberwock, it felt exciting to fly through the sky. I imagine I should have gotten scared, but it felt like a part of me."
"The gargoyle then. Her love of flying is now a part of you."
"But she still loves flying, right?"
"I imagine so, but now she probably has a new interest, or trait just waiting to be discovered." A sly grin crossed her face. "You'll tell me if you grow scales, yes?"
He let out a laugh. "I'm sure everyone will know by then."
Tink rolled over in bed and gave him a solid punch in the thigh, her mouth open wide in a yawn. "Husband talk too much. Tink tired, big fight tomorrow."
He smiled at the little goblin, running his fingers through her hair and caressing her horns. "You're right. Let's try and get some sleep." He laid his head down on the pillow and felt Ratu snuggle up on his free side, her body shifting against his. She radiated heat like an electric blanket, and he closed his eyes, waiting for dreams to take him.
--
He couldn't sleep, so had snuck out of bed to stand outside.
The cool night air drifted across his bare chest, and he stared up into the dark sky above. Other than the soft glow of the torches in his room, there was no other illumination. The centaurs had fled after the Jabberwock had attacked, even the stubborn Orion bailing on a tower with an angry monster inside. Mike guessed that the centaur found very little reason to stick around and argue with the victor of such a fight.
The stars above were different from any he could remember, and an entire galaxy ran across the sky, colorful smears that reminded him of the Hubble Deep Field. He wondered if Earth was on the other side of it, or if he was looking at a parallel universe that could only be seen from inside the wardrobe. He was both close to home and yet impossibly far away.
The house was full of secrets, but so too were the places it had linked to. His programmer brain was busy trying to make sense of it all, to tie the threads together, but the house was determined to keep its mysteries.
Turning to look back into the bedroom, he smiled at the sight of Ratu and Tink crashed on the bed together. Tink had grabbed Ratu's tail and was snuggling it like a giant body pillow. Walking back inside, he filled the silver mug from a pitcher of water that Ratu had left by the chaise. A cool breeze blew through the room because of the large hole in the wall. Curious, he walked over to explore it.
The hidden room had little furniture, but it did have a small alcove tucked away in the corner. A narrow set of stairs wound upward, and he figured it wouldn't hurt to check it out. Ducking beneath the low ceiling, he marched upward, stopping every so often to look out the tiny windows that had been carved into the exterior wall. The valley below was dark, though he could occasionally see the soft glow of fires at the centaur camp in the distance.
He placed a hand on the windowsill and leaned against it, gazing down into the valley. What sort of life did the centaurs lead in such a place, constantly worried about attacks from without and within? They were xenophobic for certain, but was it justified? He could only imagine the persecution they had faced in fleeing their homeland to end up here. That sort of history didn't tend to breed compassion for strangers.
He supposed when he left this place, he could simply leave them behind, but he didn't like the idea of leaving things the way they were. If they had suffered at the hands of Yuki or Emily, then perhaps it was time to break the cycle, and find a way to make peace. Of course, he should probably send Beth to broker a deal, it wasn't like diplomacy was his strong suit.
Beth. The lawyer was easily one of the most powerful tools in his arsenal, a brilliant woman with a sharp mind who seemed to make friends faster than he ever could. He had felt guilty for a bit about her getting sucked into this whole mess, but she seemed to genuinely enjoy her time living with him.
When he arrived at the top of the tower, he came to a stop. He was apparently near the top, and starlight came in through the decorative skylights overhead. However, what had caught his attention was the stone table in the center of the room. It was just large enough for two people to sit at comfortably, and on it was a game board.
"Am I dreaming?" he asked aloud, expecting a woman's voice, but it was his own
The room he stood in now looked like one he had seen in one of his visions, and he was half convinced he was asleep somehow. Walking across the cool floor, he saw that a few game pieces had been set out on the board. When he picked them up this time, they didn't blur out or look anything like anyone he knew. Instead, they looked melted, like sticks of half sculpted wax.



Frowning, he searched the room, checking the smooth walls for any other clues. In the back of the room, he found a small box set in the wall, its door partially open. Using the flashlight on his phone, he opened it and looked inside.
There was another game piece and a piece of metal. When he pulled it out, he realized he was holding half of a key.
Caretaker.
The voice in his mind sent a chill up his spine, and he spun about. Behind him, along the walls, a shadow crept. The figure had no distinguishing marks, and it held up its arms to show that it wasn't armed.
Do not fear me, Caretaker. I shall not harm you.
"...Thanks?" He pocketed the key fragment. "Who are you?"
I was once like you, and I cared for this place. The shadow moved against the wall toward the window. I witnessed many wonderful things from this, my home.
"So you were a Caretaker once? For this place? Do you have a name?" Mike wanted to run, but the shadow was between him and the entrance. It didn't seem hostile, but it gave him a bad feeling, almost like he was going to be sick.
I no longer remember. The shadow held still, rippling against the wall. I have come to warn you.
"Of what?" The moment the words left his lips, his mind filled with a vivid image of his home burning down, of his family trying to flee but getting trapped. He could smell the smoke in the air and feel the heat of the blaze on his face, and when the vision released him, he fell against the back wall in terror.
"What the fuck was that?" He asked, choking on phantom fumes.
A possible future. There are those who seek the power within, like they did from my home. I died here, fighting powerful enemies, and I would see you succeed where I have failed. The shadow rippled across the room, moving closer to Mike. Let me help you.
"Help me how?" Mike moved away from the wall and looked at the figurines on the table. On closer inspection, he saw that the pieces had been burned into ash.
I can guide you on your quest for power. Power to protect those you love.
"I'm not actually on a quest or anything. I just want to get home."
The shadow paused, deep in thought. You have set foot on the path already and have walked further than most.
"I'm not entirely convinced that you have the right guy." Now that the shadow was closer to him, he was able to back toward the stairs.
Let me share with you my knowledge. The room filled with whispers, so many voices all at once that filled the air. Let me guide your journey.
"And what do you get out of it? What's the cost?"
I just want a piece. The shadow took a step toward him. Your soul burns so brightly. A small piece would let me continue my bleak existence for many years to come. It is only fair that you help me persist that I may help you succeed. You will hardly know it is gone.
"A piece of my soul?" He frowned, thinking about what Ratu had told him early. "Like a soul swap?"
No. You would willingly give me a piece of my choosing. In exchange, I would give you the next step. A doorway appeared in the stone wall. Behind it was a long tunnel that vanished into an inky void. Along this path lies a power that is rightfully yours. I could guide you from afar, speaking to you through...
"Nope." He took a step back, his heel touching the top of the stairs. "Not even an option. If you take a piece of my soul, everything gets fucked up inside my head and then you become the pilot. I already know this trick, and have since I was a kid." His mother's voice echoed briefly in his head, but he shrugged it away. He was a different person now, and no longer a scared little child. "The last thing I need is another voice trying to manipulate me."
The whispers became loud and angry, spitting like a pot of boiling water all around him.
Without me, your world will burn Mike Radley! You will watch your beloved...
Mike was already halfway down the stairs, hesitant to look back. What sort of being had he just encountered? And why did it desire a piece of his soul so strongly? Finally stepping out into the room at the bottom, he turned around to make certain that the shadow hadn't followed.
The staircase was gone, the wall smooth as if the opening hadn't existed. Wondering if it was just a dream, he stuck his hand in his pocket and closed it around the metal key fragment he had retrieved. Pulling it out, he inspected it in the gentle glow of the torches around him, and then stuck it back in his pocket.
Not a dream after all. He walked back into the bedroom and woke Ratu, then explained quietly what had happened. A troubled look crossed her face, and she got out of bed, looking at where the staircase had been.
"A staircase couldn't exist here," she explained, knocking on the stone. "This is essentially an exterior wall. Magic was involved here, and I really don't like it. No more wandering off, okay?"
"Okay," Mike promised, his wary gaze on the stone bricks.
Ratu spent a few minutes lying down magical wards, and then proclaimed the room safe enough for them to finally get some rest. She slithered back into bed, letting out a big yawn that revealed her fangs.
When he crawled back into bed, he put himself between Tink and Ratu, thinking about the vision the shadow had showed him. Had it been a vision of the future? Would it happen if he didn't take the shadow's offer, or was it just dicking with him?
Tink shifted and bit down on his arm, and Ratu wrapped her legs around his thigh. He stifled a laugh and held them close, letting the shadow's offer fade away. Maybe the world would come burning down around his ears one day, but, until then, there were more important things to hold onto.
Trying to drift away, he couldn't help but hear the shadow's words once more, as if whispered directly in his ears.
Your world will burn, Mike Radley.
--
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The Magician
They came again in the early hours of the morning, moving silently behind the outer wall. They triggered the wards Yuki had set, causing the kitsune to watch their approach through the window with bated breath. She could see them now, ominous shadows that peered over the wall and then vanished, gathering near the entrance for their next attack.
Yuki had spent hours building her defenses back up, her mind and body tired from the effort, hoping to catch some sleep. Now, she watched with eager anticipation, mentally daring them to come toward the house.
The shadows gathered at the entrance in a silent conference, then moved forward into the yard. When the closest figure had traveled about twenty feet, an ice dragon raised its frosted head and bellowed, summoning a storm of ice and snow that blasted the intruders. The dark figures in the yard were quickly lost in a storm of ice, forced to retreat.
Exhausted, Yuki fell on the couch, allowing herself a quick nap, thinking herself safe until morning. She was wrong.
Twenty minutes later, they came back.
The dragon lifted its head again to summon the storm, but they had returned with a trio of small imps that rushed her dragon. The tiny demons ran beneath the dragon as it let loose with the fury of the storm, and her attackers took cover behind the front wall as the imps exploded near the base of the dragon's long neck. The ice cracked all the way through, and when the dragon took a breath to unleash another storm, its head fell off and shattered on the cold ground beneath.
They made it halfway up the yard before they encountered the avalanche she had set up for them. The night sky was blocked by the low fog over the house, and she had used several of her cards to trap several tons of snow on an artificial ramp of ice. With a snap of her fingers, she watched as the snow flowed over them like a river, burying the front yard in several feet of snow and then freezing along the top. The front porch was now packed in, so she monitored the chaos through the eyes of an ice crow she had planted on the chimney.
Several seconds after the avalanche had been triggered, she scowled in anger at the sight of a protective bubble under the snow. The eerie blue glow suffused the yard until the invaders poked a hole in the ice above them, helping each other out. Snow beasts formed all around them, and they made another run for it, vanishing between the lions who were now level with them.
Thinking they had given up, Yuki was able to get another hour of sleep before she felt a change in the composition of the yard. Beneath the snow, she could sense the beginnings of a powerful magic ritual that summoned a storm of its own, a whirlwind of energy that threatened to undo all her hard work.
"Silly mice," she muttered, stepping out onto the porch. Placing a hand on the snow, she could sense them now, tunneling toward her. She tilted her head, frowning. There were at least four of them now. Two had set up a chamber toward the front of the yard, and two others were tunneling toward the dial.
With a sly grin on her face, she drew the Two of Pentacles and held it upside down, pushing it into the snow. It burst into ash and a tremor rocked the front yard, caving in the tunnels and the chamber they had created. Clearly the intruders had been warded against such dangers, because they were able to dig themselves free, but they weren't able to escape the icy spears that she summoned from the ground. Blood was splashed across the snow by the time they left, and she went back into the house to lie down on the couch with some tea.
It was nearly four in the morning when the snow in the yard caught on fire.
Throwing herself off the couch, Yuki ran outside to see a pair of large fire elementals standing atop the lions and sending balls of flame in every direction. The air reeked of sulfur and swamp gas, and five figures now stood just outside the yard, peering in. Each one wore the same blindfold, and Amir smiled at her through the flames.
The flames along the top of the snow were being fed by some type of gas that seeped from beneath. The heat from where she stood was nearly unbearable, and it wouldn't be long until the snow in the yard had been reduced to water vapor.
The flames moved closer to the house, and she pulled out her cards. She had already used so many, and the deck was noticeably thinner in her hands. The Minor Arcana each took roughly half a day to make, and the Major Arcana even longer. She needed a way to chase the Society off for more than a couple days at a time, to replenish her deck, but what would that require?
She flicked the Queen and King of Cups out of the deck and tossed them toward the snow. Two humanoids made of water formed before her, their hands outstretched. The ensuing rain was heavy, but without any wind, and the elementals hissed in fury as they were slowly smothered out. The magical flames on top of the ice were slowly extinguished, and a hard crust of ice began to form. Sinking her magic into the ground, she focused the freezing of the water and sent a shower of man-sized icicles at the front gate.
Amir and his team moved away from the opening, and Yuki snapped her fingers, spiraling the icicles apart at the last second. The King and Queen of Cups moved their hands, focusing the rain near the gate, and the icy conglomerate expanded, turning into a thick wall of ice.
Yuki let out a sigh of relief, focusing her energy on the falling rain. It began to snow once more, and she leaned against a porch column for support. Not only was she running out of tarot cards, but she was also exhausting her own magic faster than it could be replaced.
The snowman in the yard had partially melted, its misshapen face sliding apart to reveal the top of the gargoyle's head. With a violent shake, Abella's face burst through the slush, showering the ground with icy chunks. Still pinned in place, her dark gaze fixed on Yuki.
"You've seriously fucked everything up. I hope you're happy with yourself."
Yuki just glared at her, fighting back the anger welling up inside. "I didn't expect this. Nobody could have."
"You said that you were the new Caretaker. Why don't you just go out and twist that dial? Prove to us all who's boss."
"Shut up, Abella. I need to think."
"Yeah well..." Abella tilted her head, her ear toward the sky. "You'd better think fast. I can hear them whispering to each other."
"And?"
"Sounds like they're coming. All of them, from wherever they're at. While you're barely holding them back, their team is getting bigger."
No!
The sinking feeling in her gut was officially replaced with a pit of pure despair. These people had the advantage in numbers and resources, and it was a tough pill to swallow, but she needed more than just a deck of cards and some snow. "What would you have me do?"
"Go get the real Caretaker. It's a simple solution, really. Bring back Mike and he can make this all go away."
"Absolutely not! I've got this..."
Yuki looked across the yard at the ominous glow behind the ice. No, she didn't have this under control. Not at all. If Abella was right, she was going to be fighting an uphill battle from here on out, and she was already growing tired.
It wasn't fair. She stepped out into the yard, her nose wrinkling at the scent of gas still lingering in the air. Carefully picking her way across the ice, she stepped onto the soggy ground past its boundaries, and approached the gargoyle. Abella's features tightened when Yuki grew near.
She needed time to think, and if the glow at the gate was any indication, she didn't have much of it.
"I can't bring him back. I don't know where he is." Yuki pulled the wardrobe key from her pocket and held it out. "And I can't leave either, it would take too long. But maybe... maybe..." She couldn't bring herself to say it, a hot tear burning its way down her cheek.
Abella's features hardened, and she nodded.
"Let me out."
Yuki placed a hand on the ice and then tapped it with her finger. Cracks spread across it, and she took several steps back. The ice shuddered and then fell apart, collecting in a pile around Abella's feet. The gargoyle stretched her wings and then shook her whole body, spraying water everywhere.
"If you can buy me some time, I'll—" Abella's features went wide and she flew toward Yuki, arms outstretched.
When the wall of ice exploded, shrapnel filled the air and knocked both of them across the yard. The King and Queen of Cups were blown apart, evaporating into a fine mist that clung to the house, and Yuki and Abella tumbled through the snow, coming to a stop at the stairs.
Abella cried out in pain, placing her hands against her ears and rolling off of Yuki. Yuki stood up to watch a large metal golem with wrecking ball hands stride through the opening.
Somewhere in the distance, someone opened a window and threatened to call the cops if they didn't stop making so much racket. Yuki almost laughed, but was too busy summoning a wall of snow between them to hide them from the Society.
"The key!" Abella pulled herself up, still disoriented by the blast. "Where is it?"
Yuki's lips formed a thin line and she just shook her head, holding up her empty hands for Abella to see.
The key was gone. She had lost it in the blast, and had no idea where it was.
---
"Okay, so what do we have?" Mike looked down at a picture of the house that Tink had drawn him.
It was brightly lit by light from the rising sun through a nearby window. They stood in the kitchen, the parchment rolled out in front of them and surrounded by rats, Tink, and Ratu. Zel was still out in the stable, her leg too bad to walk on.
"Fox face turn everyone to stone." Tink laid rocks out along the map. "One-Eye out front and Big Sister in fountain. Rock Butt stuck in ice here." She put down a large stone she had found in the garden. "Fairies and rats all hiding, and not sure about cow fuck or horny lawyer."
"Horny lawyer? Really?"
Tink shrugged. "Tink look in briefcase."
He shook his head, making a mental note to ask about that later. "So it isn't as simple as just going in and shooting her with a trick arrow, is it?" He gave the goblin a wink. "She can turn us to stone with a look, has magic, and wants to kill me. So what are our options?"
"Hmm." Ratu touched the paper map. "We can choose to spring up anywhere in the house. Perhaps we can set an ambush?"
"Maybe. But we have a bigger problem. Even if we defeat her and put a bag over her head, what about the others? Can we get her to return them to normal?"
"That's something you would have to ask her. I assume it's reversible, but can't know for sure. It would also be dangerous to try and figure it out on my own without knowing what type of enchantment it is."
"What about the medusa thing she's got going on? Any counters?"
"Don't make eye contact. Try to look at her through a mirror, or close your eyes." Ratu shrugged. "The only advantage we have is the element of surprise. I suppose we could come up through the Labyrinth and I could get some magic items from the center, but stepping out through the reflecting pool will ruin any chance of sneaking up on her."
"Hmm. I feel like we're missing something." He looked over the map again. "What about the Vault? Is there anything there we could use?"
Tink shook her head violently. "Bad news only. Vault not for fighting."
"There's gotta be..." his eyes fixed on the pebble Tink had laid for Naia. "What about that weird emerald? Is there any way to get that?"
"I was under the impression that Naia had tucked it away, so I'm not sure how." Ratu tapped the map by the fountain. "But if we could get it, it might just work. It's powerful enough that you could use it to wish her away, or make her obedient, but you'd have to be very careful."
"Why?"
"Every story about wishes is a cautionary tale for a reason. And the stone won't just work directly. You can't just say 'I wish things were back to normal' or whatever. You have to feel it, in here." She tapped her chest. "It works off of desire, remember? That part of you that humans have the least control over."
He chewed at a fingernail, looking over the map. "Okay, well, any ideas on how we could get the emerald?"
Ratu and Tink looked at each other and then both shook their heads. Mike grimaced, his eyes back on the map. The emerald could certainly be used, but he had to get it first and then figure out the best way to use it.
"Mistress Tink?" A rat appeared at the end of the table, his ears and nose barely visible over the edge. "We are ready to begin."
"Tink go look." She hefted the club on her shoulders. "Scout out house. Husband wait, then Tink tell what fox face is up to."
"Please be careful." They had the rats open a portal in Tink's room beneath the garage. There should be zero reason for Yuki to spend any time down there, and Tink would be able to slink quietly through the house until she could make contact with Reggie.
"Tink super careful." She walked past him and gave his ass a playful pinch. "Husband watch."
She disappeared around the corner. Mike looked at Ratu.
"And now, for the worst part." She sat down and crossed her arms. "Waiting."
---
"Oh, fuck me." Yuki flopped down on the porch swing, gasping for air. The iron golem lay dismantled in front of her and the yard was finally quiet once more.
When the iron golem had stormed the yard, Abella had rushed to intercept it. While it was powerful enough to do the gargoyle serious harm, she had been quick enough to evade its clumsy blows and fight back. While the battle itself could have been dealt with, six members of the Society had come running in, filling the night air with light and sound as they rained a magical assault down on the front yard.
The golem tried to attack the dial, but upon impact, its wrecking ball fist had cracked. A lightning storm danced across the yard, and one of the new assailants had burst into flame, tossing elementals across the yard. Amir stood toward the back, directing dark clouds across the yard to take up position and begin burning runes into the soil. Whatever he was up to required a fairly large rune, and Yuki had quickly been outmatched by their assault.
When she tossed the Hanged Man card into the yard, it had folded itself into smaller and smaller squares before disappearing with a pop. The effect took several seconds before anyone noticed, but the Society broke into a panic once they did.
Without any air to breathe, a few of them had collapsed to the ground, clutching at their throats, the air sucked from their lungs. One of them had been dumb enough to rip off their blindfold in a panic, and Yuki was fast enough to stone one of them where they lay, her lips tightly sealed to hold in what little oxygen she had left. Thinking she had outsmarted the Society, she was disappointed to see Amir rub that cursed ring of his and summon the djinn.
The djinn surveyed the situation and gave a nod. Amir made a pair of hand signs that Yuki didn't recognize, and a dark cloud billowed over the Society members, turning them to smoke and then rushing away across the sky. Across the yard, Abella was soundlessly bashing away at the golem.
Yuki stumbled up the porch and summoned snow and ice to grab the golem by the feet, slowing it down. Abella managed to get ahold of the cracked hand and begin peeling it apart. Whoever had made the golem had done so in a hurry, for the beast was hollow past its elbows, and Abella eventually scrambled into the large hole she had torn to attack it from within. Stumbling back and forth, it eventually it collapsed in front of the house, and Yuki had been on the verge of unconsciousness when the card's magic expired. A heavy breeze blew over the yard as the outside air rushed in to replenish it.
There was a loud rattling sound inside of the golem and it tipped forward, Abella squirming out from inside of it. Her body was covered in rust, and she tumbled out onto the yard, her wings stretching out on the grass.
"That was close." Abella held up one of her hands. Scorch marks stretched along her fingertips. "The core was in the head. Whoever put it together left a hole just big enough for me to reach in and crush it."
"Mmm." Yuki's head pounded, and she leaned forward and put her head in her hands. "We only have a few minutes until they come back. I have no idea where that key is. Honestly..." She looked over her shoulder. "It might be best if you just ran. I appreciate the help, but this will only become more dangerous."
"Heh. I wouldn't be doing my job if I left. Speaking of..." Abella rose and walked toward the house. "If Mike was dead, the house would be hibernating. They would be able to come and go as they please, never seeing a single thing of value. If he's alive, then I know he's coming back."
"You have that much faith in him?"
The gargoyle nodded. "He's different than the others. Since the beginning, he has treated us as equals. Even Sofia likes him, but she won't say it out loud."
Yuki chuckled. Sofia was not one to like a human easily, that was for sure. "I need to run out back and unfreeze the others. They can help us."
"Can't you do it from here?"
"No." Yuki tapped the side of her head. "Eye contact only."
"Is that the only way?"
Yuki nodded. "Yeah." She stood up and was immediately caught in the high beams of a small sedan that drove onto the yard, tires squealing in the mud. It slid to a stop and was followed by another car and they formed a V. The doors opened, releasing their passengers into the shadows where she couldn't see them.
Damn. She pulled more cards from her deck and tossed them into the air. The Page and Knight of Pentacles appeared from the ground, bursting forth from beneath the slush piled up by the porch. The King and Queen of Pentacles appeared shortly after, standing taller than their compatriots. They all turned to Yuki for direction.
"Shake the ground. Buy me time." They nodded and sank into the dirt. The whole yard shook, causing the cars to rock from side to side. Yuki ran for the front door, her hand on the knob, when she heard a low growl from behind her.
"Oh shit!" She turned to look into the blistering eyes of a pack of hellhounds that crawled over the cars. When they charged the porch, Abella was able to intercept one of them, but the other three made it to Yuki in a hurry.
Growling, Yuki's face distorted and her entire body shook as white fur burst from her skin, her fingers elongating into razor sharp talons. She snagged the first one out of the air and slammed it into the porch hard enough that the wood splintered and the hound disappeared underneath. Sharp teeth sank into her arms, but her fur hide was thick enough to spare her the worst of the harm.
Snatching up one of the hounds, she stared into its face with the gorgon's eye. The beast turned to stone, and shattered when she threw it into the yard. A swirl of smoke formed over its remains as the beast reassembled itself and charged her again.



Two more hounds came across the top of the car, and then the earth shook again, the alarm on one of the cars activating. Yuki let out a shriek of rage and summoned a spike of ice to drive through the skull of the first, the beast exploding into ash. The next one leapt on top of her and power streamed through her arms as she sucked the heat from its body and tossed its frozen corpse to the ground.
Abella crashed into the ground from above, her hellhound exploding into ash. The two of them turned their attention toward the cars.
"It's gonna take a lot more than dogs," Yuki hollered, her claws spread wide. All three of her tails flailing wildly behind her, igniting with arcane energy as her human form melted away to reveal the beast beneath. Her face was feral now, her lips curled wild around bared teeth.
The cars shook and a swarm of nightmare creatures burst from behind them. The air glowed a sinister color from the portal that had been opened, and the light was now bright enough that she could see four figures chanting feverishly through the car doors.
Abella crashed into the first creature, a beast that looked like a gorilla with no hair. She was quickly swarmed, but her stone hide was proof against both claws and teeth. While safe, she could do very little to stem the tide.
Yuki charged forward, sliding a card into her teeth. Down on all fours, she slashed at the beasts as they surrounded her and tried to pin her down. Waves of frost rippled away from her, flash-freezing her closest assailants, and when she got close to the cars, she threw the card like a dagger into the sky.
The Hierophant card hovered in the air, expanding like a hot air balloon over the bloody scene. The dark sky above cracked open and scoured the yard with beams of holy light. Screams of rage and pain filled the air as the demon tide was blasted into ash, and Abella quickly freed herself and leapt into the air, then swooped down to grab one of the warlocks who had opened the summoning gate, then spiraled up into the bright sky above.
The others fled, and Yuki collapsed to the ground, watching them go from beneath their cars. The first one to pass through the lions was smashed from above by the one that Abella had captured, and the gargoyle swooped dangerously close to the edge of the boundary in an attempt to grab a third. The warlocks yelled at each other in Latin, then vanished into the night, dragging their fallen comrades behind them.
"That's it, I'm calling the cops!" someone down the street hollered, and Yuki let out a chuckle. A war had broken out in the front yard, contained only by the power of the geas, and the neighbors were only concerned by the noise on the street.
Fighting to stand up, Yuki had Abella help her push the cars toward the gate to slow down the next attack. The Pentacle royals emerged from the ground to assist, lending their strength. Once finished, Yuki had them spread across the yard, ready to disrupt any further spellcasting.
The gargoyle looked tired, and the two of them collapsed against the underside of one of the vehicles after tilting it up on its side.
"How much longer do you think we can hold out?" Abella asked.
Yuki pulled out her tarot cards. The Hierophant had taken almost a year to make, now gone in a matter of seconds. Many of her remaining cards didn't have a practical use, certainly not in a fight, and she was officially exhausted. She slid back into human form, her rage subsiding.
"Not very long. Not like this." She looked back at the house, suddenly sensing many eyes on her. "I don't think anyone could have expected this."
Abella threw a look of disgust at Yuki, and then shrugged it off. "You'd better hope that he comes back. These people almost broke the geas last time, and it took all of us to take down just three of them."
"Everyone helped him?" She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. "Some of you can't fight."
The gargoyle leaned against the muffler of the car, bending the pipe. "Fighting isn't always about tooth and claw. It can also be done up here." She tapped her forehead. "Mike isn't a fighter, but that's why he has me. And Sofia. And the others. It isn't about being able to do everything at once, but convincing those who can do little things to come together to make something big happen."
"I don't remember you being so wise."
"Well, I don't remember you at all." Abella turned her head and frowned. "Here comes the next wave, those guys you choked are on their way back. Sounds like you killed one of those demon summoners though, they're hiding the body before the cops get here."
"How many of these people are there?"
Abella counted on her fingers, then gave up. "I couldn't even say." She stood up and stuck a hand out to Yuki. "I'm hoping you have a plan."
Yuki took Abella's hand and stood, her cards fanned out in front of her. She pulled out three of them and held them up. Five years of hard work and dedication had gone into these three cards alone, and it pained her to lose them all together.
Do what must be done. She slid them into one of her sleeves and then looked at the remainder of her deck. The major arcana was now very short on uses she could think of, while the minor arcana still provided plenty of utility. She organized the minor arcana by suit and number and then put them in a sleeve pocket. Afterward, she stuck the major arcana into an interior pocket by her breast. The last thing she needed was to spend time avoiding those last few power cards while in a hurry. Pulling the Moon while she meant to use something else would do her little good.
A weight in her pocket made her pause, and she stuck her hand inside and pulled out the sunstone. It was cool to the touch, and she briefly wondered if she could use it out here. Realizing that it was a surefire way to incinerate the house, she blew on it, encasing it in a thick layer of frost, and then put it back in her pocket. First chance she got, she would put it back in the Vault.
"Here they come." Abella's face scrunched up. "What the fuck is that?"
"What the fuck is—" a large shadow leapt over the top of the cars, landing on six thick, meaty legs. It had four large claws that clacked together hungrily and a ten foot long tail that whipped back and forth. Eyes adorned every side of its body, sinister eyes that blinked and then fixated on Yuki.
"Time to squash this bug." Yuki made a fist, her hand freezing over with ice and forming into an icicle. The icicle unfolded, forming a giant claw made of ice with glistening talons.
"Let's." Abella slammed her fists together and charged.
---
Stepping through the portal, Mike took a quick look around, his fingers touching the hilt of the dagger. Tink's workshop was unchanged from the last time he had seen it, and when they walked upstairs into Zel's lab, it was the same story. The only thing different was how cold it was, and when he silently opened the door to the garden, the chill that hit him sent a shiver down his spine.
There was snow everywhere, and his breath collected in a cloud before his face, then vanished into the air. In the front of the house, he could hear the sounds of fighting punctuated by roaring, growling, and the occasional blast of magic.
"You weren't kidding," he told Tink, who stood in front of him. When Tink had returned, she had explained with wide eyes that Yuki and Abella were in a large scale fight with the Society in the front yard. However, based on the sounds he was hearing, it sounded like a full scale war was being waged.
Tink tugged on his pant leg and pointed. When he lifted his gaze, he felt his heart drop through his stomach.
Though he had been warned, he couldn't properly prepare himself for the sight before him.
Naia, frozen in stone with her hands outstretched.
His Naia.
Was she in pain? Aware of her surroundings? It was impossible to know, but he blinked away his tears and moved closer to the fountain.
A large, snowy mass sat next to the fountain. He stopped long enough to wipe the snow away, frowning at Sofia's frozen form. When Zel had told him about the centaurs, he hadn't properly appreciated the grief she must have felt seeing familiar faces frozen in time.
"You should hurry." Ratu put a hand on his shoulder. "If nothing else, we can use the emerald to get them back."
He shook his head. The goal had been to arrive, turn the dial, and then take down Yuki, but with the Society at large, the plan had changed. If Yuki died, the emerald could be used to unstone everyone. However, that meant retrieving the emerald, which Mike wasn't certain he could do.
"Now or never, I guess." He turned to Tink. "Do we still have eyes on the front?"
She looked at a nearby rat who nodded back. "Rats make good spies."
As the battle for his front yard had progressed, Reggie had taken a vested interest, just waiting to give the order. Apparently the rats were planning to fight if the Society breached the front door, which wouldn't happen until the geas was broken, which would take them hours.
"Okay, let me know if anything changes." He walked up to Naia and just looked at her, his heart clenching once more. Fighting the grief that threatened to distract him, he placed his hands on her and closed his eyes.
"Naia, can you hear me?" It didn't surprise him when she didn't answer.
"Go deeper," Ratu advised him. "You said she was part of you, yes? You need to speak to that part, not the statue in front of you."
"This isn't a statue. It's Naia."
"For your purposes, she's just a statue. Visualize." She gave his arm a squeeze. "I know it's hard, but you need to do this."
"Yeah." Ratu was right. He would have to distance himself before he could accomplish anything. Closing his eyes, he took a few deep breaths and visualized Naia, not as she stood before him, but as he had seen her on that first day. Full of life and in his bathtub.
Minutes passed, but no amount of meditation seemed to accomplish anything. He slowed his breathing and concentrated on the magic inside of him. Naia's presence always seemed to find him during sex, and he wondered if he could replicate that feeling in order to summon her.
His magic crept along his skin, aimlessly wandering. He sank deeper, aware that his senses were slowly dulling to the outside world. Letting everything go, he asked the magic to move onto the statue before him, to connect him with his beloved nymph.
He stood this way for far too long, just breathing and letting his magic manifest. The frustration built in him and he finally let go of her, frustrated.
"It's not working," he said, but no longer spoke in his own voice. Startled, he opened his eyes and saw that he stood in front of Naia's fountain, the nymph still frozen before him. However, her garden extended in every direction for untold miles, as if planted in the middle of an infinite meadow.
Trying his best to relax, he looked around, letting the vision take him.
"Where am I?" he asked in a feminine voice.
"In the Sanctuary," he replied to himself in the same voice. He held up his hands, finally able to see the delicate fingers he now wore. Looking down, he saw that he had an ample amount of cleavage packed within a pure white dress.
I'm wearing a woman's body. Must be a Tuesday. "Who are you?" he asked.
The woman's laughter surrounded him, and tiny lights like fireflies lifted free of the garden, swirling around him in a swirl.
"I am you," she said. "And you are me."
"I need the emerald." Ignoring the scene around him, he approached the statue. "Naia tucked it deep within her spring somewhere, and I need it back to help her."
He didn't hear any response, so let out a sigh. Apparently these visions were meant to be slightly frustrating at the very least. "This place is called the Sanctuary. Sanctuary from what?"
The lights swirled around him, the voice now coming from them instead of his own body. "Everything. This is the place between the real world and the one beyond, between your dreams and your nightmares."
"Why does such a place even exist? What do I need to be safe from?"
From the others. The cold voice hissed like a snake, and Mike turned around to see the shadow standing behind him. The others like me.
"Hell no, absolutely not." He took a step back and bumped against the fountain. "I already told you no."
You did, but now that I have seen you, I can find you anywhere. The shadow approached, but then thought better of it and walked to the side. This one is frozen in time, yet has something you need. What if I told you I could help you get it?
"I'm guessing in exchange for a small part of my soul?"
Just a small piece. That I may persist.
"What are you? Or what were you?"
The shadow rippled and then hissed like a boiling pot of water. I was once a man like you. I became a part of the Grand Game, a pawn of the gods. And when I fell, I clung desperately to this existence that I could persist.
"What is the Grand Game?" He thought of the vision he had seen, a board with game pieces spread across it. It had to be a reference.
The shadow laughed. You have progressed so far, yet know so little. I shall give you the answer to what you seek, but in exchange...
"Yeah, yeah, a piece of my soul. The answer is still no." Though he said the words out loud, the temptation was still there. Ratu had said that the wrong piece could change who he was, but if it was small enough, maybe it would be worth the price? The shadow seemed to have answers, and he was desperately short on those.
You waver.
"Not today, no. I don't need your help." The words didn't even sound convincing to him and he paused. The shadow was like the whistle blower from Hell, willing to give him whatever he wanted in exchange for progression toward... something.
I can sense your resolve weakening.
"Slow down, Palpatine. You aren't the Senate yet." He saw the shadow tilt its head, uncertain of the reference. This being clearly wasn't omnipresent. It had already answered a couple of his questions, and maybe he could squeeze a couple of freebies out of it. "You said this place is meant to keep me safe from people like you, yet here you are."
The shadow paused for several seconds as if reflecting. This place was meant for all of us. We could converse safely here without fear of reprisal.
"Like, we couldn't hurt each other?"
Correct. Were I alive, we could do no harm to each other.
"Is that why I'm a woman here? So I can't bring weapons or whatever?"
The shadow chuckled. The Great Game had been played for centuries by many pawns. You wear the same body as your predecessors, the body of the house itself.
"Wait, so does that mean the house is alive?"
Several seconds passed, the shadow suddenly silent. I have said too much already. I am willing to tell you much, but I demand a price.
Mike seriously contemplated the offer, but thought back to what was happening right now in his front yard. As tempting as exploring the home's mysteries was, now was not the time. "The answer is still no. Not for a piece of my soul. Come up with a different price."
The shadow hissed and moved toward him, hands outstretched. They passed harmlessly through him, but left a chill behind.
It will all burn! Your whole life will go up in smoke! In that moment, the garden was gone and he stood in his front yard, staring up at his home, the flames stretching far into the sky. Cries of alarm came from within and he fell to his knees in shock. Is this really what you want?
"No. No it isn't." He rose, anger flooding him. "But how do I know that this is real? How can I believe in you when you're clearly just a shadow of the man you once were?"
The shadow hissed in response, flickering in the firelight. When the time comes, you will come crawling to me.
"That may be. And when it does, you can rub it in." He shook his head and willed the vision to depart. It faded from his sight like a ghost, leaving only the meadow and a giant, house shaped scorch mark in the grass of the garden. The shadow was gone too, and he turned to face Naia once more.
"I don't suppose you know anything about that asshole, do you?" He moved closer to her, his eyes on hers. "So I'm the house right now? The house is a woman?"
He didn't expect an answer, but now he contemplated the fountain beneath her. He sat down on the edge of the fountain, crossing his legs and tugging down his skirt. It reminded him of being stuck in Emily's memories, but now he was in complete control of the body he was in.
"I'm the house." He had an inkling of an idea, but his thoughts were dancing around it. The Sanctuary was in between his world and the next. He had willed himself here and, for the first time ever, didn't feel like he was about to get yanked out.
Was he asleep in the real world? Had he dozed off, only to find himself in this strange place? Or had his consciousness ascended, allowing him to briefly meld with the house?
The spring bubbled behind him and he turned to look into it. His reflection was scattered, and he was unable to see the face that he wore. However, he felt like he was missing something, a hint that had been accidentally given.
Naia. Why was Naia here as a statue, and not as a game piece? He had seen her as a game piece before, but why the fountain, why not wander the house in his mind and dig through its many rooms?
The sparkling lights returned, surrounding him.
"You're trying to tell me something, aren't you?"
The home's laughter filled the garden, the lights bobbing up and down in wave like patterns that made him think of ripples. This made him look at the fountain once more. The Architect had met Naia and built this home on top of her hot spring, locking the home to her. Naia was, in a way, an extension of the house, but the house was also separate.
The lights rippled around him again, then again. They all turned blue and green, softly changing colors.
The house. The fountain. They were tied to each other. Sticking his hand in the water, he half expected to pull the emerald out, but his hand closed on nothing. Spinning on his ass, he planted his feet in the water, contemplating the cool liquid.
The house. The fountain. Naia. His magic. Contemplating the liquid in front of him, he thought back to what Ratu had told him about magic. It required some form of intent, or symbolism. A means of acting out the desired result. He wanted the emerald, but it was buried deep in Naia's spring. But the spring was also part of the house, which, by proxy, was currently a part of him.
He had an idea, but it was weird, even for him. Still, he needed to try something other than just cooling his heels in the fountain.
Closing his eyes, he spread his legs and touched the smooth skin of his thighs. Small chills passed through his body, and he could feel his magic resonate deeply in response. Picturing the emerald in his mind, he imagined it buried deep inside of him, waiting to be teased out. Moving his hands up his thighs, the white gown he wore was split along the side, and it was easy enough to cast it to the side to reveal a thick patch of pubic hair over wet, puffy pussy lips.
Stroking the pubes, he found that his clitoris was thick and swollen, peeking out from beneath the hood. Feeling like a huge pervert, he stroked himself, moving long fingers across engorged flesh, exploring his vaginal opening and gasping in surprise. The water in front of him rippled in response, and he squeezed one of his breasts, thumbing at the nipple.
"Naia," he gasped, his magic seeping through him and into the water. The lights all around him shifted through the light spectrum, glowing brighter with every stroke. Teasing his vaginal opening, he let out a large gasp as heat flooded his groin, his pussy now soaking wet. He thought of the nymph, of the time she had sucked his cock and brought herself back to life, of the memories she had shared of her and Emily. Stroking his pussy faster, he pictured his own orgasm as a shining green emerald buried in the core of his body.



Water filled the fountain, and soon overflowed the edges, soaking the grounds of the ephemeral garden. The liquid below his feet was turning blue, swirling beneath him as he rubbed at his clit, then took the hand off his breast to finger himself, struggling with the awkward angle of it all. With every gasp and moan, the lights around him shimmered in response, and the spring began to bubble, heat flooding through it and up his bare legs.
The fountain rippled, water gushing over the sides as a figure formed beneath the surface. Naia's features emerged from the spring, her hands sliding along Mike's legs. The statue was still there, and he instantly knew that he was looking at the piece of her that he carried within him.
"How...?" he asked.
"This place is very much like the Dreamscape," she told him, then kissed his inner thigh. "You look like you could use a hand."
"I could use both," he muttered, squinting in sweet agony when Naia slid her fingers into Mike's pussy, stroking him from the inside. "I... need the... emerald..."
"Let me help you with that," she said with a smirk. As Naia penetrated him with her hands, she leaned forward and rolled her tongue around on his exposed clit. His whole body tensed up for a second and then relaxed, waves of pleasure radiating out from where they were connected.
He closed his eyes, picturing the house. Somewhere, deep within, the spring was waiting, pressure steadily pushing water to the surface. With every small contraction of his pussy, he imagined the emerald squeezing its way toward the surface, rolling around tight corners and flowing freely through small caverns no more than a foot across.
"Yes," he hissed, his magic permeating the pool and swirling beneath the water. Naia's tongue danced circles over him, and her fingers stirred his arousal into a frenzy, forcing the emerald ever upward through the tight passages. His breath came faster now, and Naia grabbed him by the legs and yanked him into the water. It flowed around him, and he was suddenly covered in watery hands that caressed every erogenous zone of his body.
Water flowed through the spring, the emerald tumbling ever upward as it approached the surface. The cries emanating from Mike were those of a woman on the edge, and he closed his legs, pinning Naia's head in place. Lifting his hips, he allowed her to fill him completely with fingers made of water. His entire body felt like it was ready to burst, and when he opened his mouth, a cry emanated from him that caused the flickering lights to spiral up into the sky and then fall like stars.
The fountain exploded, water gushing upward like a waterfall in reverse, and his limbs went rigid, the sky above falling down upon him in chunks. He closed his eyes and let the warm, soothing waves carry away his mind until all was dark.
He shuddered, the orgasm still tickling the base of his spine.
"Um... are you okay?" It was Ratu's voice, and he opened his eyes. He still stood in front of the fountain, but the runes on Naia's torso glowed brightly, shining as if the stone had never encroached on that region.
"Uh, yeah. What happened?"
Ratu made a face. "You zoned out for a couple of minutes and then let out a really loud moan. Naia's runes started to glow, and, um..." She pointed at his crotch.
He looked down and was hit with the sudden realization that he had come in his pants, the stain already visible.
"So... I'm guessing you know what happened more than I do." She leaned toward him with sudden interest. "And I would love to hear more about it."
"Maybe later." He stepped into the fountain and knelt down, his eyes scanning the water. It wasn't long before he stepped on something, and he lifted his foot to reveal the glittering green object beneath it. He picked up the emerald, water pouring off the sides of his hand, and held it up to the light. It sparkled brightly, and he couldn't suppress the grin that crossed his face.
The cool air caressed his wet pant legs, making him shiver. His shoes squished uncomfortably as he walked toward the edge of the fountain. He took them off to dump them out properly, then opened up his pants long enough to scoop out the load he had deposited there. He rinsed off his fingers, hoping not to think of it again.
"It really worked." Ratu helped him out of the fountain, then held up his shoes. Fire crawled along her hands, steam seeping free of his sneakers until she handed them back, completely dry. "Here."
"Thank you," he said, pocketing the emerald. He wondered what the next step was, then flinched at the sound of an explosion. Looking at each other in a panic, they left the fountain behind and ran for the back door.
---
The scorpion beasts had taken some time to defeat. Yuki was able to stone the first one, but the next one was covered in gibbering mouths instead of eyes, and it had become hard to hit it without getting bitten. Then came a second round of demonic beings, which turned into half an hour of punching, kicking, and blasting them back to Hell.
In a separate attack, Yuki had frozen the legs of a creature that looked like it had been stitched together by a bored five year old while Abella punched it in the face repeatedly, her legs wrapped around its giraffe neck. The street briefly went quiet when a police car passed through. Yuki fought hard to avoid laughing when the cops stood in the front yard, shining their lights across the battle that waged in front of them, their eyes casually sliding over Abella as she ripped the head off of the poorly made creature and tossed it to the ground.
Hearing nothing of interest, the cops shrugged and left.
For the remainder of the night, every time a threat was vanquished, a new one immediately appeared.
Yuki knew that this was a stall tactic, an attempt to wear the two of them down, and it was working. Her magic reserves were dangerously low, and Abella's movements had long ago become sluggish. The Society was playing a game of attrition, and once they were sufficiently weak, she expected to see their stupid blindfolded faces once again.
The sun was climbing into the sky, her stomach growling as she ripped apart a tiger made of junk. Abella had to help her with it, because the damn thing kept regenerating, but they eventually broke it apart to the point where its legs could no longer support its weight, and it collapsed in the front yard.
Abella flopped down onto the ground, her eyes up on the sky. "I don't know how much longer I can go," she admitted, then sat back up. "I'm surprised they didn't show up sooner, to be honest."
"They want to be sure. I've fooled them more than once, and every one of them we kill is irreplaceable." She gave the junk tiger's head a kick, shattering its face into pieces of metal, glass and plastic. "Expect a big push when it happens."
"Yeah, well..." Abella looked back at the house, then stood up. "Hold on a second."
"What is it?"
"I thought I heard—" she turned around and scowled. "Looks like we're in for a treat."
"Indeed." Amir stepped over the rubble in the front yard. Behind him, eight others followed close behind, each of them blindfolded as he was. "You've lasted the night, but I doubt you last much longer."
"That's what you think." Yuki found the three cards she had tucked away, her fingers closing around each. "I can do this forever."
"No, you can't. I've been watching, you are barely holding on as it is." He grinned and held up a bag. "There is literally nothing you can do to stop us now."
"We'll see about that." Yuki took a step back, toward Abella. Abella closed the gap, and they now stood side by side. "You shall go no farther."
"Do you really think the two of you can stop me?"
Yuki held up a card. "Three of us." She slashed the card through the air, cutting a hole in reality. Dark smoke leaked through it, the sky above growing darker as the figure stepped through. Astride his pale horse, Death regarded the men and women before him with casual indifference, then looked over his shoulder at Yuki.
"Avatar of Death, this I command. Your contract shall not be fulfilled until you collect the soul of that man right there." She pointed a finger at Amir, who leaned away in shock. "Death, deal thy sting!"
The horse let out a blast of air from its nostrils, and Death dismounted, holding his scythe above Amir. The Society members backed away as Death silently strode forward and swung the blade through the leader of the Society, who let out a scream and crumpled onto the ground, steam hissing from his wounds.
"Cut off the head, and the body will follow." She slapped the Strength card onto Abella's flesh and stuck the Magician card in her teeth, willing both cards to release their power. "Let's clean house."
Abella blasted forward, wings outstretched and reaching. A powerful surge of magic raced through Yuki's veins, and she commanded the water in the air to freeze, massing it around the legs of the men and women who stood on her lawn. Ice crawled up their legs, holding them in place, and she summoned massive icicles from the ground, spearing several of them on the spot.
"Go, go, go!" she hollered, watching Abella tear through the others, tossing them high into the sky. Screams filled the air as they fell back to the ground, and Yuki felt the magic roaring inside of her. The few who tried to escape were speared by hundreds of icicles that sprouted from the ground like teeth, the front yard chewing them up. Snowflakes swirled around Yuki now, blurring the world around her. The Society had been too bold, had gotten too cocky, and now they were paying for it.
A dark figure moved in the corner of her vision. She turned to see that Death had meandered over to the front of the house, quietly pondering the bushes in front of it.
That's odd. He should have left by now. Turning her attention back to the others, she felt the icy grasp of a hand around her ankle. Stunned, she looked down in time to see Amir give her a yank, pulling her off of her feet and casually tossing her across the yard. She crashed into one of her own icicles, busting through it to tumble on the ground.
"Yuki!" Abella flew toward Amir, cocking her fist back to punch him. Amir took the first punch, half of his head exploding into a black, swirling cloud that lingered behind him when he moved. The gargoyle reversed course and came for him again, but he sidestepped her attack and grabbed her by the wing. With a hard twist, he altered her trajectory and hurled her toward the house with a blast of black fire. She crashed into the roof above the porch, then fell, caving in the steps below. Dark flames sputtered around her motionless body and then went out.
"Now," he commanded, and several dark vines sprouted from the ground and circled the gargoyle, pinning her in place.
Who cast that? Yuki looked around and saw that Elizabeth stood between the lions now, her hand outstretched and weaving through the air with a trail of green light behind it. The vines held Abella in place, despite her renewed strength.
"I don't understand. You should be dead!"
"I've lived a very long life. You don't get to do that without being two steps ahead of your enemy." He snapped his fingers and the witches and warlocks around him crumbled into ash. "I knew you were waiting to spring this trap on me, and—"
Yuki blasted him with ice magic, but a fiery shield appeared before him, summoned by a warlock standing on top of the stone fence. She summoned more icicle spears, but the ground trembled, vibrating them apart. Society members appeared everywhere, all of their spells deliberately tailored to counter her every move. Crying out in rage, she sent waves of pure, magical energy across the yard, willing her attackers to be destroyed, but Amir summoned a black fog from the ground that gobbled up her assault, forcing her to go on the defensive.
Minutes passed. Despite pouring all of her magic into defending her position, she was quickly overwhelmed from every direction, beams of pure energy sizzling the air around her. She summoned walls of ice, walls that were easily shattered by their coordinated efforts. How had they gotten so good?
The Society members all stood a good distance away, and she saw that they had removed their blindfolds. When she would look at them, they would look down. They had circled the yard and, with their vision restored, had been able to renew their attack with pinpoint accuracy. She moved back toward the door, another plan forming in her mind.
A blast of lightning hit the ground behind her, launching her forward, the fur on her tails singed. Growling, she stood up to face Amir, who was holding the bag again. Death paced behind him, looking drastically out of place.
"You told your pet to take my soul. I don't have one anymore." He grinned, and then stuck his hand in the bag. It hissed as if it was full of snakes. "You're through."
"I'm not beaten yet," she hissed, gathering her magic. The temperature dropped, frost forming on the ground beneath her.
"Oh, this is no longer about beating you." He pulled a spherical object out of the bag. "Now it's about breaking you."
Yuki froze in shock as she stared at the severed head of the gorgon. Missing one eye, the snakes on its head hissed angrily as Amir held it aloft and pointed at her. White light came from its remaining eye, light that washed over Yuki and threatened to overwhelm her. In response, her own eye glowed as well, the magic of the gorgon now fighting itself. She closed her real eye, her head pounding as the gorgon's eye sapped her strength away.
"Where did you get that?" she cried in disbelief.
"We've had this in our possession for quite some time. I was a bit surprised to discover that you possessed the missing piece of it, but I will admit that I have wondered how this will work. Who will win, the gorgon or the fox?" He stepped closer, the gorgon's head filling Yuki's vision. "For that matter, what will happen? I have my theories."
Yuki let out a scream, and the gorgon opened its mouth in silent agony. The light grew so bright that she could no longer see, pain filling her head until she thought it would explode.
With a loud crack, the gorgon's head turned to stone. Now heavy, Amir dropped it on the ground where it cracked and fell apart.
Howling in pain, Yuki grabbed at her own face and pulled out the gorgon's eye as it busted into three stony pieces of its own. She reached for her inner pocket, trying to grab one of the major arcana cards, but Amir was quickly upon her.
"It's over for you." Amir removed his blindfold and gave her a kick, sending her sprawling on the ground. Yuki cried out in agony, trying to roll away. The members of the Society swarmed in, surrounding them both. "Kali, break this geas right now."
"Yes, High Priest." She plucked some tiny heads from her pouch and tossed them out. They swam through the air lazily, moving back and forth to build her a table out of soil and retrieve a large sack from the edge of the yard.
"I must say, you were a troublesome fox." He knelt down and grabbed Yuki by the chin. "You will make an excellent addition to my collection."
"No." It was the fight with Emily all over again. She had been tricked, outmatched, and now lay defeated once more. This had become her fate somehow, every decision leading her here once more. Her mind and body were suddenly numb from shock.
"You were strong, I'll give you that much. But you weren't strong enough." He pushed her down and twisted his fingers in the air. A set of thick chains sprang from the ground and circled her ankles and wrists, forcing her into a seated position. They tightened, trapping her hands by the ground. "From here on out, we're done playing games."
Her thoughts were suddenly thick, a tide of emotions rushing up to consume her. She had lost everything before, but not on this scale. Her failures had now cost the others, her own pride her downfall. Her head throbbed painfully, and she tried to summon up her magic, but she was officially tapped out of power.
She tried to reach her inner pocket where she had tucked the remaining major arcana cards, but the chains weren't long enough. The only thing she could reach was the minor arcana that she had tucked into her sleeve, but it was no use. The spells, even directed, wouldn't be enough to free her or give her an edge.
Looking over at Abella, she thought back to what the gargoyle had said. If Mike had been here, the others would have been able to help her. If she hadn't locked them away, they could have made sure this never happened. She had been so caught up in her own quest for justice that she had become blind to the truth that surrounded her. No matter how much she desired the position, the house would never obey her whims, never truly allow her to become the Caretaker and protect everybody inside.
Blinded by rage, greed and revenge, she had tried to force her will on the house, to bend it to her whims. The signs had been there, but the rush of what she had thought would be an ascent to glory had made her unable to see the lack of wisdom in her decisions. She had ruined everything.
She wished someone could help her, could save the others from their fate. Thinking back to the man who she had tried to murder, she realized that she honestly wished he was there to help. A simple twist of the sun dial would have sent all of these people away.
The epiphany hit her like a rush of cold water. She had been so focused on protecting the house that she had forgotten that being the Caretaker didn't just mean keeping the place safe. It also meant taking care of it, and nurturing those within. Mike likely wasn't the protector she expected, but he was what the house needed. Someone to love and care for the others, to nurture and encourage them, and utilize their strengths as his own.
She didn't have the others, not now. Mike had a small army of strengths to pick and choose from.
All she had was herself and a handful of cards. And even if it was only a few minutes, maybe it would be the minutes that counted the most. Already, the others had taken defensive positions around the sun dial, ready to tear apart anyone who came out of the house to stop them.
Shaking her arm, she let the remains of the minor arcana fall into her palm. There were maybe thirty cards left, some of them the weakest spells she had created. However, just like a tarot reading, it wasn't about which cards were drawn individually, but how they went together as a whole.
Abella's words came to her and Yuki gritted her teeth, focusing all of her rage on the people around her.
"Time to make some big things happen," she growled, pinching the cards in her fingers. Flipping her wrist over, she squeezed, causing the cards to leap up from her hands, the magic in all of them activating at the same time.
---
Mike stood helplessly at the window, the storm of magic outside so excessively violent that both Ratu and Tink had held him back.
It was a technicolor storm of magic. Water, fire, earth and air had been unleashed in every direction at the same time, swirls of fire and earth climbing into the sky, powerful rain battering the sides of the house. The men and women on his lawn were tossed about like popcorn, their screams drowned out by the wind. Swords fell from the sky, chasing each other like angry birds and crashing into anybody who got in the way. A blast of air sent Amir across the yard, and a pair of swords ripped into him when he tried to stand back up.
"What do we do?" he cried, his face pressed against the glass.
"We wait. This is... I don't even know. It's pure chaos out there." Ratu frowned and looked at Tink, who gazed at the scene through her goggles. "Do you see anything?"
"Magic everywhere," Tink whispered in awe.



The cacophony lasted for several minutes, the house showered in mud, fire and bits of trash that had been strewn around the yard. A Society member blew against one of the windows, cracking the glass. A blast of light from the house blew them across the yard, where they tumbled in a smoldering heap across what remained of the front walk.
"I can feel it winding down." Ratu closed her eyes, placing her head against the glass. "This might be your best chance. When the storm subsides, race for the dial and we will be right behind you."
"Okay." He swallowed the lump in his throat, his whole body tingling in anticipation. He hadn't expected to see this, and he couldn't take his eyes away from the scene before him. Moments earlier, the three-tailed figure had been desperately trying to crawl away, but had been caught up in the storm and tossed around, smashing into objects, people, and eventually, the ground. Yuki had gone completely limp, the wind ruffling the fur on her tails.
The house shuddered when a massive gust of wind blew against it, and then the world outside went quiet.
"Go! Now!" Ratu ran around the corner and opened the door for him.
Mike stepped through it, marveling at the chaos before him. Members of the Society were struggling to stand up, and he hopped over the broken railing of the house, landing in a crouch behind what was left of the bushes. Nobody made a move, so he sprinted across the yard, tightly clutching the emerald in one hand and the dagger in the other.
When the chill hit his gut, he ducked and slid underneath a black and gray mass that threw itself at his head, then twisted away from a feeble lightning blast. All around him, he could hear the angry mutters of witches and warlocks fighting to recover, to stand up and stop him. Wild magic swirled around the yard, picking up both people and debris and tossing them about. He hopped over a spiraling whirlwind that tried to take him off his feet and slapped his hand down on the sundial.
Feeling the magic of the house connect with him, he gave it a quick twist. The magic radiated outward, and the lions standing at the front of the house blazed to life, turning their heads to survey the intruders still on his lawn as they stepped down from their perches.
"Mr. Radley." It was Amir who spoke, standing up several feet away to brush the dust from his dark suit. Part of his face was gone, smeared behind him like a poorly painted shadow. His body was still reassembling itself, coagulating like oil. "I am so very tired of seeing your face. I'm tired of dealing with you, with your creatures, and..." he spat out a rock and coughed up a few blades of grass. His body had accidentally pulled bits of debris inside of him, and he was now gagging on what looked like a shingle that was too large to pull out of his mouth.
"You should run." Mike slid the emerald into his pocket and stepped around the dial, raising his dagger. "Because if the lions don't get you, I will."
Amir fixed MIke with a look of pure hatred, then bent over and vomited, frantically trying to break apart the chunk of housing lodged in his mouth. Screams of terror filled the yard as the lions turned into blazing balls of light and attacked, tearing their way through the intruders.
They scattered. Amir backed away from Mike, summoning a shield of light that a lion bounced off of, knocking him to the ground. A pair of Society members were reduced to ashes by the lions, and Amir was grabbed by Elizabeth, who pulled him by the shoulder. She fixed Mike with a fierce gaze and opened her mouth to say something.
"Yeah, yeah, you'll be back." Mike told her. He tucked the dagger into its sheath and crossed his arms. "And I'll be waiting."
A blast of lightning tore across the yard toward him, only to be deflected by a wall of stone summoned by Ratu. She summoned a massive flame of her own and casually tossed it toward those who were still escaping, many of whom were simply vaulting over the wall. In the distance, he heard car doors slam and tires squeal on the pavement as they left.
"Thanks for the assist," he told Ratu, trying not to let his voice shake. Now that they were gone, he could feel the adrenaline in his system depleting, leaving him a nervous wreck.
"Anytime." She smirked at him, then looked across the yard. "Though I won't take credit for this. This was all her."
"Yeah." Drops of water hit his face and he looked up at the misty cloud that had formed overhead. Drops of rain suffused with light now fell on his yard, the wild magic slowly fading away into the environment. Looking down, he saw what was left of a tarot card. He lifted it up, revealing that it was now blank.
Surveying the ruins of his yard, he thought It resembled a junkyard now, the sidewalk torn apart and a pair of mangled vehicles by the entrance. Where the grass hadn't been set aflame, it had been bogged down in mud or frost. Behind him, Tink was busy helping Abella free herself from the ruins of the front porch while Ratu used pillars of stone to lift the roof off of them.
He let out a sigh, water running down his face. It was cold and miserable out, and the rain wasn't helping. Yuki lay face down, her fingers curling and uncurling in the dirt and her breath coming in painful wheezes. He knelt down and tapped her on the top of her head.
"Hey. Are you okay?"
She turned her head and laughed, then coughed violently, expelling a concerning amount of blood.
"Looks like you get to be the Caretaker after all." Her voice was slurred. He shifted positions to see her face, and what little light remained in her eye was fading fast. "This is what she wanted. This is what the house wants. It's time that I... go."
"Well, it isn't what I want." He sat down next to her and stroked her hair without thinking about it. It was almost instinctual, like a long forgotten memory. "You seem to have me confused with somebody else."
"Yeah, right." Yuki muttered something in japanese that he couldn't hear. "I won't be your problem much longer."
"What about the others? The ones you turned to stone."
The silence was deafening, but eventually Yuki took a deep breath and held out her hand. In it was a broken stone the shape and size of an eyeball.
"Use... you can use..." she coughed again, her body trembling. Mike rolled her over onto her back and pulled her torso onto his lap. She gasped in pain, then coughed some more, but seemed to be breath much easier. She set the shattered gorgon's eye at her side. "You can reverse..."
"Ratu?" He looked over his shoulder to see the naga approaching. Ratu knelt down next to them and the look on her face told Mike what she thought the chances were of Yuki surviving. He handed her the gorgon's eye.
"She says we can use this to reverse the stone spell."
"Maybe." Ratu pushed the pieces together and a smile crossed her face. "Thank the gods, I can easily isolate this part of the enchantment. Childsplay for someone like me."
Yuki muttered something, and then coughed.
"What was that?" Mike asked. Daisy appeared over his shoulder, landing on Yuki's shoulder. She threw her arms around the kitsune's neck, tears appearing on her tiny face.
"Make sure... Beth..." she coughed again and trembled in his arms. "The demon took her. Turned her to... stone, but... she is still there..."
Ratu put her hand on Mike's shoulder and shook her head. It wouldn't be long now. He looked down at the woman in his arms and watched her skin peel away, revealing the thick fur beneath. Her human form was beginning to relax, her consciousness sliding away from her. Each breath was now a painful gift, and he looked in nervousness at the dark figure standing by the gate, wondering if he would saunter over to collect.
As much as he was a pawn in a game he was unaware of, so was Yuki. Even though she had tried to kill him, she had given her life for the house, fighting with all her strength to protect it. She really had caused him so much trouble, had nearly killed him and all of the others.
Still, this could very much be him some day. How many decisions had he made that felt wrong, decisions that affected others? The woman on the ground before him was heartbroken, devastated, yet he knew from her journals that she loved this home more than anything. In truth, the guilt lie primarily at Emily's feet, the past defining who Yuki had become.
The emerald was in his hand, suddenly ablaze with light. It wasn't even a conscious thought, but he held it above her now, contemplating its deep facets. The energy inside of it pulsed, sucking the sound out of the air and making the ground vibrate beneath him. It was essentially a wish, just waiting to be unleashed on the world.
"Are you sure?" Ratu asked. "With this, you could have almost anything."
A grim smile crossed his face. "I'm not sure of a lot of things, but this is what's right."
Ratu nodded, then looked down at the kitsune. "Then you'd better hurry."
"Emily," Yuki whispered, opening her eye. Her gaze fixed itself on the emerald. "Where... where did you..."
Magic. It was about passion. Intent. It wasn't something he could command, but it was something he could direct. The dying woman in his arms needed more than just her injuries fixed, she deserved peace, a second chance at a life that had been taken from her. His own magic whirled through his limbs in response to his will, creeping through his veins like ice.
Touching the emerald to Yuki's forehead, he leaned forward and closed his eyes, opening his mind and heart, looking past her actions and her mistakes. She wasn't just Emily's former lover, she was also a friend to the house, a writer of poetry, someone who had been hurt so badly on a spiritual level that she had been forced to lash out.
She was a lot like him. He had been given a chance by the house, an opportunity to improve and to heal. As badly as he might want something else in the world, he couldn't bear to know that someone else withstood the same kind of torment he had, a pain so deep that they would rip it free with their bare hands if they could. The world was often a cruel place, but now, in this moment, he would tolerate that cruelty no longer.
The air had gone still, the universe hungrily anticipating his words, ready to bend creation for him.
"I want you to be whole again," he whispered, willing it to be so. The emerald shimmered in his hands, growing bright enough that he could see its glow through his own eyelids. He squinted and watched in amazement as it started spinning in place, sending spirals of light over Yuki's body.
Ratu grabbed Mike by the shoulders and pulled him away as Yuki's body levitated into the air. She floated in place as the light filtered through her, and he could see inky black shadows being cast from her bloodied form into the ground. The darkness slid away from her, only to be caught in the direct light of the emerald and burned away into nothingness.
He and Ratu turned away from the light, and even Tink had turned to look away as well. It became a tiny star in his front yard, chasing away the remaining shadows. An eerie, high-pitched whine filled the air, and then... silence.
He turned back to see Yuki lying on her back, her eyes closed as if sleeping. Her wounds were gone, and her tails were fanned out as if she had simply sprawled out to take a nap. Her pale flesh was darker, as if blood had finally been allowed to flow throughout her body.
Kneeling down, he touched her shoulder. Daisy landed on Yuki's chest, her eyes wide with surprise.
"Yuki? Are you okay?"
She opened her eyes, blinking rapidly. The sinister red glow was gone, revealing pupils that were the same shade as the emerald.
The emerald. He looked around for it, but it had vanished. "Where did it go?" he asked Ratu.
"Back where it came from," Yuki answered, sitting up. She tentatively touched her right eye, a smile crossing her face and she let out a laugh which turned into a sob. Tears leaked from both eyes now as she ran her fingers across her face, feeling the regenerated flesh and she turned her gaze toward Mike. "You. You did this? Why?"
"Um, yeah." He shrugged. "I didn't want you to die, not after you worked so hard to save everyone."
"But I..." She looked over his shoulder at the house. "I tried to kill you. And the others..."
He waved his hand dismissively. "They can be fixed, but that's a discussion for later. How do you feel? You look better, but are you...okay?" He leaned back. "If you're feeling particularly murderous, I would at least like a heads-up this time."
"I'm..." Her face turned red. "I'm really sorry. About everything."
He nodded and held out his hand. "I am too. I'm sorry about what Emily did. We read some of your journals and sort of know what happened between you two. Nobody should ever have to go through that."
"I don't understand. How can you be so forgiving?"
"Honestly? I guess I'm not sure. I know a succubus you could talk it over with, if she'd ever stick around long enough. That's a discussion we can have later." He held out a hand. "We have a lot to talk about, but before we go any further, let's talk about my friend, Beth. What was this about a demon?"
Yuki nodded enthusiastically, taking his hand. "I'll tell you everything I know. I promise."
---
Whew, so much happening at once!
I had a lot of fun writing this one and planning Mike's return. Next chapter will have a Yuki/Mike team up in their attempt to save Beth from her dreadful fate, and will also set the stage for the explosive conclusion to Book Three! I'll see you there!
Note: I had several people ask this after the last chapter. Remember that I always edit my bio on the day I submit to Literotica, but there is always a delay of a few days before it goes live on the site (which is out of my control). Just FYI :)
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The Devil
Yuki sat on the porch swing, staring out at the front yard with a cup of tea in her hands.
The debris from the magic storm was strewn across the grounds, making the land look like a small junkyard. Somehow, it served as a perfect metaphor for her life right now, a giant mess with nobody to help clean it up. She took a sip of tea, letting out a sigh as the hot liquid streamed down her throat.
The front door opened behind her and Mike walked out, then sat down next to her on the swing. She fought the urge to scoot away, to turn her venom on him, but resisted. It was a knee jerk reaction to years of anger, and she mentally applauded herself for resisting.
"Ratu is working on a cure down in her Labyrinth," he told her. "She seems fairly optimistic that we can undo the gorgon's curse, but it will still take her a couple of days to finish putting what she needs together."
"Good." She sipped her tea, trying to keep her hands from shaking. It was hard existing without that burning rage seething away inside of her, and she was afraid of what would come next. Though Mike had healed her wounds, it was always possible that he might decide to kick her out or put her back in the tower. What didn't scare her so much was his judgment. Whatever the man thought of her, she likely deserved.
What scared her the most was that she would let him do it.
"So, the emerald is gone for good? No way we can get that back and use it on Oliver?"
Yuki shook her head. Discussion of the emerald hadn't happened yet. After the events in the front yard, she had told them everything about what had happened to Beth. The Rat King and Tink had filled Mike in on how Oliver had used Beth to steal secrets from the house, secrets he planned to turn over to the Society if she didn't give herself up.
Beth's contract with the demon weighed heavily on Yuki's mind, and she had gone over what was specifically said in the deal. Mike had frowned at this, but said nothing else.
"The emerald... this is hard." She set down the teacup and gripped the wood of the bench, her fingers biting into the wood. "I'll tell you about the emerald, but no questions until the end. It's something I only want to talk about once."
"Okay, then. I'll keep quiet."
She took a deep breath, remembering the events from so many years ago. "When Emily vanished, I thought she had been stolen away, abducted by a darker force. For years I searched, turning up nothing. You have to imagine my surprise when, one day, she reappears in the tower, as if she never left."
The memory of Emily cut deep, and Yuki bit down on her lip to keep from crying. She could still picture Emily standing against the balcony, the wind tossing her curly hair behind her. In disbelief, Yuki had approached, suspecting it was a dream or a trick. Emily had turned around, a twisted smile on her face, extending her hand as if to take Yuki's and hold it.
"When she came back, we got into a fight. I was caught off guard and it was fairly one-sided. During our fight, she pulled out this clear piece of glass. At least, that's what I thought it was. Have you ever heard about how your eyes are the window to the soul?" She touched her right eye in memory of the pain from the attack. "She apparently needed a piece of my soul. Not even the whole thing, just a very specific part. When she pulled it out, it..."
"Yeah, I can imagine." He gave her hand a squeeze, then retracted his hand. "Continue."
"I don't know why or how, but I came to, and she was holding that emerald. I didn't know it until now, but the emerald was a part of my soul, and she had just built some kind of magical artifact. When you used the gem to make me whole again, it destroyed itself to give back what had been taken from me. You can't just make a new soul, no matter how hard you wish it, but you can give back what was stolen." Yuki took a deep breath, then wiped a tear off her cheek. "And then she left. A few years later, I turned three hundred. For a kitsune, it's when we grow our next tail and choose the magic we wish to master. I was so hurt and angry that I deepened my knowledge of the frost that had grown in my heart, which resulted in this." She touched the white fur of her ears. "Kitsune can change their shapes, but we can't just whimsically change our nature. I've been missing a piece of myself for so long, it's very hard to describe how it feels to have it back."
"She took a piece of your soul?" Mike asked. "Is that... I mean, is that common, or..."
"No. It is powerful, dark magic to do something like this. In fact, I would even say it's lost magic. It's one of the few things abhorred by literally everybody. I would wager that even these Society people would rather destroy someone like that than accept them into their ranks."
"I wouldn't go that far," Mike muttered.
"Giving up your soul or selling it is one thing. Your mind stays behind and, in a way, you are still you. But ripping out a chunk of someone's soul is dangerous magic. It can give you control over someone, can dictate their actions. It can be used as currency, or even as a means of immortality. When Death comes for you, he expects a soul. Handing over your collection is sometimes enough to balance the scales."
"Interesting. Do you suppose she was hoping to control you?"
"I don't know. The last thing she ever said to me was that she wished she could forget about me."
"Mmm hmm." He sat back, rocking the swing. "You do realize that the emerald was capable of granting wishes, yes? Well, one wish per person. It wasn't all-powerful, but it could make your desires real enough."
"I do now, but not at the time."
"When Emily said those words, that's what happened. Whatever her plans for the emerald were, they were dashed the moment she said that. You wouldn't know this, but the moment she left, she handed over the emerald to the rats and then promptly forgot about them. Emily's memories are tied into the house and the geas itself. I can't say this with any certainty, but I know the geas does weird things to our heads. It's why nobody remembers anyone else until I meet them. When Emily forgot about you, it was as if she had never met you in the first place. But what if somebody asked where you went? I suspect the emerald itself took care of that to ensure her wish was properly granted. When the house reset... you were simply gone."
"I don't get it. Why go through all that trouble to hurt me if she was just going to erase me from her memory?" Yuki wiped a tear away from her eye. "It doesn't make sense."
"Did Emily ever mention a shadow? Or a secret staircase in the tower?"
Yuki's ear twitched. "Only once. She thought she saw a secret door in her room, but I was never able to find it again. That was months before she disappeared though."
"I see." His face darkened. "I have a theory, but it's only a small one. When I was in the tower, I came across a shadow man who knew that I was the Caretaker. He offered me advice and power but wanted a piece of my soul as payment."
"Did you tell him no?"
"I did. But I keep thinking back to what he told me. He said this place would burn, and offered to fast track me on my quest, which I'm still unsure of."
"Emily mentioned a quest several times. She thought she needed to fill the house with magical creatures or something."
"A quest? A quest for what?" He suddenly sounded eager. "What was she trying to find?"
"Nothing, really. She was deliberately vague about it all the time, but it's because she didn't know. Said it was a weird feeling that she got, like she needed to fill the house with magic. More creatures, more rooms. Talked about some weird dreams a couple of times, but that was it. Wish I could say more, but..." Yuki sighed.
"Oh." Mike shook his head in disappointment. "Was really hoping you would tell me where I could find the user manual for this house. Guess I'll just have to wing it like I always do." He offered her a weak smile.
"Winging it is a nice way of putting it." Yuki looked out at the yard. "According to Tink, this isn't even the first time the yard has been wrecked this badly."
He coughed. "Anyway, I have a theory that I want you to think on. If Emily made a deal with this guy, do you think she could have been forced to do things? Things she didn't want to do? She hired Ratu to dismantle magic items beneath the house with nobody knowing about it, and Zel has hinted more than once that she may not have been all smiles and sunshine. I think she even banished the fairies to the Labyrinth, and then obviously the whole thing with the rats was a secret. Her behavior before she died was erratic, and the others didn't know what to make of it since none of them had the full story. She was trying to achieve immortality or godhood, according to Ratu, but even Naia didn't know about that."
"It's possible." Yuki took a deep breath and let it out. "Think on this, then. That wardrobe in the hallway upstairs, it's made from a special tree that used to grow in the backyard, that's where the portal was originally. We would go into the backyard and just walk into the woods and emerge by the tower. Emily also had a small grove of younger trees out back that allowed her to walk to places all over the world, but I'm guessing you haven't seen any."
"No, I haven't."
"Do you know how you grow trees that quickly?" She hugged herself. "With a dryad. Her name was Amymone, or Amy for short. Her tree was centuries old, and she was very powerful. Amy could grow a tree to full size in a matter of weeks instead of years. One day, on a lark, she let Emily open a portal in her own tree. You see, Emily still needed to seed her destinations, and Amy got this idea that she could combine her magic with Emily's to grow a portal somewhere else. That's how we found the world with the tower, completely by accident. However, you need to know that dryads need their trees to live, Mike, and sometime after she abandoned me, Emily cut all of the trees down, including Amy's. Its remains sit upstairs, in your hallway, with a lock on the door."
The realization of what she said made Mike's eyes widen. "She... Emily killed someone who lived here?"
Yuki nodded. "She must have. And guess what? Nobody will ever remember Amy because you'll never meet her. Those memories are locked away, forever."
"How do you remember then?"
Yuki shrugged. "The world where I've been trapped is technically inside and outside the house at the same time. The tower used to be a place like this one, that much I've gathered. While there, I felt the house reawaken and sensed your presence in it, but could do nothing except lure you to the opening. I truly felt that the home was mine by right. It was something Emily and I spoke of often."
"You also weren't yourself. Not your full self anyway." He stood up and stretched. "I want you to think about something really hard for just a bit. It isn't something I know for certain, but it's a theory I have that I want to share."
"Okay."
"When Emily attacked you, she had some greater purpose in mind. I have no doubts that she knew what that emerald was capable of. A piece of your soul, trapped inside for all eternity, capable of granting the user a wish. The wish isn't something you can just say, but something you have to feel, deep inside. When she walked away, leaving you behind forever, she said that she wished she could forget about you. Maybe, just maybe, she wasn't wishing that for her sake, but yours. She had already gone so far as to pull out a piece of your soul, so what was next? As long as she knew who you were and where to find you, she could come back anytime to finish the job."
The weight of his words struck her in the chest like a hammer.
"I... I read some of your journals. Or Ratu did, and told me about it. You two loved each other, of this I have no doubt. And whatever was about to happen? She had one shot to save the person who mattered most to her, and she took it, even though it cost her that love and all its memories. I don't know this for certain, but..." he shrugged, then rubbed his arms. "Just... I think she got caught up in something she couldn't beat."
Yuki blinked away the tears that were forming in her eyes, her eyes on the messy yard. Was it true? Could what happened have actually been an attempt to save her?
"I'll be inside when you're ready. If I know my demons, then I am willing to bet that Oliver is planning something of his own. We have until sometime tonight or tomorrow before the Society can check in with him to answer their questions, based on what he told Beth, anyway." He stood up and stretched. "However... take your time. We'll be waiting."
Without warning, he patted her gently between the ears on his way by. Such a casual touch from someone she barely knew, but she recognized the gesture immediately as something that Naia had done in the past. Even though the memories of Yuki had been erased from history, her time in the house had been very real indeed.
Once the door closed and Mike was gone, the floodgates finally opened and Yuki let her grief flow freely.
--
Mike sat at the kitchen table, his eyes tracing the patterns in the wood grain. He looked up at the sound of the front door opening and waited for Yuki to join the rest of them. Ratu and Tink sat on one side of the table, and they had opened the window for Zel and Abella to participate. The fairies sat on the window ledge, kicking their legs over the gap between the ledge and the floor. Scattered around the room were Reggie's higher-ups, and seated at the table was the Rat King himself.
When Yuki sat down, Tink gave her the stink eye, a small growl emanating from the back of her throat.
Yuki bowed her head, her lip curling in anger.
"Look, I know you're mad about what happened, but I'm here to help, okay?". Mike could see the irritation under her eyes where her tears had fallen. "If Mike was able to forgive me, even if it's just for today, then you can just get over yourself."
"She's mad because you ate the last of my Eggos" he explained, trying to hold in a smile. "Sofia keeps tossing them out, so she hides them in the back as kind of a secret stash for when I want a snack."
"Oh." Yuki blushed. "I'm... sorry about that."
Tink crossed her arms and looked at Mike. "Fox buy husband more after she smash demon."
"I..." Yuki let out a small laugh. "Okay, Tink. I'll buy him more."
This seemed to placate the goblin, who sat back in her chair. "Husband have good plan?"
"As a matter of fact... no." He looked across the table. "Ratu, how far along are you on unfreezing the others?"
"A couple of days at least," she explained. "I'm worried that if I rush it, I might screw up, and that's simply not an option."
"Okay. So let's talk worst case scenario. We need to go get Beth back, and that means I need to go try to make a deal with a demon. If something happens to me, the house will go dormant again. Ratu, I want you to go back to the tower and work on the cure. Reggie, you and the rats can go with her as well. If the house falls asleep, someone has to be able to come back and unfreeze Naia. She's the only one who remains awake when the house is asleep, and we can't let the house die because she's stuck as a statue and unable to pick a new Caretaker."
"Wait, you assume that you should go?" Ratu asked. "Why not someone else?"
"You mean Yuki?" He looked over at the kitsune. "Honestly, if anyone were to go by themselves, she would probably be the best option. I would never ask someone to do such a thing by themselves, though, it's simply too dangerous. However, if she volunteers to go, she can come with me."
"I'll go," Yuki offered without hesitation. "I want to help."
"Tink go too!" The goblin stood up in her chair and slung her club over one shoulder. "Smash mirror demon in his stupid face."
"I would go as well," Abella offered.
"No." Mike held out his hands at their protests. "You can't all go. This isn't a problem we can just punch in the face. As much as I would love having everybody by my side, I think that whatever we do can't look like a frontal assault. We need to catch him off guard."
"He has a point," Ratu added. "If he walks in there with all of you, Oliver will know what's coming. A demon in his lair is thrice as dangerous."
"Which brings me to why we are here. We need a plan of attack, and we need to do it quick. Based on what I've been told, the Society contacts this demon once a month to ask it three questions. Once a question has been asked, it knows the answer. But I'm worried. Yuki stoned Beth on the way in to protect her. According to the deal she made with him, he can't freely give the Society information anymore regarding this house."
"That's how she put it." Yuki said. "She gave herself willingly, and he accepted. I stoned her as she fell, so the agreement should be sound and he won't be offering freebies to his captors."
"But here is what I don't like. Yuki pissed off a demon with nothing to lose and plenty of time on his hands. What if he tries to ransom her back to us, threatening to shatter her if we don't play along? Or, even worse, the Society may have a way to undo the curse. They've had their own gorgon's eye for a long time, and I can't trust that they won't find a way to make a new deal with Oliver by offering to unstone her. Remember what they did to Dana? Do we really want something like that to happen to her?" He looked at Yuki. "Abella even told me that Amir had a fucking genie. Could a genie fix her?"
"A lesser djinn, technically, but yes, they have one." Yuki shifted in her seat. "It may or may not be capable of undoing a stone curse. I don't know the extent of its abilities."
"Which means we are on a timer. The faster we act, the less time they have to plan anything. We need to figure out how to get in, get Beth, and then leave before sometime... tonight or tomorrow?" He turned to look at Zel.
"Um... not entirely sure." She looked at Tink and Reggie. "Did Beth give a definitive time on when the Society checked in with Oliver?"
"Tink no remember," the goblin said, scratching her cheek. "Rat face?"
Reggie scowled at Tink. "I was under the impression that her deadline to acquiesce was also when they might check in with him. Still, it would be better to assume sooner rather than later, since we have no definitive time."
"Okay then. It's super important that we make this happen tonight then. So... ideas?" Mike looked around the room.
"How are you even going to get there?" Zel asked.
"The rats will help," Reggie offered. "For Lady Beth, the rats will do anything. Since the demon took her through the reflecting pool, I have had my rats studying the area around it. We think we've identified a path that we can chew to his location."
"Good. Once we are there, we need a way to grab her and get out. However, she's a heavy statue, so... suggestions?" Again, Mike looked around.
"If we can actually get ahold of her, I can do it." Yuki offered. "With magic, of course, but we'll have to be careful. The statues hold up to the elements, but a sharp blow will shatter them."
"Okay, so we have to be careful, which means that we need to either trade with Oliver to get her back, or defeat him. Assuming he doesn't want to trade... anybody know how to kill a demon?"



"Killing him won't work," Ratu said. "When you slay a demon, typically it goes back to Hell. So if you were to kill him, he would likely just reappear in his mirror world where he had been trapped. There is magic that can do it, but I don't know that we have anything lying around that could do it."
"Damn. Really, we can't just kill him?" Mike laid his dagger on the table. "This was able to hurt Cecilia. Would this do anything?"
"You could hurt him, but it would only be temporary and he would heal," Ratu answered.
"But what if it was a fatal injury?" Mike pointed to the side of his own skull. "If I could lodge it in his brain or something? Even if he heals, we could shut him down that way, right?"
Ratu frowned. "Maybe, but demons are very good at shapeshifting. You would have to catch him off guard. It sounds strange, but it's no difficult feat for a demon to move its internal organs around to avoid injury."
"Okay, so Oliver has a demon healing factor and we need to stab him in a brain that moves around. What else do we know about him?"
"Demons always have to tell the truth," Zel added, holding up one of her notebooks. "They love to play games with mortals. Also, they are completely immune to fire and heat, on account of being from Hell. Oliver's dimension is traversable by others, but Oliver himself cannot leave. I even have some notes from Beth about her time there, so can tell you how to leave without a portal. There's a reflecting pool on his side, and I even have the words to get out. The place was a large garden with animal statues and she even drew me a crude map." Zel flipped her notebook over to show everyone a drawing on it. "Once there, he is likely to be in his pavilion over here." She tapped on the drawing with a finger.
"Okay, good, we can use that." He looked at the others. "If we're going to stab him in the head with the dagger, what do we do to keep him off balance? Between us, Yuki and I should be able to do something to keep him off guard long enough to play pin the knife in the demon. Any ideas?"
Everyone looked at each other, but no ideas were offered. Mike sighed, sitting back in his seat. They needed a plan, and they were going nowhere fast.
"I have a question." Yuki had pulled a few cards from her sleeve, cycling through them. "Could a demon hurt a demon?"
"I mean... yes, I suppose." Ratu leaned forward with interest. "You have something?"
"I think I might. I could cause a distraction, which might let us disable him." Yuki looked across the room. "I would like to point out that even if we take Beth from Oliver, he is going to be beyond pissed. We wouldn't actually be solving the real problem, just putting a band-aid on it. Even if we plant that dagger in his skull and bury him deep in the dirt, the Society can go back and forth to his world, remember? That's how they put Beth there in the first place. They will go looking for their magic eight-ball when he doesn't show up when called, pull the knife out of him, and then there will be literal hell to pay."
Mike felt his heart sink. Yuki was right. They needed an even bigger solution, but what? What could be done to destroy a demon or even get rid of the Society?
The room suddenly cooled, causing Mike to shiver. He rubbed his arms for warmth and saw Ratu shifting uncomfortably.
"Could you ease up?" Ratu asked, squinting at Yuki. "It's freezing in here."
"That isn't me," Yuki replied. Everyone went quiet at the sound of soft cotton feet pitter-pattering across the floor. A bundle of fabric flew through the air, and Jenny tumbled to a stop in the middle of the table, causing everyone to jump.
"Jenny!" Mike put a hand to his chest. "You scared the crap out of me."
I shall be punished for it now, I suppose, by being drowned in my own tears! That WILL be a queer thing, to be sure, the doll said, her voice echoing in his skull. Yuki suddenly sat up straight as if a bolt of lightning had traveled through her body.
"Um, yeah, I'm sure it would." He was happy to see her active, but this wasn't helping. "Do you have an idea we can use?"
And she tried to fancy what the flame of a candle is like after the candle is blown out, for she could not remember ever having seen such a thing. Jenny looked around the table, then settled on Yuki. If he smiled much more, the ends of his mouth might meet behind, and then I don't know what would happen to his head! I'm afraid it would come off!
"Jenny." Mike let out a sigh. "Jenny, I know you're trying to be helpful, but if you know something, we need a straight answer."
"No. No, you don't." Yuki held her hands up for silence. "In fact, none of you do. She's quoting Alice's Adventures in Wonderland. Why would she be doing that?"
"She's quoting that book? We had no idea," Mike admitted. "She's always been a bit weird about talking, no offense Jenny, but she was saying some really strange things once she got her hands on the emerald. Our theory was that she was having visions of the future, but now I wonder... was she quoting Alice this whole time?" He tilted his head. "Or maybe it was both? She referenced something that happened, actually. Sorry to say this, but I beheaded your Jabberwock." He winced as the words left him.
Yuki scowled but brushed it aside. "Yes, but why? Don't you see? Why that book? It's one of my favorites, I could rehearse it by heart if needed. It's why I made the Jabberwock, I felt like I was Alice and had been trapped through the looking glass. If she's having visions of the future, why not just tell us up front, why quote from the book?" Her eyes widened. "Oh my god, I think I get it."
"Get what?" Zel asked.
"The emerald had a piece of my soul in it. She can't be straight forward because of it. That book was my salvation, and I suspect Jenny has had a vision of what's to come, but is stuck sharing it through the words I love the most. Is that... is that right?"
Jenny approached Yuki, then bowed her head. Everything's got a moral, if only you can find it.
"Jenny," Yuki whispered. "A flame after it's been blown out... a smile that stretches all the way round... oh my god, you're brilliant! Absolutely brilliant!" She looked at Mike, her eyes lighting up in excitement. "I know what we have to do, but I'm going to need some help."
--
Hours later, they stood by the reflecting pool, their eyes on the untroubled waters. The rats had finished their examination, their teeth steadily grinding into the cold rock nearby. A blast of heat emerged from the hole they had chewed, and Mike found himself looking at a sky that made him think of dusk. He licked his lips as the hole widened, then looked over at Yuki for support.
"You sure this is going to work?" he asked.
"No." She frowned at him, the warm wind ruffling her hair. "But we're going to try anyway."
He clenched his jaw, waiting for the portal to be wide enough, then his eyes slid over to the reflecting pool. If what Zel's journal had suggested was true, Beth was going to exit the same way she came in, and the last thing they needed was for her statue to be hurled into the front of the house via the closet shortcut. On Yuki's advice, they had blocked off the closet door upstairs, which would render the shortcut inert.
"Remember. Don't eat or drink anything. You'll be stuck forever." It was one of the few things he could remember from Zel's list that hadn't been emphasized during their meeting.
"Oh, don't worry about that." Her lip curled up to reveal very sharp teeth. "I'll have other things to worry about."
"Okay, on my mark." He checked the time on his phone. "Ten minutes."
"You'll know that I'm there. Trust me." Yuki turned her face toward him, the light of the portal reflecting off her dark, green eyes. The reddish hue of Oliver's prison made her fur look orange in its light.
"Okay." He looked into the portal and took a deep breath then hopped in.
It was disorienting, the sensation of falling and then falling some more, but he gracefully landed in a crumpled heap on the other side. The crimson world he had viewed through the portal was gone, and now he stood in a beautiful garden. Scattered throughout were several statues of animals wearing fancy clothes, as if preparing for a tea party.
"Holy shit," he muttered, looking around. "Through the looking glass, indeed." He stood, dusting himself off. The animals in the garden nearby slowly turned to face him, and he found himself looking at a statue of a bird in a top hat. It regarded him with cold, lifeless eyes.
"Mr. Radley." Oliver's voice spoke directly in his ear, but the demon was nowhere to be seen. "This is a... surprise."
"Yeah, I'm here to talk about my friend and was wondering if we could have a friendly chat?"
"That dagger on your belt does not suggest a friendly chat."
"Yeah, well..." Mike touched the hilt with a grin. "From what I've been told, it would just piss you off."
Oliver laughed. "You are a brave man, Mr. Radley."
"Please. Call me Mike."
"Mike, then. Okay, I'm curious. Let's talk." The statues lifted arms, wings and snouts to point there way through the small hedge maze, and Mike followed. It didn't take him long to find the gazebo at the center of the floating island, and he fought hard to keep the surprise off his face when he arrived. A large pedestal had been built, and Beth was placed upon it, frozen in a defiant stance.
"As you can see, she is well cared for." Oliver appeared behind him, wearing a bright white button down shirt with a purple overcoat and a top hat. He waved a hand at the small table nearby. "I wasn't expecting company, but perhaps you would like some tea?"
"No thanks. I'm only here to talk."
"Well, I would like some tea." Oliver sat down at the table and poured himself a piping hot glass of a red liquid. "So what brings you here today?"
"Her." He pointed at Beth's statue. "I heard you pulled some kind of dirty trick and began messing with her head. Then you forced her to come here and I want her back."
"Interesting choice of words. I didn't force her, she made the choice." Oliver turned around, his face wistful. "Regrettably, that damn fox turned her to stone before I could properly enjoy her. But no matter. I have plenty of time to figure out how to restore her."
"Okay, well, let's try this the easy way. What do you want? In exchange for Beth."
Oliver grinned, setting down his teacup. "This little minx wandered into my lair not too long ago and thought to trick me out of what was rightfully mine. An unexpected side effect of our tryst was that she carried a piece of me inside of her. There's a lot I can do with a human soul to help me pass the time in a place like this, so you will find me hard pressed to think of something I want in exchange from her."
"Okay, new question. What do I have that is equal or greater in value?"
Oliver's yellow eyes flashed. "Ah, now that is the way we do things around here." He contemplated Mike for several seconds. "And what a fascinating collection of things that you have. Even you aren't aware of the powerful objects in your possession."
"Objects?" Mike put his hand on his chest. "I figured you would be interested in my soul or something."
"Bah, no." Oliver waved off Mike's comment. "Your soul is indeed very special, but does not make up for the high esteem in which I hold hers." He sipped at his tea with a grin. "In short, she is much hotter than you, so I have zero interest in what you have to offer."
"Oh." Mike picked a cup up off of the table and quickly set it back down. "So... what about these other things you are interested in?"
"Yes, well, about that. If I were to give you a list of any one of these items, it might prove problematic for me. These things are... complicated."
"Okay, you're just wasting my time then." Mike stood, the timer on his phone causing it to vibrate. "Is there anything I could do for you that would result in Beth coming back with me?"
"Yes, well, I—" his face darkened. "Someone else has just arrived. Mr. Radley, are you planning to take Beth from me by force?"
"Is it true that you can answer any question once you've heard it?"
Oliver rose with a sneer. "Of course I can. You're dodging my question. Who just came here?"
"I find it curious that you live in a world that's simply... through the looking glass." Mike stepped back, his hand on the dagger. "So I wonder if you know the answer to this one: can my magical dagger cut through a demon? Could it cut through you?"
Oliver snorted, his shadow extending behind him. "When your compatriot arrives, I'm afraid they aren't going to find much left of you." His red skin darkened and thick horns emerged from his head, knocking his top hat off.
It rolled to a stop by Mike's feet. He kicked it away, his eyes on the angry demon in front of him. Oliver's coat fluttered and then burst out behind him, forming a pair of dark bat wings.
Oliver took a step forward, his claws opening and closing. He laughed, his razor sharp teeth glinting terribly in the light of the mirror world, and then moved blazingly fast to take Mike's dagger from him. Laughing, he hurled it out over the horizon, where it soon vanished.
"Goodbye, Mr. Rad—" Oliver paused, his distorted face gazing into the distance. The sound of chains being dragged was rapidly approaching, and a foul looking head popped up from the garden, swinging a massive arm to knock over some of the animal statues. Standing on the monster's shoulder was Yuki, her hands clutched tightly around a thick, icicle staff.
"You," Oliver hissed, and he swung his arm, knocking Mike aside. He pointed a jagged claw at the monster Yuki rode. "You have no business here."
"Contract," the other demon hissed, and Yuki hopped down, a smirk on her face. Mike crawled away from the fight that was about to begin, doing his best to stay low.
Yuki had played the Devil card and part two of the plan was officially active. Having summoned a powerful demon of their own, Yuki explained earlier that she could command it to kill Oliver. The demon she brought with her was almost thirteen feet tall with massive arms that had been shackled in thick chains that dragged on the ground. It approached on stumpy legs and howled, revealing a giant set of teeth that stretched across its misshapen head.
The two demons threw themselves at each other, the ground cracking beneath them in a flurry of teeth and claws. The kitsune ran over to Mike and then looked at Beth.
"Do you think it's safe to move her?" she asked.
"I have no idea where the exit is." He looked over at the two demons. While Yuki's demon looked far stronger, its claws didn't seem to be doing any damage to its opponent. "Oliver is going to win."
"Yeah, but we expected that." She knelt down, holding another card in her hand. "Time for phase three." Tossing the card in the air, she summoned the Priestess. Bedecked in long, white robes, the woman was made primarily of light and held a thick bible. "The demon must be stopped."
"God's will be done," the priestess declared, then opened her book. Light flowed outward from the holy woman, casting the garden in an eerie light, and Oliver paused in the middle of ripping the other demon's arm off.
"Do you... think that will stop me?" He slapped Yuki's demon in the face with its own arm, causing it to disappear in a puff of fire and smoke, then stomped toward the holy woman. His movements were sluggish, but he put his hands together, summoning a large ball of red and black fire. Letting out an inhuman roar, he hurled it over his head at the priestess.
The magic washed over her and she began reciting rapidly from the book. Mike was certain she was reading in Latin, then looked over at Yuki.
Yuki nodded, holding the ice scepter in front of her. The staff had cracked in more than a few places and was beginning to fall apart. She handed it to Mike and began summoning large chunks of frost that clung to Oliver's feet.
"I will enjoy chewing your face off," Oliver hissed, throwing more fire at the priestess. He was having trouble dividing his attention between Yuki and the priestess now, and he stumbled under the dual assault. Letting out a loud roar, his body rippled again and was covered in thick scales of black and red. Mike felt a wave of terror eat through his body, and even Yuki stumbled in her spellcasting.
This was enough to allow him to charge the priestess and attack. Her holy magic did her no good as he twisted her head and bit into her face, her ethereal body popping out of existence like a giant bubble of light. Yuki threw everything she had at him, but he sneered, the talons on his right hand growing longer.
"I will make you regret this day," he told her, then swung his arm. Malignant energy washed over her, sending her spiraling through the bushes, and Mike lifted the staff and smashed it on the ground, picking up the object within. He moved alongside Oliver, waiting for his chance to strike. His left hand reached into his pocket.
"We are going to take her back!" Yuki hollered, summoning ice beneath the demon's feet. Her magic was far weaker here, and without her cards, she was unable to summon the necessary materials. The ice slowed him for a moment, but his cloven feet smashed through, digging deep into the soil.
"No. You won't." His tail whipped around and spiraled through the air, grabbing Yuki by the waist and pulling her through the air. The demon caught Yuki in one hand and smashed her into the ground. She let out a cry of pain, and Oliver laughed in her face.
"There is nothing you can do that will hurt me," he told her, saliva dripping from his jaws. "In this place, I. AM. GOD." He punctuated his words by smashing her into the ground repeatedly. His attention was so fixed on her that he didn't pay any attention when Mike slid the goggles over his face, the lenses flicking back and forth instantly to form a floating bullseye.
"Hey! God!" Mike leaned on his back about ten feet from the demon and twisted the knob on Tink's club. Oliver looked up, his bony brow folding in curiosity as Mike lined up the shot and pulled the trigger once the bullseye was between Oliver's eyes.
The mechanism fired the bolt, but instead of a standard arrow, the bolt had been rigged with the final vial that Zel had given him. It exploded on contact and expanded into a sickly yellow foam that clung to Oliver like glue. Steam hissed from his body as the acid did its best to eat through his flesh, and Yuki scurried off, the foam eating into the hard rock by her feet.
Blinded, Oliver swung wildly with his hands, and Mike shouted at him, drawing him away from the pavilion with Beth inside. Oliver's bones and sinew were visible now, but Mike watched as the demon's flesh regenerated, the wounds closing up where the acid had already fallen off. A large portion of it had fallen to the ground, and the demon stumbled over the suddenly uneven terrain.
Taking a chance, Mike waited for Oliver to stumble onto the smooth walkway of the garden and then leapt forward and swung the club into Oliver's knee. The impact made his arms go numb, and the club fell from his hands, clattering onto the ground. Oliver spread his fingers wide and pinned Mike to the ground with his claws as he fell.
The angry face of a wounded demon was terrifying enough, but the acid had eaten away all of the soft tissue. Oliver growled, his sunken eyes slowly growing back in his monstrous skull. One of his horns had fallen off, but was already reforming on his skull.
"Did you... did you really think... that you could win?" He asked. Oliver leaned forward, his hot breath washing over Mike. "Oh, I'm going to make you suffer for this."
"I bet." Through Oliver's legs, he could see Yuki moving close. He needed to buy just a couple more seconds. "I heard you like questions. Is it true the answer just pops in your head, just like that?"



The demon's face was ruined, but healing rapidly. Scales and flesh were growing back across his skull. "I'm uninterested in your questions."
"Even if I ask you a good one? Like, for instance, what are all the lines of code necessary to run Google?"
Oliver's face contorted and steam hissed from his eye sockets. His horn had finished regrowing now, his regeneration speeding up. He raised his claw in the air.
"Follow up question. What are those lines of code converted into morse code?"
Oliver's hand faltered and he shook his head, then clutched it in pain.
Mike laughed, egging Oliver on. "I knew it! You still have to process the information, don't you? Hard to do with half your fucking face gone, isn't it?"
The demon bellowed, shaking his head and coating Mike in spittle and blood.
"If you shuffled up the morse code randomly and printed out every configuration and then shuffled those up..." Oliver placed his hand over Mike's mouth, silencing him.
"Enough!" Oliver bellowed, holding up his other hand, the talons narrowing into razors. His yellow eyes had reformed and the skin of his face was nearly complete. He focused his gaze on Mike. "You're dead."
Mike briefly twisted his mouth free of Oliver's hand. "How is a raven like a writing desk?!?"
Oliver's eyes flashed and he let out a grunt, bloody drool falling from his mouth. Smoke emanated from his face now, coming out of his nostrils and his ears. It lasted just a few moments, and then he tilted his face down toward Mike's. "I'm going to peel you like a grape and then fuck your skull, you weak bag of flesh."
"Yeah, well..." Mike mumbled, then twisted his mouth free again. "You owe me a new kitchen knife."
Oliver's brow furrowed. "What?"
Yuki slammed into Oliver from behind, the magic dagger sinking into the back of his skull. He reached back, eyes rolling into his head, and then his body went limp and he fell onto Mike. Mike scurried free and Yuki rolled off of the demon and pulled the dagger free, then stabbed him in the head again. Oliver let out a gurgling whimper, the first wound already closing and one eye swiveling around to focus on the kitsune. Twisting his head sideways, Yuki jammed the blade into his temple and let go. The demon went completely limp and collapsed, his claws twitching.
Mike stood up and joined Yuki. She watched the demon twitch for a moment and then picked up Tink's club from the ground nearby. She walked toward the demon and used the club as a hammer on the pommel of the dagger. It sank even deeper into Oliver's skull. She did this over and over again until the loud cracking of bone could be heard. Hammering it even deeper, the hilt sank beneath his skull, blood like black tar leaking onto the ground. Only an inch of the pommel was visible now.
Mike gagged at the sight and turned away. He took a few seconds to compose himself and turned back. As Ratu had predicted, the wound had mostly healed already, the knife now firmly embedded in Oliver's skull. The sharp blade inside his brain had disabled him completely, trapping him in a state of death.
Yuki pinched the pommel and yanked it, causing Oliver's head to lift.
"That's not coming out anytime soon," she said, slamming Oliver's head back on the ground. "If anything, it might go deeper, but he's gonna have a tough time with a dagger floating around in there."
Mike let out a huge sigh. They had done it. "Okay, so what now?"
"First, we get Beth out of here." Yuki sat on the ground and let out a groan. "I think he broke some of my ribs."
"Yeah, well, we'll get you patched up when we get home." He grinned. "Your plan was brilliant, by the way."
"Thank you, I... we needed to do this." She let out a pained breath and stood back up. "Let's get Beth home and then teach the Society that you don't fuck with the Radley House."
Mike laughed. "I'll go find that pool if you'll go get the rats."
--
Yuki stood atop the pavilion, her eyes scanning the garden below. The rats were everywhere, hundreds of them, scouting the ground. Oliver's body had been moved into the pavilion proper where several rodents stood guard in case his body found a way to push the dagger out of his skull.
Mike appeared through the bushes, followed by Tink. When his eyes met Yuki's, he gave her a thumbs up. "She's safe. She just sort of emerged from the pool, so we all dragged her out. Ratu is busy working on the cure right now, so by tomorrow, everyone should be safe."
"Good." Yuki let out a sigh. No matter what happened next, at least that was one debt repaid. Her lungs burned with every breath, her wounds from Oliver more severe than she had let on. They would heal in time, but she would have to live with the pain for now.
"Lord Mike." Reggie appeared from one of the hedges. "I believe we are ready to begin."
"Do you think it will work?"
Reggie took off his plastic glasses and wiped them off on his shirt. Yuki fought the urge to laugh at the absurdity of a rodent pretending that he had actual glasses. What the Rat King was about to accomplish was nothing short of a miracle.
"I do," Reggie said, placing his glasses back on and adjusting his crown. "We have already located and isolated other worlds like this one, so no other creatures will be harmed. Those places, though, will be utterly destroyed once we begin."
"Okay, good." Mike looked at Yuki. "As for you... are you good?"
"Of course." Yuki gazed across the garden. The stone animals were slowly transforming into twisted, macabre versions of their former selves. With Oliver out cold, his mental control over the garden was weakening. Soon, the trap would be laid, and all they could do was wait.
"Then let's begin." Mike nodded at Reggie, who signaled to some rats nearby. Those rats set off, and then the entire garden filled with the sound of chewing.
Mike climbed on top of the pavilion with Yuki's help, his eyes on the work below. It would be a while before any of the portals would open.
"This is so surreal," Mike said, watching them work. "I'm watching magic rats coordinate an interdimensional highway inside of a prison world that looks like the Mad Hatter's tea party. That's what made me think of the raven question, actually. I watched the Alice cartoon as a kid, and wondered if a question like that would confuse him. Pissed him off pretty bad, that was a surprise for me."
Yuki chuckled. "This place has been around since the eighteen hundreds, according to Zel's journal. I'm wondering if Lewis Carroll himself once passed through the looking glass, if you catch my drift."
"Do you really think he was here? I thought he was just a mathematician."
"In some ways, math is just another type of magic." Yuki coughed, wincing. "He may have visited, been trapped here, or even overheard the story about this place from a friend. Maybe even used that question to escape, who knows? You'll find that every story tends to have a kernel of truth, and some truths are far more interesting than others."
"I see." He looked out over the gardens.
"Mike?"
"Yeah?"
"What's a Google?"
He laughed. "That's a good question! It's easier to show you when we get home." His brow furrowed and he turned to look at her. "Also, I've been meaning to ask you. Once we get everyone back to normal, what were you thinking of doing?"
"What do you mean?" Yuki fought the nauseous feeling rising up in her throat. Whether it was from her busted ribs or anxiety, she couldn't be sure.
"Well, I mean..." Mike cleared his throat. "Where are you going to stay? After this?"
"I thought..." Yuki hung her head. She hadn't really thought that far ahead. In a way, it didn't make a whole lot of sense for her to stick around. After all, she had almost lost the house to a group of witches. Nobody in the house even remembered her, which meant that as far as they were concerned, she was still the enemy.
She had been stupid to think that her hard work would help make up for the trouble she caused. Lost in thought, she realized that Mike was still speaking to her.
"-or you could stay in the tower, if you'd rather. It's just that the current rooms are either a mess or occupied. The rats will probably shift a bit, but I don't want you to be offended because I offered you the servants quarters, that's just the only one that's remotely ready to be a bedroom."
"Wait... what?" She turned toward him. "You want me to stay?"
"Only if you want to. I know you have mixed feelings about what happened, and you're certainly free to go. I just didn't know which room you wanted and was trying to make conversation. You can stay in the tower, but that might make you nervous about getting trapped again, so I didn't want to assume anything."
"You realize what you're asking, right? You want me to stay here, to live with you, even after everything I've done."
His face darkened and he lowered his voice. "I want you to stay because of what you've done."
Yuki blinked a couple of times, unsure of what she had just heard. "You want me here because... because I tried to kill you?"
"Kind of." He kept his eyes on the distant rats. "I keep thinking about that shadow thing and it makes me wonder. What else is tucked away in the house, waiting to try and manipulate me? What if something causes me to hurt somebody one day, like Emily did? Who would notice, who would be able to stop me from going off the deep end?"
"You don't think the others would notice?"
He shrugged. "They might. But would they be able to do what needed to be done?" Mike turned to look at her. "I have a feeling that you would, but I hope it never comes to that. I know that you only want what is best for the house. Even in the middle of hating me, you were able to set your feelings aside. Abella told me that you tried to give her the key and come get me. That still counts, even if it didn't work."
"I guess." She crossed her arms and scowled. "So you want me to stay just so I can kill you in case you go off the deep end?"
"What?" He looked confused for a moment, his eyes eventually settling on the wry grin on Yuki's face. He chuckled and shook his head. "No, I want you to stay because you belong here, with the others. They might not remember you now, but they're still the same people you used to know. I just wanted to be up front with you that I'm aware that something might happen to me someday. I rarely have a plan, and I've gotten lucky more than once. Someday, that luck might run out, and I need to know I can depend on you." Mike chuckled. "That, and if this plan you came up with works, it's going to really piss off some people. I wouldn't mind the extra firepower at home."
"If they survive." A grin crossed her lips. "Okay, we have a deal. We can worry about room assignments after I get back."
"Good." He patted her head, then jerked his hand back. "I'm really sorry. I have no idea why I keep doing that."
"It's... it's okay." She couldn't help but smile. "It reminds me of an old friend."
"Okay then." He did it again, but gave her hair a good ruffle. A hot breeze blew across both of their backs, and he turned around to look. Down on the ground, one of the first portals had been opened. "Oh boy, I'm getting nervous."
"Me too." They watched together in silence as the rats did their work, the portals opening throughout the garden. Eerie light from different worlds cast a technicolor glow into the sky. Each portal went to a world that was like this one, completely closed off from everywhere else.
Beneath them, the ground began to rumble.
Mike broke the silence. "I did want to ask you a question."
"What's that?"
"Why is the Grim Reaper out in my front yard?"
Yuki grinned. "I traded away a decade of my life to trap an avatar of Death inside of that card. He was meant for Emily, but she had already passed. Once summoned, the avatar must collect the soul of the person I request before it can return to... I guess wherever Death exists."
"So he's not actually the Grim Reaper?" He held up his hands and made a pair of air quotes.
"Death is more of a concept than a person or a deity. Just think of it like one of your mall santas. They aren't the real santa, just one of his helpers, an extension."
"Ah. I see. So... he's just stuck here? In my front yard?" He paused, deep in thought. "Is he... safe?"
"I guess. I tried to use the card on that Amir guy, but apparently his soul wasn't in his body, or whatever. So until Amir actually dies and crosses over, Death is stuck on here." She shrugged. "This is new territory for me, too. As for being safe... I'm not sure."
"Lord Mike?" Reggie coughed from down below. "It's going to become fairly unstable soon. You may wish to climb down from there."
"Sure." He climbed down first, then offered a hand to Yuki, who followed. The ground rumbled and she fell into his arms. He caught her easily, holding her close against him until the tremors passed. It was an oddly comforting sensation, feeling his arms around her body, the most human contact she had had in over a decade. His nymph magic washed over her, at once so similar to Emily's, but already so very different.
She steadied herself and the ground shook again.
Reggie scampered up. "We will be done here shortly. The exit portals have all been sealed, so you will need to use the reflecting pool here to get home."
"You're sure the pool will take us home?" Yuki asked.
"Of course!" Reggie drew himself to his full height. "My subjects are leaving the same way. It returns you to the closest reflective surface to your departure point on Earth."
"You're gonna get wet, though," Mike added.
"Not the worst thing that's ever happened to me." She turned her attention to the horizon. "I guess we should get started."
Mike walked with her to the edge of the garden. The rats had trimmed the hedges down over the last couple of hours, giving them a clear path to the edge of the floating garden. When they got there, they got on their hands and knees and crawled to the edge, peering down into the depths below.
It was possibly miles of nothing, followed by shifting clouds beneath. When the clouds moved, Yuki could see something beneath them, shifting around. Beth had told them that she thought it was souls who had gotten trapped here, but Yuki suspected something far more sinister.
"What's down there?" he asked. The ground shook beneath them, and both of them clutched nearby rocks tightly.
"Doesn't matter. Won't be there long." The ground rattled again, and a stone tumbled free of a nearby garden wall, falling into the void beneath. "We should scoot back."
"Agreed." They moved away about ten feet and then stood. The ground rumbled under them again, and Yuki realized that she no longer saw any trace of the rats. Across the garden, she spotted a few of them migrating toward where she knew the exit to be, followed by a giant pillar of floating rats that spiraled into the sky, each one winking out of existence like a star chased away by the dawn.
They walked back to the pavilion. The ground rumbled so intensely now that the pavilion had toppled, as well as several of the nearby statues. Except for the path that the rats had made from the edge to the exit, the soft glow of open portals was everywhere.
"Ugh." Mike held his stomach. "You can feel your equilibrium shift when you walk too close to some of them." They walked to the pool to see a steady stream of rats stepping inside. Reggie was there, speaking the magic words that activated the portal.
"Ixiar Tobish Anuit," the Rat King said, sending another cluster of rats skyward. Mike and Yuki waited until he had sent them all into the sky, and he turned around to face them.
"Well?" Mike asked.
"It was difficult, but we managed to very carefully reach the threshold." Once the words were out of his mouth, the world trembled around them. Air pressure varied, and the ground bucked. "I strongly suspect that the addition of any other portal in this world will cause it to collapse."
Yuki couldn't help but smile. Much like Alice, she had no idea what a flame would look like after it had gone out, but Reggie had assured her that the garden would likely cease to exist. It had been sealed away so completely that it was its own pocket universe. As for Oliver? He couldn't return to Hell or Earth, which likely meant utter annihilation or an eternity trapped in a place where neither time or space existed.
Either way, he deserved it.
"Great job Reggie. Are all of your subjects out?"
"Only I remain." Reggie gave Mike a salute. "I look forward to seeing you on the other side."
"And you will." Mike knelt down and took the king's paw in one hand. "We couldn't have done this without you."
Reggie's whiskers twitched, and Yuki could have sworn he was smiling.
The Rat King stepped into the pool and spoke the magic words, his body slowly raising into the sky until it disappeared from view.
"The timing on this is going to be tricky," Mike said.
"I'm aware," Yuki told him. The two of them followed the path back toward the edge, but Mike took a small detour to contemplate Oliver's body once more.
"Something wrong?" Yuki asked.
"That dagger has bailed me out of more trouble than I care to admit," he told her. "I got it off of a witch who came to kill me my first week in the house. It cuts through anything, I'm honestly lucky to still have all of my fingers." He wiggled all ten of them for her. "I guess I'm a little sad to leave it behind. I mean, I get why it needs to be this way, but it's almost like it was a part of me."
"It was never a part of you," Yuki said, holding in another cough. "It was a tool that had its uses, sure, but it was never meant to be wielded by the likes of you."
"The likes of me?" He frowned at her.
"You're not meant to be a fighter, we both know that now. You are the Caretaker. You use the tools at your disposal to keep our home safe. Sometimes it means fighting, but usually it means nurturing, taking care of the home and the people inside it. I see it in how the others look to you for guidance, and I sincerely wish I had seen it before." She took a deep breath, then let out a terrible cough, clutching her sides. "You are already so far ahead of where she ever was. If I had known that when I first saw you, I would have hurled a much bigger piece of ice at you, or had my Jabberwock snatch you up in its jaws."
He let out a chuckle, then sighed. "Yeah, well, there will always be something out to get me." He knelt down by Oliver and tenderly touched the pommel of his knife. "It was just so comforting knowing that I had a weapon, in case trouble found me."
"From now on, I'll be your weapon." The words were easy to say, but she almost felt like she had cast a spell, the air rippling oddly around them. It was likely the effect of this pocket universe being pincushioned to the point of annihilation, but she couldn't be sure.
Mike stood. "Then I guess I better keep you close by. Are you ready?"
"Yeah." They walked together toward the edge of the garden and gazed down into the depths below from a safe distance. The distant clouds shifted hungrily, as if eager for their meal.
Yuki pulled a card from her pocket and held it up. The Sun card was warm in her hand, the energy of over a decade's worth of direct sunlight stored inside. It was one of the first cards she had made, but one of the last she had finished. Each line of art had been painstakingly drawn at night beneath Daisy's magical glow, the only light that was safe to draw it by. Hungry for heat, it had gobbled up the sun's light so quickly that an unnatural winter had settled in to the mountain for several months until she could control its intake.
She slid her hand across the face of the card and tossed it over the edge. It shimmered and turned into an angry ball of light that rapidly expanded to the size of a small sedan before it vanished from view.



"Are you ready?" she asked Mike, pulling the sunstone from her pocket.
"Do it," he told her.
Yuki cocked her arm back and winced, grabbing her side in agony. Her arm dropped to her side, so she handed the sunstone over to Mike.
"You need to," she told him, already feeling the temperature rise. "Hurry!"
"Yeah, sure." He scooped up the sunstone and cocked his arm back. He threw it over the edge of the garden and then they both turned and ran.
The sky turned an eerie red above them as the giant ball of fire beneath the island met up with the falling stone. A blast of heat rocked the island from beneath, sending giant cracks through the ground and the garden walls. Mike and Yuki both fell to the ground as the combined might of the stone and her tarot card combined to create what likely looked like a small sun beneath them.
Another wave of heat blasted the island, and Yuki looked back in time to see a chunk of it break off and fall.
"Go," she hissed, clutching her sides. Mike yanked her to her feet and ran, pulling her. A second wave of energy rocked the island, and they both got tossed through the air and crashed into one of the nearby statues. It tilted on top of them, but she was yanked out of the way at the last second by Mike.
"C'mon," he shouted, then pulled her up once more. A low musical note filled the air as hot wind rushed across the island, followed by several more tones as each portal acted like the open end of a bottle. The sound raised the hairs on Yuki's neck, causing her to shiver.
The temperature was increasing exponentially now. The rats had cleverly created a closed system with their dimension hopping, and as the heat increased, so would the pressure. Oliver's world had become a massive pressure cooker that was starting to heat up.
They passed the pavilion and then Oliver. Yuki stumbled again, her legs giving out as fire spread through her lungs, but Mike helped her again, lifting her off the ground and slinging her over his shoulder. The ground rocked dangerously beneath them, giant cracks appearing in the garden, but he casually sidestepped them and even dodged a few falling statues. The going was slower than she would have liked, and she gasped at the sight of a shimmering wall of heat blasting away at the edges of the garden.
They were at the reflecting pool. Mike held on tightly to Yuki, stepping into the water.
"Ixiar Tobish Anuit," they both said, and the pool shimmered beneath them. Their bodies floated up into the sky slowly at first, and Yuki looked down in horror as the water beneath them began to bubble. Gathering her magic, she blasted the pool with frost, attempting to cool it down long enough for them to escape.
They rose together into the sky, slowly gaining speed as Oliver's island grew smaller beneath them. The light from below was so intense that it was like looking into the sun itself, so they both closed their eyes as they gained speed, the air growing impossibly hot around them. Yuki summoned her magic, her icy shields bursting and turning to steam just as fast as they formed.
It was now hard to breath. Neither of them had expected the garden to become so unstable, and the air was hot enough now that it hurt to breathe. Flames licked at their feet, the world beneath them ablaze with power.
When they exited the reflecting pool of the Labyrinth, the heat that chased them out had caused steam to rise from its surface, turning the pool into a hot spring. Together, they quickly scrambled out of the water and fell on the cool stone of the Labyrinth floor, gasping for air.
"Well," Yuki began, wheezing now. "Now that we've made a bomb roughly the size of a small planet, what would you like to do tomorrow, Caretaker?"
Mike let out a hard laugh, squeezing Yuki's hand with his own.
--
Beth opened her eyes, taking a deep breath. Her vision was blurry for a few moments, and she saw some shapes moving around in front of her.
"Easy," a voice told her, as if from a great distance. "It takes a few minutes to acclimate to being flesh and bone again, so just relax."
"Ra... Ratu?" her voice was barely a whisper. The figures slowly gained definition, turning from amorphous blobs into humanoids that moved in front of her. The fuzzy edges of their bodies came into focus, and she found herself lying on a cot that had been built in front of the Labyrinth.
Off to her side, she saw Ratu nod with a satisfied smile. She was holding a strange scepter with a stony eyeball built into the top. "Looks like we're good here. Don't get up for a bit, your balance is non-existent and your muscles are going to hurt pretty badly. You aren't dying or anything, so just relax until the feeling passes."
"I... where..." her brain fought to put the pieces together. A warm hand took hers and squeezed. She turned her head to see Mike at her side.
"Welcome home," he told her, then leaned in to give her a hug.
"You... came for... me..." the smile that crossed her face hurt like hell, but she didn't care.
She was saved.
--
I certainly hope you enjoyed this chapter, it was fun for me to write, and it sets the stage to close out a major plot thread! Don't forget to rate or review. Also, I update my bio whenever I hit submit, so feel free to follow me or check that often for news about future posts.
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The World
Yuki stood by the back door, her eyes on Naia's fountain. The nymph was currently absent, resting in her spring.
Unstoning the others had taken some time. After reviving Beth, the minotaur had been next, and it had taken almost everyone to calm the beast down. Scowling, he had stormed back into the Labyrinth, disappearing behind its thick, metal doors. Beth had been unable to follow, still weak from her transformation. Sofia had simply collapsed, holding her sides tightly.
Naia, after a quick kiss with Mike, turned into water and vanished.
Ashamed, Yuki had spent the next day or so helping Zel make preparations to begin restoring the centaurs. Beth described the ordeal as instantaneous, meaning that the men and women of the herd were frozen in time, and would likely come out swinging. Tink was helping build something similar to what she called a cattle-chute, which would stabilize the centaurs and prevent injuries upon awakening.
Yuki had dedicated a solid chunk of her time to finding the key to the wardrobe. It had been difficult, but she eventually found it buried beneath a portion of the front porch that hadn't collapsed. She had given it back to Mike, who had smiled and simply handed it back.
"You hold onto it," he told her. "We don't really need it anymore, do we?"
The next day, Tink had given her a chain to put it on. Yuki now wore it around her neck, as a memento. She found herself touching it often, thinking about what it must have taken for Emily to find the strength to turn the key, locking Yuki away for good.
However painful those memories were, there was still one more thing to do, and she couldn't quite bring herself to do it yet. Standing at the back door, she took a deep breath and took a step forward. It was a path she had taken many times before, to a place she had spent countless hours. Now, though, she felt like a stranger, and couldn't help but to think back to a better time.
"Hey, Naia?" It was a bright summer day, nearly thirty years ago. Yuki could smell the blossoming flowers in the garden, and was lying on her back on the fountain's edge, watching birds and insects swirl overhead.
"Yes?" Naia was behind her, floating on the water. Ever since Yuki had arrived, the fountain had quickly become her favorite place. The inside of the house was okay, but it was often noisy and she didn't like how confined she felt within the walls of the house.
"I was wondering. Emily asked me if I would be willing to travel with her and find others. Like me."
"And? What's your question?"
"What if I say no?" The world outside of the house was suddenly so scary now that she had somewhere she finally felt safe. Over the last few weeks, her mind had been able to process all of her close calls, the times she had almost been caught. The thought of stepping back out into a world like that was scary, and more than a little intimidating.
"Then say no. She isn't going to make you leave because of it."
"Are you sure?" Yuki rolled over. "I mean, really sure? Because I don't really want to go, but, at the same time, I've noticed that everyone else here contributes." She caught a glimpse of fairy lights as they chased each other through the garden, Cerulea and Olivia giggling before disappearing through an open window of the house. Seconds later, the sound of breaking glass was followed by a stream of goblin curses, which made her laugh. "Well, almost everyone."
"Believe it or not, everyone who lives here has a job that they do. It might not always be obvious, but it's how the house functions." Naia sat up and ran her fingers through the fur between Yuki's ears. "But just because Emily asked doesn't mean that it has to be the job you end up with."
"What's your job? Like, I get that you're the spirit of the fountain, but what is the big thing that you do?"
"Oh, I'm kind of like a guide. When a new Caretaker comes along, I can tell if they'll be a good fit, and then use my magic to bind them here."
"Have you ever screwed up?" Yuki looked into Naia's eyes. "Like, what if someone messes up their job?"
"So far? No." Naia smiled down at her. "It's not a decision I make. It's the house who chooses. Sometimes the Caretaker can hunt around for their successor in advance, but it's ultimately the house's choice."
"Well, then, what's the house's job?"
"That's a very good question." Amymone had chimed in, her back against the fountain wall. The dryad was leaning against the opposite wall of the fountain, which was right at the edge of her tree's roots. Her head was still buried in the book that she was reading, her long, green and brown hair cascading over her shoulders. "I think the house is up to something, personally, but my sister would tell you that it's to protect the others who live here."
Naia threw the dryad a dirty look. "Ignore her. She's just being snotty."
"Why do you think it's up to something?"
Amymone chuckled. "Just a feeling I get. I wish I could go inside and see for myself what the fuss is about. Do you know that it's impossible to count all the rooms? Try it sometime. Just go through and count them. You'll always find that you forgot about one, or somehow counted one twice."
"That's not true," Yuki said. "I can easily count them all."
"Can you?"
"Stop it, Amy, you're scaring her."
"I'm not scared." At least, she didn't think she was.
Amymone let out a sigh and set her book down on the edge of the fountain. She turned around and looked at Yuki. "I finished another one. Do you suppose you could grab me another? A random one from the garage will do."
"Uh, yeah, sure." Yuki picked up the paperback and looked at it. "You sure do like to read, don't you?"
"I don't get around much." Amymone stood and stretched, her dark limbs cracking. "Though holding the processed carcasses of my siblings is still a little disturbing."
"Processed... carcasses..." Yuki looked at the book in her hand.
"She's just fucking with you," Naia told her. "Not every tree has a dryad."
"Not anymore," Amymone grumped.
The nymph rolled her eyes. "She's being dramatic on purpose. It's a bad habit she picked up from her books, I'm sure." She splashed her sister. "Her job is to help maintain the plant life. Did you know she helped grow some of the stuff in the greenhouse?"
"Really?" Yuki asked. The greenhouse had fascinated her, but Emily had made it off-limits to the others. Apparently some of the flora was dangerous, not least of all the Mandragora. Even while docile, the tendrils of the plants liked to grab at Yuki's feet when she wasn't paying attention.
"Yeah. Sometime after the house was built, but..." Amymone went blank for a second. "Apparently that's all I'm allowed to remember on the subject."
"Is it weird? Forgetting things you've known forever?"
Naia nodded. "It is, but it makes it that much more fun when you get to remember them!"
"Okay, Pollyanna, settle down." Amymone put a hand on her hip, cocking her head impatiently.. "If you don't mind? A new book?"
"Oh, right." Yuki held the old book to her chest. "Do you care which one?"
"Nah. Put that one in the box by the door and just grab one out of another box. Emily keeps plenty of spares in there for me to read, so as long as it isn't part two in a series or whatever, it's fine."
"Sure, okay." Yuki walked into the garage, following Amymone's instructions. She picked a book at random with a strange ship on the front and returned it to the dryad. Yuki sat on the edge of the fountain.
"Thanks," Amymone said, then walked back to her tree and sat at the base. Within a few minutes, the ground near the dryad had sprouted clumps of wildflowers.
"Ooh, you picked her a good one," Naia told her. "My sister is a sucker for science fiction, by the way. She likes reading about the stars and other planets and stuff. Helps make her feel like the world is a lot bigger than it really is. She never did take to being stuck in one place very well.."
"I see. So Emily brings her books?"
"That's Emily's job. To take care of us, meet our needs, maybe even make us happy." Naia patted Yuki between the ears. "Has anyone ever told you how soft your fur is right here?"
"No. No they haven't." Yuki watched the dryad for several more minutes, contemplating. How many other creatures were like her, hiding yet hoping? When brought here, would they see the love and care that the others had? It was a lot to think about, but now she wondered if it was something she wanted to help others find, too. "Maybe I will travel with Emily. Help keep her safe. That's something I could do."
"Only if you wish it." Naia planted a kiss on her forehead, the first of many. How many days and nights had Yuki sat out here, lying on the grass between the two of them? Amymone spent several hours helping Yuki learn to read english, and even do some basic earth magic. Naia had been her confidante, with Amymone always willing to toss in her two cents worth. Did Naia feel that loss? Was she even aware of what it was she was missing?
What would it have been like if Yuki could forget Emily? Back in the present, she held up one of her tarot cards, wiping away the tears that blurred her vision.
It was the Lovers card. Depicting a couple standing across from each other with eyes locked, it was a card containing enough magic to make two people fall in love, or at least think they were. After she had created the Death card, Yuki had spent months working on this one. At the time, she didn't know which one she was planning to use, but that desperate part of her had wanted Emily back so badly that she felt it had been a worthwhile investment, an opportunity to reclaim what had been lost.
Naia seemed blissfully ignorant of her loss. Yuki wondered what her life would be like if Emily could be erased in such a manner from her own mind, a mysterious gap between then and now that her brain filled in with fiction and anecdotes.
Tucking the card away in her sleeve, Yuki rubbed the tears from her eyes once more and looked into the sky. Distant clouds had built into dark thunderheads, and a storm threatened to break in a couple of hours. Maybe she would climb the house later and watch it from the roof, if Abella was willing to share some space.
In a lot of ways, she wished she could forget about Emily, but she knew that doing so would change who she had become. And while it was likely that Naia would be happy to continue on with no knowledge of her lost sister, she owed it to the nymph to make certain that she remembered.
"Naia." Yuki poked her finger in the fountain. The water moved sluggishly, slowly forming into the nymph. Her hair was disheveled, and she let out a large yawn.
"Sorry, I'm not quite myself quite yet." Smacking her lips, she leaned over the water to see her reflection. "Gods damn it." She shook her head a few times, her hair shifting into different styles before tumbling down her back in a smooth cascade. Looking at her reflection again, she gave a nod of approval, and then turned her attention to Yuki. "Yes?"
The kitsune sat on the edge of the wall and told her everything, starting from the beginning. Several tears were shed, and by the time she was done, Naia cried too, her entire body covered in tiny streams of water that ran into the fountain. The distant storm had now broken overhead, and Naia held Yuki in her arms, letting the rain wash over them both.
--
"Those two seem to be getting along." Mike stood at the kitchen table, looking through the back window at Yuki and Naia.
"I guess." Beth swallowed a couple more tylenol with a glass of water. Ever since her unfreezing, she had felt like she had come down with a case of the flu. "It'll be a road to recovery for all of us, I'm afraid."
"How have you been feeling? Any stray thoughts?"
Beth shook her head. "Not that I can tell. I haven't been sleeping very well, but I think it's because I hurt so bad." She turned to Jenny, her constant companion. The doll stuck with her now, ready to alert anyone in the house if Oliver took back over. However, she was no longer missing any time, and she hadn't seen a trace of Oliver anywhere. "Naia checked and said that the piece of him is still attached to my soul, but it's just sitting there, like it's sleeping."
"Well, hopefully, you won't have to worry about it for long." He sat across from her. "I was wondering if you could help me with something."
"Anything." She couldn't help but notice how much he had changed recently. In some ways, he still seemed like the man she had met almost a month ago, but the way he stood and spoke elicited those odd feelings once more. She was attracted to him, that was for certain, but she also worried that she was being manipulated by Oliver somehow in an attempt to get closer to him. She hadn't mentioned this to Mike, but had made sure to keep her distance just in case.
"They're going to start waking up the centaurs soon. I was wondering, as my attorney, if you could help me broker a deal with the ones moving here and the ones staying behind."
"Like a treaty?" Her heart leaped at the idea of putting together a treaty for an entire centaur herd. She wondered what the men looked like. "Anything specific you want?"
"Not to fight with Zel's tribe would be a good starting point. Orion needs to relinquish his claim on Zel. I probably need to apologize for antagonizing them." His forehead scrunched up as he thought on it some more. "At worst, peaceful co-existence. At best... having a centaur army on hand might not be a bad idea."
"I'll see what I can do. What about the exiles? The ones coming here?"
"They're gonna live in the greenhouse. Gonna need something that says they'll take care of the land and become part of the house, in a way. Zel has assured me that the greenhouse will be able to provide for them, so we won't have dozens of mouths to feed, but I want something in writing to prevent them from creating any unsafe situation."
"Like what?"
He smiled. "You're my attorney. You tell me."
Beth smirked. "Okay, I think I can write something up. Do you want a fancy title, too? I mean, it's almost like you're creating your own fiefdom here. Master of Monsters? Lord of the Land? We could poll the others, see what they like."
Mike made a face. "They can call me the Caretaker. I'm not their boss of anything. I just want them to have somewhere safe to stay."
A smile crossed her lips. "I think that can be arranged. Anything else?"
Mike shook his head. "No. Nothing that I can think of. You'll probably need an escort. The centaurs are super grumpy with me right now and likely to crucify you on sight, but I imagine returning their missing warriors will soften them up a bit. I'm sure you'll be far more diplomatic than I was." He let out a sigh. "While you're working on that, I'll just be here trying to figure out how to clean up the front yard."
"Sounds good." She turned her attention to the women outside, then back to Mike. "Do you need anything else from me?"
"Negotiating peace between a magic house and a centaur herd not enough for you?" He lifted an eyebrow and grinned. "I can't think of anything, but—"
He was interrupted by the slamming of a door and a litany of shrieks in goblin.
"I should probably go see what that's about." He stood up and walked out of the kitchen, leaving her behind.
She sat alone for several minutes, her thoughts suddenly slippery. At first, she worried that there was a more sinister explanation, but she realized that she was most likely under caffeinated. She put on a fresh pot of coffee and waited for it to brew, the warm, earthy scent flooding through the kitchen. Taking a quick trip to the office, she returned to the kitchen with her laptop to discover Daisy gazing at the coffee pot with interest.
"Hey there. Would you like some?"
Daisy spun around, clearly startled, then made a couple of signs with her hand.
Yes, please.
"If you help me find something you can drink from, I'll pour." Beth started to sign back, but then remembered that Daisy could hear through the vibrations in her wings. Her ASL was super rusty, a leftover from her college education, but she could understand the fairy just fine. "So you got trapped on the other side with Yuki, right?"
Yes. Daisy lifted off the ground, fluttering near one of the cabinets. Open this, please.
Beth opened it up and saw that it was full of food. The fairy darted in, rummaging around in the back. Eventually she emerged with what looked to be a child's teacup, which looked more like a bowl in her hands.
"This is yours?" It must have gone unnoticed when the cabinet had been filled. She poured out some coffee for the fairy. "Room for cream?"
The fairy nodded, then sat down on the table to wait. Beth poured herself a cup first, and then Daisy, then sat down with the half and half. She topped off Daisy's cup and held back a laugh when Daisy wrapped her arms around the cup, clearly enjoying the warmth.
"Would you be able to help me with the centaurs? I need someone familiar with the area who can tell me about them and their culture." She had heard a bit from Zel, but figured it would be good to hear it from an outside perspective.
Daisy nodded, then took a sip of coffee, her wings fluttering in delight.
"Wonderful, I appreciate that." She held a finger out and the fairy gave it a shake, as if sealing a deal. With a grin on her face, she opened up a new document and started going through her templates. Daisy kept her company as she drafted out some ideas, speaking at length with the fairy. Her aches and pains eased up over the next couple of hours, and she looked over what she had, a broad smile on her face.
Taking her laptop and Jenny with her, she walked to the stairs, Daisy sitting on her shoulder. She paused by the stairs, looking through the open front door. Abella was holding part of the roof of the porch in place while Mike pushed a piece of wood beneath it. Tink sat on his shoulders, ready with a hammer to shore it up. She smiled at them, though they didn't see her. By this time tomorrow, the front porch would be usable once again.
Once in her room, she put her laptop on the bed and opened her closet, revealing her clothes. Daisy helped her dig through her outfits, picking the one that would look best. She settled on a low cut blouse with black lace around the edges, and then found a matching red skirt that went down to her knees. Stripping down, she tried the outfit on, then piled her hair up on top of her head.
"What do you think?" She stood in front of her mirror, turning back and forth.
You look great. Daisy sat on the edge of the bed, her legs dangling over the space below.
"I look better than I feel." She released her hair, letting it fall past her shoulders. For several moments, she was caught by her own reflection, her eyes darting around the corners of the room. Suspended in death, was it possible Oliver could still see her? What dark corners of her mind could he still be in?
"Are you in there, you bastard?" Leaning toward the mirror, she stopped just short of her nose touching it. She half expected to see his grinning face in the pupils of her eyes, but all she saw was how tired she was. Though she had escaped his wrath, she had still fallen prey to him, had nearly become the victim. Though her body hurt, her heart hurt even more as a result, her pride damaged. He had tried to take everything from her for no reason other than he could. She had been absolutely powerless, and had the implications not been so severe, she would have been thrilled at the idea.



"Rot in Hell, you fucker," she whispered to the mirror, on the off chance he could hear her. Stepping back, she pulled off her outfit and hung it up in the closet, ready to wear for the day she met with the centaur herd. PIcking out a couple of good outfits for the rest of the week, she closed the closet door and put on the clothes she had been wearing before, then stood there for several moments, deep in contemplation.
Everything okay? Daisy asked.
"Yeah. Everything is fine." She grabbed the knob of the closet and moved it through the proper sequence, revealing the cave behind it. "I'm gonna have a busy week is all, think I'm going to pay Asterion a visit, maybe blow off some steam."
A large grin crossed the fairy's face. Can I come too?
Beth laughed. "Sure, if you want." Picking up Jenny, she walked into the cave, letting the door close behind her. Daisy's glow lit the cavern well enough to see by, and Beth made the long trek to the Labyrinth. Oliver had tried to take her freedom from her, but he had failed. The experience had been awful, but she refused to let it define her. It was a lesson she had learned from Mike, to keep moving forward and live in the present. And while he had no control over her now, she refused to spend her time jumping at every shadow in the corner of her vision.
Squeezing Jenny tightly, she followed the path down to the Labyrinth, happy to see that Asterion was waiting for her at the gate.
"Hey there, friend. Wanna show a girl a good time?" She casually leaned against the stone wall nearest her. "Sounds like I'm being deployed soon. Might not make it back. What do you say?"
"Hmm. If it is dangerous, perhaps I should come with you." The minotaur's hand tightened on his axe.
"No, it's just a... never mind." She took him by the hand and led him into the Labyrinth, ready to live fully in the present. After all, who knew what tomorrow might bring?
--
Mike tossed himself in bed, letting out a grunt. Tink had already rolled to the side, snoring loudly with her arms dangling off the edge of the mattress. It had been a busy week of rebuilding, and he had been caught up in ordering supplies and dealing with the mess around his house. Beth was supposed to come home in the morning and let him know how things went with the centaurs they had freed. He was hoping she had more success dealing with them than he had.
The house beneath him was quieter than normal. So many of the others had gone with Beth to the tower world that it was almost like the first few days in the house. It was only him, Tink, and Naia, though Sofia was lurking somewhere in the Library. He didn't count the rats, because they kept largely to themselves, though Reggie did show up sporadically. The Rat King certainly liked to be involved, and Mike was grateful to have the little guy on his side.
Lost in his thoughts, he found himself staring at a crack in the plaster above. Perhaps he had seen it every night, but he couldn't help but wonder if it had always been there. The house was always changing, manipulating their memories and its blueprints, working its way towards some eventual... something. The house and its occupants were part of a game, apparently, but to what end? It had already gone through some changes this week alone, changes that boggled his mind.
Yawning, he wondered what it would be like if he could see them all, the people of the house, laid out like game pieces. He thought about the strange garden from his vision, then blushed at the memory of masturbating as the house. Fighting the urge to fall asleep, he tried to slip into that space once again, to see if he could gain any more information.
The effort this time was minimal, and his consciousness rapidly shifted perspectives, the room around him bending like metal and then melting into the ground. He stood on the roof of the house, the wind blowing through his hair. He felt himself lifted into the sky, the world beneath him growing small and revealing several pinpricks of light scattered across the grounds. They moved like twinkling stars, shifting about beneath him.
He rocketed into the sky, the clouds clinging to his skin like morning dew until he was above them, his body illuminated by the moon. His whole body spun in place like a drunken top, and he fell, the soft clouds folding around him like a pair of hands.
The fall was long, and the moon vanished, leaving him in darkness. Down below, a tiny spot of light could be seen, and he fell through it, tumbling in space over a large body of sand. He crashed, scattering grains of sand in every direction.
"Mmmph!" Pushing himself up, a fountain of sand fell out of his mouth.
"That... was quite the entrance, Romeo."
Mike stood up, squinting in the harsh light of the sun. Standing on the edge of the crater he stood in was the succubus Lily, wearing a bikini and a pair of thigh high boots. She lifted her sunglasses, appraising him with crimson eyes.
"Lily? Is that really you?"
"In the flesh. Well... essentially." She knelt down and offered a hand. "You're in the Dreamscape, but I've never seen anyone enter quite like that before."
"I was trying to go somewhere else." He took her hand and pulled himself out. It was an odd sensation, as if his entire body was being sucked into the ground in opposition to his movements. Instead of stepping out of the crater, the sand filled it in until he stood level with Lily. "You're actually here?"
"I am." She grinned. "I'm in your bedroom right now, actually."
"Oh. Um, want me to wake up?"
"I'm on a bit of a time crunch, actually. A couple minutes in the real world versus an hour in here. Thought I would drop in and talk to you for a change."
"What do you mean, for a change?"
She chuckled. "I've been sucking you off in your sleep. We've been super busy and I haven't had time to visit, just enough time to come home, get some juice, and fly back out to keep our little delivery girl sane."
"That's kind of a dick move. We've been worried about you."
Her face darkened. "You're one to talk. You were missing for a couple of days, and I spot this fox demon storming around the house like she owns the place. Thank the underworld I wasn't running on empty, otherwise you'd be reading about a zombie outbreak on the news."
"Oh yeah? Where at?"
"No spoilers. You'll hear about it first hand in a week or so. We're headed your way, actually, so I'll let our girl fill you in on what we've been up to when we get home."
"Is she... did Dana... get cured?"
Lily rolled her eyes and knocked on Mike's forehead. "If she had, would I be here to get her a spooge smoothie?"
He laughed. "No, I guess not."
"So... where did you come from?" Lily pointed up. "It's called falling asleep, but you came in here like a meteor."
"I was trying something. It's like a trance, I've gone there a couple of times, but I ended up here instead." He told her about the visions, and about wearing the body of the house. "Any ideas?"
"If it's somewhere like the Dreamscape, it's not terribly far away. Metaphorically, anyway. Why do you want to go there anyway?"
"Don't know." He shrugged. "I keep ending up there, and it would be nice if I could control when I go. I feel like there's some big secret to be learned, but I don't know what."
"Well..." Lily frowned. "That might be something I can help you with, when I get back."
"You'd help me? Just like that?" He crossed his arms. "What's the catch?"
"No catch." Her face darkened. "Of late, I've been feeling very... nostalgic. When I left with Dana, part of it was I wanted to help her, to do a good thing. But honestly? I've been feeling things I haven't felt in a while, and I don't fully understand why."
"What kind of things?"
"It sounds silly, but human things. Emotions. I don't know if it's because I'm bonded to you, or if its some other reason, but I've been unusually... kind, as of late."
Mike thought back to the last time he saw Lily, on the front porch. He had fucked her and Cecilia at the same time, the magic running rampant through all three of them. If Lily was feeling more human, what had he taken from her? "I might know why that is, actually."
"Oh?" Lily lifted an eyebrow.
"Yeah." He looked around to see if anyone was listening, and then leaned in close and whispered in her ear. "I'll tell you when you get home."
"Asshole." She pushed him, and he fell back into a chair that he hadn't seen. The thick straps pushed against his back, and he saw that they were sitting at the edge of the ocean, an endless expanse facing them.
"Where's the house?" Mike asked.
"Behind you." She answered.
He turned around to see it behind them on a cliff, the sun reflecting off its windows. "Interesting."
"Yeah, well, I'm not a super big fan of it. I'm quite the sore loser." She waved her hand and another beach chair appeared. She settled into it and a servant appeared, a man with a blank face. He handed them a pair of drinks and then vanished.
"Was that...?"
"One of my captured souls? Yep."
"I'm not certain I approve."
"Nobody cares if you approve." Lily sipped at her drink. "Even if I wanted to, I couldn't let them go. They're a part of me now, a stain on my essence that can never be scrubbed free. But, if it makes you feel any better, my tastes have changed."
"How so?"
"Some people deserve it." Her face darkened in a literal sense, the sun's light bending away from her face. From behind her sunglasses, he saw a pair of smoldering orbs. The moment passed, and she was back to normal, tilting back her glass again. "So, want to fill me in on what happened?"
Mike told her what he knew, everything about Emily and Yuki's relationship, and the fight to come home. Lily asked a few questions, and nodded appreciatively at times. The dream sun hovered just above the horizon, trapped in a perpetual state of sunset. When he was finished, Lily gestured for another drink, which was quickly brought to her.
"That's quite the tale. So this Yuki character. You let her move in?"
"I did."
"Guess that explains why the house looks different now. However, I'm not certain I approve." She lifted an eyebrow. "What's to keep her from turning on you someday?"
"Honestly? Nothing. But I trust her. She deserves a second chance. Has earned it, in fact." He drank the beverage, feeling a rush. "Can you get drunk here?"
"Kind of. Being drunk in the Dreamscape is a pro-choice affair. You stay drunk as long as you want, and push it away when you're done." She licked her lips. "I'm curious, Romeo. You seem to think she deserves a second chance. You certainly gave me one. Why so eager to give someone a second chance though? Why take the risk?"
"Sometimes people don't get to choose. Yuki certainly didn't. What about you? I don't know much about your past, but I do know you were sent after me, and plenty of others as well. What would you have done with your life if you hadn't been forced to serve your previous master?"
Lily slammed her drink and tossed the glass. It turned into a small cloud of butterflies and floated away. She slid out of her chair and joined Mike on his, her breasts hovering over his face.
"Enough talk about previous boyfriends." She pressed herself against him. "Let's talk about the immediate future. Do you want to get sucked, or go straight to fucked? Pussy or ass? You have options, you know."
The sudden shift in conversation confused him, but an odd sensation manifested in his gut, his mind expanding across the beach and touching on the lapping waves. He closed his eyes for a moment, letting the magic flow through him.
"Honestly?" He could feel the nymph magic inside of him now, reading Lily's desires. Strangely, though she had offered herself so freely, he could feel that she was uncertain. She clearly wasn't ready to move forward with their encounter, but why rush it if time was already stalled? "I want your mouth."
"Of course. Who wouldn't?" She pointed at her lips, and they changed color. "Do you have a color preference, or should I leave a rainbow around the base of your—"
He grabbed the back of her head and pulled her in for a kiss. She tensed up for several seconds, his tongue exploring the inside of her mouth. She finally relaxed, melting into him and letting out a tiny moan. He moved his hands to her face, touching her cheek bones and then caressing one of her horns, stroking the calloused skin where they disappeared into her scalp.
Moving his hands downward, he touched her wings, marveling at how smooth the flesh felt. The connection between the wings and her shoulders was no thicker than his wrist, and the bones beneath shifted at his touch.
After several minutes, she broke the kiss. "I don't understand."
"Do you need to leave? I knew you were in a hurry, but I figured we still had time here."
"We do. I just..." She touched her lips. "The way you kiss. It felt like..." Her eyes narrowed. "When you kiss me, it feels like more than just a kiss."
Mike shrugged. "Why wouldn't it?"
Her wings fluttered behind her. "You're more complicated than I give you credit for, Romeo."
"And that's after years of therapy." He grabbed her by the shoulders and tilted her to the side. The chair beneath them warped and distorted, forming into a queen-sized bed. "Maybe it sounds a bit old fashioned, but maybe we can take our time tonight?" The moment the words left his mouth, they felt right. She softened in his arms, touching his face now with her hands.
"It's been a long time since someone has been this gentle with me." Her voice was uncharacteristically soft, her eyes lost in a memory. "You'll have to forgive me if I'm a little rusty."
"I'm willing to bet you'll catch on quick." He kissed her again, and she clung to him, her lips eager for his. It was so unlike her that he almost stopped, but he felt that she would take it as a rejection. He slid a hand down her side and gave one of her breasts a squeeze, eliciting a small laugh from the succubus.
She pulled her mouth away. "Maybe you're feeling a little nostalgic, too. It feels like we're on a third date or something."
"Do you have to workout to stay this fit, or do you just get to be this sexy all the time?" He traced a finger along her ribs, and she laughed.
"I'm always this sexy." She pushed him on his back and tried to mount him, but he pulled her down and rolled her onto her back.
"Not so fast, hellspawn." He leaned in to kiss her, pinning her hands together above her head. She bit his lip playfully, and let out a laugh when he bit her back.
"I never took you for a biter, Romeo."
"You should meet my wife sometime."
Lily frowned. "Who? Oh, right. The goblin." She smirked at him and turned her head to the side, exposing her neck. "Bite away, I suppose."
He obliged, nibbling at the sensitive flesh of her neck, then licked the skin along her jawline. She made happy sounds beneath him, arching her back to give him better access to her collarbone. He kissed his way down her chest, then pushed up her bikini top to reveal her breasts.
The moment her breasts were exposed, her bikini turned to smoke and formed into a lacy, red bra that covered her again. Mike reached behind Lily and undid the clasp, but when he pulled it away, it revealed the presence of a micro-bikini beneath.
"Are you just fucking with me?" He pushed the bikini aside to reveal a pair of smiley face pasties over her nipples.
"Maybe a little." She wrapped her legs around his hips and pulled him down, burying his face in her cleavage. "Or maybe I'm just shy."
He kissed along her sternum, enjoying the soft, warm mounds around his face. He kissed his way up her left breast, then peeled back the smiley face pastie. The nipple beneath winked at him and faded away, vanishing from sight.
"You are super fucking with me right now." He sucked the skin where her nipple had been, and Lily let out a groan.
"Oh, you've got me. I've been such a bad girl and deserved to be punished." She grabbed him tightly by the hair and yanked his face off her breast with a loud pop. "What will it be? A spanking? A whip? Are you going to lock me in stocks and force me to pleasure you?"
"I've already done that last one. Recently, actually." He moved to kiss her chin, but she yanked him away by the hair.
"Now you're fucking with me." Her eyes moved back and forth across his face. "Oh shit, you're serious. I think you skipped over that part."
"I don't fuck and tell. It's unbecoming of a gentleman." He winked. "Well, not usually."
"Who was it? I'm curious now."
"My lips are sealed." He mimed locking his lips with a key, then tossed it away.
"It was the goblin, wasn't it?"
"No, it wasn't Tink." He slid a hand down her belly and beneath her bikini bottom. Her smooth skin was soft to the touch, and he found her labia to be quite damp.
"It couldn't have been the nymph." Lily's face scrunched up in concentration. "The snake? The horse? Oh, I know! It was the cyclops!"
"These people all have names you know." He pushed a finger inside her and she moaned.
"Oh, that shouldn't feel as good as it does." She loosened her grip on his hips, giving him more room to move. He rewarded her with an additional digit, and she let out a cry. "Mmh, you've gotten good at this."
"That would be the nymph in me." He kissed her some more, fingering her slowly at first, then picking up speed.
"I imagine it's more than that." She pulled him in for another kiss, her free hand grabbing his cock through his pants. She slid her thumb across the front of his pants and his clothing vanished, turning to ash and floating away on the sea breeze.
A wave of heat washed over him, and her hand encircled his cock, stroking him quickly. Lube appeared in her hand, and she got him nice and wet, running her fingers over his glans. Gripping him tightly at the base of his shaft, she squeezed and raised her hand to the very tip of his dick, then shifted the angle of her hand.
When she pushed down on him, it felt like a warm mouth had sucked him in. He broke the kiss to take a peek and discovered that Lily's hand had become a fleshy mass with a pair of lips on the end.
It was more than a little freaky, but it felt so good that he kept his mouth shut. He kissed her some more, wondering if a similar feat could be accomplished with his own fingers. Breaking their kiss, he gazed deep into her eyes, willing reality to shift for him.
It was difficult at first, but heat radiated down his arm and into his hands. His fingers tingled and he felt them engorge, swelling up and merging together.
"Oh. Oh!" Lily's hips bucked, and she looked down. "You are a clever little boy, aren't you?"
"Perhaps." He tilted his wrist down, marveling at the odd sensation in his hand. Withdrawing his cock fingers from her, he saw the world go temporarily blurry around them.
Lily grabbed his face and turned it toward her own. "Don't look. Just go with it for now. The fewer senses involved, the easier it is to maintain the illusion."
"Are you giving me Dreamscape tips?"
"I am. You can be the god of this place, but you have to understand that your mind isn't quite ready to step away from the trappings of reality." She grunted, pushing her hips into him. "Right now, I'm lying on top of you, sucking your dick as hard as I can. But your mind is in here, with me, doing something else. How you see yourself as a person determines what you look like in here, and I know for a fact you don't have the kind of big dick energy to believe your fingers are actually cocks."
Mike laughed. "Self manipulation is the hardest then?"
"For mortals? Yes." She flickered beneath him, quickly transforming into Naia, then Beth, and eventually several different women before becoming herself once more. The entire time, her hand-mouth kept sucking him, his orgasm slowly building. "I am not bound by such restrictions."



"I far prefer you as yourself, to be honest." He pushed a lock of black and red hair away from her forehead.
"I don't even know who I really am." She stopped stroking him, her eyes suddenly far away. "Or rather, who I want to be."
"It's something we can both work on." He kissed her, and she melted against him, her hand now stroking him with a sense of urgency. He pushed his fingers into her, willing them to become thicker and harder. She gasped, her face turning bright red and a fiery halo forming above her horns.
"Fuck... fuck... FUCK!" Her eyes burst into flame and the sand around them caught on fire. The succubus arched her back, toppling Mike off of the bed and onto the sand. Before he could sit up, she had mounted him, sitting straight up, her wings spread wide.
The clouds above burned away as she rode him, screeching in another language, her hips swiveling over his. Inside of her pussy, he felt dozens of tongues and fingers tickling him, quickly taking him to the brink and then beyond.
Grunting, he came, and Lily opened her mouth, her tongue hanging out of her head and her eyes rolling back.
Gasping for air, she stood up, his spooge leaking from her pussy and coating his belly.
"I thought you needed that," Mike pointed out.
Lily's eyes focused on him. "In the real world, I've already swallowed." She winked at him, then turned her head to look at his hand. "No offense, but that's kind of gross."
Mike turned his head and looked at his dick hand. It was a gross, misshapen lump that had been coated in pussy juice and sand. The image became blurry, and the lumpy cock began to separate itself into his fingers, but they were stuck together.
"Here, can you help me wash it off in—" He turned his gaze back to Lily, but she was gone. Realizing that she had left, he fought to wake up, the world around him breaking apart as the Dreamscape fragmented in slow motion. When the ground beneath him broke away, he fell into darkness once more.
Mike awoke with a start, his eyes focusing on the crack in the plaster. The breeze through the now open window rustled his hair, and he slid out of bed to close it. Gripping the frame with both hands, he started to pull it down when he felt an odd tingling in his gut. It was similar to his danger sense, but different, far less ominous. He moved his hands away and stuck his head out the window to look around.
Without warning, a loud boom washed over the house, causing the walls to shake. The clouds hidden in the night sky above were illuminated from below by a red and yellow light, and then the whole house creaked in response to the hot, fierce gust of air that blew over it. The sky went dark, and the wind faded away into the cool air of the night.
Tink fell out of bed, scrambling for her club.
"Holy shit," he whispered, listening to the distant sound of dozens of car alarms going off at the same time. Echos of the rumble could be heard bouncing back to him from the distant hills, and Abella leaned down from above the roof, her upside-down face grimacing in pain.
"The sky was on fire," she yelled, her hands over her ears. "I almost fell off the house, it startled me!"
"Go check it out," he told her. "But be careful." He didn't dare get his hopes up.
The gargoyle nodded, and took off, vanishing into the sky. Tink joined him at the window, looking outside.
"Bad witches go boom?" she asked.
"We're about to find out." He yawned. "You know what, though? I'm beat. It's been a busy week, and tomorrow is going to be even busier."
"Husband lie down. Tink watch for rock butt." She shooed him to the bed, then planted a kiss on his forehead, her nose wrinkling. "Husband stink like demon. Need bath."
"I'll take one tomorrow." Yawning again, he lay on his side, watching the goblin keep watch until sleep came for him. This time, there was no Dreamscape or eerie visions.
Just peaceful darkness.
--
Mike stepped out of the front door of the house, a cup of coffee in one hand and a book about Irish Mythology in the other. He walked over to the porch swing and sat, placing his mug on the new side table he had bought. The yard was a flurry of activity now, with Tink shouting directions at a small group of centaurs who were hauling off the lumber he had ordered online. They milled about with tools that he had ordered them, stepping in and out of the small shed Tink had built with a portal chewed through it to the greenhouse.
He tried to read his book, but there was too much going on, so he sat back and watched. It had now been a week since his return to the house, and Tink had been in rare form for several of those days. Many of the handier centaurs had been instructed in the use of power tools and were not only helping to rebuild the house, but also using the tools to build their own dwellings deep in the jungle. Mike had made it a point to check in on them, but they had been entirely too busy for much of a visit. Zel was gone most of the time as well, helping coordinate their efforts.
Yesterday morning, Tink had showed him a plan for a lumber mill. He had already ordered the necessary parts to get her started, and when they came, the centaurs were going to clear out a swathe of jungle and begin harvesting the wood to build a proper village.
Beth stepped through the front door in just a long shirt and flip-flops. She placed her hands on the recently repaired railing and took a deep sniff through her nose.
"The new garden smells so nice," she said, gesturing at the wall of vegetation that now separated them from the sundial. "Has Zel identified all the flowers yet?"
"Nope." The garden in the front of the house was new. On the day Zel had slowly ushered the exiled centaurs into the greenhouse, the front yard had expanded like a balloon with a hedge maze that sprouted overnight, the sundial sitting at its center. His front yard was now larger than an acre.
The backyard was now several acres of garden starting at the fountain and ending at the wrought-iron gate at the back. He had looked up a satellite image of the place and saw that the picture from almost seven years ago somehow agreed, a perfect example of the Mandela Effect in action. The inside of the house was still the same, to the best of his knowledge, and Tink bemoaned how much work it was going to take to fix everything until the centaurs had offered to lend a hand.
He set his book down on the swing and stood, casting a wistful glance at the empty seat beside him. Cecilia had yet to return, but as of two days ago, he had been able to produce his own version of the banshee scream. Wherever she was, she was still alive, so he would just have to wait until she came back. He stood next to Beth and leaned forward. "How did it go with the centaurs at the tower?"
She turned around and leaned her back against the rail, a mischievous grin on her face. "They weren't super eager to speak with me, but Abella and Ratu got Zel's dad to relent. When I told them we had defeated the snow queen and wanted to return their missing tribesmen, they were all ears. By the way, that Orion guy? Smoking hot and a huge dick."
"Yeah, he is definitely a huge dick."
"No, literally. His dick is huge." She held her hands apart for emphasis. "I was kind of tempted until I saw it. Damn thing would rip me in two."
He laughed, but stopped when he saw that she was serious. "Well, he is also a huge dick. Zel's former fiance. Too much drama. So what were the terms?"
"Yeah, that. Did you know centaurs have way too many laws? In a way, I feel bad for them. They live by all these weird codes and traditions. Anyway, the island is theirs, the tower is ours, but they are supposed to keep guarding the tower from outsiders just in case. They won't shoot you on sight, but Orion might. Something about cheating at a test of worth or something like that."
"Fair." He walked to the table and picked up his coffee. "And?"
"Zel is exiled, permanently. I tried to fight that, but they weren't hearing it. I know she'll say that she doesn't mind, but I don't know, I kind of get the impression that she still wanted a relationship with her dad. Anybody they exile can take a message to the rats in the tower and try to come and live in the greenhouse. They also will stop killing their young for minor birth defects, but that's the choice of the parents. Those children will come and live with the exiles. And... I think that's about it. In exchange, we returned their missing people and promised not to harass them anymore."
"I'm glad we got that sorted." He thought for several seconds. "Anything else?"
"Not that I can think of, no. It was a long night, but a good one. How about you?"
Mike sipped his coffee, fighting the grin that threatened to cross his face. He gave in, a sadistic laugh escaping him.
"It's all over the news. Someone set off an enormous bomb at the local historical society's building. The whole building is completely gone, and, from what I've heard, there isn't even enough left to identify the survivors by." He chuckled to himself, then took another sip of his coffee.
"Oh god." Beth put her hands to her mouth. "Did... did we get them?"
"Don't know. Abella did a fly by this morning with a camera, and we looked at the pictures. It's simply gone, a giant crater in the ground. According to eyewitness reports, somebody thought they were in the middle of a big meeting or something, because the parking lot was full of cars. The explosion itself sent a fireball a hundred feet into the sky, and then vanished." Mike chuckled. "I'm guessing they went to go check on their resident demon and had no idea they were essentially opening a doorway directly to the sun."
"And then Oliver's world caved in on itself and... what, blipped out of existence?"
"Don't know for sure, but Reggie was certain that would be the case. One more opening would cause the whole place to cave in on itself. Oliver couldn't leave his world, but it's now been annihilated. So, either Oliver ceased to exist, or he's stuck... somewhere bad, I guess. But if he ever shows his ugly face to you again, you tell us right away."
"Of course. But... was anybody hurt?" she asked. "Around the building."
"Minimal injuries, but nothing serious. It was late at night. Some people now suspect that they may have secretly been a terrorist organization, cause when they started digging into its members to notify next of kin, a ton of red flags came up. Some of them were living with stolen identities, can you imagine?"
This got a laugh from Beth. "You did it. You got rid of the Society."
"Maybe." He sipped his coffee, his eyes passing over the dark figure by the hedges. Death was sitting on the grass, wiggling his bony toes in between the thick, green blades while watching a pair of centaurs carry a stack of lumber between them. As of now, only Mike and Yuki could see him. He had hoped that Death would simply disappear after news of the explosion reached Mike, but the spirit still lingered.
Meaning that somewhere, Amir was still alive. Or his soul was, at least.
"Well, they shouldn't be hassling you now..." her words trailed off when a dark figure appeared near the entry, walking cautiously between the lions, hands held up in peace.
"I got this." Mike walked around her, the activity in the yard coming to a halt. Mike set his coffee on the end of the railing and moved with confidence, feeling the magic awaken inside of him just a little. The lions turned their heads to watch the newcomer, just waiting to sense hostile magic and spring into action.
The hooded figure stopped, gazing across the yard with apprehension. It took Mike much longer to reach her than it would have a week ago, and when he drew near, the figure drew back its hood.
"Elizabeth, right?" Mike's tone was cold, his voice carrying extra strength.
"Mr. Radley." She looked across the yard, her eyes wide as she saw the centaurs lift up spears and bows that they had set nearby.
"Can I help you?" he asked, letting just a bit of Cecilia's magic through. His voice sounded like a whisper that had been pumped through an amplifier, and she flinched.
"I... it was my turn to keep watch last night. Ever since what happened to my daughter, they told me I was too involved, that I couldn't be trusted on my own. But after what happened here, they had no choice. Your fox demon hurt so many of us that we were forced to regroup, to reevaluate. As a result, it was my turn to watch you."
"And?"
"I wasn't there when it happened, but...how?" Her voice became a hiss. "How did you... it doesn't make sense. You couldn't have done all that, but I... you destroyed everything we've worked so hard for, killed people who have survived several centuries, lived through wars and plagues and... I just don't understand."
"If you're asking if that was me, then yes. Yes it was." He crossed his arms. "I didn't want to, but I had to, and I would do it again."
"You've taken so much from me, I..." she dropped her gaze. "Look. I don't wish to cross your path again, but I must know something before I go. Will I ever see my daughter again?"
"No, you won't." His voice softened. "For what it's worth, it really was self defense. I never wanted any of this, but she tried to kill me. If you all had quit coming here and trying to take my home, you would all still be alive. I recommend that you find a way to move on, to let it go. I promise that no good will come from harassing me or my family ever again."
"I just don't get how you became so powerful so fast. In all my centuries, I have never seen such a meteoric rise in strength."
"I'm not the one who is strong." Just as he said the words, Abella landed next to him, her talons clutching at the cobblestones to steady herself. Tink ran up to the right of Mike, a hammer in one hand and a screwdriver in the other. Rats with spears stepped from the shadows, surrounding the group, and a quartet of fairies circled above him like a crown of light.
Off to the side of the garden, the motionless Jabberwock finally lifted its massive head and yawned, fixing its gaze on Elizabeth. Its jaws snapped together like a steel trap, the sound similar to a pair of cars colliding. It wore the remains of the iron golem as a helmet, hammered out in places by Tink and then strapped to its head, making it look like a giant, armored steed.
"Together, we are strong. We found each other and never plan on letting go." He gazed deeply into her eyes, seeing her fear manifest. "That's the real secret of the house, and it's one I don't think you could ever understand."
Elizabeth backed down the walkway, an expression of cold rage on her face. She passed between the lions, and then walked out of view along the sidewalk. A few moments later, the sound of a car door slamming was followed by screeching rubber. Mike relaxed, and turned around to see that everybody had gone back to what they were doing. Abella landed on the roof and picked up her tablet, resuming whatever show she had been watching, and Tink was berating a centaur with multiple expletives for dropping a load of wood. The centaur rolled his eyes but took it in stride, throwing Mike a wink when their eyes met.
Mike smiled, and walked to the sundial to give it another twist. Since he was out here, he may as well reset it. Looking at everybody scattered across the lawn, he wondered what would come next. With the Society gone, he was no longer confined to the house, and with Reggie's help, he could go anywhere in the world in a matter of minutes.
Then again, why leave when everything that mattered to him was right here? Turning his head, he saw the dark figure contemplating a blade of grass, his bony fingers bending it down until it popped free and stood back up.
Walking to the edge of the yard, Mike put his hands on his hips and stared at Death.
"Hey."
Death looked up at Mike, his visage buried in the shadows of his hood.
"Yuki tells me that you technically can't collect any soul other than Amir's. Is this true?"
Death nodded.
"Which means you're just stuck here with nothing to do. Is that correct?"
Again, a nod.
"Is Amir dead?"
This time, the hooded figure shook his head.
"So..." Mike looked over his shoulder at the house. He had a feeling, deep in his gut, that was different from the icy cold grip of danger. It was warm, like a campfire on a cold night. "If you're just going to hang around anyway, would you like to come inside? Might be a little less boring for you."
Death paused at this, then slowly rose, towering over Mike at nearly seven feet tall. He swept back his hood to reveal a bare skull with a fearsome visage, tiny red and yellow fires buried deep within his impossibly dark eye sockets. The scythe came up too, and Death smacked the butt of it on the ground, causing the blade to swing down and lock into place.
"Mike Radley, I thought you'd never ask," Death replied in a whisper with a slight british accent. They walked back up the stairs to where Beth was waiting, and Mike stopped long enough to grab his coffee and his book.
"Who were you talking to?" Beth asked.
Mike held back a laugh. "Here, come inside and I'll tell you about our latest guest."
End Book Three
This chapter was a lot of fun to write, but it was tough. Ending a story is often the most difficult thing to do, because you want to leave just enough for readers who want more, but you have to close out story threads.
Speaking of closing story threads, the Society is actually destroyed. No Deux Ex Machina here, they opened a doorway to an unstable mirror dimension that had a star trapped inside of it and got toasted. Obviously Elizabeth and Amir survived, but two people don't constitute a Society, now do they?
I always read feedback and comments, and I am about to address a couple of big requests I have gotten from so many of you. Many of you have asked that Mike spend more time exploring his home and that will finally happen in Book Four. His new buddy Death will be on hand to occasionally offer advice, and there will be some interesting new roommates for him to, uh, get acquainted with.
And for those of you who are dying to hear news about our missing banshee, all will be revealed in Book Four, so make sure you come back and take a peek!
Starting in August, I will be releasing chapters of my newest story, The Last Arachne. This tale takes place in the early seventies and does (lightly) tie in with Home for Horny Monsters, so give it a chance once it comes out! It was supposed to be a short story, but is officially a novel now, so that was a thing.
That's all I have to say, much love to you all and take care of yourselves!
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Hey all, here it is, the start of a new journey together! Thank you all so much for being patient with me while I sort things out on my end.
If you're new to the story, you should really start at the beginning. Even though this is the start of a new book in the series, you will be much happier if you do, cause a lot of sex, adventure, and mayhem has already occurred.
Returning readers welcome back! A couple of quick notes before I cut you loose. This chapter is written as a bit of a refresher to start us off right, so you will most of the cast, as well as a bit of rehash from previous chapters. I just want everyone to get a proper reintroduction is all before we dive in with our claws out.
Also, the Lily/Dana adventure that I will be writing later this year has happened over the course of Book Three, so she will act a bit different than she did at the end of Book Two.
I am so excited to begin this new journey with you! I can't believe I am starting my fourth book on here already, and I am grateful for all the love and support you've shown thus far. I work very hard to keep improving, so I thank everyone for taking the time to rate, comment or send me feedback, you've definitely given me the motivation to keep going, and a lot of things to think about and work on to become a better writer. I do read them all (even if I don't respond), so keep them coming!
Okay, you've waited long enough. Onward!
Lazy Days
Mike stepped onto his front porch, a warm thermos of coffee in one hand and a book in the other. The wood creaked beneath him, and he sat on the porch swing overlooking the front yard, the chains squeaking under his weight. It was early, not even seven yet, and the house behind him was silent. He rarely used to get up so early, but had discovered that dawn was officially the quietest part of his day. The peace lasted for almost half an hour while he listened to the sounds of the front yard while reading. Singing birds whizzed back and forth, chasing the insects that lived in his yard. Eventually, he heard a loud crash, followed by the sound of Tink yelling at the fairies, and suppressed a laugh.
Looks like his day was going to start early.
His front yard consisted of a large, maze-like garden that was centered around a stone sundial in the middle. The shrubs grew up to waist height, and he navigated the maze from memory, working his way toward the center. Despite the fact that fall had started last month, the yard was still in full bloom. Even now, looking over the stone walls that separated him from his neighbors, he could see the leaves yellowing on their trees already. The summer had been hot, and the days were quickly shrinking, but the weather was always temperate in his front yard.
When he got near the middle of the maze, he had to climb over the large, thick tail of the Jabberwock. The beast lifted its head and, once it saw who was bothering it, lay back down and let out a huff. He gave the beast a friendly pat, grateful that it wasn't mad about the time he had beheaded it.
At the middle of the maze, he grabbed the sundial by the edges, the magic of the house tingling in his fingertips, and gave it a hard yank. The dial moved one full rotation, and he felt the ground shift ever so slightly beneath him as the home's defenses were reactivated for another day. Turning around, he saw a pair of male centaurs wandering around the edge of the garden.
"Morning," he called while waving.
"Caretaker," one responded, and they waved also, then went back to inspecting a sickly looking bush. Both of them wore wide-brimmed hats woven with leaves and carried gardening tools. The self-proclaimed Moon tribe had taken it upon themselves to maintain the property around the house shortly after getting settled in the greenhouse, which Mike was extremely grateful for. With the recent expansion of land around his house, there was no way he could keep up with it on his own.
Moving toward the front porch, he paused to admire the gazebo that Tink had attached to the corner of the house. The gazebo floor was slightly elevated, allowing someone to see all of the front yard from the middle of it. It had a beautiful trellis around the base that was covered in beautiful flowering vines, and several flower boxes at the top. He and Tink had spent a lot of time looking at gazebo designs, and he was very proud of how it had turned out.
He opened the front door of the house and turned left, walking toward the office. The morning light gave the wooden floors a golden brown glow, and he remembered that Tink had spent part of last week sanding and oiling the wood to try and restore it. The whole front room had suffered from minor water damage, and it was amazing what a little sand and shine did for the front entrance of the house.
Walking into the office, he wasn't surprised to see the dark figure sitting at his desk with a hot pot of tea and an old map of South America.
"Hey, Death." Mike slid his book back onto a shelf labeled 'Still Reading'. The circular room had multiple shelves, many of which were newly built of a pretty dark wood that the centaurs had given him. They were logging parts of the greenhouse now to build their community and had provided him with an amazing variety of woods to build from. Tink had practically salivated over the supplies, proclaiming the walnut lumber as her absolute favorite.
"Hello, Mike Radley." Death's voice was rich like chocolate with the crisp finish of a British accent. He looked up from where he stood, his eye sockets smoldering with flames. His hood was pulled back, revealing his head to be just a skull. It had taken Mike several days to adjust looking at Death this way without blanching, and it really freaked him out that the skull was capable of morphing into different facial expressions. Whenever Death narrowed his eye sockets, it looked like he was going to hook someone's soul out of their body in anger.
"What are you looking at today?" Mike asked.
"Paraguay, late 1800's." Death took a sip of tea. It was odd watching the skeleton drink because the fluid seemed to disappear once inside his skull. Once he set the cup down, Death tapped his fingers on the map as if lost in thought.
"I see. Well, enjoy." Ever since Mike had invited the specter to live with him, Death spent a majority of his time in the office enjoying old maps that he borrowed from the Library. Merely an extension of the true Grim Reaper, this version was trapped on Earth and seemed to grow more of a personality the longer he stayed. Most of the others couldn't see Death at all, but they could all watch his tea kettle float back and forth to the kitchen throughout the day.
It had taken a week to get the fairies to quit chasing the teapot back and forth. Not only did Death find it aggravating to have a group of fairies riding on his beverage, but they had also caused him to spill it more than once.
The aroma of french toast filled the air, and Mike smiled, carrying his coffee to the dining hall. The large table in the middle of the room had been rebuilt, and Reggie, the Rat King, sat in a wooden high chair that had been modified to look like a throne at the far end of the table. Beth sat next to him and was teaching him to do a Sudoku puzzle.
"How are you feeling?" Mike sat next to Beth and went to pour what was left of his coffee into the empty cup in front of him. A pitiful dribble came out and he frowned.
"Feeling fine actually." She looked up from the puzzle and smiled. "According to my last check with Naia, the shard is still sitting there, completely inert."
"I see." A couple of months ago, they had discovered that a powerful demon named Oliver had stuck part of his soul to Beth's with the intent of controlling her. With Yuki's help, Mike had destroyed Oliver's world, and presumably Oliver with it. Not taking any chances, they actively monitored the soul shard, making sure it didn't start giving orders once more.
"Actually, I do have some news. Ratu thinks she may be able to extract it." A broad grin spread across Beth's face. "If she can pull it out, then I won't have to worry."
"Hey, that's great news!" Mike squeezed her hand, then yanked it back. Though they had lived together for a couple of months now, the relationship he had with Beth was very different from what he shared with the others. It also didn't help that he still found her as attractive as the first day they met, and he still felt slightly awkward around her on occasion. "When are they going to try?"
"Tomorrow, maybe. But Ratu needs Tink's goggles to do it."
"I think I can arrange that." He opened his mouth to say something else, but a large figure blocked the door, carrying a serving platter in her hands.
"Breakfast is ready." The cyclops Sofia, standing seven feet tall, walked around the table and set down multiple plates of food. French toast, bacon, scrambled eggs, and a fruit salad were set before him, and he took the napkin off his plate and set it in his lap.
"Where is Tink?" asked Sofia, turning her purple eye on Mike.
"Um, I don't know. She didn't come to bed last night." He tried to grab his fork, but Sofia swatted his hand.
"She doesn't eat, you don't eat. Gods know she works herself to the bone, you may as well keep her fed."
"Alright, alright, geez." Though Sofia cast a baleful look his way, he knew it was largely an act. Still, she was right in that the little goblin worked altogether too hard. "I'll bring her, but could you make sure I have a fresh cup of coffee?"
"I'm not your fucking slave, Caretaker." She walked out of the room back toward the kitchen, and Mike stood and walked back to the living room.
He hadn't seen Tink out front, so the number of places she could be was limited. He ran up to his bedroom first, just to make sure that she hadn't wandered in after the sun came up. Seeing that she wasn't there, he went into his bathroom and knocked on the edge of the enormous tub.
"Hey Naia?" he asked, his voice echoing in the bathroom. The faucet turned itself on, and the tub filled within seconds, pressurized by the hot spring below the house. The surface of the water rippled and rose, and a human form made of water appeared before him. The transparent liquid solidified into the body of a voluptuous woman with green and blue hair.
"Morning, lover." The nymph leaned forward and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and pulled him in for a kiss. Her tongue was hot in his mouth, and he felt a sudden surge of blood to his nether region. "What can I do for you?"
"Um, hey, I uh... oh! I was looking for Tink. Have you seen her?"
Naia pouted, fluttering her long lashes. "Really? That's all you wanted?"
"Well, actually, I wanted breakfast, but Sofia won't let me eat until I bring Tink with me." He smiled at the nymph and brushed a lock of hair away from her eyes. "I can make time for you later, but I'm starving right now."
She stuck out her tongue and laughed. "She's out in the garage with Dana. Those two are thick as thieves nowadays."
He chuckled. "I thought the two of them had a falling out last week?"
"I believe Dana phrased it as creative differences, but that was last week. There's a new project that the two of them spent all night working on. Might not be a bad idea to see what they are up to."
"Okay then, I'm off." He gave her a quick peck on the lips. "Keep the water warm for me?"
"Maybe." She winked and her whole body turned to water and fell back into the tub. He walked down the hallway and then down the stairs until he was on the first floor again. Walking past the bathroom, he was at the back door of the house.
Stepping outside, he marveled at the large plot of land that sat before him. When he had first moved in, his backyard had been large enough for a moderately sized dinner party. Now, he could easily host a couple of weddings, maybe even an amusement park if he was so inclined.
There was now a large, stone patio that wrapped around the rear of the house. Naia's fountain was at the bottom of a small set of stairs, surrounded by large flower pots. To the left of the fountain was the door to the garage, which had been modified to accommodate a centaur, but Zel had moved out several weeks back to live with her tribe. Now, the former carriage house was home to Tink and Dana's workshop, and he crossed the garden and walked inside, wrinkling his nose at the smell.
"What is that?" he asked, squinting into the shadows. On the other side of the workshop, a lone figure could be seen silhouetted by a small desk lamp.
"Hmm?" The figure spun around, revealing a pale, college-aged woman with her dirty blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. Dana wore a dirty white tank top with grease stains on it, and had a gnarly scar around the top of her left arm where it had been ripped off and then reattached. The zombie wore a pair of magnifying goggles on her face, and her gray eyes blinked at him through the thick lenses. "Oh, the smell? Combination of solder and a capacitor that I blew a few minutes ago. Not gonna lie, I kind of enjoy the smell."
"What are you making?" He walked over to get a better view of her work table.
"Tink and I were working on building a couple of drones."
"Any reason?"
"Yes, actually." Dana tilted up her goggles and let out a sigh. "The Moon tribe wants to properly map out the greenhouse, at least the area near the door. They've been slowly spreading out, but the jungle is super thick and they don't want to risk disturbing some of the more valuable flora in place. Abella offered to help, but we figured actual aerial images would be far more useful."
"It sounds like a great idea, but... I mean, I could just buy them."
Dana smirked. "Actually, you can't. The greenhouse is an interesting place. You wouldn't know it, but it has a really wild magnetic field, and GPS won't work there, obviously. There's a bunch of radio interference as well, and I'm not sure why."
"Then what's your plan?"
"We're modifying the drones to use magic as a means of both power and navigation. Ratu suggested these weird little gems that came from some sort of golems or whatever." Dana held up a stone roughly the size of a marble. "I guess they were cores to something that attacked the house and can sort of be programmed. Right now I'm trying to figure out how to make an interface between the drone and the stones, but all we've accomplished so far is blowing up circuitry."
"I'm sure you'll get it soon enough. Speaking of we, where is Tink?"
Dana pointed to the corner. A large reclining chair was between a stack of parts and boxes, and a small green figure lay passed out on the brown leather.
Mike walked over and knelt, holding up a fist. "How are you today, Tick Tock?"
A small door opened in the arm of the chair, and a silver fist popped out and bumped against Mike's knuckles. It was a trick that he had taught the mimic a while back as a method of greeting. Unfortunately, it also meant that Mike had unsuccessfully tried to fist bump some of the new furniture in the house.
"Yeah, she passed out a couple hours ago." Dana flipped her glasses down and turned back to the table.
"C'mon, breakfast time." Mike leaned forward and tickled the base of the goblin's tail. She let out a quiet shriek and folded her tail underneath her bottom, trying once more to get comfy. "C'mon, come get some food and then go back to bed."
Tink opened her eyes and yawned, revealing needle-sharp teeth. "Still early. Husband come back in morning."
"Breakfast is on the table, and Sofia is pissed that you aren't there."
"Tink super tired," she mumbled but slid forward off the chair. She adjusted the magical goggles on her head and then yawned again. "Tink eat good food and go take nap." Giving Mike a playful swat on the rear, she left the garage.
"How about you? Care to join us?"
"You know I don't eat normal food anymore." Dana raised an eyebrow. "And I know you aren't suggesting I blow you under the table in front of everybody. At least, I don't think you are. Are you asking me to blow you in front of everybody?"
"Uh, no, that's not what I... I was just thinking you could come visit, or..."
"Relax, I'm just messing with you." She took off her goggles and tossed them on the workshop table. "Honestly, I don't care either way, but it's a good habit to keep. When I'm human again, I don't want to be a wet blanket or anything."
Mike let out a sigh of relief. Dana was impossible to read, but that was a direct result of being dead. Most of her emotions were muted, meaning that she had the world's best poker face. It didn't help that the succubus Lily had rubbed off on the young woman, giving her a rather wicked sense of humor. "Okay, I'll see you at the table then."
"Yep. Just gotta change my shirt and wash up." She stretched, her bones popping audibly. Mike left the garage and walked back in the house, the smell of fresh coffee luring him back to the dining hall. Tink sat next to his empty seat, her wide eyes on a stack of french toast that Sofia had plopped in front of her. The goblin was pouring syrup on top of them while licking her lips.
When Mike sat down, he saw that a hot cup of coffee had already been poured for him, and bacon put on his plate. With a smile, he stole a bite of Tink's french toast, earning a pinch from the goblin. Sofia brought him a proper breakfast, then sat across the table from him with a plate of her own. The floor beneath her seat was recessed, allowing her to sit eye level with everyone else.
A yellow ball of light zipped into the room and landed on the table, transforming into a tiny woman with wings and black stripes across her body.
"Good morning Daisy." Mike slowly used his hands to sign the words.
Good morning, she signed back, then hopped over to Beth, who had already poured some of her coffee into a tiny cup. Daisy took it and sat on the edge of the sudoku book, interested in Reggie's progress.
Yuki walked into the room a few seconds later, her hair a tangled mess. The kitsune yawned and sat down two chairs away from Sofia, then reached out to help herself to a slice of bacon.
"Rough night?" asked Mike.
"Kind of. I was up late painting a new tarot card." Yuki had learned how to imbue tarot cards with magic, a skill that took a lot of time and concentration. It would be years before she could replenish her deck, but it wasn't as though she had any other projects, other than occasionally helping the naga Ratu.
"Which one?" Mike asked.
"Four of Swords." Yuki grabbed another piece of bacon, and Mike couldn't help but notice the dirty look that Sofia gave her. It was obvious that the cyclops still hadn't forgiven Yuki for turning her to stone, and he made a mental note to talk with her about it later. "Only six more cards in that suit to go once I'm done."
"How long will that take you?"
"Maybe a year." She snuck another piece of bacon and sniffed the air, her nose wrinkling up. "Does someone need to take the garbage out?"
Moments later, Dana walked in. Yuki's cheeks turned red, and she focused her attention on putting some eggs on a plate and grabbing a piece of french toast. The zombie sat down at the end of the table, and her sad eyes swept over the serving plates.
"Smells delicious."
"You'll get to eat normal food again." Mike set his coffee down. "Do you want me to get you some of your food?"
"Um... yeah, if you don't mind." Dana leaned forward and poured herself a cup of coffee. Vapor hovered over the hot mug, and she wrapped her fingers around it. She let out a small sigh. "That feels good on my hands."
Mike stood up and ran for the fridge. Inside the vegetable crisper was a box of shot glasses. Each one had a plastic lid, and inside was a concentrated version of his semen, combined with a few other elements. It was a recipe that Zel had taught anyone willing to learn, and it helped Dana stave off her hunger. He brought it back and handed the shot glass over.



"Thanks." She popped the top off the shot glass and looked across the table. "Anyone else want some cream?"
Tink snorted, then grabbed her nose in agony when a piece of bacon shot out. The rest of the table just looked at her, unsure if she was joking or not.
Her lip hooked up in a grin, and she poured the spooge concoction into her coffee. There were a few dribbles stuck inside the glass, and she hooked a finger in to retrieve it when Daisy fluttered over and held up her tiny cup.
"Oh. I was just kidding, but you'll totally drink some too, won't you?" Dana used her nail to retrieve some spunk from the glass and scraped it across the top of Daisy's tiny mug. The little fairy seemed to be waiting as Dana stirred her coffee with a spoon, then lifted it.
"Cheers, bug." said Dana, and they clinked glasses. Daisy slammed hers in one go, wiping her lips off with her forearm. Like the other fairies in the house, Daisy was capable of transmuting sexual fluids into magic, and sparks now sprayed across the table from her wings.
Mike took his time enjoying breakfast. The conversation was largely casual, and once everybody was done, they went their separate ways. Mike wandered into the kitchen with Sofia, intent on helping her with the dishes. The kitchen had received a massive overhaul last month, and now featured some top of the line appliances as well as an extra large sink. The cyclops was filling the sink with warm water when he joined her.
"Do you want to talk about it?" He asked her, picking up a sponge and scrubbing debris off of a large skillet. He ran it under the faucet, marveling at how quickly it cleaned up. Buying a new set of cookware had definitely paid off.
"Talk about what?" Sofia's tone revealed that she knew exactly what Mike was referring to.
"You and Yuki. You two clearly don't get along." He handed her the pan and she picked up a towel and rubbed it dry.
"You're right, we don't. And frankly, we don't have to." She put the pan away and opened up the dishwasher. "But I'm guessing you aren't going to let it go, are you?"
"Nope." He started handing her plates to load, pausing on occasion to scrape something off. Tink had assured him that the dishwasher could handle the extra food stains, but he had always had junk appliances and old habits die hard. "The way I see it, she feels the same way. Or can tell you don't like her."
"Then why don't you go ask her if you care so much?" Sofia turned around to put a plate in the dishwasher.
Mike rolled his eyes, but made sure to snap them back when she faced him once more. It was always unwise to antagonize the cyclops. "I would like to hear it from your perspective."
Sofia groaned, and leaned against the counter. She was so tall that this just pushed her breasts forward through her apron, and Mike felt the gravity of her breasts pulling his gaze, but was able to resist. "It's hard to explain."
"For someone who reads so many books, I find it hard to believe that the words are beyond you." He dried his hands on a towel and waited. Technically, she could easily just push him aside if she wanted, but he could see the indecision on her face. "Just do your best, okay?"
Sofia scowled at him, so he took a step forward and threw his arms around her waist and hugged her. After a moment of resistance, the stubborn cyclops melted and hugged him back, her breasts pressing up against the sides of his face.
"I guess I'm not over how quickly she took the house down," she confessed, her voice bitter. "The house is adequately protected from the outside, but she reminds me that it would be easy for someone on the inside to turn on us, to ruin what we have here."
"Yuki would never turn on us. Not anymore."
"But you can't know that. Look at how much evidence we have that Emily turned her back on us, and she was the Caretaker. What's to stop anyone from doing the same thing?"
"Honestly? That's the real reason we have to look out for each other. If we push someone away, that's where those dark thoughts will find them. Even I'm not immune to temptation." Mike thought about the shadow figure who occasionally appeared in his dreams, tempting him with forbidden knowledge. "If you really want to protect what we have, you have to cultivate it, not guard it. Isolating yourself or others allows room for those darker thoughts to come pouring in. Suddenly, a rash decision makes complete sense, and you start thinking of everybody in terms of us or them."
Sofia sighed. "I don't think I'm ready to forgive yet."
"I'm not asking you to. But maybe if you found some common ground and tried to have new experiences with her, you may see her for who she is. Remember, she lived for so many years with all of you, but was completely forgotten. It's hard for her to find a balance when she's a stranger to her own family."
"Ugh. I hate that you're making so much sense right now." Her tone was sassy, but she gave him a good squeeze, firmly embedding his face in her breasts. "The idea that I would ever get good advice from a mere human..."
He tried to pinch her side, but she dropped her arm and casually slapped his hand out of the way. Her purple eye was still glowing with the magic of her future sight when she knelt down and kissed his forehead.
"You should stop by the Library more often. It could be... educational for both of us." She winked (or blinked, he really couldn't tell), and sashayed out of the kitchen. He tapped the counter with his fingers, wondering if he should maybe follow after her and see what she had to offer him now.
The cellphone in his pocket vibrated, and he pulled it out. It was a calendar notification reminding him that he was supposed to check in with the centaurs today.
Frowning, he put his phone away and rinsed out the sink real fast. A Caretaker's work was never done.
--
It would take nearly an hour to walk to where the centaurs had set up their camp, but Reggie and his rats had it covered. Shortly after the centaurs had moved into the greenhouse, a small structure had been built that was large enough to accommodate a portal in their village. An exit had been chewed into the perimeter wall of the front yard and surrounded with foliage for privacy. With Tink's help, a door had been built into it that could be bolted from the centaur's side to prevent any unexpected intrusions.
The door was wide and tall, and currently open. Warm, humid air greeted him, and he stepped through to the other side. The exit was up the hill from where the centaurs had been building their miniature barns. Without wild game, they had no fabric from which to build their yurts, so had been forced to improvise with a little help from Tink and some Youtube tutorials she had downloaded.
Nearby centaurs spotted him and waved hello, but continued on with their work. These people were refugees, centaurs who had been exiled from their herd for various reasons. Yuki had turned them all to stone when they had wandered onto her mountain, and kept them stored in her tower. Now, they were able to live freely under Zel's leadership without fear of retribution from their former tribe.
The centaurs had been instrumental in getting the front of his house repaired after it had been destroyed, and seemed very excited to have a large, unspoiled parcel of land to live on. After a quick ecological survey, they had cleared a plot of land rather quickly, taking care to only chop down trees that had no pharmacological worth. The whole jungle was full of extremely rare ingredients, and Mike imagined that this herd of centaurs would rapidly expand their knowledge. Zel had lived alone in this jungle since she was a teen, and was already extremely proficient in her knowledge of potions and other delightful concoctions.
"Caretaker!" A centaur with swirling tattoos and dark skin ran up to him, a spear in hand. "Welcome!"
"Well met, Leo. And it's Mike." None of the centaurs seemed comfortable calling Mike by his name, no matter how hard he tried. Leo was one of the younger males that was stationed as a guard. When he was younger, he had been exiled for questioning the teachings of the tribe. Though he appeared no older than nineteen, he had been exiled over a decade ago and had been turned to stone shortly after. "Have you seen Zel?"
"She is speaking with the shaman. Come." Leo trotted off, and Mike followed at a light jog. The shaman in question was actually Zel's aunt who had snuck her into the greenhouse through the use of a portal that Emily later sealed as a result. The two of them shared a family resemblance to the extent that they could be mother and daughter.
Near the center of the village was a small hut with smoke coming from the chimney. From outside, it smelled like somebody had dumped the contents of a full medicine cabinet into a hot spring. He wrinkled his nose at the smell, and could soon taste it in his mouth. He had no idea what they were making, but it smelled terrible.
Leo paused at the door flap and casually knocked on the frame before entering. After a few moments of conversation, Zel appeared, a large smile on her face.
"There you are." She came over and gave him a hug, placing his face firmly in her chest and giving him flashbacks to less than an hour ago with Sofia. Zel's breasts were far smaller, however, her height mainly the result of her horse half. "I was hoping I would see you today."
"You look good." The hug ended, and he stepped back to appraise her. Her hair had been braided with beads and small shells, and her face positively glowed with energy. Being reunited with her own kind seemed to be very good for her.
"So do you, but... I think you need another haircut." She tousled his hair, and he scowled. Ever since he had used his magic while the two of them were fucking, his hair grew much faster and he could run faster and farther than ever before. He wasn't ready for the Olympics yet, but being able to jog without getting tired was a huge improvement for someone who had led a sedentary existence only a few months ago.
"Has it been three weeks already?" He ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. There had been a fight between the others the first time he had announced that he needed a haircut. There had been much discussion about what hairstyle would look cutest on him, and in the end, it had been Naia who had just trimmed it down for him.
"It has, and it's been almost a week since I've seen you. How is the house?"
Mike filled her in on the others. Ever since Zel had moved out, she had become increasingly busy managing her new tribe, and he saw her less now than ever. Her responsibilities were vast, and he had the feeling that someday soon, she would be too busy to just drop by for a visit. The thought made him sad, but he couldn't help but feel immensely happy for how things had turned out for her.
He finished telling her about how Sofia and Yuki didn't seem to get along and she nodded knowingly.
"We've also had some of that here. Not all of the exiles quite see eye to eye with each other, and we've had our share of arguments."
"So what have you been doing to quell the fighting?"
"Not a whole lot, yet. Most of the squabbles are trivial, but I'd be remiss to believe they won't never get worse. There's always the threat of exile back to the old world, but my aunt has been really great at mediating disputes and ensuring peace afterward. I am learning a lot from her."
"I'm glad to hear it. Speaking of your aunt, what on earth are you guys working on? It smells like somebody made a perfume called 'Grandma's House.'"
Zel snorted. "We're working on a bunch of things. We've got a project from Ratu that's related to Dana's situation, but that's going to take some trial and error. We are also looking at accelerants for plant growth, as we would like to start cultivating better food at some point. There's even talk of importing game so that we can have meat on our diet again, but that's largely up to you."
Mike nodded, unsure what to say. The greenhouse didn't have any animals living in it, and he was unsure if there was a good reason for that. "I'll talk it over with some of the others. I don't see an issue, but obviously we need to be careful what we bring here."
"Absolutely." She smiled. "Other than that, your usual potions and experiments. We may have found a use for Dragon's Breath, but the jury is still out on that."
He smiled at the memory of his first meeting with Zel. The two of them had gotten some Dragon's Breath on them, and had rushed to a nearby spring to wash the burning powder off, which led to some fooling around. "I'm curious to see what you come up with."
"And I'm anxious to tell you. I miss you and the others, but..." she cast a glance over her shoulder at the busy village that was forming behind her.
"I get it." He took her hand and squeezed it. "There's no place like home."
"Yeah. This place has so much promise, and I look forward to exploring some of the secrets I wasn't able to by myself. Hey, do you want to see some of our new buildings?"
"I would love to." He continued holding her hand and walked amongst the centaurs as an exalted guest. He was greeted with smiles and more than a few waves, which he returned. While he didn't expect special treatment for giving the centaurs this land to live on, he certainly appreciated their gratitude.
Zel showed him the new expansions with excitement, and laid out some more ideas that they had. The way that her eyes shined with excitement when she spoke plastered a huge smile on his face. He stayed with the centaurs for lunch, which was a delightful nut and fruit platter that left him feeling full. When Zel escorted him to the exit, he gave her a huge hug.
"I had a great time, and I'm glad to see that you are all thriving."
"We are. Hey, I was wondering. During the next full moon, we're having my official naming ceremony, as Herd Leader. I would really like it if you could come."
"I wouldn't miss it." He took out his phone and checked the calendar. The next full moon was in ten days, so he put it in his calendar. "Let me know if I need to bring anything."
"Just yourself, and anybody else who wants to come." She leaned forward and kissed him full on the lips. "Try and stay out of trouble, won't you?"
"Heh. I'll do my best." He walked into the small hut and back through the door, shivering at the cool air of his front yard. A trio of centaurs looked up from a nearby bush when he emerged, and he waved to them.
"You're all doing a great job out here, by the way." He walked past them and into the house. He paused in the opening as Death glided past, a fresh pot of tea in one hand and his cup in the other. Behind him, Cerulea and Carmina followed just a couple of feet behind.
"Ahem." Mike put his hands on his hips and glared at the fairies. They gasped when they saw him and bolted, disappearing in two different directions. Satisfied that they wouldn't pester the Grim Reaper, he went into the backyard to find Naia dancing quietly in her fountain. The water beneath her formed into geysers that became tiny pedestals for her to stand on, and the waterproof speaker Tink had installed by the fountain was playing something classical.
Naia's movements were smooth, and she literally flowed around the fountain, her body often becoming water and moving with her. In the center of her fountain was a series of basins, and she had a small collection of birds that watched her dance, as well as a squirrel and the green fairy Olivia. Mike sat on the edge of the fountain and watched the beautiful nymph dance.
Several minutes went by, and when Naia spotted him with her sapphire eyes, she simply smiled and kept dancing. She wore a low cut white gown that was cinched at her waist, and her skirt parted when she moved to reveal muscular legs with slightly webbed feet at the bottom. Water bubbles floated around her now, popping in time with the music while she moved to the beat, and her green and blue hair cascaded across her shoulders, bobbing with every leap. The way she moved was making his cock hard, and he couldn't stop thinking about all the times he had been intimate with her, exploring that magnificent body of hers with his own.
She was the best thing that had ever happened to him.
The music came to a stop, and Mike and Olivia both clapped. Naia took a bow, then moved toward the edge of the fountain.
"See something you like?" She winked at him lasciviously.
"As a matter of fact, I do." He put his hands on the edge of the fountain and leaned forward. Naia couldn't leave her fountain, except to travel to the bathtub in his bathroom. "A couple of things, actually."
"All you have to do is ask." Naia licked her lips, her eyes flitting across his body.
"Well, one thing is obvious, but there's something else I need from you first before we become too distracted." He looked up at the dark line of his own hair that hovered in the edge of his vision. "Apparently I'm in need of a trim."
"I can arrange that." Naia looked over at Olivia. "Can you bring me the salon kit? It's in the cabinet under the sink. Oh, and one of the hand towels, please."
Olivia gave a mock salute and flew up toward Mike's bedroom window. With a bit of magic, she made the window open and flew inside.
"Can she carry all that?" Mike asked.
"If she doesn't get distracted, maybe." They both watched, and eventually Olivia reappeared carrying a small black canvas case with a towel rolled up in the handles. She fluttered down, her long grasshopper legs hooked through the handle of the bag.
"Thanks." She took the bag from Olivia. "If you wait around, I have a surprise for you."
Olivia let out a small cheer and a pirouette. Naia was one of the few people who could ensure obedience from the fairies, so Olivia took her place back on one of the water basins, her legs kicking with anticipation.
"So what will it be?" Naia gestured for him to enter her fountain.
"Just a trim, please." He took off his shoes and walked in, marveling at how the water didn't even seep into his clothes. Naia could control the water in her fountain with her magic, making it do anything she wanted. He noticed lately that she seemed to have even more control over what it could do, and smiled when a series of water jets formed at the halfway mark.
"This part is always a little weird," he told her when he tried to sit on the water jets. There was enough pressure in them to easily support his weight, and he was soon floating on a chair made of water. "I feel like I'm going to fall through."
"I'd never let anything bad happen to you." She leaned forward and touched his hair. It was long enough that the tips were starting to curl. "How about we wash you up first?"
"Sounds good."
Naia summoned a sphere of water that hovered between them, then opened up the bag. She pulled out a pair of scissors and a small bottle of shampoo. She squeezed some shampoo into the floating orb, and it swirled the pearly substance around until the sphere looked like a milky white marble. With a wave of her hand, the sphere attached itself to his scalp, and hundreds of tiny water fingers scrubbed away at his hair.
"That feels nice." He told her.
"Oh, I'm not done yet." She dunked the towel in water and then folded it up, her face screwed up in concentration. Steam emanated from the towel in her hand as she heated up the water. Moving behind Mike, she stretched and wrapped it over his face.
"Mmf," he said, only his nose poking through the opening. Her fingers pressed against his temples, and the water fingers in his hair applied pressure to his scalp.
"Abella and I looked this up. I thought it would be more fun than just a snip and trim."
"Mmhmm," Mike agreed. The minutes passed while she massaged him, and suddenly the chair beneath him shifted. Water jets had become hands that clutched his body, rubbing his legs and arms. He tried to remove the towel, but Naia held it in place.



"Leave it on. Let me have my fun."
He relaxed, and the watery hands beneath him massaged him all over, and slowly worked his pants off. Mike suppressed a chuckle, knowing that the nymph would have her way with him one way or the other, and he was soon hard and ready for her.
Still, she sat behind him, her strong hands massaging his scalp. The water around his head flowed away, and she hummed a song to herself. The hands massaging his thighs pulled his legs apart, and more hands formed around his scrotum, spreading across his pelvis and stroking him everywhere.
A tiny groan escaped his lips when the hands found the base of his cock and began stroking him. The stroking stopped, and then fingers circled his shaft and squeezed while rising, disappearing once they reached the top. He shuddered and moaned into his hot towel.
"More," he mumbled.
"Oh, I'll give you more." Naia's hands remained on his head, but tiny mouths licked and kissed his cock. He bucked his hips a little, and his own magic came to life, deep inside his belly. It was magic born of a sexual union with the banshee Cecilia, a cross between her fae nature and the nymph magic that Naia had bestowed upon Mike on the day he had become the Caretaker of his house. He could sense danger when it was near, had essentially no refractory period, and could generate electricity that caused powerful orgasms.
While not harmful, he had recently discovered that this electricity caused a tiny piece of his soul to swap with whoever he was fucking. As a result, he imagined his soul was now a patchwork quilt of nearly everyone in the house. He had already begun manifesting some of his housemates' traits, but aside from being able to scream like a banshee, they all seemed to be minor.
A small mass landed on his belly, and he tried to move, but his wrists were held in place by strong hands.
"Go ahead, Olivia." said Naia.
The fairy let out a cheer and he felt her walk across his belly until she stood next to his cock. The tiny mouths vanished, and he heard the fluttering of wings quickly become an intense buzzing sound. Wondering what on earth the fairy was up to, his hips bucked when he felt the vibrating wings tickle the edge of his glans, a sensation very similar to a magic bullet on crack.
"Holy... nggh!" He did his best to hold still, but the sensation was both ticklish and pleasurable. Olivia was clearly moving around his crotch, her wings fluttering across his frenulum. He gasped several times, his magic spreading across his body in waves.
"Hmm. It looks like you're getting close," Naia told him, and she let go of his head. When she removed the towel from his face, he looked down to see Olivia hungrily licking the opening of his cock and lapping up what she could of his precum before Naia shooed her away.
The nymph straddled him with her long, beautiful legs and lifted her gown just enough so that it wouldn't catch between them. With a wink, she sank onto him, taking his massive cock inside of her.
Mike moaned, and Naia playfully swiveled her hips until she had sunk all the way down onto him. Her innards swirled in circles, and he felt those same fingers begin jacking him off in discrete movements. The water beneath him pushed him forward until he was in a sitting position with Naia right in front of him. He tried to grab the nymph but was puzzled when he realized that the water was still restraining him.
"Naia?" Confused, he watched her pull the scissors from a pocket in her gown.
"Oh, I don't want you to move. I might mess up your hair." She leaned forward, her vagina squeezing him tightly while he slid out of her. Naia used her fingers to measure a few lengths of hair and made a couple of snips before sinking onto him again. Mike gasped, but she continued cutting his hair this way, her pussy clenching him tightly with every thrust. The water held him by the neck and shoulders now, preventing him from moving while she fucked him, and his whole body pulsed with energy.
She worked quickly, shearing away his excess locks in a matter of minutes, every snip of the scissors punctuated with the sensation of her curvaceous ass slamming into his thighs. He groaned, the electricity jumping between the two of them, and Naia's lowered the scissors more than once to catch her breath before continuing.
"Naia, please... don't stop." He was so close, his cock twitching every time she sank down on him.
The nymph smirked and settled her movements. "Your sideburns aren't even yet," she told him, then pulled a straight edge razor from her kit.
Mike's throat went dry as he did his best to hold still. Naia was now doing slight pelvic thrusts that sent jolts of pleasure straight to his spine. She dragged the razor across his skin, and he barely felt a thing as the water splashed him clean after each pass. Apparently, she had given several haircuts to the Caretakers of the house over the years, but he had no idea where she gained her abilities with the razor in her hand. She leaned forward and squared off his neckline without even looking at it.
He felt there were plenty of rational explanations for how she could do it, but it really came down to one word: magic.
"Hmm." Naia folded up the razor and grabbed Mike's chin, tilting his face back and forth. "Looks good."
"I bet it does." His voice squeaked when she squeezed his cock with her vagina. Her innards now felt like a series of fingers squeezing and stroking his sensitive shaft.
"But it seems like you're still a bit stressed." Her hips undulated on top of him. "If only I knew of a way to—"
Mike yanked his arms free of her watery lashes and grabbed her by the hips. Naia laughed when he tipped her onto her back, the water jets moving beneath them to support her weight as well. He held her tightly while he pounded her, his cock growing even harder when he heard her cry out his name. Her clitoris was swollen and hard now, the nymph's pearl pressing against him.
The water beneath them turned to steam, floating into the sky above as Mike let out a yell and blew his load into the nymph. His magic washed over her, and her entire body turned transparent for a moment, revealing that his magic pulsed through her and ricocheted off the surface of her body, filling her with light. She let out a scream of her own and clamped her legs tightly against his waist, and the fountain gushed water nearly thirty feet in the air, creating an artificial rainstorm that soaked both of them.
Panting, Mike was unable to pull his cock free before the magic ricocheted back into him, and he filled her up again. He could see both of his loads floating through her body now, sparkling with magical light. Her skin and clothes became opaque once more, and they both fell to the floor of the empty fountain, gasping for breath.
"You... never cease to amaze me, lover." Naia rolled off of him and laid on one side. "Every time we're together, it's magic."
"I know how you feel." Mike sat up and kissed her, placing his hand on the back of her head. He twisted his fingers in her hair, marveling at how the strands turned to water and parted before he could get them too tangled.
They kissed this way for several minutes before Mike heard a gasp and a grunt, followed by the sound of something heavy hitting the roof. Breaking his kiss with Naia, he scanned the garden, his eyes eventually settling on the stony form on the roof watching them.
"You okay up there, Abella?" He squinted into the sky, unable to make out the expression on her face. Only her head was visible where she sat, and he could really only see her silhouette.
"Um.. yeah, I'm fine. Just, uh..." Abella sank out of view before she finished her sentence, and Mike suppressed a laugh. Clearly the gargoyle had been watching them, and he had a pretty good guess what she had been up to.
"You've got more work to do," Naia told him as she stood up. Water refilled the fountain, and she helped him to the edge, waving her hand a few times to dry him off with her magic. He put his clothes back on and blew her another kiss before going in the house. He caught sight of his reflection in the window on his way in the back door, and thought his hair looked much better now.
Even with the stupid grin he was wearing.
--
The afternoon was spent ordering more supplies for the house. Inheriting the house had come with an extremely hefty sum of cash, the kind that generated enough interest in a year to comfortably live off of. However, he still had to watch his spending, because so much of that cash was earmarked for multiple repairs on the house, as well as food, various supplies, and the occasional gift for one of his housemates. Even now, Yuki was likely in her room using the easel he had bought her to work on her tarot cards. It was a fascinating process where she painted the card nearly life size and then shrank it down it fit in her pocket.
After a meeting with Reggie to discuss rat affairs, the smell of pot roast lured him to the dinner table. Everyone from breakfast was there, but Ratu herself had also made a rare appearance, wearing a beautiful red gown with a green dragon moving across it. Her dark skin was punctuated with snake scales, and the naga raised a glass of wine when Mike entered.
"Are we celebrating?" he asked.
"Only a bit. I had a recent breakthrough in some of my research, and thought I deserved a treat." She winked at him, then drained her glass before letting Reggie refill it for her. The rat sat between the naga and Beth, and he adjusted his Mr. Potato Head glasses when Sofia set a plate of food in front of him.
"No Asterion tonight?" He was surprised that the minotaur hadn't come with Ratu.
"He's in a foul mood." Ratu smirked.
"I'm afraid some of my subjects set off a rather complex series of traps this morning." Reggie's whiskers trembled when he spoke. "He has spent all day trying to reset a small section of the Labyrinth."
"Yes, I'm afraid he would be bad company, even for you." Ratu smirked at Beth. The lawyer blushed and concentrated on her own meal when it arrived.
While everybody was eating, Dana made another appearance at the table, holding a coffee mug in her hand.
"I thought you already ate this morning." Mike looked at the young woman with concern. "Everything okay?"
In response, Dana held up her other hand. He winced when he saw the deep gashes in her palm. The wounds didn't bleed, but it still freaked him out to see her hand so mangled.
"Tried something new with one of the rotor assemblies. It went poorly, and now my hand keeps catching on everything." Dana sat close to Tink and downed half of the contents of her mug. Like an obscene magic trick, she held out her palm so the others could watch the edges of her torn flesh light up like fiber optic cables and slowly knit themselves back together. "Good as new, I guess."
Tink just shook her head. "Dead girl wait for Tink next time," she said, then focused on her own meal.
After dinner, Mike quietly excused himself and grabbed a beer from the fridge after sneaking away from the table. As much as he enjoyed the company of others, he needed some quiet moments to reflect, and he moved through the noisy dining hall without a word and headed out to the front yard.
Despite the general hubbub inside, his recent days had gotten lazy, and Mike wasn't sure how he felt about it. After spending his first few weeks in the house dodging danger and meeting new people, it was nerve wracking just standing around waiting for the next thing to happen. There was at least one powerful warlock still out there with a grudge against him, and he couldn't forget about the look that Elizabeth had given him when last they spoke. Having a pair of powerful enemies out in the world made it difficult for him to let his guard down, and he knew they would come for him eventually.
And when they did, he hoped he would be ready.
Still, leaning against the house with a beer in his hand, he couldn't help but feel a small hole in his heart. Casting a wistful glance at the porch swing, he thought of the banshee Cecilia. She had disappeared about two months back after ferrying some wayward souls into the afterlife. Her absence made him sick to his stomach, but he knew that she was still alive, wherever she was. It had been accidental, but he had given a piece of his soul to the banshee and received a piece of hers in return.
Not that anybody knew if she even had a soul. Banshees were an ancient type of fae that were created from old, faerie magic, and though she was alive, she was still very much a being of pure energy. When he had given her a piece of his soul, she had imbued him with that raw energy which now manifested itself as a series of sparks that he could summon on command.
That, and the ability to shriek at high volume. Ratu had insisted that he practice it like a skill, and after screaming himself hoarse over several nights, he could now let out a scream that would deafen anyone nearby and generate a powerful wind to go with it.
Lily had teased him about it, asking him what color his cape would be when he eventually started fighting crime.
Today had been wonderful, but all he could think about was his missing friend. She was the last piece of the puzzle, and now that the sun was setting, he wanted nothing more than to sit with her and listen as the world put itself to bed. He had even asked Reggie if the rats could open a portal into the afterlife so that he could go find her, but the Rat King had informed him that a portal to the other side (as he called it) was outside of their power.
Sunset cast auspicious shadows across the front yard, and Mike leaned against the front railing, his eyes on the garden. He took another sip from his beer, then frowned. He was quickly reaching the bottom of the bottle, and he debated going back for another. The house had gone quiet behind him, and he suppressed a smile.
The sun finally vanished behind the homes across the street, and darkness crept across the garden. The crescent moon sat above him in the sky, and glowing flowers bloomed beneath its pale light. LIghtning bugs flickered in the garden, and Mike watched them dance around above the flowers. The front garden was its own magical biome now, and he wondered what sort of other creatures would manifest in time. Had the front yard looked this way for Emily?
The moon's glow intensified over the garden, and the fireflies began to fly in circles, swarming together where the maze began. The flowers shifted colors like Christmas lights, and the air went still around him. Distant music filled the air as a glowing portal opened between the bugs, stretching wide and forming an oval. Beams of light burst through, and he could hear the gentle pulsing of waves against the shore. It was a portal to the afterlife, the same kind that Cecilia had vanished through.
Mike dropped his beer and leapt off the porch, running for the portal's entrance. A glowing figure stepped through, illuminated from behind.
"Cecilia!" Arms outstretched, he ran for her. The portal zipped shut, allowing the moonlight to illuminate the dark figure who stepped through. The spectral figure was dressed in black leather and had long, dark hair that hung just past his shoulders and contrasted with pale skin that practically glowed.
MIke slid to a stop, stumbling briefly right in front of the newcomer before losing his balance and falling down in the grass.
"You must be Mike." The newcomer knelt down and offered his hand. "I've heard a lot about you." His accent was thick, with an irish lilt to it.
"Um... okay." Mike took the hand offered to him and stood. "Sorry about that, I thought you were somebody else."
"I figured as much." The figure gave a gentle bow, then stood. His eyes were pitch black, putting Mike on guard immediately.
"So... can I help you with something?"
"Indeed. My name is Sulyvahn, and I was sent by the faerie queen."
"Faerie queen?"
"Yes, my liege. She has a contract with the builder of this home requiring one of my kind to maintain a watch on the premises and escort its Caretaker to the other side at the appropriate time."
"That... that's Cecilia's job." The world felt like it was closing in on Mike, and he gritted his teeth.
Sulyvahn's smile faded. "I'm afraid that is no longer the case. I am to be her replacement. It isn't the type of work I normally do, but work is short for one such as I these days, and exceptions must be made."
"Wait. Do you know where she is?" Mike grabbed Sulyvahn by the arms and tried not to shake him.
"She is currently a guest of the queen, and likely will not be returning." Sulyvahn's dark eyes flicked to where Mike held him.
"Why?!?" When Mike spoke, his voice left him with a blast of energy that rustled nearby plants, and chased away the fireflies. Sulyvahn's hair billowed out behind him, caught in the breeze.
Sulyvahn's jaw dropped. "That... was the cry of a banshee! How?"
Behind him, the front door opened, and he heard footsteps. Beth and Tink were by his side first, followed by some of the others.
"You have quite the menagerie," Sulyvahn noted. "Greetings and well met. My name is Sulyvahn. I am here to act as your guide to the afterlife."
"We heard shouting," Beth said, putting a hand on Mike's elbow. "Is everything okay?"
"He said he is Cecilia's replacement." Mike let go of the man, his fists balling up. "He says the faerie queen has her."
"Is he a banshee too?" Beth took a step toward the man, curiosity on her face.
"Nay, fair lass. The banshee are women-folk only. I am a different type of fae. I usually ride around on a horse, but I dinna need one if I'm to stay." Sulyvahn grabbed the hair on top of his head and lifted. His head separated from his body, and inky black smoke drifted up from his neck where it detached, and an insidious grin stretched across his face.
"Mortals refer to my kind as a dullahan."
--
Thank you so much for reading, and I hoped you enjoyed this as much as I enjoyed writing it. Don't forget to leave a rating or review, I absolutely love them.
As I mentioned before, Book Four will take place largely in the house (even though this chapter makes it seem otherwise), so stick around to see what's in store for the Caretaker and his friends. It's going to be a lot of fun!
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Summer of '73Darren walked with a noticeable limp, just one of many souvenirs from a war he couldn't quite leave behind. It was only a short distance from the bus stop to Matty's Diner - he was absolutely famished and was hoping the wait staff would be friendly enough for the trip to be worth it. He could feel eyes on him, the locals immediately suspicious of the large duffel bag and military fatigues he wore. He didn't bother challenging their stares, keeping his eyes on the dusty looking building with a hand-written sign that promised 'fresh pie!'
Besides, the worst they could do was run him out of town. Wouldn't be the first time.
The bell over the door rang when he opened it, but nobody in the diner seemed to pay it any attention. The wait staff bustled about, serving hot meals to families still wearing their Sunday best. On a chalkboard above the kitchen, the Sunrise Special was a bargain at less than three bucks a head, and came with a sizzling side of bacon and bottomless coffee. Matty's Special was a large 1/2 pound burger with hot sauce and some onion rings on the side. Darren's mind went back and forth between the two, and the limited amount of cash in his pocket. Which would keep him full for longer?
"Take a seat anywhere," a passing waitress told him, casting an eye in his direction just long enough to avoid hitting him with her tray. "Hannah will be with you shortly."
Darren nodded, walking along the wall to an empty booth at the end. He sat down on the soft fabric, noting that a split in the cushions revealed the rubbery yellow foam inside. A couple of younger kids stared at him from their tables, their food instantly forgotten. Hushed reprisals from their parents did little to stifle their curiosity, but harsher tones did get them to return to their meals.
"What can I get ya?" Hannah appeared as if by magic, her eyes fixed on a small yellow notepad. She was in her mid-forties, her white and yellow uniform faded by hundreds of washes. Darren stared at an old ketchup stain on her apron, wondering if it was older than he was.
"Sunrise Special," Darren told her, pulling out a wadded fiver. He set it on the table then stuck his hand back in his pocket. There were only a couple of bills in there now, and he really hoped they weren't a pair of Washingtons.
"How do you want your eggs?"
"Scrambled." Darren tugged on his duffel bag, pulling it farther under the table. He used to love his eggs fried, but couldn't eat them if they were too runny.
"Coffee?"
"Black."
"Got it." Hannah vanished, returning a second later with a slightly chipped mug and a pot of coffee. She poured it, the familiar, bitter aroma drifting across the table to tickle Darren's nose. She slid it toward him along with a small plate of toast. "You look hungry. This will get you through until your order is up."
"Thank you." Darren held the mug in both hands, letting the heat seep into his knuckles. He never used to like coffee, had never touched it before Vietnam. The smell of it transported him to those early morning patrols, time spent with Little Mike, Dwayne, and Hayden. It was the calm before the storm, a moment of silence in a world that had become too loud. Closing his eyes, he could almost smell the jungle around the edges of his memory, hear Dwayne teasing Little Mike about his height.
Naturally, Little Mike had been nearly seven feet tall.
"Good morning, son." He wore a light brown jacket with a star pinned to the outside, hitching his belt up before sliding into the space across from Darren. Lost in thought, Darren hadn't even seen him walk up to the table.
"Morning, Sheriff." Darren kept his eyes on his coffee. This conversation rarely went well, so the less he said the better. He had learned six months ago not to lose his temper with the law. On the plus side, the couple of days in lockup had saved him some money.
"Got word that a soldier came in on the nine o'clock, so thought I would take a peek." He offered his hand. "Sheriff Walters. Mind if I join you?"
Darren took his hand and gave a firm squeeze. "Darren. It's your town, Sheriff. Sit where you like."
"You just get out of the service, Darren?" Sheriff Walters leaned back in his booth, giving Darren's duffel bag a gentle poke with his shoe.
"Ten months ago, sir." Darren sipped his coffee, staring out the window. He fought the urge to move his bag away from the sheriff. He didn't like his stuff being messed with.
"That's a long time to be headed somewhere, isn't it?" Walters was handed a cup of coffee. "Thanks, Hannah." He took a sip and sighed. "So are you just passing through, or looking to settle?"
"Leaving as soon as I finish eating." Darren had no idea where he was going if he was honest with himself. In some ways, he was still wandering the jungle, waiting for Charlie to put a bullet in the back of his head. Sometimes the bullet was the town sheriff or a group of hippies who liked to spit. Either way, something always forced him to move on. "I won't be a problem, sir."
"Uh huh." Walters stared at him for several seconds, his lips pressed thin. "Well, way I see it you look like a man who does a lot of walking these days. How long were you over there?"
Darren frowned. "Long enough."
"You violent?"
"If I have to be." How long ago was that incident in the bar? Four months? Five? A waitress had been hitting on him to make her preppy boyfriend jealous. Boyfriend had three friends help jump Darren in the bathroom, and Darren had heard rumors in the next town a few days later that two of them were still in the hospital.
"You have a home, son?"
To his credit, the sheriff didn't ask again, even though Darren let the question hang for several moments. He slugged a good amount of his coffee, just in case he was about to get kicked out.
"No, sir."
Sheriff Walters let out a quiet rumble like he was thinking way too hard. "Way I see it, it looks like you could use a break from all that walking. You're welcome to stay here as long as you don't cause any trouble. The locals won't bother you, if that's your worry."
"Thank you, sir." Darren lifted his eyes to meet the sheriff's. Walters had deep crow's feet, and his short hair had gone mostly gray. Though Walters was leaning back, Darren saw that he sat with his hand near his belt, his gun accessible at a moment's notice. Hannah appeared with Darren's Sunrise Special, placing it in front of him. Extra bacon had been piled on the side. Darren thanked her before she vanished once more.
"This is a small town, Darren. While the rest of the country is deciding who to blame for this war, many of us are still coming to grips with the nine boys we know ain't coming home. I suspect you'll be hard-pressed to find somewhere nearly as friendly for a lost soldier such as yourself."
"I'll keep that in mind, Sheriff."
"I think you should." Walters was digging in his pocket. "I don't expect a man like you is looking to stay, but a little extra pocket change never hurt anybody. You look like a capable young man. We have a community board over at the library. We have a few odd jobs posted, may be good for you to make a few extra bucks." Walters laid a ten-dollar bill on the edge of the table. "This is a small town, Darren, and we take care of our own. Those boys, bless their souls, wouldn't have wanted us to turn away one of their own. You decide to make a couple days of it, that's fine with me. Anyone gives you problems, you let me know straight away."
There was a pain in Walters' voice mirrored only by an intensity in his eyes that Darren had experienced first hand.
"Thank you, Sheriff."
When Walters stood to leave, Darren rose as well, extending a hand. The sheriff shook it, then picked up his mug and walked out the door, waving to Hannah behind the counter. Darren sat back down, allowing a small sigh of relief to pass his lips. How long had it been since he had been made to feel welcome? Even his own hometown had gone anti-war, and the friends he had grown up with treated him with polite disdain at best.
Things would have been different if Dwayne had come back with him. His twin had been his better half, the charming one who could make anyone smile. Thinking back to the time they stole the principal's car for a joyride, Darren couldn't help but smile at the memory of his brother grinning at the police from the driver seat, informing them that he had no idea how fast he had been going because he wasn't tall enough to see the speedometer.
For perhaps the millionth time, Darren wondered what would have happened if the sniper had chosen a different target, or if they had taken longer gearing up.
Or if some stupid fucking paper pusher hadn't accidentally put them in the same unit.
"You okay?" Hannah reappeared, refilling his mug.
"Yes, ma'am."
"Eat your food before it gets cold," she told him, sliding the ten-dollar bill off the table and into her pocket. She put the change on the table, next to his fiver. "And you let me know if you need anything else. Don't be in a hurry to sneak out of here."
"Thank you, ma'am." Darren took a piece of bacon, biting into it. It was perfectly crisp with just a few pockets of grease on top. He broke off a few pieces to eat with his eggs and toast, taking his time with the Sunrise Special. He mulled over the sheriff's kindness, Hannah keeping his coffee full.
He was there for another hour. When Hannah brought him some free pie, he made his decision.

-🕷️-The library was across from an old church, both buildings sporting plaques declaring that they had been built in the early 1920s. The church looked run down, and all of the downstairs windows boarded up. The front door had a padlock on it, and no services were posted on the notice board out in the yard.
The library, on the other hand, appeared to be quite busy. A steady stream of people were moving in and out of the entrance. A large field behind the library was populated by several families who had organized picnics, a perfect picture of small-town tranquility. Darren watched as a father threw the pigskin for his son, pumping his hands in delight when the ten-year-old caught it. How long had it been since Darren's own father had done such a thing, let alone looked him square in the eye?
Darren shook his head. The fault was largely his own. He had come back from the war a different man, one who was always looking for a fight. His father had tried, he really had, but neither of them had come to terms with Daryl's death on foreign soil. They had shipped his brother home in a box, or at least what they could find of him. Standing over Dwayne's grave, Darren couldn't help but wonder if they had just shipped home chunks of meat in camouflage, his brother's remains still beneath a bush somewhere.
At least he had the certainty that Dwayne was dead. He closed his eyes, forcing away the images that tried to creep free of his subconscious. The one that stuck with him was seeing the light gone from his brother's eyes, that vacant stare that says nobody is home.
It was the same reason he couldn't eat fried eggs anymore.
The door to the library was whimsically designed to look like it had been carved from a tree. Darren couldn't help but smile when a little girl grabbed onto the over-sized handle, pulling it open by leaning backward with her whole body. Coming up from behind, Darren held the door for her. Tossing a quick look back at him, she sprinted across the cheap linoleum of the lobby, vanishing through the bathroom door.
The lobby itself was ordinary. A couple of cheap benches made a small sitting area, and a drinking fountain had been installed just inside the entrance. Walking up for a drink, he saw the community board that the sheriff had mentioned, a corkboard with spare pins to hang advertisements. Scratching at his beard, he flipped through the ads that people had left behind.
Several of them were of little use. Several of the parents in town were seeking baby sitters, and someone was offering to teach piano. The grocery store was looking for a bag boy, and Darren knew he would rather just move to the next town than spend all day trying to avoid conversations with people while stuffing their bags with bread and bananas. He needed a job where he could be useful, but away from people.
Flipping through the papers, he found one buried toward the bottom. Most of the fliers had been printed out on nicer paper, but this one had been hastily scrawled on yellow tablet paper.
HANDYMAN WANTED
Reasonable Wage + Apartment
See Head Librarian
Darren pulled the flyer off the bulletin board, his eyes scanning it numerous times. A handyman job might not be bad. The town itself seemed pretty quiet, but it was the apartment offer that really caught his eye.
The idea that he may be able to stay somewhere without sleeping on a bench or someone's couch appealed to him. He was pretty handy with tools, the result of a childhood building cars with his dad and Dwayne. He thought back to the sheriff's words, a promise of a second chance if he wanted it. In a country so divided on its politics, any new town he traveled to would be yet another coin flip. He had yet to receive a welcome like he had had here, and he wasn't certain that his heart could take another unnecessary bar fight or a police escort to the edge of town.
The front door of the library opened, causing a breeze to ruffle the papers on the board. The sudden shuffling noise took Darren thousands of miles away. They were no longer papers rubbing against each other, but jungle leaves shifting in the dead of night. Darren clutched his M16, eyes scanning the dark, wet terrain. The jungle shifted, and a dark figure emerged, wide-eyed and clutching a stack of books.
"Are you a soldier?" The figure asked, and the jungle vanished, replaced by the lobby and a ten-year-old boy. The room tilted briefly, and Darren squeezed his eyes shut, then fixed them on the kid in front of him. He relaxed his hands, his fists vanishing.
"I used to be," he answered.
"Neat!" The boy, his curiosity satisfied, walked past Darren and stuffed his books into a large metal bin marked RETURN. He rounded the corner, and Darren followed him. The large hallway behind the lobby led to a couple of doors on the left, empty rooms with tables and chairs in them. The boy passed them, going through a set of double doors into the library proper. Darren walked in behind him.
The library consisted of two levels. The upper level was made up of stacks of books, and the few adults he saw were up above. The main floor was populated with shorter shelves full of children's books. Along the edges, a few chairs had been placed, a few people reading quietly to themselves. The information desk by the entrance was empty, so Darren walked around it, looking for anybody who could help him.
A woman's voice rose over the stacks, soft and motherly. Tilting his head to listen, he realized that the voice was reading out loud, a story about an ugly duckling trying to make its way through life. Darren followed the voice, stepping around the stacks and moving closer. Through the pauses in her readings, he could now hear the rustling of the pages, but couldn't quite figure out why he couldn't see her.
Stepping around a stack, he got his answer. A recessed portion of the floor created a natural sitting area for the spellbound children that surrounded her. She wore a black knit pullover and sat in an over-sized chair with several cushions, her long, dark hair hanging around her shoulders. Her face was hidden behind a large pair of horn-rimmed glasses. Slouching forward, she held up a picture book for the children to see. An ugly duckling was hiding under some leaves in a rainstorm, staring wistfully out at a pond.
Darren walked softly, afraid that he would break the spell. Children between the ages of two and ten were gathered around her, gazing wistfully at the woman reading to them. Darren stood behind the children, waiting for her to finish. The ugly duckling grew into a beautiful swan and swam off into the sunset, or something like that. The children clapped, and several stood up to give the reader a big hug. Darren couldn't help but notice the wistful look in her eye as she watched them go. Setting the book in her lap, she locked eyes with Darren. Her eyes were just as dark as her hair, and Darren was surprised by the intensity of her gaze.
"May I help you?" she asked, her arms folded in her lap.
"Maybe." Darren held up the yellow piece of paper. "I'm supposed to see the Head Librarian."
"I see." Her expression softened. "Let me take you to her." She swept aside her hair, then grabbed a knob on the edge of her armrest. With the flick of her wrist, her motorized chair spun slowly in place and moved up the ramp behind her. He met her at the top of the ramp, where she took the paper from him.
"My name is Ana." She pronounced it Ah-na. "The children call me Ms. Rae."
"Nice to meet you Ms. Rae, my name is Darren." He offered her his hand, and she took it. He noticed that the veins in her hand stood out, thin blue webs on a chalky white canvas. He felt positively massive standing next to Ana, despite the bulk of her wheelchair.
"Follow me." Her chair whined, and she went around him, going past the stacks. She was soon back at the information desk where an older blonde stood behind the desk.
"Hey, Louise, this is Darren. He is here about the handyman job."
Up close, Darren realized that Louise's hair was more silver than blonde. She took the paper from Ana and nodded politely. "If you will watch the desk?"
"Yes, Ms. Louise." The chair puttered behind the large wooden desk, Ana pushing her way into a spot next to where Louise sat. "Good luck!" She gave Darren a thumbs up, and started organizing a stack of books.
Darren followed Louise through the main door and into one of the side rooms, where she pulled out a chair and sat. She gestured for Darren to sit across from her. He set his bag down just under the table, giving it a push with his boot.
"So how did you hear about the job?" she asked.
"Sheriff Walters sent me to look at the community board." At the mention of the sheriff, he saw an immediate change in Louise. She relaxed, her smile a little more genuine.
"I see. Well, we are looking for someone who can do basic carpentry, plumbing and electrical. Also, part of your job would be janitorial in nature. Do you feel qualified?"
"Yes, ma'am." He had always been good in shop, and he had learned plenty about plumbing and electrical in the army. Always a quick learner, Darren was sure he could figure it out if he didn't already know it. "But I should probably tell you that I don't have any tools on me except for a screwdriver in my bag."
"Why do you carry a screwdriver?"
"I can open a can with it." And almost anything else. Darren hadn't been exactly shy about the places he had stayed in his travels. He was certain that more than a few families had come home wondering who had broken in just to eat some of their food.



"We have plenty of tools. Our last handyman's widow gave them to the library when he passed away."
"I'm sorry to hear that."
"Nothing to be sorry for. Gary was retired, but he liked to keep busy. I'm afraid the work on this place easily outpaced him, but he stuck with it until his heart attack." Louise smiled weakly. "His love of the Sunrise Special didn't help him any."
"I see." Darren shook his head. The idea of something lying in wait, like a heart attack or an aneurysm, used to terrify him. Now, however, he was more afraid of the ghosts that seemed to follow him everywhere he went. He was a full step outside of reality, and he was hoping that maybe, in due time, he could finally catch up with the rest of the human race, and maybe walk by their side once again. "That's too bad.."
"About your pay." Louise looked nervous. "It's supplemental at best. However, the city council has authorized us to offer a room as compensation. The church across the street from here has a living space in the back. Back when it was in service, the preacher and his family lived there. I'm afraid that the rate isn't negotiable."
"How much per week?" When Louise told him, Darren grimaced. It really was low, but it was more money than he had seen in a bit. Even if he stayed here for a few months and saved up, it would be plenty to live off of for when he moved on.
"Like I said, it isn't great. I'm afraid that we can't afford too much." She frowned. "The room is decent though, and the people here are kind. And you wouldn't be alone. Ms. Rae would be your neighbor."
"In the church?"
"Yes. When the church was built, it was originally planned that the living space was for a pair of men. The kitchen and living room are a common area, but the rooms were separated, and there are locks on them. The preacher we used to have had his kids stay in the other room, but they all left town after he stole the church's money."
"Will Ana be okay sharing space with me?"
"Well, she doesn't have much choice. Being honest, Ana's career choices are rather limited by her disability. She came to us a few years ago much like you did, straight off the bus. Walters found her down at the park, feeding the geese."
"He seems to have a penchant for strays."
Louise laughed. "You have no idea. Look, if you want the job, it's yours. It would be nice to have another face around here and, to be honest, it would do my heart good to know that someone else is in that stuffy old church with her. You want to stay on my good side, you help me take care of that girl." She stood. "Why don't you come with me and I can have Ana show you to your new place."
"Yes, ma'am." Darren picked up his bag and followed. when they walked back into the library, Ana was smiling at a young man who was telling her about his summer trip. She stamped several books that he had checked out, then handed them over. The guy said hello to Louise as he walked past, ignoring Darren completely.
"Ana? Darren here has decided to join the team."
"Congratulations." Ana smiled. It didn't quite seem to make it to her eyes.
"He will be taking the extra room in the church's living quarters." Darren saw the edges of Ana's smile wither slightly. He couldn't blame her; he wouldn't be excited about a new roommate either. Louise opened a locked drawer and pulled out a small set of keys. "I'll have Ana take you over so you can get acquainted. Tomorrow morning I will have a list ready for you."
"Let's go." Ana pushed the joystick on her chair, and her chair carried her out to the front lobby. Darren followed her outside and across the street to the old church. Wondering how she intended to get up the narrow concrete steps, he said nothing when she went past the building, turning onto an unseen cobblestone path that went to the side. It was like a long driveway, sloped gently to the back of the building. The door here was the only part of the building that looked remotely recent - it was a bit wider than a normal door, and he understood why once Ana produced a key and unlocked it. Her chair had just over an inch of clearance on each side, and she hummed to herself once she crossed the boundary.
Large boxes had been piled to the sides, labeled DONATIONS and stuffed with books. A simple kitchenette was just past the storage room, and they entered a large living room. The doors had been removed from most of them, the rooms full of more boxes labeled DECORATIONS or DONATIONS. The last two rooms had doors, and Ana opened one of them with a key.
"This would be your room," she said, pushing the door open. A stained mattress was in the corner. There wasn't any other furniture in the room, and the tiny window above the bed was covered in filth. Darren walked inside, turning slowly to take it all in. There was a small closet and a bathroom with a shower. "I'm afraid there isn't any hot water currently. There will be if you can get the water heater working again."
"I've slept in worse," he admitted, looking up at the ceiling. There were several cracks in the plaster. He set his bag down by the bed and looked out the window. Not only was it dirty, but a large bush grew on the other side.
"It'll do." He left the room, looking at the other door. "What's through there?"
"That's my room." Ana's eyes narrowed. "I must admit that I'm not very keen on having a man next door. If I ever find you in there, or you cause me any trouble, I won't hesitate to get you fired."
Darren nodded. "I don't blame you. I'm honestly just looking for a roof over my head, maybe get my head on straight. Um..." He rubbed the back of his head. "There's something you should know about me. Ever since the war, I have a lot of trouble sleeping."
"Like an insomniac?"
"No. I fall asleep. Staying asleep is the problem. It's just bad dreams. It doesn't happen very often, but when they do, they can get pretty bad."
"Dreams about the war?" she asked. She sounded curious.
Darren nodded. "If they get real bad, you can wake me up, but do it from a distance. Turn on the lights first so I can see you. My body wakes up faster than my brain does. I just wanted you to know, just in case."
"Sounds dreadful. I'm a pretty heavy sleeper, so I'm sure it'll be fine." She opened her mouth to say something else, then went silent. "I promise I'm not rude or anything. I'm just nervous. For now, if we could just keep it professional, that would be for the best."
"Yes, ma'am." Darren noticed a large set of double doors just around the corner from Ana's room. "Where do those go?"
"The rectory. That stays locked up - ever since a termite infestation some years back, there's so much wood rot that you could fall through to the basement. There simply hasn't been the money to get it fixed."
"But none here?" he asked, stomping his foot.
"Concrete beneath here. The termites didn't like the flavor of it, I guess." She took him outside to the narrow concrete stairs that went beneath the church. "We store a bunch of things down there, but I'm afraid it's been a while since anyone has been inside. Apparently, the bugs have taken over and it's a real mess."
"Bugs don't bother me. At least not the ones in the states. The insects in Nam were far scarier."
"That's good to hear. By the way, Gary's tools were all put down there. Also, the water heater is out. If you want a hot shower, you'll need to fix it."
"You don't? Want a hot shower, I mean."
"I sponge bathe." She patted herself on the leg. "These are zero good for standing, so I just heat up some water on the stove and wash off."
"I see." He felt bad bringing it up. He started down the stairs. "Guess there's no time like the present to check it out."
"Here. You'll need this." She tossed him a key. "I'll be back at the library if you have any questions. It closes at six. I guess I'll see you later." He could hear the sound of her tires on the loosely packed dirt fade into the distance.
"Yeah. I guess." Darren looked at the door to the basement. It had muddy handprints on it, likely Gary's. Holding the key in his fingers, he slid it into the lock just as thunder roared in the distance.

-🕷️-It was raining hard, the sudden downpour enough to cause a mist to rise from the hot asphalt. A small truck pulled up against the sidewalk, both men getting out and running to Matty's through the rain. The smell of freshly cooked meat and fries clung to them immediately, making Brother Cyrus' mouth water.
"Damn, that sounds good." Jeffrey gave the bottom of his coat a yank, casting droplets of rain all over the entrance. He pulled a comb out of his back pocket, giving his mullet a quick comb-through. "I'm getting Matty's Special. You should too."
"You know I don't eat meat," Cyrus reminded him. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply through his nose. Though he enjoyed the smell, just the thought of greasy beef bits being crushed beneath his tongue made him queasy. It was less the texture of the meat and more the idea that it had once been alive that bothered him. "I do, however, eat onion rings."
"A man of your talents unwilling to eat meat never ceases to amaze me." Jeffrey nodded politely at the older woman who welcomed them in. She led them to a booth near the back of the restaurant. A couple of locals were deep in lively conversation over some town gossip involving a new handyman. Cyrus made a mental note of it as they walked toward the table.
"Don't need a menu, hun. Matty's Special for me, and a salad and some onion rings for my friend." Jeffrey flashed the old waitress a smile. "And a couple of cold beers."
Cyrus watched the waitress disappear into the kitchen. "Seems friendly enough," he said, looking around the establishment. A couple of curious patrons watched them with interest, but not in a fearful way.
"You're just being polite." Jeffrey slapped the table with both hands repeatedly as the waitress returned with two bottles of beer. "Thanks, sweetheart! Keep 'em coming for me." Again, he flashed his winning smile. Their waitress— Hannah according to her nametag— smiled back. Cyrus took the beer from her and wondered if she would be so friendly if she knew that half of those teeth were fake, the result of a fistfight with a Bigfoot.
Cyrus sipped his drink, a sigh escaping his lips. He pulled a pad of paper out of his pocket, checking the name one more time.
"This is the right town." He flipped the notepad shut. "But it doesn't have the right feel."
"You mean a community on the edge, gripped by terror by dark things lurking in the woods?" Jeffrey slammed half the bottle, his head tilted far enough back that Cyrus could see the scars at the top of his chest. Three diagonal marks, a going away gift from a demon. "I bet it's in hiding."
"Of course it's in hiding." Cyrus dropped the volume of his voice. "Its kind is made for hiding."
"I'm sure we'll ferret it out, no worries." Jeffrey took the pad of paper from Cyrus. "Unless, of course, the Oracle lied about where it was hiding."
"The Oracle hasn't lied to us yet."
"The damn thing's a monster and I don't trust it. Those glowing red eyes and those fucking gross wings." Jeffrey shuddered. "I still say there's no way we should have been able to capture something that sees the future like that."
"A shining moment for the Order, and you know it." Cyrus had been part of the crew that had captured it. Once the sightings had been reported, the Order had been on the scene almost immediately. "Besides, how many things has the Oracle helped us track down in the last decade?"
Jeffrey coughed. "Yeah, well, maybe it hates its own kind more than it hates us. And I still don't like that you and the other Brothers gave it a title."
"Your objection is duly noted. I will put it in my report once we're done here."
"And you can take your report and shove it up your—hey, that looks great!" Hannah set a fresh burger right in front of him and a large salad in front of Cyrus. "Damn girl, that was fast!"
Cyrus rolled his eyes. Hannah hadn't been a girl since the fifties.
"Hey, I was wondering if you could help my friend and me." Jeffrey tucked his napkin into the collar of his shirt. "We're just looking for someone who knows the area around town. We're fixin' to do a little camping while we're passing through."
"Hmm. I might know someone who can help." Hannah picked up Jeffrey's bottle and gave it a slight shake. "I'll grab you another beer. And I still have your onion rings, hun." She smiled at Cyrus, and he smiled weakly back.
"So we're camping this time." Cyrus shook his head. "You'd better hope this thing isn't lurking around town. They'll never buy our cover if we have to hunt it here."
"Then I suggest you start praying to the Lord that he blesses us this go-round." Jeffrey picked up his burger and took a large bite, hot sauce squirting out the back of the bun and splashing on the table. "Otherwise, we could be the ones who become the hunted."
Hannah quickly returned with a hot plate of onion rings, setting it down on the edge of the table by Cyrus, then set a beer over by Jeffrey before stopping at the next table to chat up a local.
Cyrus frowned at his salad. The last thing they needed was any complications. He ate a couple of onion rings and picked at his meal, tuning out Jeffrey's "food-as-good-as-sex" moans.
Jeffrey was already on his third meal when the bell over the front door rang. Cyrus used the reflection in the glass behind Jeffrey to see that a lawman had walked into the diner. Hannah met him at the door, pointing a finger in their direction.
"Jeffrey." Cyrus locked eyes with his partner.
"I see him, Brother Cyrus." The tone Jeffrey used now was all business, the facade of an overtly friendly traveler gone for just a moment. Cyrus fixed a grin on his face when the newcomer came up behind him.
"Evening, gentlemen." He pulled up a stool and sat at the edge of the table. He offered his hand, which they both shook. "Sheriff Walters, I'm in charge around here. Hannah says that you two were looking for someone who knew these parts. Been hunting and fishing here my whole life." He stuck a hand out and a mug of coffee was handed to him by Hannah. "You fellows have a map on you?"
"We do." Jeffrey pulled the small map they had bought at a gas station out of his coat pocket. "We're just doing a little camping and were hoping to get off-trail a bit. Maybe poke around where nobody goes."
"Uh-huh." The sheriff looked at Cyrus. "This one doesn't much look like the off-trail type."
"That's years of Catholic reform school for you. Before his parents sent him away, he was a regular boy scout. Once got treed by a bear. Slept up there through the night until it went away."
"A bear, huh?" Walters asked.
"It was a dog, actually. I was eleven." Cyrus threw Jeffrey a nasty look. "But yes, we are looking to get away from it all. My friend Jeffrey just inherited a sum of money from his father and we've been scouting for a place to buy some land, maybe build a house."
"Sounds like the two of you are pretty good friends." Sheriff Walters sipped at his coffee, his eyes on the two of them.
"We're more than friends. We grew up together and somehow poor Cyrus here ended up married to my little sister. They're about to start a family and all, and I thought it was a good time to maybe put down some new roots."
"I see. Well I'm sorry to hear about your dad."
"Don't be, man was a real bastard. Always took to the drink too hard, liked to push his kids around. In fact, the money he left me was a policy he purchased when he was shit-faced drunk, pardon my French. Forgot he even had it. The day he drove into a rock face at sixty-five was the best day of my life." Jeffrey finished his third beer, the silence at the table suddenly deafening.
"Which is why we are looking to move," Cyrus added. "Everyone deserves a fresh start."
"Yes, well, I can give you a few ideas. What did ya have in mind?"
"We really liked caving when we were kids. Anywhere we could get nice and deep under the earth. We also like hunting deer, anywhere with medium-sized game in large numbers. Or a marsh for birding." Jeffrey's eyes flicked to Cyrus.
"Like he said, off the beaten path. But nothing too dangerous. If there's anywhere where people go missing or anything like that, we want to avoid it."
Sheriff Walters laughed. "You don't have to worry about stuff like that here. We have our share of trouble out in the woods, but if anyone has ever gone missing, we never knew they were here." He pulled a pen out of his shirt and drew some circles on the map. "Here are some spots that may interest you. This area here has a couple of caves, but be careful. We get reports of bears every now and then up there. Also, there's a fishing hole right around here that's pretty good. My boy and I used to—" The sheriff went quiet. "Anyway, it would be good to have some young-uns at the old fishing hole again. I haven't been out there in quite a while." He finished his coffee and held the mug out for Hannah as she swung past, someone's meal in her other hand. "You boys just drop by the sheriff's station if you need anything. I pretty much live there these days." He stood up and shook both their hands before disappearing out the front door and into the rain.
"He seemed friendly," Jeffrey remarked, picking food out of his teeth with a toothpick.
"Too friendly for a man whose town is being terrorized by a man-eating creature," Cyrus muttered. He opened up his notepad again, staring at the words he had written. The Oracle had never lied before, but there was no sign of the beast they hunted here. Had the creature moved on? It wouldn't surprise him if it had. The Order had been tracking it for over a decade now with no luck at all. "Before we traipse out into the wilderness, I'm going to call the Keep and see if I can get someone to double check with the Oracle. I don't want to waste our time hunting it if it has moved on."
"Yes, well, you know me. I'm just a loaded pistol." Jeffrey made a gun with his fingers and pointed them at Cyrus. "Just point me in the right direction and shoot me."
Cyrus shook his head. Jeffrey was annoying to travel with, but he couldn't think of any other Knight of the Order he would ever be safer with.

-🕷️-Her chair hissed beneath her, the wheels squeaking whenever she turned left. She sighed, making a mental note to fix it tonight. It wouldn't be an issue to dismantle the chair and apply a little oil to it.
Wait, yes it would. She had already forgotten that she was now sharing her living space with Darren. She tensed her jaw in anger, then quickly relaxed. She couldn't let anyone know how much it bothered her, the idea of losing her privacy. She had happened across this life quite by accident, and she would be perfectly happy to continue living it.
She slid a book about birds into its proper home, then readjusted the metal bookends on the shelf so that the books would quit tipping over. She tilted the control stick of her chair, grimacing once more when she heard that damn wheel squeak. Navigating the paper labyrinth around her, she had become lost in her own thoughts.
How many years had it been since she had struck out on her own? She had been little more than a child, on the run from the people who were hunting her. Memories of the nest came flooding in, and she chased them away, scowling at the books in her hand.
She wasn't upset at Darren. She was upset that she may end up on the run again. Her life here was quiet, and there was plenty to eat without letting on that she was hunting. The people of this town had nothing to fear from her, and she had nothing to fear from them.
As long as her secret was kept. Therein lie the problem. Extra precautions would now have to be taken, and a new level of discipline was required. She had become accustomed to her routine, and Darren threatened to shake things up.



If nothing else, she was a creature of habit.
She was toward the back of the aisle, shoving a well-loved children's book in its home when she spotted it. It drifted gently in the breeze of the HVAC system, a small cobweb that dangled from above the shelf. It had come loose, displaying its collection of dust to anyone willing to look.
Frowning, Ana used the utility stick on the back of her chair to knock it down. She caught it in one hand, rolling it into a ball and then smelling it. Immediately, her senses came to life, and she tracked down the perpetrator by smell. A Cat-Faced spider had set up its new home behind the reference shelf for geography, its body tucked into a space in the brick and unseen to passersby.
"Hey." Ana held up the broken web. "I know this was you."
The Cat-Faced spider scurried free of the crack, contemplating Ana from the center of its funnel web. It waved its legs in explanation, chittering in a language only she could hear.
"I don't care if Louise was dusting. You could have gone back for it. What were the rules?"
Dramatic wave legging ensued.
"That's right. Leave no traces. Otherwise?"
The Cat-Faced spider chittered a single word.
"That's right. They'll use the spray." Louise hated spiders, and the last time she had the library sprayed for insects, Ana had called in sick for a week. Not only did the stuff smell awful, but it made her sick to her stomach. They were putting some new chemical in the insect sprays that disoriented her. Ana had told Louise that Lemon Pledge would work just fine, but that meant convincing the local wildlife to bugger off.
The Cat-Faced spider waved an apology and scurried into its home.
"Next time I'll eat you instead." She looked over her shoulder to make certain nobody was watching, then stuffed the web in her mouth. Ana chewed on it, her saliva breaking it down into proteins she could use later.
She finished stocking the books and returned to the reference desk. Louise was busy looking through the back of the card catalogue. She had pulled a couple cards, books that were likely long overdue.
"So he seems nice," Louise said, her fingers flitting through the cards.
"I guess." Ana rolled around the desk. "I'm not super comfortable sharing space with a man."
"And while that may be true, I would feel better knowing there's at least a man nearby to help you in case something happens. Particularly a man who looks like he could take care of anything."
"I thought you were a feminist now. Women don't need men and all that."
Louise laughed. "Actually, my concern has nothing to do with gender and everything to do with that chair you're stuck in."
"Jesus, you just came right out and said it, didn't you?"
"I'm getting too old to beat around the bush and I'm not wrong. Isn't that thing overdue for a breakdown?"
"I'm not comfortable talking about my chair."
"Sorry, honey, but you've got a roommate. If he causes problems, I'll happily fire his ass, otherwise, you need to figure out how to deal with it." Louise took the overdue cards and stuck them in her pocket. "I'm going to see if I can track these down. Close up, please."
Ana sighed, watching Louise walk to the back of the library where her office was. The decision now was how to best alter her schedule so that Darren didn't catch on. Her nightly excursions would need to be later, which meant hunting more efficiently.
"Fuck." She whispered it just in case there were children nearby. Up above, the skylights had grown dark with clouds and the distant thunder she had heard on her way over was now overhead. The skies opened up, and what few patrons wandering the library scurried out to get home before it got any worse. Louise, finished with her calls, waved to Ana when she passed the desk.
"I'll see you tomorrow." Louise was holding an umbrella in her left hand, and she pushed her way through the entrance into the hall. Ana could hear her footsteps in the lobby, and then the sensitive hairs on her body felt the slight shift in air when the front door was open. She sighed again, looking around the library to make sure everybody had gone.
The storm didn't let up, and it was still going when the clock in the lobby tolled six. Ana turned off the lights and rolled to the front door. Looking through the glass, she shook her head. She hated getting wet. She was almost at the door when she felt the slight shift in air on the other side, and the door opened.
Standing outside was Darren. His face was impossible to read, but Ana bet this was always the case. His solid jawline was buried beneath several days of stubble and his dark eyes were haunted in the way that only a survivor could understand.
And God knew she was a survivor.
"Did you need something?" she asked.
"Nope." He held out an umbrella. "I saw this in the living room and thought you might need it."
"That's... thank you."
Darren stepped back so she could come through the door, opening the umbrella above her. She went down the ramp, Darren close behind her. While she found his chivalry charming, the odor of the bus clung to him like oil, and she tried hard not to wrinkle her nose in disgust. Anytime she met someone, she could smell where they had been since they last showered. She wasn't sure how many days she smelled on Darren.
They got to the sidewalk and stopped long enough for a white truck that Ana didn't recognize to pass. The man in the passenger seat was holding a map, and the windows had partially fogged over.
"Nice night," Darren said.
"Hardly. Why did you come for me?"
"Honestly? I didn't know if you would be stuck here because of the rain."
"If you're asking if my chair breaks when wet, it doesn't."
"Oh. Well, live and learn." He handed Ana the umbrella when they got to the church. "I have to go back into the basement. I've about got the water heater working properly. There was a ton of sediment inside of it on top of a clog in the gas line, two problems working together. Holler if you need anything."
"Okay, thank you." She watched him disappear around the church. Relieved that he was gone, she entered the living quarters and made a beeline for her bedroom. She shut the door behind her and locked it.
Her withered legs lifted off of the chair, touching the floor beneath them. She kicked off her boots, revealing the shriveled tights she wore over them. Sticking her hands under her skirt, she pulled the tights off, revealing the sleek black armor on her legs. She reached behind her to undo the velcro that held her skirt in place and kept it from sliding forward to reveal the place where her pale skin vanished and her exoskeleton began.
Feeling the vibrations through the floor with her feet, she could tell that Darren was still under the church. Letting out a quiet groan, she pushed her way forward out of the chair.
One by one, her other legs slid free of their confinement. Wiggling forward, her abdomen came free of the chair itself, revealing the large hidden compartment where the electric motor would have been if she hadn't hollowed it out. Her last four legs came out, the legs she used to help spin the chair's wheels.
"Oh, yes!" She stretched all eight of her legs one at a time, the light glistening off of her dark exoskeleton. Ana squatted a few times, loosening up her limbs. She hated being confined to the chair all day, but there really was no other choice. Through her feet, she could feel the vibrations of Darren working beneath her.
It would be a few minutes before he came back up. Stretching her legs, her hands easily reached the loose chunk of plaster in the ceiling. She pushed it up, the hole just big enough for her torso. climbing the wall, she squeezed through until she was up in the belfry of the church. The loose plaster was secured in place by webs of her own creation, and she let it sit back in place, the hole vanishing.
What she had told Darren about termites had been a half-truth. It had taken her time to lure a nest here, and they had chewed away at the floorboards on her command. However, the upper part of the church was perfectly fine, and she climbed into the rafters with ease.
Scattered around the steeple were funnel webs she had left to catch birds and small rodents curious enough to crawl inside. She found a struggling dove in one of the upper traps and a pair of squirrels in another, the webs damaged by their struggles. She sighed, unimpressed by her haul. Using her hands to break their necks, she spun new funnel traps and then climbed even higher with her bounty.
She lightly bit each of the small animals, injecting them with an enzyme to break them down, then wrapped them in cocoons for later. She hung them from the ceiling, meticulously examining her handiwork. Even the slightest hole in her cocoon meant that the meat would go bad. Satisfied that she had done the job well enough, she grabbed a couple of older cocoons and squeezed them. They were soft enough to eat, and she bit into the first one, draining its contents.
Human food could sustain her for a while, but she needed large amounts of raw protein and fluid to not only spin her webs but properly move her legs. She would need to venture out soon to hunt larger game, perhaps a deer. When she finished the first cocoon, she tucked it aside and started drinking from the second. These small snacks would get her by until the next new moon when she could sneak about with little fear of being seen.
Vibrations through the floor told her that Darren had left the basement. Hiding the last cocoon, she nimbly jumped through the rafters until she was back at the loose plaster. Giving a tug on the web lifted it free, and she squirmed through the hole, dropping quietly onto her bedroom floor. She could feel the tremor of his boots on the floor, smell his greasy odor from beneath the door.
"Please don't knock, please don't knock..." she whispered, hoping that her new roommate wouldn't be feeling extra lonely tonight. His boots stopped outside her door and she groaned inwardly.
A piece of paper slid under the door. She waited several seconds and let out a sigh of relief when his footsteps kept going into his own bedroom down the hall. She picked up the note, amazed at how neat his handwriting was.
Should have hot water now. Let me know if you have any problems with it.
"Oh." She read the note again, suddenly relieved at the idea of a hot shower, or even a bath. Truth be told, she enjoyed a nice, hot soak. It helped loosen her up. However, she had had no idea how to fix the water heater, and zero desire to handle an open flame. Fire terrified her, bringing to mind the last day she had spent in her family's nest. She closed her eyes to shut out the memories of her sisters' screams, picturing the old warehouse as it burned to the ground, surrounded by a group of men with swords.
Darren was clunking around his bathroom now, water flowing in the pipes when he turned on his shower. The distant odor of dust and steam tickled the fine hairs in her nose and she tossed the note in her trash bin. It looked like Darren was going to respect her privacy for now. She hoped it continued. Sensing that Darren was properly occupied again, she pulled the plaster loose again and ascended into her sanctuary above the church after turning off her bedroom light.
The steeple of the church used to have the gears of a large clock and bell assembly in it. Shortly after moving in, Ana had removed both, moving them to another part of the building. She preferred the solitude and safety of the steeple. Short of a ladder or scaffold, no human could even get up there, and she had a great view of the town. The wooden beams were thick enough that even a flashlight's beam would struggle to find her web, a cozy little funnel of her own that resembled a large hammock. Crawling into it, she lay on her stomach, her legs dangling over open space.
She yawned, then took off her glasses and set them on the small nightstand she had secured to a nearby beam. She blinked at the sudden shift in her vision, the secondary eyes along her forehead opening up. The glasses had been a gift from her mother, an enchanted item that hid away her extra eyes. The downside, however, was that she couldn't see with them, and her vision was fairly poor with just her human eyes.
She took off her blouse, tossing it up on the rafters. Her pale skin glowed in the light of the rising moon, her dark legs swinging in the slight breeze that blew through the steeple. With her shirt off, her senses came alive. The white canvas of her skin was covered in millions of very fine, sensitive hairs which could detect the wingbeats of a fly in a still room. The dark glossy shell of her spider body started where her thighs and buttocks should have been. Anyone down below her would only see her if she leaned forward too far.
She was comfortable here, but how long would it last? Would Darren be content to go about his day, or would he try to get to know her, or become curious about her lifestyle? She had deliberately chosen to feign her disability because people didn't ask questions about it, but it only took one person who felt entitled to answers to make a good situation sour.
The whole mess was her fault anyway. If Gary hadn't decided to see if he could re-purpose one of the church pews, he never would have stumbled on her checking her traps. He had screamed hard enough that the vessels in his eyes burst, and he had collapsed to the floor in a dead heap. Gary had been terrified of spiders, which was why he rarely went into the church basement, and his fear had actually killed him.
A breeze swung her hammock gently, her shiny legs glinting in the moonlight. She flattened herself against the webbing, her breasts pushing through the gaps. Her pale blue nipples seemed to glow with a light of their own. She pushed her arms through holes in the webbing, her whole body dangling. It was how she had fallen asleep as a child, and it was how she fell asleep tonight.

-🕷️-The moon was high in the sky when she awoke, her whole body tingling. Her legs were curling up tightly on their own, and she felt a sensation in her gut, one that she had been dreading for months now. It had been a while since she had last felt it, but there was no mistaking it this time.
Swaying in the breeze, she had pressed her crotch into the tight strands of the web in her sleep. The thick bands had pressed up into her groin, bypassing the protective shell that she had placed there by sliding in from the side. The shell itself was a piece of casing from the last time she had molted, held in place by one of her stickier webs. It had all but fallen off, and she pulled it free, setting it on a nearby beam.
The webbing was caught between her thick, puffy labia, rubbing hard against the erect nub of her clitoris. Every time she swung, she pressed against it, eliciting an involuntary sigh. She wanted to stop, to crawl somewhere else, but the sensation spread through her whole body with every push. Her nipples were rock hard, standing up defiantly in the moon's light. She tried to adjust the web with her hands, but her fingers rubbed the outside of her labia instead, pressing them together until a thick liquid dripped from her, coating her fingers. Her legs clicked against each other involuntarily, pulling the web like giant guitar strings and making her whole body vibrate.
"Fuck fuck fuck," she muttered, trying hard to fight off the coming flood, but failing. Her whole body shuddered, her web vibrating all around her as the orgasm caught her off guard. Thinking that would be the end of it, she tried to relax, but she found that she craved more. She rubbed against the web absent-mindedly, telling herself it was no big deal, doing her best to fight off the terrifying truth.
It was time for her to find a mate.

-🕷️-I really hope you enjoyed this first chapter and the next six to come. Don't forget to follow my bio to get notifications about when the next chapter will post, and click on those stars to let me know how I'm doing. Until next time, monster fans!



            Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 044

            Mike inherits a home full of fuckable monster girls - Part 4.

            
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/home-for-horny-monsters-ch-44

Title: Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 044

Author: writerannabelle

Category: NonHuman

Description: Mike inherits a home full of fuckable monster girls - Part 4.

Tags: monstergirl harem fantasy, zombie nymph, water orgasm, lesbian, gamer girl, water tentacles, light bondage, sperm eating for sustenance

Series: Home for Horny Monsters


Hi all, here is the next chapter of Book 4!
New readers, this story is written chapter/book style. The start of this book was Ch. 43. I would recommend starting at Ch. 01 so you get the whole story, but I'm not your boss, so you do you.
Returning readers, so good to see you again! I've appreciated all of your feedback the last two years (it's been two years now!) and I'm working hard to keep bringing you the story you deserve. So make sure you leave stars, comments, and/or feedback, cause I seriously do read them all. Make sure to follow me to get post notifications, or check my bio (cause I do update it when I hit submit) to get an idea for when the next chapter will release.
Much love to you all, let's learn some more about the Radley home's latest guest!
Long Nights
"A dullahan?" Mike frowned. "I'm afraid I don't know the term."
"I'm yer friendly headless horseman, lad." The dullahan still held his own head in one hand, and was now swinging it back and forth like a macabre pendulum. "My job is similar to a banshees in that I deal with dead spirits, though I usually cut a more dashing figure on my horse. So I guess I'm technically just headless." The grin on his face was impossibly wide, his lips stretched nearly to his ears.
"I want to speak to the faerie queen, right now, please." Mike crossed his arms and stared down the dullahan. "How do I make that happen?"
"You certainly are an anxious sort." Sulyvahn swung his head in a circle and released it into the air. His body stepped forward and his head landed on his shoulders with a thud, scattering the inky mist in a perfect circle, much like a smoke ring. "In regards to Her Majesty, I can say without reasonable doubt that she has no interest in speaking with ye."
"Oh, really?" Mike stepped closer. "And how do you know that?"
Sulyvahn's grin faded. "Not puttin' yer best foot forward now, are ye lad? The queen has very little liking for your lot, humans to be specific, but she's a particular dislike of you. Says you sullied one of her own, and she sent me 'cause she has it on good authority you have no interest in seducing menfolk. Believes ye used some kinda dark magic to seduce our Cecilia. But no disrespect meant, just telling you what I've been told."
"Wait, hold up." Beth stepped forward, a grin plastered on her face. "The reason she sent you was so that Mike wouldn't sleep with you?"
"There's no shortage of banshees in the fae realm looking for work, lass, and many would be happy to come here. The mortal world isn't a friendly place for our kind these days, so when I was offered the position, I gladly accepted. Thought it could be fun to visit with the living and do something different for a bit, I'm less shy than my sisters are. As for an audience with the queen, I'm afraid my abilities are limited to patrolling the grounds and making sure you are sent proper to your final rewards."
"So you won't help me?" Mike lowered his arms.
"I see no desire to anger the queen on account of a man I just met, nothing personal. I've only been here a minute, and already yer asking me to bend the rules." Sulyvahn tilted his head to one side, causing the skin on his neck to split and spill out some more black smoke. "Not that I mind a little rule bending, but the queen is not one to be trifled with, and I'd like to be allowed to stick around."
Mike let out a sigh. He needed a different approach. "You know what? You're right. Feel free to have a look around. Don't mind the centaurs if they show up, they're friendly and tend to the grounds. Oh, and don't sit on the swing. It might break under you." It was a lie, but he couldn't bear to see Cecilia's replacement in her favorite spot.
"There's a lad." Sulyvahn patted Mike on the shoulder. "I appreciate the hospitality."
"You're welcome. Good night, Sulyvahn." Mike walked past the others and into the house. The others took a moment to greet the dullahan one at a time before filing back into the living room where Mike waited.
"So what's the plan?" Beth asked. "There's no way you would have backed down so easily unless you had one."
Mike smirked. The lawyer knew him all too well. "I don't trust the dullahan, not yet, anyway, but we don't need him. He's already given us the most important piece of information that he can."
"Like that Cecilia is with the faerie queen?" Beth raised an eyebrow.
"You got it." Mike looked at Reggie. "Odds that your rats can chew a portal into the faerie realm?"
"Hmm." Reggie's whiskers twitched. "We would need more information about where we were going, but perhaps."
"Okay, then, information is good, and I think I know a place." He winked at Sofia. "But we need to keep in mind that Sulyvahn may be an agent of the faerie queen. I don't get the impression he's here to harm us, but I also don't want to clue him in on what we might be doing. For now, the plan is to gain an audience with the queen and negotiate Cecilia's release. Until then, can I get someone to keep an eye on our guest?"
"I'd be happy to," Beth volunteered. "I have a way with people."
"I know you do." Mike fought the grin on his face. "However, make sure you're ready to go when we find a way to... whatever it is we're going to do. I would like your help with the queen. You're a much better diplomat than I am."
"I can do that." She winked and walked outside.
"Well, then." Mike turned to look at the others. "What do you say? Who wants to look through some books with me?"
--
Death looked up at them when they came into the office. Sofia stood behind Mike, and Tink had joined them. Reggie scampered in a few seconds later after speaking with one of his lieutenants.
"Mike Radley. You have brought odd company this night." Death sipped his tea.
"Sorry, Death, we aren't here for a visit. Got some house business, we're just passing through." Mike looked at the bookshelf behind the specter and grabbed the red book from the bottom. "Are we all ready?"
The others crowded in, and he searched for the right location on the shelf. Spotting the magic symbol, he slid the book home and the world transformed like a turning page. They now stood in a large chamber with impossibly high ceilings supported by massive columns. Not only did the columns contain entire rooms full of books, but each column was connected to the others with an intricate set of multi-story bridges that also doubled as book storage. Access to these stacks was nearly impossible from the ground without magical assistance of some sort, and Sofia had once warned Mike that she would occasionally find the skeleton of some poor soul who had snuck in and gotten lost before starving to death.
Sofia picked up her staff and tapped it on the ground. "I have a few reference sections we can check, but a lot of it is written in other languages."
"We'll make it work."
"Indeed." When Death spoke, Mike jumped. He turned around to see that Death had come with them into the Library. The reaper held a long tube that undoubtedly held the map he had been looking at earlier.
"Here." Sofia pulled the tube out of Death's hands. "I'll get this put back."
"Thank you, Sofia."
"He says thanks," Mike repeated, knowing she couldn't see or hear him. Once she had taken the tube from his hands, she had no idea where he was.
"Anytime." Sofia stared into the distance, waiting. Eventually a large floating carpet arrived, and they all climbed on. It lifted them up into the air and proceeded through the Library on a preset course.
"It would be best if we split up," Sofia explained several minutes later when the carpet landed on a platform four stories in the air. There was a hanging lantern by the entrance, and Sofia tapped it with her staff. The lantern filled with light, and she lifted it up and handed it to Tink.
"Follow the light," she told the goblin. "It will lead you to a group of books about the fae."
"Tink got it." The goblin slid her goggles over her eyes and took the lantern. The ball of light flew out of it and hovered several feet ahead of the goblin, leading her into the stacks. Reggie followed behind her, and their shadows disappeared between a pair of shelves just as the carpet lifted off again.
"You okay?" Sofia asked.
"Hmm? Oh, yeah." Mike realized that he stood with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. "I'm just ready to go get her back is all. I've been so worried, and now I'm concerned about this faerie queen person. I'm wondering how much ass we're going to have to kick, and I'll admit that I'm kind of working myself up." It also didn't help that he was tired. He had been planning to go to bed early and catch up on some sleep.
"Yeah, well, you need to keep a clear head and really think this situation through. How many times has everything gone to hell because you've jumped before looking?"
"I mean... I don't keep count." Mike frowned. "If it was you being held captive, I'd still approach it the same way."
"Maybe." Sofia turned away from him, her gaze on the distant columns. Her thick braid bounced around on her shoulders. "But I would still want the same thing from you. Don't just rush in. Think before you do, or speak. In the span of half an hour, you're now ready to take on a being of immense power, the queen of the fae, because you aren't happy with a decision she's made regarding one of her subjects. This isn't a problem you can just fuck or blow up."
He shrugged. "We don't know that."
"Well, I do. I'm no expert on the faerie queen, but I've heard plenty of stories. Fae music alone is greatly feared, and do you know why? You hear it once and it gets stuck in your ear forever, or you wander into their realm and never return. What if you go to the queen's court, and decide you never want to come back?"
"Is that what you're afraid of? That I may never come back?" A smirk crossed his lips. "Would you miss me?"
"You're not funny, Caretaker, nor are you taking this as seriously as you should be. There's a reason mortals have few stories about faerie kind that end well, and I don't want you joining that other number." The carpet came to a stop and she tapped on the lantern there. "These are books about dealings with the fae. Feel free to skim through them to get a better understanding of what I'm telling you. I know that you're doing this to help a friend, but think of the friends you might leave behind when you do so." She passed the glowing lantern to Mike. "Actually have a plan this time. Your usual tactics won't work here."
"You mean getting lucky at the last second?" He wanted to hear her response, but the ball of light burst out of the lantern and he had to chase it to keep up. The Library wasn't intended for casual browsing by visitors, and he was soon buried deep within the stacks, his eyes on the little glowing ball of light. It finally settled at the end of one of the rows, and then leapt back into his lantern.
"Hmm." He held up the lamp and scrutinized the covers of the books. They were written in another language, but under the lamp's light, the words swam in front of him and reformed into English. Sofia alone could activate the lamps, it was just one of her many abilities as the Librarian, and he was grateful for the magical translation. The moving letters did make him feel a little motion sick though.
"There are no maps here," Death said, and Mike jumped, nearly banging his head on the shelf above.
"Shit, I didn't realize you followed me!" He put a hand on his chest and tried to catch his breath. "You almost gave me a heart attack."
"I did no such thing. I didn't wish to get left behind, so I rode with you." Death knelt down and gazed at one of the books. "I must admit I have contemplated learning to read."
"You don't know how to read?"
"The grim reaper has no need for books." Death slid a large tome out and opened it up. "Nor has there been any time for it."
"What is being the grim reaper like?" Mike spotted a book that looked promising and opened it. The letters lifted off the page and reformed into English, so he scanned the contents.
"That is not a question I can answer." Death stared at him. "Other than a few rare moments in history, I have no recollection of ever having thoughts or desires of my own."
"That makes sense." Mike tucked the book under one arm. "You've been with us for a couple of months now, though. Surely you have some thoughts on the matter?"
Death nodded. "I only exist on this plane when a creature dies. Though it happens constantly, each moment is but the blink of an eye. Rarely do I even walk among you. Rather, I simply come and go."
"Really? Then what?"
"I reap, but do not sow. The souls I collect upon, they do get passed on, but to where they go, I do not know." Death put the book away, then flashed a toothy grin. "It was only recently that I was able to even contemplate the creatures I am sworn to collect."
"You mean humans?" Mike pulled out another book.
"Indeed, Mike Radley. I was not created to experience your human emotions, only to serve. I have witnessed the best and worst of humanity in their final moments, but I do not judge. However, I have become curious about your kind, and found my attention lingering on more than one occasion. Think of it as a professional courtesy." Death held up the book he was holding. "Imagine that every letter in this book is a single soul. I flip the book to a random page, read my letter, then leave. I have gained very little."
"Okay." Mike held onto his current book, now giving his full attention to Death. "So do you get to read the book when all the souls are collected?"
"No. The letters keep moving." Death flipped to a different page. "In the course of human events, I will often find that I must collect many souls in the same area in a short amount of time. It is during these times that I was able to briefly walk the earth and know you, to see the whole page as I pluck some letters from it."
Mike paused, deep in thought. "Are you talking about wars?" he asked.
"A bit. War is a brother of mine, and thanks to him, I have seen much of this world." Death closed the book. "Natural disasters, plagues, acts of gods, I am there to reap, to collect my bounty and move on. It is those moments that linger with me as I walk this plane of existence with you. I have a chance to think about what I've seen and to process it."
"That sounds like a lot. Is that why you've been looking at old maps? Is that when a bunch of people died?"
"It helps to put my thoughts in order, yes. I am no mortal being, Mike Radley, and my memory is infallible. However, my sense of time is very distorted, and I find comfort in being able to organize those thoughts much like this library, to put order to my collection. It also allows me to put imagery to locations, to see the world proper, though I never leave this house."
"So you remember everybody that's ever died?"
"I don't reap everybody. There are other entities similar to me, like your dear Cecilia. Unlike her, I have had very little chance to interact directly with mankind, and I am trying to properly appreciate the opportunity while it lasts. To do this, I am trying to better understand myself."
MIke frowned. "That's... pretty deep, to be honest. So you stare at these maps and remember stuff? It sounds like kind of a bummer, really."
"It is no bummer, Mike Radley, to offer relief to those who are ready to cross over. Grief and pain exist only for those who are left behind." Death winked, a process that involved one of his eye sockets temporarily folding shut. "As for what comes next? That is the true mystery."
Mike shivered. "That's a mystery I'm willing to put off for as long as possible, if you don't mind."
Death stared at Mike for nearly a minute, then nodded. "That is appropriate."
"You know what though?" Mike held up his book. "I'm glad you're getting this chance to hang around and explore, but don't focus too much on the past. You can enjoy looking at your maps and such, but take the opportunity to see how humans live. Quit staying in the office all day, and instead get involved somehow. By contemplating all these lives you've seen while they're ending, all you are doing is looking at a story from the final few pages. That's no way to read a book, you know."
"I see." Death stroked the spine of a nearby book that was gilded with gold letters. "Perhaps that is the first thing I should know about reading."
"It's one of many things. Never skip to the end, often the journey makes it even sweeter."
"I do enjoy our chats, Mike Radley."
"When I'm not so busy, I'd be happy to help you learn how to read." Mike took a peek inside the book in his hands and nodded to himself. It had a few mentions of faeries in it. "Until then, you can help me carry some of these."
"I can do that." Death held out his bony hands to accept the book from Mike. They perused the row they were in, and Mike pulled a few more books from the shelves and handed them to Death. When it was time to move to the next row, they stopped to set the books down on a nearby rolling cart.
The light of the lantern left many times, and each time, Mike followed. He collected dozens of books, piling them onto the cart as the hour grew even later, fighting off the occasional yawn.
Death said very little, content to observe.
--
Dana frowned at the gathering on the front yard. While everybody else had been curious to see what Mike had been hollering about, she was currently distracted by the processed semen running through her body.
As a zombie, her hunger could become quite dangerous. She needed to consume the brains of the living in order to have enough life force to sate her hunger, but it had been discovered that Mike's biology had been significantly altered by magic to the point that his semen was capable of giving her the boost she needed to not only maintain her own sanity, but kept her from decomposing as well. The sperm shooters in the fridge weren't nearly as potent as consuming it directly from the source, but they were good enough to keep her from cracking into the nearest living creature for a quick bite.
Unfortunately, his semen had the odd side effect of making her horny. It was almost like her nervous system returned to life after feeding, but focused all of its energy on her erogenous zones. Earlier that morning, she had simply gone back to her shop and masturbated quickly, just to take the edge off. However, being forced to eat again after slashing up her hand meant that the satisfaction from her fingers wasn't going to be anywhere near good enough to get her through the night.
While Mike and the others were speaking with the headless man out front, all Dana could think about was the sexy nymph out back. Always a willing participant, Naia was always there for her when she needed to get off. Biting her lower lip, she had left the others in front of the house and made her way to the backyard instead. Whatever the issue was, she could be filled in later.
Naia's fountain was gushing enough water that she was tumbling around at the top like a skydiver, laughing quietly to herself. The fairies were dive bombing her, trying to grab a small crystal from her hand that she kept tossing to her other hand, or dropping it into the fountain and making the water carry it back up on a jet of water. The air smelled of rain and mint, causing Dana to inhale deeply.
She sat on the edge of the fountain and watched. With every turn, Naia's slender legs slid free of her skirt, revealing her upper thighs and the runes on her torso glowed brightly through her gown. Eventually, a blue ball of light swooped in and grabbed the crystal, taking off over the roof of the house while the others followed.
Laughing, Naia stabilized to a sitting position, her eyes on the fairy lights. Once the fairies were gone, she tilted her head down toward Dana and winked.



"It's a nice night out, isn't it?"
"I guess so." Truth be told, unless it was snowing, Dana had no idea how cold the night actually was. "What was that crystal you had?"
"A piece of seaglass. Well, my own version of seaglass, anyway. Cerulea brought me a piece of glass she found in the yard that looks like someone tossed a bottle over the wall and it broke into pieces." Naia rolled her eyes. "T'was likely from someone walking past. They better hope Abella doesn't catch them. I remember one time, a bunch of years ago, a guy flicked his cigarette butt into the yard, so she followed him home and then ripped the hood off his car."
"Sounds a bit extreme, but also pretty funny."
"Oh, it was." Naia's water geyser weakened, lowering her to the ground. Her feet touched the surface of the water, sending ripples across the fountain, and she skipped across to where Dana sat. "So what brings you to my fountain so late at night?"
Dana squirmed, her thighs rubbing across each other. "You know why I'm here. I just had a snack, and... well..."
Naia giggled. "Oh, I have a pretty good idea why you're here. However, I like it when you ask."
Dana scowled, a brief rush of heat entering her cheeks. "You're teasing me."
"Of course I am." Naia placed her hand on Dana's cheek, lightly stroking the skin. "But only because I know you like it. Deep down, you like a woman who takes control, who tells you what to do. Someone who can take your hand and lead you to orgasmic bliss." While she spoke, Naia's hand moved down Dana's chest, softly caressing a breast through her tank top.
"That's not true."
"Oh really?" Naia's face was now close enough that Dana could feel the nymph's breath on her skin.
"You always do this to me." Dana's voice was weak, and she turned away.
"You're right." The nymph was whispering in Dana's ear now, the sensation sending enhanced pleasure throughout the zombie's body. "And you always love it."
"That's not true," Dana said, her lip trembling. Naia's fingers were moving across the crotch of Dana's jeans now, applying pressure to the edges of her labia. She spread her legs to give the nymph better access.
"You always say that, too."
"Maybe that's a sign that you're predictable."
"Oh really?" Naia moved her hand away. "You think I'm predictable now?"
"Maybe."
"Hmm. Guess I should probably step back, think long and hard about how to please others." Naia drifted away, moving toward the center of the fountain.
"No, wait." Dana watched the nymph move toward the middle of the fountain, her gaze on a pair of birds bathing in the basin. "Naia?"
Naia ignored her.
"Shit, look, I'm sorry." Though she said the words, they had no meaning. She had been going for playful while caught in a vulnerable moment, and clearly taken it too far. Dana kicked off her sandals and waded into the fountain, the water soaking into the legs of her jeans. "I wasn't trying to say that—"
Her legs were ripped from under her, and she fell into the fountain, splashing water everywhere. She tried to sit up, and realized she was being held in place by the pressure all around her. Up above the surface, she saw Naia lean over her and smile.
Dana opened her mouth to talk, but let out the air in her lungs instead. The sensation of breathing was still automatic for her, but she no longer needed to do it.
The water flowed along her arms and legs, caressing her skin, and it wasn't long before she felt her jeans and panties pulled away from her. Dana's outstretched arms tried one more time to break free, but she was effectively restrained.
I'll show you predictable. Naia's voice came from everywhere, and Dana's whole body was massaged by the water. Hundreds of invisible fingers spiraled up her legs while several hands grabbed her by the ankles and spread her legs wide.
Dana tried to moan out of habit, but all she managed was to expel some water. Her panties floated over her face now, followed by her jeans. Her jeans folded around her head, blocking off the view.
Have you ever wondered what happens when you strip away the senses? Your body becomes so desperate to feel anything that it enhances the others.
Dana nodded, her hips twitching. The fingers now pressed against her labia, massaging heat and life into her groin. So much of her existence was muted these days, but every time she fed, she was reconnected, her body closer to life than it had been.
Right now, she couldn't smell a thing, and with her vision gone, all she had was her hearing. The water around her warmed up, and her entire existence was now a dark space where she was being touched repeatedly. She couldn't even beg, or cry out, her own voice stripped away from her.
Something large rolled up her thigh, then teased her clit. Dana couldn't even figure out how to push toward it, her mind lost in her own body. The object disappeared, and Naia's voice giggled in her ear.
Dana's fingers curled up in anticipation as the object moved up her thigh, teasing the smooth skin just above her pussy. Just when she thought it would penetrate her folds, it slid past, moving along her ass and then up her spine.
Sparks had formed in the darkness of her vision, sparks that spiraled around like sentient fireworks. The water teased her breasts now, pushing up her shirt and spiraling over her nipples. The ice that flowed through her veins was replaced with something hotter, and her body flooded with warmth as she built toward orgasm, only to have it taken away. Several minutes passed like this— or maybe even hours. Time was somehow meaningless in the fountain, and all of Dana's attention was on the storm forming between her legs.
Several thick tendrils rolled up her calves, spiraling along the outside of her thighs, then combining just outside of her swollen pussy. The tendrils teased her, pushing inside of her one at a time for less than a second. Her clutching hands tightened into fists, her nails digging into her palms, and a few of the tendrils moved along the curves of her ass, pausing against her ass.
Oh god. She had no time to process her thoughts at the tendrils teased her asshole, pushing against it gently. Her ass was sensitive, and always had been. The few times Alex had slipped something small into her ass, she had felt so full and heavy all at once, and now was no different. Every time her pussy was penetrated, she felt like she floated upward, but then the tendril in her ass would bring her back down to earth. They alternated, giving her the sensation that she was flying through the air, one hole at a time.
Her orgasm kept approaching, but Naia would let up at the last second, letting Dana float in the void. She wanted to beg, willing to do anything if Naia would just topple her over the edge, allowing her to feel that sudden rush of life throughout her body as all of her nerves caught on fire, to be alive for even just a few seconds.
Watery hands teased at her thighs and breasts, stroking her exposed flesh, and a mouth now hungrily licked at her clit. The edges of her erect nipples were now being teased by rapidly shifting currents, causing her whole body to shake. She tensed her jaw, careful to avoid biting her tongue, her orgasm now fluttering beneath the surface of her skin like lava, threatening to burst free in a fiery eruption.
Trapped in the void, she let out a soundless scream when the water double penetrated her. A buzzing sensation tore through her limbs, filling her with heat and electricity, and the tongue on her snatch became several high-pressure water jets that circled her stretched out labia, then came together in a torrent right beneath her clitoris.
Dana's mouth opened wide, the orgasm flooding her body as she tumbled through the water, unsure of what direction she was facing. The sparks in the darkness exploded outward in vein-like patterns, and the watery restraints released her. Putting out her hands, she realized she was face down when her palms came in contact with the floor of the fountain.
Pulses of heat racked her body, and she ripped the jeans off her head, opening her eyes beneath the water. Naia hovered beneath Dana, her hair floating outward like seaweed, a seductive smile on her face. The nymph embraced her, their lips meeting as the orgasm finished its course through Dana's body. The fountain drained around them until Dana was laying on top of Naia, gasping for the air she no longer needed.
Minutes passed, and the world was suddenly warmer and more colorful. Dana used these minutes to study the blue and green strands of hair in front of her face, to gaze into Naia's sapphire eyes and feel a sense of belonging. For just a few moments, she pretended that the blood running through her body was warm, that she would close her eyes tonight and drift to sleep and dream once more of her beloved Alex. Briefly connected with her emotions, her grief was suddenly amplified and her eyes burned, unable to produce any tears.
"You okay?" Naia asked.
"No," Dana responded, burying her face in Naia's hair. "But I will be in a minute." These moments never lasted long, and today was no exception. After a few more minutes snuggling with Naia, Dana stood, then helped the nymph to her feet.
"I hope that wasn't too predictable for you." Naia held out Dana's jeans. They were already dry, and the panties had been tucked into a pocket.
Dana smiled, and got dressed. "I appreciate it. I appreciate you."
"I know." The two of them embraced then parted. The fountain was filling up again, and Naia floated on the surface of the water. "Feel free to drop by if you're ever feeling lonely."
"I always do." Dana gave the nymph a wave and walked across the garden to her garage. She rarely stayed long after being with Naia. If the nymph minded, she never said a word.
Dana pushed open the door and crossed the messy floor to flop down on her workbench. Rubbing her belly, she turned her attention to the disassembled drone on her bench. She picked up a rotor and frowned at it.
Trying to power a drone with magic had several different problems, but the biggest one right now was power regulation. How could she get a magical stone to regulate its own output without blowing out half the circuits in the drone. She hadn't bothered telling Mike that she and Tink had already blown through a couple grand in parts trying to make it work. Once they reached five grand, she'd have Tink do it.
Picking up a soldering iron, she contemplated it for a few moments before tossing it onto the bench. She was tired of dealing with drones and needed to do something else. Looking around the room, she let out a sigh and began picking stuff up.
It took her most of an hour to clean up her workstation and organize it, and another to clean the garage and sweep it out. Tink had been tossing burnt out components onto the floor, and Dana dumped over a hundred dollars in broken circuitry into the trash. Kneeling down to get beneath the bench, she found a busted rotor blade.
"So that's where you went." She smiled and tossed it away, the memory of a drone bouncing around the room while Tink screamed in terror and hid from it. Somehow, the voltage to each motor had gone out of whack, and the thing had spiraled randomly around the room until it turned into a smoking ball of fire that Tink had knocked down using her club.
Satisfied that the garage was clean, she walked to the rear of the garage. There was a cleverly hidden flight of stairs in the back that led down to a chamber beneath the garage. Her best guess was that it used to be a bay for working on cars, but she had cleaned it out and turned it into her own private refuge with Tink's help. It had apparently been the goblin's room until Mike had moved in, and Dana thought it poetic that her living space was now six feet under ground.
There was a chaise lounge in the corner right by a nightstand filled with books. In another corner was a comfortable loveseat pointed at a wall mounted television. Ever since she had died, sleep was no longer a necessity. However, the tradeoff was that boredom now waited around every corner. She sat on the chaise lounge and opened her laptop, clicking on her languages program.
An hour was spent on French lessons. Dana had always wanted to learn another language, and figured maybe she would travel again once her undead condition was reversed. One odd thing about being dead was that her memory seemed to be much better now. Not the memories from when she was alive—those were still seen through the fog of mortality. New information, however, was burned into her brain with laser-like precision, which meant the learning process was phenomenally faster. She wondered if the issue had something to do with missing so many of her emotions, as if her mind was compensating.
Done practicing the names of fruits and vegetables en francais, she opened up a folder and spent some time looking at pictures of Alex, her deceased girlfriend. It had been over a year now since she had died in a motorcycle accident, but in some ways it still felt fresh.
When Daryl the necromancer had killed her, he had stripped away not only her future, but also her ability to die. While thrilled at the prospect that there was apparently something that came after death that allowed her to be reunited with her loved ones, Dana's soul was stuck with whatever was left of her body no matter what happened. Her love for Alex was one of the few emotions Daryl had left her with in order to make her obey his whims and desires. Unfortunately for him, the women of Radley house had persuaded her that Daryl couldn't be trusted and had found a way to keep her from having to feed on the living.
Looking at so many old pictures made her nostalgic, but it was hard summoning up memories that involved emotions that were now muted. A camping trip where they had set up a tent on the beach made her smile, but the awe and wonder of seeing the Milky Way had been stripped away, stealing more than a little bit of the romance from her memory of the event. Pictures from meals they had shared did little for her now—the taste of human food was simply a fond memory at this point.
Sighing, she closed the slideshow on her laptop. She was doing better than she had been, but looking at the pictures made her melancholy. There was only one solution these days. Crossing the room, partially bent over to avoid smacking her head—the room, after all, had been plenty high enough for Tink— she settled down in her chair and turned on her Playstation. It was the Pro model, which booted up quickly, and she loaded Dark Souls 3.
The game itself was incredibly difficult, but she got a chuckle out of the You Died death screen. It also didn't hurt that becoming frustrated with the game was nearly impossible now. She had never been super into games, but being unable to sleep meant she could only binge so much Netflix before getting bored. She wondered what life would be like if she was stuck this way for an entire lifetime, or even hundreds of years. What sorts of tricks would she utilize to keep her mind busy?
The room suddenly stank of sulfur with just a hint of coconut and a hand touched Dana's cheek. Distracted, she turned her head, only to hear her on-screen avatar grunt in agony as he was impaled with a spear.
"You died," Lily told her, reading it off of the screen. She walked around the loveseat. She wore a tank top and a miniskirt, her hair pulled back into a small bun. A series of piercings adorned her face, and she wore a couple of glow sticks around her neck.
"Just the one time." Dana tossed the controller onto a nearby table. "I'm surprised to see you so late at night. Usually you come by earlier if you're nearby."
"Well, I was originally dropping in to see Mike, but apparently he's off in the Library." Lily sat down next to Dana and picked up the controller. "We were supposed to meet up, but he found out that Cecilia was captured or something. I didn't get much detail from that little green fairy. She was the only one I spotted on the way in, and she kept rambling about how nobody would play with her. I certainly know how she feels. Seems like nobody is ever around when I drop by. I mean, what does a girl have to do to get any actual attention around here?"
"Cecilia was captured? That sounds interesting." Dana wondered if she should offer to go help. She hadn't spent much time in the Library, but figured a pair of tireless eyes would be more than capable of helping out. "So what have you been up to?"
"A lady doesn't kiss and tell. Fuck!" Lily scowled at the game, her lip sticking out. "Did that guy just kill me with a giant barrel of apples? Fucker smashed my head in. Is this supposed to be fun?"
"Aw, I thought you liked things that were hard." Dana snatched the controller back. "My turn. And you're hardly a lady, so spill."
"If you must know, I was at a concert. Local band. Well, not local here. I flew in special for the occasion. That, and the bar they were at had the best rum punch I've ever had. I let myself get drunk for a little bit, that's how good they were."
"Really? Concert hopping and rum? Sounds pretty tame."
"I caught a guy slipping roofies to his date. Waited till he went to take a leak, offered him a blowie and sucked his soul out through his dick. Cops got called when they found him comatose. They took his date out in an ambulance as well. Guy was a serial offender, and I thought an eternity of torment would be a little funny." She tapped her head. "I'm letting some of the rougher souls pass him around like a pack of cigarettes right now. They can be downright nasty when I let them have just a pinch of freedom.
"That sounds more like you... shit." Dana tossed the controller back to Lily. "I promise I'm better at this game when you're not watching."
"Uh huh." Lily's eyes smoldered for a second when she picked up the controller. "Let's see what happens when I enhance my reflexes and... fuck!" Promptly after the game loaded, the succubus had walked her avatar off the edge of a cliff. "I'm still a little buzzed is all."
"Take another turn, it's fine." Dana fought back a grin, but mostly because earlier she had walked off that same ledge. The next ten minutes consisted of Lily consistently dying in the game and swearing in several languages before tossing the controller back over to Dana.
"Told you it was hard." Dana turned off the console using the controller. "Do you want to play Mario or something easier?"
"Hardly." Lily turned sideways on the loveseat, one leg folding up and the other dangling off the edge. Her open thighs revealed that she wasn't wearing any panties, and her pubes were currently trimmed into the shape of a heart.
Dana rolled her eyes. "Okay, that's a little distracting."
"Hmm?" Lily looked down at her crotch, then back to Dana. "Oh, this? You like what you see?"
"Naia already helped me out earlier."
"Damn nymph," Lily mumbled. "I knew I should have come home sooner."
"Maybe you could actually stick around for once, and not just sneak in to give Mike wet dreams and binge watch Netflix with me." Logically, Dana knew she should feel a little hurt that Lily didn't visit her more often. Emotionally, she couldn't care less. There was just nothing there, a yawning void where some of her feelings should be.
"Romeo and I have been working on something, so it's mostly business." Lily shifted her hips and a pair of black panties appeared, hiding her vagina away. "Even he understands that I need my space."
"Does he though?" It was an honest question. Mike had been nothing but kind to Dana, and she felt a little guilty for how she typically ignored him. He occasionally checked in with her, but she rarely went to him unless she was hungry. Even though she had seen him with the others, she had never personally observed the dynamic between Mike and Lily.



"If he didn't, you would never see me here at all, unless he commanded me." Lily's face was suddenly serious. "You can tell a lot about a man by how he treats those beneath him. For all intent and purposes, I am completely beneath him."
"That's true. I guess he could make you do whatever he wanted."
"And I've given him opportunity to. And he simply doesn't. I want to know why. That's why I keep coming back, and it's also why I don't mind helping him."
"Does he know you are murdering people at bars?"
"Yeah, well, a girl's gotta eat. We have a mostly unspoken arrangement where I don't give him the details and he seems to trust my decisions." Lily let out a sigh. "Besides, it feels kind of nice being able to pick what I want at the buffet."
Dana nodded, letting it go. "At least you have options now."
Lily smiled. "Every soul tastes different, but even the soul of the shittiest human is like the sweetest candy, and..." The succubus cocked her head, as if listening to a distant sound.
"You okay?" Dana asked.
"Gotta go see a man about some sand." Lily winked and vanished in a stinking cloud of sulfur.
Dana coughed, waving at the air in the room. With no proper ventilation, she knew the scent would linger. Grumbling to herself, she lit some scented candles to help overpower the stench. By herself once more, she sat back down on the loveseat and turned her game on again. The minutes went by, the night dragging on, her sleepless mind holding onto every detail of every minute.
Her avatar charged into a cave, only to get massacred by a pair of hidden enemies. The screen turned dark, displaying the words You Died once again.
"I wish," she muttered, then hit continue.
--
So many thoughts were running through Beth's mind that she couldn't stop to count them.
First, the excitement of someone new coming to the house. When he had first pulled his head off, it had taken everything inside of her not to scream with joy. She should have been unsettled, scared, or maybe even sick to her stomach, but all she could think about was how interesting he was. A man who could remove his own head, how awesome was that?
Second, the dullahan wore tight leather armor across his body. Straps and buckles were located everywhere, and she got the impression that he was ready to ride into battle with those sinister dark eyes of his if he had to. This wasn't just someone who sat around, this was a creature ready to pick a fight. She wasn't super familiar with dullahans, so wondered if he would have interesting stories to tell.
It didn't hurt either that he looked like a far sexier version of Edward Scissorhands, minus the scissors. Only his hands and his face were uncovered, and she couldn't help but wonder if his skin was just as pale as his face beneath all that fabric. A dark mysterious stranger had appeared in their front yard, and she wanted to know more about him.
Mostly though, she needed to get to know him for unselfish reasons. Right now, he was their only link to the faerie realm, and he could be an invaluable source of information. The fairies they already lived with were a separate species of magical creature with no information on the fae realm, so Beth planned on pumping Sulyvahn for any information— without being too obvious, of course.
And that would mean being friendly. She didn't mind friendly.
When she stepped outside, she pulled the door behind her shut so hard that it rattled in the door frame. Sulyvahn was giving the home a hard stare when Beth stepped outside, but his features softened at the sight of her. He gave her a playful bow as she drew closer.
"Good evening to ya, Lady Beth." His thick, Irish accent sent playful chills down Beth's spine, and she couldn't help but notice the leather armor he wore was rather tight across his shoulders. He shook his shoulders and popped his head free, catching it with the hand nearest his chest. Dark mist poured from his open neck, flowing around Sulyvahn's head like a waterfall. "I am your humble servant."
"You're not my servant. That's not how things are done here." She smiled, and bent down with her hands on her knees to be eye level with him. "Besides, we would rather be friends than your employers."
"Yer a softer touch than the man of the house, that's for sure, and for certain." He put his head back on and smiled. "And definitely not squeamish either."
"Oh. Were you trying to make me squirm?" Beth arched an eyebrow at him, touching her lower lip with the tip of her finger.
"Aye, a bit. Trying to have a wee bit of fun, the lord of the house seems wound a bit tight. Thought it would be good for a chuckle."
"Nah, Mike's a good guy, he's just worried about Cecilia." Sulyvahn's smile faded slightly, so Beth changed subjects. "But enough about her. I would love to learn a little about you."
"Me?" Sulyvahn pointed at himself, genuine surprise written across his face. "Well, now, I don't know that I've ever been asked to talk about myself."
"Here." Beth stepped forward and slid her arms around his bicep, leading him toward the start of the hedge maze. The muscle in his arm wasn't as thick as Asterion's, but it felt plenty thick enough when she squeezed it. "Let's walk and talk. I would love to hear more about being a dullahan."
Sulyvahn approached the maze with a lopsided grin on his face. "Well, let's see. The banshee are a fine lot, but they're joined to family bonds, Cecilia being one of the exceptions. However, foreigners and exiles don't warrant the family treatment a banshee can provide, so it's my job to go and collect. I would ride my horse across the hills and through the bogs, collecting the souls of the departed before they could wander off. Met plenty that weren't ready, but I can be persuasive."
"Interesting." Beth squeezed his arm and led him into one of the longer paths that would take them to the sundial. "How does one go about persuading a spirit to move on?"
The dullahan broke into a huge grin. "Allow me to show ye!" He slid his arm out of hers and yanked his head off, black smoke spilling out of his neck. With his free hand, he reached into the gap and pulled out his own spine.
Beth felt her stomach drop, watching the vertebra exit the neck hole one at a time until his entire spine was now outside of his body. Sulyvahn gave the spine a flick and it expanded, the bones now dangling loosely from a cord made of the same smoke that leaked from his body. He cracked the whip over her head and she felt a paralyzing chill wrap itself around her.
"What do ye think?" He did a couple more practice strikes, and she could hear the bones rattle against each other every time he allowed the whip to coil in on itself. "Those I can't reach, I can catch."
"Wow. I really wasn't expecting that. May I?" She moved closer to examine the whip, which Sulyvahn presented for her inspection.
"Look, but don't touch. You won't like how it feels," he warned her.
"Fair enough." Her fingers hovered over the whip, and she could feel the immense cold coming off of them. "But I get the impression that you're trying to make me squirm again."
"Maybe a little," Sulyvahn admitted. "You don't spend your whole life running down spirits without wanting to be properly appreciated by the living. Truth be told, I rarely get to hunt these days, not since the Roman Catholics invaded Ireland. Everyone seems to have their own method of dying that doesn't involve the old ways, but I do occasionally get to chase down an atheist who dies on our soil. Always a gasser, chasing down some poor eejit who thought they were just gonna spend eternity in the dark and all."
"So do you escort the dead to the afterlife, too?"
"A bit. Toss them all in the wagon and ferry them over. Not as nice as a personal escort, but dullahans weren't made to be polite." Sulyvahn gave the whip a shake and the bones locked together once more, forming back into a spine.
"How can you stand up straight without your spine?" Beth asked.
"Never said it was mine." Sulyvahn's head grinned as he shoved the spine back into his neck.
"That's a little disgusting, to be honest."
"No harm in it." Sulyvahn put his head back on, the smoke vanishing again. "I'm made of much sterner stuff than a couple of human bones."
"Indeed. What are you made of, exactly? I mean, you were created to collect wayward souls, after all. Is that dangerous work?" They continued onward through the maze, Beth keeping just a step ahead of the dullahan.
"Hmm. There's an interesting question. I don't know what I'm made of, exactly. I just existed fully formed one day, so I'm afraid that's a secret the queen keeps to herself, if she even knows. As for danger, aye, I've run into my fair share."
"Like what?"
"There are creatures out there, beings that feast on the souls of the departed. Sometimes they collect them just to keep them locked away, feasting on their misery. Others tear the soul apart, reducing it to sparkling shreds. There's a reason creatures like me exist, and it's to ensure a proper departure from the mortal plane. Let's just say that I've run into a scrap or two by collecting something else's prey."
"Whoa. Like what kinds of things?"
"Things that know when they're spoken of, lass, so I shan't say more about them." Sulyvahn smiled, turning his eyes to the sky. "It seems unusually warm for this time of year."
"The house seems to have its own weather."
"Oh? You don't know for sure?"
"There is very little about this place that we know for sure. In fact, the news that the queen has an agreement to shuttle Caretakers to the other side is one of the few facts that we have."
"Aye. Every soul is special in its own right, but from what I've heard, a Caretaker's soul is a rare thing indeed, and it can't be left to wander around."
"Oh, really?"
Sulyvahn nodded. "Never seen it for myself, but our dear Cecilia has been ferrying souls exclusively for this house for many centuries now."
Beth frowned. "It can't have been that many. The house was built less than two hundred years ago."
The dullahan's eyes sparkled. "I assure you that this place is far older than the foundation on which it's built. I'm a little surprised that you don't know more about the place."
"Yeah, well the spell that protects it has a memory component. It's a bit frustrating, but nobody who lives here can remember anything until Mike unlocks it."
"Now that's fascinating. Would explain why Cecilia would never say much about the place. Would drop off her charge and then wander back to the mortal realm."
"Does she drop off souls in the faerie realm?"
"Not quite. She passes through it on the way to... wherever." Sulyvahn grinned. "You have to understand that the world beyond the veil is complicated. Beings like us all have our own road to walk, but the destination is the same."
"Beings like you?"
"Collectors, psychopomps, whatever we're called these days. When the world got bigger, we would run across each other on occasion." Sulyvahn stopped in front of the sundial. They were at the center of the maze now. "Not very useful at night, is it?"
"Makes a good centerpiece. Sort of ties the whole yard together, don't you think?"
"Looks old." Sulyvahn crouched down, his eyes on the dial. "Wonderful craftsmanship."
"We like to think so. So I was wondering—" Beth was cut off when a white van pulled up between the lions, the driver hopping out and then opening the back. Sulyvahn faded into a black mist as the delivery man wandered into the front yard, his eyes moving across the massive yard. His eyes locked on Beth, and she rushed out of the garden maze to meet the driver halfway.
"Bit late to be out, isn't it?" Beth asked, immediately suspicious.
"Priority delivery from Lance Ferguson." Once the driver was close, Beth recognized him as Marco, one of the legal secretaries from the office. His short, dark hair was spiked up, and he had shadows under his brown eyes.
"Marco, I barely recognized you out of your suit! What are you doing delivering packages for Lance?"
Marco gave a grin. "This is a special occasion and Lance wanted to make sure that Mr. Radley got his belongings back." He gestured to the van on the road. "Do you remember the storage unit that had some stuff auctioned off? Lance hired a private investigator and was able to track down and recover some of it. I've been on the road for the last couple of days bringing them right over." He looked over her shoulder in disbelief. "I've come out here a couple times over the years and always seem to forget just how big the property is. Want me to help you take them inside?"
"Um, no, Mr. Radley isn't home right now and he's doing a remodel in the front hall." The lie slid right off her tongue. "But we can stack them next to the door, and when he gets home, he'll let me know where they can go."
"Yeah, sure thing." Marco went back to the van and slid open the door. "So you seriously moved in with this guy? Seems like a strange career move."
"He has a lot of assets and needed someone full time. The house is bigger than it looks. I've got my own room and everything. I hardly even see him some days."
Marco twisted his face in disbelief, but kept his thoughts to himself. Beth had heard through the rumor mill that some of her former coworkers thought she had become a gold digger. While it stung a bit, she was too busy living the dream in a monster house to worry about what others thought of her.
There were six medium-sized boxes in the van, so Beth had Marco pull up the driveway first. The freshly poured pavement went all the way around the maze, passing near the porch, and she was able to help him stack everything up by the door.
"Sorry Lance made you drive out here for this. I'm surprised that he didn't just have it Fed-Exed or something."
"Yeah, well, he didn't trust anyone else to do it. You see, this stuff has been bouncing around ever since the sale."
"What do you mean?"
Marco grinned and pointed to a thick stack of shipping labels on one of the boxes. "When the lot got auctioned off through New Castle, all of it got shipped to some place in Colorado. All of it except for a small batch of items that ended up in Seattle. And then Atlanta. And then San Diego. For whatever reason, it keeps getting lost in the system. Must be some sort of major glitch with the barcodes or something. It would eventually get found waiting in some warehouse, and then shipped off again. I don't know how, but Lance got ahead of the game and made a call to the guy who bought the stuff and offered to buy it back. Guy was happy to have the money, since his shipment never came, so here we are."
"That's really weird. All of these boxes kept getting lost? Why not just one or two?" Beth eyed the shipment with curiosity.
"Yeah, well..." Marco stared at the boxes for a few seconds, an odd look in his eyes.
"Something up?" Beth asked.
"I'm just tired. Been driving for the last few days and sleeping in the van. Lance didn't want me taking my eyes off of them, not even for a second. Nothing but fast food and all that, and long hours on the road."
"That all?"
Marco twisted his lips up, then let out a sigh. "Just exhausted, frankly. I'm that kind of tired where you get a little jumpy, maybe even feel like you're being watched. A couple of times when I was trying to sleep, I swear I heard something moving around back there. Like boxes moving, that kind of thing. Freaked me out is all."
"Yeah, I bet it's exhaustion. When I get really tired, I see shadows sometimes. Happened all the time in college, actually. Tell Lance thanks for me, will you?" Beth walked Marco back to the van. "And thanks for bringing these by. I really do appreciate it, and it was nice to see a familiar face."
"Yeah, no problem. Lance is paying me mileage and overtime, so I was happy to go on a road trip, make some bank, and... see a familiar face as well." Marco opened the door of the van, his cheeks red. "Take care, Beth."
"You, too." She waved at him as he backed down the driveway, which passed between the lions. Once he was gone, she turned her attention back to the boxes.
"Seemed a decent chap," Sulyvahn said, reappearing next to her. "What was that about?"
"When Mike inherited this house, some of the objects inside were mistakenly sold at an auction. I spent weeks trying to track everything down, but it was all bought by a thrift store, so it had been sold already. Now, apparently, some of the stuff has come back." She shrugged at him. "So that's a surprise."
"Providence is a fickle—"Sulyvahn froze, then leaned to the left to look around Beth. "Well, now. You don't see that everyday."
"See what?" Beth turned around to see that the six boxes were no longer stacked. Instead, they were now scattered across the front porch, and the one closest to the door was balanced perfectly on one of its corners, rotating in place. Beth took a step toward it and jumped when it tipped over and slammed against the wood of the porch, the contents rustling inside.
"Looks like you've some unpacking to do." Sulyvahn winked, then vanished once more into an inky mist, leaving Beth alone on the porch.
I really hope you enjoyed this chapter! I certainly had a lot of fun getting my players ready for what's coming up, as well as spending a bit of time with Dana and Naia. I wrote that scene based off of a sensory deprivation chamber fantasy, only taken to a bit of an extreme. It was also fun for me to write Lily again, I certainly miss my murderous little mistress.
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For longtime readers, a surprise cameo from someone familiar this chapter. Hope you like it!
New Routines
When the sun rose, he had already been up for an hour. Moving quietly through the kitchen, he discovered that Ana did not keep the fridge or cupboards stocked well at all. The night had been long, his mind trying to work its way through several questions he didn't realize that he had had. He now had a roof over his head, but what about food? When would he get paid? He had a few dollars left and figured he could reimburse Ana for any food he ate, but now suspected that she was keeping food in her room.
He needed a routine. Just as the sun was rising over the trees, he was out for a morning jog in a black t-shirt and camo pants, his heavy booted feet hitting the pavement in an uneven rhythm due to the shrapnel in his leg. The pain was always the worst after sleeping or sitting for too long, but much like an engine that needed to warm up, it faded with every footstep, the pain more of a hollow memory in his mind.
The main street wasn't large, and he soon found himself running down a stretch of road surrounded by miles of farmland. The now steady patter of feet on pavement let his mind take a break, and he could at last ignore the empty feeling in his gut just a little bit longer.
He slowed down, looking out toward the distant hills. It occurred to him that he had no idea where the town ended and the rest of the world began. It would be so easy to keep running, to let his feet keep carrying him to wherever it was he so badly wanted to go. His chest was tight, his head pounding with his own heartbeat. He came to a stop, his hands on his knees, looking out over the rest of the world.
"Cutter is gonna make you dig latrines if you don't keep up." Dwayne stood next to him, his words punctuated by heavy breaths. Darren had stepped just off the trail for a moment, his chest on fire. He was fairly certain he was sick, his hair slick with sweat beneath his helmet.
"Cutter can fuck himself." There was no love lost for their commanding officer, but Darren kept his voice low just in case. Cutter would be bringing up the rear any moment now, but they had spread out while moving camps. If they weren't currently surrounded by the rest of their platoon, they would be packed together like sardines, the smell of Hayden's cigarettes clinging to them like grease.
"Yeah, well, maybe if you stand here long enough, he'll let you watch." Dwayne handed over his own canteen and a Snickers bar he had won playing poker a couple nights back. "You look like shit."
"Still better looking than you." Darren coughed, then accepted the water. He had drained his already over a mile back. He knew he should have saved some, but he was just too damned thirsty. Dwayne held out his hand and dropped three aspirin in Darren's palm. He swallowed them and then opened the Snickers, breaking half off and giving the other half back to his twin. Dwayne put it in his breast pocket, tucked back in its wrapper.
"I hear Cutter bitching." Dwayne patted his brother on the back and adjusted his rifle, a meticulously maintained M16A1. "I'll see you up ahead." He trudged forward, vanishing around the corner of a rock. Darren turned around, gazing over the valley they had just traversed. Distant gunfire echoed over the hills like weak thunder.
"You hitting the road, son?" Darren turned his head toward the new voice and the jungle disappeared. Sheriff Walters regarded him coolly from inside his squad car.
"Sheriff." Darren looked down the road. Every fiber of his being told him to keep running, but he couldn't quite convince his body that there was no longer anywhere to run. "Just getting in a morning jog and thought I would turn around at the town limit."
"You're going to be running forever then. Drunk driver took out the sign last winter and we haven't replaced it yet." Walters leaned across the front of the car and opened the passenger door. "Can I give you a ride back to town?"
Darren was covered in sweat, his breath coming in short bursts. He looked back toward town, wondering how long it would take him to get back. His internal debate was taking too long, but Walters waited patiently for his answer. His bad leg twitched, his knee sending up the early signs that such a trip might make the rest of his day that much worse.
"Yes, sir." Darren got in the car, his eyes on the dusty dashboard. Walters handed him a bottle of water and turned around, the distant hills vanishing in the side view mirror. The sun was higher in the sky than he had expected, and it occurred to him he had run farther out of town than he had realized. Fields became trees and then houses, and they were on the main strip once more. Walters pulled up to the curb next to the church.
"I should probably get cleaned up and head to work." The library opened at ten, so he figured he still had a couple of hours.
"You eat yet?"
"No, sir."
"Good. You can join me for breakfast at Matty's. Half an hour?"
Darren wanted to argue, but the void in his stomach told him otherwise. He nodded, which seemed to placate the sheriff. He got out of the car and walked around to the back. When he opened the door, he was surprised to see that Ana still hadn't emerged from her room.
Not that it mattered. If he was being truthful with himself, he enjoyed the solitude. Still, if he had to live with her, he wouldn't mind if she was a bit friendlier. He didn't need a best friend; his had died in 'Nam. He stepped into his room and got in the shower, the hot spray out of the rusted shower head rinsing the sweat away.
Last night's shower had been welcome, but he had used a bar of soap to wash his hair. It was a free one he had taken from a motel two hundred miles ago, and he doubted it would last him much longer. The staccato rhythm of water on the crappy old shower curtain he found in the basement took him away again, his mind on his first night in 'Nam. He had never seen so much rain in his entire life, and he remembered reporting to the barracks—only to discover that his brother was sitting at the same table he was.
"FUBAR." He heard the word out loud, but couldn't tell if he had said it or if he had remembered hearing it. That's what Little Mike had said when they found out that their orders had gotten crossed. His parents had given them both the same initials when they were born. It was the whimsical thing people did with twins, but that moment of whimsy had caused a discrepancy in paperwork and they had both been assigned to the same unit by mistake, adding an extra man to their squad. He had been so grateful to see Dwayne there that he put minimal effort into getting the error corrected.
Knowing what he did now, he wished he had.
He turned the shower off and stepped out. He dried himself off and put on a clean shirt and the same pants he had just worn. They were the only pair he had that was suitable for eating out. Darren looked outside through the smudged window of his room. He could see the main road and the denizens of town walking along the big sidewalk. His eyes caught the movements of a fairly large wolf spider regarding him from a crack in the pane. Some dirt had accumulated on the sill, accompanied by what he assumed was the remains of a pillbug.
"Don't worry about me," he told the spider. "You stay out of my bed and I'll stay out of yours." He flicked the dead bug off the sill and walked out into the common room. The door to Ana's room was still closed. He wondered if he should tell her he was leaving, but then realized she didn't care about his whereabouts. He walked to the back door and stepped outside.
The wind caught the screen door and slammed it shut behind him. He winced at the bang, closing his eyes to steady himself. The smell of the jungle drifted across his nostrils, and then he was back.
He walked over toward Matty's, ignoring the stares from the locals. Hannah greeted him almost as soon as he was inside the door, then pointed at the table in the back. The sheriff sat across from a woman he didn't recognize.
"Morning." Walters greeted him with a nod, then pushed a mug of coffee across the table. He scooted over, making room for Darren to sit. Darren cast a wary eye at the woman, suddenly worried that he was looking at Louise.
"Ma'am." He accepted the coffee, letting it warm the knuckles of his fingers.
"Morning." Louise had a mostly eaten plate of food in front of her. "You must be hungry. Let me get you something."
"I'll manage." He sipped his coffee, but Louise ignored him, flagging down Hannah to put in an order for an omelet and some fruit. Hannah seemed to disappear in the blink of an eye.
"So my brother tells me that you went out for the longest run ever this morning." Louise sipped at a cup of tea. Darren felt tension he hadn't been aware of melt from his shoulders. He had been worried they were meeting about him. While still possible, it was more now more likely they were sharing a bite for shits and giggles.
"Didn't realize how far I had gone." Darren felt uncomfortable squeezed in next to the sheriff. He didn't like knowing that a gun he didn't trust was by his side. "Town is smaller than I expected."
"That's the truth. I grew up around here." She leaned back in her seat. "Will probably die here, too. My bones are too old to settle somewhere new."
Sheriff Walters rolled his eyes. "You're too stubborn to die. Louise here plans on retiring in a couple of years to travel a bit. Would be good for her to see the world."
"Not everywhere is friendly." Darren supposed he had seen the worst of it. He couldn't imagine anywhere else on Earth where someone could catch jungle rot, get blown up by Charlie, or even killed by your own squad for being a huge piece of shit.
Fucking Cutter. He buried the memory before it could surface. That was one he didn't want to see, not now or ever.
"I suppose that's true." Louise checked her watch. "I'm afraid I have to go. Give my love to Mel for me?"
"Always do," Walters said.
When Louise stood up to leave, Darren took her spot in the booth, sitting across from Walters. He didn't like having his back to the front door, but preferred it to being so close to the law man. Walters added sugar to his nearly empty cup and then held it out. Hannah reappeared with a fresh pot, filling the cup to the brim.
"Need some extra spark today." Walters set his mug down. "Louise has some concerns I would like to address with you."
"Regarding?" Darren knew this job was too good to be true, but still held out hope.
"It occurred to her that she stuck you in a living situation with a woman who eats next to nothing. Last time I checked on Ana, that girl had next to nothing to eat in her pantry. I don't make assumptions, but I'm guessing you still gotta eat." Walters slid a twenty across the table. "This isn't charity, son. It's an advance on your first paycheck."
"I haven't done any work yet." Darren looked at the faded Jackson on the table.
"You're right. But I got a feeling you ain't about to run off with it. And if you do, don't run east. My house is on the edge of town, that's how I knew you were out for a run."
"Just an advance." Daren took the bill and stuck it in his pocket. His first thought had been how many meals he could get for twenty bucks, but it had occurred to him that the money could be used for living expenses. Actual shampoo. Maybe a razor. The government-issue boots he wore certainly weren't in the best of shape. He could even buy some groceries for his new place. "Thank you."
"No, thank you. Louise kept telling me how grateful she was that a soldier would be looking out for her girl Ana. My sister thinks very highly of her. Likes her spirit. Don't do anything to betray that trust."
"No, sir." A plate of food appeared in front of Darren along with some fruit. Before he could unwrap his silverware, Hannah was gone again. The damn woman was a ghost.
"Louise paid for your breakfast today, but you're on your own from here on out. However, you get in a bind, you let me know and we can work something out. I have plenty of work around my house for a strong back."
Darren nodded. Sheriff Walters sat with him until his coffee was gone and then bid him farewell. Darren finished his breakfast and walked over to the library where Louise handed him a long list of things that needed to get done. He went to go get tools to start work, waving at Ana when he walked past her. She ignored him, her face buried in a stack of books.

🕷️🕷️🕷️When Darren walked past her, she felt a tightening in her guts that made her blue blood run cold. It was a sudden urge to pounce, tackling Darren to the floor and biting him until he was erect enough to mate, then fuck until he came inside her. Instinct and safety demanded that she kill and eat him immediately after, a desire that had been built into her genetic code over thousands of generations.
Unlike her sisters, she was curious about the humans they hid from. While her nest had been content to snag a homeless man every couple of days for eating, she was out watching parents tuck their children into bed, or a man kiss a woman for the first time. Humans were a fun curiosity for her, a way of connecting with a father she had never known because her mother had eaten him after mating. Somehow a wire had crossed in her head, and she was unable to see the world the same way her sisters did.
Her curiosity had saved her life. Ana could still hear the screams of her sisters inside the burning warehouse, Glasgow now so many years behind her. Smaller than her nestmates, she had been able to slip away without her mother knowing. She had wandered off to sneak into a dance hall, the sounds of the musician's instruments like a flame to the fluttering moth-wings of her mind. Ana had stayed out too long, and upon her return, she had discovered a large circle of men surrounding her nest. Mesmerized, she watched when they set the warehouse ablaze and waited, blades drawn, for her sisters to flee.
The fine hairs of an Arachne gave them supernatural senses. Tremors in the earth, slight shifts in the breeze, all of these things could be felt and deciphered, mapping out the world around them. However, once those hairs were burned away, they were left only with what they could see in front of them, and the only things her sisters had seen was the intense flames that had been set to entrap them. Blinded by both heat and light, the nest had fled directly into the ambush, chopped into pieces before her eyes.
A lone swordsman had spotted Ana, so she ran. She squeezed through a small crack between buildings, barely wider than a foot, but not before the swordsman managed to cut off two of her legs. The pain of those lost legs had been nothing compared to the agony of returning to the warehouse days later and finding that none of her sisters had survived.
The local authorities had found bodies in the wreckage, but they belonged to the humans the nest had been feeding off of. She wanted to hate the men with swords, to vow revenge, but she had been too smart for that. Unlike her sisters, she had realized as a child that the humans weren't just food to be eaten and bred with. They were living creatures with thoughts and feelings, and they had chosen to get their point across in a most brutal manner. Defeated, she had fled across the ocean, vowing to never again treat man as prey.
However, her biological clock was no longer ticking, but an alarm blaring within her loins. She had experienced bouts before, but nothing quite like this. It was the way of the Arachne, to mate with a human male and build a nest. If the human survived mating, then he would get wrapped up as a snack for the mother to be. It was a survival mechanism that protected them from starvation and discovery, and she knew if she were to find a mate, she could never guarantee her own safety, nor that of her children.
Her mother's nest had been the last. The Crusades had narrowed their numbers dramatically, and the Black Plague had starved them out. The discovery of the New World had allowed their numbers to grow again, but the hunters had found them, eventually using the Civil War as a coverup to ruthlessly hunt them down. Even the native population of Arachne, revered by the indeginous people, had been wiped off the earth.
Their numbers continued to shrink as the world mastered guns and fire until the second World War had driven them nearly to extinction, her mother the sole survivor of experiments done by the Nazis.
Could she afford to start again? If she took a mate, her children would eventually be consumed by the same hunger eating at her now and may lack the foresight to fight it off. It was an internal debate she couldn't win either way. If she mated, she would no longer be lonely, but would become hunted once more. She liked this town and the people in it, liked exploring her own human nature. She could read stories to their children, enjoy breakfast with a friend, things that her spider-half didn't understand.
"Miss Ana?" A child of maybe six handed her a book. Her spider-half saw the baby fat on her cheeks, could smell the hot blood pumping through her veins. Her breath carried the odor of Cheerios and banana and there was a spot on her neck that would be perfect for biting.
"Yes?" Her human-half saw the pigtails, imagined a mother patiently putting them in this morning, teaching her how to read, holding her hand when she was sick, and weeping with grief if she died.
"I found it by the bathroom but didn't know where it goes." The little girl smiled and skipped back over to the Kid's Corner. Ana looked down at the book she had been handed. It was a copy of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea.
"We may brave human laws, but we cannot resist natural ones," she said. It was a quote from the book. She had read it many times on her voyage from Europe to the US, hidden aboard a cruise ship in an unoccupied room while she molted, her legs growing back. Perhaps it was an omen, a testament to her inability to escape her own monstrous nature.
"Fuck you, Nemo." Her voice was low so nobody would hear. She tossed the book onto a nearby cart. Ana wouldn't let instinct get the better of her. She refused. She would continue to hunt small game, live quietly in her church, and scratch out a living she could be proud of that didn't involve feasting on the locals.
"Excuse me, Ana?" She didn't even have to turn around, the smell of him alone setting her senses ablaze. Her wheel squeaked when she rotated to face him, her new roommate. Darren's face was serious now and he held Gary's old toolbox in one hand. The level of sudden attraction she experienced now had nothing to do with his personality or even his looks. She could smell the strength of his very genetic code, the same genes that had helped him develop his lean physique. The sickly smell of the bus stop still lingered, but now his natural scent carried with it the promise of a fast pregnancy and a good meal after.



"Can I help you?" Her voice came out scratchy, the signal from her brain being positively disrupted by the sight of thick pecs through his tight shirt.
"I'm supposed to check out some loose tiles on the roof. Can you show me how to get up there?"
She nodded, pulling keys out of her drawer. Her legs twisted about, powering the gears that would spin her wheels. She led him out toward the main entrance, but turned at the last second into an old storage room she unlocked. It was full of chairs and tables for town meetings and the occasional fundraiser. She pointed to the large ladder on the back wall that vanished up into the darkness.
'There's a hatch at the top with a padlock." She felt like her voice was slurring, but Darren didn't seem to notice anything off. He took a few steps forward and looked up, the fabric of his shirt tightening. He set the toolbox down on the floor, then pulled a ring of keys out of his pocket, searching through them.
"Do you know what the key looks like?" He asked her.
"No. By the time I got my chair up there, I was too tired to open the door." She grinned at her own joke, but Darren remained quiet. "It should be a small one. All the padlocks are the same brand."
"I have a few suspects." He hopped onto the ladder, giving Ana a phenomenal view of his physique from below. His ass pressed tight against the seat of his pants, and her mouth watered.
"I'll leave you to it." She wheeled away, letting out a sigh of relief once she was away. She sat now in the lobby, pretending to check the bulletin board.
This was going to be harder than she thought. She needed to keep her mind on her work and avoid contact with men in general, but specifically Darren. It was frustrating how powerful of a force he had become in her mind in just under a day, a stranger who had come to town and likely wouldn't be missed if he disappeared.
"No." Ana shook her head, attempting to dislodge such murderous thoughts. Even if she were to do it, she suspected Sheriff Walters would do some digging. If she owed any man on this planet anything, it was the sheriff. If he hadn't offered her kindness when he had, she would probably be masquerading as a homeless person on the west coast somewhere. He had given her a safe place to live and she would never forget that. If she could just avoid any unnecessary drama until the urge to breed passed, everything would be fine.
The front door opened, sending in a light breeze which rustled the papers of the board like leaves, the scent of sea salt, honeysuckle and lavender washing over her. She slowly turned her chair around in disbelief. The newcomer smiled, rays of light scattering through her golden curls. She was wearing jeans that looked like they had been painted on and a cream-colored peasant blouse. Ana felt a powerful draw toward the woman, a sexual longing that could only be described as supernatural, which she knew it was. The only reason she could resist in her current state was the fact that sex wouldn't result in any young. In this instance, she was grateful for her natural instincts.
"Oh!" Louise had emerged from the library with some fliers in her hands. "Ana, I didn't know your aunt was coming!"
"It was meant to be a surprise," Emily said, her voice carrying musical undertones. She smiled at Ana. "I was hoping we could have lunch?"
"Take her, take her! I will cover for her." Louise stuck the fliers onto the bulletin board and pulled down some older ones. "Take your time Ana, I'll see you later."
"Of course." Ana glared at Emily. "After you, Aunt Emily."
Emily tossed her hair and walked out the door, holding it open for Ana. Nothing was said while they walked down the street to get to the diner. It wasn't like Ana had anything to eat in her apartment, and she knew exactly what Emily was craving.
The volume in Matty's diminished considerably when Emily walked in behind Ana, her spell immediately cast over the entire establishment. The townspeople all knew of Ana's mysterious aunt, and would likely be talking about her for weeks to come yet again. Hannah led them to a table to the side, removing the chair so that Ana could slide her chair into its spot. Somehow, the light entering through Matty's dirty windows seemed to shine directly on Emily, her very presence a beacon of light.
Emily had no relation to Ana. A few weeks after Ana had arrived in town, she had just shown up, looking for a niece that matched Ana's description. Once alone, Emily had confessed that she knew of Ana's lineage, offering her a place in some home by the east coast where other creatures all lived in harmony.
Ana had politely declined for many reasons. She feared that those who hunted her might put such a place in jeopardy. She also worried that the other creatures in the house may have similar histories, and it would turn into the nest all over again. Emily turned up every eight months or so since then to check up on Ana, but the answer was always the same.
"I'm still happy here," Ana told her. Hannah set down a coffee for Emily and some water for Ana. She didn't bother taking their order—Emily and Ana always ordered the same thing.
"As I assumed you would be." Emily leaned across the table to push a lock of hair out of Ana's glasses. What looked like a loving gesture was actually an inspection. "The glasses still helping with your vision?"
"They are, thank you." Emily had fixed the glasses for her one time when they had gotten broken. Until they were fixed, it had been makeup, long bangs and just keeping her extra eyes closed, which had been super annoying.
"You look pale. Are you getting enough sun?"
"Very funny."
Emily smirked. "I've come with a final offer for you."
"And you know the answer already."
"This is a different offer. I'm leaving the States for a while. There are things I want to check out in Europe and, when I get back, I won't be coming out this way anymore."
"Oh." Now that was interesting. Emily only traveled on monster-related business, and never for more than a couple of days. Ana knew better than to ask for details. "Who's watching the house?"
"Don't worry about that." Emily smiled over her coffee, but Ana saw right through it. Emily could put up a facade that was impervious to human scrutiny, but Ana could detect the subtle dilation of her pupils, sense the shift in her demeanor. This was a woman who would keep her secrets no matter what. "First things first. Those men who burned down your nest years ago. They belong to an organization known as the Order."
Ana felt a chill pass through her body. "The Order?"
"Well, that's their public name anyway. It would be easier to steal artifacts from the Vatican's catacombs than it was to find just this little tidbit out. But yes, they refer to themselves as the Order. And they are part of the reason for my departure."
"How?"
Emily sighed, then set down her coffee. "The Order has been around for a very long time, but nobody has ever heard of them. I was visiting a friend when he brought them up. In loose terms, they are monster hunters. They chase rumors and stories of creatures who prey on humans or otherwise disturb the Balance."
"What balance?"
"The Balance. Merlin sealed away magic from mortals so long ago, but magical creatures were spared. In short, creatures who interfere with mankind in some way."
"And your friend is reliable?"
Emily grinned. "He was being hunted for his starring role in a film that came out a few years back. Let's just say he's gotten better at hiding his enormous footprints."
"Shit." Ana looked around, but nobody was paying them any attention. "Is your friend okay?"
"Oh, yes. He's quite good at getting out of a bind. However, he did mention that one of them carried one of those folding swords you told me about."
Ana shivered. The men with swords had drawn daggers no larger than a kitchen knife. She had watched in amazement as the blade unfolded itself until it was several feet long. A convenient method of transportation, yet somehow solid enough to slice through her sisters.
"That was all I needed to track down the bare minimum. A few years back, a cryptid was spotted around West Virginia that they wanted to get their hands on. Well, it took several of their best members to catch it, and you can't have that many people in one place without leaving a trail for others to follow. As best I can tell, they are rounding up cryptids and either jailing them or killing them. Rumor has it they are tracking something very important in this area."
"I haven't seen anybody new around here." Ana realized what she had just said. "Other than a guy who came in on the bus, but he works for the library now."
"Was he alone? They always travel in pairs." Emily's voice trailed off and she smiled at Hannah, who set a plate of food in front of her. It was a chicken salad with dressing on the side. A ham steak with fried eggs was set in front of Ana.
"Yeah, he was by himself."
"Good. The Order always hunts in pairs. One who fights with a sword, and one who fights with magic."
"Really? They can use magic?"
"Sort of. It's more like..." Emily scrunched up her face, deep in thought. "Hmm. It's like a divine channeling, in a way. The magic they use doesn't belong to them, but they tap into it. Like when a priest casts out a demon by calling on their god."
"I'll keep my eyes out."
"You do that." Emily slid a piece of paper across the table. "And now for my offer."
Ana rolled her eyes, but took the paper and opened it. "What are these?"
"Coordinates. I own a large plot of land in Oregon, land that has been magically shielded. My friend is using it for his stomping grounds these days, away from prying eyes. You see, secrecy is the best weapon against the Order. I'm not worried about dealing with them because I never do anything to show up on their radar. This plot of land is more than large enough for you to live comfortably, out in the open, without fear of humans stumbling through."
"But I would be alone." Ana folded up the paper and stuck it in her pocket.
Emily sighed. "Yes, you would. But you would be alive. Look, I know you. You deserve a better fate than your sisters did. No more wheelchair or magic glasses. You could just... be." She took a bite of her salad, chewing thoughtfully. "This isn't something you have to say yes to. It's just a safe place you can go in case things get dangerous here."
"But what if someone follows me?"
Emily smiled. "I've made arrangements. Like I said, my friend uses that space as well. However, I don't think you two would get on very well. I know how sensitive to smells you are."
"Yes." Ana used her fork to pierce her eggs. They were runny on the inside, and coated her ham with their juices. She ate slowly, savoring the flavor. She tried not to eat human food too often. It could easily fatten up her upper half without providing the proper nutrition for her lower half. Fat spiders were easier to squish. "Does that mean I won't see you again?"
"If you stay here? No, you won't." When she shook her head, her curls bounced off her shoulders. "I'm going to miss the chicken salad. Some of the best I've had." She took another bite of it. "I'll miss you, too. It's been fun having a niece."
"You don't have a niece of your own?"
"Nope. I was an only child. My parents died shortly after I was born. I was a lot like you, growing up alone. The orphanage was okay, I didn't get treated as badly as some of the others. I think that's a little bit why we are kindred spirits." She gave Ana another large smile, one with years of pain secretly hiding behind it.
Ana said nothing, and they ate the rest of their meal largely in silence. When Emily was done, she knelt down to give Ana a hug.
"I know you're doing well, but consider it. Plenty of places for a girl like you to live in and enjoy." Emily tossed her hair again, catching the eye of a few men in the restaurant. "Even if it is as a last resort."
"I will." Ana took the slip of paper from her pocket and held it. "And thank you."
"You're welcome." Emily walked out the door, leaving Ana alone with her thoughts.

🕷️🕷️🕷️"Ugh. How many days have we been out here?" Jeffrey stepped out of the tent, his breath turning to fog and vanishing in the breeze. The sky was growing lighter, dawn quickly on its way. Jeffrey was in a full-body set of long underwear that could hold up to the claws of a mountain lion.
"Two weeks now." Cyrus had the map spread out on the tailgate of the truck, marking their current location with an X. They had seen more of the countryside now than most people who lived in town ever would. They had gone into town twice to restock supplies, and both times Cyrus had called to see if the Oracle still said their quarry was there. Both times had been a resounding yes. "We're running out of places to look."
"She's gotta be hiding in town. You know how they are, they can squeeze down really small and hide almost anywhere."
"Yes, but they still have to eat. There isn't enough food in town to sustain her, not without seriously snacking on some local pets." Cyrus folded up the map slowly, quelling the urge to ball it up and throw it into the fire. "There's a couple more promising leads on here, but we're going to need a different strategy if we're going to find her before she catches on to us and runs."
"Bah." Jeffrey wandered through the tall grass carrying a roll of toilet paper with him. Cyrus frowned, then pulled out his journal, flipping it open to the page he had marked with a ribbon.
"An Arachne requires a regular blood diet of any creature it can catch. Much like an ordinary spider, she will catch her prey in a web and wrap it up for eating later." Cyrus kept coming back to this sentence, but couldn't figure out why. He felt like he was missing something important. He picked up a stick and drew a web in the dirt with a spider next to it, then drew a house around the web and the word food off to the side.
Through the tall grass, he could hear Jeffrey grunting, followed by a machine gun blast of farts.
"This is why you need to eat better," he hollered in Jeffrey's direction.
"Yeah, well, maybe if we had somewhere better to eat..." Jeffrey never completed his thought, grunting loudly behind the trees. Cyrus grimaced at the sounds he was making, knowing he had a point. They weren't exactly eating well out there, they were limited to eating food they had brought with them.
Wait a minute. Cyrus smoothed out the dirt inside the house, then drew several little webs outside of the home. He drew arrows from the word food to the webs. "Hey Jeffrey? How many traps have we seen out here?"
Jeffrey mumbled something, so Cyrus waited for him to come back.
"What did you ask?" He fumbled with his belt, then tossed the toilet paper into their tent.
"Traps. You mentioned that you saw a lot of trap out here for small game. I was wondering if it was possible that she was using more conventional methods to catch her prey. Human methods."
"Hmm. That seems fairly inefficient." Jeffrey looked through the trees. "But it makes sense. Most of them aren't really kill traps. If an Arachne needs blood..."
"Then she catches live prey." Cyrus set out the map. "We should find some of those traps and wait around to see who shows up."
"Sounds like a plan." Jeffrey knelt down next to Cyrus and held out a plastic bag. "Jerky?"
"Yuck."

🕷️🕷️🕷️Ana stared at the clock. It was ticking closer to closing time, but not nearly fast enough. Shifting in her wheelchair, she had to fight the urge to touch herself and take the edge off. It had gotten dark outside, and the last book group of the evening had already left.
Wheeling down the long stacks of books, she stuck books back where they belonged, her eyes constantly going back to the large clock over the main desk. On more than one occasion, she could have sworn that it was moving backwards, time stalling out on her. Her chair clicked when she turned the corner and she ended up clipping the shelf. Rolling her eyes, she returned to the desk for the next stack of books.
Her legs were twitching, the ones she had disguised as human. Even through her thick boots, the movements were visible. She closed her eyes, letting her senses expand a little. She didn't think anybody was in the library, but really didn't need to explain how a paraplegic could suddenly shift her legs around. The movements started as nervous energy at first, but soon turned into something else. The way she was built, she could squeeze her front legs together hard enough that the flesh of her vulva would compress, tickling the thick fleshy nub at the top of her narrow slit.
She resisted the urge for as long as possible, stamping returned books and stacking them up on her desk. She was wiggling back and forth in her chair, her lower half betraying the upper. Her legs tilted inward and then squeezed, her human flesh compressing. Instead of calming her down, she felt her sexual urges go into overdrive.
"Fuck," she muttered, looking around. Maybe she should close up early and rush home. But then what? It was too early to crawl around in the belfry, and she had promised herself that she would only go up at night. Also, Darren was outside fixing some busted brickwork and would inevitably escort her home or want to chat. The last thing she needed was to be around a human male, especially one of breeding age. She could smell the pheromones oozing off of them, threatening to claim the logical half of her mind.
Ana looked at the stack of books around her and readjusted them. She had constructed a small wall between her head and the front lobby. Anybody walking in would be unable to see her right away and it would buy her a couple of seconds to react.
Her fingers were already at the band of her skirt, pushing their way inside. She had little black bumps instead of pubic hair and she rubbed her fingers across them, wondering briefly if she should just quit now while she still could. She could feel the heat and humidity radiating from her groin and let out a sigh.
It was now or never.
She rubbed at the tightly folded skin of her vagina, teasing free the thick, fleshy nub of her clit. Every touch felt like a shock to her entire body. She had denied herself any sexual pleasure since fleeing the nest, afraid that it might trigger her mating instincts. Now that she was here, she hoped that she could take the edge off.
She hissed through her teeth, her legs twitching hard enough inside the chair that the wheels vibrated. Both of her hands were fumbling in her skirt, trying to quell the fire she had just ignited. Rocking back and forth, she couldn't quite get at the right angle.
The flow of air shifted around her, letting her know the front door had been opened. Frustrated, she withdrew her fingers, quickly licking them clean as a pair of teenage boys came around the corner.
"Hi, Ms. Ana." The taller of the two, a boy with brown hair, set a small stack of books on the table. "These books were far out, but I've read them all. Do you have anything like them?"
Ana looked at the paperbacks he had set down. "The Hardy boys? We have something similar. Have you tried reading Nancy Drew?"
The younger boy laughed and the older one scowled. "Nah, I don't wanna read about some girl. I'll just look around a bit."
"Suit yourself." Frustrated, she sat back, the heat in her belly still running hot. She couldn't do anything about it while those boys were in the library. She took the books they had brought and stamped the cards. Sliding the books to the side, she contemplated the stamp she had just used. She used it on a spare piece of paper, making sure all the ink was removed.
What am I doing? she thought to herself, contemplating the thick wooden knob on the stamp. The metal tumblers beneath were fairly small, making the knob the largest part. The teens were toward the back of one of the stacks and couldn't see her. She slid the stamp beneath her waistband, positioning it at the front of her groin. From above her skirt, she was able to push and manipulate it until it was touching her labia. She lifted her hips and pushed it farther in, the knob spreading her apart.



"Nngh..." She bared her teeth, her fingers curling into the hard wood of the desk. She heard the heat kick on, felt the temperature in the room rise, all the while grinding herself down on the knob. It spread her open, but it wasn't good enough. She kept herself busy, going through some of the records, checking papers due for the bulletin board. There was going to be an ice cream social next Friday.
She kept shifting, the knob pushing her even wider. Her eyes kept flitting to the boys who walked over with a small collection of books in their hands.
"Tom Swift. Good find." She took the books and hand wrote the due date in them, then took their library cards and logged them. She forced a smile and watched them go. The pressure shifted in the room once more, imperceptible to a human, announcing that they had left, or that someone else had come in. She waited for several minutes, grinding down on the stamp. Ana felt foolish, her desires outweighing her ability to think.
She put her hand back in her waistband, her finger finding her clit once more. She rubbed herself, her whole body tensing up. Her other hand was on the desk, her nails digging into the hardwood.
Ana fought back a moan, grunting under her breath. She was moving her hips faster now, frustrated at the confinement of the chair. She bit down on her lip, the molten heat inside her unfurling, her stomach muscles suddenly contracting.
The knob slid inside her.
She groaned, her fingers squeezing the desk. She was suddenly full, her vaginal muscles hungrily sucking the knob deeper. Her hips shook and the wheelchair moved back and forth. When she came, her fingers clenched, ripping a chunk of wood off of her desk.
"Fuck," she hissed, staring at the large sliver of wood she had just ripped free. She set it back up on the desk, leaning back in her chair, both her hearts racing. The world seemed a little clearer now, the edge taken off. However, the large chunk of wood in her hand was a problem.
A shift in the air told her that somebody had walked inside.
"We're closed," she announced, looking at the clock. She nearly dropped the wood when Darren appeared from around the small wall she had built. He had either moved very quietly or she was caught up in a post-orgasmic haze.
"Oh, that looks bad." He took the splinter of wood from her and held it against where she had ripped it from. "I can glue that back in place. Did you drop something on it?"
"Uh... yeah." His scent was intoxicating, but she no longer felt the urge to rip off his clothes and fuck him. Currently, anyway. "Could you do that now, actually? It would be a hassle to wait until tomorrow morning."
Darren frowned, lost in thought. "Yeah, I should be able to do it. Won't take me long."
"Great." She nearly forgot to tilt the control stick, her legs already pumping the inner gears, making the chair move forward. "If you could remember to lock up, that would be groovy. I'm not feeling the best."
Darren appraised her. "You do look a little flushed. Yeah, I can do it."
"Thank you." She moved toward the door. Once she had passed through, she made her way home, stopping to pick up her mail. Inside the church, it was apparent that Darren had done some cleaning. It was hard for her to care about the space outside her bedroom, but she was grateful to see that he was doing his best to at least keep busy.
Inside her room, it took a ton of willpower not to rip her way out of her chair. She pulled the stamp out of her vagina and frowned. It was covered in cum and a sticky web-like fluid. That was going to be a bitch to clean off, and she didn't dare put it in her mouth. It reeked of her own pheromones, and she didn't need to spend the afternoon masturbating again, especially when Darren could return any minute.
Darren.
Even the thought of him made her stomach tighten. She knew almost nothing about him, but was very much aware that his idea of romance probably involved fewer legs. She spent the next hour moping about her room and rereading some of her favorite magazines to pass the time. Eventually, Darren returned home and she sank back into her chair. The knock came, like she knew it would.
"Ana? Can I bring you anything?"
"Just a good night's sleep, thank you." And your big fat cock. Her jaw dropped the moment she thought it.
"You sure? Do I need to call a doctor?"
"I'm fine, thank you." She was squeezing one of her breasts through her shirt. She moved closer to the door, the scent of him seeping beneath her door and lighting up her senses. She grabbed the knob and fought the urge to twist it.
"Okay. I'm heading out for a bit. I'll try to be quiet when I get back." She could feel his footsteps through the floor and let out a sigh of relief. She slid out of her chair and then through the hole in her ceiling.
Up in the belfry, away from Darren and the world below, she felt a little like her old self. The cool breeze through the tower helped to clear her mind. She checked her traps and was disgruntled to find that they were largely empty. Snacking on some animals from her reserves, she watched the sun set from her tower, wondering if it was time to move on.
She thought about the slip of paper Emily had given her. Would she find peace in Oregon? Probably. But she would also find crippling loneliness, and it wouldn't help her solve her current problem. How long until she became feral? What would happen to her if she caught a man and forced him to mate.
"Ugh." She tossed the shriveled carcass of a raccoon into a pile of mummified carcasses near her window. The humans thought of her kind as monsters, and how could she ever hope to identify with them if she saw herself as one?
The raccoon carcass fell off the stack and snagged itself on one of her webs. Frowning, she climbed across the gap and picked it up. Her trash pile was getting a little large for her liking. Maybe a nice long walk in the forest would help clear her head. She bundled it up with some of the others and set it aside.
The town fell asleep around her and she hooked the bundle over her shoulder, her eyes watching the street below. Her vision in the dark was more than excellent, and she could pick out a couple of stray animals that wandered nearby. She licked her lips, fighting the urge to make a short night of it. Those strays belonged to somebody, and she didn't need people searching high and low for their missing pets.
She slid out of the tower and was quickly at the edge of town. The extensive woodlands around the place were perfect for her purposes, but first things first. She scouted around for a soft patch of soil, eventually finding one beneath a bush. She quickly dug a hole with the sharp claws on her feet, then stuck the bundle inside. There was nothing left that a predator could possibly want, but she placed a large rock over the pit once she had filled it in. Scrambling up into the trees, she was able to leap between them, covering far more ground this way. From up there, she could spot potential dangers and simply wait them out or flee.
She could also check her traps from up here, and right now, she could tell she caught a rabbit in a snare she had woven. Ana descended from the tree and grabbed the creature, holding it by the scruff of its neck. She bit it once, a venom that stopped its heart quickly. She stood on her hind legs and used the others to wrap it up into a tiny bundle, then bit it again, injecting it with enzymes to break it down, and stuck the package to her back.
A couple of squirrels and a pigeon later, she was far from town when she saw that one of her pit traps had caught something. She landed softly amongst the leaves, her pale skin glowing in the moon's light.
Kneeling down to examine the hole, she saw the small rabbit trapped at the bottom. She stuck her hands around the wooden stakes, trying to grab it by the scruff of its neck.
"C'mon..." she muttered, her stomach growling. Why was she so hungry? She pulled her arm out and was getting ready to make a second go of it when she felt the air around her change dramatically.
Leaping forward, over the trap, she heard the soft hiss of metal through air. Tucking into a ball and rolling forward, she grabbed the base of a tree and scrambled upward. A blast of lightning struck the branches near her hands, and she spun onto the other side of the tree, leaping backward into the night. Several more blasts hit the tree, blowing it apart, but Ana was already on the ground, backing up beneath a bush, her spinnerets moving frantically.
"Damn." A man walked around the tree, his sword drawn. He surveyed the ground, blinking his eyes. "I don't see her and I can't see shit because of the lightning."
She should have smelled him. How had he hidden from her? Even now, he had no scent.
"Be on your guard." Another man stepped around the charred tree. He was holding a small rod in one hand, his other in his pocket. "I thought I had a clear shot, but I guess I was wrong."
"No kidding." The two of them now stood back to back. Ana's eyes had already adjusted to the darkness again, and she moved as slowly as possible. Her body was oozing a dark fluid that solidified against her white skin, forming into a thick, black shell to protect her. It would ruin her mobility and dampen her sense, but she felt that her alabaster skin was her worst weakness right now.
That gave her an idea. She pulled some web from her abdomen, quickly braiding it into a thicker strand of rope. The bundles on her back were a dull white, far more visible than she was now. She kept moving back through the dark litter of the forest, keeping her head low. Scanning the trees, she tied her web to the bundle and threw it diagonally into the branches above.
The men reacted to the sound and moved toward it, unaware of her current position. She moved backward, praying that there wasn't a third attacker, playing out the web as she moved. The bundle had tumbled through a thick patch of branches, barely visible from the ground.
The man with the rod pointed it at the tree, taking careful aim. Ana played with the rope, the bundle moving up and down as she put more distance between her and them.
When the blast of lightning came, she had closed most of her eyes already and was nearly fifty feet away. The bundle was hit and tumbled down through the branches, but the webbing held, and Ana pulled it back up, moving quicker now that they were distracted. She gave the web a hard yank, and more lightning tore into the tree, blasting branches away into the darkness and severing the rope.
"She's falling!" the mage cried, pointing at the bundle. The swordsman was waiting to slice into it when it fell free of the branches, but Ana didn't see the rest. She was immediately up into the trees, jumping across them as the last tree burned and the men yelled. Her carapace was slowing her down, but she didn't dare pull it off yet.
They had come for her, and now they knew where she was. It was the nest all over again, and she was fleeing from the flames of destruction. She jumped from tree to tree, running for over a mile, then finally stopped when she found herself on a cliff above the lake near the quarry. She had fished there several times, but the fish hadn't been great eating, either as a spider or a human.
"Damn." She looked back and could see the glow of the burning trees down the hill, an ominous flame that brought back painful memories. She pulled at the thick carapace that had encapsulated her belly and torso, peeling it away. Fire was the worst weapon against an Arachne because the flames could melt the fine hairs on her body, essentially blinding her to her surroundings. Now that she was far enough away from the ambush, she needed to be able to see clearly to continue her flight.
The black armor was still tacky from having formed from the pores of her skin, and she stuck it to the tree behind her. Moving quickly, she had most of it off when she detected a shift in the air nearby. She tumbled free of the branch just as a beam of light scorched it away, barely missing her.
"Shit."The mage held a different rod this time, the swordsman close behind him. How had they caught up to her so fast?
"You keep missing, Cyrus." The swordsman was moving much too fast for a normal human, moving toward her with his sword drawn.
"I was aiming for her exoskeleton. I didn't think she'd take it off." The rod was pointed straight at her now, starlight being sucked into it in long, sticky strands. "I won't miss again."
Ana scuttled backward, putting small trees between herself and them. The mage held his shot, his arm outstretched. It was going to be close, but she had one last trick up her sleeve. She was busy with some webbing in her hand, folding it like dough and twisting it into place. She had feared that they would track her, but hadn't thought they would do it so quickly.
"You're a crafty bitch, aren't you?" The swordsman smiled, his teeth wicked in the light of the moon. "Not for long, though."
She wanted to say something witty, but that wasn't her strong suit. Instead, her back legs brushed against the edge of the cliff behind her, signaling that she had arrived. When he came at her, she stepped over the rocky ledge and underneath.
"Shit!" She heard him slide against the ground, his legs briefly appearing over the edge. She tried to grab them, but he pulled them back up. "She's beneath us."
"She's trapped." The mage was digging through something, perhaps a bag. Ana didn't feel like waiting to find out what, scrambling down the steep rock face. Her pursuers were trapped on an overhang without a good view of her. Down by the surface of the water, she stepped into its cold depths, shivering.
She spun some new web, picking up heavier rocks to weigh her down. She expanded the thin mesh she had built, sweeping it over her head to capture as much air as she could. The rocks pulled her beneath the water and her air bubble mesh balanced her out about twenty feet down. The pressure in her ears was annoying, so she pinched her nostrils and equalized them.
Arachne were not known for their love of water, but before she had traveled to America on a boat, she had spent a lot of her time learning how to swim and how to survive underwater. On more than one occasion she had been forced to attach herself to the outer hull of a ship, or float down a river with her air supply in tow. She said a silent blessing to the Frenchman who had invented the Aqualung for giving her the idea and to the Diving Bell spider who had taught her how to make her own version from her web.
Beneath the water, she could see very little, but she could still make out the position of the moon overhead. She kicked with her legs, hoping that she was far enough down that she wasn't visible.
A couple minutes had passed when the blast ricocheted off the surface of the water. The lake churned as the cliff caved in upon itself, the giant rocks sending large waves crashing through that spun her about. She clung to her air supply, dropping a couple of rocks and rising toward the surface, then squeezed some air out to drop back down. From previous experience, she should have almost half an hour remaining.
The underwater swim was terrifying. Alone in the dark, she kicked her legs, praying that she would reach the opposite shore unharmed. There was a small cove hidden by the trees that she hoped to luck into, but she had a nagging feeling that she would discover that the Order would be there to greet her.
She smiled in spite of herself. The men of her nightmares now had a name. It was so innocuous, yet sinister at the same time.
She shivered, the cold temperature of the lake sapping energy out of her. If nothing else, it had taken her mind off of mating. Couldn't mate if she couldn't survive, now could she?
The light of the moon vanished behind some clouds and came back again. She prayed that it would stay out just a bit longer. At some point, her legs brushed the murky bottom of the lake. She was near the shore now, but couldn't tell where. She pictured it in her mind, moving to the right. Her pale body would be a dead giveaway if she got too close to the surface.
Suddenly, the moon disappeared. Moving closer to the surface, she saw that she was under something. She tentatively touched it with her fingers and discovered that she was under a blanket of leaves and wood. She surfaced slowly, covered in the wet refuse of the forest. It stank of fire.
She was near enough to the shore to get her bearings. She moved toward the hidden cove, but not before looking back. Whatever they had blasted the cliff with had taken out a large section of the nearby treeline, and the edges of the lake were piled up with debris. The sky was, in fact, perfectly clear. She had mistaken the logs above for clouds.
When she found the cove, she squeezed her sack empty and emerged, dripping and chilled. She clutched a pair of rocks in her hands, ready to go down fighting.
She was all alone. Moving quickly, she disappeared once more into the forest, hugging herself to keep warm.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Darren's eyes snapped open and he sat up in bed. He grabbed for his rifle, only to realize that it wasn't there and hadn't been for over a year.
Where am I? He rubbed the sleep from his eyes. The darkness of the room was disorienting. He was in a bed, so he wasn't back in 'Nam. The bed was too nice for a homeless shelter, and he didn't remember breaking in to anybody's home.
Clicking on the light, his memory solidified. He was in his new apartment inside an old church. He took a deep breath, relieved that Charlie hadn't surrounded him in his sleep, and doubly relieved that his brothers in arms weren't waiting on him either. Dreams of the jungle were always bad, but even worse were the dreams of his squadmates, hands outstretched and calling his name.
I wish the sniper had aimed at someone else. His dad's voice was sharp like a knife, carving the memory into the surface of his brain.
"Fuck you, Dad." He whispered it to himself, afraid to open up the floodgates. These memories were the main reason he couldn't drink away the pain. Too many of his brothers had discovered that booze might dull the pain, but it also gave their inner demons the power to manifest.
A floorboard creaked outside his room.
He was instantly on his feet, moving silently. He pushed open the door of his room and squinted at the light in the kitchen. He was still wearing his pants, he always slept in them, but he was shirtless.
"I'm armed," he said, stepping toward the light. He wasn't, but if that proclamation didn't send a prowler running, nothing would. The clock on the wall in the living room displayed that it was almost three in the morning. He heard the clatter of something hitting the floor.
"You'd better not be." Ana's voice was angry.
He stepped around the corner to find her leaning over the side of her chair, trying to grab the can opener she had dropped.
"Oh, sorry." He knelt down and handed her the opener. "I thought you were someone else."
"Someone you greet with a gun?" She snatched it away from him and turned her chair around. He noticed that her lips had a blue tint and her hair was damp. She held a can of peaches in her hand, her trembling fingers fiddling with the opener.
"I thought we were being robbed, so I lied about the gun. Are you okay?" He put his hand on her shoulder and she flinched away. "Shit, you're ice cold!"
"It's none of your business." The can fell out of her hand. "Fuck!"
"Here, let me help." He took the can away from her and went to his room. He came back and threw his blanket over her, ignoring the odd look that crossed her face. He stuck the can of peaches back in the cabinet and pulled out some soup he had bought and tossed her something from his pocket.



"I don't need... is that tea?"
"Yep." He had tossed her a tea bag that he had pulled from his pack. He had gone on a small trip to buy himself some comforts and the tea was one of them. He pulled the tea kettle from above the stove and filled it with water. "This will heat faster than the soup. I hope beef stew is okay."
"Seriously, I don't-"
"I'll call Louise. You said you were feeling sick, and now you look like you spent the night sleeping outside. And you're wet. Care to explain that one to me?"
She scowled, but he ignored it. He had once picked up a live grenade and thrown it back to its sender, pissing himself in the process. He didn't care that she was copping an attitude.
"I took a bath."
"You're doing it wrong."
Ana rolled her eyes, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose with one finger. "You fixed the hot water, so I made myself a bath. I got too comfortable and fell asleep and the water got cold. It took me a long time to get out of the tub, and here we are."
"Next time, call for help." The water was already heating up. He cracked open the can of soup and poured it into a pot which he then placed on the stove.
"That's not a thing I do."
"Well, it should be. Sheriff Walters told me this morning that Louise wants me to look out for you, and I'm already a little scared of the woman."
His statement made Ana laugh. It was a surprisingly pleasant sound. "She can be a bit scary. But I'm not a cripple and I don't need a nanny."
Darren nodded his head. "I'm sure that's the case. But I often think the only thing that separates man from beast is our willingness to help each other out from the goodness of our hearts." He pulled another tea bag from his pocket and tossed it onto the counter. Rummaging through the upper cabinets produced a pair of chipped mugs that he set on the table. Once the water was ready, he took the teabag back from Ana and set it in her cup. He poured the water in and handed it back. "That'll warm your hands up. Let it steep for a few."
"It smells good."
"It's the stuff my grandma used to make. Brings back memories." He made his own cup and sat across from her at the table. The smell of ginger drifted through the room. "This was what she'd make in the winter. We'd sit at the fireplace and listen to the radio."
"Oh." Ana wrinkled her nose. "I'm not a big fan of ginger."
"That's fine. Use it for your hands if nothing else." He kept an eye on the pot, standing up to stir it.
"Who is we?" she asked.
"My brother Dwayne. We'd go stay with our grandparents on occasion, until they died, anyway."
"Where is your brother now?"
It was an innocent question, but Darren was no longer at the table when she asked it. He was thousands of miles away, watching a large portion of his brother's head disappear in front of him. From far away, he heard himself answer her.
"He died." Suddenly, he was back in the room. "He was in 'Nam with me."
"Oh." Ana sipped at her tea. They were both silent for several minutes, and then she added "I lost my sisters to a fire."
"I'm sorry to hear that." He took the pot off the stove and poured it into a bowl. The stew he had bought just hours ago smelled delicious. He set the bowl on the table and handed Ana a spoon. "You're already looking better. I'll take care of the dishes in the morning, so just get back in bed." He picked up his mug and gave her a wave. "Let me know if you need anything."
He was almost at his door, the world suddenly heavy around him, when she spoke.
"What about your blanket?" she asked, her voice already far away.
"Don't need it tonight." He walked into his room and closed the door. He set his mug down on the window sill and laid on his back, eyes on the ceiling. He focused on the scent of ginger and memories of a decade past, hoping it would keep the ghosts at bay.
When he finally drifted off, they were waiting for him back in the jungle.
I certainly hope you are enjoying this tale. Only 5 chapters left to see what becomes of Darren and Ana.
Please don't forget to rate, comment, or write, I love hearing from you. See you next time!
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The Things in the Dark
Ana sat at the Help Desk, going through the large bin of returns. There had been a nasty cold front with rain lately, which meant business had picked up. She stamped the return date into a copy of A Wrinkle in Time and set it aside. Louise walked by with a stack of books in her arms and a new notice for the bulletin board. Ana watched her pass, then sank back in her chair with a sigh.
It had been two weeks since she had gone out on a proper hunt. Two weeks of misery, forced to hide in her church at night and hopefully catch some passing birds. She had been forced to up her calorie intake in regards to human food, but now felt a bit off as a result.
Eating nearly every day at Matty's aside, her change in diet was causing her legs to cramp inside of the confines of the wheelchair. It wasn't the kind of cramp her human muscles felt. Rather, it was the dull ache of having a fist clenched for too long. Last night it had taken her several minutes just to get out of her wheelchair, her legs locked into place. She couldn't even massage her legs but had instead relied on a super hot bath to try to relax them.
Darren walked past the desk, a massive toolbox in his left hand. The muscles in his arm bulged through the tight fabric of his shirt and she nearly let out a sigh. Her sudden shift in diet had dramatically decreased her sexual cravings, which was an unexpected upswing. Her body was going into survival mode, meaning that even if she bred, she likely couldn't conceive.
Mixed blessings, she thought to herself. She hadn't seen the men who hunted her, but she knew it was just a matter of time before they came snooping around again. Well, maybe. It was her hope that they would assume she had died in the blast. It was all the town had talked about the next day, and several rumors had bounced around in Matty's and at the library. Her favorite theory involved the aliens that had crashed at Roswell crashing their saucer into the lake, but the most common involved some idiots with stolen dynamite.
Close enough. She sipped at her water and let out a sigh. Louise had gone on a diet at least a couple of times since Ana started working for the library. The woman had become an irritable mess for weeks and had grumbled about the wonderful smells that saturated the air around Mattie's every morning. It was like that for Ana now, except it was a the patrons who came in to browse that smelled so delicious, a cruel reminder that she was never more than a couple steps ahead of her own instincts. She already felt that creeping edge of irritability, followed by a strong desire to suck someone dry.
No, she would abduct a pet or something long before hunting down a human. Or even leave town altogether. Now she wondered if she could fake a vacation and move on to safer hunting grounds for a week.
The minutes crawled by, impossibly slow. Her stomach growled, and she fought the urge to lay her head down on the desk. Storytime was coming up in half an hour, and she would be forced to read books to the equivalent of an open box of doughnuts.
Louise screamed out in the lobby and came in the doors, her arms now empty.
"Darren!" She called for him several times before he appeared, his toolbox left behind.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
"We have mice!" The head librarian shook her head violently, a strand of hair popping free of her bun. "I saw a couple of them out in the front lobby. They ran into the storage room!"
"I'll go get some traps." He left, walking out the front door.
Louise sat down next to Ana, placing a hand dramatically on her own chest.
"At least it wasn't a spider," Ana said.
"Close enough. I don't need mice in here chewing up the pages and shitting everywhere." She took Ana's water and drank half of it in one go. She picked up a book and fanned herself with the pages open.
"Please watch the desk, I need to go use the bathroom." Ana moved her chair backward and around the large desk, leaving Louise behind. Once in the lobby, she moved as quickly as she could, wheeling her chair into the large storage room. Darren was looking through the boxes, trying to find the traps.
"Do we only have these kind?" he asked, holding up a large rat trap.
Ana swallowed the lump in her throat. "Yeah." She didn't think he'd find them so fast.
"Hmm." He tossed the trap to the side. "I think I can build something that won't kill them. Not their fault they wandered into the wrong building."
"What will you do with them after you catch them?"
He shrugged. "Release them out in the woods? Let nature deal with them."
Oh, I wish you would. She could smell them now, hiding somewhere in the room, two little cupcakes with tails. "How are you going to catch them?"
"Hmm." He looked around the room. "I could probably bait them with some food. Maybe a box with a hole in the top?"
"They'll just chew through it."
"Shit, you're right."
"I know." She rolled over to an old waste bin and held it up. "If you dump this out, it should be smooth enough on the inside that they can't get out."
"Then how do I get them in?"
"Easy." She pointed to one of the nearby tables. "Lay a toilet paper tube on the edge of the table with some peanut butter in it. They'll fall in with the tube."
Darren fixed her with an incredulous look. "That's... brilliant. I never would have thought of that."
"Uh huh." She was salivating over the idea of being able to snack on a couple of mice. They didn't have much nutritional value, but it would help fill that aching void in her stomach. "There's some peanut butter in our pantry." It was one of the few things she kept on hand because she had used it more than once as a lure. Her webs could hold pretty much anything, but coaxing a creature into them took some work.
"Thanks, Ana." When he smiled, it ignited something in her. Her heart fluttered like a moth to his flame, and she once again noticed the large muscles of his chest and wondered if their offspring would inherit his musculature.
"Yeah, well, just something I read about in a book."
He left, and she debated climbing out of her chair and trying to catch them by hand. There were two of them, running along the back wall beneath one of the shelves. She looked at the trash bin Darren had set aside and let out a loud sigh.
She would wait. With any luck, she could sneak in for a quick bite after he caught one. Hanging her head, she rolled back to the main lobby, licking her lips in anticipation. The light coming in through the windows was slowly vanishing beneath a blanket of grey clouds. She sniffed the air, tasting the sudden shift in humidity.
A storm was approaching.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Cyrus hung up the payphone, his shoulders slumped against the wind and rain. He crossed the motel parking lot and knocked twice before entering his room. Jeffrey was lying on one of the beds, tilting a beer to his mouth and watching the news.
"And?" Jeffrey asked, not bothering to look his way. Cyrus sighed, then took off his coat to hang it up on the rack by the door. He took a seat at the little table by the window, his eyes on the small notebook he had left there.
"They want us to be sure."
"Fuck." For a moment, it looked like Jeffrey was going to throw his bottle. It had been almost two weeks since the incident on the ridge. They had cornered the Arachne, and she had gone over the side of the cliff, climbing along its edges. Cyrus had used an extremely powerful spell to strike the rocks with lightning, expecting to shock the spider into the water indirectly and maybe even drown it.
The spell had gone awry. It had been a difficult undertaking to properly align the storm rod, and he took a huge measure of the blame on his own shoulders. Instead of a cascade of lightning across the face of the cliff, it had all focused on the center, blasting a large hole through the earth and destroying a centuries-old magical item. This, in turn, had triggered an avalanche of stone into the lake, sending a huge wave across the water. He and Jeffrey had spent the next several hours frantically scanning the shoreline for her body. The Arachne feared water, and he hoped she had been crushed beneath the rubble, doomed to rot at the lake's bottom.
The local police had shown up the next day and determined, in their limited knowledge, that someone had blown the damn place up. That had resulted in the feds arriving, making for more lawmen than Cyrus had cared to count. With hesitation, the two had fled to this motel. They had made several calls to the Order asking for instructions, but were then stuck in a holding pattern while the Council deliberated their next move.
"So how are we supposed to be sure?" Jeffrey asked, his gaze fixated on the screen.
"The Oracle has started spouting nonsense whenever it's asked about her, but it won't say she's dead. They said it was like radio interference, as if the Oracle was listening in on another frequency. I hate to say it out loud, but she may have gotten away."
Jeffrey snorted. "Unless she had a submarine under those cliffs, there's no way she could have escaped."
"It's not for us to question their decision. They command, we obey." Cyrus wrung his hands together. "There's something else though. Unrelated."
"Oh?"
"Sir Marcus is dead." Cyrus had barely known the man, but he had been Jeffrey's mentor. Marcus had been a legend among the Knights of the Order, a man whose exploits defied explanation. Little had been said of him recently and rumors of his involvement with a powerful coven of witches had slowly spread through the grapevine. The last story he had heard was that Marcus had stumbled across a highly secretive group and had been planning a raid to capture them all for questioning.
"How?"
"In his sleep. It took them a while to retrieve his body, but when they did, they discovered three tiny holes in his neck, like the sting of an insect. The venom was long gone, but..." Cyrus shook his head. "They think it was a succubus."
Jeffrey stood up, his beer forgotten. When he got to the door, he grabbed his own coat and stepped out into the rain.
"I'm going out," he told Cyrus, then slammed the door. Cyrus watched him cross the parking lot and then the street, heading for the bar that was over there. He checked the clock and noted the time.
He would give Jeffrey a couple hours to cool down and then retrieve him. He couldn't blame him for being angry. If Marcus really had been killed by a succubus, there would be no reprieve for his soul until the thing had been destroyed and sent back to hell. Unless the foul demon decided to destroy it long before then. There was no telling what the demon would do.
Cyrus shivered. Many of his brothers had perished since his childhood, but he always took comfort that their souls had moved on as planned. The idea of an eternity of torment or, even worse its absolute destruction terrified him. Some day, he too would meet his fate at the end of something's claws, or maybe its fangs. Members of the Order rarely died of old age, and those who did tended to be the ones running the show.
Thunder rumbled outside, rattling the thin windows of his hotel room. Opening a bag of sunflower seeds, he sat down at the table and popped a few in his mouth. He worked the seeds around, splitting them with his teeth and setting the shells in the ashtray. He pulled out their map of the woods and gazed over it, tapping the shattered cliffs with his fingers.
Where are you hiding? He drew an X through the lake at the quarry. It was going to be a long night.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Darren stared at the cardboard tube in his hand with a dollop of peanut butter on it. He balanced it on the edge of the table and looked down on it from above to make sure it was directly over the center of the trash can.
"Huh." He pushed the tube back just a little, wondering what the best placement would be. Not wanting to overthink it, he left it as is. He tightened the jar on the peanut butter and pushed it back against the wall. Strangely, Ana had a couple jars of the stuff stored in the back of their cupboard at home. as well.Leaning over the bin, he contemplated the drop. Should he put something on the bottom so the mouse didn't get hurt?
"That looks nasty." Little Mike used his bayonet to push on the edges of the trap. The two boards folded inward slightly.
"Yeah, it does, but is there something else in there?" Dwayne had spotted the trap, and they had gathered around it for a closer look. "These nails don't even look sharp."
"Will that really kill you though?" Hayden tossed in a rock and the boards folded in, the nails slapping together. "I don't get it."
"That's the thing about traps." Cutter spit in the hole between the two boards. "This isn't meant to kill a man, but everyone else he's with."
"How so?"
Cutter knelt down. "Take a whiff boys."
Darren didn't have to. He'd already heard some stories from some of the others.
"Gross." Little Mike covered his nose. "Fuckin' Viet Cong and their nasty shit."
"That's right. Some traps are meant to kill a man, others to maim. This one, though, is meant to create a liability." He used the edge of his knife to scrape the tar-like substance off one of the nails. "They rub their shit on here. You step in one of these, you become a liability to your squad, one way or another. In a firefight, it's far easier to gun a man down when he's trying to drag his squadmate. Outside of fighting, even a scratch can make you horrible sick, maybe even kill you after the fact. Demoralizing."
"Disgusting is what it is. Do they dunk the nails in their own shit, or hover over this with their pants down?" Hayden pried up the boards to reveal that a single spike had been embedded in the ground. Even if the nails missed, that spike would easily pierce a boot and pin someone there.
"Now that's nasty." Cutter grabbed at the spike and yanked it free, then tossed it aside. "Fill this shit up so that none of our boys get stabbed."
"Nobody's getting stabbed today." Darren said, staring into the depths of the trashcan for several seconds before leaving it be. The mouse would be fine, and he would let it go somewhere safe. The library wasn't a war zone, after all, and he didn't need to demoralize anybody.
It was dark outside. Storm clouds had gobbled up any remaining light in the sky, but other than some distant thunder, it wasn't too bad. He watched the rain fall, fighting off another memory. The smell of wet pavement kept him there, kept his mind from wandering to a place of mud and corpses. Inhaling deeply, he set an anchor for his mind, determined not to drift.
There were no streetlights by the library, which meant a dark walk across the street. Instead, he turned his attention to a streetlamp a couple blocks away. He could see the raindrops clearly there, highlighted by the lamp up above. The rain trickled down his forehead and across his face. Turning his head up into the rain, he held out his hands, pretending that they could ever be washed clean of the blood he saw on them every day.
Bright headlights came around the corner, and the car slowed down when it drew near. Darren squinted through the beam and saw that Sheriff Walters was behind the driver's seat. Walter's pulled up alongside him and leaned across the front to roll down the window.
"Don't suppose you'd see clear to do me a favor?"
"I've got time." Darren opened the passenger door and got in. "Where are we headed?"
"A bar out on the edge of town. I got word of a drunk who broke the jukebox and then beat up a couple regulars. Ordinarily I wouldn't ask, but I thought maybe you could be my backup."
Darren frowned. "I don't have to carry a gun or anything, do I?"
"Nah." Walters squinted through the rain. "Just have my back when I ask him to leave. It's just me tonight, but the men he put to the pavement, well, they're far younger than I am."
"I'll do what I can." Darren sat in silence as the town disappeared behind them. He found it odd that Walters would ask a civilian for help, but he owed the man and figured he was probably the most qualified for it.
The windshield kept fogging up, and Walters would turn the defroster on for a few minutes. The car would grow uncomfortably hot, so he would turn it back off again.
"Damned humidity." Walters cracked a window. It wasn't too much longer when Darren could see the lights of the bar ahead. It was situated across the street from a motel that promised a TV in every room. When they pulled up, a few guys were waiting for them outside.
"Evening, Sheriff." They all ignored Darren, but he preferred it that way.
"Evening, boys. 'Scuse us, police business." They walked in together, and Darren immediately walked along the edge of the bar, surveying the scene.
A man sat at the bar with several empty glasses in front of him. Darren was impressed by his ability to remain upright based on the dirty glasses in front of him.
"Are you going to pour me another one, or not?" The stranger slammed an empty glass on the counter hard enough that a crack ran through it.
The bartender shook his head, his arms crossed across his chest. "It's time for you to settle up and go." He locked eyes with Walters, who nodded his head and took the seat next to the drunk.
"I got word of a man smashing jukeboxes on this side of town. You wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you?"
The stranger laughed. "Don't play coy with me, law man. You're here to arrest me for disturbing the peace."
"Might." Walters cocked his head. "Have we met before?"
"Doesn't matter." The stranger picked up a shot glass and frowned when he realized it hadn't refilled itself. He tossed it over the counter where it shattered on the floor.
Walters sighed. "Son, I'm going to ask you once to come with me. I don't want trouble and neither do these fine people."
"I ain't your son, law man." When he turned to face Walters, Darren got a good look at him, saw the intensity in his eyes. This was a man looking for a fight, hoping to unleash some rage on the world. The alcohol had long ago stripped away any restraint, and it was just a matter of time before he exploded.
The drunk spun in his seat, leaning back against the counter to meet Darren's gaze. "Is this your son? Are you law man junior? A chip off the old block?" He squinted, his cheeks bright red. "Nah, you ain't related. No, you're a soldier boy. I can see it in your shoulders, back from the war already, hoping to buy yourself the American dream, a pretty little house with a picket fence, maybe bed yourself a woman who will make you dinner while you work at the factory, pop out a couple of kids for you? Better yet, lie there on her back every night while you try to fuck her, watch you cry when you can't keep it up, let you slap her around a bit and blame it on the war?"
Darren said nothing. This wasn't the first attempt to get a rise out of him and it wouldn't be the last.



"What's the matter, soldier boy? Did I hurt your feelings?"
"Just contemplating how someone dressed a turd up in human clothes and taught it how to talk."
The reaction was immediate, the stranger launching out of his seat. Darren brought his hands up and blocked the first punch thrown his way, amazed at the strength of impact. The drunk took on a boxer's stance and threw out a couple of feeble jabs, but Darren wasn't falling for it.
Walters, however, did. He came up from behind and tried to grab the drunk's wrist, but the man spun around and backhanded the sheriff hard enough that he fell to the ground, his hat sailing across the bar. Walters got his hands up in time to block a kick to his face, but just barely.
Darren put his foot in the back of the man's knee, dropping him low enough to be put in a chokehold. He grabbed the drunk and yanked him away from the sheriff, noticing right away that the man wasn't bothering to struggle. He twisted the man to the side just as the drunk spun in place and nearly caught Darren in the knee with a return low kick, popping free of the hold.
"Ooh, you're fast soldier boy." The drunk's face had hardened into a sneering mask of rage, and he took a casual swing that Darren barely side-stepped. This wasn't some ordinary drunk, this was a man who knew how to fight, and perhaps even how to kill. "Fast enough to run away from Vietnam?"
"I did my time." Darren circled, remembering to keep his hands up. That was a hard lesson he had learned in high school, and an even harder one in the jungle. He could hear Little Mike's voice in his head, reminding him to keep his elbows in. This time, when the drunk swung, Darren countered, smashing his knuckles straight into the man's face.
It was like punching concrete. All of his knuckles popped, pain shooting up his wrist, but he kept his ground.
The drunk stumbled back a step and plugged one nostril to fire blood out of the other. He touched the crimson streak on his lip and held his fingers out to contemplate them.
"That wasn't half bad, soldier boy." The drunk grinned and then moved so fast that Darren couldn't track him. A hard blow to his shoulder spun him around and then he was kicked in the gut, tumbling back into a table.
Darren held his stomach, grunting in pain as he stood. The drunk stood over him now, one hand on Darren's collar and the other raised to knock him out.
"Jeffrey, enough!" This voice came from a man with in a pale grey duster jacket. He stood in the door of the bar, surveying the scene with a calm but concerned expression.
"I'm just having a drink, Cyrus. Fuckers stopped serving me." Jeffrey let go of Darren, allowing him to slide to the floor.
"As they should. We need to go. Now." Cyrus's eyes lingered on Darren and then moved to Walters. "Sheriff, I apologize for my friend here. He just lost a friend in the war and he really isn't himself."
Walters stood up, pain on his face. "Losing a loved one can be hard, but apologies won't fix this place up."
"But money will." Cyrus slapped down a small roll of cash on a nearby table. "And we are leaving now, if he isn't under arrest."
A range of emotions crossed Walters' face, and he finally sighed, his shoulders drooping. He walked over to Cyrus and picked up the roll of cash and tossed it to the bartender. "You reckon that will cover it, Al?"
Al's eyes went wide as he unrolled the cash, adding numbers in his head. "It sure will, Sheriff. Plus some."
"You want to press charges?"
"No, sir." Al stuffed the cash in his pocket and knelt behind the bar. He came back holding an unopened bottle of bourbon and tossed it to Jeffrey, who caught it. "I'm sorry to hear about your friend. Here's one for the road."
Jeffrey gave Darren a mock salute and walked out the door, cracking into the bottle. Cyrus just shook his head and walked across the bar to help Darren up.
"He's not a bad guy, really." Their gazes locked for several seconds and Cyrus nodded. "And I reckon you understand him a bit. It isn't personal."
Darren nodded, but remained silent. He knew exactly how Jeffrey had felt, but something felt off about the whole situation. If Jeffrey hadn't been drinking and Darren had, their fight would have made more sense. What kind of man could get so intoxicated but still be able to toss around two grown men like they were nothing?
Cyrus ducked out the door and Walters followed, standing in the frame. Darren joined him, and they watched as the two strangers got into a white pickup truck and pulled out of the lot.
"Son of a bitch," Walters muttered. "I recognize those guys. They came into town same day you did. Said they were looking for some land to buy."
"Hopefully they decide to move on." Darren got a chill watching their tail lights disappear over the hill. "I get a bad feeling off of them."
"You and me both."
"So why didn't you arrest him?"
Walters shrugged. "Sometimes it's better to let trouble pass you by. He's just a drunk. We get them out here from time to time. Honestly was just planning on letting him sleep it off in a cell, but his friend seems to have his head on straight. Maybe I book him for assault, but unless you want to press charges, I'm fine seeing the back of them."
"Your call," Darren said, looking at where the tail lights had disappeared. Hopefully that really was the last of them. The way that Cyrus had casually thrown down some cash told him this wasn't the first time that he had been forced to bail Jeffrey out.
"You're right, it is. Thanks for coming along. Didn't get hurt too bad?"
"No." He rubbed his stomach. "Just got the wind knocked out of me." He didn't mention how bad his hand hurt. There was a right way and a wrong way to land a punch, and he figured he had simply hit at a bad angle.
"C'mon, son. Let's get you home." Walters led the way to his car, and they both got in.
Headed back into town, Walters made plenty of small talk. Darren made sure the talk stayed small, his mind drifting back to the moment he had smashed his fist into Jeffrey. His knuckles were throbbing with pain now, and he made sure to keep his hand hidden from the sheriff.
Once home, he waved farewell with his left hand and went inside the house. There was no sign of Ana, and her door was closed, the light off. He pulled some ice out of the freezer and wrapped it in a towel before placing it over his hand. Wincing, he examined the damage.
It hadn't hurt at first, but now his whole fist was swollen. Grateful he could still bend his fingers, he figured it was a hairline fracture at worst, and maybe also a couple of sprains across his fingers. There wasn't much to be done for it except to take some aspirin and hope the swelling went down in the morning.
He ate a quick can of soup. He wasn't particularly hungry and thought about getting up earlier than normal for a run. There was something about how peaceful the world seemed first thing in the morning, but even more so after a good rain.
He opened the door to his bedroom and frowned. The humidity from the storm had gotten trapped inside, making it feel hotter than it should. He left his bedroom door open just a crack and took off his boots, leaving them upright next to his nightstand. Taking a deep breath, his shirt came off next, and he turned off the light, his eyes on the dark ceiling.
When the shadows moved in to hover over him, he already had his eyes squeezed tight, his fingers clutching his dog tags like a talisman against the dark.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Between the rain and the lack of adequate lighting, Ana could have easily walked across the road to the library and not been spotted. However, she erred on the side of caution and crossed in her wheelchair, using her key to let herself in.
The inside of the library was like a tomb at night. The only sounds she could hear were the distant rumbling of thunder and the soft pitter patter of rain on the roof. However, when she allowed her senses to expand, she could now hear the steady dripping of a water leak somewhere on the roof, and even the rush of air through a loose pane of glass somewhere in the library proper.
She could also hear the delicate scratching of nails on concrete. She cocked her head sideways to hear better, then locked the door behind her. When her wheel squeaked, she heard the scratching stop.
Something much bigger than a mouse was in the library.
Pulling herself free of her chair, she moved silently along the stone wall. Long ago, she had learned to tell the difference between actual brick work and a facade. Primarily, the difference was that a facade would rip itself free trying to support her weight, and she had sported a pretty nasty bruise for weeks as a reminder of that particular lesson.
The scratching resumed, and now she could hear the sound of a tongue licking something, the rich smell of peanut butter in the air. The door to the storage room was just ahead, but she pushed up on one of the ceiling tiles in the dropped ceiling and moved across the space above the door.
Climbing even higher through a narrow gap, she was now on the rafters above the second floor. Moving from beam to beam, she positioned herself to look down on the entire room. There was the damp smell of water and fur down below, and she could smell the creature's breath.
Just beneath the table, a very wet raccoon was picking its way through pieces of broken glass, greedily gobbling up the peanut butter on the floor. Apparently Darren had left the jar there, and her best guess was that the raccoon had let himself in to avoid the storm.
Surveying the room, it didn't take long to determine by the air currents that the raccoon had come in through a loose air vent on the floor level. Smiling to herself, she quietly descended, careful to avoid touching the surrounding shelves. Once by the floor, she quietly pulled the vent off and started building a funnel inside of the duct. The raccoon happily slurped up its snack while she tucked the web into place.
Satisfied with her handiwork, she maneuvered around toward the other side of the room, carefully watching the creature below. Satisfied that there were no other exits, she tumbled free of the ceiling and landed on all eight legs.
The raccoon stood up and hissed, holding a gob of peanut butter in its hand. However, once it saw Ana, the stench of fear flooded the room and the raccoon bolted.
Truthfully, she could probably catch it, but didn't feel like getting bitten and scratched. She maneuvered herself around the room, and it predictably moved toward the vent. Once it was close, she made a series of hissing noises to scare it farther. In its haste, it didn't notice the webs in the vent until it was too late.
It thumped around, trying to free itself of the webbing when she grabbed it by the tail and dragged it back out. It bared its teeth at her, but its legs and hands were trapped against its body. She started the process of wrapping it, finding a couple of good places to bite it and let her poison go to work. Once it had gone still, she hastily bundled it up, sticking it to her backside. A thorough cleaning of any leftover webbing in the vent erased any trace of her presence, and she walked out the door and back to her chair.
The trip back home was uneventful, and she made haste for her haven above the church. The raccoon was the first proper meal she would eat in days, and she struggled with waiting for the enzymes to take effect. When she had bitten the raccoon, she had injected it with a special blend that would still take a couple of hours to properly kick in.
She busied herself by checking the traps in the belfry, just in case. The storm had sent a few birds scrambling for shelter, but none of them would make quite the meal that the raccoon would. Still, she set to work bundling them up and storing them away for consumption later.
Down below, she could hear Darren shifting in his bed. He was saying something in his sleep that was lost to the walls of his room. Hovering silently in her web, she watched the cocoon carefully, touching it every few minutes to see if it was ready. Too early and most of the meat would go to waste.
Patience had long been one of her strengths, but she was just so fucking hungry right now. Her mouth was full of saliva, and she tried to distract herself for just a bit longer by unspooling a bit of webbing and making different patterns from it. It was a game some children had taught her, but she had no idea the what purpose it served. After manipulating the patterns for a while, she tried her own variation on the game and deftly tied a few knots while flipping the webbing around.
It was a primitive picture when she was done, but it clearly looked like a butterfly. Or maybe even a moth. The scent of the raccoon drifted across her nose and she dropped her toy and licked her lips. The smell was unmistakable, and she knew her meal was ready to eat.
Her fangs popped out again and she bit through the tough webbing and savored the sweet taste of fresh food. Taking her time to savor it, she squeezed the bottom of the cocoon upward, drinking as she went.
By the time she was done, her stomach bulged out slightly and the various cramps across her body had disappeared. Picking a spot near the belfry, she hung upside down from a thick thread. The wind from the storm caused her to rock from side to side, and she wanted nothing more than to let it lull her to sleep. However, it now sounded like Darren was having a conversation with somebody, and the last thing she wanted to do was doze off with someone else in her house.
The storm outside had mostly passed, but a light drizzle continued to fall. Using a cup she kept in the belfry, she extended it out into the rain and let it fill. Drinking fresh rainwater made her long for simpler times and sleeping in trees. Being unable to hunt made it hard to nourish her body, but being able to extend her legs and roam the forest made it hard to nourish her soul.
Sighing, she put the empty cup back and stashed away the raccoon carcass. Once the hunters left, she could have those things once again. Without any way of knowing when they left, she would have to be extremely careful for the foreseeable future.
Her hunger satiated, she crawled down from the belfry and back into her room. Darren's voice was coming through his wall, but so was another. Freaked out, she squeezed back into her chair and opened the door, wheeling out into the hall.
"Darren?" she asked, looking at the door to his room. It was open, so she approached, her wheel squeaking again. When a cry came from the doorway, she stopped, holding perfectly still for several seconds.
Another cry came from him, and she pushed the door open.
"Darren?" she asked.
He was on his bed, sweating profusely. Occasionally he would flinch, muttering angrily into the dark room. Ana remembered that Darren had told her he slept poorly and wondered what manner of thoughts were currently haunting him. When he spoke, his voice would alternate back and forth between normal and a tense, growling version of himself. He was having a conversation with someone in his dreams and, apparently, it sounded like he wasn't winning.
Suddenly, the smell hit her. She couldn't help but suck it in and feel it permeate her being, a sudden compulsion that caused a tingling sensation to spread throughout her legs. They twitched in their confined space, causing her wheelchair to shake.
"Ah shit," she whispered, her brain no longer in control of her body. The wheel of her chair squeaked when she approached his bed, her hearts pounding. Darren muttered something about a pit, then turned his head away from her.
She wanted to leave, but every fiber in her body screamed one word.
Breed! He was right in front of her and easy prey. If she wanted, she could bite him to get him hard and fuck him until he blew his load inside of her, then eat him later as her eggs developed.
"No!" Darren's shout startled her, and she backed away, shaking her head.
"I refuse," she whispered, her hands moving to the front of his pants. Her arms hovered over his body, but her fingers trembled. She wouldn't eat him, she couldn't. It wasn't right!
She took his hand instead. Almost immediately, he went silent, his mouth opening wide to breathe in the night air. He muttered a few more times, then tilted his head back toward her.
He was in perfect shape. For whatever reason, he slept without a shirt on tonight, and her fingers traced the tight bands of muscle in his arm. Stealing across his shoulder, she was now touching his pecs, and then his stomach. Turning his head once more, a pair of dog tags rustled beneath him, then went silent once more.
"I should go." The words held no power over her body, and she suddenly realized that this was the first time she had ever touched a man's bare midriff before. A strange budding sensation filled her stomach, and her hands traveled even lower to squeeze his legs through the fabric of his pants.
She willed him to wake up, to chase her out of his room, but she also wanted him to stay asleep, to let her explore. What harm was another few seconds, or even minutes, in the grand scheme of things? Moving her hands along his upper thigh, she squeezed something else.
Oh god. His mutterings had ceased, and now she couldn't take her hand off of the soft cock she had just discovered. It had cast a spell on her, and try as she might, her hand would not let go.
She squeezed it a couple of times and could sense the sudden flow of blood to his member. It grew stiff beneath the fabric of his pants, filling the space in her palms. It was thick, and very long, or at least she assumed so. That rational part of her reminded her that she had no frame of reference.
"I really should go." These words did her no good either, and she almost cried out when her hands betrayed her by undoing the top of his pants and carefully sliding them down. She could see the thick nest of his pubes first, the sweet aroma of his arousal making her mouth water in anticipation. The fangs that hid behind her human teeth extended, but she forced them away. There would be no venom, no paralysis. She would tuck him away and leave.
But she couldn't. Every second she held onto his meaty cock, the hypnotic effect became worse. The world faded away, gobbled up by the darkness in the corners of her vision. Beneath her thumb, she could feel his heartbeat, every pulse drawing her in.
She gave it a couple of strokes, promising herself that she would stop. The heat of it radiated through her body, her stomach fluttering wildly. A throbbing in her abdomen matched tempos with Darren's heartbeat, and she let out a little whimper when a tiny drop of pre-cum dribbled across the head of his cock.
Panting, she lowered her head, the rational part of her brain screaming to stop and walk away before he woke up. Instinct had the upper hand, however, and she just had to know how it tasted.
Her tongue flicked out and licked up that solitary drop, and blood rushed to her loins. Her spinnerets were frantically producing webbing on their own, her body ready to tie him down and take what was rightfully hers. However, she remained in her wheelchair, focusing instead on the bouquet of flavors that now danced across her tongue.
He tasted of sunshine with just a hint of spice. With another lick, she somehow knew that their offspring wouldn't just be strong, but smart as well. A flood of information overtook her, and she needed to know more, to feel more.
This time, her lips stretched wide to accommodate the head of his dick. Her lower half trembled, the wheel on her chair squeaking in response. She convinced herself that they couldn't mate yet, she needed to know more, to feel more. He took up so much space in her mouth that she now pumped him slowly, hoping to squeeze out a few more drops.



He moaned quietly, causing her to stop. His cock flexed in her mouth a few times and she resumed her pace, the speed of her strokes gradually speeding up. Her free hand rubbed the spot just beneath his balls, pushing inward to massage something. She had no idea what she was doing, but instinct demanded it.
Her mouth broke contact with his cock, a sticky string of saliva connecting them.
"I'm really sorry about this," she whispered, then sucked him into her throat once more.

🕷️🕷️🕷️The jungle stank of rotting sewage, the smell making his eyes water. He was on his back, hidden beneath a canopy of leaves. The vision in his left eye was obscured with blood and pieces of Hayden.
A pair of boots appeared in his field of view, and then another. They were speaking Vietnamese, and he could see the barrels of their guns hanging just below the leaves.
"Do you think they know what you did to Cutter?" A large beetle on a rock nearby wore Little Mike's face. It rocked back on its shell and broke open a candy bar. "Maybe Charlie is coming to give you a medal for it."
"Shh," he told the beetle. The Vietcong stood even closer now, and for some reason they were larger than before, their bodies distorted. The boot closest to him was easily eighteen inches across, and the soil around the bushes was littered with human bones. For some reason, there were now five boots, but he didn't dare look up.
Never look up!
"How many times did you stab him?" Beetle Mike asked, his mouth full of candy bar. "There's no way it wasn't personal."
Darren scowled, but held his breath. For some reason, he could hold his breath forever if he wanted to. The jungle did all the breathing for him, the leaves swishing back and forth over his head. Distant gunfire was followed by screaming, and he wanted to close his eyes and pretend he was home, in his own bed, but his eyelids were somehow invisible. Even when they were closed, he could still see those boots on the ground nearby.
A sixth boot appeared from above, as if a one legged soldier had descended from the heavens above.
"I lost count after ten. But that's because God never intended us to count past ten. Otherwise, why not give us more fingers for it?"
"Shut up." He flicked the beetle into the bushes and heard it bounce off of something. A serpent emerged from the brush wearing Hayden's face.
"We need to do something about Cutter," he said, slithering onto Darren's chest. Those words were forever burned into his brain; it was the start of a conversation that had ultimately resulted in the rest of them getting killed.
"Cutter's already dead. I killed him, remember?" His memory of the event was fuzzy, but he could now smell diesel somewhere out in the jungle.
"It's hard to remember things when you're a snake." Hayden hissed and slid out of the brush. A seventh boot descended and crushed the snake into a pile of ash that blew away. The Vietcong were quiet now, their feet facing in different directions. In the distance, a fire had been started, the smell of burning wood and flesh now flooding the leaves.
The jungle vanished behind a cloud of smoke, but Darren didn't worry. After all, he could keep holding his breath forever. He scooted himself backward, hoping to do so unnoticed. Something about the way those feet were placed troubled him to no end, and he fought the urge to look up.
Never look up!
"Darren?" It was his brother, his best friend, calling to him from the murk. "Darren, I can't see you. Where are you?"
A cold sweat broke out on his forehead, and he kept his eyes forward. He so desperately wanted to answer his brother's call, but a part of him told him that his brother had died, too. This was the part of the dream he couldn't handle, seeing his brother's face torn apart, his voice emanating from a hollow skull.
A hand grabbed his leg and yanked, pulling him into the leaves. He let out a scream, and then the feet were all around him, kicking and stomping. He was launched out of the brush, tumbling across the ground and losing his rifle. His helmet came off when he landed on his back, and the Mike beetle landed on top of it, still holding its candy bar.
"God never intended for us to fight this war, you know. You know how I know?" Beetle Mike licked chocolate off his fingers. "Because God doesn't give two damns about this place. It would be better to burn the whole place down and start over new."
"Fuck you." He drew his pistol and fired it at the beetle. When the gunsmoke cleared, the beetle was still there, but the helmet was now a skull, staring back at him forlornly.
Gasping, Darren looked away, his eyes going to the sky. The smoke up above had become the faces of his squadmates, judging him with hatred. Hands sprouted from the soil and held him in place as the monstrosity stepped into view.
The seven legs were nearly six feet long with multiple knees, giving the creature the appearance of a mutant daddy long legs. It's body was an angry, bloody looking meatball that spun in place to reveal an angry mouth full of teeth.
The apparition stepped on his chest, pinning him in place. He gasped in terror, staring at that wicked mouth as it opened up to reveal a face. It was Cutter's, his eyes dead and his mouth hanging open.
"It's demoralizing," he said, and then his face twisted into Jeffrey's. "I guess you weren't fast enough after all."
Jeffrey stomped on him and the ground beneath him cracked and broke apart. When he fell, the giant boards around him snapped together, the spikes just missing his body. The one beneath him, however, didn't.
He fought to get free. The pain was intense, but also far away. Jeffrey's face turned back into Cutter's, his dark eyes contemplating the soldier who had fallen into his trap.
"Fill this shit up so that one of our boys doesn't get stabbed." The feet all started kicking dirt onto him now, and the breath he had been holding suddenly exploded from him. He had lost the ability to hold his breath forever, his lungs crying for air, but his mouth filled with dirt every time he opened it. Coughing, he tried to climb out, but the large feet kept piling the warm soil on top of him.
"Soldier boy, soldier boy." Jeffrey's voice taunted him from above as his vision grew dark.
Darren opened his eyes, his heart pounding in his chest. The sounds of the jungle had faded, but an unfamiliar heat remained. Someone else was in the room with him, holding him down.
No, not holding him. The intense sensation of his balls pulling into his body made him groan, his hands balling up the sheet beneath him. Muscles trembling, his brain attempted to take in this new information. Sex wasn't something he had time or energy to think about, but his body had still gone through the trouble of producing all that jizz, and now somebody was trying to suck it out of him.
He lifted his hips, another groan escaping him. The stranger was frantically gobbling him up, letting out tiny mewling sounds that told him it was a woman. Every second brought his brain closer to Earth, filling in the details of his life. He remembered the town first, and then Matty's diner. The fight he had had with Jeffrey, and his busted hand. Had he gone home with a barmaid? No, he couldn't have. Walters had given him a ride.
He had never really had his dick sucked, or not well anyway. A girlfriend in high school had tried it and spent most of the time just licking the tip. Hayden had offered to pay for a hooker in 'Nam, but he had heard too many tales of crotch rot to take him up on the offer.
However, he could tell that this blowjob was different. It was frantic, maybe even desperate. The cute, mewling noises of the woman in his lap were eager, and the suction was tremendous, his cock harder than it had ever been in his life. Her hands did some of the work, but the rapid bobbing of her head was doing the rest.
With every moan, his cock vibrated just a little. His eyes nearly rolled back into her head when he felt her swallow a mouthful of spit. She kept going, oblivious to his awakened state.
It didn't take long before that familiar tug in his groin expanded down his legs and he let out a growl of his own, hot semen now flowing into her mouth. The head of his cock was being squeezed by the back of her throat, so he grabbed her by the hair, forcing her further onto him to catch the rest of his load. She gagged, but continued sucking, the sound loud enough that he could hear it. Letting out a final grunt, his orgasm subsided, and she let out a moan, drinking it down. When she was done, she licked him clean, a desperation in her actions that made no sense.
He lifted his head to see who it was, but his eyes caught the glint of metal and wheels in the minimal light that had come in the door. His face frozen in shock, his eyes met Ana's when she lifted her head. Her expression was hungry, and her dark pupils had gone so wide that he felt like the whites had long ago vanished.
"Ana?"
When he said her name, it broke the spell. As if realizing where she was, she let out a panicked squeak and tried to escape, somehow causing her chair to tilt dangerously in her effort to turn around. He watched her go and heard her bedroom door slam shut behind her. He was tempted to follow, but to what end?
Puzzled, he let out a deep sigh, wondering if it had just been a dream. The night was still young and nothing seemed to make sense to him anymore. Catching his breath, his dream was officially forgotten, the sudden release of his orgasm having driven away the dark.
Exhaustion, however, rushed in to claim him once more. Lying there in the stillness of the night, he closed his eyes, bracing himself for a new rush of dark memories.
They never came.
I really hoped you enjoyed this chapter. I spent a lot of time trying to figure out how Darren works, and the dream sequence was a difficult thing for me to write. Not so much technically, but I did speak with a lot of veterans about life after the war (specifically Vietnam) and it was tough hearing about how so many of them have worked hard to adjust to normal life since then. I really hope I did it justice.
Okay, heavy stuff aside, thank you so much for reading this, and I hope you have an awesome day! Take care of yourselves, Lit community, and don't forget to rate, review, and treat yourself to something nice!
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Basic Instincts
Darren's feet slapped the cool pavement, his breath tight and controlled. The sun was just rising above the treeline behind him when he arrived at the edge of town, staring at the long road that vanished over the hills. Farmland for several miles, and then plenty of forest behind them.
His mind slipped back to the events of the night before. Upon rising, he had wondered if the whole thing had been a dream, but his cock had spilled the truth. His crotch was a sticky mess that had necessitated a pre-run shower to rinse off. Marveling at the odd elasticity of the fluid, it had also occurred to him that perhaps it had been a wet dream, a fantasy intense enough that he had blown his load.
However, Ana had been up early too, and the look on her face as she rolled back to her bedroom and slammed the door erased any doubt in his mind. For whatever reason, she had attempted to suck him dry. Part of him wanted to be upset, but another part was flattered. The two emotions had been at war with one another for most of his run, but had finally been stamped out by a feeling that had smothered away the flames of both.
With every beat of his feet on the road, his eyes had taken in the life that surrounded him. He had captured an image of every bird, squirrel, and stray cat he had passed, his eyes lingering appreciatively on flowers, bushes, and even the trees. Every morning, he took his daily run, his legs powered by the fear of the phantoms behind him, pressing ever forward with the intent to escape his past.
However, today had been different. With the crest of every hill and each turn in the road, he had been hungry to see what was ahead. He no longer felt like he was running away from something, but rather toward something else, a thing that had far more promise.
He was no stranger to blowjobs, and had gotten laid more than once since coming home, but this had felt different, more primal somehow. His brain tried to break down this odd flood of endorphins running through his body, but he decided to ride it out. Tomorrow could be different, and misery would likely find him once more, but he chose to enjoy this morning's sunrise and embrace the beauty of the world around him.
Ana. Why had she done it?
He had been under the impression that she didn't care for him much. Was she secretly a sex freak? Was it a kink for her? Did she actually like him? He hadn't allowed himself the luxury of considering her a sexual being, but it occurred to him now that the wheelchair wasn't some magical damper that prevented her from pursuing such things. Clearly she didn't allow it to hold her back from living her life.
Maybe there was a lesson there. It was stupid, but somehow she now occupied his mind in a much different way than before. He had given her plenty of distance, but now wondered what it would be like to get to know her better. There was something there worth exploring, especially if it meant taking his mind off of the darkness of the jungle.
His stomach growled. Turning around, he began the long jog back to town, his thoughts stuck on Ana. He caught brief glimpses of his squadmates peering out at him from the trees, their faces marked with paint, blood and dirt. Instead of chasing him, they simply let him be.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Ana contemplated the clothes she had put out on her bed. Her immediate impulse had been to flee in the night, but she had nowhere to run. If she were to disappear, it would immediately arouse suspicion, and Darren would likely become the number one suspect. They would search the church and discover her web, which would bring down the wrath of the Order down on her heels. There wasn't enough time to cover her tracks and flee, it would have to be one or the other.
Which led her to her current dilemma. She had accumulated belongings in her time here, objects she felt she was unable to leave behind. Her human side had become soft and sentimental, her many years on the run now too far behind her. On the one hand, she wanted to abandon that humanity and rely solely on her instincts to flee. Unfortunately, her instincts now demanded that she mate and feed. Upon seeing Darren this morning, she barely fought off the urge to rip free of her chair and assault him, carrying him to her lair to fuck him until he was drained, and then eat him.
Never had her two halves been so far apart in their desires. For the first time in a long time, she had gazed upon her lower body in disdain for what it was. She wished that she had been born one or the other, but not both. Or maybe even been born with a mentality similar to her sisters, one that wasn't bothered by the need to see humans as more than food.
Slipping into a pretty red top, she picked a matching tartan skirt and fastened it around her waist before squeezing back into her chair. Her front legs were already in stockings, and she shoved a pair of shoes over her feet. A feeling of anger bubbled up inside her, an irrational desire to smash her wheelchair and flee into the forest.
"Stop it," she growled, adjusting her glasses. She hated how the world dimmed around her when she put them on, hated being confined to this chair, hated—
The back door opened and closed, the draft squeezing in under her bedroom door. Heavy footsteps came down the hallway, and the sweet scent of Darren's perspiration filled her head, making her both horny and hungry at the same time.
"Ana?" He knocked on the door. "Can we talk?"
Scowling, she backed away from the door. "About what?"
"Um... last night." His voice was muffled by the wood of the door, but she could almost taste him now, her senses alive as if she was mid-hunt. "I'm not mad, if that's what you're wondering."
"Hah. Why would you be mad?" Her chair rattled beneath her, but she took a deep breath to calm herself.
"Look, maybe it would be less awkward if we... would you like to go to breakfast with me?"
"I..." She didn't want to go to breakfast. Her breakfast was already talking to her and was just feet away. If she opened that door, she could have everything her heart desired right now, no web required. Pull him in for an embrace and bite him, watch his eyes roll back in his head as his nervous system shutdown.
"Meet me at Matty's in fifteen minutes," she nearly shouted, her mind fighting her body. "And take a shower first, you stink!"
"You can smell that?" She heard him sniff loudly. "Yeah, I'll meet you there in fifteen." His footsteps receded, and he went into his own room.
Holding her breath, she wheeled through the house and outside where his scent wasn't so overpowering. Matty's was a perfect place to be right now. Even her instincts would agree not to make a scene, preventing her from attacking him in such a public place. Right now, she needed her mind and body to work in tandem, to be a functional unit again.
The songbirds made her hungry, and she gazed longingly at a lazy rabbit that regarded her from afar. Maybe she would try to find it later tonight and suck the brains out of its head.
"Mmm." She shook her head, focusing on the diner coming up. Hannah was already holding the door for her when she arrived.
"Where you sittin', hun?"
"Table for two please." For just a second, it felt like the whole diner had heard her, the volume dipping just a little. "My roommate is joining me," she said, as if attempting to clear up any suspicion. Other than Louise or Emily, she never ate with company around.
"Sure thing." Hannah took her to a table at the back and removed one of the chairs.
She wheeled into place and stared at the menu that had been left there. "Can I get some water?"
Hannah nodded. "I'll come back for your order once Darren gets here." She vanished into the kitchen and reappeared with a glass of water and a large cup of coffee, which she set down across from Ana.
Ana didn't like coffee. The caffeine gave her the jitters and then made her sick to her stomach. Even so, the aroma was immediately familiar, and she realized that she had smelled it on Darren, that thick, bitter scent that emanated from his pores.
When he walked in, he was wearing a pair of jeans that looked brand new. It was the first time she had seen him in anything other than those fatigue pants that he wore every day. Their eyes met, and he casually crossed the restaurant, his thick arms bare in a white tank top. When he sat down, she realized she could see every muscle in his belly through the thin fabric.
Her legs twitched, and she felt her groin tighten up before becoming damp.
"Thank you for meeting me." He gave her a nervous grin and then noticed the coffee in front of him. Wrapping his fingers around it, he sat for a bit and absorbed the heat into his hands.
"New pants?" she asked.
"I bought them at the end of my first week here, but hadn't worn them. Decided my other pants were overdue for a good soak." Lifting the coffee to his lips, he inhaled the aroma deeply and sighed. "I have a confession to make."
"Oh?" Ana leaned forward to hear it, but then away when Hannah appeared. She quickly jotted down their orders and vanished.
"She could have been Special Ops," Darren mused. "I've never seen anybody move like she does."
"You were saying?"
"Oh. Right. Look, I'm not super good with people. I can be polite, and I can be quiet company, but I think we both know that I'm a square peg in a round world. I've got too many edges now, if you catch my drift. So, about that thing that happened... I don't want to spoil anything."
Ana blinked, trying to figure out what he meant.
"This place is the first place where I've felt welcome in a long time. And I don't know if last night was a one-time thing, or if you want something more. I know we aren't close, and I don't know that I'll ever be able to be properly close with another person, but here it is. I'm not going to make a big deal about it if you don't."
"I don't understand." She shook her head, then pushed her glasses back up her nose.
"What I mean is that if it was a one-time thing, maybe you got drunk or whatever, I'm not gonna pester you about it, or become a problem. And I'm definitely not going to tell anyone."
"It was a one-time thing." She crossed her arms, happy that he was willing to let it go so easily. "And yes, I was quite drunk."
"I see." He looked disappointed at first, but it faded. "When I was out running, I thought about what it might mean if you did. We don't know each other very well, but that doesn't bother me much. You've got your story and I've got mine. I'm still struggling to come to terms with the man I became while I was... anyway, that made me wonder if you were struggling with some issues of your own. Maybe last night was the result of some pent-up emotions, or curiosity, or whatever. I was just going to say that, if you wanted more than just that one time, then that would be okay, too."
She almost laughed. "Oh, so it's okay if I want to do it again? Yeah, you're really taking a bullet for me, aren't you?"
She regretted it the moment she said it. A dark look crossed his face and then faded away.
"What I mean is that maybe there's more you want out of life. Not just physical stuff, but even someone to talk to, or to just be with."
"Are you asking me out?"
"Kinda." He sipped his coffee, his left eye twitching. "I... look, since last night, I've felt... I was having a bad dream."
"Yeah, you were."
"I always have them. It's just a matter of how much of it bleeds through. But after you, uh, came in my room, I slept really well. And I still feel good. I never feel this good."
"Like you're high or something?"
"No. More like I'm relaxed. Like the war is finally off my mind. I know it'll come back, but even just having the fog lifted for the day allows me to remember how good the sunshine feels." He set his coffee down and smiled. "It feels damn good to feel the sun."
She frowned. That was likely a mild result of her venom. She hadn't bitten him, but it had still gotten into his system. Despite living with it her whole life, she really had no idea what her venom was supposed to do. That, and she did know that there was a variant for mating. Couldn't have your future dinner too terrified to get a boner, after all. She vaguely recalled her mother teaching her that it made men willing to fuck as well. Poor Darren was ready to pour his heart out to her, unaware that a chemical cocktail swam through his brain right now.
"I guess, for me, it's worth exploring a relationship with anyone who can help me move forward, even if it's for just a day or two. Even someone with unique limitations as yourself, if that's the case."
Oh, you have no idea. She wanted to shut him down and simply go, to pack up her belongings and head west to Emily's sanctuary, to leave Darren and the human world behind, and maybe snag a hiker or two for a snack.
If only it was that simple. The longer she was near him, the more she longed for him. It wasn't simply a matter of him being breeding stock, her body had decided that he was the number one candidate. If she left, could she even stay away? Her hormones were swinging wildly back and forth now, and she felt a small amount of pity for herself.
"But, if that sounds awkward or whatever, then it's fine if we just ignore it. That's what I'm trying to say. I don't even know what I would have to contribute, but if you tell me, I'll do my best." He leaned back and his omelette was set down in front of him. He thanked Hannah, who then set down Ana's meal.
Interrupted by Hannah's arrival, Ana's mind shifted another direction. What if she could use Darren? He was clearly not turned off by the fact that she was in a wheelchair. He didn't seem averse to being in a protective role either. Last night, she had swallowed his semen, but what if she had kept some, had gone up to her web and inseminated herself with it?
Though she didn't necessarily like the idea of becoming a mother, her drive to reproduce was spiraling out of control. If she became pregnant, it would buy her the time she needed for the Order to move on. By then, she could flee to Emily's sanctuary, and give birth to her daughters. She could teach them to hunt and fish and avoid mankind at all costs.
And best of all, she wouldn't be alone.
"Let... let me think about it." She gave him a weak smile. The plan she had sounded crazy, even to her, but it was the only one her mind and body seemed to agree on for now. Boundaries would have to be set, and some guidelines would need to be followed. If she played her cards right, she could be pregnant by the end of the week and gone in a few months. There was now no doubt in her mind that she was going to have to leave, whether or not she became pregnant. The Order had forced her hand, making choices for her they didn't know existed.
"Oh, good morning! I didn't know we were having a staff meeting!" Louise stepped up to the table, dragging a chair along with her. "So what are you two talking about?"
Darren's face went red, and he stuffed his mouth with omelette so fast that he was now unable to respond. Ana rolled her eyes at him.
"Good morning, Ms. Louise. We're just talking about some upgrades to the church, to make our house a little more comfortable."
"Oh, nothing drastic I hope."
"We were thinking a new couch. I never used it, but Darren here does." Ana smiled when Darren nodded along silently. His jaw was thick, and she could see the muscles of his neck flex when he moved. Her legs twitched, and she fought the urge to squeeze her front legs together and rock in her chair.
"Well, do you really need a couch then? I'm sure we could dig up a recliner or something."
"No, we were definitely talking about couch. That way we could both use it at the same time."
Louise looked incredulous. "You two actually just sit and visit?"
Ana rolled her eyes. "We're roommates, of course we visit. It's been nice to have someone to talk to, and Darren here has agreed to help me out with some of my... needs." She indicated her wheelchair, but locked eyes with Darren instead. "So, yes, Louise, it has been nice having an extra set of hands over to help me out. You were right, you told me so, am I forgetting anything else?"
Louise had clutched her purse near her chin and looked ready to explode. "I just knew this would work! Please excuse me, I need to call my brother." She bolted off, nearly running into Hannah on the way out.
"She's... invested," Darren said, watching Louise go through the front door.
"She's like a mother to me." Ana cleared her throat. "My official answer is yes, by the way. I think... I've been alone long enough." Her hearts were pounding, the decision somehow final now that she had spoken it aloud. "This is very new to me, and as long as you're willing to take your time, I would like to give it a try."
Darren's whole face lit up into a grin. Ana sincerely hoped this wouldn't be the beginning of the end for him.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Cyrus slammed the door of the cabin when he walked out, then kicked a rock. They had been hiding out ever since Jeffrey's drunken outburst and had been forced to stay in an old cabin they had found during their initial search.
Not only were they no closer to finding the Arachne, but now Jeffrey was acting erratically. He knew that his mentor's death was hitting him hard, but there had to be more to the story. He was acting more like a man who lost a brother or a wife. Jeffrey's skills as a Knight had been greatly compromised, and now he didn't know if he could be trusted to continue the hunt.
Cyrus needed to speak to the Order, and took the risk of driving into town. Even if he ran into the sheriff, Jeffrey wasn't currently with him anyway. Pulling the door shut on the truck, he drove for over an hour, mulling over the lack of anywhere decent to stay. Even a shitty bar would have a payphone, but they had holed up so far away from civilization that they were now running out of food.
He hadn't been sleeping, either. Between fighting with Jeffrey and the hunt going poorly, his stomach was tried up in knots. This creature had gone to ground hard enough that he felt like it had slipped between their fingers. Driving all across the countryside, Cyrus had hoped for a new lead, but had found none. He quit taking Jeffrey with him because he kept finding his way to the nearest source of alcohol.
Right now, Jeffrey had probably discovered that Cyrus had dumped his stash of whiskey. Cyrus would no longer tolerate his partner's drunken ramblings, not until this issue was done.
Years of loss and sacrifice weighed heavy on him, and on the way into town, he slammed on his breaks just in time to avoid a young boy whose bike veered suddenly into the road. When he got out, he saw that other than a bad scare, the boy was fine. Satisfied that he wasn't about to get arrested again, he drove the rest of the way down the road to the market.
He filled up his cart with plenty of fruit and veggies and then grabbed a few steaks for Jeffrey from the butcher. Just because Jeffrey was being a giant asshole right now didn't mean that Cyrus no longer cared about him. Once the cart was full, he let the bag boy help him out to the truck, loading it up with groceries. He tipped the boy a couple of quarters and then walked over to the payphone. He didn't bother putting any money in.



After all, they were always listening. He dialed the seventeen digit number followed by his own personal code. The phone never rang, and someone immediately picked up the other end.
"Brother Amory," the voice greeted him with the beginning a code.
"Died in his sleep of a job well done." After a second of silence, Cyrus continued. "This is Brother Cyrus. I would like to speak to the Oracle."
"Oh, good," the voice said. "The damn thing hasn't shut up about you."
"Beg pardon?"
"Hold on." The phone clicked, and he waited while he was transferred. A woman's voice spoke to him now.
"Brother Cyrus?"
"Yes. I am calling to speak to the Oracle."
"I'm afraid there's nothing to ask, Cyrus. He's been stuck in a loop for days now."
"A loop?"
"Yeah. Keeps repeating the same thing over and over again. Do you have a pen and paper?"
"Yeah, hold on." He pulled the notebook from his pocket. "Go ahead."
"Alright, hold on. I'm reading this to you verbatim." She cleared her throat. "She waits beneath the light of the moon, two paths clearly before her. Though Order seeks to claim its prize, she watches them through human eyes, and the traveler adores her. In plain sight, she shall be found, her legs cradled beneath her. And she shall run, her future set, the traveler to be her guide. To walk in shadows, or the light, that is her true test. A warrior will find his end, and the future suckles at her breast."
"Not his best work, to be honest. Tell him it doesn't even rhyme correctly." Cyrus put the pen away. "By the way, how do you know that this prophecy is for me?"
"He keeps spelling your name with his food. DO you have a status report?"
He sighed. "None. But I'll keep looking."
"Please do. We are dealing with a sensitive situation right now, but we have full confidence in your abilities."
"Thanks." He hung up the phone and groaned. A sensitive situation could only mean an internal issue at the Order. He remembered the time a skinwalker had infiltrated them and all sorts of in-fighting had broken out until they caught him. Shaking his head, he climbed into his truck and pulled out of the lot. Unsurprisingly, a police car pulled up alongside him on his way out.
"Afternoon," Walters said, his eyes boring into Cyrus.
"Just grabbing some supplies, Sheriff." Cyrus jerked his thumb toward the back. "I'll be out of your hair, no worries."
Walters nodded, then pulled into the lot. Cyrus let out a sigh of relief, then frowned when he saw the sheriff pull in behind him. Walters followed him all the way to the edge of town before turning around and going back.
Yet one more problem to deal with. Gripping the wheel tightly, he fumed the whole way back to the cabin. Ready to pick a fight, he stormed in through the front door, dropping his bag of groceries on the nearest table.
"Jeffrey!" He stomped through the cabin, annoyed that his partner was nowhere to be seen. He walked out through the back door and saw Jeffrey sitting on a log, his shirt off and his sword cradled in his lap. "Jeffrey, we need to talk."
"Not before I apologize." The man didn't move a muscle, but his voice was strong. "I'm sorry about the alcohol. And the bar fight. I'm sorry about the last week."
Cyrus deflated, struggling to find his next words. "Well, it's about damn time," he finally sputtered.
"Indeed." Jeffrey stood up and let his blade fold itself up before sheathing it on his belt. "Sir Marcus was like a father to me. He taught me things about being a man, practically raised me as his son. The idea that such a brilliant soul could simply be sucked up into a void and denied the Afterlife..." His hands balled up. "I won't lose myself again, not while we're on this job. I'm sorry, Brother Cyrus."
"I appreciate that." Cyrus let out a breath. "Come inside. Let's have a good meal and talk about strategies."
"Yes, let's." Jeffrey walked inside and helped Cyrus prepare the food. They used an old grill to cook steaks and a veggie-kabob for Cyrus. Cyrus shared with him what he had learned on his trip, including the visit from the sheriff and the prophecy.
"Wow, not his best work," Jeffrey said, reading over the pad.
"Tell me about it."
"This line here, though. The traveler." Jeffrey looked up. "Is that one of us?"
"Shouldn't be, unless you've fallen in love with our prey."
Jeffrey chuckled. "Remind me to tell you a story about a siren later."
"Who would be the traveler?" Cyrus took a bite out of a grilled zucchini. "Someone she hasn't met yet?"
"Or maybe one who travels. A world traveler, a hiker, a guy who likes to walk a lot, takes the bus..." Lines sprouted across Jeffrey's head. He held up a hand for silence, clearly concentrating. Turning his head toward Cyrus, his eyes sparkled with enthusiasm.
"I think I have a lead."

🕷️🕷️🕷️Darren checked the fuses in the fusebox and then returned power to the panel.
"No sparks is the first sign you did it right," Little Mike told him. "No smoke is the second."
"No fire is the third," he added, the corners of his mouth lifting. Little Mike had shown him how to do basic electrical on the jeeps and in the camps, and he could almost smell the stinky cigars Mike would smoke while wrapping wires.
Darren backed away from the panel and turned the light on. The basement of the church was now flooded with light, shedding light on the stacked boxes and tools that had been left behind by his predecessor. Satisfied that there was a current, he turned the light off and went back upstairs. Once he was back in his apartment, he tested a few switches to make sure the lights worked. Grateful that it had been a quick fix, he plugged the toaster back in to the outlet.
"Is it fixed?" Ana asked, squinting suspiciously.
"We'll see." He put in a piece of bread and pushed it down. Within seconds, he could feel the heat of the coils. "Looks like we're in shape." They had woken up to discover that the power had gone out, but a quick trip to the basement had revealed that some fuses had been blown. Luckily, Gary had set aside a box of fuses for both the church and the library, which had saved him a trip to the hardware store.
"Mmm." Ana twisted the knob and rotated away. "Um, good job."
"Yes. Thank you." She was halfway back to her room when he spoke up again. "Say, I was wondering if you would like to do something tonight?"
Her chair stopped, and she rotated again to look at him. "What did you have in mind?"
"I don't know. Dinner?"
"Um, I'm not super keen on that idea."
"How about a walk or something after work? Talk a little?"
Indecision crossed her face, and then she nodded. "Yes, I would like that."
"Okay." He smiled, and watched her go back to her room, the smile sliding off of his face. He let out a breath and put the toaster back.
It had been almost a week since their conversation in the diner. Ana had been as reclusive as ever, and he had wondered if maybe she had changed her mind. With every day that had passed, he could feel the jungle creeping up on him, his squadmates eager to drag him back into the mud.
Whatever effect she had on him had been temporary, and in the last couple of days, the nightmares had returned with a vengeance. He was running on fumes, Cutter's burnt face hovering over him when he woke.
Oddly enough, even though the nightmares had returned, his attraction to Ana did not fade. He found himself noticing the subtle curve of her breasts through her shirt, or even the cool blue veins that stood up through her pale skin. She had become this oddly ethereal being in his mind, and had begun to feature in his dreams.
Last night, she had called to him from the back of a cave, and he had gone to find her, walking away from Charlie and their gunfire long enough to see her pale form vanish from view. When he tried to follow her into the cave, he got caught up in thick vines that clung to his skin like glue. The more she called to him, the more vines that caught at him until he finally screamed in panic.
That was when Cutter had grabbed him by the boot and dragged him out on his back, smoke coming from his mouth as he screamed in Darren's face. Darren had woken up to find that the blankets had twisted all around him, tangling up his arms and legs, and he had fallen out of bed. By the time he got back from his run, it was still dark, so he had sat in silence, waiting until he heard Ana stirring in her room.
He made some toast and put peanut butter on it. After a few bites, he tossed it on the plate. His stomach wasn't ready for food, so he gave up and went across the street to the library instead. The library had a pseudo staff lounge that Louise had put a coffee maker in. It wasn't as good as Matty's, but it would at least help keep him awake.
He checked the traps for mice, but they were all empty. Louise had told him to keep the traps out until he had caught something, and he knew the scrabbling sounds she heard were figments of her imagination. Leaving the storage area behind, he saw Ana roll in through the front door, the breeze catching her hair and making it float around her like an eerie halo.
"Good morning, Ms. Rae." A little girl walked up behind her, and Ana smiled, greeting the child in return. The little girl held a novel in her arms, and the two of them were discussing it in animated detail, moving down the hall and to the front desk. It was strange to see her so animated, as if she felt safe dropping her guard in front of this child.
It was hard to keep his eyes off of her as the day went by. He was replacing broken shelves on the second floor during story time and watched as Ana used hand puppets while reading to the children. They laughed and giggled when she dropped her voice to imitate a bear, and begged her to read another when story time was over. Later, he was repainting a wall in the bathroom when he caught a glimpse of her quietly moving through the library, her chair squeaking as she returned books to their shelves.
In these moments, Ana was someone else entirely. She moved with confidence and purpose, quickly moving through her tasks. When she thought nobody was looking, she would talk to the books as if they were old friends, occasionally laughing or frowning at some unheard response. He couldn't tell if she was simply crazy or reminiscing with her memories, but either answer didn't bother him.
He wished he could see the books as she did, and speak to them like old friends. All his friends were gone, and no longer worth talking to. The loud bang of the front doors made him watch the top of Hayden's skull disappear once more, and a motorcycle that backfired outside had him running through the jungle, carrying Dwayne over his shoulder while Charlie fired at them. He had a scar on his bicep from that time, the result of a bullet that had skimmed him only to bury itself in his brother's corpse.
The roof was his favorite place to go during these times. The HVAC system was loud enough to drown out both worlds, allowing him a noisy moment of peace, and there was something soothing about standing above the town and watching it from above like an eagle. The whole world was visible from here, and the shadows were few.
Standing on the roof, he cast his gaze across the street, looking into the steeple of the church. Squinting, he could just make out a glimpse of a thick, white curtain that billowed in the breeze.
There was a screeching of tires down below. He walked to the edge of the roof, looking down at the top of a white pickup. There was a pair of marks on the road behind it, and the little boy who had fallen off his bike sat in front of it on the road. The driver got out, and Darren recognized the stranger from the bar in his long, white jacket. He knelt down to check on the boy, then helped him away from the road.
"Hmm." He had figured those guys had left a bit ago. For a pair of men who were traveling, they sure weren't in a hurry to go anywhere new. Scratching his ear, he watched the truck go down the road and eventually park near the market. Cyrus got out and went inside, alone.
When he went back downstairs, he had Louise dial the station for him and he let Sheriff Walters know what he saw. The sheriff thanked him and hung up. It probably meant nothing, but if either of those guys decided to cause problems again, Walters would want more than just a spare deputy. His hand had been sore until just a couple days ago, and he squeezed it again, just to verify that the ache had subsided.
Some storm clouds rolled through in the afternoon again, but passed by without rain. By the time Ana locked the doors of the library, the sun had come back out and the air smelled like distant rain. Darren stopped at home to grab an umbrella, tucking it under one arm.
When Ana came out of the library, she let a small smile slip before locking the door behind her.
"Here. I can carry that." She took the umbrella and tucked it into her wheelchair. She rolled down the ramp and stopped at the crosswalk. "I know a good place we can go."
"Lead the way." He walked just to the side and behind her. Her chair rocked from side to side over the bumps in the road, and they walked past the large park next to the library. There was a small dirt trail hidden just past the park in between a pair of yews. The branches swayed when she passed through, and he stopped at the opening for just a moment.
"Everything okay?" she asked.
He closed his eyes and stepped through, the damp air and the scratching branches taking him away for just a second. The trail widened on the other side, and he let out his breath. The trail wasn't paved, but it was well worn, and Ana had no trouble navigating it.
"Aren't you worried that the battery in your chair will die?" he asked when he realized they were heading down a hill.
"Not really. My arms work just fine, it would just be a challenge to get back home." The trail curved up ahead, and he walked beside her. "This is actually one of my favorite places here in town. It reminds me of where I grew up."
"And where was that?"
She was silent for a few moments. "East of here. A small town that doesn't exist anymore. How about you? Where did you grow up?"
"In the South." He shrugged. "Where doesn't really matter, because I don't like talking about it much."
"I'm sorry. Bad childhood?"
"Not quite. My childhood was actually pretty good. I think that's the reason it's hard to think about."
Her chair stopped, and she rotated. "I don't understand. How could a good childhood be painful?"
"Um..." He let out a huge sigh. "It's... this is hard stuff for me, so..."
"You don't have to."
"I... I would like to. To tell you, that is." Where to begin? "I had a twin brother. We looked identical, but were different in a lot of ways. I guess the saying goes that we were two sides of the same coin. We were both popular growing up, but Dwayne more so. He just had a way about him. He was my best friend."
"What happened to him?"
"Vietnam. There was a colossal fuck up and we got stuck in the same squad, the army thought we were the same person. But here's the thing. I was drafted, so he joined. That's just how Dwayne was. He didn't want his little brother to be alone in a foreign country."
"Little brother?"
"By seventeen minutes." Darren smiled. "Imagine growing up in a magnificent home that was full of love, laughter and memories. Now imagine coming home to find out it's burned to the ground, taking all of those things with it. That's what happened in the war. My brother, he..." his voice hitched in his chest. It was a truth that he couldn't voice out loud.
"He died." Ana shook her head. "That must have been hard."
"Yeah. When I came back from the war, I didn't know what to expect. I was greeted at the airport by people who spat on me, and threw garbage. All I wanted to do was get home to my dad and mourn. That's how I found out my dad blamed me for what happened. Dwayne would have never been there if not for me, and I only lasted a few days in that house before I packed up what little I owned and left."
"I'm sorry. That's awful." She grabbed his fingers and then wrapped her hands around his. "So... you don't have any family that would even know that you were gone?"
He smirked. "That's a weird way to phrase it, but yeah. If I were to die today, I think the sheriff is the only person who would notice."
"Maybe not the only person." She let go of his hand. "When I was little, I lost my family in a fire. My mother and my sisters."
"That must have been hard. I'm sorry." He hesitated. "Is that how you ended up in the chair?"
Ana laughed. It had an immediate effect on him and he wanted to hear it again.
"No, it wasn't the fire. After the fire, I lived on the streets. I was hit by a car and the owner had money. As part of the settlement, he got me a nicer chair. I bounced from place to place, much like you, until Louise found me lurking around Matty's one morning." The path narrowed again, but the air was filled with the sweet scent of flowers. The park was now above them on the hill, and he could hear running water up ahead.
The trail vanished, revealing a small sitting area next to a creek. All around him were yellow and purple flowers, and they swarmed with bees and butterflies. A dilapidated bench overlooked the river, and he picked up a Coke bottle that had been left by the creek.
"This really is nice. I'm surprised nobody else is here."
"It's a well-known spot if you're a horny teen." She smirked. "As long as you don't come here at night, you'll get the place to yourself."
"I see." The area was private, well away from roads or homes. He supposed any small town in America had a dozen such places, if you knew where to look. Ana rolled next to the bench, so he sat down next to her.
They sat in silence for several minutes, just listening to the songbirds and the buzzing bees. If he closed his eyes, he could picture the summer of his thirteenth year, chasing Katy McQueen around the swimming hole back home. He had hoped for a kiss, but Dwayne had beaten him to it. It had caused one of the few fights they had ever had.
"Do you think about over there very often?" Ana's voice was cautious.
"Every day. It sneaks up on me all the time. It can be a sight or a sound. Even a smell. The memories are so intense that I can't tell what's real or not. For the first year I was home, I often wondered if I was a POW who had finally snapped, dreaming about home."
"Were you ever captured?"
"Briefly. Me and Little Mike were held at gunpoint for about an hour. We were trying to fix a jeep that had broken down when Charlie caught us completely unarmed. There were only a few of them, all just as young and scared as we were. They had gotten separated from their squad, and I think they wanted us to fix the jeep so they could get back. But Hayden and Dwayne picked them off from the treeline with rifles, and that was the first time I saw a man die up close."
"Sounds scary."
"I used to think so." He thought of Cutter dragging him out of the cave. "But I saw far scarier things before the war was done with me."
"Like what?" Ana put a hand to her mouth. "I'm really sorry, maybe I shouldn't ask."
"No, it's okay. It's like I said before, something about you just feels different. Safe even."
She frowned. "You think I'm safe?"
"Well, based on our first week together, I figured you couldn't think less of me than you already did."
"Oh, that." She waved her hand dismissively. "I've lived alone for so long that I've forgotten how to be around other people. I'll admit, I didn't want you around, it wasn't anything personal. But the timing was... fortuitous."
"How so?"
Ana turned her face toward the creek, her eyes on the opposite shore. She seemed to be tracking the motion of a few birds on the other side. "This will sound weird, but in the spirit of being non-judgmental, I feel like maybe I can tell you."



"I would like that." He leaned back into the bench, putting his arms up. Just sitting here with her and talking was already doing him a world of good. Nothing seemed to exist outside of this space, the rest of the world having packed up and disappeared. The air was heavy with a floral scent, and a curious bee landed on his knee, crawling in a circle.
"Well, since my accident, I've been unable to... function properly." Ana put her hands on her knees and sighed. "Obviously, I'm not just referring to walking."
"I get that. How bad is it?"
"Well, I can't walk. I do know when I have to go to the bathroom, otherwise I would have to carry around a bag. But in terms of certain other functions, it... uh..." Her pale face turned bright pink. "The accident happened when I was young. Since then, I've had no desire to experiment with intimacy or sexuality. There simply wasn't any need. But recently, I've started having strange thoughts and feelings."
"Sex feelings?"
She nodded. "My doctor says that because the injury happened when I was young, it's possible that some of those nerves started regrowing. Now that I'm a bit older, my brain is being exposed to a flood of hormones it isn't used to, and that's caused my recent... uh... issue."
"You mean like what happened the other night?"
"Yeah. So when you brought it up at breakfast the day after, I thought about how it would be nice to share these feelings with someone willing to be patient with me." She smiled at him and took his hand in hers. "You've seemed pretty patient so far. And I know this isn't a normal thing, really. But you seem to think that I might be able to help you through some things as well."
Darren nodded. "Before I came back, I spoke with some doctors. They told me that I might struggle with becoming a civilian, but I had no idea it would be this bad. However, this place seems to have a hold on me, and now I suspect that you may be a part of that. There's a voice in the back of my mind that keeps whispering that I should move on, just keep going until I drop dead. But another part of me wants something more. It wasn't until recently that I realized just how lonely I am, and I don't know why I feel so safe and clear-headed when you're nearby, but that's the God honest truth."
Ana nodded. "Maybe it's because we're both survivors and we see that in each other."
"That could be." He shifted, and his bee friend left. "I haven't talked this much in ages, but I feel like I can tell you anything." A dark thought crossed his mind, and he frowned. "Maybe there are some things I should tell you. Especially before this goes too much farther."
"Oh, shit." The voice came from behind them. When Darren turned to look, he saw a teenage boy holding hands with a long-haired girl who looked embarrassed to be seen. The two of them turned tail and headed back up the trail.
He chuckled. The fact that they had managed to sneak up on them told him plenty about his own head-space. He felt relaxed with Ana nearby.
"What was I saying?" he asked.
However, Ana's eyes were locked on his face, her dark eyes intensely examining him. Surprised, his mouth opened and she leaned forward and kissed him, hard.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Goddamn horny teenagers, she thought to herself. She could smell their arousal coming down the trail, and she was plenty worked up by Darren already. More than once, the desire to simply bite him and drag him away and be done with the whole affair had crept over her, threatening to steal control of her mind and future. There was no part of his body right now that didn't either make her horny or hungry.
She would have to eat tonight before she lost her mind. The small birds were like floating snack cakes, and she had almost eaten the bee that had landed on Darren's leg. Now, though, it was all she could do to maintain the kiss, her tongue seeking his.
Darren turned toward her and placed a hand on her leg. It was like a signal flare for her groin, his touch eliciting a far greater response than he could ever know. Her chair rattled, her cramped legs demanding their freedom, and she inhaled his scent, letting it permeate her whole body.
When she placed her hand on top of his, she could feel the strength in it, her fingers sliding until she gripped the bottom of his forearm. The sheer amount of muscle beneath his skin made her salivate, and she grabbed the back of his head with her other hand, pinning him in place.
Her chair groaned, her legs fighting the urge to break free so that she could fuck. Her being was permeated by the need to feel his cock inside her, to ride him until he filled her to the brim. She pushed him away, breaking their kiss. A line of spit connected them briefly, but she wiped it away.
"Ana, I—" his eyes went wide when she squeezed his cock through his pants. He was back in his fatigues, and she started jerking him off through the thick fabric. Darren groaned, his eyes rolling back in his head. Licking her lips, she tasted the venom in her saliva, her fangs threatening to slide free.
Her senses came alive, and she realized that she had taken off her glasses. Darren was too busy moaning to notice, so she leaned over, trembling fingers undoing the buttons on his pants. His thick cock had strained the fabric, and when it sprung free, a thick drop of pre-cum hit her in the face.
"Ana," he moaned. She stroked him a few times, marveling at just how much fluid leaked from him already. His arousal was like a musky perfume, filling her head with dangerous thoughts. The insects and birds nearby gave them a wide berth, and she moved her chair so that she sat right in front of him.
"It's so beautiful, Darren." In the waning light of day, she could properly appreciate the monstrosity in her hands. The skin was pulled tight, the head of his cock large enough to properly fill the palm of her hand. The thick ridge at the edge of his glans was smooth underneath, and she slid her fingers beneath it.
"Um, thank you?"
She pumped him with both hands. He lifted his ass so that she could tug his pants down a little, exposing his testicles. She stroked him harder, then leaned forward to inhale the scent of his balls. The odor was heavenly, and her vagina ached. Ana took a few deep breaths to center her thoughts and then licked the base of his shaft.
Upon smelling them up close, she was overtaken by the desire to lick his scrotum. Her jaw popped as it unhinged just enough to inhale both of his testicles at once. They tasted of sweat, and her mind filled with bits of information that made no sense to her.
Their children would be strong and fast. They would be clever too, with minds of their own. Ana had no idea how she could know these things, but the thoughts ran through her mind too quickly to follow. Using her tongue, she rolled his testicles back and forth in her mouth, all while pumping his shaft.
"Ow, shit!" Darren flinched, and Ana lifted her head, alarmed at the sensation of her fangs retracting into her mouth. "Not so rough," he hissed.
A tiny pair of puncture wounds could be seen through the hair of his balls, and she realized that she had bitten him. Unsure what to do, she lifted her head and sucked his cock into her mouth, working her hands up and down at a feverish pace.
The tension melted from him, and he placed his hands on the back of her head. The fluid leaking from his cock helped lubricate his shaft, and she hungrily gobbled him up, licking his frenulum and then teasing his urethra with her tongue.
What had she bitten him with? Every few seconds, she licked the spot where the fangs had vanished between her teeth and the roof of her mouth. Her jaw was full of human teeth and retractable fangs for injecting venom and the enzyme used to prepare food, but this was a set she had never used before.
Darren groaned loudly, and she felt a thick glob of cum hit the back of her throat. She swallowed it in surprise, and her insides churned with excitement. Squeezing the base of his shaft, she tried to milk him for more and was surprised when he cried out and came again, filling her cheeks with a fresh load. It leaked out of her mouth, and she realized she had no way to harvest it properly.
When he came a third time, she swallowed as much of it as she could, her hands now coated in jizz. Darren pushed down on her head until his cock tickled the back of her throat and came a fourth time. She coughed and swallowed what she could, her whole body tingling. Their children would not only be fast, but also good climbers.
"Oh, Ana!" He came one more time, and she swallowed it all. His testicles were giving off tremendous heat, and she now understood what had happened when she bit him. Arachne rarely mated with the same human more than once, and whatever she had injected him with had put his balls into overdrive. Now that she had plenty of cum on her hands, she needed to spin some web and collect it.
But it was impossible. Her spinnerets were trapped inside her wheelchair. She hadn't planned on blowing Darren at the park, but her instincts had taken over. Instead of scooping his jizz into a previously made net, she hungrily licked up what was on her hands, cleaning herself and Darren off with long licks of her tongue. When she was finished, she slid her glasses back on and sat up, then grabbed him by the head and kissed him. His eyes went wide when he tasted just how much of his cum was still in her mouth, but he melted into her with no complaints.
No, the plan had been to get to know him, to see him as human. Every connection she could make with him would prevent her from doing the worst, and the fact that she had resisted her deadlier instincts today gave her hope.
But now that she had tasted him, she wanted more. Both her halves desired him now. It was yet another thing they could agree on.
Leaning back, she could see that his eyes weren't properly focused. "Darren, I... I don't know what came over me."
A sleepy grin broke across his face. "Don't worry about it. You're still learning. But wow, that was easily the best... I mean, I came so hard that my balls hurt a little."
"I'm glad you enjoyed it." She bit her lower lip, her hormones settling. Apparently drinking his cum had done something to quell her desires for now.
"Ana, is there... can I do anything for you?" His eyes found hers, and she could see genuine concern there. "I don't know that I will be as good as you but—"
"Shhh." She placed a finger over his lips. "I'm not quite ready for that yet. I'm just happy to explore you for now. Is that okay?"
A stupid smile crossed his face. "Of course. I'm a red-blooded American male after all."
She smiled and rolled away from him. The clearing had been quiet, but now she could hear the faint sounds of a pair of teens starting down the path. Both of her stomachs growled. "Maybe I would like that meal after all."
"I think I can do that." He buttoned up his pants and stood. "Matty's?"
She nodded. "Matty's." She would feed her human half for now. Once Darren was asleep, she would go out hunting. A shiver of excitement traveled through her abdomen.
This was going to work.

🕷️🕷️🕷️They were largely quiet at dinner, though Ana shared some of her favorite library stories. Darren listened intently and said little, his mind whirling in circles. They both had burgers, though Ana's was quite a bit rarer than his. She shared her fries with him, and he kept Hannah busy by going through five glasses of water.
The experience in the park had once again chased away the past. He felt relaxed, almost like the Darren who hadn't gone to 'Nam yet, the Darren who still had a brother. He didn't know how to put it into words, but it was like he was high, or even drunk. Nothing seemed to bother him right now, and he enjoyed every second of it.
The comparison, however, worried him. That little voice in the back of his head screamed at him that something was wrong, that his feelings weren't natural, but he ignored it. It was the same voice that warned him about pit traps and Charlie, but he knew for a fact that the war was behind him. Nobody was hunting him, there was no threat of immediate harm. And last time he checked, amazing blowjobs weren't considered a controlled substance.
Grateful for another evening of peace, he frowned when Ana informed him that she was exhausted from their walk earlier and was going to bed early. Disappointed, he ended up going for a light evening jog to burn off some excess energy. Walters met him on the side of the road to say hello and thank him for the tip about the truck, and they exchanged pleasantries for nearly half an hour.
"You seem happy," Walters had told him out of the blue.
"I feel happy," Darren replied.
"Good to hear, son. You deserve it." He then tilted his hat and drove off to check out a potential DUI on the other side of town. Darren watched Walters leave until he couldn't see his tail lights anymore.
A spell had been cast. This dreary little town was no longer a place for him to survive, but a place to thrive. In his mind, he had a list of things he wanted to do, like join a baseball team for the summer, or go out for beers with the sheriff. Normal people things that he thought would never cross his path again.
Then again, what was normal? Over a week ago, Ana was just a grumpy girl in a wheelchair. Now she was a sensual being trying to understand her own feelings. He was a man of two worlds, his soul divided by time and an entire ocean. Yet today, he felt complete.
"You piece of shit," Cutter growled in his ear, but Darren ignored his former Commanding Officer. No matter how angry Cutter got, there was no way he could dampen Darren's mood.
"You think so, do you, Private?" Cutter casually jogged beside him now, his corpse dropping clumps of mud. "Do you think you're crippled little nympho would still look at you the same way if she knew what you did over there?"
That one stung him, and he slowed his pace a little. It was true that his squad had done some of the things that got soldiers spat on. It had been hot on that tarmac, and when the first glob of spit had hit his cheek, he felt like he had deserved at least that much.
"You talking about the stuff you ordered us to do?" He had slowed just enough to get the words out. Cutter ran ahead of Darren, then turned around to run backward. His face was scorched, his eyes like overcooked egg whites.
"Are you gonna cry and say you were just following orders? How many civilians did you kill personally?"
"Too many." On that count, Cutter was right. They had been cutting through a small village when they ran across an armed Vietnamese soldier. In the panic that followed, he and the others had opened fire on the village, the people at the other end of the barrel temporarily melding into the fog of war that surrounded them. That night, he had cried in his brother's arms, brokenhearted over the pile of bodies that Cutter had them gather up and burn.
"Yeah, that's right, you piece of shit. I bet Ana would love to hear about the women and children you shot."
Darren kept his mouth shut. He had had this argument with Cutter before, and he knew it was a losing battle.
When Cutter saw that Darren didn't seem to care, he got in front of him. Darren swerved and nearly stepped out into the street. Focusing his eyes past the apparition, he kept running.
"What about me? You ever going to tell her what you did to me?"
"I want to, actually. Was going to earlier, but something came up."
Cutter's bony jaw hung beneath his skull. "Do you have no guilt, you sick fuck?"
"The only guilt I have about your death is how much I liked doing it." Darren's eyes met Cutter's, boring into the shadow with newfound confidence. Cutter started to speak, but exploded into a dark mist.
Darren ran through it. Even Cutter couldn't fuck up his mood, not today.
It was past dark when he got home, and he was careful to be quiet. A quick shower later, he found himself lying in bed, pondering the ceiling. His run had tired him out, but now his mind was busy. Without the shadows to keep him company, he was finally able to see a future that he didn't mind.
If he worked for the library long enough, maybe he could afford a motorcycle. Thinking briefly about Ana, he wondered if he should consider a car instead. The situation with her was still too intense and new, and he already hated the idea of excluding her. Realistically, their relationship would likely be brief, but he didn't like that.
That small voice cried out in the back of his mind once more. He shoved it away, waiting for sleep to claim him. Hours passed in solitude, and he realized that he still had too much energy. Sitting up in bed, he crept out of his room and walked into the apartment.
Surveying the living room, he decided that it wouldn't be a good idea to start moving about too much. He might wake Ana and cause her to worry.
Or maybe she'll want to do something else. He chuckled at the thought. It was juvenile, but definitely possible. Still, there was no need to pester her. He figured he would allow her to dictate the way things proceeded. He wasn't in a hurry.
With nothing better to do, he found himself unlocking the door to the church. The door hadn't been opened in a long time, and a few cobwebs came with it. He left the door open, afraid that Ana might wake and lock him out. He didn't feel like sleeping on splintery old church pews. The light of the moon was just bright enough to see by as long as he avoided the shadows.
The chancel was empty, and there was an old stain on the floor where a pulpit had once been set up. The pews were either stacked or busted up, and the floor creaked ominously beneath his feet. Kneeling down, he saw that the wood didn't seem nearly as rotted as Ana had made it out to be. While in no hurry to lose their room and board, he wondered if he could make some money fixing the place up and selling it. He and Ana could get a place of their own nearby, or maybe even expand their living space into the church.
"Man, you have it hard for this girl, don't you?" Dwayne grinned at him from the corner of the Sanctuary. "Already thinking about a home with a picket fence, aren't you?"
"Isn't that the American Dream?" Darren asked.
"Maybe. This girl might not want that, though." Dwayne was chewing on the other half of his Snickers bar. "I only bring it up cause I don't want your heart to get broken."
"I appreciate that." He wandered into the nave, careful where he put his feet.
"Besides, there's gotta be something wrong with her." Dwayne tossed the wrapped on the floor. "After all, other than your looks, she seems to like you."
Darren grunted, touching a nearby pew. The wood was dry, and a large splinter immediately came off in his hands. Using his teeth to pull it out, he looked up at the second floor. He couldn't see much, so craned his neck to look up into the bell tower.
At first, he saw nothing. The shadows were deep, the belfry a pit of blackness. Remembering the white curtain he had seen, he squinted, wondering which window it had been attached to.
A breeze kicked through the church, and he caught it as it billowed into the light. It fluttered for a few moments and then fell back into its original shape. Now that he knew where to look, his eyes traced the ceiling of the belfry in horror.
It was a giant spider web. His heart pounded in his chest when he realized that it covered the entirety of the belfry above.
Did Ana know about it? No, she couldn't have. Nobody would leave a car-sized spider web hanging about without mentioning it. She would have mentioned a spider problem if she had known about it. He would come back tomorrow to check it out in the light of day.
After all, he didn't want her worrying about it.
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Girl of My Dreams
Mike yawned, covering his mouth, then set his book down on the cart. It was dangerously full, and he knew that Sofia would ream him out if he just kept cramming books onto it.
"Can you take this to the platform?" he asked Death.
"Yes I can, Mike Radley." The grim reaper grabbed the cart with bony hands and pushed it down the corridor, the wheels squeaking softly. Mike rubbed his eyes and yawned again, then checked his phone. He had no signal in the Library, but all he wanted was to see the time. It was almost four in the morning.
"Shit." The Library was severely lacking a coffee stand. Maybe he could talk the cyclops into installing a magical espresso machine that followed him around and doled out caffeine at a moment's notice.
The pods would probably still be bad for the environment. He could probably put in for a self grinding machine, maybe even have it draw a picture in the foam for him.
He wondered what it would take for Tick Tock to take the job.
Determined to keep going, he scanned the next rack of books, kneeling down to see the bottom shelf. The bottom shelf was always the hardest for him because he had to get on his hands and knees to read the titles. His knees ached, so he sat on his butt and leaned forward to read the title of the first book.
The way the words swam out at him from the spines of each book made him rub his eyes again. He appreciated that the lantern helped translate for him, but the method made his eyes itch. Something scratched the edge of his eyelid, and he used a fingernail to scoop it free.
"Ugh." It was a tiny grain of sand. He flicked it away, letting out another yawn. Though the hour was late, he was determined to push forward and at least gather up the rest of the books in this section. The very thought of missing a key bit of information made him anxious.
A thick brown tome stuck out a bit farther than the rest. He squinted to read it, the foreign script whirling around like a hyperactive hurricane before rewriting itself on top of the spine.
Fantastic Faeries and Where to Find Them. The hovering letters sparkled like gold, spinning around in lazy spirals.
"Looks promising," Mike muttered and cracked the book open. Puzzled, he flipped through the pages, then rifled through to the end of the book.
The pages were all blank. Who the fuck would put a blank book in the Library? Puzzled, he closed the book and reopened it, wondering if there was some trick to it, or maybe he would need magic to reveal the words.
A loud tone resonated through the Library, and he dropped the book, catching it before it hit the floor. When the ground rumbled beneath him, he fell backward into the shelves behind him, knocking some of the books onto the ground.
"What the hell is that?" He stood, and quickly lost his balance, the book in his hands turning to sand and falling between his fingers.
"What the—oh."Letting out a sigh of relief, he watched the book fall to pieces in front of him, forming into a small pile of sand. He gave the pile a little kick, and the solid stone floor beneath it shattered into stone crumbs that bounced off of the nearby racks.
The nearby stacks crumbled, turning into large piles of sand that threatened to bury him, but he easily climbed above them. When the whole world tilted, the sand flowed like water, carrying him away to parts unknown.
The flowing sand pulled him free of the giant columns of the Library and out into the open air. The Library was gone, replaced by an open sky and mountainous clouds. He spiraled through the clouds, the harsh grains of sand scattering around him to form large streams that punched holes in the mist. Breaking free of the cool embrace of the clouds, he saw that the world beneath him had formed into an incredibly large beach. Dark waves surged against the shore, the waves breaking along the horizon and crashing into the sand like hungry hands, eager to scoop it all away.
He spread his arms wide, stabilizing his fall. Keeping his eyes on the approaching ground, he got his feet beneath him, ready to bend his knees on impact.
He slammed into the sand with the grace of a bowling ball, landing in a heap with his legs crumpling beneath him. Rolling down the side of a sand dune, he came to a stop face up at the bottom. The wind had been knocked from him, and he fought the urge to panic, just letting his mind take over as he contemplated the sky above. Stretching his legs, he heard everything pop back into place and chuckled. Sitting up, he brushed the sand off of his face and looked around.
"At least you realized you were falling this time." Lily stood behind him, her scorpion tail whipping back and forth before vanishing with a pop. The wings on her back disappeared as well, leaving the succubus to regard him over a pair of red sunglasses. She wore a white and red bikini and thigh-high boots, her black hair streaked with crimson. A smirk of amusement was painted on her thick, red lips.
"Good morning, Lily."
"Hey there, Romeo. You sure know how to keep a girl waiting."
"Are you the reason I'm asleep?" he asked. With a single sting of her tail, she could inject a toxin guaranteed to put any creature into the deepest sleep.
"Nope. That's all you. The frailty of the human condition involves requiring food and sleep, you knucklehead. Clearly you are lacking the latter, so here I am." She waved a hand and the sand beneath her formed into a stool, followed by a popup tiki hut complete with a vacant-eyed bartender who slid her a drink. It smelled of coconut and rum. "So what has you burning the midnight oil?"
Mike stood next to her and concentrated on the sand by her feet. He was able to command it to form into a metal rod without the seat, so he created one out of the sand on the ground, then picked it up and screwed it on.
He sat next to Lily and put his elbow up on the bar. "I'll have what she's having."
The bartender made the drink and handed it to Mike, who sipped at it.
"Wow, these are good." He saluted the bartender and turned to face Lily, his earlier sense of fatigue gone, his head suddenly clear. "A bit has happened today. We found out that Cecilia is being held captive by the faerie queen, and now we're trying to do research so that we can open a portal to the faerie realm and convince the queen to give her back."
Lily spat out her drink, spraying the counter with multicolored drops of syrup. The drops sprouted legs and chased each other around until the bartender soaked them up with the sweep of a towel.
"Holy shit, Romeo, do you have any idea what you're going up against? You're going to try to sweet-talk the queen of the faeries? Are you insane?" Lily wiped her mouth off with one hand.
"Hey now, I don't see what the big problem is. I'm planning on having Beth help, too. We'll be very diplomatic." For now, he mentally added.
"Oh no, there's a big problem. If you thought demons were deceptive, then you need to understand that she's who we look up to when it comes to deception through words. The fae have been around much longer than demons. In fact, they were one of the first things created after the Old Ones were sealed away. I would argue that trying to convince the faerie queen to do anything she doesn't already want to do would be like staring into the sun and trying to convince it to blink first."
"You really think it will be that difficult?"
Lily nodded. "Here's something you need to understand. Demons can't lie when asked directly, it's supposed to be a throwback to when they were angels, part of the price for their fall, really. You get to be a prime douche-bag, but you still have to tell the truth when asked directly. The faerie queen not only gets to be a capital cunt about everything, but she will flat out lie to your face. The fae will claim that Fairie Law binds them, but guess who makes the laws? She thinks it's hilarious, being able to openly fuck over mortals with her magic. It's pretty much a game for her to sell you on your own misery, then watch you suffer the consequences of your agreement. The only things the fae can't break are vows or bargains done in writing. And even if you make a deal with her, she will try to nail you in the fine print."
"She sounds super nasty."
"Yeah, well she didn't used to be that way, but it's a hard fall going from being revered like a goddess to being the subject of tall tales and shitty children's cartoons. At least, that's my assumption."
"Hmm. The guy she sent here said that there was a deal about having someone here to escort the Caretaker to the underworld. That must mean the Architect made such a deal, right?."
The succubus laughed. "If that's the case, then the Architect must have been one hell of a negotiator. What could he have traded to the queen to get her to agree to something like that?"
"I have no idea, but maybe I'll ask her."
"Yeah, well, don't expect to walk in with your usual strategy of fucking up and then getting lucky at the last second. Honestly, the queen is someone you need to be very careful around."
"Sofia said something similar."
"Yeah, well, she's been around a long time too, so perhaps you should listen." Lily slammed the rest of her drink. "Enough talk about the faerie queen. Are you ready to show me what you've got?"
"I am." Mike cracked his knuckles and stood up. He walked away from the tiki hut and looked up the hill behind it. His home was on top of the hill, a permanent fixture of his dream world. "I've been working on this one for the last couple of weeks. Let's see what you think of it."
"I'll sting you if you start to wake up." Lily leaned back against the bar, tapping her fingers on the wood.
"Appreciate it." The Dreamscape could only be accessed while he was having a lucid dream, and even then, too much mental effort on his part was enough to wake him up. The training sessions with Lily helped immensely, but they only did them once every week or so, and he had honestly forgotten they were going to have one tonight.
In his mind's eye, he conjured an image of the Jabberwock in his front yard. The distant palm trees shivered, and he willed it into existence, pretending it had been there all along, only unnoticed. The distant beast pushed its way through the trees, loping toward them like a drunken dog, its tail dragging behind it.
"Wow, starting with the big guns already?" Lily hopped off her stool and waited for the beast to kneel down in front of her. "Not bad. The size is about right."
"Thanks." It was much harder to create replicas of living creatures. The first couple of weeks he had tried to do it, he had ended up with an assortment of animals that were mostly teeth and fur, but little else. After studying some anatomy books, he had been inspired to work on his own version of the Jabberwock, and had worked his way up from tiny lizards to the beast that now sat in front of them.
"Does it have a rope for a tail?" Lily leaned over to look, and Mike groaned. Sure enough, instead of a thick, reptilian tail, it was dragging a giant braided rope behind it.
"I mean, a rope isn't that bad." He tried to remember what the Jabberwock's tail looked like in the real world, causing the beast's head to briefly turn into a ball of static. "Shit, I can't seem to hold it."
"You don't have to. You gotta learn how to let go." She put a hand on the Jabberwock's paw. "But I would worry less about that than your other, much bigger problem."
"What's that?" he asked.
Lily casually punched her hand through the Jabberwock, then grabbed a piece of the beast and ripped it off. "Why is the whole damn thing made of chocolate?"
"What?" Mike ran to her side, and explored the hole. Sure enough, the Jabberwock was hollow, its innards an inky black. "Shit, why would it do that?"
"No idea. This is your dream, remember?" Lily took a bite of the Jabberwock. "Ooh, sea salt with caramel. You've got some good taste."
"Damn." He concentrated again, and the Jabberwock deflated like a giant whoopie cushion, blowing sand in every direction. "I thought I had it, too."
"Maybe you should have gone with something less complex." She took another bite of chocolate, then tossed the rest on the ground. It melted into the sand. "Actually, I'm curious why you were trying something so hard."
He screwed up his face. "I wanted to impress you a little."
"Okay, that's rich. Care to explain why?"
Mike let out a disgusted sigh. "I don't want you to feel like I'm wasting your time trying to train me."
"This is hardly a waste of time." Lily put her hands on her hips. "I offered to help and you accepted."
"Yeah, but I'm sure there are better things you could be doing right now." He had no idea what Lily did with her free time, and she never offered more information about it. He rarely saw her outside the Dreamscape, though he had heard rumors that she hung out with Dana quite often. "I don't want my problems to become your burdens."
"You're one of the rare humans who can even come here on his own, much less manipulate it so easily. You are years ahead of where you should be, which I find very fascinating." She scowled at him. "However, your self-pity is killing my buzz."
"Yeah, you're right. It's hard to recognize my own achievements, especially when I've made no progress on unlocking any more of those visions." Each vision Mike had gave him a new clue about the house, but also brought along more questions. He and Lily both believed that the Dreamscape was a wonderful way to prepare for the next one, and even possibly open up a path to have the visions at will.
"Maybe you should try peyote." She held up a cup full of a shimmering red paste.
"Will that even work in here?"
Lily laughed. "Your brain would probably put together its own version of what being stoned on peyote is like. However, your brain just made a chocolate dinosaur, so maybe you shouldn't risk it."
"That's probably true. Does peyote give you the munchies? A chocolate dinosaur might hit the spot."
Lily rolled her eyes, the cup in her hand disappearing. "Good grief, I was kidding. I am definitely not giving you dream drugs."
He laughed. "That's probably for the best." He cracked his knuckles again, wiggling his fingers over the sand. "Should I try to build the door?"
"Yes. I want to see it."
With a nod, he focused on the sand, thinking hard about how, millennia ago, a secret door had been planted there, just waiting for someone to discover it. Moments or minutes passed, it was hard to tell in the Dreamscape, and a thin line of wood appeared in the sand, moving slowly upward.
The door had been Lily's idea. The whole point of training in the Dreamscape had been to allow him to freely travel to the place where he was literally one with the house and could learn its secrets. Since the world of dreams seemed to be closely tied with it, Lily had surmised that stepping through a magic doorway was a perfect metaphor for his brain to hold on to.
The door grew taller, its wooden frame wrapped in vines. It had an ornate knob with a large keyhole on the bottom, and when it finished emerging from the ground, it hovered a few inches above the sand.
"It's kind of pretty," Lily said, moving closer. "Where did you get the idea for it?"
"I tried not to," he admitted. "I figured if I modeled it specifically on something I knew, my brain would take me there instead."
"Good answer." She took a step back. "So now what?"
"Well, up until recently, the door hasn't worked properly. So I gave it a lock to represent unlocking its secrets."
"I'd groan, but I think you're right."
"And for my next trick," he held up his hand and stuck out two fingers. The fingers distorted, metal teeth sprouting out from them. "I must be the key."
The succubus said nothing, an intense curiosity on her face.
Shrugging, he stuck his fingers in the lock and turned them. A loud clunking noise filled the Dreamscape, and he pulled his fingers out and grabbed the knob.
"Ready?" he asked.
"Maybe. If this works, I probably can't go in with you, so be ready for that."
He pulled the door open and was immediately bathed in light. Music played from the other side, and he stepped through, temporarily blinded. Squinting, he could make out intricate white marble that seemed to stretch on forever. His heart skipped a beat, his whole body trembling in excitement.
"Is this a bathroom?" Lily asked from behind. The light dimmed and revealed that they were now in an impossibly large room with hundreds of urinals lining the wall.
"What?" Mike looked around and saw a long mirror above the impossibly wide sink, and a handicapped stall down at the end. "I don't get it. Why a bathroom?"
Lily started laughing. When he looked at her, he saw that she was staring at his crotch. Looking down, he realized that he was naked from the waist down. Embarrassed, he tried to cover up, but a sudden flood of heat washed through his groin.
"It's not funny!" he cried out, running over to the nearest urinal and letting loose a large blast of piss. It was like the jet stream setting on a hose, and he couldn't get it to stop.
"It's the... it's the... the piss dream!" Lily now sat on a chrome stool, tears running down her face as she held her stomach. "You found an anxiety!"
"It's not funny!" Shame and rage filled his cheeks, and he knew then that he was losing control of the Dreamscape. Without Lily's venom in his veins, he was susceptible to slipping into an ordinary dream, one where he would watch his own actions as if in a movie. "What do I do?"
The succubus laughed. "You keep peeing!"
Mike swore under his breath, trying desperately to aim the stream into the mouth of the urinal. He ended up peeing everywhere, and then the urinal clogged, so he sidestepped over to the next one, which quickly clogged up, then the next. He did this for several minutes, doing a shuffle each time, the frustration building up.
"Lily, help me!"
"Oh, fine." Her eyes flashed yellow, and she gave him a grin.
He turned away from the urinal, the full feeling in his bladder gone. Looking down, he saw that his pants were back on. Puzzled, he turned back to the urinals behind him. They were now overflowing, water spilling over their edges and filling the whole room with water.
Lily grabbed his hand and pulled him out of the bathroom, slamming the door shut behind them. With a kick, she knocked it to the ground. Water leaked up out of its edges, staining the sand with moisture.
"That was some of the funniest shit I've ever seen." She wiped a final tear from her eye. "I thought you were going to drown in there!"
"I..." Mike realized that he didn't feel angry anymore. "What happened?"
"Well, first things first, you're welcome. I gave you a little sting to put you farther under." She kicked sand on top of the door. "You stumbled into an anxiety, a recurring dream that people tend to have. Like going to school naked, that kind of thing. You panicked and started to wake up, which is how it trapped you. Once you were in control again, the scenario fell apart."



"That's kind of weird. What caused it?"
"What do you think? Stress. I'm guessing you miss everybody's favorite screamer, and are burnt out on trying to get her home. And though I'm no psychologist, It definitely could have been way worse." He figured she was referring to his mother, who had tormented him as a child. When Lily had trapped him here the first time they met, his mother had been a literal specter that followed him through his dreams, trying to drive him mad.
"Yeah, I guess." He balled up his fists. "Should I try again?"
"No. Once your mind gets stuck on a visual like that, it tends to repeat itself. You'll have to make a different door, summon that one again and you'll be back in that dream."
"Yeah, that would be—" he caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to look. Up at the house, he saw a dark figure step out of sight behind the curtains.
"What?" Lily turned to look at the house. "Did I miss something?"
"The shadow is back." He shivered. The shadow came to him often in his dreams, but this was the first time it had shown up while Lily was in his head. "He's watching us."
"Oh, I've got to see this." Lily's wings burst from her back in a sulfurous cloud, and she took off, racing toward the house.
"Hey, hey!" Mike gave chase, trying to will himself into the sky. Dream flight was something that was beyond him, so the best he managed was large leaps across the dunes and onto the grassy front yard of his home.
The house in his dreams matched the house in the real world. He was inextricably tied to it by the fact that Naia had embedded a piece of her soul into his. Just as Naia could never leave her fountain, Mike couldn't travel beyond the ocean inside his head. On one occasion, he tried shrinking the house down to put it in his pocket. It had nearly worked, but he had been startled awake by Tink falling out of bed next to him and unleashing a litany of curses.
Lily stood sideways on the outside of his house, bent over to peer into his bedroom window. Mike navigated a small cluster of bunnies made out of stone that had congregated beneath her, careful not to trip over them. It was odd how beings like the rock rabbits populated the corridors of his mind, and Lily had explained to him once that his brain did a lot more thinking while he was unconscious than he realized. In a way, it reminded him of the abstract thoughts of artificial intelligence, only his brain was much better at creating order from the chaos of his thoughts.
"And?" he asked from below.
"Don't see him." Using her foot, she slid the window open.
"Hey, don't go in without me." His words fell on deaf ears as she hopped into the house, falling horizontally. "Damnit, Lily," he muttered, then tried to jump up to the window. The rabbits, however, were now scrambling across his legs, their imaginary weight holding him down.
"Fucking dream logic." He kicked them away, stubbing his toe in the process. The rabbits multiplied, suddenly doubling in number, then scrambled across the top of his feet, snuggling up to him. He turned away from them and shuffled to the back door of the house. When the Dreamscape got away from him, it was always best to allow simple logic to take over.
"No rabbits in the house," he shouted, and the weight fell away from his feet as he stepped through the back door. Looking back, he saw the horde of stone rabbits milling about, blinking their obsidian eyes at him. They seemed to fade away into the scenery until only a small cluster of them remained. He wondered if once upon a time, he had dreamt of a bunny made of stone, or even seen something in a movie that triggered it.
"Lily?" He called into the house, walking through it carefully. So far, none of his encounters with the shadow had become violent, but the fact that it had even made an appearance was a bit of a surprise. "Lily, where are you?"
"Upstairs." He followed the sound of her voice and stepped into the upper hallway. Lily emerged from his bedroom and shrugged. She was now dressed in a purple dress with a green scarf. Her tights were a near match for the headband in her now entirely red hair.
"Nice touch," he told her.
"There's a mystery to solve." She dramatically revealed a large magnifying glass, then winked at him through it.
"Do you think he's still here?"
"I do." She lowered the magnifying glass and looked over her shoulder. "When I am in your head, I can sense your presence, easy peasy. But something definitely feels off right now. You ever have a scary dream where you know something is watching you but can't see it?"
He shuddered. "Who doesn't?"
"Well, sometimes, something else really is watching you. I've been in someone's head when that happens, you know. Feels like sinus pressure before a storm, that's the best way I can explain it. And right now, my nose is going nuts. The shadow is still here, and he's close." She looked down the hall, then held a finger to her lips and then pointed at the door to Beth's room.
Mike nodded, but Lily pointed to his mouth and rolled her finger in a circle, telling him to keep talking.
"What kind of things watch people when they dream?" Mike asked, his eyes on Beth's door.
"Truthfully? I don't really know. I've run across some beings that feed on dreams, or other demons, whatever. World's a big place, I've seen my share of interesting creatures. But there's a part of the Dreamscape that even I won't go to, and you shouldn't either, not if you can help it."
"Wait, what? You've never told me about this." He opened the door to Beth's room and looked inside. "If there's somewhere I shouldn't go, then why haven't you warned me?"
"I don't need to. If you ever encounter it, you'll know right away. A sense of fear comes over you, the same kind that you might wake up from screaming."
"Like night terrors?"
"One and the same. Science will tell you that they typically have nothing to do with our dreams, but we know better now, don't we?"
"These things cause night terrors?"
"Night terrors can be caused by many things, but they are the primary culprit. You wake up in a cold sweat, unable to move because they are still feeding on your psyche, and refuse to let go. You ever hear of bathophobia?"
"Fear of... baths?" He grimaced, knowing it was wrong, but he couldn't help himself.
Lily rolled her eyes. "Fear of depths. Imagine swimming in the ocean and then going out over a dark patch, watching the ground fall away into the pitch black of the depths below."
Mike shivered.
"Exactly. Typically these things lurk in the dark and deep parts of your dreams. People who encounter them rarely remember the dream itself, but bring their fears back to the waking world. It's also why some people are afraid of deep water, and even holes. That's where I typically find them inside of dreams. Bet if we swam far enough into the ocean, we could sink to the bottom and come across one. If the terror of the encounter doesn't wake you right away, they can take a piece of your mind with you when they go." Lily crossed Beth's room and opened the closet. "Nothing here."
"Sounds a lot like the Old Ones." He and Ratu had destroyed a piece of an Old One. The task had been difficult and had nearly cost him his life.
"Perhaps. There's a theory that the Old Ones aren't gone, just asleep. Perhaps these encounters are simply their dreams bleeding over into our world. Either way, I've been known to bail on a dream if I encounter anything I don't recognize." Lily got on her hands and knees to look under the bed, revealing that she wore a pair of crotchless purple panties.
Mike laughed. "You just can't help yourself, can you?"
"Hmm?" Lily looked over her shoulder and wiggled her ass back and forth for him. "Oh, is there a problem? Did you spot a clue?"
He couldn't help it. He walked up behind her and gave her ass a playful slap. "Maybe. But we're looking for the shadow, remember?"
"Oh, I know." She stood up and grabbed him by the front of the shirt. "But we both know it's just going to be old man Jenkins or some shit, using light and shadows to scare the locals, right?"
"Lily, I—" She kissed him hard, then slid her hand down the front of his pants, stroking his shaft through the fabric. When she broke the kiss, she licked the side of his neck, then bit down on the lobe of his ear.
"It's watching us," she whispered quickly, then slid a hand beneath his shirt, dragging her long nails across his chest. "C'mon, Romeo, we never seem to have any time anymore. All we do is drive around in that stuffy old van all day, sniffing dog farts."
"There's no time for this right now." Mike winked at her, playing along. "We need to focus and solve the mystery of the missing shadow. And I think I spotted a clue."
"Where?" Lily turned dramatically, her hair flaring out like her skirt.
"Under the bed!" He pointed where she had been looking, and she immediately got on all fours, her skirt sliding up to reveal her ass.
"I don't see anything." She pulled out her magnifying glass.
"You need to look deeper." He scanned the room but didn't notice anything out of the ordinary. Lily must have sensed the shadow watching, but from where?
"Ah, nuts." Lily's had squeezed her upper half beneath the bed, her full bottom now folded over perfectly to give it a wishbone shape. "I think I'm stuck."
"Um... okay." Every time Lily jerked her hips, her skirt rode up higher, and he was having a tough time looking anywhere else. "Do you... need a hand?"
"Yes, please. Just grab me by the hips and pull." She wiggled her butt back and forth, which sealed the deal. He was now rock hard, and when he got behind her to pull, his cock pressed up against the puffy lips of her labia through his pants.
"I don't think you're trying hard enough," she groaned, grinding her ass against him. "I need you to pull!"
"Jinkies, I'm doing my best." He slapped her ass again, and she yelped. "What are you even stuck on?"
"Uh... my headband is caught on a bedspring."
"Then take it off." He slapped her ass again.
"But it completes my outfit!" Lily protested, pushing against him. Her hand snaked back between her legs and undid the front of his pants, his cock springing free. "Hey, I think I found something!"
"Really?" He gave her hips a yank and she popped free, her arms pinwheeling through the air as they both fell backward. Mike hit the ground first, and then Lily sank down perfectly on top of his cock, her legs going wide as she let out a groan.
"Damn, you feel good." He rubbed her ass, pushing her dress up. She moved her hips back and forth, her firm ass pressing against his stomach.
She looked over her shoulder at him, a wide grin on her face. "I think I found something."
"Oh?" He couldn't tell if she was still in character or not.
"Check this out." She lifted up a silver briefcase that Mike recognized, but couldn't place. "I bet there's all kinds of clues in here."
"Well, I guess you should..." Mike gasped when Lily's vaginal walls vibrated like dozens of fingers inside of her.
"I should what?" She wiggled her hips back and forth, then rode him for a minute, her hands pressing against his thighs. Tiny little gasps escaped her, and Mike grabbed onto her ass, and thrust himself into her.
"What's in the case?" he asked before slapping her on the ass again.
"Um..." Lily sat up straight, sinking all the way down onto Mike's throbbing shaft. He let out a groan when she held the case above her head and gave it a shake. He couldn't help but notice that her eyes scanned the room when she turned to look at him. "It's locked!"
"Give it here." He took the case from her and chuckled. On the bottom of it was a piece of tape holding a key in place. "Look, Lily! Another clue!"
"Oh!" She spun around to face him, but though her body stopped, the sensation of spinning did not. Her vagina was now twisting back and forth along the head of his cock, and his magic was beginning to react. A spark jumped from one of his fingers onto her thigh, and she yelped.
"Sorry about that." He pulled the key free and struggled to stick it in the lock. Lily had put her hands on his hips, and was riding him hard, a playful smile on her face. Every few thrusts, her eyes would flick up to a different part of the room as she let out a groan. Mike tried to do the same, to catch a tiny bit of movement, but he kept coming back to the gorgeous redhead riding his cock.
Lily let out a tiny cry, then bit her lip and let out a series of grunts, shoving herself onto him and grabbing the back of his thighs. Little sparks crawled up her legs and buried themselves in her flesh, and she let go of his legs and dragged her nails along the wooden floor, leaving deep gouges in the wood.
"Fuck, Romeo, I love how big your dick is." She turned around and put her hands on his chest, then squeezed his hips with her thick thighs. "But we're not done here yet."
"We're... not?"
She grinned. "I'm not finished, and neither are you." She held up the key she had pulled off the briefcase. "Let's see that clue we found!"
"Um, yeah, okay." He just laid there, his cock throbbing inside her, as she opened the case on his chest. "So... what's inside?"
"Aha!" Lily pulled her magnifying glass out and looked inside the case. "It looks like another key!"
"Wait, what?" He tried to sit up and see, but she slid the case to the side instead and knelt down until her face met his.
"Indulge me just a bit longer." she whispered, then licked his upper lip and sat back up. In one hand, she held her magnifying glass, in the other, a massive misshapen dildo.
Mike couldn't help it, and let out a huge laugh. Lily grinned down at him, her hips moving from side to side.
"Seriously, where did you come up with the idea for that?"
"Oh, some ideas are closer to home than you may think." The dildo was purple with a series of large bumps and a huge, bulbous head. "I bet we will figure out the mystery of the shadow if we can just figure out where this can fit."
"Hey, don't look at me. I'm more of an occasional finger kind of guy, and I promise that that is way too big for me."
"You sure?" She set the magnifying glass down on his chest and held the dildo in both hands. In some places, it looked like it might even have spikes. "Is there anything I could do to talk you into it?"
"Well, since you asked so politely... hell no." He stuck out his tongue at her. "But I bet I can think of somewhere to put it."
"Hmm. Show me."
He lifted her hips up and slid out of her, then took the dildo from her hand. "C'mon, bend over the bed."
"Ooh, I love it when you're bossy." She grabbed the edge of the bed, her fingers squeezing the bedposts tightly. "Oh, and a request?"
"What's that?"
"Don't be gentle." She winked at him, then reached back with one hand to pull her ass cheek open, revealing that her pussy was practically drooling for him.
He chuckled, and teased her by slapping the massive dildo against her ass, stroking himself the entire time. Lily was giving him plenty of free rein tonight, and he had his mind on something specific. Using just the head of the dildo, he moved it up and down her soaking wet labia, pushing on it just enough to make her groan.
After a couple minutes of this, Lily turned to look back at him.
"Are you just fucking with me or—"
Mike had lined the dildo up perfectly, just waiting for her attention to wander. He shoved the dildo forward, marveling at how Lily's pussy was able to accommodate such a thing in the first place, but ultimately knowing that it wouldn't hurt her, not in here. It slid in only a few inches, the thick, bulbous head disappearing inside of her first. It stopped at the first series of spiky nubs, and the succubus took in a deep breath.
Only one of her eyes rolled up in her head, and she arched her back, letting out a low groan.
"Oh, you fucker! Mmh, that feels so unreal, how does she fucking do that?"
"How does who do what?" Mike asked.
"More!" Lily planted her face in the bed and held her butt cheeks apart for him. "More, now!"
"Oh, yeah, sure." He gave the dildo another push and watched in excitement as the nubs stretched Lily to the limit, then vanished inside of her. She was actively crying out in a language he didn't recognize, and until he heard otherwise, he had no intention of stopping. More nubs were next to disappear, followed by a large knot of some sort.
Lily ripped the sheets off the bed with her nails, growling into the mattress. Mike slapped her ass with his free hand, then gave himself a couple of strokes, but he didn't need them. His cock was still rock hard and throbbing, ready to see some use once more.
"Oh, shit, you've gotta be... fuck!" Her legs gave out, and she rested her upper half on the bed when the knot disappeared inside of her.
Mike laughed when he got to the spikes. They were toward the bottom and were obviously meant to keep the dildo from being swallowed up completely. He had stuffed the whole thing inside of her, and for the first time ever, she seemed to be speechless, repeatedly slamming her fists against the bed.
"You nice and full yet?" He leaned forward and rubbed her lower belly, surprised that he could feel the thick head of the cock through her flesh.
"Ha. I've had... bigger." Lily's thighs trembled, then stabilized.
"Bigger than this?"
Lily laughed, and the dildo slipped out a little. "I've been in people's sex dreams. There are fewer places in the universe you will experience anything weirder."
"Well, you're in my sex dream now." He pushed the dildo back in, and she grunted. "And for future reference, next time you wanna play Scooby and the gang with me, I prefer the brainier girl."
Lily chuckled. "I hate wearing orange, so made a judgment call." She picked up the magnifying glass again and twirled it in her hand. Mike noticed that the lens was now a mirror, and he could tell she was surveying the room behind them.
"Seriously though, are you doing okay? Do you need more time to adapt?" He stroked his cock, teasing the tip with his thumb.
"You're such a fucking girl sometimes," Lily muttered. "Of course, I'm fine."
"I mean, if you want me to stop, you just say so." Mike summoned a small bottle of lubricant from the Dreamscape and poured it into his hand, stroking his shaft to get his entire cock nice and wet. "Maybe we should have a safe word, just in case you can't handle it."
"I swear to Hell, if you suggest that we cuddle afterwards, I will set you on fire."
"Really? No safe word then?" He grabbed his dick by the shaft and smacked her on the base of her spine with his glans. "We can pick something easy, like mango or papaya."
"Are you gonna talk about fruit or are you gonna fuuuuuuuu—aaaargh!" Lily let out a scream as Mike pushed the head of his penis into her tight asshole.
"Holy shit, you're tight!" Through the thin walls of her body, he could feel the nubs and bulges of the dildo rubbing against his cock. He pushed his way forward, watching her asshole expand to gobble him up.
Lily's words were incoherent once more, and smoke rose from the comforter on the bed where her fingers touched. She dropped the mirror and grabbed ahold of the bed frame, then pushed herself back on to him. He penetrated her so deeply that the dildo got pushed out, sliding free a couple of inches.
Mike grunted, feeling a wave of energy bounce through his core. The warm tightness of her ass was overwhelming already, but feeling the movement of the dildo through her vaginal wall was already pushing him over the edge.
Lily used one of her hands to grab the dildo, pushing it back in, then let out a loud moan when Mike began slowly pumping her. They worked together, and every time he bottomed out, she pulled the dildo out to the knot, then pushed it back in while he withdrew.



A ring of fire formed over her head, and the ground pulsated with electricity. Mike watched in awe as the electricity crawled up the wall and throughout the house, remembering that they were inside his head. Did his magic function differently here?
In the distance, thunder boomed over the ocean, and he felt a surge of heat flow through him. He grabbed onto Lily's hips and pushed himself deep, letting her swivel her hips around him.
"Fuck, I'm so close," he gasped, the sky outside the house going dark.
"I don't want to hear about how close you are, I want you to fill my ass!"
"Your wish... is... my..." He couldn't hold it any longer, and he let out a cry that shook the house, then filled her to the brim with his cum.
Lily's fingers tore through the mattress, and she cried out, the fiery halo over her head now shooting flames in every direction. Her eyes bugged out of her head, and she went limp against the top of the bed, allowing him to pump himself a few more times into her ass before losing control of his legs and falling down on top of her.
The room was silent for several minutes, save for the sounds of the two of them breathing. Mike's face cracked into a grin, and he pushed a lock of Lily's hair aside to reveal her ear.
"Now do you wanna cuddle?" he asked, his voice a whisper.
The bedspread beneath them caught on fire, and he let out a laugh and stood up, his dick slipping out of her. Lily grabbed the comforter and folded it up, putting out the flames, then turned to look at him, her eyes glowing red.
"Hey, it was just a joke." He held his hands up apologetically.
Lily let out a grunt, squinted her eyes, and then the giant dildo fell out of her, landing with a wet thud on the floor. It had a suction cup on the bottom, so it stuck in place, waving back and forth. Lily grunted again, and his semen dripped out of her ass, splattering on the floor next to it. Quite a bit of his spunk fell out, creating a huge mess on the floor.
"That's..." So many words ran through his mind, so he picked the one he figured would least likely get him in trouble. "So unladylike." He wrinkled his nose.
"The Dreamscape is self cleaning." She fixed her skirt, then adjusted her headband. "I haven't felt that full since my last gangbang."
"That... uh..." he wanted to ask more, but decided against it. "Okay."
"Oh, don't worry. It's still special when we do it." He was surprised when Lily threw herself at him, her cinnamon flavored tongue suddenly in his mouth. Stumbling backward in surprise, he bumped into the dresser, his hands grabbing the sides to steady himself.
Lily broke the kiss and stuck her hand in the mirror behind him. When he turned to watch, he saw that the surface of the mirror rippled like hot oil. Lily's hand clutched tightly to the shadow figure hiding in its reflection, pulling on his face like it was made of cloth.
"Gotcha, fucker. Now let's see who's under that mask!"
The mirror exploded, sending both of them across the room. Mike crashed into the wall, the wallpaper distorting like rubber behind him, allowing him to slide safely to the floor. Lily struggled to stand up, her wings and tail bursting into view.
"I'm going to hurt you so bad," she hissed, and stood to face the shadow.
Caretaker. The shadow's voice was a collection of whispers. It didn't even bother looking at Lily. I would speak with you.
"Oh, I don't think so, you nasty little pervert." Lily approached it, her hands morphing into claws. "Since you like to watch so much, I think you should watch me tear you a new asshole."
Enough. With the wave of a shadowy hand, Lily was smashed through the wall of the house by an unseen force, her headband falling to the floor. In the distance, he heard her shrieking with rage, her voice going quiet.
"Lily!" Mike ran to the hole, but all he could see was a series of holes through the house, eventually ending with the outside world and a fantastic view of the ocean. "What did you do to her?"
A succubus is a powerful weapon, yet you waste your time fornicating with her. The shadow's voice dripped with disgust. You have much power at your disposal, yet you squander it, achieving nothing. Your journey is far, and you take so few steps. I merely removed a distraction that we may speak.
"I'm not trying to achieve anything. We're all just trying to get by, and things have been really nice recently. Except for shit like this." He turned to the shadow and let his wrath bleed into the dream. The floor creaked beneath his feet, and the baseboards turned into gnarled claws that reached for the shadow's feet but couldn't quite reach.
And yet, one of your own has been taken. The shadow rippled, then walked to the door of the room. It is a slight that cannot be suffered.
Mike squinted his eyes at the shadow, curiosity overriding his anger. "And what would you know of it?"
I am not bound by any law, faerie or otherwise. I have seen the gilded cage, and heard the queen speak ill of you. Mark my words, she is a dangerous foe who would take the world from you if she could.
"I'm glad to hear that you care so much about my personal well being." Mike sat on the bed and crossed his arms. "I suppose the offer to help me for a price is coming now, right?" Every time the shadow spoke with him, it offered him immeasurable power for just a piece of his soul. Soul magic was extremely dangerous, and he had been warned about letting a piece of his go. The previous Caretaker, his Great Aunt Emily, had gone crazy and done shady things before she died, and he had a suspicion that the shadow had been the reason behind it.
The shadow hissed, a sound very much like boiling water. You would be wise not to discount my advice. The time will come when you will beg for my assistance, Caretaker. Your world will—
"Burn, right?" Mike finished the shadow's statement, tilting his head to look through the hole in the wall. In the distance, dark wings flapped furiously, and he could see the murderous gleam in Lily's eyes, even from this distance. "It's always about fire, the house burning, I'm burning, my world is burning, blah blah blah. Maybe we should make a different kind of deal?"
The shadow cocked its head. Such as?
"Tell me what I want to know and I'll keep her from kicking your ass."
What?
Lily burst through the hole in the wall, her razor-sharp fingers closing around the shadow's neck.
"Nasty little fuck!" she shook her hands, but the shadow melted through her, his hands now closed tightly around her throat. Lily gasped in pain, her eyes bugging out and her tail striking at the shadow and hitting nothing. Mike tried to stand, but the air in the room was suddenly so dense that he could no longer move. He slid off the mattress, struggling to breathe.
Know your place, hellspawn. The shadow smashed the succubus into the ground, the floor splintering around her. It did this several times until Lily finally went still, her tail going limp against the floorboards. Pathetic. We shall speak again, Caretaker. Alone, next time.
Like a breath of fog, the shadow vanished. The heaviness dispersed, and Mike stood and rushed to Lily's aid.
"Are you okay?" He grabbed Lily by the arm and helped her up.
"It looks worse than it is. I'm going to have a killer headache when I get out of here, though." Lily lifted her head to reveal that several sharp splinters now stuck out of her face. "But, yeah, I'm fine."
"Is he gone?"
Lily spat out a piece of wood. "Yeah, but he was pissed. Whatever that shadow is, it's very powerful. I don't want you talking to it anymore."
"That's not a choice I get to make."
"And that's what worries me." Lily stepped back from Mike. "That thing shouldn't have been able to toss me around like that, not in here." She looked out the hole in the house. "I was miles out to sea before I could regain my bearings. That kind of willpower from a spirit should be impossible. It isn't a ghost, in case you were wondering."
"Well, I think we both know that the shadow isn't just a random spirit."
"Hmm." Lily turned her attention on him, her eyes smoldering. "Don't take this the wrong way, but I think I'm going to be keeping a closer eye on you for the foreseeable future."
"How... how would I take that the wrong way? It sounds like a nice thing."
Lily rolled her eyes. "Of course, you'd think it like that. Maybe it's about my own self-preservation, the idea that I actually like my freedom. I knew you would get all moon-eyed at me. You going to start writing me poetry now?"
"Maybe." He flicked a piece of wood off her shoulder. It hit the ground and turned to marbles, rolling in every direction. "I'm pretty awesome at haikus."
"Doesn't surprise me, since you're all about feelings and shit. Time to wake up now. I want you sleeping in your own bed from now on. Oh, and no making that door without me. I don't want that fucker watching you do it." Lily winked, and then popped like a bubble, vanishing from sight. An intense smell hit his nostrils and the world ruptured around him.
Mike opened his eyes and coughed, the air rich with the scent of sulfur. Groaning, he sat up, rubbing a sore spot in his neck. The floor was hard, and unforgiving, apparently, and the book he had used as a pillow lacked any sort of neck support.
"You are awake, Mike Radley."
He flinched at the sound of Death's voice, then looked up at the specter. "Have you been waiting there this whole time?"
Death shrugged. "I did not want to get separated in this place, so have remained by your side."
"I see." He groaned, then stood up. His legs hurt too. "I think we should take what we have and go meet up with the others. I feel like shit."
"Let us take our leave, then." Death's hood concealed all but his lower jaw, but Mike could feel the reaper's intense gaze on him. "Mike Radley, are you aware that a demon of Hell had sexual congress with you while you slept? She left just before you awoke."
"You... you saw that?"
"I did. I found it interesting."
"I, um..." Mike looked at Death. "Interesting like your maps?"
A chilly laugh emanated from Death, a laugh that echoed through the Library. "I found it fascinating to watch, and have so many questions!"
"Ah, geez." He and Death walked back through the stacks toward the large ledge overlooking the rest of the building.
"Are you in love with this demon, Mike Radley? Were you two making love? I have heard the term before, but find it quite silly. I guess you could claim that a child itself is a form of love, but how do you know if you are making love when you have to wait so long to find out that the woman is pregnant? Is it just wishful thinking to make such a statement?"
Mike sighed. "Her name is Lily. As for how I feel about her, let's just say that our relationship is extremely complicated." He looked out over the expanse of the Library and saw a distant carpet moving their way.
"You slept through the whole thing, Mike Radley. Did you not enjoy it? I know that humans sleep through things they find tedious or boring."
His cheeks burned. "It's how some demons do it is all."
"I see. Mike Radley, you seemed to suffer a series of seizures toward the end of your sexual encounter. Is your body okay? Are you well?"
Mike rolled his eyes, willing the carpet to come faster. Death continued to question him on the nuances of sex for the entire ride, and it became perfectly clear by the time they landed that Death wasn't going to let it go anytime soon.
He spotted the others in the Lobby. Tink was crashed out on a separate carpet with a giant stack of books nearby, and Sofia appeared in a flash of light, wheeling an empty cart into the Library. She had obviously dropped a load of them off in the house.
"So you're saying these seizures are pleasurable? People do it on purpose?" Death was sitting with his bony legs crossed, gazing up at Mike with a sense of wonderment.
Mike felt like he was a kindergarten teacher for the Damned.
"Look, you and I can talk about what an orgasm is later," he told Death. "Sex talk can be sensitive for some people, and I don't want to upset the others."
"I see." Death looked at the women by the entrance. "We must use discretion then."
"Yes, absolutely." He let out a sigh of relief, grateful that Death had gone quiet. When the carpet landed, Sofia approached him, holding her staff up.
"You've been gone a while." She looked past him at the cart full of books. "Hmm. Tink found way more books than you did."
"She had Reggie's help, though." He looked around. "Speaking of, where is His Majesty?"
"He went home hours ago. C'mon, let's get these to the dining hall, and then get you to bed. You look like shit."
"Gee. Thanks." He grabbed his cart and pushed it toward the exit, stopping long enough to shake Tink awake. She scrambled onto his back and locked her arms around his shoulders, then laid her head down. Death followed close behind, pushing the last cart. Back in the office, they pushed the carts over to the corner, setting them with the two that Sofia had already pushed through.
"That's a lot of books," he said, rubbing his eyes.
"And we'll get to them..." Sofia's eye squinted, and she opened her mouth wide, an enormous yawn escaping her. "Sorry about that. I'll catch up with you this afternoon. You're on your own for breakfast, if you get up before me."
"That's fair," Mike mumbled, then watched Sofia activate the magical bookshelf and vanish. Tink muttered something in her sleep, then lightly bit his shoulder.
"C'mon, little goblin, let's get to bed. Goodnight, Death."
"Goodnight, Mike Radley." The reaper gave a wave and then sat down at the desk. "I will think about what you have told me."
"Discreetly?" Mike asked.
"Very." Death winked, causing Mike to flinch.
"Good." He left the office behind and walked into the living room. The lights were all off, but he could see well enough to realize that someone was asleep on the couch. Walking slowly, he squinted, his eyes adjusting to the dark.
A loud thud startled him, and he nearly dropped Tink. He rushed over to the light switch and flicked it on, revealing that the figure on the couch was Beth.
"Hmm?" Beth yawned, stretching her arms so high that her shirt lifted, revealing her bare stomach. "Oh, it's you. Finally."
"Finally what?" Again, a loud thud. "What is that?"
Beth rolled her eyes. "Yeah, about that. Remember the stuff missing from the storage unit?"
"The stuff that got sold at auction? Of course." Honestly, he never thought of it. It had been gone before his arrival, and he figured it was already out in the wild, so why worry?
"Well, you got some of it back." Another thud came from the dining hall. "Here, let me show you."
Curious, he followed, but not before Tink slid down and sleepily drew a hammer from her belt.
"Tink smash, then sleep." The goblin yawned, then blinked weary eyes.
Beth lead them into the dining hall. The first thing Mike noticed was the cardboard box in the middle of the table. It had been duct-taped in place, but kept lifting itself off the ground. A squadron of rats were watching it, their tiny spears at the ready. Sitting atop the box, like a tiny cowboy, was the doll Jenny.
"What's in it?"
"No idea. Figured I would wait for you." Beth pointed in the corner. "There are five other boxes, but this one is restless, to say the least. So... you going to open it?"
Curiosity compelled him to do it, and he was at the edge of the table before he realized what was happening.
He thought about his conversation with Sofia, and even the one with Lily. Determined as he was to open the box and see what was inside, he was dead tired, and so were the others.
"You know what? It can wait for tomorrow." He turned to the rats. "Would that be okay?"
The rats looked to their leader, a heavy-set rat with a modified tin can for a helmet. The chunky rodent gave Mike a solemn nod.
"Good. C'mon, Tink. You can smash it later."
"Okay." Tink slid her hammer back into its holster and wandered off toward the stairs.
Mike turned his attention back to Beth. "So other than this box, anything I should know about?"
"I can tell you later. Nothing that can't wait." Her unkempt hair fell past her face, and she pulled it into a faux ponytail to get it out of her face. "Let's go to bed."
"Uh, yeah, uh..." It was stupid, but he felt his face heat up. Why was it so easy with the others? It wasn't something he could even remotely explain, but Beth still brought out the old him, the one who struggled with women. "Yep. Let's go to sleep in our beds."
If Beth noticed his awkwardness, she didn't acknowledge it. She walked ahead of him up the stairs, her wrinkled shirt caught on the edge of her pants, exposing the thick curves of her ass.
He did his best not to stare all the way up. Once in his room, he stripped to his boxers, turned off the light, and fell into his bed. Tink joined him, curling up behind his back.
He thought about the shadow, Cecilia, and the unknown boxes downstairs. Exhaustion claimed him, his thoughts becoming a tumbled heap as he slipped into the realm of dreams. Somewhere below, the box continued to thump in place like the beating of a cardboard heart.
--
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Caught in the Web
Sludge leaked from the busted pipe into a bucket Darren had hung just beneath it. The women's restroom had flooded over the weekend, and he had moved into the crawl space beneath to deal with the issue, only to discover that the plumbing was completely shot.
The crawlspace was around four feet tall, and was a maze of pipes, vents and cobwebs. When people walked on the ground floor above, dirt trickled through small gaps in the floorboards. Donning a face mask and a pair of safety glasses, he had been underneath the library all day, attempting to repair rather than replace, but the process had been slow going. As the minutes trickled by, his memories threatened to surface like hungry fish, snapping at him for attention.
Moving a particularly large web to the side, he winced when a large brown spider tumbled free, then ran away in a panic.
"Sorry," he mumbled to the little creature as it disappeared around one of the dark corners. "Your house is in the way of progress." He held up the replacement pipe to ensure it was long enough and then slid it onto the old pipe with a fitting. Using his torch, he sweated the pipes and then soldered them together. The intense heat and humidity tickled at his sense memory, but he ignored it.
This morning, Ana had greeted him at his bedroom door, pushing him back to his bed. Leaning forward in her wheelchair, she had sucked him dry once again. Ever since that first night in the park almost two weeks ago, she had become more aggressive, initiating oral sex every day or so. Afterward, it was almost like she was a different person, caught up in some sort of post-orgasmic bliss, which he knew wasn't possible. She had assured him more than once that she felt nothing from the waist down, yet she looked so satisfied after she was finished with him.
Like every other sexual encounter, this one had left him feeling relaxed and at peace. The painful memories were still there, but they were now muted, distant somehow. He no longer heard Cutter's voice berating him, demanding justice for a death he felt he didn't deserve.
Still, the dark confines of the crawlspace did their best to amplify those dark feelings, and Darren kept his eyes on his work, thinking only of the pipes above and Ana. She was still such a mystery to him, but he figured with time he would get to know the woman who hid behind the facade.
Up above, he heard the soft chatter of children, followed by Ana's voice. It was storytime, and he stopped to listen in. No matter how cold she acted with others, she showed a special softness with the children. He wondered if she would be capable of such softness with a child of her own.
"Do you think that's even a possibility?" Dwayne asked him. His brother squinted at the pipe Darren had just soldered. "You've got a weak joint on this side, by the way."
"Oh?" Darren moved the lamp over and frowned. "Yeah, you're right." He grabbed the solder and went to work once more, heating the metal.
"I mean, she's numb from the waist down, but can she function? Like, could she have babies?"
"Hmm. I don't know. Ow, shit." He stuck his finger in his mouth, cooling it. While heating the pipe, he had accidentally touched the edge. "I guess maybe? Not something I figured I would bring up just yet."
"Yeah, that makes sense. Remember that one girl from high school? Kathryn?"
"I do." His lips curled into a smile. Kathryn and his brother had dated for a couple of months when she thought she had become pregnant. "You even got mom's old wedding ring and were ready to take the plunge junior year."
"Yeah. I wasn't ready to be a dad, but I was still excited. Then she had her period and cheated on me with Tommy Stiles." Dwayne chuckled. "Guess it was all for the best though."
"She got fat." After he had come home, he had run into her and her two kids at the grocery store. Kathryn had packed on sixty pounds and cut her hair super short, further emphasizing her chubby cheeks. When he saw her, she had been yelling at her bagboy for packing her groceries wrong. "And nasty."
"Weird, right? Like, you think someone will be the same way forever, but a couple of years is a really long time. It can chew you up and spit you out as someone completely different."
"Like Ana." What had she been like as a teen, before her accident?
"Man, you're obsessed." Dwayne playfully punched Darren's shoulder. "That joint looks way better now."
"Thanks." Darren rolled over and crawled over to another spot and looked up. Beads of water still clung to the underside of the pipe, remnants of a pinhole leak. "Think this is the last one here." When he looked back over his shoulder, Dwayne had picked up the lamp for him to bring it closer.
"I wonder why they all burst suddenly?" Dwayne pushed the lamp into place.
"PIpes are old. I suspect some air got in and created a hammer. Louise mentioned that she had heard a rattling or something whenever the water turned on, but never told me about it until the floor was all wet." The cold water pipe to the women's sink had cracked badly, and when he had checked the crawlspace for flooding, he had discovered the severity of the damage. It had failed in multiple places, spraying water everywhere. Luckily, it had drained quickly, but he was still cold and wet.
"It's amazing how one simple thing can cause everything to collapse." Dwayne picked up the epoxy and handed it over. "Just like that, the system fails."
Darren grimaced. "Yeah, that's how it goes. Do you remember when we used to talk about coming home, maybe starting our own construction company and working on houses?"
Dwayne nodded, then slid a half-eaten Snickers bar from his pocket. "Oh yeah. Double-D Construction. Building your home while tearing down prices."
"That slogan is still stupid." Darren finished drying the pipe with his last clean rag and was now filing it down with sandpaper. "But yeah, Little Mike convinced us we could make some good money doing it. We learned a ton about construction from the Corps."
"Easy money in electrical. That's what he always used to say."
"Yeah, he did." Darren smeared epoxy over the hole, making sure it was sealed along the edges. Triple checking the pipe for moisture, he used a couple small pieces of electrical tape to add a piece of toilet paper beneath it. When he checked on it later, he would know if any water was still getting out. "Get out of the military, make some good money, and then drink beers on a speedboat in the Gulf of Mexico. I was able to take the first step, but that's as far as I got."
When he looked to Dwayne for his response, his brother had gone. Letting out a sigh, he spent the next several minutes cleaning up and clearing out, then stumbled upstairs, his legs cramping from being crouched down for so long.
Stepping outside the library he closed his eyes, letting the warm sun wash over him. He crossed the street, his tools in hand, and went to the basement beneath the church to drop off the toolbox and put his things away. Once he was finished there, he went upstairs and peeled off his overalls, careful to toss them directly in the washing machine to avoid spilling mud.
Walking around in just his shirt and underwear, he opened a can of soup and ate it cold, his mind running over his list for the day. Tossing the can in the trash, he made a beeline for the shower hoping to warm himself up. After a relatively quick rinse, he changed into a white tank top and his fatigues.
Picking up his boots, he saw a wolf spider scurry for safety. He turned them upside down and gave them a shake, just in case.
"That's not your web in the church, right?" He watched the spider squeeze its fat ass through a hole in the floor. The giant web in the church had been on his mind a lot lately, but he hadn't had the time to properly investigate. Between time with Ana and his job, the only opportunity to go clean it up was late at night, and not only was the church unlit, but he didn't want to wake her up.
He had done some research in the library. Apparently some spiders around the world could form giant webs in times of floods, or even for giant spider orgies. Going back for another look, he had realized that though the web was large, he saw no movement in it, nor spiders in the church itself. It was almost as if they had built the giant web and abandoned it. Realizing that the web was most likely empty, it had dropped to the bottom of his list of priorities. Besides, it wasn't like they needed the church for anything.
As long as a bunch of spiders didn't start swarming into the house and freaking out Ana, he had decided to leave it alone. Maybe he would talk to Walters or Louise someday and look at renovating the church to expand their living quarters.
Lacing up his boots, he went back outside, walking toward the library.
A state of awareness fell over him, and he froze on the spot. It was the exact same feeling he had gotten back in 'Nam, right before a sniper had blown away a guy named Jackson just ten feet ahead of him. The feeling of being observed was so powerful that he almost turned around and went back home. Scanning the area, he couldn't shake the sensation of being watched, and took a cautious step forward, half expecting to experience a bullet passing through his skull and carrying him into darkness.
It didn't come. Shaken, he hurried across the street and entered the library, stepping away from the door. When he looked out the window, he still saw nothing, so he made a beeline for the utility room, then climbed the ladder up to the roof. Someone was out there, and he wouldn't feel safe until he knew who. Up on the roof, he crouched down near the edge, hoping to spot before being spotted. Looking down on the park, he saw nothing out of the ordinary. He sat this way, motionless, for nearly an hour, his heart pounding in his chest. Some primal instinct had activated, and he knew better than most he needed to follow it.
When the sensation passed, he moved cautiously toward the ladder, then back inside. Whatever had been watching him, the danger had now passed.

🕷️🕷️🕷️"That was really close," Jeffrey said, his voice emanating from a tiny speaker in Cyrus' ear. It was the latest technology, a walkie-talkie with an earpiece small enough to wear, and it was like Jeffrey was standing right next to him. "I thought he had spotted me."
"I'm glad he didn't," Cyrus whispered, his attention on the large hardbound novel in his hand. He sat by an open window that overlooked the park outside. Even knowing where Jeffrey was, it was impossible to spot him up in the tree. He was using a magical cloak that mimicked nearby colors, much like a chameleon, and the only evidence of his presence was the unusual thickness of the tree's trunk about twenty five feet up. "But I am starting to think we are wasting our time."
Jeffrey let out a sigh, but didn't argue. Darren had seemed like a perfect candidate for the type of man who would aid the Arachne. He went on regular jogs toward the edge of town, and both Cyrus and Jeffrey had thought the hunt would end by following him. He apparently did it for fun, because he always ran to the edge of town and back, never stopping to check traps or take any goods to a third party.
For the first few days, Cyrus had felt like Jeffrey was onto something in his suspicions, but now he wasn't sure. Darren didn't act like a man who was hiding a secret, and certainly didn't seem to be in cahoots with anyone. Jeffrey had climbed the tree after breakfast, leaping up into the branches when there was a break in foot traffic. Cyrus had watched from inside the library, but Darren had been absent most of the morning. After a little snooping, he had discovered from the talkative Head Librarian that some pipes had burst under the library. Later on tonight, Cyrus was planning to break in and look around the library itself. It hadn't occurred to either of them that the Arachne could be hiding somewhere among the books.
Down below, he heard the front door of the library creak open, and Darren walked up the desk where Louise sat.
"You're clear," Cyrus told Jeffrey, his eyes back on the street. Jeffrey dropped from his position, landing in a crouch, the cloak billowing up to reveal his legs, then changing color to match the thick grass. Jeffrey ran across the yard toward the church, disappearing in the thick brush. Minutes passed, and Cyrus looked over at the reference desk and saw Louise checking over a list with Darren.
"There's a cellar here," Jeffrey muttered, his voice crackling. "Might be a good spot."
"Potentially. You need me?"
"Not yet. Just gonna take a quick peek."
"Roger." Cyrus moved to a different window, affording him a better view of the church. The building was old, and looked better suited for squatters than any other occupant. The silence was nerve racking, and he had to fight the urge to wander over and look for himself.
Downstairs, another round of storytime had started up. Louise, the Head Librarian, ran this one, and she was putting on a show for some mildly interested six-year olds. The woman had been friendly, but had struck Cyrus as a small town girl who had simply aged out of the role. His eyes on the church, he heard the eerie squeak of a wheel behind him.
"Excuse me." It was the other librarian, the crippled one who lived with Darren. She adjusted her glasses, an icy stare fixed on her face. "I just need to get past you, but my chair won't fit." She held up a pair of books destined for the shelves with several more positioned in her lap.
"I beg your pardon." Cyrus smiled and pressed himself against the window, giving her more room. She pushed the knob on her chair and moved forward, her chair squeaking as it passed. "You should have someone oil that for you," he offered.
"Probably." She disappeared down an aisle, and he could hear her squeaking between the rows.
"I'm back," Jeffrey said.
"And?" Cyrus whispered.
The loud sigh on the other end told him everything. Cyrus glimpsed his own reflection in the glass, his face stuck in a scowl. Darren had been their best lead, and he was about to become a dead end.
"Breaking in," Jeffrey said, and Cyrus heard metal picks being jostled. "I should be in and out in just a few."
Cyrus said nothing, hearing the squeaking noise behind him. The librarian went past again, her face fixed into a sneer as if she smelled dog shit. He looked down at his book and cleared his throat, signaling that someone else was there. Jeffrey went quiet too, and Cyrus sat there in silence, hating the idea that his partner could be attacked by an Arachne in hiding.
"Front room clear," Jeffrey said. "Moving toward the back."
This reminded Cyrus of the time he and Jeffrey had tracked down a vampire to an old house in the middle of Nevada. The beast was preying on young women in Vegas, then driving them to the outskirts of town in his hearse and keeping them like cattle. Most vampires had some human thrall to do their bidding, and he had been forced to watch for the thrall's return while Jeffrey cleared the house on his own. Cyrus had listened as Jeffrey moved from room to room, his blade ending the lives of the vampire's nest-mates before they could awaken. The thrall had come rushing back with a pistol, and Cyrus ended up in a firefight with the man while listening to Jeffrey almost die while killing the vampire.
"Bedrooms clear," Jeffrey said. "Guess I'm checking the church now."
Cyrus kept his lips tightly pressed together, his attention straying to a small spider descending the window panel. The creatures abdomen had two points on it, reminding him of a cat. It regarded Cyrus coolly with blank eyes before crawling into the corner to hide.
A loud bang in Cyrus' ear made his heart pound, and he fought the urge to run across the street.
"I'm fine, I'm fine," Jeffrey muttered. "Stepped on some rotten wood and my foot fell through."
Cyrus let out a sigh of relief. "Anything in the church?"
"Nothing obvious, but I'm still... hold on." Painful seconds went by, and he clenched the book he held so tight that his fingertips lost color.
"Holy shit," Jeffrey hissed in his ear. "This is it. We found her."
"Are you sure?"
"I'm looking at her web right now. Looks like nobody is home."
"That means she's out. But where?"
"Hunting? She's gotta come home sometime. I'm guessing that soldier boy has been helping her, she moved in when he did. That librarian bird probably doesn't even know about it. Her chair would bust right through the floor in here."
Cyrus closed his eyes, relief flooding through him. "I'll be there in a few minutes. We should wait until she comes back and set a trap of our own."
"Agreed. What about the librarian?"
He heard Jeffrey chuckle. "What, you think she's gonna be a problem?"
Cyrus heard her squeaking on the other side of the shelf behind him even now. She was small, but seemed tough. Then again, without her chair, she couldn't do much. "If she comes home first, we can knock her out, park her somewhere safe. I would hate for her to get needlessly involved."
"You don't suppose she's already involved? Sounds like she and soldier boy have been spending a lot of time together lately."
Something about the question bothered Cyrus, but he couldn't put his finger on it. She had lived here for almost two years now, and he couldn't see any benefit to her involvement. Unless the Arachne had promised her a cure for paralysis, he imagined she was blissfully unaware.
"I'm guessing he's either trying to get her out of the house so the Arachne can feed in peace, or..." Cyrus shivered, the thought suddenly unnerving. "She might be a future meal. A crippled girl getting all that attention from a soldier? Soften her up a bit and then, one day, she just disappears. If anything, we're probably saving her life." He heard shuffling on Jeffrey's end, then silence.
"Bet that would be like veal to a monster. All soft and tender." Jeffrey smacked his lips, causing static. "Let me know when you're on your way. I've found a good vantage point, we should be able to spot her if she shows up before he does."
"Good." Cyrus said a silent prayer. The end was finally in sight.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Her blood had become ice, pumping violently through her veins. The little Cat-faced spider waved its arms at her, communicating as best as it could, and she had placed herself by one of the lower windows, one floor beneath where her pursuer sat, her eyes on the church. Keeping her eyes on the upper windows, she saw a shadow behind the dirty glass, his partner on the upper floor.
They had found her nest. Looking at the church, her home, being so violated caused an angry surge to travel through her. If she wanted, she could go back upstairs right now and snap the mage's neck and reduce her problems by half. However, doing so in a library full of children would cause a panic, and the last thing she needed was to cause a scene.



Still, she had the element of surprise. They still didn't know who she was, and she needed to use this to her advantage. She couldn't go home now, couldn't access the meager possessions she had collected. They were looking for her now, and she didn't want them catching on. What she could do, however, was vanish in the middle of the day, run to the sanctuary Emily had offered her and live out the rest of her days in peace.
Her belly ached, causing her to groan. She still needed to become pregnant with Darren's seed, and her efforts at self insemination had failed so far. Already, a battlefield had been drawn in her mind, the war between logic and instinct now begun. If she ran, she wouldn't have time to find a suitable mate, and the longer she had spent with Darren, the more attached she had become. It seemed stupid, but their faux dates that ended with a blowjob had become the highlight of her day. Those intense moments of intimacy had connected her to another being in a way she hadn't expected, and the thought of leaving such a connection behind was painful.
However, the thought of being unable to reproduce scared her even more. She could take a chance and harvest his semen again before she left, but there was no guarantee it would work. Attempts had been made with her own hands, an old turkey baster, and even some plastic markers to push his seed deep inside of herself, but the efforts had been for naught. Her body hungered for this pregnancy, and every instinct in her body demanded that she do it right.
She dismissed the spider in front of her, and it departed with a wave, vanishing into one of many cracks in the window frame.
They were going to wait in her home to ambush her. She needed to act now, but how?
The best option wasn't ideal, but none of them were. She would have to leave today, to sneak away before the trap could be sprung. Clearly they hadn't sussed out her true identity, which meant she still had the element of surprise on her side. She took the long ramp around the outer wall of the library down to the main floor and made her way into the staff bathroom, locking the door behind her. She opened a secret compartment in one arm of her chair to reveal the thick wad of cash she had stashed away. Unrolling it, she pulled the piece of paper from the middle and read the numbers again.
She had looked it up on a map more than once and knew right where she was going. It was a patch of wilderness with no accessibility to cars or hikers, and she knew it was where she had to go, and she needed to leave today. She tucked the scrap of paper in her pocket and put the money back inside the wheelchair. Once she left, she knew that the Order would catch on to her deception, so she would lay a few more false trails of her own.
Leaving the bathroom, she continued her rounds, watching the man surveilling her home. After almost forty minutes, he left, walking out the front door and then down the street. She rolled over to the desk and found Louise stamping cards and humming to herself.
"Hey, Louise?" She cleared her throat for the librarians attention.
"Yes, dear?"
"I'm not feeling super well and was planning on going home early, if that's okay."
A frown of concern rolled across Louise's face. "You're never sick. Of course, I'll close up for you."
"Thanks." Ana put a hand on her stomach for emphasis. "I appreciate it."
"Do you want me to come check up on you?" Louise asked.
"Um... actually, I was going to have Darren help me out. I'll write a list of some things I need from the store for later that I'll take to him, if that's okay. I just want to sleep, and he'll be there in case I need anything."
"I certainly am glad to see how close the two of you have gotten." A smirk crossed the older woman's face.
"Um, yeah, I guess." You have no idea, Louise.
"Call me in the morning though and let me know if you'll be in. And if you need anything." Louise leaned forward across the desk and gave Ana's bicep a loving squeeze. "Can you do that?"
"Of course." I'll miss you so much. Ana turned her chair around and rolled over to one of the desks and scribbled a quick note to Darren. Those men were waiting for her and she couldn't have him going home, not yet. If they started asking him questions, she'd never get the chance to breed and would have to flee.
She did, however, know what would get him moving.
It was tough to find him, but she eventually spotted him outside, cleaning up the garden bed. Bent over the begonias, he made a few soft snips of the clippers to remove some dead bulbs from the bed, then tossed them into a bucket.
"Hey," she called out to him, trying hard to avoid looking at the church. "The sheriff called."
"Walters?" Darren stood up, suddenly all business.
"Yeah. He needs your help with something right away." She handed him the slip of paper. "Told me to tell you to meet him at that address as soon as possible."
"Okay, I guess I'm off." He rubbed the dirt off his hands and picked up the bucket. "I just need to put these away first."
"I got them." She grabbed the bucket out of his hands and picked up the clippers. "I could use some fresh air anyway."
"I...uh..." He rubbed the back of his head, a slight grin crossing his face. "Yeah, sure, no problem."
"Do you know where you're going?" Ana asked.
"Street sounds familiar, I'm sure I can find it." He pointed down the road. "That way, right?"
"Yep. Six blocks and then turn north across the bridge. It's the building with a red roof on it near the top of the hill."
"Okay, well, I guess I'll be back later." He wiped the sweat off his brow and broke into an easy jog, casting an odd look at the church once he got to the end of the street.
Ana clipped a few flowers and then rolled her chair around the corner of the building before tossing it behind some bushes. She headed toward the path she had led him down for their first date, but forced her chair to pass between a thick pair of bushes, the branches scraping at her sides. The address had been for the dugout at an old baseball field that rarely saw any use. She tilted the chair forward, her front legs walking on the ground to carry it over a pair of rocks before setting it down on an old trail that few people knew about.
Moving as swiftly as she could, she followed the old trail down to the river and then alongside it. Sensing no humans nearby, she crossed over to the other side, rolling through an inch of water. Once across, she rolled through the brush until she emerged on the sidewalk behind a real estate office. Her legs spun the wheels quickly from inside as she raced to beat him there.

🕷️🕷️🕷️It was an easy jog, but Darren's mouth was dry from the heat. Licking his lips, he ran across the bridge and saw the street name he was looking for. Satisfied that he was on the right track, he slowed down a bit when he came to the hill.
If Walters had wanted him so badly, he wished the man had come pick him up. Then again, if the man couldn't break away from his work, then it was likely that it was super important anyway. There were only a couple of buildings up the hill, and they soon vanished behind clusters of trees and brush. A long wheat field lay before him, broken up by a large patch of dirt and a parking lot. He slowed down, his eyes on a building with a red roof.
Something didn't feel right. He didn't see Walters' car or anyone else for that matter. Maybe Walters was still on his way? He slowed down to survey the terrain.
Seeing nothing, he continued. The dugout building had a door that long ago busted from its frame, and he stepped inside for a quick peek. Seeing nothing, he walked back outside—only to have his world go black.
The universe was a fog of voices and shadows, his mind floating in a pool of memories. He was in the jungle, the church, his old elementary school, a military jeep on patrol. He was everywhere and nowhere, his mind tumbling like a stick in a river.
Everything eventually came into focus, but there wasn't a lot to be seen. The walls of the dugout had been exchanged for stone, and the ceiling for sky. Looking around, he realized he was in a type of pit, and the sky told him that some hours had passed.
When he tried to turn, he realized he was restrained. Puzzled, he turned his head to look at the ropes binding him and was horrified to see that he was pinned up by a giant, sticky web.
"Help!" he cried out, convinced he was dreaming, but not entirely sure. He wiggled his whole body back and forth, but the webs were like steel bands. Letting out a few more screams, he let himself go limp, hanging in the air. He is feet were easily two feet off the ground, and he realized that he had been stripped naked, his cock hanging limply in the open.
"Darren." A dark figure emerged from a gap in the rocks, rolling forward in her chair. "We need to talk."
"Oh, Ana, thank God! Do you have a knife or something? I need to get out of this. Where are we?"
"A small box canyon, out on the edge of town. Nobody comes out here anymore. The hunting is no good and the trail gets too dark at night." Ana let out a huge sigh and rolled closer. It took a second, but Darren realized that she hadn't pushed the knob on her chair.
"Why are we here?" he asked.
"This was something I was really hoping to avoid." She shook her head, her hair shimmying across her breasts and shoulders. "Truly."
This had to be a dream, Darren thought, flexing his arms. Certainly he had gotten tangled in his sheets at home, the sensation transferring to this lucid dream world he had found himself in. Still, he somehow remembered being summoned by the sheriff, but nothing after he had arrived. Was the whole day just a dream as well?
"Look, cut me down and we can talk. I'm... I really don't like it up here."
"I wish I could." Ana hung her head now, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. "I... can't let you down. Not yet. There's something I need first."
He stopped struggling, contemplating the small woman before him. "What do you need?"
"I need... lots of things." An inner war played across her face. "My life is complicated, Darren. I mean to say, it was super complicated already, but even more so the moment I met you."
"This is a weird way to break up with a guy."
"We can't break up, Darren because we were never truly together. You knew that."
He shrugged, sending a ripple through the web. "Okay, that's fair, but I also think it's only fair you tell me what's going on before they show up."
"They?" Ana looked over her shoulder. "They, who?"
"Charlie. My squad. Cutter. Ana, my dreams have been shit for a long time now. Up until recently, I'm not even sure I could properly sleep. That being said, I fully expect this dream to change soon, and I suspect it won't be pretty." He wiggled his arms for emphasis. "But don't worry about me. I'll still wake up in the morning, good as new."
Ana sighed and just shook her head. "You're not dreaming, Darren. The web is real."
"I don't see how it could be." He tensed up again, feeling the web stretch a little. "This is just like the giant one in the steeple. That's probably why I'm dreaming about it, I haven't taken care of it yet."
"You know about the web in the steeple?"
"Well, yeah. I mean, I didn't tell you, because I didn't want to freak you out. Thought maybe I would clean it up, but it's not like it was hurting anybody, so I haven't done it yet."
"How are you feeling right now?"
"I'm... feeling good, actually." He flexed his arms again. "It's weird, but I feel like I should be scared right now. I'm just kind of... relaxed."
"That would be the venom kicking in." Ana rolled forward, indecision in her eyes. "I... this web is mine. The one in the church is also mine."
"I guess I don't follow. Do you have a pet spider the size of a horse or something?" He exaggerated a grin at her, expecting her to laugh.
"No. Darren, I need you to listen to me. This isn't a dream. You are awake. And this is my web."
He shook his head. "How? How is such a thing possible?"
"I..." She looked down. "I'm going to show you, but I want you to know something. I'm not completely in control here, not anymore. If it was up to me, I would have just walked away and left you behind. There are people here, people hunting me. They aren't after you, so don't worry about that, but if they knew I was here, they would kill me."
"Why?" Darren's tone was now serious. "Did you do something?"
"No. I didn't, but my family did." She let out a sigh. "Darren, my family was wiped out by these people in Europe when I was still very young. I can't even blame them—my family did some terrible things. But now... now they want to finish the job. And I have to go."
"Ana." His dark eyes bored into hers. "I could protect you. Walters could protect you. Whoever these people are, we can stop them."
"No, you can't. And even if you could... you might not want to." She rolled backward, away from him. "I'm about to show you something, but I want you to promise me something first."
"Anything."
"Promise me you won't scream." She bit her lower lip. "If you scream, I'm not sure what I will do."
The gears in his brain turned, but he had no answers. He thought back on his life, in the moments where he had truly lost control. If what she had to show him really was so scary, it wouldn't matter what he promised, because he sensed it was going to happen either way. "I'll do my best."
"Okay." She tugged her boots off, and the first thing he noticed was that she didn't have feet. Not normal feet, anyway. It was like a flattened horse hoof, pressing into the cool rock.
Wiggling forward, she undid some velcro on her tartan skirt and shifted forward. Somehow, she stood on her front two legs, her face frozen in a wince as if she was lifting something heavy.
"You... you can walk?" he asked.
She ignored him, her body coming out of the chair now, but it was more than that. A large black mass extended behind her, and pair of metal poles emerged. He blinked, his brain trying to settle on what it was he was seeing, his heart racing as he watched the metal poles bend and settle on the ground like a pair of insect legs.
More followed. A thick, black abdomen that looked like it was made of metal, and four more legs. The chair was, in fact, hollow, and her body expanded a bit, revealing that she now stood on eight black legs. Her skirt dangled over her pelvis, and from the waist up, she was as beautiful as ever, her pale skin glowing eerily in the shadows.
From the waist down, she had the body of a spider.
"Darren." She took off her glasses and her whole face shifted. Her hair slid away from her face, revealing several almond shaped orbs that now regarded him coolly. He could see his own reflection in each of them, realizing now that he was looking at her other eyes.
She waited for several moments, allowing him to take it all in. His mind reeled in horror, but also fascination. It didn't make sense, seeing a woman's body melded with that of a spider, and his first instinct was to scream, to fight his way free.
However, he noticed the way she regarded him, holding up her chin and waiting. She was expecting to be rejected, to hear his inner fears manifest and, in turn, be shattered. In this moment, she was far more afraid of him than he was of her.
"Well?" she asked, her front leg tapping impatiently.
"I... this is a lot. I don't know what to say."
"You're scared, aren't you?"
"This is quite the shock, but I don't know that I'm scared." He looked at her legs. They seemed smooth at first glance, but he could now see hundreds of fine hairs that hooked upward like barbs near the bottom. His eyes traveled up along her body. Other than the extra eyes on her forehead, she was still very much Ana. "It's kind of weird seeing you without your glasses."
"I see." She blushed, then rubbed her stomach. "Um, so you're not freaked out?"
"A bit, I guess. This is like one of my dreams, only you aren't trying to kill me."
"You dream about giant insect people?"
"Not quite. I dream about the jungle, and I see their faces everywhere, the people I've met, the ones who died. In the rocks, the trees, the mud, and yes, even the bugs. I'm still not entirely certain that I'm not dreaming, to be honest."
She walked toward him, the movement in her legs smooth. Her legs extended until they were at eye level with each other.
"I am the last of my kind," she told him, her voice quiet. "And I planned on keeping it that way, but... nature has a way of getting what she wants." She touched his face with one hand, tracing his chin with the back of a finger. "I don't want you to hate me for this, but it's something I have to do."
"Ana." He didn't know which eyes to look in, but settled on the human ones. They were familiar, and if he didn't know better, she was still that girl in the wheelchair that he lived with. "Talk to me."
"I have to mate. Need to. And I can't hold back much longer."
"You and I have already done... some stuff. I guess I don't see the big deal here."
"My kind captures men and uses them. And when they're done..." she leaned in close and lifted her lips, revealing the sharp fangs beneath her lips. "We eat them."
A cold chill went through his body. "Do... do you have to? I mean... kind of hoping you don't."
"My venom keeps you from struggling, from trying to fight your way free, to make it easier. You are actually far more scared than you realize, but..." She shivered again. "The point is that I don't want to eat you. I don't want to go down that path and I never have."
"Then don't. I don't see what the problem is."
"Darren, half of me might be human, but I'm all predator. I rely on my instincts to survive." Her lips were near his, and she licked them hungrily. "I want to say that I am in control of things, but I'm not. The fact that we are even here having this conversation is proof of that."
Darren shook his head in disbelief. "Why are you telling me all of this?"
"Because I want to give you a choice." She took a step back. "I wasn't planning on it, but I think back to how kind you've always been to me. I want to mate with you, to bear your children, but I might kill you when we are through. And I don't know that I could live with myself if I did. So I want to give you a choice. Tonight, I have to leave town, to keep from being caught by the Order, the men who are hunting me. If I give myself a head start, I'm sure I will find someone else, someone I don't care about, maybe even someone who won't be missed. But I need your answer soon, before I can't hold back any longer."
"You want sex, but you also might kill me?" Darren could see the lust in her eyes, hovering just over the flames of intelligence. She was on the edge, emotionally and physically, and he realized that it didn't matter what he chose. If he denied her now, than she was likely to pounce anyway, consumed by her own hunger.
"I might. When we are finished, I might turn on you, consuming you that my children might live." A single tear formed in her eye, then rolled down her cheek. She stepped close enough that he could feel her breath on his face. "I don't want to do that to you. I've never felt the way I do when I'm with you. I don't think it's love, not yet anyway, but in a different world, maybe..."
"Ana." He placed his forehead up against hers, closing his eyes. She was far more human than she gave herself credit for, and he didn't know how to make her see it.
No, he did. He could grant her request, and take that leap into the strange unknown. He was dimly aware that his thoughts were heavily influenced by whatever venom was running through his veins right now, but he supposed it didn't matter.
And if it killed him? He nearly laughed. Ever since Vietnam, he had been a dead man who just hadn't heard the news yet. Maybe Ana was fighting her own instincts, but it was time to rely on some of his own.



"I don't think you will," he told her. "The fact that you would even consider letting me leave tells me that you aren't just a predator. You are still a person, and people can control their fate if they try hard enough and have some help."
She shuddered, then tilted her head, her lips finding his. When she kissed him, he felt a tiny puncture in his lips, her venom now entering his bloodstream, his body becoming hot. He was suddenly rock hard, his dick standing at full attention and bumping against her belly, which made her step back, her face bright red.
"I've never done this before," she told him, her trembling fingers undoing the buttons of her blouse.
"Well, I have." He tilted his head at the webs. "Let me down and I'll show you."
"I can't." Ana shook her head. "You might try to hurt me. I want to trust you, but there's a part of me that doesn't." She waved a hand over her backside.
"Maybe, but I was willing to trust you." His heart was pounding in his chest now, his cock now bouncing in rhythm with his heart. "Maybe you can try trusting me, just a little bit."
"Just your hands." She stepped to the side and casually shredded the web with her fingers. They parted like magic when she touched them, the silky threads falling away. "For now."
"That will do." He touched her face, running his fingers over smooth cheeks, then pulled her in for another kiss. She hungrily lapped at his tongue, and when they disconnected, a thin string of spit connected them.
"Please," she begged him, stroking his cock with her hand. Already, he felt like he was going to burst.
"No, not yet," he told her, the gears in his mind whirring. "Don't rush it. Not yet, anyway. You're worried about giving in to your instincts, yes? Well, maybe if we cater to something else, you won't have to." He held her face in his hands now, pulling her close. Her eyes gazed deeply into his own, full of longing.
"Darren, I—" she let out a moan when he kissed her again, running one hand along her neck and wrapping his arm around her torso, pulling her close. Her lips were hot while the rest of her felt cool, and he let go of her long enough to tug aside the blouse she was wearing, revealing the dark bra she wore underneath. It contrasted beautifully with her pale skin, and he kissed his way down her torso, nibbling at the tops of her breasts.
She sighed, leaning her head back to give him better access. Her breasts were firm and her torso was fairly lean. Her skin was extremely soft, and it was only with the sensitive skin of his lips that he discovered that she was covered in an extremely fine layer of hair.
"Your skin is beautiful," he told her, running his hands along her ribs. She straightened her legs a bit, raising her torso so that he could kiss his way down her stomach. Pheromones had flooded his senses now, his entire world now concentrated on the being before him.
His hands slid behind her back, and he fiddled with the clasp of her bra. It took him several seconds, his fingers fumbling over each other, but she was patient. Finally undoing the clasp, he pulled the bra away to reveal a pair of perky, ice-blue nipples that stood at full attention.
"Wow," he whispered, touching them with reverence.
"This is... a little embarrassing," Ana said, her face bright pink.
"There's no need to be embarrassed. I think you're body is wonderful." He sucked one of her nipples into his mouth, rolling it around on his tongue. Ana's moans fueled him on, and she resumed jacking his cock with her hand.
"Oh, Darren," she moaned, looking down at him. "That feels so good."
He grinned, then sucked on her nipple a bit harder, then gave it a playful bite. He switched breasts to give her other nipple the same treatment, happily sucking it down.
"Um, Darren?" She pulled away from him. "I need to... to get you ready."
"I don't understand. I'm already ready." He pointed at his cock. "See?"
"No, it's... you'll understand in a second." She kissed him, then moved her face around to the side of his neck. He felt the pinch of teeth for just a second, but the pain vanished shortly after, replaced with a floating sensation, as if he was drunk. He grinned like an idiot as she kissed her way down his body, lingering briefly on his chest to lick at his nipples.
"How does that feel?" she asked, pausing for a second.
"Feels nice," he told her, watching in fascination as she slowly moved down to his cock. She pumped it a couple of times and then took it sloppily into her mouth. She was actively drooling now, and the sensation of her throat squeezing around his glans as she took him all the way in nearly had him burst.
"That feels fantastic," he whispered, shivering in delight. He put his hands on the back of her head and let her do her thing, moaning in encouragement. He felt a couple of small bites on his shaft, but they only hurt for a second. She pulled her mouth free and pumped him with one hand while sucking gently on his balls, and he felt that piercing shock a couple of times down there as well.
"Is that more of your venom?" he asked.
"Yes." She looked up at him, his cock near her cheek now. She kept stroking him, her dark eyes on his. "Most potential mates are less... accommodating than you are. There's usually only time to couple once, so we have to make it count."
"I see." His balls were suddenly bursting with pressure, and he could tell that they were already slightly swollen. He thought about the blowjobs, and the sheer amount of cum that had covered her mouth and face afterward. "It's like a performance enhancer."
"Yes." She sucked him back into her mouth, her hands dropping to her sides. He heard the subtle rip of velcro and she tossed aside the tartan skirt, followed by a black shell. Her eyes were on him suddenly, full of intensity.
"I'm nervous," she told him upon spitting out his cock.
He laughed. "That makes two of us."
She took a step back, revealing the rest of her body. Her abdomen was human all the way down to her groin. Where her thighs should have been, the dark skin of her arachnid body started, and he saw that she had several hard bumps where her pubic hair should have been. Her vulva was light blue in color, much like her nipples, and she raised up her whole body, her crotch now level with his.
"Oh, wow," he whispered, getting a better look at her pussy. Alongside her pussy lips were a pair of thick protrusions that looked similar to fingers. Fleshy in nature, they flexed hungrily, massaging the skin around her vagina.
"It doesn't scare you?" The whole world seemed to balance on that question.
He lifted his head to look her square in the eyes. "You don't scare me. At all." In truth, he was fighting a battle between fear and lust, but was hoping that he could trick her predatory instincts by remaining largely confident. He reached for her, pulling her body against his. The webbing was pulled tight, and he kissed her lips, wrapping an arm around her back and squeezing the dark shell where her ass should have been.
"You're so smooth back there." He tilted his head to look at her behind. The thick abdomen had swirling patterns in its ridges, like a giant fingerprint.
He felt her shudder in his arms, then shift her body. His cock was now placed tightly against her opening, and the fleshy protrusions grasped at him, trying to pull him in. She shifted some more, and he sank deeply into the tightest pussy he had ever felt.
Both of them moaned, and he felt those weird fingers squeeze him tight, forming a weird cockring. Ana held still for several seconds, making odd sobbing sounds into his shoulder.
"Are you okay?" he asked her.
"I've wanted to feel this for so long," she said quietly, then began moving her hips. Her whole body had to undulate to do this, and she stood on her back four legs, her front pair wrapped around him. The remaining legs were spread out, balancing on the thick strands of the web. "To feel a man inside me."
"It feels good for me, too." He thrust himself into her, his cock moving slickly through her tight canal. The inside of her pussy was covered in weird bumps that felt like they were shifting over the skin of his cock. The sensation was indescribable, so he sucked on her neck while moaning.
She wiggled her whole body, moving in a circular patterns and then thrusting down on him. Her face was scrunched up in concentration as she moved, her human eyes closed, but her spider eyes were wide open. With every gasp and cry, he could feel her arousal growing, and he knew that her inexperience was working against her.
Ana drooled, her torso tensing up, and she let out a high pitched squeal when she came, her pussy fingers clamping down on his shaft. Trembling, her upper body leaned back, and he grabbed her by the waist and held her tight, thrusting into her. She flipped back up, her eyes glazed over.
"I'm sorry, I couldn't... couldn't hold back..." she gasped. He could see how tired she was by the slump in her shoulders. Her back legs weakened, and he found himself supporting most of her weight with her arms. His balls were aching for release, the pressure within driving him out of his mind.
"Cut me down," he ordered. "Let me be a part of this, too."
He could see the indecision on her face, feel the war inside of her head, but she nodded and ran her fingers over his body, slicing clean the lines that bound him. He fell from her web, and they both fell to the ground, Ana landing on her back with her abdomen behind her. His cock popped free, sliding around on the smooth skin of her pelvis.
"You're really flexible, aren't you?" he asked, marveling at how her body had twisted about. Lying on top of her, he grabbed the base of his cock and lined himself up with her soaking wet entrance.
"You have no idea," she muttered, and then cried out when he slid himself back inside of her. Her front legs wrapped around his waist, followed by the second pair. The four legs in the back curled themselves up to support the both of them as Darren thrust himself into her, his hands on her hips. In that moment, all he could see was her, the pure lust on her face as he pounded her from above. They both moaned, cursed, and cried out to one another as he felt that magnificent pressure building, her pussy fingers squeezing him tight.
"Ana... Ana, I'm gonna come!" His hands were on her breasts now, and he looked deep into her eyes. She opened her mouth to say something, a pair of dangerous fangs now visible. Her face had twisted up, her eyes unfocused. "Look at me, c'mon, look!"
Ana's eyes snapped onto his, and he felt that connection once more. Her features rapidly softened, her fangs sliding back into her lips. In this moment, he needed her to know who he was. Grabbing onto one of her shoulders for support, he pushed himself into her as hard as he could, the pressure in his balls now at critical mass. Her legs wrapped around him tightly, those fine hairs scratching grooves into his back.
Darren let out a low roar, his whole body tightening up as he flooded her insides with hot, sticky come. Instead of just a few spurts of semen, he could feel his cock unload inside of her, a steady stream of spooge leaving his body and filling hers. His whole body shook, and his mind went blank as a second, third, and then fourth orgasm struck him. The venom in his body hadn't just gotten him hard, but had transformed his biology just enough for this moment, enabling him to empty every single sperm cell he had all at once.
He let out a scream of his own, his cries echoing off the canyon walls, and his whole body went limp beneath him. Ana caught him in her arms as he fell, his face next to hers. Gasping for air, he realized that he had become completely numb, unable to move his arms or legs any longer. When his cock slid out of her, the fingers closed, holding her vagina shut.
"Ana." He whispered her name, completely helpless in her grasp.

🕷️🕷️🕷️The moment Darren came inside of her, she felt the quickening begin. Her body soaked up his seed like a sponge, her DNA mixing with his. On an instinctual level, she immediately knew that this had been a success, that she would bear his children and carry both of their legacies forward.
She was also starving. It took a tremendous amount of energy to mate, and she had a perfectly good meal lying on top of her. When she had looked in his eyes earlier, she had fought off the urge to kill him immediately, but it had come back.
"Ana." When Darren said her name, he was no longer a meal to be had, but someone she knew. She couldn't eat him, not now! He had trusted her, had given her everything she could ever want in this moment. He had been tender with her, loving even, and if she turned her back on that now, she would lose herself forever.
Minutes passed. She slid him off of her body, letting him rest on the dirt. Picking up her clothes, she got dressed, concentrating on the task before her.
"Your clothes are over there," she told him, pointing to the alcove where she had hidden. "There's also some water and food, you're going to be hungry. There's a small hole in the back that you'll fit through."
"Wait, what? Are you leaving?" His voice was weak, but slowly gaining strength. She had less than ten minutes before the paralysis wore off.
"I have to. I need to feed, and I can probably catch a deer or something." She let out a heavy sigh. "I won't have to eat you after all."
"That's... that's great." Darren let out a sigh of his own. "So... after you eat, where should I meet you?"
The question stopped her heart for a second, but she pushed through the pain. "You won't. I'm leaving town tonight, and won't be coming back."
"Wait. Why can't I come with you?"
"You know why." Grabbing her chair, she undid a few pins on it and collapsed it down so that it was smaller and easier to carry. She didn't know if she would need it again, but figured that it still had its uses before reaching Oregon. "The path I travel isn't for you. I must go it alone."
"You... you really don't." He managed to roll over, his eyes imploring her. "Please, let me come with you. Don't you see? There's something here, between you and I."
"That's the venom talking," she told him, pinning the wheels in place.
"It is and it isn't. I feel peaceful around you. Calm even. Look, I don't fully understand where you are coming from, but I don't think you understand where I'm coming from either. You're worried about giving in to your instincts, worried about killing people and eating them. You just proved that it doesn't have to be this way."
"This time."
"Never. I can come with you, and we can teach our children the same thing." He let out a weak laugh. "Our children. I'm going to be a father. How weird is that?"
"You're going to be a father to a bunch of monsters." Ana shook her head in disgust. Now that the urge to mate had fled, she was left with self loathing. She had perpetuated the cycle once more.
"Ana, please. So what if they're different? It isn't what you look like that makes you a monster, it's who you are and what you do." Darren tried to sit up and failed. "I'm probably a bigger monster than you, and can prove it."
"Darren. I need you to let me go." He was getting to her, and she hated him for it. Emotions welled up inside of her, and she placed a hand on her belly, her thoughts on the life that had already begun. Her body would go through so many changes soon, and she was thoroughly unprepared to go through them alone. Still, it was for his own good.
"Ana, no." He managed to get up on his arms. "Please! It doesn't have to be like this."
"But it does. My future is dangerous and uncertain, and I don't know that I could ever forgive myself if something happened to you." She took another step away. Tears formed in her eyes at the sight of him, lying on the ground so piteously. She could see the heartache in his eyes as he struggled to stand, so exhausted from their lovemaking and the venom in his body.
"But what about what I want?" In that moment, he was truly pitiful, his eyes so full of sadness and despair. "I don't care that you're different, nor do I care about the danger. Please, let's just talk about this."
It was time. If she didn't leave now, she never would.
"Don't come looking for me," she said, holding back a sob. "Go and live." She grabbed her folded up chair and scrambled up the walls of the small canyon, ignoring the sound of her name on his lips. The night her nest had burned down, she had felt no small amount of sadness, but she would gladly do it again if it meant never having to relive this moment.
Once out of the canyon, she caught a glimpse of the afternoon sun over the trees. It was time to leave this life behind and head west to Oregon, but first she needed to run, to leave the man she thought she loved behind.
The Order might catch up to him, but he didn't know anything. As long as he kept his mouth shut, he would be fine. It was with that thought that she broke into a run, Darren's cries slowly fading into the woods behind her.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Stumbling in the dark, it was with great relief that he finally saw the top of the church in the distance. Happy to see the landmark, he pushed his way through the thicket and finally finding the trail that Ana had likely brought him by. When he closed his eyes, he could see her again, her body heaving beneath his, the look of joy and rapture fixed on her pale face.
It had taken him some time to move, and getting dressed had been like trying to do a puzzle while drunk. He had eaten the food she left and drained the water, leaving all of the trash behind. It had been almost an hour before he squirmed out of that canyon, and the woods had taken no pity on him. Covered in scratches, bemoaning his return journey, wondering where everything had gone wrong.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, he heard that small voice shouting at him to snap out of it, to wake up to the reality that Ana was, somehow, a monster walking the earth. The voice bounced around inside his skull like a stray bullet, fighting for any sort of acknowledgement, but Darren could only think about the look of sadness on Ana's face when she had left, her final words floating to him across the darkness.
Don't come looking for me. Go and live.
Were those the words of a monster? She had clearly been using him, but to what end? Hers was a body built for killing, yet she had let him go. Did she not fear discovery? Being hunted down by scientists, hunters, or even the media? While Bigfoot was a big deal, what would people say about a giant spider-woman roaming the forests and eating hapless hikers?
Maybe he should follow her. His hands patted his front pocket, where a small slip of paper lie. He had found it on the ground where her clothes had been, a set of coordinates written on them. It had to be where she was going, but for what purpose? Nothing made sense anymore, and he needed to get home, to lie down and sleep off whatever she had poisoned him with. He could always make a decision tomorrow.
"Man, you've got it bad." Dwayne ducked to avoid a branch that swung back when Darren pushed it out of the way. "First girl you really like, and she's got eight legs."
"Must be a leg man," Hayden added from Darren's left. "Think of all those silky smooth thighs you could squeeze. Absolute heaven."
"Shut up," Darren mumbled, thinking of the scratches along his backside. He imagined there were four of them, radiating outward like a star. He wanted to be horrified, but had instead been enthralled. Something about seeing that large body hovering before him, that strange feeling of being helpless had made him hard as a rock. Seeing Ana's sweet face looking down on him had flipped the script, the terror of the moment stripped away by his trust for her. Perhaps it was misplaced, but something about being trapped by a woman caught up in the throes of lust had overpowered any fear he may have had.



"Super intense, though. I'm surprised you can walk." Little Mike kicked a branch off of the path, his rifle held low.
"Why are you guys still here?" he asked, blinking tears of confusion. "Why do you still follow me around?"
"That's simple, little brother." Dwayne put his hand on Darren's shoulder. "No man left behind."
"But I left you behind. I left all of you behind."
Little Mike chuckled. "If that were true, would we still be here?"
When Darren stepped off of the path and onto the road, he felt the cold chill of the night breeze across his face, and he was once again alone. The stars were smeared across his vision, and he wiped his eyes off with his shirt. Sticking to the sidewalks, he navigated through town, his eyes focused on the steeple of the church. So many things made sense now. Ana hadn't planned this either, hadn't forced the two of them together. He had moved into her territory against her wishes, had probably put her existence in danger, and she had done her best to tolerate him.
How many times could she have killed him? He slept just a door away, after all, and she could move so quietly. If she had killed him that first night, everyone would have assumed he just up and left. These thoughts tumbled through his head, the vision of her face as she mounted him, her voice crying to the sky above when she came. Truthfully, she had every opportunity to be the monster his mind told him she was, but his heart said something different.
She was no more a monster than he was. Stepping beneath a streetlight, he saw the phantom blood on his hands for just a moment. He supposed now that she had injected him with something, the spider's bite chasing away the shadows that had tormented him. Now that she was gone, how long would his peace last? Was her absence something he could deal with, or would those old feelings gradually return, threatening to consume him once again.
The walk across the front yard of the church was long, his footsteps weary. He fumbled the keys out of his pants pocket and opened the door to his home, his eyes on the yawning darkness before him. He hadn't known it this morning, but Ana would never come here again. This place was now his, but for how long? Ana had disappeared so suddenly, and he knew that suspicions would arise. In granting him his freedom, she had consigned him to a different kind of prison.
Fire blossomed in his right temple, the punch coming from nowhere. He fell sideways, crashing into the wall and raising his arms to block the following kick. Clumsily pushing his attacker's foot aside, he stood and tackled him into the opposite wall, plaster cracking and falling down around them.
A strong fist knocked him for a loop and then he was launched across the room, colliding with the couch and rolling over the top. The lights came on and he saw Jeffrey, the guy from the bar, walking toward him. His friend Cyrus stood in the kitchen, leaning against the counter.
"What do you want?" Darren groaned, pushing to his feet, but he already knew. His lower half was concealed by the couch, so he took the slip of paper from his pocket and tucked it into his boot. He couldn't let them find it.
"We want the spider," Cyrus said, a jar of peanut butter in one hand and a spoon in the other. "We know that she lives here, and we know that you're involved."
"I have no no idea—"
The air was knocked out of him when Jeffrey kicked the couch and sent it into Darren's gut. Such a feat should have been impossible, but Jeffrey followed it up by circling around to grab Darren by the throat, lifting him off the ground.
"We really don't have time for this. We've been watching, and we know." Cyrus licked the spoon and then eyed the jar with shame. "We've been waiting a long time for you to come home. Sorry about this."
"I... you..." He couldn't speak, not with the grip that Jeffrey had on him.
"Tie him up," Cyrus said, and Jeffrey forced Darren to sit in one of the kitchen chairs. A rope appeared in Jeffrey's hand, and with a casual toss, it circled Darren's arms and legs, binding him to the seat as if by magic.
Of course. Why not? Darren glared at them.
"I must admit, she had us fooled. We racked our brains for quite some time, trying to figure out where she was hiding. And then we couldn't quite lock down how you kept her hidden from your roommate." Cyrus took another bite, then set the jar down. "Neither of us expected her to be playing the role of crippled librarian. That was a new level of subterfuge."
"Probably waiting to snag a kid when their parents weren't looking." Jeffrey gave Darren's chair a kick. "Do you know what kind of monster you've been helping?"
He looked back and forth at the two of them, his heart racing. Who were these guys?
"It's not like that," he told them. "She's not like that."
"How long have you even known her?" Cyrus asked, pulling up another chair and sitting across from Darren. "Do you even know what she is?"
"I... um..." He hung his head. "I want to talk to my lawyer."
Jeffrey laughed, and Cyrus just shook his head.
"You're not under arrest," he explained, pulling out a handkerchief and dabbing Darren's lips. Fresh blood came away, staining the white fabric with crimson. "We answer to a much higher authority than the sheriff."
"She's not like that, though. She isn't." He shook his head in denial, the walls closing in on him. First she had left him, and now these two had found him. What other surprises did life have in store for him this evening?
"She's a killer, Darren. Her kind, they treat us like a delicatessen. They pick out the fattest cuts and take us home to feed to their children. They toy with humans, tying us up in webs and sucking out our insides. They are a lot of things, but human isn't one of them." Cyrus regarded him for several moments, sympathy in his eyes.
"She got to him," Jeffrey said, kneeling down. "Look at his pupils."
"My... pupils?"
"Yeah, you're right. They're dilated." Cyrus leaned toward him. "Has she bitten you?"
"I... don't..."
"Fuck it." Jeffrey grabbed the chair and tilted it forward, examining Darren's neck and arms. Darren shifted back and forth, doing his best to fight back, but Jeffrey slapped him in the face, stunning him. Unable to move, he felt the neckline of his shirt torn open, his chest exposed to the light of the kitchen.
"Yep, right here." Jeffrey flicked Darren's nipple, causing him to flinch.
"Several times, it looks like." Cyrus let out a sigh. "We need you to tell us where she is. Right now."
"Fuck you." Darren's mind cleared and he glared at the man in front of him. "You attack me in my own home and then—"
Jeffrey punched him in the face again, his head rocking back and his vision dimming.
"I hate repeating myself almost as much as Jeffrey hates hearing me repeat myself. This doesn't have to be unpleasant."
"No." What little he even had to offer would do them no good, but he refused to give them the satisfaction. Ana had left him, and the least he could do was ensure she had a head start.
Cyrus gave Jeffrey a nod. Jeffrey pulled a short knife from his belt and jammed it into Darren's thigh.
Darren screamed, fire ripping through his leg and bullets of sweat blossoming across his brow. His vision went dark again, but he was brought back suddenly by the warmth that spread across his leg. Letting out a cry, he looked down to see Cyrus holding a ball of white light over his bloody leg. His skin knitted itself back together, the sensation akin to a bad burn.
"We can do this all night," Cyrus told him. "Death won't come for you. By the way, the process of fixing you hurts just as bad as getting cut. It's a cost that you have to pay, but it works to our advantage."
"Eat... my... dick." Darren spit in Cyrus' face.
"Fuck this guy," Jeffrey muttered, slashing Darren's face with the knife. Darren cried out once more, the pain of the wound ripped away by the fiery sensation of his skin knitting back together. The knife found a perfect place between his ribs, and he coughed up a copious amount of blood.
"These ones will hurt the worst," Cyrus told him, but Darren was looking past Cyrus now, his eyes locked on the dark shadow that had formed behind him. The leaves of the jungle hung low in his kitchen, and the shadowy figure sneered when he stepped into the light.
"Taste of your own medicine, ain't it?" Cutter asked, an evil grin on his face. "Serendipitous, I would say."
"You deserved it," Darren growled, earning a pause from his attackers.
"What did he just say?" Cyrus asked.
"I didn't deserve it, none of us did!" Cutter spat on the floor, his phlegm a tarry black color. "None of us deserved to rot in that God-forsaken country, and you couldn't even leave enough of me for the rats to eat."
"What you did was wrong." Darren tensed up against his ropes, his eyes boring into Cutter's. "You got what was coming to you."
A knife in his gut made him cry out his brother's name, but Dwayne didn't come. Cyrus asked him something, but all he could focus on right now was the stink of the jungle, the dank smell of rotting vegetation, and the his former squad captain hopping from one foot to another, his pistol gripped tightly in one hand.
"They deserved it, they were nothing more than animals." The room was gone now, and Cutter stood in a small hut. Behind him was a young girl of about ten, bent over backwards on a table with blank eyes on the ceiling. "This is what we do! We aren't just here to fight Charlie, but to demoralize them, to make them regret taking up arms against us!"
Little Mike gagged and stepped outside. Hayden just shook his head in disappointment.
"This is FUBAR, Cutter. She was just a kid."
"Yeah, well, she was a woman when I was done with—" Cutter's words were cut off when Dwayne crossed the room and, in one smooth movement, ripped off his helmet and clubbed Cutter across the face with it. He fell to one knee, blood pouring from his nose.
"Fuck you!" Cutter shrieked, lifting his pistol at Dwayne. Dwayne smacked him again and the gun went off, barely missing him and punching a hole in the house. Dwayne threw his helmet at Cutter to distract him, but Cutter swatted it away, standing up to shove the barrel of his pistol into Dwayne's chin.
Darren tackled him, both of them colliding with the table and knocking the girl's body down. When those lifeless eyes met his, something inside him snapped.
Cutter tried to pick up his gun, but Darren drew his knife and stabbed him.
With each flash of American steel, Cutter let out a cry of agony, yet nobody tried to stop him. Each time he pierced flesh, he felt it in his own body, years later and thousands of miles away. Darren screamed in agony, grief, anger, and sorrow as he plunged the knife into Cutter even after he was dead, lost in the moment. Every time he pierced Cutter's flesh, he saw their faces, the faces of the men and women he had watched die, staring at him through the fog of war.
It was Dwayne who pulled him away, dragging him off their dead captain. Darren was crying now, but nobody said anything, not even Little Mike who had come back at the sound of the gunshot.
"Hey, it's okay, shhh." Dwayne looked at the others, his features hard. "What happened here can't leave this room, do you hear me?"
The men looked at Cutter, then at each other. There had been no love lost for their captain, and they had all been worried about his recent behaviors. War was hell, and Cutter had decided to cope by becoming a demon.
"Take him outside," Hayden said. "We can report him for desertion, or even MIA. Just walked off in the jungle one day and never came back."
"Bring him over to the jeep," Dwayne said, supporting Darren. Little Mike and Hayden dragged Cutter through the dirt toward where they had parked. The jeep was stacked with jugs of diesel for a generator back at camp.
They moved quickly while Darren watched, tears streaming down his face. They dug a small trench and, after removing anything of value from Cutter that didn't have his name on it, tossed him in. They soaked the trench in diesel fuel, the smell burning Darren's nose. An hour had passed since Cutter had demanded they stop and inspect the village. Fifty minutes had passed since Darren had heard him shoot the girl. Cutter's eyes stared blindly at the sky as Little Mike used an acetylene torch to light the trench, all of them watching as the fire burned away any evidence that Cutter had ever existed.
Satisfied that he was done, they took turns filling in the hole. Nobody was left in the village to watch their deed, and only Darren remained to tell the tale.
Cutter's burnt hand forced its way through the dirt, smoke emanating from his charred flesh.
"Where is she?!?" Jeffrey screamed, and the jungle was gone. He stabbed Darren in the side, and his lungs filled with fire and blood, and Darren screamed in agony, one hell exchanged for another.
"She isn't coming back!" he screamed. "She's gone!" Cutter's ghost was no longer in the room, but he knew that he was on his way back. It was a long walk to get here, after all.
"Where did she go?" Cyrus asked. Jeffrey placed the edge of the blade under Darren's kneecap.
"I don't know. I really don't know." Tears streamed down his face now, his chest aching. "She left me behind. She left me..."
"I've had enough of this." Cyrus put the orb back in his pocket. "He's hallucinating half the time, and now he's apparently broken up over her. We would have more luck squeezing blood from a rock, and every minute we waste here makes it that much harder to catch her." He pulled a fancy pocket watch out of his jacket. "We'll just have to use this."
"Ugh. I'm not looking forward to that." Jeffrey spat on the floor. "Makes me motion sick."
"Yeah, well..." Cyrus looked at Darren and then flipped open the watch. Jeffrey smeared some of Darren's blood across the face of it using the knife, and then Cyrus snapped it shut. "Here goes." He twisted the knob on the top. At first, nothing happened.
Slowly, Darren became aware of movement all around him. Turning his head, he saw his own face, twisted in agony. Surprised, he leaned away from the phantom as it squirmed. Almost immediately, a wave of nausea rushed over him, and he leaned to the side and retched.
Phantom Darren twitched for another couple of minutes and then stood up, his legs bent oddly. After a few more seconds, the phantom tossed itself to the floor, then bounced off the wall and walked backwards out the door.
"God," Darren muttered, his eyes wide.
Cyrus coughed into his hand, his eyes face looking a little green. "I've got it paused for now. We should be able to track him for the last four hours at least, if not longer. Based on the dilation of his pupils, she bit him more recently than that.
"Good. The sooner the better." Jeffrey held onto the kitchen counter for support. "What about him?"
Cyrus shook his head. "It pains me to say it, but he is under her thrall. You don't have to be with us, but you can't be against us." He stood up and put a hand on his stomach. "I'll be outside. We need to get rid of all of the evidence, and that includes the web."
"Cleansing fire?" Jeffrey asked.
Cyrus nodded. "Make it look like an accident." With that, he stepped outside. The overwhelming nausea was already fading, and Darren felt like he could breathe again.
"Always do." Jeffrey knelt in front of Darren. "It didn't have to be this way. That's something that you should think about for the rest of your life." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of plastic rods filled with a neon pink fluid. He cracked them in his hands and gave them a shake, an intense glow forming within.
Jeffrey walked out of the room and into the church. Darren fought against his bonds, but only succeeded in tipping his chair over. A soft pink glow came from down the hall, and he heard the subtle crack of another rod in the distance. When Jeffrey came back, he knelt down and frowned at Darren.
"Sorry it's gotta be this way, soldier boy." He cracked one of the rods and dropped it near Darren's face. "They burn pretty hot. Once it ignites, the end will come quick."
Darren didn't respond. So much hatred burned in him right now that he couldn't.
"Give my regards to your brother." Jeffrey slapped Darren's face playfully. "Yeah, we read about that when we looked you up. I know what it's like to lose someone, too. I'm actually envious, cause the two of you won't be apart for much longer." He stood up and looked around the living room, then grabbed the jar of peanut butter off of the shelf. Holding it up in a mock salute, he walked out the back door and disappeared.
Darren struggled against his bonds, yelling for help, but knew it was useless. Every time he felt like he was about to get a hand free, the rope around his wrists would retie themselves. However, he was able to twist himself around enough that he could give the glowing rod a quick kick with the toe of his boot, sending it a few extra feet away.
The soft puff of ignition rolled down the hallway, and a small plume of smoke drifted in as if checking the place out. Darren closed his eyes and stretched, hearing the wood of the chair creak. No matter how much the rope restrained him, it couldn't keep him tied to something that was broken.
"Yeah, that's right, wiggle!" Dwayne stood above him now, his hands balled into fists. "This is just like State Championships, remember? You and Robbie Thomway, only this time, you could actually win!"
"Fuck you," he muttered, straining his biceps. The arms of the chair creaked some more, and he heard the soft crackling of wood. Nearby, the glowing rod had changed color, and waves of heat came off of it, reminding Darren of a bonfire. He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry, memories of men with napalm burns in the medic's tent. Not like this, he thought to himself, adrenaline surging through him.
"That's right, pull!" Dwayne knelt down and grabbed Darren's wrist. "This one! This one is about to go!"
Darren let out a shriek of rage and yanked, the rope cutting into his wrist. The arm snapped free of the back, allowing him to move his forearm back and forth. He shoved against the ground, moving away from the glowing rod as the couch began to melt.
"Go! Go!" Dwayne cheered. "Kick those legs!"
Using his free arm, he tilted up onto his back, then swung himself over and onto the ground. The chair let out a pitiful groan, and he felt another joint loosen. Spasming wildly, he managed to tilt his legs back into the air, then bring them down again.
The front left leg of the chair snapped off and he kicked his right leg, the wood flexing beneath it. It broke just as the carpet caught fire, and he watched in horror as a ball of fire expanded from the rod, slowly encompassing the room. Scrambling onto his front, he made his way to the back door, using the hallway wall to help him stand. Hunched over, he grabbed at the doorknob, pulling it open and tumbling into the yard.
Above him, the sky glowed red, and he could hear the loud crackling of the steeple as it burned. He continued his slow crawl, moving farther and farther from the church, the heat licking at his back. Able to stand a bit, he scurried even farther away, his eyes on a nearby tree.
Once near, he crashed into it backward, breaking the back of the chair. The rope squirmed around his body like a nest of snakes, and he fought to get a hand free of them, searching the ground for anything sharp. A loud boom sounded, and took a second to watch a wave of fire roll its way toward the top of the building. The steeple let out a loud groan and collapsed inward, firing a ball of flame into the sky.
He watched the fireball climb into the sky. Though it had been brief, that had been his home. A wave of grief rolled over him, followed by anger. He wasn't going to allow them to get away with it.



A dark figure ran toward the back of the house, then took several steps back, gazing up in awe.
"Walters!" Darren hollered for the man, but doubted he could be heard over the flames. Fighting off the rope's grip, he grabbed a semi sharp rock and tried to cut his other hand free. "Walters, over here!"
Eventually the lawman turned and saw him. Running across the yard, he came to a stop when he saw Darren struggling to free himself.
"What in the hell happened here?" The sheriff asked, kneeling down with a knife. He quickly cut through the band of rope by Darren's wrist, and the rope went limp. Walters had Darren free in a matter of moments. "Where is Ana?"
"Not here. She..." He tried to think of what to say. "She left."
"Did she do this?" Walters looked back at the church. "Why did she leave?"
"This wasn't her. It was the guys from the bar. They're after her, so she ran."
"I'll put out an APB then. Maybe the state police can catch them."
Darren stood up, leaning against the tree for support. "You don't know these guys. By all means, put the word out, but they're slick."
"You don't suppose..." Walters looked at the house and then back at Darren. "I've always wondered if that girl was running from something. Now I wonder if it's caught up with her."
"I think it has." Darren bent over, taking several slow breaths. His ribs ached from getting free and it was so hard to breathe right now. He coughed a few times, then stood back up. He thought about the slip of paper he had seen, focusing his mind's eye on remembering them. They had been coordinates. "Look, I need a big favor from you."
"I don't know that now is the time, son. We have a major mess here to consider."
"Just hear me out. These men are after Ana, and they mean to hurt her. I think I know where they're going, but it's way out of your jurisdiction. They did this to get rid of me, and I need them to think they succeeded."
"So what do you want from me?"
Darren's face tightened into a scowl, and he grabbed at the dogtags just beneath his shirt. Soaked in his own blood, he turned his hateful gaze on the sheriff, who took a step back.
"These are the type of men who operate above the law. When you call this in, you can't mention me. They're expecting you to find a body eventually, and I need that extra time to prepare."
"To prepare for what?" Walters asked.
One at a time, they stepped from the shadows, illuminated by the light of the fire. Little Mike with his over-sized pack and his rifle. Hayden with a cigar stuck in his teeth, his gun casually resting on one shoulder. Dwayne with his arms crossed, the wrapper of a Snickers bar dangling from his front pocket. Darren's eyes met theirs, and they all nodded in agreement.
"To prepare for war."
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Tracking the Spider
The flickering glow of the fire cast ominous shadows across the front of the library, but also gave him enough light to see by. Sliding the key into the lock, Darren let himself in, closing the massive door behind him.
It was only a minute later that he heard the wail of sirens, and another police cruiser showed up, followed by the fire department. Their efforts were valiant, but Darren knew there were no survivors to be found. Moving deep into the library, he dug around, looking for maps in the reference section.
It didn't take him long to find the one he needed. Pulling the slip of paper out of his pocket, he found a spot by one of the large bay windows and used the light of the fire to navigate. The coordinates went to some place in Oregon, so he ran back to the reference section to find a state map, then came back. Looking back outside, he saw that Louise now stood on the sidewalk, clutching tightly to her brother as the world burned down before them, the steeple now collapsing into the building. A crowd was gathering, and he hoped nobody got the bright idea to use the library as a command center or anything similar.
Tracing his finger along the state map, he frowned. The coordinates were in the middle of a large state park, Deschutes National Forest. In the middle of nowhere. It made sense, from a certain standpoint. Wherever this was, it was remote, and people would be unlikely to go there. He folded it up and slid it into his back pocket, then picked up the US map and looked over it.
"Not the roads, not the roads." It would make more sense for Ana to take a car, but she had left on foot, and he doubted she even knew how to drive one. If anything, she would be hitching a ride. But how and where? Train maybe? The nearest tracks were north of here, and they went into Washington. No, hitching a ride on a train made little sense.
Moving his finger along the map, he left to grab a pen, and then came back. If she stuck to wilderness, there were a couple of paths that made sense if she knew they might follow her. He drew a few possible routes, then looked at the map again. She was likely headed to Interstate 84, so where would she get on?
He tapped his fingers. There were two possibilities, but how quickly could he get there?
"If it was me, I would go here." Dwayne leaned over and tapped one of the towns just outside the forest. "Keep to the woods and then catch a ride."
"Nah, fuck that. She's got the advantage of terrain if she sticks to the woods." Hayden sat across from Darren, his feet up on a chair. "Think about it. How quickly can she move, anyway? Bet she can jump straight up in the air, maybe twenty feet."
"She'd be vulnerable along the highway though. Lots of open land for her to traverse. I bet she hitches a ride here." Dwayne took the pen from Darren and circled the town again.
"Fuck that. Straight line." Hayden leaned forward and took the pen from Dwayne and scrawled a path along the topography.
"Not a straight line," Little Mike added. He stood at the window, the eerie light of the fire illuminating the books behind him, but not Little Mike himself.
"It's a metaphor, you dick." Hayden made to throw the pen, but Dwayne took it and gave it back to his brother.
"Looks like you got some choices, little brother."
"Yes." Darren stared at the map, feeling the minutes go by. The front door of the library opened, and heavy footsteps echoed through the library. He knelt down, hiding beneath a table.
"Darren?" It was Sheriff Walters. Darren stood and saw the sheriff searching for him, his body illuminated by the flames outside. "Where are you, son?"
"Here." He waved, and Walters joined him. "She's headed to Oregon."
"But why?"
"Um... family, I think."
"That aunt of hers. You never saw a woman so fine." Walters grinned for a second, then went blank. "So what's the plan?"
"Find her first. Protect her from the men who did that."
"And then?"
"Depends on what she wants." He doubted the men worked alone, and there would be others. "She's headed somewhere safe." It wasn't a lie, but Darren didn't know if it was the truth either. He had no idea where they were going.
"Wel, that tears it." Walters looked at Darren. "How you gettin' there?"
"I, uh..." Darren scowled. "I can hitch a ride."
"Nonsense." Walters pulled a key from his pocket and handed it over. "You know where my house is, yeah?"
Darren took the key and looked at it. "A motorcycle?"
"Can't give you my cruiser, that'd be too obvious, and everyone knows my truck."
"But not the cycle?"
Walters frowned and then let out a sigh. "Bike's not mine, it's my son's. He... I can't bear to look at it, and I ain't ever gonna ride it. He bought it before he shipped out. Kept telling me he was gonna come home from the war and use it to cruise across America, maybe find himself a lady and put some grandbabies in her. I... uh..." He cleared his throat. "I think you're gonna need every advantage you can get, and you need to go soon. This whole town is gonna be lit up with Lookie Lous, and I want you out of here before dawn."
"Yes, sir." Darren pocketed the key.
"Also..." Walters swallowed, his eyes on the fire. "There's a bag with the bike, some of my son's things. I don't want them, so feel free to help yourself."
"Your son's things?"
"From the war. They couldn't bring his body back, but a squad-mate of his brought them when he came home. Poor kid was only nineteen and left an arm behind in Albany. I suppose that arm is still lying there, somewhere in the mud with my son. He thought he was doing me a kindness, but..." Walters suddenly looked older, the spirit sucked from him. "You can take those, too."
"Thank you, sheriff." Darren took the man's hand and shook it. "I had better go."
"Yes. I suppose you should." Walters looked out the window. "Give em hell, son."
"Yes, sir." Darren made to move, but Walters grabbed him by the arm.
"Take care of yourself. You bring that girl back to us, you hear?"
Darren nodded, unsure if he could keep that promise.
He snuck out the back and followed the river to avoid the streetlights. He wasn't sure who might be looking for him, or even what story Walters had given, but he couldn't afford to be seen. With every step, he could feel that feeling in his gut, the one that was both hot and cold at the same time.
It was rage. The last time he had experienced it was in a bar in Alabama. He had put at least three drunks in the hospital using skills he had honed on the battlefield to knock out a guy who had slapped a girl in a bar. The night had been hot and muggy, and the patrons of the bar had cheered on the local boys when they had dog piled Darren, but they were all soft, college boys who dodged the draft with money that they now wasted on beer and hot rods; fat college fucks who felt they were entitled to whatever life offered them, and he had made them pay before skipping town.
Jeffrey and Cyrus had tried to kill him and were now after Ana. He couldn't abide by it. His fists clenched, but Dwayne's hand squeezed his shoulder.
"Easy brother, save it for the mat." It was an old reference to their wrestling days, when Darren used to let his opponent's shit-talking get to him. It had been an awful habit back then, and he couldn't afford to let it get the better of him now.
He relaxed, letting the anger go. Cutting across a few roads, he was finally out where he could run, and he headed for the edge of town, where Walters lived. The sheriff had a long driveway hidden from his neighbors by trees and shrubs, and he stood on the sheriff's front porch, listening to the night around him. The insects were singing, the air full of their lullaby as he lifted the door to the garage.
There was a large tool bench in the back of the garage, surrounded by cardboard boxes. In front of it was a large object covered by a tarp.
Darren ripped the tarp off and heard Little Mike whistle appreciatively. It was a Harley, and still looked new, other than some dust on the seat. He put the key in the ignition and mounted it, his heart slamming against his chest. He twisted the key, but another hand covered his.
"Check the bag first," Dwayne reminded him, pointing to a dark green lump in the corner. It was a duffel bag, much like Darren's. He dismounted and went over to it, kneeling down to see what was inside.
"Shit," Hayden said, then chuckled. "It's nearly a full kit. Looks like it was hardly used."
Darren swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. He was touching the belongings of a dead man, one who had died before Darren himself had set foot on Vietnamese soil. Digging through the contents, he pulled a canteen, a knife with a compass, and then a military jacket. He put the jacket on. It was a little too big, but it chased away the chill.
He stuck a few rations in his pocket and then found a few bucks at the bottom of the bag. Leaving behind what he didn't need, he got back on the bike and wheeled it out of the garage. Darren pushed it down the driveway, waiting until he was out on the road before starting the engine. It started without a problem, as if it had been carefully maintained. Walters said he had no use for it, but Darren wondered if the old man had been keeping it ready to go on the off chance its owner came home after all.
He kept it slow at first, getting a feel for the chopper beneath him. Picking up speed, he enjoyed the sensation of wind rushing through his hair, his heart pounding in his chest. He hadn't been on a bike since before the war, when his buddy Eddie had bought one and they had taken turns on it all summer, cruising through town and trying to impress local girls.
"Eddie was a huge fuckwad, though," Dwayne whispered in his ear.
"Yeah, he was." On his way out of the other side of town, Darren caught a brief glimpse of the city limits sign. He hadn't been there very long, but it felt like he was leaving home all over again.
No, that wasn't quite right. Home didn't have to be a place. Sometimes it was the people you surrounded yourself with, for better or for worse.
He narrowed his eyes and hit the throttle. He needed to make up for lost time, to get to Ana before the others did. He could feel it in his blood, a longing with no explanation, a strong desire to put his life on the line for her. In their final moments together, she had spared him, proof that she was human enough.
And she deserved to survive.
"Where to?" Hayden asked, his voice a whisper in the wind.
Darren thought back to the map. There was a little town on the other side of the forest, not far from the highway. Hayden was probably right about Ana going straight through the woods, but even if she was, he could still check the town just in case. It was a hunch, a feeble whisper in the back of his mind, but he knew he should listen.
He blew onto the highway going nearly eighty, his eyes squinting against the wind.

🕷️🕷️🕷️"Jesus H. Christ." Jeffrey's voice was little more than a whisper, but at least he could speak.
Cyrus, on the other hand, was absolutely gob smacked. They had used the pocket watch to follow Darren's timeline, taking turns on the trail while the other lagged behind. Jeffrey had puked twice, but Cyrus had held on, his stomach doing flip flops all the way through the long and twisted trail into the woods. Now, after climbing over large rocks in the dark, they were using flashlights to watch the mating habits of an Arachne in reverse.
"I don't... I just..." Cyrus shook his head. They had expected to see the arachne meeting up with the soldier, but nothing like this. He leaned over and retched, his last meal too long ago to give him much substance. Jeffrey knelt by his side to support him.
"Easy, brother. Easy." Jeffrey patted him on the back. "Just breathe. You got this."
Though the sight was sickening, what bothered Cyrus most were the implications. "She mated, Jeffrey. There will be more of them if we don't—"
"Easy." Jeffrey pulled Cyrus back up on his feet. "We're here now, and we can track her. Turn that fucking thing off."
"Right." Cyrus snapped the watch closed, and the vision of the Arachne mounting Darren faded from view. The nausea faded instantly, and he took a deep breath, the cool, night air soothing his throat. "We need to get to her, before she can lay her eggs."
"How long until that happens?"
"About three days, if I remember correctly." He thought back to the massive file he had gone over a dozen times before setting out to hunt the Arachne. "After mating, an Arachne typically eats her mate, not out of spite, but hunger. If she didn't eat the soldier, it means she either has food nearby, or she will have to hunt. That will slow her down and give us time to catch up." Pulling a cylindrical rod from his coat, Cyrus knelt on the ground. "See if you can find anything of hers. Fluid, chitin, spit, and we can use this."
"On it." Jeffrey swept his beam across the clearing and Cyrus joined in. Several tense minutes passed, and eventually Cyrus caught a glimmer of light reflecting on the ground. He knelt down and drew a dagger from his boot.
"What do you have?"
"Um..." Cyrus used the tip of the blade to lift the fluid from the ground. It was a ropy, opalescent substance that stretched several inches before snapping free of the hard ground. "No idea, but I'm sure it didn't come from our boy."
He slid open a notch in the tube and scraped the fluid inside, then flipped it over to turn a dial. The tube emitted no beam, but the area lit up with odd footprints that crawled all over the stone.
"Look around the edges, see if we can find an exit point," Cyrus told his partner.
Jeffrey circled around, then pointed up. A series of prints went up and over the stone.
"This is going to be frustrating." Grabbing a handful of stone, Jeffrey scrambled up wall and pulled himself to the top. "Bitch can climb."
"Help me up." Cyrus waited for Jeffrey to undo his belt. It was wrapped around the man's waist almost three times and easily covered the distance into the cave. Jeffrey lowered it buckle first, and Cyrus made a quick loop out of it and put it around his wrist. Jeffrey pulled, and Cyrus held on, walking his feet up the wall. Once at the top, he handed the buckle back, and Jeffrey slid it back through his pants. Pointing the cylinder forward, they followed the tracks until they disappeared over the edge of a large boulder. Tilting the beam upward, Cyrus spotted a handprint in the tree above.
"This is going to be a pain in the ass." He turned to Jeffrey, a large grin on his face. "But doable."
"Too bad we can't use the truck." Jeffrey knelt down and tightened the laces on his boots. "But I'm always up for a hunt on foot."
They wandered into the wilderness, ready for a fight.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Ana cracked her eyes open, letting out a quiet yawn before flipping over and tumbling down through the forest canopy onto the ground below. Her legs splayed over the carcass of the deer she had eaten the night before, its shriveled husk twisted and barely recognizable. Beneath the deer was a pair of raccoons and a wrinkled fox. Yawning again, she rubbed her belly, feeling the muscles stretch uncomfortably beneath her skin.
The quickening had already begun. Her organs were shifting about to make room for the clutch she would produce, her fertilized eggs now swelling inside of her.
After leaving Darren behind, she had moved through the forest, doing her best to avoid the roads. The Order would be after her, and she had picked the rockiest terrain she could find. Even if they tracked her, no man could move across the rocks like she could. Deviating into the forest whenever possible, she weaved a pattern through the trees and rocks that would be nearly impossible to track, knowing that they would somehow find a way. They had magic on their side, after all, and she would need every advantage she could get.
However, the act of mating had made her ravenous, and she finally stopped to hunt, draining several animals before nodding off up in a tree.
She yawned again, her jaw cracking. She had been asleep for only three hours and was already hungry again. Extending her senses outward, the movement of a large animal could be felt across the ground, nearly a quarter of a mile out. Leaving the wheelchair behind, she took to the trees and tracked it down.
Excited that it could be a deer, she was extremely happy to discover the beast was a roaming black bear. The bear sniffed the air, sensing the danger but unable to place it. Ana waited for it to move beneath her, weaving the start of a large net. While comparable in strength to the bear, its claws and teeth could easily tear through her skin, and she didn't dare waste any energy on growing armor on her skin. She needed to remain hydrated and mobile, especially with the Order on her back.
The Order. Was that a problem that would resolve itself once she was on Emily's land, or would they wait her out, either finding a way in or luring her from her new home?
The bear let its guard down, sniffing at the ground in search of a snack. Ana dropped from above, neatly catching the bear and slinging the net over its head. Its thick fur prevented her from biting it right away, but her webbing had already restrained up the beast, its upper body now tangled up in the sticky web. It let out a roar of surprise, then growled in anger when Ana pinned it down with her legs and ripped out a hunk of fur by its neck.
She sank her teeth in, injecting it with the paralytic and digestive enzymes. The bear went limp, and she lifted it onto her shoulders and scrambled back into the tree and toward her campsite. Once back, she gathered up all of her gear, making sure that all the parts of her wheelchair were still there. She had nearly lost one of the front wheels while dangling from a cliff face and needed to keep her disguise intact.
Ready to go, she strapped the collapsed wheelchair to her back and then sank her teeth into the bear, sucking it dry while squeezing it with her arms and front legs. The sweet, buttery taste of bear fat filled her belly, and when she was finally done, she tossed its shriveled carcass on top of the others. Licking her fingers off, she went back into the trees, absently rubbing her stomach.
Even now, less than twenty-four hours after mating, she could feel the small lumps that were forming in her abdomen. Her clutch wouldn't be very large, she had been far too malnourished when she had finally given in to her urges.
Her stomach twinged, and she winced, rubbing the spot with a couple of fingers. Once the eggs came, then what? There was a strong instinctual drive to protect them, but did she really want to be the one to restore the Arachne race to the world? Her own sisters had been monsters in their own right, abducting travelers and vagrants to feed on them even at a young age. With her desire to mate finally quenched, her thoughts had been bathed in the ice-cold waters of clarity.
Logically, she should destroy them, but could she bring herself to do it? Rubbing her belly once more, she thought about the life that was developing within. Each egg was a potential lifeline, the answer to her own brand of loneliness. As a mother, could she instill her own values on her children, or would they be driven by instinct instead?



These questions and more ran through her head as she moved through the trees, listening for signs of humans or wildlife. Small animals became victims to her hunger as she ate her way across the forest, finally emerging near a small town.
Surrounded by prairie along the edges, she figured it would be best to sneak a ride. Sticking to the shadows where nobody would see her, she reassembled the chair and reluctantly backed her abdomen into it, her legs folding up. The fit was a bit tighter already, the result of a slightly swollen belly.
With a sigh, she put her glasses on, feeling her senses dull. Pulling her secret stash out of the chair, she realized that the slip of paper with Emily's coordinates was gone. The good news was that she had the numbers memorized, and she could only hope she had lost it somewhere it couldn't be found by her pursuers.
She was getting sloppy.
Pushing the faux joystick, she rolled through the middle of town, keeping an eye out for larger vehicles that she could sneak a ride on. This town wasn't too far from Interstate 84, and if she could hitch a ride on an unsuspecting semi-truck, she could cover ground much faster and get off somewhere in Oregon.
The wheelchair was a bit of an eyesore for the locals who eyed her with suspicion, but they were quick to look away when she met their gaze. While she felt fairly suspicious, this was still far preferable to strolling through town on eight legs.
Traffic seemed to pick up on the south side of town, and she slipped between a pair of buildings and watched the road. There was a large gas station near the edge of town with an attached diner. Looking at the sun, she figured it was at least a couple of hours until sunset. Rolling her eyes, she went back into town, trying to find somewhere to hide comfortably. There was an assortment of small shops with crisscrossing alleyways, and she wondered if she needed to just hunker down behind some boxes or a dumpster and pretend to be a vagrant. It had worked before, but this town was small enough that someone might realize that she was new here.
Her face broke into a smile at the sight of a bookstore on the corner. Grateful that the door was large enough for her chair, she rolled inside, the bell above her dinging, and immediately began browsing through a stack of books by the entrance.
Would she be able to read, once in Oregon? Was there any way for her to connect to the human world, or would she spend the rest of her days in isolation from the humans that fascinated her so? Frowning, it occurred to her that she had underestimated just how much her life would change. How often would Emily come to visit her? Would she bring gifts, such as books, to help Ana pass the time?
In safety lie isolation. In community, danger. Scowling, she wondered how hard it would be to lay a trap for the Order, maybe snap their heads off and leave their bodies in the woods somewhere. She could go back to her regular life, working at the library.
Then again, what about Darren? She rubbed her eyes and sniffed. What would have happened if she had let him come with her? For certain, they wouldn't have traveled nearly as far, and she also wondered if she would have consumed him in the night, desperate with hunger. Then again, if he had come with her to Oregon, then he could have been her link to the world, a constant reminder of the humanity that she strove for.
No. He deserved better than a life of solitude, away from his own kind. With the Order sniffing around her nest, they would likely question him, but he didn't know anything, not really. If anything, they would probably find him as much the victim as anybody else and just let him go with a tall tale that nobody would believe. If nothing else, humans were fairly predictable, and she would rest easier at night knowing that Darren was out there somewhere.
Picking up a romance novel, she traced her fingers across the body of the man on the front. He stood in the background, little more than a shadow, watching a woman in a black dress weep near the shore's edge. With her instinctive sex drive diminished, new feelings had come to the front. How did she feel about Darren now that she carried his brood? Clearly she had been using him, but now that she looked back on it, she couldn't help but miss his presence. Their faux dates had felt nice, giving her a strange sense of belonging that she had never encountered before.
She missed him.
It was a difficult admission to make, but now that he knew the truth about her, and seemed to accept it, her previous trepidation at his presence was gone and she could view him in a new light, a light that now cast him similarly to the man on the cover of the book she held. Romance novels had never held much appeal for her, but now she was curious. Looking at the stack, she wondered how many she could safely carry with her.
Distracted, she unrolled some of her cash, her eyes flicking to the stack of books and back to her hand. Was this what she should be spending her money on? It wasn't like she could simply make more, as that ship had clearly sailed. Later on, she would buy some human food from the diner to stall for additional time, waiting for the right truck to come along while munching on a burger or something else juicy. At the thought of burgers, her mind briefly flicked to Hannah at Mattie's.
Shaking her head, she collected a few of the more promising books and moved through the store. Her chair was too wide for a couple of the more stuffed aisles, and she let out a sigh of annoyance. Behind her, the bell over the door dinged, and she peered through a gap in the books to watch a young man in a hoodie step outside. Through the front window, she caught a glimpse of his face. It was pocked with scars, and he didn't appear to be either of the men who hunted her.
She let out a sigh of relief and resumed her shopping. She figured six books would be safe, then grabbed one more. Lucky number seven. She rolled through the shop some more, the squeak of her wheel her only companion. Satisfied that she had passed enough time, she paid for her books and left the store, and turned her attention to the diner.
It was still far too light out. Packing up the chair would take a couple of minutes, and she would need to make sure that her truck was parked away from the streetlights. She also needed to make sure it was going the right direction. Ending up in Wyoming would be bad news, especially if they got out on the plains.
Darren probably could have rented a truck or something, and let her sit comfortably in the cab. Or the bed. That wad of cash she had saved up would have easily purchased a used car or a van, and the two of them could have traveled in relative safety and comfort.
That was wishful thinking. Dreaming up alternatives to her current situation didn't change her reality, but in hindsight, it felt like she actually had some options. The truth of the matter was that she had no way of knowing how Darren would react to her true nature, but now that he knew, she was fantasizing about what could have been, squeezing the bag of books in her lap.
A figure stepped out of the alley, a gun held casually in one hand. Her pulse raced at his appearance, and she turned her head to look up and down the road. Nobody was out, and not a single car could be seen. It was the man she had seen leaving the bookstore. What did he want with her?
"Go," he told her, making his voice gruff on purpose. He waved the gun towards the alley and she saw that a wheeled dumpster was only a few feet away from them, and seemed to be where he wanted her to go. She had been so caught up in her own head that she hadn't been paying attention, and she dutifully wheeled around the corner, her nose wrinkling. This man didn't smell right. He was filthy, and likely hadn't had a shower in weeks. Maneuvering her chair around the corner, she saw that the building actually had a depression where the dumpster was usually stored. The greasy tracks on the ground told her that the man had pushed it to create a private alcove, and she was more than a little impressed. The thing looked heavy.
She was less impressed when she saw a second man step out from behind the alcove, a knife in his hand. They had set a simple but effective trap for her. The second man moved behind her where she couldn't see him.
"Please don't hurt me," she said, letting her voice tremble.
Though Stinky was the one with the gun, his hands shook, and he pointed the gun roughly at her head. When he lifted his arm, the loose sleeves of his shirt slid back to reveal track marks all along the inner edge. He was a junkie. "Give me your money and I won't."
"My money?" She couldn't believe it. He must have seen her pull the cash out of her pocket. Reluctantly, she held it out, and he snatched it from her.
"We could get some good money for the chair, too," the second man said.
"I can't walk without the chair." Ana looked over her shoulder. The second man was bald, with tattoos up his neck. "Please don't take it from me."
"We don't need the chair man, this is plenty." Stinky pocketed the cash and lowered the gun. "She's just a cripple."
"Please, I need it to—"
"Shut the fuck up!" Baldy stepped in and punched her across the face, her glasses flying across the alley.
That was a mistake.
Her senses came alive, and she could smell the blood traveling through their veins and smell the warmth of their breath. Logic and reason were replaced by the rage of instinct, and when Baldy grabbed her chair and tried to tilt her out, her abdomen expanded and blew the chair apart, scattering it into pieces across the alley. Rising up on all eight legs, she kicked Stinky in the chest, sending him flying across the alleyway, then spun around to face Baldy.
Baldy had gone white, but was still very much in the fight. He swung his knife at her, but his movements were too slow, and it was a simple matter to grab him by his temples and twist his head until it faced the wrong direction. Baldy went limp in her arms, and her fangs were out and ready to feed. However, when she drew close, she could smell the stink of drugs in his system, poison that she didn't dare imbibe. Disgusted, she dropped him.
A whimper from behind reminded her that Stinky was still there, and she grabbed one of his legs to drag him behind the alcove before anyone could see her. Holding him upside down, his shirt flipped inside out, revealing a gaunt frame covered in scars. He cried for his mother and she was about to break his neck too when a flash of silver caught her eyes.
A pair of dog tags fell from the junkie and landed on the cement with a clatter. Was the junkie in her arms a vet? She hesitated, her thoughts flipping back to Darren. Was this how he could have ended up? An addict, stealing from women in wheelchairs? The man dangling from her arms was openly weeping now, his face hidden by his jacket, so she swung him into the dumpster, his head smacking into the metal with a dull thud. He went limp, but was still breathing.
Her fangs retracted, and she looked around. After retrieving her cash, she stuffed Stinky in the dumpster, and then threw Baldy on top of him. With any luck, he would be too scared to say anything for fear of being accused of his friend's murder. Even if he did report that a spider woman had killed his buddy, the track marks on his arms would immediately discredit him.
Gathering up the pieces of her chair, she frowned. A few of the connecting pins had been bent, butthose she could fix quickly. However, more than a few had snapped in half entirely, meaning she had no good way to keep her chair together.
"Fuck." She threw one of the broken pins across the alley and did her best to push the chair back together. The pins were interchangeable, but there was now a weak seam on one side of the chair that threatened to pop open. Using some webbing, she lashed it into place before squeezing back inside. The webbing stretched, the wheel on that side tilting for a second before settling back in place.
Ana would have to be extra careful until she could replace the pins. A smirk crossed her face at the thought of trying to fix her chair. Once she was in Oregon, would she even need it again?
Distant thunder boomed overhead, and she looked into the sky. She could smell rain in the air and nearly taste the electricity. With a sigh, she slid her glasses back on, her world closing in around her. Maybe she needed to start thinking about what her life would be like if she could just be herself.
She crossed the road, her wheel squeaking even worse now. A car turned the corner, its lights briefly blinding her, then pulled into the diner parking lot.
It definitely wasn't Mattie's. Rolling up to the door, she was aware of eyes on her, and nobody bothered to hold the door open for her, so she pushed it with her free hand, then let it swing shut behind her. A disinterested woman in her forties led Ana to a free table, then picked up one of the chairs to let her in. It was a few minutes later before the same woman came back and set a glass of water in front of Ana.
"Know what you want?" she asked.
"I... haven't seen a menu yet."
The waitress rolled her eyes and peeled one off of a nearby table, pausing long enough to scrape food off of it using the back of a nearby chair, then tossed it onto the table. "Specials are on the back."
"Thank you." Ana shrunk down in her chair, holding her menu up. When the waitress was otherwise occupied, Ana traded places with one of the chairs so that she could keep her eye on the parking lot and the front door. She picked out a large steak, then skimmed over the menu some more. It was a long time before her waitress returned, but Ana was fine with it. She put in her order, the waitress lifting an eyebrow when Ana ordered the steak extra rare.
Ana drained the glass at her table and had it refilled a few minutes later. The diner was only a third full, but the occasional truck wandered off of the highway and parked in the lot. Ana made a note of what direction they came from. A couple of good candidates arrived, but it was still far too bright out to make a dash for it.
That, and her steak hadn't come yet. Her stomach growled, and she realized that the steak might be the only thing she got to eat for a while. It wasn't like she could knock on the roof of the truck and just ask the trucker to pull over so she could catch a deer. She was thirsty, too, and the waitress was now actively avoiding Ana's table.
Nearly thirty minutes passed before her steak arrived. The service was lacking, but Ana was hungry enough that she didn't care. She cut large pieces off and tried to avoid stuffing her mouth full, watchful eyes on the parking lot. Dusk was settling in, and a large white tractor trailer had just pulled into the lot. The driver was an older man who took off his hat and greeted the waitress warmly. Ana was glad to see that the waitress was an equal opportunity bitch, and was even more grateful when the man was seated at a booth that didn't look out the front windows.
Polishing off the last of her steak, she scanned the lot, planning her next move—when two men walked toward the front door, their long faces painted in exhaustion. Ana quickly threw some money on the table and wheeled toward the bathroom, desperate to remain unseen. Chancing a quick look over her shoulder, she saw that one had stopped to scrape something off his boots using the curb, and they hadn't seen her yet.
She pushed her way into the bathroom, locking the door behind her.

🕷️🕷️🕷️"Hold up." Cyrus paused to scrape dog shit off his boot. He hadn't been watching where he was going, his eyes scanning the area for tracks, only to step in a giant pile of shit.
They had lost her tracks on the edge of town, and Jeffrey surmised that she had changed back into her wheelchair. Luckily, it was a small town, and anybody who had been outside must have seen the wheelchair woman rolling through. They had tracked her to the bookstore and decided that the diner would be a good place to stop and get some food. Though their task was urgent, Cyrus knew that neither of them could go for much longer without something to eat and drink. It had been a long night, and they were both exhausted.
Jeffrey watched Cyrus scrape most of the shit off his shoe before opening the door and holding it for him. The diner was full of truck drivers and a few locals. They took an empty table by the front door and waited for someone to bring them menus. After a few minutes, Jeffrey looked around and grabbed a menu off of an empty table nearby.
"Don't feel like waiting forever for our fucking food," he grumbled. When the waitress finally swung by, she didn't say a word and just looked at the two of them expectantly.
"Some waters, a salad for me, and a burger for him." Cyrus grabbed the woman's wrist before she could take off. "Oh, and something else. Have you seen a woman in an electric wheelchair today? She's a friend of ours, and we were supposed to pick her up, but I think she gave us the wrong address."
The waitress looked at the two of them for several seconds as if making up her mind. "She's in the bathroom." The woman snapped up the menus and disappeared, leaving Jeffrey and Cyrus to turn toward the rear of the restaurant.
Out in the parking lot, the loud roar of a motorcycle passing by shook the windows.
"You've got to be shitting me." Jeffrey looked around. "If she's really back there, then..."
"Keep your voice down." Cyrus caught his partners eyes. "We can't start a fight here, there are too many people."
"No kidding. Someone could get hurt." Jeffrey set his blade up on the table. "However, if she doesn't know we're here, we can wait, maybe get a bite to eat, and then follow her."
"Get a bite to... how long do you think she's going to be in there?"
"I don't know. She probably has to get out of that chair to shit, right?" Jeffrey drummed his fingers impatiently, casting glances toward the bathroom. "How do you suppose she fits in that damned thing anyway?"
"You should ask her before you..." Cyrus dropped his voice, noticing that the trucker behind Jeffrey seemed to be paying attention. "We need a plan."
"Do you think she spotted us?"
"Maybe. Even if she did, what is she going to do? Wait us out?"
"Wouldn't mind that. Could eat our meal in peace, then go hang out outside until she decides the coast is clear." Jeffrey picked up the knife again and slid it into his sleeve.
"Seems a little silly to just hide in the bathroom. At some point, someone is going to notice..." Cyrus stood up, a thought suddenly occurring to him. How did she fit in her wheelchair? Her body seemed a lot larger than the chair itself, yet she made it work.
"Wait here." Cyrus crossed the restaurant, trying not to run, then pushed open the door to the men's bathroom. Turning the corner, he faced a row of urinals and a doorless stall. Looking above the urinals, he saw a small window had been opened for ventilation.
"Shit, shit, shit... "he muttered under his breath, exiting the bathroom and casting a look at Jeffrey. Jeffrey stood up and came toward him as Cyrus pushed open the door to the women's bathroom. Some patrons turned their heads to see what was going on, but it no longer mattered what they thought.
The women's bathroom stank of cigarette smoke and ammonia. There were three stalls along the wall, and a small window just above them. Cyrus squatted down, his eyes on the pair of wheels in the final stall.
He signaled to Jeffrey, who pulled the knife free. Cyrus readied his wand, swallowing the lump in his throat as he approached the last stall door and gave it a push. It was locked. With a hard kick, he dislodged the door to reveal the empty wheelchair, sagging against the wall. There was a giant hole in the back that was surrounded with little bits of webbing and some fabric.



"Fuck!" He screamed, running past Jeffrey and nearly pushing down their waitress who had come to see why two grown men had walked into the women's bathroom. Both of them were outside of the restaurant in moments, circling around to the back. Cyrus pulled the metal tube from his jacket and held it up as they turned the corner of the building.
There was no sign of the Arachne, but her prints were everywhere. She had crawled up to the roof of the building. Running around the outside, they found where she had descended, her prints moving toward the far side of the parking lot and then abruptly vanishing. They looked around, scanning the area, before Cyrus yanked open the panel on the tube.
"What are you doing?" Jeffrey asked.
"Figuring out what happened." If she had left the area not too long ago, the watch would play it out. He scooped what was left of the fluid out of the tube and stuck it in the watch and activated the time piece. His stomach flipped instantly, and he crouched down on the ground to watch.
"You've got to be fucking kidding me!" Jeffrey shouted when he saw what happened in reverse.
Cyrus said nothing, afraid that he would throw up.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Darren stuck to back roads for most of the night, stopping only occasionally to check his map. A small headache was forming behind his eyes, and he pulled in to a gas station to grab a drink and fill the canteen. He topped off the bike before setting off, using the map to find his way to the other side of the forest.
His squad-mates were largely silent, their voices floating on the breeze. The sun was coming up when he finally turned on to the main road, heading north along Interstate 84. He nearly passed out, the steady roar of the engine lulling him to sleep. Pulling over onto the side of the road, he found a small ditch hidden from view by thick bushes. Moving the bike out of sight, he found a comfortable spot in the shade and lay down, wadding up the jacket to use as a pillow. He closed his eyes, determined to take just a quick nap so that he could set out once more.
Somehow, he could feel her touch, even from so far away, and his mind quickly drifted to the jungle, and then back. Like a pendulum, his consciousness swung back and forth, eventually settling on a dock in Texas, several years back. Puzzled by the change in scenery, he walked along the old planks of Grand Mill Pond, his childhood fishing hole.
A dark figure coalesced on the edge of the dock, a fishing pole in the water.
"Susie Miller showed me her tits yesterday." It was an eighteen-year-old Dwayne, his face hidden beneath the wide brim of a red Ford hat.
"Liar." Darren sat next to his brother. Taking off his boots, he put his feet in the pond, sighing at the phantom chill that traveled up his legs.
"No, it's true!" Susie Miller, who was the same age as them, had been a longtime crush for both of the boys. "I helped her find her dog, and she showed them to me afterwards for helping."
"Bullshit." Darren couldn't help but smile, his dream now in charge of the dialogue. A few moments passed before he spoke up again. "So... what did they look like?"
"Fucking perfect." Dwayne turned to face him, a cigarette dangling from his lips. He was always stealing cigarettes from their dad, but was too much of a pussy to actually smoke them, so just burned the tip to look cool. "They were like... just, round and beautiful."
"What about her nips?"
"Silver-dollar sized." Dwayne made a circle with the thumb and index finger of his free hand. "Absolutely perfect."
"Did she let you touch them?"
"Hell yeah!" Dwayne's face darkened. "No, not really. I didn't even think to ask."
"Did you ask her out?"
"Nah. I mean, if she showed them to me, then who else is she showing them to?"
Darren wanted to point out that Susie Miller was probably trying to impress his brother, or that maybe he was the only person she was showing her breasts to, but his lips were like mud, unable to move.
"Nice." He looked out across the pond. "Anything bitin'?"
"Nah." Dwayne reeled in his line, tugging just hard enough to reveal the bloodied arm of a Vietnamese soldier. "There's nothing good out here to catch anyway."
"Then why do you keep coming here?"
"Cause anything is better than being over there." Dwayne's body expanded, his shirt splitting up the back and revealing the olive green fabric beneath. His brother was an adult once more, but he still wore that Ford baseball cap and held onto his fishing rod. "Nobody likes it over there."
"Ah." He looked across the pond, and saw that instead of thistle and an old farmhouse on the other side, it was a dense jungle swarming with shadows.
"So what's next?" Dwayne dropped the fishing pole into the pond. It vanished quickly beneath the murky depths. "After you find Ana."
"I'll probably go with her. Wherever that is."
"Not really a plan." Dwayne pulled the Snickers bar from his pocket and offered Darren half. Darren wanted to decline, but he wasn't in full control of his body. "After you go... wherever. What then?"
"I don't fucking know." He took a bite of the Snickers. It tasted like sand inside of the dream, but he swallowed every grain. "I just... I don't know that I can be without her."
"Do you love her?"
"Sort of." He couldn't lie to his brother. "I'm in love with the idea of her."
"You into bugs?"
"It's not that. You said it best. Anything is better than being over there."
Dwayne grinned. "As long as we're being honest... did she show you her tits?"
"Fuck yeah. And they were perfect." He could see them in his mind, those milky white orbs with pale blue nipples.
"You've got some strange tastes these days." Dwayne pulled the Snickers bar from his pocket. It was whole once more, and he opened the wrapper and broke it in half and gave it to Darren. This chunk tasted like sand, too. It made his gut heavy, like lead.
"I like how she makes me feel. If I had to pick a drug, I could do a lot worse."
"She's half a spider, man." Dwayne handed him another half portion of the Snickers bar, and Darren ate it as well. His whole body was inexplicably heavy now. "Do you think you could be happy with a girl like that?"
"I'm happier than I was." He looked at the water. The shadows had parted beneath the surface enough to reveal a bunch of mottled gray hands that opened and closed beneath the surface. He wanted to pull his feet free, but couldn't move.
"That you are." Dwayne smiled, handing Darren another bite of Snickers. "And alive, don't forget that. You might be tempted to toss it away, but I promise that you aren't winning any prizes. Me? I'm not one to judge. Just want to sit here and fish."
"You aren't fishing." Darren looked up at the sky. Dark clouds had gathered on the horizon.
"But you are." Dwayne pointed at Darren's feet. Icy cold hands grabbed him by the ankles and pulled, yanking him off the dock. Darren raised his hands to cry for help, but his body was now full of sand, and he sank beneath the water where the shadows were waiting to pull him apart.
He opened his eyes with a start, staring at the morning sky up above. The clouds in the real world were dark as well, and it was impossible to tell how long he had been asleep. Taking a deep breath, he stood up and grabbed the Harley by the handlebars to walk it back to the road. He didn't see any traffic, and was back on the road pretty quickly.
An hour later, he turned off the interstate and headed north. There were a couple of small towns on the perimeter of the forest that were worth checking, and the first one was an immediate dud. It was a small community with very little traffic, and Darren figured that Ana would be looking to hitch a ride.
No, that wasn't quite right. He knew that she would be looking to hitch a ride. She needed to remain unseen, which meant something large enough to sneak into. The largest car he saw on his trip through town was a station wagon, and while it would be large enough, he doubted she could sneak into the back without being spotted.
Leaving town, he stopped on the side of the road to check his map once more. The others huddled over him, scrutinizing the map with him.
"I'm still thinking she'll skip through," Hayden said.
"I don't know." Little Mike tapped the town Darren had just left. "If she had found a ride, this idea makes a lot of sense."
"So how do we tell which town she went to?" Dwayne looked up at Darren. "Think."
"She's lived here long enough to have at least heard of these places." Darren squinted at the names on the map. "But I doubt anyone would just casually mention a town as a great place to hitchhike."
"So then she might have just used a map like you did. Maybe even this one." Dwayne pointed at the map again. "If you weren't sure where you were going, but wanted to hitch a ride, what would you do?"
Darren read the town names again. "I would probably aim for one of the larger towns to increase the odds. Bigger towns have bigger names." He tapped the next town over. "Hopefully she will swing through here."
"She could actually swing, you know." Little Mike held up his hands when the others glared at him. "No, seriously. She's a spider, so she probably... never mind."
The Harley roared under Darren as he drove north, the wind ripping through his hair. He squinted, keeping his eye on the road, and found himself following a semi into town. Smiling in spite of himself, he took a quick trip through town hoping he might spot Ana. The main street had a couple of small shops, so he pulled over at Hardy's Hardware and walked inside.
The old man behind the counter was busy sorting saw blades into a box when Darren walked up. The man looked up, a ratchet in each hand.
"Help you, son?"
"Yes. I'm trying to find a friend of mine, a woman in a wheelchair. She's pale, and—"
"Ain't seen her. Told your friends the same." The man stuck a pair of blades in the box and then folded it up. "But I've been doing inventory, so wasn't paying attention."
"I... I see." Darren opened his mouth and then closed it. The owner looked at him, waiting to be asked something else. There were only two people who could be asking about Ana. "So, about my friends. We split up a bit ago and lost track of each other." If he couldn't find Ana, then the next best thing would be to find the men tracking her. "Any chance you remember how long ago were they in here?"
"Dunno, been maybe an hour? They were headed down to 3rd, last I saw." The man pointed over Darren's shoulder. "Took a right at the bookstore. Looked like law men maybe. You don't look like a law man, though."
"Of course not. I'm a family member, just trying to help. Thank you, sir." He gave the man a wave and backed out of the store. A quick trip down to the bookstore revealed that a woman in a wheelchair had been there earlier, as well as two men looking for her. He assured the cashier that it was just a case of a misplaced friend who needed to be picked up, and then went on his way. Stepping outside, he looked up and down the street, wondering where she could have gone.
"Stay focused," Dwayne cautioned him as Darren paced the sidewalk. "Remember why you're here."
"I'm here to find Ana."
"Yes, but why? Why is she here?"
Darren looked around to make sure that nobody was watching him. "Because she is trying to catch a ride."
"What kind of ride?"
"Dunno. Truck, trailer, something big."
"And where could you find those?"
"Gas station."
"True." Dwayne crossed his arms. "But wouldn't it look suspicious for her to just sit around a gas station?"
"I guess."
"So where could she sit and wait? Where could she go that allowed her to watch traffic and hitch a ride, but not draw attention to herself?"
"Maybe..." Darren looked over Dwayne's shoulder. There was a large diner on the corner, the lot already full.
"There ya go." Dwayne grinned and vanished into the shadows as Darren ran back for his bike. He hopped on and rode the bike down the road, his eyes on the front window of the diner. There wasn't much to see, but his eyes locked on a man with a large grey trench coat sitting just inside the bay window. Across from him was his partner, Jeffrey.
"Assholes," he muttered, pulling into the parking lot. Now that he had found them, he needed to follow them, figure out where they were going and then stop them if he could. Looking around the parking lot, he tried to figure out where a good place to hide would be when he saw a dark shadow move across the top of the diner and then drop down behind a parked sedan.
"Ana?" He whispered her name, his heart pounding in his chest. Giving up on hiding, he dismounted, and took the knife out of the saddlebag and strapped it to his belt. Running across the lot, he knelt down behind the cars. "Ana, are you there?"
"Darren?" Her voice was quiet and loaded with disbelief. Turning around, he spotted her face underneath a van. "Is that really you?"
"We need to get you out of here. Now."
"How did you find me?"
"I found that slip of paper you dropped. Listen, those assholes tried to kill me and they're inside the diner right now."
"I know. Darren, please. Just walk away." She was moving back into the shadows.
"Never." He stood up and looked at the van. It was locked. He ran around to the other side, skipping the sports car, and then settled on a station wagon. The driver's door was locked, but the passenger door wasn't. He let himself inside.
"What are you doing?" Ana hissed. Darren popped the trunk and unlocked the driver's side door, freezing momentarily when he heard someone coughing near the entrance. It was a pair of men headed for a work truck, and he let out a sigh of relief.
"Get in." He left the back open, and Ana moved surprisingly fast, her body squeezing into the back of the wagon. Behind the steering column, he used the tip of his knife to bust off the steering column cover. In the dim light, it was hard to see the wires.
"Brown to white," hissed Little Mike.
Darren found the correct wires and twisted them together. The lights on the dash came on.
"Now sparky sparky." Little Mike pointed at another wire farther in and Darren touched the wires together. The starter kicked in, and the wagon turned over, the car rumbling pleasantly as Darren shut the door.
"You know how to hotwire a car?"
Darren shrugged and put the car in reverse. "A friend taught me. Just in case I lost my keys in the jungle and Charlie was up my ass." He backed out of the spot, put the car in first gear, and eased out of the parking lot. Once out of the lot, he headed for the edge of town as quickly as he could, casting one last sorrowful look at the bike Walters had given him.
They were back on the highway in just minutes, and there was plenty of gas to get them to the Interstate. They rode together in silence, Darren not entirely certain what to say. It was almost an hour after they had left the diner when Ana spoke up.
"Why did you come for me?"
Darren looked in the rearview mirror. Ana was leaning over the back seat, her hair draped over the headrests and her long, black legs sprawled across the wood paneling of the wagon. When she blinked her many eyes, it was like a ripple across her forehead, starting at the top left and working its way down and across.
"If I'm being truthful... I don't know." It was miserable to say out loud, but there it was, but he refused to lie to her. "I just feel like, I don't know, maybe I can't live without you."
"That's the venom talking. When I bite you, it makes you susceptible to—"
"Oh, I know. And frankly, I don't give a shit." He met her gaze in the mirror. "If nothing else, the main reason I came was because you were in trouble and I thought you could use a friend." He turned his eyes back to the road. "What happened to your wheelchair?"
Ana slumped against her seat. "Wouldn't fit through the bathroom window."
"Oh." Another minute passed. "It's weird seeing you without your glasses."
"I still have them." She pulled them out of a pocket and slid them on. Her extra eyes disappeared. "Might be better to wear them in case someone looks in here."
"What do I hear rustling around back there?"
"Just some books I bought. They're in a bag."
"I see."
"Hey, Darren?"
"Yes, Ana?"
"... thank you." She moved backward, vanishing in the shadows, her legs curling into the darkness. He wondered if she would speak some more, but a soft sigh was followed by the sound of gentle snoring.
With a big grin on his face, he drove onward. The miles were easily gobbled up by the station wagon as the sun set, and he pulled over just past the Oregon state line to put some gas in the tank. He opened the back long enough to toss his jacket over Ana as a blanket, and she pulled it over her torso, smiling before falling back asleep.
The station wagon pounded through even more miles, and the only company he had was the stars in the sky. He couldn't help but gaze in wonder at the celestial canvas that had been painted above, his heart full of hope and promise.
It had been over an hour since he had seen another car, and he wasn't paying attention when he passed a sign announcing that Buchanan was up ahead. It must be a small town, because he didn't remember it from the map. Fatigue was creeping across his shoulders, and he wondered if he should pull over.
Behind him, a car with only one headlight appeared, then disappeared behind a hill. Darren rolled down his window, hoping the cool air of the night would revive him. The headlight appeared again, then vanished. Whoever was driving it was certainly in a hurry, and his eyes flicked to the rearview mirror again.
"I'm getting a bad feeling," Dwayne told him from the passenger seat. "Maybe you can pull over somewhere?"
Darren pushed his foot down on the accelerator, the speed limit no longer a concern. "There's no way it could be them."
"Why not? They found her before."
"What?" Ana sat up in the back, her glasses askew. She pulled them off to wipe them clean, then turned her head to look out the back of the car. "Oh shit!"
The Harley Davidson came roaring up behind them, and Darren's palms broke into a sweat. Licking his lips, he focused on the road ahead, then gazed in the mirrors. The Harley swerved into the left lane and sped up, so Darren slowed down and swerved toward them, trying to knock them off the road.
The Harley dashed forward, both of its riders regarding Darren with absolute hatred as his bumper missed by inches. Fire was coming out of the tailpipe of the Harley, a stream of blue light streaming from the wand in Cyrus's hand into the engine proper. The cycle moved back and forth, easily able to outpace the station wagon, and Darren scowled, unable to ram them from behind.
Cyrus lifted his arm, and the blue light faded, causing the cycle to slow. Seeing his chance, Darren floored it, aiming for the back of their bike. Cyrus turned around and winked just as Darren hit them.
The Harley blew apart into motes of light that washed over the station wagon, and Ana was crawling over the back seat of the car.
"On your left!" she screamed, and Darren turned to see that Cyrus and Jeffrey were in the lane next to him.
"How?" Darren yanked the wheel to the left as Cyrus pointed his wand at the car. A flash of blue light blinded him, and Ana cried out behind him.
An invisible fist struck the station wagon, crumpling the driver's door and pushing the car off the road. The station wagon bumped over several rocks, tossing Ana around the backseat, and then the wagon tumbled end over end down the embankment. Darren was tossed from his seat, and he heard the loud crunching of metal around him, followed by Ana's screams. Powerful hands grabbed his shoulders, and the last thing he saw was the night sky above, with all of its stars gazing down at him with blazing judgment.




🕷️🕷️🕷️How will the story end? Find out next time!
Thanks for taking the time to read this, and don't forget to rate, review, or even comment. This was originally supposed to be a one chapter story, but I'll be damned if I didn't accidentally write something a bit longer.
Thanks again for all the helpful comments, and I'll see you next time!
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Hi all!
So this one has been a long time coming. I would like to formally apologize for the incredibly long wait on this. I started writing this in January of 2017. When the real world got in the way, I had to make a choice to take a break from this to work on my other series, and the delays kept piling on. By the time I sat down to finish it earlier this year, my writing skill and style had evolved quite a bit, so I spent a long time re-reading my own work in the attempt to recapture that original voice to make sure I gave you a quality ending to this series.
And yes, this is the end of Iceman's Wrath, but it is a good one. I appreciate the patience of all of you who not only waited, but were supportive of my efforts from the beginning. I cherish my readers here on Lit, and absolutely refused to leave you with an unfinished story, and definitely didn't want to just 'put something out.'
I could write plenty more here about a lot of things, but you've waited long enough. The characters in this story are all over the age of eighteen. Though their choices may be terrible, they are perfectly legal. I hope you enjoy this, the final chapter of The Iceman's Wrath. 
*****
Full Circle
Jason sat on his back porch, his eyes glued to his neighbor's home. The lights in their house had just come back on, but sure enough, they only lasted a minute before going out again. He shook his head and walked back into his well-chilled paradise carrying the steaks he had just pulled off the grill.
Christmas had come and gone, and a chance meeting with a hot sales girl at Home Depot had led to research into solar panels. While not entirely off the grid, he did get one of those expensive battery packs, which meant that when everyone else was dealing with power loss, he was at home enjoying peace and quiet in his climate-controlled paradise.
Well, whenever the girls weren't coming over. Megan and Ling had dropped by during their spring break, and he had been forced to lay in bed for a day after they left, just to recover. The two of them had enrolled in a yoga class, meaning they had far more energy than he did now (and were far more flexible). Maria's break had been shortly after, but Naomi had come home for a brief visit at the same time, which had saved him from the feisty Latina's newfound obsession with anal sex.
After spring break, he heard from them all sporadically. Megan and Ling's parents were taking them on an Alaskan cruise in the summer, and Maria was traveling to South America for a mission where she would be helping a local village rebuild after a devastating flood. Naomi wasn't coming home until late July due to a backpacking trip with a new friend which meant that he was looking at a long, hot summer alone.
Which was why he decided to spend thousands of dollars to make sure his AC was working. If he was going to be alone, he was at least going to be comfortable. He had turned off almost all the lights in his home, the sole illumination coming from a reading lamp next to his couch and the soft glow of Netflix on his smart TV. He had smartly downloaded the series he wanted to watch prior to the blackouts, running it through a system of devices that a buddy had helped him hook up.
Happily thumbing through to the next episode of Stranger Things, he settled in for a comfortable evening with a pair of small ribeyes and a six-pack of Reverend. He briefly considered making something else for dinner but was too lazy to go back to the kitchen. He set his plate down on the side table, narrowly missing Wild Jason and Dad Jason. The two of them were playing cards on a miniature table of their own, identical meals in front of them.
Jason sucked down a can of Reverend, letting out a long belch. He counted nine seconds before breaking off. Not bad, he thought, cutting himself a piece of steak.
Winona Ryder was busy freaking out over christmas lights when the knock came at his door. Puzzled, he opened his phone, checking his calendar. The new rule for the girls was no more surprises—he needed to know when they were dropping by from now on so that he could plan accordingly. He hadn't had any issues yet, but he knew things could get weird very fast if someone showed up while he was entertaining someone else. Or God forbid Naomi came home while he was busy plowing Maria's ass in the shower, or that time Megan and Ling took turns blowing him on the couch while they watched porn together. She clearly had some idea that he was being naughty with her friends, but knowing was definitely different from seeing.
The knock came again, a little faster this time. He stood up, a bit unsteady on his feet, the Reverend kicking in. Slapping his cheeks, the sting was enough to stabilize him. Wild Jason and Dad Jason watched him walk away. Tossing their cards on the table, they followed, jumping down from the table onto the carpet. Wild Jason landed badly, and a bunch of face-cards busted free from his socks, spilling everywhere. He scooped them up quickly, then tucked them in his pockets while running to keep up.
"Hello?" Jason opened the door.
"Hello Mr. Dawes." He didn't recognize her at first. Her mascara had smeared across her face, and her hair was a tangled mess. She wore a thin fabric hoodie that was long enough that she could be naked underneath and nobody would know it. However, it was her legs that sparked the memory, the toned legs of a varsity cheerleader.
"Brianne? Are you okay?" He saw that she was wearing a backpack and carrying a suitcase. "Um, come in?"
"Thank you, Mr. Dawes." She picked up her things and walked through the door. Wild Jason and Dad Jason looked at her, then each other. They both shrugged; neither of them knew who was needed yet.
"Are you hurt? Do I need to call somebody?"
Brianne let out a dry laugh. "There's nobody to call. I only came here because Naomi told me to."
"I thought you two weren't speaking?" He hadn't heard his daughter mention Brianne since she had walked out his front door a year ago.
"We reconnected over spring break. It's a long story, and I haven't showered in a few days. Would it be okay if I used Naomi's room tonight? She said that I could, but I want to make sure it's okay with you."
"Yeah, of course. Do you want me to wait up?"
"No thank you. I'm just going to go to sleep, if that's okay." Her eyes were full of defeat, that rebellious spark from a year ago long gone.
"Look, if you're hungry, I have some steaks I just pulled off the grill."
At the mention of food, Brianne's eyes lifted to his. "I don't want to eat your dinner or anything."
"Gotta be honest, I was making a pig of myself." He patted his rock hard abs. "Was planning to binge some shows and binge some steak, but I always hate myself in the morning for it." He gave her a playful wink. "Seriously, one of them was probably just going to be breakfast tomorrow."
"I... uh..." Indecision was written on her face, but it was clear
"Hey, look. Why don't you go grab a shower and I'll save you one. If you're still hungry, you're welcome to join me, but if you just want to go to bed, shout down at me so that I can put it in the fridge."
"Okay, thank you." She walked past him and up the stairs, her jacket far enough away from her legs that he could see she was, in fact, wearing clothes under her coat. He stood at the bottom of the stairs and listened to her move across the house, Naomi's bedroom door closing.
He walked back to the living room and waited. After several minutes, the shower turned on and he tapped his daughter's name on his phone. It rang a couple times before she answered.
"Hello?"
"Hey, it's dad. I had a question for you."
"Brianne came over, right?"
"Uh, yeah. Your psychic powers work across oceans now?"
"Nah, she called me an hour ago and woke me up."
"Oh shit." He realized that it was the middle of the night in Europe. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to wake you."
"You didn't. I knew you would call if she showed up, so Alexus and I are on the roof of our hostel watching clouds float across the moon." In the background, Jason heard a feminine voice say hi to him. "She says hi, by the way."
"Tell her hi back. Is Brianne okay? Do I need to get the police involved?"
"It's bad, but not like that. I'll let her tell you, but the short version is that her dad gambled away her college money."
"Damn." He shook his head. "Sounds like a piece of shit."
"He always has been. She can use my room for whatever. Just be nice to her."
"Oh?" Jason arched an eyebrow at Winona Ryder, her face frozen in shock on his tv. "Be... nice?"
Naomi laughed. "She still has a thing for you. That's the reason she didn't want to come over to your house. However, she feels like it's the safest place for her, so had some mixed feelings about it."
Still has a thing for you. Naomi's words echoed in his ears and Wild Jason grabbed the front of his pants, ripping them off in one smooth motion and scattering playing cards everywhere, his massive hard-on pressing against the fabric of his boxers. Dad Jason sighed and walked into the corner where he sat down, facing away from the room.
"... and so I told her to just go over there and get away from him. I mean, even if something were to happen between you two, at least it would take her mind off of things."
Jason realized he had accidentally tuned his daughter out.
"You think something is going to happen?"
Naomi laughed. It was Jason's favorite sound in the world.
"Dad, really. I still talk to my friends. I've heard some stories."
"Oh." He wondered what Winona Ryder would say if she could see his face right now. "How much?"
"We're women, dad. We tell each other everything. Maybe it's weird, but I'm glad you can be there for them. You're like a safe space for horny co-eds." He heard Alexus say something to Naomi. "I gotta go. I'll see you at the end of summer. Love you."
"Love you too." He set down the phone. That call had been fairly illuminating. He had suspected that Naomi knew, but not that she was intimately familiar with it. It was with mixed feelings that he turned and pressed play on his remote, his attention drifting away from Winona's Christmas lights. Dad Jason was still in the corner, his knees pulled up to his face in shame.
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Hi all! Here it is, the final chapter of The Last of Her Kind!
New to the story? Start at Chapter 1. This is the end of a novel, and the story has been building to this.
I would like to thank you, the readers, for being so supportive of this story. I know it wasn't for everybody, but I certainly I hope I captured a few of you in my web. This tale started as an attempt at a short story, but Ana and Darren deserved far more than just twelve thousand words, and I've been very pleased with where this has ended up.
If you enjoyed this story, don't forget leave a rating/review and follow my bio, or even just check it from time to time to see what else I am writing. The readers here at Lit are constantly inspiring me to become better, and I hope to bring you plenty of literary delights for years to come.
When Worlds Collide
Leaving the wheelchair behind in that roadside diner had felt a lot like losing a friend, leaving an empty feeling in Ana's gut as she scurried across the roof of the restaurant. The human Ana had pretended to be was encapsulated by the battered conveyance now sitting empty in the bathroom, waiting quietly to be discovered and eventually discarded.
Tears formed in her eyes as she snuck down and through the parking lot, her heart pounding in her chest. She was truly alone, and officially scared, her stomach churning while her eggs formed.
When she had heard Darren's voice, she had been so startled that she almost didn't answer. She didn't deserve such a stroke of luck, didn't deserve his help. Yet he had insisted, tucking her away in the back of a stolen station wagon and taking to the open road. They had ridden in silence while she slept in the back, her hands across her slightly swollen belly. She wished she could ask her mother or a sister what to expect, knowing only that the time to lay them was coming fast.
Occasionally a bump in the road would wake her, and she would open her eyes and look out the rear window, her gaze on the night sky. It had been awhile since she had seen so many stars all at once, and she watched them, the vibrations of the road helping her to relax. Ana spun a few small webs to make herself comfortable, using them like a makeshift hammock.
The bag of books was the only thing she had brought with her, except for the roll of money in her pocket. While awake, she looked at the covers of the books, barely able to make out the shapes in the dark of the car. These stories typically had a happily ever after, and she wondered if maybe Darren's arrival was a sign that she could have one, too. He had come for her, despite being told not to. Why? What was so special about her that he would risk his life? Why not go the other way, forget he had ever met her, move on?
Was it her? Did he really like her? Darren was damaged, there was no doubt about it, but did that damage mean he couldn't see her for who she really was? Or did it mean he could see past her monstrous nature? It was hard to tell.
Or could it be the eggs? Did he feel responsible for the life growing inside of her? He would probably be the first man to see his own children hatch, save for maybe the scientists that had experimented on the Arachne during World War Two to make super soldiers. Her mother had rarely talked about it, but Ana knew that there had been a breeding program. Jews had been forced to breed, and the resulting children had refused to take orders. Thinking it was a deficiency of race, the Germans themselves had transitioned to Aryan blood, hoping that the brood would take orders.
They didn't. The Germans had disguised the resulting bloodbath as an Allied bombing, and that's usually where the story from her mother ended.
"There's no way it could be them." Darren whispered from the front seat. It was like he was speaking with someone, and Ana lifted her head, wondering if she had tuned out something else he had been saying.
"What?" Her glasses had gone crooked, and were now smudged with fingerprints. Pulling them away from her face, the world came to life around her, and she looked out the back window of the wagon at an approaching light. Over the lamp of the motorcycle behind them, she could make out the intense faces of her pursuers. "Oh shit!"
When the Order drew near, she watched them pull alongside the car, but something wasn't right. Though her eyes saw them pull ahead of the car, the sound coming from outside the wagon told another story. As the figures in front of the car exploded into motes of light, she watched them appear out of the darkness, the wand in Cyrus' hand glowing brightly when he lifted his arm to fire it.
"On your left!" Her words weren't quick enough for him to dodge the blast, but he was fast enough to slam the wagon into the bike just as the spell went off. Darren lost control of the car and was soon driving down the rocks, the car flipping. Ana got tossed around, but her instincts took over, her legs splaying out to support her weight. Her heightened senses seemed to slow time, and she watched her books fluttering around inside the car along with Darren. The pores on her body opened, coating her upper torso and hardening into an inky black shell.
Seeing an opening, she grabbed Darren by the shoulders and yanked him into the backseat. Smashing a window with one of her legs, she timed her jump so that the two of them were launched skyward, falling through the darkness. The car stopped its descent, smashing into sharp rocks and flooding the air with the cancerous smell of gasoline.
Wrapping Darren with her arms and front legs, her other six splayed out and they rolled across the ground together like a giant tumbleweed. Pain shot up from one of her legs when it broke, and then more pain when the tip of another leg got wrenched free in between a pair of rocks.
They came to a halt, and Ana let out a shriek of rage, dropping Darren to inspect the damage. She had lost the leg at the joint, so it wouldn't slow her much, but her broken leg had cracked higher up. Putting any weight on it would be a bad idea.
They needed to move. Looking over her shoulder, she saw some distant hills just north of there. The treeline was distant, but if she could make it, they would have a chance. She had no idea how the Order had fared, but knew for a fact that Darren made solid contact with the bike before the spell had gone off. If, by chance, the two of them had survived, they would still be busy scraping each other off the pavement right now.
Darren groaned, but Ana didn't have time to check him. Setting him down long enough to strip off her shirt, she slung him over her naked shoulder and ran. The black armor on her body made her slower, but it would also make her harder to see under the stars. It would be harder to track her at night, but until she made it to the trees, she didn't need her pale skin acting as a giant bullseye.
Gasping for air, a fearsome cramp spread across her belly. Crouching down, she placed her free hand on her gut and tried not to cry out. With her fingers, she could already feel the outline of one of her eggs. She set Darren down and stared at him. If she left him behind, he would probably slow the Order down enough that she could make a clean getaway, find somewhere to hunker down and lay her eggs. Instead, he was slowing her down right now, impeding her ability to survive.
She almost left him, the urge to flee so strong that her heart was racing. He had come for her, saved her when she needed it the most, put himself in harm's way just to be with her. Leaving him behind would be advantageous for survival, but living with her actions after would be difficult. Growling, she slung him over her shoulder again and continued forward, her busted leg folding up against her belly, resulting in a staccato cadence.
"Semper fi, Darren." She didn't think he was even in the marines, but it was the only motto from the military that she knew. Carrying him up the sloping hills, she saw the light of her own shadow just as a wave of heat and sound rolled over her. Crouching down against the grass, she looked back to see that the station wagon had become a funeral pyre. Horrified at the destruction they had left behind, she realized that she could make out the shape of two men standing up by the road.
"Shit." Clutching her gut with one hand and Darren with the other, she ran.

🕷️🕷️🕷️"Fuck." Jeffrey gazed down at the burning wreckage of the station wagon, blood trickling down his face. "I really hope they were still in there."
"We haven't been that lucky in weeks." Cyrus sat down on a rock and watched the inferno below. He had smacked his head when the bike had gone off the road, his magic saving both of them at the last second. He probably had a minor concussion, but there was little that could be done about it now. They were miles from anywhere, and couldn't take any chances letting the Arachne get away. "Can you see anything from here?"
"No. Fire's too bright." Jeffrey scanned the countryside. "If they made it, I'm not going to be able to see them from here. We have to get past the wreck, let our eyes adjust."
"Might as well check it out." Cyrus stood on wobbly legs and walked down the steep hill. He felt like he was going to barf. "Keep your eyes out."
"You know I will." Jeffrey flicked his wrist, his sword unfolding. "I really want to carve this bitch up and call it a day. Maybe take a small vacation somewhere with a beach."
"Florida?" Cyrus fought a grin. Every time Jeffrey went on vacation, it was to a cozy little villa in Florida. He would pound beers all day long, starting shortly after breakfast and going until just after a big steak dinner.
"Bet your ass." Jeffrey picked his way down the rocky slope, pausing occasionally to offer Cyrus a hand. The heat from the burning car was intense, and they stayed well away from it in case it blew. Scouring the perimeter, it didn't seem like anybody was in the car or nearby it.
"Find anything?" Cyrus called out.
"No." Jeffrey was circling to the other side, clutching his sword.
Cyrus used his wand as a flashlight, looking along the ground for footprints, blood, anything he could use to find them. He kicked something soft with his foot, and knelt down to find a small paperback novel.
"You got something?" Jeffrey asked.
"No." Cyrus flipped through the romance novel real quick, uncertain why it was even there. It must have belonged to the owners of the station wagon. Once the two of them had realized that Ana had fled, they had run outside to find an upset couple searching the parking lot for their car. Jeffrey had used his fake badge to get their car keys, knowing Cyrus could use them to cast a spell.
It had been Jeffrey's suggestion to take the Harley, and once they were away from the diner, it just took a little magic to find the station wagon's trail. The words on the pages of the book in his hand swirled in his vision, and he threw it back down on the rocks, fighting the urge to puke again.
"So if I was a pregnant spider bitch who just got tossed out of a vehicle, where would I go?" Jeffrey stood next to Cyrus now, the flames from the car reflected in the blade of his sword.
"Somewhere else?" Cyrus scanned the horizon, then looked down the road. "I don't see anywhere obvious."
"I might. C'mon." Jeffrey pulled Cyrus to his feet, half dragging him away from the road. Cyrus was impressed that nobody had come to check on the fire yet; it was just another testament to how far in the middle of nowhere they were. The night air felt wonderfully cool away from the fire, and they gazed at the distant hills.
"That's a lot of ground to cover," Cyrus said, finding a rock to sit on.
"Maybe. You wait here, fix yourself up. I'm going to look for tracks."
Cyrus nodded, happy for a chance to just sit with his broken thoughts. He dug through his pockets, eventually finding a small metal tube. Twisting it open, he frowned at the yellow pills that spilled out. They were a special blend formulated by the Order, and would knock down the pain banging around in his head. However, his ability to control his magic would diminish accordingly.
"Fuck it," he muttered, tossing back a pair of pills. As it was, his head hurt so bad he would probably blow his own face off. Magic required concentration, and if the station wagon hadn't struck him at the tail end of his last spell, they would already be digging a pair of graves for Darren and Ana.
Jeffrey was gone for almost an hour before he came back, his features pinched. He said nothing to Cyrus and kept going to look in the other direction. Time was precious, and they needed to catch another break, and soon.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Darren floated through a fog of pain, the world around him just a collection of shadows that reached for him, occasionally scratching at his flesh. One particularly long appendage grabbed hold of his wrist and then broke apart in his fingers when he tried to yank it off with his other hand. The shadow's flesh felt cold and stiff, and it wasn't until he squeezed it that he realized he was holding a leaf.
The shadows rustled, and his stomach flip-flopped inside of him, and then impact. He tumbled to the ground unharmed, and finally got a good look at his surroundings. The trees around him obscured most of the night sky, and the air was filled with gasps of pain. He held his breath, trying to hear what might be nearby, and realized the gasps weren't from him.
"Ana?" He stuck his hand into the inky black in front of him, his fingers closing on something cool and hard. When she lifted her face, the stark white of her flesh made her seem a ghost, and he almost yelled in fright.
Her face twisted up in agony, and she crumpled to the ground, her legs splaying out.
"Exhausted," she told him. "Need... shelter..."
"Where are we?" He asked.
"Forest." She raised an arm cloaked in darkness and pointed. "That way. Go that way."
He stood up, and realized that his left arm no longer worked correctly.
"Dislocated," Ana explained. "When I pulled you out.
"It should hurt." He struggled to lift it, then gave up. "It doesn't hurt."
"I bit you. You were moaning while you were unconscious, and I needed you to be quiet."
"How long ago was the crash?"
She shrugged. "Been a while. Dawn in a couple of hours, maybe." Ana tried to stand, but she collapsed again.
"Here." Darren turned around and used his good arm to help her stand long enough to wrap her arms around his shoulders. Her front legs clung to his waist, squeezing him tight. He had no doubt she could probably crush his pelvis if she wanted to. His bad arm hung limp while he dragged her through the woods, her abdomen crunching against the forest floor.
She directed him up a small hill behind the brush and was surprised to see the mouth of a cave.
"How did you know this was here?" he asked.
"Spiders told me. Quick, get inside."
"Are they right behind us?"
"Darren, go!" She smacked him on his good shoulder, and he obeyed, moving into the eerie darkness. The cave itself was only thirty feet deep, and he set her down on the ground. He could barely see her silhouette in the darkness.
"What now?"
"I need... time." She was catching her breath now. "It's happening."
"What is?"
"The eggs are coming." She grabbed her stomach again and hissed. "I was injured in the wreck, so the eggs are coming sooner as a result. It's a survival mechanism, a way for the mother to reproduce before she dies."
"Who takes care of the eggs?"
"Mother nature. When they hatch, they'll hunt on their own." Ana winced again. "Darren... I'm scared."
"Ana, I..." Darren stared into the darkness where Ana's voice was coming from. He was out of his depth, lost somewhere in a forest, and he could only see starlight outside of his cave. Distant shouting and gunfire washed over him, and he could suddenly smell the stinking mud beneath his feet, his skin peeling from the hot summer sun. He took a deep breath, his lungs filling with the heat of the jungle and the cold air of the cave.
A sturdy hand grabbed his shoulder, pulling him back into the waking world. He fell against the cave wall, his eyes adjusting to the darkness. Hayden was smoking another cigar, the burning embers illuminating the others and nothing else.
"She needs you," Dwayne said from his left. "Tell her it's going to be okay."
"It's going to be okay."
The darkness didn't answer. Moments later, he heard a loud grunt. The cave suddenly smelled of cloves and wet leaves.
"Ana? What's going on?"
There were more grunts, and the odor was suddenly unbearable. He wanted to leave the cave, but Dwayne grabbed onto Darren's wrist, holding him in place. Ana let out a few more cries, then finally went silent.
"Ana?" he whispered. She finally appeared in the darkness, the breaking light of dawn touching the cave. She held something in her hands that was roughly the size of a cantaloupe.
"Is that... an egg?" His eyes were wide, and he suddenly couldn't look away from the mottled object in her hand.
"One of five," Ana whispered, her face lost in the darkness. "I'm... I'm so tired, Darren."
"Lie down for a minute, I'll keep watch." His eyes were locked on the egg she still held. Was that really his child inside of that chitinous shell? It had happened so fast, he hadn't had time to process it. Was he really going to be a father to spider people like Ana? Could he even protect them from harm, or would he just be a walking talking steak to them?
"Don't let them... find us." She vanished into the back of the cave, and he heard her shallow breaths deepen. There was just enough daylight for him to make out the pale features of her face, hovering in the distant dark.
Little Mike, lost in the shadows, let out a hearty laugh. "Congratulations, Darren! It's an omelette!"
"Shut the fuck up, Mikey." Hayden threw his cigar at Little Mike, who ducked. "This whole situation is FUBAR, and you want to crack jokes?"
At the word crack, Little Mike lost it, laughing hysterically. Hayden sighed, looking to Dwayne for support. Dwayne leaned forward and grabbed Little Mike by the collar, giving him a shake.
"Calm your shit, he needs us right now." Dwayne looked at Darren. "You know they're going to come, right?"
"I... yeah."
"What do we have?"
"Um... a knife."
"Good." Dwayne looked around the cave. "That's all we need to get started. Mikey? Perimeter."
"On it." Little Mike stepped out of the cave, vanishing into the trees.
"Hayden? Keep an eye on things here."
"Roger."
"Where are we going?"
"Out." Dwayne pulled on Darren's good arm to make him stand. He led his brother outside, and Darren took in the hillside where they were hiding. It was a loose collection of large boulders that had fallen down the hill, some of them resting against the trees.
"What do you see?" Dwayne asked him.
"Um... shit." Darren spotted it right away. When he had dragged Ana into the cave, they had left a painfully obvious trail in the loose gravel.
"Get your head on, soldier. We need to get this cleaned up." Dwayne pointed at some trees behind Darren. "Cut down a branch and use it to hide the trail. I think it goes back a hundred yards or so, when you got out of the tree."
"I can't." Darren pointed at his bad arm.
"For fuck's sake, I forgot." He led Darren over to sit down on a smaller rock, then picked up a small stick. "Bite down on this."
Darren nodded, sweat rolling own his forehead. "Okay."
"It's gonna hurt," his brother warned him, then grabbed Darren's arm and pulled. Darren bit into the wood, trying his best not to cry out. Dwayne twisted Darren's arm around, trying to give it a yank, but it was no good. His shoulder wouldn't go back in.
"Here, try this." Dwayne moved Darren's hand into a gap in the rocks. "You lean away and I'll pull on you, use the rock like a vise."



"Do it," Darren said through his stick, and Dwayne hooked his arms around Darren's torso and pulled. The world turned into fire, and Darren growled around the stick as he twisted his body, pressure building into the joint until he felt it pop back into place. Biting the stick in half, he fell off his rock, the world spinning around him. Dwayne caught him, then guided him gently to the ground.
"Easy, man, breathe." Dwayne patted his brother's cheeks. "Stay with me, don't pass out."
Darren's eyes narrowed on the canopy up above. The rays of dawn illuminated cotton clouds up above, and he felt the entire world come into focus. He stood up with Dwayne's help, and hacked down a nearby branch with his knife. He used his weak arm to aim the branch and swept with the right, doing his best to cover the tracks closest to the cave. Dragging the branch back into the woods, he swept away any trace of their trail, checking over his shoulder every couple of minutes, listening for any sounds that were out of place.
"Little Mike's on it, don't worry. Just keep going."
"Hold up." Darren tossed his branch aside, his eyes on the trail. They were easily over fifty yards from the cave now. "We shouldn't sweep it all away. They're going to come looking, and when they do..."
"We can control where they're going. What are you thinking?"
Darren used his knife to loosen up the soil, grabbing handfuls of it and throwing it over his shoulder. "We're not going to be able to build anything lethal, but we will, however—"
"Create a liability." Dwayne finished with a smirk. He got down on his knees and helped Darren dig. "What are you thinking? Maybe sharpen some sticks?"
"i guess."
"You're not gonna shit in there, are you?"
"I was hoping you would do it." Darren smirked. "We just need to slow them down. If they're too busy following this trail, we might catch one of them in it."
They both kept digging with their hands, often exchanging the knife to further loosen the soil. The sun had risen, and the hole was now about two feet across and a foot deep. Drenched in sweat, Darren ran back toward the cave and stripped some of the lower branches off of the tree, then came back and started sharpening them. The knife sliced through the wood cleanly, and he only hoped that his simple pit trap would give them the edge he needed.
Above him, the forest woke up. Though the birds sang their song of morning, all Darren could hear was gunfire from a distant memory.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Ana opened her eyes.
She was on the roof of the cave, looking down on the small nest of webbing she had made. Most of her armor had fallen off, now lying in a pile below. Dropping down from above, she picked her eggs up and held them close to her chest. They were warm to the touch, the life inside swiftly developing. It would be months before they hatched, but they required no care once lain. If she could find somewhere to hide them, they would be fine as long as a hungry bear didn't find them first.
Holding the eggs close to her skin, her instincts told her everything she needed to know. Every single one of her offspring was perfect. They would hatch with ten fingers and eight feet, ready to devour their first kill. Ana looked down at the eggs, her mind swirling out of control.
Was this really what she wanted? Her instincts screamed YES, but her heart told her no. The cold logic of the Arachne took over, reminding her that the survival of her species depended on any decision she made regarding the eggs. They were all healthy, and capable of thriving, it was best to let them be.
Setting them back into the nest, she moved outside to see what Darren was up to. Though she couldn't see him, she could smell his presence. Moving into the woods, she heard him talking to somebody, but couldn't detect anybody else.
He was huddled over the forest floor, carefully laying leaves across the ground.
"Pit trap?"
Darren looked over his shoulder at her. "Yeah."
"You really think they won't see it?" Ana frowned. "It looks out of place, kind of obvious."
Darren picked up the nearby knife and slammed it point down into a gap in the leaves. It stood on end, the handle casting a long shadow on the forest floor.
"I want them to see this one." He pointed at a spot a couple feet away. "Cause I'm hoping they will step over there. Or over there. Or back there."
"Spikes?" She was impressed with how quickly he had dug them, even with a messed up shoulder. Her venom still ran through his veins, and she imagined he would be in agony once it wore off. Scanning the forest floor, she could sort of make out the tumbled soil where the traps actually were. Obviously Darren had put a lot of time into making the ground look natural.
"Best we could do on short notice, but that one over there has a heavy rock propped up with a stick." Darren scowled. "I'm hoping for a broken or stuck foot, but will settle for a rolled ankle."
"Can I help?"
"I don't think... wait." He looked at her, a fierce intensity in his eyes. "How strong is your webbing?"
"Very."
"When I was... over there, Charlie had a couple of fun surprises for us. Here." He pulled the knife out of the ground and moved to an open area and started drawing in the dirt. "There are some heavier rocks by the cave. If we can get some of them into the trees, we can rig this area with some tripwires."
"Darren. You know we could run, right?"
He scowled at her. "Until when? Right now, we know the enemy is coming, and we have time to prepare. Once those fuckers tried to off me, I promised that I would end them if given a chance. You're injured, so am I, and my best weapon right now is a knife. They know that we fucked, know that you're pregnant, and will burn the world down around us when given half the chance. When you know the enemy is gunning for you, you can't always run away. We have an edge here, you know that right? That Jeffrey guy, he beat the shit out of me in a bar. And his buddy Cyrus? He used a magic watch to reverse time right in front of me. We're going to turn their strengths into weaknesses."
"How so?"
"They're both cocky mother fuckers who expect us to run and hide. They won't see this coming. So... will you help me?"
"Darren, I... are you trying to kill them?"
His eyes went hard. "Yes."
"They're part of something bigger, Darren. Even if we kill them, the Order will send more."
"What about Oregon? Is something waiting for us there?"
"Yes. I don't know what, but my friend promised we would be safe."
"These assholes don't have anyone helping them now. By the time their buddies show, we'll be long gone. Head back to the road, follow it to some small town, steal another car." Darren tilted his head as if listening to someone. "Yeah, that would be a repeat of our last date, wouldn't it?"
Ana smiled. "I didn't like how the last one ended."
"I'm usually a pretty good driver." He tilted his head again. "Yeah, you're right. We need to focus."
Ana looked around the clearing. They were still alone. Did Darren hit his head in the crash? Other than listening to someone who wasn't there, he seemed perfectly fine, and even more so when he scrawled out more designs for her to follow. The traps were simple enough, and she was quickly able to improve them. If Darren really was so eager to fight, then she would help.
They spent the next two hours going back over their trail and setting additional traps. Darren wasn't able to lift anything heavy with his bad arm, so Ana carried the rocks for him. She scaled numerous trees, wincing when her bad leg struck the branches.
"Is that going to heal?" Darren asked her from below. "It looks like it's cracked open."
"When I molt, it'll grow back."
"You molt? Like a snake?"
"Just my lower half." Ana secured a twenty pound rock in place, then used a much thinner web to hold it in place. He had shown her the mechanism for a trip wire, but she could spin a fine web with steel-like strength and string it up almost anywhere. Instead of a tripwire on the ground, she was stringing her webs at various heights. As long as it remained overcast, the probability that they would be spotted was small. "Still hurts though."
"Should we.. I mean, do you need to cut it off?"
Ana thought about it, but kept her mouth shut. If she did cut it off, it would hurt like a bitch, and she wanted to keep her head clear, especially since she was already distracted. Her stomach growled when she climbed down. She had been hungry after laying her eggs, but now she was ravenous. Darren smelled absolutely delicious, and she could easily overpower him, then suck him dry.
Strangely, the compulsion felt muted. After so many weeks of fighting her desires, they felt weaker somehow. Was it because she had laid her clutch? Or was it something else? She dropped out of the tree and stumbled, crying out in pain. Darren was suddenly in front of her, his arms around her waist steadying her.
"You okay?" His eyes were soft now, concern written across his face. He was so close, his scent so delicious, but there was something there that she hadn't felt before. Her heart pounded, and she lifted her hands to his face, stroked his cheeks with her fingers. It was impossible to see him as a regular human, he was now suddenly something more to her. She longed to touch him, to feel him inside her once more. These were no longer her instincts speaking.
It was her heart.
"Darren." She whispered his name and then kissed him. He held tightly to her, his hand moving through her hair while his bad arm hung around her waist. As their kiss broke, she lightly nipped at his lip, giving his system just a bit of her venom in the hopes it would help his shoulder relax and diminish his pain. She gazed into his dark eyes, very aware of the tiny trickle of blood on his lip.
"Ana, I..." Darren whipped around, looking into the forest.
"Darren?" she asked, but he held up a hand to silence her.
"Perimeter has been breached. They're coming." He lifted his knife, then turned back to her. "You ready?"
Stunned, she nodded, letting her senses expand. Sure enough, she could feel them now, moving toward her through the forest, but they were easily ten minutes out at their current pace. How had he known? Had her venom heightened his senses? It occurred to her that there probably wasn't a human in existence who had suffered the long term effects of an Arachne bite, and wondered if it was acting like some kind of performance enhancer.
"Head for the cave." Darren threw himself on the ground and rolled in the dirt, coating his face with dust. He had been sweating, so it stuck to him easily, and he held the knife in his good hand. "This is war now, got it? Protect the eggs."
She nodded, scurrying back as fast as she could. Standing outside the cave, she looked around, trying to figure out the best place to hide in case the Order made it this far. The slope was rocky, and offered limited places for her to hide.
Ana released pheremones into the air, and watched as dozens of spiders moved from their hiding places out into the open. Originally planning to ask where a good hiding spot was, she thought back to Darren. He was risking everything, just to be with her, and wouldn't stop until he was dead or the Order had been stopped.
Looking at the opening to the cave where her eggs were, she felt a cold pit open up in her stomach. Inside that cave were five perfect little killers, just waiting to enter the world. If something happened to her, they would go feral, hunting indiscriminately. Her own mother hadn't seen fit to view humans as anything but food, but she had been cultured enough to teach Ana how to read and write, unknowingly planting the seeds of humanity in her daughter. It hadn't been her fault that Ana lacked the disregard for human life that her sisters had.
Had her mother known? When holding Ana's egg, could her mother sense that Ana was less than perfect? How many times had she watched her mother or one of her sisters smash an egg, declaring it an anomaly incapable of thriving?
Ana pumped more pheromones into the air, sending out a call for anything with eight legs that was nearby. The hill became mottled and spotty as black widows crawled out from under their rocks and crevasses, complaining about the daylight. The litter of the forest churned, a small army of jumping spiders and hobo spiders racing to her aid, eager to hunt. Minutes passed as they gathered, and when there were enough of them, she told them her plan.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Cyrus walked in silence, following close behind Jeffrey's lean form. The knight had drawn his blade, moving cautiously through the forest. All around them, the forest teemed with life despite their presence. It was eerie to experience such a cheerful morning while they were about such dreadful business.
It had been nearly dawn before it had been bright enough to spot the Arachne's blood trail. The cool, blue blood of her lower half had continued for a couple of miles before disappearing into the trees, and tracking her from below had been a bitch without his magic flashlight. It had been crumpled in half during the crash, and Cyrus was convinced it had bruised his ribs.
"Do you think she's going to eat him?" Jeffrey scrambled up a nearby tree, and Cyrus let out a sigh. This was the step that took the longest, the part where Jeffrey tried to spot her passage through the trees. She had alternated passing through the trees and along the ground, and Cyrus was grateful she hadn't crossed anything resembling a river.
"Maybe. I don't even know what's going on with those two." It was unheard of for a human to assist an Arachne, or for Arachne to skip a willing meal. "I wish we had stopped to call for reinforcements."
"Hey, I'm sure there's a phone twenty miles up or down the road, take your pick. If she's injured, soldier boy is probably dead. No way he survived, and I bet she's sucking his brain out through his dick right now, that dumb, bug-fucking weirdo." Jeffrey swung his sword, and a large branch tumbled out of the tree. He looked at the surrounding branches, and then pointed off to the north east. "They passed through here, broken branches everywhere."
"Great." Cyrus kept his eyes on the arboreal path while Jeffrey climbed down. Now that he knew where the path was, it was easy to see where she had passed. Jeffrey kept his eyes on the ground while Cyrus tracked the trees, a wand in one hand and another tucked up his sleeve. His headache had finally subsided, but Jeffrey had informed him that his left eye looked all fucked up with several broken blood vessels.
They moved in silence, for half an hour, and the treeline stopped. Cyrus looked at Jeffrey. "She went to ground here."
Jeffrey nodded, then started beneath the tree, moving in ever widening circles, his eyes on the ground while Cyrus watched. It was another ten minutes before Jeffrey spotted some blood on the ground, then traced it back to where the Arachne had landed.
"Let's go." He led the way, with Cyrus looking over his shoulder.
The morning dragged on, and they alternated accordingly. The pills started to wear off, so Cyrus popped a few more, wishing he could eat something. His stomach was a mess because of the painkillers, and he felt a cramp building up in his gut. He drank most of his water, hoping it would help him keep his head clear.
They picked their way down a large rocky slope and Jeffrey held up his hand, then pointed to the ground. Even Cyrus could see the trail now, a large furrow surrounded by bootprints.
"What am I looking at?" Cyrus asked.
"Looks like soldier boy's turn to walk. This right here is her bug ass, and you can see where her legs dragged alongside. She's either tired or unconscious."
"She's about to lay her eggs." Cyrus knelt down, his fingers hovering over the trail. "I've seen it in the notes. They lay their eggs early and bolt. Back in the twenties, there was a big hunt for them in Greece, they were close to annihilation then, but the nest scattered when we attacked, and we found eggs fucking everywhere. They would sometimes lay them while running, on rooftops, stick them under a car, wherever they could be stashed in a hurry. The Order needed more men on the ground, so we false-flagged an assassination attempt on Venizolos, figured we would blend in with the investigations, but didn't expect the riots that followed to be so messy. We couldn't track them all down, so a couple years later, we burn down Smyrna, but the fire gets out of control, kills a ton of people, and then the Order is pulled from Greece. Colossal fuck up. Next year, a ton of refugees flood in and become spider food, and the Arachne spread."
"Why the history lesson?"
Cyrus sighed. "Because fifty years from now, I don't want someone else to be telling our story as a cautionary tale. A tale about two fuck-ups who couldn't even kill one monster and bust up her eggs."
Jeffrey's shoulders tensed. "That isn't going to happen."
"Good." Cyrus stood, then drew his spare wand. The bone-white material in his hand heated up, glowing from within, and the metal wand in his other hand emitted sparks that still shocked him through his glove. "Move slow, keep your eyes out for her clutch. Let's roast this bitch."

🕷️🕷️🕷️Darren was on the ground, his body crammed between a bush and a tree. The bark scraped against his skin through his shirt, and he could feel a slight throbbing in his bad shoulder. He took shallow breaths, confident that the shadows hid any part of him that stood out.
"Thirty seconds," Little Mike hissed to Darren across the clearing. Hayden was up in a tree, his gaze just over the hill, and he made a hand signal.
"You got this, brother." Dwayne's voice was behind him, but he could feel his brother's reassuring hand on the small of his back. "You just gotta be smart."
"For Ana." His lips tightened at the soft foot falls that preceded Jeffrey and Cyrus. He could see them through the brush, moving so slow, their eyes constantly scanning. Ana's drag trail would take them right past his position, and into the traps. If the traps failed, then Darren would try to lead them away from the cave.
He was going to be a father. Was that something he was ready to do? He just couldn't imagine what it would be like trying to raise five children at once, especially children that were able to climb wherever they wanted. Would they even listen to him, or would Ana be considered the true parent?
"Focus," Dwayne hissed.
Little Mike had vanished into the underbrush, and was now making noises that sounded identical to a bird. Hayden repeated the noises, and then Jeffrey stepped around a large tree, a sword in his hands.
"His knife is bigger than yours," Dwayne pointed out. "Looks super sharp, too. Oh, and here's magic man. Is he holding a magic wand? Shit, he's got two of them. They may as well be guns, right? If you do run, he's the one you gotta watch, keep the trees between you. Got me?"
Darren nodded.
Jeffrey held his sword up sideways, and Cyrus took notice.
"The fuck?" Jeffrey knelt down, examining one of the false traps. "We must be getting close. They've been setting traps."
"For us?" asked Cyrus. Darren noticed that one of his eyes was bloodshot.
"No, for fucking bears. Of course for us." Jeffrey stared at the trap for several seconds. "If soldier boy was carrying the bitch, and he came back to set traps, it might mean she's out of commission."
"But what if they're working together?" Cyrus looked up into the trees. "Do you think they could have built something more sinister?"
"Don't know." Jeffrey took the end of his sword and rammed it into the trap. Much like Darren's knife, it pierced an inch or so of soil, and then stuck. "That's not what I expected."



"These are decoys. Think about it, she's got the ability to climb up high. While we're busy dodging these, the real threat is in the trees." Both wands were raised, and Darren felt his heart drop. They had figured out the ruse too quickly.
"Eyes up it is then." Jeffrey took a couple of steps, and then swung his sword through the air in front of him. One of the large rocks swung down, and both men ducked as it passed harmlessly over head.
"That would have been nasty," Cyrus said, watching the stone swing like a pendulum.
"For you, maybe." Jeffrey sliced the stone down, and it landed with a thud. "It's too bad you can't just blast the whole area with fire, get it over with."
"Yeah, well I think it's too bad that—" Cyrus' foot fell through the ground, and he stumbled forward with a cry. On his way down, one of the wands he carried let out a blinding blast of lightning, and Darren shut his eyes, trying to blink away the streaks across his eyes. He heard yelling, and rustling leaves, and opened his eyes to see that the lighting had blown away most of the tripwire webbing in the clearing. Several large rocks swung down all at once, and Jeffrey jumped in front of one that was headed toward Cyrus.
It collided with him, knocking him several feet away, but swung into Cyrus after bouncing off of Jeffrey. There was another flash of light, this time centered on Cyrus. He collapsed backward on the ground, letting out a loud groan.
Darren kept blinking, his knife hand shaking. If he ran out now, he might be able to finish the job, but his vision was compromised, and Jeffrey was stumbling back to his feet, using his sword to stand back up.
"Cyrus." Jeffrey stood to his full height, taking a deep breath and steadying himself. He looked unharmed, which was impossible.
"Impossible went out the window forever ago. Stay frosty, brother, choose your moment." Dwayne squeezed his brother's shoulder. "Bide your time."
"Hey." Jeffrey knelt down by his partner. Cyrus was lying face down on the ground, moaning. Jeffrey helped Cyrus roll over. "Can you breathe?"
"Yeah." Cyrus grunted, then coughed. "Think my ribs are broken, despite the shield. My foot got stuck and I couldn't move."
"Yeah, well, they don't know who they're dealing with. Here." Jeffrey pulled something out of his pocket and handed it to Cyrus. "Take this."
Cyrus popped something in his mouth and gritted his teeth. "Ribs will still be tender for a bit. Help me get my foot out."
Both of them worked to pull Cyrus free, and Darren could see that his foot was pointing the wrong direction. The forest had gone quiet, and his attention narrowed on the men in front of him. Could he sneak up on Jeffrey, maybe slit his throat? After watching him take a twenty pound rock that swung from over ten feet up, he was starting to wonder if the man was bulletproof.
Jeffrey yanked Cyrus' foot until it pointed the right direction, and the man fell on his back, panting. "There. The bones will heal correctly now."
"It will be a couple of minutes before I can walk."
"Yeah, the pills will fix you up, but they won't work miracles. Hang tight, Brother Cyrus." Jeffrey sat him up and waited, his eyes scanning the forest.
Frustrated, Darren wished that he had his rifle right now, he could pull a bead right on Jeffrey and put a hole in his head, the same way Charlie did to Hayden. Minutes passed, and Cyrus let out a sigh.
"I'm good, let's go." Cyrus stood up, wobbling in place, then let out a cough. Jeffrey put a hand out to steady him, and the two of them resumed walking.
"Damn," Darren whispered. As long as the two of them were together, it didn't matter what he did. He moved forward out of the brush, his footsteps silent as he kept several paces behind the two men. Little Mike and Hayden moved ahead of him, throwing down hand signs that Darren followed instantly. More than once, Jeffrey or Cyrus cast a look back, but Darren was hidden, once more one with the landscape. They were about fifty yards out from the cave, and he needed to come up with a plan right away.
Both men stopped, then looked at each other.
"What are they doing?" asked Hayden, who then looked at Dwayne.
Cyrus and Jeffrey took off running, and Darren moved from the shadows, keeping low to the ground. It was immediately apparent what they had seen, and he froze in disbelief. The hillside was beneath a thin blanket of webs, as if a thousand pounds of cotton had been stretched across the rocks. They spiraled out from the cave for almost twenty feet like a silken bullseye, and both Cyrus and Jeffrey were stalking up the hill toward it, murder in their eyes.
"Ana, what are you doing?" Darren hissed. Once Cyrus and Jeffrey stepped into the cave, Darren broke into a run.

🕷️🕷️🕷️"Watch it." Jeffrey walked in the front, and Cyrus held his wand up by the ceiling, the glow of the fire wand illuminating the cave. The inside was blanketed in even more webs, so Cyrus held the wand carefully to avoid igniting them. They would probably burn pretty quick, but he didn't want to end up setting himself on fire in the process.
"Smells like ass in here," Jeffrey muttered.
"She built a nest. The eggs must be here." The cave wasn't very deep, and they soon found themselves looking at a clutch of eggs attached to the upper corner of the ceiling. There were five of them, each one wrapped up nicely in a silken cocoon.
On the ground, they saw a dark figure sitting, facing the wall as if in prayer, her body covered in thick, black plates. Her legs were splayed out like spilled ink. In the dim light of the cave, it looked like they were twitching.
"Why is she just sitting there?" Cyrus whispered.
"Does it fucking matter?" Jeffrey took a step forward and swung his blade. It bit deep into the Arachne, cleanly severing her head, which tipped forward and fell to the cold, hard ground and shattered into pieces.
"Wait, wha—"Jeffrey took a step back as the Arachne's legs exploded into a cloud and consumed him. The decoy had been filled with spiders, thousands of them now crawling across his skin. The knight of the Order shrieked, and his sword hit the nearby stone hard enough to shower the ground with sparks. He fell backward into Cyrus, and the spiders jumped all over him, too. With the presence of so many spiders suddenly on him, he lost control, scouring the cave with both fire and lightning. The webs ignited, and the cave was suddenly an inferno.
In a panic, both men ran outside the cave, slapping at themselves. Cyrus could feel dozens of bites along his arms and legs, and his mind went blank as the spiders crawled beneath his clothes, squirming into every orifice of his body. He choked, then inhaled something that had crawled up his nose. They were in his ears now, scratching away with their tiny little legs against his ear drums.
When he opened his mouth to scream, they crawled inside.

🕷️🕷️🕷️The two men exploded out of the cave, covered in a cloud of spiders, followed by a ball of fire that rolled up into the sky. Darren sidestepped Cyrus and tripped him. He tumbled backward head over heels down the slope, screaming the whole way before smashing his head into a rock and going still.
Jeffrey threw himself to the ground and rolled, crushing as many of the spiders as he could, his skin now covered in the gore of hundreds of spiders. The other arachnids frantically fled from him, their tiny little bodies disappearing into the surrounding hillside.
Seeing his chance, Darren charged, going for the gut. Jeffrey heard him coming and spun around, his sword whipping through the air, but Darren was close enough that he stepped inside of the strike and brought his knife in low. Their eyes met, and there was nothing but hatred in Jeffrey's eyes.
Jeffrey swung his free hand down, striking Darren's inner wrist and parrying his attack. Darren felt intense pain radiate up his arm, and dropped the knife. Jeffrey tried to pull his sword in close and slash Darren, but Darren had pushed him against a large rock and the two of them went over it and rolled down the side of the hill.
Sharp stones bit into his flesh, and he heard the clatter of metal on stone down the hill.
When he stood, he saw that Jeffrey was only a few feet away from him, but was disarmed.
"Soldier boy." Jeffrey stood up, a sneer on his face. "What have you gotten yourself into?"
Darren raised his fists.
"Oh, good. I'm going to enjoy cracking your skull." Jeffrey's face had a couple of nasty scratches, but that was it. He raised his own fists and came casually toward Darren. "I mean that literally, you know? I'm going to hook my thumbs into your fucking eye sockets and pull your skull apart, then stick my finger in your brain while you're still alive and watch you squirm as I erase every last bit of you."
Darren charged, then feinted with his left, his shoulder burning in agony. Jeffrey leaned back, a lack of concern in his eyes.
"Is it true that you set little kids on fire in 'Nam, soldier boy? Stacked them up like logs and made s'mores while they burned?"
"Don't let him get in your head," Dwayne warned him from his left. "He's trying to get you to react."
"We sang Kumbaya while we did it." Darren feinted again, then drove his knee forward as a follow up. Jeffrey slapped the attack aside, but took a solid right hook in the face. Darren felt a knuckle pop in his hand, and was flabbergasted when Jeffrey popped him in the jaw with an uppercut that had him tumbling onto his ass.
"You don't get it, soldier boy. I'm a knight of the fucking Order! I've been trained to hunt the scariest shit on this goddamn planet, and you think you can go head to head with me?" He squatted down and picked up Darren's knife. "I'm faster than you. Stronger than you." Walking toward Darren, he flipped his grip on the knife, the blade pointing down, then attacked.
Darren raised his feet, and caught Jeffrey in the shoulder, but the blade sliced cleanly through the side of his shirt, his skin becoming wet, and then he was pinned. Jeffrey sat on Darren's chest and grinned sadistically while lowering the knife. Darren struck him in the jaw several times, but the knight didn't flinch, just kept moving the blade closer.
The tip of the blade touched Darren's sternum, and he grabbed Jeffrey's wrist with both hands and pushed. He may as well be trying to lift a car for all it was worth.
"You're going to watch me sink this in, and I'm going to watch you die. Say hi to your brother for me," Jeffrey told him, blood dripping from his lips.
Darren screamed, shoving as hard as he could. Fire blossomed in his bad shoulder, and his heart was racing. The forest around him came alive with smoke and gunfire, and the screams of young men crying out for their mothers, or anyone who would listen. The ground stank of blood and mud, and dark shadows appeared behind the knight.
Little Mike, Hayden, and Dwayne all grabbed onto Jeffrey's arms and pulled upwards, their faces straining with the effort.
The knife stopped moving, and Jeffrey scowled, then used his other hand to push, leaning into his attack. The others changed position, using their legs to help lift up on Jeffrey's forearms.
"You... shouldn't be... this strong..." Jeffrey said, gritting his teeth as he pushed. Sweat had broken out across his brow, but Darren continued to resist, pulling his legs into a better position.
"No man left behind," Darren told him, then coiled up his body and planted his feet in Jeffrey's stomach while rolling backward onto the rocks. No matter how strong Jeffrey was, he wasn't too heavy to be lifted, and he flipped over Darren's shoulders and landed hard, scattering gravel. Both men stood, and Jeffrey came at Darren with the knife.
A dark shape crashed into Jeffrey, knocking him down the slope and causing him to drop his knife. Rising up on seven legs, Ana kicked at him multiple times, and Jeffrey rolled away and stood, moving quickly toward his sword.
Darren ran down the hill, picking up his knife. Ana tackled Jeffrey from behind, and the two of them rolled across the rocks, Jeffrey caught up in Ana's legs. Every blow that Jeffrey landed made a sickening crunch, and Darren couldn't help but notice that Ana looked like her skin had melted on one side of her face. She seemed disoriented, but was able to hold her own, at least for now.
"Fucking monster!" Jeffrey grabbed a nearby rock and swung it into Ana's jaw, causing her to topple. When he turned around, Darren was there to meet him, and he plunged the knife into Jeffrey's shoulder, but it only sank in about an inch. Jeffrey grabbed Darren by the throat with one hand and shook him, lifting him into the air.
"You're... the monster..." Darren told him, grabbing at the fingers around his neck.
"Fuck you." Jeffrey pulled the knife out of his shoulder and was about to plunge it into Darren when Ana grabbed his arm from behind, her face twisted in a mask of rage. Large fangs had sprouted from her mouth, fangs that she plunged into Jeffrey's exposed neck.
A look of disbelief crossed the man's face, and he opened his mouth as if he was going to say something. Ana growled, and Darren could see his reflection in each of her eyes, the world spinning around him.
Jeffrey's arm weakened, and Darren's feet kissed the ground. He pulled himself free as Jeffrey went limp, then collapsed on the ground. Ana stood over him, her face a twisted mask of rage.
"Is he... is he dead?" Darren asked, rubbing his throat.
Ana pulled the knife from Jeffrey's hand and slit the man's throat. "He is now."
The ground soaked up Jeffrey's blood like a sponge, and the light slowly faded from his eyes. Darren had seen so many men die before, but it never got any easier to watch, to see the knowledge in their eyes that this was the end, then watch them vanish into oblivion.
When Jeffrey's last gasp of air came, Ana collapsed on the ground, holding her face in her hands, and Darren knelt by her side, his hand on her shoulder. She stank of burned hair.
"We need to get him, too." He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at Cyrus. When Ana didn't respond, he took the knife from her hand, but she grabbed him by the wrist.
"No. It's not over. Not yet. We need him alive."
"What for?"
"You'll see." She stood and walked over to pick up the sword. "Darren, I... this right here is what we need to avoid."
"I don't understand. Didn't we just avoid it?"
"Yes, but no. Come with me." She grabbed him by the hand and led him into the cave. The air smelled of fire and dirt, and he could just see the eggs tucked safely up against the wall.
"Do you think I'm a monster?" she asked him, her voice tired.
"No more than I am."
"You weren't born that way. Arachne are. We hunt and kill for sport, you know that, right?"
"Well, I'm sure it doesn't have to be that way."
"But it is. Inside of each of those eggs is a perfect little killing machine, waiting to go out into the world and continue the dark legacy of the Arachne. It's in our blood, you know."
"But you were different. You lived among humans, remember?"
"Darren, I'm flawed." In the dark, he could see her crooked grin. "I'm different from the others, more human than I should be. Our offspring, however, will be perfect, and that's the problem. How many times does the cycle need to continue before it comes to an end?"
"I... I don't know." He leaned against the wall. "I don't have all the answers."
"Well, I have one of them." She slashed at the eggs with her sword, spraying the cave wall with its innards. Darren's jaw dropped as she smashed her own eggs, his stomach lurching at the mess left behind.
"The Arachne cannot be allowed to exist, not like they have. Someday, these would hatch, and they would kill you and eat you in your sleep. They would be more spider than human, and the world doesn't need anymore killers in it." She contemplated the eggs, her features unreadable. "The odds are small, but I would prefer to raise a child that is more like you than me, one who lacks that killer instinct, one who is willing to stand back and watch, to appreciate what mankind has to offer, to grow into something better. I don't want a brood, Darren, but a family." Her eyes shimmered in the darkness, and she rubbed them with her forearm. "A proper one. With you."
"Ana." He looked at the eggs, uncertain how to feel. If he didn't know better, he was just staring at a mess of egg yolks that had been in the sun for too long already. A swirl of emotions moved through him, and he turned toward her and nodded.
"I would like that, too."
Ana cried, and threw herself into his arms. They held each other tightly, and tears came for them both in the darkness of the cave. In the darkness, Dwayne gave his brother a thumbs up.
"Let's head for Oregon." Darren said, his hands squeezing her hips.
"Not yet." She pushed Darren away and let out a long sigh. "We have one more thing to do, and I need your help."
"Anything." He slipped the knife into its sheath and crossed his arms. "Just tell me what you need."

🕷️🕷️🕷️Fire ran through his veins, and his head pounded. Sitting up, Cyrus groaned and grabbed his head. Hundreds of tiny men with jackhammers threatened to tunnel out of his skull. The ground beneath his hands was cold and rough, and he pushed himself forward, then puked.
It felt like he had the flu, or something nasty, and the tiny welts all over his body puzzled him at first. Where had they come from? Looking around the rocky hillside, he remembered the spider swarm with their crawling legs and biting mouths.
Trembling, he pulled a cracked vial out of his pocket and poured all six tablets into his hands. The whole world went fuzzy, and he slammed the pills into his mouth and chewed. Assuming the bites had been venomous, he needed to neutralize the toxins in his system.
"Jeffrey?" his voice was barely a squeak. Despite puking, his mouth was completely dry. He stood up and found both of his wands lying nearby. Unable to channel magic through both at once, he put away the lightning wand and settled for fire. If nothing else, he really would burn the forest to the ground to make sure the Arachne was finished.
It didn't take him long to find Jeffrey. The knight of the Order lay on his back, vacant eyes skyward. Cyrus suppressed his emotions, his weary eyes scanning the clearing. The cave mouth was nearby, and the webs had been torched away from it. Remembering that he had fired off his wands, he limped forward, climbing the hill. In his hand, the wand became hot. Wincing, he clutched it tightly, ready to release all of his magic at once.
The mouth of the cave stank of charred flesh, and he stepped inside, the wand now burning his flesh.
"Ana!" If she was here, she already knew he was coming. "Come out of the shadows, you eight-legged bitch!"
The glow of the wand illuminated the cave, and it was immediately apparent that it was no longer safe. Part of the ceiling had caved in toward the back, revealing a tiny sliver of daylight from above that illuminated the floor of the cave. From where he stood, he could see what was left of the egg sac. Beneath the stones, they had been crushed into little more than goo.
The space was eerily quiet. Moving closer to the back, Cyrus nearly tripped over something that had been pinned beneath the rubble.
"No fucking way." He knelt down, the pain in his body forgotten, and poked at the object. It was one of the Arachne's legs, buried beneath the rubble. Half expecting another spider swarm to attack, he gave the leg a solid kick.
It scooted to the side, but went no farther. Determined, Cyrus grabbed the leg and pulled as hard as he could, nearly throwing up in the process. The leg creaked, shifted, then popped free.



"My god." He examined the jagged edges of the broken end. She really must be under there. Dropping the leg, he just stared at the pile of rocks for several minutes, then looked over to the busted egg sac.
So many thoughts ran through his head, and he wouldn't be able to know unless he checked. Running outside, he knelt down next to Jeffrey's corpse. Blood had stained the hillside, but a quick examination told him that Jeffrey seemed to be intact.
There was no way the Arachne would have left such a meal behind, not if she had survived. When his wand had gone off, he had inadvertently triggered a cave in, killing the Arachne. What happened after was suspect, but he imagined that Darren had somehow gotten the drop on poor Jeffrey, then run away.
"I'm sorry," he told the corpse, knowing that he could have saved him if he hadn't been knocked unconscious. He had no time or energy for tears, for there was still work to be done.
Standing in front of the cave, he activated the magic of the rod and blasted it, focusing the energy inside. Heat and smoke poured out of the impromptu chimney up the hill, and Cyrus poured his heart and soul into the magical burst until he collapsed on his hands and knees. The stones had been charred properly, and the inside of the cave glowed ominously with heat. If any of the eggs had survived the cave in, they were now properly torched.
He sat down on a nearby rock and took a deep breath. His body was flooded with toxins, antidotes, and pain killers. He needed to get somewhere with a phone and place a call, get other members of the Order to come out and scour the place for any eggs she may have hidden, as well as retrieve Jeffrey's body for a proper burial. The man would be heralded as a hero for his role in exterminating the Arachne threat.
But first, Cyrus needed to make it back to the road. It was a lonely walk through the woods, and the sun was going down before he returned to the overturned station wagon. He was surprised that nobody had noticed it, and it wasn't until he got up on the road that he realized that the wreck couldn't be seen from the road proper. It would likely sit there until someone pulled off the road for a quick piss, unaware that they were looking at an impromptu headstone for the extinction of the Arachne.
Two cars drove past in the span of an hour, and Cyrus worried he was going to have to spend the night by the road, but luckily an unhitched semi stopped for him and gave him a lift to the nearest town, which was hours away. Around midnight, he found a shitty motel on the edge of town with vibrating beds and working phones. He paid in cash before going to his room.
The phone call to the Sanctuary was a sobering one, and he dutifully reported that Jeffrey had been killed in action. They told him to stay put, and they would send someone to come pick him up. Uncertain of his own success, Cyrus asked if the Oracle had anything to say about the Arachne.
"The violence of the Arachne has come to an end," was the only response anyone got from the Oracle regarding the Arachne or her eggs. Several days later, after his own medical release, Cyrus found out that a proper search of the forest had revealed no sign of any additional eggs, or Jeffrey's missing sword. The Order eventually decided that Darren was likely a drifter once more, and unable to harm either the Order or their divine mission, and no longer worth the effort.
On the day Cyrus was assigned a new partner, he visited Jeffrey's grave in a secret graveyard just outside of the Sanctuary. It was unmarked with anything other than a symbol, and he laid a packet of jerky and a beer beneath the stone, fully knowing that it would be cleaned up by the groundskeepers in the morning.
"We did it, partner." The morning was cold, but his heart was warm. Knights rarely grew old, and Jeffrey was no different. He had been one of their best, and Cyrus would never forget his sacrifice. When he left, he made sure to keep looking forward, ready to move on to the next job.
He knew Jeffrey would have wanted it that way.

🕷️🕷️🕷️The walk through Oregon had been difficult, but Ana had done very well, despite missing two of her legs. She had Darren help her slice off her busted leg at the highest joint, then planted it in the cave under a bad portion of roof. After triggering the cave-in, the two of them had fled, stopping only long enough for Darren to help her corner and take down a black bear. Fascinated, he had watched her feast on the thing, draining it dry before carrying it to a nearby lake and loading its corpse full of rocks before tossing it in the water. They needed to leave no trace of their passage, which was why they stuck largely to small streams or hard stone while they traveled.
Ana made him a sling for his arm, and also a filter so that they could safely drink from the streams. He didn't pretend to understand how the silken strands from her body worked, but he loved the way she worked with her hands while spinning a complex pattern. Her front legs helped to, folding and unfolding as needed.
Sleeping beneath the stars, Darren was surprised how quiet the forest could be when it sensed an apex predator like Ana nearby. She built them a small hammock up in the canopy, and something about sleeping twenty feet off the ground made him feel safe. They held each other for warmth, and he often woke up to feel her legs wrapped around his lower body, holding him close.
The next morning, she left him to hunt, and came back with another bear. He made a small fire and cooked part of it to the best of his abilities, and she slurped the rest of it down, and then ran down a nearby deer while he waited for his meal to cook. Her belly full of food, she snuggled against him while he ate, and the two of them continued their hike, avoiding the main roads.
Throughout the day, she scratched at the melted skin of her body. It was like watching someone peel a sunburn, only the skin beneath it was smooth and healthy. Apparently her body was covered in many fine hairs, and when the fire had burned her, she had become so disoriented that she couldn't get out of the cave in time to attack Jeffrey right away. As they walked through the woods together, he learned more about the true Ana, about how her body worked, and her fear of being alone.
He shared his own stories, surprised at how easy it was to tell her about how his squad planned to start a construction company, how he and Dwayne were going to build adjacent houses and raise their families together. It was an impossible future for him now, and he realized he had never properly mourned its passing. That night, when they made camp, he broke down, his face flooded with tears for his fallen comrades.
Ana held him tightly that night, and he watched his squad drift away into the darkness to keep watch, leaving him alone with her. In her arms, he couldn't help but feel a sense of belonging, a connection that he sorely missed.
He kissed her, and she kissed him back. This time, they made love properly beneath the quiet canopy of the forest, whispering to each other as if they feared the world might hear them. There was no sense of urgency, and they took their time, exploring one another properly. The stars themselves were soon hidden away by the clouds, and only when Ana and Darren were submerged in the pitch black of the wilderness did they dare cry out to each other.
Laying with Ana in a hammock above the ground, he curled his fingers around hers. She let out a sigh, and pressed her head into his shoulder. Up above, the stars were winking through gaps in the cloud layer.
"We're getting close," he told her. "Will probably be in Bend tomorrow. The next day, we'll get to your aunt's place."
"Probably. And she's not really my aunt."
"Any idea what's waiting for us there?"
"No. But..." She kissed his neck. "Maybe it doesn't matter so much, as long as you're with me."
He smiled, and ran his fingers through her hair. "Ever since I got back from the war, I've felt like I've been running. Running from the past, from Charlie, from bad dreams that find me in the middle of the day. Yet... even though we're trying to get to this safe place, I don't feel like I'm running anymore."
Ana was silent for several moments before answering. "I think I feel the same way. I've been running since my nest was burned, and lived among humans for so long, pretending to be something I wasn't. I hid who I was, not just from society, but from myself. With you, I don't feel like I'm in hiding anymore. It's a good feeling, to be accepted."
Darren thought on that for a bit, a smile on his face. He knew that the only reason he had been attracted to her at first was that she had chased the dreams away, sending them back to the shadows where they belonged. Now, however, it had become something more. He needed her as much as she needed him. It was a feeling he hadn't felt since Dwayne had died, and he was surprised at how much he missed it.
"Ana?"
She didn't respond. Instead, she muttered something in her sleep, and her front legs wrapped around his waist, holding him close.
That was okay. He would tell her tomorrow.

🕷️🕷️🕷️Epilogue
Darren swerved the tires of his Jeep Renegade II to avoid the giant pothole in the road, the supplies shifting in the back. The unpaved road was washed out in places, but that also meant the odds of running into somebody else were nearly nonexistent, though he did occasionally spot hikers out here. They were usually lost, an effect of some kind of magic that existed on the land, magic that kept others away. He didn't pretend to understand how it worked, but he had long ago figured out that he now belonged to a world that was hidden away from mankind in plain sight. And they weren't the only ones either. He had been just as surprised as Ana to discover that that their new home wasn't entirely empty.
Most importantly, though, he was happy. He breathed the forest in, grateful it wasn't raining today. The road would be slick with mud, and he would be a drowned rat already. At least the ash from Mount St. Helens had finally washed away; that had been a bitch to clean off the chassis of the jeep.
He navigated a complicated set of potholes, making a mental note to fill one of the more troublesome ones in. While rare, he did occasionally get the jeep stuck while out on his monthly supply runs, which meant a delay of at least a day or two while he got help pulling it out.
The jeep hit a rock, causing it to ricochet off of a nearby boulder with a loud bang. He flinched, his fingers gripping the steering wheel tightly.
"Just a rock, bud." Dwayne sat in the passenger seat, his legs up on the dashboard. "Nothing to worry about."
"Nothing to worry about," Darren repeated, looking over at his brother with a grin. He hadn't seen the others for years now, but his brother was always close by, ready to offer his advice. When Darren turned his eyes back to the road, he caught a glimpse of his own face in the mirror.
The resemblance between the twins was still there, but Darren was much older now, with a full beard peppered with white, and the start of crow's feet around his eyes. Dwayne, however, would be nineteen forever. God willing, there would come a day when Darren would see an old man looking back at him in the mirror.
They rode in silence, moving slowly across the difficult terrain. Eventually, they came to the archway. Made of a pair of trees that had somehow grown into each other, Darren slowed the car down and coasted toward it. Even though he had done this dozens of times, the thick foliage he drove toward still made him nervous.
The foliage gobbled up the front of the car, and his whole body tingled when he passed through to the other side. The trail on the other side had been widened by him for the jeep, and the nearby branches welcomed him home with loving strokes against the car's paint. The road consisted of a pair of dirt paths roughly the width of his tires, and he could almost feel the taller weeds dragging along the bottom of the cab.
It was another thirty minutes through the woods before he popped out of the forest and looked down into the valley. From here, the cabin down below looked small, but it was surprisingly large on the inside. He stopped the jeep for a minute, a hint of a smile playing across his lips. Even though he was eager to get back, there was something about the view from up here that put his mind at ease. Smoke came out of the chimney, a good sign that Ana was cooking him a meal to welcome him home. He hoped it was fresh venison; she knew it was his favorite.
He heard rustling from up above, but ignored it, his eyes still on the cabin. The rustling grew louder, and with the sun overhead, he could see a large shadow bending the branches above him.
Suddenly, the creature dropped down on him through the open sun-roof, all eight of her legs splaying out to catch herself on windshield and rollbar. She leaned forward, her upside down face suddenly blocking his view.
"I caught you!" She grabbed his beard with both hands and gave it a tug. "You didn't even see me coming!"
"You're getting so good at stalking, Eulalie!" Darren grabbed his daughter's head and held it still so he could kiss her on the forehead. "Do you wanna ride with me down to the cabin!"
"Yes!" The tiny Arachne flipped over and spread her legs along the back of the jeep, her hands and face just above the rollbar.
"Were you good while I was gone?" He put the jeep into gear and drove down the long, winding trail.
Eulalie's head drooped, and she looked away.
"Eulalie?"
"I got in trouble for my webs."
"What did you do this time?"
The five-year old rolled her eyes and let out an exasperated groan. "I was practicing sticky webs and forgot to clean them up before lunch. Emery got stuck in one for over an hour, and mommy made me clean the barn as punishment."
Somewhere, Dwayne let out a laugh.
"So what are you going to do next time?"
"No webs in the house, only in the forest with mom or Uncle Foot."
"That's right." He put his hand on her head and ruffled it. She had hair that was brown like his, and her skin wasn't nearly as pale as Ana's. She shared her mother's eyes, and her shiny body was covered in a spotted pattern that would go away when she got older. "Other than webs in the house, were you good?"
"Uh huh."
"I got you something." He reached over and popped open the glove box, then pulled out the yellow box. "Here."
"New crayons!" She snatched them away and held them in the air, her feet doing a little dance on the rim of his car.
"Don't eat them this time." Darren never pretended to fully understand Arachne biology, but the multicolored webs his daughter had produced for over a week had been fairly amusing. Well, for him, anyway. Ana made him promise to wait until she was older before letting her have them again.
Eulalie chattered at him ceaselessly for the rest of the drive, and when he pulled the jeep into the small barn next to the cabin, he set the brake and got out. His daughter was able to carry almost as much as he could, and helped him with the boxes in the back. His limp had gotten worse in the last couple of years, and it wouldn't be long before he needed a cane, and he was grateful that they had raised a daughter who enjoyed helping.
When they walked in the door, Ana stood in the kitchen in a plain black blouse with an apron around her neck. Standing over a couple of pots, she smiled at the two of them.
"Is that stew?" Darren asked, his mouth watering.
"Maybe. Did you buy those books I wanted?"
"I did." He set the boxes he carried down, and Eulalie set hers next to his. "Got you enough to last through winter."
"We'll see." Ana turned her attention to Eulalie. "Sweetie, were there any more boxes in the jeep? Can you get them, please?"
"Uh huh!" The little spider bolted out the front door, leaving Darren with his wife.
"I wanted to show you something." Ana stepped away from the stove and into his arms, placing a gentle kiss on his lips.
"Oh? But she'll be back any second."
"Not that... but maybe after she's asleep." A wicked smile crossed her face, and she stuck her hand behind her back, feeling along her waist. When she brought it back, she held a single egg the size of a small watermelon.
"Oh my god, really?" Darren's eyes went wide in excitement.
"Yes, really. It was smaller than the others, and I can tell she's more like her father than her mother." She held the egg up for him to feel. It was warm, and felt like it vibrated at his touch. "So, how do you want to tell Eulalie that she's about to be a big sister?"
His eyes shining with tears, he pulled Ana in and kissed her deeply. The future used to be a locked door, but it was now left wide open, just waiting for them to step through it. As long as they believed in each other, anything was possible.
Behind him, he heard Eulalie walk through the front door and let out a groan.
"Ew, boring!" Eulalie set her box down by the door and scurried outside, a blue crayon already in her hand. He heard her scrambling up the outer wall of the cabin, followed by the sound of an angry squirrel chattering at his daughter somewhere up above.
"Was she holding a crayon?" Ana asked, her face suddenly serious.
"Um... yes."
"If she draws on the ceiling again, I'm going to make you clean it." She showed him the fangs of her teeth as a warning, but then winked at him, her eyes sparkling.
Darren smiled, touching her face with his hands. The world was a scary place, but with her by his side, he had finally found peace.

🕷️🕷️🕷️I hope you enjoyed this little tale of mine. At times, it was difficult for me to write, but, as always, I did my best.
Don't forget to rate, review, or send me feedback, I absolutely love hearing from you.
Also, the number one question I have gotten from readers so far is about Darren's squad. Were they actually there, or was he hallucinating?
The answer is quite simple, dear reader. Those we leave behind are never truly gone. What form that takes, however, is up to you.
POW⋆MIA
YOU ARE NOT FORGOTTEN
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Hey all! Next chapter, coming right up!
New reader? Just start at the beginning (unless having no idea what is going on is your kink). The story is written in chapters, and this is Book Four, so a lot has happened.
Returning reader? Welcome back! Sorry about the wait, I have some time intensive real world things I am dealing with, so my writing schedule is a little fucked lately. After the October onslaught of submissions, I am back to just HFHM (for now, hehe), but this chapter will have some fun surprises.
Please don't forget to leave a rating, comment, or leave feedback, I love reading through them, especially when I should be writing (lol). This was a fun chapter for me to write for multiple reasons, and I definitely want to know what you think.
Okay, time to find out what's inside that fucking box!
Boxing Match
Sleep came for Mike, but it was far from restful. Unable to properly enter the Dreamscape again, he tossed and turned in his bed, his brain unwilling to let things rest.
His first thoughts were on Cecilia. He could see her now, trapped inside a silver cage in the middle of a glen surrounded by waterfalls. Breaking the lock on the cage, he stepped inside—only to have her melt like wax in his arms and slide through holes in the floor.
"Cecilia," he cried out, her name slurring as if spoken in slow motion. Heat licked the back of his neck, and he turned around to see his home on fire.
I told you, Caretaker! I told you! the shadow hissed, before burning up like a piece of paper and drifting away on the wind. As the flames crawled into the cage and consumed Mike, his body would go numb and the dream would start over, the smell of fire and brimstone clinging to his nostrils.
After hours of his brain doing this to him, he finally gave up on sleep and rolled out of bed.
"Lily? You there?" He half expected her to poof into existence. She had said she was going to watch him more carefully while he slept. Clearly the dreams themselves had taken place outside of the Dreamscape, which meant he clearly didn't qualify for Demon Dream Insurance LLC.
His phone, which he had forgotten to charge, informed him that it was a little after twelve in the afternoon. He plugged the phone in on his nightstand and got dressed before heading downstairs.
Beth, Yuki and Tink were already sitting in the front room, and the goblin sprang to attention.
"Finally, husband up. Find out what's in box now?"
"Box?" Mike blinked, the events of last night slowly filtering through the haze of his dreams. "Oh, right. Yeah, I need to eat something first."
"Ugh." Tink rolled her eyes and picked up a sledgehammer she had set on the floor, then dragged it out of the room, moping the whole way. "Call Tink when open box!" she hollered before storming out the back door.
"She's in a mood," he commented.
"She got up early and has been watching the boxes with the rats." Beth arched an eyebrow. "Apparently she has a bad feeling about one of the boxes."
"The one that's moving?"
Beth and Yuki looked at each other.
"About that. The moving box isn't moving anymore." Yuki grinned at him, revealing a pair of sharp canines. "It broke free of the duct tape sometime last night."
"Oh shit, where is it?"
"It's... still in the dining room." Yuki stood up and Beth joined her. Beth was holding a few sheets of paper in her hands.
"What are those?" he asked.
"Guesses at what's in the boxes. We have a full inventory from the storage unit, so technically we know what it could be." She handed the sheets of paper over. "By eliminating what was sold off versus what wasn't, and crossing off what is too big to go in the box, the remaining list is what we could be looking at."
"Okay." Mike looked down the list. "You've only crossed off a few things."
Beth rolled her eyes. "I'm a lawyer, not a psychic. This missing stuff was a huge pain in my ass, and so much of it is still out there, and we have no idea what Unearthly Delights sold. So yes, I only crossed off a few things."
"Yeah, sorry." He ducked past her and walked into the dining hall. "So let's just go ahead and..."
Mike never finished his thought. The first thing he saw was that the rats had doubled in number, all of them holding miscellaneous weapons of some sort. The second thing he saw was that they were all looking up.
"Oh, fuck me." He lifted his gaze toward the box that now rested on his ceiling and promptly dropped the papers he was holding.
"Well, what do you think?" Beth scooped up the papers. "I know I'm curious."
"I think I'm going to need some coffee." He turned to look at her. "Please tell me that the list has an enchanted ceiling fan on it? Or maybe a chandelier? Something that belongs there?"
Yuki giggled. "C'mon, let's get some food in you and then open up that box."
"I... shit. What about research on the faerie queen?"
"Mike, you have a cardboard box on your ceiling." Beth put her hand on his shoulder. "Sofia is going through those books right now with Ratu in the study, so don't worry about it. Take care of whatever this is first."
"I knew it had been too quiet around here." Scowling, Mike moved into the kitchen and pulled a box of Eggos out from a secret location in the freezer and tossed a pair of them in the toaster. Coffee had already been made, so he poured himself a mug and drank a third of it before his Eggos popped up.
"Anything about our latest guest?" he asked Beth as he slathered butter on his breakfast.
"Oh, he's interesting. But nothing useful, so far anyway." Beth grinned. "I've been keeping an eye on him all morning. He's been busy chatting it up with the centaurs. They've been trying to figure out what's killing the bushes out front. Apparently the unique climate of the geas means that conventional knowledge no longer applies, and they're all fascinated. Sulyvahn is the talkative sort, it would seem."
"Hmm." Peanut butter went on top of the butter, and he slathered it all in syrup. Since he was in a hurry, he flipped one waffle on top of the other to make a sandwich out of it.
"I don't know how you can eat that," Beth commented. "Too many carbs all at once."
He shrugged and took a big bite, savoring the taste of melted butter mixed with peanut butter. Mike still felt oddly strung out by his bad dreams, and having a mysterious box on his ceiling officially had him on edge. Still, putting some food in his belly was already helping.
Why now, though? he wondered. The last month had been peaceful, but things were suddenly happening all at once, and he half expected a giant to stomp its way into his front yard and take a huge shit on his house while Tink tried to smash its toes in with her hammer. He pictured the little goblin running back and forth, swinging her club and spitting out a symphony of swears before climbing up the giant's leg hairs and biting it on the nuts.
He choked on his Eggo.
Yuki smacked him on the back, and he coughed it back up, then chewed it better before swallowing. "Thanks."
"Itashimashite."
"Beg pardon?"
"She said you're welcome." Beth poured herself a cup of coffee.
"You speak Japanese?"
"I speak context." Beth smirked. "Still not a psychic. Just a lawyer."
"And a damn good one, probably." When Beth frowned, he put his hands up in self-defense. "No, I just meant that I haven't really used you in a regular lawyer kind of way. Other than signing some paperwork and preventing magical home invasions, I have no idea how good you are at actual litigation-type stuff."
"A fair observation. I'll let you off just this once, counselor." She smiled and took a sip of her coffee.
Mike shoved another bite of Eggo in his mouth, chewed carefully, then swallowed and turned to Yuki. "Why aren't you working on your tarot cards?"
"You have a box on your ceiling."
"You're curious about what's inside, aren't you?"
Yuki shook her head. "Nope. I'm supposed to keep you out of trouble. Ratu did a brief inspection this morning and didn't detect anything dangerous."
"Her actual word was 'interesting,'" Beth interjected. "She didn't detect anything 'interesting' and declared that she thought you could handle it."
"But we won't know until you open it, so it's my turn to watch you." Yuki bowed her head.
"Ah." Mike slammed the rest of his breakfast, then worked his way through his coffee. After being locked in an extra-dimensional wardrobe last month, the household had discussed heightened security for him, particularly if weird things started to happen. His mysterious shipment definitely qualified as weird. "Well, I guess we should get this show on the road, then."
"I'll get Tink." Beth left him alone with Yuki while he put his plate in the dishwasher.
"So, I know this is a sensitive subject, but... any idea what Emily put in storage?"
Yuki shrugged. She had been locked away in her tower when Emily had died and the house had reset, which meant that she still had her memories from before the reset. Everyone else only regained them if Mike discovered something or somebody new. "Hard to say. Between how much stuff has gotten broken and how much is already missing, I really don't know what she could have gotten rid of. The rats came after I did, and they moved quite a bit of stuff around. I will say that a magic box that has done its best to come home on its own is beyond me."
"Ah. Well, thanks anyway." He finished his coffee and rinsed the cup out before putting it on the drying rack. "Shall we?"
"Yes." She followed him past the small kitchen table and into the dining hall. The rats were still watching the box on the ceiling intently, and Mike took a seat at the table and waited.
Beth and Tink showed up and sat down. Tink was covered in dirt, but he didn't bother asking what she had been up to. Beth set Jenny down on the table, the doll's vacant eyes staring across the room.
"Should we open the other boxes first?"
"Your call," Beth told him. "Let's itemize what we have, though. Make sure stuff goes where it needs to instead of making a big mess."
"I miss the good old days when we could just throw stuff in the trash if we didn't want it." He picked up one of the boxes that had been stacked against the wall. Tink slid him a box cutter, then readied her hammer.
"Here goes." He could feel the whole room tense up, and he pushed the blade of the box cutter into the thick tape that had sealed the box shut. He moved slowly, half expecting something to jump out at him. Satisfied that he was probably safe, he put the box cutter on the table and opened the flaps.
"Oh," he muttered, staring at the pile of styrofoam popcorn inside. He was going to have to feel around with his hands. Shaking his head in disgust, he stuck his hands inside and felt around, his fingers closing on something hard.
"What's behind door number one?" he asked in an announcer's voice, and pulled the object free.

🏡🏡🏡Dana watched Tink go into the house with Beth, a small frown on her face.
A minute ago, they had been testing one of the drones using a magical stone as a power source. The drone had behaved perfectly for about fifteen seconds, then started chasing Tink through the yard, ignoring its remote. The goblin had taken a nasty fall into one of the potted plants, shattering the pot with her thick skull and covering herself in damp dirt.
With a deluge of angry words in goblin, Tink slid the goggles over her eyes and picked up a chunk of pottery. Her aim had been perfect, and she smashed one of the rotors.
The drone spiraled out of control, rising up while spinning. A strong breeze caught it and carried it across the yard while Dana frantically tried to land it before it landed in someone else's yard. The drone seemed to respond somewhat to altitude controls, but only intermittently.
On its way down, the drone caught on the edge of the large iron gate in the back of the yard, then tumbled into a death spiral on the other side. That was when Beth had arrived and asked Tink to come with her.
Dana walked up to the large iron gate and put her hands on her hips. The stone wall wasn't great for climbing by any means, and if Tink had been here, she could have easily given the goblin a boost (or the other way around—Tink was quite strong). Grabbing the gate with both hands, she gave it a shake.
It didn't budge. The old lock on it had some rust, but looked otherwise functional. She sincerely doubted that Mike had the key to it, though. They had never had any reason to check out the woods behind the house, and she certainly hadn't seen a key lying around that looked nearly as big as the keyhole was on this particular lock.
"C'mon," she muttered, sticking her arms through the bars. The drone was still several feet away from her outstretched hands.
The drone itself wasn't important, but the magical stone inside of it was. She hated to even take her eyes off of it, worried that some passerby might pick up the drone out of curiosity. She pressed her face against the bars, looking along the edges of the forest behind the house.
There were no trails to be seen, and no signs of life either. It seemed odd to her that so many houses backed to this forest, but nobody was back there. It seemed like the perfect place for an afternoon stroll. The gate was made of thick bands of iron with decorative spikes at the top beneath a brick arch. The arch wasn't high enough for her to fit through the gap, but if she scaled the gate, she could easily get on top of the wall instead.
She put her hands and feet on the gate and started to climb. When she was halfway up, her foot slipped off of one of the bars and she fell backwards, the iron spike at the top she was using as a handhold bending until she slipped. She fell flat on her back, the wind knocked out of her.
Standing up, Dana coughed a few times in an attempt to get her lungs to function properly. She didn't need the air to breathe, but did need it to talk. Several moments passed before the pinching sensation in her chest vanished.
Scowling, she looked at the top of the gate and saw that none of the spikes were bent.
That was odd. She could have sworn she felt it bend. Shrugging, she tried again. This time, she was far more careful about where she put her feet, which was good, because she nearly slipped twice.
Near the top, she put a hand out to grab onto the brick wall and pulled herself up.
"Ha!" She wouldn't let an old, rusty gate defeat her. Twisting around, she dropped onto the ground and started looking for the drone.
It was gone. Puzzled, she walked back and forth along the brick wall.
It should be right here. Dana turned to look at the wall and froze.
There was no gate on this side. It was just a solid wall of brick.
"I... that's..." Logically, she wanted to debate the reality of what she saw, but she had already seen far weirder things. Turning to look at the forest, she saw that the forest itself was different as well. Instead of closely grouped trees and thick vegetation, she was looking at a large area with a path that ran through it, as well as a few benches along the path. People walked along it even now, but nobody seemed to pay her any attention. On the other side of the clearing was the forest itself, now suddenly over a hundred yards away.
Looking around, she spotted what looked like a makeshift step stool by the wall. Some rocks had been stacked, and when she stood on them, she got a good view of the back of the house. It took her a couple of jumps, but she made it up and onto the wall.
"Super weird," she muttered to herself, then dropped down onto the other side. She was expecting to land on the soft grass of the backyard, but was surprised when she landed on the hard concrete of a sidewalk. The suddenly stiff landing caused something in her leg to pop, and when she stood up, her leg was at a weird angle.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck." She looked around, realizing that she was now out in front of the house. How had that happened? Hopping over to the entrance, she was relieved when she passed between the lions without any issue, and was greeted by the sight of a pair of centaurs talking with a man in black.
"Um, hey." She waved for their attention, and the centaurs immediately recognized her. "Could I get a little help?"
"Oh, now you're a fascinating lass," the stranger said, and she realized that this must be Sulyvahn. "What on earth happened to ye?"
"Broke something, probably." She indicated her leg. One of the centaurs helped her over to a stone to sit on, and the other one examined her, then declared he could set the bone. The process wouldn't hurt, but it would be tough to do.
"Oh, I'm not talking about that." Sulyvahn knelt down next to her, his eyes on her breasts. "You've got the divine spark in ye, I can see it. But no heartbeat. Are you a member of the undead?"
"Yeah, it was a pretty fucked up Monday. Could you step back please?" She shooed him away, and one centaur held her down while the other twisted her leg back into place. The bones realigned, and she felt a chill spread through her as the break repaired itself. That was a serious injury, which meant she was going to have to feed sooner rather than later. Already, a gnawing sensation formed in her belly.
"Now tell me, lass, how did ye come to be in such a predicament?"
"My name is Dana. Don't call me lass."
"Beggin' yer pardon, Miss Dana." Sulyvahn gave a slight bow. "I meant no offense. I've not met such a creature as yourself, one with her faculties still intact. I've rarely seen such a feat."
"Wait, you've seen this before? Hold on a second." She stood up, testing her leg. It seemed to be fine. She thanked the centaurs, and they went back to their gardening duties. "Have you met someone else like me? An undead that could think for herself?"
"Not quite. The few I've met like ye have been the cursed ones, men and women of great power who refused to move on. But you don't seem to have the aura of a lich, Miss Dana."
"I'm definitely not a lich. But out of curiosity, what are you?"
"I'm a dullahan, la—Miss Dana." He grabbed his hair by the hand and pulled, revealing a black mist that flowed from the hole in his neck. "It's my job to make sure lost souls get to the afterlife."
"Great. Can you help my soul cross over?"
"Eh... not that I'm aware of. I can only affect the dealings of a soul that isn't anchored to this world, I'm afraid. I imagine trying to ferry you over would be like trying to raise the bottom of the ocean by giving it a good yank."
"Shit. Sorry, I'm actually in the middle of something right now. Nice talking to you." She walked past the dullahan at a fast pace, more pressing concerns on her mind. How had she ended up in the front yard? What had happened to the gate? Passing through the house, she heard the others talking in the dining hall, but kept going down the hall to the backdoor. Once she stepped outside, she saw Naia standing in her fountain, gazing toward the gate.
"Oh, there you are." Naia gave her a wave. "I was down in my spring and came up just as you hopped the wall. Are you okay?"
"I've been better." Her leg clicked when she walked now. "Do you know why I ended up in the front yard?"
"You can only get in through the front. If I had known what you were doing, then I would have warned you."
"The geas, I'm guessing?"
Naia nodded. "The whole world can't be blocked off, but the back of the house has been sealed. It's why the Society didn't come over the gate out back during their last assault. They could only come in the front."
"Then why the hell do we have a gate?" Dana pointed at it.
"I... uh..." Naia's eyes immediately went blank. "I have no idea."
"Well, do you have a long stick or something? Wait, never mind." Dana walked into the garage. "Tick Tock, I need you!"



The mimic, disguised as a recliner, came bouncing across the garage only to stop at her feet, its footrest lolling about like the tongue of a dog.
"My drone crashed on the other side of the gate. Do you have an arm long enough to reach it?"
Tick Tock's leg rest opened and closed like a mouth, so Dana closed her eyes. When she opened them, the recliner had become a mannequin with an arm that went nearly to the ground. At the end of its wrist was a large claw that looked like something out of a crane machine.
"Awesome. Let's do this." She walked into the yard with the eerie mannequin in tow. Tick Tock could replicate most objects it was familiar with, but only things with mechanical parts. Luckily for her, the shapeshifter had quite the imagination.
"There it is. Do you see it?" She reached the gate, and the drone was thankfully still there. Tick Tock squatted down and pushed its arm through the narrow slot of the gate, reaching for the downed drone.
As the mimic's arm moved between the bars and toward the drone, the leaves in the forest began to rustle. An ominous wind picked up, blowing through the gate itself, causing Dana's hair to blow away from her face.
In the distance, behind the trees, something large began to growl.
"Hurry, Tick Tock." The shadows in the forest darkened unexpectedly as Tick Tock's claw closed on the broken drone. The trees rustled their leaves, and whatever was growling was moving closer, the trees shifting at its passage. A dark shape stepped into view, and the sunlight itself seemed to bend around it.
Dana grabbed the mannequin around the waist and pulled. Tick Tock fell backward, the drone in hand, and the shadow beast suddenly vanished from sight. The trees were no longer rustling, and the forest was still once more.
"Sorry, Tick Tock." She helped the mannequin stand and brushed the dirt off its body. "You okay?"
The mannequin nodded.
"Let's get you back inside." She picked up the drone and walked to the garage. Tick Tock followed her in and quickly turned into an upright piano that rolled across the floor and came to a stop next to her desk.
The mimic played a few notes.
"Yeah, I'm okay, too, and thanks for asking." She sat at her bench and examined the busted drone. Luckily, the stone was still there. She removed the stone and the harness and put it in her toolbox. "Any idea what that was out there?"
Tick Tock played a series of notes that sounded roughly like the words no idea.
"Yeah, well, me neither. Any ideas on marrying science and magic to make this drone work?"
Tick Tock played a similar tune.
"Yeah, I'm out of fucking ideas, too." She tossed the drone on the ground.
Tick Tock played a bunch of notes, and Dana turned around with a frown.
"Hey, watch your mouth. Who's been teaching you language like that?"
Tick Tock went silent, then softly played the opening notes to Moonlight Sonata.
"No, no, don't change the subject. Was it Lily? Tink? I won't be mad, I just wanna hear—"
A loud explosion rattled the garage, and dust fell from the rafters above. The ground shook for several seconds, and Dana put her arms over the piano to protect it from debris.
Once the world settled, she turned around and looked at the garage. A few cracks had appeared in the concrete floor, and she hoped that her little apartment underneath was okay.
But that could wait until later.
"Stay here," she told the mimic, and stepped outside the garage, her eyes scanning the house. Windows had cracked, and a few shingles had fallen free, but nothing seemed seriously damaged.
"Oh!" Naia stood in the fountain, her hands over her mouth. She was looking at the roof of the house, so Dana stepped back, eager to see what Naia was looking at.
Once she saw it, she couldn't help but agree.

🏡🏡🏡Mike sat at the table, frowning at the collection of objects they had unpacked.
With the exception of the box on the ceiling, they had unpacked everything else. A pair of silver candlesticks and some ornate drapes were the only thing that seemed to have any value, but the rest of the items looked like someone had gone on a thrift store shopping spree.
"I don't get it." Mike picked up a throw pillow. "Who packs a pillow? None of this stuff has any value whatsoever."
"Are you sure you don't detect anything magical?" Beth asked Yuki.
"Nothing. At all. This is just ordinary stuff." Yuki set down a small wooden statue of a man holding a net full of fish. "I don't recognize any of it either."
"But it's on the list, right?"
Beth shrugged. "The list is very specific, but most of this would fall under the miscellaneous category they have. The candlesticks are on there, as well as the drapes, so we know we have stuff from the house."
"Tink? Anything?"
The goblin was going through a small stack of clothing, which amounted to little more than some tube tops and booty shorts. "Tink see nothing useful." She held the tube top over her own chest, stretching the fabric. "Clothes too big for Tink, too small for dead girl."
"Definitely too small for Emily, right?" He looked to Yuki for confirmation.
"Indeed." Yuki picked up one of the tube tops. "Emily was far curvier than this." She stretched one of the tube tops and fired it at Tink, who slapped it out of the air.
"Wait a second." Mike looked at the collection of items on the table. He could almost see it now, if he were to rearrange the items. Curtains, a blanket, pillows, even a set of clothes. "This looks almost like a bedroom set."
"Oh!" Beth stood up and moved to a different position along the table. "I think you're right. Look at the colors on the pillows, they match the drapes. There's a small blanket that matches as well. Still..." she picked up a broken watch. "I'm not certain what's going on with the junk drawer vibe."
"Seriously, look at all these pens." Mike grabbed the stack on his side of the table. Some of the pens had business names on them, and a couple even still had chains attached. Jenny, active now, was busy building a mock log cabin out of them on the corner of the table. "So, we've got a bedroom set and someone's trash pile."
"And their piggy bank," Yuki announced, picking up a quarter. There was a bunch of loose change scattered through the boxes, and they all had a small stack in front of them. "Might be enough to order a pizza later."
"Tink wants pineapple," the goblin declared, and both Yuki and Beth groaned.
"So... if we have the contents of a room, and someone's belongings..." Mike lifted his eyes to the ceiling.
"Then perhaps somebody is actually inside that box." Beth finished. "But what?"
"Tink have bad feeling about box." The goblin slid off her chair and picked up her hammer.
"Yuki? Still not getting anything?"
"No. It's weird, because the box is clearly magical, but I'm not detecting anything off of it." Yuki squinted at the box suspiciously. "I get an angry feeling just by looking at it. It feels... wrong, somehow."
"Okay, then I guess the real question is how should we open it?"
The moment the words were out of his mouth, the box fell straight down, landing neatly in front of Mike. It had been taped shut with multiple layers of packing tape. He tried to pick up the box, but it was extremely heavy.
"Um..." he looked at Beth. "Who has the box cutter?"
"It's under the blanket." Yuki pulled the blanket off of the table, and neatly caught the box cutter before it could hit the floor. "Here."
"Sure you don't want to do the honors?" he asked, taking the cutters.
"No, thanks." The room was already growing cold, and frost had begun to accumulate on the table in front of her, and she held up one hand to reveal that her fingertips were now claws. "I need to be ready."
"Aw, geez." He touched the blade to the tape on the box and paused. His gut would tell him if something meant him harm, and right now, he felt fine. The tension in the room was palpable, and when he slid the razor blade through the tape, he could tell that everybody was holding their breath.
He expected something to burst out, jack in the box style, or even a burst of fire, lightning, or smoke as he opened a portal to another dimension. Instead, the box sat there, waiting for him to peel back the flap.
"That was anticlimactic." He lifted the flap and looked inside.
"Well?" Beth asked.
"It's... it's..." He looked up at her. "A door handle."
"And?"
"That's it." He stuck his hand inside and pulled the piece of metal out. "There's nothing else in the box." He grabbed the box and shook it with his spare hand. It wasn't even heavy anymore.
"That doesn't make sense." Beth came to his side and looked in the box. "None of this makes sense."
"Why would Emily pack up a—" The handle became hot and leapt from his hand, then blew a hole through the wall, taking chunks of plaster with it.
"Shit!" Everyone stood up and rushed to the front room. The handle was spinning wildly around the room and bouncing off of the walls with a heavy clang.
Yuki summoned up a barrier of ice for them to hide behind, and the handle clanged off of it several times before launching itself into the office.
"Death!" He didn't know if the grim reaper could be hurt by such a thing, but he had given up on logical assumptions weeks ago. "Heads up!"
They all ran to the office, and Mike leaned around the corner. Death sat calmly at his table, his cup of tea in one hand and his pot in the other as he tilted his skull to watch the flight path of the door handle.
"Mike Radley, what is this strange device? It is acting—" the metal handle struck Death's teapot, shattering it and spraying tea everywhere. Covered in what smelled like chamomile, the grim reaper rose, fire burning deep within his eye sockets.
"I didn't want to do this, but you've left me no choice." Death's voice was little more than a hiss, and he pulled his cowl up and tilted his head from side to side, the bones popping within.
"Death, be careful!" Mike hollered. He half expected the specter to summon his scythe and slash the handle in half, or cast it straight into Hell.
"I do not need to be careful, Mike Radley." Death passed around the table, and the door handle ricocheted harmlessly off of his skull. He stopped briefly at the doorway to appraise everyone. "I am simply going to make myself some more tea."
"But... I thought... you sounded so mad."
"I am angry, Mike Radley. I now have to make my tea one cup at a time, and that is quite annoying." Death passed by all of them, and Yuki snorted, her hand over her mouth.
"What did he say?" Beth asked.
"Nothing important."
They watched the handle bounce around some more, knocking books off the shelves and scattering Death's maps around the room. Suddenly, it halted in midair and glowed red hot, showering the floor with sparks.
Tink bolted around the corner and swung her hammer through the air. The moment before impact, the handle fired itself straight into one of the bookshelves, splintering the wood and embedding itself in the wall behind it. Tink's swing went wide, and the hammer splintered the floor on impact.
"Fucking, cock-eating piece of shit..." she started, but Mike tuned her out. Smoke was pouring out of the bookshelf now, and he worried that the books would catch on fire. The last thing he needed was another fire in the office.
"Yuki, quick!" He and Beth ran for the shelf and began pulling books down. Yuki stood in the center of the room and blasted the shelf with her magic, trying to cool the room down before it ignited. Frost formed in a giant ring around them as the heat kept ice from forming.
A constant fountain of sparks now emerged from the door handle, and Mike finally grabbed the book shelf and pulled it down, spilling books across the floor. Beth stood across from him, her hands shielding her eyes. He couldn't help but notice the odd shadows the light cast across her body, or how her nipples stood at full attention in the chill of the room. With her arm folded up, her breasts were now pressed together, revealing an ample amount of cleavage.
Focus! He turned back to the handle just as Tink attacked it anew with the hammer, her goggles over her eyes.
A sound like thunder filled the room, and the goblin was blasted into the opposite wall, holding only the handle of her hammer. The room was now like a sauna, and the office disappeared into the mist.
"Tink!" Mike took a deep breath to call for her again, but choked on the thick steam.
"Tink fine," the goblin grumbled from somewhere behind him. "Broke hammer, but okay."
A hand grabbed his and pulled. He followed, and was pulled out into the living room by Beth, who was in turn being pulled by Yuki.
"Tink!" he shouted back into the office. A green figure crawled out of the steam and collapsed on the floor with a grunt. When he knelt by her side, she dramatically flopped onto her back.
"Husband do mouth to mouth," Tink whispered, then pushed her goggles up to reveal closed eyes. "Tink probably die. Maybe."
He rolled his eyes, but leaned in to give her a quick peck on the lips. She grabbed him by the back of the head with both hands and held him in place as her tongue darted into his mouth. Caught off guard, he tried to sit back, which resulted in Tink biting his lower lip as she popped free.
He rubbed his lip and stood, shaking his head.
"Tink saved!" the goblin declared, then stood up and flexed her biceps before throwing herself at him and pinching his butt. "Husband is Tink's hero."
Over his shoulder, Mike heard Beth laugh.
"The steam is clearing," Yuki announced. She was crouched on the floor, and several rivulets of ice ran from her fingertips into the office. She was clearly cooling the air with her magic.
"Let's go see what sort of mess we're in for now." He took the lead, only to have Tink rush ahead of him. She pulled her goggles down and scrutinized the metal handle that was now embedded in the wall.
"Not hot," she declared, then grabbed the handle and pulled. "Stuck good."
"Why would a door handle fly through the house and embed itself in the wall?" Beth wondered, her chin in her hand. "I don't get it."
"I don't think there's anything to get." Mike leaned in close to inspect the handle. It was a nicely twisted piece of black metal, which reminded him of the door handle of a fancy downtown restaurant he had once eaten at. It was bolted neatly into the wall, which was somehow untouched by the heat it gave off earlier. "I have a handle on the wall now."
"For what, though? Is the whole house gonna tilt?" Beth stood by his side now. "Is that the 'Oh, shit' handle for your home?" She grabbed onto it and gave it a pull. "It must be in a stud."
"Please. Don't even suggest things like that. Sometimes I think the house is listening. Now that you've said it, I'm going to find myself crawling down the stairs at two in the morning just to grab this handle to keep from falling out of—"To emphasize his point, he grabbed the handle and pulled.
A loud boom shook the house, and the ground rumbled beneath them. A nearby bookshelf toppled, adding to the mess already on the floor, and Beth let out a scream. Tink grabbed on to Mike's leg and held on for dear life as the wall behind the handle glowed like a tiny star, the plaster burning away beneath it. Two beams of light came from the wall and moved in a large rectangular pattern.
He felt like he had been plugged into a wall socket, and a golden glow surrounded him, rushing down his arm and into the wall. His fingers tightly gripped the handle, and he felt his entire body heat up.
A tone like a church bell sounded, and the shaking stopped. He fell to his knees, and his fingers released the handle. He looked at the palm of his hand, where he had gripped the handle so tightly that the twisted pattern of the metal had been left behind.
"Is this... is this a portal?" He stood and took a step back, looking at Yuki. "It's gotta be, right?"
"I don't think so. It looks like an ordinary door." Yuki frowned. "I don't understand. Does it go outside?"
"No go outside," Tink muttered from the floor. Mike helped her stand. "Stay inside. Tink remember."
"Tink remembers what?"
"Tink show you, understand from out here." The goblin bolted toward the front door and Mike followed. When they walked outside, he let out a groan.
Where the front porch had been extended to include the gazebo, a giant section of the house now stood, and the gazebo had been ripped completely off its foundation. Across the yard, a few centaurs had appeared, weapons ready, and the jabberwock lifted its head from the bushes, the roof of the gazebo falling off of its head. It snorted and lay back down, vanishing into the bushes.
He walked out into the yard and turned around to look.
"Okay. I know for a fact that wasn't on the list." On the left side of his house was a turret that was slightly larger than the one on the right side of the house. This one looked dirty and faded, as if someone had cleaned the entire house but neglected this portion.
"I don't... I just..." Beth tilted her head. "Do I hear moaning?"
Yuki's ears twitched, and her cheeks reddened. Mike listened intently and heard the sounds of a woman grunting in pain beneath a section of porch roof that had toppled off the house. He and Tink moved toward it and lifted the section up to free the trapped woman.
Underneath, Abella stared up at them in embarrassment. In her hand was her tablet, the screen cracked all the way across. She was frantically tapping it with her other hand, but obviously the screen's sensor had broken, and the porn she had been watching continued to play unhindered. A headphone jack dangled from one of her ears; she plugged it back into her tablet, and the sounds of moaning disappearing.
"Um, I was on the roof when this appeared." Abella looked over her shoulder at the house. "I fell down, and, uh..."
"It's fine." Mike knelt down by her. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah. Just a bit embarrassed." Her cheeks darkened, and she stood. She let out a sigh, then handed the tablet to Mike. Through the large crack on the screen, a woman was getting pounded by two energetic men. "I don't know how to make it stop."
He chuckled and did a force shutdown on the tablet. "I'll get you a new one, once this is all sorted." He turned his attention to the new addition to the house. "Tink says she recognizes this. How about you?"
"I do, but..." Abella's features pinched. "I was never allowed inside. That's all I really know about it."
"Tink know. She can show husband." The goblin grabbed his hand, but Mike held his ground.
"Hold up. Let's check on everyone else first, and make sure there isn't serious damage anywhere else. Then we can check it out."
Why had this addition's appearance been so violent? And how had Emily packed away a portion of the house? Why send it away?
Those were questions he intended to find out, but before he did anything else, he crossed the yard toward the sundial. Several of the bushes had been flattened by chunks of his porch, and when he got to the dial, he gave it a good twist. If he had learned one thing from his time in the house, it was to make sure the defense system was active before going somewhere new.

🏡🏡🏡She opened her eyes, quickly scanning the room. It seemed empty, and she found herself on the floor. Instinctively, her hands went to her throat, and she relaxed when she realized nothing was there.
What was that about, she wondered. Letting out a big yawn, she stretched, feeling all of her limbs pop, then stood. How long had she been asleep? And where was she? The room she was in had a large window that overlooked the large yard, and she walked toward it.
Down below, she saw a small group of people talking to each other. Pressing her face against the glass, her attention was caught by one of them. It was a man, and he moved through a maze-shaped garden to turn a sundial. He had a weird aura about him, almost as if he was a movie star, and the spotlight followed him around. It was strange to contemplate about someone she didn't know in such a manner, but everything about her situation seemed odd to her, so she looked around the room some more, hoping for some answers.



Her best guess was that it had been some kind of music room. Other than hardwood floors and a large, broken harp, she had no idea what else it could be. This should have troubled her, but now she realized something even worse.
She had no idea who she was. Looking down, she saw that not only was she naked, but large portions of her body were covered in dark, silken fur that closely matched the color of her skin. Her belly was white, though, and she ran her fingers over it, marveling at how soft it was.
Wait, no, not completely naked. Her fingertips caught on a pair of lycra shorts that closely matched her fur. Moving back to the window, she tried to catch a glimpse of her reflection, but it was too bright outside to get a reflection off the glass.
She heard movement beneath her, and realized that the crowd of people had moved back inside of the house. Using her hands, she felt around the window, hoping to find a way to open it and climb out. There was something about the house that she didn't like, a fear response that told her to run, but the window was painted shut.
Could she break the glass? She looked at the harp. It was far too heavy for her to pick up, and even if she did break the glass, the strangers would likely come to investigate. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she moved silently across the room to the door. Fearing that it would be locked, she gave it a tug.
The door slid open, catching briefly in its frame. She stepped into the hallway, grateful that nobody was there. Moving stealthily, she saw that she was in a hallway that terminated at a door if she went straight, but turned into a flight of stairs if she went right.
A strange smell caught her nose, and she sniffed. Her eyes narrowed on a room at the end of the hallway, and she stared for several seconds, her instincts demanding that she go check it out.
Something brushed against her back and she flinched, then spun around. The hallway behind her was empty.
Something touched her again.
Spinning wildly, she caught it out of the corner of her eye. She tumbled around, both hands grabbing for it, and finally managed to catch it just as she rolled onto the floor.
"What the hell are you?" she croaked, holding the furry object in her hands. She had pinned it under her back while falling, and when she pulled on it, she felt painful pressure just above her butt.
I have a tail?!? She let go and stood up, watching the protuberance swish playfully back and forth and barely resisting the urge to grab it
What's wrong with me?
The stairs creaked, and she ducked around the corner, crouching down near the ground. A woman walked past, putting her hair up in a ponytail, and she was followed by a slightly shorter woman with a large, thick tail of her own.
No, wait. It was multiple tails. What is going on here?
She slid along the wooden floor, down the hall, ready to scramble away at a moment's notice. From the stairway, she could see the front door below, which was currently blocked by a goblin and several large rats. They weren't looking her way, so she slunk up the stairs, staying low.
The two women had gone into a room down the hall, so she moved the other direction into what appeared to be the master bedroom. It was scarcely furnished, and the bed hadn't been made.
She moved toward the dressers and opened them, hoping to find some clothing that would fit. Unfortunately, this room belonged to a man, and the clothes were far too big for her. She held a pair of his pants up, the waistline reaching above her breasts.
What about the window? She looked outside and scowled. Down below was a beautiful woman standing in a fountain. She just couldn't catch a break.
Footsteps approached, so she hopped over the bed, then slid beneath it without making a sound. Easily able to roll over, she watched a pair of legs come through the door. It was the man from outside, and he sat down on the bed, then grabbed something off the nearby nightstand.
"Let's see. New tablet, new screen protector... yes, I want the waterproof one..." He was mumbling to himself, and tapping his fingers on something up above.
"Mike?" Another pair of legs appeared. It was the woman from the stairs. "Yuki went down to the Labyrinth to fill Ratu in on the situation."
"Sounds good. Couldn't send a fairy?"
"Didn't see one. However, it looks like there's a new room down the hall from mine."
He chuckled. "How is this going to affect my home's value? I mean, I know I still have to pay taxes on this place, but at what point does somebody look and realize the number is too low? Like, I sort of get Google Earth playing catch-up on satellite photos, but is the geas paying back taxes for me, too? Like, it's one thing to alter the flow of information, but now money is just appearing if that's the case, right?"
"I'm kind of tempted to look into it, now that you brought it up. Anyway, I'm headed downstairs. Dana came in and told me that the house has some damage out back, so she's going to check it out, but Tink refused to go help her until she showed you the new rooms, so... see you soon?"
"Yeah, let me just finish ordering a new tablet for Abella. My phone just updated and now I have to put my card number in again."
"Aren't you worried she's rotting her brain with that thing?"
"Stone doesn't rot."
"Aren't you worried she's weathering her brain with that thing?"
He groaned at her pun. "Seriously, that was just gross. I'll be down in just a second."
"See you soon." The woman left, and he let out a sigh. He tapped for a little bit longer, and she wondered how long he would be up there.
She didn't have to wait long. Mike stood and something slid off the bed and onto the floor. It was a rectangular piece of metal with a cracked screen.
"Shit," he muttered, and bent down to pick it up. "At least it was already—" His bed was at just the right height that when his face appeared, his eyes darted up to meet hers.
She extended her claws and scrambled out, growling deep within her chest as her claws scratched deep grooves into the floor. Mike backpedaled, blocking off the path to the door.
"Whoa, hey, who are—" He didn't get a chance to finish, because she darted forward, her clawed fingers slashing through the air. She was fast, but he was somehow just a hair faster, managing to slash open his shirt, drawing a thin line of blood.
"Easy, easy!" He put both hands up, and she grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him toward her. Even though she was much smaller than he was, she was easily able to put a lock on his wrist and twist him around, shoving him against the bed frame. He fought to remain on his feet, but she was crawling all over him now, doing her best to scratch and bite.
Buried beneath the animal instincts was an understanding of the human body, and how best to break it. She fell to the ground and hit him behind the knee, taking him down. Before he could get up, she slid one arm across his throat and used her other arm to pull it back.
He smacked at her arm, and tried to stand. She squeezed harder, knowing that the flow of blood to his brain was interrupted. How many seconds did he have left before going down? Once he went limp, should she keep squeezing, or make a run for it?
Something hard slammed into the side of her head, and she sprung free, hissing. Standing over Mike now was a goblin roughly the same size that she was.
"Tink fuck you up," the goblin swore, then ripped off her goggles and tossed them to the woman who had followed her in. Tink held up her hands and snarled, revealing razor sharp teeth.
"I'd like to see you try." she replied, her voice cracking when she spoke. She also had a slight lisp. Had she always sounded like that?
Tink was fast, but she was faster. She dodged the first couple of punches, and then deliberately took a poorly thrown one in the shoulder to get in close and smash a fist into the goblin's face.
She howled in agony, clutching her injured hand. Her whole hand throbbed, and she couldn't straighten some of her fingers.
"Goblin have hard head. Tink teach you." The goblin grabbed her by the fur around her collarbone and yanked, slamming their heads together.
The world briefly dimmed, but she wasn't out of the fight yet. Now that they were close, she grappled the goblin onto the ground, trying to twist an arm behind her back. The goblin, who was surprisingly strong, forced her way out of the hold.
She growled, and slashed out with her claws. Tink took the hit, her dress tearing in the process, then landed another punch to the face that knocked her silly.
"Stupid kitty cat. Tink beat all nine lives out of you, then make you into a rug!"
Shaking her head, she charged forward and tackled the goblin to the ground where they became a bundle of hair, teeth and nails. Shrieks of rage came from both of them, and the other woman tried to break them up, but took a nasty slash to the arm and backed away.
When Tink bit down on her tail, she twisted around and used her claws to gouge Tink in the eyes, blinding her. She used that moment to break free. With a powerful leap, she crossed over the bed and landed by the window. It slid open easily, and she scrambled onto the ledge, looking down. The fall didn't look too bad, and she could probably outrun the woman in the fountain.
So she jumped.
A powerful hand grabbed her painfully by the scruff of the neck, her legs dangling over the ground below. She squirmed, flailing her arms around wildly in an attempt to get away.
"Hey, stop, you'll fall. Hey, knock it off!" The woman who spoke to her had a slight French accent, and she was able to twist around enough to catch just a glimpse of large stone wings, followed by the concerned face of a statue.
She was being held by a gargoyle.
Adrenaline surged through her body, and she fought even harder to escape. The pain behind her neck was terrible, and she thought her skin might rip, but she had to get away.
The gargoyle sighed. "Okay, then. Whatever." The monster cocked up her spare fist and swung it, the impact immediately twisting the whole world sideways.
Darkness swallowed her whole, carrying her away on a symphony of silence.

🏡🏡🏡Cecilia's cage was constructed of cold iron with silver accents. Not only were the bars close enough together that she couldn't hope to squeeze through them, but the floor was also made of cold iron. Just the act of walking across the cage would cause her pain, but luckily she had a swing to sit on. It was a simple wooden plank, attached to the ceiling by ropes. Maybe the queen had given it to her to be kind, or maybe as a depressing reminder of her time on Earth at the Radley estate.
It was always hard to tell with the faerie queen.
On Earth, she could only see vague outlines of the world, brightened by the spirits of the creatures that walked it. Here in the Otherlands, the world itself was made of magic, and she was able to view the world as it was normally seen.
The court of the faerie queen was luxurious. She had built the court into the base of a mountain, and three different streams terminated in waterfalls that fed the pool that surrounded Her Majesty's throne room. Behind the one of the falls was where servants and vassals waited until they were called. A series of stepping stones led to the central platform, and it was here that the queen sat on a solitary throne.
Today, however, court was not in session, and the only sound she heard was the steady rush of water into the pool. Her cage had been placed on a stone just behind the queen's throne. None of the other fae dared to even look Cecilia's way, terrified that some of the queen's anger might become misdirected.
She wondered how long it had been on Earth. The flow of time between the worlds was constantly shifting, and the light here was unnatural. Assuming that the faerie queen only held court once a day, then she had already been Underhill for three years. That could mean an hour in the real world, or maybe even fifty years, and she wouldn't know until she returned.
If she returned.
The chamber filled with a sense of foreboding, and the faerie queen stepped out of a ball of light appearing briefly on the other side of the room, walking slowly across the rocks on bare feet.
Golden hair cascaded down her back, tumbling around all six wings that protruded from her shoulder blades. The wings themselves were made of white light, and they blinked out of existence, transforming into a sheer, silken cloak that dragged along the ground.
"Good morning, a leanbh." The queen walked up to Cecilia's cage. "And how are you this day?"
"I am well, Your Majesty." Cecilia bowed her head in reverence.
"Oh, good. I would hate to hear that you felt otherwise." The queen tilted her head. "I do wonder though. Do you still think often of him?"
"I do, Your Majesty." Cecilia fought to keep a smile from forming at the thought of Mike. "Every moment."
"Interesting. You pine for him, though he has made no effort to come retrieve you." The queen sat on her throne, which hovered above the ground. It rotated so that she could face Cecilia. "My spies are watching him, you know. He has no interest in coming for you. I won't be cruel and tell you that he is glad you are gone, but I will say that he knows that you are here and simply can't be bothered. Knowing this, do you feel any different?"
"No, Your Majesty." It wouldn't do any good to lie, for the queen would know. "I still love him like I have loved no other."
"Clearly." The queen rose and paced outside of Cecilia's cage. "And why do you suppose that is? Is it the piece of his soul that festers inside of you? Is it the whimsy of human emotions you are ill equipped to handle? Tell me, a leanbh."
"I don't know, Your Majesty." Cecilia lowered her head. "My time with him was brief, but it has meant more to me than the entire time I have walked the world of Man. It started so simple, as a curiosity, but something happened." Even she wasn't sure what. His magic had done something to her, something that shouldn't have been possible. A piece of his soul had swapped places with her very life force. The sidhe didn't have souls in a traditional sense, which meant that Mike had unknowingly become part faerie.
It was hard to figure out which angered the queen more. The idea of a banshee falling in love with a human, or that of a human gaining access to faerie magic.
"Hmm." The queen regarded her coolly, as she did every time they had this discussion. Sometimes it was days, or even months between these chats, and the queen would occasionally pontificate for hours before getting to the point.
Cecilia held her breath, waiting for the question that was coming.
"Would you like me to fix you?"
"No, Your Majesty."
"As you wish, silly child." The queen smirked and turned her throne around. Raising her hands, she clapped twice, and the day's proceedings began with selkies flying through the waterfall and bringing the queen news of the outside world. Servants appeared, too, scurrying about as they provided refreshments for every creature, from the common brownie and the tylwyth teg to the noble families themselves. Some came for the parties, others for the political intrigue, but attendance was definitely mandatory on their part, and more than a few of them watched the proceedings with bored expressions until they could fill their bellies with wine.
Cecilia sat in her cage, her gaze on the court. The queen could fix Cecilia, and return her to her prior state. However, by doing so, Cecilia would forget everything that had transpired since her last trip here, when she had ferried Emily's soul across. She would forget about Mike, who she sincerely doubted would just sit around if he found out she was being held against her will.
The queen's other option was to simply wait until Mike died. On his death, his soul would depart, and that part of Cecilia he carried with him would return.
Cecilia dreaded this day as well. Not because it meant she would never be with Mike again. The idea of never being with Mike again broke her heart, but she was consoled by the fact that he would forever be beyond the queen's wrath.
No, what scared her was how angry the queen would be when she discovered that the tiny piece of Mike's soul had taken root, like a seed. Unlike the other girls, Cecilia's entire being was composed of Old Magic, which was little more than raw potential. It was said that nature abhors a vacuum, and the roots had spread. What had started as something else was now becoming much, much more.
Cecilia was slowly growing a soul of her own. She swung back and forth on the swing and closed her eyes, her thoughts on Mike.
"A chiste is a stór," she whispered. "O, my cherished love! Please... stay away."

🏡🏡🏡Whew, a lot to unpack there! New rooms, new character, and a long awaited look at our missing banshee.
I want to take a second and say thanks to everybody here on Lit who has been with me on this journey. As a writer, I do have those rough moments where I feel like I'm no good at my craft. I think all of us feel that way from time to time, and it's definitely the readers of Lit who keep me lifted and able to keep going. It might sound strange, but I will sometimes read through comments or emails when struggling in real life, and knowing that someone out there believes in me and my abilities makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside.
Don't forget to click on my bio to see when I update (or just follow me, whatever floats your boat). I can't believe I have over fifty submissions to Lit, and thanks to all of my followers. I will keep writing stories as long as you keep reading them.
Take care of yourselves and each other, and I will see you next chapter!
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Hi all! I'm back with the next chapter of Home for Horny Monsters?
New to this story? You'll want to start at Chapter 1. There's plenty of sex, plot, and monstergirls for everybody. This is currently Book Four, and this story is weighing in at almost half a million words at this point.
Returning reader? So good to see you! My chapter posts are spread a bit thin these days on account of not having enough time in the day, but do not despair! I am hoping to get back to my regular writing schedule after the holidays once real life slows down, work and family have eaten up some extra time this month.
Don't forget that I always update my bio right after I hit submit! So you can either follow me for post notifications or keep clicking on my profile, whichever is easier.
Also, thank you so much for making sure to rate and comment. One of the reasons I continue to post here is because of the support of the Literotica community, and doing something as simple as clicking on those stars at the end of each story helps others to find your favorite authors on this site, so thank you SO very much!
Okay, enough from me. I'm about to wrap up a plot thread.
Naughty Devils
Beth stepped out of the secret tunnel into the center of the Labyrinth, her shoe catching a rock and sending it skittering across the cold stone.
Up above, a large gemstone shone like a tiny star, warming the entire room to a comfortable temperature. Large tables were covered in different magical items in various states of disrepair, and rats moved around in the shadows, carrying what looked like rocks of different sizes.
Ratu was leaning over a stack of books, her kimono hanging open and revealing a patch of scales that traveled along the inner curve of her breast. Her kimono had a phoenix on it that flew in circles and occasionally leapt off of the silken fabric to cross over bare skin and then dove back in.
Across from her was Sofia, who was mumbling to herself while tucking bookmarks into a book. She set it aside and then picked up a new one, an assortment of bookmarks held between the fingers of her free hand.
"Hmm?" The cyclops looked up at Beth, who was followed in by Asterion. "Oh, hey. More news from above?"
"That, and a delivery. Wait, where's Yuki?"
"The fox is helping the rats." Ratu sat back and adjusted her kimono. "You see, when the earthquake hit, it apparently fractured large areas of the Labyrinth and they are now being flooded out by the river. One of the only reasons we aren't underwater right now is because of her ability to freeze large bodies of water with her magic. So tell me about this delivery of yours?"
Asterion stepped forward and lowered his bundle.
"Oh, you have my full attention now." Ratu abandoned her books and stepped around the table. "Who do we have here?"
Sofia closed the book she had been looking through, her eye wide with interest.
"No idea. We think she was in the new part of the house." Beth knelt down over the woman on the floor.
Her hands and feet had been bound, but she was still unconscious. Her frizzy hair was caramel colored, with a pair of ears sticking out of them, and she had a human face with just a slight cleft lip. Patches of black hair started around her neck, and her entire torso was covered in a thin layer of fur. Her belly was white, however, and a matching spot was also on the end of her tail.
"Fascinating." Ratu knelt down over the woman, her tongue flitting in and out of her lips. "Her facial features suggest post-adolescent reconstruction, and she smells of... wood polish and dust. And what's this?" She traced her finger along a patch of the woman's skin that transitioned into fur. "Interesting."
"What's interesting?" Beth, genuinely curious, took a seat nearby.
"Oh, the skin beneath her fur is different than her exposed skin. Like, on a cellular level." Ratu pulled out a magnifying glass from her sleeve, her green snake-eye magnified through its lens. "Human hair follicles here, but the fur of a cat elsewhere." She licked her lips, her tongue elongating and hovering over the cat girl's slumbering form for a second before disappearing. "So she's human, or was, anyway."
"Someone made her like this?"
"Oh yes. There are many artifacts across the world that can affect such a transformation. Not much different than that time you were turned to stone, only in this situation, the results were more organic." Ratu tucked away the magnifying glass.
"Wow. Is there any way to undo it?"
"Experimentally? Perhaps. Without knowledge of the method of her transformation, I'm afraid that anything we did would be extremely risky. Besides, I think we should probably talk to her first. Maybe she's this way on purpose."
"I guess." Beth rubbed her arms. There was a chill in the air. "Other than the flooding, any other problems?"
"Some rocks fell in here." Sofia pointed to the rats. "They were nice enough to help us clean up this area. And we might have news." She patted the stack of books next to her. All of them had multiple bookmarks inserted into their pages. "We think we know how to get Mike to the faerie realm."
"I'm sure he'll be ecstatic. Will probably drop everything to do it."
Sofia sighed. "Yeah, I bet he will. You're still planning to go with him... right?"
"I am."
Sofia and Ratu exchanged a look.
"Then we need to address the issue of your spiritual hitchhiker first," Ratu said. "The last thing we need is to discover that Oliver has been biding his time until he can get you alone with Mike. Going to a strange realm would be the perfect time and place for such a move."
Beth frowned. "So what are we going to do?"
"I have everything ready for that, actually." Ratu pointed at the woman on the floor. "Asterion, can you please take our guest to the pagoda? Put the irons on her—they're enchanted to prevent her from leaving—but give her a nice room. Beth, is Jenny with you?"
Beth laughed. "Always." She turned around to reveal the doll sitting in a handmade pouch that Tink had knitted for her. Jenny dangled her arms over the side and did a slow clap.
"Good. We'll need her help. I'll need your help as well, Sofia." She looked over at Sofia. "And Yuki's. That should be enough."
"That's a lot of hands." Sofia closed the book she was working on. "But I could use the distraction. I'll get these put away for safekeeping, and then come join you once I find the fox."
"Thank you, Sofia. Walk with me, Beth."
Ratu walked toward the pagoda, which looked like it had been stolen from a miniature golf course. It was only fifteen feet tall and was decorated in silken flags. Asterion was ahead of them, and he ducked down to step through the silken folds hanging over the entryway.
Beth stepped through and gazed up. The pagoda was far bigger on the inside, stretching several stories high. She had only been inside a couple of times, but never long enough to explore it properly.
Asterion took the cat girl into one of the rooms on the first floor, but Ratu continued up the ramp that spiraled toward the top.
Beth followed the naga, pausing to look in one of the rooms on the way. Inside was a lone table with a sphere of water hovering above a marble bowl. Inside the sphere was a necklace with a blue crystal pendant. She had seen it once before.
"What's that about?" Beth asked.
"Oh. That's an interesting story I don't have time for right now. Let's just say it's a research project. This way." Ratu gestured for Beth to follow her, and they climbed the spiral, moving even higher.
Beth often wondered what would happen if she were to drill a hole in the wall and look outside of it. Would she only be seven feet off the ground? Or would the pagoda burst like a giant balloon, spilling its contents everywhere? If they climbed all the way to the top, would they become tiny?
"In here, please."
Ratu pointed to a room with an unusually large entryway, and she realized that they were at the top of the spiral. When she walked in, she expected to find a throne room, or maybe a giant bed for the naga to sleep in while in snake form, but neither of these was the case.
Glowing runes lined the floor and walls, but in the center of the room were a pair of large glass chambers stacked one on top of the other, and both were suspended within a wooden and wire frame. The magical device was an impressive eight feet tall.
Beth stared. "Is that... an hourglass?"
"Sort of. The premise is the same. What goes up top will fall into the bottom. However, this one has been built to allow the flowing of souls from one place to the other."
Beth's stomach tightened. "That sounds super dangerous."
"Oh, it is." Ratu regarded the device. "Soul magic always is. However, your current situation is potentially worse. Think of it like cancer. For now, that remnant is benign, but it could start to grow, and consume your immortal soul to become something else."
"Shit. So, what, you're going to pull my soul out and stick it in that... thing?"
"Ah, that's where Jenny comes in." Ratu walked up to the device. "The larger the device, the more chances for error. It's actually a thought I had the other day. Jenny will inhabit your body and you will be inside the doll. When I put you, as the doll, inside of here and turn it on, your soul will pass to the bottom of the chamber, carrying along the soul shard itself. I've designed a filter that will allow your soul to return to the doll and trap the demon soul in this." She pulled a crystalline container from beneath the hourglass. "I got the idea for this material very recently. It's capable of holding a human soul indefinitely and should be able to ensure that your parasitic passenger is isolated and contained. Then we put you back in the doll and take you out."
"So what happens if my soul doesn't go back into the doll?"
"Jenny's an expert. She'll get you back where you need to be, no problem." Ratu winked. "Worst case scenario, this fails and Jenny gets a body."
"Ha ha." Beth examined the equipment again. "How long will it take?"
"Once the device is ready, about twenty minutes. I would like the others here to assist me first, so we should probably make ourselves comfortable." Ratu looked around the room. "There's a sitting room just below us that is far more comfortable. We should wait there. Would you like some tea?"
Beth nodded. "Do you have something for frazzled nerves?"
Ratu smiled, then pulled a tin from her sleeves. "I have just the thing."
"What else do you have in there? I've seen you pull stuff out before. Is that a magic kimono? I would kill to have pockets like yours."
"Oh, I have all sorts of things in here." Ratu walked toward the door, and Beth followed. "Yes, the kimono is magical. It's something I made to keep the important things on hand."
"Like tea?"
"Like tea."
Ratu stopped outside of a doorway and gestured inside. Beth walked in and found a small sitting room with a serving table and some comfortable chairs.
"This is lovely." Beth took a seat and watched the naga put some loose leaf tea inside of a metal ball, then lay it in a teacup.
"Thank you. This pagoda has been my home for many centuries, and it has served me well."
"Wow, centuries? Do you just take it with you?"
"Oh yes. It takes some doing, but the whole thing comes down much like a tent, and can be rebuilt at a later time. It has been convenient being able to move about without leaving all my research behind."
"Have you moved often?"
"Indeed." Ratu pulled a pot of water off of its serving dish and held it in the palms of her hands. Her palms glowed with heat, and a trickle of vapor squeezed out of the opening. "It was actually a stroke of good fortune that Emily found me when she did."
"Oh?"
"Yes. I found myself in a bad situation with little hope of a favourable outcome." The vapor from the pot was already turning to steam. "Are you familiar with the naga?"
"No, I'm not."
Ratu smiled demurely. "Once, there were many of us. It was our job to guard the sacred waterways and treasures of the mortal world. I won't bore you with the details, but I was known to get rather curious about the treasures I was guarding. I was seen as a bit of a troublemaker in this respect. The naga migrated across Asia from our home in the mountains, seeking out new waterways to guard, or even mortals to watch."
"So what happened? To the other naga?"
"You would know it as the Industrial Revolution. Rivers being poisoned and drying up sickened the naga, and many of them fell prey to mortals or other magical beings. Naga rely on their connection with the earth to maintain their health, both mental and physical. I was one of the lucky ones. Due to circumstances beyond my control, I was forced to relocate to the Philippines, and had spent many decades hiding among them from one of my own kind. I avoided some of the unnecessary wars and pollution of the mainland, and was able to lie low when trouble came about."
"Interesting. So you came from the Philippines?"
Ratu nodded, then poured the water into the cups. "Let that steep first. Yes, I lived there for a very long time. It's why I look the way I do. Most naga would appear as Indian to you, but we prefer to say that Indian people look like the naga."
"So you can change your human form?"
"Only during a proper shedding." Ratu smirked. "During my next shedding, I could choose to look like you if I wished. But then I would be locked into that form for quite some time, and you would come to resent me as you grew old and your own beauty faded."
"I doubt I'd resent you. I would totally rock my old lady bod."
Ratu laughed. "I have no doubt. Anyway, while living in the Philippines, I chose to change my facial features to minimize detection, but otherwise remained in this general form. I even lived as a human a few times. It was not hard to find a home in the mountains by my river, and I even partook in human culture, though rarely for long stretches of time."
"So I could run into a naga almost anywhere?"
"Not quite. They need to live in an underground space with an ample water source, much like the Labyrinth. We like to be connected to the world in this manner. Many of them rarely venture out, but I've always been a bit more... curious."
"If naga can change their shapes, how do you find other naga?"
"We always know. Think of it like true-seeing. Though I may change my face a hundred times, my identity would be known immediately." Her face darkened, and she looked down at her tea. "That is a story I do not wish to discuss."
"I won't ask. I'm just curious about your people is all." Beth lifted the tea to her lips and paused. She could feel the heat on her lips from the liquid, and assumed she would burn her mouth. "So there are male nagas out there?"
"Indeed. Finer men you will likely never see, but such is the gift of the divine."
"Do all naga have the patterns like you do?" Beth pointed at her own neck for emphasis.
"Only if they choose. I do it as a reminder that I am more than just this human form."
Beth sat in silence for a few moments, but had to know. "Are those patterns everywhere?"
Ratu laughed. "You are a rare individual. Yes, those patterns are everywhere, and yes, it does feel different from regular skin."
A wave of heat filled Beth's cheeks, and she sipped her tea to hide her embarrassment, promptly burning her tongue. The two of them chatted for awhile about nothing in particular, and it occurred to Beth that she had never really had a chance to get to know the naga on a personal level. Ratu preferred the solitude of the Labyrinth, away from the others, and now Beth wondered why that was.
Eventually, Sofia returned with Yuki, who wore a look of concern on her face.
"Is Mike okay?" she asked upon seeing Beth. "Sofia said there was an attack."
"He's fine, though his ego might be a little bruised. He did get beat up by someone half his size." Beth had just finished her second cup of peppermint tea, and she was feeling much better about what was to come.
"I should have been there." The kitsune's eyes glowed for a moment, and then she let out an exasperated sigh. "It really doesn't matter, though. He finds trouble no matter what he's doing."
"He's like a magnet for it." Beth set down her cup. "Are we ready?"
"I think so. Come." Ratu set her cup down as well, and led the group back up to the room with the magical hourglass. Once inside, she had Beth wait by the device, then spoke in low tones with the others.
Beth craned her neck, trying to catch any additional info, but all she caught was bits of magical jargon she didn't understand, and a level of seriousness from all three of them that made her nervous. She pulled Jenny out of her sling and held her tight against her chest.
"You wouldn't let anything happen to me, would you?"
The doll's head rotated a hundred and eighty degrees to look Beth in the face, then winked.
"Okay, remember the 'do fewer creepy things' talk? This is a creepy thing."
Jenny's head swiveled forward, and Beth shivered.
"Okay, we're ready." Ratu walked up to Beth, then looked down at Jenny. "Yuki is going to help me regulate the flow of magic into the device. I estimate that her assistance will triple the chances of success. Sofia's unique ability to tap into the future will be used to prevent the device from overloading, which eliminates almost every other potentially bad outcome."
"I get to stand next to the device and yell at them if it's about to explode," the cyclops grumbled.
Ratu waved a hand dismissively. "Any questions before we begin?"
"No." Beth handed Jenny to Ratu. "But this is the fucking weirdest girl's night ever."
"It isn't night time, but we're getting close." Ratu took the doll. "I'm not certain what you may experience while in spirit form, but do your best to hang on."
"Let's just get it over with." Beth looked at the doll. "That's your cue."
Jenny's eyes glowed, and the world became a gray mist until all that was left was Jenny and Beth.
A shadow stretched itself out of the doll, and Jenny stepped free, her long hair obscuring her face. She took a few lurching steps toward Beth, then rolled her head to one side to reveal a macabre grin. Jenny lifted her arm and poked Beth in the shoulder.
"Tag. You're it." Though her voice was just a whisper, the whole world imploded, and then went dark.

🏡🏡🏡"We're sure this is the room she came from?" Mike stood in the second floor hallway, his eyes on the door in front of him. The hallway used to be L-shaped, but with the appearance of the latest addition, it now split at the end.
"Quite sure, Lord Mike." Reggie stood farther back, a rat guard on each side. "Her scent trail comes to this room."
"Oh boy." He put his hand on the door, then looked at Tink. "You sure about this?"
The goblin's goggles were over her eyes, but he knew that they were both bloodshot from the fight earlier. He had practically dragged Tink to the centaur village for some quick medical care, and she had dragged him back after they declared her ornery, but fine.
She now wore fierce grin and held a crossbow aimed at the door.
"Tink ready."
He pushed open the door and stepped aside, allowing Tink to rush in. The rats followed, and he and Reggie brought up the rear.
"Huh." The room was practically empty. Tink was surveying the perimeter, but unless there was a secret door hidden away, there wasn't anything to be seen. A broken harp had been tipped over in the corner, and the floors were made of wood. "What is this place?"
"Empty. Room good for music and dance." Tink pushed her goggles up. "Tink remember, Emily play music box in here."
"What music box?"
"Tink no see." The goblin touched the walls, then looked out the window. "No place for sneaky cat bitch to hide."



"Do you suppose she was trapped?" He looked around the room, then turned at the sound of footsteps.
Dana stepped around the corner carrying a small toolbox.
"There you are. So far, nothing major to report. Some roof damage and you need new windows. There was a temporary clog in the fountain, but Naia and I fixed it." She paused and surveyed the room, then looked at the harp. "So this is where she came from?"
"Yeah. I didn't get the sense that she was after me or anything. It was more like she was trying to run away."
"Makes sense. Maybe she got locked away in here and wanted her freedom." Dana set the toolbox down. "I took a peek in the room downstairs. Didn't see anything lurking about, but you should probably come down and check it out with me."
"Why?"
"Because it's full of all sorts of things. Easier for you to just come see it." Dana took a look around. "Far more interesting than this room. This place looks like it's been cleaned out."
He nodded, then headed for the door. Tink looked up from the harp, then set it down to follow. Reggie stopped at the stairs, then looked up.
With a series of grunts and squeaks, he sent the rat soldiers up the stairs.
"If anybody comes out of the third floor, we will know." He adjusted his plastic glasses and followed them down the stairs, holding Tink's hand to walk on his back legs.
At the bottom, they turned into the office and Mike saw Death standing outside the new room, bony fingers stroking his chin and a cup of tea in the other.
"Ah, Mike Radley, you have found a most interesting space. I have been waiting for you to join me, and—" Death's fiery orbs looked beyond Mike. "Is that a magical toolbox?"
"What?" He looked at the toolbox Dana was holding. "Why do you think it's magical?"
Death pushed Mike aside and knelt down to inspect it. "What sort of magic makes it float like this? And it seems to be following you, Mike Radley."
Dana frowned. "He has a weird sense of humor, doesn't he?"
"You can see him?" Mike asked.
"Of course, but we've never talked or anything." She pointed at herself. "I did technically die, so I thought that explained why I could see him. But whenever I tried to talk with him, he just kept looking at his maps. I figured maybe he was pissed that I got away or something, so I've just been leaving him alone."
"Mike Radley, who are you talking to?" Death was looking near where Dana stood, his bony brow furrowed.
"I'm talking to Dana. You... can you not see her?"
"I am capable of seeing anything with a soul, yet I only see you, the goblin, and His Majesty, the Rat King. Are you saying there is somebody else here?" Death held out a bony hand. "You may call me Death. I am pleased to meet you."
"Oh, I still have my soul. That's the problem." Dana reached out for his hand, but her hand passed through it. "I can't touch him, apparently."
"Her hand went through yours," Mike explained.
"Fascinating." Death stood up and swallowed some more tea. "You have brought me a better room to conduct my studies in, and an intriguing mystery. Today has been a wonderful day for me."
Mike shook his head in disbelief. "I'm happy for you, Death. Really."
Death let out a chuckle and stepped away from Dana. "I am learning so much in your home."
"Yeah, so am I." He shook his head with a grin, then turned to look in the new room.
It was well decorated, and had several bookshelves covered with a variety of items. On one wall was a large collection of pictures and some devices that looked like goggles with sticks on them, and the other wall had a large phonograph machine. Covering the walls was a bewildering assortment of artifacts that looked like they came straight out of a museum, and in the middle of the room was a large, ebony table with a stack of records on it.
"See what I mean?" Dana walked over to the phonograph. "Now that you're here, I can try this out and see if it works."
"Why do I have to be here?" he asked.
"In case it doesn't. Didn't want to take the blame." She smirked, and picked up a record and put in on the phonograph. Mike watched her mess with the device until the scratchy tones of an old record filled the room with soft music.
"Sounds like it works."
"Yeah. The record isn't labeled though, and I didn't take enough liberal arts classes to tell you what song it is."
"Tink like phonograph." The goblin moved toward the device, then took a step back. "But Tink no touch. Break too many times."
"Break it as much as you like," Mike told her. "I'll just have you fix it."
Tink grinned, and Dana handed her a record. While the two of them messed with the phonograph, he circled the room. What looked like Egyptian hieroglyphs had been carved into the sides of the shelves, and several of the pictures were printed in duplicate.
"Weird." He held up a picture of a dig site. The pictures seemed old, but the clarity of the image was amazing. In the one he held, a large statue was being excavated. "Why are there two of every copy?"
"Oh, neat." Dana picked up one of the goggles and held it to her face. "These are stereoscopes. Here." She took the picture from him and set it in the frame, then fiddled with a knob at the top. "Now look."
When he held it to his eyes, he saw the world of the picture extend into three-dimensions. "That is pretty cool."
"Right, Mike Radley?" Death's voice came from over his shoulder, and he nearly dropped the stereoscope. Death had found a stereoscope of his own and was looking at a picture of a pyramid. "This is way more interesting than a map."
"I'm sure." He looked around, then spotted a large statue tucked in an alcove clutching a scepter. "Is that Anubis?"
Dana looked up at the statue. "It might be. Certainly looks straight out of the movies, doesn't it?"
"Wasn't he a death god or something? Shit." He set his stereoscope down. "Let's leave for now. I feel like we're just going to end up cursed or something if we go digging through all this stuff without the necessary precautions. Last thing I need is to unleash the mummy's wrath or something."
A loud screech filled the room, causing him to jump. Everyone turned to look at Tink, who had lifted up a panel on the phonograph, causing the record to pop off. The goblin blushed, then lowered the panel.
"May I continue to use this room, Mike Radley?" the Grim Reaper asked.
"Yes, but no fighting with Anubis." He pointed at the statue. "There's plenty of room in my heart for both of you."
"You are a good soul, Mike Radley." Death held the stereoscope to his face.
"So... upstairs?" He looked at Tink and Reggie. The goblin and the Rat King nodded, and they left Death behind to enjoy the pictures in the room.

🏡🏡🏡"Hello?"
Beth hovered in the void, her eyes on a shape in the distance. There were no stars, no ground, just blackness, save for something that looked suspiciously like an antique lamp post. She tried to kick or swim through the void, but was unable to discern any sort of movement.
From all around her came a low pitched buzzing sound that turned on and off intermittently. She wondered if she was hearing voices from the real world, or if this was some dumb version of purgatory.
Typically, when she and Jenny exchanged places, she was unconscious for all of it. She wondered now if her soul was already inside of the device, slowly being extracted into the lower chamber.
She would have shivered at the thought, if she had a proper body.
The light from the lamp post flickered, and she realized that she was moving closer to it. She let out a sigh, relieved to see something other than a yawning void around her.
Her limbs were transparent until she stepped into the light of the lamp. The lamp post stood on a round patch of cobblestone roughly ten feet in diameter. Curious, she crouched down and looked at the edge of the island she was on. The ground flickered and expanded with the light of the torch, and she tried to feel the edges of the ground with her fingers, only for her hands to vanish once they were outside of the light.
"Light equals matter. Okay." She walked around the edge of the island, but learned nothing new, then turned her attention toward the lamp.
It was ornate, and roughly ten feet tall. The flame inside was far too bright to look at directly, so she focused on the wrought iron structure beneath. Intricate patterns shifted along the length of the lamp, and the flickering light above cast twisted shadows down its length.
"It's beautiful, isn't it?"
The voice startled her, and she spun on one foot, her back slamming against the lamp.
"You!" she hissed.
"Me." Oliver stepped out of the darkness, wearing a white button down shirt and dress pants. His red skin was paler than usual, and his tie had been undone, hanging limply over his shoulders. "Or, at least as much me as I ever remember being."
"So you survived." She stepped around the lamp, putting it between her and the demon. Mike and Yuki had rescued her from an eternal damnation with the demon by putting a dagger through his head and then popping the dimension he was trapped in, like bursting a bubble. With nowhere to go, it was assumed that Oliver had simply ceased to exist.
"And you'd be right, in a manner of speaking." Oliver grinned, without a hint of malice. "Of course I can hear your thoughts. You are literally just a soul right now. It's like reading a book for me."
"How are you here?"
"I'm that little part of me that Oliver left on you. Maybe, in a way, I'm technically just an offshoot of the original, or what's left of him." He held up his hands to reveal that, despite the light's presence, they were semi-transparent. "I'm afraid that something like this is beyond my own knowledge, at least, until you ask me about it. Upon your destruction of my dimension, the universe hung on a coin toss involving the fate of the demon you knew as Oliver. Should he be freed and dumped back into the material plane? Or was his place in eternal destruction? His opinion could hardly be asked, as that cursed blade kept him from waking."
"So he is gone."
"He is, but he isn't. The Void is funny like that. By nature, non-existence is a paradox. I can have an empty box, or a full box, but the Void itself cannot be an empty box, because that would imply that something exists in the first place. I guess you could say that he went to the same place that your dreams do when you're awake."
"You mean like the Dreamscape?"
He laughed. "Hardly. I mean your ordinary, run of the mill dreams. When you meet a stranger inside of them, where have they come from, and where do they go? Did they truly live full lives until you chanced upon them, and have they died upon your awakening?"
"This sounds suspiciously like an effort to get me to discuss philosophy with you."
"Or maybe it's an attempt to get you to ask the right question so that I may decide what my fate is to be." He circled to the left, but Beth moved, keeping the lamp between them. "You see, I'm not sure what I am. I'm a ghost of a shadow of a memory at best. In fact, I have no true memory of a time before this moment. I am still everything that Oliver was, but everything I know, I know from your memories. Now I wonder if I'm simply a figment of your imagination."
"Then I guess you want to know what comes next?"
He nodded. "When you wake, do I die? Will I persist again? Is my eternity conscripted to this all too brief and bleak existence, or is there some hope of salvation?"
"Sounds like you're wrestling with the same shit people do every day." Beth leaned against the lamp post, pressing her cheek against the cool metal. "Until I met everyone at the house, I wondered those same things. Is there life after death? What happens to people when they die? All that fun stuff. Those questions account for a majority of mankind's decisions, in my opinion."
"Oh?" Oliver sat down, as if on a chair, but none was visible. "You have my curiosity."
"Do we have souls? What's the meaning of life? If I do this, do I get into heaven? All those things. You can either live in existential terror over every decision, or simply accept that you just don't know. Approach death in the same way that you approached birth." She arched an eyebrow. "Welcome to being a fucking human being."
"And what would you have of me? Should I not know what will happen when you leave this place? I'm not even sure what this place is." He looked over his shoulder into the darkness. "Nor am I sure how we are here."
A loud buzzing sound filled the space, loud enough that they both covered their ears until it was over.
"What the fuck was that?" Beth growled.
Oliver's yellow eyes flashed. "Magical dissonance. Whatever is holding us here is struggling to contain us. We are hearing a physical manifestation of a magical ripple effect."
"Oh." She realized she hadn't meant to ask the question. "So you don't know what's causing it?"
"No. You asked what that noise was, and that's all I got." He stood from his imaginary chair. "And you remember that I cannot lie."
"That I do." But what if the rules had changed?
"You would have no way of knowing." He grinned, his teeth on display. "I've decided that I want to play a game."
"And what if I refuse?"
"Well, such a refusal would indeed be your choice, but consider this; I have no idea what will happen to me when you leave this place, if I will live or die, but now I wonder what would happen to me if I were to find a way to dispose of you instead. Perhaps my fate would be the same, or maybe I would be allowed to go free in your stead."
"You have no idea how much I fucking hate you."
"I have some idea. While I don't remember existing before this moment, I do have access to those shared memories." He licked his lips. "It's a weird thought, isn't it? If not for my memories, perhaps I would be a different creature, yet here I am, ready to make the same mistakes all over again."
"So what's the game you wish to play?"
"Hide and seek."
"There's nowhere to hide. We're surrounded by darkness."
"Then I think I will let you hide first. If I find you, you have to ask me the question of my choosing."
"What's the question?"
"How do I get out of here? We could skip the game and you could simply help me."
Beth swallowed the lump in her throat. There was no way she could let him out. "And if I refuse?"
Oliver fanned out his fingers, revealing long talons. "I spend whatever time I have left shredding your skin off your body, or maybe even bite pieces of you off until I'm full. Maybe find a way to curse you to the same fate I suffered."
"Why even give me a choice?"
His eyes shone. "Because we are tied together. And you know how much I love my games."
Shit, shit, shit. Beth backed away from the lamp post. "I'm not going to agree to anything."
"Doesn't matter. I'm going to count to twenty to give you a fair shot." He winked. "And when I catch you, we'll see who comes out on top. This time, you don't have your friends to bail you out. It's just you and me here, and whatever lies in the darkness."
"But I—"
"One." Oliver covered his eyes with his hands, then let out a scary laugh. His fingers were now triple their original length, with inch-long talons. The scene was almost comical because his head disappeared in his over-sized palms. "Two."
Beth bolted out into the darkness, her body disappearing. The little island receded behind her, and she chanced a look back. Oliver stood beneath the light, but she could no longer hear him.
Realizing that she could move backwards just as fast, she turned to keep an eye on him, then drifted sideways a bit. It would be no good traveling in a straight line, especially if he could move faster than she did.
The island was tiny now, and the universe buzzed again.
The demon lowered his hands and leapt toward where she had been, slapping the light out of the lamp post. Flames scattered into the darkness, creating a weird pattern of visions to emerge as unseen objects caught on fire. Her mind twisted about in an effort to understand what she was seeing. The entire world briefly looked like a crystalline lattice, then exploded with light.
"Oof!" She had fallen hard onto the ground, rolling on a patch of grass.
"Beth!" A voice from her past called out to her, and she looked up to see that she was lying on a soccer field. She now wore a jersey and a pair of gym shorts. Scanning the area, she stood and brushed herself off.
"What are you doing over there?" The voice asked again, and she rolled her eyes. It was Janine Lucillo, her best friend from middle school. Her family had moved away the summer before freshman year, and Beth had been devastated.
She turned around to see the plucky brunette running toward her, arms waving in the air. Beth surveyed the area. Yep, it was her former middle school. However, from where she stood, the middle school looked like it had been painted on the wall, and even the clouds above were suspect.
It was like a giant soundstage. Anything farther than a hundred feet away was clumsily made or just painted on the background.
"Hey, I've been looking for you." Janine grabbed her by the hand. "I needed to talk to you about something."
Janine looked so small.
"What is this place? Why are you here?"
Janine frowned. "Um, so, like, my dad found a new job."
"Uh huh." Was this some sort of trick? She didn't see anybody else nearby, but needed to keep moving.
"It means my family has to move." Janine's eyes were watering up now, and Beth looked at her again.
"Oh." This was a memory. In fact, this was the day that Janine told her she was going to have to move. The two of them had cried all afternoon, then ridden their bikes to the mall for ice cream. But why this memory?
Janine was crying now, having the other half of a conversation that Beth wasn't participating in. She wandered away, leaving the distraught teen behind her. The school was the only building that was nearby, but it had been painted onto the horizon. She wondered if the door to the building might work. If so, the school would have plenty of places to hide.
The whole world rumbled again, and Beth looked at the sky. Other than the birds that had been painted over the clouds, everything seemed fine.
She broke into a jog, and immediately noticed that the definition of the building changed as she grew closer. The building painted onto the wall appeared to stretch and distort toward her, suddenly becoming real. Beth looked back over her shoulder to see Janine and a younger version of herself painted on the soccer field. Both of them were crying and holding each other.
It was like the island, only now she was the light. Was it the same way for Oliver? Was he running toward a picture of her right now, just waiting for it to become three-dimensional?
The middle school was built of brick with large glass windows. She couldn't quite see through the glass, but the interior looked like it was painted on as well.
Pulling on the door, she stepped inside and froze. There were dozens of versions of herself running around, all of them different ages.
Curious, she picked one to follow. It was the sixth grade version of her, and she was running to her locker with her hand over her mouth. Once Beth drew close, the little girl disappeared and Beth now wore her outfit.
Something was in her hand. It was a piece of paper, and she lifted it to reveal that the writing was obscure, but the large red F on the page was not.
"Oh." She remembered this. It had been a book report, and while everyone else had chosen things like The Babysitter Club, she had written a full report on a book she had found under her mother's bed. The title was long lost to her, but she remembered getting in trouble for writing a report on smut.



In-school detention, followed by a meeting with her parents, she thought her life had been over.
Moving through the halls, she tried to dig up some more memories of her childhood to confirm her theory. She turned the corner of the hallway and saw another version of herself in a white dress walking sideways toward the front door, the wall to her back while Janine ran ahead to open the door.
"Awesome." These weren't just regular memories, but were some of her most intense ones. Janine had helped her get home without the rest of the school knowing she had bled through her dress.
Home.
How many memories did she have there? Could Oliver see all of her memories? Maybe it made sense to surround herself with copies of herself, but she would need to find some that were a bit older in order to make that happen.
She caught up to Janine, and her outfit changed into a school appropriate white dress. When they ran outside, there was a large perspective shift. Instead of the two mile walk to her house, it had been shortened to a couple hundred feet, the entire walk squished down onto a pair of distant panels. If she moved toward the wall, the world expanded just a bit. Were her memories being compressed? On some level, it made sense.
Upon reaching her house, she came to a stop. Janine vanished into the cacophony of Beths of various ages that spiraled around the house. She had grown up in only one house, and it was strange to see hundreds of versions of her parents standing nearby.
"I need the older ones," she said, moving across the front yard.
Her outfit shifted several dozens of times as she overlapped and became the different versions of herself. Each Beth was printed on a transparent film, and the more she focused, the more of them flipped away like pages in a book, vanishing from view. Little Beths no longer rode their bikes, or tried to skateboard for the first (and last) time, and several memories of Janine vanished as well.
"C'mon, c'mon." Here was a teenage version of herself screaming at her mother. An older teen holding a college acceptance letter. Her dad chewing out a boy on the front porch for bringing her home late while she cowered behind the door.
The home held so many memories, and she tried to concentrate on specific ones. Visits from college, or beyond. When was the last time she had gone to see her parents? She was always working these days, and now she wondered how much they missed her.
Once inside the house, she took a quick look around the living room. Sleepovers, baking cookies with mom, doing math homework with Dad. Seeing her parents when they were young tugged at her heartstrings, and she got caught up watching her parents chase a seven year old Beth around the living room couch.
"Focus," she growled through her teeth, and several of the phantoms vanished. She wandered through the house, wondering if she should try and find a more recent memory to hide inside of. But where? She had followed herself here, maybe she could follow an older version out?
The world buzzed, and she looked out the front window of the house. On the painted wall in the distance was a dark splotch that was slowly growing wider.
Of course. Nobody in the world knew her better than Oliver had. The demon had been inside her head, watching and waiting. Undoubtedly, he would look for her where she was most likely to hide, and it wouldn't be long before he was here.
Could Oliver predict her next moves? He had been able to read her mind, after all. Could he still read it, even now?
"Shit!" If he could, it didn't matter where she went. Then again, wouldn't he have caught her much sooner?
She needed to make an unpredictable move. He knew she would try to hide in one of her own memories if he drew near, but which one?
Out front, she saw herself get into a car loaded with boxes and back down the driveway with her dad at the wheel. That was moving day. They had stopped for lunch at a barbecue place, and he had reminded her that college could be fun and amazing, but to never lose sight of what was important.
Another car backed out of the driveway, a fifteen year old Beth clutching the wheel nervously. It was her first driving lesson, and her mom was already frazzled because Beth had already pulled forward into the trash cans on accident.
Several other cars were leaving all at once, superimposed over each other. It would make the most sense to hop in one of them and go, thus leaving the demon behind.
It made the most sense, so she needed to do the opposite. Focusing again on the older versions of herself, she caught sight of a twenty year old Beth sneaking onto the front porch, her eyes looking up and down the street. A brown package had been placed on the doorstep, and she grabbed it and took it into the house.
Beth watched herself run up to her bedroom and heard the door click shut. She knew exactly what was about to happen, and ran up the stairs. She pushed open the door to her room to see herself slowly opening the box, a look of hungry anticipation on her face.
Her first couple of years in college had involved sharing a room with Julianna Price, one of the biggest prudes she had ever met. Beth had ordered a dildo online called the Devil's Knot, and had it delivered to her parents house over winter break. She had been afraid her parents would see the package, and had watched out her bedroom window for the delivery truck for almost ten hours to make sure she grabbed it.
This was it, the memory she needed. Oliver was expecting her to hide, but she was going to do it in plain sight. Everything about what she was going to do seemed absolutely insane, which made it the perfect choice. It was a lateral move, and she hoped the demon couldn't predict it.
She stepped into the memory, and her clothing changed to a pair of flannel pajamas with bears wearing scarves on them. The Devil's Knot was clutched tightly in her hands, and she marveled at how thick it felt. In the middle of the large red dildo was a knot roughly the size of her fist, a knot that had gotten her off almost every time she came home for a visit until she got her first apartment.
It had been the first in her collection, but she had parted with it long ago when it had developed some cracks in the rubber. It had been an early lesson in dildo maintenance, and a costly one for a college student who was usually short on spending money.
A chill settled over the house, and the world buzzed again. Downstairs, the front door slammed open.
"Lucy, I'm home!" Oliver's voice resonated through the house.
Beth cleared her mind, letting the memory carry her away. She had used cash that she had saved on the side to buy a gift card to purchase the Devil's Knot. She had first seen it in an article about unusual sex toys, and had quickly become the sole focus of her attention. Back in her dorm room, she had three different vibrators hidden away, but they could no longer touch the itch that the Knot had created for her.
It had a suction cup, but she worried that the wooden floor would become stained by the amount of lube she would pour over it. The last thing she needed was to explain the magic sex circle that would inevitable appear in her room, so she carried it into the bathroom and searched for a suitable place to put it.
She considered the bathroom counter, but imagined what would happen if she slipped and fell. Which one of her parents would bust into her bathroom to find her ass in the air and the Knot dangling from her pussy? Would she clench up, causing the Knot to become fixed in place, thus requiring an emergency room trip?
Nope. Not the counter. Her bathtub had a wide rim, and the floor would probably work. However, the floor was very cold, and she was more than a little scared of the Knot itself. She wanted to have more control over the situation, to take it one step at a time.
Below, she heard furniture being tossed about, and Oliver growled.
She decided on mounting it vertically on the rim of the tub. With a little squirt of water, she stuck it on the porcelain surface and appraised it with a grin.
"Ah, fuck." She had forgotten to wash it first. Pulling it off was difficult, but once she did, a little bit of soap and water put her mind at ease, and she reattached it, then grabbed the free sample of lube that had come with it.
The process was clinical, but she covered the whole thing in lube, her hands expanding around the thick part, causing her stomach to tighten. This was really going to happen; she was actually going to try to fit this thing inside of her.
Should she go completely naked? Or would it make more sense to keep something on in case her parents came to check on her? There were so many ways this could go wrong, and each one ended in some form of abject humiliation.
A door below her squeaked, and she recognized it as the door to the basement. Growing up, she had been convinced that some form of evil lived down there, but when she was older, she learned that most of her monsters were just the old furnace kicking on and breathing life into the house.
The basement was somewhere she never would have hidden, and the fact that she could hear Oliver clomping down the stairs while monologuing meant that he was trying to outguess her. She couldn't make out what he was saying, but could hear him scratching at the walls as he descended.
She kept her shirt on. For some reason, she felt embarrassed getting completely naked, and that extra layer of clothing meant the difference between moving forward or cleaning off her toy and waiting until her parents weren't home.
"Okay, so..." Playtime was typically relegated to an 'under the blanket and pretend I'm napping if Julianna comes home early' affair, and the freedom of having the whole room to herself left her with some options. Did she want to take her time and get in the mood first? Or did she want to get off and clean up before anybody found out?
The Devil's Knot demanded a certain level of respect, and she knew that trying to get off in a hurry wasn't going to be easy. She made a quick trip to her bedroom and grabbed a pocket vibrator from her underwear drawer, then came back to the bathroom and spread her towel out on the floor to keep her legs from getting chilly.
She turned on the vibrator and touched it to her clit. A jolt went through her pelvis, and she sighed in approval. It had been a few days, a deliberate decision on her part. The first time with the Devil's Knot needed to be special, but she also wanted to be properly excited for it. Julianna's Bible group met every Tuesday and Thursday evening, and Beth had practiced stretching herself out with hairbrush handles, Sharpie markers—whatever she could find that was in her desk.
The wait had been long, but now it felt like Christmas, only she knew that the biggest package under the tree was for her.
"Ho, ho, ho, little girl," she mumbled in her best Santa voice, scooting toward the dildo. "You've been very good this year."
"Oh, I certainly have, Santa." She spoke in falsetto this time, letting out a grunt while she teased the opening of her snatch with the vibrator. "I get good grades, live with a bitchy prude, and all I want is a little monster dick for Christmas."
"How about a big monster dick—" she said with a laugh, unable to keep a straight face any longer. Roleplaying while masturbating seemed like something that would be forever beyond her.
She closed her eyes and let images of monster porn run through her mind. If there was one thing the internet was good for, it was giving her plenty of material for the spank bank, a term she had overheard in one of her classes.
She scooped some of the lube off of the Knot and teased herself, pushing one finger inside. The sensation was incredible, but even better was how wet she was once she got past her labia.
Fingering herself helped, and she kept stroking her clit with the vibrator while she added a second finger, and then a third, getting good and properly ready. Her eyes were locked onto the top of the Devil's Knot now. The tip looked largely like a regular cock, but tapered to a point with a split down the middle.
The buzz resonated through the house, temporarily breaking her out of the memory.
Crashing noises from below were followed by the sound of low growls, and then the sound of Oliver traipsing up the stairs. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she let herself slip back into the memory.
There was nothing seductive about the way she stood and positioned herself over the rubber cock, and she nearly lost her nerve when she saw her reflection in the mirror. She sat down with the cock between her legs, the thick knot resting against her lower belly.
"Holy shit," she whispered, giving the cock a flick. The tip bounced against her belly. Was it even going to fit?
The thought flooded her with heat, and she took a deep breath and stood up.
Oliver shoved his way into her room, dark smoke drifting from his scalp and forming a cape on his back. He squinted, his eyes on a version of her trying on dresses for the prom.
"I know you're in here," he hissed, then crossed her room and vanished. Her closet door opened. "Which one are you?" he muttered.
He can't filter them out. Was that because these were her memories? How many hundreds of versions of her did he see right now?
Oliver froze, his head turning toward the bathroom.
She stood up and placed the tip of the Devil's Knot between her labia, then lowered herself a couple of inches, her eyes closing as she savored the sensation of her vaginal canal filling up with medical grade rubber.
"Unf." I just need to turn the keys and drive off, he'll never be able to find me. When she opened her eyes, she could see the demon regarding her from the door of the bathroom.
"There you are." He opened his claws wide and moved forward, but Beth kept her gaze unfocused, looking past him.
Wait, is this the time I head out to college? Dad drove me, shit. No, wait, here we go, that road trip down to Florida. Yeah, there we go.
Oliver swung at something she couldn't see. The thick knot of the dildo was now pressing against her labia, and she paused to add a bit more lube. She used the vibrator on her clit again, humming along with the little toy as she did a series of small bounces against the thick rubber invader.
"Mmh, yeah, that's... yes..." Oliver was looking directly at her now, and he took a step forward and raised his claws.
In her mind's eye, she pictured turning the keys in the ignition, and the stereo blaring to life. She always left it turned way up, and the speakers pumped Christina Aquilera's Genie in a Bottle throughout the car.
"Fuck." Oliver turned around and bolted, and she heard his heavy footsteps slam down the stairs. Beth kept her mind on the song, playing it at full volume while she bounced on the knot.
"Oh... fuck..." The knot was slowly making headway as she loosened up, and she pushed herself onto it, feeling that thick bulge work its way inside of her. The Devil's Knot was no joke, and she wondered if she would ever be able to make it fit the rest of the way.
"Fuck it." She poured a liberal amount of lube all over her lap and forced herself down onto the cock. A small bulge formed above her pubic hair as the knot was shoved inside of her, and she clenched her teeth to keep from crying out.
The world buzzed again, and the room shook. She fell sideways off the tub, and the Devil's Knot slid with her, then popped free of the porcelain surface of the bathtub's rim. When she hit the ground, the dildo popped free of her and smacked the side of the tub with a loud splat, scattering lube all over.
"Ow, shit!" This wasn't what had happened before, and the sound of footsteps coming through the house and up the stairs filled her with dread.
"Sneaky little bitch," the demon said as he stepped into her bedroom, his eyes on her prone form. Beth used the bathroom counter to stand, and picked up the towel to cover her nakedness. "Looks like I found you."
He charged at her, but slipped on the lube and crashed into her legs instead. Beth scrambled over him, but he grabbed her leg with one hand and pulled her down.
"Ask me the question," he demanded, flames crackling around his eyes. "Ask me before this place falls apart!"
"Eat a dick." She grabbed the base of the Devil's Knot and smacked him across the face with it, covering him in lube and blinding him. He snarled and scooped lube out of his eyes, and Beth pulled herself into the bedroom, her outfit changing into a pair of overalls with paint on them.
The time mom helped me paint my room. It had been when she was fifteen, and her mother had declared that it was time for Beth's room to look like a grown-up's. The two of them had spent all weekend doing it.
That also meant that the floor was now covered in tarps and paint cans, and she stumbled over the ladder her mom had used to paint the ceiling. Oliver stepped out of the bathroom, goo dripping off his face, then grabbed Beth by her overalls and picked her up.
The world buzzed and shook so hard that the floor creaked beneath them. Oliver tossed her across the room and onto her bed, her outfit changing in midair into her red sequined prom dress, then a pair of pajamas. He showed her the razor sharp teeth in his mouth and held his arms out wide to reveal his distorted, demonic hands.
"You're almost out of time," he growled. The whole world buzzed again, and this time, cracks formed along the floor and ceiling. The painted sky out her window had giant cracks in it as well, and Beth let out a yelp of terror, then gritted her teeth.
"Never going to happen." She flipped him the bird and threw herself backward into her bedroom window. The glass didn't shatter, but split and stretched like old cellophane. She fell into her front yard, the breath knocked from her body, but she managed to get to her feet anyway. This place wasn't real, and she didn't need to breathe. All she needed to do was run, and she was now wearing a jogging outfit.
Her memories were cracking like glass and shattering all around her, and the buzzing now played nonstop. Everything tilted left, and she lost her footing and tumbled into her neighbor's yard. The trees and bushes were little more than painted pieces of particle board, and she bounced off the oak tree only to tip over the nearby hedge. Suddenly dizzy, she fell down a few feet later, her hands clutching at the grass to keep from sliding back into the street. Everything tilted until she was almost vertical lying on the ground.
"Do it now, Beth!" Oliver was digging his claws into the soil to crawl his way over to her, his crimson eyes blazing with anger. His skin was burning, bits of it falling away as ash. "Ask me how to escape!"
"I'd rather die than let you out." she told him, then let go of the grass.
She fell, her feet punching holes in the side of the house. That infernal buzzing was now shaking the world apart, and she tried to free herself to get away. Oliver slammed into the siding, the skin of his face splitting down the middle to reveal the scaly skin beneath.
"Then that's what will happen." He grabbed her by the throat and pulled her free, a large grin on his face. The whole sky now had a crack across it, and Beth could now hear angry shouting fill her world.
She met Oliver's gaze and spat in his face. "Looks like it's gonna be a tie, asshole."
The demon opened his mouth wide, and pulled her face into his jaws. She closed her eyes, trying to avoid the scream that had built up in her chest.
Olivers' teeth slammed together, just missing her face. Beth was yanked from his grasp, bouncing along the side of the house and coming to a stop at a pair of pale, bare feet. She looked up in awe at the dark and mottled spirit standing over her.



Jenny regarded the demon before her with curiosity, then looked down at Beth.
"You did thirst for blood, and with blood I fill you." Jenny's lips didn't move, her voice coming from everywhere.
"Oh, I know who you are. You don't frighten me, you—" the siding on the house exploded, turning into dozens of sharp, wooden spears that punctured the demon and held him in place. He made little gasping sounds, his limbs twitching in place.
Jenny grabbed Beth's hand, then pulled her to her feet.
"Do you..." Beth looked at Oliver. "Get me out of here, please."
The ghost let out an eerie laugh, then pulled Beth to the side of the house. Behind them, the wood was already crackling as Oliver ripped it apart. When Jenny tossed herself over the side of the house, Beth followed.
They were falling through the sky, moving toward the crack in it. The buzzing sound was loud enough that she could hear nothing else. While tumbling, she looked back over her shoulder to see that Oliver was now behind them, looking like he lost a fight with a mutant porcupine.
She shouted to Jenny, who was ahead of her, but the ghost didn't look back. Drawing closer to the crack, the world dimmed and then turned black as it had before. Light poured through the opening, and she was almost there when a clawed hand grabbed onto her foot.
"No!" she cried as Oliver pulled her back into the void. A clammy hand clamped onto her wrist, and she looked up to see Jenny grabbing the edge of the crack with one hand while holding Beth with the other.
Stuck in a tug of war between the two, Beth lashed out, kicking at Oliver with her feet. His body was now breaking apart and crumbling into nothingness, his mouth open wide in agony. She missed him the first few times, but her final kick hit him in the jaw, and his face exploded into a cloud of ash. His grip now gone, she rocketed through the gap and into the light. She screamed in rage, pain, and fear. The world tilted again, but this time, a pair of hands caught her.
"Seal it!" Ratu shouted, and there was a loud pop as the device was shut off. Ratu helped Beth into a sitting position, where she held her stomach and sobbed uncontrollably.
Minutes went by, and Ratu stroked Beth's head while she cried.
Through her tears, Beth saw that the top of the device had been blown apart, and Jenny was held in place by a busted wire. The bottom half of the device was cracked in multiple places, and beneath it was the crystalline container Ratu had showed her. Inside the chamber was a black ooze that bubbled like hot mud as it gradually became clearer.
"Is... is he gone?" Beth finally asked.
"Is that what happened in there? Did the demon make an appearance?"
Beth nodded. "He was inside there with me."
"I didn't account for that level of sentience. It may be a result of extinguishing the original host, but no matter. Your soul got caught up in the filter with his, and he wasn't letting go of you. The device kept overheating, and when the top broke off, Jenny rushed in to help you. I've never seen anything quite like it, frankly. Jenny risked her own soul to save yours."
"Is Jenny okay?" Beth wiped the tears from her eyes.
The doll waved to her from the harness, then spun her head around a single time.
Beth laughed, then let out a long sigh. "Is that black stuff him?"
"It was." Yuki said this, and she was examining the substance in the crystal. "Ratu, you should come check this out."
"Excuse me." Ratu moved away from Beth and pulled the container free of the device.
Beth waited for someone to say something, but Yuki and Ratu consulted each other in whispered tones while Sofia pulled Jenny out of her harness.
"Well?" she asked, breaking the silence.
"See for yourself." Ratu came over to her with the container. The black sludge inside was gone, replaced with what looked like a large amount of snot.
"What am I looking at?"
"It's complicated, but I'll tell you what you need to know. The demon you knew as Oliver has been completely wiped from this plane of existence, and can never return. You are finally free of him."
Beth wiped one final tear from her eye, then smiled with satisfaction.
"Good."

🏡🏡🏡This chapter was a lot of fun for me to write because I absolutely adore horror movies. I also really liked the idea of having Beth relive that first time using a new dildo. Anyone who has ever had to wait for something like that to arrive in the mail knows exactly what I am talking about.
Next chapter will focus on Mike as he tries to figure out the room on the third floor. It will also have a sex scene some of you have been waiting for, and will end with a bang as our heroes head off to the faerie realm to get back everybody's favorite banshee!
Don't forget to rate, comment, or send me feedback! I read all of them (even if I don't respond), and can't wait to share my next chapter with you!
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In and Out
Up on the third floor, Mike contemplated the large set of double doors in front of him. The wall where the wardrobe used to be had been replaced with a slightly wider hallway that terminated after a few yards at a large pair of metal doors with a series of gears built into them.
He tested the handle, but the door didn't budge. Symbols were emblazoned across both doors with shapes that seemed astronomical in nature—he recognized the symbol for the moon and the sun, and the planet Mars, but that was it.
"Well?" He looked at Tink. "What's supposed to be behind here?"
"Wrong room." She looked at the gears, then slid her goggles on. "Old room just bedroom with bed that smell like farts. Tink not sure why special door."
"It looks like a combination lock," Dana added, pointing to the five large gears. Each gear had a slightly different hue to it and a central handle. "See how these turn? The symbols change and then line up in the middle of these windows here." She pointed to a column of openings in the middle of the double doors.
"The goggles should be able to figure it out, right?" Mike looked at Tink, who was now scowling at the door. "Tink?"
"Goggles say turn dials, but no tell Tink correct password." She moved closer to the door to inspect it, then put her hands on a piece of metal and gave it a slight pull. "Pull lever when correct, but..."
"But what?"
"Tink don't know. Goggles say pull lever any time." She shrugged. "That how door works."
"Yeah, I'm suspicious." Dana examined the gears of the door with a mixture of curiosity and excitement. "There's a series of tumblers behind the gears. I can see them in a couple of places."
"Tink see, too!" She had shoved her face against the door, turning her face sideways to see behind the mechanism of the door. "Tumblers move rods, unlock door."
"So, what, do we just have to get the combination right?" Mike grabbed the lever and gave it a pull. The door emitted a series of clicks, but failed to open when he pulled the handle.
"It would seem that way." Dana knocked on the door a few times and put her ear against it. "Can you turn one of the gears for me?"
"Yeah, sure." Mike grabbed the one closest to him and gave it a slow turn. The thick teeth of the gear clicked as a series of symbols moved through circular openings in the middle of the door. There were seven windows, and the symbols were changing in only two of them. He watched the symbols cycle through, and he looked at Dana, waiting for further instructions. They had yet to repeat, and he noticed that one of the symbols changed three times faster than the other.
"Oh, wow." Dana said, then pulled her head off the door and gave one of the other gears a turn, causing Mike's gear to lock up. Two other windows rotated their symbols, but one of them went through five symbols by the time the other went through two. "This is so cool!"
"Glad you like it." Mike grinned and gave the third gear a twist, then frowned. The third gear controlled a new window and one of the previous ones. "Oh, that's a nasty trick. How is that even possible?"
"Do it again." Dana put her ear to the door, and Mike alternated turning the two gears. "There's a slight delay, but I can hear something shift in there."
"How does that help us?" he asked.
"It doesn't, really. Sounds like there's a mechanism in there for changing from one window to the next. Would love to take this apart and see how it works." She turned the remaining gears. Each gear controlled two windows, meaning that three of the windows were controlled by two different gears. The ratios were different for each gear as well, and he was having trouble figuring out which ones did what.
"Is this something we could brute force?" he wondered aloud, looking at the column of symbols.
"Probably, but it would be a giant pain in the ass. That top window has twenty symbols alone."
"Have you figured out what they mean?"
"Nope. I did astronomy as an elective in college, but..." She scrunched up her face. "I can't remember most of it. It's kind of like a dream I forgot the details of. I do recognize most of these symbols as astronomical, but some of the others I aren't familiar." She pointed at one that looked similar to the number three. "Here's an example. It could mean third planet, maybe?"
Mike had always liked puzzles growing up. They had been a fun escape for him, and he found the intricacies of the door fascinating. What he didn't like was having a door in his house that had been locked down with God knew what behind it. The outer edges of the door had similar symbols to what he had seen so far, but he couldn't make any sense of them. He knocked on the door. "Hey, stargate! Anyone there willing to slip a hint under the door?"
All of them waited quietly for several seconds.
"Well, figured it was worth a try. Maybe we could just try and get in through the window?"
"I guess." Dana looked disappointed. "Might be a pain in the ass to get in and out with a ladder."
"Yeah, probably. Still, wouldn't hurt to at least take a shot at opening it, right?" He looked at the symbols again and took out his phone. "The door and the symbols look old, so let's do some educated guesses. Seven windows, right? Let's see." He dug through the internet until he found a reference chart for astronomy. "Let's do the sun for window one, then go through until we reach Saturn. Can't hurt to try."
"Ooh, Tink help!" The goblin snatched his phone from him, her eyes going back and forth to the door. "Goggles tell Tink how to put this in!"
"Well, that should save us some time." He and Dana watched as Tink alternated spinning the large gears, the symbols slowly lining up. It took her a couple of minutes to do, and she stepped back when finished.
"Let's see..." He pointed at the top window. "So there's the Sun. Mercury, Venus, Earth..."
"Mars, Jupiter, Saturn!" Tink jumped to tap the last symbol with a claw. "Tink know order, now know symbols."
"Great job," he told her, ruffling her hair and tweaking one of her horns.
"Tell Tink great job later," she said, pinching his ass before standing back.
He chuckled, then grabbed the lever on the door and pulled. This time, the clunking behind the door continued for several seconds, and a sound like a piston being compressed was followed by the sound of inner gears.
"Guess that puzzle wasn't too—" An icy chill spread through his body as a series of interlocking blades that had been hidden in the door's design opened like a flower, revealing a glowing, yellow gemstone that hummed like a dynamo that was spinning up.
Tink was just close enough that he could grab her by the hair, and he pulled her to the ground just before the gemstone discharged. A wave of force bounced the two of them down the hall, and Dana, standing in front of the door, was blown through the wall. Plaster and dust fell like snow all along the hallway, causing Mike and Tink to cough.
The aperture on the door slammed shut, the thin lines of the metal vanishing into the surface. Mike stood, then helped Tink to her feet.
"You okay?" he asked, brushing dust out of her hair. The goggles had gone askew on her forehead, and she removed them entirely before using the hem of her skirt to wipe the dirt out of her eyes.
"Tink okay." She grinned up at him, then licked her lips. "Husband pull Tink hair anytime."
"I'll add it to your kink list. Dana?" He turned his attention to the hole in the wall. On the other side was Yuki's bedroom, and on her way through, Dana had broken through one of the studs, eventually crashing into a set of easels set up along the opposite wall. "Hey, are you okay?"
All he got was a muffled response, so he opened up Yuki's door and stepped inside.
"Sorry, Yuki," he muttered out loud, on the off chance she would turn the corner and see him. He had promised her on the day that she had moved in that he would never trespass on her private space, but he felt like she would understand.
Her room was full of paint, brushes, and several easels with art in various stages. An image of a beautiful tree dropping blossoms caught his attention, but he shook his head and moved around Yuki's bed to where Dana had landed. She had pulled the bed's comforter off on her way down, and was wrapped up inside of it.
"Dana?" he crouched down and gave her a shake.
"Mmmf," she replied.
"You okay?" He pulled some of the blankets off of her, then recoiled in horror.
Dana's head was at an unnatural angle, a large lump in the side of her neck. Her arms were still twisted up in the blanket, but he could tell that something was wrong with her shoulder.
She let out a raspy sigh that sounded more like a cough. "Apparently my neck is broken," she said, her voice like a scratched record.
"I... I see that. Um... do you think I should take you to... Zel?"
Dana stared at him for a couple of seconds, her grey eyes flat and lifeless. "Oh, sorry. I tried to shake my head no. If we can get me... situated, I should be fixable without her help."
"Yeah, let's... uh..." He tenderly moved the blanket off of her side, then tried to shift her by dragging the fabric.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Trying to move you without hurting... oh." He grabbed the blanket and dragged her into the middle of the room and unwrapped her.
"Dead girl broken bad." Tink's features were scrunched up in disgust. "Husband fix?"
"Of course." He grabbed Dana's shoulders and lifted, then placed himself under her torso and stood. She was now hanging over his shoulder, butt first. "Tink, do you think you could try and get that hole patched? Yuki's more likely to forgive us if she at least has her wall back."
"Tink try." She slipped the goggles over her face and moved to examine the hole. "Whole house broken today. Husband make Tink work too hard."
"Sorry, Tink." He felt bad, leaving her with the mess, but Dana needed him first. He carried her down the hall to his room and put her down on the bed. Laid flat, he could see that one shoulder hung much lower than the other, and one of her feet was twisted the wrong way.
"How should I start?" he asked.
"Once everything is lined up, I'll heal." A weird gurgling noise came from her mouth. "Ugh, I can't swallow."
He looked at her and shivered. She couldn't see him from her current position, but he was looking at the weird knob in her throat. By all rights, if he had been caught in the door's blast, then the same thing could have happened to him.
"Let's start with your foot?" It was more a question than a statement, and he waited for a response.
"Whatever gets me fixed, but..." She wheezed. "Just start soon, okay?"
"Okay." He grabbed her foot and pushed her pant leg up. It looked like a bone in her shin had popped up, so he gave it a tentative push. "So, just shove it back?"
"You can try. I've had this break before. It seems that my injuries cause weak points sometimes. Twist my foot around and then push on the raised part."
He felt nauseous, but tensed his jaw and did what she said. Her skin was cool to the touch, and he almost got sick when he felt how springy the bone was when he pushed on it.
"You gonna play with it, or put it back?"
"Sorry." He pushed on it a couple times, then climbed onto the bed and held her foot in place with his knees, then used his body weight and both hands to shove the bone back into place.
He felt a shifting beneath her skin as the bone mended, and when he lifted his hands, the bone stayed down. "Is that better?"
"No idea. My neck is broken, remember?"
"Oh. Right." He moved toward her shoulder, then grimaced. Maybe he should have taken her to Zel, or someone with any sort of medical experience, because he was freaking out a little. "How about the shoulder?"
"Dead girls don't swell up. If you can rotate it around, all you have to do is pop it back in." She coughed, then let out another wheeze. "It won't hurt me, so get creative."
"Once more unto the breach, I guess." He grabbed her shoulder and wiggled it around, trying to picture it as something other than a human arm. He gave the arm a push where he thought it should go, and felt the bone inside scrape against the socket.
"You seriously don't feel that?"
"Even if I could, it would just be uncomfortable. Like, the pressure would be there, but no pain."
"Okay, well then let's get it over with." He straddled her torso and picked up her arm and leaned into her. This took several minutes of trial and error, but eventually he felt something give and her arm popped back into its socket.
"Oh, yeah, just like that," Dana groaned.
"Excuse me?"
"Dead girl humor. It's a thing Lily does." She turned her eyes toward him, so he leaned into view so she could see him better.
"Ah, yes. Lily. She makes life interesting."
"She makes death interesting, too."
"Glad to know you didn't break your sense of humor when you went through that wall." To be honest, he wasn't even sure he had heard her crack a joke before.
"It's deadpan humor." One side of her lips twitched into a brief smile.
"Was that... a zombie joke?"
"It's either laugh or scream. I'm lying on your bed with a broken neck, trying not to freak out a little, so if you don't mind?"
"Right, sorry." He got off the bed and positioned himself over her head. "So what do I do here?"
"What's it look like?"
"Well, your head is crooked, and—"
"No, tell me what it looks like."
"Oh. There's a lump in your neck where it's crooked, so... I wonder if I just need to push your head back on top of it?"
"Won't hurt to try."
He knelt by the bed and slid his hands under her scalp. Her hair was completely gray now, just like her eyes. "I'm going to pull, okay?"
"Pull straight toward you. You're fighting all those muscles in there right now, don't be afraid to get rough with it."
"But... what if..." the image of Dana's head somehow separating from her body was ludicrous, but he couldn't help himself.
"Then Sulyvahn and I can start a club, or something. Maybe even a goth band. He's already got the outfit for it."
He laughed. "I keep forgetting that guy is out there. I've had too much on my mind recently. Have you met him? What do you think?"
"Not much to think about, really."
He braced his feet against the frame of the bed and pulled. Dana slid toward him, and he swore to himself. He sat down and raised his feet, placing them on her shoulders.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Bracing myself." He pushed with his feet and held tight to her jaw. Her skull slid along the bones of her spine, and the crackling noise alone turned his stomach.
"Oh, I hate how that sounds," she said.
"That makes both of us." He relaxed for a second and then tensed up again, hooking his fingers around her skull. He took a deep breath and yanked as hard as he could, trying to ignore the popping sounds and sensations.
There was a loud crack, and Dana let out another groan. Her head now seemed to be properly seated, and the lump was finally gone.
"Just like that, right?" Mike asked.
"It's like popping your elbow, times a million. All that buildup, and then a moment of..." She blinked a few times, then looked towards Mike. "Um... I still can't move."
"Oh shit, let me feel." He worked his fingers along her spine. Though he had no idea what he was doing, he figured he would notice something really off. Already, he was thinking of the best way to get Dana to the centaurs. He really should have taken her there first instead of trying to deal with the issue himself, but he had wanted to be helpful.
At least he couldn't kill his patient by accident.
"I don't feel anything weird. Your neck feels normal." He stood up and leaned over her, then frowned. "I think I might know the problem."
"Well?" Though she looked at him, her eyes were completely unfocused. Her skin was now an unhealthy shade of gray, and her face had sunken in just a little.
"You look dead. Like, no joking or anything, but you look bad."
"Shit." She frowned, which looked like a quirky smile from where he stood. "I fucked up my leg earlier. I can only regenerate so much without..."
"Say no more." He made a dash down through the house to the kitchen, and removed one of her few remaining shot glasses of spunk. He went back to his room and pulled the lid off. "Let's see if this does the trick."
The moment he had uncorked the glass, Dana's nostrils flared and she opened her mouth wide, making him think of a baby bird waiting for its meal. He poured the fluid down her throat and watched her swallow it.
Seconds later, she inhaled sharply through her nose, and he heard a couple of pops throughout her body.
"What was that?" he asked.
"My ribs, apparently." She looked at him. "I can sort of feel my body now, but I still can't move."
"Should I get some more... food for you?"
"Uh..." She was breathing hard now, indecision on her face. "I think I'll need something stronger, actually. And soon."
"Here, we can have Naia help."
"No, wait." The faraway look in her eyes had turned to something else, and he recognized it for what it was. Hunger. "I mean... it's a little bit weird, but we can both be adults about it, right?"
"Yes, of course. If you're sure." He knew how she felt about sex with a man, and had done everything in his power to keep her from feeling like she had to. The last thing he wanted was to be resented. After all, it was partially his fault she was a zombie to begin with, and knowing that she had to do this to remain alive and sane often filled him with guilt.
"Oh, I'm sure. Absolutely sure." A bit of a spark had returned to her eyes, and she was licking her lips. "Like, if you don't do something soon, I'm going to freak out."
"Okay, yeah, I get it." He started to unbuckle his pants, then frowned. "So... you can't really move."
"You're stating the obvious."
"But then how... like should I just..."
"Just rub one out, okay?" Her voice was strained. "Blow your load on my face. Really. Less talking, more jerking."
"Uh, yeah." He pulled his cock out of his pants and Dana inhaled sharply, staring at it like a starving orphan at Thanksgiving dinner. He stroked himself a few times, and his cock hardened in his hand, now standing at full attention. When he looked down at Dana, drool was now running along her cheeks, and he swayed his cock from side to side.
Her eyes followed, her entire focus on his thick shaft. Seeing how enthralled she was with his meaty member gave him a rush, and he used his other hand to tug down on his balls, preparing himself for the task at hand.
His magic woke up now, humming through his veins with nowhere to go. It crawled along his chest and belly first, then ran across his thighs before rolling up his spine and repeating the process. The sensation was both pleasurable and a bit distracting.
Dana made a noise similar to a whimper, and he saw that her attention was caught by a single bead of precum that had spilled over the top of his cock and clung to the ridge of his glans.
He moved closer, his cock hovering just over her mouth. Should he flick it and try to get it in her mouth? Saliva was running down her cheeks now, so he moved his cock closer to her mouth with the intention of pushing the drop in with his finger.
Her tongue flicked out and caught it, and his magic briefly shifted in her direction while they were in contact.
"Oh, fuck, I hate how much I love it." She smacked her lips and looked up at him. "More, I need more."
"I'm working on it." Seeing her naturally cool demeanor vanish was unsettling, but this version of her seemed easy to please. He stroked faster, letting the magic flow through his groin and up his back, willing it to expedite the process.
A clear glob formed on the head of his cock, and he lowered it for her to lick again. This time, he held it in place long enough for her to lick it free, then use her tongue to explore his urethra and clean out any extra. When he pulled his cock away, she let out a whimper, so he put it back where she could reach it.



The progression was natural, and when his cock hit the edge of her lips, she sucked him in, forming a seal with her lips while her tongue explored the surface of his cock.
Dana's inexperience giving blowjobs was nothing compared to the absolute enthusiasm with which she slobbered all over his dick. He had no idea how much of his precum she consumed, but her fingers began to twitch, which was a good sign. She was swallowing constantly now, making tiny moans afterward.
"Mmm, oh yeah." He spread his legs and squatted down a bit to get a better angle, stroking his cock the whole time. Tiny little sparks shot out of the head of his cock and into Dana, and her arms spasmed with each one.
He knew that his semen was altered by magic, but was the magic itself something she could consume? It seemed a testable theory, so he willed it to build up in his cock, hoping that it would help her recover faster.
Dana clenched her fingers into a fist, and her arms twitched.
"Are you—" he asked, but her arms flipped over her head, and she circled his waist with them. With a yank, she pulled his cock into her mouth, then let out a muffled sigh of contentment.
The head of his cock now pressed against the back of her throat, and he couldn't help himself. He pressed into her, then pulled back, letting out a grunt as he released another trickle in her mouth. She let go of his waist and was using her hand to jack him off. Her other hand moved to the waistband of her pants, then slid underneath.
Well, she seemed enthusiastic enough. He put his hands on her forehead and thrust into her mouth some more. She let go of his cock to play with her breasts, and he held onto her shoulders to make the process easier. He slid himself into her mouth as far as he could go, then pulled out. She let out a grunt, and he pulled his cock free. Large, sticky strands of cum and spit temporarily connected them.
"You good?" he asked.
"I don't... need to... breathe..." Her eyes were flickering between gray and blue, so he shrugged and shoved himself back into her throat. She moaned in delight, forming another vacuum seal and inhaling him even farther. A bulge formed beneath her jaw, and he realized that he was now sliding into her esophagus.
He started slow, fucking her face while the pressure in his cock built. The process was slow at first, and when she opened her eyes, he could see the sparks inside of them, radiating out and along her face. Little jolts of static turned her hair from gray to blonde, and the color was coming back to her skin.
She unbuttoned her pants to shove both hands down the front, her movements now frantic. Her legs spasmed a couple of times, and one foot kicked hard enough that a shoe fell off.
Groaning, Mike grabbed Dana's jaw and fucked her mouth vigorously, his orgasm approaching. Dana seemed to sense it, too, and she let out an encouraging moan. Watching that bulge in her throat move back and forth was almost hypnotic, and he felt his inner walls collapse.
He slowed down his thrusts, let the pressure build, then shoved his cock as far as he could, letting out a growl, then filled her throat with cum and magic.
Dana let out a moan of delight, and pulled her hands out of her pants to grab him by the ass and hold him in place. Every swallow was a loud, gulping noise, and she swirled her tongue around, eagerly consuming every last drop. She was making adorable little mmm noises around his shaft.
Suddenly, she screamed around his dick, and sparks erupted from her skin, then traveled along her belly and down between her legs.
She spat him out. "Oh, fuck!" Dana let go of him and shoved her hands down her pants. Letting out a growl, she lifted her hips to push her pants down. Her panties soon followed, revealing a pair of thighs slick with her own juices.
"Shit! Shit! Shit!" Dana was masturbating furiously, her hands alternating between her clit and her vagina. She tried to sit up, but kept falling back down.
"Are... you okay?"
"I need to come!" She looked at him with desperation in her eyes. The sparks were jumping all across her now, running circles around her thighs and stomach. "I... need to... fuck!"
"Let me get you to the tub." He grabbed her by the shoulders, intending to take her to Naia, but Dana grabbed him and yanked him down onto the bed.
"But... I thought..."
"Just... shut up. Don't talk." She rolled him onto his back with a surprising amount of strength, then sat up. "Don't... don't say anything. Please."
He held a finger to his lips, then pretended to lock them and throw away the key.
She closed her eyes and mounted him, her suddenly warm body sinking down onto him.
"Oh, fuck! Fuck me!" She put her hands on his stomach, and then leaned back and rode him. One hand was frantically working at her clitoris while she used the other to squeeze her breast. She was nearly manic now, letting out loud shrieks that had him covering his ears. What was wrong with her?
The sparks were circling her belly now, crawling up to disappear beneath her shirt. She leaned forward, her hips rolling wildly as she took in a deep breath and shrieked one final time, her whole body shuddering as the sparks jumped from her back into Mike.
He was already hard, but the throbbing in his cock threatened to undo him. He grabbed her by the hips and thrust into her, and she let out a gasp.
"Stop!" She slid off his cock and rolled onto her back, breathing hard.
"Everything okay?" He sat up and looked at her.
"If you keep going... we'll be at this all day..." She sucked in a mouthful of air, and then let it out. "I... feel weird like..." Her blue eyes turned toward him. "I feel alive."
Looking at her, he had to agree. She had consumed his cum many times, but this was the first time he had used his magic. Not only was Dana's skin the healthy glow of a living woman, but she looked winded from the effort.
"Oh my god, I'm alive!" Tears formed in the corners of her eyes, and she held up her hands to look at them. "I can feel my heart beating, and oh my god, so many emotions, I'm actually—" Her eyes crossed for a second and her head twitched to one side. Her whole body spasmed for about ten seconds and Mike realized she was suffering a seizure.
"Holy shit, Dana!" He held her on the bed, and wondered if he needed to do something to keep her from biting her tongue. Eventually, the seizure faded, and she opened her eyes, her gaze meeting his.
"I died again." She sat up with a sigh, then looked at her hands. Oddly enough, it looked like she was holding back tears. "But I still feel way better than I did."
"You... you scared me." He sat away from her on the bed.
"I was scared, too." She took a moment to put her panties back on, deliberately looking away from him. "Hey, I'm sorry this is so weird for us. I wish it was easier, like with the others. I'm just carrying too much baggage. Stuff about Alex and... yeah."
"Huh? You have nothing to feel bad about, I'm sorry that... well, everything." He was also sorry that he couldn't will his erection to go away, but kept that bit to himself. "I'm sorry you have to keep doing this.
A thin smile crossed her lips. "Well, one of these days, we'll get things fixed so that I don't have to. Please don't take that the wrong way, what we just did was... fun. You're still just not my type."
He let out a chuckle. "If I ever figure out how to turn into a woman, I'll do it just for you."
"That's probably not a promise you should make, knowing what you know." She found her pants and put them back on, and then retightened her ponytail. "Chances are good that something in this place can do that."
The smile slipped off his face. He had already done something similar in a vision, so it wasn't much of a stretch to imagine it being possible. "Okay, well maybe just on a temporary basis. Nothing permanent."
Done putting on her clothes, she turned to face him, her mouth open as if to say something.
"WHAT THE FUCK HAPPENED TO MY ROOM?!?" Yuki cried from the hallway.
"Sounds like the others are back." Dana winked and headed for the door. "Let's go help Tink deal with Yuki."
Mike let out a sigh and put his dick away. There was no rest for the wicked, after all. He adjusted his clothes and walked out of his room and down the hall. He could hear the kitsune's distressed voice inside of her room, and Beth was sitting against the wall in the hallway, clutching Jenny to her chest. He stopped in front of her, noticing the haunted look in her eyes.
"Hey, you okay?"
Beth looked up at him and nodded, letting out an explosive breath. "Rough day. Is this your fault?" She looked at the hole in the wall.
"Tried to hack a lock on a magic door and broke our resident zombie. You?"
"Freddy Krueger-ed by Oliver across the surface of my soul... I think." She shrugged. "The details are super fuzzy, and I'm having trouble remembering it, which might be for the best."
He looked in the room to see Dana holding Yuki's hands and talking to her in a calming voice. The hole was larger than it had been, and Tink was frantically sawing through a cracked piece of wood at the base. He moved out of view, choosing to stay outside with Beth. "What's this about Oliver?"
She explained to him the process of having the demon's soul piece removed from her own as best she could. When she was done, he helped her stand and showed her the locked door from a safe distance.
"So it blew Dana through the wall when you put in the wrong code?"
"Only the second time. We pulled it the first time and nothing happened, so we figured it was safe."
"Interesting." She let out a yawn. "I'm afraid I don't have any insight. Ratu might, but she's down in the Labyrinth with our latest guest. Wants to be there when she wakes up, and ask her some questions away from all the weirdness up here."
This made him laugh. "I'm glad she considers waking up in a Labyrinth with a snake-skinned sorceress the tame choice. Maybe we need to build a sitting room or something. We could put in a fainting couch and a noise machine."
She laughed. For some reason, it sounded musical to him and he slid down the wall to sit next to her. Though Beth had been there from the beginning, he often forgot that she was just as new to this as he was, and she wasn't even bound to the house.
What was this world like through her eyes? he wondered.
"Oh, there you are... what the fuck happened here?" Sofia stood at the top of the stairs with a stack of books in her hands, her eye wide in surprise.
"Long story. What's with the books?"
Sofia grinned. "Feel like taking a trip to the faerie realm?"
Mike stood, using the wall for balance. "Tell me how."
---
Dana walked into her room under the garage, clicking on the light as she entered.
"Oh, fuck me." There was a large crack in the far wall, and several hairline fractures in the cement up above. She should have Tink look at it after she was done repairing the broken wall in Yuki's room. The small fractures didn't look too bad, so she could have Tink verify it for her later. For now, she needed somewhere away from the others.
Well, not all of them. Tick Tock was the piano again, and was now playing some classical music for her in the corner. She and the mimic had been practicing music together in yet another one of her nightly pursuits.
She sat down in her game chair and took a deep breath, then picked up a nearby pillow and screamed into it.
Screams of rage were forced into the soft cushion of the pillow. Hysterical sobbing came next, followed by unrestrained laughter, followed by more crying. Her fingers dug into the pillow so hard that she was tearing holes in it, and this went on for nearly an hour.
When she had swallowed Mike's cum, his magic had passed into her, raw and unfiltered. In the moments that followed, she had felt warm blood rushing through her veins, and heard her heart beating in her ears. At the same time, every dulled emotion she had experienced since her first death had tried to force its way forward, replaying in her mind on repeat, and if not for her faux death afterward, she wondered if she would have gone insane.
Barely able to contain herself, she had quietly helped Tink patch Yuki's wall and come down here to let it all out, and when it rained, it poured.
Her mind was playing out conversations, confrontations, and moments of terror that had all been waiting in her mind for her to dissect and emotionally process. Tick Tock was no longer playing music, but had wandered over with a small blanket. Tiny metal hands draped it over her shoulder, but she couldn't even articulate her thanks.
It was sometime in the middle of the night before she was finally able to gain control once more, the part of her brain responsible for emotion finally sweeping the rest of her feelings out. Her dead anatomy allowed her to shed very few tears, but she still felt raw and drained afterward. What was happening to her?
She stripped down to take a look at her body in the mirror. Old scars had mostly faded, and the weird clicking she sometimes got in her knee was gone. The really bad scar on her shoulder was almost completely gone, and the thin lines on her thighs where Lily had removed her legs for an airplane trip were non-existent.
It was like a reset. But why?
Had it been the sex itself? It hadn't been unpleasant, though she did have to close her eyes and pretend she was riding Alex wearing a strap-on.
And what was with those weird sparks of his? They had crawled inside her and driven her absolutely out of her mind, which was the only reason she had even considered fucking him in the first place. The regenerative properties of his semen did wonders, but had his magic done more?
The air filled with the stink of fire and sulfur, and Lily appeared.
"Hey, so I just had an interesting—" The succubus sniffed the air. "Holy shit, you fucked him, didn't you?" Lily stood in the middle of Dana's room, and she scanned Dana's body first, her eyes eventually sliding up to the cracks in the ceiling. "Oh. Looks like I missed something."
Dana sighed. "Yeah, today has been busy. Mike opened a box, which made a new part of the house appear. He got attacked by a cat woman, and I got my neck broken by a magic door. I thought I could just let him jerk off in my mouth to help me fix it, but things got carried away and—"
"Ha!" Lily wagged a finger in her face. "I knew it would happen eventually! Spill the details." Lily's outfit transformed into a set of pajamas, and she hovered in the air as if lying on her belly, her face held up by her hands. "Did he kiss you? Did you kiss him? Ooh, where did you let him blow his—"
Dana stepped forward and pinched Lily's lips shut. "It started as a blowjob, and I think his magic did something to me, and I got carried away. That's all I want to say about it."
Lily pulled her lips free. "Oh, please. I know a little girl talk isn't going to hurt your feelings. You're dead and don't care that much."
"It's uncomfortable." She plopped down in one of her chairs. "Like, I enjoyed it, but I didn't."
"Why not?" The humor had gone out of Lily's face.
"You know how the hunger is. It overrides everything. Mike could be a five hundred pound tub of lard with a micro-penis and halitosis, and I would still have these thoughts about eating his cum."
"Except he's not." Lily sat down on the arm of Dana's chair. "You could do far worse than Romeo, believe me."
"I know, but..." It was a difficult thing to put into words. She knew that her attraction to him was artificial. The closest thing she could compare it to was an addiction, maybe. Her body was a thousand percent in favor of hooking up with him if it meant she could taste some of his sweet cum.
In her head and heart, though, she had no desire to be with him sexually or otherwise, except as a friend. He wasn't Alex, nor was he the soft, curvy vision that she craved. She enjoyed burying her head between a pair of breasts, or hearing cute little moans while eating someone out. It was like eating tofu when she was perfectly capable of eating steak, so why settle?
And what would it mean for her? When she was alive, she knew who she was, and had the emotional scars to prove it. Years of coming to terms with her sexuality, and exploring a relationship with another woman, learning to take pride in owning her identity. Did sucking dick somehow make all of that go away?
"Is it because he isn't Alex, and you're afraid that he somehow threatens your identity and sexuality?" Lily slipped her arm around Dana's neck and slid down into the chair, shoving her over until they both fit.
"I hate it when you're blunt like that. But yes." She sighed. "I still have all my old feelings, but these new ones disagree with them. I feel like I'm in high school all over again, trying to figure out why the cheerleaders excite me more than the football players."
No sooner had the words left her mouth did Lily's outfit become a cheerleading uniform.
"So, I hear you're into sporty girls?" She winked, and then stuck out her tongue. "Here's something for you to consider; what is it hurting?"
"Excuse me?"
"What does it hurt? Wanting to suck his dick, maybe get laid. Like, why the inner struggle? Why not just roll with it? It seems to do wonders for your skin." She ran her fingers along the missing scars.
"I... don't know." She hung her head. Despite having all the time in the world at night, it was something she couldn't wrap her head around. When she had been killed by the necromancer Daryl, he had made certain that most of her emotions surrounding Alex were preserved in order to guarantee her obedience.
If Daryl had simply wiped her clean, and it was a matter of survival, then yes, it would be easy to just go with it. Very little would be complicated for her, and she could easily make the time to eat some spunk every few days. Any disgust or revulsion she may have once had would be dampened as it was now. In truth, it was easily the most delicious substance she had ever tasted.
However, every swallow felt like a betrayal. Not just a betrayal of Alex. She could live with having sex with Lily or Naia, because she knew that Alex would understand that she needed to move on. If she had never died, she would eventually have found someone anyway.
No, the betrayal that hurt the most was of the person she used to be. Alex had played such an important part in helping Dana discover and accept who she really was; which meant all of those feelings were still there, bleeding through every moment of the night and day and conflicting with the numb reality she now faced.
"Hey." Lily wiped her thumb across Dana's cheek, revealing moisture. "I didn't think you could cry."
"Until today, I didn't think that I still could." She leaned her head on Lily's shoulder. "I don't know who I am anymore, and it should hurt more than it does, and that scares me."
"Hey. You're you. That's all that should matter." Lily's voice was soft, and she put her arms around Dana's shoulder and pulled her tight against her. The cheerleading outfit was gone, replaced with the pajamas she had been wearing. The succubus rearranged the blanket until they were both properly under it. "And when you're not certain? I'll be here to remind you."
Dana moved her hand beneath the blanket, her fingers slipping between Lily's.
---
Lily disappeared in the early hours of the morning to, according to her, deal with the boogeyman, leaving Dana behind. The early hours were lonely, and she filled the time by messing around with the drone some more. Eventually, the sun came up and she wandered out of her lair to the world above. Naia sat in her fountain, her eyes on the back gate.
"Oh, good morning!" Naia did a little pirouette, then blew her a kiss.



"Hi." She looked at the gate. "What are you looking at?"
"Thought I heard something." The nymph sank into the fountain, her body disappearing beneath the water up to her shoulders. "It's been unusually quiet this morning. Everybody is busy getting ready to send Mike and Beth to the faerie realm."
"Really?" She replayed the memories in her head from last night. After helping Tink, she had rushed straight to the garage, caught up in her own head. "When are they leaving?"
"Tonight, when it gets dark, but I don't know the full details." She bobbed up and down, sending ripples through the water. "I hope he isn't gone for too long."
"I'm sure he'll be fine. He seems unusually lucky when it comes to stuff like this."
Naia laughed. "Trouble also sure does seem to find him."
Dana laughed, then went inside. Mike and the others were sitting around the table going over the details of his trip, but she noticed that there was no sign of Beth. After a few minutes of listening, she realized that none of the plans required her expertise, so wandered off to find something else to keep her busy.
The house still had some damage from yesterday, so she spent some time doing basic repairs. On more than one occasion, she found herself looking up at the third floor of the new addition.
From the outside, it had a dome-like structure with no windows, which meant it was going to be difficult to get inside. Replacing busted shingles and spackling over cracks became boring after several hours, and she decided to go check out the third floor door again.
A small squad of rats had been stationed outside the door. A couple of them were keeping watch, but the rest of them were playing a card game on the floor when she arrived.
"Seen anything interesting?" Dana asked.
The rats looked at the door, then back to her and shrugged.
The wall across from the door was patched up with some spare particle board and a thin layer of newly applied plaster around the edges. It was what she and Tink had finished the previous night, and was probably what the goblin would work on tomorrow if given a chance.
Behind her, she heard the click of a door. When she turned around, she saw Beth coming out of her room. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her hair was unkempt. She was wearing a long t-shirt and nothing else, and she smelled delicious—an odor reminiscent of butter cookies and roses, with just a hint of spice beneath.
"Oh, thought I heard someone." She yawned, then looked at the rats. "How is everybody today?"
The rats gave a series of chirps and squeaks in response, then went back to their game. Beth walked over and stood next to Dana, then looked at the door. "Heard you had a bad experience with this thing."
"Yeah." The experience itself hadn't been bad; it was the aftermath that had triggered some issues. Still, she saw no need to correct her. "It's password protected. You're sleeping in pretty late. It's almost one in the afternoon."
"I feel like shit." She yawned again. "I was up late going over faerie etiquette, and when I fell asleep, I had a bunch of nightmares. I think having that piece of demon removed from my soul was kind of like a spiritual teeth cleaning, and I'm still sore or something."
"Oh? What does that feel like?"
"I'm a fucking grouch. Don't feel up to going tonight, but that's not up to me."
"Why not ask Mike to wait? If you aren't feeling good, I'm sure he would understand."
"Actually, he did offer to wait. Time flows differently in the faerie realm, and I don't want Cecilia to wait another five years or something because I'm dealing with a demonic hangover." She rubbed her eyes and yawned again. "Anyway, I'm going to get some coffee. You want some?"
"I do."
"Great, let me change first." Beth went back in her room.
Dana waited in the hall for a few minutes, and when Beth emerged, she wore a pair of jeans and a button up shirt. Her hair was piled high with a clip, and they walked down the stairs together, then skirted the conversation in the dining hall. Once in the kitchen, Beth saw that there was coffee in the pot and poured a pair of glasses for both of them. She opened the door of the fridge and grabbed the creamer and then a shot glass of spunk for Dana.
"I'll try not to mix them up." She winked, then put some cream in her coffee. "So can you really not drink anything without adding this stuff to it?"
"I tried it once." Dana picked up her cup, not sure how to tell Beth that she wasn't interested in the coffee, but her company. "It doesn't taste like anything, really."
"So is it just numb in your mouth? Like, completely flavorless?"
"Essentially. Imagine if someone poured a glass of water in a recent coffee cup and then tasted it." She took a sip to demonstrate, but her mouth was suddenly flooded with the bitter taste of dark roast, causing her to spit it out immediately.
"Hey, you don't have to prove—"
"No, that's not it." Dana took another sip of coffee, then looked at Beth in awe. "I can taste it!"
"Wait, really?" Beth frowned at her own cup. "Is it... because..."
"No, I know what that tastes like, and this isn't it." She took another sip. "It tastes terrible, like it's burnt, but it's actually coffee." It was like some of her taste buds had randomly activated and were taking their best guess at what the dark fluid should taste like without properly consulting each other.
"Well, cheers then." Beth held up her glass. "To the mysteries of the Radley house."
"Indeed. I think I'll pass on the cream this morning. Don't know when I'll need it." She didn't feel like spending the afternoon feeling horny, not after last night anyway, and she wanted to have a clear head this afternoon.
Dana took the shot glass and put it back in the fridge, noticing that a couple extra glasses had been placed there already. It seemed like Mike had prepared for a semi-long departure, just in case.
That was who Mike Radley was. In all the time she had lived in the house, she was still looking at him as the man she had to deal with, forced to consume his juices to stay alive. But he was also the man who went out of his way to help her be comfortable, who always gave the others choices, and rubbed out some extra man juice for her knowing that he would be away soon. He was constantly thinking of others and trying to make them all happy.
"Hey, you good?" Beth put a hand on Dana's wrist. "You zoned out there."
"Yeah, just thinking." It wasn't just Mike that she thought about. Had she ever had a conversation with Beth before? They had lived together for awhile now, and Beth was the only other human woman that lived there. They had both been pulled into this crazy-ass world against their will, so they probably had more in common than she realized.
"About?"
"Just stuff and things." She had properly moved in after her trek across the States, and was in a holding pattern until Ratu told her what to do next. But even though she had become a part of the household, she hadn't spent much time with the others outside of what was necessary. If she truly admitted it, she had been treating the home as a rest stop.
But to where?
"Well, I guess I'll leave you to it." Beth smiled and headed for the door. "Duty calls."
"Later." Dana took another sip of her coffee, then dumped it out. The excitement of being able to taste it didn't dampen the fact that it tasted nasty. She rinsed out the cup, then put it back where it belonged.
A quick trip into the dining room revealed that everybody but Beth had scattered. She was sitting over some old books and scribbling notes to herself, so Dana left her alone and kept going. Moving from room to room, she couldn't help but notice just how much life and movement there was. Everybody seemed to have a job, and pursued it with gusto.
She walked out into the front yard and wandered into the garden, moving through the maze with ease. If she closed her eyes, she could picture it down to the inch. Many restless nights had been spent wandering it, and it was properly mapped out in her mind.
"The house seems busy today." Sulyvahn was sitting on the sundial with a faint smile on his face.
"Oh. Hi." She tilted her head. "Should you really be doing that?"
"Doing what?" A look of concern crossed his face.
"Sitting on the sundial."
"I... don't see why not." He hopped down and inspected it. "It doesn't seem cracked or anything."
"Never mind." She remembered how abrupt she had been with him yesterday morning, and wondered if it was too late to get a fresh start and be friendly to the newcomer. "Sorry about yesterday. I was in a hurry."
"Hmm? Oh, right." He laughed. "I'm used to it. People usually run and scream when they see me coming, so I hardly noticed."
"Why do they run and scream?"
"It's my job. Hunting down the departed." He squinted one eye. "Ya look different today. Something's changed."
She nodded. "I think something has. I couldn't tell you what though, so feel free to enlighten me."
"That's the queer bit. I can't quite figure it out myself, but I get a feelin' off of ya." He looked over Dana's shoulder at the small shed Tink was finishing up. The rats were already inside, the sounds of their teeth chewing into wood carrying across the yard. "As for that, I've already heard. Sounds like Mike is planning to go see Her Majesty."
"Who did you hear that from?"
"It isn't exactly a secret. They were all out here this morning chattin' about it." He grabbed Dana's wrist and pulled her toward him. "Beggin' yer pardon, but if you've any sway with the man, ye should beg him not to go."
Her first impulse was to pull away from the dullahan, but his dark eyes somehow conveyed sincerity. His lips were pulled into a tight frown, and he looked past her at the shed.
"I mean it. If he goes over there, he may never come back."
"You seem adamant against him going."
"I'll let you in on a little secret." He lowered his voice. "The fae realm is boring. Has been for many of your years now. It's complicated, but something happened a ways back that caused the queen to forbid the fae from interacting with humans outside o' the old contracts. She dinna want my kind and your kind mixing, you see."
"What happened?"
"I canna say."
Dana rolled her eyes.
"No, really. Like, I can't speak the words at all. She forbade us from speaking of it, and when the queen forbids something, we canna do it, even if we want ta."
"Are you afraid of her?"
"No more than a child fears its mother, but she has her own ways, she does pity those who incur the wrath of the queen." He shivered. "Would ye at least be talkin' to him?"
"No." She curled up one side of her lips into a grin. "When Mike decides he is doing something, it's no different than when the queen forbids it."
Sulyvahn laughed, a sound that was a cross between a bark and the cawing of a crow. "Well now, an unstoppable force versus an immovable object. I wonder who will win?"
She looked across the yard. Tink was inspecting the outer perimeter of the shed, and a few centaurs had come over to help her. Reggie was staring into the open door of the shed and reading off of a sheet of paper.
"I guess we will have to find out."
She left him there, in the garden, and wandered up to the porch. The debris in the yard had been cleared away, and Cecilia's swing had been moved to the far side of the door, away from the damaged porch. She took a seat and watched the world pass by, wondering what her place in it should be. She wondered about the sudden urge to self-reflect, and if it was somehow related to yesterday.
The hours crept by, and when it was dark, she could hear the others eating dinner inside. Out in the yard, a few centaurs were doing some final maintenance on the grounds before clearing out for the night, and Sulyvahn kept them company, his dark form wandering among the shrubs.
Hours after the sun had set, she was startled from her thoughts by a commotion inside the house. Mike came outside, reset the sundial, and ran back in without another word. Curious, she followed him in to see the others were standing in the living room waiting for him. He was wearing a sports coat with a button down shirt and fresh-pressed slacks. Even though his tie was crooked, Dana had to admit that he cut a striking figure. Tink, Yuki and Sofia stood nearby, and Reggie watched from the stairs while sitting next to Jenny.
"Special occasion?" she asked.
"You can say that." He checked his pockets, which were filled with an assortment of odd items and a couple sheets of paper. "Hoping to gain an audience with the queen. Gotta dress for the occasion."
"Well, you look nice. What's all that stuff?" She gestured at his pockets.
"Um, well..." He looked up at Sofia. "Have you ever watched any of the James Bond spy movies?"
She nodded. "My dad was a fan, so I watched them. Loved all the gadgets that Q built for him. It was my favorite part of each movie."
"Okay, well, these are faerie-realm-specific gadgets." He opened his hand to reveal a bunch of shiny buttons. "Nothing dangerous to the fae themselves, but there are other creatures that live there that may cause problems, so it should be okay."
"Mike." She moved close to him, her eyes on his. "You do realize that you're holding a handful of buttons and calling them spy gadgets. Are you sure you're up for this?"
"Smaller fae are distracted by shiny objects," Sofia explained. "We went with buttons instead of coins to avoid taking iron into their realm."
"Still, though... buttons." Maybe Sulyvahn was right, but she had no idea what to say to him to talk him out of it. "What else do you have in there?"
"Ah, well, a few different things. Oh, and some snacks. Apparently we shouldn't eat anything while we're there, just in case."
"Buttons. And snacks." She shook her head. "I hope Beth is better prepared than you are."
"Always am." Beth's voice came from up the stairs, followed by her footsteps. Everyone looked up the stairs as Beth descended. She wore a red blazer over a white blouse with a matching red skirt, and her hair was pulled up into a bun. She carried a messenger bag slung over one shoulder. "I've got everything I need, anyway."
"Okay, so I think we're ready." Mike clapped his hands together and looked at the others.
"Almost," Beth said when she got to the bottom of the stairs. She adjusted the collar of Mike's dress shirt and then re-tied his tie for him. "There. Now you look like you're ready to meet the queen."
His face turned red, and Beth ran her hand down his tie, pressing it flat against his chest. "Do you have everything?"
"I do," he replied.
"I really think I should be going with you," Yuki said, scowling at both of them.
"I would love to have you with me, but we want to be a non-threat. Just me and my attorney." He flashed Beth a smile.
"And Tink!" the goblin piped up.
"Not Tink." He patted her on the head. "I need all of you here to watch the house. I just reset the dial, but you will all need to keep an eye out for me, okay?"
Tink rolled her eyes and sat down on the couch, her face stuck in a frown.
"Oh, and Dana... you good?" he asked.
She nodded. "Yeah. I'm in good shape for a few days now, thank you."
His cheeks turned red again, and he looked at Reggie. "Okay, I think we're ready."
"Follow me, Caretaker." Reggie took them outside where a small shed had been built in the front yard. Sulyvahn was waiting for them, leaning against the frame of the shed and shaking his head.
"Is there a problem?" Mike asked.
"This is a terrible idea. The queen is..." The dullahan sighed. "I can't stop ye. Friendly advice is all."
"You could just lead us there."
"Nope. Worse idea. Anyone showing up in your company is in for a world of hurt. Mark my words." Sulyvahn stepped away from the shed. "Yer welcome to yer fate, let no man stand in your way." He threw Dana a knowing wink, and she thought back on his words.
"On that, we see eye to eye." Mike looked at the others. "We will be back as soon as possible. We know that time can be weird in there, but based on Ratu's calculations, the faerie realm should be close to synced up with ours. Every hour here will be three in there, so I'm hoping we will be back by tomorrow night."
Hugs were quickly exchanged, and then Mike opened the door to the shed. Inside, a portal had been opened in the wall. Through it she could see a starlit sky and a mossy forest with large rocks scattered about. A cold breeze came through the portal and washed over the front yard.
Mike chuckled and looked at Beth. "I'm looking forward to seeing you in action. Ever try a case for before royalty?"
"There's a first time for everything. But if this works, it's going on my resume. And I'm increasing my fee." Beth winked, then stepped through the portal. Mike followed, and everyone watched as they walked through the forest on the other side, using their phones as flashlights.
"Yer friends are bitin' off more than they can chew," Sulyvahn said, shaking his head. "The queen, she will not be amused."
Dana looked at him, then over her shoulder. Abella clung to the roof of the porch, her tail curled up on the shingles behind her. Tink sat on the front step of the porch next to Yuki, both of them scowling. In the window, Jenny had pressed herself against the glass.
"In my opinion, if something happens to them, it's your queen who should be careful." Dana turned her attention back to the shed. Reggie had closed the door, the cold breeze vanishing.
"You be thinkin' the two of them a match for the queen?" Sulyvahn's voice was laced with disbelief.
"Not at all, actually." She nodded her head at the others. "It's them she needs to worry about. Them... and me." A smile crossed her face. "And the centaurs, too. Everybody would go to Hell and back for Mike."
Sulyvahn bowed his head. "I judge the man, but maybe it's the company he keeps that should impress me."
"Now you're getting it. I—"
A loud blast of thunder shook the front yard, and the others stepped off the porch, eyes to the sky. A second blast came, followed by a third, but the sky was clear in every direction. Abella's head was clutched tightly in her hands as she protected her ears, and the Jabberwock lifted its head, sniffing the air.
"It's coming from there!" Yuki pointed at the shed. A bright light had filled the shed, increasing in intensity until the whole building glowed like a lightbulb. The kitsune summoned a wall of frost which the others took cover behind.
"What the hell is that?" Dana asked, looking to Sulyvahn. His dark eyes were on the ominous light, his mouth hanging open.
"That... that's the queen's magic!" He bolted, running for cover around the side of the house. Dana wondered if she should follow suit when the front door of the shed blew apart, light spilling across the yard. A figure sailed through the air and crashed into the bushes beneath the porch.
"Husband!" Tink was already running to Mike's side when another figure was launched from the shed, and Abella leapt into the air from the roof, catching Beth in her talons and then landing safely in the yard. The whole shed began to vibrate, the wood shaking itself apart as an electrical field radiated outward. Dana's hair stood on end, and her whole body now crackled with her movements. The whole yard was buzzing with electric streamers forming along the edges of the house.
Dana held up a hand in awe. Thin, blue streamers stuck out of her fingers, and became bigger when she pushed them together. It was St. Elmo's fire, a phenomenon typically caused by an immense buildup of an electrical charge. Her feet were getting shocked around the soles of her shoes, and she moved away from the shed, worried about what was to come.
The shed exploded, and a bright white figure was thrown through the air. It was a woman with long, white hair, and she was completely naked. She formed a parabolic path across the yard, scorching the ground beneath her with blasts of miniature lightning.



Yuki ran beneath the newcomer, both hands blasting ice magic along the front of the house and forming a series of curved trenches. A thick snow drift formed along the roof, and the woman crashed into it, scattering snow everywhere.
The woman rolled free of the roof and landed in the ice gutter that Yuki had formed, then slid down in a giant curve until she emerged from the ice by the front door. She landed on her belly, letting out a grunt of pain.
Yuki spun around, her green eyes glowing with power as she summoned her magic into a frosty mist before her, her full attention on where the shed had been. Dana looked to see a figure with long, blonde curls and translucent wings silhouetted by a bright light standing in what was left of the portal.
"Is everybody okay?" This was from Reggie, who poked his head up from one of the bushes.
Dana looked to the others. Tink was kneeling next to Mike, a look of relief on her face. Abella landed next to Yuki, her eyes locked on the winged woman.
"Beth's fine," Abella said. "We've got this. Someone go get Cecilia."
Dana nodded, then ran up the steps. The crumpled figure moaned in agony with her hands over her face.
"Hey, it's okay, you're ho—" The words stalled on her tongue when the woman on the porch rolled over. She hadn't known the banshee very well, but it was immediately apparent that the woman on the porch was not their missing spirit.
A large, fat horn sat in the center of her forehead, and her dark eyes crackled with the fury of a thunderstorm. When her gaze locked with Dana's, she let out a whimper.
"I can't control it anymore," she whispered.
The horn was glowing white-hot now, and Dana felt the hair on her body rise up as if she had been hooked to a Van De Graaf generator. It was the static field from before, and she could feel the energy building rapidly.
She sprinted down the stairs just before a lightning bolt blasted free of the horn, the explosive force pushing her face down into the yard and ripping a hole in the recently patched porch roof, showering the yard with ice and snow. A surge of electrical energy crackled around the newcomer, and lightning cascaded across the yard and roof. The thunder was deafening, and Abella fell to the ground clutching her head, leaving Yuki to face off against the woman in the portal alone.
The lightning was blinding, and the house was struck multiple times, eventually casting the neighborhood into darkness when the power was blown.
Laughter, like the tinkling of bells, washed over the yard.
Even in her dazed state, Dana felt a sudden rush of arousal at the sound followed by a strong desire to follow it. It was coming from the silhouetted figure—who disappeared in a flash of light. The rear wall of the shed fell apart, causing the portal to pop out of existence.
The silence was piercing.
Across the yard, she could see the others as they stumbled about, clearly disoriented. Bits of wood, ice, and roofing rained down on the yard.
"I see ye met the queen," Sulyvahn called out from the shadows. "She's a real peach, ain't she?"
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Hi all! I haven't seen you all since last year! (Okay, lame new year joke out of the way)
Welcome back to the next exciting installment of Home for Horny Monsters! If you are new, you have 48 chapters to catch up on, and you are gonna want to get on that, because the backstory is rich, the characters are diverse, and there is enough nudity to ensure that this story will never be on Oprah's book list.
Returning readers, welcome back! It's a new year and I wanted to start off strong with a little story about that one time that Beth and Mike wandered off to the faerie world and made all sorts of new friends before... well, the events of last chapter.
My schedule is gonna be a little slow the beginning of 2020 on account of real life stuff and another side story that will eventually make it's way to Lit like Last of Her Kind did. However, I am fucking motivated to make this year my bitch, so let's all hope for good things :)
As always, don't forget to rate the story, make a comment, or send me a nice letter. I read them all and use them to keep getting better at what I do.
Now let's get this show on the road, shall we?
Five Minutes Ago
"You take me to the nicest places," Beth said, stepping over a small, mossy rock.
The world around them was dark, and the light from their cellphones poorly illuminated the forest floor. A breeze had formed as the cool, night air of Ireland blew through the portal into Mike's front yard. The portal had been chewed into the inner wall of a crumbling home out in the woods, obviously long forgotten.
"I do my best." He stepped over a large rock and offered his hand when she stepped over. "There's a depression on this side, hard to see."
"It's not that—"
The depression was deeper than expected, and she lost her balance. When she tumbled forward, Mike caught her effortlessly in his arms. Her feet dangled above the ground, and he quickly set her down and cleared his throat.
"Sorry. Should have warned you better," he said, then knelt down. "So how big is this fairy ring supposed to be? I can't see anything. The ground is the same color everywhere."
"Reggie said it was a short walk from the portal." The fairy ring in question was actually a ring of mushrooms that was supposed to be a portal into the faerie realm. The rats had struggled to track one down, but Reggie's best scouts had managed to find one that wasn't an hour away from somewhere they could chew a portal to. "It should be up ahead any second now."
"I hope so." He stood back up and rubbed his stomach. "That's weird."
"What is?"
"Just an odd feeling. Almost feels like a gas bubble in my stomach."
Beth chuckled. "Are you nervous to meet the queen?"
"What? No, not that." He twisted his body around and then walked in a circle. "It keeps moving. Hold on." He patted his belly, shifted ninety degrees, and patted his side, then pointed in the distance. "It's pointing me that way."
"That's not where we're supposed to go." Beth pulled up a map on her phone. Her reception was poor, so she had to wait a bit for it to load. "There's not much out that way except... oh."
"Oh?"
"Remember some of that extra land you own?"
"Not really. Too busy trying to keep up with my magic house."
She laughed. That was fair. "You've got some land holdings in Oregon, Hawaii, and here, actually. This one is interesting because it's actually a small island with a castle on it."
He paused. "I own a castle?"
"Well, I mean... what's left of one." She had seen the pictures. It had been abandoned for centuries. "Might be worth looking into after we get Cecilia back."
"Oh man. I own a castle." He just shook his head, his eyes on the ground as he kept walking forward. "You realize it's probably the entrance to a dungeon or a tomb, right? Or maybe a dragon lives in it. How the hell would I even manage to take care of that?"
"You're putting the cart before the horse, aren't you?"
Mike was mumbling now, his voice barely legible. "I mean, what do we even feed a dragon? Does it like fish? Cattle? Virgins? Would it fight with the Jabberwock if we brought it home? I don't have the energy for that. Good god, if it eats, then it shits, right? What the hell do I do with dragon shit? Rent a dumpster and fill it with cat litter? Scoop the damn thing with a front... hey, found it!"
He lifted his phone, the circle of light moving forward on the forest floor to illuminate a circle of mushrooms.
"Okay, this is kind of cool." Beth paced the perimeter of the faerie ring. It was a perfect circle, nearly four feet across. The mushrooms were perfectly shaped and looked like dented bells, each one leaning slightly outward. "Just think, this is a portal to another world!"
He smiled at her. "I'm glad one of us is excited."
"And you're not?"
"I'm still recovering from the last world I found." He moved to stand next to her. "At least I know what I'm getting myself into."
"Hey, you've got the world's best damn estate attorney with you this time." Beth checked her messenger bag, then turned off her phone and tucked it away. "I'm ready when you are."
He took a deep breath, then released it, a wisp of fog leaving his lips. Once his own phone was off, he tucked it in his pocket, then reached out to take her hand. The world was dark, with only the faint glow of the stars up above to guide them. He stared intently at the ring, saying nothing.
"You okay?" she asked.
"Just nervous."
"Yeah, me too." It wasn't every day that she got to step into another world on purpose. "On three?"
"On three," he agreed.
She counted, and on the number three, they both stepped into the ring. According to Ratu and Sofia, one of a couple things could happen. They could fall an undetermined amount of feet and land unharmed. They could find themselves in the middle of a raging faerie party. They could even find themselves lost in a foreboding mist. No matter what happened, they needed to remain in contact with each other to avoid getting separated. The last thing they needed was to end up hundreds of miles apart.
Nothing happened.
"Am I missing something?" Mike looked over his shoulder, then forward again. The forest was unchanged. "We're in the same place."
"We shouldn't be, but..." Beth pulled his hand, leading him out of the circle. "This looks exactly the same as it did. I don't understand."
He kept his hand on hers while kneeling down. The faerie ring was gone, and his hand tightened on hers almost to the point of pain. "We need to get out of here," he whispered, scanning the forest.
"Which way?" she asked.
"Um..." He looked behind them at where they came in, so she did too. The silhouette of the abandoned home they had come from was still there, but it didn't look quite right to her. Logic dictated that they should probably go back through the portal and check in with the others, but the very thought of moving toward the crumbling structure made her nervous. Whatever Mike was sensing, she felt it too, and the feeling of being watched was worse in the direction of the rundown building.
He coughed into his hand, but tugged on Beth's arm in a direction opposite of the house. A trap had been set, she was sure of it, but where? Did he know?
"Ack. My throat feels so dry. Do you have any gum or something?" he asked.
She couldn't see his face in the darkness, her mind busy processing what he had said.
"I think I might," she answered, reaching into the messenger bag. "Requests?"
"Whatever you have on hand is fine," he said, then gave her arm another quick tug as a warning. When he broke into a run, she was right behind him, and the silent forest came alive with the sound of flapping wings and animal cries that sounded like screams that rushed toward them. Tree branches whipped across both of them, and Mike slapped them out of the way with his hand, then reached into his jacket pocket.
Always the boy scout, he had brought along an ultra-bright LED flashlight, and once it was in his hand, he turned it on. The cone of light lit the forest ahead of them and sent dozens of shadowy creatures fleeing on contact.
"Holy shit!" Beth cried. She had turned her own phone back on and was using the flashlight on it to see what pursued them. A boiling mass of darkness had scattered, flying through the trees around them and moved ahead to cut them off. Mike put the butt of the flashlight in his mouth and got out his phone and turned on the light and held it out.
The shadows looked like birds at a distance, but as they jogged and kept their lights turned on, it revealed them to be whisp-like shadows that shrieked in agony when the light hit them. They swept their arms around, chasing them away when they drew close, their shrieking voices tunneling into Beth's head like iron spikes. Their sharp fingers grabbed hold of her more than once, and she chased them away with the bright light of her phone.
"Okay, they're afraid of light, but I have no idea what to do." She told him after sending a shade with dagger teeth back into the woods. It was a struggle to keep up with Mike. If not for the fact that he was pulling her, he would have long ago vanished.
"Keef ooving," he said around the flashlight, chasing off another cloud of birds. They had clearly stumbled into a nest of whatever these things were. Sofia had made her memorize a list of common faerie creatures before they left, but she didn't remember anything about evil birds.
They broke into a tiny clearing, and a small building was illuminated briefly by the light in Mike's mouth. It was an old shed, covered in moss and creeper vines and built into the side of a hill. He shoved the door open with his elbow and pulled her inside. She shined her light across the room while he shut the door and put his back to it. The building was still in one piece, and was full of abandoned farm implements.
The shrieks from outside rose in volume, and a heavy weight slammed against the door.
Beth let go of his hand and ran to the other side of the shed, looking for something to help.
When another impact hit the door, Mike spit his flashlight into his empty hand. "Nobody's home!" he shouted, shining his light over his shoulder.
"Here!" Beth returned with a shovel, which she used to shore up the door. The shed was small enough that it was easy for her to drag over a table and a small pile of firewood, doing her best to wedge it in place where she could.
The shadows howled at them from outside, and Beth switched places with Mike so that he could push a large barrel she had been unable to move across the dusty wooden floor. It was heavy, and made a loud scraping sound as it traveled across the shed. Once pushed into place, the door wiggled no more than half an inch when the spirits slammed into it.
"This is not what I expected," he muttered, then turned off his cellphone and put it back in his pocket. He sat down and leaned against the wall.
"I'm curious what you were expecting," Beth said when she slumped down next to him.
He chuckled. "A lot more glitter, fewer evil birds. Any ideas?"
She shook her head. "None. You have no idea how glad I am that you found this place."
He patted his belly. "Felt like I was going to puke back there. Those things meant us so much harm, it was nearly overwhelming, so I followed the path with the least amount of queasiness." Mike stood the flashlight on end, letting the glow light the shed. Beth's hair was already out of place, and she had a scratches along her arms and cheeks. "Were those from the branches?"
"Nope." She showed him her bicep. The scratches came in patterns of three. "I felt like an idiot whipping my phone back and forth while trying to keep up with you. Glad I didn't wear heels."
"Do you think I should have thrown my buttons at them?" He pulled the buttons from his pocket. "Dana was doubtful they would do anything, and now so am I."
Beth let out a deep breath. "You ever eaten a handful of nuts? I knew this girl in college who ended up in the hospital because someone handed her a peanut butter cookie. You just have to think of our faerie defenses as allergens, or something like that."
"Do people allergic to buttons use velcro?" He held up one of the buttons. "I actually have a vial of glitter on me. Might toss it out there and see—"
The walls rattled, and he pictured the shadows crashing into the shed from all open sides.
"Thank you, Farmer John," he whispered, his eyes on the walls. Though the building was old, it held up to the abuse of the shadows.
The hours passed largely in silence as the shadows beat harmlessly at the sides of the shed. Neither of them was able to sleep, and the sounds finally faded when the light of dawn broke through seams in the wooden planks that made up the wall.
"You think they're gone?" Mike asked, pressing his face against the wood.
"I hope so." Beth rubbed her throat. She was thirsty but had avoided drinking from the water bottle she brought in case they got stuck for much longer.
Both of them watched the forest through the slightly separated slats, and after a good ten minutes of nothing to see, they agreed to unblock the door. Once they were outside, Beth scowled at the large tear in the side of her dress.
"I didn't even think to bring a spare." She let out a miserable sigh.
"Well, let me know if you lose a button. I can help you with that."
"Oh? You carrying a needle and some thread on you?"
"Actually, yeah." He turned to look at her. "Apparently some fae are super obsessive-compulsive. I toss the needle into a field of grass or some hay, and they'll stop to go find it."
"And the thread?"
"Tie some knots in it and they'll want to undo them. Most of my faerie defenses are based around the idea that they just can't leave things alone." He pulled out a small, clear bag with black thread and a pair of needles inside. "We could try and patch your blouse if you want."
She shook her head. They had more important things to do than worry about some holes in her outfit. "Let's try and get our bearings. Maybe get away from here before those things come back."
He nodded, and they wandered. After almost half an hour of walking, the forest woke up, filling with the sounds of birds and insects. After an hour, Beth couldn't help but drink most of her water, she was simply too thirsty.
"You okay?" he asked her.
"Yeah, but let me know if we come across a stream or something." The water in the land of the fae was supposedly safe for consumption—it was only food or drink prepared by the fair folk that might keep them trapped. "You... still have water to drink, right?"
"Hmm? Oh, right." He stuck his hand into his pocket and pulled out a small, copper tube.
"What is that?"
"Meant to tell you, but forgot about it when we were about to get murdered." He unscrewed the cap on the tube. "Ratu let me borrow it. Holds ten gallons of water, so if you're—"
She snatched it out of his hands and tilted it up. Cold water ran along her cheeks as she spilled some of it, but she didn't care. After drinking her fill, she handed it back to Mike and let out a sigh. She was already feeling a lot better.
"I've also got a few of those weird food bars from Zel in case you're hungry." He held one out and Beth took it.
"It doesn't... I mean, what's in it?"
His cheeks turned beet red as he retrieved another. "Nothing weird like that. The centaurs have been mass producing them while getting their gardens up and running, so that's mostly nuts, berries, and maybe eye of newt. Each bar has your calories for the day, but it won't fill your stomach very well."
"Thank you." She pocketed the bars he offered, and watched while he drank from the tube. "So any idea about where we go next?"
"Nope." He rubbed his belly. "My danger sense is absent, so we pick a direction and go. The fae court lies at an intersection of rivers, so we can always do that."
"I feel woefully unprepared."
He nodded. "The expectation was that we would at least land somewhere with some locals and go from there. I don't like the fact that we got dropped in the middle of nowhere."
Beth looked around at the surrounding woods. It did seem a little too convenient that an ambush had been sprung so soon after stepping through. "You think someone told the queen we were coming?"
"I'm suggesting somebody gave her a heads up." He narrowed his eyes in anger, but only for a moment.
She sighed. Sulyvahn didn't seem like the type to do such a thing, but her fascination with him was easily swaying her opinion. They had built the shed in plain view of the dullahan, and no doubt he had seen exactly where it led. It would have been easy for him to get a message back to the queen, and if that was the case, maybe it was better if they went home and came up with a different plan.
"Do you think we should look for a faerie ring to get home?"
Mike scowled for a moment, and then relaxed. "I mean... we can. Might end up somewhere random, but we can call Dana and have the rats come get us." He let out an exasperated sigh. "If she even receives the call. She's been spending a lot of time doing a project for the centaurs, and she's really the only one we can call. Do you know what that means?"
"I... no, I don't."
"Means we need to start a family plan or something. Get a phone for the house, one for Tink so she doesn't take apart the house phone, and maybe one for Yuki... wonder if Abella wants one? Gonna have to disable app purchases on all of them, though," he muttered, his brow furrowed in contemplation.
Beth laughed. They were in the middle of faerie territory, had just avoided being murdered by shadows that looked like birds, and he was worried about cell phone plans. "C'mon, let's pick a direction and start walking. We might get lucky, after all."
"I could use a little luck," he grumbled, but followed behind her with his hands tucked in his pockets. She tightened her messenger bag to keep it from bouncing against her hip so much and took the path of least resistance through the trees.
The further they walked, the more the forest came to life. Little white flowers grew amongst the mossy floor, opening to reveal multi-colored petals as the sun climbed higher into the sky. Tiny motes of light danced amongst the branches, but neither Beth nor Mike could communicate with them.
A break in the trees came, and when they stepped beyond the forest, Beth gasped.
Emerald green hills went for as far as the eye could see. The forest lay along the edges, and wherever the wind caught the grass, it looked like waves in the ocean. The sky was bluer than she had ever seen, as if a canvas had been soaked in paint. Along the hills, a large herd of white deer was spread out, each of the males adorned with a giant set of antlers.
"Wow," Mike whispered from behind her. "This place is amazing."
She nodded, her eyes brimming with tears. It was almost too much to look at, and she wiped her eyes with the palm of her hands. Somewhere, in the distance, she heard the sound of music, and the air smelled faintly of apple pie.
A distant hill shifted, turning in place to reveal that it wasn't a hill at all, but a hunched over giant with moss growing up its back. The creature took a few steps, then settled back down to blend in with the landscape. A couple seconds later, the air rumbled like thunder, the sound finally reaching them.
"Well, if I wasn't hesitant about crossing this before..." Mike just shook his head. "I hear music. Should we go check it out?"
Beth nodded.
They stayed along the treeline, the music gradually growing louder. It was a symphony of flutes, and harps, and definitely some drums. It was a familiar tune that she couldn't place her fingers on, and the louder it got, the more determined she was to find it.



They eventually wandered out onto the hills, and it was only after cresting a few of them did she find herself staring down into a large depression surrounded by a bunch of boulders. In the middle, a group of men and women who stood about three feet high were having a party, with a feast stretched out on a large blanket. They were dancing with each other, and drinking from large jugs of wine.
Along the edges of the stones, several instruments hovered in the air, playing themselves. The dancing fae wore dark clothing with gold accents, and their skin was supernaturally pale. As they laughed and twirled, Beth noticed that a few of them didn't even touch the ground.
The music quieted down when they drew close, and the party goers all turned to look at them with curiosity.
"Excuse me, but we are trying to get to the court of the faerie queen." Beth hastily tucked a few strands of loose hair behind her ears, and smoothed out her blouse with her hands. "Do you suppose you could give us directions?"
One of the fae grinned, revealing a set of dagger-sharp teeth that reminded her eerily of Oliver. The others followed suit, and the music played a little bit longer.
"We would be happy to give you directions," a man wearing a cloak told them. "But let's wait until this song is over."
The other fae nodded enthusiastically, and the music's volume increased and their dancing resumed. Beth let out a sigh and tapped her foot to the beat of the music. What would it hurt to wait for just one song?
A stiff hand clamped down on her shoulder, and she realized that she was now standing in-between the boulders. Mike pulled her back, and she tried to yank herself free.
"What the fuck is your problem?" she asked, unable to pull herself from his grasp. "We're just waiting for the song to be over!"
Mike wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her up. Beth let out a shriek of rage and tried to swing herself down. The music, for whatever reason, was playing even louder than before.
He only made it a few steps before Beth was able to slide free, her skirt hiking up around her thighs.
"You're being such an ass," she told him, determined to get back and watch the dancers some more. He got in front of her again, and she tried to push him away. The dancers were holding their hands out to her, their faces just begging her to join in. If she didn't reach them in time, the song would be over, and she would miss her chance to join in the festivities.
A large vial spun through the air, scattering metallic glitter across the blanket of food and clattering to the ground. The fae fell to their hands and knees to eagerly pick up the bits of glitter that Mike had thrown, and the musical instruments stopped playing.
"Finally!" Mike grabbed her wrist and pulled her away from the faerie people, who hadn't yet noticed that they were leaving.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"They've been playing that song forever, couldn't you tell? I was trying to get your attention, but you couldn't hear me." He was moving at a quick pace, pausing long enough to throw something that looked like a rock. "That won't keep them long, so we need to hurry."
"We were only there for a minute..."
"More like ten. I don't think their magic affects me like it does you, but here." He held something out, and she took it. It was a small set of earplugs. "If they start playing that music again, shove those into your ears. We were warned about faerie music, but I figured it was safe. That was stupid of me."
Beth's cheeks burned, and she put the plugs in her messenger bag. She should have known better as well, and they were almost to the trees when she heard shrill cries behind them.
"Quick!" Mike pulled her behind a clump of rocks and they hunched down together. They watched through a gap in the rocks as the fae rose into the air on black wings and circled over the depression. They formed into a search pattern, and one of them fell from the sky, screeching like a hawk.
"What did they find?" Beth whispered.
He smirked. "I threw a large, shiny arrowhead in a different direction. They were bound to see it."
Sure enough, the flock of faeries hovered overhead until they were rejoined by their missing member. They flew away along the hillside, their shrill laughs carrying across the green expanse.
"Oy. Ye stirred up the unseelie, that you did."
Beth spun around to see a little man about a foot tall with a long beard standing on a tree stump covered in mushrooms. He regarded them with deep set eyes buried beneath a mountain of facial hair that hung to his knees.
"Are you a gnome?" she asked.
"Aye. And ye must be the humans that's got everyone in a fit." The creature took a long pull on his pipe, then blew out a plume of yellow smoke. "Yer lucky ye didn't fall in with that lot. They be particularly cruel."
"We're trying to get to—" Beth began.
"The queen? Aye. But the queen is not real eager to see yer faces, I can tells ye that." He hopped off his stump and walked toward Mike. "So yer the man that stole our dear Cecilia's heart."
"Do you know where she is?"
"Aye." He puffed off his pipe. This time, green smoke came from it.
"Great! We came to rescue her. Can you tell us how to get to the queen's court?"
"Nay." The gnome stuck the pipe back in his mouth and sucked. He blew a ring of red smoke this time that lingered in the air.
"Why not?" Beth demanded.
"Order of the queen. This whole area was reorganized for yer arrival, it was. They chased away the locals and brought in some real nasties. I dinna really care for it. Not at all, not at all."
"So, you can't tell us because the queen told you not to?"
"Aye. Faerie law. The queen informed her subjects that none of us were to give aid or direction to any humans or creatures that accompany this man."
"That's bullshit." Mike scowled at the little gnome.
"Aye." The gnome blew a green ring this time. "A creature like me would be happy to help if he could offer it. I have no quarrels with humans, particularly those who smell strongly of the tribes."
"The tribes?"
"Spirits of the earth. Water, wind, fire, the like. When I speak with ye, I get the feeling I be speaking to a kindred spirit, with ye smelling damp like the back of a cave in the deepest mountains and all." The gnome sighed. "But, I'm afraid that my hands be tied. I can offer ye no help nor assistance other than to let ye know that ye be not welcome in our land."
"So you won't help us."
"Nay." He sucked on his pipe and fixed Beth with a knowing look, then blew a red puff of smoke.
"Well,if you can't help us, then we're leaving." Mike made to stand, but Beth grabbed his tie and held him down.
"Hold on." She contemplated the gnome before her. "You can't help us, so why are you here?"
"Out fer a smoke. Not against the law. Yet." He sucked on the pipe and shot yellow smoke out of his nostrils.
"I think I understand." She turned to Mike. "Do you think we should follow the hills?"
"Maybe." He turned to look at her, but she was looking at the gnome. Little green rings hovered in the air around the creature's head.
"Follow them for awhile, or for just a little bit?"
"Um... a while?" Mike ventured after Beth nudged him.
Yellow smoke this time.
"Well... until we see something different, like a path or a river," she amended.
Green smoke now. The gnome scratched his belly through his beard.
"And then maybe turn left?" Beth was watching the gnome intently now.
He blew a red smoke ring that hovered above his head, then scowled at her. "You gonna be on your way, or what?"
"Or maybe we'll go right," Mike suggested, his eyes on Beth.
She turned her face toward him a little bit, making sure to keep the gnome in her peripheral vision. He was clearly risking a lot of trouble for them, and she knew there were probably eyes everywhere.
The gnome blew a green ring through the center of the red one, and they mixed together and vanished in the breeze. "Aye, well, I'm afraid that I canna even give ye a morsel of a hint, and would kindly ask for ye to shove off."
"Right. Well, guess we're on our own, so let's go." Beth said, then looked over the rocks. The small cloud of fae was now distant. "If we stick to the treeline, they probably won't spot us."
"And if they do, we will have plenty of warning." Mike stood up and straightened out his jacket. A shiny button fell out of his hand and onto the ground, but he ignored it. "C'mon, let's get out of here before this talking lawn ornament tells his buddies where we are."
"Hmph." The gnome scowled at them as they moved away from the rocks.
When they had gone about twenty feet, Beth looked over her shoulder.
Both the gnome and the button were gone.

🏠🏠🏠A half an hour after leaving the gnome behind, they took a quick break for both of them to eat an energy bar and pee. When it was her turn to use the bathroom behind a bush, she practically had to beg Mike to keep an eye on her, because he kept trying to look away and give her some privacy. She appreciated that he was trying to be a gentleman, but she also didn't want to get dragged into the woods on account of having a full bladder. He whistled loudly to himself when she let her stream loose, and his face stayed bright red for several minutes after.
The giant in the distance moved on occasion, and it was late afternoon when they spotted the cobblestone road that wound between the hills. Grateful to see a change in scenery that included a sign of civilization, they got on the path and headed right.
The path bisected the massive woods around them, and they walked with no idea how far it would be until they got anywhere. The path narrowed dramatically until they reached a small village, but it was literally a small village; no building was more than a foot tall, and there wasn't a single sign of life around.
"Think they're hiding?" Beth asked.
"Yup," Mike answered. "I'm fine with anything that chooses to stay out of our way."
Once out of the village, the path widened again and they kept moving. It was now late in the afternoon; they stopped again for a break and drank some water. Both of their stomachs were growling audibly now, and she now wished that she had actually brought some gum with her.
The temperature dropped a little bit, and the smell of water tickled her nose. The forest on their left side vanished dramatically around a rocky corner and revealed that they were now on a large cliff overlooking a huge expanse of water that was most likely the ocean. Down below, small waves broke on the shoreline, and they stopped to rest for a bit, their eyes on the distant horizon.
Beth pulled out her phone and tried to take a picture. Strangely, her phone glitched out, and all she got was pictures of static.
"That's weird," Mike told her, then tried to the same thing. His phone was unable to take pictures as well.
"Must be part of the magic," she guessed. "Keep people from visiting and bringing back evidence, maybe."
"That's as good an explanation as I can..." He looked out toward the horizon, his mouth hanging open. When she followed his gaze, she saw that a long-necked creature had emerged. Its enormous head surveyed the nearby waters, then it dramatically vanished beneath the waves again.
"Was... was that... what I think that was?"
"Loch Ness monster? Nope." She grinned. "That isn't Loch Ness. Therefore, can't be the Loch Ness monster."
He scowled, playfully. "Leave it to a lawyer to argue the semantics of a cryptid."
"It's the same reason Bigfoot can't be a Bigfoot in the Himalayas. He's called something different there."
"Actually, not true." He held up his finger for emphasis. "Bigfoot is a different creature than a Yeti."
"And you know this how?"
"I met him once." Mike started along the path again, which wound all along the cliffs.
"No you didn't! When?" she demanded, staying right behind him.
"Uh, well... it was actually a memory of Emily's that I saw. But he told her that he wasn't alone, and that there were others. Seemed really nice."
"What was he like?" she asked excitedly. "Was he as big in real life as he's always described?"
Mike made a weird face, then nodded. "Oh yeah. Big dude. Lots of hair. Can literally walk between trees and travel for miles in a single step."
"Wow," she said. If she kept living with Mike, she wondered what the odds were that she would get to meet Bigfoot someday. He had been one of her obsessions as an early teen, and her parents had taken her to a couple of Bigfoot museums during summer trips.
The path took them down toward the shore, and if not for the unwelcome reception the previous night, Beth felt like she was on vacation again. Mike led the way, and she couldn't help but watch how he moved.
He carried himself differently than usual. There was a confidence in his step now that he was away from the house. When the sea breeze caught his hair, it rippled ever so slightly on account of how thick it had become, and her gaze settled on his neck and shoulders. Though the collar of his shirt and jacket hid his neckline, his shoulders were slightly broader than she remembered.
It was often difficult seeing him around the house. He was undeniably attractive, and she had done her best to avoid crossing any lines largely due to the piece of Oliver that had been stuck to her soul. However, now that she was free of the demon's influence, it occurred to her that maybe she was overdue getting to know him better.
However, he treated her differently than the others. He was rarely shy or withdrawn around them, and she had accidentally stumbled onto him having sex more than once. The blue lightning that crawled along his skin intrigued her, and she could tell that his bedroom skills were amplified through the roof by Naia's magic. What would sex with such a man be like?
The thought made her a little wet.
Leaves rustled off to their right, and they stopped. A unicorn lifted its head to reveal a luminescent horn, and the creature regarded them for several seconds, obviously startled by their appearance. Its piercing blue eyes settled on Beth, and the creature let out a disgusted snort before bolting further into the woods and disappearing.
"Well, that was rude," Beth said.
"I guess we weren't pure enough for the poor creature." He turned to look at her, a slightly horrified look on his face. "Can you imagine how it would have reacted if we had had Lily with us?"
Beth laughed. "Or what about Tink?"
"Stupid horny horse fuck," Mike replied in a fairly good imitation of Tink. "Go shove head in tree!"
They both laughed, and continued down the path. When they were almost to the shoreline, the path veered to the right and climbed back up into more woods, leaving the ocean behind.
The shadows of the forest lengthened as dusk approached, and they were now walking along a river inlet that no doubt fed into the ocean. The cobbles of the path were broken up in this area, as if the land itself had shifted. Following the broken trail, they found themselves scaling the stone steps of multiple small waterfalls. At the last of the falls, they took the time to refill the copper tube with fresh water before continuing their journey.
"I'm nervous about how dark it's getting," she said, looking along the path. "Do you think those things will come after us again?"
"I really hope not. If we could find some shelter for the night, I wouldn't mind hunkering down for the evening." He yawned. "I'm exhausted."
"Same." Her legs were fine, but her feet were sore, and she undoubtedly had blisters. Her outfit fared no better, and the tear in the side had widened enough that her bra was visible through it. By the time they arrived at the faerie court, they would be a bedraggled couple indeed. "Should we start looking for a tree to climb, or a cave to sleep in?"
"Honestly, I'm of the opinion that anything that isn't built by faeries might eat us." He sighed and kicked a rock off the path. "When I discussed coming here with Sofia, she thought we would emerge somewhere by a faerie mound, or some kind of civilization. Worst case, we go back through the ring and come home. I didn't expect it to disappear while we were still in it, and if I thought we would be camping out in a hostile forest, I would have considered bringing Yuki along so she could build us an ice hut or something."
"She's gonna be pissed when she finds out how much trouble we got into."
Mike's face paled a little. "Maybe we can downplay the danger bit once we get back?"
"Let's see how the rest of the trip—" Beth stopped in her tracks when she spotted a man standing against a nearby tree. He was motionless, his dark brown eyes watching them, and Mike took a step closer to her when he spotted the stranger.
The man eyed both of them and let out a sigh. He was dressed in a simple tunic with cloth pants, and was barefoot. His skin was pale, but his hair and eyes were dark like mud, and there was a collection of damp leaves in his hair that looked like they had been hastily tucked away.
"You're lost, aren't you?"
"No," Mike told him. "We know where we're going. We just don't know if we'll get there before nightfall."
"Oh." The stranger shrugged. "In that case, you'll need shelter for the night. You don't want to be out here when the sun sets. There are unnatural beings who roam this area."
"Do you know where we could find some shelter?" Beth stepped between Mike and the stranger, batting her eyes.
"I do, actually." The stranger pointed the way they were going. "Up ahead a bit, you will see a large boulder on the left. There's a small path on the other side, it's hidden by some berry bushes. Don't eat those, by the way. They'll make you sick. Anyway, the path goes to an old fishing hut that nobody is using these days. You could stay there if you like."
"That's so convenient," Beth said, scrutinizing the man. Though he seemed harmless, she could tell something was off, especially since the warning they received from the gnome. "We'll be sure to check that out, thank you."
"Yeah, no trouble." The stranger leaned against a tree and feigned disinterest. Beth pulled Mike along, and waited until they were farther down the path to talk with him.
"So that's obviously a trap," she said, keeping her voice low.
"You had me convinced we were staying in a fishing hut," he replied.
She looked over her shoulder and saw that the stranger had disappeared.
"Yeah, well, once we're at the boulder, get ready to run."
"I hate running," Mike mumbled. "I should have worn better shoes."
"Put that on the list for our next adventure." She couldn't help but smile. "Any ideas what that guy was?"
"Nope." He moved to the side of the path and bent down to tie his shoe. She saw him slip something out of his pocket. "But I have a feeling that we're gonna find out. Can't say I'm excited."
"Hmm." Beth stuck her hand in her messenger bag and started feeling around. She found what she wanted, and pulled the small canister of pepper spray from her bag and stuck her thumb under the safety latch.
The boulder appeared, and they both slowed down. She watched the edge of the forest, but didn't see any signs of movement. When they got to the boulder, sure enough there was a small path that led around it.
"Let's walk ahead just a little bit," Mike said. "I'd hate to find out that we were almost there and quit too early. We can always come back."
She played along. "Are you sure? My feet are really tired."
"Ten more minutes, and then we come back. Deal?"
"Deal."
They walked past the boulder, and she was fairly certain that she heard the rustling of leaves deep in the woods. The further they walked, the more she heard it. Something just on the other side of the trees was stalking them, and it was getting closer. Her hand tightened on the pepper spray, and she wondered how long they would have to wait before something happened.



It wasn't long. A few minutes past the boulder, she caught a few breaks in the trees. Just on the other side of them was a small lake, and the trees were already thinning out. Down along the shore was a dock and a building that looked like it was the fishing hut the stranger had mentioned.
"Hey, there really is a hut back there." she said.
"And this would have been ten times easier on the dock," the stranger said, stepping into the path in front of them. He was dripping with water, as if he had been swimming. "I was really hoping you would go there."
"So you could eat us, right?" The little bits of seaweed in his hair had tickled Beth's memory, but seeing him soaking wet told her what he really was. "He's a kelpie. Why not just grab us back there?"
"Too dangerous," Mike answered. "If he had grabbed us, it's a long way to the water from the path. But it isn't too bad here, is it?"
"No. It isn't." The kelpie held up his hands, which were now twice their previous size. "Looks like human is on the menu," he said, then moved to grab them both.
The kelpie was fast, but Mike was faster. He threw a handful of something white that sizzled on contact with the kelpie's skin, and then shoved Beth out of harm's way. Meanwhile, Beth unloaded her pepper spray in the kelpie's face.
The kelpie brayed like a donkey and stumbled across the path to crash into a tree. His skin split apart and his body expanded rapidly, turning into a massive horse with a mane and tail made of flowing water and bits of seagrass clinging to its side.
"C'mon!" Beth yelled, then grabbed Mike by the hand and they ran for it.
Behind them, the kelpie stumbled about, slamming its head into a few nearby trees hard enough that they toppled. It finally let out a horrific noise before bolting for the safety of its lake, pawing at its face the entire time before it vanished beneath the surface.
They jogged for several minutes along the path, eventually reaching an incline that took them up and away from the lake's edge. Panting in exhaustion, they both took refuge at a clump of rocks at the top of the incline. It allowed them a view of the lake below, and the kelpie would be unable to catch up with them.
"You... you fucking pepper sprayed him?" Mike let out a laugh that was also a wheeze.
"You're one to talk... was that salt?"
"It was." He held out the tube, and she took it, then sucked down a large amount of water.
"Why salt?" she asked, then handed the tube back.
"Thought it was a better choice than glitter." He drank his fill, then capped the tube. A stupid grin broke across his face. "So between your pepper spray and my salt..."
"Oh god, please don't," she begged, recognizing the setup.
"I guess you could call us a pair of well-seasoned adventurers." The smug grin on his face was somehow adorable, but it wasn't enough to keep her from groaning.
"Ugh, that was awful. And incorrect." She looked back down the path at the lake below. "Technically, the kelpie is well-seasoned. We, on the other hand, still need a place for the night."
"I saw a fishing hut back that way." He pointed toward the lake. "Heard they have a vacancy."
Beth couldn't help it anymore. She let out a long laugh, and tears formed in her eyes. The cracks in her mental state had busted wide open, and it took her several minutes to compose herself. When she was done, she wiped the streaks from her cheeks and stood.
"Okay, enough of that. We need to find some shelter for the evening." One last giggle escaped her lips, and she put a hand over her mouth. They had almost died again, and it was either laugh or cry at this point. "So where to now?"
"Keep following the path, I'm guessing." He stood up on the rocks and looked into the distance. "It looks like the trees fade back a bit and it becomes open prairie again. I think we're almost to a plateau or something."
"Oh goodie. Big open spaces, my favorite."
He nodded, and they continued on the path. Every few minutes, they looked over their shoulders to see if the kelpie was coming after them, but Beth hoped that the creature had decided to stay in its lake and wait for an easier meal.
The path indeed led them onto a large plateau. It almost looked like the trees had been cleared away, and save for grass and bushes scattered about, the land was devoid of any other vegetation. Overhead, the sky was darkening, and a loud rumble echoed across the hilltop.
"Oh please, don't tell me that—"
The first set of raindrops bounced off her head and stained the path below. The storm itself wasn't bad, and reminded her of a summer shower. However, they had nowhere to go, and she did her best to pinch her bag shut and keep the valuable texts within from getting wet.
Forward they walked, saying little and keeping their eyes peeled. The occasional lightning crawled across the clouds, and thunder was their constant companion. Occasionally through gaps in the clouds, she could see a shimmering being shaped much like a serpent that ducked out of sight. They both stopped for a few minutes to watch the creature play amongst the clouds, then kept moving to keep warm.
By the time the rain stopped, the sky had darkened. The sun was starting to set over the edge of the plateau, and a bitter chill settled across the land. Mike took off his wet jacket, gave it a hard shake, then wrapped it around Beth, who accepted it graciously.
"Just don't steal any of my glitter," he warned her. "I'm planning a massive arts and crafts project when we get home."
"What about some buttons?" she asked.
"Well... just not the really shiny ones." He smiled, and she suddenly felt warm inside. "Those are my favorite."
"Hey, I've been wondering," she began, but didn't get a chance to finish. The sound of hooves on pavement rolled across them, and they both looked over their shoulders. Had the kelpie decided to come for them after all?
There was nothing behind them. They kept looking, and it soon became apparent that the sound was actually in front of them. In the distance, a horse with a rider stepped around a pile of rocks and paused to watch them.
"Dullahan?" Mike asked.
"I guess. Hard to tell with the sun at his back." She squinted, hoping to see any additional details.
The rider bolted toward them, and a piercing cry reached their ears just as the horseman vanished from view.
"Shit, shit... there!" Mike pointed to a large pile of rocks about a hundred yards away. Before they stepped off the path, he pulled his flashlight out and turned it on, then set it down on the stones facing the way they had been going.
"Don't we need that?" she asked.
"Let's worry about that later," he told her, and they moved into the long grass and kept down. Whatever was hunting them let out another series of cries that sent ice through her veins. The sound of hooves came closer, but that meant it was staying on the path and headed for the flashlight. They were almost to the rocks when the rider reached the light, and they both stopped to watch from behind a pair of bushes.
The rider grabbed the light from the ground without dismounting, and held it up for inspection. The beam traveled along its body, revealing that neither the rider or the horse had any skin.
"Oh, fuck," she swore under her breath. The rider turned its head toward their hiding spot, revealing a single eye that burned with a flame of its own. This was something she recognized immediately from her own monster lore, and when that blazing gaze met hers, she felt her legs go weak. It was a nuckelavee, a demon with no skin. The rider and the horse were the same creature, and had only one passion; killing stray humans.
"RUN!" Mike yelled, and they both bolted at the same time the nuckelavee charged. The rocks weren't much farther, and she spotted a small opening near the base.
"There!" she cried out, and they both changed course. While the nuckelavee might be able to follow them up the rocks, it definitely couldn't squeeze below them. When they reached the rocks, Beth had crouched over to crawl into the hole when something grabbed the back of Mike's jacket and pulled.
The nuckelavee yanked her off her feet, and she fell backwards into the weeds, letting out a grunt upon landing. Mike landed on the other side of the nuckelavee, making it apparent that it had caught them both with its over-sized arms.
She tried to stand, but the wind had been knocked out of her. Gasping for air, she watched as the creature turned its gaze toward her, its distorted grin just barely visible in the dying light of day. It reached its impossibly long arms for her, and she closed her eyes.
Mike screamed.
The shrill cry of the nuckelavee paled in comparison to the prolonged wail of a banshee, and when she opened her eyes, the nuckelavee had bolted away from the rocks in fright. Mike ran to her and grabbed her by the arms and pulled.
"I've got you," he said, his voice a bit raspy, then threw her over his shoulder and moved toward the rocks. The nuckelavee had run away, but was already circling back. Mike had bought them time, but it was going to be close.
The hole in the rocks was a gap no more than a couple feet across, and Mike pushed Beth in first. She gasped for air, but was able to pull herself along into the depression. When she looked down, she saw that Mike was trying to follow, but only got in a few feet before he was pulled back out of the hole.
She couldn't even yell his name, and could only watch in horror as the nuckelavee tossed Mike into the grass and circled him. It lashed out a couple of times, and Mike dodged its blows, but it was clear that it was only toying with him.
The nuckelavee let out a gurgling laugh that became a shrill cry, and charged at Mike once more, arms spread wide. It was nearly on top of him when a blast of lightning tore from the clouds above, ripping into the nuckelavee and shoving it away from the pile of stones. The demonic being fought to regain its footing, and a large shape slammed into the ground between it and Mike.
At least twenty feet tall, the large creature that had just saved Mike roared, and the demon ran. All that could be heard over the distant rumbling of thunder was the angry cry of the nuckelavee, a shrill call that promised torment if it ever saw them again.
The beast turned around and looked at Mike, tilting its head from side to side. Covered in sparkling, iridescent scales and plumage that reminded Beth of a bird, it had a giant horn centered on its forehead right between a pair of violet colored eyes that sat above reptilian jaws.
"Mi... Mike!" Beth squirmed toward the entrance of the hole and gazed up in awe. The dragon lowered its head and gave him a sniff, then let out a huff that blasted his hair away from his face and nearly knocked him over.
"You are not a banshee, but you smell of the fae," the dragon spoke, its voice rumbling like thunder. It slid its serpent-like body to the side and laid down, resting its large jaws on an enormous paw. Even in the dark, Beth could see the upward tilt of a grin. "When I heard the call of the banshee, I saw the nuckelavee hunting and chose to intercede. However, I arrive to find a man-ling instead. How curious."
"Yeah, that was me." Mike stood to face the dragon. "We're trying to get an audience with the faerie queen, but have no idea where we are going and ran into that thing you saw."
"I see." The dragon tilted its head to look at Beth, then back at Mike. "You two are dressed in a noble fashion, though look to have fallen on hard times. I happen to know where the court of the faerie queen is. Maybe I can be of assistance to you?"

🏠🏠🏠Mike could feel the energy radiating off of the dragon that had saved their lives, and at its offer of assistance, he felt his heart swell. Whereas his whole being had been suffused with precognitive terror in the presence of the nuckelavee, he felt nothing but warmth from the creature before him.
He helped Beth out of her hiding spot so that they could both see the dragon better.
"The nuckelavee is a dangerous creature," the dragon said. "I am surprised that you chose to travel its lands without adequate protection."
"Oh, very little of this was planned," Mike explained, rubbing a sore spot on his ribs. When the nuckelavee had tossed him the first time, he had landed on a rock, and was fairly certain his ribs were bruised, if not cracked. "We came here to meet with the faerie queen, but got a less than friendly reception."
The dragon nodded sagely. "I, too, am a stranger in this land. You may call me Quetzalli."
"I'm Mike," he said, then pointed at Beth. "This is Beth."
"Are you a quetzalcoatl?" Beth asked.
"I am." The dragon smiled. "Though that is not a word I have heard in some time."
"What are you doing here?" she asked. "This is a long way from Central America."
"It is. I took refuge here many years ago as civilization and science caught up with my kind. Luckily, the queen was willing to let me stay in exchange for my services."
"What services?" Mike asked.
"The rain earlier!" Beth was shouting now in excitement. "That was you in the storm, wasn't it?"
"It was." Quetzalli answered. "It is my job to help regulate the weather here, and to ensure it rains when it is needed."
"Couldn't the queen just do that?"
"The queen is powerful, yes, but she is not omnipotent. In the past, she would need to travel to a region such as this to enact such a feat, and it is well known that there exist many creatures who love to toy with the weather. I save her time, and she lets me ride the clouds of her realm. It is a peaceful arrangement."
"So there are others like you?" Beth asked. "You aren't the only one?"
The dragon shrugged, which sent a ripple through its serpentine body. "I have not spoken to my siblings in many years, but at one point, I was not alone."
"I thought Quetzalcoatl was a god or something," Mike pointed out. If he had known he would be dealing with so many mythological beings when he was older, he would have spent more time studying religion versus how to escape quicksand.
The dragon laughed. "My oldest brother had a way with people, but yes, they considered him a god. As is often the case, that was not entirely true, but the title afforded him some liberties, and my kind were highly revered for a time."
"I see. Speaking of the queen, have you heard from her recently?"
"Should I have?" Quetzalli asked.
"Like, doesn't she have to tell you where to go or what weather to make?"
"The queen trusts me in my expertise. I have not spoken with her directly in decades, nor do I have need to." The dragon looked over its shoulder, then back at them. "I sense dark forces gathering here. It seems that you have the attention of many beings that lurk in this area, and I worry that you may fall prey to them. Do you not carry any adequate defenses?"
"Honestly, this trip was meant to be a diplomatic mission of sorts. As a result, we brought no weapons to use against the fae."
"Hmm." The dragon moved close to him and he felt an electric field form across his body. "It is true. You do not carry the iron that they fear so much. Very well, I have decided. I was going to give you directions, but you will not last the night in this place. May I offer you a ride?"
"Yes, please." Mike approached the dragon, looking for somewhere to get on. "Where may we sit?"
Quetzalli laughed, a hearty booming sound that he could feel in his chest. "I do not offer rides lightly, for you will have to ride inside my mouth. I'm afraid that the air up there is quite thin and very cold, and I rely on the lightning itself to soar across the lands. You would not survive such a trip."
He frowned, looking at the dragon. "How can I be sure I'll survive a trip in your mouth?"
"I do not eat man. I take sustenance from the sky, and occasionally some fish." Quetzalli's mouth opened to reveal that the inside was largely devoid of teeth. What few the dragon had were widely spaced and not very sharp. "Though I suppose I could accidentally swallow you. That would be tragic, and I would feel very bad."
"I think we should go for it," Beth told him. "We've got nothing to lose, and everything to gain. I get the feeling that if we stay out here, we're dead anyway."
He frowned, then pondered the implications. Quetzalli's explanation about the queen made sense, and it was entirely possible that the dragon had no idea that he was persona non grata with the queen herself. Beth was actively shivering now, clutching his coat against her skin. Strangely enough, he didn't feel very cold at all, but he figured it was because his mind was filled with other concerns right now.
"I guess we accept. Please don't eat us."
Quetzalli laughed again. "I will do my best."
When the dragon opened up its maw, he saw that there was plenty of room between teeth and tongue for him to sit. Beth climbed in across from him, and in the distance, something shrieked angrily.
The dragon closed its mouth, plunging them into darkness, and there were several disorienting seconds as Quetzalli twisted about and then took off into the sky. Outside the dragon, they could hear a steady humming noise and Mike's ears started popping.
"You good over there?" he asked.
"Yeah. Just... this has been a shitty couple of days." Beth's phone clicked on, and he could see her face above the dragon's tongue. "The best thing that has happened to us is riding inside a strange dragon's mouth. Let that sink in."
"The fact that we are so soaked to the bone and we can't tell what's water and what's saliva should bother us more."
At least the dragon's mouth was warm, though it smelled like a cross between a fish market and a locker room. Beth no longer shivered now, and her face was a mask of disgust.
"If we can help it, let's not come back," she suggested.
"I agree."
The flight was long, and he dozed off at some point, figuring that if the dragon chose to make a snack of them, there was nothing he could do. His dreams were fleeting, and the only thing he could remember about them was fantasizing about his old dagger and how much he wished he had it now. He probably would have killed the kelpie and stayed in the fishing hut, and if they ran afoul of the nuckelavee, he could have given it a run for its money.
When he woke up, it was because Beth was pushing something into his hand.
"You should eat something," she told him, handing him half of a food bar.
"Thanks," he said, then quickly devoured it. "Any idea how long we've been flying?"
"At least a few hours. My phone keeps trying to update its clock, but this place keeps screwing with it. So anywhere between ten minutes and twelve hours."
"So I take it the path was a lot longer than that gnome thought it would be."
"Hey, he just told us a direction. Maybe he was lying, maybe not. It wasn't like he could tell us how long it would be."
"Yeah, well I'm wondering how much longer we'll—" His ears popped, and he slid forward as Quetzalli descended. He reached across the tongue and grabbed Beth's hands, holding tightly to them as the dragon landed; then it opened its mouth and let them out.
It was daylight now, and they stood just outside a structure that was carved similarly to the Roman Colosseum built against the side of a mountain. All around them, the fae gawked in curiosity as he helped Beth to her feet. They were both still wet, and she handed him his jacket, which he took.
"Thanks again," he told the dragon. "If I can ever repay you, well, come find me or something."
"The sentiment is appreciated." In the light of day, Quetzalli was even more magnificent than before. Sunlight bounced off of multicolored scales and cast light on the road beneath their feet that was reminiscent of a stained-glass window. "Luck be with you, man-ling."



An aura of electricity surrounded the dragon, and feathery wings stretched wide as it jumped into the sky. Thunder rolled over the coliseum, and they watched as Quetzalli disappeared into the clouds above.
Behind him, he heard Beth humming the theme song of The Neverending Story.
His suit was torn in multiple places, and his shoes squished when he walked. Beth's outfit was a mess as well, but at least most of the dirt had come off in the dragon's mouth. "Well, guess we're ready to see the queen," he said, raising an eyebrow. "Unless you need a minute to fix your makeup or something."
She rolled her eyes at him and started down the path without a word. He did a quick jog to catch up, his shoes squeaking beneath him.
The fae gave them a wide berth, muttering to one another as Mike and Beth passed. The path led them inside the coliseum and terminated into a small, stone bridge. The coliseum had a giant, multi-tiered garden along the inner wall that bustled with the activity of well-dressed faerie folk. The mountain that the building was carved into had three waterfalls that fed into a river system that ran through it and around a small, flower-shaped stone island in the middle.
The bridge was the only connection between the island and the rest of the structure. The perimeter of the coliseum went silent as the fae watched them step onto the island. On the other side of the island was a throne. To its left was the shattered remnants of what may have been a second throne. On the right, sitting on a swing within a large metal cage, was Cecilia.
"Cecilia!" When Mike called to her, the banshee looked up, hope and horror etched on her face. He wanted to go to her, to rip open the bars of the cage with his bare hands, but decorum was required in the court of the faerie queen, and the last thing he needed was to bring down the wrath of the court.
That, and he would look pretty stupid trying to rip apart the bars.
There was a murmur from the surrounding crowd, and he turned around to see a large mass of golden butterflies made of light descend from the outer rim of the coliseum. They swirled around Beth and Mike, then spun into a circle above the throne. When they came in to land, they slowly melted into each other, forming in the tall silhouette of a blonde woman with pointed ears and a gold circlet on her head. Massive gossamer wings unfurled behind her, then settled like a cloak over her shoulders, and many of the fae briefly bowed or took a knee.
"So you came for her." When the queen spoke, he could feel a wicked energy wash over him. Her skin practically glowed with power, and her voice was suffused with magic the likes of which he had never felt before. Though she was beautiful, as he met her gaze, he could sense the cruelty behind the facade.
"Your Majesty." He bowed deeply as well. It was one of the few customs that Sofia had coached him on. "I have come today to discuss the imminent release of my friend, the banshee Cecilia."
There were scattered chuckles amongst the throng of fae, and many of them leaned forward with intense interest.
"I see. Tell me, Mike Radley, do you honestly believe you are in any condition to address the court?"
He sighed. "No, Your Majesty, but your land is as deadly as it is beautiful." Flattery was a weapon in his arsenal now, and he would have to be careful with any words that he spoke. "I'm afraid that we encountered many of your subjects who were uninterested in letting us pass without incident."
"Indeed. Did you know that they did so by my order?" When the queen walked, she shimmered, and she moved away from the throne.
He nodded. "It was explained to us that we were unwelcome."
"And yet you came anyway. How... delightful."
"Please, Your Majesty, the path was difficult, and I only hope to secure the release of my friend." He debated dropping to his knees and begging, but knew it would only serve to amuse the queen. Then again, if amusing her was all it would take, he would do it.
"And what have you to offer in exchange for her release?" The queen sat down on her throne and held her hand out. A sprite appeared to deliver a crystalline glass of wine, which the queen took and set down on a nearby table.
"Your Majesty, I was under the impression that Cecilia was being held captive on account of some crime she may have committed. As such, I have brought my attorney to—" when he turned to introduce Beth, he froze.
Beth's face had gone completely slack, her eyes unfocused and a stupid grin on her face.
"Beth?" He waved his hand in front of her eyes, but she didn't move.
"Your friend suffers from a serious case of being a simple mortal." The queen took a sip from her glass. "Do you really think a mere human could gaze upon the visage of the Queen of the Fae without losing herself in my beauty?"
"Beth!" He tried to grab her shoulders and give her a shake, but she moved away from him and toward the queen. A pair of winged guards landed between him and the queen, their spears held up in warning.
"This one interests me." The queen stood from her throne and approached Beth, who had kneeled down and was openly sobbing with joy. "She has much potential, even as a human."
"Don't touch her." He meant to sound tough, but his voice squeaked a little. When the queen put her hand on Beth's head, the lawyer rose and ran across the bridge to the edge of the court and stood with a group of nobles wearing light blue robes.
"I touched her. What now, Radley? Are you going to come over here and seduce me?" The queen batted her eyes dramatically. "Or maybe you plan to leave and come back with more of your friends? Maybe some of them will be like you, able to see past the glamour and function, but then what? Will you declare war on our kind?"
Beth. She was supposed to be his secret weapon, the smart one capable of talking him out of trouble. Now she was caught up in a spell of obedience or a charm. She was practically hanging off the neck of a handsome fae with translucent wings and a toothy grin. He and his cohorts were luring her to a nearby table of food where one of their servants had already poured a glass of wine for her.
His eyes met Cecilia's, and he saw raw panic reflected in them. He had overstepped, and Beth was about to pay the price. Without warning, his magic came to life, surging up inside him. He needed to do something to break the spell, and he knew just the thing.
He took a deep breath.
"Seems like she's about to make the choice for you, Caretaker." The queen smirked. "Maybe now you'll—"
Mike unleashed a shriek of rage that caused most of the court to cower in alarm. It was the high pitched wail of a banshee at first, but then became warped and distorted. The glass in the queen's hand shattered, spraying her with wine, and Beth fell to the ground clutching her ears.
When the shriek ended, Beth pulled the earplugs from her pocket and shoved them in her ears, then huddled on the ground with her hands over her eyes.
"I'm sorry, Mike, I can't look at her!" she cried. "I'm so sorry, please forgive me!"
While Beth huddled on the ground, the faerie queen's wings extended behind her and she hovered about a foot off the ground. Golden light enveloped her, and her eyes flickered with magical sparks.
"How dare you!" she yelled, pointing her wine-stained hand at him. "You dare to shout in my court!"
The room had gone silent, save for the sound of a few faeries drawing weapons or placing bets. The tension in the room was so thick that the mists around the edges moved away from the center, as if giving the gods themselves a better view of what was about to transpire.
Mike rubbed his throat. He had yelled so hard that it was raw, and when he spoke, there was a scratch in his voice.
"How dare you." He pointed a finger back at the queen, fire blooming in his cheeks and his whole body tensing up. "You accuse me of impropriety when you just stand there being a capital cunt about all this."
The collective gasp from the room sounded like the tearing of fabric, but he ignored it. The queen's face froze in shock.
"How dare you speak to the queen in such a manner." This was from a lordly looking fae on the edge of the court, a man in silver garments with a crown of roses around his head. He held a wooden staff with roses embossed along its length and his silvered hair was nearly waist length.
"Stuff it, Legolas." He felt the fire in his cheeks spread across his body, and the gears of his mind cranked rapidly. Maybe it had been a huge mistake to come here, but if he was about to go down in flames, he was going to give everyone a piece of his mind. Time seemed to slow, allowing him the opportunity to choose his words. "The grown-ups are talking now. Why don't you go play with your flowers?"
A mixture of laughs and boos filled the air, and Mike held up his hand for silence. The faerie lord had vanished behind some of his cohorts, and Mike's gaze swept the room, then landed on the indignant queen.
"I came here to have a civilized conversation with you, Your Majesty. You forced me to trudge through your land for a couple of days, encouraged your subjects to kill me, and then mock me to my face when I finally arrive. So what exactly do you expect from me?"
He ripped off his tie and threw it on the ground, where it landed with a splat. "Do you want to humiliate me in front of all your subjects and look like the big tough bitch that everyone talks about? And you must be so proud of yourself picking on a mortal! Bravo!" He started a slow clap, and fought a grin when a couple of unseen fae joined in. "If you were so scared of me, you should never have sent your spy to come see me. I would never have thought to come here in the first place, so bravo again." He clapped his hands a couple more times then stopped when an errant thought occurred to him.
Sulyvahn had said he had been forced to come because of an agreement the queen had. The queen ensured that every Caretaker was spirited away to the afterlife, but if she disapproved of one, why not just have them killed?
"I suggest you—" she began, but he butted in.
"You know what? When we came here, we took so much care to be respectful. My friend had books on etiquette and faerie law, and we deliberately left any weapons at home. Do you know how easy iron is to get in the human world? And not just any iron, but official cold iron. I could have that shit delivered to my door in hours, get it blessed by a holy man, whatever. I could have come here with a small army. Did your spy tell you that? No, I chose to assume that you weren't a huge bitch, despite being told otherwise by more than one person. So who is disrespecting who? I came with every intention of kindness and civility, but you turned your land against me, and for what? Because the banshee is my friend?
"Check this out! I brought nothing but simple protection charms and some gifts." He pulled out a bag full of polished stones. "I heard your kind like shiny things, so I brought these to trade for directions. Guess I don't need them." He dumped the bag in his hands and threw the stones in a wide arc toward the lords and ladies. Some of the pebbles landed in the watery ring, but the others bounced along the ground, and he noticed that several of the fae servants now stared with intense interest at the rocks. "I came as a friend of the fae, and you treated me as your enemy. So I'm no longer begging forgiveness, Your Majesty. It doesn't matter if you don't like me, I'm loved by many others. So unless you are planning to smite me or something, you need to tell me right now what I can do to take Cecilia home with me. She is a part of my home, and is very missed, and I would go through Hell itself to get her back."
"Enough!" The queen's wings swung down and a hot wind blew across the court, scattering some of the flying servants who cried out in alarm. She floated off the ground, her aura expanding around her, giving her the appearance of a tiny star. "You are an abomination, Caretaker. You stole faerie magic, and suffused it with your very soul, and for that, I would kill you."
"Then do it. Let's see the brave queen smash the puny mortal." He raised his arms and turned so everyone could see him. "I'm just a defenseless human, after all, so show everyone how brave you are, Tinkerbell! Blow me away!"
There was a collective groan from the crowd as the fae scrambled over each other to get a better view of what was about to transpire, but the swirling mists suddenly closed in on them, leaving Mike and Beth alone with the queen of the fae. He turned to face her, and saw that her face was contorted in a mask of rage.
She summoned a swirling ball of fire, light and shadows with her hands and held it over her head. It sizzled and popped like water on a hot skillet, and Mike took a step toward her.
"Oh please. What are you gonna do with that?" He stepped between her and Beth, just in case. "I've already figured out you can't directly hurt me."
The queen's face fell in shock, and the ball of magic popped like a bubble, sending a wave of crackling energy along the ground.
"How?" she asked.
"Simple. Somewhere out there is a written agreement meaning that you provide my home with an escort to the afterlife. I'm willing to bet that there is a clause in there that prevents you from getting rid of Caretaker's you don't like, and from directly commanding your subjects to harm him or her."
"You can't know that."
"Ah, but I do. You said you would kill me for what I've done, and yet, I live. Why is that? Why have us dumped in the middle of the woods and trick us into walking into those stupid bird things instead of just blowing my head off the minute I arrive?"
"The slaugh are not birds," she corrected him.
"Whatever. Why not just have someone give me shitty directions and trick me into going home? Or have Sulyvahn bring me here directly so you can bash my head in for laughs? 'Cause you can't do it, and you don't want the others to know that their all-powerful queen can't smash a measly human. You were hoping I would have an accident while I was here and could move on with your day." He knelt down by Beth and gave her a shake. She was motionless now, and he gave her another concerned shove. "What did you do to her?"
"The mist has put her to sleep. I was hoping it would do the same to you, and I would be rid of your presence, but it appears that you have developed quite the resistance to it. It's a defense mechanism made for humans, but clearly you have strayed too far from your own humanity. Do you even know what you have become? Because I do not, and I have seen the very mists of Creation itself. You are new magic, and I do not like it one bit." She slumped down in her throne and scowled. "So I'm afraid we are at an impasse, Caretaker. I could send you back home, but I fear you would darken my doorstep once again to humiliate me further."
"You're right. I would. So let's try again. I want Cecilia back, and I won't stop until you give me what I want." He crossed his arms. "And don't even think about threatening Beth again. The Rat King is very close friends with her, and I bet I could convince him to chew enough holes in this place to collapse it."
The queen laughed. "You threaten me with planar oblivion? You think very highly of yourself."
"We've done it once already. A demon took her from us, so we blew up his dimension."
"I doubt that..." She inspected him closely now, her eyes searching his. "I cannot believe it, but somehow you speak the truth."
"I do. Cecilia appears unharmed for now, but if you decide to punish her on my account, I will dedicate my life to swiss-cheesing this place. If you think I'm beyond caving in your kingdom, then look again."
"Foolish child. I would never harm one of my own." The queen seemed genuinely upset at the idea, her pale cheeks darkening. "It is not her fault that she was tricked into a dalliance with a mortal."
Mike shook his head. "There was no trickery involved. It just happened and it was mutual. The thing about the magic was an accident, and I'm sorry if it offends you, but you need to move on. Now tell me what you want from me so that I can move on, too."
She gave him a hard stare for nearly a minute, but he didn't back down. He had gambled on the queen being unable to hurt him and had no other ideas on how to get the queen to listen.
"Do you love her?" the queen asked. The question caught him off guard, not just because of the content, but how the queen asked it. There was fear in her voice, but he couldn't imagine why that would be.
He chose his words carefully, fully expecting a trap. "I love her as I do the others in my house. I'm still learning about those feelings myself, and my situation is quite unusual, but yes, I do."
"I see." The queen stared him down for several moments, contemplating his answer. Suddenly, her face blossomed into a sinister smile. "Okay, then."
She clapped her hands, and the loud boom that came from them blew the mist away, revealing the entirety of the court once more. Excited cheers and jeers could be heard from every direction as the fae awaited what would come next.
"This mortal claims that he loves the banshee Cecilia, and would walk through Hell itself to get her back. Seeing the honesty in his heart, I have decided to test his worth." She pointed a finger at him, a sneer on her face. "Henceforth, you are banished from entering the fae realm by any means from your world until you can complete this task, Caretaker Radley. The faerie realm lies parallel to many dominions, the Underworld included. Should you find a way to enter my court via the Underworld itself, I will allow you to leave here with your dear Cecilia."
"Leave unharmed. You will allow us all to leave unharmed. And intact." he added.
He hadn't been expecting this, and realized that he had somehow been played. It was likely an impossible task, but he was willing to bet it was the only way she would let Cecilia go. The court was now an animated throng as coin exchanged hands and the fae debated the potential outcome.
"And I want this agreement in writing."
The queen rolled her eyes and summoned a scroll from midair and tossed it to him. He caught it and opened it up to look. It seemed straight forward, and guaranteed the banshee's release and safe passage for both of them if he could come back to the court by way of the Underworld.
"Guess I'll be seeing you soon. I agree to the terms." His name appeared, scrawled in golden ink. He looked at Cecilia, whose face was crestfallen. "I'm coming for you."
She nodded her head, then wiped a tear from her cheek.
"Oh. And one more thing." The queen raised her hand for silence, then clenched it into a fist and yanked it down. The sky ripped itself apart, and a large shape slammed into the ground next to Mike, thrashing about in confusion.
It was Quetzalli.
The dragon roared in pain, and a sickly blue aura surrounded it, followed by the sizzle of electricity. The horn on its head glowed with power, summoning lightning from the sky. The boom was deafening, and Mike covered his ears.
"Hey, stop it!" he yelled, then ran to the dragon. A blast of lightning scorched the ground near his legs, so he halted his advance.
"Let it be known that he is to receive no help from any fae, or any other creature who wishes to remain in these lands. I wasn't clear enough with my prior orders, so let it be known that what is about to transpire is an act of leniency on my part." She turned her eyes on the dragon. "Since you seem to like humans so much, why don't you go and live as one?"
The blue light ripped through the dragon, shedding feathers and scales in every direction, and the beast roared in agony. Mike covered his face and threw himself over Beth to protect her from the swirling dragon bits, clenching his teeth in pain as he was buffeted by tiny stones that swirled about. The light was diminishing, revealing a huddled figure in the middle of where the dragon had lain.



"Quetzalli!" he cried out, racked with guilt. The dragon had gotten caught up in this mess solely for being a good Samaritan, and he turned his gaze back on the queen. "I'm coming for you, too," he warned her.
"I look forward to it," she replied, her voice carrying to him over the wind. Through the maelstrom of magic, he could see golden lines forming in the air above her, lines that flew behind him and stacked themselves into an intricately built gate.
"Now get the fuck out of my queendom," she said, and a powerful wind pushed the three of them across the stone floor. The gate opened, and he caught a brief glimpse of his house just as his grip slipped off of Beth's shoulders. Lifted free of the ground, he saw Beth and Quetzalli tumbling across the ground after him. Unable to control his flight, the edge of the gate clipped his head on his way through it, and everything went black.

🏠🏠🏠BAM! Starting 2020 with an enchanted dragon-girl, an angry faerie queen, and a quest to traverse the Underworld to save our beloved banshee. Gonna be a fun year, and I'm so excited to write it for you!
For those of you following me closely, I am in the middle of a small break from writing (I haven't even started Ch. 50 yet) to get caught up on some important Real World things, but once I get sorted, I will be back to my usual story production. You can follow my bio for notifications when I post, or just click on it-I always update it the day I submit a story on here (there's always a few day delay, so don't panic).
To the Lit community, thanks for being who you are, and I can't wait to do my best for you this year. Take care of yourselves and each other!
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Hi all! Here it is, the 50th chapter about a home full of monstergirls!
So I honestly never thought I would get to this point. When I first started writing this story, the house had three girls in it and was gonna be maybe five chapters long. Of course, I was also posting Iceman and figured way more people would be into that.
Boy, am I glad I was wrong.
I've written over half a million words of this story so far, and I have plans to continue for quite some time. Please make sure that you are leaving those ratings and comments, because I love the engaged community we have built together on this website. Your words of encouragement have gotten me to fifty chapters, and hopefully will get me to fifty more.
New to the story? You should just start at Chapter 1. This tale has plenty of plot and sex for all of you. But hey, I'm not your mother, so you do you.
Returning reader? I missed you, and hope you enjoy this chapter as much as I enjoyed writing it. This chapter is fairly busy as I get ready for the second act of this particular tale. You will get to spend time with our new resident catgirl, as well as formally meet the home's new dragon in human form.
Enough from me, let's check in with our monsters :)
The New Girl
"Easy, kisa."
The familiar voice was thick with a Russian accent and elicited both feelings of warmth and sadness. It spoke to her from the void, guiding her back to the world of the living. The darkness peeled away to reveal a small dance studio with wooden floors and large windows overlooking a city. One of the interior walls was a mirror, and in the reflection was a young, black teen who sat on the floor, her face wracked with pain as an older man held her left leg in place while examining her knee.
It took a moment for her to realize that she was looking at her own reflection. Unable to control her actions, she was forced to watch.
"No need for tears, kisa, is just sprain." The man left her behind and crossed the room to a small closet. He dug around inside and came back with a thick roll of bandages in his hands.
She couldn't see his face in the mirror, her eyes locked on her own reflection. She was maybe fifteen or sixteen, but it was hard to tell. Her frame was thin and possibly malnourished, and there were small hollows beneath her eyes like she hadn't slept in days.
Is this who I was?
"Will I still be able to compete?" the teen asked, hopefully. She kept wiping away fresh tears before the man could see them.
"The heart of a dancer is stronger than the body of one, kisa. Perhaps you sit this one out."
"No, I have to compete," she protested, her voice fading into a distant echo. The memory was melting around her, the void reaching out with icy hands to claim her once again. She kicked her furry legs and swam away into the darkness until she could float alone with her thoughts. Had that been one of her memories? Was she the girl in the mirror?
The man's name was on the tip of her tongue, but the harder she tried to say it, the further it crawled down her own throat, determined to hide. The darkness now pulsed with stars, bright things that hurt her eyes and made her head throb in time with the universe around her.
She opened her eyes one at a time to see that she was lying on a bed in a dimly lit room. On its own, her hand touched her neck. It was purely instinctual, and the move itself caused her head to pound in time with her pulse.
A small moan escaped her lips, and when she tried to sit up, nausea and dizziness forced her to lay back down.
Some time passed before the rustling of fabric caught her ears, and she turned her head to see a woman standing in the opening of the room. The stranger snapped her fingers and a lantern by the door ignited, filling the room with a soft, yellow light that was barely tolerable.
"You're finally awake. I was worried you would be out forever." The woman picked up the lantern and walked to the bed, then set the light down on a nearby table. She looked Asian but had patches of scale-like skin along her face and neck that shimmered in the lantern light. "My name is Ratu. What's yours?"
"Nngh." The pain of trying to speak was nearly rivaled by the frustration of being unable to answer.
"I'm afraid you took a rather nasty blow to the head. Here." Ratu held out a couple of pills. "These will help with the pain. You can chew them."
She took the pills and popped them in her mouth. If this woman had wanted to poison or hurt her, she could have done it already. Besides, her head hurt badly enough that she couldn't think past making the pain stop.
The pills tasted awful, but it was like pouring water on an open flame. The pain rampaging through her head diminished greatly, and she let out a sigh of relief.
"Better?" Ratu asked, her green eyes glowing.
"Yes. Thank you." She not only felt better, but oddly calm. Looking into Ratu's eyes reminded her of a warm night by the fire, and it occurred to her that she was now staring. She looked away and rubbed her eyes, her whole body now warm and fuzzy, inside and out.
"Good. Let's try again. What's your name?"
"I..." Her own name was even farther away than the man's name had been. Why was that? "I don't know."
"Interesting." Ratu arched an eyebrow. "Do you know where you are or how you got here?"
"Um... " The images in her head didn't make sense, but she decided to be honest. "I was in a fight. I think. With a statue."
"A gargoyle," Ratu corrected her. "You were trying to escape and Abella knocked you out. You've been unconscious for a couple of days now."
"I have?" She felt the back of her head. Sure enough, there was a large, painful lump buried beneath her fur. "Where am I?"
"You're in my labyrinth. I brought you here for safekeeping because I have some questions for you, though I doubt you'll be able to answer them if you don't even know your own name."
"Oh." That made sense and the memory of her attempt to flee the house became clear to her. She saw the faces again, her memory settling on the snarling visage of a green goblin. The fur on her neck stood up, and she smoothed it back down.
"Well, I won't waste your time much longer. Why did you attack Mike?"
"Mike?" Ah, right. That was the man's name. "I was trying to sneak out and he found me."
"And why were you sneaking?"
"I was... scared." That answer felt right, but if it was true, why wasn't she scared now? Her situation seemed far more dire, but an odd sense of relaxation had settled over her. Even now, she could see Ratu's skin shifting in the lantern-light, but it didn't even bother her.
"Scared of what?"
"I don't remember. It just felt like I had to escape. I needed to escape. I think I fell asleep, and when I woke up, I just..." She let out a sigh. "Am I a prisoner here?"
"More like a guest. If you were a prisoner, you'd be in chains. But do keep in mind that the nature of your status can change in an instant." Ratu smirked, then held out a hand. "Are you hungry?"
She nodded, and let the woman help her up. They walked together to another room where some food had been set at a small dining table. Ratu asked her a series of questions, most of which she had no answer for. She ate until she was full, a move that was almost instinctive on her part.
Ratu conducted a small series of tests after they ate, most of which involved a hovering ball of light. When they were done, Ratu led her out of the building into a large, subterranean chamber with a floating crystal up above.
"So, what now?" she asked, looking up at the crystal. She could feel the heat coming off of it like a tiny sun.
"Well, from what I can tell, your memory has been completely wiped. I don't know whether that's from a magical injury or a physical one. As for your physical condition, are you sure you don't remember anything about your transformation?"
She touched her throat involuntarily again and remembered the young woman in the mirror. If that really was one of her memories, then how did she become this way? "I really don't."
Ratu nodded. "Well, now that you've your wits about you, I think it's time we go upstairs and speak with the Caretaker, and—"
At the word caretaker, a throaty growl formed in the back of her throat. She cut it off and stared at Ratu, appalled.
"I have no idea why I just did that," she said. "Please don't lock me up."
"Tell me, do you mean to harm Mike?" Ratu had crossed her arms in a manner that had placed one of her hands up a sleeve.
"The man from upstairs? No, why?"
"Because he's the Caretaker."
The growl was more of a squeak this time, and she shook her head, fighting her instincts. "I really don't know why I keep doing that, I swear."
"Oh, I know. You can't lie to me, not for another few hours, anyway," Ratu responded.
"I can't?"
"No, you can't. When you took your medicine, I cast a spell on you to calm you down and keep you honest. You see, your appearance caused quite a commotion, and I needed to make sure you weren't a threat before taking you back."
"That makes sense." However, now that she knew that she had been enchanted, her hackles rose a bit. Something about knowing a spell had been cast on her made her angry, or at least, she knew that it should. It was almost like her brain was busy trying to be two people at once.
"Come with me. And if you see Asterion, don't let him make you nervous. He's meant to scare you, but since the spell I cast is fading, I don't feel like chasing you through the Labyrinth all day."
She nodded and followed Ratu. The passageways were long, but they went through several shortcuts and doorways that didn't make any sense. A golden lion prowled around on Ratu's purple kimono, and occasionally swatted at her hair when it came near.
"What are you?" she asked. "I mean, you can do magic. Are you a witch?"
"I'm a naga." Ratu looked over her shoulder to reveal that her face now resembled a snake. She shook her head, and when her hair passed over her face, it was back to normal. "A snake deity, of sorts. What are you?"
"Um..." She really had no idea and told the naga so. "Do you know what I am?"
"That's open for debate," the naga admitted. "You see, all the evidence points at you being human once, so you can't simply be nekomata, or a cat spirit. They start as cats. My best guess is that you are a human who has fallen prey to a curse or enchantment that has made you into this...cat person."
She gasped and touched her throat again. "Am I going to turn into a cat?"
Ratu noticed this movement and stopped. "No. The method of enchantment has been removed, but may I?" She came closer and ran her hands through the thick fur of her neck. "Hmm. That would make a lot of sense, actually."
"What would?"
"An enchanted collar."
At the word collar, she touched her throat again, her heart pounding.
"Someone did this to me?"
"They did. But it was nobody you are about to meet. Come." She tapped on a stone and it swung open like a door, revealing an ordinary room with wooden floors on the other side.
"This is... this is a house!" When she stepped through, the door behind them swung shut and vanished into the wood paneling.
"It is. I got tired of getting wet, so the rats put it in for me."
It was an odd statement from the naga, but there was no chance to ask about it because they turned down a hallway and were now in a dining room that smelled strongly of fresh baked goods. Even now, the table was being set by a very tall woman wearing an apron. When the woman turned to see who had arrived, she saw that she only had one eye.
"I didn't expect to see you," the woman said, looking down at the newcomer. The cyclops was easily seven feet tall. "I take it our visitor is okay?"
"Better than expected, actually." Ratu pulled a chair out and indicated that they should all sit. "This is Sofia, by the way. She's a cyclops, in case you didn't know that."
While her own personal memory was an aching void in her brain, she did at least recognize the cyclops for what she was. However, she had been staring and looked away, embarrassed. "Sorry, everything is...my name is..."
"Unknown," the naga finished for her, then picked up a pastry with a raspberry filling. "Mike isn't up yet? Thought I heard that he was back?"
"He had a bad night," Sofia answered. "The head injury he got from the gate was bad enough that the centaurs took him and... our other new guest for observation. They haven't returned yet." She shook her head, then shrugged. "Beth filled us in on what happened, and she's pretty upset, but not as mad as Tink or Yuki. Tink spent all morning repairing the electrical panel so I could at least make breakfast, so that's kept her busy. Yuki has been hovering around the centaurs, and I'm sure you know how much they like that."
"Hmm." Ratu tapped a finger on the table. "I think I'll stick around a bit longer. I was planning to just pass along a quick report, but I don't want anyone feisty taking out their aggressions on the new girl just yet."
"That's a good idea." Sofia sat across from the cat girl. "Can I make you anything? Are you hungry?"
Though she had eaten in Ratu's lair, she was already hungry again. "Do you have anything... um... sausage, maybe?" Sausage sounded good, and it made her stomach growl audibly.
"I'll see what I can do." Sofia vanished around the corner.
"Hey, have you seen any of the fairies lately?" Ratu had raised her voice so Sofia could hear her. "I wanted to send a message up, but I haven't seen any of them recently, and they didn't come when I tried to summon them. Not that I mind sending messages by rat, but they're kind of a one-way affair without Reggie to translate."
"Come to think of it, no, I haven't." The air filled with the sound of something sizzling in a hot pan, followed by the sweet aroma of frying meat. "I figured they were bothering you, or the centaurs maybe."
"They'll turn up, they always do, though it usually means they just broke something." The naga consumed her pastry slowly, picking it into small pieces with her fingers and savoring each bite with a smile.
The sausages arrived with a side of bacon and some toast. Sofia set them down on the table, then handed over a knife and fork.
"Thought you might want something other than just meat, but let me know. I can make whatever."
"Are you the chef or something?" she asked while taking the utensils.
Ratu smirked, and Sofia shrugged.
"I like to be useful. Unlike some people here, I enjoy spending time with everyone, and love to cook. The Library gets lonely."
The Library.
There was a sudden flash of a memory, but it faded away before it could leave a mark. She looked down at her plate and picked up her fork.
Oh well. It was better to be confused on a full stomach. The toast was fine, but the sausage was absolutely exquisite, and when she bit into the bacon, she let out a small purr of delight. The others watched her for a few seconds, and then Sofia offered to make her some more since she seemed so hungry. She nodded, and held up her plate for the cyclops to take.
When Sofia came back a bit later, she had doubled the amount of sausage and bacon on the plate.
"Eat your fill," she said. "We've got plenty."
"Eat your fill, kisa." The old man slid a bowl of soup across the table to her. Her hands were tiny, and her arms shook when she pulled the bowl closer to herself. The over-sized coat she wore was still wet from the snow, and small puddles had formed beneath her elbows on the table. "I've got plenty."
The memory startled her, and she dropped the piece of bacon she had been holding. The others were deep in conversation about something else now, and she picked up a sausage, holding the greasy roll of meat in between her fingers.
Who was that old man? Did he know who she was? She wasn't able to ponder these questions for long when she heard a loud bang from the front of the house. Everyone at the table stood up and ran, and she couldn't help but follow out of curiosity.

🏡🏡🏡Mike groaned as Zel cleaned away the dry blood on the back of his head. He sat on a table in her yurt, and she was now using tweezers to check his wound. Last night, he had faded in and out of consciousness as the centaurs rushed him to their camp for medical treatment. When he woke up this morning, it was to discover that his head was bandaged so heavily that he had worried that he had died and been mummified, only to awaken years later now that there was a new Caretaker.
It was a silly thought, but he knew he had a concussion and figured it was just par for the course.
"Hmm, interesting," Zel muttered from behind him. He waited, in the hopes that she would say more.
She didn't.
"What?" he finally asked her. "Is my brain hanging out? If so, it serves me right. Try and push only the smart part back in, please."
"Does this hurt?" She did something and he winced as a sharp pain shot through his skull, then faded.
"A bit, but not too bad. What is...oh?" Zel's hand appeared in front of his face holding a twisted wire. "What is that?"
"Those are your stitches. I had to take them out." She moved in front of him and wiped some blood off her hands with a towel, then tossed it into a basket.
"Why? Is something wrong?" He reached a hand back to feel the wound, then thought better of it.
"On the contrary. You had a fairly deep gash back there last night and I used stitches to close it up. This morning, the gash is raw and scabbed over, but it's superficial and doesn't need to be held together any longer." The centaur frowned. "I could have sworn it was worse last night."
"What about my head though? It still hurts like a bitch." He pointed at his temples. "It feels like there's a bag of broken glass behind my eyes."
"Considering you mouthed off to the faerie queen, you're lucky you still have those eyes." Zel shuddered. "I'm just glad you came back in one piece."
"Me too. Do I need these anymore?" He held up some fresh bandages.
"No. I just have some stuff I want to put on there to prevent infections, so don't take a bath as soon as you get back. Wait until this evening."
"Okay." He set the bandages down and looked at the floor. How did he even ask his next question? "Um, how is... Quetzalli? Is she okay?"
The centaur smiled. "That's something you are going to have to see for yourself. I don't even know where to begin."
That was an odd answer, but he accepted it.
After a few more minutes of medical care, Zel released him and he hopped down off the table with a little help from her. They stepped out of the yurt together and he squinted at the cloudy sky, his eyes struggling to adjust.
They walked for a little bit, chatting about nothing in particular, then arrived at the center of camp. The centaurs milled about, ready to perform their daily tasks, and Mike didn't even have to ask where Quetzalli was.
A small basket had been turned upside down to create a stool for the woman, and she sat on it now, surrounded by a small crowd of youngsters. Once they were close enough, he could hear her speaking to them, her voice rich with a Spanish accent.
"...and when Huitzilopochtli defeated his brothers, he cast them into the sky where they became the stars!" Quetzalli dramatically threw a handful of dirt above the youngsters, who let out screams of laughter and then bolted out from underneath the debris. The dragon laughed along with them until her dark, purple eyes met his. The centaur children saw Mike coming and departed, suddenly doing their best to look busy.
"So...how are you doing?" he asked.
She scowled at him. She had the appearance of an older woman in her mid-to-late forties, with streaks of black in her mostly silver hair. She wore a simple skirt and a centaur's tunic that had been retooled to fit. Also, tiny bits of hay were stuck to her everywhere. The small horn in the center of her forehead was cracked, the tip of it missing, and when she stood, he noticed that her legs and forearms had large patches of glittering blue scales on them.



"I've been better," she said, then her legs wobbled and she stumbled toward him.
When he put his hands out to catch her, he received a sizable static shock that caused his left arm to suddenly retract, which caused him to catch her awkwardly. Because of this, her shoulders twisted funny, causing the top button of her tunic to pop open, revealing a pair of ample breasts that had been crammed inside.
"The youngsters have been teaching her to walk," Zel explained as Mike steadied the dragon. "She isn't used to her human form yet."
"No, I am not." Quetzalli managed to stand on her own, and then put her hands on her waist. She was about a foot shorter than Mike, but somehow looked just as menacing as if she were a foot taller than him. "It appears that my enchantment may be permanent."
"Any ideas about how we can reverse it?" Mike asked, then looked at Zel.
"None. Ratu might know, but I haven't been able to send her a faerie. Can't seem to find any of them when there's work to be done."
"I am so sorry," he began, but Quetzalli held up her hand to silence him.
"You have nothing to be sorry for," she told him. "This was the queen's doing, not yours."
"We'll find a way to reverse it."
"Perhaps." She looked him up and down. "It is so fascinating to see you up close like this. And this place we're in—is this your home?"
"Not...quite. I thought you would be far angrier than you seem."
"Oh, she was." Zel smiled. "But we were able to talk her down a bit, and convince her that we would do our best."
"Yes, she did." Quetzalli poked him in the chest with her finger, which caused another spark. "And while I don't blame you, you are the reason I ended up in this mess. You owe me for saving your life, and I intend to collect."
"Anything, just name it."
"I need a place to stay until I can return to my original form. I would prefer to stay with you, as I no longer know anybody in the mortal realm who can help me."
"Done." He stuck his hand out. "I will do everything in my power to keep you safe and help return you to normal."
Quetzalli nodded. "Then we have an agreement." She looked down at his extended hand. "What are you doing?"
"It's a handshake. When humans come to an agreement, they shake hands."
"Oh. Right. I am familiar with the custom, but keep forgetting I have...these." She held out her hands and wiggled her fingers. "They feel so fragile, like sticks that have been out in the sun for too long. And the claws are useless. Look at how thin they are! You could barely dig a hole with them."
"Yeah, I wouldn't recommend—OW!"
Quetzalli had grabbed his extended hand and squeezed it as hard as she could, which caused the bones and tendons inside his palm to pop loudly. He fought to yank his hand free, but she misunderstood and held on with a grip of iron, pumping his hand up and down vigorously.
"How do I know when a handshake is over?" The dragon asked, then looked over to Zel, oblivious to Mike's reaction. "Does this look right? It doesn't feel right."
Zel said nothing, hiding a grin behind her hands.
"Two seconds. Two seconds!" Mike yelled, and she released him. His hand was throbbing, but he didn't feel any permanent damage.
"Okay. Two seconds for a handshake. Got it."
"You're...you're crazy strong, aren't you?" He flexed his hand a few times, hoping that movement would alleviate the pain.
"She is a dragon, after all." Zel moved close to Quetzalli and pulled a small wooden stick from her pocket. "When she first came to us, she was as pale as a ghost. Her skin has darkened a bit, and these revealed themselves." She tapped on a set of scales along Quetzalli's neck. "She still has some draconic properties that I think will continue to emerge in the days ahead."
"Okay, but why the stick?" He found the centaur's behavior odd.
"I got tired of getting zapped," she replied, then pointed at Quetzalli's broken horn. "She constantly generates an electrical charge, but the sudden change in size meant that she could no longer hold in all that energy, and so it broke. Unfortunately, based on what she told me, her horn helped her control her own lightning, so you may get a nasty shock every now and then."
He thought back to the spark he had experienced earlier and looked at the dragon. "Not enough to kill me or anything, right?"
The dragon shrugged. "I really can't say. Zel didn't think so, and my horn will heal over time as long as I'm careful with it."
"Indeed." He moved closer to her and examined the fractured horn. It had a spiral pattern which reminded him of a unicorn. "Maybe we could get Tink to make you a cap for it? Something to keep it from getting damaged even further?"
"If you do that, pick a conductive material," Zel added. "You don't want her building up another big charge or anything. The discharge could crack her horn down at the core, which would be very bad."
"Sounds reasonable." He really had no idea how electricity worked beyond the basics, but was sure that Tink would be able to fashion something with little effort. "Any other things we should know?"
"She's been human for less than twenty-four hours. Though she has watched over mankind for centuries, it doesn't mean she understands them." Zel threw a look at Quetzalli. "I don't pretend to fully understand a dragon's supernatural biology, or the spell that transformed her. Fae magic is certainly a thing to behold, but so is a dragon. Her body is still acclimating to this form, and because some of her draconic traits have already manifested since her arrival, like the scales on her skin, it's possible other traits may push through the enchantment over time."
"So puberty for dragons, got it. Hey, can I ask you something? What do you know about Sulyvahn?"
"The dullahan?" She shrugged. "I haven't talked to him, actually. I've been too busy here."
"What about the others? I've seen him speaking with the centaurs and I wonder what he's been talking about."
"Oh? You have my curiosity. Why the sudden interest in him?"
Mike frowned. "The faerie queen knew we were coming and made sure we had a nasty welcome waiting for us. Naturally I assume he told her because he's a spy."
The centaur rolled her eyes. "Well, you weren't exactly being quiet about what you were doing or where you were going. Even if he did report to the faerie queen, you can hardly call what he did spying. If your neighbors could actually see what was happening in your front yard, even they would have known you were up to something, cause you built a small closet in the middle of your yard and then had a squad of magic rats chew a portal in it. So even if Sulyvahn is spying on you, you can't blame him for passing on information that you pretty much handed over."
"You sound like you're on his side." He hadn't expected Zel to lecture him about the dullahan, and his cheeks were now burning.
"He may be in your front yard, but he still answers to the queen. You can't be mad at him for siding with his boss, especially when you've made no effort to properly welcome him here."
"So he has been spying on us." He shook his head, wondering how he was going to get rid of the headless nuisance.
"If he is, he's only reporting what he sees. It's not like we answered a bunch of questions about you or the house." Zel crossed her arms. "In fact, the only thing he's really even talked about is the garden in the front yard."
"What about the garden?" Mike asked.
"He seems super into botany, but he keeps offering useless advice on those bushes near the front—the ones that keep getting sick and dying. I have some of our best botanists keeping your yard in good condition. They love tending to your plants, and it's their way of thanking you for letting us live here. He keeps offering up holistic approaches to your poor soil issues, and the centaurs just smile and nod for him because he's friendly."
"That's a little weird."
Zel nodded. "It is. He suggested planting iron spikes all around your bushes because it might loosen the soil, then told my top herbalist that a ring of salt might keep slugs away. You don't even have a slug problem, so we told him we would keep it in mind."
"A slug...problem..." Mike put his chin in his hand, his mind whirring through the possibilities. Why would the queen's spy become so involved with how he kept his yard? He hadn't liked the dullahan since he had arrived, but he knew now that he hadn't given him a fair shake. Now that he knew how nasty the queen could be, he thought back to Sulyvahn's warnings. Had the dullahan really been looking out for him?
"Ack! Pffft!"
A stray bit of hair had gotten stuck in Quetzalli's face, and she was actively trying to remove it. Unfortunately, it looked to be the hair of a centaur's tail, and she poked herself in the eye trying to pull the thing off her face.
"Hold still," he told her, then got a nasty zap for his efforts. He was able to peel the hair off her face, but when he let go of it, it floated back toward her and stuck to her belly.
"That's been a bit of an uphill battle," Zel informed him. "She fell into a hay bale earlier and it took us an hour to get it all out of her hair."
"It was unexpectedly itchy," Quetzalli added. "And I did not care for the flavor, either."
"You're not supposed to eat it." Zel let out an exasperated sigh. "And we don't eat it either. We use it to lie down and things like that."
"But I thought that horses ate hay?"
"Again, like I said before, we aren't horses. This part of me is like a horse, but that does not mean we're...you know what? It's fine." Zel looked back at Mike. "Now that your head isn't broken, you should probably get back to the house. The others are waiting for your return, and I'm sure Quetzalli would like to find out where her room is."
"I'm very curious to see the inside of a house," the dragon added. "I've even heard that you have running water inside of them, like a magic river."
"Just wait until I show you the internet," Mike said, then gave Zel a big hug. "Thanks for taking care of me."
"Try to stay out of trouble," she told him, then smiled. "But it was very nice to see you. Are you still coming to my ceremony?"
"I wouldn't miss it." He ran his hand along her cheek, then turned toward Quetzalli. "C'mon, let's get you home and figure out where you're sleeping."
"Am I not sleeping with you? I thought humans slept together?" She pressed her hands together, overlapping her fingers. "Does a family of humans sleep in a big ball, like this? I imagine there's an upper limit."
"Um...not quite. You need to master sleeping on your own first. Then you can decide if you want to sleep with somebody else. It's kind of a personal decision."
"You speak with much wisdom, humanling."
"Just call me Mike. I need to stop for something first."
They walked through the centaur village and he stopped a couple of centaurs and asked for their help. They lead him to one of the nearby storage yurts, then left to complete their duties. Once inside, he dug around through their supplies for a few minutes before finally spotting what he needed.
Quetzalli had stayed outside, her eyes on the blue sky above. He called her in to help him, then handed her a bag of salt.
"What's this for?" she asked.
"Don't know yet. Rule number one of being a human: be prepared." He grabbed a couple of horseshoes that the centaurs had made. Though they technically didn't need them (centaur hooves were magically durable), he had learned that they often utilized them for treating hoof related injuries to ensure that they healed properly.
"What are those for?" she asked, indicating the horseshoes.
"They're for luck, but you gotta hold the open end up, or all the luck will run out." He tucked them partially into one of his pockets. "Rule number two of being human: you're gonna need all the luck you can get."
"Isn't all the luck going to run out of them like that?" She squatted down. "I don't see anything coming out of them."
"Oh, I'm not grabbing them for their luck. C'mon, I want you to meet somebody."
He led her out of the yurt and to the other side of camp, where the portal had been set up. They were about to walk inside the building when she stopped and turned her vision to the sky again.
"Everything okay?" he asked her.
A slow smile crossed her face. "There's a storm coming."
He scanned the cloudless sky and shrugged. "If you say so. C'mon, let's go."
The guards standing by the portal let them pass, and they walked through it and into the front yard of his house.
"That's my home," he told her, pausing for a moment to let her see it. In the light of the morning, much of the front was still cast in shadows, and it somehow looked ominous with its latest addition stuck onto the front. "It's also your home for as long as you like."
"Thank you," she said, and he held his breath.
Nothing happened. He scanned the front of the house, wondering if a new room had popped up in the back or something. He shrugged, and walked over to the garden.
It didn't take him long to find it. Along the edge of the maze that was closest to the street, he could see that a fairly large patch of bushes had giant gaps in them, and the dirt beneath looked more like sand than soil.
"Hey, Abella?" He raised his voice and squinted, his gaze traveling the length of the roof. "I might need you in a moment. Can I get you in the air?"
After a couple of seconds, he saw her shoot into the sky, her dark figure now circling overhead.
"That's Abella," he explained. "She's a gargoyle."
"Oh." Quetzalli gazed wistfully into the sky. "I miss my wings. I feel so heavy being trapped on the ground."
"Yeah, I bet. If you're ever in need of a ride, you might be able to convince the Jabberwock to give you one." He pointed out the beast where it lay hidden against the far wall of his house. Its wings were folded up, and it looked like it might be sleeping. However, he knew that it didn't need sleep, and was constantly watching the entrance, just in case.
"Maybe later. I seem to be having trouble with my balance already." She dropped the bag of salt on the ground and then put her hands on her breasts. "I'm so confused by these in particular. Why are they so heavy? If I turn too fast, I feel like I'm being pulled forward by them." She turned around and shook her butt at him. "At least if I had a tail, I feel like I could use it as a counter weight or rudder."
Oh boy. He didn't even know where to begin. "That is probably a question for the others. Hey, can you open that bag for me?"
"Yes, I can." She knelt down and swiped her fingers at the top of the cloth sack. Frustrated when nothing happened, she tried again, but this time snagged her fingernail on the cloth and let out a holler of pain.
"Humans don't use their nails like that," he explained. He showed her how to operate the string on the bag. She pulled on it and the bag opened up.
"It's a good thing your kind reproduces so quickly," she grumbled. "Manlings are so breakable."
"And stubborn, too." Yuki's voice was bitter, and Mike flinched as the temperature dropped around him. He hadn't seen her approach, and when he looked at her, he saw that she had small bags under her eyes. "And they make shitty choices."
"Yuki, I—" he began, but she stepped into him and hugged him so tight that his voice became a squeak and his back popped.
"You're such an asshole," she told him, then stepped back and gave him a light shove. "I'm so glad that you decided to go to the faerie realm just to nearly get killed by almost everything."
He winced, then held out his hands apologetically. "Look, Yuki, I'm really sorry that—"
"No, absolutely not. I don't want to hear any of your bullshit excuses, or..." Yuki sniffed the air and turned to face Quetzalli. "And who is this?"
"I am the dragon Quetzalli." She held out a hand and Yuki took it. There was a loud pop on contact as the kitsune received a shock, and then the dragon counted to two out loud while vigorously pumping Yuki's hand.
When Quetzalli finally let go, the kitsune's hair now stood up in a few places, and the fur on her tails had poofed out. Yuki looked at Mike with a mixture of surprise and disgust.
"Hey, since you're here anyway, I need your help with something." He ran his hands through her hair, taking a moment to rub the spot between her ears. The static discharged and her hair fell back into place. "Can you hold these for me? I'll let you know when I need them."
She looked down at the horseshoes, then took them. "What are we doing?"
"You'll see." He had Quetzalli move a safe distance from the bushes, then came back and lifted the bag of salt. He tilted the bag up and did his best to pour the salt evenly over the roots of the plant, wondering how long it would be until something happened. With Abella soaring overhead and Yuki casually spinning one of the horseshoes in her fingers nearby, he hoped that his hunch was right.
"So, anyway, I wanted to talk about my plans for the faerie queen," he loudly announced. "I've given it a lot of thought, but I think I have the perfect weapon to destroy her once and for all."
Quetzalli tilted her head with curiosity, but remained silent. Yuki's ears twitched, and she gave him a long hard look. Her gaze went to the horseshoes in her hands, back to Mike, and then over to where he had dumped a bunch of salt.
"I am so interested to hear about this weapon," she said, her grip tightening on the horseshoes.
"Good. Because I want to show it to you." He stuck his hand in his pocket and pulled out a vial of glitter that was leftover from his trip. Cupping his hands together, he looked around and then moved next to Yuki and cracked his hands open. "I'm sure you recognize it from the Vault."
"How were you able to handle such a device?" she asked, her eyes flicking toward the bushes. The soil had shifted, causing a circle to open in the salt.
"It wasn't easy," he told her, then closed his hands. "But if this device were to get in the wrong hands, it would easily destroy everything we know and love."
"Well, then, you should probably put it somewhere safe until...until..." Her ears twitched again, and she frowned at the bushes.
He heard it now, too—a sound similar to stones being ground together.
"I'm going to check it out," he told her, then turned toward the bushes and fake stumbled, the vial falling out of his hands.
The ground erupted, and a squat, fat creature made of stone jumped into the air and snagged the vial in its claws.
"All Hail the Faerie Queen!" it shrieked at them. The creature looked like a demonic hedgehog made out of rock, and stood about a foot tall. It leered at them with sharp, pointy teeth, but the smile disappeared when Yuki nailed it between the eyes with a horseshoe.
"Abella!" Mike called, and the gargoyle descended, using her feet to grab the little stone creature and carry it into the sky. However, the creature rapidly expanded, dragging Abella down until she crashed into the bushes.
Muttering in a language Mike didn't recognize, the creature rolled its body into a ball and charged toward them. The air chilled instantly and large ice spears formed, diverting the ball away from the group and across the yard. A pair of nearby centaurs ran for cover as the creature unrolled itself, using its foot long claws to spin in a tight circle, its angry visage focused on Mike.
It didn't see the stone lion that had come to life that now descended on it from above. The lion's body was surrounded in a blue aura and it slammed into the demon like a meteor impacting the moon.
The creature exploded in a shower of stone and glitter, its rocky remains raining across the front yard. The lion shook itself clean of the debris, the air around its fiery mane rippling with heat before it returned to its post at the front of the yard.



"What the hell was that?" Yuki asked. When he looked at her, he saw the front door of the house had been opened, and the others had come outside to see what was going on.
"It was a type of earth elemental." Sulyvahn appeared with a strange grin on his face. He knelt down to pick up a fragment of the elemental. "Eats magic, this one. They normally dinna get this big."
"You knew, didn't you?" Mike asked.
The dullahan shrugged. "Doesn't matter. Ye found it all the same." He tossed the fragment on the ground and kicked it. "Nasty little bugger has been here longer than I have, that's fer sure and for certain. If I coulda told ye about it, I would have."
Mike appraised the dullahan, wondering if he should take the chance. It was the gnome that they had spoken to in the fae realm that made him think of it. Sulyvahn had tried his best to warn them all away from the queen, and they had ignored him and walked into a trap. He had also been trying to hint at the creature hiding in the bushes, but couldn't come out and tell them directly that the creature had been planted there. What the queen said, went. That was what he had learned in the faerie realm, and he was willing to bet that Sulyvahn couldn't do much else while the queen kept a watchful eye.
"Why you?" Mike asked. "The queen is honoring an obligation, but why send you specifically? Why not some other dullahan that can keep his mouth shut?"
Sulyvahn ignored him, and looked over at the dying shrubs. "I've almost never seen one get that big. It must have had a proper meal, and recently, too."
Sensing there was something to that statement, Mike ran toward the patch of dirt in the ground where the elemental had popped free. It had left a hole behind that was roughly the size of a softball. He stuck his hand in the hole and felt around, his fingers sliding over something hard.
Yuki helped him dig up the ground, and when they pulled a glass jar out, they saw four dimly flickering lights inside. The jar was decorated with symbols that Mike imagined were magical wards of some kind.
"Huh. Makes sense. Fairies woulda spotted that beastie right away. I bet it captured them to keep them quiet." Sulyvahn yawned. "Looks like the excitement be over, so if ye dinna mind..." He gave a mock salute and vanished into the shadows.
Mike unscrewed the jar and opened it, tilting it over his hand.
The sparkling lights landed in his palm and transformed into their humanoid forms. Daisy, Cerulea, Carmina, and Olivia were more insect than human now, and unable to stand.
"Their magic has been drained," Yuki growled through her teeth. "Oh, when I get my hands on that bitch..."
"You won't." He placed a calming hand on Yuki's shoulder. "Clearly we are caught up in something we don't fully understand, and we need to focus our energy on what's important. Not revenge, at least not yet, anyway." He held the fairies close to his chest and moved toward the house. He could feel the magic of each fairy pulsing in his hands, and he knew just what they needed to restore their magic.
"Mike?" Beth met him at the door, her face a mask of worry and regret. Gone was the confident woman she had been yesterday, and he could see a small amount of fear in her eyes.
The same woman that had been turned into a statue and abducted by a demon now looked strangely vulnerable, and with a rare flash of insight, he realized that she was worried that she had let him down. She had had one job in the faerie realm, and had been unable to do it.
"I'm glad to see that you're okay," he told her.
"I'm sorry," she said. "About what happened." She stood a little taller now, bracing herself for whatever was coming next. Her faith in herself had clearly been shaken—a feeling he was familiar with.
"Me, too," he told her. "But we're alive, and that's what's important. We bit off more than we could chew, and..." He looked over at Sofia, who met his eyes with a knowing gaze. "It wasn't a problem I could just fuck my way out of. No amount of luck was going to help us. Not with the queen of the fae."
"So what's next?" she asked.
He opened his mouth, then closed it. There were a lot of things that needed to happen, but they could wait. "I'll fill you in on the faerie queen later. For now, I was wondering if you could help Quetzalli find a place to sleep?" He looked over at the dragon, who was now doing little spins in the front yard to make her skirt twirl out. The dragon noticed them watching, and started toward the porch.
"That's Quetzalli?" Beth asked in disbelief.
"The queen punished her. She's never been a human before, so she needs a bit of supervision."
"It's true," Quetzalli admitted as she joined them. "You and I have met before. You were inside my jaws, remember?" The dragon opened her mouth wide to reveal that she had a double set of canines up top, and her tongue had a deep groove in the middle.
"It looked a little different last time I saw it."
"I was much bigger then," she said knowingly, then put a hand on her lower belly. "I am experiencing some discomfort that I am unfamiliar with. It's a strange fullness that needs relieving."
"Like...do you have to pee?"
Quetzalli nodded. "Ah, that sounds right. I just need to find a suitable tree, yes?" She was already lifting her skirt. "I am unfamiliar with which part of my anatomy I need to aim, and—"
"I've got her," Beth said, then grabbed Quetzalli's wrist. There was a loud snap of static, and she winced.
"Yeah, she does that, too," he added, then let Beth lead Quetzalli into the house, where they disappeared down the hallway toward the bathroom. He stepped inside as well, only to stop in the living room.
Standing on the stairs was the cat girl who had assaulted him only a couple days ago. She was watching him with great interest, her dark green eyes locked on his. Her face was mostly human, but her nose was a cat's, surrounded by a few long whiskers.
"Oh, I didn't realize that you were awake." He noticed Ratu standing near the cat girl. "Is she... are you...?"
"She's fine," Ratu informed him. "It looks like you've got a lot on your plate right now, but I wanted you to know that she was up and no longer hostile. We can talk later."
"Thank you. Sorry, but I need to help these guys recover their magic." He held up his hands to show Ratu the fairies.
"Ah. Well, I'm sure the process will be fun." She smirked, then licked her lips seductively. "I feel like I'm overdue to run out of magic one of these days, myself."
"Uh, yeah. You're always so busy, so I haven't really..." He noticed the cat girl watching him and changed the subject. "My name is Mike, by the way. I'm the Caretaker of this crazy place, and it's my job to keep everybody safe. I'm sure that earlier was just a misunderstanding, and you're welcome to stay if you'd like. However, if you want to leave, you should know that there's a possibility a nasty group of witches may hunt you down and use magic to force you to come back. That's a long story, and Ratu can tell you all about it, and I'm so sorry that I can't stay and chat. Right now, these four need my help."
"I'll keep an eye on her for a bit longer, but I do have work to get back to," Ratu replied. "But I like the idea of you owing me a favor."
"I'll only be a little bit. Once the fairies are sorted, they'll be back to causing trouble again and we can figure out our next steps." He moved toward the stairs, but the cat girl stood in the way. "It was nice to meet you, um..."
"She doesn't remember—" Ratu began.
"Kisa. Call me Kisa." The cat girl stepped aside. "It's not my real name. At least, I don't think it is, but it will do for now."
"Nice to meet you, Kisa." He resisted the urge to pat her head, then ran up the stairs toward his bedroom. Luckily nobody followed him, and he closed the door and let out a sigh. When he tried to turn on the light, nothing happened.
"I didn't know the power was out," he said.
"Tink got it on downstairs, but she's still working on it," Naia said from the tub. "Also, sounds like quite the commotion out there."
He walked into the bathroom and filled her in on what had happened. Though the power was out, there was plenty of light coming in through the windows to see by. He placed the fairies on the bathroom counter while he stripped his clothes off, then picked them up once he was naked. The tub was already full of warm water when he stepped into it, courtesy of Naia.
He sank into the water with a sigh, all four fairies now lying on his chest.
"Poor things," Naia said, her head and shoulders appearing above the water. "They've been drained nearly to their limit. How did this happen?"
"They were being held captive by some kind of monster living in the bushes." He stroked Daisy's head with his finger. He had been so busy trying to figure out how to get to the fae realm that he hadn't even noticed that the fairies had gone missing. Everyone had been so eager to help him that nobody else noticed either. "I need to recharge them, but I'm feeling pretty drained right now. Think you could give me a hand?"
"Anything for you, lover." Naia winked and disappeared beneath the surface of the water. Little tide pools formed along the water's surface, and they moved toward his pelvis, the current massaging his thighs and balls.
The sensation was more relaxing than sexual, and he was about to ask what her deal was when her head appeared between his legs. She winked and opened her mouth impossibly wide to suck him all the way into the back of her throat.
Her body turned into water, and the vortexes moved into her. The swirling circles created a buzzing sensation in his dick, as if his swollen member was now a giant vibrator. He rolled his eyes in pleasure, taking care not to accidentally drop one of the fairies into the water.
Once he was sufficiently aroused, the nymph disappeared with a splash, leaving his rigid cock standing like a monument over his hips. The faeries took notice of this, and he picked them up and moved them down to his belly.
When he had first met them, they had been trapped in Ratu's labyrinth, forced to sneak sexual energy off of the minotaur Asterion. Even then, they had seemed healthy and vibrant. Now, however, even their colors looked dull, and he started masturbating in the hopes that it would push a little bit of precum out of the head of his cock.
Carmina was the first to make it. The little red fairy held up her hands, and he tilted his hand into a ramp for her to climb. It was slightly uncomfortable when she used the inside of his urethra as a handhold to pull herself up, but she put her mouth next to her hand and suckled on the spongy flesh. It was an oddly pleasurable sensation, and when Olivia joined her, she did the same thing.
Eventually Cerulea and Daisy joined the others, and all four fairy girls were now sucking on the edge of his urethra, their hands clinging tightly to his glans. He stroked faster, and tiny little drops of fluid appeared for them to consume.
He watched the drops disappear near their mouths, and they lit up like little Christmas bulbs. At first, their flashes were chaotic, but eventually they formed a pattern that had him feeling more than a little light headed. Their insect-like features melted away until they appeared more human than bug.
The buzzing sensation in his body intensified as each of the fairies emitted a cloud of glitter from their fluttering wings. Little sparks of energy formed along his fingertips as his magic reacted with theirs, and the water glowed with magic of an unknown origin.
"Caretaker is so tasty," said Cerulea, who then wiped her mouth.
"Always has the best nectar," agreed Carmina. "I'm feeling much better now."
"What should we do with him next?" asked Olivia.
Daisy lifted away from his cock and signed something to her sisters. They all laughed, their faces darkening.
"You have a potty mouth," Cerulea declared. "But I think we should do it."
Olivia and Carmina nodded their heads in agreement, and Mike realized that they had all turned their gaze on him.
"What...what do you have planned?" he asked, only slightly nervous. He had only fooled around with one of them at a time since they had moved into the house properly, and the little sparks moving between his fingers were now pulsing in time with the light from their bodies.
Cerulea slid down the length of his cock, then wrapped her arms around his shaft and her legs around his balls. She did odd gyrations with her hips while she squeezed him tightly, acting like a cock ring.
Daisy and Carmina grabbed onto his shaft and started humping it. They would climb up toward his glans and then slide down slowly. Over time, a shimmering trail of fairy lube appeared, allowing them to repeat the process even faster.
"Mmm," Olivia said, hovering above his crotch and licking her lips. She descended and ran her tongue all along the head of his cock, then mounted him. Mimicking the process the others were doing, his glans now shimmered with fairy lube.
The green fairy took to the sky again and surveyed her work. The fairies had him rock hard now, and he was just waiting for whatever they had in store for him.
Olivia grabbed onto his foreskin and opened her mouth wide. The body of a fairy could be stretched, and her mandibles spread apart to allow her human mouth to stretch. It looked similar to a snake trying to swallow a basketball, and he had to bite his lip to keep from laughing when her whole head expanded to accommodate him. She looked just like a cartoon character that had inflated its head to float away. She moaned, then used her legs to push away from him.
With her head stretched out, she had created quite the vacuum seal, and there was a tremendous amount of pressure as her whole face stretched. Cerulea had joined the other two and the three of them held hands and were jumping up and down to jack him off. The creative efforts of all four of them was rapidly bringing him to an orgasm, and he fought hard to keep his magic contained. He had no idea what the effect would be on someone so tiny, and the last thing he wanted was to blow up one of the fairies.
It took them several minutes, but when his orgasm came, Cerulea dropped back down to his scrotum and squeezed, doing her best to keep him from spilling his entire load in one go.
Olivia's head expanded like a small water balloon, and she swallowed most of it, her stomach bulging out. When she pulled her face off, it was with a loud pop and she flopped onto her back on his belly. What little was leftover was quickly scooped up by Daisy and Carmina.
"My turn!" Cerulea declared, and she climbed up his shaft and sat down on the head of his dick. The blue fairy seemed content to rub her slit on his glans, and wiggled her way all around as Oliva was helped to her feet.
The bulge in Olivia's stomach disappeared, and her whole body glowed a bright green as she processed his sexual fluids, turning them into magic. She smacked her lips and took off with the others. They circled around Cerulea, who was now determinedly working the head of Mike's dick into her tiny body.
Her abdomen distended as he slid inside of her, and she stuck her arms out to the side. He was curious where she was going with this until the others grabbed her arms and legs and started flying in a circle.
There were no words to describe the sensation of a rapidly spinning fairy pussy on the head of his cock. The sensation wasn't something he was used to, and it became very hard for him to concentrate on holding still. It was slightly ticklish, yet still very pleasurable. The others—except for Daisy—were cheering Cerulea on, and he stroked his own shaft, eager to help her out.
When he came inside her, it wasn't as powerful as his first orgasm, and Cerulea allowed the others to pull her off, creating a puddle of cum on his belly. They all landed and lapped it up, and he let out a sigh of relief.
"I'm glad you're all feeling better," he said.
"My turn!" Carmina declared, the red fairy's hands on her hips.
"Um...I'm kind of tapped out right now. I need at least a few minutes to get hard again." In the process of holding in his magic, he was also preventing it from keeping him hard. Even now, he was starting to go soft.
Olivia took off and hovered above his dick. While her wings fluttered, she went through a series of hand signs and cast a wave of green light on his dick. In an instant, he was hard again, and his member was pulsing in time with Olivia's light.
What the hell? This was a new trick on their part, and he decided to lie back and let them finish whatever they were up to.
Carmina zipped around the room while Cerulea and Olivia held the base of his cock. When Carmina came back, she turned around and used her fluttering wings to tickle his frenulum. When she did this, the vibrations traveled through his cock and into his hips.
He rolled his eyes and laid back, letting the buzzing sensation fill him. Daisy now hovered on the other side of his cock, using her hands to hold it in place while Carmina teased him from the other side. He could feel the downdraft from her tiny body, and was surprised when the vibrations increased. He looked down to see that Daisy was now doing the same thing with her bee wings.
If not for the others holding him in place, there was no way they could have accomplished this feat. Cerulea and Olivia were openly masturbating and spreading their juices on him to keep him nice and slick, and the vibrations traveled through his whole body now. Rainbows formed on the surface of the water as waves of glitter came off of both Carmina and Daisy—glitter that made his whole cock tingle. Waves of pleasure filled him, and his pelvis was suffused with heat.
"You four are...unbelievable!" This orgasm took him by surprise, and the sparks briefly formed on his belly before disappearing. Before the first burst of semen emerged from his cock, Carmina turned around and shoved her face in the path of it and held on to his foreskin for support. Three large blasts frosted the little red fairy, and she slid down his slippery cock covered in his cum.
They all took turns eating it, and he let out a sigh. He had no idea how much time had passed, and he was tired. The fairies seemed to be happy, and when he was clean again, he tried to sit up.
Daisy flew in front of him and signed something.
"Wait, what?" he asked.
"She said it's her turn," Olivia translated.
"Please...I need a break," he begged of them, but Olivia had already finished casting her spell. His erection was now even bigger than before, and slick with their juices. His own magic was fighting to come free, and it was taking all of his concentration to hold it back.
Daisy landed on his dick and turned around to spread her wings wide, revealing her tight little bottom. His cock shimmered with fairy lube, and when Carmina and Olivia grabbed onto her feet, he had a feeling he knew exactly what was going to happen next.
Her bright yellow and black behind stretched as her sisters jumped up and down, see-sawing her back and forth and spreading her buttcheeks apart. Daisy was silent as ever, but in their twisting, she ended up facing Mike. Her eyes were glowing with an intensity he hadn't seen from any of the fairies, and he kept his mouth shut as her body started to balloon up to accommodate his massive member.
Her stomach distended, and he could see the ridge of his glans moving back and forth beneath her skin. Her tiny breasts stretched thin as he moved farther upward, her mouth frozen in an O of delight as he passed into her neck and bottomed out in her stretchy little head. Carmina and Olivia were struggling to hold her in place, both of them clutching her feet and pulling down.
Oh fuck it, he thought, then wrapped his hand around Daisy's waist and started stroking. The other three cheered, and moved down to play with his balls while he used Daisy as a pocket pussy. Her eyes lit up every time he shoved himself into her, and her tiny little wings were now beating fast enough that the vibrations were making it into his shaft.



"You feel amazing," he told her, then spun her around to face her sisters. Using his hands to pull her legs back, he knew that he was exposing her slit to the others. "Does anyone want to help her out?"
They laughed, and he shifted his hand up a bit to make certain they could reach Daisy's pussy. As he stroked, they took turns licking and fisting her. When they weren't helping Daisy get off, they were back on his balls, sucking and biting the sensitive skin of his scrotum.
He had another orgasm building, but Daisy beat him to it. Her stretched-out body vibrated like a jackhammer as she sprayed the others with glittery cum, and he gave her a few hard pumps before grunting and shoving himself into her as hard as he could to release his load. He couldn't help it when a handful of sparks jumped from his palm into Daisy, and it took everything in his power to rein his magic back in before the feedback effect could occur.
Spooge squirted out of Daisy's mouth and nose, and the others flew up to siphon it away, licking each others lips hungrily as they feasted on Daisy's leftovers. Mike let go of the fairy and she snapped off his dick like a rubber band, tumbling through the air and landing on the side of the tub with a splat and a loud burp.
"That looked like so much fun," Cerulea noted.
"I haven't let him fuck my ass yet either," Carmina added.
"We should all take turns fucking him with our asses." Olivia hovered overhead, a green light surrounding her body as she started to cast another spell.
A blast of water caught her and knocked her out of the air and into the bath. Olivia floated back up out of the water trapped inside a technicolor bubble, and the other fairies tried to escape. More jets of water shot them out of the air until all three of them were encased in magic bubbles. The fairies laughed and giggled as they bounced into each other, and Naia emerged from the bath and helped Daisy clean herself off.
"You four really are naughty," she told them. "I step away for just a few minutes and look how you behave. Now go somewhere else for a bit and give this poor guy a break."
The bubbles all popped at once, and the fairies hovered overhead while shaking themselves off. Daisy flew up to join them, and they circled over him like glittering stars, their playful laughs like music to his ears. They made a dash for his bedroom and he heard his window open, their voices disappearing as they flew outside.
He smiled and laid his head against Naia's belly and closed his eyes.
"They'll have plenty of magic for days now," she told him while stroking his hair.
"But what about me? I'm spent." His smile became a frown. Now that the fairies were okay, it was time to spill the news about what had happened in the queen's court. "By the way, there's something you should know. The faerie queen told me that I could have Cecilia back, but only on one condition."
"And what was that?"
"I just need to get to her throne room by going through the Underworld."
There was a long pause before Naia spoke again.
"I would ask if you are going to do it, but I already know the answer." She bent down to kiss his head. "But before you do, can we just sit for awhile? Enjoy the peace and quiet before you go rushing off?"
He opened his eyes to see her concerned face hovering over his. He touched a strand of her hair with his finger, then twisted it around his fingertip to make a little curl in it.
"I'm not rushing anything. I keep getting lucky, and one of these days, it's going to run out and someone is going to get hurt." He gave her hair a little yank as he pulled his finger free and watched the curl he had put in it bounce up and down. "I used to plan everything, did you know that? When I was younger. Used to overthink and overplan everything. Ever since I moved in, I've been living by the seat of my pants. I've almost gotten used to it, but I need to take a step back, to focus on what needs to happen next. Though Cecilia's being kept in a cage, and it's already been several days since she saw me last, I think the queen wants me to rush in and screw up again. In fact, I think she's counting on it."
"So what are you going to do?" she asked.
"Take my time. Learn about the Underworld, and how to get there, but make sure I'm taking care of the house, too. Let the others help me, maybe learn from the mistakes I've already made. I hate that she has to wait for me, but if I rush in again, while failing to take care of the others, we could all end up losing in the end."
"Sounds like somebody is evolving." Her hands moved down his chest and she played with one of his nipples. "And since you aren't in a hurry right now...make some time for me? I'll go nice and slow until you're ready again."
He smiled and grabbed the back of her head to pull her in for a kiss. Taking a step back also meant making time for the finer things in life, and he could think of nothing better than a nice, long hot bath with an eager nymph.

🏡🏡🏡Kisa sat just outside Mike's bedroom door, her sensitive ears listening in on the playful splashing inside. It had been child's play to sneak away from the others who were busy examining pieces of whatever had been killed in the front yard. Eventually the splashing stopped, and she could just barely make out the sound of Mike talking with someone through the door.
What is this place? she wondered, then turned her head down the hallway to watch Beth and Quetzalli reach the top of the stairs. Beth led the dragon girl into her bedroom, and a discussion about sleeping arrangements began.
There had been a moment when Mike wandered through the front door that she had been tempted once more to flee, to run away and leave this place behind. Though everything about the man seemed harmless, she had sensed something deeper in him that triggered a primal fear.
What had stopped her had been the way that he held the fairies in his hands. He had been worried for them, acting so protective over creatures so small. The house was hers to stay in, if she chose, or she could leave if she wanted to. The fact that he had given her such a choice had immediately triggered another memory.
She sat at his table, the empty bowl of soup in front of her. Now that she had been fed, she turned her eyes on the large man in front of her. He wore a tight turtleneck sweater and a hat with giant ear flaps, and both of his hands were wrapped around a large mug of tea. His face was covered in deep lines that made her wonder if he had seen hard years like she had.
When he had found her shivering in the alley, she had been too cold to refuse his offer of food, blindly obeying him when he coaxed her out of the cardboard box she had been using as a shelter from the storm. One of the first rules of the street was to trust no one, but her hunger had betrayed her.
Now that she was warm and fed, what would he ask of her? It wasn't uncommon to hear such stories, and she wondered what was going to happen next. Did she even have the energy to fight him? If it meant surviving another night, did she even want to?
"Did you get enough to eat?" he asked. "I have more, but didn't want you to make yourself sick."
"I got plenty," she said, wondering if she could move quick enough to pull the knife from her sock. It was an old kitchen knife she had found in the dumpster over the summer, and it had protected her more than once.
"Good." He stood up and moved to the window. His apartment was small, and it overlooked the rec center across the street. "This storm will take many lives tonight. It is much too cold, much too quick." He pulled off his hat and held it in his hands. "You are stray?"
"A what?" she asked.
"A stray...you have no home, nobody to call?"
"I manage just fine on my own." He was looking away, so she leaned back in her chair, letting her arm dangle so she could reach the knife in her sock just in case. Now that she was warm, she could think clearly.
"Ah. I see." He turned around and set his hat on the table. "You are brave little kisa, aren't you? No matter. If you would like somewhere to stay, my bedroom door has lock on inside." He pointed at one of two doors in his tiny apartment. "Or you can sleep in building. Just promise you won't try to sleep outside, not tonight. Is too cold."
"You...want me to stay?"
The man lifted the tea to his lips. "I want you to live, kisa. One night on the couch will not break me."
The old man had saved her life that night, of this there was no doubt. Pieces of her memory were coming back to her, and she couldn't help but think about what would have happened if she had turned down his hospitality. Mike was doing the same thing, and until she could get her head screwed on straight, it would behoove her to stick around and see where this went. Maybe learn more about who she was, and then go from there. While her memory was nothing more than a void, she knew one thing for sure.
She was a survivor.
There was a loud clunk from the stairs, and the goblin appeared, a toolbox in her hands. She set it down by the railing, mumbling to herself until she lifted her head to see Kisa sitting by the door.
A growl escaped Kisa's lips, and she remembered how the two of them had fought. While she felt no animosity toward Mike himself, the goblin stirred something up inside of her that she couldn't quite explain.
"Nosy little pussy," Tink grumbled, then pulled a hammer out of her toolbox. "Tink ready for round two."
Kisa smiled and stood, the growl dying in her throat. "I don't think Mike would be very happy if you tried to hurt me. He told me I could stay, you know."
The goblin grinned, showing all of her teeth. "Husband have big heart, make Tink proud. But Tink always watching. If nasty pussy step out of line, Tink learn new way skin cat, tan hide, then use to wipe ass."
Kisa laughed, then took a step toward the goblin before casually leaping up onto the railing. Despite the beam only being a few inches wide, she had no problem balancing on it. She walked along the railing and past the goblin.
"The day I let a booger with tits scare me will be the day that I die of embarrassment." She half expected Tink to throw the hammer, and was slightly disappointed when she didn't. Something about antagonizing the goblin felt familiar to her, but she couldn't explain why.
Tink laughed. "Pussy has big mouth, but take goblin advice."
"Oh? Do you have some pearls of wisdom for me?" Kisa spun around and was walking backward now, amazed at how easy it was. Her tail moved of its own accord, helping to keep her upright, and she could feel the grain of the wood under the sensitive pads of her feet.
"Tink know plenty." She twirled the hammer in her hand, then adjusted her grip on it, holding it by the bottom. "Good stuff, like always have good hammer."
Kisa rolled her eyes. "How is that good advice?"
"Is best advice." Tink tossed the hammer into her toolbox. "Almost as good as check for polish."
"Check for what?" Kisa stepped back and slipped, then lost her balance. She slid off the railing, her hands outstretched, and grabbed onto one of the balusters, her feet now dangling over open space. Despite a tight grip, she slid toward the bottom of the railing, her feet dangling over open space.
The baluster creaked, and she swung back and forth, unable to pull herself up on the polished wood.
"Tink polish most of railing three days ago," the goblin explained as she walked down the hall. "Nice and smooth. Use best oil, but run out of time. Did floors last week, too. No good for climbing."
Kisa squirmed, and was able to let go and swing her hand up to the next baluster over. She continued this process until she finally reached one that didn't feel like it had been polished like glass.
"Tink would go two more," the goblin warned from above. "That one loose."
She pulled herself up and felt the wood start to give. Grumbling, she took the goblin's advice and moved again. This time, the wood held, and she scooted her hands up the baluster until she could use her legs to assist. From there, it was easy to spring over the railing and back onto the floor.
"You almost killed me," she said with a hiss.
"Not Tink fault cat is dumb. Railing made for hands, not paws." Tink had pulled a device from her toolbox and plugged it into an outlet in the hallway.
"You could have helped me," Kisa continued.
"Cat dumb, but strong, too. Tink know from punch. Not worried." The device clearly didn't do what Tink wanted, because now she was swearing under her breath and using a screwdriver to unscrew the panel.
Kisa wanted to ask what was wrong, but decided she had had enough of the goblin's nonsense. She walked by Tink and was halfway down the stairs when she heard a chuckle from above.
"Booger with tits," Tink muttered. "Tink like that one."
A smile crossed Kisa's face, and she continued down the stairs. Maybe she wasn't destined to be best friends with Tink, but she was willing to get to know the Caretaker better when the chance arose.
For now, she was fairly certain she smelled some leftover bacon downstairs and wondered if she could sneak one more piece before lunch.

🏡🏡🏡In this second act, Mike will be slowing down quite a bit as he tries to figure out how to get back to the faerie realm. This means more time for the new characters to breathe a little, and more time in the house in general.
Please don't forget to leave a comment, click those stars, and definitely send me lit feedback. I do read everything, even if I don't respond (which I sometimes do). I love reading your thoughts, and definitely appreciate hearing about your theories, favorite characters, or even how this story has motivated you personally.
Oh, and don't forget to check my bio! If you follow me on Lit, you will get notifications when I post. Also, I do update the bio when I submit a new chapter, so for those of you who check often, you'll get a heads up that it's coming.
Make sure to take care of yourself, cause my readers mean the world to me! Be kind to each other, and I will see you next chapter.
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Hi all!
I know it's been a bit, but here it is, the 51st installment of a story I started (mostly) as a dare!
New to the story? Well, there are lots of monster girls, lots of mystery, adventure and intrigue, oh, and a whole lotta weird sex. You probably wanna start at Ch. 01, but hey, maybe your kink is jumping into the middle of the story, so you do you.
Returning reader? Hi again! I promise that I've just been SO busy lately, and I'm not losing interest in this tale or anything. I'm actually in that weird state of mind where I am thinking about the story during my waking hours and some of my friends/family are wondering if I've developed ADHD or something, cause I am tuning everyone out (which has made for a couple embarrassing moments).
I've also been working hard at getting better at my craft, and I hope it has shown in the last few chapters. This has been possible from hearing from you in the comments and feedback (stuff you like, don't like, random hate mail, etc), so please keep sending it. Someone asked me recently how I found the motivation to keep writing (writers do get fatigued, after all) and I can tell you that the appreciation of this community has been a huge part of it.
Speaking of appreciation, I would be remiss in not mentioning what a huge help TJSkywind has been for me, especially in regards to Sulyvahn's dialogue. Between a keen eye for editing and helping me with my conversational Irish, he also has an extensive knowledge of mythology and has written plenty of his own tales, you should go check them out.
Do you like cat girls, dragon girls and wanna read a Beth chapter? Then I have just the tale for you!
Getting A Head
Beth scowled at the water. She was sitting on the shore of the Labyrinth's circular river, watching it rush past. Her knees were pulled against her chest beneath a powder blue skirt, and she tossed another rock into the cold water. It disappeared with a small splash, and Asterion lifted his head from his position next to her to see what had happened.
"Is everything okay?" he asked.
She rolled her eyes, but didn't look at the minotaur. "Yeah, it's fine."
In truth, it wasn't. Ever since her return from the faerie realm, she had been playing the episode with the queen on repeat in her head. All she could think about was the giddiness that had overcome her, the rush of excitement that flooded her whole body and caused her to so quickly turn her back on Mike and the house. At that particular moment, she would have given her very soul to stay with the fae, and it bothered her to know that she had been out of control.
She hated being out of control.
"Are you sure you're all right?" Asterion asked, his voice a low rumble.
She had come down to the Labyrinth to drop Quetzalli off so that Ratu could examine the enchantment on the dragon and try to break it. Beth's plan had been to take her mind off of the faerie queen incident by dallying with the minotaur. However, before they could even get started, all she could think of was the queen's mocking tone as the nobility pawed at her body. It had been like a cold shower on her libido, and she had ended up just cuddling with the minotaur by the river.
While Asterion was kind, he was a terrible conversationalist. She had explained what had happened, and he had spent several minutes in thought over it with absolutely nothing to add.
"Yeah, I'm good." She sighed. Mike refused to talk about it with her. He kept telling her it wasn't her fault, and when she had tried to explain her discomfort at being unable to control herself, he had just nodded and explained it would get better with time. It had been a couple of days since the incident, and now Mike was back with the centaurs over his head wound. Apparently his wound had gotten infected, so she was stuck with bringing the dragon down to the Labyrinth.
Quetzalli.
There was yet another problem with no clear answer. For whatever reason, Quetzalli was now Beth's eternal shadow, and while the dragon meant no harm, it was very much like babysitting an adult child capable of shorting out anything she touched.
Beth's phone had been the first victim. A curious peek, a loud zap, and the screen went dark forever. Her computer was spared, but Mike's was not, and while Tink was ordering what she needed to replace the electrical system, Quetzalli had pointed at the screen in wonder and a series of electrical arcs jumped from her fingers to the laptop, turning it into a paperweight.
After emitting a string of curses that sounded like an entire rap album in fast forward, Tink had dropped everything to make Quetzalli a horn cap. The shiny metal horn the dragon now wore twisted into place and had the appearance of a unicorn's horn, and she shocked everyone and everything far less frequently now. By then, it was bedtime, and she had crawled onto Beth's mattress and fallen asleep right away, leaving Beth to sleep on the couch in the living room.
That was when she discovered that Jenny and the fairies liked to stay up late and play tag in the dark.
In the morning, she made sure to make a nice, big pot of coffee before Quetzalli could short that out, too. When the dragon had failed to show for breakfast, Beth went upstairs to discover that Quetzalli had opened all of her drawers and tried on most of her clothes. Even worse, her clothes now stuck to each other, which meant that she would need to run them through the laundry again with copious amounts of fabric softener.
What was going to be a sexual interlude to take her mind off of things was now just a picnic by the river, and Beth sighed when Olivia buzzed up, leaving a trail of sparkling lights behind her.
"They're all done!" The green fairy announced, and then shot off like a rocket, leaving a floating glitter trail behind her. The fairies seemed to have recovered nicely from their ordeal, and had more energy than ever before.
"Take me back, please," Beth said, and Asterion rose.
Together, they rolled up the blanket, and she picked up the small basket of snacks to carry it back. It was still a fifteen minute walk back to Ratu's lair, and when they arrived, Ratu and Quetzalli were in the middle of an animated discussion at one of the tables.
"Oh!" Ratu saw them, and set down her tea. "You're back already, I figured you would still be busy. Come, sit with us." A small feast had been laid out, and when Beth sat, she grabbed a few grapes off of a nearby plate. Asterion wandered off to put the blanket away and then stood guard at the edge of the table.
"So what did you learn?" Beth asked.
"Not much." The naga sipped at her tea. "We actually wrapped up an hour ago but got to talking. Sorry about that, but I assumed you were enjoying your visit."
"Mmhmm." Not really, but there was no polite way to say it. "So is the spell reversible?"
"Fascinating thing about faerie magic. How do I put this?" Ratu set her chin on her hand for a couple of seconds in contemplation. "It's one of the earliest kinds of magic, therefore making it among the most powerful. Not much came before the fae, so we are talking about one of the first languages, in a way."
"I think I follow, but that doesn't tell me much."
"Oh, I'm getting there. It's interesting actually, because I just spent so much time studying Kisa only a couple of days ago. In her case, she has been changed on a cellular level that grants her properties similar to a cat. Her body no longer knows the difference between being a human or a cat, it just is what it is."
"Okay?" Beth thought about Kisa. The cat girl had been scarce since her emergence the other day, and she knew nothing about her yet. There had simply been too much going on in the house to make any sort of real effort to even meet with the newcomer.
Quetzalli spoke up. "Humans and dragons are very different. Obviously, the queen was unable to convert me completely, meaning I am still part dragon. Dragons like me are a physical manifestation of magic that is just as old as the fae, which puts my biology on par with the enchantment I have been afflicted with."
"Meaning?"
"The transformation is temporary." Ratu set down her tea and moved to sit next to Quetzalli. "I'm sure you've already noticed the scale patterns on her body, yes?"
Beth nodded in interest. She had gotten a close peek at them a few times and had been fascinated by how they caught the light. The patches rested on top of Quetzalli's skin and looked like pieces of scale-mail that had been glued to her.
"Without examining her innards, we already know that a small part of her body is still that of a dragon. The enchantment that transformed her is fighting to keep her in this form, but over time, her cells will feast on that magic and enable her to revert to her previous form."
"Wow, okay, so...any idea how long that will take?"
"I did some math." Ratu held up a sheet of parchment that had been on the table in front of her. "Based on the limited data I have, I predict the spell will likely break itself in a few hundred years."
"Years?!?" She looked to Quetzalli, and then back. "You're talking centuries!"
"For creatures like us, a few centuries really isn't that long," Quetzalli said with a shrug. "Though inconvenient, I feel like it could be a great learning experience. I am already enjoying the many kinds of meals that Sofia makes, and am very interested in some of those clothes you had in your...dresser? Is that the right word?"
"Please stay out of my dresser." Beth had no idea what clothes Quetzalli meant, but didn't need a repeat of yesterday morning. "We can get you some clothes of your own."
"Ah, an outing!" Quetzalli slammed her fist on the table in excitement. "Yes, I would love to see more of the human world."
"No, that's not what I..." Beth shook her head and held up her hands in defeat. "We'll talk about shopping later. Seriously, is there anything we can do to speed up the process? She'll still be a human long after I'm dead, and that just doesn't seem fair."
"If there's a trick to reversing the enchantment, then I am unaware of it." The naga picked up her tea cup and smiled. "Besides, it will be nice to have someone to talk to over the years."
"Oh, well, since you two seem to enjoy each other's company so much, maybe she should stay down here with you?"
"No." Quetzalli shook her head. "I'm afraid I miss the sky over my head. Besides, Ratu has informed me that my power surges threaten the nature of her work down here."
The naga smirked over her cup, and Beth threw her a dirty look.
"Indeed. Her electrical discharges have already caused a few issues with some of my experiments. It would be safer for all involved if she were to remain topside."
You fucking liar. Beth was glad Ratu wasn't a mind reader. "Okay, well, thanks. So...are we done here?"
The naga nodded, and Beth and Quetzalli bid her farewell.
Asterion led them to the shortcut out, and they were at the door that led into the house in just under twenty minutes.
Beth waved goodbye to Asterion, and then led Quetzalli into the house. Through the nearby back door, she could see Dana outside messing around with one of her drones again.
"Oh! The dead girl is flying her mechanical device again!" The dragon did a cute little hop in the hallway, the ends of her hair fluttering toward the nearby wall.
Beth stepped past her and opened the back door. "I bet she would love to talk to you about—"
Quetzalli was already out the door, holding up her skirt with one hand to avoid tripping over it. Dana cocked her head to see who was coming, and an almost imperceptible look of dread moved across her features when she saw who it was.
The door slammed behind Beth as she ran to the front of the house. She felt bad dumping Quetzalli on someone else, but needed a break. Spending the morning with Asterion was supposed to have made her feel better, but now she just felt antsy.
At the base of the stairs, she paused briefly to look up. Was Mike back yet? She debated climbing the stairs to check, but decided against it. While she really wanted someone to talk to, there was too much weird tension between them right now, even if most of it was just in her head. She still needed to process some things internally before having a chat with him.
Through the open front windows of the house, she heard someone whistling a tune. When she looked outside, she saw Sulyvahn standing right next to the porch, his hands in the bushes. Curious, she stepped outside for a better look and saw that he was holding a pair of clippers and had a bucket nearby.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Hmm?" He looked up, and then back down at the roses. "Ah, pleased I am to be seeing ye, lass! The centaurs be lettin' me tend these 'uns. Roses be simple enough, once ye get the hang of them."
"You're...gardening?" It was odd seeing the dullahan hunched over the foliage, wearing his black leather outfit. It made her think of a goth teen being forced to trim his grandmother's bushes, which made her smile.
"Aye. Not much opportunity fer it afore now. There's a reason everyone says to stop and smell them." He snipped a rose free and held it up. "Fer yon maiden faire."
"Thank you." She took the rose and smelled it. The aroma was a subtle perfume that reminded her of the summer, and she felt some of the tension leave her shoulders. "You don't strike me as someone who likes to garden."
Sulyvahn grinned. "In a way, t'is not so much different from the job I had before. When ye look at a plant such as this, ye cull out the parts that be dying, or clip the buds to be making room for more."
"And that's like...collecting souls?"
"Aye, that it be." He knelt over a rose that had snapped and was supported from below by a few others. "The human soul is much like a flower. When e're ye pass, yer a creature of beauty and light. But if nobody comes to collect, ye spoil and rot."
"Souls rot?"
"Hmm." He stood and pondered her question for a bit. "Not in a traditional sense, I'll grant ye. The human soul be just a collection of memories and emotions, those that ye take with ye when you go. Over time, I suppose some of the memories become stronger than others. Fer some souls, this can mean being trapped, and when it's time to move on, they refuse."
"I guess that tracks with just about every paranormal documentary I've ever watched." She smelled the rose again, then leaned against the railing. "Humans have a theory that ghosts who don't move on can become wrapped up in their own anger."
"Aye, that isn't even the half of it." He gestured toward the house. "That little doll ye have inside is a right proper example."
"That's Jenny. She's mostly harmless."
"Fer now." He moved to the next bush and examined the branches. "How should I be sayin' this now? When yer dearly departed refuses to move beyont, oft time they be gettin' stuck in a loop. They be drawin' their energy from this world, very much like a lightning rod. Ye ever walk through a cold spot? Probably a spirit, takin' just a wee bit o' yer heat to keep themselves going.
"The angry ones, though, that's a different matter entirely. They feed on their own hatred fer the livin', and will be takin' any opportunity to sap the energy of their own if it means gettin' ahead."
"You mean, like, ghosts attacking ghosts?"
"Aye." He pinched off the head of a stunted bulb. "Much like these flowers, if ye be leaving the head to rot, the whole plant still tries to feed it. Imagine then if these blighted buds in me bucket fed off each other—till one becomes strong enough to attach itself back to the plant. Ye remove the dying buds so that the whole plant may live, after all, so why would ye be wanting to reattach the damn thing?"
"Well, you don't."
"Exactly. So these beings go traipsing around, trying their damndest to remain on the mortal coil, living a faux life, as it were." He picked up his bucket. "Unseen by mortal eyes, they continue to bleed away the life of the whole plant."
"Is that why dullahans exist?"
He nodded with a huge smile. "Indeed! It's me job to pinch the bud before it becomes something more sinister. Something twisted, like the sluagh that chased you when you first crossed. My sister's job were similar, though she be having a smaller clientele."
"Smaller clientele...do you mean Cecilia?" Now this was news. "Cecilia is your sister?"
"As much as 'tis possible for my kind. We be some of the first fae, created by the queen herself. She followed the rules of creation, and it were considered fashionable to mimic the new humans that were roaming about. One fine day, she reached into the heavens and commanded the light of the stars to create the banshee and the dullahan—or so the old tales be sayin'. We be made in pairs, one man and one woman, and Cecilia is me twin. A woman to be tendin' the home and a man to roam the fields, though I've heard tell that's no the case these days. We be a physical manifestation of midnight and mortality, so the queen gave us our fearsome appearance to scare the living and the dead. It helps us with our jobs delivering souls to the other side. We keep them from lingering around and making trouble."
"Oh, I see. So you're a lot like Death."
"What?" He tilted his head. "Not a'tall, not a'tall, lass, we be very different. Death is the one who cuts the thread. I be the one who comes to collect and deliver."
"I see. So you're kind of like a failsafe then."
"I guess so." He lifted his bucket, looked inside, then back at Beth. "I promised the centaurs I be tending the ones in the hedge maze as well. Walk with me, lass?"
Beth smiled, twirling a strand of her hair with her fingers. Something about the dullahan was igniting a spark inside her, and the thrill of the chase was just what she needed to take her mind off the faerie queen. Besides, the dullahan seemed eager to chat, and she wouldn't mind a sympathetic ear right now.
"I'd love to," she told him, then walked down the steps of the porch to join him.

🏡🏡🏡Kisa watched from the window as Beth walked down and joined Sulyvahn on the path that led to the hedge maze. She yawned and rolled over on her back, frustrated that her sunbeam had moved.
The last couple of days had been nothing like she expected. Besides a few basic questions about where she may have come from, the others seemed content to let her have free roam of the house. She hadn't explored much on the third floor. Those were bedrooms, and the weird door at the end of the hall was guarded by a small group of rats. Apparently the mechanism holding it shut was capable of killing you if you didn't know the code, so she did her best to put it from her mind.
Yesterday she had explored the second floor. The room where she woke up was still empty. Mike had explained that they had ordered some furniture for that room and she was welcome to it if she wanted it for her own. She had accepted, but all that was in there right now was Mike's sleeping bag, which wasn't that comfortable.
The other rooms on that floor were mostly for the rats, though she did find an interesting room that looked like a small library. The window overlooked an impossible mountain range, and she wondered what would happen if she climbed out the window and just started walking. The thought was brief, though, because the air had been cold and the cliff was very steep. Apparently nobody had really thought about exploring that area, and without wings, she wouldn't get to either.
Today had been a perfect day to lounge downstairs. Tink was busy trying to fix the electrical panel again, and Mike was with the centaurs. With most of the floor to herself, she had gone into the office and found the door leading to her current location.



The room she was in now was full of Egyptian artifacts, and though she had been fascinated, a large sunbeam had been shining through the bay window at the front of the house, and she had curled up on the seats.
Once the beam had faded, she woke from her nap to see Beth speaking with Sulyvahn.
She watched them for a few minutes, but she couldn't hear what they were talking about, so she became bored very quickly. Looking around the room, she saw plenty of things to investigate. Rubbing her hands together in anticipation, she slid off the window seat and started looking around.
Kisa couldn't help herself.
When she had come in before, her entire world had become about the sunbeam on the window seat, but now that she saw the contents of the room, curiosity had her digging through the contents of the shelves. There were many leather bound books, and way too many statues.
She eventually spotted a device with a pair of lenses like binoculars attached to a stick with a double picture on the end. When she held it to her face, she found that when she relaxed her eyes, the image of the Sphinx would turn three-dimensional.
"Fascinating device, isn't it? It is called a stereoscope."
The voice was like a chill down her spine, and when she lowered the stereoscope, she found herself looking up at the grim visage of Death. His bare teeth were twisted into a queer grin, and he set down the picture he had been holding.
Kisa hissed and dropped the stereoscope, then backed into the shelves, knocking several books on the floor. The Grim Reaper frowned at her, his boy visage twisting macabrely, then picked up one of the books.
"You folded some of these pages," he told her, then tucked the book back in its place. "You should be more careful next time."
"You're...you're..."
"I am Death." He tilted his head to one side, then crouched down until he was eye level with her. "Have we met before?"
"Hell, no, we haven't!" She started to climb the shelves, panic overriding her senses. Part of her was embarrassed to be acting this way, but the flight or fight response had made its choice.
"Are you sure? Hmm." He picked up the stereoscope she had dropped and held it to his eye sockets. "Ah, the Sphinx! I could tell you an interesting story about what's inside if you're interested."
"Aren't...aren't you here to kill me?"
"Preposterous." Death lowered the stereoscope. "I am Mike Radley's guest, and am only here until I can reap the soul of the one called Amir."
"That's...you're..." Her hair stood on end, and she tried to flatten it. Her tail had poofed to three times its original size, and she grabbed it at the base and smoothed it out. "Nobody told me that the Grim Reaper lived here."
"Not everyone can see me, so they may have forgotten. Hmm." He inspected her for a few seconds. "That's odd. Your soul is both human and animal at the same time. That must be why you can see me."
"Wait, so...the others can't see you?"
"No. Yuki can see me because she summoned me. Mike Radley and I met once when he was younger, and he also has Fae magic in his blood, so he can see me. Oh, and the zombie can see me too, but I cannot see her. That is quite the mystery."
Kisa shivered, then straightened the hair on her tail again. "What were you saying about my soul?"
"It's a mixture. Human and cat. Animals can see me, especially the smarter ones." He flattened the front of his robes. "I prefer dogs. They will wag their tails, and don't stare at me quite like cats do. I find it unsettling."
"You...you're Death. Why would you find anything like that unsettling?"
Death's left eye socket twitched. "Because, young kitty, it is very rude to stare."
"I have a name, you know."
"And I have yet to hear it." Death held up the stereoscope again, then adjusted the picture in it.
"You can call me Kisa, I guess."
"You are uncertain of your name?"
She shook her head. "It isn't that. It's just weird to be talking to a skeleton."
"And yet I have no problem speaking with a cat." Death lowered the stereoscope from his face and then held it out. "Well, young Kisa, would you like a turn with it?"
"Um...I guess." She took the stereoscope back and looked at the Sphinx again. The picture seemed like it was taken at the turn of the century, and she lowered it from her face. Amnesia was a weird creature, sometimes. She clearly knew what the Sphinx was, but had no idea what month she was even born in.
"Here. You can change the picture if you want." He handed over another photograph, and she took it from him. It was easy to remove the Sphinx and slot another picture inside, and when she looked, it was an image of explorers in a burial tomb. The men were surrounded by native Egyptians, and all of them stood around a large sarcophagus on the floor.
"So where did these pictures come from?" she asked.
"I am unaware," Death replied. "There are photo albums, but I am not certain who owned them." He picked up one of the closest albums and handed it over. "I am currently unable to read, so you may have more luck than I do?"
"Death can't read?" She set down the stereoscope and took the book from him to examine it.
"It has never been necessary." Death picked up the stereoscope and held it to his sockets. "I like looking at these because I remember quite a bit about the Egyptians. Normally when someone dies, it is a short process. But something about their rituals enabled me to see a bit more, and stay a bit longer. I always appreciated the work they put into preparing themselves to be taken to the other side."
"And what's on the other side?" Kisa opened the book. It was more pictures of Egypt, but other than some inscriptions with dates and locations, there was nothing that identified who had made it. The pictures were often of people and locations, but rarely did she see the same person more than once.
"I could tell you," Death replied. "But then I would have to reap you."
She lowered the book. "Seriously?"
"No. I was making a joke." He looked over the top of the stereoscope at her. "Perhaps my humor is too dry?"
"Ugh." She set the book down and grabbed another photo album. When she opened it, something fell into her lap.
It was another stereoscope image, but this one felt different. There was golden ink along the edges, and someone had drawn odd symbols on the back. It was in color and looked more recent than the other pictures. The picture was of another expedition party, and they were all saluting the cameraman with small glasses of wine.
"Hey, can I borrow that thing?" Kisa asked.
"Yes. I believe it is your turn." Death handed her the stereoscope, then turned his attention to the window.
She slid the new photograph into the stereoscope and then looked through the lenses. The three dimensional effect was immediate, and she looked at the group of men who were clearly celebrating in front of a wall that had been torn down. Inside, torches illuminated what appeared to be a large sarcophagus in the middle of the room. Treasure was piled along the sides of the room, and hieroglyphs were painted on every available surface.
Like magic, the torches appeared to flicker in place. Kisa held her breath as the shadows on the picture moved in time with the torches, and then the image moved in slow motion. It sped up gradually, and the silent revelers toasted each other and waved, then beckoned for the cameraman to come join them.
A woman stepped in front of the camera. She had long, blonde curls that poked out beneath her explorer's helmet, and she took one of the offered glasses and then turned toward the camera and gave a mock salute with the drink before slamming half of it. The men in the room were enamored with her, and they practically scrambled over each other to interact with her. There was no sound, so Kisa had no idea what was being said, but when the blonde looked directly into the camera, a long, low growl came from Kisa's throat.
"Are you okay?" Death asked.
"No," she replied, anger blooming deep in her gut. She knew this woman, but didn't know her name. She ripped the photograph out of the stereoscope and handed it to Death. "Do you know who this is?"
"Hmm?" He took the picture from her. "I am familiar with all of these men, actually. They died quite some time ago."
"Not them. Her." She stood on her tiptoes to point to the woman, but the picture had reverted to its original state. "Wait, where did she go?"
"I don't see anybody—oh! Oh ho ho!" Death practically dropped the stereoscope and rushed to the window. He pressed his long, bony fingers to the glass and tapped them in excitement.
"What are you talking about?" She followed his gaze and froze in shock at what she saw happening in the front yard.

🏡🏡🏡Beth followed Sulyvahn away from the house and into the hedge maze. The aroma of flowers filled the air, and a small cluster of bees buzzed through the northeastern quadrant, their bodies laden with thick pollen.
"I'm surprised to see the bees are still around," Beth said. Outside of the property line, the weather in the neighborhood was chilly, and she wondered where the bees had come from.
"Oh, these belong to the centaurs. They lured in a queen shortly after moving here, they did, and now they be cultivating a hive," Sulyvahn told her.
"Where is the hive at?"
"With them. Here." He knelt down and pointed to a small wooden box hidden in the bushes. It was roughly the size of a deck of cards and had a pair of tiny holes in it. "The rats helped. Chewed a tiny little hole in the back. The bees be living in the greenhouse and can come here for pollen."
"Ingenious. I don't know that I would have thought to do that."
"Their chief be both wicked smart and a right beauty." He stood and picked up his bucket. "They mean to make a go at establishing their tribe in the greenhouse. She be wanting pollinators working full time for them, on account of all the food they want to make. They already be planting flowers on their side, and hope to harvest the seeds. Someone they have o'er there has plans to make hybrids of the lot."
"Interesting." She couldn't help but notice the small smile in the corner of his mouth. "You sure seem to know a lot about this stuff."
"I dinna have anyone to talk to, really. Ye and yer lot have been locked away, but the centaurs be friendly enough. Learned a lot from them, I have." He led her further into the maze and stopped at a large rose bush that was attempting to take over a small shrub.
"Yeah, sorry about that. Mike really didn't trust you."
"He dinna have a reason to. We'd only just met." Sulyvahn snipped away at the thicker vines that were attempting to strangle out the shrub.
"Even so...I'm sorry."
He smiled again, the skin around his eyes crinkling.
"So how did you get picked for this job?" she asked. "I mean, was it because you're Cecilia's brother?"
"In a way." He paused what he was doing and looked into her eyes. "Ye see, there be a special bond between a dullahan and his banshee. Unintended consequence of using wild magic and all that. I've heard rumors that mortal twins experience it, being able to feel one another across a distance. Sometimes I can feel what me sister feels, in regards to her emotions in her heart."
"Can you feel her now?" Beth asked.
He frowned. "It's hard. She be in the realm right now, so I be only getting glimpses, ye understand. Mainly I feel loneliness, but she be accustomed to it. She spent many years in this place in such a manner, just waiting for each Caretaker to pass."
"She was lonely here?"
He nodded. "Banshees are accustomed to loneliness, as are dullahan. We aren't exactly harbingers of happiness, are we? She were a constant reminder that mortality comes for us all, and she were largely ignored other than the occasional visit.
"But something changed with this last fellow. Something he said or did captured her attention right away, and I could tell right away that he be special to her."
"Is that why you came? To find out more about Mike?"
Sulyvahn clipped a couple more vines off and tossed them into his bucket. "In a manner o' speakin'. The fae and the human realm aren't quite on the good terms they used to be. On top o' the old ways being lost, there be no shortage of disrespect. Our worlds overlap, you see lass, and the things that people do end up affecting our queen's borders."
Beth frowned. It was a familiar tale in so many books and movies, and it made sense that it had some basis in truth. "Pollution, right?"
The dullahan chuckled. "If only that were the half of it. Yer garbage and yer poison are bad enough on the land itself, but it's what's happening to the fair folk themselves that be cause for concern. Ye see, we've always had a dependency on peace with yer kind, and with access to yer people so limited now, it requires more effort to travel into yer world than ever before."
"I don't follow."
"I'm gettin' there, lass. Ye see, the fair folk are leaving the realm and coming to the human world, but they not be coming back. Yer world is all that glitters for them, but not all that glitters is gold. A creature as simple as a pixie can easily get caught up in the excitement of the wonders yer kind have made, in the flickering screens and fancy lights. But the longer they be away from the realm, the weaker they become, until they wither away in yer world and become twisted inta something else in order to survive, until they becomes hateful things that yearn to destroy the humans for what yer have wrought."
"What do they become?"
Sulyvahn snorted. "Nobody knows, lass. There be rumors aplenty, though."
"Such as?"
"For the fae to survive, they must find sustenance. There have been rumors that some have snuck into people's dreams, giving them frightful waking nightmares. Some of the darker fae have found a way to live in the minds of others, speaking to their darker impulses. And I even heard stories of some fae who found a way to live inside yer wires and tubes to become trolls of a different kind, feasting on animosity and rage."
"I see." She thought on the dullahan's words, the gears of her mind turning. It didn't take much imagination to wonder about the implications of Sulyvahn's words. How many ills in the world could be attributed to the fae who subsisted on such chaos? "So the fae who became trapped are poisoning society?"
"Indeed. Strangle the beast, and the body dies." He ripped away the last set of vines from the bush and coiled them up in the bucket. "With mankind gone, the fae would be flourish once again as the land recovers."
"Is someone leading them?" The idea of a shadow organization consisting of unseelie fae sent chills up and down her spine.
He shook his head. "It's all about instincts, lass. The fae are creatures of impulse. If someone were leading them, yer lot would have died off years ago. As it stands now, both realms be slowly dying, and it be just a matter of seeing who's end comes first."
"That's terrible! So we're killing each other and the rest of the world doesn't even know?"
"Aye." He tossed the clippers in the bucket. "Tis sad, but that be the way of it. But it's been that way for awhile now."
"I don't understand, though. Why not reveal themselves to the world, then? If we need each other, it wouldn't be that hard to announce their existence, right?"
Sulyvahn turned his dark gaze on Beth and held it for several seconds. He let out a huge sigh, and held a hand out to her.
When she took it, he led her to the center of the maze. Silently, she followed, wondering what was going on. They eventually stood before the sundial itself, and Sulyvahn grabbed her by the waist and lifted her effortlessly onto the stone structure.
"What are you—" she began, but he put a finger to her lips.
"There be powerful magic about this place, lass, and I suspect that anyone listening in would struggle to hear me words through all the static. Especially here." His tone was low, almost inaudible. "Banshee and dullahan can walk yer world without repercussions, as it be our made-for purpose. Years ago, an attempt were made to reveal our presence to the mortal realm, and it backfired badly. Ye see, the human world thought talk of the fae were naught but mumbo jumbo, and the few human allies we had were ridiculed and mocked. Nowadays they even say that ye be away with the faeries if'n yer mind aren't in the right way."
"This is the day and age of information, Sulyvahn. A quick video of the queen could become viral in minutes."
"I dinna fully understand what ye be meaning, but willing I am to bet any proof would be discounted. Like I be saying, me own kind were built to live here. It were believed that the higher fae could travel yer world and find a solution, and there be no one higher than the queen." He looked away from her for a second. "Or her counterpart."
"You mean the ki—" She was silenced again by a finger on her lips. Her mind immediately went to the image of the blasted throne in the queen's court.
"Hypothetically, ye understand" he began, "imagine a being of immense power coming to yer world to study and discover what can be done. A being of immense beauty, ready to change the world fer the better."
"I'm listening."
"What would such a being have to do?"
She thought on the question. "I suppose they would have to find a way to get everybody's attention first."
"Aye."
"A being of immense beauty and power would probably seek fame." It made sense to her when she said it. It was no different than amassing followers on social media. "Once they had fame, they could reveal themselves and spread their message."
The dullahan nodded, his features neutral.
"But something happened, didn't it?" She thought again of the blasted throne. "And I'm guessing it wasn't an accident. This person would make a major screw up while over here."
Sulyvahn remained silent, then spoke softly. "Aye."
The trappings of fame were well known to many. Such a poisoned treasure was still one that millions would possess if they could. So many names and faces ran through her mind, and she couldn't help but wonder which of them fit the bill. "I wonder if this person maybe got caught up in their own fame? Like, maybe the message kept getting delayed?"
"Perhaps." The dullahan seemed nervous, and he kept looking around as if he wasn't paying much attention to her.
She thought about the queen and how she had treated Mike. Even though Beth hadn't been in her right mind, she could still remember pieces of their conversation. The queen had been enraged that Mike and Cecilia had become intimate, and now she wondered if the king had come to the mortal realm and fallen in love with all that glittered.
However, based on Sulyvahn's behavior, it was likely that she couldn't directly ask him. But there were other ways to glean that information. "Were you worried when Cecilia fell in love with Mike?"
He nodded, a look of uncertainty on his face. "That be an interesting question, lass, for sure and for certain"
"Fae who fall in love with mortals don't have happy endings, do they?"
This time the dullahan shook his head. "Not historically, no. Read up on yer legends, lass, and ye'll discover that it oft ends badly for both."
"Is that why the queen sent you here? Because she thought you would hate Mike for what he did?"
He smirked and looked away from her, his eyes on a pair of centaurs who had entered the maze. "Some would say that I should hate the mortal that could steal me sister's heart. It would make sense to send a spiteful fae, would it not?"
"But that isn't how you felt?"
"All I be knowing is that she were happy here. And maybe a place that could make her feel that way would be worth protecting while she were gone." He chuckled, then flicked a piece of dirt off the sundial. "The two of us haven't spoken in decades. She were actually on her way to payin' her respects to me when she were imprisoned."



"You must have been very angry."
"Indeed. Some would say that I were angry that me own sister had been defiled by a mortal, but...I felt her heart break through our bond, and the moment her cage were locked, I..." He looked away from her, then cleared his throat. "Sorry, lass. I be forgettin' what I were saying."
She placed a hand on his cheek. His skin was smooth and cold, just like marble. His eyes widened a little in surprise, and she slid her hand upwards and ran it through his long hair. It was surprisingly soft to the touch.
"You don't suppose you came here because you were lonely too, do you? Maybe you were hoping to find just a little of what your sister did? A place to call home, and maybe even a family?"
He opened his mouth, but no words came out. Instead, he just gazed into her eyes for several moments, then turned his attention to her hand. He put his hand over hers and closed his eyes, then pressed against her.
"Ye feel warm," he told her, his voice barely above a whisper. "Dullahan don't get cold, but we never feel warm either. Not unless we be touchin' someone."
"When was the last time you felt warm, Suly?"
He laughed, but his eyes stayed closed. "I canna remember."
Her heart pounded loudly in her chest as she lifted her legs and put them on his hips. Using her free hand to brace herself on the sundial, she pulled him closer. When his thighs met the dial, she scooted forward the last couple of inches until her face was inches from his own.
"Even humans get lonely. But we have many ways to cope," she told him, then placed her hands around his waist. His musculature was easy to feel beneath the leather of his outfit. He had the body of a warrior, but she felt like he had the mind of something more. Maybe a poet, or a dreamer. These were things for her to ponder later, as she felt that longing void open up inside of her. This was new, and exciting, and she didn't have a clue what was going to happen next.
But she knew exactly what she wanted.
He grunted in surprise when her lips touched his. Like the rest of him, they were cold and unyielding. It was just a light peck at first, an exploration of intimacy, and when she looked into his eyes afterward, the dullahan was speechless.
"Lass, I..." He touched his lips with a gloved hand. "I dinna know what to say."
She kissed him again, this time parting her lips to run her tongue briskly over his. He made another sound of surprise, his mouth opening, and she ran her tongue along his upper lip. He tasted like black licorice, and when she inhaled, the cold rush of air was enough to briefly paralyze her lungs, a sensation reminiscent of a cold, winter's morning.
When she shivered, Sulyvahn backed away.
"I'm sorry, lass, it be not somethin' I control, and—"
She kissed him again, and ran one hand up his back and then through his hair. Heat was being sucked from her body, but she didn't mind in the slightest. The rush of having such a being between her arms was more than enough heat to keep her warm.
While tense at first, he melted into her. His hesitant hands touched her waist, then moved along her back until one hand rested just above her buttocks and the other was in the middle of her back.
When she broke the kiss this time, she exhaled a small cloud of fog and grinned at him. "Feeling warm?"
"Aye," he whispered. "But I could be warmer."
This time, he pressed into her. She ran a hand along the smooth, supple leather that he wore, impressed at how much of Sulyvahn's musculature that she could feel beneath it. There were several silver buckles that held the outfit together, and she fumbled with one, trying to undo it.
He broke the kiss. "Ye be movin' fast, lass."
"Some of us don't live for centuries," she told him, then pulled the buckle apart to reveal skin like marble underneath. Her hand just barely fit between him and the leather, and she undid another buckle and lifted the leather away to reveal his neck and shoulder.
"Ye only get one more," he warned her.
"One more what?"
"Buckle." He fingered one that she hadn't undone yet. "The leather is a part of me, but it needs adjusting sometimes. 'Specially if it gets wet."
"Oh, so what happens after three?"
He grinned, but didn't answer. This time, he explored her neck with his lips, and she undid a third buckle, allowing her to push his leather jacket down and reveal the white skin of both shoulders. The thin line along his neck where his head came off occasionally sputtered out dark smoke depending on how he bent his neck. Stunned, she pressed on the seam, her eyes wide when the smoke curled around her finger like a snake before disappearing.
"Ye like that?" he asked.
"Very much," she replied. "How do you keep it from falling off?"
"Willpower." He smirked, then tilted his head to one side. The skin separated, and another blast of dark smoke filled the air and then dissipated when he put his head back. "Can't be having it falling off when I'm on horseback."
"Where is your horse?" she asked.
"Trade secret, lass." He winked at her. "Gots to have something to talk about next time, now don't we?"
She stuck her tongue out at him.
"I'm done talking for now," he said, then ran his cold hands up her legs, lifting her skirt in the process. "Ye see, while familiar I am with what's about to transpire, none of it be first hand. So I wouldn't mind being a very good listener to ye, if ye catch me drift."
A wide grin broke over her face. "I love a man who knows how to pay attention. For now, why don't you just follow along as best you can, and I'll correct you if I need to."
He nodded, his strong hands moving along her upper thighs now. Occasionally his fingertips would brush against the edge of her panties, each touch sending a rush of butterflies through her gut. When they kissed again, he leaned forward, causing his fingertips to slide up beneath the elastic band along her inner thigh, and a rush of heat to her pelvis triggered a flood of lubrication.
With trembling hands, she unbuckled one of the straps near his crotch. As she pulled the strap free, the first buckle she had undone strapped itself back into place, cinching down. There was another buckle nearby that, once unstrapped, allowed her to pull down the front of his pants.
His crotch was hairless, and when she tugged his pants a bit further, his cock appeared. It was currently at half-mast, and when she gave it an exploratory tug, Sulyvahn let out a groan of delight.
"That be a new feeling, lass," he whispered.
"Then you're gonna love what happens next," she told him, and slid her other hand down his pants to play with his scrotum. However, she was surprised to discover that the dullahan had no testicles at all, just a bare patch of smooth skin.
"Right. Dinna need those to hunt ghosts," he explained.
"You don't technically need this either," she said, then stroked his cock.
"I do, actually. The queen made us to look like men and women, and those were kind of important. Last I checked, me sister dinna need a vagina to escort spirits, and I be fairly certain that's half the reason she's in her current mess."
Beth chuckled. "Okay, that's fair." She continued to stroke him and was surprised at how stiff his cock became in her hand. It grew harder by the second, and she could feel it leeching the heat from her palms as she stroked it even harder. Hard ridges pressed against her fingers, and she let go of his cock to see what had happened.
As his erection grew, hard lumps had formed along the sides of his cock. A sly smile spread over her face at the odd shape to it, and she was suddenly aware of how hard her heart was pounding. Her throbbing pulse was centered in the middle of her snatch, and she lifted her legs up and did a little hop on her butt to get her panties off. The cold stone of the dial startled her, and she fell forward into the dullahan, causing him to lose his balance.
They fell to the ground, and Beth pushed him on his back, her hand stroking his bony cock. The weird ridges along the top and bottom reminded her of a human spine, and Sulyvahn was making little moans of contentment.
"I've heard it called a boner before, but this is taking it too far," she told him, then rolled her thumb over the hard tip of his cock.
"Oh, I can actually explain that," he said. "Ye see, the queen, she be having a sense of humor about these things. I also think it were meant to scare the women folk, but apparently ye be made of sturdier stuff."
You have no idea, Suly. She stroked him a few more times and then positioned herself over his cock. When that first inch of him slid inside of her, a chill ran up her spine and she let out a yelp of surprise.
"Then again, maybe ye be not as sturdy as I—" Sulyvahn's eyes went wide as Beth scowled at him and sank the rest of the way down. Each bony ridge parted her folds only to vanish inside her, and though they were bathed in sunlight, she now felt like she was in a walk-in freezer.
She held still for a moment, allowing her vagina to adapt. It was a different sensation than the dildos she had, and certainly very different from sex with Asterion. The minotaur's penis was huge and warm, but also spongy enough to fit inside her. Sulyvahn's cock was hard and unyielding, much more like a glass dildo.
Sulyvahn remained quiet other than a few grunts, and Beth was finally able to move. It was slow at first, but she was soon rolling her hips to feel the head of his cock press against her g-spot. The unyielding nature of his shaft meant it hit exactly what she wanted it to, so she focused on small movements, letting the ridges do their work along her vaginal walls.
She tensed up as an icy chill ran up her back, and small convulsions ran along her thighs. It wasn't quite an orgasm, but it had felt similar to the start of one.
"Ye be okay, lass?"
"Shh." She placed her hand over his mouth and grunted, pushing her hips back which caused his cock to push against her g-spot once more. The same thing happened again, and she cried out when her legs trembled afterward.
She couldn't be sure what was happening, but there was now a pulsing sensation of cold spreading through her entire pelvis. Her pussy was now soaking wet, allowing the ridges of his cock to slide out of her effortlessly.
"Son of a...fuck!" Another set of tremors shook her again, and she leaned forward, gasping for air. Her own orgasm was building, but she was having trouble making it through the weird tremors.
She fucked him like this for several minutes, crying out in frustration. Somehow, she was essentially edging herself, and it was clear that Sulyvahn had no ideas how to further contribute. He had grabbed her hips and was holding her close, but he did little more than let out little gasps and moans of his own.
Trying a different position, she sat up straight, her hands on his belly for balance. Moving her hips from side to side eased the pressure a bit, but the weird blasts of cold were definitely coming from Sulyvahn. His cock was an icy rod inside of her, but the chill didn't hurt at all.
She rode him this way for a few minutes, her attention focused on his mouth as he gasped in pleasure. Every time he opened his mouth, she could see that long tongue of his, and how wide his lips were.
Beth cackled, and Sulyvahn lifted his head to look at her.
"What are ye—" his mouth opened in shock as Beth leaned forward and pulled his head right off. Inky smoke poured from his neck, creating the appearance of a black fog on the ground. He cocked one eyebrow in curiosity at her. "This weren't what I be expecting."
"Stop talking and start licking." She leaned back, causing her clit to pop out of her swollen labia, and then shoved Sulyvahn's head in place. He took orders well, and ran his tongue all around her swollen sex.
His body, however, continued thrusting into her. The sensation of being eaten out while she was fucked was new, and despite Sulyvahn's inexperience, the sensation was enough to overload her senses.
"Oh, mmm, oh fu...oh fu...fuck!" This time, when the tremors came, her whole body tensed up and Sulyvahn eagerly lapped at her clit. His wide mouth allowed him to inhale her and form a seal, his tongue rolling all over her. Her left eye started to spasm, and she bounced up and down on his cock as fast as she could, planting one arm on the ground behind her to steady her movements.
She screamed when she came, letting out a low pitched shriek. To her side, the leaves rustled and one of the centaurs appeared, a look of concern on his face that quickly turned to embarrassment.
"Pardon me," he muttered, then ran off. The heat of embarrassment from being caught mingled with the chill that ran through her lower body, and she fell backward, her eyes now on the sky.
Movement on the roof caught her attention, and she saw Abella duck out of sight. She should have known better than to start something with Sulyvahn in the front yard of all places, but it was too late now.
"We be having a bit of an audience, don't we now?" Sulyvahn asked from between her legs.
"Looks like it." She really hoped Mike hadn't come back yet from the centaurs. It was a stupid thought, but for some reason, she didn't want him to catch her in such a position.
"Well, if everybody else gets to see me fuck you, then I should get to see it, too."
"You...you're watching it right now."
"Stand up," he told her, his voice suddenly hard. She shrugged and obeyed, though struggled with how numb her legs felt. Wobbling a bit, she made it to her feet, her hands wrapped around Sulyvahn's head.
"Put me on the sundial, facing you," he told her, so she turned to obey. Just as his head was settled on the cold stone, rough hands grabbed her from behind. She looked over her shoulder to see that Sulyvahn's body had grabbed onto her ass.
She screamed in pleasure when he penetrated her, and grabbed onto the sundial for balance. Sulyvahn's body fucked her from behind while his head leered at her from its position on the dial.
"That's a good lass," he told her, then licked his lips. "Yer cunt be feeling so tight after ye came."
She moaned, then stared into his dark eyes. His face was twitching now as waves of pleasure rolled over him.
"Can you...feel me like...that?" she gasped between thrusts.
"I'm about to...do more than..." His eyes went wide, and then he closed them tightly and let out a howl that raised the hair on the back of her neck. Behind her, his entire body went rigid, and a cold surge washed through her hips. Suddenly cold and literally chilled to her core, her teeth chattered as she braced herself against the dial.
His body thrust into her two more times, and then relaxed. She groaned when he pulled out of her, each ridge stretching her out, and when he was finally outside of her, inky black smoke leaked out of her body, vanishing before it could hit the ground.
"Is that your cum?" she asked him, then ran a finger along her snatch. When she brought it back, an inky fluid on her finger turned to smoke before her eyes.
He sighed and then cocked an eyebrow at her. "Reckon it be, lass. Never seen it afore, but might as well be the same stuff the rest o' me be made of."
When his body came to retrieve his head, it stumbled just a bit before grabbing a handful of his hair. He shoved his head back into place and the world's biggest grin crossed his face.
"My legs feel all funny," he told her, then picked up her panties and handed them over. "Like I've been riding all day."
"How do you feel on the inside, though?" she asked.
He looked at her, and then up at the house. The smile on his face made him look warm in spite of his stark appearance.
"Dinna know it be a feeling I can put into words. But maybe not so lonely. Definitely not as lonely."
"I'm glad." She slipped her panties back on and then ran her hands over the buckles of his leather outfit before pulling him close for one more kiss. She could taste herself on his lips, and found herself smiling.
She had been right. A walk with Sulyvahn had made her feel much better and been the perfect distraction from her thoughts. She hooked her arm through his and pulled him away from the sundial and into the maze.
"If you have some more time, I was wondering if I could talk to you a bit about what happened. Over there," she said. "I'm...struggling with what the queen did to me."
Sulyvahn smiled. "I know that feeling. For you, lass, I be making the time."

🏡🏡🏡Kisa couldn't believe her eyes, but had also been unable to look away. Had she really just watched Beth have sex with a headless horseman on the front lawn? It had been an odd sight, seeing the headless horseman drill her from behind, but Kisa had been unable to take her eyes away from it.
"I have so many questions," Death loudly announced, then looked at Kisa, his bony face frantic. "Do you suppose you could help answer them?"
"Ew, no!" She moved away from the Grim Reaper, but got caught up in the curtains of the window.
"Oh, please! Beth cannot see me, so I cannot ask her directly. "
Death was practically hopping from foot to foot in excitement. "Maybe you could ask her for me? Just one? I want to know if what they were doing just now was considered making love or boning. I've heard both terms mentioned on the gargoyle's tablet, and I cannot be certain which is appropriate in this case."
"That's not...I...no, you can't ask people about their sex lives!" She hopped down off the window seat and crossed her arms. Her tail swished back and forth, and she tried to make it hold still, but that part of her didn't listen. "That's very rude."
"It is?" Death wrapped his fingers around his chin. "If it's rude to ask, then why do they insist on doing it in front of me? I have seen many pairings since coming here."
"You're watching people have sex?" She hopped onto a nearby table so that she was eye level with Death. "You're not supposed to do that."
Death shrugged. "I wish to know more about how and why humans copulate. Ever since I saw Mike Radley do it with the demon up close, I feel it is worth understanding properly."
"Mike fucked a demon?"
Death nodded. "It was a fascinating encounter, way better than sitting around and looking at maps."
She couldn't believe it. The Grim Reaper was a peeping tom. "That's so wrong. If you see people having sex, you're supposed to give them privacy."
"If that is true, then why did you keep watching?"
"Uh..." Kisa had no answer, and she scowled. Being honest with herself, she had been unable to contain her curiosity. At first, that had been enough. But as the act continued, she had felt something more, a longing deep inside. Her own desires were being stirred, and by the time Beth had climaxed, she had felt a certain level of jealousy for the woman.
She would rather die in a fire than tell this to Death, so she lied. "I wanted to be sure that it was a consensual encounter. That's all."
"Hmm, I see. So it's okay to watch as long as you are uncertain about consent. And we cannot be certain until we ask them afterward."
"No, that's not—"
"I will go ask the dullahan if he granted consent, and you can ask Beth. If they both consented, then we shouldn't have watched."
"That's not how this—"
"I should probably offer him some tea. I imagine he is very dehydrated. Do you think he is hungry? It looked like he was eating her vagina, but I can't be sure how much nutrition...I say!It is considered very rude to laugh at someone when they are speaking to you."
Kisa had exploded in laughter. The whole argument with Death had been absurd, and she had finally lost control at the mention of Beth being eaten out. She laughed even harder when he scowled at her and swept his robes in tight, then crossed the room toward the door.



He stopped at the exit and turned to face her, fire blazing in his eye sockets. "This is why I prefer dogs. I would rather you had simply stared at me." He slammed the door when he left, causing a nearby death mask to fall off the wall and bounce across the floor.
She fell off the table and onto a nearby couch, and laughed until tears filled her eyes.

🏡🏡🏡I'm really hoping this chapter helped Beth get her head screwed on right. It's about time she put her needs ahead of the others, and...okay, I'm done.
As always, please remember to rate this tale, comment below (I read them all, even if I don't reply), send me feedback, tell all your friends, your family too (if they're cool with that, or not, like, I'm not your boss). Don't forget to check my bio because I update it whenever I hit submit, or you can just follow me to get the notifications on Lit.
Next chapter will be Mike heavy and will feature a trip to the Library. I foresee some fun in his future. And also Death. (I mean, Death lives there, so...)
Enough goofing from me. Stay awesome, be kind and take care of yourselves!
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Here it is, the next chapter of HFHM, and just in the nick of time!
It should go without saying that my plans (much like yours) have been royally fucked for the foreseeable future. I still intend to keep writing as much as I can each month, but with everything closed down and my family now at home during odd hours of the day, my writing schedule has been screwed up like crazy!
Anyway, welcome new reader! This is the 52nd chapter of a fantasy sex epic with plenty of magic, fighting, plot and sexual deviance. It would make the most sense for you to start at the beginning, but hey, you are probably quarantined, so who's gonna stop you?
Returning reader? I missed you! I have gotten a lot of feedback prior to this chapter begging for another scene with this character, and I hope I did it justice. Also, thank you to everybody who has made sure to leave me comments and reviews, I really do read them all and they really do keep me inspired (especially after some of the meaner ones...), so keep it up!
Okay, enough from me, I hope you like this one!
The Person in Charge
Mike was face down on a tall table as Zel and another centaur examined the back of his scalp. He hissed in pain as they checked his wound for any other sources of infection.
After his bath with the fairies and Naia, he had eaten a light dinner and gone to bed. In the morning he woke up with a pounding headache that felt like a sinus infection. The back of his scalp was tender and swollen, and that was when he learned that the moisture from his hours long bath had kept his wound from scabbing over properly; it had opened during his sleep and bled all over his pillow. When the wound had tried to close up again, his pillow and hair had gotten caught inside, which triggered a nasty bout of swelling all along his scalp.
The wound was bad enough that the centaurs had taken him in, and were constantly opening his wound to clean it and apply medicine. Based on the light coming in through the flaps of the yurt, it was almost evening. He could hear music coming from the camp followed by the smell of freshly baked bread that made his mouth water.
"Okay, we may be in the clear," Zel announced. "I want you to lay there until you clot. I'll be back in an hour."
"But I—"
"No arguments." He could hear her tail swishing angrily. "I'm going to make sure you are in the clear before you leave, especially since you refuse to follow directions."
He sighed, and decided not to argue. She had been guilt tripping him ever since his arrival, and not only did his head still hurt, he was bored out of his mind. Zel and her assistant left, and it occurred to him that he should have asked for a snack.
Alone in the dark with his thoughts, he went over his plan for the days ahead. He needed to find a way to cross into the Underworld without simply dying, and felt his best bet would be to speak with Death. Sulyvahn might be willing to explain it to him, but he got the feeling that the dullahan was probably under orders from the queen to keep his mouth shut.
Someone laughed outside the tent, and Mike shifted to make himself comfortable, careful not to rub the back of his head. Zel had given him a haircut to see the wound better, and now his neck was all itchy.
Between lying in the dark and doing nothing else, his mind began to wander. He didn't want to take a nap, but he felt like one was coming, and maybe then he could just skip the next fifty or so minutes and go straight to going home.
He closed his eyes and emptied his mind, then pictured the white sand beach of the Dreamscape. Maybe it wouldn't be so bad to get away to the salty shores of his mind after all and take a small vacation where Zel wasn't there to yell at him.
The transition was swift, and he found himself on the beach, his eyes gazing along the horizon of his mind. He was getting better at entering the Dreamscape from a waking state, but it was still more common to fall into normal dreams.
"Ha!" He stood up and rubbed the back of his head. There was no sign of his wound, so he walked down to the edge of the water and pulled off his shoes, then nonchalantly tossed them over his shoulder where they burst into smoke upon impact with the sand.
The water felt cool on his feet and he started walking along the shore. Despite walking a considerable distance, anytime he looked up from the waves, the house was sitting right there, watching him. Sometimes he could circle it, other times it followed, but this little beach paradise was still plenty of fun to visit.
Out in the ocean, a cloud dropped from the sky and rolled toward him, over the waves. Curious, he stopped to watch it break apart on the shore and scatter around him, casting the world into shadows. The house disappeared from view, and all he could see was the surf beneath his feet. The waves broke somewhere to his left, and he kept walking.
"So what's it gonna be this time?" he asked. "Your world will burn, mer mer mer." This was most likely the shadow come to bother him, and he simply wasn't in the mood to deal with the spirit.
The fog lifted in front of him, revealing a pier that went out into the ocean.
"Okay, I'll bite." He stepped onto the wooden planks of the pier and walked out into the water. The fog was thick out here, and he could only see a dozen feet in front of his face. "So when do you think you'll—"
He froze in place at the sight of the cage that appeared from the darkness. Inside, a lone figure watched him, her hands wrapped around the bars.
"Cecilia?" he asked.
She nodded, then stretched her arms to him through the bars. He ran to meet her, and they embraced through the metal bars. Was she an illusion? Just a figment of the dream world, appearing to torment him? Or perhaps a memory of some sort to give him comfort?
"Mike. A Ghrá mo Chroí," she said, and his shoulder became wet with her tears. "How I have longed to see you."
"Is it really you?" He stepped back to get a look at her. The red stripe in her hair looked a little bigger, and her hair was a couple of inches longer. "I can't be sure this is real."
"Nor I," she told him. "I have been in this cage for such a long time, but my dreams have become so real. Did you know that? I can have dreams now. Often they are lovely, and sometimes not. I only sleep every few days, and not for very long."
"Oh." It couldn't be her, then. Banshees didn't need to sleep. Even so, her presence gave him a sense of peace, and he gladly embraced it, willing the dream to stretch out so they could spend more time together.
"Please," Cecilia begged. "You mustn't come here, it isn't safe. The queen is planning—"
A whiff of sulfur tickled his nostrils and his eyes popped open. The Dreamscape shattered apart and he was back on his table. The yurt had filled with the sound of roaring flames, and a dark figure fell from above, landing face down in the dirt next to him.
"Lily?" He sat up on the table and looked down at the succubus, doing his best to keep disappointment off his face. Cecilia had seemed so real, even if it was only for a few seconds, that all he wanted to do was go back to sleep.
"Hey there, Romeo," Lily said. She was covered from head to toe in soot, and she stumbled to her feet, her face a mask of aggravation. When she shook her head, ash sprayed out in every direction. When she rubbed her eyes clean, it reminded him briefly of a coal miner.
"What on earth happened to you?" he asked.
"Well, to start, nothing happened to me on Earth." She spat dust out of her mouth and then shape changed into Dana. However, she was still covered in soot. "Oh, for fuck's sake, hold up a second."
She transformed into a little girl, and then into Sofia. The sudden shift in size caused quite a bit of the soot to fall off of her, and she repeated this process a few more times, then noticed a pitcher of water next to the wash basin near Mike's bed. She picked up the pitcher, turned into the little girl, then poured it over her head. As the water fell over her, she transformed into her original form, and most of the soot was now gone.
"That's much better. I can probably take a dunk in the fountain, if the nymph doesn't...wait, where are we?" She looked around the yurt in astonishment. "Please tell me we aren't too far from home."
"I'm with the centaurs. They're treating my head injury." He frowned. "By the way, seeing you turn into a kid freaks me out a little."
"It's how I hunt these days. Sit on a park swing and wait for the pervs to come out of the woodwork. What did you do to your head?"
He gave her a brief version of the events that transpired. When finished, he fixed her with a look. "Wait a sec. How is it that you didn't know about any of this? I thought you were keeping an eye on my dreams."
"Ugh. Change in plans." She coiled up her tail and sat on it like a stool. "The whole purpose of monitoring your dreams was to watch for your shadow buddy. I decided it would be even better to watch the shadow himself, and when I caught him skulking around your subconscious, I went after him."
"So you've been following the shadow this whole time?" He looked at her with interest.
"Mmm-hmm. And let me say, it wasn't my idea of a fun date. That piece of shit led me on quite the wild goose chase."
"To where, though? If you've been gone for days, where have you been?"
"Ugh, days?" Lily scowled. "Damn. I lost track of time trying to pin that fucker down. Remember when he tossed me around so easily in the Dreamscape? He's just as nasty outside of it, a real piece of work. He eventually lured me into a trap and sent me to Hell. I can always teleport straight to my master, which is why I'm here." She coughed, and a fair amount of ash came out of her lungs.
"You were in Hell?"
"Only for a few minutes. The trip is always disorienting and the demons running the place don't exactly provide a warm welcome." She crossed her arms. "So anyway, let's talk about this shadow of yours. He seems to be linked to your mind, but I couldn't figure out why, and I remember you first ran into him in that tower on the other side of the wardrobe."
"Yes, that's right." The shadow had found him when he was trapped in another world, trying to find his way home.
"He can jump from the tower to you, which didn't make a lot of sense. While I was tracking him, I discovered that he hangs out somewhere else as well."
"And where would that be?"
She lowered her head. "We demons call it purgatory, which isn't actually a place at all. It's the in-between of practically everywhere, kind of like a crossroads."
"You mean like between here and the Underworld?" He sat up, his voice rising in excitement.
"Oh, I see where you're going with this. Yes, technically that's true, but let's ignore your obsession with the screamer for now. Purgatory, or limbo, whatever you want to call it, is primarily accessed by dying and refusing to move on. In this place, spirits have physical form, and your shadow buddy is very powerful there. He passes through it on his way from the tower to your mind."
"He lives in the tower?"
"Almost there, Romeo. You see, limbo is a lot like the living world, and you can find places in limbo that existed here. He lives in the purgatory version of that tower, which is far larger and much more impressive." She shook her head. "The tower used to be part of a giant castle, which meant I ran across some stray spirits there that died in some giant war I've never heard of. I was able to talk to a few of them, and once he found out I was digging up intel, that's when he caught me in a devil's trap and sent me to Hell."
"And what did you learn?"
Lily's eyes narrowed, glowing blood red. "I've often wondered where your friend came from and how he found you. Especially when it came to the Dreamscape. You told me he was able to find you during one of your house visions, right? Well, it turns out there's actually a simple answer that complicates everything and you aren't going to like it."
He frowned. "I have a feeling anything I learn about this guy is bad news."
"Well buckle up, because I'm about to break it to you. The shadow is a former Caretaker. He's trapped on the other side of the veil, feeding off the energy of all those souls."
"I don't understand, that's imposs—" he started, but the more he thought about it, the quicker it sank in. There had been hints of other places like his home, and it made sense that other humans must have been involved like he was. But to what purpose?
The succubus smirked. "I can actually watch the news sinking in to that broken head of yours. They call him a bunch of different names over there, the dead are so hard to talk to. But the gist of it was that he was in charge of that castle and it was full of magic and strange beings, and he used to be in charge of taking care of the place. There was some kind of battle, and the dead don't really know that they lost, so imagine talking to a bunch of disoriented spirits. Lot of conflicting information, but the final result of this battle was that the shadow somehow avoided moving on to the other side when he died."
"And you can't just have dead Caretakers wandering around," he muttered. It explained so much about why it was important to have a banshee to escort the dead, and why the shadow was so eager for a part of Mike's soul. "Damn, that's scary stuff."
"Oh, you don't know the half of it. None of the souls in his little kingdom can move on. They live in a state of fear, constantly reliving this battle they had, and I was busy trying to fight them off before he caught me in a trap and tossed me into the fires below." She shook her head, causing more soot to drift onto the ground. "It seems like you've been roped into something bigger than you expected."
Mike laughed. "Oh man, I've stumbled into a bad situation that's bigger than I understand? Must be a Wednesday, this kind of thing never happens on a Thursday."
The succubus smiled, and stood. "Well, that's the news I have. I'm going back to the house to wash up. Hell soot doesn't just come off, and I need a good scrubbing, so..." She blew him a kiss. "See you in your dreams."
He smiled and watched her go. When she stepped through the door flap, there was a brief cry of alarm when she startled someone, but words were exchanged and he heard nothing more from outside.
Eventually Zel came in, checked his wound one last time, and told him to go home and leave it alone. He thanked her for her help and gave her a big hug before departing. She muttered something to him about paying attention from now on, and he begged her for forgiveness, which caused a small smile to break across her face.
Once outside the yurt, he was a little disappointed to see that Lily hadn't waited for him, but he had plenty of company as the centaurs escorted him home.
Over dinner, he was informed that Tink was still working on restoring power to the house. Apparently the electrical surge had damaged the panel in such a way that she wasn't able to get power to the whole house at once, and she had to wait for some additional materials to arrive before she could rewire some of the rooms that had damaged outlets. The rats were helping her with the work, but it was taking them quite a long time.
Beth said very little to him over dinner, and he couldn't help but notice that Kisa kept watching her with a grin on her face. The cat girl sat at the opposite side of the table and vanished once her food was done. He briefly wondered if he should track her down and see how she was adapting, but figured it might be better to wait until she was ready.
Dinner came to an abrupt end when Quetzalli, who had eaten enough food that her belly bulged out, inspected her knife for several moments and stood from her chair. Before anyone could react, she abruptly knelt down and shoved the utensil into the nearest outlet using her considerable strength.
Sparks blew across the floor, and Quetzalli's eyes flickered with amusement just before the room was plunged into darkness. Tink shrieked in anger and left to check the panel. Beth quickly escorted the dragon from the room while discussing electrical safety.
When he went into the kitchen to drop off his dishes, Mike looked out the window to see Naia, Dana, and Lily at the fountain. Dana sat along the edge in a pair of shorts, her feet in the water and a drone resting next to her. Naia was summoning bubbles up around the succubus, who popped them with her tail while scrubbing herself off. Steam rose from the fountain, and he wondered if Naia had turned it into a giant hot tub.
"Hmph." A disapproving voice came from behind him, and he turned to see Sofia illuminated in the fading light of day. She watched the trio at the fountain before turning toward the kitchen. "Looks like I'm going to have to wash everything by hand tonight," she announced, then turned on the sink. "Must be nice to just lie around."
There was just enough light to see by, so Mike picked up a nearby towel and started drying the dishes as she washed them.
"Dinner was good, thank you," he told her, almost afraid to break the silence.
She grunted, then scrubbed at a large pan.
"Actually, thank you for all the meals you cook. I think I'm starting to put on a little weight, which is saying something. I was always skinny growing up, but now I'm putting on some muscle." He patted his belly. "Maybe someday I'll get to see my six pack."
"Please. We both know that it's the magic." She handed him the pan a bit forcefully, which pushed him off balance.
"I guess. But you keep everybody fed, and I appreciate it." He dried the pan before putting it away. "Hey, I was wondering if you could help me with something tomorrow. I need to look into how to get into the Underworld."
The cyclops groaned and threw her hands in the air. "Of course you do. Can I expect everyone to drop by the Library after breakfast, then? Guess I should make breakfast easy to clean up after."
"What? No, it's just gonna be me." He tossed the towel on the counter. "I'm grateful that everyone wants to help, but I think I need to do this on my own for now."
"So...it's just going to be you tomorrow?"
"Unless Death follows me in, yeah."
"Hmm." She turned off the sink and dried her hands. "I expect you'll be there all day?"
"No, just until noon. There's still some repairs to be made, and I need to coordinate with the centaurs. I also need to check in with Quetzalli. I think Beth's had enough of her for a bit. Might do a walk through of the house with Reggie, depending on how the afternoon goes."
"You really are slowing things down, aren't you?" The light was dim enough that he could just make out her face. "Not just diving right in?"
"No. Things with the queen got out of hand. If I'm going to see her again, I need to be ready for anything, and that means being thorough. That is, if you have time for me."
The lights flickered and came back on, and he saw the small grin on Sofia's face before it vanished.
"I suppose," she told him with a groan. "I'll see what I can find tonight and get you a headstart tomorrow."
"Thanks," he told her, then watched her go.
What had that been about?
The power flickered off and on for the remainder of the night. On his way up to his room, he saw that Dana had positioned herself in front of the locked door at the end of the hallway. The squad of rats was watching her in interest, and were splitting a plate of cheese and fruit between them.
When he went to see what Dana was doing, he walked past Yuki's open bedroom door and happened to glance inside. The kitsune was standing in front of a blank canvas. Her tails hung limp behind her, so he knocked.
"Hey," he said when she didn't turn around. "Can I come in?"
Yuki shrugged and let out a sigh. "Yeah, sure."



"Something wrong?" He walked into her room and looked around. He could tell where the room had been repainted, and noticed that a stack of broken canvasses sat in the corner.
She let out a grunt. "Yes. No. I don't know. I'm feeling restless is all." When she turned around, he saw that she wore a smock covered in different colors of paint. "Struggling to get some of these done."
"How so?" He pulled the door shut behind him. "I noticed you weren't at dinner."
"Not hungry." She sighed and sat down on her bed. "I'm struggling with some things right now."
"Like?"
"To start with, your dumb ass nearly getting killed." She said this with a slight growl that revealed her teeth. "And now that you're back, I just know that you're going to get into trouble again."
"Yeah." He sat next to her on the bed. "I'm really sorry I left you behind."
Her ears drooped. "Well, that's just it. Even if I had been with you, could I have made any difference? I honestly don't know. It's hard to put it into words."
"Try."
"For so many years, my only direction was to come home. I was a creature of rage. You know this."
He nodded. Yuki had almost killed him within seconds of their first meeting.
"Well," she continued, "after coming home, my only thought was to protect this place, and then to protect you. But right now? There's nothing for me to do except prepare. These paintings are a manifestation of my magic and my soul, but now my soul is restless. I've spent so many years fighting that I've forgotten how to hold still, to just live and relax. So while I was angry that you got hurt, now I'm angry that I have nothing to fight."
"I see." He threw his arm around her and squeezed. She rested her head against his shoulder, and he lifted his hand to stroke her hair. "When I was younger, my mom suffered a psychotic break. Growing up, she turned into this hateful, spiteful being that saw fit to torment me whenever she got the chance."
The kitsune nodded. "I've heard about it."
"Well, after she died, I went through a period of elation. My abuser was dead and I was free. No longer would I get cornered, yelled at, or even smacked around. There wasn't even any guilt on my part, I was finally free of the bitch.
"After a week or so, something changed. You see, I started hearing her in my head. She was so deeply ingrained into my life that she had left scars, not on my body, but my mind. What should have been a period of happiness and healing only served to throw me further down a hole. People told me I should be happy she was gone and to just move on, but it isn't so simple. I had spent so long living my life in a state of terror that it was easier to be stuck there than it was to climb out."
"So what did you do?" Yuki asked. She slid her head along his chest so that she was now in his lap, looking up at him. He moved his hand to the spot between her ears and stroked the soft fur there.
"Probably the hardest thing a person can do. I went to a therapist. Several, in fact. It certainly took me a while to find a good one. It's a hard thing to describe, but just because my problem was gone didn't mean that the past had faded away. I needed someone to guide me through the process of confronting my past and learning to heal from it."
"Did it work?"
He shrugged. "With varying levels of success. Naia did more for me than any therapist could. When she used her magic, I gained a certain degree of confidence I was sorely lacking. All of those little voices in my head that told me I wasn't good enough were drowned out by the part of her she left in me, and I'll always be grateful for it."
"I see." She shifted in his lap so that she faced away from him. "Sometimes, when I'm falling asleep, I see Emily again."
Mike rubbed Yuki's ears, but said nothing. Yuki and Emily had been romantically involved when his great aunt had succumbed to the shadow, and the kitsune's heart had been broken. It was a betrayal he was personally unfamiliar with, but he could almost feel the heartbreak in her voice.
"She's her old self," Yuki continued. "From before. And she'll talk to me, but I can never hear what she's saying. I try so hard to listen, to hear what she has to say. Every time I feel like I can hear her words, she changes. It's like someone throwing a sheet over a lamp, and the whole room dims. And now that I can hear her, all I hear is hate in her voice. And then I wake up, and I'm crying, and I hate myself, because I can summon spears of ice, or command Death himself, but I've let this mortal cut me deeper than any blade, and I feel weak."
"Love and compassion are never a sign of weakness," Mike said. "It takes a brave heart to believe in either of these things."
She trembled beneath him, but remained silent. He stroked her hair for a little while longer and continued doing so even when he could tell she had dozed off. Once he was convinced that she was out, he slowly shifted her onto her bed and carefully covered her with a blanket before leaving.
Once in the hall, he looked over at Dana, who now sat on the floor near the rats with her computer and a notebook.
"Trying to crack the code?" he asked.
"Got nothing better to do," she replied.
"Just make sure you keep it down," Mike told her, keeping his voice low. "Yuki really needs her sleep."
Dana threw him a thumbs up and he left her behind, her unblinking eyes staring intently at her screen. Several minutes later, he was in his own bed, his eyes on the wall. How many years had he suffered as Yuki did, teetering on the edge of exhaustion only to be startled back to alertness each time his mother yelled at him across time and space? Thinking of his mother, he could hear her calling for him, her voice dripping with venom.
"Love and compassion," he muttered, treating the words as a talisman to guide him safely to the shores of his mind.

🏠🏠🏠When Mike walked into the office the next morning, he saw that Death was busy with the stereoscopes. While the grim reaper muttered something about consent, Mike let himself into the Library.
"Sofia?" he called when he noticed she wasn't waiting for him. She hadn't been at breakfast either, the only trace of her presence being the continental style breakfast she had clearly set up for everyone.
Curious, he crossed over to the floating globe that sat in the Library's lobby and waited for a few minutes.
It wasn't long before the movement of a floating carpet caught his attention and the cyclops descended from above. She wore a long cloak and carried a magic staff that glowed with a pulsating green light.
"There you are." He smiled at her and stepped onto the carpet once it landed. "Thanks for breakfast, it was good."
"Of course it was." She tapped the staff on the carpet and it rose into the air. Invisible hands pressed against him, holding him in place. "Sorry I wasn't there to greet you. I got up early to try and find the area of the Library that we needed. This place has seen a surge of activity recently, which means books aren't always where I think they are."
"Really? Like what?" He looked over the edge of the carpet. Down below, he saw no movement.
"The Library is constantly reorganizing itself." Sofia turned her head and the carpet slowed. "If you could see this place from high enough up above, it would make you think of thousands of giant gears that turn constantly, albeit slowly."
"But why?"
"Expansion. Books made in your world all end up here, and at a frightening rate. The Library was built to accommodate this, and the pillars rotate in groups so that works that fit in multiple genres at least face one another. New pillars will often form near primary pillars, and everything has to shuffle about to accommodate it."
"Primary pillars?" It was just now occurring to him that despite spending plenty of time here, he had no idea how the place worked.
"Yes. Think of them like the purest form of any particular genre. As the pillar expands, it may blossom outward, like a fractal. The new pillars will break free as a genre is redefined, or even as a sub-genre is formed."
"That's...really cool. How come I've never seen it move?"
She tilted her head at him and scowled. "Your trips here tend to be very goal oriented."
"Can I see one of the pillars that's expanding?"
Something like a smile crossed her lips. "I suppose, if we have time."
"I think I should see it. The Library is just as much a part of the house as anything else."
"Except it isn't part of the house. It's a separate place, remember?"
He shook his head. "I don't see it that way. You're a part of the house, and this place is a part of you. I want to know more."
She looked away from him, her long braid bobbing in the breeze as the carpet accelerated. They were moving fast, and the pillars were moving past him so quickly that he could barely make out the shelves.
The pillars condensed momentarily, and the carpet swayed between them until they entered a large open area. At its center was a gigantic column that stretched upward into a portion of the roof that had been raised, and all he could see in it was darkness punctuated by the occasional appearance of a book. The column was easily the size of a small skyscraper, but instead of being a perfect circle, it looked more like a weathered gear with smoothed out teeth all along its perimeter.
It rotated at a slow pace, and the carpet moved alongside it for a better look. In certain places, the bookshelves looked like they were melting out of the walls and forming into organized rows along the surface of the gigantic column, and books fluttered about like tiny birds as they fell from above and drifted to their resting place.
"Wow," he whispered. Up above, he could hear the rustling of pages and slamming of shelves as these objects shifted onto the new pillars. "What genre is this?"
"This pillar is romance." She pointed her staff toward one of the landing zones. "These off-shoots will eventually have some category of their own, and then break away from here to become their own columns, or maybe merge with another category into a bigger column. You don't often see this at the entrance, because those books are the more popular ones that used to get borrowed all the time." She appraised the enormous column. "I'm rather impressed at how many books seem to be written in this category, but there seems to be a quality issue."
"Quality? Like, the stories suck?"
"Oh, I have no idea. It would be nice to sit around all day and read them. I'll show you what I mean." They had landed, and she led the way to the nearest bookshelf. Several of the books on it looked normal, but she eventually picked one up that was blank except for a title and an author. "I've seen a bunch like these over the last few years, but have no idea why. No cover art, no synopsis on the back. I've looked inside some of them and they might not even be formatted correctly."
"Let me see." He took the book from her and read the title. "Um...this one is called My Sister the Cuck Queen part seven by..." He laughed when he saw the author's name. "Okay, I think I know what's going on."
"Well?"
He held the book up for her. "We can verify when we get home, but I sincerely doubt that somebody actually named their child QueefEater42. This is just some random person's story, probably on the internet somewhere."
"I don't understand." She looked up at the row of books above her. "The Library is only supposed to get in copies of books that exist, not internet dribble."
"I wouldn't automatically assign anything you find on the internet as dribble." He set the book down and looked through the shelves and found another one. This one had a picture of a pair of abnormally big breasted women hugging each other, but the picture and title were stretched dramatically across the cover. "Interesting. This one looks like they didn't load the correct image size."
"You still haven't explained why I am seeing these."
"Well..." He turned the book over. There was no explanation on the back, but when he opened the first page, he saw that the information page just had a web address. "How does the Library categorize what's an actual book?"
She crossed her arms. "Anything that gets bound professionally?"
"Yeah, well, that's not how things work in the real world anymore." He put the book back and looked some more. After digging through a couple and opening several to look inside, he chuckled. "You see, there's been a huge digital revolution recently. People started selling books that you could read on their devices, and I can tell you for a fact that there are a ton of authors who don't even bother publishing their stories on paper."
"Preposterous. Those wouldn't count as books, then."
"Why not?" He held up a book with a pair of anthropomorphic animals on the front. "How does the Library differentiate between what constitutes a book-worthy story? I can guarantee you have published books here that almost nobody has read, but some of these digital ones? Tons of people enjoy them."
She took the book from him and flipped through its pages. "So you're saying this book might not exist in your world?"
"Not on paper. Did you know that people can just pay to have a book published for them? You could write a book of poems and have it printed and mailed to your doorstep in days. Does the Library know that you will only make one copy? Does that book count, or is there some other guideline? Does it have to sell first, or maybe a certain number of people need to read it?"
Sofia pulled a couple more books off the shelf and flipped through them. "I suppose I don't really know. This place was built a long time ago, and the builders would not have foreseen such a thing. I must admit that my role here is largely ceremonial, other than chasing down potential intruders. Metaphorically, the place has a mind of its own."
"You told me once that the Library brings you copies of books once they are finished. Maybe it can no longer tell the difference, and is bringing these here." He took a step back and looked along the shelves. Where he stood, he could see dozens of shelves, and each one was nearly ten feet high. They were all packed full with books of varying quality. "By the way, we seem to be in a very weird crossover of genres here."
"Mmmhmm." Sofia put her book back on the shelf and scowled. "Do many people write these books? The digital ones?"
"Thousands. Millions. I don't know for sure, but it's a lot." He walked back toward the carpet. "Now I kind of wonder what the cutoff is. I imagine that the story has to be complete, right? So you wouldn't have a column of half finished books or something."
"No, unless someone published it. I've seen posthumous works like that." She stepped onto the carpet next to him. "This explains the exponential growth in some of these areas though. Obviously I don't have time to oversee all of the Library's new entries, but this explains several things I have noticed of late."
"Hey, cool. A mystery that was solvable in under ten minutes. And!" He pointed a finger at himself. "I didn't have to fuck my way out of it."
Sofia's cheeks turned bright red and she broke, letting out a laugh. "I mean, we're still in the romance section. I'm sure you could find something to get you off."
It was his turn to laugh. "It would have to be a softcover. The edges on the hard ones are far too dangerous. Hey, I just remembered something. Isn't it your job to read everything and catalogue it properly? That's what you told me when we first met."
She looked away from him and sighed. "It's supposed to be, but the job isn't meant for one person alone. And since I'm the only one here, I figure nobody is going to check up on me." The carpet took them away from the romance pillar and moved amongst the other pillars, occasionally swaying to avoid floating racks of books that moved around them.
"So I'm curious," Mike said. "Why are you the only one here, then?"
The cyclops turned to look at him with a frown, then looked away. "There were more of us, once upon a time."
"What happened?"
"It was a long time ago." She reached into her robes and pulled out her knife. The blade was only four inches long, but when she gave it a flick, it unfolded into a full length blade. "I don't know that there's time for the full tale, but I guess I can give you the highlights. You see, this place used to be accessible to many magical beings and civilizations. There was a screening process, of course. This place was the first of its kind, created long before humans came along. Your modern libraries are modeled after it. In fact, the Library of Alexandria was a knock-off of this place, the idea being a place where anybody could travel and find knowledge."
"Didn't that place burn down or something?" he asked.
"And that's why there was a screening process. As your kind generated texts, the last thing we wanted was for someone to get in and destroy them. Which, as you know, happens constantly." Sofia held up the blade so that he could see her reflection in it. "When I was young and lived with my clan, my uncle had access to the Library. I came from a family of builders who were isolated on an island, so this was the place to come to see advancements in building. It wasn't just buildings or weapons, my tribe could build almost anything. Their skill was superseded only by the gods in this matter."
"I get the feeling that somebody didn't care for this."
She nodded. "A group of men came to our island and asked our people to stop. We had largely pulled away from the rest of the world, but some of us were manufacturing weapons that were being used in terrible wars. The gods had long ago moved on, and our knowledge was considered forbidden."
"I'm guessing that your people turned them down?"
"Sort of. You see, even we didn't know who was doing this. As a tribe, we agreed that the world of Man was no longer a place for us. But secretly? Weapons were still being built, and we had no idea who the perpetrator was. It wasn't long before the men came back and warned us one final time that they would wipe out the island if it didn't stop. Well, remember what I told you about my people being able to see our own deaths? It was at the hand of men like these, so they were promptly killed for threatening the tribe. Despite their deaths, the visions continued, so we prepared for what we thought would be a bloody war."
Mike shivered. "What happened?"
"A slaughter." She folded the sword back up. "I was still very young, but easily the size of a full grown man. My unique ability saved me from immediate death, and my uncle took me to his Library portal. We were attacked by the man who carried this blade, and I managed to kill him shortly after he killed my uncle. With the portal open, I fled inside and closed it, never to open it again."
"That's terrible. Does that mean you're the last cyclops?"
She shrugged. "Probably not. There were others. I imagine they may be in a place like Zel's people were, a location separate from your world, or maybe hiding in plain sight. Anyway, the others who lived here. You see, as the world changed, so did this place. The Library took me in as a refugee and allowed me to stay and learn at their feet. However, I was one of the last new librarians. Once Atlantis fell, the Library was only connected to a few places, and nobody ever came to join our ranks again."
"So what happened to the others who were here? Old age, or...?"
"You don't age in the Library. I actually had to go on several pilgrimages to reach my current age. A cyclops is essentially immortal, but we do start as children. Over time, accidents occurred, or librarians left. Eternity is a long time to live in one place. Occasionally there would be a violent incursion, but my ability with a blade kept me alive through the worst of them. Others weren't so lucky." She tucked the blade back in her belt. "The good news is that pretty much nobody comes here anymore. However, the bad news is that pretty much nobody comes here anymore. If I were to die, the Library would continue to expand without interference until somebody found it. What happened next would largely be up to them, if they didn't get lost and starve to death first."



"I assume you control the Library with your staff?"
"Yes. The staff of the Head Librarian. It allows me to tap into the Library's magic, which is how I am able to find anything in this place." The carpet was descending now, and they were landing on a platform near the top of a pillar. "So this is one of the restricted sections, so I need you to watch your step."
"Why, is it booby-trapped?"
"No. There just aren't any safety protocols." When they landed, she pointed along the outer edge of the column. "See how there are no guardrails? Since nobody is supposed to be here, there are no safety protocols. Try not to fall, or I'll be scraping you off the floor for days. Don't ask me how I know."
"Oh." He stepped off the carpet and onto the platform. He walked to the edge and looked down.
"Mike, stop!" Sofia grabbed his shoulder and pulled him away. "There's a reason people say never look down! You could trigger vertigo or something."
"Heights don't bother me," he said. At least they don't anymore. "Let's get moving, shall we?"
She rolled her eye at him and led him along the narrow walkway, careful to keep one hand on the shelves at all times. Eventually they found an opening to slip through and found themselves moving down a narrow corridor while surrounded by books.
"Not exactly comfortable, is it?" Mike noted.
"Nobody is meant to linger here. Librarians can grab the books they need and just go. However, there are some perks to being the Head Librarian." They were at a small break between shelves and she tapped the wood with the head of her staff. A panel slid sideways to reveal a small, circular sitting room with a skylight twenty feet above them.
"Where does that go?" Mike asked, pointing up.
"Nobody knows. Or if they did, they never told me. It's always daytime through those skylights, it provides the best light for reading. Of course, there's a spell to keep the books from fading from exposure, but that's a given." She walked to the middle of the room where a circular table waited. A couple of chairs were waiting for them as well as a platter of snacks and a pair of silver goblets.
"Did you put these here?" Mike asked as he sat down in one of the chairs. There was a variety of meats and cheeses on the tray, and he licked his lips in anticipation.
"I did." She sat down across from him. "Consider it a peace offering."
"Frr whff?" He had already stuffed a giant slice of salami and some cheese into his mouth.
Sofia frowned at the table. "For me. My motives haven't exactly been pure of late, and I'm afraid I have been quite angry with you."
He swallowed his food and shook his head. "No, you don't need to be sorry. I've been selfish lately, and haven't really been thinking about the others. My heart was in the right place, but that's no excuse. You don't need to be sorry."
The cyclops smirked. "Are you even sure that's what I'm referring to?"
He froze in place, a piece of cheese already on its way to his mouth. "Isn't it? I figured you were mad because I've been focused on rescuing Cecilia and being reckless. You know, getting lucky at the last second?"
"Hmm." She tossed a piece of smoked turkey into her mouth and chewed for a bit, then swallowed. "That's...not quite the truth."
"Enlighten me." He set the cheese down.
"When you first came here, I wasn't necessarily kind to you. You were able to see past my attitude, and we...found a way to get along." Her cheeks turned bright red. "After the incident with the Labyrinth and the Society, I started neglecting my duties in the Library and spending more time in the house."
He nodded. She had become the de facto chef of the house almost right away.
"Part of that was selfish on my part," she said, stacking a few pieces of cheese together and then knocking them down. "It was nice to be around other people for a change."
"It's kind of a constant state of affairs, these days," he agreed. It was hard to find a quiet place in the house without someone watching.
"Yeah, well...when I saw how worried you were about Cecilia, it triggered something in me that I didn't like."
"Oh?" This conversation wasn't going anywhere he had suspected.
Sofia took a deep breath and let out a sigh. "I was jealous. Jealous of how much you cared for the banshee and, well, not me."
He tilted his head at her and did his best to examine her statement from every angle. No matter how he looked, it was beyond him why she would feel that way. "I don't get it."
"Well, part of that is my fault," she said, then glared at him. "The other part is definitely yours."
He fought the urge to be defensive and instead leaned toward. "Go on."
"You've been ignoring me," she told him, her eye cast away from him and toward the floor. "I cook and clean for everybody because I enjoy their company, don't get me wrong. But between my duties here and helping with the house, I realized you never seemed to care that I was there."
She was right. He had done his best to be polite and thank her for meals, but how long had it been since he had just sat down and spent some time with her? The cyclops had become an important part of the house, but she was still a person.
"It wasn't until you had a lead on Cecilia that you even came to me for help. I definitely don't feel very appreciated for it, and you completely ignored my advice. Again, I should have said something, but I allowed myself to stew over it. I got so excited last night when I found out that you were coming here by yourself that I realized that I couldn't keep being angry with you whenever we were together.
"I know that I shouldn't feel the way I do, but I can't help it. I like to think that I'm above petty emotions such as jealousy, but there it is. Not only am I jealous of the others for having your attention, but I'm certainly not very proud of how I feel. By nature, my kind are very proud, so..."
"I'm really sorry, Sofia." He leaned across the table and took her hand in his own. "I know now that I've been so caught up in trying to get Cecilia back that I forget I live in a house full of people who deserve to feel important, because they are. I don't have this problem with the others, because, frankly, they are a bit more aggressive about getting what they want from me when they need it, and you should never be afraid to bring these feelings up. I'm just now discovering that some of the others are struggling with their own demons, and I need you to know that you can talk about anything with me, I promise."
She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. Moments became minutes, and her stoic features became stained with crimson.
"Is there something else you want to tell me?" he asked, breaking the silence.
"Um..." She shifted in her chair. "I didn't...so, you...I thought you were going to be mad, so I wasn't planning on saying the other part."
"Hey, go on. I'll listen without interrupting." To emphasize his point, he grabbed a few blocks of what looked to be muenster cheese and held them to his lips. "See? Too busy chewing, just go for it." He popped the cheese in and chewed it carefully.
Sofia took a deep breath and then released it. "I can't stop thinking about when you fucked me when I was all tied up, and it keeps messing with me because no matter how much I masturbate, I—shit, are you okay?"
She stood up and rushed to his side of the table to slap his back with an enormous palm as he struggled to cough up the cheese he had inhaled upon hearing her statement. He kept coughing once the cheese was out, his throat raw from choking on it.
"I'm...okay..." He cleared his throat and grabbed one of the goblets and took a sip. It was a very rich merlot, but it helped almost right away. "I'm very sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt."
"Well, you did." She crossed her arms and looked away from him.
"Um, yeah, so about what you were saying. Do you want to do it again? I mean, it might require some setup unless you want to use Ratu's shedding room again or something."
"Hmm?" She looked over her shoulder at him. "Did you just say that we could do...that?"
"Yeah, I did." When Sofia had gotten caught in a vine trap, she had stalled for time, getting off on being tied up until he had fucked her while she was suspended from the ceiling. "After our first time together, I kind of thought it was a one time thing, so never pursued it. But you have to understand that I'm more than happy to do things like that with you. Honestly, it was kind of fun."
"I see." She walked to the edge of the room and turned around. "Are you sure? Like, if I had prepared in advance, we could do something like that...now, maybe?"
"I'm happy to do it now, but am on a bit of a schedule. The last thing I want is to rush through it, some things take time."
"About that." She turned to one of the shelves nearby and patted on a stack of books. "I already pulled everything I could find on underworld gateways, on the off chance you agreed. If nothing else, the cheese and wine might put you in the mood for a friendly chat, but this is the best possible outcome."
"You really put a lot of thought into this, didn't you?" He smiled. It was a nice change seeing the softer side of the cyclops.
"You have no idea," she said, then tapped her staff on the ground. "Lignum."
The chair shifted beneath him and wooden bands wrapped around his wrists and ankles, pinning him in place. Stunned, he tried to free himself and caused the chair to tip dangerously to one side.
"Sofia, what's going on?" he cried as his chair tipped back into position.
She leaned the staff against the wall and walked toward him. One finger went under his chin and tilted his head up so that he was looking into her face. However, if he shifted his gaze down, he could see the thick valley of her breasts through a gap in her robe.
"You agreed to this, remember?" Her voice was full of menace and she ran her finger up his chin and through his hair. "But I suppose you thought that I would be the one who was restrained, didn't you?"
"Um, yeah," he admitted. "You caught me completely off guard, actually."
"Of course I did. It's because I have no intention of harming you." She stepped back and pulled off her robe. Beneath, she wore a light blue gown that was cinched in place at her waist, and she sat down on the table and crossed her long legs. "But seriously, we should begin with some ground rules."
He laughed. It wasn't what he had had in mind, but now that he knew what she was up to, he was game. "Okay, let's talk. What do you want?"
"I'll be brief. I want you helpless, I want to talk shit to you and maybe humiliate you a bit, and just have my way with you."
"That's... fine, I guess, but what do you want from me specifically?" He wiggled his hands to show that he was rooted in place. "Oh, and the chair thing was a nice touch. Didn't know this was a thing."
"Yeah, the chair thing took me a bit to figure out. It's one of the defenses I can activate with the staff." She smirked. "What I want from you is for you not to take anything I say personally, maybe grovel a bit. You see, I got off so hard on being helpless last time, and all I can think about is doing the same thing to you. I think part of that is the pride of the cyclops. You make me so wet, Caretaker, and I both love and hate you for it."
"Okay, well, if that's the case, then some limits. Don't bring up my mother, that's a given." He scrunched up his face, trying to remember what was said during their last encounter. "And don't bring up Cecilia. I don't mind you crossing a few lines, but those are sensitive subjects."
She nodded. "Sounds good. Do you want a safe word?"
A thrill shot through him. Already, seeing Sofia standing over him was making his senses sharper, and his magic was hungry to take him over. It would be easy to get carried away, but that safety net still needed to be established.
That's right, lover, Naia said inside his head. The first step requires trust.
"I'll shout something about overdue books if you've gone too far."
"Hmmph." She crossed her legs, giving him a glimpse of her bare thighs as the gown parted. "Then shall we get started?"
"Sip of wine first?" he asked. She obliged by holding the goblet to his lips and tipping it up. He sucked down as much as he could, relishing the bold flavor of the merlot. "Yeah, I'm good now."
Sofia circled the chair, her fingers trailing along his shoulders. "Look at you, in trouble again. I can't tell if you're incompetent, or just plain stupid."
"I like to think—" He gasped when she yanked his chair back. He was looking up at her now, her face twisted into an angry mask.
"Shut the fuck up, filthy fucking human." She pushed the chair forward and spun it around to face her. "Gods, I can't believe I have to keep looking at you. All you do is sit there and whine." She was in front of him again, and she straddled his legs, her thick thighs opening her gown to reveal that she wasn't wearing any underwear.
Despite recently drinking wine, Mike was suddenly thirsty again.
"You really are just a piece of shit," Sofia told him, then grabbed the back of his head.
"No joke, be careful back there," he warned her.
"Shut up!" She adjusted her grip to avoid his freshly healed injury, then yanked his head back, baring his throat to her. "Pervy little human, I see the way you look at me. You took advantage of me once, but it's my turn now."
Unsure of how to respond, he just grunted.
"You let any little thing turn you on, don't you." She let go of his hair and stepped back. "Nasty little mortal."
"That's me."
She slapped him across the face, and the sting was shortly replaced with a hot glow. Seeing her standing over him like this had him so hard right now, he was struggling to think.
When she unzipped his pants and pulled his cock out, it was already drooling precum all over. She swirled it around on the tips of her fingers and then splayed them apart, creating a web of spooge in her hands.
"Disgusting," she said, then wiped it in his hair. With his cock standing at attention, she lifted up one of her legs and planted her foot on his chest. She was wearing a pair of sandals with silk bands that matched her robes.
"Take it off," she commanded. He did his best to pull the silk into his mouth with his tongue, then bit down and pulled, revealing her bare foot. Her feet were large, easily a size fifteen, but still feminine with arching lines and gold paint on the nails.
With her foot now resting on his chest, his eyes slid along her magnificently thick thighs to the dark folds of her gown. He could just make out her trimmed pubic hair, and one of her labia drooped lower than the other, curling up at the tip. There was just enough light to see a tiny bead of lubrication dangling from the end of it.
She pushed against his chest with her foot, causing the chair to slide against the wall until it rested against the nearby shelves. Pausing to scoot the staff farther away from them, she adjusted her gown, pulling it further up.
"You like this, don't you?" she asked, then moved her foot down near his cock. "Being helpless and weak."
He couldn't take his eyes off of her golden toes. She was pressing up against his balls just hard enough that he was a little uncomfortable. However, she spread her toes apart and caught the base of his shaft between her big toe and the next one over. More than capable of encircling his shaft with her massive feet, she squeezed and stroked him.
"Maybe a little," he admitted, letting out a sigh. Sofia was busy staring at his cock, and acted like she hadn't heard him. While pinned in place, it was almost like he had permission to let the world pass him by, if only for a few minutes. Being able to step away from all his cares gave him freedom, and right now, all he could think about was how good her foot felt as she massaged the base of his shaft.
"Ugh, disgusting." She removed her foot and placed it higher, her heel now in his collarbone and her toes pressing against his face. "Lick them clean."
He hesitated, but only for a moment, then licked the side of her foot. She smirked at him while he tried to move his tongue along her toes, then helped him out by curling her digits down, allowing him to suck her big toe into his mouth.
Her lips parted as she watched him, her cheeks now flushed. He sucked and nibbled on her toes for several minutes before she set her foot back in his lap and pushed it against his cock.
"Can't even do that right, nasty little man," she said, then straddled the chair. She lifted her skirt to reveal her glistening pussy, then took a step forward. She was tall enough to accomplish this feat by standing bow-legged, and she grabbed him by the back of the head and tilted his face toward her. "Let's have you lick something easier, shall we?"
She shoved her muff into his face, and he was grateful for the quick breath of air he took in as she pressed against him. When he opened his mouth and inhaled her musky scent, his tongue darted out to lick her clit. His magic leapt from his tongue to her labia, and she moaned when it zapped her.
"Ow, you little fucker," she grunted, then grabbed his head and pulled him in. He sucked and licked frantically at her as his oxygen depleted, and the cyclops ground her hips against his face, letting out shrill little cries.
Mike strained at his bonds, wishing he could grab two handfuls of Sofia's ass, and maybe even allow himself up for air. Spots were appearing in his vision before she yanked him out, his head tilted up at her.
"Look at you, you're a fucking mess." She told him, then shoved his face back in. The room swirled around him as his consciousness fluttered, and then he was back once more, gasping for air.
"If you do a good job, maybe I'll let you fuck me," she said, then pulled him back in again. She kept pulling him up for air, and Mike would groan into her soaking wet pussy when she shoved him back, his cock now leaking copious amounts of precum.
She yanked his head back again and, while he was gasping for air, spit in his mouth.
"That's what I think of you, Caretaker," she told him as he choked on her saliva. "Nothing more than a thing to be used."
When she pulled him back in, he felt his magic twist inside him and then uncoil itself in his chest. As he buried his tongue in her rich, velvety folds, he felt the magic inside of him gather in the back of his throat. It took very little effort to release it, and a sensation similar to eating fizzy candy filled his mouth as the magic leapt up inside of Sofia.
She gasped and stumbled backward, her hands now running all along her body.
"What...what did you..." was all she got out, and she started stroking her pussy with one hand while the other undid the lace at the top of her gown to pull out her bountiful breasts. He saw the magic sparkling around the edges of her eye, and she moaned as if in heat, both of her hands squeezing her large breasts and pinching her giant nipples.
Her eye dilated and she growled at him.
Uh oh, he thought.
She straddled the chair and grabbed his cock, then sank down onto him. The chair groaned under their combined weight as she rode him with an intensity that was slightly terrifying. He buried his face in between her breasts to nibble and suck, grateful for the feeling of a warm, willing pussy around his dick.
"I fucking hate you, Caretaker," she snarled in his ear, then groaned as her orgasm approached.
Mike could feel his own magic inside her, bouncing around and wreaking havoc. He sucked on the closest nipple to him and willed the magic to return to his body.
There was a shift inside of him, and Sofia let out a brief cry, her eye glowing with her future sight. She grunted and looked down at him in disbelief.



"How did you change the future?" she asked.
He mumbled something into her breast, then allowed the magic to flow back into her.
"Oh, fuck yes!" she cried, and rode him hard enough that he feared for the chair's existence. Again, as her cries built up, he withdrew the magic and held onto it. It was no different than holding back an orgasm of his own, and he delighted in the pseudo-orgasm she experienced.
"Maybe you need a better angle?" he suggested.
"Don't talk to me, peasant," she replied, and he held in a laugh. When she pulled herself off of him, she left behind a puddle of lubrication, the front of his pants now damp with both of their fluids.
Sofia pulled the chair away from the wall and spun it so that Mike now faced the shelves. She moved between him and the wall and sat on his lap.
"You've got a phenomenal ass," he told her and meant it. From where he sat, her plump rear filled his lap. Out of habit, he tried to run his hands along her curves, but was stymied by the fact that he was still bound to the chair. He watched in fascination as she held onto the shelves and slid her ass along his lap and trapped his cock between her buttcheeks.
"You're lucky you get to see it," she told him, then moved back and forth, rubbing her body along his dick.
"C'mon, just a little bit farther," he begged, but she was hellbound on fucking with him. It was like a lapdance, her ass pressing against him and then moving away, and she would occasionally lean back, putting all of her body weight onto his hips.
She finally leaned forward and grabbed his cock from between her legs, then maneuvered it so his glans pressed up against her vulva.
"Beg me for it," she told him.
"Please, Sofia. Please let me fuck you." His magic was boiling inside him, desperate to be released once more.
"You don't get to say my name," she told him. "You will refer to me by my title as Head Librarian!"
"Fuck me, Ms. uh, Head Librarian!" He couldn't think straight, and she lifted herself up, disconnecting them. His arms and legs now pulsed with erotic energy, and he couldn't take his eyes off of those beautiful swollen labia that dripped just above the head of his cock.
"I said beg!" she yelled, then tightened her grip on his shaft.
The magic gathered up in his cock and blasted out with a hiss and a pop, entering Sofia's body.
He heard her gasp, and then she forced herself down on him so hard that he heard the chair crack. Using the shelves for support, she rode him this way and growled, occasionally flailing about with her arms and legs. The chair rocked beneath them, and through the haze of heat and sex, he briefly worried that it might break.
The energy bounced around inside of her and he could see the sparks forming on her skin.
Sofia took a deep breath and let out a scream, her arms spreading out along the shelves and knocking books to the floor. As she flailed about, riding the crest of her orgasm, she shoved a stack of books to the side that caused a domino effect. Books toppled over until the last one, a particularly thick tome, tilted to the side and pushed against the librarian's staff.
Mike couldn't help but watch as the staff swung left and bounced against the wall of the shelves hard enough that it rolled back toward Sofia. However, it caught the edge of a book as it fell, which pushed it toward the two of them. The cyclops wasn't paying any attention, and when the staff bounced off of her hips, she froze in place.
The polished wooden shaft came to rest in Mike's outstretched hand. He had been trying to catch it before it hit the floor, just in case the gem up top was fragile, but a sudden rush of energy blew through him. For a moment, he felt his senses expand and fill the room, and he was able to sense each individual book around him. Whole categories of keywords spread out in his mind like magical spreadsheets, and the green gem pulsated with energy as it connected to him.
Time snapped back to normal, and he clenched the staff tightly in his hand, careful not to drop it. He looked at Sofia's hands, clutching the hard, wooden shelves before her, and a wicked idea entered his mind.
"Ligma." After so much experience in the Dreamscape, he had no problems visualizing exactly what he wanted to happen. The staff's magic felt like warmth leaving his body, and as the wooden bands that trapped his wrists folded back into the chair, new ones emerged from the shelves and pinned Sofia's arms in place, forming thick shackles along her forearms..
"What...how..." She looked over her shoulder at him, her eye wide in alarm. "What's happening?"
"Oh, I think you know." Using his hands, he scooted back from her and pulled his cock free. She was now crouched in front of him, her arms spread-eagle on the shelves. "I'm just turning the tables on you."
"But I don't understand. The staff is keyed to the Head Librarian, nobody else can use it."
Oh. He looked at the staff, and then back at the wide ass of the beautiful woman in front of him. It probably had to do with his own magic, but right now, the blood in his body had been designated for something other than thinking.
"Guess there's a position above Head Librarian," he said, then smacked her ass with his free hand. She let out a shout and flinched, her knees buckling slightly. He gave her another slap and moved past her hips to appraise her. She was staring straight ahead, her eye unfocused and her mouth open wide.
He grabbed her hair and yanked on it, causing her head to tilt back, then leaned in close.
"Safe word?" he whispered.
"O...overdue books," she whimpered.
He was about to move away when he realized he couldn't tell if she was using the safe word or designating it. "So, wait, do you want to stop, or—"
"You're such a dumbass," she muttered. "Can't even do this right, can you? Just give me back the—ow!"
Mike had slid his belt out of its loops and folded it in half before cracking her on the ass. A red line had formed, and he worried that he had taken it too far, but Sofia kept the safe word to herself. Satisfied that he was on the right track, he examined the butt of the staff while walking behind her.
"Pathetic," he told her as he gave her ass a few light slaps with the belt. "Had me all trussed up like a Christmas ham and I still managed to escape. What was it you told me? Something about my luck and fucking away my problems?"
"Fuck you, little ma—ngh!" The crack of his belt echoed across the room.
"After all the things you made me do, you think I'm going to let you off easy?" He set the staff down on the table, then popped a piece of cheese in his mouth and sipped at his wine. "It's too bad we're so far away from the others, I bet they would laugh at how you look right now."
Sofia groaned, and a large dribble of fluid splashed on the floor between her legs.
"I rather like this side of you," he told her, then swatted at her hips with the belt. She cried out, then moaned when he penetrated her with his free hand. "There's a lot less of your mouth to deal with."
"Fuck you," she growled.
"No. Fuck you." He had already lined himself up and slid into her with no resistance. She moaned and her hips swiveled as she tried to back herself onto him.
He placed one hand on her hip for balance and leaned to the side to marvel at her pendulous breasts. Smiling in satisfaction, he reached forward and pinched her nipple. She shrieked, and he smacked her ass again with the belt.
"This really is the best side of you," he told her, then rubbed the welt that had formed. She let out a sigh and he gave her a few hard thrusts that pushed her face into the shelves. "Well now, that simply won't do, you could hurt yourself."
He grabbed her by the ponytail and pulled her head back just long enough to slip the looped belt over her head and around her neck. He didn't pull hard, it was just enough to keep her head tilted, and the series of gasps and moans told him he was absolutely on the right track.
"Yeah, that's right, get fucked like the cum dumpster you are." He raised his hand and brought it down hard, but twisted away at the last second. Sofia moaned as her future sight gave her the experience of the slap but reality stole it away. He alternated tugging on the belt and slapping her ass, doing his best to change tactics at the last second.
Sofia gasped for air that filled her lungs, then shrieked from slaps that never connected. She had rapidly evolved into a panting mess, and he undid the belt and yanked back on her ponytail.
"The worst part is how much you want it, isn't it?" he asked, making small pumps with his hips.
"You're beneath me," she growled. "Pathetic, whiny ass...no!"
Mike had pulled his cock out of her and was casually slapping it on her tailbone. He absolutely admired how bubbly her butt looked in this bent over position, then teased her soaking wet folds with the head of his cock.
"You can't have it back unless you beg for it," he told her, dragging the head of his cock just across her open folds. "And I don't mean pretty please. I mean actual begging."
She gritted her teeth and forced herself backward, but he stepped away. It was a fun game for a minute as she tried to force herself onto him while he pulled away, but he saw the staff on the table and got a devilish idea.
When he stepped away from her, she groaned, but when he came back with the staff, she went quiet. He flipped it over, examined the bottom of it, then stepped back and gave it a casual swing.
THWACK! The end of the stick caught her squarely across both butt cheeks, and she shrieked, her legs now vibrating beneath her. He swung again, this time much harder, and raised it at the last second. Though he missed, she saw the alternate timeline and let out another howl.
"I'm not hearing any begging," he told her, then playfully swatted her ass again. "I'm going soft right now, too, and once it's gone, I'll probably leave you here."
This was by far the biggest lie he had told, because he was rock hard and ready to burst. His magic swirled around inside him, desperate to escape. He gave his cock a couple of good pumps and then touched Sofia's asshole with his finger. A spark jumped between them and she hopped forward, muttering something in a language he didn't recognize.
"Excuse me?" he asked, then zapped her again. This was even more fun than the staff, because his cock tingled every time he did it.
"...more..."
"What? Can't hear you?" He zapped her again, then went to smack her ass with the staff. Another idea came to him and he looked at the butt of the staff.
"Fuck...me..." she muttered. He teased her pussy with his hands, then transferred the fluid to the staff itself.
"I'm the Head Librarian now, I deserve some respect," he informed her, then smacked her ass with his hand.
"You're such a bastard," she moaned, her cheeks flushed. She looked over her shoulder, her eye glowing with intensity. "Please, fuck me. Fuck me hard."
He tilted the staff forward and winked at her. "You forgot to call me sir."
When he pushed the butt of the staff inside of her, she screamed so loud that his ears rang. Pinned to the wall, she did an amusing hop up and down as he used the staff like a makeshift dildo, careful to keep it from sliding too far in. In the middle of one of her shrieks, she hollered something unintelligible, so he held still to listen in case it was the safe word.
"Li...ligma," she moaned, and the staff lit up. The wooden bands around her hands vanished into the shelves and she spun around, the staff clattering to the ground.
Okay, didn't foresee this happening, Mike thought, and Sofia pounced on him. She easily tackled him to the ground, her pendulous breasts swinging in his face as she forcibly mounted him. With his wrists pinned to the ground, all he could do was lie there as she rode him, her cheeks and chest glowing brightly as if sun burned.
"Fuck, you, fuck, you, fuck...fuck..." she gritted her teeth and sat up straight on top of him. The feeling of a bigger, stronger woman on top of him was too much, and his orgasm snuck up on him. When he came, it was like molten fire leaving his body, and the room went dark as he came so hard his vision dimmed.
His magic coiled around the cyclops and formed into a swirling vortex that looked very similar to a tornado. Her scream was lost to the roaring sound in his ears as the magic carried both of them away on a recurring cycle of bliss, and by the time Sofia collapsed on top of him, he had lost count of how often he had blown his load deep inside of her.
Time passed, but neither of them said a word. Eventually, Sofia sat up and looked down at him, an odd expression on her face. Her long, twisted braid dangled over her shoulder and brushed lightly against his chin.
When he opened his mouth to ask what was up, she kissed him. His head swirled with the intensity of her tongue on his, and when she finally let him go, she covered his lips with her finger before he could speak.
"Shhh," she whispered. "No talking in the Library."
He obeyed.

🏠🏠🏠Mike stepped out of the Library with his books and set them down on the desk. He looked back over his shoulder to see Sofia smirking at him.
"Coming back with me?" he asked.
"No. I've got some research to get done. There are a few things I want to look into. Drop by if you need me. For anything." She blinked (which he suspected was a wink) and then pulled on the magic book, causing her to vanish in a flash of light.
"Augh." He rubbed at his eyes, trying to chase away the spots. In the process of blinking rapidly, he felt a strong, bony hand grab his shoulder.
"Mike Radley," Death said, his voice unusually loud. "I see you have returned from the Library."
"Yeah. Needed to do some research. Found some potential leads, do you mind if I use the desk?"
"Not at all, Mike Radley." Death picked up his tea and his teapot. "I am in need of some refreshment. Would you like some tea as well?"
Mike sat down in the chair and looked up at the Grim Reaper. Though his face was made of bone, there was an expectant air about Death, much like an excited child.
"Yeah, sure. Why the hell not?"
"I shall bring an extra cup," Death declared and then walked out of the room. Once he was through the doorway, a dark face peered around the corner, green eyes open wide.
"Oh, hey, Kisa," Mike began, but she bolted, and he heard her run across the house and then out the back door. He sighed. The home's newest resident was a bit aloof, but he figured he would get a chance to talk to her eventually. For now, he would get a chance to look through what he had found.
He flipped through the pages of the books, smiling at the little bookmarks Sofia had put in them so he could go straight to the good parts. Each one had a perfectly drawn eye on it, and he couldn't help but think about how she had felt pressed against him.
Eager to avoid explaining an errant erection to the grim reaper, he flipped through the first couple of books. Apparently traveling to the Underworld was a lot like Woodstock; plenty of people went, but everyone had a hard time remembering what had happened there. One of the books had some fairly vivid imagery of a man being torn apart by demons as a result of accidentally opening a portal into Hell by mistake.
The smell of Earl Grey filled the room as Death walked in, carrying a small tray. He set the tray down on the desk and pulled up a chair across from Mike.
"What is it you are working on, Mike Radley?" Death filled his cup and then poured some tea for Mike.
"Remember when I went to go see the faerie queen?"
"Ah yes. I remember it like it was yesterday." Death took a long sip of his tea. Steam floated up out of his eye sockets, and the tiny flames inside turned blue. "Or maybe it was? I lose track of time quite easily."
"Don't you burn your..." Mike realized that the question was dumb and let it drop. "How is it?" he asked instead.
"Very good, Mike Radley. Out of the many things I have enjoyed on the material plane, I dare say that tea is my favorite." Death sipped again. "I like how it warms me from the inside and fills me with vim and vigor."
"Yeah, sure." He pulled his cup toward him and noticed the bowl of sugar cubes on the tray. He added a couple of cubes to his tea and stirred it. "Well, we didn't get my friend back. However, the queen gave me a task that I can accomplish that will allow me to bring her home."
"Ah, a quest!" Death leaned back in his chair. "I have met many an adventurer who has gone on such a thing. Granted, the ones I met had failed. There was much disappointment on their part."
"Yeah, well, my quest is supposedly impossible. I need to travel through the Underworld to get back to the faerie realm. I imagine that won't be a walk in the park either."
"Mmm." Death stared at the ceiling, lost in thought. Mike swirled his tea around and gave it a tentative sip. He wasn't a tea person, but figured he may as well learn how to drink it.
"Yeah, so Sofia and I went through some books in the Library and we hope to find a way to get there."
"Getting to the Underworld is quite easy, Mike Radley."
Mike rolled his eyes. "Well, yeah, dying gets you sent there, so I get it."
Death shook his head. "I am not referring to the act of dying. You need to simply open the appropriate portal."
"Easier said than done." Much like the faerie realm, the rats had been unable to make any headway. The Underworld was on another plane of existence, and Reggie had been unable to make any headway on the problem. "Some of these books make reference to a portal that can be traveled through, but none of them even hint at where to find one."
"Ah, yes. I have met many men and women during such an endeavor." The Grim Reaper nodded knowingly, then drank some more tea. "They, too, suffered some disappointment. At least they got to go there in the end, I suppose."
Mike laughed. "Well, I fully intend to come back, so we need a better way. What's frustrating is the Underworld is a pretty broad term, so even if I get there, I need to find my way to the faerie realm without getting lost and ending up somewhere bad."
"Like Hell, Mike Radley?"
"Hell would be on the top of my list for places I don't want to go." He pulled a piece of paper out of the desk and drew a circle. "From what I understand, there's a place called Purgatory that kind of acts as a giant lobby for the Underworld." He drew a circle on one side and labeled it Earth. "Now, some places overlap Earth, like Hell or the faerie realm." He drew two more circles, making a chain along the edge of Purgatory. "Now I don't know if Purgatory will get me there, but if I can find a path that avoids anywhere bad, then I should be fine."
Death leaned forward and gazed at Mike's diagram for several seconds. Suddenly, the Grim Reaper stood, nearly spilling his tea. He picked up the piece of paper and held it close to his face.
"Mike Radley! Do you realize what this means?" Death lowered the paper in awe, his jaw hanging open.
"No, what?" Excited, Mike rose and crossed to the other side to look at the diagram.
"You have created a map!" The specter held the paper up triumphantly. "I have never seen one created before. All it took was a bit of paper, and some ink, and—"
Mike groaned and went back to his chair as Death rambled on excitedly about what had just transpired. While he appreciated the enthusiasm, disappointment was sinking in.
Every fiber in his being fought him right now, crying out for him to fight his way back to the faerie realm. He knew it was a terrible idea, but knowing that Cecilia was in a cage had put a massive hole in his heart, and it would remain unfilled until he could save her. Scowling, he picked up his tea and took a sip, careful not to burn his lips.



"—and I suppose you will probably go there through the portal in your backyard." Death set the paper down on the desk and picked up the pen. "Ah, yes. If I draw the gate right here, then I have participated in map making, too!"
"Wait, what?" Mike leaned forward in his chair as Death drew an arched gateway with iron bars. "Death, that's just the gate in the backyard, it doesn't go anywhere."
"You are wrong, Mike Radley. I may not be knowledgeable in many things, but I certainly recognize a portal to the Underworld when I see it." He drew a cartoon skull over the bars. "I assumed you knew this already, which is why I said getting there was easy. If not for that gate, I would have called your task impossible."
Stunned, Mike sat with his mouth open. Could Death be right? Was the unassuming gate in the backyard really the answer to his problems?
"It is very rude to stare, Mike Radley." When Death scowled, the temperature in the room dropped dangerously and the twin fireballs in his sockets went from blue to red.
"I'm not staring, I'm...is this a joke? You're absolutely serious, the gate in the backyard is a portal?"
"Mike Radley, if there's one thing you should know about me, it's that I'm always dead serious." Death picked up his tea and sipped it with a smug grin. "Now that is a proper joke."

🏠💀🏠I hope you all really liked that scene, because it was one of the more difficult scenes to write. Sofia scenes require a certain amount of respect in their approach, and I appreciate any good feedback you can offer me (for next time).
Thanks to all my beta readers for helping me through this chapter, I am gearing up to start writing the next one in the days ahead. I'm hoping the world calms down a bit in the near future, but my good buddy Death assures me that his sibling is quite the cunt and finds the whole thing very amusing.
As always, don't forget to rate, review or comment. I love reading them, especially when the struggle is real. I appreciate the Lit community and all that it has done for me and would like to reiterate that, at some point, the story of Mike Radley will come to an end.
And when it does, that chapter and all those in between will see these pages.
Take care of yourselves, be kind to each other, and wash your damn hands. Annabelle out.
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Hi all! Back again with another chapter of HFHM!
It's been a little bit and I apologize, I'm just trying to balance work, family and life in general along with writing and things have really gotten busy for me.
New to the story? You're gonna want chapter one. There are a ton of characters, plot, and erotic scenes sprinkled throughout, you will be so confused.
Returning reader? I missed you, here it is! This chapter will reveal a bit more about Kisa, as well as a couple more big secrets from the house, so I hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed writing it. We're getting close to the final arc of this story, once everything is in place, you're in for a wild ride.
Speaking of rides, a HFHM spinoff starring Dana, Lily and Tick Tock will be hitting Lit soon. Keep an eye out for it, you can always click on my bio or follow me for release info.
As always, don't forget to rate, review, or send me a feedback letter! I read them all (even if I don't respond) and so many of you have sent me some very nice words to keep my spirits up during these difficult times. Take care of yourselves and each other, and I'll see you next chapter!
Painful Memories
Kisa stood in the kitchen and scowled at the pantry door.
How many times had she wandered in here and absent-mindedly opened it? At least three times a day, and now that she was here again, she had decided to look through the whole pantry and discover just what it was that she was looking for.
Her missing memories really bothered her. She had just assumed that something would come back to her in the last few days, but all she got was static. Vivid images of the old man stirred something up in her that she couldn't describe, but they didn't tell her a thing about his identity or even her own.
Tink walked into the kitchen and climbed up onto the counter to pour herself a cup of coffee. She looked at Kisa and yawned, revealing a frightening amount of teeth.
"Stupid cat, litter box somewhere else." She slugged half of her coffee and winced. "Blegh. Maybe kitty pee in here, too."
"Hey, fuck you." Kisa put her hands on her hips. Ever since she had almost fallen off the railing the other day, she had deliberately avoided the goblin. Being alone was difficult in a house full of so many people, but at least everyone gave her some space. In a lot of ways, it was almost like they didn't even see her. She hadn't decided yet whether this offended her or not, but it had given her plenty of time to think things over.
However, the one person in the house who always seemed to notice her presence was Tink, and she never failed to comment on it.
"Worthless cat lay around all day. Tink too busy for fucking." She smiled at her own joke and then drank the rest of her coffee. "Too tired, too."
"Wow, you're so clever," Kisa responded while rolling her eyes.
"Tink very clever, thank you."
"No, that's sarcasm, you stupid goblin!" She growled and held out her hands, her claws unsheathing. "Ugh! Why do they even keep you around?"
"Husband need sexy goblin girl. Other girls fine too, but Tink extra special." She grinned. "Nobody smart like Tink."
"Please. You can't even talk straight, you brain-dead—"
Tink leapt from the counter and landed in front of her, fangs bared. She grabbed a handful of fur on Kisa's chest and shoved. Kisa stumbled back into the shelves, causing boxes and cans to spill all around both of them.
"Ow, dammit!" She tried to reach the box of oatmeal that had fallen on the floor, leaning dangerously far forward on her crutches. They wobbled beneath her until they slid away, causing her to land flat on her face. Tears welled up in her eyes as pain shot through both of her legs, and she rolled onto her back to clutch the thick, plaster cast on her left leg. Her right leg was in a brace that bent at the knee, pins holding the thing in place.
"Easy, Kisa." He came in from the next room over. It was a different apartment this time, and when he knelt by her side, he slid one arm behind her and lifted. "Why didn't you call me?"
"I shouldn't have to fucking call you," she snapped. "I need to learn to do this shit on my own."
"Language, Kisa. Just because you are hurt does not mean we have lowered our standards."
"I'm not hurt, I'm crippled!" She picked up one of her crutches and threw it across the kitchen. "The doctors don't even know if I'll walk properly again, much less dance."
"Anyone can dance, Kisa." He picked up her crutch and set it just out of her reach. "Dancing comes from the soul, not the body."
"Yeah, well tell that to the acceptance committee at Julliard!" She threw her other crutch now and clawed at the table in anger. "They don't give a shit about my soul, they want to see me dance. A full ride! They offered me a full ride, and unless you know some miracle man who can fix my legs in the next year, it's gone forever."
He shook his head and clucked his tongue. "More to life than dance, Kisa."
"You and I both know that's the only way I was ever going to go to college. My whole future depended on being able to dance! I haven't just lost my legs, I've lost my will to live." She threw herself forward onto the table and bawled, slamming her fists against the wood of the table. "It's not fair! I've been kicked around my whole life, and just when it was getting good, I get hit by a fucking car!"
The table beneath her hands vanished and she was back in the kitchen with Tink, her back pressed against the shelves. The goblin snarled, lines of exhaustion written across her face.
"More to smarts than big words," she growled, then put her face in her hands and took a step back. "Ugh. No. Tink sorry, no want fight."
Kisa stared at the goblin, her heart pounding in her chest. The flashback this time had not only been intense, but all the rage and misery she had felt back then had somehow carried itself forward in time, and all she could think about was how she had lost everything that mattered to her. Her legs had been crushed, her femur splintered in several places. So many dreams had gone out the window, just like her memories, and all the pent up anger in her body finally had a direction to go.
"Well, I do," she growled, then threw herself at Tink.
The two of them shoved each other around the kitchen, grappling, grunting and claring. More containers fell, splitting open boxes of pasta and a giant bag of rice. The floor became slick with dried goods, so they ended up on the counter, throwing fists and claws at each other. Tink bit into Kisa's shoulder, only to spit out a mouthful of fur. Kisa picked up a jar of spaghetti sauce and smashed it across Tink's eyes, blinding her.
They fell off the counter and crashed onto the floor. Kisa rolled on top of Tink, her hands squeezing the goblin by the throat. There was an unlabeled rage now powering her, and she smacked the goblin's head onto the floor repeatedly.
Tink just laughed. This made Kisa mad enough that she picked up a nearby can and smashed it into the goblin's head.
"What the absolute fuck is going on in here?"
The temperature of the room dropped dramatically as Yuki stepped into the kitchen. She was covered in fresh paint and crystalline shards of ice spun in circles around her outstretched hands. Her eyes were wide open, and circles of frost had formed along her cheeks.
Kisa froze in place, then looked down at the goblin. She had just attacked a member of the house for no good reason. Granted, Tink had pushed her first, but she could only imagine how the others might see it. The anger from before melted out of her, and she let go of Tink's hair.
A feeling of dread filled her chest, and she moved back from the goblin, afraid that Yuki might attack her.
"Tink helping dumb cat find snack in pantry," the goblin declared. "We climb too high, fall off shelves, big mess." She sat up and wiped some sauce off of Kisa's face, then licked her thumb. "Still taste good."
"Are you sure?" Yuki's eyes narrowed at both of them. "I thought the house was under attack with all that noise!"
"Tink step on dumb cat tail when fall. Make big sound. Misunderstanding is all." She stood up and looked around, a forlorn expression on her face. "Big misunderstanding."
Yuki looked back and forth between the two of them and then sighed. "Here. Let me help you two clean up." She walked to the nearby closet and pulled out a broom and a dustpan.
The three of them swept up the food and broken glass, and then mopped up the sauce. Kisa said nothing, but Tink grumbled the whole time. Once they were done, Yuki cast a suspicious gaze over both of them before departing.
"Why—" Kisa began, but Tink put a hand over her mouth and shook her head, then beckoned her to follow.
She led Kisa down the stairs to the basement—a place that Kisa hated. It was like a giant concrete coffin, and for some reason, the freezer filled her with a sense of dread.
"Fox have good ears," Tink whispered. "We talk now."
"Why did you stick up for me?" Kisa rubbed her arms with her hands, her body filled with a phantom chill. "I was going to beat your ass."
Tink rolled her eyes. "Good joke, but no. Tink no worried, much better fighter than stupid cat. Not important, though." She sat down on the floor and yawned again. "Tink no want cat to get in trouble and have to leave."
"Why though? You and I don't get along."
"So? Tink not always get along with others. For long time, Tink get along with nobody. Learn how to fix everything, maybe everyone love Tink, maybe not, but had to try." The goblin pulled her goggles off her head and stared at the lenses as if lost in a memory. "Tink make much trouble, get grief from everyone. So Tink be quiet, hope nobody notice, still trouble. Things work out, but Tink still lonely. Then husband come, make everything worth it."
Kisa scrunched up her face. "That doesn't answer my question in the slightest."
The goblin groaned. "Dumb cat like Tink. Not know place yet, not even know self. Lonely, like Tink was."
"I like being alone."
"No." She shook her head firmly. "Difference between alone and lonely. Right now, dumb cat is both. Maybe hate Tink, but that's okay. Maybe if wait, dumb cat will make friends like Tink, find purpose. Husband say to give dumb cat a chance, so Tink keep mouth shut."
Kisa frowned. "So, what, you're gonna be nice to me because Mike said so?"
"Yep." Tink slid the goggles back over her head. "Doll try to kill husband, now friends. Fox try to kill husband, also friends. Demon lady, too. Give extra chance, make best decision. Tink give extra chance, also make best decision." She stood and stretched, her tail flicking behind her like a whip before giving Kisa a knowing look. "Especially because dumb cat broken in head. Tink know all about that."
Dumbfounded, Kisa watched as the goblin walked up the stairs.
"But doesn't mean Tink always nice," she shouted down the stairs, then turned off the light with a laugh and closed the door.
Though it was dark, there was enough light coming in through the basement door that Kisa could still see plenty. She chuckled at how juvenile turning off the light was and waited a couple of minutes for the goblin to clear out.
She sat on the bottom step, her tail curling around her feet. Ever since the day she had arrived, she had felt lost. Her entire history was missing from her, but why?
What hurt more was that Tink had been right about her being lazy. The few times she had given any thought to attempting to remember anything, she had been filled with fear. It was almost like she didn't want to remember, but why would that be? She barely spoke to the others, and they had given her plenty of space as a result.
But did she need that space? Was Tink right? Was she lonely?
"A second chance," she said, her eyes on the opposite wall.
The freezer hummed, and the fur on her back and neck stood up, the room now closing in on her.
"A second chance," said the old man, holding a dark collar in his hand. It was made of some type of dark fabric and had a silver bell on it. His face was twisted up as if in pain as he sat across from her in their apartment. "Something leftover from the old country. It may fix you, Kisa, but it will change you."
She pulled her hair up and tilted her head back, revealing her throat.
"Do it," she demanded, her leg throbbing. She had been out of pills for the pain for nearly a week now and didn't care if some weird folk tale killed her.
With a sigh, he leaned forward and buckled the collar around her neck. She waited for something to happen, to feel different inside, but...nothing.
"I thought this was supposed to change me?" she asked.
"Take time. Magic never an exact science, Kisa." He coughed, his face briefly turning bright red. "We will know in a day or two."
The apartment shattered like glass, and she was now back in the basement once more. Only now, the light was back on and she saw a blonde woman in front of her. She projected an aura of hope and radiance.
"A second chance," said the woman, holding the same collar in her hands. "Now that it's off, how do you feel?"
There were no words. Kisa threw herself at the woman and embraced her, her eyes full of tears.
"You saved my life, thank you!" When she stepped back, she wiped the tears from her eyes. "If I can ever do anything to repay you, just tell me and I'll do it."
The woman's eyes gleamed beneath the hanging bulb of the basement. "As a matter of fact, there is something you can do for me. It won't be easy, but you will be helping me like I helped you."
The room swirled again and she was now in the second-floor studio room, only now it was fully furnished. The harp stood against the wall, the strings vibrating on their own as it played a song by itself.
"Please, Emily, give me a second chance, I know I can do it this time!" Kisa was on her hands and knees. "Please don't make me wear it again."
The blonde woman from before regarded Kisa cooly. There was a cruelty in her face that hadn't been there before, and she crossed her arms across her chest. Dangling from one of her hands was the collar.
"It's just for a little while," Emily explained as she slid it around Kisa's neck. "I just need you to be a little bit...cattier. You owe me, remember."
Kisa cried silently as she stared at her hands. For now, they were human. But for how much longer?
Kisa threw herself back onto the steps, her hands clutching at her throat to tear the phantom collar off. The memories were just fragments, but they had been real enough. Emily had been the previous Caretaker, and she had been partially responsible for her transformation.
Holding her head in her hands, she let out a cry that became the drawn out yowl of a cat in pain. She stumbled up the stairs and into the kitchen.
"Please, Emily, take it off!" She was pulling at the collar on her throat, but Emily was ignoring her.
"Not until you can fit through here." Emily tapped at a cardboard cutout she had on the floor. They were in the study, away from the others. "Once you can fit through there, the collar comes off."
Kisa growled, but crawled toward the opening. She turned her head sideways and found that it was still a tight fit. Determined to make it through, she pressed forward until the cardboard split around her shoulders.
"Damn." Emily shook her head. "Guess we'll try again tomorrow."
"No, please." Kisa grabbed for Emily's hand. "Please, I... I'm having trouble remembering things. I'm forgetting who I was."
For a moment, the Caretaker's features softened, but the moment didn't last.
"We'll try again tomorrow," she declared.
In the kitchen, Kisa moved out to the dining room. Other memories were coming back, memories full of blank spots that made no sense. She could see herself sitting at a table with Emily and Tink, but the other seats were blurry. There was an argument on the stairs about being unable to go into town and shop for new clothes. Another one about helping Emily hunt down some rats.
None of it made sense! She paused as Death emerged from the office, then ducked away to avoid the specter. She peered around the corner to see Mike sitting at the desk with some books in front of him.
He looked up, his eyes immediately meeting hers.
"Oh. Hey, Kisa."
"Hey, Kisa." The old man was lying on the floor of the kitchen, his hand pressed to his chest. His breath was coming in gasps, and he reached up to touch her face. "You... I..."
"Shh. The ambulance is on its way." She cradled his hand against her face.
"Death...answers before...asked..." His eyes slid down her face and onto the collar around her neck. It had only been a few days, but her leg was already out of the cast, the transformation of her body already begun. "I need...to take...that off..."
"No." She put her hand to her throat. "You can take it off later. It's helping, I barely have a limp now."
"No, Kisa, you don't..." He looked past her shoulder at someone she couldn't see. "Oh. Okay then." A sigh escaped his lips and then he was gone.
"No! Please, you can't leave me!" She held his head tightly against her chest and screamed.
Kisa bolted past the study and headed straight for the backdoor, anxious to get outside of the house. Random memories bounced around in her head in no particular order, memories of the house. There was no longer enough air for her to breathe, and it wasn't until she shoved her way into the garden and stood beneath the open sky that she felt like she could finally inhale fully.
The nymph was out there, floating on her back beneath a small swarm of birds. She reminded Kisa of a Disney princess and wondered if Naia ever burst into song.
Naia.
Kisa stormed up to the edge of the fountain and slammed her paws on the rim.
"How come you don't know me?" she demanded. "I have memories of this place. Memories of Emily. Yet none of you seem to know who I am, and that doesn't make sense!"
Naia lifted her head, water running in streams down her hair. "That's a very good question," she admitted, then sat up. The birds above her flew away and vanished in the bushes of the garden. "I've asked myself that same thing more than once."
"You're all in on it, aren't you?" Kisa hopped into the fountain and scowled. The water was freezing. "It's some kind of sick joke between you guys, isn't it?"
The nymph shook her head. "No, it really isn't."
"Well I think you're lying, and that's good enough for—" she grabbed for Naia and her hands moved through the nymph, her body now made of water.
"Stop," Naia said calmly, placing her hands on Kisa's wrists. "Your anger is misplaced."
Kisa pulled away and swung, but Naia let the hit connect, spraying water everywhere. She swung again and again, her rage and frustration building as she shrieked at the nymph.
"Why doesn't anybody know who I am?" she yelled, then fell to her knees. The water parted beneath her, and she dug her nails into the cool stone of the fountain, hoping the marble would crack beneath her fingers.
Naia slid her arms around Kisa and held her tight, stroking her hair. While she did this, the back door opened and Yuki came out, covered in fresh paint.
"I saw what happened," she explained, then pointed at one of the windows up above. "From my room. And I heard what you said."
Kisa sighed in exasperation as the kitsune sat on the edge of the fountain. "Okay, fine, you busted me. I tried to start a fight, but clearly everyone here can kick my ass, so—"
"How old are you?" Yuki asked, then brushed a strand of hair away from her face. "'Cause you're acting like a toddler."
Kisa drew back and hissed.
"The same thing happened to me," Yuki told her. "While your memories are gone, mine aren't. I spent years with everybody here, and I have so many memories with all of them, but theirs were taken away. I know what you're going through—for the most part, anyway. It sucks. But it wasn't their fault, or mine for that matter. I almost made a terrible decision because I didn't know who to blame for it."



Kisa thought back to what Tink had said. "Did you actually try to kill Mike?"
"Yep. Within a few seconds of meeting him, actually." Yuki waved her hands over the water and a figurine made of ice appeared, which she picked up. It looked similar to Yuki, but this one had an eyepatch on and her face was a mask of rage. "I failed, obviously. I even trapped the guy in another dimension and turned everyone here to stone."
"Wait, what? Stone?"
"It's true," Naia added. "Even me."
She thought again of her fight with Tink, then looked at Naia and Yuki. She had spoken more with them just now than she had since she arrived. Why was that? Was she naturally aloof, or was there more to it?
"I turned everyone to stone and then got into a huge fight with a bunch of nasty witches on the front lawn. Almost died, actually. These were all things I did because I was broken and angry."
"So, what, is there a moral to the story? Stop being such a bitch?" She couldn't help it, the words just slid out of her mouth.
Yuki dropped her figurine in the water and summoned another. This time, it was Kisa, her hackles raised and her face frozen mid-scream. "Nobody is asking that. I mean, yeah, would be nice if you'd calm down a bit. The point I'm trying to make is that the choices we make, no matter what our mood, can permanently affect our lives. And right now, being angry with everyone won't help you find the answers you seek. This isn't just a safe place to stay. It's a home, and the people here are family. We may not be best friends, but we sincerely want to help each other."
This time, Kisa managed to hold her thoughts in. The kitsune was right. Being mad at everyone wasn't going to help her. Still, the idea that her memories had been messed with was sorely upsetting. "So how am I supposed to act? I don't remember anything about myself, other than I used to dance."
"I can see why knowing who you were is a foundation for who you are today." Yuki waved her hand over the figurine in her hand. It was still Kisa, but now she was curled up in the window of the house, a smile on her face. She held it out. "However, we often forget that today's choices don't have to be about yesterday. We can move forward as the person we are, the person who makes us happy."
Kisa regarded the figurine, then took it. Obviously the kitsune had spotted her sleeping in the window. "I'm not even sure this is who I really am."
"Then maybe it's something we can all figure out together." Yuki passed her hand over the surface of the water, and ice sculptures of everybody appeared, one at a time. "It doesn't have to start with everybody, not all at once. But I think you should at least try."
Kisa wiped her eyes, then set her figurine down and watched it bob in the water along with the rest. She spotted one in particular and picked it up. It was Tink, holding a hammer.
"Second chances..." she muttered, then dropped it into the fountain to watch it melt.
The back door slammed open and Mike came running out, his face lit up in excitement. Death followed close behind, one hand held protectively over his tea to keep it from spilling.
"Hey," he said to everyone with a wave as he shot past, then ran down into the backyard. Yuki pulled herself out of the fountain and made her way down into the garden.
Kisa got out of the fountain and shook herself off before following.
Mike, Death and Yuki now stood by the back gate, the Caretaker holding the padlock in one hand.
"This is it," he told Yuki, "the gate we need to the Underworld!"
"I'm not so sure," she told him, eying the gate with suspicion.
Death put a hand on the gate and leaned against it casually. "I am no fabricator of untruths, Lady Yuki. On the other side of this gate lies the spirit realm."
"So then all we have to do is get this open, right?" Mike shook the padlock, but Kisa was no longer paying attention. Her eyes slid up the length of the gate to the top where there was a small gap between the bars and the archway was. The world went silent, and now she was standing before the gate, Emily at her side.
"Get back in there," Emily commanded, pointing up at the gap. One of her eyes had gone black, and an eerie mist surrounded her body. The last couple of days had been like this, and the others were unable to see it. "I won't tell you again."
"I was attacked," Kisa explained. "Not by the shadows, but something else. You said that they wouldn't notice me!"
"Nobody is supposed to notice you. That's the whole point of using the collar to turn you. If I wasn't paying so much attention, even I would barely notice you." Emily took Kisa by the chin and examined her face. "Hmm. You aren't lying. Tell me, what was it? What attacked you?"
"I never saw it," she replied, then yanked her face away. "I heard it growling and then it chased me. I never found his castle, and I was lucky to make it back here alive."
"Fuck!" Emily put her face in her hand and the mist coalesced around her like a cloak. "I'm running out of time, Kisa, and I need you to get it back!"
"I can't do it, Emily! I was lucky to get away! That thing was huge!" The moment the words left her mouth, the collar had appeared in Emily's hand once more. "No, I'm not letting you put that back on me. I can barely remember my own name anymore. I feel like there's an actual cat growing inside of me, and she's taking over. I thought I owed you for getting the collar off of me in the first place, but now I see that I'm just a tool for you and your weird games. I've heard the rumors from the others, and I would rather leave and take my chances with the rest of the world than stay here and have you turn me any farther!"
Emily tilted her head, appraising Kisa. It was impossible to tell if she was angry or not, but the blonde turned her attention back to the gate and crossed her arms.
"Go to your room and pack," she said, the collar dangling from her hands. "Have Tink help you. I'll come to see you off."
Kisa said nothing, her eyes filling with tears as she turned away.
She was back in the present, viewing the gate through tear-laden eyes.
Yuki was now inspecting the lock and Death was sitting on a nearby rock, enjoying his tea in silence.
"I'll see if we can use a hacksaw on it," Mike announced.
"It won't work." When Kisa spoke, they all turned to look at her as if noticing her for the first time. "A hacksaw on the padlock. Nor will acid, an axe, whatever you have."
"Kisa." Mike crossed his arms and tilted his head in the exact same spot Emily had stood those many years before. "How do you know?"
"The gate, it goes somewhere. It's something I remembered, just now while standing here. You can't break the lock, nothing will. Emily couldn't get it to break, either."
"Did she have a key?"
Kisa took a deep breath and shook her head. "She used to. I never got the full story about it, but I vaguely remember something about getting tricked and the key getting busted."
"Well, damn." He looked at the gate and then back to Kisa. "You seem to know a lot about the gate."
"She wanted me to go through it. I can fit through the gap at the top." She swallowed the lump that had appeared in her throat. "Why do you want to go in there?"
"Death told me it's a gate to the Underworld. I can use it to return to the faerie realm to rescue Cecilia. Why did Emily want you to go in there?"
Her heart was pounding now. "She wanted me to steal something from someone on the other side. Something she gave away and desperately wanted back."
Yuki knelt next to Kisa so that they were eye level. "What did she want?"
"I...don't remember that part yet, it was something...small. In a container." Kisa pressed her hands against the bars and felt a cold rush of air blast her from the other side of the gate. "There's a guy who lives on the other side, a shadow man. I've seen him before, but don't remember where. She wanted me to get something back from him, but she couldn't go herself because of the gate." Hot tears ran down her face and she brushed them away. "She kept making me wear the collar. Every day I wore it, I became more cat and less human, but I also became smaller, harder to notice. She used to have me go out into the neighborhood and practice stealing, because we discovered that people don't notice me, not even if I'm right in front of them. I would sometimes walk into people's homes while they were eating dinner, and rummage through their cabinets. It's part of the magic that changed me."
Yuki put a hand on Kisa's shoulder and squeezed.
"You're...not going to make me go through there, are you?" It was a question she was afraid to ask, but it needed to be said out loud. She needed to know what the answer was, because her future depended on it.
"Hmm?" Mike looked at the gap above the gate and then back at Kisa. "You fit through there? Seriously?"
Kisa nodded. "Barely, but I can."
"Huh." He turned to look at the gate, and then back at her. He thought for a good minute before shrugging. "Unless there's a way for you to open it from the other side or something, I don't see why I would. I'm the one who has to go after Cecilia after all, so sending you in doesn't help me. But," he knelt next to her as well. "Can you tell me what you saw in there?"
She shook her head. "I never saw it, but there's something in there, something big. It wasn't supposed to be able to see me, but it can, and I barely got out in time."
"Okay, then. Death, any clues?"
"Mike Radley, I'm afraid my knowledge of the afterlife stops at a gate much like this one. I am blissfully unaware of what lies beyond the veil." He sipped his tea. "However, I know that a gateway such as this will allow your body to cross over with you. Such a thing is extremely rare, and I haven't decided if I am surprised that you have access to such a thing."
"Kisa." Mike was looking at her now, and there was nothing but kindness in his eyes. "If you remember anything else, please let me know. Thank you for telling me about the gate. Even knowing something is waiting on the other side is very helpful, even if it's unsettling."
"I...well...you're welcome." She bit her lip, unsure of what to say next. Her mind was a storm of memories and emotions, and she needed to get away from everyone. Without another word, she backed away from the group and then ran up to the house and inside, hoping to find somewhere she could be alone.
Deciding that her room was the best option, she ran inside and picked a corner of the room to lie down in. There was no furniture yet, only the boxes that had belonged to her that were full of her clothes and various linens. Wrapping herself in a blanket, she shivered at the distant memory of a throaty growl, just on the other side of the bars.
Should she leave? Whatever Emily had been caught up in, maybe Mike was caught up in it, too. It was impossible to know, not without being able to read his mind.
However, he didn't seem interested in bossing her around. If the stories were true, he had given the others plenty of chances to fit in, and didn't seem interested in pursuing anything other than helping his friend, Cecilia.
Emily had made Kisa fit, had made her wear that collar until most of her humanity was gone. More memories flooded in, dark ones of her final days in the house, and she shivered. It was the opposite of the warmth and light she felt now in the house, and she was conflicted. If Mike opened that gate, would the darkness come back?
There was no way to know.
"Second chances," she muttered to herself, wondering if the house was still worth it. Maybe she would be better on the streets, or try to carve a niche out for herself elsewhere. Through the haze of broken thoughts, she remembered how people's eyes would move across her as if she wasn't there.
Out in the hallway, she heard a loud bang, followed by the guttural mumblings of an angry goblin. The door of Kisa's room was shoved open by a pair of rats, and Tink backed in, another rat helping her carry something.
"Get the fuck out!" Kisa shrieked, standing up and baring her fangs.
The rats bolted, including the one who had been helping Tink.
Undeterred, Tink dragged the object through the door and then got on the other side and pushed.
"Are you fucking deaf?" Kisa cried out. "I want to be left alone!"
"Oh, Tink know." She stepped to the other side of the object and pushed it across the floor until it was up against the wall. "But now Tink carry everything, so stupid cat face wait even longer."
"Why won't you..." Kisa's protest died off when Tink walked back into the hall and came back in carrying a large horn. It was the top of the phonograph from the sitting room.
"Tink hear cat face talking," the goblin explained. "Make Tink think. When Tink sad, Tink can fix. When cat face sad, need dance."
Kisa growled, but kept watching as Tink installed the horn on top of the phonograph. She fiddled with some screws that she pulled out of a pocket in her dress, then flipped her goggles down to inspect the device. With a satisfied nod, Tink plugged it in.
"Old phonograph big fun, but break easy," she explained. "Tink planning to take apart, but cat face more important. Tink move fuse to second floor for power, but only until tonight, then move back to third floor." She pulled a record from a drawer beneath the phonograph, then set it down on the turntable.
"I don't need a musty old..." Kisa's protest died when the sounds of Die Puppenfee filled her room. The song was bright and cheerful, the exact opposite of how she currently felt.
Yet...something about the light-hearted tune carried by the flutes reached deep into her heart and pulled. She blinked, stunned by the playful progression that signified the toymaker's shop.
"Tink leave, but first help." The goblin pushed the boxes up against the wall. "Plenty of space for dance now. Maybe cat face feel better."
Kisa looked at the goblin. Had she really done all this for her?
"Thanks," she said, her attention focused on the phonograph.
"Tink help cat face, maybe help fix head, or even heart." Tink slid her goggles up to her forehead, then scrunched up her face. "Maybe never fix taste in music, though. Tink prefer Puccini." With that, she walked out of the door and closed it behind her.
Kisa focused on the music flowing from out of the phonograph. It was easy to let the world slide away and allow the music to flow through her. Her movements were second nature, her steps light, and she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror as she moved. She was rusty, but her own natural grace took over as she let the music carry her away.
She danced. The movements came back to her, and she spun about the room, twisting and dipping, The song was playful, and she caught herself smiling in the wall mounted mirrors on the other side of the room.
She didn't know who she was, or what the future held. But for now, in this moment, Kisa was able to lose herself in the music, to become somebody else. To allow the grace of the orchestra to move her limbs, to express herself with her body.
This was who she was. Like the old man had said, dance was never about the body, but the soul inside. And right now, her soul felt fine.
It wasn't a long song, but when it was done, she was breathing hard. The world was somehow cast in a finer light, and she approached the phonograph and opened the drawer beneath it. There were dozens of records inside, and more than a couple were unlabeled. She chose one of the unlabeled ones and set it on the phonograph.
"Fucking goblin," she swore with a smile on her face. It would bug her a little knowing that she owed Tink anything, and part of her was willing to bet that Tink knew it. Still, she couldn't help but grin as the next song started and she closed her eyes, ready for it to carry her away.

🏡🏡🏡"What do you think?" Mike asked. He sat in the front room with two key fragments sitting on the table. Tink and Ratu sat across from him, and Jenny watched from the arm of a nearby recliner.
After Kisa had left the backyard, an epiphany had struck him. He found Cerulea throwing rocks at some squirrels and had her go tell Ratu to bring him the key she had been making for Emily, then went to his room to get a piece of a key he had found.
It had been taken from inside of Yuki's tower. It had been kept in a hidden room that he had stumbled across when he met the shadow. The other fragment looked different from the last time he had seen it. Emily had given it to Ratu in order to create a magical key to open a portal to speak to an elder god, but Ratu had caught on to her insidious plan and stalled long enough that Emily had finally died of old age.
Next to each other, both fragments looked like they were made of the same material as each other, and also similar to the invincible padlock that had been installed on his back gate. Tink had eventually come along to inspect the lock and had revealed it was a divine object, much like her goggles.
And much like her goggles, it was nearly impossible to destroy.
"Can it be repaired?" he added.
"I suppose it's possible." Ratu held up the two pieces. When she pushed them together, they didn't seem to line up. "It's hard to tell if there's a third piece or not. If so, it's just the stem we are missing."
"Tink think maybe three pieces." The goblin yawned. She had been up all night trying to string new electrical wire through the house. Even now, except for Kisa's room at the top of the stairs, the second floor was completely without power. "Need figure out third piece, key no fit all the way."
"Hmm." Mike tapped his fingers on the table and looked at the two key pieces. "Do you suppose the third piece is hidden away somewhere else? And for that matter, do we even need it? We have the head of the key and the teeth, why not just make a middle piece?"
"Why not? It's just a magic key to the Underworld, why not just put something together and hope for the best?" Ratu crossed her arms. "If you insist on pursuing such a task, count me out."
There were footsteps on the stairs and seconds later, Yuki appeared. Her hair was combed out and still wet from a shower. She had been covered in paint, but was now clean.
"What did you find?" she asked.
Mike showed her the key pieces and explained where they had come from.
"I remember this one," she told them, turning it over in her hands. "Well, kind of. It was in Emily's Jewelry box, she found it in the basement. Well, not the basement that's down there now. It was part of some vision she had long before I moved in, but she told me about it all the same." Yuki fingered the broken end of the key. "However, it used to be longer, that much I know for certain. The only part missing was, well, that part right there."
"So Emily broke a piece of the key off before giving it to Ratu? Why?" Mike picked up his part of the key, the teeth. If the key was supposed to be so important, why had Emily broken it up?
"Why did she give it to Ratu? I haven't heard this story." Yuki sat down at the table, her face all business.
"She needed me to create a special key that would allow her to open a doorway to somewhere else." The naga scrunched up her face. "Hold on...nobody talk for a second."
Everyone went quiet. Mike looked around, wondering if the naga heard something.
"Aha!" She stood up and held out her hands. "The key, let me see it!"
Yuki handed it over and Ratu inspected it for the hundredth time.
"It's the magic, don't you see? Emily gave me this key because it had the potential to open a door into another world. Without the other half, she had no idea what it was meant to be used for, but she did know what it's purpose was." Ratu's voice was climbing with excitement.
"And?" Mike looked at the others to see if they had followed Ratu's logic. Yuki wore a mask of uncertainty, and Tink, her goggles still over her eyes, had nodded off.



"Why break a piece off before giving it to me? Because she needed it for something else! Yuki, where is the wardrobe key?"
Yuki's ear twitched, and she pulled the key off of a silver chain around her neck. Mike had given it to her when she moved in as a reminder that he would never lock her away in her tower again. She handed it over to Ratu, who held the keys next to each other.
"It's the same material," Ratu explained. "Emily knew what the key could do and used a part of it to make the locking mechanism of the wardrobe. We have all three pieces right here already."
"Um, Ratu? I'm no expert at puzzles, but they aren't going to fit together like that." Mike picked up the last piece and held it out. "So what's next?"
"That's easy. The key was already broken, but the magic is intact. I bet I could get it to go back to its former shape with no problem in a day or two. Then you can unlock the gate and...and...whatever you're planning to do next."
He chuckled. "Yeah, well, that's the next part of the puzzle, right? We need to figure out what comes next, so I think I need to speak with our resident librarian. And potentially Lily, if anybody spots her." Again, he wondered if it would be a good idea to get everyone on a cellphone plan. Could a cellphone survive a shortcut through Hell? He could always get Lily an old Nokia.
"Well, if you have no further use of me, I will be off." Ratu scooped up the key pieces and stuck them in her sleeve. "Yuki, could I get your assistance setting up my crucible? Your magic will save me some time, though I suspect that this will still take me at least a few days to accomplish, so unless it's urgent, I suggest you wait until you hear from me." She walked past and Yuki followed. Tink's head had fallen forward, and he gave her a gentle shake.
"Why don't you go take a nap," he suggested. "The house can wait."
"Hmm?" Tink shook her head. "Maybe husband right. Go find place for good sleep." She yawned again, revealing all her teeth. "Husband call if need Tink?"
"Always." He watched her leave and turned his attention to Jenny. "So what have you got going on this afternoon?"
The doll shrugged.
He put his hand down near her feet. "I've got some research to do if you want to come keep me company?"
The doll walked onto his hand and he carried her back into the office. Death had already proudly displayed the map that Mike had drawn up above the desk with a single nail, which caused him to laugh.
He sat down at the desk and opened the drawer to pull out a few pens and some paper, which he handed over to Jenny. The doll picked up one of the pens and started scribbling while he continued to read through the books Sofia had gotten him. Through the ceiling, he could hear the sound of music being played, something classical by the sound of it. It seemed to help him focus on the words in front of him, and he smiled.
Now that he had a solid lead on getting to the Underworld, he needed a plan. But what? And what waited for him just beyond the gate? Kisa had seemed quite shaken up by the experience, but this also made him think of another problem.
The shadow.
Lily had mentioned that it was waiting for him in the Underworld, and now Kisa was telling tales of being asked to steal from someone. He felt like it wasn't much of a leap to assume that Emily was trying to steal something from the shadow, and he had a good idea what it could be.
A piece of her soul.
Driven mad by handing it over to the shadow, Emily had spent the last few years of her life pursuing something, and he had no idea what that thing could be. Short of asking her about it, there simply wasn't any way of knowing what had happened.
"Hey." He looked over at Jenny, who had doodled something horrific. It looked like a child's rendition of a witch being burned at the stake, and a figure similar to Jenny stood off to one side with a big grin on her face. "Do you have any ideas about this shadow person? Or what Emily was up to?"
Jenny paused in contemplation as if thinking, and then drew a quick picture on a fresh sheet of paper. The ghost likely didn't have the energy to speak to him directly, which meant he would have to wait. It took her a minute, but she had completed a silly version of what the shadow looked like, then wrote the word BAD above it.
"Yeah, I figured. Any idea where he came from?"
Jenny scribbled again, then stepped away for him to read. He felt a chill run down the back of his neck.
VAULT
"He came from inside the Vault?" It was an incredulous idea, but that room was full of dangerous objects. Perhaps Emily had gotten her hands on something that allowed him to cross over, or even attach himself to her.
Jenny underlined the word several times, then dropped her pencil.
"Damn."
He pondered the implications of this and was interrupted by the sound of someone coming in the back door. By the sound of it, it was Beth and Quetzalli, and they were walking toward the stairs.
He moved to intercept them. Beth looked disgruntled, and Quetzalli was discussing in great lengths how clouds were formed in the sky.
"Hey, both of you. Quetzalli, I need to talk to Beth in private, do you mind?"
The dragon paused mid-sentence, her hands held a couple inches apart. Miniature lightning bolts were bouncing between her fingertips, filling the air with crackling sounds.
"I'll tell you more about storms later," Quetzalli said. "It's probably for the best. Cumulonimbus cloud formation is far more complicated than cirrus cloud formation, and you probably have a lot to think about." She gave a wave and headed upstairs.
Beth watched her leave and then followed Mike back to the office. "Thank you," she said with a quiet tone. "I learned more today about weather patterns than I care to ever know."
Mike grimaced, then pointed at the spare chair by the desk. "I really do want to talk to you about something, but now I'm curious. What even started that conversation?"
Beth sighed. "Sully and I had plans to go for a walk today, but decided that the front yard was a bit small for it, so we went to the greenhouse. Well, Quetzalli was there with Dana, and she ended up joining us on our walk."
"Oh. I'm guessing it wasn't as relaxing as you were hoping?"
She shook her head. "Dana was attempting to fix her drone issue for the centaurs. Quetzalli was actually helping her for a bit, something about electromagnetic interference, but Dana ducked out saying that she needed to replace a rotor, and that's how we ended up spending our morning. Walk was still nice, but hard to get a word in."
"Hmm." Mike looked at Jenny, who was once again scribbling circles on the paper. Life in the house was becoming quite the juggling act when it came to everybody's needs. How had Emily found the time to travel the world in search of other creatures to come live with her? "Tell you what, I'll take Quetzalli tomorrow. That should give you plenty of time to yourself. But I'm going to need something from you in the next couple of days."
"Oh?" Her interest piqued, she leaned forward against the desk. "Like what?"
He explained the discovery of the gate and how Ratu was working on making a key to let him in. "So, in short, it looks like I'm headed off to the Underworld in the next few days."
"Do you need help with your research?" Beth asked.
"No, I have Sofia helping me. I actually need something from my lawyer."
"As long as it doesn't involve another discussion with the faerie queen, I'm all ears."
"Actually, it's something way easier than that. I've been thinking a lot these last few days, ever since the incident with the queen. When I look around this house, I feel like I'm in the middle of a storm just waiting to happen. Emily was involved in some weird shit; the Society, or whatever is left of it, is still out there; and only god knows what is waiting for me around the corner. I'm trying to treat this more like a chess match now, maybe move my pieces the way they were meant."
Beth nodded. "I know how you feel. My life has never felt so out of control. Trapped in a mirror world, seduced by faerie magic, soul spliced to a demon. I don't even get to brag about these things at my next high school reunion."
He chuckled. "I doubt anyone would even recognize me at mine. I transferred to my last school halfway through my senior year."
"So what do you need from me?"
"I need you to help me draft my will."
Beth frowned. "Okay, that's not what I expected you to say."
"Well, hear me out." He let out a long sigh. "So many of my problems were caused by my predecessor, and the geas hasn't helped me by shielding memories from everybody. And here's the other thing. The geas activates when the current Caretaker dies, right? Well what happens if I take two steps into the Underworld and somehow trigger the spell? Like, do I qualify as dead, or does the geas keep operating? I really don't know."
"Hmm. I see your logic. I guess there's really no way of knowing." She tapped her fingers on the table. "Damn, that would be pretty bad, wouldn't it? You would step through that gate and this place would shut down until next of kin could be found."
"And everyone inside would forget. This whole thing is about memories, Beth. It isn't just that the home closes up, it's that we all forget each other as well. Would I forget everyone? I really don't know."
"Wow." Beth leaned back in her chair and contemplated the ceiling while twirling her hair. "I guess there's always the fact that you might actually die while on this trip of yours, if we're being honest about it."
Mike gulped. "Yeah, there's that, too. It's not something I like to think about, but it's possible that it could happen."
"Okay then, estate paperwork is fairly standard. I could have something ready for you in a couple of days—unless you need it right away?"
He nearly laughed. He could tell from the way she asked that she was hoping he didn't need it right away, no doubt exhausted from her morning with Quetzalli.
"No need. Jenny, can I get one of those papers, please?" He looked at Jenny, who was busy doodling a storm cloud. A piece of paper near her foot moved toward him, as if pushed by an invisible hand. He trapped it under his left hand and grabbed one of the spare pens with his right. He scribbled a quick sentence and then signed his name and dated it, then slid it across. "I'm sure this is perfectly legal, since I did it right in front of you, but if you could please have it converted to fancy lawyer speak, that would be great."
Beth picked up the paper, her eyes sliding across the text. He could see the slight tremor in her hands as she lowered it to look him in the eyes. "You can't be serious."
"I am dead serious," he said in his best Death voice, then spoke normally. "I want to leave everything to you and Dana. You both live here already, which means if something happens, the house should remain as is, and nobody gets locked away. You both become Caretakers, I imagine, but that's something you'll have to figure out with Naia. I have no next of kin that I'm aware of, and I'm fairly certain the law doesn't recognize goblin marriages as legally binding, so Tink is out."
Beth's face had clouded over, and she read the paper again. "You really think that Dana and I can handle it?"
"I think you could handle it all on your own, to be honest. You know everybody, and they respect you. This decision feels right and is the best way to protect the house. I don't want the next Caretaker to make Tink live in the garage again, or to force Jenny back into the Vault. So much progress has been made, and I want it to remain, and that's why I chose you. I believe in you, Beth, even if you don't believe in yourself anymore."
He sighed. "I know you've been struggling with what happened with the queen. And maybe even Oliver, too. I'm sorry I haven't been a better friend about it, and I think part of that is because of who I am. When I see the others, I feel an immediate responsibility to do everything I can for them. Maybe that's who I am, or maybe it's the house, I don't know. I share souls with half of them, so they're like an extension of who I am.
"But you? You're different. I knew you briefly before this whole mess, and I've always just thought of you as someone who got sucked in, just like me. You seem like this woman who is so far beyond anything I have ever accomplished. Smart, strong, and definitely loyal. You could have bailed long ago, or even sold us out to the Society when things got hard. But you didn't. You've fought alongside us, forgiven the others when they were wrong, and, well...you just fit in here.
"I guess I'm trying to say that if anybody asked, I would explain that I felt like you would be far better at this job than I ever was. I think you would be better at most things, actually. So when I see this strong, fierce person come down on themselves, I honestly don't know what I'm supposed to say to help them feel better. We all make mistakes. I'm certain I'm destined to make several more. And it's lame to say this, but I kind of figured that you didn't need my help. We might live together, and even be friends, but I just felt like you were so much closer to some of the others that they would do a far better job at it then I would."
Beth was quiet, her eyes alternating between him and the paper. When she broke the silence, there was a slight hitch in her voice. "I felt like I let you down. I used to be so good at my job, and things started falling apart for me. Some of your stuff got auctioned off, I almost got you killed a couple of times, and the ordeal with the faerie queen was so disheartening. I sometimes dream that we're back there, and she tells me to do horrible and embarrassing things, and I happily do them because I'm under her thrall again."
"I've been the reason for your abduction, near death, possession—for so many things. I try to live with these mistakes as best I can in the hopes that I don't make them again. But it's definitely hard when I feel like so many people are out to get me." He forced a grin. "It isn't paranoia if they really are out to get you."
Beth let out a laugh. "That's the truth."
"If you ever want to talk about the faerie queen, I'll do my best to listen." He put his elbows on the desk and rested his chin on his hands. "I've been through enough therapy that I can at least sound like I know what I'm doing."
"That won't be necessary. The therapy part, anyway. Just talking is nice, though. Especially now that we aren't in the middle of a life-or-death situation."
"Yeah, it's something new I'm trying."
Beth pretended to scratch her eyebrow, but he saw her wipe a tear out of her eye with her thumb.
"And Dana?"
"Dana was never declared legally dead, so still has all her rights. Ratu thinks that she can fix her, and I think she would make a fine Caretaker as well. She's probably the only one Lily would listen to, really. Also, feeding her might become a problem, but I know you would be up to the task of finding a solution. I think of her mainly as a backup plan. If something happens to me and you, then she will be ready to keep the ball rolling. No more mysterious inheritances, no more memory wipes. So...do you have everything you need?"
Beth nodded and held up the paper. "Yeah. I can start working on it tonight."
"Good." He smiled. "We've got time, and I'll try to keep Quetzalli out of your hair. Oh, and is Sullivan still in the backyard, or is he back out front?"
Beth shrugged. "I imagine he's back out front, tending the roses. The centaurs let him do that, and he really enjoys it."
"I bet." He stood. "I need to ask him something. Need anything else from me before I'm off?"
She shook her head. "No."
"Tell me if that changes." He walked around the desk and was at the door when he heard her speak again.
"Mike?"
"Yeah?" He turned to look at her.
"Thank you. For still believing in me."
He nodded and left her behind.
When he stepped onto the front porch, he looked over at the empty swing and sighed.
"Soon," he said, then looked across the yard. It didn't take long for him to make out the pale features of Sulyvahn kneeling behind one of the bushes. When he walked up to the dullahan, the man stood and gave him a small bow.
"M'lord," he offered as a greeting. "And to what do I be owing this pleasure?"
"I've been thinking recently," Mike replied. "About a lot of things. This house, the people in it, my place in the universe. You know, the small things."
"Aye." Sulyvahn snipped a stray twig off of the bush. "And have ye found yer place, m'Lord?"
"That's still a detail I'm working on. However, I've also been thinking about where you fit in."
Sulyvahn said nothing, his attention on the bush.
"I was wondering if you would like to come inside and talk about it?"
The dullahan looked up, his dark eyes unreadable. A small grin formed, then turned into a crooked smile. Though the dullahan's eyes were the darkest black he had ever seen, for just a moment, he thought he felt a trace of Cecilia in them.
"That be a fair offer, but the weather is nice and it's a few more roses I be having to tend yet. Could we be having our talk out here, instead?"
Mike looked up at the clouds above. The sun was shining, and a pleasant breeze had scattered the scent of flowers across the yard. It really was a beautiful day, and maybe it would be a good time to stop and smell the roses.
"We sure can," he said, then picked up the dullahan's bucket and held it out so that Sulyvahn could toss in a trimming. After all, he may as well help out a little.

🏡🏡🏡Cecilia had been staring at the sky for most of the morning, watching the pixies weave in and out amongst each other as they delivered messages to the visiting delegates. The scenery never changed, which meant there wasn't much to watch most days. Boredom was a new feeling for her, but she knew better than to show it.
The queen was holding court, and was currently scolding a group of dwarves for digging into a hillside and pissing off a slumbering wyrm. The dwarves were upset because the wyrm ate a few of them and were now demanding the queen's involvement.
The faeire queen wasn't having it. The dwarves had trespassed on the wyrm's territory and were clearly at fault. She sent them away with a promise not to cook them up as a stew for the wyrm for wasting her time. When she sat down, she cast a weary gaze over the congregation.
"Despite hundreds, if not thousands of years of life, I am constantly surrounded by squabbling children. If only I could tell them to grow up, but alas." The queen sighed and looked over at Cecilia. "How are you feeling today?"
"Lonely, bored and frustrated, Your Majesty." Cecilia shifted in her seat, causing it to sway.
"Your dear, sweet Mike is sure taking his time."
"Through no fault of his own. Time flows differently here." Cecilia was tired of this game. Once every few weeks, the queen would mention that Mike had yet to return, but Cecilia knew better. She was more afraid that one day, the queen would come to her and tell her a hundred years had passed and Mike was dead and gone. Then the taunting would end, and she would likely have her freedom.
If the queen was in a good mood, that is.
"As it does. No matter. You know what will happen if he dares to show his face here again, don't you?" The queen looked at her, her eyes sparkling.
"I do." Cecilia frowned. The queen had spent countless hours regaling her with all the things she wanted to do to Mike should he return, but the general gist of it was that she had no intention of letting him leave with what he wanted. She had yet to divulge her specific plan for handling Mike Radley, but Cecilia had no doubt that it was devious.



"Well, I do suppose he'll show his face here eventually." The queen smirked, then leaned back in her chair. "But I'll admit, I'm getting tired of waiting for him."
Cecilia kept her mouth shut.
"Do you miss him still?"
"Every day, Your Majesty."
"Really? You've spent far more time with me in here than you ever did with him out there."
"The heart knows what it wants, Your Majesty."
"You don't have a heart. Not a real one, anyway." The queen waved her hand dismissively. "Never mind, that's just semantics. I didn't make your kind to love, so what do you suppose happened? A flaw in my design? Or perhaps something happened to you in the mortal realm?"
"I couldn't say, Your Majesty." Cecilia kept her gaze forward, afraid to betray anything.
"Ah, well. I've still got some time to think on it." She turned her attention to the court. "Next!" she called out, then rose to meet a delegation of seelie from the northern plains.
When the queen was adequately far away, Cecilia closed her eyes and concentrated.
Mike was awake, which meant she couldn't see him in his dreams. It was something she had discovered some months ago, that she could visit him in his dreams. She had even talked to him briefly, but the dream had faded.
Undeterred, she cast her mind out to her brother instead. While she couldn't communicate with him, she could sometimes see through his eyes. Most of the time, it wasn't of any use, but even brief glimpses of the house brought her strength.
Sulyvahn was standing outside. It was a sunny day at the Radley house, and time had slowed to a crawl. Currently, he was looking at Mike, whose mouth was open mid-sentence.
Warmth bloomed inside her chest, and she fought to keep the smile off her face, lest the queen see it. At the current speed, the conversation with Mike could be days or even weeks from her point of view.
Content for now, she watched.

🏡🏡🏡Mike almost has the key to the Underworld. Our journey to retrieve everyone's favorite banshee is is about to begin once more, and when it does, some serious shit will go down!
Be the kindness you want to see in the world, and I will see you next time!
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Hi all! Annabelle here with something new!
This story was originally going to be a surprise come October, and I was going to upload it once a week until it was done. However, with Covid keeping so many people at home, I wanted you to be able to have something a little extra to read each month in the hopes it would keep you sane.
So surprise, this is the Dana/Lily spinoff novel! It takes place during the events of Book Three, and follows our intrepid trio (Tick Tock is with them) as they try to hunt down missing magic from the Radley house in order to (maybe) bring Dana back to life. You don't have to have read HFHM to understand the story, but it will greatly deepen your understanding if you do.
This sordid tale will go into Lily's surprising backstory, explore Dana's newly dead mentality, and will feature some absolutely amazing cameo appearances that will expand the Monster-verse.
I will be scheduling releases of this chapter in advance, so check my Bio to see when I am planning to drop next chapter of this or HFHM (I intend to spread out posting them).
The community here at Lit has been so good to me, and this is just a little something I am doing to try and help out (and give you something to do this summer). Make sure you help me by leaving comments, reviews, and sending me feedback, I love to read them, and they keep me motivated (especially when I am struggling)!
Enough from me, let's get this party started!
Bar Hopping
The door to the Double Deuce opened with a creak, the hinges protesting loudly. A wave of heat rolled out through the door, carrying with it the scent of oily food, beer, and the delicious aroma of living, breathing human beings.
Dana opened the visor of her helmet and licked her lips, a small chasm opening up inside her stomach. Ever since dying, she had been stripped free of most of her emotions, her ability to feel pain, and even her sense of cold. However, her sense of smell had been amplified, and right now, all she could smell was the delicious bounty of flesh that packed the dimly lit Double Deuce. Every individual had their own unique scent, and a tired waitress who smelled of burger grease, coffee, and sweet potato fries greeted her at the door.
Dana pulled off her helmet, revealing a tumble of shoulder-length blonde hair with streaks of gray in it.
"You... waiting for somebody?" The woman's hair had been pulled back into a ponytail, but several strands of it had already come undone, hanging lifelessly over a face that likely had quit giving a crap about ten years prior. She wore a faded nametag with the name Janice.
"It's just me." Dana's eyes swept across the room, taking in the men who had already noticed her entrance. A couple of bikers in the corner were elbowing their buddies and pointing her out, and a couple of college kids took a break from losing their money at the pool table to ogle her over their beers.
She had never been comfortable getting attention like this when she was alive, but that part of her that felt uncomfortable was dead and gone, leaving only facts. These men could stare all they wanted, and Dana just couldn't bring herself to care.
"Um..." Janice took a quick look around the bar, then back at Dana. "You sure you got the right place, hun?"
What Janice likely meant to say was this is no place for a single woman.
"I saw this place from the main road. Thought I'd stop in for a... bite." Dana tried to grin but ended up baring her teeth instead. Maybe if her parents had signed her up for modeling classes as a child, she would have been able to smile and wave at the judges, convincing them that she was beautiful both on the inside and the outside.
Janice wasn't one to argue, apparently, and just sighed in disappointment. "You got ID?"
Dana held up her wallet. "Been twenty-one for long enough."
Janice shrugged and stepped aside. "Open seats at the bar. You can give your order to the bartender and I'll bring it out from the kitchen."
"Thanks." Dana walked across the Double Deuce and sat toward the end of the counter. The door to the kitchen was to her left, and she could smell grease burning on the grill. Picking up a laminated menu, she flicked off some dried food that clung to it.
"Get you something?" The bartender was a tall man in flannel, and if his beard wasn't so neatly trimmed, Dana would have assumed he stepped out of someone's piss poor lumberjack sex fantasy. His sleeves were pushed up, revealing several different tattoos, including some that looked like they had been done in someone's basement.
"Lemon drop."
The bartender placed both hands on the bar and stared at her for several seconds. She wished he at least had a glass to pretend to be washing, maybe spit in it, give it a polish, and ask what brings her in.
Oh, you know, got murdered by a necromancer and can't properly die and see my loved ones in the afterlife, so am hunting down some lost magical items. You ever had that problem?
"A lemon drop, please. You know how to make one, right?" Dana knocked on the counter impatiently. "Or do you only serve beer here?"
"ID?"
Dana slid her driver's license over. He picked it up and inspected it thoroughly, then tossed it back.
"You want a tab?"
"Cash." Dana pulled a ten from her pocket. The bartender made her some change and then went around the corner to make her drink. Dana spun around on the barstool and surveyed the room, looking for her target.
The front door of the bar opened, and a raven haired beauty in a tight red dress strolled in, her hips rolling with every step. The whole room went silent, watching the buxom bombshell as she walked toward the bar and took a seat on the stool closest to the entrance.
"I've just had the worst day," the woman announced, slamming her hand down on the polished wood. "I just found out my husband is fucking his secretary, my car broke down trying to come out of the valley, and some asshole claiming to be my rideshare bolted with my phone and my purse." She crossed her legs, briefly revealing a flash of lacey black panties that matched her thigh-high boots. "Please tell me there's somebody here who is willing to buy me a drink."
The college boys looked intensely interested, but the bikers stood up and immediately made their way to the bar. Instead of fighting for the woman's attention, the college kids decided to cut their losses, settle up with the pool shark, and make their way to the door, vanishing into the fading light of day.
Dana smirked. It was probably the smartest move of their lives, for the newcomer was not only her partner, but the succubus Lily in disguise.
Dana's lemon drop was set in front of her without a word, the bartender moving away to see what the newcomer was having. Dana gave her glass a little swirl, a small frown on her face.
The first sip should have been sweet, tinged with lemon and a thinly veiled burning sensation that would have warmed her from the chest out. Instead, the flavor was muted, and she had to be careful not to quickly slam the whole thing like poorly flavored water. Her dead taste buds registered just a hint of vodka, but that was it. It pained her to admit that the popular trope about hot sauce and zombies was true, but intense flavors were among the only things she could taste that didn't come from a human being.
"Damn," she muttered in disappointment, her eyes flicking to the three men who had surrounded the stranded motorist. Lily briefly made eye contact with Dana, then turned her attention to the bartender.
"Apparently these men would like to buy me something hard and strong," Lily said, opening her arms and hanging them on the men at her sides. The dress she wore was strapless, and it seemed to shift on its own just a bit lower, threatening to fall away and expose her breasts. "So what do you say, Paul Bunyan? You got anything hard for me?"
A couple of patrons laughed, and a couple more rolled their eyes, but Dana kept her gaze on the rest of the room, wondering who had what they were looking for.
Lily laughed, flirted, and drank. Dana ordered another lemon drop to keep up appearances, and even a plate of nachos. Other than the jalapenos, she couldn't taste most of what was there, reminding her of a time when she had been younger and had her mouth numbed for some dental work. Her tongue had stayed numb for an unusually long time, and the tomato soup she had eaten could have been warm water with salt and pepper in it for all she knew.
An hour passed, followed by another. Dana played on her phone while Lily amused the bikers, playing pool with them, eating their food and drinking whatever they brought her. She was tilting around the room like a barmaid out of control, and Dana was starting to wonder what would happen if the succubus got good and drunk. Would her wings and tail poof into existence? Would she attack someone?
Maybe she should have thought this plan through some more.
"So what's the deal with you and your friend?" Paul Bunyan was back, his dark eyes narrow.
"What do you mean?" Even though he had surprised her, it was easy for her to remain calm as if nothing had happened.
"I've seen you watching her."
"It's a free country. Lots of people are watching her."
"Not like you are. I can see it in your eyes, you know this woman. Are you friends? Or maybe she's your girlfriend, and she does this to make you jealous." He picked up a bottle of beer from under the counter and took a sip off of it. "I'm only asking because I'm the one who has to clean up if the two of you start making trouble."
"How considerate." Dana looked at Lily, then back at the bartender. Would it make things worse if she told him they were trying to find one of his regulars? Naturally, the reason why would have to remain a secret. The man, Ray Scotes, was in possession of a magic item that Dana intended to take from him. No, the truth wouldn't work here, but Lumberjack Holmes was going to need a solid answer that made sense.
Dana leaned across the bar, her voice dropping to a whisper. "Okay, I'll tell you, but you have to keep your mouth shut. Yes, I know her."
Paul Bunyan's lip curled up, but he remained quiet.
"So, it's like this. My friend there, is... well, she's my girlfriend."
The bartender nodded. "And?"
"Well, we kind of have this arrangement. Once a month, we drive down from Wyoming and find a hole in the wall with a couple of horny guys. See, I'm into women, but my girl? She still loves herself a good dicking."
"She seems the type." Dana could smell the arousal on him now like a fine spice, see how he licked his lips. He probably wondered what his chances of an easy lay with Lily were, and Dana wondered a little herself. Lily, ever impulsive, had come along on this trip to help, but Dana was starting to wonder what that help would look like.
"Yeah, well, even though I'm not into guys, it gets me all hot watching her flirt with them, seeing them lust all over her." Dana picked up a nacho and bit a piece of cheese off the front. It was like swallowing a wad of soggy paper. "We aren't gonna cause any trouble, that's not where the thrill is. My girl is going to get some of your patrons off and then the two of us are gonna go back to our hotel, and I'm going to eat her out while she tells me all the dirty things they got up to."
Paul grinned. "Sounds hot."
"Oh, it is. After I eat her out, I pin her to the bed and ride her face until she begs me to stop, just to remind her that she's my bitch. We've done this every month we've been together. Helps keep things fresh."
"You two ever wonder how hot a threesome would be? Why fantasize about seeing her with a man when you could watch it live?" She could almost smell the desperation in his voice. Was this the world that Lily lived in? Were all men this easy to manipulate?
No, it wasn't that. She had met plenty of men throughout her life that had treated her with respect and kindness. She thought of Mike, the man she had been killed for. The necromancer Daryl had turned her into an intelligent zombie for the purpose of breaking into Mike's house and stealing something from him. Daryl had made sure that Dana could never be properly killed, her soul locked on this plane of existence and away from the love of her life, her dearly departed Alex.
Consumed by hunger, she had broken into the house, only to encounter the strange creatures living within. They immediately came to her aid, finding a way to stave off her decomposition and allow her to think for herself. While she was busy considering if Daryl would actually turn her back to normal, or even let her die properly, Lily had gone after the man and killed him.
No. Not all men were easily manipulated. This one though?
"Maybe for our second anniversary or something. Not tonight." She spun around in her stool. "Now if you don't mind, the brain is the most sensitive erogenous zone and you are cock-blocking me."
Paul Bunyan was clearly disappointed but said nothing as he walked away. Janice moved in and out of the kitchen with some burgers for a couple of older men who were content to watch ESPN on the solitary TV over the bar. Lily was now in the corner of the bar with the bikers. One had his arm draped over her shoulders, his fingertips lightly brushing her breasts.
"Excuse me, boys," Lily proclaimed loudly, slurring her words. The rest of the bar had lost interest in her shenanigans, but Dana was still paying attention. "I need to visit the ladies room."
"Need any help?" one of the bikers asked.
"Heh. Maybe in a bit. I just need to... freshen up." She slid a hand up the man's chest and then yanked his hair, tilted his head back, and planted a kiss on him. His buddies cheered them on, and Lily gave them a little wave as she stumbled across the bar and vanished into the bathroom, but not before giving Dana a look.
Dana waited a few seconds and then followed, pushing open the bathroom door. The ladies room smelled like it had been recently cleaned, but looked like it needed to be condemned. The sinks were badly chipped, just like the floor, and neither of the stalls had doors.
"Jesus," Dana muttered, her eyes settling on Lily, who sat on one of the sinks with her legs crossed and a smug look on her face. Gone was the flush of drunkenness, the demon's eyes glowing with hunger.
"I'd prefer you keep that word to yourself, deadhead." Lily turned to look in the mirror, her hair and makeup magically redoing itself. "So, we're not going to find Mr. Scotes here tonight."
"Oh? Why not?"
"Because he hasn't been in for weeks. Now, one of these guys is close friends of his, but I'm going to need a few minutes to get the info we want out of him, if you know what I mean. You're welcome to come if you want." Lily wiggled her eyebrows. "Pun intended."
"That's so funny, I've come back to life and forgotten to laugh." Though she and Lily certainly weren't a couple, what she had said about men had been true. With the exception of Mike, she had no interest in them and never really had. She had many theories as to why Mike was the exception to the rule, but had been unable to come to grips with any of them.
Lily chuckled. "For someone with a muted sense of humor, you're still good for a laugh."
"I have a question. When you were drinking with those men, were you actually drunk, or just pretending?"
"Ooh, I'm afraid that's a trade secret of the demon world. It'll cost you a kiss—"
"Not interested." Dana turned to leave, but Lily grabbed her arm to stop her.
"That was a joke, I was only teasing. When I eat or drink human food, I can process it normally or, well, burn it off instantly."
"That's kind of convenient."
"You would be surprised how much seduction takes place over a plate of tacos. And while I truly hunger for only one thing, the brain really is the largest erogenous zone, even for a succubus."
"I... you heard that?"
"Oh, I have phenomenal hearing. I can't wait to be your bitch later tonight." Lily licked her lips. "Besides, I believe you are overdue for a meal of your own, are you not?"
Dana shrugged. "If we get to it, we get to it." The gnawing sensation in her stomach wasn't too bad, but she was starting to think of the people in the bar as snacks waiting to happen. Still, the idea that she was dependant on the cum that Lily was storing for her didn't sit right. Maybe it was her independent streak, or the fact that it was magical man juice, or even both.
"Liar. Your left eye is gray already."
"Shit." Dana looked in the mirror and saw that Lily was right. The sparkling blue of her left eye was replaced with a flat gray color. She tousled her hair to reveal that more strands of it had gone gray as well, then let out a frustrated sigh. What little life force she had was ebbing away, and this was always the first sign. Based on experience, she would be ready to tear people apart in about three days.
Scowling, she stuck her hand in her pocket and pulled out a contact case.
"Need help?" Lily asked.
"Nah." The contacts did nothing for her vision, but they were colored to match her eyes. She stuck both of them in real quick, then pulled her phone out and set a reminder to take them out later. The last thing she needed was for them to get stuck in there after several days. "Better?"
"Much." Lily hopped down off the sink and planted a quick kiss on Dana's forehead, then pinched her cheek. "Why don't you be a good little girl and get a soda from the bar while Mommy tries to find you a new Daddy."
Dana rolled her eyes and wandered out of the bathroom. The bikers looked up in anticipation but were disappointed to see that it was only Dana.
Sitting back on her barstool, Dana spun around and to pick at her nachos some more. Paul Bunyan was back with a shit-eating grin on his face.
"You girls have a little pre-game conference in there?"
Dana grunted. "Something like that."
"Here." The bartender slid over a piece of paper. "When that two year anniversary rolls around, give me a call."
"Yeah, okay." She took the paper and stuck it in her pocket. "Now, if you don't mind..."
"Right, I'm a ghost." He vanished to the other end of the bar. When he wasn't looking, Dana crumpled up the note he gave her and dropped it on the floor, then used her feet to shove it in the gap between the bar and the floor.
"Asshole," she muttered under her breath. The bathroom door slammed open, and Lily stumbled out, her chest and cheeks flush with excitement.
Picking at her chips, Dana watched for just a few more minutes before setting some cash on the bar and then walking out.
After all, Lily could handle herself.
Stepping out into the cool evening air, she found a quiet spot on the rocks across the street from Double Deuce. She had a great view of not only the bar, but anybody who came in or out. Up above the door, a small neon sign with the Two of Spades and The Two of Hearts flickered weakly.
The Double Deuce was on the northwestern edge of Laporte, Colorado. Any further up the road and you would end up in the mountains, or eventually the Red Feather Lakes region. This area was for mostly locals and people who knew it existed, and the bar was tucked off to the side of the road, sign number one that they weren't trying to attract any attention.
The road was mostly quiet. The school year had just started up for the local college, and she doubted any college kid would ever wander this far out of town, unless there was a good reason for it.
Her own good reason involved a collection of magical items that a snake woman thought could be used to bring her back to life. One of these things had been sold to a thrift shop in Fort Collins called Unearthly Delights. Dana had originally hoped that a simple stop and shop would accomplish the deed, but had been aggravated to discover that Unearthly Delights had burned down in a mysterious fire over the summer.



She and Lily had holed up in a cheap hotel out by the highway, just east of Fort Collins, and it had taken them a couple days to track down the employees of the store. The succubus did some kind of Dreamscape brain hopping to find out who the flask had been sold to. The two of them had managed to use social media to track the new owner, Ray Scotes, to this place on the edge of Laporte, which was just northwest of Fort Collins proper. Except for a gas station about half a mile up the road, Double Deuces was one of the last stops on the way into the mountains,.
The smell of gas and oil filled her nose, and a car shot down the canyon, blowing past Deuces without slowing down. The taillights vanished around the corner, gobbled up by the darkness.
"Lucky fucker," Dana muttered, then settled in to wait. If there was one benefit to being dead, it was that she never got uncomfortable.

🏍🏍🏍Lily watched Dana leave through the front door of Deuces, then turned her attention to the biker closest to her.
His name was Thomas, and he was the one she wanted. During their many conversations, he kept mentioning that his buddy Ray had a cabin up in the woods that they could use if she wanted to get away from her husband for a bit. Of course, he would be there to keep her company, and they could even ride up there on his bike, but only if Ray gave him the okay.
Of course, that meant that Ray wasn't responding to texts or calls from his friends, which they all thought was a little weird, but apparently he had been avoiding everyone lately. Frustrated that she wasn't about to get a direct line to their missing buddy, it was time for her to take action.
"You boys have been so wonderful," she gushed, putting one hand on Thomas' thigh and the other on his buddy Jared's chest. Thomas was heavy set, but she could feel plenty of muscle beneath the extra weight. Jared, on the other hand, looked more like a scrawny meth head who did just enough push-ups to be allowed to hang with the guys. "My husband is such a prick, but I'm glad I ran into you three."
"Yeah, we'll take care of you, Gabby." Frank told her while scratching his beard. Frank wore a gold wedding band, and seemed to be comfortable playing wingman for both of his boys.
"Is Gabby short for something?" Jared asked her.
"Gabrielle." Lily smirked. "My parents thought they were having a boy, so wanted to name me after an angel."
"I think you still are an angel." Thomas brushed hair away from Lily's eyes, letting his hand trail down the front of her dress, his fingers lingering on her breast.
"I certainly don't feel like one right now," she whispered. "I'm headed back to the ladies room."
"You just got back—" Jared said, but Frank kicked him in the shin.
"Like I was saying, I'm headed back. Anyone want to join me?"
Frank held up his hands. "I'm good here. Someone needs to keep an eye on our beers."
"Love ya, brother." Thomas stood up and followed close behind Lily as she sauntered back. Dana had gone outside a few minutes ago, and other than a knowing look from the bartender, nobody else seemed to notice.
Once in the bathroom, Lily pushed Thomas against the wall and stuck her tongue down his throat. He wasted no time in pawing at her breasts, his thumb catching on the fabric and ripping a few of the threads.
"Holy shit," Jared muttered when he entered, giving the bathroom a quick look to make sure it was empty.
Thomas broke his lips away. "Watch the door."
"Oh please. Nobody will bother us in here." Lily grabbed Thomas' cock through his pants, feeling it harden beneath her fingers. Using her other hand, she hiked up the back of her skirt. "Why don't you get over here and help your friend make a woman's dream come true?"
"Holy shit, holy shit!" Jared was fumbling with his pants. "Is it cool with you, Thomas?"
"Ain't gay if we don't make eye contact," Thomas replied, then sucked on Lily's neck while pulling the front of her dress down with his hands.
Jared came up behind Lily, his cock in one hand and his pants in the other.
"Lift my skirt," she told Jared, and he obeyed.
A succubus' tail could be summoned at will, and when Jared squatted down to push her skirt up, the venomous tip of her tail caught him in the chin. He let out a little grunt, the toxins rushing through his body. He fell forward into Lily, which pushed her against Thomas.
"Shit, did he just pass out? I keep telling that asshole he needs to lay off—"
Lily's tail caught Thomas in the thigh, and his eyes bugged out of his head before his eyelids fluttered and he sank to the ground.
Now against the wall, Lily straddled his body, her fingers undoing his belt. Using the thumb and forefinger of her left hand, she touched his temple and sank deep into his unconscious mind. His brain was like a storybook, and she flipped through the pages, trying to find the information she wanted. Here, inside the Dreamscape, she could extend time, turning hours of exploration that passes as seconds in the real world. Even if Frank grew suspicious and came in now, she would have days to find what she was looking for.
Unsurprisingly, her search was also turning up the fact that Thomas was a Grade A piece of shit. Between committing semi-major crimes, the guy had a kid he never raised, plenty of girlfriends with black eyes, and a pistol hidden in the concrete foundation of his house that had been used to put a hole through Billy Bixley's skull fifteen years back.
Despite these things, the knowledge she needed was still buried, so she ignored them for now. Finally, she spotted several memories of Thomas going up into the mountains to hang with Ray and do some hunting and fishing.
She ran through the memories over and over, committing the route to the cabin to memory. The cabin itself wasn't big, and it certainly wasn't on a marked road of any sort. In fact, the road itself was merely a worn patch in the dirt with packed gravel beneath it. The cabin didn't have an address that she could see, and she felt better about Dana not being able to find a public record of the place.
"Hmm." Her body was in the real world while her mind was in here, and time had slowed to a crawl inside Thomas' head. Smiling, she decided that she had earned herself a bit of a snack.
The Dreamscape formed around her, a dimension inside the biker's mind that she could freely manipulate. After digging through his memories, she had pulled out the bits and pieces that were the most useful to her, recreating a brick and mortar building from the early nineties. Bright yellow goalposts fell from the sky to spear the green lawn behind the school, and the halls filled with outlines of people, their features filling in at random. Lily thought of them as extras, an amalgamation of random memories that served to generate faces and identities.
Strolling down the hall, her body warped and distorted, her skin turning dark and her hair kinking up into luscious curls. Still connected to Thomas' mind, she realized that she wore the form of the teacher he had had a crush on in high school.
Her name was Ms. Martin, and she wore a bright yellow dress that hung to her ankles. Bountiful breasts strained against the fabric, and Lily was sure that Ms. Martin had never worn a dress as low cut as this one. She took her place in a room by the end of the hall and waited like a spider that had set out its web.
The noise in the hallway was muffled, and she leaned against the dry erase board, feeling Thomas' mind close in on her.
When he pushed open the door, he looked like he did as an adult, but it was the idealized version of himself. Gone was the paunch and slightly thinning hair, his body shimmering with spiritual energy as he finished falling into the deepest of sleeps.
"Hey there, Ms. Martin." The shit-eating grin on his face told Lily everything she needed to know. Somehow, Thomas was aware that he was dreaming, was aware that he was no longer a high school boy being crushed beneath the weight of society. He was a man now, and had returned to show Ms. Martin exactly what she had been missing.
"Hey there, Tommy." Lily grinned. "You've gotten big, haven't you?"
"Oh, you don't know the half of it." Thomas stepped into the room, the desks closest to him shifting across the room in fear. Lily could feel his desire both for power and for Ms. Martin radiating from him. It was well within her ability to tamper down whatever control he had on his dreams, but she needed him nice and horny for what was about to happen next.
"I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you to leave, Tommy. I have a class that starts soon." Lily spread her arms apart, her erect nipples pressing against the fabric of her dress. "Maybe we could meet after school?"
"Fuck, no." His hand closed around her throat, and he squeezed. "I don't give a fuck if someone walks in on us."
Lily grabbed at Tommy's hands, her fingers clutching uselessly at his own.
"Yeah, that's right. I'm in charge now." He pawed at her breasts, easily tearing away the flimsy fabric. "I'm not some scared little shit now."
Lily dug into his memories some more, revealing flashbacks of a much younger Thomas getting kicked out of class for all sorts of general douchebaggery. There were scenes of trying to get a peek at Ms. Martin's bra, or staring contemplatively at her ass while she lectured. For him, half the fantasy was overturning the authority figure role.
"Please," she begged, her hands moving to his chest. "You're too strong for me."
"That's not all I am." He unzipped his pants, revealing a dream enhanced cock, easily twice as long as it should be.
"That's... so much bigger than..." She choked for dramatic effect, her eyes going wide.
"Bigger than what?" He released his grip slightly.
"My boyfriend's. Oh, please don't put that in me, I'll be too loose and he'll know I cheated on him." She felt his desire spike, and in the real world, she was stroking his cock through his pants.
"Maybe if you suck it, I won't fuck you." He moved his hand off her throat and put it on top of her head.
"Yes, Tommy." She sank down to her knees and opened her mouth wide. Thomas grabbed her by the ears and face fucked her, hard. Here, in the Dreamscape, this had no more effect on her than a wide yawn, but she choked and gagged, putting on a show.
"Take it, bitch." He bottomed out in her throat, and she summoned spit and tears, her mascara running down her face. When he pulled out of her, a thick strand of spit connected the two of them.
"More!" she begged, pulling him back into her throat.
"Yeah, you really are a whore, aren't you?" Thomas let out a groan. "Shit, I've fantasized about this since tenth grade."
"Oh yeah?" Lily asked, but with a dick down her throat, it was little more than a gurgle with emphasis.
"All the boys did. Do you know how many times I used to beat it to your yearbook photo? All of us knew you were into sucking cock, and—" he grunted, then pulled himself out of her mouth before he could blow his load.
"Tommy, what's wrong?" Lily crawled toward him on her knees, her yellow skirt catching on the floor. "Please, I need it. Give me back your cock."
"Not yet," he hissed, taking another step back. "I want more than a blowjob. Bend over your desk."
"Tommy, no, my boyfriend—"
Thomas grabbed Lily by the hair and pulled, moving her over toward the desk. He gave her a shove, and she fell forward on her belly, manipulating her skirt so that it fell across her lower back, revealing a garter belt and long stockings. She wore black, lacey panties that were easily torn off of her rear with a single grab.
"Fuck you, Ms. Martin." Thomas penetrated her from behind, and Lily let out a howl of delight, her hands grabbing the desk. He pumped her ferociously, slapping her ass every few seconds and calling her every name he could think of.
"Tommy, please, my boyfriend will know!"
"I don't give two fucks about your boyfriend, I'll beat his ass, too." Thomas was fucking her hard enough now that the desk was scooting a couple inches every other thrust. In the real world, Lily's hands were clamped around the base of his cock, stroking him ferociously.
"Oh, I've never felt so full, I've never felt so... oh, shit, I'm coming!" Lily felt a burst of fire rip free of her, an orgasm of her own on command, and she let out a cry of pleasure, shame, and rage all at once. It was all about putting on a show for the dreamer, and she was determined to collect her reward.
"Yeah, that's right, take it bitch!" He slid his cock out of her, then pushed it against her asshole.
Lily smirked, tightening up her asshole. She wasn't about to give it to him without a little resistance. "Please, no, I've never done that before," she cried, trying to roll over.
"Then allow me to be your first!" Thomas forced himself forward, and Lily widened her anus, allowing him to slide all the way in. She let out a groan, which turned into sobs of pleasure as he pounded her relentlessly from behind. He was getting close, both here in the Dreamscape and in the real world, and it was time to play her hand.
"Oh, it hurts so much, but please don't stop! Please, doooon't stoooooop!" Lily cast her senses out, bending the Dreamscape to her will. The door of the classroom slammed open, and anonymous students swarmed in, their mouths going wide in surprise. They were the extras, hand picked for maximum effect.
"Holy fuck, is that Ms. Martin?" This from a teen that looked just like Thomas' best friend in school, David.
"Is he fucking her ass?" A younger boy that would remind him of his brother.
"Look at how big he is!" A girl reminiscent of his first crush.
The room was packed with students, expanding to allow everybody in to see how amazing and powerful he was, to see him strip away Ms. Martin's innocence right before their eyes.
"No, I'm coming, no, not in front of them, not noooooooow!" Lily's legs lifted up, wrapping around Thomas' back and pulling him all the way into her ass. Inside her body, she thrummed with power, vibrating and teasing his thick shaft.
"Yeah!" Thomas grabbed onto her hips and pumped furiously as the room full of students chanted, "Fuck her, fuck her!"
She let her mind slide out of the Dreamscape, her dream body now on autopilot as Thomas plowed her in front of the whole school.
"Slight deviation here, Tommy." Typically, Lily consumed her prey right through her victim's genitals, but today was going to be different.
Her fingers crept along his temple in the real world, and she opened her mouth wide above his eyes and inhaled. His eyelids popped open, and through the pupils of his eyes, a diaphanous substance stretched like cobwebs caught in the wind. Thomas' soul, despite being stained with misdeeds, sparkled in the dimly lit bathroom to the beat of his heart.
If she wanted to, she could easily pull the entire thing free and consume it, trapping Thomas in an eternity of torment in her own personal Hell. The desire to do so existed, but she knew that leaving a body count was likely to draw unwanted attention.
Instead of feasting on his soul, she settled on a snack. His soul curled around her tongue and she sucked it in like cotton candy, eventually severing it with her teeth. The human soul was surprisingly resilient, and as the years went on, the piece she had taken would grow back. Thomas would likely find himself forgetting things more often, his body aging prematurely as it fought to regenerate what had been lost, but those were officially his problems to deal with.
She could feel the piece of his soul she had consumed fluttering wildy inside her belly like a frightened bird. It settled down as it became one with her, satiating her hunger for the time being. Thomas let out a little groan, unaware that his lifespan had been dramatically shortened, as he came in his pants. She checked in on his dream and saw that he was now making Ms. Martin suck his dick clean.
"Hope it was worth it," Lily said, then withdrew her mind from his.
Jared was on his back, snoring softly on the bathroom floor, his limp dick still in his hand. Kneeling over him, she dug into his mind, searching for anything extra that could help. Other than being a long-term meth head who occasionally stole from convenience stores, it seemed that Jared had kept his largely shitty life to himself.
Still, a meal was a meal, so she repeated the process with him. His memories were easily manipulated, and he dreamt about the time he lost his virginity to a cousin when he was a teen. At the moment of spiritual climax, Lily tore a piece of his soul away, her eyes blazing with energy.
She licked her lips and stood up, surveying the scene before her with satisfaction. She had not only gotten the information that Dana needed, but she had also gotten a bite to eat.
"Thanks for the snack, boys." She looked in the mirror and adjusted her makeup with a thought.
Before walking out of the bathroom, she gave Jared a quick sting from her tail, injecting him with enough venom to give him a six hour hard-on. She dragged Thomas away from the wall and laid him on top of his friend, shoving Jared's wet dick into Thomas' mouth.
"It's okay as long as you don't make eye contact," she whispered, patting Thomas condescendingly on the cheek. Thomas let out a muffled snore in response, and Lily pulled his cellphone out of his pocket to snap a few pictures and texted them randomly to a few of his contacts.
"You two look so cute together! Don't let anybody tell you otherwise." She tossed the phone on the floor, the screen cracking when it landed. She sauntered through the door of the bathroom, then resumed a bit of a stumble walk once in view of Frank.
"I think your buddies had too much to drink," she slurred.
Frank rolled his eyes. "For fuck's sake," he muttered, and got up to walk into the bathroom.
Once his attention was off Lily, she made a hasty retreat toward the front door, her hand over her mouth like she was going to puke.
Nobody stopped her, and the loud laugh she heard from the bathroom brought a smile to her face.
The cool air of Laporte hit her skin, and she saw Dana across the street, huddled up in the dark.
"Give a girl a ride?" she asked.
Dana ran across the street toward Lily and hopped onto the motorcycle she had parked around the corner. The engine of the bike, a mimic named Tick Tock, started on its own, and Lily climbed on the back, her body shifting back into her regular form. She wore a shredded white crop top and booty shorts with long, thigh-high black boots.
"You find out where he lives?" Dana asked.
"I did, but we need to go." Lily planted a kiss on Dana's cheek. "Take me somewhere nice?"
"On it." Dana slid her helmet on and peeled out of the parking lot, showering the area with gravel. The bike roared beneath them as it carried them out of the canyon and back toward their hotel in Fort Collins.

🏍🏍🏍"It's around here." Lily leaned over Dana's shoulder, pointing at the map on her phone. The succubus had used Thomas' memories to replay most of the route, which led up to a large forest near the Red Feather Lakes.
"I guess we can go up tomorrow, and take a peek around." Dana zoomed out of the map with the pinch of her fingers. "There's a ton of trees through here. It could take us a while."
"It's not like we have anything else going on." Lily flopped onto one of the beds, her biker bitch outfit transforming into a blue pair of footie pajamas with a unicorn on the front. Upon check-in, they had been given a room with a pair of double beds, which were pretty much useless. Neither Lily nor Dana could even fall asleep, so it was just wasted space. The beds were moderately comfy, and Lily rolled over onto her belly. "Unless you want to go up there tonight and look around, we've got some time to burn."



Dana scowled. "My superpowers don't include night vision, I'm afraid, and I hate having this much free time." She picked up the remote to the TV and started looking through the channels while simultaneously surfing on her phone.
"Ah, that's because you're a millennial." Lily altered her vocal cords, and the voice of an old woman came out of her mouth. "Back in my day, we only got free time for thirty minutes a year, and even then we had to climb up a hill through broken glass to get it. And let me tell you what—"
Dana threw one of her pillows at Lily, hitting the succubus square in the face.
"What do you do?" Dana asked. "I hate not sleeping. My mind is always on full alert, it's hard to relax, and I hate just sitting around, doing nothing."
"Me?" Lily's voice was back to normal now. "Well, that's hard to say. I was trapped inside a magical gem for so long, I never actually had any free time."
"What did you do in the gem?"
Lily shrugged. "The best way I can describe it was like being in a dream. You ever have a dream that's several minutes long, but you were only out for a few seconds? It was kind of like that. Just me sitting around with my thumb up my ass for years on end, occasionally popping out to do the Society's dirty work. When I was out, all those years would press together into a few moments, but I still remember the waiting. It was the worst part of the ordeal."
"Sounds awful."
"I guess so. When I was out, I would fuck around whenever I could. Get inside people's heads and live entire miniature lifetimes, and drive them a bit mad. The Society had me kill this guy once, and I lived inside his dreams for nearly forty years."
"That's a really long time."
"For you, yes. But when you've lived as long as I have, it's merely a weekend trip. It was the flipside, the bonus to being on their payroll. Get locked up for a year, try and turn a quick assassination into a decade or two inside of somebody's brain."
"Is that what happened with you and Mike?"
Lily let out a sigh. "Almost. I was planning to stretch things out, but he got me, I'll admit."
"How?" Dana turned to look at Lily. "I mean, your old master lost control of you because of it. How exactly did that work?"
Lily scrunched up her face. She didn't like to think about her old master, Amir, or how he had trapped her in that ruby. "It was a contract I had with him. He and I played a game for ownership of his soul. When he lost, I went to collect, only to discover that he had given it away to somebody else."
"And how did that make him your master?"
"Terms of the agreement. I was already his servant, the game itself was a bid for my freedom. Technically, even though he lost, I was unable to collect, which meant that my service to him could only be ended by a similar game with somebody else. Think of it like a hostile corporate takeover. He still owned the building, but the rules were in place for somebody else to swoop in and take it."
"Interesting."
"Didn't think so at the time." Lily scooted up the bed, fluffing the pillows behind her. "I got cocky. If I have a rule you should definitely follow, it's never get cocky."
"I'll keep that in mind." Dana looked back at her phone. Her hair was going gray in a few more places now, and Lily worried that she was getting hungry.
"You good?" she asked. "Like, if you need to be topped off..."
"Tomorrow." Dana didn't even look up from her phone. "I don't want to... just, tomorrow, okay?"
"Yeah, sure, no problem." Lily turned her attention to the TV. Dana had stopped on an old Bruce Willis movie, so Lily watched along, her attention on the screen. When was the last time she had even watched a movie or read a book? She was super far behind on any sort of entertainment media, and most of her knowledge of the subject was from the unreliable dreams of others.
What she hadn't told Dana was that on nights she wasn't hunting, she found herself dream hopping through people's heads. She wasn't looking to cause any trouble, but it was almost like sleeping herself. She could simply ride along on someone else's brainwaves, helping to bring about the morning sun that much faster.
She closed her eyes and leaned back, letting out a sigh. It was silly, but she took a deep breath and pretended, just for a moment, that she could actually have a dream of her own. Somewhere in the distance, as if through a tunnel, she was briefly aware that Bruce Willis was about to kick some ass.
The darkness closed in on her, and Lily felt the world shift around her dramatically as it was rebuilt from the ground up into an ornate building with jade embellishments. Turning her head to look around, she saw that she now wore the body of a young woman, and she was surrounded by various guards and servants.
Lily tried to walk away, but could no longer control her body. She was viewing the scene from inside the woman's head, and a sick sense of recognition began to sink in. The thoughts in her head were no longer her own, and she realized she was caught up in the Dreamscape, only she had absolutely no control, the dream playing much like a movie would.
The princess stepped onto the cool stones of the bathhouse, her demure feet making very little noise on the marble tile beneath. The finest artisans in her father's kingdom had built this room especially for her, using materials imported in from all across China. Walking toward the edge of the bath, she cast a single look back at her escort.
A pair of older women sat on their knees, a set of buckets nearby. They were naked, but not because they were in the bathhouse. A nude servant could carry no weapons, nor could they easily steal, and both of these women had been with her family for as long as she could remember. They only replied when spoken to, choosing to remain respectfully silent in her presence.
"I wish to swim first," she told them, receiving a demure bow from both. They heard and therefore obeyed.
"What fresh Hell is this?" Lily remarked. Had another entity lured her here? "Very funny, but it's time to let me out."
The bathhouse was large enough for dozens, and would likely be gifted to one of the other royal families upon her marriage. Someday, when her father passed away, she might reclaim the bathhouse as her own. It was one of her favorite places, though she did not travel here very often. Even now, several of the palace guards circled the bathhouse, ready to execute any man who would dare to take a peek. Her father was very protective of her purity, a trait that she often found endearing, but more often than not, she also found it exasperating.
The water was only a few feet deep, but the princess stretched out on her back, floating to the surface as one of her old nursemaids had taught her. With each deep breath, her breasts and belly broke the surface of the water, the cool breeze of the afternoon sky tickling her flesh. She had taken the ivory combs out of her hair before entering the bath and could feel the weight of the water pulling against her skull with every movement.
Being careful not to get her hair too twisted up, she allowed herself to float around the corner of the bath to where the waterfall had been built. It was here that the water was introduced to the bath itself, diverted from a nearby river, and she moved close to it, her eyes on the cascading curtain of water that fell nearly ten feet. Even as a child, she had hidden behind this curtain, surrounding herself with the calming sounds of water and shutting out the world.
Closing her eyes, she moved through the curtain, the water flowing along her scalp and onto her shoulders, then rejoining the pool beneath it. The bathhouse was just a shimmering mirage on the other side of the water now, her guards and attendants blurry statues to be contemplated from afar.
Being royalty came with plenty of demands and compromises, but the one she would never get used to was her total lack of privacy. Even when she slept, she had bodyguards standing over her. When she was young, she thought it was for her own protection, but the older she got, the more she realized that these women were also there to ensure that her honor wasn't sullied. Her father had forced the entire village to close up shop just so that no man would see her on her trip to the bath.
However, here, behind the waterfall, she felt like she was finally hidden away from the constant observation of the palace. She inhaled the scent of bath oils and flowers, caught in the mist of the falls, and let out a deep sigh. Eventually, one of her servants would come to drag her out to be properly bathed, but she would have plenty of time alone until then.
"It's nice, isn't it?"
The princess jumped, turning around to see who spoke. She was surprised to see a young man crouched down between a pair of stone right behind her, hidden beneath the falls.
"Whoa, easy, don't scream." He put his hands out in surrender. "I'm not here to hurt you or anything."
"Who are you?" she asked, covering her breasts with her arms.
"Just some poor fool who fell asleep behind a waterfall." He grinned, and she couldn't tell if he was lying. "I saw you come in with your servants. You must be the daughter of the king."
"My father would have you put to death!" she whispered, looking back over her shoulder. "You should go before the guards find you!"
"If I go, the guards will find me." He relaxed, sprawling out on the rocks. His legs were in the water, and he wore simple, yet dark clothes that helped him to blend in with the stones. "If you don't mind the company, I would be just as happy to stay here."
Lily begged her to alert the guards, to do anything but listen to this man.
"You can stay, but keep your distance, stranger." The princess smiled. "My name is—"
"Known throughout the land." The stranger smiled. He was attractive, with short hair and a little scar on his chin. "As is your beauty, if I may say so. I can honestly say I have never seen a woman as beautiful as you."
"A compliment I am familiar with." She felt guilty speaking to him, and loved every second of it. An unfamiliar thrill filled her belly, and she smiled demurely. "Tell me something I haven't heard before."
"There's a man who lives by the river. He can make coins appear out of nowhere, and if you give him some food to eat, he will teach you how to do it, too." The stranger held up both of his hands to show they were empty, then extended a hand toward the princess. "May I?"
"Please, no," Lily begged. She couldn't bear to watch, but was unable to close her eyes.
She tilted her head to the side, and his hand hovered next to her ear. The slight contact of his skin on hers sent chills through her body, and when he pulled his hand back, he held a silver coin in between his fingers.
"How did you do that?" Her eyes went wide, watching the coin roll across his knuckles.
"Magic." He pinched the coin in both hands, then pulled his hands apart. The coin was gone, replaced with a flowerbud. It was a beautiful white and pink lily with a short stem. He slowly leaned forward again and tucked it into her hair. "A gift for Her Majesty."
The princess felt the heat rising in her face, years of etiquette training sliding to the side and allowing a smile to manifest on her lips. "You think a flower to be a fitting gift for a princess?"
"Her Majesty has everything she could ever want. How am I to compete?" His smile sent waves of nausea mixed with excitement through her, and she could smell the musk of his skin, a heady scent that was making her dizzy. "I picked that flower on my way here, just up the river. It is a treasure that is fleeting, and will fade from this world as dust. But it is my hope that every time you see a lily, you think of me. A simple gift from a humble man."
He bowed his head, and opened his mouth to say something else, but was interrupted by the sound of splashing water.
The princess frowned, and turned around. Through the waterfall, she could see that one of her handmaidens had entered the bath holding a bucket and was slowly wading over toward the waterfall.
"Looks like I must take my leave," he said, a broad grin on his face.
"How?" the princess asked.
"The same way I came in." He pointed at the waterfall. "Anyone who can hold their breath long enough can get in through there."
"And how do you plan to swim against rushing water?" she asked.
He winked. "With magic." He turned to climb the rocks.
"Wait." The princess put out her hand. "Please tell me your name. That I may remember you next I gaze upon a lily."
The young man smiled, and reached out to take her hand in his own. She couldn't help but notice the beautiful, bronze ring he wore. The metal felt warm against her skin, as if it had been sitting next to a fire.
"Your Majesty may call me Aladdin." He looked over her shoulder with a hint of panic on his face, and the princess turned to see that her servant was nearby.
Doing her best to buy Aladdin some time, she stepped through the waterfall.
"We must wash your hair, Your Majesty." The servant's eyes were cast low, not daring to meet the gaze of royalty. "We have just been informed that another suitor is to arrive late this evening, and your father wants you to have time to get ready."
The princess nodded, then turned to look at the waterfall. The fading light of day created a mirror on the water's surface, and she gazed into her own reflection. The sky became red, and the sounds of the bathhouse vanished. Shadowy hands sprouted from beneath the water and grabbed the princess by the arms, but she didn't notice them.
The princess remained perfectly still as flames burst from the shadows and consumed her flesh, turning her into a pyre of light that burnt down in seconds. When the fire died, the water was black with bone and ashes, and the only thing reflected in the mirror of the waterfall was Lily, her face a mask of horror.
Lily's eyes snapped open, and she sat up in her bed. Dana cast a bored glance her way, then turned her attention back to the TV. Dana was watching the new Baywatch movie starring the Rock on the free movie channel that the hotel provided.
"I'm... I'm going to step outside for a bit," Lily announced, trying to hide the tremor in her voice. She got out of bed and crossed the room to open the window, her footie pajamas turning into a black outfit that covered the succubus from head to toe.
"Stay out of trouble," Dana told her, her eyes on the television.
"More like don't get caught," Lily replied. Taking a quick peek around to make sure nobody was below their bedroom, Lily hurled herself into the sky, her wings manifesting and opening wide. She quickly found a current to ride and climbed higher, her skin warping like a chameleon's to camouflage her against the midnight sky.
Higher she climbed, until she was in the clouds. Cool mist collected on her skin, and she inhaled the thick vapor into her lungs, tasting the sky.
What had just happened to her?
If she hadn't known better, she would have sworn she had fallen asleep and was having a dream of her own. But how was that possible? She couldn't have dreams, and hadn't for centuries.
Even worse, it wasn't just a dream, but a memory, one of the only ones she feared to look on.
The cloud fell away from her, revealing a field of stars up above. On the rare occasion she had been allowed to hunt for extended periods of time, she had often wondered how high she could fly before the Earth could tolerate her absence no longer, and yank her back down. How many times had she done this? Wishing she could fly away to the stars without looking back, committing herself to millions of years of darkness until she found another planet with life on it, just to get away from the man who had done this to her?
The city of Fort Collins shrank beneath her, and she could see holes in the patchwork quilt of clouds beneath her that revealed farmland, sleeping neighborhoods, and, in the distance, Denver.
The higher she climbed, the harder it was to breathe. She didn't need air, but it was an instinct built into her, to make her appear human. The body of a succubus was really just a collection of cursed energy that could be transformed at will, making her the perfect hunter.
Why did she have that dream? Why did she have to be reminded of what had transpired? Her wings flapped frantically now, the thin air unable to give her enough lift.
Tilting her body downward, she allowed her wings to vanish and let the sky take her, the wind rushing over her skin. The clouds rushed up from below to embrace her, the cold mist pushing its way into her eyelids and forming faux tears that streaked along her cheeks. She pretended that each one was genuine, that grief, rage, and pain would finally be allowed to leave her body and fall like rain with her, sinking into the earth.
Once through the mountain-sized cloud, the hungry shadows below beckoned for her arrival. She rolled onto her back just before slamming into the cold, wet ground of some farmer's field, crushing some unknown plant beneath her body.
The damage was great enough that she exploded into a cloud of smoke, rapidly reforming itself so that she was lying on her back, her stunned gaze pointed at the sky. Up above, there were only a couple of patches of sky to see the stars through, and they twinkled in amusement. The last drop of sky slid down her cheek to feed the hungry roots beneath her back.
It was her own version of the Fall, the casting out of Lucifer's brethren from Heaven. They had lost their Grace in the eyes of God, and tumbled freely from the sky, only to fall into the pits of Hell below. She liked to do it when she was frustrated, to pretend that she would hit the ground and explode into oblivion, to become one with nothingness. But it always ended this way, with her on the ground and the stars still safely tucked away up above, oblivious to her disappointment.
She sympathized with the fallen angels, knowing what it was like to be a creature so full of divinity and grace, only to have it burned away in holy fire and be twisted into something new. Her own fall from grace happened millenia after that of the angels', for though she was a succubus now, she had been born a mortal woman.
There were very few things on Earth that could actually hurt her body, but the memory of the day she met the man who made her this way somehow broke her heart all over again.

🏍🏍🏍I hope you all enjoyed that! I wasn't planning on releasing it so soon, so I hope it's up to your standards.
If you did like it, remember to click those stars and leave a review. I am planning to schedule HFHM and D&H releases so that you don't have to wait a month to read something new from me, make sure to check my bio for when I am planning to upload stuff to Lit (I don't control when stuff posts, but will update it every time I upload something!).
Take care of yourselves! Remember that you matter!
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Hi all! Annabelle here with the next chapter of HFHM!
I've gotten some very lovely comments/emails recently, but wanted to clear something up. When I mentioned this story arc ending soon, I was referring to Cecilia's capture by the faerie queen (ie, book 4), not HFHM as a series. I already have the plot outlined for at least four more books, and I will be perfectly clear that it is coming to an absolute end when that happens :)
Anyway, new reader? This tale is over half a million words in the making, and you're gonna be lost, so start at the beginning (unless confusion makes you horny, then traipse on, my confused friend!).
Returning reader? Welcome back! Hopefully you saw that I started posting a side series here on Lit (Dead and Horny) starring Dana and Lily. Click on my bio to find it and a release date for chapters this summer.
Also, thanks to everyone who remembers to rate/comment on my stories, not only does it help others find my work, but it also keeps my head in the game. I so enjoy writing this weird, convoluted tale of sex, monsters and adventure, and I plan to keep doing so for as many years as possible!
Anyway, I think the title of this chapter says it all, so I'm done yapping. Happy reading!
Shocking Developments
Mike stared at the piece of paper in front of him, then looked up. Jenny stood on the other side of the paper, holding a large pencil in both hands. She was tapping her foot impatiently.
He sighed. "How about W?"
Jenny drew the last leg on the hanging stick figure, then drew an X over each of his eyes. He heard a distant cackle come from all around the room, and she dropped her pencil.
He scrutinized the puzzle before him and then looked at her. Somehow, despite guessing all the vowels, the dashes on the paper were still largely empty.
"I'm starting to wonder if you actually know how to spell anything," he said.
The doll said nothing, but a book on a nearby shelf threw itself at him, and he dodged out of the way.
"Hey now, be nice." He picked up the book and set it on the table. "Okay, break time is over. I need to go through some more of these books. Here, I found this and thought you might want to play with it." He pulled a top out of his pocket and handed it over. Jenny took it from him and sat down on the edge of the desk and gave the top a spin.
Glad that the ghost seemed content for now, he dug into his books once more.
There was a puff of smoke, and Lily appeared in the seat across from him, her legs crossed and a sucker clutched seductively between her fingers.
"Hey there, Romeo." She gave the sucker a lick and then leaned forward. "Studying hard?" She was wearing a button-down blouse with dress pants, but her clothing fuzzed out and was replaced with a school girl's outfit. "Or studying while hard?"
"Trying to keep from getting fucked over by the faerie queen, actually. Where have you been?"
"Hunting, trying to twist the head off your shadow buddy, the usual." She leaned back and put her feet up on the desk, slightly spread apart so that Mike could see up her skirt. She was naked beneath it. "And you?"
He looked away from her crotch and into her eyes, suppressing the urge to shake his head. She really did enjoy toying with him, and he was determined not to give her the satisfaction of knowing that she still got to him, if only to aggravate her a little. "Getting ready to go into the Underworld any day now, actually. The back gate is a portal that goes there, so I'm hoping I can find another gate to the Faerie Realm once I'm inside."
Lily frowned and put her legs back down. "Shit, really?"
"Yep." He rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. "Apparently there's something nasty on the other side of the gate that I might have to deal with. After that, it sounds like I just need to roam around Purgatory or whatever for just a little bit until I can find the portal I need to get to faerie land."
"Hmm." Lily furrowed her brow. "Romeo, you're aware of the danger of walking into the Underworld...right?"
Mike picked up the book he was looking at and turned it to face her. It showed a tree biting a man in half. "I've got some ideas. Can't tell which ones are any good. And once I get to the queen's court, I'm half expecting some form of betrayal once I'm there, so I've been trying to bone up on faerie law. The queen created this bargain, and I fully expect her to try and weasel out of it. The only thing I can find is that the bargain can be reneged or altered if one party challenges the other to a contest or a duel, but the other party has to agree to it. But it can't be made under duress, and the challenger gets to pick the location. I don't know how she'd make me break our agreement that way, but I should brush up, just in case."
"Enough about faerie law, let's go back to the Underworld. You're alive. You can't just waltz on in there, you'll draw so much attention." She snatched the book from his hand and slammed it shut. "From all sorts of spirits."
"You almost sound like you're worried about me."
"Eat a dick." Lily put the book in her lap. "That shadow is just on the other side of the veil. In terms of geography, that puts him wherever the fuck he wants to be, and now I wonder if he isn't waiting for you on the other side of the gate."
"I'm not going alone. I'm planning on taking Yuki. You could come too, if you want."
Lily scowled at him and then looked down at her book. "I shouldn't. That close to Hell, demons would sense me moving about and it would draw attention to you. Demons are curious like cats. They'd come just to see what I'm up to."
"What is it like? The Underworld, I mean, not Hell."
"Dreadfully boring. Everyone you meet there is a miserable bastard, but you probably won't even see that many people. A place like the Underworld isn't meant for the rules of reality as you know them. It's an infinite plane, generally devoid of distinguishing features. It can look different depending how you get there—maybe it's a cave, a river, whatever. You can read about it in almost every religion known to man, and almost every description has some truth to it."
"Is it safe, though? Like, it won't hurt me, will it?"
"The Underworld itself? Not really. You have to remember that souls migrate there naturally. I guess the best way to describe it is like a layer of primer beneath the paint of reality. However, the Underworld lies beneath all realities on account of the fact that everything dies eventually. Why are you asking me all this, hasn't Death told you all about it? I thought you two had a bromance for the ages?"
Mike shook his head. "Death just reaps souls, he doesn't follow them into the Underworld. I asked, and he doesn't know."
"Oh." Lily bit her lip and contemplated him for a moment. "Well, being serious, the Underworld itself can't hurt you, but a lot of things go there when they die, so you may run across something that can. And don't even bother asking me if it's something Yuki can handle, because I honestly don't know. Maybe wear your running shoes, just in case."
"Noted. How about time? If I go in, it won't be like the faerie realm, right? I don't want to walk through the gate and come back forty years from now."
"Nah, the time in there is messed up, but only in terms of perception. Five minutes there is five minutes here. What did Einstein say about time and pretty girls?"
"Something something relativity?"
"Exactly. The Underworld is kind of like that, except you're not talking to a pretty girl, you're holding your breath underwater. It was never intended to be a pleasant place, and I try to avoid it if I can. When are you planning to go?"
"Ratu has spent the last week mending the key that unlocks the gate, so as soon as she hands it over. The plan is to pop in for a quick reconnaissance and then come back."
"I see." She sighed and handed the book back over before standing. "Well, guess I'm off."
"Where are you going?" he asked.
"To check with Beth to see if she can change your will. Technically my heart is part of her inheritance, and I don't need three masters after you eat it in the Underworld." She sashayed toward the door dramatically, then stopped at the exit. "I'll see if Dana wants to be my new mommy. She's not in a rush to die anytime soon, cause, well, you know."
"Appreciate the vote of confidence," he muttered once she was gone.
The will was technically finished, this much was true, but he wondered how inheriting magical items worked. Did they recognize human laws? Would Lily somehow be shared between Beth and Dana, or would she be Naia's alone? He looked out the window behind him, chin in hand. There was always the fear that he would fail, that something terrible was waiting to happen to him. But did he want to spend his entire life locked in this house, trying to get others to do his job for him?
"Do you think I'm making a mistake?" he asked Jenny.
The doll shook her head.
"I'm glad I've got one person who believes in me." He patted her head and resumed his studies. In a couple of hours, he would go check on Tink, and then this afternoon was supposed to be his turn with Quetzalli. He rubbed his wrist, thinking of the nasty shock she had accidentally given him a couple days back. She had asked him to show her how to throw a ball, and in the process of teaching her, she had zapped him from five feet away. Apparently, the movement required for throwing was all it took for her to unleash a nasty discharge, and he was grateful that his sixth sense had him crouching on the ground to minimize the damage.
He was about ready to move on when he heard a knock on the door. When he looked up, he saw Yuki standing there.
"Hey," he said, then stopped.
She was holding a dark, ornate key in her left hand, and when she lifted it into the light, he could see thin, golden lines spread throughout the metal.
"Is that really it?" he asked. "The key? It's fixed?"
She nodded. "Finished it this morning and thought you'd be gung ho to go check things out, so she had me wait to give it to you until I was rested up. Wanna go see what's on the other side of that gate? I figure we can take a quick peek and be back by dinner."
"I'm in. Hold on."
He picked Jenny up and took her back to the front room, where her doll house was. After he set her inside, he ran to the front yard and gave the sundial a twist, then went back inside and opened the closet by the front door. Inside was a backpack full of emergency supplies that he had packed earlier in the week, in case something went wrong on the other side. He didn't want a repeat of the faerie realm incident.
Yuki waited for him by the back door, and they walked into the backyard together. A week spent waiting and researching was about to come to fruition, and It was hard to keep the spring out of his step. When Naia spotted him, she smiled.
"Is the key fixed?" she asked.
"It is." He looked around. "We're only planning on going in and looking around."
"Isn't that what happened with the wardrobe?" she asked, then crossed her arms. Yuki coughed and turned away.
Mike frowned. Naia had a point. "Should I wait for someone else to come with me, then?"
Naia shrugged. "It's your call, lover. But you know something nasty is waiting for you on the other side of that door. You should at least have a way to call for help if you need it."
"That should be doable," said Yuki. She summoned a tiny white light in her hands and sent it out. "That will find Daisy, and she will come. It's how I would summon her from the tower. I think taking the others might not be a good idea if we're trying to avoid drawing attention to ourselves. I can keep an eye on you, but not on everyone else. If we run into trouble, we can come running back."
Mike sighed. He could potentially take some of the others, but Yuki was right. If they were just popping in for a look, it wouldn't do to try and keep track of everyone else, especially if they had to run for it. If the Underworld gobbled him up, then at least the others would be around to protect the house until he returned.
Besides, he was going to have to step into the unknown at some point. Was there any way to truly be prepared?
"Yeah, let's head in once Daisy is here." He looked at Yuki. "Are you ready?"
She smirked and held up a handful of tarot cards. "Unless you want to give me a couple decades to prep the rest of these, I'm as ready as I'll ever be."
The sundial was freshly turned, giving him twenty-four hours. Up on the roof, he could see Abella watching them. He waved and she gave him a thumbs up. He wondered if he should bring her, too, but thought again about what Yuki said.
"Let's do this, then." He cracked his knuckles and walked to the gate. He grabbed the padlock, the metal cold to the touch. He heard Yuki come up from behind him, and he held out his hand. Today would be one more step toward getting Cecilia back, and he felt like there should be far more fanfare involved with stepping into the Underworld itself.
Sadly, this was real life, not a movie. "Key?" he asked.
"Still waiting on Daisy," Yuki reminded him.
"Right." He let go of the padlock and tried not to look too sheepish. It was another ten minutes before the little ball of yellow light came around the corner of the house, and Daisy landed on Yuki's palm.
A quick sign language exchange between the two of them occurred, and then Daisy flew over to Mike and landed on his shoulder. The fairy gave him a playful kiss on the cheek, and he put his hand out for the key.
When Yuki put it in his hand, he felt a chill go through his body. He took the key and slid it into the lock, marveling at how it was such a tight fit. If not for the little lines of gold in the key, he wasn't able to tell where the key ended and the padlock began.
He twisted the key, and the lock opened with a click. He pulled off the padlock and hung it off of a nearby bar, and that's when he heard a loud thump from behind him.
"Abella?" He turned to see the gargoyle standing there. "Everything okay?"
"I will watch the gate," she explained. "In case someone other than you tries to come out."
"Good idea." He handed her the key. "If we're not back by tonight—"
"Then I will worry." She smiled and winked. "Call if you have need of me."
"Hopefully, I won't need to." He opened the gate, and the creak it made pierced him to the core. Even Abella winced at the sound, and once it was open far enough, he grabbed Yuki by the hand, just in case stepping through it might separate them.
"Let's see what the other side looks like," she said, then followed him through.

🏠🏠🏠Dana scrutinized the controls in her hand, then looked over at Quetzalli. They were in the greenhouse, standing on the cliffs just inside its doors. Down below, the jungle stretched out for miles, and except for the centaur settlement in the distance, there was no other sign of life.
The dragon sat on the cliff's edge, her feet dangling over the thirty-foot drop. Heights didn't seem to bother her, and she was busy pointing at clouds and chatting animatedly to Dana about cloud formations.
Dana had learned to tune her out, but sometimes, in the middle of the night, she could think back on Quetzalli's explanation about how stratus clouds were a sign that the thermals were perfect for some long, lazy flights in the sky. She often wondered if the long lectures on weather were more due to Quetzalli's instinctual interest in sky maintenance (as she called it) or if she missed the sky itself.
"Oh!" Quetzalli looked over her shoulder, her hair sliding across her shoulders as she turned. "Do it now."
Dana nodded and sent the drone up. She had been unable to figure out what was causing all the interference and confusion for her drones, but Quetzalli had told her it was related to shifting electromagnetic fields, which she could sense. Apparently there were times during the day where Dana could fly safely for a few minutes, and she was at the point where she wanted to deliver something to the centaurs rather than more excuses.
Six drones lifted off of the ground and shot out across the jungle floor, each one on a pre-programmed path. Dana nervously watched Quetzalli, who was looking at the horizon with squinted eyes. The dragon would warn her if another shift in fields was coming, and all she could do was order the drones to land or return and hope they didn't get broken. There were at least five drones lost in the jungle below, and she figured at some point, Mike would notice the cost of them.
On her laptop, the data came in chunks, and she smiled in satisfaction as the first images of the valley floor appeared on her screen. Toward the bottom was the centaur tribe's settlement, and she smiled at the cluster of centaur children who had obviously heard the drone and stopped to wave at the sky.
"See? I told you." Quetzalli had come over, but was standing a respectable five feet away. Dana had instituted a five-foot rule for all electronics after her last laptop had been shorted by a curious finger. "To catch many fish, you must cast a wide net."
"Yeah, well I want a much wider net." Most of what she was seeing had already been mapped by the centaurs, and she felt like she really needed a win here. She had made zero progress with the locked door on the third floor, and had just found out yesterday that Mike was planning to go through the back gate with some magic key that Ratu was fixing. She had mixed feelings on not contributing to any of these endeavors directly, and hoped that some success with the centaurs would help her feel better.
The data was coming in, but now that the drones were further away, the live data feed was degrading. Dana now wondered if she should just set the drones to record and then have the centaurs track them when they inevitably fell from the sky.
A distant thunderclap washed over the cliffs, and Dana scrambled to send out a return message to all of the drones.
"They don't like to share their skies, you know?" Quetzalli was staring at a crop of clouds that had just appeared on the horizon. "They can be very territorial."
"C'mon, c'mon, c'mon," Dana mumbled under her breath as she monitored the feeds from the drones. Two of them were coming straight back, and a third was trying to turn around. She wired into it directly and helped fly it back a short distance before doing the same with a fourth drone.
The fifth drone would no longer connect with her computer, and the sixth one vanished from her screen, the connection lost. The drones on their way back circled about like drunken birds.
"Damn, damn, damn!" She picked up the net that Tink had built for her. It was almost ten feet long, but had a wide mouth, and she stood on the edge of the cliff and used it to rescue the closest drone. Another one flipped upside down and crashed into the ground, and Quetzalli was able to grab one by the edges, hopefully sparing its internal components.
Dana rescued the fourth one with her net and watched helplessly as the fifth one out took a nosedive straight into the jungle below.
"Well, shit." She looked at where it fell and pulled a paper map out of her back pocket. She had printed it last week, and drew an X where she thought it had crashed. "Are those storm clouds?" she asked.
Quetzalli pointed toward the horizon. "Well, if you account for the rounded edges up top—"
"Please. Yes or no."
Quetzalli pouted. "Yes, but they have no rain in them. It isn't time yet."
Dana sighed and took the drones out of the greenhouse and placed them in a storage container by the front door. When she walked back inside, Quetzalli was crouched down on the ground, drawing figures in the dirt with a sharp stick she had found.
"I need to find that one that fell," Dana told her, then picked up her laptop and slid it into her messenger bag. "See if we can pull any data off of it."



"Let's go!" Quetzalli pointed her stick over the jungle in the general direction the drone had fallen. While the dragon was no good to her in tracking the drones over any distance, once they were close enough, she could pinpoint any internal circuitry that still carried a current. "Are you interested in hearing how hail is formed?"
Dana almost said no, but nodded instead. "Sure am." If Quetzalli started on weather formations, it meant that Dana wouldn't have to hold up her part of the conversation.
They began the long trek down the trail that took them to the jungle floor. This area was burned into Dana's mind, she had traveled it so many times. She was also grateful that she didn't get tired, because the trip back up took time and energy, and she sometimes had to do it a few times a day if her luck with the drones was bad.
They wandered through the jungle for a bit. The trip was made easier today by a series of trails that the centaurs had established and maintained for themselves. From experience, Dana knew that the trails traveled the base of the cliffs and went to a set of waterfalls. She had no idea where the water actually came from, as the entrance to the greenhouse from inside of it was simply a wall of glass windows that went all the way up into the sky and extended out toward the horizon. For all she knew, if she walked along the glass, she might inevitably come back on the other side.
Quetzalli was deep in discussion about how updrafts could trap water droplets when a small cluster of centaurs came around the corner. They were carrying assorted baskets stuffed full of plant matter, and Zel was leading them.
Zel broke away from the group and came close. "I didn't expect to run into you today!"
"Well, you did, so you can guess what that means." Her lip twitched.
"Lost another one?" Zel smiled and put a hand on Dana's shoulder. "I really do appreciate the help you've already given to us. Just because you haven't found success doesn't mean the effort hasn't been noticed."
Dana nodded. "It doesn't make me feel better, though. I wish I could do more."
"There will be plenty of time for more. Hi, Quetzalli, how are you today?" Zel bowed to the dragon.
"Right as rain." Quetzalli bowed back. "Are you excited for your ceremony?"
Zel nodded. "I'm a bit nervous, I'll admit. My aunt will be taking over as head shaman once I am officially the leader of the Herd. It sounds like you've all been a bit busy at the house, I hardly see Mike anymore."
"He's apparently headed for the Underworld." Dana filled Zel in on what she knew, and Zel paused her long enough to instruct the other centaurs to continue about their tasks.
Once Dana was finished, Zel chuckled. "That man is always getting into trouble. I wish I could do more for him, but I'm going to be busy enough down here."
"I figured as much. Running things must keep you busy."
"It does. But it's nice to feel like part of the herd again." Zel smiled and then leaned toward Dana. "And you need to take better care of yourself. Your eyes are already grey."
In response, Dana's stomach growled.
"Well, guess I better get going then. See if I can find this drone before I need to snack. I'll see you around."
"You had better." Zel gave Dana a hug and then looked at Quetzalli. "And you're coming to the ceremony, right?"
"I wouldn't miss it." Quetzalli bowed, and Zel departed, stopping long enough to pick up her basket before galloping away.
They continued onward, and Dana checked the map a few times to make sure they were on the right course. It had been almost an hour since they departed the cliffs, and when they stepped into a small clearing, Quetzalli's arm shot forward, her finger pointing up into the tree.
"It's up there," she said.
"Thanks." Dana looked where Quetzalli pointed, but still couldn't see it. She pulled her computer out and attempted to connect. Once connected, she used the camera to try and pinpoint its exact position by walking around until she spotted herself.
When she finally spotted it, she groaned. It was quite a ways up, which meant she would have to climb. She took off her bag and set it on the ground and then scrambled up the tree.
It took her a bit to get up. The branches didn't allow for a lot of space by the trunk, and she kept getting tangled in vines. It also didn't help that the trunk of the tree was covered in thick thorns that occasionally stuck her. Still, once she was high enough, the drone was within reach. A slender branch was stuck in one of the rotors, so she climbed out onto the tree branch and worked to free it.
The branch creaked beneath her, and when she finally freed the drone, she tried to crawl back toward the trunk with it.
The branch snapped, causing her to lose her footing. She fell out of the tree and landed on the ground with a thud.
"Are you okay?" asked Quetzalli.
"Yeah, I'm good." Dana stood and held up the drone triumphantly. "Got it!"
Quetzalli's eyes widened in horror, and Dana followed her gaze to see that her forearm now had an additional joint in it. Her ulna had snapped and was pressing up beneath her skin.
"Ah, shit." She dropped the drone and grabbed her wrist and gave it a yank. The bones crunched back into place and she could feel them mending beneath the skin. A powerful wave of hunger rolled through her, and she took a deep breath and sat down on a nearby log.
"Are you better now?" Quetzalli asked.
"Traded one disaster for another. Hand me my bag?" She held her hand out, and Quetzalli picked up the laptop bag and handed it over. When the dragon bent over, her breasts pushed together in a way that made Dana think of cake. Something with thick, creamy frosting and blueberry filling...
She pulled a small thermos out of the side mesh of her bag. It was where a water bottle could go, but this was just as important. She pulled off the cap and tilted it sideways, causing a vial to slide out into the palm of her hand. It was her emergency food source for times like this one, and she popped the top off and drank it down.
Heat flooded through her body, and she smacked her lips.
"What's it taste like?" asked Quetzalli.
"Um..." Dana held up the vial. "Honestly? It's like the best damn soup you've ever had, but I don't think it would taste like that for you. It's a dead girl thing." Already, heat was flowing through her belly and down into her thighs. "So, this is kind of awkward, but this stuff makes me, um...horny."
"Horny?" Quetzalli pointed to the horn on her head.
"No, not like that. Uh...I'm going to need some privacy for a bit to take the edge off." Where was Lily when she needed her? Those same breasts that had reminded her of cakes were now making her think completely different thoughts.
"Take the edge off of what?" Quetzalli sat next to Dana and put a hand on hers. "Are you taking something off the drone? Or perhaps you—"
Dana kissed Quetzalli's lips, and marveled at how soft and thick they felt against her own. She immediately pulled away and scooted away. "Shit, I'm really sorry. When I eat that stuff, I get super overwhelmed. If you can just wait somewhere else, I'll—"
"No." Quetzalli touched her lips with a finger, a distant look in her eye. "I...I would like to try that again. It felt...nice. That was a kiss, right?"
"Oh, Quetzalli, if I do it again, it'll become a lot more than ki—" Dana froze in place when Quetzalli kissed her back. It was clumsy, and more than a little awkward, but when Quetzalli pulled back, Dana could see sparks in her eyes.
"I like that," declared the dragon. "It felt like I was riding in a storm. My tummy feels all tingly, and my legs are all wobbly. Do you feel that way as well?"
Dana was taking long, deep breaths now, trying to keep herself from pouncing. "Look, it feels different for everybody, so I don't—"
"I think I was supposed to open my mouth. I've seen people use their tongues in those videos that Abella keeps watching, and I've wondered if it allows for a better connection?"
"A better connection for what?"
This time, when Quetzalli pressed against her, Dana was immediately aware of those large, pillowy breasts. When their lips touched, she opened her mouth to allow Quetzalli's tongue inside, and was surprised to feel a sudden jolt. It was similar to licking a 9-volt battery, except she felt it through her entire body.
Dana moaned, and pulled the dragon against her, shifting her body enough that the two of them fell off the log and onto the ground. Her hand closed on Quetzalli's breast, and the dragon moaned.
"Oh, I truly don't understand those things," she muttered after pulling her mouth off of Dana's. "They hurt if I run too fast, throw off my balance so my back aches, and also feel really good when I play with the tips of them."
"They'll feel even better outside of that bra," Dana said, then lifted Quetzalli's shirt.
"Oh, I do hope so." Quetzalli lifted her arms, allowing Dana to reveal her breasts. With one hand, Dana undid the clasp in the back, revealing that Quetzalli's breasts had the largest nipples she had ever seen. "The sensitive areas have even been marked, it's so—oh!"
Dana had sucked one of the nipples into her mouth and was circling the tip of it with her tongue. That same electrical surge of energy went through her mouth, and while she played with the other breast, she couldn't help but run her hand along Quetzalli's thigh. The dragon was wearing a skirt, and it was easy to find bare skin to stroke.
"Oh, that makes me feel funny," the dragon declared. "Not silly funny, but like my head is spinning."
"Oh, there's plenty more where that came from." Dana's fingertips touched the edge of Quetzalli's panties and slid beneath them, then pushed them aside. The dragon let out a moan of surprise as Dana teased her soaking wet slit.
"I feel so strange down there," Qeutzalli said. She looked into Dana's eyes, and Dana could see the lightning storm trapped within them.
"Yeah, well I promise it gets—" Dana's muscles tensed up when she touched Quetzalli's clitoris and received a decent jolt of electricity through her arm. The power surge lasted only a second, and Quetzalli cried out, spreading her legs wide and pulling Dana's fingers inside of her.
"More," she begged, and thunder roared in the distance.
"I'm all for it, but I'm not gonna get struck by lightning, am I?" It was a silly question to ask now that she was knuckles deep inside of Quetzalli's pussy, but it probably needed to be asked.
"Oh, you'll be fine, I'm all voltage and no current. And the thunder isn't mine." Quetzalli grabbed Dana's wrist and held it down so she could force herself further onto Dana's fingers. "I love how full that makes me feel."
Dana smirked. She only had two fingers inside of Quetzalli right now, and could only imagine how she'd react to a third.
They kissed each other once more, and another surge of electricity went through Dana. Quetzalli was now pawing at Dana's breasts, and the two of them were rolling around playfully on the jungle floor.
Dana got on top of Quetzalli and curled her fingers up toward the front of her vaginal wall, then used her thumb to tease Quetzalli's clit. This broke the kiss, and Quetzalli grabbed onto the ground with both hands and arched her back.
Expecting a scream, Dana was surprised when it escalated into a thunder clap, and the sky above them filled with lightning that scattered along the sky like a giant spider web.
"No, really, are we good down here?" she asked, once the thunder had passed. Her ears were ringing now, and she wanted to get off, but not if she was going to become a lightning rod.
"You're totally fine," Quetzalli told her, her entire face flush. "Now show me how to do that to you."
Dana practically ripped her own pants off, then mounted the dragon's face. "It won't take me long, I just need you to use your tongue. I can do most of the work, so don't—"
She damn near fell off when Quetzalli's tongue touched her throbbing clit and sent a jolt through her body. It wasn't painful, and her entire body tingled with electrical potential, causing her hair to stand up. It was like being plugged into a sexual Vaan De Graaf generator, and she grabbed onto the back of Quetzalli's head, jamming her pussy into Quetzalli's mouth.
"Holy...fucking..." She grit her teeth as she felt Quetzalli's tongue slide along the outside of her snatch. The dragon's tongue was rougher than she remembered from when they were kissing, and she was already having trouble thinking beyond the moment. Little streamers of electricity were forming on the ends of Dana's hair, now visible as a result of the darkened sky above.
Inside her chest, she could feel her heart beating wildly.
"Ike dis?" Quetzalli asked, and she slid one of her fingers inside of Dana's pussy.
"Yesss," Dana hissed, then clamped her thighs down on Quetzalli's face. Every time she felt like she was getting close to her own orgasm, she would feel a surge of energy through her entire body, which would cause her to flinch and her orgasm to back down.
The clearing filled with the sound of hisses and pops as static crackled everywhere around them. When Dana's orgasm came, it felt like she was falling, and she gritted her teeth and groaned so hard through them that she sprayed spit on the ground. Looking down, she could see large streamers of electricity dancing up and down Quetzalli's horn, filling the air with an ominous hiss.
She tilted over backward, her legs going loose to release the dragon. Beneath her, she could hear Quetzalli panting, so she sat up long enough to move off of the dragon's face, then laid on the ground next to her.
Dana stared at the sky, her body unusually warm. The clouds that had rolled in were now piling on top of each other, and she knew if she asked about it, Quetzalli could tell her everything she never wanted to know about weather patterns.
"Does it always feel that way?" asked Quetzalli.
"No." Dana rolled onto her side and contemplated the dragon's mostly nude form. Even now, despite the effects of the semen wearing off, the sight of Quetzalli's bare breasts proudly on display just above her fabric covered hips was having quite the effect on her. "Using an analogy you will understand, sex is a lot like a thunderstorm. Same idea, but each time can be completely different."
"I see." Quetzalli contemplated this in silence. "So...would it be different with a man?"
Dana nodded. "It would. In fact, it's different when you're with anybody new, but a change in gender easily creates a completely different dynamic. But that's only if you're interested in the first place. I assume you're talking about Mike?"
"Hmm." Quetzalli sat up and leaned forward. "I've seen the others engage in that behavior with him, and it has created a strange sensation in my belly. With you, it felt the same, but was more of a surprise. It wasn't something I desired in advance, but once the opportunity was there, I took it. And now I feel all warm and relaxed, and wonder why people don't do it more often."
"Some people do it plenty. I definitely wouldn't use anything that happens in this house as a baseline for standard human behavior, though." Dana slid her shirt on and stood. Her legs wobbled for a few moments, as if her leg muscles were weak, but the sensation vanished and she regained her strength. "We should probably get back."
"I agree." Quetzalli got up and struggled into her bra until Dana helped her out. Back in her dress, she tried to smooth down her hair and quickly gave up. "Thank you, Dana. I learned so much from this."
"You and Death should have your own tv show," Dana muttered, and then picked up her bag. Once the drone was secured, the two of them began the long trek back to the house.
Up above them, the clouds rumbled, but delivered no rain.

🏠🏠🏠"I thought the Underworld would have a bit more color." Mike looked over his shoulder at the gate. It was only twenty feet behind them, but the density of the trees was already making it difficult to see.
"Parts of it, maybe. From everything we've read, this is going to be a lot more like Purgatory. So, bland, colorless, very boring." Yuki put her hands on a nearby tree. "Weird. It's not technically alive, but it has leaves on it. It's like it's frozen in time."
"Probably a good way to think of it. If you're supposed to spend an eternity here waiting for your final judgement, it would suck if someone had to come water the plants." Mike walked in between the trees, and looked up. The sky was gray and overcast, and there was no sign of the sun's position. "Also, there isn't a breeze or anything. It just feels...off."
Yuki nodded, then looked over her shoulder. She pulled a card out of her sleeve and gave it a spin in her hand. The card vanished, transforming into a short sword.
"Something up?" Mike asked.
"Nope. Just leaving breadcrumbs is all." Yuki walked back toward the gate and left slash marks on some of the trees. "Follow those to get home."
"Got it. Though next time, maybe we can bring some ribbon. Not sure slashing up the local fauna will endear us to anybody."
They walked further into the trees, and a chill overtook him. He rubbed his arms, then stopped long enough to pull a light jacket out of his backpack. "Are you warm enough?" he asked Yuki.
She smirked. "The cold never bothers me."
"Of course." He put his backpack back on. "How far should we go? So far, it seems like more of the same."
Everywhere he looked, it was just trees and rocks, and they took their time, with Yuki leaving marks on the trees as they passed.
"Should we have Daisy scout ahead?" Yuki asked.
Mike shook his head. "I don't want us getting separated at all. We know something is out here, and I don't want Daisy getting snatched up and disappearing forever. It's bad enough getting a banshee back from the faerie queen, but traveling all of Purgatory to find such a tiny thing? Take us forever."
Daisy buzzed her wings in his ear, causing him to grin. They walked for about ten more minutes, then stopped when they reached a rock big enough for Mike to sit on.
"Tired already?" Yuki leaned against a tree.
"No. Just need to think. There aren't any landmarks so far. There's just...nothing." Looking across the silent forest, he shook his head. "I'm surprised we haven't even seen a wayward spirit, or at least something."
"This is what happens when you go somewhere outside of time and space." Yuki's tails twitched behind her and she turned her head. "If you wanted to see something different, now's your chance."
"What?" He followed her gaze and stood.
A thick fog was rolling through the trees now, and he made it to Yuki just as it buried them. Visibility dropped to only a few feet, and he clung tightly to the kitsune, afraid that either of them might suddenly get sucked away.
Dark shadows milled about in the fog, and he felt hundreds of hands touch him as they drifted past. Though they lacked corporeal form, each touch sapped some of the heat from his body, and he shivered, then pulled the hood of his jacket up.
The fog thinned a bit, making every tree look like a distant shadow. The figures in the fog were almost imperceptible, except for out of the corner of his eye.
"Okay, that was unnerving." He stepped away from Yuki, but kept his hand on hers.
"Agreed." Yuki stuck her sword in the ground and pulled another card from her sleeve, then tossed it in the air. It turned into a small ball of fire, and hovered before them. "I'll keep this on me, and you can use Daisy as a light. I think I might need both hands, if you don't mind."
"Oh, right. Sorry." He let go of her, and she picked her sword back up. "Any idea what direction we should go?"
She looked around, a frown on her face. "Honestly? I'm almost thinking we should head back now. When it was just trees, we could see a threat coming. But this? We can come up with a better plan for navigating it, don't you agree?"



It was good advice, and Mike nodded. Yuki navigated the fog, sending the ball of fire ahead of them to light up the trees in the area. A few minutes passed before she found one with a fresh cut in its bark, and Mike let out the breath he had been holding. He had half expected the marks to disappear, and was glad to see that they hadn't.
"So how are you feeling about things?" he asked as they moved through the fog.
Yuki shrugged. "I honestly don't know. I've been throwing myself into research and art lately, but I've also been trying to make time for me. I've spent a lot of time talking with Naia at night, when the house is finally quiet. Abella too, sometimes. There's just a lot to go through, and it sucks not having the relationship with them that I used to. I feel like I have to hold back, that we aren't in that place yet, but I so desperately want to feel that level of closeness again."
"You don't think there's a way to fix that, do you? Like, undo the destroyed memories?"
"No idea. Ratu and I have discussed it, she finds it a fascinating puzzle. But she's been so tied up in helping Dana undo her curse and studying this weird necklace that she found that she hasn't made any progress on the issue."
"Necklace? What neckl—" He put his arm out sideways, and Yuki bumped into him. However, his eyes were on the shadow that moved toward them through the fog. Unlike the shadows from earlier, this one moved with a confidence he recognized almost immediately.
"Mike Radley." The shadow stopped about ten feet away and chuckled. "I feel like it's been a lifetime since we last spoke."
"Been too busy dodging my succubus, have you?" Mike instinctively grabbed at his waist, going for a magical dagger that was now lost forever.
"Yes. She can be quite troublesome. But now you are in my world, and the advantage is mine."
"I don't think so," Yuki replied, holding up some of her tarot cards. She had them fanned out, and Mike was curious what was on them.
"Call off your pet, Mike Radley, I'm only here to warn you." It was odd seeing the shadow in three dimensions as the fog moved through him.
"Are you here to warn me about my world burning again?" Mike shook his head. "I need a spiritual spam filter for dicks like you."
"I am here to warn you." The shadow kept its distance, but walked around them. "You see, I've given you plenty of warnings about your own future, warnings you have failed to heed. And I now find myself on the crux of a very interesting dilemma. You see, I—"
An icicle thicker than Mike's arm blew through the shadow, leaving a void in the fog.
"As I was saying," the shadow continued, "I've come to believe that I'm only wasting my time trying to bargain with you."
"You're wasting both of our time," Mike replied.
"I have my own agenda, which isn't too far off from your own. To protect my home. To do what I think is best for it, even if it may be...unsavory." The shadow's features were solidifying now, and Mike could almost make out a hawkish face beneath a hood. "It's occurred to me recently that there may be another method to achieving what I want, but I'm afraid it will be at your detriment."
"Much like this shitty deal you want me to make."
"A deal which I offer one last time. Oh, Mike Radley, you have no idea what you've been pulled into. For whatever reason, the threads of fate have converged on you, and there will be many who are hungry to cut them, to see those lines split and unravel. When you—"
"Taikutsu," Yuki groaned. "This bastard really does prattle on and on, doesn't he."
"He really does. But seeing how I can't just chase him off, we may as well hear his deal so we can turn him down. Please continue." He waved his hand at the shadow.
After a few tense seconds, the shadow spoke again, his voice strained. "I have found another who is willing to make a deal with me, someone willing to do whatever it takes to gain power. With their strength, I would take from you what you could have given me willingly, and will ignore your piteous cries for help and mercy. I have prolonged this game long enough, and will continue to do so until I can win it."
MIke frowned. The shadow had mentioned a game before, but he had no way to ask without being harassed.
"However," the shadow continued, "I would far prefer a deal that is beneficial to us both. Give me what I want, and not only will I give you the power and knowledge to rescue your precious banshee, but I will also give you the strength to keep them safe until the end of your days, to protect and guide those you love most."
"Is this the same deal you offered Emily? You took something from her so she could protect the others? It didn't end well for her."
"She strayed from the path!" The fog billowed around the stranger. "She balked when confronted by greatness, and that is exactly what I am offering you! This is no longer about some spirit, some noble quest, or even love. This has always been about power, Mike Radley, and if you do not accept me this last and final time, then I will see to it that your world burns, and that you burn with it!"
"And there it is. World will burn." Mike looked over at Yuki and saw that her hands were clenched tight, her eyes aglow with magic. "My friend here has more up her sleeves than just ice, you know."
"Well?" asked the shadow.
"You know I'm going to say no." He took a step toward the shadow. "So that's that. Any business we have is done. So you can take your shitty attitude back to your broken up castle and sulk for all eternity while I get on with my day. You can also stop lurking behind my magic gate and watching my house. Oh, and whatever you have in here that likes to growl at people and scare them away from your town of the Damned? You forgot to feed it, because it obviously wandered off."
The shadow laughed. "That creature is not one of mine. It's the guardian of this place, a being of immense anger and wrath determined to keep anyone from crossing over without permission."
Mike frowned. "Well, we obviously have permission, because we haven't seen it."
"That's where you're wrong." The shadow backed into the fog, vanishing from their sight. "I led it away so that you could get this far. Goodbye, Mike Radley."
The shadow was gone now, leaving behind nothing but an ominous silence. Mike scanned the fog, then looked over at Yuki. If the shadow had lured them this far out, then they had just fallen into a trap.
"Maybe we should start—"
He was interrupted by a low, full throated growl that rumbled his entire body. It was like standing next to the big speaker at a concert, and his stomach clenched itself in response.
Yuki held up her sword. She scanned the fog, her eyes searching.
"Wha—" Mike asked, but she put her free hand over his mouth and then pointed to her ear.
He heard it now. It was the rustling of leaves, and the faint sound of something large moving around them in the fog. He tried to see what it was and failed, but Yuki's ears had turned forward and she was moving her head as if tracking it, so he followed her gaze.
A pair of fiery orbs appeared in the fog at head level, then vanished.
"What the fuck was that?" he whispered. The orbs returned, then vanished once more.
"I don't know, but..." Yuki was pushing him backward now, and when the orbs appeared, they were even closer this time. The thing in the fog sniffed again, and then something else sniffed in response. Another pair of orbs appeared and hovered above and behind the first.
When a third pair of orbs appeared, Yuki pulled a tarot card out of her robes and threw it like a frisbee into the fog. A few moments passed, and then it exploded, showering the area with fire and sparks. Through the thick fog, Mike was able to make out a large figure with black fur and three massive heads. The creature stepped forward through the flames, and all three heads settled on the two of them.
"Oh, fuck me!" Yukie swept her arm in a wide arc and a giant wall of ice appeared just as the middle head opened up its mouth and roared. A large stream of fire danced across the ice, melting holes in it before the gout disappeared.
Yuki was already busy tossing out a couple more cards. She grabbed Mike by the collar and pulled him behind a tree as the cards unfolded into human form and took off running in opposite directions. She sent her fireball after one of the figures, and the three-headed dog chased that one, its feet thudding heavily on the forest floor.
"Was that Cerberus?" Mike whispered.
"No, it was fucking Micky Mouse, and this is the magical kingdom of Disney!" When she looked at him, he saw that her eyes were wider than he had ever seen. "Yes, it was Cerberus! We have to get back, now!"
"Don't have to tell me twice," he muttered, and they began picking their way through the fog. Without the fireball, it was even harder to navigate the trees, but luckily they had gone in a relatively straight line, which meant they rarely left the path. As they moved, he heard howling in the distance, and Yuki flinched.
"He got that first one," she whispered, then kept going at a faster pace.
As they moved through the fog, he saw a dark figure keeping pace with them and pointed it out.
"That's the other one," she said. "I don't know how it's tracking us, but if it gets close, that one will lead it away."
"How many of those do you have?" he asked.
"Just that one." She looked over her shoulder at him. "Maybe we should have awaited those extra decades after all."
"Not funny," he told her.
"And I'm not laughing. Cerberus can use Hellfire, and that shit will burn your actual soul. It's one thing to die and move on. It's another to spend an eternity with third degree burns."
"Seriously?"
"That's what the legends say, and I have no desire to find out how true they are."
She continued hurrying forward, and he followed as best as he could. Every now and then, he would hear that loud sniffing sound somewhere behind them.
"It has to be able to smell us, right?"
"Maybe." She showed him a tarot card that was pinched between her fingers. "I've been scattering our scent, just in case."
"Let's just hope that thing doesn't notice what you did to its trees," he muttered.
In the fog, Cerberus marched around them, growling and sniffing. It was clear that it was becoming agitated about being unable to find its prey. At some point, he noticed a pair of red orbs in the distance, and when he pointed them out to Yuki, she sent her tarot figure toward them. There was a loud growl and a jet of Hellfire in the distance, but when he heard the Cerberus turn away and run, he let out a sigh of relief.
"That fog is doing us more help than harm, currently," he noted.
"We'll see." She tightened her grip on the sword. "If it comes for us, I want you to run. You get that, right? You're the one who needs to make it, not me."
"Yuki, I—"
She grabbed his hand and pulled him forward, her pace accelerating. It was difficult to keep his feet under him, but they were moving as if by instinct now. Behind them, he heard a series of growls, roars, and more fire, and chanced a look back to see a dark shadow trying to navigate the trees behind them. Cerberus was large enough that the woods were keeping the beast from catching up, but only barely.
Walls of ice were forming along their sides while they ran, climbing higher in height until the forest to the sides of them had disappeared. Yuki was zig zagging now, and Mike could hear the ice crunching shut behind them. He was going to ask what she was doing, but he could hear the stream of fire boiling away the frozen walls.
Under her breath, she was muttering a stream of words, and snowflakes were now falling around them. Between the snow and the fog, it was becoming hard to see, and the sounds of pursuit were fading away behind them.
That also meant they had lost the path they were on. Yuki stopped and turned around, her green eyes searching.
'We lost it, but now we're lost, too." The ice walls were behind them now, and Mike could hear the Cerberus stomping through them, searching for its prey. "Which way should we go?"
"Um..." Mike looked back, then scanned the fog. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. His magic was rumbling around inside of him, warning him that danger was on its way, and he wondered if he could use that.
He took a step forward, then shifted left. The feeling intensified, so he stepped right, and he felt it diminish. For better or worse, this was the way they should go. "C'mon," he whispered, then ran that direction.
Behind them, the roar of the Cerberus intensified, then was followed by the sound of a tree being ripped free of the ground. Mike pumped his legs, his heart beating loudly in his chest as he surged forward. Yuki was already falling behind, and she almost tripped over a downed log that Mike jumped over without even noticing it.
"I didn't know you could run this fast," she said, then her hand disappeared from his. A bright red fox with three tails appeared on the ground in front of him, and the two of them sprinted through the forest, avoiding large rocks, downed trees, and even squeezing through a shattered boulder. Behind them, the Cerberus growled, and Mike grabbed Yuki by the tails and jumped to the left.
A geyser of fire swept through the ground where she had been, and he slipped between a pair of trees that had grown too close together. He heard the Cerberus crash into it, and then made a mad dash toward a dark shape that appeared through the fog.
Ominous turrets appeared first, followed by the body of the house. The stone wall surrounding the back gate looked washed out, and was covered in dark moss. The back gate was shut, and when he crashed into it, the doors slammed open and he crashed onto the back lawn.
Yuki transformed back into a human, and threw herself at the gate. A tarot card vanished from her hand and a series of staves embedded themselves through the iron bars of the creaking gate, barring it shut.
Cerberus appeared through the gloom and growled at them, padding closer. Easily fifteen feet tall, the three-headed dog could easily lean over the wall and snap one of them up.
"Oh, you are totally not invited in here," Mike announced, then rolled out of sight when all three heads started barking at him. Behind the wall, he heard the low throaty growl of the Cerberus followed by the sound of padded feet going back into the forest.
"Shit, that was close," he said, wiping the sweat from his brow.
"Mike?" Yuki's back was against the wall, and she was staring toward the house.
"What's up?" He turned to look, and his jaw dropped.
The house was dark, as if it had been stained in shadows. It was smaller than normal, and he realized they were standing in the front yard, not the back. The stone lions were no longer there, and neither were any of the gardens. Instead, it was as if the house had reverted to its original form, the one he had seen on his very first day there.
"What the fuck?" He stood and Yuki joined him. He realized that the sky was still overcast, and a large wall of fog was pressed against the outer perimeter of the wall, creating an odd hollow that extended up into the sky. "What happened here?"
"I have no idea." She looked out the gate. "Cerberus is gone. Should we go inside?"
"Unless you want to play tag with a three headed dog again, then yes." He walked toward the house, his heart falling. The front porch creaked under his feet, and he noticed that half of the porch swing had been taken off its chain. He walked over and hooked it back together and gave it a push.
It creaked ominously at them as they walked into the house together. The home's furniture was covered in large drop cloths, and there was a layer of dust on everything.
"It's like it was the first day I moved in," he said, then looked at Yuki. "Like, a copy of the place from before I met Naia."
"Maybe it is the same place. A copy that swaps with the house when the current Caretaker dies, so that its secrets remain hidden. That would make sense, I guess." She walked to the stairs and looked up at the second floor. "Don't know why, but this place gives me a bad feeling."
Mike looked up. The landing where his room was looked darker somehow, as if the light had been sucked out of it. "Agreed. Let's take a peek out back, see if the fog goes all the way around. Maybe we can just go out the back and try to find our way home from there?"
Yuki nodded, and followed him out the back door. Once they stepped outside, he saw that the back yard had shrunk back to its original shape and size. The wall of fog extended here as well, and he groaned.
Sitting on the edge of Naia's fountain was a figure in a simple gown. It looked like a woman, and she was hunched forward, her attention seemingly on the ground.
"Um..." Mike looked at Yuki. The kitsune's eyes were narrow, and she was already clutching a tarot card in one hand.
"Let's do this," she muttered, then moved ahead of him. He realized that her sword was gone, and wondered if she dropped it in the fog. When they got close to the fountain, he saw that the figure had dark skin that was etched with intricate patterns that seemed to shift, though the figure herself had yet to move.
"Don't move," Yuki said, and the figure sat up straight, her hair tumbling down her shoulders. "Turn around slowly so we can see you or I'll turn you into a block of ice."
The figure obeyed, and held her arms out as she turned. Clutched in one hand was a tattered paperback novel, and when she looked at them, Mike realized that her skin looked like the bark of a tree. Her dark eyes watched them from beneath a tangle of hair that looked like wilted roots, and her eyes widened in recognition.
"Yuki? Is that you?" The woman dropped her book and stared in awe.
"Am...Amymone?" Yuki lowered her hands. "Is that really you?"
The dryad's eyes welled up in tears and she ran across the yard and threw herself into Yuki's arms, then tore herself free. "Wait, does this mean...did you die?"
Yuki was crying now as well, and she wiped tears from her eyes. "No, I'm not dead. I'm here with Mike, he's the new Caretaker. Mike, this is my friend, Amymone."
Amymone looked at Mike, then back at Yuki. "He's the new Caretaker? Really?"
"He is."
"Hell, yeah!" She pumped her fist in the air and then spun around, her arms outstretched. "I've been so fucking bored in here! There's nobody to talk to and I've only had one thing to read this whole time." She threw herself at Mike and wrapped her arms around him. "I assume you came here for me, right? I am so over this place, when do we leave?"
Mike and Yuki looked at each other.
"Uh..." Mike grimaced. "Amymone, right? Yeah, we didn't know you were here. We just kind of stumbled on this place."
"Oh." The light in her eyes faded, and was followed by a large scowl. "You didn't even know I was here? That means...you probably don't have my heart wood, do you?"
He shook his head. "I'm so sorry, I really am."
Amymone let out a groan. The silence between them was deafening, and after a minute passed, Mike opened his mouth to say something when he heard the sound of someone tapping on a window.
He turned and looked up. It was his own bedroom window, and a woman with long, blonde curls disappeared behind the curtains. A low, mournful wail filled the air, and Yuki started breathing fast, her features going pale.
"Shit. Looks like you've caught Emily's attention as well. Good thing she's stuck in there, rancid bitch." Amymone shook her head and walked over to the fountain, her eyes on the distant wall of fog. When she sat down, she placed her chin on her fist and sighed. "Being dead fucking sucks."

🐺🐺🐺The ending scene of this chapter has been in my head for nearly a year now, you have no idea how good it was to finally write it down and share it!



Thanks to my beta readers for all their help, this one definitely needed some polish before it landed here.
I hope everyone is finding a rare moment of peace during these uncertain times (this was posted in summer of 2020, future historians). As always, I leave you with some final words that I try to live by:
Be kind to yourselves and each other. Try to make a new friend. Enjoy sunset with a loved one. Until I see you again, wishing all my readers the very best!
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Hi all! Here's the next chapter of Dead and Horny!
New reader? This story is a spin-off of Home For Horny Monsters and comes right after Part 2. It is written as a stand-alone tale, but will make a lot more sense if you've read my other monster works.
Returning readers, welcome back! As always, I will be posting a posting schedule in my bio, so check there for when I plan future releases. Thank you so much for the kind comments and letters from Chapter 1, starting a new story is way scarier than a normal post, and I appreciate the love, kindness and encouragement you've given me. Hopefully this tale is helping you pass a little bit of time and making the summer of 2020 suck just a little bit less.
Special thanks to T.J. Skywind for lending me a great pair of eyes, especially in regards to firearms.
Enough from me, off we go into my cross-country zombie/succubus lesbian adventure!
Into the Woods
Dana had watched most of the hotel's library of On-Demand movies by the time Lily came sulking through the front door sometime after dawn. Without a word, the succubus disappeared into the bathroom, and the shower kicked on.
Frowning, Dana checked the time. Why was Lily taking a shower? She figured that the succubus could just blink her eyes and become clean, or whatever, but maybe demons needed to bathe frequently to chase away the stink of sulfur.
Curious, she cracked open the door of the bathroom. The room was already so full of steam that she wondered if Lily had the shower on its hottest setting. She pushed the door open and moved toward the shower, her hand reaching for the curtain.
"Don't. Please, just... don't. I'll be out in a minute."
"You okay in there?" Lily sounded far from it, and this fact somehow shook Dana. "Did something happen?"
A few moments passed before the succubus responded. "Maybe. I'm not sure, but it's nothing you need to worry about."
"Lily, I'm here if you need to—"
"I don't. Just... give me a minute. Alone."
"Okay." She walked back out into the bedroom, then closed the door behind her.
A few minutes later, the shower turned off and Lily came strolling out of the bathroom, her hair wrapped up in a towel and a large, fluffy bathrobe.
Lily fell back onto the bed and crossed her legs. She was wearing her black, leather boots beneath the robe. "Ah. I'm feeling much better now."
"I hope so." Dana looked out the window. "We should probably get a move on, don't you think?"
The succubus smirked and pulled her towel off dramatically. As it fell, her outfit transformed into a sleeveless red leather jacket and black leather pants. She stood up and shook her head, causing a black cap to appear on her head.
"I'm already ready, and you don't even have your shoes on."
"Some of us don't get the benefit of a magical wardrobe." Dana put her shoes on and grabbed her helmet from the desk. The helmet had been an impulse purchase shortly after starting their road trip. Not only did it hide her face, but it also meant that her brains were more likely to stay in her head if they crashed. While Mike's magic semen had curative properties, she didn't care to test the limits of it after having her brains scooped back into her head.
It also had a headset that allowed her to talk to Lily. That first six-hour stretch had become awfully dull with only the road ahead of her. She picked up the two headsets that had been charging on the nightstand and tossed one to Lily, who snatched it out of the air and tucked it into her ear.
"Feeling chatty?" she asked.
"You have to give me directions, remember?" The two of them left the room and headed for the elevator. When the door opened, they got inside, and Dana pushed the LL button for the lobby. "So where were you last night?"
"Ooh, are you getting jealous?" Lily smirked, then looked toward the door. "Maybe I was falling head over heels for some guy, loving how special he made me feel."
"Fine. Don't tell me."
"I love it when you're—" Lily went quiet when the elevator stopped and the door opened.
An older man in a long, dark gray coat stepped onto the elevator with them. His gray hair was cut short and the skin above his beard was cratered with scar tissue. He reeked of garlic and chickpeas, causing Dana to wrinkle her nose.
"Good morning." He gave both of them a smile and pushed the LL button. They all rode in silence, and he stepped out of the elevator and headed for the breakfast bar and they walked toward the front door. Crossing the lobby, Dana noticed Lily watching the breakfast bar with an odd look of discomfort on her face.
"Everything okay?" she asked.
Lily shrugged. "Just got a really odd vibe off of that guy. Doesn't usually mean anything."
"Odd how?"
"Hmm. Good question." They walked into the cold air of the morning and headed toward where the motorcycle was parked. "Not something I'm super familiar with, but I've heard humans describe it as an instinctual thing. Like, you meet someone and can tell something is off, like they are a serial killer or something like that."
"Wait, you think that guy...?"
Lily laughed. "No, nothing like that. I would know a serial killer if I met one. That shit is like catnip for a demon. That guy was maybe a priest, or even an actual exorcist or something. My best guess anyway."
"Priests make you uncomfortable?" Dana got on the bike and held her helmet up, waiting for Lily's response.
"Most don't, actually. It's exceedingly rare these days to find a holy man or woman who actually buys what they're selling." Lily stuck out her tongue, then pulled a helmet out of nowhere and slid it over her head. "Most people do it for money or power. They don't give a shit about God, it's all about finding people willing to believe in salvation in exchange for their obedience."
Dana switched on her headset and put her helmet on. The sentient motor started itself, and they pulled onto the main road that went through town. The powerful thrum of the engine made the zombie smile, and she revved the engine hard.
"So... you ever use a motorcycle engine to get yourself off?" Lily asked through the headset.
"Be a good girl today and I'll tell you."
"You're such a tease. I love it." Lily slid her arms around Dana's waist and held tight as they swung onto a few sideroads, avoiding the busier parts of town. With the college centrally located, they had quickly learned that traffic was absolutely shitty during normal school hours, but once they could get northwest of the downtown area, the traffic thinned out a bit, and Dana could really lay down some speed. They still needed to pass through a small part of the downtown area, and that's where she saw it.
Unearthly Delights, or what was left of it. The fire that had burned it and the surrounding buildings to the ground a couple of weeks ago had left little more than the foundation, and the entire area was surrounded by cyclone fencing. Rumor had it that the town of Fort Collins had a small network of underground tunnels from its smuggling days, and one of these tunnels was exposed by the fire. The tunnels themselves were prone to collapse, and multiple signs threatened trespassers with prosecution.
Not that Lily had cared. She had spent that first night they arrived on the other side of the fence, digging quietly for a sign of anything magical. Dana's job was to watch for drunken college students who wanted to wander down and check out what was left of the place.
"If only we had gotten here sooner," Dana mumbled.
"If wishes and buts were candy and nuts..." Lily began.
"Please, no," Dana begged.
"Then we'd all have a Merry Christmas."
"You know I hate that saying." Dana turned north on College Ave. It had been one of her dad's favorite things to tell her when things weren't going her way, and it still drove her crazy.
Lily's fingers slid up and caressed her rib cage from behind. "Then maybe you should quit complaining about something you can't change. It's super unattractive."
"Keep this up and I'm definitely never telling you about the time I got off while riding a bike."
Lily laughed, but said nothing else.
The town of Fort Collins vanished behind some trees and then they were in La Porte again. They passed by the Double Duece and went up the canyon toward the Red Feather Lakes. It was still a long ride, but it was very early in the morning in the middle of the week, which meant traffic was light. It was nearly eight in the morning when they turned off the main road. The wheels of the bike were jolted by a few hidden rocks, and Dana scowled.
"How much farther?" she asked.
"We've got a narrow turn at the top of this rise. After that, it should be a fairly smooth ride down into the next valley. If it hasn't rained."
Dana sniffed the air. "It smells like it has."
"Stay to the left on the road, then. It's less likely to be muddy."
"Dammit," she muttered under her breath. She slowed the bike, going around a few rough sections. She imagined a jeep or truck would fare better climbing over the large rocks in the road, but loose gravel and rough terrain meant a bumpy ride uphill. Lily leaned into Dana, the succubus' breasts pressing into her back. They reached the top of the hill, and they stopped the bike to look across the mountain range before them. Visible in a few spots were homes and cabins that had been built off the grid, many of them sporting solar panels.
Dana lifted her visor for a better look. "Doesn't seem like a bad place to get away from it all."
"We're high enough up that distances are deceiving. Those two homes are over a mile apart." Lily pointed to a pair of houses built on a rocky ridge. "Pick the right spot, and you don't have to worry about dealing with anybody ever."
"I'm guessing that's what our guy is doing." But why? What had caused Ray to disappear into the mountains?
"Up ahead, slow down or you'll miss it." Lily pointed off to the left and Dana almost missed it.
The path was tucked away in the shadows of a pair of trees, and ran back along where they had come. A car going the other way would see it easily, but nobody who was leaving would mistake it for their turn.
They drove down the trail for awhile, and Lily tapped her on the shoulder, then pointed to the side of the road.
Dana pulled over, then looked around. Where was she supposed to be going?
"Pull off here," Lily told her, then dismounted. "There's a spot on the ridge just past this point that can be seen from the cabin. I would prefer to get close in case he decides to bail."
"Why would he bail?" Nonetheless, she pushed the bike off the road and into the trees where nobody would see it. While Tick Tock would ensure it didn't get stolen, she didn't want to worry about it getting clipped by a passing car, or having someone lose a hand because they messed with a mimic.
"Why is he holed up in a cabin in the woods? Call it a hunch, but something happened. It might be related to the flask, or maybe the guy knocked over a gas station. It's not like he was keeping stellar company in town."
Dana shrugged, then looked up the road. "So we're walking?"
"Of course." Lily winked, and her outfit shifted around. Calf length boots, a hiking skirt, and a black shirt tied beneath her breasts to reveal her belly. Her hair was pulled back beneath a ballcap, and she wore a small hiking pack on her back. "After all, we're a pair of lost hikers staying at daddy's cabin by the lake."
Dana frowned.
"What? Is something wrong with my outfit?" Lily looked at herself.
"It's a bit much, but that's not it. Just wishing I could change my outfit whenever I wanted." Dana tossed her helmet underneath the bike. "Can I at least borrow the hat?"
"Ooh, would love to, but..." Lily pulled off the cap and put it on Dana's head. She took several steps back until she was about fifteen feet away, and the cap turned into a puff of pink smoke that fell around her shoulders. "I can maintain objects up close, but the last thing you want is for your outfit to fall apart at the wrong moment."
"What is it made of?" She watched the cap reappear on Lily's head.
"Same thing I am. Sugar and spice, and everything nice." The demon tugged down on the front of her shirt, the fabric ripping just enough to reveal cleavage and the edges of a red bra. "Better with tits out or in?"
She shook her head and laughed. "I've always been a fan of some tasteful sideboob."
"You're right." Lily grabbed her shirt and gave it a shake. The fabric rippled and became a tight black tank top with low cut armholes that revealed her breasts. The bra was gone, replaced by a tattoo along her ribs that said Live, Laugh, Love surrounded by floral script. "Tasteful enough?"
"Absolutely delicious. You gonna order a pumpkin spice latte when we get back to town?"
"Maybe after I get my Uggs waterproofed." Lily turned into the forest and pushed her way through some bushes, and Dana followed.
They ended up on what looked like a hunting trail, and the succubus lead the way up the mountain, eventually picking up a stick to hike with. The forest was alive with the sound of birds and insects, though Dana noticed they went quiet as the two of them passed through. Technically, Dana and Lily were both predators, and she wondered if the animals here could sense it.
Coming upon a small gully, they descended into it, following it up the hill. This required a few spots where they had to scramble over rocks to keep going, and Dana's mind wandered back a couple of summers to a trip that she had taken with Alex along the east coast.
They had ridden out together on Alex's bike, with little more than a popup tent and enough cash for a few meals. Alex had grown up along the Maine coast, spending her summers at a cabin her family owned, and she wanted to share the experience with Dana. The two of them had hiked some of the most beautiful landscapes that Dana had ever seen, ending up off the beaten trail more than once. Nights were spent on cliffs overlooking the ocean, falling asleep to the sound of the waves crashing against the rocks below with the undimmed canvas of stars above them their only source of light.
"Hey, you okay back there?"
"What?" Dana looked up and saw that Lily was about fifty yards ahead of her. Grimacing, she rushed to catch up, nearly tripping over a thick branch. When she got to Lily's side, she gave a mock salute. "Sorry about that."
"Lost in thought?"
She nodded. "Just thinking about the good ol' days, when I was still alive."
"Hmm." Lily looked up the mountain, then back. "Do you miss it? Being alive?"
"Of course I do. That's the whole point of coming out here, isn't it? Find some magic, bring it back to our resident enchantress and get her to undo what was done to me."
"But are you sure you miss it? Is it being alive that you miss, or the threat of being damned for all eternity if you aren't fixed?"
"I..." She scowled at the succubus. "I don't think now is the time to psychoanalyze my deadgirl issues."
Lily shrugged. "I mean, I'm just curious. Seems like you may be better off as you are. Why not consider embracing it? Isn't immortality what every human wants?"
"Not this human." She squinted through the trees at a bright spot between the leaves. "Is that a window?"
"Hmm? Oh, yeah, we're almost there. Hold up." Lily grabbed a handful of dirt and threw it in Dana's face.
"What the fu—" She inhaled another mouthful of dirt, then stuck out her tongue to scrape it clean with her fingers. Lily ran her fingers through her hair, and her appearance shifted so that she looked sweaty and dirty.
"We can't sell the routine if neither of us sweats. Without a little dirt, it looks like we got dropped off on his doorstep. How's that for one of your deadgirl issues?" She winked, and dirty smudges appeared on her cheeks as well as sweat stains on her tank top.
"Oh." Lily's argument made a lot of sense, actually. "You could have just told me instead of throwing dirt in my face."
"Yeah, but it's so hard to get a rise out of you. I think of it like a game." She moved up the hill.
Dana rolled her eyes and followed. When they stepped out of the woods and into the clearing of the cabin, they both looked around. It didn't seem like anybody was around, and the ranch-style cabin had all of its blinds closed. Up on the roof was an array of solar panels, and a large shed by the house had a sturdy lock on the door.
"Oh, hey!" Lily did a bouncy run across the yard toward the door. "Hello, is anybody home? We got lost in the woods and don't have our phones!" She pressed her face against the glass.
Dana walked up the front door and shook her head. The succubus was somehow the center of attention in the middle of the forest. She knocked on the door.
"Hey, is anybody there? We got lost and—"
The shotgun blast tore through the door and into her shoulder, the heavy slug shattering the joint. She spun around and a second blast through the door caught her in her exposed side and knocked her to the ground.
She screamed.
It wasn't pain that fueled her cry, but terror. Though death could not touch her, oblivion could, and if her attacker chose to step out and blow her head off, what then? The necromancer who had cursed her had explained that she would spend an eternity in a fugue state with no hope of rescue or crossing over to the other side. Damnation at its finest.
Lily shrieked and ran toward the woods. The door burst open, and a man with a scraggly beard pushed his way outside and pumped the shotgun he was holding. A hot shell whizzed through the air and landed in the dirt by Dana's face, the smell of sulfur drifting into her face.
"I'm not falling for your tricks!" He fired at Lily, who let out a long scream and threw herself dramatically onto the ground. When he chambered another round, Lily stood and limped toward the tree line. He stepped toward her and fired again, but Dana was back on her feet and grabbed him from behind.
Well, sort of. Her left arm didn't work anymore, and when he pulled the trigger, the shot went high. He howled in rage and twisted around, but she jumped onto his back and held on, figuring he couldn't get the gun between them that way.
"Let me go! I won't tell nobody!" he screamed, trying to pull her arm off his neck.
While she had the disadvantage of only one arm, she did have the advantage of never getting tired. She wrapped her legs around his waist, briefly debating whether to bite him and taste his flesh. He carried with him the odor of smoked meat and whiskey, and she imagined how tender his meat would be, going down easy like a pot roast.
Grunting and drooling, she was about to tear a piece out of his neck, just to see what it tasted like, when he let out a gasp and went limp in her grip. He fell in slow motion, revealing Lily. Her face was fixed in a scowl, and her wings and tail had emerged.
"Ray Scotes, I presume." Lily looked at Dana. "You okay?"
"Uh... I..." She wiped the drool from her chin with her functioning hand. "I've been better."
"Well, so has he." Lily reared her foot back and kicked Scotes in the face. There was a loud crunch, and blood gushed from his nose onto the dirt. To Dana, it smelled like wine. "Let's get this sack of shit inside."
"Um... I'll let you do it." She had stepped back several feet and was breathing from her mouth.
"Hmmm? Oh." Lily appraised her with a grimace. "Yeah, okay. You can eat him later, but let's find the flask first."
"There will be no eating of anybody." Dana watched from a distance while Lily set the shotgun onto his chest, then dragged Scotes back inside. She waited a minute before following them in, and frowned at what she saw.
What had once been a homey cabin looked more like the inside of a bunker now. Boards had been put up over the window curtains, and a nearby table was out of place by the entrance, and she wondered if it had been blocking the door.



Lily had propped Scotes up on an armchair by the fireplace. All around was trash in the form of food wrappers.
"What the hell was this guy doing?" Dana moved through his kitchen, looking at the shelves around the sink. They were largely bare. "He really did hole himself up in here."
"We'll find out why in a second." Lily straddled Scotes, her fingers on his forehead. "Ah. I see."
"Well?"
"Flask." Lily snaked a hand into the waistband of his pants and pulled it free, then tossed it across the cabin to Dana.
She caught it with her good arm and held it up. A silver flask with a star engraved into it. She flipped it open with her thumb and poured its contents down her throat. Even with her muted senses, she could taste how smooth the whiskey was. She held it over the sink and watched as the flask emptied, then stoppered it.
"Well?" Lily was watching with curiosity.
"Moment of truth." Dana unstoppered the flask and inverted it. The flask was full again, and the strong smell of alcohol made her smile. "It is definitely our flask."
"Great! We get to cross something off our list." Lily stood up. "At least something came from this trip."
"I guess." Ratu had given her a list of five items to retrieve. Of the five, the flask was the only one they had been able to locate. "So a flask of eternal whiskey. Who makes such a thing?"
"In the world of magic, nobody stops to ask if it should be done. It's always about what's possible. Whoever made that flask proved that they could create an object capable of generating an infinite amount of booze in a small container. Today it's booze. Tomorrow? Why not oil?"
"With this flow rate, it wouldn't be very profitable." She shook out the flask again, then stoppered it. The weight didn't change when it refilled.
"That isn't the point, and you know it." Lily walked into the kitchen and covered her mouth. "Okay, that's disgusting."
"What?" Dana followed Lily's gaze and saw that her shirt had shifted, revealing the hole in her side. Through it, she was looking at layers of fat and maybe her liver? She had never paid much attention in anatomy to remember where everything was, so that was her best guess. She dug around deep into the wound and pried out a large, flattened shotgun slug. The first round had missed the bone in her arm, but had nearly severed the tricep as it passed through her body. "At least I'm not leaving a mess."
"No, that's disgusting. Come here." Lily dragged Dana through the cabin and into a bathroom that had a large stack of old Penthouse magazines above the toilet. "Look."
Dana looked in the mirror and was surprised to see that her already pale complexion was now waxy in appearance. Her eyes and hair had lost all color, turning a faded gray, and her features were withdrawn, as if she had been on a hunger strike for a couple of weeks.
"How do you feel?" the succubus asked.
"Hungry." Her stomach didn't growl, but now that Lily brought it up, there was a void inside of her, one that demanded it be filled soon. Her thoughts turned to Scotus out in the living room. She could easily eat one of his arms, or maybe a leg, he owed her that much.
"You're drooling." Lily crossed her arms. "You are overdue to eat, and I'm guessing the damage from his shotgun pushed you past the limit."
"He shot you, too. How come you aren't suffering?"
"Hmm? Oh, right." Lily scrunched up her face, then hacked like she was spitting up a hairball until a large, battered slug clattered into the sink. "Forgot about that. Bullets can't hurt demons, but if they don't come out the other side, they get stuck inside."
"I've got the same problem, apparently." Her stomach growled. "Shit."
"You could always eat—"
"I'm not eating anybody! The moment I decide to take a bite out of another human being, I become the monster. And what if I bite somebody and get interrupted? What if they become a zombie, too, and I become the reason the world turns into the Walking Dead?"
"Then the world would become interesting for a few seasons, but then start to drag for a bit until everyone quits watching."
Dana squinted one eye. "What?"
Lily laughed. "Sorry. That's one of the villagers feeling restless." She tapped her head for emphasis. "I've got a fanboy in here, but don't feel bad. He did some terrible things when he was younger, and let's just say those bodies are going to stay buried for awhile."
"Can you hear all those people inside you?"
"Nah. Sometimes a random memory can get triggered, but that's how memories are." She looked at Dana's shoulder. "Hmm. If you aren't going to eat our dear Mr. Scotes, then you know what you must do."
Dana let out a sigh. It wasn't avoidable. "Really, though? Here? What if he wakes up?"
"Oh, he's out for a couple hours at least. And if he wakes, I'll know." Lily leaned in, a smirk on her lips. "Let's get you fixed up."
"Okay."
Lily kissed her, but it was so much more than that. Her lips tasted of cinnamon and fire, but her saliva thickened as she passed a dose of Mike's cum into Dana's mouth, which she greedily swallowed.
Zombies like Dana were forced to eat the living, and consume their life force to keep from decaying. However, Mike Radley's body had been altered by a soul pact with a nymph, and his semen, for some reason, was a reasonable substitute for human brains. A succubus was capable of storing semen in her body for all kinds of nefarious purposes, and Lily's presence meant that Dana didn't have to make quick trips back to the Radley House for refills.
Being a lesbian, Dana had never had any use for sperm, but the zombie part of her told her brain that she was swallowing pure ambrosia. Warmth flooded through her limbs, and she felt a burning sensation in both her shoulder and her side. In moments, it hurt no worse than a nasty sunburn, and when the kiss broke, she looked down to see that the wounds were stitching themselves shut.
"You have to admit, that does look pretty cool." Lily poked at Dana's side as the skin knitted. "Oh, this will be interesting?"
"What will?" Dana asked, but she could feel what Lily was referring to. Her skin was bubbling up across the wound, and a fragment still inside her body popped free and fell onto the ground, rolling across the bathroom and into the hall. Apparently the cabin wasn't perfectly level.
"It feels weird," she said, pushing on the skin to see if anything else would come out. The burning in her shoulder was already fading, and she lifted her arm, only to have something pop loudly.
Lily sat up on the bathroom sink, her legs crossed. She was leaning forward, her arms squeezing her breasts together and amplifying her cleavage. "What else do you feel?"
"Other... stuff." She had been trying to resist it, but the residual warmth of regeneration was now settling somewhere else. Pressure was building in her groin, and she started panting in the bathroom.
The semen kept her alive, but Mike's magic made her so fucking horny.
"Do you have any requests today? Dead girlfriend? Celebrity? Instagram Influencer?" As Lily listed off the options, she transformed into each of these things, then turned back into herself and slid one of her tank top straps down her arm to reveal her neckline. "There's always the original recipe, if you're interested."
"Fuck..." Dana muttered, rubbing her crotch through her pants. It made her uncomfortable just how quickly she could go from being a logical, numb-to-the-world dead girl to a ravenous slut, but there would be time for self reflection later. Right now, her eyes were locked on the curve of Lily's breasts.
In hindsight, the sideboob was a great idea. Dana grabbed the straps of Lily's tank top and pulled, the two of them coming together hard. She locked lips with the willing succubus, and slid her hands beneath the thin fabric of her top and squeezed the bare breasts beneath.
Lily broke the kiss and took a step back. "So, I'm curious. About that time you got off while riding a motorcycle..."
"I was running low on oil and found a long stretch of road with rumble strips." Dana grabbed the waistline of Lily's pants and pulled them out so she could shove her hand inside. Lily leaned against the wall and spread her legs, licking her lips and moaning while Dana's fingers stroked her labia. "I rode that section of road three times and got off four. Nearly crashed on the last one, but only because I hit a patch of gravel."
"Sounds hot. Did you want to take your time with me or... oh!"
Dana had pulled up Lily's tank top to reveal her bare breasts, and growled while she sucked a nipple into her mouth and grabbed Lily's ass with both hands, lifting her off the ground and shoving her into a nearby wall, which caused a few porn magazines to slide away from the stack and flutter to the ground.
"You gonna treat me like your bike and—"
Dana covered Lily's mouth with a hand. "Shut the fuck up for a minute."
Lily grabbed Dana's wrist and yanked her hand away. "Oh, so you want to play rough today?" She kicked off the wall, and Dana stumbled back into the wall behind her, knocking down a stash of toilet paper and shaving cream. Their positions now reversed, Lily grabbed Dana's crotch, pressing her palm tightly against the zombie's swollen clit.
She gasped, then leaned back to sink against Lily's hand, relishing the hot, fiery sensation of her sex being manipulated through the thick fabric of her pants. The room felt hot now, and she slid to one side to fall out the open bathroom door. When she landed on her back, Lily was a split second behind, and their lips met again, their tongues dancing together and scrambling Dana's thoughts.
The cabin faded from her mind, and she was only dimly aware of the sleeping man only feet away from them as she tried to get her pants down so Lily could finger her. The pressure on her groin abated for only a moment as the fabric slid away, and returned with a vengeance as a pair of fingers penetrated her.
"Oh, fucking Jesus Chr—"
Lily put a hand over Dana's mouth. "Nuh-uh, silly Billy. You keep that shit to yourself or I'll stop. If you want to call out someone's name, you use mine, got it?"
"Uuurgh!" It wasn't an orgasm, but rather a hot surge of energy that blew through her body, like the chills in reverse. It happened sometimes, and it was embarrassing, but she was too dead and horny to care. Lily loved to play these stupid games with her, but the succubus also knew how to push her buttons just right to trigger some mind-blowing orgasms. And though she was a huge tease, she never belittled Dana about these most intimate moments after the fact, which made them easier to accept.
"Oh, wow, you're really fucking wet right now." Lily held up her hand and spread her fingers apart. They were slick with fluid, and the succubus pressed her fingers together and then released them, making a shlucking sound when her fingers tried to stick together.
"Don't just talk about my pussy, do something with it!" Dana had one hand down the front of Lily's pants, but was struggling to do much at this angle. Lily spread her legs and the material opened up, allowing Dana full access. Making the letter C with her hands, she used her ring and middle finger to massage the inner wall of Lily's vagina while her thumb teased at her clitoris.
"I mean, I guess a hand job is okay." Lily shifted around, letting out exaggerated moans while fingering Dana.
"Oh, c'mon, you're just fucking with me now." Dana grabbed Lily's waist and twisted, causing them both to roll over. Now, with Lily beneath her, Dana fingered the succubus while licking around her warm, cinnamon scented labia.
"Oh, I'm hardly fucking with you." Lily grabbed Dana's ponytail and yanked her head back so they could see each other. "And if you don't start eating that pussy like a champ, I'm going to make you get yourself off."
Dana was about to call Lily a cunt, but the succubus shoved Dana's face into her crotch and wrapped her legs around the zombie's head.
"Mmmf!"
"Oh, stop fighting it. You don't even need to breathe, you big baby! Now snack on that snatch or you'll be riding that bike of yours up and down this mountain until your ass hurts."
While probing the depths of Lily's sweet, delicious pussy with her tongue, Dana raised the middle finger of her left hand and shoved it into Lily's asshole.
"Oh, fuck!" Lily shifted her hips forward, then sank down onto Dana's extended digit. "You're feeling a little dirty today, aren't you?"
"Mmm hmm," Dana replied from beneath Lily's crotch.
"C'mon, dead girl, get me off. Make me see some stars." Lily continued to ride Dana's face for several minutes, letting out tiny hisses and moans while yanking her hair hard enough to bang her head on the floor.
While she worked Lily's pussy with her mouth and fingers, her spare hand was busy at work on her own snatch with long, hard strokes around the sides of her labia while her middle finger teased the opening of her vagina. Just as Lily had said, she was soaking wet, and her entire pelvis was radiating with waves of pleasure that were steadily building within.
"Oh, yes, that's it dead girl! Mmmh!" Lily let go of Dana's hair and leaned back to place her hands on Dana's breasts instead. She was playfully tweaking Dana's nipples now, giving her nipples a pinch every time Dana's finger bottomed out in her ass.
When Lily came, her thighs squeezed Dana's head so hard that the entire world went silent—save for the muffled screams that made it to her through the succubus' thick thighs—and Lily squirted a copious amount of fluid all over Dana's face, which she eagerly lapped up. It tasted roughly like Fireball Whiskey, which she suspected was intentional on the demon's part.
The succubus laughed, then looked down at Lily and said something that Dana didn't understand.
"Whaf?" she asked, her mouth still full of pussy.
"Oh, sorry." Lily spread her legs a bit so Dana could hear. "I'm guessing you would like some help too, right? Or are we done here?"
Dana, unable to properly respond, slid her finger out of Lily's ass, then smacked her on the butt cheek.
"Oh, a special request. I'm happy to oblige."
"Wha fefial rekest?"
"Shh, don't talk with your mouth full." Lily leaned forward again and wrapped her hands around the back of Dana's head, and the two of them locked eyes. The succubus winked, her tail making an appearance over her shoulder. The scorpion's stinger on the end melted, and it transformed into a monstrous cock covered in dozens of intimidating nubs that started spiraling in circles. It looked like an insanely complex alien vibrator, and if it wasn't attached to the end of a demon, it would for certain have Bluetooth and probably be WiFi ready.
Dana stared, her mouth going slack.
"Hey, I didn't say you could stop. Afterplay is just as important as foreplay." The tail disappeared, and Dana moved her hand away just before the tip of it started to tease her aching snatch.
Lily rolled her hips, pressing her delicious mound into Dana's mouth, then penetrated the zombie with her tail.
Inside her belly, Dana could feel those whirring nubs working her insides, and the whole tail vibrated with a sinister energy of its own. Her brain went numb, and all she could think about was the pussy she ate and the demonic cock that impaled her. She was like a fuse in a magical circuit, ready to burst at any moment as the tail thrust into her at an alarming rate.
"Looks like dead girl's still got a bit of life left in her after all." Lily ground herself on Dana's mouth. "But variety is the spice of life after all." With those words, she scooted back and stood up, her tail still inside Dana.
Dana let out a loud moan, followed by a whimper when Lily lifted her up by the arms, and turned her around to pin her to a nearby wall, knocking over a box of ammo on a nearby shelf.
"You ever wonder how far a cock can go inside of you?" Lily asked. "Well, in your case, maybe not a cock. You get the idea."
"Wha... what?"
Dana couldn't think, her whole body felt suffused with heat. She placed her hands against her lower belly and could feel the bulge of the stinger moving beneath her skin. The whirling nubs were visible in small waves, and she moaned when she realized the tip of Lily's tail had expanded inside of her.
The succubus winked, and then her tail pressed into Dana so hard that her feet lifted off the ground until only her toes were still touching the floor. Every time she tried to relax, the tail slid inside of her, filling her to the brim with its presence.
"C'mon, walking dead, let's see what you've got." Lily kept Dana pinned to the wall and watched with sadistic glee as Dana bounced up and down on the balls of her feet, letting out a series of explosive gasps. "I can feel you, did you know that? On my tail. Every inch of your insides belong to me right now, and there's nothing you can do about it."
The waves of pleasure were now cascading over each other, and Dana was frantically working her pussy and trying to shove herself over the edge, to let those waves of orgasmic bliss wash over her and take her away, but whenever she came close, the tail would shift, and she would lose it.
"Please... please, let me... let me come!" She wanted to explode, to feel that heat flush through her thighs and wash up her spine, to feel her insides tense up and release all the pressure that had already built up.
"Ooh, I love it when you're pathetic. But it's gonna take more than begging. You know what you have to do."
"What?" Dana blinked, trying to think through the haze of sex. What on earth did the succubus want now?
"I want to hear it. I want to hear you beg me to get you off."
"But... I..."
"I want you to say my name." Lily's eyes were glowing red and yellow now, and an aura of flames had formed around her. "I want to hear you let everything else go and make me the center of your world."
"Lily, please! Please let me come, Lily, please, I..."
Lily's tail pressed into her, and she slid up the wall, trying to grab anything nearby for support. However, the succubus was strong, and she pressed her hands against Dana's hips, pinning her to the cabin wall.
"Oh, go... Lily, fuck me, make me your whore, but please let me come, I need to come!"
"That's my good girl." Lily leaned forward, her mouth now parallel with Dana's clit. "All you had to do was ask."
Dana's labia were stretched to the limit, and she watched in delight as Lily leaned forward with an open mouth and latched onto Dana's clit. The tail inside of her whirred, filling her body with fireworks as she let out a scream that made her own ears ring. Her head and torso banged against the wall as her body jerked around of its own volition, and she placed her hands on Lily's head and ground her clit against the demon's mouth.
"Lily!" she screamed, a series of tremors running through her legs before she let out a gasp and went limp.
Lily turned her attention to Dana's thighs, showering them with tiny kisses as she lowered her tail, allowing Dana to sink to her knees on the floor. A pool of fluid was leaking from Dana now, and Lily let out a chuckle.
"Some of that was me." She winked. "You are easily one of the best fucks I've ever had."
"You... say that to all... the girls..." Dana took several breaths, fighting to regain her composure. Though she didn't need to breathe, the reflex to do so was always the strongest after she ate, as if her body was trying to kickstart itself back to life.
"Oh, I rarely fuck outside the Dreamscape. Too messy." Lily's tail whipped across the puddle on the floor, the mess they had made disappearing. "You should never leave a mess behind. Never know who might get their hands on it."
"That's one of the weirder things you've said to me." She inhaled deeply, and rubbed her belly. It felt sore for a few seconds, and then was filled with the familiar heat of regeneration.



"Oh, yeah, I was being pretty rough. Figured you could handle it." Her tail disappeared, and she helped Dana stand. While Lily was able to restore her outfit with a thought, Dana had to hunt down her panties, which she finally found somewhere in the bathroom.
Once properly dressed, she walked into the living room to see Lily standing over Scotes. The man had just slept through some of the hottest lesbian action ever, and would never even know it.
"Better?" Lily asked.
Dana sighed. "Yes, much, actually." The hunger had fully abated now, and she was ready to move on. "We've got the flask, so what now?"
"We stick around town and try to track down the other things on the list if we can. This was our first real lead, and I wonder if we can turn it into another."
"What do you mean?" Dana walked over to Lily and looked at the unconscious man in the chair. Freshly fed, she could no longer smell the sweet undertones of smoked meat, her nostrils now filled with body odor and sweat.
"He was scared. Makes you wonder, right? Maybe someone else got their hands on something magic and tried to take the flask from him."
"But why?"
Lily looked over her shoulder at Dana. "Magic is easily the most addictive force known to man. Most people who get their hands on it can never get enough of it, and that's something you should always keep in mind. It's one of the reasons it is kept secret, after all."
Dana nodded. It made sense, and it definitely wouldn't hurt to let Lily poke around inside the guy's head to see what he knew. Even if he saw someone else buying something from Unearthly Delights, it would be a valuable lead. "Go for it."
Lily put her fingers on Ray's temples and massaged them.
"Let's see what boogeyman crawled up dear Ray's..." Her eyes went blank, and her jaw slackened. The succubus stared into the distance, a look of shock blossoming across her face.
"Lily?"
The succubus snapped to attention, her eyes blazing with light. "We need to get out of here right fucking now."
"What? Why?"
"Hold on." Lily straddled Ray and opened his mouth. Her eyes glowed and he let out several groans of ecstasy over the next few moments, his eyes finally popping open as Lily sucked out his soul through them. Dana watched in morbid fascination as the succubus feasted, then stood up. Ray's eyes were fixated on the ceiling, and a large wet stain had formed in the front of his pants. Dana could smell his stale cum from where she stood.
"If we're in such a hurry, why are you fucking around with him?"
Lily licked her lips. "So that he can't be questioned about us."
"Questioned by who?"
"I'll tell you once..." Lily cocked her head, then looked toward the front door. She put a finger to her lips and grabbed Dana by her upper arm. "I hear them coming."
"Who?" Dana whispered back.
"The people he thought we were." Lily picked up the shotgun. "Do you know how to use one of these?"
"I'm not going to shoot somebody," Dana hissed.
"This won't even hurt them, will probably just stun them." Lily countered.
"Lily, I—" She could smell them now, a pair of men. Closing her mouth, she took the shotgun from Lily, then checked to see if it was still loaded. It was a pump action, and had at least one round left, so the safety was already off. She had gone target shooting at summer camp many times while growing up, and knew she could at least hit the broad side of a barn if she needed to.
"Good girl," Lily whispered. "When I give the signal, we run. Use the shotgun only if you have to."
"You're freaking me out."
"Good. Be freaked. Run straight for the bike, even if I fall behind. I'll catch up eventually." Lily pressed herself against the wall by the door, then leapt up and grabbed one of the rafters. She twisted herself into position, then motioned for Dana to get down.
Dana crouched behind the trashcan in the kitchen. It was overflowing with trash, and she was easily able to fit. Several minutes passed, and she could hear the soft footfalls of someone moving around outside the cabin. Lily turned her head as if watching them through the walls, a scowl fixed on her face.
Someone knocked on the door. Dana stepped back from the trash can and readied the shotgun.
There was more knocking, and then the sound of a click as the doorknob was turned. Two men entered, both wearing dark coats. One of them was carrying a sword, and the other held a glowing wand made of a light-colored wood.
"I thought you said nobody was home," said the man with the sword.
"No, I said I didn't detect a heartbeat. There's a difference." The other man tucked his wand away. "He doesn't look like he's been dead for long. Let's find the flask and get out of here."
The men split up, and the one with the wand searched Ray's pockets while the swordsman wandered toward Dana. Despite her being hidden away, his eyes immediately locked on hers, and he held his sword up. It was a duplicate of the folding sword that the cyclops Sofia carried.
"Hey, there's someone—"
Lily dropped down from above, her legs hooking around the man's neck. She leaned back and twisted her body, using her momentum to do some strange grappling move that tossed the man across the floor, causing him to drop his weapon.
A blast of light from the mage knocked Lily into the wall of the cabin.
Dana stood and pulled the trigger. Fire roared from the barrel of the shotgun, and there was a bright flash of light as the mage was knocked backward. He tumbled over the trash-covered coffee table, then stood back up, a blue shield surrounding him.
She fired again, and the shield dispersed. Lily was already on her feet and charged across the room. With a firm grasp of his collar, she hurled him across the length of the cabin, his head smashing into the stones of the fireplace.
The swordsman was back on his feet, and Dana fired at him. He let out a grunt and dove toward his sword.
"I don't think so." Lily kicked the sword away from him, picked him up, then threw him out the window. She looked at Dana. "What are you waiting for? Go!"
Dana bolted out the door, and was nearly to the treeline when she looked back. Lily was close behind, and together they fled into the trees. Once away from the cabin, Lily took the lead. What had been a long journey uphill was far shorter going downhill, and once the bike was in sight, Dana sprinted past Lily toward it—only to get tackled from behind by the succubus.
"Shh!" Lily pointed, and Dana watched as a pair of dark vehicles moved along the mountain road. A few minutes later, a third one passed, and Lily stood up and hopped on the bike.
"Hurry up,' she whispered, waving Dana over. "I think we're good."
Dana handed the shotgun over to Lily, put on her helmet, then got on the bike, which started on its own. They turned around and headed back the way they came, leaving a small cloud of dust behind them.
"You gonna tell me who they were?" Dana asked.
"I'll tell you later. Let's get out of here."
When they crested the mountain, Lily threw the shotgun into a ravine, and they drove back to Fort Collins, leaving the cabin far behind.

😈🧟♀️🏍️Cyrus sat in the car for a few minutes, his eyes on the cabin. The young woman who had driven him here opened his door and stood at attention as he got out.
The retrieval squad was busy examining the exterior of the building, and a secondary squad had set up a perimeter. A pair of hunters were receiving medical treatment against the front of the building.
"And we're sure nobody is in this area?" he asked his driver.
"Reports indicate the nearest buildings are vacant," she said, her eyes scanning the treeline. He could see the tiny earpiece tucked away in her ear. The technology of the Order these days was largely on par with what the general public could get their hands on. Unable to use an earpiece due to a magical augmentation that allowed him to understand any spoken language, he supposed there was always a tradeoff.
"Good. Help keep an eye on things. It looks like we've got some work to do." He walked over to the cabin where a young man in a peacoat was waiting. "Brother Amida, do you have something to report?"
"Yes, Master Cyrus." Amida was shorter than the rest of his squad, but well respected for his magical abilities. Of Korean descent, he was the perfect asset for infiltrating the nearby college because of how young he looked. "I regret to inform you that we are unable to locate the flask."
"I see." In terms of losses, the flask wasn't bad. However, the discovery that a local thrift store had begun selling magical objects had attracted attention from the Order, a secret society that had dedicated centuries to ensuring that the worlds of magic and science should remain apart. "I heard that Mr. Scotes is no longer with us. Is that true?"
"Regrettably. It would seem that a pair of unknown females dispatched him prior to assaulting us."
"Show me."
Amida led Cyrus into the cabin. Ray Scotes was still strapped to a chair, his vacant eyes on the ceiling. A couple members of the Order, one man and one woman, were busy searching the domicile, but stopped to watch him.
He knelt down next to Ray's chair, then put a hand on the man's wrist. His body was still warm to the touch, but there was no pulse. Cyrus stood up and walked around the chair, his eyes taking in every detail.
"I've seen enough. Come." He gestured to the others, and they circled around. "We have an adult male, deceased, with no evidence of trauma. Last seen with a pair of women. Ideas?"
"Well..." One of the techs pulled up one of Ray's eyelids. "I was thinking perhaps a witch's spell, but the only one I know of that kills instantly without leaving a mark tends to rupture capillaries in the eyes."
"Very good. To date, there isn't a spell that just kills without leaving some kind of evidence. Not from a witch, anyway." Black magic intended for harm was rarely subtle. "Other ideas?"
"I was thinking perhaps a heart attack." Amida knelt in front of the deceased. "It's clear something went down prior to our arrival. Mr. Scotes has been hiding here for a couple weeks now, and if not for his friends being admitted to the E.R. last night for alcohol poisoning, we wouldn't have even known he was here. So perhaps they said or did something to frighten him?"
"Also good. That is a possibility. You?" He looked at the other tech.
"A curse?"
"Evidence?"
The tech shrugged. "My evidence is lack of evidence. A curse can be laid well in advance."
"True, but there's no residual magic in the area. If the time of death was earlier, perhaps. A good try nonetheless." Cyrus walked around the body one more time. "So far, none of you are right. Any final guesses?"
They all looked at each other, and then back to Cyrus, eager to know.
"It would have been easy to miss. His state is indicative of a lack of self care. The wild hair, unkempt beard." Cyrus slid his hand down the back of Scotes' shirt, and the tip of his finger pushed through a hole near the spine. "Something like a hole could be attributed to his lack of upkeep. However, his clothes are well worn, but do not have holes, and this isn't the jagged tear of a branch, but a puncture wound. This requires further examination." He stepped back and nodded at Amida to proceed.
Amida pushed Ray forward and lifted his shirt up. In the same spot as the hole was a tiny hole, easy to miss. "Did they inject him with something?" he asked.
"They likely did, but I suspect it isn't something covered in detail these days." Cyrus scratched his nose, an old memory surfacing briefly. "I believe we are looking at the victim of a succubus attack."
At the word succubus, all three of his pupils knelt in eagerly to examine the wound. The few succubi that still walked the earth had long ago learned to lay low. It had been a couple of decades since an attack had been recorded, and this was a first-hand experience for the next generation of hunters. They took turns looking at the mark, then backed away to let Cyrus back in.
"Do you really think it's from a succubus, Master Cyrus?" A look of concern crossed Amida's face.
"There's only one way to find out." Cyrus pulled a pocket watch out of a hidden pocket in his coat. "I assume you all know what this is?"
They all nodded.
Cyrus pulled a piece of hair off of Ray Scotes' body and opened the back compartment of the pocket watch.
"Allow me to warn the others," one of the techs said, then disappeared outside. Cyrus waited for her to return, and noticed that she was already popping a couple of pills into her mouth.
"If anyone else wants to use dramamine, now is the time." He waited, and the other tech popped a pair of pills he pulled from a pouch. It wasn't technically dramamine, but something that the lab had concocted that was ten times more effective and completely mitigated most forms of vertigo. He also noticed that Amida didn't take the medicine.
"Are you sure?" he asked.
"If I ever have the need to use it without the pills, I would prefer to experience its effects in a controlled condition, Master Cyrus."
Cyrus smiled. Amida was quickly climbing the ranks. If he ended up with a strong enough Knight, there was no telling how far he would go. He took several deep breaths in preparation, then placed the hair in the pocket watch and wound it up.
Amida's face twisted up in agony as the magic of the watch activated. The watch was able to play time in reverse for any creature whose DNA was inside the back compartment. The watches used to be far more common, but as science had advanced, so had magic, and many of them had been repurposed for more powerful devices. This one had been his for many decades now, and he watched with the others as Ray sat dead in his chair for several minutes.
The two big disadvantages of the pocket watch were that it played in real time. Whatever transpired had to be watched at a normal speed, which meant there was no way to skip ahead. The other was that it created a magical field that caused intense motion sickness. Even now, he could hear someone outside retching. They must have been too close to the cabin's walls.
Cyrus and the others waited. To his credit, Amida didn't leave, and they watched as the investigators searched the cabin in reverse, eventually leading to the confrontation. Two women were in the cabin now, and had noticed the approaching team of Reclaimers. Ray Scotes was still dead, however, and they had to wait a bit longer until they watched the woman with red and black hair hover over him and spit out his soul.
One of the techs crossed himself, and the other let out a gasp. Amida was studying the woman intently, and took pictures with a digital camera, but said nothing. They had finally crossed over to when Ray Scotes was still alive, and he slept in that chair while the succubus and the other woman had sex in the bathroom.
"Okay, that's enough." Cyrus clicked the watch shut. Unless they found some bodily fluids from either woman, they wouldn't be able to backtrack where they came from, and it hardly mattered how they had gotten in. Visible relief washed across everyone's face as the field vanished. "Brother Amida, how do you feel?"
"Terrible, Master Cyrus. The watch didn't seem to have any effect on you."
He laughed. "Oh, it still does. I ate an early breakfast in my room, just in case. You have to plan ahead. I still throw up on occasion, I can admit it."
Amida nodded, his eyes on the body. "I'll get these pictures to the field team and then dust the place for prints. The human should be easy to track down, and we cannot allow a succubus to roam free."
"Yes and no, Brother Amida. You need to call this in. Our mission was to disrupt the trade of magical artifacts and retrieve as many of them as possible. We've been highly successful, but we can't just go chasing after a demon without permission, especially when we have a lead to a potential Class 4 artifact on our hands."
Besides that, Cyrus thought succubi were extremely dangerous. The Order had a new classification system for cryptids and other magical beings, and a succubus was ranked as a Tier 2 cryptid, the second most dangerous. Many factors contributed to this rating, but the fact that they could consume an immortal soul and gain knowledge from it meant that the Order was forced to change so many of its protocols if a member was suspected of dying from one. As far as he knew, the last succubus hunt had been in the early nineties. If they wanted experience, they needed old blood to tackle it head on, not these fresh-faced rookies. "Let's follow protocol on this. I don't want that Class 4 slipping through our hands."
"As you wish, Master Cyrus." Amida fiddled with his phone, sending pictures out to the field team.
Cyrus left them behind and stepped outside into the forest. He took a deep, cleansing breath of mountain air, hoping it would chase away the last of his nausea. The Reclamation team was ill-equipped for demon hunting, and they would likely send a separate team for the succubus.
However, the Reclamation team he was running had been amazing to work with. Not only had they tracked down several of Unearthly Delight's sales, but they had then burned the place to the ground to hide their theft of the remaining items and altered the memories of its employees. Most of the objects they had been unable to track past a cash sale had been Class 1 artifacts, minor things that couldn't be used to disrupt the natural order of the world without unforeseen applications. They had been able to anecdotally identify most of the sold items using the Order's resources, and the flask was considered a Class 2 item only because it regenerated a flammable substance.
His mind went back to the succubus. What was her involvement about? And the woman who had been with her, was that her master? It was rare to find a succubus working with anyone other than her master, and now he wondered if the blonde was a patron of Unearthly Delights who had ended up with a succubus companion. If so, why bother tracking down Ray Scotes and killing him?
The more he thought about it, the more likely it was that he might end up involved after all. Figuring that the team had everything well in hand, he got back in his car and opened up his laptop. A countdown was running on the screen, and he quickly typed in his password, then put his finger on the scanner. The device wasn't just mapping his prints, but doing a quick read on his magic field as well. Just like a fingerprint, each person's field was unique, and not something a shapeshifter could account for.
The laptop unlocked. Contained in the computer was a massive database of everything the Order knew about magical creatures, and he started typing in the window below.
Hunting A Succubus
He pressed enter and waited for the pages to load. A knock on the glass came from Amida, and Cyrus rolled the window down to speak with him.
"Yes, Brother?"
"We were wondering what you think we should do with the home."
"Hmm." He looked past Amida at the cabin. It was in a remote location, and there was no negative energy stuck to it. Based on their search this morning, Scotes had no next of kin, or anybody who would come looking for him, which meant they could quickly take possession through the proper channels.
"Put a message through to Acquisitions." The location could either be used for field training, a weapons cache, whatever acquisitions thought best. If Acquisitions didn't want it, they could burn it to the ground easily enough.
Amida nodded, then went back to deal with his team. Cyrus was going to roll up his window when a thought occurred to him. "Brother, please come back. Show me the picture of the succubus again."
The young man handed over his phone and Cyrus scowled. He should have realized it immediately. Maybe it was old age, or his mind was on other things, but there was no mistaking that these were the women he had seen in his hotel elevator earlier that very morning.



"Brother Amida? I would like you and your knight to join me." He waved to the driver, who came walking over. "Also, please inform the Counsel that we are investigating a lead regarding the succubus."
"I thought we needed permission?"
"We do. Tell them I'm taking lead on this hunt." Cyrus chuckled to himself. "By the time we get there, it will already be granted."

😈🧟♀️🏍️That's right, the Order is back! (for those of you who are curious, Cyrus starred in Last of Her Kind, available now on this website for the low, low price of some of your free time!)
I really hope this tale sparks some joy for you, because it's about to get a whole lot messier with plenty more lesbian hookups, dream diving, and maybe (if you're good), another familiar face.
Don't forget to leave some stars, comments, or even send me a feedback letter (which I do read, but don't always respond). Much love to all of you, make sure to be kind to yourselves and each other, and big hugs to those who need them!
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Hi all! Here it is, the next chapter of HFHM!
New reader? Start at the beginning, I've packed in quite a bit of plot and you will be super confused. But maybe that's your kink, so by all means, stroke away.
Returning reader? Wonderful, now that you're here, the party can continue! Where last we left off, Mike had accidentally discovered a pair of faces inside of the Underworld that many of you weren't expecting and I left you on a cliffhanger. Well, the wait is over, let's get this show on the road.
Once again, thanks for all your support. Don't forget to follow me, rate my stories, and click on my bio to see when I plan to post the next chapter. I'm doing my best to get these out, and I love hearing about how you enjoy them.
Anyway, enough from me, let's all get on the bus and head to...
Purgatory
The gray skies of the Underworld did little to improve Mike's mood, and the occasional wail from the house made his stomach sour. Yet he sat quietly as Yuki told Amymone about how she had escaped from her tower.
"...and after we sent the Society packing, Mike forgave me for trying to kill him." Her tale done, Yuki put her hands in her lap. "And so I live in the house again. It's really weird that nobody remembers me, but I'm hoping to try and rebuild those relationships. It's frustrating, and more than a little lonely, but I'll get there."
"Wow." Amymone was sitting on the ground with her legs pulled beneath her and her chin on her knees. "That's incredible, I'm so happy that you survived."
"So what about you?" Yuki waved her hand around to indicate the Underworld. "I'm more than a little surprised to see you here. I figured you were dead."
Amymone's laugh sounded almost like a bark. "Okay, well, after you disappeared, things started getting dark around the house. For the most part, Emily was the same, only she claimed that you had gone away on an important mission. But then I heard rumors from the others about your disappearance and started to wonder if she had left you behind in the world on the other side of my tree. Granted, we couldn't help but believe her stories, but eventually some of the stuff she did spoke volumes more than the lies she fed us."
"Like what?" Mike had been quiet, allowing the two of them to catch up, but now he was curious.
"She became obsessed with unlocking the magic in the house. That was something that hadn't been an issue before. She was also becoming borderline abusive with a couple of the girls in the house, and poor Tink was constantly getting yelled at for little things. It was textbook personality disorder type stuff, and I saw the writing on the wall long before the others. A dryad can never leave her tree, so unlike Naia, I was never able to go inside the house. Well, sometimes Emily would do something on a Monday that would have everybody upset, but then by Wednesday or Thursday, they would have all forgotten about it. She found out how to tamper with memories somehow, and I suspect she was using the geas to do so."
He shook his head and sighed. "I have my theories, but they don't change what happened."
"Yeah, well, for the longest time, she claimed that she was trying to track you down." She pointed to Yuki. "Told everyone that you had been attacked or whatever. Became obsessed with some old key she found, would disappear into the Library for days. She even started perusing the books down in the Vault, and we all know that's a huge no-no, but we thought it was to help you, so nobody said anything."
"There are books in the Vault?" Mike tried to remember if he had seen some on his last trip there, but couldn't picture any.
"There are supposed to be. Dangerous ones. Anyway, she started asking me uncomfortable questions about my tree. She could use a tree to walk to another one, and had done some trick to open a portal in my tree that went somewhere new."
He nodded. "I'm familiar with this."
"Well, one day, a pair of centaurs came through from the other side. They wanted access to the greenhouse, and Emily was so freaked out by the fact that they had just come on over that she didn't ever notice that only one of them went home."
Zel. Mike thought about how the centaur had originally come to the house. It had been through Amymone's tree.
"And so she chopped it down?"
"Oh, and she was insidious about it, too. Blocked off part of the spring so Naia was stuck in the house and told everyone it was movie night. Sent Abella into the greenhouse to check on Sweet Pea because she'd been acting funny recently. Emily popped right on out and started chopping away. I couldn't even stop her. She used some sort of spell to trap me in place. Told me all about how she was going to have Tink make a lovely wardrobe out my tree while clearly out of her fucking mind."
"I'm really sorry." Mike hung his head and took a deep breath. "That must have been awful."
"Watching yourself be murdered? Yeah, it was." She shook her head, her long hair shifting along oaken shoulders. "Anyway, you don't read plenty of mystery novels without knowing what's about to go down. Long before she killed me, I actually pulled the heart wood out of my tree and hid it. Think of it like the magical core. Over time, my tree would die without it, but Emily was out there with her axe long before my leaves had even wilted."
"Is that why you're here?" Yuki asked.
"Yep. My heart wood can go dormant for almost a decade before it needs to be properly planted. I figured Emily was nearing the end of her lifespan and had my fingers crossed that a new Caretaker would arrive and find it. In the meantime, I'm stuck here, waiting to be born anew."
"Where did you hide your heart wood?" Mike asked.
Amymone smirked. "It's hard to hide something when you can't go away from your tree, and I was afraid that Emily would find out and demand to know where it was. So I gave it to the one person who would never say a word."
Mike and Yuki looked at each other, then back at her.
"Who?" Mike asked.
Amymone's grin faltered when she realized that they weren't going to guess. "Why, Sweet Pea, of course! The mandragora can't talk, and since I can talk to plants, I had her take my heart wood into the greenhouse and hide it with instructions to give it to the new Caretaker."
"Oh." Mike frowned. "Um, Sweet Pea is...gone. She did this thing where she ate a witch, turned her into a plant, and then had me impregnate her or something prior to wandering off to parts unknown. As far as I know, Sweet Pea is...gone."
Amymone's face darkened, and thin lines formed in the bark of her skin. "Oh, please tell me you aren't making this up."
"I'm not. I wish I was. But if you have any idea where Sweet Pea hid it, then I could have the centaurs keep their eyes out for it."
"It's true, an entire herd of them live in the greenhouse now!" Yuki took Amymone's hand in her own. "Don't give up hope!"
"Oh, I gave up hope a long time ago." The dryad groaned and slumped back on the dry ground beneath her, limbs outstretched. "Never thought Sweet Pea would need to be pollinated so soon. Damn."
"I'm really sorry." Mike didn't know what else to say. "What does your heart wood look like?"
"It's literally a piece of wood from the middle of my tree." She stared at the sky, her eyes unblinking. "When I gave it to Sweet Pea, I made it look just like the wood from the jungle, in case it ever got spotted. I very much regret my decision now. I should have just buried it on the other side of the yard."
Mike said nothing while Yuki tried to comfort her friend. His eyes kept traveling up to the house itself, and he would sometimes see Emily's face vanish from sight.
"What is this place?" he asked. "I mean, why is there a copy of the house here?"
"Hmm?" Amymone looked up at him. "Oh, right. You're looking at the house when it's asleep. When the Caretaker dies, the home slumbers and goes somewhere else. Rather than leave a giant hole in the ground, this house replaces it. That way, if someone breaks in or attempts to do harm, the real home is protected and this place acts as a decoy."
"How do you know all this? Don't you sleep when the home does?"
"Nope." She grinned. "Naia and I take care of the house while it sleeps. She is tied to the fountain, and me to my...well, anyway, when the house falls asleep, the occupants are carried with it, and Naia stays behind to wait for the new Caretaker. Once she bonds with him or her, this place comes here once more. I actually got stuck here when I died, and when the home slept, I got to haunt the real world for a little bit. Oh, that reminds me!" She turned to Yuki. "Jenny escaped the Vault before the house fell asleep, so she's probably roaming around and causing trouble. Might want to be a priority when you get back."
"Already taken care of," Mike told her. "We're on good terms now."
"Seriously?" Amymone looked at him in awe. "This guy is the real deal, isn't he?"
"Most days," Yuki said with a smile.
"Jenny did try to kill me, first," Mike added. "It's kind of a theme."
Emily's wailing pierced the air, and everyone winced.
"So I get why you're here," Mike said. "But why is she up there?"
"No idea. That cunt showed up a couple years back and never comes out of her room." Amymone scowled. "Some days, she'll just stare at me for hours. I have no idea what that's about, and she seems to be putting on a special show for you two, because she's all about her Cecilia impression today."
Cecilia. Mike realized that plenty of time had passed, and it was about time they got going. "So, do you have any ideas how we can get back?" he asked. "That Cerberus wasn't very friendly at all."
"I've had no problem with it, but I'm supposed to be here. You, however, are not. Hell's guardian is actually one of several three-headed dogs in charge of making sure souls don't just traverse the spiritual plane. It's not just about Hell, but anywhere connected to here. I suspect that you are on the Cerberus shit-list as long as you are wandering around out there. So no, I don't know how you can avoid it." The dryad chewed her lip for a moment, then looked up at the window. "However...she might."
Mike looked back up at the bedroom window, then back at Yuki. "Can I tell you how much I hate this?"
"You can tell me about it, but..." Yuki summoned a spear of ice. "I'm about to go up there and find out what happens if you try to kill something that is already dead."
He nodded, then looked back at the window. The idea of talking to Emily gave him a serious case of the creeps, because he had no idea what she might be capable of. So far, other than wailing in agony, she had done nothing else, but he had learned long ago that he should never assume weakness in anyone or thing he encountered.
"Let's go together." He walked toward the back door and opened it. Yuki walked inside, leaving a frosty trail of pawprints on the floor. She held her spear of ice in one hand and a handful of tarot cards in the other.
"Hold up," he said when they were at the stairs. "She seems content upstairs. I want to do a quick check down here, just to make sure there isn't anything lying in wait that can trap us."
She nodded, and gave the stairs a dirty look before they did a sweep of the bottom floor.
The house was different. There were rooms that didn't exist in his version of the home, and he wasn't at all surprised that he only remembered them now that he was here in the Underworld. Memories of his first day in the home with Beth giving him a tour of the house came back to him, and he couldn't help but smile. He had had no idea what he had gotten into, and it was weird to think that he had actually been walking through this place, only to have the real house swap out on him.
Checking the basement was the most nerve wracking. It was dark, and he was convinced something would leap out at them. The only thing that made him jump was the occasional moan that came from above, and when they finally got around to the stairs, he had Yuki take the lead.
Once on the second floor, they checked out the other rooms first. There were extra rooms here, too, and he even recognized some of the creepy dolls that had been there before. He stood for a moment in Beth's room, then tried to open the passageway to the Labyrinth in her closet.
The process failed. He looked over at Yuki and smiled. "This place is as ordinary as the day I moved in. It's kind of weird, actually experiencing it again as if it's the first time. This room is the same, but look out here." He took her in the hall and showed her the other rooms. "This one is yours, but there's an extra one next to it. And I guess this is where our mystery door is now, right?" He opened the door to reveal an ordinary bedroom. "I remember them now. I haven't thought about any of these rooms since that very first night. So now I wonder if this means those rooms exist and are locked away, or if this is just an old house that my home is modeled after."
"Mm-hmm." She wasn't paying any attention to him. Her eyes and ears were focused on the master bedroom. From behind the door, they could hear the sound of a woman crying.
Mike shivered. "Okay, well...guess it's time to rip the band-aid off." He walked down the hall and was about to turn the knob when Yuki shoved him aside.
"Me, first." Her green eyes were now glowing with energy, as she shoved the door open and stepped inside.
The first thing Mike noticed was how cold it was. He thought it may have been Yuki's magic, but this was a different kind of cold that felt like the energy was being drained from him. Once they were both inside, there was no sign of Emily.
"Where are you?" Yuki growled, and the hair along her arms and neck stood up. "I know you're in here, Emily. You may as well come out where we can see you."
The curtains fluttered about as if caught in a breeze, and Mike noticed that there was a nasty stain on the wooden floor approximately where Emily had died in the real world. It occurred to him that they had never gotten a chance to clean up the stain and replace the wood beneath it.
It also occurred to him that no light seemed to reflect off of the stain. It was just a pool of blackness that sucked the light out of the room.
Yuki sniffed the air and then growled, revealing a pair of nasty fangs.
"What is it?" Mike asked, and then noticed the shadow that was forming along the opposite wall. On his shoulder, he heard Daisy buzzing angrily, and the little fairy popped out and hovered before him.
The shadow stretched and distorted, then Emily stepped through the wall. It was as if she was being transmitted through an old tube television, only the reception was shit, because her image had a bad case of rolling static. After flickering for a few seconds, she settled into place, and her feet hit the floor. Most of the color had been leached from her body with but a few highlights of color scattered along her ethereal form.
However, the thing he really couldn't take his eyes off of was the giant hole where her right eye should have been. Cylindrical in shape, it went all the way through and allowed him to see the wall behind her. There was no gore—her insides were just more static that flickered about as if she was full of flies.
"Um—" he began, but she opened her mouth and let out a shriek that modulated through several frequencies before she exploded.
Mike grabbed Daisy, and Yuki grabbed Mike's other hand and pulled him out of the room, but when they made it into the hall, they were now standing in the office.
Emily sat in an ornate wooden chair and held a book in one hand and a pear in the other. She took a bite of the pear and used her pinky to sweep the juice off of her chin back into her mouth.
"What is this?" Mike asked. His voice sounded odd, like it was coming from somewhere else. He let go of Daisy, and she resumed her perch on his collar.
"A memory." Yuki held onto his hand and pulled him closer to Emily. She swung her icicle like a club, and it passed harmlessly through Emily's head, but her body flickered like a candle's flame for just a moment.
"But why?"
Yuki looked back at him, her lips curled into a sneer. "Gee, I don't know. Let me check my So You've Encountered Your Dead Ex in Purgatory, Now What? manual and I'll get back to you."
Mike debated sharing his idea for a chapter title, but thought better of it. "If it makes you feel any better, I'm not detecting any danger."
Her ears twitched, and she swung the icicle again. Nothing changed. "It doesn't," she added.
He shrugged and watched. A couple of minutes passed, and just before he was about to speak again, a large, black book fell onto the desk. It looked like the book was bound in leather, and there was a closed eye on the front.
Mike swore he saw the eye open for a moment.
Emily jumped out of her seat, then reached down to pick it up. She surveyed the room, and then there was a crash out in the living room.
"Emily?" It was Yuki's voice, but it was coming from inside the house. "Jenny got out of the Vault again!
"Shit." Emily ran out of the room, leaving the book behind on the desk.
Mike was about to follow, but the room filled with smoke, then cleared.
They were now outside at the edge of the fountain, and Emily was busy looking at the book. Naia was singing to a small flock of birds that were bathing in her fountain, and Amymone was across from Emily on the ground, her nose buried in a book of her own.
A spectral hand appeared on Emily's shoulder. It was made of shadows, and when it squeezed, she sat up straight and looked around.
"Everything okay?" Amymone didn't even look up from her book.
"Yeah, just a cold chill up my spine is all." She closed the book and looked into the sky. Her blonde curls draped over her back and shoulders and caught the sun's light, creating the illusion that she was surrounded in a golden aura. "Say, Amy, I was wondering something."
"Wait." Amymone held up one finger while she finished the page she was on. At the end of her fingertip, a large maple leaf uncurled itself, and she tucked it into the book to mark her place. "Okay, what's up?"
"You ever wonder where a portal from your tree would go?" Emily looked over at the large oak tree that was about twenty feet from the edge of the fountain. "Only special trees can be used as portals, and once they are linked, it's permanent. But your tree can be any type of tree, right? So, you could probably become a portal tree."
"And?"
"It's probably nothing, but...now I wonder. You and your tree are the same entity, in a way, which means your tree is sentient. It was just a weird idea I had, that maybe your tree could be used to open a portal to somewhere else, like the greenhouse. A place that's been folded away from the world."
Amymone bit her lip in contemplation, her dark eyes looking up as if she was trying to access files buried deep inside of her brain. "Huh. You know, I'm not sure. I mean, based on how the tree portals work, the logic makes sense, but you would need to have a pretty clear image of where you were going."
"I see." Emily opened the journal once more to look at a picture of a tower that had been drawn inside of it with great detail. "Interesting."
Yuki's hand was now crushing Mike's. Rather than chastise her, he placed his free hand on her wrist and gave it a squeeze.
"Just memories," he reminded her.
"But why?" Her voice had an edge to it, so he pulled his hand free of hers and wrapped his arm around her. She was cold to the touch, but he held her anyway.
"She's a restless spirit. She's trying to show us something." He really hoped it was important, and that they weren't just headed to a sticky end. The smoke rolled through again, and he took a deep breath of anticipation. Whereas the memories might be painful for Yuki, he was already getting some answers to questions he didn't know that he had.



Emily appeared before them, standing in a room he recognized. It was the hidden room in the tower, and a dark figure hovered in the middle of the room. It was the shadow man, and he was holding his hand out to her.
"She will die, you know? They all will die, but the fox means something more to you, doesn't she?" The shadow's form was frayed along the edges, as if a single errant thread might cause him to unravel. "I'm offering you experience and knowledge for such a small price."
"I'm not sure." Emily's arms were crossed. "It's a piece of my soul. What will happen to it?"
"It will be very safe with me, I assure you. It won't even hurt. It'll be a part of you that you don't even realize is missing." A grin spread across the shadow, which created an opening in his head like a comical stick figure. "As of now, you are destined to fade from this world, never having advanced to the next stage of the game. You are one of the last players, which means you have a chance to win it."
"I want to know more about this game. I keep having these weird dreams about it, but they never make any sense."
The shadow nodded. "Every Caretaker's journey is different, and some of them never once heed the call. And should you win, then you could be looking at the ultimate prize: immortality. Centuries to spend with your beloved, maybe even the power necessary to extend her lifespan as well."
"Immortality comes at a price. That's one of the first rules of magic." Emily had stiffened up, withdrawing from the shadow.
"That is correct. However, this game pre-dates the rules of magic. It creates a loophole, as you would call it."
Emily bit her lip, then looked at the stairs behind her. Mike imagined that she was picturing Yuki, asleep on their bed and blissfully unaware of what was about to happen next.
"I can feel your love for her. It is a warmth that I crave for myself, but will never know unless you pay the price." The shadow's tone had shifted, and he was now pleading. "One small piece is all it will take, and you can have forever with her if you want."
"I... I..." While Emily debated her response, Mike felt Yuki tighten her grip on him. He squeezed her back, causing a sob to break free.
"I accept." Emily held out her hand, and the shadow took it, and a dark tone played that caused ripples to spread across the scene, changing it so that they were now in the Library. Emily was by herself, and was frantically pulling books down from the shelves.
"No, I will not. I will not!" She was shouting at nobody that could be seen, and then her face twisted up and her eyes turned black.
"But if you don't, you will never be able to save her or the others." She was speaking again, but her voice was different now, deeper and more threatening. "She would want you to have it, to use its magic to complete your spell."
"No!" Emily shrieked and grabbed at her face, her hands curled up. It looked like she was about to claw her own eyes out. "I can't do that to her! I've already left her in that tower for so many years, I..."
Her face twisted, and her eyes were dark once again. "What is a few years compared to eternity? All things can be forgiven in time."
"I won't, I—"
"Emily?" It was Sofia. She came around the corner of the stacks. "Were you talking to someone?"
"Just...just myself." She turned around, and Mike saw the black fade from her eyes. "Did you find anything about the rat king?"
Sofia held out a book. "Yeah, so strange thing really, the rat king is..."
This memory faded as well, and now Emily stood in the hallway of the second floor. Around her, the rats were cowering in fear as she twitched and spasmed, and one of her hands opened up, allowing a shimmering emerald to fall out of it.
"Why...what was I..." When she looked up, Mike saw that only one of her eyes was black now, and when she spoke next, only the corners of her mouth moved.
"You just did big magic, didn't you?" This time, the bad voice was even stronger. "I sensed that you did something, hid something perhaps. What have you done to us?"
"Get...get out of my head!" She slammed her forehead into the wall, causing plaster to fall and the rats to flee, though a braver one scooped up the emerald on its way past. "Get out of my head!"
Her scream shattered the room, and now they were back in the master bedroom. Emily hovered before them, and she was looking now at Yuki.
I'm sorry. Emily spoke using sign language, and the fact that Mike understood it perfectly was an equal surprise. He felt Daisy shift by his ear, and he remembered the spark that had passed between them during the incident in the tub.
Interesting, he thought.
Yuki let out a choked cry and ran from the room, and Mike was about to follow when he heard a whisper in his ear.
"Wait." It was Emily, and he turned around to see that she was floating only a foot away from him. For a moment, her form was stable, as if her connection was finally strong enough to come through. I need to tell you something, she signed.
"Um..." He wasn't sure if he should try to call Yuki back, but he still didn't have that sick feeling in his stomach that came when he was in danger. "Make it quick, I guess. But if you can pick just one method of talking, that would freak me out less."
This is more efficient. Easier to concentrate and the madness will return. Don't trust the shadow.
"Oh, don't worry. That bastard is plenty pissed at me because I refuse to buy what he is selling."
Emily let out a silent sigh, then signed some more.
I needed her to see.
"Yeah, well, we saw plenty. Why are you still here, Emily? Why haven't you moved on?"
Can't move on without the rest of my soul. She pointed to the gap in her head, and he frowned, doing his best not to shudder. The shadow still has it, locked in his castle.
She hung her head now, but her hands kept moving. I thought I was trying to get her back. When I forgot her, all I could focus on was getting my soul back, but I was about to die. I tried to extend my lifespan, but only made things worse. It turned out he was in control all along.
He had so many questions for her, but he already knew the one he wanted to ask the most. "What is the great game? I heard him mention it."
A game created by the Architect. When he built the homes, he hid the same prize inside of each of them, and it was a game that has been played for centuries. Nobody knows the rules, and nobody has ever won. Confusion is supposed to be part of the puzzle.
"Why does the shadow want your soul?"
He needs it to survive. He's like you and I, a player in the game. When he died, he was able to hang on somehow using soul magic, and he needed my soul to subsist, to keep playing the game. It gave him access to the house via my body, and toward the end, he was controlling me all day.
Mike opened his mouth to ask something else, but Emily flickered. The temperature in the room was warming, and he noticed how tired she looked. Tendrils of darkness were crawling in through the slats, and she turned toward them in pained resignation.
The madness is coming, she said. One more thing to show you.
"I..."
The room swirled with black clouds, and when they fell apart, he was standing in his room once more. Emily stood in front of her mirror, and her eyes were completely black. In the mirror, Emily's eyes were blue, and her face was pleading.
"The naga is up to something. She should have been finished with the key months ago." Shadow Emily clenched a fist, causing the knuckles to pop.
Emily shook her head, then pleaded with her hands.
"I suspect that you have done something else. This body feels like you wore it recently. If it wasn't for your mortal need for sleep, I could just wear you around all day." Shadow Emily paced before the mirror. "This form will not live much longer, and I need results. The others have been long suspicious, and I suspect my memory spells are wearing thin on them."
Emily silently stomped her feet and shook her head again, her curls falling along her shoulders.
Shadow Emily grinned, then moved close to the mirror. "If not for the unique abilities of your little cat burglar, I wouldn't have been able to formulate the magic necessary to alter memories. Such a unique talent wasted, but nobody even noticed when I altered the house last month. I can move from room to room, undetected, and because I am not the true Caretaker, all I have to do is make sure you don't see it happen is to stuff you away in the Black Place, and let the geas do the rest of the work for me."
Emily was mad now, and she placed her hands against the glass, her fingertips turning white from the pressure.
"I wonder..." Shadow Emily's face stretched into a grin. "I wonder what would happen if I killed one of them? Do you think I could get away with it? Maybe the gargoyle? Or that nasty little goblin?"
Emily was now frantic, and she was clawing at the glass.
"Oh, I know. I could use my magic and cave in part of the nymph's spring. She's been asking some rather uncomfortable questions recently, and it would be a shame if I forced you to watch."
Emily was silently shouting 'No!' behind the glass.
"Then tell me what you did!" Shadow Emily pressed her hands to the reflection, right on top of Emily's. "Tell me what you did or I kill the nymph!
Emily's face scrunched up with resolve, and the glass between their hands glowed bright yellow.
"Are you seriously trying to take your body back?" Shadow Emily laughed, but Emily's face scrunched up in concentration. As Shadow Emily kept laughing, Emily's hands slid through the glass and merged with the shadow's arms, as if they were being worn like gloves. The laughter stopped as Emily used those hands to strangle her own body.
The gasps became whispers, and dark veins sprouted along Shadow Emily's face. Inky black tears fell from her eyes as Emily kept squeezing, and after several minutes, her body went limp.
Emily gave her a push, and her body slumped to the floor. Shadows fled, and the mirror image stepped outside of the glass, looking down at her own corpse with satisfaction.
Outside the room, the air filled with the song of a banshee. Emily took a step away from her own corpse and was almost out of the room when she grabbed at her temples in pain. Darkness streamed into the room like water and forming into claws that grabbed at her face and pulled. The hands whipped about, and then turned toward Mike.
"Shit!" Mike stumbled backward and fell into the wall as the vision burst.
Emily shook on the bed as the darkness enveloped her, crawling into the hole in her head. The room was now full of whispers that he couldn't decipher, and she turned into static once more and, with a final shriek, burst.
He ran out of the room and down the stairs to where Yuki was waiting. Without saying a word, he dragged her outside and didn't stop until they were at the edge of the fountain. Gasping for air, he looked up to see Amymone looking at them.
"Told you she was a cunt."
As if to punctuate the dryad's point, Emily's shrill scream resonated over the courtyard, and Mike covered his ears in the hopes of drowning it out.
As the echoes faded, he shook his head. Like everything else in his life, this was far more complicated than it had at first seemed.

🏡🏡🏡Beth sat on the front porch, going over the documents one more time. In front of her, Sulyvahn was meticulously culling some dead roses from the bushes, whistling quietly to himself.
Mike's Will had been fairly easy to write, but she couldn't help but worry that she had missed something. All it would take is a missing signature, or even an unfortunate typo, and a lawyer with the financial backing of the Society would be all over it.
It also hadn't helped that Marco had been weird about it. While she had been able to draft the documents, it created a weird legal issue to write a Will for her employer and leave half of everything to herself. She had called her former coworker up and had him come over to properly notarize everything and act as a third party to prevent any accusations of legal malfeasance.
She had vastly underestimated Marco's suspicion of Mike. Before Mike's departure, they had done the signing in the front yard, surrounded by centaurs that Marco couldn't see. What should have been a relatively straight forward meeting had become a debacle.
"You all right, luv?" Sulyvahn had paused to look at her, scissors in one hand and a dying rose in the other.
"Yeah, just thinking." She had wanted Marco's help in going over her own documents as a second set of eyes. Instead, he acted hostile toward Mike the whole time, and Beth couldn't figure out why Mike hadn't noticed—until he told her that Death had been doing a running commentary of the proceedings over his shoulder.
Marco, mistaking Mike's attitude as condescension, had become even more agitated when Dana arrived looking (rightfully) half-dead. In the end, Beth had had to tell Marco to shut the fuck up and notarize their documents or she would tell his boss about his unprofessional behavior. Seething, Marco had rushed them through the process, then stormed off once they were done.
"Ye be looking more lost than anything, darlin'." Sulyvahn found a suitable rose bud and tucked it behind her ear, brushing a strand of hair out of her face. "Maybe we could be going fer a—"
The front door slammed and Lily came outside.
"Oh, there you are! I've been looking for you for hours now." She sat next to Beth and crossed her legs, then tossed her hair over one shoulder. "I had a question about who gets me when daddy dies."
Sulyvahn laughed. "It ain't been hours, ye scandalous harlot. I saw ye moping about on the roof just a wee bit ago."
Lily stared daggers at Sulyvahn. "Are you still here? Shouldn't you be hanging around a cemetery giving handjobs to lost souls or something?"
"Whoa, hey." Beth set her paperwork down. "That's no way to talk to each other."
"Oh, I dinna mind. The temptress has a harsh tongue, but it bothers me none at all." Sulyvahn picked another rose and held it out to Lily. "It's just banter, nothing personal, don't ye know."
Lily eyed the rose suspiciously, then took it. She gave it a sniff, then tucked it into her blouse so that the bud rested just above her cleavage.
"There, see?" Sulyvahn smiled. "Now I be having have something pretty to look at instead of that thing ye call a face."
"Suly!" Beth looked at Lily, afraid of how she would react.
The succubus looked down at the rose, then back at the dullahan. She raised her hand to the rose as if she was going to crush it, then set her hand back down. After a few seconds, a smile crossed her face.
"Okay, I like this one. Yes, I was up on the roof earlier, but I wasn't moping. Mostly I was just enjoying the weather, but the real reason I came down was that Mike just went through the gate, so I thought I would come down and make conversation because..." Her lips curled up, and she looked around, then pulled money out of her pocket and handed it to Beth.
"What's this?" Beth asked.
"A retainer. For attorney-client privileges, so you don't go blabbing my secrets or something."
"You don't need that, you can just talk to me." Beth pushed the money back. "Besides, I'm not that kind of lawyer."
She was about to open her mouth again, but Sulyvahn was grinning.
"Oh, I'm not worried about you," Lily said to him. "If you do something I don't like, I'll rip your head off and shove it up your ass."
"And I'm believing that ye would, bless yer black little heart." He chuckled and took a step back. "There be other roses that need tending, so I will be leaving you two to yer business. It's me self wishing ye be having a grand afternoon, ladies."
Once Sulyvahn had picked up his bucket and left, Lily turned her attention back to Beth. "I'm worried about him."
It wasn't the directness of the statement that hit hardest. After all, Lily was rarely subtle about anything. Instead, it was that brief moment when Lily's eyes had shimmered with moisture, as if she was holding back tears. But as far as Beth knew, succubi didn't cry.
At least not on purpose, anyway.
"Is it because he went to the Underworld?" Beth asked.
"Ugh, that, too. No, it's that stupid cunt of a queen. When he finds her, you know she's not going to just give him what he wants. Even Cecilia doesn't want him to come, that's how dangerous she is."
"Wait, Cecilia? How do you know what Cecilia wants?"
"She's been bouncing around in his dreams. She can't see me, she only has eyes for him, but sometimes I hear what she's saying." Lily's head transformed into Cecilia's. "Stay away, Mike, she's going to hurt you, don't come for me, I'll be fine."
It was spooky hearing Cecilia's voice after so long, and Beth shivered.
"Have you told Mike?"
Lily laughed. "Do you think he would listen?"
"Good point." Beth looked out into the yard. "So, what could we do to help? He won't let anyone go with him, at least not into the faerie realm."
"Well, about that ten dollars..." Lily grinned. "The faerie queen made a deal with the builder, or Architect, or whatever we're calling him. She couldn't kill Romeo without violating the deal, and I imagine that the deal itself has to be on paper somewhere, right?"
"You want me to try and find it, don't you."
Lily nodded. "If anyone can find a loophole in her own deal, it would be you. Maybe it's something that can help him, or at least keep him from being turned into a toad or something." She stood and offered a hand. "Unless you'd rather go over that thing for a tenth time."
Beth laughed dryly. "So you have been watching me."
"Maybe." Lily motioned her hand at Beth. "And I think I know a good person to start with. C'mon, let's go."
Lily led Beth into the house, but she stopped in the hallway.
"Hold up, let me get these put away." She held up the papers.
"I'll be out back." Lily walked toward the back door and Beth went into the office. Despite being used as research central, Mike had kept it pretty neat. She walked to the desk and opened up her designated drawer and filed the paperwork inside.
She was startled when she heard a loud thump, then looked up to see that a book had landed on the desk. Nobody else was in the room, and she picked it up.
"Death, did you do that?" She wondered if the grim reaper was currently using the office. On more than one occasion, she had walked through him, but only knew this from the sudden chill in the air. "I'm about to leave, I'm just dropping something off."
She set the book on the desk and was almost to the door when it hit the ground. Puzzled, she looked back and saw the pages flipping by themselves, eventually coming to a stop. Was Death trying to tell her something?
Crouching down, she picked up the book and read the page.
"Samhain," she read aloud. "A celebration of the dead." Curious, she turned the pages and scanned through the document. The gears of her brain turned and her mouth dropped open.
While Mike had been so busy trying to figure out how to get to the Underworld, he hadn't considered what to do once he got there. Now, looking at the text before her, she felt a sense of triumph. At the start of Samhain, the veil between Earth and the other side would be at its thinnest, and the spirits of the dead would cross over, along with all manner of fae.
Could he use this to find the fae realm? It would be like swimming up a river, but if the Underworld really was a central hub...



Excited, she tucked the book under one arm and headed for the backyard. Once outside, she saw that Tink and some rats were busy uncoiling a large portion of wire, using a pair of large planters to help lay it out straight. Naia was in her fountain talking to Lily, and Abella was standing at the back of the yard, staring through the open gate.
"What the fuck were you doing?" Lily curled her lip in disapproval, and Beth held up the book.
"I think I found something, but it can wait."
"I don't think it matters. Naia doesn't know anything about a contract." Lily lowered her voice dramatically when she spoke next. "This surprised nobody."
"Be nice. Naia, are you sure you don't remember any sort of contract with the faerie queen? Maybe a golden scroll, like the one Mike has, or mention of sending a banshee to watch over the family."
Naia shook her head. "I'm really sorry, but I don't. Maybe Sofia would know, or someone else, but important documents and water don't tend to mix well."
"Annoying, but fair." Lily grabbed Beth's hand. "C'mon, let's go see what old One-Eyed Winona has to say."
Beth was about to turn away when she heard Naia gasp. Tink dropped her tools and froze in place, startling the rats that were helping her. Over by the gate, Abella turned to look over her shoulder, her stone features wide in surprise.
The nymph had gone deathly still, her mouth opening and closing like a fish as she gasped for air.
"Lily, what's happening to them?"
"I don't know." The succubus spun about, her horns appearing over her head, but there was no enemy to be seen.
Tink let out a shriek of anger and picked up the hammer closest to her and threw it into the side of the house, where it busted through the siding and stuck. Abella's face turned somber and she turned back to the gate to resume her vigil. Naia, on the other hand, was turning translucent, ripples going up and down her body as her form wavered.
"Naia, please, what's going on?"
Naia looked at Beth, her lips twitching. A single tear ran down her cheek.
"She...she was my sister. How could I forget my sister?" Her eyes met Beth's, and her body became translucent. "Oh, Emily, how could you?"
Naia fell to her knees and clutched the side of the fountain, which was now overflowing onto the ground in time with her tears. Beth set the book somewhere dry and then stepped into the fountain, doing her best to comfort the nymph.
And, much to her surprise, so did Lily.

🏡🏡🏡Kisa sat on the edge of the roof, her legs dangling over the side. She had been up here for most of the day now, listening to an mp3 player that Tink had scrounged up for her.
The electricity on her floor was out due to repairs, and she had discovered a perfectly lovely spot on the roof to stretch her legs and soak up some sun. The music on the mp3 player wasn't anything great, but it would do for now.
Ever since Tink had given her the record player, she had found a purpose other than lounging about, a reason to live, to breathe. In between songs, she could recall memories of the old man who had helped her. His face was a constant presence during her moments of peace, and while it bothered her that she couldn't remember who she was, it bothered her even more that she couldn't remember him.
But she did remember that he had taught her how to dance. It was something he had learned from his home country, and it was what he had taught at the rec center. It was her hope that maybe dancing would help her to reconnect with the past, to give her the answers she so desperately craved. Whoever she used to be may be gone, but the person she was when she danced still existed.
Of course, her peace had been interrupted when Death had come up to watch her. The spooky specter was content to sip his tea and watch, and when she asked him if there was somewhere else he could be, Death had explained that he and Mike had engaged in a long chat about personal space after some important meeting.
Once she explained to him that dancing was also private (sometimes), Death had pulled a children's book from the depths of his robe and was busy looking through the alphabet, but he did not leave. Happy that he would at least keep to himself, she had danced some more, albeit not as enthusiastically as before.
The events of the house were like a foreign entity to her. The urge to dance called to her from the moment she woke to the moment she slept, and other than a couple of check-ins with Tink, she was perfectly fine being the ever-elusive feline of the house. She needed to work through so much of her own drama first, that she felt like this approach was perfectly fine.
However, her mp3 player had died almost twenty minutes ago, and she was deliberately leaving her earbuds in and pretending to be listening to music so that she wouldn't have to talk to Death.
The earbuds didn't quite fit her ears correctly, so the sound of Tink's shout followed by something slamming into the house was perfectly audible. Crouching down, she crossed the roof on all fours and looked into the backyard.
Naia was crying in the fountain, and Beth and Lily were busy trying to console her. Curious, she leaned over the edge for a closer look, but movement in the yard caught her eye.
When she turned her head, she saw a dark figure move past Abella and then disappear through the gate in the backyard and vanish in between the trees. It was a man, but that was about all she could tell. A growl escaped her lips, and she kept her eyes on the spot where he had disappeared.
"I say, this is a bit dramatic, is it not?" Death had crouched down right by her side, and she startled, then nearly fell. Her scrabbling claws caught the roof in time to keep her from falling free.
"You nearly killed me just now!" She told him through gritted teeth.
"False. I nearly collected you. There's a difference." He held up the children's book to show her a picture of an X-Ray next to the letter X. "I am struggling with this letter, because I don't know if I am looking at a picture of bones or a portrait of myself. Would you assist me?"
Rolling her eyes in exasperation, she was about to tell him no, but realized that if she didn't help him, he was likely to go downstairs and ask someone who could see him for help. She figured that now wasn't the best time, so turned her attention toward him.
"Here, let me show you." She took the book from him and led him away from the ledge, Naia's cries vanishing on the breeze. "Have you ever heard the term, 'X marks the spot'?"
Death stopped in his tracks, a giant smile on his face. "Did you just make a map analogy? I love maps!"
Kisa sighed in exasperation.

🏡🏡🏡Mike sat and chatted with Amymone while Yuki sat in the corner of the yard on a chair made of ice. After coming outside, the kitsune had announced that she needed some time to think and process what she had seen, so he had left her alone.
Amymone was curious how everyone in the house was doing, so Mike answered her questions as best as he could. When the conversation about the others became thin, she asked him questions about book series that she had been reading and if he knew how they had ended.
Unfortunately, he did not. He had never been much of a reader for a bunch of reasons, and she was visibly disappointed when he couldn't tell her anything about the books. Still, she seemed happy to chat with him about anything and everything, and it was only after he checked the time on his phone that he decided he may need to move things forward.
He excused himself and walked across the yard to where Yuki sat. She was on her throne with Daisy on her shoulder, and she was wistfully looking at something in her hands.
"Hey." He put his hands in his pockets and waited. If his phone was correct, evening was well on its way, and he had no idea if this place had nocturnal cycles as well, or if it stayed the same. It also occurred to him that he should have asked Amymone about it, because it would have given them something with actual substance to talk about. "What are you looking at?"
Yuki lifted her hand and flipped the object over. It was a tarot card with a man and a woman standing apart from each other, and the word LOVERS was written on the bottom.
"When I made this, I had it in my head that I would use it on Emily." She turned the card around so she could see it once more, and then rubbed her eyes with her free hand. "I had this weird fantasy that I would use it on her, make her fall in love with me once again, and then leave her ass in another dimension to pine over me."
Mike nodded. "I guess that's only fair."
She groaned, and leaned forward in her chair. "That's probably a lie, though. I was so angry and full of rage, that's what I wanted to happen. But knowing me, I may have used it and just pretended like all was forgiven, at least until the next time she pissed me off. It's hard to say. I was a different person in the tower, after all."
She meant it literally and figuratively. Emily had taken some of Yuki's magic by removing her eye, and when Mike had put it back, most of Yuki's rage had left her.
"So it makes someone fall in love with you? Seems kind of..." He tried to think of the best word for it, but couldn't. Trying to talk ethics with a three-hundred-year-old fox spirit who had a broken heart wasn't a battle he thought he could win. "Powerful," he finished.
"Indeed. The magic is much like the card, so it's interpretive." She spun the card between her fingers and tucked it in her sleeve like a magic trick. "It's meant to seek out feelings related to love. Things like passion, loyalty, even friendship. Then it amplifies them, and overrides negative emotions."
"So it doesn't just make them super horny or anything?" He felt the phantom itch of mandragora pollen in his collar and scratched it.
"No, nothing like that. Not that it matters, because I don't feel like making anyone fall in love with me. What could easily be the most powerful card in this deck ended up being a giant waste of my time."
"Well, maybe not. You never know, right?" Realizing he had no evidence to back this up and that he was only saying it to make her feel better, he changed the subject. "So, I spoke with Amymone for a bit, and learned that she has absolutely no idea how to deal with our dog problem. You don't happen to have a card in there that makes you super strong, do you? Cause apparently Hercules choked the shit out of one until it passed out, and I'm not even sure how to go about doing that to something with three heads."
"You're lucky this one doesn't have more than that." She pulled her cards out and fanned through them. "I don't know, I might be able to get creative, but I wasted so many of my good cards trying to smash you into paste."
"Must not have been that good," he told her with a grin. "Because I assure you that I am quite smashable."
She narrowed her eyes at him. "Was that...did you seriously just make a joke about your sex life?"
"According to the others, my skill set is primarily getting real lucky or fucking my way out of trouble." He shrugged, then took a seat on the ground. "Figured I would work on not needing to do either, but apparently I'm always going to be in over my head on every problem. For example, did you expect a three-headed hellfire-breathing dog today? Because it wasn't on my Bingo card."
"How about running into your dead ex who gave away a part of her soul to protect you, only to ruin your life?" Yuki slumped in her chair. "On the one hand, I'm glad to know that it wasn't something I did. But on the other hand, she royally fucked everything up, and she did so in my name. Everything that happened was because of me."
"No, absolutely not true." Mike scooted closer and took her hand in his. "My mom used to get blackout drunk all the damn time and blame me for the dumbest things as a kid. How she treated me was the reason we kept getting bounced from place to place, and I was convinced for so many years that I was the problem. After several years of therapy, I was finally able to accept that her actions were not a reflection of me, and the same goes for you, Yuki. I know we don't have the full story yet, and most likely never will, but whatever she thought she knew was coming, she should have trusted you and the others with it and seen if you were up to the task."
"Hindsight is twenty-twenty." She blew an errant hair off of her face, then sighed. "For example, we shouldn't have come to the Underworld now that we know that Fido has a hard-on for eating people who shouldn't be here."
"I should have brought dog treats or something." He stood and brushed the dirt off his pants. "I'm thinking our best option is to run. I can tell if we are running toward or away from danger, and I'm guessing that the reason we ended up here is because our route home was cutoff. That damn dog can't come in, so we should find out if it wandered off first. If not, let's cut across to the other side and get a good head start."
"And then what?"
"Follow my gut." He patted his belly, giving her a grin. "It will take us home or somewhere equally safe. That's the hope, anyway."
"Ugh." She stood and tilted her head from side to side, then stretched. "Running seems like a stupid choice, but it's the only one we have—unless we want to try and send Daisy out. I don't know that she could even find her way back. At least you're a good runner. I was a bit surprised, to be honest."
"Yeah, that's a recent thing." He followed her to the back of the house, and they stood just outside the open gate. The woods were still filled with an ominous mist, but they were quiet.
They sent Daisy on a quick perimeter sweep. When the fairy returned, she informed them that there was no sign of the hellhound, and Mike hoped that meant that it had wandered off. With tentative steps into the mysterious wilderness, he felt no sense of incoming danger, and chanced a quick look back at the house.
Up in the window, Emily appeared briefly, her hand against the glass.
"Let's go," he said, then moved forward with purpose. Yuki kept up with no problem, and once they were far enough away, they stopped in between a pair of large trees to get their bearings.
Mike closed his eyes and thought of home first, and then Naia. He was part of the house, and even her, and he wondered if he could use that to guide him. It reminded him of the time Lily had tried to kill him in the Dreamscape, and his magical bond with the nymph had saved him then, so why not now?
He concentrated on Naia, and felt a sense of sadness overcome him. Had something happened at home? The world around him was eerily quiet, and he could almost picture her fountain in his mind. Except it wasn't just her that he saw. It was Lily, too, and Tink, and even Abella. They were all clustered together by the fountain, around Naia, their voices like faint whispers in the wind.
The sensation was little more than a tickle, but he felt it somewhere to the right and turned.
"This way," he said, and moved forward. Yuki followed him for a while, and then took point, her eyes scanning the mists. Dark figures wandered about as if lost, and the few times he came close enough to make out any detail, they simply vanished from sight.
"They are damned," Yuki told him, her nose wrinkled. "I can hear them calling to each other, but nobody answers. It's a bit unsettling."
"Then let's get out of here so you don't have to hear it." They continued onward for what felt like hours, and the tickle became an itch, right between his eyes. They said nothing, which helped Mike concentrate on home, and the itch was becoming a pressure in his chest now, as if his heart was being tugged on by strings.
"I think we're getting—" he started, but then a cold feeling descended on his gut, and he saw the dark shapes in the fog disperse and vanish.
Somewhere in the mist, heavy footsteps crunched on leaves, and the sudden intake of air through the beasts many nostrils was like nails down a chalkboard.
Mike pulled out his phone. Yuki put her hand on his shoulder, and when he looked at her, he saw the fear in her eyes.
Setting an alarm for sixty seconds, he looked around the forest, trying to track where the sniffing was coming from.
"What are you doing?" whispered Yuki.
"Buying us some time," he whispered back. "The alarm will go off and draw it in."
"Oh." Yuki pulled a card from her sleeve and took his phone. "Here, hold on."
She blew on the tarot card and it hovered in the air. She put the phone on top and then summoned tiny little ice clamps to hold it in place. Mike pushed the start button and watched as the card and his phone zipped away into the woods. He wondered if insurance would cover loss in the Underworld, but figured he would just order another one. Hopefully Quetzalli hadn't fried out his computer since he left, because that's where the most recent backup of his phone was.
The sniffing came closer, and the blazing eyes of the Cerberus twinkled in the mist like stars. It was coming closer, and he and Yuki hid behind the trees to buy themselves a few more seconds.
The distant tones of his alarm echoed through the mist, and Cerberus charged toward it, kicking up dirt and leaves that splashed against the trees they were hiding behind. They both waited until it was some distance away, and then broke into a run.
What started as a jog soon turned into a sprint, and he was surprised how easy it was to breathe. Yuki turned into a fox and ran by his side, her tails twirling about as if they propelled her. Somewhere in the distance, he heard the growling of Cerberus, followed by the snapping of teeth.
The phone went silent.
The sensation of home was even closer now, and the trees seemed to be spreading apart. However, the sound of heavy paws behind them grew louder, and he took a look over his shoulder to see a pair of eyes glowing in the mist. Cerberus was on their trail once more, and it was going to be a race to the finish.
Yuki started zigzagging behind him, leaving a frosty trail that sprouted into low ice walls punctuated with spikes. He heard Cerberus crash into them and roar, which caused him to grit his teeth. The damn thing was fast, and he suspected that his luck was about to run out.
His heart pounded in his chest, fueled by terror. He realized now that the sound of paws was no longer behind them, but off to the side. It occurred to him that they were primarily running a straight line, and it looked like Cerberus had caught on.
Glowing eyes appeared in the mist to his left, and a giant ball of fire formed beneath them. Unable to dodge, he dropped and slid. A jet of fire carved its way through the trees where his head had been, and he managed to stumble back to his feet in time to leap forward and dodge another blast.
Yuki formed a massive ice wall between him and Cerberus. Another blast of fire melted a clean hole through it, and was followed by a thick, shaggy head. Massive teeth were the only thing Mike's brain processed, and he bolted forward.
Cerberus roared and crashed through the ice wall, sending chunks of it everywhere. A large piece caught Mike in the small of his back, and he let out a gasp of pain before falling to the ground. He rolled to his feet, and suddenly Yuki appeared between him and Cerberus.
"Go!" She shouted, then fanned out her tarot cards with one hand and summoned up a volley of ice. All three heads were now focused on her, and their jaws opened wide to reveal fire that swirled and danced among their teeth.
Mike tackled her from behind, causing the concentrated fire blasts to tear the forest apart above them. Her ice magic spiraled outward, sending icicles in every direction, and her tarot cards fluttered about like falling leaves. The smell of burning hair filled the air, and when he rolled off of her, he saw that a giant chunk of her hair had been melted away.



Cerberus was on top of them now, and the center head opened wide above them.
Mike screamed in anger, and the banshee's cry caused the Cerberus to back up in confusion and whimper. It pawed at multiple sets of ears, then shook its head and stumbled about.
Yuki held her own ears as he screamed again, but the effect had already diminished. Cerberus charged forward and head butted both of them, knocking them away from each other. Mike fought to clear the branches and leaves from his face and was shocked to see three very angry heads above him.
As he opened his mouth to scream once more, a heavy paw pinned him in place, and he let out a high pitched squeal instead. Unable to breathe, he turned his face away from the sharp claws in front of him, and saw Yuki struggling to her feet. She was searching the ground, her hands frantically overturning leaves.
"Keep running," he gasped, then tried to push himself free. The Cerberus was crushing him, and his mind went to everybody at the house, flipping between each of them and then finally settling on Cecilia.
She wasn't even going to be there to help him cross over. Angry, he continued to fight, but all he could smell was sulfur and dog breath.
Daisy fluttered out of his collar and danced around, trying to distract the heads. With a snort, Cerberus blew the fairy away, and she tumbled into the leaves.
A large icicle slammed into the head on the left, and then a volley of razor sharp swords crossed the muzzle of the head in the middle. The head on the left opened its jaws wide and fired a jet of flame in Yuki's direction, and she dove to the side and threw a handful of tarot cards at Cerberus.
In the explosion of magic that ensued, Mike closed his eyes and looked away from the torrent of wind, fire, earth and rain that cascaded down around him. He felt a jolt like an electric shock, and the massive weight on his chest diminished, but didn't leave. A storm formed, and over the howling of the forest, he wrapped his arms around Cerberus' paw and tried to push it off of him.
Unable to catch his breath, he couldn't get enough leverage to lift the paw free, and he moved his hands around in an attempt to get a good grip on it. The paw no longer felt right, and he wondered if the mighty beast had been toppled, which would allow him to squirm free and run.
"Chikuso!" This came from Yuki, and he turned his head toward her and opened his eyes, but his vision was obscured by hair. He could just make out her prone form, green eyes wide with alarm.
He wiggled his toes real quick, suddenly afraid that maybe he had been smashed or ripped in half, but she wasn't looking at him, but just above.
The weight on his torso shifted, and what he thought was a paw used a pair of arms to push away from him. Stunned, his mind ran through all the possibilities as he found himself looking once more into the six, fiery eyes of the Cerberus, only now the beast was in the form of a young woman with three heads. Unruly hair blocked his view of what the rest of her looked like.
They were looking down at him with confusion and uncertainty, and he looked to Yuki for any sort of explanation.
"It was the Lovers card," she groaned, her hand on her side. "I was throwing minor arcana at it and that one got mixed in."
"But what does that mean?" he asked, then looked back up at Cerberus. Cerberus was wearing a black leather dress, and all three necks were adorned with a black and red collar bedazzled with spikes.
"We...are...Cerberus." When Cerberus spoke, each head took a turn, which made him wonder if they were of one mind or just thought alike. He saw that the head on the left had a nasty cut on her cheek, and the one in the middle had a set of scratches across the bridge of her nose.
"Um...Yuki, what do I do?"
"The card is meant to make someone fall in love," she explained. "But I don't know what that means to a Cerberus."
"We...are...Cerberus!" They were looking down at Mike expectedly, but he wouldn't classify it as friendly. It was almost angry.
"Hi Cerberus, I'm Mike." He held up a hand and waved.
"Mike is...new master...to Cerberus?" They didn't look convinced, and the head on the right was now sniffing him.
Yuki groaned again, and when he looked over at her, he saw that she was using ice magic on a burn on her side. Her robes had been burnt, and he could see ruined flesh beneath.
"You okay?" he asked.
"Hellfire just missed me," she explained through gritted teeth. "It'll heal, but I need a bit. Mike, her tail isn't wagging, you'd better figure this out quick."
He looked back at Cerberus and nodded.
"Yeah, sure, I am absolutely your new master." He smiled, then wondered if smiling would seem too threatening. Was showing teeth to a dog okay? Was Cerberus even technically a dog now?
All three heads were sniffing him now, and he saw that Cerberus still had ears like a dog, sharp pointed ones that stood at attention. Their skin tone was similar to his own when he spent too much time in the sun (which was almost never), and he held still as they gave him a once over.
"Master smells," each head began.
"Of human," finished the first head with a growl.
"Of demon," said the second head with a grin.
"Of the fae," finished the third head with a snarl.
Well that answered his question about individuality. He took a deep breath and put his hand on the center head's forehead. She smiled and leaned into it, letting him scratch her ears.
"Cerberus forbids...passage to mortals," said the first and third head.
"I am no mere mortal, Cerberus." Mike kept petting the center head, trying to keep her happy. He wasn't sure who controlled what, but this one seemed to like him. When she looked at him, her eyes were no longer red, but an ominous black. The others, however, still had fire in their eyes.
"Humans are forbidden," said the first head, and he felt the hand on that side of Cerberus dig claws into his shoulder.
"Fae are forbidden," said the third head, and the other hand reached for his throat. He looked at the center head. If he drew an invisible line separating Cerberus into three parts, maybe there was something he could do to get the upper hand after all.
"Yuki?" He looked over at the kitsune, who was lying on her back against a log. "Is that tail wagging?"
"Ye...yeah." She was taking deep breaths and digging through some of her cards. "Why?"
Mike grinned and moved his hand down the center head's cheek.
He didn't have the strength of Hercules. Strangling such a beast would still be impossible, even as she was right now. However, he had something even better, and while the Cerberus was under the effects of the Lovers card, he was finally going to be able to play to his strengths.
"You're a good girl, aren't you?" he asked, and he stared deep into her eyes, willing his magic to life.
"We are not..." said the first head.
"A good girl," said the third head.
The middle head ignored the others, her adoring eyes now locked on his face. She opened her mouth and panted, and he traced his thumb and finger around her lips and then slid the tip of his finger inside her mouth.
Naia's magic rumbled inside of him, bouncing around as if ready to escape, and it told him exactly what he needed to know about the mythical beast and what they needed.
"Suck it," he told her, and the middle head complied. His magic was now streaming from his finger into her mouth, and her eyes widened in surprise.
The first head curled her lips into a snarl, but then her face went slack as the fire went out of her eyes.
"Master...not human," she said, then sniffed him again. She relaxed her hold on his shoulder and he used his other hand to pet her head and rub her ears as well.
"That's right, Cerberus. I used to be human, but not anymore." The center head was letting out cute little squeaks while she sucked on his finger, and Mike moved his hand along the first head's cheek.
"Be careful about what you say," Yuki warned. "I'm willing to bet that Cerberus can tell if you are lying."
"I don't need to lie to Cerberus, because she's a very, very, very good girl." He looked over at the third head and smiled. He could see uncertainty in her eyes, and the hand that had been trying to squeeze his neck had relaxed. "In fact, I would like to get a better look at you. Would you—"
He felt a flash of cold run through his body, and he listened and went silent. Cerberus waited expectantly, and Naia's magic filled him in a moment later. Cerberus was a being of three minds with the personality of a dog. A request would likely not be obeyed, and would break the spell.
A command from her master? Now that was a different story altogether.
"Cerberus? Sit."
Cerberus sat, causing her weight to shift off of him and between his legs, and his finger popped free of her mouth. He scooted free, making sure to keep eyes on each of the heads. One and two seemed thoroughly enchanted with him, but three was still uncertain. He stood and brushed some leaves off himself before placing his hand once more on the center head.
She was the key to his plan, and he let his magic flow over her. He could see Cerberus much better now. She wore a dark leather dress that clung to her skin, and her arms and legs were streaked with dark fur that matched her hair.
Matched his hair. He touched it and realized that it was the same color as his own. Had the Lovers card tried to match him to Cerberus? It was an interesting conversation for another time. Her dress was short, allowing her thick, hairy tail to wag on the ground. She was on her knees with her legs apart, and he caught just a hint of dark panties beneath her skirt.
The middle head sighed, and Cerberus shifted on the ground. Already a damp spot was forming in the middle of her panties, and he grinned. If the middle head was connected to the tail, it made sense that she would have been the fastest path to her libido. He had never had a dog while growing up, but he knew enough about how pack hierarchies worked, and it was time to assert some dominance.
"Cerberus is a good girl," he told them, and placed his hand on top of the third head. Her red eyes faded to black, and she gazed up at him in wonder.
Due to having three heads, Cerberus had a very wide torso that narrowed down to a normal sized waist and very thick thighs. However, with so much room across her chest, he was not surprised to see that she actually had three ample breasts that strained against the leather fabric of her dress.
"Yuki, how long do you think she'll be transformed like this?" If he was going to take this creature of Hell, he was going to have to go all the way.
"I'm not a fucking magic eight ball," she replied with a growl. At the sound of her growl, all three of Cerberus' heads turned to look at her with a growl of their own.
"No, bad girl," Mike told them, and they looked back at him in embarrassment. "That's Yuki, and she is my friend."
"Yuki is...master's friend...so Yuki is Cerberus'...friend."
"That's always gonna freak me out," Yuki muttered from the sidelines.
"Yeah, well, it's about to get a lot freakier." He unzipped his pants and pulled them down, and his semi-rigid cock fell free. Cerberus gazed at it in awe, though the middle head was also panting. Convinced that he commanded their full attention, he let the magic do its work, and his cock rose to its full length. He moved close, the tip of his cock now almost touching the middle head's nose. She was drooling now, and he continued to caress and pet the other two heads.
"Suck it."
The middle head opened her mouth wide, revealing a wicked pair of canines and a long tongue. She took just the head of his cock into her mouth, and he helped guide the other two heads in. Cerberus' shoulders folded in as the heads on the side tried to meet in the middle, their tongues now licking the length of his shaft.
Three mouths on his cock was a surreal experience, and he alternated which heads he was petting as Cerberus continued to blow him. The middle head moaned, and his cock popped free of her mouth, and the first head took its place. Now with two heads on the same side of his dick, they fought to get in and comply with his command.
His magic was now crawling all over Cerberus, and each breast was now adorned with a very stiff nipple that strained against the thick fabric suppressing it. The hellhound was letting out tiny gasps and moans, and he leaned back to see that one hand was now frantically rubbing at their crotch through soaking wet panties.
Good, he thought. "Pull down the top of your dress, Cerberus."
They complied, revealing three breasts. The ones on the outside were round and larger than the one in the middle. Streaks of fur adorned the sides, and he reached down to pinch one of the nipples.
The corresponding head gasped and lost her place on his cock. They pushed each other aside until all three of them were sucking on him once more, and he put his hands back on their heads and started switching between them. He gave each head a solid minute or two to suck on his cock, and then would pull out and go to another, leaving the first head to whimper and growl until she could reconnect. It was no longer just his magic functioning either—he could sense some sort of residual magic from the use of the tarot card, and his bond with Cerberus was strengthening.
As much fun as it was to have three women fighting over his cock, and to see long strings of saliva keep them all connected, he knew that if he was going to establish himself as the alpha, he needed to take this much further.
"Enough." He pulled his cock away, and Cerberus's faces became desperate, and they reached for him with eager hands. "Turn around," he told them.
They obeyed. Cerberus spun around and lifted their ass in the air. It was a nice, thick ass to go with her big thighs, and when he flipped her skirt up over her cheeks, her tail wagged in anticipation.
He didn't even bother pulling down her panties. Once he was on his knees, he shoved them to the side and pressed his cock against the tight lips of her pussy and eased himself in.
Cerberus let out a cascade of yips and growls as he penetrated her with some difficulty. Once he was fully inside, he held still and listened as all three heads growled at the same time, a sound that resonated in his head. They wiggled their hips back and forth, and the growls transformed into moans and whimpers.
He put his hands on her ass and started fucking her, slow at first. It was an amazing sensation, hearing the pleasure of a woman in triplicate. While the middle head obviously had the best connection to the genitals, the others clearly felt everything he did, and he had to grab her tail and tuck it under one arm to keep it from hitting him in the face.
"Cerberus is...a good girl...for master." When Cerberus spoke, her voices were now punctuated by tiny cries of delight. His magic was now crawling over her, and disappearing in her fur and hair. Her dark fur was lightening to a shade of gray in places, and all three heads moaned as he grabbed her by the breasts and leaned back, causing her to sit on his cock.
The cries of ecstasy scattered through the forest as he played with all three of her breasts. Cerberus was now masturbating furiously with both hands, and he felt the charge build between them both as his magic bounced around inside them, stirring her into a frenzy.
The inner walls of their vagina clenched against him, and all three heads howled at the same time when they came. Her back went rigid, which caused him to tip over backwards. Cerberus leaned forward, and his cock popped free.
"Oh no you don't," he muttered, then sat up and grabbed their hips from behind and slid himself back inside. Cerberus groaned, and he grabbed the side heads by the hair as he fucked her frantically. He was so close to coming and he needed to be inside her when he did.
When he fired a thick rope of cum inside of the hellhound, his magic went with it, bouncing around inside of Cerberus. This time when the hellhound came, the center head barked and then let loose a ball of fire nearly two feet wide that immolated a nearby tree.
"Oh, sweet Jesus," Mike muttered, then felt his magic re-enter his body. He groaned as his balls suddenly felt heavy, and he pulled out of Cerberus. A thick glob of his cum fell out of her just before her panties slid back over, and he rolled her onto her back. "No fire on master, okay?"
All three heads nodded, and he sat down on her belly and squeezed her breasts with his hands, his hard dick resting on her breasts.
"Who does Cerberus belong to?" he asked while pinching their nipples.
"We belong...to you...master."
"That's right, you do." He slid his dick between two of her boobs. "Press them together," he commanded.
They obeyed, and he tit-fucked her at a good pace, his cum and theirs acting as lubrication. The nearest two heads stuck out their tongues and licked at the head of his cock every time it poked through, and when the third head started to whimper, he moved his cock over to the other cleavage and slid it in between them. Now the first head was moaning in frustration, sticking out her tongue and just barely touching the tip of his cock. He continued to alternate, and the pressure built inside of him, the magic sizzling across his belly and along his pubes.
When he came again, it was in thick, shimmering torrents that coated all three of Cerberus' heads. They eagerly lapped it up, licking their fingers and each other's cheeks to swallow it.
"I just marked my territory. You belong to me now." He told them, hoping that it would suffice. With a groan, he sat back to admire the view. When they were sufficiently clean, Cerberus leaned forward and threw her arms around him.
"Cerberus loves master," they declared at the same time, tipping him over. He could see their tail wagging over their shoulder, and he let out a sigh of relief and pet each head.
"Cerberus is a good girl, isn't she?" He kissed each of them on the forehead.
At his side, Yuki cackled, then let out a groan. "You're right, that was weird. Now see if she knows how to get home, would you? I could really use a nice, cool bath."
Daisy was now sitting on Yuki's head, and she scowled at Cerberus.
Tell that bitch to stay away from me, she signed. Or I'll rip her fucking ears off.
"How about it, Cerberus? Do you know the way to the mortal realm?" He scratched several ears.
"Cerberus knows!" They stood and adjusted the top of their dress so that they were adequately covered then turned around, sniffing the air.
Involuntarily, Mike sniffed as well. His senses were flooded with the smell of dry earth and dead leaves, and it caused him to sneeze.
"This...way...master," they said, and then Cerberus burst into dark smoke and reformed into a giant three-headed dog. They paused to give him a playful lick which drenched his face, and then trotted through the mist until they were barely visible.
Cerberus turned around and waited. Mike helped Yuki to her feet, then paused to pick up a few tarot cards that were lying around. When he handed them to Yuki, he looked at Cerberus and a grin blossomed across his face. He opened his mouth to speak, but Yuki covered it with her hand.
"Please. I already know you're going to ask if we can keep her, and you already know that I'm going to groan and roll my eyes at you, so let's skip ahead, shall we?"
He snorted and started walking toward Cerberus. "Fine. I just hope she's house-trained."
Yuki groaned.
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Meeting the Order
The ride out of the canyon was uneventful, and Lily held herself tightly against Dana's body as the zombie took them down the canyon. Whenever they rode together, Lily would reduce her weight to next to nothing to give Dana far more control over the bike, but that also meant having a good grip.
Not that she minded holding on so tightly. Dana's body was particularly warm right now, and she was exuding an energy that reminded the succubus of Mike.
"So are you going to tell me about what happened yet?" Dana asked through Lily's headset.
The succubus had formed a helmet around her skull that was decorated with vintage flames that stretched back along the sides. With her entire imagination as a palette for whatever she wore, it seemed like a shame to cop out and be boring without a reason.
Besides that, flaming helmets looked cool. She wondered if Dana would get mad if she added actual flames.
"Now that we're actually out of the woods, I will. They call themselves the Order." She frowned at the word. She hadn't thought about the Order in decades, but was hardly surprised they were still kicking around. The bastards had been roaming the world for centuries now and there was no reason to believe that it would ever be different.
"The Order of what?"
"Does it matter? The Order of Zeus, Merlin, Oprah, it's just a name at this point. The important thing to know is that we do not fuck around with the Order. In fact, if we ever encounter them again, we will do our best to run as far and as fast as we can."
"We did pretty good for ourselves back there," Dana replied.
"No, we didn't." Lily let out a sigh that became a growl. "They had no idea we were there and were totally unprepared. Even you could see how young and inexperienced they were. Don't clap yourself on the back for getting one over on a pair of rookie monster hunters who were expecting a fight with a drunk. I can guarantee that both of them are just fine right now, and already looking to track us down."
"Oh." They rode another mile in silence before Dana's voice came back through the earpiece. "Is that all?"
"Hardly. What do you want to know?"
"You saw something in Scotes' mind. Care to share?"
Lily scowled. When she had opened up Ray's head to take a look around, she had seen what amounted to an entire lifetime of being a low-grade piece of shit. The man had stumbled into Unearthly Delights after bar hopping and had spotted the flask under the glass of the front counter. His shit behavior had been one of the only reasons he had been trackable by sifting through the clerk's memories, and he had loudly tried to barter the poor guy down until eventually buying the flask for the fifty dollars it had been marked.
The sequence of events that had interested her had begun with Ray's initial excitement that the flask was still full. He had savored the whiskey over a couple of days and been puzzled when the flask never seemed to run out. Disbelief had turned into more excitement, and the biker had to wait until he sobered up to ride his bike into town. If Ray hadn't believed in magic before, he certainly did now, and his mind had stuck to a single memory from his conversation with the clerk.
"C'mon, I can do thirty," he had whined, though he was carrying almost five hundred in his pockets. He always carried enough cash to get him home, just in case, and most of it was stashed in his left boot.
The clerk had rolled his eyes. Though the guy was young, he clearly wasn't going to be intimidated by the tough biker act, and he definitely wasn't buying the obnoxious drunk act either. "Look, all of this stuff got appraised when we got it from the auction, and my boss never marks the good stuff any lower than he is willing to sell it."
"Wait, are there other flasks that came with this one?" Ray didn't care about how the flask looked, he just needed something that would fit inconspicuously in his vest pocket, and he had lost his last one somewhere. If there was a cheaper flask, he would buy it instead.
"Nah, the flask was in one of those unseen box auctions. Like, from a storage unit. All kinds of odds and ends, the whole store is full of them."
"Bah." Ray pulled out his money. He would just pay fifty for the flask, it looked like it was made of silver, he could always sell it later if he needed to.
"Ray was on his way back to Unearthly Delights to buy more magic. He had become hooked on what the flask could do. Borderline obsessed, really. If a flask could keep him drunk for free, what else was there? Magic does that to most people. It shows them a crack in the universe that they become hungry to explore."
"So, what happened?" Dana asked.
"He ran across the Order." Scotes had been surprised that the store was closed early, and decided to hang around until later. A little breaking and entering wasn't that big of a deal, and he had parked his bike some distance away, camping out behind some bushes by the railroad tracks. It was in the middle of the night that he realized that Unearthly Delights was being raided by a group of people that he initially thought was the feds, but the feds didn't burn places down when they were done. "They looted the place and burned it down, and Ray was convinced they would track him down and kill him."
"And would they have?"
"Honestly? Don't know. It kind of depends on the situation. If Scotes had put up a fight, then maybe. More likely that they would have offered him a sum of cash for the flask and tell him to shut the fuck up about it, or even wipe his memory after, make him think he sold something worthless for a profit." She furrowed her brow. "I'm not a hundred percent on that last one, actually, but if anyone could do it, it would be them."
"Wait, so why do they even want the flask in the first place?" Dana asked.
"The Order has one really big rule, and it hearkens back to the day when magic was sealed away by Merlin."
"Merlin, like from King Arthur?"
"Yep. Merlin got tired of mankind fighting with and over magic, so he did the impossible. He found a way to pull down the veil on mankind. If you ever look at magic over the ages, it's always shit like speaking with spirits, deities, whatever. He cut the cord on communication, and the world of magic and science have kind of coasted side-by-side since then. Over the years, magical creatures died off and mankind flourished, so what was already rare became rarer still."
"So they want the flask because it's magic?"
"Not specifically. They want the flask because it could upset the balance of things. Their task is to make sure that magic doesn't make a comeback, that the magical world stays in the shadows. It's not even because they're trying to keep it for themselves. The world was nearly destroyed on numerous occasions because magic and humans simply don't mix, or at least not without repercussions. Obviously, there are exceptions, but the motivation is in the name itself. The Order exists to maintain order, to prevent the mistakes of the past from happening again."
They were now halfway through Laporte, which wasn't saying much. It was a small town that had been gobbled up by the nearby college town. The bike rumbled beneath them when they stopped at a red light, and Lily closed her eyes and listened to the soothing vibrations.
"So, they're the good guys?" Dana asked, her voice incredulous.
"Good is a matter of perspective and always will be." The succubus scowled at the memory of escaping the cabin. "However, in general... yes. They're the kind of people who are raised on the notion that they need to protect mankind by preventing outside influences from disrupting it. They don't interfere in human or monster affairs, but will if the two become mixed and it risks exposing the world to the truth. That's the best way I can describe it."
"What does that make us, then?"
"Truthfully? We're just like every other miserable bastard out here, just trying to make ends meet. If we hadn't just jacked this from under their noses and attacked a couple of their men, they wouldn't even care. But now? I'm thinking we should cut this trip short and pursue other leads."
Dana tensed beneath Lily's hands. "But what if... what if they got the other things on the list? There were five things that Ratu said were sold to the shop that she thought would help me. This flask is one of them, but what if they have the other four?"
"Then they have the other four. Think of those things as gone forever, and spend the next few centuries trying to find another way."
The silence in Lily's earpiece was deafening, so she pulled off her helmet and allowed it to become smoke in her hands as they rounded a corner. Just because Dana was pissy about the whole thing didn't mean that Lily shouldn't enjoy simple things like the wind in her hair. She had been stuffed inside her gemstone prison for so long that she had learned not to take the little things for granted, and she truthfully hoped Dana would learn the same lesson long before suffering a similar fate.
It was midday, and downtown Fort Collins was already bustling with activity. They took a couple side roads to avoid the worst of it, and were soon on the main road that took them to their hotel by the highway. Dana parked the bike in a spot by the front door and the two of them rode up the elevator together. Once in their room, Dana tossed her helmet onto the bed and then sat down and pulled out her laptop.
"Are you pouting?" Lily asked, breaking the silence. "Because it's annoying."
"I don't pout. I'm just thinking. We have the flask. That's one out of five. We actually have a lead, and you're asking me to walk away from it. I'm trying to figure out how to argue my case here."
Lily sighed and then sat next to Dana. "Okay, let's talk about it. What other things are on the list?"
"A pendant, a hammer, a knife set and a bag of marbles." Dana frowned. "I'm not sure what she intends to do with them, but each of these things has a magical property that Ratu needs."
"Did she tell you what they did?"
"Most of them. The knife set cuts your food for you if you speak the word engraved on the handle. The hammer knocks in nails with a single hit every time, no matter how hard you hit them." Dana frowned at her computer. "The bag of marbles is weird. When the marbles clack into each other, they change places. Not sure what she wants with that. The pendant though... she wouldn't tell me what that one does." She showed Lily her screen. On it was a drawing of a necklace with a large pearl entwined in metal wire. "She told me it was one of a kind and I would know it when I see it."
"Ooh. Mysterious. Did you ask her why she wouldn't tell you more?"
"Of course I did." Dana shut her laptop. "Apparently, it's the kind of thing you shouldn't be asking around for, because if people know you're looking for it, they'll come looking too. She told me to imagine it as a winning lotto ticket lost in a box of sand. The moment I ask if someone has seen it, others will show up with shovels in the hopes of finding it first."
"Oh, how fun!" Lily hopped up and down, her breasts bouncing under her shirt. She was hoping it would make Dana smile, but it didn't work. "Okay, well, let's talk a little bit about what we're up against. If the Order has any or all of these things, it would probably be the necklace and the marbles. The hammer's owner might not even realize it's magic, and the knife set will probably just sit in a block for decades and nobody will ever be any wiser. Even if they tracked those objects down, they pick and choose their battles on purpose."
"So, you think we should go after them?"
"No!" The succubus groaned. "It's the worst thing we could do! You shot one of them point blank with a shotgun, remember? It didn't even scratch him. If we try to chase these people down and pull the whole 'hunted becomes the hunter' bullshit, I'm going to be doing all the heavy lifting, and will probably get my ass smoked all the way back to Hell."
"Can they do that?"
Lily shrugged. "Kind of. Nobody is better at hunting demons than these guys. Most of what the Vatican does during exorcisms is loosely based on what these guys actually do. Can they kill me? No, not really. I'm tied to Mike now, and that means they would have to go after him. But they can hurt me, and they can certainly hurt you."
The zombie sighed and tossed her phone onto the bed. "I guess we're out of our depth then, aren't we?"
Lily nodded. Dana had no idea what fresh hell she would bring down on the both of them if they actively went after members of the Order, and she really didn't want them learning about Dana. As a zombie, she posed a tremendous risk and would likely be dispatched with extreme prejudice. Nobody knew if her condition was contagious, and the Order wasn't going to wait around to find out.
Dana removed the flask from her pocket and examined it closely. "It's stupid, but this feels really disappointing. One in five is a shitty success rate."
"I know you hate hearing this, but there's an eternity to correct it." She sat next to Dana. "The Order will take this stuff and put it under lock and key, but forever is a long time to keep these things hidden away. It might not be anytime soon, but someone is bound to make a mistake. I don't like talking about it much, but some time ago, my former master got some good intel on one of the Order's vaults and broke in to take some powerful things from it."
"Oh?"
"Yeah. Some of it was pretty innocuous, but they got their hands on some pretty amazing items. There was even a rumor that they stole the head of Medusa, but I got locked away before I could see it."
"Wait, Medusa, really?"
She nodded. "It was just a bag that hissed a lot. My ruby got shoved into a safe next to it for a couple decades, so I would usually see it on my way in and out. No idea what they would ever use it for. Something that powerful would be hard to use without getting noticed. But the point is that time is your ally now, and I need you to see the positive. You're at the beginning of a very long journey, and you need to remain optimistic if you hope to survive."
"Coming from you, that's pretty rich." Dana closed the laptop. "Aren't you the eternal pessimist?"
"Hey, I've got some of the finest therapists and philosophers rattling around in here." She tapped her head for emphasis. "Again, I've had a long time to accumulate my collection. Getting the flask today just means you won't have to get it thirty years from now."
The zombie grunted. "I guess. Well, there's only one thing to do now."
"What's that?"
Dana stood up. "Take a shower and hit the road. Put some miles down before it gets dark. Maybe go camping on the way back."
Lily smiled. "Ooh, you wanna help me pitch a tent?"
Dana rolled her eyes and walked into the bathroom, then closed the door behind her. Once the shower was running, Lily let out a sigh of relief. The last thing she wanted to do was spend her afternoon arguing with Dana about the Order. She would much rather go back to Mike's house and come up with another plan than put Dana in harm's way.
When Lily originally agreed to come along, it was partially to help the poor girl out. She had been thrust into a world far bigger than she realized, and Lily knew from experience that it was a hard world to live in.
There was also the prospect of helping someone. Her demonic nature aside, this was the first time in her existence that she had ever had a semblance of a choice, and she relished the idea of doing some good to balance out the bad. How many people had she killed for the Society? She supposed she could count, but why bother? It was an endless parade of faces she could pull up on a whim, but why spend all day thinking about a meal from years ago?
There was also Mike. The man who became her master, and sort of set her free. Other than the rule against killing innocent people, she was free to do as she chose. Upon gaining her freedom, she had been pulled back into his world once again, knowing they would come for him. After the dust had settled, he had given her a gift.
The necklace materialized on her neck and she lifted it up. She kept it stored within her body like a talisman, a reminder that her new master said he was different. He had shown her kindness when all she had given was spite. Maybe he was broken in the head, or maybe there was something there worth pursuing. Either way, she had needed some distance, and this trip had provided it.
"See you soon, Romeo," she whispered, then absorbed the necklace back into her body.
She grabbed the remote to turn the television on, but paused when she heard a distant buzzing sound. Her first thought was maybe someone was using tools out in the parking lot, but when she checked out the window, the sound wasn't coming from out there. Struggling to hear it over the shower, she walked into the hall and looked around. The sound was coming from everywhere at once, and it immediately set her on edge.
It felt like magic.
"Shit," she muttered, and walked into the closest stairwell. The buzzing here was just as loud, and she debated pulling Dana out of the shower. But then what? It was probably better to try and see what was happening first, and if anyone was a master of sneaking, it was a shape changing succubus.
She walked down the stairwell and adjusted her form. She started as a black business woman, then decided to go with something a bit frumpier. Her skin tone lightened just a bit, and her clothes became loose. When she stepped out of the stairwell, she was a slightly overweight soccer mom with short hair that had been clipped in place and a bitchy look fixed on her face that demanded to see Life's manager.
The buzzing sensation vanished when she walked into the lobby, and she was stunned to see that life in the building had been put on hold. The bellhop was frozen at the check-in counter, and he was holding a room card in his hand. The couple standing at the counter were frozen as well, the man reaching out to take the card while the woman was sticking her sunglasses in her purse.
The couple of people in the bar were staring at the television, but nobody was reacting.
"Fascinating, isn't it?" He stepped around one of the columns in the front of the lobby. It was the man with the scars on his face that had ridden the elevator with them this morning. In one of his hands was a watch on a gold chain.
"Cute trick," she told him, then shifted back into her regular form. "I'm guessing that only works on humans, so I totally outed myself."
"Indeed. Though they aren't frozen, merely lost in thought. It's very similar to hypnosis." He stuck the watch in his pocket. "When the effect ends, they may realize they've lost a few minutes of their time. Most likely, they will go about their day and never know any better."
"So now that you've found me, what now?" Her tail appeared in slow motion, section by section, followed by her wings unfurling dramatically. She let her horns burst forward from her forehead with a loud crunch, hoping to scare the bastard. "Do we destroy this place trying to kill each other? I wouldn't mind a good rumble."
"Nothing like that, I'm afraid." He leaned on his cane and took another step toward her. "I don't have it in me for a physical encounter. In fact, I don't really have it in me for a magical one either. It's taking most of my energy just to hold these people in a trance."



Lily scowled at the man. He was clearly trying to lure her into making a mistake, but she couldn't figure out how. "So, where's your backup? Shouldn't your buddy with the sword make an appearance any minute now?"
"Oh, it's just me these days. I was just wondering if we could have a little chat." He moved a bit closer, and then leaned forward on his cane. "Honestly, I'm not sure what to do about you, so figured I would start with a couple of questions."
"Have you checked my Tinder? I like to be choked and the safe word is chucklebunny."
"Why did you take the flask from Ray Scotes?"
It was a direct question, which meant she had to answer truthfully. She could choose to keep her mouth shut, or even dodge the question, but it was often better to tell a half truth and let the perceived deception play itself out then to say nothing at all.
"I didn't take a flask from anyone." Technically, Dana was the one who had taken it.
The man nodded his head. "Okay, I'll give you that. Why did your master take the flask from Ray Scotes?"
Oh. Now that was going to be much harder. If he was asking that question, it meant he knew that someone else was with her. She could easily say that her master didn't take the flask, but then he would know that someone else was technically in control of her, and this mess they had fallen into would become even bigger.
"Are you talking about that sexy blonde I'm with? She took the flask because she's always thirsty." Omit a detail, let the mind fill in the rest.
"Really? She took it just because she wanted it?" He shook his head in disappointment. "I get the feeling that you're hiding something from me."
"Well, it is our first date after all, and I don't even know your name." She pouted, then mentally judged the distance between the two of them. If he knew about Dana, then she was in danger as well.
"My name is Cyrus. What's yours?"
"I'm called Lily." She turned to one side and put her breasts in her hands, then jiggled them. "I'm a Sagittarius with a heart of gold, and a pair of C-cups to die for. I like long walks on the beach and hate mean people." When she turned to face him again, she was able to hide the small step she had taken toward him. "Oh. And I love puppies and being spanked."
Cyrus laughed. "Your kind sure do love to run your mouths, don't you?"
"Aw, now that's not nice." She pouted and hugged herself. "If you're just gonna hurt my feelings, maybe I should just leave."
"I'm afraid you won't be going anywhere." He slid the tip of his cane forward another inch and a large glowing rune appeared on the floor. It was almost twenty feet across and Lily was stuck in the middle of it. The familiar buzzing sound returned, and she recognized the magic as a sealing rune. Ancient letters swirled around the outside of the circle, and she knew from first-hand experience that trying to escape would be very painful.
"Clever little demon hunter," she snarled, then looked at his cane. The rune had been prepared in advance, and Cyrus had used the cane somehow to complete it. "Looks like you've got me trapped in here. At least, until you run out of juice."
"I only need a couple more minutes." He let go of the cane and it stood on its own. He pulled a small vial from his pocket and anointed his hands and face.
"Wow, an exorcism. How original. I warn you, I had a big lunch, so...might want to stay out of the splash zone."
"A one-way ticket to Hell, actually. As much as I would love to smite you into dust, I just need to trap you here long enough to find and kill your master. You can get in line and wait a few millennia before someone manages to summon you again. But I want you to know that it isn't personal."
"No, of course not, you pock-marked asshole."
He chuckled, then started speaking in Latin. Not only was his pronunciation perfect, but very fast. Already, she could feel the walls of reality softening around her, ready to give her the boot to another plane of existence. Even if he sent her to Hell, she could easily return in a few hours, but would be forced to come back to Earth at the Radley house where Mike was. It would be a very long time before she could return here where Dana was, and that was if the Order didn't get to her first.
She walked around the edges of the circle and examined the swirling words. Cyrus kept his eyes on her as she drew close to him, speaking from memory. He was clearly experienced at this, and she could feel her skin starting to burn. A sealing rune was a powerful tool, but it had its flaws. For instance, the more that was known about the demon being sealed, the better. She saw that the words described her physical appearance, which further confirmed her theory that they had been watching somehow. It also described her role as a succubus and how she was created in the depths of Hell.
That was strike one. Her birthplace was far more complicated than the Pit. The words moved faster as time distorted around her, but she was able to make out a few more words that described how she preyed on innocent and guilty alike.
Not anymore. That was strike two. If she tried to go through the rune now, she might make it, but would be severely weakened. The words were moving very fast now, and she took them in, hoping to find what she needed that would ensure her escape.
She caught the final mistake she needed, then walked up to Cyrus and faced him with a huge grin on her face. What was about to happen would hurt like a bitch, but would be way more entertaining than Hell, and he wouldn't see it coming.
The rune described how she was bound to a female master. Technically, she was bound to two masters, and that was all she needed.
"Strike three, fucker." She shoved her hands through the runic ward, which sent a painful surge of electricity through her entire body, and grabbed Cyrus by the face. His exorcism broke off when she hooked her fingers in his mouth and pulled him into the rune with her.
He was surprisingly strong, and tried to push her away, but all it took was a few strikes of her tail and his eyes got all dopey. She stuck her fingers against his temples and pulled his face close to hers.
"Oh, I am going to have so much fun eating you," she said, then forced her way into his mind.
Unsurprisingly, his Dreamscape was anything but peaceful. Storm clouds threatened to strike her from the sky as she dove through the clouds, and tornadoes made of fire and light chased after her, threatening to pin her down until he could wake up.
His memories appeared before her as broken images, memories that slammed shut to avoid her perusal. Even in those quick moments, she saw pictures of his life, and of his hunts. The more recent ones came up first, and she saw a small group of hunters in the woods where they had been. She saw herself and Dana in the elevator from his point of view.
She also saw the moment that he had watched Unearthly Delights burn to the ground. Every moment was only a couple of seconds long, and then the memory would change. Clearly Cyrus had training in the Dreamscape, which meant this would be more difficult than she had expected.
That was fine, though. She had gotten plenty of information already, and would have all the time in the world to examine his thoughts in detail after sucking out his soul. Below her, a large church appeared surrounded by gravestones, and she crashed dramatically through a stained-glass window depicting the tree of life. The floor was made of marble, and she tucked and rolled on impact, coming to a stop about thirty feet from the dais. She was surrounded by pews, and the church was lit by torches. The whole thing was very 16th Century, and a bit cliché if she was being honest.
Before her stood a younger version of Cyrus. It was how he saw himself in his dreams, but he still had those nasty scars.
"How did you break the runes?" he asked.
She was surprised that he was already waiting for her, but it made sense. The Order weren't to be messed with for a reason, and this guy really knew his stuff.
"I'll tell you all about it after I share my evil plans for world domination, you jackass," she told him, then grabbed him by the throat and lifted him into the air. She needed to trap him in a dream and trick him into sex, but it would be very difficult with him in his current state. He was fully aware of who and what she was, which meant she needed to change the venue, perhaps break him apart mentally for a while.
She shoved her hand into the floor of the church and pulled. The marble ripped apart to reveal a door, and she pulled it the rest of the way out of the ground with her tail. If she cast him into a nightmare, it was possible to trick him into thinking he had woken up, and then go from there. She had enough info now that she could make him think he dozed off outside of Ray's cabin, maybe finish hunting for magic in Colorado, and head back to headquarters. It would take some time but it would be doable.
Of course, now that he was asleep, she could sense the trance of the people in the lobby breaking. Even though she could accelerate time in the Dreamscape, it would be difficult to just hold the man up in the lobby while he was out cold.
Cyrus, upon seeing the door, began kicking in her grasp, his face turning red.
"Oh, do you have something to say?" she asked.
"Chu...chucklebunny," he gasped.
This elicited a genuine laugh. At least he still had his sense of humor. "I take it you know what's behind this door, don't you?" Doorways were a dangerous thing in dreams, and this one was covered in glowing eyes and fangs. "What does a demon hunter have nightmares about, anyway? Are you a virgin who's afraid of a little pussy? Or cock? I don't judge. Oh, I know! Is it taxes? I bet it's taxes."
She grabbed the handle of the door and pulled it open.
Spiders swarmed out of the doorway as if a dam had burst, catching her and Cyrus up in a tide of hair, teeth, and legs. She lost control of him and was forced to fight her way against the steady tide of arachnids that threatened to push her out of the church.
Cyrus, on the other hand, was screaming bloody murder.
She grabbed onto a pew and pulled herself up above the swarm of spiders and spotted the man near the entrance. He shrieked in terror and pain as they crawled all over him, and she leapt across the church, landed on another pew, and reached into the mess and grabbed a fistful of his hair.
"You're making this so difficult," she told him.
He turned his face toward her. It was covered in hundreds of bite marks already, and he pulled at the collar of his shirt. The spiders were vanishing into the shadows, and she dragged him toward the doorway, eager to throw him through. If she could get him locked in a nightmare for even a couple of minutes, she could put together a solid plan for keeping him asleep.
Back in the real world, however, she was walking him across the lobby, eager to get him out of sight. Her wings and tail had disappeared and she was moving toward the stairwell. The plan was to hide him just under the stairs where nobody would see either of them until she could properly feed on him.
In the Dreamscape, she pulled him through the door and found herself in the forest. Tall shadows moved amongst the rocks, and she tossed him onto the ground.
"Spiders, huh? That's a little tame for a guy who likes to hunt demons."
Cyrus was on the ground. He had already discarded his jacket, and he was frantically trying to pull his shirt over his shoulders.
"C'mon, it isn't so bad. You'll at least get to touch a boob before you die." She gave him a kick, and knocked him on his back. "You're just making this more difficult on me and...oh."
Cyrus had pulled his shirt off to reveal a large, glowing rune on his chest. Drawing a rune in the real world was difficult enough, but being able to place one inside of a dream required a level of mastery she hardly expected from any mortal. It was a constantly changing environment that was capable of shifting at the merest hint of a thought.
The Dreamscape twisted violently around them when he spoke a single word in Enochian, the language of angels and demons.
Energy rippled outward in a fiery ring, and she barely escaped his mind. They had just reached the door of the stairwell when light flared from his eyes and mouth, his spell powerful enough to manifest in the real world.
When the light hit Lily, her body was vaporized into smoke. The hotel vanished, and her thoughts tumbled about as she was banished from the stairwell, her body trying to put itself back together in the middle of an astral tornado that was carrying her away.
When she was finally able to pull herself together, she materialized on the golden floor of an ornate palace with a high ceiling and decorative windows. All around her were golden statues of animals, their gem encrusted eyes watching a pair of golden thrones at the front of the room.
"Oh, please, no..." she whimpered as the front door opened.

😈😈😈"Lily?" Dana turned off the hot water and stepped out of the shower, pausing long enough to dry off. She stuck her head out of the bathroom to see that the succubus wasn't back yet.
She frowned. She thought she had heard Lily's voice, but was clearly mistaken.
Back in the bathroom, she dried her hair with the blowdryer. Wet hair in a motorcycle helmet was the absolute worst, and the last thing she needed was another reason to be miserable on the drive home. Even if the flask was the only thing they brought back, every victory counted.
"What a load of shit," she muttered under her breath, already dreading the long, midnight hours she would spend later justifying her decision to leave. It was hard to be objective, and if it wasn't for Lily, she would be figuring out how to follow these Order people and see what they knew.
Still, if the succubus was afraid of them, it had to be for a good reason.
Once her hair was dry, she walked into the bedroom and changed into a clean set of clothes. It was quick work to pack up; other than some spare clothes and her laptop, there was nothing more to be had. She zipped her backpack shut and looked around to make sure she got everything.
There was a knock on the door and she frowned. When she put her eye to the peephole, she saw an Asian man in a suit standing outside wearing a nametag. Was it the manager? She wondered if Lily had gotten into trouble in the lobby, maybe tried to swipe the soul off of some poor barfly in the lounge.
When she opened the door, he pointed a wand at her, and there was a hot rush of air moments before she was blasted across the room. She bounced off the bed and landed in a heap on the floor.
"Succubus master is down," he said, then lowered his wand. Dana remained still, and let him approach. The smell of the forest clung to him, and she realized that he had probably come from Ray Scotes' cabin.
Well, that was fast.
When the mage stood right above her, she jumped up, her limbs surging with magical energy. She was always much stronger after feeding, and it was child's play to grab him by the collar and toss him into the ceiling. He struck his head and fell back into her arms, and she shoved him as hard as she could, which caused him to tumble back out the door and into the hallway.
A woman with dark skin and raven colored hair pulled into a bun stepped between them. She looked Meditteranean, and her eyes were an eerie shade of light blue. With a casual flick of her wrist, the dagger she held unfolded itself into a long blade.
"Oh, shit," Dana said.
"You got that right," the woman told her, then walked forward. Dana feinted to the left, then stepped to the right and threw a solid left hook at the woman's head. She not only took the punch, but stepped back and swung her blade down on Dana's shoulder like a samurai cutting a piece of bamboo.
Dana's arm hit the ground first, and the sudden weight change caused her to lose her balance. Once on the ground, she rolled onto her back and was rewarded with a blade straight through the heart.
Though it didn't hurt, the amount of pressure was uncomfortable, and she opened her mouth in a loud moan. Her attacker knelt and covered Dana's mouth with a hand.
"It'll be over soon," she whispered, so Dana went with it and dramatically fluttered her eyes, then closed them. She remained motionless while her non-existent pulse was taken, and opened one of her eyes just a crack to see the woman move back out into the hallway.
"We're good here, Brother Amida" she said, then helped the man up. "She's dead."
"Good. Close the door, and we'll come back later to clean up," he told her, holding the back of his head in his hands. Dana could smell the blood on Amida's fingers. It smelled like ozone and red pepper flakes. She would never understand how that even worked. "Master Cyrus hasn't checked in yet, and I want to make sure he's okay."
"Got it." She came in and snatched the key card off of the small counter by the door, then closed the door on the way out. Once in the hall, her two attackers spoke briefly, and then she heard them move away.
She stood and looked down at her severed arm. The cut was unbelievably clean. She tried to move her fingers, wondering if she could control the limb from a distance.
She couldn't. Disappointed, she picked up her severed limb and held it to the stump. Her skin fused over, causing a thin pink line to appear, but when she tried to move her arm, it still hung uselessly off her body.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck," she swore, then pressed on the wound with her fingers. While her body was able to heal itself, that didn't mean her severed muscles and tendons would magically reconnect themselves. She needed help, but she also needed to get away.
One of the first things she and Lily had established was that they needed a place to meet up in case they ever got separated. They had chosen the library on CSU campus because it was a public place with a lot of people, and both of them could easily go unnoticed.
Right now, she needed to get out of her room, but couldn't go through the front door. If she got spotted, they would do a lot more than just stab her through the heart. She put on her backpack, stared at the door for a few seconds, and then turned around to look at the window.
It was only a few stories, and she was fairly certain she could land in the bushes. She pushed open the window and prayed that nobody would be wandering around the parking lot in the middle of the day. They had picked this room because it faced away from the main road, and the only thing she saw now was a parking lot and a large field of grass.
She put on her helmet and then ripped the safety screen out of the window. She sat on the edge, took a deep breath and scooted forward.
When she fell, she was surprised at how hard she smashed into the ground. Her enhanced strength helped with the landing, but it didn't make her bones magically more durable. Something snapped in her left leg. She pulled herself out of the bushes and limped through the parking lot toward her bike.
Tick-Tock roared to life, and a pair of metallic hands extended from engine block to grab the handlebars. The bike drove over to pick her up, and she mounted it with more than a little difficulty. With a bad leg and a useless arm, it was much harder than she expected.
They circled around to the front of the building, and she saw a small group of people in the lobby. She wondered what had happened to Lily, but figured it would have to wait. With reluctance, she pulled onto the main road and headed into town.
Campus was busy, and she was forced to leave the bike behind in a nearby neighborhood. Lily had paid for the room with cash and a false identity, but the license plate on the bike could easily be traced to Dana, and she didn't need to leave any trail for the Order to follow, especially if it led back to Mike and his house. Her leg was already working much better, and by the time she strolled through the doors of Morgan library on CSU campus, her limp was almost gone.



The smell of coffee, stress, and paper filled the air. She looked at a map to figure out where the best place to lay low would be. She settled on the research stacks in the basement, figuring it was too early in the semester to find too many people doing research down there.
Down in the basement, the air was flooded with the odor of dust and mold. Other than a couple of people who were buried deep in books of their own, there was nobody around, and she found somewhere quiet to sit. When she pulled out her laptop, she discovered that it no longer booted up. Her best guess was being tossed out a window didn't agree with it. She packed her computer up and left her spot long enough to grab a few books that looked interesting.
It was going to be a long wait.

😈😈😈The princess walked through the door on the arm of an older woman, followed by her entourage. The slaves she brought with her had been trained since birth to remain passive and indifferent, yet even they gazed in wonder at the mystical palace that had appeared overnight outside of their city.
"Do you like it?" The voice came from a man who had stepped around the throne. He was dressed in fine silk and carried a scepter adorned with enough gems to finance an army. "A beauty such as yourself deserves only the finest palace in the world."
The princess bowed her head in greeting. "Many of my people speak of your generosity, and my father thinks highly of you. Yet you have me at a disadvantage. My father wishes for me to be wed to you, yet I do not know your name."
The man removed his fine silk hat and tussled his hair. It had been hard for her to see past the nobility of his garments, but when he smiled, she recognized him as the man who had spied on her in the bath.
"Is that...is that really you?" she asked, stepping away from the others.
"It is." He walked away from the throne and down the stairs so that he could stand before her. "I would hear you speak my name, that my ears may be blessed to hear it from your tongue."
Stunned, she placed her hand on his cheek to make certain he was real.
"Aladdin?"
Lily stepped through the throng of onlookers, her tail whipping angrily behind her.
"Fuck you!" She stabbed at his face and was disappointed when her tail passed harmlessly through him. Her fingernails became claws, and she struggled to speak through the fangs that had erupted from her mouth. The fiery aura over her horns crackled with energy as she slashed at his face and roared in frustration, her voice echoing through the palace.
The scene played on while she raged, and several minutes later, Aladdin told the princess the plans for their wedding. He thanked his mother for escorting her from the sultan's palace, and then watched her go to her room with a smile on his face. By now, Lily had reverted mostly back to her human form, but kept her wings and tail out just in case.
The scene went black and white, then broke apart and turned to static, as if an old television was being tuned. When the static cleared again, the princess and Aladdin stood before a crowd of people on the front steps of his palace. Most of the locals were in attendance, as well as the sultan himself.
"What is this place?" She found that she could move freely through the vision, but couldn't affect it at all. When Cyrus had cast his banishing spell, she had disassociated. Typically when this happened, she would wake up somewhere else. However, it was as if she was trapped in a dream, which didn't make any sense, because she no longer had dreams of her own.
She stood next to Aladdin and watched in disgust as he smiled at his princess.
"The people love you," she told him with a smile. "Your generosity truly knows no bounds."
"No, it is you they love." He touched her cheek and gave her a kiss. A cheer broke out from the throng of revelers below. "It is my honor just to be in your presence."
The princess turned to look at the people below. "This will be your kingdom someday. With your riches, I see prosperity in our future."
Aladdin grinned and raised one hand and snapped his fingers. A handful of slaves near the bottom of the steps grabbed handfuls of gold coins and tossed them to the people in the crowd, who shrieked in delight.
"You are also very generous," she told him. "How is it that you have become so wealthy so quickly?"
His face darkened for a moment. It was subtle, and the princess didn't notice. He opened his mouth to respond.
"He has a fucking genie!" Lily hollered in the princess' face. "He has a magic lamp which gives him power over a genie and he makes bullshit wishes that will ruin your whole fucking life." She stabbed at Aladdin again, just on the off chance she could get him this time. "How long do I have to sit through this shit? I've already seen this!"
The world became static once again, and now it was night-time. She stood on the balcony of the castle tower, the entire kingdom laid out beneath. Celebratory fires had been lit, their flickering flames reflected by the river that ran through the city. She couldn't help but smile at the sight. The valley really had been a beautiful place. In modern day, the river was now both polluted and dammed up, and any area outside of the city was impoverished.
Behind her, a door opened, and Aladdin and the princess came inside.
"Oh, fuck me. Really?" It was the wedding night, and she let out a hiss of disapproval as Aladdin led his bride to their bed to formally consummate their marriage. Along the edges of the room, a select group of attendants watched as Aladdin removed the bridal gown and pushed her back on the bed.
Aladdin smiled at her. His dark eyes sparkled as he undid his belt and lowered his pants. The princess gazed in awe at the massive member that hung from between his legs.
"Do you like it?" he asked her.
"I...I don't know." The princess blushed now, and turned her head away. "I've never seen one before."
"I should hope not." He grinned and tugged at his cock. She looked back to see that it was now standing erect. "In a way, a man's cock is much like a magic wand. If you know how to handle it, even a woman can wield massive amounts of power."
"How so?"
His eyes gleamed in the light of the oil lamps and he moved toward her. "Let's just start with the basics. It is something you will learn about over time." He undid the ties around her skirt and opened it up to reveal that she was naked beneath. She held her breath and waited while he appraised her.
"You have the body of a goddess," he said, then touched her inner thigh. Startled, she nearly swatted his hand away, but placed her hand on his chest instead.
"That tickles," she said.
"Indeed." He leaned forward and put his face near her crotch and inhaled deeply through his nose. "Even this has the aroma of heaven."
She said nothing, and closed her eyes when he climbed on top of her.
"Are you nervous?" he asked.
"Yes," she responded.
"Then let's go slow." He clapped his hands and a servant brought him a vial of oil. He rubbed it through his fingers and then started stroking around her labia, his motions gentle. She gasped occasionally, and he teased her around the edge of her clitoral hood, moving his thumb in tiny circles.
"He wished for that dick, you know." Lily had resigned herself to being stuck inside her own head. Just like last night, she was trapped inside a weird Dreamscape of her own making, and she could only hope that it would pass like it had last time. It had to be a curse, or some kind of enchantment, and when she found out who had cast it, she'd rip out their spine and feed it to them. "Found that out one time when he got drunk. Not that you'll know any different."
The princess was now lifting her hips, pressing herself into his hands. He didn't penetrate her with his fingers. Instead, he liberally applied oil to the length of his shaft.
He took his time teasing her pussy with the head of his cock. The princess kept her eyes on his, and gasped quietly when he slowly pressed himself into her. Trepidation, pain, and pleasure all appeared on her face as he thrust himself into her, his hands caressing her face and shoulders.
Their lovemaking was slow at first, but picked up speed as the pain disappeared from the princess' face, and she tried to move with him. Inexperience was both an ally and a foe as she fought hard for an orgasm that kept disappearing before she could achieve it.
Aladdin, on the other hand, had no trouble. His thrusts became stronger, and the whole bed rocked every time he pushed himself into her. He let out sharp cries that ricocheted off the palace walls, and when he came, he grabbed the princess by the throat and squeezed.
Unable to move, she grabbed him by the wrist and held still, her mouth opening and closing like a fish as she gasped for air. None of the servants looked concerned, and just when she started to kick her legs, he let go of her and collapsed next to her on the bed.
"I'm sorry if I was too rough," he told her. "You excite me to levels of passion that are beyond my experience."
She was quiet for several minutes as she rubbed her throat. Scared but unharmed, she rolled on her side to contemplate the face of her husband. He smiled for her, and ran a finger across her cheek.
"This is new to me, my husband, but I would learn more from you," she said. "Do with my body what you will."
He laughed, then stood from the bed and snapped a finger. Immediately, a servant appeared with a small basket of flowers. Aladdin took one from the basket and laid back on the bed next to his bride.
"You've never looked more beautiful," he told her, then tucked the flower into her hair. It was a lily similar to the one he had given her on their first meeting, and she smiled up at him, eager to please.
"Can we...do it again?" she asked, then grabbed his cock.
Lily couldn't bear to watch anymore. She looked away and ran toward the balcony, then spread her wings wide and leapt out into the night. A warm current carried her up, and then vanished. Beating her wings frantically, she tumbled toward the ground and put up her hands just before impact.
She didn't hit the ground. Instead, she crashed into metal and glass, caving in the roof of a small sedan in the parking lot of a Super Walmart. It was night time, and she rolled off the roof and landed with a smack on the concrete below.
Though it was nighttime, the parking lot was surprisingly busy, and she could hear curious people approaching. She hid her tail and wings, then turned into a petite teenager and rolled away from the car she had crashed into and underneath a minivan. She kept going past a few more cars, and then turned into a white and blonde college girl wearing an oversized sweatshirt, yoga pants and Uggs.
After she stood, she walked back toward the car she had hit and pretended to be a curious onlooker. She even pulled a phone out of her pocket and was taking video like a couple of other people.
"What the hell was that?" someone asked. The crowd was examining the car, and she saw that she had shattered the windshield upon landing.
"It looked like a giant bat," someone else said.
"Ew, what if it's on the ground and has rabies or something?" Lily added, and the crowd took a few steps back from the vehicle. She moved around the throng and toward the front of the store. Once inside, she gave her phone a mental flick. She could make her phone identical to any phone she could imagine with one exception; she couldn't actually make calls on it.
Now her phone had a giant crack on the screen and it didn't take long before she found a group of college boys who were willing to loan her a phone because hers was clearly broken. She dialed Dana's phone from memory and waited while it rang.
"Hello?" When Dana answered, Lily let out a sigh of relief.
"Hey, it's me." She shifted away from the boys and spoke in her normal voice. "You okay?"
"No, not really." Dana said something else, but she cut in and out.
"What was that?" Lily asked.
"...ception...shit down here."
"You at the library?"
"...es, but..." the call broke off.
"Yeah, well, like come and pick me up already. Yeah, mine broke. Uh huh. Yeah. See you soon, babe." She pretended to hang up then handed the phone back. "Thanks, my boyfriend is coming to get me."
There was visible disappointment on their part at the mention of her boyfriend, and she left them to finish their shopping. She made a quick trip into the bathroom and stepped into a stall to transform again. When she emerged, she was a heavyset grandma, and she ambled her way to the front door. A police car had parked near the busted vehicle, and the small crowd had grown. That was likely to get the attention of the Order, and she knew they would be checking the cameras.
She crossed the street to another store, then found some shadows to change again. This time, she wore sweatpants and a sports bra, and was just an athletic woman out for a late-night jog. The library would be a quick flight, but the Fort Collins nightlife was well and alive, and she couldn't find anywhere good to spread her wings.
South of the Walmart was a natural area, and she took a brisk jog onto a hiking trail that led into a wetland area. Once she was safely away from prying eyes, she took to the sky to fly above the shining streetlights of the city. Dark leather covered every inch of her skin to camouflage her against the night as she flew into the heart of town.

😈😈😈"Master Cyrus?" The voice was concerned, and the scent of bitter oil reached into Cyrus' nose and ripped him back to consciousness. Brother Amida and his knight, Tasia, were at his side.
"Hold." He held up a hand for silence. His head was pounding from the banishment spell he had cast earlier. It had drained him of energy, physically and spiritually. "May I have some water?"
"Here, Master." Tasia handed him a glass of cool water, and he sipped it. The cool liquid felt wonderful going down his throat. "What happened with the succubus?"
Cyrus scowled, then let out a long sigh. "She escaped me, I'm afraid. Something was wrong with my sealing ward, and she was able to break free and knock me unconscious."
Tasia and Amida exchanged a look.
"How is that even possible?" Amida asked.
"It shouldn't be." Cyrus grinned weakly. "And that's exactly why I sent the two of you to dispatch her master. How did that go?"
They exchanged another look.
"Unexpectedly on our part, too." Tasia took a step back. "We're actually in their room right now."
"Oh?" He looked around. He had thought they were in his room, but now he saw that the window faced out in a different direction. "So, what happened?"
"We don't know." Amida pointed at a stain on the carpet. "Tasia dispatched her, or at least thought she did."
"Tasia?" He looked at the knight with interest.
Amida was considered a rising star, and Tasia was easily his equal with regards to the knights. Typically, members of the Order came from orphanages, scouted at a young age for their talents. Tasia was different in that her family was actually a long line of Knights of the Order, their lineage tracing back several generations. The young woman didn't have a single negative mark against her, and he was curious how she had screwed it up.
"I sliced her arm off at the shoulder," Tasia explained, then pointed at the stain in the carpet. "Then I stabbed her through the heart. Look." When she pushed on a spot in the stain, he saw that the carpet had a thin hole in it where the blade had penetrated. "Afterward, I checked her pulse to make sure she was dead. There was nothing."
"So where is she now?"
"No idea." Amida shook his head. "We locked the door behind us, and came back to see that her body and her belongings are gone. Do you think the succubus did it?"
"Not likely, but..." he thought back to the Dreamscape. The Enochian ritual was a last-ditch effort to blast the woman from his mind, leaving him in a vulnerable state. Who knows where she would have turned up? "She should have been banished from here for a while."
"We found you in the lobby. Everyone thought you were having a seizure, so we brought you up here under the guise of treating you." Amida opened a bottle of water and drank half of it in one go. "Even so, the succubus shouldn't have had time to steal her master's body."
"And she wouldn't. Once the master is dead, the succubus is free to do as she pleases." He winced, then pressed a hand to his head. He paused at the sensation of metal against flesh, then lowered his hand.
"What is this?" he asked, looking at the necklace in his hand.
"You had it when we found you," Amida explained. "You were holding onto it so tight, we thought it might be cursed."
"No, there's no curse. However..."
Was it possible that it belonged to the succubus? If so, why did she have it? The necklace was a simple pendant with foreign script around the edges. It was an ordinary bauble and would offer the demon no protection against anything. The succubus and her master had further deepened the mystery around both their arrival and their disappearance. It was possible that he could just let it go, but he already had the Counsel's blessing to hunt down the succubus with a hand-picked team.
What should have been an easy kill had somehow become complicated. Yet a grin broke across his face. It had been a while since he had felt a real challenge come his way, and the opportunity to teach the next generation was priceless.
"Let's get some food," he declared. "Once I'm feeling better...school will officially be in session."

😈😈😈So many revelations, and so many new questions! Stay tuned until next time, because there's even more to come!
Hope you are all staying healthy and well!
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Hi all! Here it is, the next chapter of Home for Horny Monsters!
New reader? There's over half a million words of this bad boy on the internet, I have somehow War and Peace'd myself some monster smut! You could start here, but you would be missing out on some really good stuff. You could also just jump in. Who knows, you might enjoy this chapter enough to go back and take a look at the beginning.
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Anyway, I won't keep you. Don't forget to check my bio for release dates, and definitely don't forget to rate, comment or review. I do eventually read all of them, and I absolutely love your enthusiasm. I struggle with story insecurity like every writer, and it really helps keep me focused on what matters.
See you on the other side!
Moonrise
Kisa sat on the roof of the house, her eyes locked on the wrought iron gate at the back of the property line. It had been over a week since Mike had gone through it and returned with the devil dog in tow. Despite his reassurance that Cerberus was no longer a danger to them, all she could picture in her mind was being chased through the misty woods by a fire breathing beast.
Memories of her trip into the Underworld from so long ago had rushed in on her like ice water. She had fled from the sight of the creature to hide somewhere deep in the house. It wasn't until Tink tracked her down later that she was able to calm down and return to the rest of the house. She hardly ever went into the backyard anymore, afraid that Cerberus might come through the gates and pounce on her.
Her deep-seated fear of the devil dog was instinctual, and it was yet another cat-related problem which bothered her. Death had been very impressed by Mike's journey into the Underworld, but very disappointed when he learned that nobody had thought to map the place while they were there.
"Aha, I have it!" Death sat next to her on the roof, his robes pulled up to reveal bony legs as he frantically scribbled in his notebook. He flipped it over to reveal that he had, in fact, written the word CAT in blue crayon. He had also drawn a highly unflattering picture of her beneath it.
She scowled and took the picture from him. "You spelled it right, but did you have to draw giant tits on me with nipples? They're bigger than my head."
"Hmm?" He took the drawing back and examined. "Ah, I see. In my haste to identify your gender as a woman, I neglected to account for scale. I should draw your breasts much smaller next time, or maybe not at all."
"Don't draw my tits at all," she yelled, then snatched the drawing out of his bony hands. Death regarded her patiently for over a minute before she groaned and handed him the paper back. "I'm sorry I yelled at you. I'm just...grumpy is all."
"I'll bet," said a voice from behind her, and she jumped to her feet and spun around to see Mike standing there. He wore a button-down shirt with a pair of slacks. Without any difficulty, he walked down the sloped roof toward them. "May I?"
"Yes, Mike Radley." Death handed over the paper and waited while Mike scrutinized it.
"You did a very good job," Mike told him. "Did the thicker crayons help?"
"They did indeed, Mike Radley. However..." Death held up his fingers to reveal blue smudges of wax all across them. "There seems to be a tradeoff for their convenience."
"I would assume fine motor control can be learned, but you don't have any muscles, so I'm not sure where that leaves us. Still, this shows a lot of improvement, and I think this one should go on the fridge." He handed it back.
"You honor me with your words, Mike Radley." Death took the drawing and clutched it tightly against his chest. "I shall put it up at once so that all may be proud of my achievements."
"Sounds goo—no, not that way!" Mike stuck out his hand as Death hopped off the side of the roof and plummeted to the ground. "Tink, dodge!"
There was a loud thud, followed by the sound of Tink shrieking in anger. Death had plummeted into the work table she had set up beneath them and caught the edge of it, launching her tools across the yard, some of which landed in Naia's fountain.
Shrieking, Tink held up her hammer like she was going to throw it. Death shouted his apologies, which nobody else could hear, before letting himself into the house. Tink threw her hammer in the bushes, causing a pair of rats to burst free and run for safety in the garage.
"Geez," Kisa muttered, looking over the edge. "He's like a child. You know that, right?"
"We were all children, once. It's only a matter of time before something comes along to burn away that innocence." He rubbed his side with one hand, right by his hip. "I wanted you to know that I've noticed how much time you spend with him. Thank you."
"Please. He follows me around is all." She walked along the edge of the roof, her back to Mike. He had barely said anything to her since his return from the Underworld. The few times she had seen him for longer than a few seconds, he had been busy either researching something or spending time with one of the others.
Time fucking them, that was. It had been a shock the first few times she had walked in on Mike with one of the other girls, but now she had seen him have sex with almost everybody in the house. She had been dumb enough to ask Death about it, which had turned into an hours-long explanation regarding his take on human relationships. However, she had learned from Abella that Mike and Naia shared some sort of spiritual bond that made the others so attracted to him.
Whatever magic he possessed didn't seem to have any effect on her, thank god. She felt embarrassed by how eager the others were to please him, treating him like a celebrity rock god, or something. They seemed to fall over each other trying to make him happy, and if he wasn't so damned nice to everybody, she probably would have left out of disgust.
Still, when he had appeared on the roof, she couldn't help but notice that his hair was perfectly styled, and the wind on the roof ruffled his shirt in a manner that highlighted the muscles in his chest. Even mother nature was falling over herself to make him look good, and she snorted at the idea.
"It really is appreciated," he said. "I'll admit, I get stuff done much faster without having to explain myself to him, so you've been a big help to me. But that's not why I'm up here."
"Oh?" She smirked and turned around, but was surprised to see that he had removed his shoes to walk along the edge right behind her. "Aren't you afraid you'll fall?"
"Used to be. Heights don't bother me anymore."
She narrowed her eyes at him. "How did you get up here, anyway?"
"Climbed up," he answered. "Abella told me you were here and offered me a lift, but she has a habit of demanding certain favors from me afterward."
Kisa snorted again, then looked away. Indeed.
"Anyway, the real reason I came up here was because of Zel's ceremony tomorrow. She's becoming the official chieftain of the whole herd, and she invited some of us to come and take part."
She had no interest in the centaurs other than to watch them out in the front yard as they worked. If nothing else, they had been entertaining to observe. "Why do you think they want me there?" she asked, then scampered up the roof to hop onto one of the turrets.
"They didn't request you specifically." Mike stood just below the turret now. "I was just wondering if you wanted to go with me. There's supposed to be dancing and music, and I thought you might enjoy getting out of the house for a bit."
She stopped on the edge of the turret, then turned around. "What kind of music?"
"I have no idea," he told her, then turned to look over the yard. "It's really pretty up here."
She scowled, ready to tell him that the roof was hers. Abella usually kept to herself, which meant that other than Death, it was one of the only places she could be alone. However, she bit her tongue.
"Anyway, if you wanted to come, I wanted you to have a heads up so you can pick out a dress or something. Tink is making a dress for herself and offered to make you one, too."
"Tink...is going?" The idea of Tink going too brought up a weird feeling in her chest. Though some of her memories had returned, they were sporadic and rarely made sense. Her love-hate relationship with the goblin was something she struggled to understand, and this was one of those times. It shouldn't matter to her that Tink was going, but for some reason, it did.
"She is, but mainly because I told her she needs a break. She's had to rewire the entire house and upgrade the circuit box, which hasn't been done since it was first installed sometime last century. She's trying to put more safeguards in as a result of Quetzalli's mishaps so that she doesn't have to keep working on it. Apparently the wires have melted in some places, and if the house wasn't magic, she's fairly certain a fire would have been started. I think we could all use some downtime. Oh, right. Speaking of wires..."
He pulled something out of his pocket and held it out to her. She took it from him and saw that it was an electronic device with a touch screen and a pair of earplugs.
"It's the latest iPod," he explained. "It's kind of like a phone, but it's for playing music. I went ahead and loaded a bunch of stuff on there and started a Spotify account for you, which is a way to listen to new stuff. The record player is fun and all, but you can use the wireless earbuds to listen to your music wherever."
He gave her a brief rundown of how everything worked, and she tried her best to follow. She had been asleep for so long that the latest technology was like magic to her, but the touch interface seemed simple, and she was able to get the earbuds to fit in her ears with a little bit of help. She was pleased to hear the stream of tunes when she hit play, but then paused the music.
"What's the catch?" she asked him, suddenly suspicious.
"There isn't one. I know you like to dance is all, and the wireless buds will make it easier for you to dance wherever you want. Oh, but be careful not to lose them. I had trouble getting those ones. Apparently, there's a bit of a shortage."
She looked at the iPod and then back at him. "No, really. There has to be a catch. You want something, don't you? Give me a gift, make a small request, make me feel like I owe you something."
He shook his head. "Nope. As Caretaker, I'm supposed to make sure everyone is happy and healthy, or at least that's my take on it. I don't even know you that well, but I have noticed that you love music and like to be on your own. This way, you can do both. Anyway, I need to get downstairs. I promised Jenny a game of checkers." He walked away from her and toward a corner of the roof where he was able to drop down a level before climbing onto a drain pipe and going the rest of the way down.
Kisa snorted, then pulled one of the buds out of her ear to look at it. It looked like something from space, but the sound quality seemed pretty nice.
"There's always a catch," she muttered.
"You'd think so," said a feminine voice from behind her. Kisa startled and dropped the earbud, only for a black scorpion's tail to whip around her and snag it with a pair of pincers on the end.
"Is everybody trying to scare me off this fucking roof?" She turned around to see Lily the succubus there. "Seriously, none of you make any fucking noise moving around up here! And why are you even up here anyway?"
Lily contemplated Kisa and then took the earbud off of her tail. "Actually, I've been up here quite a bit. You don't even know I'm here most days, because I make myself small and hide on the other side of that." She pointed to the top of the turret. "I don't like it in the house because it's just so full of people all the damned time and I just want to kick back and look at the clouds."
"Maybe you should go back to your corner of the roof, then, and leave me alone."
"Now, now, Catnip, you keep talking to me like that and I'll show you just how many lives you have left." She handed over the earbud. "I overheard what you said about him and decided to do my good deed for the month."
"And what? Tell me he's actually a good guy or something?"
Lily sighed. "Ugh, never mind. If you want to waste the next few months of your life wallowing, be my fucking guest. I'll do my good deed somewhere else." She started to walk away and then spun around. "And you know what? Demons can't lie. So whatever I had to tell you was going to be fucking golden."
Her wings popped open and she launched herself into the sky, spiraling upward until she was little more than a speck.
Kisa frowned, then looked at the earbud in her hand. The succubus was one of the few people here she didn't already have a missing history with, and it occurred to her that her own response had been less than kind.
Had she always been this way? So angry and eager to push others away?
"Kisa." When the old man spoke, she immediately shook her head and put in the earbud, eager to drown out whatever memory was surfacing. With the touch of her finger, she started a hip hop playlist that made her tail flick back and forth to the beat. Looking down at the iPod, she contemplated Mike and his words as a song she had never heard before saturated her thoughts.
He seemed too good to be true, but was he? If not for the sex stuff, she would probably be less distrustful, but she hated the idea of just ending up as another notch on his bedpost.
She felt a stirring in her stomach, thinking about how he had looked standing on the edge of the roof. Would it really be that bad if she did?
A shadow passed overhead, and she looked up in time to see Abella land on one of the reinforced beams of the roof, the metal groaning under her weight.
"Fuck it," she muttered, then moved toward the same spot where Mike had descended. Her rooftop refuge was no longer quiet, and she decided that her room would be a better place to stay.
Once on the ground, she walked past Tink, who was running the wire along the side of the house. She stopped for a moment to watch, then continued inside to find somewhere quiet.
The house itself was crowded with rats who were repairing holes in the plaster. It looked like the house would be back to normal again in a few days at the current rate, and she found herself distracted more than once by the swishing tail of one of the rats. She had discovered not too long ago that she not only had a prey drive, but the sight of a dangling string awakened weird feelings in her that she avoided indulging in.
The last thing she wanted was shit from Tink about playing with a string.
Once in her room, she saw that a note had been put on her brand new bed. Her room actually had furniture now, which was a welcome change from when she had first arrived. She picked up the paper and turned it over.
Green dress in armoire, Tink adjust tomorrow, it said in curly letters.
Crumpling up the note, Kisa moved over to the small armoire that they had put in her room and then opened it. Hanging from the rod was an emerald green dress that felt like silk. Tempted to shred it, she pulled it down and held it against her body and then walked over to look at herself in the mirror.
It had been cut to account for her tail, and the skirt was flared at the bottom. Kisa twisted her hips in time to the music from her earbuds and noticed that the fabric shimmered with her movements. The sides of the dress had high seams, which would allow for maximum mobility.
It not only looked like it would fit her, but it looked like it had been designed for dancing. As the beat in her ears continued, she just had to know how it would look while it was on.
"God damn, tiny-titted booger," she muttered, then slid out of her clothes to try the dress on.

🏡🏡🏡Mike picked up the sports coat on his bed and put it on. He had ordered it online and Tink had made some alterations to it, and it now fit perfectly. He stopped in the bathroom to admire how it looked in the mirror, only to see Naia staring at him with a hungry look in her eyes.
"Looks good from back here," she told him. "Wish I could go with you."
"Me. too," he told her, then turned around to give her a peck on the lips. "Don't think we could fit the centaur tribe around your fountain."
She pouted, then gave him a wink. "You owe me a hot soak in the near future."
"Yeah, I do." He touched her cheek and she turned into water and vanished down the drain. On his way out of the bathroom, he stopped when he saw Lily sitting on the edge of the bed. She was in an elegant black gown with red trim and had on black lace gloves. Around her neck was the pendant he had given her, an antique stone in a silver setting.
"You look delicious," she said, then stood to join him. "And I am so ready for a night on the town."
"Yeah, it's kind of weird. With everything going on with faerie queen plans, Zel's ceremony kind of snuck up on me." He held still while she adjusted his collar. "Will be fun to blow off some steam before going back to the Underworld."
Lily scowled. "Still planning to swim upstream in the Underworld, are you?" She was referring to a plan that Beth had concocted. During Samhain, the veil between worlds would become thin, allowing the fae and other spirits to cross over. Mike's plan was to see where they were coming from and track their origin until he made it back to the queen's court, a plan made much easier now by the fact that he could now ride Cerberus through the Underworld.
"I don't have a better idea. According to Sulyvahn, the flow of time between the two places synchronizes, so we don't have to worry about me getting stuck there for thirty years by accident." He picked up a pair of ties from the bed. "What do you think?" he asked, holding each one up to his neck.
Lily took the ties from him and threw them on the floor. "You look stupid in a tie," she declared, then undid the top button of his shirt to open his collar up. "When someone tells you to dress nice, it doesn't mean you have to look like an asshole."
"I..." He didn't know how to respond, so took her advice and threw the ties back on the bed. "You're here super early. I'm not headed to see the Moon Tribe for a few hours yet."
"Oh, I know. I wanted to come with you when you head to the other house. Maybe meet my new little sister, see if she likes to play dress up."
Mike laughed, then picked up the backpack sitting by his bedroom door. It was heavy, packed to the brim with paperback books. He had been tempted to buy Amymone an e-reader but had no way for her to keep it charged. "I would love the company. Come on, let's go."
He led her downstairs and then out back to the gate. Naia waved to them as they passed, and he unlocked the padlock before swinging the gate open. The mists of the Underworld curled around his limbs like snakes, but the effect no longer bothered him. Once inside the Underworld, he cupped his hands to his mouth.
"Cerberus!" His voice vanished into the woods, and he turned to look at Lily. "I thought it was bad news for you to be in here? Something about demons coming to check on you?"
She shook her head. "I won't be in here long, and even if they show, they will see Cerberus and leave. Demons don't fuck with hellhounds, it's a bit of an unspoken rule."
"There's my fun fact for the day." He turned his attention to the mist just as a large shadow formed and then leapt toward him. Cerberus landed with a loud thump, then sniffed his face before transforming into a woman. Their leather outfit looked slightly more refined now, and each head had black bows in their hair.



"I'll be fucked," Lily muttered. "You really did it. You domesticated one of the fiercest predators in existence."
He nodded. "This shouldn't be a surprise to you, I know you've been reading my memories." Lily had been back in the Dreamscape with him most of the week, trying to help him refine his techniques. The Shadow had been mysteriously absent, so the succubus had been putting Mike through the paces.
"Seeing it in real life is different," she told him, then stuck her hand toward Cerberus. The head nearest to her swiveled to sniff her hand, and then the beast had formed once more, a trio of growls rumbling from her chest.
"Easy, Cerberus. Lily is a friend." He patted the fur of Cerberus' chest, and the rumbling dwindled. "That's a good girl."
"Why do you talk to her like she's a dog?" Lily asked.
"Well...isn't she?" He frowned at the question, then looked at Cerberus. "I figured the enchantment that bound her to me made her more human, but that was it."
Lily shook her head. "Cerberus are actually very smart. Whatever changed because of the magic really only gave her the ability to transform."
"Cerberus, is this true?" he asked. The hellhound transformed back into a woman and sneered at Lily.
"Master speaks to Cerberus how master wants," they said, each head speaking only a word at a time. "Cerberus is a good girl for master."
Stunned, Lily shook her head. "Well fuck me in the ass, she's got it bad for you. I shouldn't be surprised."
"Shit, now I feel bad. I'm—" he was about to speak when Lily clamped a hand over his mouth.
"Romeo, I'm not certain how powerful the enchantment is that bound her to you, but if she is deferring to you as an alpha male, I want to remind you that she is still a fire-breathing demon who relies heavily on instinct. If she were to feel that her own status has shifted, it could be problematic. She's your bitch, you're not hers." She released her grip on him when Cerberus growled at her. "Just a thought."
"It's okay, Cerberus," he said, then looked at Lily. "Thanks for the reminder. Cerberus, take us to the other house."
The scowl on Cerberus' faces disappeared, and they all nodded eagerly before becoming the beast once more. Mike climbed onto their back and pulled Lily up behind him once she changed her clothes into a red tank top and jeans. Once settled, he grabbed a handful of fur and held on tight while Cerberus broke into a loping trot.
The ride was different every time. The other day, it had only been five minutes long, but it usually averaged half an hour. Lily was leaning back with her hands behind her, and her tail was curled lovingly around his thigh.
"So what have you been up to during the day?" he asked. "I heard Quetzalli mention you at breakfast."
She laughed, a sound that echoed back to him from the trees. "The zombie and the dragon have become quite the odd couple, if I say so myself. Caught them experimenting in Dana's bedroom last night. It was quite a sight."
"Experimenting?" He knew he had heard her right, but suspected she was hiding something. "Experimenting how?"
"The dragon was completely naked, for starters."
His cock twitched in response, but Lily's tone was teasing. "She was naked? What were they doing?" When Lily didn't answer, he looked over his shoulder and saw her biting her lip, clearly trying to buy some time to think of a clever (yet truthful) response.
"Oh, fine. You're no fun. Dana was trying to teach Quetzalli how to control her electrical charges. She can summon a charge, but can't control it once it's there on account of her busted horn, and Dana is tired of having her toys get blown up by the field." Lily rolled her eyes dramatically. "She also was trying to teach Quetzalli how to make a shifting electromagnetic field via alternating currents. Something about being able to test the shielding inside the drones in the backyard without losing them in the greenhouse. It was nerd stuff. You would love it."
"Maybe. I struggled with learning about electricity in school, and I'm not much better now, even though...well, you know."
"Do I ever." She grinned and stroked his thigh with her tail. "Been a while since I've ridden the lightning myself."
He grunted and turned back around to face forward, refusing to take the bait. He had spent countless hours recently with Lily in the Dreamscape, and she absolutely loved tormenting him sexually while they were in there, peeking into his mind to read his thoughts. Out here, she didn't have that luxury, so he figured turnabout was fair play.
"So...why was she naked?" he asked.
"Something about the static build-up," she answered. "You would have loved it. The dragon has quite the rocking body."
Inwardly, he nodded. Quetzalli had a very curvy figure, but their relationship right now was primarily storm facts and keeping her fingers out of the outlets.
Out in the mist, dark shapes shifted about, but Cerberus ignored them. Mike saw the hint of faces appear in the darkness, and frowned. "Are these lost spirits?" he asked.
"Some. It's possible to become stuck here and wander forever, but you could also be seeing hints of another plane. Think of them all like giant, four-dimensional spheres rotating through this world, and realize that you can see glimpses of them. They could also be spirits like the ones trapped at the other house, and if we knew how to pass into their world, we could go talk to them."
"Like the ones that live by the shadow's castle?"
"Exactly. That fucker has pulled them all inside his castle walls, so I can't even chat them up anymore. Not that it ever did me much good. I'm fairly certain he's up to something, but no idea what."
Mike smirked. "Burning down my world, most likely. Last I spoke with him, he said he had found somebody else to take his bargain. As far as I know, nobody in the house has spoken with him, so it must be someone on the outside. Do you think it could be Amir?"
"No. That shit head doesn't have a soul, so no bargain. Still, could be one of his cronies from the society, maybe someone who survived."
"Like Elizabeth? We know she survived." The witch had confronted him after the society had been gobbled up by a dimensional rupture. Other than her, he had no idea who could have survived, though Lily insisted that Amir must still be around.
"Maybe. To be honest, I don't see someone like her parting with a piece of her soul. She knows what a bad idea that is, and it would take a serious bargain to convince her. I don't know that there's anything she would want so badly as to risk ending up as Emily did."
"Speaking of," he muttered, the house coming into view. Cerberus stopped at the gates and dropped them off, then gave Mike three quick licks before bounding into the misty woods once more. He gave a little wave and watched until their shadow disappeared.
"So I wasn't going to say anything, but when they're human, they look kind of like you." Lily was leaning against the base of the fence. "What's that about?"
"Yuki noticed, too. She thinks the magic tried to make her into a shape I would find appealing, but then got caught up on making too many changes and defaulted to the nearest human form. We're lucky it didn't turn me into a dog, or worse, leave them how they were. I wouldn't have been able to establish dominance and bind her to me."
Lily chuckled. "Oh, I'm sure you could have made something work."
"Not without a ladder and the ability to hold my breath." He walked past her and toward the house. "It worked out the way it did, and that's good enough for me."
They entered the home and stopped when they heard Emily wailing upstairs. Mike ignored it and kept going until he was in the backyard. Once outside again, he looked back to see Lily staring up the stairs.
"You okay?" he asked.
"You go ahead," she told him. "I'm curious about something."
"She's not right," he warned her. He was aware that she already knew this, but it needed to be said. "And be careful. She was barely in control last time I came, and I haven't been able to get her to tell me anything. It's like she's stuck in a loop."
"Oh, don't worry about me." She headed up the stairs with a determined look on her face. "I'll meet you out back in a few minutes."
He watched her ascend and then headed out back. Amymone was lying against the fountain, and her face lit up when she saw him. By her side was a stack of books he had brought on his last trip, and he suspected she had already plowed through most of them.
"Hi!" Amymone hopped to her feet and adjusted her dress, then carefully tucked a leaf into the book she had been reading. "Did you bring me more?"
"Yes, I did," he announced, then set the bag down. Each book he handed her was treated like a treasure, and he allowed her to read the summary on the back before handing her the next one. She was chattering with excitement, and her enthusiasm was only transcended by the occasional wail from up above.
After a particularly loud scream, Amymone paused in her perusal and looked up at the window. "She's in a mood," she noted.
"Yeah, Lily went up to see her. She's a succubus, so I'm not worried that she'll get hurt."
The dryad smirked. "Well, maybe not, but I wouldn't underestimate what's left of Emily."
Once the words left her mouth, the bedroom window shattered. Lily tumbled through the air and landed on the ground with a thud. The glass from the window hung suspended in mid-air for a moment before reversing course and reformed, good as new. Once the window was rebuilt, Emily appeared behind it, her eyes filled with darkness.
"Lily, you good?" Mike was already moving toward her when she hopped to her feet with a scowl on her face.
"Yeah. Queen cunt up there wasn't very happy to see me." Lily brushed off her pants and then gave Emily the finger. "Tried to have a conversation with her and she went full Carrie on me, but without the blood."
"Ooh, Carrie, that's a good one!" Amymone ran to Mike and grabbed his arm. "Is King still alive and writing books? I love a good horror novel."
"I assume so. I'll try to get you some next time." He looked up at the window. "It fixed itself."
"Yep. The Underworld doesn't like change, and this place is special enough as is. Can't have it showing up all busted in your world, now can we?" Amymone sat down next to her book pile and reached into her cleavage and produced an envelope made of leaves. "Oh, before I forget. This is for Naia."
"Oh, right. Thanks." He took it from her and pulled a letter out of the outside pocket of the bag. Naia and Amymone had been exchanging letters, which seemed to help. The news that her sister still existed had given her hope, and the letters had been a great way for the pair to keep in touch. "Also, no word on the heartwood. The centaurs are keeping their eyes out for it, but it's a big jungle."
Amymone sighed. "Yeah, well, I've got at least a couple of years left in me before I disappear. You keep bringing me stuff to read and I'll do my best to enjoy it. By the way, I'm Amymone." She waved at Lily.
"You sure are," the succubus replied. "If you don't mind, I'm gonna wander the grounds a bit until you're ready to leave." Her wings unfurled and she leapt into the sky and vanished over the roof.
"Is she always that moody?" Amymone asked.
"Yep. But she's a good person." He sat next to Amymone and picked up a book he had brought her earlier in the week. Though they didn't have a lot in common, there was one thing she enjoyed more than reading and he felt like indulging her. "So what did you think of this one?"
A big smile appeared on her face. "Oh, I am so glad you asked," she responded, and then spent the next hour telling him all about the books she had read. She spoke quickly, as if afraid that she would disappear at any second and be unable to share her opinions on the stories he had brought her. On occasion, Mike looked up to see Lily on the roof, her eyes on the forest. She had claimed that she was just looking around, but he knew without a doubt that she was up there watching for trouble.
Once it was time to leave, he left Amymone behind with her new stack of books and headed for the front gate. He paused long enough to wave at Emily. He usually dropped by just to say hello, but since she threw Lily through a window, he decided he would try some other day. Once in the front yard, Lily joined him, and he called for Cerberus and waited.
The ride back was uneventful, though Lily did spend some of it tracing circles on his thigh with her tail. He wondered how Cerberus would handle it if he decided to give the succubus what she wanted while riding on their back, but didn't want to upset the delicate balance they currently had.
Besides, he also didn't want to be late for Zel's ceremony. He had seen very little of the centaur lately, and was already getting the idea that he was about to see even less of her. The bulk of nearly every day was spent surrounded by people, and he now understood how easy it was to lose track of someone when your life was suddenly so busy. He had never been popular growing up, content with a couple of good friends at a time, though he often struggled at maintaining even those relationships.
Now though, every day was packed to the brim. Some of the women in the house were content to just be in his presence and spend time with him, while others preferred to enjoy more intimate pursuits. The nymph magic running through his veins meant he was able to rise to the occasion whenever he was needed, but he still couldn't be in two places at once.
When Mike sighed, Lily scooted close to him and wrapped her arms around his chest. Her hands hovered just over his pecs, and she squeezed him through his shirt.
"Penny for your thoughts, Romeo."
"Just feel stretched thin is all. Once Cecilia is back, I'm hoping things settle down for a bit before the next crisis hits. Wouldn't mind a small vacation or something."
Her grip loosened. "What, you mean away from the house?"
He chuckled. "Well, we both know I can't really leave the house. Not in a traditional sense, anyway. Don't feel like being hunted down by whoever is mad at me that week."
"I could give you more time in the Dreamscape," she purred, then pulled herself against him. He could feel her breasts squished against his shoulder blades. "You just have to ask."
He smiled and put his hands over hers. "That sounds wonderful, but I mean out here, in the real world. Maybe somewhere that isn't a beach, someplace I could go with some of the others. Tink has been working herself to death, and I bet Beth wouldn't mind seeing somewhere new." He had hardly seen the lawyer in the last week. Between the time she spent with Sulyvahn or Asterion and the time she put into looking for the geas contract, she was almost non-existent as well.
Then again, based on the things he had seen and heard, it was likely she wasn't interested in any of his attention anyway.
"And what about me?" Lily asked. "Do I feature in this vacation of yours?"
He squeezed her hands. "If I didn't bring you, how would we have any fun?"
A small sigh escaped Lily's lips and she laid her head down against the back of his neck, staying nuzzled up to him for the remainder of the ride.
Once they were back home, he waved Cerberus off and returned to the house with Lily right behind him. She was back in her formal gown, and they happened to pass the fountain just as Dana and Quetzalli emerged from the garage.
Dana was wearing a button-down shirt with dress slacks, and her hair was no longer in a ponytail. She had obviously run a curler through her gray and blonde hair and put on a little bit of makeup, which made her look a bit older. Quetzalli looked stunning in a shimmering gown with sequins embroidered across the front in the pattern of the constellations.
"Whoo, hot stuff," Lily declared, then slapped Dana on the ass. "You wearing a thong under there?"
Dana ignored Lily and turned her attention to Quetzalli. "The centaurs made this dress especially for her," she told Mike. "They wove something that wouldn't accumulate a charge."
"Wonderful. You look very pretty, Quetzalli." He held his elbow out to her. "Shall we?"
"Yes," she said, then put her arm through his, sending a good shock into his arm. He flinched, then scowled at Dana.
"By no charge, I meant static cling," she told him. "She's still gonna zap you."
"Okay, fair eno—ow!" He howled in pain when Lily touched her finger to his butt and he received another shock.
"That's what you get for holding hands with another girl," she pouted, then threw an arm around Dana's waist. "If I told you that you had the body of a dead girl, would you hold it against me?"
Dana rolled her eyes. "Somebody kill me again," she moaned, and followed behind Mike as they walked through the house and out into the front yard. Beth and Sulyvahn were already out there, and Beth was dressed to kill. She was wearing a low cut blue gown with a white skirt that flared when she turned to watch them all come down the stairs.
"Is this everybody?" Beth asked. When she stepped aside, Mike saw that Reggie was standing behind her with a small contingent of rats. The rat king wore a little bow tie around his neck that complemented his fake glasses very well.
"Almost. Where's Tink?" No sooner had he asked did the front door open with a slam, startling some nearby rats. Out strolled Tink in a yellow gown that came down to her knees. She put her hands on her waist and grinned, showing all of her teeth.
"Tink ready for dancing," she declared, then looked over her shoulder and frowned. "Husband wait," she added, then disappeared back into the house.
"What did she forget?" asked Beth.
Mike had no idea, but was surprised when Tink emerged towing a very reluctant Kisa by the wrist. Kisa wore a gorgeous emerald green gown that shimmered in the waning light of day, and he heard Beth gasp in surprise. Kisa's ears were folded forward in either anger or embarrassment; it was hard to tell.
"Tink bring grumpy cat girl," the goblin declared, then pulled Kisa forward until they both walked down the steps. "Big night out, eat too much, and shake booty!"
"You look wonderful, Tink." Mike moved close to the goblin and lifted her goggles slightly to remove the pencil that was tucked behind her ear. "I'm glad you're ready to take a break and have some fun."
"Tink make big fun, you see." She grinned at Kisa, who turned her head away.
"You look very nice as well, Kisa. I'm glad you're coming tonight." He didn't expect much of an answer, and when she shrugged at him, he turned to the others. "Okay, let's see our girl become the new chief, shall we?"
Tink let out a raucous cheer and dragged Kisa toward the portal to the Moon Tribe's home. The others followed while Mike paused just long enough to go wind the sundial. Even though it was supposed to be a fun outing, he half expected trouble to find him somehow. He stopped to look at the Jabberwock, which was slumbering on the edge of the hedge maze. Someone had decorated its horns with flowers, and he chuckled. As a result of his delay, he was the last to go through the portal.
Well, almost the last. Beth had stopped to wait for him.
"You look very pretty," he told her, his mouth suddenly dry.
"Thanks," she said. "This whole thing kind of reminds me of prom. Everyone dressing up for a night of dancing and fun with friends. Takes me back a bit."
"I never went to my prom. And even if I had..." he contemplated the portal for a moment. "Then I bet this is going to be way more fun."
"I agree. Shall we?" She crooked her arm out for him to take, and just as he was about to slide his arm through hers, Tink appeared through the portal.
"Husband too slow," she declared, then grabbed him by the hand and pulled him through.



Laughing, he allowed her to lead him into the centaur's village. The yurts had all been decorated with floral arrangements, and tall tables had been set out for the centaurs to eat and drink at. A table had been set up on a platform that would allow Mike and the others to sit at eye level with the tribe, and he was warmly greeted with handshakes and the occasional back slap that threatened to topple him. Everyone had already taken their seats at the table, and the centaurs had gathered around to talk with them.
Overhead, the fairies were darting about, chased by eager centaur children who laughed and giggled. Cerulea allowed herself to be captured in a jar and made faces at the kids for their amusement, until she squeezed free to join her sisters.
Around the edges of the village, the centaurs had set up instruments and were playing a variety of drums, flutes, and stringed instruments that reminded Mike of sitars. The whole affair reminded him of the summer he had gone to a renaissance festival with a former girlfriend and gotten sick from being out in the sun for too long. So far, the food here was much better, and the company even more so. For a change, everyone seemed enthralled by the festivities, which allowed him to sit back and snack on some fried vegetables on a stick that had been brought to him.
"Caretaker?" A centaur lass approached him, her hair hanging from her head in thick braids. "The future chief would like a word with you."
He nodded and bid farewell to the others. As he left, he looked back to see Kisa watching a nearby centaur perform, and was almost knocked over by a centaur child as it went running past in an attempt to catch Olivia. When he glanced over to the herd of children, he laughed when he saw Tink riding one of them and handing out make-shift nets to the other kids. He was so happy that she was having a great time.
Led away from the center of the village, he found himself standing before a large, decorated yurt that looked more like a small circus tent than a home. Standing outside of it was a pair of armed centaurs who stood at attention once Mike was in view. They greeted him warmly and held open the flaps so that he could step inside.
The inside of the yurt revealed decorated walls and a small cluster of centaur women who were fussing about a central figure standing on a pedestal. It was Zel, and she waved him over.
"Just a minute," she told him. "Once they're done braiding my hair, we can talk."
"Yeah, sure." He looked for something to sit on and found a nearby stack of boxes filled with fruit. After making sure the arrangement was stable, he took a seat and watched as the women around Zel finished placing long, intricate braids in her hair. They incorporated beads and feathers, and when they stepped away, he saw she was wearing an ornate vest that hugged her torso.
"You look great," he told her.
"Thank you." She blushed and then waved her attendants off. "I need a private word with the Caretaker."
The centaurs left, but more than a couple gave Mike lingering glances on their way out. Once they were alone, Zel walked over to him and smiled.
"It's the big day," she said, then did a little circle. "Do I look okay? I mean, I know I look okay, but what do you think?"
"You look great." He stood so that they were closer to eye level. "Everything okay?"
She nodded, then led him over to a table that had some food laid out. "I won't get much of a chance to eat once the ceremony starts, so I've been snacking through the day. Go ahead and help yourself."
"Thanks." He picked up an apple and bit into it, the juice running down his face. "I didn't know there were apples growing in the greenhouse."
"They don't. These are imported from the other world, where the old tribe lives." Zel's previous tribe had exiled most of the men and women who now lived in the village. Though relations were strained, they did have a truce, and the greenhouse was packed full of rare vegetation that the tribe could use for trade. "It will take a few years before we can grow them on our own."
"I see. So what's up? If you called me here for advice on how to be a leader, I am definitely the wrong person for it."
"No, not that. I already know I'm a far better leader than you." She said this without a trace of malice. "However, I think you give yourself far too little credit."
"Perhaps," he agreed.
"I called you here for a couple of reasons. The first one is that I miss you." A sad smile crossed her face. "It seems like I've barely seen you for the last month or so, but that's not anybody's fault. I've been busy here, and you've been busy trying to get Cecilia back. It happens. I just thought it would be nice to sit with you for a bit and catch up."
Mike nodded. "We can absolutely do that. I'm actually headed off to the Underworld myself in just a few days, hopefully, I can bring Cecilia back and everything will settle down."
"Oh, I doubt things will ever settle down. Not in that house." Zel picked up something that looked like a pear with thorns and used her fingernail to break the skin and start peeling it. "I would like to schedule something with you. A day, once a month, where you and I can meet and just catch up. Our relationship is important to me, and if we don't make time for it, we'll realize that far too many months have passed. That wouldn't make me happy at all."
He was about to argue that they didn't need such an arrangement, but she was absolutely right. Without any accountability, it would be hard to keep track of when they had seen each other last.
"I think that's a great idea," he told her.
"Good. We don't have to pick a time today, but let's do it soon." She finished peeling the skin off the fruit and took a bite of it. The flesh of the pear was white, but the juices ran red, and she caught them with her free hand just under her chin. "I loved these growing up. Never eat more than a couple, though. Will make you sick."
She held out the fruit to him and he took a bite and immediately blanched. "Oh, that's bitter," he told her.
"I suppose so. More for me, then." She winked and walked to the middle of the yurt. "The ceremony will start as the moon rises into the sky. I'm not sure how long it will last, it all depends on the herd. My aunt made all the arrangements, and I'm just going along with it. It's meant to be something that I don't have to deal with. However, there is a part of the ceremony she gave me a heads up about and I was hoping you could help."
"I'll do anything," he said.
"Typically, when someone becomes chief of the herd, it is through bloodlines or competition, and the other leaders of the tribe stand up with the new chief as the title is accepted from the tribe's shaman. Well, because the tribe is new, we don't really have any leaders, so it will just be her and I up there. The centaurs recognize you as the leader of your own herd, and I was hoping you could stand with me."
"Absolutely, count me in."
She smiled. "Great. You can walk in with me when they tell us it's time." Her smile faded. "Um, but there is something else."
He saw from her body language that she was afraid. He took her hands in his own and then stepped into her, giving her a big hug. "We can always talk about anything," he told her, his hands circling her waist.
"Yeah." She stepped back, a sad smile on her face. "I just don't want it to be awkward or anything. Anyway, I'll just spill the beans—I'm pregnant."

🏡🏡🏡Kisa frowned at the food that had been set in front of her. Though it both looked and smelled delicious, the vegetarian dish she had been provided by the centaurs tasted bland and unappealing. She wondered how much of that was her prior taste in food, and how much was the cat side of her. Though she hadn't taken to chasing mice by any means, she had definitely had impure thoughts about how one of the rats in the house would taste.
Contemplating her dish, she looked up to see Tink surrounded by children. The goblin was telling them a story, and all of them soon broke into laughter, though more than one covered their mouth in disbelief. Grumbling to herself, Kisa pushed the food on her plate into the sauce that had come with it and tried to eat some of it.
"You don't look happy." This came from Dana, who sat across from her. She wasn't eating either—the centaurs hadn't bothered putting a plate in front of her.
"Why should I? Tink dragged me here, but she's over there, and there's nothing good to eat. There's plenty of music, but nobody is really playing a tune, it's like an improv jamboree in here." Kisa pushed food around her plate in disgust. "I thought maybe this would be fun, but now it'll be awkward if I sneak off."
"Hmm." Dana looked over her shoulder, her gaze sweeping across the crowd. "You know, it looks like everyone else here is having fun. Maybe you should quit relying on everyone else to guarantee you a good time and go make your own."
Taken aback, Kisa dropped her fork. Unsure what to say, a small growl escaped her. "I don't see you out there having fun," she muttered.
"You don't see me over here sulking about it, either. My idea of fun is overshadowed by so many other issues, I won't bore you with them. What matters most right now is that I'm surrounded by a community who was willing to invite me here in the first place, even though the one job they gave me to do has been impossible so far."
"The thing with the drones?" Kisa asked, suddenly curious. She had watched Dana messing with the flying devices more than once, and knew that some sort of experiment was being conducted in the greenhouse with them.
"Yeah. The herd wants to map this place out better so that they can expand. As far as anyone knows, this place is an entire world, ripe for exploration. But the jungle is thick, and a good terrain map would make it easier for them to make decisions about planting and such." Dana turned her attention to a group of centaurs who had started an impromptu jam over by an unlit bonfire. As the music played, nearby centaurs stamped their feet in time with the beat, and a collective bass line began flowing through the camp.
Kisa looked around to see that everyone playing instruments had joined in, and a much bigger song was now emerging.
"It's pretty interesting," Dana said, raising her voice to be heard. "I asked them about it once. They call it 'One Herd.' Their music is a lot like their other traditions, and they do this to represent the various tribes coming together to act as one giant herd. Wait until you see them dance, they do this thing—"
Dana was still talking as Kisa slid out of her chair and approached the bonfire. The centaurs were grouping up now and forming a giant circle around the stack of wood. Up above, the sky was darkening, and the beat of the drums resonated through her entire body.
"Is like heartbeat," the old man told her, his firm hands on her hips. They were standing in front of a mirror, and she was wearing baggy sweats with a tank top that was tight enough that she could see her own ribs through it. "Let heartbeat of music move whole body, not just arms and legs."
To emphasize, he moved her hips in a tight circle in time with a metronome he had set in the corner. She sighed and looked down at where he was holding her, wondering if this was when he was going to try and take advantage of her. She had been staying with him for a couple of weeks now, and she couldn't help but wonder when the other shoe would drop.
"No, much too stiff," he said, then let go and stood next to her. "Too tight through pelvis. You need to unlock hips, Kisa." To demonstrate, he gyrated his hips, the bulge of his crotch now on full display in the mirror. He always wore a pair of grey tights when he practiced, and she looked away from his reflection.
"Isn't that kind of gross?" she asked. "Swinging your nuts around for everyone to see?"
"Human body is beautiful, Kisa," he told her with a scowl. "I dance for my own joy, and maybe joy of others. If someone has problem with my body, it is their problem, not mine. Never let what others think keep you from moving and chasing your own joy."
The beat had now filled her completely, her lips parted slightly as she stepped between a pair of centaurs to see the center of the circle. A man and a woman were stomping their feet and galloping around to keep everybody back, and a centaur stepped out from the crowd to reveal an elaborate headdress made of leaves and flowers.
Somebody cheered, and then a few others came forward, similarly dressed. They wore a variety of beads woven into the fabric that adorned their clothing and a bit of their flanks. They faced off with one another and stomped their feet while moving in a circular pattern. As far as dancing went, this seemed pretty tame.
At the front of the crowd, she found somewhere to stand next to a centaur child who stood about a foot taller than she did. The young man looked enthralled, his eyes wide in excitement.
"What are they doing?" she asked him, and he turned to look at her. A moment of surprise passed over his face when he saw who asked the question, and he lowered his front half so that they were now eye level.
"It's a traditional dance," he explained, shouting to be heard. "Many years ago, it was called a whirling something, I can't remember that part, but we now call it Running with the Wind."
The centaurs were now sidestepping from each other in time with the beat, and men and women alike were now twisting their arms from side to side as if winding themselves up. Kisa watched them for a second, then looked back at the youngster. "Do they teach this to all the kids?"
He blushed and looked down. "It's a tough dance, not everyone can do it."
Thinking that an odd answer, she was about to ask him what he meant when she saw that he was looking at one of his feet. Upon closer inspection, she saw that the ankle looked slightly thinner than the other three, and the hoof beneath it was the same color as his human skin. Over his hoof, he wore a thick brace, and she saw what looked like large toenails peeking over the edges. The hoof itself looked like it was stuck somewhere between human and horse, and she realized that the centaur had a deformity.
"Anyone can dance," she informed him, the heat rising in her cheeks. "Even this." The centaurs were now incorporating small turns with their lower bodies while they stepped sideways, and she had a feeling they were building up to something.
The youngster's cheeks turned red, and he frowned. "Dancing and being good at it are two entirely separate things."
"Fuck that noise," she growled. "You dance from your own heart, not everyone else's." The centaurs were now doing slow, full-body spins, and she saw that a few of them had moved up against the edges of the circle, making more room for the others.
There were two men and one woman in the circle, and Kisa stamped along with the others as the beat increased and the three centaurs started twirling. What started as a casual spin became aggressive, and the centaurs were now holding up their arms for balance as they spun, kicking up dirt and grit. All three of them looked like tiny tornados, and eventually one of them stumbled and fell out of sync with the others, leaving just one man and the woman.
It was a dance-off. She watched in amazement as the remaining two spun harder and faster than before, until the man finally lost his balance and stumbled into the others, caught by the crowd. The woman raised her arms in victory and trotted over toward her friends as another group came forward and the process repeated.
"See?" The centaur youth pointed at the new set of dancers as they spun. "It takes a lot of strength and coordination. They could fall, or accidentally kick someone." His eyes were locked on the dancers, and he chewed on his lip.
"But you do it, don't you?" she asked. "When nobody is looking, I bet you practice it."
He didn't respond.
When the next group of dancers finished, three more walked into the center of the ring, and Kisa joined them. The centaurs went silent as Kisa appraised them with a raised eyebrow, then stomped her feet along with the beat to let them know she was serious.
"She could get hurt," someone protested from the side.
"You worry about your own damned self," she shouted in the direction of the voice. "I'm here to run with the wind."
Another moment of silence came, but was penetrated by a cheer, and the centaurs all stamped their feet together. The other three spread out, giving Kisa plenty of room, and though she stood nearly six feet shorter than they did, she intended to use the space.
The dance progressed slower than the others, but she didn't care. She let the rhythm claim her, and stuck her arms out like the other dancers, twisting her hips from side to side. She could feel her tail whipping around behind her, and as the dance sped up, she lifted one leg and took an Arabesque stance. Without an extra pair of legs to help, she did her best to maintain the rotation of the dance, tossing in an additional pirouette on occasion and leaping to the side while spinning.
The chants from the crowd were growing louder, and during a particularly tight spin, she saw that one of the other dancers had fallen out of formation. Being smaller than the centaurs, she didn't have to turn nearly as fast, so was good to continue.
Cheers went up from the crowd as another dancer spun until dizzy. The dance paused when the departing dancer nearly face-planted into the center of the circle, and once he was gone, Kisa stood across from a centaur woman with long, braided hair bedazzled with colored beads.
"Think you can keep up?" asked the centaur. Kisa happened to catch the eye of the centaur youth standing on the edge of the crowd.
"I was about to ask you the same thing." Kisa went through the initial twists, pleased at how her dress spun about her body and caught the waning light of day. The smell of smoke filled the air as someone started lighting the bonfire, and the dance continued.
The centaur was now doing a wide spin with her body, then coming to a stop to spin the other way. Kisa matched her move for move but drew in closer. The crowd yelled in excitement, and when the centaur kicked her rear legs out in a particularly tight spin that looked like a bucking bronco, she stepped beneath the legs, her body leaned back.
Gasps of fear and amazement came from the crowd, but Kisa's timing was impeccable. She was now doing her own version of the dance in the orbit of the centaur, her short frame allowing her to occasionally slip beneath the centaur's body and whirl on the other side. She moved back and forth beneath the centaur, throwing her arms wide and looking up into the sky.
The beat of the earth traveled through her feet and into her very core, and her entire body now pulsated along with it. The world was just spinning faces and drum beats, and when she finally stepped into a groove in the earth and lost her balance, a strong hand grabbed her by the wrist and caught her.
"Not bad," said her dance partner, who had also stopped. Everyone was shouting cheers of approval, and Kisa smiled, her breath coming in rapid bursts. "Let's let someone else have a turn, shall we?"
Kisa nodded, and the two of them stepped out of the circle together. When she looked back, she saw that some of the youngsters were now dancing, and smiled when she saw the young man she had been talking to join in.
"You ride the wind very well," her partner told her. "Would you like to see some of our other dances?"
"Yes, please," she said, her heart overflowing with joy as she was led to another dance circle she hadn't seen.

🏡🏡🏡Mike's jaw hung from his face like a broken window shade, and he counted backward to the last time he had been with Zel sexually. Hadn't she said he couldn't knock her up? Fear of parenting aside, how much could he even contribute to a child that could outrace him? His heart was pounding in his ears, and it occurred to him that Zel was still talking, but he hadn't been listening.



"—and he's a very good man, obviously he has a problem similar to my own, but...are you okay?" she asked, concern now written on her features.
"Wait, who's a very good man?"
"You weren't listening, were you? Why would you...oh. Oh!" Her cheeks blossomed, and she let out a hearty laugh. "You thought for a second that it was yours, didn't you?"
He nodded, noticing just now how dry his mouth was.
Zel laughed long and hard, with tears forming in the corners of her eyes. "Humans can't breed with centaurs, silly. You've known this. I am only a few weeks along with foal, centaurs know almost right away."
"But you seemed afraid to tell me," he told her. "Why?"
"Oh, that." She sobered up. "I was afraid you might be upset that I had been seeing someone. It's kind of expected for the chief to start a family, and I met a very fine stallion who was exiled from the tribe for a deformity similar to mine." Zel's original tribe often exiled centaurs who had been born with human traits, and had been unaware that Zel herself had been born with a human vagina.
"So if it's a similar issue, that means he...his dick is..."
"Sort of. It's very long for a human penis, but short for a horse. But for me?" She winked. "It's perfect."
"I'm so happy for you," he told her, mentally adding that he was also happy for himself.
She snorted, and then let out a sigh. "I'm glad. We never really discussed our own relationship when we started being intimate, and I was worried that maybe you thought we were more than friends or something. Not that you'd have any room to complain, considering your current roommate situation."
"No, of course not."
"But the other part of that is that I am choosing to be monogamous with him. I just wanted to make certain you understood that our previous dalliance was likely our last."
He chuckled. "Intimacy is not the linchpin of our relationship. It's trust and mutual respect. I'll look back on it fondly, but your future happiness is what matters most to me."
She hugged him again, and they just visited for the next hour as the light of day slowly disappeared through the flap of the yurt. Loud music now played through the thick fabric of the yurt and he had completely lost track of time when a centaur pushed her way into the structure.
"It is almost time," announced the newcomer. "The shaman has requested your presence before the moon rises."
"Thank you." Zel dismissed the attendant with the wave of her hand, then looked at Mike. "We are the Moon Tribe, after all. It will rise over the trees just as I am formally given the mantle of chieftain. Kind of makes me nostalgic for that time on the cliff with you."
He smiled. That moment with Zel felt like years ago, but it had only been a bit longer than a month. She had been bathed in the moon's light while dancing to music from his phone, and she had looked absolutely radiant. Back then, she had been nothing more than an outcast, hidden from her people. Now, she was about to become their leader, and he felt proud that he had been such a large part of that journey with her.
"Help me?" she asked, then picked up an intricately decorated garment that slid over her shoulders like a cross between a shawl and a vest. He assisted her by straining out the fabric over her equine portions, then pulled the rest of her hair through it. He couldn't help but feel a little misty-eyed. Though the two of them had already agreed to make time once a month, it definitely felt like Zel was moving forward with a destiny that no longer included him.
And once she had her foal, then what? Between running the whole herd and having a family, would she even still want to make time for him? He felt like these were silly thoughts to be having at a time like this, and he rubbed the moisture from his eyes.
"Oh my." Zel put her hand on her stomach. "It all just kind of hit me right now. I'm their leader already, but after tonight, it will be official. The success of the herd rests solely on my shoulders, and now I'm absolutely terrified that I will fuck things up."
"Well, you could always do what I do when trouble comes knocking." He untangled one of her braids from the vest and then pushed a hair away from her face.
"Get really lucky, or try to fuck it?" Her eyes were full of mirth, and she leaned forward to plant a kiss on his forehead.
"Um..." He laughed, whatever advice he had been about to give now gone from his brain. "Yeah, maybe. Or, you know, rely on some help from your friends. We'll always be around to support you."
"Thank you." Now that her garment was adjusted correctly, she stood tall, suddenly looking very regal. She giggled, then covered her mouth. "I'm kind of nervous."
"Then we can go together." He led the way and held the flap open for her.
A small group of centaurs were there to escort them, all wearing ceremonial garb. They walked across the camp until they were led onto a small hill that had been built at the edge of the main clearing.
Around them, a couple of large bonfires were already burning, and the music had reached a fever pitch. To the side, he saw Tink chasing centaur children, and Lily was sitting on one of the tables, surrounded by men who hung on her every word.
Off to the side, he heard a loud cheer and turned to see Kisa dancing next to the bonfire between a pair of centaurs playing instruments. The way she moved caused the light of the fire to roll off her dress in shimmering waves. It was impossible to follow her movements, but it looked like she was incorporating belly dancing, ballet, and acrobatics into quite the show.
She was currently doing a twist that flared out her dress, the curve of her buttocks vanishing into the shadows beneath the fabric. A few of the centaurs danced alongside her, doing their best to keep up, and Kisa twisted around to reveal the biggest smile he had ever seen. It was like seeing a different version of her, finally emerging as if from a long slumber.
"Mike?" Zel had paused to wait for him. How long had he been watching?
"Sorry," he mumbled, then caught up. Zel's aunt made it up the hill first with Quetzalli in tow and looked over her shoulder at the small contingent. Zel looked so much like her aunt that it was a little eerie.
The party below was in full swing, and when the shaman raised her hands in the air, the festivities halted almost immediately. Children were gathered up, and food was set down as the herd formed a giant semi-circle around the base of the hill.

🏡🏡🏡Kisa nearly tripped over herself when the music came to a stop, then almost panicked when she saw the sudden looks of intensity on the faces of the centaurs. Thinking something bad had happened, she scrambled onto a nearby table and saw that a centaur woman was now speaking. She was adorned in a collection of feathers and beads, and the pouches slung across her hips made Kisa think that she was the shaman that had been mentioned by others throughout the night.
"We have gathered here on this momentous occasion to celebrate the ascension of the new chief," she began. A small group of centaurs now gathered at the base of the hill, their eyes turned outward toward the others. "Assembled before me is the leadership of the tribe. If there are any who would lay claim to the title of chieftain among them, speak now, that you may be heard."
One by one, each of the centaurs pivoted in a circle to face the shaman. None of them said a word, and the shaman nodded.
"Tonight's ascension is a special one. We are a people who have long been divided by a culture of barbaric traditions, yet today we begin anew. A herd built on love, support, and acceptance will allow us to be stronger than ever, and this auspicious occasion has been blessed with the presence of the dragon Quetzalli."
At the mention of her name, Quetzalli stepped up onto the hill and bowed her head in respect.
"I wish the Moon Tribe many generations of health, happiness, and prosperity," said the dragon, and a small cheer came up from the crowd.
Over the treeline behind the hill, the moon was now rising, casting a solemn glow over the proceeding. Kisa was having difficulty looking away from it, and her belly was starting to itch. She wondered if she had gotten a piece of straw inside her dress.
The shaman was now speaking about the traditional roles of the chieftain, and something about the various tribes of the herd, but Kisa was distracted. Her hands were feeling along her stomach, trying to scratch an itch that moved about. She hopped down off the table and hid behind it to lift up her skirt and run her hand along the fur of her belly.
A small growl escaped her, and she covered her mouth. Nobody was paying any attention to her, so she stuck both hands up her skirt again and felt around. The itch was migrating wildly. Sometimes it was on her hips, and other times it was on her breasts. It even moved back to her ass, and every time she got close to scratching it, it moved away.
"Fucking bullshit," she muttered, then looked up to see what was happening now. Mike and Quetzalli were now standing together off to the side of the shaman who was talking about the lands inside the greenhouse, but she could no longer concentrate, her full attention on the sight of the moon rising above the congregation. She felt like she was soaking it in, her whole body filling with a slow-burning fire that made her leg muscles clench.
Off to the side, she caught Tink watching her, but couldn't be bothered by the goblin's attention. Her hands were now moving on their own, trying to track down the sensation that consumed her attention, and was startled when the centaurs all knelt down on one knee. This served to give her a perfect look at Zel stepping forward to the top of the hill, her body silhouetted by the rising moon behind her. The shaman was handing over a large, wooden staff while Quetzalli placed a wreath of flowers on Zel's head.
However, it was the moon she couldn't look away from. It had become a beacon of light that mesmerized her, washing away her thoughts. Zel was speaking now, her words no more than a foreign buzzing in Kisa's ears. The burning in her body was concentrating on her stomach now, and it was moving down her belly and between her legs.
Kisa clamped a hand over her mouth to cover up another growl.
Off to the side, Tink was now approaching her, and Zel said something that made the entire herd cheer in response.
Taking a chance, Kisa let go of her mouth and let out a piteous howl, her insides igniting as her other hand toyed with the soft fur around her clit.
What the fuck am I doing? She backed away from the table and ran from the herd, but her entire pelvic region felt like it was being consumed by fire. Dodging between yurts, she stumbled into a dark clearing and fell to the ground on all fours. She arched her back, her tail lifting high into the air.
"Stupid kitty cat?" It was Tink, and she wore a look of concern and curiosity. Her goggles were over her eyes, and the lenses flipped back and forth into place.
"Leave me alone," Kisa tried to say, but the word alone stretched into another yowl. She tried to stand and fell instead, her hands grabbing at her inner thighs. It was clear what was happening to her now, and she was horrified by the implications.
"Tink get husband," declared the goblin before she disappeared.
"Noooo, don't get him!" At the mention of Mike, the hand toying with her clit slid down between the soft, furry folds of her labia and pressed against her vaginal opening. The sudden shock of pleasure made her cry out in sweet agony, and then she moaned in defeat. What if the centaurs saw her? What excuse would she have for trying to rub one out in the middle of their ceremony?
There was more cheering from the herd, and Kisa was trying to find a hole to crawl into and die in when she felt a strong pair of arms scoop her up. She looked up to see Mike gazing at her with concern, and he was moving away from the crowd.
"Tink said you were hurt. What happened?" he asked.
"Tink no say hurt!" The goblin was by his side with a shit-eating grin on her face. "Tink say kitty cat in heat!"
"Heat?" When he looked at Kisa, she felt herself melt. His name no longer came to her, all that she knew was that he seemed to radiate like the sun itself, her insides now on fire. Any intellectual thought or feeling she had about him was washed away by the tide of hormones that dominated her brain, and she grabbed his face with both hands and pulled him down for a kiss. The moment their tongues touched, she felt a spark pass between them.
Cradled in Mike's arms, she squeezed her thigh muscles. Her tail had become trapped between her legs, and it pressed directly against her aching clit, causing her to let out a moan that became a short wail.
"Mmm—ah!" Mike had pulled his face away from hers, and she grabbed at his neck in an attempt to pull him back down. "Is there somewhere we can go, or..."
"Tink find somewhere." The goblin was flipping through the lenses of her goggles, then pointed. "Empty home this way, good place for privacy."
"Lead the wa-hay!" Mike's voice jumped an octave when Kisa grabbed his crotch with her hand, surprised to feel the massive length inside. She had seen it occasionally from a distance, but she now suspected that she could barely get her fingers around it.
As they moved between tents and skirted roaming centaurs, she grabbed onto his neck and wrapped her legs around his waist. In the back of her mind, she was absolutely mortified at her behavior, but her instincts controlled everything now. The air between them seemed to shimmer and sparkle as if they were surrounded by a curtain of stars.
Tink led them into a small, unfurnished Yurt lit by glowing stones that had been strung up from the supports like dangling Christmas ornaments. There were several hand-woven baskets around the edges of the structure, and the faint hint of herbs floated in the air. Mike tried to set her down, but she twisted about and managed to tackle him to the ground.
A growl came from deep inside her belly, and she pinned him to the ground.
"Kisa, I—"
She covered Mike's mouth with her hand, her breath coming in short bursts now. The air was suddenly heavy, and Tink took a step back, her mouth open in shock. Sparkling lights now filled the air, twinkling around them.
"Shut up and fuck me," she said, then fumbled with the belt of his pants.

🏡🏡🏡When Tink had come for him, he had ducked away from the tail end of Zel's ceremony with a quick nod in her direction. Weaving between the crowd, all he could think was that a clumsy centaur had crushed Kisa's leg while dancing, or maybe she had gotten stepped on. He had been surprised to find her in such a state, and his first thought was that maybe she had run across some mandragora pollen that Zel had most likely stashed away.
However, as he carried her through the centaur camp, he had been distracted by the little flickers of light that were now flitting back and forth between them. At first, he had wondered if some concoction of Zel's had been set loose to flow on the breeze, but now that they were tucked away in some kind of storage yurt, the effect was only increasing.
He had initially tried to resist, but not only was Kisa's body pressed so hard against his, but he was also picturing how she had moved while dancing. The memory of her lithe form gyrating in the firelight had inspired the start of an erection, and once she had grabbed his cock through his pants, it had come to life, overriding any objections he had.
She fumbled with his belt, and by the time she got his pants unbuckled, his erect cock sprung free and smacked her in between her eyes. Stunned at her sudden aggression, he opened his mouth to say something, but she practically inhaled his cock into her tiny mouth. A throaty growl escaped her, and she let out a purr while she stroked his shaft, pausing on occasion to lick the head of his dick. Her tongue was rough, yet sent shivers down his spine.
"Oh, Kisa," he muttered, then turned his head to see Tink sitting at the edge of the yurt. She was crouched down, her skirt hiked up to reveal that, as usual, she wasn't wearing any underwear.
What was going through the goblin's mind? And what were these weird lights? He reached out to touch one that had landed on Kisa's ear and felt a jolt go into his body. The sudden surge of magic startled him, but not because it hurt.
No, he was startled to discover that the magic was his own. Upon touching the light, it transformed into a tiny spark and sank into the flesh of his finger. Somehow, the magic lights twinkling between them belonged to him, but how was that even possible?
Kisa groaned on his cock, then slid up his body, letting his cock drag down the center of her body until her crotch was pushed against it. She was small, like Tink, and she used one hand to steady his cock before pressing herself against it. Kisa let out a growl that transformed into a series of moans, and the lights were swirling around them now, as if they were inside a planetarium.
He grabbed her hips and pressed himself up and into her. The pressure increased as he stretched her labia wide, and then suddenly, he was in.
She let out a growl and dug her claws into the flesh of his chest and stomach, then let out a purr as she went limp against him. Though her body was still, her tail was now flicking about erratically above them, and the lights now held still.
"You are so... fucking... big," moaned Kisa. "My stomach feels so full of you."
"You feel amazing against me." He wrapped his hands around her hips and pushed her dress up and over her head. She was naked now, and her fur was amazingly soft. He couldn't help but stroke her spine, which made her arch her lower back.
Her purring became louder, and she started riding him. His cock couldn't go any further than halfway, and her face would scrunch up. She bared her teeth and hissed when he pushed up into her and pushed against her cervix.
"Shit, sorry," he said, then shivered. His magic was starting to do its thing and was manifesting all along his body. However, instead of crawling along his skin, it floated upward between them, turning into motes of light.
Kisa sat up straight, her claws leaving red lines down his chest. He raised his hands up her hips and cupped her supple breasts, his fingers squeezing them through a thin layer of fur. She growled at him, then groaned, her vaginal walls squeezing his dick.
The motes of light were spiraling now, and spreading outward. It was a slow dance, as if a swarm of fireflies circled them. He sat up a bit and noticed that the scratches on his chest were already starting to fade. Kisa was growling again, and he used one of his hands to tease her clit. She reacted immediately, and the lights danced about even faster now.
Tink gasped, and Mike turned his head to see that the mote field had expanded to the edges of the yurt, and she was now caught in it. The lights, when they struck her, became sparks that danced down her green skin and disappeared beneath the yellow fabric of her dress.
"Husband," she gasped, then touched herself, her fingers exploring her tight snatch.
Kisa didn't seem to notice, her eyes now closed as she swirled her hips about. She was humming a melody while she fucked him, now sitting up on her knees to keep from sinking down too far on him. Tink was crawling across the floor on all fours, and when she made it to him, she held her skirt in place and promptly sat on his face.
His cock jerked, and he heard Kisa gasp, but all he could see now was Tink's thighs and stomach. He wrapped his arms around her thighs to hold her in place and buried his tongue deep inside her tight snatch, seeking out the double clitoris hidden within. He was just able to reach one of them with his tongue, and she let out a growl of her own.



A dark pair of hands grabbed Tink by the hips, and then slid up her torso to squeeze her breasts. Kisa's movements were becoming more frantic, and his magic was concentrating around his crotch. Tink twisted around on his face so that she faced Kisa, and he could hear them kissing. From where he was, he couldn't tell if the two of them were making out or fighting, and Tink's tail was now whipping around over him. The two of them growled at each other, but neither of them dismounted.
"Fucking horny kitty," Tink muttered, then she leaned forward, causing Kisa to sink down hard onto him. "Try to make husband fit, feel much better."
"Fuck you, goblin girl," Kisa replied, and their weight shifted again.
Tink's pussy was pushed so hard against his face that he was now being smothered by her ass cheeks. Mike pushed against her with his hands, trying to lift her just a little, but she had clamped onto his head with her thighs.
"Tink help, move hips like this." She was now shifting on Mike's face, which allowed him to catch his breath. "Move forward, push against husband."
Kisa's weight shifted, and she was now more horizontal. Tink's fingers were now between him and Kisa, and he could feel the goblin toying with the cat. The cat girl's cries were becoming louder, and the mote field was starting to shower the room with sparks.
His own orgasm was approaching, and he fought hard to hold it back. As far as he could tell, Kisa was nowhere near her own, but the velvety soft folds of her vagina were accentuated by the warm fur of her body pressed so tightly against him. Now that she wasn't digging her claws into him, it was easy to get lost in the heat of her body.
Tink wasn't helping either. Between eating her out and knowing that the goblin was working hard to get Kisa off, he simply couldn't concentrate on anything else other than the sensations moving through his hips. His orgasm was approaching, and he felt guilty as the pressure overwhelmed him.
After all, Kisa was the one in heat.
His balls retracted into his body and he felt every muscle in his pelvis tighten up. He groaned, and the floating motes of light held perfectly still for just a moment before rocketing in and vanishing like snowflakes against his skin.
When he erupted, Tink let out a cry and fell off of his face, revealing that Kisa was now sitting upright, her hands planted on his hips. As the magic left his body and flowed into her, light streamed out of her eyes and mouth as she spasmed on top of him. The contractions of her pussy sucked him in deep, and she let out a howl that raised the hairs on his body.
Her claws dug into him some more, and then she collapsed on top of him.
"Kisa? Kisa!" He lifted her up to see if she was okay, causing her to pop off of his cock. Semen spilled out of her in copious amounts, soaking his crotch, and he rolled her onto her back.
She was breathing, and her eyelids fluttered open. Her green eyes were now flecked with sparkling lights inside, and she looked at him in surprise.
Before anything could be said, the flap of the yurt opened and Lily burst in, her eyes flickering yellow and red. She stood over Mike and sniffed the air, then looked down at him.
"What the fuck was that?" she demanded, then backed away from him. "I could feel it all the way on the other side of the camp and came running over."
"You felt that?" He scooted out from under Kisa, then looked at Tink. "You okay over there?"
"Big light make Tink horny," she grumbled. "Husband fix Tink later."
"Er... yeah." He looked back at Kisa. She was regarding him with fascination, and he saw little sparks move across her pupils. "And you? Are you okay?"
"I...uh...yeah." She covered herself with her hands, then turned around to grab her dress off the ground. When she stood up, semen dripped out of her and onto the ground. It shimmered as if infused with glitter.
"Wait a second." Lily moved forward and grabbed Kisa by the jaw and twisted her face from side to side. Kisa tried to push herself free, but Lily was able to easily overpower her. "Oh. Oh, this is too fucking rich! Welcome to the Radley house, kitty cat."
"What? Is something wrong?" Mike touched Lily's wrist, and the succubus released Kisa.
"Wrong? No, not technically." She grinned, then moved toward the flap of the door. "But I have a new suspicion about your friend there. She isn't a regular cat."
Kisa shook her head and slid the dress over her head. "No shit. I used to be human."
"I'm not talking about that part of you, short stack." Lily gave Kisa a poke in the chest, then looked at Mike. "You see it, don't you? Your own magic in her eyes?"
"Uh, yeah." Mike looked at Kisa, then back at Lily. "There were floating lights, too. Where did they come from?"
"Oh, they're yours. You weren't summoning them, she was." Lily sat on her tail, a smug look on her face. "I could smell it, you know? She ran past me, right after the moon rose. Her arousal. Poor little kitty went into heat, and—"
"Call me a kitty one more time, I dare you." Kisa revealed her claws. "This is embarrassing enough without hearing from your sorry ass."
"Lily." Mike scowled at the succubus. "I know you love toying with people, but out with it."
Lily sighed dramatically and rolled her eyes. "Ugh, fine. When I stand in here with you, I can sense your presence, but now I sense it in two spots. You used your magic on a cat, Romeo. A black cat."
Mike puzzled at this thought for a moment, and then shook his head. "I don't follow."
Lily laughed, then winked. "Whatever it was that transformed her, it wasn't just trying to make her into a cat. The cat is just the form, not the function. You used your magic on her, and she not only allowed you to, but she also participated. What you have now is your very own familiar."
"A familiar? Like a witch?" He looked over at Kisa. "Do you feel any different?"
"I'm not sure," she confessed, then looked back at Lily. "He's not my master now or something, is he?"
"Only if you want him to be, but you can work it out in therapy. But that isn't what I would worry about." Lily opened the flap to the door and stepped out into the night air, her hand holding the flap open. "If your friend here was in heat because of the full moon, it also means that she's fertile and ready to have your kittens. Might wanna go get some Plan B from the resident witch horsey, just to be safe. You can all consider that my good deed for the month."
She winked at them and then let the flap close, leaving them behind.
Mike looked at Kisa in horror, his thoughts on what Zel had told him earlier. There was an equal look of horror in her eyes as well, and Tink stumbled to her feet, her cheeks now bright red.
"No fair!" She shrieked. "Husband make babies with Tink first, not with stupid horny kitty cat!"
"Ain't nobody making babies," Kisa cried, her hands now on her belly. "Absolutely not, no way!"
Mike felt a chill go up and down his spine. Pregnancy was something he hadn't worried about with the others, but they also hadn't started life as a human. "I couldn't agree more. You wait here in case the moon makes you...um...I'll go find Zel. If she can't help, I know Naia can, just wait here. And Tink, stop crying, nobody is having babies, I promise." He didn't bother waiting for her response as he flung himself through the flap and into the night.

🏡😻🏡I really hope you liked that! It was a struggle to write a scene with dancing because, honestly, I have absolutely no rhythm of my own, but I did watch a lot of clips about dancing to try and nail the scene with Kisa and the centaurs.
Also, I wanted to say a very special thanks to those of you who have stuck with this story. I know that there are plenty of much shorter tales out there that are very enjoyable, and I absolutely love seeing familiar faces in the comments and knowing that I have captivated you across such a long tale. The rewards are rarely immediate, but i do my best to make sure that every chapter has something in it to satisfy your thirst for the story.
Be good, take care, and I will see you next chapter!
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Hi all!
So this chapter of Dead and Horny actually overlaps with some events from Home for Horny Monsters Book 3, which you will see in the words ahead. If you haven't read it yet, you may be entering spoiler territory, so watch out!
I've been very busy with real life stuff, but doing my best to keep my schedule. Don't forget that you can still click on my bio to see my release schedule for this story and others. Definitely don't forget to rate and comment, I love reading through them when I get the time.
Anyway, I am super busy, so no long blog from me, so why don't you dive right in and learn a few new secrets, and see a familiar face!
Change in Plans
"This is absolutely horrifying," Dana said, looking at her left shoulder. She was lying on her back on an operating table, and the skin of her shoulder was splayed open like an ominous dissection to reveal the musculature underneath. Hunched over her stomach was an unconscious man in his sixties, his glasses askew on his face. "If I was still alive, I would never eat chicken again."
Lily stood over them both. She had one hand on the man's forehead, her thumb and pinky on his temples. In her other hand was a needle threaded with sutures, and she wore a labcoat and safety glasses.
"Shut up, I'm trying to concentrate here." Lily's tail had a sharp barb on the end, and she was using it to hold the tendon of Dana's bicep in place while she sutured it into some holes she had drilled. While Lily was stitching Dana up, she was in the Dreamscape with Dr. Feldman, one of the teaching vets at Colorado State, attending his classes.
"This probably would have been better at a hospital," Dana noted, watching with interest as the sutures moved in and out of her bone. There was no pain, but definitely an odd, buzzing pressure. "I'm sure they have better equipment."
"Hospitals have way more cameras than a vet school does. Now shut the fuck up, he's going over some new technique on a horse and it might help here." Lily's eyes flashed, and she gazed into the distance for a couple minutes before continuing. "Nope, doesn't apply. Well, unless your hoof is fucked up."
"Oh?"
"Yeah, I'm supposed to just shoot you and make glue out of your bones." Lily let go of the doctor's head and used both hands now, her tail withdrawing. "We just need to keep it in place long enough for your body to heal it."
"Yeah."
After Lily had found Dana, the two of them had broken into the vet hospital to try and find an x-ray machine. Instead, they had run across Dr. Feldman, who was staying late to go over some of his notes. Lily had knocked him out and, once they had found a room to operate in, had enrolled in Dream University. While Lily swore that she was just getting the necessary info, Dr. Feldman had grinned more than once in his sleep.
Now that the first tendon was in place, Lily began working on the second. This one went much quicker, and once she was done, Lily pulled the pins out of Dana's skin that held her wound open.
"By the way, I'm way outside your HMO," Lily told her while holding her skin flaps together. The healing took a little bit, but once Dana's skin sealed shut, all she had left was a ragged scar.
"It's okay. I gave a fake name in the lobby." Dana waited a moment before flexing her hand, then tried to lift her arm a couple of inches. There was an odd pulling sensation in her shoulder, but everything else felt fine. She had been right in her assessment that her injured cells needed to be pushed together again, and apparently her tendons took a bit longer than skin to heal. She wondered if it would be different if she had just eaten, but now was not the time to think about food. Her hunger had returned, and the professor was starting to smell like beef jerky.
"Let's get the good doctor back to his office. Unless you're going to eat him?"
"Sadly, no." Lily tossed the safety glasses across the room and pulled off her surgical gloves, all of which puffed into pink smoke. "Other than banging a few co-eds, he's a decent guy. Even offered to tutor me after school. Help me work on my technique."
"You totally did him, didn't you?"
"Who, me? I never kiss and tell, darling. Besides, I wanted the full May-September college experience, you know? Be with a man who reminds me of my father."
"Gross." Dana sat up and slid out from under Feldman.
"Daddy Feldman didn't think so." Lily licked her lips and winked. "Here, let me get him. I need your arm in good condition and don't want to try and fix you up again."
"Could you fix me, though? Without him?"
"I did go through an entire course on animal surgery, so maybe." The succubus chuckled. "If we come across a dog in distress, I have a few tricks that could help." She tossed Feldman over her shoulder and Dana made sure the operating table was cleaned up properly, then threw away the scalpel, drill, and needle. The last thing she needed was for a zombie outbreak to occur because they had been sloppy. She picked up her backpack with her good arm and headed for the exit.
She held the door for Lily, and the two of them returned Feldman to his office. Once inside, they propped him up in his chair. He had a stupid grin on his face and a small wet stain on the front of his pants.
"That's so gross," Dana said, twisting her face into a frown.
"Oh, we are way past judging people for cum-stained underwear. C'mon, let's get out of here."
Lily led the way through the dark halls of the vet teaching hospital. They snuck outside a side door and walked a few blocks in silence before Lily threw her arm around Dana's shoulders.
"How does it feel?" she asked.
Dana flexed her arm. The weird sensation was passing, and her arm felt mostly normal. "Fine, I think."
"Good. Because I need you to be functional for what's going to happen next."
"You mean the drive back? I really only need one arm for that."
They passed under a street light long enough for Dana to see the maniacal grin on Lily's face.
"Oh, we're not going home. Not yet. Remember that guy I fought with at the hotel?"
"The one you knocked out?"
"Same. When I was going through his head, I spotted something interesting. You see, we aren't too far away from one of their storehouses. Well...not far is a relative term. They have a place in Montana where they took the things they found in Unearthly Delights."
"But isn't that place heavily guarded?"
The succubus laughed. "Well, yes and no. Between the two of us, I think we can be in and out before they know we're there. Besides, I know for a fact that they have the marbles, and I even saw a rough sketch of that necklace thing inside Cyrus' mind."
"I don't understand." Dana stopped walking and put her hands on her hips. She had given up hope on finding the lost items from the thrift store. "I thought these people were too dangerous to mess around with."
"Well, they are. So here is what you need to know. Right now, there's a really good chance they are trying to track us down. It's only a matter of time before they find our trail. If we head back to the house, we lead them there, and that's no good. I feel like having assholes on the front lawn of Mike's house is a bit cliche. So, we lead them somewhere else, and they definitely won't be expecting us to go to them."
"And?" Dana expected there was more.
"After we raid this place, I know somewhere we can go to lay low for a bit, until they're off our trail. Well, your trail. You see, I can be quite impossible to trace. I can fly and change shape. You? Not so much. If we're lucky, they still have no idea who you even are, and I intend to keep it that way. But they have access to everything. Cameras, records, the whole nine yards. When you drove away from the hotel, I'm willing to bet that they got a rough idea of where you were headed just by monitoring security cameras. Crazy big brother stuff."
Fuck. Dana looked around the neighborhood they were in, and grabbed Lily by the hand and led her out into the street. Even though it was an older neighborhood, she was certain that several of the houses had video doorbells, and it would be easy to look through motion logs of such devices. "They probably know where I parked the bike."
"Well, that's easy. Tick Tock can just bail on the bike and—"
"No." Dana stopped moving. "The bike comes too."
"Be reasonable."
"I am being reasonable." The bike had been Alex's, and Dana had spent the last year fixing up her dead girlfriend's bike. It was the only link she had to her old life, and she simply couldn't leave it behind to rust in some college town. It was an act capable of breaking her cold, dead heart and she refused to even consider it. "The bike comes with us."
Lily sighed and rolled her eyes dramatically. "Fine. If that's the case, then I guess we had better scope out the neighborhood first."
The bike was still over a mile away from where they were, so they took a break at a local park and Dana sat on the slide and opened up her phone to check a map of the area. The neighborhood she had parked in was older homes, and even the online satellite map had tons of cars parked there. Most of these would be students who didn't feel like buying parking passes, so it should be busy enough for her plan to work.
Lily had transformed into a little girl and was busy swinging on the swings. When Dana came over, she got behind Lily and gave her a push to get her higher.
"So, I think we can get him during the day," Dana said. "There will be a ton of people headed for their morning classes, and it will be easier to blend in."
"If they know where your bike is, I can't do it. They could have laid wards for me like last time. Wards don't give a shit about disguises." It was weird to hear Lily swear in a seven-year old's voice, and more than a little unnerving.
"Are you sure we should be doing this?" Dana asked. "After we get the bike, I mean. Going after the marbles?"
"Can I tell you something?" Lily shifted in her seat and launched out of her swing at the height of her jump. She transformed into her normal form in mid-air and landed gracefully on the damp mulch of the playground. "I am sick and tired of being pushed around by men who think they are better than me."
"Aren't we all?" Dana asked.
"It's more than that. I've been having these..." Lily's face scrunched up, then she sighed. "This is hard for me to say, but I've been having these weird dreams lately."
"Aren't all of your dreams weird?"
Lily shook her head. "Let's just say that I don't have dreams. I haven't had dreams of my own since...it's a long story. Succubi don't dream. But now I am. And these aren't happy dreams, either. I am being reminded of things I don't like to think about."
Dana didn't say anything. She felt it was better to let Lily say her piece, because this was the first time that she had ever seen the succubus truly bothered.
"I've seen this before in humans," Lily continued. "They dream about their regrets, or their worst moments. They see them, as if on a theater screen, and are forced to relive them again and again. And the part that really cuts deep is that I shouldn't be this bothered. I really shouldn't. Do you know one of the reasons I was so eager to come with you? Because you're a lot like me. Dead inside. Don't take it the wrong way, it's a simple fact."
"No offense taken," Dana replied.
"I thought it might be nice to be around someone who doesn't care about the edges, the flaws, or even the fact that I'm a heartless cunt of a demon who would just as happily walk into your home and murder your whole family just for fun. I'm this evil, vile thing that swallows souls and strips them bare of their individuality. You've already seen me kill someone and didn't even blink. You accept me, and I like how that feels."
"On some level, everyone wants to be accepted," Dana said. Logically, she knew that seeing Lily kill someone had bothered her, but that was a part of her that had been cut out.
"But it's more than that. I wanted to rush across the continent and feel the wind in my hair. To see the world through your eyes and maybe crack some heads along the way. I wanted to blow off some steam, to figure things out before going home."
Dana waited.
Lily scowled hard enough at the closest group of houses that she imagined the occupants were all now having terrible nightmares as a result.
"These memories in my head are awful, but they shouldn't bother me. Being forced to relive them should, at most, just piss me off because my time is being wasted. But they cut deep, and keep reminding me of what I lost, once upon a time. Something is going on inside of my head, and I don't know why. I thought maybe someone cast a spell on me, but now I'm not so sure."
"How does this relate to our current situation?"
"Because once upon a time, I was convinced to do something very stupid, and it broke me. And now that I'm reliving these painful memories, I just wanna tear someone's head off, to take back some of my power. I can't change the past, but if we have a shot at sticking it to the Order and getting some of that magic for you, then let's go for it. Let's get you one step closer to a future you can actually live for. I know that I could use the win." Lily sniffed, looked away and then wiped her cheek.
"Are you crying?"
"I had some mulch on my face. By the way, never trust a crying demon," Lily told her with a slight hitch in her voice. "They don't feel sadness or empathy, and will only do it to manipulate you."
Dana noticed that her question wasn't actually answered, but let it go.

👿🏍️🧟♀️The early light of day cast dark shadows, which were flooded with students on foot who headed for the college with a sense of purpose. Cyrus watched them as they passed by, his eyes flicking to each one.
Is it you? he wondered. Each student was a potential suspect. Though he knew he couldn't draw a large enough ward to catch the succubus if she came for the bike, the small ones on the sidewalk would be enough to halt her motion for a few seconds.
Amida, Tasia, and a few others were scattered amongst the scene. Amida wore a sweater vest and sat on a nearby bus bench with a coffee and a journal. He looked like a figure straight out of a college brochure. Tasia was dressed as a student trying to get signatures for a petition, and the others were walking in circles around the block, appearing in appropriate intervals. However, one intrepid Knight was actually mowing someone's lawn. Cyrus had no idea how they had managed that, but made a note to speak with them later about their ingenuity.
The motorcycle in question had been easy to track. There were so many traffic cameras along the main roads that they had jumped on and watched their prey flee the scene. Cyrus had been concerned to see that the young woman's arm was somehow reattached, and more than a little bothered when they couldn't get a positive identification on her or the bike. The license plate on the bike belonged to a young woman who had died in an accident over a year ago, which made him think that the bike was stolen. He had even called the parents of Alex Cross and discovered that they had junked the bike, which confirmed his theory.
So what could he be dealing with? Vampire didn't make sense, because their target had no issues being out in the sun. Witch, perhaps? He had seen a witch use a spell to reattach a limb before. Or maybe the limb wasn't even hers to begin with? He had gotten into a rough fight once with a man who had animated a pair of wooden arms for himself. So maybe some kind of artificer or alchemist? That would explain how the arm was reattached.
However, Tasia swore up and down that she had stabbed the woman through the heart, and that bothered him. Necromancers were extremely rare, and very difficult to deal with. However, if it had been a necromancer, Tasia and Amida would likely be dead and under her thrall already.
He sipped at his coffee and frowned. Even though he had ordered it black from the little cafe just down the road, somehow the roast tasted sweet as if the syrups they used had permeated the air and ruined his morning cup of joe.
Oh well. He couldn't really complain. Other than hunting a potentially dangerous woman and her pet succubus, it really was a lovely day. He kept watching from inside the back of his town car. His windows were enchanted so that the car looked empty. In fact, the whole car should look like a beaten-up old Honda—or something to that effect. He hadn't been big on the particulars, but he did need to be somewhere to keep an eye on things.
There was always the chance that this stakeout was meaningless, and that the bike had been abandoned. If that was the case, he still had the necklace. However, it was not only good practice for the others, but wonderful to see how they functioned together in an operation of this magnitude.
"Can you tell Sister Dina to slow down a bit?" he asked his driver. "She's showing up too much. Have her hang back and change her clothes before the next rotation."
The driver passed along the instructions through his headset. Sister Dina didn't react, but Cyrus suspected that next time he saw her, she would be wearing something other than a lightweight brown jacket and leggings.
In fact, most of the women on his team were wearing leggings. Was this really a fad now? He had spent so much time in the classroom that he had lost touch with current trends. He wouldn't even pretend to understand the fuzzy boots he saw some of the college girls wearing. Then again, he was a product of a completely different time. How long until he became obsolete and was replaced by someone like Amida? When he retired, where would he go?
Truthfully, he would probably just hole up with the Order. Maybe devote himself to research, or spend some time assisting on smaller missions. The Order took care of its own, of that he had no doubt. The last thing anybody wanted was a former member going rogue out of boredom or spite.
A young woman with her hair pulled up beneath a baseball cap came around the corner at a light jog. Curious, he watched her as she ran along the sidewalk toward the bike. She seemed to be the right height and build based on Tasia's description, and his gut told him that this was who they were waiting for.
"Tell everyone to standby," he said, then opened his door. The wand in his hand vibrated with power, but he kept it mostly hidden in his sleeve. If they got into a fight here, it would take them forever to contain it. Luckily, the other mages were ready with spells of their own.
It was no hard feat to shut down technology in a block radius. Memory wipes took a bit longer, and, if push came to shove, America would wake up to news of another school shooting. If there was one thing that turned his stomach, it was pinning a monster's activity on some innocent victim of circumstance, but the Order's business was rarely pretty.
The woman tripped near the bike and fell to the ground right by it. Cyrus was already moving across the street, ready to summon lightning from the sky if he needed to. The Knight who was mowing the lawn stopped to watch, and Tasia was already moving toward them, one hand in her pocket.
When Cyrus came around the bike, the woman was brushing gravel out of her hands and muttering to herself. She didn't seem armed, but he knew better. He also didn't sense any magic around her, so if she was a witch or necromancer, then she was poorly prepared for what was about to happen.
"Need help?" he asked, his muscles tightening in anticipation.
"Nah," she said without looking up. "Trying to run while hungover is all." He expected her to jump on the bike, or maybe even tackle him, but she adjusted her hat, let out a loud belch that stank of death, and then kept jogging around the corner.



"Shit," he muttered, then walked back to the car. Now that he had blown his cover, he could only hope that—
"Master Cyrus!" Tasia pointed the direction the jogger had gone. "That was her!"
"You sure?"
"Definitely!" Tasia turned to give chase, and he saw the others change directions to head after the jogger. Someone was giving orders now, and it wasn't him. Amida tucked his journal in a pocket and went after everyone.
Something was wrong, he could feel it, but he couldn't order the others back into position. As everyone moved away from the block, he made it to where the jogger had turned when he heard the roar of a motorcycle engine behind him.
"Hmm?" He looked over his shoulder and saw that the bike had turned itself on and was making a U-turn on the road. Students walking nearby had pulled out cellphones to catch it on video, and he pushed his way past a young man talking about how it was probably a 'social experiment' to see the bike turn the corner and vanish, the engine singing in delight.
Just one more mystery to add to the pile. If the others had stayed, they may have been able to grab the bike. They had been played, and played hard. However, unless their mystery woman was a world class marathon runner, Tasia would be able to take her down without any problem.
He got into the town car. "Who ordered the pursuit?"
"Amida," his driver replied.
"Interesting." He chuckled to himself. If the woman was caught, then no harm done. If she got away? Well, then he would have to have a chat with the ambitious mage about pulling rank.
He waited anxiously for nearly an hour when the driver turned in his seat. "They lost her. She got away."
Cyrus shook his head in disappointment. "And how exactly did that happen?"
The driver repeated the question and then listened. "Tasia couldn't catch her, and then the motorcycle came to pick her up. The succubus was on it."
"Oh, she was, was she?"
"Yes sir. They got a picture before she got away. It's being sent to you right now."
Cyrus pulled out his tablet, and sure enough, a photo had been taken. The succubus was sitting backward on the back of the motorcycle, both hands in the air in a one fingered salute. She wore a black tank top with clearly visible words that made him laugh.
The Order Eats Dicks
"Oh, it will be fun to break you," he said, then pulled the necklace he found from his inner pocket. It didn't bother them that their target had gotten away, because now he knew that the succubus was with her. "I'm going to need a map of the United States. Oh, and let's go pick up Amida. I'm going to make him cast the locator spell, because it always gives me a nasty headache."
The driver nodded and started the car.

👿🏍️🧟♀️When Dana had fallen on purpose, she had given the mimic instructions on where to go, and then continued on her way. The foot chase with the Order had been easy. Dana looked back once after rounding the corner and had broken into a sprint when she saw them give chase. The woman who had stabbed her came within twenty feet of her, but dead girls could sprint indefinitely.
Live girls, not so much. Her pursuer had fallen back, unable to maintain such a pace.
Tick Tock and Lily had picked her up as she left the Order behind, and once they were on the highway, they went north. Even though they were probably being tracked, the Order was going to have a tough time following them with cameras, because Wyoming was a big, empty place with a whole lot of nothing in between towns. They broke the speed limit, averaging nearly a hundred miles per hour for most of it. Eventually, they did have to stop for gas, but the station looked old, and Dana hopped off and let Lily fill up the tank disguised as a biker bitch with blue hair just in case there were video cameras watching.
They pulled into Butte, Montana at half past ten in the evening, and found a cheap hotel on the edge of town. Lily rented the room with cash as a Latina woman in her forties, and the two of them hunkered down for the night as a storm blew in.
Between watching movies on a small flat screen mounted to the wall, Lily explained the plan to Dana. They would be going somewhere called the Berkeley Pit. Despite its prestigious sounding name, it was actually a former copper mine that was currently a superfund site that was being used by the Order as a means to store dangerous objects.
In the early hours of the morning, the succubus stepped out to hunt, leaving Dana behind to watch the parking lot, fearful that a squadron of cars might show up at any moment. In those dark, lonely hours, she looked through Ratu's notes, binge watched a show on Netflix, and even sat outside with Tick Tock to keep him company.
When Lily returned, they traveled to the pit. After paying a few bucks apiece in the gift shop, Dana grabbed a pamphlet and they went outside to travel through a long, white tunnel with an opening decorated to look like the entrance to a mine. On the other side of the tunnel was an observation deck that looked over a chain link fence with barbed wire, and the Berkeley pit was below. It was full of dark red water, and occasionally they would hear a distant blast, a deterrent for birds to keep them from landing.
"It's pretty," Dana commented, gazing across the water.
"Mmhmm." Lily walked along the length of the observation deck, her hands wrapped around a pair of binoculars that she wore around her neck. Today she was dressed as a soccer mom with a floppy hat, and fit in perfectly with some of the other tourists who had stopped by to see the lethal lake.
They stayed for a while, and eventually hit a break in foot traffic. A family with two kids were the only other visitors, and they had taken up residence on the other side of the deck. Lily and Dana moved into a corner where they knew they wouldn't be overheard.
"So?" Dana asked. "Anything to share?"
"Yes." The succubus handed the binoculars over. "There are some magic wards along the outside of the pit. If we fly in from above, we can avoid detection. Even if someone gets to the water's edge, it would be nearly impossible for a human to survive going in the water to the entrance below, and there's no way you could sneak a submersible in without being spotted."
"So that's it? We just dive in the water?" Dana looked through the binoculars and realized she couldn't actually see the magic wards, so handed them back.
"Yep." Lily pointed along the shore. "There are several alarms and protective spells along the water's edge, too. Those blasts you keep hearing? Those are small animals being vaporized. Well, and they are actually trying to chase away birds. However, over there are a couple of blank spots with no wards because they aren't reachable, like the other side of that short cliff. Once there, we can get in and go for a swim."
"Hmm." Dana pulled the pamphlet out of her pocket. The acidity of the lake wouldn't hurt her, but what about the heavy metals? Is that something that would stay in her system, killing her later, or would it eventually leech out? It was one of those questions that she knew wouldn't be answered on WebMD. "I'm afraid you're going to have to take lead on this once we are down there. I don't want to open my eyes and go blind or anything."
"Please, it would probably just..." Lily tilted her head to one side. "No, you're right. If that sword could leave a scar, the last thing I want is for you to have shit vision. I should be fine."
"What's down there? I mean, once we get into the storage facility."
"Not much, I imagine. Cyrus has only been once, and apparently there were only a couple members of the Order present. Their job is to categorize and research, and that's it. If someone breaches the perimeter, there are plenty of locals who are actually retired Knights and such who can be here soon."
"They make their members retire here?"
Lily nodded. "In a way. You see, they obviously don't want people breaking in and taking something, but it's more than that. They don't want what's in the pit getting out."
"Like what? Are they storing something in there that's dangerous?"
"Oh, I'm sure, but it isn't that." Lily looked over Dana's shoulder and went quiet. One of the two children had come close and was taking a picture of the lake with a cellphone. A few minutes passed and they were alone again.
"What is it?" Dana asked.
"They delved too greedily, and too deep," Lily said, her voice ominous and her eyes on the dark water. "I learned about the storage facility through Cyrus, but what I'm about to tell you I knew from before. This place used to be a mine, that part is true. But the miners found something they shouldn't have, and when the Order found out, they took over and made a cover story about the place flooding. This was before the internet, so that stuff was easier to fix after the fact."
"What happened?"
Lily scowled. "That part is a little fuzzy, but there's a good reason. When they dug, they disturbed something that shouldn't exist in this world. Have you ever heard of the Old Ones?"
"You mean like Cthu—"
"Shhh, don't say its name! It might wake up!" Lily put a hand over Dana's mouth, a look of panic on her face.
Dana turned her head away from Lily to break the seal on her mouth. "Seriously? It can hear me?" She looked out at the lake in awe and a small bit of terror. Would saying its name really invoke the end of the world?
"Nah, I'm just fucking with you." Lily let out a hearty laugh that drew attention from the nearby family. "But you should have seen your face."
"Okay, so not Cthulhu. And yeah, you got me, ha ha." She shook her head, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
"Actually, you're on the right track. Kind of. The Old Ones are supposed to exist outside of time and space, so where are they?"
"I don't know, somewhere else?"
"Not just somewhere. Somewhen. Everywhere and nowhere, all at the same time, but also never. At least, that's how it was explained to me. At the bottom of that pit is part of an Old One. Maybe an elbow, knee, or even a lung, if they have them. Granted, this is all metaphorical, because they don't have forms, but what is down there is some piece of some powerful entity that may be there for five more minutes, or five hundred years, nobody knows. But that shit is volatile. If you poke it, the creature it belongs to might notice, and the last thing you want is for an entity like that to notice you. Because if it did, its attention could be drawn here, and may even manifest in this very lake."
"That's...surprisingly creepy." Dana was relieved to see that they now had the platform to themselves, the family gone. "So, what, this thing exists in some type of quantum state or something?"
"Fucking nerd," Lily muttered, then scowled. "Can I tell you something that you're going to absolutely hate? All those brilliant science guys, Einstein, Dirac and Bohr. They were onto something borderline mystical, but it wasn't just math that got them there. No, they were shown something they never should have seen, and it helped pave the way for science as you know it. I don't pretend to understand any of it, but Amir was also involved, so I got to hear him gloat. So yes, this thing is in a weird quantum state, smeared across all of time and space, but never allowed to participate. If all of the universe exists inside of a box, you can't simply toss something out, because nothing exists outside of the box. So the universe bends. For little things, it's no problem. Scatter a human being across the cosmos? You may run into an atom here or there. But entities of unknown size, intellect and power? Holes form in the fabric of reality, and things like this happen. Think of it like a blister in spacetime.
"After they discovered it, they flooded this place with water, knowing that it would likely become poisonous and deter anyone from disturbing what lies beneath. Some idiot wizard could go down there and carve a tiny piece off of this thing, and do devil knows what with it. So, the Order watches this place, protecting you from it, and it from you. Even Amir didn't fuck around with the Old Ones, and expressly forbade anyone in the Society from attempting to do anything with them."
"Wow," Dana said, and meant it. It was weird to think about just how much the world took for granted. Something as simple as a poisonous lake was actually an ominous harbinger of doom, and she didn't know how that made her feel. "When all those books and games joke about how the Old Ones are sleeping..."
"They are surprisingly on point. Don't think of them as sleeping, they aren't conscious. Think of it like the time between being awake and asleep. You simply don't exist, with no sense of time or consciousness. However, if someone pokes you," she jabbed Dana in the tit with one finger, "you may just slip back into the waking world."
"Okay, so don't poke the evil monster at the bottom of the poisonous pond. Got it." She crossed her arms and looked out across the valley below. A chill went down her spine, and she shivered. "When do we do this?"
"Tonight. It should be cloudy enough. We ride the mimic out as close as we can, and I can carry you the last stretch of it, as long as you don't eat a big lunch or something."
"I should probably eat something after, though." She thought back on the heavy metal poisoning. If her cells really were able to repair themselves, then she hoped they would also expel any toxins she absorbed. She didn't want to end up as an undead Mad Hatter, wandering the countryside with Tick Tock and having tea parties in between killing people.
"Yeah, that's not a bad idea. However, I have bad news. I'm outta juice." Lily bit her lip. "I can get more, but it'll take some time."
"How long?"
"Well, the good news is that I can teleport directly to my master. That part of the trip will be fast. But then I have to come back."
"That's gonna take a few days."
"No, it isn't. Can I see your phone?"
Dana handed it over. "What are you looking up?"
"Flights." Lily was already looking at scheduled departures. "I can hop a ride on a plane headed out this way."
"What if there aren't any tickets left?"
The succubus grinned. "Don't worry about it. I know what I'm doing. However, I should get going so that I can be back here by tonight."
Dana agreed, and the two of them left. Once they were sufficiently away from any sort of observation, Lily vanished from the back of the bike. It was a weird feeling traveling without the succubus, and with the rest of the day ahead of her, Dana figured she could find a couple of hikes to go on.
After all, she was in Big Sky country and had nothing better to do.

👿🏍️🧟♀️The transition from Montana to Mike's house was only a few seconds long. The world around her vanished, replaced by burning hot clouds that roared as if spewing from a volcano. Her little shortcut to get home took her through a tiny corner of Hell itself, and she was grateful for the peace and quiet that waited for her on the other side.
She stepped into the living room of the Radley house and looked around. The place was a mess, and everything looked like it was either broken or hastily repaired.
What happened here?
The house was unusually quiet, and she could sense Mike in his bedroom upstairs. She walked up the stairs and headed for his room and was surprised to find him still in bed. He looked rough, and she wondered what sort of adventure he was having now.
Contemplating the man on the bed, she didn't know how to feel. He was her current master, yet he exercised no authority over her, choosing instead to let her live as she saw fit.
Well, almost. She did have the 'no killing' restriction, but that only applied to people she probably shouldn't be murdering. In truth, she was having weird feelings about that as well. Before Mike, she had zero problem with the souls she feasted on. Man or woman, rich or poor, it didn't matter to her as long as it sated her demonic thirst for souls. Her biggest issue then had been her imprisonment inside of a magical ruby, unable to stretch her wings when she wanted.
Yet now, when she examined a potential meal, she sometimes found herself relieved that she couldn't do it. Having that choice removed should bother her, but it now brought her a strange sense of calm, like a task she didn't feel like doing had just been taken away from her.
"You are much too far inside my head, Romeo," she muttered, then joined him on the bed. She didn't have time for introspection right now, she just needed to suck him off and leave. Crawling on top of him, she wondered if she should wake him up first. Her movements were delicate, and she looked down into his sleeping face. Lines of exhaustion were written along his features, and she paused, her hand hovering over his forehead.
He winced, and his lips moved slightly, as if speaking, but nothing came out.
Curious, she touched his temples and closed her eyes, wondering what he could be dreaming about. The last time she had infiltrated his dreams, it had been to kill him. Once cornered, Mike had used his soul to create the bet that had broken her free of Amir's enslavement, and she had seen no need to go inside his head since then.
But now? Now she wanted to know what he dreamt of. In their dreams, a person was free to manifest the best and worst of themselves, to indulge deeply in the desires of the Id and Ego and release the monster they kept carefully caged in the waking world. She had manipulated Mike's dream last time, but now she wanted to see who he truly was.
Inside his mind, she was little more than a whisper of a thought, an invisible presence that filtered through his being and sought him out. His soul glowed brightly in the darkness of the Dreamscape, and when she found him, he sat on the shores of consciousness, the house behind him. Ever since he had swapped part of his soul with the nymph Naia, he was unable to leave the house behind, tethered to it spiritually and emotionally.
Time and space were hers to command here in the Dreamscape, and she slowed it to a crawl. Hovering over Mike, she watched him for a while as he gazed out into the distance.
Behind her, someone slammed a door in the house. Puzzled, she left him behind and flew to the front door of the home to investigate. It looked like a washed-out version of what existed in the real world, the colors not quite right. When she opened the door to walk inside, she found herself in another home entirely, and a young version of Mike ran past her.
"What the fuck?" she wondered aloud, then followed. This version of Mike was a child, but she couldn't tell how old. He ran from room to room, gasping for air and trying to find somewhere to hide. In the kitchen, he opened up one of the cupboards and tried to squeeze himself in, then closed the door behind him.
A presence moved into the room, dark and foreboding. It was a woman, or at least it used to be. Her hair flew about in mysterious tangles, and her features look like they had been scratched into paper with dark ink, constantly shifting about.
"Where are you, you little shit?" the woman hollered, and Lily smirked. This was nothing more than a manifestation of Mike's mother, one she had used against him last time she was here. Looking around, she saw that the room was becoming blurry in spots, the sheer terror of his mother's presence causing him to wake up just enough that the dream was crumbling. It also explained why he was in two places at once. The abstract nature of this dream had isolated his adult mind elsewhere, trapping him in the form of a child to suffer the wrath of his long-dead abusive mother.
Mike's mother shrieked, causing the cabinets to burst open and puke their contents onto the floor. Child Mike bolted out of the kitchen, ducking under his mother's long, clawed hands.



"Yeah, okay, I'm never going to get you off like this," she muttered. This fever dream was the kind of thing that prevented her from doing what she did best, and it was time to get rid of it. When Mike's mother moved to give chase, Lily grabbed the dream figure by its throat and pinned it against the wall.
The dream being howled and slashed at her with its claws, and Lily yawned. Typical nightmare, all bark and no bite. She grabbed the woman's head with both hands and made a ripping motion.
Mike's mother collapsed into a two-dimensional figure that tore like paper. Lily folded the remnants in half and tore them again. It struggled to free itself, but had no more strength than a stiff cobweb. Once the nightmare had been properly torn and shredded, she opened the nearest window and let the breeze take it.
"It's okay, you can come out," she announced, then walked out of the kitchen in time to see Mike run out the front door. Letting out a grunt of discontent, she followed him outside the house and saw that he stood by the front gate, his dark eyes locked on her movement.
"Who are you?" he asked her. She closed the gap between them, and was surprised when he didn't run. She knelt down in front of him and smirked.
"I'm kind of like Santa Claus, but only for grown-ups. If you could age up a few years, I'll show you something..." her voice trailed off when she saw his eyes flashing. Curious, she watched them for a second and saw them briefly change color. "What are you doing?"
"You got rid of her, didn't you?" The scared child from earlier was gone, and his eyes flickered and turned blue for a few moments.
Of course. Part of Mike's soul was also Naia's. It was how he had beaten her last time she was here, by channeling the nymph's magic. Somewhere inside his head, Naia existed as a separate entity. Was that why he was no longer afraid? Was she talking to the part of Mike that was Naia now?
"It's temporary," she explained. "Every dream is different. Now, if you could, could you be a big boy and...well, become a big boy again? I'm on a tight schedule, and you're making this weird for me."
The child smirked at her and then vanished in a cloud of smoke. The Dreamscape fogged over, and for a few seconds, she couldn't see anything. Mike was waking up now, and she preferred that he stay asleep for just a few more minutes. She debated stinging him, but it was likely he would know she had been there if he slept for another couple of hours.
"You're a pain in my ass, Romeo." She still had one trick left in her arsenal, but she hated to utilize it. However, Mike was about to wake up, and she really didn't feel like dealing with him in person.
Back in the real world, her hand moved from over his crotch up to his chest. Her other hand stroked his hair, and she leaned in, her lips almost touching his ear.
She sang to him.
It was a lullaby from a long time ago, one that she remembered from her youth. The words were in a language he wouldn't understand, but the sentiment behind them flooded the Dreamscape and soothed his mind. The fog slowly lifted, revealing the house once more. Mike stood on the front steps of the house, and Lily approached him, her body shifting into a more suitable shape. He wasn't going to be asleep much longer, and she would have to rely on confusion to get what she wanted.
She searched through his conscience for the most ideal form and was surprised at some of his recent memories. Her features rippled like water and she became someone that he knew.
"Beth?" he asked. "What's going on?" Beth was his attorney, who had moved in with him for her own protection. Based off of a recent memory of the two of them, Beth had seen his dick and he was struggling with how embarrassed he had been.
Okay, she would have to ask someone about that when she got back.
"Nothing important," Lily told him in Beth's voice. "It's just I saw something I liked, and I wanted to get a closer look." She knelt down in front of him and pulled his cock out of his pants. The Dreamscape fogged over again, and she slowed down a bit. Her real voice echoed across the Dreamscape as her lullaby helped lull him back to sleep once more and the fog dispersed.
"Beth, I..." his eyes glazed over when Lily took his huge glans in her mouth. In dreams, men always seemed to add length and girth, but not Mike. If not for his stunted upbringing, he could have easily made a living in the porn industry with a dick like his. Now that his natural charm was amplified by the nymph magic running through his veins, he would be a shoe in for anybody watching.
She blew him hard, stroking his shaft with both hands while she struggled to inhale him. In the real world, she worked his cock through his pants, being careful not to wake him up. All she wanted was to swallow his load and go, but apparently this was going to take some finesse.
When she pulled her mouth off his cock, it made a popping sound. Thick white lines of spit connected them, and her shirt shrank down two sizes, the buttons bursting apart to reveal ample cleavage underneath.
"I think about this all the time," she told him. "Ever since I saw you...with her." Lily finally pulled the memory from his head and almost laughed. He had been fucking a ghost that disappeared when he came, which was how Beth had seen him with his dick out. It was always something with this guy.
"Yeah, I'm sorry I—"
"Shh." She pressed her finger to his lips. "You apologize too much. I want you to treat me like the others right now. Forget that I'm human, pull my hair a bit. Be rough. I'm totally into it. I promise."
His eyes glazed over again, then focused on her. She could feel the Dreamscape shifting again, and she backed down on stroking him in the real world. His conscious mind was trying to emerge and dissect the dream, but it was also making him wake up. She needed him to just relax and go with it.
It's just an ordinary sex dream, she thought at him. "C'mon, Mike, I've been dreaming about what you taste like."
His eyes snapped onto hers and he frowned. "Lily, is that you?"
She froze, unable to answer. Somehow he had identified her again, and the dream was lifting as he fought to surface. Her mouth opened and closed as she debated what her next move should be, and she got ready to answer when she felt the Dreamscape stabilize around them.
"I'm over here, Romeo." It was her own voice, and when she looked over her shoulder, she saw herself standing on the edge of the fog. "Looks like your little sex fantasy could use an upgrade."
"Oh. I see. So what brings you here?" he asked, his cock still hanging at Lily's eye level.
"Oh, I'm always here." She moved toward them from out of the fog. "Always watching, always waiting. I'm that little piece of Lily you keep close to your heart. This isn't my doing, by the way."
"It isn't?' He looked down at Lily. "It's just an ordinary dream?"
"No dream is ordinary once I've arrived." Dream Lily knelt down next to Lily. "Just because I'm stuck in here doesn't mean I don't want to join in."
When their eyes met, Lily felt an instantaneous connection with her doppelgänger. This wasn't some imposter or dream entity that had manifested, but an actual piece of herself residing inside of Mike. How was such a thing possible?
"I mean...as long as you aren't going to suck out my soul or anything..." he muttered.
"Oh, Romeo, you're so rude. I promise you, this is just for fun." Lily placed one hand on the shaft of his cock. "Now let's see what this version of Beth can do."
Together, they ran their mouths over his long shaft, teasing him as he stood there. The Dreamscape shifted a few times as they both took turns blowing him, and whenever Lily took a break, she watched herself in fascination. Whereas she took a carefully measured approach while playing her role as Beth, Dream Lily sucked cock as if her world depended on it. The few times they tongue wrestled over the length of his shaft, she could feel their minds touch.
This was really her. It was similar to when she had encountered Naia in this space, a tiny part of the nymph's soul lying in wait and emerging under special circumstances. She couldn't figure it out, couldn't determine what sort of magic it had taken to break a piece of herself off and store it in here. It wasn't a piece of her soul—she had long ago lost her own. What was it, then?
The Dreamscape was fluctuating wildly now as Lily sucked on Mike's cock while Dream Lily swallowed his balls. Both of them slurped loudly now, the sound magnified by Lily's magic. Dream Lily used her own magic to summon the other members of the house, all of them wearing different cheerleader uniforms and standing at attention.
"C'mon, let's see you nut all over Beth's face," Dream Lily told him. The monster girls around them were now cheering wildly, calling his name and dancing seductively. "Ooh, even better, nut all over these."
She pulled a pair of glasses out of thin air and put them on Lily's face. This seemed to have an effect on Mike and he let out a low groan. In the real world, his cock was buried in Lily's mouth and she could feel the first reflexive jerks of his impending orgasm, so she sealed her mouth tight around him and inhaled.
When he came, she could hear the ocean through the fog roar as waves pounded the beach and the water level rose. Enormous ropes of cum covered her and Dream Lily, then sprayed fire hose style across all of the others who cheered and held each other. Mike fell backward onto the ground with a stupid grin plastered across his face.
In the real world, Lily swallowed every drop greedily and buried it within her body where it would stay fresh and viable. Inside the Dreamscape, she wiped the cum off her glasses to see that Dream Lily now stood over Mike.
"Time for you to wake up," Dream Lily told him, then pushed him into the sand with the heel of her boot. He didn't even struggle as his body turned to smoke and the Dreamscape shuddered. He was waking up soon, and his mind could no longer hold him here. She turned to look at Lily with a smirk. "Looked like you could use a hand."
"Not that it was necessary, but yes. That was much easier with your help. But I want to know what you are, and I want to know now." The ground rumbled beneath them as the island fell apart, crumbling like sand over an abyss. She could feel the world imploding around them. "And how are you in here without him knowing?"
"Oh, don't worry. He never remembers me," Dream Lily told her. "I do this all the time. I've gotten really good at hiding myself. It's probably my keen sense of self preservation. Besides, this was just a run of the mill dream for him, it will likely fade in seconds."
"But what are you?" Lily asked as the ground vanished beneath the fog. She was stretching her own time to the limit to continue this conversation, but it wouldn't last.
"That's a great question," Dream Lily answered, then stepped close. She placed a hand on Lily's cheek. "But the thing you should be wondering right now is this; if I'm a part of you that's in here, then what part of him is out there with you?"
Lily started to answer, but didn't know what to say. Dream Lily winked as the fog wrapped around her and she vanished inside it. The dream had ended and it was time to go.
With seconds to spare, Lily hopped off the bed, opened the window and then jumped out backward. Her wings pumped frantically to lift her onto the roof, and she landed and scurried up the sloped surface, her eyes on the sky for Abella the gargoyle. Abella was on the other side of the roof, her full attention on a tablet in her hands. The house had a turret on the roof, so Lily moved to the other side of it, her hands on her chest.
Her heart pounded in her chest, and she shifted the color of her skin to match the roof of the house, just like a chameleon. What the fuck had just happened? The implications were staggering, and she struggled to wrap her head around them. Why had she seen a version of herself inside of Mike's head? Such a thing should be impossible.
Below, she could sense him moving. If she closed her eyes, she could almost see his movements. He had woken up, and was apparently on a mission, because once he was dressed, he went straight out the front door. She crawled to the edge of the roof to watch him. Had he realized she had been there? Was he looking for her?
Down below, Mike crossed the front yard and gave the magical sundial in the middle of it a twist. It was the home's defense mechanism, a device that targeted anyone who tried to attack the home or its occupants. Movement near the front entry caught her attention, and she froze in terror.
It was Amir, her former master. He opened his mouth and said something to Mike, but she was already moving away from the edge of the roof, afraid that Amir might see her. If her former master saw her, there was a good chance he would stake out the area and wait to track her once she left. He would be unable to enslave her again, but he was easily more powerful than Cyrus and her only recourse would be to flee back to Mike's side. She would be trapped, and Dana would be stuck in Montana without her.
Abella was now watching the conversation with interest, but still hadn't noticed Lily. That meant that Amir was occupied, and Lily took a chance and moved to the back of the roof and jumped. Her wings caught the air and she moved across the yard and landed along the top of the stone wall surrounding the property. The boundary of the geas, a magical spell that protected the house, ended here, and she was now in a forested park with several other people. She shape-shifted into a young woman in leggings that carried a cup of coffee in one hand and a cellphone in the other and moved through the park at a slow pace. It was likely that Amir's followers might be watching the house, so she found a couple different spots to hide and change shape. When she exited the woods, she was surrounded by a group of women who were on an organized power walk.
Convinced she hadn't been followed, she went to the nearest bus stop and handed the driver some money that would disappear once she was at the back of the bus. Her thoughts kept going back to seeing herself in the Dreamscape, but she was too preoccupied with thoughts of being followed to give it much attention.
Getting across town was easy. She hopped a few more busses and was soon in the city proper. After pickpocketing someone's cell phone, all she needed was a tall building with roof access, and it was early afternoon before she found it. She was high enough now that she wasn't likely to be seen, so she circled upward, then flew northeast, in the direction of the airport.
After all, she had a plane to catch.
It was a simple matter to descend over the top of the barbed wire fence that protected the area, and she watched as the planes landed and took off, her features shifting as she moved across the tarmac. She waited until she spotted the plane she thought was hers, and then launched herself at it as it waited its turn to take to the skies.
It was something she had only done a couple of times. Her flight speed was fast, but not fast enough to cross long distances quickly, and it was very hard to sneak onto a plane these days. However, riding on top of it was doable, and even kind of fun.
She wedged herself against the tail of the plane and covered herself in clothing that matched the plane itself, then grabbed onto a seam in the plane with long fingers. It was a few painfully long minutes before the plane accelerated, and as it rocketed down the runway, she summoned her wings around her body like a protective shield, making herself more aerodynamic. As the plane climbed into the sky, she wondered if her presence was felt somehow. Maybe an instrument noted a strange vibration, or perhaps the tail was slightly less responsive.
Once the plane was in the sky, she let go of the plane with one hand. Between the roar of the engines and the wind, there wasn't anything to hear, so she pulled the cellphone out of her pocket and unlocked it with its owner's fingerprint. When she was over Montana, she would toss herself off and fly around until she spotted their hotel.
She thought back to what her doppelganger had said. If some part of her was with Mike, then that meant that some part of him was with her now. But what did that mean? He seemed like a good guy, but she was always waiting for the other shoe to drop. In truth, he was only her second master, so maybe she was unfairly biased against the guy.
Her mind was becoming a blur of activity, so she found a game about some angry birds on her stolen cellphone. As she loaded the tiny birds into their giant slingshot, her thoughts went to Amir, her former master. Seeing him in the flesh had greatly affected her mood, and now it was like his presence floated all around, threatening to suffocate her. She could almost feel his eyes on her, hear the condescending tone in his voice as he mocked her. Centuries of mistreatment and abuse played through her head in fast-forward, and all of their old conversations burned into her ears, his words sharp and poisonous. Much like she had explained to Dana, the words bit into her now, each one leaving a mark as she was chewed up by the past.
The roar of the plane vanished, and she now stood in a regal palace bedroom overlooking the countryside.
"Husband, please," the princess begged. "I can tell that you're angry with me, but I don't know why."
Aladdin gazed out the window of his palace, his dark eyes on the city below. He hadn't spoken to her in days, not since the incident with the lamp. When he turned to face her, his features were harsh, as if carved into stone.
"You know why." He glared at her for a few seconds, but then looked away in disgust. "Tsk. I can't even look at you."
"But I'm your wife," she told him, tears in her eyes. "I would do anything for you, and have."
"That is true," he said, rubbing his chin. "You have always been obedient. I still like that about you."
"Then what is it?" she asked.
"It's the thief," he told her. "That bastard who stole my lamp, then took away my palace. This has everything to do with him."
"Please, husband, I have already apologized." Aladdin had hidden the truth about the genie from her, and she had given away the magic lamp to a servant who thought it looked dirty. The servant had been a man who had tricked Aladdin into retrieving the lamp from its resting place, and then left him for dead when it failed. Once he had the lamp, the thief had used a wish to steal Aladdin's palace away, which prompted a journey across the mountains to retrieve it.
Aladdin's face darkened. "Yes, I know. You are sorry. You've said it a hundred times. I am no longer angry about that."
"Then what is it?"
He took several deep breaths and then turned to face her, his eyes wild. "I'll tell you what it is. I saw you with the thief on the night I stole the lamp back."
The princess flinched. "My husband, I...you told me to seduce him. So that you could steal the lamp back."
"It isn't about that!" He took a step toward her and raised his fist. "It's about you when you were with him! I saw the faces that you made, heard the sounds of pleasure! You may have been with him at my command, but you clearly enjoyed it like the whore that you are!"
She held a hand to her mouth in shock, and tears streamed down her face. "No, it isn't like that! I had to keep him distracted so that you could—"
"LIAR!" He shouted loud enough that the guards and servants around the room looked at each other in unease. "I saw! I heard! I watched as you sucked his cock, as you took him inside of you! He spilled his seed in your womb and—"
"I drank the special tea, and I am not with child," she protested.



"I don't care about that!" He grabbed a nearby platter and threw it in the air, the fruits and cheeses cascading to the floor. "In those moments, I finally saw the truth of what you are, and now you play the poor, innocent victim before me. You can't manipulate me. I am Aladdin, master of all djinn, and the most powerful man in the world!"
The princess fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands. Aladdin approached with a sneer on his face. As she cried, his features briefly softened and he touched the top of her head.
"Please," she begged. "Please tell me what to do. I love you, Aladdin."
"I know." His fingers trailed along her scalp until they touched the lily she had tucked in her hair that morning. It was part of a ritual they had begun after their wedding night when he would tuck a flower in her hair. Ever since the incident with the theft of his lamp, she had been the one to put the flower in her own hair.
"Please," Lily begged. "Don't make me watch this part."
Aladdin pulled the lily from her hair and held it in his hands. "When we first met, you were like this flower. A true beauty in every respect. That's how I saw you. But you know what? I should have looked deeper. Though a lily is beautiful at first, over time it will wilt, becoming an ugly thing that needs to be pruned away."
The princess sobbed uncontrollably now.
"It's all about power, isn't it? I thought I had it all, but now I doubt myself. Have I been manipulated this whole time? How long until you betray me again, I wonder." He dropped the flower on the ground. "Whenever I look at you, all I can think about is how you wrapped your legs around him and called his name. You're just like every other woman, aren't you? Just a whore, ready to use her pussy to get what she wants."
"That's not true," Lily yelled at the same time as the princess.
"But that's okay. I can use that." He grabbed her by the chin and tilted her face toward him. "But now I need to ensure that what you want and what I want are always the same thing."
"If you hate me so, then please..."
"Let me go," Lily finished.
"No man shall have you as you are," Aladdin told her, then rubbed the small ring on his hand. A minor djinn appeared in a puff of smoke while bent on one knee.
"Master?" the djinn inquired.
"Bring me my lamp," Aladdin told him. The djinn disappeared and returned a second later, holding the magic item in his hands. When he picked up the lamp, a sinister grin crossed his face as he rubbed it.
The djinn of the lamp emerged as a technicolor fog that billowed out of the lamp and formed into a fearsome being nearly fifteen feet tall with horns and fangs. Four thick arms covered in silver bands embossed with glowing runes crossed over its chest, and it gazed down at the scene without judgement, then looked to its master for instructions.
The servants and guards in the room fled. This didn't bother Aladdin in the slightest.
"I need your guidance," he told the djinn. "I wish to make this woman my servant and bind her to me for eternity."
"Then wish it, that I may make it so."
The princess, hearing this, stood and ran, but the djinn moved in front of her to prevent her escape.
"But she is a whore," Aladdin told the djinn, raising his voice to be heard over the princess' cries. "And I would give her a fate befitting of a whore."
"Hmm." The djinn thought about this. "You wish for her to be your servant, but also wish to use her for your pleasure?"
"Wait." Aladdin held up a hand, his dark eyes glittering. "Not just my pleasure. Anybody's pleasure. Clearly she enjoys being with other men, so why not use this to my advantage?"
"I see." The djinn picked the princess up and set her on the ground where she had started. She collapsed into a sobbing pile. "You wish for me to give her a form that suits your needs?"
"Yes, but not just my needs. Anyone's needs." Aladdin grinned. "I wish to be able to use her to seduce anybody I wish, and then control them."
"Mmm." The djinn nodded. "I know of such a being. It is much like me in that it has a vessel that you must keep safe, and it relies on sex for survival. It is also a shape shifter, and a master at manipulation."
"What is such a being called?"
"A succubus," replied the djinn. "An erotic creature that infiltrates your dreams and can suck out your soul. They are very rare, and very powerful. But like the djinn, totally obedient to their master. However, I must warn you. Such a creature has no soul, which means that hers will be destroyed in the process. A djinn may not manufacture a soul, so I warn you that this is a one-way wish."
"Will she still remember who she is? Will she still remember what was done?"
"Only if you wish it so."
"Thank you for your guidance." Aladdin turned his cruel gaze back to the princess. "Then I wish for this woman before me to become my personal succubus with only her memories of me left intact."
"Wish granted." The djinn turned toward the princess and snapped its fingers. The light in the room turned a violent shade of red, and the odor of sulfur and brimstone filled the air. A circle of flames formed around the princess, trapping her in place. Fiery lines appeared inside the circle that created a series of geometric shapes and waves of heat made the air itself shimmer.
Red and black flames crackled from the floor by her feet, and then wrapped themselves around her into a twisting vortex. The princess' scream was buried beneath the roar of hellfire as it consumed her body, using her body and soul as fuel. The process wasn't instantaneous or painless, and even Aladdin turned away and covered his ears to drown out her shrieks of agony.
When the flames vanished, the room was left untouched, and a naked being wearing long, black boots knelt on the floor. She had a set of bat-like wings and a long, scorpion's tail that swished behind her as she stood, and a pair of horns came out of her head. When she stood, she still looked like the princess, but was now clearly much more.
"Master?" she asked, confusion on her face.
Stunned, Aladdin nodded his head. A remnant of hellfire formed in the air before him and transformed into a thick ruby that he caught before it hit the ground.
"That was her heart," the djinn explained. "He who holds the heart of a succubus commands her. As I give this to you, I have fulfilled your daily wish and take my leave." The djinn vanished back into his lamp, which Aladdin clipped to his belt.
He moved close to inspect the succubus and let out a laugh.
"Yes. I am your master," he said, then stroked her cheek.
The succubus smiled. "Not yet. You still have to name me. Then you are my true master."
"Oh." He scrunched up his face, lost in thought. In this process, his eyes fell onto the flower on the floor, untouched by the flames. With a laugh, he picked it up and tucked it in the succubus' long, red and black hair.
"I think I'll call you Lily." He pressed his hands against her cheeks. "This face. Never show it to me again."
"As you wish, master." Her features shifted into something more pleasant and Aladdin undid his belt.
The memory burst like a bubble, and Lily gasped for air, her heart pounding in her chest. She almost slipped free of the plane, and she dug her nails into the aircraft grade aluminum to stay in place. On the screen of her cellphone, the birds became large, colorful blobs as her tears flowed freely, and she let out a shriek of rage and grief that was swallowed up by the sky.

👿🏍️🧟♀️Some of you were able to guess from last chapter, but Lily's origin story is official. The original tale of Aladdin originated in China, and was likely adapted as the years passed, and I based the events of Lily's transformation on the original tale itself.
Oh, and that threesome scene with Lily, Mike and Lily? That will confirm some theories many of you have been talking about in the main story, but I'll let you argue about what it means amongst yourselves.
I want to once again thank my readers here on Lit, you have been a blessing to me. I really appreciate having you around, and please don't forget to rate before you go read something else.
Be kind to each other, and wash your hands!
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Hi all! I have returned in the season of pumpkin spice, renewed and invigorated!
Are you a new reader? You're going to be confused, because this chapter is the beginning of the end of Book Four of HFHM. So much shit is about to happen, and I'm a slow-burn kind of writer, but hey, be my guest and dive in.
Returning readers, this is it! What has the shadow been up to? When is Mike going after Cecilia? How will the house handle Halloween? And will Tink finally wear underwear? You're about to find out!
As always, thank you so much for the support you have all shown. Thanks to T.J. Skywind for helping me with final edits and to really nail down Suly's dialogue. I hope this chapter has a little bit of something for all of you, but Lily lovers are definitely winning out this month.
Don't forget to rate and comment, or shoot me a letter, I read them (eventually). I'm working hard to make sure the next few chapters are quality, as Book Four will wrap up with Chapter 60 (and Book Five will start with chapter 61, so don't fret).
It's my favorite time of the year, people, because it is finally
Samhain
Mike sat with Naia on the edge of the fountain, their arms wrapped around each other. He took in her scent, which was reminiscent of rain and the forest floor. When she finally released him, she had a scowl fixed on her face.
"You had better come back alive," she told him. "Or I will be very cross with you."
"Don't worry. I'm going to be very careful. If things start to go south before I get there, I'll come back and try again next year." Truthfully, he hoped that wasn't the case. How many years had Cecilia been stuck in the faerie realm already? Every morning leading up to today had filled him with the anxiety of knowing that an hour to him could be months to her. Was she still okay? Would she be happy to see him?
He had started having dreams about her when Lily wasn't inside his head. Cecilia would try to warn him away, and he would chase her until his dream filled with mist and he became lost. No amount of Dreamscape trickery allowed him to part the veil and find her, which made him wonder if it was a variation on the anxiety dreams.
When he stood, he looked up at the roof. Though he didn't see her, he could feel Kisa's presence up there, almost like an itch that couldn't be scratched. Ever since the incident at the centaur camp, he could feel her no matter where she was, and she claimed a similar experience. Luckily, the centaurs had provided her with some herbal tea which acted as birth control. He had been very happy to see her drink it down without any hesitation.
Lily had suggested that Kisa get spayed, which prompted Kisa to try and take a chunk out of the succubus.
Ratu had examined both Mike and Kisa and said that their magic was now linked in a similar manner to the way a witch would bond with a familiar, but nobody knew what that now meant for the two of them. She also announced that it was likely that Kisa would go into heat on every full moon from now on, unless she sequestered herself away from the sight of it. Kisa's protest at this announcement was mellow by her standards, and he wondered if perhaps she didn't mind. She had definitely softened in her approach to him, and he had spotted her lurking around more often.
The others bade him farewell as he picked up the backpack he had prepared for this trip. When he made it down the hill to the gate, Beth was waiting to see him off.
"Good luck," she told him. "Sorry I couldn't find out more about the geas, or your contract with the queen."
He smiled. "Learning about Samhain was more than enough. I'm leaving you in charge. Make sure Tink brushes her teeth, and no parties. It is Halloween, after all."
She laughed. "Do you suppose we should let her go trick or treating? She could pass for a kid in a costume."
"If you can get her to actually wear underwear, then maybe." He looked up the hill at Tink, who was busy with a giant spool of electrical cable. She was almost done rewiring the house, but the large industrial spool of wire she had ordered by accident had been way more than she needed. She was using it as a spare table now, and he couldn't help noticing that she kept it pretty far from the edge of the roof. "But I did see the giant bag of candy hidden in the back of the pantry. I assume you bought it?"
Beth smiled. "Like you said, It is Halloween. I don't expect anyone to come to the door, but you never know. When I was a kid, this neighborhood always had the best candy, and some years, a few kids would be brave enough to ring the bell. Maybe this year, someone will answer."
Mike nodded, wondering if Beth would wear a costume. Would it be something cute? Maybe something simple, like cat ears and a tail? Would that piss Kisa off?
"Guess I'm headed out." He didn't know whether to hug her or shake her hand, and the moment was quickly becoming awkward. She seemed so distant recently, and that insecure part of him kept crying out that she saw him as a failure.
It really shouldn't matter, but he couldn't shake the idea that she might not value his company. Maybe it was just that she was happy enough with Asterion and Sulyvahn, but it wasn't something he could just come out and ask her.
He offered her a slight wave and unlocked the gate, then stepped through. Once on the other side, he passed the key back through and watched Beth lock the gate.
"You sure about this?" she asked.
He nodded. "I don't want anything coming out while I'm gone. Besides, if everything goes well, Cecilia will bring me back the regular way. If not..." he shrugged. "Try not to let the next disaster get you down if you fuck it up. Gotta keep trying and all that."
"Is that another one of your boy scout mottos?"
"Uh...no. Just good advice is all. Gotta go. Got a date with a banshee." He turned away from her and walked into the woods. Once the mist gobbled up the gate behind him, he put his fingers into his mouth and blew a loud whistle.
"Date with a banshee, really?" Lily stepped around a nearby tree. "Shit, watching you two is like watching shitty prime-time TV."
Mike startled, then put a hand to his chest and let out a breath. "Really? From behind a tree?"
"Trick or treat, Romeo." She moved next to him and put her hand over his. "That was the trick. The treat is that I'm coming with you on your little trip. Just to the gate, anyway."
"I thought you couldn't?"
She shrugged. "I changed my mind. My presence might attract demons, but I'm also going to be riding with you on the back of Cerberus. Even if they show up, they'll hightail it out of there. Besides, I figured we could chat."
"About?"
Lily transformed into Beth, then pressed herself against him. "So, Mr. Radley, do you wanna fuck or what?"
Mike's stomach dropped, and he turned around to make sure that the gate was still a good distance behind them. What if Beth heard? "What are you doing?" he asked in a hushed town.
Lily was herself again, and she rolled her eyes. "Please. Watching you two pine over each other is giving me blue balls. Let's talk about us, instead." A grin appeared on her face, but then faltered when a giant shadow manifested in the mist.
Cerberus had arrived.
"Hello," Mike said, stopping to scratch each head. Cerberus soaked up the attention, but threw Lily a trio of dirty looks.
"Play nice," he warned her, eliciting a whimper from one of the heads.
"Someone is learning," Lily muttered behind him, but he ignored her.
"Let's hunt for some wayward spirits," he said, then pulled himself up by Cerberus' shaggy mane until he sat behind their shoulders. He stuck a hand out for Lily, then hauled her up to sit behind him.
Cerberus wandered into the woods, leaving the mortal realm far behind. They were on the prowl, which meant Cerberus would stop on occasion to sniff the ground, then change directions. Lily's hands were tight on Mike's belly as they moved through the mists of the Underworld, and he was suddenly very aware of how her hands kept sliding lower toward his crotch.
"So how long do we do this?" she asked. "Seems kind of like we're walking around with your dick in our hands."
Not yet, he thought to himself, thinking of her slender fingers. "Samhain is supposed to start at sundown, and I figured if we left a little bit early, it would increase our odds of seeing the spirits as they come through. Honestly, I don't know what to expect, but—"
A ball of light formed in the mist off to their left and then rocketed past, blipping out of existence just past his shoulder. Cerberus lifted their heads and sniffed, then turned toward where the ball had come from.
"Was that a spirit?" he asked.
"Fairly certain it was fae. The boundary's thin, but the fae are more powerful. Any spirits hanging about likely won't come out until tomorrow." She leaned forward over his shoulder to reveal that her face was now painted in black and white, making it look like a skull. "Dia de los Muertos, mi rey."
He understood the first part. "Day of the dead. It's tomorrow."
"Interesting how it overlaps with Samhain, isn't it? You'll find that so many cultures have celebrations that line up like that for a reason. The pagans were pretty good about noticing those things, they've always been in touch with the world and its inner workings. The Catholic church pretty much stole most of their holidays, because the only things they want to touch are money and little boys."
"Harsh," he muttered.
"Truer than you think. Remember, never trust a man who claims to be noble. Judge him instead by his actions." Her hands had moved low enough that she could tease the tip of his cock with the edge of her fingernail.
"You sound oddly philosophical," he told her. "Did you eat someone nice, or are you done playing hard to get."
"Hmmph." She pressed her face into his neck. "If you're gonna be a dick, I can always just walk home. If you're lucky, I won't accidentally show a horde of demons through your backdoor."
"Yeah, well, last time you brought something through my backdoor, it started off scary and ended up being enjoyable."
He heard a slight hitch in her voice, followed by a chuckle. Her hand moved lower and she pinched the fabric of his jeans just hard enough to capture the head of his cock between her fingers.
"Now you're making me blush, Romeo," she said. "I wasn't aware that you ever thought about that."
"We spend so much time in the Dreamscape that I think about it a lot. Those first few days of confusion, that bet that you lost." He grinned at the memory. "I've gained a newfound perspective on life this month. Probably growing as a person."
"You speak like a man who knows what he wants, but I sometimes wonder; do you know what you want?" With one fluid motion, she had undone the button on his pants, exposing his cock to the outside world. She was stroking him from behind, and he closed his eyes at the sudden rush of pleasure that moved through him.
"Uh, Lily, I'm not sure—"
"Oh, it's fine, she's not going to eat you. Remember, she's an animal. Worst case scenario, pretend like you're marking her as your property." Lily's other hand found the base of his cock and moved past to stroke his balls. "But let's talk more about you. I know you're attracted to Beth, I've been inside your head, remember?"
"Um..." He had no idea what to say. What was Lily trying to do to him? He was supposed to be tracking wayward spirits in the Underworld, but now she was messing with his dick and talking about Beth.
"You know, I could do this better if you moved the backpack." She took it off his shoulders and transferred it to hers. "There doesn't seem to be a lot in here. What did you pack?"
"Mostly sandwiches," he replied.
"Really? Off to fight the queen of the faeries and you packed sandwiches?"
"Nope. Sofia packed them for me. This way, I don't end up starving to death while getting there." He was distracted when another orb shot by him and Cerberus changed direction once again.
"Oh, Romeo, what am I going to do with you?" Her hands found his cock once more. "Oh. Right. Beth."
"I don't really know how I feel about her," he said. "Being a hundred percent honest, I feel an attraction, but I'm not sure why. I'm literally surrounded by exotic women of all shapes and sizes, have sex on a daily basis with many of them, and know that Beth is far more interested in men who are more...legendary, if you catch my drift."
"Maybe you like her for her brain?"
He thought about it. Beth was very intelligent, but did she really compare to others? Ratu had the wisdom of centuries, Tink could fix anything, and Zel was like a walking pharmacy. Any aspect of Beth taken individually paled in comparison to someone else, but whenever she was near, he felt his old lack of confidence come up.
"Maybe I like her for her," he replied. "She's like the female version of me, tossed into a crazy place with—" he grunted as a wave of pleasure shot up his spine, then watched as a series of sparkling lights moved between the trees up ahead. "With monsters. She has taken the whole thing in stride, so I would have to say it's her confidence, or maybe her capability, who knows?"
"Interesting. Is that confidence enough?" Lily's tail slithered into view, then moved up his leg until the tip of it hovered over his dick. "What about me? Are you attracted to my confidence?"
"Okay, I know for a fact that won't fit in there," he told her.
"You worry too much," she whispered, and then the tip of her tail opened up, creating a wet sleeve which enveloped the top of his cock.
He gasped in response as a sensation like a sucking mouth worked the tip of his penis. Her hands and tail worked in unison, sending warm waves of pleasure up and down his legs.
"You didn't answer the question," she told him.
"Your confidence is unnerving," he said, then leaned against her. "Don't take this the wrong way, but it scares me sometimes. Not because I think you shouldn't be confident, but because I worry you'll do something to get hurt someday."
Cerberus paused, then looked back at the two of them.
"Mind your own business, bitch," Lily snapped.
Cerberus growled, but resumed their walk. Every time Mike felt like he was getting close, Lily backed down her ministrations and asked him another question, or squeezed the base of his cock to chase away his orgasm. Tiny little sparks danced all along his stomach and thighs, and occasionally along Lily's tail. Most of the questions were casual, some were serious, and he noticed that the frequency of passing spirits was increasing, but he wasn't exactly paying attention to the shifting scenery.
Lube flowed from her tail onto his shaft, keeping him well oiled. Cerberus kept looking back to see what was happening, but continued moving through the Underworld. The trees had changed, and most of them looked like they were dead, or close. The ground was littered with ash and leaves, and when Cerberus stepped around a grouping of rocks, Mike found himself staring at an old stone archway with symbols carved into the blocks along the top. Lily clamped one of her hands across his mouth to keep him quiet.
The archway had diagonal iron bars embedded inside that looked just wide enough to be squeezed through. Cerberus walked around the gate, but he couldn't help but watch it as they passed. The air smelled of dust with a slight trace of sulfur, but there was another acrid odor he couldn't place. Once they were away from it, Lily dropped her hand.
"Where did that one go?" he asked.
"Hell," Lily told him. "The bars allow you to go in, but what you don't know is that they're like shark-skin, covered in microscopic barbs. Smooth one way, rough in verse, and if you try to back out, it tears your skin off. That's the best case scenario."
"Why would anyone go in there on purpose?" He looked over his shoulder at her.
Her face darkened. "There are things here that are far worse than Hell. Your version of Hell is a rather new idea, but the Underworld itself is ageless. It's been around since the beginning of everything, maybe even before. There are things here that would love to get ahold of a wandering mortal, or even a soul that is firmly rooted here."
"But wouldn't Hell be worse?"
"It's all a matter of perspective. There are things out here that mortals have forgotten the names of, creatures made of hooks and chains that feast on suffering. But enough about that, because it's making you soft."
"Oh." He looked down to see that she was right. "I mean, you don't have to do that."
Lily bit his ear and started stroking him even harder. "I did not spend all that time edging you through the Underworld just to have you blow me off, Romeo."
"Why are you edging—ow!" She had bitten him again.
"Lots of reasons. Because I'm a tease. Because I thought it would be fun to jerk you off while riding a three-headed dog. Because I thought it might help you relax, or maybe just because I thought you might enjoy it." Her hands were working overtime now, as if to make up for lost ground. It was having the desired effect, and his thoughts were beginning to swim, his concentration lapsing.
"Lily, I—" he stopped mid-sentence when she started licking and sucking on his neck. The sensation of her lips on his neck was sending chills down his spine to meet up with the fire that blossomed below. Sparks now crawled along his entire body, and he felt the pressure building.
The vegetation had become so dense that the branches dragged along his skin like grasping fingers, and the trees were actually moving out of the way to let Cerberus through. Suddenly, the trees were gone and he found himself looking at a giant river. Cerberus padded carefully across, the water coming up just past their belly.
The water was black in places, and appeared to climb up Cerberus' fur to reach for Mike. He caught the odor of brimstone, and his mind immediately jumped to a time and place from his youth, and he could hear the rancid screams of his mother bouncing around inside his head. Long forgotten memories rushed forth, filling his belly with lead. He clenched his fists, letting the anger rush through him.
Lily turned his head and put her lips on his. Her scent washed over him and he felt the memories of his youth vanish in the surge of energy that passed between them. When she broke the kiss, they were on the other side of the river, near the mouth of a large cave that fed the river.
Silver columns supported the ceiling of the entrance, and he couldn't help but think the folded walls of the cavern looked like an eager vagina, beckoning him to enter. He was about to tell Cerberus to take him inside when Lily's tail shifted and sucked him in deep.
"Oh...my... nghh!" The lightning danced out along Cerberus fur as Lily's tail milked him, and the legendary beast trembled, then shook itself off, scattering water away from them. The succubus groaned as the magic traveled up her tail with his semen, her hands squeezing him tight while he released his load inside of her.
He shook his head and frowned at the cave. The sudden compulsion to go inside had vanished, and he thought he saw a figure in the mouth of the cave step back into the darkness.
"What just happened?" he asked. "What is this place."
"That's just some post-nut clarity," Lily replied. "We should keep moving."
"Okay." He looked over his shoulder at the cave and caught the glimpse of a figure disappearing around the corner of the rocks. The strangest urge to go back and check it out pulled at him, but Lily put her mouth near his ear and whispered a single word.
"Cecilia."
He nodded, and looked away from the strange cave. The forest ahead was thinning rapidly, and he now saw buildings, or what was left of them. They looked like they had been bombed out, but as they approached, they faded away. They were now surrounded by whirring lights as spirits shot past them, and shadows milled about amongst the phantom city.



"Where is this place?" he asked.
"War zone, most likely. As for where, I couldn't say." Lily swiped at a nearby building and it vanished. "When you have enough death in one place, the boundary between the Underworld and your world thins to accommodate the sudden transfer of souls. In a way, they are both here and there at the same time." She paused as a large shadow, nearly twelve feet tall, lumbered past them. "This may not even be our world."
Cerberus stopped and belched fire at a nearby copse of trees. A group of creatures scattered from behind it and bolted into the woods.
"Scavengers," Lily said. "Looking for an easy meal when someone crosses over."
"This part of the Underworld seems a little more dangerous than over by the house," he told her.
"The house has a Cerberus watching it. This place? Not so much. Actually, I don't know that we want to run across another Cerberus. It may not be very happy to accept the condition this one is in."
Cerberus looked back at the two of them and grunted in the affirmative, or so Mike thought. They continued onward for another hour when he patted Lily on the leg and looked over his shoulder.
"Can you grab a sandwich out of my bag?" he asked. He heard her rustle through his backpack and then went quiet.
"This isn't a sandwich, it's a whole fucking meal." She handed it forward and he took it. It was essentially a BLT on a long hoagie roll, with some type of aioli that Sofia had whipped up this morning. "She made five more of these for you!"
"She didn't want me going hungry. Want some?"
"No. You're gonna need your strength when you inevitably fuck the faerie queen."
"You really think it will come down to fucking her?" He pulled off a piece of his sandwich and held it back for her. There was a moment of hesitation before she took it from him and he heard her chew on it.
"Honestly? I fully expect her to betray you somehow, then you'll seduce her with that big dick of yours. Probably fuck her in the ass in the hopes of dislodging the massive stick that's up there."
He laughed, which caused him to cough a bite of sandwich into his sinuses. This triggered a coughing fit, and Lily smacked him on the back, which allowed him to swallow the offending bite. He finished his sandwich and had Lily hand him a water bottle, which he promptly drained. The scenery was going from urban to jungle now, and they were walking along the side of a river that was cold enough that chunks of ice were caught in its current. From the side of his eyes, he thought he saw people clinging to the chunks, but when he looked directly, they were gone.
"Seriously though, is there a plan? If she betrays you, I mean." There was absolutely no humor in Lily's tone now.
"If she betrays me, she still has to let me return home. She can't harm me directly, that much I know. It's likely she will try to do something regarding Cecilia's capture, but I'm not sure what." He sighed in frustration. "Honestly, the only trick I have up my sleeve is that I can challenge her to a duel, but she has to accept. If we agree on the outcome of the duel, she gets to pick the weapons that are allowed, and I get to pick the location. I debated having Tink build me a giant faerie trap, but that could be seen as outside interference. So the duel is out."
"Maybe you'll get lucky and she'll choose genitals as the weapon of choice." Lily ran her hands along the front of his pants again. "Then you could pick somewhere romantic, show her that thing you do with your lightning..."
He grabbed her hand and moved it off his crotch. "Sorry," he told her. "Got told by a trusted source that I'll be banging a faerie queen later, so I need to have some gas in the tank."
She laughed, pinched his stomach, then leaned her head against his shoulder. He thought he heard her sigh, and he couldn't help but smile.

🏠🏠🏠Beth was busy washing her dinner dishes while looking out the back window. Mike had been gone a few hours already, but she felt like it had been far longer.
Shortly after he left, she had gone out front to see if the sundial would turn for her. On the one hand, she was relieved when it didn't. That meant that Mike was still alive. On the other hand, it also meant that she would be unable to activate the home's defenses if he became trapped in the Underworld, and she wouldn't put it past the queen to find a way to trap him there until the house was overrun by the society, angry gods, or whatever was waiting to pounce on the place.
The others were having a semi-quiet meal in the dining room. Tink was discussing some interior improvements with Reggie, and Sofia sat between Yuki and Quetzalli, the three of them going over some artbooks from the Library. Kisa had stopped in briefly to grab her meal to go, and Beth suspected she was up on the roof.
Dana was out back with some redesigned drones, trying to get in some last-minute adjustments before the sun went down. Undoubtedly she would take her place across from the mysterious door once night fell. Beth wasn't certain what Dana had discovered, if anything, but had heard her talking to the rats a lot of nights in hushed tones. At first, she had wondered if they were helping her make progress, but it turned out that Dana rambled when she had an audience. Her inner monologue would float down the hallway for troubled sleepers to hear, and most of it had been a mess of alchemy, astrology, and Dana's personal thoughts on both.
A small drone whizzed around the yard, then chased a pair of fairies. Cerulea and Olivia left sparkling trails behind as they dashed out of the way, then took turns riding the thing as if it were a bucking bronco. Beth wondered if they would be able to stay on it for eight seconds when she heard the doorbell ring.
The others looked at her with puzzlement as she walked through the dining room, but she noticed that Tink was missing. By the time she made it out to the front room, she noticed the goblin stood at the window with Jenny, both of their faces pressed to the glass. Tink was hopping up and down in excitement, and when Beth looked through the peephole, she saw a witch, a Frankenstein's monster, and a nervous-looking army man.
The door creaked when it opened, and she looked down at the children as they lifted their bags and shouted with enthusiasm.
"Trick or Treat!" they shouted.
Stunned, she realized that she had forgotten to retrieve the bag of candy and asked them to wait. She locked the door and sprinted to the kitchen, then grabbed the bag of candy so fast that she accidentally spilled a box of pasta. On her way back, she noticed that Yuki and Quetzalli now stood at the window, and she was about to open the door when a hand fastened around hers.
"Oh, please, allow me," Yuki asked, then took the candy from her. Her features shifted, making her ears bigger and her nose longer and more fox-like. She threw a card on the ground to summon a large chalice roughly the size of a bucket and then dumped the candy in.
Standing back from the door, Beth watched Yuki open the door and growl at them.
The witch shouted "Trick or Treat" one more time, but the army man broke and ran down the front walk. Frankenstein's monster stared as he took his candy, but the witch clapped her hands in excitement.
"Your costume is so cool," she declared. "Can I get an extra piece for my brother?"
"Sure," Yuki told her.
"Thanks. I like your decorations, the dragon in your yard is so cool!" With that, the witch and the monster departed down the long path to the road and the safety of their parents. Beth couldn't help but notice that the Jabberwock opened an eye as they passed, then puffed out a wisp of smoke.
"Wait, they can see the Jabberwock?" Beth looked at the others with concern. "What happened to the geas?"
"It's Samhain," Yuki replied. "The thinning of the barrier between our world and the spirit world. My guess is that barrier may include the geas somehow. It's still up and protecting us, I can feel it. But maybe the visual protection is weaker. It's not like Emily ever had someone stand out front to test it on Halloween, we always just kept to ourselves. The Jabberwock, on the other hand, is bound to be noticed."
"It won't eat anyone, will it?" No sooner had she asked her question, the doorbell rang again.
"Hold on." Yuki closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them. "It'll just watch, for now."
Tink ran between them and snatched the bucket from Beth. She yanked open the door to reveal a princess and a teenager wearing a rubber horse head.
The princess rose her bucket eagerly, but the horse took a step back. "Bro, your costume is awesome!" he shouted, then took a picture of Tink with his phone.
"Extra candy for cute princess," Tink said, then bared her fangs at the teenager. "Tink is not bro," she declared, then slammed the door on him.
Outside, Beth heard the teen laugh. When she looked through the peephole, she saw that the fairies were now whirring around the yard, leaving spectral trails in their wake. Along the grounds, the carefully cultivated greenery that the centaurs had planted were now illuminated by flashing lights that shot out into the darkness.
"Of course," Yuki said from against the window, "you have a gate to the Underworld out back. With the veil thinning, the souls are using this place as a nexus." She furrowed her hairy brow and looked at Beth. "But why haven't I seen this happen before?"
"Did Emily ever open that gate?" asked Beth.
Yuki shook her head. "Not to my knowledge. But we also didn't have the grim reaper living with us, or a dullahan hanging out in the front yard."
"Speak of the devil," Beth muttered when she looked back through the peephole. Sulyvahn was watching a group of kids as they came up the walk, but they didn't seem to notice him until he popped off his own head. One of the kids screamed and ran down the path, but the others laughed and kept going, clearly under the assumption that he was animatronic. "Well, there's only one thing we can do."
"Which is?" Yuki turned to face Beth, a look of seriousness on her face.
"Not run out of candy." The doorbell rang and she smiled. "Can someone else get that? I have a costume I want to wear."
She sprinted up the stairs, nearly taking out Dana, who was near the top. Once in her room, she started digging through a couple of boxes from her apartment, eventually opening one near the bottom. She dug through the box and pulled out a black cape and tossed it onto her bed. Digging around some more, she found a small black box and a black dress with spiderweb lace.
She stripped out of her clothes and then slid into the dress. It hugged her a bit more tightly than she remembered, and she wondered if it either shrunk the last time she washed it, or if Sofia's cooking was putting some pounds on her ass. When she checked herself out in the mirror, she grinned. It still looked good, so who cared?
Seeing her teeth reminded her to pick up the box. When she opened it, she found a set of false fangs inside and some black lipstick. She popped the fangs in her mouth and examined the lipstick. It looked like it had cracks in it, so she slid it across the delicate skin of her wrist and frowned when it flaked off.
"Oh well," she muttered, then picked up the cape. The inside had red silk trim, and there were finger loops that allowed the cape to move with her hands. She held her arms out wide and smiled at Beth the vampire.
She picked out a pair of comfortable black pumps and then stepped out of her room. Dana looked up from her position at the weird door and then did a double-take.
"Is this...Are you just in costume or is this something I should be worried about?" she asked.
Beth laughed. "It's Halloween, and we actually have trick-or-treaters! Do you want to pass out candy?"
Dana shook her head. "No, thanks. Have you ever had a freshly made sopapilla? 'Cause kids smell like those to me. I'm good up here, thanks."
"Suit yourself." She went down the stairs to see Quetzalli handing out candy to a group of kids all dressed as Power Rangers. A couple of them jumped when they got zapped, but nobody complained. Down by the sidewalk, a small crowd of parents had formed as another group of kids got ready to head up the walk.
"This...is unusually busy, isn't it?" Yuki asked.
"Yeah, it is, but if we're the house with a dragon out front, people will drive across town to come see it." Beth watched Quetzalli close the door, then took the candy bucket from her. "Good god, how much did you give those kids?"
"Just a handful of candy for each of them," Quetzalli said.
Yuki laughed. "If you give me some cash, I'll head out to get some more."
"I..." Beth was tempted to tell her no, but if anyone could handle a trip outside, it was Yuki. "If you think you're up to it, then—"
"Tink go too!" The goblin was hopping from foot to foot. "See decorations, make tricks, steal candy!"
Remembering Mike's comment, she knelt so that she was eye level with the goblin.
"Mike said you could go out if you wore underwear."
Tink's face fell for a moment, but then her expression was replaced with one of determination. "Tink make big sacrifice for Halloween," she declared, then ran up the stairs. When she returned, it was obvious that she had put on a pair of Mike's boxers backward, allowing her tail to poke out of the fly. They were baggy and looked like shorts on her, but if it meant she was decent, then it would be fine.
"Tink ready!" she declared, then opened the closet and pulled out her club. "Smash pumpkins, maybe!"
"Are you just trying to get out of the house to make trouble?" Beth asked.
Tink looked her directly in the eye and nodded her head slowly. "Yes."
"Don't worry, I'll try to keep her from doing anything too inappropriate." Yuki took Tink's hand and then opened the door just as a trio of ghosts were pushing the bell. "Excuse us," she told them and squeezed between them.
"Your kid's costume is so cute," one of the ghosts declared.
"Tink is not a fu—" Tink was cut off when Yuki clamped a hand over her mouth and dragged her the rest of the way down the walk. Once Beth handed out some candy to the ghosts, she wondered how Yuki was going to get to the store without a car, but figured it was best if she didn't know.
"Bold move, for sure and for certain, lass," Sulyvahn declared as he came up the stairs, the ghosts walking around him. "Letting a trickster and a goblin out on Samhain."
"A trickster?" It suddenly occurred to her that Yuki was, in fact, a fox demon known for trickery. "Ah shit."
Suly laughed. "I'm sure it will be fine, lass. I bet they just have a harmless bit o' fun, being as it's been such a busy time and all." He leaned against the door frame. "And look at yerself, would ye now? Ye be lookin' mighty fine as a creature of the night."
"Thank you," she replied.
Sulyvahn followed her inside and sat down on the couch next to Quetzalli. Sofia wandered in from the dining room with a disappointed look on her face.
"Well, I would like to thank everyone for leaving me to clean up." She dried her hands on a small towel she held. "Wait, where is everybody?"
"Sent Yuki out for candy, and she took Tink with her." The bell rang and Beth picked up the chalice.
"Hold on a second." Sofia crossed the room and crouched to look through the peephole. She opened the door and stepped through the door to tower over the cluster of children who stared up at her.
"Whoa," came from a young man in a Scream mask.
"Indeed." Sofia turned to take the chalice from Beth and then handed out candy. "You all look amazing. Listen to your parents, and look both ways before crossing the street."
The kids thanked her and then ran down the walk. She closed the door and handed the chalice to Beth. "I haven't seen a proper child in decades," she stated, her eye suddenly misty. "I'm headed back to the Library tonight. You know where to find me."
With that, she walked into the office and activated the magic book, and vanished.
Puzzled over Sofia's reaction, she sat down next to Suly. "Are all those spirit lights in the yard something to be worried about?"
"Nay. They be spirits that've moved on, just comn' back for a wee visit. They be peaceful." Suly curled his fingers around a lock of Beth's hair. "If not a tad bit mischievous."
She smiled and had put her hand on his thigh when she heard Quetzalli groan. Remembering that the dragon was with them, she leaned forward to see that she was gazing at something in her hand with contempt.
"What's wrong?" Beth asked.
"This...this chocolate tastes terrible! And I fear I have been pranked, for some fiend has put coconut inside of it." Quetzalli threw the half-eaten Mounds bar onto the coffee table, where it slid across and onto the floor. A rat that was passing through scurried over to pick it up, then ran off with it.
Over the next hour, Beth answered the door for the children who rang the bell. The traffic was heavy and she was almost out of candy when Yuki appeared with a couple of large bags tucked under her arms.
"Thanks, you're a lifesaver. Where's Tink?"
The kitsune scowled. "I lost track of her after she pantsed some guy dressed like a preacher. She is out there raising mayhem, and everyone assumed I was her mother, so that wasn't fun for me. I ran into Death, he said he'd keep an eye on her until I get back."
Beth frowned. Could the grim reaper even do anything if someone tried to take the goblin? "You're headed back out?"
"I am. Some guy in a hockey mask kept shouting baka at me, so now that you have your candy, I'm going to hunt him down and teach him to be afraid of his own shadow." She stormed back out the door and ran down the walk. A little girl dressed as a princess stared in awe as Yuki vaulted the stone wall to bypass the group of parents that waited between the lions.
"Now that I'm thinking could become a fair bit o' trouble," Suly said.
"I hope not." Beth wasn't sure she agreed with Yuki letting Tink wander off, but there was nothing she could do about it now. If something happened to Tink, Death would be able to come home and let somebody know. The idea that Mike may come home and discover she was missing didn't sit well with her at all. Or Yuki, for that matter. She wasn't supposed to be their babysitter by any means, but she suddenly felt like the situation was starting to spiral out of control.
Quetzalli and Beth alternated handing out candy. Jenny and Reggie stood in the window and watched them come and go. More than a few kids stopped to take selfies with the Jabberwock. Beth got asked by more than a couple of adults if she was the new owner, and she noticed a bunch of people milling about the yard and admiring the gardens. The centaurs had long ago left, locking their portal door behind them, and she sent Sulyvahn out into the yard to chase off some people who decided to wander the hedge maze.
There were so many people coming and going that she didn't bother to close the door anymore and just waited with the screen shut for the next group of kids to arrive. The energy in the air was high, and she bid farewell to a group of high school kids dressed as ninja turtles when she looked up to see a dark figure in a black hoodie standing at the bottom of the porch.
"Hey there," she said in greeting, but her smile turned to a frown when the figure pulled back the hood to reveal their identity.
"Hi, Beth." Marco stood defiantly on the front walk of the house, his hands in his pockets. "I was wondering if we could talk?"
"About what?" She set down the candy bucket and scowled. "Why are you here? Clearly, it isn't for candy."
"It's for you." When Marco lifted his head to look at her, it revealed that his eyes were wild, his pupils dilated. "It's always been about you."



"Oh for fuck's sake." She stepped toward him and crossed her arms. "Is this about a stupid crush? We worked together for years, why the sudden interest now?"
"Yes. No, I..." He looked confused for a moment, his attention wandering across the face of the home. "I haven't been able to get you out of my head, not since the night I dropped off those boxes. I keep thinking about how I didn't appreciate you when you were there, and how you make me feel. Now I have to protect you from yourself, surely you understand?"
"Are you on something? Is that what this is about?" She took another step toward him. "You're broadcasting some major creep vibes right now."
"It's not about me, though. It's about you. This place is dangerous, Mike is dangerous. Don't you see? All this money he inherited was just part of it, and now you're under his thrall. He's controlling you!" His eyes were pleading now, and she wondered if he was going to cry.
"I've had enough of this. Get off my property before I come down there and kick your ass."
"Please, Beth." Marco took a step back. "This place does things to you. You haven't been the same since you left, don't you see that? He even has you dressing up for him, now. I get that you don't see it, you're on the inside looking out, you're caught up in all of this, but please, if you'll just come with me, I can explain everything."
She shook her head, hoping that Sulyvahn would reappear soon. Marco's posture made her nervous, and he stepped aside to let some kids past. She greeted them and gave them candy, her eyes never leaving his. Once the children were gone, she pointed at the street.
"Seriously, Marco. Get off my property before I have you removed."
"My property," he snarled. "He already has you thinking like him, doesn't he? You really are lost."
"Marco." She narrowed her eyes at him. Between the wild eyes and the weird statements, her best guess was that he had taken drugs earlier. "I will have your ass fired. This is not okay."
"It doesn't matter anymore," he told her. "None of it does."
With that, he turned and walked down the sidewalk until he vanished around the corner. Sulyvahn reappeared from the garden and shook his head.
"Yer never gonna believe at what I caught them doing...are ye okay, lass?"
"Yeah. I guess so." She frowned at the street. "C'mon, let's go inside and turn off the lights. I think I'm done giving out candy." She set the bucket by the door and flipped off the porch light. "Hey, Abella? Let me know if someone starts trouble in the yard."
Up above, she heard what she assumed was an affirmative thump. Satisfied that at least someone was willing to hang back and help out, she went back inside and sat on the couch to await Tink and Yuki's return.

🏠🏠🏠Mike jolted awake and shook his head. He had dozed off momentarily, so he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and looked at his phone.
Another hour had passed. Cerberus was setting a good pace, and the swirling lights now occasionally blinded him with their intensity. The air had become cold, and he shivered, grateful for the warm arms around him.
The landscape had faded into an obscure mist, and distant cries like screams sent chills up and down his spine. He clutched Cerberus' fur tightly in his fists and closed his eyes.
"It's so awful here," he said. "I can feel it sucking the joy from my bones."
"Sorry, Romeo." She slid around him so that she sat in front, and he leaned into her, his head between her breasts. "This isn't meant to be a pleasant place."
He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. It wasn't just the heat leaving his body, but the absolute misery that rushed in to replace it. Thoughts that weren't his own flitted in and out, depressing things that whispered to him to step into the void. Large cracks had appeared in the ground all around Cerberus, and they stepped around them carefully.
"Remember why you're here," she whispered to him, like a mother to a child. "You have important things to do."
"You came along to protect me, didn't you?" His own voice was a whisper, and he heard it as if from far away.
"I was always planning to come. This is a bad place, waiting to swallow you whole like a snake. If not for Cerberus, I would have brought some of the others as well, your very own harem honor guard." She stroked his head, her long fingernails dragging through his hair like a comb. "I'm bad at being up front with you. I'm bad at a lot of things, actually, but I want to be better. If I'm being honest, Naia knew, too. That's the only reason she let you go without sending everyone in with you."
He smiled. It had seemed rather strange that everyone hadn't demanded to come, but he had attributed it to Cerberus.
"Was the handjob her idea, too? To keep my spirits high?"
Lily chuckled. "Let's just say I wanted some gas in the tank of my own. Just in case. While you're gone, I think the shadow is going to try and do something."
Mike sat up and looked at her. "I do, too. It's why I left the house to both of them, in case he came for me. Even if he took me out, he would have to get both of them afterward."
Lily opened her mouth to say something, then tilted her head to the side. "Do you hear that?" she asked.
He nodded his head. It was music that rang through his body, filling him with both joy and sorrow. He pictured golden musical notes that hovered in the air and wrapped around him, daring him to seek them out. Tears were running down his cheeks, and he wiped them away, his whole being flooded with emotions.
"Focus, Mike." Lily pinched his ass and he jumped.
"Right." He took the backpack from her and found the pair of earplugs inside, then stuffed them in his ears. The music dimmed and he was able to hold his thoughts together. "I assume we are almost there?"
He felt Lily tense up as Cerberus stepped over a hill and revealed a clearing surrounded by large stones in a pattern that reminded him of Stonehenge. In the middle was a brilliantly polished golden door that had opened just a crack, allowing a stream of light to illuminate the shadows of the Underworld. Faerie creatures slipped through the crack and immediately turned into motes of light before shooting off in every direction.
"Is that really it?" he asked. "Are we really here?"
"It would seem so." Lily was clearly shouting, but he barely heard her. Cerberus got close to the door and sniffed around before letting them down. Once on the ground, he turned to look at Lily, who handed him his backpack.
"I guess this is my stop," he told her.
A sly grin broke out on her face. "I guess so," she shouted. "When you see the queen, can you do me a favor?"
"Anything. Well, almost." He could think of a number of things he probably shouldn't do to the faerie queen.
Lily took his face in her hands and held him tightly, her eyes reflecting the supernatural light of the faerie realm. For just a moment, she looked like someone else, as if her demonic visage had been stripped away, leaving behind someone far more mortal than monster.
"Give her Hell for me!" she shouted, then planted a kiss on his lips. "She's not going to be happy to see you!"
"I'm fully aware." He looked at the door and took a deep breath. This was it, the moment of truth. But first, he took a moment to caress each of Cerberus' heads. The demon dog closed their eyes and rubbed up against him, then panted openly when he planted a kiss on their noses.
"Go home, Cerberus. Protect it until I get back."
Cerberus whimpered, but then bounded off into the mist, leaving Lily and Mike behind. When he looked at her, she gave him a mock salute, her wings flaring open behind her.
"I'm taking a different route," she informed him. "I have some business to attend to."
Curious what it was, now wasn't the time to chat about it. "Be safe," he cautioned.
"See you in your dreams." She blew him a kiss, then threw herself into the sky and vanished.
Not wanting to dawdle any longer, Mike grabbed the door by the edge and pulled it open. The stream of fae that came out passed around him, and he fought the tide of creatures to walk into the golden light. Once properly inside the door, he had to close his eyes and was unable to see. The resistance of the fae vanished and he opened his eyes to find himself stumbling down a cobblestone path that looked very familiar.
It was the outside of the Queen's Court. Though it looked the same as before, it was empty now, and he was shocked at how his footfalls echoed throughout the abandoned city. Was everyone gone on account of Samhain, or was it something far more sinister? Not wanting to take any chances, he paused long enough to drink a little bit of water and then broke into a jog, heading straight toward where he had last seen Cecilia.
There was nobody to stop him when he reached the bridge onto the faerie island, but he stopped when he saw that it was empty. Chagrined, he wondered if the queen had somehow reneged on their bargain and moved her entire court. He strode across the bridge with determination and felt the air ripple around him like water.
Though the court stayed empty, Cecilia's cage appeared, and she sat on the swing with her back to him. He took another step forward and cast his eyes about. Seeing no signs of resistance, he walked up to the cage until he was next to the bars.
"Cecilia?" he asked.
When she turned to face him, her hair hung in the air as if it was floating in water. The gossamer strands of hair fell in slow motion to reveal her face, and he noticed that the red streak in her hair was more pronounced than ever. There was a look of disbelief on her face, and she pressed herself into the bars. Her bare skin sizzled on contact, but she seemed oblivious to it.
"A mhuirnín, 'tis really you!" She reached through the bars and touched his face, and he took her hand in his. A spark passed between them, and for a moment, her white eyes flashed a brilliant green. He slid his arms through the bars and held her tight, then pushed her away when she let out a gasp of pain.
"Stand back," he told her, then looked at the door of the cage. It didn't seem to have a lock, but if he needed to rip the world apart to get it open, that's what he intended to do.
"You shouldn'a come," Cecilia groaned. "It's all been a trap. I tried to warn you through your dreams."
"Yeah, well I've always been bad at following directions."
"A contagious inclination, based on your presence." The voice behind him froze him on the spot, and he turned to see that the faerie queen stood on the bridge behind him in her full glory, wings extended out, and a swirling, glittery aura around her entire body. She scrutinized the golden chalice she held in her hands and then poured out the wine with a scowl. "I didn't expect to see you, Caretaker, and now I've been put off my drink. You were never supposed to survive the trip through the Underworld."
"So you're surprised to see me, then?" He grinned smugly.
"Indeed." There was a fire in her eyes as the magical aura around her intensified. "It looks like I'm going to have to deal with you myself."

🏠🏠🏠Kisa stayed out of sight as she followed the man in the hoodie.
She had been up on the roof watching the trick-or-treaters and hoping to maybe scare Tink when she came home when the man in the hoodie had shown up to talk to Beth. The conversation had struck her as odd, not so much because the guy was clearly a creep, but mostly because Beth hadn't seemed to notice the shadow figure that practically hung off his shoulders.
You can see it, can't you? He's made her into one of his whores, he's turned her brilliant mind into little more than a sexual pawn. She even dresses like a whore for him, like a witch, or even a priestess for his cult. You must get her out of there if you wish to save her. When the shadow spoke, it sent a chill down Kisa's spine, but Beth never reacted.
"Please, Beth." Marco took a step back when the shadow pulled too hard on his shoulder. "This place does things to you. You haven't been the same since you left, don't you see that? He even has you dressing up for him, now. I get that you don't see it, you're on the inside looking out, you're caught up in all of this, but please, if you'll just come with me, I can explain everything."
Kisa never even heard Beth's reply, because the shadow was now shouting over her.
She is lost! the shadow cried. This is not something you can do on your own. I warned you this would happen! She pulls away from her own kind, from your attempts to save her! What more proof do you need?
When the conversation ended, Marco stormed off, and Kisa followed. There was something familiar about the shadow, and she watched it flit in and out of existence as Marco walked beneath the bright street lamps of the neighborhood. Occasionally he would stop and look back, but Kisa could feel the darkness as it wrapped around her, could easily walk between people or in front of them without being noticed at all. She was little more than a touch of the breeze, or a whisper on the wind as far as anyone else was concerned, and she followed Marco for over a mile before he got into a car and slammed the door shut.
From outside, she heard him arguing with the shadow. She crouched and slid beneath the car, hoping he wouldn't start it up and peel rubber to leave. Nearly an hour passed as she listened to Marco yell, and the shadow's voice went back and forth between cajoling, pleading, and outright anger.
The conversation had dimmed, and she tilted her head, eager to hear anything of use. Alarms were blaring in her head now, and she fought the urge to run, pinned in place only by her own curiosity and fear of being spotted.
The car went silent except for a litany of whispers from the shadow, which was finally punctuated by two words that Kisa heard with no problem at all.
"I accept," said Marco.
She didn't know what to expect, but silence wasn't it. A minute later, Marco stepped out of his vehicle and opened the trunk. He slammed the lid and started walking back toward the house at a clipped pace.
Kisa crawled out of her hiding spot and tailed him. The hour was late, and only a few people roamed the darkness, but when Marco stopped beneath a streetlight, he pulled out his cellphone and called someone. He had a baseball bat casually slung over his shoulder. When he turned in her direction, she felt an intense urge to hide, so slid behind a parked car and made herself small.
From where she sat, she could see that his eyes had gone completely black. He was too far away for her to hear the conversation, but a large grin broke across his face as he hung up the phone and stuck it in his pocket. He whistled as he walked back to the house, then stopped a block away.
Almost nobody was out now, and Kisa stayed hidden away, watching and waiting. Nearly forty minutes later, a car pulled up and a woman got out. She wore a black trenchcoat and had a very long braid that hung from the back of her head down to her waist.
After a couple of minutes, the newcomer's face turned to one of surprise, and Marco nodded. They seemed to be coming to some sort of agreement, so Kisa tried to move closer, hoping to catch the tail end of it.
"—and all I want in return is the house itself," Marco said, his voice slightly distorted as if speaking at two discordant pitches. "This body won't last more than a couple of days at most, so I will need a new vessel. This man simply has no magic to sustain me, so I consume his life force instead."
"You shall have that, and more, if you can actually deliver." The woman looked tired and angry, and she leaned toward Marco with a sneer on her face. "Though I wonder how you will manage with those accursed lions protecting the place."
Marco grinned. "Oh, don't worry about those. I've been invited, after all, they won't touch me. Once inside, it will take some time to get you what you want, but you have my guarantee, as your goals align with my own. With any luck, I will leave before he comes home, and then we can come up with a plan to strike while he's devastated by his losses."
The woman nodded, then reached into her pocket and pulled out a wand and handed it to him. "If you should fail, I want you to know that Amir is not a forgiving man, and he is in a terribly foul mood. For your sake, you had better not be wasting our time." She opened up the door of her car and put one foot inside before looking back. "You have until dawn to signal me for extraction. Otherwise, you are on your own."
With that, she slammed the door and left. Marco was practically skipping down the sidewalk toward the Radley house. He even stopped to pet the lions on the way in while Kisa hid behind the neighbor's car.
"I've missed you so much," he told them. "And I cannot wait to make you mine again." He pulled himself up the wall and trailed his fingers along the cold stone muzzle of the beast and pulled his phone out again. He seemed enchanted by something on the display, and then let out a burst of laughter that raised the fur on Kisa's neck.
"It may be Samhain, but you know what happens at midnight?" he asked the lion while stroking its paw. "Dia de Muertos. The day when the dead shall walk again." He hopped off the lion and hid the bat behind himself.
Sulyvahn stepped onto the walkway to block his approach. The dullahan wore a friendly grin that definitely didn't extend to the rest of his features, and he made a shoo-ing gesture with his hands.
"There'll nay be trouble here tonight, lad, so jes' you—"
Marco was now close enough that he spun around and used the bat to knock Sulyvahn's head clean off and across the yard. Sulyvahn's body stumbled about and made a grab for Marco, but he deftly sidestepped around the spirit and ran to the front door, the wand in his hand radiating energy.
"Knock knock," he said, then pointed the wand. The front door exploded inward and he ran inside. Panicking, Kisa ran into the yard, following the angry cries from Sulyvahn until she found his head. It had landed next to the Jabberwock, who hadn't moved a muscle.
"Find Yuki!" he said as she tossed his head toward his body. "Tink, too. Tell them the house is under attack!"
"How do I find them?" she asked.
He picked up his head and stuck it on his neck with a macabre grin. "Wasn't talkin' to ye." He pointed to the sky and she looked up in time to see Abella, wings spread wide, shoot out into the neighborhood.
There was a flash of light from inside the house, followed by a scream. Sulyvahn broke into a run, and Kisa was right behind him. They made it into the living room together and saw that Beth was busy picking herself off the ground, one hand clutching her face.
"Lass, be ye okay?" Sulyvahn asked.
"He went out back," she told them, then lowered her hand. There was blood on her palms and a wicked cut along her brow that bled heavily. "I was asleep on the couch. I wanted to make sure Tink and Yuki made it home okay. He took the key to the gate from me. How did he even get in?"
"It was the shadow man," Kisa said. "I saw them talking, and I think he's riding around inside of this Marco guy."
Naia shouted in alarm, and all three of them ran for the backyard. Once outside, they heard a loud roar from the gate below and saw that Marco was fumbling around with the lock. Some rats had come out to see what the commotion was, but quickly hid once more when Cerberus howled. On the other side of the gate, the forest lit up at the sound of hellfire being blasted in every direction, revealing that a giant castle of black stone now stood menacingly beyond the treeline.
Marco yanked the lock free and pulled the gate open, a look of triumph on his face.
"Is he going in there?" Beth asked.



"No, he isn't." Kisa's eyes widened in terror at the sight of the spectral army that had been waiting on the other side as they stormed into the backyard. There were dozens of them, men and women in antiquated armor that held their weapons high as they marched up the hill. Through the gate itself, she could see columns of hellfire burning in the forest as lost souls continued to file in. "Can't you see them?"
"See who?" Beth looked down at Kisa, then over at Sulyvahn.
"Lass. Things be about to get messy." Sulyvahn grabbed his hair and ripped his head off, black smoke now leaking down his chest and shoulders as his free hand reached down his throat and he pulled out his spine. With a quick flick of his wrist, his whip unfurled to an unnatural length, the bones laying on the grass and causing it to wilt.
The shadow army charged, and as they passed through Naia, the water in the fountain froze up, trapping the nymph in place. At the same time, the features of the spirits temporarily sharpened and Beth gasped, and she took a step back.
"You have your orders," yelled Marco as he slid behind some nearby bushes.
As he vanished from sight, his army broke into a run, and Kisa covered her face and hid against the wall of the house, fearing the worst. She felt a chill as the spirits passed through her, and when she screamed, she could barely hear herself over the roar of rage from Cerberus.
The yard went silent, and when she opened her eyes, she saw Beth lying on the ground, holding a hand to her stomach. Sulyvahn was gone, and Naia's fountain was completely iced over, the nymph missing as well.
"Shit, that felt terrible," Beth said, then looked at Kisa. "Where did everybody go?"
Kisa shook her head and was almost to her feet when she heard the ghastly roar of the Jabberwock. She stumbled over to Beth and helped her up, and the two of them ran back through the house and into the front yard.
"Suly!" Beth cried. The dullahan was trapped in a circle of spirits that assailed him from every direction. With every crack of his whip, a spirit would burst into a puff of light, only to be replaced by two more. The spectral army was everywhere now, but a large concentration of them swarmed the Jabberwock.
No, that wasn't right. They were entering it. One at a time, the spirits were embracing the beast and sinking inside, and the Jabberwock let out a roar as its eyes turned a sinister shade of green. Its movements were jerky as it turned to face the house, and it swayed from side to side as if regaining its balance. Suddenly, it froze up, let out a cry, and then charged the front porch.
"Shit!" Kisa grabbed Beth by the back of her dress and pulled as the Jabberwock slammed into the front of the house, shaking the foundation. Inside the home, the spirits were running from room to room, tossing furniture about and creating mayhem. A spirit near Kisa took a stab at her with a spear, but it passed harmlessly through her, leaving behind nothing more than a dreadful chill that made her want to barf.
The Jabberwock shoved its face through the window and snapped at them with powerful jaws. Kisa and Beth were forced against the wall, pressing themselves flat to avoid the huge sharp teeth that nearly reached them.
The Jabberwock opened its mouth and screeched, forcing them to cover their ears. It scrambled at the window with its front claws, trying to pull itself further inside, and was making progress when the beast suddenly cried out and withdrew.
Large snowflakes were drifting through the air now, and a giant block of ice had pinned the beast's tail to the ground. The Jabberwock was squirming free when Abella dropped out of the sky and slammed into its face, gouging out its eyes with her talons.
"They're back," Kisa muttered in relief. Yuki had appeared between the lions and was summoning a barrage of icicles to fire at the Jabberwock as Abella rode its face, holding on with her feet and raining punches on it.
The front room flooded with darkness, and then Kisa was grabbed by her tail and flung across the room. She landed on her feet and took a swing at her assailant, her claws passing right through it.
"How do you fight something you can't touch?" she hollered.
"At least you can see them." Beth had picked up what was left of a chair and was swinging it around at nothing in particular. The spirits were teasing her now, pulling at her skirt and her hair, and when she stepped forward to swing at empty air, she got knocked onto her butt. "Ow, god dammit! I saw them before, why can't I see them now?"
The temperature in the room was cold but was now dropping drastically, and Beth was breathing out giant clouds of fog. The spirits that swirled about paused and looked around in confusion as thin sheets of ice formed along the walls. At first, Kisa thought that Yuki had come inside, but she could still hear the kitsune shouting out in the yard, swearing in a language she didn't recognize.
"That's right, assholes, you fucked up big this time." Beth pushed herself up against the wall and laughed, her fingers pointing to the remnants of a shattered dollhouse. "I might not be able to touch you, but I know someone who can, and you just pissed her off."
The lights flickered on and off for several seconds and then exploded in a fountain of sparks, sending glass onto the floor. Kisa pressed herself into a corner, her tail poofing out completely as a young woman with long black hair manifested in the middle of the room. She wore an antique dress, and her body was stooped as if her bones had been installed incorrectly.
"Fuck 'em up, Jenny," Beth said.
Jenny tilted her head to one side, allowing her hair to fall away from her face to reveal a jack-o-lantern grin that stretched from ear to ear.
"Old Mother Hubbard, went to her cupboard, to fetch her poor dog a bone." Her rasping voice faded in and out like a radio trying to find the correct station, and after speaking, Jenny leapt across the room and snatched a spirit by its throat with long fingers.
"But when she bent over, Rover came over, and..." Jenny's face twisted in delight as the spirit cried out and kicked its legs uselessly. She abruptly folded it backward, causing its spine to snap and burst up through its stomach. "Gave her a bone of his own," she whispered, then grabbed the spine like the handle of a suitcase and gave the spirit a shake, laughing maniacally while she did so.
Horrified, the spirits could only stare as Jenny slammed the ghost into the ground, causing it to explode into a series of flickering lights that shot out the open window as if trying to get away. Her head spun in place, doing a full rotation before settling on a large man holding a shield.
"Play with me," said Jenny in a child's voice.
The spirits scattered in a panic and Jenny flickered and disappeared, her haunting laughter bouncing through the house, followed by the shrill cry of tormented souls.
Out front, the Jabberwock roared in agony, and Cerberus howled out in pain, the sounds reverberating through the house. The night was nothing more than a swirl of chaos, and Kisa looked over at Beth.
"Where did Marco go?" she asked.
"I don't know, but..." Beth stepped away from the wall and brushed some debris off her dress. "Once I find him, he's a dead man."

🏚️🏚️🏚️One of the best parts about writing about an imaginary, magical house is that you get to destroy it over and over without having to actually clean it up.
What final trap has the queen laid for Mike? What is the shadow up to? Can Beth handle an army of spirits? It's going to be a bumpy couple of chapters, and I can't wait to share them with you!
Have a happy Samhain, everybody, and I can't wait to see you next time!
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Hi all, I'm back with some more zombie/succubus shenanigans, just in time for the fall season!
If you're new to this, it's a spin-off from my main storyline, HFHM. While not necessary, you definitely want to read through Book Two of HFHM to fully understand some of the background.
Returning readers, it's about damn time we see what the inside of an Order's base looks like...right?
Please don't forget to rate and review, and check my release schedule in my bio to see when the next chapter is scheduled to come out. I hope you enjoy this chapter!
In The Pit
The view from several hundred feet above the Berkeley Pit should have been breathtaking. The lights from the city of Butte sparkled like a bank of landbound stars, and the shadows of the nearby mountains were slumbering giants, each of them dreaming of Ragnarok when they could awaken and do battle with the gods of old.
However, Dana couldn't help but pay more attention to the fact that Lily was being far too quiet tonight. After arriving at the hotel, the succubus had announced it was time to go. Her usual chatter had been replaced by an ominous quiet, and it was only when they were close to the pit that Lily had spoken up about a good place to hide the motorcycle. Now that she rode in the demon's arms, Dana half expected a joke about heights or being dropped.
Instead, all she had for company was the wind in her ears.
Down below, the pit was a blot of ink on the landscape, a shade of black that confused the eye into thinking there was nothing there at all. Lily descended in a tight circle, her body clad in black leather. Dana was in black jeans and a black jacket she had bought at a local thrift store with cash, a last minute purchase that she thought would help with their infiltration.
Up close, the pit smelled of many things, none of them pleasant. Dana wrinkled her nose in disgust as they glided silently over the water and landed on a narrow strip of land underneath a steep cliff.
"We can get in from here," Lily said, a chill in her voice.
"Sounds good." Dana reached into her pockets and pulled out a pair of waterproof flashlights and some swim goggles. She strapped the goggles to her head and made sure that none of her hair was trapped beneath. The goggles might not even work, but she hated the idea of being dragged through the darkness below, unable to see where they were going.
The air was thick with the smell of rust and decay, and when she knelt by the water's edge, she felt a slight twinge in her stomach. There was another odor there that didn't equate with anything that she knew.
"Ready?" Lily asked.
"As I'm ever going to be." She waded out into the water right behind the succubus. It was only a few feet from shore that the ledge they stood on dropped out, and they were now both suspended in the water. Despite being fully dressed, Dana noticed that she didn't really sink beneath the water itself. Also, her skin was starting to itch. "So where to?"
Lily grabbed Dana's wrist with her tail. "Just kick as hard as you can." With that, she dove underneath the water. Dana took a deep breath out of habit and followed, kicking her feet and using her free arm to pseudo paddle.
Once they had gone far enough under the water's surface, Lily turned on her flashlight. Dana followed suit and saw that they were right up against a large stone wall that disappeared into the darkness below. Large grooves had been carved into the stone, and Lily was upside down, and using her hands to pull them even deeper into the Stygian darkness.
The flashlight beams didn't reach very far, and a tiny bead of red water was in the goggle of her left eye. She didn't know how deep they were now, but could already feel the pressure squeezing the goggles tightly against her face.
Minutes passed, and the wall disappeared. They hovered in front of a large opening, and Lily swam into it, her wings acting like giant fins to propel them forward. Dana's whole body itched now, and she fought the urge to scratch. Even worse, she was becoming disoriented, the world around her starting to tumble about as she bounced along the stone ceiling of the cave they were in.
Thoughts of Alex floated in front of her mind, and then Tick Tock. She pointed her beam down, wondering if the motorcycle had followed them. Unable to see it, she tried to descend, only to be yanked back upward by Lily's tail. Disgruntled, she dropped her flashlight and watched it sink into the poisonous depths below until it vanished, hoping to see the mimic in the beam of the light.
What if Tick Tock was hurt? She fought the succubus, but got pulled along all the same. The stone ceiling disappeared and suddenly they were in a large, air filled chamber, but she couldn't see anything through the blue tint of her goggles.
"You're a pain in the ass," Lily muttered, then dragged Dana to shore. There was a large, metallic cube the size of a barn sitting on the edge of the lake with circular glowing glyphs on every side of it. The succubus dragged them up onto land.
Dana tried to stand, but couldn't. Her equilibrium was trashed, and in the beam of Lily's light, she saw that her skin was red and peeling in several places like a third degree sunburn. She had known a girl back in summer camp who had gotten one. Sally? Sally Mal? Sally Sally had a cow, stayed out too long, so inside now.
She giggled.
"Fuck me," Lily muttered, dragging Dana away from the water. "Try not to breathe in here. Even I can taste how poisonous the air is, I think it will burn the shit out of your lungs. You can even see where they've put up runes to keep the walls from degrading over time. This place is fucking nasty."
Dana groaned and flailed about as if drunk. The cube sat in front of a very large door next to a small hatch, and Lily turned the wheel on the hatch and then pulled Dana inside. It was like an airlock—once the hatch was sealed, fresh air poured in through the vents above. There was a pair of benches and a half wall separated the room from a shower.
"You good?" Lily asked.
"Urgh," Dana replied, then pulled off her goggles. Her fingernails felt soft to the touch, and one slid off and stuck to her goggles, which had become slimy. She held her hand up in front of her face and saw that fresh skin had reappeared near her wrists.
"Get those clothes off," Lily ordered, and Dana obeyed. She removed all of her clothes with Lily's help and tossed them on the floor. Lily turned on one of the showers and dragged Dana into the stream of water.
Steam filled Dana's lungs, and a coughing fit struck. She spat out a glob of something shiny that tasted like a dirty penny.
"Nasty." Lily, now wearing nothing but her boots, smacked Dana on the back. "Okay, so maybe dragging you into an acidic lake was stupid of me."
"Mef." Dana hacked up more of the substance, sounding very much like an asthmatic smoker.
"Shit, I'm glad we're past the stealthy part. You're making plenty of noise." There was a large bottle of soap, which Lily poured all over Dana. "I don't think we were spotted and I doubt this room is being watched. The air in the landing area is so acidic, I doubt they could have cameras watching it, and I think we're about five hundred feet down. That cube out there is what the Order uses to get here, as well as to transport stuff down. It's made of some mega rare material and is protected by all those magical wards. Still, they have to scrub it down every now and then, and this room is for washing off all the shit they get exposed to outside." Lily pointed to the opposite wall where a bunch of hazmat suits had been hung up. "See what I mean? This is why security is so lax. Even if you get past the lake, you could suffocate out there."
Dana retched, and this time, a large black glob came up that shimmered like mercury. Her hands were shaking now, and she tried to scratch at the large blisters on her legs.
"Okay, I didn't think we were going to do this, but..." Lily yanked Dana to her feet and forced their mouths together. Lily's tongue was hot in Dana's mouth, and she felt a jolt of energy as a bit of fresh cum was passed along.
Her whole body burned as if on fire. Fresh skin knitted itself back together, and the burns on her body faded away under the steam of the shower. Dana broke the kiss and coughed, sending another large glob of the liquid metal that had been poisoning her body onto the floor where it could circle the drain.
The room around her stabilized, and she tackled the succubus, pressing her against the wall beneath the shower's stream.
"Not even gonna buy me dinner firs—oh!" Lily's hands pressed against the tiles of the shower as Dana knelt down to bury her face in the succubus' exposed pussy. Her tongue slid along Lily's trim vulva and then into her snatch. She was hungry for the cinnamon-sweet taste of the demon, and she slid her arms between Lily's legs and grabbed her ass with both hands.
Then she lifted. It was as if the succubus weighed nothing at all, and she stood up straight and pinned Lily against the wall.
"Oh, I love it when you're this feisty," Lily declared as she ran her fingers through Dana's hair.
"Mmf!" Dana replied, then shoved a finger up Lily's ass. She couldn't help herself—it was an urge to inhale the very essence of the sexual being before her, to possess her body and make her tremble with lust.
For a second, she was eating out the succubus in the shower. The next moment, she was living a similar memory with Alex. Back in college, the two of them had just finished a late night run at the gym and, for whatever reason, had begun fooling around in the shower. She had pinned Alex against the wall in this same manner without the lifting, and had sucked and fingered her to a quiet climax before someone else had wandered in to change.
There was no fear of that here, however, and as if reading her mind, Lily now wore the visage of Dana's late girlfriend. Her dark skin glistened beneath the hot spray of the shower, and she grabbed Dana by the ears and yanked her in.
"Mmm, yes, that's it baby, use that tongue to get me off." Alex's voice was husky and echoed off the shower walls. Dana now had a finger up her ass and two up her snatch, and the dark-skinned beauty in her arms let out a low grunt that became a quiet howl, her hips bucking as an orgasm rocked through her. She slapped her hands against the wall with a loud, wet smack, and then pushed Dana away so that she could slide back to the ground.
If not for the boots, the illusion would have been perfect. Even so, Alex kissed her roughly, then grabbed her by the hair and twisted her around so that she was bent over the half wall that separated the shower from the rest of the room.
"Ordinarily I would take my time, but we're in a bit of a hurry," Alex said. Dana clamped her fingers onto the cold brick wall as she felt something enormous press against her pussy. She took a peek over her shoulder and saw that the demon's tail was pressing into her. It was just enough to break the illusion, so she looked away and pretended it was just Alex using a strap-on.
The intense pressure made it feel like her hips were widening, and the wide part of the tail finally passed through her vaginal opening and slid the rest of the way inside, pulsating inside of her.
Dana groaned and squeezed the wall with her hands. Alex put her hands on Dana's hips and fucked her slowly, the tail expanding and contracting in time with Dana's inner walls. A rhythm had established itself inside her core, and the succubus was playing her like a finely tuned instrument.
"Oh, I almost forgot," Alex said, and then Dana felt pressure on her ass. A pair of fingers pushed into her asshole, and she arched her back in pleasure as the fingers and the tail alternated. Her entire pelvic region was like a raw nerve right now, and it caused a flood of heat through her whole body.
Parts of the wall crumbled beneath her fingers as she dug her nails into it, and she fought the urge to take a bite out of the brickwork itself. She was building to a massive orgasm right now, and she growled in both frustration and pleasure as her libido soared.
The fingers in her ass suddenly felt thicker, as if they had merged and turned into a dildo. A low growl built up in Dana's belly, and she sank her fingers into the half wall as her rear end was pushed into the air, her feet dangling over the ground. When she screamed, a fine spray of silver filled the air like a mist and immediately fell to the ground. Alex pounded her into that half wall for a second and third orgasm, and Dana finally fell flat against the top of the wall, her eyes rolling back in her head.
"Okay, okay...I'm good now..." She opened her eyes to see that she had left long gouges in the brick surface beneath her hands, and there was a pool of metallic fluid underneath her. Her body had managed to reject the heavy metals present in the lake, casting them out through all of her pores.
"You sure?" Alex asked.
"Yeah. You can remove that thing from my ass now."
Lily's laughter filled the shower. "Boy, if I had a nickel for every time I've heard or said that..."
"You've never said that. Heard it maybe. You've made a couple bucks at most." Dana grunted as both her ass and pussy emptied, and then pushed herself off the wall and back into the shower. Despite the constant stream of water, the heavy metals her body had rejected were still swirled along the floor, and she was careful to avoid stepping in them.
Lily grabbed Dana's clothes and rinsed them in the hot spray, careful to squeeze them dry. She used her tail like a giant clothesline and flapped her wings, causing a steady stream of air over everything.
"That's an interesting trick," Dana said, then picked up her shoes and stood behind Lily. A ring of fire had formed between Lily's horns as she panted with exertion, creating a hot breeze. It still took the better part of twenty minutes before her clothes were dry, but it was far preferable to walking around in squishy shoes.
There was a separate door leading out of the cleaning room, so once Dana was dressed, they went through it. Beyond was a long, stone corridor with a pair of wide depressions set into the floor that contained holes that made her think of a cog railroad line. Long glowing panels had been installed along the walls and ceiling, and behind them, the giant doors leading to the dock area were sealed shut with a series of locking mechanisms. It looked big enough for the cube to fit through without any problems.
"So, they just bring that whole room in here?" Dana asked.
"Yep. Cyrus has only been here a couple of times, but they have to ride down in that big cube. There's no other way in or out, which makes this the perfect location to store anything. Before the pit filled with water, they built this part of it to house unclassified magic. These things can be dangerous, but you definitely don't want to house them just anywhere. There is a research team who decides how harmless they are, and then they either remain here or get passed along." Lily hopped into one of the depressions and walked along it, stepping over the grooves. Her appearance had changed to resemble one of the women from the Order who had chased them back in Fort Collins. "Could someone like me get in and out? Sure. But that would require intimate knowledge of where to go once beneath the surface. The lake is a bad place, and even a determined warlock would struggle to find a safe way in."
"I'm sure," Dana agreed, scratching a phantom itch. She felt better now that her head was on straight. "So where to from here? This place seems huge."
"I think it goes down the pit. The ground is sloped here, and...yeah, right there." Lily pointed at a nearby door that had a number on it. "This is one of the storage rooms. We just need to find the research pod to find out where those marbles are and then we can split."
"You don't just have a map in your head or something?"
Lily laughed, her voice echoing off the walls. "All I have are some vague memories. Cyrus telling some other guy to send the items to the pit, and then a connected memory of riding that moving cube thing here when he was younger to deliver some beat-to-shit...Plymouth?" She frowned. "Think it was a Plymouth."
"There was an enchanted car down here?" Dana could see another door a fair distance away still. The doors were about a hundred feet apart. "And how did they fit a car through these doors? They're normal size."
"I have no idea," Lily admitted. "All I have is some old memories to go off of. I have to admit, I'm very curious why the research station is so far inside this thing, I would have figured they would want it up front?"
"I hate this place. It's like an aircraft hangar without any joy." Dana scowled at the ceiling. "And if this place is so secure, why aren't there any cameras?"
"Here." Lily handed over a piece of paper and a pen. "Why don't you write down all your questions now so that we can ask somebody who knows later?"
"You're being bitchy," Dana replied, ignoring the paper which turned into a puff of smoke. "Even more so than usual. Do you want to talk about it?"
"I'd rather be fucked with an elephant's dick wrapped in barbed-wire." Lily's lip curled into a sneer. "Just having a bad day. Maybe I'm on the rag."
"That's been one benefit of being dead," Dana replied dryly.
This got a chuckle from Lily, and they continued on in silence. It was nearly twenty minutes of a long, curved tunnel that continued downward. The numbers on the doors steadily climbed, and it wasn't until they were in the upper sixties that they reached a set of double doors with no numbers.
"Hmm." Dana walked up to the door and put her ear to it. "Don't hear anything on the other—"
Lily shoved the door open and Dana fell inside. Past the doors was a well-lit lobby with a man sitting behind a desk monitoring a bank of computer screens. The screens were alternating between night vision images from around the pit, and he spun in his chair when he heard them.
"Where did you just come from?" he asked, reaching in his pocket for his wand. He wore a dark sweater over black jeans, and his hood had been pulled up.
"It's a long story, but Master Cyrus sent us." Lily said, then reached into her pocket. At the mention of Cyrus, the man relaxed a bit. "He sent us to retrieve something from the Fort Collins incident, apparently he needs to check on something." She pulled an envelope out of her pocket and held it out. "Here are our orders."
Frowning, he stepped around the desk to accept it.
"That doesn't make sense, I—" his eyes rolled up in his head and he fell, revealing Lily's tail behind him. Dana caught him before he could hit the floor, and they dragged him back behind the counter.
"Clever," Dana remarked.
"Always am," Lily muttered, then placed her hand on his face. A few minutes passed before she removed it and turned to the bank of monitors. "Looks like we need to go further in. He's just the desk bitch."
"Why do they have all these cameras?" Dana wondered, looking at the monitors. There were so many of them, and they looked out all along the land surrounding the pit. However, she noticed that she didn't see any monitors watching the tunnel they had walked in on.
"Duh. To watch for trespassers." Lily was searching the man's pockets now. She came up with a keycard and a candy bar, which she stuck in her pocket.
"Then why not anything inside? If they have surveillance like this, then why not—"
"Oh, for fuck's sake, fine!" Lily grabbed the desk guard's head again and closed her eyes. A dark stain blossomed in the front of his pants before she let go of him. "Okay, so that's interesting."
"Did you just kill him?" Dana asked.




"No, couldn't. This guy is lame, just beats his meat too often while fantasizing about someone else who works here. Coincidentally, that's how I got this little nugget of info from him. Wait for it..." She held up a hand and then pointed at the man's crotch. "Ha, there it is! Anyway, they minimize electronics down here. Haunted items can drain electricity to gain in power, which is fairly common knowledge, and they don't want some of the resident spirits wreaking havoc. Any electrical lines that go out there cause the systems in here to short out all the time, so they disconnected everything. Those glowing panels are some imported enchanted marble slabs from Jordan. No, the real reason for no cameras is kind of exciting. Apparently, that thing that lives at the bottom of the pit sometimes summons things."
"Wait, what? I thought you said it wasn't awake?"
"Awake is a relative term for something smeared across time and space." Lily pointed to a series of glowing bars off to the side of the monitor. "Think of it more like a dream. Occasionally, whatever this thing is thinking of bleeds over into the real world sometimes, and when it does, it roams the hallways for a while before disappearing. These bars over here will start to flicker if it's been detected. They're hooked up to some electromagnetic sensors along the corridor."
"Don't understand why they have bars but no monitors."
"Because apparently seeing or hearing it will drive you insane, even through a monitor." Lily had a wild look on her face. "And that sounds so fucking cool! I am insanely curious now what it looks like, aren't you?"
Dana had zero desire to mess with such a creature. Ever since dying and discovering that magical creatures existed, her life (and death) had been literally turned upside down. The last thing she needed was some kind of elder god nonsense that led to an eternity of insanity. "Can we just get our stuff and go?"
"Spoilsport." Lily stuck the card in a door on the other side of the room and knelt down. A scanner opened up and she pressed her face to it. It beeped twice and the door unlocked.
"Retina scan?" Dana asked.
"Yep. Could just rip an eye out of his head, but apparently we're in a hurry, so just a little shapeshifter magic." She walked through the door and then down the hall. There was a series of rooms followed by a long hallway, but she went to the third door on the left and swiped the card through.
"Where does that go?" Dana asked, pointing at the hallway.
"Dorms. There's about twenty people who live here year-round. They maintain the place and do research." Lily pushed the door open. "And voila!"
On the other side of the door was a laboratory. Clearly labeled boxes had been spread around the room, but each one had the same label at the bottom.
Collected from Unearthly Delights
"These are all magic items?" Dana wondered out loud.
"Nope. They don't have time to test this shit on site, so they just bring it all here." Lily picked up a nearby box and looked at the label. She set it down and repeated the process with the next one. "I am very grateful that they are organized. Why don't you put on one of those lab coats? That way, if someone comes in, they won't question it. And if they do, just act like you're supposed to be here, okay?"
"Yeah, okay." Dana put on one of the lab coats hanging by the door. She wasn't certain why someone would care about wearing such a thing while examining potential magic objects, but Lily's logic was sound. She opened a nearby box and checked inside to verify that the contents matched the label. Lily was right, the Order was thorough. As she set the box down, she felt the floor rumble beneath her feet. "What was that?"
"What was what?" Lily had pulled a bong out of one of the boxes and pretended to smoke a bowl now that she had Dana's attention. When she opened her mouth, a hazy cloud of smoke emerged, and her eyes were all bloodshot.
"Seriously?"
"Demons love to blaze it," Lily replied, then stuck out her tongue when smoke came out her ears.
"If I was alive, I would hate you so much right now."
Dana continued her search, but moved slowly, pausing every now and then to see if she could feel the rumbling once more. Were they far enough down that it was just some kind of small tectonic movement? Or maybe the thing below the pit decided to stretch? She found a thick file full of paperwork and flipped through it and was surprised to see a sketch of the pearl necklace Ratu had drawn for her inside. She pulled it out and flipped the paper over. The word Dragon Seed had been scrawled on the back, followed by a question mark. Interesting. When she put it back, she found some additional paperwork on it, and read through it quickly. Apparently, the Order didn't have the necklace either, but were very concerned about it being out in the wild. "And you're sure that the marbles are here?"
"Nope. Just a vague memory of Cyrus seeing them as they were collected. Guy out front isn't part of the chain of custody, so if they aren't here, then we will have to look somewhere else. I really hope they haven't been catalogued and stored in one of the big rooms, because those could take us days to search."
"Really? Days?"
"Yes, days. Do you think they just leave stuff sitting out on the shelves? Wards everywhere, some objects are sealed in concrete so people can't just grab them and bail. I think that Plymouth may have been sealed in concrete. Seems a bit extreme to me, but whatever."
"I thought you said this is where they tried to store the non-scary stuff."
"Scary is a relative term. This place is built under a poisonous lake next to a being of immense power who may someday wake up and decide to eat half of Montana. The Order relies on people never knowing this place exists, and if they do, never letting them know what may be stored here. By themselves, most of these objects are never going to just wander off and kill a bunch of people, and a good chunk of them are..." Lily trailed off and cocked her head. "Okay, that time I felt it."
"What would make the ground rumble?" Dana knelt down and put her ear to the floor. There was a steady hum punctuated with loud clicks. She immediately regretted not doing this earlier.
"Oh shit, the cube!" Lily grabbed the boxes closer to her and dug through them. "The cube is going up to let someone in!"
"Shouldn't we be going then?"
"We've got half an hour for the cube to go up, and half an hour for it to come back. I'm more worried about sneaking past whoever is coming down once we—aha!" Lily ripped the lid off of a box and stuck her hand inside. When she pulled it out, she held a small cloth sack. "I did it! I found your fucking marbles!"
"C'mon, let's go!" Dana was already moving into the hall and Lily was close behind. They only made it a few feet when one of the other doors swung open behind them.
Lily pushed Dana against the nearest door, then swiped the key card through the reader and followed her inside when the door opened. The room was dark, but the lights came on automatically once they were inside. Unlike the previous lab, it was almost completely empty with a series of diagnostic devices set up around the perimeter of the room.
It was what was in the middle of the room that caught Dana's attention.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck..." Lily whispered, her ear to the door. She sat there for another minute, then looked over at Dana. "I don't think they saw us. We should be good to go."
"Lily? What am I looking at?"
In the center of the room was a motorcycle that had been twisted like a pretzel. Parts of it had been dismantled and were strewn around the room with bits of rock and rust twisted up in the metal, and it could have been any other motorcycle in the world if not for the fact that she had spent an entire year restoring it.
"Huh?" The succubus looked at the bike. "You're looking at a hot mess is what you're looking at. C'mon, let's go!"
Dana stepped toward the wreck, her hands on her chest. There was no mistaking it, this was Alex's bike. She knelt down and touched the cold metal with her fingers, the chrome riddled with scratches. "This is my bike, Lily. How is it down here?"
"It can't be your bike. We parked the bike on the way here, remember? It's not like they grabbed it and beat us down here, don't be ridicul—" the door opened and a man and a woman wearing glasses walked in. The man held a clipboard and the woman had a cup of coffee, and everybody froze when they saw each other.
Dana gave a casual wave. After all, she was supposed to be here. "Evening."
"Oh, didn't expect to see anybody," the man said, then switched the clipboard to his left hand. "Brother Bastien." He extended his right hand for Lily to shake it.
"Tell me about this bike," Lily said in her haughtiest tone while shaking his hand. The woman looked at Bastien, who just shrugged.
"We're not sure. Turned up about a week ago, down by the observation platform. Nobody knows how it got there, and—" he dropped his clipboard when Lily's tail struck the woman, and almost had his free hand in his own pocket before she got him next. Both of them slumped to the floor, unmoving.
"A week?" Dana asked. "How has it been here for a week?"
"How the fuck should I know?" Lily read Bastien's dreams for a couple of minutes. "Shit. These two were part of a team of five, but they're here early on account of a pre-research booty call. We need to go, right now."
Dana beat Lily to the door and they ran into the front lobby together. On the monitors, she could see a small cluster of cars parked near the edge of the pit, and there was a phone at the desk that rang incessantly.
"Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me...hello?" Lily's voice was now that of the desk guard. "Yes, Master Cyrus. Was helping move something heavy...yes, I will put everyone on full alert, see you shortly." She hung up the phone and looked at Dana with dread in her eyes.
"Bad news?" Dana asked.
"Apparently we were followed." Lily turned to look at the monitors. Though there were plenty of cars, nobody was by them, which meant their occupants were likely on their way. "And even better, Cyrus was calling me from a phone by the loading dock and is headed this way right now in the cube."
"I thought we had almost an hour?"
"We did." Lily was now looking through the drawers. "But what I thought was the cube going up was the cube going back. They were right behind us on the way in."
"So, what are we going to do?"
She looked at Dana and then over at the console. Lily tapped her hands on the desk, then looked at the guard on the floor. A grin broke across her face.
"Fuck me, I've got an idea so crazy it might work."

🏍️🏍️🏍️Cyrus sat on the hood of his car, his wand pointed at the motorcycle they had found parked along one of the side roads on the way in. Tasia and a few other Knights stood nearby it, their swords drawn just in case. The motorcycle was chained to a plate in the floor of the cube, and the cube was busy moving down the long hallway on ethereal gears. Ordinarily, they would have left the town car behind, but he now suspected that the succubus had gotten in somehow, so had stashed extra magical items in the car in preparation for whatever awaited them.
He touched the breast of his shirt, feeling the cold, hard metal of the amulet he wore beneath it. It had been an overnight gift from the Council, and if he was going to end up in another one-on-one with the succubus, at least he was now far better prepared.
Amida sat next to Cyrus, his legs crossed and his eyes closed. In his hands, the necklace that Cyrus had given him was floating horizontally, as if being tugged forward.
"She's down here," Cyrus said, his suspicions confirmed.
After Fort Collins, they had been able to track the succubus north, but then she had vanished, only to reappear somewhere on the East Coast. They had lost several hours heading east, and were on their way to the airport when she headed back into Montana on what Cyrus had assumed was a plane. Clearly full of some tricks, the last thing he had expected was for her to come here.
"Do you think she came for the Dragon Seed?" Amida asked. He opened his eyes and the necklace became inert once more.
"If she did, she will be sorely disappointed." As of now, it was only presumed that the Dragon's Seed had been briefly available at Unearthly Delights. If it had been found, he would have taken it straight to the Council. An object that powerful could never be allowed to fall into human hands, and he was fairly certain that it already had.
However, if the two had been tracking the seed, everything now made sense. While the succubus would have no use for it, the witch who owned her could do quite a bit.
"Coming up on the dorms," Tasia announced.
The cube was a large transport device capable of carrying tremendous loads, and a member of the Order controlled it with a series of levers up front.
"Any movement?" Cyrus asked, referring to the bike. He was fairly certain that the blonde had cast an enchantment on it, but wasn't taking any chances.
Tasia shook her head.
The door for the dorms became visible around the curve of the tunnel, and he could see a couple of women waiting for them. One looked vaguely familiar with dark hair and her sword unfolded, and the other wore a lab coat and dark glasses. Likely he had interrupted any research that was going on down here.
The Knight waved and then stepped inside the door, leaving the researcher outside. The cube slowed its approach as the man at the controls pulled the levers into neutral, eventually coming to a stop.
The researcher stepped forth to greet them. Her hair was swept back into a tight bun and she held a clipboard.
"Master Cyrus," she said, then looked across the party. Her eyes stopped on the motorcycle and she froze in place. Eventually she looked at him with piercing blue eyes. "I hear we have an intruder?"
"We do." He slid off the hood of the car. "I'm sure that you were working on something important, but we need all hands on deck. We went ahead and notified our people in Butte to keep an eye out, but we were able to track her here."
"What are we dealing with?" she asked. "And what's with the bike?"
"Belongs to a witch," Tasia said. "That's part of how we know they're down here."
"Oh." The researcher tucked her clipboard away under one arm. "So, you think they've come down here because of the bike?"
The door opened up and the Knight came back out, followed by a man in a dark sweater who looked like he had just woken up.
"Sorry about the delay, Master Cyrus," the woman began. "The dorm is moving a little slow. We've been researching some crazy stuff which means long hours."
Cyrus nodded in understanding. He had been part of similar operations before and knew it was easy to lose track of time. "Here, let's head inside and I'll brief you."
Tasia and Amida went ahead of him, and the Knight hesitated before sheathing her sword and pushing the man who had just come out back in. They all gathered together in the lobby with the researcher bringing up the rear. Tasia immediately went to the monitors to look them over.
"Did anybody come through here recently?" Cyrus asked. "Anybody who went out to check a storage room or one of the patrols?"
"No, sir," said the man who had taken his position behind the counter. "It's been a really long week and tonight was the first chance for most of us to catch up on our sleep."
"Oh? Long how?" Cyrus looked past the man toward the door to the dorms. He was surprised that more people hadn't shown up yet.
"We had a potential break-in a week ago," the man explained. "There was evidence we had been infiltrated, but none of the storage areas were breached and all personnel have been accounted for. We even had someone come up from town to conduct an internal affairs review, just in case. Between looking into the break-in and dealing with that, we've also had a spike in appearances of the Horror, which means we've had to go on a full lockdown several times."
"The horror?" Amida asked.
The researcher who had let them in tilted her head at this.
Something was off down here, but Cyrus turned his attention to the man at the desk.
"It's what we call...well, It." He pointed at the bands of light near the monitors. "They've been going off like crazy ever since the break-in. We even found a busted-up motorcycle down by the research platform."
"A motorcycle?" Tasia asked. Cyrus, too, was immediately wary. He looked toward the door and thought of the bike currently chained down. It couldn't be a mere coincidence, could it? Alarm bells now rang in his head, but he couldn't figure out which direction they should be running as a result.
"Yeah, I can show you if you want." He patted his pockets, his face reflecting a sense of panic.
"Oh, here," the Knight said, then knelt down by the desk to pick up a card from beneath it. "You must have dropped it."
Tasia let out a disgusted grunt and allowed the man to open the door for her, then followed him inside.
"The motorcycle that was found looks like it went through a tornado," the researcher said, causing the Knight to nod. "So, you were saying that you could track the succubus?"
"Yes. In fact, here." He turned to Amida. "Please."
Amida winced and held out the necklace. He heard the Knight let out a gasp and she touched her throat.
"Problem, sister?" Amida asked.
"Just startled is all. I had one just like it, once." She waved her hand dismissively. "Just a piece of costume jewelry I needed for something undercover."
Brother Amida shrugged and closed his eyes. The necklace shuddered and started to swing from side to side like a pendulum. Every time it swung, it crept a little bit higher, and it appeared to be pointing to the dormitory that was built slightly above the research pod.
"It looks like she may already be inside," Cyrus said, then pulled his wand from his pocket. Was that why nobody else had come down? If so, they could already be dead.
Shit.
"Here, let's head in and check it out," said the Knight as she pushed the door open and stepped aside. Amida's face was a mask of concentration, and the unsteady necklace went rigid.
It was pointing directly at the Knight.
Cyrus realized what had been nagging at him since he got here. The duplicity was so simple, he hated himself for falling for it. He raised his wand, summoning the magic within it to blast her back to hell when he remembered that the succubus hadn't been alone when she came out to greet them.
"The witch—" he shrieked, but the researcher, who must be the witch in disguise, was already pushing his arm away as the magic blasted free of the wand. A ball of holy light tore down the hallway, scorching the walls and floor until it splashed against the distant doorway. Amida's eyes were now open, and he stuck his free hand in his pocket, but the succubus was faster.
Her stinger appeared and struck like a snake, hitting Amida in the chest hard enough that he led out a grunt before falling forward into her arms.
"Chucklebunny, mother fucker," she sneered and then threw the mage into Cyrus. The two of them fell to the ground, and Cyrus heard a door down the hallway open up. The witch crouched down over Cyrus and covered his mouth with her hand to keep him from talking.
"Amida!" Tasia cried from the hallway. Cyrus couldn't see her.
"The succubus in the dorms!" The succubus shouted using Amida's voice from around the door. "Master Cyrus is down!"
NO! He needed to free his mouth to call to Tasia, so he tried to bite the witch. Her eyes widened and she grabbed his chin with her other hand, twisting his jaw about to force his mouth closed again. She was surprisingly strong.



"Seriously, don't. For your sake."
He expected to see anger or delight written across her face, but if he was going to pick an emotion, she seemed more worried than anything else.
He fought to get up, but she held him in place. The succubus transformed into Tasia and came over to him.
With a wide grin, she leered down at him with Tasia's face, her tail coiling up to strike.
"Night, night, Master Cyrus." When her tail came down to sting him, there was a flash of light and she was knocked on her ass.
Through the witch's hands, he chuckled. As long as he wore the amulet, she couldn't touch him, not directly, and she had to use the desk to stand. Her tail had been reduced to a smoky mess that was slowly reforming behind her. Growling, she cracked her knuckles.
"Watch your hands," the succubus commanded as she stepped forward, and the witch let go. Cyrus opened his mouth to yell, but the succubus kicked him in the jaw hard enough that his head whipped around, knocking him for a loop.
Stunned, all he could do was try to open his eyes. He felt disconnected from his body, and knew that the only reason he was even still conscious was because of the defensive magic that protected him.
The front door of the lobby opened and filled with footsteps.
"She's in the dorms," the succubus said in Tasia's voice. "She looked like me when she went, so be careful."
He heard mutters and the sounds of swords being drawn.
"I'll protect Cyrus and Amida, you all need to go help the others before she changes again!" said the succubus. There were murmurs of assent and he heard the room empty. He prayed that only part of the team had come in, per protocol.
"Next phase?" asked the witch.
"Almost." He felt the succubus lean over him and could feel the heat of her breath on his cheek. "One day, I will catch you sleeping on the job," she warned, and then they left. He groaned in agony as the blinding light of the room filled his vision once more. His limbs felt like they weighed a thousand pounds and tingled as if full of sand.
Out in the big hallway, he heard someone yell, followed by the sound of gunfire and a motorcycle starting, followed by screeching rubber. Seconds later, the town car's engine roared to life, and he heard the peeling of tires on concrete once more.
Down the hall towards the dorm, he heard yells of confusion. The succubus had done it again, and he was even more disappointed in himself. They had fallen for such a simple ruse and then been defeated by little more than a manipulation of their own confusion. Groaning, he turned his head toward the door and waited, trying to hold in his dinner as waves of nausea rolled over him.
Someone else from his team arrived and came to assist him. Other members of his team fled the corridor and he could hear shouts of rage from Tasia.
"Stop them," Cyrus grunted, then stood with some help. "That's the real Tasia, the succubus is already gone." By the time the fight in the hallway stopped, Tasia had injured several of her own comrades, and reappeared in the lobby with blood running down her face.
"Where is she?" Tasia snarled, then ran for the door. Cyrus caught a flicker of motion out of the corner of his eye and grabbed the Knight by her shirt collar before she could go any further. The fabric tore, and she whipped around, eyes wide and nostrils flaring.
"Master Cyrus?" she asked, but he kept his grip on her. Everyone in the room had turned to look at the monitor bank, and now she did, too.
The bands of light were all flickering.

🏍️🏍️🏍️"Act like you belong." It had been Lily's final piece of advice to Dana as the steady clacking of the cube had announced the arrival of Cyrus and his men.
Dana had thought it was a stupid plan, but trusted the succubus when it came to these things. People often saw what they wanted to see when confronted with new information, and the ruse that they belonged to the research staff had been an easy one to perpetuate.
They had both watched as the cube moved toward them on giant, spectral gears that glowed red hot. Once the cube came to a complete stop, the gears had faded away like the dying light of a candle, allowing the cube to rest on the ground between the large depressions. It was a sight to behold, but Dana kept her excitement in check.
After all, she belonged, had seen it dozens of times already, definitely wasn't cool anymore.
When Cyrus had looked at her and then away without a second thought, she said a silent apology to anybody who had ever been fooled by Clark Kent's glasses. By the time they all had walked into the lobby of the research area, Lily had woken up the guard using their previous guise as members of Master Cyrus's team. Naturally, now that Cyrus himself was here, that lie was even easier to accept.
Neither group questioned their appearance or allegiance, and they would have been able to simply walk away as planned if not for the fact that they were being tracked by Lily's necklace. It had been a surprise to see such a thing being used as a magic compass, but the succubus was good at improv and had been able to keep her identity a secret for just a few more seconds.
After knocking out Cyrus and sending the rest of his team down the hallway, she had expected their exit to be an easy one.
Now, however, they stood outside with a small team of people from the Order who still stood guard around Tick Tock. Apparently, they all hadn't come rushing in, and once more, Dana was forced to rely on Lily's natural instincts.
Lily, still in Tasia's form, took command right away. "Keep eyes on the door, the succubus is in the dorms, and she already got Master Cyrus." She was moving toward them at a brisk, but unthreatening pace, and Dana followed.
Wands and swords came out, but one of the men drew a pistol from his belt.
"A gun? You can't use a gun on a succubus," Lily said, now mere feet from the lip of the cube.
"But the bullets are silver," said the Knight.
"That's for werewolves," she replied, stepping past the rim and into the cube. The floor burst into flames, and a glowing rune formed all about her. She screamed and stumbled forward, catching herself on the edge of the town car. Her skin ignited, and white fire crawled all over her body, burning away Tasia and leaving Lily behind.
Everybody hollered and the man with the gun fired. The bullet hit Lily in the chest and knocked her down, and Dana immediately raised her hands in surrender. It took a few moments to realize that nobody was even looking at her anymore, they were all focused on the flaming demon standing in the middle of the cube.
Looking down, she contemplated the rune on the floor of the cube. It looked to be painted on, so she knelt down and scraped at it with her fingernails.
When the Order closed in on Lily, she leapt from the ground and clotheslined a woman with her burning tail, then grabbed a man by the throat and tossed him into his buddy. Large horns jutted from her head, and her visage slipped, revealing something far more sinister beneath her human form.
As the melee continued, magic wands went off, sending magic in every direction, most of it bouncing off of the succubus without any noticeable impact. Lily was laughing maniacally now, and Dana finished scraping a gap in the paint just as she put a guy's head through the windshield of the car.
The flames immediately faded, and Lily let out a roar that cowed the remaining men and women of the Order.
"C'mon," she said as she grabbed one of the chains holding the bike in place and snapped it apart with her hands. The engine roared to life and Dana ran to the bike and hopped on just in time to see Lily take a blast of white light to the chest. The succubus fell, and Dana throttled up the bike and shot forward. She leaned down and grabbed Lily by the hand and dragged her down the tunnel, figuring a little road rash wouldn't hurt her.
Behind her, she heard the gun again, and then her thoughts went foggy. Her whole body tightened up, and she would have fallen off the bike if Tick Tock hadn't extended an arm to support her. Her eyelids fluttered as random thoughts bounced around her head like confetti, slowly piecing themselves back together into images that she recognized.
It was the time she had smashed her hand changing a tire with her dad.
Now it was when she had played softball as a teen, standing in the outfield and waiting for a sloppy pop fly.
Now she was with Alex again, her beautiful Alex. She was on her back with her head in Alex's lap, and her girlfriend was reading a book of poems while stroking Dana's hair. They were on campus, just enjoying a sunny afternoon and...
Now Alex was dead, and Dana had her face pressed against the glass of the church. She hadn't been allowed to attend the ceremony, and the people inside looked like tiny, shriveled dolls that wore paper dresses.
"Dana!" It was Lily, and she was screaming. But she couldn't see her anywhere, there was too much sound in the way.
Sound? No, not sound. Light? The world became a pinprick and she gagged. The bike wobbled dangerously and she tried to grab her head, but her arms weren't working. Her mouth tasted like dust and oatmeal, and then she felt something massive work its way down her sinuses. The pressure built until there was a loud pop.
She was back in the tunnel, and going almost sixty on the bike. Up ahead was a wall, the end of the journey, and she slammed on the brakes, hoping she could stop in time.
The bike turned sideways and thick metal arms emerged from the engine block to keep them from falling over. Dana still had a death grip on Lily, who was leaving a trail of smoke behind her where the ground met her skin. They slid to an inevitable stop before a solitary door that had been painted red.
Behind her, she could hear a car engine.
"What the fuck?" Lily demanded. "You needed to go the other way, what the hell is wrong with you?"
"I... I don't..." She coughed, then gagged, then spat something out. It struck the ground with metallic clang, and Lily, back in her normal form and standing in a cloud of wispy, dark smoke, knelt to pick it up. She wiped it clean and held it out.
It was a bullet.
"That was...in my head?" Dana put a hand to the back of her skull. Sure enough, she could feel a slight divot in her scalp, much like a baby's soft spot recently covered over. Of all the things that had happened so far, the idea of an actual bullet rattling around in her head filled her with dread. If not for her ability to regenerate, that would have been it, the absolute end of who she was.
"Guess I can't blame you too much. Apparently, you had something on your mind." Lily pocketed the bullet and looked over her shoulder. "They're coming and we don't have the element of surprise anymore."
Dana looked at the red door. She didn't even have to ask what it was. "I guess we go inside?"
"Why die a normal death when you can get eaten by an extra-dimensional being, right?" Lily held open the door and Dana pushed the bike through. Once inside, she saw that the room was lit only by a set of red lights up above, and they were standing on a massive catwalk that hovered inside of a giant, black bubble.
"What am I looking at?" Dana asked. Lily shut the door behind them and then walked to the edge of the catwalk.
"Currently, nothing." She scanned the edges of the room. "We're at the bottom of the pit."
"We are? It's all black in here."
"That's the water. We're inside a giant, glass bubble. If you look by the edges, you can see how thick the—" Something struck the glass, and both of them went quiet.
It was a thick, fleshy appendage that shifted amorphously before her, lit solely by the waterproof flashlight held by dozens of fingers along its surface. Suckers that were also mouths and somehow eyes regarded them from the other side of the glass, and it felt like staring into a psychic strobe light. The anomaly hurt Dana's eyes to look at it. Pain built inside her head until she looked away, but Lily kept watching in fascination. Even now, the memory of what she had seen was already gone.
"Wow," Lily whispered. "It's so...beautiful."
"Why don't you offer it a blowjob and see if it will get us out of here?" Dana suggested.
Through the door, she could now hear the engine of the town car. The Order was close behind, and there wasn't anywhere to go in this room. She supposed they could try to burst the bubble and flood the place with toxic water, but she could almost sense the presence just on the other side. It was a sensation similar to the high frequency buzz of an old tube television, just on the edge of perception.
"Oh, I can feel it," Lily continued, and she hopped onto the railing, precariously balanced. "It really is sleeping."
"Not sure how that helps us," Dana said, then looked at the door. The car had screeched to a halt. "Should we block the door, or...?"
The railing creaked, and Dana looked down through the holes in the observation deck to see that the succubus was now standing on the glass, her fingers pressed against the glass.
"I can almost see its dreams," she said, her voice filled with awe. Her tail was whipping around in excitement, and she was pushing her whole body against the bubble.
"Lily. Lily!" Dana couldn't get the succubus' attention, and she could hear people on the other side of the door. Frantic, she looked over at the motorcycle. "Tick Tock, we're gonna need something sharp, are you ready?"
The motorcycle rumbled, and when Dana blinked, she heard metal parts shift around inside it. Tick Tock could only change when unobserved, so now was the best time to ready for a fight.
"Oh, there you are," Lily cooed, and the temperature in the room fluctuated wildly. "What are you dreaming of? Maybe something hungry with lots of teeth? C'mon, show me."
Footsteps had stopped on the other side of the door, and Dana imagined that an attack was being prepared. Whispered tones went silent, and she could just make out shadows beneath the door.
"I can see..." The succubus went silent, then let out a scream. Dana's equilibrium shifted and she fell straight up into the air, along with Tick Tock. They bounced against the ceiling and fell down again, crashing into the observation deck. Whispers filled the room, somehow audible over the sound of Lily's screams, and a dark shape emerged from the shadows around the room and pooled together in the air before them.
When they smashed into the floor, Dana heard a crash and then the door opened. Members of the Order rushed in and came to a halt, their eyes on something behind and above her.
The motorcycle roared to life, and two long metallic arms emerged, each one tipped with a point like a spear. She expected to see the mimic attack the Order, but instead, it stabbed her in the thigh and Lily in the gut, then carried them through the red door, knocking over a mage on the way through. The whispers were temporarily chased away by the roar of the engine, and Dana briefly saw a moment of panic on the face of a Knight who was holding up his sword in self-defense.
One second, he was a young man, the next, easily in his nineties. Before Dana could close her eyes, she watched as his skull inverted, his bones now on the outside. Screams of panic came from everywhere at once, and the motorcycle caught on something, its tires screeching against the ground. The hallway rippled around them as if it was nothing more than a reflection in a still pond, and Dana was caught up in the sudden warping of the world around her. That itchiness was in her head now, and had become a tiny voice speaking to her through the static of reality.
Look at me, it whispered in hundreds of different voices.
The engine of the bike stalled, the absence of sound followed by a loud bang. The world went dark as Dana and Lily were pulled into a tight space that clattered along the ground. Tick Tock had fled the motorcycle and was now in the shape of a wardrobe that could barely contain the two of them.
"I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry," Lily whispered at a frantic pace before switching to another language. Her litany was punctuated by screams, and a fiery halo appeared over her head, allowing Dana to see that the succubus was rapidly changing shapes, her body now twisted around like a pretzel. "Wake me up, wake me up, wake me up!"
Through Tick Tock's exterior, she could hear the whispers approaching and, remembering what Lily had told her before, pulled the bag of marbles out of her pocket. She felt around until she found a couple of good-sized ones and then jammed them into her ears. There was pressure as she shoved them deeper, and then she covered them with her hands.
The last thing she heard was screams of terror outside the wardrobe, and she closed her eyes. Tick Tock was picked up and tossed about, but clearly was capable of taking a beating. Dana's world became nothing more than darkness and dread, and she lost track of time. Lily bounced around inside the mimic with her, but Tick Tock's double doors were now gone, the inside of the wardrobe now a single piece of wood.
She didn't know how much time had passed, but eventually the doors opened and both of them fell out. She kept her eyes closed, afraid of what an eternity of madness would feel like, when she felt a tap on her knee.
Wary, she opened one of her eyes just a slit. The tunnel was completely empty, and Tick Tock was now a large sign with a message written on it.
SAFE NOW
"Where...where did the others go?" She looked around the tunnel and saw that even the town car was gone. Puzzled, she stood and attempted to remove the marbles from her ears. Remembering that they had the property of switching places, she found a smaller marble and tapped it against the one lodged in her left ear. The marbles traded places, and the small one rolled out of her ear canal, allowing her to hear again. She repeated the process with her right ear, and was surprised that she could only hear Lily's repeated mutterings. The marbles went back in the bag and into her pocket.
It was only after looking around again that she saw the bike. It had been twisted about and was embedded in the bedrock of the wall as if it had only partially phased through. Sorrow flooded her heart as she approached it, her hands reaching up to caress the formerly bright chrome. This was the bike that Alex had died on, and even after a year of restoring it, here it was again, destined to remain a wreck.
Even now, she recognized the twisted shapes of what she had seen in the research room, her mind digesting the ramifications. Looking over her shoulder at Lily, she saw that the succubus now sat in a wooden chair, her legs pulled up to her chest. The chairs legs were already moving, and they walked back up the tunnel together.
Stopping only a couple of times for fear of being discovered, they eventually passed the research station. There was no sign of Cyrus' men, nor of the cube. It wasn't until eventually reaching the dock that she saw it sitting there, ready to depart for the surface.
Praying that it wouldn't alert anybody, she found out how to open the device and led Lily inside. The faint sound of a phone ringing came from the other side of the tunnel access door, but Dana knew better than to answer. Undoubtedly, the Order would send someone to investigate, so she closed the cube up tight from the inside. The door slid shut and seemed to melt into itself, becoming one continuous surface, the inside lit by glowing panels similar to the ones in the tunnel. The lever mechanism was simple enough to operate, and they rode up together.
Once above the lake, Lily had calmed down a little bit, but remained silent as they departed the cube. It smelled like fresh rain, and the skies above were cloudy, giving them ample cover.



With a little prodding, she was able to convince the succubus to take to the skies, all while she held Tick Tock in suitcase form. Down below, she spotted a pair of headlights as a car descended to where the cube was located, and she let out a breath of relief. Once safely away from the Berkeley Pit, they glided in toward Butte and landed along the edges of a suburb.
Upon landing, Dana pulled her cell phone out of a pocket on Tick Tock. The mimic had made a small storage compartment for her phone when they had dropped him off on that old dirt road by the pit. She had figured the lake would have destroyed it, and now she hoped that their fight in the pit hadn't damaged it.
She turned it on and waited for it to boot up and confirm her theory.
"Aladdin," Lily whispered, then held herself on the cold pavement and shivered. She was in the form of an Asian woman with long, beautiful hair that had a flower tucked behind her ear. Around her neck was the necklace she had taken back from the Order, clutched tightly in one fist. "Don't do this to me, Aladdin."
"No fucking way," Dana whispered once her phone turned on and displayed the date.
It was eight days earlier!
Somehow their exposure to the thing in the bottom of the pit had sent them back in time, but how? And to what end? Right now, they were stuck in the past, and she knew the Order would find her bike and dismantle it in their research center, only for her to find it eight days from now.
Shit.
"Lily. Hey." She sat down next to the succubus. "It's eight days ago, Lily. We got the marbles and we got away, but somehow we went back in time."
"You lost your marbles," Lily replied in a child's voice. "Not playing with a full deck, not enough crayons in the box, not the brightest bulb—"
"Lily!" Dana slapped the succubus, rocking her head to one side. The succubus twitched and shifted into her original form.
"It's eight days ago, I need to know what to do!" A plethora of ideas occurred to her, but she had watched too many bad time travel movies and knew that doing anything to change the past was an incredibly stupid thing to do.
If not for being dead, she would be having a small panic attack right now for so many reasons.
"Go...safe. Hide for...catch up." Lily's eyes were no longer acting in concert with one another. One looked up while the other stared down, and they were both different colors. "Why? Why have you done this to me? The djinn will always have power over you, you know that, right? You could lose everything with just one wish."
Shit. The eldritch being in the Pit had scrambled the succubus. Now she was stuck in the past without any of her stuff and her dead girlfriend's bike had been destroyed. They needed to find somewhere to lay low, at least until they could catch up to when they had left.
"Wanna go home," Lily whined, then started to wail. "Wanna go home, feel safe, good."
"We can't go home yet, it will change everything," Dana told her, then pulled Lily in for a hug, her mind reeling. In a week, the Order would try to track them, and she didn't know if their magic would pick them up in two places at once. Would that create a paradox? That was the one thing they needed to avoid at all costs. "We need to go somewhere where their spells can't find us. Somewhere similar to the house. Do you know of someplace like that?"
Lily's eyes rolled around some more and then locked on Dana. She moaned, then said something in another language.
"I didn't catch that," Dana replied. Maybe if they went home, they could sneak in to the greenhouse or something? Hunker down there for a few days until—
"Oh...orange." Lily's face scrunched up, and her eyes burned like tiny coals in her head. "Orange...oran...Oregon. Safe in...Oregon. Mike owns land there, protected."
"If you say so." She stood up and surveyed the area. Hopefully the succubus would be more lucid in a few hours, but in the meantime, they needed something a bit faster.
The neighborhood they were in looked nice, and more than a few of these cars looked like they would make a comfortable ride. She found a comfortable two-door sedan that was unlocked, and with a little help from Tick Tock, got the engine to turn over. She helped Lily inside and then buckled Tick Tock into the narrow backseat.
She drove out of the neighborhood with her headlights off, then headed for the highway.

🌲🕸️🌲I hope you enjoyed this chapter, because the story is about to take an interesting turn. If you're having fun reading this, don't forget to rate or comment, I do read them all (eventually).
For those of you who know where this is going, get excited, because we're about to see an old friend (or two).
I hope you are all doing well, and that the fall is bringing you a bit of good luck. Please take care of yourselves and each other, and I will see you next time!
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Hi all!
Welcome to the next chapter of Home for Horny Monsters! I'm your host, Annabelle Hawthorne, and I'll be your tour guide for today.
New to the story? In short, a man name Mike inherits a house, meets some sexy monsters that he occasionally has sex with, and almost 600 thousand words worth of plot, shenanigans and silliness later, his house is under attack by a mysterious shadow man while he is stuck having a (metaphorical) pissing contest with the queen of the fae who has kidnapped the resident banshee.
Returning reader? I missed you, welcome back! Hey, shit is about to get wild, and I'm so glad to be on the ride with you.
Thanks to everyone in the Lit community who has encouraged me to keep doing this. Not only has it been a lot of fun, but this story and its adventures has been one of the few things this year that has reliably brought me joy. Times are tough, and I'm hoping that you are all getting by and that sunnier days are ahead (well, not in the Northern Hemisphere, it's already getting cold as fuck where I am).
Anyway, it's time to get on with the show!
Day of the Dead
Dana was upstairs when she heard the front door explode. Quetzalli emerged from her bedroom with a concerned look on her face, and the two of them rushed to the top of the stairs to look below.
There was a flash of light, followed by a scream from Beth. Quetzalli was already heading for the stairs when a man in a hoodie pointed his wand up at her and hissed something under his breath. Dana shoved Quetzalli out of the way in time to catch the brunt of the magic, and the shockwave carried both of them into the wall, showering them with the shattered balusters of the railing.
"Urgh," Dana moaned as she got to her feet. When she took a breath, she could tell that something had punctured a lung, so she looked over her shoulder to see a large wooden splinter sticking out of her back. She pulled it free and then yanked a few extra pieces out of her thigh and arm.
"Hey, you okay?" She shook Quetzalli by the shoulder, but the dragon was motionless. "I need some help," she called to the rats down the corridor, which shook them out of their stupor, and they came running. Together, they dragged Quetzalli into Mike's bedroom.
"Naia," she called, and was most of the way into the bathroom when the nymph appeared with a terrified look on her face. "I need your help!"
"We're under attack," Naia told her, then saw that Dana was dragging Quetzalli and helped pull her into the mostly empty tub. "My fountain has been frozen by angry spirits, and some man is running around with a wand."
Out back, Cerberus roared, and then the whole house shook. Down below, furniture sounded like it was being tossed around, and then the Jabberwock let out a shriek.
"Sounds like the end of the world," Dana muttered. "Guess I'd better go do my part."
"Dana, be careful," Naia warned her.
"Yes, Mother," she replied sarcastically. She walked into Mike's room and frowned. There wasn't anything she could use as a weapon in here, and the rats that had followed her were watching her as if waiting for instructions. She held a finger to her lips and cracked the door open. She used the selfie cam on her cellphone as a makeshift periscope, grateful that it was still functional, though the screen was cracked.
Out in the hall, a group of shadows were dragging their hands along the walls, shredding the wallpaper and gouging the plaster. The man in the hoodie made it to the top of the stairs and turned away from Dana, striding down the hall with purpose. When he made it to the mysterious door, he went to work right away spinning the gears, and then pulled the lever to the door. The door let out a hiss, and instead of swinging open, sections of it rolled out of the way, revealing that it was a series of moving circles that overlapped.
Dana moved down the hall, staying low and in the middle. The shadows spun to face her, their distorted features flickering in and out of existence.
She held up her fists, not sure what she was going to do with them, when she heard someone laughing downstairs, followed by the flickering of lights. The power went out briefly, and when it came back on, the spirits were grouped at the top of the stairs, as if curious what was happening down below.
"Come play with me!" It was the voice of a child's toy, and then Jenny was there. She tore through the spirits like they were paper, her fingers ripping ghastly holes in their bodies. The spirits fled, vanishing through the walls and floorboards. Jenny's wild eyes briefly met Dana's, and then she stuck out her tongue and dove into the floor like it was a swimming pool. The rats, having enough of this nonsense, scattered.
Dana smirked, then moved down the hall until she was at the door. She picked up Tick Tock and held the mimic to her chest.
"Quetzalli is in Mike's room. She needs protection," she said, and the mimic sprouted legs and raced down the hall.
She moved toward the door, curious at how its mechanisms worked, but froze in amazement at the interior.
The room itself was a giant conservatory made of several round windows, each one looking at a different patch of starry sky. Up above hung the remnants of an ancient telescope that looked as if it was in the middle of being repaired. All around the room were shattered mechanical parts, as if something complex had exploded and never been cleaned up. In the middle of the room was a small table, and the dark figure pored over a set of volumes that sat in the middle of the table before choosing one and picking it up.
"The Grimoire! You lose, Emily." The man let out a laugh and then hugged the book to his chest. "All you bought was time, and it still cost you your life." When he turned around, he went still when he saw Dana.
Dana noticed two things. The first was that his eyes were black, like Sulyvahn's. The other was that the tome he held was very large, intricately bound in thick leather. Embossed in the middle of the cover was a very large apple.
"Goodbye, dead girl." He pointed his wand at her and she dove out of the way. The ensuing blast ripped apart the floor between them, and she scrambled for cover behind a cog the size of her body. Wave after wave of force struck the cog, causing it to resonate and shift as she circled around it, using it as a shield. He finally walked out the door, the book held tightly against his side.
She had no idea what was actually inside the book, but she did know one thing: she had been killed for it. The Grimoire had been one of the possible treasures Daryl had sent her to find, and there was no way she was going to let this asshole leave the house with it.
When she looked down the hallway, she saw that he had gone into Beth's bedroom. Outside the house, there was a loud shriek and something smashed into the roof, showering her with dust. At Beth's room, she opened the door to see that the closet door was open, revealing the mouth of the magical cave.
A hand touched her and she jumped, then turned to see Beth and Kisa standing behind her.
"He's got the Grimoire," Dana said. "And he's headed into the Labyrinth. Who the fuck is this guy?"
"Mike's shadow friend, wearing my former coworker Marco as a meat suit." Beth looked at Kisa, then back at Dana. "Any ideas what he wants with Ratu?"
"None, but that wand of his is nasty. I feel very outgunned here." The house shook again. "What the hell is going on outside?"
"As far as we can tell, the spirits have possessed the Jabberwock and it keeps attacking the house. They've also flooded this place and are tearing it apart from the inside. We need to get word to Ratu, but I can't find any of the faeries, and Sofia's book is missing, so we can't get her help either." Beth wiped some blood off her forehead. "Damn, won't stop bleeding."
"There's got to be something we can—" Dana stopped talking, her eyes on the dark figures in the door of the room. They were flickering in and out of existence, and spread out to trap them in the middle.
"They can touch you when they want to," Kisa warned, then hissed at the one closest to her. The three moved back to back as the spirits encircled them.
"Jenny! We need your help!" Beth yelled, but the ghost didn't appear. The house rumbled again, and Kisa launched herself at the nearest spirit, only to be scooped up and tossed across the room.
Quetzalli appeared in the doorway, carrying a large piece of wood. She swung it frantically at the spirits, only to trip over her own feet and stumble forward through the shadows. As she passed through one of the spirits, the room filled with the smell of ozone as she discharged electricity.
The shadow became motionless, then color filled in its features, as if a dam had broke and allowed paint to fill in all the color. It was a man wearing leather armor from centuries past, and he held up his hands in wonderment, as if surprised to see himself standing there. His features rippled as if he was being projected on water, glowing cracks now appearing along his body.
The other spirits recoiled when he exploded into motes of light, all of which immediately flew out the window. Their attackers evacuated, and Dana ran to the window to watch as the motes of lights shot through the gate to the Underworld. The shadow castle loomed larger than ever, and the phantom militia continued to march toward the house.
Out in the darkness, Cerberus whimpered.

🏚️🏚️🏚️The faerie queen's face was fixed into a scowl as she walked past Mike to sit on her throne. She crossed her legs and looked down at him, then glanced over at the broken throne by her side.
"Well?" Mike asked. "We had an agreement. You said if I came back to you through the Underworld, you would let me take her. I believe you have an agreement to honor."
She held out her hand and a scroll appeared, identical to the one she had given him. "Should you find a way to enter my court via the Underworld itself, I will allow you to leave here with your dear Cecilia. Per your addendum, the two of you will leave unharmed, as well as intact. Hmm." She rolled up the scroll and tucked it away in mid-air, clearly using some sort of extra dimensional magic. "I'm curious, Caretaker. On your way in, did you happen to...meet anybody?"
That was an odd question to ask, and he thought briefly of the cave he had seen. "No. Was I supposed to?"
The queen frowned, then pulled out another scroll and opened it. "Let's just say that I had an agreement with someone else to stop you. It was more of a favor than an agreement, really. Did you have help getting here?"
He thought of what had happened to Quetzalli. "Does it matter? I do believe there was nothing in the rules about getting help from others."
"You are right. I am curious is all. When a deity's claim to fame is keeping others from breaking oaths, one really must expect better of them." She was near the bottom of the scroll now, and her features pinched. "Ah, there it is, the free-will clause. I'm not sure how you got away from her, but no matter. This is what I get for relying on others to do the work for me." She tucked this scroll away in midair as well and then sat in her chair, a glare fixed on her face.
"So...we can go?" He looked around, fairly certain that an ambush was about to occur at any moment.
"I'm certainly not going to stop you." She clapped her hands and a pair of tiny attendants flew from behind her throne and brought her a small bowl with fruit in it. She picked a pear that practically glittered and took a bite out of it, juice running down her chin.
"Ooookay, then." Mike turned his attention back to the cage. Seeing no discernible door, he looked over at the queen. "I don't suppose you would just let her out, would you?"
"I'm not keeping her here. The cage is your problem, not mine." She now had a fresh goblet full of wine, which she sipped. "If you can't get it open, you might have to come back later."
"There's no reason for you to be nasty," he said, then turned his attention to the cage.
"We could come to an agreement, if you like." She sipped her wine coyly. "Though I doubt you will enjoy the terms."
He smirked. "No need." He set his backpack down and opened the main pocket, then dug down past the sandwiches. He pulled out the hacksaw, then lifted out a blade, still wrapped in cardstock. "Figured you may try something like this."
"And you really think that will cut through those bars?" asked the queen.
"This is a top of the line blade. I had Tink test the top five for me and give me her opinion on which would be strongest." He unwrapped the blade, revealing a black surface that absorbed the light. "Once we narrowed it down, I had Ratu enchant it for durability."
"How...ingenious of you." The queen sat and watched as Mike picked a couple of junctures on the cage and started sawing. It was slow progress. The blade stuck on more than one occasion, but when he finally got through the first bar, he looked up to see a huge smile on Cecilia's face.
"Keep going," she encouraged him, then touched his face through the bars.
By the time he got the blade through a second time, he was covered in sweat. The queen said nothing to him, content to watch. On the third cut, he was about halfway through when the blade snapped.
The queen chuckled. "Looks like your magic failed, Caretaker."
"It's a good thing they come in two packs." He stuck his hand in the bag and felt around, but the second blade was missing. "Hey, did you take it?"
"Me, personally? No. And I've been here the whole time, it must have been an independent agent, acting entirely on their own."
"Man, of all the luck." He looked at Cecilia and winked, then dug to the bottom of his bag and pulled out a sandwich from the bottom. He opened the wrapper to reveal a tuna salad sandwich dripping with mayonnaise.
When he opened it, he heard the queen gag, and he dug his fingers in and pulled out another wrapped blade. "It was tough trying to figure out which you'd hate more, this or the meatball sub. It's actually quite good, and perfect for hiding a blade in. Figured someone would search my bag on the way in and a cake would have aroused too much suspicion."
"You expected treachery?" The queen's voice was ominous now, and had an edge to it that could bleed a rock.
"Nope. I expected you to meet the terms of our agreement. Nothing more, nothing less. The cage bit is getting old though, I must admit." He slotted the blade into the hacksaw and started cutting.
"You know, it will likely take you some time to finish getting her out."
"Uh huh." He ignored the queen, his sole focus on the bars in front of him.
"Could be an hour or two, easy. I wonder if you are aware of what is happening at your home right now?"
He paused and looked at the queen, his lip twitching. "What did you do?"
"Me? Nothing. I have had no hand in the events of today, Caretaker, this act of villainy was perpetrated by the one who informed me that you were coming." She reached behind the throne and pulled out a mirror decorated in silver and gold embellishments. She handed this to an attendant, who flew it over to Mike.
When he took the mirror, he could see his house, besieged by a spectral army. In the front yard, Abella was busy ripping off part of the Jabberwock's wing while Yuki froze its feet to the ground as it bounced around the yard, destroying everything. An ice wall had been built between the lions, and Mike couldn't figure out if it was there to keep something in or out.
"They are failing," the queen said. "The shadow has made his move, and when he is done—"
"My world will burn, I get it." He licked his lips nervously and watched as the mirror flipped between the occupants of the house. It bounced from face to face, showing fear and anger everywhere he looked. Sulyvahn was busy whipping souls into shreds in the front yard, and the rats were fleeing the home in a panic as the spirits tore it apart. The faeries were flying high above the home, safe from the melee below. Asterion was lying unconscious somewhere in the Labyrinth, one of his horns broken off.
"I could send you home right now if you wish." She pointed over his shoulder and he looked to see that an archway had formed behind him. "All you have to do is agree to the terms and you can be home right now."
"I..." He looked at the queen, then back at the door. His home was being torn apart, but even worse, the others were in danger. "What terms?"
"Leave Cecilia here." The queen was standing next to him now, her voice like honey. "I will allow her to leave in time, Caretaker, but walk away from her and never look back. Is one woman really worth the potential loss of your family?"
He let out the breath he had been holding, then looked at the mirror again. It flitted between everyone's face, then stopped on Beth's.
"She is eternal, Caretaker. You can have no true life with her. But this woman, Beth? She is one of your own kind, you could grow old and have a family with her." The words were low and borderline hypnotic, and she was leaning over him now, her scent overpowering him. He closed his eyes and sucked her in, his head filling with images of distant fields covered in honeysuckle flowers.
The mirror was in his hands now, Beth's face filling the frame. Her hair was blowing dramatically across her face, and her lips were plump and full. The image backed away, revealing that she wore a costume of some sort that hugged her body, and he felt his cock twitch.
"Your life will never be normal, but with her? It could be close."
He sighed, and looked up from the mirror. "Do you really think I could be happy with her?"
The queen nodded. "I do."
The incident with Zel and possibly knocking up Kisa came to mind. He wasn't ready for children yet, and maybe he never would be. Fatherhood wasn't something he had ever considered, but if it were ever going to happen, Beth made the most logical sense. It would be such an easy decision to just go, to save them. Nobody would blame him for coming back.
"I'm not saying the thought hasn't crossed my mind. There really is a lot of potential there. She's smart. And brave. She faced down a demon on more than one occasion, and she's definitely one of the strongest people I know." He looked into the queen's saccharine smile. "If I had to pick the one thing I admired most about her, do you know what that would be?"
"Tell me," she whispered, her eyes glinting.
"That I can trust her." He handed the mirror back to the queen and held up his saw once more. "There will always be a disaster waiting to fall on my head. If I can't trust her and the others to handle it, then I don't deserve them."
He turned his attention back to the cage, a smile breaking across his face when he heard the mirror shatter on the ground behind him. Cecilia's lips trembled and he reached through the bars.
"I came for you. I am not leaving without you." And with that, he resumed cutting.

🏚️🏚️🏚️Beth stared at the door to her closet, her hand nearly on the knob. If she opened it, she could run to the Labyrinth, maybe even stop Marco from reaching his destination. It was highly likely that Ratu would know he was coming, and she felt like her presence alone wouldn't be enough to affect any sort of change.
She put her hand on the door and sighed. Even if she caught him, she had no way to fight him, especially now that he had his hands on the mysterious Grimoire. Would Mike be amused to know that the damned thing actually existed? If the shadow really was in control, then there was no way to use words to settle this, and words were her strength.
The Jabberwock roared and collided with the house once more, causing plaster to rain down on all of them. Dana looked at Quetzalli, who in turn looked at Beth.



Her eyes slid right over Kisa as if she wasn't there, and it was only because she was trying to find her that Kisa came into focus. It was almost like the room had been hesitant to separate from her. This is how it always was with the cat girl. She was a presence in the room that was hard to detect, unnoticeable in the best of circumstances, and it had to be more than just her diminutive appearance. It was certainly a kind of magic.
Beth looked over at Quetzalli, then Dana. The ghost that Quetzalli had touched had looked different after being zapped, much like Jenny did when she manifested. Why were these ghosts different from Jenny? How come they didn't drain the energy from the room? And lastly, how the hell were they able to come into the house?
These thoughts danced around in her mind as she took in the room and considered the situation. There was a shadow castle out back, a possessed Jabberwock out front, and a whole lot of confusion going on. What would Mike do?
"Fuck his way out or get lucky," she muttered with a grin. She wasn't certain how to accomplish the former, and was definitely keeping her fingers crossed for the latter. Still, it wasn't enough to wonder what Mike would do, because right now, this was her problem.
"Kisa." She spoke to the cat girl as she manipulated the knob of the closet. "I need you to follow Marco to the Labyrinth, he may already be there. If you get a chance to stop him, take it, otherwise stay back."
"You just want me to follow him? Why?"
"When he leaves the Labyrinth, he will probably jump in the reflecting pool at the entrance, it's a shortcut to the front closet. I'm guessing he won't expect anyone to follow him, so you'll be our secret weapon. He cannot leave here with that book, or God knows what else he may be taking. Now hurry."
"But—"
"Go!" Beth pointed into the cave, and Kisa scowled before entering the tunnel. She may have hurt Kisa's feelings, but now wasn't the time for pleasantries. "We need to figure out how to get the ghosts out of the house. Zapping them seems to work, and I have a theory. Did you ever see that map that Death and Mike drew, the one with the overlapping circles?"
Dana nodded.
"Well, I think that's what's happening. They came out of the gate, but they aren't fully here, it's why they pass through everything. The house can't properly kick them out because they aren't fully inside it. When Quetzalli zapped that one, it was forced to absorb all that energy, which made it manifest like Jenny did. Once it was fully here, the geas booted it out!"
"I didn't see Jenny manifest, but I'll take your word for it." Dana looked at Quetzalli. "Do you think you could do that again, but on a bigger level?"
Quetzalli shook her head. "Not with my horn busted. I can do short bursts like before, but only one at a time. Oh, I know! We could do that thing you did, from that time you had me get naked."
Beth had no idea how to process that statement, but Dana's face lit up.
"Yes, that's right! If we can wire you into the house itself, you'd have plenty of juice to manifest an EM field, I bet that would work! We'll have to bypass the breaker outside, so—"
"Just go do it. I'll see what I can do about the Jabberwock. Go!" Beth followed the others out of her room and down the stairs, and they split at the bottom. Beth swallowed the lump in her throat as she ran into the office and saw that the bookshelf had been ransacked. It might take her too long to bring in Sofia from the Library, so she decided to strike out on her own.
On her way out the ruined door, Jenny manifested momentarily to take down a rogue spirit, then vanished with a giggle. Out front, the fight with the Jabberwock appeared to be at a stalemate. Even though the thing had been blinded and crippled, it continued to move about, and currently had Abella pinned under one of its clawed feet. The whole front yard was full of snow and ice, and Yuki stood by the ruined front porch, moving her arms about as if performing a dance while giant icicles lifted from the snow and launched themselves into the Jabberwock's body.
"How is that thing still alive?" Beth asked.
"That's just it, it isn't alive," Yuki responded. "It can't think for itself, and all the souls inside are determined to keep piloting it until there's nothing left." She sent another volley of ice at the Jabberwock, knocking it off of Abella. "Even if we destroy the head, the spirits can move the body. We need to take them out."
"Any ideas how to do it?"
Yuki spun about, her cheeks dark with frustration. "Yes, of course. I'm just doing all this other shit first because it's been a slow day."
Beth held up her hands in surrender. "Where's Tink?"
"No idea. Abella found me, so I came right away, and—" Yuki's eyes widened, and she summoned an icy barrier over her head that shattered when the Jabberwock's tail struck it. "I'm kind of busy!" she shouted, then turned her attention back toward the beast.
On the other side of the yard, Suly was tearing his way through a group of souls that had him cornered. It was almost like the phantom army knew that he was the only thing that could hurt them right now, and the sheer volume of them kept him occupied. Beth ducked back into the house to avoid the battle out front, her mind whirring with ideas.
She stepped back out front and put her hands around her mouth like a megaphone. "We need to get the Jabberwock out back," she called.
"Why?" Yuki asked.
"Just do it!" Beth disappeared back into the house and then ran out back. Dana was unspooling the wire from the giant cable that Tink had left outside, and Quetzalli stood just in the doorway, her nervous eyes locked on the gate at the back of the yard.
"Are you done?" asked Beth.
"Almost." Dana had ripped the cover off the fuse box and was carefully pulling out one of the wires. "This is the 220 line, so if I can just—"
There was a pop, a flash of light, and then Dana was on the ground, huddled up in a ball, her fingers curled up. Her body spasmed a couple of times and then she got back up and shivered.
"I'm not exactly following safety guidelines," she stated, then stepped on top of a rock and used a wire nut to attach the wire to the line she had just exposed. "Ugh, my teeth still feel like they're wiggling in my head. Quetzalli, I think you're up."
"Okay." Quetzalli grabbed the other end of the line which had been stripped, and then touched it with her finger. There was a zap, and the air was briefly electrified. "I think you've got it."
"Good, we'll go to the second floor and then I'll plug you in." Dana looked back at Beth. "If this works, we'll clean house, but they still might come swarming back in." When Beth looked down the hill, she could see an ominous mass of shadows milling about by the door, as if waiting.
"Good. You'll want to be inside, because—" Beth was cut off by the sound of tiles being shredded from the roof, and then the Jabberwock's tail flipped over the side, dangling over their heads for a moment. The tail vanished again, then reappeared, this time with Abella dangling from the edge of it. The gargoyle yelled and pulled, but only succeeded in ripping a chunk of tail off before she tumbled to the ground. The Jabberwock roared up above, and then scrambled away.
Abella stood, wiped the Jabberwock's ichor off of herself, then glared at Beth. "I hate this," she said in her thick, French accent. She tossed the chunk of tail in her hands away and then took to the sky once more.
"Because that," Beth said, watching the gargoyle disappear over the roof. "We need the Jabberwock out here."
Dana shrugged. "You're the boss." She helped carry the coiled up wire and the two of them went into the house.
Beth looked down the hill at the shadowy mass around the gate. If she went down there, would the spirits be able to hurt her? If she passed through the gate, they would definitely be able to, and she worried that they may grab her and drag her through. She had no way to lock the gate if she closed it, and she needed to find a way to bring Cerberus onto this side of the gate. Suly would be her best bet, but he was surrounded by angry souls.
"Shit, shit, shit," she cursed, moving down the hill. Could the centaurs help? She might be able to bring them here, but then what? And they were cut off from Ratu whose magic might help. Jenny was running interference inside, so would be of very little help.
Who was she forgetting?
Behind her, the lights in the house flickered, and then the air was filled with the shrieking of tormented souls. The windows exploded as hundreds of balls of light burst out of the house and drifted toward the ground like bits of ash, only to vanish into the dirt. Bits of glass tinkled against the cobblestones of the back yard and she covered her head to protect herself. The flickering lights went out, and the smell of burning plastic filled her nostrils. There seemed to be no movement inside, which meant that the ghosts had been purged from the home, at least temporarily.
Up above, the Jabberwock had wrapped itself around one of the turrets, caving in part of the roof over Mike's bedroom. Abella had her tail caught in the Jabberwock's mouth and was being shaken like a cat that had caught a mouse, her stony body taking yet more chunks out of the roof. Yuki was up there as well, freezing the roof, trying to get the Jabberwock to slip and fall into the backyard.
She hoped Mike was faring better than she was.

🏚️🏚️🏚️The saw slid through the last piece of metal, and the bar fell to the ground with a metallic clang. Looking up, he saw that the gap was now wide enough for Cecilia to squeeze through, so he stuck his hand out for her and she accepted.
When he pulled, steam rose from her flesh, but she said nothing. Once free, she threw herself onto him and let out a cry of joy. Tears flowed freely down her face as she peppered him with kisses and spoke rapidly in Gaelic, then held him once more.
Mike glanced at the faerie queen, who watched as if bored. Certain she was up to something, he pushed Cecilia away, then tilted her head up by her chin. "Let's get you home."
She nodded, and he packed up the saw and put the backpack on. They walked a few feet away before Mike paused, then looked at the banshee.
"How do we get home from here anyway?" he asked.
"I can get us there." Cecilia closed her eyes and opened her mouth to sing. The sound of her voice penetrated straight through him, raising the hairs on the back of his neck. He took her hand in his and watched as a golden circle formed in front of them, featuring a sandy beach with an ocean of stars on the other side.
Squeezing her hand tightly, they walked toward the portal together. They were almost to it when Cecilia froze in place, jerking his arm back.
"What's wrong?" he asked, and turned to look at her. A golden spotlight shone down on her from above, and she was motionless inside, as if trapped in time. "Cecilia? What the hell?"
He yanked her hand, but was unable to move her. He looked past her shoulder at the queen, who still looked bored and was contemplating her fingernails.
"You said you would allow us to leave unhindered!" he shouted. "What the fuck is this?" He tried to step into the spotlight and push Cecilia out, but it was no use. She was unmoveable.
"Oh, I did nothing. This one is on you." The queen stood, her robes shifting around her as she clapped slowly. "As promised, you found a way to enter my court via the Underworld, so I allow you to leave. But per your addendum, the two of you will leave unharmed, as well as intact."
"Neither of us are harmed, nothing happened after I got here."
"Please." The queen approached him now, a smirk on her face. "Unharmed and intact, foolish Caretaker. Words that can be interpreted in many ways." She stood by Cecilia now, and hooked her finger in the front of Cecilia's blouse and tugged downward.
The pale skin between Cecilia's breasts were revealed, along with a thin scar that had been left behind by a magic dagger. The witch Sarah had cut Cecilia with the dagger, but Mike hadn't thought twice about the injury since.
"The wound is healed," Mike protested, but the queen held up a hand to silence him.
"You said unharmed and intact. I could argue that she is not in the condition she was created in, therefore neither condition applies." The queen stroked Cecilia's cheek lovingly, then raised her fingers to touch the strands of red hair.
"That doesn't even make sense," he shouted, heat rising in his cheeks. "That's just your interpretation!"
The queen laughed. "And? It's my realm, Caretaker. I interpret our agreement to mean that she will leave here in a state of perfection." She snapped her fingers and the golden spotlight turned silver, casting Cecilia in an eerie glow. The banshee floated now, a look of concern on her face. "So I will reset her. Make her brand new again, as if she were freshly created."
"No!" Panic appeared on Cecilia's face. "No, please, not that!"
"What do you mean reset?"
"Tear her apart and put her together. Minus the impurities, of course. The hair, the scar, and also this." The queen hooked her fingers near Cecilia's face and then yanked. A diaphanous substance appeared in her fingers, stretched tightly across Cecilia's face like a caul.
"What is that?" Mike asked.
"A parasite. Cecilia here has been growing a soul." When the queen let go, the soul snapped back into Cecilia's body, causing her to gasp. "A tiny little piece of you has been floating around in there long enough that it's growing. Even if something happens to you, this...remnant would linger and fester, making her more like a mortal with every passing day."
"Don't," Cecilia begged, her sightless eyes settling on Mike. "Don't let her do it!"
"Disgusting." The queen shook her head. "You see, I plan to let her leave with you, but not before I wipe her clean completely. She will be unharmed and intact, born anew and allowed to leave with you if she chooses. She will have no memory of you, or anything else for that matter, so she may decide to stay here with her mother."
"You can't do this," Mike growled.
"And yet, I will." The queen raised her hands as if to snap her fingers. "Out with the old, in with the new."
Cecilia opened her mouth in a silent scream.
As the queen's fingers came together, Mike crossed the distance between them and clamped his hands over hers. The queen turned to face him, her clear complexion turning a dark shade of green as the ground beneath them trembled.
"A duel," he shouted in her face. "I challenge you to a duel!" It was an act of desperation. The thought of Cecilia being erased horrified him, but now he felt like he had lathered himself up with honey and hugged a cranky bear.
The queen rolled her eyes. "Enlighten me, Caretaker. I know exactly what you want if you win, but what do you even have to offer? There's no amount of money or power I care for, and it's not like—"
"You can kill me." He stood his ground, his hands on hers. "If you win, you have my permission to bypass whatever protection the previous agreement granted and kill me. But just me, not any future Caretakers."
"Please, that wouldn't...I can't even..." Her green complexion became the color of ivory once more, and she pulled her hands from his. She reached into the air and pulled out a golden scroll that was so bright that Mike had to look away when she unfurled it. The document itself was huge, unraveling around them and hovering like a snake-shaped cloud, filling the small island. The queen perused it as if looking for a specific passage, muttering to herself.
"Well?" Mike asked.
The queen frowned. "Perhaps. But do you understand the rules of our duel? I get to choose the weapon, and you know I'm going to choose magic. According to this document, I'm not allowed to harm you, and you can't let me out of it in advance, because I would kill you anyway. I can do you no harm, Caretaker, not even with your permission." She shook her head. "As much as I would love to destroy you at your own stupid game, there's no bypassing the rule, so no deal."
"Wait!" Mike put up his hands, his mind racing. "What does the contract say about harming me?"
"It's written in the language of Creation, which leaves no room for argument. But in your mortal language, it essentially says that I shall not be allowed to directly cause you bodily or mental harm."
This was all a bad dream, and he needed to find a way to wake up. "Bad dream," he muttered, inspiration striking. "Your Majesty, what if I chose the Dreamscape as the location? I am allowed that much. You choose magic as your weapon, I choose the Dreamscape as the location. Technically, what happens in a dream doesn't actually harm me, right? It may feel real, but we would be fighting on a spiritual level. What do you think?"
The queen's face twisted up, but then she turned to look at the contract. Several minutes went by, but Mike didn't dare take his eyes off of her as she moved through the magical language of the scroll. Finally, she looked up at him, suspicion on her face. She was right to be suspicious, because he was already thinking about how he had defeated Lily in the Dreamscape. It was possible that the queen wouldn't know that Naia lived in there as well, so he would have an ally.
"What are you up to?" she asked.
"Well? What does it say?" he replied, dodging her question.
"You're right. We could fight in the Dreamscape, it would be allowed. We would have to set terms. For instance, whoever decides to wake up first loses. That would be a proper duel, and I know that you have been training with the succubus, and I even believe that you think your mastery of the Dreamscape will somehow give you an advantage over me. But why? Surely you must be holding a card up your sleeve, Caretaker."
"There are no cards up my sleeve," he assured her, making sure to picture a literal stack of cards hidden away in his clothing. The faerie queen would know if he was lying, and when it came to actual cards up his sleeve, he certainly had none. "Your soul versus mine, in the Dreamscape. My Dreamscape, because apparently my dream passport has been revoked, but it does have a nice beach with a view of—"
"Shut up, Caretaker. You do realize that I will still have the full range of my magic?" He could hear the eagerness in her voice, eagerness that was about to lead her into a trap of his own.
"As would I," he told her. "You're going to need all the help you can get."
"When I defeat you, I'm going to turn you into a beetle and grind you into the ground where you stand," she told him as she walked toward her throne. "And when I'm done, I'm going to enchant the bloody smear left behind so that it never washes away. Your stain on the floor will be the first thing I see that sparks joy every morning for eternity. In fact, I won't even turn you into a bug. I will summon one of the giantfolk to do the task for me, that I may see the look on your face as the life is squeezed from your body. Oh, the possibilities!" She folded her robes up and sat down on the chair. Her cheeks were turning green again. "If you win, I release Cecilia in her current condition without any change. If I win, the terms of my agreement with the Architect no longer protect you, and I smash you like a fucking bug."
He swallowed the lump in his throat, then looked at Cecilia. She shook her head sadly, then reached for him. He put his hand against hers, and was surprised at how warm it felt. It was hard to believe that she had a soul growing inside of her, using a piece of his soul like the impurity around which every raindrop formed.
Apparently he wasn't going to get away from Quetzalli's storm facts, even here. "I agree," he told the queen. "So when do we—"



A pink, powdery substance hit him in the face, and the world spun around him as he tumbled to the ground, sleep seeping into his eyes. As he drifted off to sleep, he hoped that things at the house were going better than they were for him.

🏚️🏚️🏚️Kisa stared in awe at the door of the Labyrinth. It had been ripped clean off its hinges and was curled up against the opposite wall. She walked inside and looked around, uncertain of where Marco could be, then moved to inspect the door a little bit closer.
There was no way that the wand did this. It had to be something else, and she thought back to the Grimoire that Dana had mentioned. It vaguely rang a bell for her, but she couldn't seem to hold onto the memory for more than a second.
Moving into the Labyrinth, she turned the first corner and felt the air leave her body. A large hole had been carved into the stone wall of the Labyrinth, creating a path that went through the next several walls. Marco had made his own shortcut apparently, and she was hesitant to follow him in.
Maybe she should just wait for him out here?
Somewhere deep inside the Labyrinth, she heard an explosion, followed by the sound of escaping steam. The glow of a fire illuminated the low hanging stalactites of the ceiling, and now she wondered if Ratu was okay. There was no way the Minotaur could have held his own against Marco, but maybe Ratu had a shot.
And maybe she could help.
Clenching her fists, she sprinted down the path, following the sounds of battle, wondering if there was a single thing she could do to help. The path deviated occasionally, and she had to take a detour around the river and find a place to jump across. There was no sign of Asterion anywhere, and several traps had been sprung without being reset.
Something large cried out, and the Earth trembled. Afraid that rocks might fall from above, she hugged the walls of the Labyrinth as she moved closer to the center until she finally found herself standing in Ratu's lair.
The place was destroyed.
Piles of blasted furniture and magical artifacts lay everywhere, and the naga herself was nowhere to be seen. There were scorch marks along the walls and floors, and the caverns that encircled the room had been caved in. Rubble had rolled down the hill, piling up into a hill against Ratu's magical pagoda.
Kisa moved along the edge of the cavern, her eyes constantly hunting for movement when a hand grabbed her ankle.
She hissed in surprise, then looked down to see that a patch of dirt and rocks by her feet had eyes and a mouth. When she knelt down, she recognized Ratu's features, her face distorted as if it had been ripped off her head and glued to a pile of rocks.
"My appearance is...unsettling," the naga wheezed, then blinked her eyes. "The shadow overpowered me with that damn book of his and I was forced to hide or be destroyed."
"Where is he?" Kisa asked.
"In my pavilion. He came down here looking for something. Help me over there." Ratu gestured with her head, and Kisa grabbed onto her body and pulled. The naga looked like a lump of clay that had been filled with pebbles, and moved like one, too. They were now huddled under the remnants of what was once a large table that she used for her experiments, and they were able to watch the pavilion through a gap in the wood.
"Thank you." Ratu sighed. "I don't suppose you saw Asterion on the way in?"
Kisa shook her head.
"I was afraid of that. Hopefully he wasn't killed, but I'm all out of hope. I'll be okay in a few days, but if I am found like this, I have no way to defend myself." The naga flicked her tongue out, then moved her head toward the gap. "Shh," she cautioned.
Kisa looked through the gap in the wood and saw Marco emerge from the pagoda. He scanned the room with dark eyes, the wand held ready in one hand and the book in the other. Seeing nothing of concern, he moved to a nearby table and set the book down, then reached into his pocket and pulled something out.
It was a necklace with a beautiful blue stone in it. It seemed to glow as he held it, and for a minute, Kisa thought he was hypnotized because he wasn't moving. However, she realized that he was talking to the necklace, and it seemed to pulsate in his hands in response.
"Shit," whispered Ratu. "I can't think of anything worse he could have found."
Marco retrieved something else and held it up near the necklace. It was a crystalline vial with some sort of black liquid on the inside.
"I take that back," Ratu muttered. "Kisa, he can't be allowed to take either of those things out of the house."
"What am I—" She pushed herself against the ground as Marco pocketed the necklace and the vial, then picked up the book. He left the way Kisa came in, and she turned her attention to Ratu. "What am I supposed to do about it?"
"You have a natural predisposition for avoiding discovery. You need to sneak up on him, knock him out, kill him if you have to." She groaned, and her body seemed to melt into the ground. "Get ahead of him, lay a trap, anything."
Kisa muttered to herself as she moved away from their hiding place. "I don't suppose you have something I can stab him with?"
"Improvise," Ratu responded, her eyelids closing. "I need...to...so tired." When the naga shut her eyes, her body settled and she looked no different from the earth itself. Worried that she may have died, Kisa put her hand on Ratu's skin and was relieved when it shifted beneath her touch.
"Go," Ratu muttered, and Kisa moved toward the exit.
She ran after Marco, her padded feet allowing her to be completely silent, and it wasn't long before she caught up to him. He didn't seem to be in much of a hurry, and was speaking as if someone was next to him.
"Yes, my army is keeping them busy, so we should be able to sneak out of the front," he said. "Your mother will be waiting out front, you have no idea how thrilled she'll be to have you back."
Something in his hand pulsed blue, the glow casting an eerie shadow behind him. Kisa realized he was talking to the necklace.
"No, he's out of the house. He started a fight with the faerie queen, so I let her know he was coming. I imagine she's already killed him." There was a rumble from above, and he looked up, concern on his face. "We should still be safe. The home can't be destroyed by normal means, but it will be in a state of disrepair."
Kisa was able to move even closer, and was surprised when she felt a chill form in her gut, and a sudden urge to hide. She ducked behind a wall just as a rockpile behind her shifted, and Marco's footsteps halted. She imagined that he was looking her way now, his wand outstretched, the image so intense that she was frozen in place when the wave of energy blasted past her hiding spot and struck the rockpile, scattering stones the size of her head in every direction.
"Just making sure," Marco muttered, and then his footsteps were moving again. When Kisa peeked around the corner, the blue glow of the necklace was fluctuating wildly.
"Me? I used to be a Caretaker, like Mike, only competent. I didn't have a house like he does, rather, it was a magnificent tower. It's been almost completely destroyed, but I was able to salvage part of it in a pocket dimension. However, now I'm stuck in its duplicate in the Underworld. Hmm? Yes, I was killed some time ago, but I had learned enough about soul magic to stitch it into a book. It was by accident that I—"
Kisa felt the chill again and ducked into a shadow as Marco spun around. She was able to watch him through a gap in the stones as his dark eyes searched.
"I can't wait to be free of this place," he muttered, then turned around again.
Kisa rubbed her tummy, marveling at the odd sensations that kept passing through her belly. What was that about?
"Anyway, I was a lot like you. Instead of being trapped inside of a necklace, I was gradually gaining strength inside of Emily, the previous Caretaker. Eventually I was able to bend her will to my own and manifest physically, but the bitch killed herself and I was stuck in the Underworld again until my tower was discovered." He tilted his head as if listening to something, then laughed. "Oh, you have no idea. I spent so many years exploring this place, and had only just discovered some of its treasures. The Architect was clever, I'll give him that. The Grimoire is just the beginning, but we will need it to craft a new body for myself. Once that's done, the game can begin anew."
The way Marco spoke made Kisa pause. He sounded happy, and kept chuckling in response to whatever the necklace was saying. Was he flirting with it?
They were nearing the exit to the Labyrinth, and she was closing the distance behind him. On occasion, she could see the shadowy outline of the spirit possessing Marco, as if it was struggling to wear him properly. Dark lines had appeared on the back of Marco's hands, and he was starting to limp.
He was nearly to the reflecting pool when Kisa made her move. She charged toward him and was only a few feet away when she felt that chill in her gut again.
Marco turned around and pointed his wand, but Kisa slid beneath the blast that would have taken her head off. Up close, she jumped for his face, claws outstretched, and tackled him to the ground. She heard something clatter across the stone floor of the Labyrinth, and Marco shouted something in a language she didn't recognize. Her fur stood on end and she leapt off of him as his entire body was engulfed in green fire.
Stunned, she watched as he jumped into the reflecting pool and vanished. She moved to follow after him, but stopped when she spotted something out of the corner of her eye. It was the vial of black liquid, and she picked it up to see that the cork had come loose. The liquid crawled up the sides of the vial as if to escape, and she pressed the seal back into place, then put the vial on the ground. The vial was thick enough that it couldn't easily fall over, but she found a small rock to put on top of it just in case.
Marco knew she was coming, and she was about to jump in the pool when she felt the cold spot in her gut return. It was a warning system, of that she was certain, but where had it come from? Kneeling down by the water, she closed her eyes and saw a very vivid image in her mind of Marco standing opposite of the coat closet by the door, his wand outstretched and waiting.
"Stupid fucker," she muttered. After a while, the cold spot faded, and she opened her eyes to contemplate the glistening pool in front of her. She knew she needed to jump in, to take the shortcut back to the house, but there was only one problem.
She hated the idea of getting wet. Shuddering with revulsion, she closed her eyes and jumped, fighting the impulse to turn around and scramble back to the safety of dry land. As the cool water wrapped around her, she panicked, hoping that Marco still wasn't waiting on the other side.
When she spilled out into the living room, she got tangled up in a piece of furniture that was on the floor nearby, then tumbled forward and slid on the slippery floor before crashing into the wall. She tried to stand, but her feet kept slipping out from beneath her.
"Ah, yes. The cat. I remember you." Marco crouched down in front of her, his wand thrumming with power as he pushed it against her forehead.
Kisa whimpered, the ice in her veins making her hold perfectly still. She somehow knew without a doubt that any attempt to flee would end in her death, and she was trembling.
"You were her last ditch effort, did you know that? There was a time when Emily thought she could pull one over on me, to undo our bargain, and when I tried to make her kill you, it took everything in her power to shut you away instead. Well, her and that damn goblin."
"Tink?" Kisa went still, satisfied to let Marco keep talking in the hopes that an opening would appear and she could run away.
The shadow frowned. "That cunty little gremlin was always a problem. Manipulating her memories was always such a hassle, and if not for the fact that she kept the house running, I would have been rid of her years ago. But yes, she begged and pleaded with Emily not to hurt you, even offered to give her goggles back to spare your life. Emily took over just long enough to block me out and seal you away. What I didn't know was that she had sealed away the Grimoire as well. Tricky little bitch."
"What...why did Tink want to spare me?" Kisa was curious, but noticed that Marco was relaxing his guard the longer he talked.
Marco rolled his eyes. "I'm not surprised you don't remember, Emily kept making you wear that damned collar until it scrambled your brains. You were best friends with the goblin. Unwanted and unloved by everyone, both of you desperate for Emily's affection, it was so pathetic..." He frowned, and then dropped the Grimoire to pull the glowing necklace out of his pocket. It was flashing furiously, and he scowled at it.
"Yes, you're right, I do talk too much," he said. "It's a bad habit I need to break is all. Hmm? Yes, I think that would be an excellent idea."
With his attention on the necklace, Kisa kicked the wand away and made a break for it. She was almost to the door when Marco tackled her from behind, and she was about to roll over to scratch his face when he slid something over her head and around her throat.
She tried to scream, but darkness closed in on her. The last thing she saw was a pair of intense blue eyes open in the darkness, followed by a woman's laughter.

🏚️🏚️🏚️Dana had stripped enough of the coating off of the end of the wire for Quetzalli to hold onto, but definitely hadn't expected her to stick it in her mouth. The lights in the house dimmed as she sucked the current through her teeth, filling the air with electromagnetic energy. Nearby spirits were bedazzled with electrical sparks as they came into focus, then shrieked in pain as the magic of the house tore them apart in an effort to boot them out.
She pumped her fist in victory, but it was short lived. The smell of copper and ozone filled the air, and then the power went out completely. Standing in the darkness, she could just make out the eerie shadows that formed on the stairs below them.
"Up!" Dana shouted, and Quetzalli followed. They ran into Mike's room and closed the door behind them. The room had been tossed, and Mike's bed had been flipped over on top of a large backpack. It was Tick Tock, and Dana picked up the mimic and strapped him to her back.
The door shuddered, and then a black mass formed and pushed through. There was just enough light from outside to see the menace on the spirits' faces, and when it reached for them, Quetzalli touched it. There was a loud zap, and the spirit backed away, color moving across its face. Instead of exploding like the others, it faded back through the door.
"I'm low on charge," said Quetzalli. "There are too many. If we go to the fuse box, I can do it again, but I don't think I can make a big enough field for the house."
The door shook, and a pair of shadows pushed their way through.
"We can talk about it later," Dana said, then helped Quetzalli toward the window. She grabbed onto the dragon as the spirits tackled them, sending them spiraling out into the night sky. Dana held tightly to the dragon and got herself underneath in time to take the brunt of the fall with her legs.
Both of her legs snapped on impact, and she let out a grunt as she did her best to protect the dragon. Tick Tock unfolded several metallic legs like a spider, then lowered them to the ground. One of the spirits had followed them down to the ground and moved toward them. When it reached them, Quetzalli zapped it with lightning from her horn, which caused the spirit to come into focus.
It was an angry looking woman holding a frying pan. She had the look of a peasant, and the rags she wore had several holes in them. Her movements were jerky as she approached and raised her pan high, but Beth appeared behind her with a flowerpot, which she brought down on the spirits head.
The spirit exploded into shards of light and drifted out into the night.
"Holy shit," Beth muttered, dropping the remnants of her flower pot. Around them, the shadows were now keeping their distance. "If we can charge them up out here, we can hurt them."
"Urk," replied Dana, trying to stand. Her legs weren't regenerating fast enough, and something was wrong in her chest. She coughed a few times and then took a deep breath. "We need...a bigger charge."
"I'm not sure where we're going to get one," Beth said, then winced when Cerberus roared. "It looks like you cleared the house a bit, but there are too many of them. We're outnumbered."
"Yeah, well..." Dana picked up a piece of glass and chuckled. "Tink is gonna be...pissed." She tossed the glass on the ground and dragged herself over to Naia's frozen fountain to pull herself up. The spirits still gave them a wide berth, and she shook her head. "I think this may be it. The home is trashed and that douche Marco is going to take the Grimoire. Going to be a hard sell on...house sitting again."
Beth's eyes shimmered in the blazing light of the Underworld. "I can't believe it. It's like this was all planned. Do you think the shadow was working with the faerie queen?"
"Does it...matter if he...what the hell?" Dana caught some movement through the gateway and was surprised to see Lily shoot through the opening, closing her wings for long enough to fly beneath the arch, then extending them again to carry her the rest of the way up the hill. She landed gracefully on Naia's fountain, then brushed a significant amount of soot off her face.
"You guys throw one hell of a party." She picked Dana up by the collar of her shirt and planted a kiss on her. Cum, hot and delicious, flowed down Dana's throat, and she felt her legs stretch and pop as the joints and bones went back into place. When Lily broke the kiss, she set Dana down with a grin. "Daddy is going to be so pissed."
"Lily, where have you been?" Beth asked.
She smirked, held up a finger for silence, then waited. Everyone looked at each other in confusion, and then a loud roar startled them. It came from down the hill, and the spirit platoon milling around the gate turned around and readied their weapons.
"What was that?" Dana asked.
"Help." They all looked down the hill in time to see a swarm of dark shapes descending on the phantom castle. Hundreds of angry demons of different shapes and sizes charged the walls of the castle wielding pitchforks, swords, and even a giant one with a whip of flames. There were yells of alarm, and the spirits who had been waiting by the gate seemed confused on which direction to go.
"Friends of yours?" Beth asked.
"Demons don't do friends," declared the succubus. "But any chance to raise a little hell, and they'll take it."
"Lily." Beth put her hand on Lily's shoulder. "The Jabberwock has been possessed. We need Cerberus to help us fight it."
Lily frowned. "Hmm. Cerberus might be able to come on this side of the gate, but not very far. The demons can't come through at all, but that's for the best. The only reason they're here is that I expected the shadow to pull something, but the sheer numbers of spirits he brought..." She shook her head. "I'll see what I can do about the Jabberwock. But all these damn ghosts? Not sure how to handle that. I may have shifted the tide, but the storm still rages on."
Storm. Dana looked at Quetzalli, then down the hill at where the spirits were building up. If she could secure the necessary power, she could power up the spirits down there as well, which might allow them to be attacked. So many thoughts were going through her head right now, and she commanded them to slow down and give her a moment to process. It didn't help that Mike's semen now sat in her belly like a hot coal, and she was suddenly very aware of how attractive all three of the women with her were.



She shook her head and closed her eyes, replaying her memories from the last couple of weeks in fast forward. There was something about a storm, something Quetzalli had said. She could picture them now, standing on the edge of the cliff, the drones in the air. The breeze had caught a tuft of the dragon's hair and pulled it away from her face, and she was staring at a distant thundercloud forming on the horizon.
"They don't like to share their skies, you know?" Quetzalli had said. "They can be very territorial."
"Quetzalli!" Dana grabbed the dragon by the shoulders, startling her. "What controls the weather in the greenhouse?"
"Hmm? Oh, it's very fascinating. The water cycle—"
"No, not the water cycle." Dana thought back to all the drone crashes, the issues with fluctuating EM fields. This whole time, she had thought it was a manifestation related to the fact that the greenhouse defied the laws of physics, but what if the actual problem wasn't a magical phenomenon, but a living one? "What lives in the skies of the greenhouse and makes the thunder clouds?"
Quetzalli's features scrunched up. "Technically, it doesn't make the clouds, they do occur naturally, you know, but it will whip some up to stay hidden. It goes by many names depending on culture, but I believe that you would just call it a thunderbird."
"A thunderbird? As in lightning and thunder?"
Quetzalli rolled her eyes. "Obviously, thunder is just a by product of lightning, therefore—"
Dana ran toward the garage, leaving everyone behind. Once inside, she saw that the whole place had been ransacked like everywhere else, and when she got down to her bedroom, she groaned. The room itself had been torn apart, but below her workbench, she saw the protective case that held the drones was still in place. She pulled it out, then noticed some shadows from the corner of her eyes. Without looking inside, she raced back upstairs, the fire in her body now raging out of control.
"-and technically, ball lightning is it's own event, so—" Quetzalli was cut off again as Dana grabbed her by the hand and pulled her onto her feet.
"I think we've got a power source," Dana said. "I'll take care of the spirits, but it'll take some time. Once we're out of here, the...the spirits will come for you again." It was now getting hard to concentrate.
"Oh, don't worry about the spirits," Lily said. "I can handle them. I eat souls, remember?"
Dana nodded, then left Lily and Beth behind. As they ran toward the greenhouse, spirits tried to block them, but Quetzalli moved ahead and zapped a few. In her freshly fed state, Dana easily tore through them, letting a cry of rage that sent the ghosts running. Though they were ethereal in nature, they had still been regular men and women once, and she assumed were still prone to fear.
Once inside the greenhouse, Dana let out a few ragged breaths as she opened the case with the drones inside. There were four of them, and she pulled out their manual controls and frowned. She didn't have time for a pre-programmed flight path, and definitely didn't want Quetzalli to touch the controls for fear of shorting them out.
"Fuck it," she muttered, then thought about how the controls worked. The drones could do a pre-programmed flight, but when controlled manually, would try to return to the controller if they started to go out of range. With a flash of inspiration, she looked around on the ground and found a stick she could wedge into the joystick. After flying the first drone up about twenty feet, she flew it out over the jungle, then wedged the control stick in place. The drone drifted away from them, then shuddered when it reached the edge of its range and tried to return. Once it regained its connection, it turned around and tried to fly away again.
Satisfied that her plan worked, she repeated the process with the other three drones, then fell to her knees, gasping for air. The whole world felt hot, and she took a few deep breaths, trying to regain control.
"I imagine they won't appreciate that," Quetzalli muttered, her eyes looking out over the darkness. Moonlight streamed through her silver hair, making her look like an angel surrounded by a holy aura. "I thought you knew about the thunderbirds."
Dana slid her arms around Quetzalli's waist, then moved her hands up to cup the dragon's breasts. "I know this isn't the time or place for this," she said, her hands squeezing the soft, fleshy mounds beneath her fingers. "But maybe if we hurry..."
Quetzalli chuckled. "Everything feels so exciting right now. I bet we have a few minutes before it gets here." She turned and kissed Dana, sending a jolt through her body. "Besides, I could use a bit of a charge myself."
Dana groaned, then melted into Quetzalli's arms, allowing her hands to roam down the dragon's back and across her buttocks. They fell to the ground together and became a tangle of arms and legs as the drones buzzed in the distance. Dazzling streamers of electricity created an aura around Quetzalli's horn that illuminated the ground around them, and Dana lost herself in the dragon's flesh.
The frenzied race for an orgasm was interrupted only once by the distant rumbling of thunder.

🏚️🏚️🏚️"Do you really think she knows what she's doing?" Beth asked Lily as the spirits closed in.
"I absolutely do." She winked, then grabbed Beth by her arms and flew them up to the roof. She landed on the undamaged turret and let Beth go. "But I told a bit of a fib. Yes, I do eat souls, but it requires sex. Can't bone a spirit."
"Mike would say that's because you aren't trying hard enough."
Lily laughed. "You'd think so, but Romeo has more style than that. I can't keep those spirits off your back, so remind me what we need to do so I can do it."
Beth pointed at the gate to the Underworld. "I think Cerberus can take out the Jabberwock, but it's just Yuki and Abella taking it on." As if on cue, the Jabberwock was laid out over the roof again, and it scrambled back toward the front yard, its claws shredding the roof. Metal beams were being exposed now, and Beth was fairly certain she could see into somebody's bedroom. "I was hoping we could get Sulyvahn to help Cerberus escape, but he's trapped out front. He's the only one who can hurt the spirits."
"Well, fuck me sideways, then. Guess it's time to improvise." Lily popped her knuckles and then launched herself into the fray. At first, Beth thought Lily was going to attack the Jabberwock, but she instead flew to Yuki first and shouted something that Beth couldn't hear. The kitsune nodded, then summoned ice all along the roof that clamped down on the Jabberwock, pinning it in place.
Puzzled at this development, Beth's confusion deepened when Lily moved next to Abella, gesticulating wildly and then pointing at her tail. Abella's features changed from anger to shock, then embarrassment. Her cheeks were dark as she bent over and pulled her heavy tail to the side.
Lily's tail entered Abella's pussy, then pumped in and out for a few moments before withdrawing. Beth slid against the turret until she was sitting, then pinched herself to make sure that she wasn't dreaming. What on earth was Lily up to?
Lily blew the gargoyle a kiss, and then leapt into the sky, now headed for Beth.
Abella let out a warcry, and when she charged the Jabberwock this time, her dark eyes glittered with light as she slammed into the beast hard enough to break the ice trapping it apart. She wrapped her tail around the Jabberwock's throat like a hook and yanked hard enough that the beast toppled over and was dragged across the roof, tearing away shingles to reveal bare wood beneath. They fell together into the back garden, and the Jabberwock landed on its back, smashing into the flowerpots that had been set around Naia's fountain and shattering the ice that clogged it.
Abella soared away, and the Jabberwock scrambled to its feet. It let out a hiss and was almost out of the fountain when a blast of water knocked it off its feet. Three powerful jets of water sprayed from the fountain, slicing through its thick hide, and Naia rose up from the fountain, riding a surge of water. The runes on her torso glowed so brightly that they could be seen through her dress, and when the Jabberwock swiped at her, she burst into a spray of liquid, only to reform behind it.
Spirits were bailing out of the Jabberwock and sucking energy out of the water, but they were being crushed by the combatants when they fully manifested, sending spirit shards all across the yard. Yuki joined in, raining ice down on the Jabberwock, and Abella reappeared, hurtling toward the back gate like a meteor.
"It's about to get messy," Lily said when she landed by Beth's side.
There was a roar from inside the gate, and as the Jabberwock broke free of the ice again, Abella tumbled through the gate clutching a diminutive figure in her arms. When they stood, Beth watched in awe as a series of dark chains materialized around the newcomer's necks, linking them back to the Underworld.
Cerberus transformed back into a three-headed dog and howled as it tore its way through the standing army in the yard, determined to get to the Jabberwock. The chains around Cerberus tightened and tried to retract, but the devil dog had too much momentum.
The Jabberwock saw Cerberus coming and tried to scramble away, but three giant sets of jaws clamped down on it, and Cerberus allowed the chains to do most of the work, pulling them free. The two heads on the side maintained their hold on the Jabberwock, and the third head opened its drooling maw to reveal an endless tunnel filled with blazing fire that scorched its way through the beast.
Souls fled the Jabberwock in various states, some of them burning like candles and melting into the lawn with silent screams. Cerberus had no trouble ripping the Jabberwock to shreds, and Abella landed next to Beth with a heavy thud.
"Now that is a good dog," Abella noted.
Yuki joined them, her tails shimmering with a magical aura as she climbed onto the turret. The quartet watched as cerberus turned the Jabberwock to ash and then turned their attention on the army of souls.
"They had her bottle-necked inside, she was trying to get here this whole time," Lily told them.
"Sorry about your Jabberwock," Beth told Yuki.
Yuki shook her head. "This is what I get for turning its brain off while I was out with Tink. It's almost like we were played, and that all of this was planned for."
"That's because it was. The shadow did all of this, he's been watching us for weeks. He knew what he was doing."
Yuki's eyes flashed, and she turned her attention to the castle in the distance. "Well maybe it's time we took the fight to him."
Beth looked at the castle. It was still being bombarded by the demons Lily had brought. "It looks like they've got it under control."
"You know..." Lily looked deep in thought, and a mischievous grin broke across her face. "I bet if we got in there, we could rescue that piece of Emily he has."
Yuki gasped, and the roof went silent. The only sounds now were Cerberus tearing through some spirits and Naia hosing away the Jabberwock's remains with massive spurts of water.
"I think that's a terrible idea," Beth said as she looked over at Yuki. The kitsune's eyes were shimmering now, her mouth open as if she couldn't get enough air.
"Is it, though? I could take the fox with me, we could be in and out in an hour. The demons won't mess with her if we're together, and we promise to come right back." Lily held a hand up as if taking an oath.
"I'm going, with or without Lily." Yuki now stood on the edge of the roof, shuffling through the tarot cards in her hand. "That bastard ruined my life, and I would love to dish out some payback."
"Besides," Lily added. "If we don't do it, you know Romeo is going to dedicate his entire life to it. We've turned the tide here, and we may never get a better chance. It's a phantom castle that floats around in the Underworld, and this is the only time we know for a fact that the shadow isn't home."
Beth let out the breath she didn't know she had been holding. There were so many things going on that all she wanted to do was gather everyone up and watch over them until Mike returned. But Lily had a point. If Yuki went by herself, she had no doubts that nothing but trouble would come of the decision.
"In and out," she told them. "I'll keep Abella with me in case I need help of my own, but the two of you need to make it quick. We all know this was coordinated, but to what end? Everything that has happened has been a diversion, so he may have realized the two of you are going in there."
Lily frowned, then looked at the castle. "Shit, now I think it's a terrible idea."
"I don't." Yuki had tucked away the cards and was on the edge of the roof. "He didn't expect the demons, nobody could have. You're completely unpredictable, which makes me think that he wasn't planning on losing his home. That piece of shit took the love of my life and twisted her into a gnarled, ugly thing that killed herself to protect me. So even if this is suicide, I owe it to her to try."
Lily shrugged, then looked at Beth. "She's got a point. Catch you on the flip side."
Her wings extended and she took to the sky, then swung back down to grab Yuki by the arms and flew toward the gateway. When they passed through it, the color vanished from their bodies as the veil between their world and the Underworld shimmered momentarily.
"What now?" Abella asked.
"With the Jabberwock gone, we should probably try to help Sulyvahn," Beth said. "If the shadow is taking something from the house, it makes sense that he's leaving through the front. Cerberus alone would be tough to get by, but the fact that his castle is being attacked by demons should give him pause."
"Are you thinking an ambush?" Abella grinned, then flexed her claws in excitement. "Because I would be more than happy to tear his cute little head off."
Beth nodded. "I absolutely am, but first things first. Can you get me down from here?"
The gargoyle laughed, then grabbed Beth by the hands and leapt into the sky, her wings spread wide as they glided down to the front yard. Suly was spinning his own head in a circle, creating a keening sound that set Beth's nerves on edge and apparently did something similar to the spirits around him. He cracked his whip and tore apart a spirit that tried to stab him with a spear, then smashed his own head into the chest of a barbarian with a giant ax.
Abella landed nearby, and Sulyvahn paused for a moment to look at her, his head dangling from one hand.
"Glad to see ye safe, lass," he told her. "Mind the whip, it'll steal the breath right out o' ye if ye come too close."
"Whoa, okay." She moved back and was relieved when the spirits didn't seem to notice her. Sulyvahn was clearly their target, so she had Abella move to a higher level to keep an eye on the yard. She took her own position along the outer wall, crouching low and pulling her cape around her arms and head to help blend in with the night.
She wasn't sure how long she waited, but she was holding her breath when a dark figure appeared in the door of the home. When Marco stepped out, he had the wand clutched in one hand and the book in the other.
Walking right in front of him was Kisa. She had both arms raised in the air as if she was his prisoner, but Beth noticed right away that her eyes were now a crystalline blue. Kisa wore a smirk on her face.
"If anybody tries to stop us," he began.
"The cat dies," Kisa finished, in a voice that wasn't her own. The pendant around her neck flashed ominously.

🏚️🏚️🏚️When everything goes to hell, try to bring the whole family with you!
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As for the necklace, I'm sure some of you have figured it out, but others may be confused. It is indeed the same necklace dropped by the witch Sarah (once upon a time) and then later dropped by Mike in the icy depths of the Labyrinth. I've been leaving bread crumbs about this for a couple of years now, so have fun finding them all!
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See you next time!



            

  
    Dead and Horny Ch. 06
  
  Dead and Horny Ch. 06

            HFHM Spin-off starring Dana, Lily and the mimic Tick Tock.

            
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/dead-and-horny-ch-06

Title: Dead and Horny Ch. 06

Author: writerannabelle

Category: NonHuman

Description: HFHM Spin-off starring Dana, Lily and the mimic Tick Tock.

Tags: bigfoot drinks beer and is the dungeon master, impossible creampie, home for horny monsters spin-off, monstergirls, succubus, romantic, dream sex, girl of my dreams

Series: Dead and Horny


Hi all!
Here is the next chapter of D&H, and this one is a doozy! Not only will there be some big revelations about Lily's condition (both in our world and in her dreams), but Dana is about to run into a familiar face that some of you were expecting, but will probably still surprise some.
As always, I hope you're enjoying the story. Thank you so much to people who have been writing me kind feedback, October is usually my favorite month, but this year has been extra hard (on all of us, I imagine). Don't forget to check my bio for release dates, I try to keep that as accurate as possible.
I've kept you away from the girls long enough. Enjoy!
Safe Harbour
Lily gazed across the water, her eyes trying to find any sign of land. She was floating in the ocean, the technicolor clouds above her tumbling about like cotton candy in a dryer. She was unable to get enough lift out of the water to fly, and the dark depths below shifted as if alive. She was in the Dreamscape, of that she was certain.
"Lily..." It was Dana's voice, but it sounded impossibly far away. She had been hearing Dana for a couple of days now. At first she had tried swimming toward the sound of her voice, hoping to escape the dream she was stuck in, but to no avail. The last thing she remembered was getting into a car with Dana, her mind a jumbled mess.
Looking inside of the dreams of the beast in the pit had been a terrible mistake. It had been like trying to swallow the ocean in one big gulp, an apt metaphor considering her current situation.
But oh, the things she had seen there! Terrible cities buoyed up by shadows that sat high in the clouds. Oceans of darkness filled with stars, strange ships made of the bones of long dead behemoths; it had been a visual cornucopia of madness itself.
And then they had found her. Her mind had crumbled when they came for her, and then she had awoken. Somehow, despite being far away, the thing had kept whispering to her even after they were disconnected, whispers that made it difficult to think.
Sitting in the car next to Dana, silence had finally come, and with it the sleep of the Damned. Quite literally, because Lily was fairly certain the Dreamscape she was in was her own.
Which should have been impossible. She could pop in and out of someone elses Dreamscape with no trouble, but having a Dreamscape meant having a soul capable of generating one, which she certainly did not. And while she was, in fact, in possession of many souls, those had been devoured and were now a part of her, incapable of dreaming.
And so she swam. Time had no meaning here, either, and she would occasionally hear Dana above the roar of the waves. Lily knew that they were heading to Oregon, but that was about it. Mike had property in Oregon, and Lily hoped that his land in Oregon was magically protected much like his home was.
Mike.
Now there was an enigma. It wasn't just the fact that her new master was kind to her, or that a piece of her now lived inside of him. No, it was the fact that she wanted to hate him, but couldn't come up with a good reason why.
She touched the necklace on her chest. When she had fought with Cyrus, he must have gotten it off of her. The fact that it was in here with her now meant that she was probably wearing it in the real world. She took a break from paddling to tread water and look at the clouds.
There was a splash behind her, and when she turned around, she was surprised to see a figure swimming her way. She waited for the figure to approach and was surprised to see that it was, in fact, Mike.
"Okay, Romeo, this is a surprise," she said, but he got close enough to grab her by the wrist and then pulled. As he yanked on her body, she felt the whole world shift and split apart, revealing a small island with an old Victorian home on it. The house was only ten feet tall and looked like it would be better suited for a miniature golf course than habitation.
She swam with him and the two of them crawled onto the beach. Mike helped her stand, and she could only gaze at him in awe.
"We're...is this your dream?" she asked. "Like, you're standing in front of me, but I don't feel like that's really you."
"No idea. Been stuck here for a bit though. It's kind of peaceful. Watched you swim around the island for a few hours so figured you might be stuck." He stuck his hands in his pockets. "If I'm being honest, I think it's your dream."
"It can't be my dream. Demons don't dream."
"But you weren't always a demon, were you?" Mike had pulled a child's bucket and a shovel from behind his back and was now busy building something out of sand. "In fact, you used to have dreams, once upon a time."
Lily grabbed him by the collar and turned him around. "How the fuck do you know that?"
"You've been dreaming about it." He smacked her hand with his shovel and she dropped him. "I know everything that goes on in here, you know."
"How?" She tried to grab him again, but he moved just out of reach to scoop up some sand in his bucket.
"I have a theory about it, actually." He flipped the bucket upside down on the sand and then lifted it. The resulting cylinder was almost six feet tall, and the bucket shriveled up like a used balloon. "Wanna hear?"
"Do I have a choice?"
"It's your dream. Well..." he looked around. "Kind of." He pulled a squirt gun out of his pocket and sprayed down the sand with a continuous stream, making it nice and wet. "Humans dream. Demons don't."
"Ugh. If I'm going to start having dreams, I would rather they don't become lectures." She watched as he tossed the squirt gun, and then started manipulating the sand with his hands.
"Better than the nightmares you have been having." He was moving quickly now, and she frowned. The figure he was making looked exactly like Aladdin's princess, and she didn't like where this was going. "You started as a human. A wish turned you into a demon. So, what would that look like?"
"A lot of screaming and being on fire." She said it casually, but shivered inside. When she looked at Mike, it felt like it was really him, but not quite. Almost like an echo.
"Yes, well, I confess I don't know what demons are made of. However, fire it is." He pulled a lighter out of his pocket and lit it, then held it to the sand. The flames caught, and the princess was consumed. When the flames vanished, the sand had turned into black glass, and she saw a perfect likeness of herself standing there. "Your soul became the demon you are today."
"Is this a shitty, low-budget remake of my rebirth?" She tried to force herself awake, but was stuck. Damn.
He sighed. "Maybe if someone hadn't blown the entire budget on trying to mind-meld with Cthulhu's asshole cousin, I could show you something better."
Lily scowled. "Oh, that's real clever."
"Yes, it was. Now shut up." He stepped aside and pointed to the dark figure. "You used to be someone else. Maybe she was even a nice person, who knows? If so, it certainly didn't carry over."
"Ass."
"Anyway, I wish I had a clever metaphor for what happens when you eat souls, but I'm afraid I have no idea what that looks like." He put his hands on his waist and regarded the figure before him. "I forgot where I was going with this."
"You've got to be fucking kidding me." She dug her fingers into the sand and willed a stone to appear. The size of a softball, she lobbed the stone at the sand sculpture.
Instead of falling apart, it shattered like glass. Beneath was the sandy visage of the princess, looking out at both of them.
"Oh, I remember now!" Mike approached the figure and tapped the glassy exterior. "A foreign element has been introduced. Think of it as an extra line of code that interacts with the original operating system."
"Oh, please, kill me." She summoned a noose and pretended to hang herself, her feet dangling a foot above the sand.
"Hear me out." He picked up a piece of glass and held it up to his face. It was her left eye and forehead, and it lined up perfectly on his face. "Why did you see yourself in Mike's head?"
She let go of the noose and fell onto the sand. "So, you admit you're not Mike?"
"I never said I was. At least, not all of him, but I need you to focus." He pressed the glass into his face where it merged with his features. Part of his face was now her own. "You're a succubus that eats souls, but a tiny piece of you is in him. What if something slid in to fill that gap?"
She narrowed her eyes, contemplating the entity that stood before her. It was Mike, but it also wasn't. It was like a small copy of him, but incomplete.
"Holy shit," she whispered. "You're a piece of his soul?"
"I think so. A part of you lives in him, but a part of him now lives in you as well. And now that you have this tiny little piece of soul, you've started dreaming again." He turned and looked at the house behind him. "It was weird, at first. I dreamt I was a princess, and that I was marrying Aladdin of all people. How weird and fucked up is that? I kept thinking I would wake up at home and in my bed, but no. You were part of that dream, so I thought you had trapped me here, but you seemed just as confused as I am. It seems that while the soul is technically mine, I get to have your dreams for you."
"That's unheard of. Impossible even."
"Maybe for a true succubus. But you used to be a human, remember? Your soul was destroyed and made into something else, but maybe, deep down, it still remembers." He smirked. "Besides, while you were busy drifting in and out of consciousness, I caught some weird details about going back in time? So don't lecture me about impossible."
"So how does this help me? Or you?"
"I don't know," he admitted. "But for someone who has complete control over the dreams of others, why are you so disconnected in here, your own head?"
"It's my dream, but you're having it for me." She shook her head in disbelief. "Romeo, what am I going to do with you?"
"I can think of one thing." He slid his arm around her waist and pulled her in close. His breath was hot against her skin, and her eyes widened in surprise as he looked deep into her eyes.
"OW!" He had pinched her ass, and she shoved him away. Rubbing her butt, she glared at him. "What the fuck?"
"Thought maybe if I pinched you, you'd wake up." He chuckled and held out his arm. "Guess it's your turn. I've tried it on myself, but nothing happens."
She grabbed a handful of his flesh and dug her nails in. She half expected his skin to tear, but it held strong beneath the sharp grasp of her fingernails and even stretched like putty.
He sighed. "Nope. I thought that might do it. Damn." He placed his hands on his waist. "There's got to be something we're missing here."
They circled the island for a couple of hours. It was much smaller than the one in Mike's head, and when they went in the house, the furniture had been painted on the wall like a dollhouse. They gave up and went out onto the beach where they summoned up a pair of beach chairs and just watched the water for a while.
Every now and then, Lily got a flash of the real world, but all she saw was a forest trail. These glimpses were brief, but when she returned, sometimes hours had passed for Mike. They kept each other company on the shore and watched as the stars moved across the night sky.
Out in the water, dark shadows moved about, breaking free of the surface and keening to the night sky.
"What are those?" Mike had asked her after the first time.
"I have no fucking idea," she replied, but recognized their predatory nature at once. She had seen many mysterious things in the Dreamscape, and it would seem that her fledgling soul-piece was being hunted. "Promise me you'll stay out of the water."
He agreed, and they waited until dawn. When the sun came up, Lily watched as the dark shapes vanished beneath the waves. She squinted into the sunrise, putting up her hands to provide shade.
The sounds of the ocean disappeared, and she found herself sitting on a beach chair on the cool, imperial marble tile of the palace. Startled, she fell out of her chair and reached for Mike. Her hand slid into his and she squeezed hard and then pulled him in.
They helped each other stand without breaking contact, and Lily found herself in Aladdin's throne room. They were surrounded by servants and dignitaries who patiently awaited orders from the newly crowned king. The throne next to his was currently empty, and the scene was completely still.
"Did someone hit pause?" Mike asked, then moved toward one of the nearby nobles. He put his hand on the man's face and gave it a push. "No reaction. Ideas?"
"Just one." She walked up to the throne and climbed the steps to the other chair. "It's another memory, but it's missing something."
"Oh." Mike shivered. "Can't be much worse than that one where I burned up, so let's get started." He jogged up to the empty throne and got ready to sit, but Lily stopped him.
"These are my memories, Romeo. You shouldn't have to live with them."
One side of his mouth curled up into a crooked grin, and he took her hand in his own.
"I'll still be me when it's over, don't you worry." He sat down in the throne and his visage immediately changed into Lily's. This version of her was wearing the thick kimono style that was becoming popular in the East and her face had been painted elaborately. The princess had been reported murdered by a neighboring kingdom some decades back, so Aladdin had taken a consort to keep him company.
The dream flowed into motion, the men and women of the court now milling about, and Lily stood next to Mike and put a hand on his shoulder.
"You have failed me," Aladdin muttered under his breath so that only she could hear it.
"I have," Mike responded in Lily's voice. "It should have been easy, but the leader of the Han is protected by powerful magic. I couldn't even get close enough to him to see into his dreams."
"I see." Aladdin stroked the small beard he had grown. He was much older now, but Lily knew it was a deception. Aladdin himself had stopped aging mere years after he got the lamp. Immortality was an easy thing to wish for, but she often wondered what price he had paid. Truthfully, she wondered if that was when his humanity had fled him. After all, a man who could not die would never see another mortal as his peer. "But I suppose that makes sense. The Han dynasty has expanded at an unprecedented rate. If the emperor has magical help...well, we both know that hastens the process."
"Yes, my lord." They sat through the proceedings as Aladdin gave advice to the farmers who were suffering drought, orders to the army who protected the western borders, and then passed a royal decree regarding taxes from the middle class. He had no need for such money, not with an infinite wealth of riches to pull from, but it was all about controlling the populace. He wanted his kingdom to be run a specific way, and his will was absolute.
Once the room had emptied, he dismissed his guards and servants. It was now just him, Lily, and Mike, and they sat in silence for a long time.
Aladdin pulled the lamp from beneath a silk scarf on his throne and gave it a rub. The djinn inside made a grand entrance from the dark smoke that gathered, and crossed his arms in anticipation.
"Master," said the djinn, his eyes glittering like gemstones.
"I have need of your counsel," said Aladdin, and he slid free of his throne. "I sent the succubus to kill the emperor and she failed because my target was protected. I wonder what you might know of this?"
The djinn grinned, showing all of his teeth. "This man would rule China. He will conquer many tribes, and his kingdom shall become part of a far greater legacy. He is surrounded by powerful warriors, both magical and divine. This destiny is one that shall reverberate through time."
"Does he have a djinn as well?"
The djinn nodded. "He does. It is a greater djinn like myself, and capable of granting his heart's desire once a day."
"So why can't I wish that he fails?" Aladdin summoned an image of his kingdom, which floated in the air before him. He had wished to become the most powerful sorcerer in the world, and such a spell was but a mere thought to him. "In such a manner that cannot be traced to us, that is."
The djinn thought about this for a minute before speaking. "You could wish that he fails, and I could set events in motion to make it so. A wish of that magnitude would surely be noticed by the djinn who accompanies him. It would be within his power to learn your identity, and I fear they would come here to attack you. Thus, your wish would likely be wasted, and we would be exposed."
Aladdin scowled. "And I assume that I can't wish him dead? Or wish the djinn destroyed?"
The djinn nodded. "A djinn can bend the universe to his will, but death cannot be commanded. I would be forced to dispatch him through ordinary means, and in this, I believe I would fail. He is far too well protected. As for destroying the djinn...you could wish his vessel destroyed. This is death for our kind, and it would bring the wrath of all my kind down on you. One wish a day would not be enough to protect you, Master."
"Could you empower her?" Aladdin gestured at Mike. "Maybe grant her the ability to get close enough? Teleport her into the man's bedroom?"
"Again, I could do so, but I doubt she would survive. It is likely that they already know such an attempt was made."
"I don't care if she survives, I can make another."
"She would not succeed either." The djinn's eyes flickered gold and blue. "This man's destiny is divine. He will succeed no matter what we throw at him, this I assure you. Fighting one of my own kind would be difficult enough, but his warriors are fierce and possess magic of their own. He will come here and your kingdom will fall, and you will be forced to flee, but where others shall die of old age and become dust, you will have the chance to reclaim what is yours, if you are patient."
"I am not." Aladdin looked at Mike, then back at the djinn. "What would you have me do? Wait a hundred years in the shadows like a rat and then start over? And how do you know that this man hasn't wished for immortality like myself."
The djinn grinned. "You wished for immortality, and this I granted you, but it came at a cost. It's one of the few wishes that requires one. This man was not willing to pay the price."
"Interesting." Aladdin grinned. "Then again, how many would?"
"Too many, I wager," the djinn responded.
"I wonder," said Mike in Lily's voice. "Could their djinn be countered if my master could make more than one wish a day?"
The djinn ignored the question, but Aladdin took notice.
"What are you implying?" he asked.
"You are allowed to make one wish a day. It occurs to me that the djinn could grant you more than one wish if he chose. He implies that these rules have him bound, but what would he be capable of if he could grant more than one?"
The djinn scowled. "I cannot kill another, nor can I grant more wishes. A wish is a powerful thing, and even one a day threatens the fabric of reality. You know this already, cursed one."
"Where are you going with this?" asked Aladdin.
Mike smirked and looked at Aladdin. "There will always be someone more powerful than you. Think about it. This emperor is aided by magical beings and a djinn of his own, so maybe you lay low until he passes through the world. But then what? What if destiny strikes again and someone else seeks to strip you of power in two hundred years? Or a thousand? The world is constantly changing, and though you are immensely powerful, can you hope to keep up with only a wish a day?"
Lily jumped out of the way as Aladdin opened the palm of his hand and blasted Mike with lightning, knocking him out of the throne. "I can do this with but a thought."



"Yes, but..." Mike stood and laughed. "Could such power defeat an army? Are you even the most powerful sorcerer in the world anymore? Surely someone has surpassed you."
"Nobody can surpass me," he said, then opened his hand to summon lightning once again.
"Actually," the djinn interjected. "You are no longer the most powerful sorcerer in the world."
"What?" Aladdin whirled around on the djinn. "Explain!"
"The pursuit of power is never ending. You may wish to be the most powerful sorcerer today, but it may no longer be true tomorrow."
"And what if I wished to be the most powerful sorcerer to ever exist?"
"A djinn cannot see through time. We can see what is to come, but never know the specifics. Such a wish would be wasted, for somebody could wish to surpass you and then it would be granted."
"Damn." He got ready to throw lightning again, but paused. "Succubus. You were going somewhere with your inquiries."
Mike chuckled and stood, unharmed. "I remember the djinn telling you once upon a time that the many tribes of the djinn could have no children. They have all been created, yes?"
Aladdin looked at the djinn expectedly.
"This is true," said the djinn. "My race was created in the beginning and we do not breed, nor are we born. As the years turn, all we can do is hope for our freedom or be destroyed."
"Yet you have knowledge. You can read the fabric of reality, yes? So much knowledge and power. Yet if our master could surpass you, surely he could avoid the calamities of the future."
The djinn looked shocked, and he eyed Aladdin with uncertainty. "I cannot simply give him a djinn's knowledge. He is still human, and his body cannot contain such power. It would be like putting lightning in a bottle, and would destroy him."
"And yet there are other djinn, right? What if somebody wished for him to lose his powers, or what if you were stolen away? What then? Not only could he be surpassed, but he could be reduced to nothing, turned back into an ordinary peasant." Mike laughed. "Do you not see, Master, what I suggest? You should wish to become the most powerful djinn in the world. Such a thing should not be beyond his power, and then you could grant your own wishes, know snippets of the future, and become a being that cannot be stopped. No djinn could undo this wish, and you could rule as a god over all of China, if not the world!"
Aladdin was stunned, and he looked at the djinn. "Is such a thing possible?"
The djinn uncrossed his arms and looked at Aladdin. "I...can grant such a wish, but I beg you not to make it. This is a big wish, and it will grab the attention of every kind of divine being who will seek to undo it. A djinn cannot be omnipotent in the face of an angry god, and they would come and smite you from existence."
"But I would see them coming." Aladdin grinned and picked up his lamp, his eyes on Mike. "And you would have that, yes? A master who can never be defeated?"
Mike nodded. "And I could remain by your side forever."
"Slave, hear my wish and grant it." Aladdin looked at the djinn, then back at Mike.
"Here it comes," muttered Lily.
"I wish that the vessel of every djinn powerful enough to undo any of my wishes or defeat me with magic be destroyed immediately."
"What?" cried Mike.
The djinn let out a shriek of rage as his body lit from within with magical power. The room filled with pressure as the lamp in Aladdin's hands cracked and turned to dust.
The djinn exploded, creating a shockwave that blasted all the windows out of their frames. Broken glass crashed onto the floor as molten hot motes of light blazed their way across the marble as if trying to hide. Each one flickered out of existence, leaving behind a series of ominous fractals that had been scorched into the floor.
"Do you think I'm stupid?" asked Aladdin. "If I had become a djinn, I, too, would have been bound by their laws." He summoned the lightning again and blasted Mike across the room.
Mike laid on the floor and Lily knelt down by his side. Even though he looked like her right now, he was still experiencing the agony that accompanied each magical blast. Aladdin turned his back on the two of them and stared at the palace door.
"Maybe I will be surpassed, but that's okay. There are other means of achieving power, and I have the rest of time to do it. The djinn has made me soft, and you were right. It would only be a matter of time before someone used his power against me." He looked at the door of the palace, then looked down at the ring on his hand that contained a minor djinn inside. "We leave tonight for a brand new world, you and I. The Han can have their dynasty, for when I return to reclaim my rightful place, they will be naught but dust in the ground. Tonight is the night I leave the good king Aladdin behind and aspire to something greater. As for you? Well, you did just cost me a servant, so you will be punished." He laughed and summoned the lightning once again. Mike screamed and the dream crumbled into sand around them, leaving just him and Lily on the cold shores of the Dreamscape.

😈😈😈Dana pushed the wheelchair across the dusty parking lot of the trailhead until she was up onto the pavement underneath the map display. She grabbed one of the maps and tucked it into the back pocket of the wheelchair before heading onto the trail. A couple of hikers who saw her gave her funny looks, but she ignored them and soldiered forward.
Lily giggled, her gaze on something she couldn't see. She had stopped randomly shapeshifting sometime this morning, which meant this part of the trip shouldn't draw too much attention. However, the stolen car she had left behind already had, and she was a fair way into the forest when she looked over her shoulders and caught the faint glimpse of red and blue lights flashing in the parking lot.
The car they had taken from Butte hadn't lasted long. It was running low on gas by the time she made Spokane, so she had pulled into the parking lot of a nicer hotel and scoured it for a car that had a full tank of gas. With Tick Tock's help, she had broken into a nice rental and had loaded the disoriented succubus inside. As the miles ticked by, she was eventually able to get directions from Lily, though those moments were few and far between.
"Birds!" Lily shouted, then pointed at a nearby rock.
"Shhh." Dana shoved the wheelchair up a steep hill and was grateful when Tick Tock extended arms to help her push. She probably could have carried the succubus over one shoulder, but she kept squirming about and kicking her legs, and this was the best idea she had.
The vegetation was thick, but she could smell the thickening presence of people in the parking lot. Her best bet was that the rental car had a GPS tracker inside, but it was too late to worry about things like that now. She closed her eyes and summoned a mental image of the map she had looked at and compared it to what Lily had told her during one of her fever dreams.
There was a trail on the map that dead-ended with a cute little loop on the end. Apparently there was an unmarked trail from there that could be followed. Lily had mentioned something about a road that they could drive on, but she had been unable to get clear directions from her past that. They were a little northwest of Bend, Oregon and headed for the border between Deschutes and Willamette National Forest. If what Lily had said was right, they could be on the edge of Mike's property in just over half an hour.
The trail had split off in a couple of places already, and Dana was already pushing the wheelchair as fast as it would go along a trail that had been largely overtaken by vegetation. It was probably an old hunting trail, or maybe even a path to a secret place where the locals smoked dope, she had no way of knowing. However, the wheelchair kept catching and she groaned in frustration.
"I'll go this way." It was a man's voice, and Dana looked over her shoulder and scowled. That's what she got for stealing a rental. She felt the handles of the wheelchair shift in her hands and when she turned around, Tick Tock had transformed into a large dolly with Lily strapped to it. It made her think of Hannibal Lecter from Silence of the Lambs.
"Try to stay standing," she told the succubus and pushed her faster now.
"Mike?" Lily tilted her head and followed a small bush as they passed it by. "Like, you're standing in front of me, but I don't feel like that's really you."
"It's a bush, now shut up." She wished she had a roll of duct tape or something to silence Lily. The succubus was now engaging in conversation with someone but was slipping from one language to another. Dana recognized Italian, then Japanese, and then a little French. At one point, Lily was spouting Latin, and Dana heard rustling a ways back and turned around, and spotting a couple of rangers pushing through the brush. They were too far away to be heard, but if Dana could see them, then they could see her.
"Hey!" one of them called, and she broke into a run. It was difficult keeping the dolly going straight, but Tick Tock helped as best as he could by using his arms to keep her steady.
"Oh!" Lily sprouted horns and her eyes went black.
"Oh, come the fuck on," Dana swore, then swerved off the trail. "This would be so much easier if you would wake up, even for ten minutes."
It reminded her of a time when one of the girls in her dorm had gotten so drunk that they had to take shifts making sure she was okay throughout the night. However, that girl had gotten better after puking after breakfast, whereas Lily's post Elder-God hangover was going to keep fucking them both. She wondered if she would be able to fight off the people chasing her by herself? What if Lily transformed in front of them?
The path thinned out and then merged with a bigger trail, which made it easier for Dana to run. It was all uphill, but she wasn't going to tire anytime soon, so she just plowed forward as quick as she could. When they reached the top of the hill, the dodollyllie twisted out of her hands and she hopped on. Tick Tock lowered an extra pair of wheels to the ground and she rode down the trail on the dolly like a make-shift Segway while Lily burst into a raucous rendition of "She'll be Comin' 'Round the Mountain".
At the bottom of the hill, Tick Tock spun back around and Dana pushed again. By the time they made the next hill, she looked back to see a pair of rangers covered in sweat and gasping at the top of the last hill. With incredulous looks on their faces, one of them paused to talk into a walkie-talkie.
Somewhere behind them, she heard the sound of an ATV revving up.
Tick Tock spun around and she rode him all the way to the floor of the next valley. No matter how long they did this trick, an ATV would catch them eventually. She caught the split where they needed to get off and ran long it. The dolly left trail lines in the dirt, and she could only hope that whoever was following wouldn't spot it in time.
The trail wound through the woods and over a small creek. She passed a couple of warped benches and a trash can when the ATV came into view behind them, a pair of rangers riding it together.
The loop was coming up, and Dana ran into it, her whole body hot with exertion. She was sweating, but that also meant she was getting hungry.
"There will always be someone more powerful than you," Lily told her.
"Opposite of encouraging," Dana replied.
When they came to the end of the loop, she pushed Lily through a gap in the bushes. It was narrow enough that, when the ATV caught up, the rangers were forced to dismount.
"Half a mile, half a mile," she muttered, then ran as fast as she could. The dolly caught multiple times on rocks and sticks, and twisted out of her hands dangerously at one point. Barely able to hold on, she found herself in a small clearing of waist high wheat with trees on the other side. The air seemed to shimmer at the halfway point, and when she passed the boundary, a tingle moved through her entire body.
She was nearly at the trees when she turned around to see where the rangers were. Both of them had stopped at the boundary and they wandered around in confusion.
"C'mon," she muttered, then put her hand over Lily's mouth to silence her.
"You sure they went this way?" one of the rangers asked.
"I thought so, but...they must have doubled back." Even though Dana and LIly were still in plain sight, the rangers turned and ran back to their ATV.
Dana let out a sigh of relief, and then stared daggers at Lily.
"You so fucking owe me," she said, and then pushed her into the trees.
It was slow going for a while. The brush was largely impassable, but Tick Tock used a pair of blades to clear a path for them when he could, and they eventually wandered into a clearing surrounded by large rocks. Dana flopped down on a nearby rock and gazed up at the sky.
"This really sucks, do you know that?"
The land itself seemed to be blessed with the same magic that protected Mike's house, but now what? Was she supposed to wander around out here for a week and then steal a car to get home? She had a bag of magic marbles and her magic flask was back in her room in the future, so she would have to get that somehow, too. "You wanted to stick it to the man, I get that. But now we're royally screwed for the next few days, and I get the feeling I'm going to have to learn how to take down a deer with my bare hands or something to keep from trying to eat your damned face."
Lily giggled and her eyes changed color.
"Yeah, wonderful. At least Tick Tock contributes." She sighed and turned her thoughts back to the broken motorcycle they had left behind.
Alex. Dana had spent a year fixing up her late girlfriend's bike, only to lose it forever. She had kept the feelings at bay during their tense flight from Montana, but those feelings could only be bottled up for so long.
When she cried out, it was the wail of an injured animal. She fell to her knees and clawed at the earth beneath her, the dam finally breaking. Hundreds of hours of pounding out the dents that Alex had put in it during the crash had been an effort to undo tragedy, a means of healing. However, the bandage had been ripped off the wound long before it could heal, and now she was consumed by a never-ending tide of grief.
Between broken cries, she could hear Lily mumbling, and it took everything in her not to try and strangle her. She knew it wouldn't hurt the demon, and none of it was even Lily's fault, but she needed someone to hate, to blame for everything.
She thought back to something Lily had once told her and looked up at the succubus and wiped the tears from her eyes.
"I need you," she said. "I need your advice. I'm feeling particularly murderous, and only you can help me with that."
"Nobody's getting murdered today." The voice that came from behind her was a man's voice, followed by the unmistakable cocking of a shotgun. "If you're lucky, that is."
Dana put her arms in the air and groaned. Apparently not everybody in the Forest Service was affected by the magic protecting this place.
When she turned to see who it was, she was shocked to see an old man aiming his gun at her. His white hair was long and pulled back into a ponytail, and though his face was lined with deep wrinkles, he had the confident stance of someone who had no problem pulling the trigger. He wore an old pair of jeans and a red flannel shirt. He had on combat boots that were covered in dry mud.
"Thought maybe you girls had gotten lost or somethin', wanderin' onto my land and all. Looks like you're up to no good."
"Easy." Dana stood slowly and turned to face him properly and moved toward him. "Okay, so I can explain. We needed that car to get away from my friend's abusive husband. He was chasing us and so we stole that car, and I'm so very sorry, and..."
He aimed the gun at Dana's head. "I see you walkin' my way and have no problem paintin' the woods with your face." He looked past Dana at Lily. "Who the hell was your friend married to? She's got horns."
"Oh, yeah, she was wearing a costume when I rescued her. They're super-glued on."
"You're so full of shit, you stink." He sniffed the air. "Literally. I can smell you from here. You bathe in garbage or something?"
Lily laughed and leaned forward, causing the dolly to tip and crash to the ground. She let out a grunt of pain and her tail appeared, whipping about in an effort to tip the dolly back over.
The old man pointed the gun at Lily, then back at Dana, then rolled his eyes. "How did you two get past the barrier? No bullshit this time. Your friend clearly isn't human."
Dana stared into the man's eyes. He was taking this very well. "We're running away from some bad people. You probably haven't heard of them, but we just need a place to stay for a week. My friend owns this land and we hoped it would be safe here."
"What's your friend's name?"
"Mike. Mike Radley."
He scrunched up his face. "Don't think so. This land is owned by someone else."
"Do you mean Emily? She died a couple years ago. It belongs to Mike now."
He chewed this over for a moment and then looked at Lily. "What is she?"
"A succubus."
"Hmm." He thought it over for a few seconds and then lowered his gun and looked over his shoulder. "What do you think?"
"I think one smells of brimstone and the other of death." The voice was deep and gravelly, but Dana couldn't see anyone there. She sniffed the air, but all she could smell was the forest and the woodfire stink of the man in front of her. "But Emily would be an old woman, if she lived, so it rings of truth."
"Who's there?" Dana asked.
"Don't mind him, my friend is real good at hiding." He looked over his other shoulder. "And how about you?"
There was no answer this time, but it was clear that he was looking at someone. He nodded and then cocked his shotgun and extracted the shell from the bottom, which slid easily into the pocket of his flannel shirt. He set the safety and slung the shotgun over his shoulder by its strap.
"Yeah, okay," he said. "My name's Darren."
"Dana. And this is Lily." She pointed to Lily, who was still trying to flip herself over using her tail. "Look, no offense, but it's probably better if you just let us go do our own thing. We're not exactly safe to be around."
Darren snorted. "I've had daydreams scarier than the pair of you. Though your friend's gonna need to calm down with that tail of hers if I'm gonna help her back up."
The crunch of heavy footsteps startled Dana, and she turned around to see a large figure step away from the tree where it had been leaning. His moss-covered fur was brown like the earth and his feet were as big as the legends made them out to be.
"I can help with this one," Bigfoot said, then casually swatted away Lily's tail and lifted the dolly up with one hand. Lily's face was covered in dirt, and her eyes locked on the sasquatch's face.
"I thought you'd be taller," Lily told him.
"I'm not wearing shoes today." Bigfoot undid the straps and slung her over one shoulder. "Don't sting me or I'll stick you in the ground and roll a boulder on top of you."
"I love a man who knows how to talk to..." Her eyes went vacant and she babbled.
"Is your friend okay?" Darren asked.
Dana shrugged. "No idea. We've been running since this happened. Oh, and the dolly is alive. If you could all look away, that would be very helpful."
Darren looked doubtful at first, but he turned his head and Dana heard a loud pop. Tick Tock was now a desk clock, and she picked him up in both hands.
"Now that's different. There aren't any more of you, are there?" Darren scanned the forest. "No men, right?"
That's a weird question, she thought. "Just the three of us."



"What's your deal? Your friend is a succubus, and you've got a shapeshifter. You a witch or something?"
"She's dead," Bigfoot said. "I can smell it."
"Hmph." Darren shrugged and started walking away. He had a noticeable limp. "Guess we should get back to the house. Eulalie will start to worry if we aren't back."
"Who?" Dana asked.
"My daughter. Wasn't planning on bringing home company, but you made it past the barrier and you aren't good eatin' so I assume you're safe."
"I'm sorry, what?" It was easy to keep up with Darren, but he stopped next to a pair of trees and turned around.
"Waitin' on you, big guy."
He moved aside to let Bigfoot through, and the sasquatch pushed against one of the trees, causing them to bend apart. The forest beyond vanished and Dana was now looking at a large log cabin in the middle of a field. There was a barn nearby and an old jeep out front.
"You can come through here or go the long way around," Darren told her as he stepped through. "Long way will take you most of the day though."
Dana ran through the portal that Bigfoot had opened, then looked back to see that it had disappeared once they were all through.
"Neat, huh?" Darren asked.
"Not even the strangest thing I'm gonna see this week," Dana replied. "No offense, but it's going to be a fucked up few days."
Darren lifted an eyebrow. "You bringing trouble down on my house?"
"Trouble is a thousand miles away, don't you worry about it." She stopped outside the house and looked up. It seemed nice enough, and she could see that the curtains all looked fancy through the glass. "How long have you been out here?"
"A lifetime." Darren walked up the steps to the front door and pushed. Bigfoot followed him inside, causing the floor to creak, and Dana followed. The interior of the cabin somehow looked bigger than the outside, and hanging from the ceiling were floral arrangements that had been bundled up in thick, white thread.
"This isn't at all what I expected," a woman said from up in the rafters.
"Yeah, well, now we know why they made it through the barrier," Darren replied. "They know the man who owns this place."
"I thought Emily owned this place?" A woman leaned out over the rafters. She had long black hair and pale skin.
"She did, but sounds like she passed. Get down here, Eulalie, may as well get this over with."
"Are you sure?" Her face twisted up in concern.
"This one's got horns and a tail. I don't think it'll be a big deal." Darren coughed and then sat down in a comfortable looking recliner. "Where's your sister at?"
"She's out hunting." Eulalie disappeared for a second and then tumbled forward, her body expanding just before impact. Eight glossy black legs spread wide to arrest her fall, and she stood in front of Dana, her arms nervously held at her sides. Her upper half was that of a woman, but her lower half was that of a spider.
Dana was glad that she was dead. She didn't care about spiders one way or the other, but the sudden shock of Eulalie's appearance would have definitely triggered a scream.
"Hi, I'm Dana." She held her hand out.
"Eulalie." She took Dana's hand and shook it. "I'm an Arachne, in case you were wondering."
"Cool. I'm a...undead." She cast a nervous glance at Darren. He seemed the zombie shooting type, but he also had a spider for a daughter, so who knew what was going through his head.
"Undead?" Eulalie blinked, and Dana watched as a series of eyes along her forehead mimicked the action. "Like a lich? Zombie? Ghoul?"
"Don't be rude," Darren chastised. "We've been hiding out here our entire lives, and the girls don't get much exposure to the outside world. Least they hadn't been until about a decade back when we got satellite internet. They both love to read, especially mythology, and Eulalie here even has a degree in computers."
"Oh." Dana mulled this over and decided to be honest. "Well then, I'm kind of a zombie. One of a kind, actually. Incident with a necromancer."
"Fascinating." Eulalie's eyes shined with excitement. "I had no idea such a thing was real! Well, that's not true. I suspected undead were a real thing because, well, you know."
"Because you're half-spider?"
"No. Because my uncle is Bigfoot." She gestured at the sasquatch. "He's seen a bunch of things and told us a ton of stories, so I figured that most mythical creatures existed in some form or another." Her face darkened and she turned to her father. "Um, Dad, I don't think we have enough food to feed everybody."
"Don't worry," Dana told her. "I don't eat normal food and neither does Lily. Oh, and this is Tick Tock." She held up the clock and a tiny door opened on the front to reveal a hand that waved.
"Wow!" Eulalie leaned in close, her eyes wide in excitement, then took a step back. "I'm so sorry, I'm just excited is all."
"Clearly." Dana couldn't help but smile. "So it's just the three of you who live here?"
"Four," Darren said. "If you count Emery, that is. He's a house imp. He helps around here. He's out hunting with my other daughter. She should be back in the next few hours."
Bigfoot cleared his throat.
"You don't count, the whole world is your home," Darren said. "Fuzzy ass nomad."
"I prefer the term well-traveled." Bigfoot walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge. He pulled out a pair of beers and then held them up. "Want one?"
"No, I'm...good." Dana watched in amazement as Bigfoot popped the top off a pair of microbrews with his thumbnail and then handed one to Darren.
Bigfoot had just offered her a beer!
"What's wrong with your friend?" Eulalie asked. She moved close to the couch where Bigfoot had set her down. Lily's eyes were fluttering now, and waves of color moved across her skin.
"Good question." Dana sat down in a rocking chair. "I don't know. We were busted breaking into a storage facility to steal some magic items and she mind-melded with an elder god or something like it. Now she's all fucked up."
"You have got to be kidding me!" Eulalie crossed the room and placed her hands on Dana's chair, causing it to tilt forward. "You guys saw an elder god?"
"Eulalie," Darren warned.
"Oh, can it, Dad. I want to hear about it. What did it look like? Was it all tentacles? Did it talk to you?"
Dana grimaced. "Well, I didn't get a good look, but she did. It's why she's all messed up."
"Wow. Wait, don't tell me more, I want to ask about it when Velvet gets back so she can hear, too." Eulalie grinned, then looked at Darren. "Let me get lunch ready." She scurried into the kitchen and started pulling stuff out of the cupboard.
"How did you guys end up here?" Dana asked.
"Long story." Darren smirked, his gaze going distant. "My wife and I were invited to stay out here for our own safety by Emily herself. Eventually the girls came along, and Emily visited a few times, but it's really just been us. Ana passed away a couple of years back, so now it's just us."
"We're pretty isolated," Eulalie said while casually lighting a gas burner. "Dad goes into town for supplies, but we get most of it by hunting. The internet is the only way we get to see the world, because we aren't allowed to leave on account of being number one on the phobia list. Our kind has a bit of a reputation."
"Yeah, mine too." Dana watched as Eulalie threw together a quick stew. "I'm surprised you didn't get invited to live at the main house with the others."
"Others? Like, other Arachne?" Eulalie dropped her ladle and caught it at the last second.
"No, just other creatures," Dana said, but Darren cleared his throat, interrupting her.
"What brings you out here?" he asked.
Dana gave him a brief rundown of her situation. By the time she had finished, Eulalie was done with her stew. A bowl went to Darren and another went to Bigfoot, and she couldn't help but notice that Eulalie kept none for herself. It was early afternoon when the front door opened and a woman crouched down to walk inside.
"What stinks in here?" She had brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and was wearing an orange hunting vest. From the waist down, her body wasn't black or sleek—instead, it was brown and hairy, and her markings reminded Dana of a wolf spider. Once the newcomer saw Dana and Lily on the couch, she froze in place and dropped a bundle on the floor.
"Careful, Velvet, you'll get the floors dirty!" A little gray figure flew into the room ahead of them and hovered in place. "Mother of earth...guests!"
"Velvet, this is Dana and Lily," Darren introduced them. "Dana, this is my youngest, Velvet."
"Hi." Dana stood and offered her hand, but Velvet just stared at her in awe.
"Are you real?" she asked. "Like, you're an actual person?"
"I am."
"Are they staying? Please tell me they're staying."
"For just a week," Dana said. "And then we have to be on our way."
"That's fine!" Velvet clutched Dana's hand in her own. "Oh my god, I have so many questions about the outside world, oh, wow, your friend has horns, and why do you smell—"
"Velvet." Darren pointed at the bundle on the floor. "Get that picked up before Emery has a fit." Even as he said the words, the little imp was trying to drag the bundle himself, frantically flapping his wings.
"Okay, yeah, I'll get it to the cooler. It's a small deer, should be pretty tasty." She picked up the bundle with Emery still attached, then paused to lock eyes with Dana. "But we will talk later. Promise me."
"I promise." She watched Velvet scuttle away and a smile crossed her face. This place was definitely her kind of weird. Across the room, Bigfoot let out a loud belch that rattled the windows, and Dana laughed.

🕷️🦶🏿🕷️Lily was on her back in the sand, her eyes turned to the night sky. Across the distant waves, she occasionally heard voices as if they were engaged in conversation. Sometimes the words were almost audible, other times they were stretched and distorted until they sounded like a low hum across the dark waters of her imagination.
After the throne room incident, she and Mike had talked for hours. It was difficult for her to remember all the details, but she tried to fill him in on the story of Aladdin and how she came to be. He had listened quietly long into the night, and now the two of them were just enjoying the ambience of the Dreamscape, only occasionally looking out at the dark things in the water.
She had her theories about what they could be, and also wondered if they were related to touching her mind to the ancient one at the bottom of the pit.
"What do you think those are?" asked Mike, pointing at the stars above. "In the real world, they are distant stars that might have planets, moons, or maybe even burned out millions of years ago. But those? This place has day and night cycles, but why the stars at all?"
"I guess I don't follow."
"Well, the sun is there because it's day time. Maybe the sun is like a mental reflex, right? Your brain kind of fills it in. But the stars? All you need for night time is darkness, right?"
"Maybe the stars are there so you know the difference between the night sky and the void. What a stupid question."
"Don't be bitchy. That's not my real question, though. Like, if you flew up there, what would you find? Could you eventually reach a star, or maybe discover it's just a giant light bulb? Things are weird in here like that. Are there other versions of this Dreamscape? Like, could I dream up a planet and go visit it? Well, if I wasn't stuck here, that is."
Lily sat up and looked at him. "I've never really thought about it. Everybody's Dreamscape has its differences, and this one is undeniably yours."
"Kind of. It's my Dreamscape, but it's been stretched to fit what yours may be. So seriously, what do you think they are?"
"I dunno." She laid back on the sand and watched. The stars in the sky sparkled like glittering diamonds, and she couldn't help but wonder. "Maybe they're all copies of our sun."
"Why would you think that?"
"Well...I'm a succubus, and I can jump from dream to dream. Maybe those stars belong to other people who are sleeping right now. And when they wake up, poof! It blinks out of existence. There are billions of people asleep at any given moment. That would be plenty to fill a night sky."
"I think I like that." Mike pointed at the stars above. "It's not that we're actually alone when we dream. It's just that we're too far apart to see each other."
"That's for the best, I can assure you. The last thing you want is some asshole wandering around in your head and fucking up your Dreamscape. Maybe that's why everybody is so far apart, so that you can all have a piece of the universe to call your very own."
"Well, now you have a place of your own."
Lily smiled, then rolled on her side. "Not quite. I've got to share it with you."
He shrugged. "I mean...I'm a pretty good roommate. I clean up after myself, I'll even sweep the sand. Whatever it takes."
"You...you're not connected. To the real Mike, anyway, right?"
He shook his head. "I have all of my memories up until that time on the porch. You know, when we had that wild threesome with Cecilia."
"Ah, yes. Then you did that thing with that weird sex lightning of yours." She looked up at the stars. "But you aren't connected, right? Right now, you're one of two men that know about my past and...well...I don't think I'm ready for you to know. The real you, that is. I don't want you pitying me."
"It's hard for me to even say how he would feel. I've experienced your memories first hand, your pain has become my own. For me, maybe it's pity, but it's also understanding. You used to be someone else and that all got stripped away in an instant. You've been Lily so long that you don't even think about who you used to be."
"That's because I don't really remember anything," she said. "Memories are stored in the brain, and your soul is made up of the important ones. My soul and body were destroyed, so all that's left over are fragments of my time when I was with Aladdin. It's like he only wanted me to remember who I was when I was with him. I don't even remember my own name, I was ordered to forget it, and it has definitely been lost to history. The legends of Aladdin were greatly exaggerated, and don't even get me started on that damn cartoon they made."
"You didn't have a pet tiger?" asked Mike.
"No. But we did fuck on that flying carpet." She arched her eyebrow. "So now that you're here, you're kind of like my conscience now, aren't you? My own personal confidant, someone I can confide in who won't spill any of my secrets?"
He laughed. "You can't hear me when you're awake, though. It's weird, because when you're awake, I feel like I'm sleeping and only catching bits of it. The two of you have gotten into quite a bit of trouble, haven't you?"
"I guess you could say that." She rolled over and onto Mike, pinning him against the sand. "But enough about that. You promise the real Mike doesn't know you're here? There's no weird psychic thing going on?"
"If there is, I'm totally unaware." He held up a three-fingered salute. "Scout's honor."
She appraised him for a moment and grinned. "You're like my personal, pocket Romeo, aren't you?" Then she leaned into him, her lips pressing against his.
He reacted immediately, and his arms wrapped around her waist, his hands exploring her hips and lower back. When she broke her kiss, he smiled up at her from the sand.
"I didn't expect that," he said.
"I didn't either." Looking down at him, she realized it wasn't lust or hunger that drew her to him. No, it was something more. Mike, as a man, defied everything she had come to expect of men in general. While this wasn't something she had been able to bring up in person, this version of him was self-contained and hers alone. He was safe to talk to, and would keep all her secrets. She leaned into him and ran her fingers down his chest as she kissed him once more.
His hands pressed into her breasts, and her corset disappeared. She was naked now, except for her boots, and she dismissed his clothing with a thought. Despite the heat between them, they were content to just kiss, touch and explore each other with their hands. Lily ran her hands through Mike's hair and smiled, twisting strands of his hair around her fingers.
"I don't remember it being this thick," she told him.
"Well, you've got me all excited and it's been awhile." Realization dawned on him. "Oh, my hair. I can't see it, so if you say so. It's not like I need haircuts in here, and it's been nice not having to shave."
Lily laughed and kissed him again, pressing her body against his. He rolled her onto her back and spread her legs apart, then slid down her belly and grabbed her by the ass and started eating her out. She stretched out, pressing her pussy into his mouth while she played with her nipples. As he licked around her clitoris, she gave her breasts a few playful pinches and moaned.
She loved the way he touched her. He took his time, doing little things first and waiting for her reaction. Sure, she could just tell him what she liked, but in all honesty, she didn't have a preference. Her body had been built for seduction, and she enjoyed absolutely anything that was thrown her way.
But what he was doing now was something more. She gasped and ran her hands through his hair, letting out tiny cries as he fingered her. In the moment, all she wanted was to feel him against her, to lose herself in his eyes and drown herself in his lips.
"Get up here," she muttered, and he obliged. When he was eye level with her, she wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him inside of her. He grunted and then kissed her collar bone, and even bit it a little. Her tail wrapped around his waist to hold him against her, and he fucked her slowly, each thrust causing a tiny moan to escape her.
Up above, the stars twinkled in every color known to man, and she couldn't help but notice that some of them shot across the sky and vanished over the horizon. Were those dreamers who had been woken early? It was a new thought, but it faded away when she felt Mike expand inside of her.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"It's the Dreamscape. So, whatever I want." While his thrusts were still gentle, the head of his cock was expanding inside of her and pressing against her g-spot. She was being stretched to her limit, and if she wanted, she could stretch herself to accommodate.
However, she didn't. Instead, she tightened up her vaginal walls and had the soft tissue transform into a series of tongues that licked. The opening of her uterus turned into a mouth that latched onto the head of his cock and sucked, locking him in place inside of her.
"Shit, just when I thought I could pull one over on you," he said with a smile.
"I don't want you going anywhere." She kissed him and held him so tight that he could barely move. Her insides churned around him, and though they were both stationary, she was able to create the sensation of thrusting, licking and sucking inside her body. His engorged cock twitched and vibrated in response, and he moaned in her mouth.
She explored him with her hands, her hands returning and lingering on the curves of his ass. With his muscles tensed, they felt almost like polished marble, and she traced the curves with her hands, then dragged her nails along his hips. She loved how he felt inside her, how full he made her feel, and how he seemed to complete her.
She pulled her mouth of his. "Stop," she told him, then placed her hands on the side of his head. "Look into my eyes."
He obeyed, and she held him close to her, their noses just barely touching. His gasps of delight were often mirrored by her moans, but she wanted more. Their breathing had fallen in sync with each other, and she shifted her insides about even more. The mouth sucking on his cock sprouted a thin tongue of its own, and she teased the opening of his cock with it.



Mike's eyes widened as the thin tongue slid into him, working its way down his shaft.
"Trust me," she whispered, and he shivered, his mouth now open. He was no longer even trying to move, his whole body tensing up. Through her magic, she could sense his orgasm coming, but she should have enough time to get this done.
"I do," he told her, then moaned. She was close enough that she could see his pupils dilate with every tremor of pleasure, and the pseudo-tongue reached the bottom of his shaft. She had never attempted something so intricate, so delicately balanced, but once she was properly inside of him, the tongue split and spread out.
Mike was taking shallow breaths now as she commanded the tongue to merge with the nerves of his cock. In a matter of minutes, she could now feel everything that he could, as if his cock was her own. She could feel the tight walls of her own vagina, the spinning tongues, and how full he felt from the inside. Little gasps escaped both of them now, but the process was only halfway done.
"Can you feel me?" She asked.
"Of course I can," he mumbled, never once looking away.
"I mean, can you feel this?" She gave her own nipple a twist and Mike let out a gasp.
"Holy shit," he whispered, his eyes widening.
"Good." With a shiver of delight, she transformed her interior one more time. The tip of every tongue and the length of pseudo-tongue inside his dick were now wired and connected directly to her clitoris, and she locked her lips to his and yanked him into her as hard as she could.
It was like her entire body was on fire. Mike let out a moan that became a shriek, but his pleasure was also hers, and she screamed. The kiss broke, and Mike pushed his forehead against hers as both of them called out into the night. She had no idea who came first, because they both felt it at once, and Mike pumped her full with an impossible amount of cum that her body eagerly devoured. Neither of them moved anymore as her insides churned, and the orgasms swirled back and forth between them. The waves in the ocean were now forming massive walls nearly twenty feet high that splashed down around them, splitting apart at the last moment to keep Lily and Mike dry.
Hours passed, or maybe even days, Lily didn't know or care. This was the Dreamscape, and neither of them would ever get hungry, thirsty or tired. The sun came and went, and the clouds swirled overhead and formed into giant storms that broke out along the horizon. She lost track of how many times they cried each other's names, or how many times his semen had spilled out of her to form into puddles that were soaked up by the sand. They remained locked together, but sometimes rolled over so she was on top.
With every orgasm, something inside of her sparked, and over the hours, a tiny fire had formed inside of her, a flame that warmed her from the inside. The house on the island seemed to triple in size, and the shoreline expanded. What they were doing had long ago ceased to be simply fucking, it had become something else, something she hesitated to put words to.
The sun was rising once again, and Lily let out a long moan, then fell limp against him and squeezed her vagina, sending another gush of his cum onto the sand.
"I feel like I could do this forever," she told him, tracing his face with her fingers.
"That's because you're the girl of my dreams." He grabbed her by the ass and backed out of her a couple of inches. "I think maybe you're starting to rub off on me."
"Romeo, what am I gonna do with you?" she asked, and then he pushed forward into her.
Lily opened her eyes and arched her back, one final orgasm ripping through her. The Dreamscape was gone, and so was Mike. She was lying on an old sofa in the room of a building she didn't recognize. It was late, perhaps the middle of the night, and the air smelled strongly of burnt wood, forest, and something earthy. However, none of this mattered, because when she sat up on the couch to get her bearings, she froze in place at the sight before her.
"What...what in the actual fuck am I looking at?"
Dana was sitting on a metal chair in nothing but a white tank top and black panties. The table she sat at was big and round, and across from her were a pair of Arachne, who looked just as startled to see Lily as she was to see them. One of them was sitting in a complex hammock made of webs while the other one just stood there, holding a notebook in one of her hands and a glass of tea in the other. Standing on the table was a small imp who held a plastic die in each hand, and at the other end of the table was Bigfoot himself, sitting behind a large wooden screen that hid his portion of the table. She was conscious of the fact that everybody was staring at her.
"No, seriously. Where am I?"
Dana stood from her chair and knelt down by Lily's side. "Are you actually awake now?" She placed a hand against Lily's forehead. "It's been three days since Montana, and you've been a raving loon most of the time."
"Just three days?" It had been at least two weeks in the Dreamscape for her.
"Yeah. Figured your brain was scrambled or something." With Dana so close now, Lily saw that she had blood on her lips.
"You've got something right there," Lily said, then dragged her finger along the stain and licked it. It was blood alright.
"Yeah, Velvet caught a deer for me. I had to eat a bunch of it right after they killed it, look at this." Dana turned sideways to reveal that her stomach bulged noticeably. "My pants don't fit right now, and nobody else here wears any. Well, except for Darren, but he's not my size. He's asleep right now, but as long as we keep quiet, he shouldn't wake up."
"Are you...playing Monopoly with Bigfoot?"
"What? Fuck no, I hate Monopoly." Dana gestured at the others. "This is Bigfoot, Eulalie, Velvet, and Emery. They all know you by now, we've been trying to wake you up for days. We're in Oregon. Turns out these guys are living on Mike's land."
"I see." Lily stood up and surveyed the table, and finally got a good look at what everyone was playing. On the table, a small band of adventurers was currently surrounded by a group of intricately carved goblins. "Oh, you have got to be kidding me."
"Don't knock it until you've tried it. We've got a lot to talk about, but if you'll excuse me, it's my turn and I had to spend all day splitting wood to pay our way for the week and I really wanna fuck up this goblin chief." Dana went back to the table and picked up one of the dice and rolled it. "Does a seventeen hit?"
"It does," said Bigfoot. He picked up a beer, which looked tiny in his hands and then took a sip. "Roll for damage."

🕷️🦶🏿🎲I hope this chapter was a fun read for you, especially those of you who have read The Last of Her Kind here on Lit and have been dying to know more about what happened after the story ended.
As for my version of Bigfoot, I checked with him and he let me know that he will only steal beer from your campsite if it's any good. He enjoys microbrews with a preference for wheat beers with the occasional sour. Strangely, the joy for him is how it tastes when he burps, it's a Sasquatch thing, apparently.
Thanks again for reading, and I hope the month has been kind to you! Don't forget to leave a rating or a comment, and I'll see you next chapter when Dana spends some more time with the Arachne family until she catches up to when they got sent back in time.
Until next time!
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Welcome back!
I hope everyone had a wonderful Halloween, because I've decided to drop this a week (or so) early. With holidays coming up, I know I'm gonna get busy, but wanted you to have something fun to look forward to this week.
New reader? Welcome to the jungle, we've got fun and games!
We've got monster girls you want, honey, and the plot's never the same
But there's a lot that's going on, and it might not make much sense
you should start at the beginning, honey, and then we shall see you hence
(or just do what you want, I'm not your parent. Also, this concludes my music career)
Returning reader? The beatdown continues! This is the second to last chapter of book four, but don't you fret! I intend to wrap things up as nicely as possible and then prep your eyeholes for book five, which will start releasing either late this year or first thing next.
I won't bore you with a recap, because shit is going down! Let's jump right in, shall we?
Battlegrounds
The technicolor clouds of the Dreamscape parted as Mike fell through them, and he flipped himself over in an attempt to finally stick the landing on the beach. For a moment, he thought he had it, but at the last second his feet swung out from under him and he slammed into the ground hard enough that the beach crumbled beneath him. He fought to stay above the flowing sand that rushed in to fill the gap, and was busy pinwheeling his arms when a golden ray of light broke through the sky above to illuminate him.
The fairy queen descended slowly, her diaphanous wings spread out behind her. The regal attire she had worn in the court had been replaced with resplendent armor that glistened in the light of the Dreamscape. The clouds parted, and a choir of angels hummed a battle hymn as she landed on the beach, her bare feet pressing into the sand.
She looked around the island, her eyes scanning the water, then turned to look at the house and frowned. Curious, he followed her gaze and saw that the house was in a state of disrepair that made no sense, and the roof of his porch had collapsed.
"And so we see the inner workings of your mind," she said. "I can't say I'm disappointed. This is roughly what I would expect from a mortal."
"Yeah, well—"
He tried to pull his foot out of the sand and fell on his face, getting a mouthful of grit. There was a rush of air, and a strong hand grabbed him by his other leg and yanked. He was pulled free of the sand, and now dangled upside down in front of the queen. She seemed bigger than she had been just a second ago, and his breath caught in his throat when another pair of arms unfolded from her torso.
"Let's see what you're made of, Caretaker." She spun in place and hurled him through the air, and he careened across the beach and then slid across the sand.
He bounced over an errant boulder and landed in a tide pool, which caused the crabs inside to stand up on their hind legs and flee. A fat starfish cartwheeled behind them before performing a belly flop off of a large rock on the shoreline. Mike was almost back on his feet when she grabbed him by the hair and yanked him backward, then slammed him into the ground and placed her foot on his chest.
"Feel free to wake up when you're ready," she told him, then held up a hand full of purple fire. "But try to last. I want to carve you up first."
Pain radiated through his body, but now that he had a moment to concentrate, he was able to disperse most of it. She had gotten the drop on him, that was true, but this was his Dreamscape, and he refused to let her get to him.
He caught movement off to his side and saw a crab within reach. The damn thing was wearing a top hat and a monocle, but he grabbed it by the face and smirked at the queen.
"Feeling crabby?" he asked, then threw the crab at the queen.
When it hit her in the face, it exploded into hundreds of tiny crabs, each one wearing a top hat or a monocle. She jumped away from him and shook herself off, the tiny crabs scurrying away in a hurry once they hit the ground. When she stomped on them, they burst into smears of blue and pink paint.
"Is that all you have? Mortal puns? Stupid jokes?" Her arms and torso were covered in red and white paint smears now, and Mike suppressed a grin. When she tried to rub it off, it just created long streaks of grime that sparkled when the light hit the smashed monocles just right.
"I'm just trying to buy myself some time," he said, then struck his best martial art pose. Though inexperienced in the art of self defense, he dug into the mental intent of the act, and felt his mind connect with the beach around him.
When the queen ran toward him, he swept his hand dramatically in front of him. The sand of the beach erupted, blasting into the queen and smashing her into a grove of nearby palm trees.
He dramatically made a fist, and the beach followed suit. It was almost ten feet across, and as the queen pulled herself out of the trees, it slammed into her hard enough that one of her wings crimped, and he heard her shout something he couldn't understand. He summoned another sand hand and then put his palms together, willing the beach to grind the queen like a stone in a rock polisher.
A blast of lightning hit him in the chest and blew him across the ground. He tumbled backward and landed on his feet, raising his hands for the inevitable followup. It was another blast of lightning, but he summoned a steel rod from the sand, and the lightning hit that instead.
"So, maybe I was hasty," the queen muttered, her upper body free of the sandy prison. She had her fingers pointed like a gun at him, and a nasty looking storm cloud swirled overhead.
"Did you think this would be easy?" he asked her.
The queen ignored him, her eyes scanning the beach. He sent another sand fist at her, but she raised her own hand and created a barrier of stone. He tried a stone fist, but she countered with a piece of paper that covered the fist and caused it to implode.
"Clever girl," he muttered with a hint of annoyance.
"I am older than the Dreamscape," the queen said, then summoned a bubble to surround her. "What you do here is nothing more than cheap parlour tricks compared to its true potential. I thought I could pressure you a little at a time, make you think you had a chance, then frustrate you to no end."
"So you're toying with me."
The queen smirked. "I believe the cliche you would use is 'blowing off steam.' I have taken your measure, Mike Radley, and know what you are capable of."
Mike lowered his hands. "So...does that mean you give up?"
The queen rolled her eyes. "Your arrogance is tedious."
"It isn't arrogance. I am going to win."
"You have no idea how sad it is that you believe that." The queen vanished, then appeared right next to him. "I'm tired of listening to you."
A band of metal slammed against his mouth, and when he tried to pull it free, she yanked his hands away and then slammed him into the ground. He grunted, and she lifted him up and threw him hard into a nearby palm tree, causing the tree to snap and fall. Even though his pain was diminished, he was in agony as the bones of his body shattered and healed in seconds. She paused to lift him up, her extra hands pinching his face as if he was a cute child.
"I wanted to hear you beg, but this is far more entertaining."
She grabbed his skull and slammed him into a nearby rock. The rock broke apart, so she summoned an even bigger rock. He whimpered when he saw it, and when she smashed through him, his whole body distorted like jello, then bounced back into shape.
"You have no idea how much I've wanted to do this to you," she growled, then grabbed his arm and yanked it off. He stared in horror as she tossed it away, and then yelled when she grabbed the new arm that had formed and repeated the process.
He closed his eyes and tried to focus, but her onslaught continued. He was her hammer, and the whole world had become a nail. He was so distracted that he was unable to bend his own Dreamscape to his will. He reached out to try and find Naia, his ace in the hole, but she was centered in the middle of the house. Until the queen decided to go inside and smash some furniture with his head, he would have to hold on.
The queen was now over twelve feet tall and was casually smacking him into trees. He let the pain wash over him, his mind holding onto the idea that his real body was perfectly fine, and that nothing she did to him would leave lasting harm.
"You dare to defy a queen in her own court?" She slammed him into the ground, then pressed his face into the sand. "You miserable miscreant. I have lived many thousands of years on this plane of existence, and no creature would dare to say the things you have!"
She emphasized her point by picking him up and flying across the beach like a stealth bomber, only she shoved his face into the sand, using the beach as an industrial sander. When she lifted him up, she scowled at his appearance, then dropped him and stomped him into the ground hard enough that the world went black as he was buried beneath a foot of sand.
When she pulled him back out, she was still ranting, but in a language he didn't understand. The sand beneath her feet was turning black as if scorched with heat, and she lifted him into the sky before slamming him down again. However, the longer she went, the easier it was to disconnect his mind from the sensations of his body. After another couple of minutes, he was only along for the ride as she took out her frustrations on him.
At some point, she must have noticed, because her assaults were now less ambitious, and she finally tossed him in the sand.
"It's that damned succubus," she told him. "I was aware she was training you, but no mortal should have a grasp on this place like you do."
"Mmph," he replied. It wasn't a very kind thing to say to a queen, but he figured it was lost in translation anyway. He stood on wobbling legs and yanked at the metal on his face. It didn't come off, so he held up his right hand as if he was wearing a sock puppet and mimed talking with it.
"You fucked up bringing me here," he told her, his voice coming from his hand. "If I give up, I die. You can slow time, trap me here, but I'm aware that this isn't my body. My real body is with Cecilia, and even if you trap me here forever, you'll be trapped, too. So you can slap me around, set me on fire, whatever, but it's far better than the alternative. Your show of power is meaningless, Your Highness, because this isn't air we're breathing, there is no fucking spoon, and you have no real power here."
The queen's face turned a dark green and she took several deep breaths, her eyes radiating with power.
"You will regret this," she said, and the air on the beach went still.
"Wakka wakka, bitch," he said with his hand, then gave her the finger.
When she teleported this time, she picked him up by his skull and pressed her fingers into his eyes. The assault on his mind was immediate, and he felt her tear through his memories as if desperately seeking a page from out of a book. His memories appeared and disappeared in a flash, and she aggregated many memories of his mother, literally ripping them from his head and tossing them onto the beach where they expanded and formed.
They were all yelling now, and the screams felt like knives against his flesh. He fought to tune them out, but now they were descending on him with raised hands and shrill cries. The queen dropped him onto the ground and he tried to fight back against the copies of his mother that attacked him, but it was no use. They were taking turns screaming in his face, and he could see their words appearing in the air before slamming into him and sinking into his skin.
It felt like he was on fire, and suddenly he was stuck in that burning car with his mother once more, the one that had killed her and left him with a lifetime of scars, literal and emotional. She screamed in agony as he tried to fight his way free of his seatbelt, for he was hanging upside down as dripping gas from the car ignited. The other memories of her kept pushing him back in as he tried to escape, their fingernails scoring his skin. Panicking, he sank his hands into the roof of the upside-down car, willed it to bend like clay, and then tried to dig his way to freedom. The hands grabbed his feet and pulled him back inside the car to allow the flames to consume him.
A strong hand grabbed him by the leg and pulled him out, and it was the queen. She snarled and threw him into the sand nearby, and he tried to squirm away, but his mother found him again.
"Did you think I wouldn't use her against you?" the queen asked as she stomped toward him. He tried to scramble away, but his mothers were grabbing at his clothes and pulling him in every direction, their words now written on his skin.
Worthless. Disgusting. Nasty.
When he read the words, they swirled around, feeling very much like ants. In his fight to be free, he shoved his hands deep into the sand and felt something brush against his fingers.
When the queen grabbed onto him, he held onto the object out of reflex. As she dragged him free, he pulled a door wrapped in thick vines from beneath the sand. It had an ornate doorknob with a very big keyhole beneath it.
"Oh? What have we here?" The queen pushed the door away and it lifted up as if suspended by wires, then hovered above the sand. She looked at Mike, then looked at the door. Even with his mothers screeching at him from every direction, he had no trouble hearing the queen's voice.
"Mmph," he replied.
"I sense...hmm." She placed a hand against the door, then looked at him. "This was generated by your mind, wasn't it? It's an anxiety. You know what's behind this door, don't you?"
He shook his head vehemently, very much aware that she knew he was lying.
"Anxieties are a fickle thing. They tend to trap you in your own personal hell until you wake up." The dark green of her skin was fading, and she now wore a huge grin. She grabbed the door with her hand and started turning the knob. "I can't wait to see—"
She was cut off by the surge of water that blasted the door open and sent Mike, his mothers, and the queen tumbling across the beach. Now free of the queen, he kicked his feet and swam sideways along with the flowing current of bathroom water that had created a raging river that ran out into the ocean. Once free of the river, he sprinted toward the house, knowing it was his best chance at freedom.
There was a cry of rage from the beach when Mike reached the front yard, and he was almost to the door when he was tackled from behind. The two of them crashed against the shattered remnants of the porch, but Mike was able to grab a plank and smack it against the queen's temple. She snarled and took the wood away from him, and he sent his mind and heart into the home, hoping he was close enough to summon Naia. The part of her soul that was bound to him had all of her power here, and he knew she would be able to help.
"Enough!" The queen picked him up and slammed him against the nearest wall, choking him with two hands while pinning his arms with the other two. Her body was dripping with sewage, and the curls of her hair had come undone, making her look like a drowned rat. "If I have to spend the next hundred years in here ripping you to pieces, I will!"
"Mmph!" he called out to the house, hoping that Naia would hear. Already, the memories of his mother were beginning to circle the yard, their words reaching out to him like clawed hands. He had no offensive plan, and his defenses wouldn't hold up against the emotional assault of his mother for much longer.
The queen leaned in close, revealing that her teeth had become fangs.
"I will chew your goddamn face off," she whispered in rage. "I will run my fingers beneath your skin, I will—"
Her eyes went wide and she leaned back to reveal that a thick, black tail had wrapped around her throat, choking her off. When she shifted to see her attacker, Mike was surprised to see Lily standing there.
"Oh, you must be the new girl," Lily said. "Sounds like you're into some kinky shit. The safe word is chucklebunny, by the way."
Lily pulled with her tail, and the queen let go of Mike. The queen put her hands at her hips and drew a quartet of golden blades that appeared from nowhere.
"Treachery," she growled. "No outsiders are allowed!"
"Mmph mmph, mmph," Mike agreed, even though he was glad to see the succubus. Had she simply waited in the Underworld, and had now stepped in to intervene? And where was Naia?
"Hardly." This voice came from the side of the house, followed by the sound of hooves on stone. Zel appeared, and she held what looked like a golden scroll in the air. "According to the terms of your agreement, his entire soul is eligible for this contest. After all, that's why you're able to use his own mother against him, isn't it?"
"What? How?" The queen looked at Zel, then Lily, then Mike. Behind him, he heard movement in the house, and looked over his shoulder to see Ratu appear, carrying a large ball of fire in her hand that pulsed hungrily.
"It's complicated," Ratu informed her, and then threw the ball of fire.

🏚️🏚️🏚️Beth realized she was holding her breath, then let it out in a quick burst. Marco's face was covered in black lines that looked like bulging veins, and she wondered if her former co-worker was even still alive.
Kisa, on the other hand, looked just fine, save for her crystalline blue eyes and the necklace around her neck. Beth recognized it right away; it was the same necklace Ratu had been studying.
"Well?" Marco pointed his wand at Kisa. "I can assure you, no matter how many lives she has left, she won't survive a direct hit from this."
Up on the roof, Abella stood with her fists clenched, her eyes now on Beth, awaiting instructions. Far above the house, the fairies had descended, most likely for a closer look. The spirits had pinned Sulyvahn against some bushes, and he had dropped his own head on the ground.
"You have nowhere to go," Beth said. "Right now, your castle is under siege by demons."
"I'm aware," Marco replied. "I'm aware of everything. I've been watching everyone in this house for the last month, following your every step, predicting your every move. I put ideas in your heads, allowing you to go about your days thinking you were in control."
"You couldn't have known Lily was bringing an army," Beth protested.
"Please. Even chaos is predictable. She was aware that I told the fairie queen when he was coming. I knew she would go with him, which gave her the opportunity to round up some friends on her return trip. Nothing that happens here happens without my approval." His tone was smug, and she had never seen a shit-eating grin so big. "All they will find in that tower is a bunch of delays."
Kisa looked over at him with disapproval, her mouth twisted into a grimace. Her left hand moved to the necklace, touched it briefly, then went back in the air.
"So you knew about Samhain?"
"Poor, simple Beth. Who do you think dropped that book in front of you?"
She gasped. The pieces were coming together, but she wasn't about to admit it. Something was going on with Kisa, maybe something the shadow couldn't predict, and he seemed very eager to chat about it.
"That was you?" she asked, feigning innocence.
"Of course it was. I've been watching all of you ever since the box was opened." He tucked the book under his arm and took a step forward. "This place used to be my home, and I know all of its secrets. Granted, I have to wait until the Caretaker discovers them, but once they do, I have years of insights to pull from. Once this useful meatsuit delivered the box containing the observatory, I knew that the Grimoire would be mine again. All I needed was time."



"But surely you couldn't have planned for everything?" Beth put the palms of her hands against her chest, as if surprised.
"But I did!" He took another step forward. "Granted, Death and the dullahan were a nuisance, but easy enough to dodge. I whispered tales of Halloween in the goblin's ears as she worked, had Marco post pictures of the Jabberwock on the internet to draw a crowd, all of this was me!"
Kisa threw another nervous look at Marco. "Let's go," she growled.
Beth couldn't believe it, but the shadow was actually monologuing. Mike had mentioned how chatty the shadow was, but seeing it in person, she knew she could use it to her advantage.
"What about Kisa? There's no way she would betray the house. What have you done to her?" Beth laid it on thick, knowing that whatever possessed the cat-girl saw right through it. However, the way that the hand kept reaching for the necklace made her think that Kisa was still in there, and she was fighting.
"Ratu always thought she was so smart, but it never occurred to her that the spirit inside the necklace may be one of your most dangerous enemies. She found it in the lake in the Labyrinth, and—"
"Stop talking," Kisa said. "Let's go."
Beth moved her hands away from her chest, and while moving, used sign language.
Get the book, she signed, hoping Daisy was looking at her. On signal.
"How do we know you won't just kill her when you leave?" she asked, then signed again. She tried to make it natural, hoping that the shadow or Kisa wouldn't realize what she was up to.
"We need to go," Kisa repeated, and her hand touched the necklace again. She swatted it away and hissed.
"Yes, right." He held the wand at Kisa. "Get out of our way."
"No." Beth crossed her arms and rolled her eyes, catching a glimpse of the fairies. They were hovering in a circle about twenty feet above Marco, and she locked her eyes on Kisa. "Not moving."
"I will kill her," Marco threatened. "Mike Radley will be devastated to know that you could have saved her and didn't."
Beth held her breath, hoping she was right. The shadow had manipulated everything up until this moment, causing nothing but violence and chaos. Why not just blow Kisa to smithereens and escape in the carnage? Or even better, use the wand to clear the way and leave?
Everything he had done, he had done for a reason. He needed to leave, but there was something she had overlooked, a reason he couldn't just blast his way out. She would understand if he was facing an army, but it was just her right now. Whatever decision she made, she would have to make it soon. Part of her wanted to move aside, to just hide and live to fight another day, but a huge part of her was indignant that her decisions had all been predicted, that this bastard was about to win so easily.
Was this how Mike had felt when he faced down the queen by himself? Was this how he always felt? The responsibility for the house was a heavy weight indeed, and right now, it was hers alone.
"No," she told him. "If you want to get out, you're gonna have to get out through me."
Marco aimed the wand at Beth. "Do you think I won't kill you?"
"If so, you would have done it when you broke in." She narrowed her eyes, deciding to push her luck. "Is it because of the deal you made with Marco? What you used to trick him? You can't hurt me, and I'm guessing you can't hurt her either, not without killing your new bestie."
"Fuck this." Kisa snagged the wand from Marco's hand and pointed it at Beth. "I'm not dying in this damn place again."
The wand lit up, and for a moment, all Beth saw was the burning ring of light that expanded rapidly before coming toward her. The air roared with energy, then somebody tackled Beth from behind, slamming her face first into the ground. The spell passed over her, making her ears pop, and she let out a scream, then curled her hands up and frantically signed the word for now.
Marco yelled, and Beth looked up to see that the fairies had descended on him, swirling around his face and blasting him with glitter. Kisa tried to snatch the book out of his hands, but Cerulea grabbed onto her face and shoved both her arms up the cat girl's nostrils to brace herself. When Kisa tried to rip her away, the fairy's body stretched like latex, then snapped back into place, rocking Kisa's head backward.
Beth groaned as she tried to stand, but there was a heavy weight on her hips. She looked back to see Tink, her face covered in chocolate and bits of candy, wearing a big grin.
"Tink see bad magic, make good run," she said, then turned her attention toward the house. For a moment, Beth wondered if the goblin might cry, but then frowned when she realized that Tink's cheeks were turning red. Tink adjusted the goggles that had been twisted about on her head, and the lenses all clicked into place.
"Tink gonna kill someone," she muttered, then ran back down the walk to where her club lay on the ground.
"Gah!" Kisa was being pulled around by her face now, and the wand went off, catching Abella in mid-air. The blast sent the gargoyle tumbling through the air and into one of the second-story windows, where she disappeared. Kisa grabbed Cerulea and yanked her away from her face, then threw the fairy on the ground and stomped on her.
Marco succeeded in slapping Daisy out of the air and then swatted Olivia with the Grimoire. Carmina fled back into the sky as a few nearby spirits made a grab for her, leaving Marco alone. He opened the Grimoire, his mouth twisting up as he read words of power that surrounded him in a crimson aura that turned Beth's stomach. The hood of his sweater had fallen back, and she watched as Marco's black hair turned grey from front to back as the spell drained more of his life away.
With a grin, he finished the spell he was casting, and then took a crossbow bolt to the forehead.
"Tink!" Beth looked to her left to see that the goblin had transformed her club into a crossbow and was lying on her back, using her feet to aim it.
"Bastard break house, earn goblin wrath," cried the goblin, then jumped up from the ground.
Marco toppled over backward, but a dark silhouette remained standing in his place. The shadow held out his arms while letting out a screech, and his soldiers obeyed. They moved toward him and became motes of light, which he absorbed, his silhouette darkening until he seemed solid.
"No mercy indeed," said the shadow, and he picked up the Grimoire. The crimson aura swirled around him and then coalesced into a pulsing sphere of energy that hovered just over his shoulder. The light from the sphere was bright enough to illuminate the features of his distorted face, sending chills down Beth's spine.
She looked at Marco's corpse, and a sick feeling filled the pit of her stomach. This was somebody she had known, someone that had sat across from her for years, and he had just been snuffed out in front of her.
A drop of rain hit her on the nose, disrupting her musings, and she looked up to see that ominous clouds had formed overhead. Puzzled by the sudden shift in weather, she was further surprised by the large creature that landed on what remained of the roof with a heavy thud.
The ball of energy buzzed excitedly, and then a beam of light arced out across the lawn, incinerating the yard and spirits alike. Beth ran from the beam as it chased her, and then collided with Kisa, who was also trying to flee.
The beam stopped just short of incinerating the both of them, and Beth looked up in time to see Kisa staring back, her eyes wild.
"Get out of my way," she shrieked, then jumped to her feet. She didn't make it far, because Tink launched herself at Kisa, and both of them became a tumbling mess of teeth and claws.
"Tink see nasty bitch ghost, get out of stupid cat!" She was on Kisa's back now, and grabbed the cat girl's ears and yanked. Kisa howled in agony, then grabbed Tink by the hair and smashed her into the ground.
"Get the fuck off of—ow, you fucking bit me!"
Kisa's forearm was in Tink's mouth, and Beth could see blood running out of the wound. She moved to help, but Kisa tried to use the wand on Tink, but only succeeded in pointing it straight down.
The blast sent the two of them flying apart, and Beth was tossed onto her back. She smacked her head on the ground and fought to keep her wits about her as the world tilted sideways.
From where she lay, she saw the shadow move toward her, his hands raised in excitement.
"Your world is about to—" the shadow's proclamation was cut off when lightning lit up the sky to reveal the biggest bird Beth had ever seen in her life. It was clutching the remaining turret in its claws, and massive streamers of electricity flowed all along its feathers.
A second blast of lightning revealed Quetzalli, who stood nude on the edge of the roof. Her horn glowed an ominous blue color, and her arms were stretched wide. Nearby, Dana was hiding in what looked like a metal cage that had been attached to one of the iron beams.
Yeah, sure. Whatever. Beth only had so much brain power left, and asking questions would have used what was left up.
Several blasts of lightning struck the dragon girl, and the air became charged with electrical energy. Her face was a mask of concentration as she manipulated the powerful electrical arcs along her body, and everything in the yard lit up with filaments of electricity. Her outstretched arms blazed with flickering light as a loud hum filled the air.
The spirits in the yard came into focus, surprise on their suddenly human faces. The air around the shadow shimmered as he seemed to absorb the energy, but there was an outcry from inside the house as the second round of invaders was booted. Souls now flowed out of the building in rapid fashion, and the shadow turned his attention on the bird.
"No, stop him!" Beth cried, but her own voice sounded far away. Had she even spoken out loud? The thunder was making her ears ring.
A whip made of bones struck the shadow from behind, leaving a white mark that sparkled. The shadow stumbled forward, then turned his attention toward Sulyvahn. The dullahan's head was back on his body, and his features were twisted up in anger.
"Yer fucked." The dullahan brought the whip around and caught a magical barrier summoned by the shadow. With every strike of the whip, the bones glowed brighter as if they were heating up. After enough strikes, the magical shield shattered and the shadow tried to move toward the house, the pulsating sphere moving between him and Sulyvahn. "Ye shouldn'a called yer minions home to roost, 'cause there ain't enough of them to hold me back now!"
As electrical energy pulsed through the yard, a white figure teleported between broken windows and then appeared outside, revealing itself as Jenny. A pair of nearby spirits were startled, then ran away from her.
Jenny said nothing, but her body folded backward, as if she was going to crab walk. Once crouched down, she launched herself into the air and crashed into the shadow. Her head spun around so she could get a good look at him, then opened her mouth wide, as if to bite him.
"Gah!" The shadow sidestepped Sulyvahn's attack and then used Jenny as a shield for the next one. When Sulyvahn's whip hit, Jenny cried out in agony. Her body turned to static and vanished.
"Time for you to go," said the shadow, then sent a beam of light at Sulyvahn. The dullahan bent over backward, and his head tumbled off, releasing black mist all along the ground. When the beam swept around to catch him, he tumbled out of the way like an acrobat.
The mist spilling from his neck formed into a magnificent black stallion with burning white stars for eyes. Sulyvahn jumped onto its back and rode hard across the yard, his whip trailing behind him. The beam vaporized many of the spirits it struck, and Beth stood just in time for Sulyvahn to reach down and scoop her up.
"You keep a horse inside you?" she asked incredulously.
"Can ye think of a better place? Plug yer ears." He yanked off his head and swung it in a large circle overhead, then let out a keening wail. Nearby spirits stumbled about as if drunk and even the shadow clutched at his ears, causing his beam to go off course.
Even with her fingers in her ears, it felt like someone was dragging a razor down her spine. Sulyvahn circled the yard a few times, doing his best to clear a path by the door. Once there, he stopped swinging his head.
"Go inside, lass!Ye'll be safe!"
He kicked the flank of his midnight horse and raced across the yard. The shadow's beam prevented Suly from getting any closer, but the shadow's army was dwindling fast. This close to the house, Beth's hair was standing up on end, and she saw that the shadow's back was to her.
She sprinted toward the shadow, her eyes on the book in his hand. He may be incorporeal, but the book sure as hell wasn't. She grabbed it with both hands and yanked it free of the shadow as she passed through his body.
He was colder than any weather she had ever experienced, and her limbs all went numb. She stumbled forward a few yards and then regained her balance. The book felt warm in her hands, and she turned around, expecting to see that the shadow's energy sphere was gone.
It wasn't. The shadow turned his attention on her, and he pointed an angry finger in her direction. The sphere over his head glowed brightly and a beam of light came straight at her.
Out of reflex, she held up the Grimoire to protect herself and was surprised when it absorbed the energy of the beam. Her fingertips burned, so she shifted her grip to protect them. She was being pushed back by the immense surge of energy but was able to remain standing.
Sulyvahn made his move. Riding in toward the shadow, he swung his whip in a wide arc and brought it down. The shadow caught the whip with one arm, allowing it to wrap around, then yanked Suly off his horse. The dullahan fell to the ground, and his horse tried to circle back but was cut off by angry spirits. The beam had Beth pinned in place, and she watched helplessly as the dullahan and the shadow got into it.
"Yer a fine shot with that spell, but can ye take a punch?" Suly was up on his feet, his fists held up in a traditional boxer's stance. Spirits rushed in at him from every direction, and when his blows connected, they exploded into ash. The shadow closed the distance, and the two of them exchanged a few punches before Sulyvahn wound up and delivered a haymaker straight to the shadow's face. When it struck, the shadow's face was smeared out temporarily, and he flickered for a second.
"Ye got a big mouth, but nothing to back—" Sulyvahn was grabbed from behind by a pair of spirits, and the shadow ripped into him. By the time Sulyvahn was able to free himself, the shadow had grabbed the dullahan's whip and was using it to strangle him from behind. Suly pulled off his own head and used it as a club to clock the shadow in the temple, which seemed to knock both of them for a loop.
The shadow recovered first. He snatched Suly's head away and used it to beat his own body with it. Suly eventually went down, and the shadow tossed his head, and then his limp body into the bushes. When he turned around, his shoulders were slumped as if exhausted, and he paused just long enough to absorb a few more spirits.
"I am so TIRED of this godforsaken house!" He was moving toward Beth now, and the orb followed him, its beam still hitting the Grimoire. "I cannot wait to see the end of it, and the end of you!"
Beth swallowed the lump in her throat and took a cautious step back. Every step she took moved her closer to the stone lions, but then what? Should she take the book and run? It was the only thing protecting her from the magic beam, which sizzled hotly against the book in her hands.
From above, lightning danced about and then dropped, striking the shadow. His whole body was outlined in energy, and the features of a man emerged, a man who looked like he had been stitched together from hundreds of different body parts.
The lightning may have purged the home, but the shadow was charging up. She looked around the yard and realized that several spirits remained, and they were all moving in on her. Whatever time she had bought was officially up, and she was out of options.
As the shadow strengthened, so did the power of the beam. The book was now vibrating in her hands, and her muscles were getting sore from holding it. Determined, she shifted her grip once more, but her fingers slipped on the Grimoire, and she lost her footing on the path. The beam forced her to topple over backward, the Grimoire flying out of her hands. She rolled over and army-crawled toward the Grimoire in an attempt to reclaim it when a dark shape appeared between the stone lions.
Her heart skipped a beat when she saw the brilliant white skull tucked beneath a dark hood, with fiery blue flames set deep in his eye sockets. The beam of light that had knocked her over passed harmlessly through the silent figure, but the same could not be said for the large plastic bucket he carried in his hands like an excited child.
It had been decorated to look like a Jack-o-Lantern and was overflowing with candy. When the beam struck it, bits of plastic and candy exploded across the yard, spilling out onto the street behind the grim reaper. The geas caught the edge of the beam, preventing it from traveling across the street, but Beth couldn't take her eyes off Death as he slipped across the yard and then stepped into the path of the beam.
The beam faded and Death knelt down to pick up what may have once been a Butterfinger bar. He was illuminated only by the brief flashes of light from the sky above, like a specter in a strobe light.
"Hmm." He dropped the candy on the ground, then rose to his full height. He surveyed the house, then looked at Beth, and then his eyes settled on the shadow. "I spent many hours collecting that candy. I am sorely disappointed that I will have to collect it again, as I believe the Everett family is out of full-sized bars. Simply dreadful."
"Fuck you and fuck your candy." The shadow waved his hands about, and the orb over his shoulder changed colors. It was now an intense green that was painful to look at, and he jabbed his fingers in Death's direction. The beam that came out made no sound until it struck Death, who held up a single hand to block it. It sounded like nails on a chalkboard but was far preferable to Sulyvahn's scream.
The bones of Death's hand started to smoke, but the reaper didn't seem to mind. He looked over at Beth. "Did you happen to see what happened to all my maps? My home is in a state of disrepair, and I am now worried that harm may have befallen them."
"He destroyed all your maps!" Beth yelled. She wasn't certain if this was true, but the grim reaper was officially her best chance at defeating the shadow. "He came here to hurt Mike, and destroyed all of the maps in your office!"
"Mike Radley has been a good friend to me, why would you wish to hurt him?" Death looked at the shadow with childish curiosity.
The shadow hissed, and the orb shifted colors again. Death watched in fascination as the now-yellow beam caused his sleeve to catch on fire and his hand to glow.
"You have ruined my candy and damaged my maps. I didn't want to do this, but you've left me no choice."
Death stuck his free hand in his robes and dramatically pulled out a toy spider. He held it up to scrutinize it, then allowed it to dangle from the bit of elastic that had been tied around its middle, even giving it a few bounces for effect.
"Why. Won't. You. Die?!?" The shadow seemed frustrated that Death was ignoring him. "You are nothing more than a poor copy of something I have already defeated! And why are you back so soon? That map I left you was supposed to lead you to the other side of town!"



"This spider was supposed to be part of a prank," Death informed Beth, as if letting her in on some big secret. "Please do not tell Mike Radley, for I wish to prank him later." He looked at the shadow. "And as for your map, the goblin Tinker ate it and introduced me to a fun joke involving toilet paper on someone's home. I would have been home sooner, but we got lost after running from a car with flashing lights. It was great fun."
"Uh...okay." Beth didn't know what else to say.
Death discarded the toy spider and stuck his hand back in his robes again while continuing to block the beam with his free hand. When he pulled it out this time, it was like watching a cartoon pull a hammer from its pocket. A long staff emerged, taller than Death himself, and when he tapped it on the ground, a curved blade appeared. He gave the scythe an experimental swing, and it made a soft whooshing noise similar to someone whistling in a graveyard.
"Ah, there we go." Death turned his attention toward the shadow. "It appears that I missed you the first time, but I shan't miss again."
The shadow's features distorted, and he shouted something in a foreign tongue. The remaining spirits rushed in toward Death, yelling battlecries with their weapons held high.
Death moved so fast, it was like watching ink splash across the yard. He swung his scythe and tore through the warriors like paper, their faces frozen in shock as they shattered like glass and fell to the ground in pieces and then melted. The shadow's beam couldn't keep up with him as he danced around the yard, his scythe ripping through the shadow's remaining troops.
"No! No!" The shadow spun around and pointed at the house. The surface of the sphere rippled before becoming a fiery orb that cast light much like the sun. Beams of light barreled into the house, and Beth caught a whiff of wood-smoke.
The bird on top of the house stomped its feet, and then tumultuous rain from above fell on the house, extinguishing the early flames. The shadow let out a cry of anger, and spun around in time for Death to cut him in half.
Instead of evaporating like the other spirits, the shadow let out a shriek and fell apart like sand. Tiny pieces of his body hit the ground and sparkled like gemstones, many of them crumbling into ash. Death tilted his head in curiosity, then knelt down to pick one of them up.
"Is he gone?" Beth had picked up the Grimoire and now stood next to Death. "And I can see you. How can I see you?"
"He was barely here in the first place, his soul was like a string that held these poor, trapped souls together. There wasn't even enough of him left to tell who he was." Death flicked the soul he was holding into the air, where it vanished with a pop. "As for my presence, I think you already know that today is a special occasion."
Sulyvahn limped over, then knelt down to pick up one of the fragments. "If ye dinna mind, this one technically be my responsibility. And kin I say, an honor meeting yerself in the flesh, as it were."
Death said nothing and just watched as the souls sparkled and then fizzled out. As the last one vanished, Sulyvahn's horse came over and let out a soft whinny.
"You have a very fine steed," Death said, then put his hand out toward the spectral beast. The horse pressed its nose into Death's bony hand and let out a huff. "It is almost as big as my own."
Sulyvahn chuckled, and then moved next to Beth. "Well lass, t'was an exciting night. Hopefully Lord Mike won't be too angry when he sees how ye left the place."
Up above, the lightning and rain died down as the last trickle of souls left the home. Somewhere in the distance, Cerberus howled, and Beth let out a sigh as the night went silent. Unfortunately, she could hear water running inside the house, and hoped it was something Tink would be able to fix.
Tink!
"C'mon, let's go inside," she said. "We can check on Abella, and I want to make sure Jenny is okay. Once we get Abella outside, she can help us find Kisa and Tink, figure out where they went." She knelt down and picked up Cerulea, who was covered in dirt but unharmed.
"The wee ghost should be fine, if not a bit startled," Sulyvahn added. "That one can take more than a lash, I promise ye."
She nodded, then turned to Death, who was now wandering the front yard rubbing his skull anxiously. His scythe had disappeared, and he crouched down to pick something up.
"Everything okay?" she asked, still amazed that she could see him.
"It is now," Death replied, then turned to face her while slipping something into his robes. "I thought I had lost my spider and would be forced to give Mike Radley a treat instead of a trick."
She laughed, the trauma of the night suddenly overwhelming her. Hugging the Grimoire to her chest, she stepped away from the house so that she could look up at Quetzalli. "Thank you," she shouted so that she could be heard. "I think we've had enough lightning for the night."
"You can never have too much lightning," Quetzalli replied while adjusting her horn. "But you are very welcome."

🏚️🏚️🏚️Mike watched in awe as Lily attacked the queen while Ratu brought down balls of blazing fire. Lily was immune to the heat, and was whirling about in a tight leather outfit with a pair of black batons that she used to block the swords. Zel placed herself between Mike and his mothers, her hands going to her pouch.
"If you're going to make an appearance," she said, "now rather than later would be great."
An eerie wail filled the air and Cecilia passed through the wall of the house, her shrieks causing his moms' voices to be drowned out. They tried to attack the banshee, but burst into smoke in the presence of her screams.
"Mmph?" he asked.
"Tink fix." The goblin crawled up from under the porch holding a cutting torch. He shrugged and knelt down, allowing her to cut the metal off his face. It was a trick that wouldn't work in the real world, but as long as he didn't focus on specifics, it wouldn't hurt him in the Dreamscape.
Lily let out a yelp and was tossed through the air, allowing the queen to summon rays of golden light that circled Ratu, forcing her to dance about as the ground turned black around her. Seeing an opening, the queen raced toward Mike, her swords held high, only to be intercepted by Abella, who tackled her from above and knocked her to the ground.
"I heard you like it rough," Abella said, then punched the queen in the mouth. The queen shrieked in rage and blocked the gargoyle's blows with one set of arms while the others twisted about in a set of gestures. Thick vines wrapped around Abella and ripped her away just as Tink got the metal plate off of Mike's face.
"How?" he asked, then moved away as the queen leapt over Zel and stabbed the door with one of her swords. She slashed him across his midsection and was about to hit him again when Tink crawled up her side and bit the side of her boob.
"Cursed goblin!" The queen ripped Tink free and made to stab her, but the blade was blocked and then countered by Sofia. Though the cyclops was eclipsed by the queen's size, she was quick enough to dodge and deflect her blows with ease.
"I think you know how," Zel said with a smirk, then jumped away as the battle moved her way.
"Are all of you in my head?" he asked.
"Not all of us," Zel replied. "But it is getting rather full in here. Now, if you don't mind, could you help us out a bit?"
"Absolutely." He jumped off the porch and fixed an object in his mind. It was difficult to make from dirt, but eventually a large, marble basin formed in the front yard and filled with water.
"You tricked me, Caretaker! I'll have your head!" The queen's blades whirled in place as she summoned a series of glowing runes that blasted the cyclops out of the way. Once the path was clear, she grabbed her blades out of the air and came toward him. Cecilia rushed in and let out a scream, but the queen was unfettered by the aural assault and tore through the banshee like paper. It gave Mike an extra second, and he hoped it was all he needed.
"Naia!" Mike jumped in the fountain. "Naia, where are you?"
When the queen moved to attack him, she passed right through his body. Puzzled, he looked down at his hands and saw that he was made of water. The queen shrieked in frustration and tried to attack him again, but her blades passed through him effortlessly.
"Neat trick, right?" It was Naia's voice just inside his ear. "I can't do much to fight a queen, but I can do plenty to protect you here."
"She can't hurt the others, right?"
Naia giggled. "No. This whole thing will be over soon. See?"
He didn't see it at first, but Lily came back into the clearing dragging a large door behind her. It was the anxiety, and Abella had broken free of the vines and was helping Lily carry it over. Sofia was busy fighting the queen again, and Tink had become a literal ankle biter, tripping up the queen.
"I don't get it. Are they going to stuff her in my 'can't stop peeing' dream?"
"No. Once she's in there, she will face an anxiety of her own." No sooner had Naia spoken did Lily open the door. Abella picked up the whole frame like a giant bug net and slammed it over the queen's head.
The queen vanished, gobbled up by the dream. Lily slammed the door and summoned a large key to lock it shut.
"Can't she just break out of there?" Mike asked while stepping out of the fountain. His body solidified, and the others vanished from sight, except for Lily.
"Oh, she's having a very bad time right now." Lily smirked. "Wanna see?"
"I'm not going in there," he told her. His sudden reversal of fortune was too good to pass up.
"You don't have to go in there. This is all inside your head, remember? You just have to want to see it. Here, I'll show you." Lily extended her hand and Mike took it.
The home and the beach vanished, and he found himself back in the court of the faerie queen. Convinced he had woken up, his first clue that he was still asleep was that the court was in black and white. As he looked around, he saw that there were two thrones now instead of one.
"The humans need to be made to understand," said an elegant man with six wings and a scepter. "We can no longer allow our people to suffer, my Queen."
The queen looked younger, somehow. Maybe it was the smile that reached her eyes, or the way she looked at the man, but Mike felt a sudden kinship with them.
"We must let the mortals work out their own problems, Oberon. Our kind are not meant to persist in their world." The queen moved close and laid her head on his chest when he embraced her. "Besides, I will miss you."
Oberon chuckled. "You will hardly know I'm gone. The time cycle is in our favor, a few days for you will be years for me in the real world. I just need time and the world's attention. I found a human I believe I could possess, the human world already refers to him as a king."
"You can't go about possessing the monarchy. They aren't like us."
Oberon laughed. "Ah, but this one is! He sings and dances like one of our own, and I have made arrangements to meet him soon. Well, he doesn't know that we'll be meeting, but you catch my drift."
"You promise you'll come back to me? I couldn't bear the rest of eternity without you."
Their words were lost in a wail of grief, and Mike flinched when he realized that the faerie queen was on her knees next to him. Her extra arms were gone, and she was back to her normal height.
"No, please, don't make me watch," she cried, and covered her eyes with her hands. The skin of her hands became translucent, forcing her to watch as the sky filled with random images of a man known as the King. Crowds of adoring fans shrieked his name and cried out for him, and the scene changed to a dressing room.
"Holy shit," whispered Mike as he watched Oberon argue with his wife in his human form. The two of them were shrieking at each other in fast forward, and the conversation finally slowed down enough that he could hear it.
"You need to come back," she begged. "The human world has poisoned you. This form has poisoned you."
"I'm so close," Oberon hissed, then picked up his guitar. "I just need a little more fame, a little more time, please."
"Look at you. You're starting to fall apart." She took his hands in hers. "You've even built yourself a kingdom here. Do you plan to stay in the human world?"
Oberon simply winked at her, and now they were standing in a cemetery. The real queen was a blubbering mess, but her past self stood next to Oberon on the edge of a packed gathering. The mourners moved in slow motion, and her face was puckered in anger.
"But you failed," she said. "Your human host couldn't contain you any longer, and you nearly died with him."
"It was an abject lesson in humility," Oberon confessed. "A lesson which I will not need to learn a second time. I simply need a younger host."
"Don't you dare," she warned him. "Oberon, you need to come home, our people need you."
Oberon shook his head. "Our people need you to lead them while I try to save them from this side. For my next host, I will work on bringing the world together, and getting them to part with their parasitic ways."
"That hardly worked this time. You were so caught up in fame that you never once worked to better our people, my king." Her voice was harsh, and her cheeks had turned green. "You squandered your time here, and for what? For them?" She gestured at the mourners.
"I'm simply not used to human time versus our own. A human decade isn't that long as a fey, and I admit that time got the better of me." When Oberon turned to face her, Mike could see the deep lines in the brow of his forehead. He looked sickly, with heavy shadows beneath his eyes. "But I am the king of the fey, and I will do right by our people. You have my promise."
"Your promise is meaningless if you fail to deliver."
Oberon scowled at his queen, but said nothing. They watched the mourners in silence, and the scene rippled once more. It was the queen, and she was sitting on her throne, and a fey with wings behind his ears knelt before her.
"What did he say?" she asked, her eyes fierce, but her lower lip trembling.
"Your Majesty." The messenger looked nervous. "He said that the human world deserves his gifts, and that he does not intend to return anytime soon."
"And has he addressed the plight of our people? Has he taught them to take care of the planet, to stop poisoning our streams and our air?"
The messenger licked his lips, then shook his head. "He said he will get around to it after his next world tour. He doesn't think his host's fame is big enough to make any changes, yet."
"Please. I've seen the humans and how they fawn over Oberon and his host. The king has fallen in love with the human world at the detriment of our own." She smacked her hand on the armrest of her throne and rose. "What is it about the human world that seduces our kind, even our very own king? What can be so wonderful about them that he would willingly stay away?"
"He says the people love him." The messenger ducked his head in fear as the queen's fist lit up with emerald light. She spun out of her throne and slammed her fist into the empty throne next to hers, causing it to explode.
"But I love him," she cried. "Is my love not good enough? What of the love of our people, our children?"
On the ground, the real queen was shrieking in agony as she was forced to relive her worst days. More images flitted by of another king of music, one who would drive people to scream in his very presence. Mike recognized the singer immediately, but also recognized the silhouette of Oberon superimposed on top of him. The faerie king did not look well, and the final memory showed the queen with dark tears streaming down her face, kneeling over the broken throne.
"Why?" she whispered, clutching what was left of the throne. "Why did you stay until he died? You couldn't control him and he couldn't comprehend you, and now you're both dead as a result. Why must I be cursed with the burden of eternity all by myself? Was I not worthy of your love?"
The real queen was motionless now, and Mike watched as her body began to flicker as if she was about to vanish. She bit her lip hard enough to draw blood and came back into focus, only for Oberon to appear near her side.
"You weren't good enough," he whispered. "Not enough for me to stay."
"Shut up," she whispered, and her body flickered again. Another Oberon stepped forward from the mist, then another, and all of them chastised the queen. Some pointed out her failings while others spoke of the wonders of the human world, and she flickered rapidly now, her shoulders hunched forward.
She was about to wake up. Mike was about to win, and he should have been elated, but all he felt right now was sadness. The queen may have treated him and Cecilia unfairly, but knowing now the true reason for her rage, he felt like he understood why.
"Let her out," he said, squeezing Lily's hand and hoping she was still there.
"What?" Her voice echoed, but the queen didn't seem to hear it.
"Let her out, Lily." He couldn't see her, but he could feel the succubus' presence. "Before she wakes."
"Romeo, are you fucking nuts?"
Mike yanked his hand out of Lily's and now stood outside of the door. He hooked his fingers in the lock and yanked, ripping out the mechanism and the doorknob itself. When he let himself in, the queen was almost gone, and when he touched her shoulder, she spun on him, her eyes wide in terror.
"Come on," he said, then led her out of the anxiety and back into the front yard of his home. The others were waiting for him as if they were statues, all except for Lily, who looked very disgruntled.
"Is this some trick, Caretaker? Now that you've seen my shame, you would—"
He put a finger to her lips. "Enough. Our fight is over."
"No, it isn't. Neither of us has awoken yet."
"It is." He looked over at the others. "No more fighting. You can all relax."
"I...I don't understand." Her eyes moved back and forth between the others in suspicion.
"But I think I do." He took her hand in his, and she tried to pull away, but he held tight. "All this time, I thought you just really hated mortals, but it was more than that. My world took something important from you, didn't it?"
"Oberon knew better," she whispered, her hand relaxing in his. "Yet he still went away."
"And it goes deeper. Cecilia fell in love with a mortal." He pictured her once more hanging over the shattered throne. "It's not so much that she loves me, but that one day I'll be gone and her heart will be broken, just like yours.
The queen scowled. "She doesn't deserve that."
"But that's life. You aren't used to the idea of losing a loved one, because your kind live forever. It's different for humans. Try as we might, we all move on, and we spend our brief lives learning that we will lose those we hold most precious."
"If you're trying to sway me with words, Caretaker, then it won't work."
"Not words. Actions. I challenged you to a duel, but there's a fundamental truth about me that you may not understand. I hate fighting. Maybe it would be easier to duke it out in here and make you miserable, but that wouldn't do anything to solve the fundamental issue here. If I win, you will still hate me, maybe even more so than before. Am I right?"
The queen said nothing, then nodded.
"I assume that I won't wake up unless I want to, right?"
She nodded again. "We are in here until you choose to wake or your mortal form dies. I'll admit, that was my contingency plan, our agreement said nothing about keeping you alive."
"Lily?" He looked over at the succubus. "Can you stretch us out?"
"Oh, always." She swung her tail around and stroked it seductively. "It's pretty much a guaranteed fit."



He rolled his eyes. "I mean time. Can you stretch out time?"
"You're no fun, but yes. Not like I did before, but that's your fault for being weak of mind and spirit." She released her tail and it whipped around behind her. "I won't bore you with the math, but I'll toss this bitch back into her bad dream long before I think you might die. Whatever your agenda is, it isn't the same as mine, you got it?"
"That's fair." When his gaze swept over the others, it stopped on Naia. She was smiling, and the runes tattooed on her body were glowing fiercely beneath her dress. "I challenged you to a duel, but maybe we can do something more productive, find some common ground to stand on. Come on, Your Majesty. Come inside my home and learn what it means to live, and see what it means to love. See it from our point of view."
"What trap is this? Are you trying to seduce me, to convince me to join your harem of spiritual concubines?" There was anger in her voice, and he felt her grip tighten like iron. "I would rather fight and lose than indulge in your erotic fantasy."
"That's not what this is about. I want you to see what Cecilia sees, what the others see. Learn that it's better to have loved and lost than to have never loved at all."
"I hate human idioms," she muttered. "I almost would have preferred live, laugh, and love."
Despite her protests, when he pulled her toward the house, she went willingly.
Once they were inside, the home brightened as if it was a beautiful summer day outside, and he led her to the dining room where Sofia had laid out a feast for him.
"Look through my memories," he told the queen. "See how I met her, how we connected. We didn't get along at first, but we found a way to connect. I'm an open book, I want you to have it all."
"But try not to linger on some of the memories," Sofia added, her forehead furrowed. "They're a little embarrassing. Oh, and I hope you like pie."
The queen sat quietly and watched as the others came in and chatted with each other. None of them spoke to her, and Mike just allowed her to sit and observe. The meal proceeded with laughter and smiles as they all talked and had a good time. Even Zel and Abella were there, for his Dreamscape home could accommodate everyone.
After dinner, they went for a walk out back by the fountain. Naia danced and sang for the birds while Tink challenged Lily to a game of horseshoes. It was clear that both of them were cheating, but nobody seemed to mind. At one point, Daisy appeared and swatted horseshoes out of the air.
"This is so saccharine that I'm going to be sick," noted the queen. "There is no chance you actually live this way."
"When I'm not about to be murdered or fixing the house, it kind of is. I like spending time with everyone, and I love them all in my own way. Obviously, I love some of them differently, which is why the others aren't in here, so..."
"Husband likes us best," Tink interrupted, then lined up a shot that rang the stake when it struck. The sound rippled into the sky, causing it to shift in color for a few seconds. Looking disgruntled, the queen wandered out into the Dreamscape, and Mike worried when she stayed gone.
When the sun went down, Mike sat with Cecilia on the porch and watched the sky turn dark as technicolor stars dotted the sky like sparkling confetti. They were quiet, and held hands as he watched the sky, waiting for the queen's return.
The next day, she showed up around lunch and watched as Mike had a water fight with Naia, and then went fishing on the beach with Abella. The gargoyle was reeling in a massive fish that had no business existing in the real world, and when lunch came, Sofia made fish sandwiches for everybody. The queen was silent as she watched them, but Mike didn't mind. He was happy for the peace and quiet.
When he went flying with Abella the next day, the queen came along, staying just out of sight behind them. Once they landed, she approached him with a frown on her face.
"Is it truly possible that you can love all of them? Do none of them suffer as you favor another?"
Mike shrugged. "I can only do the best that I can do."
He wasn't sure if the answer satisfied her or not, for she remained silent the rest of the day. The next morning, he was awoken by Tink, who was playfully biting his thigh. Figuring he should just be upfront about it, he made love to her for almost an hour before they migrated into the tub to join Naia. At one point, he looked up to see that the queen was in his bathroom watching them, but left her to her thoughts.
Days passed, and then a week. The queen watched silently for most of the time, and he couldn't tell if she was gaining anything from the experience. She started taking long walks by herself, and he was wary that she might be planning something.
However, one day she invited Cecilia to go with her. While the two of them were gone, he felt a slight pressure inside his head as the queen looked through the banshee's memories and his own. He could feel her silent judgment, but made no effort to disrupt her search.
Nightly walks with Cecilia became a tradition, and he was surprised when the queen asked Abella to go flying with her. The two of them made regular trips off the island, and he wondered how far they could go over the water before Abella was forced to turn back. He assumed that she was bound to the island much like he was.
Lily assured him that because of the sleeping powder, only a few hours had passed in the real world, but it made him nervous. At some point, his body would need water to survive. Would Cecilia spoon it into his mouth? Or was the queen playing the long game now, intending to turn his kindness against him?
It was something he would have to figure out if things went sideways. For now, it was peaceful in the Dreamscape. Despite the queen's foreboding presence, he wasn't actively fighting anyone, or repairing his house. He spent plenty of time with the women inside his head. Ratu taught him how to play Go, which was difficult at first, because the Dreamscape kept misplacing pieces when he looked away. Zel taught him about some of the plants, but the names sounded made up and would change from day to day. Such was the chaotic nature of the human mind.
One night, when everyone was at dinner, the queen picked up a fork and inspected it. "Why bother with this?" she asked.
"I'm trying to make a point," he replied between mouthfuls of roast beef.
"Not what you're doing here. I mean this meal. We are in the Dreamscape, you do not require sustenance here."
"It's nice to sit down as a family," Sofia replied. "Don't be a bitch about it."
Mike thought that the queen was going to be angry, but a small smile crossed her lips.
"Like a tradition," she mused, and then became quiet for the remainder of the meal.
The next morning, when he got up, he noticed that the queen had finally removed her armor, and wore an intricately decorated dress and carried a staff made of wood that had been braided into shape. She was outside at the fountain, speaking in detail with Naia, and once the afternoon came, she went for another flight with Abella.
His plan was working, and this was the most relaxed that he had felt in a long time.

🏚️🏚️🏚️Kisa was sitting in the old man's kitchen. There was a storm outside, and rain was striking the glass of the windows hard enough to rattle them. She had no memory of how she had gotten here, but when she looked at her hands, she realized that this wasn't a memory. She was in control, and she stood to look outside.
Out the window, there were rows of dimly lit buildings. Even though she could hear the rain, she couldn't see it, which was very odd. Even more striking was the dark cloud overhead that swirled down like a giant snake, circling each building before moving on to the next.
"Maybe we ignore that for now." The old man startled her, and she stepped away from the window as he lowered the blinds. He was holding a cup of tea, which he handed over to Kisa. "In fact, stay away from window. Is bad idea to keep watching."
"Where am I?" She backed away from him and went to the front door of the apartment. When she opened it up, she saw a long hallway that led to the stairs. At the end of the hall was a younger, human version of herself trying to climb the final step while using braces.
"What's going on here?" She moved back into the room and saw herself as a human, lying on the couch with wary eyes cast at the old man's bedroom. There was another version of herself going through the pantry and emptying it out, preparing to run away.
They were her memories, but they were faded and translucent. The old man, however, was not a memory.
"This is safe place," he informed her, his accent as thick as ever, then sat at the table. "Maybe last safe place for you."
"Who am I?" she asked. "Who was I?"
He shook his head, sadness lining his features. "I cannot answer what you don't already know. I am limited."
"Who are you?"
He shook his head again. "I cannot say. That part of you is lost, but what I am is self preservation, Kisa. Part of you that speaks from deep within, reminds you that you matter."
"Like my conscience?" She sat at the table with him, wondering what was going on. "If you're my conscience, am I asleep?"
"No, not asleep. On brink." He pointed up at the ceiling. "That woman, she has pushed her way in, wants to lock you away."
"Is that what the storm is?" she asked.
He nodded. "Your body is a temple, and she has invaded. Even now, she looks for you, but she didn't count on most important fact."
"Which is?"
"You are more animal than human, Kisa. Normal human, easy to lock away. Animal? Much harder to cage. She is looking through memories in attempt to find real Kisa, but so much confusion has led her astray." He grinned. "In this way, your body is mixed blessing."
Intense pain radiated through Kisa's arm, and she looked down to see bite marks on it. Through the howling storm outside, she heard someone shouting in a high-pitched voice that reminded her of Tink.
"What's happening to my body?" she asked.
He shrugged. "Your guess is good as mine. If you—" he held deathly still, and Kisa felt it now, a heavy presence that descended over the building. She ducked away beneath the kitchen table as the window covering rattled itself open. From beneath, all she could see was the old man's legs, and he held perfectly still at the table as her memories manifested throughout the room.
There were hundreds of them. Kisa yelling at the old man, confiding in him, mourning the loss of her legs, and then crying on the floor, frantically trying to pull her collar off.
She grabbed at her throat, and briefly felt something around it, but was relieved when it was just the smooth fur of her neck.
The presence moved on, and when Kisa tried to come out, the old man cleared his throat. She stayed where she was, and the front door banged open. Based on the legs she could see, it was a woman in dark robes, and she stomped her way over to the table.
"Where is she?" demanded the woman in an angry voice.
"Kisa is Kisa," replied the old man. "Sometime wander, rarely come home. Have you come in from storm as well?"
The woman ignored him, and wandered around the room and stopped next to Kisa's memories. She kicked at a few, grunting in disgust when her feet passed through them.
"I know you're in here," she said. "Look, all I want is to get away from this damned house, and you're lack of cooperation is making it very—"
The whole world turned sideways for a moment, and if Kisa hadn't grabbed onto the table leg, she would have slid free. The old man, however, didn't budge, as if affixed to the universe itself.
"Fucking goblin," muttered the woman, and then she left.
Kisa pulled herself free from beneath the table and felt a searing pain on one of her legs. She looked down and spotted some fresh bite marks, and then spat when her mouth filled with the taste of blood.
"She wishes to wear you, Kisa. To wear you like a collar of her own." The old man stood, pushing the chair back. "If you obey her, you will lose what is left of yourself. This much I know."
Kisa was about to reply to him when the woman reappeared in the doorway. The woman had blonde hair that was frayed at the ends, like she had just been in a fight, and her robes had deep scratches in them.
"Okay, look," she said, her voice desperate. "We both stand to benefit from an agreement. I was planning on dumping your body as soon as a better replacement comes along, but what if I told you that I know some powerful people? People who could make you human again?"
Kisa opened her mouth to say something, but saw the old man shaking his head. "All the way human?" she asked.
"Yes!" The woman came closer, and her eyes were glowing. "My mother is a powerful witch, and she knows one of the most powerful men on the planet. Not only could we turn you back, but maybe even find out who you were. I can see inside your mind, Kisa, and I know that you aren't happy here."
"I—" She looked at the woman. "What would I have to do?"
"Just...let me in. Stop resisting." She stared daggers at the old man. "And quit listening to this one. He's not even real, just a manifestation of your conscience. You don't have to listen to him."
"Is true, Kisa." The old man sipped at his tea. "The choice is always yours."
She thought about it for a moment. She really did want to know who she was, and maybe this woman could help. After all was said and done, maybe her place wasn't in the home after all. Her thoughts touched on Mike, and she felt a sudden betrayal from her thoughts.
"That's not real," the woman told her. "You're his familiar now, you'll always be beholden to him. It'll be just like wearing that collar, and—"
"Stupid cat wake the fuck up!" It was Tink's voice, but it had come from the old man. "Tink no let go, make cat—"
He slammed his mouth shut and looked at Kisa with a raised eyebrow. "She fights for you, not against you," he told her. "Even when you were mean."
"Shut the fuck up," growled the woman, her face turning red. "She doesn't want any of this, I know she doesn't. She just wants a normal life, and—"
"Bad bitch making Kisa wear stupid collar!" Tink's voice blasted out of the old man again, and Kisa reflexively grabbed at her neck. This time, she felt her fingers close around something, and she pulled as hard as she could.
The entire world screeched like a car slamming on its breaks and then exploded into fragments of glass. Kisa was tangled up in someone's Halloween decorations, and was covered in blood. She was on the ground with Tink, and currently had a piece of fabric that looked like gauze wrapped around the goblin's neck. Tink was making choking noises, so Kisa pushed her away and fell forward on the ground, gasping for air.
In her left hand was the necklace. When she paused to inspect it, she had a sudden urge to put it back on, so tossed it away from her and went to check on Tink. The goblin was covered in scratches, and when Kisa rolled her over, Tink hit her in the face with a punch that knocked her teeth loose in her head.
"Owwww, fuck..." Kisa grabbed her mouth and rolled away.
Panting, Tink stood, moving as if in slow motion. "Tink no let stupid bitch take Kisa."
"Ith me," Kisa said through her fingers. When she looked at the goblin, Tink had adjusted her goggles and appraised her now, then let out a grunt and fell backward on the ground.
"Stupid cat run too fast," Tink said, then flopped over on her back. "Witch girl make fast run, Tink follow, but just barely. Now Tink tired."
"Tink." Kisa moved over to the goblin and then felt that cold pit in her stomach again. "We need to hide," she whispered, and then looked around.
They were in someone's front yard, and the whole place had been decorated like a giant spider's nest. Huge, bendable spiders had been put out in the yard, and the two of them squeezed beneath a bush covered in cobwebs just as a pale figure stepped around the corner.
"Sarah?" It was the woman with the long braid, and she was holding a wand in her hand that glowed with a sinister light. She waved the wand over the yard, and the discarded pendant flashed in response.
The woman ran to the pendant and knelt down to pick it up while holding the wand at the ready. She tucked the necklace away in her pocket before backing out of the yard, her eyes scanning the terrain. Once on the sidewalk, she broke into a run and disappeared.
"That can't be good," Kisa said, then helped Tink out of the bush. "We should get back before anyone sees you."
"Ha! Everybody love Tink, nobody want to see stupid cat girl." Tink let out a wheeze and then stood to her full height. "But Tink glad—"
"Hey!" The front door of the home they were near banged open, and a man with a flashlight stepped onto the porch. "You kids need to go home, get out of my yard."
Tink blew a raspberry, then mooned him. Stunned, Kisa allowed Tink to grab her wrist and pull her away, and it wasn't until they were almost a block away that she realized that Tink was cackling like a madman.
In that moment, she had a flash, and dozens of memories blew through her mind. They were vague in nature, but all of them involved time spent with Tink inside of Emily's home. The two of them teasing the mandragora plant with tofu chunks, or catching the fairies in jars to squeeze lube out of them, or the time they ate all the ice cream in the house and tried to frame Abella. They had been thick and thin, back then, and Kisa realized how much she wanted to feel that way again.
The memories were few and far between and she was certain that Tink didn't remember them at all. But maybe, deep down, it was something that the goblin felt, and it explained why she always seemed to have Kisa's back, even when the two of them were at odds with each other. Maybe those memories could never be recovered, but as they ran down the street, all Kisa could think about was how much fun it would be to make new ones.
She laughed along with her friend.

🏚️🏚️🏚️Hi all, I really hope you liked that chapter, it was a tough one to write, and I really hope I did it justice.
The next chapter is the last one for book four, and it is definitely the longest. Even though the fighting is over, there is still one final battle to be won, and you won't want to miss it!
As always, don't forget to leave a rating or review, so many of you are doing a phenomenal job of it, thank you! You can check my bio for release dates, and I plan to start posting the first chapters of book five once I get them written down! Thanks again for being the wonderful community you've always been, and I will see you next time!
Annabelle Hawthorne
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Whew, I know it's a few days late, but here it is, the next chapter in my zombie/succubus/mimic adventure which now stars Bigfoot and a pair of Arachne!
Anyway, if you're a new reader, you should at least go to chapter one, this story is a spin-off of another story, and it's definitely plot-heavy. However, I try not to skimp on the (sometimes weird) sex scenes, so don't worry, we shall wait while you catch up!
Returning readers, welcome back! This is officially a cross-over event, with some characters from Last of Her Kind, so I certainly hope you enjoy a deeper look into Velvet and Eulalie's life.
I've loved reading all your comments and letters. I love this little universe I've created, and I get thrilled whenever I read about how excited you are. These characters are very real to me, and I know that a few of you have communicated that they resonate strongly with you. That's truly an author's dreams.
Don't forget to follow me to get notifications through Lit, and check my release schedule on my bio to see when the next chapter is scheduled to drop! This one is a few days late, but I did update in advance so people would know that November screwed me over.
Anyway, Lily is back from the brink of madness and ready to ponder her own existence! Enjoy!
Dreams of Redemption
Lily watched the sun rise over the trees from the front porch of the cabin. The forest was waking up, and she closed her eyes and listened to the fractured bird songs that bounced across the valley. The air was cool, and she was wearing a pair of jeans with a puffy black vest and a long sleeve flannel shirt. She sat in an oversized rocking chair and was using her tail to push off the ground and rock it because her feet wouldn't reach.
The front door of the cabin opened and Darren came outside. He paused when he saw Lily, and then sat next to her in a regular-sized chair.
"That chair's a bit big for you, don'tcha think?" he said.
"I like sitting on big things." She licked her lips and winked at him. He ignored her and sat down in his own rocking chair and let out a groan, then rubbed his knee.
"Coffee?" He held up a thermos. "It's black, so nothing fancy like you city monsters like it."
"No thanks," she replied.
"Good to see you've got your head on straight again." He poured himself a cup of coffee and set the thermos down. Leaning back in his chair, he clutched the cup with both hands and looked out into the woods.
"I wouldn't say it was that bad. I was comatose, not crazy."
"I meant it literally. Two days ago, your damn head was on backward. I went out hunting jus' so I wouldn't have to look at ya." He sipped the coffee and grimaced. "Truth be told, I went out for beers with my hairy friend and then made a supply run. Got some clothes for your friend so that she wasn't stuck wearing the same shirt every day. Sounds like we'll be making another run at the end of the week to get your stuff from a hotel, right?"
She hadn't heard this. A good chunk of the night had been spent watching the others play make believe and role dice for damage. Still, it had felt so nice to be around other people and outside of the Dreamscape that she had watched. The Arachne fascinated her. She had never seen one in person, and Bigfoot had been an excellent storyteller. Once the game had ended, everyone had headed for bed while Dana had filled her in on the week and their flight from Montana. Afterward, Lily had gone to sit outside, eager to have an open sky above her that was real.
"Yes, but the timing will be tough. Can't get there early or we will run into ourselves leaving the hotel, but can't get there late, because I'm sure the Order went out looking for us after we vanished from the pit."
"Nah, I'll just have you go with Bigfoot. If there are trees nearby, he can get you close enough, you can pick up your stuff and be back here in under an hour. Can probably get your stuff before anyone even knows you were there." He laughed, which turned into a cough. "Damn sasquatch can teleport, if you can believe it. Be across the States in under an hour, though it's not as easy as it used to be. Deforestation is a sore subject with him, so try not to bring it up."
"Don't worry, I won't."
"I'm curious, though. When you girls got here, I thought your friend was making up some bullshit story about time travel and what not, and I wasn't quick to trust ya. The girls were so excited though, and I didn't have it in my heart to lock you all in the barn. Eulalie did some computer trick and was able to find a video of you two walking through a town in Colorado, so unless you both have twins, I may as well roll with it. Dana couldn't tell me much of anything about how it happened, but I was hoping you might."
Lily nodded. It had actually been the first thing that Dana had asked her once her fantasy game had ended. "She told you about what happened in the pit, right? About the thing down there?"
"Oh, that part I understood. My girls love to play those games, and their mother did, too. It was the best way to pass the time out here, especially once they learned to read. Much easier on the pocketbook, too. I just don't know how you ended up going back in time."
"Well, that part is actually less complicated. Think of it like catching a fly with your bare hands. When you let go of the fly, do you release it in the exact same spot you caught it?"
Darren snorted. "I'm not catching a fly with my bare hands these days, but I get ya."
"Well, when that thing grabbed onto us, we were briefly connected. These ancient beings, people assume that they're terribly violent, but a big part of that is the human body doesn't stand up well to time distortions. When it finally let go, it didn't put us back where we came from."
"Oh." He frowned, his left eye twitching.
"Is that...a problem?" Lily sat forward in her seat just as Dana came out of the cabin. She had been using Eulalie's computer to watch movies all night, and Lily assumed whatever she had been watching had ended. Dana was carrying a large chair with her, and she stopped in front of them.
"Do you mind?" she asked. Darren shook his head, and Lily closed her eyes. When she opened them, Tick Tock had transformed into a rocking chair that matched the one that Darren sat in, and she set it down next to Lily and joined them.
"It's not a problem for you," Darren explained with a sad smile on his face. "Was just thinking if it was something that was easy, like walking through the woods, that maybe I could use it to see my wife one more time. It was a silly thought, but I figured maybe there was a trick to it that a demon could do."
"Oh." While she hadn't known what to expect, his response was definitely not one she had considered.
"Don't you worry about it," he said. "I got to have a good life with Ana and the girls. Sure, we had some troubles out this way, but nothing we couldn't handle with that hairy ass yeti on our side."
"Bigfoot," Dana corrected. "He doesn't like it when you call him a yeti. That's someone else."
"Oh, I know that. Why do you think I say it?" His eyes sparkled with mirth as he sipped his coffee once more. "I was wondering something, but don't know how to ask it, so will just come out and say it. I know you two are eventually going home, to this Mike fella. I had a bit of a request for you."
"I'm listening." Lily turned toward Darren.
"I'm sure this Mike fella is a good man and all, but...if you don't mind, I would like it if you kind of didn't mention us when you see him." He coughed again, and rubbed his chest, then continued. "I'm not asking you to keep me a secret or anything, it's just that I need some time to figure a couple of things out with my daughters is all."
"I guess that's easy enough," Dana replied. "Though if it comes up, we will kind of have to tell him."
"It's true," Lily added. "If he mentions coming out here or something, I would definitely want to warn him that someone lives here."
"And I get that." Darren smiled again. "There's just some rather complicated issues I need to discuss with the girls. Hell, they're not even girls anymore, they're both nearly forty."
"Wait, what?" Dana asked.
"It's true," Darren replied. "The Arachne don't age like we do. They look young until their final molt. One day, Ana was as young as she ever was, but after she molted, she had the most beautiful silver hair you ever saw. Her first forehead wrinkle appeared just a week later, and nearly six months later, she looked even older than me, if you can believe it."
A single tear formed in the corner of his eye, and Lily felt a breath hitch in her chest.
"Don't worry about it," Dana replied. "If I know Mike, someone will be too busy trying to kill him anyway. He probably won't be thinking about this place for a long while."
"Thank you. If you don't mind." He stood up, his legs creaking. "I'm feeling up for a walk. Let the girls know for me, they worry about their dad and all."
"Sure thing," Lily replied, then sat and watched Darren's back until he rounded the corner of the house. It was clear that Darren had loved his wife, and from what Lily knew of the Arachne, this surprised her greatly. They were supposed to be vicious predators who ate the men they bred with, but clearly Ana had been different. She had escaped her feral nature and somehow built a loving home and a family with an ordinary man.
"He's dying," Dana said, her voice low.
"Excuse me?" Lily looked back at Dana. "How can you tell?"
"It's the way he smells," she explained. "It wasn't something I could place at first, but the longer I've been around him, the more I notice it. The girls think he knows it, too."
"They know?"
Dana nodded. "They smell things like I do. They figure it's still a couple years out, but it's hard to say. He's old, and his body has been through hell and back. It also doesn't help that he's on a constant supply of spider venom."
"You're going to have to explain that for me."
"They didn't go into detail, but apparently the bites keep him from experiencing pain. Like, physical and emotional. It doesn't dull his senses or anything, it isn't like a drug. It brings him peace. Apparently they had to start doing it for him after their mom died. He was having terrible night terrors."
"Well, I'm glad to hear that your new BFFs have been so chummy with you. So, what now? You going to spend the rest of the week playing board games, maybe freeze each other's bras in between pillow fights and watching movies all night?"
"For your information, it is a terrible idea to pillow fight with a spider. They can stand on the ceiling and smack you real good. Oh, and we totally didn't freeze any bras, we were too busy making out and touching each other's boobs." Dana turned her chair so that she faced Lily, a sarcastic grin on her face. "Seriously, though, we still have a few days before we can leave. Based on what Bigfoot told me, we aren't detectable here. It's why Darren doesn't let the girls leave. He and Ana came here to hide from people who were hunting her. Even though we are guests, I've been helping out where I can, and maybe you should do the same."
"What do you want me to do, help with the dishes?" She scowled at the ground. "If they make me clean the barn, I'm just going to leave."
"Actually, there is something you can help with. Here, let me show you." She got off Tick Tock and headed for the barn, so Lily followed.
"I swear, if you're bringing me out here to milk a cow, I'm gonna fly out of here and stay somewhere with a little more sun and fewer giant spiders." When Lily walked in the barn, she saw that it was empty of animals. The whole place was well organized, and other than an old jeep that was parked in the corner, it was mostly stuff that had been stored in boxes.
Dana pushed Lily up against the wall, and now their lips were almost touching.
"Please tell me you have some left," she whispered, then looked over her shoulder as if she was afraid someone might be listening.
"I thought you weren't that hungry anymore. Something about a deer?" Lily patted Dana's belly for emphasis. It was still slightly swollen, so she gave it a rub and a pat. "Looks like someone didn't use protection while I was gone. I don't know, maybe if the baby looks kind of like me, nobody will be able to tell."
"It's not funny, I had to stuff my damn face with that stupid deer last night." Dana let go of Lily and took a step back. She rubbed her stomach and made a face, then let out a hideous belch. "And all it did was take the edge off. Do you know what an Arachne smells like to a hungry zombie? A fucking lobster dinner, with plenty of butter and those stupid biscuits that are so fucking good, you can't eat just one and they're actually four hundred calories each."
Lily laughed. "I haven't seen you hangry like this. It's kind of fun."
"Lily, stop fucking with me." Dana's lower lip trembled.
"Actually, I haven't seen you like this at all." She leaned back against the wall of the barn. "You're far more outspoken than usual. I would even call you chatty these days. I guess I'm a little bit surprised how much you've opened up to the spider twins while we've been here."
"They're like me." Dana was glowering now. "We have a lot in common."
"And you and I don't?" It was dumb and petty, but Lily realized that she felt a little hurt that Dana seemed to be so close already with Eulalie and Velvet. It had to be related to that piece of soul floating around inside of her, and she frowned. Jealousy never looked good on anybody, and now she felt like the proverbial third wheel.
"What? No, like we have a bunch in common outside of, well, this." Dana grabbed a piece of skin on her arm and peeled it up, revealing the tissue underneath.
"Oh, that's fucking gross." Lily made a face and looked away.
"What I mean to say is that they remind me of me. From before Alex died." Dana took a deep breath and pressed the skin back into place. "I've had a lot of time to think on my own since we got here. Chopping wood for a few hours will definitely help with that. It's been a good reminder of what I might be again, someday, if things work out. And I won't even get into how quickly you can become friends with somebody when you've gone on a proper quest with them."
"Ugh, why couldn't you have just played Monopoly with them?" She shifted against the wall and put her hands on her hips.
"Because Monopoly fucking sucks." Dana was close again, and her tongue ran along her lower lip. "When I needed you, you were all fucked up, and they were there for me until you came back. And now that you're back, I still need you. Please don't make me beg."
Lily grinned. "Oh? You're willing to beg, are you?"
"I'm willing to eat your ass if you'll just hurry up and feed me." Dana pressed herself into Lily and slid an arm around her waist.
"Someone is feeling feisty today."
Dana shrugged. "What can I say? I know my audience."
Lily laughed. "Okay, fine. If you're willing to talk dirty to me before I feed you, then you must be desperate."
"I don't want to eat another fucking deer," she muttered. "I'm already hungry again. Will end up bursting by the end of the week."
Lily's tail wrapped around Dana's waist, and she spun the zombie about so that she was now pinned against the wall. She ran her finger down the front of Dana's chest, then let it linger between her breasts. "Soup's on, little girl."
She summoned Mike's sperm from the depths of her being and then kissed Dana. The zombie sucked greedily at her tongue as precious drops of sperm squirted into her mouth, and she swallowed. Already, Lily could feel Dana's body temperature rising against her, and the mewling noises she made were somehow adorable and pitiful at the same time.
When they disconnected, a sticky strand briefly connected their mouths. Dana used her finger to collect it and suck it off.
"You're not you when you're hun—" Lily was cut off when Dana pressed against her, and their lips met once again. They stumbled about a little bit before Dana pushed Lily against the hood of the jeep. She unbuttoned Lily's shirt, causing her breasts to spring into view.
"No bra, huh?" Dana mounted Lily and bit down on one of her nipples, then sucked on it hard enough that the tissue swelled.
"Nope, not even in church." Lily tilted her head back and allowed herself to enjoy the frantic touches of the horny zombie above her. Unlike with Mike in the Dreamscape, there was nothing soft or tender about this. It was raw and unfocused, enjoyable enough for what it was. Her jealousy from earlier had already faded, because she knew that this was something that neither of the Arachne could give her.
A shoe hit the ground, and Lily lifted her head to see Dana stripping off her clothes as if they burned her. Clothing flew everywhere, and once she was naked, she threw herself on top of Lily and clamped her thighs around Lily's leg.
"For someone who hates going to church, you sure love being worshipped." Dana was grinding her pussy against Lily's thigh, and the succubus grinned. She made several bony lumps sprout from beneath her skin and create a surface for Dana to press against.
"That's because my body is a temple," she explained, her tail now coiling around Dana's waist. She narrowed the tip and pressed it between Dana's labia, parting her folds and teasing her with very little effort. "Do you have anything you wish to confess?"
Dana opened her mouth to reply, and Lily slid her tail inside of the zombie's eager pussy.
Dana gasped, a sound that delighted Lily, but seeing that rush of heat flood into Dana's cheeks and chest brought a grin to her face. Here, in this moment, Dana belonged to her and only her.
"That's right," Lily said, then pulled Dana's face into her breasts and held her in place while she tail-fucked her. "Let the unholy spirit guide you to the edge of—"
Dana slapped a hand over Lily's mouth and sat forward so that they were face to face. "If you're gonna talk about church, the least you can do is dress up as a nun for me. Though, if you do, I hope you don't make a...habit of it." A playful smile appeared on her face as she moved her hips and fucked Lily's tail.
Lily growled and turned to smoke, her body coalescing behind Dana, who was now on her hands and knees on the hood of the jeep.
"There is no way I'm letting you get away with a pun while I'm fucking you." She pressed on Dana's hips, which caused her legs to slide out from underneath her. Her swollen pussy was exposed once more, and Lily's tail came up from between her legs and formed into a thick, rigid cock.
When she pushed herself into Dana, she shivered in delight as Dana went limp on the hood of the car and groaned. Lily pounded her from behind hard enough that the springs of the old jeep creaked ominously beneath it. Dana's head was turned, and her breath was coming so hot and fast on the cool metal of the car that condensation was forming on the hood near her mouth. She let out tiny, mewling cries and clung to the metal frame of the jeep with her hands as if it was a life raft in a storm.
"Oh, please forgive me, Mother Lily, for I have sinned!" Dana let out a laugh that became a moan, then a growl. Her fingers pressed into the metal hard enough that she was leaving small dents, and when she came, she let out a short howl like a dog, and then just opened her mouth silently and groaned, likely to keep the others from hearing her and coming to see what was happening.
Not that Lily minded if they did. She expanded the head of her faux cock inside of Dana and made it flutter in rhythm with Dana's orgasm, teasing the inner walls of her vagina until she let out one final groan and went completely limp on the hood.
"Perform twenty Hail Lily's and eat all your vegetables, then all shall be forgiven." Lily summoned a riding crop and smacked Dana on the ass. "But seriously, that pun was awful."



Dana lay panting on the hood of the jeep, her bare nipples stiffening in the cool air. Her loud breaths went silent and she let out a sigh of relief, then rolled over and sat up, her legs spread wide on the hood. "Yeah, that's fair. I was trying not to laugh, so figured that was the best response. You have no idea how much better that feels, thank you."
"I would have to agree." Lily smirked as Dana slid off the hood and went on a hunt for her clothing. The riding crop vanished from her hands in a puff of smoke. "And this was way more fun than milking cows, by the way."
Dana chuckled, then knelt under the jeep to retrieve a sock and her panties.
"I'm surprised you didn't drag me out here last night. We could have counted the stars or some shit, maybe even read poetry to each other." Lily sat on a box, causing the side to split open. A faded box fell out, and she picked it up. It was an ancient box of crayons, each one of them worn down to nubs. She closed the flap and stuffed them back through the crack.
"Yeah, well, zombie brain had me obsessing over something. You might not remember, but when we were in the pit, I found a drawing of that necklace we were supposed to find. The Order is looking for it, too, and I had this stupid idea that maybe I could try and find it. They called it a Dragon Seed, so I was poking around the internet for details." Dana pulled her panties on and then found her bra in the passenger seat of the jeep.
"And what did you find?"
"Well, once I dug deep enough, I found exactly what you would expect to find on the internet. Porn, and lots of it." She put on her bra and then started sliding into her jeans. "But that's what I get for looking up a pearl necklace related to dragons."
"Yeah, even I could have told you that."
Dana nodded, then put on her shoes. "So, yeah. I had this stupid idea that maybe the reason the Order never found it was because we already had. However, we can't leave here anyway, so I guess it's going to have to remain a mystery."
Lily was about to say something when a large shape dropped down from above. Eulalie landed with hardly any sound at all, her cheeks bright red.
"I am so sorry," she told them, all of her legs squirming. She ran out the door of the barn and vanished into the woods.
"What was that about?" Lily looked at Dana.
"No idea." They left the barn behind and saw Eulalie emerging from the woods, a satisfied look on her face. When she saw them, her cheeks turned red again.
"Were you watching us?" asked Dana.
"Only sort of. Not really." Eulalie grimaced. "I couldn't sleep last night so snuck out to the barn and fell asleep in the loft. I woke up when I heard you two, but by the time I realized what you were doing, I couldn't leave without making it awkward." She let out a little laugh. "But I had to go to the bathroom, and couldn't wait any longer. I'm really sorry. I promise I'm not a creep."
"It's fine, don't worry about it." Dana looked at Lily. "Right?"
Lily rolled her eyes. Even if Eulalie had been watching, the succubus didn't care who had seen them. However, the prospect of tormenting the spider had been entertaining. "Yeah, fine, whatever."
"Thanks." Eulalie bowed her head and headed toward the cabin. Lily watched the Arachne go inside, then looked over at Dana.
"Be nice," Dana told her, then headed for the cabin herself.
Lily was left outside by herself, and it suddenly occurred to her that her only options were to go inside or maybe head out for a walk.
"This place is so boring," she muttered. Still, it was better than being trapped in the Dreamscape. She looked up in the sky and noticed that the clouds up above looked like giant balls of floating cotton. It had been some time since she had gone for a daytime flight, so why not take advantage of it?
She took off into the sky, flying in large circles as she ascended. Beneath her, the forest shrank away, and she could make out the azure glow of the magical barrier that shielded them. Wondering how high up it went, she flapped her wings until the clouds gobbled her up.

🕷🕷🕷A cool breeze ran along the back of Dana's neck like a lover's hands, and the birds sang the whole way. The hike up the mountain was pleasant enough, and had been a wonderful suggestion. Behind her, she couldn't hear a sound, but could definitely smell the Arachne's presence. Velvet moved with an ethereal grace through the forest, and Dana couldn't help but wonder just how fast the Arachne could run.
"So you usually hunt alone?" Dana asked.
"I do," Velvet replied. "Well, if you don't count Emery. He usually comes with me just in case something happens, but with you here, it shouldn't be a problem."
"What could happen?"
"Well, standard stuff. Like, maybe I'm splitting wood and a tree falls on me, or something silly like that. Emery's job is to go find help just in case. It's my dad's idea, in case you were wondering."
Dana chuckled. "I think most dad's are the same like that."
"What was yours like?" Velvet asked. "For obvious reasons, mine is over protective."
Dana smiled, thinking back to the hundreds of hours spent underneath a car, or repairing something in the house. "Mine always encouraged me to pursue what I love. Had no problem with me putting myself in danger as long as I knew the risks."
"Yeah, we get a bit of that, too. Dad used to be a soldier, and he wanted us to know how to fend for ourselves. We learned a lot from him, but most of it comes from our mother. Well, and instincts. When I was five, I could have killed a grown man unarmed if I wanted to. That's not hyperbole or anything. Arachne are top-tier predators."
"So, should I be nervous around you?" Dana turned just enough so that Velvet would see that she was smiling.
"As a predator? No. My prey drive tells me I would get more nutrition out of a rock, no offense."
"None taken. Do I...smell to you?"
Velvet cleared her throat. "Um...yeah."
"Oh, don't worry, I'm not offended or anything." She stopped and turned around to face the Arachne. "Ever since I died, I have this crazy sense of smell that constantly fucks with me. Like, if I get remotely hungry, I can smell everyone nearby, and they all smell like the tastiest food you could ever eat."
Velvet nodded. "Yeah, it's not quite the same for me. Like, I smell things, but my body also tells me stuff like if the meat is any good, or even if someone may be carrying a weapon. It's hard to describe to a human, but..." She pointed at the extra sets of eyes above her own. "My human eyes are okay, but the spider part of me sees everything. A little bit of infravision, some ultraviolet, etc. So the stuff I smell is sometimes similar to that, like stuff outside of a human's senses."
"So, ultrasmell and infrasmell?"
Velvet laughed. "Yeah, that's a good way of putting it."
"I have another question." Dana turned to walk the path, and Velvet was now walking at her side. "I've seen some pictures of your mom, and she's a mirror image of your sister, but..."
"Ah, yes." Velvet waved her hand over her lower body. "Would you believe that it's just because I hate shaving my legs?"
"I mean, standards of beauty are different out here in the woods. But seriously, I'm curious, if you don't mind answering."
"I'm just fucking with you. We think it's the environment, but can't be sure. My arachnid morphology is vastly different than my sister's, and the assumption is that the environment we are born into taps into some sort of hereditary network. It took my parents a few years to conceive me, and for some reason, my biology dictated that this form was more suitable for hunting in the woods."
"Other than appearance, is there really much of a difference between you and your sister?"
"I can't spin a web worth a shit. Like, I can force it and bundle up my food, but I'm not the trap builder my sister is. I am much stronger, though, and my senses are sharper. She was built to lurk and wait, while I was built to pursue and fight."
"I guess that makes sense."
"Yeah, we—" Velvet held up a hand and looked over at a nearby tree. Dana watched her approach the tree and lean in close to look at a tiny spider with a bulbous butt. The little spider was waving its arms around frantically.
"She says that there's a bear up ahead." Velvet looked over her shoulder. "We're going to take a different path and avoid it."
"Worried it might hurt you?"
"Oh, I've killed more than a few bears. This one is just passing through, and I try to stick to animals like deer, to keep the predator-prey balance and all that." Velvet led Dana in a different direction, and they were now moving down into a valley. "Besides, that bear isn't hurting anything by just being there. As long as it doesn't start sniffing around the cabin, it can go about its life."
"So, what kinds of things do spiders talk about?" Dana asked. "I didn't even know they were smart enough to talk."
"Mostly simple things. Weather, terrain, what they've eaten. Spiders are remarkably kind for the most part. Jumping spiders are my favorite, they just love life. Imagine a little kid saying 'what's that?' over and over again, it's kind of their mentality. Hobo spiders are generally dicks, though. Like, not aggressive or anything, but they'll comment on everything you do like they know better."
Dana laughed. Spiders were just a natural occurrence no matter where you were in the world, and the idea that they could be silently judging people appealed to her.
They descended into the valley and took a circuitous route through a series of trees. She smelled sulfur, and briefly thought that Lily had followed them into the woods until they maneuvered around some rocks to reveal a clearing with a pair of large hot springs in the middle. The further of the two looked very deep, but the closer one was very wide, like a swimming pool.
"How pretty." Dana knelt at the water's edge. The inside of the springs were ringed in red and blue, and she held her hands over the water and watched vapor form on her fingertips.
"Yeah, there's a bunch of these scattered around the valley. We use them for baths or relaxing."
Dana heard the rustle of clothing and turned to see that Velvet was taking off her clothes.
"Um...I thought we were coming out here to hunt?"
"Change of plans. We've got plenty of food at home, and I am way overdue for a bath. Mainly got out just to get out. Days can get kind of long out here sometimes." Velvet was topless now except for her bra, and she reached behind her back and fidgeted with the clasp. She pulled the undergarment free, revealing a pair of wide spread breasts with dark nipples the size of silver dollars. "The water won't hurt you if you want to join me. It's like a hot tub."
She watched the Arachne step into the pool, the water overflowing onto the surrounding soil. Velvet had pulled her hair into a ponytail, and she let out a contented sigh as she spread out her arms and laid her head on a nearby rock. Her human frame was well muscled with streaks of white and brown fur running down her sides and belly.
"And how would you know how a hot tub feels?" Dana slid out of her pants and sat on the edge of the spring, her legs in the water.
Velvet grinned. "If you think my sister and I never snuck out and hijacked someone's vacation cabin, you would be sorely mistaken."
"What about your sister?" The voice came from above, and Dana looked up to see Eulalie jump out of a tree. She curled into a tight ball and cannonballed into the far spring, sending a geyser of water into the air that doused Velvet and Dana. When she surfaced, her wet hair clung to pale skin, and her legs spread wide as she floated on her back in the spring, looking very much like a sea urchin.
"I was wondering when you would get here." Velvet wiped water out of her face. "Eulalie comes here far more often than I do. She's a much better swimmer on account of not having all the extra fur on her legs. I sensed her following us a while back."
"One time I fucked up the landing and snapped one of my legs off." Eulalie lifted one of her long, spindly legs into the air and gave it a shake. "Not only did it hurt, but mom grounded me for coming to the spring by myself for the rest of the winter. She was super protective of both of us."
Velvet nodded. "You would have liked her, though. She was a lot of fun, and loved to read us stories. She used to run the game for us, but Uncle Foot took over after she passed."
Both Arachne went quiet, and the only sound that could be heard was the wind blowing through the trees and the burbling of the spring.
"So, what happens at the end of the week?" asked Velvet. "Are you two heading out of here?"
Dana nodded. "Bigfoot is going to help us get our stuff back and then get us back home I guess." It was an anticlimactic end to her adventure, and she let out a disgruntled sigh. They had retrieved only a couple of the magical objects she needed to dispel her curse, and she wasn't sure if she had technically gained anything from all the trouble they had gotten in.
"You don't sound happy about it." Eulalie had drifted around enough that she was on her back and facing toward Dana now.
"I didn't find everything I needed," she explained. "Quest failed, I guess."
"Does it have anything to do with what you were looking at on my computer?" asked Eulalie. "I saw that weird necklace picture you drew and thought it was that thing you were talking with Lily about."
Dana nodded. "The Dragon Seed? Yeah, it was. Ratu told me that that item was the big one, and super important."
"Ratu is the naga, right?" Velvet had now lowered herself into the spring far enough that her chin kissed the water.
"Mm-hmm. Mike mentioned that she can turn into a giant snake, but I haven't seen it."
"I would love to see that." Velvet grinned.
Dana opened her mouth to say 'maybe someday,' but remembered Darren's words. "Same," she replied.
"Huh." Eulalie sat up in the water and crawled out of the deep spring and joined them in the shallow one. She was also naked, and Dana couldn't help but notice that her torso seemed softer and more plump than her sister's. "I kind of thought so. I showed your picture to Uncle Foot, and he recognized it almost right away."
Dana sat up fast enough that she splashed herself in the face. "He's heard of it?"
Eulalie nodded. "Uncle Foot has been around. He asked me where I got the picture from and then groaned when I told him you gave it to me. I had to promise him that I wasn't going out to look for it."
"What does it do?"
"Vee, you'll love this." Eulalie flicked water at her sister's face. "Dragons are extremely rare, and they rarely breed or reproduce. Well, female dragon's lay eggs, which means that they probably have to fuck to fertilize them. Well, some mage got the bright idea of collecting dragon sperm and discovered that it crystallizes on contact with air."
"That's..." Par for the course, Dana thought to herself. Of course it was somehow related to sex. "Weird."
"Well, gets weirder. There have been a few Dragon Seeds through time. The story goes that a man who possesses the Dragon Seed will slowly gain the qualities of a dragon until he actually becomes one. It will use up the seed, but, you know...now you have a dragon man."
"Whoa! Like with wings and a breath weapon?" Velvet was bobbing up and down, her shimmering eyes fixed on her sister. "Maybe even some sexy fangs, or horns?"
Eulalie shrugged. "Uncle Foot didn't know the details. Wars and the like were fought over them, and one hasn't been seen for a long time as far as he knows."
"Dragon sperm. I was sent on a quest for dragon sperm." Dana pulled off the rest of her clothes and slid down beneath the water's surface with her eyes closed until the world was drowned out by heat and darkness.
Her scream of frustration was gobbled up by the water, and once she was done, she sat on the bottom of the spring. It was time to officially call it. The other items were impossible to find, but this last one was likely already in the hands of someone who knew its secret. If the Order was also looking for it, chances are that they had resources to track it that she did not.
She sat there moping for a few minutes until a hand grabbed her by the hair and dragged her to the surface.
"Hey, you okay?" Velvet's eyes were full of concern.
"Yeah. Don't need to breathe, remember?" Dana sank below the water when Velvet let go of her, then bobbed over to the side where she could sit once more. She wiped the hair out of her eyes and sighed. "Sorry, just super frustrated. The only good thing that's come out of this trip was getting to meet the two of you. It's been nice out here, not worrying about being chased by the Order, but I'm never going to be able to track down this necklace, and I definitely am not going to be able to take it from a dragon."
"Oh, the process takes years, so there's still time. As for tracking it down..." Eulalie broke into a grin. "What if I told you that I'm working on it?"
"How?"
Velvet laughed, and Eulalie's face glowed. "Well...my dad knows I do computer stuff, but not what kind I do. I took some online classes once we had internet, and it blossomed from there into something much bigger."
"She's a world class hacker," Velvet said. "Like, she's actually scored a few government contracts, that kind of thing."
"How? Don't they do background checks?"
"Background checks against what? Technically, we don't exist, so it wasn't like I had to wipe out any trace of who we were. Manufacturing fake identities is easy when you have nothing else to do with your time." Eulalie tossed her hair over her shoulder. "Most of what I do is test weaknesses in secure systems for government agencies. It's like someone paying you to try and break into their house. I don't do bad stuff, because the last thing I want to do is call attention to us."
"You can't say you never do anything bad," Velvet added.
Eulalie ignored her sister. "But because of the work I do, I have access to a lot of programs and computers that most people do not. Right now, I've got a network of computers that are compiling video and photo footage and scanning it for any objects that might match this necklace of yours."
"That's a thing you can do?"
"It's kind of like facial recognition." Eulalie shrugged. "I'm not saying it's perfect. Before I left the cabin, the computers had already collected thousands of positive matches, but we can filter those. It's mostly just looking through social media posts from the last year or so, and maybe traffic cameras, that kind of thing. It isn't like you sleep anyway, so it will give you something to do."
"Eulalie. Thank you."
"Don't thank me yet." Eulalie's cheeks glowed with pride. "Let's see what I turn up first."
"Hey, can I ask a question?" Velvet had raised her hand like a child in school. "That scar on your shoulder is wicked. How did you get that?"
"This?" Dana looked at her shoulder. The lines had faded a bit, but the mark was very noticeable. "Stupid bitch with a sword cut it right off in one swing. Lily had to learn surgery to reattach it."
"Wait, a woman with a sword?" Velvet moved closer and stared at the wound. "When was this?"
"Um...well, last week for me, a couple days from now, technically."
Eulalie giggled. "I love this time travel shit."
"Lala, can it. This woman, what did she look like?"
Dana described her attacker, the details always fresh in her mind. "She was using this really cool sword that unfolds, I guess it's standard issue."
Velvet pulled herself out of the spring, steam clinging to her body as she walked. She knelt over her clothes and pulled something out of its pocket. "You mean like this?"
With the flick of her wrist, the knife in her hand unfolded into a blade.



"Where did you get that?" Dana asked.
"Our dad took it off some guy who was hunting him and mom," Eulalie said. "He let Velvet have it for hunting when she was younger, but I don't think she uses it anymore."
"If I'm in a hurry chopping up firewood, I might." Velvet twisted her wrist while flicking the blade, and it collapsed. "Do you know how to use a sword?"
"Nope. But I'm a pretty fast learner." She tapped her temple. "Dead girls get photographic memory, after all."
"Hmm." Velvet crawled back into the spring and looked at her sister. "If you run into this woman again, I bet she lops off more than your arm. I think we can do better than that."
Eulalie pulled herself out of the spring and moved to some nearby rocks. She rolled one aside and pulled out a silken bundle with towels inside. "You interested in learning how to dodge a sword? Our mother taught us how to fight, she was always paranoid that the Order would find her and dad someday."
"Yes, please." Dana pulled herself out of the spring and caught the towel that was tossed to her.
Velvet grinned, then stood as well. Water dripped from her bulbous, hairy body, creating a sound that was very similar to rain. "This will be so much more fun than hunting."

🕷🕷🕷Lily sat in the rocking chair, her eyes on the sky as the stars appeared. Dinner had been a brief affair where the Arachne had drained a deer and Darren had eaten a bowl of stew. After eating, Bigfoot had showed up at the front door and everyone had retired to the game table for tonight's session.
She had watched for almost half an hour, then got bored and headed outside. The forest was loud, filled with the sound of hunting bats and crickets, and she was becoming aware of the hollow pit in her stomach that craved to be filled with food. She had eaten recently, but between the incident in the pit and her long flight earlier today, she could definitely use a snack.
The door creaked, and she saw that Darren had stepped outside. She groaned inwardly, preferring to mope in solitude. Still, it was his house, and she didn't feel like getting grief from Dana about being impolite later.
"May I join you?" he asked. "Gettin' a bit loud in there. Could use some quiet."
"Free country." She moved out of his chair and leaned against the wall. He let out a groan when he sat, then sighed in relief once he was down. He rocked for several minutes, his eyes closed and exhaustion on his face. When she had come back from her flight earlier, he had been sitting in this same chair, rocking and reading a book. A simple life for a simple man.
Eventually, he opened his eyes and pulled a Snicker's bar out of his pocket and held it up. "Want some?"
She shook her head. "No."
He grunted, then took a bite of it. His eyes scanned the trees, as if he was looking for someone, his jaw working on the candy in his mouth. After he swallowed, he spoke. "I've been thinkin' all day, after this morning's conversation. Wanted to ask you a question."
"Why bother saying it, then? Why not just ask?"
"Maybe I'm workin' up to it is all." He opened his mouth and paused when the sound of laughter came through the windows of the cabin. A smile appeared on his lips, then faded. "What happens to us when we die?"
"Well, first you die. Then you rot and stink until you turn into dirt and goo, depends on where it happens. What kind of question is that?"
Darren scowled at her. "Well, I thought that maybe you knew, on account of being a demon and all."
"I can tell you about Hell. It sucks. Even demons hate being there."
"Hmm. But if Hell exists...then Heaven does, too?"
Lily groaned. "Okay, I'm definitely not qualified to answer questions about that place."
"No, it's not that. But when we die...we still exist. We go somewhere."
Lily crossed her arms and tilted her head. "That depends on a bunch of things. Are you worried about your own mortality or something?"
"Nah, not me. Part of me died when I was young, and it's just waiting for the rest of me. I was just hopin'..." a small smile played on his lips. "Maybe I'm hopin' to see someone again. Once I'm gone."
"It's possible, I guess. I'm not an expert."
Darren turned his head toward the darkness and rolled his eyes. "No, I'm not talkin' about you," he said, causing Lily to look over her shoulder. There was nobody there.
"Then who are you talking about?" she asked, looking back at him with curiosity.
"Hmm? Oh, right. Sorry, mind wanders." He stood from his chair and looked in the window of the cabin. "I love my girls, don't get me wrong. But sometimes I see so much of their mother in them that it makes my heart hurt. It's an ache that never seems to go away, y'know? I'm sure it sounds like I'm ramblin', but...I miss my wife."
The light of the cabin shimmered in the pools of his eyes, and he smiled. "She saved me. Gave me a life I thought was impossible, and there isn't a day that goes by that I don't miss her dearly. I guess the reason I asked you about dyin' was because I'm hopin' that maybe, once I'm gone, I'll get to see her again. I have my thoughts on it, but figured maybe you could tell me for certain."
Lily said nothing, her thoughts whirling around. It was strange to hear Darren say such a thing, to claim a love for a woman who had clearly been inhuman, but now that the idea was in front of her, she wondered if there was a limit to who could actually be loved.
"I don't know," she told him. "Humans and Arachne are different. Even humans don't go to the same place when they die, it depends on so many things. There is something out there, a place where most of them go, but that's all I know for sure, and even that isn't much."
He sniffed, then rubbed his eyes. "Well, assuming I get there, maybe I'll go looking for her. Will give me something to do."
"I hear the afterlife is a pretty big place. Might be hard to find her on your own."
"I'm never alone," he whispered. He looked away from the window and rubbed his eyes again, then let out a cough. "I'm feelin' pretty tired. Think I'll turn in for the night. Take care."
He took a step away from the chair, but Lily couldn't help but notice that he had left part of his Snickers bar behind. She saw his shadow move through the house, heard him kiss his daughters on the cheeks, then the quiet click of a door in the back of the house.
Inside the cabin, it sounded like the group was besieging a dwarven stronghold, or fighting dragons, it was hard to tell through the laughter and accusations of cheating. Occasionally the night was punctuated by a rare laugh from Dana, a sound which brought a small smile to Lily's lips.
When she had set out on this trip, she hadn't realized how much of herself she would see in the young zombie. Sure, her intentions had been altruistic, and she had hoped to keep Dana from falling down the same hole of anger and chaos that had claimed her many centuries ago.
However, after her ordeal in the Dreamscape, she now found herself wondering if she was in a hole that could still be climbed. Inherently, her nature was evil. It was something she had long been comfortable with, even embraced. It came with the territory of being a creature of Hell, regardless of her origins.
Now, though, there was that tiny voice inside of her that told her what was right from wrong, and it was impossible to shut it out. While looking down on the world from up above, it had occurred to her that she was struggling with very human emotions for the first time in centuries and it was likely entirely due to the fact that part of Mike's soul now resided inside of her.
But it was more than that. He was also like her conscience, a silent observer just waiting to comment on her day to day actions. Would he approve of them, or would he condemn her? It hadn't really come up during their interlude in the Dreamscape, and she couldn't help but miss the soft, loving touch of his skin against hers. Was that something she could still have if she continued her life as a succubus?
Right now, she stood outside a cabin filled with creatures that would inspire terror with a single glance, but beauty was clearly in the eye of the beholder. Each of the monstrous beings inside was just as deserving of love and light as any other creature, and she now wondered if such a blessing could someday extend to her as well. Then again, after all the wrong she had done, did she even deserve redemption?
"I'm so fucking confused," she whispered, her hand now over her eyes. She had never been one to crave salvation, but was that because she had believed she was simply beyond saving? Her insides were all broken, and even though the person she was had been utterly destroyed by Aladdin's magic so long ago, the person she was becoming now rebelled against her own demonic nature.
Could Mike ever see her as anything but who she had been? She thought of the misery that Darren experienced, and had no doubt in her mind that Mike could be the same way. Darren was a man who missed his wife, a creature with a long legacy of hunting and killing humans, sometimes for sport. That Ana had found a way to suppress her own monstrous nature was a testament to her strength, but that she had passed those pacified traits to her children was also a miracle in itself.
If Darren, an ordinary man by all accounts, could love a monster like Ana, then...
Her thoughts swirled around like fiery spirals, memories of the past, both distant and recent, coming to the forefront for her inspection. Troubled by the things she saw, her senses alerted her to the fact that Darren had fallen asleep.
It had been some time since she had properly fed, and now there was a perfectly good meal nearby. She could take a little bit, just enough that nobody would ever know, feed that side of her that wanted to prove that she was still a creature of Hell. But if Dana was right, and he really was dying, such an act could cut his remaining days in half.
It should have bothered her more that she was now standing in his room, she didn't even remember walking there. The window was open just a crack, which had been more than enough for her to gain entry. Outside his bedroom door, she could hear the others laughing, followed by the rolling of dice. Through the veil of sleep, she could sense the war brewing inside of Darren's head, and his brow was furrowed, making his wrinkles even deeper than before.
She sat on the side of his bed and put her fingers on his temples, curious what could trouble a man who lived with two Arachne daughters in the middle of nowhere.
The Dreamscape was different for everyone, but the sudden intensity of Darren's mind shocked even Lily. She was standing outside the cabin once more, but it was surrounded by a fierce jungle full of smoke and gunfire. Curious, she walked inside, sensing the fragile soul within.
Darren sat at the dining room table, his body hunched over and his hands trembling. On the table was a bloody knife, and he occasionally flicked the handle, causing it to spin in place.
"He didn't always used to be like this."
Lily turned to see who was speaking, and was stunned to see a younger version of Darren standing on the other side of the cabin. He was wearing combat fatigues and had a rifle slung over one shoulder. Though he spoke to Lily, his attention was focused on the jungle outside.
"I'm guessing not." She looked at Darren, then back at his clone. "So, what are you supposed to be? His lost childhood? Dreams of better days?"
"I'm the one who watches over him, ever since the war." The clone frowned, then turned his attention to Lily. "The dreams are coming for him, you know. The venom keeps them at bay, helps to hide him from the shadows, but it isn't the same. He used to think it was the venom that kept the darkness back, and maybe in the beginning it was. But death comes for all things, and when it took her away, he learned an inconvenient truth."
"Are you talking about his wife?"
"Ana." The clone laughed, then drew his gun and fired it out the window. The staccato burst of ammunition startled Lily, but when she looked outside, she saw a cluster of shadows flee into the jungle.
"What the fuck is even out there?" she asked.
"Guilt. Sadness, some regret. Anything that wants to come for you when you're at your most vulnerable. The jungle claims us all, eventually, but what matters is having the strength to escape it." He slung his rifle over his shoulder and pulled a Snickers bar from his front breast pocket. "Want some?"
"No, I'm good." She kept a wary eye on the clone, then crossed the cabin to Darren. There was no furniture other than the table and chair, and Darren had picked up the bloody knife and was inspecting it, his reflection distorted in the steel of the blade.
"This is weird." Mike stood with her now, appraising the cabin. "Did you seriously pop in here to eat a part of this guy?"
"I don't need any judgement from you," she told him, then sat on the edge of the table. Darren's eyes briefly met hers, and she saw a total lack of interest. His entire attention was focused on the bloodied knife in his hands, and every now and then, she thought she could hear the distant screams of an angry man coming from it.
"I get it, you're hungry. But you can't feed on the innocent, now can you?"
Lily opened her mouth, then lowered her voice. "He's hardly innocent. I can see it written on his soul. Sure, he's done good things most of his life, but there's a lot of darkness, too."
"Would you say he's a bad person, though? Do dark deeds always define us?" Mike sat on the edge of the table and crossed his legs much like Lily did. When he noticed, he shifted his knees apart, then leaned toward her. "And remember, I'm part of you now. Any judgement from me is really just a self-reflection that you might not want to hear."
"Shut up," Darren whispered. Back in the real world, Lily heard him groan.
More gunfire echoed through the cabin, and Darren's clone frowned through the gunsmoke. "Shit, it's going to be a bad night," he said.
Lily looked at Mike, then Darren. The two of them had very different lives, but their capacity for love made them similar enough that it made her uncomfortable.
"Looks like you get to make a choice, tonight." Mike hopped off the table and walked to the closest window. He watched something for a few minutes, the silence punctuated by gunfire. "You can feed, it's not like anyone is going to stop you. Looks like you may be doing him a favor, helping him put the other foot in the grave. I can't imagine having dreams like this for months on end. You could even think of it as a good deed, right?"
"You ass," she told him. She knew what he was doing, and hated that it was working.
"You could also just walk away. In fact, choosing not to do something bad is good in a way, right? You could leave this place and go for a quick flight, maybe snack on a camper who cheats on her husband or something. Take a few months of life from someone with decades yet to live. No harm, no foul."
"Stop it," she said, his words cutting into her. She put her hands on her ears to shut him out, but the gunfire still made it through. "Please, stop saying things like that."
He was before her now, down on both of his knees. He pulled her hands away from her ears, his eyes now full of kindness.
"What I am is a reflection of who you are," he told her. "I am your soul now, remember? Everything you do will help shape me. If you don't like the changes that you see, you need to either accept the person you've become and live with it, or be the change you want to see in the world."
Lily scowled at him and grabbed him by the neck.
"You think I'm manipulating you, like he did." Mike grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand off his throat. "But I'm not. You know that feeding off of this man is wrong, but it isn't against the rules, and you hate being told what to do. For what it's worth, I believe you are better than this, but my word is only as good as what you do with it. So what will it be? Will you snack a little, or let him be?"
Her breath was coming in short bursts now as she contemplated her options. If what he said was true, doing something wrong would change that little piece of soul inside of her. Would Mike eventually become like her? Full of rage and spite? Was that what she wanted to encounter inside of the Dreamscape every time she visited?"
"How are you even here?" she asked. "Aren't you stuck on that island?"
"You are my island. I go where you do." He pointed out the window closest to him, and when she looked outside, the jungle had faded away, leaving behind the sandy shores of Mike's soul. "You're in his head, but I'm in yours. There was a movie about this, kind of, but I never saw it, so don't remember the title."
She stood and grabbed the knife from Darren. He looked up at her in surprise, but she put her hand over his mouth. His clone started toward her, gun raised, but she waved him off.
"You said that she used to bring him peace? This Arachne woman of his?"
The clone nodded.
"There's always a third option." She moved toward the front door and kicked it open, and her wings expanded out behind her. She could see them now, the nightmares awaiting Darren in the shadows. They shifted about beneath the leaves, waiting for her to step aside.
In the real world, Darren's brow had furrowed, and he was groaning.
"It's time to clean house," she declared, then launched herself into the jungle of his mind, the dagger held tightly in her hand. She tore through the dense foliage and hunted them down, angry shadows that exploded into mist as she stabbed, snapped, and tore them apart. She set fire to the jungle itself, burning it away from the cabin in a fiery ring.
The shadows were many. Nightmares were known not only for their veracity, but their numbers. And as they surged toward her, she could feel pressure building up inside the Dreamscape. They were powerful, perhaps even strong enough to boot her out of Darren's mind. These manifestations had been lying in wait for decades, kept at bay by Ana's presence and her venom, and they were hungry to claim Darren once and for all.
One by one, Lily summoned up the souls she had consumed over the centuries, commanding them to scour the jungle with her, to cleanse it of the shadows once and for all. The souls in her thrall obeyed without question, and the nightmares fled in terror as an army of her own tracked them down and ground them into dirt. As the jungle burned, the world flourished and blossomed anew, and after nearly an hour in the real world, Lily found herself back at the cabin once more, standing atop its scorched eaves. Below her, the souls of the Damned eagerly awaited orders, and she dismissed them, letting them rest in the depths of her mind once more.
Darren's troubled sleep had calmed, and when she walked inside, he was now sitting at the table with a cup of coffee gripped in his hands.
"That was not what I expected at all," said Mike, holding a coffee of his own.
"That's because I'm unpredictable, Romeo." She held up the knife and then crushed it with her hands. When she opened them, technicolor dust fell to the floor and drifted away.
"I'm impressed." Darren's clone was sitting on the window ledge, a wry smile on his face. "But they'll be back eventually. The nightmares always come back."
She looked at Darren, then back at Mike.
"Never tell anybody about this," she said.
"About what?"
While Darren's back was turned, she sifted through his memories and pulled up everything she could about his dearly departed Ana. Her body shimmered, and she sprouted six more legs. Her torso shrank a bit, and when she touched Darren's shoulder, he turned and regarded her with wide eyes.
"Ana?" he asked with wondrous eyes. "Is that really you?"



Lily said nothing. She couldn't lie to him directly, and she knew from his memories that she wouldn't give him a non-answer.
"It is." Mike told him, then took Darren by the hand and helped him stand. Already, Darren's features were sharpening as strength and youth returned to his dream body. "It's just a visit, a reminder that what you had together mattered. To let you know to keep on fighting."
Lily took his hand. She would never love this man like Ana had, and the deception felt wrong. However, even if it was only for a night, the idea that she could help bring him some peace filled her with a sense of calm that she was unfamiliar with.
Time stretched itself out in the Dreamscape, and minutes in the real world became days inside of Darren's head. In the shadows of his bedroom, a smile crept across his face, and he whispered his wife's name every few minutes like a prayer. Sitting over him with her eyes closed, a single tear fell from Lily's cheek and landed on his forehead with a splash.

🕷🕷🕷I hope this chapter was fun for you to read, because I absolutely adore my spider girls!
As always, don't forget to rate and review, and definitely check out my bio for release dates. This one got posted a few days late, but I did make the change in advance, and all my apologies once again.
Next chapter has our girls chasing a new lead on the Dragon Seed. But as the timeline catches back up, what of the Society?
Stay tuned, and thank you so much for being the best readers on the planet!
-Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the final chapter of Book Four!
Every chapter is but a leg on the journey, and this one was the longest yet. I started writing Book Four last year (2019) and can say the experience of spending over a year of my life on a single story has been eye opening in a lot of ways. Hundreds (if not thousands) of hours went into this endeavor, and I couldn't have done it without any of you. My readers are amazing, and thank you so much for all the kind words, comments, and letters. Your enthusiasm has definitely powered me through to the finish.
To address a question I have been getting asked a lot, this is not the end of Horny Monsters, nor will the next book be. Home for Horny Monsters is here to stay for quite some time.
Thank you to my beta readers, who helped me work out some of the serious kinks in the story, and a very special thank you to TJ Skywind for being the final filter through which each chapter has passed. The time they all put into proofing allowed me to finish each chapter just a little bit faster, and ensure that you are getting a quality read.
As always, don't forget to rate and review, your support has helped me keep going. I have been listing upload dates for future chapters in my bio, so give that a click and/or follow.
With everything that has happened thus far, I sincerely hope that what I have written in this last chapter of Book Four does the story justice.
Changing of the Seasons
Mike opened his eyes. He was lying in his bed with Tink wrapped around his feet. The ceiling up above had somehow become a dome-shaped skylight, allowing him a perfect view of the stars as they swirled about in the night sky of the Dreamscape.
Sleep in the Dreamscape was an enigma for him. Despite knowing that he was asleep, he still became tired after a while and allowed himself to crash on his bed. He didn't actually have dreams while he was here, but instead entered a meditative state where he simply floated somewhere warm and comforting, alone with his own thoughts.
He had asked Lily about it once, but she had simply shrugged. Apparently there were some things about the Dreamscape that even she wasn't entirely sure of.
Somewhere in the distance, somebody was singing. He sat up and walked to the window, rubbing large chunks of sand out of his eyes. Down in the backyard, he could see Naia dancing around in her fountain, her movements slowed down to a crawl. It wasn't the first time he had seen such an anomaly after waking up, and he often wondered what happened to this place when he was in a state of faux sleep.
Out in the gardens behind his home, he saw a figure glowing beneath the light of the moon. He realized that he was watching the faerie queen, and when he opened the window, he also realized that it was her voice that he was hearing.
Curious, he climbed onto the window sill and then slid out, landing softly on the hard ground. He walked down the path, through the back gate, and then kept his distance as he watched the queen move about. He didn't understand any of the words of her song, but he felt a tremendous sense of loss in her melody that moved him nearly to tears.
Deciding that it was probably better to leave her alone with whatever haunted her, he turned to go back toward the house and jumped when the queen appeared in front of him, her eyes wild and fangs bared.
"Are you following me?" she asked, her voice too loud for his ears.
"I heard you singing," he confessed. "I was curious is all, this is my head, you know. Don't worry, I was going back to the house to give you some privacy."
Her features softened, and she held up her hands. "Wait. Don't go, not yet."
Mike hesitated, wondering if he should really be alone with her so far away from the safety of his home. Then again, he also felt like the queen had ample opportunities to ruin his slumber and hadn't taken them. Resigning himself to whatever happened next, he nodded at her.
"Okay, I won't." He didn't dare say anything else, for he had no idea what the queen actually wanted from him.
"Tell me about the house." The queen turned her back on him and started walking away. "I'm curious what your plans are for it."
"My plans?" He followed a few steps behind her, his brow furrowed in concentration. It was sometimes hard to access his own thoughts in any logical order while he was dreaming, and this seemed to be one of those times. "Well, we've got a room on the third floor that's locked off, I would love to get inside there. Depending on what it is, we could use the extra bedroom, but that all depends on Quetzalli. I keep thinking someone else will show up any day now, so would like to be prepared with a bed and some furniture. Poor Kisa was just sleeping in random rooms for the longest—"
"Don't toy with me, Caretaker. I want to know your long term plans."
"Oh. Um..." He wasn't entirely certain how to answer. "Honestly, I wouldn't mind figuring out a better defense system. I hate that our protection is based on a magical sundial. Abella is great to have as backup, but the number of times I've had to fix my house has gotten kind of old. Tink has been spending forever fixing the electrical system, so maybe some sort of modern upgrades?"
"Ugh. I thought maybe you were playing dumb with me, but I can see from inside your head that you have no idea what I'm even talking about." She turned to face him, her cape flaring dramatically behind her. "I mean the Great Game. What are you planning to do to win it?"
Mike stared at her for several moments, his thoughts suddenly bogged down. He could feel her now, probing his mind for answers, and the sensation wasn't pleasant at all.
"Gods. You really have no idea, do you?" The queen's expression became one of astonishment. "You've amassed so much power already, yet you don't even know the stakes for which you are playing."
"Nope." He shrugged, more than a little embarrassed. "The shadow mentioned a game once, and I sometimes have visions where I see a chessboard with pieces I can move, but I really haven't thought about it much past that. Actually, my dream training was an attempt to help me connect with the house, maybe ask it what it wants from me."
"You want to know what the house wants from you?" She blinked in disbelief. "Shouldn't that be the other way around? Don't you want anything from the house?"
"Well, maybe a little peace and quiet. I don't really think of it as my house, rather it belongs to everybody who lives there." He turned to look at the silhouette of the house in the darkness. "I guess maybe if we're being very honest with each other, it's already given me what I want. Somewhere to belong and a family that loves me."
"I can't believe it," she muttered. "You are aware that the house holds massive amounts of magical power within its walls, yes?"
"Oh, god yeah. It's been brought up by pretty much everyone that tries to break in. I'll admit, I've been tempted to go digging around for magic items to protect everyone, but I keep getting caught up in almost being murdered and rescuing my friends from imprisonment. No disrespect, just stating a fact is all. Frankly, if people would leave us alone, I would be more than happy to just kind of let things be and enjoy my time with everyone."
"Hmm." The queen put her chin in her hand as if contemplating something difficult. "Would you like to know about the game?"
Mike wondered where she was going with this but wasn't about to look a gift horse in the mouth. "Yes, I absolutely would. That would save me so much time I would rather be spending with the others."
"You mean sexually." Her tone was matter-of-fact.
"No, not always. Heck, not even with everybody. I'm the Caretaker, so I try to spend time with them each day so they don't get lonely, and that sometimes means connecting on a more physical level. You can choose to see sex whatever way you want, but others, especially the women in my house, tend to see it as no different than a couple of friends just hanging out naked and giving each other orgasms. It doesn't have to be a big deal if everyone is having fun, but you shouldn't assume that I'm just in it for some monster booty."
"You can see why I may have made assumptions."
Mike nodded. "Sure, but for me, it's just so important to make sure that everybody feels important in their own way, especially the ones who don't get along with the others. Frankly, I'm a bit worried about Jenny, but that's mostly because she's...well, a bit standoffish. Oh, and Yuki. Her heart is broken in so many places, I have no idea the best way to help her. I wouldn't mind helping Kisa get her memories back, but that would require her to actually be around more often."
"Is that the black cat I keep seeing around the house? I only catch her from the corner of my eyes, and then she's gone."
"Wow, I haven't even seen her here yet." Mike looked at the house again and wondered why Kisa's soul hadn't shown up with the others. Then again, it wouldn't have been here for very long. "So, yeah, I assume so. I didn't know they were all living in here until we started our duel, I have no idea how any of this works. Well, I knew Naia was here, she was going to be my secret weapon."
"You really do spend time with everyone like you have spent time with them here. Conversations, games, meals. Things like that?"
"I do."
The queen looked at the sky and took a deep breath. "Your home isn't the only place the Architect built. And it didn't always look that way, either. It's been around a very long time."
"How many other places were there?" Mike asked.
The queen smiled. "I couldn't tell you if I wanted to. When a home like yours dies, it leaves a massive hole in the memory of nearly everyone involved. When I try to count them in my head, it's like they are a bunch of children running around. Just when I think I have them all, I see a new one in my head, and another disappears. I'm afraid that the geas isn't exclusive to your own home, you see, but I can tell you that at one time, there were many. Right now, I can only say for certain that your home is still active, but that's because I have had first-hand dealings with you."
"And what's the purpose of the house?"
"That I can tell you to a degree. Your home, like the others, is its own pocket dimension. The Architect wanted to create a puzzle with the ultimate prize, but it could only be found by someone who was truly worthy of it. But how do you decide who is worthy so many centuries in advance? The solution was simple; the Architect created many such places, each with a different set of rules. The owners of these places often went by different titles. For example, you are the Caretaker, but I have known others such as King, High Priest, and even Captain."
"Of a boat?" Mike was almost excited at the idea of a magic ship sailing the high seas and full of magical denizens.
The queen's eyes went dull for a second. "I assume so. I can almost picture it, but then it fades. I'm sure you understand. But yes, each home is its own puzzle, and yours just happens to be a refuge for monsters who have no other place to call home. I have a vague recollection of the Captain needing to sail their vessel along every known sea, but even they didn't know for sure if that was the key to unlocking it."
"Interesting. I've lived through some of Emily's memories, and she seemed to think that she needed to find more monsters to live in the house to unlock its secret."
"And if that's the case, would you do so?"
Mike shrugged. "I don't know. What's this prize supposed to be?"
The queen laughed. It was like the ringing of distant church bells, and it made his head swim. "You know as much as I do, but it's supposed to be something really good."
"Hmm." The idea of chasing down an unknown treasure seemed more than a little asinine. Emily had devoted a good chunk of her life to such an endeavor, and it hadn't ended well for her. She could have had so many good years with Yuki, and maybe the others in the home if she had just decided to be happy. "I can't say I wouldn't go looking if I ran across a clue, but I guess it's kind of hard for me to care when I'm already perfectly happy to just do my own thing."
"Interesting take. You aren't lured by the promise of power?"
Mike shook his head. "Not really. I'm plenty happy as it is, and I've seen what happened to Emily when she pursued it. But now I have a question. Why is it called the Great Game?"
"Ah, that's a great question. I can only speak second-hand, but here is what I know. At some point, the other Caretakers found a way to communicate with each other. Though they all sought the same prize, they discovered that they enjoyed the collaborative effort of sharing clues and ideas with each other. It was a friendly competition, and they genuinely looked out for each other."
"Boy, I bet that didn't last." They had exited the forest and were now on the beach.
"You are correct. It was discovered that if a Caretaker killed another one, they would take control of the dead Caretaker's property. These new places would act as an extension of the original home."
"Wait, really? So this shadow, if he killed me, would he take the house?"
The queen shrugged. "A good question, considering that you've already appointed heirs. I don't know if your death would bypass the laws of the human world."
"Damn." He didn't like that idea at all, but something else occurred to him. "Wait a minute! I know that I own some land in other places. Are those...former homes, or whatever?"
The queen nodded. "They were taken by previous Caretakers. Emily was ambitious, but she wasn't responsible for their acquisition."
His head swam at the implications, and he suddenly remembered a conversation with the shadow. He had been standing in a magnificent garden that was empty of others, but the shadow told him that it had once been full of life. Had that been the meeting place for the others?
"You look troubled." The queen frowned when she said this.
"I am. The idea that there may be others out there like me is exciting, but what if they are like the shadow? What if they want to conquer and dominate instead of collaborating? I wouldn't mind having someone to talk to about running things, but I don't want to put the others in danger."
"On this, we see eye to eye." The queen let out a sigh. "Oberon and I had ruled the faerie lands since the beginning of time. When he died, I didn't just lose the love of my life. I lost my partner, my support, the person I could go to when I couldn't make a decision. Heavy is the head that wears the crown, but it was much lighter when there were two to wear it."
"I'm sorry for your loss, Your Majesty."
The queen looked at him, her face scrunched up as if deciding something.
"Call me Titania," she said. "When we are alone, anyway. It isn't my true name, but it's one that the humans are fond of calling me, and I don't mind it. In fact, I was surprised you never referred to me as such."
Mike chuckled. "I saw that you had a few different names, but didn't want to call you the wrong one and piss you off."
"So you've been polite all this time out of self-preservation?" The corner of her lips curled up into a smile.
"You are queen of the fae, after all."
"Indeed I am." They were walking on the beach where the water drifted onto the shore. The water was cool and rolled just over Mike's ankles as the two of them continued along the beach.
"Since we're being so informal, you can call me Mike," he told her. "But only when we're alone."
Titania laughed, and all of the tension in her body seemed to disappear. Her wings hung off of her back like a floating cloak, and he wondered what it would feel like to touch them.
"I have to say, this has definitely been an interesting experience for me," she told him. "Not so much the fighting. I am used to being angry and getting my way."
"Naturally," he agreed.
"I'm more referring to the fact that I've spent so many days in your head without a care in the world. It has been quite some time since I've been able to let my guard down, to not worry about what is happening in my realm." She stopped and looked out at the water. "Without Oberon, I've had to make the tough calls by myself. In some ways, he was the light-hearted one, the regent who understood what made his people happy. In the same way that Sulyvahn and Cecilia are counterparts, he was mine. His weaknesses were my strengths, but that was by design. Between the two of us, we made the perfect team."
Mike nodded. "I've never had a second half, not in that sense, anyway. I was too messed up as a kid, and that carried over into adulthood. Naia is the closest thing to one, but only because she smoothed all of my rough edges so that I could function. Everyone in the house contributes in some manner, but I'm sure you understand that."
"I have enjoyed spending time with them myself." She looked at him, her face suddenly serious. "If I asked you if I could move into your home, would you let me?"
Mike shrugged. "Personally, I'm all about second chances, but the others would also get a vote. I'm not technically their leader, I'm just the guy who turns the sundial and keeps the bills paid, and most of those have been automated already. But I would be willing to put in a good word for you."
"Could you imagine it, though? A former queen, being able to live in your home, free of her burden?" Her eyes were closed now, and the wind from the ocean tousled her golden hair. Fireflies had emerged from the sand and flitted around them blinking yellow, blue, and green. "These are ideas I can never confess to another being, but I feel I can safely speak of them here."
He nodded. "If anyone's listening in, I'm unaware of it. And you have my word that I won't share anything you tell me in confidence, as long as we're on friendly terms."
"It is considered ill-advised to make such a promise to the fae," she whispered. "What if I should decide to take you up on it?"
He shrugged. "If you think it would help you feel better, go ahead. Vent a little. Cry. Throw a huge temper tantrum. I won't tell anyone about it."
"Do you know why I've been taking long walks with the others, Caretaker?" She opened her eyes, and golden light blazed from them as if a switch had been flipped.
"I thought you wanted some personal space with a little company is all. Everyone here is really nice, some just take longer to get to know."
"I spoke with them to ensure that they were not enslaved, that they were here of their own free will. That you did not pretend for my sake, did not try to trick me with this strange soul of yours. In terms I think you can understand, I wanted to know if you were too good to be true."
This made him laugh. "Honestly, I'm just doing my best to stay alive and be myself. I think the others see me as better than I really am, but that's okay. That's how love is supposed to work, right?"
"Indeed." The queen took a step toward him and grabbed onto him with all four hands, two on his shoulders, the others on his waist. "I would like to make a bargain."
"A bargain?" It suddenly occurred to him that he was no longer close to the house. If she were to try something, would the others even be able to come and save him? Would they even know to?
"This Dreamscape of yours has become a refuge for me, a place that I do not fear appearing weak, nor do I fear dishonesty."
"Have you talked to Lily yet?" he muttered. "Cause I know she has to tell the truth, but she will bend it quite a lot."
Titania snorted. "Indeed. But what I refer to is the idea that all these souls of yours have value, not in their essence, but in their counsel. In fact, the nymph is far wiser than expected."



"Absolutely." There wasn't a doubt in his mind that this was true.
"I spoke of this story to each of them and asked that they keep it a secret from you. Tonight, I have discovered to my delight that they have kept their word, and you are hearing this tale for the first time. This is something I value highly, for any decision I make in the fae realm has no bearing on their existence here."
"You can trust them to be objective."
"Precisely." Titania was so close to him now that he could feel the warmth of her body, smell the mint of her breath. If she was getting ready to pull one over on him, he was not ready for it. "I want you for your mind, Caretaker. I wish to be able to come and visit this place as I please, to be free to roam, to speak of my problems with no fear of reprisal. This place is special, even to an immortal such as myself."
"That...uh..." He wasn't so sure about giving the queen unfettered access to his brain, but how could he put it politely? "I guess I have some concerns."
"I understand. But you should know that my presence here would be on your terms alone. I cannot visit while you are awake, and even while you sleep, you may not notice my presence at all. I would do nothing to hinder or harm you, though I may seek your advice or company on occasion. I wish to see the man you become, Mike Radley. You intrigue me."
"As long as you intend no ill will and cause no harm, I think that would be fine." If there was a loophole she intended to exploit, he would have the actual Lily come inside his head and beat her ass, if necessary. Between his gut telling him it was okay and the sheer vulnerability radiating from the queen, he felt it was a good deal.
"Good. In exchange for this access, I am prepared to give you something valuable in return. I will lose our duel, but I cannot simply forfeit." She tilted her head knowingly. "Even though it would be a sound decision to forfeit, such actions can create powerful magic of their own and may weaken my hold on the fae realm. There are dark forces that wait everywhere, Caretaker. This is a valuable lesson that I believe you have already learned."
"Indeed, but...what, you just want me to beat you at the duel?"
She nodded. "I wish for you to use your magic on me, per our agreement. If I lose the duel, then it will be known that it was by your magic and trickery alone. Any status I lose among the nobles will be seen as minimal, and the fallout will be arbitrary. Showing favor to a mortal is one thing, but a complete forfeiture of a duel is unacceptable."
"You do know what my magic does, right?" He wanted to be absolutely sure that she understood what was about to happen. "It isn't just about being able to scream like Cecilia or manipulate the Dreamscape like Lily. It's...kind of a sex thing."
"This is your world, Mike Radley. I ask that anything you do here with me remain a secret between us." Her upper hands slid up to his neck, and her lower hands moved around to his back as she pulled him close. "Can we agree on this?"
"Yes," he whispered, swallowing the lump in his throat. "I guess I'll just tell everybody that I got really lucky and won somehow."
"Oh, you're about to get luckier than you've ever been. Let me feel it, Caretaker. Show me your true power."
The Dreamscape rumbled. In the real world, his magic felt like a snake, coiled around his spine. Here, however, it was part of the terrain itself, and the cool wind of night howled around them as the sky lit up with distant lightning blasts. He had never tried to use his magic while inside his own dreams and watched in awe as the ocean churned, sending twisted geysers into the sky.
"Interesting," noted Titania. "I really thought that—"
Her eyes went blank for a second as the air around them crackled with electrical energy. Blue sparks had formed along the beach, and the fireflies now lit up in sync with the lightning. Filaments of light hummed from the trees as the world around them was saturated in his magic, and Mike lifted his hand to touch the queen on her lips.
When his finger connected with the delicate flesh, there was a loud pop of electricity. For just a moment, he was standing inside of her body. Every inch of her flesh became known to him, and he could feel the sudden flood of heat that suffused her body from her stomach to her thighs.
His consciousness shifted, and now he was back. The world had taken on a purple hue, and the moon above them shimmered as if it was reflected in a pool of water.
"Oh." Her eyes were on him, her pupils wide in surprise.
He nodded knowingly, and then stepped forward and pressed his lips to hers. The magical energy between them hummed, and the grains of sand on the beach jumped about like oil in a hot pan. Her upper hands fought to remove his shirt while her lower hands undid his pants. Meanwhile, he moved his hands across the front of her body, squeezing her breasts through the thick fabric of her gown.
She moaned into his mouth, and his cock became hard. Her aura permeated his very body, and he felt as if his whole body was vibrating now. The magical energy in the area intensified, and Titania melted into his arms. He pushed her head back to kiss at her neck, then pulled down the front of her gown. When her breasts popped free, his eyes widened in the realization that the queen was even more endowed than he thought. Maybe she used magic, or a sturdy fae undergarment to contain them, but now that they had been revealed in all their glory, it really didn't matter.
"Yes," she hissed, and he lifted her bountiful breasts to his mouth and sucked at her nipples. Her areola were gold in color and shimmered as if painted with glitter. He knew exactly where to nibble and lick to get her excited, and he had that odd sensation of being in her body once again. There were so many buttons of hers to push, and he knew exactly which ones would do the job.
The beach had formed a giant depression around them, and seawater was rushing in, only it created an odd swirling pattern around the edges, as if afraid to come closer. Titania's wings unfolded, and she lifted the two of them up into the air. His body became weightless, and he had no trouble keeping up with her.
"That's it, Caretaker, show me what it means to be loved. Fill that empty void inside of me with something other than loneliness."
He sucked on her neck, just beneath her ear, as he lifted the front of her gown high enough that he could trace his fingers along her inner thighs. A slippery fluid had already accumulated along her legs, and when he touched her molten core, he found that she didn't have any pubic hair. Her labia was laid out in multiple layers, just like a rose, and he stroked her until the petals unfolded, allowing him to dip his fingers inside.
"Oh, gods, I haven't had anything within me in decades," she gasped. "I can feel your energy surging through me, making my blood boil for more. Do you know what it means to make love to the fae, Caretaker? Can you even handle it?"
He chuckled, then put his lips against her ears.
"I'm going to fuck you until you are little more than a puddle," he told her. His cock was positively throbbing now, and he lifted it and let go, causing it to smack against her belly. "And then, when you can no longer move, I plan to fuck you some more."
"Oh gods," she muttered, then pressed her breasts together for him to bury his face into. They were now tumbling about in the air as the Dreamscape inverted around them. His mind was now constantly flipping between her body and his own, but he was always in control of his actions.
Mike grabbed the queen by her hair and pulled, tilting her hair back. He now hovered over her, and he stuck his thumb inside her mouth.
"It's time for the queen to suck my cock," he said, then moved his dick over her face.
Her face flushed green and pink, and her eyes had widened to the point that she looked intoxicated. All she could do was nod and open her mouth wide, her tongue licking at her lips as he laid his glans on her lower lip. All four of her hands were touching his thighs and his scrotum, moving about and causing him to shiver with pleasure.
When she inhaled him into her mouth, he felt a massive power shift, and his magic flowed into her. She groaned, causing his shaft to vibrate inside of her mouth. While one hand worked the base of his shaft, another crept along his taint and teased his ass while the other two grabbed tightly onto his butt cheeks.
She pulled him into her as far as she could, then gasped and spat him out. His cock was covered in her spit, and she tried to consume him again, only to fail.
"You need more practice," he chuckled. "Maybe this is what I should do to you every time you come here."
"Don't...make promises," she warned him, then sucked him into her mouth again. When she gagged, she spat him out again. "You're only human, after all."
"But we aren't." It was Lily's voice, and she spoke from just over his shoulder. "You wanted to see the full extent of his magic..."
"And that includes us." It was Naia this time, and she now hovered behind the queen. She reached around Titania's waist and grabbed her thighs. The nymph spun about and buried her head between Titania's legs.
Lily grabbed Titania's hair and pulled, forcing her onto Mike's cock. When the queen gurgled and choked, Lily knelt down and whispered, "You don't need to breathe, chill the fuck out."
Titania relaxed, and Mike felt the head of his cock pop past the back of her mouth. His eyes rolled back in pleasure, and it was only when the queen let out a loud grunt that he looked down to see what had happened.
"She is so smooth." Abella was hovering behind the queen, rubbing the base of the faerie queen's wings. "There's a small patch of fur back here, it feels like I'm petting a baby bunny."
"Gah!" Titania's mouth popped free for a second, her eyes blank as her hips swiveled in circles now. Naia's head had become translucent as a part of her body created a thick, circular streaming loop of water that blasted the queen's pelvis like a high-pressure bathtub faucet.
"I bet she's wet enough for you now, Romeo." Lily's hands were running along Mike's chest and stomach now. "I want to watch you fuck her so bad, I can taste it."
Naia moved wordlessly out of the way as Abella shifted the queen up so that Titania's parted legs were now in front of Mike. The queen looked down at Mike, her eyes pleading.
He teased her with his fingers, noticing almost at once that she didn't have an anus. So much for pulling the stick out of her ass, he thought to himself. Her flower-like labia opened like the aperture of a camera when he stuck his finger inside, and he was surprised to see not one but several bright green fleshy nubs that emerged from between her lips.
"Whoa, lucky girl," muttered Lily. "I can't imagine why she's so damn grumpy. Bet she could get off just wearing pants."
"Be nice," he told her, then pressed more of his fingers inside of Titania. The queen's needy cry sounded almost pathetic, but she didn't ask him to stop, so he kept going. Her vagina accepted three fingers easily, and then a fourth, and he now wondered just how big she could be stretched.
And, for that matter, how big Oberon's dick was.
"Do it, Caretaker, let me feel you inside me!" Her face was turning green now, and she reached over one shoulder and grabbed Abella's head with one set of hands. The gargoyle looked surprised but gave in when the queen pulled her in for a kiss.
"This one's got a pretty big freak flag, the bitchy ones always do." Lily kissed her way down Mike's neck. "Let's give her a show, shall we?"
Mike grinned, then placed his cock at the head of Titania's floral vagina and pressed his way forward. Her juices shimmered and sparkled as he penetrated her, and Titania moaned in Abella's mouth.
Titania's labia slid apart, allowing him to bury himself deep inside of her. When she moaned, her labia tightened like a ring around his shaft, then rotated.
"What the—" he looked down to see what was going on and was surprised to see LIly's tail curling up from between his legs. The stinger stretched into the shape of a narrow cock and pressed against Titania's tight opening, forcing her labia to slide apart and allow her entry.
Once Lily's tail was inside, it unfolded into what felt like tongues that gripped, licked, and teased the head of Mike's cock. Titania's eyes had popped open, and she broke the kiss with Abella to let out a moan.
"Might not be able to pull the stick out of her ass, but let's fill this bitch up, shall we?" Lily licked Mike's ear and her tail expanded inside of the faerie queen.
"OH GODS!" Titania was gripping Abella's wings and arms now. The gargoyle steadied the queen while she took Mike's cock and Lily's tail at the same time, her lower belly bulging out just a bit.
"That's right, Romeo, this bitch is just like those faeries at home, all nice and stretchy." Lily grabbed Mike by the waist and rammed her hips into his, forcing him deep inside the queen. He could see the lump caused by the head of his cock moving up and down inside her body.
Titania let out a cry, causing Mike to become even harder. When he tried to pull out of her, Lily rammed him again, causing the queen to cry out once more. The world around them was now a swirling vortex of sand and surf, and the others emerged from the water with grins on their faces.
Daisy and Cerulea circled overhead, landing on occasion to lick up the shimmering fluid on Titania's thighs. Lily was now controlling Mike and making him roughly fuck the queen. Tink joined in the fun and was sitting on Titania's stomach, playing with the queen's breasts and mischievously biting her nipples.
"Bitchy queen likes Tink's teeth best," she declared, then licked her way up to Titania's neck. Mike gave Tink's tail a playful tug, and the goblin twisted her head around and gave him a lusty look. "Maybe bite husband, too."
Naia's water swirled around them now, and he could feel her hands on his thighs and stomach. Lily's thrusts were becoming more frantic, and she bit down on Mike's neck, which caused him to gasp in pleasure.
Suddenly, his mind was inside of Titania's body, and he felt so incredibly full, like he would burst. Now he was back in his own body, but that full sensation had carried over. Naia's fingers had slid along his backside and into his ass, pushing against his prostate. He let out a low moan that sounded like a musical chord. It was powerful enough that the world warped around them, and Titania let out a cry of her own to match.
"Mo shíorghrá, my love." Cecilia appeared in front of him, floating upside down. Her floating hair made it seem like she was underwater, and she tilted her gaze for a better look at where he and the queen were joined. "Let me help you."
She gave Mike a tender kiss on the lips that electrified him further. All around them, the swirling sand was now saturated with blue and white lightning, and his magic was further amplified. All of the women touching him let out cries and moans of delight. Cecilia floated down toward his crotch, her spectral head passing through the queen's belly.
Her cold lips parted around the glans of his cock, her tongue teasing his urethra. The sparks in the air were transforming now, becoming butterflies and birds that circled around them like tiny comets, leaving streaks of light behind.
Cecilia's mouth on his cock became the sole cold spot on his entire body, and it was clearly having some effect on Titania as well. The queen's face had turned bright green, and she was biting her lower lip hard enough to draw blood. Where the sparks sank into Titania's body, tiny flames emerged now that floated into the air to attach to the others.
"Romeo," Lily whispered in Mike's ear. "She's sucking on the tip of my tail and Naia is doing things to me. I'm...I'm going to..."
"Oh, no you don't." He reached back and wrapped his arm around her neck, pulling her face against his. Her skin was hot to the touch, and smoke was rising from her hair as her horns became thick on her forehead. He tilted her head forward and bit her on the ear with a playful growl.
Now he was inside Lily's body. He could feel Naia's lips on her clit, and the watery tendrils that penetrated both of the succubus' holes. His mind jumped back, and the world around them was beginning to break apart. Through the gaps, the world was full of nothing but stars that sang in an interstellar chorus, their voices overlapping in a harmony that kept pace with the action at hand.
"Holy shit," Mike whispered as he felt his orgasm building. Titania had let go of the others, her hands now frantically scrambling around for anyone to hold onto. The flames and sparks were sizzling along her body like oil in a hot pan, and his blood boiled along with it, his cock throbbing as his orgasm built.
When Titania came, the world stopped. Mike's dream shimmered as a single, beautiful note rang outward from the queen, sending a crimson shockwave out to the stars. Everything was frozen for nearly a minute, or perhaps an hour. Time was always iffy in the Dreamscape, and when time resumed, it came with a wave of heat that roared like a wildfire.
The sparks and flames that had been chased away returned with the blazing light of a million stars. Mike grunted, and his own orgasm built up in the world around him before channeling through his body.
When he blew his load into the queen, the world around them sloshed like a bathtub full of water, then exploded. The streaming light of the stars circled them, forming into giant, multi-colored rings of light that rang out with musical notes as they wobbled. The wave of sexual energy triggered another orgasm in Titania but didn't stop there.
Everybody came. The sexual feedback loop wasn't just going between him and the queen, but everyone involved. His last thought before riding that eternal wave of pleasure was that it made sense, as everyone but Titania was currently riding shotgun with his soul, it was no different than what should have happened. However, the loop was no longer losing steam as it usually did. With so many of them crammed together, the effects were somehow intensifying, and when Titania's orgasm triggered another violent wave of energy that radiated outward, the process repeated itself once the energy came rushing back in.
"Oh, gods, oh gods!" Titania yanked Tink in and kissed the goblin, then bit her. Tink was swapped out for Abella, who then maneuvered her body to make the queen eat her out.
Mike's point of view was now hopping between everybody involved, and he found himself in several places at once. This caused his magic to intensify even further, for now, all of the women were shedding sexual sparks that pulled them in.
Titania's vagina was overflowing with his shimmering spooge, yet it only provided further lubrication to continue. Tink spun about and attempted to add her fist to the fun, which caused everyone to make a mad scramble and shuffle about. Cecilia had manifested fully now, and while she kissed Mike, Titania sucked his cock.
Time became a blur. Music played about them, the stars singing a choir of pure joy. He gazed into Titania's eyes and watched as she became a being of pure light, her wings now extending behind her dozens of feet.
The others were transforming as well, becoming luminous beings. His mind shifted rapidly among them as the world closed in, pushing them tighter together. His viewpoints began to merge until it was just him and Titania, locked together by powerful bands of energy.
They gazed into each other's eyes, the only distinguishing feature they had left. His core was molten, and he lost himself in between her legs as he filled her once again and she cried out in sweet agony.



A strong hand clamped down on his shoulder and yanked on him, hard.
His consciousness shifted violently out of his body, and he was now looking at a tiny star in an empty universe. From inside, he could hear Titania crying out in pleasure, his own voice singing in harmony with hers. The hand remained on his shoulder and he expanded, and the swirling star of sexual energy shrank in size. The world brightened, and an azure sky formed overhead and his bare feet were on cool grass. He stood now in a majestic garden, and the star had become a gazing globe that shed light comparable to the sun up above. Feeling disoriented, he held up his hands to see that his fingers were now slender and delicate.
"Seriously? This is how I finally get your attention?" His voice was no longer his, but a woman's.
The entity in his body laughed. When it spoke, it was with the same feminine voice, but he sensed the tremendous amount of power behind it.
"I come to you as an act of preservation. In a moment, the beings inside will become a singularity," she told him. "The human soul may be capable of experiencing the shores of eternity, but the human mind will break and shatter on its rocks."
"Eternity? It's just a dream, it would have ended eventually." He felt a buzzing in the back of his mind that only intensified when he looked at the globe, so he took a step away from it.
"I assure you, the ramifications of your actions are nothing more than an accident. Even Titania could not foresee this, for you are something new, a being that has never before existed."
No longer in control of his arms, he pointed at the viewing globe, and it clouded over, sealing away what was occurring inside. The buzzing in his head disappeared. "The faerie queen does not have a soul in the sense you understand. When she is in your head, it may as well be her true form. In a moment, your magic will initiate the swap, and her innate nature will reject it. Her essence is indivisible, and what will occur is a single moment stretched into eternity."
"Wait, so my soul is still in there?" he asked.
"It is. But your mind is out here with me." The voice sounded pleased with herself. "Do not worry, Caretaker, your soul is perfectly safe."
"You're the house, aren't you?" He remembered the time he had tried to channel it directly and flushed with embarrassment. "I've been trying to figure out how to talk to you for so long."
"Indeed. And I have watched your efforts with great interest." They were strolling through the garden now, leaving the viewing globe behind. "As my Caretaker, I do have a vested interest in your success, after all."
"Then why make it so hard to speak to you?" he asked. "You only seem to show up sporadically, which is a bit frustrating."
"I'm here now. What would you ask of me?" she replied.
"Um..." He had so many questions but didn't know where to begin. From experience, he knew that he wasn't likely to be here long. "I guess, how am I doing?"
"Your soul is currently making love to a deity and experiencing an eternal state of bliss. I would say you are doing just fine." They were now walking through a palatial corridor. Large marble pillars were attached to a building that looked suspiciously like the Parthenon. Shimmering pools dotted the architecture.
"Okay, well then how about you? What do you want?"
"I want you to win the game, silly." The house giggled, then sat down on the edge of one of the pools. Mike tried to force her to lean over the water so he could see her reflection, but the body no longer obeyed him.
"Why, though? What happens when I win?"
"I can't tell you," she said, much to his chagrin. "You should know that by now."
"Okay, well what do you get? Why would you want me to win, other than some sense of team pride?"
He didn't receive an answer, but the house looked away from the pond and then across the palace grounds. The world they were in was silent, and he was struck with a profound sense of loneliness.
"There were others, like you, right?" It was something the shadow had mentioned to him, something about how others used to be here. "Do you miss them?"
"They used to call it the Great Game," she said after several moments of silence. "As the years passed, it became more like a war than a game. If I were able, I would blame such a thing on the avarice of man, but even this outcome was by design. The Architect foresaw every possibility, and even now, there are some outcomes that are too terrible to mention. You ask why I would see you win, so I offer this; I believe that you wouldn't be the worst person to take the prize."
Mike laughed, the sound breaking the silence. "So it's not that I'm the best candidate, I'm just not the worst. It's not really a huge vote of confidence, but I guess I'll take it. Is it because I haven't really been trying to figure it out? I assume you heard my conversation with the queen where I admitted I'm not super motivated to solve the puzzle."
The house laughed in return, then sighed. "Maybe things would have been different if the magic wasn't so weak. While I slumbered, my magic waned, and I was all but gone when you inherited me. It is why I have not been more amicable to your attempts at communication."
"And you will be now? If I try to talk to you, will you answer?"
She waved her hand and summoned a large game board. It was the interior and exterior of his home, and pieces were scattered around it. He recognized most of them, but some were still blurry and tucked away in the rooms of the house. When he tried to focus on them, they disappeared, as if tucked away. As he scanned the board, he noticed other boards had been set up off to the side. These also contained blurry pieces, and the one closest to him looked like a cabin in the middle of the woods.
"You have so many pieces already," she told him, then picked one up off of the cabin. It blurred before his vision, and he was unable to make out any detail. "And with so little effort. Astonishing."
Her cryptic reply wasn't entirely unexpected, but the sudden yanking sensation inside his belly was. He was ripped free of the house, his mind rocketing across the garden and back inside the viewing globe. There was a burst of light and he was now back inside his own body. He was on the ground, his limbs entangled with Titania's.
"Wow," whispered Titania. "I didn't know pleasure like that with a mortal was possible."
He said nothing, his body still experiencing post-orgasmic bliss while his mind was frustrated about a lack of straight answers from the house. He cuddled with her for a bit before shifting his legs, startled to discover that they were lying on something hard.
Turning his head to the side, he saw that they were inside a crater of smooth glass. The heat from their lovemaking had melted the sand around them.
When Titania sat up, she let out a deep sigh, then rolled back on top of him and pressed her lips to his.
"If you ever tell anyone about this," she whispered. "I would be forced to kill you. And you know what the worst part would be?"
"Being dead?" he asked.
"No." She kissed him again. "It would break my heart a little. You have done me a kindness, Caretaker."
"It's just Mike. At least when we're in here," he told her.
She smiled, and her body became translucent, made up of tiny stars and mist. "See you on the outside. Mike."
And she vanished from his mind, leaving him alone in the sand. For nearly a minute, all he heard was the steady lapping of the waves against the shore, and then a voice called to him from across the distance.
"Mo shíorghrá." It was Cecilia, her voice echoing across the sky. It started to rain, and he closed his eyes. When he opened them once more, Cecilia was cradling his head in her lap, and tears of joy falling from her cheeks to his own. "You came back to me."
He touched her chin with his fingers, then smiled.
"And I always will. Let's get you home."

🏚️🏚️🏚️"Tell me the truth." Beth was standing in the front yard, her hands on her hips while she surveyed the house properly in the morning light. "How bad is it, really?"
Sulyvahn scratched his head and then let out a laugh. The centaurs had returned and now milled about the yard with stunned looks of disbelief. Giant gouges in the turf had ripped out most of the maze, and the storm summoned by the thunderbird had created giant mud pits that ran out to the street like dirty rivers.
"Lord Mike will have to be in a right craic mood to overlook that his house be bejanxed."
"I figured."
The home looked like a failed demolition project. Not a single visible window was intact, and Tink and the rats had already amassed a giant pile of destroyed furniture in the front yard. Abella had placed some timbers beneath the porch to hold it up, but this was mostly so it wouldn't collapse while they were using the front door.
Kisa was up on the roof in a tank top and jean shorts, taking pictures for Tink to look at. The cat-girl had been quiet since her return, but Beth had noticed that she had been inseparable from the goblin.
The smell of sulfur was followed by a loud thump, and Lily now stood next to Beth, her wings folding into her back. She whistled appreciatively. "Boy, you really fucked this one up. Daddy isn't going to leave you in charge ever again."
Beth grimaced, then threw the succubus a dirty look. "Where have you guys been? I heard that tower-thing collapse in the middle of the night and then had to listen to what I can only assume was a demon gangbang right outside my window."
It was Lily's turn to frown. "Yeah, that little outing went completely sideways. The asshole left a bunch of traps in his castle that slowed us down, and by the time we found his little treasure room, he had already emptied it out. Yuki didn't take it well, and so we spent forever digging ourselves out of the rubble while the demons got into a huge fight over these weird soul fragments that appeared all over the place. I can only assume that one of them belonged to Emily, because Yuki went ballistic. Then we had to fight off an angry demon horde after she literally iced a bunch of them. Cerberus is helping her sniff around the Underworld for Emily's spirit piece, but I decided to check in here and see if you needed my help."
"Only if you are ready to pick up a hammer. Place is in need of some serious repair, and I don't like the idea of Yuki wandering the Underworld by herself."
"As long as she has Cerberus, she's fine. The demons chased each other off." Lily waved her hand dismissively, and then a hard hat appeared on her head. "So what happened? Did you fuck the shadow and make him your buddy?"
Beth blushed. "No. In fact, we almost lost. The shadow knew you were planning something, so he lured you off with his castle."
Lily frowned. "So did he get away?"
"He didn't. Death came home, and the shadow pissed him off by incinerating his candy stash, so he got reaped."
Lily's jaw dropped open, and then she let out a maniacal cackle. "No shit, seriously? Oh, man, that must have been fucking hilarious."
Terrifying if you were there, Beth thought but kept it to herself. "Anyway, he got killed, and Quetzalli chased off the ghosts with an electric field, so things are finally calm."
"Maybe not quite." Lily's face became serious, and Beth turned around to see that a police cruiser had pulled up in the front drive.
A pair of officers got out and approached, oblivious to the centaurs milling about them.
"Wow." One of the officers whistled appreciatively while looking at the house, then turned to look at Beth. "You must have thrown one hell of a party."
"Can I help you?" she asked.
The other officer cleared his throat. "Are you the homeowner, ma'am?"
"I live here. The owner is out, I'm not sure when he'll be back."
Or if he'll be back.
It was a terrifying thought, but Mike had been gone long enough that she was worried something had happened. It was an idea she would need to get used to.
She also didn't like the idea that the police might have come looking for Marco. After he had been definitively pronounced dead, the centaurs had agreed to bury him in the greenhouse where prying eyes would never find him. She hated the idea of the man just up and disappearing, but she couldn't think of a safer alternative. Faking a murder scene was definitely outside her skillset, and she didn't want to accidentally leave any evidence behind.
The officer pulled out a notepad from his pocket. "Nearly twenty calls last night about noise out here. Seven calls about some teen dressed as a goblin damaging property around the neighborhood that was seen coming out of your home by witnesses. Three calls about a guy dressed up as a skeleton peeping in people's bedroom windows. Also a woman dressed as a...fox?" He lifted his sunglasses to squint at the paper. "She apparently scared the pants off some kids at a local park, they said she threw snowballs at them...yeah, this one may be a prank call, there's no snow on the ground."
"Sure sounds like a lot of phone calls, officer." Beth raised her eyebrow. "Were you here because you wondered if I saw anything?"
"You were clearly having a party, and it was likely that they were your guests. This isn't the first noise complaint we've had out here." It was clear he was baiting her, hoping she would say something he could use.
"I can honestly say that I was here all night and saw no party. As for a goblin coming out of my house, we had a ton of trick or treaters last night, so I doubt that would hold up in court." Beth looked at the state of the home, then back at the police. Kisa had stopped what she was doing and was watching the scene below, and Tink's face had appeared briefly in the front window. "In fact, do you have any proof of this party?"
"We got calls," the officer said.
"Circumstantial at best. Did you send a cruiser by to verify? Otherwise, those sounds could have been from anywhere." Beth waved her hand at the home. "Besides, does this look like I'm cleaning up after a party?"
The first officer looked disgruntled, but the other one frowned. "Looks more like someone drove a car up into your yard and did some donuts. Lots of toilet paper everywhere. May have been that same goblin kid. Bunch of busted furniture in your yard, too."
Toilet paper? Beth looked at the house again, wondering how the geas was interpreting information for the two men standing in her yard. Was it creating illusions to hide away all of the cryptids out in the open? She was tempted to ask but felt like it was probably a bad idea.
"You sure you don't want to tell us anything?" The first officer was going for one last attempt, undoubtedly hoping she would give them a reason to stay.
"I'm not interested in answering questions. If that changes, we can wait for my attorney." Beth looked over at Lily, who had a look of innocence on her face, then over to Suly. Could they even see the dullahan? Even though the geas was hiding things, she wanted the cops gone. "Unless I'm being detained, officers, I have a mess to clean up."
The second officer mumbled an apology and moved toward the car, but the first one took a few steps toward the house and scanned the yard. This one was looking for an excuse to press his line of questioning, but Beth doubted he would find one.
"If you remember anything, you let us know." He sounded very disgruntled, and when they got back into the squad car, it was several minutes until they actually left.
"Well, you handled that all right," Lily said.
Beth nodded, then scowled at Tink, who ducked out of sight again. She had no idea what the goblin had actually gotten up to, but decided it was better if she never found out.
"Lass, a quick word." Suly reached into his pocket and pulled something out. In his hand was a glittering object that pulsed brightly, even in the morning's light. "I be picking this up after the shadow were defeated. I dinna be sure what it is, but 'tis certain I am that it be related to the Caretaker somehow."
"Is that a soul piece?" Beth watched as the tiny light flitted about, not properly visible to her eyes. It was almost like she had stared at a light for two long, only the spot kept moving.
"Holy shit," Lily muttered. "I think that might be a piece of Emily."
Beth looked at Lily, then back to Suly. "Is it?"
Suly shrugged. "I dinna be knowing her when she were alive, and there be not enough of the soul to tell fer sure and fer certain. Figured meself would be askin' Lord Mike when he returned what he be wanting to do with it. Or better yet, asking me sister."
"That's probably best." She turned to Lily, who was watching the fluttering soul piece with great interest. "Maybe you should tell Yuki? Maybe she can identify it."
Lily nodded, then went inside the house, undoubtedly headed for the backyard and the Underworld to find Yuki and bring her back. Beth was relieved to know that everyone would soon be home again. Well, everyone but Mike and Cecilia.
She worked with Suly for a couple of hours, the two of them cleaning out the hedge maze with the centaurs. Kisa was under the porch with Tink, doing something involving the frame, when Asterion came out of the house. His huge shoulders barely fit through the front door, and when he stepped down onto the yard, he sniffed the air and grunted.
"Asterion, how are you feeling?"
The minotaur had lost one of his horns and his head was bandaged. The rats had found him buried in the rubble of the Labyrinth, and he had accompanied Ratu out of the Labyrinth. The naga was currently with the centaurs, being treated by some of their best healers. If Asterion was here, it likely meant that she was currently out of danger.
"Hmm." Asterion flexed his fingers, which were also bandaged. "My head no longer hurts. I am restless, and wish to help."
"Fat cow help by getting off Tink!" Tink squeaked from beneath the porch, and Asterion stepped away from the door and down to the ground.
"Tink, be nice," Beth grumbled at the goblin. "I'm glad you're feeling better. The centaurs could use some help patching the yard, and we still have some trash that can be taken down to the curb, we have a dumpster coming later."
"Indeed." Asterion gathered up some of the broken furniture and carried it down toward the end of the walk. Beth noticed that the minotaur gave Suly a suspicious look as he passed, but said nothing else as he continued to work.
They continued cleaning up, and almost twenty minutes later, Beth heard Asterion drop his load on the yard, his head cocked to one side as he looked around. The centaurs were affected next, and they shifted about nervously, searching the skies.
Beth finally heard it.
It was the sound of a woman in mourning, her song seeping into Beth's very soul and carrying with it the misery of loss.
A golden circle formed in the yard, and for a brief moment, she caught the sight of a mysterious shoreline on the other side. Her breath caught in her chest as two figures emerged, their fingers entwined.
It was Mike. He had brought Cecilia home.
The magical portal shimmered as Cecilia's song came to an end, and then it vanished. Mike, whose back was still to the house, let out what sounded like a sigh of relief when he saw Beth.
"I'm so glad to see you," he told her. "I heard there were problems here."
"Um...yes. Yes, there were. How did you know?"
"The queen told me that the shit had hit the fan and she would send me home to help out. She didn't expect me to leave you with all the heavy lifting, and—" he had turned to look at the house, his voice trailing off into a mumble. When he looked back at Beth, he had gone white.
"Please tell me everybody is okay," he said with a slight tremor in his voice.



"Everyone survived," Beth told him. "The house, not so much. I'm so sorry."
Mike bent over as if gasping for air, then stood to his full height and brushed his hair out of his face. It was a simple gesture that somehow looked sensual when he did it, and he let out a sigh of relief.
"The house can be rebuilt," he said. "The people in it, not so much."
"It...might take some time." Beth moved closer to Mike and realized that he smelled of peaches and cream, the scent luring her in. "There's water damage, and the Labyrinth needs rebuilding. Oh, and the roof needs to be replaced. The centaurs offered to let us stay with them in case it rains."
Mike chuckled, then rubbed his jaw. "I guess I'd better—"
Tink slammed into him hard enough that he tipped over, and she straddled his hips with her short legs.
"Husband make Tink worry! Now house broken and Tink too busy for proper welcome," she groused.
"I can see that." He patted the goblin on the head, then sat up and kissed her nose. "Well Cecilia, as much as I would love to just sit with you and relax for a bit, there's work to be done."
Maybe I can help.
The voice came from everywhere at once, and a golden archway appeared in the front yard. A tall figure adorned in radiant light stepped through, revealing the speaker to be none other than the faerie queen herself. Her wings unfolded behind her like a magnificent cape caught in the breeze, and her shining eyes looked over the scene with disapproval.
"Your Majesty." Mike bowed his head. "I appreciate your offer, but we have plenty of helpers here."
"I'm sure you do, Caretaker." She moved closer to him and then grinned. "Consider this a gift, freely given."
Behind her, the archway filled with something that looked like flower petals. The swirling foliage burst out of the arch and surrounded the house like a swarm of bees, and it wasn't until Beth got a close look at one that she realized that the petals were actually tiny fairies.
"This is a magical home, Caretaker. Your goblin may be able to fix it, but it will take her months to do so properly." The queen knelt down and stuck her hands in the dirt. "But many hands make light work. Let's see if I can't arrange for some of the heavy lifting to be done for you."
The ground beneath their feet trembled violently, and then dozens of large trees tore the soil, their branches reaching toward the sky. The swarm of fairies tore into them, showering the ground with sawdust as they toppled them to and fro, causing the centaurs to scatter. Before the branches and trunks could hit the ground, they were caught and cradled by a glowing mist that now swirled around the faerie queen.
The fairy swarm got to work. Beth watched in amazement as the tiny fae worked en masse to manufacture siding, lumber and boards for the roof. Thousands of tiny wings carried the replacement parts to where they needed to go, then hovered there, waiting.
"They can't use nails," the queen informed them. "You'll need to do that part."
Tink shrieked with joy and ran at the house wielding her hammer. Tools were quickly gathered up as the centaurs joined in as well, everyone helping to hammer the home back together. Up on the roof, Abella was using her thumb to shove nails into place, and Kisa ran along the edge with a small hammer of her own.
The porch was rebuilt in an hour, the roof in two. Where the home had sagged, it was now shored up, and except for the lack of a paint job, it looked as good as new once more. The queen had created a forge made out of clay, and tiny creatures that looked like motes of ash now churned out glass for the windows. The yard was being tilled by gnomes and creatures that looked like flowers, all of whom were being eagerly assisted by some very excited centaurs.
The sun was halfway down toward the horizon when the job was finished. The magical trees had been used up completely, and the hedge maze had been rebuilt.
Beth stared in awe at the scene before her, her face flushed from working so hard with all the others. The others went still in the front yard as Mike walked up the porch to finish the final task that had been left for him alone.
Just to the left of the front door was a porch swing that looked like it had been hand-carved from an ash tree. Intricately designed flowers adorned the swing, and when Mike knelt down to pick up the chain, the fae went quiet.
He lifted the chain of the swing and hooked it into place, then gave the seat a push to make sure it swung correctly. He nodded to himself, then turned around and looked at Cecilia, who was hovering over a rose bush.
"Welcome home," he told her.
Cecilia wiped tears from her eyes as she hovered to her swing and then sat on it. The swing shifted beneath her, and a broad smile broke across her face.
"'Tis good to be home," she whispered.
Beth looked away from the scene and toward the queen. She had so many questions about what had happened in the faerie realm and had wanted to ask more than once why the queen was suddenly feeling so charitable. Maybe it was something Mike could tell her later. Order had risen up from the chaos, and the world seemed to be just a little bit brighter.
"It is done," declared the faerie queen, and her denizens winked out in groups like tiny little lights. "Cecilia, my daughter. You are free to live in this house as you choose for as long as you wish."
"Thank you," replied Cecilia.
"Caretaker? I shall hold you to your new agreement."
"Of course, Your Majesty. Thank you for this generous gift."
"Sulyvahn?" The queen turned her head, and Beth felt her heart plummet through her stomach. It hadn't really occurred to her that Sulyvahn would most likely have to leave when Cecilia returned, but now that moment was suddenly thrust upon them.
"Yer Majesty?" The dullahan, who had been assisting with the garden, knelt before her.
The queen just shook her head. "Don't assume that I am unaware of what you've been doing here. I disapprove."
Sulyvahn snorted. "I imagine ye do, yer Majesty. I dinna be askin' fer forgiveness, ye know. It's been fun livin' as the mortals do, and to be making friends with them. It's the most fun meself has had in centuries, te be honest."
The queen sighed. "Do you want to stay, too?"
He chuckled, then looked over at Beth, then to Mike. "Only if ye'll be having me. I wouldn'a mind watchin' o'er the place, much like me sister."
"You may stay as long as you are welcome, then. Your new charge is to assist in the passing of the creatures of this home, and to protect its occupants until I say otherwise." The queen then threw a knowing look at Beth, which made her breath catch in her throat.
"Ah, now that be perfectly grand, yer Majesty." Sulyvahn rose and stepped back.
"Now where is Quetzalli?" The queen turned her head, scanning the yard.
"I am here." The dragon walked out of the front door, her hands demurely together in front of her stomach. "I was helping inside."
The queen pursed her lips, then let out a sigh. "I have had a change of heart regarding your punishment. When you are ready, I will change you back into your true form."
"That won't be necessary." Quetzalli smiled. "I have discovered that I will turn back eventually, and am quite enjoying my time here learning how to be human. I never thought there was so much to learn from them, and am grateful to continue enjoying this unforeseen opportunity."
"Indeed." A thin smile appeared on the queen's lips. "In that case, I think I've been gone from my realm long enough."
The golden archway formed behind the queen and she walked toward it, only pausing long enough to look back at Mike. Mike nodded as if responding to a question only he could hear, and the queen gave him a smile just as the archway collapsed with a rumble, then a pop.
"Looks like I'll be around fer a bit, lass." Sulyvahn tossed his head into the air with a whoop, and then caught it. "Lookin' forward to seein' what trouble we be getting into."
"I've had enough trouble for this year," she told him with a laugh.
He put his head back on and embraced her. She closed her eyes and smiled.

🏡🏡🏡Dana had been waiting almost an hour in Zel's yurt. While the wait was an inconvenience, it had given her plenty of time to unroll the maps she had made of the region. She had almost twenty square miles around the village properly surveilled from the air and had spent quite some time putting them together into useable information for the centaurs to use.
She didn't pretend to understand the full value of what Zel hoped to accomplish, but even the location of the riverbed was useful information, she supposed. The plan was for the tribe to do some re-organizing in the area, and then eventually expand. It really didn't matter how far the centaurs moved from the greenhouse door anymore, not with the rats assisting with a portal-style shortcut to allow them to remain connected to the house.
And no matter where they went, Queztalli had assured Dana that another agreement could be made with the resident thunderbird. It was frustrating to realize all of this time that the fluctuating electrical fields inside of the greenhouse had been caused by a mythical being with territorial issues, but Quetzalli had smoothed things over between them. As long as a suitable offering was made by the centaurs, the thunderbird would give them a full day of clear skies to do their surveillance.
Dana plopped down on Tick Tock, who was currently a chair. The mimic shifted slightly, allowing her to recline a bit. Lying there in wait, she stared up at the ceiling of the yurt and let her thoughts drift to Quetzalli.
Ever since the night everything had gone crazy, Quetzalli had moved into Dana's room. The dragon had developed a fascination with sex, and was always eager to assist Dana after her feedings. For a bit, Dana had been concerned that Quetzalli had somehow fallen for her. Even if she wasn't still in love with Alex, the idea of an actual relationship just felt like it would be too much work. So many of the emotions that would make a relationship exciting simply weren't there anymore.
When the dragon insisted on asking questions about Mike's cock all the time, Dana realized that the current status of their relationship was more like friends with benefits. She got to get laid after feedings, and Quetzalli got to explore how her own body worked.
Dana pulled out her phone and turned on her Chinese language program. If she worked hard, she might have six languages done by the end of the year.
There was a rustling at the tent flaps, and Zel appeared.
"Sorry about the wait, it's always something when you're in charge." Zel gave Dana a head bow in greeting. "So what do you have for me?"
They spent the next forty minutes going over Dana's maps. Half of this time was spent listening to Zel mutter to herself and then draw lines and diagrams on the maps themselves. Finally, she tapped her pencil along the edges of one of the maps.
"This is wonderful, but I'm wondering if you could help us get some more info from over here. I've got a good feeling about the terrain, I would love to see some cave-type structures that we could use for storage as the temperature underground is fairly stable."
Dana looked at the map, then traced her fingers back to where the village was. "I think I can do that, but I'll need to find a good place to launch the drones. I would like somewhere with a good vantage point to make sure they actually go the right direction."
"Hmm. Okay, I think I know a good spot, but it'll take some time to get there. Come, let's move."
They gathered up the maps, and Tick Tock transformed into a hiking bag to help her transport them. When she opened the bag, she pushed the Grimoire out of the way to make room for the maps. Ratu firmly believed that the key to resurrection was written somewhere in its pages, but wasn't well enough to look yet. Dana had taken it upon herself to monitor the book, and had given Tick Tock firm instructions to swallow the cursed thing if anyone tried to take it from them.
She picked up the bag and followed Zel out of the yurt and then to the edge of the village. Once they were away from the others, Zel allowed Dana to mount her back and then ran into the jungle. The trails in this part had been recently cleared, but were only wide enough for a single centaur, and Dana held tight to Zel's waist as the two of them began the slow climb up a hill.
Once at the top, she realized that it was a rocky outcrop with good visibility of the horizon. She sat down and pulled out her own version of the map and tried to locate it.
"If you'll excuse me, I'll be right back." Zel vanished into the underbrush behind some trees, and Dana focused on trying to find the trails they had taken to get there. It was easy enough to replay the ride in her head, and it was only a few moments before she spotted their location on the drone map.
The tangy scent of urine hit her nostrils, and she sniffed out of reflex, inhaling the acrid aroma. Deep within the recesses of the odor, she caught just a whiff of something that smelled like depleted ozone and rose petals. It was the scent of magic and not just any kind.
"Mike?"
She stood and looked around the jungle. As far as she knew, Mike was supposed to be at home, doing god knows what these days. The faerie queen had been nice enough to rebuild the outside, but her helpers hadn't been allowed entry, which meant that the bulk of redecorating had fallen on the denizens of the house. Not one to overlook the opportunity, Dana had snuck off to start work in the observatory. There was a rather large telescope there that needed rebuilding, and she couldn't wait to look through it when she was done.
The leaves rustled, and Zel stepped through them, a curious look on her face. "Did you say something to me?"
Dana looked at Zel, then out at the jungle. The scent of Mike's magic was gone, and if not for the fact that her memory was infallible, she would assume she had imagined it.
"No, I didn't. Thought I smelled something."
Zel shrugged, then pulled a snack from one of her bags. "Mind if I eat? I've been nauseous all morning, but it feels like I can finally keep something down now."
"Not at all." Dana turned her attention back to the map once more. She wasn't certain why she had sensed Mike's magic out in the middle of nowhere, but assumed it was nothing she needed to worry about. After marking the spot on her map, she found somewhere to relax while Zel ate her snack and sucked down a bunch of water. Hopefully, the centaur would be feeling well enough soon to make the long trek back, and Dana could get to work on one of her other projects.
But maybe she would look for Quetzalli first.

🏡🏡🏡Mike stood outside of the master bedroom of the Underworld home. Inside, Emily was wailing in agony, a sound that raised goosebumps all along his arms.
However, his attention was on Yuki, who stood across from him drying her eyes for the fourth time in ten minutes. Cecilia hovered alongside them, her hands clasped together over the soul fragment that Sulyvahn had given her. If not for the dullahan's quick thinking, it would have been snatched up by the demons that now roamed around the Underworld in packs. After the tower had been taken down, the souls that had been trapped there by the shadow had essentially created a feeding ground for the demons. Apparently word had gotten out, and if not for Cerberus, the Underworld would be impossible for them to traverse.
"I'm sorry." Yuki apologized for what must have been the hundredth time. Her eyes were red from crying, and she kept wiping the tears away with the edges of her robe. "I'm trying really hard to hold it together."
"I know. We've got plenty of time." Though Mike wasn't sure what would happen when they went in there, Cecilia was fairly certain that Emily would completely cross over almost right away. He knew Yuki wanted to be present, but it had taken the kitsune almost a week to mentally prepare herself.
Yuki took several deep breaths, and her complexion smoothed itself out. She put both hands on her stomach and then let out the breath she had been holding. The hallway frosted over.
"Sorry. I'm ready."
Mike took her hand and pushed the door open. Emily stood against the far wall, her fingernails pressed into the wallpaper hard enough to tear it. Upon their entry, she became static and teleported about, then loomed in front of them, her body lifting off the ground as she opened her mouth and howled.
"That's enough of that." Cecilia held up her hands, and blinding light could be seen slipping through the gaps in her fingers. Emily paused, her head twitching as if stuck in a replay loop. When the banshee opened up her hands, the fluttering bit of light danced about before landing in the gaping hole in Emily's face.
Once whole, the static faded, and Emily sank to the ground. Dark clouds poured out of her body as her newly restored face glowed like a tiny star, the light chasing away the dark. There was a burst of light, and she now hovered in the middle of the room, her eyes closed as if asleep. She was in a white gown, and her hands were clasped over her chest.
"Yuki." When Emily spoke, Mike felt the warmth of her words in the middle of his chest, and her magic briefly touched his own, causing a surge inside of him.
"Emily." Yuki took a step toward her, releasing Mike's hand in the process.
Emily opened her eyes and smiled, then held her arms out.
"Let me know if you need me," Mike told Cecilia.
"It won't be long, a runsearc." Cecilia beamed at him. "When she's ready, I'll take her the rest of the way."
"I know you will." He touched her cheek, then walked out of the room. Yuki and Emily deserved privacy for their final moments, and he didn't want the kitsune to hold back on his account.
He made his way through the house and out into the backyard where Amymone waited, her back pressed against the fountain.
"Finally." She put the book she had been reading down. "This last batch wasn't the best, and you guys have been up there for almost an hour."
"Sorry to keep you waiting. I probably should have come to you first." He took the bag off his shoulders and set it down next to her. In fact, the plan had been to see the dryad right away, but Yuki had been unable to move past the stairs once they arrived. Whatever torments had been brought onto Emily's soul were about to finally come to an end, and he didn't feel like telling Yuki that Emily could wait five more minutes.
"Nah, it's okay." Amymone was already digging through the bag. "She's been awful all day. What did you do to calm her down?"
"Brought her the missing piece of her soul."
"Oh." Amymone pulled a book out but didn't open it. "I guess if she moves on, then that means I'm alone now."
"I guess so. But you won't have to listen to her wailing anymore."
"True." The dryad chuckled dryly. "I've gotten so used to her presence that now I fear the silence will be maddening. She's been my cellmate in this hellish place, and it sounds like she's getting out early for good behavior."
"I've got the centaurs looking everywhere." He didn't know how to tell Amymone that there had been zero leads. He and Zel had visited the spot where the Mandragora had been and searched everywhere. There was even talk about mounting an expedition to track its offspring through the jungle, but they hadn't even found tracks to follow. "And once Ratu gets better, she said she'll help."
"She still stuck as a...you know." Amymone twisted up her limbs and fell on her back.
"No, she's getting better." Ratu was still under the care of the centaurs. When they had found her, she had been little more than a mass of flesh, scales, and stone. Over time, the naga was slowly regaining her ability to shapeshift, and had managed to make fingerless hands just the night before. "Might be able to walk in another week."



"Good." Amymone picked up her book and then set it back down with a sigh. "You're still going to come visit me, right?"
"Of course." He had reached into his bag again and pulled out another letter from Naia. "Every day, if I can help it. Naia said she'll drown me if I don't."
"I bet she did." Amymone took the letter with a smile.
Up above, the sound of sobbing penetrated the window, and Mike felt his own breath hitch up in his chest when the unmistakable song of the banshee began. He knew that she would be able to come home but was now filled with terror at the idea that she may vanish again.
"Looks like they'll be done soon. I better get Yuki home, she's gonna need time to heal." He pulled several more books out of his bag. "I brought as many as I could find today, didn't know how long I'd be here."
"I appreciate it. I appreciate you." Her shimmering brown eyes found his. "Look, if you don't find it, I just want to let you know that I don't blame you. I don't want you to blame yourself, either. Real life isn't like books, and that's okay. Not everybody gets a happy ending."
"Amymone, I—" He had no idea how he intended to finish the statement, and the dryad was now suddenly interested in the book she had been holding. How many years would she be stuck here, waiting to fade into nothingness? It was a problem with no good solution.
"Mike?" Yuki stood just inside the backdoor. Her head was turned away, as if hiding her face. "Can we go home?"
"Yeah, c'mon."
He bid Amymone farewell again and escorted Yuki to the front yard where Cerberus waited. The ride home was largely silent, though between the random howls of wandering demons, he could hear the faint sound of sobbing from Yuki.
Once home, Cerberus turned into their human form and followed them through the gate. A chain formed around their neck, and she stopped a few feet away from the gate and let out a whimper.
"Good girl," he made sure to tell them, patting each head. "You did a great job today, thank you." Their tail wagged even though their faces remained stoic, and the hellhound wandered back through the gate. Abella was waiting nearby with the lock, which she placed around the bars to secure it. On the other side of the gate, he could hear Cerberus growl, warning some wandering demons away.
After making sure that Yuki made it to her room okay, Mike went to the office. The new desk he had was covered in tea stains and a deep gouge where Death had dropped his scythe by accident while trying to find something in his pockets.
"Would you like some tea, Mike Radley?" Death stood by the far wall, looking at the map they had drawn so many days ago. It had been torn in half by a feisty spirit, but Death had taped it back together.
"Yes, please." Mike sat down in the chair and let out a sigh.
"It sounds as if you've had a long day, Mike Radley." Death picked up his teapot and wandered over to the side of the room where an empty cup had been set. "Would you like to talk about it?"
"Not a whole lot to say. Just emotionally draining is all."
"You should relax more. I heard a saying the other day, something about kicking up your feet. What does that mean?" Death came over, holding a cup in each hand.
"Oh. Some people like to put up their feet sometimes, to relax."
"That sounds very strange. Why would they do that?"
"I think it's something about blood flow." Mike leaned back in his chair, causing the wooden legs to creak beneath him, then put his feet up on the desk to demonstrate. "See? The blood can now leave my legs and my heart doesn't have to work so hard."
"The mortal world is silly." Death handed over Mike's tea. "I don't pretend to understand it."
"You'll get there, though some of it isn't worth—" In his reclined position, when Mike had lifted the tea to his lips to blow on it, something large and black tumbled out of his cup and landed on his chin. All his brain was able to process was the number of legs that it had, and he let out a yell as the chair slipped out from beneath him and he crashed to the floor.
"I HAVE TRICKED YOU, MIKE RADLEY!" Death danced about the room, then knelt down and picked something up off of Mike's chest and dangled it in front of his face. "Though you should know that you are safe, for the spider isn't real."
"You about gave me a heart attack!" Mike fought to untangle himself from the chair.
"That is a lie, Mike Radley. I would have sensed your impending doom." Death chuckled to himself, then took a sip of his tea. "Tink was right about waiting to trick you."
"Mike?" Beth appeared in the door, worry on her face. "You okay?"
"Just dealing with Death's sense of humor." Mike pulled himself off the ground.
"She helped me with this prank, Mike Radley. She knew about the spider and never said a word. This makes her my accomplice."
A stunned look crossed Beth's face, and she started sputtering out denials. Death made a clacking sound with his jaw as he moved past her.
"I must find Kisa and tell her about the time I tricked you, Mike Radley. She will be so proud of me. I will be back."
"Take your time," Mike muttered.
"I swear, I didn't know about the spider," Beth said. "Well, I did, but only kind of."
"It's fine, they just freak me out is all. And what do you mean, kind of?"
"It fell out of his pocket when he was trying to find his scythe. During the fight with the shadow. He even mentioned he was going to prank you with it."
"Ha! That makes sense." He looked over at the gouge in the desk. It was only a couple of days old, and he now wondered if Death had intended to use it that day but chickened out. It also occurred to him that Death had tricked him into tilting his chair back first, which meant he had planned the whole thing. "I think I have underestimated how far he's come."
"Oh, absolutely. I feel like we're raising a gifted toddler, only he excels in reading maps and reaping assholes." She smiled, then sat on the edge of his desk with her legs crossed. "So how did it go? I heard Yuki in her room, she's struggling but wanted to be left alone."
"Emily moved on, I know that much. I won't feel right about it until Cecilia comes back, though." He tapped his finger on the wood. "If I have to fight a demon king or something, I'm just going to take Tink's approach. Shoot them in the face or something."
She laughed. "I doubt that. That isn't who you are."
"Yeah, you're right. I'll just let Tink do it for me." He ran his fingers through his hair and then put his hands on the desk. "Shit, now I wish he really had given me some tea. I feel all worked up."
"Here, let me get it." Beth walked past him to where the tea kettle was. He handed over the cup that had contained the spider, and she poured in some tea. He couldn't help but notice that she was wearing a white dress with red spots on it that hugged her stomach and butt, then flared out dramatically just under her thighs. The last week had been so busy with home repairs that he had barely seen her except at meals.
"Thank you." He took the cup from her and sipped it, the sweet aroma of chamomile flooding his sinuses.
"You're welcome." Beth sat down on the edge of the desk again. "I feel like I haven't seen you."
"It's been busy," he replied. Was Beth wearing perfume? He couldn't tell if it was the chamomile or her, but he caught the occasional whiff of something pleasant. "Between fixing everything, buying new computers. That police thing where they came looking for Marco."
Apparently after being reported missing, police had done a welfare check on Marco and had discovered the ramblings of a madman in a journal he had kept by the bed. Though they didn't suspect Beth had been involved in his disappearance, they did tell her they thought he was dangerous and to be careful.
"Oh my god, don't even get me started. How many times did they want a statement from me? I hated having to lie like that, but I wasn't about to tell them any semblance of the truth. That was emotionally exhausting, and I hated how much time I wasted every day giving them official statements. As for new computers, that lightning storm of Quetzalli's fried everything, which meant we were in the dark ages for a few hours. Sure, I got a new phone out of the deal, but now I have to redo all my playlists." She tossed her hair back and laughed. "Kisa has been giving me recommendations. She's really opened up."
"She has." In fact, when he had woken up that morning, it was to discover that Tink and Kisa had curled up with him during the night. The memory of what had happened next put a smile on his face. "Though I still need to figure out what it means to have a familiar."
"You'll get there." She leaned back on the desk and looked at the wall. "I'm still sorry that the house got wrecked so bad."
"I thought I told you to stop apologizing for it?"
She shrugged. "You did, but I still feel bad. I just keep thinking that you would have done a better job of protecting the home."
"Hmm." Mike set down his tea. "I haven't talked much about what happened with the faerie queen, but that's been deliberate. I didn't want bad blood with anyone else, but I feel like I can share this with you. When I was trying to rescue Cecilia, she showed me what was happening to the house."
"Oh?" Beth arched her eyebrow and turned to look at him.
"Yeah. She wanted me to know just how bad it was, showed me that you were in trouble, and wanted me to bail on Cecilia." He spread his hands wide. "Obviously, you know what I chose."
She looked away from him, her hair hiding her face. "But did you really have a choice?"
"I did. She even offered to send me home right away. But I'll tell you the same thing I told her. I trust you. You're way smarter than I am, and I know you love this house and its occupants just as much as I do." He stood and moved around the desk so they could stand face to face.
When she turned toward him, their eyes locked, and his mouth was suddenly dry. Now that he was thinking about the conversation with Titania, he was remembering the rest of it, too. About how it made sense to have a life with another human, about how they could have a family of their own. An image of Beth with a swollen belly flashed through his mind, and his ability to comprehend English temporarily vanished.
Was that future a possibility for him? Could he start a family with Beth or someone else in the house? Was it even a good idea? These questions were very new to him, and he had no idea what to think or feel. It was a mixture of curiosity and terror, and he couldn't figure out which emotional thread to untangle.
"—and I've just been feeling like I don't contribute to the home like the others do," Beth continued.
Mike realized that his mind had wandered, and he hoped that he had at least been nodding along.
"So I guess I want to say thank you. Thank you for believing in me." Her eyes were shining now, and her face felt like it was closer than before. "It means a lot to know that you do."
"Uh, yeah, um..." He could no longer think. Now that she was close, it was her scent that he could smell. It reminded him of roses with just a faint hint of cherries, much like the circles on her skirt. Was that her perfume, or was it just her?
Her hand touched his, and he felt his heart slamming in his chest. What was it about Beth that made him so afraid?
"I'm just so grateful to know that I can lean on you when I need someone I can count on." It was the best that he could do, and her lips blossomed into a smile. The floral scent washed over him now, suddenly stronger, and he inhaled it, allowing it to seep into his senses.
She was so close now, and her eyes were closed.
"Wait." He held up his hand as a thought occurred to him.
Beth's expression went from soft and alluring to puzzled as she opened her eyes and scooted away from him.
It had been a stray thought, just a tickle on his mind, and he fought to recapture it. He closed his eyes and focused on what had snapped him out of his reverie with Beth. It had been her scent, almost like a sense memory, and he saw the flash of green in his mind's eye.
The Mandragora! Her smell had reminded him of the Mandragora, but it was more than that.
"What did I say to you just now?" he asked.
"Um...wait?"
"Before that!" He grabbed onto her arms with his hands, his thoughts now buzzing about loudly in his head.
"That you could lean on me."
"Lean, lean, Mandragora..."
On the night that the Mandragora had eaten Sarah, it had handed over a hiking staff. At the time, he had been injured, and had figured that the staff had been given to him to help him limp home.
But what if it wasn't?
He ran out of the office, leaving a bewildered Beth behind. In the living room, Reggie sat on the new living room table, engrossed in a game of Checkers with Jenny. The rat king looked up to watch Mike run through, allowing Jenny to shift two of her pieces unnoticed.
Mike ran down the hall to the back door, then shoved the door open hard enough that the door bounced off the siding of the house, eliciting a shriek of rage from Tink, who was currently working on a new dresser for Beth.
"Lover?" Naia called to him with concern in her voice as he sprinted to the greenhouse.
The day after he had returned from almost dying in the Mandragora's clutches, he had tucked the walking stick just off to the side of the greenhouse, thinking he might use it later. In typical fashion, he had promptly forgotten about its existence, and he nearly slid on a bald spot in the yard when he tried to come to a stop.
The windows of the greenhouse had long ago been repaired, the bushes outside of it now growing in tight clusters around its windows. From the outside, it looked ordinary enough, yet somehow contained a world within.
Just around the corner, he found the walking staff the Mandragora had given him. It was on the ground now, having slid from its resting spot against the side of the greenhouse.
He knelt down and picked it up. It looked like an ordinary stick that had been polished to avoid splinters and had a good heft to it. Much like the greenhouse, there was nothing extraordinary about it from the outside.
"But what if?" he wondered aloud, then ran back to the fountain.
Tink looked ready to give him hell, but he held the stick up high, causing the goblin to eye it with suspicion.
"Naia, where should I plant this?" he asked.
"What?" Naia moved to the edge of her fountain, a look of desperate hope in her eyes. "Did you...is that the heartwood?"
"I don't know. But if it is, where should I put it?"
Naia cupped her hands together and squirted a stream of water that landed about thirty feet from her fountain. Mike ran to the spot she had marked and then jammed the staff into the ground.
"Husband no plant tree that way," grumbled Tink, who shoved him and the stick out of the way. She was holding a small shovel in her hands. "Tink have to do everything."
She quickly dug a hole about a foot and a half deep, then stepped aside and let Mike put the butt end of the staff into the ground. The two of them scooped dirt back inside, and by now, Abella and Yuki had appeared to watch them. Sofia came next, still in an apron, and stood on the back porch.
"Now what?" Mike asked.
"Water," Naia declared, then sent a steady fountain of it at the staff.
Mike and Tink stepped away as the ground became saturated. Beth now stood next to Sofia, and at her feet, Jenny and Reggie had joined them. Jenny was wearing Reggie's crown, and the rat king squinted against the light of day.
The wind had gone still, and Mike felt like the whole world was holding its breath with him.
Minutes passed, and Naia stopped spraying water. The staff, now wet, looked otherwise unchanged.
"Shit," he muttered, then sat down on the ground in frustration. He had been so certain that he was right, and now just looked like an idiot.
"It's okay, lover." Naia blew him a kiss from the fountain. "At least you tried."
"Yeah." Her encouraging words didn't make him feel better, and he stood back up and walked over to the staff to yank it out of the ground.
It didn't move.
Beneath his hands, the oaken wood vibrated at such a frequency that he could feel his hand going numb. Thick tendrils of wood curled around his fist, trapping him in place as a tremor went through the ground. Everyone else had moved back, and Mike was unable to pull himself free. Branches sprouted from the staff, and he dodged them as best as he could. Tiny buds formed along the edges, then unfolded into thick, green leaves.
The ground beneath his feet ruptured, and he was carried into the air by the branches of an enormous tree. The tendrils holding his hands finally let go of him, and he tumbled down through its branches, the leaves guiding his fall. It was almost a twelve-foot drop from the bottom branches to the ground, and when he fell, a pair of roots lifted up and deftly caught him, cradling him like a child before lowering him to the ground.
The wood at the base of the tree creaked, and he looked over his shoulder to see a demure figure step away from the base. Her skin was slightly lighter than the bark of the tree, and her hair was a dark green. When she opened her eyes, he felt like he was staring into the heart of nature itself.
Amymone took a deep breath and let out a sigh of pleasure, then touched her face in disbelief. The others in the yard were cheering, but Mike was close enough that he could hear the dryad speak.
"Oh, wow, the ecosystem here is completely out of whack." Amymone shook her head, sending a cascade of leaves to the ground. Then she winked at Mike. "But it's an easy fix."
Overhead, the leaves of her tree turned from green to a brilliant gold. All around Naia's fountains, the plants went into fast forward as well. Petals from flowers fell off, and the grass turned yellow and became dormant. Leaves were already falling around them, creating the illusion that Amymone was surrounded by a golden halo. Her hair changed color as well, to match the leaves, and she knelt down and held out her hand to help Mike up.
"Now that," she told him, "is a proper happy ending."

🏡END BOOK FOUR🏡I hope you've enjoyed this chapter. Thank you for being one of my readers, and I hope this holiday season brings you nothing but comfort, joy, and the amazing stories you deserve to read.
Thank you for everything,
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hello there!
Here's the next chapter of your favorite cross-country zombie/succubus/mimic buddy adventure (with Bigfoot as a guest star)!
I'm posting this toward the end of 2020, and it has been a rough ride. I hope that this story finds you well, and that your holiday season has at least a little bit of light and sunshine.
Thanks to everybody who has supported me so far on my monster-tale journey. Without the readers of Lit, these would just be words on some hard-drive, so thank you for remembering to click those stars at the end. They help people find these stories, and I've had at least a few of you reach out and let me know that they've helped you through some rough times. (I never thought I would be writing sexually-oriented fantasy that actually helps people, so this makes me feel extra good).
Anyway, this story will end on Chapter 12 and my brain will finally be able to live in one timeline. As a reminder, the events of D&H are parallel to the events of HFHM Book 3. In this chapter, we get to see the other side of the conversation that Beth had with Lily in Chapter 33. Hope that helps those of you who have emailed me asking about timelines.
Without further ado, I give you some more time with our family in Oregon. Thanks for reading!
Legs to Stand On
Sunset for Dana was a surreal affair on top of the barn. The view was quite lovely as the sun descended behind the distant mountain, and the breeze was strong enough to create little ripples in Bigfoot's hair, an effect that was magnified by the ripples that traveled across his massive chest.
The sasquatch sipped at his beer and nodded appreciatively. "Lookin' good, kiddo."
"Thanks, Uncle Foot." Eulalie was deftly weaving a long line of spider silk down Dana's back. She couldn't feel the needle piercing her muscle, but she could feel the skin being pulled back together as Eulalie worked her magic.
The last couple of days had been like a mini vacation. Between sword dodging lessons with Velvet, the occasional hot spring trip, and going through surveillance photos at night, the days were rolling past quicker than ever. In two days they would be able to leave, and Dana was starting to think that Eulalie's efforts to find the Dragon's Seed would be in vain.
However, if nothing else, Dana was a quick learner. Eulalie had to patch her up on multiple occasions, but the wounds came less frequently now, even as Velvet had ramped up the speeds of her attacks. They had even given her a bit of practice with the blade, but her dead girl brain was far better at reacting than attacking. If she got into another spat with a member of the Order, she was far less likely to lose another limb over it.
As for winning? Her memory was photographic, which meant she knew which way to move based on the swing and possible follow-ups. Velvet was murderously fast, and she knew that she wouldn't be caught off guard again. But unless someone attacked her in a way that Velvet had demonstrated, she was out of luck in that department. Still, the mental exercise of trying to predict the arachne's movements while relying on her own reactions had done her some good, and it gave her something to process during the long, lonely nights.
Lily had been disappearing in the twilight hours and kept her lips shut on her activities. All she had done was tell Dana that it was nothing to worry about, she just needed some time to think and process some things. Figuring she would be a massive hypocrite to push the issue, Dana had left it alone.
"Okay, all done." Eulalie moved back and Dana rotated her arms. Her back itched, a sign that the wound was healing, and she put her shirt back on.
"Won't get me next time," Dana told Velvet. Velvet was sitting next to Bigfoot, her legs splayed out around her. She held up her own beer in a mock salute and then drained it.
"Blegh." Eulalie made a face at her sister. "You're drinking the cheap stuff tonight."
"I'm drinking to get drunk, which means the cheap stuff." Velvet held up her bottle and sighed. "Unless you want to share some of your wine with me."
"Hell, no, you drink five times what I do and then complain about the taste." Eulalie took the needle she had been using and put it away in a small sewing kit with the word Dana written across the front in black Sharpie. "And then I have to wait a month until Dad can make a trip into town just to refill me. No thanks."
Velvet frowned at her bottle. "Fine. Guess I've got to drink the shit dad doesn't like."
"He's getting picky in his old age." Bigfoot finished his beer and then picked out another from the multi-pack. "Getting too old to waste his day on shit he doesn't enjoy."
Everybody went quiet. Velvet finished her beer and then helped Dana off the roof once the sun was down. While the arachne walked down the sides of the barn, Bigfoot took a casual hop and landed on the ground with a thud, leaving two giant footprints in the dirt. He stopped long enough to wipe them away with his feet, then saw Dana watching.
"Good habit to have," he explained.
Dinner was a quiet affair, and Lily returned shortly after, claiming that she had hiked a nearby mountain and allowed herself to get lost. After dinner, they played a board game as Bigfoot left to scope out some shortcuts that would get them back to Montana, and, if nowhere else, home again. Emory fussed over Velvet, who went to bed early on account of all the beer she had imbibed. Eulalie followed shortly after, leaving Dana alone with her thoughts. Lily left long before everyone went to bed, but would inevitably surface in a few hours.
With everyone gone, Dana let herself into Eulalie's office. There wasn't a chair at the high-countered desk, so she stood and surveyed the small bank of monitors. Eulalie had multiple rigs running, but the ones Dana wanted only displayed on a few monitors.
Data had been pouring in all week, and now it was time to sift through it again. Eulalie had written a quick program that allowed Dana to load one image per screen and then change every second. She stood and watched as the images filtered in, turning just her eyes as each image popped.
The images displayed had been processed by four different research computers located somewhere in the U.S. Many of the images she saw were simply social media posts, but there were also several surveillance pictures that made her question just how little she understood about how much a private citizen was under surveillance at any given time. Hundreds of images of men and women who wore similar jewelry blurred past, and she only paused on occasion to zoom in or contemplate the nature of the image she was seeing.
Hours went by, and the forest around the house came alive with the sounds of insects and birds. She occasionally heard Darren mutter in his sleep, but those were the only sounds she ever heard in the cabin.
Lily made a brief appearance sometime in the early hours. She kept Dana company for a bit, and then went out to the front room and asked Emory to start a fire. The succubus seemed out of sorts, but you couldn't solve a puzzle without opening the box, and Lily, contrary to her nature, wasn't letting anybody touch her box these days.
When it happened, she almost missed it.
It was a social media post, and in it was a picture of a couple of well-known celebrities. However, behind them was a young man leaning forward awkwardly to include himself in the shot. As if by accident, his necklace had slipped free of the confines of his shirt.
She had to rewind to find the image, and just stared at it for a bit. The necklace dangling from his throat looked similar to many other pearl necklaces she had seen (though not very similar to the 'pearl necklace' images Eulalie's search algorithm had returned on the first night). However, the twist in the gold and silver inlay just above the necklace was very close to what had been drawn on the piece of paper she had seen, as well as what Ratu had shown her.
"Hey, Lily?" She waited for the succubus to appear. When she did, she was holding a mug of coffee in her hands, her fingers wrapped tightly around the mug. "I didn't take you for a coffee drinker."
"Not usually, but you know how it is. Plenty of time to think, have a certain someone on my mind." She set the mug down and leaned back against the desk. "Did you find porn? I only go for stuff that's really kinky or has at least five people. Oh, and rubber gloves are a turn-off."
"Actually, I found—wait, really? You're not into gloves?"
Lily rolled her eyes. "What do you think?"
"I think you're watching the wrong kind of porn." Dana pointed at the screen with the necklace on it. "What do you think?"
Lily looked over at the image. "I think he was better off with his last wife. She wasn't as hot, but she had that freak-in-the-sheets energy about her."
"You're being obstinate on purpose, and I need you to be serious for a few."
"Ugh, fine." She turned to look at the screen again and frowned. "Hmm. That's weird, he seems familiar."
"Really?" To Dana, he looked about college-age, which would make sense, but was otherwise unremarkable. "How about the pendant?"
Lily bit her lip for a moment and then nodded. "You might be onto something. When was this from?"
Dana checked the timestamp. "Months ago. Almost a year, actually." It had been a release party in Hollywood, and she did a quick search on one of the other monitors. Lily faux yawned from boredom as Dana got online and looked up images from the party. It took her some time but she was able to spot a few more images of the man and saved them to the desktop.
"What are you doing?" Lily asked.
"Reverse image search, see if I can find out who he is." The first couple of searches she did yielded nothing, but the next one pulled up an image from Facebook. She clicked on it and frowned.
"Ugh, that stuff rots your brain, you know." Lily looked at the page. "His name is Madelline Caldwell?"
"That's grandma's name, she posted a family picture with him in it and never learned how to set her shit to private." She clicked through Madelline's pictures. "I think this guy's name is Tristan. When I look through her friend's list, he isn't on it, but here's a picture of him and she's wishing him a happy birthday."
"Not surprised. Nobody wants to be internet friends with their grandmother."
Dana shrugged. "Depends on when you made your page. But here's something. I think she tagged him in a post, but he's deleted his profile page since then. Look." She pointed at the screen.
"Can't wait to see you at Christmas, Tristan Emilio. I'm not sure I follow." Lily shook her head. "Social media sounds like a special hell all its own."
"Not going to disagree with you." Dana typed in Tristan's full name and hit enter. She was surprised when nothing recent came up, so scrolled through the search results.
"Is this something we should be asking Romeo to do? He's really good with stuff like this."
Dana shook her head. "Don't want to upset the timeline, or whatever. Maybe it's something he can help us look into after we get back...wait." She had scrolled through several pages already and saw something that caught her eye so clicked on it.
"Whatcha got there?" Lily was leaning over Dana's shoulder now.
"He formed a company in Colorado about nine months back. That shit is public knowledge, apparently." The page finished loading, and she just stared at the page for several seconds.
"Maximum Dragon LLC," Lily read out loud. "Absolutely nothing suspicious about that."
Dana was already typing again, and when the search came back, she just shook her head in disgust.
"Looks like our friend Tristan owns his own porn company." Lily smirked, then clicked the link. They were taken to a page featuring several nude women which was soon obscured by a virus warning from Eulalie's computer, and the browser closed, then asked for admin credentials.
"That's not a surprise. Guess we'll have to ask Eulalie to look into it for us." Dana turned in her seat to look at Lily. "But that can't be a coincidence, can it?"
"Oh, I've long given up on the idea of a coincidence." Lily tossed her hair over her shoulder and crossed her arms. "But now that we've got some breadcrumbs to follow, why not enjoy just a little bit of peace and quiet? C'mon, they've got Labyrinth on DVD. I could use some David Bowie right now."
"I shouldn't be watching movies, I need to see what else I can find out! We've actually got a lead, and I want to be prepared to move on it."
Lily scowled, but her face softened. "Okay, how about this? David Bowie is good and all, but what I meant was that I could really use a friend."
"I...yeah, okay. He'll still be there in the morning, right?"
"Yeah." Lily held her hand out.
Dana took it.

🌲🌲🌲In the morning, Eulalie was ecstatic to hear that Dana had found a lead and promptly shut herself in her office to see what she could find. Meanwhile, Dana helped Emory make breakfast for Darren. Apparently, Velvet's cooking skills left much to be desired, and Emory was too small to properly handle a skillet.
Lily sat with Darren at breakfast, but said nothing. Instead, she held her coffee much like he did, and kept giving him the occasional sidelong glance.
After breakfast, Bigfoot arrived to announce that a group of college kids was camping and making a mess on the edge of the property. Darren put on his boots and Lily went with them in order to help, but mostly to break up the monotony.
Dana suspected Lily might try to get a quick bite to eat, but trusted her to avoid trouble. They had talked for hours all night about Lily's dreams, and her thoughts and worries. All of it had come pouring out like a waterfall, catching Dana off guard. She had always been bad at stuff like that, but was even more so now.
However, she was a good listener. She kept her mouth shut and did her best to offer advice. Hopefully a snack would do Lily a world of good.
Velvet and Dana did some chores around the cabin, and then went outside to split up some more wood. After swinging an axe for a bit, Dana took a break from that to practice some more swordplay with Velvet. The same strike that had opened up her back yesterday only succeeded in nicking her shirt this time when she saw it coming, and Velvet spent some time discussing technique with her.
"You talk like somebody who has actually fought in battle," Dana had remarked at one point. "Did you practice a lot with your mom and Eulalie?"
"You assume we've led a quiet life here," she responded with a frown. "What we have now is the culmination of decades of hard work, and this forest has seen its fair share of bloodshed and misery."
"Like what?" Dana asked.
Velvet ignored her and immediately went back to talking about footwork during a sword fight, then launched a surprise assault. Dana watched the arachne's shoulders and slid around, the blade hissing through the air as she moved.
Eulalie came out mid-fight to announce that she had found something, so they ended their practice and went inside. When they reached Eulalie's office, Dana saw that the arachne had different images and websites pulled up on each of her monitors.
"This is totally your guy," Eulalie said, then pointed at one of the monitors. It was a school ID picture of Tristan Emilio, a small smirk on his face. Next to the image was a picture of a muscular man with perfectly coiffed hair and thick biceps. "These pictures are less than eighteen months apart."
"Are they really both him?" Dana moved closer to the screen for a better look. The man on the right looked like a movie star version of the man on the left, but they had the same eyes.
"They are. The man on the right used to be Tristan Emilio, but he changed his name about six months ago, shortly after founding Maximum Dragon. Now he goes by the name Tristan Edge, and he's a professional porn star, influencer and businessman." Eulalie clicked on a tab in her browser and an image of Tristan pulling out his cock for a pair of young women appeared. "He kind of came out of nowhere. Started with his porn company first, but then moved into the business world. Makes eerily accurate predictions when it comes to the stock market, I actually found an insider trading investigation that was launched and then dropped shortly after. He made seed money producing pornography and then made some very smart investments to the tune of twenty million."
"He looks like a douche." Velvet scowled at the screen, but kept looking at Tristan's exposed cock.
"Apparently, he's an arrogant piece of shit, based on some accounts. Tristan Emilio's identity has been scrubbed, but this newer version of him is rapidly climbing the success ladder." Eulalie pulled up a sequence of images with Tristan in them. "You'll notice he's always wearing a shirt in many of these pictures. Even during his porn scenes, he doesn't take them off. But if you look close..." She clicked on one of the images and zoomed in. A small bulge in the fabric was visible through a white tank-top. "I'm fairly certain that he is wearing the Dragon's Seed. It explains the sudden upgrade in, well, everything."
Dana nodded. "He's making a fortune so that he can hoard it."
"That's the assumption. He is also very hard to nail down. Travels constantly, has no known address. However, I did figure this out." Eulalie moved to a different screen. "He's playing the lead in some big budget porno, and I know where he will be for the next few days. You guys will have about three days to track him down, and then he'll be a ghost again."
"Well, where are we going?"
Eulalie opened up a map on her screen. "The big island of Hawaii."
"That's a really long flight." Dana felt her stomach clench. "Can Bigfoot take us there?"
"No." Velvet shook her head. "It's one of the few places he can't go. None of his trees were ever planted there."
"Shit." It was something she would have to talk to Lily about. How many hours was it on a plane? The idea of being trapped in a metal tube surrounded by the smell of so many people made her hungry.
"You're drooling," Eulalie told her.
"Sorry." Dana wiped her mouth. "So, this guy's a ghost?"
"Yep. Only reason I found this out was because one of the women he's shooting with hinted at doing a movie with him. I tracked down her agent and did some social engineering to find out when and where the shoot was. I pretended to be an equipment rental manager concerned about a missing field in the delivery date and address." Eulalie grinned. "Stated that the information on file was bad and we needed to confirm data prior to delivery or we would be forced to rent our gear to someone else, and that Mr. Edge was not responding to our emails. The agent jumped on the chance to be useful to Mr. Edge, as she called him."
"Brilliant."
"Anyway, you all need to get to Hawaii. Uncle Foot can walk you near San Francisco after you get your stuff, and then you can hop a plane. That's up to you. I'm afraid I can't falsify plane tickets without setting off a thousand alarms."
"Right." Dana looked at Velvet, then Eulalie. A thousand thoughts were running through her mind, but the one that bothered her the most was the realization that she was about to leave the arachne behind. In her brief stay, they had become like sisters to her, and even though she was on a mission of her own, she wished they could come with her.
She wanted to take this moment to express how she felt, to thank them for everything they had done for her. But no matter how hard she reached, she just couldn't connect with her emotional center. Anything that came out would sound flat and meaningless.
"Thank you," she told them. "I guess I need to figure out a plan."
A moment of silence passed, then Velvet put her hand on Dana's shoulder.



"No reason to do it on your own," she said. "La-la can look up whatever you need. Let's talk strategy, send you off in style."
Dana smiled. There were many things she still didn't know about the arachne, but one thing was perfectly clear. They were far more human than she was.

🌲🌲🌲When the time came to leave, it was the middle of the night. Even Darren was able to stay up late enough to see them off. He seemed to be energized, somehow, and Dana had caught him smiling more than once. The arachne thought that he was just happy that his girls had had some company, but Dana suspected that there was more to it than that.
Eulalie, her eyes full of tears, gave her a big hug that popped her back. She even gave Lily a hug, causing the succubus to grumble. Emory stood nearby with a box of tissues, which he offered to the tearful arachne, and when it was Velvet's turn, she skipped the hug and gave Dana a fistbump.
"Until we meet again," she said with a grin, then handed over her sword. "It senses your intent, just imagine it unfolding to use it. This is just a loan. I do expect you to return it to me."
Dana nodded. "Of course. Thank you." She hugged Velvet anyway, her hands moving low enough on the arachne's waist that she could feel the soft hairs of her spider-body press against the back of her hands. Though they looked prickly, they were soft like a kitten's fur.
"Oh, please, just fuck and get it over with," Lily groaned from nearby. Velvet let go of Dana and seized the succubus in a tight hug, then whispered something in her ear. Lily relaxed, then surprised Dana by hugging Velvet back.
"You're welcome," Lily muttered. It was a question Dana was going to have to ask about later.
When they departed, the girls stayed behind with their father and Bigfoot led them through the woods. The trees seemed to part for him, revealing a trail that Dana didn't recognize. On her back was Tick Tock in the form of a hiking pack, and she stopped just long enough to put the sword in one of his pockets.
"Don't swallow that," she told him. The zipper of the bag folded up into a grin, then playfully bit her fingers as she pulled them back out.
During their march, they stepped between some trees and the temperature shifted, dropping by over twenty degrees. When Dana stopped to look around, Bigfoot stopped too.
"We are now a hundred miles away from the cabin," he told them. "Are you sure they aren't looking for you anymore?"
"We're positive," Lily answered. "About twenty minutes ago, we stole our motorcycle back and started a fight in the tunnels of the Pit. They no longer have the necklace they used to track us."
"Good." Bigfoot turned away and kept moving.
Occasionally they would walk through a campsite with slumbering campers or near a cabin. Despite his huge feet, Bigfoot moved with the grace of a cat, and if they were going to get spotted, it was going to be because Dana wasn't nearly as graceful as her companions.
The walk from Oregon to Montana took less than an hour as they portal hopped. Eventually they came to the edge of the woods and saw the hotel they had been staying in just across the highway. Lily flew down the road and landed somewhere behind a large pickup truck, then emerged as a frumpy soccer mom. She was in the hotel for nearly twenty minutes before walking out in the shape of a housekeeper wearing Dana's backpack. She walked down the road for a bit, and then returned to them from the sky, landing dramatically in front of them.
"Mission accomplished," she said. "Now let's go soak up some rays, shall we?"
Bigfoot took them back into the woods, and the process of hopping between forests resumed. A two-hour hike got them to the edges of San Francisco where Bigfoot sent them off with a wave of a giant hand, then vanished into the shadows.
Dana, who had turned her phone back on, ordered an Uber. The driver took them to a hotel that wasn't too far from the airport, and Lily checked them in. Once they were in the safety of their room, Lily let her disguise slip and then fell onto the bed.
"Well that was a hell of a week," she declared, then picked up the remote for the television. She turned on the tv and started flipping through the channels.
"Now that we're here, care to tell me how we're getting to Hawaii?" Dana asked.
"Oh, that. I'm just going to have Beth buy us some tickets." Lily, who was lying on the bed upside down, looked over at Dana. "First class, if we can get them. May as well travel in style."
"Yeah, about that. There's no way I'm getting on that plane without the Order figuring it out. I bet they're looking for me everywhere. Besides, I'm not really comfortable getting on a plane. What if I...freak out? Even after eating, some version of the hunger is always there, and the last thing I want to do is be locked in a metal tube with everyone stacked together like Pringles."
Lily shrugged. "Maybe you can come along as luggage."
"They check luggage. Haven't you ridden on a plane before?"
"On, yes. In, no."
Dana didn't feel like asking for an explanation. "They x-ray everything. They're looking for bombs, drugs, that kind of thing. Even if I rode in the cargo bay, they would find me before I got in there, and I can guarantee that my presence will raise more than a few alarms."
"What about him?" Lily pointed at Tick Tock, who sat near the head of the bed. "If we could ride inside that thing through time without becoming bloody smears, do you think he could keep you from being seen on an X-ray?"
Dana dropped her eyes in thought. "What do you think? Is that possible?"
They both looked away from the mimic and heard the clicking of a typewriter. They looked back and saw a piece of paper sticking up like a flag.
Perhaps was written on it.
"So, what, have him turn into a box or something? We could probably do a coffin and just go for broke."
Dana shook her head. "A coffin would raise too many questions. We need to be inconspicuous. That, and I don't know the rules for oversized luggage. Maybe just a large suitcase or something?"
"A large suitcase sounds fine, but you're going to be one very heavy suitcase. Some poor bastard is going to have to heft you onto the plane?"
"What about it, Tick Tock? Any tricks to make me lighter?"
The keys on the typewriter clacked, and the paper shifted up to reveal the mimic's reply
Eat a healthy diet and get plenty of exercise was all that was written.
"Not helpful," Dana said with a scowl.
"I have an idea." A wicked grin crossed Lily's face. "But you're not going to like it."
"I don't think we're going to have much choice. Lay it on me."
Lily told her the plan, and Dana frowned the whole way through. The succubus had been right—she didn't like the plan at all. However, it was the only plan they had, so she got on her computer and started looking up weight restrictions of checked luggage. When the early light of morning came, Tick Tock had turned into the largest bag that was allowable on a flight and Dana climbed inside with a look of trepidation. She was in a shirt and panties, and her pants were folded up neatly on the bed beside her.
"For the record, I absolutely hate this," she said, then handed over the sword. She had unfolded it already, the blade gleaming beneath the overhead lights.
"I know." Lily took the blade and winced as the handle glowed red hot. "Oh, that figures. Let's finish this before my hand burns off."
"Try not to miss." Dana got on her back and moved to the edge of the bed, her legs hanging over the sides. They had laid out the shower curtain from the bathroom to help contain the mess.
"This is going to hurt me more than it hurts you," Lily told her, then brought the sword down.

🔪🔪🔪Lily strolled into the airport in a bright yellow sundress with a low-cut collar. She had called her friend Beth early that morning to get a flight booked in her name, and currently wore her form. She wasn't certain if this was something Beth would remotely wear while on a plane, but she was already enjoying the attention she got from her fellow travelers.
Her Uber driver was busy dragging the suitcase with Dana inside. If the math was correct, it was now just short of a hundred pounds after she had cut off Dana's legs. The sword had made a clean cut with minimal blood, and now both of her legs were stuffed inside of the backpack that Lily now carried. Once they were close to the check in gate, Lily turned around and took the handle of the bag.
"Thank you so much for all your help, Alan," she told the driver, then planted a kiss on his cheek. "If I could give you more than five stars, I would."
The young man blushed, then nearly tripped over himself when he stepped back. "Glad I could help."
"I've got it from here, thank you. If I'm ever in the area again, I'll look you up." She winked at him. "Bye now."
Alan waved and ran back out the entrance. Lily turned toward the counter and walked toward the woman working it. Beth's information was quickly verified, and she got her ticket and then picked up the bag. She pretended to struggle with the weight of it, then set it on the scale.
"Okay, so this is over the weight range," the agent told her. "There's gonna be an additional surcharge."
"That's fine," Lily replied, raising her voice so that Dana could hear her. "Sorry my bag is so heavy, it's a lot of dead weight."
The agent didn't say anything, just printed off the packing slip and had someone help her load it onto the conveyor belt. "Is there anything else I can do for you?"
"As a matter of fact, yes." Lily grinned. "There aren't any first-class seats left, are there?"
Once away from the counter with her upgraded ticket, she walked over to look at the security line and watched for a few minutes. Dana's legs were folded up inside of the backpack with little room for anything else, and she needed to figure out a way to get them through without the bag being X-rayed or searched.
She spotted a woman pushing a stroller with a toddler in it and felt the light bulb go off in her brain. Walking away from the security line, she went to the bathroom and found an empty stall to sit in. After pulling the legs out of her bag, she pushed them against her belly and willed the skin and fabric to flow around them.
Her body morphed to hold onto the legs, and when she stepped out of the stall, she was greeted by the sight of a very pregnant Beth in the bathroom mirror. Since nobody was around, she shifted her belly around until it looked right, then added a few pounds around her face and chest.
"You look kinda hot when you're pregnant," she told her reflection, then left the bathroom. When she got to the agent checking tickets, the man taking her ticket eyed her with judgement.
"Oh, it's okay, I'm not gonna pop on the plane or anything," Lily told him while rubbing her belly. "I've still got a couple months left."
"Shit, girl," said the woman behind her in line. "You carrying twins or something?"
"Er, no." It now occurred to Lily that she had no idea how big her stomach should be. "She's just all legs. You know how it is."
The look on the woman's face said that she had no idea how it was, but Lily didn't care. She checked in and got in line, then tossed her mostly empty bag onto the scanner and went through the metal detector. When she came out the other side, a TSA agent was waiting to hand the backpack.
"Traveling light?" he asked.
"Oh, I love to snack on flights," she told him, then took the bag. "Didn't get a chance to buy anything here, might hit up some stores or something."
He waved her off, and she waddled away until she was out of sight, then found another bathroom. Figuring she didn't need the hassle of being recognized, she became a version of Beth in one of her work outfits with a white blouse and a pencil skirt. She came out of the bathroom with the legs back in the backpack and headed for her flight.
With almost an hour left, she hit the bar and people watched. She was halfway through her second margarita when she caught sight of a teenage girl sitting on the other side of the terminal with a small backpack by her feet. She sat between a pair of men wearing designer clothes and dark sunglasses.
"Something about that doesn't look right."
Mike's voice startled her so bad that she spilled some of her drink, then turned to see him sitting next to her. He was wearing a pair of shorts and some flip flops and had a drink of his own.
"How are you here?" she asked, then saw a couple of travelers look up in interest.
"Oh, I'm not." He was also wearing sunglasses. "It's just you right now, see?" To illustrate his point, he swung his hand through the counter.
"But...but how?" she said, dropping her voice.
"How many years do you suppose you spent in the Dreamscape with Darren?" Mike sipped his drink, then frowned. "Hmm. Apparently, my drink is as real as I am."
Lily scowled. Those last few nights at the cabin, she had played dress up inside of Darren's mind. It had given the old soldier plenty of peace, and his health seemed to improve as the week ended. She had been surprised when Velvet had thanked her for it, unaware that the arachne had known what she was up to.
"Hard to say," she told him. But it had been a long time; long enough for her to accept that the feelings between Ana and Darren had been real. She had experienced affection and kindness in a way that both thrilled and depressed her. By week's end, she had become jealous of Ana, and the fact that she was fairly certain that nobody would ever feel that way about her had left her angry and depressed.
"Well, it was long enough on my end. While you were keeping him company, I was busy hanging out with his brother. Now that was a weird experience. Point being, we haven't really spoken lately, and now I'm here somehow."
"I don't think I like it," she grumbled.
"Well, that's just it. I don't know why I'm here, but I do know that it happened when you were looking at her." He pointed to the young woman in the terminal. "Look at her body language. Does it remind you of anybody?"
In fact, it did, but Lily bit her lip. The girl was in her late teens, but her eyes were weary. There was the hint of a shadow below her eyes, covered up with foundation and too much mascara, and the way she sat made her look tiny between her two chaperones. Her eyes were glossy, almost like she was drugged or had simply given up on life.
"Wonder what her story is. I can't ask, though, because I'm just a manifestation of your subconscious."
"You would be far less annoying as a cricket," she told him.
"Perhaps, but then you would ignore me."
"So, what do you want me to do? Help her?" She scoffed. "Of course you would, you have such a hero complex with every woman you meet."
"You spent years inside of a man's head doing a good thing for him with no expectation of any reward." Mike sat on the counter next to her and crossed his legs. "I think maybe you did a good thing and it made you feel better about yourself."
"Piss off." She finished the rest of her margarita and let the alcohol do its work. Unfortunately, it was booze from an airport bar, and she strongly suspected that the bartender had dipped her straw in tequila to make it taste stronger than it was.
"Hey, suit yourself." With that, Mike vanished, leaving her with her thoughts.
She wanted time to mull this over, somebody to argue with, but she was short on both. The anger building up inside her had no outlet, and her flight was going to board in less than half an hour.
When one of the men got up and headed for the bathroom, she found herself following. She walked behind a pillar in one of the terminals and turned into a man and stayed about twenty feet back. When he walked into the bathroom to use the urinal, she opened up the stall door right behind him and waited for a break in traffic to sting him with her tail.
"Easy, buddy, easy," she said, helping him stumble toward the stall. A man walking into the bathroom paused at the sight, and Lily patted her new friend on the back. "I told you to go easy on those whiskey sours, you'll be lucky if they let you fly."
Once he was in the stall, she propped him on the seat and did a deep dive. It didn't take long to figure out that he was traveling with his brother as hired muscle, and that the girl was being sedated and trafficked out of the country to be sold to some asshole in China.
While the temptation to rip his head off was strong, she ripped his soul out instead. She filled his mind with fantasies about young women like the one he was escorting, and swallowed him up for all eternity the moment he came. She wedged him in place so that he wouldn't fall off the toilet, then stepped out of the stall.
"Get it out of your system," she told him. "I'll be back in five with some Advil." She made sure the bathroom was clear and slid out beneath the door. On her way out of the bathroom, she turned into the dead man and made her way back to where he had been sitting.
"What's in the bag?" asked the dead man's brother.
"Escorting something else for the boss, last second request," Lily replied. "You should go, too, while the lines are down. I've got the girl."
His brother shrugged, waited a couple of minutes, then got up to go. Lily waited until he was far enough away and then followed.
She didn't have to drag him into a stall. He was already sitting in one, and she stung him in the foot with her tail, then used it to slide the latch open.
The process was the same, and she licked her lips when she was done. When she walked out of the stall, she paused to relock the door with her tail, then used a blind corner to become a random woman.
A sense of elation flooded her. This poor girl had been about to spend the rest of her life being raped or worse, and Lily's actions had changed her destiny. Her own monstrous nature had been used for good, and it generated a feeling of warmth inside her, a sensation she wished she could wrap her arms around and cling to.
When she sat down next to the girl, she didn't know what to do next. Should she give the girl a hug and tell her the nightmare was over? Should she walk her to a phone and have her call the cops?
In her indecision, she realized that the girl was now staring at her with defeated curiosity. She dug up what she knew about the girl and her abduction.
"Oh, don't worry about those assholes coming back. I totally murdered them for you," Lily told her, then patted her condescendingly on the cheek. "Caroline, right? Yeah, so next time an older man convinces you to meet him somewhere to be your sugar daddy, but not to tell your parents, don't do it. Have some fucking common sense and maybe a modicum of self-respect. It's a dangerous world filled with sharks who want to eat you alive, and you need to learn how to swim in it. You should probably call home or something, or the cops. I'm afraid I've done more than enough to save your sorry ass, today, so it's time to walk on your own. By the way, you're welcome."
"Wha—" The girl's voice was slurred, but Lily hopped to her feet and wandered to the restroom for one last change back to Beth. By the time her flight was called, the girl was still sitting on her bench, gazing around in confusion. Lily gave her one last look before boarding her flight. There was probably more she could do for the girl, but what little she had done was going to have to be enough.
"Baby steps," she told herself, then found her seat in First Class.

🛫✈️🛬Cyrus sat on the edge of his bed. He was staying in one of the visitor's dorms, and after the events of the previous night, he had needed a full night of sleep.
It wasn't entirely clear what had happened down in the pit, other than the fact that they had had to peel more than a few of his students off of the walls. One of them had managed to lock herself in one of the warehouses, but her mind was so fractured that it had taken the combined efforts of Cyrus, Amida and several knights to bring her down and back. She was going to be shipped home for study and, most likely, retire in a care facility.



When Cyrus left his room, Amida was already up, his eyes on one of several screens.
"Master Cyrus." Amida turned in his chair. "May I get you some coffee or tea?"
"No, thanks. Have you seen Tasia?"
Amida flinched. "She is...in a poor mood this morning."
Cyrus nodded. "As she should be." After being attacked by so many of her own, Tasia had taken the escape of the succubus poorly. He wondered if she had slept a wink the entire night.
"Master Cyrus? I've been wondering something."
"Ask." He sat down on a nearby chair and looked over at Amida's files. The young mage was looking at papers about the Dragon's Seed.
"Well, I've been looking at some surveillance photos, and I wanted you to see something." Amida slid the photos from underneath his files. It was a picture of the motorcycle that was currently in the research rooms and the one they had taken from the side of the road last night. "I've looked at these several times and have come to the conclusion that they must be the same bike. Is that even possible?"
"It is." Cyrus said nothing else, curious to hear Amida's ideas without further encouragement.
"Hmm." Amida looked at the images. "Based on the temporal nature of the creature under the lake, I am wondering if perhaps the succubus was sent back in time with the motorcycle. The witch, as well."
"That's a possibility, but you should know something." Cyrus cleared his throat, then took the images from Amida. "Any trip through time is extremely destructive to organic tissue of any kind, especially one that may be caused by contact with an otherworldly being. Perhaps the succubus survived, but I sincerely doubt that the witch has. See the condition of this bike? It was embedded in the rock of the tunnel, if I'm not mistaken. The witch may be thirty feet directly below us, merged with the very earth itself. There's simply no way to know."
"Oh." Amida frowned. "I was wondering if we could try and figure out what happened to them if they had actually gone back in time to when the bike was discovered. There was a disturbance here, but everyone thought it was just extra activity from the creature in the Pit. I did some digging and found out that someone stole a car in town that very morning. It got found quite a distance away and may have been linked to another stolen car in that area."
Cyrus rubbed his eyes. "Maybe I'll take some tea after all."
Amida stood and left the room, and Cyrus sat down in the now vacant chair. If Amida was right, then the succubus had survived, and she was officially on the run.
Then again, that didn't entirely make sense, did it? If they had come for the Dragon's Seed, then why didn't she stick around and try to find it. He figured destroying the timeline wasn't beyond whatever moral code existed in a demon, so why not get the drop on the Order a week ago and raise some hell?
"Master Cyrus." Amida was back in the room, and handed over a chipped coffee mug full of tea.
"Hmm." Cyrus ran his finger along the rim of the mug. There were at least three chips missing, but none of them were sharp. "I'm not one to complain, but I'm surprised this didn't get tossed out."
Amida winced. "Actually, that was one of the only ones I could find. Tasia lost her temper in the kitchen after one of the knights called her a bitch."
"That's not appropriate behavior for either party." He looked in the cup. "Green tea?"
"It is. The knight who antagonized Tasia got his arm broken in three places by her, and suggested that the least she could do was help put away her dishes. She is still...struggling with how things went down."
"As am I." He sipped his tea and looked at Amida's paperwork. "I've been pondering your theory and have a question. You may be onto something about the succubus being caught in a time vortex, but I'm trying to make sense of why she ran away."
"I think I can tell you that." Amida moved the files around and then pulled out a slip of paper. On it was a diagram of the Dragon's Seed. "We discovered that the witch and the succubus went through the items from Unearthly Delights. I believe it's entirely possible that they know that we don't have it."
Cyrus nodded. "So, then I guess it's mission-failed for our succubus and her witch, God rest her soul."
"Well...maybe. You see, I had the same idea late last night, and started to wonder. If the succubus went back in time, why didn't we have issues tracking her earlier this week? She must have been laying low, but where?"
"That is a very good question." He was curious where Amida was going with this.
"I think she went back to Hell. It's the only explanation that makes sense. And demons hate going back to Hell. So why bother with it in the first place?" A grin broke across Amida's face. "Perhaps she's being used by a coven of witches? I even found evidence of a group of individuals on the east coast who have been under observation for quite some time. There was an old mission file regarding a knight who may have been killed by them via a succubus attack, but there was never enough evidence."
Cyrus held his hand up. "I'm familiar with that story. Anyway, go on."
"The succubus is being kept locked away until they can track down the Dragon's Seed, and then they'll send someone else out to retrieve it. But how are they going to do it? Magical means, maybe, but that can be difficult. Well, I looked into this group, and discovered that they have connections. The Order has kept tabs on them all this time, but there's never been cause to do anything about them. I believe they may be using resources similar to ours to try and find the seed."
"We haven't even found it." Cyrus frowned. "Having all the money in the world won't magically make that happen."
"While that's true, here's the thing. I figured that maybe, instead of looking for the seed, I could find signs that they were looking for it, and then follow them. Hunt the hunter, so to speak."
Cyrus saw the grin form on Amida's face. "You found something, didn't you?"
"I think so. Earlier this week, someone co-opted at least two research computers to look through images and sort through them in order to identify something that looks like this." Amida reached into his pocket and produced a piece of paper. When he unfolded it, it was identical to the other drawing. "Someone uploaded this drawing to both of them earlier this week."
Cyrus stood, nearly spilling his tea. "What else did you discover?"
"That they stopped looking a couple of days ago. So I had our team try to track down the last batch of images processed and see if we could find anything."
"And did you?"
"I think so, but it took me and some of the night crew several hours. But we have a name, which I sent it to a clairvoyant down in Mexico. She is trying to track him down as we speak. She always gets good results."
"Good." Cyrus felt a surge of pride for the young mage. "This is excellent work. I don't think even I would have come up with such an idea."
"You honor me." Amida stood just a little bit straighter.
"Any chance we tracked where that data went?"
Amida shook his head. "No. It bounced around so many servers and the trail went cold somewhere in Europe."
"No matter. Retrieving the seed is far more important." Cyrus sipped at his tea and headed for the door. "You keep working on that. I'll go break the news to Tasia, and maybe see if I can convince her to be more polite while we're here."
A wave of relief passed over Amida's face. "I would appreciate that, thank you."
Cyrus walked out into the hallway, a grin fixed on his face. If they could retrieve the seed, he was already planning on a vacation once everything was done. As he moved further along the hallway, he could hear Tasia's raised voice. She was clearly shouting at more than one person, and he took a deep breath.
"Time to calm the beast," he muttered, then went to save whoever she was yelling at. Hunting monsters was often far easier than dealing with people.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Dana let herself out in the cargo bay and immediately frowned. It was very cold and very loud. If not for Tick Tock shoving some bags aside, she would have been stuck inside for the entire flight.
They had passed through the scanners with no issue, but she froze up when she heard TSA agents doing random bag searches. Luckily, they hadn't shown any interest, so now she was just reading a book on her phone to pass the time.
It was a long flight, and by the time her phone hit ten percent battery, she turned it off and put it in her pocket. The bay was pitch black, and she had nothing to do but sit and wait, alone with her thoughts.
"This sucks," she said out loud, unafraid that she would be heard. Her legs felt itchy and she was drooling at the thought of all the men and women directly above her. In the process of sneaking her onto the plane, neither of them had considered the fact that her regeneration would trigger a powerful hunger.
To pass the time, she thought about Alex. How they had first met in the engineering program at school, how Alex had asked her out on a date. Dana had been very reserved when it came to her sexuality, but Alex had helped her to explore that part of herself and grow as a person. Every day was a new opportunity to fill herself with courage and grace, and before Alex had died, she felt like the two of them would be able to accomplish anything.
Now, though, she found herself wondering if Alex would be going through the same thing for her if she had died instead. Then again, Alex probably wouldn't have fallen into a well of depression and gotten caught up in this mess. Alex had always been the stronger one, and would have found a way to move on.
It was so hard to be abject about any of the things from her old life, because the cold logic of her dead brain struggled to grasp the nuance of emotions these days. Once she was alive again, maybe she would take a proper vacation, cry a bunch, and maybe look into therapy or something.
Thinking about Alex had bummed her out, so she turned her thoughts to the cabin. Ever since she had died, it was the first place she had felt welcome and a part of things, and she attributed all of that to Velvet and Eulalie. Would they be okay there for the rest of their lives, or would they be happier in a home with lots of other people?
She would keep her mouth shut, for now, but only because she had promised their father that she would wait. After only a week, she doubted that she should be making choices for people she barely knew. Still, she had enjoyed the sense of normalcy at the cabin, and wondered how long it would be until she went back.
In the dark, she felt the plane's descent, so crawled her way back to Tick Tock and got inside. The mimic zipped itself shut from the outside, and she was forced to resume waiting. On the odd chance that she ended up on a plane again, she would get a backup battery at the very least, and maybe download some movies.
Or maybe she would chance flying. At some point, she would have to learn better self-control, especially if she was going to be stuck this way for a long time. The Dragon Seed was the big item off her list, and she wondered if Ratu would be able to figure out an alternative for her.
After the plane landed, she waited in silence as she was unloaded and then taken to baggage claim. Relief filled her when she heard Lily's voice, and it was another forty-minute ride to the hotel. After an eternity in the dark, she heard fumbling at the zippers, and then she was blinded by light.
"Oh, good," Lily announced, helping her out of the bag. "Looks like my vibrator survived the trip."
"You'll need to put the batteries back in, first...what the hell is this?" Dana, upon sliding out of Tick Tock, looked around the room with her mouth open. It was huge with a hot tub nearby, and she could see the ocean just over the balcony.
"Oh, don't worry. Romeo can afford it." Lily walked over to the bar, which was fully stocked with booze. "It's only a couple grand a night, he'll understand."
"Where are my legs?"
"Put them out on the balcony to get some sun," Lily told her, then pointed. Out on the balcony, Dana's legs were laid out on one of the chairs, each foot in a pair of sandals. "It's like looking at the belly of a fish."
Dana groaned. "Glad to see you're in good spirits. A little help?"
Lily sighed. "Fine. I wanted to just sit and relax a bit, but no, apparently someone needs help with her legs." She retrieved them from the patio and tossed them to Dana. "Just make sure you put them in the right spot."
Once the bones were lined up, the regeneration process began and they locked into place. Lily used the spider silk thread from the sewing kit Eulalie had given them to start the long process of stitching her muscles back together, a process which took about two hours. When Lily finished, she took a step back to admire her handiwork.
"Minimal scarring, but not bad for my second surgery." She tucked the needle back into its case. "Well?"
Dana stood on wobbly legs, then flexed her calves. "Feels okay. I'm fucking starving though."
Lily kissed her, passing along a huge glob of sperm which Dana greedily sucked off her tongue. She could feel her entire body wind up like a spring as the magic was distributed throughout her limbs. When the kiss broke, Lily took a step back and wiped her mouth.
"I've really only got enough left to do that one more time, so you might want to—"
Dana leapt off the bed and tackled Lily onto the floor, then pinned her arms in place and pulled down the front of her dress to reveal her breasts. Her legs burned as if on fire, the cell regeneration speeding up, and she pulled off her top and threw it onto the ground.
"You're gonna pay for that dead weight remark," Dana said, sliding her panties to one side to reveal her labia.
Lily laughed. "Of course I am. Why do you think I said it?"
"You've got a big mouth. Now put it to use." Dana slid forward, burying Lily in her thighs. Later, once the lust had fled, they could strike out and find out more about Tristan. She had never been to Hawaii before, and wondered if they would get a chance to stick around for a little bit. But for now, her entire world was focused on the tongue greedily lapping at her inner folds, and that was going to be good enough.
When she finally came, she dug her fingernails into the bed so hard that she tore the comforter. She rolled on her back with heat flooding through her body, and Lily sat up, licking her lips.
"Way better than the pretzels they gave me," she said, then used her thumb to push a gob of fluid into her mouth.
Dana snorted. "Just pretzels? I figured you would have weaseled your way into first class and at least gotten a sandwich."
Lily chuckled, then walked to the corner of the room and picked up a bag that Dana hadn't noticed before. She reached inside and pulled out a bikini.
"C'mon, dead girl. Let's go work on your tan," she said, then tossed them over along with a pair of Maui Jim sunglasses. Her entire body shimmered and she was now in a red and black bikini that matched her thigh high boots. "And no arguments. C'mon, let's go."
With reluctance, Dana picked up the bikini and swallowed the lump in her throat. "I'm not much of a bikini girl, you know. And the scars will look a little—"
Lily tossed a matching sarong her way with a wink.
"I've got your back. Forever and always," she said with a smile. "That's what friends do."

🏝️🏝️🏝️Bikini season has officially begun for Dead and Horny.
Who is the mysterious Tristan? Will Lily and Dana find the Dragon Seed? Or will Cyrus beat them to it? All of these questions will be answered in the chapters ahead!
Thanks again for reading, don't forget to rate, comment, or send me a note. I can't respond to all of them, but I do actually read them all!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! I am (finally) back with the next chapter of HFHM!
First off, sorry for the delay. My writing/editing schedule has gotten destroyed in the last month, and I am actually submitting this from my table during breakfast while the rest of the Hawthornes eat pancakes. I try really hard to keep to the schedule in my Bio, but I will change it if I'm going to be late like this time.
Anyway, new reader? Welcome! While technically the fifth book in the HFHM series, this chapter is written as a bit of an intro to my world. However, there is plenty of sex, mayhem, and plot in the previous sixty chapters, so give them a peek!
Returning reader? Welcome back! Thank you so much for all the love you showed for the finale of Book Four. I'm not sure how I can top that performance, but here's to giving it my best effort. Book Five is going to have its share of surprises, and I can't wait to share them with you!
Don't forget to rate and comment when you're done! This helps other readers find the story, and is an excellent (and free!) way to support your favorite authors here on Lit. Thanks again to Literotica itself for giving me a platform to share this story with you, and TJ Skywind for being that final set of eyes. I think it's his superpower.
So enough from me. Winter is on it's way out as the Radley Home prepares for...
Springtime
Mike Radley yawned, then stretched his arms, causing his left shoulder to pop egregiously. Opening his eyes, he realized that he had drifted off to sleep. It had been a long night chasing a swarm of scarab beetles out of his house and he had apparently drifted off sometime after breakfast.
The scarabs themselves were the result of an empty tomb that was discovered on the other side of his otherwise empty basement. Originally thought to be a crack in the foundation, everyone had been surprised to discover that the crack in the otherwise smooth concrete led somewhere else. Once Tink the goblin had declared the wall to be non-load bearing, Abella had been brought in to knock it down with a single punch. The gargoyle had been happy to help, but not so much when a colony of scarabs fled the room and crawled across her stony flesh. Despite being impervious to their clicking jaws, Abella had squealed and nearly taken everyone out with her wings in her hurry to brush them off.
"How long was I out?" he asked. His head was currently in the lap of the home's resident banshee, Cecilia. The pupils of her eyes were white like pearls, and though she was blind to the visible spectrum as he understood it, she was capable of seeing souls and spiritual energy. Able to see the souls of the scarabs, she had been a huge asset tracking them down. Each time the colony attempted to set up a new nest, Tink would punch a hole in the wall with a hammer while everyone pitched in to catch them in some cloth sacks that Tink had once used to make her clothes out of.
"Perhaps an hour." Her voice had a soft, Irish lilt to it, and her white hair floated about her as if she was suspended under water. Like her eyes, her hair was a startling white color, save for a thick lock of red just over her right eye. "You needed it."
"I suppose." He sat up and groaned, his back tensing up. He had only meant to sit for a few minutes, and his body protested being prone on the bench for so long. He yawned again, then gave the banshee a peck on the lips. A chill ran through his body. "I didn't miss it, did I?"
Cecilia smiled. "You wouldn't hear the end of it if you did. There's plenty of time, Sofia is getting lunch ready if you want to help."
"I'll see what I can do." When he stood from the swing, she floated up to join him. Caressing his cheeks with her hands, she winked and then vanished from sight. With the banshee gone, he felt a bit warmer already.
Out in the front yard, a small cluster of centaurs moved about, trimming away the last branches of winter. It was the middle of March, and they were getting ready for the Spring Equinox celebration, which Naia had promised him would be a sight to behold.
When he had first moved into the home nearly nine months earlier, the front yard had been just a small sidewalk that traversed what couldn't have been more than thirty feet of grass. Now though, it was home to an illustrious garden maze, at the center of which stood a magnificent sundial that had been recently polished. The giant bushes of the home had been trimmed into topiary figures by the centaurs, and already this month, he had chased away a few randoms who had wandered into his yard to take pictures.
The Radley estate hadn't always been so popular, but magical homes had a way of gathering attention, both good and bad. Chasing off people who wanted to take pictures of the bushes was far preferable to the literal battles he had fought in the yard with monsters and witches alike. It had been almost six months since the last incident—which was the current record.
A pale figure wandered out from the maze and held up a hand in greeting. It was Sulyvahn the dullahan, who was also Ceclia's twin.
"Yer lookin' well rested, me lord." Sulyvahn was holding a small bucket full of clipped flowers that had yet to bloom in one hand and a pair of shears. While the centaurs maintained the rest of the gardens, the dullahan had somehow become in charge of the flowers themselves.
Mike nodded. "You didn't see any of those beetles out here, did you?"
"That I haven't." Sulyvahn pulled one of the flowers from his bucket and eyed it with suspicion, then gave it a shake. A tiny green light fell out of it and bounced off the ground. It looked like a tiny devil, and it stood up and chittered at Sulyvahn angrily.
"What is it?" asked Mike.
"Just a pest." Sulyvahn gave the creature a hard flick with his finger, and it vanished in a puff of smoke. "Now that spring is almost here, we be seeing a bit more of them. They're creatures from my world, no idea why they atall they be showin' up."
"Hmm." Mike made a mental note to bring it up next time he saw Titania, the queen of the fae. He had only seen her twice since November, and both times had been brief. The queen never came to the real world, but visited his mind while sleeping. It was a strange arrangement, but it allowed her a short respite from the faerie court. "Should we be worried?"
"Nah. Little buggers are like locusts, they'll just start eatin' everything. I'll get the centaurs to spray some of that silvered water to get them out."
"You do that." Mike waved in parting and walked inside the house.
The smell of freshly baked goods tickled his nose, and he walked across his living room and into the dining hall. It was the biggest room in the house, currently, able to sit everyone comfortably. Tink had custom-made chairs for everyone to accommodate their unique body shapes. Currently, the doll Jenny was sitting on a small wooden chair across from a large rat that wore a crown on his head and plastic glasses that looked like they had been taken off of a Mr. Potato Head.
Jenny's face was the placid smile of a thrift shop horror, but Reggie the rat king wore an expression of doubt. Mike paused to see what they were looking at, and realized that the two of them were playing Battleship.
"Problem?" he asked.
"I am fairly certain she is cheating," Reggie said. The empty plates on the table rattled threateningly, but Reggie had long ago stopped letting the haunted doll intimidate him. The rat king and Jenny, once enemies, had apparently worked past many of their differences, and it said quite a lot about their relationship that Jenny didn't actually attempt to hurt him. "I have yet to figure out how."
"Hmm." From where he stood, Mike had a great view of Jenny's board. She had snapped the boats into pieces and scattered them about. As far as he knew, the rules didn't explicitly state that was forbidden, which would probably be argued about later. It wouldn't be the first banned game in the house as a result of rule-breaking. "Well, good luck."
"Thank you," Reggie said, and Mike continued into the kitchen.
The smell of baked goods reached him well in advance, and he entered in time to see a feminine figure with a very shapely ass bent over in front of the oven. He paused to admire the view, then kept moving when Sofia stood holding a muffin pan.
"Cornbread?" he asked. He saw that the counters had been covered in different baked goods, such as pies and cakes. "Seems a little basic."
The cyclops turned to regard him with a long stare. She stood well over a foot taller than him, but he feared her tongue more than her physical presence. Though she could be sweet when the two of them were alone, she typically chose to berate him over little things. It didn't bother him anymore, because he knew for a fact that it just played into her kink.
"I thought it would be nice to offer something that wasn't so sweet." She lifted the door of the oven with her foot, which caused it to slam with a metallic bang. The kitchen itself had expanded toward the end of February, but nobody knew why. This had allowed Mike to purchase a much larger fridge and redecorate the place so that it looked almost like a kitchen in a high-end restaurant. Sofia had appreciated the extra room to cook, and had spent a good chunk of the winter prepping meals that tasted like they had been cooked by professional chefs.
"Sounds like a great idea," he offered. "I love cornbread."
She huffed at him, and then moved the pan over to cool. "Aren't you supposed to be helping somewhere?"
"Yep." This was an outright lie, but it would get him out of the kitchen without further discussion. He snapped up a small pastry from the edge of the counter on his way out, then dashed out of the kitchen when she opened her mouth to yell.
When he passed the dining room table, Reggie's arms were crossed in anger, his whiskers twitching. A pair of forks hovered threateningly over his head.
"The rulebook does not have to explicitly state that you can't break the pieces," he declared in anger. A small rat squad that Mike hadn't noticed before huddled nearby, clearly fearful for their king. Reggie squinted beady eyes at Jenny, who stood defiantly with her hands on her hips. "In the instructions, it clearly stated that you were to place your ships fully on the board. By breaking your pieces, they are no longer ships, and that means you are unable to even start the game!"
A heavy pitcher lifted in the air, but Mike grabbed it as he walked by. "He's got you there, Jenny." He set the pitcher down at the other end of the table. "Jenny, if you mess up the table settings, you'll piss off Sofia."
The forks immediately dropped out of the air and clattered on the table. Though lacking a mouth, Jenny was able to blow a loud raspberry before hopping down from the table and running into the living room. Reggie just shook his head as he put the forks back where they belonged.
"Thank you," he said. "I was afraid that we were about to have another Clue incident."
Mike shivered, then shook his head vehemently. "We don't talk about the Clue incident," he reminded the rat king.
Reggie snorted, and Mike left. Not having a destination, he decided to head out back to see how preparations were progressing for the equinox.
His backyard was so large that it rivaled the front, and was now easily half the total land his home sat on. A large fountain sat in the middle of the garden, and the massive oak tree behind it dominated the view. Just past the tree was a gentle slope that terminated at a stone wall with a large, wrought-iron gate. Beyond the gate, the occasional howl of a demon could be heard, but as long as it remained locked up tight, Mike wasn't worried about another invasion from the Underworld.
That, and Cerberus was always watching. The three-headed demon dog was loyal to Mike now, and they sat on the other side, always watching for trouble. Tethered to the Underworld by dimensional chains, they couldn't come more than a hundred feet into the backyard before reaching the end of their tether. He felt bad that Cerberus could never properly join the household, but it was probably for the best.
A few centaurs milled around a device that looked like a cross between a snail shell and a water tower. Tink had built the thing over the last two weeks, and was inspecting a large cistern that she had attached to the base, which consisted of long lengths of pipe that went beneath the ground and around the home to the front yard.
"How's it going?" Mike asked when he walked up. He took a bite of the pastry and almost groaned in delight when the buttery texture traveled through his entire mouth. There was a hint of some kind of berry, but he couldn't quite tell what. It was somewhere between raspberry and blueberry, which made him wonder if it wasn't both.
"Tink find small problem, fix with hammer." The goblin indicated a broken pipe made of PVC that sat off to the side. Mike's best guess was that she had smashed it with the hammer and replaced it.
"So you think it will work?" He had thought the idea of a sprinkler system was a good one, but implementing it was a bit of a problem. The water in the home was fed to it by a spring buried deep beneath, which meant there was no easy way to hook anything up without potentially disrupting the spring itself.
"Husband look here." Tink pointed near the bottom of the cistern, and when Mike bent down for a closer look, she snatched the rest of the pastry from his hand and stuffed it in her mouth.
"Hey, that was mine!" He crouched down so that he was eye level with the goblin. She wore a work apron and had dirt smudged all along the green skin of her arms and legs. Her reddish hair had been pulled back into a ponytail, revealing the short yellow horns on her forehead. When he had first met the goblin, she had stolen his tools. A fight had ensued, which turned into sex, which now meant they were married—according to goblin law, anyway.
He wouldn't trade her for anything in the world.
"Husband pay for doubting Tink," she informed him with a condescending pat on the cheek. Her mouth was still full of pastry as she spoke.
"She's got you there, lover." The water in the fountain swirled into a frenzy and the nymph Naia appeared. A statuesque beauty, her blue and green hair rippled behind her as if she stood in a breeze. Her feet were translucent, her body made of the very water she stood in. "But yes, we tested it this morning. It should work."
"I guess that leaves the star of the show." Mike looked past Naia at the oak tree. "Where is Amymone?"
Naia pointed upward with her finger and rolled her eyes.
"Again?" He looked up into the thick branches of the tree and was just able to make out a figure through the mostly bare branches. The dryad was huddled up against the trunk on one of the higher branches, a book clutched tightly in her hands.
"Apparently this one is a good read," Naia explained. "We were making too much noise, so she went up there for some peace and quiet."
He nodded. Once properly hooked by a story, it was nearly impossible to get the dryad's attention. He could climb the tree and try to convince her to come down, but nobody seemed to be in a hurry to start the festivities.
Tink spent the next thirty minutes showing him the sprinkler system she had built. The way it worked was that Naia would summon a giant surge of water from her spring and force it into the cistern, which would activate the sprinkler system properly. Apparently whatever Amymone had planned for the equinox was going to require a lot of water.
Up on the rooftop, he saw a dark figure wave to get his attention. He squinted his eyes to see who it was, and managed to make out the large stony wings of Abella the gargoyle. She was pointing at the front yard, but because she was backlit by the sun, he couldn't make anything else out.
He left Tink behind and went through the house. Jenny and Reggie had their faces pressed against the glass. Behind them, Death stood with a hot cup of tea in one hand and a small saucer in the other.
"What's going on?" he asked the grim reaper.
"I am not sure, Mike Radley." Death took a sip of his tea, the hot liquid vanishing in the darkness. Mike was grateful that it went somewhere other than his floor, but he had no idea where that would be. "This man has been standing there for several minutes now. Perhaps he is lost? If so, he is free to use one of my maps if needed, but I must insist he return it."
Frowning, Mike opened the door and stepped outside. Standing at the edge of his yard was an older man in a white sweater vest holding a newspaper under his arms. He wore silver spectacles, and his mouth was hanging open as he gazed up at the house.
Mike looked around the yard, and saw that the centaurs were still working, but a couple of them had grabbed their bows. Over by the far wall, a large creature that vaguely resembled a dragon lifted its head and snorted. The Jabberwock had been rebuilt after the incident with the shadow on Halloween, but was now trained to obey voice commands from Mike. It was hard to say what the stranger might be seeing, because the geas had a way of keeping anyone from seeing the fantastical creatures in his front yard. The effect used to only apply to creatures inside the home, but as the home grew, so did the geas.
"Can I help you?" Mike kept his distance.
The man hadn't stepped into his yard yet, which meant the geas would protect him from a magical assault. Even if the stranger walked in and tried to cast a spell, the lion statues that stood above them would drop down and crush him to a pulp. Really, his main concern was any sort of physical assault, and Mike's danger sense (courtesy of Naia) would warn him of impending harm.
"The end is near," the visitor said with a raspy voice, then lowered his gaze. His eyes were cloudy, like partially cooked egg whites, and his hanging mouth barely moved. The voice Mike heard was ethereal in nature, like someone speaking through a large tube. "Prepare yourself for judgment, child of—"
As if he was suddenly disconnected, the man lurched forward and his pupils appeared. When his jaw shut, his teeth clacked together, causing him to wince and rub at his cheek. His dark brown eyes focused on Mike, and a scowl formed.
"Are you the new homeowner?" he asked. It was as if the past few seconds hadn't occurred. Mike scanned the street, convinced that the threat was still out there, that this stranger was little more than a decoy.
"Excuse me!" The man stepped onto Mike's property, but still maintained his distance. Though the ominous voice was gone, his body language was now aggressive. If not for the fact that he looked like a disgruntled professor who most likely battled heartburn on a full-time basis, Mike would have felt more intimidated. "Are you the new homeowner?"
"I am." Mike had learned long ago that the less he said, the faster conversations would end. It had been a survival skill for years, due to his social anxiety, but now he had better things to do than piss around with some lame-ass Mr. Rogers knockoff.
"My name is Murray, I live next door." Murray stuck his thumb out to the right, looking briefly like a hitchhiker. "I don't want to be that guy, but you and I have a problem."
"We do?" Still worried that a threat was imminent, Mike crossed his arms and begrudgingly gave Murray his full attention.
"Yes, we do, Mr...?"
"Radley. Mike Radley." Mike didn't bother offering his hand.
"Michael. While I appreciate all the work you've done to improve the grounds, I'm afraid I must insist on expressing my outrage over all of the noise you keep making." Murray's cheeks were now red, and his hands had balled into fists. It was clear he was working himself up.



"What noise?"
"Ever since you've moved in, I've had to call the cops multiple times because of the noise at your house. Like last night's party, for example."
"Um..." He thought back to when Tink had knocked holes in the walls, and when everyone had shrieked when the scarabs had flooded the upstairs hallway. The women of the house had reacted in different ways, which was why the third-floor hall had frosted over, and there was one broken window on the second floor where the fairy girls had started their own bug rodeo. Though the home had leaked noise on more than one occasion, it had only been during far greater battles than home extermination, and those had been outside.
"Don't pretend you don't know what I'm talking about." Murray pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it over. "I've spoken with my attorney. On his recommendation, I am letting you know that I intend to sue if you keep it up. I am losing valuable sleep and it is affecting my job performance. I also don't appreciate all the extra foot traffic you've brought to the neighborhood. This is supposed to be a nice place."
Mike took the paper. It looked like Murray had taken a picture of a computer screen displaying the local noise ordinance with his phone, then printed that image out with the remnants of a fossilized ink cartridge.
"Well?" Murray asked, looking quite satisfied with himself. "Do you agree now that we have a problem?"
Mike folded the paper and stuck it in his back pocket. He had once stabbed a demon in the head before collapsing a pocket universe on it. There was also the time he had fought witches in the front yard, or even the incident with Titania, queen of the fae. While Murray posed very little threat to him in pretty much every way, he definitely wanted the man off his lawn. The last thing he needed was a nosy neighbor. "Thanks for letting me know. I'll try to keep it down."
Murray, looking very satisfied with himself, straightened his sweater and left.
Mike watched him go, then pulled the paper out of his pocket. He would have Beth look at it later. While he didn't necessarily feel like dealing with a court battle, she would know exactly how to handle it.
And what of Murray's strange behavior? His King Theoden impression clearly wasn't an act, which warranted a proper investigation. Next time he spotted Lily, he would see if he could convince her to spy on him. If nothing else, the succubus could hop into Murray's dreams tonight and take a peek around to see if anything was amiss.
"It's always something," he muttered, then stuck the paper back into his pocket. Despite the incident with the scarabs, it really had been too quiet lately. Taking a deep breath, he looked at the gathering of people in his yard and crossed his fingers.
Hopefully it wouldn't get too crazy.

🏡🏡🏡The Labyrinth beneath Mike's home had seen better days. Enough progress had been made with the repairs over the last six months that Beth was finally able to traverse it on her own without a sturdy pair of hiking shoes, but it was still treacherous to walk in some areas. The shadow, a nameless menace with magical powers, had used a magical text called the Grimoire to take a shortcut to the middle of the Labyrinth, where he had encountered the naga Ratu.
The battle had not ended well for the naga.
Upon arriving at the naga's lair, Beth saw Ratu sitting on a large, soft chaise lounge beneath a modified sunlamp. Though Ratu had survived the attack, her recovery had been agonizingly slow. Currently, her upper torso was that of a human, and her lower body was the long slender form of a cobra. Her snake skin was shedding, and she had apparently convinced the fairies to help her out by scraping it away with stones that looked like pumice.
"Ah, you're early." Ratu put down the magical text she had been reading. The book shimmered momentarily before the cover expanded and sealed it shut. "I wasn't expecting you until later."
Beth felt the heat rise in her cheeks. Originally, she had planned to arrive early and perhaps mess around a bit with the minotaur, Asterion. He was a couple hundred pounds of muscle wrapped around a gentle soul. He also had an enormous cock of which Beth had become quite fond.
Sneaking away to a hidden part of the Labyrinth for a quick fuck was definitely Beth's idea of a fun time, but no amount of lube or foreplay would be able to help her with an issue that had developed earlier in the week.
"I ended up with some extra time on my hands," she offered. "It's looking better down here."
"The rats have been a big help." Ratu let out a sigh. "Can I get you some tea or something?"
"No, please. Stay where you are." Beth sat on a nearby chair and appraised the naga. The scale patterns that shimmered across Ratu's skin had finally returned, and her fangs were a normal size now. Still, she looked paler than normal, and whenever the naga shifted, she winced. "Guess you and the Labyrinth are going to need more time."
Ratu nodded. "The magic I used to survive was not a spell to be taken lightly. I essentially became one with the earth as much as possible without losing myself. My recovery is speeding up, however, and I expect to be in good health in the next few months. Maybe then I can tackle the secrets of the Grimoire."
The Grimoire was a book of magic bound in leather with an apple on the cover. The house had been attacked on multiple occasions based only on rumors of the book's existence. During the most devastating attack, Beth had managed to take it back from the shadow just prior to his untimely demise. For now, the Grimoire was being held in a safe place where nobody could get to it—inside the belly of a friendly mimic.
A centaur wandered over with a silver platter that contained a pitcher and some cups. The centaurs were amazing healers, but Ratu had demanded that she herself oversee the repairs to her home. At the moment, a small team of them occupied the naga's lair and did their best to help.
"So, what's new with you? It's been a couple of weeks since I've wandered down here."
"Not much, I'm afraid. Much of my research was destroyed. What little I have left is either a complete mystery or merely parts of a larger puzzle. Some of the artifacts I had in storage were also destroyed, so now there's wild magic down here." The naga frowned, then shook her head. "It's a little bit like the scarabs from last night. Magic is bouncing around everywhere, just looking for a new home. I've had the rats bring me plenty of replacement items, so if you see random objects lying around, that's what those are for, and you should definitely not touch them."
"It's not...something I should be worried about, is it?" Beth suddenly felt like she had exposed herself to danger by coming here.
"It's very rare for enchantments to be able to cross from objects to living tissue. Based on my research, you shouldn't see any harmful effects." Ratu frowned. "However, one of the destroyed objects was something Dana brought me to reverse her curse. It was a terrible loss."
"Oh." Beth wasn't sure how to respond to that. Ratu and Dana had been working together to find a way to undo her curse. Dana had been killed by a necromancer, who had then fused her soul to her body. Unable to ever truly die, her eternal destiny was locked to her new zombie form, which presented some serious ramifications if the spell could never be undone. Dana had gone on a long trip to hunt down some magical items that could reverse the spell, but the trip was a mixed success when she couldn't find them all.
Beth was certain the news would be devastating. "Does she know yet?"
Ratu shook her head. "She doesn't. My hope is that the enchantment from the flask will eventually find a new home and it won't be an issue. Even if I still had the flask, I'm in no condition to pursue a cure for Dana's plight. I haven't been in a state like this since—"
The naga paused, then frowned. "Never mind. Anyway, now that you're here, I have a favor to ask." She reached into the pocket of her sleeve and withdrew a crystalline vial. Inside, a black liquid sloshed around.
Beth recognized it immediately. Some time ago, a demon had imprinted a part of his soul onto hers as a way to control her. After Mike destroyed the demon, the demon's soul fragment had tried to take over her body. Ratu had built a device to filter it out, and then bottled up the resulting ooze.
"What do you want me to do with that?"
Ratu held up the vial and gave it a shake. It was like staring into the void, for light didn't reflect off of its contents properly. "I've been racking my brain to try and figure out why the shadow tried to take this from me. I can think of several reasons, and none of them are good. After much deliberation, I've decided that I would like it stored away in the Vault. I'm in no condition to destroy it, and need it kept safe."
Beth nodded, and took the vial. "Out of curiosity, why didn't you stick it in the Vault sooner?"
Ratu groaned in disgust. "My own stupid ego. I've been holding onto it ever since I could move around again, thinking I was the best person to keep it. However, last night, some of that wild magic attached itself to a robe I was wearing, and the fabric itself tried to strangle me. In a better state, I could easily manage an aura of protection, or detect the presence of magic. But...I'm not in a better state. If I can't even protect myself from an angry robe, then I definitely can't handle anyone who would come looking for that."
"I'll take care of it." Beth slid the vial into her pocket. She could feel an ominous chill where it rested, and wondered if it was a psychosomatic reaction or something more sinister.
They spent the rest of their visit discussing various things, but primarily Beth's spiritual health. Ever since the incident with the demon, Ratu had done frequent checkups to ensure that there were no lingering issues with Beth or her soul. Beth helped Ratu rearrange some of the magical artifacts she still had stored. This was usually a job for Asterion, but these objects had been damaged and required a more delicate touch than the minotaur could provide.
Once she had finished her visit, Beth left the Labyrinth and was led by a rat to a shortcut that took her directly to the house. The rats had chewed a portal in a small alcove that led her to the servant's quarters on the second floor. The servant's quarters had been hidden behind a false wall, and could only be opened by the rats on the inside. While this was a perfectly good shortcut to the Labyrinth, Beth preferred taking the magical door in her closet. It was the atmosphere of mystery that she craved, watching that long stone corridor appear where there should be wooden walls, feeling the cold breeze on her face from the caverns below. Seeing the ceiling disappear in darkness above as the Labyrinth was revealed by the glittering lights on the stalactites above.
That, and Asterion could meet her at the entrance to the Labyrinth. A typically surly character, watching his eyes light up when he saw her always made her day. She frowned at the thought of what had happened earlier. It was a problem that had occurred in the past, typically after some rather intense rounds of self-pleasure with her larger dildos. A quick medical search online revealed that it was either simple bruising, vaginitis, or she was dying of cancer. There didn't seem to be anything in between.
Truthfully, it was most likely her current sex life. While she absolutely adored the time she spent with either Asterion or Suly, both of them had abnormally shaped cocks that pushed her physical limits. No amount of lubrication would rectify the resulting problems concerning bruised inner tissue.
It reminded her of the time one of her bigger dildos had slipped free of its mount during a rigorous session. Upon popping free, it had remained inside her when she had tried to sit up to see what had happened, forcing the toy even deeper. The resulting pain had been horrendous, and it had been several days until she had felt comfortable doing anything again.
She made her way down the stairs and then to the kitchen. Just past the pantry was an unassuming door with a concrete set of stairs that went down to the basement. Sofia was busy making more pastries, but paused when she saw Beth by the stairs.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Putting something in the Vault for Ratu," Beth replied. "Can you come with?"
It was a general rule that nobody should go in the Vault alone, and she had known that Sofia had been baking since early this morning.
Sofia nodded.
The basement was cold. Up until last night, the only thing down there was an enormous freezer in which Sofia kept prime cuts of meat. Now, though, there was a large opening across from the freezer. Beth pulled a piece of chalk from beneath the freezer and drew a door on the wall, then knocked on the concrete. Shimmering lights appeared and formed straight lines, revealing a magical door that opened with a creak.
The air of the Vault was supernaturally cold, and Beth chased the shadows away by flipping the light switch. The room was large, and looked very much like a thrift store, except the objects contained within its walls could potentially kill.
She was careful not to touch anything as she made her way to the back. There was a glass display case where Jenny used to be stored. It was a perfect home for the vial.
Once the vial was in place, she turned around and paused at the sight of a painting that had been wrapped in paper. It sounded like someone was whispering from the other side, and she shook her head in an attempt to dislodge the sound. The room suddenly felt like it was closing in, and she took a few steps toward the door before losing her train of thought and wandering elsewhere.
It wasn't until she had crossed the room and was about to put her hand on the painting that she received a powerful smack from a long wooden spoon on the back of her hand. Yelping, she yanked her hand away and saw that Sofia had hunched over to step inside the Vault.
"That one's really nasty," she said, then helped guide Beth out of the room. "Painted by a man who had gone insane and killed some people. Anyone who sees the painting becomes haunted by dark figures until they die."
"Wow, seriously?" Beth rubbed her hand, and then pulled the Vault shut. As the seals engaged, the chalk vanished.
Sofia nodded. "A very unpleasant mess. It was actually in the Library's Restricted Section for a bit. I gave it to a previous Caretaker for safe keeping. Despite being miles away from the information desk, I could hear the damn thing whispering from time to time."
"That's seriously creepy. So, what haunts it? Ghosts? Demons?"
"Demons would be the best word." Sofia started up the stairs. "At least, as far as you know them. Demon is kind of a blanket term, like alcohol. Can apply to many different things that share similar properties."
"I thought all demons were the same?" Beth stopped to peek in the room where the scarabs had come from. The middle of the room had an empty pedestal and the ground had been swept clean of the pottery shards they had found. The working theory was that the scarabs had been trapped inside of something that had broken. Of course, this could have been something that broke yesterday or a decade ago, it was impossible to tell.
But when Beth looked at the smooth walls, she caught just a hint of color smeared around the room. She wondered if there hadn't been something painted there that had been worn down over time by scuttling legs.
Sofia laughed behind her. "Yes and no. There are plenty of things that call themselves demons but aren't. Biblical demons are the ones everyone is most familiar with. Ones like Lily and Oliver. These are angels that have fallen from heaven itself. But many religions have demons of their own with different origins."
"I see." The answer itself made sense, but opened the floor to a lot of questions. Beth turned away from the room and started up the stairs behind the cyclops. "So, it's really just a matter of nomenclature. Something nasty and from a dark place must be a demon?"
Sofia nodded, closing the door behind them. Back in the kitchen, she turned on the sink to wash her hands. "That's one way of looking at it. Categorizing demons is a tricky business, because one of the defining qualities usually involves devouring a human soul."
"Not a lot of those just lying around, right?" Beth pointed to a pastry. "May I have one?"
"You may." Sofia had pulled some dough out of a large bowl and was kneading it. "And thank you for asking."
"I'm not a child." Beth picked up the flaky pastry and bit into it. There was a type of jam inside that made her think of strawberries. "This is really good."
"Thank you." The cyclops smiled.
"So, a follow up question. If demons can exist from different religions, doesn't that mean multiple religions are valid?"
Sofia laughed. "Ah, the eternal question. Which religion has it right? Well, in a way, all of them."
"But how is that possible?" Beth asked.
"Simple." Sofia set the dough down and put her hands on her hips. "Don't trust everything you read. Each religion has its own agenda, for better or for worse. And when you rely on a human, of all things, to remain unbiased while passing the information along, you're bound to get a few mistakes, some personal interpretations, maybe even a few exaggerations, opinions, etc."
That explanation made sense. She and Mike had done a ton of research into the afterlife and the underworld in an attempt to traverse it and get Cecilia back from the faerie realm earlier the previous year. Notes had been made about multiple gateways that could be found there, and the destinations were often unpleasant.
"Is there a text that has it right?" Beth asked. "One that only contains the truth?"
Sofia grinned. "If there is, I certainly haven't seen it. As a reader, it's our job to question what we are reading, to learn how to read behind the lines. Just because it's been put in print doesn't make it trustworthy, no matter how hard we want to believe." She picked the dough back up. "You have to remember I was raised when the Greek gods were still kicking about. I've lived in a society where people could commune directly with the gods themselves."
"Whatever happened to the gods?"
Sofia shrugged. "Great question. It's interesting how some gods simply disappear, isn't it? Best as I can tell, they all just kind of vanished one day. Were they hunted? Did they just leave? Or did they rely on belief to continue existing? I really don't know. Maybe we were never meant to know."
Beth watched Sofia with the dough, and a giant grin crossed her lips. "Would you like some help with this?" she asked. "I would love to talk about this stuff some more. What were the gods like?"
"Most of them were major assholes," Sofia said. "Wash up and I'll tell you."

🏡🏡🏡Mike counted almost thirty centaurs in the front yard. Though the moon tribe lived in a magical greenhouse behind his home, they used a shortcut that the rat king had built to come directly to his front yard from the middle of their village. Though he didn't know all of their names, he recognized them as the men and women who took care of his yard. It was something he had never asked them to do, but was aware that it was a thank-you for rescuing them from persecution in their former land.
He was disappointed to see that their chieftain Zel was not among them. He rarely saw her anymore, but understood why. The centaurs had spent most of the winter mapping out the vast jungle where they lived, and had been working on an expansion plan, which required Zel's full attention. The topography of the area allowed for some phenomenal agricultural opportunities, but they needed a central location for that. Over the winter, Mike had managed to bring in some livestock for the centaurs to raise, and what had once been a small collection of yurts and hay had become a full-fledged village. The tribe was flourishing, and though he missed his friend, he couldn't be happier for her.



Besides, they had an agreement to meet every once in a while and just chat. He found himself looking forward to those days, if only because he felt like it was a miniature vacation from the day-to-day happenings in the house.
The centaurs milled about his yard with the other members of the household. A retinue of rats kept close to Reggie as he used the railing of the home to watch the proceedings, and Cecilia sat on her swing next to Suly. Down in the yard, a space had been cleared, and the centaurs had rolled out a pair of large drums. Not ones to waste any time, they had apparently decided that it was time to start a party of their own. A group of centaurs appeared wearing feathered anklets on their legs, along with bells, beads, and anything else that would flair out dramatically.
Looking down at Kisa, Mike said "Looks like they're going to start dancing." Standing at around four feet tall, Kisa had once been human, but a cursed object had transformed her most of the way into a feline. She wore an emerald dress that matched her eyes, the same dress she had worn for Zel's chieftain ceremony so many months ago. "You going to join?"
He didn't even have to ask that question. Ever since the night he had mated with her, not only had they bonded, but she was now his familiar. The magic inside his body was now somehow mirrored in her own, and when she was next to him, he could sometimes feel her emotions. Right now, her heart was racing in excitement at the idea of dancing with the centaurs, and he couldn't help but smile.
"It's more like they're going to join me," she uttered with a grin, then vaulted over the railing. After landing without a sound, she jogged out toward the drums, and was greeted with an enthusiastic cheer.
"She seems happy." When he heard Beth's voice, he tensed up a little. Turning around, he saw that she had changed into a peasant blouse with a red skirt that went to her ankles. In each hand was a glass of wine, and she handed one to Mike. "Are you going to dance, too?"
He chuckled, then took the wine. "Nobody wants to see the electric slide."
"I don't know. I bet you could get the centaurs to do it with you. Would probably be interesting to watch." She sipped her wine with a grin.
"Knowing my luck, they'd like it so much that they start doing that instead of what they currently do." He had seen the centaurs dance on a few occasions, and each time had been exciting. There was one centaur in the tribe that could actually do a backflip, which was apparently a sight to behold. "I promise that traditional centaur dance is far more impressive than what a bunch of drunk people in a bar can manage."
"Not a fan of line dancing?" Beth smirked.
"I'd rather eat my own hand," he grumbled, his mind going briefly back to middle-school gym class. To this day, he had no idea why an entire month had been dedicated to country dancing. He couldn't hear Achy Breaky Heart without having flashbacks to the school gym.
"But you do dance. I've seen you."
His cheeks burned for a moment. Kisa loved to dance, and on more than one occasion, she had enticed him to join. She would literally dance circles around him while he tried to keep up, but at least he could sway to a basic beat without feeling awkward. The idea that Beth had been watching made him nervous. It was a throwback to before he had moved into the home, to before he had fallen into a life of magic, mayhem, and intimacy with the many women in his home.
"When the mood strikes me, yes, I do."
Beth looked at her drink, then slammed it. She took a deep breath, as if steeling her nerves, then stuck her hand toward him. "Come. Dance with me."
He swallowed the lump in his throat, then raised his hand to take hers. Though he and Beth had lived in the same house for several months, it seemed like their schedules never allowed them to properly connect. She was the day to his night, the two of them often pulled in opposite directions.
But at last, maybe for a few minutes, they could finally be on the same schedule.
A yellow light descended from above, flashing erratically, and then Daisy appeared on his hand. She stood a few inches tall and had a body that was a cross between a human and a bumble bee. Though she was deaf, she could hear through the vibrations in her wings, and she was signing frantically.
"What's she saying? I can't follow." Beth frowned at Mike.
"Apparently there's a problem out back. They need my help." Though Mike couldn't sign at all, he was able to understand Daisy through the magical bond that they shared. It was as if the words appeared in his mind, which was extremely useful in times like these. "Guess my dance card is full. I'm really sorry."
Beth smiled, but it didn't quite reach her eyes. "Please look me up when you get back?"
"Of course." He set his glass down on a small table by the porch swing and then went inside the house. It was the only way to get from the front yard to the back without scaling the sides of the home, which he had done on occasion.
Once out back, he found Naia in her fountain with a concerned look on her face. Amymone was on her knees at the base of her tree, her hands placed against its thick bark. Her face was screwed up in both concentration and frustration.
"Everything okay?" he asked.
"No." Amymone groaned and stood. "Apparently there's a problem."
"With what?"
"I thought that I had saved up enough energy over the winter to help the plants bloom." Amymone's job at the home was to maintain the ecosystem around the house. Connected to all of the vegetation around the house through the roots of her tree, she was able to subconsciously manipulate not just the plants of the home, but the micro-climate that existed inside of the geas. On a conscious level, she could command all of the plants to emerge from hibernation and bloom, which was what today's party was supposed to be about.
"What's the problem?" he asked.
"I suppose being dead for several years." In a fit of madness, Amymone's tree had been cut down by the previous Caretaker, Emily. Luckily, the dryad had managed to hide her Heartwood away prior to the attack so that the tree could be reborn. However, this had resulted in her soul being stuck in the Underworld until her tree had been replanted. "For a good chunk of the winter, I was asleep, just like my tree. But I didn't spend all fall stockpiling reserves for this moment, which means I'm running on empty now." She picked up a rock and threw it in frustration, then smoothed out her dress. "Fuck."
Naia snorted, a sound that was somehow almost musical coming from the nymph. "Sounds like you already know what the solution is, sister."
"Beg pardon?" Amymone looked over her shoulder at Naia.
"You need to fuck. Him." Naia jerked her thumb at Mike. "C'mon, you know you wanna. You've mentioned it before."
"Naia!" Amymone hid her face with her hands and her bark-like skin turned a deep shade of brown that was almost black. "The whole point of talking about personal stuff like that is for you to keep your fucking mouth shut!"
Mike laughed. Though the two weren't actual sisters, they certainly acted like it.
"Seriously though, fuck him." Naia pointed at Amymone's tree. Small buds were struggling to emerge from its branches. "I know you've been dying to, and now that you're not bald anymore—"
"NAIA!" The dryad stomped her foot, and one of the tree's massive roots hurled a chunk of dirt into the nymph's fountain, causing the water to turn brown. Naia frowned, then crossed her arms as the water beneath her swirled violently, then blasted the debris back out of her fountain and onto the lawn.
Over the winter, Amymone had lost all of her hair and curled up at the base of her tree to rest. Her long, green locks had returned in the last couple of weeks, locks which would undoubtedly turn a golden brown with the fall.
Mike put himself between the women, his hands held up in surrender.
"Naia, if Amymone isn't interested, then we need to respect that. Amymone, we won't do anything you don't want to do. Now, if you'd like to watch me spank your sister for being a snitch, I think we could arrange something." Though his relationship with many of the others had become carnal over time, he had always made clear that sex wasn't a prerequisite for staying in the home. "Is there some other way we can help you out?"
Amymone turned away from Mike, her hair covering her face.
"Don't pout," Naia told her. "You were the one who got everyone excited for the equinox, you didn't even have to do it this way."
"Oh?" This was news to Mike, and he turned toward Naia. "What do you mean?"
"Amymone doesn't have to wait for the equinox to do anything. She kind of wanted to make a big fuss this year because you actually seem to care about the little things and she was trying to impress you. Previous Caretakers would generally just bring her reading material and leave her be, but she remembers how you came out during the winter and put a blanket over her when it snowed."
He nodded, remembering how he had fussed over Amymone. She had been recently revived before winter had come, and had worried more than once about her tree suddenly dying again. Unable to hire a local company to care for his magical tree, he had made sure to clear snow around the base of the tree and had watched the weather in case temperature fluctuations were too rapid.
Once she had come out of hibernation, he had kept her in books. Able to easily read five or six a day, he had tried to convince her to use a Kindle. She had stubbornly insisted on paperback only, which he found a bit morbid on account of paper being made from wood. Regardless, he had to agree that the new book smell couldn't be beat, and the two of them would often pick a book to read together every week and then talk about it.
Amymone groaned, then crouched down. "If I had just been doing it a little bit at a time, then it would be fine. I just can't make everything happen all at once, not this year."
"I'm sure everyone will understand," he explained. "It's okay to have ambitions, but it's also okay to fail. It's how we all learn."
"You sound like an after-school special," she muttered.
"But he's right," Naia added.
The dryad groaned again, then stood. "You do realize that this is not at all how I expected our first time to be, right? I was thinking maybe closer to summer, way after my awkward winter phase had ended. I could lure you up into my tree, maybe there's just enough moonlight to see each other. The wind would rustle through the leaves, the crickets would be singing, we would look into each other's eyes for a good long while..."
"That would be her romantic streak," whispered Naia, though Mike was certain Amymone could hear. "She gets it from all the romance books she reads."
"Oh, fuck off," Amymone retorted. "I'm allowed to want what I want. That's my prerogative. You only get one first time after all."
"Surely it isn't your first time..." Mike muttered.
"First time with you." Amymone winked. "But I guess I'll have to settle. I did kind of build this event up in everybody's mind, so what's done is done."
"But your magic will give her the boost she needs," Naia added. "Since she's connected to her tree, she can take that energy and use it to help the plants and flowers bloom on time."
Mike nodded, a crooked grin on his face. While it wasn't uncommon to solve his problems with sex, he did find it amusing that he was officially going to start spring with a bang.
"I guess we're probably in a hurry." Amymone approached her tree and bent over, her hands pressed against the bark of the tree. "In a way, maybe this is kind of exciting, too. We can be strangers passing in the night, or perhaps—AYE!"
Mike had snuck up on the dryad and given her ass a playful smack. She had wide hips that were complimented by a slender waist and very thick thighs. When she looked over her shoulder at him, he gave her another playful smack.
"That's for making things unnecessarily hard on yourself," he informed her.
"Oh, do you want to do some roleplay?" she asked. "I'll be that pesky rhododendron that just can't get enough water, and you can be a beefy firehose."
"Um, what?"
"Oh, I know! Maybe I'm a bonsai tree, and you're here to tuck my branches in. Use those fingers to push my branches in place, tie me up a little. Oh, I know! You can be the dirty gardener, and I'm just a bush waiting to get trimmed."
Mike looked to Naia for help. The nymph was laughing.
"She's just fucking with you," she told him. "I think."
He turned his attention back to the mischievous dryad. She was chattering on now, something about his bark being worse than his bite. Using one hand to pull her gown up to give him access, he summoned his magic from deep within. It was wild magic, a cross between the abilities of a nymph that Naia had given him when he had become Caretaker, and the fae magic from Cecilia.
Sparks of electricity formed along his torso and then ran down his arm until they gathered along his hand. The idea of controlling this magic had been impossible six months ago, but after so many opportunities to practice, he had learned a few new tricks.
With the gown pulled to the side, he noticed that Amymone shared a feature with Naia. Neither the nymph or the dryad had buttholes, but Amymone did have the largest labia Mike had ever seen. They were dark brown with a swirling pattern that reminded him of the grain on his new office desk.
"Are you stumped?" Amymone looked over her shoulder at him, mirth on her face. It was clear she was still running with the dirty gardener gag. "I promise it works like the others you've seen. I am really hoping you have a green thumb."
He didn't reply. Instead, he allowed his fingers to just barely graze her labia, and watched in immense satisfaction as the sparks leapt from his fingertips to her body.
"Oh, shit!" Amymone's body went rigid, and her legs shook. He touched her again, sending an additional wave of energy through her body, and she leaned forward into her tree. Her forehead now rested on the bark, and he could see tiny little lights migrating up the trunk.
Interesting. He used his fingers to explore her, marveling at how soft her skin felt despite how rough it looked. After pushing her gown further up her body, he rubbed the small of her back while he fingered her with the other hand.
Amymone's spine made wave-like motions as she gasped and grunted against her tree. He was already hard, a benefit of the nymph magic flowing through his body, and he paused long enough to take off his pants. His cock sprung free, despite the slight chill in the air.
"Ooh, give it to her, lover." Naia was sitting on the edge of the fountain, her legs crossed beneath her. Miniature cyclones danced across the water's surface, and the fountain was jetting water almost twenty feet into the air.
"Yes, please," Amymone begged. "Fertilize me!"
Ugh. Fairly certain that her plant puns were a deliberate attempt to screw with him, he kept his attention on the curves of her body. Standing behind her, she was just short enough that his cock rested on the top of her ass. He looked down at her feet to see that little tendrils had sprouted and sunk into the ground. With a tentative push, he realized that she wasn't budging, no matter how hard he pressed.
A smile crossed his face, and he leaned back far enough that he could push his cock into place.
"Ooh, are you about to plant someTHING!" Amymone let out a shriek as he buried himself inside her, allowing his magic to flow directly out of his cock and into her body. He could feel them connect on a magical level, and the tree was now glowing as if infested by fireflies just beneath its bark.
The dryad cried out in pleasure, and Mike leaned forward until he was resting on her ass. His hands moved along her belly and up to her breasts, and he gave them a squeeze. Her skin felt soft, but her breasts were where he could really feel how firm her flesh was. It took a powerful grip just to give them a squeeze, which emboldened him to be as rough as he wanted.
Inside, his magic was now flickering back and forth between her and him, driving their arousal to greater heights. He fucked her hard from behind, varying the tempo in tune with her reactions. At their feet, little flowers sprouted all along the ground, and he had to move his toes to keep them from getting tangled in the new growth.
"Naia..." Amymone looked at her sister. "I...need...water."
The nymph gave a salute, and the swirling water in the fountain blasted into the cistern. Tink's design allowed for the water to be pumped directly to the roots of the plants, otherwise the party-goers would all be enjoying a very cold shower.
"More," Amymone begged, then looked at Mike. "You, not her," she clarified.
Happy to oblige, he pounded her harder from behind. He moved his hands along her body, then slid them around to the front to squeeze her breasts some more. When he went to play with her nipples, he realized that they felt pointed, bringing to mind the tip of an acorn.
The tree creaked, and the bark split in a few places. Light glowed from within, and Mike briefly worried that something bad was about to happen. However, it was Amymone's tree, and no matter how hard he was fucking her, he didn't think she would allow it to come to any harm.
He dropped his hand along her waist and summoned a handful of magic, then sought out her clit. Unlike the fleshy nub to be found on a human woman, hers was quite hard, and most likely made of wood like the rest of her.
Amymone swore, then gripped the tree tightly as her hair bloomed. Tiny leaves appeared all along her body on the ends of twigs barely thicker than a nail.
When she finally came, the tree shook, dropping leaves and branches all around them. The roots shifted about, tearing up the yard, but the ground under their feet remained steady. Birds that had been nesting took flight, and more than a few dropped down to Naia's fountain to complain to the nymph about their harsh treatment.
Mike clamped down on the tough skin of Amymone's hips and let out a deep groan that transformed into a growl. His magic expanded inside of his body, and then pumped itself into Amymone. The tiny sparks of magic flowed through the dryad's body and into her tree, and he watched in amazement as they circled the trunk and then split apart, some going up and most going down.
Naia's fountain turned into a rush of water as she pumped hundreds of gallons of liquid into the cistern that Tink had built. Below his feet, he could actually feel his magic migrating away from them and traveling beneath the house.
A collective cheer rose from the front yard. Though he couldn't see what was happening there, he was certain it was similar to what he saw in the back. Amymone's tree creaked as all of its leaves opened at once, showering them in tiny lights that looked like butterflies. The flowers in the back all bloomed at once, each one emanating its own unique musical note. More lights emerged from the foliage and faded away on the breeze as the land came to life.
"More," Amymone cried, but this time it was at Naia. "More water!"
As Naia pumped more water into the cistern, Mike pumped himself into Amymone once again. She let out a low moan, and the roots of her tree shifted about. Though he had no desire to pursue another orgasm, it felt good just to be inside of her, to cling to her sturdy frame and just enjoy the feel of her body against his.
"You weren't kidding," Amymone muttered, then looked over at her sister. "I'm all tapped out. That was definitely not the short end of the stick. Holy shit!"
"More tree jokes? Seriously?" When Mike pulled out of Amymone, he was surprised that he didn't see any of his come follow. He assumed she had absorbed it all, which didn't surprise him.



"Oh, please." Amymone pushed herself to a standing position, then turned to face him while adjusting her gown. Her nipples were, in fact, shaped like tiny acorns. She grabbed his cock and gave it a playful squeeze. "You're not one to talk. After all, you're the one who brought all the wood."
Mike groaned. "Please, no more," he begged.
"You're saying you want me to leaf it—" she never finished her statement, because Naia had summoned a jet of water to hose her down. Both of them laughed, and Mike couldn't help but join in as he put his pants back on.

🏡🏡🏡Mike checked the time on his phone and smiled. The party for the equinox was apparently going to roll well into the night, and he couldn't be happier. The setting sun cast long shadows that had draped themselves over the garden, but many of the magical flowers had started glowing. It was like looking at a field of stars in his own lawn, truly a sight to behold. They had already chased off a couple of people who had wandered in while everyone gathered. Mike had mentioned to Tink that it was time to put a locked gate in the front yard.
Beth was currently dancing with Sulyvahn. He wasn't sure if she had seen him when he came back, but she was clearly having a good time with the dullahan and he was very reluctant to butt in.
The centaurs milled about with food and drink, and it looked as though anyone able to come was there. Even Dana had come out to visit—after finishing up a project for the centaurs in January, she had turned her attention to the giant mechanism on the third floor. Last year, the shadow had unlocked a mysterious door on the third floor to reveal an observatory with a dilapidated telescope inside.
Mike hated that room. The few windows it had were boarded up from the outside, but when they had tried to open the large sliding wall that allowed a telescope to see the sky, it had been to a place of absolute darkness, though it was still the middle of the day. The observatory was meant to view a place that wasn't here on Earth, and it frightened him to think about what might be looking back when they finally fixed it up.
Still, it gave Dana something to do, and though he hated the room, he never felt like he was in danger while in it. The door had to be removed, because nobody was certain what the password was to get in, and it didn't seem like it could be opened from the inside. Now it just sat on the floor of the room, and Tink could often be found studying its inner mechanisms to try and figure out its secrets.
There was movement down by the lions, and Mike headed to intercept the newcomer. He assumed it was another jogger, or someone out for a walk that wanted a closer look, but paused when he saw a man in brown pulling a dollie laden with a sizable wooden box on it. The party cooled rapidly as the man walked past everyone, all of them holding still as if not to be seen.
The delivery man looked confused for a few seconds as his eyes slid over everyone, then finally landed on Mike. "Mr. Radley?"
"That's me."
"Great. Would you like me to bring this inside, or...?"
"No, you can just leave it right there, please." Mike wasn't expecting a package, and was immediately suspicious.
"I mean, I can, but..." The delivery man looked around again. "Isn't this a wedding reception?"
"It's just a rehearsal dinner." Lily slid up beside Mike, her arm going around his waist. The succubus gave him a tight squeeze. "For two people who are very much in love, isn't that right, Mikey-bear?"
She pinched his cheek hard enough that he winced.
"Yeah, well, I might be having second thoughts." He moved toward the delivery man, who set the crate down. "Sent away for a new wife, this must be her. Hope she has enough air in there."
Lily laughed obnoxiously, and the delivery man just shrugged and held out his tablet for a signature. After getting one, he took his dollie and left, leaving Mike and Lily standing over the box. The party livened up again, but the random interloper had definitely put a damper on the mood.
"What did you buy me?" Lily asked, then ran her fingers over the wood. "I'm guessing it was expensive."
"I haven't bought anything. Tink or Beth must have ordered it." He made eye contact with Beth, who stood nearby with Sulyvahn.
"Wasn't me," she told him.
"Must have been Tink then?" He looked at the packing label, but it didn't have a return address. "At least, I hope it was her." His luck with random packages on his doorstep wasn't great.
"Should we open it?" Lily asked, her tail appearing over her shoulder. It looked like she was going to wedge it into a gap in the wood when the crate shifted on its own. The party came to an abrupt stop as all eyes now rested on the mysterious delivery.
"I think we should definitely open it," Mike said, taking a step back. "But not inside. And definitely not without backup. Everyone, stand back." He held up his hands and walked in a circle. "I don't want anyone getting caught up in this. Yuki, where are you?"
"Here." The kitsune had been sitting up on the porch. She already had a pair of shimmering spheres of ice in her hand that were swirling around and forming into a pair of icy spikes.
"Abella, I need some—" The gargoyle landed behind him with a solid thump. "Muscle," he finished.
"I'm on it," she said, then grabbed the lid. Tink appeared with Kisa in tow, both of them looking very concerned.
"No time like the present," Mike muttered, then knocked on the crate. "You can come out with your hands up, or we can just set this thing on fire. Your choice."
Whatever was inside the crate thumped on it loudly. It sounded like Morse code for an SOS, so Mike nodded at Abella, who then sank her fingers into the wood and pulled.
A diaphanous white substance made a thick ripping sound as Abella lifted the lid, and her features went from confusion to horror. She immediately tried to force the lid back on, but whatever was inside was now fighting her, and the crate was bouncing around on the sidewalk.
"Kill it!" Abella cried, her eyes falling on Mike. "We have to kill it!"
Shrieks of panic went up from the party-goers. The centaurs, now expecting battle, rushed for whatever weapons they could find. The temperature in the air dropped as a large icicle formed over the crate, ready to drop at a moment's notice. Tink and Kisa grabbed Mike by the hands and pulled him away, but Lily was now at Abella's side, who was trying to force the lid shut again.
"Wait, what? Wait!" Lily's face went from serious to concerned as she suddenly fought against Abella, wedging her tail into the box. "Abella, stop!"
Abella shook her head vehemently, and then used her wings to shove Lily to the side. Lily looked to Mike for help, her eyes pleading.
Mike ran up to the crate and put his hands on the other side. Whatever was rustling around inside was becoming frantic, and the wood creaked as Abella used her thumbs to press nails back into the wood.
"Mike?" This was from Yuki, who was waiting to drop the icicle. "What do you want me to do?"
"You don't understand," Abella growled. "The thing in this box, it is dangerous, more dangerous than you can ever know. We had these in France, they killed thousands of people."
Mike wanted to trust Abella, to let Yuki drop the icicle, but the look of panic on Lily's face gave him pause. He looked from Abella to Yuki, then back to Lily.
"This one is different," Lily promised. "You have to trust me."
Abella snorted, and Mike paused. He hadn't come as far as he had by making assumptions, and clearly whatever was in this box needed to get out. Abella wanted to kill it, Lily wanted to let it out, but the choice needed to be his.
He decided to follow his gut. Placing his fingers on the edge of the lid, he looked at Abella and shook his head.
"Help me open it," he told her. His words seemed to stun her, for her hands slipped off the lid and it burst open from inside. A humanoid figure leaned over the edge of the side and coughed, then took a deep breath. It was a woman with dark black hair that hung over her head, and she looked up to see everyone standing around her.
"Did I make it?" she asked in a tiny voice.
"You sure know how to make an entrance," Lily said from her spot on the ground. "Probably would have been better if you had called first."
Mike tried to step around to get a better look at her, but his hands were stuck to the lid by the sticky, silken material. When he pulled them away, he realized that the same material he had seen earlier now clung to his fingers, and his heart slammed in his chest once he realized what it was.
"If you'll make some room," said the newcomer, and she pulled herself out of the box. Her pale torso came easy, but where her butt should have been was a large, shiny black surface that kept coming out of the box. Mike felt his heart racing now as several legs appeared and stretched out, allowing the newcomer to stand and look around.
Cries of alarm came from multiple directions, and the stranger suddenly looked uncertain. Mike took a few steps back, fighting the panic that had taken root inside of him. It was an old and common phobia, one that took him back to his own traumatic childhood that included weeks on end sleeping in the unfinished basements of distant relatives and old family friends.
"Eulalie?" Dana pushed her way through the centaurs, her eyes wide in astonishment. "Is that really you?"
"Uh...yeah." Eulalie drew herself up to her full height, now standing over Mike. "This was very...last minute, and...um..."
Dana ran up to Eulalie and embraced her tightly. "It's so good to see you!"
Mike took several deep breaths in an attempt to calm himself. His mind was struggling to reconcile what he was seeing, but somehow, Lily and Dana seemed to know who she was.
Dana released the newcomer, who now turned her attention back to the crowd.
"Hi. My name is Eulalie." She smiled nervously and gave everyone a wave. "Emily said that I should come here if I ever got in trouble, so...here I am." From the waist up, Eulalie looked like she was in her mid-twenties, with raven hair that covered most of her face and hung past her shoulders. Her dark eyes were like pools, and Mike was drowning in them already.
From the waist down, she had the glossy black body of a spider.

🏡🕸️🏡I hope you enjoyed this first chapter of book five! For those of you who are curious, more about Eulalie can be learned by reading Dead and Horny, which is available here on Lit! (But it isn't necessary, this is a homework-free zone)
Once again, thank you for your patience and don't forget to leave me some stars and comments. I've been so super busy lately that when I do get to sit down and write, it's been a big help to see so many of you enthusiastic for more.
My Lit readers are some of the best in the world, and i can't wait to see you next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Annabelle here, and I'm back with some island magic!
New reader? You're gonna be confused. This is a spinoff of HFHM that takes place during Book Three, so there's kind of a lot going on.
Returning reader? Welcome back! To recap, Dana and Lily have arrived in Hawaii, ready to track down the Dragon Seed, which is in the hands of the mysterious Tristan Edge.
I hope you have fun with this next chapter and that it can bring you a little joy this month. Thanks for all the kind words and ratings, it's definitely helped keep me going this winter. Future release dates are in my bio, so go check it out and plan accordingly ☺️
Without further ado, welcome to
The Party
Cyrus closed his eyes and breathed in deeply through his nose, allowing the natural humidity of the island to flood through his sinuses. Memories of trips to Greece, South Africa, and even parts of the Philippines while hunting a rogue naga flitted behind his eyes, but he tuned them out. There was something about the scent of salt in the air that relaxed him, made him feel at ease. Maybe someday, if he lived long enough, he would retire off the coast and take up fishing. Or maybe even stand up paddleboarding. Whatever it was he decided on, it would be infinitely easier than tracking down and hunting cryptids.
He had stopped at the bottom of the boarding stairs, his hand on the rail. Behind him, he heard Amida clear his throat.
"I don't mean to rush you, Master Cyrus, but this box is getting heavy."
"My apologies." Cyrus moved to the side and watched Amida step off the stairs carrying a wooden crate. They had taken a private plane from Montana in the early hours, which also meant that they had brought some additional cargo that was due to arrive anyway. Inside the crate were replacement parts for a device meant to block sonar, which allowed the local mermaid colony to avoid detection by the navy.
Amida handed the crate over to a member of the Order wearing an aloha shirt and strings of wooden beads around his neck.
"I have a change of clothes for you," said the local, then set the crate in the passenger seat of an unmarked van parked on the tarmac. He opened the rear door and pulled out some plastic tubs. "You will fit in better in these, and it won't be so hot."
Tasia took her box and opened it, then let out a snort. "I can't remember the last time I wore so little," she declared.
"Then maybe you need to take more vacations," Cyrus told her, then picked up the tub with his name on it.
They had already tracked down Tristan Edge through the use of their psychic, and were planning to infiltrate a party he was throwing tonight at an estate he had rented for a porn shoot. It bothered him a bit that they were going in blind, but this was hardly the most dangerous mission he had been on.
That, and despite their difficulties with the succubus, Amida and Tasia were the best of their generation. They wouldn't be doing it alone either, and he waited for the rest of his team to receive their gear. Local support would be ready for them if they needed it, but the Hawaiian team's specialty was largely rooted in keeping the locals from harassing the cryptids who lived in the area.
He had a strong feeling that he would need the fighters he had brought. Tasia had stripped her clothes off already next to Amida, who was now also naked. Both of them put on clothes that made them look like tourists, though Tasia still carried a regal air about her. She was in a one-piece suit with cloth shorts, and she strapped her collapsed sword to her leg. The blade shimmered and disappeared under the simple glamour, and Amida slid his ten-inch wand into the pocket of his trunks, which were only a few inches deep at most.
They may look like beach bums in the making now, but the magical gear was top notch.
"Master, are you going to change?" asked someone behind him.
Cyrus smirked and stripped off his clothes. When his shirt came off, he heard everyone else go silent for a moment, most likely at the scars along his back. He pushed back the memory of a biting spider swarm and slid into a pair of cargo shorts with comfortable sandals beneath. He put on an aloha shirt of his own, then went through the pockets of his jacket to get everything he needed.
It was with a small amount of sadness that he watched them pack away his jacket. He couldn't remember the last time he had been without it, and it felt like it was somehow the last time he would ever see it.
"Hmmph." He snorted away the thought, then looked at the others. "Are we ready?"
Tasia undid her ponytail so that her hair tumbled free around her shoulders. She ran her fingers through it and then pulled a pair of sunglasses from the small beach bag she was carrying and slipped them over her face.
"Let's go carve ourselves a dragon," she stated, then moved toward a group of SUVs that had been parked behind the van. She got into the driver's seat and rolled down the window, and Amida got in the passenger seat. Cyrus joined a pair of young women in the back, and opened up his laptop.
"Class is officially back in session," he announced, certain that this hunt would go far better than the last. The succubus had caught everybody off guard, and had reminded him that he needed to be thinking ahead. He stuck his hand in his pocket and gripped the metal cross tucked within.
And if that succubus showed up again, he would be ready for her.

🏝️🏝️🏝️The beach was crowded with people that smelled to Dana like hundreds of sizzling burgers on a grill. Even the scent of sunscreen failed to overpower the odor of ballpark franks that wafted off of a pair of coeds who were busy sunning their backs with their bikini tops undone.
"There's so much exposed flesh out here," remarked Lily. "I can't tell you how much arousal I can sense, it's like ambrosia."
"Aren't you hot in those boots?" asked Dana. Lily was in a barely-there bikini, but still wore her thick leather boots. Other beach goers were reflected in the shiny black leather of her boots, and more than a few people stared at her. "Why not take them off, get some sand between your toes?"
"Maybe I like standing out." She cocked her hip toward an older man with curly white hairs on his chest and a large belly. He was staring at her while eating a massive ice cream cone. She pulled up on one of her straps, causing the back of her bikini to disappear between her buttcheeks, then bent forward a little.
The man dropped his cone onto the hot sand and swore to himself before picking it up and taking it to the trash.
"You're gonna give someone a heart attack," Dana told her.
"If a little cheek is enough to kill a man, then that's not my problem. Besides, he shouldn't have been eating that anyway. I could sense his arteries clogging shut." Lily stopped and gazed out along the distant beach, then pointed. "We're headed there, by the way."
The succubus was pointing to a large cliff made of lava rock with several large homes built into the side of it. From where they stood, Dana could see the high-walled barrier that kept the homes segregated from the island.
"Tristan's production company is doing their shoot up there," Lily said. "If we can get in, we can look around a bit, figure out what we're dealing with."
"How do we get in?"
She shrugged. "We'll play it by ear. Besides, we've got back-up if we need it."
Dana nodded and pulled the straps of Tick Tock tight. The mimic was posing as a large, folded beach chair, and the strap squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. They continued down the paved path that bordered the white sand beach, and Dana watched the families as they walked past.
A small family was busy setting up a volleyball net, and she couldn't help but wonder. If Alex had lived, would they have eventually started a family? It was something they hadn't really discussed, but she knew that Alex had wanted children someday. How would that have worked? Would they have adopted, or maybe done artificial insemination? Which one of them would have been pregnant?
The sidewalk ended, and she followed Lily out onto the sand. The beach continued for a long way before turning into large, scary rocks. The distant shore was, in fact, not reachable by the beach, and she found herself staring across a large patch of water that was bordered by a rocky dam.
"Guess we're swimming," Lily said, then started walking into the water. "I didn't look too hard at the map, so that's on me."
"Why not just walk?" Dana asked.
"Gated community, apparently. So even if we walk, we'd still need to get in, and if we wait, we'll miss the shoot."
"I can't swim there like this," Dana said. It wasn't a fear of the water, but the fact that the surf looked rough and it would be difficult to make the swim while towing the mimic.
Lily vanished beneath the waves and resurfaced to float on her back. She now wore a wetsuit with swim fins and a snorkel. "It's not that hard to fit in, surfer girl." She pointed over her shoulder to a group of surfers who were waiting for waves. "Toss the mimic in and catch a wave."
Realizing what Lily wanted, Dana took off her sandals and strolled into the water. Nobody seemed to be looking their way, so she submerged Tick Tock and felt the canvass straps of the chair stiffen abruptly beneath her fingertips. A surfboard emerged from the water with a laughing skull in the middle, and she laid down on it and paddled her way out.
Lily came back to tow them out past the breaking waves, where the water was smoother. Dana paddled relentlessly toward the opposite shore. It was easily a couple of miles, and on more than one occasion, a sudden wave threatened to dump her over.
Though she was a decent swimmer, navigating the surf was proving more difficult. She would sometimes watch one of the now distant surfers catch a wave and ride it in, and wished she could accomplish a similar feat. Maybe Tick Tock had a way to help?
"Don't suppose you have a way to get us there faster, do you?" she asked the surfboard.
Tick Tock didn't respond, and she sighed. Lily surfaced about ten feet away, holding a starfish.
"You're not supposed to be touching the wildlife," Dana informed her. "And why do you even have that?"
"I think they're pretty. They remind me of..." Lily looked at the starfish, then scowled and dropped it in the water. "Guess I'm towing your ass. Do me a favor and hold on."
The tip of Lily's tail slithered over the edge of the surfboard, and Dana grabbed it with both hands. The succubus submerged and kicked, pulling Dana across the bay at a much faster speed. Beneath the waves, Lily was using her wings to propel them forward, and after just over an hour, the jagged rocks of the shore rose up on them like the teeth of a shark.
They came to a stop, and Lily surfaced, a frown on her face.
"They looked a lot smaller from far away," she said, then looked along the rocks. "Guess we're climbing wet rocks. What do you think?"
"I'm thinking that I wish I wore something other than flip-flops and a sarong." She studied the rocks, then pointed up at a section of fence. The gnarled rocks had plenty of handholds, and there was a flat spot that was easily scaled. "I think we could climb up there. You carry the surfboard."
"Tow me, blow me, carry my shit. A working girl's job is never done." Lily grabbed onto the surfboard and held it steady. "Much easier to carry a beach chair."
"Yeah, hold on." Dana grabbed her sandals and rolled into the water. For a moment, the surf gobbled her up, and then she surfaced. She swam around Lily and grabbed onto one of the rocks, doing her best to steady herself. As the surf swelled, she hauled herself out of the water.
Halfway up the cliffs, she looked down to see Lily carrying the beach chair about ten feet down. The rocks weren't hard to scale at all. When she made it to the top, she discovered that the railing was only to cover a gap in the rocks in someone's backyard. The yard itself was empty, but there was a pool with a green floating mattress bouncing along the interior edge. The home was three stories tall with large bay windows that overlooked the ocean.
Dana hopped over the railing and moved away so that Lily could follow. They moved together along the side of the fence until they reached the gate that let them out front. Dana opened it quietly, and then both of them were moving toward the street.
"Welcome to Pele's Point," Lily told her, then led her to the sidewalk. "One of the most exclusive neighborhoods in all of Hawaii, built up on a massive lava flow from hundreds of years ago. Comes with breathtaking ocean views and twenty-four-hour neighborhood security."
"Why the security, though?" She looked at the surrounding homes. It was clear that they were easily worth millions of dollars. "I thought Hawaii was supposed to be laid back."
Lily shook her head. "Laid back doesn't mean no problems. Theft is a pretty big problem on the islands, and you'd better believe the people who live here have some great shit to steal. I would also put money on the fact that these homes aren't occupied year-round. It's one of the reasons they're doing a porn shoot out here. Why not make extra cash on your million-dollar vacation home which you probably only visit every year or so?"
Dana frowned. She imagined if she had the money to buy a home like these, she would want to live in it year-round. Then again, whatever job allowed her to live such a way probably wouldn't be one she could do from home.
"Any ideas where our guy is?" she asked.
"Yes. The shoot is at a place called the Black Palace, which is at the top of the hill."
"Sounds ominous."
They were walking along a wide street with no lines painted on it. The few people Dana saw out and about looked to be groundskeepers, and she saw no fewer than ten people tending gardens or yards. The sidewalk they walked along had giant concrete baskets along it with large flowers she had never seen before, and a Hawaiian woman with a wide brimmed hat was busy snipping dead buds out.
"It's not meant to be. Guy who had it built has that last name is all."
"But what about the palace part?"
Lily stopped in the road, her eyes set on a gap between the buildings up ahead. "See for yourself."
Through the gap, Dana saw an enormous home with large pillars in the front, and what looked like a tower in the back. It reminded her slightly of Mike's home, but on a much larger scale, and the third story had a large patio that hung directly over the cliffs with a view of the ocean on all three sides. "How the hell do you afford something like that out here?" she asked incredulously.
"Apparently the guy is a billionaire. Billionaires do what they want. They're kind of like the modern world's equivalent of a wizard, in a way. So much money, they don't know what to do with it."
"Must be nice," Dana muttered.
"Oh, it is." Lily started walking again, and when she passed behind a palm tree, her appearance rippled. Her hair was now a dirty blonde, and her wetsuit had become a bathing suit once more. She was about twenty years older now, and stopped to hand Dana the beach chair.
"One of us needs to look the part," she explained, tilting her sunglasses down to make eye contact. The sunglasses were encrusted with gems, and a cursive letter C was on the corner of the frames. "You can be my poor niece, just out for a quick visit before going back to school in the states."
"School has already started, though," Dana replied while taking Tick Tock back.
"Please. Rules are for poor people." Lily's tone now had an edge to it, and she fixed a permanent sneer on her face as she adjusted a designer beach bag that had appeared on her shoulder. "Speaking of which, don't bother making eye contact with the help. It just encourages them."
"You're enjoying this, aren't you?" Dana asked.
"Quite." Lily walked on stiletto sandals along the sidewalk. "And when we get up the palace, you let me do all the talking."
"Happily."
As they continued up the hill, a trio of SUVs passed them by, but Dana was too busy staring at the Black Palace to give them any mind. If the Dragon's Pearl really was there, then it would mean she had salvaged this trip, and was one step closer to being alive.
She knew she should feel excited, or maybe even anxious. Instead, it felt like she was simply crossing one more item off her shopping list. Even worse, her mind kept slipping back to Oregon, and the sense of belonging she had felt there. She had never felt like she had belonged at Mike's house, but now she was starting to wonder if she had even given it a fair chance. Instead of talking with him or even asking for help, she had left a note behind explaining what she was doing—and that had been it.
If she had brought someone else with them, maybe the beginning of the trip wouldn't have been such a disaster. Then again, who could she have brought? The naga was content to lurk around in her labyrinth, and nobody else there could have passed for human anyway. Mike probably could have come, but that would have exposed him to danger, as well as—
"Well, fuck." Lily had come to a stop, her arms crossed over her chest. She was looking at a large metal gate up ahead with a security guard at it. "I didn't expect that to be an issue."
"Private security for the house?" Dana asked.
"Maybe. Though I suspect it's an extra you can hire, or..." Lily squinted. "Well, I'll be damned."
"Because you are," Dana muttered under her breath.
"The guard is wearing a Maximum Dragon shirt. Looks like our boy brought his own security team, though I suspect a few police academy dropouts won't be too difficult to handle."
No sooner had she spoken when a pair of men in black polos walked across the road behind the gate. They were both wearing shoulder harnesses and carrying walkie-talkies on a belt around their waist.
"Seriously, he's a porn star, not a prince. Seems a little over the top."
Lily shook her head. "It doesn't, actually. Think of the success this guy has seen already because of his magic. It makes you paranoid, remember? Scotes was freaking out over a magic flask that gave him free booze, but the pearl itself? If this guy really is becoming a dragon, he is amassing power, and he will do what he can to protect it. Hold up." She turned her attention to a sports car that was coming up the road with its top down. Inside were a couple of women who stopped at the gate and showed the guard something before continuing up. "I'm guessing the shoot hasn't started. Looks like the talent is still arriving."
They stood around for a few more minutes and watched a couple more cars arrive. After a few vehicles went inside, Lily took Dana by the arm and walked her up to the gate. When they drew near, Lily's features shifted a bit more until she was shorter than Dana. Her breasts and hips inflated, and her skin darkened until it was brown with golden undertones.
They were near the guard station now, and the man in the kiosk looked up from his computer. Recognition and surprise flitted across his face, and he frowned when he walked out.
"Can I help you?" he asked.
"Oh, honey, I'm sure you can." Lily's voice was dusky, and she put a hand on her hip. "Call me Mona De Ville, surely you've heard the name. Or, as the internet knows me, the gangbang queen."
"Uh..." He checked a clipboard he was carrying, then coughed nervously. "I'm afraid you're not on the list, Ms. De Ville."
"Of course, I'm not on the fucking list." Lily moved into the man's personal space. "I'm supposed to be retired now. Well, guess what? I live nearby and heard through the grapevine that Tristan motherfucking Edge is shooting here, and I will be damned if I do not get a look at that monster cock of his for myself."



"This is a private—"
"I don't fucking care if it's private." Lily was sweating profusely now. "I'm considered royalty in the porn world, anyone worth their salt knows this. I'm ready to come out of retirement, and I would love for it to be for a scene with the king cock himself."
"But I—"
"Hey, I'm already angry and frustrated because my car broke down at the bottom of the hill, and if I can't get inside to speak with Mr. Edge very soon, I am going to fucking lose it. I will walk away and tell everybody that Maximum Dragon is a shit company. What, does he have something against milfs? Honey, I'm the queen fucking milf."
The man looked horrified. "I can't let anyone in who—"
"Get me a supervisor or something, right fucking now!" Lily pulled a fan out of her purse and waved it at herself. "You leave the industry for five fucking minutes, and suddenly, you're nobody."
"No, that's not...I mean..." The guard pulled a walkie-talkie from his belt. "South entrance to command."
"Command here." The voice on the other end sounded annoyed.
"We have someone who isn't on the list."
"Then get rid of them."
The guard smiled at Lily, then lowered his voice. "It's Mona De Ville, sir. She wants to do a video with Mr. Edge. To restart her career."
There was a moment of silence, and then the radio squawked to life. "Mona De Ville? The gangbang queen?"
"Uh, yeah. I'm fairly certain it's her."
"Didn't she retire to have a baby or something?"
"Oh, for fuck's sake." Lily snatched the radio from the guards hand. "I've been out in the heat for over an hour and I'm getting pissed." While Lily's back was to the guard, her breasts swelled up and wet stains appeared on the front of her bathing suit. "Having a fucking baby doesn't turn you into a nun."
When she turned back to the guard, his eyes went to her breasts. There was clearly an inner debate over whether to tell her or not.
"Put my guard back on, please."
"Ooh, a man who knows how to give commands. Tell me, sailor, how tall are you?" Lily leaned against the guard station as a trio of men wearing black polos appeared around the corner.
The newcomers looked ready for trouble, but deflated when they saw what was going on. They blocked off the opening with their arms crossed, but one of them was fighting a grin.
"No, seriously, what's your situation, you single or what? You sound hot." Lily looked up at the group of men who arrived. "Please, you can stop trying to look tough. I once had five guys inside me at the same time, you think I care about your tough act?"
The one fighting a grin laughed, and the one in the middle cocked his head as if struggling to picture such a feat.
"Oh, for fuck's sake, I had two in my mouth, one in my ass, and two in my vag. Or was it two in my ass and one in my vag?" She was holding down the button on the walkie-talkie as she spoke, then turned to Dana. "Girl, you haven't lived until you've felt three guys nut in you at the same time."
"Hey. Hey!" The man on the walkie was free to speak now. "Can someone please take command down there?"
"Why don't you bring your sweet ass down here and—fuck, I'm lactating." Lily pulled down the top of her swimsuit to reveal a slow leak from her breasts. The way she held her suit, it was dripping on the walkie-talkie. "Can someone up there tell the man in charge that you've got a horny momma out front who wants to get done deep dick style."
One of the men blocking the entrance had pulled out his own walkie-talkie and had snapped a picture of Lily. When she noticed the phone, she blew a kiss and held the pose.
The walkie-crackled to life. "Shit, it really does look like her," said someone in the background.
"See if she has identification." This was from the man in charge.
Lily rolled her eyes. "Of course, I do, but the name isn't going to match. But yeah, sure, go ahead and look it up. Oh, that's right, I don't want people knowing it. What, was a picture not good enough?" She tossed the walkie-talkie to the guard. "Fuck it, let's go. Tell Mr. Edge that he missed out on the opportunity of—"
"Wait." This came from the man with the phone. "Can I at least get your autograph?"
"Yeah, fuck it, why not?" Lily walked over to him, her tits still on full display. "You got a pen?"
The man took the clipboard from the guard and pulled the pen out of it. "I'm a huge fan."
"Yeah, you are." Lily grabbed his bicep and gave it a squeeze. "Say, it looks like my schedule is about to open back up. What would you say to an early dinner, and—"
"Send her in." The walkie had squawked to life. "Mr. Edge wants to speak with her."
"Oh, too bad." Lily pushed the guy's sleeve up and signed his bicep. "C'mon, let's go." She waved Dana forward, and the guard moved to block her.
"She can go in, you can't," he told Dana.
"Oh, come fucking on. She's my makeup girl. You think I wanna get fucked on camera looking like this?" Lily wiped the sweat off her head then pulled her top back up. "Ugh, I hate how cold that is," she muttered, then grabbed Dana by the hand.
"We've got our own—"
"Please. This one knows how to color my asshole just right. It's an art. She even brought my favorite chair! Do you think we hiked up here for no reason with it?" Lily had yanked Dana past the guard and they were now walking through the gate. "You all don't have a golf cart or something we can ride up in, do you? These heels are killing me. Then again, I plan to have my legs in the air for about an hour, so maybe—"
"Yeah, hold on." Mona's fan ran around the corner and got into an electric cart tucked away behind the wall. He pulled up and patted the seat next to him. "Right this way, Ms. De Ville."
"You can call me Mona." She winked at him and got in. "C'mon, makeup bitch, let's go."
"Yes, ma'am." Dana got in the back of the cart and stared blankly ahead. This was going to be easier than she thought.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Cyrus approached the service entrance of the Black Palace with a pair of buckets in his hand. Each bucket contained a pair of shears and some work gloves, and the others were milling about as if keeping busy. Their fake credentials as grounds crew had gotten them onto the property, but it was going to take a bit more effort to get in without causing a scene.
Tristan Edge had his own private security team. While they had expected this on their way in, he had been surprised to see a team of men who were not only armed, but also well-coordinated. There was little public information on Maximum Dragon, and he was now seriously concerned by what he saw.
Amida was holding a bag of fertilizer over his shoulder, and then looked up at Cyrus. "Cameras are down for fifteen seconds."
The Order dropped their tools on the ground, and Amida tossed out a handful of spheres. Cyrus opened the service entrance and his team ran inside. As he clicked the door shut, he watched the illusion spell take hold. Phantom versions of his team continued to mill about outside as if nothing happened, which would keep anyone who was watching from worrying.
His team ran down the hall and slowed once past the final camera. The interior of the building wasn't wired for surveillance to the best of their knowledge, and even if it was, it was likely that whoever could afford to rent the place wouldn't want to be watched. The Black Palace was sometimes used for weddings or special events, but was largely used by traveling dignitaries who wanted somewhere comfortable to stay.
There were ten of them in all, and when they reached the supply room, they huddled about the door. A pair of mages sat in the center of the concrete floor and used a piece of chalk to draw some symbols on the ground. Once the runes were ready, the mages sat inside of them and entered a meditative state.
Out in the hall, someone walked by, and Tasia stood by the door, ready to handle them if they came inside. The stranger moved past, and she looked over to Cyrus and nodded.
"Speak softly," Cyrus reminded the man and woman in the middle of the room. The meditating mages were scouting the home in astral forms, and it wasn't uncommon for them to shout.
"The first floor is full of camera crew. A few women, and a large spread of food. Catering company on hand," said the woman, an older woman named Gabrielle.
"Second floor is a security team. They are checking the windows often, as if watching for trouble." The other mage, a man named Samuel, frowned. "Something isn't right. The people upstairs are professionals, most likely ex-military. I count over fifteen of them, but it's hard to tell."
Cyrus frowned. What use would Tristan have for a private army? He paced back and forth, his thoughts on the Dragon's Pearl. If the records were correct, then it hadn't been in Tristan's possession long enough for the metamorphosis to begin. However, they were also operating on limited knowledge of an artifact that hadn't been seen in centuries. Was the army to keep someone else from taking the pearl?
He thought back to the succubus. If the Order had been in possession of the pearl, they would have lost it to her. Had someone already made a move on Tristan?
"What about the third floor?" he asked. "Any movement?"
Samuel frowned and shook his head. "I don't see anything, but...it's all so fuzzy right now." His nose was bleeding now and his face turned red. "I...I see..."
"Enough." Cyrus put his hand on Samuel's shoulder. "If anti-scrying spells have been put in place, you will get noticed if you push any harder."
"Yes, master." Samuel wiped his nose with a tissue, then looked over at Gabrielle. "Do you see anything?"
Gabrielle's cheeks had flushed, and her breath was coming in shallow bursts. "No, but I can feel him, somewhere above us. He feels so warm, as if he wants me to come to him."
"Does he know we're here?"
She shook her head. "No, it isn't that. It's a magic field, it moves around as he does." Her eyes popped open and she looked at him. "He's up on the top floor right now. I can't see him, but I can feel the magic of the pearl."
"Interesting." He looked at everyone in the room, then over at Tasia. "Looks like we need a clean way upstairs. We have civilians and combatants, and we need to make sure we don't mix the two up. Ideas?"
"We could wait until the shoot is over," offered Amida. "Everyone should leave after, and then we can make our move."
Cyrus sighed and looked around the room. They could end up being here for hours, but at least it was air conditioned. "Okay, let's rotate out on scrying. Nothing complex, just keep an eye on things."
Samuel and Gabrielle stepped out of the circles, and a third mage took their place and knelt down to meditate. They swapped out every half an hour as the afternoon went by, and Cyrus couldn't help but notice that Gabrielle almost looked excited every time it was her turn.
Something was wrong. He just hoped he could figure out what it was before it killed them.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Lily sashayed through the front door like she owned the place. The front entrance contained fewer than ten people, half of which were men who were busy moving in equipment. The young women who were sitting around chatting froze, the whites of their eyes suddenly visible.
"Mona De Ville?" A raven-haired beauty stood and tried to straighten out her hair. "Holy shit, are you doing part of today's shoot with us?"
"Please." Lily took the girl's chin in her hand. "You'll be the one doing a shoot with me if I have my way."
The people chattered nervously amongst themselves as Lily pushed past them. Mona De Ville had been absent from the spotlight for over a year now, but she had been immensely popular on the porn scene prior to leaving. She had seen the porn star in the minds of several men and knew it would be a good fit to get enough clout to walk in, but now she needed to maintain it.
"Is this all of you?" she asked, gesturing at the four women.
"Nah, we got three more on the way," said one of the camera men. "Mr. Edge loves doing scenes with seven women all at once."
"Six is sexy, but seven is a harem," said a man with a set of macbooks on a table. "It's kind of his mantra."
"Hmm. Maybe he'll find eight a heavenly number. Where do you suppose he is hiding out right now? I would love to see if he has any interest in a scene with me as I did drop by unannounced."
"We heard," said computer guy. "The security team was up in arms over it."
"I'm sure. Do I just go up this way?" Lily gestured at the large stairs at the end of the entrance. The interior of the Black Palace was all white with gold embellishments, with plenty of columns.
"Uh, yeah." One of the camera guys was staring at Dana, but in particular, the scars on her arms and legs.
"Are you new at this?" Lily asked him. "`Cause you're gonna see a lot of girls with scars in this industry."
"No, I—" he sputtered before looking away.
Lily took Dana by the hand and pulled her up the stairs. There were armed men watching the hallways, and these ones seemed even more serious than the ones outside. They eyed the duo with suspicion, but let them by. A man in a tactical vest pointed to a hallway with a set of stairs at the end.
"He's up there," he informed them.
"Thanks, honey," Lily replied. When they got to the stairwell, she looked over her shoulder at Dana. "This is gonna be easier than we thought."
Dana sniffed the air and frowned.
"Something wrong?" Lily asked.
"Not wrong, but..." she shook her head. "I'm getting a weird smell from this place. I smell all the people, I definitely smell the arousal, some gunpowder, and quite a bit of magic. I'm thinking it's the pearl, but I can't be sure."
"Don't you worry. We're almost home free, then we can get you home and see what else we need to do to—" She stopped at the top of the stairs when she saw a pair of men standing there with weapons casually slung across their chests. "Afternoon, boys, we're just leaving them hanging out today, aren't we?"
They didn't acknowledge her. They walked past into a large bedroom with a view of the ocean through enormous bay windows. There was a patio outside with a small pool, and a man with golden skin and dark hair was leaning against the far wall. He was sitting in a lone sunbeam, and his eyes were closed as he basked in the sun.
"Shit," Lily whispered. Tristan had changed considerably from his last photo op, though the hints of the man he had been were still there. His skin was stretched across the enormous muscles of his chest, and he had swirling tattoos on his body that looked tribal in nature. They seemed to move when looked at indirectly, but Lily's attention immediately went to the pearl pendant he wore.
The Dragon's Pearl. It was no longer white; it was now the color of obsidian. She had no idea what that meant, but when Tristan opened his eyes to look at her, she felt the pressure shift in the room. A slight grin appeared on his lips, and she recognized the steely gaze of a predator.
"Hello there, Mr. Edge." Lily cocked her hips and smiled. "I'm sure you know who I am, and I was wondering if I could have a word with you about that massive cock of yours."
"Indeed." He walked to the edge of the pool and ascended the steps, revealing the cock in question. It was half erect, but already large, and Lily wondered what it would feel like to ride it while sucking his soul out through his eyes. "But I'm afraid you have me at a disadvantage."
"Honey, I have all men at a disadvantage. It's a perk of being me." She looked over her shoulder at the men who were watching the stairs. As far as she could tell, they were the only other people in the room. Dana was moving along the edge of the room, pretending to look out the windows, but clearly scanning the area. She had come to a stop in front of a large bay window that overlooked the rocky cliffs below.
"Do you like the view?" asked Tristan. He didn't bother toweling off, and now stood in the doorway of the room, leaving a puddle on the floor.
"It's very pretty," she replied, adjusting the strap on the chair. Dana frowned, then dropped Tick Tock on the ground. "Sorry, apparently something didn't get latched correctly."
"It's quite alright." He turned his attention back to Lily. "But you misunderstand me. You see, I have no idea who you are."
LIly rolled her eyes. "Oh, you are such a millennial. I am Mona De Ville, the gangbang queen, two-time winner of the best anal scene in—"
"No, you're not." Tristan slicked back his hair, pressing the water out of it. "You may wear the face of Mona De Ville, but you reek of sulfur, hellspawn." His features shifted, and his eyes turned golden. "And I very much wish to know why you've come."
Lily paused, then looked at Dana. Dana looked confused, but was busy trying to latch the chair back together. For whatever reason, Tick Tock was acting up.
"Well, guess I'm busted." Lily transformed while keeping her eyes on the guards. When they didn't even flinch, she swallowed the lump in her throat. If she could shapeshift in front of those men without a reaction, what kind of shit were they used to seeing?
What had they just walked into?
"And you, you're a fascinating one." Tristan moved toward Dana. "You have the electrifying scent of young flesh, but also the smell of rot. I am both intrigued and disgusted."
"Good for you." Dana had picked up the chair again.
"Have a seat," he told her. A wave of energy filled the room, and Lily tilted her head in surprise. Even she had felt the compulsion in his voice, the sudden desire to obey his whim.
"No thanks, I'm—" was all Dana managed before a muffled shot rang out. Gore blossomed along the glass as the bullet blew a hole straight through her temples, and her eyes glassed over. She slid along the window, smearing the splatter pattern as she tipped to the side.
"I've learned not to take my chances with the unknown," Tristan said, his eyes flicking to the stairs. Smoke drifted from the barrel of a pistol wielded by one of the guards. The man casually holstered his weapon and turned his attention down the stairs. Tristan closed his eyes and sniffed the air. "Ah, there it is. Now all that remains is rot."
Lily glowered at Tristan. "You killed her!"
He snorted. "Please. She's dead now, you no longer have to put on a show. Was she your master? You are much like me, a creature who should bend a knee to no man." He fingered the pearl around his neck. "You aren't the first to come for this, you know. Hence the men with guns. They're not only my eyes and ears, but they're a hell of a clean-up crew."
She shook her head, rage building in her gut. The way Tristan carried himself was exactly like Aladdin had done, a power mad being who would stop at nothing. Her anger built, and flames curled around her fingertips.
She allowed the demon within to manifest, and a growl escaped her lips.
"I'm about to make a big, fucking mess out of you," she said, then launched herself at him.
She was fast, but he was faster. He snatched her out of the air and slammed her into the tile of the floor hard enough that it cracked beneath her. Her tail whipped around to catch him in the neck, but he snatched it with his free hand and contemplated it.
"I'm curious," he said, then used his thumb to snap the stinger off her tail with his thumb. Pain shot up Lily's tail and through her spine, and she tried to claw his face, but her nails slid across his thick skin. "Ah, so you can feel pain after all. I'm afraid I don't know much about your kind, but I'm a fast learner."
"How?" Lily asked, allowing her arms to fall at her side. "How are you already more dragon than man? I thought the pearl took years to take effect."
Tristan smirked. "When I first saw the necklace, I could hear its call. I had only worn it for a few days when I discovered that women were naturally flocking to me, and I indulged in some of the sweetest pussy I had ever experienced. But the dragon in me wanted more. Money and power were things that would take time to gather, but my newfound ability to command the weaker sex allowed me to start my own company.



"I read the old legends, you know. There was something that dragons were constantly requesting as tribute, and once I discovered that secret, I unlocked the true magic of the pearl." Tristan smirked, his hand now crushing Lily's windpipe. "Eating my first virgin wasn't easy, but once I did, it hastened the process. I also learned that I only needed to eat their hearts, so the second one went much faster. Each one I killed added months to my development, and they became easier to acquire once I had the funding to do it. In a way, I get to have my cake and eat it, too."
"Sir, the shoot is supposed to start soon." This came from one of the guards.
Tristan nodded. "While I'm down there, toss the blonde into the ocean. The sharks will eat what's left of her." He looked at Lily. "I can sense them, you know? Just like I could sense you when you walked in. They're swirling around in the ocean, uncertain why they are drawn to this place. Maybe they can smell the blood I'm about to put in the water, but who can say?"
LIly tried to respond, but he had crushed her windpipe. The strength of his grip kept her from transforming, and those golden eyes of his had pinned her in place with some kind of magic.
He sniffed her face, then turned her head to the side. "Speaking of lunch, my next meal never made it onto her plane. Guess I'll settle for a demon and see what happens." He opened his mouth wide, and his face distorted, shifting into the fearsome maw of a crocodile.
Fire scorched Lily's features, and pain racked her body once again. She was fireproof, but the scorching heat from the dragon's maw was enough to raise blisters on her flesh. When the flames subsided, she sneered at Tristan, who had relaxed his grip on her throat.
"Is that the best you can do?" she asked him with a strained voice.
"I prefer cooking my meal before I eat it. If the heart of a virgin can bring me so much power, I wonder what the heart of a demon can do?"
She smirked at him. "Then I guess it's too bad that I've already given it to somebody else."
"We'll see about that," he replied.
When his jaws snapped together on her face, she let out a scream of rage and burst into smoke, leaving the real world and Dana behind. Her consciousness swirled around in circles as if going down a drain, and her last thoughts were that she hoped Dana would be okay.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Cyrus opened his eyes. He had been sitting in a meditative pose for some hours now, and when he unfolded his legs, he heard his knees click. Checking the time on his watch, he looked over at the double circles on the floor.
Amida was in one of them now, the young mage's face frozen in a grimace.
"Report," Cyrus commanded. The others in the room had been sitting quietly, biding their time. Since nobody had woken him, he assumed that the status of their target hadn't changed.
"The shoot ended almost an hour ago," said Amida. "It was...a little unsettling to watch."
"How so?"
"He likes to choke them," replied the older mage from earlier. She was sitting in the other circle, her eyes closed as well. "He is violent with the girls, more so than I remember from the briefings on the way here. None of them seem to mind, but some of the crew were uneasy about it."
They had all watched some of Tristan's latest videos. Part of it was basic research, but they had also watched in the hopes of discovering some type of weakness. The man's physical transformation was already happening, but Cyrus had assumed that part of that was money, a good trainer, and most likely some steroids.
However, if Tristan had figured out how to hasten the magic along, things would go sideways quickly.
"What is he doing now? Any sign of the block from earlier?"
Amida shook his head. "The block disappeared a little bit ago. If he was controlling it, it wasn't because of our presence. As for what he's doing now, he is fucking one of his co-stars."
"In the ass," the other mage added. Her cheeks were flushed once more, and Cyrus wondered if it was hard for her to watch.
"If the shoot is over, then why are they still having sex?" he asked.
"It's an after-party. The whole thing is winding down." Amida opened his eyes. "However, I think we can set up an ambush in his bedroom if we move now. His security team has moved to the lower levels to keep an eye on him, and it looks like they may be live streaming what he's doing now. They're all busy."
"Your call, master." Tasia was sitting against the edge of the door. "If he has a security team, it may be best to catch him off guard."
"Agreed." Cyrus put his hand on Amida's shoulder. "Think you can take us up to the room?"
When Amida nodded, everyone stood. Cyrus stayed behind until they were all out of the room, then followed them out. The service hallway went all along the perimeter of the building, but ultimately let them out of a nondescript door on the second floor. The mages were using magic to mask their presence, and it was easy to sneak by a couple of guards who were busy watching the show below. When they climbed the stairs to the master bedroom, Cyrus saw that Tasia was sniffing the air apprehensively.
"Problem?" he asked.
"It smells like sulfur up here," she told him. "Like the succubus."
"It could be this." Another knight knelt down by a large scorch mark on the tile floor. It outlined the torso of a person, and Cyrus crouched down to inspect it. The stink was particularly bad here, and he wiped his hand on the soot and gave it a sniff.
"It's this," he declared, then stood back up. "Spread out. He may come up here with his men and I want this to be a clean extraction. Amida, have the mages seal the room once he's alone so that we don't have any surprise guests. Tasia, you're on point, exterminate the subject with extreme prejudice. If this was Tristan's doing, his transformation has begun. Also, fire wards, everyone."
Everyone nodded, and the mages took turns casting their spells. Cyrus found that he and most of the others could easily stand behind the pillars on the deck, allowing him a wonderful view of the night sky as stars hovered over the ocean horizon, swallowed up briefly by the passage of cargo ships. Tristan had left the door to the patio open, which meant they would easily be able to hear him come up.
The Order took their positions and waited. What Cyrus hoped wouldn't be too long turned into an hour, and he briefly worried that Tristan might have decided to go out once he was done, maybe bounce from party to party. He had no idea what night life was like on the island, but the thought of hours spent outside in the dark wasn't too appealing.
It must have been closing in on midnight when he heard the faint footsteps of a small group ascending the steps of the Black Palace. The others tensed up, ready to move at his signal. He closed his eyes and unhinged his spirit, then stepped sideways as if unfolding himself. His astral arm and foot were still connected to his body, which meant nothing would be able to wander in, but now he was able to look into the room of Tristan Edge unhindered, for a few minutes anyway.
Tristan was looking at something on a laptop that had been given to him by one of his men, and his features were all twisted up. There were seven men with him right now, all of them armed.
"I say we move on the caldera tomorrow," Tristan told the man closest to him, then folded up the laptop. "Now that we've located the spot, we have no reason to wait."
"I do want to remind you that the land is privately owned," replied laptop guy. "Your last bid on the land was ignored, and it sounds like the new owner has no desire to sell."
"Yeah, well, he's just some asshole on the mainland." Tristan unbuttoned his shirt and tossed it onto a nearby chair. "Even if he finds out, it isn't like he's going to teleport out here when we go in."
The men looked at each other nervously, then laptop guy spoke up. "I say this with all respect—what if he can?"
There was a moment of tension, and then Tristan laughed, causing his men to relax.
"Well, now that would be something. I doubt it, though. Our research says that he's a nobody, just some webmaster who came into a bunch of cash. I doubt he even knows what he has out here, and if he did, he would have come long ago." Tristan slid out of his pants and stood naked in front of everyone. "But even if he does, that's what I have you for, right?"
They all nodded their assent, and Tristan dismissed them. As they disappeared down the stairs, he did a few stretches, then turned toward the patio.
"You have my attention," he called out. "May as well get a good look at what I'm dealing with."
Cyrus snapped back into his body and signaled to the others to stay put. When he stepped into the light of the bedroom, he made sure his hands were up.
"It's just me," he said.
"It isn't." Tristan sniffed the air. "There are ten of you, and you stink of magic and desperation. But mostly magic. C'mon now, let's get it all out in the open."
One by one, the members of the Order appeared, wands and swords drawn. Tristan appraised them all with a large grin on his face.
"I've been dying to know who you were. I sensed you downstairs shortly after you broke in. You can't concentrate magic like that and expect to go unnoticed." Tristan walked toward a desk by one of the windows where a pitcher of water was. He knelt down to a minifridge beneath it and pulled out a glass with some ice cubes in it, then poured himself some water.
"If you knew we were here, then why did you get naked?" Amida asked.
"Didn't want blood on my shirt. Just because I have money doesn't mean I want to spend it needlessly." Tristan drained the glass and refilled it. "I assume you're here for the pearl?"
"We are." Cyrus slid his hands into his pockets and drew a wand with each.
"And you're probably going to kill me for it?"
"Undoubtedly," Tasia replied, holding her sword steady.
"Well then, let's get to it." Tristan drained his glass once more and set it down, then stretched, revealing bands of solid muscle that ran the lengths of his body.
Cyrus and Amida activated their wards, sealing off the stairwell so that Tristan's guards couldn't help him. Tasia and the other knights ran forward, and the room filled with the glow of spells being readied.
Tristan's eyes turned golden and he smiled. "Defend me," he commanded.
Tasia, who was the closest to him, spun around and sliced through the exposed belly of the knight immediately behind her. Another female knight turned to attack the nearest mage, who blasted his compatriot with lightning before she could spear him. This mage was in turn attacked by the older woman who had kept blushing in the circle, and Cyrus immediately recognized what had happened.
"They're enthralled!" he shouted, then raised both his wands. A beam of green light swept across the room, blasting some of the others off their feet, but Tasia ducked beneath it and came charging straight at him. Amida froze the floor, causing Tasia to slip and fall to the ground. Then, he was knocked off his feet by a stray blast of lightning. The magic barriers that protected them were quickly smashed away, and Cyrus threw a glass bead at the floor that obscured the room in a thick fog.
"Ah, women. So eager to obey." Tristan's smoldering eyes glowed in the fog, and Cyrus pulled a different wand out of his pocket and sent a beam of light toward them. Someone cried out in agony, and Tristan's eyes disappeared.
"Amida!" In the cacophony of the attack, Cyrus had lost track of everyone, so he crouched down and started walking backward. He bumped against the glass of the window and turned around to look outside. The ocean lay down below, and he swore he could see dark shapes swirling about.
Tristan's abilities were far above what they should have been. He was easily decades ahead, which meant that the lore had been wrong. Bad information was the number one cause of death for the Order, and Cyrus was about to become another statistic unless he thought of something fast.
A shadow moved toward him from the fog, and Amida appeared. He put a finger to his lips and turned back toward the fog. Through it, Cyrus heard a few loud crunches and a few muffled cries for help as they were hunted. The fog was dispersing through the open door of the balcony, and he felt his stomach drop when he saw that Tasia was the only one left standing. She was behind Tristan, her own eyes glowing gold like his.
"An interesting gift you've given me," Tristan said as he moved toward Amida and Cyrus. "This one is by far the strongest, it's taking most of my concentration just to keep her under my control. But don't worry, I'll break her down over time."
"Tasia!" Amida called out to his partner. "You can fight him, you can win!"
"She really can't." Tristan's face deformed, and his grin now stretched from ear to ear. "And there's nothing you can do to save her." He opened his mouth wide and took a deep breath as a ball of fire formed in the back of his throat.
When the jet of flame came out of his mouth, Amida jumped in front of Cyrus and raised his arms in defense. A golden shield of magic swirled in front of him, pushing back the flames, but dragon fire burned hot and hard. Even Cyrus could feel the heat of the assault and knew that Amida's shield would only hold out for so long. He looked back over his shoulder and saw that the glass of the window was starting to melt.
"Master, go!" Amida's hair was burning now, and Cyrus knew that there were only seconds left. He grabbed his apprentice by the collar of his shirt and threw himself back, the molten glass glowing hot against his own magic shield. Instead of breaking, the glass continued to stretch, and Amida let out a scream of agony moments before they fell through.
The fall was almost a hundred feet, and Cyrus stuck a hand in his pocket and slid his finger into a ring that he kept there. His descent slowed and he held tight to Amida, but ended up swinging around violently as the man fell past him. He caught a flash of charred flesh and skull before the spinning motion whipped him back around so that all he could see was open sky.
The power of the ring could only support the weight of one man, so when the two of them hit the water below, it was hard enough that the air was knocked out of him. He let go of Amida and fought the darkness that crept in on the edge of his vision. Dark shapes swirled about him in the water, and he fought to grab hold of Amida once more. He grabbed hold of Amida's hand and tried to pull him toward the surface, but Amida yanked the hand away.
No, that wasn't right. Something had grabbed Amida and was pulling him away. Amida's pale features receded into the inky black, and something tried to take a bite out of Cyrus, but got a flash of magic instead.
He had failed them. His thoughts were beginning to slow as he fought for the surface, desperate to feel the cool touch of air on his fingertips, but the lights up above were always just out of reach. He had walked into that place with nine of his best, and they had been annihilated by the first dragon-human hybrid to walk the earth in decades, maybe even centuries.
Something else knocked him sideways, then dragged him down. The shadows around him were attacking now, and once he lost consciousness, they would have him. He caught a flash of teeth followed by a dorsal fin and gritted his teeth.
Fucking sharks, he thought, trying to dig through his pockets. His thoughts were like whirlpools, slipping through the cracks of his mind as he tried to find the lava rock in his pocket that would let him breath underwater. It was standard issue for missions in Hawaii, and just as he pulled it free, a shark ran into him, causing him to drop it. They were steadily moving him deeper now, away from the surface.
This was it. A dull roar filled his ears as he contemplated the end, and wondered if he had earned himself a place in Heaven, Hell, or maybe somewhere in between. The sharks scattered, giving him just a little bit of time to process his own demise.
A pale figure moved toward him beneath the water, and if he had had the energy, he would have pumped his fist. It was one of the mermaids! She slid her arms around him and pressed her lips to his and blew. The air that filled his lungs tasted awful, but he imagined it was due to an all fish diet. She swam him toward the surface, and when they broke the water, he saw well over a dozen fins circling him.
"You saved my life, thank you so much," he told her, but she said nothing. Instead, she swam on her back, both of her arms slid under his and clutching his belly. All he could see was the night sky once again, but he was grateful for it. "I thought I was a goner."
The mermaid paused for a second and then used one of her hands to tilt his face back. "Ah, shit," she muttered, but kept swimming. Eventually, they made it to a spot on the rocks where he was able to climb up. It was rough, and he nearly stabbed himself on a black urchin, but he was finally out of the water.
He heard a loud splash and looked up to see that his savior had pulled herself free of the water. What little light from above illuminated her pale face, and he saw that instead of fins, she had a pair of very human legs. One of them hung at an odd angle, and she was covered in scars.
Between the darkness and her wet hair, he didn't recognize her immediately, but when it came, he reached into his pockets, frantically trying to grab one of his wands. The fact that she was here was impossible, but impossible no longer mattered. If she was here, the demon wouldn't be too far behind.
She saw him fumbling about and grabbed something on the nearby rocks and threw it at him. He turned his head away and felt something enormous crash against him. When he turned back to look, he saw that he was pinned beneath a large, iron chair with over a dozen legs. Several of them had wrapped around his hands, pinning them to the rocks. Over the crash of the waves, he stared in wonder as she hobbled off to his side and fell down next to the corpse of Amida. The man was missing one of his arms, and the top of his face had been scorched away.
Seeing what he was looking at, she turned Amida's head to face away from Cyrus.
"I suppose you're going to kill me." He had literally gone from the frying pan into the fire, and without his wands, he was currently helpless.
"If I had wanted you dead, I would have let the sharks have you. But I'll admit that I probably would have thought twice if I had known it was you." She sat down on the rocks and he saw that one of her legs was twisted inward, and there was a bulge by her hip. "Your friend wasn't so lucky, but I think he was dead when he hit the water. I tried to save him first, but..." she shrugged.
"What are you doing here?" he asked.
"Same as you, I bet. I got tossed over the rail hours ago and think I dislocated something. Can't really walk on it, and it looks pretty gross." She poked at the lump on her hip. "I don't suppose you've seen my succubus, have you? She's usually the one to put me back together."
This was the woman who had lost an arm and put it back on, then been eaten by an elder god. She had fallen over a hundred feet into the ocean, dislocated a leg, fought off sharks and now spoke with him as if it was no big deal.
"Who the hell are you?" he asked. "What the hell are you? Why didn't the sharks attack you?"
She looked up at the stars. For a couple of minutes, she was silent, then nodded as if making a decision. When she looked back at him again, he couldn't help but notice that her eyes were flat and lifeless in the evening light.
"My name is Dana," she told him. "And let's just say that what I am is complicated."




🏝️🏝️🏝️I hope you enjoyed this chapter. This tale has been difficult at times, but it has been very fun to write. Don't forget to leave me some stars, and I will see you next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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It's time for some more monster madness, courtesy of me!
First time reader? This chapter incorporates storytelling elements spread across six books which span three separate tales. It can be confusing, but maybe that's your kink, so read ahead!
Returning reader! So glad to have you back! With the arrival of Eulalie the web-master, Mike finds himself confronting an old problem as well as a new one. Why did Eulalie ship herself to his home? Will Mike decide to make a trip to his cabin out in Oregon?
You'll find out soon! But first, thank you to everyone for your kind words and support. Special thanks to my beta readers, who have been extremely invaluable. My writing schedule has been obliterated, and I often find myself trying to write for five or ten minute stretches during the day. Lots of mistakes get made, but they help me weed them out (as well as find continuity errors). I am so grateful for their help right now.
As for my readers here on Lit, you are amazing, and I promise to keep working hard to write you the stories you deserve to read. And with that, I introduce to you...
A Case of the Shivers
The group walked to the front door with Mike in the lead. The porch creaked under their collective weight as they gathered and a gentle breeze caressed the nearby pillars. He reached for the front door, ready to allow Eulalie inside.
When his fingers touched the knob, he hesitated.
It wasn't because of his magic. One of his many gifts from Naia on inheriting the house was the ability to not only sense danger, but also to somehow know when someone was a good fit for the house. He felt neither of these things right now, but still couldn't put his hand on the knob and officially invite her inside.
Instead, his mind focused on the shiny chitin of her lower body, the rustling movement of her many legs and the strange rounded pads at the bottom that made soft scratching sounds when she walked. Spiders clearly didn't have needle-thin feet at the end of their legs, but that was a fact he never expected to confront in such a wild manner.
Eulalie's body reminded him of the Andersons' basement. They had been friends of his father, and their basement had been far more comfortable than the back seat of his mother's station wagon long after he had died.
The Andersons never spent much time in their basement, which had worked out in his favor for a couple of weeks. However, it was thick with cobwebs that his mother had dismissed, and not all of the webs had been empty. In the middle of the night, he had wandered through a particularly thick web on the way to the bathroom. What he had thought was just a few sticky strands of web stuck to his face was revealed in the dim light of the bathroom to be a burst egg sac of baby spiders that scurried frantically all over his mouth and nose.
His screams had woken the whole house, causing his mother to berate him in front of their hosts for being such a pussy. He was only nine at the time, and when the Andersons kicked them out a week later, his mother had blamed him for it.
Standing at the door of the house, his skin was once more covered in those imaginary spiders. The others noticed his apprehension, most likely wondering if he had sensed something dangerous about their visitor. The moment was officially awkward, which was now compounding the situation.
Eulalie didn't seem to notice. She moved past him and opened the door herself. Once inside, she looked around and then turned to Mike with a grimace on her face. "Sorry to be pushy, but where's the bathroom?" She bit her lips and flexed her legs, doing a pathetic little dance in his front hallway. "I've been in that box a really long time, and even I have limits."
Dumbfounded, Mike pointed toward the hallway by the stairs. She shouldn't be able to come inside without his invitation. Had Emily invited her in at some point? "It's near the back door, you can't miss it." He didn't bother asking how she was going to fit on the toilet.
"Thanks!" She ran down the hallway, startling a cluster of rats who had been watching from the safety of the stairs. He heard the door slam, and then turned to face Lily and Dana.
"Give me the very brief version," he spat at them. It wasn't so much that he was mad that they had withheld the information, but the shock of seeing a half-spider woman had thrown him off entirely. Now that Eualalie was out of sight, his heart felt like it was working properly again.
"Eulalie and her sister Velvet live out in Oregon," Dana said.
"With Bigfoot," Lily added. "And their father."
"Excuse me, did you say Bigfoot?" This was from Beth, who stood behind everyone with Sulyvahn. "Seriously? How tall is he? What about his, uh, hands?"
Sulyvahn laughed. Abella, who stood in the back, let out a grunt of disgust and jumped into the air with flapping wings. The yard was nearly empty now, save for a few centaurs who were moving about and cleaning up the celebration of Spring.
"They're good people," Dana said. "Their father asked us not to tell you they were living there."
"Why?" Mike asked. "It's not like I was going to kick them out or anything."
"It isn't like they would know that," Lily told him. "And besides, there's another reason."
Dana tilted her head in curiosity, but Mike held up his hand for silence.
"Look, I get you thought you were doing the right thing," he said. "But what would have happened to her if neither one of you had been here? Abella would have killed her, and I wouldn't have known better."
Lily and Dana exchanged a look. He could see that Lily wanted to argue, but knew that he was right. Dana, as always, was inscrutable.
"Well, good thing we were here then," Lily responded. "So get over it." She pushed her way past him into the house. The others followed, but Tink paused before stepping through the door.
"Husband want Tink get club?" she asked. "Just in case?"
He ran his hand through her hair, then rubbed his thumb along one of her horns. She purred in delight, and leaned into his thigh.
"It should be fine," he told her with a smile, his hands automatically supporting her. "But maybe keep the swearing down until she gets to know you."
"Fucking bug-eater," Tink grumbled, then walked inside. "Tink no care what spider girl thinks."
Everyone had spread out in the living room. Tink joined Kisa on the couch with Jenny sitting between them, and Quetzalli held a food platter with one hand while using the other to stuff her face with pigs-in-a-blanket. Cecilia hovered by the window, a look of concern on her face.
Realizing that everyone had decided to stay and watch, he shooed them off while waving his hands. Tink grumbled as she stormed up the stairs with Kisa, and Cecilia simply vanished. Sofia grabbed Quetzalli's tray with a promise of more if she came to the kitchen, and the dragon followed her.
He didn't want Eulalie to feel like she was being put on trial, and was grateful when nobody complained. He did ask Beth and Dana to stay. Lily stood in the corner of the room because he knew better than to try to shoo her off, and he saw Jenny had tucked herself in a corner to watch. That, too, was also not a battle he was going to win, so let her stay.
When the toilet flushed, Mike wondered how Eulalie had managed to go to the bathroom. Did she have a human butt? Or maybe she peed like people do? These were stupid questions to wonder about his guest, but his mind was much happier pondering these things until she stepped back into the hallway.
It was the legs. Each one was black and glossy, and they rustled when she moved. He wondered if she could walk along the wall or even the ceiling, and if the plaster could sustain her weight. A cold chill went up his spine as she came out of the hallway. Once back in the living room, her whole body moved upward a foot now that she wasn't about to hit her head on the ceiling.
"That's so much better," Eulalie said, then looked at everyone. "I'm so sorry for showing up unannounced, I didn't have a choice."
"You should have called," Dana told her. "Or sent an email."
"I would have if I could." While Eulalie spoke, one of her legs lifted and stretched out. When it eventually settled back to the ground, another one lifted and went through the same routine. "But that was no longer an option."
"Apparently," Lily grumbled from her corner. "You fucking Fed-Ex'd yourself across the country."
"It wasn't technically Fed-Ex," she said, then assumed a weird squat that made it look like she was sitting. This put her at eye level with Mike, which gave him something to focus on other than her body. "But yes, I did cram myself in a box and mail myself here. An overachiever at the post office decided to be nice and put extra nails in the box, which meant I couldn't get out."
"What brings you here?" Mike asked, his voice squeaking a little.
"I don't know," Eulalie said, turning her focus on him. He could see his reflection in all the extra eyes on her forehead. "Wait, sorry, that came out wrong. I have good reasons for coming, but am unsure of the root cause. My sister and I disagree on the severity of the situation. As Caretaker, I believe that you may hold the key to solving our dilemma."
"That's my job." His voice was steady this time. "Tell me everything."
"Thank you." She crossed her hands across her belly. "To begin with, my father Darren passed away over the winter."
Lily let out a noise like a squeak and left the room. Mike found this to be an odd reaction, but kept his attention on Eulalie. Trying to figure out what was going on inside Lily's brain was a madman's game.
"I'm sorry to hear that," he said. "Was he, uh, like you?" He looked at her legs again.
"No, he was human," she said with a wistful smile. "And he was wonderful. The only reason I bring it up is because it relates to why I am here. Everything that I'm about to tell you started shortly after his death. When he died, it was like a change had come over the forest. It seemed circumstantial at first, but a pattern started to emerge. My sister refused to see it, but my whole life is patterns, and she's just being stubborn."
"What do you mean by patterns?" asked Dana.
"There's a barrier around our home, much like your own," Eulalie said. "The former Caretaker Emily gave my mother permission to live there, where she would be safe from people hunting her. The magic that protects the place distracts and confuses anyone from entering who doesn't belong."
"We could use some of that here," Beth grumbled. "Maybe people would quit loitering in our yard."
"The magic isn't foolproof. Anyone determined can breach the barrier, or even just someone who gets really lost. My father used to patrol the boundary almost every day. He would occasionally find a lost hiker, or even a hunter who had tracked game into the area. Nothing too problematic."
"But after he died, no more patrols?" Mike asked.
Eulalie nodded. "For a time. My sister took them up, along with Uncle Foot. Sorry, Bigfoot."
"The actual Bigfoot?" Beth's eyes were shining with curiosity. "The real deal?"
"The one and only," Eulalie replied. "He also goes by Sasquatch, but don't call him a Yeti if you meet him. He's been living with my family since before I was born. It's why his sightings have been less frequent lately. Usually he would only leave to have meetings with other cryptids, or maybe he would get in a fight with my dad and leave to cool off."
"What the hell? What would your dad want to fight with Bigfoot about?" Beth was leaning forward so far that it looked like she may fall off her seat.
Eulalie chuckled. "One time, Bigfoot drank all of my dad's whiskey. It was a Special Reserve he had managed to pick up on one of his trips, but Uncle Foot felt like getting tanked and drained the entire bottle in less than an hour. While Uncle Foot was passed out drunk, my dad got pissed and shaved a reverse mohawk from his forehead down his back. When he woke him, Dad told him if he was going to be a giant, hairy ass then he should look like one."
Beth let out a squeal of mirth, then waved her hand apologetically. "I'm sorry, I'm just excited is all."
Eulalie looked at Mike. "Bigfoot fan?"
Big something fan, he thought to himself. "What was happening on these patrols?" he asked, hoping to get back to the subject at hand. "And tell me about the patterns."
Eulalie's eyes narrowed. "At first glance, the patrols were fine. Nothing ever happened. But then a pattern of nothingness emerged. Even on patrol, you're bound to see some form of game. Like a bear or a deer. Or maybe you don't see the animal, but you do see signs that it was there. But there were no signs at all, as if something was chasing our prey away.
"Anyway, once I realized that Velvet and Uncle Foot were coming back with less food than ever, so I did something I haven't done in a while. I set some traps of my own. I don't usually bother myself with hunting, but a girl's gotta eat."
"With..." he gestured at her waist, the word now stuck in his mouth.
"Webs? Yes." She reached under her skirt with one hand and pulled out a white glob of fluid that balanced perfectly on her middle finger. With a few deft movements, she created a Cat's Cradle, then shifted it around again so that the ensuing web looked like a butterfly. "Unlike my sister, my strengths lie in web-building." She looked around, then awkwardly crumpled the web and shoved it in her mouth.
"Thorry," she muttered. "Not thpothed ta wipe it on clothes."
Mike just stared at her, his mouth hanging open.
"What did you catch in the traps?" asked Dana.
"Some small game," Eulalie replied. "Not enough for a proper meal, but Arachne can go without for some time if we have to. Now, a lack of game is one thing, but it was too perfect. What really caught my attention was when I discovered that something had taken down my bigger traps. It isn't all just webs, mind you, I incorporate the environment into them. Some of my traps had been sprung, but it looked like the animal had been removed. Other times, I discovered that the trap had been taken down entirely, which doesn't make any sense. Not only are they difficult to spot, but some of these were high up in the trees. Someone would have to climb fifteen feet just to take them down.
"Therefore, this pattern of nothingness isn't natural. Something is chasing away our food, but for what purpose?"
"Interesting." Mike pondered over this information and stared at the floor. "There's nothing else in the forest with you guys?"
"Not anymore," she replied. "We had a huge goblin problem some years back—"
"Goblins?" His head snapped up. "You had goblins?"
"Yes. They took up residence in one of the cave systems, kept breaking into our barn and causing problems." She waved a hand dismissively. "That is a problem that we took care of years ago. Even if they had somehow survived this long, they would be too stupid to evade my traps."
Mike nodded. Tink was a genius in many ways, but he had been assured by Naia that her intelligence was completely off the goblin species chart entirely. "So something is taking down your traps and chasing off your food."
"I see it like a chess match. Our pieces were being eliminated before we even knew that the game had started. I'm here to get some new pieces to come and help us."
At the mention of chess, Mike couldn't help but throw a dirty look at Jenny. Checkers was one of the few games he would still play with her. The doll gave him a little wave and pushed herself further into her corner.
"And Velvet disagreed?" Dana asked. "Doesn't seem like her."
Eulalie nodded solemnly. "She's really struggled with everything since dad died. When I brought it up, I got lectured on being self-sufficient and how we didn't deserve to live if we couldn't do things for ourselves, blah blah blah. And Uncle Foot took her side because he promised dad that he would take care of us."
"So why didn't you just call?" Dana shook her head. "Or email, text, whatever. It's not like you're cut off from civilization."
"Oh?" Mike asked. He wondered what sort of technology the cabin in Oregon had. If anything, he bet it had a rotary phone.
"By the time I thought about contacting you, we actually had been cut off. Completely." Eulalie sighed. "The very same day I realized my traps were tampered with, I came home to discover that the fiber line we had run to our home had been severed and carried off. And cell service has always been spotty at best, but now it just doesn't exist out there anymore, almost like it's being blocked. Whatever is out there was watching me, and making moves of its own. Velvet and I got in a huge fight over it, and I told her I was leaving to get help."
"Why didn't Bigfoot bring you?" he asked. He knew that Bigfoot could move between trees using magic portals, but wasn't entirely certain of the mechanism.
"This house was cut off years ago, but we had no idea why. Having Bigfoot and a giant spider wandering the neighborhood trying to find this place would be a terrible idea. There isn't anywhere nearby we could just jump to. He needs certain trees when he travels." Eulalie chuckled. "So he helped box me up and dropped me off at a shipping office in Kentucky. There are still plenty of trees there for him to sneak around in."
"Seems like he could have come a lot closer," Beth said with a frown. "If it's trees he needs, anyway."
"Oh, he hates coming out east," Eulalie said. "And don't bother asking me why. Anytime I asked him about it, he furrows his head up and looks like a gorilla trying to force a monster shit out." Her cheeks flushed and she covered her mouth. "Oh, I'm so sorry!"
"Don't worry about it," Mike reassured her. "Our swear jar is full anyway, it's how we fund this place. It's a goblin problem of our own."
"Thank you, I—" Eulalie froze as Death entered the room carrying a teapot in one hand and a Viewmaster toy held to his face. His bony fingers were long enough that he could casually flick the lever that changed the image inside. He did this as he walked past, the Viewmaster letting out a hushed click as he chortled in glee.
"Can you see what he has?" Mike asked Beth.
"On it." She stood and followed Death into the dining room.
"Was that a ghost?" asked Eulalie in awe. "That teacup was just hovering, it was so wild!"
"That's...complicated." He heard Death protesting loudly and Beth came out of the dining room with the slide reel in her hand. She handed the slide to Mike, who held it up to the light.
"I will have you know, Mike Radley, that I paid mistress Tink the sum of twenty dollars for that slide," Death announced as he walked back into the room. "By the laws of state and local commerce, that item rightfully belongs to me."
He focused his eye on one image at a time and let out a laugh. The pictures were all of Tink in various states of undress, though a few of the pictures were just downright goofy. In one of them, she was wearing a pair of his boxers on her head with her nose sticking out of the fly.
"Mistress Tink?" he asked. "Since when do you call her mistress?"
"Transference of titles is another valid form of currency, Mike Radley." Death held out his hand expectantly. "Now please return my property."
"Yeah, sure." He extended his hand out, but Beth snatched it away from him.
"Where did you get twenty dollars?" Beth asked.
"Who are you guys talking to?" Eulalie asked in a whisper.
"Just a sec," Mike replied, curious to hear Death's answer.
"I found it," Death replied in an indignant tone.
"Where?" Beth asked.
The grim reaper scowled at her, the tiny flames in his eyes brightening. "In your bedroom," he replied. "On the floor. Unattended."
"That was my twenty dollars," Beth informed him with a scowl. "I keep cash in my purse for emergencies, it must have fallen out. Though I'm not sure how, because I never go anywhere."



"Aha!" He held up a bony finger. "Per the rules of 'Finders Keepers,' that money belongs to anyone who finds it when nobody else is nearby."
Beth squinted at him. "Finders Keepers isn't a valid law. But if it were, it certainly does not apply whilst inside of a domicile. Otherwise I could go into the office and claim your maps or your teacups whenever I wanted as long as you weren't around."
Death rose a hand to make a counterpoint, but faltered. "Hmm. Perhaps I misunderstood the full tenets of Finders Keepers, and I see that I have made an egregious mistake," he admitted. "In effect, those pictures now belong to you. Please accept my apologies. I would be happy to loan you my Viewmaster should you wish to view them."
"Ugh, no thanks. Here." Beth handed the disc over. "You can have it back. But no more taking money from my room."
Death took the disc from her and deftly slid it into place as he rushed out of the room toward the kitchen.
"And I want my own title!" Beth shouted after him. "Make it something good!"
"Are you guys arguing with a poltergeist?" Eulalie asked.
"That's just Death," Dana replied. "Just try not to let him walk through you, it feels awful."
"Wow," she whispered with shimmering eyes. "I always wondered what it would be like here, but never imagined it would be this busy! Emily invited Velvet and me when we were little and told us about some of the people who lived here, but I kind of forgot about them until I saw them out front. The banshee is pretty, can't believe I forgot about her."
Beth nodded. "That would be the geas," she said. "It alters memories when the old Caretaker dies."
Eulalie sighed, then looked at Mike. Her eyes shimmered under the lights of the living room. "This is so interesting, and I wish I was here under different circumstances, I really do. I often dreamt of coming here and getting to know all these different people, and maybe even being allowed to stay. But we need help. This is a lot to ask, but would you come to Oregon and see if you can help us? We just want somewhere to live in peace, I promise."
Mike nodded. The land was his, and therefore, so was the responsibility. "We can head out in the morning," he told her. "We don't have a Bigfoot, but we do have some tricks of our own. You lead me to the cabin and I'll see what I can do."
"Thank you so much, I—" She opened her mouth to say something else, but her stomach growled. Wincing, she put her hands on it. "It's been awhile, sorry."
"C'mon," Beth said, then took Eulalie by the hand. "Let's see if we have anything for you to eat, then we can figure out what to do next."
Mike watched them go, then let out a breath he didn't know he had been holding. Once he was certain that Eulalie couldn't see him, he shuddered. Even though Eulalie seemed nice, he couldn't look at her legs without feeling baby spiders all over his face. He felt bad, and promised himself that he would do his best to get over it.

🏠🏠🏠Up on the roof, Abella gazed balefully across the yard. The party had long since wrapped up, and though she was watching for signs of movement, it was the conversation inside the house that she was listening to.
She could hear it in his voice. A slight hitch here and there, or a quick clearing of the throat. Mike was nervous about this Eulalie character, and for good reason. The Arachne were dangerous, and if she had her way, she would have held that crate shut until someone set the damn thing on fire.
Footsteps on the roof alerted Abella that someone had joined her. It was Kisa, she recognized her soft footfalls. The cat girl sat next to Abella and pulled her knees up to her chin.
"You never sit with me," Abella noted. The roof of the home was big enough that they rarely even saw each other. In fact, if Kisa held still for long enough, Abella couldn't even hear her breathing, or see where she was. It was some type of magical invisibility that made people forget that she was there.
Kisa's ears flattened, and she let out a low growl. "Sorry," she mumbled. "That one kind of slipped out because I'm all worked up. Can I tell you something?"
"I suppose."
"That thing down there gives me the shivers." Illustrating her point, Kisa's spine stiffened, and she shook her head. "Like, holy shit. I've never seen a spider up close before, but her whole body is just...damn."
Abella nodded. "Have you ever wondered why humans have such a reaction to spiders?"
Kisa shifted forward, her tail moving around erratically.
"Can't say I have," she muttered. "Don't really stare at spooky shit and wonder why it's so spooky."
"It's primal. You fear things that are different, but it goes even deeper with arachnids. It's not just that they have eight legs and too many mouth parts. Your ancestors were hunted by them relentlessly. They could wipe out entire villages overnight if they wanted to, and only those who had a healthy dose of fear survived to pass the tales along. It's no different than your fear of the dark."
"You're saying that people are afraid of spiders because of the Arachne?"
Abella nodded. "Think about the things that humans are afraid of. Some are logical, like falling. Public speaking is bad. But why are spiders so high up on the list? Most of them are harmless."
"Hmm." Kisa surveyed the yard while toying with a bracelet on her wrist. It was a pretty yellow band that matched a similar one that Tink sometimes wore. "It's kind of weird, but I'm half a cat because I wore a cursed collar to fix my shattered legs. I'm not really in a position to argue."
"Do you know what hunts man?"
"Tigers. Sharks. Taxes." Kisa smirked at her own joke.
"Do you know what hunts the Arachne?"
"Really big fly swatters?"
Abella snorted in disgust. "The answer is nothing. No being in their right mind willingly hunts them for food. If this is just silly for you, I'd prefer you go someplace else to sulk."
"You really hate them, don't you?" Kisa looked at Abella expectantly.
Abella pursed her lips and nodded. "More than anything."
She spread her wings and leapt from the roof, soaring over the yard and then circling higher when she reached the edge of the geas. Down below, the yard had come to life with fairies, insects and lightning bugs. Their chorus reached Abella's ears, but brought her no joy as she attempted to reach the clouds.
How could Mike trust Eulalie so quickly? Despite Lily's assurance that the Arachne was safe, what if she tried to mate with him? It was instant death to mate with the Arachne, and Abella would die before allowing Eulalie to make a move on Mike.
She wanted to punch something or someone, but her options here were limited. To correct the issue, she flew outside of the geas. The magic was like a leash once she passed its boundary. It compelled her to return, but she could resist for a while. The sky had taken on the azure hue of twilight, and she wasn't worried about being spotted.
While soaring over a nearby park, she spotted a group of teens down by the edge of the lake. They were laughing while throwing rocks at a pair of ducks that were out on the water. About fifty feet behind them was a large stone monument dedicated to the park where they had leaned their bicycles.
With a grin, she landed nearby on the soft ground and wrapped her arms around the monument. She used her tail and talons to keep from sinking too far into the ground while she carefully lifted the conical monument into the air. As long as she didn't tilt it from side to side, it should remain structurally sound.
Once it was free of the soil, she wiggled her fingers down its cool sides until she could get her hands beneath the bottom and then lifted. The monument went into the air high enough that the bikes fell into the gap it had left. With a smirk, she set the monument down on top of them.
The bikes creaked as they bent and became pinned. Only their bent and mangled wheels remained visible. Should they ever be removed, the bikes would be completely unusable.
With a chuckle, she used her tail to wipe away her footprints and then lifted into the sky. Other than the laughing teens, the park was abandoned and she wasn't too worried about being spotted. She wished she could see their faces. Dishing out petty justice hadn't made her feel much better, but it was a start.
She flew toward downtown and found one of her favorite perches on a local church. After folding her wings about herself like a cloak, she pressed herself against the stone facade and shifted the color of her skin to match. From here, she could watch people moving about the city without fear of being spotted.
The pull of the house was growing stronger, but her anger made it easy to stay away. At some point, the compulsion would be too much, and she would have to take to the sky to protect the home once again.
No, that wasn't correct. She would fly home to protect him.
She could still picture the day she had met Mike, how she had listened in panic to his screams for help. The mandragora hadn't been fed in forever, and it was trying to consume him. Her limbs had been stiff, and she had fought to wake up and rescue him.
He had seemed so helpless in that moment, but had accepted her without any fear. It had been that way with all the Caretakers, an immediate kinship that they felt with the monsters of the house. But Mike had been different. He had been just as enamored of her as she had been with him, and she couldn't wait to feel his soft flesh against her fingertips.
She imagined that humans felt the same way about plush dolls as she did about them. They were so fragile and cute, she simply couldn't help it. This was a feeling that the others of her Clan had never shared, which was the main reason she was even here.
Pierre was the other.
Moving along the edge of the church steeple, she paused when she saw the gargoyle that had been built on the corner. It was like a devil, with large horns and fangs. The stone was new, maybe only a decade old.
Had it really been so long since she was here last? Time was an interesting construct for her. Her kind were capable of being still for months or even years if they wanted. It was like hibernation, and they would only awaken if threatened. The last time she had come here was after a fight with Emily, but she couldn't remember what the argument had been about.
At the time, she had been contemplating leaving the house because of something Emily had done. Still angry after arguing with her, Abella had come here to blow off some steam, ultimately deciding that the house was still her safest bet for survival.
She crouched along the edge, her eyes and ears on the people down below. A pair of women walked along the sidewalk, laughing at each other while they held hands. When she closed her eyes, the images came unbidden.
The French city of Marseille was sprawled out beneath her. The faint light of distant torches twinkled like fireflies, but her attention was squarely focused on the couple walking on the path beneath her.
They had met earlier, a nobleman and a young woman who lived down near the docks. If not for the class disparity, she wouldn't have paid them much attention, but the way he had spoken to her was far too familiar.
The man left after a brief discussion about the baked goods being sold in a nearby cart, but the woman took her sweet time picking out bread before leaving. Abella had waited, and been amply rewarded when the commoner met the noble in an alley next to a cobbler's shop. The two had embraced like lost lovers, only to be chased away by a stumbling drunk.
It had been easy to follow them. The night was dark, and there weren't many people out. Abella had moved along the building tops, making sure to keep the couple in view. The man led the woman to an isolated garden where they found a stone bench to sit on.
Abella gripped the edge of the roof she was on in anticipation, her fingers crushing the brick into powder that scattered on the breeze. The man sat on the edge of the bench and the woman on his lap with her back to him. He playfully grabbed her breasts through the thick fabric of her dress while licking her neck.
"C'mon, c'mon," Abella muttered, then licked her lips. It was very rare to get the opportunity to watch humans fuck, and it was usually through a window, or the view blocked by awnings. The woman was grinding her ass on the man's lap, and she could hear both their hearts thumping from where she sat.
The man ran his fingers through the woman's hair. Abella mimicked the move with her own hands, wondering how it felt to him. Her hair, being made of stone, was stiff and fairly unyielding. She had touched human hair before, but only on corpses. Humans were very squishy by nature, but their hair fascinated her most of all. What would it feel like to run her fingers through the thick locks of a woman? Or even a man?
Shivering in delight, her tail moved of its own accord and thumped on the stone of the building. Down below, the woman paused for a moment, her wide eyes scanning the area.
"Did you hear something?" she asked in French.
"I only have ears for you," he replied, then spun her around in his lap. He undid the laces of her dress to free her breasts and nibbled the pale flesh around her nipples. "Let me taste you," he muttered.
She acquiesced, her head tilting back. This gave Abella a phenomenal view, and she brought her tail around to put her foot on the tip. The last thing she wanted was to get so excited that she scared them off.
The woman was making noises that reminded Abella of a cat. They were gasps of joy and pleasure. Abella squeezed her own breasts out of curiosity, then frowned. It definitely didn't feel as good for her as it did the woman below.
The man was now fumbling with his belt, and the woman was doing something beneath her skirt. Clothing fascinated her, and she watched as the two of them shifted about for a moment before coming to a halt. They both let out moans of pleasure.
"Holy shit," she muttered. He was definitely inside her now, and the woman had arched her back. This wasn't just some chance meeting for either of them. Was she a servant of his? Or perhaps a secret mistress? Abella could see the ring on the man's finger. Marriage customs among humans were very quaint, but not always honored.
So, a forbidden romance, then? Maybe he was forced to marry for land or wealth, and the woman was a childhood love of his. Perhaps they had been in love this entire time, their entire relationship forced into seclusion. That would make this tryst even more precious, more passionate.
Abella gasped at the sudden sensation in her pelvis. Her hand had moved on its own down to her groin, and she stroked her stiff labia with the knuckles of her fingers.
The woman dismounted, then moved so that she was bent over the bench. The man moved to penetrate her from behind, and as he pressed forward they both let out cries that sounded like startled birds.
Groaning, Abella bit down onto the wall to keep from making any noise. Her teeth ground against the fine stone, and she let out a grunt as she worked one of her fingers into her triangular vagina. Designed for laying eggs, it was easily stretched, which meant a single finger wouldn't do.
She was up to four fingers when the man pulled himself out of the woman. His cock was hard to see in the darkness, but she could make out glistening fluid on the head of it that reflected the distant lights. The lovers shifted about so that the woman could take his cock down her throat, and Abella could hear her groan and swallow as the man came.
Abella was close to an orgasm of her own, and was strongly contemplating using the thick tip of her tail as a cock substitute when she heard the ominous creak of stone wings up above her. She groaned in disgust as another creature landed on the building behind her, then licked her fingers off before turning around.
"Peeping on the humans again, I see." Her brother Pierre smirked at her. "Aren't you supposed to be scouting right now, runt?"
She snorted at him. "You know I would have finished my task before indulging my fancies."
Pierre shrugged, a movement that sent a ripple through the massive muscles of his chest. Out of all of her siblings, he was by far the largest. Only a couple of men in the clan were larger than him: their leader Torsten and Seneca, their shaman.
"I would expect no less of you," he said with a grin that showed all his fangs. The large horns on his head curled downward like a ram, and he moved to join her on the edge of the building. "Don't these fleshlings know that there's a plague?"
"It's about passion, Pierre. They're in love." She spoke to her brother in whispers that couldn't be heard by humans from ten feet away, much less the top of a building. "Look at how he pines for her."
Pierre grunted. "If he pines for her, then why does he leave her before she finishes adjusting her dress?"
Abella watched in dismay as the nobleman threw some coin down for the woman and wandered off into the night. The woman tucked the money in the folds of her skirt and spent a couple of minutes rearranging her clothes before she left the garden. Gone was the illusion of love and passion, and the whole interaction now felt tainted.
"Hmmf." Pierre snorted in disgust. "They can't even breed properly. He has given her money for what? Access to her loins? Disgusting."
"They breed for fun," she explained, then stood to her full height. She was a full head shorter than him. "And it is the oldest profession in the world for a reason. Do you think she deserves shame if she earned some coin to feed her family?"
"Breeding creates more of them," he grunted. "She may have earned some coin, but what now? Will that coin feed the child that is born next summer? The humans are foolish, and I wish your fascination with them would wither like a flower in the fall."
Abella said nothing. Any argument she had with him here would only continue once they were back, and some of her other siblings would likely join in.
"That's what I thought," he muttered. "Come home, Abella." He opened his wings and leapt into the sky. She watched him ascend and then looked back down at the gardens below.
"Fuck," she muttered, then opened her wings to follow. Pierre was dozens of feet above her as she flapped her wings, and she was almost fifty feet above the garden when she heard the clattering of metal followed by a scream that was cut off.
Curious, she widened her ascent and looked down onto the cobblestone road below. Near the edge of the alleyway, she could hear the ringing of metal as a solitary coin rolled across the street and struck a stone before coming to a halt.
Instead of ascending, she hovered up above, moving her head back and forth in the hopes of catching another sound. The streets below were silent.
As she turned her head to look away, she spotted movement out of the corner of her eye along one of the nearby rooftops. The dark figure scurried across the roof with the woman slung over its shoulder, then leapt a thirty-foot gap onto another roof.
"Pierre?" She looked up at her brother, who was watching her. He had a look of confusion on his face.
She followed the mysterious creature. It rustled when it moved, and there wasn't enough light to see what it was. Perhaps a vampire? It had been a while since Abella had even heard of one actively hunting. There had been a clan in Eastern Europe that had gone head-to-head with one and only a couple of them lived to tell the tale. Usually if a creature like that was discovered, the clan would initiate contact to avoid a potential misunderstanding. There was plenty of room for everyone as long as the humans didn't cause trouble.
And if they did, the Clan would see fit to set things right. She dreaded the day that she would be commanded to kill a human, but she would do it to protect her family from destruction.



The figure jumped off a nearby roof and landed in the street, its body momentarily illuminated by a lantern that hung over the road.
Abella nearly fell out of the sky, and Pierre swore under his breath. The creature below had the legs and abdomen of an arachnid.
"Pierre?" she asked, her eyes wide. When she looked over at her brother, his face had become a mask of anger.
"We need to follow it," he said, his tone serious. "If it's passing through, then we'll let it go. But if it's part of a nest..."
He didn't have to finish. An Arachne nest could wipe out a city in a matter of months, which would bring the men in white. Monster hunting would begin anew, and her kind would see their heads mounted on buildings once more.
Down below, a man sneezed. The sound brought Abella back to the present, and she lowered her gaze to follow his movements. He was an older man in a white trench coat, and his footsteps were nearly silent. Though he was just some late night churchgoer, she couldn't help but be reminded of the men who had hunted her kind through the centuries.
"Baiseurs," she muttered. If the Order found out that the house was harboring an Arachne, they would waste no time laying siege to the place. The Society had been bad enough, but a worldwide organization devoted to maintaining order and hunting monsters was an entirely different problem.
She turned to look at the gargoyle next to her. It loomed over the ground below, it's expression haughty. In truth, it was much closer to a generic demon in appearance than one of her own kind, but it was merely a poor derivation of real events that had occurred centuries ago. A Clan had gone rogue and started hunting humans for sport. As a result, the Order had arrived and slain them all.
And now? The true name and purpose of the gargoyles had been lost to history. Now they were nothing more than a silly fairy tale that carried no weight, a creature to be placed on buildings for birds to shit on. They had become the garden gnomes of buildings.
With a glance, Abella confirmed that nobody was down below. Snarling, she gave the statue a shove, which ripped it free of the building. With little effort, she cast it over the edge and then moved along the side of the building so she wouldn't be spotted. The sound of the statue shattering brought a smile to her face. She had broken the last one nearly fifteen years ago. Maybe the church would spend its hard-earned money on feeding the poor instead of stupid decorations this time.
If not, she'd be back eventually. From her new vantage point, she watched the police arrive. A small crowd formed, including the man in the white coat that she had seen earlier. His face was pock-marked in scars, and he stood with his hands casually in his pockets. Maybe he was a wealthy patron of the church, now worried that his donation would go to renovations instead of actually helping people.
But that was rarely the way of things. Most humans would rather buy their way into heaven than earn it. For the first time in her life, Abella wished that Lily was nearby. The two of them would have a good chuckle over this.
She fought the pull of the house for a couple more hours. It was now late at night, and the crowd had dispersed. Other than a couple of people who crossed the police tape to grab souvenirs, she hadn't seen anyone in almost an hour.
Once back in the sky, the house attracted her like a beacon. What could have been a leisurely glide became a frantic push. Her gut filled with terror, and her mind was flooded with anxiety. What if something had happened while she was gone? What if the Society had returned? Maybe Eulalie had attacked Mike! Her wings pumped hard and fast, and the feelings vanished immediately upon crossing the boundary of the geas.
From up above, the house was quiet. A couple of lights were on, and she landed on the roof in a crouch, her gaze once more on the street. A couple of centaurs milled about in the darkness. She realized that they were carrying spears, but they seemed to be relaxed. Basic guard duty.
Inside the house, Mike was talking to someone. She leaned over the edge to hear him better, then let out a groan.
"Oh Mike," she muttered in dismay. What was she going to do with him?

🏠🏠🏠Mike stood over his desk with a map of Oregon laid out. A red outline had been drawn on it, and Reggie stood near the edge with his paws splayed out.
"I believe we can get you to here," he told Mike while tapping on the map with a claw. "My intel says that there are some abandoned cabins we can chew our way to, but we need to verify before we make you a big enough portal to go through."
"Hmm." He leaned over the map and let out a sigh. "I guess get us as close to the boundary as you can. Nobody should be waiting for us, but if they're watching, they will come."
Lily, who sat across from him, shook her head. "I don't see why you have to go," she told him with no small amount of anger in her voice. "Literally anyone else can go. Amir is still out there, and it bothers me that we haven't heard from him. If he's put any sort of force together, he is watching for you to leave the house."
"I know. But even if he is, he won't be able to force his way through. Based on Eulalie's explanation, only people who become seriously lost ever slipped through. Never anyone with a purpose. What do you think?" He addressed his question to a crystal ball on the desk. Inside the ball, he could see Ratu reclining on an ornamental chair.
"I agree with this assessment," she declared. "The geas here lets people onto the land, but they can't see the truth of things. I attempted to scry the location earlier, and it is practically unreadable. In fact, that map of the boundaries you have is insufficient. Much like the greenhouse, the land itself is bigger on the inside. Even if Amir could track you to Oregon, he couldn't track you directly."
The succubus scowled. "But what about here? Once he knows you're gone, what's to stop him from dropping by and storming the place?"
Mike looked at Ratu, then back at Lily. "We actually have options, but that's going to depend largely on you. Ratu, do you want to explain?"
"No." The naga lifted a cup of tea to her lips. "She needs to hear it from you, not me."
He frowned, then looked at Lily. "This is actually something that Ratu and I have been working on for a while. Ever since the whole Underworld incident, we've been working on different ways to keep the Society guessing, and we think we have a solution."
With a natural pause, he hoped that Ratu would take over. She did not.
"So," he continued. "Ratu got the idea from a magic bag of marbles. I'm...not even qualified to try and explain the theory behind them. Apparently, she has found a way to make it look like I'm in two places at once."
"And that involves me." Kisa spoke up from the corner of the room, which caused Lily to jump.
"Fucking sneaky-ass kitty cat," the succubus swore, placing a hand over her heart. "I forgot you were there."
Kisa stuck out her tongue in response.
"Kisa is my familiar," Mike explained. "We aren't entirely certain what that entails—"
"Other than constant fucking," Lily added.
"Once you go cat, all others fall flat," muttered Kisa, her tail twitching.
"But what it means," Mike interrupted with a raised voice. "Is that Kisa now has a soul signature similar to my own. That's actually a by-product of the, um..."
"Constant fucking." This came from Reggie, who nodded sagely. "A beneficial side-effect of maintaining your harem."
"They're not my harem. Please, everyone stop interrupting." Mike noticed that Ratu was laughing into her sleeve. "And you're not helping."
"I'm not buying it. A similar signature doesn't mean shit." The succubus crossed her arms. "You aren't selling me on this idea."
"Similar won't do the trick, but this will." He opened the top drawer of his desk and pulled out a silver band. "Ratu has enchanted this bracelet to amplify the signature. We tested it a few times and it seems to work."
"It almost works," Ratu added. "Amir cannot scry within the geas. At best, he will be able to see that Mike is in two places at once as long as he is on his own property."
"Which means he will need visual confirmation," Lily said, realization dawning on her face. "So, if he comes around..."
"Then we need someone who can look like me," Mike finished. "What do you say? Wanna play dress up for a bit? You can even boss everyone around and put on a good show."
"There's still a hole in this," Lily told him. "If they're watching the house, then they'll notice that the sundial isn't being turned."
"Tink is already on it. She is making a replica of the dial top that rotates. You will have to go out every day at a certain time and spin it."
"And a simple, non-violent scanning spell will reveal that I'm not you."
"Unless I'm with you." Kisa now stood in front of Lily. "Which they might not notice. Going unnoticed is my thing."
Lily looked down at Kisa, then up at Mike. "You really thought this through, didn't you?"
He laughed. "It's not like I've just been sitting around doing nothing. Especially with Sarah roaming about. Protecting this place is my number one job."
The soul of Sarah the witch had been trapped inside of a necklace after she had died trying to kill him in the greenhouse. During last year's siege, it had been recovered by Sarah's mother, Elizabeth. Nobody had any clue what happened afterward. It was possible that Sarah had learned her lesson and would be content being a proper cunt somewhere else entirely, but even he doubted that.
"So then why go?" Lily asked. "If protecting this place is your number one job, why not send someone else?"
Mike looked at the others, then wandered over to the window. Out in the yard, he could see the fairy lights sparkling in the garden. Centaurs moved around the perimeter, making sure to give the Jabberwock a wide berth.
"Two reasons. The first is that I've noticed that the geas here isn't working properly here either." He thought about all the people who had wandered into his yard recently, but that wasn't what bothered him. "Yesterday, someone tagged this place on Instagram. The Radley Estate, they called it. Cecilia was in the picture. She looked like a regular person, but that's just it. People used to come here and not see any of you at all. You were invisible. But now? It isn't the case. The neighbors could hear us last night, and that was hardly the noisiest we've ever been. I need to know why it isn't working properly, and the fact that a similar effect is happening in Oregon may be a clue. As the Caretaker, this is my problem to fix."
Lily let out a grunt. "I guess that's valid. But maybe the problem is here, and leaving is the wrong thing to do."
"That brings me to the second point." He turned to face the room. "It's a feeling. I actually feel something drawing me to Oregon. I haven't thought about it really until Eulalie brought it up. That time I went to the fae realm, we went through Ireland, remember? I could feel the property I own out there calling to me, but forgot about it. What if there's something I'm supposed to do? We've all just assumed that I take over caring for this place, but what if there's something else? Kind of like the sundial. Maybe the geas itself needs to be reset? I don't know."
"What did Naia say?"
"She didn't have an answer. In fact, she went blank when I asked, and we know what that means."
Lily nodded. "The geas is protecting the answer."
"You got it. So, this is what needs to be done. Tomorrow, I'm planning on going to Oregon, but this all hinges on your willingness to stay here and pretend to be me."
"You aren't going to just tell me to do it?" She flipped her hair defiantly. "I may just tell you no."
He smiled at her, then walked around the desk until they were only a couple inches apart. The smirk on her face melted when he touched her cheek.
"And that would be okay," he said. "We would figure something else out."
Her lips parted as she stared into his eyes. It looked like she was going to say something, so he waited.
Lily grinned, and she reached out and pinched his nipple through his shirt.
"Ow, fuck!" He swatted her hand away and covered his chest.
"I'll do it," she told him. "But I plan to be a huge fucking diva about it. And you'll owe me. Big."
"I expect nothing less," he said with a laugh. "King Reggie? Have your people make the necessary plans. With any luck, Bigfoot can help us set up a portal of our own to come back, so we won't have to risk the safety of your crew."
"It shall be done." The rat king gave Mike a salute, which caused his crown to fall off his head. He picked it up in his teeth and leapt down from the table. As he left the room, Beth walked in with a concerned look on her face.
"Mike? I need you to come with me."
"What's wrong?"
"It's Eulalie." Beth's brow was furrowed, and her voice contained a hint of panic. "There's something wrong with her."
Concerned, he followed Beth out to the garage. Dana had invited Eulalie to stay in her room beneath the garage, which had been an old oil pit that had been turned into a room. Dana stood in the middle of the room, her focus on Eulalie who sat in the corner. A small web had been built as a supportive hammock and Eulalie had gone limp inside of it.
"Eulalie?" He moved close to the web, but stayed back. Her eyes fluttered open at her name and she let out an exasperated sigh.
"I'm sorry, Mike, but I won't be able to lead you to the cabin." She sat forward, her arms resting on the webs.
"Are you sick?" he asked.
"Worse," she replied. "I'm getting ready to molt."
He shuddered in revulsion. There was no hiding his reaction this time.
"Can we wait a day or two?" Beth asked. "Until you're done?"
"It's going to take way longer than that," Eulalie replied. "Nearly a month."
"A month?" Mike was incredulous.
Eulalie nodded. "A month of discomfort and feeling bloated, followed by my exoskeleton cracking and falling apart as the tissue beneath expands. It isn't a pleasant process to watch, and I will be extremely vulnerable to injury that whole time and become a liability. I thought I had more time, but packing myself up in a box and being sedentary may have triggered it."
"It's okay." Dana moved toward Eulalie and took her hand. "We'll figure something out."
Eulalie looked at Mike, her eyes imploring. "None of this worked out like I thought it would, and now I'm a huge imposition. This fucking sucks...sorry."
"The jar is full already," he reminded her.
"I just...will you please go help my sister? I'll do anything."
"Eulalie." He kept his eyes up as he approached, trying to avoid looking below her waist. When he held out his hand, she took it. At once, he realized that her skin was covered in extremely fine hairs that he hadn't noticed before. Marveling at how soft her fingertips were, he gave her a confident smile. "Don't worry. We'll take care of everything. And you are welcome here as long as you like."
"Thank you," she said, then leaned forward and hugged him. Her arms were surprisingly strong.

🏠🏠🏠Velvet was crouched up in the tree, her legs splayed out amongst the branches. She was careful not to jostle the branches, afraid that she would knock free some of the ice that had accumulated there.
A young buck had wandered into the glade and was almost beneath her tree. It had been a little while since her last proper meal, and her stomach felt tight with hunger. She had been extra hungry recently, and had no idea why.
Probably a perk of getting old, she thought to herself. Nobody knew how Arachne morphology worked anymore, and she wondered how many molts she had left until she became old over a matter of weeks, just like her mother had.
At least it would happen to Eulalie first. Then the two of them could figure out if they got aches and pains like people did. True, one of her leg joints squished when it was cold out, but that's because she had injured it a couple years back and it hadn't healed straight. It would be right as rain eventually, but it was still annoying.
When the buck was beneath her, she dropped down out of the tree and tackled it to the ground. It let out a cry of alarm, but she snapped its neck with her powerful arms before it could fight back. She bit its neck in a few places, her digestive enzymes and venom now being pumped through its circulatory system. The venom would help the creature relax in its final moments, and the enzymes would soften it up for consumption later.
She slung the buck over her shoulders and waited for Emery to fly over from his secret perch. The imp landed on the animal's head and perched on its stubby antlers.
It was a few miles through dense forest, but she traversed it with ease. The woods were eerily silent, which wasn't abnormal whenever she was out for a hunt. They could sense the predator moving among them, but it was more than just animals hiding.
The forest itself felt afraid. It was a stupid idea to have, but even when she hunted, she could still hear the river, or feel the wind currents as they blew through the trees. Everything had gone absolutely still, the whole world silent except for the soft padding of her feet on snow.
"I don't like this," Emery muttered from his perch. "I feel like something is wrong."
She nodded her agreement. "I'm moving as fast as I can. Seems like game is getting harder to come by, at least this one wasn't all the way by the barrier."
"There was something off about that bear," Emery added. "I wish you hadn't eaten him."
"Well, it didn't kill me, so your wish is wasted. Besides, I—"
Near microscopic air currents moved across the sensitive hairs of her body, and she froze in place. The currents moved across her body, the result of something circling around her behind the trees, and she scanned the perimeter. Her eyesight was extremely good, particularly when it came to movement, but whatever was out there remained hidden.
She kept walking as if nothing was wrong, then frowned when she detected more movement from up ahead. There were two of them now, and they were moving parallel with her.
She was being hunted. It had been over a decade since something had bothered to tangle with her, and even longer since she herself had become prey. Whatever it was, it was either stupid or crazy.
And now there were three of them.
"Emery, move onto my shoulder, please."
"I am quite comfortable—"
"Not a request, Emery." She threw the imp a warning look. His features softened into understanding, and he hopped onto her shoulders, his feet grabbing tight to her jacket. The material was thick and warm, but she wore it mostly because it had been her father's.
She debated abandoning her kill and watching from the trees up above, but her hunger kept her from doing so. The winter had been a long one, and she had spent far too much time mourning her father's death and not enough hunting. Poor Eulalie couldn't even help, because it was hard to spin webs when the world was frosted over.
A branch snapped, and something dark leapt out of the shadows, moving so fast that it was a blur. It let out a screech of rage, but Velvet used the buck as a makeshift club and smashed it into the creature before leaping into the trees above. She didn't get a good look at her attacker, because she dropped out of the tree to avoid a rock the size of a suitcase being launched at her head.
Emery screamed as she tumbled, but she landed on her feet and bolted. The pine needles rustled around her as her attackers gave chase, and she cursed the meal that she was being forced to leave behind.
Chirps and hoots could be heard now as the hunters chased her down, but she was no ordinary prey. She danced among the tree tops and scrambled over boulder fields so fast that she nearly lost them on multiple occasions, but the damned things were fast.



What were they? It wasn't the first time they had been attacked, but it had been so many years since another cryptid had appeared in the forest.
"Damn you, Emily," she swore under her breath. The prevailing theory was that the former owner of the land had given blanket invites to many creatures in the hopes of creating a sanctuary for them. This alone would allow them to breach the barrier, but there was no way of knowing if that was still true because Emily had died.
The hooting stopped, and Velvet dropped out of the tree when she sensed something big moving her way. It was a log that had been sharpened and strapped to the branches overhead, and it narrowly missed her.
They had been herding her. Down on the forest floor, she backed herself up against a stone slab and watched as they emerged from the shadows. They stood between three and four feet tall, and their skin was a mottled grey. They were humanoid with vicious teeth and comical pot-bellies. A couple of them drew bows and nocked arrows.
"Not today," she muttered, and drew the pistol from its holster. It was a Sig P220, also her father's. He had carried it for years in case of a bear attack. She had never had any use for the firearm, and only brought it along because it felt like he was still by her side.
One of the humanoids fired its bow, and she scuttled to the side, the arrow shattering on the rock. The other took longer to aim, and the Sig barked twice. The first shot went wide, but the second caught the creature in the chest, sending it back with a loud oomph.
They rushed her, and she got off two more shots before they were on her. She lashed out with her legs, and then grabbed one and smashed its skull into the rocks. The creature didn't die, but the others fell on it almost immediately to tear it apart.
"Fuck this," she muttered, then snatched up Emery, who had gotten knocked off. She leapt over the slab of rock and tumbled head over feet down the other side before dashing off into the woods again. Behind her, the sounds of pursuit became louder.
She knew the woods around her like the back of her hand, and she dashed off toward a deep ravine to the west. Once there, she jumped, crashing through dense pine-covered branches before landing nearly thirty feet below.
"That should—" she began, but two of the creatures landed in front of her. She fired the Sig two more times, dropping them both. Up above, the trees had become loud with the sound of crashing bodies, and Velvet dashed away. When she looked over her shoulder, there were maybe ten of them in hot pursuit.
Up ahead, she spotted more movement in the trees, but it was something far larger than the squat humanoids. She ran past a thick Ponderosa Pine and was relieved when the figure stepped into view.
Standing almost nine feet tall and covered in thick fur, Bigfoot let out a roar that startled birds out of hiding, then grabbed one of the creatures before it could stop and smashed it into a tree so hard that the trunk splintered. The others were undeterred by this new development, and moved to attack him.
Bigfoot slammed a massive fist into one of the creatures, launching him through the trees and out of sight. Another got kicked hard enough that its head was on backward by the time it landed, its eyes already rolling up in its head.
"We need to go," he growled, then wrapped his arms around Velvet and pulled her behind a tree. They were instantly out of the ravine and over half a mile away, teleported by his magical ability to walk between the trees. They could hear the creatures hooting in the distance. In just a few steps, Velvet and Bigfoot were another mile away.
"What the hell were those things, Uncle?" She looked back over her shoulder.
Bigfoot's face scrunched up, which was impressive to behold, as very few things rattled him. "They went by many names once upon a time. Teihiihan. Others called them Nirumbi. They were a blight on the land. Murderous little cannibals nasty enough to unite the human tribes. I thought they had been wiped out."
Velvet smirked. "I bet people think that about all sorts of cryptids."
"Yeah, well, these ones were an odd lot." They traveled another hundred yards and were now ten miles away. "Even if they were still around, this isn't where they normally live."
"Did they migrate?"
He shook his head. "I don't know. But we need to get you home first, and make a plan. They will be looking for you, and will have the advantage at night."
Velvet sighed. "Wish I still had my sword."
He chuckled. "I'll sharpen a stick for you."
The clearing around their home appeared almost as if by magic, and relief filled her body once she saw the log cabin and the nearby barn. They walked along the overgrown path that no longer saw any use from her father's jeep.
"I'm glad you found me," she said.
"I came running as soon as I heard the gunshots." He stopped next to the barn and raised a massive arm to lean on it. "I don't know what I would do if something happened to you."
She smiled. "You would do what you always do—keep being Bigfoot."
He squinted at her, then laughed. "Because that's what Bigfoot does." It was an old joke that he had told her as a child. He and her father had gotten in a disagreement that involved alcohol, and her dad had told Bigfoot to get a job. This had caused Velvet to pester him endlessly about what sort of job he was going to get.
"C'mon, let's head inside and see if there's anything to eat." She knew there wasn't, but there was always the hope that her sister had stashed a raccoon or a pair of squirrels somewhere.
When she opened the front door of the cabin, she realized that Bigfoot was still out in the yard, his face concerned.
"Uncle Foot?"
"Velvet, I—" Bigfoot stumbled, and his pupils dilated. He let out a groan and tipped over as if in slow motion, his heavy limbs thumping on the ground.
"Uncle Foot!" She was at his side in an instant. When she rolled him over, she noticed an arrow sticking out of his shoulder. It came free easily and had only barely penetrated his fur. The wound wasn't deep enough to hurt him, which could only mean one thing.
"Poison," Bigfoot muttered as she dragged him toward the cabin. He was heavy, and it took several minutes before she even had him up the stairs.
Just as she got him inside and closed the door, the nearby forest came to life with the sounds of chirps and hoots.

🏠🏠🏠I super hope you enjoyed that chapter, I have been dying to integrate the Arachne girls and Bigfoot into the main universe since I finished the Last of Her Kind! It's gonna be so much fun once Mike hits the Oregon Trail, you have no idea!
Once again, thanks for taking the time to read, and I super appreciate all of you. Make sure to hit those stars and leave a comment. I do try to read them all, but it's officially impossible with over 80 submissions. If you have something you reeeaaallly want me to see, then use the feedback form and it goes straight to my email (I'm guaranteed to see them).
Coming next chapter! Mike is off to see his mountain property, leaving the home in Beth's hands. Will Lily impregnate everybody? Who will go with Mike to Oregon?
Stay tuned! Much love to all of you, take care of yourselves!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Here it is, Chapter 10 of Dead and Horny!
This chapter is the shortest one in the book because it's the calm before the storm, so buckle up. There are only two chapters after this one!
I want to thank everyone for your kind words and feedback over the last several months. This started as an attempt to give you some sparkling fresh content during Covid, but it's also given me some breathing room in regards to writing my main HFHM storyline.
Some final revelations coming up! I hope you enjoy this chapter, and thank you for being awesome!
The After-Party
Lily's mind flitted about like a bird in a cage, unable to focus long enough to reform her body. The darkness of her mind transformed into smoky clouds that curled around her like snakes as she plummeted through the Dreamscape toward destinations unknown. Occasionally she would see her own hands, or even her legs, but her non-existent insides felt like they were on fire.
The smoke parted and she slammed into the cold marble tile of the Black Palace hard enough that the floor shattered like glass, sending her through the floor and into the level below. This floor was identical to the one above, but the world became black and white, as if her landing had knocked the color clean out of it.
When she stumbled to her feet, she saw Tristan coming down the stairs toward her in a silken robe, his crocodile grin revealing all of its teeth. She growled and held her hands out in front of her, her fingertips wavering in and out of existence as she tried to concentrate. Had she already reassembled herself? She was disoriented, and everything felt wrong, somehow.
"You tried to have me killed," he said, only the voice wasn't his, but Aladdin's. When Tristan's foot touched the floor, a golden wave of light blossomed outward and gave color to the interior of the Black Palace, which then warped and became a different castle from another lifetime ago. His skin peeled away as her present triggered the past, and he completed his metamorphosis, Aladdin now standing over a younger version of herself. It was another memory, and she growled in frustration when she realized that she was stuck once again in a bad dream.
"I did," said Lily of the past, who was crumpled on the floor. Her wings had been torn up, and she was held to the floor by a golden chain that connected to a collar around her neck.
"Not this one," Lily shrieked, suddenly realizing where they were. It was bad enough that she had to relive all of her worst moments, but Mike's soul was the one that was actually chained to the floor right now, and she suddenly couldn't catch her breath, knowing the pain that was about to be inflicted.
"But why, my beautiful flower?" He knelt down in front of her and lifted her chin so that their eyes met. "Haven't I been nothing but good to you?"
"No, you haven't." Lily spat in his face. "My only regret was that my plan didn't work."
Aladdin let go of her chin and stood, then swung his boot up and into her jaw.
"I gave you immortality," he told her. "I gave you the power to be any man's desire, to hold someone's attention with a look, to seduce with a glance. Each of these gifts, by itself, should be enough for your fealty."
"Fuck off," she spat at him, then tried to stand. He pointed at her with two fingers and then swung his hand down, and the chain shortened into the ground, preventing her from standing the rest of the way.
"Oh, I'm afraid you and I shall never see eye to eye again. But you have my curiosity." He sat on a silver throne so that he could look down on her. "All these years, you have done my bidding without question, so why now? Why whisper my location into the ears of my enemies? Why the sudden desperation to, as you told them, end my pathetic existence?"
Lily knelt down by her former self, knowing that Mike could hear her. "It'll be okay," she told him, then turned her gaze on Aladdin. She knew exactly why her mind had gone to this memory, and it was because of what had happened in the Black Palace. Tristan was just a weak copy of Aladdin from so many years ago, back in a time when he probably could have been stopped.
Lily of the past shivered, struggling to avoid the answer, but then hung her head. "It's because you humiliated me," she muttered, then tilted her eyes toward him. "Back when I fucked up that attempt on the pope. Pious bastard, if Meridiana hadn't succeeded with one of his predecessors, he wouldn't have been expecting it."
"Oh? I do find this interesting." He leaned forward in his seat. "I've humiliated you so many times before, so what makes that time any different?"
"You know why!" She spat at him.
"Indeed. Such a simple thing to get so upset over, but then again, I've never understood the whims of a woman. Perhaps I should indulge myself in it again?"
Lily shook her head. "Please, no, anything but that."
Aladdin laughed. "Why bother begging? You have to obey me." His face became serious, and his fingers curled into the ends of his armrests, gouging out the metal with his elongated fingernails. "So obey."
Weeping, Lily tugged at the fabric of her boots, sliding them away from her body. Thick, tangled fur appeared about halfway down her calf, and the boots came off completely, revealing that her feet were little more than elongated hooves. She stood defiant, her lower lip trembling as Aladdin stared at the one part of her body that couldn't be changed, only hidden.
"Every bit of you is perfection," he told her, then stood. "Except for one."
She looked away, her eyes shimmering. "You made me take them off for an entire day, then whored me out to a village. They all saw my demonic legs, and knew me for the monster I am. That's why I wanted them to kill you."
He clucked his tongue. "Interesting. You don't like the sight of your own feet?"
"I don't like that they remind me of what you did to me. It's the one part I can never change."
"I granted you immortality." His voice was dangerous now, but Lily didn't care. "There's always a price."
"My soul was the price," she whispered. "No matter who I become, I will always be a product of your spite."
"Hmm." Aladdin stroked his beard, which he had grown in the last decade in order to hide his appearance. He walked around her as if appraising a statue, pausing only long enough to pinch her or run his finger along her body. "You are my servant. It troubles me that you can even consider such a betrayal."
"I may be your servant, but only because you are the owner of my heart." She sneered at him now that he was in front of her once more. "Whoever holds my heart is my master, which means that there will be a day that someone else owns me. And if I get the chance, I will ask them to let me rip your face off."
This drew a laugh from Aladdin. "Do you truly think you could hurt me? After all, we were in love once."
"I don't feel love for you. Not anymore." She shivered in the cool air of the palace, her cloven feet clicking against the marble floor.
"And you would be free of me?"
"I would." She glared at him, her eyes glowing like hot coals. "Free of you forever."
"Then let us play a game." He sat back down on his throne. "Since you are feeling so...empowered. I don't like that you have the freedom to encourage others to do me harm, and I worry that any set of commands I give you may eventually have a loophole for you to exploit. I also don't like it that you seem to think I am beneath you, just a temporary stop on an immortal journey. You and I are forever, my dear Lily, and nothing will ever change that.
"Let's make a deal. In your current...hideous state, I think it would be impossible for you to get me off. If you can make me come before daybreak, then you are free to take my soul just as you would any of your victims. Once you have taken my soul, then you can have your freedom."
Lily lifted her head. "You're aware that such a deal would allow me to break my pact with you, right? Putting your soul on the line is the strongest kind of magic, and will supersede any prior agreement. Being my master won't protect you, and I will keep you for all eternity in my asshole, and make you clean it with your tongue."
"Such foul language. Of course, I'm aware. Souls may be plentiful, but they are a powerful currency to a demon like you. It's the most valuable thing I can offer, after all."
Lily narrowed her eyes. "And what happens if you win?"
Aladdin narrowed his eyes. "You will never again make any attempt to subvert me. You will be an obedient and loyal slave in all regards, and you will certainly keep a civil tongue. Is that understood?"
Her eyes were now ablaze with fire, and she let out a maniacal laugh. "Despite my deformity, you've always been quick to finish. All that lust for power, yet you never spent much time learning how to be a marathon runner."
He chuckled. "Why don't you use that dirty mouth of yours on my dick?" With that, he shifted his robes aside to reveal a massive, magically enhanced member. Dark energy crackled along it, and he waved it around. With his free hand, he snapped his fingers, causing the golden chain to snap.
When Lily walked across the floor, her cloven hooves clicked on the cool tile. Her wings had disappeared, but her tail was coiled around her waist like a belt. The air around her shimmered as a result of the heat along her skin, and when she reached Aladdin, she knelt down and opened her mouth wide to reveal a pair of fangs and a forked tongue.
"Since you seem to enjoy my demonic side, why not take it up a notch?" When she inhaled him into her mouth, Aladdin grinned, and his eyes turned a dark purple color.
"It was a bullshit bet," Lily explained for Mike, walking around the scene that was unfolding. Just because he was stuck in the dream didn't mean he shouldn't know what was going on. After all, it wouldn't just be the events that he would experience, but her thoughts and feelings, and she didn't want him to live with false hope. "What I didn't know at the time was that Aladdin no longer had a soul to claim. This was the moment where I fell to my lowest. This first time, he only lasts twenty minutes, and when he came, I tried to pull his soul from his body, only to discover that I couldn't find it. Hours will pass, and I use every part of my body to get him off while he laughs at me, knowing that I don't understand why I can't take his soul."
When she reached her hand out to touch her past self, it actually connected. She stroked her own cheek and shook her head in sadness. Mike's soul was about to see this first hand, to experience the degradation of being forced to service Aladdin all night. He would call her names, make fun of her, and treat her like shit until the rays of the dawning sun would scatter through the nearby window, illuminating them both.
"He didn't have a soul." She now stood next to Aladdin. "After this bet, I found out that he exchanged his soul for immortality. And do you know how? There are only a couple of rules if you join his society of evil assholes. One is that all knowledge must be shared. True, everyone is still entitled to their secrets, but spells and rituals are meant to be exchanged when discovered. But the other big rule is that you don't fuck with the ancient ones, those beings who live outside of time and space. Anyone with knowledge of them knows that this is common sense, but there's more to it than that.
"He found a way to communicate with one of them. They don't have names, not in the sense that words can properly communicate. It's a specific feeling, almost like trying to describe the color red to a blind person. You can dance around it all you want, yet never make any headway. So, this asshole opened a door to the other side and handed over his soul to one of these beings for safe keeping. It was a trick on his part, because now his soul is stretched across time and space, kept safe from crossing over. Maybe it's a chew toy for an elder god, or its fucking teddy bear, but the agreement was that as long as this being has his soul, he cannot be destroyed. That's why he doesn't want to others talking with them, because he's afraid that they will learn his secret and maybe even surpass him."
Down below, she could now hear the sounds of her past gagging on a massive cock. When she looked back at Aladdin, his eyes had rolled back in ecstasy.
"What he didn't know was that making this bet freed me, in a sense. You see, because he bet something he couldn't hand over, I was allowed to continue being my loveable self, to try and stymie him at every turn. He stuffed me back in my ruby and allowed the others to use me as they saw fit. I was a toy that no longer interested him, that couldn't keep his attention. But the one thing he did know was that I would try to betray him the first chance I got. When you bet your soul against me, it broke his ownership, and now he knows that I'm out there, waiting to fuck up his day."
She stood for a minute to watch the scene before her, her breath suddenly caught in her throat. Without thinking twice, she knelt down and unzipped her boots, then stepped out of them. The fur of her legs was darker than before, and smelled of a burning campfire.
"I can't stop this from happening again," she explained. "But I'll be damned if I have to watch you go through the same things that he made me do."
She touched her former self again, and then gave her a hard shove. Mike's soul fell onto the hard tile as Lily scooted sideways to take his place, to relive the humiliations that Aladdin had brought down on her a second time. It wasn't even a hard choice, and as she took Aladdin's cock in her hands, she looked over at Mike.
"I...this isn't going to be pleasant." The dream had frozen, but she could feel it struggling to resume. "You can leave, or go for a walk, this will be awhile."
"No." Mike moved over to her and took her by the hand. "If you have to struggle through this again, I'll stay."
"Mike, I..." she closed her eyes against the intense pressure of the flashback. She didn't know how to tell him that she didn't want him to see her humiliation, but she desperately wanted him to be there for her after. Her inner turmoil was causing the dream itself to strain, and then suddenly it snapped back into place.
"That's right, use that tongue," Aladdin commanded. "Let's see what you've learned from centuries of being a slut."
"I am so tired of this guy." Mike stood and contemplated Aladdin with his hands on his hips. "I am so tired of watching you suffer. And I am very tired of looking at his smug fucking face." He balled up his fists and took a swing at Aladdin, and Lily was surprised when his fist connected.
Aladdin was knocked backward onto the floor, letting out a grunt of pain. He put a hand to his face and pulled it away to reveal that blood was now running down his nose.
"Mike! How are you doing this?"
"Does it matter?" Mike walked up to Aladdin and gave him a kick, sending him back down onto the ground. "Why bother questioning the logic of a dream? These memories belong to you, not the other way around. You shouldn't have to relive them unless you choose to."
"Mike Radley." Aladdin stood and his features rippled, transforming him into a middle eastern man in a business suit. "I see that—"
"Not interested." Mike kicked him again, knocking him to the ground. "You aren't really him, you're just a shit memory trying to reassert yourself. Besides, I figured out that you and Amir are the same person forever ago, so none of this dramatic reveal nonsense."
Lily gasped when Mike knelt over Amir and strangled him. It was true that Aladdin had long ago given up his given name in an attempt to hide the controversy around all of the world's major djinn vanishing at once, as well as give him a fresh start.
Mike balled Amir up like a piece of paper, his body squishing down as if made of foam. Once Amir was crumpled up into a small sphere, Mike popped him into his mouth and bit down, chewing noisily while blood ran down his lips.
"Tastes like an asshole, too," he mumbled around the edges of his mouth, then swallowed.
"You...just ate him?"
"I did." Mike came over to Lily and smiled at her, then held out his hand to help her up. She took it, and was now face to face with him, his eyes only inches from her own.
"This isn't like you," she told him, her arms around his waist.
"And being the damsel in distress isn't like you, but here we are." He pulled her in for a kiss, and she felt the heat of hellfire flow from his mouth into her own, warming her up from the inside. The Dreamscape shivered around them and became a blank slate, and she closed her eyes to bask in the moment. It could have been minutes, hours, or even days for all she knew, for time was so hard to track.
When the kiss broke, he touched her cheek and then caught her chin between his thumb and forefinger. "All these human emotions that you're feeling can be overwhelming, but there will be plenty of time to explore them later. Right now, I need you to do something."
"Anything." She searched his eyes, curious what his request would be. He leaned in until his mouth was right next to her ear, his breath tickling the hairs of her neck.
"I need you to go back to the Black Palace," he told her. "Find Dana, make sure she's safe. Then go back inside that building and fuck up that little dragon man. Teach him that you're nobody's bitch. Let out all that rage. Be the demon I know you can be."
"Mike." She whispered his name like a prayer.
"And once you're done," he told her, his voice barely a murmur. "I want you to bring that pretty little ass of yours home."
He gave her a pinch on the butt for emphasis, and the dream popped like a bubble.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Cyrus watched Dana carefully, wondering what she was about to tell him. He could tell she was choosing her words carefully, and imagined that he would only be getting partial truths at best. Still, he was alive, which meant whatever she had planned, he may still have a chance to prevent it.
"It's a long story, and I don't have all the answers." She turned her eyes out onto the water, and Cyrus relaxed a little. Dana had a predatory gaze that unnerved him, and it was a relief to be away from it. "I was killed by a necromancer. He used his magic to lock my soul to my body, so I can't die, and my soul can't move on."
"A necromancer?" Cyrus was now very concerned. The Order actually had a couple of necromancers who worked for them, but they were heavily monitored. Their main purpose was research, whether it meant reviving a corpse to ask questions or assembling a meat puppet to train knights and mages in hand-to-hand combat. "Where is he now?"
"Dead."
Cyrus grimaced. "You can't be sure of that. A necromancer has any number of tricks, and—"
"Oh, we're a thousand percent sure. Lily killed him, she fed him to a mimic to make sure he stayed dead."
"A what?!?" He stared up at the piece of furniture holding him in place and a cold sweat broke over his body. Mimics had been around for centuries, and the Order had disposed of quite a few. They were little more than beings that existed to eat absolutely anything that came within reach. Mimics were considered to be the same threat level as a succubus because they could hide anywhere for years without needing to take a single bite.
"I wouldn't worry about Tick Tock. He's only here to help me. You've already met, by the way. He was the engine in my motorcycle."
"Who are you?" he asked, his voice now high-pitched. "You claim that you were killed by a necromancer, yet you own a succubus and have tamed a mimic."
"I don't own anybody. Lily and Tick Tock are my friends, and they came with me to help." She flicked a small stone off the rocks where it landed in the water. "I was actually just an innocent bystander who got caught up in a much bigger world. That asshole up there has a magical artifact that may help bring me back to life, but we didn't expect him to be so dragon-like when we got here."



On that account, Cyrus had to agree. But now another realization had sunk in, and he had to know.
"If you're dead, then what are you?" he asked. "Or, rather, what sustains you?"
Dana frowned. "Technically, I'm supposed to eat the flesh of the living. But we found a way around it. I don't want to be a killer."
"Dana, are you a...a zombie?"
Her silence was deafening, and when she nodded, he felt his stomach drop. She was a category of being that required immediate extermination, and if his hands were free, he would have already done so.
"You don't need to worry about it," she told him. "I'm not going to eat you. In fact, I haven't eaten anybody yet."
"But you will," he warned her. He had never heard of a zombie with retained intelligence. No matter how strong her mind was, he knew that once her instincts kicked in, she would become nothing more than a feral being who consumed all within her reach.
"And that's why we need that stupid necklace," she told him, then shifted on the rocks so that she was closer to him. "I'm not a normal zombie, if such a thing exists. If I die, my soul is stuck here, in whatever is left of my corpse. Trust me, if a bullet to the head would have done the trick, I would have done it and moved on already. In fact, one of your guys did put a bullet in my head. I have a pretty good appreciation now of what insanity feels like, all your thoughts flitting around like a swarm of angry bees." She shuddered.
He didn't know what to think at this news, but Dana was perhaps a bigger danger than what he had encountered in the Black Palace.
"He eats virgins," she said, out of the blue, then pointed up. "Tristan. That's how he became a dragon so fast."
"Makes sense." Cyrus had no idea what he was going to do with that bit of information, but a bunch of pieces of the puzzle clicked into place for him. "Dragons covet wealth. In a way, purity is considered equally as valuable as gold. It's why dragons of old would request virgins, it's the symbolism. Out of curiosity, did he try to control you?"
Now Dana looked puzzled. "I don't think so. He told me to do something, and when I ignored him, he had me offed."
Cyrus nodded. "Dragons are like any other creature. Magic or not, there's always change over time, a type of evolution. Dragons can make huge evolutionary leaps from one generation to the next, and being able to command a woman who is about to be your next meal was a survival mechanism. It's how we were taken out, actually. He commanded the women in my team to attack the men, and our strongest fighter happens to be female."
"Why would dragons be afraid of women?"
"Not regular women. Witches, warriors, anyone who could fight. It's how we, the Order, used to take them out once upon a time. Send in a qualified wizard or knight as the virgin sacrifice and then kill them when they got close. Dragons have the ability to use magic, so the few malicious ones that had command of magic quickly adapted and passed it onto their young."
"Makes sense. Yeah, his magic didn't work on me, and it really didn't work on Lily. He actually breathed fire on her, and she disappeared. I'm kind of worried."
"Your succubus will be fine. Dragon fire may be hot, but hellfire is hotter still." His problems were currently magnified, but he now saw opportunity. If Dana was immune to Tristan's magic, maybe he could work out a temporary arrangement. "I assume she'll be back when her body puts itself together. Demons are fallen angels, after all. But now I wonder if maybe we can't help each other."
She looked at him and frowned. "It sounds good in theory. I think we both want to get the necklace away from that asshole, but we're never going to agree on what to do with it. I'm also aware that you are carrying weapons on you, I can smell the magic coming out of your pockets."
"It's true, I am armed. And yes, you're right in that I expect the necklace to come with me when we're done." He grunted in frustration. She wasn't wrong in the fact that he would take a shot at getting rid of her as soon as things were over. He couldn't allow her to continue living as she had, but he definitely couldn't go into the house, rescue Tasia, and take down Tristan on his own. "What if...So I know a spell I can cast, a binding spell. It would keep us from harming each other until sundown tomorrow. That way, you know I won't stab you in the back, and once we've taken down Tristan, we can argue over the necklace with plenty of time before the spell ends."
Dana turned her head toward the water, as if in contemplation. He hoped it wouldn't occur to her that any spell he cast wouldn't apply to Tasia herself, who would be happy to finish the job for him. He turned his gaze toward the building above, suddenly worried about his subordinate. She was easily one of the strongest knights the Order had produced in a generation, and he really hoped she would be able to come out of this ordeal intact.
"Let's wait for Lily, but then you've got a deal." She stood on the rocks and limped toward a crevice that was invisible in the shadows, then wedged her leg in it.
"Oh, please tell you aren't going to—" he winced when she twisted around and let out a loud grunt, then pulled herself across the rocks. There was a scraping noise, followed by a loud pop, and Dana let out a moan and pulled her leg free.
"That's disgusting," he muttered in horror.
"Oh, shit, I'm sorry. I didn't know my dislocated leg made you so uncomfortable." She was walking around now, then did a couple of stretches. "Before Lily gets back, do you have any plans for how to get back in and take him down?"
Cyrus grimaced, then looked up at the home above them. He had more than a couple of ideas, but all of them hinged on being able to separate Tasia from Tristan. "It'll have to be before morning. He's leaving to check something out, and I'm hoping his militia's guard will be down."
"That all depends on Lily. I'm not going back up there without her."
He nodded. Truth be told, he felt exactly the same way. His main concern was that the succubus wouldn't be so forgiving in his presence, and the thought of having his soul eternally damned truly frightened him. He had seen so many things in his life, saved so many lives, that he felt that he deserved at least the illusion of a peaceful afterlife, not whatever hellscape awaited those that the demon consumed.
His attention fell back on Amida, and he fought back the sadness that threatened to overwhelm him. So much potential, gone in the blink of an eye. His entire team had been wiped out by a creature that would have challenged a hardened team.
He felt a bulk of their loss directly on his shoulders. There were plenty of reasons that he couldn't have foreseen just how far Tristan's metamorphosis had carried him, but he also saw plenty of room for improvement. His interactions each time with the succubus had been the same way, all of them ending in failure as well. As he lay on the hard rocks, pinned in place by a mimic, it occurred to him that maybe he had lost his touch.
It had been a long time since a mission had gone sideways like this. The last one he remembered was back in the seventies, a hunt that had ended in the death of his partner, the knight Jeffrey. While still considered a success, he had learned an overabundance of caution from the experience. His future missions were even more meticulous, and he had quickly climbed the ranks inside the Order as a result.
But now? He felt as though he had stepped completely out of his depth. It had been years since he had run into such difficulties, and now he wondered if, perhaps, this should be his last mission. After losing an entire squadron of young mages and knights to a bloodthirsty dragon that commanded his own armed militia, nobody would blame him. He would still be held in high regard for his many years of service and allowed to retire to the location of his choice with a pension that would provide for the rest of his life.
A sigh escaped his lips, and he closed his eyes. He had known plenty of others just like him, working well past their prime until one final mission claimed their lives. He was clearly on the precipice of such an event, and he wondered if he would have the strength to survive and actually get to choose whether or not he was done.
Dana shifted on the rocks next to him, and he opened his eyes and watched her. It was dark enough that he couldn't see much of her face, but he noticed that she kept looking over her shoulder at Amida.
"Everything okay?" he asked.
"Just hungry." She pulled her knees up against her chest. "When I heal from injuries, I need to eat."
His heart skipped a beat, and he looked over at Amida's corpse. On the one hand, he didn't want to encourage her to partake of human flesh. On the other hand, he knew that whatever life remained in Amida's cells was fleeting compared to the hot blood that ran through his own veins.
"What happens if you don't eat?" he asked.
"I think you know." She shifted again, and he thought he heard her stomach growling over the waves. "I just need Lily to come back, she has a way to help me."
"How does she manage that?"
"Don't feel like saying. Now shut up for a bit. I can smell your breath, it's like ballpark hotdogs on a summer day." Her lips smacked together when she spoke, so Cyrus switched to breathing through his nose.
An hour passed, and Dana moved away from Cyrus and down toward the water. In the dim light, he watched her stare morosely at the water, her fingers tightly gripping the nearby rocks. The waves slapped against the rocks, and he wondered if perhaps it was still too late for a mermaid rescue.
Over the smell of salt and mist, a sulfurous stink manifested. A thick purple cloud of smoke appeared above them and slammed into the rocks, then swirled upward like a tornado, eventually twisting into the shape of a woman with large, thick horns on her head and magnificent wings spread wide behind her. Her tail whipped about as if tasting the air, and she inhaled deeply through her nose.
"Oh, that smells so good," Lily said. "The ocean air really helps to cleanse the—" she lowered her gaze and looked directly at Cyrus, her red and yellow eyes smoldering. "What the fuck is he doing here?"
"He's fine for now, can I talk to you for a second? Alone?" Dana was practically scrambling over the rocks, and Cyrus was surprised when she grabbed the succubus by the horns, dragged her to the edge of the water, and then pulled her into the ocean.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Beneath the lapping waves, Dana pulled the succubus against her body, her lips searching for Lily's. When they met, she sensed a moment of hesitation before they opened, and their tongues curled around each other. It was there that she accepted the sweet delivery of Mike's semen in her mouth, and her entire body was now ablaze with energy as her twisted limbs sought to fix themselves.
She had downplayed her injuries to Cyrus. When her body had been tossed from the Black Palace balcony to the sharks below, she had belly flopped into the water and gotten caught up in a tumbling current. It was like being stuck in a washing machine as she was repeatedly dragged over sharp rocks. The nearby sharks had fled, knowing that her meat was poison, and it wasn't until Tick Tock had yanked her free of the churning tide that she had a chance to rest and assess the damage done to her body.
How long would it have been before she had decided to eat Amida in front of Cyrus? Or worse, what if Amida hadn't hit the spot, and she had turned her hunger on the mage instead? These were both questions that she had been afraid to discover the answers to, and was grateful that Lily had reappeared when she did.
The magical heat flowing through her gut sped up the healing process throughout her body, leaving behind a fiery trail of lust that permeated her very being. It was dark beneath the water, and when the two of them bounced off the bottom, all she could see was the dark shape of the body on top of hers.
Down in the murk, the only sounds that could be heard were the lapping of the waves against the rocks and the distant hum of boat engines as the cargo ships carried off into the night. Her sense of smell was finally dulled out, and the only sense she had that was properly functioning was her sense of touch. The sand was coarse against the skin of her back, and made a scraping sound when she shifted her head against it.
Lily's eyes glowed like a pair of molten glow sticks above her. Dana had no idea what expression the succubus wore, and frankly, didn't care. At the moment she was in a hurry to get off and return to the surface to discuss the next steps in recovering the Dragon's Seed.
Delicate fingers pushed Dana's bikini top up, and a hot mouth kissed around her chilled areola, Lily's tongue suddenly rough like sandpaper. Dana moaned, letting the remaining pocket of air out of her lungs, and then inhaled seawater. Her body now felt heavy, and she bit her lip when a pair of hands pinned her wrists to the ocean floor.
The glowsticks winked at her, then vanished, leaving Dana in the dark. Her ears popped, and she wondered how deep down they were. Something was now tracing shapes along her inner thigh, and she spread her legs wide, hoping to fill the void that had opened up inside of her.
Lily must have sensed Dana's urgency, because she was suddenly flipped over onto her stomach, her ass raised in the air. When Lily's tail penetrated her from behind, she screamed soundlessly into the waves as her face was pressed into the sand. The current was still strong enough here that the two of them were rocked back and forth as Lily fucked her from behind, and she accidentally found a cluster of rocks with her outstretched hands, and held onto them for support.
Hands caressed her breasts and played with her exposed nipples, pinching and tugging them as she was filled from behind by an ever-thickening tail. With her other senses dulled, all she could concentrate on was the heat and pressure of the tail buried so deep inside her snatch that she could have sworn it was pressing out against the skin of her belly.
The pressure inside her built to a crescendo, and just as the first wave of an orgasm radiated outward through her pelvis, she felt a pair of hands grip her ass and a tongue pressed against the rim of her asshole.
Pleasure ripped through her body, and she opened her mouth to moan and accidentally got a mouthful of sand. Lily's tongue swirled around the sensitive skin of Dana's anus and then pushed inside of her, expanding like a balloon until she felt like she was overflowing. Her body couldn't decide which sensation to focus on, and the world felt like it was spinning.
This is who I am now, she thought to herself. Her mind felt detached from her body and the world moved in slow motion around her as the water leached away what little body heat she had remained. Getting fucked like an animal on the ocean floor. Typical dead girl things.
She thought back to everything that had happened since she left the Radley home, all of the people she had met and the things she had experienced. The arachne, time travel, even the times she should have died. It occurred to her now that through this entire adventure, she had been desperately clinging to the idea of trying to reclaim the person she was, to be the woman who Alex had fallen in love with. But once she was alive again, would she ever feel that way again? Was there any hope of going back to the person she had once been?
If she had been breathing air, she would have screamed for Lily to keep going. Her whole body was a raw nerve, desperate to be touched, and until she came, she was a slave to its desires. Dana felt like she was on the edge of some giant revelation, but she was also on the edge of a massive orgasm. In the brief moments of clarity, she tried to recapture her train of thought, but the fire inside of her finally blossomed, sending a supernatural heat through all of her limbs.
Beneath her fingertips, the rocks she had been holding onto crumbled, and the two of them were caught in the swirling tide, drifting further out into the darkness. Dana let the water carry her, wondering how far out to sea she could go before finding the willpower to swim toward the surface.
Luckily, Lily had kept her head, and was pulling them both up to the surface now. Dana was the very definition of dead weight, but started kicking her feet to help their ascent. When their heads finally popped above the surface of the water, Dana retched several times, successfully evacuating the water from her lungs and stomach. By the dim light, she could see Lily watching her with an arched brow.
"So that was different," commented the succubus. "Want me to tell you how I love it when you're rough?"
"Shut up, it's been a shit night," Dana replied, her voice rasping.
"So, about your new pet? We absolutely cannot keep him, and probably should have him euthanized."
"Hold up." Dana coughed violently and felt her throat properly clear. "We need him. Tristan is too strong for the two of us, and Cyrus said he would cast a spell to keep us from betraying each other."
"Hmm. Must be a linking spell. Do unto others as you would do unto yourself. I'm sure there's a catch, though."
"He's just as screwed as we are. The bitch with the sword, remember her? Apparently, she's being mind-controlled, and the rest of his people were killed."
"Boo-fucking-hoo." Lily grabbed Dana by the wrists and started kicking her feet again, towing them back to the outcropping of rocks where they had left Cyrus. "So you're saying I shouldn't kill him?"
"Not yet. He may be a threat to us, but that asshole Tristan is a threat to everybody. And if we move now, I'm all juiced up, so will be able to hold my own a bit better." Fresh from a feeding, it felt like she had lightning in her veins now.
"Hmm. Just so you know, that was the last of Mike's most recent batch. I lost some of it when I got smoked, so try not to get too fucked up, or you'll be snacking on whoever survives this part of our adventure." Lily went quiet for the rest of the swim, and a few minutes later, they pulled themselves back up onto the rocks. Cyrus was still splayed out with Tick Tock hovering above him, locking him in place.
"I don't know, I kind of like him like this," Lily said, then knelt down next to Cyrus. "He's like a bug pinned to a board. We could dissect him, or—"
"I'd like to see you try," Cyrus grumbled, but the look on his face made it obvious that he knew he wouldn't be able to fight back.
"Boss girl says you get to live. For now." Lily slapped his cheeks condescendingly. "Lucky little boy."
Cyrus' face turned red, but he remained quiet.
"Let him up, Tick Tock." Dana crawled along the rocks and watched as the mimic's limbs folded back into its body, then it laid down next to her like a giant, nonsensical spider. Cyrus sat up and moved slowly while rubbing his wrists.
"What do we do with this?" asked Lily, and Dana looked over to see that she was crouched down over Amida.
"Leave him," Cyrus said. "He's carrying some magic we can use, but I would prefer he remain unmolested."
Lily snorted, but Dana ignored her. "I'm thinking that Lily can fly us back up to the Black Palace, but then what? Should we try and land on his balcony and attack him while he's sleeping, or maybe we should try to find a different way in?" There were plenty of options available to them, but she wasn't sure which ones would be best.
Cyrus' forehead furrowed, and he moved toward Amida's corpse. He knelt over his dead friend and appeared to be saying a prayer of some kind. Lily made a face like she was going to blow a raspberry, but Dana got her attention and shook her head to let her know that now was not the time.



Once finished, Cyrus stared out at the water for several minutes. When he spoke, his voice was barely audible over the waves. "I doubt he is sleeping in his room," he said, then turned around. "This is a big assumption, but if he can breathe fire, it means that his draconic heritage is likely tied to the ground, like an earth-based dragon. Dragons feel more comfortable in their element, and it wouldn't surprise me to discover that he is holed up in a basement level room, surrounded by piles of cash."
"Seriously?" Dana almost laughed at the idea of Tristan sleeping on a cash pile.
Cyrus nodded. "Dragons may be powerful, but they are predictable. He is far along his dragon evolution, which means he probably hasn't found a good balance between his new instincts and his logic."
"Pardon me for interrupting, but I haven't seen a lot of evidence that you are any good at predicting anything." Lily crossed her arms over her chest. "You and yours have been pretty easy to fool."
Cyrus grimaced, then nodded. "It has been a long time since I have faced a challenge such as this, or you two, to be honest. I can admit with full candor that my hubris has been my undoing. I have no problem telling you what I know, but maybe you should view my words through the lens of an old man who has been doing this for too long."
"Good. As long as we all agree that you're incompetent, I'm happy." Lily sat back on her tail. "So, sleeping in the basement. Go on."
"If he is in the basement, he will have his people watching the doors and concentrated in the lower hallways. When he took control of our women, only one was left standing, and Tasia is a force unto herself. It's likely she will be a trump card, and I have no idea how he intends to use her."
"She isn't a virgin, is she?" Dana wondered if Tristan had already made a snack of her.
Cyrus smirked. "We are hardly celibate. Had to do away with that centuries ago when it caused too many problems." This statement got a chuckle from Lily. "I've never asked, but I've heard rumors, and wouldn't expect her to be chaste."
"Hmm." Lily was now deep in thought. "So maybe go in through the bedroom? He may have a militia, but I doubt they are trained to watch the skies for flyers. They will be concentrated on the ground level, and will undoubtedly be gathered around wherever he is sleeping. We will have to take them out quietly."
"But any noise we make will alert him that we're coming." Dana closed her eyes and pictured the interior of the building.
"I have a spell that will muffle sound," Cyrus added. "But we could also cast it on his men. Even their weapons would be significantly muted, which should keep Tristan from hearing what is going on. When we fight him, we can't be dodging gunfire at the same time, this will already be difficult."
"So what about your friend?" Lily asked. "Kill her?"
"No." He shook his head. "Unless it's impossible to avoid. Maybe you could use your tail to knock her out, but I would ask that you leave her intact, otherwise."
"Fine." Lily's tone conveyed that it was anything but fine. "And after we take down dragon boy?"
"We negotiate. We both want the necklace, so we try to reach a middle ground."
Lily looked like she was going to say something, but Dana held up a hand to stop her. "I think that's the best we can do for now," she said, with absolutely no intent to follow through. There was not going to be a middle ground, and she knew that they would be at odds once Tristan was down. Strangely, she had absolutely no qualms about doing what was necessary to ensure the Dragon Seed remained with her.
"Dana says you have a spell to keep us from going after each other. I suggest you cast it now, so we can move forward with preparations." Lily looked impatient now, like she was itching for a fight. "And no sudden movements, or I'll make you regret pissing me off."
Cyrus held up his hands to reveal that they were empty, then started digging through Amida's pockets. It was almost comical watching him pull out small objects and wands from the shorts that Amida was wearing. The tidy pile next to the dead mage was large enough that Dana wondered why the Order didn't simply make billions of dollars making magical pockets for women's clothing.
Once Amida was sufficiently looted, Cyrus found a flat place in the rocks and drew a circle in the air with what looked like a piece of chalk. He made a series of loops in the air in a triangular pattern, then shoved his hands up through a pair of loops, which tightened around his wrists.
"You both need to do the same," he instructed them. There were four more loops, and both Dana and Lily followed along, but not before Lily placed the tip of her tail against Cyrus' throat.
"This checks out so far," she warned. "But I would love nothing more than a reason."
"I believe you," he said, then began a low chant. The hovering circle glowed faintly, and Cyrus spoke quickly in a language that Dana assumed was Latin.
"It's a typical binding spell," Lily told her. "If you hurt him, it also hurts you. I'm not sure how that would work in your current condition, to be honest, because you're already dead, but it would be bad. Even I would get messed up by such a spell."
"Like you were when you tried to mind meld with the creature in the Pit?" When Dana asked her question, she noticed that Cyrus paused for a moment in his incantations, and she could smell the cold sweat that broke out on his forehead.
"Nothing that bad, but it would disable me. You too, probably, which means he would have a chance to take the seed and run." When Cyrus stopped chanting, the glowing ring shrunk down and glowed briefly on their wrists. "It's like a temporary friendship bracelet," Lily noted, looking at her wrist.
"Until sunset," Cyrus said. "Plenty of time, should we succeed."
"Then let's get started." Lily extended her wings. "Get the clock to shrink down so I can carry you both. I'll take Dana up first, then come back for you."
"Why not take me first?" Cyrus asked.
"Because you still need to pick up all this shit," Lily replied, indicating the magical treasures scattered about. "As much fun as it would be to watch you play pocket clown car, I want to strike while the iron is hot."
"Fair enough," he replied.
"Need you to look away for a moment," Dana told him. "Tick Tock can only change when nobody is looking."
"Fascinating," Cyrus muttered, then turned away from the mimic. "We've never had a chance to confirm how a mimic works, but quantum locking is a leading hypothesis."
Dana rolled her eyes. She hadn't really thought much about the mechanism by which Tick Tock functioned, but always found it annoying when people attached the word quantum to anything. When she closed her eyes, Tick Tock shifted about, and she opened them to see that the mimic was now a backpack. She slid the mimic onto her shoulders and gave a thumbs up to Lily.
"Ready to go," she said, and Lily wrapped her arms around Dana's waist and took her into the sky. They moved out to sea, and once they were about a mile out, Lily began a slow climb into the sky. Dana looked down into the inky black below, and wondered if the sharks were still about.
When they began their approach, she worried that Tristan's militia might be monitoring the skies with night vision, and that a sniper's round would find its way into her head. Or perhaps they would have drones on patrol, and their entry would be spotted right away. Multiple possibilities went through her mind, and it wasn't until they touched down by Tristan's pool that she realized that there was nobody nearby. Upon touchdown, the two of them crouch-walked up until they were hidden by one of the pillars.
"Looks like Cyrus was right," Lily said. "I don't see that asshole in his bed."
"Are you doing okay?" It felt like an odd question to ask the succubus, but she was getting a strange vibe from Lily.
"I'm eager to dish out a little retribution is all," Lily said, her dimly lit features serious. "Now wait here until I get back with numb-nuts, and we can go slay ourselves a dragon."
Dana nodded, and watched as Lily scurried over to the wall and tossed herself over the side. She didn't even hear the splash over the sound of the waves and wind, and wondered if anybody had spotted the succubus on the way down.
It had taken them maybe fifteen or twenty minutes to get up here, which meant she had a little bit of time to kill. She was tempted to go snoop around Tristan's bedroom, but thought better of it. There was too much at stake to risk being discovered over a stupid decision.
She caught the scent of roses and freshly ground red pepper and frowned. The scent was dim, yet growing stronger, and when she peered around the column she hid behind, she was disheartened to see that Tasia walked into the room. The knight was covered in soot and blood, and her eyes were intensely focused on the balcony.
"I know you're out there," she said, her words barely audible through the glass. She drew her sword and flipped it out to reveal the razor-sharp edge that previously removed Dana's arm. "I set wards."
"Oh, fuck me," Dana whispered. She heard one of the zippers rustle behind her and stuck her hand behind her back to the now open pocket of her backpack. When she reached her hand inside, she felt an intense cold followed by the sensation of a metallic handle being pressed into her palm.
Tasia stepped out onto the balcony, and Dana moved further away into the shadows, keeping her own sword in its smaller form. If she could remain hidden, maybe she could stay hidden until Lily came back with Cyrus and the three of them could take Tasia down together.
The knight gritted her teeth, and her cold eyes glowed as if lit from within. She swept her gaze over toward where Dana was hiding and readied her weapon.
"There you are." Tasia swung her sword casually, then took a step toward Dana. "This time, I'm going to cut you into so many pieces that no amount of witchcraft will bring you back."

🏝️🏝️🏝️I really hope you enjoyed that chapter, and I hope you are getting excited for what promises to be the team-up of a lifetime! It's a deal with the devil, and things are about to get hot and messy in the Black Palace!
I want to thank you again for reading my stories. I spent a lot of time on them and trying to weave major narrative threads through multiple chapters, and I definitely appreciate all the kind words and excitement they generate. I try to read all the comments, but with so many chapters out, I miss a bunch from older posts. If you absolutely need me to see something, send me a feedback form! I read them all (eventually) and will do my best to keep giving you fun stories in my monster-verse!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all, here it is, Ch. 63!
If you're new, just go ahead and steamroll in, I won't stop you. You're going to have soooo many questions.
Returning reader? Welcome! I've gotten some questions about Eulalie and Velvet and wanted to remind everyone that they actually starred in a few chapters of Dead and Horny. The story of how their parents met was the plot of Last of Her Kind. Just wanted to make sure everyone knew that.
Also, thanks for taking the time to leave ratings and comment. The ratings and such help other readers find this story, and I do read the comments. Even if you disagree with choices I've made regarding the story, I do appreciate you taking the time to make those thoughts known, it really does help me maintain perspective. Naturally, like everything else I've written, I've got very long term plans for choices I make today.
As a side note, once Dead and Horny ends, I will be making two HFHM chapter posts a month. Hope that's okay ;P
Okay, buckle up everyone and make sure you have plenty of bullets, because it's time to strike out on the
Oregon Trail
It was almost noon when a small retinue of rats tracked Mike down at the bench by the back gate with Cerberus. Cerberus, in human form with a spectral chain around their neck, bared their teeth at the rats. They stopped when Mike patted the center head. He had discovered a few months ago that the center head was like the alpha of the pack. The only reason they were grumpy was that they knew Mike was leaving.
"You be good while I'm gone," he told the hellhound as he stood. "No barking at the fairies. No growling at Tink. Lily is fair game, though."
This last one got a sheepish grin from the center head. Though they considered Mike their boss, Lily was definitely second-in-command due to her demonic nature. There was no way they would ever consider doing anything to the demon.
"Master come home soon?" they asked. Each head took a turn with each word, the speech slightly stilted as a result.
"I will come home when my business is done." He gave Cerberus a hug, then kissed each forehead. "I'm counting on you to protect the house."
Cerberus backed away, their features solemn as they nodded. The large chain fastened around their necks retracted into the Underworld as they walked through the iron gate. Once on the other side, the spectral chain vanished and Cerberus reverted to their true form in a flash of crimson flames. They let out a howl and ran into the mist of the Underworld as Mike closed the gate and locked it.
When he made it to the top of the yard, Dana was waiting for him next to Naia's fountain.
"How is she this morning?" he asked.
Dana frowned. "She's fine, but...it isn't pretty."
"You look like you're ready for an adventure," he said. With Eulalie unable to go, Dana had been the first to volunteer to guide him. Ever since dying, her memory was perfect, which would help them find the cabin in the woods. "Is that...Tick Tock?" He was referring to the backpack she wore.
"No, Tick Tock is staying here," she explained. "As long as he has the you-know-what stored away, it makes more sense to keep him here."
Dana was referring to the Grimoire of Morgana Le Fey. The magical text was full of powerful spells and its rumored existence alone had caused multiple attempts to break into his home. The mimic had been instructed to swallow the damned thing if anyone tried to take it. He had been tempted on a few occasions to just ask Tick Tock to do it, but he wanted Ratu to search its pages before he did. If it really was one of the most powerful magical texts ever, it might hold the secret to bringing Dana back to life.
"That's really smart, I'm glad you thought of it. So...what are you bringing?" Mike asked.
"Spare change of clothes. For myself and—"
"Me." Quetzalli stepped out of the garage, her purple hair nearly iridescent in the sun. A silver horn sat in the middle of her forehead, and beneath it was a streak of either dust or cobwebs. "If Dana is coming then I am too."
"There may be a fight," he warned her.
"I'm no stranger to a fight." She winked at him. A dragon stuck in human form, she was able to manipulate electricity and could speak about storms for hours. "My horn has grown half-an-inch in the last three months, so my control is getting better."
To elaborate her point, she held her hands apart and he watched tiny streamers flow back and forth between her palms. He opened his mouth to say something, but Dana put her hand over his lips.
"I know what you're going to do," she told him. "And if you make an electricity joke, I will punch you."
He held up his hands and tried to wipe the smirk off his face. "Okay, that's fair. I'll keep it to myself."
"Now that's actually shocking," Amymone quipped from up in her tree.
"Could you zap her?" Dana asked.
Quetzalli frowned. "No. Wood is a poor conductor."
"Go, go," Naia told them before leaning out of her fountain to give Mike a hug. "You'll only encourage her if you pay her any attention."
Up in the tree, Amymone laughed, then looked down at Mike. "She's not wrong. Make sure you come home, okay?"
He nodded, and they all followed the rat to the front of the house. Out front, Tink had constructed a small shed off to the side of the house. A pair of centaurs stood next to it, and one of them held out a scroll and a small bag for Mike.
"From Zel?" he asked. They nodded, and he took the bag and put it over his shoulder. It rattled with potions inside, which brought a smile to his face. Last time Zel had sent him off with potions, things had become very interesting.
"Tell her thank you for me." He debated having them tell her he missed her, but figured it might be inappropriate for them to pass that to their chieftain. Zel was constantly busy, but he was no different. As a change from taking care of the house and its occupants, this little excursion was already beginning to feel like a small vacation.
Reggie stepped out of the shed and put his crown on. "We just finished. You will need to crawl through the hole. The cabin is abandoned, but the only place we could manage a portal was in the cellar. The building is a bit unstable."
"It's not gonna fall on me, is it?" Mike picked up the backpack he had stuck there early that very morning. Inside it was a spare change of his own clothes and some food that Sofia had prepped for him. There was also a compass, a multi-tool, and other supplies he had packed for emergencies.
Reggie shook his head. "It shouldn't, but I doubt it makes it another winter."
"Good to know." Mike picked up the coat he had set next to his bag and put it on. He saw Quetzalli do the same thing, then looked at Dana.
"No coat?" he asked.
"Why bother?"
"Fair point. I guess we're just waiting for Yuki."
The front door opened and the kitsune stepped outside. She wore a white fur coat that went down to her knees and a pair of fur-lined boots. Once off the porch, she crossed the yard and stood next to Mike. Yuki placed her hands on her waist and grinned. Her canines looked as if they had been recently polished.
"Excited?" he asked.
"Very." She placed an arm around his shoulders and smiled. "Been a while since I've seen somewhere new."
"That makes both of us." He looked around at everyone that had gathered. Cecilia waved to him dreamily from the front porch while Tink scowled at him nearby. The little goblin wasn't happy to be left behind, but he felt like he was in good enough hands with Yuki. The snow-covered forests of Oregon would give her a huge advantage.
"Oh, don't worry little goblin." Lily stepped out of the house but had already shape-shifted into Mike. "You can always snuggle with me at night."
"Fucking horny bitch," Tink muttered, then ran up and hugged Mike around the waist. "Husband come home safe or Tink be really mad. Bite husband real good this time."
"Oh, I know you will." During an intimate moment earlier that morning, she had bitten him on the neck hard enough to leave a mark. When he let her go, she moved over to stand with Kisa, who was sitting on the stairs. Next to her was Lily, a mirror image of himself. "As for you, try to behave."
"Of course, I will," Lily told him in his own voice. "'Cause I'm a sexy boy scout. Be prepared, right? Now where are my bitches at? We're gonna be fucking for days!"
"That's not what I sound like," he muttered.
"C'mon, bro, it's all good." Lily threw her arms around Mike and gave him a good squeeze. She lowered her voice to a whisper. "I'm going to knock everybody up while you're gone, just you watch. I've got enough of your baby juice packed away to make mommas out of all of them."
"What?" His mouth was suddenly dryer than it had ever been.
"Gotta go!" Lily stuck out her tongue and walked back up to the front door. "I've got a date with a kitty cat." When she looked down at Kisa, the catgirl nodded and slid the silver bracelet onto her wrist.
Mike groaned as they went inside. He knew he could trust Lily, but she wasn't making it easy for him.
"Mike?" Beth walked up from the garden with Sulyvahn in tow. "Are you leaving now?"
"I am." He gave her an awkward wave. "Hopefully this goes better than last time."
She grimaced.
If the roof was still attached when he came home, he would consider it a win.
"I guess that's that," he said, then opened the door to the shed. A cold blast of air came through it. "So, let's—"
Abella landed with a thud in front of him, causing him to jump.
"I'm going, too," she said, her dark eyes glittering.
Mike blinked in astonishment. "I thought you couldn't leave the house."
"I cannot," she told him. "Unless the Caretaker is in danger. I believe that you are walking into danger right now, therefore I am going with you."
"Abella, I—" He looked over at Beth, hoping she would interject. Without Abella, the home's strongest defenders would be away.
"I know what you're thinking," Abella said. "The home will be fine without me. It can be rebuilt. You cannot."
Famous last words, he thought.
"They have the centaurs and the lizard." She added while gesturing at the Jabberwock. "And Lily is almost as strong as I am. In fact, this place is more well-guarded than when you first moved in. And if someone should actually breach the house, I'm sure Ratu and Asterion would show up to help as well."
He thought about arguing with her, but to what end? She had already made up her mind and he wasn't sure he could convince her otherwise.
"We'll need to be careful," he informed her. "Apparently, the cabin is a bit unstable."
"I'll go last," she said. "You've made a wise decision."
He looked over at Yuki, then back at Abella. The two of them alone had been enough to fight off a possessed Jabberwock, he couldn't imagine an obstacle they couldn't handle.
"I guess it's time then." He looked at the house, then at Beth. "Call me if there's trouble."
She nodded knowingly. "You do the same."
Once he was through the portal, the plan was to have the rats close it. If something drastic occurred, the shed could be destroyed, which would accomplish the same thing.
When he tried to go first, Yuki shoved him out of the way. Her tails swished behind her as she crouched down to go through the hole that had been chewed into the wood of the shed. On her way through, she summoned a ball of light in her hand, then cast it into the dark room ahead. It illuminated a dirt cellar decorated with wooden shelves that were covered in a thick layer of dust.
"Me next." Dana pushed her way past him, followed by Quetzalli. He received a nasty shock from her in passing. Shaking it off, he crouched down to go through the opening and felt the temperature drop.
Now in the cellar, he turned on his phone's light and looked around. Yuki had already found the stairs and had opened the hatch up above them, which let in some light. She and the others were on their way up when Abella squeezed through the portal.
The gargoyle grunted, then popped through. The wall vibrated, and the portal shimmered for a second, but it held. When Abella stood, her wings wrapped around her body like a cloak.
"And?" he asked, expecting her to retreat through the opening. He didn't know if the house would simply call her back, or demand she return.
"And you should go first," she said. "In case the stairs collapse." Her brow was furrowed as if in concentration.
He nodded, then headed up. The cabin was drafty, and he saw that it was also empty. The others had apparently gone outside. The front door was missing, which accounted for the chill. Behind him, the sound of creaking wood filled the air, so he made haste to get outside as well.
The others were waiting, their eyes on the forest. He assumed by their relaxed postures that they were away from prying eyes. Behind him, the cabin groaned in protest as Abella crossed the living room and stood in the frame of the door.
"So which way from here?" Yuki asked him as Abella stepped out of the cabin.
"That way," both he and Abella said, pointing to the northwest. For him, it was like a lure, an attraction that told him exactly where he needed to go. "You feel it, too?"
Abella nodded. "It is like the house. I have an urge to fly there right now."
"You can go ahead if you want," he told her.
"My place is by your side." She moved next to him, then bowed her head. "Not that you had a choice, but thanks for letting me come."
He said nothing. His feelings about her presence were mixed, and he was afraid that he would put his foot straight in his mouth. Though grateful that she was by his side, he was well aware that she was the home's bouncer, and hoped that nobody came around looking for trouble.
So, he smiled at her. Maybe her decisions weren't what he would have picked, but he wanted to make sure she knew that he was still on her side. The air was much colder here, so he slipped on a pair of gloves and tightened the straps on his bag. Once finished, he took Abella by the hand. Her grip was strong and welcoming.
"Let's go for a hike," he said, then led them into the forest.

🏠🏠🏠The rats took about an hour to close the portal, but Beth stayed to watch until they were done. The structure would remain until Mike was back. The last thing they needed was an emergency, and portals could only be chewed into enclosed spaces. It had something to do with how reality folded, but when Reggie had described the process to her, the details had mostly gone over her head.
She checked her phone, then looked out at the yard. Last time Mike had left, they had been attacked by vengeful spirits. The sunny weather did little to cheer her, as she was painfully aware that Mike had taken the home's heavy hitters with him. If something happened that required brute force, she felt ill-equipped.
"Lass?' Sulyvahn came around the side of the house, a bucket in one hand and a trowel in the other. "Ye be lookin' a bit wired to the moon. T'was wonderin' I am if I were able to ease things a bit for yourself?"
"That obvious?" She was suddenly aware of the heavy tension that had settled into her neck. It was stress, and her usual coping mechanism of wine and orgasms wasn't an option.
"Aye." Sulyvahn reached into the bucket and pulled out a rose. "This one reminded me of yer own self, it did. Beauty and thorns, all rolled in one."
"Thank you." She took the flower and inhaled its aroma. The yard smelled like a floral boutique ever since the equinox ceremony. She had watched in awe as the entire yard came to life at once, the flowers blooming and the various flora expanding in size. It had been like watching a time-lapse video.
"Maybe it be nerves." Sulyvahn set the bucket down. "I know ye be fearin' fer the home."
Cecilia manifested up on the porch. The banshee was sitting on her swing, and her white skin was almost blinding in the bright light of day.
"The home will be fine," Cecilia told her. "He won't be gone long. I'm always watching. I'll raise the alarm if I see something amiss."
Beth smirked. "I know you will. If you two will excuse me, I have some work I should be doing."
Suly gave her a dramatic bow as she left.
Once inside, she walked into the office and sat down with a groan. While it was true that she could find something to do, she wasn't in a position to concentrate on any task.
The room connected to the office was a sitting room full of Egyptian artifacts. Death walked out of it holding a cup of tea in one hand and a children's book about pyramids in the other. Upon noticing Beth, he set the book down on her desk.
"Would you like some tea?" he asked.
"Yes, please." She looked up at him. "Even you can tell how stressed I am?"
"Hmm?" Death studied her for a moment. "I was offering for the sake of etiquette, but you do look troubled. I'm thinking maybe a lavender blend."
"Sure, thanks." She watched him go back into the study, then looked down at the book he had left. It claimed to have a reading level perfect for third-graders, and when she opened it, she noticed that Death had been scribbling in the margins.
"Pyramid." She tapped the word that Death had circled. A line connected the word to a triangle he had drawn on the side. Flipping through the book, she saw that he had made notes, particularly in the chapter about death rituals. Clearly, something had caught his interest, which was a far cry better than booty pics of Tink.
It suddenly occurred to her that someone had taken those pictures.
"Hey there, hot stuff!" Lily-Mike walked into the room, her legs far apart as she waddled. "Sure is hard walking around with these massive fucking balls in here, am I right?" To emphasize her point, she unzipped her pants and pulled out a set of testicles that would have been perfectly at home on a trailer hitch.
Beth laughed. Lily gave the testicles a poke, which caused them to make a sloshing sound.
"What the fuck are you doing?" Beth asked, trying hard not to blush. Even though she knew it was just Lily screwing around, she was still looking at a weird version of Mike's ball sack.
"Told Mike I was gonna knock everybody up. Can I borrow your phone?"
Dubious, Beth handed over her cellphone while Lily rested her giant nutsack on the desk. Her tail appeared and took the phone, holding it away from them so that Lily could snap a few pictures.
"Try to look impressed or something. We should send these to Romeo later and try to squeeze a laugh out of him."
"You're incorrigible," Beth told her, but made her best surprised face with one hand just over her mouth.
"I'll look that word up later," Lily told her, then snapped a few. Death walked in as the pictures were being taken, only to do an immediate U-turn out of the office.
Beth and Lily laughed. Mike's features melted away so that Lily looked like herself. "You looked like you could use a laugh."
"I did. Nerves, I guess."
"Nah, it's not just that." Lily leaned back in her chair. "You're the head honcho now, the man of the house. You've got responsibilities to meet, and you're hoping to avoid what happened last time. Which, by the way, totally not your fault."
Beth shook her head. "This isn't a confidence thing. The house just feels surprisingly empty is all. If something goes down, are there enough people to help?"
"Hmm. The way I see it, the king has left the castle." Lily leaned forward in her chair with a smirk on her face. "But remember that the queen is the one with all the moves. It's been quiet for months, and if anyone is watching, we just have to confuse them until he gets back."
"I guess." Beth leaned back in her own chair as Death reappeared in the door.
"My apologies for the earlier intrusion," he said, then set a cup of tea in front of Beth. "You seemed to be rather busy."



"We're just setting up a prank for Mike," Lily explained.
At the word prank, the fire in Death's sockets blazed.
"Oh, I do enjoy a good prank! Please let me know if there's anything I may do to assist you!" He put his bony hands together and tapped his fingertips excitedly.
"Er, yeah, no problem." Beth took the tea and sipped it. "Thank you."
However, when no discussion about a prank was immediately forthcoming, Death excused himself, leaving Beth alone with Lily.
"So are you gonna ask?" Lily said after a few minutes of silence.
"About?" Beth had zoned out, her thoughts on the others. She now wondered if Lily had been talking.
"Your woman problems."
Beth felt heat flood her face and she tried to hide behind her teacup, but only succeeded in spilling some of it on herself.
"Don't try to deny it. You look like a woman who spent all day on horseback." Lily leaned back in her chair far enough to hump the air for emphasis. "Big difference between well fucked and fucked up."
"How could you tell?" Beth asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
"It's in the way you sit."
"I see." She really hoped that Lily was far more observant than the others. It was an embarrassing topic of conversation in the best of times and she didn't want the whole house knowing about her issue. She went to sip some of her tea, wondering how much to tell the succubus.
"If I had to wager a guess, it's that our resident size queen has finally stretched herself too thin."
The comment had been deliberately timed, and Beth spit her tea out and coughed.
Lily laughed, a satisfied look plastered on her face. "Ah, that was worth it. I'm right, though, aren't I? You're all fucked out."
Beth wiped the tea off her chin and frowned. "Lily. Keep your voice down," she muttered.
The succubus shrugged. "I mean, if you don't wanna talk about it and continue to be a party to sexual repression—"
"LILY." Beth mimed a lock and key over her mouth. "I'll talk, but shut the fuck up."
A literal tiny padlock appeared through Lily's lips, holding her lips together like a macabre piercing.
"Your theatrics aside, yes, I'm having some trouble downstairs." She detailed her gynecological issues with the succubus, not expecting her to be of any real help. It was at least nice to have someone to confide in.
Once Beth was finished, Lily pulled a key out from between her breasts and unlocked the padlock.
"Sounds rough," she said. "Can't say I have the same issue, for obvious reasons. I'm surprised you haven't talked about this with the nymph yet."
"Frankly, I didn't want to talk about it with anybody."
"Naia isn't just a water fountain with benefits. I bet she could give you all sorts of tips and tricks, but that's besides the point. She's also a natural healer. She was practically the only thing holding Romeo together for the first month or so."
"But how do you heal..." It suddenly occurred to her that it didn't matter, and she felt dumb for not thinking about it before. With Mike gone, she could use Naia's tub in private.
"Go ahead," Lily said, waving toward the door. "Don't sit on a sore cooch just to keep me company."
"Thanks." Beth was almost to the door when she noticed Kisa sitting in the corner.
Oh God. "How long have you been there?"
"Long enough to tell Lily that incorrigible means that she'll never improve her behavior." The grin on Kisa's face made Beth think of the Cheshire cat. "I'm supposed to stick by her side, remember?"
Lily laughed. "This little black cat is starting to grow on me."
Mortified, Beth ran up the stairs to Mike's bedroom. Once the door was closed, she walked into his bathroom. The tub inside was several feet across and could easily fit a few people.
"Naia?" she asked.
"Beth." The faucet turned on, and the tub filled a few inches. Naia's head emerged from the water, though emerged wasn't quite right. The nymph herself was made of water, so it created the illusion that the tub was magically five feet deeper. "Do you need something?"
After a brief explanation from Beth, Naia filled the tub up with steaming hot water. Beth took off her clothes and climbed into the bath, sighing as the warmth seeped into her skin.
"This already feels good," she said. "I've only got a shower in the bath I share with Yuki."
"You should ask Tink to put in a tub," Naia told her. "Though it wouldn't have the same perks or be as large as this one."
"Why not?" Beth ran her hands along the cool surface of the rim. "Wouldn't it just be some additional pipes?"
"A bit more than that. Here, lean back." Gentle hands appeared from beneath the water and pulled Beth against the side. Naia manifested beneath the surface, creating a nymph body pillow beneath her torso.
Beth closed her eyes as Naia gave her a scalp massage.
"The pipes that connect my bath to the spring aren't just regular pipes," Naia explained. "They are made from a special kind of material brought in for this exact purpose. Nymphs are bound to their springs, unable to leave their boundaries. Therefore, the pipes were made special from bits of my spring and other materials."
"Like some type of magical compound?" Beth asked. The fingers in her hair soothed her, and her whole body was tingling. In fact, she could feel the aches and pains in her pelvis leaving her.
"Not a bad way to think of it. Powerful fae magic plus some metal I've never heard of, and then some minerals from as far down as my essence goes." An extra set of hands now worked the kinks in Beth's neck. "Feeling any better yet?"
Beth explored her vulva with her fingers. Some of the tenderness had already disappeared. "I am, thank you."
"You know, there is a way we could fix this problem for you permanently." A third set of hands now rubbed her shoulders while a fourth set began working her feet. "So that you wouldn't have to worry again."
"I'm all ears."
"I could give you the gift," Naia whispered, her voice like velvet. "Bless you like I blessed Mike."
Beth's eyes opened. "Like a soul exchange?"
"Yes. You are already the next Caretaker in line, and you are right for this house. I feel safe enough offering it to you."
She mulled it over. By going through the process with Naia, she would be inexorably linked to the nymph forever, and therefore the house. "Would I have magic like Mike?"
Naia laughed. "Nobody has magic as he does. But yes, you would have some magic of your own. For one thing, your body would be able to keep up with your sexual adventures. No more soreness. In fact, you will always be as wet as you want to be. That isn't really a trick Mike can use."
"I guess not." Did she really want to be like the others? It felt weird so casually deciding to part with a little bit of her humanity in exchange for the magic that Naia offered. However, the possibilities being presented would also put her on a more level playing field with everyone else. As of right now, she was the only true human in the house.
The moment that thought crossed her mind, she felt all the threads of her insecurities knit together. It wasn't so much that Mike was gone and had taken the others. It was the fact that she felt inadequate, that she was still an outsider. Even something as simple as the banshee scream was a trick in Mike's arsenal. All Beth really had was a monster kink and a law degree. Neither of these was very useful in a fight.
"Are you sure?" Beth asked.
"The fact that you hesitate to even accept such a gift tells me that I'm right about you." Another set of hands were massaging her calves now. "And I can also promise you that the process is quite enjoyable."
Beth chuckled. "I'm sure it is. But I guess what I really want to ask is whether I will still be me? Afterward, will I be a different person?" She thought of how the magic had eventually corrupted Emily. It wasn't a path she wanted to walk on.
"In a way," Naia replied. "It will be no different than the first time you had sex. You will still be the same person, but what will happen is that certain doors will be open to you. It will be your choices that define how you walk through them, and that is when you may become someone else. It will be your choice."
Beth closed her eyes. She knew that she could trust Naia, but this was a big moment.
"I accept," she whispered in excitement.
More hands touched her now. They massaged her breasts, her hips, and even teased her labia. She let out a tiny moan as the warm water encased her body. Though her upper half was above the tub, the water climbed her skin until it was just below her chin.
The hands pulled her down beneath the water, and she opened her eyes in time to see Naia's face in front of hers. The nymph's blue eyes were ablaze with light as she put her hands on Beth's cheeks.
"And now we shall become one," Naia told her, and pulled her in for a kiss.
The water surrounded Beth completely, and she realized that she was now breathing through Naia's mouth. Each breath made her mouth tingle in a way that reminded her of inhaling cold air after sucking on a mint. The invisible hands had pushed her legs apart, and unseen digits toyed with both of her openings.
She moaned into Naia's mouth, their tongues now twisting around each other. Beth's body felt like it was on fire, trying desperately to mix with the cool water that surrounded her. This created a buzzing sensation that resonated through her entire body.
Breathe me in.
Naia's voice came from inside her head.
Beth took the deepest breath she could. Her lungs tingled, the sensation spreading through her entire chest and upper arms. The fingers toying with her labia were now vibrating against her clit, and she spread her legs wide at the sensation of pressure against her vagina.
Take me in.
The swirling water around them glowed green and blue, and a pair of thick water tendrils pressed against Beth's crotch. She opened her legs and let them push inside her. Pressure was building on her asshole, so she reached back and pulled her butt cheeks apart to give Naia better access.
Once the amorphous water was inside her, it began to expand. Beth gasped and let out a low moan, but Naia's tongue had become water as well and moved down her throat.
There was a moment of panic when Beth realized that there wasn't any air to inhale. The water penetrated her now in all three openings, and she started to fight as her vision went dark around the edges. Her whole body tensed as an immense orgasm built, but the fear of drowning was taking over.
Trust, Naia told her. Trust me.
Having little choice, Beth inhaled.
The water filled her lungs, but it was as if she was breathing cold air. Her eyelids fluttered as a sense of peace came over her, and then it no longer felt like she was breathing at all.
It's like I'm drowning, she thought.
The water filled her body, rushing inside of her. Naia's laughter filled her ears as her whole body thrummed with sexual energy. She was on the brink of coming, but something held her back.
Open yourself to me.
Naia's voice came from everywhere at once, and the room filled with blinding light. When it receded, Beth realized she was no longer in the bathroom.
She was hovering in a field of stars. Her hair drifted around in front of her face, and when she went to tuck it back, she saw that her arm was translucent.
"Where am I?" she asked.
"With me." Naia appeared in the void, her body made entirely of water. The runes on her body were glowing bright, the light too intense to look at directly. "I'm surprised your consciousness is in here. Do you recognize this place?"
Beth nodded. When her soul was being filtered to rid it of Oliver's influence, she had been in a similar place. "Am I just a soul right now?"
"You are," Naia answered. "And you're about to become so much more."
When Naia pressed herself against Beth, she could feel the two of them merge together. For a moment, she felt like she was in two places at once, touching herself and being touched.
"The human body is roughly two-thirds water," Naia whispered to Beth as their souls continued merging. In the back of her mind, Beth was dimly aware of her body being stretched and distorted by the water as it forced its way inside of her. "And in a moment, it will all be replaced with me."
The humming in Beth's body reached a crescendo and she came. One of the distant stars exploded, sending pink and purple light out into the universe.
"It isn't just a spiritual swap," Naia explained as her soul encased Beth's and continued sinking in. "I can change you from the inside. Take what's already there and improve it. I am the magic, and the magic is me."
The light from the exploding star reached them, and Beth came again. This set off another supernova nearby.
"For a moment, we will be one." Naia had vanished, her voice now coming from Beth's lips. "And as I fill you with my light, so shall you fill me with yours."
"NAIA!" Beth gasped, and another star exploded. The wave of energy stretched her out, but before she could regain her shape, she came again. Another blastwave twisted her about, and she groaned as another one twisted her up.
We are mixing, Naia told her. We are the water. Together, we flow.
Beth cried out Naia's name again as the two of them swirled together. She was now without shape or form as she let the magical waves wash through her. Her consciousness expanded as they mixed and became one.
I can see who you are, Naia told her. I can relive your life.
Memories rushed through Beth's mind, ranging from her childhood to now. She was a teen, holding her breath beneath the ocean. She was an adult, walking across the stage at graduation. It was her first night in her apartment, and her fingers hovered over the latch of a briefcase carrying her secret stash.
Yes! Naia's voice was filled with excitement. Let me see it! Let me feel it!
Hours upon hours of memories swirled around them of Beth finding different ways to pleasure herself. Dildos of different shapes and sizes, each one stranger and more monstrous than the last. The time Beth mounted one to a pillow and came so hard she ruined the case. The tentacle shaped dildo she tried to fuck in the bath. The time she caused a dildo to fold and it broke in half.
Oh, that sweet frustration, you seek its release! Beth was now experiencing the memories as if she was there again, only the sensations were overlapping each other. Her first time with the Delightful Dragon was overlapped with her first time fucking Asterion. Now she was with Suly as he bent her over the sundial and fucked her hard from behind. Now it was the time two weeks ago when she had fingered Asterion's ass while blowing him, hoping to tease some extra cum out of his cock.
"More!" Beth cried. "I want to feel more! I want to feel it all!"
The memories became like water and spun around them. The stars in the sky were exploding so fast now that Beth and Naia were condensed into a sphere of sex, energy, and light.
Let us become one!
Naia's voice was full of exultation, and Beth could see the nymph's past unfold. She was now there for all the times that Naia had sex with Mike, then backward to Emily, and then the next Caretaker before. Every sexual encounter overlapped with each other as pleasure pounded through her very core.
One last memory caught her attention. Naia was standing in the woods by a burbling spring when a figure stepped from behind a nearby tree. It was Amymone's tree, and the dryad stood by the figure, a look of excitement painted onto her face.
"I accept," Naia said.
"I'm glad." The voice was soft, and Beth couldn't tell if it was a man or a woman. Their features had been blurred away, as if someone had rubbed a thumb over paint before it could dry. When they held a hand out for Naia, the nymph took it. Power rushed through her body and she let out a cry as the nearby ground erupted and the house pushed its way up through the soil. Amymone cheered in excitement as the ground swelled and pushed nearby trees away.
The memories disappeared, and it was just Beth and Naia now. The two of them had become one, a swirling mass of magic that sat alone in the dark. There was a single moment of silence, and Beth realized that she could no longer tell where she ended and the nymph began.
At that moment, they had become perfectly balanced. Then, with a single pulse of magic, Beth's ears were filled with the sound of roaring as it all came apart. The sensation stole her breath and forced heat through her body. Naia started moaning Beth's name over and over again as the energy built between them.
With one final scream, they came. The universe was nothing but light, and then the two of them separated.
Back in her body, Beth realized that she was in the air. She was in a reclined position and surrounded by a watery sphere. Her belly was distended, and she screamed as the orgasm from the soul exchange caused her to tense up and spray water out of her body. This water gradually coalesced into Naia, who proceeded to press herself against Beth.
"That's right, come for me!" Naia demanded as her magic raced through Beth.
Beth obeyed, and the watery orb sprayed outward in every direction, soaking the walls and floor of the bathroom. She fell, but was caught by jets of water that lay her gently down in the tub. Her whole body shook as she tried to grab something, to brace herself as one last orgasm pushed itself free.
Her hands found Naia's, and their fingers locked together as Naia pressed her lips to Beth's. She was surrounded once more, the water of the tub rushing around her to form a giant bubble. Her body was hot and cold at the same time, and steam had fogged up the mirror and windows. Closing her eyes, she whispered Naia's name like a prayer.
When Beth finally opened her eyes, she was above the water. The light that came in through the windows seemed brighter and more vibrant. It was like someone had adjusted the color and saturation hues of the whole world. Birds sang in the distance, their song calling to her. She longed to be outside, to feel the open sky above her and the breeze on her face.
"How do you feel?" asked Naia. "I'm very curious. I've never experienced such a strong bonding before."
"Amazing." Beth's whole body felt relaxed, as if her muscles had been stretched and put back into place. "Am I...different now?"
"Go look." Naia gestured to the mirror. Beth stood, her legs wobbling beneath her. From the bath, she gasped at her own reflection.
It was undeniably her, but there were subtle differences. Her hair was now curled perfectly, despite being wet only minutes ago. Her lips had an extra splash of color that complimented her complexion perfectly. And her eyes. They glowed as if she was staring into a bright light.
Naia rose from the water and wrapped her arms around Beth's waist. She settled her head in the crook of Beth's neck and smiled at their reflection.
"Welcome to the sisterhood," she said, then planted a kiss on Beth's neck. "You've been deeper inside me than any other man or woman, by the way. I don't just say that to anybody."
Beth snorted hard, then laughed. "I can easily say the same," she said between her own tears. "Oh my goodness, I feel so light! Like I can do anything."
"You'll find there are lots of things you can do now," Naia told her. "A touch of precognition, a dash of charisma, and my personal favorite..." One of her hands slid down and cradled Beth's upper pubis. "No more tenderness. You'll be able to handle anything you put your mind to, within reason. That Delightful Dragon of yours should still be handled with caution. Personal lubricant won't ever be an issue again, so that should help."



"Thank you." Beth leaned her head over so that it was on top of Naia's. "This gift you've given me is...I mean...thank you."
"You're very welcome, lover." Naia helped Beth out of the tub. "I'm afraid we made a bit of a mess, so be really careful—"
Beth felt an icy pain stab her through the stomach. The sensation distracted her, causing her to slip on a wet patch. Her legs shot out from under her, but there was nothing to grab onto and she fell. Instead of hitting her head on the floor, the water on the floor rushed together beneath her, creating a thick bubble of fluid that acted as an airbag. It sprayed outward in every direction on impact, turning a nasty fall into a soft bump.
"Oh, shit, that was scary." Beth sat up, now covered in water. "I'm okay though, thanks for the save."
Naia said nothing. Instead, she stared at Beth from her place inside the bathtub, a look of shock on her face.
"That...that wasn't me," she said in a hushed tone, breaking the silence. "I tried to manipulate the water, but it was already being moved with magic. Your magic."
"You gave me water magic?" Beth looked around the bathroom. It was a wet disaster, and even the towels were soaked. She reached out mentally, wondering if she could make it move. All it did was drip off the walls.
Naia shook her head. "That's just it. That's not even something I can do." She bit her lip nervously. "We need to talk to Ratu, right away."

🏠🏠🏠The cold air of Oregon bit at Mike through his jacket. The snow on the ground was only a couple of inches thick but crunched loudly when they walked.
Dana and Quetzalli were in the lead while Yuki brought up the rear. Mike saw that she was swishing her tail over the snow where they walked, and their footprints were vanishing as if wiped from a dry erase board.
Up ahead, the trees parted. There was a hanging fog in the air that shifted away from them as they approached. When they stepped through it, a tingle ran through his whole body.
"We're inside," he said. The magic felt similar to the geas, but not quite the same.
"How do you feel?" asked Dana.
"Kinda hungry," he answered, then pulled a granola bar out of his pocket. When he went to open it, he noticed that the wrapper had been opened already. Curious, he pulled the bar out and laughed. A third of it was gone, and he knew it had to have been Tink.
"May I have some of that?" Quetzalli asked, clutching her stomach. They had been walking for over an hour now, and she was probably just as hungry.
"Here, you can have your own. This one has goblin cooties." He pulled a couple more out of his backpack, then handed over his water bottle. They took turns drinking out of it while Abella and Dana kept watch.
"Is this like being at the house?" he asked Abella. "It's not the geas, but it feels familiar to me."
She nodded, then looked up. "It's been so long since I've seen the forest. Ever since Europe, actually."
"Were you brought over through a portal?" he asked.
"Freighter," she responded. "Was a long journey. I had to sit inside of a box."
"Kind of like Eulalie did." The mention of the Arachne's name caused Abella to scowl. "You don't like her, do you?"
Abella's cheeks darkened. "No, I do not."
"She seems nice."
"That doesn't impress me. Don't think I didn't notice how she suddenly couldn't bring us on this trip. There's one in the house and one waiting for us at our destination. Nobody builds a trap as the Arachne do."
"My magic tells me that she is safe." He patted his gut. "Besides, why go through all this trouble to get me if they could just leave the cabin and snack on some hikers?"
"I haven't figured that part out yet," she admitted.
"They're different." This came from Dana, who slowed down to walk with them. "The Arachne are killers, but their mother wasn't. Every time she laid eggs, she crushed them all because she could tell they would never be able to coexist with humans. Velvet and Eulalie were the only two out of hundreds of eggs that she allowed to hatch because she could tell they were different."
Abella snorted, then walked away from them to join Yuki.
"She really doesn't like them," Dana observed.
"There's always more to the story than we think," Mike said. "I'll admit, the whole spider thing freaks me out. I had a bad experience with them as a kid, and they are kind of being shoved in my face right now."
"I thought you'd enjoy it," she said.
"How do you figure?"
"Always took you for a leg man." She winked at him.
When he laughed, it was almost like a bark. "Okay, you've got me there," he admitted. "Though it's more the whole package, I guess." He thought about the different women in the house. There really wasn't a pattern among them other than not being human.
"For me, it is the hips. Sounds strange, right? But there's something to it. A girl with hips has got some curves to begin with. And don't even get me started on leggings."
"Oh?" Mike snuck a glance over at Quetzalli. The dragon's human form had very voluptuous curves. For the first month she was a human, it had been almost comical to hear her bitch about how parts of her anatomy would keep moving even after she had stopped. "I feel like leggings are one of God's final gifts to mankind," he continued. "A proper pair of leggings can make a housewife look like a goddess."
Dana smirked. "Maybe we could have Tink make us a pair of leggings with eight legs. It would be like immersion therapy or something."
"That would be—" A cold feeling filled his gut and he paused.
"What's up?" Dana asked him.
"Something bad is about to happen." His eyes were drawn up into the trees where he saw movement. He had barely raised his hand to point it out when Abella wrapped her wings around him, blotting out the light.
Someone yelled, and he heard multiple projectiles shatter against Abella's body. When she unwrapped her wings, the tree had been engulfed by a mass of ice. Three squat figures fell out of the tree and landed in the packed snow beneath.
"What was that?" he asked. When he looked over at Dana, he saw that she had arrows sticking out of her chest and shoulders.
"Arrows, apparently. Bad ones." Dana pulled one out and sniffed it, then made a face. "They've been dipped in something nasty."
"Was it just these three?" he asked.
"If so, they were firing them pretty fast," Quetzalli said as she came over. "I would surmise that—"
The cold feeling hit him again and he tackled Quetzalli to the ground as another volley launched over them. A barrier of ice formed in front of them and Yuki shouted in anger.
Through the clear ice of the barrier, he watched Dana pull a dagger from her pants and flick her wrist. The blade extended to reveal a sword that looked almost like a katana and was very similar to the one that Sofia carried. The zombie charged into the fray, the sword hissing through the air as she swung it.
"Where the hell did she get that?" he asked, then looked down at Quetzalli. "Are you okay? You didn't get hit, did you?"
The dragon grinned, her cheeks crimson from the cold. He was on top of her and suddenly aware that his hands had been planted along her ribs. Her breasts were large enough that when they had flattened, they now pressed against his wrists.
"I'm okay," she told him, then gave him a little kiss on the nose. The resulting shock made him bite the tip of his tongue. "My hero."
All around them, the forest came to life with the sounds of chirps and hooting, as if a thousand horny owls were vying for his attention. He moved off of Quetzalli and chanced a glance over the top of the barrier. Yuki was summoning four-foot long spears of frost that flew up into the trees once formed. Dana and Abella were protecting the kitsune from projectiles. With every passing moment, Dana looked more like a porcupine than a woman.
The cold feeling returned and he looked back in the direction that they had come. A group of the stout little men emerged from the forest, their teeth bared.
"Abella," he called out as he covered Quetzalli's ears with his hands. "Ears!"
The gargoyle shoved her fingers in her ears as he took a deep breath and then let out a piercing cry. It was the banshee magic he let loose from within, a hair-raising sound that he had practiced for hours with Cecilia's tutelage. What had once been a loud shriek now sounded like a dissonant blast of more than one voice. Not only was it painful for others to hear, but it was also downright terrifying.
The little men panicked and turned to run. A couple of them hesitated, the scream not enough to frighten them off.
Quezalli raised her hands and summoned lightning from her fingertips. When it struck the pair, they let out a howl of agony and fell to the ground, their bodies twitching even after she stopped.
In a moment of respite, Mike reached into his pockets and pulled out a small baggie of earplugs.
"Time to kick some ass," he told Quetzalli as he handed her a pair. "It's gonna get loud, so put them in."
She grinned, then stuffed the plugs in her ears.
"You may be making a lot of noise," she shouted with an arched eyebrow. Electricity crackled all along the length of her horn as the air around her crackled with energy. "But I want you to remember that lightning does all the work."
Above them, thunder rumbled in the clouds. Laughing, they both ran to join the others.

🏠🏠🏠Velvet yawned, her jaw clicking as she did so. The front door of the house had been barred, and the windows shuttered. Between some of the fierce winter storms and the goblin attacks so long ago, the cabin was perfectly capable of being turned into a defensive fortress for a little bit.
Unfortunately, it wasn't meant to be manned by only one person. Emery helped out where he could, flying around the house and constantly checking windows for movement.
Bigfoot was out cold on the couch. She had feared that the poison was lethal, but Bigfoot wasn't most creatures. He had started rambling around midnight in an ancient language that made the air feel thick and heavy. Around two in the morning, he had gotten into an imaginary argument with her father about cheating at poker. Mostly, what he said was nonsense.
At five in the morning, Bigfoot had ripped a gnarly fart that made her eyes water, but had finally settled. Other than the occasional groan, it seemed like the worst had passed.
During this period of time, Velvet had watched as the little people had come out of the woods to inspect her home. They were aware that she was in the cabin and stayed back, but had ransacked the barn. She watched in dismay as they lost a large chunk of their supplies to the invaders, and had actually cracked the door to take a couple of shots when the opportunity arose.
It was strange that the little people weren't trying to break in. If they knew she was there, why not press the attack while Bigfoot was down?
Something wasn't right, and she thought back to her argument with Eulalie. Her sister had been convinced that some intelligent force was conspiring against them, but Velvet had refused to see it. These people outside her home seemed smart enough to survive, but based on their behavior, they weren't the ones in charge.
So, who could it be?
"Velvet?" Emery landed on the frame of the door, his tiny limbs clinging to the wood. "You need to eat something. It's almost dinnertime."
"I suppose." She peered through the window once more. There wasn't any sign of the little people now. Still, she hated to look away.
"I'll keep watch. Take five minutes, go eat and drink. It'll be okay." He shooed her off and she walked into the kitchen to see what he had brought her. It was a raccoon that Eulalie had trapped a couple of weeks ago, tidily wrapped in a web. She opened her mouth wide for her fangs to descend and sank them into the tenderized flesh and drank.
The cocoon in her hands shriveled up like a giant Capri Sun as she drank the meal inside. When she was done, she got herself a glass of water from the sink and was grateful when liquid flowed from the faucet. Now that the cabin itself was under attack, Eulalie's concerns seemed well-founded. Hopefully, the little people wouldn't find out how to ruin their water supply.
"Something is happening out there." Emery frowned, which was almost comical. His long-pointed nose hung down over his lips, making him look like a sad little troll.
"What?" she asked.
He didn't have to answer because she heard it. It was faint at first, but someone was tapping on the walls of the cabin. The sound amplified as others joined in. She peered through the shutters to see that one of the little men was using his spear to poke at the siding.
"Can they get in?" she asked.
"I don't know," Emery answered. "But we need to get them to stop."
"Damn." She looked over at Bigfoot, who was still asleep. Even if she wanted to run, where could she go? Her uncle still needed time to recover, which was a scary thought as well. Whatever poison was in his system must be potent indeed to have dropped him as fast as it did, which meant it would probably kill her outright.
She went into the kitchen and picked out an old cleaver from the knife drawer. Grabbing the broom from next to the fridge, she met Emery at the front door. "I'm going to need you to make a little noise while I go out through the roof."
Emery made a face like he was going to argue, but the tapping intensified. One of the creatures was now trying to wedge his spear into one of the shutters. She threw the imp a knowing glance, then reached down toward her spinnerets to withdraw some webbing. Unable to create the intricate webs that her sister could make, it was still strong enough to cocoon a creature.
She used it to attach the cleaver to the broom handle, then gave it a practice swing.
The imp nodded. "How long should I wait?" he asked.
"Count to thirty." Velvet flexed her legs and leapt up into the loft. From here, she was able to let herself into the attic of the cabin. It was mostly full of boxes from their childhood, things that her parents couldn't bear to part with. There were also several boxes of canned soup for her father in case of emergencies.
She stopped to touch the corner of one of the boxes. It suddenly occurred to her that the last time the box was opened, her father had been alive. Tears forced their way into her eyes as she tried to sniff them back.
"I am not crying over fucking soup," she muttered, then moved to the hatch that had been bolted shut from the inside. Her father had installed it for their mother and them when they were little so that they wouldn't wake him up if they went out at night. She put her hand fondly on the bolted passage, took a deep breath, then slid the bolt out of the way and pushed it open.
It moved with nary a sound, and she was out on the roof. The afternoon air was chilled, and her breath was coming in tiny clouds that vanished on the breeze. Down below, she heard Emery let out a shriek of alarm and start banging on one of the windows.
Her sense picked up one of the little men directly beneath her. Near the back of the cabin, she cast a wary gaze toward the tree line. Seeing that there was nobody coming, she chanced a look over the edge. The cannibal carrying the spear was moving toward the corner of the house. His back was to her.
She dropped down from above, then swung her makeshift halberd in a wide arc. When she struck the creature in the head, the blade stuck in its thick skull. It fell with a grunt.
"Plus two to damage, bitch." She yanked the cleaver out of its skull and used the reflective blade to peek around the corner. Two of them were moving toward the racket that Emery was making, but a third was using its spear to try and force open the shutter that went to her father's room.
Seeing red, she charged around the corner and sprinted toward the nirumbi forcing open the window. It let out a screech of rage when it saw her, but she sank her fangs into its neck before it could do anything else.
The nirumbi farthest from her cried out and threw its spear. She used the nirumbi she held as a shield to block it, then drew the Sig and fired. Her shot hit the nirumbi that had thrown the spear in the chest, and it went down. The third raised its own spear, but Velvet swung her makeshift weapon hard enough that it cleaved through the little man's arm.
The broom handle broke. She pulled the spear out of the nirumbi in her mouth and threw him at his friend. They both fell down, and Velvet used the spear to pin them together at the belly.
"Nirumbi-kabob," she muttered with a grin, then leapt onto the roof. A second later, three nirumbi came around the corner to investigate, but Velvet was on her way to the other side of the house. She found two more nirumbi nervously circling around the house.
She dropped down from above and fired the Sig. It took four shots this time, but she killed them both and took their spears before fleeing to the roof. By now, the air was filled with hooting as they tried to track her down. A group of them had emerged from the barn, but Velvet kept to the back of the cabin. She snuck back inside and latched the hatch shut.
Down below, Emery was shrieking his little head off, but the tapping had already stopped.
"I bought us some time," she told him, then picked up her father's rifle from the dining room table. "I'm thinking we can pick a few more off from the roof."
Emery nodded, then pressed his face to the gap in the window. "Should I make another distraction?"
"Nope." She moved past him and pulled open the front door. The nirumbi were so busy scanning the roof that she was able to squeeze off two shots before they fled. Her aim with the rifle was far better, and she slammed the door shut and bolted it.
"Disgusting," Emery remarked as he watched through the window gap.
"Death is never pretty, but sometimes necessary," she told him.
That was a fact that her father had drilled into her since she was little, ever since she could hunt. She had cried the first time she had caught a rabbit on her own. The poor thing had looked terrified when she snapped its neck as her mother had taught her.
"They're eating their own dead." Emery moved away from the window so that Velvet could look. Sure enough, the two she had shot were getting carved up by their brethren as if they were worried the meat would suddenly go bad.
She debated taking another shot at them, but a small group had formed a semi-circle around the front door. They were holding bows, and she knew better than to mess with poisonous arrows. Maybe if she went up top, she could snipe a couple? Over near the barn, a group of them appeared from out of the forest.
"Shit," she muttered, then moved over to Bigfoot. "Uncle Foot? Hey!" She tried slapping him into consciousness. "I really need you to wake up right now!"
"Velvet!" Emery's wings flapped frantically as he backed away from the door. "They're lighting torches!"
She moved to the window and yanked it open. The nearest nirumbi let out a squawk of alarm as she looked down her sights at a trio of nirumbi who were trying to build a fire out of hay from the loft. Smoke was already climbing from the stack when she fired, taking out one of them before slamming the window shut.
"Uncle Foot!" She screamed as she ran to the kitchen window. When she opened it, she could sense the arrow coming at her and dodged. It passed harmlessly through her hair and stuck in the fridge. Ducking down, she pulled the window shut as two more arrows came in.
"What do we do?" Emery's eyes were wide as he hovered before her. "Velvet, we need to run!"
"I'm not leaving without him," she said, looking over at Bigfoot.
"But you can't leave with him." The imp screwed up his features. "Maybe if you open a window, I can lead them away?"



"They're not stupid, they know we're still in here." Frowning, she looked through the gap in the window again. Torches were being lit. The idea of leaving Bigfoot behind made her sick to her stomach, but her feelings wouldn't matter once the flames made it through the wooden walls.
Could the cabin even be set on fire? It was magical in nature and was bigger on the inside. It was something they had never tested for obvious reasons. She said a little prayer as the cheering nirumbi came toward her, their torches held high.
This was her home. It was the only place she had ever known, and now she was going to die inside it.
From the forest, there came a piercing cry that made the hair on her legs stand on end. The sound permeated the house, and Bigfoot shifted uncomfortably on the couch in response.
"What the hell was that?" she asked. It was apparent that the nirumbi didn't know either, because they turned to look outward, the cabin now forgotten.
The cry came again. This time, it sounded like a pair of voices screaming counterpoint to one another, causing her veins to fill with ice. What dreadful creature could conjure such a sound?
The nearest nirumbi carrying a torch turned toward the cabin and came at them. Its beady eyes glistened in the light of the flames as it drew close.
A dark shape crashed into the creature from above. It was a beast with dark skin and powerful wings that flapped mightily. When the newcomer turned to face the cabin, Velvet realized she was looking at a woman with flattened features and pointed ears. Her skin was made of stone, and her lips curled up to reveal a pair of fangs. It was a gargoyle, as beautiful as she was deadly.
The gargoyle trampled the nirumbi into the ground with large talons, then paused when a spear shattered on the back of her neck. She turned her dreadful gaze on a nearby cluster of nirumbi and scowled.
"Wha—
Aghast, Velvet could only watch as the gargoyle barreled into the nirumbi. They scattered like leaves, but the gargoyle snagged a pair of them and flew into the sky. Tiny shrieks filled the air when she dropped them a few seconds later.
Fat snowflakes began to drift across the yard, followed by a thunderclap. The weather had rapidly turned, and the air felt electrified. Velvet realized she was holding her breath.
The nirumbi nocked arrows and held them up, clearly tracking the gargoyle. Velvet debated moving to the roof for a better view, but thoughts of this were dashed when icy spears rained down from above. A pair of women emerged from the forest, causing the nirumbi to panic and switch to their spears.
One of the women had fox ears with a trio of tails whirling behind and wearing a thick white coat. She held a shield made of branches that had been tightly woven together. There were a few arrows protruding from it.
The other was Dana. There were easily twenty arrows sticking out of her, and she collected a couple more plus a spear as she charged into the little men swinging her sword and cutting them apart.
The nirumbi had enough. They let out shrill cries as they broke and ran for the forest. Velvet half-expected her rescuers to let them go, but the fox summoned a volley of ice that caused a momentary whiteout. That shrill cry came again, followed by several thunderclaps. Frost covered the windows, preventing her from seeing anymore, and she backed away from the door.
The storm outside raged for several minutes, then absolute silence. She nearly jumped out of her skin when someone knocked.
"Velvet?" It was Dana. "Are you in there?"
Velvet ran to the door and threw it open. Impossibly, her friend had come for her. She would have hugged the zombie, except for all of the arrows sticking out of her.
Dana flicked the sword a few times to knock the blood off of it, then folded it up and handed it over.
"I probably should have brought this back sooner," she confessed.
"Yes. You should have." Velvet smiled, then looked over Dana's shoulder. The yard was covered in a thin blanket of snow, and all around were several nirumbi-sized lumps beneath it. The air smelled of blood and ozone, and she walked outside with Emery right behind her.
The fox woman knelt down over one of the lumps, her nostrils flared as she sniffed the air. Nearby, the gargoyle thudded into the ground and rose, her features twisted in disdain, then indifference.
"Thank you," Velvet said. "You guys saved us. Please, you have to help me. Bigfoot is hurt."
"Poison?" asked the fox. "I can smell it. I may be able to do something to help that." She made it to the door and gave a little bow. "My name is Yuki, by the way."
"Thank you, Yuki." Velvet watched her walk inside and kneel next to the couch. She turned her attention back to Dana. "How did you get here?"
"Magic rat portal. Will explain later. This is Abella, by the way." Dana gestured at the gargoyle.
"I will stand watch," Abella informed them, then lifted into the sky and disappeared.
"You have no idea how glad I am to see you," Velvet said. "Those weird little guys came out of nowhere and I—"
Movement from around the barn caught her eye and she turned her head, her heart coming to a stop. One of the figures was a woman with a large horn coming from her head, but all Velvet could focus on was the man next to her.
He wore a brown coat and jeans and was talking with the horned woman. The wind was catching in his hair, causing it to billow ever so slightly backward. Dark brown eyes that reminded her of earth sat just above a smile that made her entire body hot and smooshy at the same time. In her gut, she felt the heat shift from her belly immediately down to her groin. She suddenly felt heavy, as if the ground were about to swallow her up.
"You must be Velvet." When he spoke, it was as if his voice wrapped around her like a warm blanket. "My name is Mike. I'm the new Caretaker."
"Caretaker?" Emery shook in anticipation.
"And you must be Emery. I have something for you." Mike reached into his pocket and pulled out a shiny coin. "I got this a while ago, in case I made it out this way. It's a real silver dollar, and—"
"SHINY!" Emery snatched the coin from Mike, then landed on his shoulder as he gave the coin a bite with his teeth. "It's real silver, Vee, real silver!"
"Uh, yeah." Velvet's brain wasn't forming any words, and she just stared at Mike. It was as if she couldn't get enough of the very sight of him, and she felt her groin tighten beneath her.
"Not to be that person, but can we head inside?" Dana pulled one of the arrows out of her leg. "Pincushion isn't my favorite look."
"Yes, please, come in." Velvet's mouth was dry and her hands shook as she led them into the house. When she followed Mike inside, all she could think about was what it would be like to run her hands through his hair, to touch his skin, to feel him up against her body.
But most of all, what their children would look like.

🏠🏠🏠I hope you had fun reading that, because I had a lot of fun writing it. There is plenty more in store for our intrepid heroes.
Thanks again for dropping by, I absolutely love the Lit community. I've appreciated all the support from you and want you to know it means the world to me. Don't forget to leave some stars and a comment or two, I do try to read them all. Make sure to do something nice for yourself today, and stay tuned to see what happens with our cast of zany characters next month! (probably somethin' sexy, I dunno)
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hunger
Dana flicked her wrist, causing the sword to unfold itself just in time to parry the first attack. Tasia had leapt across the balcony, easily clearing two deck chairs in the process, and the swords scattered sparks as one blade slid off the other.
"Where did you get that?" Tasia demanded. The knight was pressing hard, and if not for her recent feeding, Dana would have been easily toppled. The two of them clashed, and Dana twisted her blade, keeping them locked up.
"I'm just full of surprises," she said, then shoved the knight backward. Dana readied her sword, hoping to keep the knight at bay for a few more minutes.
Tasia spun about and sliced through the air with her blade. Dana immediately recognized the intended strike and stepped to the side. The sword cut through where Dana had been standing, and Tasia let out a growl and switched to a horizontal swipe. Dana blocked with her blade, but she was shoved sideways by the impact of the blow.
"Looks like your surprises are running out." Tasia unleashed an onslaught of blows, and with each one, Dana danced about, dodging out of the way. A risky counterattack was not necessary, all she needed to do was survive until Lily returned. "You're fast, though, I'll give you that."
Dana grunted in response. Her offensive skills with a sword were non-existent. Even with enhanced speed and strength, Tasia was scoring tiny wounds along her arms and torso. They continued moving around the pool, and Dana kept turning her eyes to the sky, hoping to see Lily's dark shadow descending.
"Even if you get past me, you do know he'll kill you, right?" Tasia's eyes were wild as she feinted to the left, then tried to stab Dana in the chest. "He is like a god."
"You're so much better than this. You know that he's controlling you, right?" Though Dana had no reason to like Tasia, it sickened her that the knight was under Tristan's thrall. When Daryl had blackmailed Dana, she had at least been able to think and speak for herself, to actually be something other than a complete slave. Was Tasia's mind trapped right now, screaming to get out? Or had she been completely subverted? Maybe it would be worth it to try and reason with the inner Tasia, to help draw her out long enough that the others could help.
"How long are you just going to let him make you his bitch?" she asked, hoping that anger would be the most effective course.
Tasia did a weird shuffle with her feet, then hooked her foot in a deck chair and launched it at Dana. Dana brought up the sword to block it, but lost sight of the knight. It wasn't until she felt Tasia's blade pierce her through the gut that she realized that she had fucked up.
"How is this for doing something?" Tasia growled, then twisted the blade. The knight had crouched low to hide herself behind the projectile, then stood to her full height when she had run Dana through. There was a grim satisfaction in Tasia's smile, and it occurred to Dana that the knight thought she had already won. It was time to press the dead girl advantage, but how?
What would Lily do? Now that she was run through, she wouldn't be able to use the sword. She looked down to see if there was any way to pull herself free and noticed that Tasia's left breast was completely exposed. It had popped free of her bikini top while they had been fighting, and the bright areola had become a jiggling target.
She knew what Lily would do.
"Your tit's out." Dana let go of her sword, balled her hand into a fist, and then drove it into Tasia's breast as hard as she could. With any luck, this would get her the opening she needed, but she held nothing back. After all, there was no telling what it would take to bring Tasia down.
The bones in Dana's hand and forearm snapped on impact, unable to stand up to both her enhanced strength and whatever magical aura protected Tasia. The knight grunted and looked as if she was going to be ill. When her legs buckled, Dana used the moment to push forward and lift Tasia, then tackle her into the pool.
The knight struggled to get out from under her, but a heavy weight now pressed down on both of them. Dana felt Tick Tock change shape, and wire limbs sank themselves into the bottom of the pool, pinning them both in place. Tasia kicked her feet, struggling to break free, then let out a bubbling scream of rage.
Dana held tight, knowing that it was only a matter of time. When Tasia finally went limp, Dana waited an extra thirty seconds and wasn't surprised when the knight suddenly struggled anew, her attempt at subterfuge failing. When Tasia went limp a second time, Dana wondered how many minutes they had been beneath the water, then patted one of Tick Tock's limbs to let the mimic know it was time to surface.
She dragged Tasia to the edge of the water, then shoved her up onto the concrete just as a dark shape dropped down from above. It was Cyrus and Lily. The mage fought free of Lily's arms, then ran over.
"What happened?" he asked.
"It got messy." Dana grabbed the sword in her gut and pulled it free, then tossed it on the ground. She swayed a bit as her muscles regenerated and tightened. "She needs mouth to mouth right away. I had to drown her."
Cyrus looked appalled, but Lily knelt next to Tasia and opened the knight's mouth. She placed her lips on Tasia's and blew, then tilted her head to the side as a trickle of water came out. She repeated the process a few more times, pausing to listen to Tasia's lungs.
Tasia let out a groan of agony, then vomited up a bunch of water. She took a deep breath and shuddered, then turned her head to the side and whimpered.
"Will she be okay?" asked Cyrus.
"Should be. But look." Lily lifted the shirt that Tasia had been wearing to reveal a deep purple bruise that extended back along Tasia's rib cage. "I noticed it when I was listening to her heart. These ribs are very broken."
"But how? It would take a tremendous amount of force to accomplish such a thing." He looked at Dana, realization dawning on his face. "You did this?"
Dana held up her hand to reveal that some of her fingers had healed crooked. She rebroke them a couple of times until they straightened out, then flexed her hand. Something popped into place, and she nodded. "Yep, that was me."
"Hmm." He looked at Tasia. "Should we wait for her to wake up?"
"Oh, she's out for the day. While I was giving her mouth to mouth, I stabbed her. We have no idea whether or not being knocked out will undo Tristan's control."
Cyrus let out a sigh of disappointment. "I guess it's for the best, then. Let's hide her somewhere so that nobody messes with her." He pointed to a nearby door, then walked over and opened it. "This is just a towel room. We can lay her down in here. Can someone get her sword?"
"I've got it." Dana picked up Tasia's sword and then her own. She collapsed both of them and tossed them into Tick Tock's waiting flaps while Lily and Cyrus tucked Tasia away in the towel room. Towel room was probably not the best name for it, as it was full of dishes and serving trays as well, but it did indeed have giant stacks of towels, which they used to make a bed for Tasia to keep her comfortable. She handed Tasia's sword to Lily, who winced when it touched her flesh.
"I hate these things," Lily muttered, then tossed it unceremoniously onto Tasia's chest. "Are you still good to come with us, magic man? I'm sensing some doubts in you."
"I'm still good." Cyrus sounded confident, but Dana could smell a shift in his body odor. Was it stress, or something else? "Was just really hoping to have our heavy hitter."
"You've got your heavy hitter right here." Lily flexed her arms, then backed out of the door. "Let's go fuck some shit up."
"Your language is abhorrent," muttered Cyrus, but he followed.
They moved into the bedroom and did a quick check for any more magic wards. Cyrus declared the room clear, then took point as they moved down the stairs and into the upper hall. Lily stopped the group and snuck ahead, her skin tone changing to match the walls around them.
"We didn't have a chance against her, did we?" whispered Cyrus.
"You have no idea." They waited for a couple of minutes, and Lily came back, a smug look on her face.
"Looks like they're just a skeleton crew. Only a couple of them at the bottom of the stairs. Figure if we can get down there, I can put them out."
Cyrus pulled a pair of wands out of his pocket, then pulled something else out and handed it to Dana. It was a glass marble with a smoky liquid inside.
"What is this?" Dana held the marble up to inspect it.
"Smokescreen. Use it in case we need a quick getaway." He put a wand in each hand and then looked at Lily. "You lead the way. I'll silence any activity we come across."
"Such a gentleman." Lily led them to the stairwell. They stayed crouched while moving, which kept them from being seen from the next floor down.
As they crept along the upper landing, Dana couldn't help but wonder if Tristan was hidden behind one of the many doors they passed. Still, the men downstairs needed to be taken care of before they could address the issue. While they moved, Cyrus kept waving one of his wands about. It wasn't until the third time he did it that Dana saw the shimmering wave of magic that followed behind it. They were now moving without a sound, as if the volume of their little adventure had been muted.
Once at the top of the stairs, Lily took a peek over the railing and then held up three fingers.
Cyrus nodded, and the three of them began their descent. Cyrus moved ahead of Lily and Dana followed. Lily raised an eyebrow when Dana made eye contact, so she assumed the succubus was up to something.
At the bottom, the last few stairs widened dramatically, giving them a full view of the entryway. There was still some camera equipment remaining nearby, and one of the guards sat on it, his eyes down the main entryway. The other two were moving along the corridors on the sides. When one of them turned and saw them, he raised his gun.
Lily was already vaulting over the railing as Cyrus sent a blue wave of energy across the room that knocked the first guard off his feet. The guard on the boxes spun to face them, but took a stinger to the neck, and fell limp on the floor.
The third guard tried to flee down a hallway, but Lily grabbed one of the camera cases and launched it. It hit the guy in the back of the head, which sent him sprawling face first on the ground.
"See? Easy pea—" Lily's words were cut off by the sound of doors opening above them. Dana looked up to see that all of the doors they had passed were open now, and men with assault rifles came storming out, weapons pointed downstairs. Cyrus sent out a wave of purple energy with the wand in his offhand, and it was only while watching the energy expand in a dome that Dana saw the security cameras up above that had been hidden from view.
"Fuck!" Lily grabbed Dana with her hands and Cyrus with her tail, then threw them both down one of the corridors as the men opened fire. Dana slid along the floor, her eyes wide as Lily was gunned down in a hail of bullets. The succubus spread her wings, her features distorting into something truly horrific before launching herself up and out of sight. The gunfire itself sounded like popping corn, and the first scream of agony was more like a sigh.
"This way!" Cyrus grabbed her by the arm and led her to a nearby door. It was locked, but he muttered something under his breath and the door popped open, revealing a service stairwell.
"We can't just leave her," Dana told him.
"Yes, we can. She'll survive, one way or another, but you and I will not. They'll kill me and keep you to figure out why you won't die. It only gets worse from there." They came to the bottom of the stairs, and Cyrus now led them down a long hallway. "We mapped this out before we got here, I know a safe—"
The stairwell door opened behind them, and two men with guns appeared and opened fire. Dana took one in the chest and let out an oomph of surprise, and Cyrus ducked into a nearby door. He leaned around the corner and fired a blast from each wand, his eyes wide when he leaned back.
"There are more coming," he mouthed, then pulled something out of his pocket and tossed it in the hall. There was a bubbling sound, and Dana watched as a large gelatinous mass expanded in the hallway. Bullets slammed into it, and Cyrus helped Dana stand.
Through the blob, there were now at least six men coming. Were they the same ones from above? Or were these different ones? It didn't matter, because as they turned the corner, they both slid to a stop as the door at the other end of the hall opened up, and four men emerged, their weapons ready.
"Lux!" Cyrus summoned up a blue shield of energy that deflected the first volley, then turned around and opened a nearby door. It was a large store room, and Cyrus slammed the door behind them as a pair of bullets tore a hole through the metal.
Dana grabbed a nearby shelving unit and slid it in front of the door, then pulled Cyrus away. Bullets coming through the door were destroying everything inside, and when they got to the back of the room, the door was blown open by what must have been a grenade.
"Down!" Cyrus pushed Dana against the wall, between a pair of shelves filled with laundry soap and cleaner. He summoned his blue shield again, and it flashed with every impact. Dana saw that the bullets weren't being stopped, but deflected, and she made herself small, hoping that they wouldn't hit her.
Cyrus dropped his wand and started digging around his pockets when a flashbang went off right in front of him. The mage covered his face with his hands and his shield wavered with his concentration. The light was bright, but the flashbang sounded like a brief fart.
"Concentrate fire!" Someone shouted as if from a mile away, and the barrage increased. Cyrus was crouched low, his face pulled into a grimace, and the whole thing was ridiculous. The gunfire was muted even here, and despite the fact that Cyrus could potentially die, it sounded like a kid's video game, the volume turned as low as possible.
Trying to figure out what to do, Dana spotted an electrical panel on the wall across from them. Gritting her teeth, she threw the smoke-filled marble across the room and then ran out into the open. Smoke filled the small space, and she managed to get her hands on the main switch before bullets ripped through her body. If she could turn the power off, maybe Cyrus could get back on his feet and do something other than play turtle on the floor.
The moment she pulled the main breaker, there was a loud pop as a bullet hit her in the ear and passed through to the other side of her skull. She fell to the floor, her thoughts spinning out of control as darkness flooded in.

🕰️🕰️🕰️Tick Tock watched as Dana-human fell to the ground, some of her insides now on her outside. Humans were fragile creatures, and the fact that they even had an inside was kind of silly. Still, most of the creatures in this plane of existence were confined to the rules of spacetime, so Tick Tock couldn't fault Dana-human for her frailty.
Spacetime had always been an interesting concept to Tick Tock, as it would be to other members of its kind, if they could ever evolve beyond the constant hunger and desire for survival. Temporally, mimics could only move forward through time, though they could alter the rate at which time passed. For instance, when Tick Tock had been tossed into storage by Emily, it was a simple manner of moving in fast-forward until a chance to escape arrived. Upon returning home, the mimic had been disappointed to discover that the new Caretaker had lacked the necessary spark to fix Tick Tock's broken gears.
However, the Dana-human had radiated light like the sun, drawing the mimic immediately out from hiding. Many times while being fixed, Tick Tock had frozen time just to bask in her radiance, to allow itself a rare moment of joy. Such a being was extremely rare, and the mimic had come across only one other.
Once fixed, Tick Tock had been able to freely manipulate space as well. What the Dana-human saw as shapeshifting was nothing more than Tick Tock Folding spacetime like a paper airplane, or an origami swan.
Tick Tock's true form could never manifest completely in a four-dimensional space, for it simply wouldn't fit. It would be like trying to squeeze a sphere into a piece of paper without flattening it. Ever since leaving the house to help the Dana-human come to life again and regain her spark, Tick Tock had often frozen time or run it in fast forward. When Dana spoke, the mimic was always there to listen, often thinking for hours or days about her words and the best way to help.
Right now, she was falling over, and Tick Tock had frozen the moment to think. There were so many things going on, it was hard to categorize them, but the mimic had all the time it would need.
If the Cyrus-morsel were to die, then it was likely that the Dana-human would be taken. The human-morsels down the hall were the primary problem, but how best to address them? Tick Tock wondered how to best Fold the space around it to assist them both. Perhaps it could Fold itself into a table, or even a metal slab? The bullets the men fired would likely damage its ability to Fold, and Dana-human was no longer able to fix any damage done. So maybe that wasn't the best move.
Sitting in the dark, a new possibility occurred to Tick Tock. The only thing that prevented the mimic from Folding space was the act of being observed, a truly frustrating attribute at times. Sure, Tick Tock could plan ahead and secrete razor-sharp limbs along its current form, but it wasn't the same as being free to swim through spacetime freely, Folding itself into different forms and shapes.
In a single moment, Tick Tock spent hours contemplating the best course of action. There didn't seem to be a single Fold that would accomplish protecting Dana-human from the morsels in the hall. Once all options had been weighed, Tick Tock decided to do something new.
Tick Tock Unfolded. The process was similar to Folding, but was far more exhausting because it forced the mimic to pull the entirety of its body into only three dimensions. This typically had the result of unleashing blinding terror on whatever creature saw it, but that didn't concern the mimic in the slightest.
Concealed by smoke and hidden in the dark, Tick Tock Unfolded itself, forcing its mass into the three-dimensional space of the storage room.
Through the brief bursts of gunfire, the muffled screams of the human-morsels could be heard as Tick Tock moved along the hallway with a plethora of limbs, scaled, hairy and otherwise. Making sure to dodge the center line of fire, Tick Tock was able to grab the closest human-morsel and toss him inside of a space that most likely resembled a mouth, or some hideous maw. It was so hard to tell or care about what the morsels were seeing.



Once inside the space, Tick Tock Folded the morsel into a tiny ball and then tucked it away in a sub-space where the protein could be digested. This resulted in a high-pressure spray of blood and tissue that soaked the room.
Cries of alarm became shrieks of terror as the mimic tore its way through the remaining morsels, spraying blood and gore everywhere. In between muzzle flashes, the mimic changed shapes, and the universe fought to define it, but Tick Tock was determined to protect the Dana-human. It owed its life to her, and would ensure that she regained her spark once again, even if it had to exhaust itself to do so.
Once out in the hallway, it made sure to devour the morsels before they could don their magic glasses, green things that would allow them to see in a different wavelength of light. By the time it Folded its last morsel, it slumped to the floor exhausted. Though its mind could stretch a single moment into an eternity, its body still required the passage of actual time to digest what it had consumed. It would save just a little bit of energy in case Dana-human needed it. Once Folded back into the shape of a backpack in the middle of the blood-soaked hallway, Tick Tock waited for her.
The mimic wouldn't have to wait long. After all, time was relative.

😈😈😈As soon as Lily reached the upstairs landing, she grabbed one of the nearby mercenaries and used him as a shield, holding him up with her tail as she moved toward the men closest to her. The bullets that tore through her were painful, and she wondered if they had been tipped with silver or even blessed. The men held back to avoid shooting their comrade, and she took advantage of the moment by leaning around the gasping man.
"Don't stop shooting on his account. I intend to kill all of you." Realizing that her voice was muffled and they might not hear her, she reached a clawed hand around the man's throat and tore it open, hoping they would get the point.
The hallway erupted in quiet gunfire once more, and she threw the dead man and danced about the room, slashing and ripping. Her body became hot as hellfire surrounded her, summoned by her anger, and she tore her way through the men, pausing on occasion to sting a couple and knock them out.
Someone threw a flash bang, and she snatched it up and bit into it. It exploded in her face, and she laughed maniacally, spreading her wings wide to cast an eerie shadow. The lights suddenly went out, but Lily had no trouble seeing in the dark.
"To Hell with all of you!" She tore her way through them, dodging gunfire and whipping her tail about to sting them. If given the chance, she would come back and eat every last one of them, but time was of the essence. She forced her way through a pair of men blocking the doorway and kicked one hard enough that his head snapped sideways on his body. The other drew a pistol, which she snatched out of his hands while stabbing him with her tail.
"Oh, why didn't I think of this?" She picked up the man and the pistol and moved back into the hallway. While using him as her meatshield, she picked off two of the others with the pistol, then plucked another flashbang from the man's belt and tossed it into a trio of mercs at the top of the stairs. They ran out of the blast radius so she threw her meatshield after them, smashing into them, knocking one of them to the ground. Pistol empty, Lily scooped up a nearby assault rifle and strode purposefully forward.
She fired several rounds at the retreating men, knocking down one. The other fled across the main hall and ducked through one of the side rooms on the main floor. Expecting to find herself under attack again, she stopped and picked up an extra gun. If a group of men stormed out, she could put a few down from a distance.
Other than the groans of the dying, there were no sounds to be heard in the main lobby. She paused just long enough to put a bullet in the head of a merc who was trying to aim his pistol at her. It seemed a shame to ruin so many perfectly good meals, but she was on a time crunch.
The lights flickered back on up above, and she frowned. So much for the advantage of night vision. She walked down a few steps, keeping her senses alert for another ambush. She took a few more tentative steps down the stairs and waited.
Several moments passed.
Suddenly, the door of a side room burst open. Tristan stormed out, bare-ass naked except for the pendant around his neck. His skin was a deep red, and from her vantage point on the stairs, she could see the open door to a sauna on the far wall of the room.
"You've got to be fucking kidding me!" he roared, and Lily opened fire. She didn't know if guns would even work on him, and was disappointed to see many of the rounds bounce off his flesh. However, a couple did pierce his skin, but the rounds were still visible, meaning they only just broke the skin.
"Where the fuck is everybody?" he demanded, then turned around, spying one of his men hiding behind a pillar. "Get out here, you coward, or I'll eat your whole goddamn family!"
The remaining merc fled.
Feeling smug, Lily hopped over the railing and tossed her guns to the side. "Looks like your friends are gone. You've got quite the mess to clean up."
"I'm about to make an even bigger one." His features rippled, and his jaw stretched wide. "What makes you think that you'll be able to handle me now?"
"Because she has help." Cyrus staggered out of the hallway, his feet and arms covered in blood. In one hand was a wand, but he held a silver dagger in the other. The dagger was humming with holy energy, and Lily took a step away from it out of instinct.
"I'm surprised to see you. But no matter." Tristan popped his knuckles and tilted his head back and forth. The Dragon Seed swung from side to side, glowing with a sickly aura. "Let's dance."
Cyrus charged forward, then brought up his wand in defense when Tristan sent out a blast of dragon's fire. The summoned shield of light looked as if it was melting, and Lily jumped into the flames, her wings spread wide behind her.
"You'd better have a plan," she yelled over the roar of the flames.
"This!" He held up the dagger. It had silver and pearl inlays throughout the handle, and she recognized the holy script engraved in the blade. "It was for you, but it's time to improvise."
"Where's Dana?"
Cyrus shook his head and pulled something new out of his pocket. "Move!"
Lily leapt to the side as Cyrus threw something into the flames. A gelatinous mass appeared in mid-air and exploded, coating the walls in flaming goo. Tristan coughed, and Lily saw that some of the gunk had hit him in the face. Wasting no time, she ran toward him and leapt into the air, tilting her body backward so that her tail could swing about.
In midair, the stinger of her tail became a spiked club that swung up into Tristan's exposed scrotum. The impact caused Lily to lose her balance mid-air and crash to the ground. When she rolled over, she saw that Tristan's face was now a deep purple as he clutched at his testicles.
Cyrus ran in with the dagger and planted it in Tristan's chest. The dagger didn't seem to do anything but further piss off the dragon, who let out a roar that shook the windows.
Tristan grabbed Cyrus by the shoulders and lifted him into the air before slamming him into the ground. Once free of the mage, he hunched over and clutched his nuts some more.
"Gonna...fucking...kill you," he muttered through deep breaths, then ripped the dagger out.
"I'd like to see you—" Lily let out a gasp when the dagger struck her in the chest. Tristan had moved so quickly that she hadn't even seen him throw it. Her body went numb as she fell to the floor, pinned in place by the artifact planted in her bosom. Pain radiated through her body as a beam of light came through the ceiling, pinning her in place with holy magic. In the distance, she could hear a choir of angelic voices singing, and she realized that she couldn't flee. Whatever this object was, it had pinned her onto this plane of existence, filling her with dread.
Tristan let out a wet cough and started moving toward her with murder in his eyes.

🍖🏍️🍖Dana was in her garage, an angle grinder held tight in her hands as she used it to trim her motorcycle's fender back into a smooth line. Sparks danced along the fender's edge, illuminating the dark corners of the room.
"What'cha workin' on, Sparks?" Alex stepped out of the shadows, her bare feet silent on the concrete.
"Just fixing up the bike." Dana turned her head while taking off her safety glasses. "What are you doing here? Aren't you supposed to be dead?"
"That's a laugh." Alex pulled up a nearby chair and spun it around to sit on it backward. "You're the only dead girl here."
"I'm not dead, though, I'm..." Dana coughed, and something small and shiny fell out of her mouth and landed on the floor. She bent over and picked it up to inspect it. It was a bullet, covered in her blood. There was a sudden pressure in her head, just behind her eyes, and the room became blurry.
"Relax, Sparks, you're gonna make it. Just close your eyes for a second."
Dana obeyed, then let out a groan as the pressure intensified some more. "What's happening?" she asked.
"The human brain is a complicated thing, and it takes time to rebuild. That's the funny thing about your situation. You may be dead, but your body still fights so hard to live."
"That's because...I...want to live."
"I want you to live, too, Sparks. But you know it's never gonna be the way it used to be, right?" She could feel Alex's hand on hers, squeezing tightly. "You're not the same person you were when you were alive, and that's okay. This new person is pretty cool, too."
"Alex, what are you—" the pain vanished, and Dana blew a chunk of metal out of her left nostril, which pinged off the floor. When she opened her eyes, she was in the utility room of the Black Palace, but Alex still stood before her. A gnawing pain filled her belly, and she groaned when she stood. Why did she hurt so bad? Why was the room so smoky?
"Looks like you're out of fuel, Sparks." Alex walked across the utility room and passed through the wall.
"No, wait." Dana stumbled toward the door and fell. She caught herself at the last second, her hands now slick with moisture. Puzzled, she looked at her hand and saw that it was blood.
It smelled rich and aromatic, like the finest bowl of tomato soup, with just a hint of something in the background. Was it blue cheese? She sniffed again, her eyes rolling back in pleasure as her stomach growled.
"No," she whispered, then wiped the blood on the wall. The air was rich with its smell, and it wasn't until she stepped out in the hall and slipped in it that she realized that it was everywhere. Was this part of the hallucination?
"Why do you resist it?" asked Alex. She was kneeling over something on the ground that looked like a piece of skin. "The hunger, I mean."
"I don't want...to..." Dana was distracted by the smell of food, her own hunger, and the fact that the hallway was also covered in photographs of the two of them. Their entire relationship was laid out before her, and she tried to grab at the one closest to her, but slipped in blood again. Why was there so much blood?
"You don't want to what? Become a monster?" Alex stood over Dana now, only she was standing on the wall. "It's all a matter of perspective, isn't it?"
"Fuck perspective," Dana muttered, recalling an old conversation with Alex. The two of them had gotten into an argument one night after being called a pair of dykes. Dana had wanted to tear the guy apart, but Alex had told her to let it go. "You will always be the villain in somebody else's story, right? No matter how pure our love is."
"So, you do remember." Alex smiled. This caused warmth to bloom deep inside Dana's chest, even though it was muted. "So how is this any different?"
"It's blood, it's..." her thoughts weren't fitting together anymore, and she gagged.
"It's your brain trying to rebuild itself." Alex vanished and was now further down the hall. "You can fight it, or you can give in."
"But...I'm not a monster..." Dana sat against the wall, taking shallow breaths through her mouth. The air itself tasted good, and she closed her eyes in an attempt to shut it out.
"It isn't the act, Sparks. It's the intent. You aren't the girl you used to be, but you'll always be the one I love. You need to stop pretending that you're still a regular human. You're a badass, you know that? A badass fucking zombie who needs to eat to survive, and that's okay. So go ahead, taste it."
Dana opened her eyes and lifted her hands. The blood was cooling, but still warm. When she placed a finger in her mouth, she sighed in satisfaction when it touched her tongue.
"That's right, baby girl." Alex's voice was slightly more distant. "Get yourself a snack, then get your pretty ass up those stairs and help your friend."
Dana eagerly licked the blood off her hands, finally allowing the hunger to take her over. Falling to the ground, she ran her tongue across the cold marble, then scooped up the bit of flesh and stuffed it in. It tasted like freshly seared steak, causing her to moan in satisfaction.
The photographs were gone now, but she didn't care. She crawled down the hall, licking her hands and scooping up chunks of meat. Her vision sharpened, and she felt a sharp pain in her temple as the bone started growing back.
Growing back? She touched the spot where the bullet had exited and discovered that there was a hole there, but it was getting smaller. That wasn't how her regeneration had worked before. Was it because she was eating flesh?
Down the hallway, she found Tick Tock in the middle of a clean spot. There was a pair of prints in the blood that she assumed were Cyrus's, and when she picked up the mimic, she heard yelling from up above. She picked up another hunk of meat and chewed it, relishing at the delicious warmth that spread through her body.
She wanted more.
Stumbling up the stairs, she paused on the landing to cough out a fragment of bone, then laughed. The laughter turned to tears, and then to a growl. Her emotions were being shuffled about in her brain as synapsis reconnected, and old memories bubbled to the surface to pop before her eyes. Her eighth birthday, where she punched the neighbor boy for blowing out her candles. The middle school dance where she did the electric slide to the wrong song. The moment when she first held hands with Alex and felt her stomach drop as if she was on a roller coaster.
Lurching up the stairs, she heard Lily scream, followed by the sound of singing. Who the fuck was singing? Shaking her head, she felt her sinuses clear, then her ears popped. She stumbled forward down the hall and saw the main room. The odor of dead bodies was in the air here, and she saw Cyrus on the ground, unconscious and covered in blood.
Lily was also on the ground, but her body hovered a foot off the floor. A spotlight from somewhere above was shining on her, and there was a shining dagger with a crucifix handle sticking out of her chest. Tristan was moving toward her, smoke curling up out of his nostrils.
Around his neck, the Dragon Seed glistened in the light just above a rather ragged wound that was smoking as well.
Tristan was saying something to Lily now, his tone condescending. It was so hard to concentrate on the words, because the dragon man smelled like the finest smoked brisket in the world, and she was fucking starving!
She sprinted across the room on bare feet, licking her lips and opening her mouth wide. When she landed on Tristan's back, she bit down into the tough flesh of his neck and growled, trying hard to break the skin and take just a piece of him with her.
"What the fuck?" Tristan tried to grab at her over his shoulder, but she twisted sideways and stuck her hand in Tick Tock to pull out the sword. The slight difference in the handle revealed that it was Tasia's and now hers, but it would do. She didn't bother extending it, preferring the short form. It bounced harmlessly off his skin, and she scrambled across his back as he bent over. It was so easy to hold on to him, especially because he had thin ridges that would perhaps become wings someday.
"Stupid cunt!" Tristan hollered, then grabbed her hand and crushed it, clearly expecting her to let go. She bit his ear instead, and almost laughed when a piece of it came off in her mouth. When she swallowed it, she felt a brief surge of energy go through her, as if she had slammed an energy drink.
Tristan howled in alarm, and twisted about. She saw the open wound in his chest and dug her fingers in, eager to get them wet with his blood. Retracting her wet fingers, she got just a taste of something that reminded her of barbecue sauce when he bent over violently, causing her to flip onto the ground.
"How are you still alive?" he asked, his features alarmed, and she couldn't help but notice that the Dragon Seed was dangling just over her face. Distracted as she was by the bloody wound on his chest, the Seed had its own peculiar odor, like the finest cheese in the world, maybe a smoked gouda. God, she was so hungry!
She twisted the knife in her hand and used it to cut the chain holding the pendant. As if in slow motion, the Dragon Seed fell toward her. Tristan's eyes widened in panic as the magical artifact left his possession, and Dana opened her mouth wide.
When the pendant struck the back of her throat, she swallowed it.
"No!" Tristan picked her up and threw her across the room hard enough that she felt several of her bones break, but it was nothing compared to the heat flooding her body. It was as if she had consumed the sun, and it was now fighting to burn its way free of her. Her bones shifted and popped as her regeneration went into overdrive, and she let out a moan of pure ecstasy.
"Give it back!" Tristan cried. Standing over her, he picked her up with one hand and jammed his other into her gut. Desperate to take the Seed back, he dug through her belly with sharp claws.
Dana was suddenly filled with rage at the audacity of this thing touching her body.
Clamping down on his wrist with her hand, she pulled him out of her. The veins in Tristan's forehead bulged as he was overpowered, and surprise was written across his features. Smoke poured from her skin as the wound sealed itself shut, and she headbutted him in the face hard enough that she felt something crack. This time, it wasn't part of her that had broken.
"Fuck!" Tristan's nose sprayed blood, but he didn't dare let go of her. He tackled her to the ground and she grabbed at his throat, desperate to choke him. "You're a strong little cunt, but are you fireproof?"
His mouth stretched wide, and she could smell the heat forming inside his body as he readied a fiery blast. Her body might be able to heal the damage, but she would likely become hideously scarred, if not deformed by the act. Improvising on the spot, she took the dagger in her hand and shoved it inside of his mouth, making sure to flick her wrist on the way in.
The dagger unfolded itself, pausing briefly when the blade pressed against the roof of Tristan's mouth. Grunting in surprise, Tristan stood and stumbled about for a couple of seconds before the blade expanded to its full height, piercing through the top of his head and spraying the room with blood and brains. Dancing about like a macabre unicorn, he tipped over backward as flames shot out of his mouth and also through the hole in his skull. He now looked like a Roman Candle that had been tipped over, and dragonfire belched across the room, causing the furniture and walls to ignite.
"Dana!" Lily cried out to her from across the room. "Get this thing out of me!"



Dana lurched over to Lily with a drunken smile. "You look so pretty," she told her, then knelt down to pull the dagger free. The handle of the dagger sizzled on contact with her skin, so she yanked it out quickly and tossed it to the side. The spotlight vanished, and Lily let out a groan as she rolled onto her side, curling into the fetal position.
"Don't be like that," Dana told her with a grin, then leaned over the succubus. Lily winced, then gasped when Dana licked her neck.
"What are you doing?" asked Lily.
"I think you know." Despite the smell of the flames, now that Tristan was down, all Dana could think about was how horny she was. A small part of her noted that it may be the effect of the Dragon Seed, but she no longer cared. She gave Lily's breast a squeeze, then sniffed her neck.
"Seriously? Here?" Lily pushed her away and stood. "We need to get out of here before this whole place goes up."
"There's plenty of time." Dana grabbed Lily again and kissed her. The succubus melted into her arms for a moment, then grabbed her by the hand and pulled her toward the middle of the room.
"C'mon, let's take this party upstairs." Lily grabbed Cyrus by the wrist and tossed him over her shoulder. "Find somewhere for sleeping beauty here to relax."
Dana groaned, her thighs burning with desire. "Ugh, fine."
Tristan's body was clearly out of gas, but now the room was on fire. The air had become thick with smoke, but all Dana could think about were the curves of Lily's ass, the softness of her breasts. How she wanted to feel her lips all along her body, to pin the succubus down and see how many fingers would fit inside of her.
She groaned on the stairs and sank to the floor.
"Get your ass up here!" Lily shouted, then tossed Cyrus on the upper landing and came back. "Shit, you're a mess."
Dana giggled, then grabbed at Lily's legs. "I want you to do that thing with your tail. It's all I can think about."
Lily sighed, then picked Dana up and slung her over her shoulder. "I assume the bag is Tick Tock?"
"Yep, yep." From where she hung, Dana could easily grab the top of Lily's butt. She ran her hands along Lily's spine. The fire was now along the walls, the flames roaring below them.
"Then the gang's all here." Lily knelt down, which allowed Dana to squeeze her ass with both hands. An unconscious Cyrus flopped over Lily's other shoulder, his mouth hanging open. She frowned at the mage. Why did he have to cock-block her right now?
Lily took them up to the master bedroom and then out to the patio. She tossed Cyrus onto a deck chair as the house ignited, sending smoke into the black sky above. Fire alarms in the house were now blaring, and Dana wondered how long they had been going.
Lily shifted, and Dana was now back on her feet. She smiled and put her hands on Lily's face.
The world came to a standstill, and all she could see was the vision before her. It wouldn't be enough to kiss Lily, or even to fuck her. She wanted to possess her, to make her come uncontrollably, to ride her face until Dana's voice was hoarse from crying out in rapture, to—
"Cold shower time." Lily shoved Dana, and she fell backward over the railing, now tumbling through the air. She pinwheeled her limbs about for several moments before slamming into the water below, letting out a gasp as her body snapped and then reset itself in seconds. In her belly, the Dragon Seed burned, and she groaned beneath the water, her fingers running along her bare thighs and pulling aside the crotch of her bathing suit.
It was a burning need, now, and without Lily to see her through it, the hundred-yard distance from shore didn't matter. Maybe if she could get herself off, she could concentrate on something other than the lust that was overriding her brain.
The first orgasm only took her a few minutes, but she was left unsatisfied. The second took a bit longer, but accomplished little more than to fuel her desire, and she was strongly considering swimming to shore and finding somebody, anybody, who would be willing to fuck her.
From above, a shape descended and snatched her up from the waves. It was Lily, who wore a determined look on her face. Dana frantically rubbed at her clit with one hand while grasping for the succubus with the other. They were headed out into the darkness of the waves, but after a few minutes, she realized that they were actually flying toward a distant light on the horizon.
The cargo ship loomed up at them like a tiny metal island, and Lily dropped Dana roughly in between a couple of large shipping containers. Her legs were broken, and she floundered about as her bones realigned. There was a brief moment where her mind was normal, while her bones were fusing, and then the lust returned.
Up above, she could see the top of the bridge. Was there someone up there who could help her? She was almost to her feet, but her sea legs were garbage, and she tipped over just as Lily disappeared.
"Please," she begged. "Please, help me. I need to get off."
"No amount of getting you off is going to help you. We need to fill your belly with something better than jewelry." Lily pressed her lips to Dana's and pushed her backward. The soft fabric of Tick Tock pressed against the metal door of a nearby container, making a rustling sound.
YES! Dana's knees went weak as the succubus pressed her back against one of the shipping containers. All she wanted was to have her body explored, to discover new realms of pleasure, to experience—
There was the rasping sound of metal, and Dana was kicked hard, her body tumbling into darkness. She bounced off the hood of a car that had been strapped down for transport, then fell to the ground.
"Go to horny jail," Lily told her, then slammed the door of the shipping container. Dana let out a cry of rage that was lost on the sea as the darkness closed in around her. Through the thick steel, she thought she heard Lily shout something, but it didn't matter. She was already breaking into the car, praying desperately that it had a stick shift.

🔒🔒🔒When Cyrus opened his eyes, he was sitting on a bench overlooking the ocean from a cliff. The smell of salt in the air reminded him of Italy, and he turned to see that he wasn't alone.
It was Lily, the succubus. The unrepentant heathen was dressed as a nun, and she had her hands together as if in prayer. She opened one eye and winked at him, then opened her hands to reveal that she wasn't praying. In fact, she was eating a hot dog, and she made a point to shove the whole thing in her mouth in one bite, squirting mayonnaise and mustard all over her habit.
"Disgusting trollop," he said, then put a hand against his head. He felt pressure just behind his eyes, and he thought he might be sick.
"That would be the concussion," she told him, then held up a plate with another hot dog on it. "Hungry?"
"What are you doing here? Where are we?"
"Oh, I think you know." She smirked and gave the hot dog a poke. It wiggled like a snake, and then a pair of feet burst through the side of the bun. She set it on the ground where it did a little dance in front of them.
Cyrus kicked the hot dog, sending it over the side of the cliff.
"Now that's fucking rude, he was mid-routine!" Lily scowled at him. "Though, to be fair, half of it is just the Worm."
"You're in my head," he told her, then went to open his coat. "You realize that this is a violation of our oath."
"It would be, if the timer hadn't expired." Lily waggled her hand back and forth, and the sun set over the ocean and then rose again. "You've been out about sixteen hours, with a few more for good measure."
"How?" Cyrus put a hand to his head and winced. "Ow, fuck!"
"Ooh, such language. You got knocked out. The Black Palace burned to the ground, but I managed to get you to safety before the whole place went up. Stung you to keep you relaxed for the flight, 'cause it would have caused problems if you had woken up suddenly. Technically not a violation of our pact. You should know better than to make a deal with a demon." Lily stood from the bench and put her hands on her hips. "As for your little trick to boot me out of here, you're in pretty bad shape. Requires more concentration than you can muster."
"So this is it, then. You have me at your mercy?" He sat back and let out a sigh. "And the seed? What happened to it?"
"In our possession." Lily fashioned up a mock version of the Dragon Seed. "We held a vote, but you were taking a nap. Worked out for us in the end." She tossed him the necklace, but he ignored it, letting it bounce off his chest.
"How long am I going to be in here?" he asked. "I know you can't eat me until you seduce me. You've already played your hand in letting me know where I am. So how long do you intend to drive me mad?"
"Oh, I plan on being on your mind for the rest of your life." She sat down in his lap, her legs spreading wide to reveal that she was naked beneath the habit, save for her leather boots. "I would be happy to come to an agreement with you. We could explore so many things together."
"If I have to feign celibacy for the next thirty years, I will do it. I will foil you at every turn, foul temptress." He refused to spend an eternity in her belly, undergoing God knew what torment. "You will find that I am not easy prey."
"Oh, I do love a challenge." She leaned in close, her breath hot on his ears. Smoke was curling up around her face, her clothing starting to smolder. "I could just kill you instead. Strangle you in your sleep, and be done with it. Would be way faster. What do you think?"
Cyrus felt his blood chill at the offer, but not because it frightened him, but because he wanted to accept. The idea that he would give up so quickly was terrifying.
"What choice do I have?" he offered in response. "It's the illusion of choice. If I'm being truthful, I don't want either option. I choose to live."
"Interesting. And you think you're deserving of such a choice?" She slid off his lap and looked out to the sea. "Is that the same choice you would have offered me? Offered us? Would you let us go, regardless of who had the necklace?" Her habit was smoking now, and pieces of it fell away to reveal a large pair of wings that extended ominously behind her.
"I..." He dropped his eyes in shame. Lying to the succubus was a stupid idea, and she had him dead to rights. If their positions were switched, he would have killed her already.
"That's what I thought. Don't think I wasn't aware that our pact didn't extend to little miss psychopath, either. My vision is far better than yours at night, and I took my sweet ass time getting back until Dana drowned her ass."
"Tasia. Is she..." He didn't even bother asking the question, because he knew the answer. Cyrus crossed his arms in front of his chest and took a deep breath. Maybe, if he could hold off her advances long enough, his head would clear and he could utilize the Enochian chant to burn her out of his mind. Maybe then she would simply snap his neck and be done with it. "Never mind. I'll have you know that I won't go down without a fight."
"I would expect no less of you." She put her hands on his knees and pushed his legs apart. "And I suppose you should expect no less from me."
He took a deep breath and tried to clear his mind, but that sharp pain continued to haunt him. Being unable to focus meant that he was essentially powerless, and he knew that she would toy with him until his inevitable end. She sat on his lap and pressed her hand to his chest, and there was a surge of pressure in his groin as his cock stirred in his pants.
"If you're wondering about that, it's because I have dosed you with a different kind of venom. I want it to be crystal clear that you have no chance of resisting, that there is no exit strategy, no possibility of winning. Everything that happens from this moment forward is completely out of your control, Master Cyrus." Her hands were on his chest now, and his heart was pounding. She felt good up against him, and he hated it.
"No," he whispered, his voice cracking. "Please, don't."
She grabbed the hair on the back of his head and yanked it back. "Begging? Are you really that pathetic?"
"Yes."
"And if I had begged, would you have granted mercy?"
His shoulders slumped, and he shook his head no. Decades of hunting the most vile creatures on Earth had taught him that mercy wasn't a gift to be given. There was always a balance, and a creature like her did not have a proper place in it. Neither did Dana, or the mimic for that matter.
Oh god, the mimic. All he could remember was seeing glimpses of it around the gunfire, and hearing screams, the memory sending chills down his spine.
Lily leaned in and placed her lips against his ear. When she breathed, he could feel the heat of it, and her tongue caressed his earlobe.
"I'm a creature of Hell, Cyrus. By every right, I should suck your soul out through your eyes and allow it to fester with the others for all eternity. It's all anyone expects of me, but there's something else that you should know, something even more important."
She went still, her breath hot on his cheek. He waited for her to finish, but she clearly was waiting for him to ask.
"What is that?" he inquired, more than a little afraid of what the answer could be.
"Nature may have a hand in it, but our choices make far more monsters than anything else." She moved off of him and took a step back. The habit was gone now, and she wore a blood red corset and a black miniskirt. "So the next time you come across a boogie man in the dark, I want you to stop and consider that maybe, just maybe, the next decision you choose is what makes you the true monster."
With that, she was gone. He looked around, puzzled by her sudden exit. Wondering what kind of game she was playing, he stood and walked around, only to discover that he had been placed on a small island in the middle of nowhere. Hours passed as he wandered aimlessly, and he was in the middle of contemplating a swim when he woke up.
He was in a hotel room, and his head was pounding like crazy. He sat up and caught a beam of sunlight out of the corner of his eyes, which nearly made him puke. He covered his eyes with his hands to gradually let the light in by spreading his fingers. From what little he could make out, he was in a bedroom, and once his eyes adjusted, he saw that several bottles of water and a bottle of aspirin had been put on the nightstand.
He took the pills and swallowed some water, his mouth feeling unusually dry. He couldn't tell if he was still asleep or not, but he did notice a note left by the aspirin, so he picked it up.
You're in an empty house, the note said. No idea when the owners will get back, so get your shit and bail.
He sighed and stood, his head immediately throbbing. He dug around in his pockets and discovered that his phone was still there, so pulled it out to make the call. He squinted at the screen to try and make out the keypad when he caught his reflection in the mirror.
The word DICK had been written across his forehead in permanent ink. Groaning, he went to rub it off when he heard someone moan in agony. Following the sound, he found himself in a bedroom down the hall, and lying on the bed was Tasia. She looked to be in rough shape, and when he rolled her over, he discovered that a pair of intricately drawn devils with huge dicks had been drawn on her cheeks in such a manner that it looked like they were fucking her nose.
There was a note next to her bed, and Cyrus picked it up.
Some choices are harder than others. Don't make me regret mine. It was signed with a kiss, and he could only shake his head in amazement as he dialed the number for the local Order chapter to come extract them. Once he had activated his phone's GPS, he held up the note Lily had written him and just shook his head again. He wasn't sure what he was going to tell his superiors, or even what Tasia herself may remember, but it was clear to him that the succubus was giving him a choice. Her words still rang in his ears, because he knew that he wouldn't have shown her the same amount of mercy.
And now that the choice was his, he had no idea what to do with it.

😈😈😈I really hoped you enjoyed that chapter, I absolutely adored writing that Tick Tock scene.
Folks, the story is almost over. One more chapter to wrap this tale up, I can't wait for you to see it!
Thanks to all of you who've been reading, I really appreciate the emotional support. I get a chance to write every day because of you lovely human beings, and I hope that you are doing well. Be kind to yourselves and I will see you next time for the stunning conclusion to Dead and Horny!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all!
First off, sorry this is a couple of days late (unless you're from the future, you won't know any different). While I try to adhere to my posting schedule, this last week was just a string of bad luck. I liken it to the suddenly pipes bursting in your house. You gotta get that shit fixed and it takes time, but rest assured that the Hawthorne family is well and good. Just very tired. Regardless, I appreciate the emails and such asking if I was doing okay. It means a lot to me that the community here can be so supportive.
If you're a new reader, welcome to my story about a man who gets a magic house and has tons of action/sex packed adventures. You're gonna be so goddamn lost if you're jumping in now, so why not go back and read the other 63 chapters? Don't worry, we will wait for you.
Returning reader? Welcome back! I have some great news for you! Starting next month, Dead and Horny will be wrapped up and I will be back to posting two chapters of HFHM a month. I will likely stick to that schedule for a good chunk of time.
As a quick recap, last chapter we had Mike arrive in Oregon to meet Velvet the Arachne. Beth did a soul swap with Naia and something went awry. Lily announced her plans to impregnate everyone in the house with Mike's sperm, but she was just joking...right?
Please remember to leave some stars and comments, I love the community here, you all are amazing!
Conflicted
The snow crunched beneath Mike's feet as he walked through the forests of Oregon. In front of him, Yuki walked on top of the snow carrying her shield, leaving no trace of her passage. Up above, Abella circled.
The Nirumbi, in their haste, had made no effort to hide their tracks. The ones who had survived the slaughter at the cabin had gathered into a larger group and headed north. Though his tracking skills were only slightly better than the average person, the thirty-foot wide path made of tiny footprints and discarded spears made his job easy.
"Anything up ahead?" he asked, then looked up. Abella held up both fists, which was the signal for NO. He adjusted the strap on the rifle Velvet had loaned him.
"Then we keep going," Yuki said. They had spent the night in the cabin, and were now trying to track the Nirumbi. The plan was to find where they were hiding in the woods, and then figure out what to do with them. The internet had been no help—in fact, his phone had been unable to acquire any kind of signal since their arrival.
With Bigfoot still sleeping off his poison, they would have to wait for him to wake up before they could leave. Quetzalli and Dana had stayed behind with Velvet in case of another attack. Not only could Quetzalli shock any attackers, but the away team would hear the resulting thunder and be able to send Abella back to assist.
"Here's another one," Yuki declared as she knelt down in the snow. Mike joined her and frowned.
The Nirumbi had been quick to carve up their own at the cabin before being forced to run. While fleeing, some had obviously fallen due to injuries and had received similar treatments. This one had been hastily hacked apart and was missing both legs and an arm.
"Why the fuck do they do this?" Mike asked.
"Don't know," Yuki replied. "Quetzalli had some ideas, but her information is rumors from hundreds of years ago. Her best guess was that it was a way to honor the dead or the act has some kind of religious implications."
"Thou shalt eat thy dead?" He looked away from the little man on the ground. "Would hate to see the other nine commandments."
"It's not really for us to judge," Yuki said as she summoned a blanket of snow to cover the body. "To them, the act of eating their own is no different than you brushing your teeth after meals."
"That serves an actual purpose, though," he objected.
"And you think this doesn't? At a bare minimum, their bodies become food for others. You only find it detestable because you were raised with the idea that you don't eat grandma when she dies."
"Maybe that started because grandma is too chewy," he said. "Not a lot of great meat on an elderly woman."
Yuki snorted. "Maybe humans don't eat grandma for the same reason that Nirumbi eat each other—as a sign of respect."
Mike nodded. Though cannibalism didn't make complete sense to him, his own lifestyle could be seen as immoral and confusing to others.
They continued onward for a few more minutes before the path narrowed, leading them down into a small ravine surrounded by majestic trees and thick bushes blanketed in snow. If not for the footprints, they would have missed the narrow path that ran beneath a trio of very large pine trees.
Yuki crouched down and went ahead of him. He knelt to follow, but paused when he heard Abella thump into the ground behind him.
"Nowhere to land inside," she told him. "It's completely surrounded by trees."
"Great," he muttered, then followed Yuki in. When he emerged from under the tree, he stared in awe at the large stone overhang above them. They were surrounded by trees on every side, and the overhang itself formed the entrance to a large cave.
"Wow," he muttered, then snapped a few pics with his phone. "Do you think this is one of the goblin caves?"
"Maybe." Yuki inspected the mouth of the cave. It was only a few feet tall, and Mike would need to crawl to properly fit inside. "From what I can tell, they all went in here."
"So, what's the plan?" he asked. "Find a way to follow them in, maybe flush them out?"
"Hold up." Abella moved to the mouth of the cave and inspected the rim. She traced the edges with her hands, then moved away from it with a frown. "This is a recent opening."
"How can you tell?" he asked.
"It would be hard for you to notice, but you can see where the edges look clean." She pointed at a few areas. "Moss grew along here, but there's a thin line where there used to be stone. This cave was blocked off at some point, but it's been recently opened."
"Hmm." Yuki swished her tail, and the snow around their feet turned into frosty cyclones as the snow shifted about. What would have taken hours to find with shovels became only a couple of minutes when a pile of rubble was revealed away from the mouth.
"Aha!" Abella picked up a small boulder and hefted it up to the opening. She rolled it back and forth, then pinned it against part of the wall. "This piece came from here," she noted.
"So the Nirumbi dug their way free?" he asked.
"When you dig, the dirt goes behind you," Abella told him, then dropped the boulder. She inspected the rim of the cave again. "There are scratch marks on the outside. Big ones."
"Bear?" he asked.
"You wish." Abella opened her hand and put it against the stone. "Some of these gouges are deep enough for even my fingers to fit inside."
"Something dug them out?" He moved to where Abella was standing. "Who and why?"
"All questions we may not like the answers to." Yuki looked down at the rubble. "If we can fit this back inside, I can help seal the entrance."
Mike stood back as Abella pushed and rolled boulders back into the opening. Yuki created a ramp made of ice, which caused the boulders to roll further down into the cave. He kept expecting the Nirumbi to arrive and fight back, but assumed that maybe they had had enough.
Yuki blasted the cave with ice magic, creating a thick wall of ice that sealed the rocks in. They backed out of the small clearing and Yuki stayed behind long enough to use one of her tarot cards to break apart the overhang. It collapsed, creating an even bigger pile of rubble outside the cave system.
"Even if they can dig their way out of that, it will take them weeks," she said. "And once the ice starts melting, this part of the cave will flood."
"I guess that means mission accomplished?" He tried to sound nonchalant about it, but his thoughts were on the large claw marks. Who had found the Nirumbi and let them out?
"The sooner we get home, the better," Abella declared. She took off, leaving Yuki and Mike alone in the forest.
The two of them exchanged a look. He wanted to ask the kitsune if she knew why Abella seemed so tense, but knew that Abella would hear them. His few attempts this morning to start a conversation with the gargoyle had gone nowhere.
"I guess we just need to get Bigfoot back on his feet," he said. "He can help us get home."
"That could still be a couple of days," Yuki replied. "Whatever they dosed him with would have killed a lesser creature."
"I guess the question is whether the attack was intentional. Were the Nirumbi sent by someone, or did Velvet happen to wander into their territory?"
"No idea. But their territory is inside that shitty cave, and they're welcome to it." They were following the tracks in reverse now, and she was walking beside him. "Did you know that Emily used to talk about this place? I always wanted to come check it out, but she kept telling me there was nothing to see. Naturally, now I know why."
"The Arachne?"
"Mm-hmm. Some say that gunpowder was invented by the Chinese just to scare them off. Their bodies are covered in fine hairs, gives them amazing sensory abilities. However, melt those hairs off and they're like a bunch of drunks in a bar."
"Have you ever run across one before now?"
"I hadn't. I'm still young for my kind, and the Arachne had largely migrated to Europe. Between the big cities clustered together and a population unfamiliar with them, they were better able to thrive." Yuki paused, then looked back. Her ears twitched. "You feel that?"
He stopped and looked where she was looking. The forest was silent, other than the occasional thud of falling snow. "I'm not picking up on anything dangerous, if that's what you're asking."
Yuki frowned. Her tarot cards appeared in her left hand, and she fanned them out. "I feel like we're being watched."
"Maybe some of the Nirumbi got locked out?" He readied the rifle, his finger resting on the trigger guard. While not a sharpshooter by any means, he had been able to earn the Marksmanship merit badge when he was a scout. If anything came out of the woods, he was confident he could at least hit it.
"Not Nirumbi," she said.
They stood this way for so long enough that Abella joined them. The gargoyle tilted her head from side to side, then shrugged her shoulders.
"I don't hear anything," she said. "If something's out there, it isn't even breathing."
"That's ominous as fuck," Mike said. "Let's head back and hope whatever it is will be just as scared of us as we are of it."
"I was never scared," Abella muttered, then took back to the sky. Mike watched her circle overhead and then let out a sigh. Hopefully whatever was bothering her would resolve itself.

🏠🏠🏠Beth sat on the edge of Naia's fountain with Ratu's crystal ball in her lap. Naia was lying in the water, her features barely visible above the surface.
"And?" asked Ratu. It looked like she was in bed, her dark hair fanned out around her head.
"Nothing out of the ordinary here," replied Zel. When Beth had sent word to the centaurs that she needed a checkup, she had been surprised when Zel herself had arrived. "Vital signs are normal, and I'm not seeing anything in her bloodwork."
"That's all you have to say?" asked Beth.
"I love what you're doing with your hair," Zel added. "But that's to be expected, right?" She looked over at Naia.
"Indeed. Beauty without peer, and minimal effort, too." Naia smirked.
"Hmm." Ratu's voice barely came through the crystal ball. She picked up the cup of tea on her nightstand and sipped it. "That certainly rules out a few theories of my own."
"Such as?" Beth asked.
"Hybridization. I wondered if perhaps you had become part nymph, beyond the soul swap, that is. I also worried that perhaps a recent breeding had caused some overlap. Your dalliance with the dullahan could have unexpected consequences, much like Mike did with Cecilia."
Beth blushed.
"As far as I can tell, she's still human." Zel packed away the small apothecary she carried with her. "I'm afraid I can't be of much help."
"Your assistance was very valuable." Ratu bowed her head. "Now that we have ruled out the obvious, we must step into the realm of hypotheticals."
Beth frowned. She didn't like the idea that what was happening with her was hypothetical. In fact, nothing strange had happened after the tub incident, and she was already content to leave the issue alone. However, Naia had insisted on Ratu's input.
"Have you spoken with Mike yet?" Ratu asked.
Beth checked her phone. The picture Lily had sent Mike was still on delivered, which meant Mike hadn't seen it yet. This troubled her, but there wasn't much she could do about it. "I haven't," she told them.
"That man gets himself into the best kind of trouble." The naga chuckled, then refilled her cup. "I am ready to posit a theory."
"Lay it on me."
"According to Naia, your mind was actually inside of the soul swap with her. This is not a normal occurrence, and proof that something exceptional has happened. I believe that your soul may have a special susceptibility to change."
"How so?"
"Let's look at the evidence. Your soul has left your body on more than one occasion, allowing your body to give host to a tormented soul."
"She prefers that we call her Jenny," Naia added.
"Regardless, Beth's soul has been displaced on more than one occasion. In a separate instance, a powerful entity, the demon Oliver, was able to graft a piece of his essence onto your soul. This required that we run your soul through a magical filter, which almost didn't work, I might remind you. You were purified, in a manner of speaking."
"So how is this all related?" Beth asked.
"Souls aren't liquid in nature. Think of them like a slow-moving fluid. You dip your finger in a pond, it will look the same after you pull your finger out. Poke your finger in pudding, not only will some stick to your finger, but it will take some time for the hole to close."
"But I control the process," Naia said, sitting up in the fountain. "She shouldn't have been able to take more than I offered."
"And I don't think she did." Ratu paused and leaned away from the orb. When she came back, she was holding a small sandwich. "Think back on the finger analogy. If Beth was the finger, and your magic the pond, it wasn't just a quick dip—it was a soak. Her soul, while mixed with yours, had a giant open wound. You can't soak an open wound in water and expect nothing to happen."
"I'm infected with magic?" Beth asked, barely able to contain her excitement.
"I prefer the term blessed. But yes. Over the course of her years, Emily was able to nurture and grow her own talents in the realm of magic. It required hard work and dedication, but it did start with the nymph's blessing. For you, I suspect that your soul may have attuned itself to Naia's, thus fast-tracking the process. Think of it like a transfusion. You've been steeped in powerful magic, or maybe calibrated is a better word? Aligned? No matter." Ratu waved her hand dismissively.
"Beth can do magic now?" Zel had pulled out a notebook and was scribbling notes. "Water magic specifically, or...?"
"My guess is simply a natural talent for it. Water manipulation was a coincidence. Rather, she was about to cave her own head in and her magic protected her."
"So, does that make me a witch?" Beth asked. "Or a wizard?"
"When you can do magic, you can call yourself whatever the fuck you want." Ratu sighed. "But this also comes with a burden of its own. She needs to learn some basics, if for no other reason than to avoid injury. Based on what I've heard, she has more power than she can handle."
"But my magic protected me," Beth said. "How would it hurt me?"
Ratu cleared her throat. "When it comes to magic, your imagination is the limit. Your bones could have become rubber, or you could have shrunk to the size of an insect. There's no telling what you're capable of in your current state. You also need to remember that magic always comes with a price. Sometimes, the cost isn't worth paying." The naga leaned off orb again and came back with a quill and a piece of paper. "I am writing down some basic texts for you to read from the Library. I'll send this to Sofia, and she'll make sure you get them. You have to study, if for no reason than to avoid blowing off your own face."
Beth nodded, doing her best to contain the ball of excitement that had formed in her belly. The idea that she now had her very own kind of magic felt much like winning the lottery. What would her magic be like? Would it feel cold, racing through her veins like ice? Or perhaps it would be like fire, eager to erupt from her fingertips.
"After I look at these books, should I study under someone?" She moved close to the ball. "Would you be able to teach me?"
Ratu smiled, then shook her head. "I am in no condition to help you right now. Besides, my understanding of magic is focused on enchantments and objects. My own abilities are of a divine nature, so I'm not sure how much help I would be. In fact, I would recommend Yuki for the job, if she'll accept."
"I can help a little bit." Amymone appeared from her tree, hanging upside down by her legs. She folded the page she was on in her book and then closed it. "And Naia, too. Our magic is nature-based and very niche, but we can explain some of the basics. We taught Emily, when she first came here."
Naia smiled, but her grin faded. She turned to Beth, a somber look on her face. "We all know that the shadow drove her ambition, and a similar thing can still happen to you. You have to be careful."
"I will," Beth promised. She looked up at Amymone. "When can we start?"
"After you get those books from Sofia." The dryad swung back and forth, her skirt held in place by a few convenient vines. "I would focus on meditative practices. Being able to touch your magic is a great start."
Naia nodded. "Mike figured that one out pretty fast. But his magic is...well..."
Beth laughed. "Somehow more useful than you'd expect," she finished.
"His magic is something else completely," Ratu added. "Neither divine nor inherent. It doesn't have a label. When he advances enough, he may choose to pursue spellcraft. By then, you will likely be a suitable instructor for him."
"Divine...versus...inherent..." Zel was scribbling furiously. "So, it's different being born with magic versus acquiring it? What about the rules of heredity? Is magic passed along genetic lines?"
"Depends on the magic." Ratu opened her mouth extra-wide and shoved the whole sandwich in and swallowed it in one bite. "Sorry, I'm hungry and can't wait any longer. Typically, inheritance is usually only a factor if the creature itself is magical. Dragons are a great example, as well as my own kind."
"What about half-breeds?" Zel looked up. "For example, what if your mother was a naga and your father was a human?"
The naga laughed. "If they could actually conceive a child, it's possible. It's been a long time since any cross breeding has occurred, and you can thank the Greek and Roman gods for that. Caused nothing but problems, and it actually became a huge taboo to breed with humans because of it."
"Fascinating." Zel closed her book. "Let me know if you need anything from the herd. It was nice to see everyone."
The centaur bowed low, then headed off toward the door of the greenhouse.
"You'd think she'd want to take the shortcut home," Beth noted.
"She probably wants some time to herself," Naia said. "When you're the one in charge, you don't often get opportunities to be alone. Besides, she has a lot to think about."
"Like what?"
Naia shrugged and flashed a smile. "That isn't my burden to share," she said, then turned her attention to the garage. The door opened, and Eulalie stepped out. She was wearing a dark tank top with a matching black skirt with white stripes down the side.



"Am I interrupting something?" she asked.
"Not really." Beth noticed that Eulalie's lower half didn't look as glossy as it had the day before. "Do you need something?"
"Just spreading my legs. Slept like the dead, and I didn't mean to be out for so long." She walked over to join them, her legs moving in a rhythmic fashion. Beth had felt uncomfortable yesterday being so close to Eulalie, a reaction she felt guilty about.
Today was different. Her fear had been replaced with curiosity, and she couldn't help but notice thin grey cracks had appeared along Eulalie's legs.
"Did you hurt yourself?" Beth gestured at the lines.
"No. This is normal." Eulalie looked at Naia. "Am I allowed to soak in the fountain?"
"Everyone is welcome. Unless you pee in the water. Then I might drown you." Naia winked.
Beth watched Eulalie as she stretched out in the water and sighed. The fountain was big enough for the Arachne to properly spread her legs, and she floated around like an ominous lily pad. As tempted as she was to stick around and get to know Eulalie a bit more, there was something else on her agenda.
"I've got some things I need to take care of," she announced. "See you all later tonight."
"Have fun." Naia gave Beth a knowing look.
With a skip in her step, Beth headed for her room and let herself into the magic cave in her closet. It didn't take her long to reach the Labyrinth. As she approached, she saw the fairy trio chasing each other around the mirror pool, trying to push each other in.
"Can one of you find Asterion for me?" she asked. For the first time, she realized that the fairies shimmered when she looked at them. Each one was surrounded in a colorful field composed of their unique color. They left spectral trails behind them as they whizzed about her.
"Ooh, you seem different today," said Cerulea. She was blue and had beetle-like features.
"I think she's extra pretty." This was from Carmina. Shaped like a dragonfly, she zipped about, inspecting Beth's face up close with compound eyes. "And she smells good, too."
Olivia, using her long grasshopper legs, bounced up and down next to Beth. "I think it may be feeding time," she announced with glee, then the three of them flew into the Labyrinth, leaving a trail of glitter in the air that slowly descended.
Beth laughed, then straightened out her dress and waited. It took a bit, but the doors of the Labyrinth finally creaked open. Ever since getting knocked off their hinges by the shadow, they didn't fit quite right. They made the entrance look even more ominous.
Asterion stood between the doors, his axe casually held over his shoulder. He took a few steps forward and snorted. The dark fur of his body made it look like he was covered in soot, and he had grown a small patch of fur between his horns that looked suspiciously like a mohawk.
"My friend." He greeted her with a voice that rumbled like an old Harley Davidson. "Have you come to walk the Labyrinth with me?"
"I have." She moved to his side. He held out an arm, and she wrapped her arms around it and clung to him while they walked. "Take a girl somewhere quiet?"
"Hmmm." A smile crossed his face. Though generally slow to process information, this was a task he was well-versed in. Asterion led her through the maze, careful to step around the traps. The fairies, sensing an easy meal, circled them while giggling.
"You seem extra...pretty today," he told her.
"Thank you." She stroked his bicep. It was like trying to squeeze a piece of metal wrapped in leather. "Has Ratu been keeping you busy?"
"Indeed." He took her through a few turns that she didn't recognize, and then they stepped into a room with a pond in the middle. A small island with soft grass had been built in the middle.
"This is new," she told him.
"The lady built it for me," he said, then scooped her up with one arm and walked through the water. It came up to his waist as he crossed. When he set her down on the island, she kicked off her shoes and savored the sensation of the soft blades beneath her toes.
"What do you need an island for?"
"To make you...more comfortable." Asterion smirked. "The ground is soft, like a human bed."
"You had this built for me?"
"Indeed." He set the axe down on the grass. "It will be more comfortable than the rocks."
"Let's find out." She moved into his arms, tilting her head to kiss him.
Asterion obliged, letting out a grunt of approval when she squeezed the head of his cock through his loincloth. She explored his lips with hers, smiling at the feel of his stiff fur against her face. When he put his hand on her breast, she placed her hand over his own.
"Feel free to be rough with me," she told him, her whole body tingling as if full of starlight.
"Hmmm...I do not wish to hurt you," he replied.
"Don't worry. You won't." She squeezed his cock hard, then gave it a couple of pumps. "And I'll tell you if you do, so don't worry about it."
He looked doubtful, but nodded his acceptance. When he squeezed her breast, she moaned, then pushed him onto the ground. Surprised, he toppled over, his loincloth flapping to one side to reveal his massive member.
She felt a surge of energy and confidence. When she knelt down to take his massive member in her mouth, she could hear Naia's voice in her ear.
Use your tongue on the frenulum. Slow strokes up and down, fast ones side to side. Beth could almost picture the nymph's smile as she gave instructions. Not one to disobey, she followed them.
The noise Asterion made was somewhere between a grunt and a bellow. He lifted his head to see what Beth was doing, then placed his hand on the back of her head.
"I can be rough?" he asked.
"Only if I can." Beth smirked at him, then opened her mouth wide.
The minotaur forced her head down onto his long shaft. What ordinarily took her several minutes of concentration and slobber was accomplished in seconds. His massive glans pushed against the back of her throat. Her gag reflex was non-existent and she inhaled him. She tried to take him all the way, but he pulled on her hair, stalling her progress.
Breathe through your nose, there's plenty of room. The nymph's encouraging words helped Beth relax. Your body is ready for this, you just have to trust me.
Naia guided Beth through the deepest blowjob of her life. When Asterion came, she couldn't swallow fast enough. Sperm shot out her nose and pooled on his belly. Her sinuses didn't even respond, and she took a deep breath through her nose to swallow what she could. Each gulp filled her with energy, and she felt a fire inside that needed to be quenched. The fairy girls dropped out of the sky, greedily stuffing their faces with what Beth had missed. They were like Mother Nature's horny cleanup crew.
"It's my turn," Beth told him, then squeezed the base of his cock. He grunted, a big grin on his face; Asterion could easily go twice, it was something about his genetic makeup. The fairies let out a cheer and moved away as Beth positioned herself over his waist, her legs spread wide.
When she lowered herself, she deliberately missed his cock, letting it slide up her belly instead. While grinding her pussy on the base of his shaft, she gave his cock a good rub, marveling at how it slapped her above her belly button. It was both wide and long, and she couldn't wait to feel it stretch her out, to test her new limitations.
Asterion groaned. Beth looked down to see that Carmina had latched her mouth onto the edge of his urethra and was sucking.
"I've got a better use for you," she declared, then wiped some of the semen off of Asterion's gut and pulled down her top to reveal her breasts. She swiped some of the cum on her nipples, then pulled the fairy off of Asterion's dick and moved it to her breast.
Carmina, without missing a beat, latched on like a magic nipple clamp. It made her skin tingle pleasantly, so she snatched Cerulea out of the air and repeated the process with her other breast. Both fairies were hungrily nibbling on sensitive flesh, which sent tingles up and down Beth's spine.
"Time to test her out," she muttered, then slid up Asterion's shaft while pressing it flat against his belly. She was practically sitting on his chest once she could switch direction and move back down. His huge glans pressed against her swollen labia, creating a tremendous amount of pressure as his shaft bent before forcing her vaginal lips apart.
Beth groaned, then stopped for a moment to acclimate. She was soaking wet, and it was almost like the core of her body was now liquid metal. There was just enough friction that she could feel every glorious inch as it slid inside of her, but the experience was not like anything she had previously felt. It was almost as if she had grown millions of nerve endings all along the inside of her vagina, and she could tell exactly where the head of his penis was while it was inside her body.
She cried out, her eyes filling with tears. It was almost like every previous sexual encounter had been but a shadow of what could be. Her lower body felt so full as she slowly approached the base of Asterion's shaft, and the sensation of being stretched apart was perfectly balanced between pleasure and pain.
The fairies were now biting the edges of her nipples, and when she grabbed her own breasts, they flattened beneath her hands to remain in place. Olivia landed on Asterion's forehead and looked at Beth expectantly.
She snatched up the green fairy and placed her at the base of Asterion's cock. All of the fairy girls were stretchy like elastic, and she knew they wouldn't get hurt, even if squished. Beth lifted her hips long enough for Olivia to wrap her long legs around Asterion's girthy shaft, then slid back down. A tiny mouth licked her all around her clitoris, sending delightful tremors through her body.
"Beth." Asterion was looking at her in awe as she started with a slow grind. She usually rode on top of him, but had to stop every so often to take a breather. His thick glans kept pushing up against her womb, an act that usually hurt.
Not anymore, though. The rigid tissue of her cervix no longer had any complaints as she shoved herself onto him. She laughed in delight as her lower belly distended along the path of his cock. Maybe her magic would make her stretchy like the fairies? Was that a choice she could make? If her body could be made to stretch, how big of a cock could she physically take?
A chill ran up her spine, and she groaned. Movement off to the side caught her attention, and she saw that the pool of water was moving now, circling the small island like an eddy current.
Oh God. She discovered that the water was reacting to her movements. When she shifted from her slow grind to a steady motion that slammed Asterion's hips into her thighs, she felt the heat inside her body build as the water splashed and spilled onto the nearby banks. Was her arousal triggering the water's movement?
"Beth, I..." Asterion's eyes were bugging out in his head, and he placed his hands on her hips. "I am getting close."
She leaned forward and put her hands on his horns. This caused her ass to lift off the ground, and she gave the minotaur a kiss on the nose.
"Fuck me like you mean it," she growled.
Asterion snorted, then slammed himself into her.
The shockwave of pleasure went straight to her skull, then scattered through her limbs as he repeated the act. He paused to regard her with those puppy dog eyes of his, and she responded by putting her hands on his chest.
"Is that the best you can do?" she demanded.
He slammed into her again, then let out a grunt that sounded like a train coming to a stop. Beth put her hands on his neck and squeezed.
"Yes!" she cried as she slammed her full weight down onto his cock. The water around the island was climbing into the air, creating ribbons that crossed over each other. When he came inside her, she could feel liquid heat suffuse her whole body.
She slammed herself onto Asterion hard enough that Olivia shot out like a rubber ball, bouncing off a pair of rocks before tumbling onto the grass. The fairy girl let out a belch and went limp.
"More, more!" Beth could feel her orgasm building, and watched in awe as the streamers climbed higher. Asterion groaned, his eyes rolling up in his head as his massive cock twitched inside of her. She felt like she was plugged into him, able to move her body in a perfect rhythm that kept him from coming down from his own orgasmic high.
She was gasping now, and her body felt like a giant rubber band, stretched to the limit. When she finally snapped, she let out a shriek of delight as the water around them exploded, showering the small island in a miniature rainstorm. Desperate to ride the waves of pleasure coursing through her, she was able to tease out a second, smaller orgasm that accomplished the same effect. The ground was drenched, and she could barely see now that her hair was in her face. Carmina had fallen off one of her breasts, and she tried to hold Cerulea in place as a third orgasm built. Down below, Asterion was moaning, his fingers digging into the damp soil.
The water sloshed along the banks as the ribbons began to climb into the air again. For just a moment, Beth felt a connection with the small lake, her heart and mind expanding to fill the chamber.
The connection faded when a loud buzz filled the air. A yellow light fell from above like a shooting star, then stopped to hover in front of Beth, weaving about to get her attention. It was the fourth fairy sister, Daisy. She was signing frantically, and Beth had to fight a groan of disappointment as she squinted her eyes in an attempt to focus.
"Someone's causing trouble in the front yard?" It was her best guess, and Daisy, though deaf, could hear vibrations through her wings. Beth's stomach dropped as the call of duty tempered her lust.
Daisy nodded, then shot off for the center of the Labyrinth.
"Guess we'll have to finish our fun some other time," she said as she pulled herself off of Asterion. The minotaur groaned, sat up to help her stand, then flopped back as if relieved.
Beth hastily threw on her clothes and then jogged to the mirror pool. The path they had taken in hadn't been complicated, and it was easy enough to find her way out. Once past the gate, she stood on the edge of the water and looked at her reflection. Even though she had been soaking wet only minutes ago, her hair was starting to curl itself back into how she had styled it that morning.
With a grin, she took a deep breath and hopped in. The water was cool to the touch as the Labyrinth disappeared and she was rushed to the house.

🏠🏠🏠Back at the cabin, Mike hung his coat on a hook by the door and then sat down in a comfy armchair by the fire. The warmth of the crackling heat was complemented by the pleasant smell of burning pine that permeated the cabin. He let out a sigh and kicked off his shoes, then put them up on the ottoman so that the heat would reach his toes.
"Master." Emery flew up carrying a thermos. "Some coffee to warm you."
"Please just call me Mike." He smiled at the imp, then took the thermos. "And thank you. Is there a full pot? The others might want some."
"But of course, Mas—Mike." Emery beamed and then shot across the cabin to the kitchen. The little imp was surprisingly strong, and easily manipulated the coffee pot despite it being almost as big as he was.
Mike closed his eyes and enjoyed the warmth of the fire. Quetzalli came out of Darren's room wearing a thick sweater and leggings.
"Where did you get those?" he asked.
"Dana bought them for me." Quetzalli grabbed the hem of her sweater and lifted it above her belly. "I like how it holds everything in place. I feel far less wobbly this way."
God bless you, Dana, he thought to himself. The dark leggings left little to the imagination, and Quetzalli forgot to lower her sweater when she turned her attention to the loft, giving him a great view of her ass. Up above, Dana had appeared at the top of the stairs carrying a box.
"Velvet said there's some food in here," she announced. "Que, fix your sweater."
Quetzalli straightened out her sweater. Mike looked at Dana, who winked at him.
"Where's Velvet?" he asked.
"She was checking out the barn. Wanted to see how much damage was done."
"What about him?" Mike looked over at Bigfoot. He was sprawled out across the couch now, and he grunted every couple of minutes in his sleep.
"No improvement. Speaking of which..." Dana set the box on the counter and walked over to squat next to Mike. "The arrows were poisonous, but we don't know what it was. I pulled a bunch of them out of myself, and am kind of worried what might happen next time I feed."
"How so?" He leaned forward in his chair.
"The air here is cold, so I packed snacks for myself in a small cooler, which are now in the fridge. But what I mean is that when I eat, my blood will flow for a little bit. That will circulate the poison, and I have no idea what that means in terms of my zombie-ness."
"Oh." He frowned. Would the poison damage her after feeding? The idea that her regeneration would stall out like a car on a cold morning worried him. "You're wondering if you might go through your supply really fast."
"Correct." She patted him on the leg. "Not that I think you'll mind, but I might have to come to the source."
He nodded knowingly. Dana wasn't physically attracted to him, but right after a feeding, she became insatiably horny and would fuck anything she could get her hands on. It was a situation he made sure to never take advantage of.
"Well, it's a good thing we've got Quetzalli to help," he added. "Whatever makes you happiest."
"You're a good guy," she told him, then patted his knee. She went back to the kitchen and opened the box to pull out some cans of soup. "I'll heat some up for you since I'm not doing anything else. Do you wanna go out and check on Velvet?"
"Yeah, no problem." He put his shoes and coat back on before going outside. Yuki was busy inspecting the perimeter she had built. Small fortress walls of ice had been built around the cabin, with nasty spikes made of ice waiting for anybody who may climb them.
"Everything good?" he asked.
"Kind of." She stopped what she was doing and looked at him. Her green eyes were blazing with light. "Still concerned about what I sensed in the woods. I'm not taking any chances with your life."
"Neither am I." He gave her a wave as he headed for the barn. It looked like it had been in pretty good condition before the Nirumbi had gotten hold of it. The large door on the front had been torn down, which is where he walked in. He found Velvet right away, standing in the back next to an old Jeep. Its windows had been broken out, and the interior had been gutted.
"Velvet?"
The Arachne turned to look away from him, her fingers swiping at her face. "Sorry," she said with a sniffle. "It's just...this was my dad's car. Back when I was small, he would take Lala and me for rides around the forest. He would spend hours out here keeping it in working order. It was how he got supplies from town."
"It's hard seeing it like this, isn't it?" Mike moved to the side of the vehicle and put his hands on the cool metal. "When I was a kid, my mom and I bounced from home to home a lot. The only constant we had in our lives was our station wagon. I'm surprised the damn thing even ran. It was totaled in an accident, caught on fire and burned to the ground. The picture made it into the paper, I felt like I was looking at the murder scene of a friend." He didn't mention to her that he had been inside, and so had his mother. The fire had claimed his mother's life and freed him from her abuse, but not before leaving a mass of scars along the side of his body.



"My dad last drove this in October. Snuck out between storms to get a few things for the house, then came back." Velvet turned to face Mike and held out a car key. "The last time this key was used, he was alive."
Mike simply nodded, hoping she would say more.
"This whole place was always just us, you know? When mom died, Eulalie took it the hardest. There were even times I thought she was being ridiculous about it. I even told her to move on and caused a few fights. I feel bad about that now. I can't even look at this car without feeling like I'm going to fall to pieces any second."
"And that's okay." He stepped around one of her legs so that he was facing her. From this close, he could see the individual hairs on her legs. Where Eulalie's body had been glossy and sinister, Velvet's looked soft like a child's teddy bear. "We all grieve differently. Just tell me what you need."
She looked up at him, her dark brown eyes shimmering. The other eyes along her forehead glistened like tiny jewels, and he reached out to take her hand.
His magic ignited, catching him off guard, and the two of them froze in place when he shocked her. For just a second, his senses were overwhelmed as they magnified the world around him. The air in the barn was shifting back and forth in microcurrents around his legs, and he could hear the subtle shifting of wings up above. Strands of Velvet's hair stood on end, lifting away from her face as his magic crept along her skin.
"Mike..." Velvet looked at him in awe.
"Are you two okay in here?" Abella's talons crunched the fallen wood of the door as she walked into the barn. The gargoyle looked around the structure and shook her head. "What a shame. You can tell this place has some good bones. I'm sure it can be rebuilt."
Velvet yanked her hand away from Mike and tucked the strands behind her ears. The odd sensation of the air moving around him vanished. "It'll take some time, but we'll get it fixed up. We use this place for food storage, though I guess we could use dad's old room or something." At the mention of her father's room, her voice hitched slightly.
"Well, that's one possibility," Mike said. "You're always welcome to come stay with us at the house. We have plenty of room. In fact, we have an entire forest inside a magic greenhouse in the backyard. We're even stocking it with game, I'm sure you could work something out with the centaurs."
Velvet looked at him in contemplation for several seconds, then tilted her head. "You would let me come live with you?"
"Only if that's what you want." He looked down at his feet, wondering how much to say. He could tell her about the Society, the shadow, or pretty much every attempt on his life. But that wouldn't exactly sell her on the safety of the home. When he looked up at her, he saw that she had tilted her head to one side as if studying him. "I'm not going to lie. Sometimes living with me is dangerous. It's definitely complicated at times. But it wouldn't be lonely."
Abella scowled. Her tail thudded against the ground as she crossed her arms and turned away.
"That's..." Velvet frowned. "I'm not sure how I feel. Don't take it personally."
He nodded. "Let me know if that changes."
Velvet looked at him, then over his shoulder at Abella. It looked like Velvet wanted to say something as she rested her hands on her belly. She tapped her front foot a few times before stepping past him.
"If you'll excuse me," she said, then scurried out of the barn. Abella watched her go, then turned to face Mike.
"You can't be serious," Abella hissed. "One of them is a terrible idea, but both of them?"
"Ah." So, this was her problem. He walked over to the jeep and placed his hands on the cool metal. Prior to the Nirumbi's treatment, he could tell it had been well cared for. The man who had maintained this vehicle had raised two daughters out in the wilderness, all while showering them with love. In his opinion, such a person was to be admired.
He turned to lean against the car. "Tell me what you're thinking."
"They're dangerous." Abella pointed in the direction Velvet had gone. "Fast. Strong. Ruthless. If you let them into the house, I cannot protect you there. And the others, they look to you for guidance. They would accept the Arachne as one of us, and all it would take is a little bit of planning." She drew her finger across her throat. "In your sleep, one by one."
"I see." He was surprised to hear her speak so candidly about Velvet and Eulalie in such a manner. "What would you have me do?"
"Leave them here. Send Eulalie back." It was clear she had another solution in mind, but he knew she wouldn't say it out loud.
"They are dangerous, aren't they?" He moved away from the Jeep and walked toward the gargoyle. "Could easily snap my neck and drag me out into the woods. But so could you, if you wanted. Or Sofia. Lily and Yuki both almost killed me, yet I got away even if it was by the skin of my teeth. Hell, Jenny almost smashed my face in with a table."
"Mike." Her voice was pleading. "I don't know how to convince you."
"I know." He was in front of her now. She was shorter than he was, and he put his hand on her cheek. "You're just trying to protect me. Because that's what you do."
She nodded. Her dark eyes were like pools of ink.
"Do you remember when we first met? How you saved me from the Mandragora?"
"How could I forget?" Her voice was almost a whisper.
"In those first moments, you were so amazing." She had broken through glass windows and grabbed him before he could become Sweet Pea's next meal. "Yet you were frightening. This stone woman with wings and talons. A magnificent tail that swished behind you as you tore me free and saved my life. I was so grateful to be alive that it never occurred to me that you were there to hurt me."
"You looked so pathetic," she muttered, then laughed. "How could I not rescue you?"
"I'm surrounded by amazing women," he said. "Every day, I feel like I see something new that astounds me. But what I've realized is that every woman in that house is different in her own way. Even from their own kind."
Abella looked up at him, her eyes narrowing. "You still want to trust them, don't you?"
"It's not like everyone gets a chance to save my life to prove their worth." He moved his hand around her waist and pulled her close. Her lips parted as he pulled her in. "Please. Give them a chance. For me."
He didn't know what to expect, but Abella pushed him away. She stomped out of the barn and took to the sky in such a manner that he could tell she was angry.
"Well...damn." He sighed, then headed back for the cabin. This was going to take more effort than expected. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and frowned. There was still no signal. Frustrated, he stuck it back. Tomorrow he would try to find somewhere to receive a signal. He could text home to check in, and maybe get some advice from Beth or Naia.
Headed back to the cabin, he felt a cold spot in his stomach. It was subtle enough that he almost didn't notice, but when he stopped to scan the trees, he felt it intensify when he lifted his gaze toward the top of a distant pine. Hoping to catch a glimpse of whatever threatened him, he stared defiantly.
The chill flared briefly, then vanished. Whatever danger lingered had passed.
Wiping sweat off the back of his neck, he did his best not to run back into the cabin.

🏠🏠🏠It didn't take Abella long to find a rocky outcropping suitable to land on. She was far enough from the cabin that nobody would casually find her, but close enough that she could get back if something happened.
"Damnit, Mike." She slammed her fist into the rock, smashing the top layer into dust. Why did he have to be so trusting? She smashed a few layers of rock under her fist before pulling her legs in and wrapping her arms around them.
The sun was on her back, and she closed her eyes and let out a sigh. The warmth was slowly working through her body. Her kind didn't need to eat—in fact, they could absorb energy from just about everywhere. Sunlight was always best, but even a good downpour of rain could make a decent snack.
She feasted on the sunlight, her body huddled in a meditative pose. There was plenty right now to think on, and those thoughts made her feel like she was tumbling out of the sky.
Mike clearly accepted the Arachne, but she could sense hesitation on his part. Something was triggering a fear response in him, and she wished he would listen to it. Instead, he was so focused on playing monster philanthropist that he was ignoring his basic instincts.
It also didn't help that the Arachne were attractive from the waist up. Her lip twitched, and she dreaded to even acknowledge the effect this would inevitably have on Mike. Thousands of years of evolution had designed them to be appealing, for it was in their nature to hunt, to kill.
And regrettably, to breed.
Abella struggled to keep up with Pierre as he followed the Arachne through the streets and buildings of the Panier. They were staying high enough to avoid detection for even she had heard of the Arachne's legendary ability to sense movement. The creature was moving stealthily, and Abella was unable to hear her footfalls. She did hear the occasional grunt from the prostitute, and was surprised that she was still alive.
When the Vieille Charité came into view, the Arachne slowed down and approached the building cautiously. She scaled the outer walls of the almshouse and then jumped down into the main courtyard.
As Abella and Pierre descended, the Arachne laid the prostitute on the ground by the chapel. With a nervous glance at the surrounding buildings, she backed away and vanished into the shadows.
Abella and Pieree circled overhead for several minutes, watching. It was too dark to see anything other than the huddled figure on the ground.
"Did she just leave her there?" Abella asked.
"I don't know. The Arachne are a strange breed."
"Maybe...maybe she had a change of heart."
Pierre scoffed. "I doubt it. Why would you even suggest such a thing?"
"Because...well, they are half-human, aren't they?" Abella was circling lower now. "Perhaps she decided against eating her and left her where someone would find her."
"You give humanity too much credit to—Abella!" Pierre cried out to her as she descended.
The shadows stretched away from Abella as she landed as quietly as possible next to the prostitute. The woman's eyes were open, and her pupils were dilated. She was drooling when Abella knelt down next to her.
"It is okay," she whispered. "I am here to—"
"Abella!" Pierre slammed into the ground behind her and grabbed her by the wingtips. "Look!"
Angry at her brother, she whipped around to face him. His eyes were scanning the pillars that surrounded the chapel, and she saw dark shapes moving among them. From the darkness they came, their legs silent on the walls and ground of Vieille Charité. Although the largest stood no more than four feet tall, there were dozens of them.
They were Arachne children. With a hunger in their eyes, they approached. Their pale skin and black legs made them look like ghosts floating through the darkness.
"We must flee!" Pierre's wings flared wide as Abella took to the sky. Being smaller than her brother, she was able to get airborne much faster than he could. As she climbed into the sky, she saw dark shapes leaping across the sky above them. Gossamer strands stronger than steel plucked at her wings as she passed through the trap that had been set by the adults, and she was able to make it to safety.
Down below, Pierre growled as he got caught up in their webs. He dodged from side to side, but not before an Arachne hurled herself from the roof and grabbed onto him. His wings flapped hard as a second then third Arachne scrambled on to him and he fell to the ground below.
"Abella!" Pierre screamed in rage. "Get to the clan!"
"Pierre, I—" She watched in horror as he battled the Arachne. Their fangs and poison were useless on him. He managed to kill an adult and a few of the children before they swarmed. The sheer number overwhelmed him as they tangled him up in their webs. They carried his struggling form up the wall of the chapel. Once at the top, the arachne threw him off.
The first time he fell, nothing happened. But the Arachne repeated the process over and over. Abella could only watch in horror as one of Pierre's wings snapped off at the shoulder, could only listen to his howls of pain. The Arachne were methodical, and when her brother eventually shattered on the cold hard ground of Vieille Charité, she let out a wail of desolation. His glowing red heart cooled in the night, filling the air with steam as it glowed like an ember until it slowly turned black.
The Arachne watched her from below, but she was almost a hundred feet in the air. Her brother's fragments were pushed to the side of the building like ordinary rubble, and the children carried away their human meal as the grownups cleaned the grounds. Within minutes, the courtyard was silent. Abella raced back to the clan to tell them what had happened.
The hurt of centuries past was still fresh in her mind as she remembered what happened next. The clan held her responsible for Pierre's death, and she became an outcast among her own family. The Arachne had been using the plague as cover for their hunts, and once the clan made the hard decision to yield ground and leave, Abella was not invited to follow.
The centuries had been lonely. She had a vague recollection of meeting the Architect. She had been invited to become part of a family once again. Even though the memories had been sealed away, there was an emotional warmth when she considered them.
What could she do about her current Arachne problem? For so many years, she had been the muscle, the silent guardian ready to lay down some hurt on whoever threatened the house. To be fair, Mike had gotten into far more trouble already than the other Caretakers combined—that, at least, was something she could remember. And right now, he was getting into the kind of trouble that she couldn't prevent.
"Hi Mom. Hi Dad." Velvet's voice carried over the breeze, causing Abella to cock her head. When she closed her eyes, she could picture exactly where Velvet was. Somewhere about fifteen feet down and fifty feet back from where she currently sat. Careful to rotate without making a sound, Abella tracked the voice to an otherwise unremarkable spot overlooking the valley floor. Tucked in between a pair of pines stood Velvet. She was kneeling on the ground, addressing a pair of unmarked stones.
She listened as Velvet recounted the last few days at the cabin, including Mike's arrival and invitation to the house. The Arachne's voice wavered more than once, and Abella was surprised to see her wipe away tears.
"Dad, I don't know what to do," Velvet confessed. "This has been our home all my life. I feel like if I leave, I'm letting you down. Even worse, I would be leaving you behind. I can still smell you here. Did you know that? It's like your breath clings to every tree. All those patrols, the hikes that we took. This forest is like a book of memories, and I get to open it every time I step outside.
"But I'm also lonely. I still have Lala and Uncle Foot. And always Emery. But that's it. My whole world can be counted on one hand. Mike showed up with four other people, and that's not even all of them! Do you remember when Dana and Lily came? It was all we could talk about, even after you died. What if every day could be like that...hmmm?" Velvet looked over at a nearby bush. "No, there aren't any birds nearby. Yes, I'll keep watch while you fix your web."
Is she talking to a spider? Fascinated, Abella continued to watch.
"And Mom? I know you and I didn't always see eye-to-eye, but I could really use your advice on something. I've been having these strange urges ever since Mike came, and I'm worried that it's...well, you know."
No. Abella felt every alarm in her body going off. It didn't take much to realize exactly what kind of urges Velvet was having.
"Lala isn't even here," Velvet continued. "So I can't ask her if she feels the same. She's always been nonchalant about it, but we've never been around a man other than Dad, so...what do I do? What can I do? What if I can't control myself around him, like you did with Dad? What if I lose myself?" Her voice rose an octave. "There are too many things, too many emotions, it's like I can't breathe. I don't know what to do."
Oh, I know what I want to do. Abella briefly wondered if it would be possible for Velvet to suffer an accident. Maybe fall off the side of the cliff or get smashed by a boulder. The others would never suspect her.
But she would know. And it wouldn't surprise her if Yuki could do magic to find out what had happened. She didn't dare imagine the look of betrayal on Mike's face, the very idea of it broke her stone heart a little.
"Merde," she whispered. The only solution would be constant vigilance.
Velvet finished her conversation with the dead and left.
Abella waited a bit and then flew down to the memorial. The two stones were made of marble. One had a spider carved into it and the other a human, and they both overlooked the valley floor. The cabin was visible through the branches of the pines, making it a perfect resting spot.
She looked over toward a nearby bush and saw a spider frantically repairing its web. The impulse to crush it was strong, but that would make her no better than an Arachne. Besides, the last thing she needed was for the spiders of the forest to tattle on her. If Velvet could talk to arachnids, then she needed to assume that nothing she did was private.
Abella stretched her wings and waited for a bit longer. When the spider was finished, it scurried back into the safety of the bush, leaving the web out for its next meal. Satisfied that the spider was safe now from birds, Abella threw herself off the side of the cliff and let the air currents carry her across the valley.
"I'll be watching," she muttered under her breath.
And when the time came, she would be ready.

🏠🏠🏠Beth burst out of the closet, water soaking her clothes and seeping into the floorboards. Over the winter, Tink had built a special drain beneath the floor of the closet so that it wouldn't make such a mess. A process that used to feel like rushing down a slip-and-slide was now more akin to having a bucket of water dumped over her head.
A small crowd had formed in the front room. Beth shut the door and reopened it. The magical portal was one way, so now she was greeted by coats, a stack of towels, and a hula hoop with glowing runes embedded along the outer rim.
"Strange man outside house!" Tink ran up to Beth, a hammer clutched in her diminutive hands. "Been looking in the windows!
Beth held the hoop over her head and let go. The runes flared as their magic forced the water off of her and onto the floor. It had been a gift from Ratu, but it could only be used a couple of times a day. When the hoop clattered on the ground, she picked it up and stuck it back in the closet. "Where's Lily?"
"Oh, I'm around." The succubus was standing up on the third-floor landing, leaning over the edge. She tumbled forward and into the air, then landed gracefully on the hard wood below. "Time to be the man of the house?" she asked.
"Maybe not yet, let's see what we have." When Beth looked outside, she saw a man in glasses standing just off the porch. He was clearly trying to see into the windows of the home and was pacing.
Beth opened the door and stepped outside. "Can I help you with something?"
The man was wearing a brown sweater vest and a long-sleeved button down beneath it. His glasses were perched on the edge of his nose like a squat bird, ready to fall off at any moment.



"Where's Mike?" he demanded.
"May I ask who's calling?" Beth had a pretty good idea.
"Tell him his neighbor is here to talk to him again about the noise." Murray finally seemed to notice Beth, and his cheeks flushed. He promptly adjusted the hem of his vest and pushed his glasses further up his nose. His fingers went through his thinning hair like a comb.
"What noise?"
"It was a woman screaming. Around lunch time." Murray's face became smug as he held up his phone. He tapped the screen a few times and Beth heard shrieks come from the speaker that she immediately recognized as her own. She fought the burning sensation in her cheeks, hoping to hold a poker face.
"Oh. That." Lily-Mike stepped out of the door and walked slowly down the steps. She wore a crimson doublet and bright white pants. The outfit was outlandish, and Beth couldn't help but notice that it included a giant codpiece. "What do you think it was, Murray?"
"I think it's trouble for you," Murray said, his resolve wavering. "You agreed to keep it down."
"Did I?" Lily shook her head. "Last time I checked, there weren't any laws about making noise in the middle of the day."
"Listen here, weirdo, there may not be laws about noise during the day, but this woman is clearly in distress. Now I don't know what you all are doing over here, but I'm sure the police would be very interested to hear about it."
"I'm willing to bet that you have already contacted them." Lily grinned devilishly, which looked especially ominous with Mike's features. "And they didn't give a flying fuck. Am I right?"
"Mike," Beth cautioned, and put a hand on Lily's arm.
"And if you must know, the noise was from this one right here." Lily slapped Beth on the ass, causing her to jump. "She was getting fucked so hard, she saw stars. It doesn't surprise me that you've never heard the sounds of a woman being pleasured—"
Murray's face turned bright red and he pointed at them. "Enough! You may think you're funny, Mr. Radley, but I'll have you know that you don't know who you're dealing with!"
"I know exactly who I'm dealing with," Lily replied. "You're the kind of man who sits in silent rage as he tries to fall asleep. Fantasizing about how the world has yet to recognize your greatness. You work hard for someone who takes advantage of you, then come home and pound your meat to VHS porn because you're afraid the government is watching your internet, am I right?"
Murray's mouth was opening and closing like a fish, and he had gone white. It was like the oxygen had been sucked out of him. His left eyelid fluttered.
"And that's not all," Lily continued. "Because you fall asleep and dream about them, don't you? All those young women, straight out of college, looking for internships and—"
Beth pinched Lily's arm. "That's quite enough, Mike."
Murray looked like he was going to be sick.
"Maybe Murray here should worry less about what we do in the safety and comfort of our own home and worry more about that suitcase full of women's lingerie in his closet." Lily sneered. "It's totally fine to wear what makes you happy, you insipid little shit, but if you think you're gonna come over here and threaten us with the cops in anything less than your best body stocking—"
"MIKE!" Beth clamped her hand over Lily's mouth as Murray's glasses fell off his face and clattered to the ground. The man's eyes had rolled up into his head, leaving only the whites of his eyes.
In the silence that followed, Beth realized that the yard had gone still. The few centaurs who were out working the yard had paused to watch.
"Murray?" Beth didn't dare touch the man. His breathing had become ragged, and every few breaths he let out a high-pitched whine.
"Stay back," Lily said as she stepped in front of Beth. "If this fucker blows his load, I'm going to—"
Murray opened his mouth and a sound like high-pitched static came out of him. It was disorienting, causing Beth to topple over backward and land on her butt.
Lily punched Murray in the face. At the moment of contact, a cylinder of white light surrounded him and blasted her backward onto the porch. The centaurs threw their spears, but they just shattered on the wall of light. The Jabberwock moved to attack, but let out a cry of frustration when it was pushed away.
"Shit, shit, shit," Beth muttered, but still couldn't stand. Waves of nausea rolled through her body, and she covered her mouth with one hand when she felt her gorge rising.
A mist rose up from the ground and drifted out into the street. The centaurs were now grouping up and launching a volley of arrows, but these did no good either. A few of the centaurs toppled over, and were helped to their feet as they fled through the doorway to their village.
Kisa and Cecilia were suddenly there. They grabbed Beth by the hands and dragged her up the stairs. The eerie sound followed them into the house, but vanished as soon as the door was shut.
A few seconds later, the door opened again and Lily stumbled in, now in her regular form. Beth was horrified to see that all the flesh on Lily's arm had been burnt away.
"What in the unholy fuck is that?" Lily demanded as she plopped down and inspected her arm. When she moved her fingers, Beth could see the exposed muscle slide over itself. "Ow, shit! This really fucking hurts!"
Eulalie stumbled in from the backyard, her hands over her ears. She was dragging long lines of webbing behind her, as if it was leaking from her body. Panic was written on her face as she slumped onto the floor.
Sofia stood by the front window, her sword in hand. She scowled at Murray as he continued to shriek.
"At least that sound can't get in here," she said, then looked around. "Is everyone okay?"
"Naia came inside," Eulalie muttered. "Amymone is hiding underground. I feel like I'm going to be sick."
"Tink have idea." The goblin had her face pressed to the glass. "Maybe start fire?"
"No fires." Sofia looked at Beth. "Who is this man?"
"He's the neighbor, he came to complain about the noise." She remembered what Mike had told her about him the other day. "He was acting weird a couple of days ago. Mike said he seemed possessed. We figured it was the society."
"What the hell is happening out there?" Kisa had joined Tink at the window. "Where are the lions?"
Beth rushed to the window and saw that the front yard had been gobbled up by fog. The outer walls of the property had gone missing. Were they just hard to see because of the fog? "He isn't actually attacking anybody, so maybe the lions don't see him as a threat?"
"I can't...make this..." Lily was focused intently on her wounded arm, her face scrunched up. Smoke rose from the edges of her ruined skin. "It isn't healing!"
"What does that mean?" Beth asked.
Sofia frowned and looked outside. "I don't know," she said.
The front door banged open, and Sulyvahn stumbled inside, his head cradled in his arms. He tripped and fell, spilling black smoke from his neck all over the floor.
"Suly!" Beth went to his side as Sofia closed the door.
"Blasted wretch an' all his shoutin," Suly mumbled. "Wasn' in me right mind, couldna hardly move."
Beth helped him to the couch, and then returned to the window. Murray was frozen in place still, his mouth wide open as he shouted. The cylinder was visible now, sending a beacon of light into the sky.
What sort of trouble were they in now? It didn't seem society-related, so what could it be? Beth paced in front of the window, pausing only to watch Eulalie use her webs to bandage Lily's arm. The Arachne moved quickly, her fingers deftly winding gossamer strands around Lily's ruined flesh. The finished product was an elbow-length glove that shimmered in the light as Lily tilted her arm from side to side.
"I'm afraid that's the best I can do," Eulalie said.
"At least it doesn't hurt, thank you." Lily squeezed her fingers experimentally. "I sure hope the boys down at the docks like their handies with some glove action."
"Oh, however will they manage?" Eulalie offered with a smile. "But at least we're safe inside, right?"
The power fluttered, then went out. The dim light of day through the front window was the sole illumination as Murray continued to scream in the front yard.

🏠🏠🏠What sort of madness will our housemates descend into? Will the porch survive this new threat? Will Mike hold hands with Velvet? Will Beth find a cock big enough to fill her new magic void? Stay tuned!
Thanks again for reading, and I can't wait to share the next few chapters with you. There will be some amazing surprises, the emergence of a new villain and I sense a new monster girl on the horizon. This one has been much requested and I have been laying the seeds of her arrival for a long time now. Don't miss it!
Oh, and one more thing. Make sure to take some time for yourself. We all have the potential to be amazing in our own way, but you'll never make that happen without giving yourself a little downtime. Take care of yourself, because you've earned it.
Until next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all!
Here it is, the final chapter of my succubus/zombie/mimic adventure starring Lily, Dana and Tick Tock. I started this story a year ago. It's been a long hard year for many of us, and I certainly hope that I've been able to bring you just a little bit of extra joy. If it has, please make sure to leave me some stars and tell like-minded readers where to find me!
If you're a new reader, you should just pop on back to Chapter 1 so you can binge a year's worth of writing. It'll be fun, there's a Bigfoot cameo, you'll love it.
Returning reader? Welcome back! Our magic road trip is officially at an end and I want to thank you for taking this journey with me. With Dana in horny jail and Lily on the loose, there's only one place left for us to go, and that's
Home
Lily soared over the ocean, her wings spread wide as she was carried on the currents of the wind. The water of the Pacific Ocean had turned an ominous gray, a color only slightly brighter than the thick storm clouds that loomed on the horizon. She had a large backpack slung below her belly, giving her the appearance of a demonic kangaroo with wings. In one hand she held a GPS unit, in the other a pair of binoculars.
On the horizon, she spotted a dim shape and lifted the binoculars to her eyes. It looked like a container ship, but was it the one on which she had left Dana? With the storm closing in, she was hopeful that her luck had changed. If she didn't land soon, she would have to fly far above it. Not only could lightning fry her GPS, but she would also fall into the ocean. This would mean teleporting home and starting from scratch.
Unable to make out the ship's name in the rolling waves, she went in for a closer look. She was flying at about a hundred feet, but climbed higher into the sky to evade detection. She would have to hope for the best in case her silhouette was spotted against the dwindling light.
Once she was closer, she moved to the starboard side to check the vessel's name. She pumped her hand in victory when she realized it was the right one.
Taking care to keep out of sight, she swooped onto the deck from behind the bridge, landing just as the first few drops of rain fell. She picked her way among the containers before finding the one she needed. When she put her ear to it, she could hear the sounds of moans over the waves slapping against the hull of the ship.
"Sounds like you've been busy," she muttered, then looked up at the sky. The lead storm clouds had blotted out the sun, and the overhead deck lights had already turned on. She was far enough down amongst the containers that it wasn't likely she would be spotted, but caution would be for the best.
Pulling a length of rope from the bag, she created a safety loop on the front of the container. The last thing she wanted was for the open door to attract attention. The rope would prevent the door from opening more than a foot. Lily squeezed inside with no problem, then pulled the backpack through.
Once inside, the smell of wet pussy was overwhelming. Lily set her backpack down, then pulled out the flashlight to shine it on the sports car.
"Let's see if horny jail did you any good. Time to check your cell for contra—" The words faded from her lips when the beam of light hit Dana.
The zombie had positioned herself so that she was riding something on the center console, and her skin was covered in dark marks that looked like soot. However, the soot was shifting as Dana moved, and Lily realized that they were Dana's veins, shifting about just beneath the surface of her skin.
Dana looked up at Lily and let out a growl. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her forehead now had a prominent ridge that pressed against her skin.
"Oh, fuck me," Lily muttered.

⛵⛵⛵Dana heard Lily's voice as if from far away. It was so hard to think, to concentrate for more than a couple of seconds on anything but the heat that flooded her body. It was dark, wherever she was. Sometimes she could hear the wind, and it occasionally carried a throaty moan with it.
Shhh. Go back to sleep.
She had first heard the voice days ago, only hours after being locked away in the shipping container. Between orgasms, she had felt her mind slipping away from her body as she completely lost control. The Seed had trapped her in a permanent state of arousal, but as her desperation for climax had grown, she had slipped into the void of her own thoughts.
"I don't sleep," she muttered. For just a moment, she was back in the car. Someone was shining a light in her face, and she wanted to call out, to warn them that she would attack. The seed had kept her fed at first, but now she was hollow, eager to fill her belly with the flesh of the living.
That's because you're a monster, the voice reminded her. A shell of your former self. Why bother trying to change the impossible?
Dana nodded. The voice, as always, was right.

⛵⛵⛵Lily watched Dana's face shift from hopeful recognition back to something more sinister. She had wondered if Dana would puke up the Seed, or even just be really happy to see her, but other than its shape, the creature that looked back at the succubus car lacked any sort of humanity.
Dana growled, her teeth reflecting the light ominously.
Shit. Lily turned off the flashlight and frowned when she saw that Dana's eyes were glowing. "Looks like someone is having a bad reaction to something she ate."
Dana shifted and lifted off of the center console. Curious, Lily approached the side window to get a look inside. The interior had been clawed apart, and it wasn't until Dana was almost in the back seat that Lily saw what had kept her busy.
It was Tick Tock. The center console of the car had been ripped out and replaced with the mimic in the shape of a horse's saddle. There were a pair of phallic knobs in the middle that were slick with moisture, and a little hand popped out of the pommel to wave at Lily.
"What a brave little toaster," Lily muttered in appreciation. "Looks like you two have been busy."
Dana growled again. Her breath fogged up the windows, and the light in her eyes intensified. She tried the handle to open the door, but Lily held it shut, suddenly wary of how hard the zombie was pushing. If she retained enough of her faculties to use the latch, was enough of her friend still in there to bring her back?
"Brought a snack for you, in case you're interested." Lily opened her mouth and summoned a glob of sperm onto her tongue. "But I need you to play—"
Dana shoved the door hard enough that it popped open, but Lily managed to hold it shut. The zombie let out a shriek that resonated through the container, then pressed her face against the window. She stuck out her tongue and dragged it over the glass, as if trying to get at Lily.
Lily scowled at the forked tip of Dana's tongue. Her friend was trapped somewhere between zombie and dragon, and it would only get worse.
"The tongue thing is hot, but you've been fucking a car all week. Time to be a big girl and participate in some self-care."
Dana screeched and slammed her head against the window, causing the glass to crack.

⛵⛵⛵"A week? It's been a whole week?" Dana tried to open her eyes, but they were too heavy. Lily's voice had been fading in and out, but she had heard that last part clearly. The darkness was suddenly heavy, as if trying to suffocate her.
She left you behind, the voice reminded her. They all leave you behind. Because you don't belong. You're dangerous.
"That's right," Dana whispered. "She left me behind."
That's your future now. Everyone will die, leaving poor confused Dana behind.
"I just wanna sleep," she whimpered.
Here, in the dark, the world was no longer scary. She didn't have to worry about being alive or dead, and could just be at peace with herself. There was no hunger, no missing Alex, and no questioning of her sanity.
Sleep, the voice told her. For just a moment, she recognized it as her own, and then let herself float some more.

⛵⛵⛵Lily saw Dana pause, her eyes twitching in her sockets as if lost in contemplation.
"That's right, it's been a week. Bit longer, actually. There were complications, and I'm sorry. I tried to come back for you, but I had to drop off the choir boy and his pet soldier, and by the time I made it out here, I couldn't find this fucking boat. Dana, I'm sorry."
It was hard admitting to herself that she had screwed up. Once Lily realized that she needed help, she had teleported home right away. However, Mike had been missing and the home was under attack by Amir and the society. Afraid to get captured while Dana's life was on the line, Lily had fled to Oregon to get Eulalie's help in tracking a ship in the middle of the ocean. The GPS unit had been programmed with the ship's predicted routes, and she had been scouring the waves for a couple of days now.
Still, the last part of the plan had hinged on getting one final batch of Mike's sperm. Lily hoped that whatever the Dragon Seed had done so far could be undone with a fresh feeding. Once she was ready to chance another trip home, she had been grateful to discover that Mike had returned and succeeded in chasing off the society again. After a quick suck and swallow, she had hopped on the first plane she could find, desperate to get back.
And now, she wondered if maybe she was too late. Had the Seed taken over Dana's mind? Or was it something else?
Dana's features hardened again, and she slammed her forehead against the window, causing the glass to spiderweb.
Lily glared at Dana and placed her hands against the glass. Dana had gone feral. "Don't make me do this," she whispered.
In the silence that followed, she could hear the steady patter of rain on the walls of the container and the deck of the ship. Thunder rumbled overhead, and she was suddenly aware of the motion of the ship. It was likely that the seas were becoming violent, and the container suddenly felt so tiny.
Dana let out a loud cry and launched herself forward into the front of the car. Lily blocked her exit there, but watched in amazement as Dana threw herself through the front windshield of the car. The zombie tumbled across the hood and landed on all fours with a loud hiss.
"Fuck me in the ass," she muttered as Dana lunged and tackled her to the ground. They rolled across the floor in a tangle of teeth and nails before Lily was able to pull Dana into a chokehold and stand. Dana threw herself backward, smashing Lily into the wall of the container hard enough that she lost her grip.
Determined, she wrapped her tail around Dana's arm before she could flee.
Dana grabbed onto the tail with her free hand and swung Lily through the air. The succubus fought to escape, but was smashed into the hood of the car hard enough that it caved in.
"Oh, you're being a huge bitch right now," Lily yelled, then summoned razor-sharp talons. The more they fought, the stronger Dana grew. Was it the seed that drove this surge in strength? Or the hunger of a desperate zombie?
Dana jumped onto the hood to choke Lily, but Lily turned to smoke just long enough to move behind her. It was going to be a suplex, but Dana jumped backwards, slamming them both into the door of the container.
The rope snapped, and the door swung open. They tumbled onto the wet deck of the ship and slid. The rain was coming down in sheets now, and Lily lost her hold on Dana again.
Dana, now naked on the deck, let out a howl of delight, then raised her face to the sky. The dark marks on her arms were glowing now, and she ran her fingers through her hair. She paused during this act and sniffed the air like a wolf on the prowl. She turned her attention toward the bridge of the ship and snarled, drool dripping from her mouth.
"Oh, I'll be damned if I let you do that to yourself." Lily got her footing. She had never spent much time on boats, and hated how slippery they could be. She unfurled her wings and used them with her tail to keep her balance. "If I have to carry your ass to a deserted island just to beat it some more, I will."
Dana sprinted toward the bridge, but Lily launched herself into the air to catch her.

⛵⛵⛵There was a loud thud, and the sound of screaming. It sounded like Lily, but it was so hard to tell. When Dana opened her eyes again, all she saw was darkness in every direction.
There is nothing but pain if you go back, the voice warned her. You're safe in here. Out there, you will have to confront everything.
"I deserve this," she replied. "Because of what I did." Suddenly, the darkness was gone, and she could see herself in the hallway full of blood. Her hands were covered in it, and she could taste it in her mouth.
"Eat," Alex said, then held up a piece of flesh. "Every bite takes you further away from me."
"No!" Dana tried to push the meat away, but shoved it into her mouth instead. "Alex, I don't understand!"
Alex laughed, then vanished. She reappeared further down the hallway, and when Dana tried to chase her, she receded into an infinite void.
You can't catch her, the voice reminded her. Alex no longer wants you, remember? You eat the flesh of the living. You've destroyed your body and your morals. You fuck demons and eat sperm. You've become something she could never accept. You've become something that even you cannot accept.
"I didn't have a choice!" Dana watched the hallway turn black. The air became so thick that she felt like she was back in the Berkeley Pit again, surrounded by poisonous water.
If you really felt that way, then why are you here?
Dana screamed. Nothing but bubbles came out.

⛵⛵⛵Lily had Dana pinned against a container now and tried to break her legs with her tail. Unfortunately, the bones realigned shortly after breaking, and Dana had thrown a haymaker that had caused the world to spin and go black.
Don't fall asleep, don't fall asleep, Lily begged. She seemed to be free of the Dreamscape, but if Dana hurt her badly enough, would she slip away while her body put itself back together? What would happen to Dana?
Dana stood over Lily now and was shaking her like a dog with its prey. She even tried to bite off Lily's nose, but Lily used her horns to deflect the attack. She felt bad goring Dana in the cheek, but the macabre wound stitched itself shut before much blood could be spilled.
How long could she keep this up? The rain was starting to sizzle when it landed on Dana, and Lily wondered if Dana would start breathing fire. The Seed had soaked up all that onerous magic from Tristan's deeds, and now had somewhere to put it.
Shrieking in rage, Lily struck Dana in the throat and then used her tail to knock her back. She turned to smoke and threw herself across the deck, reappearing just before contact. They collided with a container and dented one of the support bars.
"Dana, please," Lily begged.
Dana punched Lily in the face hard enough to snap her head backward. The world went dark again. Lily wrapped her tail around Dana's neck and squeezed, knowing it would have no effect.
But she would be damned if she ever let go.
Dana punched Lily in the chest and then slashed her face with dark talons. Lily said nothing as they knocked each other across the ship. The rough waves caused them to bounce around as if on some giant pinball table. This was a fight of attrition, which the zombie was sure to win. At some point, would Dana start growing scales? Maybe even wings?
At what point would she be more dragon than human?
"Is this what you really want?" Lily asked her as they smashed into a dark green container. The rain was steaming off of her skin as she allowed hellfire to roar through her veins. "Do you want to become a monster like me?"
"I'm already a monster!" Dana screamed, then grabbed onto Lily's horns and smashed her face onto the deck. This caused her tail to slip free and the world began to fade.
Dana froze, her eyes going distant. Her lips were moving, but no sound came out.
One last trick, Lily thought, then dispelled her wings, tail and horns. Her skin darkened and her hair shrank, tightening into thick cornrows. If I can't reach her...
Then maybe Alex could.

⛵⛵⛵That's right, admit it. Admit you're a monster!
"I don't want to be... monster," Dana whimpered. The liquid slurred her words, and she tried to swim. With no visual reference, she decided to swim up. She wasn't even sure if she was moving, because her limbs were mostly numb.
But you are. A sick, disgusting thing that feeds on the living.
"That's not true."
It is. The voice was louder now, and Dana could see something shiny in the distance. She kicked her legs, grateful that she could feel them again. You're no better than Lily. She's a literal demon from hell, how much worse can you get!
Dana stopped kicking, suddenly content to float in the dark.
She recognizes herself in you. If not for what happened, you wouldn't even associate with her. And how many times have you lusted for her? It's disgusting. You don't even love her. Every time you crawled into bed with her, you were shitting all over Alex.
Doubt creased her brow, and she looked up at the distant object.
"Alex would understand."
She would be devastated.
"Would she?"
Knowing that you willingly touched another woman? Or worse, ate a guy's baby batter. What's next, are you going to suck his dick? Fuck him? The voice was sending waves through the fluid that pushed Dana back. What would Alex say? How would she act?
"I don't know." But in the back of her mind, she wondered what would happen if she needed to feed and Lily wasn't there. What other options would she have? How would she judge herself?
I think you know. The voice spoke with glee, and Dana felt the darkness swallowing her up once again. She would see you for what you've become. You've betrayed your love for her and your own identity. While you were locked in that box, all you could do was cry out in misery as your mind shattered.
"Who are you?" she asked.
The voice didn't answer.
Dana swam toward the light. As she moved closer, she saw that it was a mirror floating in the void. It had intricate edges that looked to be carved from a single piece of wood, and she steadied herself by grabbing the frame. Her reflection regarded her with scorn, a living version of herself wearing the Dragon's Seed around her neck.
"You're me?" Puzzled, Dana tapped on the mirror.
Her reflection scowled. I'm more you than even you are.
"How?"
I'm what you used to be. Her reflection sneered. Not that I'll ever get a chance to be me again! How are we supposed to live with ourselves, after everything you've done? This stupid little trip has been a disaster, and all you've accomplished is exactly what you were afraid of. This time, her doppelganger's lip quivered. You became the one thing you promised you wouldn't.
Dana looked down at the pendant. It was glowing, casting an eerie light into the void.
"Tristan," she muttered. How much of why she was here was because of the Seed? Was it controlling her thoughts? Magnifying her fears? She couldn't think, the void was pressing against her so hard.
Look at you! Her doppelganger clawed at the air, and suddenly the mirror functioned normally. Dana saw that she was naked, and her features were distorted. A bony ridge had risen in the middle of her forehead, and she was covered in blood. Whose blood was it? Look at what you've made us into!



"No!" Dana let out a cry and put her face in her monstrous hands. Her reflection was right, she had fallen so far from who she used to be. How could she ever manage to climb back out? How could she ever be worthy of Alex again?
You're finally getting it. The world is nothing but pain, and has been for a while. Why not stay in here with me and float? Her reflection grinned. There's peace in here, we don't have to worry about what's going on out there.
"I..." Dana was about to agree when a third figure appeared in the mirror.
It was Alex.
"Heya, Sparks." Alex smiled and the world came to a stop.
This was how it had always been with Alex. The entire universe could have been on fire, but as long as they had each other, it wouldn't have mattered. Without Alex, her world had come crashing down, and there had been nobody to help her pick up the pieces.
Forget about her, snapped the doppelganger. She is just a memory.
"No." Dana looked from Alex to the doppelganger. "How can you even say that? She goes far beyond a memory."
But she's gone! The doppelganger pointed at Alex accusingly. She died, and she isn't coming back! And we are never going to the other side to see her—because of you!
Dana swallowed the lump in her throat. "Even if that's true, how can you just choose to forget about her? What purpose does that even serve?"
Because I miss her! The doppelganger had tears streaming down her face now. I miss her and there isn't a damn thing we can do to fix it! Don't you understand? We lost! We will never be alive again!
Alex said nothing. The void suddenly felt like a dream about to crumble, and even Dana knew that what she was looking at wasn't the real Alex. But why was she even here? What had triggered this?
Go away! The doppelganger tried to shove Alex into the darkness. Don't you understand how painful it is to even look at you?
Alex sidestepped the doppelganger and pressed her hands to the glass. When Dana's eyes met hers, all she did was nod knowingly.
This Alex wasn't real, but Dana knew what she would have said if she had been.
The doppelganger tried to pull Alex away from the mirror. Dana stepped through the glass as if it wasn't there and grabbed her clone by the wrists.
"I'm sorry," she said. "I'm sorry for everything. But I can't live the rest of my life trying to be who I was. I can't be you anymore. It just isn't possible, it's too complicated."
Panic crossed the doppelganger's face. Of course. you can't be me again. You're not even alive!
"And neither are you." Dana embraced her former self. "You stopped living the moment that Alex did."
Her former self sobbed uncontrollably as Dana held her tight. The world around them shimmered, but she wasn't ready to go just yet. This entire trip she had been avoiding the awful truth about her situation. It was very likely that she would never be the same again, no matter what happened.
And she would have to accept it. If she didn't, she would continue to get lost trying to chase who she used to be. She didn't want to spend the rest of eternity trying to be that heart-broken college dropout, not when she needed to spend so much time figuring out who she was right now.
When the moment was right, she reached up and ripped the Dragon Seed away and tossed it into the void. In the darkness, she heard the roaring of a very angry dragon.

⛵⛵⛵Dana's mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water, her eyes settling on Lily in Alex's body. The freezing rain made her look like a drowned rat, and recognition filled her eyes.
"Heya, Sparks." Lily reached up and touched Dana's cheek. She didn't dare say anything else, afraid to break the spell.
They sat that way in the rain for several minutes, and Lily wondered if she would be fast enough to rip a hole in Dana before she could fight back.
"Alex." Dana's voice was little more than a whisper, and when she blinked, her eyes went from red to blue. There was a sudden recognition in her eyes, and she winced. "Lily. Help me."
"Always." Lily reverted to her original form and shoved her sharp nails into Dana's belly. Dana's eyes flickered back and forth from red to blue, but she held still as Lily searched.
When Lily pulled the Dragon Seed free of Dana's gut, they were both soaked in blood. Like a smoldering coal, the Seed steamed in the rain of the storm, its pearlescent surface covered in mottled black smudges.
Dana let out a loud growl, but was cut off when Lily kissed her. Mike's semen pumped through the hole in her tongue into Dana's mouth. She resisted at first, then wrapped her arms around Lily's neck and slurped greedily.
When they parted, Dana let out a gasp and covered her face with her hands. The ridge on her forehead was already smoothing out, and when she revealed her face, her eyes were no longer bloodshot.
"More," she begged, and Lily kissed her again. The Seed pulsated in her hand, and Lily realized that it would only be a matter of time before it found a way to call out to her too. She helped Dana stand and the two of them wandered the deck.
"Lily," Dana began, then looked around. "Where the fuck are we?"
"A ship," Lily told her. "Do you remember anything?"
"Um..." Dana put a hand to her forehead. "Only bits and pieces. I think...were we fighting?"
"Like cats and dogs."
"Lily, I'm sorry. I lost myself, I don't know what happened."
"It doesn't change anything between us." Lily squeezed Dana's hand reassuringly. "Don't worry about it."
"I remember being locked in the dark," Dana continued. "Primal instincts, rage, lust. I was out of control, I felt like I couldn't keep up with my own body. Oh, god, I wrecked a car by fucking it!"
"I don't judge you for the car, but keep the sky daddy talk to yourself." Lily found the original container and went inside. "Hey, toaster! I need you to hold onto something for me."
There was a loud pop and the mimic had become a backpack once again. Lily stuffed the Seed inside and zipped it shut.
"Don't give that to anybody until we get home, okay? Especially not Dana."
The mimic made a zipping sound that could have been in agreement. Lily turned her attention back on Dana. She slumped against the side of the container.
"I know I don't have any right to ask, but...can you help me?" She looked up at Lily. "I'm just...so..."
"Horny, right?" Lily laughed.
"Ugh. Yeah." Dana looked away.
"You know what?" Lily slid down next to her. "It's been a long week. I won't even make you beg."
"I thought you loved it when I begged?"
Lily laughed. "I love it when you do lots of things." She touched Dana's cheek, then ran her hand down Dana's body and stroked her thigh. "Any requests? I'll do anything. Be anyone. You just have to ask."
Dana let out a laugh. "Against my better judgement, I would like you to just be yourself."
Lily pressed herself into Dana while using her hand to spread Dana's legs. She let out a gasp when Lily nudged her clitoris with her thumb. They slid down the wall and onto the floor, and kissed each other as they took turns exploring each other's bodies.
They established a steady rhythm, taking turns fingering each other as they continued to kiss. Lily kept shifting her anatomy about just to tease Dana. Simple things like moving her clitoris, or changing the size of her breasts. She even gave herself three nipples on one breast that caused the zombie to laugh out loud before nibbling on each one of them.
Though Dana came close to orgasm many times, she would push Lily away and reciprocate. Surprised that Dana wasn't eager to get off, Lily spread her legs wide and relaxed while Dana's tongue played along her labia. The sweet heat of Dana's mouth radiated through Lily, and she trembled when she came for the first time.
Dana was moaning constantly now, but continued her feast. Lily altered her body again and allowed pleasure to tear through her body at every flick of Dana's tongue. Dana had been fingering Lily this whole time, but was up to three fingers now. With the addition of another digit, Lily came again, and then went limp on the cool floor of the container.
"Someone's in a giving mood," she muttered just as Dana sat on her face.
"Maybe I should have made you beg," Dana replied, then tapped Lily's forehead. "Horns, please."
"As you wish." Lily's horns curved slightly inward, and Dana grabbed them tightly. She gyrated her pussy on Lily's face, and Lily rewarded her by splitting her tongue in two. The upper tongue teased Dana's clitoris, but the lower tongue thickened and became a vibrating phallus that penetrated Dana's pussy.
This time, when the orgasms came, Dana was unable to hold back. She cried out, her voice reverberating inside of the container, but refused to let go of Lily's horns. Instead, she tightened her grip and squeezed her thighs so hard that Lily knew she could have cracked a human's skull in half.
After another half an hour of frantic riding, Dana came one more time before going limp. Lily grabbed her by the hips and slid her down until the two of them were face to face. She was surprised when Dana kissed her again, and then nuzzled herself into Lily's shoulder.
Neither of them said anything for several hours. The only sound they had was the passing storm and the creaking of the boat beneath them.
"I'm afraid of losing myself," Dana finally confessed in the darkness of the container. The storm had mostly passed by now, so the only other sound was the ship's engine and the slapping of the waves. "After what happened in the Black Palace."
"That was the Seed's fault," Lily replied.
"Before that," Dana continued. "After I ate what was left of those guys Tick Tock killed."
"The toaster killed someone?"
"Lots of people."
Lily listened as Dana explained what had happened in the basement, then looked over at where the mimic sat with newfound admiration. She knew that Tick Tock was capable of eating someone, but a hallway massacre was above and beyond what she expected.
"Anyway, once he was done, I was hallucinating, and I saw Alex. She told me I should eat, so I did." Dana sighed and shifted in Lily's arms. "And I know it was just my mind, I get it now. But the same thing happened after I ate the Dragon Seed. It was so easy to convince myself that what was happening was my own idea that I just went with it. I'm not even sure who I am anymore, and it feels like every decision I make takes me further from who I used to be."
Lily twisted Dana's hair around in her fingers while pondering her response. "It doesn't do us any good to cling to the past," she said. "Knowing who you were is important, but not nearly as important as knowing who you want to become. You need to give yourself a lot of leeway for the mistakes you're going to make, because it's possible you're going to be spinning your wheels on this for a very long time."
Dana shifted, then pressed her face into the crook of Lily's neck. "But what if I do something unforgivable? What if I can't live with myself when all is said and done?"
Lily stared into the darkness, her lips twisting into a grin.
"Nobody is beyond redemption, Sparks." She gave the zombie a squeeze. "And I'll be there to kick your ass when you take it too far. Every damn time."

⛵⛵⛵It was almost a week before the ship made it to port. Dana was forever grateful that Lily had brought things to keep her occupied. The two of them spoke at length about many things over different card games (of which strip poker was always an option), and Lily had even brought an e-reader loaded with books along with a solar charger.
The car was a total loss, but still a better place to sit than on the cold metal floor of the container. When bored, the two of them would sometimes go digging through other containers to pass the time. Eventually they found one with a luxury SUV inside that became their new base of operations.
Lily filled Dana in on all that had happened at the house while they were gone. Apparently, Mike had been able to catch Lily up during her most recent feeding, and the tale of a pocket universe in the upstairs wardrobe was an interesting one. There were stories of magic rats, an evil fox demon, and apparently the society had gotten themselves blown up in a trap set by Mike inside a mirror universe. Lily had actually seen the blast from several miles away while flying over the city.
Dana would never have believed half of these things if she hadn't been tossed back in time by an elder god's wet dream (as Lily put it). Such was her world now.
Once they were close enough to the coast of California to receive a cell signal, Lily borrowed Dana's phone and made a couple of calls. The first one was to Eulalie and Velvet, to let them know that she had found Dana. The second one was to Mike.
Dana wasn't sure how to feel about Mike at this point. When she had left, it had been rather abrupt. He had been nothing but kind to her, so she wasn't certain how he would take her return. The conversation from this side didn't sound threatening, and if anything, she could hear relief in Mike's voice.
As for the magic they had collected, she had failed to get everything on her list. The Seed was the most important, so all she could do was hope that Ratu could find another solution to her problem. There was more than a little dread that the naga wouldn't be able to find one, and Dana thought back to the times she had been shot. Her brain had been so scrambled that her existence was nothing more than fragments of memories coupled with a few floating thoughts. What would it be like if she was destroyed completely? Would there be just enough of her left to realize that she was trapped in a horrifying state? Or would it be the blissful ignorance that came with complete annihilation?
There was no way of knowing, and she preferred to never find out.
Once back on land, Lily and Dana rented a car to get home. They took the scenic route, stopping only for gas and the occasional succubus snack. Dana got to see the Grand Canyon for the first time, a sight that should have filled her with wonder. Instead, it was only mildly interesting and unable to move her emotionally.
Yet another dead girl thing she would have to live with.
They were almost home when Lily asked if they could make a detour. In no hurry to end the trip, Dana had agreed. The GPS took her somewhere she was unfamiliar. When she looked over at Lily to ask about it, she saw that she had turned into a girl of maybe eight or nine.
"Dare I ask?"
Lily stared forward for most of a block, then nodded. "I want to see the building where the society was. I was in so much of a hurry to get back to you that I just kept on flying, but now that we're here, let's make one more stop."
"Do you think they're all dead?"
"I don't." Lily turned her head to look at her. "Hence the disguise."
"I'm not exactly inconspicuous myself," Dana replied. In response, Lily handed over a hat and a pair of oversized sunglasses.
The street was blocked off, so they parked the car and got out to walk. The building where the society had been located was fenced off with piles of rubble and fill dirt nearby. Dana's best guess was that the area was still being investigated, and she didn't dare get closer.
Lily held her hand as they circled the area, and there was no shortage of fellow onlookers. The building had been near a fancy business park. People were dropping by for a look while on a break. Circling overhead, a pair of drones watched the scene. They were unmarked, but looked expensive. She wouldn't mind getting the chance to mess with a drone someday. Perhaps now she would have the time.
After a bit, Lily led Dana back to the car. Once they left the area, the succubus took a deep breath and inflated in her seat to her usual size.
"So. what do you think?" asked Dana. "There's no way they could have survived that."
"You would think so, but stranger things have happened." Lily stared out the passenger window, her forehead on the glass. "Even if Amir was there, he survived. There's no telling what state he's in, but he's like the flu, that bastard always comes back."
"What of the others?"
"Anyone in that building is likely to be gone, but it doesn't matter. They were just a symptom of the disease, and Amir will rebuild. I've seen so many members come and go, they're all just a blur of bastards at this point. I can't tell you how many times they would send me out to blackmail or torment someone. Seeing that crater in the ground was pretty cathartic, knowing that they got theirs in the end."
Dana understood. She had felt the same way when Daryl had died, grateful to know that the man who had ruined her life couldn't hurt her or anyone else ever again.
"Do you think there's a way for Amir to ever truly die?" Dana asked.
Lily shrugged. "He and I will probably be doing our dance for centuries yet. That's what happens when you get tied to someone, you never truly escape them. Even if he did die, the damage that has been done can never be changed. It's a painful truth, but acknowledging it is the first step toward healing."
"I'm digging insightful Lily," Dana told her. "Who would have thought there was more to you than just a horny little devil?"
"Eat my whole fucking ass." Lily sounded mad, but Dana could tell that she was grinning.
Silence between the two of them made the last twenty minutes of the drive feel longer than they were. They drove by the pizza place where Dana had worked before dying. It was as busy as always. In a small detour of her own, Dana drove past her old apartment. The home was for sale, yet another sign that the world would keep moving on with or without her.
When they parked the car outside of the Radley house, Dana let the car idle for a few minutes, while her thoughts tumbled around her head.
"Are we going in?" Lily asked. "I won't rush you. We can keep driving around, you know. Hell, we can go up to Canada for all I care, just keep driving until we reach snow."
"I just...it still feels weird, you know? I'm supposed to live here now, but I also don't have much of a choice."
"There's always a choice. It's just that some of them suck." Lily leaned back in her seat. "And it's not going to be forever. You at least need to go in there and talk with Ratu."
"Yeah, I do." Dana put the car in park, then turned the key. When the car went silent, she looked over at Lily. "Promise me something?"
"Maybe." Lily arched an eyebrow. "I never make promises before I hear them."
"Promise you won't ditch out on me. If you ever decide to just pack up and go, tell me first. Let me decide if I want to go with you."
"Only if you promise me the same. I'm going to leave from time to time, cause a girl's gotta eat. But I'll always come back to see you. You have my word."
"Thanks. Guess we should go inside and face the music."
"I do have a question, something that's been low-key bothering me," Lily said. "When I put you in horny jail, how did you get into the car without breaking the windows? Wasn't it locked?"
Dana reached behind her seat and patted the mimic, who was shaped like a large suitcase.
"Tick Tock opened it for me. Used those tiny little arms of his to undo the locks."
"What a clever little toaster. Always looking out for you."
Dana nodded. "That makes two of you."
Lily gagged and made a barfing sound.
They got out of the car, and Dana reached into the back seat to pull out Tick Tock. As they walked up the front walkway, Dana marveled at the fact that the front of the house was now a different shape. Not only was the yard thick and lush with wild gardens, but the house now had a third story.



There were centaurs, and many of them. The creatures milling about the yard looked at her, but kept about their business. They were doing work on the new garden, and many of them carried tools for pruning. Along the stone wall of the yard, a beast that looked like a dragon opened one eye to watch them.
"Jesus Christ," Dana whispered.
"Hey now," Lily warned. "That's offensive."
A woman sat slouched on the porch swing beneath furry blankets, her eyes on them as they approached. Dana had been expecting to see Cecilia, but didn't know who this was. However, when the woman stood, the blanket unfolded into three bushy tails that swished behind her. Large velvet ears unfolded above her hair, and her eyes narrowed.
"Who are you?" the fox demon asked with a hint of warning in her voice.
"Settle down, Maid Marian, we live here." Lily stuck out her tongue. "You should be a good girl and go tell Daddy that we're home."
The air had become cold, and icicles were forming on the ceiling of the porch when Abella the gargoyle leaned over the edge.
"It's okay, Yuki, they're allowed to be here." Abella looked at Dana and winked. "Sorry for the chilly reception. Mike is visiting the centaurs, but he'll be back in a bit."
Yuki's cheeks turned red, and she looked down at the floor. Dana noticed that parts of the porch had frozen by her sandaled feet.
"My apologies," she told them, then moved back to the swing and sat. "I'm a bit overprotective right now."
"It's okay, you're still a very good girl." Lily went to pat Yuki on the head, but she dodged away. "Maybe I'll bring you a treat later."
"Just leave me alone," Yuki muttered. She pulled her feet up against her body and stared out into the yard.
Dana recognized that far-off gaze immediately. It was the same one she had worn for so long after Alex had died, the mask to let the world know that there simply wasn't enough energy left to do anything but exist.
"My name is Dana," she said, then held out her hand. "The bitch next to me is Lily."
Yuki looked at Dana, then took her hand. While they were shaking hands, Yuki's nose wrinkle up.
"You smell...unwell," she said, her features suspicious.
"Oh, she's the very opposite of healthy," Lily chimed in. "She's one-hundred-percent dead."
Yuki frowned. "You're dead?"
"Afraid so," Dana replied. "But I'm feeling much better now."
This made Yuki grin. Dana grabbed Tick Tock by the handle and carried the mimic inside. She paused at the doorway to watch a squad of rats carrying small bits of lumber up the stairs. Somewhere above, Tink the goblin could be heard shouting instructions punctuated with vulgarities of every combination.
"How long were we gone?" Dana whispered to Lily.
"Maybe not long enough," Lily replied. "Welcome back to Radley's home for broken furniture. Let's go see Ratu. I'm ready to be rid of our collection."
The journey to the Labyrinth took them most of an hour. Dana had Tick Tock become a backpack for ease of travel, and by the time they sat in the center of the Labyrinth, Ratu was waiting for them.
They laid out the three objects they had recovered with Lily handing over the Dragon Seed. Ratu eyed it in appreciation, then used a pair of tongs to take it from the succubus. She held it up to the light, then placed it in a silken pouch which disappeared in her robes.
"That's one I think I'll lock away," she said. "It should be dormant, but even I can feel that it's calling out for a host."
"Yeah, well the guy we took it from found a shortcut to empower it." Dana explained what had happened with Tristan, and Ratu listened with great interest.
"Magic doesn't like shortcuts," she explained once Dana was finished. "Though his metamorphosis was quick, it came at the cost of his humanity. It will be some time before I can break this down without that malevolent energy carrying over."
"Well, we're not in a hurry. We couldn't find the other things you wanted." She felt like a little kid telling the teacher that she couldn't complete an assignment. The urge to make a bunch of excuses rose, but was easily suppressed.
"No matter. This will give me time to study what you have brought, and perhaps devise another method." Ratu smiled politely, then examined the bag of marbles and the flask. "Guess you'll have to stick around?"
With a smile, Dana looked at Lily, then nodded. "Planning on it."
Instead of taking the traditional shortcut through the reflecting pool at the entrance of the Labyrinth, Dana and Lily were led by a couple of rats to a portal they had made for the naga which didn't involve getting wet. They found themselves stepping out of a small closet by the back door of the house as the portal shut behind them.
"Oh. He's back." Lily looked toward the front of the home. "I can feel him out there."
"Should we go say hi?" Dana asked. She figured she owed him at least that. Or maybe even a sorry about running out without saying anything, and thanks for letting me live here.
"You should. I'll tell him hi in my own way later." With that, Lily vanished in a puff of noxious smoke.
"Thanks," Dana mumbled, then took Tick Tock off her back. "You should probably go find somewhere to hang out, no need for you to see this."
The mimic remained where she set it. She walked to the front door and let herself out. The sun was setting now, and Mike was sitting on the porch swing, an opened bottle of beer by his feet. His hair was longer than she remembered, and he smelled like a field of flowers after a storm. He looked her way and jumped to his feet when their eyes met.
"Oh, Dana, hi, uh, shit." He had spilt his beer with his foot, and he knelt to pick it up. "I was just sitting out here for a bit. Got back a few minutes ago. Yuki told me that you were back. I didn't want to bother you or anything."
"Can I sit with you?" Her words had a calming effect on him and he sat down on the swing with a sigh. She sat next to him, her eyes on the activity out in the yard.
"So...I see the house has changed a bit," she said.
He nodded. "We've got centaurs now. A whole village is being migrated into the greenhouse, it's rather amazing. Cecilia is off on a trip of her own. I hope she comes back soon, I miss her."
"Yeah."
"So...did you find what you needed? To undo your curse?"
"No."
""Damn. I'm really sorry." There was a slight hitch in his voice, and he looked away for a moment. "I was really hoping you'd find what you were looking for."
"The real treasure was all the friends I made along the way," she muttered with a grin. He looked at her in puzzlement, so she just shook her head. "Maybe next time. I'm sorry about bailing on you, by the way. I guess we should have talked about it first."
"Yeah, well..." He chuckled, then scratched his chin. "You were murdered last month. You've got your own issues, I guess. Lily has no excuses and doesn't need them. I'm just grateful that you kept her out of trouble."
"How do you know it wasn't the other way around?"
"Touché." He laughed. "She came back a bit ago and refused to tell me what happened. Said it was your story to tell. If you've got nothing else going on, I'd love to hear about it."
"You're really not mad that I left?"
"Nope. It's your life." He blanched, then waved his hands apologetically. "Sorry, is that the wrong thing to say? Should I call it your unlife? Afterlife? Undeath? Shit."
She opened her mouth to say something, but the front door banged open and a dark figure in a robe appeared. He stood nearly seven feet tall, and his cowl had been pulled back to reveal a polished skull with fiery orbs inside of the eye sockets.
"Mike Radley, have you seen the Earl Grey? I fear that someone may have misplaced it." The grim reaper spoke with a British accent, and was holding a teacup in one hand.
"Yeah, I got some for you in the mail this morning. It's in the bottom drawer of the office."
"Thank you. I hope you enjoy your evening." With that, Death walked back into the house, letting the door slam shut behind him.
"Was that who I thought it was?" Dana asked, her eyes wide.
Mike turned to face her. "You can see him? That's a long story of my own. Care to swap?"
Her trip had been filled with thousands of moments, each one burned indelibly into her memory. What had started as a simple road trip had turned into battles, new friendships, and even a fight with a naked dragon-man. Now that she sat across from Mike, she realized that he wasn't some stigma looming over her life, but someone just like her. He was on a strange, wonderful journey of his own, and would do anything in his power to help her.
"Okay, maybe just the highlights." She twisted to face him properly, and they took turns regaling each other with their tales as the sun set. Though she kept her promise not to mention the arachne, they swapped stories until the home behind them was dark and Mike was fighting sleep. With a promise to finish catching up in the morning, he left her behind on the porch.
She sat on the swing and watched as a quartet of fairies chased each other through the small maze that was growing in the front yard, while listening to the house as it creaked in the wind. It wasn't the home she had ever imagined living in, but it was full of people who would support her, despite the fact that she had become the prodigal daughter.
When she went inside, the house was silent as she walked through the rooms only to find herself out back. Naia's fountain burbled quietly, and she half expected the nymph to appear and say hello. Not wanting to have a conversation right now, she kept going to the garage and let herself in the side door.
The garage was a mess.
In Dana's absence, it looked like Tink had started multiple projects but hadn't bothered cleaning any of them up. She would have been annoyed if not for the fact that it gave her something to do. The early morning hours passed as she dutifully picked up stray tools and organized them onto the wall of the garage. It reminded her of her apartment, a place where she could work on her motorcycle or a project from school.
While cleaning, she discovered a small staircase in the back of the garage that led to an old-style oil-changing pit. It had been sealed over, which turned the space into a small room. It was even messier than above, and was home to more tools and a bunch of half-used supplies for home repairs.
As she cleaned it up, the thought occurred to her that maybe this could be a place of her own. It was away from the house and would give her privacy. It was also connected to the garage, which would give her plenty of space for her own projects She wasn't sure yet what would occupy her time, but certainly a house as old as this one would need some work done.
The room was coming together. She set Tick Tock down in the corner and had an idea that felt dumb, but needed to be done.
"Hey, can you become a mirror?" she asked.
Tick Tock obliged, and she stood in front of a vanity with a mirror set deep in a braided wooden frame. Up top, the masks of tragedy and comedy had been carved in the wood. She found it oddly fitting.
Taking a deep breath, she met her reflection's stare. She wondered how long she could stand here, perfectly still, judging herself.
"I forgive you," she said. "And Alex would, too."
Her reflection didn't answer, but Dana did feel better.
As morning light streamed through the garage door windows, Dana stepped outside to shake the dirt out of some old tarps before folding them up. Naia sat on the central column of her fountain, one leg crossed over the other.
"Hey there, stranger." Naia's voice reminded her of the tinkling of bells. "Looks like you've been busy."
"Yeah, just cleaning up and making some space for myself." She gave the tarp a shake and then folded it. "Gotta have a place to call my own."
"Does this mean you're sticking around?" Naia's tone was hopeful, and Dana looked up at the house. It could use a few coats of paint. Up on the roof were some bad shingles that could be repaired, and there was even a spot on one of the turrets that looked like a gutter could be installed.
There was plenty of work that could be done here, and in return the house had plenty of love to give. There would be days that Dana felt like she didn't fit in, and days that she questioned herself. But the people who lived inside had been kind to her, and she knew that they would do anything they could to help her out.
"Guess I am." When Dana smiled at Naia, it wasn't from happiness. It was from the sense of satisfaction that came with making an overdue decision, one that she was grateful to make. She had run from this place once, but had found a bit of herself in the process. There would be many long days and nights ahead, and she would do her best to fill the restless hours with whatever she could find.
But most important of all, she would try to fill some of those hours with others. If she could make friends with a bitchy demon, why not a goblin, or a centaur? Or maybe even a rat? There was plenty at the Radley House worth exploring, all she had to do was make the effort.
"I'm so happy to hear that!" Naia hopped up and down, causing the fountain to overflow. "I want to hear all about your trip when you get a chance!"
Dana set down the tarp she was holding, then walked over and sat on the edge of the fountain. Naia leaned forward, her chin in her hands and her body supported by a steady stream of water.
"How about now?" She twisted around so that her feet were in the fountain. The water was cold, but she liked how it swirled around her feet. "After all, I've got nothing but time."

⛵⛵⛵Lily sat on the swing of the front porch, her wary gaze on the street. In the early light of morning, people jogged past the front of the house. She found it to be one of the most ridiculous pastimes ever conceived by man. However, it wasn't like humans had any other reason to exercise, so she supposed at least the cause was noble. If it helped keep leggings in style, she was all for it.
The door opened and Mike stepped out with a pair of coffee mugs. He handed her one of the cups as he sat next to her.
"You know I don't need to drink this shit," she told him, but took it anyway.
"I'm aware." He sipped at his, then let out a contented sigh. "But I wanted to have one on hand just in case."
She prepared a snippy retort, then decided against it and sipped her coffee instead. "Is that cinnamon mocha?"
"Just a bit. We're going through a ton of coffee now, especially Beth. She drinks it like it's water."
"I bet. That girl needs her energy. I hear she's been tackling some huge tasks recently."
"Really? Do you think she needs help?"
The question had Lily snort so hard that hot coffee sprayed out her nose. She laughed, then wiped the liquid off her blouse. "Shit, Romeo, I can't believe you're that oblivious."
"Oh, I'm not." A stupid grin appeared. "I've heard she's really taken the bull by its horns."
"Please don't, no puns. I'm leaving if you're going to crack stupid jokes. You got me good, I'll let you have this one."
"You're so gracious." He sat back and looked across the yard. "I'm happy to have you back, by the way."
It was so direct that Lily froze, and she felt hot inside. "I think you're just happy to have that hot piece of college ass around."
"Hardly. I'm surrounded by amazing asses already." When he looked over at her, it caused his hair to frame his face perfectly, and his deep brown eyes drew her in. "But speaking of Dana, thanks for looking out for her and making sure she came back safely. I saw her out back. She's been cleaning out the garage. Hope that means she's staying for good this time."
"You weren't worried about me?"
He shrugged. "Maybe I was. What of it? You're probably the strongest person I know. I don't know what could possibly hurt you. Besides, you would just give me shit if I admitted it."
Lily wasn't so sure about that. After spending so much time with Mike's soul, she had become comfortable, and was now feeling things that she had thought she could never feel again. It had been the same way, once upon a time, with Aladdin. She wondered now if Aladdin had ever been in love with her, or if it had only been her station. Power had been his Achilles heel, and it had caused them both to fall from grace.
"You're right, I would give you shit," she said, breaking the silence. "And you're awfully direct this morning. You get sucked off before coming down here?"
He blushed and looked away. She grinned, happy to have finally gotten a reaction out of him.
"Why, you hungry?" he asked, then sipped some more coffee. "Or do you need to feed your buddy, momma-bird style?"
"Ooh, you've gotten so spicy while I've been gone." She slid a hand along his thigh. "Mommy like. Maybe I am hungry, what do ya say?" His cock was stiffening in his pants, and she gave it a squeeze.
The front door opened and Beth stepped outside. She was in an oversized shirt and leggings, and her hair had fallen in a tangle around her shoulders. Mike stood as if burned, and his whole face became red like a beet.
"Morning," Beth said. "Sorry, I thought maybe Cecilia was back."
"Nah, just Romeo and I catching up." Lily stood and pinched Mike's ass, which caused him to jump. If there was one person in the house that still made him nervous, it was Beth. "Talking dirty to each other, you know?"
"I'm sure." Beth laughed. "You sticking around, or are you off on another adventure?"
"You know what?" Lily walked by Mike and ran her hand across his chest before pinching his nipple through his shirt. He squeaked in protest, and she patted him on the cheek. Her feelings for him were complicated, but even just being with him made her feel like she could be a better person. She had a lot to atone for, to make her feel worthy of actually being loved. There was no better place to do it than here among those who accepted her for who she was. "I think there's plenty of Hell for me to raise around the ol' homestead."
"Glad to hear it. Welcome home," Beth said, then opened the door to go back inside.
When it clicked shut, Lily moved over to Mike and pressed herself into his arms. It caught him off guard, but he wrapped his arms around her and she felt the entire world collapse in on itself.
"It's good to be home," she muttered in Chinese, knowing that Mike wouldn't understand.
"What did you say?" he asked.
"Just talking to myself," she told him. Maybe someday she could be direct about how she felt, but she would wait for now. Mike was still at the beginning of his journey, and she worried that something would eventually come along to turn him into a Tristan or Amir. Her already fragile heart wouldn't be able to take it, so she would guard it for as long as necessary.
"That's my Lily," he said, then ran his hand through her hair.
Though her feet remained on the ground, she felt her heart soar.

⛵⛵⛵The window of Cyrus' bedroom looked out over the gardens. Down below, a small cluster of mages were practicing with their wands by pushing a piece of paper at each other through the air. It was a simple spell, but the exercise was actually rather complex. It was a means to instruct the men and women of the Order in how to control the flow of magic through their bodies. It was one thing to lose control of a spell, but another entirely for the spell to gain control over the caster.
He remembered one time about a decade back when an eager acolyte had been doing the same exercise and blown off his own hand. The magic had turned inward, then flayed his flesh like a blender, spilling blood across the training grounds. It was a memory he would rather forget, but far from the worst he had experienced.



A similar wand to the ones being wielded sat on his desk. In an hour, it would be his turn to gather some of the younger acolytes and instruct them on the same exercise. The wand was carved of yew with ivory inlays, and weighed no more than a few ounces. Yet when he picked it up, it felt like it weighed a thousand pounds.
The Council had spent most of the previous month investigating him. While Cyrus was no stranger to the procedure itself, it had been an interesting process to endure. The Council was absolutely certain that a number of details had been missed. Cyrus had sat in a circle of runes that lit up in a certain order depending on his degree of honesty. It was apparent that his answers had not fully satisfied the Council, and he did not blame them.
The incident at the Black Palace was shrouded in more than a bit of mystery. The cleaning crew had been unable to salvage much from the wreckage except for ash and the occasional item leftover from his squad. Amida himself was the only one with a body to bury, as the rest had either been incinerated or tossed into the ocean as shark bait.
Cyrus attended Amida's service while sitting just behind Tasia. The knight remained motionless until the final consecration was completed, a ritual meant to ensure that Amida's soul had properly moved on.
The knight had had it especially rough. With several fractures in her ribs, it took longer than usual for her to heal, but that wasn't the main problem. The experience of being so casually dominated by Tristan had shattered her confidence. Though her sword had been found sticking out of the dragon's skull, nobody was certain how it had gotten there.
"Do you know where the succubus went?"
Cyrus could hear his superior's voice clear as a bell, and once more pictured the dark room they had put him in. Surrounded only by candles, he had been unable to see who was speaking, and had shaken his head.
He had no idea what had happened after being knocked unconscious. The runes around him had flickered, but he was telling the truth. Lily's final destination or master was a mystery, and though they had cross-examined him until he was exhausted, he had been unable to give them any clues.
But what had bothered them the most was that the succubus had let him go.
There was a knock at the door, and a young mage walked in. Behind him, Cyrus could see his guards, both a knight and a mage, standing against the far wall. The Council was convinced that some deal had been made with the succubus, despite Cyrus' assurances that no such transaction had taken place. They simply could not believe that such a wicked creature had granted him clemency, and the teaching position they had offered him was a compromise. As long as he was part of the Order, he would be watched, and the best place to do it was here.
"Master Cyrus?" The mage was a young woman with auburn hair and green eyes. He recognized her from the intel branch.
"Please." He waved his hand at a nearby table and she took a seat. In her hands was a folder, which she set down in front of her. He joined her at the table, then crossed his hands in his lap. "May I offer you some tea?"
"No, thank you," she told him, then removed a report from the folder. "There was an incident in the States recently, and I was hoping you could take a look at some documents for me."
"Hmm." He took the papers, which consisted of photographs and dossiers on several men and women. "What am I looking at?" he asked.
"We're not entirely sure. These men and women were a known cluster of magic users, but despite decades of surveillance, we never had reason to move on them. Until now, perhaps." She leaned over the table and slid one of the photographs out. It was a satellite photo of a giant crater in the middle of a business park. "This happened a few days ago. The media is running with a gas leak, but we know better. According to our investigators on site, it looks more like an implosion."
"I see."
He found the photographs interesting, because he could see in some places that it looked like someone had used a giant cosmic spoon to scoop out a section of reality. This would involve another plane of existence, or at least a dimensional shift. His mind flicked back to Dana's backpack warping and distorting in the darkness. Watching it sprout legs and crawl down the hallway on splintered limbs to shred and devour their attackers in a bloody frenzy had easily been one of the most terrifying things he had ever seen. Since the Order had no reason to ask him about the presence of a mimic, he had decided not to bring it up. It was a simple act of defiance, but serious enough that there would be major repercussions if it were ever discovered.
He glanced at the young mage before speaking. "If you look here, the lines are clean around the blast site. The concrete on this section of street should have cracked in a blast, but it's too smooth. There is also debris in the parking lot of this building, which confirms an explosion, but there should be far more of this building to be found."
"We were wondering if you had any ideas on what could have caused it. There are a couple of theories, but rumor has it that you've worked a similar case."
He studied the pictures for a few minutes, then cycled through the dossiers. "Did any of these people survive?" he asked.
"Not to our knowledge. Their identities were all faked, so it's hard to know if someone walked away from it. A simple web search on the group itself revealed that someone hacked into their website and gave them all vulgar names, but they shut the site down later. We've been watching the area since the blast in the hopes that one of them comes back. The Council would like to bring them in for questioning."
He nodded. Whatever had happened here was of potential concern. "This almost looks like a dimensional collapse, which would be an implosion right after an explosion. But that would be one hell of an explosion to leave a crater this big."
"We have records of the blast in audio format. Nearby cameras caught the sound. It's loud enough that this pit should be a lot bigger." She shook her head. "It may be something new, and there's concern that maybe this may have been a summoning gone wrong."
"I see. Well, to my knowledge, summonings that go wrong can have a blast this size, but the dimensional collapse wouldn't be so smooth. The things that can be summoned come from terrible worlds that would leave other signs. You may also have lesser beings that escape during the explosion and—" he had been thumbing through photographs of the gathered crowds and was now looking at surveillance photos from after the fact. Anyone who came with a hundred feet of the location was being recorded in the hopes that somebody familiar would be spotted.
In this picture, a little girl with black and red hair held hands with an older woman who wore dark shades and a baseball cap. Though the woman looked young, her hair was gray.
"Master Cyrus?"
"Just gathering my thoughts," he told her, then shuffled past the picture of Dana. Had they been involved? The timeline didn't match up, but it wouldn't be the first time those two had done the impossible.
Dana had become an enigma to the Order. During the investigation, it had been discovered that somebody had hacked into the cameras around the Black Palace and wiped any video showing her. It was almost as if someone had been watching her every move, only to erase it moments later. The prevailing theory was that she had used magic to enslave someone with government clearance, but he knew better.
This was also a fact he had kept to himself. They hadn't asked him about her true nature, which was yet another oversight on the Council's part. Bad questions meant that he could dodge the truth, a feat which reminded him constantly of Lily. What loopholes of her own had she exploited?
He shuffled through a few more papers, then set them down. "My best guess is that this group of individuals tried to connect two planes. It is possible, but the process requires a tremendous amount of magical power. Without a proper stabilizing field, they would have lost control of the spell, which caused the explosion."
"And the implosion?" The mage was hanging on his every word. Even though his superiors had good reason to doubt his recollection of events, he was still seen as an authority on magic.
"The space between planes is a mysterious one. It isn't technically a space, and you have to punch through it. When reality meets a plane without the rules of physics to dictate it, this can happen. This other place collapsed, but briefly tried to merge with our reality. Hence the vortex effect. My assumption is that anyone inside of this building is either dead or in this other place." He collected the papers and pushed them back over, but not before double checking the address. "Still worth watching the site for any members of this group, but I doubt a full investigation would turn up any more information."
"Thank you for your time, Master Cyrus." She put the folder back together and then bowed her head before leaving.
The days passed, and Cyrus found no joy in teaching the next generation of mages. A single seed of doubt had been planted within him that grew larger every day, and a job that had once felt like a holy calling now filled him with too many questions. It wasn't uncommon for a knight or mage to develop doubts, especially after such a long and storied career. Yet he was the only one of his rank who had lost the faith, a fact that he could never share.
Almost a month after the incident, Tasia left. There were rumors about her disappearance, but Cyrus could not get a straight answer from anyone on the Council.
One rumor said that she had gone home to her family. Her enslavement at the hands of the dragon coupled with killing her own teammates had only been exacerbated by the humiliation of being saved by a succubus. Some thought she had left the Order entirely. Another rumor said that it was just for retraining with her father, a man who had been a legend amongst the knights for his skill with a blade. This was the more likely explanation, because Tasia had been bred for battle, and he couldn't see her turning in the towel quite yet.
The last rumor bothered him the most. There had been whispers for years about a special program that was for volunteers only. Prior to his fall, even Cyrus hadn't had the security clearance level to know about what it entailed, except that anyone who had signed up was never seen again.
Unable to pursue Tasia's disappearance any further, he found himself looking into the city where Lily and Dana had last been seen. The town seemed nice, and it wasn't too far away from the ocean. A long search through local records revealed that there was a house in the area with multiple reports of noise violations, strange weather patterns, and even ghost sightings from periods the home was vacant. He found these reports interesting, but made sure not to give them more than a cursory glance.
Over the decades a pattern had emerged regarding the house, though nothing definitive to alert the Order. He was still on the fence regarding his hunch, but sometime after Halloween, he saw multiple police reports about people in costumes causing havoc in the area. A social media search of the area had revealed a video of a goblin throwing toilet paper at someone's house. Though it was chalked up to just some foul-mouthed kid in a costume, Cyrus knew that he was looking at the real deal.
The home had passed to a new owner earlier in the year, a man named Mike Radley, but little else was found in the records. He didn't bother looking the man up, because the last thing he wanted was for Radley's name to be listed on any of the Order's computers as a search. Instead, after doing a proper amount of research, he went to his superiors and submitted the necessary paperwork to retire.
Nobody seemed surprised that he was leaving, and he was heartily commended for his many years of service. He had already found a small rental not too far from Mike Radley's home. Taking long walks around the neighborhood became part of his daily routine. Occasionally, he found himself in front of the enormous Radley estate, an old Victorian era manor with large stone lions watching over the entrance.
He always walked past without giving it a second glance. The occupants of the home didn't seem to have any interest in the outside world, and he preferred it that way. On his walks, it wasn't uncommon to see familiar faces in the neighborhood, but the one which stuck out the most was a woman in her forties with long braided hair. He had recognized her from the Order's dossier. Not only did the woman always look a little bit angry, but she also carried an aura of magic around her that left a bad taste in his mouth.
It was clear that he wasn't the only one interested in the Radley house. What would a witch even want with the place? Did she know something about its inhabitants, or the secrets that it hid? He desperately wanted to ask, but had very little doubt that her intentions were less than friendly.
And what of his own intentions? He had become lost, a man uncertain of his future. Lily's actions had himself questioning everything he thought he knew. If Lily's master was capable of turning her away from darkness, then what other powers might they possess? Was this someone who could be persuaded to help maintain the status quo, to keep magic from the world?
Or were they a threat that needed to be destroyed?
He might never have the answers. After all, he was an old man, and it could be some time before anything noteworthy happened with the house. A quiet ending was rare for a man of his knowledge and talents, but it was known to happen every century or two. It would certainly be a boring way to go, but maybe boring wouldn't be so bad.
But until death found him, he would maintain his vigil. And should the opportunity ever arise, he would find a way to pay the succubus back for her dubious kindness.
After all, it was the right thing to do.

✨✨✨That's it, my dear readers. We have come to the end of Dead and Horny, and the tale continues in Home for Horny Monsters Book Four.
Thank you so very much for indulging me and my desire to give Dana and Lily both a chance to breathe outside the pages of my main storyline. This was originally going to be a simple story about retrieving magical objects while on a road trip, but Lily quickly took over with a tale of her own.
I hope that this little slice of my imagination has brought you some joy in the last year. I adore spending time with my characters, though I will admit I swear a lot more after writing scenes with Lily in them.
Thanks to my beta readers who helped me polish this up for you. Thanks to my regular readers here on Lit who have cheered me on as I continue to put words to pages. I am slowly closing in on a hundred chapters total, and will cross that million-word mark soon enough.
I hope to do other stories about my characters away from the main story line, but that will have to wait until I find a way to put more than an hour of my day into writing.
If you enjoyed this tale, please remember to click some stars and say something nice. Those kind words definitely help, especially on days where I feel like I'm just not good enough to continue. I put a lot of pressure on myself to keep improving my craft, and I really hope it shows.
Anyway, I shall leave you with this: take care of yourselves and each other. Thank you again for reading my story, and I will see you next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! I'm back with the next chapter of HFHM!
New reader? Before you jump in, keep in mind that this is the 65th chapter in an erotic harem fantasy that has spawned two spin-off novels. It's like when I was a kid and tried to understand what was happening in my grandmother's tv shows. Unlike my Grandmother, I'm not about to make you go play outside after asking "who is that?" for the fifth time.
Returning reader? Welcome back, I missed you! I am temporarily going back to two HFHM posts a month, so make sure you check the bio for release dates so you can plan your reading schedule accordingly!
I can't believe it's May. This year is going fast for me, I've been very busy in real life. Thanks for taking the time to leave comments and reviews, they not only keep me inspired to continue writing, but they also serve to raise my spirits when I'm having a bad day (and last month was saturated in them).
Anyway, to recap: Mike is in Oregon while Beth housesits. It is already going poorly as the next door neighbor is shrieking to the Heavens for, well, nobody knows. Velvet has the hots for Mike, Abella hates Velvet, and Emery just wants a shiny silver coin. So what's next for the Radley family?
Read on!
Visitors
An early dinner had come and gone, and Beth sat in the living room, her eyes fixed on the man in her front yard. Murray was still out there, and every few minutes, someone would crack a window to see if he was still screaming.
Not only was the sound disorienting, but an ominous fact had been revealed later. While the house was closed up, his scream couldn't be heard, but the outside world still could. A disoriented bird had bumped into the glass, and Tink had braved the outside world to go rescue it. A strong breeze could be heard rustling the bushes, but the noise from Murray only penetrated the home when the door or a window was open.
Ratu, through her crystal ball, theorized that the sound's disorienting effect couldn't penetrate the home's exterior due to the geas. The sound didn't carry through the crystal ball either, even when Beth took it outside for a minute with ear plugs in. Without being able to hear it, the naga had little to offer in terms of advice.
With no ideas, the household was busy making preparations for whatever siege was coming their way. Sulyvahn had gone through the greenhouse to coordinate with the centaurs, and Sofia had retreated to the Library in hopes of finding information. Eulalie had gone with her, ecstatic to see such a place.
Cecilia hovered by the window, her hands held over her chest. On occasion, she would flicker and vanish, only to reappear minutes later.
The front door opened and Lily came in. She was wearing Mike's face, and carrying Kisa on her back. When she set the cat girl down, Kisa made a retching noise. "If you cough up a hairball, you'd better clean it up yourself," Lily warned.
"Eat dicks," Kisa hissed, then wandered off toward the kitchen.
"Success?" Beth asked.
"Yeah, we totally pretended to turn our magic sundial which apparently doesn't give two shits about what's happening out there." Lily flopped down on the couch, her body reverting to normal. Her arm was still wrapped in spider silk, the wound reeking of sulfur. "You know, he's giving our resident screamer a run for her money."
Cecilia chuckled, but said nothing.
"Any word from Romeo yet?" Lily shifted uncomfortably on the couch, trying to find somewhere to rest her arm.
Beth picked up her phone and turned it on. "He still hasn't read any of the texts I sent him," she said. She gave it a moment, then turned it off. With no way to charge it, she was only checking every half an hour.
"We might need to find a different way to do it," Lily said, then looked over at Cecilia. "How about you, dream girl? I know you were popping in and out of his head while you were in fairy land."
"Tis true," Cecilia admitted. "But it often took me a long time to connect. I am happy to try, though."
"Get on it then." Lily flopped back on the couch, then looked at Beth. "While I was out there, I tried to get a good look at the edge of the yard."
"And?"
"Nothing. No people, no traffic. It was almost as if—" Lily turned her head toward the office as Death stepped out of it.
"I say," he announced while rubbing the top of his skull. His hood had been pulled down and he was wearing a giant pair of earmuffs. "That racket is even louder here than it was in the Library."
"Excuse me?" Beth stood. "You can hear that?"
"Of course, I can." Death fiddled with his earmuffs. "I was in one of the deeper sections of the Library when I discovered this amazing book about a man named Waldo. It was demanded of me that I find him, and so I got caught up in his many adventures when I heard that ghastly sound."
"And you didn't think to investigate?" Lily's voice had an edge to it.
"Oh, I did. I wandered through the Library for hours, but couldn't pinpoint its source." Death approached the window and placed his fingers on the glass. "Ah, I see. So, there's our culprit."
"His name is Murray," Beth explained. "He started doing that and we don't know why."
"Well perhaps I can persuade him to stop." Death stuck a hand in his robe and withdrew a long staff that unfolded into his scythe. The edge gleamed wickedly as he gave it a test swing.
"You're going to kill him?" Beth asked incredulously.
"Certainly, not! I cannot go around harming mortals, it's poor manners." He took off his earmuffs and pulled up his hood. "I merely intend to displace his soul for a moment. It won't cause permanent damage, but he will likely lose consciousness."
"Be careful," Lily warned while holding up her arm. "We don't know what we're up against."
"What do you think will happen?" He placed his hand on the knob of the door. "Do you suppose I will arrive to collect myself?"
He stood there, waiting for a reaction. When none came, he chattered his teeth comically, opened the door, and went outside. Death went halfway across the yard before he stopped and stuck the butt of his scythe into the ground. His eyes blazed with light as he waved a hand around, his mouth moving. Beth, watching through the window, could only pick up bits of what he was saying.
Lily had pressed her ear to the glass of the window. Her face was scrunched up in concentration.
"What's he saying?" whispered Beth.
"Hard to tell. Something about consent...wait..." Lily held up a finger. "He's giving him till the count of ten to leave."
"Oh dear." Beth watched as Death dramatically held up a finger, followed by two fingers. Murray seemed oblivious, and when Death got past five, he switched the hand holding the scythe and continued counting on his other hand.
"C'mon, get on with it," muttered Lily.
Death casually spun the scythe around and placed it so that the curve of the blade was behind Murray's spine. With a tug, he yanked the blade through Murray's chest. It passed through the man's flesh harmlessly, and Murray continued to scream.
"That was anticlimactic," noted Lily.
Beth felt her heart fall in her chest.
Death swung his scythe again, then repeated the process. When nothing happened, he used the tip of his blade and poked it into Murray's skull. He even tried forcing the man's jaw closed, but nothing happened. Death marched back up the house, then tucked his scythe away as he came inside.
"Well?" asked Beth.
"That man has no soul." Death put his earmuffs back on and walked toward the kitchen.
"Excuse me?" Beth followed him, and watched as he nonchalantly started prepping a pot of water.
"It is rare, but you see it from time to time. Souls are a precious commodity, after all. Why do you think the universe is so keen on recycling them?" Death turned on one of the stove's burners and set the pot down. "It's a fascinating subject, really. When your soul passes on, there's an excess that gets left behind. I'm not entirely certain who's in charge of that, but—"
"Why wouldn't he have a soul?"
"Oh, I have no idea. That really isn't my area of expertise, but there can be any number of reasons. For instance, it could simply be an error. Humans born without souls often find themselves with a poor moral compass. Some of them have become quite famous for their capacity for murder." Death pulled down a box of teabags. "I always found it fascinating that I would get to meet them so many times, yet never personally collect them. Oblivion is such a strange concept to me."
Stunned, Beth leaned against the counter. "Are you talking about serial killers?"
"Ah, yes. I had forgotten the term." Death picked through his tea collection. He had over a dozen tins of loose-leaf tea. "But they are on the extreme side of things. No, I suspect that the mortal in your yard is simply being used as a vessel. His soul has been temporarily misplaced while some other entity uses his body."
"Like what?" Beth moved around the counter so that she stood next to him. He looked up from his tea bags, revealing the tiny blue fire that sat in the back of his eye sockets. Despite being lit from within, the inside of his skull was darker than night. There was no bone to reflect the tiny lights that he used as eyes. "What kind of entity, Death?"
"A loud one." Satisfied, Death picked out one of the tins and set it on the counter. "Would you like some?"
"No."
"Shame. It's going to get quite busy around here, you really should take the time to drink something."
Beth grabbed Death by the front of his robes, her hand immediately going numb. "What do you mean it's going to get busy?" She was practically shouting now.
"Are you still upset with me over your money? I did apologize." Somehow, he was able to frown, the bones of his face shifting.
She sighed, then let go of his robes. "No, I'm sorry. I'm just freaked out by whatever he's doing out there, and I feel like you're not telling me what you know."
"Oh. I see." Death looked down at his feet for a moment. "I must apologize, I was under the impression that you had figured it out already."
Beth put her numb hand on the counter, her fingers tapping impatiently.
"Figured out what?" she asked when he didn't continue.
"If that man out there is making so much noise that I can hear it from a dimension away, then clearly he is calling out to someone." Death picked out a teacup and then loaded his diffuser. "Or something. The reason he's still screaming is that whatever is coming has to come from really far away."
"Oh shit," she whispered in horror. She figured that Murray was part of a society plot, but never that he was acting as a beacon. What sort of being took most of a day to travel across the world? And why did they need a beacon to lead them?
Death smiled smugly, then pulled an extra teacup out of the cupboard.
"I'll make you a nice chamomile. It'll help warm up your hand. Now would you like sugar or do you prefer honey?"

🏠🏠🏠The door of the cabin creaked when Velvet pushed it open. Inside, she saw Quetzalli sitting on the couch with Bigfoot, who was sitting up.
"Uncle Foot!" She ran to his side and crouched down so he could see her better. "I didn't know you were awake!"
"Hey there, fluffy girl." Bigfoot smiled weakly and put his hand on her cheek. "Sorry I worried you."
"If I had known you were up, I would have come sooner." It was late, the hour nearing midnight. She had spent all day checking the woods for any further hint of the Nirumbi. Dana had gone with her, allowing the two of them to catch up. It was amazing to hear just how much had happened to Dana in such a short time, and it reminded her more than once of the tabletop games she played with Bigfoot and her sister.
"I haven't been up long," he confessed. "Whatever was on those arrows was nasty. The good news is that they won't affect me the same should it happen again."
"We've had a great time catching up." Quetzalli had pulled her legs beneath an oversized sweater and held a large cup of hot cocoa. "Did you know that we met before?"
"What? When?"
"Over a thousand years ago."
Bigfoot stretched his arms and winced. "She was a lot bigger then. She's a storm dragon, trapped in a human body."
Velvet's jaw dropped. When Dana had said Quetzalli was a dragon, Velvet had assumed that she was a hybrid. Bigfoot had spoken often about the elemental dragons that used to control the American continent. The story about the one under Yellowstone fascinated her the most, but he rarely went into details about it.
"It was brief. I stumbled onto one of his meetings and was invited to join them." Quetzalli sipped at her cocoa. "That was before I started working for the Fairy Queen."
"Wow." Velvet could only stare. "Did you have wings?"
"Big ones. I would ride amongst the clouds all day, summoning lightning and bringing rain. Do you want to hear about how storm clouds are formed?"
From the corner of her many eyes, Velvet saw Bigfoot shake his head ever so slightly.
"No, but thanks. I'm probably going back out soon, anyway." From where she stood, she could smell Mike's scent. She assumed he was in her dad's bedroom, and wanted to stay away if she could. "I just wanted to check-in. Can I get you anything before I leave?"
"I wouldn't mind a beer." Bigfoot raised his eyebrows hopefully. "And some cheese, if we have any."
"On it." She walked to the fridge and opened it up. Her uncle's beer selection was running low, so she grabbed him an IPA. In the process of retrieving it, her eyes settled on a small cooler toward the back of the fridge. The hairs on her arm stood on end as a sweet scent tickled her nostrils.
With trembling fingers, she slid the cooler forward and opened it. The scent from within was overwhelming. It reminded her of earth, rainstorms, and something slightly floral. There were about ten capped shot glasses, each one filled to the brim with a milky white fluid.
"You okay?" This came from Bigfoot. He was watching her from the couch.
"Yeah, just trying to decide which beer pairs with recently poisoned."
He chuckled, then turned his attention back to Quetzalli. While he spoke with her, Velvet grabbed a few of the shot glasses and tucked them in her pockets. She was a couple steps away from the fridge when she realized that she had forgotten the beer, so went back.
She stood behind the couch, afraid that Quetzalli or Bigfoot would know what she had done. When she handed over the beer, Bigfoot gave her a huge smile.
"Be careful out there, bug." He popped the cap off with his thumbnail, then sucked down half the bottle. "Oh, I needed that." Bigfoot furrowed his brow and let out a rumbling belch.
"I will." She scuttled away and then out the front door, her heart pounding in her chest. Outside, she saw that Yuki was over by the barn, so she wandered around the side of the house, toward the back. Her fingers had closed on the glass in her front pocket when she nearly ran into Mike.
He was leaning against the back wall of the cabin, his eyes on the woods. It looked like he had been concentrating on something, but relaxed when he saw her.
"Good evening," he said.
"Oh. Hi. I didn't think you were up."
"For just a little bit longer." He gestured at the night sky. Even through the dim lights of the cabin, the Milky Way blazed in all its glory. "I don't often get to see the night sky like this. It's beautiful, isn't it?"
"It is." She took a deep breath and turned her attention toward the sky. A streak of light crossed, and she closed her eyes.
"Making a wish?" he asked.
Her eyes popped open. "If I tell you, it won't come true."
"I was just checking. I didn't want to wish on the same one and steal yours away." He winked at her, and her heart skipped a beat.
"What would you wish for?" she asked. "Since you aren't wishing, it should be fine."
He laughed. "I honestly don't know. This will sound weird, but I'm pretty happy these days. Can't think of anything I really want, nothing big anyway."
"What's it like? Living at the house?"
"Hmm." He screwed up his face in concentration. "I'm trying to think of a good analogy for you. I guess it would be like if you had twenty sisters, but you were all different types of spiders. I'm kind of making an assumption, since you look different than your sister does."
"It's a fair assumption," she replied. "Our body type gets determined by where we were conceived and the rest of the colony. The idea is that it allows us to adapt to our environment. My spider body is complementary to my sister's, and it makes more sense out here. It's far harder to hide a web from human prey in the forest. People don't generally wander off trail. Hence why I have a hunter's body."
"Human prey?" She heard his voice rise an octave.
"If I hunted humans," she corrected. "I may be different from my ancestors, but that doesn't change where I came from."
"We all come from darkness. It's our job to rise above it." The wind caught Mike's hair and blew it in front of his eyes. His scent permeated the area, which caused Velvet to drool so much that she had to swallow. "So yes, the many-sisters theory. Imagine having that. All the women in the house are different. We also have magic rats and centaurs. It's always busy, but then something like your goblin war will pop up, and it usually ends with house repairs. Granted, I know nothing about your goblin war, and would love to hear more."
Velvet relaxed. "There isn't a whole lot to tell. We discovered a cave system in the distant hills teeming with goblins. They started prowling around the area and even attacked my dad's jeep one day when he was coming home. My mom tried to contact Aunt Emily, but she never came. Emery said that she had sealed them away, but didn't know how.
"My dad decided that he and my mom were going to set traps and try to take them out. They were kind of like the Nirumbi, only a bit bigger. The one thing they had that the Nirumbi didn't was sheer numbers. My parents killed almost a hundred of them in a week, yet they just kept coming. The yard was riddled with spears and flintknap weapons. Goblins are notoriously difficult to kill."
"I'm aware," Mike replied. "The one I live with, Tink, has had a bunch of close calls. Almost eaten by a Jabberwock once."
"A Jabberwock? Like from Wonderland?"
"That's a long story of my own, but yes." Mike grinned.
"My dad shot a goblin in the head once. Almost point blank." She tapped her forehead. "It broke the skin, but that was it. It tried to bite him, so he put the gun in its mouth and pulled the trigger. That finally did the trick. Guns didn't work very well, but my sword and the traps did. Log traps, boulder traps, you name it. Well, that, and my mom was strong enough to snap their necks if she could get her hands on one. My parents finally got desperate enough that they tried poison. They started with rat poison and worked their way up to something my dad learned about in the military. Uncle Foot was gone almost a week trying to find us a barrel of the stuff. Guess what we learned?"
"Tell me." There was excitement in his eyes.
"Goblins are immune to poison. There's actually a part of the forest we aren't supposed to go to anymore, because my parents found a way to aerosolize the stuff in the barrel. Killed a bunch of vegetation." She smiled, thinking of her parents working together. The two of them had been an amazing team, but their ruthlessness when it came to their daughter's safety had been on another level.
"So how did they do it? End the goblin wars?"
"I'm not entirely sure." Bigfoot had taken her and Eulalie to a cave hidden deep in the woods, with instructions to remain inside until he or their parents returned. "I do know that they found a way to drive the goblins back into their cave, but that's it. My parents would never tell me what happened, and we knew better than to ask. They did tell me that the goblins were gone for good, so I can only assume they killed them."



Mike frowned. "Seems a bit extreme, but the only goblin I've met is Tink. She's nothing short of amazing."
To hear him refer to a creature like a goblin as anything other than disgusting awakened all sorts of feelings inside of Velvet. Would he ever see her as something other than an eight-legged freak? She was perfectly aware that he had a touch of arachnophobia, she could smell his fear when they had first met. That scent had already disappeared, and she wondered if it had to do with the other night when he had touched her.
She thought about the strange moment they had shared. A sexual current had run through her whole body, and it had taken everything in her power to keep her hands off of him. If she hadn't heard the gargoyle's arrival, she didn't know what would have happened.
"The house sounds interesting. Dana told me about your spat with the fairy queen. And did you really tame Cerberus? How did you manage that?"
His cheeks turned red. "Quite by accident. Yuki cast the wrong spell on Cerberus and..." he waved his hands around as if trying to come up with more words, but failed. A yawn escaped his lips, and he rubbed his eyes. "Sorry, I promise that you aren't boring. Just need sleep. I'm only a weak human after all."
I don't think that, she thought. "Have a good night, then."
"You, too." He gave her a little wave and then disappeared around the corner. She waited a minute for him to come back, but it wasn't meant to be.
The tree line was almost a hundred feet from the cabin, but she reached it in moments. Hidden in the darkness of the pines, she pulled out the shot glass in her front pocket and examined it.
It was Mike's semen. Preserved for Dana as a means of keeping her sane, it contained his viable sperm. Spittle had formed in the corners of her mouth as she pried the cap off, her brain no longer in control of her limbs. She inhaled its scent, and her human eyes rolled up into her head.
Synapses that had never fired before lit up her brain, and she saw flashes of children. They were all daughters, but had Mike's hair and his goofy grin. She saw dozens of them, each one a possibility. Some were lifting giant stones while others built intricate webs. It was like standing in the middle of a storm, but each blast of lightning was illuminating the future.
"Oh gods," she muttered, then held the cup to her mouth and sucked down the contents. The cool liquid warmed her belly, and the flashes intensified. Some offspring moved with lethal grace, others struck from the shadows. His children would be powerful, their combined biology a perfect match.
Her mind focused on a little girl who looked different than the rest. Her hair was willowy and twisted about in the wind. She looked up at Velvet with deep brown eyes that were a mirror image of her own father.
She gasped, the shot glass forgotten as it fell and landed in the snow. The image was gone, and she had to see this girl again. Would her child have her father's humanity, or her mother's ruthlessness? Without hesitation, she removed the lid of the next shot glass and slammed its contents.
The images came anew, but now she saw the girl standing over a fresh kill. It was a brown bear, and she was sinking her fangs into it. Now the girl was climbing a tree without making a sound. Now she was—
Gone. Blinking rapidly, Velvet hurried to drink the next one. Several minutes passed as she contemplated this mystery child, an ethereal being that reminded her of both Mike and her father. Her heart swelled with pride to see her standing defiantly above a giant chasm with a meticulous web built beneath her.
When she ate the last of Mike's semen, she had one final vision. It was her daughter, standing inside of a large building filled with books. She was an adult now, and she was standing on the ceiling with her hair hanging below her and a book in her hand. The Arachne looked up and their eyes locked. Startled, Velvet's daughter dropped her book.
The book fell almost twenty feet before the Arachne reached out with glowing fingers to summon it back to her.
"What is this?" She was back in the forest now, and she knelt down to examine the shot glasses, hoping for just a little more juice. This new Arachne had been using magic! Was such a thing even possible?
She had to know more, to see her offspring again. Was this how her mother had experienced it? Had she seen her daughters so perfectly in her mind's eye?
What, then, of the others she had seen? For decades, they had spoken about how it would be up to Velvet and Eulalie to decide whether the Arachne went extinct. She was aware that her mother had willingly smashed hundreds of her own eggs to ensure children able to resist the instinct to hunt humans for food. Would she have to do the same?
Her belly churned as she stumbled around the side of the house. She felt drunk, a sensation she tried to avoid at all costs. Alcohol never mixed well with her spider biology, and she felt more sick than relaxed. Only it wasn't booze that had her all messed up.
It was him. She could smell his scent, sense his presence through the walls of the building. Standing outside her father's bedroom window, she could see Mike in bed, his face buried in a pillow. The door had been closed and it was dark inside. If she opened the window, she could get inside.
Something shifted at the foot of the bed. She shook her head in surprise, wondering how she could have missed the three-tailed fox curled up at the foot of the bed. She had no idea that Yuki could change shapes like that, though she had wondered. Wouldn't it be nice if she could become human and walk among them as an equal rather than an abomination?
She was panting, and her heart hurt. Tears formed in her eyes as she watched him shift beneath the blankets. Something inside of her had snapped in the last couple of days, and her entire world now swirled around this man that had walked into her life.
Her mother had warned her multiple times about the drive to mate. It would be an overwhelming urge that would eat her away from the inside as she lost control. However, it wasn't only Mike that she was fixated on, but the girl from her vision. This unborn child could be her father's legacy, and she refused to let that die.
If she bit Yuki while she was a fox, would it be enough to knock her out? Maybe she could mate with him, then run away after. If Quetzalli and Bigfoot didn't catch on...
Uncle Foot. He would know, and he would come looking for her. Eulalie could be made to understand, but her uncle never would.
She let go of the window and ran. It didn't matter where she went, she just needed distance. The air was cold, and she held her jacket tight against her body as she sprinted through the woods. The long branches of the pines hungrily grabbed for her flesh, but she twisted through the gaps in their foliage with ease.
When she was almost a mile from the house, the trees in front of her exploded as Abella dropped through them from above. The gargoyle's face was twisted up in anger as she opened her wings wide, blocking Velvet's path.
Velvet came to a stop, her feet sliding in the snow.
"I saw what you did," Abella said. She held up an empty shot glass accusingly. "Tell me why I shouldn't crush you."
Instead of answering, Velvet bared her fangs and bull-rushed the gargoyle. Abella looked surprised, but held her ground. When they collided, the two of them crashed through the trees and tumbled down a hill.
"Leave me alone!" Velvet didn't bother striking Abella. There was nothing her fists could do against her stony hide. Instead, she twisted around the gargoyle and pinned her wings together with a pair of her legs while covering Abella's eyes. Abella stumbled around, her swishing tail pounding through the nearby bushes. Once the gargoyle was off balance, Velvet swung forward and down, executing a throw that tossed Abella into a nearby tree.
On impact, the snow in its branches fell, burying Abella. Velvet scrambled to get away, but the gargoyle burst free and tackled her from behind. Stony fingers closed around Velvet's neck and squeezed.
"You were ready to fuck him, weren't you?" Abella's breath was hot against Velvet's ear. "And when you were done, you were going to eat him!"
Velvet pulled out her sword. In its collapsed state, she drove it down into Abella's thigh. Sparks flew when the sword slid across stony flesh, and Abella howled in pain. Velvet twisted around to put the blade between them.
"I was not going to eat him!" she yelled, the blade held to Abella's throat. "Please, just let me go!"
"No!" Abella's eyes flicked to the blade. The magical blade was capable of injuring her, and she was wary of it.
"If you think you can choke me out before I use this on you, you're sorely mistaken." Velvet's whole body was tingling now, fire burning in her limbs.
"I'm not worried about a little scratch." As if to emphasize her point, Abella tilted her face to reveal the large crack that went over her eye. It glittered in the moonlight, as if filled with dark crystals.
Velvet pointed the blade at herself and unfolded it. They were close enough to the ground that the point of the blade buried itself in the snow. The sword tried to unfold, but the handle got caught in Abella's open mouth and pushed her off the ground.
When Abella let go, Velvet slid behind her and grabbed the sword. She pinned Abella to the ground and placed the tip of the blade at the base of her skull.
"if you try to get up, all I have to do is press." To emphasize her point, she leaned on the blade. "It's called leverage."
Abella went still, her wings relaxing.
"All I want is to leave," she said. "To get some fresh air, some perspective. You don't know me, but I'm guessing you know my kind. Well, guess what? I don't even know my kind. My mother made sure of that, bless her hearts."
Abella growled down in the snow.
"And you know what else? My mother would want me to kill you. Because despite her enlightenment, she was still a killer, because it's what she needed to be." More tears now, hot in her eyes and cold on her cheek as they froze. "And so was my father. He was a killer, too. Never wanted to talk about it, but it's true. Both of them did it, and they would do it again to keep us safe.
"But you know what? Because they had to kill, they spent their whole lives teaching me to be better than them. To live a life where I didn't have to make that decision. And right now, I am so confused, everything is spinning. Yes, you're right. I do want to fuck him, I can't help it. But kill him? Take his life just to eat? He called a goblin amazing. Have you ever seen one? Of course, you have, you live with one. Right now, all I can think about is mating with him and letting him fill my belly with his seed, and that's fine, it's whatever. But do you know what I want even more than that?"
Abella tilted her head, as if to hear better.
"I want him to think I'm amazing, too." She lifted the blade and stepped off of Abella's back. Before the gargoyle could say anything or move, Velvet folded up the sword and ran.

🏠🏠🏠Mike opened his eyes and let out a sigh. He almost didn't want to know what time it was. Once he knew, he would start that mental countdown about how many hours he could still sleep and feel rested. He wanted an early start, because he planned to hike to the edge of the boundary and try to get some cell reception. It wasn't unexpected for him to be gone this long, but he definitely needed to check in.
When he picked up his phone, he squinted when it lit up.
"Ugh." He set it back down. It was almost one in the morning, and he was no closer to sleep than he had been an hour before.
Part of the problem was his current bedmate. While Yuki was able to collapse herself into a cute little fox, Quetzalli was an absolute bed hog. The cabin only had one queen-sized bed. With Bigfoot on the couch, he'd offered to sleep on the floor, but Quetzalli had insisted they share.
He held still for a minute, listening. There was a slight breeze outside, and he occasionally heard the creaking of floorboards. His best guess was that Dana was pacing. He felt bad that the poor girl could no longer sleep, and wondered what he would do if saddled with so many extra hours.
Quetzalli shifted in bed and said something in her sleep. Though the words were unintelligible, he felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise just before he got zapped. Suddenly wide awake, he slid out of bed and put on his pants and shoes.
Yuki opened her eyes and sat up. She tilted her head out of curiosity.
"Can't sleep," he explained. "But don't worry, I won't go far."
She yawned, then set her head back down and watched him with one eye as he walked out of the room.
Out in the living room, he saw that Bigfoot was asleep on the couch. Several empty beer cans had been stacked in a pyramid on the nearby table and an old VCR had been hooked up to the TV. Harry and the Hendersons was playing on mute.
"He thinks it's hilarious." Dana stood in the kitchen, an e-reader in her hands. "Trouble sleeping?"
"A bit. Quetzalli keeps taking the blankets."
She nodded, then set her reader down. "I'm not surprised. I've seen her sleep. She tosses and turns a lot. I think she dreams about flying around and chasing storms. She's totally into you, by the way."
"I kind of figured." He smiled and sat down next to her.
"If you know, then why haven't you fucked her?" Dana raised an eyebrow.
Taken aback by the boldness of the question, Mike felt his cheeks begin to burn. "I kind of thought that you two were a thing and didn't want to cross any lines."
"I appreciate that. But we're not officially anything. My heart belongs to Alex." She sighed and shook her head. "I sometimes wonder if I'll ever fall in love with someone else. Coming to grips with my situation was difficult enough, but I find myself wondering if romantic emotions are frozen in time like the rest of me."
Mike frowned, old feelings of guilt regarding Dana bubbling up to the surface. "I wish I could help," he told her.
"You help plenty. It can be weird sometimes, but I know your heart's in the right place. As for me and Quetzalli, that's just for fun. Lily helped me fill that void for a while, but Quetzalli likes to cuddle after." She leaned forward and lowered her voice. "This will sound silly, but when I'm holding her after sex, I like to pretend that I'm feeling the same things she does. Practicing for when I have those feelings again."
"I don't think that sounds odd at all. You're doing the best that you can in a shit situation, it's all you can hope for."
"I guess." She looked over at Bigfoot. "I'm guessing a couple more days will see him on his feet. Then we can figure out who is going and who is staying. As far as the Nirumbi are concerned, they seem like a done deal."
"Maybe." Mike thought back to that intense feeling he had experienced outside. He had his doubts, but had no evidence.
"If you rub her back, it will help her relax," Dana offered. "She's really into getting rubbed, in case you were wondering."
He laughed. "I feel like you're trying to sell me on having sex with her."
"Have you ever seen those movies where a teen girl talks about her crush all the time and it's super annoying? I've been living in that movie, but all the talk is about sex with you. I could use some peace and quiet."
"And you'd be fine with that?"
"Would I have brought this up if I wasn't? Seriously, Mike. Please fuck her. I'm tired of answering questions about heterosexual sex. Oh, but a warning. She gets extra zappy when she comes."
So do I, he thought.
"So other than a dragon-sized bed hog, what's the real reason you're still awake?"
"I don't know what you mean," he replied.
"I know your scent. You've smelled differently all day, and I'm getting a whiff of something else right now. It smells a lot like pepperoni burps, but I think it's anxiety."
"Oh," he replied. Dana was right, there was something else keeping him up. Ever since that moment in the barn with Velvet, he had been unable to get her out of his mind. In fact, he had walked away from their conversation about goblins only to get some distance. He hardly knew her, and the intense attraction was a little frightening.
"Oof, there it is. Whatever the problem is, you're thinking about it right now." Dana waved a hand in front of her nose and scrunched up her face. "Is it something I can help with?"
"I'm not sure." He pictured the way that Velvet looked when she had been standing next to him outside. She had absent-mindedly twirled her hair in one finger while they talked. When she looked at him, he felt like he was getting lost in her eyes. She was his perfect tomboy fantasy. A woman who had lived her life in the forest, with beautiful auburn hair and a sweet smile that made his knees feel weak.
From the waist down...he didn't even mind so much. He supposed part of that was due to the fact that she was covered in soft hair. Her sister's sleek, shiny body was far more intimidating to him.
And what about when he had touched her and his entire body had become ultra-sensitive? His magic had never done that before. In the last few months, he had experimented with his own abilities, but it was definitely limited.
He called the abilities and traits he had gained from the others his extra-human abilities. The banshee scream was the most obvious, and the endurance he had received from Zel had been a godsend on their hike. He attributed his strength in the Dreamscape to Lily, and the fact that his cum practically sparkled now was definitely the fairies.
But there had to be other traits hidden away, ones he hadn't discovered yet. Having no fear of heights was something he had received from Abella, but he would never have known about it if he hadn't taken a ride on the Jabberwock. Was this weird sensitivity related to one of those? Perhaps one of his gifts was reacting to Velvet's presence? It was impossible to know.
"Where does Velvet sleep?" he asked. They had been given a tour of the downstairs, but he hadn't bothered going upstairs yet.
"That's...not the question I expected. The Arachne sleep upstairs." Dana pointed at the loft. "It's weird up there, kind of like the house. That whole bigger on the inside thing. When you go up there, stay out of Eulalie's room. She'll get pissed if she finds out you messed with her computers."
"Is she some kind of—"
Dana practically leapt across the table to push her finger against his lips, preventing him from saying webmaster.
"Just don't. It's too obvious," she warned.
He snorted and stood. Dana watched him ascend the spiral staircase to the loft. Somehow, despite climbing the stairs, the ceiling didn't seem any closer. In fact, the space in the rafters looked large enough for several Arachne to move about. He wondered if Eulalie and Velvet had used the area as a playroom, able to move about without disturbing the earthbound residents below.
From where he stood, he could see into the first floor. Bigfoot was snoring now, and Dana had put on headphones. He walked along the railing, trying to picture what it was like to grow up in such a place. In a dark nook along the far wall, he saw Emery tucked away in something that looked like a nest. The little imp was asleep, the silver dollar Mike had given him clutched in his tiny claws.
An entire life had been lived here by the Arachne family, and he wondered what the next step for the daughters would be. If the Nirumbi had been dealt with, they could return to their normal lives. He suspected that Eulalie was interested in the house, but Velvet had too many emotional ties to this place. It wouldn't be hard to connect the two by portal, but that was a discussion for another time.



The rooms were at the end of the hall, laid out side-by-side. As he approached, he realized that he didn't know what he was going to do or say. Waking Velvet up to tell her that he couldn't stop thinking about her was not the most tactful way to approach the situation. Confessing that it was somehow magic related was also a terrible idea.
"What am I doing?" he muttered to himself, then turned to leave.
When he came back down the stairs, he saw that Dana was pacing while reading her book. She looked up at him briefly as he walked back to his room.
Once inside, he slid his feet out of his shoes and took off his pants. In just his shirt and boxers, he lifted the blankets and tried to slide in without making too much ruckus. The light of the moon was amplified by the reflective snow, which provided the room plenty of illumination. The room seemed colder than usual, and he swore he saw frost forming along the edges of the glass.
Now in bed, he tried to pull the blankets around his head and shoulders in an attempt to snuggle down and get warm. When they wouldn't move, he lifted them up and rolled over to see what they were caught on. Expecting to discover them pinched between Quetzalli's arms, he was instead greeted by the sight of the blanket being tightly clutched in her hands.
Her purple eyes sparkled from within as electricity crackled along her eyelids. Once they were looking at each other, she let go of the blanket. The tension on the fabric caused the blanket to pop up, and a cascade of static shocks along her body illuminated the dark space.
She was completely naked.
"What's a girl gotta do to get your attention?" she asked in a quiet voice.
"Quetzalli, I—" He caught just a glimpse of her bountiful breasts before the blanket settled back down, and he suddenly couldn't process his own thoughts. The events of the day had become a yawning void, filled with thoughts of the beautiful woman before him.
Beneath the covers, a warm hand grabbed his cock through his boxers.
"What about Yuki?" he whispered.
Yuki, in fox form, let out a laugh, then jumped off the bed. He saw her move across the room, leaving a frost trail in her wake. Once at the door, she got up on her hindlegs to pull it open, then strolled out and shut it behind her.
"Even dragon's need a wing fox, sometimes." Quetzalli's eyes lit up as she lifted the blankets and pressed herself against him. "I've been practicing with my electricity. So I don't shock you."
"You've already shocked me," he told her, then moved his hand onto her hip and slid it behind her to squeeze her ass. He felt a subtle surge of electrical energy as she sighed.
"You touch me differently than Dana does," Quetzalli said. "There's a certain...roughness that I like."
"Do you like it rough?" he asked her, his nose almost touching hers.
"I'm not sure yet," she replied. "Maybe you should show me?"
He slid his hand beneath her jaw, which allowed him to cradle her head. When he pulled her in for a kiss, the resulting spark lit up the dark space beneath the blankets. It was bright enough that he saw it through closed eyelids, but the pain was only brief.
When they parted, he licked his lips. "I have a similar trick," he told her, then allowed his magic to manifest along the hand on her ass. The steady blue glow illuminated them both, and her eyes widened as his magic sank into her body.
"It feels so warm," she whispered. "I can feel your lightning traveling through my veins."
He pulled her thigh forward so that her leg wrapped around his hip. Once she was positioned correctly, he kissed her again. This time, he moved his hand around the thick curve of her ass and teased her puffy pussy lips with the tips of his fingers. More sparks popped between them when Quetzalli stuck her hand down the front of his boxers and he received a zap at the head of his dick. The shock was barely noticeable, and he let out a sigh of relief.
"Told you I've been practicing," she explained, then pressed her body against his. They were pressed together just right that she could still stroke the upper half of his erect cock while he teased her.
He slid his hand from her neck to her breasts. They were supple, and he ran his magic along the edge of her nipple until it was rock hard. Whenever she moaned or gasped, her eyes lit up with electricity.
"I never understood why they do that," she muttered just before he moved his head and sucked her nipple into his mouth. He teased her areola with his tongue and bit her playfully as she continued to stroke him beneath the blankets.
Quetzalli groaned and shifted, trapping his thigh between her legs. She was partially on top of him now, and was rubbing her crotch along the length of his thigh. She left behind a trail slick with her fluids as she touched his chest with her free hand.
The first zap he received startled him, but only because she teased him with it first. It was strange feeling all the hairs on his body react just before the spark lept between them, and she managed to hit him with it right on his own nipple. The second zap let him know it was deliberate, and he let out a gasp, her nipple popping free of his mouth.
"Oh, it's cold out there!" she cried, then tried to adjust the blankets as he sucked her back into his mouth. The fabric kept catching on the edge of her horn, and he nearly laughed when he imagined sticking a cork on it for safety reasons.
Her horn was actually glowing with an eerie purple aura. She continued to hump his leg, her little moans becoming more desperate as she pressed into him. He loved the feel of her skin beneath his hands, the feel of her weight on top of him. Her body was covered in random patches of scales that were smooth to the touch and hummed with energy of their own.
"I want to feel it," she told him. "Your cock. I need it inside me before I burst."
"Before you burst?" he asked around the edge of her other breast. He had spent enough time on the first one that he worried that the second one was feeling neglected.
"It's a full feeling, deep in my belly," she explained. "Like a cloud full of rain, but it just keeps building, the moisture piling higher..."
More than happy to move forward while avoiding cloud metaphors, he grabbed her hips and pulled her up his body. Her thighs spread wide to slide out and around his own legs, and he now felt her wet labia rubbing along his shaft. Though he hadn't penetrated her yet, he could feel the hum of magic being established as her magic mixed with his own.
"Are you vibrating?" she asked him in a hushed tone.
He held still to process her question. Between the steady sparks leaving her body and his own magic, his dick was actually vibrating while pressed between them.
"Apparently I am," he said. "This is new territory for us both."
"Maybe we should play the wizard and the dragon." She smiled mischievously. "I'll threaten to eat you and you can slay me with your mighty wand."
He stared at her in amazement. "Is that...something you actually want?"
"No." Quetzalli grabbed the base of his dick and held it in place as she moved her body to take him inside. "But Amymone said you would make a funny face. She was totally right."
"That little—" The words were conscripted to the void as he entered her. The vibrations in his body intensified, and his magic was now openly streaming inside of her. At the same time, her horn was beginning to shoot sparks, and he shifted the blankets away from her head before she burned something.
"Oh! Gods!" Her voice was a quiet hiss as she snaked her legs beneath his ass and pinned herself in place. "You feel soooo good inside me!"
His cock was pressed up against the far wall of her vagina, but his whole crotch was tingling with pleasure. His own magic seemed to be mixing with hers and the intensity of the exchange was building between them.
"I never thought it would feel so hot," she muttered. The air was crackling with electrical streamers that came off of her horn and fingers. Mike's magic was manifesting all along his belly and thighs as sparks that rose into the air and hovered between them.
"You feel wonderful yourself." He loved the sheer weight of her pressing down on his hips, the feel of her thick thighs beneath his fingers. His magic was now caught up between their magical fields, the room taking on the appearance of a snowglobe made out of electricity.
"Oh!" Quetzalli adjusted her hips. "When I move like this, I can feel you pressing against my clitoris!" She grunted as she rolled her hips against him, grinding her pelvis hard against his. Sparks jumped between them now, each one lighting up the room.
He closed his eyes and moaned. Whenever she was sliding off of his shaft, he could feel the head of his dick vibrate inside of her. As she sank onto him again, she was tight enough that her vaginal walls held him still. The sensation of his cock vibrating off and on was sending massive surges of pleasure up his spine.
"I thought you said you were gonna be rough with me," Quetzalli told him, her eyes dazzling in the darkness.
Mike's eyes snapped open and he lifted his hips into the air. She groaned and put her hands against his chest. The connection between them intensified, and he managed to sit up and pull her torso against his face. Her breasts were big enough that his face was properly buried between them. There was a brief moment when he realized that he couldn't actually breathe.
I wonder what Cecilia would think if she had to collect me like this, he wondered. Or Death. He would probably make me answer a bunch of questions.
His hand snaked up along her back until he got a handful of her hair. He twisted it around his hand and yanked, forcing her head back.
"Gah!" Quetzalli had to put her hands behind her to prevent from falling over, but now her breasts were defenseless. Mike licked and bit his way along them while she gasped, her hips shifting about above him. The more he bit, the more he wondered if it was a habit he had picked up from Tink.
Quetzalli was letting out sexy little cries every time he bit a nipple. There was a delicate art to inflicting just the right amount of pain, and his magic let him walk that line perfectly. His magic surged, and the streamers along Quetzalli's body turned a deep crimson.
This is new. Unconcerned, he used his free hand to anchor her shoulder and pull her down, allowing him to penetrate her more deeply.
"Oh, gods!" she cried. The singular light in the room had a fluorescent bulb in it, which was now lighting up on its own. It flickered in time with the steady hiss that emanated from the streamers on Quetzalli's horn. "This feels so much different than it does with a woman!"
Encouraged by her words, he fucked her. He kept his hand in her hair, but placed the other one on the small of her back, allowing him to hold her in place as he thrust his cock into her. Whenever they were pressed together, he could feel a tremendous amount of magical energy shift and build up while every hair on his body stood on end. Quetzalli's hair was now sticking out in every direction, the air filled with the sound of steady crackling.
It was so easy to let the world around him fall away, to let this beautiful woman become his entire reason for being. He grabbed a handful of her ass and pulled as hard as he could. His dick was now pulsating inside her, and he could feel a steady stream of precum leaking from his body.
She was calling his name. Bits of his magic had stuck to her, but others were now floating around the two of them, creating a spherical grid that rotated around them like a globe. Each one acted like a node, sending streamers to its closest neighbors.
"Uh..." Despite being buried balls-deep in a dragon, it suddenly occurred to him that they were in the middle of a massive electrical charge. Was his magic technically even electricity? It wasn't like he had ever bothered to fuck someone with a lightbulb in his mouth.
"Oh, yes!" Quetzalli's eyes were now shimmering purple orbs, and she grabbed onto his shoulders. "Fuck me, Mike Radley! Fuck me!"
She yanked on his hair, which pulled his head back. This allowed her to kiss him. When their tongues met, the direction of the orb changed, and he felt his magic surge back into his body. His cock was so hard it almost hurt, and he felt that pressure building deep inside his balls as they pulled into his body harder than ever before.
When he came, the magic shifted and he poured massive amounts of semen into Quetzalli. Upon splashing her insides, the sphere shrank down onto her body, bringing all those nodes into contact with her skin. As if electrified, she tensed up so hard that he let go of her hair and put up a hand to keep her from falling over.
Quite by accident, his hand slid across her forehead and hooked onto her horn.
The field exploded outward, spiraled, then came back in. It pulsated in time with Quetzalli's ragged breaths, and she opened her mouth wide and let out a high-pitched hiss. He could feel her pussy tighten up on his cock, but then his whole body jerked as the field manifested again and settled on him.
What was usually a diminishing back and forth had somehow intensified. His orgasm was almost immediate as he blew his load once more. Quetzalli tensed up, squeezing his previous deposit out and all over him as the magic swung back to focus on her.
He tried to let go of her horn, but his next orgasm came before he could act. Quetzalli shifted her weight back, causing more semen to squirt all along his belly. In between orgasms, he managed to regain control of his hand long enough to let go, but it was too late.
The electrical field was large enough now that it crawled along the walls of the room as if trying to escape. The whole room was ablaze in blue and purple light, and the tiny desk light was dwarfed by how bright it was. Quetzalli's eyes had become molten stars as she screamed silently above him, continuing to ride him like she was going for a world record. The edges of his vision were going black as she continued to drain his body of cum.
He needed to break the connection before he passed out. Each load he put in her was strengthening the feedback loop rather than weakening it, and she was leaking so heavily now that all he had to do was give her shoulders a push. She tipped over backward and fell to one side, causing her to twist and pop off of his cock.
The storm broke, and the field exploded along the walls of the room. Electrical energy crackled as it crept around the room and eventually vanished into the floor. Quetzalli's hands were clenched tight as she twitched on the bed next to him, and he came one last time, covering his belly in spooge.
They lay there silently, their frantic breaths the only sound that could be heard.
"Do you...think they...heard us?" Quetzalli asked.
"If not, they definitely...saw the...light show."
Once he caught his breath, he took off his shirt and used it to mop up the mess on his belly. There was so much cum all over both of them that there was no way either of them would avoid the wet spot tonight.
Quetzalli didn't seem very mobile, so he helped her beneath the blankets once again. When he slid into bed with her, he spooned her from behind. His arm fit perfectly over her waist, and he rested his hand on her belly, his fingers tracing circles just beneath her belly button. His semi-hard cock rested between her buttcheeks, which she pressed playfully against him.
"That was wonderful," she whispered. "I was sure sex with a man was interesting, but sex with you? Pure magic."
She said nothing else. Other than the occasional contented purr, she was soon asleep in his arms.
Exhausted, he closed his eyes and felt consciousness slip away. When the dreams came, he found himself slipping through the clouds on silvered wings as he herded them together to make a proper storm.

🏠🏠🏠The weak, fog-filtered light of morning illuminated the living room of the Radley house, and Beth let out a sigh of relief. A small fire crackled in the fireplace—Tink had spent part of her evening getting leftover timber from rebuilding the Labyrinth in an attempt to keep the house warm.
Beth had spent most of her evening sitting on the couch. Determined not to take her eyes off of Murray, she had taken a few cat naps while Cecilia and Lily watched. It wasn't that she didn't trust them to wake her if something happened. It was more that she was afraid she wouldn't be ready to spring into action.
Not that she knew what that would be. Sofia had dropped by in the middle of the night to announce that they hadn't found anything of note. Even with the information that Murray was acting as a beacon, their search had turned up too much material to go through in such a short time. The problem with legends was that it was usually hard to tell if they were real until they were staring you in the face.
Kisa and Tink were curled up together on the loveseat. Tink was out cold, her goggles sliding down over her nose. Kisa was lying across the goblin's lap, her arm hanging off the side and touching the floor. Tucked between them was Jenny, the little doll's eerie features staring out the window.
Lily stood at the window with her arms crossed. Her tail swished from side to side in annoyance.
"Oh good. Now we get to see his ugly face again even better." She looked over her shoulder at Beth. "Is it time to check your phone again?"
Beth turned it on and frowned. "Still nothing. Literally." There was no signal, and her battery life had drained substantially overnight. She wondered if she forgot to turn it off. "This reminds me of snowstorms when I was a kid. Stuck in the house all day, and—"
"I don't wanna hear about it." Lily turned to face her. "This isn't a snow day, and it certainly isn't something I can relate to."
Undeterred, Beth turned her phone back off and picked up her teacup. With nothing better to do, she stood and headed for the kitchen.
As she walked into the kitchen, she saw Reggie standing on the counters. His nose was twitching, and a group of rats had clustered on the floor beneath him.
"Everything okay?" she asked.
"It is not, Lady Beth." Reggie bowed in greeting. "I have just received word that we've lost track of the colony."
"Excuse me, what? You mean, like..."
"The rest of us, yes." Reggie moved to the edge of the counter. "Sometime in the night, all of our portals slammed shut. I've been out here monitoring the situation with this man, and when it was time to change the guard, they never came."
"Reggie, that's terrible!" She set the cup down and took his paw in her hand. "What can we do? Are they okay?"
"I do not know, but I fear the worst. The colony has been living in the space between worlds for centuries, we are survivors. But I don't know who could have cut them off so suddenly." Down below, one of the rats chittered at him. "I agree, but don't think that's what happened."
"What did he think? Or she?" Beth frowned when she looked at the rats.
"She said that it could have been an insurrection and we were closed off on purpose. I doubt this only because there have been no rumors of displeasure with the current status quo. My kind have rather enjoyed being official members of this home." He shook his head. "Between the man in your yard and my missing colony, I am at a loss right now. Please excuse me."
With that, Reggie hopped off the counter, and his retinue followed him as he disappeared. Troubled, Beth navigated the kitchen in the dim light and set her cup in the sink. When she turned on the water, it came out at a bare trickle.
"Shit!" She smacked the faucet, then realized it would be better to have Tink look at it. On her way back into the front room, a dreadful thought occurred to her. The electricity was out, and the water was no longer running. Now Reggie's portals had closed.



Were they being cut off?
"Where's the crystal ball?" she asked when she entered the front room. It sat on one of the end tables on a small golden ring that cradled it. She picked it up and blew her hot breath on it.
"Ratu? I need to speak with you right away." Every time she had used the ball until now, the naga had appeared in a matter of minutes. There would be a swirl of purple smoke as the crystal connected to the other side, and then she would appear.
"What's wrong?" Lily asked. Beth held a finger to her lips.
"Ratu? Can you hear me?" She gave the ball a shake. For just a moment, there was a wisp of smoke, followed by the sound of a distant voice. Then nothing.
"Lily, we're being cut off," she said, then set the ball down. "Whatever that thing is out there, it isn't just calling for help. It's isolating us!"
"Fuck!" Lily's shout startled Kisa awake. As she rolled off of the couch and onto the floor, Tink was also startled awake. The goblin tumbled to the floor and landed gracefully on her face.
"We need to check on the others." Beth pointed at Lily. "I need you to see if you can get to the greenhouse. Kisa, check the Library. I'll see if I can open the Labyrinth."
She shot up the stairs before anyone could object, her heart pounding. Once in her room, she felt the first hot tear roll down her cheek as she grabbed the knob of the closet and entered the secret combination that would activate the magic and allow her to enter the cave.
When she opened the door, it was still just a closet.
"No," she whispered, taking a step back. Frozen in terror, she heard Kisa yell from down below.
"It's not opening," she cried up the stairs. "When I pull out the book, nothing happens."
No no no no no. Beth practically threw herself down the stairs and slid across the floor as she entered the office. Kisa was pulling down books frantically as Tink stood by, her features twisted up in horror.
"Magic book is broken," she whispered, then handed it over to Beth.
"How? How is this even possible?"
"How is what possible?" Death strolled out of the sitting room, his face buried in a Highlights magazine from the late nineties. He set it down on the desk, then looked at the books Kisa had thrown on the floor. "Did you know that they have hidden pictures in these? I find them quite enjoyable."
"We're closed off!" Kisa stood on a nearby chair so that she was eye level with Death. "Something happened to the house and the Library is closed. Do you know what that means?"
Death paused for a moment, then looked at the magazine he had set down. "It means I must ration my reading materials," he said, then picked up the magazine once again.
"Death?" Beth looked at the grim reaper with suspicion. "Why aren't you wearing your ear muffs?"
"Because that dreadful man out front has stopped shouting." Death lifted the magazine to look in it, but Kisa ripped it out of his hands.
"You can be so infuriating sometimes!" She ripped the book in half and threw it to the ground. "We. Are. All. In. Danger!"
"Oh." He scratched the top of his skull, which caused a scraping sound that reminded Beth of fingernails on a chalkboard. "I see. Perhaps we should check on our gentleman caller? I shall accompany you."
Beth nodded, then looked at the others. Tink made a face as if she remembered something, then she bolted out of the room.
"Let's go then," she muttered, then led Death to the front door and opened it.
Murray was hovering above the ground, his face stretched out in a soundless scream. She and Death moved down the stairs together as he unfolded his scythe. Cecilia appeared, hovering just off to the side as they walked toward Murray.
Off in the corner of the yard, the Jabberwock let out a hiss. The beast had been sitting there ever since it had gotten knocked away, and its attention was now upward. The fog was impenetrable, hiding away the sky.
"Murray?" She called out to him from a distance, but there was still no recognition. When she looked back over her shoulder, she half expected the house to be gone. "Murray, can you hear me?"
"He is not present." Death poked the man in the shoulder with his scythe.
Cecilia put a cold hand on Beth's arm. "Who are they?" she asked, then pointed out into the fog.
Beth felt like she was going to be sick. She didn't see anybody, which meant that Cecilia was seeing spirits of some sort through the mist.
"What do you see?" she asked.
"There are three of them," Cecilia answered. "They're so bright, it almost hurts to look at them. And it looks like they're riding—"
"COME!" Murray's voice was like a blast of thunder, sending a shockwave out through the fog. Beth cried out and covered her ears as her dress billowed out behind her.
"That was rather rude, don't you think?" Death closed his scythe and smacked Murray on the head with his staff. "You could at least give us a warning."
A dark shadow appeared in the fog, standing nearly ten feet tall. Beth's heart raced as it came toward them with the sound of clopping hooves. The fog parted to reveal a large horse with fiery eyes, but her attention was caught by the rider. The figure looked to be wearing a high-tech space suit with a gold, mirrored visor. When the horse came to a stop, the figure reached over its shoulder and drew a bow. A black cloud circled the figure, then dispersed when it lowered its bow.
"Death," she muttered, taking a step back. There were a lot of things she was mentally prepared to deal with, but a horse-riding spaceman hadn't been one of them.
"Now this is a surprise!" Death put away his staff. "I didn't expect—"
"COME!" Murray's eyes were blazing with light, and Beth let out a shriek of alarm. Glowing eyes appeared in the mist, and a red horse emerged. Its mane and tail were made of fire, and a large man sat on the back, carrying the thickest blade Beth had ever seen. The horse snorted, sending flames along the ground. When they stopped, the man held the enormous blade in one hand, blade down, and dropped it. The sword slammed into the ground and stuck, like a giant stake.
"Oh my God," she muttered, then covered her ears just as Murray shouted again. This time, a black horse came from the fog, and its rider was carrying a pair of scales. His features were gaunt, and when he smiled, Beth could see far too many of his teeth. The horse was carrying assorted goods that emanated a dark aura.
"This is such a surprise!" Death looked at the riders in excitement. "I never expected to see my siblings so soon! What are you doing here?"
As one, they raised their hands and pointed at Death.
"What the actual fuck is going on out here?" Lily's voice was incredulous, startling Beth. The succubus stood at the bottom of the steps, her hand still on the railing. "Who invited the sexy cowboys?"
Cecilia, who was looking skyward, let out a gasp. She shot across the yard like an arrow and tackled Lily hard enough that the succubus crashed into the front door with a loud protest.
The air around Beth was suddenly heavy, and a shadow formed over the group like a giant cloud. When she looked up, she saw a swirling mass of wings, eyes and gears descend from the sky. The being was larger than the house, and no matter where she looked, her brain struggled to make sense of what she was seeing. What initially looked like an eye became a wing, then a gear, then a mouth.
"DO NOT BE AFRAID!" The voice sent a blast of pressure that forced Beth onto her knees, her hair swirling around her face. She let out a gasp as all the air was forced from her lungs, and she collapsed onto the ground. The house shuddered as if caught in a windstorm, and when she looked up at it, she saw Lily push through Cecilia and throw herself into the house. Her skin was smoldering.
"Oh. Oh my." Death knelt and offered Beth a hand. Her legs wobbled beneath her. "I'm afraid that we have a problem here."
Once she was on her feet, she cast a wary glance at the being up above. "This isn't a social visit, is it?"
"No. No, it is not." Death pulled his cowl over his face, then turned to look at her with fiery eyes. "It would seem that the Apocalypse is upon us."
The swirling mass of wings up above roared. Murray tipped his head back and opened his mouth, and a beam of light briefly connected him with the angel. Bands of golden light appeared, each one blazing with runes as the creature sent beams of energy into Murray's body. He shuddered as they brightened, and Beth wondered if he would explode.
When the bands dispersed, they sent a shockwave out that chased away the nearby fog, revealing the stone walls of the yard. Murray stood on his tiptoes, a quartet of blazing wings made of fire spread wide behind him. When he tipped his head forward, his pupils were widely dilated and one eye was stuck looking to the right while the other looked at Beth.
"That, my dear Grim Reaper, remains to be seen." When Murray spoke, his voice was deep and booming, but his lips didn't move. Instead, his mouth was frozen in a macabre grin that showed all his teeth and his tongue. "But yes, dear child, this is no social visit. For I am Mehkhkahrel, and I have gathered us here today to determine if the end is nigh."

🏠🏠🏠Thank you so much for reading my story, I hope you enjoyed it! Don't forget to leave me some stars, they actually do help!
With the End of the World at hand while Mike is off playing house with the others, things are about to get crazier than ever! Will Mike breed Velvet? Will the roof of the house survive? Will Death start a heavy metal band with his siblings?
Stay tuned, and stay happy!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! I'm back, and I bring the Apocalypse (maybe)!
New readers, it's a lost cause for you at this point. I've got monster girls of all shapes and sizes, a few monster bois, and have tossed in the end of the world (biblically speaking). So if you get hard/wet on confusion, read away!
Returning readers, welcome back! After last chapter's ending, I am sure you are eager to see what happens next. I want to thank everyone who has stuck with this crazy tale as it expands. This chapter was a lot of fun for me to write (more so than usual), and I can't wait for you to see what happens next.
Don't forget to follow me, or check my bio. I try super hard to stick to my publishing schedule, so you can know when to expect the next part of the story. Also, don't forget to smash those stars or leave some comments, that helps others find the story and helps me on those bad days when I stare at my screen and wonder how to put one word in front of the other.
My time is limited, so I shan't keep you any longer. You are all officially in
In Hot Water
Eulalie yawned. Her jaw opened wider than her fist before popping, causing her venomous fangs to slide free from their hiding place. Blinking away the sleep, she saw a terrified rat holding a long broom. It was staring up at her from the floor below. She could smell the hot breath of other rodents watching her from the shadows of the Library.
"Did you wake me up?" she asked while cradled in a small web she had built in an abandoned supply closet on the first floor of the Library. Sofia had given her the space as temporary accommodations while they had tried to do research on the weirdo in the front yard.
The rat bolted through the door. Several other rats followed, leaving the stink of fear behind them. At the foot of the door, a tiny blue figure leaned into the opening.
"Sofia said to get you up," Cerulea squeaked. "She needs you right away."
"I'll be there in a minute." Eulalie yawned again and tumbled casually out of her web. She landed in a crouch, her legs splaying wide for support. Stepping out of the closet, she smiled at the sight of the enormous stacks of books that stretched impossibly into the sky. Cerulea was nowhere to be seen, but her glitter trail was still falling from the sky.
Her mother would have loved this place. It had every book known to man, and then some. The wide-open spaces were also perfect for climbing, and Eulalie was eager to explore every inch of it once she got the chance.
Outside her room was a giant stack of books that she had gone through last night. They had all been dead ends with nothing of value to offer her.
Wondering what could be so urgent, she walked toward the main lobby of the Library. The giant globe that hovered in place was an absolute marvel to behold, held in place by magic. Beneath it, Sofia stood over a small contingent of rats. She looked up at Eulalie, a look of concern on her face.
"The house is missing." Sofia's voice was steady, but Eulalie detected several trembling undertones. There was fear, sadness, and more than a little bit of concern. Each emotion was its own musical chord, and she could hear them all.
"How do you lose a house?"
"The magical book that we use to get there is still here, but it no longer opens a doorway to the house, and all of the rat portals that go there have been closed."
Eulalie looked at the small crowd of rats, then back at Sofia. "All the portals are closed? We have no way back?"
Sofia shook her head. "Not that I'm aware of. The rats are capable of opening portals, but only on the orders of the Rat King himself."
"I see." Eulalie walked up to the small group and watched as the rats backed away from her. Each one of them had its own scent, and they all smelled delicious. She narrowed her eyes as she studied them. "Where is this king?"
"I assume back at the house. He is the only one who speaks our language, so even if we wanted them to help us, we have no way to communicate with them." Sofia looked calm and collected, but Eulalie could hear even more emotions in her voice. Shock. Despair. The cyclops was so caught up in her own feelings that she likely wasn't processing information properly.
"Let's not be short-sighted." Eulalie pulled out her phone and frowned. "We don't have internet here, do we?"
"None of the companies will give us a good quote." Sarcasm from Sofia sounded an awful lot like a squeaky violin to Eulalie.
"If he's the only one who can talk to them, then how did you get them to wake me up?"
Sofia lifted her eyebrow. "I didn't ask them. I asked Cerulea."
Eulalie spotted the fairy fluttering overhead. "Can you talk to them?" she asked.
"No," she replied. "I was trying to use the broom to wake you and they decided to help me out."
"I can work with that. We need a sequence to follow." Eulalie pulled a band of webbing from her spinnerets and began weaving. The rats didn't understand English, but solutions came easy to those who looked for them. "Establish communication with rats. Communicate desire for portal home. If no portal home, then portal somewhere safe, investigate current situation. What does their king look like?"
"You probably saw him. Crown with glasses." Sofia walked toward her. "What are you doing?"
"Bypassing the language barrier to accomplish our first task. If they can understand situational context, it should be possible to convey our needs." Weaving a rat with a crown was child's play, especially done in a chibi art style. When she held up her final product, it was an image of their king in the middle of a tapestry of silken strands.
The rats chittered excitedly for a moment, then went silent as she wove another image. When she held it up, their fear stink faded even further. This image was a picture of her surrounded by food and cartoon hearts. She was certain that Sofia probably had pen and paper somewhere, but her web art was far more precise than anything she could do by hand.
That, and she had a bad habit of nibbling on crayons. It was a childhood habit she just couldn't break, and she hated having to pick wax out of her teeth.
"What are you doing?" Sofia asked.
"Establishing that I'm not a threat." Her next image showed her and the king holding hands. The rats looked at one another, but it seemed they were grasping the situation. "Do we have any idea how they figure out where they're going?"
Sofia shook her head. "If you want somewhere specific, I'm sure they have a method. But it's something Reggie delegates."
"Well, we can't have them taking us just anywhere, can we?" It took her almost an hour, but by the time she was done, the rats were busy gnawing a hole on an open portion of the wall. It didn't take them long, because she only needed a hole big enough for her hand.
"Well?" Sofia had left and come back with food for everyone. "Any luck?"
"Let's find out." Eulalie pulled her phone out of her pocket and stuck it through the hole. On the other side of the hole, she could hear the distant bustle of humans talking to each other.
"That was pretty clever," Sofia said, looking over her shoulder. "Getting them to gnaw you a hole to a Starbucks."
"It doesn't even matter which one, they're on every corner." Eulalie connected to the wireless network, as her phone's reception wasn't great.
She tapped with purpose, using one of her government accounts to run a search for property records. It didn't take long to discover a man named Murray who lived right next to Mike.
"Do you suppose he lives alone?" Eulalie asked.
"I have no idea. Wouldn't someone have come looking if he didn't?"
"My thoughts exactly." She pulled up Murray's address and then searched for a street view. Once she had a picture, she pulled her hand back out and started weaving again. The delicious smell of roasted coffee beans reminded her of her father.
She smiled, caught up in the memory of how he would hold his mug first thing in the morning. He enjoyed how the heat seeped into his fingers, relaxing him.
Once finished with her web, she held up her phone for the rats to see. After they looked at Murray's house, she showed them a drawing of her and the rats standing inside of it.
As one unit, the rats nodded and found a different spot to chew. A pair of rats worked on closing the hole they had opened.
"We'll have them scout out Murray's house," she informed Sofia. "If it's empty, we can go through and re-establish contact with the house."
"And if not, we can observe from a safe distance." Sofia let out a sigh of relief. "I'm glad that you were able to come up with a solution so fast. I'll admit, I got caught up in the idea that the house had been destroyed. Usually, when a location disconnects from here, that's the case."
"There were other places connected here?" Eulalie rubbed her stomach and winced. She was retaining a ton of water as her new carapace expanded. The thin cracks along her legs were the Arachne version of a peeling sunburn, and the edges were beginning to lift away.
"Many. The house is the last one, to my knowledge. It got stuck in my head that something could have happened to everyone, and that I may be here all alone." Sofia frowned. "I've been alone before. It...was hard."
"You're not alone. You have me. And the rats." She smirked to show Sofia that she was kidding. "We'll get it figured out, don't you worry."
She watched the rats as they chewed. It was a fascinating process to observe, because their teeth did sink into the surface of the wall, but it didn't seem like the material was being consumed. Instead, a golden, glittery substance was left behind on the edges of the wall as it became a tiny hole and then expanded.
A living room appeared. The hole had appeared beneath an end table, and a few rats ran in to scope the place out. They came back and chittered excitedly at the others, and they continued widening the hole.
Once it was about two-feet across, Eulalie squeezed through. Now inside of Murray's home, she closed her eyes and listened to her body. The house had a certain stillness to it revealing that nobody had passed through in almost a day. She also could tell that the HVAC system was ancient, resulting in poor air circulation and a dead mouse in one of the vents.
Eulalie moved through the house, examining the furniture. It was old, and most likely inherited. A quick trip upstairs revealed a dusty guestroom and a master bedroom that looked immaculately kept. She tapped on her phone the whole time, accessing her online shopping account.
By the time the portal was big enough for Sofia to step through, Eulalie had scoped out the whole house.
"Place is empty. Murray lives alone, though there was a lot of women's lingerie in his closet." Eulalie double-checked the address on her phone and put in her order. "Lots of lace. Very little leather."
"Can we see the house from here?" Sofia moved to the front window and pushed the curtain back.
"No. The best shot is from the guest room upstairs, and you can only see part of the yard."
"Wait for night, then?"
"Nope." Eulalie held up her phone. "I've ordered some things from Prime Delivery. We're in a two-hour delivery window, can you believe it? We used to have to send dad into town to pick up stuff from a locker, four-hour trip after waiting several days just for a delivery!"
"I'm glad you have something to be excited abou—what are you doing?"
"Hmm?" Eulalie had picked up Murray's router. It was an older model, and she flipped it over. "I'm resetting this router, the password is written on the bottom. When my new laptop gets here, I can do some digital reconnaissance of my own, but I need internet access."
Sofia sat down on Murray's couch. She took up a large portion of it, making it look more like a loveseat. "I'm afraid I can offer no help in that area."
"That's okay." Eulalie grinned, revealing all her teeth. "Because I'm already the best there is."

🏠🏠🏠When Beth walked into the house, she felt a pressure change and her ears popped when the door closed behind her. Tink, Kisa, and Cecilia were watching her from their spot at the window. Jenny was nowhere to be seen.
"What the hell is going on?" Kisa's eyes were unnaturally wide.
"Um..." Beth shook her head. Now that she was out of the angel's presence, it was like walking from sunlight into a dim room, but instead of her eyes needing time to adjust, it was her mind. "So...uh...shit. Hold on a second."
She walked past the others, went into the kitchen, and opened the fridge. The food inside was already warming to room temperature, and she pulled out one of the beers Mike had hidden in the back. After popping the tab, she walked back into the living room while drinking it.
By the time she made it back, the beer was nearly gone, and she felt as though she could at least put events in order. Outside, Death was waving his arms dramatically for the three horsemen and Mehkhkahrel. Up above, the swirling mass of eyes and wings watched them.
"Our neighbor Murray is apparently acting as a vessel for the angel Meka..Mekaka..." She finished her beer. "Mehkhkahrel. I think that's what he said. It's his job to do the talking for that thing up there." She pointed at the winged monstrosity.
"That's an angel?" Kisa asked in awe.
"It is," Cecilia responded. "Though I've never seen one so powerful."
"Speaking of, is Lily okay?"
"She went upstairs," Cecilia said.
"Okay, I'll go check on her soon. So yeah, that whirling frisbee of what-the-fuck is acting as the judge. Apparently, Death isn't supposed to fully manifest on this plane of existence unless the Apocalypse has started. So right now, they're all arguing about whether or not his being here qualifies as the opening of some seal that means we are fucked. Like, on every level kind of fucked." She was shaking now, and she dropped the can when she tried to set it down. A tiny bit of beer spilled on the carpet. "This isn't even about the house anymore. This is about the whole world."
"Oh." Kisa looked at Tink, then back out the window. "Then it shouldn't be a big deal, right? Death didn't come here, he got trapped. That should be simple enough to explain."
"I hope so." Beth took comfort in Kisa's words. "That fog out there? There's nothing beyond it. The whole time Murray was screaming, he wasn't just summoning everyone. We're apparently in a pocket dimension. If the three horsemen had just shown up on our doorstep, then all four of them would be walking the Earth and trigger the end of the world. They've been trying to find Death for a couple of months now, and have been breaking down magical barriers across the world in an attempt to find him."
"Stupid horse fuckers can't have funny bone man," Tink grumbled. "Maybe Tink shoot down ugly bird."
"Tink? Don't." Beth pointed at the goblin. "I get the feeling that you would get vaporized, or set on fire or something. You are not to get yourself killed. It would break Mike's heart."
Tink grumbled but nodded. "Tink be good," she muttered. "But not be happy about it."
"So this wasn't an attack?" Kisa almost sounded relieved.
"No. It was never about us at all." She looked out the window and saw that Death was pantomiming using a ViewMaster. "And I hope it stays that way. I'm going to go check on Lily."
She walked up the stairs, wondering where the succubus could have gone. While there were plenty of rooms to choose from, she had one idea that made more sense than the others.
The door to Mike's room was closed, but she opened it anyway and walked inside.
"Lily?" Even though she got no response, she walked into the bathroom to make sure. Lying in the middle of the empty tub was a small child with black and red hair. Her arm was bandaged up in silk, and her skin was smoldering. "Are you okay?"
"I was almost vaporized out there," she responded, her voice tiny. "I came up here hoping to cool off my skin and talk to Naia. She's not here anymore. I don't know where she is."
"Back on Earth is my best guess." Beth explained that they had been put inside a pocket dimension. "Her spring is underground, so she is still there."
"Do you think it's just a huge crater now?" Lily asked. "The neighbors must be freaking out."
"I don't know," Beth replied. She got into the tub and cocked her head. "Why the little kid act?"
"There's less of me to hurt," Lily whispered. "I felt like I was on fire. That's not a sensation I've felt since..." she waved her hand dismissively. "Everything hurts, and I can't leave."
"Of course not. We're sealed in a pocket dimension."
"It's not that. A succubus can always go to her master." Lily's lower lip trembled. "I tried to go to him, to warn him away. It's not just that I can't go to him. I can't feel him! I don't know if he's alive or dead, and I can't feel Naia either!" Her voice rose in pitch as fat tears welled in her cheeks. "I'm afraid, Beth! That thing that's out there could destroy me with a thought if it turned its attention on the house! We are not even ants to it, we're like those things that shit on your eyelids while you just go about your day!"
"Hey, now. Shhh." Beth moved next to Lily and slid an arm around her. The succubus sobbed and rolled toward her. It was just like comforting a child, minus the excessive swearing. "It's going to be okay, Death is explaining things to them now."
"We are so fucked," Lily muttered. "Do you know what the difference between an angel and a demon is? Daddy issues and membership to an exclusive club. That's it. Angels can have agendas just like demons do. If that thing out there came all this way in order to find out if it's time for the world to end, then it will stack the deck in its favor."
"What do you mean? Wouldn't that be against...Sky Daddy's will?" She decided to go with a term that Lily would find acceptable.
"Logic and reason don't apply to the divine. They are beings that live outside of time and space, they don't see things the way you do. Why do you think I can take shortcuts through Hell? It overlaps everything, just like Purgatory. I even overlap with myself. How do you think I change shape? I'm not made of flesh and bone, but something else entirely. It's like that black shit they pulled out of you, it's pure potential with no direction. Do you know why the universe keeps expanding?" Lily's voice had calmed a little. "Scientists think it's some leftover energy, or whatever. It's because this plane is finite, while others are not. The universe is trying to play catch up to its big brothers and sisters, and will eventually tear itself apart to do so."
"I so enjoy these chats," Beth noted sarcastically. "Very uplifting."
"That thing out there is just a demon who hasn't pissed off Daddy yet. Does that put anything into perspective for you? If it can smash you into powder while coloring inside the lines, it will do so in a heartbeat. The asshole won't even be angry while crushing you, it'll be in such a rush to satisfy Daddy that it'll take the shortcut."
"You have a very dim view of angels."
"Religious politics aside, I can't help you with this one. Just its arrival almost killed me, and if not for our resident screamer, I'd be gone already. If I step outside of the house, it will probably kill me on sight. Not send me to Hell: oblivion. Gone, poof! You won't even have dust to put in a jar for Romeo to cry over."
"Beth?" It was Kisa. She came into the bathroom, a frown on her face. Lily shifted out of Beth's arms before they could be seen. "Death needs to talk to you."
"And so it begins." Lily waved Beth off with a tiny hand. "If you need me, I'll be in this tub. I'm the new maiden of the bath, here to dispense orgasms and advice."
"Not looking like that, you won't." Beth pulled the towel off the hook and threw it over Lily's head. "Here's a blankie so you don't get cold."



"Thanks, Mom," Lily mumbled through the towel as she flipped Beth off.
Beth followed Kisa down to the living room. Death stood in the door, his cowl pulled back. The flames in his eye sockets had grown tiny, and he was fidgeting with his fingers.
"You need me?" she asked.
"Yes, I believe I do." Death stared down at his feet. He did a little shuffle, like he was trying to kick a piece of dust off the floor. "It seems that I am in need of your legal services, Judge Bethany."
"Okay, three things. Only my grandmother calls me that, and—"
"She's dead, yes." Death smiled sheepishly.
"I'm not a judge, I'm a lawyer," Beth added.
"I apologize. You wanted your own title, and I thought you would enjoy that one as it is related to the law."
"Oh." She remembered shouting after him the other day for a title. "I appreciate the thought, but I don't want to be called judge anything."
"Princess? Queen? Barrister?" Death paused to gaze at the ceiling in contemplation. "Supreme court justice?"
"Three. Why do you need a lawyer?" she asked.
"Ah. Well, I thought I would impress upon my siblings and the honorable angel Mehkhkahrel the things I've learned since arriving at this. My presence here was quite by accident and never intended to set off the Apocalypse itself. I thought that by showing them how I have indulged in your culture that they would realize that I came to Earth without any malice toward Mankind."
"Okay." Beth waited for him to go on.
"It would seem that we have a dilemma. You see, the angel is under the belief that the Apocalypse is at hand, and has stated that my continued presence is proof of such a thing. My siblings, who are very eager to walk the Earth and destroy it, have sided with him."
"But you were summoned here for a different reason, though."
"Yes, but they didn't seem to care. The point of the matter is that the angel has ordered that either I leave this plane right away or allow them to formally open the Seven Seals so they can rain judgment on Earth."
"Oh. Oh!" Beth's jaw dropped open. "You can't leave, can you?"
"I cannot." Death shook his head sadly. "Until I have collected the soul of the one known as Amir, I am bound to this world."
"Shit. So where do I come in?"
"Well, the angel was about to pass judgment when I reminded him that it was the law of the land that I get access to an attorney. I also told him that I had the right to remain silent."
"And he listened?" She looked out the window. The quartet of chaos was standing there, staring at the house.
"This is an angel of judgment. Of course, he didn't." Death wandered over to the window. "But he had promised to consider all angles. I informed them that my attorney would have a unique perspective relevant to my case and then held him to that promise."
Her stomach cramped and she felt light-headed. What would Mike do in a situation like this? She observed each of the horsemen, watching them as they remained motionless. "Your brothers wouldn't happen to be susceptible to flirting, would they?"
"No. They have no interest in sex. And neither does Pestilence."
"Pestilence is a girl?" She looked at the rider in the spacesuit and realized it was a high-tech hazmat suit.
"No. They're complicated, and still figuring things out." Death led her to the door. "Their identity has been in flux for millennia. In fact, Pestilence is their new name. I think they like it, but it's hard to tell now that I can't see their face. When I'm standing really close, I can hear what sounds like thousands of bees buzzing inside. Can you imagine that?"
"Guess I won't have to." She put her hand on the knob and pulled. If Death's siblings couldn't be seduced, then half of Mike's typical strategy was already out the window. "Let's see if we can get lucky."

🏠🏠🏠The cabin smelled like hot butter and cinnamon. When Mike stepped out of his bedroom, the smell intensified, and he saw Yuki standing in the kitchen. She was ladling oatmeal into a bowl and winked when she saw him.
"Morning." She smiled knowingly before taking a bite. "There's plenty left. You should have some to replenish that energy of yours."
Mike blushed. "I'm guessing everyone heard?"
"Not only that, but you fucked up Bigfoot's VHS collection. His tapes are all messed up. They have these wavy lines all over them."
"Oh, shit, really?"
"Yes!" Bigfoot shoved open the bathroom door and limped to the couch. "I had to switch to DVD and I hate it!"
"Why do you hate DVD?" If Bigfoot was not moving like a geriatric patient with arthritis, he would have felt threatened by the angry Sasquatch.
"My fingers are too fucking big for the remote." Bigfoot sat down with a grunt and held up a black piece of plastic that was dwarfed in his palm. It was clear to Mike that each button would be very difficult for the cryptid to press.
"Where's Quetzalli?" he asked.
"Using up what's left of the hot water." Yuki tapped her spoon on the table. "Your bedroom smells like a fuck-pit, and you're no better."
"Oh." He couldn't even argue. His stomach was still covered in dry spunk. "I guess I could always take a cold shower."
"You'll freeze your balls off." Bigfoot glanced over his shoulder. The television was displaying the DVD player's loading screen. "Our water comes from a well. Darren put in a heater, but it's old. About twenty years ago, you could get a couple of showers out of it. But now?" He shivered. "If you're in a hurry, you could drop by the hot springs. It isn't a far walk."
"Hot springs?" Mike's mind immediately went to Naia. He wondered how she was doing.
"Yeah, there's a few. Big enough to swim in. Just don't try diving to the bottom, they're deeper than they look. The water gets much hotter and you might pass out." Bigfoot uncapped a beer that had been down by his feet. "This one time, I was at Yellowstone and saw a guy go swimming in one that was near boiling. Cooked him like a brat, he split open along the sides toward the end."
"Gross." Yuki frowned at her oatmeal. "I saw something like that once in Japan. Very unpleasant."
The front door opened and Dana walked in. Her nose wrinkled and she looked at Mike.
"Oh, wow, that's strong." She covered her nose and gave him a wide berth as she moved to sit next to Bigfoot.
A door shut in the cabin, and Quetzalli appeared with a towel around her body and another towel wrapped around her head. She gave Mike a wink and disappeared into their bedroom.
"Maybe I'll hit those springs." He stood and moved to the front door. "Where are they?"
"I'll take you." Dana stood and moved toward the door. "I don't want you getting lost."
Mike grabbed his coat, and they walked outside together. He shivered in the cool air, wondering if the hot spring would be warm enough to counter the chill. Up above, he saw Abella circle for a landing.
"Are we going home today?" She looked unusually grumpy.
"Not yet. Once Bigfoot is up and about, we'll plan for going home." He pulled out his phone and frowned. "I'm also thinking that I should head for the boundary. See if I can't get a signal on this thing."
Abella rolled her eyes and held out a hand.
"Give it here. It will take you all day to walk there and back. I can do it in a quarter of the time."
"Thank you." He handed over his phone. "Let them know that we're safe. I think our Nirumbi issue is solved." If that was our main issue, he thought to himself. Whatever had been watching him didn't seem to be around now. Hopefully it had gone with the Nirumbi.
"I'll be back." Abella launched herself skyward in a motion that scattered a flurry of snowflakes in every direction, blasting Mike with icy shards. He brushed himself off and watched as the gargoyle disappeared over the trees.
"She's in a foul mood," Dana muttered under her breath.
Mike sighed, but kept his thoughts to himself.
They walked into the forest, exchanging chit-chat. Dana was working her way through a ton of science fiction novels on her phone and was also learning conversational Russian. She also told him about her progress on the telescope, and how she thought it may be operable in the months ahead. The observatory was a room he hadn't spent much time in. It unnerved him how it looked out on an unfamiliar sky. Sometimes if he stared for long enough, it felt like the sky was looking back.
As they climbed higher, trees thinned and were replaced by rocks. The smooth snowy contours of the forest floor were disrupted by stone outcroppings that looked as if they were fighting their way free of the ice, hoping for just a glimmer of the sun's warmth. The air was thicker somehow, and he picked up the vague smell of sulfur and other minerals.
This made him think of Lily. He was surprised he hadn't heard from her yet, or at least heard about her. She had promised to make trouble, and he was sure someone would have called to complain about her by now.
They stepped through a thin gap in the stones and he found himself standing on a ledge overlooking a pool of steaming water. He was about to say something when the steam parted and revealed Velvet. She was floating on her back with her eyes closed, her legs spread out around her like a star.
"Ah, shit," Dana muttered as Velvet's eyes popped open. "I'm sorry, Vee. I didn't know you were up here."
Velvet's eyes went to Mike, then back to Dana. He expected panic that he had seen her naked, but was modesty even an Arachne trait?
"It's fine," she replied. "I was just taking a dip myself. Had a long night."
"Yeah, you got in pretty late." Dana pointed along the sides of the rocks. "There's a path you can take down to the edge. If you don't mind, I think I'll leave you here."
"Don't want to be our chaperone?" he asked, only half-joking.
"I'm hungry is all." She grinned. "Hungry enough to eat a dragon."
"I like this side of you. Leave a sock on the door until you're done."
Dana rolled her eyes. "Any sense of privacy died when you fried Bigfoot's VHS collection. I wasn't going to say this in front of him, but he teared up when he saw his Northern Exposure collection was toast. All recordings of the original broadcasts, something about music rights."
Mike made a face. He really hoped that Bigfoot didn't hold a grudge. "Guess I'll see you in a bit."
"Give me a twenty-minute head start." She winked at him and left.
Mike followed the ledge to the base of the spring. From down here, he saw that the ledge they had been on would be a perfect location for jumping into the spring. Velvet was floating in the water, just the top of her head and her spider body visible through the steam.
"May I join you?" he asked.
A hungry look crossed Velvet's face, but he didn't get any sense of danger. The seconds ticked by as she seemed to consider his request.
"Apparently, I stink," he continued. "And Quetzalli used all the hot water."
"Oh, I can tell," she replied. "That you stink, I mean. I also sort of saw what you were doing."
"You were watching us?" He wasn't even going to pretend to be offended. People walking in on him at home was a weekly occurrence.
"No. I was sulking in the barn and saw the light show." She smiled. "Care to explain that to me?"
"It's my magic," he explained. "And I would be happy to share more, but I'm getting cold out here."
"Don't let me stop you." She didn't turn around, or otherwise indicate that she was going to give him any privacy.
Challenge accepted. Mike didn't turn either. He tossed his jacket to the side and then unbuttoned his shirt. When he pulled down his pants, he could hear the Arachne gasp as his cock sprung free. He got in the spring, taking his time to navigate the rocky sides. The water was a great temperature, and he sighed in relief.
"We've been coming here since we were old enough to walk," Velvet told him. "Much easier than trying to fit in a shower. We did that too, but only when we were little."
"Not bad. Hot all year round?"
She nodded. "Sometimes it's too hot. It's not like there's a thermostat."
"Of course not." He moved a bit closer to her, his feet feeling along the bottom. It didn't take long before he found a drop-off, and he stood on the edge of it. The water was up to his chest, so he crouched until it came to his chin. "So yes, my magic. It's got some quirks."
"Can you move stuff with your mind?" she asked, her eyes lighting up in excitement. "Or cast spells? Make a fireball?"
"Nothing like that...I don't think." He laughed. "I'm still figuring it out, but it's the reason I can do that screaming thing."
"Awesome," she whispered.
"So why were you sulking?" he asked.
"Ugh." Velvet sunk down until only her eyes were visible. After a few seconds, she bobbed back up. "It was nothing, just going through some things. I've been thinking about what you said, about the house."
"Don't feel like it's a one-way trip," he said. "Once we can get contact re-established, I bet we can get a rat portal set up. You could stay here and still be part of the household, it isn't a big deal."
"Hmm." She floated closer to him. "I don't know everyone would be as accepting of that decision."
He waved his hand. "If you're thinking about Abella, I wouldn't worry too much. I don't know the full story about what's going on with her, but she's a wonderful person. Just very protective of me and the house."
"I see." She narrowed her eyes and sunk her mouth below the water, but not before he saw the grin that had appeared.
What was she up to?
"To be honest, if there really is a problem between you and Abella, you two should talk about it. Clear the air, or whatever you wanna call it."
Velvet shrugged, sending ripples through the spring.
"You don't have to be friends," he added. "But there should be some level of respect. The house is a haven from the dangers of the real world. Despite their differences, everyone knows how to come together and have each other's back."
"Now I find that interesting," she said as she popped above the water so fast that the tops of her breasts appeared. When his eyes twitched to look at them, Velvet grinned and left them on display.
"I'm sorry, find what interesting?" he asked.
"That you all work together. When Dana and Lily showed up last fall, it was surprising to see a succubus helping anybody."
"Lily has her edges," he admitted. "But she's come a long way."
"You can't help yourself, can you?" Velvet was close enough now that he could touch her if he wanted. "Do you always see the best in people?"
"I didn't use to," he admitted. "But then I met a bunch of them that seemed like me. Different, maybe even a little damaged. I think we see it in each other, it's kind of a mutual respect thing and—"
Velvet had bobbed even closer. He sank down into the water until they were eye level with each other, all while struggling to keep his eyes off her breasts.
"And what?" she asked, her voice quiet.
"I think we recognize each other as survivors." It wasn't what he had been about to say, but in his efforts to avoid staring at her boobs, he had totally forgotten what he was going to say.
"Hmm." She looked pensive for a moment, but he realized that she was staring at his chest. When he looked down, he saw that part of the scar tissue on his side was visible.
"Car crash," he explained. "It caught on fire before they pulled me out."
She shuddered, then lifted a hand from the water. "I'm terrified of fire," she admitted to him. "Our skin is covered in very fine hairs that we use to perceive the world. Getting them wet isn't too bad, but fire melts them quickly.
When she put her hand on his flesh, he felt his own senses heighten. It wasn't as bad as before, but it was still overwhelming.
"What are you doing?" he asked in a whisper. "When you touch me, I can feel all these extra things, it's like my nerves are being re-wired."
"I feel things, too," she responded. "But I very much doubt they are the same things you feel."
With that said, she moved her hand down his scars until her arm was underwater. As her fingers slid across his hip, his cock stirred to life, bobbing beneath the water like a lure. They both gasped when her hand settled on his cock.
"We might be feeling the same things after all," he muttered. Velvet's lips were inches from his own and her eyes had a predatory glint to them that made his throat go dry.
"I..." she looked down as if suddenly realizing where her hand was. "I've never done this before."
The air was thick with steam, and he inhaled it through his nostrils. It mixed nicely with the energy that was already coursing through him. He slid his hand along her cheek, then pushed a few stray hairs behind her ears.
"There's a first time for everything," he replied.
"Yeah, but..." she paused to lick her lips. He could see that she was drooling. "My mother said that this was dangerous. That I may lose control."
She was stroking him now, her thumb teasing the opening of his cock. If this really was her first time, it seemed like she had some natural instinct.
He thought back to what he knew about the Arachne. Was he nothing more than prey, caught up in a web of deception? He knew that Abella would say that he was.
However, with Velvet so close to him, he felt no danger at all. If she was planning to seduce and hurt him, wouldn't he feel something? Right now, she was just another beautiful woman who was coming onto him very strongly.
His cock twitched, officially registering its vote.
"We can take it slow," he said. "If you think you're about to become dangerous or lose control or whatever, just tell me."
Her eyes had taken on that vacant stare again, and she was stroking him even harder. He responded by lowering his hand to her breasts and playing with her nipples. His other hand reached out to stroke her waist, but she grabbed him by the wrist.
"That...I..." Her cheeks turned bright red. "If you go much farther, you'll feel the parts of me that aren't...humanoid."
"Is that bad?" he asked. "If you don't want me to touch you there, that's fine."
"It isn't that." She scrunched up her face, then let out a sigh. "I'm just worried it might ruin the moment. You know, if you remember what the rest of me looks like."
"Oh." He ran his hand down her thigh and paused. Somewhere around mid-thigh, her smooth skin gave way to thick fur.
"See what I mean?" There was a squeak to her voice, a crack in her bold facade. "It would be better if you didn't."
"Didn't what?" His magic was swirling through him now, and he hooked his fingers in the thick hair of her legs and dragged them through like a comb. Even beneath the water, the hair felt light and moved easily through his fingers. He wondered if it was repelling the water. "I don't mind a little hair."
"Mike..." Her voice was pleading now, and she had stopped stroking him. "I don't think I could handle it if you...found me disgusting."
He pulled on her waist, bringing her lips within a breath's distance. When he moved his hand back up her leg, he circled it around her waist and onto one of her other legs. When he squeezed it, she let out a gasp.
"I don't care that you didn't shave your legs for me."
Velvet's eyes lit up and she laughed. She pushed him back with a playful splash, but he hooked his arm around her waist and pulled her in for a kiss, his lips gentle on hers. Surprised at first, Velvet immediately melted into him with a groan.
He tried squeezing her spider leg again, but she grabbed his wrist and moved his hand back onto her front leg.
"That part of me doesn't feel pleasure," she explained after breaking the kiss. "All of my nerves for that are kind of forward of the biggest ass you've ever seen."
"Well then let's test them out." He had been holding his magic back, but when they kissed, he released it. She moaned into his mouth and her front legs circled his waist, pulling him in. His cock rubbed against her belly as she continued to jack him off beneath the water.



His magic sank into the spring, then bubbled up from beneath them, causing Velvet's back end to pop above the surface. Swirling around them, his magic caressed her body, and it was almost as if he could feel her with his mind.
He moved a hand between her legs and was surprised when he felt something grab him. Startled, he pulled his hand away.
"That's normal," Velvet told him. "I'm...different down there."
His curiosity was piqued. He went exploring again, running his fingers through her thick pubic hair. Once he found her clit, he realized that what he thought was an extremely puffy set of labia was actually a set of fleshy protuberances that gripped him when he tried to penetrate her. It was as if they were clenched fingers, eager to trap him in place.
"I don't mind different," he told her, then slid a finger inside. He felt her vagina clamp down on his finger, then force it back out.
"Sorry," she muttered, her face red again. "It's...it knows when it's not..."
"Hey, don't worry about it." He moved his hands across her pubic mound. Her labia tried to shoo his hand away by flicking out at him. "Are those meant to hold me inside?"
Velvet said nothing, but managed to achieve a new shade of crimson in response.
He chuckled. "It's nothing to be embarrassed by. Communication is actually the key to—"
She forced herself onto him, her body lifting in the water. Her hand had moved off of his cock and he felt those fleshy nubs shift apart as his glans pushed into her.
Velvet moaned, then stared into his eyes. He could see his own magic reflected inside, as well as something else. "I'm sorry, it's...instincts."
He grabbed onto her hips and pulled her down onto him. Her insides squeezed him in stages, allowing him to sink in an inch at a time. She clutched him against her and started breathing heavily.
"I feel so full," she moaned. "And you feel so hot inside me. Does it always feel this good?"
"It's different every time." His magic was surging through his body, and when the protuberances gripped him at the base of his cock, he jumped. This caused them to float out into the middle of the spring, buoyed by the bubbles from down below. An eddy current caused them to float in a spiral, his body pressed tightly against hers.
"Mike." When she whispered his name, chills went up and down his spine. "I barely know you but...this feels so right."
He paused to reflect on that. His life had become a series of strange sexual events, so he had given up on trying to rationalize his encounters. However, something was clearly different with Velvet. He was drawn to her by desires he didn't fully understand, and he hadn't thought twice about pursuing them.
Now, with his cock buried deep inside of her, he felt an even stronger connection, a thread that he was desperate to tug at. He was well aware that he was no longer entirely human. His magic was largely sexual in nature.
But what he felt now was longing. Was it his own? Or was it related to the strange feelings he experienced when he touched her?
"It feels right for me, too." He closed his eyes and pressed himself into her. It was hard to maneuver while floating and this was all he could manage. "And maybe, while it feels right for both of us, we should just go with it."
She stared at him for several seconds, as if contemplating a huge decision. He wished he could know what she was thinking.
Velvet's legs surfaced and kicked, propelling them toward the shoreline. His toes touched the rocks below as they maneuvered to the edge of the spring. She rose from the water, her front legs wrapped around Mike's waist. He found his own legs dangling beneath him as she carried him over to a nearby rock and pressed him up against it. Her fingers dug into the cold stone, causing it to crumble beneath her touch and her hot mouth found his again.
His tongue danced around in her mouth, careful to avoid the sharp fangs he discovered along the side. He didn't think she would bite him on purpose, not at this point, but accidents happened. Without a way to use his feet on the stone for leverage, he used his arms. Velvet moaned, her cries reverberating through his body as magic arced between her legs and across the ground.
When she pulled away from him, a line of drool connected their mouths. He wiped it away as she arched her back, giving him access to her breasts. They were soft, but he could feel the thick muscle hidden beneath as he buried his face between them and took in her scent. She had a dusky scent that reminded him of long nights around a campfire beneath the starry sky. When Mike pulled his face out of her breasts and gazed into her eyes, he somehow saw those stars reflected in them.
Down below, he could feel fleshy pincers surrounding the base of his shaft. Whenever he sank into her, they would squeeze tight once he was buried inside. As he withdrew, they massaged his cock and then clamped down the moment before he could completely pull out.
There was also a series of bony ridges inside that felt absolutely delightful. He could feel them moving along the top of his glans as he fucked her.
"Oh, oh yes!" Velvet's human eyes locked on his. "Mike, I'm so sorry, but I promise this won't hurt!"
She opened her mouth wide to reveal her fangs and then bit him on the neck. He felt her fangs slide into his flesh, and fire raced through him, focusing almost entirely on his balls. His danger sense never warned him, and still wasn't going off.
He moaned as a pulsing sensation built inside of his balls, then wrapped his arm around Velvet's head to trap her in place. His magic created a band of energy that swirled around them, locking them in place. It seeped into his pores and crept along Velvet's body, vanishing beneath the soft fur of her legs.
When he came, it wasn't his typical eruption. Instead, the orgasm was strung out as he pumped a steady stream of cum inside of her. He groaned as her fleshy protuberances milked him. His balls no longer felt heavy, but the pressure inside was already building again.
The swirling band exploded with light, sending a cascade of energy into Velvet's body. Her legs spasmed and went straight, causing her to lie flat on the ground. She closed her eyes and let out a shrill cry that startled nearby forest birds, causing them to fly away in panic.
The pressure in his balls was already intense, and Mike shouted as he pumped her full of cum again. The energy in Velvet was now seeping back into him as the feedback loop strengthened his arousal. Whatever venom ran through his veins was already wearing off, but he continued to flood her womb with cum. So much semen had leaked from her vagina that the air was filled with the sound of sticky smacking.
"Mike, I—" Velvet's human eyes rolled up and her spider eyes closed as she let out another cry of ecstasy. Dozens of field mice appeared from nearby rocks and ran for the safety of the forest.
With one last moan, Mike blasted her womb again, and then concentrated on the field of energy that surrounded them. It was reluctant to return, but he pulled it back into his body before the two of them spent all afternoon fucking. He was still sore from last night and suspected that Velvet could easily outpace him.
Pulling himself free from Velvet's embrace, he stumbled backward and fell on a flat rock, nearly blacking out. His body was flooded with a fiery heat that moved through him and then vanished, and it was almost like he had been punched in the chest.
Mike gasped for air as the world came back into focus. His gaze was fixed on the clouds above, and the chill of the earth seeped into his bones from beneath. The whole world was alive with sounds he had never heard before. It was sensory overload, and he shut his eyes, hoping it would fade like a bad bout of tinnitus.
"Mike?" Velvet's voice was filled with concern.
"I'm fine," he whispered, his own voice bouncing around inside his skull. The sounds had faded, but now he was hearing something else. It was the sounds of tiny voices, but they weren't speaking words. It was more like concepts, and he could feel all of them.
Hungry
Danger
Build
Food
"What am I..." He put his hand on his belly, feeling a twinge. His breakfast had been far too small and he was suddenly starving. "I'm hallucinating. Hearing things, kind of."
"What kind of things?" Velvet's voice was closer now, and she leaned over him with a nervous look on her face, her breasts dangling over his body.
He closed his eyes and concentrated. The voices were coming from different directions. "They're talking about...food. And hunting. I don't understand."
Velvet's eyes widened. "You can hear them?"
"Hear who?" He managed to sit up. His legs were starting to get cold, and he pushed himself along the rock until he could slide back into the spring. The warmth spread through him rapidly and he sighed and closed his eyes. Strangely, he almost felt like he was drawing magic from the spring, his aches and pains vanishing almost immediately.
"The spiders."
His eyes popped open, and he looked at Velvet. "Spiders can talk?"
"They can communicate, yes." She moved along the edge of the spring and dipped one of her feet in. The motion was similar to watching a cat paw at its water dish. "They're my friends. They talk all the time. It can get quite noisy once winter is over."
He put his hands to his ears and groaned. "They're loud enough already."
Velvet slid back into the water and bobbed over to him. She had a sheepish look on her face as she pulled his hands from his ears. He was suddenly aware that he was no longer tired, and once again full of energy.
"You can tune them out," she explained. "You just have to focus on other things. Treat them as background noise."
"I'm not sure how to even begin." His eyes met hers just as her hand found his cock once more. The air suddenly had a texture to it, and he could feel the water vapor clinging to the hairs of his arms.
"Then allow me to help." With a smile, Velvet took a deep breath and disappeared beneath the water. When she sucked him into her mouth, he let out a long, full-throated moan as her tongue slid along the length of his cock.
He no longer cared what the spiders had to say.

🏠🏠🏠When Beth walked outside, she was surprised at how still this world around her felt. The fog around them billowed as if blown by an external source, but there was no wind.
She was also surprised to see Mehkhkahrel sitting on a raised judges' bench. His clothing was the same, and he tilted his head so that one of his eyes could see her. Up above, the angel hovered. Looking at it for more than a second made her feel dizzy.
"Death has requested that we follow the laws of your land and allow him to have legal representation." Mehkhkahrel's mouth was stretched wide, his tongue hanging out as the words boomed from him like a loudspeaker. "As a being of justice, I have seen fit to grant this request."
"Thank you." Beth looked over at the three horsemen. "If you are the judge, then who is the jury?"
Mehkhkahrel pointed up at the swirling mass with a crooked finger. "I am merely the subconscious of the entity above, an extension of its will. As such, we are not bound by any ethical obligations, for our judgment is free of bias."
Warning sign number one. Beth thought about what Lily had told her. If angels and demons were cut from the same cloth, did that mean the angel was incapable of lying? Technically speaking, if the divine being believed it was free of bias, it would be speaking the truth. Either way, a situation where the judge and jury were effectively the same being was a bad sign.
The angel was just a demon without daddy issues, after all.
"And them?"
"We are the prosecution." Famine's voice had a southern drawl to it. His skin was dark and shiny, as if he had been dipped in oil. "And it is our firm belief that our day has come that we may walk among mortals and take what is owed to us."
"I see." Beth looked over at Death, then back at the others. "So catch me up to speed. If you all are the prosecution, then what crime has been committed?"
"We demand what is ours!" War was a large man with mottled, sunburnt skin and a greatsword to match. He was bald but had a beard made of fire. "To walk among the world and bring it to its knees!"
"Haven't you done enough walking on our world already? In fact, I would argue that all of you exist as a consistent state of things. So why fight to be allowed to start the Apocalypse."
"Allow me to answer, dear child." Mehkhkahrel now held a gavel in both hands, and black robes had appeared on him. "As I am but an extension of the glorious being up above, so too is the state of the world. People may fight wars, but they are not War himself. What you have experienced in your world is but a pittance compared to the legacy that is rightfully theirs."
"And I see it as a temper tantrum." Beth narrowed her eyes at War. "Nice sword. Isn't that a bit dated?"
War laughed heartily. "Haven't you heard that all is fair in love and war? I care not by what means the battle is won. But since you asked..." He casually picked up the sword, which dislodged a massive chunk of dirt, and rested it on his shoulders. "Though a gun may take a life, I long to feel the hot blood of my enemies rain down upon my skin. I carry this that I may cleave a man in half and watch the light fade from his eyes as my brother collects him."
Beth gasped when she realized that what she had mistaken for his skin tone was actually the stain of fresh blood.
Famine licked his lips hungrily. "And I would see their hope extinguished as the food they feel entitled to cannot reach their bellies. As they mourn the physical things they can no longer afford. To see their bones against their skin as they waste away before my brother collects them."
"Shouldn't you be thinner?" she asked. Famine had a thick gut.
"I bring hunger," he explained. "But that does not mean I should suffer from it."
Behind them, Pestilence raised their hands and waved them about as if speaking. Instead of a voice, it was the sound of thousands of beating wings flapping past, and when Pestilence finished, War let out a bark of laughter.
"Well said!" he exclaimed.
"So it sounds like Death is key to all of this." Beth crossed her arms and looked at Mehkhkahrel. "Though these three could walk the land, as long as Death himself isn't physically present, the Apocalypse cannot take place."
"So it is written," Mehkhkahrel responded. "In the bible, which is the word of the being you know as God."
"Does the Apocalypse actually have to happen, though?" It was time to try a new angle. "It seems like there's a lot in the bible that hasn't or didn't actually happen."
This caused the angel to tilt his head, which made his tongue flop from one side of his mouth to the other. "This world will end one day as all worlds must. And when it comes, there will be war, there will be illness, and there will be starvation and all shall die. It is the natural order of things."
"But technically, these guys don't have to show up, right?" Beth looked at the horsemen. "From what I understand of the bible, it's meant to be interpretive. So though it says that all things will end, it doesn't necessarily mean that it has to end this way. For instance, I remember something about a lake of fire. Couldn't that be interpreted as the sun expanding and gobbling up the Earth?"
Mehkhkahrel paused for a long time, as if considering his answer.
She continued. "I was under the impression that it was impossible to put into mortal words the will of a divine being who exists outside of time or space. Much like describing the color red to a blind person. I suspect that by having a divine being try to convey these thoughts and ideas, we suffer from mistranslation due to qualia. The terms and conditions of the Apocalypse itself may have been ineffable, meaning that the scribe did their best but couldn't convey the full meaning of God's word.
"In fact, the bible I have seen is not written in its original language. So how do I know that the events of the Apocalypse as I understand them don't contain translation errors? Or perhaps the scribe held an implicit bias, and wrote their own take on things." Beth pointed at Pestilence. "I doubt hazmat suits existed when the bible was written. If we were to open one now and read the passages out loud, we would discover that this extraplanar being does not match the description of one of the four horsemen. So either the bible is wrong, in which case you have no precedent, or these aren't the horsemen. Either way, any claim they may have to the Apocalypse is null and void, as their coming has not been properly foretold."
"Um, Mistress Bethany." Death tapped her on the shoulder. "I would be happy to verify the identity of—"
She clamped her hand across Death's mouth, the feel of his teeth against her palm causing her whole arm to go numb.
"I don't like that title." Her eyes went to Mehkhkahrel, who now seemed to be seriously studying her. "As your legal counsel, I recommend that you speak only when I grant you permission."
Death mumbled his agreement.
"I move that this case be dismissed on the grounds that I cannot verify either the identities of the horsemen or the grounds by which the Apocalypse is allowed to occur."
War's jaw dropped open, and he looked at Famine. Famine scowled and stepped forward.
"Now see here," he said a little too loudly. "We can verify that this individual is in fact one of the horsemen of the Apocalypse. And I have a feeling our brother would agree. If three of the horsemen agree that Pestilence is the fourth, then that should be good enough for the court."
"But how do I know that you all are the four horsemen?" Beth gestured at Death. "My client may be the physical manifestation of Death, but he was not brought here for the Apocalypse. A failed spell has trapped him here until he can fulfill his goal. Therefore, even if he is indeed one of the four horsemen, we can prove that the means of his arrival are not of biblical portent. In fact, I would like to know how you all even found out that he was here on Earth."
"It was reported to us." Mehkhkahrel's lips curled away from his teeth. "This is a matter which would have been resolved long ago if not for the protection of your home against his discovery."
"But if you couldn't see him, then how did somebody—" she could almost hear her thoughts click into place. Someone wanted Death out of the picture, and it was a very short list. If the options were making Death go home or global annihilation, the choice would have been a simple one.
"Should the four ever walk as one on the soil of the Earth, then the Apocalypse shall commence." Mehkhkahrel's voice had a tone to it that Beth didn't like. "It is why we went to so much trouble to bring you here, to this extra-dimensional space, before gathering. There are certain rules."
"See? So it's settled, then?" War's eyes were now glowing in excitement.
"No. This child speaks with wisdom in regards to the book that was written. It is not a true telling of what is to come." Mehkhkahrel looked over at War. "And though I have summoned you from the Void, it was not to start the Apocalypse. It was for this proceeding. It is not written that an angelic being shall casually open the Sour Seals of their own whim."
"Fuck!" War slammed his sword into the ground. "But we are all here, that should have to count for something! We have utilized avatars, have walked the land in mortal form, but never have we been so pure! The world is ready for us, ripe for the taking, and you would deny us?"
"You agreed to abide by the laws of this land, as did I." Mehkhkahrel rolled his head so that he was looking at Beth. "And this child has made her case that Death's presence alone is not enough to qualify."



"FUCK!" War yanked his sword out of the ground and hurled it into the fog.
"As such, I am ready to pass down judgment." Mehkhkahrel looked at Death. "It's time for you to return to the Void."
"Objection!" Beth moved in front of Death. "You said yourself that his being here was an accident. Now you intend to penalize my client for committing no crime!"
"But I believe I established that either Death must participate in the Apocalypse or he must be dismissed." Mehkhkahrel tried to cross his arms across his chest, but they stuck out straight instead and made an X.
"But you also agreed to abide by the laws of this land. He's the defendant, and if he is proven innocent, you don't get to punish him for it."
"Your Honor." Famine wore a shit-eating grin. "This young lady argues that her client be allowed to remain, as he was summoned against his will. Is that correct?"
"It is." Mehkhkahrel's eyebrow lifted in interest.
"Well, since we were also summoned against our will, I argue that we be allowed to remain as well. It's only fair, per the laws of this land." Famine turned his gaze on Beth. "In fact, you can go ahead and send us all back to Earth right now."
"No." Beth's voice barely broke a whisper. Mehkhkahrel himself had said that all four of them on Earth together was the qualifying event.
Famine chuckled. "I'm sorry, little lady, do you have an objection? You see, we aren't eager to go back to the Void. We have things we've just been dying to do out here. So what do you say, Your Honor? After all, it's only fair."
"Ob...objection!" Beth held up her hand. "Dismissal of the case by the prosecution with current terms would put undue hardship on my client."
"On what grounds?" Famine sneered at her. "You ain't gonna win this."
"If these four should walk the Earth together, then the Apocalypse starts. Death would be forced against his will to join in, which could be seen as a form of indentured servitude, forced labor, or even slavery. All of which is forbidden by the laws of my land." She glared at Famine, then turned to Mehkhkahrel. "You said so yourself that you would agree to our laws, but it seems like every choice made leads to the destruction of my whole planet. That would indicate a premeditated bias on your part, and you said you were free of such a thing."
Mehkhkahrel regarded all of them in silence for several seconds. War tried to say something, but Pestilence put a hand over his mouth.
"I have much to ponder," Mehkhkahrel finally revealed. "Both sides have shown much logic this day, and I see that this child is right. To dismiss this case would be to unfairly punish the defense."
Beth let out a sigh of relief.
"But the prosecution has rights as well. So it would seem we are at an impasse." Mehkhkahrel looked at the horsemen. "I think it would behoove both sides to think of what they want the outcome to look like. In forty-eight hours time, we shall reconvene. At that time, we shall determine Death's fate, as well as the world's." He lifted his gavel and slammed it down. A shockwave rippled out, causing him and the horsemen to vanish in its wake.
Beth sank to her knees, her heart pounding and her mouth dry. She had come so close!
"Countess Bethany, I know this may be a bad time, but someone is trying to get your attention." Death pointed at the house. When she looked over her shoulder, she saw Cecilia frantically waving her arms.
"Of course they are. And I don't like that title, either. Too stuffy." Beth rose and straightened her skirt. She was almost to the porch when Cecilia grabbed her by the hand and pulled her through the open door. Inside, Tink was on the couch in the living room, her eyes closed and her breathing shallow.
Kisa stood over the goblin with tears in her eyes. "I found her in the basement," she said. "Just outside the Vault. She won't wake up."
"Tink? Tink!" Beth knelt on the couch and gave her a shake. She put her head on Tink's chest and heard the dim thumping of her heart. "What was she doing outside the Vault?"
"I don't know." Kisa stood. "But it's open. I tried to shut it, but the door won't close. I could hear something inside whispering to me, it wanted me to come in. It's some kind of spirit, so it didn't really have any effect on me."
"Okay, let's move her to my room. Our visitors outside are gone for now, so let's get everyone accounted for. Cecilia, please go find Reggie and Jenny." She stood at the bottom of the stairs and raised her voice. "Lily! I need you right now!"
The door of Mike's room opened and the succubus came out, still in child form.
"What's happening?" she asked.
"The usual. World is ending, evil entity in the basement. Sound like fun?"
Lily hopped over the railing and fell three stories, her body expanding as she became an adult again. She landed in a crouch, her tail whipping out behind her.
"I could kick a little ass." Lily grinned. "Let's go see what's haunting the basement, shall we?"

🏠🏠🏠"Okay, looks like we're ready." Eulalie had a mass of equipment spread out on Murray's dining room table, and she snapped the casing of the small drone she had purchased shut.
Sofia stood nearby, her face in awe.
"How did you afford all of this?" she asked.
Eulalie had purchased a trio of laptops, some headsets, two phones and a drone. It had been a couple of years since she had played with one. She used to have a racing drone that she lost to an accident with a barn owl, and just hadn't had the heart to build a new one after.
Besides, testing military drones was far more fun.
"My entire life, I've lived in a house with no bills. My father used to make spare money selling wood carvings so he could afford some luxuries, it isn't like we didn't have plenty of time." Eulalie had finished setting up the third laptop. Though they weren't top-of-th- line models, they were very capable of downloading and installing a modified hard drive backup she had stored in the cloud for just such an occasion. "After I finished school and started doing government work, all I had to do was make some key investments based on rumor, speculation, and maybe a little market manipulation."
"You bought stocks?"
"Nah. I don't really understand stocks." She smirked. When she sat in front of a computer screen, it was possible to see so many patterns in the data that she examined, to scrutinize code at an inhuman speed. "I did mine a ton of Bitcoin when it first came out. Hacked a bunch of university computers to do it when class wasn't in session. May have been slightly illegal. Tried to convince Dad that we could afford to buy our own place wherever we wanted once the price went up, but he was against it. Apparently, money can buy everything but a magical barrier, and even those aren't a hundred percent foolproof. I even faked a human identity to cash out, but don't want to pay taxes on it yet."
She picked up the drone and handed it to a rat. "Can you take this outside, please?"
The rat pondered the object in its paws, and sniffed the edge before nibbling on the plastic.
"No, not food. Take it outside." She held up the piece of paper she had drawn on earlier. It was a cartoon rat holding the drone in the air outside of the house. She had found some pens and paper in Murray's junk drawer and put them to good use.
The rat nodded and left.
Eulalie looked at the screen to her left. She had set the middle laptop up on top of a book to elevate it, and the other two were on the sides. She watched a rat's eye view video feed on the screen and waited until it was outside to launch it. When its motors came to life, the rat nearly dropped it, then bolted back inside as the drone took off facing the wrong way.
On the middle screen, she logged in to her custom VPN and bounced the signal around the world a few dozen times before jacking into some local government accounts. She had been paid almost a decade back to do a threat analysis on a similar system, and apparently, these guys had never acted on the memo she sent about vulnerabilities.
On the third screen, she went through a similar process but also tried to dig up any cameras operating in the area. It took a bit longer, but she eventually used an old government contractor account that enabled her to download video logs from doorbell cameras around the neighborhood.
"I won't even pretend to understand what you're doing," Sofia muttered.
"I'm multitasking." Eulalie stared at the data as it came in on multiple screens. Her spider eyes allowed her to watch all three at once, and she sat back on her rear legs and used her front legs on the touchpads of the computers to help her navigate. "Looks like the drone is up."
On their screen, the house came into view. At first, it looked normal, but Eulalie realized that something was off. The yard was disproportionate to the house, and it seemed smaller somehow.
"Weren't there three levels?" she asked. "And the porch looks tiny. Wasn't there an extra room over here?"
"Shit." Sofia leaned in and squinted at the screen. "This is the version of the house that appears when the real house is asleep. That can only mean one thing."
"Which is?"
Sofia shook her head. "The Caretaker has died. Something has happened to Mike in Oregon, that's the only explanation." Tears shimmered in the corners of her eye.
"Oh." She felt her breath hitch in her chest. If Mike had died, what had happened to her sister? Or Bigfoot? Was Emery okay? It felt like the world was spinning around her, and her legs began to wobble. What had she gotten them into?
"Who's that?" The drone had been on a pre-programmed flight path, but she clicked it over to manual and had the drone fly lower. A pale figure was wandering along the edge of the property, scratching his head.
"That's Sulyvahn." Sofia frowned. "That doesn't make sense. If the house got locked up, it should have taken him, too."
Eulalie lowered the drone until it was facing Sulyvahn. He gave it a suspicious look, his dark eyes menacing. The dullahan looked like he was ready to pounce. "If he's roaming around, then the house isn't under attack. It's getting dark, please get his attention over the wall before he breaks my new toy."
"I'm on it." Sofia left the kitchen and went out the back door. Eulalie watched as Sulyvahn regarded the drone with anger, then turned in recognition. Satisfied that Sofia's job was done, she continued reconnaissance of the property.
Out behind the house, Amymone was sitting on the edge of the fountain. In her arms, Naia appeared to be weeping openly. "Interesting." So the house was asleep but hadn't taken anyone outside of it. Why was that? Shouldn't the geas have kept them all together?
The back door of the house slammed shut, and Sofia appeared with Sulyvahn in tow.
"Yer a right sight," he declared. "Sofia tells me ye were stuck in the Library?"
"Indeed we were." Eulalie turned away from her computers. "Naia and Amymone are out back. Something is off."
Sulyvahn nodded. "The greenhouse is still open. I went to check on the centaurs, and when I came back, the house was locked up. I broke in through the back to find a dusty old home. It dinna be making any sense!"
"Hmm." Eulalie steepled her fingers and pondered. There was plenty of data to be had, but she lacked the knowledge needed to consider the next step. "I take it this hasn't happened before?"
"It's like someone scooped up the house." Sofia's face was pale. "And that isn't all. The geas went with it. Whatever happened there left everyone remaining vulnerable. If someone were to attempt something, the house is defenseless."
Eulalie looked at the small contingent of drones she had on the counter, waiting to be used. She looked back at the screen, her eyes focusing on Naia. She tapped the screen. "What did Naia say about all this?"
Sulyvahn shrugged. "She dinna say much, bein' a wee bit disheveled. Somethin' about a sleepin' home and bein' disconnected."
"Okay, so we've established that the house is there, but only in facsimile. Assume it's like a virtual computer and could collapse at any time." Ideas were flitting through her head now at a rate she couldn't keep up with. "Establish a perimeter. We can monitor the situation from here. If the greenhouse was unaffected, it should be safe to use as a base of operations for the centaurs." She picked up the phone and handed it to Sulyvahn. "Your kind don't sleep, correct?"
"Nay, lass." He took the phone. "Seems like ye think yer bein' in charge."
"That's because I am." She glowered at him. "I may be an apex predator with legs that just won't quit, but I'm also the only one here who understands how to live in the modern-day age of information. While I'm in here making certain that nobody makes a move on the house, I need you out there. You are the only one of us who can remotely pass as human, and I suspect you can handle yourself in a fight. You can use the phone to check-in." She picked up an earpiece and gave it to him. "If I call, just press the button on the side. Every eight hours, bring the earpiece and phone back for a fresh pair. I've programmed my number into them already, just unlock it and find me in contacts." She held up one of the spare phones and demonstrated.
Sulyvahn picked up the earpiece and shoved it in his ear. "I know a queen when I be hearin' one," he muttered. "Ye never argue with a queen."
"I'll call if I catch any movement. Dana told me she was doing drone work for the centaurs. Take some rats and have them bring back whatever you can find in her workshop, I could use the spares."
"Aye." Sulyvahn gave her a salute and left out the back. Eulalie looked at her drone footage and saw him vault the fence into the front yard.
"What should I do?" Sofia asked.
Eulalie pondered over it, her eyes sweeping to the cracks on her legs. If someone came to the house, she could fight if necessary, but it would be dangerous. There was also the possibility that Sulyvahn could get into trouble.
"You're backup." She let out a sigh. "You're stuck here with me, and you'll hate it. Will be very boring. But if something goes sideways, I need to know that I can depend on you to bail us out."
Sofia nodded. "You can count on me."
"Good." Eulalie turned her eyes back to the monitor. Sulyvahn was in the backyard now, talking to Naia and Amymone. Soon she would have more drones and would be better able to monitor things from the sky. Even though the house was vulnerable, the web she was setting would catch anyone who tried to enter it.
Speaking of webs, it wouldn't be a bad idea to set some literal ones of her own. She didn't want someone breaking into the house and disrupting her surveillance. With a groan, she pushed away from the desk and rose to her full height. The nearby rats didn't shy away from her but raised their beady gazes in curiosity.
It was going to be a long night.

🏠🏠🏠I absolutely loved writing the scene where Beth argues with the angel and the horsemen. The Apocalypse is officially on hold while both sides regroup, and Mike is officially on a small vacation with an unlikely love interest.
I can't wait to show you what happens next!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! I'm back!
I didn't know if I was going to have time to get a post up this week, but here we are!
If you're new, you should look at the 67 up there and take the hint that a lot of shit has happened to get us this far. This tale is a progressive harem fantasy with monster girls and mythological tie ins. It also has two spin-off stories, it's my own little horny monster universe over here. Might want to back up a bit.
Returning readers? I missed you! I cannot wait to cram this next chapter into your eyeholes!
Before we begin, I would like to take a second to thank you all for helping me get to where I am today. I try to remind people that an author is only as good as the readers they attract, and I truly feel like I have some of the best ones out there. I appreciate your continued enthusiasm for this tale of mine that started as a bit of a lark. I work really hard to keep improving my craft, because I truly believe that you all deserve the best. As long as you keep believing, I'll keep writing!
Now that you've got that tiny little bit of warmth, I want you to clutch it close to your body as we discover...
What Hides in the Shadows
The forest below Abella was a sea of white and green, interspersed by rocky outcroppings and the occasional river. From her current altitude, she could actually see distortions in the land at the boundaries along the barrier. It was like looking through a haze of rippling hot air as the land attempted to fold and bend itself properly into shape before lining up with the rest of the world.
Unfortunately, it also meant that she wasn't sure how far away the barrier was. Sometimes it would look less than a mile, but would then distort and reappear dozens of miles out.
"Does it always do that?" she asked. Emery, who had chased her down and begged to tag along, was perched on her shoulder. He clung to her for dear life, his tiny hands wrapped up in her hair.
"I've never been this high, big sister," he replied. While her interactions with the imp had been few, he had come to the conclusion that because they were both made of stone, they must be related. She had been hard-pressed to correct him, and he really was adorable. "The winds are too strong for my wings."
"Ah." She was disappointed. When she had taken Mike's phone, she had flown in a random direction and was now wondering if she had picked the worst direction to go. Still, it was interesting to be over such a large swath of land without the immediate tug of guardianship pulling her back. For the first time in over a century, she really felt like she could stretch her wings. It occurred to her now that she could have probably accomplished such a thing in the greenhouse. She had always been too nervous to leave the house unprotected.
And yet, here she was, over a thousand miles away. It was no longer the house that she cared about, but the man who served it. She couldn't wrap her head around her own feelings about him right now. He was family, but also something more. Maybe there wasn't a word that existed for the relationship that they had.
She definitely didn't know where she stood with Velvet. The sensation of cold metal pressed against the nape of her neck had made a lasting impression as she simmered with her face buried deep in the snow. Velvet had been far stronger and faster than Abella expected. Even when the Arachne had finally gotten the upper hand, she chose to flee rather than take it.
Abella wasn't worried about the sword. She still had a trick up her sleeve that would have easily turned the tide on that particular fight. Instead, she was worried about why Velvet had been so quick to dismiss their fight, to flee into the woods.
No, worried was the wrong word for it. She had gone over the incident in her mind all night as she circled the cabin. Abella wanted to believe that this trip and Velvet's behavior was a ruse, an attempt to lure them all into a false sense of security. She had gone over a number of elaborate plots in her mind where the Arachne would inevitably find a way to kill and eat the others, and maybe even take over the house somehow.
Instead, her mental search for answers had revealed only one truth that she couldn't deny: Abella's hate for the Arachne had blinded her to other possibilities. When Velvet spoke about wanting to be seen as something more than a monster, it was the exact same desire Abella had held in her own heart for decades. The two of them were more alike than Abella cared to admit, and their fight had really been her own fault.
At some point, she assumed that Velvet would tell Mike what had happened. She wasn't sure she could handle the look of disappointment she would get from him. He was the single most important part of her world right now, and all she wanted was for him to be safe.
"Are you okay, big sister?" Emery's voice snapped her out of her funk.
"I'm fine." It was a lie, but what did the imp know?
"I think the boundary is coming up soon." He pointed ahead at what looked like a gap in the trees. The air rippled above it. "The Caretaker's phone should work soon."
"Great." She didn't bother conveying any enthusiasm. The main reason she had come out here was to build up some positive karma for the inevitable fallout to come over what had happened the previous night. She was sure that things were fine at home, and—
Just short of the edge of the boundary, the air suddenly vanished from beneath her wings and she dropped out of the sky. Bands of crimson light sprouted from the air behind her, wrapping around her ankles and yanking her back. Crying out in surprise, she tumbled over a hundred feet before the bands released her legs. Realizing she was on a collision course with the ground, she spread her wings wide and was able to generate enough lift that she pulled up at the last second, trimming off the tops of the pines below.
Emery tumbled from her shoulders and disappeared into the forest. She fared only slightly better as she crashed through the trees, splintering branches as she tumbled through them. Folding her wings in to protect her body, she slapped her tail into a thick pine to alter her trajectory at the last second and crashed into a shallow stream. The ice exploded as she came to a halt.
"What the fuck was that?" She stood up and shook the water off of her wings. "Emery? Can you hear me?"
There was no answer from the imp. Grumbling, she splashed her way out of the stream. Broken branches littered the forest floor, and she contemplated them for a moment. She frowned, realizing that she had forgotten something.
The phone! Gasping, she ran back to the stream and stumbled in. It took her almost a minute to find Mike's phone beneath the water. It was supposed to be waterproof, but the giant crack on the screen wasn't a good sign.
"Merde!" She tried to power it on, but it was no use. It had broken in the crash, and water was leaking from the case.
Abella stomped out of the stream toward the trees, determined to find Emery. As she walked, her path was blocked by the thick branches of the trees, so she was forced to walk around, calling Emery's name as she went.
"Big sister!" When Emery finally replied, it sounded like he was above her. Abella saw that he had gotten caught up in a thick cluster of branches. His wings were spread wide by forked limbs, and he was upside down.
The tree was thin, so she clobbered it with her tail. The trunk split, and she pushed on it until it crashed to the ground with Emery safely on top. The branches snapped beneath her feet as she made her way to his side and untangled him.
"Was that the barrier?" she asked, referring to the energy that had blocked her flight.
"It was not," Emery replied. "I've visited the barrier many times, but it has never prevented anyone from leaving."
She narrowed her eyes at the imp. "You sure?"
He nodded lamely. "I've never heard of such a thing."
Abella groaned. "I was afraid you would say that. Come, let us walk this time. It will be less traumatic."
They navigated the difficult foliage for almost half an hour before coming to a break in the tree line. It was a short field, maybe a hundred feet across. As she neared the edge, she could feel the distinct tingle caused by passing through the barrier. It wasn't until she was almost through that she felt the air harden and resist her forward movement.
"Interesting." She motioned for Emery to stay back and then shoved her way forward. At first, the air felt like it was stretching in an attempt to hold her in place. However, she made it far enough that the crimson bands of light manifested and wrapped themselves across her body. The magic stank of blood and copper, and she allowed it to push her back in place.
"This is troubling," Emery declared from his place on a rock.
Abella looked at him in exasperation. "You don't say?"
"I...just did say." The imp was fidgeting now. "Perhaps we shouldn't mess with it?"
She debated trying to push her way through, but if it had been able to resist her while flying, it was likely she would do no better down here. Using her feet as giant scoops, she dug through the snow until she found a rock the size of a basketball and hurled it forward. It passed through the boundary without an issue, and the crimson bands failed to appear.
"Targets living creatures, including me." Abella frowned. This was the sort of thing that Yuki needed to see, for it was far outside of her experience. Her kind was largely magic resistant because her body was made of living stone. The fact that the spell recognized her as alive spoke volumes of the caster's skillset.
Looking up at the sky, she wondered how high it went. She beckoned to Emery to follow her and then took off. Once she was above the treeline, she tried to fly out of the boundary at an angle, only to see the crimson bands reappear. Since she was skirting the edges, the pull wasn't as violent this time, allowing her to adjust course and stay aloft.
"Do you suppose it goes all the way around?" she asked Emery. The imp was close enough to land on her shoulder.
"That would be unlikely," he said. "I imagine it would take an incredibly powerful sorcerer to accomplish such a thing, and they would still need time to set it up."
Abella frowned, her thoughts immediately going to the Society and Amir. How had they known they would be here? If they did, it could only mean that someone on the inside had informed them of their trip. If such a thing had taken so long to set up, then the Arachne were the only option. But if that was the case, then why would Velvet let her go last night?
It had to be something else. She needed to stop clinging to the idea that the Arachne were up to something because now it was blinding her to other possibilities. As for the Society's involvement, that didn't make a lick of sense either.
"Let's find out for sure," she said, then climbed even higher. The edge of her wing grazed the barrier, creating an eerie red smear in the air. The visual made it easy for Abella to track its path. The miles passed by beneath her and a feeling of dread settled in her gut. The magical barrier had been placed just outside the boundaries of the land. It had clearly been built long before Eulalie had come for help. Had it even been intended for them, or were they just unlucky?
The sun reached its zenith and then began its descent toward the horizon. Abella had covered almost a hundred miles and failed to find any part of the barrier that would allow her through. The land wasn't perfectly circular, and the boundary had been tailored to fit. Should she keep going all the way around and confirm there was no exit, or would it be better to head back now and let everyone know?
Deciding to err on the side of caution, Abella performed a tight spiral and headed back toward the cabin. If she kept going like this, she wouldn't be home until tomorrow. If something was going to come for them, it would likely come tonight when everyone was sleeping.
"Big sister!" Emery leaned forward enough that she could just see his head and arms. He pointed down below at a clearing, and she saw a dark figure sitting on a rock in the shadow of a giant conifer.
She knew better than to land. If that creature was alone, it likely wouldn't be an issue, but what had happened to Pierre immediately came to mind.
A powerful force swatted her out of the air, causing her to tumble. She grabbed onto Emery and cradled him against her chest as they fell. As the tree line neared, she extended her wings once more and got another thirty feet before something grabbed her by the legs.
"Tell the others," she whispered to Emery as she hurled him over the tree line. The imp's wings opened just above the trees, and then she saw no more as she crashed into the ground.
Two hard falls in one day had left her body sore. She did a quick damage assessment and frowned when she realized her left wing had cracked. It wasn't as bad as the time rocks got dropped on her, but she would have to be careful. Wrapping her wings around her body, she rolled over and scowled at the dark, inky tendrils that had clutched her ankle.
"I apologize for the rough greeting." The voice sounded like a man, but it had a hollow timbre to it, as if he was speaking into a gourd. "But it seems that this was the only way to get your attention."
"Who are you?" she asked while scanning the trees. His voice seemed to come from multiple places at once, but there was no sign of him. She couldn't hear his movements or even his heartbeat.
"I've never seen one of your kind so close before." The voice sounded like it was right in her ear, but nobody was there.
"You can come closer if you want." She rolled over and contemplated the tendrils holding her feet. They weren't actually tendrils, but a collection of shadows. She tried to cut them with her claws, but her fingers passed harmlessly over them. "Maybe quit being a pussy and show yourself."
"I doubt that you would like what you see." A dark shadow appeared next to a tree, but when she looked at it, it flickered and vanished. It reappeared to her left, leaning out from behind another tree. "I must say, you are the first of your kind that I have had the pleasure of meeting. You...are a gargoyle, yes?"
Abella shook her head, refusing to answer. If he was just going to wander circles around her while asking questions, she had no interest in appeasing his curiosity.
"I find you strangely beautiful. You look just human enough that I can see the appeal." He was much closer now, and she caught sight of a clawed hand gripping the bark of a pine. "This man you travel with, does he accept you?"
She feigned looking away, but was keeping watch from the corner of her eye. The shadow kept moving between the trees, but now she could hear the subtle shift of a branch or the crunching of snow. Her best guess was that he was teleporting between the trees.
"I saw what happened to you last night. With the Arachne."
Abella turned her attention toward the shadow. "And? So what?"
"You are right to fear her." The shadow chuckled, and then spoke from behind her. "But there are far scarier things in these woods."
"I'm not afraid of her." That much was true. Her only fear was for Mike's safety, and this asshole was rapidly climbing her list of potential threats.
"It was quite beautiful, seeing the two of you in your danse macabre. I held my breath, wondering which of you would win out in the end. I must admit, I was disappointed to see that she was in possession of that wretched blade." He spat his words out in anger, and the nearby trees quivered as if in fear. "But no matter."
"I was worried that you were going to kill me," Abella told him. "And now I know you plan to do so by talking me to death."
"You are alive for two reasons. The first being that I am curious about you. A powerful creature in the thrall of such a simple man. The others are not as interesting to me as a creature made of stone.
"Which leads me to the second reason. I believe that you are...unhappy with your current situation." The shadow's voice was now like honeyed smoke drifting through her mind. Hidden beneath his dulcet tones was a line of discord so subtle that she almost didn't hear it. It was the sound of untruths and treachery, of someone trying to get their way. She wondered if he was using a spell to sweeten his words like candy, unaware that she had no taste for sugar. "I bring this up because I feel a certain kinship with those who wish to better their situation. You see, the world is no longer the oasis it used to be for...beings of our disposition."
Abella tilted her head while pondering his words. "It was you who brought the Nirumbi, wasn't it?"
"Guilty." She could almost hear his smile. "They've been locked away underground for so long now, forced to feed on each other and whatever they could find. When I found them, they were quick to bargain with me."
"Bargain for what?"
His voice was now above her. When she looked up into the trees, all she could see were a pair of blazing eyes. He was backlit by the fading light of day, so little else was visible.
"I am building a new world, Abella. A place where creatures like us can be free to be ourselves. No hiding away from the men in white coats. No curious humans. This place could be our oasis, a land that we can call our own."
"You are offering me...real estate? To betray my Caretaker?" She sighed in disgust. "I was honestly expecting something better. I decline."
He shook his head. "I offer far more than real estate. This is a legacy. This man of yours, how long is he truly expected to live? Whatever he offers you will be gone in a matter of decades, but this?" He gestured at the woods around them. "I wish to build a paradise that will be here long after humans cease to walk this world. Caretakers come and go, but this place will be my legacy. And perhaps yours, too."
Abella frowned. "You don't even know me, but wish to share centuries with me?"
"We have a lot in common." He crouched down and steepled his hands together. His fingers were tipped with claws. "Shunned by mankind. Immortal, in our own way. How many years of blinding loneliness have you experienced? Nights spent with naught but the stars to keep you company? I once went over a decade without speaking to another living being, and I wonder if you've done the same."
Abella tightened her lips. In fact, she had. After being abandoned by the clan, she had spent years in absolute silence with only the birds to keep her company. On occasion, she hid herself at street level in the city just so she could close her eyes and pretend to be part of the conversations of people as they walked past.
"How many men have tried to kill you?" he continued. "How many times have you heard the ominous cocking of a gun, or the ringing of steel being drawn, just because you looked different? Ever been hunted? I have."
She shook her head, trying to shut him out. There had been a few close calls with the Order, times she had flown until her wings ached from exertion. They had no way of knowing if she was a threat, and she found it hard to blame them. While her clan had been content to remain in the shadows, others of her kind had made sport of terrifying peasants in the countryside.
"You looked so peaceful when you were flying. Almost like an angel." He stood up and waved his arms around. "The sky above would be your paradise. I could even have the little people build you a home, a place for you alone. And while it may seem empty at first, I would dedicate myself to bringing others like you here. Creatures that are misunderstood, that have been vilified by history. This new world would be ours alone, and we could ride out the rest of eternity without a care in the world."



"I knew someone who tried something similar." Abella scowled, remembering Emily's efforts to populate the house. "Your intentions may be good, but I question your methods."
"On this, we agree. You cannot make an omelette without first cracking some eggs." He chuckled, and the trees trembled. "For example, the Arachne is a problem that deserves to be cracked, don't you agree?"
"What would you have of me?" she asked, curious what he would say. The offer to deal with Velvet was obviously tailored for her, and she could detect an undercurrent of untruth to it.
"I couldn't ask you to turn on the others," he said. "It would be too hard, they are your friends. But maybe I could open the barrier and you could just...leave for a few days. Make it that much easier for me to finish what I started."
"And what of the Caretaker?" she asked.
"You still feel for him, and I understand." He reached down and touched her hair with a bony claw. His cowl shifted, and she thought she saw horns inside. "But does he feel the same about you? I had hoped to avoid the Caretaker's involvement, but now that he is here, he is another egg that needs cracking."
"So you would kill him?"
He sighed. "Humans are unpredictable. Perhaps he and I will speak and come to an arrangement. I would even lie on your behalf and explain that I trapped you outside. This place could be here waiting for you after he dies many years from now, he would never have to know."
Abella frowned. This guy was laying it on thick. Why did he need her to leave so bad? What was she missing?
"And if you can't come to an agreement?" she asked.
"I think you know the answer. I shouldn't have to say it." He almost sounded sad. "I can't make any guarantees. I have my own goals to pursue, and I won't be stopped."
"Why even attack the cabin in the first place? Why not just walk up and knock? This place was meant to be a refuge, why not just ask to be included?"
"I have...bad blood with one of the occupants. It wouldn't have worked."
"Yet here you are, trying to get me to turn on my family?" She could feel a fire building inside of her chest. "To get me to simply walk away? How could you ever trust someone willing to do that to the ones they love?"
"You love no one!" His voice was magnified, and the shadows all around her twisted about. "You think because he doesn't look at you with disgust that you are actually loved? Do you think he actually values you? Thinks of you as an equal? You fill a need, and nothing more."
She thought back to how Mike had held her hand in the forest. The times she had fought for him, and the times he had fought for them. He had bought her a tablet to watch movies so she wouldn't get bored, had visited her on the roof just to say hi. Whenever he dropped by for a chat, he didn't see a monster or a guard dog. He saw her as a person.
It was the way Velvet wanted to be treated, and Abella already had it. She would be damned if she gave it up.
"Do you have an asshole?" she asked. "Because that's where you can stick your offer."
Those crimson eyes flashed, and the figure vanished. When he next spoke, his voice came from all around her.
"We could have made this work," he told her in a whisper. "I could have used a powerful ally such as you. In your final moments, I want you to know that I intend to rip your beloved human to shreds and feed him to the Nirumbi."
Before Abella could react, he snapped his fingers. The shadows tightened around her legs and yanked her through the forest. She crashed through the foliage with gradually increasing speed. The shadows were like giant elastic bands that somehow yanked harder the further she traveled. She managed to sit up just as she crashed through a copse of trees and then skidded out onto the icy surface of a small lake.
The shadows were gone now. She coasted nearly sixty feet from the shore, her wings spread wide in an attempt to distribute her weight. Beneath her, the ice groaned in protest.
"Asshole," she muttered. Even if the ice broke, the cold was no danger to her, and she didn't need to breathe. It would take her some time, but she could make it back to shore. With her current energy levels, she could spend a few days at the bottom of the lake before she was in any real danger.
Beneath the ice, something moved. She looked down, then used her hand to rub away the snow, revealing a clear window into the murky depths. Instead of darkness, she was treated to the sight of scales shifting against the other side. The scales slid beneath the surface, their patterns shifting until an eye the size of her head opened. The pupil narrowed in the light of day, then focused on her.
"Merde."
When the ice shattered, she felt thick coils wrap around her body as she was dragged into the cold depths below.

🏠🏠🏠The temperature in the house was dropping, and Beth wondered if it would get cold enough to need a fire in the fireplace. The house relied on hot water registers down by the floor, but without Naia or her spring, there would be no way to heat the whole house.
When Beth stepped into the kitchen, there was a noticeable chill in the air. The cupboards were all open as if someone had gone rummaging through them, and the basement door was closed. She closed all of the cupboards, then rubbed at her arms. The hair on the back of her neck was standing up, and she didn't know why.
"Hey." Lily stepped into the kitchen from the dining room and hopped up to sit on the counter with her legs crossed.
"Well? Is she okay?" Beth had asked Lily to check on Tink, seeing as dreams were her domain.
Lily nodded. "It's a sleep spell. She's currently trapped in a dream, but a far better one now that I've made a few tweaks. You would be absolutely astonished at the shit inside that goblin's head. It's like MC Escher got drunk with the Marquis de Sade! Anyway, it's not something I can easily break, which is worrisome. The process itself could hurt her."
Beth sighed. At least Tink would get better, whatever the problem was. She rubbed her arms again. "It wasn't even this cold outside," she grumbled. "How the fuck is it so cold in here?"
"I have one idea." Lily pointed at the door to the basement, which was now open. Beth inhaled sharply at the realization that the door had opened itself. "Maybe whatever got out of the Vault is sapping the energy out of here? Exorcist Barbie does a similar trick before she manifests, right?"
"I guess, but—Tick Tock!" Beth ran over to the kitchen table and picked up the large backpack that was sitting in a chair. She was relieved that the mimic had made the transition with them.
"Hey there, little clock." Lily approached and playfully tugged at one of the zippers. When she let go, the zipper undid itself, making the flap look like a grinning mouth. "You still carrying precious cargo?"
"Let me check," Beth said, then stuck her hand into the bag. Her fingers closed on the edge of the Grimoire and she let out a sigh of relief. "Go ahead and keep it," she said, then zipped the bag shut. She slid the bag onto her shoulders and the straps adjusted themselves.
"Looks like he's got a crush on you," Lily teased. "Maybe you can introduce him to that suitcase you've got. Do you think magic luggage likes to fuck? Instead of tops and bottoms, they could be ins and outs."
Beth ignored Lily, but her cheeks burned with embarrassment. Maybe it was time to store her collection somewhere else since everyone seemed to know about it. Not that she had even really looked at it since moving in. Her monster infatuation was currently well fed.
At the top of the stairs, an icy gust of air blasted her hair away from her face. She covered her eyes and closed the door.
"Guess I'm getting my coat," she told Lily, then ran to her room to get it. When she came back, Lily was wearing a colander on her head and holding a spatula.
"What are you doing?" Beth asked.
"Isn't this what you wear to fight the monster in the basement?" Lily stuck out her tongue, and Beth laughed. It helped lighten her mood immensely, and she pulled out her phone to snap a picture. Maybe she would make a photo book of how fucked up her week had been and look at it fondly while being absolutely tanked on wine.
They opened the door and stared at the looming darkness. The bottom of the stairs wasn't visible, so Beth went to get a flashlight from the kitchen. When she returned, she clicked the light on and sighed.
"I don't remember this many steps," she said.
"Nope." Lily looked at Beth, then took the colander off her head and threw it down the stairs. They could hear the colander crashing against the concrete steps for quite some time before it finally went quiet.
"I hate this." Beth started down the stairs, but Lily grabbed her by the shoulder and stepped ahead.
"I can take a punch far better than you can." She winked at Beth. "And a bullet, a knife, a back-handed compliment..."
Beth playfully kicked at the succubus, and then the two of them started their descent. The house wall, which usually terminated only a couple of feet down, continued onward as if it had been stretched out to accommodate the new length of the stairs. After they had gone down for a minute, Beth turned to look back and frowned at how tiny the basement door looked.
"We're gonna have to climb back up these stairs," she mentioned. "At what point do we decide this is a bad idea?"
"When something tries to eat us."
"That's not very funny," Beth replied.
"And I'm not laughing." Lily looked over her shoulder. "Can you feel that shift in pressure? That's nothing friendly."
Beth shivered. Maybe she should have brought someone else with them, but who?
"Also keep in mind that Tink was down here unconscious. Kisa brought her back not that long ago, so this is new. If something is putting together a trap for us, it's probably tired."
"It almost sounds like you're trying to make me feel better."
"Is it working?"
Beth nodded. "A bit."
"Good." They kept going for a few more minutes before something shiny reflected the light from the flashlight. It was the colander, now covered in dents.
"Well, at least Sofia can make us pasta when she gets back," Beth quipped. "Maybe if you're good, I'll convince her to make you some devil's food cake."
"Now you're trying to make me feel better." Lily picked up the colander and studied it.
"Is it working?" Beth asked.
Lily shrugged. "I haven't decided yet." She threw the colander down into the darkness and then put her hands on her hips. After several seconds of metallic clattering, it stopped once more.
"How far do you think that was?" Beth asked.
"Too far." Lily started walking again, and Beth followed. After several more minutes, they eventually found the colander on the stairs again. This time, Beth picked it up.
"I'm starting to think that going any further is a bad idea," she said, then turned her gaze toward the top of the stairs. The tiny square of light up at the kitchen was barely visible.
"What's eighty-two minus thirteen?" Lily asked, her face suddenly frantic. She grabbed onto Beth's arms. "Quick, it's important!"
"What? I—" Beth concentrated on trying to do the math in her head, then screamed when Lily pushed her backwards. Terrified, she tried to catch herself against the wall but stumbled and fell.
Tick Tock broke her fall, but the wind was knocked out of her lungs when she found herself lying on the cold, hard floor of the basement. Gasping for air, she rolled over and coughed a few times. Her breath turned into fog with each exhale.
"What the hell did you just do?" she asked, then turned toward the stairs. Lily had her arms crossed and stood on the bottom step.
"So, if I did that correctly, you should be in the basement." A look of concern crossed Lily's face. "If not...I'm really sorry."
"Of course, I'm in the basement." Beth shined the light in Lily's face. The beam also illuminated the stairwell, which now appeared normal. "How did you know that would work?"
"Beth?" Lily winced without recognition, then took a step forward. She vanished and reappeared at the top of the stairs. "Romeo is going to be so pissed at me if I accidentally killed you."
Puzzled, Beth waited for Lily to descend the stairs, then watched as she vanished and reappeared up top again. When Lily made it down to the last step this time, Beth reached out and grabbed her by the arm, then pulled.
There was a soft pop as Lily stepped onto the basement floor. She smiled when she saw Beth.
"Explain." Beth held the light in Lily's face, causing her to squint.
"Both times we threw the colander, we found it two-hundred and fifty-six steps later. I started counting when we started, demons are good at stuff like that." Lily gestured at the steps. "The odds that it would do that twice were exceedingly small. Why stop at all? I threw it way harder the second time. The house does weird shit, but an infinite stairwell? It's way easier to manipulate the space you're given, but even that has limits. Just some illusion magic coupled with reality warping."
"The math problem was to distract me?"
"Uses a different part of the brain, which weakens the illusion's hold. When I pushed you back, you were looking at me and the doorway. It couldn't teleport you up top, and it couldn't alter the doorway, so you fell out of the loop." A smoking jacket and a pipe appeared on Lily, and she took a deep puff and blew out a smoke ring. "Elementary magic theory."
"You didn't look too sure of yourself after I fell," Beth said in an angry tone.
Lily shrugged. "I would have kissed your boo-boos."
"I'm asking Sofia to make you angel food cake."
"Ooh, hurt me more." Lily's coat disappeared, but she kept the pipe. "Whatever will I do if I'm forced to eat a fucking cake?"
"We'll sing you Happy Birthday," Beth continued. "And add all those stupid fucking verses at the end."
"Ugh, fine, I'm sorry." Lily tossed the pipe into the shadows, where it disappeared in a puff of smoke. "Anything but listening to Happy Birthday fan-fiction."
Beth took a moment to survey the basement with her flashlight. There were dark stains on the walls and floors, and frost had formed around the doorway to the Vault. Along the opposite side of the room, the mysterious scarab room appeared empty.
It took her a moment to realize that the dark stains were actually moving. The one closest to her shifted toward her feet, but then shrank away when Lily's tail took a stab at it.
"Probably shouldn't touch those," Lily said. "Give you an STD."
Beth mulled over the acronym. "Shadow transmitted disease?"
"And they say lawyers are dumb." Lily chased the shadows away with her tail, then stood before the door of the Vault. "So enlighten me, I've never come down here. This is supposed to close up?"
"Yeah. You draw a chalk outline to open the door, then it just vanishes when you close it."
"Looks like your magic door is out of power." Lily tried to pull it shut, but it didn't seal. She pushed the door back open and peered inside. "Okay, yeah, this place is terrible. It's like a clearance-sale for cursed objects."
"You can sense them?"
Lily smirked. "More like I can feel them hiding from me. Most of what's in here know better than to tangle with a soul-eating demon. Some stuff is just dangerous to have. For example, do you see that folding fan over there?"
Beth leaned in to the doorway and pointed her flashlight. It settled on a decorative fan with a picture of a Japanese man painting on a blank canvas.
"What's that do?" she asked.
"It steals faces." Lily summoned a fan of her own, then waved it over her face. Her head was now featureless, with only a pair of holes for breathing.
"Who the fuck invents a fan that does that?" Beth asked.
Lily snapped the fan shut and her face reappeared. "It wasn't meant to. You ever see those mask-changing acts? Was supposed to do that, but the enchantment broke. Now it only takes."
"You can tell all that from here? How?"
"I recognize it. When you are chained to the world's most knowledgeable bastard, you hear about these things. Even handling it could cause you to accidentally suck your own face right off. I bet a lot of stuff in here is like that. Too dangerous to let out, but no safe way to dispose of it."
Beth frowned. If there was this much stuff down here, how would they keep the house safe until the Vault could be closed?
"So what do you think is missing?" Lily asked. "I'm guessing something escaped."
"The only person who might know is—" Beth groaned. "It's Tink. She came down here because I bet she suspected that the Vault was open."
"And she's the only one who would know what got out. Clever." Lily looked around the room. "Do you think we could ask Jenny?"
"Good luck getting her to come down here. She hates this place." Beth raised the beam of light to Jenny's former prison and paused. "Ratu wanted me to keep that thing safe," she said, indicating the vial. "I should probably get it out."
"Allow me." Lily walked through the room, shrinking her body down to fit between the overstuffed shelves. Once on the other side of the room, she opened the glass case and pulled out the vial. "This your demon spunk?" she asked.
"If that's what we're calling it, then yes." Beth heard whispering in her ear. She looked over at the corner where the painting was stored. It had been tilted toward the door, and the cloth covering had come partially undone. "Ugh, no thanks."
Lily chuckled and tucked the vial into her cleavage. "I think the locals are getting restless. Maybe we should—"
There was a ripping sound, and the air behind Lily turned black. Dozens of shadowy hands wrapped around her and pulled, causing her to vanish into the void.
"Lily!" Beth took a step into the Vault and stalled. The whispering was even louder now, and she froze in place as several objects in the room started moving. A creepy Elvis bobblehead doll rotated to look at her, and she jumped when a rocking chair slid toward her from across the room.
"Lily, where are you?" Beth shined the beam around. The whispering was grating at her nerves now, and she could hear Lily's voice echoing from different corners of the room. It sounded like she was fighting with something.
There was a rasping noise behind her of metal on metal, and Beth's gut filled with ice. She turned to see a fencing foil slide across the shelves and then hover in the air. It rotated in place, then shot across the room at her.
She threw herself back and out of the Vault. The foil shot through the air and bounced off the far wall of the basement. It clattered to the floor, then lifted itself up again.
"Lily?!?" Beth looked at the stairs. If she ran up them, would she get caught in the loop again? If the sword chased her, her miserable last minutes would be spent running up an infinite number of stairs.
The sword came at her again, and she dodged to the side. This time, her foot landed in one of the shifting shadows, and she sank up to her shin.
"Oh, fucking hell!" She tried to pull her leg out, but a spectral hand came with it. The other shadows now moved toward her, and she saw the sword coming her way again.
Tick Tock shifted violently, and then a pair of metallic arms swatted the sword out of the way. Beth said a silent prayer and tried again to free herself. The whispers from the painting were making her teeth itch. There was a loud thud, followed by the same tearing noise, and Lily's legs now dangled from the ceiling up above.
"Fuck you!" shouted Lily before her legs were slurped back up like spaghetti.
"Lily, I'm being eaten by the floor!" Beth saw that another shadow was coming close. Her leg was going numb below the knee.
There was a loud thud, and then Lily's head appeared from a nearby wall. Her eyes were bright yellow, and her horns were covered in black blood. "Then you should offer to pay for dinner," she hollered. Several hands grabbed her by the hair and horns and yanked her back into the wall.



There was a roar, and then the wall cracked. Beth was knocked down as Tick Tock deflected another attack by the sword. When she pushed herself up, she saw that the painting was slowly scooting its way out of the vault, the cloth now off it completely.
She let out a primal scream of rage and stuck her hand into the black void beneath her. The hand grabbing her leg shifted to her wrist, but she yanked it out until it was visible, then bit into it.
It felt like cotton candy beneath her teeth, but this somehow worked. The hand let go of her and she was suddenly free. Scrambling to her feet, she moved away from the other shadows until she was near the freezer. She pulled it away from the wall and climbed on top.
A premonition of danger made her duck, and the sword sailed over her head. When it spun around to face her, she slid Tick Tock off her shoulders.
"Shield!" she cried, then closed her eyes. The weight on her arms shifted, and she opened her eyes in time to see that Tick Tock had become one. She also saw that Tick Tock had dropped the Grimoire by her knees.
"I don't understand," she said, then saw a pair of words written on the back of Tick Tock's shiny new body.
USE BOOK
The sword careened off of the mimic. Legs sprouted from the shield and Tick Tock shifted to intercept the next attack. Over by the door, the painting had flopped over, but it was still moving closer.
"Sure, fine, use a magic book with absolutely no experience." She opened the pages, only to discover that they were blank.
"Shit!" She flipped through the pages, surprised to see that there was nothing inside. "What do I do now?"
The whispering stopped. Beth looked up to see that the painting now faced her. Across its canvas surface, it had captured her terrified likeness perfectly as she sat atop the freezer.
"Ah, fuck bubbles."
The painting launched itself at her, and she slid off the freezer and opened the lid. The painting collided with the underside of the lid, and Beth shoved the freezer shut, trapping the painting inside with antique otter-pops and ground beef that likely hadn't seen daylight in decades.
When she climbed back onto the freezer, Tick Tock joined her. The painting tried to force the lid open, but the combined weight of Beth and Tick Tock held it shut. The shadows were closing in, however, and the sword was still moving around.
"One crisis down." Beth looked at the Vault's doorway. She could hear things moving around inside. "Any ideas on how to close that?"
Tick Tock shifted, revealing the same two words to her.
"It's blank, I—" She opened it again and the book flipped itself open to a specific page. The symbols inside swirled about as the book rewrote itself in English, revealing a diagram of an opening being sealed by stone.
"Huh. Okay then." She picked up the book, then moved behind Tick Tock just as the foil bounced off of it. The spell itself sounded like it allowed rock to melt. Was concrete a kind of rock?
The freezer shifted violently, and she almost fell off. One corner of it was now inside a floor shadow.
Oh for crying out loud. Beth ran her finger along with the text. Incantation? Check. Something about using her mind to shape intent? Okay. Does it require blood? Nope.
"Good enough for me." She held the book aloft and read the words. When it didn't work the first time, she grumbled and moved farther back along the lid as the freezer sank into the floor.
"C'mon, Beth," she whispered to herself, then glared at the Vault and said the incantation again. This time, she pictured the wall of concrete as if it was made of clay and wondered what it would feel like to smooth the whole thing over with her hand.
The freezer lurched and sank again. The edge of it caught on the ground.
Beth slammed the book shut, reached deep into her mind, then sang the words while stretching her hand toward the Vault door. For a moment, she felt her magic connect with the book and then the wall, so she swept her hand across the air. She pictured the palm of her hand moving across the concrete as if it were clay, smearing it out to cover the hole.
There was a grinding sound that filled the basement. She pointed her light at the Vault and saw that the wall had been smoothed over. There were still gaps in the stone, and she could hear things bouncing off the other side, but nothing else was coming out to get her.
"Yes!" She pumped the Grimoire in the air and the sword whipped by, slashing open her forearm from elbow to wrist.
Beth cried out in pain and tumbled off of the freezer. She let go of the flashlight, choosing to hold the Grimoire instead as she crashed into the floor. The flashlight spun in place, revealing that the sword was turning around to come at her again.
Tick Tock, who was on the floor now, stumbled to get up, then vanished inside one of the shadows. There was a shriek of rage, and the shadow exploded, sending the mimic clattering across the room. For just a brief instant, Beth saw dozens of bladed legs and hands withdrawing into the shield, but they were gone once she blinked.
When the sword came at her again, Beth used the Grimoire to deflect it into the wall. The invincible tome worked like a charm, though the impact knocked her back a little. When the sword pinged off the cold concrete, she grabbed it by the handle and felt an electric shock run through her body.
"I've lived with Quetzalli too long to give a shit," she mumbled, then stuck the blade into the closest shadow to her. A shadow hand grabbed it, then pulled it inside. The shadow quivered, then withdrew. The tip of the sword kept trying to emerge from the ground, but clearly, the shadows weren't picky about what they ate, aside from Tick Tock.
"Lily, are you about done?" she shouted, then looked at her arm. She was bleeding quite a bit.
There was a loud thud, then Lily's ass appeared out of the ground, her tail whipping around. Beth grabbed onto Lily's tail and pulled, grunting with exertion. The Grimoire nearly slipped out of her arms, so she pinned it against her chest with her bad arm.
Lily's tail whipped about, then pressed itself against Beth's mouth, forcing her lips open. Surprised, Beth froze in place as the glass vial was deposited in her mouth.
The succubus was pulled back into the floor, and Beth spat the vial into her bloody hand.
"Run!" Lily shouted through the wall. "I'll be fine, get that out of here!"
Beth knew better than to argue. She dashed across the basement and closed her eyes as she reached for Tick Tock. The mimic shifted into a messenger bag, and she stuffed the Grimoire and the vial inside as she stepped onto the stairs.
The infinite stairwell effect reappeared, but only in the downward direction. The door to the kitchen wasn't far, and Beth tripped at the top of the stairs and fell down.
"Help!" she shouted, then kicked the basement door shut. In a matter of moments, Cecilia phased through the wall, concern on her face. Death appeared shortly after, a mug of tea in his hands. On the mug was a picture of a cat hanging from a rope with the words "Hang in there, Kitty!" underneath.
"Evil spirits in the basement!" she cried as the basement door rattled. She planted her feet against it to hold it shut. "They have Lily!"
Death frowned. "Have is a relative term, Princess Bethany, and I must ask for clarification—"
"Bad! It's all bad!" Beth braced her feet against the hallway as the door opened an inch and a dark hand tried to slide free. The air filled with ominous whispering, meaning the painting was free.
Cecilia passed through the door and shrieked. The door rattled then stopped. Beth's ears were ringing, and she tried to stand but slipped in her own blood.
"Ah, geez." She scooted away from her own mess and stood with Death's help.
"I should perhaps assist Lady Cecilia. Excuse me." Death, still holding his teacup, opened the door of the basement. The sound of banshee screams filled the kitchen as he casually descended the stairs.
Beth listened as the air filled with unholy shrieks and screams. The walls of the house creaked and the floor vibrated beneath her feet. She used a towel to make a compress against her arm, hoping that the sword wouldn't give her tetanus.
Kisa checked in with her just long enough to hear the cacophony from below. She stayed long enough to close the basement door, then ran off to find a first-aid kit.
Beth moved to the table and sat with a groan. Her back hurt, and she was feeling dizzy. She lifted Tick Tock onto the table and used the mimic as a makeshift pillow.
"You didn't get hurt, did you?" She patted the bag. "Thanks for saving my life down there. I owe you one."
Tick Tock's zipper slid open and the vial popped out.
Beth picked up the vial and held it up. In the dim light of the kitchen, the crystalline structure was filled with tiny rainbows. It occurred to her that Lily had been attacked after retrieving the vial from its cage. Had the spirits in the basement been trying to get their hands on it?
There was a hair on the vial, so she tried to pluck it off. After several attempts to grab it, she realized that the hair seemed to be on the inside. Wondering how a hair got inside, she used the light on her phone to get a better look.
It wasn't a hair, but a thin crack. She watched in horror as a thin bead of black pressed through, then ran up the side of the vial toward her fingers.
"No no no no no!" She stood and ran for one of Death's teacups. When she placed the vial inside, it leaked but was fully contained. Letting out a sigh of relief, she set the cup down. The vial continued to fill the cup, and when it was half full, she frowned.
The vial shouldn't have that much ooze in it.
She grabbed a bowl and poured the ooze into it. It stuck to itself, leaving the coffee cup clean behind it. The bowl was filling itself when she found a pitcher to transfer it to, the vial somehow releasing far more of the tar-like substance than it had contained.
"Fuck fuck fuck..." she muttered in horror as she ran out of the kitchen holding the pitcher. Kisa was standing in the foyer when Beth ran past and up the stairs. The biggest vessel in the house was in Mike's bathroom, and Beth poured the pitcher into Naia's bath, hoping that the nymph would forgive her.
As she watched the tub fill itself with goo, she shook her head in disbelief as it continued to fill. Leaning over the ever-rising tide of black, she realized just how sleepy she suddenly was. Blood was running down her arm again, dripping bits of crimson into the inky depths of the ooze.
That can't be good. She let out a giggle, then felt gravity lose its grip on her as she tilted forward into the tub. She heard Kisa calling her name, but didn't have the strength to answer. The darkness was surprisingly warm, and all she wanted was to curl up and go to sleep in it.
In her semi-conscious state, she felt her magic rise up and surround her. Thousands of needles pierced her flesh, and then there was a bright green light.
"Beth!"
She felt the hard slap across her face, and opened her eyes to see Kisa sitting over her. Beth squinted, trying to will the world into focus, but she had lost too much blood.
"Hey." Her voice was slurred, and she felt like she was drunk.
"What the hell is that?" Kisa muttered in horror, her eyes on the tub. From where she was lying, Beth couldn't see anything.
"Is it Naia?" she asked. Her brain was faring no better than her body. "Did we beat the Apocalypse?
"I can't move you, hold on." Kisa dashed out of the bathroom, leaving Beth on the floor. It could have been seconds or hours, Beth had no way of knowing. She did, however, see a dark shape moving just below the edge of the tub.
A pair of hands appeared on the edge, and what looked like a head appeared.
"Peek-a-boo." Beth laughed when the tub monster dropped back down. It shifted about, making sloshing sounds as it moved to the far end of the tub and repeated the process. This time when it appeared, it looked like it almost had a face.
"You remind me of that fan in the basement," Beth declared with a giggle. A little voice in her head warned her that she was bordering on delirium, but what did she care? "Are you here to steal my face?"
The dark mass contemplated her, then began to brighten. The darkness seemed to burn away as a bright green light formed inside of the thing in the tub. Beth immediately felt a strange sort of synergy with it.
"Stay back!" Kisa shouted as she ran into the bathroom. She was surrounded by rats, and they all surrounded Beth and tried to drag her away.
The thing in the tub spilled over, turning briefly into flowing liquid as it scattered the rats and coated Beth's body. There was a sensation of warmth, followed by a tingling in her arm. She opened her mouth to breathe, but there was no air.
"No!" Kisa was screaming now, her voice muffled by the ooze that covered Beth.
They say that drowning isn't a bad way to go, Beth thought. But frankly, I prefer not to go at all.
Air suddenly flooded her lungs, and she gasped for air, her throat suddenly raw. Kisa, the hair on her body sticking out, knelt down by Beth.
"Are you okay?" she asked. "What just happened?"
"I don't know." Beth lifted her arm to look at it. The tingling sensation had passed, and the wound in her arm looked like it had scabbed over. When she touched the wound, she realized that it wasn't a scab, but some type of sticky residue. Most of the dizziness was gone now, but she still felt disoriented mentally.
The temperature in the room dropped, and Cecilia appeared, her hair floating wildly around her. Lily followed next, her face a mess of bloody scratches. Both of them stopped on the edge of the tile, disbelief on their faces.
"Lily!" Beth put her hand to her chest and sighed in relief. "You're okay!"
Lily opened her mouth as if to say something, then just shrugged. "I'm at a loss."
"What happened down there?"
Cecilia looked past Beth, then at her. "Um...it wasn't much I could help with. Kind of scary, actually, I didn't really know what was going on, so I just screamed a lot. My voice can disrupt spirits, so it weakened them."
Lily sneered. "Boogie men in the shadows, by the way. Same guys that grab your feet from under the bed, no idea why there were so many. Some type of Babylonian demon in the painting. An actual nightmare of Shadow People. Yes, that is what I'm calling a group of those bastards. Have only seen one or two at a time ever. There were almost twenty of them, trans-dimensional pricks!" Lily actually spat on the floor. "Those things were actually locked up somewhere in the Vault, and someone or something let them out. We need to talk to Romeo about the shit in that room when he gets back, there's no reason half of that stuff even needs to exist."
"What happened, how did you win?"
Cecilia looked at Lily, then laughed. "One of the Shadow People broke Death's teacup. It was apparently one of his favorites."
"Shadow People aren't souls or spirits like you know them. His scythe didn't send them to the Underworld, it actually carved through them." Lily winced. "I'm fairly certain that he sent them to the Void. Utter oblivion."
"And they deserved it!" Death stormed in through the door, his eyes blazing. He still carried his scythe, which gleamed with its own supernatural aura.
"Sorry about your mug," Beth offered.
"Indeed." Death frowned. "I regret to inform you that the kitty from my mug is no longer hanging on. Though it was an old mug, I doubt that cat is even alive anymore." He turned his attention to the tub and let out a gasp. "I was unaware we had company! Where are my manners, I must look a fright!"
He tapped the butt of his scythe on the ground, then folded it into his robes. Beth watched him as he walked past her and sat on the edge of the tub.
"I am the Grim Reaper," he said, extending a bony hand. "Though you may call me Death. You look familiar, but I don't think we've ever met."
A translucent hand the color of emeralds appeared and shook Death's hand. The figure in the tub sat up, revealing hair that literally flowed around a feminine body. At first, Beth thought she was looking at Naia in her water form, but there were too many differences.
For one, the being wasn't made of water. It was a viscous fluid that rippled with every movement and made a sloshing sound. It was also feminine, and when it turned to face Beth, she gasped.
The mysterious creature in the tub looked almost exactly like her.
"What...how..." Beth sputtered for a few more seconds, then grabbed her face to make sure it hadn't, in fact, been stolen. Why did this thing look like her? It clicked that she was looking at the ooze that she had dumped in the tub, but it was a different color now and had taken on a human form. Her form.
The ooze turned toward Beth and moved its hands. Beth immediately recognized the movements as American Sign Language.
I'm just as surprised as you are, replied the ooze.

🏠🏠🏠Mike had promised Dana twenty minutes, but it was a couple of hours before he and Velvet climbed out of the hot springs. His legs were weak beneath him, but he eventually got his footing and dried off with some towels that Velvet pulled from a nearby hut. She explained that her father had built it.
Once they were dry and properly attired, Velvet led him back up to the top of the ridge. They walked largely in silence. Velvet seemed to be deep in thought, and Mike's attempts to start a conversation yielded very little. The only talking he heard was the spiders around them that chattered incessantly to themselves.
Undeterred, he took Velvet by the hand. A thick bloom of red crossed her cheeks, and she smiled dreamily as they walked the rest of the way back.
What had happened to the two of them back there, Mike wondered. The intense feelings of longing had diminished, but it had almost felt like his magic had activated early. It wasn't something he could explain, as he was still writing the user manual on his own magic. Even now, the intense attraction he had originally felt for Velvet lingered.
Was it infatuation? A crush of sorts? It was unusual to contemplate feeling romantically inclined when he was surrounded by so many different women that he had sex with. Somehow, Velvet was amplifying those feelings of attraction to the point that he was already placing her above the others in his heart. He was already picturing those sweet moments of bliss with her in the spring, though the memories were so fresh.
It troubled him. He loved each of the women for different reasons, and the idea that he would suddenly like one above the others didn't sit well at all. What if Velvet wanted to be exclusive? Could he even say no?
These thoughts swirled through his head, and all he would ever remember from that walk would be the feel of her hand in his and the way the light bent through her auburn locks, giving her a halo.
Once the cabin was in sight, he knew that something was wrong. Dana was lying outside the cabin in her underwear while Yuki and Quetzalli stood by in concern.
"Dana?" He let go of Velvet's hand and ran the rest of the way.
"Stay back!" Yuki cast a small wall of ice between them. Mike slid to a stop, his hands on top of the ice.
"What's wrong?" He looked down at Dana, who was groaning and holding her stomach.
"We're not sure," Yuki replied. "But she may bite you."
"Bite me?" Mike looked over at Dana. Quetzalli was using a shovel to cover the zombie's limbs in snow. "What happened?"
"Bad...reaction." Dana looked up at Mike and coughed. "After eating my meal, I briefly..." Her eyes widened and she snarled, then lifted her hands. Shackles made of ice shattered, but were grabbed by more.



"It's the poison in her system." Quetzalli used the shovel to pin Dana down. "She came to life, we made out a bit, but then she freaked out and went to the fridge..."
"She ate her entire supply." Yuki looked up at Mike. "Your sperm is triggering her cells to live, and the poison is killing them off, making her even hungrier than before. I'm hoping that if I drop her body temperature, it will slow the poison down enough that she stabilizes. The poison doesn't seem to break down with time, which is a problem."
"So she's stuck like this?" Mike frowned.
"Well, you could fuck her." Yuki scowled. "But you would have to keep doing it until the poison was gone. I honestly don't know how that would work. One dose was enough to knock Bigfoot on his ass for several days. I estimate Dana got well over thirty. It may be something we need the centaurs to solve."
"Shit." He thought about the small supply of potions that Zel had sent with him. Most of it was for injuries, though she had tossed in some stuff for water purification and some energy bars. He didn't think those were made with his spunk anymore, so they probably wouldn't work. She had also put in a couple of vials with warning labels on them, but he figured he wouldn't need them with the Nirumbi gone.
"Where's Bigfoot?" he asked. "It sounds like we may need to leave soon. How is he feeling?"
The front door slammed open and Bigfoot limped out. He squatted down on the front porch with a groan, then sat on the steps.
"I was feeling better until I had to wrestle her outside." Bigfoot spat in the snow. "She trashed our kitchen before I could get my hands on her. Then she tried to bite me, but my fur is pretty thick. I've wrestled bears weaker than her, it's uncanny how strong she is."
Velvet left Mike's side and ran into the cabin. Puzzled, he watched her go.
"I'm sorry about that," he told Bigfoot while shaking his head. "Do you think you would be up to helping us get home? I think the Nirumbi are gone, so it should be safe to leave."
"And then what?" Bigfoot leaned back, a frown on his face. "Am I coming to live with you? Gonna be your big, hairy roommate?"
Mike shrugged. "That's your call. I assume you prefer the forest, but I'm sure we could buy a bed big enough for you. But what I want to do is bring a few rats back here. We can open a portal in your barn or wherever and this place would be just like part of the house. You can come and go as you please, you'll just have a shortcut across the country."
Velvet opened the door and came out holding a couple of pans. "I really like that idea, Uncle Foot." She looked down at the pans in her hands. "Oh, right." The Arachne went back inside and Mike could hear the sound of pots clanging. From where he stood, he could see that she was trying to clean up Dana's mess. He hadn't realized that she was so tidy. In fact, he didn't know much about her at all.
Bigfoot grunted. "I suppose tomorrow may work. I got winded dragging her out here, and don't want to get stuck in the woods at night. If we leave first thing in the morning, it should be easy enough to get you all home by nightfall."
"Thank you." Mike walked next to Yuki. "Do you think you can keep our girl on ice for another day?"
"Oh god, he made that joke on purpose," Dana muttered, her teeth chattering. Her nipples stood up prominently against the thin fabric of her undershirt as she arched her back, causing one of her breasts to pop free. "Please just leave me out here if he's gonna do that."
"Let's get some real clothes on her." He took off his coat and draped it over Dana's torso. "Let her keep some dignity until we get this sorted."
Dana made eye contact with him and mouthed the words "thank you," just before baring her teeth and hissing.
Disturbed by the turn of events, Mike went inside to dig through Dana's stuff for clothes she could wear. He saw Velvet humming to herself in the kitchen, her whole back end swaying from side to side as she tidied up the room. The fridge had been emptied onto the floor, and there were a couple of broken glass bottles. Velvet stepped around them with delicate feet.
After picking out a sweater and some pants, he headed toward the front door, but not before making a detour toward the kitchen and swatting Velvet playfully on the butt.
Velvet jumped, flipping over in the air and landing with her legs spread between the counter and the table. When she saw that it was Mike who had swatted her, she blushed.
"You startled me," she told him as she stepped back down. "I'm a bit distracted is all. Gotta clean this up."
"I'll be in to help." He went outside and had Yuki and Quetzalli assist him in getting Dana dressed. It took almost half-an-hour, and she had calmed down considerably by the time they were done. Still, she often bared her teeth while talking, so they put duct tape over her mouth. Mike was very apologetic during the whole thing until Dana told him that it was fine and to please stop bringing it up.
Yuki stayed outside with Dana while Mike went inside to help Velvet and make sure they were ready to leave in the morning. He was sure that Abella would be grateful to get home, and wondered if she was still sulking.
He and Quetzalli were in the middle of eating grilled cheese sandwiches for dinner when Yuki burst through the front door carrying a tiny gray bundle in her arms.
"Mike!" She ran to the table and opened her arms. Emery rolled out of them and went limp on the table. He looked up at Mike and let out a sigh of relief.
"I didn't think I'd make it," he muttered. "Need to...tell you something."
"Emery, where's Abella?"
"Captured."
When Mike stood, his magic roared inside of him. A blast of energy sent his chair skidding across the floor and into the pantry. Everybody jumped, but he was too worried about Abella to care much beyond that.
"Who has her?" he demanded.
"Don't know." Emery groaned and covered his head with his hands. "There was an ambush, she sent me to get help. I wanted to help, but there's nothing I could do!"
The floor of the cabin creaked as Bigfoot limped over to the table. "You tell me which direction and I can get us there," he said, then looked up at Mike. "It's likely a trap, though."
"You're right, it is." Mike left his sandwich behind and ran to his bedroom. He picked up Darren's rifle and stuffed a box of ammo in his pocket. When he came back out, he saw that Quetzalli had finished off her own sandwich and was hastily devouring the rest of his.
When they stepped outside, Mike pondered Dana. They had moved her into a sitting position by the door, and Yuki had used one of her tarot cards to summon iron bands to shackle her to the floorboards.
"We can't just leave her here," he said.
"You won't have to." The voice came from everywhere at once. "You see, I've decided that the time has come to speak of many things. Of ships and shoes, and sealing—"
Yuki summoned a barrage of ice that shredded several nearby trees, coating the snow in branches and needles. The wind was picking up as she drew a handful of cards and threw them into the ground. Fountains of water appeared, and blue light emanated from her hands as she turned them into makeshift snow machines.
"I know this asshole!" she shouted, her eyes gleaming. "He can read your thoughts, be careful!"
"I'm touched that you remember me, little fox." The voice came from overhead, but when Mike looked up, all he saw was the sky. "I wasn't sure it was really you, but I knew you would recognize the quote. I see we have a new Caretaker. I take it Emily finally burned herself up?"
"Who is this?" Mike asked, looking at Yuki. She was scanning the woods, her glowing hands moving in slow circles. Large balls of snow were rolling around her, getting bigger with every second. "What does he want?"
Behind him, the front door of the cabin exploded off its hinges and Bigfoot stormed out. With each step, he seemed to become larger, and when he finally stood next to Mike, he was nearly twelve feet tall. Heat radiated from his body, and he bared his enormous teeth at the forest.
"LEEDS!" Bigfoot howled in fury. "I should have known! How did you find me? I will fucking kill you for real this time!"
"Hello, old friend." This time, the voice came from its owner, a creature on the periphery of the woods with a cowl pulled over his face. "It's been far too many—"
An icicle the size of a car ripped through the air at Leeds. He stepped behind a small tree that was obliterated by the ice, only to re-emerge somewhere else. He casually dusted ice off his shoulder with clawed hands.
"Well, I guess we're skipping formalities. As for killing me..." Leeds vanished again, and the woods around them came to life with the sounds of hooting and chirps. In the distance, something large let loose an ominous howl and Leeds reappeared on the roof of the barn. From where Mike stood, he could see that Leeds had cloven hooves for feet and a forked tail that swished behind him.
"You're going to have a devil of a time," Leeds finished, his eyes blazing inside his cowl.

🏠🏠🏠I'm so happy that you all get to meet Leeds. Eagle-eyed readers will realize that I've laid some tracks for his inevitable appearance, but those are some tough bread crumbs to find.
Thank you all so much for the kind words and for being so damned supportive. My Lit readers are the absolute best. Make sure you leave me some stars and tell all your monster-loving friends to drop by and soak up some monster-sized literature. I am so behind on reading comments and such (my free time is at an absolute minimum) but if you have something you want to make sure I see (in the near future), send me a feedback form!
The mayhem levels of next chapter will be off the charts. Make sure you check my bio for the release date, and thanks again for reading!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all!
With the cliffhanger that was last chapter, I certainly can't wait for you to feast your eyeholes on what's about to happen next!
New readers, you should go back to chapter 1. I've had 67 chapters and two spinoff novels worth of plot to get to this point. Why? Because apparently I'm insane and people like it.
Returning readers, welcome! I will warn you in advance that this chapter does contain strong romantic undertones, including hand holding(!), but no sex. For what it's worth, there is a shockingly intense sex scene next chapter, so you will have to wait.
Thanks to everyone who keeps taking the time to rate and comment. I do read through your thoughts and criticisms and want to say thank you to those who have given serious thought to where you think I can improve. When I say that this site has some of the best readers, this is one of the things I am referring to. I appreciate the passion that drives your comments. It means you care about this world I've made, for better or for worse.
I won't keep you much longer. I hope you're having an awesome week, and I can't wait to see your thoughts!
The Devil of the Forest
The Nirumbi emerged from the woods, their bows out and arrows nocked and ready. Mike walked backward toward the cabin, then jumped when the door banged open and Velvet emerged. She scowled at the Nirumbi, counting their numbers.
"There are way more than last time," she muttered.
"I see that." He raised the rifle and took a shot at Leeds. The moment he pulled the trigger, Leeds vanished as if he melted into the shadows. "You know this guy?"
"Nope. But I do know that those arrows are bad news, and we're almost in range. If they can take down Uncle Foot, then we don't have a chance."
"Mike." Dana was nearby, and she raised her hands off the ground. "I'm willing to help, but I need to be let loose."
He looked at her, then at the others. Yuki's snowballs were forming up on top of each other, and she was able to slow down the Nirumbi by casting defensive volleys of ice. Bigfoot crossed over to the barn and ripped the door off its hinges, using it as a shield against the few arrows that were landing nearby. Quetzalli had an intense look on her face, and her horn was glowing with energy. Dark clouds were forming overhead.
"Are you sure that's a good idea?" he asked the dead girl.
Dana bared her teeth. "I promise I won't bite. Well, anyone I know."
"Sounds good enough for me," Velvet decreed, then unfolded her sword and severed Dana's chains. Dana moved with astonishing speed, dragging her broken chains behind her in the snow. When she disappeared into the trees, there were cries of alarm from the Nirumbi.
I hope that wasn't a terrible idea, Mike thought, aiming his rifle at a Nirumbi that had broken free of the trees, sprinting toward Yuki. When he pulled the trigger, the Nirumbi spun around before collapsing into the snow. It reached a single arm to the heavens and let out a wail of agony.
Something about that anguished cry struck a chord deep inside of him. When they had been ambushed, he had mostly run interference, scaring them away with his screams. While his friends did the heavy lifting, it had been easy to disconnect from the idea that they were living creatures, but now?
He shivered. It wasn't from the cold.
"Yuki! Bigfoot!" Mike raised the rifle again, watching for more movement. Pondering the ethics of the situation would have to wait for later. He pressed his back to the cabin and kept both eyes open. They couldn't get to him from behind, but knew for damned sure he was vulnerable on his sides. "Tell me who we're dealing with!"
Bigfoot ignored him. He used his shield to make a dash into the nearest group of trees and then disappeared. Mike heard him roar a few seconds later, but now he was on the other side of the clearing. The Nirumbi cried out in alarm, and he saw a few go flying through the air.
"I don't know," Yuki responded. She was holding her tarot cards as the snowballs finished assembling themselves into snowmen. As the featureless bodies hopped past her, she was jamming cards into their torsos and tossing others into the ground. Large stick arms emerged from the snowmen, and they paused only long enough to pick up the swords that Yuki had summoned. "Ran across him once. Claimed to be the Devil, but Emily told him he was full of shit. Did some sort of mumbo-jumbo on us that got us locked in the Everglades for a week."
"How did you beat him?"
"We didn't." Yuki paused, looking away from her makeshift army. "He got bored and let us go."
"You'll find me far more entertaining today." Leeds' voice came from everywhere at once. "You have something that I want, and I shall not rest until it is mine."
Velvet cocked her head, then pointed to the West. "He's over there," she said, then spun around just as a trio of Nirumbi appeared at the corner of the cabin. They raised their bows to fire, but their shots went wide when Dana tackled them from behind.
She hit them hard enough that they scattered like bowling pins. Dana let out a growl and sank her teeth into the throat of the one closest to her and ripped. It was like watching a speed eater at a chicken-eating contest, except with far more blood and shrieking.
"Jesus Christ," Mike muttered. He could almost hear Lily chastising him for his language.
"Sword!" Dana whipped her head toward Velvet, her hand outstretched.
"What do you need it for?" asked Velvet as she tossed Dana the blade.
Dana snatched the sword out of the air and beheaded the Nirumbi she had just bitten.
"Zombie birth control." She tore into the other two before they could regain their footing and stabbed them in the head to prevent them from turning. Dana bolted into the woods, leaving a trail of blood behind her footprints.
"I think I'm gonna be sick," Mike muttered, then placed a hand to his stomach. He was feeling woozy.
"It's us or them," Velvet told him, then ran back into the cabin. When she emerged, she was carrying her father's pistol. "We didn't start this. Remember that."
The steely glint in her eyes steadied his resolve, and he continued to watch the trees. The snowmen charged into the forest, filling the air with cries of alarm. With her army finished, Yuki returned to Mike's side and summoned tall walls of ice around them while leaving windows for him to shoot through.
Nirumbi charged at them, and he fired. Once they fell to the ground, he tried to ignore their cries while reloading, doing his best to focus on the task of protecting the others. Quetzalli summoned lightning blasts that struck her horn, allowing her to redirect them into small clusters of attackers that died on impact. The metallic smell of ozone filled the air.
"Something feels off about this," Yuki said, after almost ten minutes of killing Nirumbi. "It's clear that the Nirumbi are outmatched, just like before."
"There are way more of them now," Velvet replied, then raised her gun to take down a Nirumbi that had scaled the wall. "Maybe it's a numbers game?"
"No, Yuki is right." Mike scanned the tree line. "What would be the point in sending them in just to die? Why would they do it?"
"Because they are less afraid of you than they are of me." The voice came from behind him, and when he spun in place, he saw Leeds standing on the roof of the cabin.
Both he and Velvet opened fire, but Leeds flickered as the bullets went through him.
"It's a projection," Yuki explained.
"What do you want?" Mike asked.
Leeds chuckled. "That's simple, dear Caretaker. I want this land."
"Why not just ask? Why not find a different way to reach out?" Mike felt his anger growing as his magic roared inside of him. Tiny sparks formed on his fingertips, but he clenched his hands, willing them away. "I feel like you had options."
"Mike, don't." Yuki grabbed him by the shoulder. "Really, don't even talk to him. He's manipulative."
"Oh, I will only be honest with you, Mike Radley." Those crimson eyes glowed, as if burrowing into Mike's soul. "You see, I wanted to do this long before you took notice of this place. It would have been so easy to take this land, to become part of the Great Game before you even knew what was happening."
"So why didn't you?"
Leeds shook his head. Mike still couldn't see his features. "Because the spell I used to get everyone in required too much time. I couldn't accomplish it while that human was about, the father of the Arachne. On more than one occasion, he disrupted my runes without even knowing it. When he died, I only had to wait for the spiders of the forest to slumber to complete my plans."
"My dad?" Velvet lowered his gun. "You were afraid of him?"
"Afraid is the wrong word, little spider. I respected him. He demonstrated true dedication to defending this place and an attention to detail that his progeny lack."
Yuki started to ask something, but Mike didn't hear what she said. Instead, he heard the distant hoots of the Nirumbi. They were excited again, which meant that something had changed, but what?
When he turned to look back toward the forest, he saw an immense figure moving just behind the trees. A pine was toppled as the being pushed its way into the light. Standing taller than even Bigfoot was a creature with stretched-out limbs and the head of a deer. It snatched up a Nirumbi that tried to run past and shoved the whole thing in its mouth. It chewed on its snack and let out a howl before charging at them.
Mike opened fire, but the thing kept coming. Velvet fired off a couple of rounds before Quetzalli summoned a lightning blast that knocked the creature off its feet. After only a couple of seconds, it leapt into a standing position, its whole body smoldering. Yuki summoned a wall of ice to protect them, but Mike knew it wouldn't last long when the creature dragged long fingernails against the other side and let out a howl of anger.
"Many men have met my Wendigo, Mike Radley. None have lived to tell the tale." Leeds laughed, then vanished. The Wendigo raised massive fists and slammed them into the ice, causing it to crack.
"Bastard distracted us." Mike chambered another round and raised the rifle. Did it have a weak spot? "What do we know about Wendigo?"
"Eaters of flesh." Quetzalli snorted in disgust. "Not like Dana, not at all! They are once-men, driven by greed and power! Dark spirits walk these lands, and I will have none of it!"
Her eyes flashed a bright purple and lightning from above blasted her horn. Instead of discharging, her whole body glowed as she stored it inside her body and repeated the process. Mike covered his ears and closed his eyes. He could feel the thunder rushing through his body and the hair on his body stood on end as the dragon's electrical charge grew.
The Wendigo shattered the ice and tried to force its way through when Quetzalli let loose a lightning blast that caught the Wendigo in the chest and hurled it away from them. There was an explosion, and the air filled with the scent of blood and burnt flesh.
"Gah!" Mike's ears were ringing, and he couldn't hear what Yuki was shouting. But he did see the Wendigo stand up, its body smoldering. It picked up the nearby corpse of a Nirumbi and devoured it, walking toward them with purpose as it feasted with every step. A large hole had been blasted in its chest, revealing the Wendigo's rib cage.
Someone yanked on Mike's arm. It was Velvet. She pointed at Quetzalli, who was lying down on the ground.
"Understood!" he said, his voice sounding muffled to his ringing ears. When he knelt down to grab her, a jolt of energy ran through his body, numbing his legs. Cursing, he stumbled for a moment before scooping Quetzalli up in his arms.
The Wendigo growled, then snatched up a Nirumbi that ran up and prostrated itself. Upon consuming the little person, the Wendigo's wound closed even further.
They're feeding themselves to it?!? Mike stumbled into the cabin and laid Quetzalli on the ground. She was still breathing, but her horn was hot to the touch and she was out cold.
He made a quick detour to his room and dug through the potions that Zel had sent with him. The healing ones had cute little handwritten labels that described their application, but he didn't want those. Instead, he dug for the ones that Zel had put warning labels on. He scooped up a bright red one.
Dragon's Breath, the label declared. Use with caution.
Mike and Zel had become coated in Dragon's Breath shortly after they first met. He could still remember her stern warning to wash it off immediately and definitely to never scratch it or the burning would get worse.
He ran out of his room and then straight out the front door. The Wendigo's legs had been frozen to the ground and the Nirumbi were rushing within arm's reach.
"I can't stop them all," Yuki said as Velvet fired her gun at the Wendigo, shattering part of an antler. "There are too many of them!"
"Where are your snowmen?" he asked.
"Fighting off the rest of the Nirumbi!" She chanced a look over her shoulder. "Mike, there are hundreds of them!"
His jaw dropped. Hundreds?!? "Wh...why aren't they all attacking?"
She turned her attention back to the Wendigo. The ice had encased its waist, but cracks had already formed. Was the Wendigo getting bigger?
"They're luring the snowmen away from here. Leeds is out there too, taunting Bigfoot further into the woods. This is intentional, he's spreading us too thin! I think he knows the Nirumbi don't pose a threat, but this..." she paused to hurl an icicle at the Wendigo. It shattered on hard, white flesh. "This thing is something else."
"Let's see if we can buy ourselves some breathing room." He held up the potion. "I don't think I can throw it from here without missing."
Velvet looked over at him and snatched the potion from his hand. "Seriously, a Dragon's Breath?"
"Yep. Will do some damage, chase it off maybe."
"Roll to hit, add in that Dex modifier." Velvet smirked, then launched the potion. It soared through the air and shattered on the Wendigo's chest, coating the creature in a thin film of red.
The Wendigo immediately tried to remove the clinging slime, but only succeeded in smearing it across its chest and stomach. Frustrated, it tried to wipe its hands in the snow, but whatever Zel had added to turn the fine powder into a liquid wasn't coming off.
Mike watched in satisfaction as it started scratching.
"That's right, itches, doesn't it?" He grinned when the Wendigo let out a growl, followed by a whimper. It had stopped grabbing Nirumbi and was now just scratching itself. A few Nirumbi had been exposed to the substance and were already rolling the snow in an attempt to get it off.
"Magic itching powder?" Velvet cocked an eyebrow. "Seems a little—"
The Wendigo roared, then broke free of its prison, scratching furiously at its chest. The red liquid had turned crimson, staining the Wendigo's paper-white skin. It tumbled about in the snow, trying to rid itself of the Dragon's Breath.
Mike expected the Wendigo to bolt. Instead, he was horrified when it crouched down and dug large nails into its own flesh and started peeling. Yuki gagged when the Wendigo yanked a large strip of its own skin off and tossed it to the side where it slapped loudly against a tree.
Yuki tried to encase it in ice once again while it proceeded to skin itself, but it was enraged now and easily broke free.
How the hell were they going to stop this thing? If they couldn't hurt it, then maybe they could trap it? But how? Yuki's ice wasn't slowing it down much, and the guns couldn't kill it. As long as the Nirumbi kept lining up to be snacks, there was no way they could continue to keep it away.
The Wendigo tossed the rest of its ruined flesh to the ground and then regenerated by stuffing its face with more Nirumbi. It moved toward them, growling ominously.
"Retreat!" Yuki summoned another series of ice walls. "Into the cabin!"
Velvet went in first, followed by Mike and then Yuki. Once inside, they bolted the door shut and ran around to the nearest window. The Wendigo had reached the porch, and it rammed its foot into the front door.
Mike expected it to explode, showering the room with shrapnel. Instead, the kick was little more than a muffled thud. The Wendigo repeated the attack, then shifted over to a window and punched it. Instead of the glass breaking, the Wendigo's knuckles split apart, revealing bone.
"That's not what I expected." Velvet put her hands against the glass. "You can't even feel the vibrations from the hit."
Mike shook his head in disbelief. "So you're telling me the exterior of the home is unbreakable?"
"Guess so." Velvet shrugged. "It's not like this has happened much. Even during the goblin attacks, their arrows would stick in the exterior. They never wielded anything bigger than a club, and dad would shoot them before they got close."
"Well okay, then." He would have to bring Ratu out here and figure out how to do something similar to the house defenses.
"We may be safe for now," Yuki said, her arms crossed. She was in the kitchen, her attention directed outward. "But we're trapped. Bigfoot and Dana are out in the forest, Abella is missing, and help isn't coming. I'm trying to bring the snowmen back, but they're outnumbered and I don't think they'll do any good against the Wendigo."
Mike groaned, then looked back outside. The Nirumbi had formed an outer perimeter and the Wendigo, whose flesh had regrown, was busy trying to rip the siding off the house. Every time those sharp claws dug into the side of the cabin, they seemed to slip right off. Would the magic that protected this place be enough? And if so, how long could they hole up here?
Up on the roof of the barn, Leeds reappeared. His laugh became a screeching sound, filling the air like thousands of angry cicadas. The Nirumbi were lighting torches, their angry little faces highlighted by the flames.
"Uh..." Velvet backed away from the windows. "I really hope this place is fireproof." She was wringing her hands together, her unblinking eyes stuck on the torches that had surrounded her home.
The Wendigo roared, then punched the front door again. This time, the wood groaned and a split appeared in the wood.
"Yuki?" Mike's throat had gone dry. "Have any tricks up your sleeve?"
"Always." Dark lines had appeared on her face and she was shuffling her tarot cards. "Is there a back door to this place? I'll hold them off while you run."
"You can't hold them on your own," he whispered.
"Probably not." When she looked over at him, there was a wild look in her eyes. "This is a bad situation, Mike. Very bad. That thing out there is possessed by some type of spirit that possesses an affinity for the ice. I can't hurt it."
His heart raced when he realized that she was planning to buy them time with the cost of her own life.
"We need a plan," he replied. "A trap, maybe? What cards do you have?"
The door creaked again. The Nirumbi were chirping in delight, and Leeds was now speaking to them in a stilted language Mike didn't recognize.
"Velvet." Yuki looked at the Arachne. "Drag him out of here if you have to."
"I...I..." Velvet's hands went to her throat and squeezed the dog tags that she wore. She opened her mouth to say something, then paused, her eyes on the window.
Curious, Mike peered outside through the glass. The Nirumbi were still cheering, but the Wendigo had gone still, its gaze toward the heavens.
With a sound like a car crash, Abella smashed into the Wendigo from up above. When she rose, the firelight from the torches revealed that her face was covered in purple blood. She grinned at the Nirumbi, revealing all of her teeth, then looked up at Leeds. The Wendigo had gone still beneath her feet.



"Rock beats slithers," she yelled. "Definitely not my first snake." With a grunt, she grabbed the Wendigo by the antlers and ripped its head off.

🏠🏠🏠Abella had been trapped beneath the ice with that giant snake for over an hour as it tried to crush her in its coils. They ended up on the murky bottom of the lake, the serpent incapable of crushing her, and Abella unable to swim away. Her lucky break had come when it had tried to swallow her whole.
When the serpent had opened its cavernous maw to devour her, she had spread her wings and tail wide. During the struggle to swallow her, she had grabbed its fangs and held on for dear life. The snake had attempted to dislodge her, but once her grip was solid, she started pushing the snake's fangs apart.
The serpent tried to spit her out, but she refused to let go. After a short eternity in darkness, light appeared overhead as the snake moved into the shallows and tried bashing her into some rocks.
Undeterred, Abella continued to press, and one of the fangs shifted suddenly as it snapped at the root. She wiggled it back and forth, trying to pull it free.
Once they broke through the surface ice, the serpent let out a hiss like escaping steam, then smashed her into the shore. Abella sank her talons into the rocky ground, finding purchase on a huge boulder. The serpent cried out and coiled around her, trying to push her away from its head.
With a ripping sound, the fang came away in her hand. She flipped it over and jammed the giant tooth into the roof of the serpent's mouth. It let out a hiss of pain and then released her in a bid to get away.
Though she had an opportunity to escape, Abella wasn't about to let it get away after trying to eat her. What if it came after the others? She dragged it further onto the shore, her talons ripping holes in its iridescent scales. It tried to put up a fight, but now that she was on solid ground, it was easy enough to bludgeon it to death with her fists. Once it was dead, she noticed a beautiful gemstone embedded in its forehead. Curious, she plucked it out, spraying blood all over herself.
Racing back, her whole body hurt. The cracks in her left wing were getting worse, and her legs felt stiff. She could hear the distant cries of the Nirumbi in the direction of the cabin and hoped she would make it in time.
The creature beating on the cabin was incapable of withstanding over a thousand pounds of angry stone coming at velocity. Its head came off with a satisfying rip that stunned the Nirumbi into silence.
However, the head she now held was hollow on the inside. It hadn't been obvious from the outside that it was simply the mummified head of a rather large deer. Stunned, she found herself staring down at the creature beneath her.
It growled and then tossed her away like a piece of trash.
She pulled her wings in and rolled, then smirked when several tiny arrows shattered on her hide. When the beast stood, she realized it was nothing more than a human that looked like it had been stretched out from the inside to fit on something over ten feet tall. It was emaciated and had milky white eyes that matched bloodless lips.
When it howled, she could see all of its blood-stained teeth. It came at her so fast that she almost didn't react. Her instincts kicked in and she slammed her fist into the creature's jaw so hard that there was an audible pop as the bone shattered. Dark blood spilled across her knuckles, but it kept moving.
"Wha—" Abella gasped as she was lifted into the air and tossed toward the barn. She smashed into the wall and fell down into the snow, her wings hanging limply around her. Up above, Leeds' burning-coal eyes regarded her with hatred.
"You never should have returned," he growled, then disappeared into the shadows. "Wendigo! Kill her!" Leeds reappeared in front of her and waved his hand.
Abella was yanked into the air by shadow hands and thrown toward the Wendigo. The Wendigo clamped powerful claws onto her legs and spun her in a circle before throwing her into a nearby tree.
"Putain!" she exclaimed upon impact. The trunk had snapped, and the pain in her wing was getting worse. How in the hell was this thing so strong?
The snow crunched under the Wendigo's feet as it charged her. She looked up in time to get kicked through the trees. Branches snapped beneath her weight and she crashed into a Nirumbi, killing it on impact.
"Ow." She picked herself up and dodged out of the way when the Wendigo threw the tree she had felled at her.
A pair of shots rang out, and the Wendigo turned its attention toward the sound in time to see Velvet to leap onto its chest and shove a gun against its forehead.
Each bang was like a hammer on steel, and the Wendigo went down in a heap. Velvet leapt free and rolled across the snow, landing in front of Abella.
Dumbfounded, Abella could only stare until the twang of a bowstring being plucked made her extend her wings forward to protect Velvet. A pair of arrows shattered against her wing, sending pain up into her shoulder.
"It's going to get back up," Velvet said, then turned back toward the Wendigo. It was crawling toward them, both flesh and bone mending on top of its neck.
"How is it still alive?"
Before Velvet could answer, bands of darkness grabbed her around the body and hurled her away from the Wendigo. Abella tried to follow, but the Wendigo stood up in front of her, its skull reformed now. Glowing blue light resided where its eyes should be as skin grew over muscle, and then its eyes reappeared.
It said something in a language she didn't recognize, and then came at her. She jumped into the air and raked its face with her talons. The Wendigo took the hit and grabbed her by the head with both hands and squeezed.
The pressure was incredible. She grabbed at its hands, then its wrists. Her talons scraped off the skin on its chest as her heart thudded rapidly. Her core temperature was rising dramatically now, and her vision was going black.
"You should have stayed at the bottom of that lake." Leeds spoke to her from somewhere nearby. "I only hope that you spared the offspring of the Estakwvnayv. A warrior like you would have been welcome in my new world, but not if you are already harming the natives."
Abella groaned, then bit into the Wendigo's palm. The flesh tasted like oversalted fish that had gone bad.
"I've worked hard to come this far," he continued. "And not only will I get what I want, but you will have lost your life for nothing! Nothing! You stupid gargoyle!"
Somewhere in the woods, Mike screamed in pain.
Abella took a deep breath through her nose, pulling in as much oxygen as she could. Her kind didn't need to breathe, not for survival. No, they had big lungs for something else entirely. All the while, she kept chewing, causing the Wendigo to adjust its grip. Its blood was black, but it was also slippery.
The Wendigo lost its grip and fell backward. Abella fell to the ground and saw the Wendigo was now missing a hand.
Dana stood in the snow, her blade gleaming. The Wendigo reached for her, but she slashed away, lacerating its other arm. Dark shadows wrapped around her waist and pulled her into the darkness.
"Your friends are fighting for you," Leeds told her as she rose. "And they will die for you as well."
"Do you ever wonder why humans cut off our heads and make us gargle rainwater?" Abella rose to her full height and took another deep breath. She didn't bother looking for Leeds, the Nirumbi, or anyone else. Her entire attention was on the Wendigo as it came for her again, a skeletal hand emerging from its amputated limb.
Time distorted and slowed as she took one more breath. On the day she had hatched, she had been the smallest of her clutch. It had been suggested to her mother that she would be too weak to survive, too small to contribute meaningfully. But in those first moments of existing, she had let out a cry louder than any of her siblings, a cry that had commanded attention.
The name Abella meant breath. Although she wasn't the strongest or the biggest of her clutch, it was neither of these things that mankind feared the most from her people.
Mike was hurt. Whether physically or emotionally, it didn't matter. Her friends had fought for her, even though she was stronger and immune to the arrows of the Nirumbi. Her rage ignited within, flooding her whole body with an immense heat that caused her stone skin to glow an eerie red.
When her own kind had turned their backs on her, she had lost her direction, there was no longer any purpose. Protecting the house had been her primary function, but she had come to know those who lived inside. Ever since Mike had moved in, she had also come to know them all better than ever. Her roof, once a lonely place, was shared with Kisa and occasionally Lily. The faeries would tease her until she gave chase, and there had even been a couple of nights where she had sat with Cecilia, the two of them watching romance shows on her tablet.
No, they weren't just her family. They were her clan. She would fight for them, and they for her. And there was no doubt in her mind that they would die for her if needed.
She couldn't let that happen. Her heart pounded, each beat like thunder in her ears. Opening her mouth as wide as possible, Abella used the pressurized air in her lungs to expel the flames that had formed inside, releasing her Heartfire in a high-pressure stream.
The icy-blue flame turned the Wendigo's hand into ash on impact, and she quickly lost control of her Heartfire as she always did. She had to kneel and sink her hands and talons into the ground beneath the snow to keep from blowing herself head over heels as she filled the air with a fire so hot that nearby trees ignited. The Wendigo didn't even have time to turn and flee as its skin then muscle flaked away into nothingness.
Leeds had been so determined to isolate her that she knew everyone was far enough away that they could run if necessary. The woods around her were filled with smoke and steam, and she could no longer see the cabin. Large swaths of snow contained Nirumbi that had been killed so quickly that they looked like smoldering statues.
Once ignited, her Heartfire was difficult to stop. The air in her lungs was superheated, unable to simply cool on its own. The Wendigo was a melted lump of flesh and stone now, so she turned her head toward the sky and bellowed fire into the night, chasing away the shadows. Several minutes passed before she could swallow it away, and her body cooled. She stood now in a patch of scorched earth, surrounded by slushy banks of snow. Her head pounded from the internal pressure of her breath attack, and she slumped down.
Groaning in pain, she turned to check on the Wendigo. Small tendrils of flesh looked like they were trying to form into a network of veins, but one swat of her tail knocked it over and it ceased to move. A dark mist formed above the corpse, then dissipated into the night.
The forest was burning all around her. She picked up the Wendigo and tossed its body into the nearby flames before limping toward the cabin.

🏠🏠🏠"Abella!" Mike cried out as he ran back outside. The Wendigo had just knocked her away, so he opened fire on it, hoping to pull its attention back. His body flooded with a chill and he threw himself to the ground as a spear shot through the air.
Right. The Nirumbi were still a threat. He tried to reload the rifle, but his fingers were wet from the snow. His vision filled with red fur as Yuki leapt in front of him and sent a swirling mass of snow toward their attackers.
"Get up!" she cried, then hurled even more ice outward.
"We have to help Abella," he commanded, then got to his feet. He turned toward the Wendigo and saw that Velvet was already over there, attacking it with a gun.
"Go back inside!" Yuki yelled at him, but he didn't listen. He started running toward Abella, but slid to a stop when he saw Velvet get tossed away. She crashed through the woods and disappeared.
"Shit." He could hear the Nirumbi hooting where Velvet had gone. Indecision flooded him, and when Abella collided with the Wendigo, he realized that there was very little he could do to help her. It was a clash between titans, and his one trick would disable her.
But Velvet could help, and right now, he could help her. He sprinted through the woods, dodging errant arrows as he went. Behind him, Yuki yelled his name as she followed, but all he could think about was Velvet. Was she hurt? Had the Nirumbi gotten her? His heartbeat roared in his ears as he leapt through the trees and landed in a small clearing, his rifle pointed toward the sky.
The Nirumbi were in a circle around Velvet, their spears held ready. The ground was littered with their bodies, and Velvet stood in the middle, her upper body covered in brown, spiky armor. She turned her head at his arrival, and he slid to a stop, stunned by the sight.
Velvet pinwheeled through them, dodging blows and impaling them on the thick spikes protruding from her body. She moved like the wind, kicking out with her legs and smashing the Nirumbi through the trees.
A small cluster of Nirumbi readied their arrows. Mike charged them, using the rifle as a club. They were so intent on Velvet that they didn't see him coming.
The stock cracked when he slammed it into the head of the first Nirumbi. The creature's eyes went wide before it fell to the ground. Its compatriots dropped their bows and drew knives, and Mike held up what was left of his rifle.
There was a flash of metal, and now Dana was there. She growled, a feral sound that made him back away. She carved her way through the Nirumbi, taking hits from them that she didn't seem to notice.
"Abella needs help," he told her. "Back, by the cabin!"
Dana said nothing, just looked at him with red-rimmed eyes, then sprinted back the way he came, passing Yuki in the process. The kitsune threw a tarot card in the air that summoned a handful of razor-sharp blades that tore through the remaining Nirumbi.
"I'm almost out of cards," she yelled, then sent out a blast of frost that knocked nearby Nirumbi away. "We need to get back to the cabin!"
"We need to get to Abella!" He looked over at Velvet, who was in the middle of breaking a Nirumbi's spine.
His mind blanked from the carnage. Though his home had survived many attacks, it had never been this brutal or visceral. He could see the panic in the eyes of the Nirumbi as they were killed, watch them stare in disbelief and wonder as their brethren died. This was death, up close and personal. The last time he had seen such a thing was...
"Mike!" His mother reached toward him, the flames igniting her skin.
"Mike!" Yuki tackled him, an arrow whizzing through the air where he had stood. Velvet dodged a few arrows of her own, then used a couple of nearby Nirumbi as shields. "We need to go, they have reinforcements!"
"I..." He looked at his feet and saw the blank stare of a Nirumbi, its eyes focused on eternity. The flames were suddenly real again, his mother's screams for help filling his ears.
He stumbled around, suddenly lost. There was too much movement, and the forest was filled with noises that overwhelmed him. He fell, then got back up and staggered backward when he saw that he had blood on his hands.
"Move!" Yuki grabbed him and pulled. He blindly followed, his gaze sweeping across the woods. Velvet was behind them now, blocking the rear with one of the swords that Yuki had summoned.
Disoriented, he stumbled over a log and fell to the ground. Yuki turned around to help him up, and between her splayed tails, he saw a Nirumbi step through the brush and aim its bow at her back.
The moment the bow twanged, he yanked Yuki toward himself and spun around. His gut was flooded with ice-water, but he held strong as the arrow struck him in the back. He cried out in agony and the world fell out from beneath him.
Yuki and Velvet both screamed his name, but everything was going dim. He felt hot, as if he was being cooked from the inside. Gasping through the pain, he pressed his face into the snow and let out a sigh that became a rattle.

🏠🏠🏠Velvet saw Mike fall to the ground, the arrow protruding from his back. Both of her hearts stopped, the wind suddenly knocked from her body. Despite growing up in these woods, she suddenly felt lost and was unsure of how to proceed.
Yuki let out a shriek of rage, and her auburn hair developed several thick, white streaks as the snow exploded all around them. Velvet was suddenly lost in the snow flurries, and she stumbled forward until she found Mike lying on the ground. His skin was pale and he was barely breathing.
"Get him to the cabin!" Yuki screamed. Velvet couldn't see the kitsune but did catch a glimpse of something with bright white fur as it passed her by. "Give him the potions he brought!"
Velvet knelt down and shed her armor. She was much faster without it, and time was of the essence. Scooping Mike up in her arms, she picked a direction and ran.
"Uncle Foot!" she cried out. "Please, I need you!"
She hadn't seen him since he stormed off after the Nirumbi. Where could he be? As she moved through the forest, she caught sight of the blazing light of a fire and headed toward it. She really hoped it wasn't the cabin.
"Just gotta..." Mike's hand reached away from her. "Need...pull me out...hot."
"It's not hot, now be quiet," she whispered. If her uncle wasn't within earshot, she didn't want anyone else knowing their position.
"The fire is too hot!" he screamed, his eyes opening briefly. Around her, the forest came alive with hooting. At first, she thought they were coming for her, but was relieved when Dana stepped through the forest. She was covered in blood, and her left arm was broken in at least two places. There was a wild look in her eyes and a complete lack of recognition.
"Um...you good?" Velvet asked.
Dana scowled, her brow furrowing. After a couple of unintelligible grunts, she nodded.
"He's hurt," Velvet began. "We need to..."
"Leave me ALONE!" Mike's scream was magnified by his magic, and Velvet almost dropped him. "Let me out of the car, the fire is so hot! My world is burning! Oh god, my whole world is burning!"
Velvet headed toward the fire with Dana right behind her. Mike's shrieks were unintelligible again, and his breathing was unsteady. When they emerged from the woods, there was a clear line to the cabin.
The two of them ran and were over halfway there when Leeds landed in front of them.
Dana charged first, but Leeds grabbed her head with his forked tail and twisted her around. She slammed into the ground, her head now crooked on top of her neck. She let out an angry grunt, then fell silent.
"Leave us alone," Velvet whispered as she set Mike down.
"No." Leeds waved his hand, and bands of darkness grabbed Velvet by the legs, pulling them apart so that she fell to the ground. The sudden impact hurt her abdomen, and made her painfully aware of the precious cargo developing within. Her eggs shifted, making her queasy.
"After I rip your legs off, I'm going to sit here and wait for your dear Uncle to come back and find you." Leeds chuckled, then pointed at Mike. "And when this one dies, it all becomes mine."
"Why are you doing this?" she asked, then screamed when the bands pulled on her legs.
Leeds turned away from her. "It doesn't matter. You are already dead."
A bundle of white fur exploded from the trees and charged toward them. Shadow hands lifted free of the snow and reached for Yuki, but she slipped between their fingers and expanded upon impact with Leeds. The fur on her body was as white as the snow. Foxfire drifted free from her tails as she shoved her hands into Leeds cowl and shrieked with rage.



Dozens of icicles manifested and pierced his body. Leeds let out a cry of pain, and then the shadows ripped Yuki off of him and slammed her into the ground. Held in place by the icy spears, Leeds frantically tried to free himself by smacking his hands against them.
Velvet heard the heavy crunching of a pair of massive feet. Bigfoot stormed out of the forest, toppling a pair of small trees. His features twisted in rage as he smashed a fist into Leeds. The icicles shattered, and Leeds sailed through the air like crumpled paper.
"Why?" Bigfoot demanded, tears in his eyes. "Why have you brought this hell to my doorstep?"
Leeds groaned, then pulled himself up. His cowl had fallen free, revealing ram horns atop a horse's head. He blinked, his crimson eyes wincing in pain.
"Hello, old friend." Leeds struggled to stand. "I thought you were far away from here."
"Bah. Chasing one of your stupid dopplelgangers when I ran into the Katshituashku. Really, Leeds? Turning the creatures of the land against me?" Bigfoot stomped closer. "I had to kill it, Leeds! To kill such a rare and beautiful thing! But you knew I would, didn't you? Because that's what you do, you force people to make choices that break them!"
Leeds chuckled. "The creatures of this continent are no friends of yours. You turned your back on the wilds, Sasquatch, and now the wilds have turned their back on you."
Bigfoot stomped toward Leeds. Once he was close enough, he lifted a massive foot in the air over Leeds.
"You will betray them," he stated. "Just as you betrayed me."
Leeds laughed, then winced. Bigfoot brought his foot down, and Leeds exploded into black smoke that drifted away into the air.
"Is he dead?" asked Velvet.
"No. But he is hurt very badly." He knelt down and picked up Dana, who snarled at him. He was shrinking back down to his usual size. "I'll get her. You get Mike inside. I can come back for Yuki."
"I've got her." Abella limped from the darkness, her tail dragging behind her in the snow.
Velvet picked up Mike and rushed him toward the cabin. The Nirumbi had gone silent, and she assumed it was because they had seen their leader get dusted.
Once inside the cabin, she laid Mike down on his belly. The arrow sticking out of his back had gone through pretty far, and she suspected that it may have hit a lung by the strange wheezing sound he made.
Bigfoot stepped into the cabin and roughly shoved Dana inside the closet. He held the door shut and shook his head at Velvet. "The poison they use will kill him. I'm sorry, fluffy girl."
She shook her head in denial, then knelt down by Mike and lovingly stroked the hair away from his face. Black lines had formed along his veins and were getting wider.
"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry." Tears spilled freely and she covered her eyes. The door opened again and Abella came inside with Yuki. The kitsune stumbled over to Mike's bedroom and disappeared inside just long enough to come back out with a handful of potions.
"It isn't going to work," Bigfoot warned. When he saw the look that Abella gave him, he shrugged. "I don't want you to get your hopes up. If it almost killed me, it will definitely kill a man."
"He isn't most men," declared Yuki. She grabbed the arrow and pulled it free, causing Mike to groan in agony. "And he isn't dead yet."
Bigfoot nodded. "He should be dead already. Perhaps there is hope after all."
Emery descended from the rafters, clutching his hands nervously. "What can I do?" he squeaked.
"Bandages. Any first-aid supplies. Bring them to me right away." Yuki's eyelids fluttered, and her fur shimmered brightly and then faded back to its brown color. "And some coffee. Or tea. Anything caffeinated. I'm exhausted."
Emery flew away.
Velvet knelt by Mike's side and took his hand in hers.
"Please be okay," she whispered. A reassuring hand squeezed her shoulder. Assuming it was her uncle, she reached up to squeeze it back and was surprised to discover that it was made of stone.

🏠🏠🏠The flames of his mother's station wagon curled around his legs like slippery ropes, threatening to pull him further into the blazing wreck. He could hear her screams of agony behind him like a record stuck on repeat. When Mike tried to close his eyes, he discovered that he couldn't—the flames had melted them away.
"I told you, Mike Radley!" The shadow sat in the back seat of the car, buckled in place so that he was hanging upside down. "Your world will burn!"
Mike cried out for help, but none came. Every time he tried to crawl out the window of the car, he was dragged back in again. Each attempt seemed to pull him closer to his mother, who was now trying to grab his ankles.
The inside of the car was distorted and huge, and the passenger window was nearly ten feet away. Was he shrinking? Or maybe just burning up?
It hurt to crawl. His shoulder was numb with pain, and he could no longer move his arm. Black lines ran up and down his skin, lines that smoldered with the flames.
"Hold him down!" someone yelled, and then he felt phantom hands on his body.
"Please!" he shrieked. "Somebody, anybody!"
"I can help," the shadow whispered. "But it will cost you!"
The flames were climbing Mike's legs now, threatening to consume him. When he reached for the window again, the world outside was dimmed by a large figure who blotted out the sun.
"Help me!" He crawled forward, his legs now numb as well. Was he dying, or had he found his own personal hell?
"How is he this strong?" someone wondered, and then he felt pressure on his shoulders, as if someone was holding him in place.
"Can anybody hear me?" He rolled on his back and tried to kick his mother's hands away.
"Mike Radley, of , we can hear you." Death now sat in the backseat next to the shadow. He was holding his cup of tea upside down to keep it from spilling. "You are making quite the commotion."
"I don't want to die!" He kicked at his mother again. "I'm not ready yet!"
"I'm afraid nobody is ever ready." Death sipped his upside-down tea. "Dying is quite like reading a book and having it close itself unexpectedly. Absolutely no one enjoys that."
Gasping for air, Mike sobbed as the flames crawled past his waist. His scars burned, the wounds suddenly fresh in his memory.
Powerful hands gripped him by the wrists, and he looked up to see Tink. She smirked at him, then looked over her shoulder.
"Tink has good grip! Pull!"
They slid across the car, the metal warping to extend the cab. His mother's arms stretched as well, but they eventually became too thin like putty and melted, leaving a trail behind him. Tink gritted her teeth as they were dragged into the sunlight. Once Mike's hands passed outside the car, he felt the body of the vehicle shrink around him.
"Pull!" someone yelled. More hands grabbed his and the air was filled with the sound of wrenching metal after he was squeezed free of the wreckage. He looked back over his shoulder to see that the car was collapsing on itself until it resembled a bit of flaming tin foil no larger than a soda can.
"Well, that was close." Lily stepped forward and booted the foil off the sandy beach of the Dreamscape and into the ocean.
"You really shouldn't litter." Sofia scowled at the succubus.
Mike groaned, then rolled onto his side and puked. Instead of food, it was technicolor sand that stained the ground.
"Nasty." Tink forced him to sit. "Husband in bad shape, have big fever."
"Fever?" He looked around. "Why am I here?"
"You're dying." The voice was stern, but sounded like several melodies blended together. With Tink's help, Mike sat up to look at the speaker.
"Hello, Titania." He did his best to greet her, but his head drooped at the last second.
"Hmmph." Titania, the faerie queen, crossed all four of her arms and frowned. "I truly didn't expect our agreement to be so short-lived, Caretaker."
Due to the soul swapping nature of his magic during sex, his Dreamscape was occupied by many of the women he lived with. Whenever he slept, they were there for him in whatever way he desired.
Titania was the exception. Indivisible by nature, the queen of the fae had avoided swapping souls with him after their interlude. Allowed to use his mind as a private sanctuary, her presence meant that she had come on purpose.
"Why are you here?" he asked. His vision dimmed, but Tink held him up. "Did you come to save me?"
"Hardly." She shook her head. "I am here on unrelated business. I've been waiting for you to fall asleep, but apparently, you are slipping in and out of consciousness as you die."
Again with the dying. His memories were fragmented, and all he could remember was snow and smoke. "What happened?"
"You tell me." She gestured over his shoulder.
When he turned to look, he saw that the island of his mind had shrunk down to roughly the size of a football field. The ocean had gone black, and the skies were gray. A replica of his house was in the middle of the island, but it was a miniature version, no taller than five feet. Rushing around the island were blurred figures that vaguely resembled the women of the house. These grim specters were using shovels to maintain the borders of the island, shoveling sand into the waves. It was nonsensical, but so was the Dreamscape.
"I'm dying." He suddenly felt cold inside.
"All things die, Caretaker." She squatted down next to him, then grabbed his chin and inspected his face. "Hmm."
"Can you help me?"
"No. To interfere with mortal affairs would put me at odds with those who wish to usurp me." She sighed, then sat next to him. "However, your resident souls have contributed immensely to your survival. It seems that they are holding you together, metaphorically and literally."
Mike held up his hands. The dark lines were all along his skin, shifting back and forth like snakes. "I was poisoned. By an arrow. There are these little people called the Nirumbi, they attacked me."
Titania nodded. "Nirumbi poison is always fatal to humans within minutes at most, yet I suspect you have lasted far longer."
"But how?" He felt a small hand grab his own, and he looked over at Tink. The goblin grinned, showing all her teeth.
"Goblins are immune to poison." In the Dreamscape, Mike could vividly hear Velvet's voice. Was that something he had gotten from Tink? It was an ability that he never would have discovered otherwise.
"Not completely immune, though." He looked at his fingers and then shook his hands. Some of the lines fell off like wet ink. "And not dead yet."
Titania held out her hand. "It would seem not. Come. Let's assess the damage."
He took her hand, marveling at how soft it felt. They walked the perimeter of the land, and he saw that most of the foliage had died.
"If I survive, this will all come back, yes?"
Titania nodded. "This place is as resilient as the human spirit. But you stand on death's door, Caretaker, and I fear that is not the worst news I have for you."
"What could be worse than dying?"
"I am here with grim tidings. Days in your world are only mere seconds of my own, otherwise, I would have been here sooner. Sulyvahn has sent word that your house is missing."
Mike paused, contemplating a stationary wave in the ocean. It looked as if it had been poorly painted in place. "Can you run that by me again?" he asked.
"Your house is missing. Its counterpart from the Underworld has taken its place. Sulyvahn's message implied that some sort of assault took place. I have been unable to contact Cecilia, who has vanished with the house."
"Someone stole... my whole house." He groaned. What was he even supposed to do with that information? Who could it have been? What was the name of the guy who controlled the Nirumbi? Leeds? Had Leeds done it? Who was Leeds anyway? Was he a member of the Society? "So what do you suggest I do?"
"Live." She turned to him, her golden eyes blazing. "Otherwise, I will be very upset with you."
"You...wouldn't be able to track me down in the afterlife, would you?"
"Is that something you really want to find out?" Titania chuckled. "Due to your current condition, your control on this place is minimal. I have interceded on your behalf. Moments in your world shall be minutes or even hours here. Your body is weak, but your spirit is strong. You may yet survive, but it will take everything in your power to do so."
Mike nodded, then looked back out at the ocean. Part of the sky had crumbled away, revealing a blank void behind it. There was simply nothing for his eyes to focus on.
"We are trapped in Oregon," he told her. "By someone named Leeds. He put together an army of Nirumbi and a..." he could picture the white monstrosity in his front yard, but the word wouldn't come. "A windy something. It kept eating the Nirumbi."
"A Wendigo." Titania pursed her lips. "They are not known for following orders. And the Nirumbi were destroyed, but apparently, my information is bad."
"So no idea who Leeds is?"
"Without meeting him? No. But I have a suspicion that he is none other than the Devil of Jersey. By himself, he is dangerous. But leading an army? That sounds very unlike him."
"He wears a hood. Has hooves for feet."
"Then it must be him." Titania paused, her gaze on the water.
There was a large mass moving toward the beach that broke apart as it came close. It broke into lumps, each shape bobbing in the water until the waves carried them up onto the sand. Though covered in seaweed, it was easy to recognize the distorted features of the Nirumbi.
"Oh god." Mike fell to his knees, his hands pressed into the sand. "Why are they here?"
"It's called regret, Caretaker. Oftentimes, we find ourselves doing unpleasant things in the name of progress. Our actions can and do leave stains that cannot be scrubbed away."
It was suddenly hard to breathe. Mike choked, his hands clutching his throat. Not only had he killed some of them, but he had watched so many come to a brutal end that it was all he could picture.
The skies darkened, and the beach was now littered with their corpses, their eyes staring at him in blank accusation. The ocean hungrily gobbled up the sand, and he suddenly felt light-headed.
"Stop." Titania pulled him to his feet and embraced him. His face was forced between her breasts as she clutched him tight. "Now is not the time."
"But I just watched them die!" He thought back to arriving in Oregon, how he had practically skipped through the woods with Quetzalli as the others had fought them. What had he been thinking? "There had to be a better way! Maybe we could have reasoned with them, or something!"
"Altruism is considered a highly noble trait, and you wear it adorably. I believe your mortal saying is something about hindsight being perfect. The truth of the matter is that altruism can go fuck itself."
Mike twisted his face up toward the queen, suddenly wondering if she was actually Lily in disguise.
"There's this idea that it's possible to rise above your basic instincts, to pursue a greater good. The belief that everyone should have an equal chance is a wonderful one, but consider this. You should never assume that anyone is capable of meeting you halfway on anything. I know little of the Nirumbi today, but the Nirumbi of the past were a ruthless people. They hungered for the flesh of the living, and never would have considered a compromise for it."
"But they aren't animals," Mike began.
"Please. You humans are still animals. Would you elevate the Nirumbi above your own kind?" She laughed. "I realize that I speak so casually. Your lifetimes are like days to me. Up until recently, I found myself fairly uninterested in the inner workings of the mortal realm. And yes, while you may have done a fair amount of work to change my opinion, I still had to be willing to listen to reason."
He thought back to the battle he had with Titania inside his own head. It had taken quite some time to convince her to stand down and talk, and had only worked because he was effectively immortal in his own Dreamscape.
"Would you allow them to come inside your head, one at a time?" Titania put her foot on one of the Nirumbi. "Bring them to your home? See if they are willing to chat?"
"I don't know," he admitted. "I don't know enough about them to judge."
"And what little you do know is this; if you die, it was their fault."
He shook his head. "Not really. Maybe Leeds tricked them, or—"
"No. Stop making excuses for others." Titania kicked the Nirumbi and it shattered like glass. Motes of darkness rose into the air. "This place stinks of grief. If you were to die now, you would undoubtedly become a troubled spirit, much like that shadow of yours. Is that what you want?"
The idea that he could become a tormented soul chilled him to the core. Would he wander and slowly lose his sanity? What if Cecilia couldn't help him to cross over? He might come back and make trouble for the others.
"No." He sat on the edge of the beach and pulled his knees up to his chin and hugged them. "I don't want that at all."
"Then get your shit together." She picked up one of the Nirumbi and shook it at him. Its body flopped like a ragdoll in her hands. "This thing chose to attack you. When you make the effort to take someone's life and then lose your own, that's on you, not them."
"But—"
"No!" Titania hurled the Nirumbi out into the dark waters of the ocean. It bounced off of the water and came to rest beneath a wave. The wave came to life and grew several teeth before slamming down on the corpse. It made a loud sucking sound, the water swirling open to reveal a mouth that snapped shut on the Nirumbi.
"What the fuck was that?" Mike asked. Was that one of his nightmares? He turned back to Titania to see that her golden eyes had gone wide.
"I honestly don't know," she whispered. "That is no being that you or I should encounter. I can only pray that it's a result of the poison, but you should definitely avoid it at all costs. But on this note, I must take my leave. On the chance you die, I do not wish to be inside your mind as it becomes swallowed by eternity."
"Titania, I...I don't want to be alone." He looked down at his feet. "Can you stay?"
The faerie queen smirked, then let out a laugh.
"Absolutely not," she told him. She knelt in front of him and leaned forward to place a kiss on his forehead, suffusing his body with warmth. "But, for the record, you should know that I actually considered it. Make sure you stay alive in here until they can fix you out there."
There was a light pop, followed by the tinkling of bells. Ribbons of light hung in the air, shimmering like glitter as they fell into the sand.
The hungry waves moved closer to the shore, and Mike scooted away from them. There was a flurry of activity as the others, his soulmates, brought sand from inside the house and placed it on the shoreline. Though they were blurry and lacked defining details, he could tell them apart by shape alone. The little green smudge was Tink. The largest one was Sofia. Somehow, one of the blurs moved with an attitude problem. This was clearly Lily.
What did he look like to them? Was he a stationary mass? Did they wonder why he wasn't helping? He didn't have the first idea of what to do, and his legs felt weak beneath him.
Despite being surrounded by the others, he felt alone. Up above, a star emerged from the darkness and fell, crashing into the water and shattering like glass. The dark lines on his body were receding, but he estimated that the waves would claim the little island long before his skin was clear.
He buried his face in his knees. His friends were working hard to save him, but he felt like he couldn't even save himself. The bodies of the Nirumbi dotted the beach, and he couldn't help but feel like there was a better way.



"Penny for your thoughts?"
He flinched, then turned his head to see that Velvet sat next to him.
She reached out and took his hand and gave it a squeeze.
"You're in here, too."
She nodded. "Just woke up, actually. I've never been to the beach before, I've always wanted to go."
"Yeah, well..." He pointed to the mess on the sand. "It's usually even prettier."
"I bet." She squeezed herself in next to him and put her head on his shoulder. He put his arm around her and pulled her close. Somehow, she seemed to fit perfectly against him.
"Still waiting on those thoughts," she said.
"You never gave me a penny."
She laughed. "I don't even own a purse. Not sure where I could dig up a penny."
"I'm sorry for all of this," he told her. He didn't know what else to say.
"Yeah, well, I'm not." She snuggled up against him. "This is the closest thing I've ever had to a date."
He snorted. "You set a very low bar. This place is just a mass grave that hasn't been covered yet."
"Then let's change that." She stood and pulled him with her. "This is your head, isn't it? Why look at such terrible things when you don't have to?"
"Because sometimes you need to face awful truths." He set his jaw. "It's all I can think about."
"My father used to feel the same way. He saw some things in Vietnam. Had terrible nightmares until he met my mother. It was her venom that brought them together, isn't that strange? When she bit him, it helped him to forget, to move forward a bit. But it all came back after she died." Velvet leaned in close. Her hair smelled of hot springs and the forest. "But I don't think it was just her bite that helped him, not after a while."
"What do you mean?" he asked, curious.
"She gave him something to focus on. Raising us, protecting her. Fighting with Uncle Foot. There were plenty of happy times, but I know he always kept one foot in the past, no matter what. My whole life, I used to catch him talking to somebody who wasn't there. His brother died over there. So did the rest of his squad, for that matter. For the longest time, I thought that maybe my dead uncle was an actual ghost. Dad always knew where I was hiding when we played hide and seek, and I can climb on the ceiling. When I got older, I started to think that maybe his mind had split and that something else had activated, like a sixth sense or something."
"So which was it?" he asked.
Velvet put her forehead against his. "It didn't matter. Either way, he was haunted just the same. I would never wish that on you. My father had to kill the enemy for survival, and it wasn't any different for you. You can mourn them. You can even respect them. But don't you dare place the burden of their choices on your own shoulders."
He had no argument. When he turned his head to look along the sand, he noticed that the beach was no longer receding. A bunch of the Nirumbi were now gone. A small pocket of warmth had found its way inside his chest and he clung to it like a child with a night light.
"Come on," she said, then took him by the hand. "I've always wanted to walk in the surf."
"I wouldn't," he said as she dragged him toward the water's edge. "It's dangerous, and—"
The dark waters sparkled with light and came to life as she walked through them. Laughing, she let out a cry of delight as the surf curled around her ankles and sprayed them with foam.
Stunned, he watched her as she ran away from a wave and then chased it back out to sea. The doom and gloom of the island avoided her like the plague.
Letting out a yell, Velvet picked up a turquoise crab.
"This one tried to pinch me!" She dropped it on the sand and chased the crab in circles, laughing as the frightened crustacean scurried away into the water. As she continued her dance, he realized that a beam of golden light surrounded her, sending the darkness away. He craved that light, and everything it meant to him.
His arms felt wet. When he held them up, he saw that the dark lines had become even shorter now, and vanished around his elbows. There were no more Nirumbi on the beach.
With a laugh of his own, he joined her. The two of them played together in the surf as a patch of darkness peeled away up above, revealing a blue sky behind it.

🏠🏠🏠It was almost two in the morning when Eulalie felt movement in her web and her eyes popped open.
She was hovering in a woven web over Murray's breakfast nook. Down below, a pair of rats were watching the monitors with strict instructions to wake her if they saw anything. Whoever had disturbed her web had somehow snuck past the rats monitoring the exterior of their current base.
"Sofia." Eulalie's voice was little more than a whisper, but the cyclops, who had stayed up to watch the house, heard her. Sofia leaned around the corner of the kitchen, concern on her face.
"Front door." Eulalie closed her eyes to concentrate on the near-invisible threads she had attached onto the doors. "Someone is coming."
Sofia nodded and then disappeared. Eulalie frowned, wondering who it could be. Sulyvahn was busy watching Mike's house, so he wouldn't be of any immediate help.
There was a loud yell, followed by a flash of light. The rats below her took up weapons and created a protective ring beneath her as the sound of roaring fire filled the front entryway. Eulalie almost panicked but managed to keep her cool long enough to wait it out.
A minute later, Sofia appeared. Her sword was in her hand. "Got him," she said. "He's taking a nap right now, but he was expecting trouble. Tried to use this on me when he saw my sword."
Eulalie's eyes widened in surprise when Sofia tossed a magic wand onto her table. It rolled to a stop against a recharging drone.
"That thing real?" she asked.
Sofia held out a portion of her robes with a hole burned clean through it.
"Let's get him upstairs," Eulalie said. "See if he can answer some questions." Obviously this intruder had realized that someone here was watching the house. The fact that he had a magic wand made it even more disturbing. Was he part of the society she had heard about? What was he up to?
"Okay, but..." Sofia frowned. "Is that a good idea?"
"Why wouldn't it be? As long as we take precautions, he should be rendered harmless. And if he's traveling with friends, we need to know. Maybe prep an escape route."
"It's not that, it's..." Sofia groaned. "I'll just be direct. He's a man. What if you see him and want to mate with him? Is that something you can even control?"
Eulalie snorted. "Even if I wasn't molting, which is super uncomfortable, by the way, the answer is no. I've just never had any interest in mating. Not even when I met Mike, who is definitely the hottest guy I've ever seen. I suspect that may be due to his magic."
"That's...unexpected." Sofia looked puzzled. "I thought all Arachne had a high drive to eat and reproduce.
Eulalie shrugged. "You have to remember that my mother deliberately waited to have defective eggs. For the longest time, I assumed that just meant a lower than normal prey drive, but there's room for interpretation. I thought maybe it was something that wouldn't happen until I met the right person, but I've never actually had any of those thoughts. I've been curious about it, but it's been more like a spectator sport. No desire to participate. But my mom and sister? All the time. The only reason Velvet ever uses the computer is to watch porn and look up new modules for dungeons and dragons." She almost mentioned her own fascination with rope binding, but figured it was something Sofia didn't need to know. The thought of tying someone up excited her, but sex itself? Meh.
"I literally have no words. But if you say it's fine, I believe you."
Sofia folded up her sword and left. She reappeared with a man slung over her shoulders. When she headed for the stairs, Eulalie followed. She cocked her head to get a better look at his face as it dangled over Sofia's back. His face was pockmarked with scars, and his wrinkled forehead and grey hair gave away his advanced age.
When they got him into Murray's bedroom, it was an easy feat to strip him to his boxers and tie him to the bed. Eulalie secured a pillowcase over his head and then unscrewed the only bulb in the room. The last thing she needed was for him to scream in terror upon seeing her.
Once they were finished, Eulalie attached her silken line to the man's toes and then they headed back downstairs. She nestled back into her little hammock, making sure that she was connected to their new guest.
Sofia just shook her head in amazement as she dug through the man's white coat. It was like watching a cartoon as the cyclops kept pulling objects from his pockets that were far too large to fit.
"Wake me if anything else comes up," Eulalie said with a yawn.
Sofia nodded in the affirmative as she tossed the coat into a nearby closet with the rest of the man's clothes.
Steepling her fingers together, Eulalie used a leg to swing her hammock, her mind racing as her body relaxed. This was a new development, a thread that demanded to be pulled. What secrets would she unravel when their new guest awoke? One way or another, she would get some answers.
If not, maybe she would eat him. Smirking at the silly thought, she drifted off to sleep, but not before she noticed that some of the rats were using the butts of their spears to keep rocking her.

🏠🏠🏠For those of you wondering about the stranger, you can learn who he is and why he's here by reading Dead and Horny.
With so many threads now pulled wide open, it's time for me to trim some strings and finish weaving the pattern so that I can pull things nice and tight for you in the next ten chapters (or so).
As always, don't forget to rate and review, and take time out of your day to do kindness to others, or even just yourself. You're worth it.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all!
So first thing's first, a big apology from me. You see, I promised you a big sex scene this chapter, but you are now about to learn a terrible Annabelle fact:
I suck at organization and am often easily confused. Between editing, writing and some other "life" stuff, I got my chapters wrong and made a huge goof. I even remember double-checking, but I thought I was posting this chapter, and...ugh.
Regardless, I am super sorry and will do better (please don't hate me).
The big sex scene is actually next chapter (I triple-checked!). It is a group scene, and I really hope you like it. This chapter focuses a little bit on our new character in the tub, where Reggie and Jenny have run off to, and Mike's ultimate fate after being poisoned.
Oh, and a bit of a huge revelation.
New readers, welcome! If you didn't understand any of the above, you should back up about 68 chapters or so. Don't worry, we'll wait for you.
Returning readers, welcome back! I'm working hard to keep putting these stories out as long as you keep reading them. Thanks for all your support thus far, and make sure you tell all your family and friends that you love them. You never know when the Jersey Devil may fuck up your day.
Despite my huge goof, I hope you all enjoy what happens next, cause we're living life

On The Edge
When Beth opened her eyes, the first thing she saw was Lily sitting at the foot of Mike's bed. The succubus was staring at the opening to the bathroom. Lily was also unnaturally still, which was unnerving.
"Shit, what time is it?" Beth reached for her cellphone. When she turned it on, it revealed that she had thirty-eight hours remaining until the angel came back with the other horsemen. "I didn't mean to sleep so long."
"You didn't mean to pass out is far more accurate." Lily leaned back and looked over her shoulder. "But I don't blame you, being a new mom and all."
"New mom?" Beth closed her eyes, the events of the previous night rushing through her head. Lily was obviously referring to the living ooze in Mike's bathtub. Shortly after greeting her clone, she had gotten light-headed and asked for some water. The details were fuzzy after that. "Did you carry me to bed?"
"I did. That thing out there sealed your wound, but you had already lost way too much blood to be considered healthy."
"I see." She tried to sit up, the effort making her head pound. "What did I miss?"
"Death and your demon semen had a little chat. Very adorable, by the way. She speaks using ooze noises, bubbles, and snot sounds. Apparently, Death understands her." Lily sat forward, her eyes still on the bathroom. "As far as answers, we don't have many. Your spawn--"
"Can we please call her something else?" She didn't like the constant reminder of her ordeal with Oliver. "Something nicer, maybe?"
"Princess Jellyfish in there doesn't know a whole lot about herself. She has some of your memories, but they're fragmented. Told Death all about her best friend in middle school and a bunch of stuff from your parents' house. Her first real memories seem to be waking up in the tub and seeing you leaning over her."
Beth felt her breath hitch in her throat. "So she's a copy of me?"
"No. Even she admits that much. Apparently, the logical part of you she inherited is smart enough to realize she isn't you. That, and being made out of primordial ooze."
"So nobody knows what she is?"
"Gee, if only I could go to the Library and look it up." Lily rolled her eyes dramatically. "But no. She's an anomaly, which is saying something coming from me. I've seen a bunch of weird shit in my time with Amir and the Society. The stuff in that vial was essentially pure, concentrated essence of demon."
"Demon?" Beth's mouth was suddenly dry.
"Sort of. That windmill motherfucker who showed up and I are both made of the same material. Hard to believe, right?" Lily put her hands under her breasts and jiggled them. "Not only are these tits perfect, but they're nigh indestructible."
Beth pointed at Lily's wounded arm. "I beg to differ."
"Ah. Let's clarify." Lily held up her damaged arm, still sealed beneath Eulalie's webs. "That magic goop of yours is kind of like human stem cells. It can be made into pretty much anything that can potentially exist. I'm a succubus, a lesser demon. I have to follow certain rules. Despite the fact that I am made of the same substance as the Annoyer of Worlds, I have a certain vulnerability to divinity. He outranks me in the hierarchy, ergo he can hurt me."
"So you're only injured...because your cells are programmed that way?"
"Bingo. So when I say he can vaporize my ass into nothingness, I mean it." She shook her head. "Now if I was Oliver, it would be a different story. He was a high-ranking angel back before the Fall. If not for being weakened and trapped inside of mirror land, I suspect he could have bitch-slapped Mecha-Hymen out there all the way back to Daddy's love hut in the sky. Would be quite the spectacle."
Beth giggled. "You're better at nicknames than Tink is."
"Oh, please, that girl is a fucking artist." Lily tapped her horns. "We only get to hear the scrambled shit that comes out of her mouth. After things go back to normal, I might hang around in her head and see if she can teach me a thing or two."
"You can't be serious."
Lily shrugged. "I've discovered that I'm more open to improvement these days. Anyway, back to Oliver. Your loogie love child--"
"No."
"Booger-skinned baby?"
"No."
"Goo-girl?"
Beth sighed and waved her hand. She had a feeling Lily could do this all day if she chose. "Whatever. Please continue."
"Even though she's made of raw material, Oliver was the origin. I worry that somehow this is one of his tricks, and I have no way to tell." Lily crossed her arms. "Death seems to think she's great, but I can't exactly throw in with someone who tried to talk us out of the Apocalypse by discussing his tactics for finding Waldo. We also clearly have an internal affairs issue, and it's so convenient that she appeared when she did."
"Internal affairs?"
"Damn, apparently, some of your brain cells died off, too." Lily moved toward Beth, her eyes still on the bathroom. "Remember that whole 'Tink is under a magic spell and something broke out of the Vault' thing we just went through? Something is loose in the house and I have no idea what."
Beth had actually forgotten about that part. Nearly dying had that effect on her, apparently. "Where are the others?"
"Kisa is watching Tink. Tick Tock is hiding under the bed as a backpack. Cecilia is watching the front yard with Death, apparently they're becoming quite chummy. As for His Highness, I haven't seen him. Or Jenny for that matter." She paused for a second, as if lost in thought. "Or any of the fairies."
"Shit." She moved to get out of bed and groaned, barely managing to sit upright. Her joints hurt, but her head was a mess. It was as though a massive hangover had activated once she moved. "Aspirin first, Reggie and Jenny next."
"I'll get it." Lily walked into the bathroom and Beth heard some cabinets bang. When Lily returned, she was holding pills in one hand and a cup of water in the other. "Your new friend would like to speak to you."
"She would?"
"I assume so. She's been a pool of motionless slime for a couple of hours now, so the fact that she's up must mean she heard you."
"Great." Disgruntled, Beth took the aspirin and swallowed them with the water. What the hell was she supposed to say to a slime version of herself?
When she walked into the bathroom, her clone was waiting. She felt a little relieved to see that it had changed its features slightly. It still had her face, but its hair now dangled in thick, fat drops that indeed made her think of a jellyfish.
"Hey. Lily said you wanted to talk to me?"
Yes. The ooze moved its hands with purpose, but the words were tough to decipher. Beth didn't know how much of this was an inability to remember the right signs and how much was that pieces of the ooze fell off if she moved too quickly. We need to prep for mediation.
"Mediation? Oh, right. With the horsemen."
The slime nodded. This is weird for you, but it's also weird for me. I keep thinking that I should be you, and that you've somehow stolen my life from me.
Beth nodded. It made sense. If she had woken up in the bathtub as a sentient ooze, she would have assumed the same thing. "Is there anything I can do for you?"
The slime shook her head, casting sticky blue droplets onto the cold tile. No. The horsemen are coming back soon, and you need to have an answer for them.
"I get that, but I have other problems to deal with as well. Someone put Tink under a spell and opened the Vault."
I see. That sounds familiar, but my memory is blurry. Slime-Beth slumped over, and Beth half expected her to collapse back into the tub. I'm afraid that I can't help with any of that. I haven't figured out how to make legs yet.
"You're stuck in there?"
Not unless you bring a really big bucket. A thin smile appeared on Slime-Beth's face. I'm still new at this.
"Welcome to the story of my life here. Or our life, however you want to phrase it."
I was going to suggest we put our heads together to figure out how to handle the horsemen. It's stressing me out so much that I've got a case of the ripples. As if to illustrate her point, ripples spread throughout slime-Beth's body.
That is really convenient, Beth thought as she looked at the floor, pretending to consider her clone's idea. Was Slime-Beth part of some insidious plot? To what end? For all she knew, the slime had been sentient since Oliver had been filtered out of her soul.
And why was there so much of it? Did it replicate over time? There were too many questions, and the only person who might have answers was in a magical Labyrinth back on Earth. Or under it. She really had no idea how any of that worked.
"You think we should divide the work?"
Slime-Beth nodded. The angel is highly likely to consider whatever the other horsemen bring to the table. We need to find a way to counter in a way that isn't obvious.
"Agreed." If the slime was part of the plot, she wasn't really telling Beth anything she didn't already know. "I'll come up with some ideas and we can talk later?"
Slime-Beth nodded. You know where to find me. Can I have a pen and paper?
"You've got it." Beth walked out of the room and saw Lily waiting on the bed.
"And?" Lily asked.
"Apparently, she's going to brainstorm ideas to outwit the horsemen while we try to figure out what's up with the Vault."
"That's really--"
Beth put her hand over Lily's mouth. "Nice of her. C'mon, I need to get her something to write with." She didn't need the succubus voicing any more suspicions out loud and tipping off her slimy double.
Lily licked Beth's palm, then smirked when she yanked her hand away. "Lead the way."
Beth went to her room to retrieve a pen and paper. She also managed to find a couple of pencils, figuring that the pen might quit working if it got slimed. She gave everything to Slime-Beth, who thanked her and started making notes to herself.
Once out in the hallway, Lily closed the door.
"We assume she's just gonna stay in the tub and not go down the drain or anything." The succubus lifted an eyebrow. "What do you think?"
"I think I hate this. Hold on." She opened the front door and walked outside. Death and Cecilia were sitting on the porch swing, deep in conversation.
"Ahem." Beth cleared her throat to get their attention, then turned toward Cecilia. "A word, if I may?"
Cecilia nodded and floated from her seated position through the chains of the swing. "Do you need something?" she asked.
"I do. Can you be invisible for a bit and keep an eye on our bathtub buddy? I just want to make sure nothing happens to her." It wasn't that she distrusted Cecilia, but what if the ooze could read her mind? Or maybe she would be able to see the banshee and the two of them would hit it off?
"I can." Cecilia waved to Death, who waved back, and then went inside. Beth followed her in, then watched Cecilia ascend the stairs, slowly vanishing with every step.
"Let's check on Kisa and Tink." Beth led the way to Kisa's bedroom on the second floor. The room itself was sparse of decoration. One of the walls was mirrored with a ballet barre and the floor consisted of polished hardwood. Kisa had a bed, a wardrobe, and a record player, and that was it.
Lying on Kisa's bed was Tink. At the foot of the bed was a large lump that opened brilliant, emerald eyes. They reflected the dim light that came in from the nearby window, and Kisa's tail twitched nervously behind her. If Beth hadn't been looking specifically for her, she doubted she would have seen her there.
"How is she?" asked Beth.
"Still out." When Kisa sat up, it almost looked like a magic trick. She could become very small when she wanted. "She keeps grinning in her sleep, so I guess that's a good sign."
"That's my doing." Lily crossed the room and sat down on the edge of the bed. "Her dreams were a solid jumble. A bunch of dark corridors and angry voices. Shit ton of goblins. They sound like they're speaking German."
"Could you go in there and ask what she saw?"
Lily frowned. "I can try. Being in there isn't like other heads I've been in. It's both very abstract and intensely detailed, and she's...distracted. "
Tink giggled, then let out a gasp. She clutched the blankets tight against her body and groaned.
"Tink best wife," she muttered in her sleep, then sighed contentedly.
"Well, no time like the present." Lily sat next to Tink. "Maybe her post-nut clarity will give me some answers. Take Kisa, see if she can help you sniff out your pet rat."
"I don't track by smell." Kisa slid out of bed and stretched. Her mouth opened wide, revealing all of her teeth. "Also, I have to tell you something. I haven't been feeling the best since last night. My whole body aches like I have the flu."
"You're sick?"
"I think I had a fever for a bit, but not anymore. Felt like the flu. Seems to be fading, but..." she yawned again. "I think Tink had something similar. May have just been a bug, or whatever. She kept wincing like she was in pain. Just thought you should know. Anyway, let's go."
The two of them did a quick search of the second floor. All of the rooms that the rats used were either empty or had a few of them about. Beth questioned them about Reggie's whereabouts, but none of them gave any indication that they understood what she was asking.
The study with large viewing windows that usually looked over an unexplored mountain-range now looked directly into the insulated walls of the house. It was most likely another world like the greenhouse, but there hadn't been a safe way to explore it. Now it just looked like the symptoms of a mad architect.
The first floor was empty as well. The office and the parlor were empty, and both were so cold that Beth shivered. This led to her and Kisa stopping in Beth's room so that she could put on a sweater.
The other rooms on the third floor were also empty. The Observatory no longer looked on eerie star fields but misty skies.
She and Kisa wandered out into the hallway. Beth leaned against the railing, her eyes on the first floor. From here, she could see part of the living room and the front door. Maybe even the door of the office if she leaned forward far enough.
"Where could they be?" asked Beth. She really hoped nothing had happened to Reggie or Jenny. It was starting to feel like everything that happened was part of some overarching plot, but she also wondered how much of that was just her imagination.
"I'm out of ideas," Kisa admitted. "I can't think of anywhere else to look for them. They didn't go into the Vault, did they?"
Beth shivered. "If so, then they're stuck there until someone who actually knows how to use magic can go back in." She wondered if the Grimoire would have a spell for locating someone.
"Beth?" Kisa was looking up at the ceiling.
When Beth looked up, she saw the small string dangling from the cord that released the spring activated door to the attic. She had noticed it a handful of times, but had never once considered what might be up there.
"Worth a look," she said. "But let me get reinforcements."
By reinforcements, she meant Tick Tock. When she walked into Mike's room, she could hear sloshing sounds from the tub. Once at the bed, she laid on her belly and slid underneath to grab the mimic and pull him out. Hopefully she wouldn't need his assistance, but he also had the Grimoire.
Back in the hall, she put her hands together over her knee to give Kisa a boost. The catgirl was very light and easily leapt into the air to grab the dangling cord. The door creaked and tilted, allowing a wooden ladder to slide free. Both Beth and Kisa leapt out of the way as it smacked into the floor, chipping the wood.
"Tink's gonna be pissed," Beth muttered.
"Then don't be around when she sees it." Kisa stared up into the darkness of the attic. "Guess you want me to go first?"
"Semi-invisible, phenomenal eyesight...I could go first, but if there are any surprises, I may fall on you."
"And squish me with your big ass..." Kisa immediately covered her mouth with both hands, her ears curling down. "Oh God, I'm sorry. That's how Tink has started referring to you."
"As big ass?" Beth frowned. She didn't think her ass was that big.
"Don't think of it as an insult, it isn't about weight. To her, everyone has a bigger ass. And it really is a step up from horny lawyer. You don't really practice law anymore, and...you know what? I'll just pop up and look around." Kisa went around Beth and scrambled up the ladder. She disappeared into the darkness without a sound.
A few moments later, Kisa reappeared and held a finger to her lips, and then waved Beth up.
Strange. Beth climbed the ladder.
The attic was very dark, but there was a soft glow emanating from a corner of the attic. Kisa took Beth's hands and led her in a circuitous route around large objects that Beth couldn't quite make out. She debated using the light on her phone, but the batteries were already running low.
As her vision acclimated, she realized that the light seemed to be seeping in from below the edges of the walls. Kisa crouched down in front of her and moved her fingers along the wall. Every few moments, she thought she heard a voice. It might have been Reggie's, but it was too faint to be sure.
"I don't see a door," Beth whispered. The two of them searched, though Beth wasn't very helpful. There was enough light to make out very large objects, but that was it.
The wooden slats of the wall were relatively smooth. She ran her hands along it carefully, worried about getting a nasty splinter. What was even up here? Dark shadows loomed over her, and they were all covered in protective blankets.
Nearly on the opposite side of the light source, she found an odd seam in the wood and felt around it. It was a square shape not much bigger than a dog door. When she pressed on the middle, she heard a soft click.
The wall sprang open, and she found herself looking into a dark tunnel. A similar light illuminated the opposite end.
"Good job," whispered Kisa, which nearly made Beth scream in fright. "I'll go first."
Kisa fit easily down the tunnel, but Beth did not. Her hips smacked against the edges of the tunnel, and she had to crawl on her belly to get through. She tried to get on her hands and knees, but it made her butt bump against the ceiling.
Big ass, indeed. She scowled and continued forward. Her knees ached from contact on the hard floor, and she banged her knee more than once. The tunnel took a ninety-degree turn, and she found herself staring into what looked like a child's playroom.



This is how I and my big ass die, she thought as she moved into the space.
Kisa was crouched nearby, and she was holding a finger to her lips again.
It was cold, and the dust made her want to sneeze. The walls had been decorated with stick figure drawings that she almost immediately recognized as people who lived in the house. Boxes had been stacked to make a maze, and Kisa led her through it. She heard someone speaking, and immediately recognized Reggie's voice.
"I don't think that's how it's supposed to work," he said. There was a clacking sound, followed by something hitting the wall. "That isn't very lady-like."
What the fuck? Beth moved behind Kisa, who was peering around the corner. The room they were in was tall enough to stand, but something about the attic had Beth fully paranoid about discovery.
A small tea table and chairs had been set up. Reggie sat across from Jenny. In the other seats were the dolls that had once filled the house. Beth remembered that there had been plenty of them, and had wondered where they all went. It was eerie seeing them sitting there, almost as if the room was a small gladiator arena.
Along the opposite wall, Reggie's King's Guard of rats had spread out. Half of them were napping while the others watched. On the table, a board game had been set up. The room was lit with an electric lantern that hovered in the air over the table.
"Reggie?" Beth stood and moved around the corner. When the rat king turned to look at her, she noticed one of the pieces on the game board move while he wasn't looking. It was an old chess set, and the pieces looked like they were made of marble.
"Ah, Lady Beth, hello." He turned back around and gestured at the table. "We are just having a friendly game of chess." His nose and whiskers twitched, and he reached out and pushed the piece that had moved, a rook, back to where it had been.
The rook wiggled and then shot from the table. It bounced off of a stuffed bear, which clapped its hands excitedly.
"Doesn't look friendly." Beth crouched down next to them. Jenny was sitting on the other side of the table, her doll unmoving. "How are you supposed to win if she just removes the pieces?"
"Neither of us is playing to win." He let out a long sigh. "Jenny brought me up here when she discovered how down I was. Thought it might do me some good to get away for a bit. This room is where she used to hide back before she was welcome downstairs, so there are many toys and games to play with."
"It looks like a child lived here." As a rule, children's rooms hidden in attics were generally bad news, Beth thought. Especially in scary movies.
"Indeed." Reggie moved a pawn forward, putting Jenny's queen in jeopardy. Apparently, Jenny didn't like that move, because his pawn slid the rest of the way across the table and then fired through the air and bounced off the wall. "Jenny was once a child's toy, you know. She doesn't talk about it, and I know better than to ask."
"Your people should be safe," Beth told him. "We found out that the house has been locked away from the real world. It's what was happening when Murray was yelling out front."
Reggie watched as Jenny's knight moved five squares forward to take his bishop. He picked up the bishop and the knight and put them back where they had started, then turned back to Beth. "Do you really believe my people are safe?"
"I have every reason to think so."
Reggie let out a sigh that sounded more like a squeak. "This is good news, indeed."
"There's more, though." Beth filled him on everything else that had happened. While he listened intently, he paused every few seconds to look at the board and undo Jenny's attempts to cheat. Once Beth was finished, he contemplated her for several moments.
"These are dangerous times," he said, then turned back toward Jenny. He tipped over his king and held out a paw toward the doll. "I yield. You have won this day."
Quitter. Jenny's voice was a whisper, yet came from everywhere at once. The lantern flickered above them as if it would go out.
"Yes, I am. But I fear that the others need us. We all have a part to play in restoring the house to its former glory." He adjusted his glasses and hopped down from his seat.
The lantern dropped out of the air, but Beth grabbed it before it could hit the table. Jenny hopped down from her seat and held her arms up, waiting to be picked up.
"I've got you." Beth picked the doll up and cradled her in one arm. "Do you have any idea how worried I was? I thought something bad had happened to you." As she turned, she saw a stack of board games against the wall. Most of them were very old, and she couldn't help but notice that one of them was a burnt copy of Clue. "Jenny, didn't we throw that away? You know that's a banned game."
"Sometimes we must be reminded of our past failures. Jenny kept it as a memento. Besides, there aren't enough pieces left to play a proper game." Reggie walked over to the box and placed a paw on it. "And to think I was so close to figuring out who the killer was."
"Your Majesty, might I remind you that we do not speak of the Clue incident?"
The walls around them groaned, and then Jenny's voice chuckled from the dark corners of the room.
I would have won, she added.
"You were cheating. That's not how we play family game night." Beth carried Jenny out of the room and was followed by Reggie and his rat guard. She started closing the secret door when Kisa bolted out, startling her. It was uncanny how she could forget that the catgirl was even there. Was it a similar spell to the geas? "Also, I think you should know that something escaped from the Vault."
What? The temperature dropped dramatically, and the dimly lit furniture in the room shook.
Beth gave Jenny and Reggie an abbreviated version of events as they exited the attic. Once on the floor, she set Jenny down next to Reggie and had Kisa help her push the attic door back up. Cecilia poked her head through the wall to check on them, gave Beth a thumbs up, then went back to her surveillance.
The group headed to Kisa's bedroom, where Lily sat over Tink. Her face was flushed, and she kept licking her lips. She opened her eyes when they came in, and a bead of sweat rolled down her forehead.
"Everything okay?" Beth asked.
"Yeah." Lily removed her hands from Tink's head. "Just trying to mind meld with a brain-damaged genius who is currently dreaming about being gangbanged by Romeo."
"There's only one of him," Kisa said from behind Beth.
"Not in her mind. She's got an entire reverse harem in there. For example, she has one that lives in the bath and is made of water, one that's a ghost who sits on the porch..." Lily smirked. "I may have gotten distracted getting to know the one with wings and a tail."
"But what about the Vault?" Beth set Jenny down on the record player.
"Hmm." The succubus shook her head. "When Tink realized that the house had been transported, she ran to check on the Vault. You know how all those portals closed? She was worried that the Vault wouldn't be there anymore, which meant it was no longer properly sealed."
"I guess that makes sense. What happened?"
"She saw that it had been opened but was taken out before she could see anything else. The sleeping spell that put her down wasn't a minor enchantment by any means. We're talking Rip Van Winkle caliber shit. She's out at least a few more days. We'll have to figure out how to keep her hydrated."
"Fuck." Beth walked over to the window and looked outside. The mist shifted ominously around the perimeter of the home. She half expected dark shapes to flit around in it. "So it means that someone else was in the house."
"And likely still is. There really isn't anywhere to go." Lily crossed her arms. "But let's address the real issue. Whoever did this was allowed in the house. Romeo hasn't invited anybody new in quite some time, other than Eulalie. And she was in the Library when it vanished."
The implications made Beth sick to her stomach. Whoever was causing trouble inside the house had been there for some time. She didn't think it was her doppelganger upstairs, Slime-Beth couldn't even get out of her tub yet. That meant whoever was doing this was someone that had been in the house all this time.
"Ah, looks like my point is finally sinking in." Lily crossed her legs and leaned back on Tink's bed. "Whoever did this to Tink and opened the Vault..."
"Is still here with us," Beth finished. She looked around at the others. There wasn't a single reason she could think of for anybody in the room to betray them. Jenny was probably the only one who could have gotten away with doing something right under their noses. But despite the Clue incident, Beth trusted the little doll.
Was it Kisa? She could be essentially invisible. But why? It occurred to her that everybody was a potential suspect. Was that part of the intent? To tear them apart while they dealt with the horsemen?
"How do we figure out who did it?" she asked, then met Lily's gaze.
There was a loud splat from the hallway, like mud being dropped from a great distance. Puzzled, Beth walked out of Kisa's room, followed closely by Lily. At the end of the hallway, a large green mass had accumulated at the edge of the stairs and was moving their way.
"Is that... who I think it is?" Lily looked at Beth with concern on her face. Her question was answered when the slime pushed upward and formed into a naked torso. Slime-Beth's features were fixed in exaggerated horror as she pointed up the stairs with both hands.
"What's wrong?" Beth asked, but the slime continued to point.
"Let me check." Lily moved down the hall and had ascended a few of the stairs when her clicking heels came to a stop. "Mother fucker!" she swore.
Beth raced down the hall, nearly slipping in her doppelganger. Lily moved her tail over to let Beth through, but she never finished climbing the stairs.
Hovering horizontally in the hallway was Cecilia. The banshees hair floated around her as if she was sinking in a pool of invisible water, her hands crossed over her chest. Her eyes were closed, and her lips were pulled into a grimace.
"Cecilia?" Beth moved to the banshee's side and tried to touch her, but her hands passed through. "Cecilia!"
"She's...sleeping." Lily was by her side, her palm hovering over the banshee. "Dreaming, even. But how? Banshees don't sleep!"
"I just saw her not that long ago, right before we came to check on you and Tink." Her heart was pounding so loud that she could hear it. That meant that Cecilia had been attacked while she was in the room with everyone else. The only people not present were her doppelganger and Death. Did this mean that the slime was the culprit?
But then why had Slime-Beth gone to the trouble to let them know? Was this a trick? She looked down the hallway at the other doors. They were all closed. If it wasn't the slime girl, then was the culprit still up here with them?
Lily was already moving down the hall. She opened up the bedroom doors and took a peek inside, then moved to the Observatory. Beth held her breath, fearing that the succubus would simply disappear. After a few minutes, Lily came back out, shaking her head.
"No sign of anyone." Her shoulders slumped. "This is almost as bad as the Clue incident."
Beth sighed. Things were bad all right, and the last thing she wanted was to be reminded of the Clue incident. "Let's figure out how to bring her with us. Maybe Jenny can do it? I want everyone gathered up somewhere downstairs where we can keep an eye on each other. Nobody goes anywhere alone starting now. Agreed?"
For just a moment, Lily looked like she was going to say something snarky. However, she glanced over at Cecilia and just nodded her head.
"Agreed."

🏠🏠🏠

Abella stood on the roof of the barn, her wings spread wide as the morning sun provided her with much-needed energy. The previous night's fight had been exhausting on its own, and her use of the heartfire had drained her reserves.
The large shadow she cast stretched behind her and touched the edge of the cabin. From where she stood, she could hear the quiet voices within. The night had been touch and go as Yuki fought to keep Mike alive using the potions that Zel had sent with him.
Throughout the night, Abella had felt an odd tingling in her chest. It came and went, but now that the sun was up, it seemed to be gone for good. Though it had bothered her, the spiral fractures in her left wing concerned her even more.
She could heal from a wound over time, but if her wing shattered, there was no way to fix it. Though it was rarely spoken about, it wasn't uncommon for her kind to throw themselves from buildings if they broke a wing. Losing the sky was considered a fate far worse than death.
As she looked over at the cabin, she could think of something far worse. The realization that she could have lost Mike had cemented a new reality for her. She would likely live for centuries, or even thousands of years. Her kind didn't age past maturity. The stone of her body would weather like any stone, and her time at the house protected her from the elements.
One day, she would be forced to live without him. It was a scary idea, a thought so powerful that it made the world tilt beneath her feet.
Mike moaned, and Yuki whispered words of comfort. The kitsune hadn't left his side, and Abella could hear the exhaustion in her voice. They were all battered and bruised, and if Leeds somehow returned in the near future, they wouldn't have the strength to hold him off.
Velvet bustled around the house, bringing food to Bigfoot and Yuki. The Arachne kept humming little melodies to herself as she moved through the cabin, the hairs on her legs brushing against each other on occasion. It wasn't lost on Abella that Velvet had tried to rescue her from the Wendigo. Had the Arachne done it for her sake, or Mike's?
It also wasn't lost on her that Mike had gotten hurt trying to save Yuki. She wanted to be angry at him for it, but how could she? It was no different from what she would have done for him. It gave her plenty to think about as she passed the hours up on the roof.
Her reverie was interrupted by the creaking of wood, and she turned around to see a large hand appear on the edge of the roof. Bigfoot pulled himself up without a sound and crouched down in her shadow.
"I didn't hear you coming." She narrowed her eyes at him. If not for the roof, he could have gotten right behind her.
"It's my specialty." He grimaced and turned his body so that he could lie down. "I couldn't stand to be inside any longer. The others think I'm out on patrol again, but it isn't necessary."
She noticed now that he was lying on the portion of the roof facing away from the cabin. "Why the deception?"
Bigfoot frowned, then sat forward. "Leeds may be a coward, but he's smart. We hurt him badly last night and he'll need time to recover. The Wendigo may come back someday, but it'll be a while. You killed its host, and it can't just possess the first poor bastard it comes upon. There are rules." He lifted up a twelve-pack of beer. "You want one?"
"No, thank you."
"Good. More for me." These beers were in cans, and he didn't bother with the tab. He jammed his thumb into the lip and poked a hole for him to drink from.
"You seem to think you know Leeds pretty well."
Bigfoot sighed, then sucked down the contents of the can in just a few seconds. He smashed it into a thin disc and set it down on the roof, then opened another. "I do. Wish I didn't."
Abella waited for him to continue. Bigfoot slammed two more beers and then finally slowed his pace on the fourth.
"He and I were friends," he finally told her, his glistening eyes on the forest. "At least, I thought we were."
"How could you be friends with someone like that?"
He grimaced. "When we first met, we fought something fierce. I thought something evil had invaded the forests, that was kind of my thing for a few centuries. I had a much larger range then, and heard rumors of some bat-winged bastard causing trouble for the new locals. Didn't care much for them, but the tribes in the area were seeing it, too."
"So what happened?" she asked.
"Loneliness. Over the decades, my forests were chopped down, my tribes decimated. The white man was hungry to shoot anything it didn't understand with those guns of theirs. I once watched them shoot a herd of buffalo in cold blood, then leave the remains behind." He shuddered, then sucked down another can. "I actually came across him one night by accident. Little bastard was sittin' in the forest trying to read a book. If you can believe it, he was fuckin' crying to himself. I had already had a bad day and thought it was odd to see him so vulnerable, so I made one of the biggest mistakes in my life.
"I talked to him. Turned out that he and I had quite a bit in common. Our beginnings couldn't have been any more different, but we shared that thread of loneliness. My kind had been disappearing over the years, and it was nice to speak with someone that was like me. Just another cryptid."
"I understand the loneliness all too well." She dipped her head in reverence. "Do not fault yourself for giving in."
"Well, I do. You see, we became thick and thin for a while. Leeds has never had a family, not one that loved him anyway. His body was traded to a dark entity, a demon, and he is forced to live out his days in that taxidermic shitfest he calls a body. It's also why you can't kill him--his body is made mostly of shadows and magic. You can hurt him, you can make him go away, but he cannot be put in the ground."
Abella thought immediately of Lily. "Does that mean the demon is still around somewhere?"
Bigfoot nodded. "Somewhere out there is a demon wearing Leeds' skinsuit, and probably being a ripe cunt about it, too. We spent over a century trying to find any clues that would help him. Thought maybe if we caught the demon, we could force them to change back. Never made any headway. Think it fucked Leeds up pretty bad, to be honest. His family didn't want him, nobody wants him. He can read minds, too. Knows what people think of him. Drives him absolutely nuts."
"So if you are friends, then why is he here trying to kill us?"
The sasquatch sighed. "Honestly, I don't know. He's always had these ambitions that never really pan out, but I think that maybe he's here for revenge. You see, when we parted ways, it was under pretty severe terms. Late eighteen-hundreds, the two of us got into it over humans. He had started killing them for sport, and I didn't take kindly to this. For one, it brought the men in white coats. Never been much of a fan. But two...he wasn't targeting humans that mattered. He was going after women and children, former slaves, people that nobody would miss. His intent sounded noble, but his reality was as monstrous as he is."
"I understand this. My kind, we were often faced with fighting to survive or fleeing for our lives. It was not an easy choice to make."
Bigfoot rubbed his nose, then drew a finger across his eye. Dark stains had formed on his fur in the corners of his face. "We are peaceful. Or we used to be. Back before this land was colonized, I used to run wild with the deer, or wrestle bears for fun. The tribes, I looked out for those who revered me and avoided those who despised me. I was a danger to nobody, happy to be left on my own.
"But now? I can't even go anywhere without being afraid of being spotted. I didn't use to care, but those assholes always find out, and they always come for me."
"The Order?"
"Do you know why they're called that?" Bigfoot shifted so that he could see her better. "Because they want to help, to keep the peace. They are doing what I have been doing for centuries, only I got forced into early retirement. Chupacabra tried to wander up here one time, and I chased that little shit back down to the southern border. It was never personal, it was about maintaining a balance. But that was before the balance included humans!"



He picked up a can and crushed it in his massive hands. It exploded, showering him with beer. "Now they show up with their wands and their swords! And they boss everyone around under the guise of maintaining peace between humans and cryptids? Well, what about me? What about my peace? Forced to live out here in hiding, just because people want to take selfies with me? And don't get me wrong, I loved living here, but my nieces? There's an entire world out there for them, but nobody is ever going to offer it to them!"
Abella winced. Bigfoot's voice was now loud enough that it hurt her ears. Down below, she saw Velvet open the door of the cabin and look around.
"Everything okay? Is Uncle Foot up there with you?" she asked.
"Shit, fuck..." Bigfoot laid flat on his back and slid further down the roof. His left arm snagged on a shingle, causing one arm to hang comically above his body.
Abella looked down at Velvet. "How is Mike feeling?" she asked.
"Still the same. Yuki thinks he's turned a corner, but..." Velvet shrugged, seemingly unaware that Abella had changed the subject. "I wish I knew if he was going to be okay."
"And Dana?"
"Still have her locked in the closet. We think we have a way to fix her, but we need Mike to wake up first."
"I see." Abella turned her eyes back to the forest. "Then I shall continue to keep watch."
"Sounds good." Velvet turned to go inside, then paused in the door. "Don't let him drink that whole twelve pack. It gives him the farts and he can't sleep outside tonight." She went inside and closed the door.
"Dammit, fuzzy girl." Bigfoot rubbed at his eyes. "Knows me too well."
"You don't seem like the type to get weepy after just a few beers," Abella pointed out.
He chuckled, then sat up. "I have a stash out in the woods. I may have hit it a little hard this morning before coming up here. Probably should quit. I'm struggling with this whole thing, just so you know. Not just Leeds. The girls. I know that at least one of them is leaving here, I can feel it in my bones."
Abella's lips pursed together. She didn't really want to discuss the Arachne coming home with them. "Why does it upset you so if they leave?"
"It goes back to being lonely. In the last few decades, I've been happier than I can remember. I had a best friend, two of them, in fact. Ana and I were pretty close, but nowhere near as close as I was with Darren. Thought of him like a brother. Gah,!I see so much of him in my little fluffy girl that it hurts." He placed a hand against his chest and winced. "What we had out here now decays like a fallen tree. I can still see the shape of it everywhere I look, but it's fading into the forest and will eventually be gone. Majesty can be found even in the end of things, but then Leeds shows up and spoils what's left of it, that rotten bastard! Puts my girl in danger, pisses all over my memories here!"
When Bigfoot went to grab another beer, Abella crossed the roof and slapped it out of his hand. Using her tail, she knocked the rest of the twelve-pack off the roof.
"I think you've had enough," she said.
"Has anyone ever told you that you shouldn't piss off Bigfoot?" he asked, his voice suddenly dangerous.
"Your fur looks tough. Is it fire-proof?" She bared her teeth at him, then wrinkled her nose. "You stink."
"Yeah, I suppose I do." He sighed. "I guess you're right. I should probably go soak in the river, sober up a bit. It won't do us any good if I spend all day getting drunk. You all need me. My girls need me. I have better things to do than feel sorry for myself."
Abella had said none of these things but nodded her head in agreement.
"You're a good listener." He slid toward the edge of the roof and then turned to look at her. "Thanks for--"
Suddenly off balance, he tipped over the edge and landed hard on the ground below. A couple seconds after landing, he let out a long fart that reached Abella's nostrils, making her flinch in disgust. Her eyes twitched as she held her breath and leaned over the edge to check on him.
"You okay?" she asked.
Down below, Bigfoot was sprawled on the hard ground, his brown eyes focused on the sky. With one hand, he toyed with the hair on his chin, wrapping it around his finger into a tight curl.
"Yeah. I've had worse." With a groan, he stood and walked toward the nearest tree. "Thanks again," he told her, then stepped behind it and vanished.
Shaking her head in disbelief, she took her post on the edge of the barn once more. The sun was out and it was a beautiful day. She would do her best to soak it all in, because even though Bigfoot thought they were safe for now, she had a sneaking suspicion that the worst was yet to come.
As the sun climbed higher, she decided to go do some reconnaissance. She jumped from the roof of the barn hard enough that the roof creaked in dismay. The cabin became a tiny dot below her as she ascended in a spiral. She could see where her heartfire had scorched thick lines through the forest. Bigfoot had dug a mass grave for the Nirumbi about a quarter of a mile from the cabin. It was meant to be a temporary measure, but Abella worried that they would start to rot once the sun came up.
She thought back to when she had lost her brother to the Arachne. It had been during one of the outbreaks of the plague. The sight of bodies on the street had become an everyday occurrence, and nobody had wanted to get too close to them for fear of catching the plague and joining the ranks of the dead. The difference between a plague-riddled corpse and one drained of its fluids wasn't readily visible, and the Arachne had just been tossing their finished meals into the gutters where they were eventually found and collected.
They had preyed on the poor. If a starving family of five went missing overnight, nobody thought twice about it. All of these details had come to light once the clan started their investigation, but there was little to be done.
Abella stayed higher than normal, half expecting to be snagged out of the sky by those shadowy tendrils. If she was going to get yanked down again, she wanted plenty of room to try and maneuver a safe landing. Her wing ached something fierce, and she had no doubt that she might shatter it.
Her patrol revealed very little. The Nirumbi's tracks disappeared into rocky formations that likely led to tunnels. There were other tracks she didn't recognize, but none of them were remotely close to the cabin. Were there other creatures that weren't willing to participate in the fight?
Of Leeds, there was no trace. She wondered if he hid underground with the Nirumbi, or if he used his magic to hide in plain sight. Each shadow was a potential threat, and it made her jumpy.
She made it to the edge of the barrier and was disgruntled to discover that it was still in place. It wasn't worth investigating further, she would leave that to Yuki. On her way back to the cabin, the sun was already beginning its descent. Would the Nirumbi return with nightfall? Or had they bought themselves some time?
She landed next to the barn instead of on it, then folded her wings around her body and walked toward the cabin. It sounded like Bigfoot was inside, she could hear him talking to Quetzalli. There was a constant rattling sound, which she guessed was Dana.
She was almost at the door when she heard a different sound coming from the barn. It was the sound of someone crying.
Curious, she walked over to the barn, her tail dragging behind her in the snow. The heat of the day had thinned the snow out, and the bloody spots in the yard were now a pale pink as a result. When she walked inside the barn, she saw Velvet standing over by her father's jeep, her face in her hands.
She hesitated. Did she really feel like playing amateur counselor with Velvet? At best, they were temporary allies, and she knew that she wouldn't feel like sharing her own problems with the Arachne.
"Abella?" Velvet turned around, her cheeks stained with tears. "I heard you coming. You have no idea how glad I am to see you!"
"Hmm." That wasn't the reaction she had expected!
"I need your help." Velvet wiped her tears away, then turned back to the car. "Something happened while you were gone."
"Mike?" A feeling of dread settled in her gut.
"No, not that. But...almost as bad." Her shoulders tightened up, and Abella realized that Velvet was holding her sword. "I need your help with something."
Wary, Abella moved toward the car but kept herself against the walls of the barn. The place was even more trashed than before, and dark streaks ran up the walls where fires had almost caught. "With what?" she asked.
"You hate my kind. That's okay, I get it. It's a good thing." Velvet turned to face the gargoyle and let out a heavy sigh. "I need you to do something for me that I can't do myself."
Abella frowned, but she was close enough now to see that something was sitting in the passenger seat of the car. She moved a bit closer and felt her entire body go numb when she realized what it was.
It was a clutch of eggs. Each one was like a giant, oblong pearl, and they were bundled together in a silken sack of webs.
"When?" Abella growled, her tail whipping behind her. With the others around, she couldn't believe that the Arachne had found a way to get him alone. And yet she now stared at the result in Velvet's hands.
"It doesn't matter." Velvet's features threatened to fracture, her eyes filled with anguish. "I need you to help me destroy them!"
Abella didn't have words for this, but her eyes flicked to the blade in Velvet's hand.
"Oh, sorry." Velvet put the sword away in her pocket. "I...this...about an hour ago, I felt them coming. So I snuck out here to lay them. Nobody else knows."
"They are dangerous!" Abella whispered angrily. "Why would you do such a thing?"
"Please understand. It was the urge to mate, it was overwhelming, but it's more than that." Velvet picked up one of the eggs. It was roughly the size of an eggplant. "When I'm around Mike, I can't help myself. It's like the world is ice-cold, and he's a warm blanket I can bury myself under. I feel complete when I'm around him, it was all I could do just to wander off and do this! Danger speeds up the quickening process, it's a survival mechanism!"
She held the egg out toward Abella, who took a step away from it. "When I hold them, I can see their strengths. It's like staring into the night sky, each one of them a star sparkling with possibilities. They are absolutely flawless, probably the most dangerous Arachne to walk the world in over a century."
"And you want me to destroy them? Why? If you know they are so dangerous, why don't you do it?"
Velvet's lower lip trembled. Her voice broke between words, as if there wasn't enough air to speak. "Because I can see what they look like," she whispered, then picked up one of the eggs. "This one has my father's eyes and Mike's nose. And this one over here has Mike's hair and my father's grin. I've only ever loved two humans in my entire life, and when I think about destroying them, I..." She bit her lip hard enough to draw blood, a single bead of it running down her chin before her tongue licked it away. Her hands went to the dog tags around her neck and she squeezed them. "My father's legacy deserves better than this, but I can't help but feel like I'm losing him all over again. It's almost like a cruel prank played on me by Mother Nature."
"I think I understand." Abella moved closer, still wary of a trap. "I didn't think this would be a problem for an Arachne. Your kind has always seemed so...methodical."
"It shouldn't be, but..." Velvet shook her head. "I have too much of my father's humanity in me. It's what makes me so flawed."
Abella thought about this for a moment. The barn was silent, save for the sound of the wind blowing through the slats, giving her plenty of time to think. She approached the jeep and moved a hand toward the eggs, curious how Velvet would react.
For a moment, it looked like the Arachne would stop her, but Velvet held firm, her eyes welling up. Abella picked up an egg and was surprised at how warm it was. The future of the Arachne was in her hands, and the only reason Velvet couldn't do it herself was because she wasn't the monster that her kind needed her to be.
"Maybe...I think that maybe you've got it wrong," Abella told her. "Your father's humanity is precious. It is a gift that allows you to relate to the world in a whole different way. Instead of seeing it as a flaw, you should think of it as the thing that makes you...special."
Velvet opened her eyes and looked at Abella, those dark orbs of her shimmering.
"Do you want to be here when it happens?" Abella asks.
Velvet whimpered. "Do I have to be?" she whispered.
"No." Abella picked up all the eggs. "Are these all of them?"
Velvet nodded.
"You can trust me. Go wait outside." Once the words crossed Abella's lips, Velvet bolted out of the barn. Not wanting to prolong the process, Abella set the eggs on the ground and lifted her foot.
Yet, she hesitated. For just a moment, she could see them. She could never have children with Mike herself, nor did she want to. Yet the idea that she was destroying something he created pained her. It also made her appreciate Velvet's sacrifice far more.
Instead of slamming her foot down, she lowered it gently. The eggs were tough, but they cracked beneath her weight. The moment the yolks ran into the dirt, she heard Velvet let out a mournful wail outside of the barn. The musty smell of the barn was briefly overpowered by the odor of ozone, but with another sniff it was gone.
Determined to complete the job, she crushed them all until the shells were tiny fragments. As she ground them up beneath her feet, she couldn't help but think about how the Arachne had dragged her brother to the top of that church and repeatedly slammed him into the ground. All she had seen was the ruthlessness in their eyes, their absolute lack of humanity.
Would these have been any different? Outside the barn, Velvet's wails diminished into hiccuping sobs. It was the sound of a mother's grief. Abella paused for a moment, the sound rocking her. It wasn't an emotion she had ever expected to see in an Arachne, and she couldn't help but feel sadness at the mess beneath her feet. Determined to see the deed through, she used her talons to dig a hole and then pushed the remains of the eggs inside. The burial was easy, and she used her tail to smooth out the ground.
When she walked outside, she found Velvet huddled against the wall of the barn. The Arachne was crying, her legs splayed on the ground. Abella helped her stand and then wrapped her arms around Velvet in a tight embrace and became a rock for her to lean on.

🏠🏠🏠

The fridge in Murray's kitchen rattled briefly before letting out a sigh and going silent. Eulalie threw a dirty glance at it, hoping that it wouldn't decide to break down. Murray's interior aesthetic trended toward what the early eighties aspired to, and she was quite convinced that the fridge was no different.
She turned her attention back to the computer and was about to change cameras when she felt the thread she had attached to their intruder shift. It was the tiniest of movements, but already she was across the room and climbing the stairs.
Sofia, who had been asleep on the couch, leapt to her feet and followed. She squinted against the bright light of morning and stumbled on one of the steps. The floor creaked beneath Sofia, and Eulalie frowned at the noise.
"Sorry," Sofia muttered. "Didn't sleep well. Felt like I had the flu or something for a bit."
"As long as you're okay now."
"I am." Sofia continued up, and Eulalie followed. They opened the door to Murray's room and walked inside. The intruder was holding perfectly still, and she wasn't even entirely certain that he was breathing.
"Enough of that." Sofia pushed past Eulalie and extended her sword. Using the flat of her blade, she slapped it against the stranger's belly. The sound was loud, and his whole body jerked. A thin welt appeared across his sagging gut.
"Why did you do that?" asked Eulalie.
"He was attempting astral projection." She swatted his belly again. "Maybe remote viewing, or trying to contact someone, I don't know. But if he keeps it up, I'm going to start using the edge," she declared.
"Ow, enough, please." He turned his head back and forth. Eulalie figured he was trying to find a gap in the pillowcase to look through, but she had already checked. "Why are you doing this to me?"
"Why are you breaking into places with a magic wand?" Sofia dragged the tip of her sword along his foot, then up his calf. "Don't give me that innocent bullshit. Let's skip ahead to the part where you tell me something useful."
"I...uh..." he shifted. "I have to go to the bathroom."
"So go." Sofia now ran the blade up his thigh. "Nobody is stopping you."
The man sighed. "If you insist."
"Wait." Eulalie placed her hand on the man's belly and gave Sofia a dirty look. She really didn't want to deal with the mess, and would be able to smell it throughout the house. "Perhaps we can come to an agreement."
"I'm listening." His voice was gravelly now.
"Why don't we start with just a few basic questions. Nothing invasive, just some basic manners. For instance, what is your name?"
He tilted his head in her direction. "Names are a powerful thing," he told them. "How do I know you aren't a witch who--"
WHAP! The flat of the blade smacked him on the bottom of his foot. Sofia grinned.
"Ow, fuck!" He jerked in his bonds. "You can call me Cyrus!"
"Okay, Cyrus. Nice to meet you." Eulalie moved her hands up to his neck. She could see the beating of his heart through his carotid artery. As she watched his pulse, she couldn't help but think she had heard that name before. "Why did you break into our house?"
"It isn't your house," Cyrus declared. "But I answered your question, so you owe me one."
Sofia slapped him again, but this time, he didn't utter a sound.
"Hmm. Looks like a protective aura is around him now." Sofia put her hand an inch above his skin. "Here, you can feel it. It's kind of like an electrical field."
Eulalie obeyed. Her fingertips felt like they were full of pins and needles.
"What happened to Murray?" Cyrus turned his head back and forth, as if trying to figure out where they were standing. "Did you hurt him?"
"Owner of this house? We're not sure." Eulalie looked at Sofia. There were so many lines to pluck at right now, but she didn't know where to proceed.
"Not sure isn't a great answer," Cyrus grumbled.
"Why does it matter?" Sofia asked.
"Because I want to know what kind of people I'm dealing with," he answered.
"We didn't hurt him. Is he a friend of yours?" Sofia asked, the tip of the blade now teasing his nipple. Her lips had parted slightly, and Eulalie wondered if she was getting off on this.
Cyrus paused, then shook his head. "I know everyone who lives on this street."
"Why?" Eulalie asked.
"Nope. My turn." He flinched when Sofia poked his nipple. "Why are you watching the Radley house?"
Eulalie and Sofia looked at each other.
"What makes you think we're--"
"Please, I have to pee. I'm an old man who got knocked out last night." He let out a disgruntled sigh. "I've been watching your drone. Not sure how you got the pet rats to do patrols, but I can also tell that something happened over at the house."
"What makes you such an expert?" Sofia asked. "On the house, I mean."
Cyrus groaned. "Please, I really have to pee."
Eulalie pursed her lips together, and then looked at Sofia.
"I can take him," Sofia said. "If he tries anything, I'll just kill him."
Eulalie wasn't certain how serious Sofia was, but nodded. They untied him and Sofia marched him into the bathroom and pointed him toward the toilet. Once he was done, he was marched back to the bed and then held down while Eulalie retied her webs.



"What kind of rope is this?" he asked. "It feels like silk."
"I pulled it out of my ass. Now spill. Why are you watching the Radley house?"
"It wasn't just me. I was curious about the place for my own reasons, but there was someone else watching it, too. That meant there must be something worth watching." He let out a sigh. "Or there was. It's been a couple of months since I've seen the others. I originally thought that maybe they came back and did something to the house."
"What makes you think something happened?" asked Sofia.
"I am...was considered an expert in extraplanar spellcraft. I can tell that something massive happened right at the edge of the property, either a rift was opened, or something worse. I haven't been around much lately, the weather makes my joints hurt, but I assume it was recent. The only reason I even came last night was that I tracked a gargoyle who tossed a statue off of a church back to the house. Wondered if something had happened, so I've been snooping around a bit more than usual."
Sofia rolled her eye and mouthed the word Abella.
"So a planar disturbance, huh?" Eulalie tapped her fingers on the frame of the bed. "How does one become an expert on such a thing?"
"I was a member of a secret society," he answered. "But I'm retired now."
"So why are you watching our house?" Sofia asked. "You still didn't answer that."
"You live there?" he asked. "Then you must know Lily."
"Lots of people know Lily," Sofia responded. "Bad people."
"What about Dana?"
"Same answer," Eulalie replied.
She could see him swallow hard. When he spoke, his voice croaked a little. "Tick Tock?"
She looked at Sofia, who shrugged.
"We're at an impasse," Eulalie explained. "For all we know, you are pumping us for information about our friends. Give us something better to work with."
"I last saw them in Hawaii," he explained.
A lightbulb went off in Eulalie's head. She remembered where she had heard the name. "Who did you fight there?"
"A dragon-man named Tristan Edge. The fight went poorly for my people." Cyrus let out a sigh. "It's sort of the reason I'm in retirement."
Eulalie had heard this story from Lily and seen bits and pieces of it. Once she and Dana had left Oregon, Eulalie had tracked the two of them by hacking into cameras and then deleting the footage. Once in Hawaii, it had been quite tricky to track down footage from the Black Palace and delete it. She hadn't watched any of it, because it had been far more important to destroy all of the footage so that nobody would know about Dana's existence. There had been an unexpected team-up with the Order to take down a man who had been eating virgins to become a dragon.
"You were a member of the Order." She took a step back, her eyes narrowing. The Order had tried to kill her parents before she was born.
He nodded.
"So then why are you here?"
"Truthfully? I'm not really sure. Things went very bad for us in Hawaii, and I was forced to confront some truths that were difficult to swallow. Lily, against her better judgment, I'm sure, spared me. I was able to track her here but wasn't sure what the next step was. I didn't know if Mike was a threat. It's kind of what I used to do."
Eulalie looked over at Sofia, who had gone red in the face. Her shoulders were tensed up, and when she saw Eulalie looking, she turned to face the wall.
"So you were here to hurt him?" Eulalie asked.
"No. Just to watch. After the things I saw in Hawaii, I don't know that I could do much against him or your friends. Hell, I didn't even know you had a gargoyle until I tracked it here. There are rumors out there about your house, stories that don't quite add up. You have some very powerful enemies."
She wanted him to elaborate but decided against it. "Does the Order know about us?"
He chuckled. "They didn't when I left. Whatever you are doing in that house hasn't violated the Covenant, so you're well below their radar."
"Covenant?"
Sofia turned around with a sneer on her lips. "We haven't done anything to upset their precious Balance." She did finger quotes around this last word. "Namely, reveal that magic still exists."
"It's a bit more complicated, but yes." He sighed under the pillowcase. "When I came inside and saw a cyclops, which are supposed to be extinct, wielding one of our swords, I must admit that I panicked. Your kind's reputation for ferocity precedes you."
"My kind wouldn't be extinct if you assholes hadn't attacked us." She rotated the blade and pressed it against Cyrus' neck. "All because we had formed a sanctuary away from humans! We just wanted to be left alone!"
This was an interesting revelation, Eulalie thought. She desperately wanted to pluck at that thread and see it unwind, but now wasn't the best time for it.
"It was a knee-jerk reaction on my part," he admitted. "Ever since I was a child, I have been subjected to the Order's indoctrination. I've only recently come to understand that the world isn't as black and white as I thought it was. Lily and Dana helped me see that. When I saw that sword in your hands, all I could think of were the old stories, tales of one-eyed warriors capable of taking down a dozen men on their own. You should know that I'm trying damn hard to be a better person, but decades of training are hard to overcome, especially when I think I'm about to get ripped in half."
Eulalie saw the edge of the sword tremble slightly. She stepped forward and put her hand on Sofia's, pushing the blade away from Cyrus' throat.
"Tell me more about extraplanar spellcraft. Do you know what happened to the house?"
He shook his head. "I was more interested in who else was watching the house, so no. I didn't have much time to look into it. Let me put on some clothes and I'll be happy to take a look for you."
She could use this. Precautions would be taken, but the man would make an invaluable ally. "I think that we may be on the same side, but you should know that we don't trust you. Don't take it personally."
He let out a sigh of relief. "I don't. I wouldn't trust me, either. But I owe the succubus. How's that for irony? Tried to snuff her out on two separate occasions and she still saved my life."
"Hmm." Eulalie grabbed Sofia by the hand and led her from the room. Once out in the hall, she closed the door and turned to the cyclops. "So what do you think?" she whispered.
Sofia's face was scrunched up so hard that she looked like an angry muppet. "I don't know that we can trust him, but..."
"But you think he could help us figure out the next step?"
She nodded. "I hate this, by the way."
"I know." Eulalie put her hand on the door, then looked down the stairs. "Take him outside. I'll get ahold of Suly and the two of you can escort him to the house. I don't know that our new friend's emotional metamorphosis is ready to handle all this." She sprawled her legs out for emphasis. "And I definitely don't want his people finding out."
"Done. I'll keep him bagged until he's outside." Sofia put her hand on the door and paused. "But are you sure?"
Eulalie nodded. "If Lily let him go, it was for a reason."
"The two of you must have really hit it off," Sofia remarked. "Guess I don't see it."
Eulalie thought back to when Lily had come out to the cabin. For most of the time she was there, her father's night terrors had gone away. For months after, her father had commented about the lovely dreams he had experienced involving their mother. She knew it hadn't been a coincidence.
"Let's just say I owe her as well." She pushed the door open, revealing that Cyrus was holding perfectly still. Staring at his helpless form, all she could think about was that her ropework could be so much better. "We're going to play nice for now," she told him. "But step out of line--"
"And you'll kill me?" She could almost hear him smiling.
"Please. We are women of sophistication." She walked over to the bed and tapped on his toe, making him flinch. "I will tie you to a chair and make you watch as I eat your fucking hands and feet. We'll make a game about how much of you is left when you finally kick the bucket."
"That doesn't sound very sophisticated," he said, the humor now gone from his voice.
"We'll be wearing fancy dresses with hats. You can wear a tie if you want, we have plenty of clip-ons lying around here." She moved to his ankles and started undoing her webs. "It will be fancy as fuck."
He went silent. It wasn't until she started undoing his wrists that he asked "What are you?"
When she leaned toward him to respond, she didn't know what she was going to say. However, she noticed a small group of rats watching from the nearby dresser and decided to improvise.
"I'm the Rat Queen," she whispered in his ear. "So don't disappoint me."

🏠🏠🏠

The sun melted into the horizon, sending steam up into the sky that turned into colossal cloud butterflies that danced overhead. Mike was leaning back into Velvet's torso, her legs splayed around them in the sand.
He felt weak, as if he'd been running for days. Velvet stroked his hair, occasionally wrapping it around her fingers. There had been a period of time where the sun had set and darkness had fallen across the Dreamscape. Despite everyone's best efforts, darkness had eventually come for the island. During this time, he could see and hear nothing. If not for the feeling of Velvet's arms around him, he would have simply let go and accepted his fate.
When the sun had finally risen, the island had been reborn. Large swaths of it had been wiped clean, as if a massive wave had gobbled up the architecture of the land. Most of the trees were gone as well, and the only thing that remained the same was the presence of the house.
Unable to move, he had let Velvet hold him up. She told him stories about her childhood, her hopes and her dreams. His only regret was that he had become too weak to speak back. He was completely drained.
The others checked in on him one at a time. No longer just blurs of energy, they all came by and sat with him as he recovered. Though they had done the bulk of the work rebuilding the beach and holding the dark waters at bay, it occurred to him that they were actually just extensions of his soul. Their drive had gotten the job done, but he was the one paying the price.
A golden glow settled over him, and he tilted his head enough to see Titania sit down on the beach next to him. Her body glowed as if she was bathed in moonlight, and her cloak swirled around her despite the lack of wind.
"I'm very impressed, Caretaker." She smiled wistfully, then looked at him. "There were many times during the night that I was certain you would fail."
"Ergh." It was all he could manage.
"I have news." She drew a circle in the sand. "After learning of your plight, I made a trip to your world. Specifically, to Oregon."
"Eh?" Curious, he was able to raise an eyebrow.
"I'm not at the cabin with you. On my way there, I discovered that a magical seal had been built around the land. It's one-way, so as they walked in, they became trapped. The enchantment on your land couldn't turn them away, because they would simply be bounced back inside. Since they couldn't leave, it was only a matter of time before they were able to seep in and establish themselves.
"While breaking it myself would be seen as interference, I can tell you that the only way to get rid of it is to kill Leeds or force him to leave. As long as he is inside his own enchantment, you will be unable to leave. He could maybe let you go, but I don't know that he would be open to negotiation." She moved next to him and took his hand in hers. Warmth flooded his limbs and he sighed in relief.
"You have quite the task ahead of you," she said, and then her features blurred. The world fizzled out like static and then sank into darkness. Velvet's body no longer felt warm and inviting, but slightly damp and cool to the touch. The sounds of the ocean had faded into nothingness, replaced by a distant rumble that sounded like snoring.
Opening his eyes, the blurry figure over him shifted. He wasn't sure who it was until he saw large, furry ears rise up as he groaned.
"Mike?" Yuki's voice trembled.
"Ugh," he replied. His mouth was so dry that his lips had cracked. "Th...thirsty."
Yuki wrapped her arms around him and let out a sob of relief. Someone shifted in the corner, and now Velvet stood over him, lines of concern on her face.
"You're awake!" she declared. "Thank the gods!"
He smiled weakly, then tried to lift his arm to hug Yuki. His fingers wouldn't even curl.
"Don't move, not yet." Yuki sat up and wiped tears from her bloodshot eyes. She lifted his head with one hand and held up a cup of water. "Let's get some fluids into you, but I need you to promise me something."
"Okay?" He stuck his tongue out toward the cup, willing the liquid to flow across the air and into his mouth.
"Never again. Never ever do that again." Her face was stern. "If it ever comes down to a choice between you and me, you let me go, you hear me? You are far too important."
Unable to argue with her, he groaned in response. Satisfied, she held the cup to his lips and surprised him by lifting ice chips out of it. She stuck one in his mouth and he let it sit under his tongue until it melted. They tasted better than anything he could remember drinking as the cold liquid ran down his throat.
Somewhere in the house, he heard a growl, followed by banging. He looked at Yuki and frowned.
"That's a problem for tomorrow," she told him. "You're in no shape to help yet."
He nodded.
"I've got this." Velvet took the cup from Yuki's hands. "Get some sleep. I'll wake you if I need you."
Yuki didn't bother leaving. She yawned and fell forward onto the bed, her body shrinking down until she was a normal-sized fox with three tails. Curling up next to his belly, she settled into the soft rhythm of sleep almost right away. With what little strength he had, he placed his hand gently on her head, right between her ears.
He didn't know what they had gone through or even how long it had been. The hopelessness he had experienced in the Dreamscape had seemed as if it would go on forever, but he had survived. Tender fingers touched his forehead, pausing just long enough to swirl his hair. When he looked up into Velvet's brown eyes as she fed him ice, all he could think about was her constant presence, both here and inside his head. She had kept him from slipping away, holding tight to him when the darkness threatened.
"What?" She paused, an uncertain look on her face. Her hair hung down, diffracting the light and making it seem as if her entire body glowed with an aura of warmth.
"Beautiful." He smiled, then let out a sigh. Despite being unconscious for so long, he was suddenly tired again. As she stroked his forehead, he slipped away into a dreamless sleep.

🏠🏠🏠

I hope very much that you are still enjoying the story. I realize we hit a stretch where the eroticism has fallen by the wayside, but life is that way sometimes (and you definitely don't need me forcing scenes in to meet a quota).
There's a lot that's going to happen in the chapters ahead as I weave the rest of my threads together, so brace yourselves for a very interesting ride. Will Mike get home in time? Who is putting people to sleep? And how will Beth prevent the Apocalypse itself from starting?
Stay tuned, and stay awesome!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
PS: Just a friendly reminder that we don't discuss the Clue incident



            

  
    Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 070
  
  Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 070

            Mike inherits a home full of fuckable monster girls - Part 5.

            
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/home-for-horny-monsters-ch-70

Title: Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 070

Author: writerannabelle

Category: NonHuman

Description: Mike inherits a home full of fuckable monster girls - Part 5.

Tags: some awkward roleplay, prostate milking, magical creampies, the clue incident, waking the dead, now with 100 percent more lightning, voyeurism, shocking group sex, how to bang your dragon

Series: Home for Horny Monsters


Hi all! I am back from vacation and ready to share with you the next chapter of Home for Horny Monsters!
New reader? Welcome! This is a story about a magical house and some horny monsters. This is the 5th novel in the series, not counting both spin-offs. There is plenty of sex and mayhem prior to this, so you may want to bounce back to Chapter 1 and start there.
Returning reader? Welcome back, I missed you! I've been hard at work writing and editing, but know you're gonna have a lot of fun with this chapter. To catch you up, Mike nearly died, Beth is having a doozy of a day trying to outwit 3 out of 4 horsemen of the Apocalypse, and Abella made some peace with Velvet.
So what comes next? It's time for us to come
Back from the Brink
Time was meaningless for Mike as he slipped back and forth into consciousness. Though no longer on the edge of death, his limbs were heavy with pain. He would sometimes close his eyes for a second only to open them and see that the occupants of the room had changed.
Yuki was a constant presence, either changing his bandages or fussing over him. He saw Quetzalli only briefly; the dragon looked like she had fallen ill. Abella sometimes watched through the window, and actually came in a couple of times to sit with him. Of Dana and Bigfoot, there was no sign.
And then there was Velvet. She fed him soup when he was awake, encouraging him softly with her words. She was a constant presence, both when he was awake and in the Dreamscape. His weakness chased him even there, and she would hold him on the beach while he rested. Trapped in a state of perpetual exhaustion, he clung to her presence like moss to a rock.
Velvet was helping him eat some beef stew when he heard a loud crash, followed by banging. Yuki left the room with a worried look on her face.
"What is that?" he asked. It occurred to him now that he had heard the same noise numerous times during the day. His mind was finally clear enough to ask about it.
The Arachne sighed and put down the can of soup. "That would be Dana," she explained. "She's going feral. Yuki has been using magic to freeze her in place so that she doesn't break out of the pantry."
There was a loud bang, followed by screams of panic. Something heavy thudded against the wall, and he heard Abella swearing.
"I should go help," he muttered, but even he didn't believe the words. His legs were like jelly. From the brief moments he had seen his own body when the blankets were lifted, he looked slightly emaciated. Much of it was from water loss, his fever had caused him to sweat so much that the sheets had been changed multiple times.
The rest was pure calorie loss. Yuki had stuffed him full of every curative potion that Zel had sent with him. His body had fought to regenerate tissue damaged by the poison, and the process required energy. Though his bond with Tink had given him resistance to poison, it apparently wasn't strong enough to just brush aside the toxin that the Nirumbi used. The wound from the arrow had also managed to nick a lung, which made breathing in deep more than a little painful.
"Abella has it under control," Velvet explained. "She's the only one that can't get scratched or bit."
At least we hope so, Mike thought. The idea of Abella turning into a zombie was a terrifying thought.
The cabin went quiet. Eventually, Yuki came back in, her face twisted into a mask of anguish. When she plopped down next to the bed, she let out a sigh and then leaned forward onto the bed.
"That bad?" he asked.
"Eating the Nirumbi triggered something in her," she stated. "Shortly after the battle, she was mostly herself, but the poison was still doing its thing. She's crazy strong right now, it's almost like feeding on living tissue caused her to bulk up. We think that if we can get her some of her usual food, she may revert, but..." Yuki gestured at him. "You're in absolutely no condition, and likely won't be for days."
He sighed. Maybe his magic could get him up, but he definitely couldn't participate while barely able to move. Sometimes staying awake was too much of a chore for him.
After a bit more soup, he shared what he had learned from Titania with the others. Yuki went pale and left for a while with Bigfoot to check out the perimeter of the barrier. Velvet and Quetzalli took turns giving him food and water as his strength returned. He could finally raise his arms a little, but the effort left him exhausted.
When Yuki and Bigfoot returned, they came and sat down next to Mike. The Sasquatch's face was serious, which was a rather frightening sight.
"How bad are we fucked?" Mike asked.
"We are trapped." Yuki had taken out her tarot cards and was flipping through them. "It's a powerful spell that took quite some time to set up. It could be disrupted from the outside, but we can't get word out."
"Can't we just use my phone?" he asked.
"No." Yuki frowned while fidgeting with her tarot cards. "It was broken when Leeds attacked Abella in the woods. We checked already. And Dana's is missing. We think it was in her pocket when she ran out into the woods."
"Shit." Mike closed his eyes. What options were left to them?
"I feel..." Bigfoot said, breaking the silence. "That I owe a massive apology to everyone here."
"How so?" Mike opened his eyes. "You didn't do anything wrong."
Bigfoot groaned and leaned against the wall, his arms folded across his massive torso. "I did, actually. I am fairly certain that I am the reason that Leeds is here in the first place. He and I have a rather sordid history, and he holds a grudge better than anyone I've ever known."
"What happened?" Mike asked.
"We were very close friends for many, many years. His behavior toward humans was never friendly to begin with, but I was forced to act when I found out that he was tormenting and killing humans in secret. We fought for many days, and I finally crushed him under a large rock. I didn't know it at the time, but he can't be killed. Two days later, he ambushed me in the middle of the night. He almost killed me, but the forest came to my aid by sending a massive buck to tackle him and break his concentration. I snapped Leed's neck, and he was mist once more."
"So, he always comes back?"
Bigfoot nodded. "Always. He went missing for a while, and I discovered later that he was able to take over the Pine Barrens. The land and its creatures were no longer on my side, so I fled to the west coast. We've avoided each other ever since, but I suspect that I may be the main reason he came. I have no idea how he learned that I was here."
Yuki groaned. "I do. Years back, when Emily and I first met him, she asked if he would be interested in moving somewhere safe for cryptids."
"And Emily told him about me?" Bigfoot pulled at some tangled strands of hair that hung from his face.
"She told him about the house first. When he didn't seem interested, she mentioned the cabin. Said that if it was good enough for Bigfoot, then he would be right at home."
"What did he do?" asked Mike.
"That's when he trapped us in the Everglades. Emily tried to jump us out using magic trees, but we learned later that he could read our thoughts. He stayed ahead of us and chopped down any of the trees we could use. There weren't many to begin with. Every time we got to the edge of the Everglades, the shadows would push us back in." Yuki looked at a card and then shook her head before tucking it back up her sleeve. "One day, we wandered out. It was like he had gotten bored, or something."
"How do you defeat someone who can read your thoughts?" asked Mike.
"You either act without thinking or do something he can't avoid." Bigfoot mimed stomping on the floor. "He was distracted while fighting you, so I got the drop on him. What I can't understand is how he got the Nirumbi to team up with him. He is well known, but not well-liked."
Based on his brief experience with Leeds, Mike wasn't surprised to hear this at all. Leeds had mentioned taking the cabin and its land away from him. Maybe it was as simple as offering them a private sanctuary if they helped him take it by force. But more than just the Nirumbi had gotten involved. There was the Wendigo and the snake thing that Abella had encountered. If all of these creatures were so powerful, why follow Leeds in the first place?
Thinking back on their fight, the devil had been fairly uninvolved for most of it. He was mainly content to disrupt and allow his troops to do the dirty work. Did he have low magic reserves? Was he just a big pussy? There was a missing piece to the puzzle, and Mike really wanted to discover it.
There was another loud bang, but this one was accompanied by the sound of things falling to the floor. Bigfoot jumped up and left, followed by Yuki. There was a lot of screaming shortly after, followed by the temperature of the cabin dropping dramatically.
Curious, Mike tried to slide his legs off the bed and take a peek, but he couldn't even lift his hips off the mattress using his arms. Frustrated, he had to sit and listen as everyone shouted at each other. Emery bolted into the room, a worried expression on his face.
"Is everything okay?" Mike asked.
"Dana has broken down the door of the cupboard," he explained. "They are chasing her through the cabin right now. It's my job to protect you in case she shows up."
Mike grimaced. The little imp looked like he would struggle to fight his way out of a mouse trap, but he had learned long ago that he shouldn't judge based on appearances.
Dana crashed through the doorway and landed on the floor, her features frozen in a snarl. She looked up at him and hissed.
"Eep," Mike whispered. He saw that she was missing her pants.
Emery dive-bombed Dana, and she swatted at him with frightening speed. Velvet's torso came through the door and grabbed the zombie by the ankles after tossing down a shredded pair of pants. Velvet yanked and threw Dana back into the living room. There were several more crashes before he heard Abella join the fight.
"She is quite strong," Emery muttered, fidgeting with his hands like an overgrown fly.
"Apparently." He didn't realize that Dana was capable of such a display.
"Hold her!" shouted Quetzalli, and there was a crackle of electricity, followed by Bigfoot howling in pain. The smell of burnt hair flooded the cabin. "Sorry!"
After another crash, the house went quiet. Yuki walked through the door, her hair disheveled and her shirt torn.
"We need to talk about our zombie problem," she said and sat down on the bed with a sigh. "I thought it could wait, but that was really bad. I'm worried that she is slipping away. For a bit, she was at least cognizant, but now? I really don't know."
He nodded. "I know what you want, but..." He waved his hand at his legs. How was he supposed to help feed her if he could barely move? "I'm not in any sort of condition to...produce."
"I've got some ideas, but they're unconventional." She made a face. "But I'm afraid unconventional is the story of my life."
"Whatever your idea is, let's try it. We need Dana on our side again."
Yuki stood and brushed herself off. "Let me talk to the others. We'll see you shortly."
When she left, he looked at the imp, who still hovered over the bed. "Are you as nervous about this as I am?"
Emery squeaked in response.

🏠🏠🏠

They had taken up residence in the office and the study next to it. Tink slept on one of the couches next to the window, her slumbering form watched over by Kisa and a statue of Anubis. Cecilia hovered in the office proper--they brought Death inside to bring the banshee down where they could keep an eye on her.
Beth sat in the only chair, her gaze constantly flicking to the large plastic tub they had dragged down from Yuki's room for the slime girl. It had been used to store paint, and now acted as a container to keep the slime together. On her trip down the stairs to warn everyone, she had left a considerable amount of mass behind her and was apparently unable to reincorporate it.
They had let Death question her. The slime claimed that she had been busy brainstorming ideas for mediation when she heard a bizarre clicking sound from the bedroom. It had been followed by a flash of light, and she had watched as Cecilia's body floated by the tub and then through the wall. Death pronounced the slime's innocence with a degree of finality that brooked no argument.
He also declared that he had decided to name her Opal.
"Why Opal?" Lily had asked.
"Because she is precious to me and she changes color," he answered. "Now if you'll excuse me, I have no way to heat my tea and must find a suitable cold brew."
He returned moments later to reveal the sleeping form of Carmina in one of his teacups. The fairy was moved to a small plate and now sat on the desk like a morbid snack. Beth had covered her up with a washrag. The house was colder than ever, causing her to wear a sweater and wrap herself in a blanket.
Opal was motionless in her tub. After her talk with Death, she had settled into her new home and flattened out, apparently exhausted. Her surface had turned a dark purple, highlighting her color-shifting abilities.
Beth's stomach growled. She had eaten a sandwich earlier, but it wasn't enough. The food in the fridge wasn't going to stay cold much longer and without a means to cook it, it was eventually going to go bad. Death had somehow coaxed the last of the water out of the pipes for his tea, which meant Beth was left drinking milk to stay hydrated.
She hated milk.
"These ideas are good." Lily broke the silence, her hands on a small stack of papers. It was a bulleted list of Opal's ideas, and the white fibers were stained in different shades of blue. Beth had given it to her after reading it herself. "Mellow jello over there has some solid predictions."
"Her name is Opal. And yes, she does. But I don't know how we're supposed to combat some of them." She could see the list in her mind. The horsemen wanted to raise havoc and have their full-blown Apocalypse. There wasn't a middle ground for something like that.
"I'm a personal fan of the rotating block." Lily pulled one of the sheets out. "Each incarnation gets to run around for four months, then swaps out. If Famine takes the harvesting season, you all are fucked."
"Don't you mean we?"
Lily smirked. "Nah, I'll still have plenty to eat."
"You're being bitchy." Beth opened up her desk drawer and pulled out a candy bar. She threw it at Lily, who swatted it out of the air with her tail. "It's all that dick you suck."
"In all seriousness" --Lily picked up the candy bar and stuffed it into her cleavage-- "she thought of what the horsemen would want. None of it is good. Anything we can remotely counter-offer isn't going to be enough to satisfy them. If even one of them gets to stay on Earth, everything goes to shit."
"So what do you suggest?"
Lily tilted her head forward. "We shouldn't be prepared for mediation. We should be ready to make war, instead."
"How are we supposed to fight three horsemen and an angel?"
The succubus leaned back in thought. "You should see what the Grimoire says. It's caused us enough trouble, maybe we should be the ones who dish it out for a change."
Beth frowned, but Lily was right. Even if the others hadn't been put to sleep, there wasn't anything they could do to battle the intruders out front. She had debated using it to find a counterspell to wake the others up, but Lily had cautioned her against it. Without knowing what kind of sorcery had put them under, any spell cast could have serious repercussions.
She stuck her hand in Tick Tock's mouth. The mimic was stored under the desk, and she felt around in the extra-dimensional space for a few seconds before her hand touched the spine of the book.
"What do you think I should even look up?" Beth asked.
"Angels. If you can get rid of Big Brother, maybe the horsemen will be unsummoned."
Beth ran her fingers along the edge of the Grimoire and focused hard on spells related to angels. Her fingertips tingled and, when she opened the book, silver letters appeared on the paper within.
"Well?" Lily asked.
Beth frowned. Instead of a spell, she found herself reading what looked like a diary entry.
"On the subject of angels," she read. "I have found considerable difficulty in my research. Such beings are rare to interact with and are protected by a divine aura. They are immune to all known forms of spellcraft, which leaves expulsion by force (ala exorcism) or Words of Creation. I have been unable to learn the correct sequence of these words to dismiss an angel."
"Great. Even the great Grimoire can't help us now." Lily toyed with the pendant she wore around her neck. Beth had seen her wearing it more than once, it seemed to be the one mainstay of the succubus' many outfits.
"What's a Word of Creation?" Beth closed the book and got ready to open it again, but Lily leapt across the room to stop her.
"Don't. Not from the book." Her face was serious, and flames had sprouted in the corners of her eyes.
"Why not?" Beth let go of the book, and Lily set it on the table.
"Words of Creation are whispered about by demons of the highest order. You know that whole 'in the beginning' bullshit?"
"Let there be light?"
"A single Word of Creation was used to create everything. Everything. It's the magic of the true gods, shit that has existed since before our reality. The hard code of the universe, the thing that holds atoms together. You definitely aren't ready to look at them, much less contemplate their meaning."
Beth frowned. "That sounds more like science than magic."
"Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. I know you've heard that one before. Creation level magic is terrifying, the last non-gods I knew of who could command it were the upper djinn. You have to be painfully specific with them, otherwise, the results are catastrophic. One Word created everything, but it took lots of Words and billions of years to get everything in any sort of order that made sense."
"Kind of like a legal document? You know, I'm quite good at saying very little with a ton of words." If what Lily said was true, a few Words of Creation could easily solve all their problems. Besides, what was the harm in knowing a couple?
"No." Lily put her hands on the table and stood, her horns appearing. "Do you know why they are called Words? Because your simple mind can't handle what they actually are. They are concepts, raw and powerful. If you taught yourself the Word for Destroy, you may utter it in an attempt to blow up an angel, only to destroy all of them, or maybe to disintegrate the air between you, or maybe even generate a giant, cosmic ripple that incinerates everything."
That didn't sound possible. "You're saying I could destroy everything with a random sound? That doesn't even make sense. This sounds like the magical equivalent of a conspiracy theory."
"Not sounds. Words. Shit, I forgot that you can't actually hear what I'm saying. This is geas level magic here, but I need you to understand that when I say Words of Creation, I am not saying words of creation." Lily snatched the book off the table and sat down. "You'd better fucking appreciate this."
Beth watched in fascination as Lily closed one eye and squinted the other, then cracked open the book. There was a flash of golden light and Lily let out a roar. Golden light streamed from her mouth and eyes as she tilted her head back, scorching the ceiling of the room with the beams. She fell to the ground and twitched, the book falling out of her hands.
"Lily!" Beth knelt down by the succubus, horrified. "What did you do?!?"



The succubus moaned, revealing that her tongue had been burnt out of her mouth. She held up a hand and mimed writing, then opened her eyes to reveal that they had been scorched out as well. Dark ash marks lined her temples, making her look like a cartoon that had smoked an exploding cigar.
Beth brought Lily a pen and paper. Smoke continued to pour out of Lily's face as she started writing.
Looked one up, she wrote in tiny letters. Knew this was the only way to convince you.
"You know one of these...Words now?"
Nope. Looked at from the corner of my eye. Forbidden knowledge. Protected.
"Wow." Beth shook her head in disbelief. If these Words could kill, then how had the author learned them?
Be honest, Lily continued. How do I look?
"Like someone plugged a hotdog into an electrical outlet." She helped Lily rise, and the succubus scribbled a big word on her sheet of paper and held it up.
Cunt.
Death appeared in the doorway, his bony features scowling at an empty mug. When he looked up, he tilted his head to one side in curiosity.
"I am unfamiliar with this word," he informed them.
"And it will stay that way," Beth replied, snatching the paper out of Lily's hands. Dark ash flowed from around the room, filling in her sockets and allowing her eyes to regenerate. She sat down in Beth's chair and grunted throughout the process.
When Beth picked up the Grimoire, it felt like holding a loaded gun but she didn't know what direction to point it or how to pull the trigger. "So we can't use this against the angel," she said. "But what about the horsemen? Could we seal them off in their own dimension? Expel them?"
"That is a good question." Death sat in a chair by the wall and adjusted the hem of his robes to cover his bony knees. "It would be possible, but I do not think the angel would be very happy with you. He would likely just call them back. So about that word..."
Beth ignored the Reaper. If she couldn't fight the horsemen, and she couldn't compromise with them, what did that leave? The running joke for a long time was that Mike either got lucky or fucked his way out of his problems, but she knew there was more to him than that.
What strategy would he apply? How would he approach the problem differently than she did? She sat in silence, the gears turning in her mind. He would probably do something unexpected, but what? She couldn't risk antagonizing either the angel or the horsemen, so whatever she did would have to catch them off guard while also being by the book.
"Aaaaaaagh." Lily stuck out her tongue, which was too large for her mouth. "Whath tha fackk?"
"Allow me." Death crossed the room and used bony fingers to try and shove Lily's tongue back into her head.
Distracted by the sight, Beth let out a laugh.
"Ith noth fanny," Lily protested, then tried to bite Death's fingers when they slid past her lips. She was now slapping her hands on Death's bony skull while he scowled at her.
"You should stop being a cunt and hold still," he told her. Her mouth dropped open in surprise, allowing him to successfully shove her tongue back inside.
"Death!" Beth just stared at the Reaper.
"I already knew what that word meant," he explained. "If it's a four-letter word, I've heard it from Tinker Radley."
When the laughter came, Beth couldn't stop. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes and she doubled over with her hands on her stomach. She leaned back on the desk and did her best to ignore the dirty look Lily was giving her.
"Impothible, both of hue." She stormed out of the office but clipped the frame of the door with her shoulder. "Fack!"
"So impolite," Death muttered. "Of everybody, she should appreciate a good stuffing the most."
"Death!" Surprised to hear Death's sass, Beth moved next to him. "Are you feeling okay?"
"No. No, I am not." He glared at the sitting room, his gaze locked on the window to the front yard. "I find myself in an impossible situation that could determine the fate of not only the world but my friends as well. I have very much come to appreciate all that the mortal world has to offer. Your stories fascinate me, and I find our interactions delightful. My siblings would take all of this away from me, and I see no solution. I cannot leave, and they refuse to."
"I'm sorry." Despite knowing it would feel like smashing her funny bone, she put her hand firmly on his shoulder and felt her entire arm zing. "I wish I could help more."
"It is not your fault, Viceroy Bethany. These are tough times, but the worst is yet to come."
"You mean when we have no plan and they win?" She shivered at the thought, then added, "and I don't like Viceroy."
"No. If they win, it will be awful, but that isn't the worst of it." He walked over to the desk and picked up an empty cup. "I am almost out of tea. By my best estimates, the end of the world will come shortly after I run out. I will be forced to confront the horrors of the future with nary a drop to soothe my being."
Beth groaned and sat in a nearby chair. "Honestly, you're worried about tea? Everything else doesn't bother you?"
"I am the manifestation of an entity with but one purpose," he explained. "Please understand that it may make me one-dimensional at times, but I am growing. I like how it gives me warmth and comfort from within, for these are things I have never experienced on my own. Unlike my siblings, I have learned that there is value in the pursuit of experiences."
She thought about his words for a moment as he pondered the empty mug. "Do you think we could convince them of the same?" she asked.
He shook his head. "I differ from them. You see, they thrive on human misery. You can not have war without misery, or famine without hunger. Pestilence is, at best, neutral in their feelings. I, however, am misunderstood.
"I am a bringer of peace. When I reap, it is to take away the pain and suffering. If I have any regret, it's that I often leave sadness in my wake. Consider my relationship with my siblings. What they create is awful, and I am the one left to take it all away once they're done. I think that some people understand, but it isn't enough. The longer I'm here, the more I realize that I have been lonely."
She nodded, then took her hand off his shoulder. Her entire arm was now numb.
"And do you know what's really weird? I miss my friend. Mike Radley is my best friend. Do you know what he said to me when we met? He invited me, Death, into his home. Gave me tea and maps to enjoy. Treated me with kindness." The molten flames inside of his skull dimmed. "Can I tell you something?"
"Sure."
"While I was standing outside watching for my brothers, I got the feeling that he was standing by my side. I know he wasn't, but it felt like I could reach out and touch him. Is that what it feels like for you? When someone is gone, I mean."
She nodded.
"When the feeling faded, I felt alone again. It shouldn't bother me, but it did. I have more feelings for one mortal than I do for my own siblings." Death sighed, a dry sound that was reminiscent of nails on a chalkboard. "I have unloaded many burdens on you. Thank you for helping me carry them."
"No problem."
He tapped the side of his cup. "I don't suppose you have any bottled water stashed away, do you? Even if I can't heat it up, I can pretend it's warm. Or maybe Lily can cook it with her magic."
Beth chuckled. "You really are obsessive, aren't you?"
Death nodded. "I prefer the term 'goal-oriented.' It is the one thing I have in common with my siblings. Our desires are so singular that we become blind to other possibilities. I am grateful that I have learned to think laterally, otherwise, I would still be stuck looking at maps."
She smiled. Death's map phase had definitely been her favorite. It had been a way for him to internalize all the places he had been while reaping souls, which was practically everywhere. The natural progression from there had been learning to read. If only she had a way to convince the other horsemen that fun could still be had without the Apocalypse.
Watching Death ponder his empty mug, something occurred to her. "Do you see mortals as beneath you?"
"Of course I do. They are mortals, I am the Grim Reaper." He spoke with no trace of malice. "However, I no longer view them with indifference."
"But if a mortal challenged you to a competition, would you believe they could beat you?"
He scoffed. "Haven't you heard the stories about me? I used to let mortals challenge me to competitions in order to stay my hand. I did this more out of curiosity and boredom, but," he shrugged, "I'm not proud to admit this, but I can't actually stay my hand. I would often let them win and then reap them at the peak of happiness. It makes their souls shine so brightly before they cross over. I'm a force of nature, after all. Now, perhaps, maybe I could abstain, but I'm not sure."
Excited, Beth moved over to her desk. Could the horsemen be challenged to a competition? In their dealings, they had seemed pretty full of themselves, so they may see it as an easy win and accept. And if they did accept, how could she trick them? The terms would have to be something everyone agreed to.
Who was the weakest of the group? She thought back to their interaction. It had to be War. The way he had run his mouth, he would be the best one to challenge. The others seemed to follow his lead, and the angel would enforce their deal.
But what to challenge him at? It needed to be something that War would want to do, but that she could actually win. It wasn't like she could challenge him to target shooting or ripping peasants in half.
Frowning, she stared at the table. Seeing that she was deep in thought, Death wandered away into the sitting room.
Think, dammit! She put her head in her hands and pulled at her hair. There was a kernel of an idea here, and she needed the damn thing to pop already!
There was a clattering of plastic on wood out in the living room. Curious, she stood and walked to the door to see what was going on. Jenny and Reggie were at the table and at odds once more. This time they were playing The Game of Life. A few plastic cars were on the floor, and Jenny was holding her edge of the board.
"Necromancy is not a career path," Reggie told her, clutching a yellow car protectively in his paw. "You have to follow the rules, you can't just keep making things up."
Jenny scattered the board, and Reggie sighed. When he noticed Beth, he shook his head.
"I should have known better than to challenge a spirit to a game that they failed in real life!" He took his car and hurled it at Jenny. It bounced off her face, and Beth held her breath, expecting the doll to murder Reggie where he sat.
I would have won the real game of life if not for that fucking witch! Jenny replied, the walls shaking.
"That is because she cheated," Reggie told her. "She was playing by her own rules, and you got burned. That is how you make me feel when you insist on being such a child!"
"Wait!" Beth ran over to the table, her thoughts fluttering wildly like a trapped bird. "Stop fighting, I need silence!"
Reggie looked at Jenny and shrugged.
"Oh my god. Oh. My. God!" When the idea surfaced, it slammed into her like a gargoyle with a porn addiction. She reeled and sat down on the sofa, her eyes now on the ceiling.
"Lady Beth?" Reggie's voice was full of concern.
"I know how to beat them," she said, her voice barely a whisper. It was an idea so crazy, so absolutely insane, but the horsemen would never see it coming.
"The horsemen?" Reggie sat on the edge of the table, his beady eyes shimmering. "How?"
She looked up at both of them gravely. "When the horsemen return, they are going to make demands that we can't give them. I'm going to challenge them to a game, one that we can all play together. They won't know what hit them."
Game? Jenny cackled in delight. What game?
"Risk." Beth smiled, her lips curling upward. "It's the game of strategy, after all."
Reggie frowned, then adjusted his glasses. "I don't mean to disparage, but that game is rather difficult. Do you think it wise to challenge the horseman of War to a game based on, well, war?"
"I do, and I'm going to explain exactly how we do it. But to do it, we're going to have to break a huge fucking rule." She fixed both of them with a stare.
"You don't mean..." Reggie licked his lips nervously then looked over at Jenny.
Beth nodded. "I do. It's time to talk about the Clue incident."

🏠🏠🏠

There was a lot of yelling, followed by the thud of stone on wood. The walls of the bedroom shook, showering dust down on Mike. After a few more thuds, the door swung open. Velvet backed in first, her hands tight on Dana's ankles. Abella was holding the zombie in a tight headlock, and they had used duct tape to cover her mouth and also to secure oven mitts to her hands. She was naked from the waist down, save for one sock on her left foot.
Dana saw Mike and growled through the tape. The whites of her eyes were now crimson, and her pupils narrowed to pinpricks.
He swallowed back anxiety as they got her to the corner of the room. Velvet moved out of the way and Abella pinned Dana into the corner. Abella's talons dug into the floor, and she used her tail to keep them upright.
"Is she..." He wasn't even sure what to ask.
"She is still getting stronger." Abella's voice was tinged with concern. "I can hold her for now, but it is getting difficult."
"How? All this because she ate Nirumbi flesh?" Mike asked.
Yuki, who stood at the base of the bed, shrugged her shoulders. "I don't pretend to understand zombie anatomy. This is why the undead pose such a threat. I know this may sound silly, but Emily once told me she thought that zombie movies were meant to be educational primers, just in case an outbreak actually occurred. Regardless, we should hurry."
He nodded, but couldn't take his eyes off of Dana. Her rage was frightening, and he wasn't entirely certain he could do what needed to be done. He had some control of his arms, but he had almost no control over anything below his chest.
"Hey." Yuki put her hand on his foot and gave it a squeeze. "You're gonna be okay."
"This just feels..." he let out a breath and just shook his head. "It's weird."
"You're good at weird." Yuki slid the blankets off of him, revealing that he was naked underneath. "Shall we get started?"
Quetzalli burst into the room wearing one of Velvet's flannel shirts and a pair of panties. "I heard that somebody needed a hand in here." She winked at Mike, then flinched when Dana snarled at her.
"I can do the honors," Velvet said, then ran her arms along his thighs. Her touch was gentle, but her eyes were hungry.
"No, thanks." Yuki put herself between Mike and the Arachne. "No judgment from me, but how are you going to react once we start?"
"I..." Velvet bit down on her lip and pouted. "Shit, you're right. I don't know."
"Don't take it personally. The last thing I want is to get in a fight with you over..." Yuki waved her hand at Mike's limp cock. "We've got enough on our plate dealing with Dana."
"Maybe...I think I'll go sit outside with Uncle Foot." She smiled and knelt down to kiss Mike on the head. Bigfoot was watching the perimeter of the house, in case the Nirumbi returned. "Be a good boy for the doctor."
Mike stuck his tongue out at her, and then she left.
Yuki stepped back, allowing Quetzalli to take her place between Mike's legs. The dragon grinned mischievously, crawled onto the bed, and licked the tip of his penis.
"Uh..." He watched in amazement as she sucked him into her mouth. It wasn't the sight that shocked him, but the realization that he could barely feel her. He wasn't worried about paralysis because he could still feel things below the waist.
Quetzalli noticed right away, allowing his cock to pop out of her mouth. "He isn't getting hard."
"So let's get creative. We're gonna need to get him off at least once." Yuki started digging through Mike's bag.
"What are you looking for?" he asked.
"Something I found earlier...aha!" She pulled a vial out of the bag. Inside was a shimmering fluid. "I spotted this tucked in with all the stuff Zel sent with you."
"Is that...fairy lube?" The fairies at home produced a lubricant that had no equal. It shimmered in the light as Yuki poured a little bit on Quetzalli's hands.
"Zel wanted to cover her bases, I'm sure." Yuki sighed. "I really wish she was here. This is absolutely her area of expertise."
Mike wished the same, but he wasn't going to say anything.
"So, what now?" Quetzalli asked.
"I'm going to teach you how to stimulate a prostate." Yuki knelt down by Quetzalli as Mike sat up.
"Excuse me?" he asked.
"We're going to get you off without a boner." Yuki raised an eyebrow. "Have you ever had your prostate massaged?"
"I have heard of this," Abella said with a grin. "And watched it. It is very interesting."
"Someone care to explain?" Mike asked.
"You're having trouble getting it up," Yuki explained. "But you can get a man off without an erection. It's all about the prostate."
Mike had a lot of questions but settled for the first one on his mind. "How do you know about this?"
"I've been around a long time and have enjoyed many lovers, both men and women. When you get to live for centuries, you try new things in the bedroom. It's no big deal. I would do it myself, but I need my hands free to freeze your cum once it's out so that we can feed it to her without losing a hand." She tilted her head toward Dana, who was growling again.
Curious how it would work, he nodded his head. "Continue, I guess," he told them.
Yuki gave Quetzalli a rundown of how a prostate worked, and Mike noticed how the dragon's eyes lit up once she learned about where it was. It felt weird watching two women talk about how to do things to his butt. Then again, some people would pay good money to trade places with him, so he wasn't about to complain.
"It's all about relaxation," Yuki said, then adjusted her robes so that her shoulders were exposed. The inner curvature of her breasts was now visible, and she adjusted her hair so that it tumbled down along her shoulders. "This isn't something you want to rush, so let's make sure he feels good first. Set the mood."
She leaned over him, pulling off his blankets to reveal his entire body. Her palms caught on fire, which she let burn for a minute. After blowing out the flames, she put some lube on her hands and started rubbing his neck and shoulders while sitting on his stomach. Her silken robes shifted against his skin, and he could feel the bare flesh of her thighs underneath.
Down below, Quetzalli started squeezing his thighs and legs. There was an enormous skill difference between the two women, and he barely felt the dragon's ministrations. Instead, he was focused on Yuki's slender form above him. Her tails were on the sides of the bed, two on his left, the last on his right. He had a strong urge to touch them to feel if they were as soft as they looked.
"Take some deep breaths," she commanded, and he obeyed. She leaned forward and rubbed his neck, her fingers eventually tracing circles around his temples. Yuki's breath smelled like wintergreen gum, and he could see that her hair turned into thin fuzz along the sides of her neck where it met her shoulder.
He was light-headed, and it almost felt like he was floating. Yuki did some work on his arms, and he was very aware of her weight on his body. He also noticed when her breasts brushed against his chest, which caused a contented sigh to escape his lips.
Down below, he felt Quetzalli grab the base of his cock and start stroking. He was disappointed that nothing was happening, but figured he was doing pretty well for a man who was dying only eighteen hours ago. He tried to tune out his feelings of inadequacy as well as the disturbing growls of the zombie trapped in the corner.



Yuki turned around to look at Quetzalli. One of her tails shifted so that it brushed across his chest. He was able to lift his hand and run his fingers through it. The fur was impossibly soft, reminiscent of microfiber fabric.
"That's it, good." Yuki muttered instructions into Quetzalli's ear as she penetrated Mike with a finger. Between the numbness and the lube, he barely felt it. However, when she moved her hand around, he felt a sudden fullness in his body that surprised him. Pinned between Yuki's weight and the rising pressure of Quetzalli's finger, he felt a surge of warmth flow through him. He gasped in surprise.
"I think I found it!" Quetzalli declared in excitement.
"It looks like you did, but here." Yuki adjusted Quetzalli's arm, causing the pressure inside of Mike to lessen. "There. Your wrist won't get tired nearly as fast."
Quetzalli's movements were foreign at first. He could feel her finger inside of him, but little else. However, at Yuki's coaxing, Quetzalli now used her other hand to massage his testicles and squeeze the base of his dick. The sensations were pleasant, and he let out a sigh while doing his best to relax. He couldn't remember the last time he had let someone else do all the work for him.
Yuki got off of his belly and moved down to kneel behind Quetzalli. She started rubbing his calves and his feet, triggering pressure points that relaxed him even further. If not for Quetzalli rubbing his prostate, he would have fallen asleep already.
"Hey, check these out." Yuki's voice was playful, so he looked down at them to see that Quetzalli's flannel shirt had been undone and her breasts were on full display. The kitsune was squeezing them, causing Quetzalli's cheeks to darken. "What do you think? Wouldn't you just love to blow a huge load on these tits?"
"I...um..." The way that Yuki pressed the breasts together was almost hypnotic, and he found his mind disappearing down that crease of flesh. In his pelvis, he felt a tiny flicker of energy. It was like a match had been lit and then immediately blown out. "Yes," he squeaked.
"That's embarrassing," Quetzalli complained, but her cheeks were now flushed with desire.
"C'mon, Mike. She wants to see that hot cum of yours. Spray it all over her tits." Yuki licked Quetzalli's ear, only to receive a nasty zap on the tongue. "Okay, maybe less of that. What about this?" She teased Quetzalli's nipples and then pinched one.
"Oh!" Quetzalli paused and then shuddered. "Those are really sensitive right now!"
"I know." Yuki grinned and lifted her fingertips to reveal that they shimmered in the light. She was using fairy lube. It hadn't even occurred to Mike that it had a use past being the ultimate lubricant. Had that enhanced the massage? What other properties did it have?
That fire in his belly caught once more, then managed a weak burn. He shivered in delight, causing a single spark to manifest on his belly and travel toward his groin. It disappeared back into his body, but was followed by a couple more.
"Yeah, that's it, tell him how much you want his hot cum," Yuki whispered loud enough for Mike to hear.
"It's hard to say it out loud," Quetzalli replied. "Everyone is watching us!"
"No, they're just watching you." Yuki squeezed Quetzalli's breasts hard enough that the dragon groaned. "They want to see how shiny your tits are when you have cum all over them, but it isn't gonna happen. Do you know why? Because you won't tell him how bad you want it."
There was a loud thump. Mike turned his head to see that Abella had put Dana in a submission hold, but was watching Quetzalli intently. The gargoyle's mouth was hanging open as she listened to every word. Despite the fact that she didn't need to breathe, she was panting.
"Don't forget to keep using that finger," Yuki growled, then pinched Quetzalli's nipple.
Quetzalli cried out in response, and Mike felt a surge of energy in his ass. His cock twitched and then felt heavy as he became semi-hard.
"Maybe..." Mike licked his lips. "Maybe two fingers would be better."
Abella's tail spasmed into the wall, knocking loose a chunk of wood. She hastily kicked the chunk underneath the nearby dresser as if trying to hide it.
"Yeah, you hear that, little dragon? He wants two of those strong, slender fingers inside of him." Yuki stuck out her tongue to lick Quetzalli's neck, but then thought better of it and blew on her ear instead. There was a quiet snap of static, but this time, Quetzalli let out a moan. "If a big strong man can tell you he wants more in his ass, then why can't you tell him how much you want his cum?"
Quetzalli's face was beet red as she adjusted her hand to slide another finger inside of him. This time, the sensation went from pressure to pleasure and he groaned. More sparks crawled down his body and then he jumped when he felt Yuki's hands on his thighs. She kneaded his muscles, and it felt like blood was being redirected through his groin.
"C'mon, he wants to hear you say it," Yuki muttered, her eyes on him now. She had a fierce look of determination that was almost frightening, and she extended her claws and drug them down the sensitive flesh of his thighs.
His cock jumped, and a dribble of pre-cum spilled free. It glistened under the light of the room, and then Yuki scooped it up with her nail and smeared it across Quetzalli's breasts. It shimmered like body glitter.
"You should tell him," she continued. "Tell him how you want to wear it like a badge of honor. To let everyone know that these breasts belong to him."
Quetzalli looked confused and lowered her voice. "Should I keep acting embarrassed when I say it? I'm getting mixed signals."
Yuki rolled her eyes in exasperation. "Roleplay means to roll with it. The brain is the best erogenous zone, so go stimulate it."
Dana stopped growling, as if listening.
"You know what? I'm so horny right now that I don't care if it's embarrassing." Quetzalli smirked at Mike. "Do you like seeing my boobs, Mike? They're pretty amazing, aren't they? But do you know what would make them better? If you could glaze them with your sperm. Bust your load all over them and pile it high like a big cumulonimbus--ow!"
Yuki cleared her throat and moved her hand away from where she had pinched Quetzalli's side.
"Sorry, I forgot." The dragon rolled her eyes. "It's just that all that lightning excites me."
At the word lightning, Mike felt a burst of energy inside his hips. He gasped, then groaned when a small surge of cum leaked from the head of his cock.
"What just happened?" Yuki asked, her hands moving fast. She scooped up the cum on her fingers and froze it immediately.
"Oh, Mike, I'm sorry, I shocked him...inside." Quetzalli looked horrified, but Mike couldn't concentrate. Purple tendrils of light manifested along his belly and then vanished back into his body. His left leg twitched, no longer feeling heavy.
"Do that again," he said, his limbs suddenly warm. "Please," he added.
Quetzalli looked at Yuki, who shrugged.
"It's his ass," she replied, then put Mike's frozen semen into a cup that she had set aside. "If the man wants some sparks, give him some sparks."
Quetzalli stroked him some more, and then the surging energy returned. Mike groaned as each zap made his whole groin tense up. In sporadic bursts, he pumped more cum into Yuki's hands, and all of it went into the cup.
"We may have enough," Yuki said. "But keep going, just in case." She moved to the floor where Abella had Dana pinned and pulled the tape away from her mouth. "It's time for your medicine."
Dana snapped at her, but Yuki tossed the first sperm shard into the zombie's mouth. It sparkled in the light before vanishing down her throat. One piece clearly wasn't enough, so Yuki kept at it. Each piece disappeared into Dana's mouth, and some semblance of sanity returned as her eyes focused on Yuki.
"More," she demanded, her voice a throaty growl.
Mike gasped, then blew another load. His magic was manifesting along his fingertips now and his belly was covered in a thin layer of spooge. Quetzalli, clearly proud of herself, kept at it. With a grunt, Mike flexed his legs and his cock expanded to its full, proud length.
"Well, would you look at that?" Yuki smirked at him from across the room. "Looks like we can get you what you need straight from the tap."
"Please don't," Mike said with a whimper. "She may bite me. Besides, I don't think she would want us taking advantage of her situation like this."
Yuki laughed. "Gods, no, we aren't putting anything near her mouth. While she was still coherent, Dana told us to do whatever was necessary to bring her back." Her face went serious. "Truly. She's afraid that going feral may become a one-way process. So let's help her the best way we can. Abella?"
The gargoyle nodded, then stood and pulled Dana off the floor. The zombie started struggling again, her mittened hands bouncing off of stone as she was moved toward the bed. Dana took a deep sniff, and her gaze locked on Mike's cock. Her face was now gray with mottled pink patches that were already fading.
"She's dying faster than we can feed her." Yuki grabbed Dana's legs and pulled them over Mike's waist. "If we want to break the cycle, we're going to need you to--oh!"
With a growl, Dana mounted Mike, his cock sliding into her with little resistance. She leaned forward and snapped at his face, held back only by Abella, while her hips moved of their own volition.
"I've got it." Yuki leaned around the bed and came back with a roll of duct tape. She put it over Dana's mouth and made sure to flatten it along her cheeks. "Just to be safe."
Dana's body was cold while his own felt like it was on fire. With another zap from Quetzalli, he cried out and shot a small load into Dana. The sparks along his body crawled onto her thighs and then vanished.
Dana's eyes went wide and her growls turned into grunts as she tried to ride him. She flailed at him with her hands, but the oven mitts were adequate protection. Abella continued to hold the zombie away from his face. Yuki moved onto the floor because there was no longer enough room for her.
"Keep going, you're doing great," she told him from the side of the bed.
Between Quetzalli shocking his ass and Dana riding him, he didn't need any encouragement. His pelvis tightened as Quetzalli triggered another micro-orgasm, sending a cascade of sparks along his belly once more. A few of them lingered on Dana, then flowed back into him. Somehow, this only made his cock harder.
With a surge of strength, he grabbed Dana by the hips to guide her. All of her movements were random, but now he could at least attempt to control her when she wasn't busy trying to eat his face.
The sparks were building up between them now, and Dana groaned through her tape. She shuddered, her skin briefly turning pink as blood flowed through her body. When she looked down at him, he caught a flicker of recognition, but it didn't last as her skin became gray again.
"Here." Yuki helped Mike sit up and gave him some water. He didn't realize how thirsty he was, and he sucked at it greedily. Naturally, it was ice cold. Once finished, he shifted back down to allow Quetzalli access to his ass and they resumed.
Dana's body temperature fluctuated wildly as he continued to blast small loads into her. With each orgasm, his magic flooded him with new strength, and he now had his hands on Dana's thighs. Her eyes were still bloodshot, but he caught glimpses of blue in her eyelids as she returned to them. She had placed her hands on his chest for balance, which allowed Abella to let go of her.
"Mmph," Dana muttered through the tape. She now alternated between grinding her clit on his pubic bone and lifting her body up so that he could slide most of the way out of her. When she did this, he could see Quetzalli down below, her eyes lit up in excitement. She was getting quite the show from her current spot but was still moving her fingers inside of him. Her other hand was firmly planted between her legs, and the scale patterns on her face were shimmering in response.
Mike felt an immense pressure build inside his body. His magic suddenly uncurled, generating motes of light that hovered around them. Everyone stopped to watch except for Dana, who continued to fuck him hard enough that the bed was now groaning in protest. The lights swirled around Mike and Dana, and then a sizzling sound filled the air.
"Quetzalli?" Yuki moved away from the bed. "Your horn is sparking."
The motes of light turned into tiny stars, and then suddenly connected to one another with dazzling streamers that flowed across the room. The lamps in the cabin flickered and went out as the motes spiraled around the room like a tornado of light, sucking electricity out of the cabin's outlets.
Mike's hair stood on end as the magic surrounded them. His consciousness expanded to fill the room, and then the forest. For a moment, he was the soil beneath, and the wind through the trees. Foreign thoughts shot through his mind like shooting stars, and then his mind snapped back into his body like a giant rubber band.
Dana collapsed on top of him as the energy brightened and then burned like thousands of tiny stars before rocketing across the room and into Quetzalli's horn. The dragon let out a gasp of surprise as her eyes lit up with power, and then she released all of it into Mike's ass.
The surge of energy through his prostate migrated through his entire body, and he felt time slow to a crawl. His own magic had been gathered up and focused back through his body. He could hear thunder inside his own head as the magic passed through his prostate and built up along his throbbing shaft. The pressure was immense, and his ears popped as he tensed up so hard that he couldn't even scream. Waves of pleasure ricocheted through his body as he blew a tremendous load.
Dana reacted immediately, her vagina clamping down on him as she sat upright, her arms going rigid. The magic swirled around her, and her eyes glowed with light as the magic went all the way through her body. Black lines formed along her skin and then burned away and vanished, her scream drastically muted by the duct tape.
A wave of light emanated from her, knocking Quetzallia into Yuki. The room was dark save for the waning light of day coming through the window.
"What in the gods was that?" Abella whispered.
Mike raised his arms, flexing his hands. He was able to move his legs again, and he shifted beneath Dana, grateful that his strength had returned. Dana looked down at him, her eyes ablaze with their own inner light, and pointed at her mouth with one of her mittened hands.
He reached up and pulled off the strip of tape. Dana let out a loud, rumbling belch. She patted her belly and let out a sigh of contentment.
"I'm finally full," she announced. Pulling herself off of Mike, her legs unsteady beneath her as she tried to get off the bed.
"Are you okay?" Mike asked.
"I think so." She rubbed her eyes. "Still wish you had tits, but that's a dead girl problem. Um...high five for the assist?"
He laughed and slapped the hand she held up. When he sat up, he saw that Yuki and Quetzalli were tangled up together, but were struggling to stand because the fairy lube had spilled all over both of them and coated the floor.
Abella moved to assist them while he took the tape off Dana's wrists. The weakness was gone, but he felt like he hadn't eaten in days. He really hoped there was some clam chowder in the soup box, but would happily eat whatever came out of the can.
Dana stretched next to him, then frowned. "Where are my pants?"
"They were a casualty of your breakout," Yuki explained. "You're gonna have to wear something else."
Dana nodded, then looked at Mike. "Thank you. I know it's weird, but I appreciate it."
He nodded. It wasn't like it was a huge sacrifice on his part, but he had been happy to help. Taking a deep breath, he slid off the bed and went to find his own clothes. Once he got something to eat, it was time to figure out the next step. There were a massive number of problems he needed to address, and he would need every ounce of strength to make it happen.

🏠🏠🏠

Velvet found Uncle Foot up on the roof of the cabin. He stood next to the chimney, his face fixed in concentration as he surveyed the land. The sun was nearing the treeline, and his features were grim.
"You okay?" she asked him.
He shrugged, an expression that made his fur ripple. There was a scorch mark on his leg where Quetzalli had accidentally tased him. "There has been much change in the last few days," he told her. "And I fear the changes yet to come. Have I ever told you that I can smell the future on the wind?"
"Only about a million times." She smiled. "But I don't ever get tired of hearing about it."
Bigfoot snorted. "I should have been able to sense them," he said. "The Nirumbi and Leeds. The forest should have told me, much in the same way that it tells me where to find game, or if a hunter is lost."
"It is winter. The forest is asleep."
"Even asleep, the forest always watches." He frowned. "I wonder if what Leeds told me is true. Have I turned my back on the land? It would explain many things."
She snorted. "Please, he's so full of shit. He came storming in here with an army and every intent to kill us. You can't give him credit for that."
"Just because someone is your enemy does not automatically make them wrong." He fixed her with an intense gaze that made her look away. "I have long wondered if perhaps I have spent too much time in one place."
"What do you mean?"
He shook his head again. "I mean that I know about the eggs. And I know about your feelings for him."
She blushed and looked away from him. There was no use in denying any of it. Uncle Foot may play at being super laid back, but he was still very perceptive. Maybe that was from centuries of wandering the forests of North America.
"You don't know everything," she told him.
"Of course not. But I do know that your place is by his side."
She groaned, then instinctively placed her hands on her belly. She could still feel the tightness of the clutch from before she had laid them. Her uncle wasn't wrong, she really wanted to go with Mike. His idea to open a portal and connect his home with the cabin's land had made her heart soar.
"You're planning to leave, aren't you?" Her voice was barely a whisper, but she knew he could hear it.
"Your father told me to take care of you. Mike seems like a good man. A very good man. He can give you many things that I cannot." He sighed and then sat down on the roof. "Can I tell you something I've never said out loud? I've always been scared of watching you girls grow old."
"What do you mean?"
"In all of my life, I have wandered. I've had many friends, but I rarely stay in one place. You and Lala are the first mortals I have watched since the beginning. You were children, each of you fitting in my palm." He smiled wryly, then held up his giant hands.
"That isn't saying much," she pointed out.
"I watched you grow. Hell, I helped raise you. But I will also be here when you die. When Darren...when he got sick..." He turned his head away and took a moment before continuing. "I watched him grow old and waste away. It was one of the hardest things I've ever experienced. But I never thought of him as my own child. Time is a bastard. When you're young, you wish it would pass faster. When you're old, you wish you had more of it. But when you're like me, you take it for granted. The idea of watching you and your sister grow old terrifies me. And so, I wonder. Have I stayed in one place too long?"
"Ah, Uncle Foot." She wrapped her arms around his and hugged his bicep. "We've still got maybe fifteen, twenty years left before that happens."



"It goes faster than you think." He wiped his eyes. "But it isn't just that. I--"
There was a rumble beneath them, and all the lights in the cabin went out.
"I wouldn't worry about it unless they come get us," she suggested. She could hear Mike's moans through the vibrations of the roof, which made her belly tighten up.
Bigfoot nodded in agreement. "What I was trying to tell you is that when the two of you are gone, that's it. Your family brought me so much damned joy, and it's hard knowing that the end is coming."
"And so you want to leave?"
He shivered, even though she knew he never got cold. "I do, but I don't. I want to distance myself now, to spread the agony out over the years. To reconnect with the land and scatter the grief to come over the years."
"I hate your plan." She let go of his arm and smacked him on the thigh. "It's a stupid fucking plan. Boo-hoo, I'm sad, so fuck you all?"
He snorted, then laughed. "Yeah, it does sound kind of stupid when you say it like that."
"If you want to wander the land, then go wander. Fuck the Order, fuck the internet. Lala can keep your travels scrubbed, she would probably see it as a personal challenge. Come back and visit, watch what happens next. You don't have to give up one thing to have another."
The two of them sat in silence for several minutes as Bigfoot contemplated her words. It was getting dark enough that a couple of the brightest stars had come out early to greet them, and he peered up at them.
"Shit." He turned to look at her. "When did you become so smart?"
She blushed again. Ordinarily, she would bask in his comment and maybe even gloat a little. However, his speech about her family had her mind whirling in circles. Uncle Foot had no way of knowing about what she had stashed in the glove box of her father's jeep moments before Abella had arrived. It was a single egg, very different from all the rest.
She wished she could talk to her sister about it. Out of the entire clutch, not only had this one felt different than all the rest, but when she touched it, she had seen her mysterious offspring again. How was it possible that she could have had a vision of someone before they were even conceived? Was she romanticizing the idea of reproducing with Mike? Or were her instincts on point?
It was a time-sensitive issue, though, and she desperately needed advice.
"Uncle Foot?" She unconsciously toyed with her father's dog tags. "I need to talk about something kind of important."
"Tell me what you need, fuzzy girl." When Bigfoot turned to look at her, the sun glinted off his eyes, making them glow. The grin on his face was safe and familiar, and she knew she was in good hands.
But that grin fell away as he rose and gripped the chimney so hard that a stone came loose.
"What is it?" she asked, but he had leapt free of the roof and onto the ground below. She followed him, suddenly aware that she had left her father's pistol in the cabin.
Up on the roof of the barn, a massive snow owl watched them. It let out a hoot in greeting and then glided down to land roughly thirty feet away. Its wings were massive, and when it landed, it tumbled into a ball and unfolded itself into a woman who stood nearly eight feet tall. Her features were avian, as if she was more owl than human. She regarded them with wide, inscrutable eyes.
"Impossible," Bigfoot declared. "You are supposed to be dead."
"And yet here I stand." The woman bowed. "We wish to speak with the Caretaker."
"We who?" Velvet challenged the owl woman with a show of fangs.
"The children of the forest." She held a hand up and gave a wave. Nirumbi revealed themselves, though none were armed. Behind the trees, large creatures shifted about, revealing themselves through movement. They were completely surrounded. "We mean you no harm, but peace won't hold for long."
"Are you threatening us?" Bigfoot asked, his body expanding.
"While the Devil of Jersey is absent, we have an opportunity." Her voice clicked in places, and Velvet realized that her lips were actually a flattened owl's beak. "If you wish for peace, then I suggest we hurry."
"Uncle Foot, who is this?"
Bigfoot balled up his fists, then looked at Velvet. "Her name has been forgotten by the forest. But I do know that she's nothing but trouble, her and her troublesome sisters."
"It is just me now. And much like you, I have changed over these long years." She turned to gesture at the Nirumbi. "They won't wait long, and neither will Leeds. Please. The Caretaker. Only he can help us now."
Bigfoot growled, but Velvet put her hand on his arm.
"It's his decision," she told him. "We should let him make it."
He turned his head toward her and nodded. "Fine. But it'll probably be the wrong one."
Her uncle was probably right. But no matter Mike's choice, Velvet was prepared to stand by him when he made it.

🏠🏠🏠

Told you this chapter would be shocking.
Thanks again for all your support, and don't forget to click those stars, comment or send feedback. I did recently discover that my inbox has been junking some of my emails from this site (I had stuff dating back to last August!), so apologies if you asked me a burning question and I never responded.
I have new release dates up in my bio, so don't be afraid to check in over there or follow me so you get notifications of new posts. You all are awesome, and I can't wait to share what happens next!
~Annabelle Hawthorne



            

  
    Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 071
  
  Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 071

            Mike inherits a home full of fuckable monster girls - Part 5.

            
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/home-for-horny-monsters-ch-71

Title: Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 071

Author: writerannabelle

Category: NonHuman

Description: Mike inherits a home full of fuckable monster girls - Part 5.

Tags: stopping the apocalypse, eggo shenanigans, jenny is going to cheat, the clue incident, family game night, native american mythology, cooking with magic, mike loves soup, monstergirl harem

Series: Home for Horny Monsters


Hi all, I'm back to bring you the next exciting installment of "a bunch of horny monsters fighting and fucking to advance the plot!"
New to the series? This is a story about a man who had sex with a nymph, got bonded to a magical house, married a goblin, boned a gargoyle to save himself from a plant, seduced a succubus while trapped inside a dream, then may or may not have fucked a banshee shortly after battling an angry witch (who he also fucked), and then had 58 more chapters worth of adventures.
Returning reader? Welcome back! I have so enjoyed sharing this story with everyone here on Lit and want to thank all of you for your support and enthusiasm over the years. Clicking stars and leaving comments helps other readers find this tale, and it's so much fun to get messages from new readers who are discovering Mike and the gang for the first time. Don't forget to follow me for release notifications, or just check my bio for when I have scheduled releases. I'm not an organized person by nature, but I do try really hard to stick to the calendar.
Anyway, time to see who this owl-woman is and maybe find out what Beth has planned for the horsemen. This chapter is all about
Taking Risks
They walked through the forest. The owl-woman had transformed back into her bird form and was leading them along a winding path. Around them, the Nirumbi chirped quietly as they watched the motley crew march through the snow, the crunching of the ice beneath their feet disturbed only by the sound of Mike eagerly slurping down yet another can of soup.
"Ugh, I hate split pea and ham," he declared, handing the empty can to Bigfoot, who crushed the can flat between his hands. Bigfoot stuck the flattened can in a small cloth bag he carried that was emblazoned with the words Camp It In, Camp It Out.
"Are you done yet?" Bigfoot asked, wiping his hands clean with snow.
"Hell, no. I saved the best for last." Mike swiveled his backpack around, reaching inside to grab a can of New England Clam Chowder. He popped the top and handed it over to Yuki, who heated it up with her foxfire. Steam rose from the can as the soup was heated to a level of perfection that a microwave could only dream of.
"I don't know how you can stand to eat that garbage." Bigfoot shook his head in disgust. "It's like someone who's never eaten clam chowder tried to replicate it. And you're lucky if you get more than one bit of clam."
"You're lucky I couldn't carry more." Mike's stomach growled as if in agreement, and he took the can from Yuki and started drinking it. He had already handed her another can of clam chowder to heat up.
Upon the announcement that the Nirumbi had returned with a shapeshifting owl, Mike had gone outside to greet them. Though he had his doubts, the owl-woman had seemed sincere and he needed to get home as soon as possible. Some doubts had been voiced, but it was ultimately decided that the risk was worth taking.
After loading up his bag with as much soup as possible, the group set out. The Nirumbi had watched silently from the trees until Dana emerged from the cabin. Her eyes no longer glowed from within, but they were rimmed with crimson. She looked almost human again, but the Nirumbi gave her an exceptionally wide berth.
Bigfoot used portals to speed their journey as the owl flew ahead of them. The sensation of the forest shifting around them made Mike a little nauseous at first, but he was too hungry to give it much attention.
"So what can you tell me about the goblin king up there?" Mike nodded in the direction of the owl. "An old friend of yours?"
"Is that a Labyrinth reference?" A smile tugged at Bigfoot's mouth.
"Might be." Mike swallowed a good amount of his can, regretting that he didn't have any crackers.
Velvet appeared next to them, then wrapped an arm around Bigfoot's waist. "Do you remember that movie, Uncle Foot?"
"You two must have watched it a thousand times." Bigfoot's eyes crinkled in the corners. "The two of you would take turns being the girl from that movie. I was usually...was it Ludo?"
"It was." Velvet looked at Mike. "We would take him to the bog of eternal stench, which was just the hot spring, and take turns rescuing each other."
Bigfoot chuckled. "We had to stop watching it when Vee got older. She developed quite the crush on David Bowie."
Mike laughed. "Her and everyone else."
"I busted her kissing him on the TV when the movie was paused." Bigfoot immediately sidestepped through a portal just as Velvet tried to smack him. He reappeared twenty feet in front of them, only to vanish again when she tried to hit him with a snowball.
"Uncle Foot, you take that back!" She was remarkably quick, and her actions upset the Nirumbi watching them. They hooted before vanishing into the woods, leaving only the owl to watch their antics.
Bigfoot spent a couple of minutes making kissing sounds before Velvet nailed him with a snowball right in the face. Laughing, he waited for them to catch up, then scooped some snow out of his beard and rubbed it in Velvet's hair.
"So about this owl-woman..." Mike muttered.
"Right, sorry." Bigfoot's grin turned to a frown. "She is not a friend of mine. Some years ago, she and her sisters were well known for terrorizing the tribes. They ate anything they could get their hands on, people included, so they were hunted until only two were left. Early last century, they stole a boy from one of the villages. The boy escaped and ran home to tell the elders where the sisters lived. I was under the impression that they had both been killed, yet one survives."
"Definitely not a friend, then." He continued walking, then turned to look behind. Yuki was fine as she walked on top of the snow. Dana trudged forward without any problem. Quetzalli, however, struggled. She was sinking into the snow up to her shins and was obviously tired.
He slammed the rest of his soup and took the last can from Yuki. When Quetzalli caught up with him, he offered it to her and then slid a hand around her waist. "Here, let's walk together."
She smiled and took a sip of the can. "Oh, gods, this is just salt and cream," she exclaimed. "And was that a clam? What's wrong with it? It tastes like someone else ate it already!"
She handed the can back, and he took it.
"More for me, I guess." He bet Tink would have loved it. They had some differences in opinion when it came to cuisine, but he could easily imagine the goblin chugging a can of the stuff in between projects. He really hoped she was okay. As soon as thoughts about the house entered his head, he promptly shut them out. Worry and fear would paralyze him, and he needed his mind in here and now to deal with whatever was coming.
As they crunched through the wilderness, he heard snippets of words nearby. They were solitary thoughts, barely audible in the cold, dark of night. It was the spiders of the woods, just trying to survive until daybreak when they could warm back up and hunt for food.
But it wasn't just the spiders he sensed. Whenever he moved close to the trees, he was under the impression that they were listening. On a few occasions, he would put his hand out to either steady himself on a trunk or move a branch, and he could have sworn that he felt the tree shift beneath his touch.
"Are their dryads out here?" he asked, looking at Bigfoot.
"Nope," Velvet answered. "It's always just been us."
"But the trees..." He looked at a nearby pine. Though it looked like an ordinary tree, he could almost feel its presence in his mind. "It almost feels like they're watching me."
Bigfoot nodded. "The land watches you, Caretaker, as it watches us all. There are many spirits that reside in nature, many of which cannot be perceived. Each tree is alive in every sense of the word. They think and feel for themselves, much like children. Together, they make up the mind of the forest."
"Like a hive?" A chill went up his back.
"In a way. Everything out here is connected, Caretaker. This is an important thing for you to understand." Bigfoot put his hand on a fallen log. "I am very surprised that you can feel it, though."
Amymone. Sex with the dryad had apparently come with a perk of its own. Did the women he slept with gain something from him? Cecilia had that little red streak in her hair, but what about Lily? Or Naia for that matter? He looked at Quetzalli, Velvet, and then Dana. What part of his soul had he given to them? Peering up into the sky, it occurred to him that Abella seemed no different than when he had met her.
He should probably be keeping a little black book with this information in it, but he hated the idea of carrying around his own personal fantasy fuck-list.
The more they walked, the more he could feel the forest. He no longer felt like the trees were watching him, but that they were reaching toward him. When he first heard the whispers, he thought it was just more spiders suffering through their eight-legged anxieties, which were largely narrowed down to eat, hide, and build.
However, the longer he was steeped in these thoughts, the more he realized how much he missed the sun. He longed to feel its rays across his body, and to soak in the cold, trickling water that would come from the melting ice. To feel thunder booming through him as the spring rains came, to feel the songs of the forest embrace him, and--
A heavy hand gripped him by the shoulder, snapping him out of his reverie. It was Bigfoot wearing a smile on his face.
"Perhaps, when this is over, I can teach you to listen to the trees without losing yourself." He gave Mike a firm squeeze. Mike looked around and realized that they were somewhere new. How long had he been lost in thought?
"I would like that," he replied.
"It is an honor to speak with the forest," Bigfoot told him. "Never do anything to break that bond, for it is sacred and the forest will remember."
He nodded, and they all continued.
Guided by starlight and foxfire, they finally arrived at a small rock formation surrounded by snow-dusted bushes. The owl landed just ahead and transformed back into a humanoid, her dark eyes devoid of emotion. Before them, the night sky had been blotted out by a mountain.
"We are here," she announced. Mike couldn't help noticing that Bigfoot looked around with grim recognition.
The owl-woman raised her arms and waved. Around them, the forest shifted as creatures slowly revealed themselves. Most of them were beast-like, but almost all were frightening to behold. A large bear with no fur and an oversized head regarded Mike with bared teeth. Above the rocks, a large eagle with a moose head landed, then stood to reveal the body of a man. More than a few serpents circled the area, but they all remained back.
"If this is an ambush..." Yuki growled, but the owl-woman held up a hand for silence.
"This is not an ambush. We have brought you here so that you can see our numbers. Other than the Nirumbi, none of us here were part of the assault on your home." The owl-woman chirped softly, and a few Nirumbi came forward. "Time is short. We must descend into the earth."
"Why can't we talk out here?" Mike asked.
"There is much to discuss," replied the owl-woman. "And you must see to understand."
Mike looked at the others. Uncertainty was written on their faces, but Bigfoot nodded.
"I know these caves well," Bigfoot explained. "If they hope to lose us, I can get us out. I believe I know what we have come here to see."
Mike nodded, then looked at the others. "At the first sign of trouble, you know what to do."
"There will be no trouble, Caretaker." The owl-woman hopped down from the rocks and landed silently on the snowy ground. Her feathers swirled around her like a cloak. "You have survived the Nirumbi's arrows and they now believe you to be one of the forest gods, like Bigfoot. Your companions are frightening, but the one who eats the dead frightens them the most."
Dana raised an eyebrow. "Technically, anyone who eats meat eats the dead."
"Do you know why the Nirumbi eat their own dead?" The owl-woman stepped back toward one of the bushes, then grabbed a branch and pulled it to reveal a narrow opening. "By eating the flesh of their dead, they gain the strength of the fallen warriors. You consumed the flesh of many of their warriors while they lived, which is even more powerful, but considered taboo. They fear the strength you have gained."
Dana smirked, then made a fist. Hidden in the trees, the Nirumbi chirped in fear, then went silent.
"Good. They should be afraid. Shall we?" Dana went first, ducking her head to go through the opening. Mike looked at the others, then up toward the sky. Abella hadn't bothered landing, but now circled even higher than before. It was clear she intended to keep watch.
"Time is of the essence, Caretaker." The owl-woman regarded him with mysterious eyes that reflected the starlight. "If you wish to beat the Devil of Jersey--"
"Yeah, yeah." He crouched down and moved forward into the darkness. If it meant defeating Leeds and getting home, he would walk through fire if need be.

🏠🏠🏠

"Well? What do you think?" Beth frowned nervously at Opal, who was perusing a copy of Risk's instruction manual and the sheet of notebook paper where Beth had written her own ideas. The slime frowned as if in deep thought, then nodded her assent.
I think it could work, she signed. But you will have to be careful with the wording. The angel will take the agreement literally.
"Indeed." She stood and moved toward the window. They were sitting in the lounge with the Egyptian artifacts pushed aside to make room for everyone. The various books and pictures had been stacked on top of each other so that they could cram the statues and assorted items onto the shelves where they would be out of the way.
With the deadline looming, she wanted to be able to see the horsemen in case they arrived early. After her lengthy discussion with Reggie and Jenny, she had chosen this room to sit down and draft out her plan. Lily had read over it and pronounced the whole thing insane, but believed it could work. Needing further assurance, Beth had brought it to Opal. Though she still had lingering doubts, she couldn't help but trust Death's instincts about the now sentient ooze.
Opal thumped on her tub to get Beth's attention. I do foresee at least one problem. Can you trust Jenny to stick with the plan?
Beth licked her lips, then nodded. "Jenny is a lot of things, but she loves this house in her own way."
But you're basing this whole thing off the Clue incident. Opal frowned, and then ripples appeared along the surface of her body. This is like playing Russian Roulette with a nuclear weapon instead of a gun.
"I know. But unless you have a better idea, this is what we've got." She looked over at Tink, who was still grinning in her sleep. The blanket they had covered her with was slipping off, so Beth adjusted it. Noticing that the goblin was still wearing her goggles, she slipped them off of her head, and sat down on the couch.
"Tick Tock, keep these safe?" She held the goggles out and the bag at her feet opened its mouth, dropping them into the unknown. She then looked at the Grimoire. She had set it on the table, a large slab of black marble with no legs that had hieroglyphics carved into the edges. It had been covered in a bunch of magazines that Death had borrowed from the Library, but Beth had put those away a bit ago. The Grimoire was next to a glass of milk and a plate of mostly frozen Eggos. The chill in the house meant that they would take forever to thaw, but she needed something to smear peanut butter on.
Sighing, she stared at the Grimoire. The cover was embossed with an apple, and the thick binding made it feel heavy. She picked it up and opened it to a random page, which was blank.
"If you had the ability to use magic," she said, directing her question to Opal, "but could only learn one thing, what would it be?"
I wouldn't mind being able to walk, Opal signed.
"That makes sense." This book held so many secrets, but it also held knowledge she could readily use. The words within would allow her to tap into the universe itself, to master the elements or maybe even reality itself. Naia and the others had explained that there were issues with taking shortcuts, but she had cast the spell in the basement without any problems. So why couldn't she just learn a few basic spells now that would speed along her growth?
Opal thumped her tub, then mimed fire coming out of her eyes once Beth was looking.
"Yeah, there was that." She closed the book again. "But I don't want to look up any Words of Creation. What about something simple, like a light spell? Or flight? Do you remember when the shadow used this book to cast that ball of light that blasted holes through everything?"
That's not a memory I have, responded Opal.
"I keep hearing that magic has a price, but I'm not really seeing it."
Not all costs are things we can measure. Opal paused for a moment, as if deep in thought. Look at Ratu, for example. Vast knowledge of enchantment. Powerful sorceress. But why is she living in the Labyrinth? Why not have her own castle somewhere?
"Hmm." It wasn't something Beth had thought of. "You don't suppose it's just personal preference?"
I doubt it. Opal paused, her face rippling violently. In a way, I am the cost of magic. You have helped create a thinking being. Are you not responsible for my well-being? Think about the basic ethics of the situation.
Beth shook her head. "I didn't cast a spell with you as a by-product. You were the result of a very strange sequence of events."
Again, you're thinking in terms of things we can measure. How do you explain Emily? Her obsession with magic led to her downfall.
"She got possessed, that's..." Beth paused. Emily had been attempting to gain magical knowledge which had led to her being possessed by the shadow, who then wore her body like a meat puppet. "Using magic doesn't always extract a price. Sometimes, it's the act of obtaining it that can lead to negative ramifications."
I think you've got it. Opal relaxed and slid most of the way back into her tub. Whatever you decide to learn from that book may change you. But you won't know until after it happens. Lily wasn't prepared to learn a Word of Creation and look at what it did to her.
"You're right." Beth contemplated the book again. It was a decision that warranted some thinking. The spell she had cast in the basement had been easy enough, and she didn't doubt there were hundreds more. It was a book capable of opening right to the spell you needed, the ultimate shortcut. She could see why the Society and the shadow had wanted it. Immense power waited for any who were ready to seek it out.
She bit into her frozen Eggo and blanched. Even with peanut butter, it didn't taste great. Contemplating her meal, her gaze slid over to the Grimoire. Would there be a spell that could cook her food? Surely a spell that low-key wouldn't extract too big a toll.
Five minutes later, Beth stood over the smouldering remains of a pair of burnt Eggos and a smoking blanket. Luckily, the fire hadn't been magic in nature, allowing her to beat out the flames with a nearby blanket.
"That was stupid," Kisa told her, which made her jump.
"You saw that?" Beth realized it was a dumb question as soon as she asked it. Kisa hadn't left Tink's side, and the goblin snored quietly on the couch. The look on Kisa's face made it clear that she thought it was a dumb question as well. She picked up the Grimoire and ran her thumb along the edges.
"Every time I see you with this book, it makes me wonder. For instance, if there is a spell in here that could turn me back? Or maybe one to restore my memories." She opened it up to a random page, revealing a series of silvered letters that beckoned to them both. "And do you know what it reminds me of?"



"What's that?"
Kisa fixed Beth with a hard stare. "My memories are like a bad CD. They skip over songs and play things on repeat no matter how many times you push those buttons.
"But the memories I do have? They're vibrant. I get to live through them like I'm stuck in a bad dream. And every time I wonder about being human again, I remember how I got here."
Her hands touched her throat, and she let out a sigh. "It was an accident. I got hit by a car just when my life was gettin' good. Both of my legs were destroyed. I came from the streets, and dance was gonna be my ticket to a better future. Instead, my life was over. That's when we turned to magic. We tried to mend my legs with magic we didn't understand. I think you know what happened next."
She stretched out and gestured at her body. Her tail twitched behind her for emphasis. "This was my cost. A transformation I had no control over. I came here for help and found Emily instead. She forced me to continue my transformation until it suited her needs. It was a sequence of events we could have never predicted, but it all started with jumping in blind. The next time you think that you know better, I think you should remember that you don't. If it's something you really wanna dabble in, you should speak to someone who knows their shit, like Ratu. And you should keep in mind that she doesn't even want to touch this book until she's better. If a snake deity with hundreds of years of experience is wary of this fucking thing, then you should be, too."
Kisa slammed the book shut, scattering the letters into the air where they melted into smoke. She handed the book back to Beth.
"Never rush into magic unless you have no choice." As Kisa spoke, her green eyes glowed. "You know why that thing has an apple on it? I think it's a warning. That book is full of forbidden knowledge and you're about to get your ass thrown out of the Garden for biting into it."
Beth sighed, then nodded. Kisa was right. The Grimoire would wait until Ratu could properly look through it. She looked over at Opal, who nodded in agreement. Even the slime knew better than she did.
"Here," she said, holding the book out to Tick Tock. The mimic opened its flaps and she dropped the book inside, then sat down with a groan and examined the smoldering mess she had left on the table. She was still hungry, and now the room stank of smoke.
She used a rag from the kitchen to wipe down the table. Luckily, the dark marble was unmarred by her culinary experiment. In fact, the table seemed to absorb what little light there was in the room. Curious, she ran her fingers along the surface. It was smooth to the touch, and felt like it was vibrating beneath her fingers.
Beneath the couch, she heard a clicking sound. She bent over to look but was interrupted by Lily, who knocked on the door.
"They're back," she announced, then pointed outside. Beth stood and watched as the mist swirled and billowed away, revealing the angel and his three riders. Death was already moving toward them, his pace casual.
"Guess I'd better go." She picked up Tick Tock as she stood, pausing long enough to grab the instructions from Opal before moving into the living room. Reggie and Jenny were already waiting by the front door, where the Rat King held up the Risk box for her to grab.
"Let's go start an incident of our own, shall we?" Beth took the box and then picked Jenny up and cradled her like an infant. In the back of her mind, she could hear the doll's maniacal laughter.

🏠🏠🏠

The caves were cold at first, but soon became warmer than the outside air. Yuki had conjured a few balls of foxfire that floated along with the group, and Mike relied on them to see where he was going. He also had a flashlight, but decided to save the batteries for the inevitable betrayal that would lead to the group being separated. They would be forced to escape the caves while being chased by spear-wielding boulder people who spat lava and farted fire.
The owl-woman, who had never given her name, was waiting for them at the opening to a large chamber. Flickering lights beyond the entryway cast long, ominous shadows through stalactites and soda straws on the ceiling which gave him an impression of a fearsome maw. He scowled in discomfort, half expecting to see a council of mythical creatures on the other side. They would all be sitting in a circle, ready to demand God only knew what from him.
He was wrong. The opening formed into a series of tunnels that contained glowing stones for illumination. Large columns vanished into the darkness above, revealing a massive chamber that was easily a hundred feet high in places. Holes in the bedrock revealed little hovels where Nirumbi families watched them from behind faded leather curtains.
"How can this be?" muttered Bigfoot. He was still hunched over, despite the tunnel's height. "I thought maybe a few had survived their war with the tribes, but this? This is unprecedented. "
The owl-woman fixed Bigfoot with a stern gaze. "We are all capable of change. The Nirumbi, once fierce warriors who roamed the plains, learned long ago to live beneath the Earth and have forsaken many of their warrior ways. They have done this for many generations along the mountain ranges of your country." She directed this comment to Mike.
"But surely someone would have seen them?" He looked over at a nearby hovel in time to see a pair of adults grab a child and pull them back inside. From what he could see, the males looked just like the females, so he had no way of knowing gender. Did they even have males and females? Or maybe it was asexual reproduction? The thought of watching one of the Nirumbi slowly split into two gave him the shivers.
The owl-woman sighed. "Your people have, but do not often live to tell the tale. You see, it is easy to make a human disappear when you eat it and toss its bones down a well inside a cave."
"Barbaric." Velvet snorted from behind Mike. "So, what, they just catch and kill whoever they wish?"
The owl-woman dipped her head. "Some do. You see, the Nirumbi are at an important crossroads in their evolution. Many of them see the wisdom to keep to themselves and only feast on non-sentient beings. Others wish to return to their warrior ways. Leeds is the reason so many of them attacked you."
"Is he their leader?" Mike asked.
"In a way." The owl-woman gestured for them to follow. The Nirumbi he spotted gave him determined looks, but he didn't see any of the ferocity that he had earlier.
They continued through the tunnels, revealing that hundreds of Nirumbi families lived there.
"Did they do all this?" Mike asked, gesturing to the stone-cut homes. He was surprised when Bigfoot answered.
"No," he said. "These caves were already here."
"They were," agreed the owl-woman. "The Nirumbi are dying out. Despite having caves to live in, they still require the world above the ground to survive. After many close calls with the humans, the men with swords came and began an extermination."
"The Order?" asked Velvet.
"Yes." The owl-woman was walking down the tunnel, but her head turned a hundred and eighty degrees to face them. "Years ago, Leeds came to the Nirumbi and promised them a land where they could be free. In exchange, he needed their help to conquer it."
"That's a super dick move," Mike told her. "To just show up on my back porch and start shooting arrows at everyone."
"Your ancestors had no problem taming these lands with steel and gunpowder," she replied. "If you have a better suggestion for the Nirumbi, I would love to hear it."
"Why Leeds?" This came from Dana. "I saw all those creatures out there. Clearly, they didn't come help him fight. Why did the Nirumbi get to do all the dirty work while they just sat back? Except for the Wendigo, of course."
"There were a few reasons for doing so." Her head swiveled around and she took them down a narrow side passage. There were fewer Nirumbi living in this part of the cave. "The first is that he promised he could get everybody into this land. This was a feat that took him many years, and there were those who didn't believe he could do it."
"Opening a door doesn't make you a leader," Yuki said.
"Correct. What made him a leader was something he told us about called the Great Game."
Mike had been paying close attention to his surroundings, but now his interest was focused solely on the owl-woman.
"What did he say?" he asked.
"Only a human soul could participate in the game, and despite his demonic appearance, his soul is that of a mortal. The plan was to take this land from the current Caretaker by any means. He claimed that he could protect the vulnerable children of the forest, but only if he was in charge."
"What else did he say? And where did he learn about the Great Game?"
The owl-woman shook her head. "I do not know. Leeds is many things, but a reliable narrator is not one of them. I only heard this information third hand, and always after he had moved on. He has been preparing for many years now, and many thought he was a liar."
Mike nodded. "But then he actually brought them here."
"He sent out the call, and the children of the forest listened." The owl-woman stopped and turned toward Bigfoot. "You of all people should know that they have no leader. They were easily swayed by promises of a better world, much like you were."
Bigfoot held up his massive hands. "I'm not going to argue the point," he grumbled.
Mike looked at the owl-woman, and then Bigfoot. A thought occurred to him. "You don't want Leeds in charge," he said, "that's why you need me."
The owl-woman's head twisted to look at him. "It is. You see, some of us have doubted Leeds' intentions all along, and his efforts to displace you have created a momentary breach of trust. The Nirumbi do not wish to continue feeding their warriors to your guardians, and many of the others fear retribution. The warriors of the Nirumbi are the next generation, and between you and the Wendigo, they have already been halved. We now find ourselves at a tipping point where all that we want is finally within reach, but the cost has already been too high. We have seen the company you keep, and wonder if there is a better way."
"They want my permission to stay, don't they?"
The owl-woman sighed. "They do. We are tired of fleeing from your people, Caretaker. The Order has forced us to remain hidden from your world, which means we cannot retaliate in kind as our homes are bulldozed. This place is a sanctuary, an untouchable piece of paradise where they can live and be free."
"I doubt this." Bigfoot sneered at the owl-woman. "Even if the Nirumbi are planning on playing nice from now on, I saw the creatures of the forest you had gathered out there. Some may be happy to piss away their days without bothering anyone, but you have a collective who's-who of man-eating monsters up there."
"Really." Mike looked from Bigfoot to the owl-woman. "I'm not keen on hosting creatures that will fight and potentially kill me or my friends."
The owl-woman nodded. "And yet you did not see them attack you. But I do not expect that to be the proof you need to change your heart. There is more to see."
They followed her through a large cave with thick stalactites. The dripping water sounded almost like rain, and he could see thick tree roots up above. How far down beneath the ground were they?
"While Leeds is gone, it may be possible for you to win over the forest children by agreeing to let them stay, but I understand your hesitance. I would tell you my own story before we get to our destination. You see, I am one of these creatures that Bigfoot would warn you about. My sisters and I -- we used to hunt and devour humans."
"Tale as old as time. Please, continue." Mike waved his hand for her to go on.
The owl-woman looked back at him as if judging his comment, but continued. Her soft voice barely echoed in the cave. "You see, we didn't need to eat humans. Not only were they easy prey, but their parts made great materials for rituals. But we paid a price. There were once five of us. I lost three of my sisters to the tribes of this land. We only had ourselves to blame, if I'm being truthful. After their deaths, it occurred to us that maybe we were, in fact, wrong.
"My remaining sister and I decided that maybe it was time to understand the human world better, but we erred. We took a human child from his village and tried to raise him as our own."
"That didn't go well for you, did it?" Mike asked.
"It did not. Though we tried to offer the boy the secrets of our magic, thinking it would be enough, he betrayed us instead and returned to his people. When he led them back, we were caught off guard and our home was destroyed. My sister died, but I was lucky and managed to escape." She stopped and put her hand on a rocky outcropping. Her clawed fingers ticked on the stone like an old clock.
"What happened, then?" Velvet asked.
"I am the last of my kind. When I die, my legacy goes with me." The owl-woman suddenly looked tired. "So I decided to try and become family with the others of the land, to pass on my knowledge. I encountered the Nirumbi decades back, and they revered me as an elder. Many of them came to realize that the old ways are gone, and it is time to adopt new methods of survival. That is part of the reason why I am here, the others look to me for guidance as well. I know that Leeds will outlive me. I would see the Nirumbi become something better than even I could be, but they will not do so with Leeds in charge. He hates humans, and will spend his life forging the children of the forest into a terrible weapon to use against them."
She turned to Mike, her eyes suddenly wide. "But we cannot guide the children of the forest without you. Take away their reason for fighting, and Leeds loses his power over them. They are capable of learning, and I am not afraid to teach them the ways of peace."
Mike shook his head. "So, you want me to, what? Forgive them for nearly killing me?"
"Yes." She bowed her head in supplication. "But do not speak your decision yet. For we have arrived."
Mike looked around but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Bigfoot, however, let out a grunt, then frowned.
"This way," he said, then crouched down to crawl through an opening that had been hidden in the wall.
The darkness was difficult to navigate, but he found himself in a large chamber. Up above, large stony spikes glistened in the light of the foxfire. Multiple levels in the chamber made him realize that it had been carved out of the rock. The others came through and stood silently behind him.
"Where are we?" he asked, his voice gobbled up by the dark spaces above.
"The cave of the dead. The Nirumbi fear this place," replied the owl-woman. She pointed out into the center of the chamber, and Velvet gasped.
It was covered in tiny skeletons, hundreds of them. They were curled up on the ground, their remains undisturbed. Mike moved into the middle of the chamber, his heart pounding. The tallest of the lot were perhaps four feet tall, and he could see the spiked protuberances at the front of their skulls. They were mostly mummified and still had their clothing and hair.
They were goblins.
"How did this happen?" Mike asked.
Bigfoot grunted, then wiped his nose. "Many years ago, the goblins emerged from the cave. They attacked our family, and we retaliated in kind."
"I heard, but this?" Mike ran up one of the nearby ramps. The hovels here were similar to what the Nirumbi lived in. He looked inside of one to see a goblin's remains lying across several smaller goblins. "You killed all of them?"
"There was no choice, Caretaker. We could not reason with them, they attacked us on a daily basis. It came down to them or us, and we won."
"Uncle Foot?" Velvet looked at her uncle with a mixture of awe and horror. "There are whole families here."
"I know." Bigfoot winced. "For your parents, your survival was far more important. This was not a choice made lightly."
"How did you do it?" Mike shook his head in shock. The goblin homes were everywhere. "I thought they were immune to poison."
Bigfoot grunted. "It wasn't easy. Ana and Darren spent weeks mapping out this cave system. Once it was done, they figured out the passageways where the air was coming in and then sealed them off. The goblins here had rituals that involved the phases of the moon. When we knew they would all be here worshipping their gods, we set up generators and flooded the tunnels with carbon monoxide. It was done in such a way that goblins sent to investigate the noise died first. Their bodies were immune to poison, but they still needed air to breathe."
Horrified, Mike sat down on one of the ledges. From where he sat, he could make out the central dais of the chamber. A figure in ceremonial garb lay nearby, the fabric now moldy from the dampness of the cave. Velvet's parents had slaughtered the goblins while they had essentially been attending church.
"There had to be a better way," he muttered. But was there? If the goblins kept attacking them, then there would have been no option. Still, to see that an entire tribe of goblins had been wiped out?
"Evil is in the eye of the beholder. The goblins didn't see themselves as evil, they were just doing what they have always done. This was the price they paid." The owl-woman transformed and flew toward the top of the cave. "I have one last thing to show you," she said, after transforming back.
He didn't want to see. The owl-woman had already made her point. But he stood and followed. A cool hand found his, and he looked into Velvet's eyes.
"I had no idea," she told him. "I always thought they drove them off, or at least killed them in battle."
He nodded, then navigated his way up the path. The footing was treacherous, but Velvet had no problem with it. She supported him until they got to the top. The ceiling was low and the passage led to a narrow chamber.
"Here." The owl-woman pointed at the back of the cave. Mike clicked on his flashlight and almost dropped it.
In the back of the cave, a rudimentary bookshelf had been carved into the wall. There were a few books still on the shelf, but they had long ago turned into little more than paper mush. On the nearby wall, he saw that someone had drawn symbols in dark paint. In crude letters, someone had practiced the alphabet over and over again, until the letters culminated in a declarative statement that sat away from the others.
I LYKE TO TINKR
TINKR IS ME NAME
Beneath the words there was a series of stick figures that were clearly meant to be goblins. They were drawn with angry faces and clubs standing around a tiny goblin with tears on her face and knees pulled up to her chest.
"Tink," he muttered. He had never thought to ask where she came from, and she had never brought it up. What little he did know was that the other goblins hadn't liked her. Is this where Emily found her? How had the goblins come to be here in the first place?
"The goblins were ready to evolve. If one could learn to read and write, then why not more?" The owl-woman hung her head. "Alas, we can never know. If they hadn't been exterminated, this one could have led them to a brighter tomorrow. I wanted you to see this, Caretaker, so that you would better understand why we can never predict the future of an entire species based on the truths of their past. Good men can become evil, and evil men can find redemption. Why not an entire people? My story alone may not be enough to sway you, but this should. The goblins have been seen as irredeemable for centuries, but this? This is proof that they had the potential to change, to be better than what they were."
Mike reached out to touch the letters on the wall. How many decades had they been there?



"He can't lead the Nirumbi to a brighter tomorrow." Yuki's voice came from back in the cave. She stood at the edge of the goblin pit, her fists balled up at her side. Foxfire illuminated her from behind. "You can't just expect him to drop his life and come be a leader to people he doesn't even know. This isn't his burden to bear."
"You misunderstand. If the Caretaker agrees to let the forest children stay, then our only obstacle is Leeds. I will stay and guide the children of the forest. I have much to teach them, and not enough years." She made a symbol with clawed hands that glowed an angry red color. "On the topic of Leeds, his is the magic of shadows. He learned it from a witch. Though I can't take down his barrier, it is in my strength to help you cast him out. Once he passes through the barrier, it will come down and you will be free to leave."
"What guarantee do we have that he won't come back and start this shit all over again?"
The owl-woman shrugged, which sent a few loose feathers to the ground. "Even if he does, he won't be able to build his trap. I and the others will make sure of it."
Mike traced his fingers along the letters of the wall. Tink was in danger. Everyone at the house was. Maybe there was a catch in the owl-woman's deal that he couldn't see, but he didn't have time to figure it out. The others could leave with him, and even if he were to lose the forest, he would still have his family and his home.
"I accept," he said, hoping this wasn't a huge mistake.
To his relief, Bigfoot grunted in approval. Even if they were both wrong, he at least felt better making a mistake with a friend by his side.
No, many friends. He took Velvet's hand and squeezed her fingers. He didn't have a word for their relationship yet, but he looked forward to figuring it out.
"Let's get out of here," he said, then turned to face the owl-woman. "Do you think the children of the forest will help us with Leeds?"
She nodded. "Some will not. They abstain and wait for the victor. Please do not fault them, for it is their way. But you have my vow that I shall not rest until the Devil of Jersey has been captured."
Bigfoot held out his hand to the owl-woman, like he was expecting her to slap him five. She timidly placed her claw over his.
"I misjudged you," he told her. "You see, I used to take my duties to the forest seriously, but was blessed to become part of a family. Instead of wandering the land and fixing its ills, I indulged in matters of the heart and felt myself grow in ways I never imagined. Knowing now how that feels, I can understand why you did what you did."
"Thank you." The owl-woman withdrew her hand, which disappeared into her feathers. "In that case, let's go meet with some of the others. I have an idea on how to capture Leeds, but we must move quickly. He will likely return in a day or so."
They walked away from the cave, but Mike hung back. He turned one last time to shine his light on Tink's words.
"I'm coming home, goblin wife. Just hang in there." Setting his jaw, he turned to join the others and descended to the bottom of the goblin's pit. When he got to the mouth of the cavern, he stopped and looked back. His goblin in-laws were in there somewhere.
He wished their spirits well, then hurried after the owl-woman to catch up.

🏠🏠🏠

It was nearing the middle of the night when the back door of the house opened. Eulalie leaned away from her computer to see Sofia and Sulyvahn walk inside with Cyrus in tow. The man's head was back inside the pillowcase, and they directed him over to the couch.
The lights in the kitchen had been unscrewed. Even with his eyes unhindered, Cyrus would have trouble making out her form in the shadows.
"I hear you've had a productive day," she said. Other than sneaking a nap earlier, she had watched as Cyrus was led across the property. Naia and Amymone had hidden away once the man was out back with the idea that the less he knew about everyone else, the better.
"That's a matter of opinion." Cyrus scratched his head through the case. "I think I ended the day with more questions than answers, though."
"Success isn't always a feature of productivity." She looked up at Sulyvahn, who handed her a diagram that Cyrus had drawn. It was a map of the grounds around the house. There were several little dashed lines done in blue ink all over the property and inside the house. However, a thick red line had been drawn along the back where the gate was. "What am I looking at here?"
"That's a great question. Hard for me to tell you with this thing on." He gave the case a tug. "Don't suppose--"
"Nope. A girl's got her secrets."
"What is a rat queen, anyway? Other than the obvious, it's not a title I'm familiar with."
She smirked, then used the tips of her front legs to create a clicking sound that sounded very much like the grinding of teeth. It was a noise that had driven her parents and her sister nuts. "Oh, you definitely don't want to see what I've got going on. I'm all hair and teeth, and you will be driven mad at the sight of me."
"I've seen worse," he offered.
"No, I mean you will literally go mad. Part of my magical charm. It's a feature, not a bug."
Cyrus went quiet for a moment, then sighed. "Okay, whatever. Your rules. What are you asking about?"
"Let's start with the lines." She had heard some of his answers while spying with the drones. It had been child's play to attach a microphone to one and then land it around the yard while he did his work, but she had been unable to capture any good audio while flying. In retrospect, it should have been easy to write a Fourier Transform program to account for the changes in current to the rotors of the drone. Knowing the exact speed of the rotors could give her the frequency needed to generate the proper sound-cancelling technology to clean up the signal.
However, the microphone wasn't that great to begin with, and if she had started such a project, she would already be arguing in a chat room full of like-minded programmers about why it should be technically feasible. Finding a way to blend engineering with programming was a special form of madness that she didn't have the patience for.
"Okay, well, the small ones are remnants of extraplanar activity. A small, healed wound on the space-time continuum, or however you want to put it. There are a few on the grounds themselves, but even more inside. For instance, there was one on the closet inside the front door. Means that a portal was there at some point, for a long time. It's left a mark, but it's gone now."
"Go on." What he said made plenty of sense. The home had its quirks, after all. A parallel universe greenhouse with a shortcut built into the front yard. An enormous Labyrinth in the basement. And what she assumed was access to the fabled Library of Alexandria.
And that was just the stuff she could remember off the top of her head.
While looking at the dotted lines, she saw the pattern emerge. Using a pencil, she connected some of the outermost lines together. It didn't take her long to realize that she was essentially sketching the borders of the house before it had changed. The lounge with all the Egyptian crap was clearly outlined on the map before her, and if she pretended that the house was twenty feet longer, the back wall of the home now lined up with the dots.
These lines were proof that the real Radley house had been there, but was now gone. She ran her fingers along the dotted lines, wondering just where it had gotten off to. All this extra-planar data must have been so confusing for Cyrus, but she wasn't about to fill him in on the truth of the house. It not only wasn't her place to do so, but she was still fuzzy on plenty of the details herself.
"But all of these were trivial," Cyrus continued. "I could detect their essence, but it's something that will fade with time. I was lucky to spot them at all, a function of how recent the event was. Still confusing as hell, by the way, that you won't tell me what happened, but no matter. Now, the big red one in the backyard is far more interesting."
"How so?"
He tilted his head back and forth as if lost in thought. Or maybe there was a gap in the fibers and he was trying to get a good look at her. Just in case, she held perfectly still.
"Two scars, fairly large, one on top of the other. I imagine this place had magical connections to somewhere else, which I would love to discuss--"
"Nope." This came from Sofia. "We aren't talking about us right now. Answer the queen's question."
Cyrus groaned in annoyance. "Fine. The big iron gate you have out back was the boundary for somewhere big. That was no casual portal to somewhere else, I can tell you that much. These other marks I made were for little things, such as connecting one place to another. This, however, is like a giant scar on space-time that goes somewhere outside of, well, here. Like, this reality. What interests me the most about it is that I can see that someone stretched it open and used it very recently."
"How so?" Now, this was interesting. If she remembered correctly, the gate went to the Underworld itself.
"Because of the overlap. When I was doing my experiments, I was detecting a portal inside of another portal, which is impossible for so many reasons. So I have a theory that--" Cyrus sneezed, then shook in his hood. "Oh, c'mon! This is just disgusting!"
Eulalie held back laughter as Cyrus shifted the hood around, clearly trying to wipe himself off. She didn't care if it was another attempt to remove the hood, it was pretty funny.
"Okay, I was going to give you an in-depth analysis of extra-dimensional folding, but I need to clean myself up. This is nasty!"
"Give me the TLDR."
"The what now?"
Eulalie rolled her human eyes. Her spider eyes stayed focused on the mage. "The Too Long, Didn't Read version."
"This must be a millennial thing," he muttered. "You're all too damn impatient. In short, I suspect that someone folded another space inside of the first one. A bubble in a bubble, if you will. The portal at the gate went somewhere large enough that it was far more convenient to stretch the portal itself out and just shove everything through, then let it snap back into place and gobble up whatever was taken. Kind of like how I'm using the inside of my hood to wipe snot off my face instead of a tissue or a rag." Cyrus leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest.
Fascinating. So instead of the Radley house being moved, another dimension had been stretched over it and then closed off. Eulalie's fingers tapped a rhythm on the desk as she pondered the implications of what this meant. Whoever had done this would have to be insanely powerful. And if they were, then why not just attack the house? Why did it need to be moved in the first place?
Sofia gasped at the revelation and grabbed Suly's arm hard enough that her knuckles popped. The dullahan winced, then yanked his arm away to rub the injured area.
"Ye damn'd giant women and yer man hands," he muttered as he shook his arm and took a step toward Cyrus. "Okay, I be thinkin' we be done here. Let's be takin' care of yer bogies."
"Thank you." Cyrus held up a hand and was led away by Sulyvahn, who would take him over to the Radley house. Though devoid of magic, it still had plumbing that worked and Cyrus wouldn't accidentally see Eulalie.
"We need to get a hold of Ratu," Sofia said. "If Cyrus is right, then the others are trapped in the Underworld."
"Hmm." Eulalie pondered this with her chin in her hand. "If so, then why haven't they escaped?"
"You can't think of it as a local thing. The Underworld is infinitely large. They may be stuck somewhere millions of miles from here, or ten feet away behind a magical boundary. It isn't somewhere you can just casually escape. And even if they could escape, without a guide, you can't go more than a hundred feet without getting lost in the fog. There is also the problem of roaming demons."
Eulalie chewed her lip in contemplation. She couldn't worry about every possible iteration of the Underworld issue. "Let's just focus on solutions rather than potential problems. If they are trapped in the Underworld, how do we find them?"
"We could ask Cerberus, but..." Sofia frowned. "Last I checked, she only listens to Mike and Lily. And her gate is disabled."
"Yeah, well..." Eulalie looked at a nearby rat, who stared at her with eager eyes. "The rats can do it."
"They can't, actually. The rules for building portals have their limitations, and the Underworld is one of them." Sofia moved close by and knelt down so that she was eye to eyes with Eulalie. "However, I bet Ratu will have some ideas. If we can somehow reconnect the gate, we can at least speak with Cerberus and figure out our options. Maybe she can sniff out the house?"
"Hmm." Eulalie tapped her fingers on the table, then turned her attention to her laptops. Despite the collective knowledge of mankind at her fingertips, this was a unique problem that required a solution that couldn't be dredged up from the internet. She had cast her net wide, and succeeded in catching an inter-dimensional expert while also establishing a secure presence around the home. Now, though, it was time to change tactics.
"What are you thinking?" asked Sofia.
"My mom had a saying. Once a web has served its purpose, you build a new one." She leaned back with a grin. "It's a spider thing. She was actually full of spider-themed advice. They were kind of like dad jokes on steroids. A bug in the hand is worth two in the web, knock that shit off or I'll swat you with a newspaper..."
"Still waiting on your idea." Sofia didn't seem amused by spider jokes.
"We go back to the Library. The rats can watch this place and Suly can keep tabs on Cyrus. He's sleeping in the main house, so we don't have to worry about him wandering over. We do some research of our own on extra-dimensional folding or whatever until we can speak to Ratu. Make good use of our time."
"Are we planning to sleep at all?" Sofia raised her eyebrow. "Some of us have been busy babysitting all day instead of playing on computers."
"Sleep is for bitches." Eulalie smirked. "But if you need your beauty rest, be my guest."
"Guess I'll brew some coffee." Sofia stood and walked into the kitchen. "If anyone knows how to properly pull an all-nighter, it's a librarian."
Eulalie smirked, then turned her attention back to the monitors. On the display, she could see that the rat guard had set up a perimeter around Murray's home. The longer she spent with the rats, the more self-sufficient they seemed.
She cleaned up the dining room, making sure to leave no webs behind. Once she was satisfied that she had left no trace, she waited for Sofia to finish her coffee and the two of them returned to the Library together.

🏠🏠🏠

Beth stood with her arms crossed as Mehkhkahrel descended from the mists above, his whirling form somehow glistening with light that didn't exist. Beneath him, Murray pointed dramatically upward, surrounded by War, Pestilence and Famine. It surprised her that the air outside the home was far warmer than inside. This caused tiny alarm bells to ring in her mind, but she turned her attention toward Murray as his floating body tilted in her direction.
"We shall act as the final arbiter in this mediation," Murray declared. Though his limbs stuck out in odd directions, his mouth now moved appropriately when he spoke. "Each party will now present what they wish to achieve by the end of this deliberation."
"We'll go first." War stepped forward and stabbed his sword into the ground. "When this is over, we wish to walk the Earth. That is our bare minimum, and we will accept no other offers."
Famine and Pestilence nodded their agreement. Beth sighed and looked up at the angel. She had expected this.
"Our desire is to keep these three from being brought to Earth. Even if only one of them arrives, countless people will perish." Beth looked over at Death, who nodded in agreement. "Death will be allowed to remain."
"It would seem that your terms are at odds. We ask now that you attempt to come to an agreement." Murray turned his head and was able to look at both parties with his crooked eyes. "This mediation will continue until an agreement is made."
"I wish to clarify something." Beth looked up at the angel's true form. "It seems to me that neither party wishes to budge on their demands."
"You must come to an agreement," Murray declared.
"Right, about that. Hypothetically speaking, what would occur should we never agree?"
Murray's lips twisted into a sneer, then a frown. One eye rolled up into his head, and then it snapped back into place. "No party may leave this space until an agreement has been made."
"Good." Beth smirked at the horsemen, then directed her attention to War. "You see, as Death's legal counsel, I am mortal."
"We are aware of your failings." War grinned, revealing that his teeth were full of black stuff. "But please, continue."
"These people, who I am still unconvinced are the official horsemen, do not suffer from my mortal affliction. As time here progresses, I have nothing to eat or drink."
Famine chuckled, then pulled an apple out of his bag and proceeded to loudly consume it.
"That's not our problem." War tilted his head and licked his lips. "We figure, at some point, you'll be hungry enough to give us what we want."
"Or I won't." Beth crossed her arms, then looked up at Mehkhkahrel. "You see, if I were to become incapacitated, then I would be unable to complete this mediation. Is that correct?"
"You are stating the obvious," Murray replied.
"So let's just say, for the sake of argument, I can no longer continue to represent my client. He would be free to seek new counsel, yes?"
"This is true."
"Good. Death, if I succumb to dehydration, who shall represent you?"
Death stepped forward and crossed his arms. "I will represent myself."
War let out a laugh, followed by Famine. If Pestilence joined in, it was impossible to tell. Beth gave them plenty of time to yuck it up. The false sense of security that had just been established would give her an edge.
"Do you wish to give in to their demands?" Beth asked.
"No." Death's eyes filled with fire. "I shall sit here for an eternity before I allow these fools to walk the mortal realm. As I have walked this world since the beginning, so shall I sit until it meets its end. Even then, I shall maintain my vigil, purely out of spite for my brethren. They shall never again take part in the end of any world, and it shall put a smile on my face to crush their dreams."
The laughter stopped. War's mouth hung open for several moments before he looked over at Murray. "They can't do that!"
"You must come to an agreement." Murray turned his head, but his skin remained in place, allowing Beth to see his skull through what were now empty eye sockets. His jaw moved inside the flesh of his neck as he spoke. If she had actually eaten anything, she would have puked. "Nobody leaves until both sides agree."
"That isn't fair!" Famine pushed his way forward. "You can't hold us to an eternal stalemate!"
"You must come to an agreement." Murray was surrounded by an intense aura of light, which caused Famine to back away.
"You all fucked up. Probably should have picked a better leader." Beth examined her nails, pretending to be interested in imaginary dirt. "If you win, the world ends and I die anyway, along with everyone I've ever loved. If you really are the incarnation of war, you should know better than to pin a human in the corner and give them nothing to lose."
War let out a yell and picked up his sword. With a cry, he stepped forward as if to swing it. Several eyes on Mehkhkahrel's body appeared and blazed with golden light. The sword froze in mid-air, yanked out of War's hands.



"Physical aggression by either party will result in forfeiture," Murray declared in a booming voice. Pressure from above forced Beth and the horsemen to their knees, then released them. The sword slammed into the ground, cracking the dirt. "You will never again attempt to attack the other party."
"Then what do we do?" Thick veins in War's neck appeared as his face twisted up in frustration. He picked his sword back up, careful to do so in a non-menacing way. "Would you have us quit? It isn't fair!"
"Brother." Famine put his hand on War's shoulder. "I have a better plan. We force mediation until this bitch dies, then let it go. That way, at least we don't stay trapped here forever, but she still gets to die for pissing us off."
"In that case..." Beth smiled and reached into Tick Tock to pull out the Grimoire. "What if I told you I had a way to become immortal using this book?" It was a deliberately vague statement. She didn't know if the Grimoire could do such a thing, but Mehkhkahrel couldn't call her out for lying. "This is perhaps the most powerful magical tome in existence. It contains Words of Creation."
"That is forbidden knowledge," Murray declared, his face going slack as his skull repositioned itself correctly.
"Not by the laws of my people," Beth responded.
"Is she correct? Does that book contain Words of Creation?" War's voice actually squeaked.
"It does." Murray sounded angry when he said this.
"How many?" This came from Famine.
Murray's forehead wrinkled up and a sneer formed on his face. "Enough to make me concerned."
The conversation was veering in an unexpected direction. Even though the Grimoire had no information on harming angels, Mehkhkahrel was clearly concerned that Beth had such a thing. The last thing she wanted was for the angel to decide to take away the book, so Beth stuffed it back inside Tick Tock. The horsemen were off-balance, so it was time for her next ploy.
"So it looks like we are at an impasse. We will never settle. If you had taken the time to make an actual list of demands, something like 'we want to be on Earth, only not as the horsemen of the Apocalypse,' we might have played ball with you."
"We are forces of nature," Famine hissed. "We do not 'play ball'."
"What if I offered you a way around this impasse?" Beth tilted her head in a conspiratorial manner toward War.
War chewed his bottom lip so hard that it split and bled. His muscles tensed for several moments before he let out a disgusted sigh. "I'll hear your idea, but we won't back down on our demands."
"Perish the thought." Satisfied that she had their attention, she grinned smugly. "I want to challenge you to a game of war. Winner takes all. If we win, you go back to wherever Mehkhkahrel summoned you from and will not return until the gods themselves decree that it's Apocalypse time. But if you win, you all get a one-way trip straight to Earth to do whatever the fuck you want."
"Heh. You assume you can challenge us to a game you can win?" War flexed his massive chest. "What game?"
Beth held up the Risk box.
"I'm not playing a fucking board game!" War tossed his sword onto the ground and groaned. "I demand a real challenge! I want my heart to race, to feel the blood of my enemies splash against my skin, to see the dying light fade from their eyes! You don't get that from a board game!"
She took a deep breath, then let it out. This had been an expected reaction, and she was properly prepared. "What if I told you that you could have all those things with this game?"
War rolled his eyes. "It's a cardboard box full of paper and plastic. Maybe, if things get really exciting, someone will choke to death on a piece."
Beth looked up at Mehkhkahrel. She hated looking at Murray. "As the mediator, it is your job to facilitate any sort of discussion or agreements we wish to pursue. Therefore, what I am about to suggest is dependent upon your abilities."
"I am listening," Murray replied.
"Some months back, I underwent an experience where myself and the people I live with were pulled into a board game much like this one." She shivered as a few memories immediately surfaced, but chased them away in case the angel was trying to read her mind. "From our perspective, the game was real. In fact, our memories had been wiped and we were stuck in the roles assigned by the game. After multiple days, we finally beat the game, only to discover that we had been sitting around and playing it for about an hour in the real world. It was very similar to the Dreamscape in this manner."
What she didn't say was that Jenny had taken over the game completely, filling the house with Eldritch horrors. While everyone had been trapped inside the game, Jenny had been able to move in and out of it at will while manipulating events from the outside. She had added pieces from other games, and shifted characters around for her own amusement. It had been a flare-up of the magic Jenny had absorbed from Yuki's emerald months past, one final blast of Jenny/Janey insanity that had led to the destruction of the game and a vow to never discuss the events that had occurred while inside it.
She definitely didn't need to bring up the fact that their memories had also been messed up. For most of the game, she had been under the firm belief that she was, in fact, Professor Plum.
"Why would I even care?" asked War. "What makes this game so special?"
"It's a game of strategy. Here." Beth handed over the rules. "We each command our own armies in hopes of achieving global domination--"
"Ah!" War snatched the rules and looked them over. "Global domination, you say!"
Famine looked uncertain. "You are challenging us, actual horsemen of the Apocalypse, to a game of global conquest?"
"Six people can play. Since the three of you would be playing, we would get to have three players as well. Of course, this really only works if Mehkhkahrel is willing to essentially construct a parallel universe for us to destroy. The key to making this work, though, is that the board's condition determines what happens inside. We roll dice out here, but see soldiers slaughter each other in there."
Murray's eyelid twitched. "This could be arranged, if all parties agree to it. You would also have to agree to a set of rules."
Pestilence waved their hands around, and the air filled with buzzing.
"Good point. Who would your three players be?" asked Famine. "I assume our brother is one?"
Death narrowed his eyes. "I am no good with games. You know this."
"Who does that leave?"
Beth hid the smile from her face as she pointed to Reggie. "Our players will be me, the rat, and Jenny." She held up the doll for everyone to see. "These two have played more board games than anyone else and are quite good at it."
War laughed so hard that the others stepped away from him. Large tears formed in the corners of his eyes as he pointed at Beth.
"You challenge...us...with a rat and a child's toy?" He held his belly and crouched down as if holding in his mirth. "Oh, this is rich!"
Reggie closed the distance between the two of them until he stood at War's feet. The horseman laughed again when the rat put his hands on his waist.
"I will have you know that I am no mere rat," Reggie declared. "I am a king. You would be nothing without the greed of monarchs like myself. So if you think my diminutive stature is equivalent to my abilities, then you have already lost."
Play with me! Jenny's voice was distorted as if playing through an old speaker.
War wiped a tear from his cheek. "I'm sorry, this is too much. I can't wait to crush all of you! So how do we do this?"
"Simple. We agree on the rules first." Beth pulled them out. "What happens out here translates to in there. You get to choose what your troops look like and how they act. You are free to make alliances. Whoever wins the game decides the fate of the world. It will be just like a real war."
War rolled his eyes. "And that is why you will lose. While we are inside the game, it will feel real. The first time you see a man's skull explode, you'll forget how to play this game. You will freeze as we take everything from you, one by one. Your mind isn't strong enough, little girl. And once we are finished, we will do it on your planet, with everyone you've ever loved."
"All is fair in love and war. That's something that we can all agree on, yes?"
War's smile faltered. It was almost as though he sensed the trap. He looked at his siblings, who both nodded their assent. With a shrug, he looked up at Mehkhkahrel.
"On behalf of my party, we agree to these terms."
Murray's eyes flashed, and a large table appeared. The board was already set up, and thick chairs made of stone appeared. Runes burned themselves into the stone, and fiery symbols now glowed.
"Here." Beth handed Tick Tock to Death, who grabbed hold of the bag. "Make sure nothing weird happens to us out here." She didn't want her body blindsided while her mind was inside the game.
"It's a little late for that," the Grim Reaper muttered. He held Tick Tock as if the mimic were dirty. "This business is already weird enough. Also, one cannot wear a backpack properly in robes."
"You'll figure it out." Her palms were sweaty as she took her place at the table. Reggie sat on her left, and she set Jenny on her right. The mists swirled around Mehkhkahrel as if trying to consume the angel, and Murray's eyes drifted apart so that he wasn't looking at anyone in particular.
"You guys ready for family game night?" she asked.
Reggie nodded, his eyes focused on the horsemen as they sat. Famine's big gut pressed against the table, so he had to sit further away. War's massive torso looked out of place as well, and he had the appearance of a meat dreidel that was ready to topple forward any moment. Only Pestilence fit into their seat, their hazmat suit sagging noticeably when they sat forward.
"Let's see what you've got," War sneered.
"And so, we begin," Murray declared, and a bright light enveloped the players. The world swirled violently around Beth and she felt like she was falling as the light took her. Terror filled her body, and she bit her lip to hold back a scream.
She hoped she hadn't just fucked everything up.

🏠🏠🏠

I really hoped you enjoyed that! I love being able to put down words for you to read, so please don't forget to drop me some stars and help others find my story.
Next chapter will heat up as Beth battles the horsemen for the fate of the world while Mike...goes for a walk in the woods with Abella. It'll be a different kind of heat.
Until next time! Stay awesome, be kind to each other, and eat yer damn veggies! They're good for you!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Annabelle Hawthorne back at it again with a little story about a man and his monster girls.
New to the scene? This is an urban fantasy about a guy who inherits a house full of monster girls and then has sex with a bunch of them between life-threatening adventures. I also wrote a couple of side novels that tie into this book, so you may want to start at chapter one and play catch up. Don't worry, I'll wait.
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Okay, enough of that red tape nonsense. It's time to cue the music and get involved in some
Risky Business
The walk back to the cabin took less than an hour, and Mike let out a sigh of relief when he saw it in the distance. Bigfoot had them utilizing tree portals to shorten their journey, with the owl always hopping through at the last second. The ominous creatures of the woods had watched them when they left the cave, and many followed them toward their destination, but a few were left behind with each jump. He assumed it was part of the treaty they had established with the owl, who had acted as both an interpreter and mediator.
It was a fairly simple agreement. If the Nirumbi and the other creatures agreed to peace with the occupants of the cabin, as well as each other, then they could stay. The owl would act as their leader instead of the current Caretaker, whoever that may be.
However, this agreement hinged largely on getting rid of Leeds. The owl had assured them that her magic was more than capable of trapping him, and that it would be a simple matter of pushing him past his own boundary. Mike doubted it would be that easy. If history was any indicator, he was in for a rough night.
He took the morning to sleep. Between sex with Dana and his near-death experience, he had been fairly energized all night. Upon seeing the cabin, his feet had started to drag through the snow and he stumbled. Quetzalli and Yuki had held his arms until they walked inside, and he had promptly gone to his room and fallen into a deep slumber.
At first, he dreamed in images. Instead of landing in the Dreamscape, he saw the events of the last few days as they flitted through his mind like photographs in a flipbook. Darkness came and then went, and when he finally awoke, he was alone.
Puzzled by the silence, he moved to get out of bed and nearly fell when his foot caught on something heavy under the covers.
"Ow!" The lump in his bed shifted and Kisa appeared, rubbing at her face. "That really fucking hurt!"
"What are you doing here?" he asked, then looked around. He was still in the cabin. "Is this a dream?"
"Maybe." Kisa slapped her cheeks and winced. "I must have fallen asleep in the sitting room. This feels pretty real, though. Hey, listen! You need to get home right away! The Three Horsemen of the Apocalypse trapped us in another dimension, and Beth is—"
"Wait, what? The Apocalypse?"
Kisa scowled at him and grabbed his face with her hands. The pads on her fingertips were soft, but her grip was borderline menacing. "Shut up for a second and just listen!"
She explained it all. An angel had spirited them away and locked them up in a world made of mist. Apparently, Beth was acting as Death's lawyer, and now was playing board games in the front yard against War, Famine and Pestilence for the fate of all mankind.
He wasn't certain yet that this wasn't a dream.
"Oh, and something in the house has been attacking us," she finished. "Knocking us out, one by one. Tink was put to sleep a couple days back, and she still hasn't woken up. Cecilia got knocked out, and so did one of the fairies. Oh, and Beth got cloned by primordial ooze, so now there's two of her, kind of. It's time you wrap up your vacation and come home!"
Mike took a deep breath through his nose, doing his best to lower his blood pressure. If everything Kisa had said was true, they were all in danger and there was nothing he could do. He wasn't even sure what to do with the knowledge that there were now two of Beth.
"It's hardly been a vacation, here. C'mon." He slid out of bed and noticed that he was still fully dressed from last night. At least he wouldn't be walking through this dream in his underwear. Those were the worst! "Let's try and figure out what our current situation is while I tell you what's going on in Oregon."
He explained the situation with Leeds as he put on his shoes, and then they walked into the main room of the cabin. He had just finished telling her about the new truce when he noticed that the building had changed.
The television and entertainment center was gone. Instead, a massive fireplace with a roaring fire greeted them, casting long shadows into the eaves of the cabin. When he looked in the kitchen, it was much bigger and had an assortment of drying meats hanging by the window.
Kisa whistled. "This place is impressive."
He frowned, then looked upstairs. The shadows parted, revealing that the walls of the cabin were covered in various animal trophies.
"This isn't what it looks like in the real world," he told her. "Stick close to me."
She pressed herself into him and sighed. "Damn, you feel good," she muttered. "Just having you close makes me feel better. And safe."
He put his arm around her and squeezed. His magic responded to her presence, filling him with warmth and calm.
There was a thump from upstairs. They looked at each other, and then Mike looked at the front door.
"Don't suppose it would make sense for us to run, do you?" he asked.
The thump repeated itself. Mike pushed Kisa behind him and moved toward the stairs, his palms suddenly sweaty. Kisa shoved past him before they got to the top of the stairs, and he tried to grab her and pull her back, but he was too slow.
"What the hell?" Kisa looked over her shoulder at him. "I don't get it."
He climbed the last three stairs and saw what she was looking at. Instead of the upper floor, they now stood in a thicket of pines. Between a pair of gnarled trees, a massive stag stopped to regard them.
Kisa moved toward the nearest wall and ran her hands along it. "It turns into this tree," she told him while peeking through its branches. "It's almost like the cabin—"
"Is the forest," he finished, then knelt to touch the soil. When he buried his finger in it deep enough, he could just scratch the wooden floor beneath it. "But that doesn't tell us where we are."
The trees around them rustled, but there was no wind. He tried to track the invisible breeze using his hands, then jumped when he watched a nearby tree pop out of existence, leaving behind a stump with a woman sitting on it.
"Greetings, Caretaker." She winked at him, a playful smile on her lips. Her dark hair was wavy and hung loosly around her ears in a bob cut. She wore a leather tunic with matching pants, and her boots looked to be made of deerskin. "I see you brought your familiar with you. She's cute."
Mike tried hard to relax, but was worried. He was already up shit creek without a paddle, he didn't need any further complications. Kisa growled a warning from the back of her throat.
"You seem to know who I am, but I have no idea who you are," he told her.
When she laughed, the sound triggered memories of a summer rain.
"That's intentional," she told him. "In fact, when I summoned you here, I was very surprised I could take this form at all. It's been a very long time since I've spoken to a mortal, and when I do, it's usually as a disembodied voice. Having a body is something I haven't done in a few centuries."
"That still doesn't tell us who you are." Kisa moved in front of Mike protectively. "So let's try again. Who the fuck are you?"
The woman answered. The moment the words left her mouth, Mike felt like his soul temporarily left his body, and the forest shook. Kisa actually lost her balance and fell. When he knelt to help her up, he realized that he couldn't remember the woman's answer. His mind was full of static instead of sound, and even the movement of her lips had been blotted away like a stain on a rug.
"I imagine the experience was unpleasant, but I knew you wouldn't have believed me if I told you the truth. Suffice to say, sharing my name is against the rules." She stood and moved closer to them. "I must say I'm surprised to see that our new champion is a man. That's quite out of character for my sister."
"Your sister?" Mike helped Kisa up. "Who is your sister?"
The woman smirked. "Not so much who anymore, but what. She's the house you live in."
"Which makes you the cabin, right?" Kisa pawed at her ears. "I feel fucking nauseous, what did you do to us?"
"I did nothing. That would be magic that was created for the sole purpose of protecting the sanctity of the game. If I had told you anything more, your head may have exploded." She moved next to Kisa, the scent of pine needles and campfire surrounding her like a cloak. She lifted her hands and touched Kisa's temples with glowing fingertips. "Better?" she asked.
"Much. Thank you." Kisa rubbed her eyes. "So where is this place?"
"That's a good question. Some of us think it's inside the champion's head, while others think it's inside ours." She turned to walk away, then looked over her shoulder at them. "You coming? Time is short."
Mike followed behind her. They walked into the forest, and it came alive with birdsong. The longer they were in the woods, the more surreal the environment became. It was as though they had stepped into a painting, and the colors were just a little too bright.
They came to a clearing with a table made of stone and two wooden chairs on one side woven from tree roots; he immediately recognized one of the gameboards and the pieces that had been set on it. However, now there were a couple of boards. One looked like his house while the other was clearly the cabin and surrounding forest. Mike and Kisa sat down.
"I assume you've seen this before," she said, then sat opposite of them. Roots sprang up from the ground and wove themselves into an intricately decorated seat that looked more throne than dinner party.
"I have," he admitted. "But it's never been properly explained to me."
"Nor could it be. That's part of the challenge." She picked up a piece that had been on the table between the game boards and scrutinized it. It was a tiny version of Kisa, which she handed to the catgirl. "The fact that you're here is very intriguing. Familiars are usually animals, or maybe a golem, but never an actual human."
Kisa's tail swished behind her. "Lucky me," she muttered, then handed the piece back. "Are those all of us?"
Mike looked at the board and frowned. He saw Bigfoot and the others, all carved in meticulous detail, inside the cabin. "I didn't think they were part of the geas," he said. "They were outside it."
"Oh, honey, the great game isn't location-specific." She pushed the cabin board closer to him. "These pieces were on my board. The geas is for my sister's board only. As for you, Caretaker, I wouldn't have even noticed your presence if not for that sudden burst of magic inside my walls. Woke me right out of my slumber."
Kisa snorted. "Who did you fuck?" she asked.
"It's more like who hasn't he fucked?" The woman winked at him. "The forest has told me stories."
"Is Bigfoot a good kisser?" asked Kisa. "Cause you know Beth is gonna ask."
Though he hadn't kissed Bigfoot himself, he did have Emily's memories of the time she had had sex with him. "I'm not the kind of guy to kiss and tell," he replied.
"Psshh. You never kiss and tell, but everyone in the house has seen your bare ass, usually plowing someone from behind." Kisa looked at the house's board. "Why is this piece so fuzzy?" she asked, pointing at one he didn't recognize. It was in the office.
"He can tell you." The woman moved next to Kisa and put an arm on the catgirl's shoulder. "I like you. If you ever tire of him, you can always come live with me. You're fun."
"It means someone hasn't been discovered yet," he explained, then frowned. The piece, though blurred, was also blackened as if it had been burned. He tried to touch it, but it was so hot that he yanked his hand away. "Why is this one so different?' he asked.
"Because it isn't your piece." The woman scowled as the piece shifted into the living room. "And you are definitely not the one moving it."
Mike felt the world around him go still. Was it Amir? Or had the shadow returned? His list of enemies was frustratingly long.
"Speaking of, you have a similar issue here." She waved her hand and revealed that another gnarled piece sat on the table. He immediately recognized Leeds. "This little shit stain wants to be king of the forest. Besides fucking up the flow of my woods, he is also the reason you cannot get home and fix your problem there. Even if he tries to bargain with you, you cannot let him have this place."
"Because he's an asshole?"
She nodded. "That, too. He thinks he can become a Caretaker, but it's not that simple. He wasn't chosen, and he isn't part of the game. All he can do is disrupt it. Putting him in charge would be like swallowing poison. If you can push him beyond my boundaries, I will see to it that he never crosses again. I've tasted the blood he has spilled already on my land, and I am not impressed."
"Who chooses who becomes part of the game?" Mike felt his heart pounding in his chest. He had so many questions right now, and he didn't know which ones to ask. He also didn't want his head to explode.
"It's different for all of us. You see, I call you Caretaker because that is the role you have taken on. Others like me will call their champions something else, like Curator, Captain, and even Conqueror. Each of us, in the beginning, was bonded to an entity who helped us choose. In your case, it's a simple nymph. As the guardian of the home, she chooses."
"Who is your guardian?"
She frowned. "There used to be a dryad who lived by the cabin, but she was killed some time ago when the cabin was captured by a competitor. It was taken again by a former Caretaker from your home, which is also why my board is part of your game now. I can never again choose my own champion. It's a bit of a failsafe, it keeps people like me from backstabbing you."
"Why would you backstab me?"
She grinned. "All sorts of reasons. Maybe I don't like you. Or maybe I'm mad at my sister. However, my fate is now tied with hers, so if she dies, so do I. That reminds me." She held out her hand and leaves swirled around it, forming into a tiny replica of Mike. He was screaming in agony, an arrow stuck in his back. "You almost died out there."
"I know," he said, suddenly solemn.
"No, I don't think you do. By all rights, you should have died. I actually felt you cross over hundreds of times during that night, like the ticking of a terrible metronome. But every time, you found your way back. It was almost like something kept you here."
He thought of the women of the Dreamscape, struggling to keep the island from being consumed. "I have some ideas," he began.
"Don't share them." She held a finger to her lips. "Even though this is a sacred place, we can never be sure that someone isn't listening in. It may even be someone sifting through your memories years from now, or your familiar's. You've found yourself on a dangerous path, Caretaker, and I suspect the others will take notice of you very soon, if they haven't already."
"The others?" he asked, his voice cracking. He wasn't in the mood to fight with a Conqueror.
"The other champions. But none quite like you." He didn't see her move, yet she was suddenly in front of him. She brushed a lock of hair away from his eyes, then traced his cheekbones with a finger. "My sister was never much of a fighter, and she doesn't attract them. I always thought a fighter would be best, but it turns out that succeeding at the hunt doesn't mean you can properly skin a deer."
"Uh..." He looked at Kisa, who just shrugged. The metaphor eluded him.
"It's your heart. The thing that makes you a good Caretaker." She tapped on his chest. "Your compassion and kindness have brought you some very powerful allies."
"And his dick." Kisa sniggered behind him.
"That, too." The woman smiled. "I always thought a nymph was an odd choice for a guardian. My sister's methods are unique in that regard. The others choose their champions through trials of strength and wits. I, too, used to do the same, but no longer."
"So the others are fighters." He sighed. "Okay. Having my ass kicked is nothing new."
"Your greatest strength is also your weakness. A heart that lends itself so easily to others is easily broken." She reached her hand up, and a nearby tree bowed down until its branches touched her hand. With a sharp yank, she snapped off a long branch about an inch across. She turned it over in her hand and pulled a field knife from a belt on her waist. "Do you know how you make a spear, Caretaker? You first trim away the branches. Once they're all gone, you sharpen the tip. And sometimes, when the situation calls for it, you throw it and hope to hit what you're aiming for."
"I suspect this is a metaphor for something?" He watched as her knife blurred over the branch, turning it into a wicked-looking spike.
She nodded. "I speak of the previous Caretaker. She cut ties with everyone who ever loved her, sharpened her resolve, and then threw her life away, hoping it would stick. She was never meant to be a fighter, and the shade of a former champion caused her to throw her spear into the darkness and lose everything."
"Not bad for a metaphor," Kisa muttered. "Sums up what I remember, anyway."
"There are those who would see you become a spear, Mike Radley." She turned the spear over in her hands, then handed it to him. The wood was oddly smooth in his hands, and felt heavier than steel. "They will try to prune your branches, to sharpen you into a weapon. I wonder what will become of you then?"
He didn't like the implication of what pruning branches meant. With a quick snap of his wrist, he pressed the butt of the spear into the ground and put his free hand on Kisa's shoulders.
"Think of it as a walking stick with attitude," he told her.
"If nothing else, you will be a fun one to watch." She was in his face again, her breath cool against his cheeks. "I shall share one more thing with you this night. I am not just a structure in the forest. I am also the ground beneath your feet and the trees around you. Your true power isn't something that grows from within, it is also your connection with me and with others. Throw not spears in a dark wood, Mike Radley."
She surprised him with a kiss on the lips, and then gave him a hard shove backward. While falling, he grabbed onto Kisa, who let out a cry followed by a hiss. Instead of toppling onto the hard forest floor, he landed on something soft.
Opening his eyes, he saw that Quetzalli was clutching his right arm and Yuki was asleep by his feet in fox form. Puzzled at the strange dream, he rubbed at his eyes and felt something tickle his face. In the dim light of dawn, he saw that his fingers were full of black cat hair.

🏠🏠🏠There was a loud chime, followed by a pop. Beth opened her eyes and saw that she was looking at the Earth as it spun in space. Other than the moon and the sun, there were no other objects to be seen in the infinite void. Twinkling lights appeared on the planet as it rotated from day to night, and she watched in awe as mankind did its best to chase away the darkness.



Tears formed in her eyes. At this moment, she was finally able to grasp what so many astronauts had tried to convey. From this high up, all of mankind was condensed onto a single rock, tiny and insignificant compared to the vastness of the universe. The human race had accomplished great things, and could do even more if they could just learn to see beyond themselves, to look at the greater good. This planet wasn't just her home. It was a monument to life, a cradle of—
"I cannot wait to blow this fucker up!" War appeared next to her, astride his massive horse. Flames jetted from the horse's nostrils. "Just look at all that simmering hate! Can you feel it?"
"N...no."
"Oh, it's there. You just have to know where to look." He pointed at the Earth with his sword. "Man-made borders, dark zones to prevent spying. Way too many coffee shops. This planet is just a bundle of rage waiting to be let loose."
Beth looked away from War, only to find herself looking at Famine on his horse.
"He isn't wrong," Famine informed her. "You see, those in power will spend vast amounts of money to not only hold onto their wealth, but to convince you that the other peasants are the ones to blame for your lot in life. Despite all you have in common, they will whip you into a frenzy over your differences in the hopes that you take it out on each other instead of them."
She looked away from Famine, but now stared at Pestilence, also on a horse. Pestilence buzzed dramatically at her for almost a minute, but she didn't understand any of it. It was clear that the last horseman was getting heated, because condensation was forming on the inside of the hazmat suit's visor.
"Holy shit," muttered War once Pestilence was done. "You really laid into her."
Pestilence nodded, then gave Beth a rude gesture.
"Mankind is about to see its end." Famine slapped his hands together greedily. "And once we've simulated it here, you will see it again on your Earth!"
"That is where you are wrong." Reggie emerged from the darkness, a glittering crown of gold atop his head. Beth's jaw dropped when she saw that he was piloting a mech suit that was nearly seven feet tall.
"Where the hell did you get that?" she asked.
"It is but a thought away, Lady Beth." He nodded encouragingly. "Almost like magic."
She looked down at herself and willed herself into a flowing silver gown, adorned with armor. A staff made of ivory appeared in her hands, and a cloud formed beneath her feet. Energy swirled around her and crackled between the fingers of her outstretched hand. She looked over at the horsemen, wondering if she could summon a fireball and torch them into dust.
"It's all cosmetic," Famine explained. "So don't think you're gonna pull a fast one on us."
The void filled with the sound of creaking wood. They all turned to see a small figure emerge from the darkness, astride a rocking horse. It was Jenny, and her horse had a smile painted onto its features much like clown makeup. The paint wasn't dry, causing the red around its mouth to dribble down like drops of blood.
Jenny giggled, but said nothing as she held onto the handlebars of her horse and rocked in place. Somehow, despite the fact that they were hovering in space, the horse continued to creak as if it was rocking on squeaky boards.
"Oh, this is going to be too fun," War declared, then poked at Jenny with the tip of his sword.
Ouch! That hurts my feelings! Jenny sounded very much like an upset four-year-old.
"I'm going to hurt a lot more than your feelings," War growled. "When this is all done, I'm going to rip the stuffing out of you and use you as a fuck toy."
Beth covered her mouth in horror, half expecting Jenny to fly into a blind rage. Instead, the rocking horse retreated to a safe distance from the others.
Stay away from me, mister. Jenny's voice was barely audible. Or I'll tell a grown-up.
War and Famine both chuckled at the doll. Pestilence may have done the same, as the buzzing sounds coming from them sounded slightly higher in pitch. They were underestimating Jenny, which was perhaps the dumbest thing they could do.
In a flash of light, Murray now stood before them.
"This is a game of strategy," he declared. "The rules of the game are still the same, and your corporeal forms are still sitting around the table. In here, I have created a simulacrum of the planet and everyone living on it. They are non-combatants, and will provide no in-game benefit."
"Then why are they here at all?" Beth asked.
"You offered a game of conquest." Murray gestured at the Earth. Golden lines made of light cut across its land, separating the planet into territories. "When you choose your territory, you may dispose of its occupants however you like. They are here purely for flavor and can provide no benefit."
"That's barbaric! Why can't we just have armies or whatever?" Beth hadn't expected Murray to replicate Earth's population.
"That's how conquest works, sweetheart." War let out a loud whoop. "You see, it isn't just about how we fight each other. It's also about collateral damage. When we fight, you'll get to watch people die. Even the act of occupying unclaimed territory lets us get our rocks off!"
"It is what you promised," Famine added. "The game inside here would present itself as we see fit. And it's what we want to see."
Appalled, Beth looked away from them toward Reggie.
"You must harden your heart, Lady Beth." His mech put a fist to its chest in a salute. "After all, it is family game night. And we take no prisoners."
Tensing her jaw, she turned back to Murray. "So how does this work, exactly?"
"In the real world, you are all rolling to see who gets to go first." Murray waved his hand and the space in front of him filled with light as it became a portal to the real world. Through it, Beth saw that she and the others were sitting at the table, their eyes glassy as they took turns rolling a single six-sided die. There must have been a tie for first, because Reggie and Famine both rolled again once everyone had a turn.
"Oh, shit," she muttered when a golden light appeared over Famine's head. If she remembered right, play would proceed to the left, which meant War and Pestilence would get a turn before Jenny did. If the three of them were coordinating at all, it would give them an opening advantage.
"Ah, let's see!" Famine slapped his hands together and looked at the Earth. It rotated once every few seconds, allowing them to see every available territory. The world stopped moving and they descended almost instantly to hover over South America.
Of course. Australia and South America only had four territories apiece, making them the easiest to conquer. Owning a continent gave a player extra troops at the start of their turn. The word Peru appeared in golden letters across the western side of the continent.
"It's go time!" Famine declared, and they were now on the ground. Beth looked around, curious about their destination. They were in a large city, teeming with people.
"Lima," War informed her. People were milling about a city filled with both old and modern structures, some taking in the distant mountain views while others went about their day with nary a care.
Dark shadows swirled along the ground before bursting forth from the soil beneath. Horrific beings made of teeth and claws tore into the local populace, spraying the streets with blood.
"What the hell are those things?" Beth recoiled as one came near her.
"The Hunger." Famine grinned. "Made them myself."
Aghast, Beth watched as Famine's shadow troops formed after devouring the people of Lima. As their screams quieted, the group shifted back into space so suddenly that Beth felt her head spin.
"My turn!" War cackled and pointed his sword at the Earth. Their viewpoint shifted slightly, and the words Central America appeared across Mexico. When they zoomed in, they were standing on the beaches of Cozumel.
Tourists on the beach began screaming when men emerged from the sea wearing high-tech ballistic gear and firing guns. War's soldiers could easily be men from any continent, and their liberal use of bullets and explosives turned the beach into a bloody mess. War himself joined in, cleaving people in half as he ran them down.
Beth turned away and held her ears, doing her best to fight back tears. In her head, she knew none of this was real, but she could easily distinguish the anguished cries of men, women, and children as their beach vacation was turned into a blood bath. War's turn seemed extraordinarily long, and by the time it was over, she found that her ears were ringing from the sounds of violence.
Back above the planet, she watched Pestilence pick North Africa. Down on the surface, Pestilence unzipped their hazmat suit, releasing ominous yellow pollen. People dusted with it grabbed at their heads in agony until large fungal colonies burst from their eyes. Instead of wiping out the locals, Pestilence made them into an army of zombies that groaned in agony as they were controlled by their new hosts.
It was Reggie's turn next. He looked over at her, his whiskers twitching in anticipation.
"Where should I pick?" he asked.
She didn't know, and wasn't sure she could even formulate an answer. The number of atrocities she had seen in the last few hours was more than any human could endure, and she now saw the trap the horsemen had laid out for her. How could she distance herself from the macabre scene below?
"Lady Beth?" Reggie moved close and made his mech kneel so that he could reach out and touch her face. "These horrid visions will be the truth of tomorrow if we do not act today."
Shivering, she looked at the map again. The horsemen had deliberately picked countries that would block them from taking South America. If Reggie chose Brazil or Venezuela, he would be vulnerable on two fronts. It was clear that the horsemen wanted Famine to take South America and gain a troop advantage.
Could they do something similar with Australia? She looked at the map and frowned. Or was that what the horsemen wanted of her? The troop advantage would help, but it would put her in a bad spot.
"The clock is ticking!" Famine shouted. "I want my turn!"
"There is no time limit during this period," Murray explained. "This is, after all, a game of strategy."
Beth looked at Reggie, then back at the board. When she looked at Jenny, she saw that the doll was still on her horse, but now she was floating upside down and staring at the moon.
"There also isn't a rule about sportsmanship!" War moved close to Beth and got in her face. "C'mon, you stupid cunt! Tell your pet what he's doing so we can get around to killing you!"
The world closed in on her until all she could see was War's smug face. Heat filled her cheeks as she gritted her teeth and pressed her forehead against War's.
"Reggie. Southeast Asia. We're taking Australia." She sneered at War, then pushed him away with her staff.
"As you wish." They teleported to the ground in time to watch as bright lights appeared in the sky. Rats wearing mech assault suits jumped out of transport ships and crashed to the ground. Though they didn't attack anyone, the local population panicked and ran for cover.
"Boring," War muttered to himself. He yawned dramatically as they moved back into outer space.
"Eastern Australia," Beth said. When they landed, she thought long and hard about what her troops should look like. The others had been ready right away, but it wasn't something she had thought very long about.
Turning around, she studied the Sydney Opera house. It was somewhere she had always wanted to go in person. The native Australians paid no mind to her or the other players as they moved around them.
Pestilence buzzed impatiently behind her. She bit her lip and closed her eyes.
What would her army be? It came to her so suddenly that she couldn't help but grin.
The people closest to her transformed. There was no pain or fear, just sparkling light and smiles. When the transformation was done, she found herself standing among a small army reminiscent of modern fantasy literature. Dwarves, elves, and humans were all equipped in medieval armor and weaponry.
A big grin broke across her face as the army turned to face her and saluted.
"This is so boring!" War rolled his eyes so hard he almost fell off his horse. "Men with swords? Really?"
"And women." Beth gestured to an elven maiden nearby. "The fights are determined by rolling the dice. Which means I'll get to watch them destroy your soldiers without firing a single bullet."
"Blah blah blah." War shook his head as the world receded away, and they were in orbit again. The group turned their attention to Jenny, who was surrounded by golden light. She was still busy staring at the moon.
"It's the toy's turn." Famine leaned forward on his stallion. "What sort of asinine shit will we get from her?"
Jenny didn't respond. Instead, they were all yanked straight down to Japan.
"Jenny!" Beth looked around. She recognized the Tokyo Tower, which was very similar to the Eiffel Tower. "Why did you bring us here?"
Toys! Jenny waved her hand and a nearby building exploded with gift boxes. Little parachutes deployed, and the Japanese people watched in wonderment as the presents drifted down into their hands. Nearby, a little boy snatched a gift out of the air and opened it. Inside was a stuffed kitty that looked very similar to Kisa.
The boy hugged it. People who collected gifts smiled, and laughed in delight. Those who didn't simply vanished. Instead of an army, Jenny was surrounded by people holding toys.
"Jenny." Beth's voice was quiet. "You were supposed to help us capture Australia."
I wanted to go to Japan. Jenny watched a young girl stroke the silken hair of a doll in a kimono that looked very much like Ratu. You never take me anywhere.
"Jenny, please!" The world was ripped away, and they were in space once more.
"Looks like your toy needs new batteries. And a brain." Famine grinned. "Looks like I'm up."
The process felt like it took days, but it was probably only minutes. The territories were brutally conquered by the horsemen, and Beth ended up closing her eyes for most of the process. The screams still made it through her hands, slashing against her psyche like a flail made of barbed wire.
Reggie took Argentina to prevent Famine from getting his continent bonus on the first turn. Famine took Indonesia in retaliation. When all was said and done, Reggie and Beth managed to keep anyone from getting a continent bonus, but it also meant their defenses weren't great.
Jenny put zero effort into any sort of strategy. Instead, she whimsically picked places based on who she thought wanted to play toys with her. Beth assumed that the people who took her toys would be her army, but it was impossible to tell what the doll was thinking. Was Jenny still able to move in and out of the game?
If not, they were royally fucked. Despite having never played, the horsemen had a definable strategy. She assumed it was because they were physical manifestations of concepts that transcended understanding, but also worried that maybe they had some tricks up their sleeve as well.
The Earth spun lazily beneath them as a tone sounded, signalling that all territories were occupied. The zones glowed different colors based on who owned them. War's zones were red. Famine had black. Pestilence's were green. Reggie's were blue. Beth's glowed yellow, while Jenny's were all the bright pink of a highlighter.
Famine cackled in delight as he was assigned troops at the beginning of his turn for the number of territories he had. He distributed a few to Peru, then turned to Reggie.
"It's time to catch some mice." They were pulled down to Argentina, where Reggie's rat troops stood anxiously around a set of enormous waterfalls. The mist from the falls blew upward, casting rainbows into the sky.
Reggie cast a dirty look in Famine's direction, then looked over at Beth. "The numbers are not in my favor," he informed her.
"No, they are not." Famine laughed and disappeared. He reappeared upstream of the falls just as an enormous horde of his Hunger appeared. "Slay them!" he cried, his voice rending the sky like thunder.
Reggie's troops opened fire with blaster rifles that ionized the air around them. When the Hunger came, it tore through the ranks of the rats, ripping them out of their suits and casting the mechs aside to get caught up in the flow of the falls.
Famine howled in delight as the Hunger made quick work of the rats. Reggie narrowed his eyes at the horsemen, but was caught off guard when the Hunger suddenly descended on him as well.
"Reggie!" Beth tried to reach his side, but it was as if she was a ghost. Unable to touch Reggie or the Hunger, she watched helplessly as he fired his weapons and was toppled over. The Hunger pulled him free of his mech and ripped him apart.
Beth screamed, her own ears ringing as the Hunger swirled around her. When they ascended into the sky, Argentina was now black with Famine's troops.
"This doesn't make any sense!" She turned to Murray. "How is this a game if we can be killed in it?"
"There is no true death here," Murray explained as golden light swirled around the space next to him. When it was gone, Reggie reappeared, visibly shaken inside his suit. "On your turn, you are part of the battle. It was what you agreed on."
War laughed heartily and slapped Beth on the back hard enough that she winced.
"Now you see!" he declared. "You offered us everything we could have ever wanted, and we took it!"
"But...that means..." she turned on him, her voice filled with venom. "It means that you will be killed, too!"
"Meh." War shrugged, then shifted his sword. "Wouldn't be the first time, won't be the last. I'm War, darling. Wherever people fight, I'm there. It's not about who wins or loses, it's about chaos, blood, and righteous fury! When a man dies in battle, I ride that last bit of light in his eyes into the dark, then watch as my brother claims him. I don't favor victor or loser, for I experience the fight from both sides. It's the fight itself that thrills me."
"You're a psychopath," she replied.
"If this is too hard for you, you can quit." He sneered, revealing crimson gums. "What was all that talk about backing a human into a corner if you're gonna be a huge pussy about it?"
Beth growled. "I'll have you know that a pussy is built to take a beating. Not that you'd know anything about that. I assume the sword is compensating for something, and you're definitely not used to swinging it more than once, if you know what I mean."
War laughed for a few seconds, then went completely still.
"I can't wait until it's my turn," he told her through gritted teeth.
"But it's still my turn," Famine said. "I'm attacking Japan."
No! Jenny's cry echoed around them as they were taken down to Japan. She had failed to put more than one troop in Japan, and paid the price as the Hunger devoured screaming grown-ups and children who clung to their toys. My friends!
Beth stared in horror as Famine commanded the Hunger to capture the doll and rip her apart. Jenny was yanked free of her rocking horse, the Hunger yanking at her limbs until they ripped and she was dragged away by the shadowy horde.
Once they were back in space, Jenny reappeared. She had a teardrop drawn on her cheek, and she cowered beneath Famine's withering stare.
You're mean, the doll declared, then turned her back on the group.
"Ooh, ooh, me next!" War was practically hopping up and down on his horse's back.
"Fine." Famine waved a hand dismissively.
"This bitch is mine." He leveled his sword at Beth, then pointed it at the Earth. "Congo, now!"



Beth frowned as she was pulled to her defensive position in the Congo. She could see the other players, but War was missing. Standing around her were three infantry worth of soldiers who eyed the surrounding forests in trepidation. Bird calls echoed across the hills as the minutes passed.
He's toying with me. She looked into the woods and raised her staff. Golden light formed a tight beam that incinerated the nearby woods, casting smoke into the sky. She clutched the staff tightly, focusing her wrath into a tight beam of energy that sliced cleanly through wood and caused it to ignite.
The beam also carved its way through War's first battalion. The men screamed in agony as they went up in flames, and cavalry made of men and elves charged forward on their horses. Gunfire mowed them down, but not before they closed the gap and tore into War's forces.
Back and forth the battle surged, Beth's nerves fraying at the edges. Her battle was far longer than the others had been, and it was hard to tell who had the advantage until almost an hour later when War stumbled out of the woods, his body pincushioned with dozens of arrows.
"Fuckin' bitch," he muttered as a dwarf buried her axe into War's skull.
Beth let out the breath she had been holding as she was pulled into the sky once more. She caught a brief glimpse of the board and saw that she and War had both lost forces, but she had come out ahead in the fight. It was still hard to think that this was a physical manifestation of a dice roll.
On each turn, the attacker could commit their forces to an assault, but had to leave one unit behind in their territory. Both the attacker and defender rolled, with the higher value winning. This meant that both sides could lose forces, and ties would always go to the defender. Luck was a fickle mistress, so it turned into a numbers game. With enough troops, an attacker could overwhelm even the toughest defense eventually. But should they overextend themselves, then their own forces became vulnerable.
War had attacked from South Africa, and Reggie currently held Madagascar. It was likely that the Rat King would come down on War's lone infantry and destroy them. This brought a grin to her face that was quickly wiped away when War pointed at her.
"Again!" He shouted, and then attacked another one of her territories.
This time she wasn't so lucky. She was in Egypt, and spent almost two hours trying to hide among the pyramids before War found her. The massive horseman cackled in delight as he brought his sword down on her head and ended their battle with blinding pain followed by darkness.

🏠🏠🏠The cabin was quiet. After waking up from his dream, Mike had somehow been able to fall asleep for a few more hours. After a dreamless sleep, he woke to discover that he was alone in his room, which was a bit of a surprise. However, he welcomed the moment of solitude as he tried to gather his thoughts.
Emery had greeted him the moment Mike left his room, the imp wringing his hands in anticipation. He had prepared Mike a massive breakfast burrito smothered in green chile sauce along with a cup of coffee. Although puzzled by the absence of the others, he spent the next fifteen minutes greedily devouring the chorizo-laden meal in silence.
As he approached the end of his meal, Emery gave him a rundown of where everyone had gone. Yuki and Quetzalli were having a meeting with the owl out in the woods. It bothered him that he didn't know her name, but it brought to mind the idea that names were powerful tools for magic users.
Velvet was out getting food. With their temporary truce in effect, the Nirumbi had divulged where they had driven the prey animals to, and she was famished. Bigfoot had gone with her, which made him feel marginally better.
Dana was out in the barn. Emery had no idea what she was doing out there. On the roof, Abella stood with her wings opened wide, as if defiant in the face of the sun.
Glad that he hadn't been totally abandoned, he had Emery start him a new pot of coffee and then wandered upstairs while the imp stayed behind to clean. Despite the events of the last couple of days, Emery hummed a delightful melody as he cleaned the kitchen.
At the top of the stairs, Mike tapped the wood with his shoes. It didn't look anything like it had in his dream, and he stopped just short of going into Velvet's room. The door was closed, so he turned and walked down the hall to the other door. The letter E had been carved into the wood, so he left that one alone, too.
There was a small room at the end of the hall that overlooked the first floor. A few bookshelves were set up, populated mostly with books for running Dungeons and Dragons' campaigns. Curious, he looked through a couple of them, thinking back to the few times he had dabbled in role-playing games in college.
In the process of putting away a book, he caught a flash of color out of the corner of his eye. Walking over toward the railing, he saw that someone had drawn a picture in crayon on the wall just behind one of the supports. Using a nearby chair as a footstool, he stepped up onto the balcony, which let him reach the beam and pull himself up.
He was more than a little surprised at how easy it was to climb up into the rafters. Usually, such a maneuver would take a bit of huffing and puffing, but he slid into the space effortlessly. He was greeted by dozens of drawings done in crayon, tucked away from watchful eyes below.
They were mostly stick figures. He recognized Eulalie and Velvet right away, as well as Bigfoot. There was a man who must have been Darren, and then there was their mother, Ana. She was often drawn with an apron around her waist.
Had Velvet done these? Or had it been Eulalie? Looking around, he saw that the pictures were squirreled away in a few other locations, but these would be harder to get to. Climbing through the rafters of the house sounded like a dumb way to get injured, so he stayed where he was and just looked around.
What had living here for an entire lifetime been like? He wondered if Velvet and Eulalie had played tag up here, or maybe even an epic game of hide-and-seek with their father. As he listened to Emery humming, he didn't doubt that this was a place that had once been filled with love and laughter. It had seen so much violence in the last few days, it must have been jarring.
Down below, he saw Emery sneak a peek over his shoulder, then pull a silver coin out of a hiding spot and start polishing it.
The cabin was alive, just like the house. What kind of people had lived in these walls? What sort of deeds had the cabin witnessed over the years? Mike slid off the beam and casually hopped down from the railing to the floor. When he was halfway down the stairs, he saw the coin in Emery's hand disappear as if by magic.
"You don't have to hide your treasure," he told the imp. "I'm not going to take it."
Emery bit his lip in frustration and then looked down at his feet, his wings drooping. "It's my job to take care of this place," he explained, "not polish my collection."
"Does polishing your collection make you happy?" Mike asked.
The imp nodded tentatively.
"Do you do a better job when you're happy?" Mike asked.
Emery scrunched up his face, as if afraid to answer. When he spoke, his voice was a hopeful squeak. "I think so."
"From now on, I want you to take some time for yourself. Every single day." Mike pulled the now full carafe of coffee off the counter. "Polish your collection. Go for a walk, er, fly. Whatever. Consider it an order if that's what it takes."
A look of sheer joy bloomed across the imp's face, and the coin reappeared in his hands.
"This one is a silver dollar from 1901," Emery declared, then set it on the table between them. Mike noticed that the coin looked clean as if it had recently come from the mint. "The woman on it is very pretty."
"She is."
"I like the ones with faces on them the best. During the lonely times, it felt like they were my friends." Emery picked up the coin and smiled at it as a mother would to a child.
"Speaking of being lonely, do you ever feel..." Mike looked around conspiratorially and lowered his voice. "Do you ever feel like this place is alive?"
Emery's eyes widened even further, and then he nodded.
"Every home is alive in its own way, Caretaker. If you stand in the door, you can feel it breathing around you. Stand on its floors, and you can feel its heartbeat." The imp grabbed Mike's finger in his tiny hands. "When you fill a good house with love, it loves you back. It will shelter you in a storm, and warm you when you are cold. I think you know by now that this place is very special."
The conversation was taking an unexpected turn.
"Special, how, Emery?"
The imp grinned, and then his eyes flicked to the woman on the coin. "Special in ways I can't say. In the same ways that the trees speak to Master Foot, this place can speak through you."
"You mean to me?"
Emery smiled, his brow furrowing up and making him look like an old man.
"I said what I said." He let go of Mike's hand and picked up the coin. "My magic helps me keep the coins clean. I'm an earth elemental. Anything that comes out of the ground, I can manipulate, even restore it to its previous luster. I suspect you have a similar ability when it comes to Velvet. I haven't seen her this happy in months. When you take her from this place, I ask that you take very good care of her."
Mike laughed, then held out a finger for the imp to shake. "You've got yourself a deal," he said.
They sat and chatted until the coffee was gone. Emery told stories about the girls growing up, and how much he enjoyed playing with them as children. Once his mug was empty, Mike excused himself and went outside for some fresh air.
It was warmer today than it had been all week. The snow was like slush near the grove of trees that had burned down the other night. What few trees still stood were ashen specters with skeletal limbs that reached for the sky. Mike wondered how long it would take for them to grow back.
He found Dana out in the barn with the hood of the jeep up. She had found an old radio and was blasting some hits from the '80's while giving the car a tune-up (at least, that was his assumption). Wearing a white tank top that barely covered her midriff, it rode up and revealed the tattoo of gears at the base of her spine every time she leaned into the car.
"What's going on?" he asked.
Dana backed out of the car and regarded him with red-tinged eyes. He couldn't help but notice that her biceps looked more defined than before.
"Needed something to do." She set a ratchet on the edge of the car, then used a rag to wipe some grease off her fingers. "Wondered if this thing still ran. Might need it for tonight."
Mike nodded. He sincerely doubted that the jeep would be of any use in capturing the Jersey Devil, but he wasn't about to argue with her.
"Everything okay? Your eyes don't look so great."
Dana smirked, then leaned against the jeep with her arms crossed. "Funny that you ask. I'm okay, I think. Ever since the other day, I've felt more energized than I usually do. Like I've downed a bunch of caffeine or something. Senses are heightened even more than usual. I feel kind of like I do right after feedings, only it isn't fading like it usually does."
Uh oh. He thought about the weird electrical storm he had summoned, and then subsequently poured into Dana. Had he changed her? He could only hope it was for the better.
He offered his help, but she declined. They both knew there was little he could do to contribute, but he wanted to be polite.
Outside the barn, he found some good handholds and climbed up to the roof, where Abella waited.
Her eyes were closed, a thin smile on her lips as she soaked up the sunlight.
"What brings you to my neck of the woods?" She grinned at her own joke.
"I came to check on you, actually." He walked across the roof, wondering how it was even strong enough to hold her. Looking down, he noticed that she had left several gouges in the roof with her talons, most likely from walking across it.
She opened her eyes and looked at her wing with a frown.
"I'm fine," she said, but he just shook his head.
"You aren't." He stopped in front of her and ran his hands along her cracked wing. The dark lines were flecked with stone that glistened in the light.
"It doesn't hurt," she reassured him. "It will heal. Eventually."
He frowned. "Even your body can only take so much punishment," he said.
"And since it is my body, it is my choice." She folded her wings around her. "I do not wish to talk about it. One of my greatest fears is to lose the sky."
"Then let's do everything in our power to avoid that." He examined her face, then brushed a lock of hair away from her brow. "So you can breathe fire..."
She shrugged. "Not that it's a big deal, but yes. It is called heartfire. By my former clan, anyway. I'm not very good at it and lost control."
"Is that why you've never used it before?" He had seen her in more than a couple of fights where it would have come in handy.
"Heartfire is different for every one of my kind. I have a powerful flame, but a tiny body, so it's difficult to control." She put her hands on her hips. "It also uses a tremendous amount of energy. If used too much, I can fall into hibernation until the sun's light awakens me once again."
"Like when we first met?" She had been tucked in a shadowed alcove and covered with Mandragora vines, the plant siphoning away her energy. "You were asleep."
"My people get our energy from many places." Her dark eyes sparkled, and she glanced down at his crotch. "But you know this already."
He laughed, then looked out into the forest. It felt as though he was being watched, but in a non-threatening way. Was it the trees?
"I was thinking about taking a walk. Would you like to come with me?"
She nodded. "I will follow you from above."
"Nah, not like that. Come see the forest with me."
Her cheeks darkened, and she licked her lips. "I would like this."
"C'mon, let's go." He walked to the edge of the barn and was grabbed from behind. The roof disappeared from beneath his feet as Abella glided through the air and then landed roughly near the tree line. He stumbled a few feet before regaining his balance.
"That hurt more than I thought it would," she explained, rubbing at her wing joint. "Sorry, I thought I could carry you."
"As long as you're okay." He held out a hand, and she took it with a smile.
The trails around the cabin were covered in thin snow that did little to slow Mike down. Every step Abella took made a crunching sound, her toes spreading apart to leave wide tracks. Her tail swished in a serpentine pattern, which left a smooth furrow behind them. If they somehow got lost, someone would easily be able to find them.
He didn't worry about losing his way. Even with the cabin still close by, he could feel it. His magic shifted inside him, like a magical compass that always pointed the direction home.
Abella told him stories from centuries past, and he shared a few tales from when he was younger, mostly camping while in the Boy Scouts and college. She hung on every word, and he noticed that her wings would make a rippling noise when she laughed, like a tarp in the wind.
They skirted the area of the forest that had burned. He couldn't help but notice that the subconscious hum that hovered around him all the time dimmed when they passed through the scorched areas. It was as if he had been disconnected from the woods, a sensation that left him feeling hollow inside.
Abella noticed this, her eyes dropping to the ground.
"I couldn't control myself," she explained, but he stopped her by putting his arm around her shoulders.
"I always knew you were hot," he joked. "Guess we now have proof, eh?"
She elbowed him in jest, a casual act on her part that knocked the wind from his lungs. He coughed and took a moment to compose himself.
"It's just that I had no idea you could breathe fire," he told her with a wheeze. "Is it difficult?"
"It depends. Some of my kind couldn't even light a candle, but their strengths lay elsewhere. I could boil away a small pond if I could control it."
"Why not practice, then?" He put his hand on hers and squeezed to reassure her that he was just curious.
"Heartfire doesn't just burn things. It also changes you." She explored her forehead with her free hand, then let out a sigh. "If I were to practice, my outer appearance would eventually change. Perhaps I would grow horns, or my face would deform. I like my body the way it is, much more human than monster."
"Is that why your kind can look so different from one other? Do you all look the same when you're born, and then change, or...?"
She chuckled. "When we hatch, we vary wildly in appearance. However, the use of heartfire always results in a more fearsome visage. My flames are so strong that I fear what I could become."
"I see. Fire breath that could change the appearance of the user. Interesting." Mike stroked his chin thoughtfully.
They moved away from the scorched clearing and toward one of the nearby hills. Eventually, they found themselves in the rocks that surrounded the hot springs. All around him, he could hear the mutterings of the forest, with the occasional chatter of the spiders.
"Something on your mind?" Abella asked. "You're distracted."
He didn't even know where to begin. Sensing the forest was likely related to his interlude with Amymone before coming here, and he definitely didn't want to bring up the spiders. Struggling to come up with an answer for her, he thought about his discussion with Emery.
"You've been at the house a long time. Did you ever sense that it was alive?" he asked.
"Hmm. Interesting question." She paused, her tail crunching against some rocks through the thin layer of snow. "I guess it depends on what you mean. Ever since you came, I would argue that it feels more alive than ever."
"I don't mean in a metaphorical sense. I mean that it's sentient." He explained how he sometimes spoke with the house while wearing its body, and then went ahead and told her about the dream from the previous night. When he finished, Abella regarded him with glittering eyes.
"You know, my kind used to talk about the Earth Mother," she said. "This planet is a giant rock that hurtles through space with a molten core. In this way, she is not so different from our kind. I wouldn't say we were a religious people, but my mother was fond of saying 'if the Earth Mother wills it' when making important decisions."
"Do you think the planet is alive?" Suddenly curious, he found a nearby rock and sat down.
"Life isn't something we can so casually define," she answered. "I would argue that she lives, in her own way. But could you talk to her? Perhaps not."
"The forest is alive. I can hear it, right on the edge of my thoughts." Even now, it was like voices being carried across the wind.
"Is it the noise that bothers you?" Abella laughed. "I hear everything. It can be very obnoxious."
Mike nodded. "It's like hearing pieces of a conversation. I want to know more, but the words just aren't there. And I don't like the idea that the cabin and the house are alive, but won't just talk to me like this. It's always on their terms, and often in riddles."
"Maybe it's no different than listening to the forest. Maybe when you speak, they don't always hear you." She looked around at the trees. "I bet you can't understand the woods because they aren't fully awake yet."
Realization blossomed through him. Was that the key to finding out more about the house and the great game? As the house expanded, so had his interactions with it. Did he need to do more for the house to notice him?



Then again, that was the same line of thinking that had led Emily astray. Her need to fill the home with cryptids had segued into protecting its occupants at all costs. Led astray by the shadow, her desire for power had ultimately led to her tragic demise.
"Damn," he muttered in frustration. The last thing he wanted was to see his own desire to understand the Great Game be twisted into a journey toward madness.
"Come." Abella took him by the hand. "Let's see if we can find someplace where the woods have woken up already. Maybe then, you can put your mind to rest."
She had misunderstood him, but he didn't feel the need to correct her. Abella led him through the forest, taking him through heavy brush where no trails existed. She would often turn around and walk backward, her wings unfolding just enough to push aside the foliage and allow them to pass unhindered.
"I saw this spot the other day," she explained as she guided him. "It's not too far from the hot springs, and it gets plenty of sunlight."
"What do you mean?" he asked, but she only grinned in response.
The hum inside his head grew louder, and they moved into a clearing with a river running through it. Steam hovered above the water in places, fed by small bubbling pools on the shore. The snow here was melted along the banks of the stream, and the nearby trees rustled in the wind.
The humming had been replaced by the sound of music. Ethereal in nature, he couldn't identify a single instrument being played. It was hundreds of voices all at once, singing a song of waking.
"Well?" Abella asked. "Is it different here?"
He nodded, then wiped a tear from his eye. It was a song of hope, one that immediately reminded him of Amymone. Amongst the trees, he could hear the steady chittering of the spiders as well, raising their voices to join in the harmony. While the woods sang of waking and sunlight, the spiders sung of the hunt to come. They were hungry, yet hopeful.
"There's so much to hear," he told her. "It's actually quite pleasant. This spot is beautiful, thank you for bringing me here."
She nodded in approval, then knelt down by the stream. "I don't hear what you do, but it's the same. The rustling of the leaves. The sound of snow dripping, animals scurrying everywhere. But in a way, we are both hearing the heartbeat of the earth mother. At least, that is what my mother would say."
Content to listen for a while, he closed his eyes and let the music flow through him. The tune had been nonsensical at first, but now he could pick out some of its nuances. The trees whispered to one another in singsong voices, and the clusters of grass that had pushed through the snow made a sound like tinkling bells.
Behind the music, he picked up on a background melody consisting of deep bass tones. Doing his best to tune out the others, he focused on those deep beats, and was surprised when his magic responded. It spiraled around inside of him, unwinding in slow motion.
In the darkness of his own mind, he suddenly saw the clearing around him in intricate detail. Every blade of grass, rock, and tree was there for his perusal. Waves of light pulsed through them from below the ground, diffracting and changing colors as it passed through the foliage. The grass glowed a cheerful blue, while the trees were yellow and green. The rocks soaked up the noise, appearing black to his mind's eye.
He was humming now. It was like being a child again and trying to hum along with the vacuum cleaner. The vibrations filled his body and resonated outward, causing the colors around him to shift and glow even brighter. By altering the pitch of his voice, he could cause different elements of the clearing to ignite like tiny stars.
"Are you doing this?" Abella's awe-filled voice sounded far away.
He opened his eyes to see that the clearing was no longer bound in snow. The grass and bushes had shoved their way free of winter's icy embrace, and the trees rustled as if caught in a heavy wind. All around them, flowers were blooming and turning to face the sun.
It wasn't just the flora that was reacting either. Woodland creatures were appearing along the edge of the clearing. Squirrels and raccoons sat in trees, and a pair of bucks circled the outside. Mice sat on their haunches by the river's edge, their eyes shining with curiosity.
The river sparkled in the sun's light as bubbles broke free of its surface and floated in the air, bouncing around like tiny beach balls. The air shimmered with motes of light that swirled around him like fireflies, his magic manifesting in a new way altogether.
This was like Naia's magic, he thought. How many times had he seen her entrance the small creatures of the neighborhood with her songs? Stunned by this development, he turned to face Abella. The gargoyle's eyes were bright with wonder as she held up a hand and a finch landed on it and sang to her.
"It's almost like a fairy tale," she whispered.
Afraid he would break the spell, he said nothing. Animals approached them both, bowed as if paying their respects, then disappeared into the woods. Mike picked some golden flowers that sprouted by his feet and walked toward Abella.
"These are for you," he told her, but was surprised to see that the flowers had woven themselves into a crown. There was no beginning or end, it was almost like the stalks had melted into each other.
Smiling, Abella took the crown from him and placed it on her head.
"Thank you." She placed her hands against his chest, then slid them down his sides and around his waist. "I didn't know a walk with you could be so exciting."
"Abella, I..." He was cut off when she pressed her firm lips against his. Her hands slid up to his shoulders, but then down to his butt. She squeezed him, then pulled him against her.
The music around them intensified, but Abella showed no reaction to it. Assuming only he could hear it, he was suddenly distracted by the feeling of Abella's flat stomach rubbing against his groin.
He moved his hands up her back until he found her wing joints. She moaned into his mouth as he rubbed them, then moved a hand down to the base of her tail. She crouched down and pulled him with her until she was on her back. The thick reeds of grass leaned away from them, silhouetting Abella's body on the ground.
Mike broke the kiss and straddled her, his fingers moving along her chest. She pressed her breasts together and grinned.
"I saw something in one of my shows that I kind of want to try with you," she said with a blush. "It's called a boob fuck."
He didn't have the heart to correct her online terminology, so he pulled off his pants to oblige.
Though the air was cold, he barely felt it. Abella's body was radiating heat that he now had a better understanding of, and he shifted his hips forward until his pelvis was just below her breasts.
"Like this?" he asked, then pressed his cock between her breasts.
"Almost." She leaned forward enough to lick his cock and then smear her spit along the length of his shaft. "That should work."
When she laid back down, he pushed forward. As firm as they were, they didn't yield at all. The sensation was nice, and she stuck out her tongue to tease the head of his cock whenever it poked above her breasts.
"This feels good, but what do you get out of it?" he asked.
"Are you kidding? I can feel how warm and soft it is. Well, relatively speaking." She squeezed her breasts together, which increased the pressure on his shaft. "And I'll admit that I love how fragile you feel."
"Fragile?"
She smirked. "I can easily crush a rock between my breasts. It's...one of those weird things you do a few times for fun when you're young and tired of looking at birds on the cathedral roof."
It was an oddly specific statement, but Mike let it go. He could see Abella's cheeks darkening in passion as he fucked her breasts, and knew that she was getting far more out of it than he was. He didn't mind. After all, sex wasn't about keeping score, and if this was something that excited her, he was happy to oblige.
She grunted, and her hips lifted off the ground. When he looked back, he saw that she was teasing her pussy with the pliable tip of her tail. It was a bit difficult, but he was able to reach back to help penetrate her with her own tail.
Abella licked her lips, and then licked the head of his cock. Precum created a sticky strand that temporarily connected them until she broke it with her finger and then shoved it in her mouth.
"Yummy," she commented, then gasped. Her eyes flashed with an inner light and a breeze blew through the clearing, ruffling his hair.
"Everything okay?" he asked.
"Yeah, it's fine." She grabbed the shaft of his cock and gave him a couple of tight strokes. He groaned as she managed to extract some more cum, and then ate it. The same phenomenon manifested, and she closed her eyes and groaned.
"What's happening?" he asked.
"You've changed," she told him. "Since the last time we did this, anyway. Your essence, it has become far more...potent." She arched an eyebrow at him.
He didn't bother trying to come up with an explanation. Ever since his threesome with Dana and Quetzalli, and the previous night's dream, he had felt different. His magic was no longer confined to crawling sparks, or sex lightning as he called it. Something bigger was happening to him, and he was really only along for the ride.
He moved down her body, and she groaned in disappointment when his cock was no longer between her breasts. Her legs moved apart, and he maneuvered himself between them to get a clear view of her tail. He took it from her hands and spent a few minutes fucking her with it. The stone of her tail was even smoother than her breasts, as if it had been polished.
"You have something I want far more than my tail," she finally muttered.
He was about to pull her tail out but paused. After watching all three of her labia expand and contract to accommodate the girth of her tail, it occurred to him that she could probably be stretched even further.
He lowered his bare ass onto her tail, using it to support his weight. Once his cock was just outside her pussy, he pulled her tail out until it tapered to a blunt point. Satisfied that what was about to happen was possible, he rubbed his cock along her tail and then held them together before pushing them back against her labia.
"Why not both?" he asked, and then pushed his way forward.
Abella gasped and slammed her hands into the ground hard enough to tear gouges in the turf. Mike groaned with effort as he attempted to handle his own cock and her tail, eventually stretching out her lips. Double penetrating her vaginally was difficult due to her stony exterior, but her interior was hot and inviting. Her tail looked smooth from a distance, but actually had ridges that rubbed against the bottom of his shaft as he pressed into her.
The gargoyle had slipped into French, her eyes closed as she released a monologue of words "Oh mon Dieu, Merde! Putain oui!"
Around them, the clearing blazed with color as the stream erupted. Bubbles circled them, each one looking like a tiny plasma ball as the sparks that formed along his body jumped into them. He watched in astonishment as his magic spread out and dominated the clearing.
Flowers bloomed in fast forward until they exploded, and the trees shook so hard that he thought a storm was blowing in. All the while, Abella cried out as her hands and feet tore grooves in the dirt and stone beneath them.
He was shaking now, unable to control his muscles as his magic raced free. One moment, it felt like electricity. The next, it became music. It was wild and uncontrollable, and he had no idea how to make it stop or otherwise control it.
Abella grabbed him by the thighs, her fingers pressing into his flesh hard enough that he gritted his teeth in pain. Letting go of her tail, he pumped himself into her tight, pulsing sex as tiny spurts of cum leave his body. The water was circling them now, hissing with magic.
Abella's wings unfurled, crushing the nearby flowers as she let out a cry. Mike leaned forward to kiss her breasts, but she put up a hand and held him back. Steam rose from her sternum as bubbles popped against her skin, and when she came, a tiny burst of heartfire shot into the sky from her mouth and vanished in the breeze.
"Don't...not inside..." she managed to gasp out between balls of fire.
"Holy shit!" It occurred to him now that whatever was happening to him was now being directly channeled into her body as fuel. He moved his hips until his cock popped free, causing her tail to unfold beneath him with a thud.
The cold air on his cock sent chills up his spine and he let out a grunt and grabbed the base of his shaft. Uncertain where to spill his seed, he let out a groan and blasted thick ropes of cum all across Abella's stomach and torso.
There was a thunderclap overhead as the clearing came to a standstill. Bubbles turned into mist that fell from the sky like a light rain, and he fell forward onto Abella, fully aware that he was also lying in his own bodily fluids.
The gargoyle sighed and played with his hair.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
She nodded. "I will be," she said. "I could feel your magic deep inside, traveling through my body. When it reached my heart, I...couldn't hold it in any longer. I was afraid if you came inside of me, I might explode."
"That's...not a thing, is it?"
She laughed. "No, not literally. I eat energy, and I haven't felt so full in a long time." She patted her belly for emphasis.
He looked up at her, rolling his head along her breast so that he could see her better. "It didn't happen to heal your wing did it?"
"Hmm?" She flexed her wing and he saw the cracks were still there. "Should it have?"
"I suppose not." It would have been damn convenient though.
"Mike?" Abella moved her hand into his hair and held him close. "Are you glad I came?"
He ran his hand along her belly, then squeezed her hip. "Of course, I am."
"Am I...are we enough for you? Me and the others?"
He could feel the insecurity in her voice, the sudden shift in her tone. Where was this coming from? He had a pretty good idea, but didn't want to discuss his relationship with Velvet. Even he didn't entirely know what was going on there.
"Each one of you is more than I can handle," he told her. "But I manage, somehow. I spend every day hoping that I'm still enough. I'll admit that there are times I worry that I'm neglecting one of you, or that I haven't given you enough attention. I promise it's purely a numbers game, there's only one of me after all."
"I see."
"I'm sorry if I've ever made you feel forgotten." He gave her another squeeze. "But I promise, I'm trying my best."
She squeezed him tight, which made his back pop.
They laid there for quite some time. When he decided to help her up, he discovered that the crown of flowers on her head had rooted itself into the ground. All around them, the clearing was now filled with wildflowers growing several feet high, many having burst through the snow. Abella marveled at the sudden change in scenery, but Mike was filled with an uneasy chill.
What was happening to him?

🏠🏠🏠Will Beth get Jenny to quit screwing around and help her take down the horsemen? Will Mike figure out what's going on with his magic before it rages out of control?
Answers in the chapters ahead. Until I see you next time, stay happy and healthy!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! I'm back with the next exciting chapter of "Leeds is a bastard while Beth fights the Apocalypse!"
New? Don't blame you, everyone is new at some point. You should strongly consider bingeing previous chapters. There's a lot of plot, a lot of fucking, and a giant cast of characters.
Returning reader? Welcome back, you beautiful person! It's so nice to see you, and I wouldn't still be around without your support. So don't forget to click those stars on your way out!
Just a heads up: my (real world) schedule is gonna get weird this fall. Make sure you check my bio for release dates, because I will do my darndest to stick to them so you don't worry that I've disappeared.
Folks, it's time for you to see the glory of Jenny's master plan. If you ever get a chance to play her, you should remember this rule: Never go against a psychotic spirit on
Family Game Night
Pain rippled through Beth's entire body as she reformed in a golden blaze of light next to Murray. Already, the sensation of being hung from a tree was fading from her memory as if it was nothing more than a bad dream.
"Ah, there's our princess now!" War announced with a laugh. "How did you like the gallows?"
She said nothing. Instead, she closed her eyes and took several deep, cleansing breaths.
After being killed the first time, she cried hysterically while huddled in a ball. Murray appeared to her in a place full of white light and informed her that her reconstruction would be on a mental, emotional, and spiritual level. The angel explained that the purpose of doing so was to prevent a complete mental breakdown as a result of being killed repeatedly.
That, and it would disrupt the game.
While the memory of being cut in half remained, it now felt like little more than a distant memory or a bad dream. Every death afterward was brutal and terrifying to experience, but the angel made sure that all she retained from them was the memory rather than the trauma.
In a way, she was grateful to the angel for ensuring her mental safety. Given half a chance, she would pluck the fucker and cast him into the Void with Oliver. But seeing as how she was just a mere mortal, she would have to settle for dreaming about revenge rather than enacting it.
"And there goes Alaska," War declared. The territory Beth had held turned red. "North America is officially mine!"
Again, she said nothing. But she did look over at where Jenny was sitting. The doll had been unusually quiet, and it was taking everything in her power not to scream at the ghost.
The original plan had been for Jenny to manipulate her own die rolls using telekinesis. With three-on-three, even a slight manipulation in the odds would be beneficial, and allow their deception to go unnoticed.
Instead, Jenny was sullen. She had lost a few territories without so much as a fight, and had yet to win a single round. When a round started, neither side knew who won until the battle was over, and it didn't seem to occur to the horsemen that Jenny seemed to be exempt. On her turn, all the doll did was add troops and move them away from harm. Reggie would often move troops and try to bolster defenses for Beth, or at least discuss strategies between rounds.
It had effectively become three versus two, with Jenny barely spectating. The doll often wandered off during turns, and would look on in disinterest as the loser was shot, set on fire, or executed in whatever gory manner the winner preferred.
Beth particularly enjoyed her winning rounds. The horsemen didn't seem particularly creative with how they chose to kill her, so would often pick something quick and messy. She tried to rattle them with creative means of dismemberment, and was particularly proud of the time her elves had tossed Famine into a live volcano.
Reggie's unique brand of torture usually involved rats. He strapped a cage full of rats to War's belly and then put burning coals on the top so that the rats would chew their way through the horseman to get away from the heat. There was also the time Reggie dragged Pestilence into the subway tunnels of New York and creamed him with a subway train. It had revealed that the horseman was, in fact, composed of glowing insects.
None of this deterred the horsemen. They shifted troops around and would leave a single troop behind to be taken by their teammates so they could gain continent bonuses. It had pissed her off when the last battle between War and Pestilence had been a simple game of Pinball. War had given his sibling a high-five upon losing, which allowed Pestilence to gain control of Africa.
"Three territories left," War told her. "And then you're out of the game."
Still, she said nothing. Once she was knocked out, Reggie and Jenny would be on their own. Reggie almost had control of Europe, while Jenny had crammed almost all of her troops into east Asia.
It all came down to trust. She wanted to believe that Jenny had some sort of a plan, but she just couldn't see it. The doll's infamous outbursts hadn't shown up even once. They were ignoring her entirely, so it was likely that Reggie would be the next to go. The horsemen would come for Jenny only when she was the last one remaining.
The horsemen had learned some time ago how to stretch out their turns. What had started as hour-long skirmishes had become days, depending on the size of the defending armies. Losing Australia had taken almost a month from her perspective, but Murray had assured her that only minutes had passed in the real world.
The men and women of Middle Earth put up a brave fight over the next few rounds. Beth, fully on the defensive now, didn't make any attacks of her own and chose to bolster her defenses. Her brain compressed the last week of her battles into moments as her territories dwindled down to one final location.
She had taken Iceland on a lark and found it a fitting location for her last stand. Her troops managed to buy her another week of in-game time as War attacked her from Greenland with ships that fired missiles into the Icelandic countryside. While the city of Reykjavik burned, Beth's army was forced to retreat inland.
Her final stand was at the volcano. She had ridden her horse up and down the line, doing her best to give a speech about how they were the last line of defense, and that she was so proud. The words didn't come easy, and were heavily plagiarized from different movies. Her people had cheered as they turned as one to face the oncoming army, ready to take down as many of War's troops as they could.
Instead, War bombed the volcano, which caused it to erupt violently. It exploded, the pyroclastic flow incinerating Beth and her troops where they stood. There were no last moments of honor or glory, just the howl of angry winds followed by fire, dirt, and pain.
Hovering above the Earth afterward, Beth couldn't help but break into tears. She didn't have enough energy to acknowledge War, who taunted her failures. Nor could she yell at Jenny for abandoning them. She wanted to believe in the plan, but her faith had finally been broken.
"Since you are no longer a player, you may wait here between rounds." Murray spoke matter-of-factly, as if Beth hadn't just lost the fate of the world in a board game gone wrong. "It is your choice."
"I'll keep watching," she announced, then looked over at Reggie. "To provide moral support."
Reggie nodded his head in thanks.
Several weeks passed as Reggie's position in Europe was gobbled away. The horsemen started a blazing wall of fire that gobbled up the land as they conquered his territories. Reggie was able to hold them off for a bit, but it was purely a numbers game at this point. The horsemen had surrounded Reggie, pressing him from multiple directions. His numbers dwindled faster than theirs, and his remaining troops clung to the Eiffel tower as Famine detonated a nuke right on top of them.
The mushroom cloud could still be seen from space as Reggie reformed. His mech suit was gone, and he wore neither his glasses nor his crown.
"I have failed you," he told her morosely.
"You did your best," she said, kneeling down to pick him up. "We did our best." She gave him a hug, his whiskers tickling her ear.
"The best is yet to come," he whispered in her ear, his voice barely audible. She wasn't even sure he had said anything.
"Do you wish to continue your turn?" Murray asked Famine.
"Huh?" Famine looked up at the Earth, then over at Jenny. She was looking away from the horsemen, her horse squeaking ominously. "Oh, right. Forgot about her. I need to move some troops first, but then I'll pass." He looked to War. "Thought you might have more fun with her."
War grinned, his teeth glinting in the unfiltered light of the sun.
"I'm going to grind you into paste, little girl." He licked his lips in anticipation.
Jenny stopped rocking on her horse. Her head rotated around until she was looking backward at the horsemen.
I look forward to ripping your eyes from your head and shoving them up your ass. Her voice was composed of multiple wavelengths—as if several men and women spoke through her body. With a click, it became a little girl's voice again. That way, you can watch me kick your butt, mister.
War was clearly taken aback. He looked over at Pestilence, who just shrugged. It was the first aggressive thing she had said this whole time, and it was clear that it had caught them off guard.
It was Jenny's turn next. Her territories were massed together, but she shifted the bulk of her troops to the outer ring. Being left alone each turn, she had amassed a rather large force that now formed a barrier around east Asia.
Pestilence didn't have any troops nearby, so moved them around. When War's turn came, he pointed at Kamchatka.
"I attack from Alaska," he declared. He had been building a small army there, and everyone teleported down to the ground and watched as War's military presence came from the sea. Large boats dumped troops and equipment on the shore, but there was no sign of Jenny's army anywhere.
"What the fuck is this?" War stood on the beach, his sword slung over a shoulder. "I don't see anybody here."
That's cause we're playing hide and seek, silly! Jenny's voice came from the distant hills. Can you find all of us?
"I'm not here to play games, I'm here to kill you!" War's voice magnified and bounced off the hills like distant thunder.
That's too bad! I'm here to play games with you! The clouds up above formed into a rocking horse with a figure on top. A demonic face formed by opening holes in the cloud, revealing blue sky behind. And you can't kill me until you find me.
War almost dropped his sword. "That's not how this works! You have to face me!"
It's a game of war, silly! If you don't like it...quit!
"She is correct." Murray hovered in the sky behind them like a marionette. "For the turn to end, one of you must kill the other."
"Fucking hell." War stormed off with his troops. Beth wanted to laugh, wanted to have hope, but was afraid to voice it out loud.
Down by her side, Reggie was wringing his hands together in anticipation, a giddy gleam in his eyes.
War's troops scoured the countryside for hours. As spectators, Beth and the others were able to hover above the scene and move about, unrestricted by physics. War and Jenny were the only ones confined to the playing field, and Jenny was using it to her advantage.
Night was falling before anything happened. The movement was so subtle, that Beth thought she had made a mistake. One of War's soldiers had walked behind a boulder and had simply vanished in the shadow of the rocks. Not a sound was uttered, and the nearby troops didn't see what happened either.
An apple a day keeps the doctor away, Jenny announced. You suck at this game.
War said nothing, but Beth saw that the veins in his neck bulged dramatically. He tapped his sword on the ground, then growled in frustration.
"What are you playing at, Raggedy Anne?" He looked up around. "You mad that nobody ever loved you?"
My little girl grew up to be a complete whore. Jenny giggled. She was your mom.
This actually made Famine burst into laughter. It quickly became a belly laugh, and Famine wiped some tears from his eyes.
"Oh, she's trying to go so hard on you," he cried. "Stupid girl doesn't even know that we don't have a mother."
That's what the angels told you so you wouldn't feel sad. Jenny's voice was behind them now. Just you wait, fat-ass. I have something special planned for you.
"Whatever you say." He sat on a couch that appeared behind him and pulled popcorn out of the air. Beth recalled a particularly bloody confrontation Reggie had with War where Famine had pulled out a charcuterie board and feasted on cheese and apple slices as the two of them leveled a city.
Pestilence buzzed something at Jenny.
Nobody cares what you have to say, she replied in a sweet voice. You're just a bag of farts.
The sun set on Kamchatka, and all hell broke loose. As the shadows grew longer, War's troops disappeared at an exponential rate. Once the disappearances had been noticed, gunfire erupted as they tried to fight an enemy they couldn't see. War had his soldiers set up a base at the foot of a hill and trained spotlights on the surrounding area. Instead of chasing away whatever hid in the shadows, it just revealed a landscape soaked in blood.
"What the fuck is this?" War, just as baffled as his troops, ordered them to form up on the perimeter wall of their base. Shadows flitted about, but the soldiers were unable to catch one properly in the light.
As I lay me down to sleep, Jenny began.
"Fuck off!" War replied.
I pray the Lord my soul to keep. The shadows moved so abruptly now that they left large dust trails behind them that blew across the base like fog. And when you die because you suck...
"Shut up!" War was so angry he hopped over the walls of the base and charged at the shadows. He swung his sword at them, creating a commotion that drew everyone's attention. In the span of an instant, the lights at the base went out and the soldiers left behind screamed in agony. An explosion rocked the structure, and Beth caught a brief glimpse of twisted beings that disappeared into the darkness, beings made of teeth and knives.
I'll find your mom and then we'll fuck.
War was the only one left. He yelled at the sky, but the shadows avoided him. Despite his shouting, the shadows left him to seethe.
"What is she playing at?" Famine leaned forward on his couch.
Now quit being a bitch and find me! Jenny giggled. When you do, I'll put you out of your misery.
"This has to be against the rules!" War turned to Murray. "She can't make me find her, this territory is huge and she's just a doll!"
All is fair in love and war, Jenny replied. And I love playing games with you!
Murray stared at the scene below, then nodded.
"These are the terms you agreed to," he stated. "You would play a game of conquest where you were able to fully participate. At any point, you may choose to stop playing, but that would be equivalent to forfeit on the part of the player."
"But this isn't conquest, it's fucking hide and seek!"
Aw, are you gonna cry? Jenny giggled. You can quit if you want.
"And if she's hiding, why can I hear her?" War swung around, squinting in the darkness. "Does that mean she's nearby?"
"Her ability to speak doesn't affect gameplay," Murray said. "She doesn't have lips, and so I allowed her to use her psychic abilities for communication purposes.
War hollered illegibly and threw his sword before storming off. A couple of hours passed before Jenny started singing nursery rhymes in a discordant manner that set Beth on edge.
"I can't believe we have to sit through this shit," muttered Famine. "Hey, angel! Since it's obvious already that she won this round, would it be okay if we helped find her? It doesn't technically affect gameplay, right?"
Murray went wall-eyed for a moment, then nodded.
"It would be permitted," he informed them.
"C'mon." Famine rose from his couch and looked at Pestilence. "Let's find the little bitch so that we can move on."
Beth looked at Reggie and let out a sigh. "Should we go find somewhere quiet to sit? It could be a while."
The rat king looked at her with quivering whiskers, then let out a hearty laugh.
"Why would I stay?" he asked. "I'm not technically playing anymore, remember?"
With a flash of light, Reggie was gone. Beth's jaw dropped open at the ramifications of his statement, then looked across the dark hills of Kamchatka. How long would Jenny make the horsemen look for her? Had this been her plan the whole time? Already, she could hear War absolutely losing his shit in frustration. The horsemen were capable of many things, but apparently, patience wasn't one of them.
With a grin, Beth willed herself back into space.

🏠🏠🏠"I would have expected the entrance to Hell to be bigger," Eulalie said, staring at the wrought-iron gate behind the house.
"It goes to the Underworld, not Hell." Amymone had her face in one of the books from the Library. It was a primer on dimensional folding. "And I'm not seeing a damn thing in here about reconnecting it."
"Not without Mike." Naia pouted on top of her fountain.
It was late at night. Suly had escorted Cyrus back to his apartment to get a change of clothes and spend the night there. While the mage was gone, Eulalie had come over to the house to speak with the others. The rats had set up a perimeter around the house with instructions to chase off anyone who came snooping.
Eulalie was rather proud of how far her relationship had come with the rats. They were much smarter than they had originally seemed, and a couple of them seemed to understand some sophisticated commands. She noticed that a self-appointed group of rats now followed her around while carrying spears.
She knelt down to drink some of the deer the centaurs had brought her. Hunger had gotten the best of her earlier that day, and she had sent out an emergency request for food before she snacked on a rat. The deer was trussed up nicely in a cocoon that she could easily move around, and neither Naia nor Amymone seemed to be bothered by it.
"How does it taste?" Amymone asked. "I'm curious."
"Imagine a smoothie made of butter and meat that has little chunks in it," Eulalie replied. "And when you drink it, you can feel warmth diffuse throughout your entire body."
Amymone nodded. "I figured you were a good person to ask since you can eat that and human food."
"We don't technically eat," Naia said. "Amymone absorbs nutrients from the sun and earth. She also likes it when I do this."
The nymph sprayed the dryad with water from her hands, which caused Amymone's dress to cling to her body, revealing her nipples. Amymone licked her lips and absorbed the liquid into her skin, which made her dress stop sticking to her. The gesture was blatantly sexual, but Eulalie ignored it.
"So we don't have a way to connect to the Underworld through this gate?" she asked.
"Mike might be able to." Naia stood up straight, the runes on her torso glowing through the fabric of her dress. "The geas is supposed to regulate everything that happens here. When I choose the new Caretaker, I am able to bring the true house into this world. Whoever took the house will be strong, but Mike's bond will be stronger. With his help, I might be able to reconnect the gate, and then we can try to find the house in the Underworld."
"That sounds like a pretty big assumption." Eulalie wiped some blood away from her mouth, then looked at the runes on Naia's body. Her human eyes found them difficult to look at and comprehend, but her spider eyes saw how they actually floated in and out of Naia's body on the surface of her skin. For some strange reason, she got the impression that the runes were multi-dimensional, and were doing their best to fit along the curves of Naia's body.



"It's more like magical instinct," Naia replied. The runes on her body shimmered as if in agreement, but it was only visible on the ultraviolet wavelength of light. "With my magic, I sometimes get hunches whether something will work or not."
"Are you referring to your own magic or the magic the house gave you?" Eulalie picked at her teeth with a fingernail. A piece of fur had gotten stuck there.
"What do you mean?" Naia asked.
Eulalie's eyes flicked to Amymone and back. If this was supposed to be a secret, it was Naia's fault for requesting clarification. "Oh, it's clear that you aren't an ordinary nymph. You exhibit traits and qualities that fall well outside the standard deviation for your mythos. My theory is that you started as a nymph but were changed in some way. That being said, your nymph magic is separate from your house magic unless there was some type of convergent evolution upon your ascension."
Naia blinked in shock. "You...figured that out pretty fast."
"I've been ass deep in books about magic all week. I'm a quick learner and I have a big ass."
"Clearly." Naia smiled. "Both types of magic work that way. House magic isn't really something I can control. It has a will of its own, but I can help direct its attention. When I say I think I can use Mike to restore the gate, it's almost like I can tell that the house agrees with me. It doesn't feel that way all the time, so I'm confident that we're at least on the right track. As for my own magic, I can usually just tell if it would work. It's instinctual."
Eulalie nodded. "I would know something about that. So, out of curiosity...would your magic work on me?"
Amymone nearly dropped her book. "Why wouldn't it?"
Naia tilted her head. "That depends. I can do all sorts of things with my magic, so I need you to be more specific."
"Could you turn me on?" Eulalie set down her deer. "Seduce me. Make me horny. Do you require more euphemisms?" Many hours of research had been spent on this topic, and she was happy to provide more.
Amymone laughed. "Naia could turn on a broken lightbulb."
Naia held up her hand for silence. "Is there a reason you want me to try?" she asked.
Eulalie opened her mouth and hesitated. At her core, she knew that sex wasn't written into her code. Her desire to mate was non-existent, and even her self explorations had been minimally enjoyable. It was like a yawning void inside that had only been put there by the realization that she was different.
In truth, she was almost afraid that Naia could do it.
"You answered my question with a question," she replied. "That makes me think that you can't."
Naia tilted her head. "That's not quite true. My magic doesn't seduce anyone. I can only amplify desires that were already there. If I were to use it on you, I know it wouldn't result in sex."
"Hmm." Eulalie pondered this for a moment. How could there be desire without sex? That sounded so self-defeating. "Would you be willing to enlighten me?"
"Just a touch." Naia's eyes sparkled.
Eulalie felt nothing at first. She looked at her own body, then over to Amymone. The dryad watched them with great interest.
When Eulalie looked back at Naia, her mouth was suddenly dry. The nymph stood before her with one hip cocked out, and Eulalie had a sudden desire to spin some web and use it to tie her legs together. Or perhaps bind her so that her chest was pushed out, or maybe...
"Oh!" Eulalie felt her spinnerets moving, and she realized that her body was producing webs. Knots, hundreds of them, flitted through her mind, each one perfect for a different situation. Some were good to prevent strain on the rope, others to prevent strain on the participant. Different weaves could produce ropes so smooth that they wouldn't leave a mark, or thick ones that prevented muscles from flexing. If she wanted, she could easily get Naia's hands behind her back, perhaps bind her forearms together. Would she look better on her knees, or—
"I think that's enough," Naia replied.
Eulalie realized that she was on the edge of the fountain, her mouth open in anticipation and a piece of webbing in her hand. Her deft fingers had already braided it into a simple rope nearly six feet long.
"But this...this isn't sexual." She looked around, trying to find somewhere to stash her rope. It was too big of a piece to eat. "I'm not...horny. Why does it feel like this?"
"Desire isn't always about sex, little spider." Naia leaned forward and booped Eulalie on the nose. "But once my house is back, you can tie me up anytime."
Those last six words sent a rush of excitement through Eulalie. Not only would Naia look beautiful all tied up, but her aqueous body meant that Eulalie didn't have to worry about hurting her. She could just phase through the bindings and escape, giving Eulalie plenty of feedback to pursue her passions.
"Okay, right, the house." She coiled the rope around her waist like a belt. "So we can't open the portal, we need to wait for Mike. So what can we do now to prepare him for when he gets home? My assumption is that he's going into a trap."
"A trap set by someone powerful," Amymone agreed. "That could be problematic."
"So let's make sure he's ready for anything." Eulalie turned and looked at the dummy house. "I don't suppose you keep a stash of magical items in that version of the house for emergencies, do you?"
"Anything of interest would be in the Vault," Naia replied. "Ratu may have something, but that stuff is extremely dangerous. And I don't think she has any weapons if that's what you're getting at."
"Well, shit." Eulalie stomped a foot in frustration. "I was really hoping we could find a magic sword or something."
"Magic swords?" Amymone's face lit up in excitement. "What would you say if I told you I know about a magic tower full of them?"
Eulalie smiled so hard that her fangs extended.

🏠🏠🏠Beth had been in space for less than a minute before the others appeared in a blaze of golden light. Pestilence and Famine looked livid, but Jenny sat calmly on her rocking horse.
When War appeared, his features were tightly pinched. Every vein in his body bulged dramatically as he clenched his fists and shrieked.
"Sixty! Fucking! Years!" War turned toward Murray. "This has to be a violation of the rules!"
"I assure you that only a couple of minutes have passed in the real world," replied Murray.
"She made me dig holes to find her!" War grabbed at his face in frustration. "That has to be against the rules!"
"The winner of each round has been able to kill the loser in the manner of their choice," Murray said. "She wanted you to dig a hole to find her and then have it cave in on you and crush your skull. That does not violate the terms of your agreement."
"The fuck it doesn't!" War took a swing at Jenny, but his sword passed harmlessly through her.
Fucking crybaby, she replied. War continued to attack her, his movements harmless.
Beth put her hands over her mouth. To an observer, she probably looked shocked. In reality, she was trying to hide the biggest smile ever. Jenny had not only won the round, but had trapped the horsemen for sixty years just for the fun of it.
And she would bet good money that Jenny didn't experience all sixty of those years. All the doll had to do was withdraw her consciousness so that she was at the table. Those years would have taken mere moments.
"Would you like to attack again?" Murray asked.
War's eyes bulged out of his head, and he looked at his siblings. The three of them huddled up and muttered to each other. Beth wondered what they were even talking about.
You could always quit, Jenny offered.
War broke the huddle and started to say something, but Pestilence yanked him back in.
"What happened in there?" asked Reggie. "Did you really make them dig you up?"
I got bored. Jenny let out a giggle, then rocked her horse over to where Beth stood. So I gave them hints. War had to use his sword to dig me up like a bitch.
"I attack again!" War declared.
I wouldn't, Jenny warned. I'm the hide-and-seek champion!
"Fuck you," he replied.
They found themselves on the ground in Kamchatka again. This time, War's army arrived with several aircraft carriers full of planes and drones. His troops never set foot on land. Instead, they launched an aerial assault.
War, who stood with them, sneered in anger. Jenny was nowhere to be seen.
"Let's see your shadow people take something out of the sky," he muttered. "Each of these planes is equipped with the best surveillance technology known to man, so even if you pull your bullshit, I won't have to spend nearly as much time—"
A plane exploded overhead, the wreckage crashing into the side of a nearby mountain.
Beth could no longer contain her laughter, which drew dirty looks from the horsemen.
"But I thought she was using shadow people for her troops!" Famine's face paled. "It had to be. The toys were acting as gateways, right?"
Guess again! Jenny then blew a raspberry at them and made airplane noises as War's airforce was destroyed one plane at a time. Beth clapped her hands in glee while Reggie did a series of dance moves next to her.
"Knock that shit off," Famine told them, but they ignored him.
In a desperate attempt to accomplish something, the planes dropped their bombs. The bombs fell only halfway to the ground before they rocketed back into the sky and exploded. It was like a 4th of July show on steroids, and Beth cheered when it came to an end.
If you count to a million out loud and say "Ready or not, here I come," I'll give you a hint. Jenny's laughter was distorted. You can get as many hints as you want!
"You know what? Fuck you. I'm not even going to look." War sat down with his legs crossed. "I'm the personification of War. I'm immortal. You will go mad long before I do."
Quitter, Jenny replied. Quitter-Quitter. Quitterquitterquitterquitter...
"Lady Beth?" Reggie took her by the hand as Jenny's voice steadily grew louder. "I think it's time we take our leave."
"I agree."
The two of them waited in space for a minute before the others returned. The horsemen looked defeated, and War appeared in a golden nimbus of light. He looked at Murray with a scowl.
"I end my turn." He moved away from the group and contemplated the Earth.
Quitter, whispered Jenny. You needed a lot of hints.
"Saying hot and cold didn't accomplish anything," Famine muttered.
"I would like to reassure everyone that only a couple of minutes passed during the last round," Murray added. "It is Pestilence's turn."
Pestilence attacked Irkutsk from Siberia. They won the first two rounds, but Jenny's mysterious troops didn't make a single appearance. Instead, the doll just appeared in Pestilence's hands both times.
The horseman, clearly lacking creativity or patience, had promptly torn her apart.
On the third round, the shadows gobbled up Pestilence's troops without a sound. Jenny didn't bother taunting Pestilence like she had War. Instead, a group of people arrived holding bug nets and glass jars.
Puzzled by this development, everyone watched in silence as Pestilence was stabbed with a knife and the bugs were rounded up and caught. Beth wondered if Pestilence's consciousness was contained in just one specific bug or all of them.
The glowing bugs were then separated into individual glass jars. The humans laughed maliciously as they shook them, jostling the bugs inside.
Whoever keeps their bug alive wins a prize! Jenny announced. The humans let out a cheer as they separated. And don't forget, they love to listen to music and need to eat shit to survive!
"This is inhumane!" Famine declared, then looked at Murray. "You can't allow this!"
"Sounds like you're just mad that you didn't think of something equally insidious," Beth responded. Through the months of torture fighting these guys, it occurred to her that they could have put her in a POW camp and starved her to death, or something similar. Instead, they had focused on the brutality of her death rather than breaking her spirit.
Jenny had been infinitely more calculating in her strategy, and had zero qualms about torture of any kind.
Murray said nothing. Beth and Reggie stepped out of the round and waited. When Pestilence reformed, their shoulders were slumped forward as if under a heavy strain. The horseman buzzed something at their brothers, and War's face turned bright red.
"If you back out, I will kill you myself!" he declared.
War's statement was very curious. She had been under the impression that a horseman couldn't be killed. Was War just angry, or did he mean it?
Pestilence buzzed some more, but then shrugged their shoulders.
It was Jenny's turn. She cackled maniacally and added troops to territories that needed them then ended her turn.
Famine looked uncertain. The horsemen had been cocky the entire game, but now were avoiding eye contact with each other. Their morale had taken a heavy hit.
When Famine attacked, he stood on top of a building while commanding the Hunger. The dark beings tore through the city, looking for any sign of Jenny or her army. The search went on for quite some time before the Hunger began to disappear.
"How is she doing this?" War asked, his voice unusually quiet.
Famine looked over at his brother. Sweat had beaded upon his brow as it became clear that Jenny had won the die rolls.
Pop goes the Weasel began to play, and the group turned to see a Jack-in-the-Box on the ground, its mechanical arm moving by itself.
"I'm not going near that," Famine declared.
Jenny appeared on the roof, her body as large as a small child. She flickered in and out of existence as she picked up the Jack-in-the-Box and walked toward Famine.
Don't be a baby, she told him. After all, it's just a child's toy.
Famine backed away from her until his back was against the edge of the roof. He looked over the side, nodded to himself, and jumped.
There was a loud clang of metal, and Famine was tossed back onto the roof by a metal ladder with legs like a centipede. Beth gasped when she saw it, suddenly realizing exactly what kind of troops Jenny had picked.
Tick tock, motherfucker. Jenny played the final note, and the lid of the Jack-and-the-Box lifted away to reveal a tube-like creature made of fangs that expanded and swallowed Famine whole. Everyone on the roof save for Murray cried out in alarm as the mimic shrank down and pulled itself back into the Jack-in-a-Box.
Moments passed, and Jenny looked around at everyone.
This will take a while, she announced. They digest things really slowly. And it hurts the whole time that you're dying. Her laughter ricocheted around them.
"There's no way he fits inside there," War pointed out.
They're bigger on the inside, Jenny replied, then looked at Pestilence. I should have done this with the jars.
Pestilence made an alarmed buzzing sound.
"You can quit after this turn," Murray said. "But not during."
War turned to argue with Pestilence just as a tiny drop of black blood squeezed out of the Jack-in-the-Box. Beth and Reggie disappeared, leaving the horsemen to their torment.

🏠🏠🏠It had taken the better part of the afternoon to get home, but Mike didn't mind. Abella was content to walk in silence while clinging to his arm. It threw off his gait a bit, but he had more important things to think about.
Ever since the incident in the clearing, the sounds and feelings he experienced had gotten more intense. It was as though he had opened the window into a different world and then forgotten to close it all the way. Each tree they walked past whispered to him in greeting, and on more than one occasion, a tree branch would pat his shoulder as if they were old friends.
Though the paths were buried in snow, he could sense them. The thin trails were lacking in foliage, so they were the quiet parts of the forest. It was almost like having a song stuck in his head, except now it was several radio stations running at the same time.
He thought of Bigfoot's offer to help him speak with the forest. It was something he would need to look into right away.
It also felt like he was being watched. It wasn't a malicious gaze, by any means. In fact, it felt almost playful, and he had a suspicion that it was the cabin herself, keeping an eye on him.
No, not quite the cabin. She was also the land, she had told him as much. He thought back to the times he had conversed with the house. This was far different, with the cabin less secretive and much chattier than her sister.
And were they actual siblings? Or was it more of an honorific? Had some guy gone around knocking women up with baby buildings? Was that where the term laying wood came from?
"Oh!" Abella squeezed his arm, causing him to stop. A large white rabbit stood in front of them, its nose twitching as it sniffed the air. "It's not scared of us!"
"You know, I've always been told that wild animals who let you come near are dange—okay, yeah, go ahead." He watched as Abella scooped the rabbit in her arms. It looked like a snowshoe hare with its massive back legs, but he wasn't an expert by any means.
"It's so fluffy!" Abella rubbed her cheek against it, and he half expected it to go full Monty Python and take off her head. The creature was content to accept Abella's love for a few more moments, and then kicked its feet to let them know it was done. Abella set it on the ground and it hopped off into the woods.
"So like I was saying, you shouldn't handle wild animals," he told her. "It can mean they're sick, injured, or any number of bad things."
"You shoot lightning out of your dick and I breathe fire." She cocked her head at him and arched an eyebrow. "I think I can handle petting wild bunnies."
He rolled his eyes but didn't argue, though he did want to clarify the dick comment. His magic had been related to sexual intimacy, but clearly, it was attempting to do something new.
Did magic evolve over time? Or was it a result of the abilities he had gained from the others creating something new? Thinking on this idea, the weird stuff had started happening after sex with Quetzalli. Was it because her affinity was storms, or was it related to her draconic nature?
He was probably the only man alive to stick his dick in a dragon. Not exactly something you could find a support group for.
When the cabin came into view, Abella unfolded her wings.
"I need to go back to my duties," she told him. "But count me down for a walk anytime."
With a wink, she took to the sky and started her ascent. He watched her climb until she looked like a distant bird. Now flight would have been a fun ability to gain, but if Abella had stone wings, would his just be skin? On top of having to alter all his shirts, he didn't want wings that looked like a stretched scrotum.
"You have returned." The owl stepped out of her hiding place beneath a large pine tree. "I wondered if you would return."
"This is the safest place to be," he replied.
"Humans aren't necessarily known for being trustworthy," she countered. "I suspected you to hide somewhere else and leave the work to the others. You cannot fault me for having doubts."
"When you ate humans, did you barf up their remains in large pellets?" He held out an imaginary football. "Like, if I dissected it, would I find finger bones and shit?"
Her brow furrowed, giving her a frightening countenance. "Are you trying to insult me?"
He took a step toward her, never breaking her gaze. "No. Just reminding you that respect runs both ways. You came to me, remember?"



The owl clacked her beak, then slumped her shoulders. "My apologies. I am nervous about our encounter with Leeds and may not have chosen my words wisely. My path with humans has been difficult, and I lean on old habits when stressed."
He nodded. "I'm nervous, too, but this isn't my first near-death situation. Your plan sounds like it will work."
"And it should. However..." she held up a clawed hand. Crimson light danced along her talons. "I feel as if I have overlooked something."
"Well, I hope you remember it." He backed away to give her some space. "When I went camping as a kid, I always felt like I was forgetting something. It seemed like the more convinced I was that I'd left it behind, the less likely I had actually screwed up."
"So if you weren't worried, it was because you forgot it entirely?"
He nodded. "You got it. Right now, I spend almost every day waiting for the other shoe to drop. Maybe I forgot whatever or didn't think everything through, and it will come back to bite me in a bad way. I'm the kind of person who is quick to adapt, cause I'm used to my plans going wrong."
The owl's feathers rippled, sending a couple onto the ground. They were larger than her bird forms, and he wondered if her current size dictated how large they were when they fell off.
"I am poor at adaptation," she replied. "When it comes to the hunt itself, I am fine. But that is instinct and planning. My spells take time to weave, for that is the cost of my magic." She shuddered again, sending more feathers to the ground. It seemed to be the equivalent of losing hair when stressed. "I suspect yours is your unpredictability."
"How do you figure?" he asked.
"When last we spoke, you did not carry such an earthen aura. You smelled of storms and lust, but now carry a certain heaviness. It is very much like the fae, but also the magic of the forest. Magic was never meant to be mixed in such a manner, for it generates chaos."
"Story of my life," he muttered. "So that's what I have? Chaos magic?"
"Caretaker." She clicked her beak for a few moments as if deep in thought. "The name itself isn't important, but appropriate. You should know that magic like yours can be quite powerful, but only if it can be controlled. Be warned that it has a life of its own, very much like a roaring fire. If you aren't careful, it will consume you."
"Metaphorically?' he asked, thinking of Emily.
"No. Literally. In its haste to help you, your magic could tear your body apart. And when you die, the magic doesn't simply vanish. It will be let loose in the world in ways we cannot predict. Never start a fire that you cannot put out." She flapped her wings a couple of times and transformed back into bird form. With a cautionary hoot, she flew away.
"Thanks for the advice, Hedwig," he muttered. He watched until she disappeared into the trees and then continued toward the cabin, his hands in his pocket. Finding out that he was potentially a magic bomb had dulled his enthusiasm, so he took his time walking.
As he was passing the barn, he saw movement within. Dana was still there, and she had taken apart most of the jeep. She stood in the middle of a mess as if contemplating her next move.
"What the hell are you doing?" he asked.
"Hmm?" She regarded him coolly, then stared at the disassembled jeep. "What time is it?"
"Don't know. My phone was my watch." He knelt down to examine what might have been a carburetor. His knowledge was hardly extensive, so this was mostly a guess.
"I must have lost track of time." She wiped some grease off her face, only to smear some more from her hands onto her cheek. "I do that when I'm working on stuff."
"But why dismantle the whole thing?" He moved over to the body of the jeep and realized that she had pulled out most of the engine.
"It started as an oil change and I got carried away." She pulled a spark plug out of her pocket. "Found a box of these and wanted to put some new ones in. Figured I would change the air filter, and it kind of snowballed."
Mike kicked a tire. They had been stacked in the corner. "You don't say."
"Figured I would rotate them. Don't move those, I need to put them back on in a certain order."
"If you say so." He sat down in the passenger seat, which was on the floor next to the body. "Velvet is going to freak when she sees her dad's car like this."
Dana's face darkened. "Shit, you're right." She looked around her feet. "Don't suppose you want to help me?"
"Reassemble a car? Not really." He picked up a ratchet. "I don't know where most of this stuff goes. Didn't have a garage growing up or anyone willing to teach me about it."
Dana snorted. "It's not that different from your usual approach to things. Tab A in Slot B, you know what I mean."
Mike looked up at Dana. Even though she was looking away from him, he could see the small grin on her face. It had been hours since she had fed, so he was surprised to see her so...lively.
"My dad restored an old car when I was seven," she told him as she started putting stuff back under the hood of the jeep. He couldn't see what she was doing because she was moving too fast. Between her memory and the fact that she didn't tire, it was like watching a one-woman pit crew. "It seems dumb, but I don't remember much about it now. He would only work on it on the weekends, and my mom let me stay up late to spend time with him. He was always working long hours, so weekends were our only time together. There was one Sunday night that my mom went to bed early, so he let me stay up until almost three on a school night. Mom gave him hell for that."
Mike chuckled but said nothing. He didn't have a story of his own to add and was too busy watching Dana's facial expressions. He had spent so many months seeing Dana devoid of almost all emotion, and he was now seeing tiny bursts of it. It was almost like watching an actor in a play break character. Was Dana even aware she was doing it?
"So what has your panties in a bunch?" she asked him.
"Who told you that I'm wearing panties?" he asked.
Dana snorted. "Are they mine or Quetzalli's? I don't think you'd fit in mine, and if you stretch them out, I'll eat your hands. Don't dodge the question."
"I had an experience with Abella in the woods," he replied. "My magic did something weird, and now the owl has me all paranoid I'm going to explode."
She stopped what she was doing and stared at him. "I'm going to need you to run all of that by me again. More details this time."
Except for the sexual details of his interlude with Abella, he told her everything. How the magic had connected him to the land, how Abella had started breathing fire. She listened without a single word until he had finished.
"So what do you think?" he asked. "And before you answer, we both know that you're acting differently than you usually do. Something has changed, and you were affected, too."
Dana bowed her head in contemplation, then nodded. "This rush of mine should have worn off some time ago. I think it's why I lost track of time, I'm used to falling out of the rush. It's like having the perfect amount of caffeine, you feel all inspired and energized, but you know it's going to wear off eventually so you try to get as much done as you can."
"You're smiling," he told her.
"Why, so I am." She grinned at him. "And before you ask, I'm not fixed or anything. Slashed open my forearm earlier, didn't even hurt. Being dead has made me a little careless at times, I will admit. Has its perks, though." With that statement, she rolled a tire over to the jeep and lifted the chassis off of a group of cinder blocks with one hand.
"I knew you were strong, but this?" He watched in amazement as she casually stuck the wheel back on and then tightened the nuts down with an old-style bar-type lug wrench.
"That's about my limit," she explained. "I can actually feel the strain in my bones from it. If I lifted it too quick, I would probably snap my spine or rip a muscle. The human body is an interesting place when you don't feel pain anymore. It really reminds you that you're just a bowl of pudding piloting around a robot made of meat."
He frowned at the visual, but she wasn't wrong.
"Sometimes, if I'm not too involved with whatever I'm working on, I can actually feel how my joints work," she continued. "Or how my muscles contract and extend. It's almost like I'm able to shut out the noise and really feel all the things my body can do."
"You mean kind of like when you're falling asleep and can hear your own heartbeat if it's quiet enough?"
She feigned shock. "Discrimination! Check your privilege, beating heart."
It had been a while since he had seen Dana and Lily hanging out, and he now worried just how much the succubus had rubbed off on the zombie.
"But yeah, close enough." She put another tire on the opposite side of the first. "You wear your body your whole life without really understanding how it moves. There's a process in there that we take for granted. Have you ever tried to program a robot to walk? It's super hard, but toddlers can nail it pretty quick. I had a professor once who was obsessed with biometric design."
He nodded, now lost in thought. It was easy to see her point, but now he could apply it to his immediate problem. Instead of his own body, it was his magic that had him flummoxed. He used to have good control of it, but those were just baby steps.
"What's the fine line between understanding how something works versus just figuring it out?" he asked. "When do I know if I'm overthinking it?"
She shrugged. "Ask a baby, I guess."
Frowning, he turned his attention to the dirt floor of the barn. Thinking about how a baby learned to walk, he could easily picture how they would use something to stand up first, then move. Was there a way he could learn to stand first instead of having to hit the ground running?
The clearing Abella had taken him to was teeming with life, which had overwhelmed him. Looking at the dirty floor of the barn, he could see the occasional sprout of dead grass along the boundaries of the building. This was a place that was connected to the earth, but minimal on nature. Could he connect with it as he had in the glade?
When he closed his eyes, he could sense that thick bass note from before. It was dim, as if very far away. He tried to focus on it, and shifted in his chair to get comfortable. His hand slipped off the side causing him to brush his fingertips in the dirt. The volume in his head jumped several levels on contact.
Okay. That's interesting. He put the palm of his hand on the ground and waited. The musical tones pressed against his flesh and a sense of peace permeated his body. His magic matched the rhythm and pulsed outward from him, scattering loose dirt away from his hand.
Even with his eyes closed, he could sense where Dana stood. His senses expanded, and now he could feel the family of mice that lived in the corner behind boxes of motor oil.
The sensations were there, but they were quiet compared to the cacophony from before. Little by little, he expanded outward from the barn. The land around them was largely short brush, so he met plenty of burrowing critters waiting on warmer days to emerge from their homes. He felt the corners of the cabin, then immediately withdrew when he discovered an intense presence. Unsure if it was the entity that he sensed, he decided to expand his senses somewhere else.
The land around the barn was covered in snow, yet teemed with life that hungered for warmth. The fleeting thoughts of small mammals and insects touched his consciousness like whispers. As he explored the land, he felt it try to cling to his magic. It was easy to imagine that his magic was similar to sunlight, and that it could nourish the surrounding property. If he wanted, could he wake up the vegetation as he had in the clearing?
He took in a sharp breath as he realized that the sexual nature of his magic still applied here. While he hadn't dug a hole in the ground and fucked it physically, his magic was currently mixing with the earth in a very intimate manner. It was inside of him just as much as he was inside it.
For just a second, he thought he heard a woman's laugh. Whether illusory or not, it definitely belonged to the cabin.
What could he even do with this knowledge? Was it just this land, or could he connect with the house, too? Maybe it would be a means to speak directly to the house, or even his other properties. If they were alive, then surely they had desires that he could assist them with. Maybe the house wanted a new coat of paint, or the cabin wanted to cut some trees for a better view of the mountains.
In turn, maybe they would be more forthcoming about what was expected of him. It would be nice for a change to simply be told what to do next.
Sparks flowed down his arm and into the ground, and he gasped when he felt the trees touch on his consciousness. Even with his eyes closed, he could see the tiny flames at their center, each one connected to its neighbor by gossamer strands of light. More and more flames appeared of all shapes and sizes, and it wasn't until he saw one swoop through the air like a bird that he realized that he was looking at souls.
In awe, he tilted his head in Dana's direction. Hers was like a tiny star strapped in chains of darkness, bound tightly to her body. Fascinated by the sight, he didn't notice the chill in his gut until it bloomed violently throughout his entire body.
Distant flames were being snuffed out at an incredible rate. As they vanished, he realized that whatever was happening was headed right for him.
"Dana!" He opened his eyes and pointed at the wall of the barn. "Something is coming!"
There was the loud snapping of wood, followed by a high-pitched shriek. The wall of the barn exploded inward as a massive figure crashed through it. Mike held up his hands, only catching a brief glimpse of the beast through his outstretched hands.
Dana, already in motion, had picked up the tire closest to her and whipped her body around to throw it like a discus. The tire slammed into the intruder hard enough that it was knocked off course, crashing into the ground next to Mike.
"What the fuck is that?" he cried, jumping to his feet. The thing on the floor was a tangle of long black hair that was filled with branches. Expecting the creature to stand, he flinched when it levitated off the ground and turned to face them.
"Holy fucking hell," Dana muttered.
It was a giant head, almost six feet tall. Fearsome eyes that blazed with malevolent intent sat over dagger-like teeth. With a cry, it flew toward them, its hair spreading out like a pair of black wings.
Dana shoulder checked Mike out of the way. He crashed hard into the ground and felt something in his knee pop. The sharp pain of impact vanished in the rush of adrenaline as he leapt to his feet and looked for a weapon.
The head had Dana in its teeth and was growling as it tried to bite through her. In the corner of its mouth was a lug wrench that Dana held, using it as a wedge to keep it from closing.
It floated around the barn, slamming itself into the walls in an attempt to dislodge her. Up above, the barn creaked dangerously as if it was going to topple any moment.
"Abella! I need you!" He shouted, then ran to the back of the head. The long hair was matted and smelled swampy, but he jumped on and tried to climb up the scalp. The odor made his eyes water, but once he was on top, he tried to punch the head in the eye.
It slammed its eyelid closed, pinning his hand in place.
The head spiraled around, scattering the pieces of the jeep before colliding with the chassis. The jeep toppled over with a large screech, the undercarriage sliding violently over the cinder blocks.
"Shit!" Dana cried, then disappeared from sight as she moved further into the head's mouth.
The smell of gasoline filled the air, and Mike realized that the tank must have been ripped open. He really hoped the giant head hadn't brought along a giant cigarette to light up.
"Mike!" Abella's cry came from outside, and he saw her from a distance through the broken wall. She was still far away, her face set in determination.
A metal blade popped through the head's eye, and it emitted a terrible shriek as Dana stabbed it from within. It spun violently, throwing Mike to the ground, followed shortly by Dana. Both of her arms were bent the wrong way, and her clothes had been slashed up.
"What the hell is that thing?" he asked her as the head fell over, its mouth gasping like a fish out of water. He had so many questions, like how it breathed, and if it needed to eat.
Up above, he heard a chuckle. When he looked up, he watched in horror as the shadows coalesced into a dark figure with bat-like wings and a horse's head.
"That was my insurance policy," Leeds told them as the head shuddered one last time, its remaining eye going slack and its mouth hanging open. "What is that phrase that always bounces through your head? Be prepared?"
Mike was going to say something witty but held his breath instead when Leeds held up an old zippo lighter.
"Burn in Hell, Caretaker." Leeds tossed the lighter toward the spreading pool of gasoline. It clanged against the jeep and promptly put itself out when it landed upside down in the dirt.
"Dumbass," Dana muttered as she tried to stand up. One of her legs was crooked. "By the way, you give terrible head."
Leeds snorted and dropped from the rafters onto the ground near the jeep. Mike tried to tackle Leeds away, but was grabbed from behind by a shadow that yanked him off his feet. The pain in his knee blossomed, and he almost blacked out.
"Let's try this again," Leeds muttered, then picked up the lighter and lit it. He knelt down and held the flame against a line of gas until it ignited and the fire rolled toward the gas tank. With a laugh, Leeds stepped into a shadow and vanished.
Mike closed his eyes, thinking the jeep would explode. When it didn't, he opened his eyes and saw that the shadow holding him was gone. He crawled over to Dana.
"There wasn't much gas in the tank," she explained, using her one good limb to scoot toward the exit. "Darren never bothered refilling it before he died, most of it has probably leaked out already."
"So it won't explode?" he asked.
"Not a lot, but—" there was a loud boom, followed by a roar as the fire expanded, filling the air with smoke and fumes. The barn shifted around them, the structure groaning. "We need to go."
They crawled toward the door as the flames surrounded them. The barn was old and full of plenty of things for the fire to consume. His leg dragged across the uneven ground, each bump causing him to grit his teeth in agony. He didn't bother looking back over his shoulder at the burning vehicle, nor contemplate how this was exactly the kind of situation that would put him back in therapy.
He could feel the flames licking at his back when Abella arrived. Saying nothing to Dana, she picked up the zombie and threw her out the door. Dana bounced and then slid across the snow, safe from the flames almost thirty feet away.
"Didn't take you long to get in trouble," she muttered, kneeling down to pick him up. With her body between him and the flames, he felt the temperature drop several degrees. Abella looked over at the giant head, which had caught on fire, and gaped. "What the fuck is that thing?"
"That's Todd." Mike tried to laugh at his own joke but started coughing instead. "Nine out of ten dentists hate him."
She cradled him against her body and leaned forward, hot embers bouncing off her back. Once they were outside, she set him in the snow and turned her gaze toward the roof of the barn.
Leeds stood up there, his coal-red eyes blazing in the fading light of day.



Abella tried to leap toward him, but the shadows at her feet wrapped around her ankles and held tight. She stomped her talons, but couldn't get free.
"I don't think so, gargoyle." He sneered in their direction. "With that busted wing of yours, you'll never be strong enough."
Mike looked toward the forest. Leeds had come far earlier than predicted, but the owl should still be watching. Where the fuck was she?
"Maybe she's dead," Leeds replied, likely reading Mike's thoughts. "Or maybe she betrayed you. Wouldn't that just be delicious? Or maybe I'll kill you and you'll spend the rest of your life wondering which it was?"
"Are you going to talk me to de—" Something wrapped around his neck and squeezed. He turned his head to see that his own shadow had reached up to strangle him.
His magic raced through him as he let out a scream of rage. Streamers of white light leapt from his hands and twisted around his shadow, causing it to burst and reappear back where it should be.
"Maybe you should come down here and finish the job," Mike said, his voice raspy. His magic was crackling through his body, just below the surface of his skin.
Leeds sniffed the air, then stomped his hooves on the roof.
"A temporary setback, Caretaker. I have all the time in the world, and you? I am well aware that you are operating under a time limit."
Mike's nostrils flared and the air around him sizzled, his magic hungry for blood. Behind him, he heard Abella grunting as she fought to free herself.
"I have no intention of leaving this land or letting you capture me. Kill me a hundred times and I shall only return to torment you again." Leeds laughed, the smoke of the fire billowing up around his body. "And you certainly can't kill me. One way or another, I will win."
The farm groaned beneath Leeds, who took a couple of cautionary steps, then fixed Mike with his blazing eyes.
I will take everyone from you that you love. Leeds' voice was like nails on a chalkboard inside of Mike's head. It is no longer enough to have your land. I would have your absolute misery, to see you wallow in grief as I crush your family into blood and bones.
The smoke billowed upward, obscuring Leeds from sight.
Who should I take first, Caretaker?

🏠🏠🏠"Ah, there you are." Bigfoot stepped from between a pair of trees, his colossal shoulders knocking free a bunch of snow. Velvet watched him approach from atop a young buck. It flailed its legs, unable to gain any purchase in the snow. "I've been looking for you."
"Sorry, Uncle Foot." She didn't have the heart to tell him that she had been trying to lose him all day. Not only did she feel his attention would be best used elsewhere, but she also wanted to go check on her egg. The glove box had been a safe place to store it, but with Abella always atop the barn, she hadn't been able to relocate it somewhere better, like her own room.
What would the gargoyle think if she knew that one of the eggs survived? Velvet felt guilty about the deception but had no regrets. Of all the clutch, that one had been the most important to her and she still needed some time to contemplate whether she should even let it hatch.
"Don't play with your food," he chastised.
The buck let out a pathetic bleat. She had bitten it a few minutes ago, the frantic beating of the deer's heart speeding the digestive enzyme through its body. It had grown considerably weaker, and she gave its haunch an exploratory squeeze.
Satisfied that the buck would make a good meal, she snapped its neck. A final gasp escaped the beast along with some steam from its nostrils. Her dad used to tell her that it was the animal's soul escaping the body, but he also used to tell her that there was a monster on the roof that ate little spider girls if they snuck out of the house.
Still, it was a poetic thought. She took an exploratory bite and almost moaned in relief when liquified protein filled her mouth.
"C'mon, it's getting dark," he said. "We should get back home soon. I don't know if Leeds is coming tonight, but I don't want to be caught in the woods if we can help it."
"Why? It's just Leeds now, right?"
Bigfoot shook his head. "You remember those documentaries about sharks? They have those fish that follow them around and eat their leftovers. Well, some of the creatures in the woods are like those fish. They didn't follow him here for altruistic reasons. Even the owl believes that a bunch of the Nirumbi still seek his favor."
"Dumbasses." She contemplated the buck. "I don't feel like taking this to go. If you want to head back now, I'll follow when I'm done."
He crossed his arms. "Not gonna happen. If I didn't know any better, I'd wonder if you were trying to get rid of me."
"Why would I want to do that?" She bit the deer again. "I just know you hate watching this."
"I've had decades to get used to it." He sat down on the ground. "I've gotten used to lots of things I never thought I would."
"Mmhmm." Velvet tried to come up with a different excuse to go home without him. With any luck, maybe Abella would be on patrol. She already had a great spot for the egg picked out in her room.
Bigfoot chatted with her as she consumed her meal. He was feeling nostalgic, but all Velvet could think about was her egg. It had been smaller than the rest with a very faint blue sheen to it, and could easily fit inside a pocket. She was hoping to stash it away until she could talk to Eulalie about what to do next.
It wasn't just the issue of the survival of her species. She recalled plenty of conversations with her mother about what the Arachne were and how it would probably be best that they never return. It had been a moot point for the most part because her desire to breed hadn't kicked in until she met Mike. But now she felt as though her mother had been a massive hypocrite in expecting her own children not to pursue the life that she had.
If her parents had made raising a child work, perhaps she could make it work with Mike? Sure, it would be difficult at times. Arachne children were their own kind of trouble, and it had taken both of her parents and Bigfoot to keep them in line. A child living in a magic house would probably sneak away every chance she got.
Would the others help, too? Abella probably wouldn't. Thinking of her made Velvet's stomach clench into knots. The tenuous understanding they seemed to have now would likely be over. And what would happen if her daughter tried to eat someone? It wasn't like they could just move out.
The cabin would probably be the safest place for her daughter. Even with the newest immigrants, it would probably be okay. But what about Mike? He had his own responsibilities and probably wouldn't live with her full time if she stayed in Oregon.
"You okay, fluffball?" Bigfoot stared at her. "You aren't eating."
"Yeah, I'm fine." She resumed her meal, but only out of habit. There was no telling when she would find something else to eat.
Once she was done, she tossed aside the shriveled husk and used her legs to dig a hole. The remains were buried beneath the earth, and she made sure to say a small prayer of thanks to the forest. It was something her mother taught her, a way to remember and appreciate that an Arachne's life could only continue at the cost of another's.
Maybe that would be something she taught her daughter. A bunch of things would come instinctually, but morality? That was something she would have to make sure was instilled early on. She had a good feeling about her daughter, but there was no telling what her actual strengths and weaknesses would be. Eulalie could probably help in areas where Velvet was weak.
She fought back a sigh. Eulalie would probably be mad that she had done this. It wasn't as though she had any control over it. Being horny from time to time was a far cry from becoming obsessed with procreating, and now that the deed was done, she was experiencing what the internet called 'post-nut clarity.'
Sex with Mike had been fantastic, but now that she had an egg to worry about, all she felt was some intense feelings for him. If they were to fuck, she probably wouldn't lay any more eggs for a bit. Her body needed time to produce more, and she simply wasn't ready for it. In fact, she was now worried that she wasn't ready for motherhood in general.
A small grin crossed her lips. The fear of being a bad parent was the human part of her talking. She remembered snooping on many conversations between her parents where her father had expressed those same concerns. Her mother had always been supportive, but she was largely a creature of instinct and didn't have the same concerns he did. Or if she did, she didn't express them.
Done with the buck, she allowed Bigfoot to lead her home. All around her, she could hear the spiders chattering anxiously. Spring was on its way, and they were eager to wake up and go about their simple little lives. None of them had to worry about devils, and falling in love, or angry stone women who would want to cave in their skulls.
Abella. There was a thousand-pound problem she had no answer to. Having her destroy the clutch was hard, but necessary. She had been too caught up in the emotions of the moment to do the deed herself, and she was ashamed.
She would have to tell her, and soon. Though the gargoyle was made of stone, Velvet sensed that she had a good heart. If she explained that the egg was good, maybe she could get the gargoyle to forgive her. The longer she waited, the heavier her betrayal would become.
"I hate human problems," she muttered. If she was a regular Arachne, she would just say nothing and hide the egg away until it hatched, then disappear. If she really wanted to, maybe that could be an option.
But where would they hide?
"You've got an awful lot on your mind," Bigfoot said, interrupting her thoughts. "And don't bother lying to me about it, I can tell something's up."
"It's about Mike," she replied, realizing that if there was someone who would see things her way, it would be her uncle. Instead of spending all day trying to dodge him, she could have told him what was going on, and maybe he could have offered help or advice. It was something Eulalie would have told her to do, or even her father.
God, she missed them both.
"I always dreaded the day you discovered boys." Bigfoot chuckled at his joke. "Tell me."
She opened her mouth to say something, but the harsh stench of fire flitted across her nostrils. Frozen in place, she looked around in fright, trying to determine where it was coming from.
"Fire," she whispered as if afraid nearby trees would ignite at the word.
Bigfoot sniffed the air deeply, then growled. "Shit!"
He sprinted, his large gait leaving her behind. She was barely able to keep up as they hopped through portals. The smell of flames continued growing until they burst through the trees and into a thick cloud of smoke.
Velvet choked on the ashes in the air, her eyes watering. The sun was little more than a dim orb through the smoke-laden air, and Bigfoot gasped in horror.
The wind changed direction, revealing that the source was the barn. Thick flames reached for the sky like hungry hands, each one curling around a dark figure who moved along the roof, his body barely visible against the smoke. The setting sun gleamed off of Leeds' horns.
My egg! No sooner had the thought crossed her mind did Leeds turn his snarling visage in her direction. His horse lips twisted up into a sadistic grin, revealing thick buck teeth.
No. My egg. His voice penetrated her mind, freezing her in place. Unfurling his wings, he took to the sky with maniacal laughter that boomed across the landscape.
Bigfoot yelled her name, but she barely heard him as she gave chase.

🏠🏠🏠A ton of shit is about to go down as the final act begins. Stay tuned as the Radley family fights foes on multiple fronts, and I will see you next time! Don't forget to leave me some stars on the way out, I love your comments, and I will see you next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all!
I'm back with the next chapter of "So many monster girls, so little time." I am your host, Annabelle, and today we will be returning to Oregon to observe the fallout of our fight with the Jersey Devil.
If you're new to the story, the summary sounds ridiculous, but only because you've missed almost a million words of back story. Start at the beginning where Mike inherits a house with a nymph haunting his bathtub. Don't worry, I'll wait for you, the story is very bingeable.
Returning reader? I missed you! I've been busy plugging away at this little tale so you could stuff your eye-holes with it. I hope you're still enjoying yourselves, because some serious shit is about to go down in this chapter.
Don't forget to click those stars for me when you're done. My release schedule may be screwy for a bit, so check the bio for when I plan to release the next chapters. Nothing to worry about, just real life and the holidays approaching. You can also just follow me and get notifications when new chapters pop up, whatever makes you happier.
Anyway, I shall keep you no longer. Let us give in to
Temptation
The flames fully engulfed the barn, sending the structure crumbling to the ground. Mike had pulled himself further from the fire, the throbbing in his knee blooming into full-blown agony. Abella walked behind him with her wings outstretched to protect him from the heat and burning embers while carrying Dana. After being thrown out of the barn, she had injured her last remaining limb and had been trying to roll away from the fire.
Bigfoot came charging around the barn so fast that he slid sideways across the snow. "Velvet is gone!" he cried as he came to a stop. "Leeds did something to her, she went after him!"
Mike tried to stand but fell down with a groan. "Why didn't you go after her?"
"She's way faster than I am and can jump along the treetops. Without knowing where she's going, I can't exactly cut her off." He turned his eyes on Abella. "But you. You could track her, right?"
Abella frowned, then looked down at Mike.
"You realize Leeds is trying to separate us, yes?" she asked.
Mike let out a grunt, then nodded. There was no doubt that this was all according to Leeds' plan, but they couldn't just leave Velvet to whatever fate he had in store for her.
"And you still want me to go?" Abella looked uncertain.
"We need to regroup. If you can catch her now, you can bring her back. We need to find Quetzalli, Yuki and that damn owl. Something went wrong, and until we know what, we're going to be stuck here while he picks us off." He fixed Abella with a hard stare, trying his best to hold back tears of pain. "He's planning to kill us one at a time. I think Velvet is his first target."
Bigfoot roared, his body expanding as he slammed a fist into a nearby tree. The trunk cracked, the impact causing the branches to shed their snow.
"I will make him suffer," he declared. "Even if it takes me the rest of my days!"
"I'll be safe with this guy," Mike continued. "We're stronger together than apart. Please." His eyes now shimmered with tears as he tried to shift his leg. "Bring her back for me."
She responded by spreading her wings and taking to the sky. He watched her go with a tight feeling in his chest, followed by a chill. Leeds had outplayed them again, and he wouldn't feel good until they were all together.
"We need to find the others." He laid both of his legs out and frowned. His injured knee was swollen, but he was able to bend it a little. It was probably just a sprain, which was preferable to pretty much anything else knee-related.
Dana grunted. She had finally got one of her arms twisted back into place and was flexing her fingers.
"Fucker couldn't bite me, so used his tongue to crush me against the roof of his mouth." She grabbed onto her other arm and twisted it. There was a loud crunch and a bone popped through the skin. "Can someone help me with this?"
Mike gagged, then turned away.
"I can help." Bigfoot knelt down and, with directions from Dana, helped get her bones realigned so that her rapid healing could take over. The luster faded from her hair and her skin paled until she nearly matched the snow, but she was back on her feet. Her eyes were still rimmed with red as she pulled out her sword.
"The good vibes are officially gone," she growled. "Gonna have to straddle the line between apathy and rage, I guess."
A gray figure descended from above. It was Emery, his hands fidgeting as he darted around.
"Emery. We need you." Mike let Dana help him up. The pure agony in his knee had faded to tolerable levels, allowing him to put a bit of weight on it. "With Abella gone, you're our eyes in the sky. We need to find Yuki, Quetzalli and the owl." He looked over his shoulder at the forest, then pointed. "Last I saw the owl, she was headed that way."
Emery nodded, then shot into the air.
"Then we shall head that way as well." Bigfoot moved ahead of him. "I will ask the trees if they've seen them."
"Good thing the others are memorable," Mike muttered with a wince. He wasn't entirely certain how a tree's memories worked, but imagined the magical trio would be fairly distinct. He took a step that became a hop. "Do we have anything I can use as a crutch?"
Bigfoot looked over his shoulder. "We've never had a shortage of legs around here, but I'll see if I can find you something." He disappeared into the trees, leaving Mike with Dana.
"Glad to see he still has a sense of humor," Mike said.
"It's either that or scream." Dana helped him walk toward the trees where Bigfoot disappeared. Once they were there, Bigfoot appeared with a large branch with a scoop that would fit beneath Mike's armpit. Dana used her sword to cut it to the right size.
His knee was already feeling better, but the crutch helped immensely. Bigfoot moved ahead of them and would come back every few minutes to check in. Emery would dive down to hear the report, then take to the sky once more.
Moving through the dense woods, Mike felt the familiar humming return. If he tried to focus on it, he could hear individual whispers in a language he couldn't quite grasp. Every now and then, he would get the impression that someone had passed by recently, or hear two trees speaking with one another. If he closed his eyes, he could almost see the words translated to images in his head, like a waking dream.
It was nearly an hour later when Emery dropped down and flitted about like a hummingbird. At the same time, Mike detected a dead spot in the ramblings of the woods, as though a part of it had gone silent.
"There's something over there!" Emery pointed off to the left. "There was a fight!"
Mike limped ahead as fast as he could but was grabbed from behind by Bigfoot, who pulled him through a portal with Dana. For just a moment, he could hear the forest as it shouted in his ears, and then it went quiet when they came out of the portal and into a small clearing. At its center was a spiked dome made of ice, the ugly lovechild of an igloo and a morningstar. All around the dome, dead Nirumbi with bloody handprints on their foreheads lay on the ground. A small group of Nirumbi who were attacking the dome froze when they saw Dana.
Dana let out a shriek before diving into their ranks, causing panic among the Nirumbi. The sword whipped through the air, removing limbs as the zombie carved up the remaining attackers.
"What the hell?" Mike knelt down to check one of the dead Nirumbi. The handprint was distorted, a definitive match for Leeds' claws. The body was riddled with bloody wounds, some still packed with shards of ice.
"Quetzalli?" Dana moved up to the dome and knocked on it with the butt of her sword. "You in there?"
"We're all in here!" The muffled voice that answered was Yuki's. The ice crumbled and turned to slush, revealing the kitsune standing over Quetzalli. The dragon was kneeling over a bloody figure on the ground.
It was the owl. Her body was broken, and her wide eyes darted back and forth from Mike to Bigfoot as they came near.
"It was an ambush," she whispered, her cracked beak clacking. "These Nirumbi were loyal to Leeds, please do not punish..."
"Easy." Mike knelt by her side and tried to maintain a neutral expression when he realized that there was no way she was going to survive her injuries. He was fairly certain there were bones protruding beneath her thick feathers and wasn't about to ask. "We won't punish the others for the crimes of the few."
The owl relaxed, letting out a sigh mixed with a gurgle.
"I don't understand." Bigfoot knelt down by the owl. "Leeds shouldn't have been back until nightfall at the earliest."
The owl coughed, then tilted her head toward Mike.
"I underestimated him," she said. "These Nirumbi weren't just looking for...a leader, they... wanted a god. We stumbled on...shrine..."
"Shhh." Yuki knelt and put her hand on the owl's forehead, then looked at Mike. "The Nirumbi built an altar in the woods. When we found it, they ambushed us. They were using ritual sacrifices to summon him."
"How does that even work?" Mike asked.
"A life for a life. They were able to shorten his revival at the cost of many of their own. He is technically a demon, and they can be summoned for a price." She looked sadly at the owl. "We thought we had him. The Nirumbi were only armed with spears, but then Leeds summoned this giant floating head from deep in the woods. It bit down on her and then spit her out when Quetzalli zapped it. That's when I summoned my barrier, but we thought it was still out here waiting."
"I killed the head," Dana added. "It's just Leeds now."
"Don't...assume..." The owl looked at Mike. "Caretaker. I am unable to hold up my end of the bargain."
Mike gritted his teeth. He couldn't exactly hold it against her. The plan had been to lure Leeds into a set of runes powered by the owl's magic. The runes had been carved into a large log that could be carried as a mobile prison. Bigfoot was going to carry it out of the woods, thereby breaking Leeds' barrier.
"We'll figure something ou—holy shit, no, stop!"
The owl, using her clawed finger, had jammed the talon into the soft flesh of her orbital socket. With a yank, she pulled her eye free as light burst from her socket. She handed it over to Yuki.
"All my knowledge," she explained. "In exchange, someone must care for the forest children. Please..." she begged, blood now leaking from her beak.
Bigfoot put her hands together and placed them on her belly, his massive hand covering both of them.
"I will guide them, sister owl." He stroked the feathers on her head. "I regret that I couldn't know you better. Now sleep and be one with the woods."
Yuki took the bloody orb from the owl. Upon touching her fingers, it solidified into a crystalline sphere, which she tucked into her robes.
The owl gasped for air, and then fell silent. Her chest fell one last time and an ominous wind blew through the clearing. The feathers blew off her body and filled the air, blinding Mike temporarily.
When the wind was gone, so was the owl.
"Shit," he muttered to himself, then looked at Yuki. "She ripped out her own eye and just...handed it over. How does that even work?"
"It's an old-school thing you should be familiar with. Far preferable to having someone else rip it out for you." She stood and looked at everyone else. "Where are the others?"
"Chasing Leeds." Mike looked at Bigfoot. "We're good here if you want to try and track them down."
Bigfoot nodded, then stood.
"I'll try and bring him to you in one piece," he said. "But no promises. You can survive without a limb, right?"
With that, Bigfoot took off, vanishing into the woods. Mike sighed and looked down at the remaining feathers still on the ground. Everything had gone sideways fast, but he felt as though he should be used to it.
"Hey." Yuki put a calming hand on his shoulder. "We can still do this."
He put his hand on hers and sighed. "I sure hope you're right."

🏠🏠🏠Though the battle for the fate of the world continued for countless millennia, Beth experienced it as a matter of hours.
Jenny's turns had become so long that the Earth rotated in fast forward from Beth's perspective. It was little more than a whirling blue and green mass, the landscape often changing drastically as a result of whatever hell the doll unleashed.
Pestilence, despite hours of pleading that sounded like a hive of caffeinated wasps, had been forced to continue playing. Every round they had lost always ended up with their body being separated into individual bugs and then spread apart. Beth got the impression that Pestilence, as a hive mind, was forced to endure everything that each insect experienced. Between rounds, Pestilence sat on the ground and rocked, hugging their legs close to their chest.
Famine lasted a bit longer, but Jenny's troops had developed a real taste for him. Jenny cackled in glee, forcing Famine to endure being consumed at the end of each of his rounds and then slowly digested for an amount of time that Famine was unable to describe to his siblings. Her real masterstroke had begun when she had the mimics become microscopic and eat him from the inside. This method of torment soon evolved into a single mimic eating Famine's brain cells while War and Pestilence were forced to care for him as he wasted away into madness.
War, true to his name, put up a much tougher fight. While Jenny found new and interesting ways to make him spend years with nothing to do, he attempted to fight back by doing the same. As the two of them tried to one-up each other, it was clear that Jenny was completely unphased.
Eventually, Famine and Pestilence lost the game. They were disheartened between rounds and made terrible decisions. Beth noticed that both of them started going all in, wagering the maximum number of troops regardless of strategy. Once beaten, neither of them spoke or even seemed to be paying attention to the game anymore, rather, they looked absolutely exhausted. Their former bluster was gone, as they seemed to know that they had been thoroughly beaten.
Beth thought back to how Murray had made sure to rebuild her mind each time to prevent her from going mad. For the horsemen, the sheer dread of starting each round seemed to have broken them.
As angry and bitter as War had become, it was clear that Jenny refused to give him what he wanted. In rounds she lost, she always showed up wherever he was. In rounds she won, she stole his troops away as silently as possible and then made War come looking for her.
The end came for War when he had the bright idea of encasing Jenny in a giant metal cube and then using a drill to bury her deep beneath the ground in Yellowstone National Park. He seemed extremely proud of the fact that Jenny would have to sit around for hundreds of thousands of years in quiet contemplation until the supervolcano beneath finally erupted.
Beth actually got to watch the blast from her viewing position and had been terrified that something had happened to the game itself. Murray had appeared to reassure everybody that all was well and then reminded them that only a couple of minutes had passed in the real world.
Beth had no idea what War had done while stuck on Earth for so long, and his shit-eating grin of victory turned sour when Jenny appeared in a blaze of golden light.
Boring, Jenny had exclaimed, then mimed a yawn. Beth was a hundred-percent convinced that Jenny was bouncing her consciousness out of the game, but didn't want to risk confirming it. But since you want to play dirty, let's do it.
On her next victory, she had blinded War at the beginning of the round and then hid deep in the mountains. Next round, she blinded him again, then had him captured and took his legs. She made him squirm, crawl, and roll across entire countries looking for her while she taunted him with nursery rhymes when he got close. The Earth was now spinning so fast during each turn that Murray declared he was having to reset geological events just to prevent game issues due to continental drift.
"How long has it been?" Beth finally asked Murray before the next round could start. He opened his mouth to reply, and she quickly added "Inside the game, down on the virtual Earth."
"Eons," he replied as War reappeared.
The horseman only lasted a couple more rounds before he finally broke apart. Heavy muscles sagged as he dropped his sword to the ground and wept.
"I can't go on any longer," he cried. "I don't even remember what killing feels like. I'm just so numb, that I...that I..."
Aw, c'mon, mister. Jenny rocked her horse violently, making it scoot closer to War. This is the most fun I've had in years!
"Stay away from me!" He backed away from Jenny and hid behind Murray. "She's done things to me! You've seen it, you even told me it was getting hard to rebuild me!"
"Rest assured that each round is only—"
"I don't care!" War yanked on Murray's robes, causing the man's head to snap back and forth. "I quit! I quit! Please, send me back!"
Quitterquitterquitterquitter...
Beth felt light-headed, as if she was falling, and then the world beneath them was flattened like a giant ball of clay, turning into a map. A golden fire rolled across it, destroying all of War's remaining troops. The scene dramatically transitioned again, and now she was staring at the game board proper.
"We're back," she whispered.
"Agh!" War looked over at Jenny and fell backward out of his chair. Screaming, he ran away from them and out into the surrounding mists, leaving his massive sword behind.
"And with this, I conclude our mediation." Murray clapped his hands together. The pieces of the board game floated neatly back into the box, and then the box slid toward Beth.
"Good game," she told Famine and Pestilence.
"Fuck you," Famine replied, then stood and stormed off. Pestilence stayed behind only to slump forward with their face in their hands.
Beth's initial reaction was to feel bad. Despite how they had treated her, she knew well the effect of Jenny's in-game wrath. They had received it on a scale she couldn't possibly fathom.
"Fuck those guys," she muttered. With a deep breath to steady herself, she turned away from the table.
"It was very boring to watch." Death held out Tick Tock. "Though you did make my brother cry during one of the last rounds. That was amusing."
"It was far more interesting from our point of view. Especially when we were winning." She took Tick Tock, then stuffed the Risk game inside. Reggie hopped down from his seat as Beth took Jenny in her arms. The doll's laughter filled her head, and she chuckled.
"You did good," she told Jenny. "We couldn't have won without you."
That's because I'm the house champion, Jenny declared. They didn't know what hit them.
"Let's talk about it later," she muttered, then looked up at Murray. The angel was trying to smile in her direction, but had opened his mouth into a comically wide grimace.
"So you're taking them back?" she asked. "We're done, everything goes back to the way it was?"
"Almost." Murray stared at Death for a moment. "I will have to dismiss the horsemen first before returning you to your realm. Since they have wandered off, it may take me some time to find them. But I must warn you that there will be consequences to your actions."
Beth narrowed her eyes. "Why the fuck should we have to suffer consequences?"
Murray held up his hands. "Peace, child. These are natural consequences, and this one cannot be avoided. I fear that the horsemen have been permanently damaged by your actions here."
"We're not paying for their therapy," Reggie declared.



"The horsemen of the Apocalypse are physical manifestations of an idea or construct. They aren't people like you or..." Murray looked at Reggie, then Jenny, then back to Beth. "Or other humans," he finished. "Death is the exception, for he is merely the cessation of life. The others have been intricately woven into your society. Upon our return, the idea of Pestilence, War, and Famine will have shifted. I cannot promise that it will be for better or for worse."
"Then I demand compensation," Beth declared. "For all of mankind."
"Denied." Murray licked his teeth, then his lips. "Though you were the victors of your game, your actions while playing were based solidly on free will. My job here was never to fix your mistakes, but to investigate a complaint."
"Who complained? In a court of law, you are entitled to face your accuser."
"The complaint wasn't filed in a court of law. Rather, I chose to indulge you before for the sake of the Father and His divine will."
His divine will can suck a...
Beth covered Jenny's mouth, knowing it would do no good. Luckily, Jenny took the hint.
"Are you going to do that hideous screaming thing again?" she asked.
Murray nodded.
"If you need us, we'll be inside." She turned away from the angel and walked toward the house. The mist swirled around her ankles until she made it onto the steps. Death rushed ahead of her to open the door, and they all walked inside.
Death closed the door behind them and locked it.
"Oh my god, we fucking did it!" Beth let out a whoop of delight, then knelt down to high-five Reggie. The rat king did a little dance on the floor, then tossed his crown into the air before catching it.
Tears of joy and relief sprang to her eyes, and she wiped them away before turning around and giving Death a big hug. This, of course, was a huge mistake. It felt like the air had been sucked out of her body upon contact, and he patted her delicately on the back like she might break. Each touch of his hand felt like a jolt to her nervous system.
"We beat them, we won," she muttered into his robes, then shivered. Her teeth were chattering now, and she stepped away from Death. "Shit, I'm freezing."
No sooner had the words left her mouth did she see the cloud of condensation form in front of her and then disperse. Death always left her with a bit of a chill, but this was more than that.
"Um, Lady Beth?" Reggie looked around the living room. "Doesn't it seem far too quiet in here?"
She looked around the front of the house and frowned. Someone should have come to congratulate them already...right?
"Lily? Kisa?" She walked toward the office and frowned at the sight of a rat lying in the boundary of the door. It was on its back and breathing slowly. Further into the office, there were even more of them. It looked like they had all grouped together in a defensive phalanx, but their weapons lay on the floor as if discarded.
"Are they..." Reggie's question went unasked. He stood away from them, as if afraid to know the truth.
"They're asleep, not dead." Beth looked at the door to the parlor with a frown. It was coated in a light green substance that she recognized immediately as chunks of Opal. She took a tentative step forward and something crunched beneath her foot. Startled, she stepped back to reveal the corpse of a scarab beetle, its metallic wings damaged.
"Motherfucker," she muttered, then turned the corner into the lounge.
The room had been destroyed. The statues of Anubis were missing, and most of the artifacts were strewn around the room and broken. Opal's plastic tub was cracked and lying on its side with traces of green, blue, and red slime everywhere. Of Tink, Kisa and Lily, there was no sign.
Her attention was drawn to the middle of the room where the thick marble table was. The top had been moved away from the base, revealing the empty void within. Decorated in glowing hieroglyphics, it held a few loose pieces of rotting fabric that definitely resembled gauze.
The table had been a sarcophagus, and its occupant was on the loose.

🏠🏠🏠With darkness coming, Abella had to rely largely on her ears to track Velvet. The Arachne was making a horrid sound as she ran, something between a growl and a wheeze. If she didn't know better, she would assume that it was a wild animal she tracked and not Velvet.
She could also hear Leeds. The bastard was laughing, but Abella got the impression that he was being deliberately loud about it. He wasn't traveling in a straight line either, and the terrain made it impossible for Abella to land. She could try to outpace the Arachne and crash down in front of her, but that would only work if Velvet decided to stop. If she didn't, it would take too long to get back into the sky and she might lose them both.
A band of shadows burst from the canopy below, but Abella had been watching for just such an event. She rolled to the left, which cost her altitude but caused the shadows to miss. Spreading her wings once more, she used the sudden burst in downward speed to power her new ascent into the sky. The dark bands trailed her upward, but eventually could reach no further. Hands formed on the end reaching for her before the long tendrils retracted into the forest below.
At her new altitude, she could barely hear Velvet over the wind. However, there were a few low-lying clouds she was able to fly through and hide herself from sight. She lost track of Velvet a couple of times, but eventually caught her voice on the wind as she shouted at Leeds.
"Give it back!" she cried, her voice distant.
Give what back? Abella tilted her wings and dropped out of the clouds, mist clinging to her wings and tail. Had Leeds taken something from Velvet? When would he have had the chance to do that? Velvet had been nowhere near the barn when...
"No." Abella was hit by the horrifying possibility that one of the eggs had survived. Had Velvet hidden it from her? Or had she missed one when she broke them?
Distracted, she lost track of Leeds and Velvet. Cursing inwardly, she looked around, hoping to figure out where the two of them could have gone. The sun was officially over the horizon, leaving inky pools of blackness beneath her. Some of the stars had already come out, but it was nowhere near bright enough for her to navigate by.
Scowling, she realized that the treeline wasn't as far away as she thought it was. There was a mountain beneath her, and the topography was immediately familiar. It was the mountain where the Nirumbi lived. Velvet and Leeds hadn't moved out of her range. Rather, they must have gone underground.
She found the clearing from the previous night and landed. There were dead Nirumbi scattered around the entrance. She knelt by one of the corpses and frowned. It had been dead for long enough that it had become cold like the stone beneath.
"Fils de pute." From the entrance, she could hear Leeds' raucous laughter. She hadn't been inside a cave in centuries, the last time being with her clan. It had been after her brother's death, right before her banishment.
"I don't understand why we have to find a new cave." Abella groaned, her hands full of stone. She placed the loose rock into the basket that her mother had brought. The opening to this cavern wasn't big enough for some of the elders to pass through, so it had fallen on the smaller members of the clan to widen it.
"Because the old one was discovered by smugglers, you know this," her mother responded. She carved a chunk of granite away with her talons, then crushed it beneath her feet. Abella knelt down to pick up the rubble, then handed the basket to another child, who carried it up the tunnel.
"I still think we should have just chased them off." Abella examined one of the stones that had broken off. It was some kind of gemstone, and she imagined it would sparkle if she could carry it back up to the surface. What little light there was down here didn't do it any justice.
"That is not our way." She could hear the smile in her mother's voice, but decided to say it anyway.
"Instead of chasing them off, maybe we could make friends with them?" It was an old argument, but one she was willing to make every day. She loved watching them, seeing their clothing swish behind them as they walked, hearing their hair rustle in a stiff breeze. What would life be like if she could just befriend one?
"That is also not our way." Her mother put her hand against the stone and frowned. "No more digging on this side. We need to shift."
"Or it will collapse?" Abella asked.
Her mother nodded. "The stone here is strong and stable. We can widen the other side without any issues, but tampering with this would be a gamble."
Abella put her hand against the wall. "How can you tell?"
Her mother smiled. "It's always easiest to hear the Earth Mother's heartbeat through the sturdiest stone. Can you hear it?"
Abella put her ears against the rock and frowned. "I don't hear anything."
"It isn't something you hear with your ears, my gem." Her mother knelt down and took the stone from Abella's hands. "It's something you can only hear with your heart."
The cavern walls were narrow, and she crouched down to crawl inside. So many centuries ago, she had finally learned to hear the beating heart of the Earth Mother. It wasn't a heart at all, but the flow of natural magic through the stone. The magic traveled best through the strongest rock, and she was unnerved by how quiet the tunnel itself was.
Without the open sky above her, she fought off a case of the shivers. Her clan had rarely gone more than a hundred feet into the mountain and she always preferred to be outside if possible.
Up ahead, she could hear Velvet shouting obscenities, but the echoing of the cave made her words unintelligible. Leeds would laugh on occasion, but there was nothing else to be heard.
This troubled Abella, because she knew there should be a whole tribe of Nirumbi beneath the earth. It wasn't long before she crawled over a couple of bodies in the darkness and then moved into a large chamber with a massive column in the middle. The chamber was decorated with glowing stones that had been tossed about the chamber, yet still provided enough illumination to see by.
The column resonated heavily in the silent chamber, and was likely the primary support. All around, she saw the empty abodes of the Nirumbi, along with their dead scattered around. The moisture-laden air was heavy with the smell of blood.
It had been a slaughter. She nudged a Nirumbi with her foot and scowled at the claw marks on its body. How long ago had this been done? There were arrows everywhere, but no sign of who or what killed them.
"Give it back!" Velvet's shrill cry echoed from up above. "Please, I'll do anything!"
Leeds laughed in response.
Abella gritted her teeth. It had to be an egg, nothing else made sense. Instead of scaling the ramp, she started climbing the rock. Her nails sunk easily into the stone surface, allowing her to scale it quickly. The whole time, all she could think about was Velvet's deception.
When she had destroyed Velvet's clutch, the Arachne had been an emotional mess. If it had been a charade, it was a good one. But why fake such a thing when she could have just hidden them in the woods?
Maybe it was bad timing, Abella thought. She had arrived at the barn shortly after they had been laid, and Velvet had only been able to hide one. That didn't make much sense either, because they weren't very large. Velvet could easily have stuffed a few into her pockets.
Velvet's cries right now were that of a terrified mother, filled with rage and worry. She begged and pleaded between shouts of rage, and Abella winced at the sound of gunfire. Hearing the pain in Velvet's voice, Abella continued onward, swearing to kick the Arachne's ass after she saved it.

🏠🏠🏠Beth moved to the sarcophagus and knelt down, her hands on the side. There were chunks of slime smeared all along its edges, which she scooped into her hands. Frowning, she realized she had no idea what to do with it, so promptly wiped her hands on the couch.
"I don't understand." Reggie hopped onto the sarcophagus and sniffed the air. "There was someone here all this time?"
"Are we really surprised?" Beth gestured at the room.
"I guess not." Reggie jumped into the sarcophagus, then slipped on a piece of Opal and landed on his face, causing his crown to fall off. Jenny laughed, but the rat king ignored her.
"What are you doing?" Beth leaned in to help him stand.
"I wanted a closer look at the glyphs. They're heavily enchanted."
She would ask how he could tell, but considering that all of the symbols were glowing, it would be a dumb thing to ask. With a groan, she stood and turned to face Death. "What do you make of all..."
Her voice trailed off. Death was holding a large chunk of slime in his hands, his jaw hanging down as the fire deep in his sockets swirled like miniature tornados. He lifted his gaze to meet hers, and she felt her soul freeze in place as anger washed over her.
"Whoever did this shall pay." Though he whispered, Death's voice penetrated her entire body like a maelstrom of nails. "THEY! SHALL! PAY!"
His scythe slid from his sleeves and opened by itself before he snatched it out of the air. With agony in his eyes, Death tucked the chunk of slime into his robes and hefted his weapon. With a yell, he swung it into the sarcophagus, spearing one of the larger runes and sending a wave of hot magic through the room. Beth and Reggie fled as Death destroyed the vessel, the room awash in stray magic that made her feel sick to her stomach.
"Death, stop!" Beth tried to get close to him but was scared of getting hit by accident. "This doesn't help!"
"Ah, but it does, General Bethany." With a final slash, he cut the coffin in two. "For I am not only angry for Opal's sake, but for my own. You see, these runes were designed to hide the occupant from my sight and forestall their inevitable demise. Whoever was inside has perverted the laws of nature itself. For this, I shall reap them with prejudice."
Beth looked at the rubble. "So a creature that avoided death in a sarcophagus. My assumption is that we're dealing with a mummy of some sort."
"I don't think so, lady Beth." Reggie picked up one of the chunks of stone and contemplated it. "From what I know of mummies, their intent was never to return to life but to honor their place in the afterlife."
"Where did you learn that?" she asked.
Reggie gestured at the room they stood in. "There were plenty of books here. Jenny read many of them to me. She found them fascinating and I found it preferable to playing Sorry. And even if our perpetrator was a mummy, this knowledge doesn't help us."
"Damn." Beth turned to face Death. "I guess we search the house?"
Death nodded. "And I know where we should search first." He scooped up another piece of Opal and stuck it in his pocket. "The room in the basement, across from the Vault. The perpetrator used our absence during the game to secure their freedom, and that room is our only lead."
"That's very astute, Death."
"Thank you." He turned away from her. "I've been enjoying Encyclopedia Brown lately. I like how you can turn to the back of the books to see if you have solved the mystery."
Stunned, she followed behind the grim reaper as he led them all to the basement. Nobody was surprised to see the door to the basement open, and Beth waited at the top for Death to declare the area as safe. Reggie and Jenny hid inside of Tick Tock as Beth descended the steps. Whatever enchantment had been there before hadn't been reset, and she stepped onto the cold concrete of the basement and clicked on the flashlight she had grabbed from the kitchen.
She swept the beam over the entrance to the Vault and was happy to see that it was still sealed. Despite this, Beth could hear the troublesome whispers from the other side, so she tuned them out and turned toward Death.
"I sense something in there." He pointed at the room opposite. Beth pointed her light and saw that Tink and Kisa had been placed on the table inside. Cecilia hovered in the background, but there was no sign of Lily or Opal.
"Should we take them upstairs?" Beth asked.
"Not yet." Death walked into the room and looked around. "I fear a tra—"
A dark figure stepped between her and Death. It was one of the Anubis statues, and it pushed Death further into the room. The wall slammed shut, trapping them inside. Beth ran to the wall and pounded on the concrete with the palm of her hands.
"Death! Hey, Death!" Inside the wall, she could hear Death howling in anger, followed by the sound of metal on concrete. Realizing that he was trying to battle the statue and free himself, she stepped away from the wall.
Behind her, something clicked. Turning around, she saw that a few scarabs watched her from the floor, their mandibles moving excitedly. The stairs creaked as someone walked down them, and Beth raised her light to reveal a figure in an advanced state of decay and wrapped in bandages being helped down the stairs by another statue.
"I told you it was a mummy," she muttered. The scarabs took off and flew around the room, but not before their eyes glowed an ominous green color matched by the mummy itself.
You will make a perfect vessel. A voice filled her head as a wave of drowsiness struck.
"Who are you?" Beth asked, her voice slurring. Her eyelids fluttered as she felt the presence invade her mind.
I am the one who takes, the voice replied, stronger this time. It was a woman's voice, and Beth now stood in a palace. Her bare feet were on a stone floor that had been polished and inlaid with beautiful gems. She was in a white gown with a blue belt that hung to her ankles.
You are a strong one. The pressure increased, but Beth pushed back. Her mind had been invaded too many times to topple so easily, and she felt the presence ease off a bit.
"I've had a shit day," Beth replied. "I'm not about to let you be the cherry on top of it."
Oh, I differ. The air shimmered in front of her and a woman stepped out. She had golden skin with dark ringlets of hair that draped over her naked shoulders. Linen fabric hung from her body, just barely covering her breasts. Armlets depicting a monstrous serpent decorated both of her biceps. "Tell me, child. What is your name?"
"My name is Fuck Off." Beth raised her fists and sneered. "I'm known for punching bitches who come in my head."
The woman scowled, then toyed with a leather bag she wore around her neck. The instant she touched the bag, Beth felt a wave of energy pass through her and her hands went numb and fell by her side.
"Your name is Beth." The figure sat down, a golden chair appearing underneath her. "Well, Beth. My name is Neferisfet, and I am the last priestess of Apophis, the Great Serpent."
"Never heard of him."
Neferisfet nodded. "I don't expect you would. As his last follower, I have spent thousands of years entombed, waiting to be discovered and resurrected so that I may return him to glory. My spirit has hovered between life and death, sanity and madness, just to bring me to this moment."
Beth bit her lip and grunted, then managed to take a step toward Neferisfet.
"Your spirit impresses me." Neferisfet steepled her fingers together. "Tell me more about yourself, Beth."
Beth took another step forward but fell to her knees when Neferisfet touched the bag around her neck once more. This time, warmth flooded her chest and it was suddenly hard to breathe.
"Hmm. You have an aura of magic. This will make things easier." Neferisfet stood from her throne and walked around Beth, inspecting her. "I was once a powerful sorceress, dedicated to assisting my master in his fight against the sun god. Together we sought eternal darkness, to return the universe to its original state."



"You must be great at parties." Beth's limbs surged with power and she swung her fist at Neferisfet. The woman vanished and reappeared next to her.
"Oh, we had quite the parties. Feasts that would last for days." Neferisfet licked her lips. "If not for that wretched Caretaker, I would be well on my way to restoring the glory of Apophis. Alas, she not only turned me down but trapped me in that room."
"Do you mean Emily?"
Neferisfet nodded. "That woman double-crossed me before I could double-cross her. Milked me for magical knowledge and then sealed me away before I could make my move. But her loss is your gain. Observe."
She raised her hands in the air and clapped. Tables covered in luxurious meats and cheeses appeared and the air filled with the sounds of music and people chatting.
"Oh, so I give you my body and you get to live it up. No thanks, hard pass."
"It's more than that." Neferisfet circled Beth now. "I don't take over your body. Rather, we merge and become one entity. Since I cannot dominate you, then I must take a different approach. You will require finesse, some kind of bargain."
"I'm not in the mood for bargains. I've had a shit week."
"If you had just given up the reaper, it wouldn't have been a problem." Neferisfet frowned. "Why didn't you give him up when the others came?"
"You seem to know an awful lot about the situation, considering you've been living in a box..." Realization dawned on her. "It was you, wasn't it? That reported Death to the angel?"
Neferisfet nodded. "I fear very few things in this world. The personification of death could easily undo me, I am in no state to fight."
Beth fought the paralysis and managed to take another step. "This whole time, that was you? Do you have any idea what I've been through?" Her voice was loud enough that the invisible party went silent.
"Please. I have spent centuries hovering on the edge of life and death. Each breath was like drowning. I care very little for the discomfort of but a few days." Neferisfet sneered. "Why bother hanging on to the reaper in the first place?"
"Because he's family. It's something you wouldn't understand."
Neferisfet bit back a retort, then tilted her head. Her bright green eyes were flecked with gold, and her face softened.
"This is true," she muttered. "Yet another reason why a merger makes more sense. We need each other. I have lost touch with life itself, and you could be my guide."
"Again, hard pass."
The sorceress sighed and turned away. "I have so much to offer you, how can I make you see this?" She waved her hand and summoned a staff with a serpent's head. "I could instruct you in magic, teach you to become a power unto yourself. You could protect this house for eternity if you wished, for that is in my power."
"After what you did to my friends, I don't think they would just let you hang around."
Neferisfet groaned. "That was...regrettable. The beetles were supposed to find me a human host. How was I to know that so many humanoids lived in this home and none of them were true humans? The bugs can't tell the difference." She spat the words with much venom. "I spent hours inside of that goblin's head, feeling like my world would cave in on me. I can free them from their dreams, it is an easy task if you know how to do it."
"If you couldn't find a host, then how did you get out?"
"Desperation. I knew I wouldn't be able to get you alone. You are always with someone. So I spent the last couple of days absorbing energy from the house that I could open the sarcophagus myself and activate my guardians. The cat would have made a wonderful host, but she is someone's familiar. Her bond with her master was far too great. So I had the scarabs put her down, as well as anyone else who might stand in my way."
Beth took a deep breath. Out in the real world, Death would eventually fight his way free. She needed to stall in the hopes that he would end the sorceress, so she decided to use the oldest trick in the book: keep them talking about their evil plan. "And what about Opal?"
"The slime girl? When I tried to press myself into her, she exploded. I thought maybe she was made of sterner stuff, but alas..." Neferisfet waved dismissively. "I didn't see where the succubus went, but she is no threat to me. The cat and the reaper were all that I feared, but I have plenty of time in here with you now."
"It won't work."
Neferisfet grinned and touched the pouch at her neck. "Please. I know your weakness." She stepped behind a pillar and disappeared in a flowing of robes. Asterion and Suly stepped out in her place, both of them grinning maniacally.
"They aren't real," Beth said. "Not even here."
"Of course they aren't real." Neferisfet's voice came from the ceiling. "This is just a taste of the greatness you could achieve with me at your side." The music started back up, but this time it was a pulse heavy beat. Beth shivered as the two of them came close. She knew they were just images, but the sight of the two of them only brought her happiness.
"It's been a long stretch, lass." Suly stepped behind her and started rubbing her shoulders. "Why not let us work some kinks out fer ya?"
Asterion crouched down and picked up one of her feet, then placed it on his knee. He rubbed her ankle with strong hands that caused her belly to fill with fire.
"You're not going to fool me so easily," she muttered, yet allowed the illusions to pamper her.
"Come now, surely there's something I could offer you?" Neferisfet's hands appeared around Beth's stomach. Somehow, the sorceress was standing where Suly was. "I can feel the want inside of your aching body. After a hard day at the office, there's nothing better than coming home and opening up that briefcase of yours, is there?"
"Ha! That thing has been gathering dust ever since...since..." her thoughts trailed off as Neferisfet tugged upward on the fabric of Beth's gown. The air was cold against her revealed thighs, and Asterion took this as an invitation to run his hands up them.
"They're so smooth," the minotaur noted, then leaned in to lick her skin. His rough tongue sent shivers up her spine.
"You realize I could have this without you?" Beth swatted away Neferisfet's hands when they tried to dip beneath the band of her panties. "Once the horsemen leave, I could invite my boys out for a walk, let them take turns leaving me a dripping mess. I could probably convince Suly to eat Asterion's creampies, they're very salty and—"
"Shh." The masculine hand around her waist belonged to neither Neferisfet nor Suly. Suly's hands slid up her gown and caressed her breast from beneath as the figure moved into view.
"Oh. Hey, Mike." Her confidence fled as she faced him. He was radiating an energy that made her light-headed as he stroked her jaw. His fingers were gentle, yet strong, tiny sparks danced along her skin.
"You could have me," he told her. "The dance would finally end and you could find out whether you truly desire the man or the magic."
"Not real, not real, not real." She whispered the words like a mantra, trying her best to concentrate. With all these hands on her body, it was getting harder to do so, and she was becoming wet.
"It's real enough." Mike put his hands around her waist, turning sideways so that Asterion could continue touching her thighs. Suly pushed Beth's bra aside and was playing with her nipples as Asterion's hand found its way up to her crotch and was teasing her through the fabric of her panties.
"Not fair, not fair." The mantra had changed, and Beth tried to distance herself. Death wasn't the only one outside her head right now, and maybe one of the others would bail her out.
"You just need to let me in," Mike told her. "You can have it all."
Suly pinched one of her nipples just as Asterion moved her panties to the side and pressed a thick finger against her wet labia. It slid in with little resistance and she moaned.
"I don't know," she told Mike with a gasp. "Looks like I'm going to be rather full in a minute, might not have any room for you."
Suly was kissing her neck now, occasionally nibbling the sensitive spot beneath her ear while he squeezed her breasts. Asterion had shifted to her side and was fingering her with one hand while squeezing her butt with the other. Mike moved forward, effectively pinning her between everyone, and her resolve melted.
"Every day could be like this." Mike took her hand and moved it down to the bulge in his pants. It was warm, even through the fabric, and his magic sparks spiraled up her arm and settled into her chest. "Living out every fantasy inside your brilliant mind."
She tried to respond, but a moan broke free of her lips. Leaning backward into Sully, she raised her leg even higher to give Asterion better access, which allowed her to place her foot on the minotaur's shoulder. When she looked down, she could see Asterion's cock hanging out of his loincloth. It looked even bigger than usual, and she closed her eyes and tried to block the scene out.
Mike ran his hands over her hips while the others continued to tease her. She tried to shut them out, but the temptation kept drawing her in. Mike kept asking to be let in, and she made sure to stay quiet.
Suly's cock was pressing into her ass now, and she couldn't help but grind against it. Neferisfet had been right about her preferred method of stress release, and she was desperately in need of it.
Asterion used his horn to hold Beth's leg up so that he could start licking around her labia, his rough tongue teasing her clitoris. The sensation made her whole body buzz, and it was now just as hard to breathe as it was to think. Suly was getting rough with her, and when she opened her eyes, she saw Mike reach past her to undo the buckles on Suly's pants.
"Feel their desire for you," Mike told her as Suly slid his cock between her butt cheeks, his glans touching the small of her back.
"Still not real," she whispered, holding in a gasp when Asterion's finger teased her g-spot.
"These feelings you have are very real." Mike leaned forward, his breath hot against her lips. "And why fight them?"
He kissed her, and she felt a surge of magic flow through her body. It traveled down her throat and radiated outward from her heart, warming her limbs. At that moment, she could tell that it was Neferisfet's best estimate of what Mike's magic actually did. Though she had never experienced it first hand, she had both seen it in action and heard talk of it later.
This wasn't magic that connected her to him. Rather, it was heightening her senses and filling her to the brim with sexual energy and a strong desire for release. It was nothing like Mike's magic, a mere imitation created as a best guess effort. In pushing the issue, Neferisfet had overplayed her hand.
Beth felt the magic spin through her body as her belly muscles fluttered. Asterion lifted Beth off the ground to help Suly penetrate her from behind, the cold radiating from his body mixing with the heat of her own. She expected the dullahan to fuck her mercilessly, but all he did was get his cock nice and wet before pulling it back out and pressing it against her ass.
Oh, fuck yeah, she thought as Suly pressed himself into her. There was no pain, only pleasure and pressure as he slowly moved into her. Was this how her body would feel if she tried it in the real world?
Black straps of leather wrapped around her wrists as Suly used his buckles to bind her arms behind her. Asterion laid down and pushed his loincloth aside, revealing his massive member. She licked her lips in anticipation as Mike assisted Suly in lowering her onto it.
Her labia spread wide as a tingling sensation flooded through her loins. She stretched to accommodate him, letting out a strangled cry at being penetrated so completely. The bony ridges of Suly's cock pressed through the thin membrane that separated her ass from her vagina making her dizzy.
"Every possible combination you could ever imagine," Mike told her as he stood over Asterion and unbuckled his pants. His cock was now level with her face, shining magnificently in the torchlight of the palace. She had accidentally seen it so many times, but never this close. "With me at your side, you could have your fill every day, just like the nymph. And the power, Beth, so glorious! I have centuries of spellcraft to share with you."
He grabbed her jaw and pinched, causing her mouth to open. When he slid himself into her mouth, her eyes rolled up into her head as an orgasm exploded through her body, turning her brain to mush. She couldn't even focus on any one sensation, it was simply too much to comprehend, so she rode it like the waves in the ocean.
A ripple of energy formed inside her chest, but the others took no notice. She was pounded violently from all three sides, but her mind hung onto that stray sensation as she felt something inside her body expand.
There was very little that she understood about her own magic, but she recognized it immediately. Able to separate her mind from her body, she pulled deep within herself and pictured her magic as a glowing pool of water. She only had a single finger inside it, sending out ripples into the darkness of her mind.
Laughing, she realized that if there was one thing that would empower magic given to you by a nymph, it would definitely be sex.
Mike was now practically shouting, telling her all the things he was going to do with her body, but she ignored him. The three of them were having their way with her as she charged herself up, building her own power until it was no longer a pond beneath her, but a full-blown lake.
"Just let her in, lass," Suly whispered in her ear. "I be bettin' she'll feel good inside yeh much as I do."
"Mmph," Asterion grunted as his balls smacked into her. "Let her in, friend."
"Just let me in," Mike whispered. "It can all be yours."
Beth filled herself with power, then wrapped it around her like a cocoon. She tilted her head back, allowing Mike's cock to pop free of her mouth. This wasn't the real world, there was no need for breathing here, but she still took in a huge breath before speaking.
"I..." she began, feeling the men stop as they waited for her to speak. The tension was suddenly high, and with two cocks twitching inside of her, she held onto that beautiful moment for as long as possible.
"Yes?" Mike finally asked with a whisper.
The magical pressure inside her had built to critical mass, and she giggled.
"I want you out of my head, you undying bitch." She released it all at once, and watched as a wave of light tore through the palace and turned it all to dust. Mike screamed and took a step back as the magic blew him away and revealed the decaying body of Neferisfet, holding up her arms as if to ward away a blow.
Her Anubis guardian moved toward Beth, but Tick Tock rustled on her back, and both Jenny and Reggie leapt from their hiding place and held onto the statue's face. The guardian stumbled around, trying frantically to rip them both off, but they were tiny and motivated.
Neferisfet hissed and moved toward Beth, but several bladed arms popped out of Tick Tock, making Beth look like a cybernetic spider. The mummy clutched the bag hanging around her neck and made a run for the stairs while casting dark green fire behind her.
"That's right, get the fuck out of my basement!" Beth yelled, then turned her attention to the guardian. It had grabbed Reggie by the scruff of his neck and tried to throw him, but its arm seemed to be caught on something.
Jenny's laughter filled the room as the arm trembled, then cracked. Beth unfolded the fingers as Tick Tock slashed away at the statue, pushing it back until she could free the rat king.
"We have to free Death," she yelled, then moved toward the wall. "Jenny, try to get this thing over here. Maybe we can trick it into breaking down this section of the wall."
Jenny cackled, and the temperature of the room dropped so hard that it took Beth's breath away. An eerie glow surrounded the guardian moments before it rocketed across the room, just missing Beth, to crash into the wall. The concrete cracked—but held.
Beth ran up behind the statue and tackled it into the wall. One of its ears snapped off, and it spun around and cocked its fist. She felt a chill in her belly and ducked in time to avoid the blow. It came for her again, but that eerie glow surrounded it again and spun it around. The statue's fist connected solidly with the wall. Small cracks formed along its knuckles, but the cracks in the wall widened.
Tick Tock yanked himself free of Beth's shoulders and leapt over her head. Sharp talons embedded themselves in the wall and ceiling as the mimic wedged itself in place. With a pair of bladed arms, it smashed the statue into the wall over and over until Anubis cracked and fell apart.
A hole formed in the wall and a skeletal finger poked through it.
"Death!" Beth knelt down and looked inside, but she could only see darkness.
"I have been bamboozled," the Reaper responded. "It will take me some time to get out of here. There are runes in here meant to trap me."
"Don't worry. He isn't alone." The voice was Lily's. A glowing red eye appeared in the hole and winked.
"How? I didn't see you in there!"
"You did, actually. When that cunt blew out of her sarcophagus, I could tell things were going sideways so I took Kisa's place. Bitch had no clue, but she did knock me out for a bit."
Beth frowned. She wasn't aware that Lily could even sleep.
"Where's Kisa?" she asked.
"No idea. I told her to hide and she took Opal with her. What was left of her, anyway. But listen, that's not what's important. That bag around her neck is what is keeping her alive. You get that away from her and she's toast."
"What is it?"
"It's a Divine Object, but that's all I know. But there's something else. Romeo is stuck in Oregon. He's trying to come back, but we're probably on our own on this."
"How do you—"
"Fucking hell, would you go snatch that mummy's magic coin purse already? Shit!" Lily moved away from the wall and mumbled something to Death. Death's fiery orb appeared in the hole.
"You must make haste, Director Bethany. That woman is more powerful than we realized."
"Why? She needs a human body to inhabit, and the only one within a million miles just booted her out."
"Wrong." Death's flames intensified. "There is one other human nearby."
Beth frowned. "You mean Murray? He's that angel's bitch already."
Death was shoved aside and Lily was back. "All she has to do is hide from you until we're back on Earth. Then it's open season on the first person she sees. You cannot let her get away."
"Got it. You can count on us." Beth looked over at Jenny. "You up for one more round of hide and seek?"
The doll clapped her hands in glee.
"Good luck," Lily yelled through the wall as they all ran up the stairs.

🏠🏠🏠Velvet's hearts were pounding as she scrambled across the ceiling of the cave. Leeds had led her through the woods, his magic flooding her mind with images of shattering her egg, consuming it, or even letting it hatch and tormenting her child.
He had brought her to the goblin caves. Down below, in the darkness, she could hear him scrambling among the bones. The bastard was up to something, she just couldn't tell what.
"Please," she begged. "Just give it—"
A shadow tried to grab her leg, but she released her hold on the ceiling and fell about fifteen feet before grabbing the edge of a stalactite and swinging over to stick to the wall.
What could I do with the child of a cursed union? he wondered in her head. Perhaps it would be best to turn her loose in the city, where there is plenty of prey.
"Not going to happen!" She aimed her pistol at a moving shadow and fired. The brief muzzle flash illuminated the cave and revealed that he was actually hiding far to her left, just beneath a ridge of stone. With a powerful leap, she crossed the space in a moment, her fingers briefly closing on his cloak.



I will be such a good father to her, Leeds told her.
"She already has a father!" She scanned the darkness, the sensitive hairs on her body allowing her to sense his movements. When she felt him, she made another leap and crashed face-first into another stalactite. With a grunt, she fell and landed clumsily on the ground.
I can teach her to be a monster like her grandparents.
"Fuck you!" She fired the gun again—but didn't see him in the flash this time. By a quick mental count, she was nearly out of bullets.
This place is a shrine to their transgressions, little spider. There is no hiding where you came from.
"What matters more is where you're going, you sick fuck!"
How old will she need to be until she can mate? Leeds actually laughed out loud, his voice echoing from every direction. I would be such a good grandpa to—
Leeds made a choking sound, followed by the impact of flesh on stone. For several moments, all Velvet heard was the sound of dripping water from somewhere in the darkness.
The silence was broken by the sound of rustling fabric.
"If he took something from you, it isn't here." It was Abella's voice, and she didn't sound very happy.
"It's not what you think," Velvet whispered.
"Enlighten me." There was another meaty thunk, followed by a groan from Leeds.
"Do you have him?" Velvet asked.
"For now. Have to be careful not to kill him is all."
There was a small rush of movement, and Velvet could almost picture Abella smashing Leeds' face into a nearby wall. The devil was being repeatedly stunned.
"Abella, I—"
"Had you smash my eggs but hid one from you?" In the silence that followed, Leeds groaned.
Velvet wasn't sure how to respond. She moved toward Abella's voice and got her hands on Leeds. He tried to fight her off as she searched him again, then grabbed his throat.
"Where is it?" she asked. A shadow grabbed her by the leg, but vanished when she squeezed his throat hard enough that something popped.
"So I was right." Anger and disappointment laced Abella's words.
"Listen. There's a lot I need to say about—"
She's going to attack you, Leeds whispered in her mind. Your betrayal has enraged her!
Velvet stepped back and put up her hands. "Please, just hear me out before you do something you regret."
"Huh?" There was genuine confusion now. "I'm not going to risk letting this piece of shit go, even if I'm pissed at you."
She lies. There was just a hint of desperation in Leeds' tone.
"Leeds says you want to hurt me," Velvet admitted. "I can hear him in my head, he keeps taunting me."
There was a loud snap, followed by a scream from Leeds. She felt him withdraw his presence and let out a sigh of relief.
"You only have one wrist left," Abella growled once he quieted down. "You go in her head again, I'll break the other one. Or the first one again, whichever hurts worse."
Velvet let out a sigh. "It's true, I did hide one of my eggs from you. But it wasn't like the others, I promise. When Mike and I...when I held those eggs, they really were bad. Each one of them was a killing spree waiting to happen, but the one I hid was different." The other eggs in the clutch had all been a mottled grey, but the one she had kept had been the most beautiful blue she had ever seen in her life. Upon touching it, she had received a static shock that had set her hair on end. Whereas the other eggs had radiated hunger and intensity, this one had an aura of curiosity to it.
She didn't know how to convey all of these things to Abella, not in the dark where they couldn't even see each other. She needed the gargoyle to see how genuine she was, to know that these weren't just lies spoken in the dark.
"Look," she began, her hearts pounding loudly in her throat. "You know it exists now. This bastard said he had it, and since he was on the roof of the barn, I figured he stole it out of the jeep. It was in the glove compartment. After we take care of this, you and I and Mike can sit down and discuss what happens next. I need you to trust me, to trust that my kind can be different. Despite our differences, you should know that I trust you. Maybe it's just because Mike does, and I'm in love with him, or maybe it's something more, I just...I need you to give me some time. "
There was a long moment of silence, broken only by a groan of agony from Leeds.
"Velvet." Abella's tone had shifted drastically. "The jeep was the first thing to burn. If he didn't take it, then..."
The beating of her hearts was like a pair of hammers now, and Velvet's limited vision blurred in anger. She lunged toward Leeds and grabbed him by the shoulders.
"Did you take it? DID. YOU. TAKE. IT?" She was shouting now, her veins filled with ice water as her human heart dropped through the floor and spiraled toward Hell itself. She was hyperventilating, waiting desperately for his response. When he said nothing, she shook him violently, his head flopping back and forth.
Leeds let out a cough-filled chuckle.
"Never even went inside," he declared. "I was too busy here, slaughtering the Nirumbi with the help of their own. You see, we're all monsters here, inside and out. And to be honest, even if I had stolen your egg, I would have smashed it on my own, because we all know that your kind are little more than—"
Velvet let out a roar and ripped Leeds free from Abella's grip. She smashed the demon into the stone walls of the cave, her fingers digging into the horse-flesh of his head. Leeds let out a strangled cry, and the air grew thick around them.
The hairs on Velvet's body stood on end as a wave of darkness picked her up and smashed her into a nearby wall. Abella was shouting something, but Velvet couldn't make out a single word of it. She fought to stand, her legs weak beneath her as Leeds ran back out into the main cavern, his cape flapping noisily behind him.
"Grab him!" Abella cried as she moved toward the exit. The ceiling was too low for the gargoyle to fly, and her running speed was very slow. Velvet could feel the impact of her massive steps as tremors that reverberated throughout her body.
Cursing, Velvet bolted past Abella in time to see Leeds gliding down to the bottom of the Nirumbi's main chamber. He cackled maniacally as the shadows thickened and broke free from the ceiling, each one a massive tentacle that reached for her. She dodged a few and took aim with her pistol, but Leeds had moved around the massive pillar in the middle of the cave.
"Shit!" She sprinted along the nearest wall, her feet slipping on the wet surface of the cave. When she fell, she scraped up her arms as she tumbled to a stop near the bottom of the cavern. Her head was spinning now, and she stumbled sideways and tripped over a pile of bodies.
Up above, the shadows were no longer reaching for her. Instead, they were wrapping around the main pillar of the cavern like a nest of anacondas. Each coiled shadow squeezed, making the rock beneath them groan.
"Velvet!" Abella shrieked in panic from up above. "Run!"
"Abella, I..." She was simply too dizzy. The dim light of the cave plus the odd echoes of laughter and breaking rock had thoroughly disoriented her. Stumbling forward, she heard a loud groan from the stone above, followed by a sharp crack.
Up above, the ceiling broke apart. The shadows continued to squeeze as large fragments rained down from above. Stunned, Velvet looked up in time to see Abella swoop down through the chaos and grab her by the shoulders with her talons. Pain bloomed through her upper arms as the talons dug in so deep that she bled through her shirt, and the world fell apart as the main pillar shattered.
The opening to the chamber was close, but Abella had to tuck in her wings for them both to fit. Unable to fly, the two of them crashed into the tunnel and then slid to a stop. It was becoming impossible to breathe. Up ahead, Abella let out a cry of agony, which helped Velvet find her.
"Come on," she whispered as her fingers settled on stony flesh. She hooked her hands around Abella's waist and pulled. It was hard to maneuver in the narrow passageway, and the gargoyle had gone completely limp. Stumbling forward, she realized that her gait was off. She had lost one of her legs in the crash.
The ground rumbled again, and something else collapsed behind them. The passageway was so choked with dust she could hardly breathe.
Leeds had planned this all along, she realized. To lure her away from the others. Had he known that Abella would follow? Or maybe he thought it would be someone else.
Disoriented, it occurred to her that she might be moving deeper into the tunnels. The air was so clogged, she couldn't sense where it was flowing to or from.
The ground shook, and a chunk of rock fell in their path. Velvet let go of Abella and tried to push it out of the way.
"Leave...me..." Abella's voice was muffled.
"No man left behind," Velvet rasped. "Family motto."
"Not a man," Abella replied. "Just a rock with...wings."
Velvet shoved the rock around a corner and grabbed Abella by the wrist. "You're family as far as I'm concerned, damn it!"
She pulled, tears flowing down her cheeks. The world was closing in and she couldn't see. Her hands had gotten wet somehow, and Abella kept slipping free, so she wedged herself beneath the gargoyle's body and crawled forward on her belly, hoping they were headed toward freedom.
"This is my fault." Velvet was on her abdomen now, using her legs like poles to push them both forward. "I shouldn't have let him trick me."
"Not your fault," Abella replied. "Leeds. Huge...bastard."
Velvet wanted to laugh, but couldn't. It was too painful. She moved down the tunnel, her fingers searching for purpose. A rock fell from the ceiling and clipped her in the head, and it felt like the world was sideways.
"Must get out," she mumbled to herself.
The tunnel widened and she lost her way. Sliding free of Abella, she moved around in an attempt to explore her options. There were three directions she could go, but which one was right? Crawling deeper into the earth would do them no good.
Sobbing, she wrapped her hands around her father's dog tags. What would he do if he were here?
Velvet. Her father's voice startled her, and she turned her head to hear it better. It had come from the tunnel to her left.
"Daddy?" She waited, not sure what she would do if she heard him again. There was only silence now, and she pondered waiting longer, but the ground rumbled beneath her again. The main cavern's collapse was triggering more activity in the tunnel, and she didn't have time to indulge her hallucinations.
Picking up Abella, she moved toward a bigger opening to her right.
Velvet. This time, his voice was stronger and from the same place.
Gasping for air, she crawled toward his voice. She had been in the dark for so long that she was seeing lights where there weren't any. Abella had gone silent, which concerned her even more. Was she just unconscious? Had the gargoyle died? Abella definitely wasn't breathing, but did she even need to?
"No man left behind," Velvet growled, crawling forward a few more feet. She could feel him now, always just around the corner. If she could just make it a little bit further, she would get to see him again. The minutes stretched into hours, and the flashes of light were becoming images. She saw her daughter first, a young woman with intense eyes that sparkled with magic. Mike came next, his smile warm as he laughed. They were connected in a way that she couldn't explain, and a strange sense of peace overcame her.
She saw her sister, then Uncle Foot, then Mike again. The images flickered rapidly now, and she realized that she had fallen asleep. Groaning, she grabbed onto some rocks and pulled herself forward. The tunnel behind her collapsed, jettisoning another blast of dirt and gravel.
If she put Abella down, maybe she would make it. In a moment of weakness, she tried to shrug herself free of the burden. Maybe the gargoyle would be fine and the others would come rescue her later.
Velvet. His voice was disapproving, and she felt a chill on the back of her neck.
"I'm sorry, I...Abella, I'm sorry." She grabbed onto the gargoyle's wrist and pulled, but was too tired. "I want to, I really do, but I can't. I can't!"
We can. She felt him now, standing right behind her. The sound of boots on stone filled the narrow passageway and she felt their hands on her body. She couldn't tell how many of them, numbers had become a foreign concept, but they pulled on her, helping her to drag Abella further into the tunnel.
"No man left...behind. No man...left..." She was light-headed, the air insufficient for breathing. Her thoughts were like balloons, each one floating away until she only had one thought left.
No man left behind. It had been her father's mantra, one he even said in his sleep. The words repeated in her head as the others helped pull Abella to safety.
The cavern widened, and she felt a cool breeze over her shoulder. She thought she could make out the twinkle of a star or two over the distant pines, but her vision was too blurry to see much.
She needed to rest. There was a good spot not far from the entrance, a smooth one that looked borderline comfortable. The others guided her as she slumped over, her eyes on Abella. The gargoyle wasn't moving, but the two of them had made it.
The earth rumbled once more, and the cavern belched out stone and dirt from where they had come. Gasping, Velvet turned her attention to the shades who had guided her.
"Daddy?" She let out a chuckle. "There are two of you."
My Velvet. Her father put his hand against her cheek. She was surprised at how warm it felt. I'm so proud of you.
"I'm tired," she mumbled, her eyes closing.
I know, he replied. Rest now. You're in good hands.
With a sigh, she let the strength leave her body as the darkness swooped in to claim her. Her father took her by the hand and gave it a squeeze.
"I missed you," she whispered to the darkness.
Nobody is ever truly gone, fluffy girl.
She wanted to say more, but couldn't. Somewhere in the darkness, she heard singing and knew it was just for her.

🏠🏠🏠Dear reader, we have moved into the endgame of Book Five. I hope you enjoyed this chapter, it was both fun (and difficult) to write. Some of you have made some phenomenal guesses at who was manipulating things from behind the scenes, so great job!
Before you go, make sure you leave me some stars, it's an easy (and free) way to support my writing. Thank you to everyone who has taken the time to send me feedback letters, I've been super busy this month and have been catching up on them (often I have to choose between writing or reading emails, I tend to choose the former to keep up my release schedule).
If you're looking to fill the void (and maybe gain some additional insight into this chapter), make sure to check out The Last of Her Kind here on Lit to learn more about Velvet's parents.
Much love to all of you, and special shoutout to those of you who have been going through tough times. It's a special feeling for an author to read that they've helped you through a difficult time.
Until next chapter!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! I have returned after a brief hiatus to resume our regularly scheduled releases. We are just a few chapters from the end of Part 5, and it's time to start wrapping everything up. I have learned so much from writing this book that I intend to use going forward with my next one (confusing plot-line people, I see/hear you). I'm always learning and growing with each chapter, so I appreciate those who have stuck with me and supported me as I continue perfecting my craft.
New Reader? I've put thousands of hours into this weird tale of mine, it would be a shame for you to start here, but you do you.
Returning Reader? Welcome back, I've missed being here! I certainly appreciate everyone who is waiting with bated breath to see what happens next, as I am eager to deliver. The events you are about to read will have major repercussions going forward into the monster-verse, so I hope you are ready for them.
As always, don't forget to leave some stars, and definitely drop some comments. I really do read through them, and even the criticisms can often help (especially when someone voices an issue that I've been wondering about myself). Literotica really does have some of the best readers around.
Okay, you've waited long enough. If I had to state one of the themes for this novel, I'm afraid that it would come down to
Love and Loss
Reggie took the lead at the top of the steps, ducking low just in case Neferisfet was waiting to strike at the top. Beth held her breath, half convinced that the rat king would get punted back down the stairs. The mummy had seemed to be in rough shape, but the fact that she had sprinted up the stairs meant that appearances were deceiving.
"Clear!" Reggie reappeared in the doorway. "The kitchen is empty, but I think she is armed."
"What makes you think...oh." Beth stepped into the kitchen and saw that several drawers had been opened, their contents on the floor. The knife block next to the sink had been tipped over, and several blades were missing from it.
Stabby stabby, Jenny commented.
Hide and go seek was far more appealing without the possibility of being stabbed. Nervous, she looked around the kitchen for something to protect herself and settled on a cast iron skillet.
"You could use the book," Reggie offered. "Both to find her and to defend yourself."
Smacking herself on the forehead, she pulled the Grimoire out of Tick Tock, then set the mimic on the counter.
"If you see that bitch, feel free to eat her." She set the book on the counter and took a deep breath. "I need a spell to track someone," she stated clearly. "One that doesn't alert them that I'm watching."
She opened the book and watched the page fill with information. As she read it, she frowned.
"Okay, same spell, but one that doesn't require a piece of their hair," she repeated, then turned to the next page. "Or body heat. I suspect she's room temperature."
It took a few tries, but she narrowed down her options to a spoken spell. Picturing the priestess in her mind, she carefully recited the words while summoning her magic.
Glowing footprints appeared on the floor.
"That's step one," she declared, then paused. Was there a spell in the book that she could cast to just kill the priestess? Maybe something that would force her to cross over, or...
Jenny kicked the book shut, then put her hands on her hips.
"Yeah, yeah, I get it." She picked up the book and held it tight against her chest. If Jenny of all people thought she was about to cross a line, then she knew to listen. Still, the book itself was practically indestructible, and far easier to wield than a skillet.
They followed the footprints through the house. Unfortunately, the prints only manifested a few steps out, meaning that Beth followed them into the office, the lounge, then back out to the living room. The prints took her up the stairs, and she slowed down as she neared the top.
The attic was open, the steps pulled down. Footprints glowed on each of the rungs.
Reggie and Jenny led the way, the rat king stopping on the last step to toss Jenny into the darkness above before following her. Beth was two rungs up when she heard the door to Mike's bedroom open.
Whirling around, she was surprised when Neferisfet came at her, not with a knife, but with a floor lamp. The priestess whipped it around like a staff, catching Beth in the shoulder and knocking her free of the ladder. With a wave of her hand, the priestess sent a ball of blue energy at the ladder, causing it to retract and close.
Bladed hands popped free of Tick Tock, but Neferisfet used the lamp to swat them away. Beth struggled to get to her feet, but Tick Tock's shifting weight kept throwing off her balance. Through the ceiling, Beth heard Reggie shouting.
Neferisfet whispered something under her breath as she attacked, coating her hands in an eerie green glow. She dropped the lamp and put her back against the wall.
Beth stood just as the glow coalesced around Neferisfet's palms and flared outward.
"Shit!" She raised the Grimoire in time to block the magical bolt, but the force of it knocked her backward and through the railing. Screaming, she fell a couple of feet before Tick Tock's blades slammed into the wooden floor, halting her descent. The magical tome tumbled to the floor below.
Up above, Neferisfet was summoning green light into her hands again. Her decaying face twisted into a grin as she pointed her fingers at Beth.
Kisa appeared in the corner of the hall and leaped onto Neferisfet, causing the spell to fire into the wall and send green flames along the wallpaper. Neferisfet cried out in alarm as Kisa scratched her face, causing the flesh to hiss as if being burned.
The priestess pulled a knife out of her belt and tried to stab the cat girl, but Kisa dropped to the floor, scrambled forward and picked up the lamp. Beth grunted as she and Tick Tock pulled her back onto the third floor.
"Give up," Beth declared. "There's nowhere to run, and nowhere to hide."
Neferisfet drew a second knife and sneered at both of them as she backed down the hall. "I haven't survived this long to just--"
The attic door opened hard, the ladder swinging down and catching Neferisfet in the back of the head. The priestess stumbled forward, and Kisa rammed her in the gut with the floor lamp, sending her over what was left of the railing. Beth swung to one side to get out of the way and then watched Neferisfet as she fell to the floor below with a scream.
"C'mon, get up here." Kisa grabbed onto Beth's wrist and pulled. Jenny and Reggie came down the ladder. "I've been hiding from her ever since she attacked everyone. Was just waiting for the perfect moment."
"Where's Opal?" Beth asked once she was safely on the floor.
Kisa pulled the cracked vial out of her pocket and handed it to Beth. "Still in here. When that bitch attacked us, she sucked what was left of herself back inside and I brought her with me."
"Thanks." Beth pocketed Opal's vial and looked over the railing. Down below, Neferisfet was getting to her feet. The priestess looked over at the Grimoire, then stumbled toward it.
Beth pulled off Tick Tock and threw the mimic down. Tick Tock sprouted mechanical legs and landed in a crouch on top of the Grimoire, pausing long enough to gobble it up.
Neferisfet let out a shriek and blasted the mimic with more of her green fire, which sent him out of view. Beth and Kisa were already running down the stairs, but came to a stop when Neferisfet looked up at them.
Her leathery features were oozing pus from the wounds that Kisa had inflicted. Neferisfet hissed at them like a cornered animal and ran toward the front door.
"Oh, no, you don't."
Kisa vaulted the railing and ran after her. Neferisfet opened the front door and the house was filled with the sound of Murray's eerie cry. Kisa tipped over and crashed into the closet as Neferisfet limped out the front door.
"Kisa!" Beth stumbled toward the door and kicked it shut, closing out the angel's call.
"Damn, I didn't expect that." Kisa winced and put her hands on her ears. "Feel sick already."
"We cannot let her escape," Reggie called from above. "She will make it back to Earth and possess someone there."
Beth groaned and looked down at Kisa. "Close the door behind me."
Kisa nodded, then put her hands over her ears. Beth yanked open the door, jammed her fingers into her ears and ran outside.
The swirling mists were bubbling along the edges of the property. Murray was hovering in place, shrieking in that dissonant tone. Above him, the angel's wings were spinning, as if it were a giant engine powering the process.
What concerned Beth was the fact that Neferisfet was moving toward Murray, holding that weird bag aloft. She was shouting something in an ancient language, causing the bag and her entire arm to pulsate with magical energy.
"She tried to kill me," Beth shouted at the angel. "Do something!"
Mehkhkahrel's many eyes focused on Neferisfet, and Beth saw that the whites of those eyes were starting to flash. The lights were sporadic at first, but were starting to synchronize.
"Hey!" She stumbled forward, trying her best to keep her balance. "This is the bad guy, aren't you gonna do something?"
"YE HAVE BEEN JUDGED." The voice came from Mehkhkahrel itself, a sound so powerful that Beth's hair blew backwards and she fell to her knees. Every eye on the angel flashed simultaneously, and then a massive eye opened in the middle of its body. The spinning wings looked very much like a turbine, glittering with silver light.
Neferisfet straightened her back just moment before a blinding light fired out of the center of Mehkhkahrel and into the priestess. Beth blinked away the spots in her vision as dry ash blew across her face. Neferisfet was gone, and in her spot there was a small pile of dusty remains.
"Thank God," she muttered, then leaned forward and put her hands on the ground. It was over.
Murray closed his mouth and descended until his feet were on the ground. He walked over toward the pile of ash and squatted down to examine it. Above him, Mehkhkahrel's powerful wings had stopped spinning in place.
"There you are." Murray pulled the pouch out of the ashes and grinned. "Wasn't sure it would survive."
"Do you know what that thing is?" Beth asked. She was surprised it hadn't been destroyed by the angel. What the hell kind of magic had that been?
"Of course I do." Murray winked at her. It was such a simple expression, but one that had been beyond him since being possessed. She couldn't help but notice that Murray had left glowing footprints behind him.
In horror, Beth watched Murray hold up the bag. Streamers of light bled off of the angel and into the fleshy sack, causing it to expand. It elongated first, revealing fleshy veins and a thick head that bloomed from beneath the foreskin. It radiated with power, filling the air with a low hum. "I haven't held onto the phallus of Osiris for thousands of years without knowing what it is."
Golden light sparkled along its length as he pointed the stiff member at the angel, and a blue aura surrounded Murray's entire body. Up above, Mehkhkahrel's wings started spinning in reverse as the angel's eyes blinked out of existence, then returned. The mostly human pupils were gone, now transformed into the narrow slits of a snake.
"But how? How?" Beth backed away from the angel, her eyes wide.
"The soul in this body agreed to merge with me, and I am not so weak as to be dominated by the angel's will." Murray spun around with a grin, clutching the dick of a dead god in his hands. "As the mouthpiece of Mehkhkahrel, the angel is sworn to protect me from harm. And I've decided that means you!"
The man burst into maniacal laughter as Beth ran back toward the house. She didn't understand how or why, but Neferisfet was now some sort of super priest. She was nearly at the door when Death burst out, his cloak flapping dramatically behind him.
"Marchioness Bethany!" The Grim Reaper threw himself through the air and passed through her, freezing the blood in her veins. There was a blast of golden light, followed by the smell of dust.
"Oh, God, Death!" She spun around and saw that Death stood naked behind her, his robes obliterated by the angel's beam. His stark white bones were marred with scorch marks.
"I see you're still going to be a problem." Murray sneered as his body levitated into the air. "I honestly thought that the angel would be strong enough."
"Unlike my siblings, I am not just an idea." Death twirled his scythe dramatically, and the floating ashes in the air formed around him and transformed into his cloak. "I am the fate that awaits all beings. Mice, men, gods, the stars, the universe. I shall bear witness to their final moments, shall watch this realm collapse into darkness long before my own time is up. For I am Death! And I am inevitable!"
A second golden beam hit the Grim Reaper and slammed him into the ground. His cloak exploded, and he dropped his scythe on the ground.
"Stop smiting me!" He looked up at Beth. "Get in the house! It can protect--"
The beam returned, pinning him in place. The ashes of his cloak swirled like a small tornado as it tried to reform around him. Mehkhkahrel moved to hover directly over Death, trapping him beneath the golden light.
"I believe that will hold you. Once I return to Earth, there will be no stopping me." Murray grabbed at his shirt and ripped it away, revealing a fancy body stocking underneath. "I shall usher in a new age of darkness with the return of my god!"
"I...can... stop her...if I can just...get free!" Death shouted between blast, his eyes on Beth.
"Not so fast." Murray pointed the dick at Beth. "I haven't forgotten about you. And neither have they."
"They who...oh. Shit." Beth watched as three shadowy figures appeared in the mists, each one on horseback.
"That's right. Behold the three horsemen of Apophis!" Murray waved a hand and dispersed the mist. The horsemen were back, and both War and Famine grinned at Beth. Their features were now serpentine, and War flicked his long tongue between sharp teeth.
"Looks like we're going to have our fun after all," he told her. "So you just sit there and look pretty for us."
The horsemen surrounded Murray as he opened his mouth wide and unleashed an eerie howl. It was similar to the one from before, but there was an extra tone behind it, one that promised blood and violence. The world tilted sideways, and Beth dry heaved from the sudden shift.
Realizing there was nothing she could do for Death, she stumbled toward the house and pushed her way inside. Kisa sat near the bottom of the stairs, her arms wrapped around Tick Tock. Lily was in the living room, her face pressed against the glass.
Beth's heart pounded in her chest as she gasped for air. Sobbing, she slid down the door and hugged her legs to her chest.
"Bad?" asked Kisa.
"The worst." Lily looked at Kisa, then at Beth. "I don't think we're gonna win this one with a board game. I'm not even entirely sure what's going on out there, but it looks like the boy band has a new manager. Stupid bitch, if the angel had gotten her just a second sooner..."
Rattled, Beth hugged her knees even tighter. They had failed. Everything that they had accomplished up until this point had been for nothing.
Mike. Tears burned in her eyes. She was hungry, had barely slept in days, and had finally met a crisis that she couldn't figure out. I'm sorry.
"So I know things are kind of hopeless right now, but I have some news." Kisa slid Tick Tock next to Beth. "Right before everything happened with dead girl out there, I had a really interesting dream. In fact, I think it's because I was asleep that she didn't know I was there."
Beth looked up at Kisa. "I hope you have something better than being naked in school," she stated.
"I talked to Mike. We actually saw each other, I told him everything about what's going on here, and--"
Beth spun in place and put her hands on Kisa's. She looked the cat girl in the eyes and took a deep breath. If they could speak with Mike, then they were no longer alone. Even if minor, any amount of hope would have to be enough to sustain her. Otherwise, she was lost.
"Tell me everything," she demanded. "But first things first. Do you think you could do it again?"

🏠🏠🏠

Eulalie stepped through the portal, feeling the floor of the stone tower cool against her feet. A small retinue of rats waited for her, their weapons held ready. Most of them carried spears, but she was fairly certain one of them was carrying a crossbow.
"Looks like you have your own royal guard," Zel told her. The centaur had agreed to bring them to the tower, arriving earlier to warn the guards that Eulalie was coming. Ever since being abandoned by Yuki, the tower had been occupied by a small force of centaurs from Zel's tribe. Their main job was to act as liaisons for the herd in the valley, but they were also in charge of keeping everyone else out. The tower was also being used to grow plants that thrived at cooler temperatures than what could be found in the greenhouse.
"I may have told someone I was the Rat Queen, and they've accepted it." As she walked past the rats, she used some of her feet to pat them on either the head or shoulder. They seemed to enjoy the acknowledgement, then fell in line behind her. "So this is Yuki's tower."
"Indeed." Sofia's voice was distorted as she knelt down to walk through the portal. "We'll find what we're looking for upstairs."
Eulalie looked over toward the spiral staircase along the wall. "That thing doesn't have a railing," she noted. "Clear OSHA violation."
"The last occupant used to turn things to stone because they pissed her off," Zel replied. "And I would also point out that this was a home, not a place of employment."
"Fair." Eulalie grinned. "So a whole stash of magic weapons upstairs?"
Zel nodded. "I would show you myself, but I'm in no condition to climb the stairs."
"Because you're pregnant?" Eulalie's eyes flicked to Zel's stomach. She didn't know enough about horse anatomy to tell if Zel was showing yet. "I'm fairly certain pregnant women are capable of climbing stairs."
Zel started to say something, but Sofia interrupted.
"She's just pulling your tail," she said. "I think it's because she's settling in, now we get to see the spider behind the mask."
"I would like to point out that I'm a centaur, not a woman." Zel scrunched up her face. "If you have any questions about the difference, I'd be happy to enlighten you."
"Actually, I find centaur reproduction extremely fascinating, because the dichotomy between human babies and foals--" Eulalie was interrupted by Sofia's hand over her mouth.
"Magic weapons," Sofia reiterated. "Stay on task."
Eulalie nodded and moved toward the stairs. She spread her legs wide and ascended with half her legs on the steps and the other half on the wall. The feel of stone and grout beneath her feet tickled.
"So, is there a good reason why you're trying to antagonize Zel?" Sofia asked once they were up a floor.
Eulalie frowned. "Habit, I suppose. Like me, she's essentially human from the waist up. I guess maybe I felt a connection like I do with my sister, an extra level of familiarity."
"You have to earn that familiarity," Sofia scolded. "You barely know her. And don't talk about her pregnancy. From what I've heard, she's really shy about it."
"What do you mean?"
"She doesn't like talking about it. Any time someone brings up her pregnancy, she changes the subject right away."
"Why wouldn't she want to talk about it?" Eulalie asked. "I was under the impression that some women love the attention."



"Based on what, may I ask?"
Eulalie shrugged. "The internet, which I admit isn't always accurate. Certainly it doesn't help that my only exposure to it is how it's portrayed in movies and magazines. Pregnancy has always fascinated me. Can you imagine having a living thing inside your body? Moving around, displacing your guts. My mother said that she felt something similar, but those were eggs developing, not a baby, so I imagine it's different."
Sofia paused for a moment, her hand on the wall as if leaning on it for support.
"I'm not certain how, but did I say something wrong?" Reading body language had always been difficult for Eulalie. Her father had been largely unreadable, a man who preferred to stew quietly on things. Her mother and sister were easier, but only because they shared morphology. Sofia's larger-than-normal size was easy to relate to Bigfoot, and right now she stood like her uncle would when coming across a dead animal with a hunter's arrow in it. Uncle Foot wasn't opposed to hunting by any means, but the idea that someone had shot the animal and allowed it to wander off and suffer was something that hurt him deeply.
"It's tough to talk about, but if I've learned anything about you, it's that you won't just let it go." Sofia turned around, her cheeks red and her jaw set. "When I first came to the Library, I wasn't a librarian. Not a full-fledged one, anyway. More of a volunteer."
Eulalie nodded, urging the cyclops to continue.
"My job was to read books to the children. There were so many of them, from all kinds of races." Sofia turned to the nearest window and looked outside with her hands on the sill. "I loved children, wanted to have some of my own one day."
Eulalie almost interrupted, wanting to point out that Sofia didn't seem like the maternal type. In the silence between words, it dawned on her that this would be the worst thing she could say. Data was easy, but people were hard. She liked Sofia because the cyclops reminded her a bit of her mother, and was generally easy to read. Only having one eye seemed to limit her facial expressions, which was also something she preferred.
"When the Order came to the island of my people, nobody was spared. Founded by the more peaceful members of my species, it had become a cultural center for man and monster alike. This was a line they could not tolerate us to cross." She wiped a tear from her eye, then gritted her teeth together as if in pain. "They killed everyone they could find, regardless of age. The Order can hide under the pretense of keeping the peace, but I've suspected for many centuries that their real target was the Library. They didn't expect it to be so well defended, nor the nearby community to be ready to fight back."
"That's horrible." The thought of any thinking creature deliberately targeting children made Eulalie's blood boil. She had been online long enough to encounter all kinds of child predation, and had even strongly debated traveling a hundred miles to rip the head off of one in Bend, Oregon. After an argument with her father, she had settled on outing him to the authorities, which was far less satisfying than pulling his spine through his asshole would have been.
Sofia shook her head. "I was in the village during the initial attack, but ran to the Library to defend it. The Order was attacking my village, and I knew that many of my people would be there to protect it. When I arrived, the first place I ran to was the reading room. There was a man there, a knight of the Order, standing over the bodies of children. I was so surprised to see him there, to see their bodies, that I barely reacted to the vision warning me of injury. He tried to run me through the belly, but I was able to jump out of the way. What was supposed to be a fatal stomach wound became..." She sighed. "I took his sword, and then his life. When I left that room, I thought that I was dying. I was a woman possessed, and killed over thirty of the bastards before they fled. When all was said and done, me and a few others locked the building down, breaking its link with the island so they could no longer attack it. My wound was treatable, but the scar tissue, it..."
Eulalie put her hand on Sofia's. "I'm sorry," she told her.
The cyclops nodded, then wiped another tear from her eye. "I gave up on having a family long ago, much less children. The house, though, it has given me purpose outside of being the Librarian. I enjoy every minute of it, even though my job suffers."
"You can't just hire more people to help you? I mean, you are in charge."
Sofia chuckled dryly. "I haven't really had the opportunity to do so. When only a handful of people even know you exist, it's kind of hard to get the word out. People don't age in the Library, and humans are prone to seeking immortality that way. Once they learn that they will age if they leave, they slowly go mad, counting each precious second outside of the Library's walls. Apparently books aren't enough to keep most people happy, so they inevitably stay away too long, or go insane and must be removed."
"My mom loved books. I bet she would have been very happy there. She even used to be a librarian, but never talked about it much." She smiled, thinking about her mother. If you could only see me now, mom. I'm making so many friends!
"Do you love books?" Sofia asked. "Maybe you want a job?"
Eulalie shrugged. "I don't know. The whole reason I became an internet nerd was books couldn't be published fast enough. I wanted to experience the world through others, for all the typical reasons." She scurried up the wall as if to illustrate her point. "I'm afraid I've always been more into audio and visual media. Movies, music, that kind of thing."
"Maybe the Library needs a modern touch." Sofia smirked, then looked at the stairs to the next level. "But perhaps we should get back to why we are here."
"Magic weapons!" Eulalie rubbed her hands together in anticipation as they continued up the stairs.
When Amymone had informed them that there were magic weapons stored in an otherworldly tower, Eulalie had actually gotten down on all of her knees and begged to be told more. Decades of fantasy books, games, and Dungeons & Dragons campaigns had instilled in her an absolute love for magic. She had seen her uncle do small things with it, like commune with trees or portal hop. In reality, he was more of a druid than a sorcerer or wizard.
Her mother had often told them about the magic she had seen members of the Order use. It was both terrifying and exciting to know that magic not only existed, but was apparently some huge secret. It was the main reason she had gone to work for the government. There was always the hope of discovering that the US government was stashing magical books in the Library of Congress, or maybe even a wizarding school at Area 51.
"I'm hoping for a flaming sword," Eulalie declared when they found themselves outside of the armory. "One that ignites when you say its name, or something fancy in elvish. It's way cooler than a sword that can fold itself up, no offense. Grew up with one, but we used it mostly for chopping wood."
"Elves are dicks." Sofia gazed cautiously at the entrance. "Ratu warned us that this stuff is bad news, so please don't just grab the first thing you see. We have a purpose here."
"I know, I know." Eulalie rubbed her hands together. "Find weapons that we can potentially use once Mike returns. Categorize them based on strengths and weaknesses so that we can form a...wait, elves are real? Are they like the ones from Lord of the Rings?"
"It's a rather generic term which can refer to lots of different creatures. But yes, they're all dicks." Sofia frowned. "Wait, I take that back. There is one curious exception to the rule."
"Who are they?"
"Let's just say that they're the epitome of nice." Sofia inspected the door. "Yuki and Ratu had a magical lock installed here, give me a second." She pulled out a crystal ball from one of her pockets and held it up. "Ratu?"
The naga's face appeared. She was soaking in a hot bath.
"Move me a little higher," Ratu said. Sofia lifted the ball, and a thin beam of blue light came from the crystal ball and struck a hidden rune just to the left of the doorway. The rune sent out a ripple of energy that caused another set of hidden runes to appear and then vanish.
Eulalie skittered about with anticipation as Sofia opened the door.
"Velvet's never gonna believe this," she said as she shot through the door and looked around.
It was an armory, lit from above by skylights. The dark corners of the room were illuminated with torches that burned brightly without generating any smoke. Much of the room looked damaged, but a few items were locked up in display cases that were up against the wall.
There was a loud thud as a mace lifted off the ground and slammed into the glass of its display case. Eulalie ran up to the case and danced around it with her hands over her mouth.
Several thick chains held the mace down, but it was able to thud against the edges of the case. She put her hands against the thick glass out of curiosity and was surprised when the mace moved away from her.
"Check this one out." Sofia gestured at a glass case full of water. When she walked close to it, it transformed into a replica of her sword, then shifted into a staff eerily reminiscent of the one she carried in the Library.
"Made of water, changes shapes..." Eulalie bit her lip. The data was there, she just couldn't put it together fast enough. It didn't help that her knowledge base was polluted with video game references.
"The legendary weapon, Varunastra. It can be anything you want it to be."
"Should we take it?"
Sofia grimaced. "Well, about that. It certainly seems accommodating, but if you aren't deemed worthy enough to wield it, it's supposed to kill the wielder. Maybe."
"How does it 'maybe' kill you?"
"Legends say it destroys you. Not technically the same as killing, so there's room for interpretation."
"Maybe it'll log into my social media and spout a bunch of racist shit." Eulalie wandered over toward the case and pressed her hands against it. The water bubbled and then turned into a net. "You'll never guess my password," she whispered dramatically.
The mace continued its incessant banging as they examined the rest of the room. There were other weapons of unknown origin, but the one that caught her eye was a sword with a hooked blade built into it.
"Any ideas on this one?" she asked.
"Hmm." Sofia frowned at it. "Shape rings a bell."
"Looks really sharp." Eulalie inspected the edges of the case. "There's no actual lock on these. How are we supposed to get in?"
The thudding behind them became even louder, and she turned around to see that the mace had gotten itself twisted up in the chains. The heavy links were crashing against the glass as the mace tried to rotate and free itself.
"That one really seems like it wants some attention." She looked over at Sofia. "Thoughts?"
"Weapons that have their own desires are almost always bad news." Sofia looked back at the hooked blade. "I'm starting to think that we might not be able to use anything here."
"It's all a matter of perspective." Eulalie looked at the sword, then ran her fingers along the case. She tapped her fingers on the glass, then wrapped her fist in spider silk.
"What are you doing?" asked Sofia.
"Just a little percussive maintenance." Satisfied that her hand and forearm were protected, she slammed her fist into the glass. It cracked after the first blow, then shattered on the second. Smiling in delight, Eulalie pulled the blade free and gave it a test swing.
"Please be careful with that," Sofia cautioned.
Eulalie inspected the sword. "It's insanely light. Feels like I'm swinging a dowel rod." She moved toward a broken case and swung the sword.
It was almost a casual gesture, but the blade passed through the case with ease. Stunned, she took a step back and examined the sword once again.
"Oh, wow, I think I know what this is." Sofia took the sword from Eulalie and turned it over in her hands. "I'm actually surprised to see it still exists. Gaia forged it so that one of her sons could overthrow Uranus. The sword was lost for some time, and it's been rumored that Perseus used it to behead Medusa. That's the last anyone heard of it, to my knowledge."
"Well, great! If it's sharp enough to cut a god, then it's probably perfect for what we need." She took it back from Sofia then looked around. "You don't happen to see a scabbard for it, do you? Feel kind of dumb just walking around with it."
Sofia shook her head. "This room's a mess. If there's a scabbard here, it's long gone."
Eulalie held the sword up and grinned. "It doesn't have a name, does it?"
"That's arguable, actually. Scholars call it the Harpe." Sofia walked over toward the door. "We should have Ratu examine it to make certain there aren't any surprises, though."
"Solid plan." Grinning, she swung the Harpe a couple more times and followed Sofia. She was about to step through the door when she felt a touch at the back of her neck.
Lala. The voice was barely a whisper, and she wasn't entirely certain she had heard it. It sounded like Velvet, and she was suddenly taken back to hours around the game table, her sorcerer and Velvet's ranger traveling the realm and defeating monsters. How many times had their characters found themselves in a magical tower? Whether fighting monsters, defeating an evil wizard, or just rescuing a prince, there was always a theme, a method to the madness.
Unsure why the memories were coming to her, she looked around the room. It had been ransacked, many of the items destroyed or left behind. What was the theme of this place, what secret had it held?
"Everything okay?" Sofia watched her from the hallway.
Eulalie looked around the room, expecting to see someone moving among the shadows. The room was quiet, save for the frantic rattling of the chained up mace.
"Tell me again about this tower." She walked over toward the display case with the mace. "It was that shadow guy who owned it, right?"
"That's the theory. This tower was part of his property, the rest of it is trapped in the Underworld. We think this was his private stash of weapons."
"He was a magic user, right?" When she placed her hand against the glass, the mace went still once more, as if watching her. An evil wizard with a stash of magical weapons. This room had a secret, she just knew it.
"On top of being a manipulative bastard, yes." Sofia moved to the center of the room and crossed her arms. "Without knowing his name, we couldn't do any research into him. Why do you ask?"
"It just strikes me as odd. On the one hand, you have this powerful sorcerer who is hoarding magical weapons, right? But I don't think he ever planned to use them. Take Varunastra over there. Supremely powerful, so why not use it? Paranoia. Can't risk destroying yourself for a fancy poking stick. Now the sword, it's nice and all, but useless in the hands of someone who doesn't know how to use it."
"I guess. Where are you going with this?"
Eulalie held up a hand for silence as the web spread out in her mind. The shadow had collected all these magical weapons, but had no intention of using them. Why? Because he couldn't. No, this wasn't a collection of weapons to be loaned out to his lackeys, or even used by him. Maybe these items held value, but what was money to a powerful sorcerer? Perhaps he meant to study them, to unlock their secrets? Or maybe...
"I think these weapons weren't for him to use," she said. "I think he kept them because he was afraid they would be used against him. Master manipulator, right? The shapeshifter is powerful, but it would kill him. The sword was just a sword, but sharp enough for a god is sharp enough for a wizard."
"Good points, but I'm not sure where you're going with this."
Eulalie pressed her hand against the glass and stared at the mace. The head had a looping design that was weathered with age, and the patina had been worn off in spots that could reach the glass. The links of the chain were thicker than her fingers and looked to be made of a black metal that she didn't recognize.
"Are you alive?" she asked while tapping on the glass. "Tap twice if you understand me."
The mace hovered in place for a moment, then tilted toward her hand and tapped twice.
Eulalie grinned, then whispered, "Secret's out, you shadowy fuck."
"I have serious doubts about the wisdom of--" Sofia gasped mid-sentence as Eulalie swung the Harpe of Perseus into the case, slicing cleanly through the wood and glass. The chain links parted easily, and the mace lifted into the air, toppling the display as it hovered in the middle of the room, bogged down by the remaining chains.
The mace spun about, causing the chains to rattle, then flew through the skylight, causing the glass to explode outward.
"Oh." Eulalie grimaced. "Well...shit."
"Shit? That's all you have to say is shit?" Sofia was yelling now as she pointed at the skylight. "You just released a potentially bloodthirsty magical weapon on an unsuspecting populace, and that's all you have to say for yourself?"
"Look, I thought maybe it would be grateful. Why lock up a sentient weapon unless it disagreed with the shit you were doing?" In hindsight, her enthusiasm had gotten the best of her.
"Because maybe it's chaotic and just wants to smash everything!" Sofia stormed off toward the door. "We need to fix this, and quickly!"
Eulalie followed behind the cyclops, careful to hold the sword up. She didn't dare to hold it at waist height; she feared cutting one of her legs.
They ran down the stairs, followed by a retinue of rats. Once outside, they saw the centaurs pointing at the sky as the mace did whirling loops around the apex of the tower. Zel was shouting commands, urging the others to get to safety.
"What the hell is that thing doing?" Sofia shaded her eye with one hand.
The mace slammed into the tower a few times, knocking loose the chains attached to it. One of the chains dropped onto a large planter and shattered it.
Centaurs cried out in alarm as the mace swooped down on them. Eulalie stuck her sword into the soft dirt of a nearby planter and sprinted up the stone wall of the exterior, her eyes locked on the mace. The mace swung by several centaurs, but always pulled up at the last moment.
When it came near the tower, she leapt for it, both hands clasping the handle. In response, the mace shot upward.
I didn't think this through. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she held on for dear life as the mace carried her into the clouds. Mist formed on her hands and body, and she used her spinnerets to put together some sticky webs that she looped over the head of the mace to give her a better grip.
The weapon swooped down, and she twisted her body to cling to it with her feet. In the valley below, she could see distant centaurs pausing to watch, but her main concern was on the horizon. A vast ocean greeted them, and she watched in horror as the coastline receded behind them.
"This is a terrible way to say thank you," she shouted at the mace, then smacked the palm of her hand on its head. "Take me back right now or I'll have you recycled into a prison toilet!"
Laughter bloomed in her mind as the mace did a sharp turn in the air. She twisted herself around so that she could see where they were going. By her estimates, the magic weapon had a top speed of maybe fifty miles an hour.
Centaurs along the shoreline watched in horror as the mace descended toward them, hovering almost forty feet overhead. Their horror filled faces made Eulalie frown, and more than a couple reached for their bows as she shot past.



An arrow pinged off the head of the mace, and the weapon ascended out of range.
"Fuck you, too!" She flipped off the centaurs, then grabbed back on to the mace as it climbed back into the mountains and toward the tower. Sofia stood on the outer walls, waving frantically at Eulalie.
"I need you to drop me off," she told the mace. "Nicely."
The mace slowed and then stopped above the garden. It moved down at elevator speed until her legs were back on the ground, then fell to the ground with a clunk. Sofia came running up, followed by a bunch of very upset rats.
"Are you okay?" the cyclops asked.
"Just went for a joyride is all." Eulalie picked up the mace and held it out. "I asked it to return me, and it did."
"Maybe we should lock it back up," Sofia suggested.
The mace tried to fly away, but Eulalie gripped the cobblestones beneath her with all eight of her legs.
"Nobody is locking it away," she hollered, then tugged the mace down to eye level. "Nobody is locking you away," she repeated, then patted the head of the mace as if it were a cat. "As long as you behave, that is."
The restless weapon went still in her hands, and gratitude filled her mind.
Sofia looked at the weapon with distrust, then back at Eulalie. "You had better know what you're doing."
The Arachne chuckled. She had no idea what she was doing, but had just taken a magic weapon for a joyride across the surrounding countryside.
It was officially the best day ever. The only thing that would have made it better was if her sister could have been there.

🏠🏠🏠

The evening hours had crawled, every minute stretching itself impossibly thin in an attempt to smother the room. Mike had chewed his fingernails down to the quick as he paced in the front room of the cabin. At the kitchen table, Dana sat perfectly still with her collapsed sword right in front of her. It was unlike the zombie to be so unproductive, and if not for the occasional twitching of her eyelids, she may have been a statue.
The others had gone to bed long ago, but Mike doubted they were asleep. Any moment now, Abella would return with Velvet and all of them would discuss the next step. He stuck his hand in his pocket and closed his fingers around the crystalline orb that the owl had given them.
Yuki had assured them that the spell to trap Leeds could be cast by the artifact in his hands, but he wasn't so sure. Was the owl's spirit still inside such a thing? For perhaps the hundredth time, he pulled it from his pocket and contemplated the thing. It was a yellow sphere with a dilated pupil in the middle. No matter how he twisted it in his hand, the eye was always looking right at him.
"That thing stinks," Dana told him.
He held it to his nose and sniffed it. "What does it smell like to you?" he asked. It didn't have an odor he could detect.
"I don't think I'm smelling the eye itself," she replied. "It must be the magic. Have you ever smelled rotting meat? It's like that."
Mike had a sudden urge to put the eye down, but settled on sticking it back in his pocket. "So you can smell magic?"
"A bit," she explained. "On people, mostly. You. Naia. Sometimes Quetzalli Definitely that thing. You all have a very distinct odor."
"Why does it smell so bad to you?" he asked. "My magic doesn't stink, right?"
She shook her head. "Yours doesn't. I think maybe it's where the magic came from. Bigfoot mentioned that the owl used to eat people, so maybe that's the reason. I get the feeling that she was trying to turn over a new leaf, but even a few decades of good behavior versus centuries of bad stuff doesn't make you smell like roses."
"Guess that makes sense." Mike sat across from her.
"Your magic smells different now," Dana added. "Though I suspect you're already aware. It's changed."
He nodded. "I haven't had a chance to talk about it with anyone. Maybe Yuki can help me, or Naia when I get back. It's..." Words failed him. How could he even begin to describe something he never fully understood to begin with. He examined his hand, thinking about the magic just beneath the surface. With just a little concentration, he found that he could summon a handful of sparks that danced back and forth between his fingers. He wiggled his fingers as if playing an imaginary piano. It could have been his imagination, but it sounded like the pitch of the buzzing streamers shifted.
"Neat trick," Dana told him, curiosity in her eyes.
"Thanks. I do birthday parties." He put his hands on the table and watched the sparks crawl across the wood toward Dana. She shifted away from him and held up her hands.
"No offense," she told him. "I'm trying to cut back is all."
He laughed, then watched as the sparks poofed out of existence. Was magic like energy? Had it been conserved? Would it sink down through the table and travel through the Earth until it found someone to affect? Would someone in Australia have a random orgasm because of it?
"What on Earth are you thinking about?" Dana frowned at him. "You look like you're trying to solve a math problem, but then you get this goofy grin."
In a way, maybe he was.
"I was just wondering about magic in general," he explained. "Sometimes I think there are rules, but I can't for the life of me figure out what they are."
"'All magic has a price' tends to be the first rule," Dana replied. "Maybe even the only one. Don't think I've gotten any other pearls of wisdom since I died."
"Nah, the second one is intent. There's a price to pay, and magic is all about intent." He nodded to himself. That was one he had proven time and again. Intent often fueled what happened next. That made two rules. He would bet good money that there was a third, because it seemed to be a good number for pretty much everything else.
"Do you think magic is hereditary?" Dana asked.
Her question surprised him. "Why wouldn't it be? I don't think it would be any different than hair color or whatever. Then again, that would mean there was some spiritual component similar to genetics." The image of a trans-dimensional double helix with glowing lights filled his head. It was a fun thought.
"I guess I mean types of magic. For example, would Yuki's children have ice magic that smelled like hers does?"
It was often hard to read Dana, but there was something behind her expression that made him pause and consider. She seemed to be deliberately ignoring his gaze.
"Maybe?" He shrugged. "Couldn't say, but that's specifically suspicious. Why are you asking?"
She screwed up her face, then sighed. "I think that I should tell you--"
He didn't hear what she said next. Instead, the room was yanked out from underneath him and he was falling through darkness, his limbs flailing wildly. Gasping, he slammed his hand into a palm tree and steadied himself.
"What the hell?" He let go of the tree and stumbled backward onto the beach. The dark waters of the Dreamscape swirled menacingly around the island, and some of the others stood along its shore.
"Hey. Hey!" He ran to the others, but they weren't looking at him. Their gaze was fixed on a figure who stood in the water, several yards out from where the waves kissed the sand.
"Velvet?" He started to walk into the water, but a hand grabbed onto his and held on tightly.
"Mike." Lily's voice had an edge to it that he hadn't heard before. "This...I..."
"What?" When he looked at the others, he saw nothing but sadness reflected in their eyes. "What's going on?"
"My love?" Velvet's voice was soft like feathered down, and there was a tightness to it that shook him to the core. "I'm sorry, but I have to go."
"Go? Go where?"
She grimaced, then looked at the others. "I think you know."
"I don't understand. You can't leave here, nobody can leave." He looked to Lily for support. "Aren't you all knitted into my soul or something?"
Lily lowered her gaze to the ground. "There's always been one way for someone to leave, Romeo."
The sky darkened up above, revealing a clear night sky. The stars all twinkled, but one of them sparkled more brightly than the others. Velvet looked at it with longing, and suddenly he understood.
Fiery pain passed through his chest, and he clutched at his ribs in agony.
"NO!" Mike's voice came from everywhere as he shot across the Dreamscape, his feet hovering over the water, to grab onto Velvet's hand. "I don't know what's happened, but I can hold you here like you did me! You held me here so that I wouldn't die, maybe I can do the same!"
"It isn't the same, and we both know it." She smiled weakly at the women behind him. "Because of you, I've loved more deeply in the last three days than I ever could have imagined. Thank you."
"Don't talk like that, I--" He sputtered, the words tangling into letters that spilled from his lips and floated away in the dark sea. The star above had become a ball of blazing light, overwhelming the others until they were no longer visible.
How could he tell her how he felt? Did he even know? He had experienced love before and often with the others, but their connection had been so intense. They barely knew each other, but they fit together so perfectly.
The Dreamscape shook as an earthquake hit the island, the result of his grief. He let out a cry of agony as the sea swelled beneath him and slammed into the beach.
"Velvet, no." His voice was little more than a whisper. "Please don't go."
"I don't have a choice." When she smiled, the skin around her eyes crinkled. She put her hand against his cheek and held it there. "Please tell my sister I'm sorry. I didn't mean to leave her alone in this world."
She looked up at the star and took a deep breath.
"I'm afraid," she told him. "For all the magic and beauty in this world, I'm afraid of what comes next."
He was gasping for air now, and rings of light had formed around his feet beneath the water. His magic bubbled up from the depths and filled the air with ominous whispers.
The words made no sense to him, but he could tell that it was a question. When he closed his eyes, he could hear what his magic asked of him, and he inhaled sharply.
Do you want her to stay? There was no malevolence behind the voice, if it could be called such a thing. The power inside him had felt his pain and was reacting, to grant him what he wanted. If he willed it, his magic would cling to this tiny part of her soul, and a piece of her would be with him always.
But then what would happen to the rest of her soul? He thought of Emily, trapped as a tormented specter in the Underworld. No, he didn't want that at all.
He just wanted her.
A cold hand slid into his. He opened his eyes to see Cecilia hovering next to him.
"It is time, mo shíorghrá." She wiped the tears from his cheeks, then used her free hand to take Velvet's from his own. "I am sorry."
Velvet was watching him, her spirit fading into the churning mists of the ocean. It was like she was being diluted into nothingness.
"No." He took her by the hand once more, then looked at Cecilia. "She can't stay, but...maybe we can help her go?"
The banshee nodded, a sad smile on her face.
Cecilia's lips parted and the song of mourning filled the air. The seas calmed and the air went still as her powerful voice filled the cosmos and bent it to her will. The three of them stood in a triangle as a golden light formed around Velvet's silhouette, and her spirit snapped back into focus. Wonderment filled her eyes as she looked into that night sky and saw something that he couldn't.
"Mike?" Velvet smiled. "Thank you for loving me."
There was a lot he wanted to say in that moment, but words would never be enough. Instead, he joined in with Cecilia's song. Though the words were in a language he didn't know, they spilled from his lips as easily as secrets that no longer mattered. The air thrummed with power, and he pulled Velvet in for one last embrace.
Other voices joined in behind him. He recognized the husky lilt of Lily's voice, and could tell Zel's soprano from Sofia's alto. Tink's singing voice was devoid of words--she just sang the notes, her voice rising and falling with the waves around them.
Naia, Ratu, and all the others sang out his grief as the star in the sky descended upon them. A beam of light connected Velvet to the sky, and she looked up in wonder.
"Daddy?" A smile crossed Velvet's face, and she no longer seemed afraid.
There was a flash of light, and she was gone. The star in the sky pulsed three times and then disappeared, leaving the night sky as it was.
Cecilia put her arms around him and held him close, but he wasn't interested in the comfort they provided. With great effort, he willed the Dreamscape to crumble away from him, leaving him on the wooden floor of the kitchen.
"Hey, are you okay?" Dana knelt over his chest and was slapping lightly at his cheeks. Emery hovered nervously overhead, wringing his hands together. The bedroom door creaked as Yuki stepped into the living room, concern on her face.
"No." Mike stared blankly at the ceiling for a moment, his thoughts waiting to crash down on him like heavy weights. The song lingered in his head, the eerie melody causing tears to slide down his temples and onto the floor.
"Mike." Yuki knelt by him, her eyes wide. "Did something happen? You're so pale."
His breath hitched in his chest and he felt his whole body tense up. He scrunched up his face as his anger boiled over the surface, causing the magic to churn within him.
"Leeds happened." He stood up, his hands trembling. "I need everyone to stay back."
Nobody said a word as Mike stood there, his magic filling the air with a steady hum. The others didn't seem to hear it, but that didn't matter to him. It was like a giant beating heart, just waiting to take on some semblance of life.
"He took something from me," Mike told everyone. "Something I can never get back." He wanted to say more, but was afraid that nobody would believe him. The truth threatened to overwhelm him, and if he spoke the words aloud, it would break him.
Yuki shook her head. "You're not making any sense."
"Doesn't matter." Mike's eyes flicked toward the door and his magic reached across the room and yanked it open. Everyone turned to face the door as he walked outside, stopping just long enough to grab his coat. "Come with me if you want a piece of him."
"Where are you going?" Yuki called from behind him.
He turned to look at her and she took a step back.
"Hunting," he replied. He stepped out into the cold, his feet crunching in the snow. It was still dark and would be for a couple more hours, but that didn't matter. He could feel the forest around him, hear the whisper of its creatures as they watched him approach.
He could hear the others scrambling to follow him, but he was moving at a jog now, his magic radiating out into the forest. When he got to the treeline, he looked up at them and bared his teeth.
"Where is he?" he asked.
The trees rustled as if caught in the wind. He could hear the sound spread away from him, like an arboreal radar. Perhaps a minute passed, and he heard both Dana and Yuki come up behind him.
"Mike, you're scaring me." Yuki's voice was drowned out by the sounds of the forest. Off to his left, he heard the trees creak in an attempt to get his attention.
"This way," he yelled, then bolted forward. They hollered for him to wait up, but the anger had consumed his thoughts. His magic buzzed alongside him, sending out tendrils of light that connected briefly with trees and plants as he passed, ready to assist him with whatever he desired. The sky rumbled above him, and a wicked smile broke across his face as the forest parted to allow him to run freely.
It was time to kill the Devil.

🏠🏠🏠

"Abella? Come forward, child."
She walked deeper into the cave, her chin held high in defiance. The elders of the clan, all three of them, sat in a squat, their eyes level with hers. Scattered along the walls of the cave were the heads of the different families, including her own mother. It wasn't her first time before the elders, but this time was different. Getting in trouble was a right of passage for the young, but even she knew that she had overstepped her boundaries.
"Are you aware why you are here?" This came from the elder on her left, Gaia. She was thousands of years old with fearsome horns that curled menacingly around high cheekbones.
"It is about the man from the village."
Gaia nodded. "The blind one who frequents the fishing bridge, yes."
The central figure cleared his throat. Torma was the most human in appearance, but he had long fangs that extended down past his chin. Despite his angry visage, he was considered the kindest of the elders.
"It is forbidden to speak with them, young one. Are you aware why?"
She nodded. "I am aware, elder. But I don't understand why I cannot speak with this one. He cannot see me, and is content to catch his fish and then go. He believes that I am a young woman from the village, and--"
"Therein lies the problem." Gaia shook her head. "What if he goes looking for this young woman? Should he decide to pursue your identity, suddenly the humans will hear about a strange voice that can be heard down at the bridge."
"Let them talk, then." Abella waved her hand at the others. "Those who are made of stone do not fear words."
The third elder, Lave, growled. Long ago, he had used so much heartfire that his mouth had stretched and distorted until he was no longer capable of proper speech. Through some means, the other elders understood him.
"Elder Lave informs you that words are rarely harmless," Torma said. "You are only thinking about what is right before you and not what lies ahead."
"They are one and the same," Abella replied.
Gaia shifted, which caused her wings to briefly unfurl. "Consider this, child. Should this man try to learn who you are from the village, the other humans will learn that there is a young woman unaccounted for, should they choose to believe him."
"I don't see the problem."
"That is because you are young." Gaia crossed her arms. "Should the others see fit to help this man, then one of two things happen. The first is that they decide that this woman is real and hiding. As they look for her and discover nothing, they eventually determine that you must be a spirit, or some other entity trying to lure him to his doom. Humans are notoriously suspicious of what they do not understand, and will often go to extremes. Suddenly, we have a mob of humans looking everywhere and chasing rumors until they end up here. The clan has to move, which is no simple feat."
Abella shrugged. "We are moving next spring. By the time the humans can get organized, we will be long gone."
"And what of this man you are so fascinated with?" Torma shook his head. "What if they decide he is simply hearing voices? What will the humans do with him?"
Abella opened her mouth, then sighed. If history was any indicator, he would likely become an outcast. The village tolerated him only because he was self-sufficient and lived with his mother. Did she really want him to end up alone simply because she wanted to get to know him better?
Or worse, he could be labeled as a witch. He would likely be drowned in the very river that was his livelihood.
Lave grunted, then pointed at Abella with one of his many hands.
Gaia frowned at Lave. "That punishment is not fit for this crime."
Lave snapped his teeth and continued speaking. Abella had rarely heard such continuous sound from the elder, and could almost make out a rumbling voice beneath the noise.
Torma held up a hand and waited for silence from his fellow elder. Lave shook his head in disgust.
"Elder Lave wishes to subject you to a punishment known as the Earth Mother's Embrace."



This caused the members of the clan to mutter to themselves, but they were silenced by a dirty glare from Gaia.
"I have not heard of this punishment," Abella replied, her voice shaking.
Torma looked around the room. "As we come from the earth, we must someday return to it. It is a punishment that we have not done since before your time due to its cruelty. It is a punishment by which you are buried alive beneath the stone of the earth. There, in the Earth Mother's Embrace, you will slip in and out of consciousness as your body gathers just enough energy to keep you alive, but not enough to escape."
Abella's jaw dropped open in astonishment.
"It used to be done as a punishment to enforce the will of the clan," Gaia continued. "We were created by the Earth Mother to be her eyes and ears, to soar among the clouds, and to be confined to the rocky depths is to deprive us of our purpose. Those who have suffered the Embrace have explained that they are aware the whole time of their misery. There are those who have been buried and forgotten, or the earth has moved and crushed them into dust. It is dangerous and reserved for crimes only against our own kind."
Lave growled again.
"And while I agree, Elder, that the young one has made a mistake that risks our safety, it was not deliberate. She did not make her choice with disregard for the clan. Rather, she is selfish, as most of the young ones tend to be." Torma bared his teeth. "As one who has been punished with the Embrace, I would vote against it."
"As would I," Gaia added. "But be warned, child. Should your continued love of humans risk our safety, we would rather exile you than bury you beneath the ground and away from the sky. Do you understand?"
Abella swallowed the lump in her throat. "Yes I do, Elder."
Elder Torma opened his mouth and an eerie ringing sound made Abella's teeth buzz in harmony. The other Elders opened their mouths to make the same noise, and her eyes fluttered open, revealing darkness. Though the memory had burst like a grape beneath her feet, that infernal sound remained.
Her ears were ringing, and she groaned. Where was she? Her whole body ached, and she lifted her head to look around. There was a tiny sliver of light that illuminated the rock above her. She was in the mouth of a cave.
Cave. Velvet. Leeds. She had tried to rescue Velvet, swooping down to grab her before the cave could collapse. But then what?
There was a sharp pain in her left wing, and her eyes popped open the rest of the way. A rock had fallen and hit her in the wing, and they had crashed. As the ground rumbled around them, she had faded in and out of consciousness from the pain. Was her wing even still there, or had it been shattered? She flexed it and felt tremendous pain along its length. She bit back a groan, but was grateful to feel anything at all.
"No man left behind," she muttered. It was something that Velvet had muttered, over and over again. Where was the Arachne?
Abella tried to move forward, but her feet and tail were pinned down by heavy rocks. She had a moment of panic, but reassured herself that she could probably get free. The sliver of light above was expanding, and would eventually illuminate the rubble and allow her to figure out how to best extricate her feet.
The ringing in her ears faded over the long minutes until it was finally gone. The cave was silent, save for the occasional drip of water and the breeze that flowed over the entrance.
"Velvet? Are you there?" She turned her head painfully and was able to make out a pair of legs sticking out from beneath an overhang in the corner of the cave.
"I am," Velvet replied, her voice weak and airy.
Sighing with relief, Abella laid back down and relaxed. "You saved me, didn't you?"
"I did."
Abella sighed. If not for Velvet, she would have been crushed beneath the ground. Or worse, trapped for all eternity in the Earth Mother's Embrace. A chill ran up her spine at the thought of it.
When Mike had first discovered her, it was after the Mandragora had leached away her life force, putting her in a similar state. Her mind had come and gone, but in those waking moments, she had experienced a dull pain throughout her entire body. Maybe it was analogous to hunger in humans, or not having enough air to breathe. Either way, it was something she hoped to never experience again.
"Thank you." She tapped on the cold stone of the ground, feeling the grit beneath her fingertips. All sorts of emotions rolled through her, but the biggest one was regret.
"And also...I am sorry." Abella paused, half expecting Velvet to say something.
The Arachne remained silent.
"I am sorry that we fought. I didn't give you the benefit of the doubt. You are the first of your kind to embrace their humanity, and I refused to believe it possible. And so I tried to kill you, and am ashamed.
"I came for you because I love him." Abella squeezed her eyes shut, the warmth in her chest threatening to overwhelm her. "I wanted to protect you for his sake, but I know now that I should have come for your own. You could have left me behind, I am aware of this. And maybe you saved me for the same reason I tried to save you. For Mike."
"No man left behind," Velvet whispered.
Abella chuckled. "No man or monster, maybe. I doubted you, and I shouldn't have. We are different, but maybe we have more in common than I was willing to acknowledge. If nothing else, we have him in common, and that should have been enough."
The ground behind her rumbled as distant stones settled. Abella waited for the cave to become quiet before continuing.
"And maybe that is my way of saying I see things your way. You shared an experience with him that resulted in something beautiful and lasting. I can't understand what it means to be a mother, to hold a child or egg of my own. It isn't even something I want. But if I were to find myself in your shoes, or legs as it were, I think I would have made the same choice. I wouldn't have considered anyone else's feelings in the matter."
The light was brighter now, and Abella looked back at her feet. Her legs and tail were pinched between two rocks. She shifted her tail around, which caused the troublesome boulders to shift.
With a groan, she pulled herself forward and collapsed on her belly.
"I'm sorry about your egg," she continued. "When we return, I will help you look through the ashes until we find it."
Velvet sighed.
"If you say that this child is different, then I trust you," Abella continued. "Because I know that he will trust you. And if any of the others try to give you problems, they will have to go through me first."
She moved toward a nearby wall and used it to stand. Her knees hurt, but once she was upright, it was easy to stand. The mouth of the cave was nearby, and she limped her way toward it in a crouch to avoid smashing her head on the ceiling.
The sun was coming up and she squinted into its light.
"We need to get back," she said. "The others are waiting for us. He is waiting for you."
The breeze stopped, allowing silence to descend on the cave. Abella half expected to hear the rustle of hairy legs, or even Velvet snoring. She hadn't exactly held up her end of the conversation.
However, the silence that ensued was absolute. Other than the occasional drip of water, nothing could be heard.
"Velvet?" She turned around, the light shining in over her shoulders. The beam was just low enough to illuminate the top of the huddled form in the back of the cave.
Abella crouched down and moved to where Velvet sat. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness and she let out a gasp of surprise.
"Non!" She reached into the gap beneath the rock to pull Velvet free, convinced that she had just stopped breathing. But the rigidity of the Arachne's body indicated that it had been some time since Velvet had passed.
Stunned, Abella sat back on her haunches. How could this have happened? They had just been talking...right? Velvet's lower half was sprawled out, her damaged legs forming a spiral beneath her. She was hunched forward as if asleep, her dog tags clutched in a single hand and tear stains down her cheeks. The blue blood of the Arachne had formed a pool underneath her body, and Abella watched as a drop of it fell from Velvet's free hand and splashed in the puddle below.
It hadn't been water dripping after all.
"Mon Dieu..." she muttered, then backed away and out of the cave.
Velvet was dead. In the light of the rising sun, Abella stumbled until she found somewhere to sit, the world spinning around her. She was no stranger to death, but this felt different. It was like someone had twisted up her insides with a hot knife.
"But how?" she asked. Velvet had been talking to her just minutes ago, right? Looking down at her feet, she realized that she was covered in bloody blue handprints.
It wasn't just that Velvet had died. The Arachne had given the rest of her life to save Abella's.
The heartfire erupted from Abella and she tilted her head back to fire her rage into the sky. Birds in nearby trees took flight and scattered as the hot flame caused nearby snow to melt.
"NO!" Abella bit off the flame and put her face in her hands. Not only had Velvet died, but she had failed to protect her. It had been the one job that Mike had given to her, and she had screwed up.
What would she tell Mike? How could she even face him? She cried out in agony, raking her hands and feet against the ground.
"Leeds!" she screamed. No matter how much she hated herself right now, she hated him a thousand times more.
She walked back into the cave and knelt down in front of Velvet.
"I am supposed to be the strong one," she told the Arachne. "And in my weakest moment, you were my protector. That makes you and your kin clan, and I shall never forget."
Abella took Velvet's hand and pried the dog tags free. Though they weighed next to nothing in her hands, it felt as though she moved the Earth itself just to lift the chain over Velvet's head.
"May the Earth Mother watch over you," she said, her voice wavering. "I will make sure your sister receives these."
Back outside, she spent a few minutes using loose stones to block off the entrance. She didn't want Velvet's rest to be disturbed by scavengers.
Once the entrance was sealed, Abella took a deep breath and spread out her wings. Her right wing was fine, but her left wing was in bad shape. The membrane had been shattered out in several places, but the structural parts were still intact.
It could be much worse, she thought to herself. Maybe Ratu or Zel would have something to patch the holes. If so, she would be able to fly again, which meant that Velvet hadn't just saved her life, but perhaps her very soul.
"Every time I fly, I shall think of you." She turned to face the blocked entrance and bowed her head. "Thank you, Velvet."
Nobody is ever truly gone, Velvet replied, her voice vanishing on the wind.
Blinking in surprise, Abella nodded her head in agreement. Whether she had actually heard the Arachne didn't matter, because she had a promise to keep. With a heavy heart, she turned toward the cabin and wrapped her wings around herself like a cloak, carefully tucking the damaged one inside.
The sunlight glistened off of the dog tags around her neck.

🏠🏠🏠

This was a tough chapter for me to write for so many reasons. I'm afraid that this story, just like real life, doesn't always have events that are either happy or fair. This was not something I casually did, and a lot of thought went into those final moments. I hope they paid off.
If you're still enjoying this tale, make sure to drop me some stars and comments. If you're really mad at me now, that's okay, too. I hope to see you next chapter when Mike confronts Leeds head on. Three more chapters until the end of Part 5 (not the end of the series, I'm working on Part 6 already), so be ready to see things wrap up with a vengance.
Thanks again to all my readers, and I hope you are making some time for yourself. After all, you deserve the best!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! I'm here once again to share this tail of love, loss, and monstergirl sauce!
New reader? Yeah, don't start here. Unless confusion is your kink, cause there are a lot of words between Ch. 01 and here. The good news is that you can jump straight to the first chapter and binge all the way up to here! The bad news is that when you catch up, you can join the anxiety of waiting for my next post.
Returning readers, welcome back! I hope the holiday season is treating you well already, I have been busy as fuck. I've officially reached "carrying my laptop around and writing in my car when I have time" levels of business. Car engineers definitely didn't consider computer screen glare when designing their cars, but you can't plan for everything.
Thanks again to my beta readers for helping me keep my work relatively clean. Special shout outs to the Mikes (there are two of them), Eduardo, and Dannan. They carried me through these last few chapters like those New Yorkers did in Spider-Man 2 with Toby McGuire. And thanks to all of you who remember to vote and keep this story discoverable. I'll keep working hard to impress you.
Don't forget you can follow me for notifications or just check my bio for posting dates. I work real hard to stick to them, but will update if necessary (life happens and all that).
Now on with the show!
A Pruned Branch
The world was quiet, save for the occasional thump of melting snow. Abella trudged along what may have been a trail. She had some sense of where Mike was, but dreaded meeting up with him. The dog tags around her neck were far heavier than anything she had ever carried, and she would often pause and touch them for strength. How would she break the news to him?
She wished she could fly, but that was out of the question. Her wing throbbed painfully as she pushed her way through the deeper drifts and there was no way it would support her weight.
A few of the forest children were scattered through the woods. They were animals and hybrids she was unfamiliar with, but some Nirumbi children came out of hiding to greet her. She was surprised when they hooted to get her attention, but even more so when they took her by the hand and led her away from the trail.
Minutes later, she found herself looking at a small camp of Nirumbi. They were huddled around a couple of fires for warmth. The children led her through the refugee camp to a large makeshift tent made of animal hides.
Abella pushed the flaps aside and walked in. Blankets had been placed on the ground, and each one was occupied by a Nirumbi. Upon closer inspection, she realized that they were all injured.
"Why have you brought me here?" she asked, only to realize that the children were gone.
"Because I told them to." Bigfoot rose from the corner, his eyes tired. The dim light of the tent made him look like a hairy shadow, and he stepped toward her. "I tracked Vee to the mountain, but lost the trail. The mountain imploded sometime last night. This whole area is a mess. The Nirumbi needed my help, so..." He let out a heavy sigh. "Leeds had formed a cult, using the young warriors of the tribe. They slaughtered each other in the caves, and these were the ones who were lucky enough to get away. I told everyone to keep an eye out for anyone from the cabin and to bring them here."
"Where is the owl-woman? Shouldn't she be here?"
"Gone. Leeds had her killed." Bigfoot knelt down to help one of the Nirumbi sip water from a ceramic bowl. "Did you ever catch up to Velvet?"
Abella didn't know what to say. The moment of indecision was not missed by Bigfoot, who stood slowly with his fists at his side.
"Well?" he asked, an edge to his voice that she didn't like.
"I'm so sorry," she whispered, then let go of the dog tags she had unconsciously been holding. They jingled against her chest and then went still. "Leeds destroyed the cave while we were inside. Velvet saved my life, but lost hers in the process."
Bigfoot let out a groan as if struck, then stomped past her and outside of the tent. She followed. The forest children gave him plenty of room as he stormed out of the camp, his breaths accompanied by a growl. Once safely away from the camp, he let out a roar and kicked down a tree.
"NO!" He grabbed onto his hair and pulled, ripping out giant clumps of fur before letting out a howl that scared the birds out of nearby trees. With a strangled cry, he fell to his knees and sobbed.
"I'm sorry, Darren, I'm so sorry." As he wept, Abella moved to his side and put a hand on his shoulder. His fur was surprisingly soft in her hands, and she wrapped her arms around his mighty neck and hugged him.
"I need you to help me get to Mike," she told him. "When he finds out... he's going to need us."
Bigfoot snarled, his body expanding with every breath he took until he was enormous. He cracked his knuckles and let out a growl.
"You point, I'll get us there."
Abella obeyed, and Bigfoot walked to a nearby clump of trees,opening a portal between them. Abella felt the distance between her and Mike shrink considerably and let out a sigh of relief.
Soon, they would be together again.

🏠🏠🏠

The air was so cold that every breath inward felt like daggers, tearing away at Mike's lungs as he ran through the forest. He had been hunting Leeds for a few hours now, the Jersey Devil bouncing around the woods seemingly at random. Leeds would often stop for a bit, which made him think that the demon was meeting with his followers.
The chill of the night had long ago permeated his boots and his coat, but his magic sustained him, warming him from within. With every step he took, he was that much closer to catching Leeds, to ripping the demon apart with his bare hands.
A tiny voice inside fought to gain his attention, but he was so consumed with rage that he ignored it. Behind him, Yuki and Dana struggled to keep up, the kitsune's labored breaths filling the silence of the woods. They had given up trying to speak with him, for he was a man possessed and could not be reached.
His magic had formed a tiny storm around him as he ran, sending ice and snow billowing outward as tendrils of light connected with the trees and animals around. He could sense the forest waking up as it eased his passage and guided him to wherever Leeds had gone next.
In those brief moments of clarity, thoughts of Velvet bubbled to the surface. They were brief, yet intense, and he was fairly certain that frozen tears clung to his cheeks.
He caught movement in his peripheral vision and saw a white stag bound ahead of him and then vanish. It had been doing this for the last hour, and would be waiting up ahead just to watch him. Sure enough, the stag stood on a rock that Mike was forced to go around, but he couldn't help but notice that the beast stared him directly in the eyes.
Succeeding at a hunt doesn't mean you can skin a deer. The voice was faint, but very persistent.
He ignored it and kept running. The stag outpaced him again, and waited for him on top of a fallen tree.
A heart that lends itself so easily to others is easily broken. The stag grunted, sending a cloud of vapor into the air. You've only had one branch pruned, Caretaker. Do you think you're ready to be a spear?
He bared his teeth and hissed. Yelling would only alert Leeds that he was coming, and he didn't want the demon to have any time to prepare. Leeds was always one step ahead of them, and Mike needed every advantage he could get.
Throw not spears in a dark wood, Mike Radley! The stag stepped off of the log and vanished.
"Fuck your metaphors," he spat between breaths in a low tone. He didn't need a lecture, an explanation, or even advice. What he needed was revenge, plain and simple. To hear Leeds beg, to squeeze whatever color blood could be spilled from his body.
The trees rustled around him, and he could see it in his mind. Up ahead there was a clearing where several creatures stood in a circle. At its center was a darkness that felt like poison, a stain on the landscape yearning for removal.
A guttural growl snuck free of his lips, and flickering motes of blue light formed in the air around him. They crackled in the crisp air, shifting colors until they turned red. Now transformed, they flew toward him and disappeared, hidden just below the surface of his skin.
His fingers trembled, but he couldn't tell if it was from anger or the cold. Yuki, in fox form, jumped onto a nearby rock and did a quick turn, her tails twirling widely as she shifted into human form. She opened her mouth to scold him, but he held a finger to his lips.
"Leeds is nearby." He pointed off towards where he sensed the darkness. "There are others. Nirumbi, I assume. Won't be easy."
"And then what? An ambush?" He could hear the anger in her whispering voice. "What the fuck do you think you're doing?"
"Revenge." Dana had caught up to them, her blade still folded up in her right hand. "Don't tell me you can't sense it. Something happened back at the cabin, and now we're out here to fuck up his day, right?"
Mike nodded.
"What happened, Mike?" Yuki crossed her arms. "We have a few seconds. Tell us."
"Velvet's dead." There were no tears to be shed, not right now. The words only served to fuel the fire that raged inside him.
Yuki gasped. "How?" she asked.
"Don't know. Felt her being ripped away in the Dreamscape." He looked over at Dana and was surprised to see that her bloodshot eyes were now brimming with tears. "Dana?"
"What?" She looked at the two of them in puzzlement, then wiped a tear from her face and examined it. "That's weird. It's like I feel it, but I don't."
"We can worry about it later. I'm going in. Anyone with Leeds is fair game." He turned to go, but a wall of snow blocked his departure.
"Not good enough." Yuki hopped over him and stood on the snow pile with her arms out. "You're mad, and that's fine. But you're also being stupid about this."
The red lights briefly appeared, swirling around Yuki like angry bees, but he pulled them back inside his body.
"You don't understand, Yuki. He has to pay." The trees around him groaned in agreement, and he could feel the ground rumble in anticipation. The forest was silent as a tomb, and had been for most of his hunt. The wildlife had recognized that he was the top predator and was doing its best to stay out of his way.
"And he will, but we have a plan. Capture him, yes, but tear him apart? He can't be killed. If you go in there looking for murder, all you are doing is costing us time."
Mike growled. "And so what if I am? Let's tear him apart, devote every day to a unique brand of torture! Drown him, stab him, set him on fire, rip off--"
Sharp icicles appeared in a circle around him, trapping him in the center. Their sharpened points were at neck level, and even the act of turning his head pressed one into the soft flesh beneath his ear.
"We made each other a promise, do you remember?" Her ears twitched as she glared at him. "I would be your weapon, remember? And in return, if you should ever lose yourself like Emily did..."
"You would stop me." He glowered at her through the ice. "But this isn't about learning dark magic or trying to gain power. This is about justice, Yuki!" The swirling lights shifted around him, passing through the ice and melting it.
"Don't." Dana got in between them. "Take it from someone who gets it. You aren't being logical, Mike. Not only are your emotions out of control, but so is your magic."
"Why are you stopping me?" He pushed forward against the nearest icicle, his magic circling the conical shape and turning it to ice crystals. "You both understand how this feels!"
"And that's exactly why we're stopping you." Yuki shook her head. "We came to help you, but you need to do this the right way."
He took a deep breath, focusing on her words. Of all people, Yuki would know best how this had felt. Emily had been the love of her life, and that same woman would abandon her on another world and steal her eye.
The eye. Mike put his hand in his pocket and caressed the glassy orb. The owl had hastened her own death just to hand over a way to contain Leeds. Was he really willing to risk everything just to feed his own desires?
Yes, you are. A band of darkness stole through the forest, seizing both Yuki and Dana around the waist. They both cried out in surprise as they were ripped away from him. Dana dropped her sword, the blade pinging off of a nearby rock. Come for me, Caretaker! Show me how strong you are without your allies!
His magic ignited, destroying his icy prison and scattering the snow around his feet. He paused just long enough to pick up Dana's sword and then sprinted through the woods.
Hesitation had cost him. He had decided to hear out his friends rather than act, and he was about to lose someone else, he could feel it. One by one, the branches would be pruned until all that was left of him was a weapon.
Yes, that's right. Come for me, mortal. Take your revenge.
The red motes were now spreading out into the forest, each one hissing with sinister energy as it disappeared into the woods. His footfalls were so fast that he almost didn't feel the ground. It was almost like flying.
You're worthless, you little pervert. His mother's voice was harsh, grating against his very soul. You only care about them because you can stick your dick in them.
"No!" He screamed in response, desperate to stay focused on Leeds' location.
They represent power. Amir's voice was smug. You fear losing access to the power they provide. And you will fail.
"Not true!" Trees were now bending out of his way, their branches moving up to allow him safe passage. "They're important to me because of who they are, not what they can give!"
You'll make a mistake. Sarah laughed in his mind. It won't be the first time, or the last. So who's gonna die this time?
They were all laughing now, his mind filled with their echoes.
When he burst into the clearing, he saw that in the middle Leeds had constructed an altar out of wood and stone. At its center was an upside down cross, and a group of Nirumbi were frantically trying to strap Yuki onto it. The kitsune was fighting them, but the shadow bands kept grabbing at her hands and feet. Standing above the altar, Leeds was doing a little dance as the Nirumbi worshipping him from below turned to face Mike. There were maybe a hundred of them, each one with a fanatical glint in their eyes.
Behind the altar, a bonfire had been lit. Dana was being dragged toward it, a panicked look on her face.
Your world is going to burn, Mike Radley! The shadow cackled with glee. Your world is going to--
Mike let out a horrifying screech, forcing his magic free of his lips, willing death on his enemies. The banshee's scream was accompanied by a wave of force and light that scattered the Nirumbi lurking nearby and blasted Leeds from his perch. The demon fell backwards into his own bonfire, and the shadows pinning Yuki in place vanished.
"Mike!" She screamed his name, her fur turning white as she grabbed the Nirumbi nearest to her and flash froze him. Spinning around, she used the Nirumbi as a projectile and sent it flying toward Dana's captors. "He's in your head, don't listen to him!"
Clenching his hands, Mike sprinted toward Dana, his own magic forming bands of light that scattered his enemies. His whole body tingled as he casually dodged arrows, clubs, and even rocks that were thrown at him. Some of the Nirumbi, each marked with a bloody handprint, panicked and ran, but his magic grabbed them and pulled them back into the fray.
"Mike, stop!" Yuki's words were lost when he howled again. Those closest to him were blown away, their bodies smashing into trees and rocks. The clearing was already red with blood, and he licked his lips in anticipation.
Dana was wrestling with one of the Nirumbi, so he tossed her the sword. She snatched it out of the air and killed her foe with a bloody thrust.
"LEEDS!" Mike sent his magic into the fire, tearing it apart and scattering ashes to the sky. "I CAN FEEL YOU IN THERE!"
The Jersey Devil burst into the sky, his wings pumping as he tried to get away. Desperate, Mike reached into his pocket and pulled out the orb. Pointing the pupil at the devil, he willed it to work.
Intent. It may not be the first rule of magic, but it was going to be his. "No escape, you shadowy fuck!" Magic crackled along his forearm and sank into the orb before turning into a crimson beam of energy that roped itself around Leeds' legs. The devil, now caught, looked back at Mike in dismay.
He waved the orb toward the ground, causing Leeds to slam into the ice and snow. Satisfied, he swung it from side to side, smashing the Jersey Devil against the trees as he crossed the distance between them. His precognition triggered, and he threw himself backwards to avoid a cluster of arrows that littered the ground around him.
Yuki pincushioned his attackers, then raised clawed hands and created a barrier of ice around the clearing. She collapsed to one knee, panting from the exertion.
"You may have won the battle, Caretaker, but this is a war of attrition!" Leeds tried to crawl, his hands digging in the snow. Mike leapt on his back and fought to roll him over. The crimson light disappeared as the orb fell to the side, forgotten.
"You killed her!" He smashed a fist into Leeds face. The devil brayed like a donkey in pain as red light flashed from Mike's knuckles. "You killed her, you killed her!"
I did, Leeds replied in his mind. And I killed the gargoyle, too!
Mike screamed in the devil's face, his magic shredding the flesh from along his muzzle. Leeds flinched, then tried to kick Mike off of him.
"Not going to happen!" He smashed his fists into Leeds over and over. Leeds retaliated by pushing images of Velvet begging into his mind.
Something popped in Mike's hand, and he could no longer hold his fist shut. Howling in desperation, Mike picked up the owl's eye and used it to bash Leeds' skull in.
After the third hit, his magic flowed into the orb and sent a shockwave through his body. His muscles tensed as images flitted through his mind, thousands of them.
Memories flooded his mind, centuries worth of magical lore, of exploring the limits of enchantment and spell casting. He could see them now, the owl and her sisters, feel the possibilities that had been open to them. They had hunted, they had killed. They had survived on knowledge and power alone, and he craved that for himself.
His magic curled around him, forming into crimson bands of light that hovered over his body like a spider trapping its prey. Panic crossed Leeds' features as those limbs descended and sank into his flesh. Black blood flowed from open wounds that no longer healed. Shadows tried to rip Mike free, but his magic would not allow it.
He could see it now, the intricate process that had put Leeds together. A human soul bonded to demonic flesh, incapable of transformation. That was his weakness, his inability to be anything other than the monster that he was. The magic was like lines of code now, and code was something Mike understood.
It was suddenly simple. He could see the flow of magic, understood what it would take to disrupt it. Leeds was now bared before him as a being before a god, and Mike was ready to pass judgment.
Around him, Yuki and Dana were screaming his name as the magic swirled overhead, forming into a crimson tempest of energy. Chunks of the Jersey Devil were being ripped free and sucked up into the maelstrom. If he wanted to, he could destroy Leeds. Not just his body, but his soul as well. There would be no resurrections, no coming back to taunt him.



Energy flowed through his limbs as he cackled madly, then raised the hand holding the orb to the sky. The energy coalesced around it, forming into a vibrating blade.
My sister was never much of a fighter, and she doesn't attract them.
He hesitated, unsure if the voice was just a memory or something else. The world around him was moving slowly, almost as if reality itself were holding its breath.
More images came. This time, he was seeing the forest from the owl's point of view, watching as she met the Nirumbi for the first time. They had been afraid of her, but she had gained their trust.
A maternal feeling overwhelmed him as more images came. The Nirumbi hunting deer in the woods. Sitting around the owl as she told them stories. Letting her play with their children.
She spoke to the mystical creatures of the woods, pleaded with them to band together and find someplace safe, somewhere away from humans. He watched as many of them died, from forest fires, deforestation, and even men in white coats with swords. So many painful memories surfaced, and the pain filled him up until he threatened to burst.
And then it would shift. Long walks with Nirumbi elders, speaking about philosophy to a giant bear that walked on stilted legs, flying through the sky with an emerald serpent. There were peaceful times amidst the chaos, and almost none of them involved power or magic of any kind. She had formed bonds with the others, bonds that had eventually cost her life.
His own face appeared. There was an upswell of hope that was almost scary to experience, and then she was speaking to him with her clacking beak. The world was still now, save for the sound of his own heart beating deep within.
"You should know that magic like yours can be quite powerful, but only if it can be controlled. Be warned that it has a life of its own, very much like a roaring fire. If you aren't careful, it will consume you."
The words resonated with him, and he contemplated the blade of magic in his right hand. He could drive it into Leeds right now, sever the bond between spirit and body and banish him from the world.
There's always a cost. They were his own words now, and they gave him pause. For the first time in hours, he truly saw the brutality of the magic he had summoned. It had indeed become a wildfire, one that threatened to escape him. If he destroyed Leeds, it wasn't just on a physical level, but a spiritual one. Immortality required a high price to achieve, but what was the cost of destroying a soul?
There were suddenly too many questions, and he could feel the pressure building in his head. He had summoned this magic, and it demanded an outlet, craved the change that would come once it was released.
I am not just a structure in the forest. The stag was watching him from the edge of the clearing, its dark eyes brimming with power. I am also the ground beneath your feet, and the trees around you.
Mike screamed, desperately trying to regain control of his hand. The blade was swinging down in slow motion, aimed for the center of Leeds's chest. The magic had been born of rage, and it hungered for the demon's blood.
Your true power isn't something that grows from within. The stag walked toward the trees, immune to the slowing of time. It flicked its tail once and then looked back at him. It is also your connection with me and with others.
"Aagh!" Fiery pain lanced through his shoulder as he tried to force the blade to stop. Leeds' eyes had widened in terror as the blade moved closer to the demon, now, less than a foot away.
When last we spoke, you did not carry such an earthen aura. He saw himself through the owl-woman's eyes once more, but now he saw the magical aura that surrounded him. It was a cloud of colors that sank deep into the ground and spread out like tree roots. It is very much like the fae, but also the magic of the forest.
The fae. The forest. His mind flashed to Titania, then back to the incident in the clearing with Abella. The Queen of the Fae was triggering a memory of his own.
This little shit stain wants to be king of the forest. Besides fucking up the flow of my woods, he is also the reason you cannot get home. He couldn't tell if he was remembering the cabin's words or hearing them live in his head. Your compassion and kindness have brought you some very powerful allies.
Allies. From the corner of his eye, he saw Yuki summoning a barrage of ice and skewering the Nirumbi. Dana was frozen mid-kick, sending another one of their warriors across the clearing.
Someone must care for the forest children. He was the owl-woman now, holding out her eye to Mike. He could see the concern in his own face, the lines of despair that were already forming. This was the Mike he had been, the one who didn't know that he would never see Velvet alive again.
Yuki took the eye from the owl-woman's hands, and then Bigfoot leaned in, his body smelling of cloves. Below him, the steady humming of the forest was beating in time with his own heart as the owl-woman's final memory came to a close.
Now sleep and be one with the woods, Bigfoot told her as everything went dark.
The blade was inches away, and Mike's eyes locked on his hand. He had become so lost in his rage that he had forgotten who he was, what he was meant to be. His magic had been summoned in a fit of rage, and he could now feel it simmering beneath his skin, spreading through his body like a poison.
Driving that blade into Leeds would kill him, but it would change Mike forever. Over the last nine months, his actions had not only shaped his magic, but had changed him. Acts of love, lust, and kindness had changed him for the better. Would participating in this act of rage do the same?
He tried to withdraw the magic, but it burned deep inside him, like inhaling hot smoke. Time was going back to normal, and the next few moments of his life would change everything. He had come into this fight with the attitude that nothing else mattered, but he knew now that it wasn't true. No matter what was going on in his life, there were still plenty of people who mattered to him.
And right now, they needed him to come back alive.
"No," he muttered through gritted teeth, feeling his magic try to feed his rage back into him. It was trying to establish a feedback loop and he fought back. The anger needed to go somewhere else, but where?
The magic couldn't be stopped, the spell had already begun. He thought back to sitting at the table with Dana, wondering if magic was like energy. The sparks had sunk into the wood of the table and vanished. He couldn't let it back into his own body, nor could he use it to kill Leeds. It would have to go somewhere else, but where could he put it without causing destruction?
Be one with the woods. It wasn't Bigfoot's voice he heard, but the owl-woman. He could almost feel her gaze on him, see those intense eyes peering through his very soul.
Screaming in fury, he stopped fighting the magic and fought to adjust his aim. The blade twisted and missed Leeds' chest, piercing the demon's wing and sinking deep into the ground. Blue and red flames ate away at the membrane of the wing, searing the flesh as Leeds howled in agony.
Crimson bands of light swirled around the two of them as Mike forced his mind into the ground, seeking out every strand of life he could find. He could feel the land beneath him, his magic touching every tree, bush and animal. Their minds were briefly part of him, and he was them, and then he was everywhere. For a split second, he and the land were one, and it felt like his head would explode from the pressure.
He channeled his anger, grief, and rage into the spell, willing it to depart from him, to feed the land and make it grow. In that moment, he felt how everything was connected, saw how he could turn tragedy and death into beauty and life.
"Velvet." He whispered her name like a prayer, letting her go.
The swirling maelstrom of magic channeled itself through his elbow and down into the bowels of the Earth itself, spreading far and wide. His rage was sucked along with it as the magic spread out like a blanket and warmed the tired soil beneath. Stubborn foliage pushed its way through the snow, and the trees shook off their snow and held their branches high in pride.
There was a loud snap, and pain flared up Mike's arm as the last of the magic passed through it. Gasping in agony, he was unable to stop Leeds from kicking him hard in the chest, which sent him sprawling across the snow.
"Fool!" Leeds leapt to his feet and laughed. "You were so close, closer than anyone's ever gotten!" He flapped his wings and jumped into the air, only to tumble about before coming to rest in the low branches of a tree. Puzzled, the Jersey Devil extended the wing Mike had pierced to reveal a large hole.
"Looks like your flying days are over," Mike told him between gritted teeth.
"This? This will heal." Leeds summoned the shadows around him. "But your friends? They will be dead fore--"
The tree swung one of its upper branches into Leeds, cracking him in the back of the skull and knocking him down to the ground. He landed with a thud, then cried out in pain when flowers burst out of the snow and wrapped around his neck.
What few Nirumbi were left frozen as the trees around them came to life. Tree roots ripped free from beneath the snow and grabbed Leeds by the ankles to drag him away. He let out a cry of terror as the beasts of the woods descended on him, scratching and biting as he passed. The roots passed him from trunk to trunk as nearby bushes scoured his flesh with thorns and sharp branches.
Mike stood, wincing as he tucked his arm into his belly. Nearby trees smashed the altar as he followed after Leeds.
"What happened?" Dana sniffed the air, then looked at him. "It's your magic, I can smell it everywhere."
"I woke up the forest," he told them as he followed Leeds' cries. "It might not be alive in a way we can understand it, but it knows a shitstain when it sees one."
The trees were unable to move Leeds quickly, but between his damaged wing and the consecutive animal attacks, he was unable to escape. Occasionally a portal would open between the trees and the devil would be tossed through and carried away. Mike was surprised at first when the portals remained open for him and the others, but the trees that touched him conveyed feelings of mutual grief and respect. When he touched their branches, it felt like greeting an old friend.
A song played in his mind, one that only he could hear. The forest shared more memories with him, memories of Darren and his daughters as they played in the woods. There was an older Arachne who looked startlingly like Eulalie, and he caught brief glimpses of their lives in no particular order. The girls as children, chasing their mother through the trees. Darren trying to give Eulalie a piggy back ride. Velvet trying to sneak up on Bigfoot while he was reading a Harlequin romance novel with Fabio on the cover. They had been the keepers of this land for decades, and the forest had not forgotten.
The forest would never forget.
Leeds shouted in agony. Wolves had emerged from the woods to tear chunks out of him as he went past. Mike had worried that he might end up dying, but the animals seemed to know and understand the limit of what the demon could survive. The land was pissed, and it was letting him know.
"Mike, you're bleeding."
"Huh?" He held up his injured arm and winced. The owl's orb had shattered in his hand, the shards of glass slicing up his flesh. His arm was numb from the bicep down, which probably wasn't a good sign.
"Gods." Yuki reached into her coat and pulled out a piece of fabric. "Your hand is a mess."
"We can deal with that later." He nodded toward Leeds, who was being pulled up a stream. "I need to see this through."
"Mike, what happened back there, I..." Yuki grabbed his good hand and squeezed it. "I thought we were going to lose you. Your eyes, they were--"
"Don't." He leaned onto her and was surprised at how warm she felt. "I don't want to talk about it. I know how close I came. And you would have been right to stop me. You need to hear me say that."
She nodded, and he suddenly felt so tired. Dana got on his other side and they helped him through the woods as they neared the boundary. They had come down in elevation, enough that the snow was actually gone from several places, and the forest was making sure to drag Leeds through all the muddy parts.
They were at the boundary when a roar came through the forest. It was a howl of pain, and Mike saw a portal between the trees. Bigfoot stepped through it, his features borderline feral. Behind him was Abella, her eyes widening at the sight of Mike.
His eyes flicked to the dogtags on her chest.
"LEEDS!" Bigfoot stomped over toward the devil, his huge body making the ground tremble. He swatted away the branches as they tried to form a barrier, then roared to chase away the animals. Relief shined in the devil's eyes as Bigfoot raised a giant fist to strike him.
"What do you think you're doing, you damned yeti?" Mike wasn't even sure why he said those particular words, but they caused Bigfoot to spin around, anger in his eyes.
"He killed Vee! He killed my fluffy girl!" He grabbed Leeds by the ankle and picked him up, ripping the roots that held him down. "He has to pay!"
"And he will. But right now, stomping his ugly ass is what he wants." Mike approached Bigfoot and stared into the sasquatch's eyes. "He wants you to take a piece out of him. Don't give him what he wants."
Bigfoot huffed for a couple of seconds, then roared in Mike's face, spraying him with spit. "You don't understand, he--"
"I know." He put his good hand on Bigfoot's arm and squeezed. "This piece of shit owes you a pound of flesh. But you have to understand, he's banking on it. He's been playing us since we got here, and your only response so far is to go storming off in a rage. If you do that here, if you crush his skull just to feel a little bit better, she will have died for nothing."
Bigfoot hesitated, his hot breath filling the air with vapor. His fur was ruffled like a cornered animal's, and his lips kept pulling back to reveal his teeth.
"There are better ways to make him pay." Mike stared at Leeds. "I have a whole house full of people who would love to sit down and discuss how to punish him. You and Eulalie will be part of that discussion, she deserves a say as well. But right now I need you to stand down."
"Pathetic." Leeds spat on the ground as he dangled upside down, his tail whipping uselessly against Bigfoot's chest. "It's because you don't have the guts to kill me. Go ahead, yeti. Break the barrier first and then crush me, snap my neck, torture me until I beg for death! You've gotten soft, listening to filthy fucking humans!"
Bigfoot looked at Leeds, then Mike. Doubt, grief and anger all played about behind his furry visage before he let out a pained groan as if injured. With a grunt, he threw Leeds through the air. The Jersey Devil's body passed through the red barrier at the edge of the property. With a quiet pop, the spell dissipated, and Leeds bounced off a tree and fell to the ground.
"You're the big hero now, aren't you, Caretaker?" Leeds chuckled and stood. "Gonna run home to your family and try to save them. Don't look so surprised, I can hear your thoughts, I know all about the angel, the horsemen. I'm willing to bet that--"
"Shut this fucker up," Mike snapped, and a massive pine outside of the boundary bent itself over and smashed Leeds into the ground with a pair of long branches. The demon was flattened beneath heavy boughs, then roots ripped free of the earth to wrap him up tight into a bundle.
"How?" Leeds asked, his fiery coal eyes blazing. "These trees aren't part of your land!"
Mike approached Leeds, then crouched down and smirked. "The forest doesn't belong to anyone," he told the Jersey Devil. "The land doesn't belong to me, either. I had the choice to destroy you and we both know it. I think maybe you even welcomed it, you poor, tormented soul. But that's not who I am." He stood and walked over to the nearest tree, then placed his hand on it. "And it isn't who I plan to become. All I did was let the land know how I felt about you. And it agreed."
He felt a presence over his shoulder, then turned and saw the stag watching him from between the trees.
"I know you said you would keep him out," he told the beast. "But would you consider letting him back in? I need somewhere to keep him for a little bit."
"Who are you talking to?" Bigfoot asked, craning his neck to look around.
Mike shrugged. "I'm not entirely sure, to be honest," he replied.
The stag bowed its head, and the trees outside the boundary passed Leeds back over. Animals appeared from the trees and bit into Leeds' flesh, then dragged him through the woods.
"The forest is going to hold him for us." He put a hand on Bigfoot's forearm. "Follow him and figure out where that is, make sure he can't escape. Meet us at the cabin after, so we can plan our next steps."
The sasquatch deflated, his eyes brimming with tears. "You speak for the forest," he muttered beneath his breath. "You're just full of surprises." He wandered off with Leeds, his shoulders drooping. It was clear that the sasquatch had mixed feelings, but even clearer to Mike that this was the correct choice. Allowing Leeds to wander off again would just create a problem in the future that he might not have a solution for.
Even worse, someone else could die because of it. He winced, feeling the pain of Velvet's death anew. Though his anger was gone, his sorrow had been planted deep.
"Abella." He walked over to the gargoyle and put his hands on her shoulders. "Are you okay?"
She looked at him for several moments, then shrugged. "I've had better days," she told him.
With a sigh, he touched the dog tags around her neck. The soft jingle reminded him of Velvet, her head tilted to one side with a smile on her face.
"Here." Abella started to lift the tags off her neck, but he stopped her.
"Hold onto them for me," he said. "I'm about to be neck deep in shit soon, and I know you'll take care of them."
She looked away from him, her tail thumping on the ground. "I can barely take care of myself, much less anyone else." Her voice was harsh and laced with venom.
"You are nothing short of amazing," he said, then placed his forehead against hers, his voice wavering. "I'm broken inside, and it feels like the world is spinning, but if I had lost you too, I want you to know it would have killed me."
Firm hands gripped his back as she held him close.
"She lost her life saving me," she whispered. "How can I live with that?"
He tried to answer her, but the spinning sensation intensified. He mumbled something, the words dripping from his mouth like molasses as he lost consciousness.

🏠🏠🏠

It would have taken them far longer to return to the cabin if not for the fact that the forest seemed to sense their urgency to return. Abella cradled Mike's unconscious form as they were led by deer through a series of glittering portals that returned them to the cabin.
Smoke rose from the chimney, and Quetzalli burst out of the front door, her cheeks and eyes red from crying.
"You left me here!" she shouted, then paused when she saw Mike. "Is he okay?"
"Exhausted," Dana replied, then took Quetzalli by the hand. "Sorry we ran off, it was everything we could do to even keep up with him."
Yuki put her hand on Quetzalli's shoulder. "We need to get him inside, he's freezing."
"Yeah, okay." She walked back toward the cabin and opened the door. Emery shot out through the gap and hovered overhead.



"Big sister!" he cried, then zoomed down to hover in front of her face. "You've been injured!"
"I'll be fine," she replied, a little surprised that the imp could tell she had been hurt.
"Where is Miss Velvet?" he asked. "Did you catch up to her?"
"She didn't make it."
The little imp let out a pained cry and simply fell out of the sky, clutching his chest and landing on the ground with his wings outstretched. Dana picked him up and held him to her chest as they went into the cabin.
Despite the warmth of the fire, the space felt lonely, as if the building itself knew that something had changed. Abella took Mike to his room and placed him on the bed. Yuki helped cover him up with blankets as Quetzalli pulled his shoes off.
"What happened to his arm?" Quetzalli asked, staring at the purple mass.
"I'm not sure." They had walked back in silence, so she hadn't bothered asking. However, Abella had noticed that everything from his right elbow down to his fingers had turned a mottled purple color, like one giant bruise.
"He channeled a massive spell through it," Yuki replied softly. "Essentially used living tissue as a magic wand. His fingers are all cut up, we may need to stitch the wounds."
"On it." Dana walked in carrying the suture kit Eulalie had made for her last year.
Mike groaned in his sleep as Dana and Yuki started working on his arm. The kitsune was fairly certain that there were broken bones, and Dana stitched up the worst wounds on his hands, licking her fingers off when she was done. Yuki created some ice compresses to help mitigate swelling in his arms, then used a tarot card and a kitchen knife to fashion him a makeshift brace.
Abella watched them in silence. When they were done, they tucked him in. Yuki transformed into a fox and took her place at the foot of the bed. Dana and Quetzalli left, leaving Abella to watch over him.
Almost an hour passed before she took off the dog tags and set them on the bedside table. Trying to move silently, she walked out of the room and shut the door behind her.
Emery sat on the kitchen table across from Dana, the little imp was staring forlornly at nothing. Quetzalli was scrounging up food for a proper meal, which consisted solely of soup cans that hadn't gotten consumed earlier.
Despite Abella's phenomenal hearing, the house was eerily quiet.
Unable to do anything of use, she went outside. The air was crisp, and the forest around the cabin was actively shaking off snow. It was surreal to see trees moving their own branches, and the animals of the forest seemed to pay their movement no attention.
Abella walked over to the remains of the barn. The fire had burned hot, and there wasn't much of anything to go through. Still, she picked her way through the scorched timbers until she found the melted remains of the jeep.
"Merde," she muttered, then spent several minutes clearing debris off the top of it. Once the cabin was revealed, she dug her talons into the dashboard and ripped it away to reveal the contents of the glovebox. Inside there were chunks of melted plastic and what looked like melted wax from a box of crayons. She dug through the mess, grumbling to herself as she paused every couple of minutes to wipe her fingers off on a nearby piece of metal.
"Big sister?"
Abella turned around and saw Emery sitting on the burnt remains of a stud. He was hugging his knees to his chest.
"Hey." She wiped her fingers off again, then turned to face the little imp. "How are you feeling?"
"Miserable." He hunched forward, looking almost like he would disappear into his wings. "It feels like there's a pressure inside my body, like I'm going to explode if I can't let it out. I don't know what to do with myself."
"That is called grief." She moved closer to him and crouched so that they were eye level. "Have you never experienced it before?"
He shrugged. "I don't think so," he informed her. "When I was created, my job was to take care of this place and any who were welcome here. I'm an elemental, I'm only happy when I'm doing my job. It's really the only thing I've ever known for sure. I learned about sadness when Darren and Ana died, but it never felt anything like this."
She nodded, then touched his foot with a finger. "You have lived more in the last few decades than you have in all the rest of your life, haven't you?"
He pondered this for a moment, his eyes widening at the revelation.
"It is something I have come to realize myself," she added. "Creatures like us can live for centuries, not realizing the joy and warmth that can come from a loving home. Darren and Ana, they got a chance to live full lives here. I think maybe you understand that an entire lifetime was stolen from Velvet, a life that should have been full of laughter and happiness. Now that we know how much joy can be crammed into such a short time, we recognize the true tragedy of a life cut short. My own heart feels broken, and I was not as close to her as you were."
The imp let out a sigh, then shook out his wings.
"I feel like I can't fly anymore," he told her. "I feel too heavy now. Like I'm carrying a giant weight in my chest."
She patted him on the head. "It may take some time, but you will know the joy of the sky once again."
"But is that okay?" He tilted his head to one side, considering her words. "I feel guilty wanting to feel better. It feels so wrong."
"Wanting to feel better doesn't betray those we have lost. After all, our time here is still limited." She looked up at the sun, squinting into its harsh rays. Knowing now that it was a sight that she might not have seen if not for Velvet, she closed her eyes and cherished the warmth. "No matter how long you think you have, death has a way of sneaking up on you."
"My kind doesn't have souls," he told her. "When I die, I just become rocks and sand once again."
"Perhaps that is true," she told him. "But I am starting to learn that nothing is as simple as we believe it to be."
"You are hurt." He cleared his throat and stood. "I can tell by the way you hold your wing. I almost lost a wing myself, one time. Velvet..." Emery choked on her name. "She got into an argument with her mom and slammed the front door as I was coming in."
Abella winced. "I am indeed damaged," she told him. What she didn't tell him was that she was afraid to look closer at the damage. She was still in shock from discovering Velvet's body, and may have lied to herself about how bad her wing actually was.
"I may be able to help," he told her, standing to his full height.
"I'm not sure you can." She smiled at him. "But thank you for offering."
"You misunderstand." He stomped his foot in indignation. "I am an earth elemental. In the same way that they are stitching together the master's wounds, I may be able to assist you with yours."
"You can do that?" she asked, incredulous.
Emery nodded. "I can. It would give me something to do," he told her with confidence. "I could use something to do right now."
Shrugging, she unfurled her wings. The look of shock on Emery's face when he saw what was left of her damaged wing almost made her walk away, but he demanded that she hold still while he inspected her joints. The little imp's wings fluttered as he checked her body, pausing every now and then to mutter under his breath.
"The structure is good," he declared after landing on her shoulder. "The joint here is the most important, and it remains undamaged." He kicked at the base of her wing where it met her shoulder blade for emphasis. "These holes that you have will not close on their own. They are too ragged, and the wound will become like a human scar. Useless for flying."
"So you can't help me."
"I never said that." He leapt off her shoulder and flew toward the house. When he was about twenty feet away, he turned around. "Come, I have just the thing."
Figuring she had nothing to lose, she followed him. He took her back inside the cabin, where Quetzalli greeted them with a ladle in her hand. The cabin was still quiet, but felt less like a tomb.
"Can you keep a secret?' he asked.
Abella nodded.
Emery looked over her shoulder. She turned around and saw that Quetzalli was busy in the kitchen while Dana sat on the couch with a pair of earbuds in. The imp held a finger to his lips and led her beneath the stairs and into a small storage area.
"Down here," he whispered, then put his hands on the wall. Green light surrounded his fingers and a section of wood paneling slid to one side. Inside, she could see light glittering off of a stash of silver coins.
"I don't understand," she said as he pulled several out and handed them over to her. "What are we doing?"
"We need this," he informed her. "You need to have silver for powerful earth magic. It's why my kind love it so much, it's a powerful catalyst. Same applies to dragons, especially of the earth variety. With enough of it, I can help you fix your wing."
"You really think so?" She looked at the coins in her hand, afraid to let herself hope.
"I know so," he stated matter-of-factly. "My leg got broken off once by a hunter who shot me. I used a silver dollar from the late eighteen hundreds, and...oh no!"
Emery's wings flapped frantically as he dug deeper into his stash. The little imp was making choking sounds as he tossed coins onto the ground. Abella picked one up and saw that the silver on it was tarnished badly. The profile on the coin was almost nonexistent, as if it had been rubbed away.
"What's wrong?" she asked, but he threw a few more coins out. These ones weren't just tarnished, but looked as if acid had etched away their features, leaving behind dark pits.
"It's all gone bad!" he declared, then crawled into the hole and grunted. When he scooted back out, he threw a blackened stone on the ground. Abella picked it up and recognized it immediately. She had pulled it out of the head of the serpent from the lake.
"Silver tarnishes, but it doesn't go bad," she said, then held the stone up to the light. It felt like weeks ago that she had pulled it from the serpent's head. She could have sworn that the stone had been a ruby.
"Something happened, it's..." Emery went quiet, his gaze locked on something in the hole. "Oh. Oh my."
Curious what had his attention, Abella flattened her body to the floor to see what he was looking at. The inside panel of the wall went further back than she realized, revealing the size of Emery's secret stash. The coins inside looked as if the silver had been stripped away from them, and she could see where it had gone.
In the middle of the stash, as if sitting in a nest, was a metallic blue egg with silver swirls running along its outside edges.
"Where did you find this?" she asked.
Emery folded his hands between his legs and sat down. "After you destroyed the others," he whispered. "I was there when Velvet was laying them, in case she needed help. Sometimes her mom needed help. She hid this one in the glove box, and I snuck it out when Dana started working on the car."
"I see." She reached toward the egg, but Emery blocked her hand.
"Please." He shook his head fervently. "Don't break it. I was only going to grab enough coins to help you, you weren't supposed to see it. It's all that I have left of her, I--"
"Emery." She touched him calmly on the head, her eyes on the egg. It looked vastly different from the clutch she had shattered. "I owe Velvet my life. The least I can do is ensure that her legacy lives on."
He bit his lip, then let out a sigh and stepped aside.
Abella reached into the stash and picked the egg up and held it gently in both hands. Pain blossomed in her chest as she held the egg against her chest and mourned once more for the dead.

🏠🏠🏠

Mike sat on the shore of the Dreamscape, his eyes out on the horizon. Spectral arms clutched him from behind as Tink sat on his lap. He had wrapped his arms around the goblin and was using her as a head rest while Cecilia hugged him tight.
The others sat on the beach with him, but nobody spoke. A gloom had settled over the island, one that pressed down so hard that it threatened to squeeze out any remaining joy. The technicolors were all gray now, and moved about sluggishly where the ocean gripped the sand.
His right arm was smoky. The few times he had contemplated it, it kept blurring itself out as if being censored on a show.
Dark shadows watched him with angry eyes from beneath the waves. He wasn't entirely certain what they were, but he could feel their anger whenever they breached the surface and hissed. Were they a manifestation of his wrath? Or perhaps something far more sinister that had been waiting to catch him if he fell from grace?
"That's a good way to think of them."
The voice startled him, and he looked over his shoulder to see the woman from the cabin standing a few yards away. She was barefoot in the sand, but he noticed that she wasn't leaving any footprints.
"What are you doing here?" he asked.
"Mourning, like you." She smiled sadly and he noticed that she was wearing black. Her hair flowed behind her, blowing by a non-existent breeze. "The forest grieves for its fallen child."
"So you're the forest."
"Nope." She winked. "It's far more complicated than that."
"Dare I ask?"
"You really shouldn't." She squinted at the creatures below the water. "If you hadn't heeded my advice when you did, you would probably be dead. Or worse, with them."
"What are they?"
"Trouble." She summoned a bow from the air and pulled back on its string. A golden arrow appeared moments before she fired. It streaked through the air and pierced one of the creatures the moment it surfaced. It let out a screech of pain, causing the water around it to turn black and then freeze. "There isn't a word for them. They're scavengers, hovering at the boundaries of reality while patiently waiting for their next meal. Most of the time they feed on fear, sustaining themselves on sheer terror alone. But you? You're not just a meal, not anymore. You may be a means for them to cross over into this realm, which is something you must never allow to happen."
He frowned. "That sounds very much like the kind of warning you gave me earlier. Did you know that Velvet was going to die?" He tried to muster some anger to go along with his words, but he had given it all to the forest.
"I didn't, but I've been part of the game for a very long time, Caretaker. There are certain patterns that repeat themselves, and all I did was warn you about a potential threat." She nocked another arrow and let it fly, piercing another creature. When this one shrieked, the water exploded and sent a geyser of steam into the air.
"Is that even hurting them?" he asked.
"It breaks their connection, albeit temporarily. They shouldn't even be here, but your misery has allowed them in. As long as you don't hand yourself over to them, they can't hurt you. They are a natural consequence of becoming a bigger player in the game."
"I don't want to play the game," he said, then lowered his gaze. "Not if it means losing people I love."
"We're always playing someone's game, Caretaker." She dismissed the bow and sat down next to him. "Order and chaos. Life or death. Some games can't ever be won, you're simply playing until you lose."
"Sounds grim." He sighed, squeezing Tink so tight that she let out a squeak. "I know that you can't tell me your name, but what do I call you, anyway? Cabin? Forest? Autumn? Meadow?"
When she didn't respond, he turned to see that she had vanished.
"Figures," he muttered. Out in the water, he saw something briefly surface and then disappear. It was roughly between the two creatures that had been shot, a black mass that moved toward the shore.
Suddenly worried, Mike stood up as the black creature rode a sudden wave up onto the shore and then crawled its way through the surf until it stood on its back legs. it regarded him from beneath a thick layer of seaweed before yanking it off.
"Kisa?" He turned around and saw that Kisa still stood behind him on the beach. There were two of them.
"That was way harder than I thought it would be," she said, then coughed up a bunch of water. "I feel so loopy, it's from all that swimming."
"What are you doing here?" he moved toward the water and then hesitated. Was this a trap of some kind?
"Being a messenger girl, apparently." She tilted her head to one side and smacked it. Water splooshed free of her ears, followed by a small fish. "You've got to be fucking kidding me," she mumbled. "This place is weirder than I thought."
Mike remained silent, waiting for an answer.
"Things have gone from bad to worse," Kisa explained. "Lily knocked me out with her venom and is doing some sort of trick to try and bridge the gap between us because I need to talk to you. No questions until the end, I don't know how long I'll be in here."
She then told him all about how an ancient priestess had taken over Murray's body, and that the horsemen were back and hitching a ride to Earth. As heartbreaking as his own situation was, the one at the house had become dire.
Once Kisa finished, she let out her breath in a rush. "We need you to figure out how to help us. It's just Beth and I, and we're out of food and water. Beth thinks she can cause a diversion using the Grimoire, but it's risky."
Mike groaned and then flopped over on the sand. He was exhausted, both physically and spiritually, but the house needed him. Even here, in the Dreamscape, he could feel the dull ache in his shattered arm. He needed a plan, and he needed it yesterday. The stress of the situation had him staring blankly at the sky as his mind struggled to function.
"Oh, and one more thing." Kisa knelt down and pinched Mike's nipple through his shirt, giving it a twist.
"Ouch, what the hell?" He rubbed at it with his left hand, wincing.
"That's from Lily. She says to tell you that--" Kisa's mouth kept moving, but it was like someone had muted her. She scrunched up her face in concentration, then tried to speak again and failed. Mike was fairly certain she was trying to tell him to quit being a little bitch and come help them.
"Tell the others I'm on my way," he said. "The barrier is down, so I'll be there soon."
Kisa nodded, relief spreading across her face in a wave that turned into a smile. She blew him a kiss and then evaporated into smoke that drifted away into the Dreamscape.
He opened his eyes and sat up in bed. Yuki lifted her head and yawned, revealing all of her teeth.
"We need to go home," he said, then turned to slide out of bed. The splint on his arm caught the blankets, sending a painful twinge up his shoulder.
Yuki transformed, her hands on her hips. "Hold it right there. The last time you tried to bolt, you almost tore yourself apart with magic."
Mike knelt down, looking for his shoes. "This is different. Things at the house have gotten worse. If we don't figure out how to stop them, it might be the end of the world."
"Shit." Yuki reached under the bed and pulled his shoes out. She coaxed him back onto the bed and then helped him tie the laces while he told her what Kisa had said. As he spoke, he saw Velvet's dog tags sitting on the nightstand. Doing his best to maintain his composure, he stuck them in his pocket.
Minutes later, they were outside the bedroom. Quetzalli was ready with a bowl of hot soup that she had been keeping warm on the stove while Dana stood at the window, her gaze locked on something he couldn't see.
"Where's Abella?" he asked. "We need to head home."
"She's been outside with Emery," Dana replied. "He thinks he can fix her wing, but they need plenty of room to do it."
Yuki explained the severity of the situation as Mike devoured the soup Quetzalli had made. Abella appeared a few minutes later, her wings wrapped tight around her body as Mike got his things together.



"Has Bigfoot checked in?" he asked.
"No." Abella replied. "But I can explain to him what is happening when he returns."
"You aren't coming with us?"
She shook her head sadly. "What Emery has promised me will take many days. I do not move quickly, and will not be able to fight for you. Not this time."
"Besides that, we have a problem. Even with the barrier down, we've somehow managed to end up with no way to contact the others to have the rats chew us a portal." Dana pulled out her broken cellphone. "I could call Eulalie if we get our hands on a new phone, but that means heading into town. Then we'll have to find a phone place, and then hope she answers calls from unlisted numbers. Find somewhere good for the rats to chew a portal...shit, can they even do that if Reggie is trapped? Don't they need his permission?"
Quetzalli sighed and sat down at the table. "If you are planning on running off again, then I will just slow you down as well. This body is far too jiggly to run for long, and I hate all the sweat that comes along with it. Time is of the essence, and this is a wise decision."
Mike looked at Abella, and then Quetzalli. "Thank you for coming here with me," he told them. "The selfish part of me wishes you could come with us, but there are important things to do here as well. As for getting home, we'll figure something out, but it won't be by standing around here."
It was agreed that Quetzalli and Abella would assist Bigfoot in keeping Leeds locked away until he could return. Dana and Yuki got their stuff together and were waiting for him outside as he told the others goodbye. Emery seemed particularly choked up at his departure, but he promised the imp he would return.
When he hugged Abella, she surprised him with a small envelope. It was sealed shut and had Eulalie's name written on the outside.
"This is for her," she told him. "It's about her sister. Once I knew that I wouldn't be coming with you, I needed a way to get Eulalie a message. These are words that cannot wait for my return."
He put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. "It must have been hard to write," he said.
She nodded. "It was. Now go. I have plenty to protect here without worrying about you." She wrapped an arm around his waist and pulled him in for a hard kiss, then hugged him hard enough that his back popped.
"Come back to me," she whispered. "Or I will make you regret it."
"I have no doubt," he replied with a smile.
Once outside, they ran toward the nearest clump of trees and came to a stop as Mike put his hand on the nearest one.
We need to go home, he thought toward the forest. Will you help me?
A portal appeared off to their left. He pulled the straps on his bag tight and they ran through it together. Animals on the other side led them through the woods for half an hour until they approached the next portal. The miles became easier as the snow disappeared, and Dana carried Yuki in her arms as they ran. Even in fox form, the kitsune had finally hit the wall for physical exhaustion and needed some help.
Several portals later, he stood on the edge of his property. He could feel the land beneath his feet, vibrating with energy and magic as he stepped off of it. They took a break while he drank some water and ate another can of soup. His arm throbbed with pain, but he did his best to ignore it.
"So where to from here?" Dana asked.
"I suppose we could hitch a ride to the nearest airport," he replied. "Maybe charter something private, I don't know." He looked back at the boundary and wiped some tears from his eyes. Only a few days ago, he had walked into that place a completely different person. In such a brief span of time, he had loved, lost, and walked the boundary of death itself. It had been a crucible of sorts, and he could only hope that he had come out strong enough for the trials yet ahead.
An owl hooted from a nearby tree. He turned his attention upward and was surprised to see a familiar face up in the branches. The spectral owl clicked her beak at him several times, and then Bigfoot emerged from the shadows beneath.
"The forest told me you were leaving." Bigfoot spoke softly as he approached Mike. "I would not see you leave without saying goodbye."
Mike nodded. "I would have waited for you, but the situation at home has taken a turn for the worse."
"You're a busy man, Caretaker." Bigfoot put his hand on Mike's shoulder. "Tell Eulalie that I'm sorry."
"The blame falls squarely on Leeds," Mike replied, his hand slipping into his pocket to squeeze the dog tags reassuringly. "His actions are not your failures."
Bigfoot licked his lips and nodded. "Then if nothing else, tell her that I'm sorry I could not be the one to tell her about her sister. The forest has done its best to imprison Leeds, but he still has allies among the forest children. I would not see him escape."
"Nor would I. Abella and Quetzalli have agreed to help, they're back at the cabin. When I'm done fixing things at home, I'll have the rats open a portal and come right back to help you figure out what to do with him." Mike narrowed his eyes. "I promise you that the punishment will be fitting."
"I would like that." Bigfoot stepped toward Dana and pulled her in for a big hug. "Make sure you get that to Eulalie," he told her.
"I think you broke a rib," Dana muttered from beneath his fur.
"That's why I gave it to you and not him. He looks too soft." Bigfoot winked at Mike, then put Dana down.
"I'm not that fragile," Mike muttered, then yelled in surprise as Bigfoot lifted him into the air and squeezed him tight.
"You sound like a squeaky toy!" Bigfoot declared loudly as Dana and Yuki laughed. He put his lips against Mike's ear and dropped his voice to a whisper. "You ever call me a yeti again and I'll rip your arm off and fist your asshole with it."
"Don't threaten...me with...a good time," Mike gasped in response.
The sasquatch laughed and set him down. He offered Yuki a fist bump and headed toward the trees behind him. "As for how you're getting home, just ask the trees. Looks like you've learned their language without my help." With that, he vanished into the woods without a sound.
Mike contemplated Bigfoot's words with a smile, then looked up at the owl. She hooted her agreement and flapped her wings.
"What are you looking at?" Dana asked as she scanned the trees.
"Just a spirit of the woods," he replied with a grin. Though he was leaving this place behind, he knew it would be in good hands.
The owl flapped her wings and flew back into the woods, disappearing through a tree. Mike took one more swig of water and thought about home. A portal opened to his right, about thirty feet away.
"Looks like we're taking some shortcuts," he said, then looked at the others. "Who's up for a run? Should just be a couple thousand miles."
Yuki groaned and turned back into a fox. Dana ran ahead of Mike, her ponytail bouncing on her shoulders.
"Try to keep up," she hollered as she sprinted ahead.

🏠🏠🏠

Beth looked up from the Grimoire in time to see Kisa snap awake dramatically. The catgirl clutched her head and dry heaved over the side of the couch as Lily's tail twitched back and forth. They were sitting in the front room so that they could keep an eye on what was happening outside.
"Well?" she asked, afraid to hear the answer.
"Success." Lily smirked as she stroked Kisa's back. "We made contact with Romeo."
"Finally some good news." She closed the Grimoire and turned to look out the window. Murray was hovering in the air, his mouth stretched wide as the mist swirled around him. He and the others now stood between Death and the house, ensuring that nobody could go to the Grim Reaper's aid. "Any idea how long it will be?"
"No," Kisa groaned. "But he's coming right now."
Sighing, Beth looked back at the grimoire and focused on the spell she had chosen. The words weren't complicated and she felt a rush of energy move through her body as a ball of water formed over the table and then fell. It made quite a mess, but did fill up all of the coffee mugs they had set out to catch the moisture.
Reggie picked one up and slurped greedily, his tail twitching as he did so. When he got toward the end of his mug, Jenny (who was sitting next to him) tipped it up far enough that water ran down his face.
"I don't even care," he declared as water beaded up on his whiskers. He wiped his face off and flicked the water at Jenny.
Smiling, Beth picked up a couple of mugs and drank it down. The house was much warmer without the priestess, so they had that going for them. Summoning water made a mess, but she didn't dare move away from the front windows. The horsemen occasionally wandered, and she wanted to know where they were at all times.
"Any chance you're gonna make snacks later?" asked Kisa as she picked up a mug.
"Spontaneous generation is trickier than expected," Beth replied. "This was just a way to condense the moisture already in the air. If I do it enough times, the spell won't work anymore because of the lack of humidity."
"Think we'll live long enough to run out of water?" Kisa asked. "Once we're back on Earth, I don't see these guys being content to just chill on our front yard."
Beth frowned, then looked back outside. Unless she was mistaken, the swirling mists circling the house had thickened.
"Doubt it," she replied, then turned her attention to Opal. The slime girl was only a foot tall right now, and had crawled under the table to absorb the moisture from the carpet. As Opal sucked the water out with a wide mouth, Beth watched the slime's body expand a little.
The ooze had emerged from her crystalline core a couple of hours ago and had signed some seriously foul language in regards to the priestess. Apparently her consciousness resided inside of the crystalline vial. Whatever spell had latched onto the vessel had caused it to create a little bit of primordial ooze every day. Any type of moisture could be absorbed and used to create more slime, allowing Opal to be far larger than the contents of a magic jar.
This little fact had actually inspired Beth to attempt the spell in the first place. She was already getting dehydration headaches and had seen the bags under her eyes while looking in a mirror.
She looked at the others, then back out the window. The mood was grim, and she didn't like it.
"We're going to need a plan," she declared. "For when Mike arrives, or maybe even before. I have no idea what he's going to do when he gets here, but I want to have something ready in case we need to buy him time or create a distraction. Any ideas?"
"You're not gonna get a lot of opportunities," Lily declared with her arms crossed. "As soon as you step out there, I bet you get blasted. Or stabbed. Or both."
Beth looked down at Opal, who paused to return her gaze.
"Maybe...that's something we can use?" she asked the slime.
Opal gave her a thumbs up, then signed the word for thirsty. Without delay, Beth summoned another sphere of water. The inkling of a plan had formed in her head and she was fairly certain that she and Opal were in agreement.
"You've got something, don't you?" Lily grinned and leaned forward. "Let's hear it."
"Oh, it's a good one. Like everything else we do, it'll be dangerous, borderline stupid, and cause a lot of chaos."
"I'm in." Lily put her hands together and leaned forward. "I'm not sure what I can do, but I'm itching for action."
"Same." Kisa looked out the window. "Wouldn't mind a second crack at that bitch."
Beth looked at Jenny and Reggie. The rat king gave her a thumbs up while sipping some more water. Jenny nodded, then tried to slap the mug out of Reggie's hand.
"Excellent!" Beth said, clapping her hands together. "First thing's first--it's time to teach the new girl how to walk."

🏠🏠🏠

Two chapters left in this book, people! I'm gonna wrap it all up with a bow like the girl scouts do at the mall to raise money (is that even still a thing?)!
I hope you enjoyed this chapter as much as I enjoyed writing it. It was very cathartic to write about Mike getting lost in rage and pulling himself back from the brink of a bad decision (I've been there, and I'm sure some of you have, too). These characters live and breathe in my head, and I know I mourned the events of last chapter and really wanted to depict it through Mike's eyes. But that's just an author thing.
Don't forget to rate after reading, tip your server if you've been sitting in a bar drinking this whole time, and I will see you next time! The holidays can be hard for everybody, so above all else, be kind to yourself and to others!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
p.s. The book is ending, not the series. I get so many emails whenever I bring this up, figured I would head them off is all. (To clarify, the HFHM universe does and will have an actual ending, just FYI)
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Hi there! Annabelle here with the next exciting installment of Home for Horny Monsters!
New reader? Go to the beginning, we'll wait for you. No, really, everyone will just sit here until you come back. All caught up now? Great!
Returning readers, happy holidays! Tis the season for monster beatdowns, and this chapter is no exception. I realized when I went to post this that I have one hundred submissions to Lit. ONE. FUCKING. HUNDRED. Wow!
For anyone wondering how I was able to write so many chapters, I'll flat out say that's it's because of the readers here. Without your enthusiasm and support, this story wouldn't exist. So make sure you leave those comments, tap those stars, and show any author you appreciate some love, because you never know what world you may help give birth to next!
Don't forget that I put schedule in my bio if you're dying to know when the next part launches. I try to upload early enough in the week to hit by Friday night, but I'm not the boss of Literotica, so results may vary. Also, apologies to Tobey Maguire and his family. Apparently some close friends of his were upset that I misspelled his name last chapter. I blame the multiverse.
But enough about my life, let's see what's about to go down in
The Coming Apocalypse
Eulalie threw a rock in the air and watched in delight as the enchanted mace zoomed through the sky to swat the stone into the forest behind the house. The rock ricocheted off a tree and vanished into the weeds, startling a pair of birds and a rabbit out into the open.
"Twenty points," she declared, then threw another rock in a different direction. The mace spiraled through the air and hit it hard enough that the rock broke in two. One piece bounced off the house while another passed through Naia's watery body and splashed into the fountain.
"Maybe it's time we tone it down a little." Naia held out her hand and the rock reappeared in her palm. She tossed the offending stone out of the fountain. "For so many reasons."
"Yeah, sorry." Eulalie whistled, and the mace flew down by her side. "We'll play later," she told it while wiping some dust off of its head.
It was late afternoon. Eulalie had left Murray's home shortly after the police had come by to perform a wellness check. She had hidden away from the windows as they circled the house, then put away everything she could before they entered. Lucky for her, she had been keeping the place clean and their cursory sweep was for Murray or his body, not for the magical portal she had hidden by pulling the couch against the wall as she backed through it.
Once the police were gone, she and the rats moved everything back into the Library. The mace had become restless indoors, so she had brought it over to the house to let it fly around the backyard. The sky was overcast with the potential for storms, so she figured that the mace was unlikely to be spotted.
The back door banged open and Suly came walking into the backyard with Cyrus in tow. "Company," he declared while leading the mage over to the fountain. Cyrus had a much nicer bag on his head, one that Zel had brought yesterday from her village.
"This is a surprise." Eulalie frowned at Sofia, who was soaking her feet in the fountain. "I didn't expect you until tonight."
Cyrus shrugged. "I found out that the local police stopped by your neighbor's house and came to see if I could be of any help."
"Ah." As helpful as Cyrus had been the last few days, it didn't surprise her. On the one hand, she wanted to be suspicious of his motives. On the other hand, maybe he really was just trying to help, do some good for others with his golden years. "We should have that sorted, but thank you."
"Not quite," Cyrus replied, then turned his head vaguely toward Suly.
"This one jus' spent the last hour scrubbin' yer prints out of yer rental." Suly winked at Eulalie. "Had me come with 'cause I be thinkin' he wants a trophy fer it."
Eulalie slapped her forehead. She hadn't even considered potential forensic investigations of Murray's home. If he never returned to his job, they would definitely do more than just drop by and knock. It wasn't like her actual prints were on file, but the last thing they needed was a police investigation right next door.
"I don't want a trophy," Cyrus declared from inside his hood. "However, I do think I've demonstrated that I am an ally and can be trusted."
Eulalie narrowed her eyes. "You want us to take the hood off, don't you?"
Cyrus nodded. "I've already seen plenty. To be honest, I've noticed that the only one I have to wear it around is you and I want to know why."
Eulalie looked at Naia, who just shrugged. Amymone was no help. She had her nose buried in a book.
Cyrus had proven himself several times over, but it was still a big gamble. Other then tossing a fireball at Sofia, he hadn't reacted poorly to any of the others. Maybe now that he knew everyone better, it would be okay.
Sofia looked dubious, but said nothing as Eulalie reached out to undo the drawstrings holding the bag shut at the bottom.
Deciding to just rip off the bandaid, she tensed her arm to yank the bag free, but was stopped at the last moment by Sofia. The cyclops had grabbed Eulalie's wrist with both of her hands, her purple iris ablaze with magic. Eulalie had questioned the cyclops at length about her unique precognitive ability, and was under the impression that seeing such a thing meant that personal injury was in Sofia's immediate future.
Eulalie arched an eyebrow and looked at Sofia.
Seriously? she mouthed.
Sofia nodded. Very bad idea, she mouthed back.
Eulalie made a mental note to ask Sofia later what she had seen. It was concerning to know that Cyrus, despite all his talk, would freak out bad enough to harm the others.
"Um, is everything okay?" Cyrus reached for the rim of his bag, but Eulalie deftly re-tied it before he could even touch the hem,
"I had a change of heart," she declared. "Queen's prerogative. I'm like an internet troll. Prefer to remain anonymous."
Cyrus groaned, then took a step back. "Can someone at least help me sit, then?" he asked. "My knees hurt from scrubbing rat prints off the baseboards."
Suly guided the mage over to the fountain where Naia helped him sit and then started massaging his shoulders. Cyrus let out a sigh, but sat like a scorned child.
"So what now?" he asked. "I'm already here, may as well stay. I'm happy to assist with keeping the police away for another couple of days, or maybe you need a night watchman?"
"Yer too eager," Suly said.
"I'll do whatever if it means I don't have to wear this hood," Cyrus replied.
"I can find other stuff to do so that the others can let you out to play," Eulalie offered. If nothing else, she could look at some of the research in the Library and see if she could learn more about the magical mace she had found. Or maybe even try to find more info on dimensional rifts. She already had dozens of books set aside for when the current crisis was over; the Library was an absolute treasure trove of information.
Naia froze in place, her hands squeezing Cyrus' shoulders. Her blue eyes flashed brightly as she turned her head toward the house. Amymone nearly dropped her book in a similar reaction, and Sofia gasped, her hand going to her belly.
"Is that him?" asked the cyclops.
Naia smiled and nodded.
Moments later, they heard the sound of a car shrieking to a halt out in front of the house. Eulalie desperately wanted to climb on the roof and see what was happening, but that was a great way to scare the shit out of anyone who might be looking.
"Hello?" Mike's voice carried over the house.
"We're back here!" Amymone tucked her book into a nook in her tree and stood, her hands clasped to her chest. "Do you feel that?" she asked her sister.
"I do." Naia frowned. "But there's something else."
Moments later, Mike appeared through the back door. His hair was wild and somehow noticeably longer than when he had left. Stubble had formed along his chin, and he tossed his bag on the ground as he ran across the yard and nearly knocked Cyrus into the water as he stepped into the fountain and threw himself into Naia's arms.
Naia squeezed him, tears filling her eyes. Eulalie noticed that one of Mike's arms was in a splint, his fingers discolored like they had been bruised.
"Oh, Mike, I'm so sorry," she said as she squeezed him.
"What's happening?" asked Cyrus, turning his head uselessly. "Is it him? The caretaker guy?"
"Cyrus?" Dana stood on the back porch, a look of disbelief on her face. "Is that you? Why are you wearing that bag on your head?"
"Dana!" Relief filled Cyrus' voice. "I honestly don't know!"
Dana looked at Eulalie, then back at Cyrus. Understanding crossed her features, and she stepped off of the porch as Yuki followed her.
"Damn, this is weird," Yuki said as she turned to look back at the house. "This is the one from the Underworld, isn't it?"
"We have so much to tell you," Sofia added, but Mike held up his good hand and just sobbed into Naia's shoulders for a minute longer.
Sheesh, what happened to this guy? Eulalie paced while Mike had his breakdown. Impatient, she pulled out a piece of webbing and twisted it around in her hands like a piece of string.
"Sorry, sorry everyone." Mike took a deep breath and surveyed the scene. "A lot has happened and there's still plenty to do. I've been in contact with the house and...who the fuck are you?" He was looking at Cyrus.
Mike's body language shifted dramatically, and Eulalie felt the wind shift around her. Naia put a calming hand on his shoulder, and the wind died down.
"That's Cyrus," Dana replied. "He's the guy Lily and I met when we were in Hawaii."
"Yes, pleasure to make your acquaintance." Cyrus stood and offered his right hand for Mike to shake. "I've been looking forward to this meeting for some time."
"Not to be rude, but I can't shake hands right now. I have an injury." Mike looked from the hood to Eulalie, then nodded knowingly. "Are you aware of our situation?"
"That the house behind us isn't your actual house and members of your family are trapped there, including Lily? Yes, I am." Cyrus lowered his hand. "I came to investigate and kind of fell in with this crowd."
"Then we're glad to have you." Mike pulled away from Naia. "There's a lot we have to discuss, but there's something that can't wait." He reached into his pocket and pulled something out. "Eulalie, I...um..."
When he spoke, the words became so much buzzing in her ears as he handed over her father's dog tags. Each word was like a drop of rain on hot steel, sizzling loudly before evaporating into the air to be forgotten. The world dropped out from beneath Eulalie, and she stood in silence for several moments, contemplating the cold metal in her hands.
Without a word, she turned from the group and fled into the house.

🏠🏠🏠

Mike watched Eulalie as she disappeared, then let out a sigh. He had spent the last several hours trying to figure out what to say, how to break the news to someone that a loved one had died.
In the end, he stumbled over his words, eventually spitting out that Velvet was gone. He wasn't even entirely sure what all he had said as his brain had rushed to fill the silence with words that had garnered no reaction. It could have gone way better, and he hoped that Eulalie wouldn't hate him for it. As bad as he felt about Velvet's death, it paled in comparison to what she must be feeling.
Both Sofia and Dana went into the house together, presumably to find Eulalie.
"I'm sorry, someone died?" Cyrus shifted back and forth on the fountain as if uncomfortable. "I would excuse myself, but..."
"One of our own crossed over." Suly put a hand on Mike's shoulder. "I'm not as sensitive as this lot, but I can feel yer grief. Ye have me condolences."
"Thank you." Mike sighed again. "I wish I had time for condolences, but we simply don't."
He spent several minutes explaining what had happened to the house, only to be interrupted by the surprise arrival of Asterion carrying Ratu. The naga greeted him with a kiss on the cheek and declared that she had sensed his arrival and wanted him to tell her everything. He helped her sit on the edge of the fountain as he started over from the beginning. He told them about the horsemen, the angel, and then Nesferisfet.
When he finished, he looked over at Ratu. "So I need to know what we can do to find the house and take out this priestess and the angel. And potentially the horsemen, if that's even possible."
The naga laughed. "To think I've spent the last few days lounging when the end times have been upon us. I would have worn something prettier." She waved her hand and summoned a silver goblet. "The answer to your question is that we've been busy here, trying to account for all possibilities. Our guest here has been a big help."
"Even with this damned bag on my head," Cyrus grumbled. "Your rat queen has insisted I wear it to protect sensitive information, but I know she's just doing it to hide her identity."
"Sorry." Mike looked at Naia, who gave him a nod. He reached over and undid the straps and removed the hood.
The old man beneath had a scarred face, his mouth falling open upon seeing Mike.
"Better?" Mike asked.
Cyrus looked like a fish out of water, his mouth opening and closing rapidly. He cleared his throat and sat up straight.
"I apologize for asking, but...you are a human, right?"
Mike nodded. "I'm supposed to be, but it's very complicated."
"What happened to your arm? That looks bad."
"Got into a fight with the Jersey Devil." Mike frowned. Dana claimed Cyrus was okay, but he wasn't about to go into more detail about Oregon with a stranger.
"Leeds, huh?" Cyrus shook his head. "That one is a real bastard. Hope you gave him hell, he's slippery. We've been trying to pin that one down for a bit, but he's been far too quiet lately, so fell to the bottom of our list."
Mike set his jaw. "Chances are good you'll never hear from him again. Ratu says you can help us?"
Cyrus waggled his hand. "I'm afraid I am of limited use in what you need to accomplish. I determined some time ago that your home was taken by stretching a dimensional gateway over it." He turned and pointed at the back gate. "Wherever that goes is where you will find your house and your people."
"That's easy enough. Naia? Gonna need that key in a minute." He turned his attention back to Ratu. "That's one problem down. What else do you have for me?"
The naga grinned. "I've got a magic sword that will cut through almost anything. That will be of some use."
Mike held up his broken arm. "I'm right handed," he said. "Afraid someone else will have to use it."
"Oh." The smile on Ratu's face faded. "I'm sure someone else can use it."
"Probably. Speaking of, I need to know who's going with me. If this fails..." Mike sighed. It wasn't just about the house anymore. The whole world was at stake, and all because some crusty bitch in a sarcophagus tattled on Death.
"We also have this." Ratu pointed to the spot near where Eulalie had been sitting. A large mace lifted off the ground and came to hover in front of them.
"Wait, I recognize this." Mike moved closer and held out his hand to touch it. The mace moved away from his fingers. "This was in the tower, right?"
"It was. The story about how and why it's here doesn't matter, but it is sentient and, I think, wishes to help." She tried to touch it, but it dodged away from her fingertips. "Hey, look, I'm sorry I didn't set you free last year. I didn't know."
"Ah, shit, that's right. I'm sorry, too." Mike held his palm out as if waiting for a dog to sniff it. "Do you wanna come with me and smash up some bad guys? Maybe save the world, rescue the princess? Princesses?" He just hoped there would be somebody to save once they got there.
The mace tilted forward and pressed its head into his hands, like a cat rubbing against its owner. He liked how the metal felt in his hands, and he gave it a squeeze.
"I think it likes you," Suly said. "I'm with ye, by the by. Can't have me favorite girl wonderin' why ye've come alone."
"I wish to come as well." Asterion's rumbling voice surprised Mike. Despite the minotaur's imposing size, it was easy to forget that he was there.
"I would assist as well, but am far from mobile." Ratu shook her head. "And if you are all passing through the Underworld, small and fast will be better. Those demons are likely to still be hanging around."
"Excuse me, demons? Underworld?" Cyrus looked gobsmacked. "What the hell have you gotten yourselves into?"
"You coming?" Mike asked. "Sounds like you know some things. You could be the Merlin to my Arthur."
Cyrus shook his head vehemently. "I lack the proper preparations to simply tag along where you plan to go. And if you must travel some distance, my stamina is not what it used to be and I may become a burden."
"Oh." Mike shrugged. "No big deal. It's just the end of the world is all."
"If I could do anything to help, I would," Cyrus protested. "But a large-scale battle against an angel is beyond me."
"How about dealing with a stolen car?" Mike pulled some keys out of his pocket and tossed them to Cyrus. "Won't bore you with the details, but our shortcut ran out of juice about twenty miles from here. Nobody plants the right trees in this neighborhood."
"Trees?" Cyrus looked confused, but Yuki stood behind him now, her hand on his shoulder.
"It would be immensely helpful if you could drop that car off somewhere else," she told him as she walked him toward the back door. "You do know how to drive, right?"
"I do," he replied. "But I'm sure that--"
"Oh, and you know how to remove fingerprints," Amymone added. "That means you can remove the evidence!"
"Yes, but--"
"Cyrus." Mike stared at the man. "Do this for me and I'll be happy to sit down with you sometime and we can just talk. I'm sure you have questions, and maybe I have answers to give."
Cyrus paused, conflict in his eyes. Finally, he nodded and held up the keys.
"It's a deal," he said. He turned to Yuki and gave her a small bow. "I know my way out, thank you."
With that, he disappeared into the house. Mike waited until he heard the car being started before letting out a sigh of relief. He half expected screams of fright followed by lightning or fire. Even in grieving, Eulalie had made sure to hide herself away.
"Didn't want him around?" asked Ratu. "He seems friendly enough."
"He's not family." Mike looked at the others. "He's an ally, but he's not one of us. I know it sounds strange to say it like that, but I feel it in my gut."
His feelings about Cyrus were severely mixed, as if his own senses were ambivalent on what he should do. The last thing he needed right now was another complication, so had erred on the side of caution.
They spoke at length, comparing notes on what they knew. Naia seemed to think that Mike would be able to use his connection with the house to open the gate to the Underworld. Sofia eventually returned, then sat and listened as Mike detailed what they would be facing if they could get back to the house.
"Apophis, really?" Sofia shook her head in disgust at the mention of the priestess. "Doomsday cults are a dime a dozen, but this one was backed by an actual deity."
Ratu nodded. "The Great Serpent was infamous among my people, for obvious reasons. His fights with Ra were the stuff of legend, but his followers were the absolute worst. Their desire for chaos was largely what led to their own demise as a religion. Pretty much self-destructed right after Apophis was killed, but it sounds like one of them actually had long term plans."
"And a magic cock, apparently." Mike shifted his arm and winced. It was throbbing now.



"Ah, yes. The phallus of Osiris. I won't bore you with the details, but it was lost a long time ago. If Isis was still around, she would probably grant you a huge boon if you could return it to her."
Mike lifted an eyebrow. "Why would Isis care?"
"Osiris was her husband. He was the god of fertility, agriculture, the underworld..." Ratu waved her hand dismissively. "So not just any magic cock. Divine magical cock. And right now, with them being in the Underworld, that thing has what you would call the home court advantage. It would also explain how this priestess was able to subjugate an angel. By combining her soul with Murray, it allowed her a direct connection to the angel. The cock of Osiris would give her the strength to control it. However, if you take away the artifact, you may weaken or break that connection."
As they continued to discuss options, the skies up above darkened. Looking up at the sky, he was filled with an inexplicable dread.
"Naia? Can I get that key?" He held out his hand and Naia handed it over. Everyone stopped talking as he walked over to the wrought-iron gate at the back of the property.
When he slipped the key in and turned it, the gate opened, only revealing the forest behind his house. There was no sign of Cerberus or the Underworld.
"Figured it wouldn't be so easy," he muttered, then closed the gate again. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, summoning the magic. It manifested weakly at first, as if reluctant.
He put his hand on the gate and closed his eyes. The world around him went quiet as he spread his consciousness wide, hoping to grab onto a thread of magic. There were whispers of it shifting around beneath the soil, and it took a few tries before he was able to latch onto one.
A jolt of power raced through him, and he opened his eyes to gaze upon a beautiful garden. His hand was wrapped around an iron pole with an unlit lamp up above.
"This...is not what I expected." He looked down at his feet and realized that he was in his own body. A quick survey of the place revealed that this was definitely the magical gardens where he often met the house. He had only ever been there in her body, and he was all alone.
"Hello?" He walked around, curious if his body was still in the real world. If he had teleported here, it had probably scared the shit out of everyone. The most likely idea was that it was just his consciousness that had made the trip.
I see you've met my sister. The voice was coy and carried by the breeze. You carry her scent.
"I have," he replied, recognizing the house's voice. "I'm trying to open up the Underworld so I can come find you. Well, your Earth body. My house. Any advice on that?"
The voice laughed, and he felt a soft breeze caress his body.
I'm never more than a thought away, Caretaker. The presence tickled the back of his neck and tousled his hair. They say that home is where your heart is. So come find me.
"That's very cryptic, thanks for your..." he was suddenly back in his yard. "Help," he finished.
It was frustrating never being given a direct answer, but he knew that the house, in her own way, had somehow given him the answer without violating whatever rules had been set forth. Now he just needed to dissect the words and figure out how much was metaphor and how much was literal.
"Mike? Is everything okay?" Naia's voice was filled with concern. "It looked like you passed out for a second there."
"Might have," he replied, then turned to look at her.
Naia. She smiled at him, her thick locks being tugged by the stormy weather that had formed overhead. Though he had loved Velvet fiercely, Naia had been the first love of his new life, the woman who had captured his heart and bound him to this place. He had missed her, but those emotions had been set aside by his short, passionate affair with Velvet.
Why was that? The attraction had been intense, but mutual. Had his magic reacted to Velvet's own desires? Or had it been something else?
Velvet. He touched the envelope in his pocket and let out a groan. Eulalie had run off so fast that he had forgotten about Abella's letter!
"Excuse me, I have to take care of something important." He looked up at the sky and grimaced. "Will just take me a few minutes, then we can try to figure out what to do next."
Naia shrugged, her whole body rippling. It was a familiar gesture that brought a small smile to his face.
When he walked inside the house, he paused. When he had first come home, he had practically run through here without a second glance. Now that he had a moment, he could tell that this was definitely the version of the house that usually resided in the Underworld. Meant to be a placeholder for when the true house rested, this building was much smaller.
That made it easier to find Eulalie and Dana sitting in what was normally his room. The Arachne was sitting on the bed, her legs sprawled out around her. Her cheeks were flushed, and she stared helplessly at the floor.
"She isn't saying anything," Dana told him. Her face was shining with tears, but her features were placid, as if watching a boring video. He wondered if she was even aware of the tears. "I don't know that she wants to talk to anyone right now."
"None of us have the luxury of time, but I'm the one who will be doing all the talking anyway." He walked over to the bed and sat next to Dana. "Also, I wanted to tell you that when I go into the Underworld, you have to stay here. If something happens to Beth and me..."
"I become the new Caretaker and inherit Lily." Dana's lip twitched, and then she smiled. "Well, and everything else. But mostly Lily."
"Not if I can't find them."
"Oh. Right." Dana frowned.
"Do you mind if I speak with her alone for a minute?" Mike glanced at the door. "It won't be long, I promise."
"Call if you need me." Dana put a hand on one of Eulalie's glossy legs. The Arachne didn't react. With a nod to Mike, Dana left.
Mike sat next to Eulalie and let out a weary sigh. "I'm not good at this," he began. "I wish I had words of comfort or something other than the fact that I'm sorry. Did Dana tell you what happened?"
Eulalie stared intently at the wall for several seconds before she nodded.
"She did." She looked at Mike. "I...only remember parts of what she said. All I could think about was how I'm all alone now. My mother was the last of her kind until she had us, and now I am the last of my kind. It feels like the whole world is pressing against me and I can't breathe."
Mike swallowed the lump in his throat. "I guess I can't speak to all of that. Your sister and I had something special. It was brief, but devastating. I almost lost myself in my own grief, and I want to make sure you don't do the same." He pulled the envelope from his pocket and handed it over. "Abella wrote this. She was with Velvet at the end, and said it couldn't wait. I wanted to make sure you had it before I go after the others."
Eulalie took the envelope, but didn't open it. "I was planning to come with you, but now I don't know. This will sound dumb, but up until you came back, this whole thing felt like a giant game. Now I realize it isn't."
I wouldn't go that far, Mike thought, but kept that to himself. "You should know that I loved your sister very much. Well, I think I did. I'm still not entirely sure how to define my feelings for her other than that, it's not something I've ever felt so intensely before. I know you feel like you're all alone, but..." He reached over and took her by the hand. "As long as you have us, you will only be alone as you want to be."
Tears shimmered in Eulalie's eyes, and she wiped them away. She squeezed Mike's hand, then held up the envelope. "Do you mind staying while I read this? I'm not very good with strong emotions and wouldn't mind a friend."
"I can make a few minutes. I'm sorry I can't do more."
"Appreciated." Eulalie opened the envelope and scanned the letter. Her face was unreadable, and when she was finished, she folded the letter up and stuck it in her skirt pocket.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
"There's a lot to think about." She gestured to his arm. "Can I see that?"
"I guess, but I'm not sure--" he froze in place as she opened her mouth and sank her fangs into his forearm. His body hadn't warned him of an assault, so this had to be something else.
The pressure faded first, followed by the pain. The swelling in his fingers decreased as Eulalie drank his blood and he sighed in relief as he flexed his fingers.
"Did you just heal me?" he asked when she pulled her mouth away.
"Hardly. I drained some of the excess blood and then gave you something for the pain. Your blood didn't taste very good. You should definitely see a doctor about that arm. My bite also has an anticoagulant, so that helped get your blood flowing again and you won't have to worry about clots. I thought I was going to help with whatever came next, but this is the best I can do for now." Her front legs spread wide and she reached under her skirt and pulled out a long silken thread. "Take off that brace, I can make you something better. I'm not a doctor, but you definitely shouldn't be using that arm for anything."
"Yes, ma'am."
He waited while she dismantled the makeshift brace and then wrapped his arm in spider silk. She applied it to his arm like a compression bandage, and he could actually make a fist now with that hand. It was fascinating to watch her weave the accompanying sling, and he thanked her as she placed the final loop over his neck.
"I have to go home," she replied. "There are some things I need to see to right away. Try to make sure you're still alive when I return."
"I'll do my best." He stood and walked toward the door. "And again...I'm really sorry."
"I know." She stood and gestured to the door. "The others are waiting for you."
"They are. Now if only I knew what to do next." He chuckled. "I wanted to speak with you before I left, but I'm not certain how to go about leaving."
"I thought you just needed to go to the Underworld? Through the gate?"
Mike sighed. "It's disconnected. This place is a copy of the real one, which gets locked away until a new Caretaker inherits the place and summons it. I thought I could open it by using magic, but it didn't work."
"How did you summon the house the first time? Can't you just do that?"
"I..." His jaw flexed as his thoughts turned to Naia. She had appeared in his bathtub and fucked him, using her magic to bond him to the house. She was the guardian of the house, linked to the entity that controlled it, and the first woman to capture his heart. "I suppose I can."
"Then go do it." She reached into her pocket and pulled out the dog tags and threw them to him. "And take these."
He caught the dog tags. "I don't understand. I thought you would want them."
"Oh, I do." She smiled sadly, a single tear sliding down her face. "Consider them on loan, for luck. I want them back."
"Thank you." He slid them around his neck, the cool metal resting against his skin. "If you'll excuse me, I need to do one of the two things I'm well known for."
Eulalie nodded. "Sounds like you're getting lucky either way."
Outside the room, he ran past a small group of rats that were waiting out in the hallway, then slid down the railing of the stairs. Now on the landing, he hopped down, feeling a distant ache in his arm on impact.
Out back, everyone was just standing around talking. Despite the stormy weather overhead, which he assumed was related to the horsemen, they seemed calm. It may as well have been a regular day with a storm blowing in, rather than the end of the world.
Maybe it was optimism, or just a delusion, but he wondered if they were calm because they believed in him. No matter what trouble blew their way, he could be relied on to handle it. And if he couldn't do it alone, they were there to help.
Power hummed through the core of his body, and his magic came alive and spread out, sending sparks along his legs and into the ground. Gone was the destructive force that had powered it in Oregon. Instead, his magic briefly touched everyone as if making sure they were there, and his senses expanded to take in the scene. Different magic flowed through everyone, creating a kaleidoscope of colors in his backyard. Suly's was a ghastly hue of green that looked like mist, while Ratu's was red and black like lava. Amymone's magic flowed into the ground and spread out like roots, touching all of the plants in the yard.
And then there was Naia. Her magic flowed into the ground, deep beneath where her spring lay. In the center of her body was a core made of blinding light that spun like a tiny star.
Naia smiled at him and stuck her chest out as he vaulted the edge of the fountain and grabbed her around the waist with his good arm.
"Hello, lover." Her voice was a purr as his magic danced along the water in the fountain. "This is a surprise."
"I need you to connect me with the house, like you did before." His magic unfurled around him, and he heard Ratu scrambling away with Asterion's help. "Like on that first day. But mainly with the back yard. I need the gate to properly reappear so I can open it."
She cocked her head and laughed. "I guess we can try. I'm not certain what will happen, though." She moved in close, her breath cool against his neck. "We also have quite the audience," she whispered.
"It's fine. Apparently everyone has seen my butthole already." He pressed his lips to her, his magic causing the fountain to swell and overflow. The wind shifted upward, sending a spray of water toward the storm clouds up above. As her tongue wrestled with his, her magic seeped up his legs and into his groin. His cock was rock hard now, and she teased it through his pants.
"Anyone who isn't interested in getting seriously horny should head inside right now." Ratu spoke from the back door, a quirky grin on her face. "It's about to get really wet out here."
Everyone else ran for the door, except for Amymone, who couldn't.
"Eh. Trees like rain anyway." She licked her lips hungrily. "I just hope you're ready to share."
Naia broke the kiss and smirked at her sister. "I suppose I can make room for my sister. We're gonna need some serious--OH!" The water beneath her rushed up and swirled around her body, obeying Mike's whims. He mentally commanded the water to move up her legs and tease her Nymph's Pearl, causing her to gasp in pleasure.
"Looks like lover boy has learned some new tricks. But just to play Devil's advocate, is now the time for this?" The dryad put her hands on her hips and cocked them outward. "I thought you were going to the Underworld?"
Mike turned his attention to Amymone and beckoned her toward them with a crooked finger. "Yes," he replied, answering both her questions.
"Hey, say no more." She hopped into the fountain, the leaves of her skirt floating on the surface of the water. "I'm sure I'll figure it out later."
Amymone pressed her hips into Mike from behind, as if steadying him. Strong hands moved around his body and settled on his crotch, stroking him through the fabric of his pants.
There was a temporary pang of guilt as he thought of Velvet. Though her loss was still fresh in his mind, he was about to have sex with at least one of the women here, if not both.
He closed his eyes and let Naia and Amymone attend to him, the sensations of their hands and mouths on his body flowing through his very soul. Naia kissed him on the mouth as Amymone sucked on his neck, her hands pushing aside his clothes. If not for the fact that he had planted his grief in the forests of Oregon, there was no way he would even be able to function right now.
"Lover, are you okay?" Naia's voice was full of concern. She and Amymone stopped what they were doing, and he let out a sigh.
"No." When he opened his eyes, he was staring into the beautiful azure depths of Naia's eyes. There was nothing but love and light for him in the windows to her soul, and he gratefully submerged himself in their calming waters. "But I will be."
She kissed him again, her lips aggressive against his. Amymone had pushed his shirt up, and he could feel her long fingers sliding beneath the waist-band of his pants and teasing the delicate skin of his cock.
He hardened at her touch, and the air around them became thick with magic.
"Holy shit," Amymone muttered, sounding breathless. "This feels way different from last time. Is it...bigger?"
"Might be." Naia caressed Mike's cheek as her dress melted away, revealing her bare breasts. "He's a different man now. But he's still very much our Caretaker."
He and Naia continued kissing, his hands exploring her body as Amymone pulled down his pants and started sucking on his cock. The fountain sprayed water into the air that hovered in place in the shape of a dome around them. Above, the stormy weather rolled in and threatened them with thunder that sounded like distant explosions.
"I don't think we have much time," he told the women after breaking his kiss with Naia. "I need to get that gate open."
Naia nodded, then knelt down by her sister. The two of them tag-teamed his cock, and the hovering drops of water sizzled as his magic leapt between them. Through one of the windows of the house, he noticed Suly's face pressed against the glass.
The dullahan gave him a smile and a double-thumbs up. Mike looked away, afraid to see who else was watching him.
Amymone got on her hands and knees as Naia sat on her back, her legs wrapping around Mike's waist to pull him in. When the head of his cock brushed against her labia, a jolt passed between them that had both of them gasping for air.
"Even I felt that." Amymone's dress split apart, revealing her bare behind, She was fingering herself as the sparks from their bodies fell into the fountain and gathered around her legs. "Oh, gods, it feels like I'm wired directly to a leyline or something."
"We'll teach you how to control the intensity of your magic later," Naia told him. "But for now, I just want you to fuck--ME!"
Mike slid into her before she was done speaking. Her vaginal walls were swirling around his shaft, but his magic encountered her own and it spiraled outward in a devastating combination. The overflowing water in the fountain consolidated into giant spheres that hovered around them, scattering purple energy that turned into streamers of light.
Naia howled in pleasure, her eyes glowing from within as Mike fucked her with abandon. Beneath them, Amymone cried out her own pleasure as the magic in the water attempted to move through her to get up to her sister. Tiny flowers blossomed along her skin, making her look like a living wreath.
Oh, lover. Naia's voice was in the water now. What am I going to do with you?
He couldn't respond. Her magic was now beating inside his chest, and whenever he pressed his throbbing shaft to its maximum length inside of her, it almost felt like they were merging. Her magic and his own weren't so different, and the feedback loop had already soaked the backyard in water and magic. The grass and flowers around the fountain leaned toward them as if bowing in reverence, and even Amymone's tree creaked as it tried to move closer by bending.
Mike babbled incoherently as the magic filled him with light. That burning desire to come and fill Naia with his seed had consumed his thoughts, placing him in a mindless state of bliss. Here there was no pain, no fear, no grief.
Only Naia.
That's right, lover, it's just me. Always me.
He saw glimpses of her now, moments they had shared in the tub and the fountain. Memories of kissing with their limbs tangled as they fought to discover pleasurable new positions. The times he had bathed with her and Tink, that time he had tried to start a water fight with her and gotten blasted out of the fountain, all of the moments when he had stared into her eyes as she came for him over, and over, and over...



The memories broke, and Mike was floating in a field of stars. Glittering light flowed like water, and he saw Naia across from him, his hands in hers. The runes on her torso blazed with an intensity that was painful to look at as they shifted around beneath his gaze.
"Your magic is all over the place, lover." She grabbed his face with her hands and pulled him close. Nebulous clouds of red and purple floated ominously in the distance as if watching them. "Let's see if we can't set you right again."
And when she pressed herself into him, he felt their souls mix and spin. It was new, yet familiar, and the distant clouds broke apart into stars that doubled in number the ones he could already see. Each one sparkled as if polished anew, and his soul filled with light.
Mike arched his back as he groaned, then came hard inside of Naia. A magical wave of light radiated outward, scattering the levitating water droplets. The resulting spray soaked everything around them as it was carried along by both his magic and Naia's. The swirling core in the center of Naia's body unleashed a beam of light in the direction of the wrought-iron gate. It glowed briefly, then faded back to normal.
The ground around the fountain vibrated as he caught his breath, his limp body being squeezed between Naia's legs as she held him close against her skin. Below them, Amymone was gasping for air, her arms shaking.
"That was hot and all," Amymone said, breaking the silence. "But after that orgasm, I'm tired of being your furniture."
"You have the personality for it." Naia laughed as she slapped her sister on the ass, causing Amymone to squawk. "Maybe I'll have Mike polish you later."
"Holy shit," Mike muttered, gasping for air. His heart pounded as he slid out of Naia and fell into the remaining water of the fountain. Amymone stood, causing Naia to tumble over and transform back into water on impact with the ground.
"Here, let me help." The dryad pulled Mike to his feet and helped him to the edge of the fountain. He thanked her and got out, his legs shaking beneath him. "Do you think it worked?" she asked as Naia reformed behind her.
"I really hope so."
He walked toward the edge of his yard as the others came out of the house behind him. Up above, the clouds were building up into a massive thunderhead, one that Quetzalli would have been proud to spend hours detailing to him.
Once at the gate, he touched the bars again and stared through them, willing the land beyond to change.
His senses expanded once again, but this time, he felt the magic wrap itself around the stone fence as the forest beyond filled with fog. A shape moved among the trees, and the three-headed human form of Cerberus emerged.
"You are back," they said, each of them looking hesitantly out into the fog. "Things are wrong in here."
"How so?" he asked as he pulled open the door.
"The gate was gone," they told him as they walked forward and pressed against his body. He could hear them inhaling his scent, and then a triple sigh of contentment followed. "The demons were chased away. It has been too quiet."
As he held them, he felt a presence deep in the fog of the Underworld. It was a sensation similar to waking up to an imaginary sound, or thinking someone had called his name. When he concentrated on it, he had no doubts that it was the house he was feeling. His magic practically sang now, his whole body vibrating in anticipation.
Even though it was some distance away, he could feel the house approaching. Up above, the gloomy skies of the Underworld had become stormy like the clouds over his house. The horsemen were coming, and it was time to stop them. If they managed to make it back to Earth, it was game over.
"Well?" Yuki stood behind him now, her face serious.
"I can feel it," he replied, then pointed. Asterion and Sulyvahn appeared, the latter astride his dark horse. The dullahan's spinal-column whip was coiled up in his hands and Asterion's axe was strapped to his back. They all looked at each other, and Mike nodded. "It's time to go."
Cerberus transformed back into their animal form and both Mike and Yuki mounted her. Mike used his fingers to blow a piercing whistle. He wasn't certain where the mace had been hiding, but it shot toward him from over the roof and landed in his outstretched hand.
"We need to stick together," he told the others. "This place is dangerous."
"I've got this 'un's back," Sulyvahn replied, then patted Asterion's shoulder. "Ye just need to lead the way to our girl. Don't wait on us."
"Will do." He stared into the mists and scowled at the dark shapes that flitted within them. Anything that tried to stop them was about to have a very bad day.
"Wait!" Ratu stood at the gate with a scowl. "Don't forget this!"
She held up Harpe, which had been wrapped in a thick blanket. Mike took it from her, then contemplated the blade. He couldn't use it, and nobody else seemed that interested in it.
"Suly? Can you carry that?" he asked.
"Don't know that I'm much fer the sword," Suly grumbled in reply.
"I'm out of hands is all. Maybe someone at the house can use it?"
Suly laughed so hard that the seam in his neck spilled black smoke. "Oh, I be likin' that plan, I do!" He grabbed the blade with his free hand and tucked it under his arm. "I'll try not teh fall on it."
Mike nodded, then looked over at Yuki. She was clutching Cerberus' fur tightly in her fists.
"Ready to be my weapon?" he asked her.
"Fuck yeah," she responded with a grin that showed all her teeth. Her features became feral, her face elongating slightly as Cerberus dashed forward into the fog.
Together, the group disappeared into the mist.

🏠🏠🏠

"Well?" Beth stepped back from Opal, a roll of duct tape in one hand and a pair of scissors in the other.
"That still doesn't look right." Reggie stroked his chin as he contemplated Opal's jiggling body. The slime stood in the living room wearing a pair of leggings and boots. The boots had been duct-taped to the leggings to keep them from sliding free when Opal took a step.
"I'm doing my best here." Beth frowned at Opal's legs. They unwound a bunch of metal hangers and bundled them together to make a skeletal structure for Opal's body to adhere to. However, her feet kept popping out of the boots whenever she walked, so Beth had improvised.
"C'mon, like this." Lily was leaning off the back of the couch, her face inches from Opal's. She wore Beth's face, only patches of it were translucent like Opal's. "You need to set that bottom layer, otherwise you look like a porcelain doll."
Opal's face rippled as one layer turned pink while the other turned white. Lily had been using Opal's color shifting to replicate Beth's skin tone.
"Good, now harden that outer layer." Lily held up Beth's makeup palette. "Now are we thinking some fall colors, or full blown whore?"
Opal gave Lily the finger.
"They're being weird again." Kisa was keeping watch through the front window.
Lily groaned in exasperation and held the palette against her chest. "Is it a circle jerk?" she asked.
Kisa snorted. "Nah, they're spreading out and looking into the fog."
"I really could have used five more minutes." Lily pulled a pair of sunglasses out of her cleavage and stuck them to Opal's face. "You're the kind of girl who is hot, but only from a distance."
"That's still my face," Beth protested.
"I've always liked you better from behind." Lily winked. "You pack ass like a goddess. A couple hundred years ago, your butt would have had its own religion."
Beth's cheeks felt hot as she took a step away from Opal. The slime's butt looked fantastic in leggings, though she was wearing three pairs. One pair by themselves had been too porous, causing Opal to ooze outward. Luckily, Opal's control of her upper body was much better, meaning she was able to wear a shirt and sweater combo.
"Uh..." Kisa pressed her face against the window and turned it sideways. "Those fuckers are up to something. They're at the sides of the house now. The fog out there looks like it may be thinning."
"Then we might be out of time." Beth pulled Opal's sweater down. On close inspection, it was clear that Opal was not human at all. However, she was betting on the fact that the horsemen would be out for blood and would kill first, ask questions later.
"So run this by me again?" Lily turned into Beth, only her butt was unusually large. "Because I'm still not sure how I don't get blasted into dust."
"They don't know that Opal is still with us." Beth picked up a book they had drastically altered to look like the Grimoire and handed it to Lily. "Her shape shifting capabilities are an unknown quantity. So when they see two of me, they will assume one of them is you."
"But one of them is me." Lily pouted.
"Right. They know you can't hurt Murray or the angel, so you aren't a threat. So one of you two must be me, and therefore both of you will be taken out with extreme prejudice. But Mehkhkahrel's busy holding Death down with those blasts. If Murray, or Neferisfet, or whatever the fuck they're calling themselves doesn't want an ass-beating, they can't call off the angel to disintegrate you."
"I hate this plan."
"You don't have to like it." Beth slapped Lily's ass, causing it to pop into her normal shape. She handed another fake Grimoire to Opal. "You can handle a stabbing or two, but I can't."
Lily rolled her eyes. "Size queen here is worried about being stabbed," she muttered under her breath.
"Look, you two will be a diversion, and I will blast the fucker with the Grimoire." She had dug through so many spells until she had found one that was intended to disrupt dimensional shifts. It took almost twenty seconds to cast, and that was if she didn't screw up the pronunciations. "If the book is right, this place will become dimensionally locked for at least a few hours, which should buy Mike more time."
"Romeo better come through," Lily said, licking her lips. "If he does, I'm gonna blow him until he can't see straight."
"You and me both," Kisa added, then flushed. "I...didn't mean to say that out loud."
"Ah, it's okay, kitten." Lily moved next to Kisa and stroked her cheek with the back of a finger. "We could make it a team effort. Do that thing where our tongues run across each other, it'll be hot."
Beth cleared her throat. "If you are done distracting everyone, we should get to it. Opal, you ready?"
The slime held up a thumb, then stumbled forward. Beth caught her and held her up.
"Kisa, grab Tick Tock."
"On it." She picked up the mimic and slung it over her shoulders. Beth walked behind her and stuffed the duct-tape and scissors into the bag. She doubted she would need them, but if she was walking into the end of the world, she wanted access to duct-tape.
Besides, it wasn't the only weird thing she had tossed into Tick Tock for their fight. She didn't know if the mimic minded the eclectic mix of objects she had fed him, but it was hard to know what they might end up needing.
"Reggie, you're our backup for when everything goes wrong."
"I know my role." The rat king bowed his head. "I genuinely hope that my services are not needed."
"I know." She patted Reggie on the head, then picked up Jenny who stood nearby. "And you've got my back?
Jenny giggled. Your packed ass is protected.
Beth frowned, but knew better than to state how much she disliked that term. "All right, so let's do this. Plugs and places!"
As one, everyone but Opal stuffed cotton plugs into their ears. Kisa stood by the door, her hand on the latch. Reggie moved to the window and picked up a pair of binoculars. Lily stood at the door, followed by Opal.
"I would like to go on record--" Lily began.
"Noted." Beth nodded at Kisa, who opened the door.
The hideous shrieking was diminished by the cotton, and Lily burst out of the house first, holding up the Grimoire. She pointed at Murray dramatically and started shouting.
"There once was a man from Nantuck--" Lily was cut off when War threw his sword, spearing her though the side and sending her sprawling across the ground.
Opal got further into the yard, her whole body wobbling dramatically. Pestilence flew through the air in an attempt to keep up.
Beth crouched down and walked along the deck until she had a good view of Murray. Opening the Grimoire, she began reading the incantation, feeling her entire body knot up in pain. The foreign magic she summoned coated her like glue, then spread outward along the ground. Unseen by Murray, it honed in on him and latched onto whatever magic he was using to move them back to Earth. Her magic sniffed out the boundaries of Murray's spell and sank into place.
"Aargh!" Lily squirted blood dramatically while holding her stomach. War strolled casually over, a shit-eating grin on his serpentine face.
"That was stupid," he told her once he was close. Over his shoulder, Pestilence had gotten a hold of Opal and carried her up into the air. Opal's body stretched dramatically, but the slime held it together as they disappeared into the mist.
Doing her best to ignore the others, Beth continued the recitation. The hair on her arms stood on end as she summoned primal forces that would lock the house in one location.
"Dumb bitch." War pulled his sword out of Lily, then picked her up. "I've been looking forward to this."
"Me, too." Lily's eyes lit up and her tail appeared. It darted forward and buried itself in War's eye.
The horseman let out a scream as he tried to push Lily away from him. She held on tight, her tail withdrawing and stabbing again. War turned his face away, sparing his remaining eye, then slammed Lily into the ground. The succubus let out a grunt of pain, and then cried out when War smashed her into the ground.
"Shit!" He gave her a kick, which sent her sliding across the ground. She tumbled dramatically, transforming back into her usual form. When she tried to stand, Famine stepped from the gloom and smashed her in the face with his heavy scales. Moments later, Opal fell out of the sky and exploded on impact with the ground. The sound was akin to a bag of soup striking concrete.
Beth finished the chant, and the ground lurched beneath her. The whole house creaked and groaned overhead and everyone but Murray fell to the ground. Death slid out of the angel's golden beam, and was almost to his feet before the light came crashing down on him again.
Murray's face twisted into a mask of anger as he dropped his attention to the house. Spotting Beth, he lifted a hand and pointed at her.
"She's there!"
Beth slammed the Grimoire shut and tossed it to the side where Kisa waited. The catgirl slid the book into Tick Tock as Beth went running sideways along the front porch. She felt powerful magic swirling in her hands as she chanted a series of words that condensed the air around her into a hot ball of energy.
Pestilence appeared from above, their body surrounded by black insects that swirled around them.
"Fireball, motherfucker!" Beth hurled the energy, willing it to ignite. The ball of fire caught Pestilence by surprise, and they fell onto the ground and rolled back and forth to smother the flames.
War smashed through the lattice of the porch, his sword left behind. He was almost upon her when Beth pulled Jenny out of her hiding place inside her sweater and threw her.
PLAY WITH ME!
Jenny smacked War in the face, causing him to backpedal in terror. He swatted the doll away, but she hovered in mid-air, a sickly aura surrounding her body as wooden planks and siding ripped free of the ground and smashed into the horseman.
Distracted, War didn't notice Kisa come from behind and unleash Tick Tock. Bladed arms slashed into War's legs, toppling him.
A void formed in Beth's gut and she clutched her belly in agony. A thick hand grabbed her by the hair and pulled her over the edge of the railing and onto the ground.
"You like that?" Famine asked. "That's what true hunger feels like. It isn't when you just miss a snack or a meal. We're talking days on end, a sensation that consumes your every thought."
Kisa came running up behind Famine, the scissors in her hand. Famine stepped aside at the last second and brought his hand down on the back of her head. Kisa let out a yowl as she hit the ground and went still.
Tick Tock sprouted metal legs, causing Famine to step away from Kisa. The mimic carried her away as Famine grabbed Beth by the collar and tossed her toward Murray.
"You have only delayed the inevitable." Murray shook his head. "I'm not sure what is sadder. The fact that you could have been my vessel, or the fact that mankind will never know you bought them an additional two hours of peace."
"I liked it better when you were a table," Beth said, then summoned another fireball and threw it.
The blast caught Murray in the face, scorching skin and hair. He cried out in pain, and Mehkhkahrel stopped blasting Death and turned its attention toward Beth.
"YE HAVE BEEN JUDGED," it declared, then lit up with golden fire.
"No!" Murray stepped between Beth and the angel. "Keep him down!"
Death was already on his feet, his dark cloak forming around him as he dashed toward Murray. Less than ten feet away, the Grim Reaper was blasted into the ground.
"That was close," Famine declared. Behind him, Pestilence rose from the ground, their hazmat suit covered in soot.
"Die! Die! Die!" War had grabbed onto Jenny and was busy smashing her into the ground with his foot. He stuck his hand out and his sword flew through the air and into his palm with a meaty thwack. Raising the blade high, tip pointed down, he laughed in glee.
Reggie bolted out of the door and climbed up the horseman's leg from behind. He disappeared under the loincloth and War dropped the sword, barely missing Jenny, then clutched his groin.
As War yelled in agony, Reggie fell to the ground and scrambled to retrieve Jenny. He disappeared between the splintered boards of the porch, dragging the doll to safety.
"I am so tired of this fucking house!" War declared, then lifted his sword and slammed it into the siding. His blade splintered the siding, but did little damage otherwise.
"Soon, brother." Famine grabbed Beth from behind and pulled the cotton from her ears before pushing her to the ground. That gnawing pain filled her again as the strength was leached from her body. "Time to die, little girl."
"Wait!" Murray put out a hand and landed on the ground. "Don't kill her yet."
"Why?" War had stepped off of the porch, dragging his sword behind him. "We don't need her. And don't you dare tell me you want her to watch as the end of the world comes. That's fucking amateur hour bullshit."
"It isn't that." Murray's eyes gleamed as he knelt down to scoop up some soil. He licked it with an abnormally long tongue. "Oh, you are a clever one."
Beth groaned. She had figured out long ago that they were in a pocket dimension, and the spell she had chosen didn't just anchor the house in place. It anchored the house and the land around them to her very soul. If she died, there was a good chance that the horsemen would be cast into the Underworld, or wherever she was destined to go. The Grimoire hadn't been clear on what would happen, but the spell had explicitly warned about the dangers of tethering a location to a living being and then slaying it.
"If you kill her, it will be days before we return, if not weeks." Murray's eyes narrowed until they became angry slits. "It can be undone in hours while she lives, so don't harm her."
"Can we kill the others?" War glared at Lily with his remaining eye. "The human is off-limits, but what about that demonic bitch?"
Lily spread her wings and took to the sky, only to be tackled by Pestilence. She fought back, slashing with dagger-like nails, but Pestilence didn't seem to care.



"The human lives until I say otherwise. The others belong to you." Murray's jaw unhinged and he lifted into the air to sing his song of damnation once more.
Pain wracked Beth's body as she felt the spell she had cast being undone. The scream seemed to worm its way through her bones, vibrating her whole body.
The horsemen held a debate that she couldn't hear, and then War started shouting at Mehkhkahrel.
"Stop smiting him!" He yelled, holding his hands to his mouth. "Hey! Stop for a moment! We need you to do something else!"
Mehkhkahrel ignored them as Murray continued to scream. War waved his hands in frustration, but Beth couldn't follow what was being said. Between Murray's spell and Famine's magical hunger, she couldn't concentrate on anything other than breathing. Pestilence and Lily were trapped in a wrestling match where neither had the upper hand.
Every minute that passed felt like an hour. Beth felt the breath ripped from her as Murray finally undid her spell. The ground rumbled violently and Famine finally released her, tossing her to the ground.
"Hey, we need to borrow your angel for a second," Famine yelled at Murray. "To smite the demon over there."
Murray's eyes barely registered recognition as his scream took on a different pitch. However, Mehkhkahrel stopped blasting Death, allowing War to lift his sword and shove it down through his brother's rib cage. This pinned him to the ground, and the fire in Death's eyes blazed hot.
"I have decided that I am adopted," he declared loudly.
"Nobody cares, you skinny little shit," War replied.
Beth struggled to her feet, but Murray's eerie shriek had her so dizzy now that she was dry heaving. She raised her hand and tried to summon another ball of fire to assist Lily, but was pushed from behind by Famine.
"You bit off more than you could chew," Famine told her. "Made a pretty big show at the end. But now you're going to pay for it. When we get back, I'm going to hunt down anyone you've ever loved and personally devour them."
"You're free to smite the others, now," War said, his missing eye swollen shut. He pointed at Lily. "Start with that bitch."
Lily fought even harder, but Pestilence was unaffected by her efforts. The angel's eyes blinked out of order, as if malfunctioning.
"Fucker is all messed up now," War muttered. "Hey! Mehkhkahrel! That's a succubus right over there, she's a demon! Angels smite demons!"
The angel didn't move. Instead, it shifted, as if reality warped around it. It's baleful center eye was now looking at Lily, who crumpled under its golden gaze.
"DEMON SPAWN," it declared, and the air around it shifted. "YE HAVE BEEN JUDGED."
"Suck my dick!" Lily cried, smoke rising from her body. She cried out in agony as sparkling lights danced around her, like sadistic fireflies.
When the beam of light burst from Mehkhkahrel, Beth closed her eyes and screamed. Hot liquid sprayed across her body and she fell to the ground in shock. When she opened her eyes, she saw that she was covered in Opal's blue slime.
Opal, or what was left of her, lay melted on top of Lily. The crystalline decanter lay on its side, slowly dripping ooze onto the ground.
Murray stopped screaming and looked down at himself in shock. Not only was he coated in Opal's remains, but it had been sprayed everywhere. Bits of the slime girl had sprayed across the three horsemen, as well as Mehkhkahrel.
"YE HAVE BEEN...YE HAVE BEEN..." Golden light sparked across the Mehkhkahrel's wings, and then it fired a beam of light into Pestilence. The whirling mass twisted aimlessly, the eyes blinking rapidly and out of sync. A sound like static filled the air as the angel spoke over itself.
Pestilence raised their hands in defence and then exploded into a cloud of angry insects that dispersed into the gloom. Ashes drifted across the ground.
"What the hell?" War covered his head and managed to narrowly avoid a random blast of light.
"He attacked the wrong person!" Murray held up the dick of Osiris and summoned a magical shield just in time to block an attack. "That girl didn't attack me or him, so it violated its own protocols! My control is slipping!"
Mehkhkahrel let out a scream that caused Murray and the horsemen to stumble and fall. The mists around the house curled inward like fingers and scratched at the exterior, taking away paint and wood. Beth was lying flat on the ground now, terrified of what the mist would do if it touched her.
Murray sent a green beam of light into Mehkhkahrel's core, sweat beading up on his brow. Mehkhkahrel's wings stopped spinning as it let out a groan that sounded like fatigued metal.
There was a flash of light, and then everyone standing was knocked off their feet. Up above, the angel's wings started to char around the edges and turn black.
"No, no, no!" Murray held up his hands and tried to bind Mehkhkahrel once again.
"ENOUGH!" Mehkhkahrel's voice felt like a bomb inside of Beth's gut, and she curled into the fetal position. The air filled with an ominous ticking noise that she realized was coming from the angel above. It stared down with angry eyes, and she saw that several of them were looking right at her. One by one, their gaze turned toward Lily, who lay smoldering on the ground.
"Fuck you," Lily whispered, then grabbed Opal's vessel and flung it far away from her own body to protect it from the coming blast.
"HELLSPAWN." Energy crackled around Mehkhkahrel's wings as it prepared to smite the succubus. "I SMITE THEE IN HIS GLORIOUS NAME."
Lily shrieked defiantly at the angel, but then stopped, her jaw dropping in surprise.
When the beam of light burst forth from Mehkhkahrel, Lily vanished in a cloud of smoke just before it reached her. The beam scoured the ground, sending molten rock through the air as it tried to find her.
The mists swirled around the house, then coiled upward as if being pushed from below. A dark figure approached through the gloom, blue eyes glowing with an intensity that made Beth squint.
The mists parted, revealing a male figure with his arm in a sling. It was Mike, and he glared angrily at the angel above. An aura of blue and green light surrounded him, pushing the mists away from where he stood and radiating outward through the ground. Where he walked, grass and tiny blue flowers burst through the sterile soil and she could feel the ground beneath her beating like a drum.
"Are you the one who took my house?" He sounded calm, but there was a dangerous edge to his voice that made Beth think of a sheathed blade. "The one who hurt my family? The one who just tried to kill my Lily?"
"BE NOT AFRAID." Mehkhkahrel's voice flattened Beth into the ground so hard that she couldn't breathe. Her hair whipped around her head as if she was caught in a storm. Nearby, she heard Murray cry out in rage as he, too, was flattened. Whatever malfunction the angel was experiencing had either scrambled its circuits completely or pissed it off.
The wave of force that burst forth from the angel traveled across the ground and washed over Mike. He barely flinched, his face twisting into an angry mask as he lifted his good arm and pointed at Mehkhkahrel.
"Cerberus." Mike's voice thrummed with power, and Beth watched in awe as three pairs of blazing red lights formed just above and behind him as the hell hound stepped out of the mists. Their teeth were bared and hackles raised as each head growled in a different tone, filling the air with a malevolent melody.
Mike twisted his hand around to make a gun out of it with two fingers for the barrel. When he parted his lips to speak, his teeth were pressed tightly together in barely suppressed rage. "Fetch."
With a triple howl, Cerberus bounded forward and tackled Mehkhkahrel out of the sky. Feathers scattered everywhere as the powerful force crushing Beth suddenly vanished and she was able to rise. Mehkhkahrel and Cerberus tumbled out of sight into the mist, but the air filled with blasts of light and fire as the two battled in the fog.
"Caretaker!" Murray hissed in surprise as he held up his magical dick like a protective talisman. "How are you here?"
Mike didn't answer. Instead, Lily stepped from behind him, her tail wrapping coyly around Mike's torso, the stinger resting gently against his neck.
"Daddy's home," she announced with glee. "And he is pissed." She planted a kiss on his cheek and then disappeared in a puff of smoke.

🏠🏠🏠

Mike is finally home. It's time to take out the trash.
Next chapter will be the conclusion of Book Five (but not the whole series), so buckle up as the house comes together to put the hurt on the Apocalypse!
I couldn't be here without you all. Thank you so much for reading my story, and I will see you soon. Don't forget to leave me some stars on your way out, and I will keep working hard to write the story you all deserve.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all!
Here it is, the exciting conclusion to book five! (Just this book, not the whole series)
It's always a process to share a story that takes the better part of a year to complete. Thank you to everyone who has stuck with me this far, and hello to those of you who are new. I appreciate every single one of you who have become invested in this silly tale of mine, and your enthusiasm has been such a huge part of my continued success.
At the end of this chapter, I have some thoughts to share, for those who like that sort of thing. Before you leave, make sure to leave me some stars, a comment, or even send me a nice letter. These are all things that help others find the story, and keep me motivated when I'm struggling to succeed.
As always, new chapter info will be in the bio. Hope you are all having a wonderful holiday season, wherever you are. This chapter is a bit longer than the others, I hope you enjoy it!
A Caretaker's Resolve
Mike sniffed involuntarily at the sulfur cloud that surrounded him with Lily's disappearance. Her malevolent glee was so palpable he could almost taste it.
It had taken almost two hours at a blistering pace in the Underworld before Mike and the others had reached the edge of the dome-shaped pocket dimension his home had been tucked away in. It had formed an impenetrable barrier to the demonic denizens of the blighted landscape who were circling it hungrily. At the sight of the hellhound, they dispersed with harsh cries.
Mike had hopped off of Cerberus to place his hands on the solidified light. It denied his efforts, but he could feel the geas just on the other side. It reached out for him, as if to welcome him home, but the barrier opposed his efforts.
The geas built in power, concentrating magic just beneath his hands until it tunneled through the barrier, connecting to Mike's magic. Like turning a key in a lock, the protective shield burst apart to allow him entry. The thick mist had resisted his passage by curling around him and solidifying, but he had pushed through with the others behind him. He had arrived just in time to see the angel Mehkhkahrel try and scour Lily from existence.
Cold fury filled him as he commanded Cerberus to take down Mehkhkahrel. If anyone was a match for the angel, it would be them. Cerberus had tackled the angel into the mist, but Hellfire tore through the fog and revealed Mehkhkahrel on the ground. Its feathers smoldered as it tried to move back into the air. Every now and then, the shadows shifted and it looked as though the winged entity had unfolded terrifying limbs consisting of blades and spikes.
"YES!" A bulky figure with red skin reached into the air and pulled out a large battleaxe. Mike assumed this was War, but didn't care what he was called. "Let's do this!" War cried as he charged toward Mike.
"Yuki." Mike knew the kitsune was right behind him. "Freeze this turd."
A gale of icy wind blew past him, slowing War's progress. The warrior howled, the veins in his neck bulging as he muscled forward, ice forming on his face and chest.
"Do you think I'm afraid of a little cold?" He barked a laugh as the distance between them narrowed.
"You'll be afraid of this." Yuki's voice was full of contempt as a giant icicle, nearly fifteen-feet long, ripped through the air. It shattered just before impact with War when a yellow beam of light intercepted it.
"You will not stop me," Murray yelled, his voice crackling. "I have spent too many centuries waiting for this moment!"
"I'm putting you back on ice." Yuki dashed past Mike, her tails swishing behind her as she held up both hands, each filled with tarot cards. She cast them into the air where they transformed into giant silver goblets that poured water onto the ground. She summoned large icicles from the now moist soil, then launched them at Murray with a wave of her clawed hands.
War, no longer impeded by Yuki, ran at Mike with his axe held high.
With a bellow, Asterion emerged from the fog and slammed into War headfirst from the side. His horns penetrated War's thick skin as he lifted the horseman into the air.
A horrible gnawing feeling took Mike to his knees, and he narrowed his eyes at the dark figure by the house who was pointing at him.
"You must be Famine," he muttered, then whistled and held up his hand. The mace, which had been circling them for the entire trip, appeared from above and landed in his hand. "Beat this fucker's teeth in," he told the mace, then threw it.
Even though the throw was clumsy, the mace took care of the dirty work and covered the distance between Famine and Mike in moments. It smashed into Famine's face, knocking the horseman onto the ground.
Mike's precognition triggered, and he leapt out of the way as a colony of insects formed into a humanoid and took a swipe at him.
"Mike Radley!" Death had turned his head around with his hands to watch the battle, War's massive sword pinning him to the ground. "You have come for me!"
Mike didn't respond, his attention on the figure before him. Every fiber of his being screamed "Danger!" as Pestilence tried to get a hold of him. He imagined a single touch would infect him with every disease known to man, plus a few extra.
Lily emerged from above and flapped her wings, scattering the cloud of insects. When she landed, her tail curled protectively around Mike's waist.
"You make quite an entrance," she told him. "What's with the arm?"
"Got into a fight with a demon." He noticed that one of her arms was similarly wrapped. "And you? Trying to match my outfit?"
"Fight with an angel." She looked over her shoulder and smirked. "We can compare scars later."
"Agreed." He grabbed Lily by the shoulders and pulled her back as a beam of golden light came from the gloom and passed less than a foot away. "How do we end this?"
She pointed to Death, who was still pinned in place. "The bitch is afraid of him."
"Then let's give her something to be afraid of." He sprinted toward Death and slid to a stop just inches away. Grabbing the hilt of the sword with both hands, he let out a yell and pulled it upward. Pain flooded his busted arm, causing his hand to slip free.
The sword hadn't moved an inch.
"Only War can lift his own talisman," Death informed him. "You must find another way to free me, Mike Radley."
"Fuck!" Mike kicked the flat of the blade in frustration, then turned his attention to the others in time to see Murray summoning a ball of green light in his hands, his shining eyes locked on Beth.

🏠🏠🏠Beth scrambled to her feet and ran to Kisa's aid. The catgirl was still unconscious, her body limp as Beth dragged her back into the house while the fight continued to unfold outside.
Satisfied that Kisa was at least out of harm's reach, she pulled Tick Tock off Kisa's back and slung him over her own.
"It's time to do our part," she said, then ran back outside. Asterion and War were pounding the shit out of each other in a bare-knuckled brawl, their weapons forgotten. She was almost off the porch when a thick hand grabbed her by the shoulder.
"Noth tho fath!" It was Famine, his face bloodied and several teeth missing. Behind him, his damaged scales had been wrapped around a mace that clattered to get free.
A bony whip wrapped around Famine's wrist, drawing blood. He cried out in agony as Suly yanked on the other end, freeing Beth.
"Hands off the lady," the dullahan shouted from atop his horse. He took a bundle from beneath his arm and tossed it to Beth. "Special delivery."
Famine ripped the whip free from his arm, taking chunks of skin with it. Suly rode past Famine and scooped up Beth just as she picked up the bundle.
"I'm so glad to see you," she said, but Suly's response was lost as a blast of green light caved in his horse. The nightmare crumpled inward, making a screeching sound before it vanished with a loud pop. Suly wrapped his arms protectively around Beth as his horse vanished and they crashed, but his head was ripped free and rolled into the fog.
"SHITE!" screamed the dullahan before his head disappeared completely.
"You're going nowhere!" Murray's face was covered in blood, but there were no visible wounds. He raised the magic cock and pointed it at Beth.
Mike tackled Murray from the side, knocking him to the ground. Beth noticed that Yuki was now fighting Pestilence with freezing clouds. Lily was helping Asterion, the two of them struggling against a frenzied War.
"Use the sword," Mike called out. Beth looked at the bundle she had dropped, then pushed away Suly's arms as she crawled over to retrieve it. Unwrapping the blade, she marveled at the glistening edge.
Without wasting another moment, she charged toward Murray and swung the blade, cleaving neatly through his neck.
Bands of golden light emerged from the wound as Murray's head fell, connecting his head to his body. His head was yanked back into place, the wound vanishing before her eyes.
"This body is powered by the divine and controlled by chaos," he cackled, then punched Mike in the face, knocking him to the ground. Blood flowed freely from Murray's wound until it closed completely. "A mere sword cannot hurt me."
A cloud of acrid smoke emerged from Murray's hands, but he paused when a loud roar was followed by Mehkhkahrel flying backward out of the fog. Its spiraling wings generated winds that knocked everyone down as it fired golden light into the fog. Cerberus appeared, golden blood in their mouths as they dashed around the smiting attacks. A blast scorched a bloody trail along Cerberus' left leg, but the hellhound ignored it, leaping through the air and clamping teeth into the angel's body once again.
Everyone had been scattered. Beth was near Mike, who was groaning and holding his head.
There was a bellow of alarm behind her, and she turned to see that War had Asterion in a headlock. He had pinned the minotaur from behind and was grabbing his horns in an attempt to break his neck.
Panicked, Beth looked around for the sword, but it was lying almost twenty feet away. Knowing she wouldn't have enough time, she ran toward War and Asterion, pulling the backpack off of her arms and unzipping it.
War was much taller than she was. When she jumped, she lifted Tick Tock as high as possible and swung the bag over the top of War's head.
"Snack attack!" she cried. They had come up with several silly code phrases, but this had been one of her favorites.
War's whole body tensed up as Tick Tock tried to devour his head, causing an immense amount of blood to gush from its open flaps. The mimic shuddered as War let go of Asterion and frantically tried to pull Tick Tock off of his head before it was bitten off.
Famine came to his brother's aid, ripping Tick Tock free. Tick Tock sprouted a dozen blades that stabbed Famine repeatedly.
War groaned, his features covered in blood. He wiped his good eye clean as Beth ran for the sword. Pestilence manifested before her, but a violent gust of wind blew them away as Yuki ran up, holding a glowing seven of swords card in her outstretched hand.
"Should have brought a bug zapper," she declared, then hurled a ray of frost. Several hundred bugs were caught, falling to the ground in blocks of ice.
Beth yelled her thanks and made it to the sword just as extreme hunger filled her body. She groaned and fell to her knees, suddenly too weak to stand.
"Oh, you are gon pah," Famine growled as he stomped toward her. Tick Tock had been bunched up and pinned beneath the bulk of his arm. One mechanical arm with a tiny blade stabbed him repeatedly in the belly, but Famine paid it no mind.
Metal clanged nearby, and Beth saw that the mace was fighting to get free from the scales. Hoping it could help her, she crawled toward the mace and grabbed onto the scales with both hands and pulled.
Despite their relatively small size, the scales were impossibly heavy. Touching them filled her with dread, and she felt the strength in her limbs sapped away.
"Thtupid girl." Famine was almost on top of her. "Only a hortheman cah lif their own talithman."
The mace was practically spinning in place, but the scales had it pinned. Frantic, Beth tried to stand, holding the sword in front of her. She moved behind the scales and paused, her eyes on the gleaming edge of the blade. There was a weird little hook on the end, which seemed more cosmetic than useful.
Just how sharp was this thing? Famine had bent the top bar of the scale around the mace, which meant that the metal itself couldn't be invincible. She placed the hook over the bent metal rod and gave the sword a good yank.
Nothing happened at first. She pulled a couple more times as Famine loomed over her, his fingertips glowing with a dark energy that had her gasping for air.
She wasn't sure if the fall came before or after, but the sword yanked free as the hook severed the metal loop holding the mace. It rocketed forward, smashing into Famine and making him drop Tick Tock. The mimic sprouted legs that slashed into Famine's tendons, sending the horseman to the ground.
The mace and the mimic reduced Famine to a bloody mess, the horseman thrashing about. War came running over, but was tripped by Lily's tail as she appeared next to him.
"Did you know there is no "i" in war?" she asked, then gouged out his other eye with her tail. War cried out in pain and pushed himself to his feet, then ran out into the mist.
A dark energy crushed Beth from above, and Murray descended from the sky. His body was covered in golden light as he came between them, the dick of Osiris pointed at her chest. In the fog, Cerberus yelped in pain and a heavy pressure filled the air as Mehkhkahrel hovered ominously overhead.
"Enough!" Murray opened his mouth to say something else, but choked when Suly's thorny whip wrapped around his throat and yanked him backward. The golden light traveled down the bone whip and burned along Suly's skin.
"I ain't one of yers," Suly growled as his skin sizzled. "Yer magic means little to the fae!"
"You... all... are... dead!" Murray's eyes were triumphant as a chorus of voices cried out from above. Mehkhkahrel's wings were spinning as the air filled with golden light. "You just... don't..."
Mike screamed, his body tense with rage as he directed his wrath at the angel. When his voice left him, it transformed into shards of blue light that ripped through the air and tore chunks out of Mehkhkahrel's wings. The angel's spell was disrupted, and it turned its attention toward Mike. Golden light built up behind Mehkhkahrel and it unleashed its magic.
Mike's voice tunneled into the light, and a protective barrier made of floating motes of light whirled around him. Bits of Mehkhkahrel's magic struck the barrier and pushed Mike back, but the blue light surrounding him coalesced into six spectral legs that spread wide behind him to prevent him from succumbing to the blast.
A feminine figure clutched him from behind, both of her hands resting directly over his heart and her legs around his waist. Mike paused to take a breath, and then let out a cry that surpassed any frequency Beth could hear. The air rippled as the phantom woman held Mike in place, her legs bracing him against the onslaught of magic. He put his hands over hers, clutching tightly at something just under the fabric of his shirt.
Murray was stunned by the sight developing before him. Beth took advantage of the distraction and brought the sword up and into Murray's wand hand.
She had been hoping to cut the magic dick in half. Somehow, she had managed to slice through his fingers. The golden light appeared and caught his digits before they hit the ground, but not before the dick of Osiris was smacked into the air.
"No!" Murray backhanded Beth, knocking her down. He flew beneath the magic dick, his dark eyes following its trajectory.
"Tick Tock!" Beth stuck out her hand and the backpack leapt to her side, the empty nylon loop now in reach. She grabbed onto the mimic and said a little prayer. "Sausage party!"
When she threw Tick Tock at Murray, the mimic's flaps opened and launched several objects into the air. There were plates and knives, and even a few books. Those were just meant to be a visual distraction, because Tick Tock also spat out every single rubber dildo that Beth owned.
It had been a stupid idea, one that Lily had teased her about, but Beth had wondered more than once if they could swap something from her collection for Murray's pride and joy. At a glance, she recognized each and every one of them. They had been part of her most intimate moments, she had agonized over which ones to buy on the internet for hours. If she had to, she could identify them with her eyes closed.
And right now, the one she wanted was headed her way.
Murray looked confused as he was pelted by several dicks at once. He snatched one out of the air and flew up out of reach. As he spun around, he leveled the cock at her.
The words he spoke tore through the air, and the tip of the cock emitted a bright yellow light as it powered up. When he finished his incantation, he pointed the cock at Beth and then flinched when it exploded in a mass of sticky goo.
"What?" He held up the remains of the dark blue cock and squinted at it. "What is this?"
"It was the Delightful Dragon," Beth told him as she held up Osiris' cock. She had grabbed it out of the air. "You've got to start small and work your way up."
Murray let out a scream of rage and held his hands out. Malevolent energy crackled along his fingertips.
"Fireball, motherfucker!" Beth channeled the energy through Osiris' cock and was blasted backward as a ten-foot wide fireball erupted from its head. It crashed into Murray and knocked him out of the sky.
"Beth!" Lily pulled Beth to her feet. "Romeo isn't going to last!"
Mike was on his knees now, energy crackling around him as the angel won out. Yuki had joined the fray, summoning a stream of magic that absorbed some of the impact, but she was gasping for air as her arms trembled.
"What do you want me to do?" Beth asked.
"Point your dick at that windmill motherfucker!"
Beth held up the dick of Osiris like a wand, but nothing happened. She wondered if she should cast a spell out of it when Cerberus appeared from the mists. All three heads roared and sent hellfire into Mehkhkahrel, scorching his already blackened wings and diverting its attention. Over by the house, Murray was staggering to his feet, his clothing similarly scorched.
"Shit!" Beth stuck the "wand" in her pocket and looked around. The sword was nearby, but she wouldn't be able to reach the angel with it. What was she supposed to do?
"No!" Death's sudden cry shocked her, and she turned to see that he was staring directly at Mike, one bony hand outstretched toward the Caretaker. "Please, stop! He's my friend! HE'S MY FRIEND!"
Beth picked up the sword and ran to the Grim Reaper's aid. She knew that nobody could lift War's sword, but Famine's scales had fared poorly against the sharp edge of her blade. Was her blade sharp enough to break apart War's weapon?
She swung the sword hard, driving it deep into War's blade and showering the ground with sparks. The first swing didn't do the trick, but it sank in a few inches. She hacked away at War's weapon, less than a foot over Death's torso. The tip of her sword snapped off, but she kept hitting, sweat pouring down her face and into her eyes.
Asterion appeared, hefting his battleaxe. Seeing what she was up to, he struck the blade from the other side. His axe cracked, so he grabbed onto the hilt of the blade and pulled sideways in an attempt to widen the gap.
"C'MON!" Beth screamed as she used what was left of her magic sword to sever the base of War's blade. Lily and Suly helped Asterion, pulling the sword sideways to make a notch for Beth to focus her efforts on. An eerie light formed over the surface of War's weapon that seemed to weaken in intensity every time she struck a blow.



Screaming in rage, she swung one more time. A blast of light knocked her onto her butt and the others away as War's blade toppled to the ground and sent a cloud of dust into the air.
Death rose from the ground, the blade snapping open on his scythe as fury manifested in his eyes. He swung his blade, emitting a black wave of force that severed several of Mehkhkahrel's wings. The angel fell from the sky, landing hard on the ground while its eyes all looked around in panic.
Cerberus pounced on the angel, all three heads ripping flesh free and filling the air with scorched angel feathers.
"Can that thing even die?" Beth asked.
"All things die," Death replied, then turned his attention to Murray. "Especially you."
Murray's eyes went wide in shock, but he turned his attention toward Mike. Mike was on the ground, his free hand clutching his chest as if in agony. Murray grinned and closed his eyes.
"Stop him!" Beth cried. "He's trying to possess Mike!"
Murray let out a cry of agony and clutched at his face.
"Didn't expect to meet that many people inside my head, did you, asshole?" Mike stood, tears in his eyes. The ferocity there was terrifying to behold as he walked over, his magic gathering behind him. "That beating they gave you was just the beginning. Where I am weak, they are strong. Where you are alone, we are many."
Mike's magic unfolded behind him like a pair of wings, and Murray stared in wonderment. The shimmering wings burst into tiny motes of light, revealing the looming specter of Death himself with fire in his eyes and grim determination on his jaw.
Death dashed past Mike and stabbed his bony fingers into Murray's eyes, causing him to scream. Light emerged from Murray's open mouth as Death stretched a diaphanous substance out of Murray, then ripped it free. Murray collapsed on the ground without a mark on his body as the filmy substance took form.
It was a woman with golden skin and a crown on her head. She stumbled around, staring at her translucent hands in disbelief.
"No," she whispered, then looked at the others. Her face distorted, revealing Murray's twisted features beneath the surface as his soul fought to break free. Sickly clouds of light swirled around her as she regained her composure and pointed a gnarled finger at Mike. "NO!"
When she raised her hands, dark clouds formed at their feet. Beth watched in awe as the spell fizzled, due to the thorned, bony whip that had encircled Nesferisfet and now pinned her arms in place.
"Hurts, doesn' it?" Suly yanked Nesferisfet off her feet, causing her to fall to the ground. "Sorry I lost my head fer a bit. I'm ready to contribute now."
Beth smiled. "You contributed plenty," she told him, then planted a kiss on his cheek.
"Are the others inside?" Mike asked with a raspy voice, his features pale. It looked like he had run a marathon, his cheeks sunken in. "Nobody died?"
"Yeah, we're all here. Except..." Beth turned her attention out into the fog. It took her a few minutes of looking, but she found Opal's core where Lily had thrown it. The vial vibrated lightly in her hands as if saying hello, and she sighed in relief. "Now we're all here."
Mike nodded, then sank to the ground. "That's great news," he told her, then looked up at the house. "Hey, the roof is intact. Not bad for your second time house sitting."
"Kids got rowdy," she replied, then sat down next to him. "Threw an unexpected party. You okay?"
"Nope." He pulled a pair of dogtags out of his shirt and gazed at them in awe. "But I will be."
"I hate to interrupt your circle jerk," Lily interjected, her face stuck in a frown. "But how the hell are we getting the house home?"
Mike flopped onto his back and groaned. "I just need a nap," he replied. "I can barely think straight and everything hurts. But I do have a plan." He turned his attention over to Cerberus. Beth watched as the hellhound happily ripped off one of the angel's wings, causing two of the heads to fight over it.
"Speaking of plans, what about this one?" Suly gave Nesferisfet a kick. She hissed at him and tried to roll away, so he yanked on his whip, causing the bone thorns to bite into her soul.
"Is Murray still in there?" he asked.
"No." Death stroked his chin. "The being known as Murray was consumed by this foul creature when they mixed together. She is a parasite."
"Fuck you," Nesferisfet cried.
"Can we feed her to Cerberus?" Beth asked, scowling at Nesferisfet.
"Probably shouldn't," Lily replied. "Despite what it looks like, the dog doesn't technically eat. I would hate to learn that this bitch will reappear someday and cause even more problems. And I can't do anything with her, either."
"So what do we do?" asked Beth.
Mike stared at the ground as if lost in thought, then nodded solemnly. "No more loose ends," he declared, then turned his gaze on Nesferisfet. His eyes flashed dangerously as he rose from the ground. "I know exactly what to do with you."
His raspy voice became a growl, which sent shivers down Beth's spine. He gestured for Lily and Death to join him, then whistled for Cerberus. The hellhound padded over and laid down where Mike could put his hand on the center head's nose. Yuki stood back, her eyes on the mist around the house. It was already starting to thin, revealing dark shapes that shifted without.
"Here's what's going to happen. Cerberus?"
The hellhound responded with a whine.
"You're my good girls, aren't you?" He wrapped his arm around the center head's muzzle and squeezed while the side heads licked his arms and face. "I need you to track down a gate to Hell."
Nesferisfet panicked and tried to fight her way free, but was properly secured by Suly's whip. She ended up falling down on her face, instead.
"Lily and Death, please go with her in case the horsemen are planning something. The barrier is down, so they're out in the Underworld now." Mike sighed and rubbed his temples. "Not much help for that, I guess."
"Do this, do that." Lily grumbled as she walked over to Cerberus and started to climb up. "When do I get told I'm a good girl? Never. No head pats, no thank yous..."
"Once you find a gate, come back. We'll form a proper escort and shove this bitch in there." Mike jerked his thumb at Nesferisfet. "She won't go easy, but I know you can handle it."
Nesferisfet howled at him, but Suly grabbed her from behind and clamped his hand over her mouth.
"The master is speakin'," he whispered. "Shut yer damn mouth."
She struggled, but Suly held her tight. Mike held his hand out to Beth, and she moved to join him.
"What do you need from me?" she asked, her body suddenly sore. She had been knocked around so much during the fight that the adrenaline was already wearing off. Her back and sides hurt the most, and she wondered if she had bruised some ribs.
He moved close to her side until his lips were almost on her ear. "I need you to help me inside," he whispered. "Before I collapse."
She looped her arm around his waist and guided him toward the house. Nesferisfet was pulled toward the porch and strapped to one of the pillars while Suly and Yuki kept watch. The mace joined them, lying itself next to the front door as Asterion appeared from out of the mists. Beth hadn't even realized that he had left.
"The blind one got away," Asterion grumbled, then sat down on the steps with a grunt. "His footsteps disappear not far from here. I am sorry."
"You have nothing to be sorry for," she replied as she pushed open the door. Mike stumbled a couple of feet as she helped him fall face down onto the nearest couch. Behind them, Tick Tock shut the door and withdrew his bladed limbs, once more a nondescript backpack.
"Are the others still alive?' he asked, slurring his words. "Did I make it in time?"
She looked around the room. Reggie sat on top of the nearest table clutching Jenny like a talisman against evil. Kisa was where Beth had left her, but was still breathing.
"I think so," she answered. "Banged up but all here."
Mike mumbled something in reply, but she didn't understand it. As he slumbered, she sat next to him on the loveseat and pulled her legs up to her chest and let out a deep breath.
Within seconds, she was asleep too.

🏠🏠🏠It was a beautiful spring morning. The birds in the garden chirped greetings to each other, their songs transforming into terrified squawks as the fairies chased them from their perches with child-like laughter. Mike was lying on the front porch bench, his eyes closed and his head in Cecilia's lap. Her thighs were soft to begin with, but she had figured out some trick with her spectral body that made her legs cooler and more comfortable then any pillow he had ever used.
She was playing with his hair, her cool fingers sending prickles across his scalp. He was lying down so that his right arm lay across his belly. His broken arm was wrapped in a fresh layer of spider silk.
It had been nearly a month since his return from the Underworld. After a four hour nap in his house, he had gone back to Naia and used her connection with the house to properly return it. Even though he was exhausted, Naia had been able to coax a strong orgasm out of him that had yanked the home back through the Underworld and placed it where it belonged. He couldn't be sure, but he had a suspicion that the house had been put back slightly crooked and several feet to the left.
While he had been putting back the house, Suly, Lily, and Death had escorted Nesferisfet to the nearest Hell gate. Mike had wondered if he should ask her how to undo the sleeping curse, but strongly suspected that any help she provided would have ulterior motives. She had almost ended the world in a mad bid for power, and he fully expected to be double-crossed. Lily told him later that, at the end, she had begged for mercy as they pushed her between the one-way blades meant to ensnare souls.
Death had responded by using the butt of his scythe to shove her the rest of the way in. The demons on the other side, smelling a powerful soul, had dragged her away screaming.
Fortunately, once he returned the house to its proper location, Ratu had been able to undo the curse. His unique bond with Tink and Cecilia had allowed him to pull them out through the Dreamscape with Lily's help. Without such a connection, several of the slumbering rats died of dehydration in the process. Reggie had taken the loss hard, but understood that Ratu had tried her hardest to save them.
Of Eulalie and Sofia, he had seen very little. The Arachne was already gone upon his return to the house. A decent population of rats had decided that Eulalie was their new leader during his absence, and she had convinced them to chew a portal to her home in Oregon. He had been surprised to discover that Sofia had gone with her. He hadn't wanted to pry into Eulalie's affairs out of respect for her sister, but had to admit he was curious.
He had wondered if she would stay there now that Velvet was gone, but she had come back to the house for a couple of days before announcing that she and Sofia had an important project to work on. For the last couple of weeks, she and Sofia had been holed up in the Library, and he had no idea why. The couple of times Eulalie had stopped by to visit him, she had stayed long enough to rewrap his arm while saying very little. His primary worry was that she blamed him or the others for Velvet's death, but Sofia reassured him that Eulalie had hyper-focused on some new task that would be revealed in time.
To say Zel had been upset about his injury was an understatement. She had yelled at him until she was red in the face, all while having Ratu reset some of his bones. The spell he had cast on the forest had created a spiral fracture in his radius and ulna, and his attempt to lift War's sword free had only made it worse. A series of long metal pins now held everything in place until his bones could fuse. Sometimes, when he was lying in bed, he thought he could actually feel his break mending.
The front door swung open, breaking his reverie. Mike heard soft footsteps approaching and smiled.
"Morning, Kisa." He could sense her by proximity now, their connection stronger than ever. He bent his legs, making room on the bench. "Plenty of room for my favorite familiar."
Kisa snorted, then sat on the bench. After shifting around, she pushed his legs apart so that she could lie her head down on his stomach.
"I see how it is," the catgirl grumbled. "Turn my back for one second and find you in the arms of another woman."
"You certainly didn't mind sharing me last night," he replied with a smile. When he had crawled into bed, Lily and Kisa had been waiting for him. The two of them had grinned in amusement at each other the whole time they were blowing him, as if partners to a secret. He didn't bother asking, he had been too distracted by the semi-rough texture of Kisa's tongue on the head of his cock while Lily had forked her own tongue to squeeze the base of his shaft. When he came in Kisa's mouth, Lily had pinned him down while the two of them kept sucking until he blew his load in her mouth again.
"Your head still feeling okay?" he asked Kisa as he ran his fingers along the base of her ears.
"Mm-hmm," she replied with a purr. She had suffered a pretty bad concussion during the fight with the horsemen. It had affected her balance, and Tink had been mothering her all month. "Wasn't last night proof enough?"
He smiled, feeling the heat rise to his cheeks.
The three of them cuddled this way for nearly an hour when the front door opened again. It was Death, and he was holding a small tray with a pot of tea and biscuits.
"It is nearly time, Mike Radley." Death stared down at them for several moments as if waiting for a reply. "For our appointment."
Mike groaned. He was comfortable, and fairly certain that Kisa had fallen asleep with her legs wrapped around one of his. It took him a minute to untangle himself, then he walked out into the garden with Death at his back.
The hedge maze was even larger than before. Luckily, it was no more than belly height, but Kisa and Tink could officially get lost in it. Fae creatures could be spotted moving through the underbrush, and there was a particularly grumpy gnome at one end who decorated his home with bottle caps that the fairies brought him from neighboring yards. The Jabberwock, happy to have its bigger yard back, guarded the opening closest to the front entrance. Anyone not paying attention would think it was some sort of concrete/topiary hybrid.
Mike allowed Death to lead him into the maze. They navigated the outer rim until they found a shortcut towards the center. A table and chairs had been set in a quiet location not too far from the sundial specifically for tea time. The metal table was held in place by thick roots that had sprouted from beneath. Mike took a seat just as Beth appeared several hedges over. Her hair was mussed, and there were a couple of sticks caught in it.
"Shit, is it that time already?" She adjusted her outfit and cleared her throat as Suly stood up next to her. The dullahan grinned, and waved at Mike.
"We'll be out of yer hair soon," he said, then leaned down to pull Asterion to his feet. The minotaur appeared to be in a daze, but he locked eyes with Mike and nodded.
"We are all friends now," Asterion said, then guided Beth and Suly through the maze and toward the house.
"How the hell did I not see them?" Mike wondered aloud.
"Because you did not have their consent to watch them," Death replied. "Sorceress Bethany cast a concealment spell. It is one of the spells that she has been working on all week with Ratu. She is becoming quite good."
"I see." He had been so busy this last week that he hadn't had a chance to talk with her. Most of their interactions had concerned the slime girl currently living in his bathtub. Ever since getting blasted by the angel, Opal was having trouble holding a human form. "I'm probably overdue for my own tutelage."
"It would serve you well." Death arranged the crockery on the table. "You should learn a spell to reheat my tea for me. It would be most convenient."
In front of the house, a car door slammed. Cyrus appeared between the lions, his eyes darting back and forth as he carried a briefcase past the Jabberwock and into the hedge maze. It took him a couple minutes to wind his way toward them, but he came to a stop on the other side of a thick bush.
"I swear I had the route figured out this time," he mumbled while scratching his chin. A rough beard was coming in, but the scars on his face meant it would never be uniform.
"It changes," Mike replied. He touched a nearby leaf and made his will known to the hedges. The foliage parted, allowing a wide-eyed Cyrus to come through and sit with them.
"Was that you?" he asked.
"Not quite," Mike replied. The roses around his house stubbornly refused his commands, so he was always siccing Suly on them. Some of the plants were manifesting personalities, and he could only wonder what he would have learned from the Mandragora if he could have spoken to it before it left so long ago. It wasn't so much that he made the bushes part--he had asked nicely and let them decide. "Have a seat."
"I have made us chamomile," Death declared, causing Cyrus to flinch. "It is a friendly tea."
"Thank you." Cyrus took his seat and accepted a cup from Death. "I'm sorry I keep reacting that way, it's something about your voice."
"You and I have met on many occasions. It has never been friendly." Death winked at Mike, an action which caused one of his flames to temporarily go out. "Until now."
"So what do you have for me today?" Mike leaned forward, ignoring the cup of tea that Death put in front of him.
Cyrus pulled some papers out of his briefcase and slid them across. It was a coroner's report for Murray. They had brought his body back and slumped him over the toilet in his bedroom. The police found him a couple days later after Eulalie sent an anonymous email complaining about the smell.
"Positional asphyxia?" Mike looked up at Cyrus from the document.
"They think he passed out on the toilet and suffocated while slumped over." Cyrus sipped his tea. "This is really good, by the way."
"You are too kind." Death sat down and drank from his own cup. Cyrus watched with interest as the liquid disappeared in Death's mouth.
"Don't bother asking where it goes," Mike told him as he set the papers down. "Did you find out that other thing I wanted to know?"
"Angelic retribution?" Cyrus frowned. "For obvious reasons, there aren't any records on killing an angel and if God Himself will come after you."
"Damn." Mike picked up his cup and held it without drinking. After Cerberus had killed the Mehkhkahrel, it had slowly expanded in size. The damn thing was nearly the size of a mountain now in the Underworld, and scavengers were slowly picking it apart.
"Based on my experience, you can't keep thinking of the Great Almighty as some old guy who knows all and sees all." Cyrus set down his cup and crossed his legs. "We know that other gods existed. Some still might."
"I just don't want one descending on my house." Mike looked at the edge of his property. The geas had been weakened by the angel's search for Death, and it seemed to be stuck that way. A couple of joggers had stopped to watch centaurs in the yard just yesterday. Lily followed one home and discovered that the geas made them see a child's birthday party where they chased each other on ponies.
Mike was having a privacy gate put up once the materials arrived.
The conversation steered away from the apocalypse and toward more mundane things. Cyrus asked plenty of questions about the Underworld itself, and provided Mike with anecdotal tales from his time in the Order. It was hard not to like the man, but Mike could tell that theirs wasn't just a casual relationship.



It was part of the reason that he had Death with him. The Grim Reaper not only interjected at odd moments and provided a distraction, but Mike knew if the Order were to ever assemble a dossier on him, it would likely include the fact that the physical manifestation of Death itself was one of his best friends.
Anyone who chose to fuck with him or his family while knowing that information deserved whatever fate they got, which brought him back to Leeds. The bastard was still locked down in Oregon, but the opportunity to escape would come eventually. That was a problem that required a unique solution.
"Mike Radley." Death loomed over him now, his eyes shining brightly despite it being midday. "Your tea has gone cold."
"You're right. It has." He held up his cup. "Top me off, would you? I promise I'll finish it this time."
"You seem distracted. Maybe it's something I could help with?" Cyrus leaned forward, his eyes wide with excitement. "I bet I can help. Please let me help."
Mike chuckled, then held his freshly filled cup to his lips.
"I could tell you the details, but then I'd have to kill you." He winked, causing Cyrus to groan. The man knew all about the incident with the horsemen, but it would be a cold day in Hell before Mike shared anything about Oregon.
That, after all, was strictly a family matter. By the time he bid Cyrus farewell, it was early evening and his stomach rumbled with hunger. Anticipating a large meal, he walked into the house and noticed immediately that the air lacked the familiar scent of dinner. Puzzled, he walked into the dining hall to find Beth and Reggie eating plain sandwiches and chips while going over some documents.
"Where's Sofia?" he asked.
Beth shrugged, then held up her sandwich. "No idea. Looks like we're fending for ourselves tonight."
Without fail, the cyclops had prepared meals like clockwork for the entire time he had known her. Worried that something had happened to her, he grabbed a handful of chips from the bag on the table and then ran to his office to move the red book to its proper location. The world blurred around him as he was transported to the Library.
What had once been a lonely space was now bustling with activity. Hundreds of rats scurried about in organized chaos, several of them pulling carts full of books across the lobby. A few stopped when they saw Mike, and a couple even waved.
"What the hell is going on here?" He walked up to the front desk and saw that a golden bell had been placed on the counter. Curious, he hit the plunger. A ringing sound echoed along the colossal stacks for several seconds before disappearing.
A platform loomed overhead, then sank down to the floor. Standing on it was Sofia, looking regal in her Head Librarian's gown.
"I must have lost track of time," she muttered, then stepped off the platform.
"Is everything okay?" he asked. "You never showed up for dinner."
"You know, it was never my job to cook meals for you." She narrowed her eye at him and frowned.
"That's not what I meant and you know it. I don't care that you didn't cook for us, but when someone breaks from their routine, I go check on them." He took a step forward and slipped his hands around her waist. "So what are you up to? Anything I can help with?"
Sofia kept a stern look about her, but her cheeks reddened. "As a matter of fact, there is plenty of work to do around here. After the incident with the horsemen, it was discovered that we did in fact have some texts that pertained to our situation. The Library, first and foremost, is a repository of knowledge. It is time that I work to restore its function, which includes better cataloging and access to materials."
"That's great," he said. "But it doesn't have to be something you do alone."
"And it isn't." Sofia sauntered away, her large ass swaying as she did so. She stood on the platform and tapped her staff. "I have something to show you. Are you coming?"
Not yet, he thought with a grin. He stood next to her and grabbed onto the railing. "Let's see what you've got going on."
Sofia stood stoic as the platform rose, her hair rustling around her as they lifted into the air. From up above, Mike could see the rats were surprisingly coordinated in their efforts. It seemed that they were gathering up books from distant stacks and moving them to an empty section of the Library.
"There's quite a backlog of incoming books," Sofia explained. "The rats haven't learned to read yet, but the Library has a translation feature. While they don't completely understand the wording, they have been taught the difference between genres."
"That's great, but does Reggie know about this?"
"It was his idea. Ever since the last incursion, he decided that his people would be safer in a more neutral territory. To that end, we put them to work for room and board." The platform was moving fast enough now that the breeze was pushing Mike's hair back. "So what do you need from me?"
Sofia looked over his shoulder with a grin. "You'll see."
They traveled for a few more minutes before landing on a giant stack that had been hollowed out. Most of the books had been removed, leaving behind what looked like a bundle of networking cables that looped around the structure.
"Is that..." he stepped off the platform in disbelief. "Did you guys build a giant server room?"
"The biggest on Earth." Eulalie descended from above, her hands and front legs clinging to a braided web. She dropped the last ten feet and tumbled, landing in a crouch, the dog tags jingling around her neck. "Well, not Earth, technically. These cables are connected to secret locations across the planet. Do you know what's better than using a VPN? Actually using routers on different parts of the planet." The Arachne was smug as she dropped a bundle of cables from her arms. "The rats can nibble these really tiny holes, just big enough for a cable. Even if the router is discovered, all they will ever find is a mysterious hole in the wall. Any attempt to widen it will disrupt the portal, and then poof!" She clapped her hands together. "All evidence is erased."
Mike nodded appreciatively. "I admit, that's pretty cool. But what is it for?"
"This place is a sanctuary for information. We are pulling information from some of the most protected areas of the Earth." She patted the floor beneath her. "We're not just connected to routers, you know. If you ever want to use a supercomputer or experimental AI for anything, you just let me know."
"To what end, though?"
Eulalie smiled. "You let me worry about that."
"I have to admit, this is really cool. How are you powering it?"
"We got Zel to agree to some solar panels in the Greenhouse. She and I actually had a very enlightening discussion about many things. I think we may actually be friends now. Also may have tapped into the electrical grid in places." Eulalie wiggled her eyebrows, which made it look like her lower spider eyes were blinking. "If you hear about rolling brownouts, it might be us."
"So this is what you need help with?" Mike gestured at the array of cables. "I mean, I can help with some stuff, but I kind of feel like it would take you longer to explain to me than to just do it yourself."
"Never have you spoken truer words. You're here to pick me up, that's all." Eulalie walked onto the platform, followed by Sofia and then Mike. It sank down through the Library, then veered down a narrow corridor full of stacks of books.
It was another ten minutes before they got to their destination. They arrived at a large stone column with a solitary arch nearly a hundred feet off the ground. A trio of rats stood guard, standing at attention the moment Eulalie stepped off the platform.
"Good job, guys." She made sure to pat each one on the head, then walked inside.
"So what is this place?" he asked.
"It was used to store dangerous texts," Sofia replied. "But for now, it's Eulalie's home."
"Home?" He hadn't spoken to Eulalie about living arrangements, but had figured she would move into the house.
"I'm going to live here," Eulalie said, moving into a cavernous space. A small bank of monitors was still being assembled along the walls, and small pockets of webbing had been scattered around the ceiling. A hammock dangled in one corner with a pillow inside it. "Since I am going to be the assistant librarian, it only makes sense."
"Assistant?" He looked at Sofia. "You've got help now?"
"Yes. We are planning to get this place back up and running." Sofia smiled. "It'll take some time, but we'll get there eventually."
"Which brings me to why you're here." Eulalie moved to the back wall of the room and stuck her hands through a thick band of webs. She removed something and walked back over to him, the object concealed by her arms. "I think you should see this."
"What is it?" Mike held out his hands as Eulalie handed him the object.
There was a faint pop as the object shocked him. The odor of the woods filled his nostrils, followed by the smell of hot springs. Jumbled thoughts were tossed through his mind, most of them just sounds. Eventually a single image burned bright in his mind. It was Velvet, standing on a cliff with the wind in her hair. She turned around to smile at him as the memory faded.
The object warmed in his hands, sending a pleasurable buzz throughout his body. It was a thick ovoid with red and blue swirls across its surface. It looked like a gemstone, but radiated a lifeforce that he immediately recognized.
"Velvet?" He ran his fingers across the pebbled surface of the egg, then clutched it to his chest. It hummed in time with the beating of his own heart. The ramifications of what he held raced through him, and he chose to immerse himself in the moment. A small part of her still existed, and he didn't care how or why. During the fight with Mehkhkahrel, he had felt her presence, but he couldn't be sure if it had been her or just his magic trying to meet his desires. It was almost like she had been holding him up as he unleashed every ounce of energy.
Later, he would ask Cecilia if it could have been her. The banshee had shrugged and explained that the Underworld could be a strange place in terms of spirits and what they could accomplish.
"My dad had a saying." Eulalie placed her hand on his shoulder. "Nobody is ever truly gone. When she died, I wasn't sure what to do when I found out she had laid an egg. I don't have her instincts, and I'm not cut out to be a mother. I debated having it smashed and just ending the Arachne once and for all, but the moment I touched it..." She shrugged. "It was almost like seeing her one last time. If she spared it, she had good reasons to do so."
"We're going to raise it here," Sofia announced. "The house is no place for a child. This place is safe from outside threats. It's possible her upbringing could be difficult, but we are up to the task. And someday, when she is old enough to leave the nest..."
"Then we will let her decide what comes next." Eulalie squeezed his shoulder. "The egg will have to leave the Library on occasion, because time doesn't pass in here. That will be one of your jobs, to help us grow and hatch it by taking it for walks outside these halls. Bring her with you when you aren't busy hunting demons or arguing with magical royalty."
"And once she's here, I'll help raise her. Or try to, anyway." Mike ran his fingers over the surface of the egg in awe. So many feelings begged for his attention, and he couldn't focus on any of them. This wasn't just about Velvet's legacy, but his own.
He was about to become a father, but he was also reminded that Velvet was gone. These thoughts and ideas would take some time to absorb, and he promised to focus on the positives. The others would help, because that's what family does.
At the very least, he would be a better parent than his own mother had been. "Does she have a name?" he asked.
Eulalie and Sofia smiled at each other.
"That depends on you," Eulalie replied. "What do you want to call her?"

🏠🏠🏠Cyrus turned onto the unmarked road off of Highway 104, the tires on his rental kicking up giant clouds of dust behind him. It had been almost an hour since he had seen another car, which included the fact that he had been forced to turn around after missing his exit.
Though he had not seen anyone, he had no doubt that he was being watched. For almost half an hour, he slalomed along the road through the sagebrush covered plains, making sure to keep his windows rolled up to keep out the heat and dust. The air conditioning was doing its best, but the car was emitting a high-pitched whine that threatened to test the limits of the engine.
Anyone following would have been surprised to see him gun the engine and drive straight into a large boulder. It was a security precaution, a spell that would only allow someone to pass if they were going faster than twenty-five mph. White light sizzled along the exterior of his black Nissan, and then a dull building the size of a garage popped into existence on the other side of the boulder. The sky was cast in grey, as if filtering out any color from the outside world.
By the time he came to a stop, there was a small group of men and women assembled outside the entrance of the building.
Upon exiting the car, he sensed the barrage of spells meant to verify his identity. He leaned against the car and stretched while they scanned him. It had been a long drive and his legs were stiff.
"Master Cyrus." A woman broke away from the pack and handed him a visitor's badge. "If you would wear this please."
"A badge? Really?" He put it over his head. "Seems kind of redundant now that you know who I am." Though he had never visited this facility, protocols were fairly standard across the world. The badge felt oddly heavy, but he assumed it was spell related.
"Let's just say the badge is a necessary precaution." The woman handed him a small stone. It had a groove in it, and he recognized it as a worry stone. "Also, keep this in your pocket while inside the building. Don't lose it or you may be subjected to termination with prejudice."
He frowned at the rock, then looked at the woman. "What the hell is going on with the Order?" he asked.
She shook her head. "I'm not permitted to give you that information, sorry."
He waved his hand dismissively. "I understand. I suppose I have people I could ask."
Relief crossed her face and she nodded. "Shall we?" She gestured behind them and the others opened the door to the building. He noticed that they all watched the surrounding land as he walked inside, then backed into the space one at a time. Whatever was going on had them spooked bad.
The garage-like building housed a single elevator. Once everyone was inside, two of the men grabbed onto a pair of silver rods along opposite walls. Their magic flowed into the motor, allowing the elevator to descend. The trip was long, but Cyrus was simply grateful not to be sitting anymore.
At the bottom of the shaft, the group disembarked, then took their positions in a room overlooking the opening to the elevator. There was a good chance it was the only entrance to this place.
"Right this way." The woman turned away from him, and he realized that he didn't know her name. Typically, members of the Order would identify themselves upon meeting to avoid confusion. Whether this was an oversight on her part due to the new security precautions or something else entirely, he had no way of knowing.
Still, the woman's identity didn't matter. He had come to see someone else.
At the end of a long corridor, they came to a circular door embedded into the stone. She placed her hand on a scanner and the door slid open.
"He's been expecting you," she said, stepping aside. "For a couple of months now. Demanded we keep his calendar clear for today."
Cyrus nodded. It wasn't a surprise that he had been expected. After all, the Oracle often saw things long before they happened.
When he walked into the room, a red light turned on above the door once it shut behind him. It was like being inside of an extra large dark room for developing photographs, only the center of the room was occupied by a giant glass cylinder filled with mist. The cylinder itself was nearly a hundred feet across and five stories high.
"Master Cyrus." The voice spoke to him from a mechanical grill at the bottom of the tube. Somewhere inside the glass, the Oracle was speaking into a microphone.
"I like the new housing unit." He had been with the Order when they had first captured the Oracle. Originally, the creature had been contained in a metal box not much larger than a coffin with a vent at the bottom. Good behavior over the years had allowed it substantially more freedom. Attracted to tragedy like a moth to a flame, the creature had a flair for prophecy that had resulted in its imprisonment rather than destruction. There was still significant doubt that the Oracle hadn't caused the Silver bridge collapse of '67, and so it remained somewhere it could be safely studied.
"Prison," the Oracle corrected as if reading Cyrus' mind. "You may use fancy words for it, but it is still a prison." A dark shape moved behind the mist as the Oracle came near the glass. "It has been many years since we last spoke in person."
"It has." Cyrus licked his lips, which had suddenly gone dry. "I have a question of a delicate nature."
"Indeed." The Oracle shifted in his enclosure, his glowing eyes visible through the mist. "Just think of the journey it has been to bring you to this point."
"So you know the question I want to ask?"
The Oracle chuckled. "Perhaps. But I am not ready to answer it yet. Indulge me. I would hear about your reasons for asking it."
Cyrus frowned. "You can't see what brings me here?"
"There are many places on this planet that obscure my vision." The swirling mists parted, briefly revealing a pair of damaged wings. "You have recently steeped yourself in such a place, like a fine tea. I would hear of it that I may taste such a place for myself."
"I have taken an oath not to share the details," Cyrus replied.
"Ah, still a man of your word." The Oracle made a clicking sound, then disappeared into the mists. "Instead of details, maybe you can summarize? It'll be like old times."
Cyrus nodded, understanding at once what the Oracle meant by old times. The Oracle and anyone who spoke with him used to be under heavy surveillance shortly after his capture. This extra attention had waned over the years once the Order was confident that the Oracle wasn't going to possess someone's body or manipulate them. Cyrus had developed these gestures to gain the Oracle's trust, and had never once abused it.
However, things had obviously changed for the Order. They were being listened to, and what he had to say was for the Oracle alone. To anyone listening, it sounded like he was rambling, talking about a man who had discovered a treasure trove of magic. However, the Oracle watched him closely as he made innocuous hand gestures that conveyed additional meaning. Certain signals meant that he was lying, others implied that he was selling it short.
For example, when the Oracle interrupted to ask about how powerful the inherited magic was, Cyrus had shrugged while scratching his chin. "No more than anyone else who comes into magic," he said, but his actions told the Oracle the opposite. There were no monitors in the Oracle's chamber--any cameras that watched him only captured static.
The Oracle listened quietly, occasionally moving back into the mysterious mists of its prison. Some of the top minds of the Order had tried to study the mist's composition, but anytime they managed to capture a sample, it would somehow disappear. When questioned on it, the Oracle tended to dodge the question. It liked to talk, but refused to elaborate on what it was or where it had come from. The mist didn't come from the Oracle, but somehow manifested whenever the creature was confined.



Finished with his tale, Cyrus moved to sit on a seat that had been carved into the wall. He had been grateful to stand after such a long time driving, but now his legs hurt and he needed to sit. Furniture of any kind wasn't allowed in the Oracle's chamber. For the longest time, it was feared that the Oracle was telekinetic and could free itself with a heavy enough object. Ever since the day of its capture, however, it had shown no talent for telekinesis.
However, Cyrus was not alone in the idea that the Oracle was simply playing a long game where each move was decades in the making. Not knowing how long the Oracle would live, it was simply better to take extra precautions.
"You weave a good tale, Master Cyrus." The Oracle turned around, his large wings brushing against the glass. "But for the life of me, I am uncertain what this has to do with your question."
Cyrus felt a yawning pit in his belly and he swallowed the lump in his throat. "While I was...a guest of this household, there was a woman there."
"Maybe I don't know your question after all." The Oracle snorted, causing the mists to swirl. "Could it be love after so many years?"
"Do you remember when you would answer all my questions with stupid poems? I far prefer that to your sense of humor." Cyrus tightened his lips. "The woman who held me captive...her voice was familiar. And she wouldn't let me view her, never directly. I suspect that she isn't what she said she was."
"Surely it couldn't be the woman who gave you those scars."
Cyrus touched his face and shivered. Hundreds, if not thousands of spiders had attacked him at the command of an Arachne he had hunted back in the early seventies. He had lost his partner in the fight, but the creature had been destroyed.
Or, at least, so he thought. While wiping down Murray's house, he had discovered odd footprints that had raised all of the hairs on his neck. If the Arachne had survived, she would be well over eighty years old, which was far older than one should live.
Which meant she had reproduced.
"It couldn't be her," he replied. "But what if she had offspring?" If Eulalie really was an Arachne, that also meant that her sister who had died was probably an Arachne herself. Was Mike Radley hiding a nest of them?
The Oracle tsked at him while tapping a long digit against the glass.
"I can only see what is or what will be," it replied. "If you want answers about the past, then open a history book."
Cyrus stood and smoothed out his shirt. "Fine, then. I'll be direct. Are the Arachne gone or do they still walk the Earth?"
"And what would you do with this information? Would you gather a holy crusade and set forth to stomp them out? Or perhaps your new perspective would give you pause?"
"It shouldn't matter to you what I do," Cyrus retorted angrily. "What we do with the answers to our questions is none of your damned business."
Crimson eyes glowed brightly in the fog as if studying him. "Maybe what you do with yourself matters more than you could ever know, Master Cyrus. Perhaps your new...enlightened state gave me a false sense of familiarity."
"You're stalling." Ultimately, it didn't matter. If the Oracle chose not to answer, he wouldn't. During those rare occasions, he would either go quiet or simply refuse. As long as the Oracle kept talking, it meant an answer was coming.
"Then here is your answer." The mists thickened and pressed against the glass as if trying to pass through it. Some of it squeezed out of the mechanical speaker. Cyrus made a mental note to mention it to maintenance once he was done. "You fear the past, but your time is better spent looking to the future. But you will never fulfill your destiny as long as you continue looking over your shoulder."
Destiny? Cyrus snorted, but said nothing.
"On the fate of the Arachne, know that not a single Arachne walks this Earth."
Cyrus frowned. "That's only a half answer. That could mean that several Arachne are alive and well, and you know it."
The Oracle sighed. "I tire of this topic, but fine, I shall humor you. At this very moment in time, no Arachne nor its eggs exist on Earth. Does this please you?"
Cyrus could hear the sneer in the Oracle's voice. It would bother him more, but he was so flooded with relief that he didn't really care how he was spoken to. More mist drifted from the speaker, curling in on itself like a snake.
"This is good news," he replied, then turned to walk away. "I'll let them know you behaved."
"Like the animal I am, right?" There was a coldness to the Oracle that Cyrus hadn't heard in a while. "Tell them I want more mystery novels this time. I'm tired of action books, they're too predictable."
"I don't know how you read with all that shit in there." Cyrus put his hands on the door.
"And you assume that we only see the best things in life with our eyes." The Oracle slapped a hand against the glass. "Master Cyrus?"
Cyrus paused, then looked back at the Oracle. "What?"
"I have a question for you." The anger was gone, and the mists had thinned out. "If this Caretaker you spoke of were to find such a wretch as myself, do you think he would have locked me away?"
Cyrus shook his head in frustration and moved to leave.
"Please, answer me!" The Oracle slapped on the glass again, desperation in its voice. "Does such a human exist that could see past all that I am? Would he sit with me as you do, yet without these walls to confine me?"
Cyrus paused, then let out a sigh. When he turned around, he was surprised to see that the Oracle had pressed itself against the glass, as if to see him better. It was a hideous sight, seeing all of the creature at once. It looked to be in poor shape, but Cyrus knew better.
The damned thing seemed to shapeshift at times, but never in a measurable way. It was always a humanoid with a pair of large wings and glowing eyes, but that was where similarities ended. Sometimes the antennae would be much longer and thin, or short and furry. Its wings would droop and drag behind it on the ground, but now they stuck out and fluttered as it moved. Decades of researchers had studied this demonstrable evidence of the Mandela Effect, but progress was greatly hindered by the fact that files and pictures would alter themselves to match the current variant they could see. Any sort of research based solely on shifting memories and opinions would inevitably lead nowhere, but the Order was determined to keep trying.
"I don't know," he replied. "Not because I think less of you or him. But if I were to guess...I think he's a good man. Better than you or I deserve, that's for certain."
"I see." The Oracle sounded relieved as it moved back from the glass. "If given the opportunity, I would so love to meet him."
"Fat chance," Cyrus muttered as he let himself out. His escort waited for him outside, and they led him to a room where he could spend the night before setting out in the morning. As sleep came for him, he kept going over his conversation with the Oracle.
No matter how many times he replayed the words, he knew the Oracle had gotten the better of him. He just couldn't figure out how. As he tried to tease out what he had missed, a random thought surfaced.
He had forgotten to mention the broken speaker to maintenance. Shaking his head, he reached for the nearby landline to let someone know.

🏠🏠🏠The forest was alive in a manner that Abella had never experienced in her centuries of life. The trees rustled their branches at her in greeting as Nirumbi children circled their base, playing a game that involved two sticks and a stone. Up above, a tiny cluster of sprites watched with great interest.
Ever since Mike had awakened the forest, fae creatures had returned to the land. Some of them had been in a state of hibernation, surviving deep within the soil. Others had migrated over from the fae realm with the blessing of the Queen. It was part of a treaty he had signed with the Queen, allowing her people a place to stay outside her realm as long as she devoted defenders to the border. A tribe of rock trolls now patrolled the edges of his property and reported directly to Bigfoot.
Walking past the fairy glade, she approached the large spider's web in the middle of a clearing. Ensnarled twenty feet above, Leeds glared down at her with a malice that nearly radiated heat.
"You look comfortable," she told him.
Leeds spat at her, only to be zapped by one of the many sprites supervising him. The sprites were humanoid in shape, and carried little rods that fired bursts of magic that caused a terrible burning sensation. Leeds flinched, his lips curling up in pain.
"So is today the day?" he asked. "After so many weeks, has the Caretaker decided what is to become of me?"
Abella shook her head. "I'm just here to move you," she told him, then nodded to a group of nearby gnomes. They gave her a salute and scrambled up the trees that supported the web. Using sharp blades, they cut the ropes in a manner that had Leeds sink to the ground as if in slow motion. Once he was within reach, Abella slapped a silver collar around his neck.
"What is this?" he asked.
"You tell me," she replied. Ratu had made it to keep him from ducking into the shadows and escaping. Suspending him in the air had prevented this, but keeping the area well-lit every night had been a time intensive endeavor.
Leeds regarded her with anger, then grunted. "You know I can't read your mind, don't you?"
Abella nodded. She had wondered for a long time why he had taken special care to remove her before the fight. Originally, she thought it had been her strength he feared. But after much discussion with the others, it was the fact that she had figured out that he couldn't read her thoughts. Without knowing what was going on in her head, he couldn't predict her actions, nor use them against her.
It was also the reason she had been sent to move him.
"This way." She grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and pulled him to his feet. The webbing that Eulalie had wrapped him in lasted for a few days at a time. These strands had another day of use at most, and a couple ripped free. Grabbing hold of a loose (but strong) strand, she pulled him forward.
It didn't surprise her when Leeds fell onto the ground and went limp.
"If you expect me to behave, you are wrong," he explained.
"Suit yourself." She grabbed him by the tail and dragged him through the woods. Just beyond the clearing was a tiny shed without any windows, and she stopped just short of the door.
"Is this to be my new home?" he asked sarcastically. "You are locking me in a porta-potty?"
When she opened the door, a blast of cold air blew across her skin. Leeds recoiled at first, then tilted his head for a better look.
"I don't understand," he said.
"You will." Abella grabbed him by the wings and threw him through the portal on the far wall. When she followed, she found him biting at his bonds in a last-minute bid for freedom. They now stood in a small yurt with no windows and a flap for a door.
"Where have you brought me?" he demanded.
"I'll let the Caretaker explain." With a smirk, she wrestled Leeds onto a nearby gurney made of steel. Ratu had enchanted the cuffs to clamp down on his limbs, and Abella was soon pushing him through the leather flap and outside. They were on a rocky trail, surrounded by steep cliffs.
"Where is he?" Leeds snorted and fog billowed from his lips. "I would have him see me like this! Come see your own cruelty, dammit!"
"Oh, he's busy. Sorry, I almost forgot." She knelt below the gurney and turned on the speaker that sat on the bottom. It was plugged into an old mp3 player that had been duct-taped to the back of it.
"Hello, Leeds." Mike's voice crackled to life through the speaker. "I'm sorry I couldn't be there in person to see just how wretched you are, but I have been busy with important things."
"He lies!" Leeds laughed hysterically. "He is afraid of me and cannot bear to watch my execution! Not that it will work," he hastily added.
"I will try to keep this brief," Mike continued. "You see, you took something from me that can never be replaced. You were inside my head, saw how much she meant to me, maybe even how much we meant to each other."
"Kiss my ass, Caretaker. Wait, where are we?" Leeds craned his head to look at the rocky overhang that blotted out the sun. The overhang became a cave, eight feet tall and cut in a perfect circle. It descended at a gentle angle, and Abella clicked the button on the side of the gurney that turned on the headlights that Tink had made for her.
"You are a complicated man, Leeds. Brought into this world and cursed with a human soul while wearing the body of a hideous beast. If I had been cursed as you, would I have done the same? Would I have gone out of my way to cause pain and suffering? It's not something I can answer, but I will say this: if I had, then I deserved whatever I had coming."
Leeds struggled against his bonds as Abella knelt down to pause the audio.
"Why don't you just dip me in holy water and get it over with? Oh, that's right, I'll be back in a couple of days," Leeds yelled. "You had a chance to destroy me, do you know that? YOU COULD HAVE ENDED ME! I felt all that dark, beautiful power, and you WASTED IT!"
Abella winced once the shouting was too loud. She slapped Leeds hard enough that the gurney teetered.
"You are too noisy," she told him. "Now it's my turn to speak, and you're going to listen. Understand?"
"What the fuck are you about?" Leeds asked, one wing popping free. Abella paused long enough to clamp it down to the gurney, then continued her descent. "I don't give a shit what you have to say."
Abella raised a hand in warning, and Leeds became quiet.
"When you trapped us in that cave, I thought my life was over. In the process of trying to save someone, I nearly died," she said.
"I wish you ha--AAA!" Leeds cried out when Abella hooked her fingers into his nostrils and pulled.
"My wing was busted, I could barely move. I slipped in and out of consciousness from the pain." Abella relaxed her fingers a bit. Satisfied that Leeds would be quiet, she continued.
"Velvet and I had a brief but complicated relationship."
"I'm aware." Leeds replied softly. "I could see inside her head."
"That's right, you could." The house had discussed Leeds' ability to read minds. In their discussions about what to do with him, they knew that he would try to manipulate them using their own thoughts. However, it had been brought up that Leeds needed to feel superior to whoever he was dealing with. At best, he was a narcissist, and they would use that to break him.
"If she had left me behind, maybe she would have made it out and lived. It's not really my place to say." Abella kept her gaze on the stone walls of the corridor. She was afraid that if she looked at Leeds, she would be unable to continue speaking. "I know that I wouldn't have survived. My kind aren't invincible."
"Does this discussion have a point?" he asked.
"She spent the rest of her life dragging me free of that mountain. I owe her my life, and that's not a debt that's easily repaid. Maybe it's a kind of poetry that I am pushing her killer down into a mountain."
Leeds groaned. "Please don't tell me you're about to get weepy."
"I am not." In fact, she wanted to say more on the subject, to tell him that her path to salvation was about to become his path to damnation.
But she knew better than to ruin the surprise. He would have plenty of time soon to contemplate this conversation. The subject of Leeds had been hotly debated, and Mike's plan had been complicated.
"I don't understand," Eulalie had argued early on. "Why can't you just force him through a hell gate, like you did with that priestess lady? He could suffer for all eternity in there, why go through all this extra effort?"
"Because Leeds is a demon," Lily replied. "His soul will suffer while he's there, but he could be summoned back someday. It could be never, or it could be next week. Is that a risk we want to take?"
After some more back and forth, Eulalie had finally realized the brilliance of Mike's plan and agreed. Since she was constantly securing him in her webs, Ratu had used an amnesia spell utilizing a glass jar and some marbles to steal those memories away. They didn't want Leeds extracting the information from her.
Abella arrived at the end of the corridor. Leaning against the wall was Ratu, a glowing light hovering overhead as she paged through the Grimoire.
"What do we have here?" Ratu kept her face solemn with the greeting, her scales shifting over her skin. "Is this that little troublemaker I've heard so much about?"
"Please." Leeds started laughing. "You can act tough, but someday, I'll come for you, too. I'll come for all of you! Maybe it'll be when you're asleep, or maybe I'll wait until that little egg of yours hatches! That's right, I know the sister has it!"
Abella jammed her thumb into one of Leeds' eyes. While he screamed in pain, she knelt down to hit play on the mp3 player as she stopped squeezing his eye.
"Leeds. I want you to understand something about me. All my life, I've been told that forgiveness is the answer. I should forgive my mother, I should forgive my ex-girlfriend, I should forgive that friend in college who stole my credit cards. You should be aware by now that humans make entire movies about the power of forgiveness."
"Oh, please forgive me, Caretaker, I need it so bad!" Leeds jerked his head away and tried to spit on Abella. "Did he forgive you for failing?"
"There was nothing to forgive," she replied, then held up the player and pressed play again. The next part of the message was too important not to be heard.
"They say that you should forgive, but not forget," Mike continued. "That there's a lesson to be learned from all of this by the people on both sides. But you know what? I'm so fucking tired of being the better person. I'm tired of living with the pain of your deeds, and being expected to measure up to a higher standard.
"So here's what I'm going to do. Since I can never forgive you, I'm going to forget you. We all are. Once this message is done, I am meeting with a man from the Order and he is going to wipe away our memories of you."
"Wait, what? The Order?" Leeds looked from Ratu to Abella. "There's no way you have contacts inside the Order, those guys are assholes. If they knew you existed, they would come down on you and..."
"A deal was made," Abella replied. "It doesn't matter if you believe it or not. Once we're done here, we will forget you as well."
In fact, there was no such deal. Mike had no intention of cheapening Velvet's death by erasing his memories of her killer, but that wasn't the point. They needed Leeds to believe he had been forgotten, because it would make what came next a thousand times worse.
"You can't forget about me!" Leeds puffed up his chest on the gurney. "I'm the Jersey Fucking Devil! So that's it, you all are going to lock me away? In a cave? You're all insane if you think this won't stop me."
Abella noticed that Leeds' collar had flashed a couple times, and now glowed as if heated. She hit play on the mp3 player and then helped Ratu remove Leeds from the gurney.
"There are so many things I want to say to you," Mike continued. "But why bother? In just a few minutes you will mean nothing to me. Reduced to little more than a Wikipedia page and shitty truck stop merch, nobody will ever give a fuck about you ever again."
The speaker went silent as Ratu and Abella shoved Leeds up against the wall.
"You can't do this to me! You can't...what's your story?" Leeds asked, looking at Ratu. His eyes glowed, but his face faltered. "You're...different. It's like you're hollow inside."



"My mind is a mirror," Ratu replied. "So all you will see is a reflection of your true self." As a demi-god, she was easily capable of thwarting a simple mindread.
"I am not hollow!" Leeds struggled against his bonds. "I am not just a footnote in history!"
"Maybe not today. But soon." Ratu shoved Leeds into the smooth alcove behind them with surprising strength. The Jersey Devil fought and screamed as they pushed him in and forced him into the fetal position as Ratu shrank the stone walls around him.
Leeds shrieked at them from his stone prison as the walls closed in.
"He needs to come see me!" he screamed, his voice echoing down the tunnel. "I deserve better than this! I will come for him, and I will come for his daughter! You haven't seen the last of me!"
"Do you know what I think?" Abella moved her face closer to the shrinking hole in the wall. Leeds shifted his face around so that he could see her. "I think you're about to get the one thing that your mother never gave you."
Leeds' eyes went wide in fury.
"A really long hug," Abella told him, then backed away. His response was drowned out as the stone closed around him, but she could already hear his screams. The silver collar would keep him from escaping for now, but he would have plenty of time to remove it. Lack of food, air or water would make him extremely uncomfortable, but definitely wouldn't kill him.
"Let's roll." Ratu sat down on the gurney, her legs splayed to either side as she held the Grimoire in her hands. Abella pulled the naga up the tunnel as Ratu performed a complex spell that generated tons of granite behind them.
The plan had been devious. Mike and Ratu had located a mountain in the tower world that the centaurs would never have a use for. The area wasn't suited for agriculture of any kind, and the cliffs were unclimbable. The terrain was treacherous enough that no path even existed within miles of the area.
For two weeks, Ratu had used the Grimoire to scour the entire mountain free of its cave network and replace its composition with granite. This pocket dimension had no plate tectonics, and they had placed Leeds deep beneath the world. In the eons to come, even if the winds scoured the world free of mountains, he would remain beneath its lifeless surface, screaming for all eternity.
Or the world would collapse and destroy him. Abella didn't care which came first. But the most important thing was to make him believe he had been forgotten, that nothing he had done had even mattered to Mike.
It was slow work as Ratu filled in miles of tunnel with more granite, pausing occasionally to drink a tea she had brought to replenish her magic.
"Why do you need the book to keep using that spell?" Abella asked during one of the breaks. "I figured you would have it memorized by now."
"The spells in this book are very special," Ratu replied. "And their cost is forgetfulness. Once the book is closed, the forgetting begins. A simple mistake on my part could spell the end of us, or give Leeds a way out."
Abella nodded. Even if Leeds regained his ability to move through the shadows, there was over a mile of solid stone in every direction. With no hollow spaces, he would be forced to teleport or even resurrect in his own personal hell.
It was the Mother's Embrace taken to the next level. Death would never come for Leeds, and Ratu had embedded sigils made of metal all over the mountain to ensure that he could never be summoned away. It was an eternal prison of their own making, and it was the perfect place for him to be alone with all his thoughts--forever.
When they left the cave, Mike stood there with Eulalie and Bigfoot. It was clear that tears had been shed, and the Arachne held hands with her uncle as Abella and Ratu emerged into the light.
"It is done?" Bigfoot asked.
"It is." Ratu turned around and erased the cave opening from existence. There was no sign that they had ever been there, save for the structure built to establish a portal.
"With his misery, my healing shall finally begin." Bigfoot turned to Mike and put a hand on his shoulder. "And let us never speak of this place."
Mike nodded, then let Bigfoot pull him in for a hug. Eulalie said nothing as she fingered the dog tags around her neck, then hugged Mike as well. Ratu led the others through the portal, leaving just Mike and Abella behind.
"Thank you," he told her. "I couldn't have done this without you."
"Nor I, you." When she hugged him, she buried her face in his shoulder and inhaled his scent. She had worried for the longest time that he would hold Velvet's death against her, but it never came up. He was too good for that, maybe even too good for her.
Still, being able to be the instrument of Leeds' burial was cathartic. Burying Leeds alive had been her idea, and the others had been all for it. "He was panicking as we left," she told him. "Freaking out that we weren't taking him seriously any more. I could still hear him screaming through the rock for a bit after we left him there. He was more upset that you didn't come than anything else."
He nodded. "That was Jenny's idea. I'm debating therapy for her, but think she would break the therapist."
"Maybe she's fine the way she is. We all have our quirks, after all." She ran her fingers through his hair. "I like it now that it's getting long," she told him.
"Been too busy fucking for a haircut," he told her, then turned toward the portal. "Did you still want to do the honors?"
"Absolutely."
"See you soon." He gave her a kiss on the forehead and then left through the portal.
She watched him exit the shed on the other side, then walked back out of the hut. Staring at the wall of the cliff, she thought of the wretched being entombed inside for all eternity and found herself smiling.
With that, she summoned her heartfire and burned down the hut. It didn't take very long, and she was careful to spread the ashes with her tail, grinding them into the shattered rocks beneath her feet. Satisfied that the evidence was removed, she stretched her wings wide, stopping briefly to admire the glittering silver veins that ran throughout her left wing. Emery had done a phenomenal job patching her up.
With a powerful burst, she launched herself into the air, circling higher and higher until the cliffs were far below her. In the distance, she could make out the valley where the centaurs roamed, and the vast ocean that surrounded the island. Up on one of the highest mountain peaks, a single tower glistened in the sun, watching over the land. She could sense him already, her Caretaker, like a shining beacon guiding her home.
Knowing that Mike was waiting for her, she soared through the clouds, leaving the darkness of the Jersey Devil behind.

🏠🏠🏠Mike stood on the bluffs overlooking the greenhouse's jungle. Down below, the centaurs had finally cleared enough land to establish the beginnings of full blown agriculture. In the distance, he could see the thunderbird as it soared toward the horizon, creating a fresh storm behind it.
Across his chest, he wore a special bag that Tink had designed for him. Inside, the egg thrummed against his chest. It had been nearly a month since Leeds had been entombed, and his world had finally reached a state of calm.
Most of his time recently had been spent clearing out the Vault. After Beth had sealed it away, the entities inside had made a mess of the place in their attempts to escape. Ratu had helped them with identifying, relocating, and sometimes destroying dangerous objects that might have caused trouble in the future. Now that the naga was feeling better, she had taken custody of both the Grimoire and Osiris' magic cock for further study.
"There you are." Quetzalli came through the greenhouse door, her skirt catching briefly on the latch. Grumbling, she fixed her outfit and closed the door. "Naia said you would be here."
"I sensed him." He waved his hand at the thunderbird. "I was out in the garden with Amymone when I felt the thunderbird's presence."
"Your senses are getting stronger." Without warning, she flicked a stone at him, boosting it with a powerful shock from her fingertips.
His precognition activated, and Mike willed the stone away from him. His magic reacted, swatting the stone away with a burst of static when it was inches away.
With so many powerful magic users, it had been a difficult choice picking someone to train him. His magic relied heavily on instinct, which made early lessons with Ratu and Yuki difficult to follow. Naia and Amymone had been able to show him some basics, but it was nowhere near the level of control that Beth already showed. It didn't surprise him how quickly she took to her new abilities.
In fact, during her tutelage, she had discovered that the cabin was actually a better place for her to learn elemental magic. The hot springs in particular gave her insight into earth, fire, and water, but that was above Mike's head. Oregon was still a difficult place for him to visit, so when Beth asked if he would mind if she stayed there for a while to develop her magic, he agreed on the condition that she try to help Bigfoot organize the forest children. While the forest children respected him, the sasquatch lacked leadership skills and planning that Beth could provide.
That, and if the gossip he heard from the fairies was true, Beth was indeed discovering just how good of a kisser Bigfoot really was. It made him smile to know that she was living her own dreams, though he did miss having her in the room next door. The two of them had been bonding over their newfound magical abilities, but Beth had soon eclipsed him.
After weeks of frustration, a chance encounter with the Fairy Queen had given him the solution to his magic problem. Titania had explained that his magic was simply too wild. Whereas Beth was learning how to manipulate the elements using spoken words and gestures, his magic acted on will alone, both conscious and subconscious. He was a force of nature, and needed someone with experience handling vast amounts of destructive power.
Quetzalli the storm dragon had been an unexpected, perfect fit. Mike's magic was very much like a stormcloud, building in power before releasing all at once.
"Reactions are getting better." She walked up by his side and leaned her head onto his arm. "I checked in with Bigfoot this morning. He's been teaching English to the Nirumbi. It's mostly the children for now, they're the easiest. He's been reading them books that the girls grew up with."
"That's wonderful." He debated asking if Bigfoot would save those books for him, but decided not to. Eulalie had warned him that his daughter might be a danger to him in the first couple of years. She had bitten her father a couple of times by accident, and Velvet had broken Darren's wrist. It wouldn't be simple being a father to a child with eight legs and fangs, and things would never remotely resemble normal ever again. By the time it was safe to cuddle up with his daughter and read her tales about the Poky Little Puppy, she would probably be past those storybooks.
Besides, Ratu was already working on an artifact that would allow his daughter to age naturally in the Library. He would have every book at his disposal if he wanted to try reading to her. If he broke a few limbs along the way, it wouldn't be the end of the world...right?
He put his hand on the egg and let out a sigh. While he couldn't wait to meet her, he knew things were going to change. He was a target, and there would be times when the best thing to do would be to keep his child at arm's length. While the others understood, how would he tell his daughter that he was too busy not being murdered to play with her?
He held out his hand and concentrated his magic. Lights danced along his fingertips as it formed into the shape of a spider. It was a great spell to work on when he needed to take his mind off his worries.
"That's neat." Quetzalli contemplated his design. "What are you planning to do with that?"
"It helps me talk to them." He had the little lightning spider wave. Despite Velvet's death, he had discovered that he could still communicate with spiders. Many of them feared humans, but the illusory spider seemed to break the ice. It was another thing Velvet had left behind, something that was just for him. He dismissed the magic, then sighed. "Some days are easier than others."
"Agreed." She rubbed his back through the fabric of his shirt. "Speaking of easy...what would you say to finding somewhere private for a bit? Dana has been having more issues with her emotions, and time for us has been...sparse."
Quetzalli was likely understating it. Ever since the fight in Oregon, Dana's emotions had been all over the place. It was like the emotional side of her brain had been restored, but never properly synced to the rest of her body. She would laugh at inappropriate times, or sob uncontrollably while she went about her business. Ratu's theory was that it had to do with all the magic that Mike had poured into her, along with the Nirumbi flesh she had devoured. The naga was working hard on figuring out a possible fix for the issue. Despite the potential meaning of Dana's new behavior, her soul was still very much locked to her body.
"We could make some time," he told her with a smile. "I know of a pretty waterfall nearby if you want to go for a swim."
"Can that wait for a little while?" Zel walked up on the path from the valley below with a small retinue behind her. "I saw you up here and have some important things to discuss."
"Sounds serious." He saw a weird look on Zel's face. "Everything okay?"
"To start with, we have some news." She reached into a pouch around her waist and pulled something out. "What does this look like?"
She tossed it over, and Mike snatched it out of the air, then nearly dropped it in surprise. It was a thick vine with wilted leaves, but he recognized them immediately. They were the same vines that had once dragged him through the jungle to what was almost a very messy end.
"I thought the Mandragora left," he said.
"So did I." She made a face. "Some of our livestock went missing, and we think this is the culprit. Maybe it came back, or was just dormant for a while. We found this stuck under a fence that collapsed."
"Well, we know who we can ask." He stuck the vine in his pocket, planning a conversation with Amymone once he returned. "Just make sure it doesn't snatch anyone up."
"Nobody has disappeared yet." She looked over her shoulder at the centaurs with her. At some unseen signal, they turned around and went back down into the valley. "I wanted to have a word with you in private."
"Say no more," said Quetzalli as she sat on a nearby rock. When Zel stared at her, the dragon laughed. "I'm just fucking with you. I'll be in Oregon when you need me. I prefer the skies there." She stood and went through the door of the greenhouse. The path to Oregon was through a small cabin, somewhat like a playhouse, that Tink had built by the wrought-iron gate. The portal inside went to a room in the new barn that had been built in Oregon.
"What's up?" he asked once Quetzalli was gone.
"I have a confession to make." Zel made a face as she paced by the side of the cliff. "You see, I had a choice a while back, and I don't know that I made the right one."
"Life is full of choices and hindsight is twenty-twenty." He walked up behind her and put his hand on the small of her human back. "I'm willing to bet that you thought long and hard before making it."
"I did. But a conversation with a friend has been playing itself over and over in my head." She looked at the egg pouch and smiled. "How long until it hatches?"
"No idea. I take her for walks, talk to her, that kind of thing. As for keeping track of time..." He shrugged. "I'm trying to enjoy the moment is all."
"You and I once enjoyed a moment here. Do you remember?"
He smiled. "How could I forget? It was quite the moment."
Zel looked at the ground while pawing at the dirt with a hoof. "About that. I need you to know that what happened that night was probably one of the most important things that has ever happened to me. It validated me as a person. You made me feel special, accepted in a way I never thought would happen."
He pulled Zel toward him, then wrapped his arms around her waist. "Believe it or not, it's one of my favorite memories. I've been thinking a lot lately about not just how my magic works, but my heart. I have so many cherished memories with all of you, it's hard to pick a favorite. But that one? No argument." He could still hear the music from that night, see Zel smiling in the moonlight as they made love beneath an alien sky. It was a nice change of pace to lose himself in a happy memory.
"Uh, Mike?" Zel stiffened in his arms.
"Shit, sorry." He let go of her and stepped back. "I got nostalgic is all. I wasn't trying to put moves on you, I promise. I definitely don't need to start a fight with the centaur in your life, and we certainly don't need a repeat of the Orion incident."
Zel made a sound like a balloon deflating as her shoulders drooped. "It's not that. I enjoy your touch, but I don't deserve it, not when you hear what I have to say." Her face scrunched up as she took a calming breath. "Mike. There is no centaur in my life. I made him up. There's only ever been you."
"But I don't get it. What about..." He gestured toward her equine belly, his lips suddenly numb.
The look on her face spoke volumes. She turned away from him, her arms crossed her stomach. "I lied. That was the choice I made, and I regret it."
So many questions raced through his head, he couldn't figure out which to ask first. "How?" was the best he could manage.
"Humans and centaurs can't interbreed. But I was using a potion to make myself human, remember?" She shook her head, the feathers in her hair fluttering wildly in the breeze. "My best guess is that we crossed whatever line that separated us biologically. The child won't be human or centaur, but something in between."
"But why keep it from me?"
She shrugged. "Fear. Not for you, but for our child. I had become a leader to my people, which comes with responsibilities. You are the Caretaker. How many times have you almost died? How many times has the house been attacked?"
"You spoke with Eulalie about this, didn't you?" He thought back to what the Arachne had told him. Zel was saying a lot of the same.
"She figured it out on her own. Snuck into my home in the middle of the night and confronted me where nobody else could hear us. Scared the crap out of me when she dropped out of the shadows." Zel shivered. "It was a heated conversation at first, because I tried to deny it. She had plenty of evidence, then told me about the egg, so I finally caved and admitted it. All my thoughts and fears came spilling out that night. It was the first time I had told anyone the whole truth of the matter."
"So why wait until now? Why not tell me sooner?"
She sighed. "I wanted to see how you reacted to the news about Velvet's egg first."
"Why, to see if I would be a good parent?" He felt his anger rising as he cradled the egg protectively. "I mean, yeah, I'm essentially doing the egg-baby project from middle school, but I think it's real shitty that you were trying to vet me before informing me we're having a child together."
"That's where you're wrong." She moved toward him and put her hand on his chest. "I wanted to see if you would force traditional human customs on Eulalie. Make her give the egg to you, demand that your daughter live in the house full-time instead of taking her advice. I can't blame you for holding to human norms for child-rearing, but our foal will require their connection to the herd. The herd raises all offspring together, it's the centaur way. Yes, we have parents, but this child will have hundreds of parents watching out for them, all day long. If you made them live with you in your house, they wouldn't have that direct connection to their own tribe, and would never be more than a visitor." She paused for a second and smiled wistfully. "It would also be hell on your wooden floors."



Mike contemplated her logic, his anger at her deception fading. The realization that Zel's choice had been more about the child than him tempered his feelings. His own damaged childhood had been the result of destructive selfishness, and he had vowed long ago to be different.
"I still don't like that you lied to me," he muttered. "You make good points, but I really wish you had more faith in me as a person. I don't know the first thing about being a parent, especially one that isn't fully human. I would have deferred."
"And for that, I'm truly sorry." She moved her hand to his cheek. "And I want you to be there for our foal, but we both know you can't be around full-time. You're the Caretaker, your role is so much bigger than either of us realize. After what happened with the horsemen, I can't help but feel you have a bigger destiny waiting for you."
"I certainly hope not." He patted the egg. "I've got enough excitement in the near future as it is."
"In just a few more months, actually." Her lips were now next to his. "That is, if you can forgive me."
When Zel moved close, he felt the egg vibrate against his chest. Waves of heat traveled through his chest to his hands.
"Oh!" Zel's flanks rippled and her eyes widened in surprise. "It just kicked! Want to feel?"
He paused, taking in the excitement in her eyes. Nothing about his life was ordinary, and it never would be again. As waves of heat pressed into his fingertips, he shifted to the side so that he could place his hand on Zel's horse-stomach. A sharp poke hit the palm of his hand, like a high-five.
A feeling of recognition radiated from the egg in response.
"We're going to be parents." He took Zel's hand in his and squeezed. "I'll try not to fuck it up."
"So you forgive me?" Her eyes were full of shimmering hope.
"We're both going to make a lot of mistakes." He placed his hand on the egg and smiled. "Maybe forgiveness is a great thing to have in common."
"Thank you." She kissed him lightly on the cheek.
"Do you want to hear something funny?" A small grin broke through his lips.
"I would love to." She hugged his arm and laid her head on his shoulder.
"I'm going to have two kids with a total of twelve legs, yet will never have to spend money on socks, shoes, or pants." He waved his hand dramatically at the sky. "Just think of the savings."
She rolled her eyes. "I thought dads were supposed to be funny," she said.
"I've still got a lot to learn about being a dad," he replied with a grin. "But I'm looking forward to the challenge." It was going to be hard, but worth it. He stood there with Zel, their gazes on the horizon as the egg pulsed in its carrier, filling him with love and light.

🏠🏠🏠The steady thump of rain on the roof was punctuated by distant thunder that made the old plantation house's bones creak. Moonlight reflected in the dozens of puddles that had formed in the front yard, making it look as if hidden creatures watched the home in anticipation.
A cry of agony fluttered down the hall, making Elizabeth shiver. She ran her hands down the long braid of her hair and turned her attention away from the window toward the small figure who sat across from her reading a book. It was a young man with bleach-blond hair and a tattoo on his wrist. The skin around his hairline was peeling away to reveal gray patches underneath.
"You're going to need a new body soon," Elizabeth said. "That one doesn't have much time left."
"Tell me something I don't know." Sarah's voice was husky, a result of male vocal cords. She adjusted the glittering stone that hung around her neck. "With this weather being so shitty, my options have been limited, Mother."
There was another cry of pain, but Elizabeth put it out of her mind. There was nothing that could be done for Amir in his current state, but now that he had a mouth, his regeneration was quite unnerving. It was why they were using a property that had been abandoned long ago. While they could afford to stay somewhere nicer, the screams would be hard to explain.
Amir shrieked, causing the lights above them to turn on spontaneously and then flicker.
"Shit." Elizabeth walked over to the nearest lamp to unscrew the bulb, but it continued to glow in her hand.
"At least we know he's still as powerful as ever," muttered Sarah. "Would hate to go through all of this and--"
Elizabeth summoned a spectral hand and slapped her daughter with it.
"He may not have ears yet, but he has ways of hearing us," she warned. "Unless you want him to make a pig wear that necklace, I suggest you shut the fuck up."
Sarah rolled her eyes. "Fine," she muttered, setting down her book. "I just hate what we've been reduced to. We were once the most powerful men and women in the world, and now we're... this." She gestured at herself in disgust. "And let me tell you something else. I've been--"
Someone knocked on the door, cutting Sarah off mid-sentence.
Elizabeth scowled, then walked toward the front door. There was absolutely no good reason for anyone to be on the property in the middle of a rainy night, so she summoned shadowy tendrils around her body as she walked. Once at the door, she started weaving a spell that would allow her to see through it when the knock came again.
"You can forget about using your magic," a voice warned her through the thick wood. "At best, you will need a new door. It has been a long journey and I am tired."
Cautious, Elizabeth opened the door, wondering if someone else from the society had survived. As far as she knew, it was just her, Amir, and Sarah, but stranger things had happened.
The dark figure on the porch was pale with a cruel, bloodless smile on his lips. He took off the hat he wore and placed it over his stomach as if getting ready to enter church.
"The hour is late," he informed her. "I have words I would discuss with your master."
Elizabeth frowned, then opened her mouth to ask who he was, but no sound emerged. She clawed at her throat, gasping for air.
"I don't speak with underlings," he declared. "Unless you were going to invite me in?"
She gasped and nodded, beckoning the man inside.
"Thank you." He stepped across the boundary and handed Elizabeth his hat. "Show me where he is."
Stunned, she obeyed without a second thought. The stranger followed her through the house, pausing long enough to hold his hand out at Sarah.
"You can sit there and be quiet," he commanded.
Sarah obeyed, panic filling her eyes.
Elizabeth led him further into the home, and then down into the basement. In a dimly lit room, what was left of Amir had been strapped to an old, wooden chair. Large parts of his body were simply missing, though his hands and feet were connected to his torso by thick tendrils of darkness. His head had only formed up to his upper lip, and Elizabeth winced as he cried out in pain.
A patch of darkness stained the air over Amir, and bits of ash drifted down across his body. If she stayed and watched, she might see one or two of them ignite and stick to his body.
It had been months since Amir had been pulled into the mirror world and destroyed. Immune to harm, his magic had been forcing his body through gaps in time and space to return here to Earth. Not only was the process long, but it was apparently very painful as he was reassembled on a molecular level. From where she stood, she could see veins and arteries, as well as some of his internal organs. She imagined the pain came from having severed nerves exposed to the air, but it was a guess at best.
"Now, now, this simply won't do." The stranger pulled a small black doctor's bag from nowhere and opened it. "By my estimates, it will be a better part of a decade before he comes all the way back."
"A decade?" Elizabeth looked at Amir. "By the looks of it, maybe a couple of years?"
"The process starts fast, ends very slow." He pulled a pair of syringes from his bag and jammed one into Amir's neck. A blue fluid disappeared, and Amir relaxed.
"You stopped the pain?" Elizabeth moved closer to see what the man was doing.
"No. I paralyzed his vocal chords. He still suffers, but now I don't." He grinned and used the other syringe to draw blood. "I believe I can speed up the process, maybe have him back together in a few years. But it will take time and resources."
"Who are you?" she asked. When the man looked at her, she felt her whole body tense up as he appraised her.
"You can think of me as a collector of sorts." He reached into his bag and pulled something out. "I'm here regarding this."
He tossed something to her and she caught it. It was a figurine holding a staff, but its features had been charred away.
"I don't understand." She looked at the man as he rose from a crouch.
"And I don't expect you to." He held out his hand and the figurine shot toward his outstretched palm. "You see, this piece in particular was very precious to me. It took me a lot of years to get it exactly where I wanted it, and now?" He squeezed the figurine into ash. "And now it's useless."
"What do you want from us?" Elizabeth didn't know why, but she was suddenly afraid.
The man grinned, then took the syringe and squirted Amir's blood on his tongue. He licked his lips and made a sour face.
"I want your master back in one piece. We have much to discuss, after all. Until then, I suppose we shall have to find other things to talk about." He walked closer to Elizabeth, his eyes shining with malice.
"Tell me everything you know about Mike Radley," he whispered, his voice like broken glass. He placed his long fingers around her neck and squeezed hard enough that she knew it would bruise. "And leave nothing out. After all, we've got plenty of time."

🏠🏠🏠And with that, Book 5 is officially at a close!
I hope you've enjoyed this installment of HFHM. It was so much fun for me to write, even though parts of it were very difficult. I probably learned more about my own abilities from this book than any previous installment, and where I want to take the series from here.
The darker tone of this novel was in direct response to an oft-repeated criticism about Mike and how he always seemed to either get lucky or fuck his way out of trouble. I wanted to create a situation where mistakes were made and a price was paid.
Velvet ended up being a very divisive character for many reasons. Some of you couldn't see past her morphology, others disliked how she became a focus for Mike, and many of you fell in love with her. This has always been a story about seeing past what's on the outside, and I took great joy in seeing how many of you were able to do just that with Velvet.
Killing her was a difficult decision, but this has always been a tale about hard truths. Mistakes were made, and someone died. It wasn't something I did lightly, and it bummed me out for months as I wrote of the joy that Mike and Velvet found in one another. Maybe it was just a crush, or maybe something more, but I'm afraid we'll never know for certain.
Many of you have theorized the paternity of Zel's baby since the end of last year, so well done on your part! The clues were there, but I wanted just a bit of uncertainty. Some of you may not agree with the way she handled it, but no character in this tale is perfect.
One of the biggest lessons for me from this book was how difficult it is to manage and maintain such a large cast. It was important to me (from mid-way through Book 4) to find a way to separate the household into separate locations. Having the natural boundary of Oregon/House/Library not only enables me to tell better stories, but to allow me the freedom to explore stories in those locations outside of the house itself. You can expect better cast organization from me in future installments.
Speaking of future installments, the tone of Book 6 will be significantly lighter in tone. I wanted to recapture some of the whimsy from the first couple of books, and early reader feedback says that I am hitting that mark quite nicely.
On the topic of writing, despite some (random and weird) feedback telling me to go away or wrap it up, the story isn't done yet, and I'm not going to let anybody tell me when to stop. It does have an ultimate conclusion I am working toward, and I will not be convinced to squeeze everything together into a final, very rushed story just to make someone who is tired of the story happy. When all is said and done, the ultimate tale of Mike and his family will have a very definitive, satisfying end. I look forward to sharing it with you eventually, but Rome wasn't built in a day and I can only write so fast in my spare time. You lucky bastards reading this in the future probably know exactly how many chapters are left and won't know the struggle of waiting weeks between chapters (future kids and yer damned hoverboards, grumble grumble).
Anyway, my musings are over. Thanks to my beta readers, particularly TJ Skywind, for all their help over the last year. They've been there to catch me when I fall. Thanks to everyone who has rated/commented/subscribed, because you help me stay visible on this platform.
But most of all, thank you. A writer is only as good as their readers, and you all make me feel so awesome!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
P.S. Fuck Leeds
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Hi all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the first chapter of book 6!
Real life has been busy for me, but I should be able to return to my regular posting schedule for a bit. I keep the schedule in my bio, so pop on over and check it to see when you should start anxiously hitting refresh.
New reader? Welcome! If you are adamant about starting here, this is probably a good place to begin. I try to write the first couple chapters with reminders about past events, so it may help.
Returning reader? Welcome back! We're about to go full throttle into some uncharted territory involving a mythos many of us are well versed in. I'm super excited for the events in this one, and I hope it shows in the words ahead!
Thanks to everyone who still comes by to see these words and read these stories. Mike and the girls appreciate it almost as much as I do. Don't forget to throw me some stars when you're done, because it really does help others find this story.
I won't keep you any longer. I'm excited to begin the new year with you, and here's hoping that nothing but good things are coming to all of us!
T'was the Night before Christmas
The crisp morning air of late December filled Mike Radley's lungs with a chill that was tough to contain. He had to fight the urge to cough, and the stray hair sticking out of his scarf that kept tickling his ear wasn't helping matters. Kneeling down in the snow, he contemplated the small map of his front yard that he had drawn with a gloved finger.
"Tink think pincer move still best attack." The goblin across from him was bundled up in a thick winter jacket that she had altered for herself. Her voice was muffled by the yellow gaiter across her face. Between the magical goggles and the aviator hat she wore, only a small patch of green flesh could be seen along the bridge of her nose. "Surround invaders, bust heads."
"It won't work," Kisa growled. "There's too many of them." The catgirl wore white ski pants and a dark red sweater with a black vest. Her tail twitched behind her as if tuned in to a demented metronome.
"We need to succeed." Mike looked up at them from behind a pair of ski goggles. His eyes had long ago adjusted to the blueish tint. "The consequences if we fail..." He shook his head in disgust.
"You can't hide forever." The woman's voice had a mocking tone and came from several different places at once. "We already found your pet rock, by the way. She's down for the count."
"Dammit!" Mike smashed his map with a fist. Abella had been hiding in the hedge maze, ready to spring an ambush once the intruders moved past her. Right now, he was hiding in a gap beneath the gazebo, a structure in the center of the maze.
"Caretaker..." A masculine voice with a low growl taunted him. "I'm going to find you."
"Not if I find you first," Mike muttered, then looked over at Tink. "They're in the maze. No pincer attacks. There were four of them left at last count. Are you up for this?"
"Tink show no mercy!" She saluted him so hard that her red braids bobbed across her chest, and then she picked up a thick, wooden club and ducked out the hole.
"I'll see what I can do," Kisa added. "I don't know how they keep spotting me, though. I think they've found a way to counteract my magic." The catgirl had a natural gift for being forgotten, even in plain sight.
He reached out and put one hand on each of theirs. "Be careful out there. If we lose...nevermind. C'mon, let's go." Mike got on his belly and slid out of the hole. Around them, the frozen hedge maze had formed icy trenches that they now used for defense. Tink and Kisa were short enough that they could hunch over and run without being spotted, but Mike had to crouch to remain hidden.
Heavy footfalls to his left had him holding still while Kisa ran ahead. Mike tilted his head to peek through a gap in the bushes, but was startled to see a large pair of eyes looking back.
"Found ye!" The figure leapt over the hedges with little effort, landing in a crouch with the buckles on his leather outfit jingling. Thin wisps of black smoke drifted from the gap in his neck as he threw a pair of snowballs at Mike.
Mike's magic surged forward, leaping from his outstretched hands to cause both of the snowballs to explode in mid-air. His precognition triggered, and he leapt hard to the left as a massive snowball crashed down where he had been crouching moments ago.
"Nice trick!" He grabbed a double handful of snow and tossed it into the air, his magic striking it with miniature bolts of lightning. The snow vaporized and then froze in the air, the icy mist hovering like fog as he ducked around the corner and then dove over the top of another hedge.
"Ye can't run forever, Caretaker!" Suly called to him, but Mike ignored it. He needed distance right now, and the only way to get it was—
Turning a corner, he saw Asterion standing there with a large snow shovel full of snow. The minotaur was wearing a thick black scarf and winter pants. His torso was bare with little flakes of snow catching on the edges of his exposed body hair.
Asterion bellowed and swung the shovel, launching the massive amount of snow. Mike slid under it, but lost his footing when his boot got caught in the branches of a nearby shrub.
"Shit," he muttered as he tried to free himself without losing his boot.
Asterion shoveled some more snow and held it high, ready to dump it. Kisa leapt from between the shrubs and pulled off her hat, which she pushed over Asterion's eyes.
"Save yours—" she managed before Asterion accidentally dumped the load of snow on himself and Kisa. Both of them went down with a thud.
"Asterion, Kisa, you're out!" Yuki sat on top of an ornamental throne of ice by the front door of the house. She held a steaming cup of hot chocolate in one hand as she surveyed the grounds and acted as the referee.
Mike cursed, then moved away from the spot. He moved through the hedges until he came upon a massive pile of snow with a pair of stony wings sticking out of the top.
"Abella?" He scraped away the snow from where he thought the gargoyle's face would be. When he got to her, she spat out some snow and frowned. "Who did this to you?" he asked.
"I would hate to ruin the surprise," she told him with an emotional smile. "Also, Suly is right behind you."
Mike grabbed a handful of snow and threw it as he turned. The dullahan leaned sideways and allowed his head to drop to the side so that the snowball missed. Suly's gloved hand grabbed tightly onto his hair as he threw a snowball with his free hand. The snowball struck Mike in the leg, but didn't count for an elimination.
"You missed," Sulyvahn declared with a grin as his head swung like a pendulum.
"Maybe," Mike replied. "But she won't."
Sulyvahn's body turned just as Tink leapt on top of the nearby bushes, her club held low. She swung it as hard as she could, firing a packed snowball from the scoop she had carved into the top. Her aim was amplified by the magical goggles on her head, and she hit Sulyvahn between the eyes hard enough that he dropped his head in the snow. His body spasmed dramatically and fell backward into a drift.
"Suly is out!" Yuki declared.
"Tink crush enemies!" she yelled while packing her club with more snow. "No have mercy!"
A massive snowball almost a foot across shot through the air, smashing into Tink so hard that she vanished, her hat and gloves ripped free by the shrubs as she fell. Mike got to his feet to see Bigfoot standing on the other side of Abella's snow pile.
"Tink's out!" Yuki shouted.
"That was a little overboard, wasn't it?" he asked, knowing that Tink was okay. The goblin was tough as nails, and he could already hear her swearing from the other side of the hedge.
"Little booger can take it," Bigfoot told him as he scooped up another massive snowball. "As for you? Let's find out."
When Bigfoot lifted the snowball over his head with both hands, Mike unzipped his jacket and pulled it open. Strapped to his chest was an antique doll with eerie features. The air filled with maniacal laughter as the snowball Bigfoot held smashed onto his head.
"Maybe if you were a yeti, these things wouldn't happen to you." Mike winked.
Bigfoot responded by flipping off Mike with both hands before falling over backward dramatically which sent a cloud of powdered snow up into the air.
"Bigfoot is down," Yuki declared with a grin. "It's one against one, folks!" At the base of her throne, the fairy quartet watched eagerly, all of them cheering in delight. At the windows of the house, several rats spectated the event, including Reggie. They had already put together small flags with the letter B on them that they waved excitedly.
"Technically, it's two against one." Beth's voice came from two separate directions. "Cheating with a doll! Have you no shame?"
"We will not go quietly into the night!" Mike declared dramatically as he scrambled over the hedge and found Tink. He put her hat back on and handed her back her gloves as she pulled off her goggles.
"Get big revenge for Tink," she told him with a wink.
"You know it." He pulled off his ski mask and slid the goggles over his face. The stark whiteness of the world immediately mellowed as several tiny lenses flicked out of hidden locations and dropped down over his eyes. With the goggles on, he could see the most recent tracks in the snow with ease, but that wasn't the best part.
He scooped up a generous handful of snow and packed it. Holding it in his hand, he cocked his arm back and watched the trajectory line form in front of him. It took some getting used to, but it would give him an important edge against his foe.
His magic warned him of inbound danger, and he ducked under a volley of snow that came from behind. Months of training had enabled him to fine tune his danger sense, and being able to convince his magic that losing a snowball fight was bad showed just how far he had come. He dodged forward as more snow missiles came from the front, and then did a small cartwheel to the side to avoid yet another volley. It wasn't just his magic that he had trained. If not for spending the last several months training his body to move, he would have been hit.
And how was Beth throwing snowballs from several directions at once? Unless she had unlocked some magical ability he was unaware of, it shouldn't be possible. It was almost as if Jenny was attacking him...
"Jenny?" He pulled the doll out of her harness. "Are you secretly a double agent?"
The doll blew a psychic raspberry at him, so he planted her head down in a nearby snowdrift. It didn't surprise him at all that she had played both sides.
"I guess Jenny is out," Yuki declared as Mike pulled Jenny free and then ran for cover. The rules for elimination required that snow touch someone's head or face, and he didn't dare risk her wrath by leaving her buried.
"Now it's one on one," Beth declared from multiple directions. However, Mike caught movement from the corner of his eye and threw a snowball in a beautiful arc toward Beth. She ducked behind a hedge and the snowball exploded into powder.
"It's over," Mike asserted. "You may as well come out and—shit!"
The air over Beth's head filled with spiraling balls of snow that rocketed toward him. He crouched behind the hedge and watched them all smack into the Abella pile.
"That's how she got me," Abella informed him. "Sheer quantity."
"Quality over quantity," he declared, then picked up some snow and formed it into a sphere. He watched for movement again and saw the top of Beth's hat. Standing up, he threw the snowball and used his magic to push it out of his hands as fast as possible. It smashed into Beth's head, revealing that she had stuck her hat on a stick.
"Ah, shit," he muttered as Beth stood up to his right. She whirled her hands around dramatically, pulling moisture from the air and forming it into several snowballs all at once.
He dodged the attack, his magic shattering the few that would have struck him. Beth kept moving forward, her gloved hands glowing as she kept him pinned down. It was only a matter of time until she made a mistake, and he saw his opportunity when she tripped on a root buried beneath the snow.
He ran toward her, scooping a handful of snow as he went. Realizing she was in a tight spot, Beth summoned snowballs above him that fell as he slid to one side and readied his own snowball.
With a grunt, he pitched the snowball at Beth's face. She responded by summoning another ball of snow in front of her, and the two balls collided in an icy explosion which filled the air with snowflakes. Beth dove through the cloud of frost, a snowball held tightly in her hand as she tackled Mike to the ground.
"It ends now, Caretaker!" She went to smash the ball in his face, but he caught her by the wrist. Beth maneuvered herself so that she was sitting on him, her ass pressing directly into his crotch.
"N...never!" he stammered, distracted by the feel of her weight on his body. His magic swirled through him, making him hard, but he imagined the sensation was damperen by the fact that they were both wearing snow pants.
Beth grunted as she tried to shove the snowball into his face. Her dark eyes were wide, revealing the golden flecks that had appeared in her pupils over the last couple of months. They were a result of the magic she had gained, and he wondered what else about her was now different. "Never...underestimate...a woman...who...doesn't want to do the dishes!"
As they fought, her ass rubbed against him hard enough that his magic started to activate. Beth's eyes sparkled as if she was casting a spell, and his concentration finally slipped. She smashed the snowball into his face, sending a chill through his whole body.
"Victory for team Beth!" she declared, sitting up and holding her arms in the air. As she pumped her arms, her hips gyrated against his, and he gritted his teeth as he commanded his magic to calm the fuck down.
With the others in the house, getting zapped by his magic wouldn't be that big of a deal. While he could now use it for defense, its primary function was for transferring sexual energy. But he and Beth didn't have the same relationship that he did with the other women. With the others, he could sense their intent and motives like it was second nature, and it was just easier somehow. With her, he was always in the dark, as if there was a mental block.
If he was still in therapy, it would definitely be a hot topic.
"Looks like you're doing the dinner dishes," she declared moments before she was bombarded by snowballs from the side.
"The game is over, Jenny," Yuki warned, then leaned to one side to dodge a snowball that slammed into her throne.
But I'm the house champion! Jenny stood waist-deep in the snow, her arms raised as chunks of snow ripped free from the ground and targeted everyone. The fairies screamed in panic as they fled the scene.
"Okay, you," Bigfoot said as he stood, but an icy maelstrom frosted him from head to toe. He wiped slush out of his eyes and blinked, his dark eyes buried beneath thick fur.
Freeze, freeze all of you! Jenny's laughter filled the air as everyone ran for cover. It wasn't uncommon for Jenny to take things too far, and Mike leaned around the corner of a hedge to help pull Beth to safety.
"You realize she's getting coal for Christmas?" Beth wiped the snow off her face. "Giant sack of it."
"How about a dream car? I find that giving Jenny anything flammable in large quantities is a terrible idea." Mike grinned, then handed Beth his hat. "Temporary truce?"
Beth smiled, then put his hat on her head. "Truce. But you're still doing dishes tonight."
The front yard filled with playful screams as everyone moved to safety from the impending ice storm. Yuki descended from her perch and landed next to Jenny, her tails swishing behind her.
"We may as well do this right," she declared, then summoned a fortress of ice that was six feet tall. She plucked Jenny off the ground and set her on the upper walls. "There, now you can see them."
"Yuki!" Mike stared at the kitsune through a gap in the hedges. "You're siding with her?"
"Indeed." She held her hands over her head and summoned flurries from the sky. "After all, you guys wouldn't let me play earlier. May as well get in on the action."
"So it's treason, then." Mike looked at Beth, then over his shoulder where Tink had appeared. "Gather the others!" he yelled with a smile. "It's time to take down the snow queen, and her little doll, too!"

🏠🏠🏠Mike pushed open the door to his bedroom, his cheeks bright red from the cold. He peeled off his soaking wet pants and walked through the bathroom to throw them in the closet hamper. Tink had stripped her wet clothes off in the living room and taken them straight to the dryer while the others dispersed to change in their respective rooms.
"Having a good time, lover?" Naia was sitting in the tub, her breasts on display. Steam rose from the surface of the water, blotting out the windows.
"Indeed I am." He stripped down until he was naked and put the rest of his clothes in the laundry. The edge of the tub was warm to the touch as he stepped into the warm water. "Thanks for getting it hot for me."
"It's not the only thing that's hot." She winked at him as he sat down next to her. "Maybe you need something more than a bath?"
"I...uh..." He laughed. "Sorry, I was trying to think of a clever response. All the blood must have rushed somewhere else."
"I know how it is," she told him as she moved above him. "Someone gets you all bothered and you can't think straight for days."
"That obvious?"
"It is." Her groin was pressing against his, the shaft of his cock laying along her labia. "I can feel your magic all knotted up inside. I'm curious how that came about."
"Gee, I don't know. Do you really want me to talk about how hot and bothered a certain friend of mine gets me?" He touched her face then brushed some hair out of her eyes. "What if you get jealous?"
"It just means I have to work that much harder to hold your interest." She moved her pelvis against his, and his cock grew hard. It almost felt like the heat of the water was being pushed into his body. "Would hate to find out I'm second best," she said with a fake pout.
"You're second to no one," he told her. "And this is, by far, way better than warming up with hot cocoa."
"Is that what the others are doing?" She winked at him. "There's plenty of room in here if anyone else wants to join us."
"Oh, I kind of snuck away. Beth convinced the others to come join her at the hot springs, and..." His voice trailed off as he shook his head sadly. It had been a special place for him and Velvet, and he still couldn't bring himself to go see it. Beth had arranged for a pair of portal sheds in Oregon to connect the springs to the cabin.
"It's okay," she told him, laying her head on his chest. "You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to. But I'm here to listen if you need me."
"Thanks." He held Naia against his body and inhaled her scent. It was the smell of the ocean in his dreams, a private island populated by the women he had swapped soul fragments with. He ran his fingers through her air, curling the thick blue strands with his fingers. It was like petting silk, and due to her aqueous nature, he never had to worry about tangling it.
"It's not something I'm trying to avoid. On the contrary, I've spent a lot of time confronting it." In a way, he had to. He and Velvet had produced an egg from their union, and it would hatch some time next year. But taking care of the future was a separate beast than dealing with the past. "The last time I was at the springs, I was there with her. If I picture them in my mind, she's there automatically. It's like I've saved that special moment and filed it away for a rainy day."



"But if you see it without her, it's like letting her go one more time."
Mike smiled, then rubbed a tear from his eye. "I couldn't have put it better. It's something I want to hold onto, if not for a little while longer." And when he finally did confront that magical meeting place, he definitely didn't want to do it in front of everyone and possibly ruin their good mood.
"You've been through a lot this year, but that was definitely the worst of it." Naia leaned away from him and traced the scar tissue on his right arm. "Speaking of, has this been hurting lately?"
"Only if I overdo it while practicing magic." He had channeled enough magic through his arm to shatter the bones, and it was sore on occasion. Some people had old football injuries, he had an old magic one. "Oh, before you make me forget, Ratu wanted me to tell you that she thinks Opal will be ready to come home in a month or so."
"That's great news!" Opal was a slime girl who had been injured in a fight with an angel. Over the course of several weeks, she had lived in Naia's bathtub while Mike had fed her magic in an attempt to help her regain her proper shape. Eventually, Ratu and Tink had built a special containment unit in the Labyrinth for further treatment. Opal was one of a kind, a being created from the raw elements that angels and demons had been forged from.
Mike hadn't understood the process itself, but once Ratu was finished, Opal would gain her independence. In the meantime, he had made sure to stop by every couple of days to visit both women and make sure they had everything they needed.
"Yeah, I thought so, too. I'm not sure about sleeping arrangements, but that's just because she turns into a puddle when she sleeps. I feel bad buying her a giant bucket as a bedroom set, you know?" He slid his hands along Naia's thighs, sending tiny streamers of energy into her body. Naia sighed in pleasure, then resumed grinding her pussy on his cock.
They took their time, sharing tender kisses as she pressed against his throbbing shaft. He grabbed her by the hips and adjusted her aim so that he could penetrate her on the next thrust, then let out a moan of delight as he sank into her warm depths.
"I'm not in a rush to finish," he told her. "Slow and easy sounds really nice tonight." It would also take his mind off of Velvet. Though time was capable of healing all wounds, grief was often an unwelcome visitor.
Naia smiled demurely as she rode him, her hips undulating slowly above his. Her vagina swirled around his cock in a maelstrom of sexual energy, teasing him with its suction. Able to manipulate her innards, Naia's inner folds shifted in stages as her exterior went still. To an outside observer, it would look as if nothing was happening, but Mike was experiencing the best parts of a blowjob while buried deep inside Naia.
She kissed him as she ran her hands over his chest, pausing to tease his nipples. His hands went to her breasts, and he gave them a playful squeeze. He closed his eyes and buried his face in the crook of her neck, a small orgasm building up inside his body. His magic demanded to be released, but he held back.
Sometimes it was nice to take things slow.
"Ahem."
Mike opened his eyes to see Yuki standing there, her gaze to the side. He tried to ignore the burning sensation in his cheeks. It wasn't uncommon for the others to spot him having sex with someone else, but they rarely spoke up about it unless they wanted to join in.
Naia turned her head around so far that if she had bones, they would have broken.
"Hello, Yuki. Are you here to join us?"
It was the kitsune's turn to blush. "Um, no. I knocked, but nobody answered. I thought I heard something, but it was so quiet, I thought that maybe I was wrong."
"We're just taking it slow tonight." Naia's calm voice was antithetical to the sensation of fingers and tongues suddenly teasing the head of his cock. The nymph could tell he was close, and was using his embarrassment to her advantage. "What's on your mind?"
"I can come back," she said.
"Nonsense. Mike doesn't mind, don't you?" She turned to face him and smiled coyly. Her pussy clamped down on his shaft, and he couldn't remember what the question was about.
"Uh...no?" His heart pounded in his chest as he was stealth-fucked in front of Yuki. What was the etiquette for such a situation? Naia had given the invite and been declined. Was he supposed to pull out?
As if sensing his distraction, Naia gripped him tightly with her thighs and pulled him even further inside of her.
"I was hoping I could use your bath tonight." Yuki took a step backward toward the door. "After...after you are done."
"Um, yeah. Yeah, okay." Mike fought to keep his voice steady as Naia buzzed all around him. Something was tugging at his balls and teasing the sensitive skin just below them.
"Oh, we won't be long." Naia winked at him. "Will we?"
"No?" His eyelid was twitching, but he wasn't sure if anyone could see it.
"Thank you, I'll just...wait in my room." Yuki moved toward the door and paused for a second, as if about to ask something else. Shaking her head, she turned and left.
"What was that about, do you suppose?" A naughty grin fixed itself on Naia's face as she lifted her ass and slammed it down onto his thighs, sending a burst of water up the sides of the tub. He didn't worry about the potential mess—Naia pulled any spills back into the tub with little more than a thought.
"Don't...know..." Mike grabbed her by the hips and channeled a surge of energy through her body. "But that was very naughty. Santa might not leave you any presents."
"There's only one thing I want coming down my chimney tonight." Naia tilted her head back far enough that he could feel the tips of her hair brush against his thighs. Her pussy squeezed him so hard that he groaned. "I'm just worried about how such a massive thing will fit through it!"
Mike really wanted to make a joke about opening his package, but it was too late. Naia's pussy was squeezing him in stages, and he blew a massive load deep inside of her. Her eyes lit up from within as she came in response, her whole body rippling in delight as she clung to his body and moaned his name in his ear.
They sat this way for several minutes, her pussy milking every last drop of cum out of his body. He sighed as all the tension left his muscles, then relaxed completely as she shifted her weight off of him.
"I should probably clean you up," she told him with a grin as she kissed her way down his chest.
"You're made of water," he pointed out. "I'm already clean."
"I'll double check just to be sure." She winked, then slid down his torso and took his still rigid cock in her mouth.
"Definitely want to be sure," he muttered, closing his eyes and leaning back. Naia made cute little mewling sounds as she sucked him hard once more.

🏠🏠🏠The elevator ride to the top of the sixty-four floor Manhattan building was long, but Lily endured it. The man standing in front of her winked over his shoulder as he tucked his security card into a pocket.
"We'll get some food in your belly soon enough," he told her. "You can make it another minute or two."
"Thank you so much, mister." She hid a smile. The man, Anton Lee Dalles, was watching her in the reflection of the doors. She clutched the snow-dusted blanket tighter around her body. "I thought I might freeze to death out there."
"And you might have," he replied. "It's supposed to dip into the single digits tonight. I'm surprised you weren't at one of the shelters."
"There was someone there I would prefer to avoid." She gazed adoringly at Anton's back, knowing the man was watching her every movement. "But I didn't expect it to get so cold."
He licked his lips, and she noticed the fingers of his left hand flexing. He shifted it out of sight, but he couldn't hide his desires from her.
The elevator doors opened, revealing a small lobby with some chairs and a set of double doors. He pulled a key out of his pocket and unlocked the doors and pushed them open.
"Thank you," she said as she walked in, making sure to drip extra snow on the floor. The suite was enormous, and a large tree had been decorated by the window overlooking the city. Down below, the world had been blanketed in snow. If not for the last minute rush for gifts, the streets would have been largely deserted. "Wow, you must be loaded, mister!"
"I do well enough for myself," he told her as he walked over to a mini-bar. "Would you like something to drink?"
Lily shook her head, allowing thick auburn curls to tumble free of her blanket. "I'm only nineteen," she told him. "I don't want to cause you any trouble."
Anton chuckled, pouring two glasses of scotch. "This is the penthouse suite," he told her. "Anything that happens here will stay between us."
Lily crossed the room and accepted the drink with a gloved hand. The fingertips were gone, and she sniffed the scotch. "Wow, it smells so strong!"
"It's fifty years old," he told her, then sipped. She mimicked him, letting the liquid fire roll across her tongue. When she swallowed, she coughed dramatically, and he took the glass from her with a smile.
"It can be an acquired taste," he said, then gestured to the kitchen. "Are you hungry? I could fix you something."
Lily nodded, allowing him to go through his nice guy act. He spent almost forty minutes preparing her an amazing meal as the sun vanished behind the nearest buildings. It was a gourmet soup made from pork broth with plenty of fresh vegetables chopped up in it. He encouraged her to try some more scotch, and she obliged. A warm buzz filled her body as she allowed the alcohol to combine with whatever he had spiked the soup with.
"You have such a lovely home," she told him as she finished up her meal. "Are you sure I can stay the night? I would hate to get it dirty with these clothes."
"It isn't a problem," he told her with a smile. "If you're worried about it, you can take a quick shower and change. I have some clothes your size that you can wear."
"Um..." Lily played coy, crossing her arms. "Why do you have women's clothes?"
He chuckled as he picked up her dishes. "They belonged to my daughter. She's all grown up now, they're left over from when she lived here. I never got around to re-doing her bedroom is all. I'm always busy with other stuff." His voice was reassuring, but she could practically smell his arousal.
"Is there real soap?" she asked, making her voice as hopeful as possible.
"Of course. The maid refills everything, and it isn't like anyone uses that bathroom anymore." He gestured down the hall. "It's the one at the end on the left."
"Thank you." Lily stood and giggled as she walked down the hall. It was hard to tell what he had spiked her food with, but it wouldn't matter in the long run. It was easier to let the drugs work on her and play along then try to fake it.
Once in the bedroom, she stripped out of her clothes and took a shower, making sure to ignore the pinhole camera in the showerhead. She put on a pretty good show of looking pathetic while washing grime out of her hair, knowing that Anton was watching her right now. If he had been watching closely, he would have noticed the small seam along her calves that revealed she wore a pair of boots that were the same color as her skin. The one limitation of her shapeshifting was her inability to hide her cloven feet, but this trick was simply a scaled up version of a magician's fake thumb tip. By the time she was naked, nobody seemed to care about the sudden rigidity of the skin around her ankles.
When she came out of the shower, she picked up her dirty clothes and tossed them into the laundry hamper before looking through the rest of the closet. There were plenty of full outfits next to each other, but she picked the blue Christmas dress that had been put in the front. She picked out white tights and pulled them on slowly in view of the camera that had been installed in the nightstand clock. In total, she had noticed three cameras in the room itself by the infrared sensors on them. Demons could see outside the visible spectrum, which helped them immensely when it came to hunting. She wondered if the cameras had been installed before Anton's daughter had moved out, but figured she would know soon enough.
The bedroom itself was pristine, as if Anton's daughter had left for college one day and never returned. Maybe it was a time capsule to another age, or perhaps something he had staged. She would know more once she was inside his mind.
After she left the bedroom, the waif's clothes in the hamper evaporated beneath the lid and turned back into demonic essence before returning unseen to her body.
"Wow," Anton told her, a big smile on his face. "Anyone ever told you that you clean up well?"
Lily smiled demurely, then accepted some hot cocoa from him. "I almost feel human again," she told him as she sat on one of his leather couches.
"I bet." He drank from his own mug, so she did the same. He had spiked this one with something else. "But that's what Christmas is about, right? Being kind to your fellow man?"
"Or woman." She smiled weakly, the muscles in her face going numb.
"I agree." He moved to sit next to her. "Bet you're feeling sleepy, aren't you?"
"A little bit," she admitted. "I think it's all the food I ate. My tummy hasn't been so full in a while. You've been so nice to me, I don't know how I can thank you." Her whole body was flooded with heat as the chemical cocktail pushed her brain into overdrive. Was it some type of Ecstasy? It was a signature blend, that was for certain. Her mind was easily able to disconnect from her body, allowing the drugs to do their work without her cognitive functions being impacted.
Anton reached over her shoulders and gave her arm a squeeze. It was gentle at first, but she could feel the iron teeth of a predator behind it.
"If I'm being honest, I'm just grateful to have company for Christmas Eve." He sipped at his cocoa, then set it down on the glass table. He picked up a remote and clicked a button, causing the nearby fireplace to turn on. Mechanical gears whirred as curtains drew themselves across the large windows. "And you even look a little bit like my daughter, so it's a bonus for me."
Lily laughed, her lips sloppy as they didn't move quite right. "Was she daddy's little girl?" she asked, her voice slightly slurred.
"Very much," he replied, his voice tender.
"I have daddy issues," she blurted out, letting tears flow. "We had a big fight, I haven't seen him in a very long time. I wish I could show him how much I loved him."
Anton squeezed her against him, and she gave him a token resistance at first before giving in. As she leaned her head on his shoulder, she manifested her tail and stabbed him in the neck.
The descent into the Dreamscape was almost instantaneous for her. While his soul struggled to piece together the world, she guided it into place. It was a carbon copy of his penthouse, and she guided its completion to mimic how it had been in the real world. It was an almost seamless transition—she felt him tense up for a moment, as if suspecting the change, then relax when she leaned into him.
In the real world, she unzipped his pants to expose his cock.
"So you miss your father?" He placed a hand on the back of her head and ran his fingers through her hair.
"What are you doing?" she asked, keeping up the act.
"Sorry, I guess you remind me of my daughter. I forgot myself." He removed his hand, but she could feel the tension in his soul. It was a simple matter to flit through his memories, to see exactly what he had planned for her. Lily smiled in the real world as she sucked his cock into her mouth and bobbed up and down.
"It's okay," she told him in a meek voice. "It makes me feel like I'm home. When things weren't bad."
He grinned, his soul blazing in triumph. His thoughts floated in the background of her mind, and she altered the dream to match. The straps of her dress slipped down, revealing her shoulder, and she pushed her arms together so that he got an eyeful of cleavage when he looked down at her. It was easy enough to add a small freckle on the inside of her left breast. His daughter had one, and she could feel his pulse quicken when he noticed it.
In the Dreamscape, her body went limp from the drugs he had slipped her. In the real world, her wings extended behind her as she purged her body of toxins while blowing Anton on his couch, eager to harvest both his seed and his soul.
Anton guided Lily to the couch, listening to her incoherent mumbling as he pulled up her skirt to reveal faded white panties. Lily watched with disinterest from a different point of view as he ripped the clothes off of her and put himself between her legs.
"So what do we have here?" Mike stood in the kitchen now, sniffing the pot that the soup had been cooked in. It wasn't actually Mike, but rather a fragment of his soul that lived and grew inside her.
"Serial killer," Lily replied, joining him at the counter. Anton was taking his time with her body on the couch, undressing her in stages as he snapped pictures with his phone. "The bastard kills and rapes women who look like his daughter."
Mike paused, a deep frown on his face. "Don't you mean rapes and kills?"
She shrugged. "According to his memories, it's interchangeable."
"Disgusting." Mike swirled the pot around, summoning up a fresh batch of soup. "Decent chef, though. So why his daughter?"
"Repressed sexual whatever. The why doesn't really matter, I give him two minutes tops in the real world." As she spoke to Mike in the Dreamscape, she could sense the beginning of Anton's orgasm in the real world. "But Christmas Eve is special. He finds a homeless girl or a hooker who reminds him of his daughter, spends all night with her here at his home, then dumps the body in the river on his way to spend Christmas Day with his daughter and her family. It's pretty disgusting."
"Agreed." Mike poured himself a bowl of soup, then made one for Lily. "How did you find him?"
"A predator's instincts." She accepted the soup and sat with him. "I was on the hunt, and so was he. Was curious what his vice was, and now here we are."
"Horrible. He deserves what's coming." He ate his meal, ignoring Anton's actions in the background. Mike's soul fragment was almost always present in the Dreamscape now, and had witnessed some pretty terrible things from her choice in prey. Ever since Mike had become her master, she could only feed on the wicked.
Not that she minded. It was far preferable to the innocents she had been forced to prey upon for the last few centuries.
Anton had posed Lily a dozen different ways, snapping pictures the entire time. Though seconds had passed in the real world, it had been a few hours in the Dreamscape. He was stroking himself while taking pictures, the muscles on his abdomen flexing as he blew his first load on Lily's chest. In the real world, Lily began swallowing Anton's load, pulling his soul with it.
"That's my cue." Lily stepped away from the counter and hopped back into her dream body. She fast-forwarded the dream until it was almost sunrise. Anton, thinking he had spent an evening violating his prey, was ready to seal the deal by strangling her.
He put on a pair of black gloves and squeezed Lily by the neck. She took a few wheezing breaths, then opened her eyes and seized him by the throat. When she squeezed, his eyes bulged in his head at the sheer strength of her grip.
"Wh...what?" Anton struggled for air as the lithe thing beneath him cut off the oxygen to his brain. He stood, and Lily followed, wrapping her legs around his waist so that he couldn't escape. Anton was strong from years of preparation, working out to ensure he could dump a body without getting exhausted.



But this was the Dreamscape, and Lily was fully in charge. No amount of Cross Fit would help him here. Anton flung Lily around helplessly, unable to knock her off or escape as she continued to squeeze him by the throat.
"Are you gonna rip off his balls?" Mike asked.
"Nah," she replied casually. Anton couldn't hear her when she spoke, all he could see was the face of his own daughter as Lily transformed the rest of the way into her. "I've got something better planned for him. It is Christmas, after all."
Anton managed to break Lily's grip by slamming her into a chair and fled for the lobby. She gave chase with no intent to catch him, delighting in seeing the relief in his eyes as he got into the elevator and managed to close the doors before she could get there. A dial appeared over the elevator with a number at the top.
"Is that for my benefit?" Mike asked as he sat on one of the couches.
"Nah, he'll spot it eventually." The number was 666, and the dial slowly did a full rotation before settling at the top once more. Lily waved her hand, transforming the private area into the lobby of the building.
With a loud ding, the elevator doors opened, and Anton stumbled out.
"Help me! Somebody help!" His face was covered in scratches as he ran for the revolving door. It was snowing outside, and as he pushed his way through the door, the world transformed into his apartment.
"Ooh, clever." Mike watched with interest as Anton sprinted back into the lobby so fast that he tripped and fell, landing on his face. A lobby attendant appeared from behind the desk, and she ran over to assist him.
"Sir, are you okay?" she asked.
"Please, help me, I..." his eyes widened when he recognized the lobby attendant.
"Sure, I'll help you." The attendant herself was one of the thousands of souls Lily had consumed, forced to do her bidding for all eternity. The soul was wearing the face of a young woman named Michelle who had been murdered by Anton almost twenty years ago. He had gone through his collection enough times that all of his victims were burned into his brain. What he had considered a treasure trove of memories was about to become the arsenal that undid him.
Anton shrieked in horror and crawled free before Michelle could do anything to him. He made it into the stairwell and let out a primal scream.
"What's in there?" Mike asked.
"He's back in his apartment." Lily licked her lips as her mind flitted to the real world. Anton's soul stretched like a rubber band from his body to her mouth, then snapped free so she could consume it. Over the days ahead, she would strip him bare, consuming his very identity until his soul was little more than a tortured husk that would do her bidding. "Only this time, he's a girl, and I'm going to make him relive each of his murders from the woman's point of view."
"Fitting." Mike screwed up his face in contemplation. "But is it enough?"
She shrugged. "What is true justice? If I steal twenty dollars from someone, I could be forced to give it back. It undoes the deed, but not the harm itself. But when it comes to a life, what then? Does killing this man undo the harm he's caused to the girls he murdered? Do their relatives miraculously feel better? An eternity in Hell is, for most people, the best they can ever hope for."
He shrugged. "I guess not. It's probably a question for someone higher up."
"Yeah, well they aren't talking to anyone." Lily stepped out of the Dreamscape and back into the real world. Anton lay reclined on his couch, his eyes locked on the ceiling as his body continued to live on without him. Doctors would be puzzled, and experts would be brought in to evaluate his condition. His daughter, wherever she was, would probably spend her life savings keeping the man alive.
After consuming a soul, she became privy to all its secrets. Sifting through Anton's memories revealed that he had been a devoted father with demented tastes. He had shown nothing but care and kindness for his offspring, and his eventual decline would cause no small amount of worry and financial destruction.
"But not if we pull the band-aid off," Lily muttered. She wandered through Anton's home until she found his collection. It was hidden behind a plate in the back of his closet that was held shut by magnetic locks. Inside the hole was a small box with several solid state drives, each one labeled with the initials of the woman he had murdered.
Anton's daughter would no doubt come looking for her dad once he failed to show up for Christmas. Based on Anton's warped memories, Lily couldn't be certain whether his daughter would do the right thing and attempt to bring closure to the families of the murdered women.
"Damnit, Romeo, you're making me soft." She reached into her corset and pulled out a small clamshell phone. She typed out a quick message as she stacked the drives next to Anton's laptop, then set the phone next to them.
Eulalie would know what to do with all of this. After hitting send, Eulalie would have one of the rats chew a portal to Anton's apartment to retrieve the computer and the drives within the hour. It wasn't the first time they'd done this—in fact, it had become part of Lily's routine to try and out the murderous people she consumed. Since Lily knew all of Anton's passwords, Eulalie wouldn't even need to break into his files. Any digital evidence of Lily's intrusion would be erased, and the rest would be turned over to the authorities.
Eventually, the police would know who the murdered girls were, which might bring closure to their families. Satisfied that she had done her part, Lily sauntered back into Anton's living room and contemplated the man on the couch. She straddled his body and grabbed his head with both hands.
She twisted his head around hard enough that it faced backward. His poor daughter would be horrified to discover Anton had been murdered, but now the poor girl wouldn't go broke trying to fix the piece of shit.
The deed committed, she wandered over to the mini-bar and contemplated the selection. There were some very fine spirits here, and she picked up an unopened bottle of whiskey.
"Pappy Van Winkle" she read aloud. From Anton's memory, the shit was expensive, and would probably be a decent present for Mike. Of course, she was looking forward to giving him his real present later. He had always been very careful not to ask her to shapeshift during sex, so she was curious what kink he would have her enact.
Satisfied that her work was done, she walked over to the curtains and pulled them open to reveal the city. Down below, the world kept moving as it always had, the inhabitants of New York unaware that she had cauterized an unseen cancer from it.
"Merry Christmas, you worthless bastards. You're fucking welcome!" she yelled as she smacked her hand against the glass. Smiling, she contemplated opening the whiskey and drinking some of it. After all, she had done her good deed for the holiday. Smirking, she sank into the Dreamscape to check on Anton and make certain he was adequately miserable.
His soul cried out in agony as if on fire, and she slowed time in the Dreamscape to a crawl. Minutes in the real world would become days in here, which meant that Anton would experience a lifetime of torment before Lily finished feasting on him. Satisfied that his demise wouldn't be quick, she stayed to watch as he experienced the murder of Michelle from her point of view. Hours passed as Anton was eventually strangled by a copy of himself, and Lily smirked as the dream faded and he was escorted in again by his clone. His second victim had taken hours to die from strangulation, and she couldn't wait to watch as Anton gasped for breath while hanging in his own bedroom closet.
A powerful cramp formed inside of her physical body, causing her to drop the bottle of whiskey. It fell in slow motion, then shattered in a burst of glass on the cold marble at her feet. With her mind half in the Dreamscape, she watched as the falling snow outside slowed to a crawl. Down below, moving cars froze in place on the streets, as if someone had hit pause on a movie.
Was she under attack? What was going on? If not for her accelerated state of mind, she doubted she would have even had time to respond to whatever was happening. Her thoughts were muddy as she dug deep into her core and activated the magic that would take her directly to Mike. The world outside went still as Anton's apartment disappeared in a puff of smoke.

🏠🏠🏠The fire crackled in the fireplace as Mike sat in his new recliner. It had been an early gift from Eulalie, who was spending a quiet evening with Bigfoot. It was her first Christmas without her father and her sister, and she had decided that a quiet evening with her uncle at the cabin was the best course of action.
The house was quiet. Sofia had dropped by long enough to make dinner for everyone, then went back to the Library while Mike, Tink, and Kisa started working on the dishes. There was apparently a rush on new stories being published right before Christmas and she was already behind in cataloging them.
Kisa and Tink shared hot cocoa by the hearth, both of them wearing package bows that they had stuck to each other. The Christmas tree was packed with presents underneath, most of them from Mike to the others. Even though many of the members of the house didn't celebrate the holiday, Mike had gone ahead and bought them gifts anyway. To him, it had always been more about giving than receiving.
"Do you think we'll see Santa tonight?" Death sat in a recliner of his own. It was far narrower than Mike's and made of black leather. He had a plate of biscuits in his lap and would occasionally toss one into Tick Tock's mouth. The mimic was currently imitating a large present with green wrapping paper, and would lick its lips with a ribbon-shaped tongue.
"I don't know. You might fall asleep too soon." Mike tried to hide his smile.
"You know that I do not sleep, Mike Radley." Death turned his gaze back to the fireplace. "Though do you suppose that I'm a liability? Perhaps he will know that I'm awake, and choose not to descend down our chimney tonight. Mike Radley, this was mentioned in one of your Christmas songs!"
"Those songs are for children." Yuki walked into the living room with a towel wrapped around her head. She was wearing a thick white bathrobe that matched the bushy tips of her tails. "The whole holiday is a scam."
Mike frowned. Yuki struggled with Christmas, but he didn't blame her. The few Christmases she had celebrated with Emily had been poisoned by later deeds. Last year, she had locked herself in her room and refused to come out. He had been extremely happy when she offered to judge the snowball fight earlier while Sofia finished up Christmas dinner for everyone, and even more so when she had joined Jenny in the free-for-all that had frozen him half to death afterward.
"It is not a scam," Death replied. "Surely the whole world isn't in on the same conspiracy!"
Yuki rolled her eyes. "Look, you all have fun sucking on candy canes, but I'm going to bed." She looked over at Mike and gave him a small bow. "Thanks for letting me use the bath tonight."
"No problem." He gave her a smile. "You sure you don't want to join us?"
The kitsune's eyes scanned the room, then settled on the tree. She snorted, then shook her head. "I'm good. Guess I'll see you all in the morning."
"Goodnight, then." He watched as she ascended the stairs, then waited until he heard the tell-tale click of her bedroom door above. "Wish she enjoyed the holiday like we do."
"Ah, but if everyone was the same, then nobody would be different!" Death chuckled to himself, then sat forward. "But perhaps you can enlighten me on why she called Christmas a scam?"
"Tink, maybe ease up on the booze," he said, desperate to change the subject. Tink giggled by the fireplace, then poured some more alcohol from a flask into her hot cocoa before offering some to Kisa. The goblin's cheeks were flush, and her eyelids drooping.
Kisa abstained. Her cat biology didn't pair well with alcohol.
"Christmas is Tink's favorite holiday!" Tink declared while waving her mug around. "Get big presents, sometimes eat too many cookies and get big sick."
At the mention of cookies, Kisa grabbed the nearby plate and moved it somewhere else. The pom pom on her Santa hat hung over her shoulders, bouncing along her collar bone as she stuck her head under the tree and rearranged a few of the presents.
"Boo!" Cecilia appeared from the tree, her ethereal body passing through its branches. Kisa hissed and scrambled backwards, her hair standing on end. The banshee waved her hands around menacingly over the catgirl. "I'm the ghost of Christmas past!"
"Fuck you," Kisa replied, then ripped off her hat and threw it at Cecilia. The banshee caught the hat and stuck it on her head. While adjusting it, the red streak in her hair poked out from beneath, and she swept it behind one ear. Tink cackled where she sat, spilling some of her hot cocoa.
"Are we playing A Christmas Carol?" Death tossed the last of the biscuits to Tick Tock, then leaned forward in his chair. He let out a raspy breath as he pointed dramatically at Kisa.
"Ew, stop that shit." Kisa hopped into Mike's lap and put her head on his shoulder. "If you don't protect me, I'll bite you."
He hugged her tight. "Okay, everyone, lay off. That goes double for you, Tink."
Tink bared her fangs at him. "Husband kiss Tink's butt. Maybe kiss something else, too." She turned around and bent over, revealing her bare ass.
Mike hoped nobody bought Tink underwear. If so, it was money wasted. Cecilia leaned down to kiss Mike on the cheek, then gave Kisa her hat back. With a wink, she faded from sight.
"I think Christmas may be my favorite holiday." Death sat back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. "I think it's all the bright lights that people put out. I'm rather surprised you didn't put any up."
"You can blame Quetzalli for that," Mike responded. By some twist of fate, Tink and the storm dragon had discovered that sticking a plug in Quetzalli's nostrils would allow her to power the lights. This had led to an experiment to see how many lights Quetzalli could power, which had eventually resulted in the destruction of thousands of LED lights. There was a shortage now, and he had been unable to find suitable replacements in time.
"Is that why she isn't here tonight?" Death had spent most of his time the last week wandering the city to look at decorations. Most people couldn't see him, and the few who did often turned away and forgot. The visage of Death was rarely a welcome sight, doubly so right before Christmas.
"No. Dana wanted to reconnect with her family and took Quetzalli with her for emotional support. She's posing as the new girlfriend to account for all the time she's been missing, which will probably cause problems."
"Because of her horn?" Death asked.
Mike shook his head. "Ratu enchanted a napkin ring to hide it. As long as Quetzalli doesn't headbutt somebody, it'll stay hidden. It's the fact that she looks like she's twice Dana's age that could rile Dana's parents up." When Quetzalli had been transformed into a human by the Fairy Queen, she had been given the form of a woman in her mid-to-late forties.
"I am uncertain why her parents would mind," Death replied. "Even though the relationship is a farce, wouldn't they appreciate that their daughter has found somebody with wisdom and maturity like their own?"
"I think, for most people, it's the fear that the wisdom and maturity are being used to manipulate the younger partner. Think about when you first arrived at the house. There were so many things for you to learn, you probably would have believed anything we told you."
Death nodded in understanding. "Not anything, but yes, I think I see your point. I would have been easy to manipulate."
"You still are," Kisa grumbled. "Have you found the Krampus yet?"
"What?" Mike looked at Kisa. "What are you talking about?"
Death frowned, then set down his tea and folded his hands. "Tinker Radley informed me that the Krampus was a demon who would steal toys from children. I regret that I have been unable to find him these last few days."
"Tink!" Mike leaned forward far enough in his chair that Kisa had to slide out. "Did you tell Death he had to save Christmas by sending him on a snipe hunt?"
"I was unable to find the snipe this summer," Death added. "But luckily, it never ate all the roses in our garden."
Tink cackled so hard that she fell over on her back. "Bone face try so hard to save Christmas, scare way more kids in the process!"
"Scared children? How?" Mike looked up at Death. "What did you do?"
"Tinker Radley told me that the Krampus preyed on vulnerable children." Death nodded sagely. "So she suggested I look at the Children's Hospital, and so many of the kids there could see me, and—"
Mike was out of his chair, ready to grab the troublesome goblin, but she saw him coming and scurried under the tree.
"Too far, Tink! Too far!" He crouched down and pushed some presents out of the way. Tink had pressed herself against the back wall beneath the tree, and was just out of reach. She blew a raspberry at Mike and tried to stand up behind the tree.
The back door slammed, and Beth walked into the living room with a bundle of packages under her arms. Behind her, Suly carried in several more, both of his arms full.
"Sorry 'bout the door," he said. "Gettin' right windy out there, can hardly see."
Mike looked up at Suly, then cursed when Tink bolted from behind the tree and disappeared up the stairs.
"Is there room under that tree?" Beth sat down with her knees folded beneath her and handed Mike the gifts. He couldn't help but notice the cream-colored tights under her burgundy sweater dress.
"Uh, yeah." He shifted packages around and helped Beth place hers. They were meticulously wrapped with shimmering bows on each. He paused when he got to a bright silver one with yellow stripes. It had his son's name on it, but Zel's foal had been terrified of Mike every time he had come to visit. Apparently, only having two legs was akin to being the monster under the bed for some centaur children, and his son was only a few months old. Centaur infants were more like human three-year olds, which meant that logic and reason didn't always line up as they should.
He hoped the gift would thaw the ice a bit, but turned his thoughts toward the woman in front of him. Dwelling on being his son's personal boogie man would only bring everyone else down. "Looks like you went all out."
"Only a bit. It's hard to buy gifts for people who don't really believe in physical possessions." She lowered her voice to a whisper. "Most of it is candy and treats."
He nodded. It wasn't a bad strategy. His gifts were mostly practical, like a new pair of shears for Suly to use, or some new drill bits for Tink. Truthfully, he could have blown thousands of dollars on each person, but Beth was right about them not really caring about things. It was experiences that mattered, and if he could give them something that would make their day-to-day lives easier, it was a no-brainer.
"So does that mean I got candy, too?" he asked, seeing the gift with his name on it. He picked it up and gave it a shake, but Beth snatched it away.
"No snooping," she told him, then stuck it somewhere else. "Unless you'll let me shake what you have for me."
Kisa snorted hard enough to startle him. Beth's cheeks turned red as she restrained a laugh. Mike tried to keep his face neutral as he picked up an oblong package hidden tucked far beneath the tree and handed it to her.
"Go for it." He handed the gift over. "Shake it all day, you won't guess."



The golden flecks in her eyes sparkled as she shook the box up and down. He could sense her magic now, hovering around her like a perfume. Not sure what sort of spell she was using to see inside a box, he put his middle finger beneath his thumb to summon a tiny spark, then flicked it in front of her face where it sparkled like a tiny firecracker. Distracted, her magic disappeared and she nearly dropped the gift in surprise.
"No cheating," he told her.
"How did you know that wouldn't hit me?" she asked, her tone suddenly serious.
"Because you have my full attention," he responded. The air in the room suddenly felt hotter than usual. "I mean, uh, I'm not distracted. I'm in control. That's what I mean."
Beth bit her lip for a moment, as if contemplating his answer. It almost looked like those gold flecks of hers were moving. "What if I said I wanted it to?"
"I'm gonna check in on me sister," Suly announced. "I can sense her out front. Maybe sit with her awhile and watch the flurries fall." With that, he left through the front door, letting in a cold blast of air that ruffled Beth's hair.
"Let's go find Tink." Kisa grabbed Death by the hand and pulled him out of his seat.
"But I wish to stay by the fire," Death protested.
"I'll let you open a present early."
"Then my hand shall not be stayed!" Death slammed the rest of his tea and stood, the tinsel garland around his neck shimmering in the firelight. He practically dragged Kisa out of the room as her stockinged feet slid on the smooth wooden floor.
Mike couldn't help but notice that everyone had vacated the room, and felt his pulse quicken. Beth sat across from him, her eyes glittering with liquid gold. Magic had changed her in so many ways , and he wondered how many of them were similar to his own. If there was anything Beth had been good at, it was exuding confidence. It was a trait he felt lacking in himself, and though the attraction had always been there, it was kind of a relief that she was making the first move.
"You...do know what would happen if it did, right?"
Beth smirked, leaning in close. "Oh, I'm aware. If not for the geas, the whole neighborhood would be aware."
"I..." He chuckled, amazed at how awkward he felt. "I have to admit something, first."
"Oh?"
"I've always thought you were pretty. Even before, well, all of this." He gestured around him, referring to not only the house, but everything that had happened. "When we first met, I was kind of a nervous mess around you. Maybe that carried forward, I don't know."
"You don't say." Beth arched an eyebrow.
He laughed. "Yeah, I'm sorry about that. It's just, for me, I always worried that I might be crossing a line. I'm aware of my effect on people, and I never wanted to take advantage of that, especially not with you. But you're different now, so maybe it wouldn't be an issue, but..."
"You sure do talk a lot for a man who's about to get laid." She moved toward him and he put a hand up to stop her.
"Lily, I swear to god, if that's you, I'm going to be so pissed," he whispered. Beth had never been this direct, and the succubus had mocked him endlessly over his inability to move on his attraction to Beth. On numerous occasions, she had even offered to turn into the beautiful lawyer during sex, but he had always declined.
Beth pushed his hand away. "I've had a lot of time to think about the things I want. And I've decided that one of them is you, and I'm tired of waiting for it. If I need to throw a shout-out to Jesus or God while I'm riding you to make this happen, then so be it."
Mike's mouth went dry at the realization that this was the real deal. Lily was well known for her dislike of the divine to the point that she abhorred even the mention of God.
"Why now?" he asked, his voice barely audible.
"I always felt like you were so far ahead of me," she replied in a whisper. "But now, I've finally caught up."
She leaned forward into him, her lips pressing into his. The magic inside him swelled up and washed over both of them, hissing as streamers formed along his skin. He closed his eyes and allowed the magic to carry him away, savoring the soft touch of her lips.
Beth held perfectly still. He tried to part her lips with his tongue, but was puzzled when she held them firmly together. Opening his eyes, he saw that her own eyes were closed, but she was frozen in place.
"Um..." He backed away, wondering what went wrong, then noticed that Beth still hadn't moved. Her lips were frozen in mid-pucker, with a slight gap in the middle. "Beth? Are you okay?"
Worried that his magic had done something weird, he stood and backed away. The temperature in the air dropped, and a low rumbling sound filled the air. It became louder, making the whole house shake.
"Hey!" He fell backward into his chair, but Beth remained motionless, as if glued to the floor. The ornaments on the tree didn't even sway as Mike fought to regain his footing.
The fireplace groaned, as if about to burst from the heat. The bricks of the hearth glowed from within as if superheated, and the flames changed colors and shot sparks into the living room.
"Tink! Kisa! Someone!" He tried to move toward Beth to pull her to safety, but when he grabbed her by the wrist, he couldn't budge her. The world tilted sideways and he fell away from the hearth as the flames in the fireplace exploded in intensity. A loud scream filled the air as a massive object shot out from the flames, barely missing Beth and destroying the living room table along the way. It slid through the room and slammed into the doorway of the office, cracking the plaster around the frame.
Mike rose to his feet, the air crackling around him as he summoned his magic. Something had just violently invaded his home, and he wasn't about to let it start trouble.
The object was red, with gold and silver runners on the side. It was far too massive to have fit through the fireplace, and he grabbed the poker from the fireplace and used the hook end to grab the runner and pull on it.
"Mike Radley, what is going on?" Death stood on the second floor, his hands clasped around Tink's ankles. The goblin tried to kick him, but paused when she saw the object blocking the office. Her skirt had fallen down to reveal her ass and bare pussy. If not for her tail, her dress would be over her face.
"Get ready for a fight," he told them as he yanked on the runner. The wooden object creaked as it tipped over, revealing an ornate sleigh covered in silver bells that emitted no sound when it struck the ground. In the back of the sleigh was a giant red bag tied shut with a golden rope.
A tiny figure stood, her red hat knocked sideways. Long blonde braids hung behind pointy ears, and her hair and shoulders were covered in snow. She tried to stand, but fell over the front of the sleigh and landed hard on her butt. Her red dress was rimmed with white velvet, and she wore candy-cane tights above curly-toed shoes. Shaking her head, she squinted up the stairs.
"Tinker?" Her high-pitched voice was filled with both recognition and hope. Her bright green eyes flitted to the dark figure holding the goblin, then back to Tink, her pupils widening as she gasped. The pale skin of her cheek looked as if it had been brushed with golden glitter, and she raised a gloved hand to her mouth. "Oh my Santa."
Her eyelids fluttered as she fainted, her head thunking against the sled and knocking off her hat. She went limp on the floor, her splayed out limbs making her look like a large doll.
"Tink? You know this person?" Mike looked up the stairs. Kisa had appeared from the hallway, her mouth agape as she gazed at the scene.
"Tink don't know," she replied, still upside down. "Maybe familiar? Can't remember."
The stench of sulfur filled the air, and a pair of hands wrapped protectively around him from behind.
"Romeo, something's wrong, I..." Lily went silent, and he turned to look at her. She was glaring at the scene before them, her lip twitching. Different emotions crossed her face, but chief among them was puzzlement. "What the hell is this?"
"You know as much as we do," he told her, waving his hand at the sleigh. The whole scene was unbelievable, but maybe he should have expected it. If Bigfoot, the fae, and the Jersey Devil were all real, then why not one of Santa's elves?
Death dropped Tink on the ground with a thud and put both hands on his cheekbones while doing a little dance.
"Mike Radley! Do you know what this means?" Death's eyes blazed with unholy fire. "We are going to meet Santa Claus!"

🏠🏠🏠Oh man, oh man, oh man, I wish I could see everyone's faces right now!
That's right, dear readers, Christmas is about to become hornier than ever! There will be plenty of fun and surprises along the way, because this is the story that you won't see on the Hallmark channel!
Thanks again for being one of my readers. Believe it or not, I've been planning this outing for some time, and even though you may think this is just a Christmas tale, it promises to tie another bow on the Radley mythos in ways you definitely won't expect.
Until next time, monster-family. Take care of yourself!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Annabelle Hawthorne is back!
The year is 2022 and we're gonna keep that Christmas spirit alive with a trip to the North Pole! I am sure absolutely nothing bad will happen...right?
New Reader? Just go for it. If you're brave enough to click on Ch. 80 of a story, you should just plow ahead. You've earned it.
Returning Reader? Welcome back! Things are about to get jolly for the Radley crew as they tackle one of the best known holidays in the world while I frantically attempt to dodge copyright infringement (sorry, folks, no red-nosed reindeer for me).
Also, I wanted to say thanks to people who write me feedback letters. I just discovered a whole batch of them in random pockets of my gmail account dating back to June of 21. I'm more than a little mortified, and very sorry if you asked me something important and thought I blew you off. I'm trying to catch up, but free time is still limited. Ugh.
Anyway, don't forget to check my bio for publishing schedule, and please don't leave without hitting those stars on the way out.
Not a Creature was Stirring
Yuki sat in bed with her knees pulled up against her chest. In one hand was an old copy of Alice in Wonderland and in the other was a handful of foxfire. Her bedroom light was off since the foxfire provided plenty of light to read by.
Alice wasn't even open. Instead, she ran her fingers over the well-loved cover, tracing the portrait in the middle. It had been a gift from Emily, the only true love of her life. The two had been inseparable until Emily had fallen under the influence of the shadow and locked Yuki in a tower-world. The last time she had seen Emily alive was when the former Caretaker had returned to steal her eye for a magical ritual.
A single tear fell on the book, and Yuki wiped it away, smearing condensation across the cover. Her relationship with Emily had been a lifetime ago, in human terms, anyway. The hurt was still there, but time had a habit of helping old wounds scar over.
She opened the book and ran her fingers over the pages. There was once a moment where she had opened this book for the first time. Its pages would have seen a young, vibrant kitsune that was hopeful for a future filled with love and laughter. Later, it bore witness to heartbreak followed by inconsolable rage. The book was like an old friend. It had seen her both at her best and her worst.
Moving the foxfire closer, she wondered how long it would take the book to burn away completely. It was just one of many tendrils remaining that connected her to the past, but it was easily the one that hurt the most.
Her conversation with Naia had been a long one. She hadn't wanted to have it in the backyard where anyone could listen in. However, walking in on Mike and Naia having sex had definitely thrown her off. It wasn't the first time she had seen it, but it was perhaps the longest she had actually watched.
"What do I want?" she wondered aloud, then set her book down on the nightstand. She closed her hand, extinguishing the foxfire and plunging the room into darkness. Yuki laid back on the bed, her gaze on the ceiling. More than once, it felt like she was still trapped in that other world while this one kept spinning without her. It was easy enough to put on a brave face, to act like nothing was bothering her. Out of everyone in the house, it was Mike who had seen through the mirage. He seemed to understand exactly what she was going through.
Sighing, she pulled a pillow over her face and groaned as she went over her conversation with Naia.
"Is it okay that I'm ready to move on?" she asked as she stared blankly at her feet. She sat naked in the tub, her back pressed against Naia's knees as the nymph rubbed her shoulders.
"That's something only you can know," Naia had replied.
"It's strange, but I feel like I should be happier about it. Forgiveness hasn't been easy, but..." Yuki shrugged, which sent ripples through the water. "It's like that gaping hole in the middle of me is finally...okay. It's not great, but I no longer feel like I'm one step away from falling apart."
Naia stopped rubbing Yuki's shoulders and started braiding her hair just below the ears. "I think it's wonderful that you feel that way. It's been over a year since your return. I often thought it would take you much longer to get to where you are today."
Yuki flicked the water with a finger, releasing just enough of her magic to freeze the water droplet as it formed. It plunked back into the bath, then floated away from her and melted away.
"Realistically, it should have," she replied. "But I think you know part of the reason why I feel this way."
Naia leaned into Yuki, hugging her tightly from behind. "It's him, isn't it?" she asked in a low whisper.
Yuki said nothing for several moments, then nodded. She had spent so many years with Emily and the others of the house. Her continued sense of loneliness was further aggravated by the fact that she was the only one who had retained memories of their years together. As the only witness to Emily's time as Caretaker, she felt uniquely qualified to assess it. Personal betrayals and corruption aside, Emily had provided a home that was far safer than anywhere else on the planet, to Yuki's knowledge.
Comparing Emily to Mike, though, was a no-brainer. Even though Mike's world seemed to be far more dangerous, his successes already far exceeded anything that Emily had ever been capable of. Emily's home had been safe, but she had definitely played favorites. The love in Mike's home was palpable in the way he treated everyone and went out of his way to make time for them. He gave selflessly and treated the others like equals.
"He gives me hope," Yuki finally replied. "I'm still scared that he will fall from grace, but after what I saw in the spring..."
She didn't have to finish the statement, because Naia knew exactly what she referred to. There had been a moment in Oregon when Mike had been surrounded by all the power of the forest. His magic had gone wild, forming behind him like an ominous set of black wings. The darkness had come, ready to twist him into a being of power and fury--if he survived the process. Leeds had taken something precious from Mike, killing a woman he loved for no other reason than to hurt him.
Steeped in such power, Mike had diverted the killing blow at the last moment and poured his magic into revitalizing the land instead. She alone had seen that raw power form above him, spreading apart into wings made of shadows, eager to be unleashed and do his bidding. In the grip of such anger, he had not only found mercy, but had also acted on it.
"True strength comes from within," Yuki whispered, hugging herself tightly. "It's an ancient lesson that is hard to truly understand, and yet, he does. He proved it to me on the day he saved my life, the same day he gave up a wish for his heart's desire to not just save my life, but restore my heart and mind. He did so again in the forest while gripped by a terrifying wrath. He shows the others a kindness I can't fully describe, giving of himself whenever he is able. I want to be strong like him, to find it in my heart to keep moving forward."
Naia ran her hands through Yuki's fur, then filled the tub with more hot water while the two sat in comfortable silence for nearly an hour. Yuki's thoughts were like the tendrils of water vapor rising from the water, easy to see yet difficult to grasp.
Even now, hours later, she still didn't know how to move beyond her past to become a better version of herself. She was stuck.
A loud banging sound from downstairs had her instantly on her feet. She slid into her robes, the fabric cool against her bare skin. Opening the bedroom door, she ran down the hallway. Below, she could hear the others talking, and paused at the railing to take in the sight of a small woman slumped on the ground next to a massive sleigh with Mike squatting over her.
"I'm just saying, Romeo, that the big man is going to be pissed at you for killing one of his cookie makers." Lily stood behind Mike with her arms crossed. Though her tone was comical, there was a defensive set to her shoulders that Yuki didn't like at all.
"What's happening?" Yuki demanded as she descended the stairs. "Are we under attack?"
"If we are, it's a weird one." Kisa stood next to Death and Tink, who was busy adjusting her dress. "That weird little bitch down there crashed her sled and passed out."
"Where did the sled come from?" Yuki asked as she made it to the bottom floor.
"The fireplace," Mike replied. "And that's not all. Look."
He pointed into the living room. Yuki narrowed her eyes at the sight of Beth frozen on her hands and knees. Her lips were puckered together, but she was like stone.
"Is it a spell?" Yuki asked as she moved closer to Beth. She knelt down and poked Beth with a candy cane from the tree. It broke apart without so much as making an impression in Beth's skin.
"If it is, it's a big one." Lily knelt down beside her. "I was in New York when I felt everything coming to a halt. Would have missed it if I hadn't been balls deep in the Dreamscape having a snack while watching the snow falling outside. Teleported back here in time to see this. I think whatever is happening isn't just occurring here."
"There's one way to find out." Yuki moved to the window and looked outside. Swirling flakes of snow were frozen in the air as if the whole world had become a painting.
"Oh, sparkles." The tiny figure on the floor shifted, then pushed herself up to her knees. Yuki blinked when she realized that the figure was dressed as one of Santa's elves. "Is Tinker's dress back on? I saw...everything." She shuddered and then opened her eyes to look at Mike. "You shouldn't be here," she said.
"I think you just stole my line." Mike pointed the poker at her. "Who the hell are you?"
The elf looked woozy for a moment, then held her hand against the sleigh to steady herself.
"My name is Holly," she said, then rubbed at her ears which had gone red. "And please don't use naughty words around me. I don't want to get--"
"Shhhiiitttt." Lily stretched the word out as she said it. "Fuck."
"Oh!" Holly tipped over as if losing her balance. "No, really, this isn't a--"
"Asshole." Lily grinned as Holly hyperventilated. "Oh, you are too pure. You wanna see a perfect pair of tits?"
"Lily." Mike's tone of voice was serious. "Let her talk, please."
Holly nodded, the pom-pom on her hat ringing as if it had a bell inside. "I don't have much time. Well, I have all the time I need, but maybe it's not enough."
Mike cleared his throat and knelt down by the elf. "I just want you to know that you wrecked my living room with a magic sled. I request that you be very direct with me in regards to what is going on and how you got in here. The geas should have kept you out, and I need to know how you bypassed it."
Holly nodded, then adjusted her hat. "Okay, where to begin?"
"Is this Santa's sled?" Death was running his fingers over the velvet fabric on the seat. "And is that his bag? Does it have presents inside?" He reached for the bag, his eyes burning brightly.
Holly scrambled up onto the sled and slapped Death's hand away from the bag. "That is not for you," she declared. "So you stay away from those presents!"
"But I've been good this year!" Death hopped up and down, his hood bouncing along his back. "And the rules say that you get a present if you're good!"
The elf rolled her eyes and turned to open the bag. "If it'll keep you quiet, here." She pulled a small box from the bag and handed it to Death. "To answer your questions, though, this is Santa's sled, this is his bag, and all of the presents in the world are inside."
"Why are you here?" Yuki glared at the elf and was pleased to see her cower a little in fear. If Holly was indeed a threat, she was likely a weak one. Still, it wouldn't do to underestimate her.
"I came for her." Holly pointed at Tink. "There's a huge problem at the North Pole, and I know she can help."
"Tink help?" The goblin looked at Mike and shrugged. "Maybe. Good at many things, like trick Tink do with her mouth that--"
Holly pulled a pinch of something white from a pouch around her belt and threw it in Tink's face. Stunned, the goblin took a step back as Mike grabbed the elf by her collar with one hand and lifted her out of the sled to hold her in the air.
"If you just hurt her," he growled, the air around him rippling.
"No!" Tink grabbed the hem of Mike's shirt and tugged on it. "Pointy-ear no hurt Tink, help Tink remember!"
Holly nodded, a terrified expression on her face. "That's all it was, it'll help speed things up! You see, Tinker has helped out at the North Pole a couple of times when the furnace breaks down. It won't fix all of our problems, but it'll help!"
"What problems?" Mike lowered Holly into the seat of the sled. "And why is everything frozen?"
Holly let out a relieved breath and pulled a thick, crushed velvet hat from beneath the seat. It was the richest red that Yuki had ever seen, and smelled like peppermint.
"Okay, so this is gonna be hard to believe, but here goes." She handed the hat to Mike. "Santa is missing and the North Pole has gone dark. No elves, no reindeer. It's like everyone just...vanished."
"And so you came here?" Yuki looked into the living room. "And what did you do to her? Or everyone, for that matter."
"That's not me. It happens every year." Holly moved over to Beth and casually hopped onto her back. "It's a time lock. Santa activates it so that he can deliver presents to the entire world in a single night. The whole world is frozen right now and will stay that way for, well, until we can find him and undo the lock."
Yuki frowned and knelt down by Beth. She wasn't breathing, but her skin still held a healthy glow. If it was a stasis spell, she would have turned blue and died by now. "You say the whole world is frozen in time, but we aren't. You aren't. Explain."
"That's because of the sled. It creates a field, anyone near it who isn't a human gets excluded. This lets Santa have extra helpers if he needs them. Anyone staying at the North Pole is also excluded, this is just an extension of that feature." She tilted her head at Mike. "Though I'm curious why you aren't affected."
"Didn't pay my human union dues," Mike explained. "They took my card away."
"It's a compass!" Death had opened his gift and held it up proudly. It was a fancy silver compass that looked similar to a pocket watch and was inlaid with a white mother of pearl face with a nautical compass rose painted onto it. "I've always wanted one of these!"
"You have?" Mike asked.
"Well, I didn't know that until I had one." Death held up the chain that was attached to the compass and then looped it around his neck. "It is beautiful, thank you."
"Guys, focus!" Yuki turned back toward Holly. "Okay, so you needed help and came here...why?"
"Pointy ear come for Tink," the goblin declared proudly. "Tink fix furnace, big thing, lots of tunnels!"
"Tink is the only one who can fix the furnace, it's true. But the real reason I came here was..." Holly took a deep breath, then let it out. "Sheer desperation. I didn't know where else to go, and brought the sled and gifts with me to keep them out of the hands of whoever shut everything down."
"If everything is shut down, how did you manage to escape?" Lily sneered at the elf, who backed away from the succubus. "What makes you so special that you didn't just get gobbled up like the rest of them?"
"I was on special assignment." Holly puffed out her chest. "That new game console that everyone wants this year? I was busy returning one."
"Returning?" Mike raised an eyebrow. "Those things have been sold out for months. Why would you be returning it?"
"I had to borrow one." For a moment, Holly looked like she was going to be sick. "I took it from underneath someone's tree two weeks ago and temporarily replaced it with a dummy present. The elves spent several days figuring out how to replicate the design. I was trying to put the real one back, but got stuck hiding it back under the tree. Elves have ways to be invisible to humans, but the family dog fell asleep on the fireplace because they had a lovely fire going. Whenever I got close, it would wake up and growl at me. I hear that we smell like butter cookies.
"Anyway, I was gone much longer than expected as a result. The dog got up to get a drink, and that's when I ran. Still, I was gone maybe three hours tops, which is why I'm so concerned. Usually, there's a big party while Santa delivers presents, and the only people working are emergency support teams, and even they don't have to do much. But to come home and find the place empty with the furnace shut down..." She shuddered. "Real scary stuff. I wandered for a bit, and found the sleigh. I sat with it and waited, knowing that Santa would come. But when the alarm for the time lock went off and he hadn't, I knew something was wrong. The countdown is almost twenty minutes, so pushed the sleigh into the fireplace just before the lock engaged."
"So the whole world is frozen in time until we undo that lock?" Mike looked over at Beth. "Is it like a switch, or..."
Holly shrugged. "I don't know. I have free access over most of the Workshop, but I've never seen how Santa does it. A friend of mine might know how. He's very old and has seen pretty much everything, but we would have to find him first."
Yuki sat down on the edge of the sleigh and narrowed her eyes at Holly. "And I suppose you want us to come back and help?"
Holly shook her head. "No. Someone has to stay here and guard the sleigh. It's usually kept in a secure location until Santa puts the bag inside, only he can lift it. The sleigh was still locked up, which means whatever happened occurred right after Santa loaded the sleigh, but before he could leave. I can't think of any reason he would do that. Whatever happens, we cannot let anyone else get their hands on this sleigh."
"Why?" Lily sat on top of Santa's bag, her arm nearly elbow deep. With a grunt, she pulled out a box wrapped in red and silver ribbon and shook it next to her ear. "Afraid we'll flood the economy with shitty toys and upset the value of the dollar?"
"No." Holly climbed onto the sleigh and pulled the present out of Lily's hands. "This bag is special. If anything happens to it, then Santa can't deliver presents to children all around the world. This is his life's work, and we must preserve it."
"Um, correct me if I'm wrong, but..." Mike made a face. "I don't recall ever getting an actual present from Santa. It was usually just my mom."
The elf rolled her eyes. "Well, duh. That's how Santa's magic works! It keeps him hidden at the North Pole by changing people's memories. So when you find out that Santa isn't 'real,'" Holly held up finger quotes, "Your parents are already under the belief that they bought everything for you and Santa's secret is preserved."
"Makes sense," Mike muttered. "Always was surprised that she got me anything for Christmas, much less signed it from Santa."
"That sounds an awful lot like how the geas works." Yuki stood and looked at Holly. "Retroactively changing things to preserve the home's secret."
"That's right!" Holly stuffed the present back into the bag and pulled the drawstrings shut. "The same spell that protects Santa also protects this home. It was a gift from Santa to...to..." She scrunched up her face. "Well, to whoever built this place."
"He knew the Architect?" Mike looked at Lily, then Yuki. "That means he could tell us about who built this house!"
"Oh, fuck me." Lily rolled her eyes dramatically. Holly jumped as if burned. "As if we all don't know where this is going."



"Mike." Yuki moved toward him and put a hand on his shoulder. "I want you to keep in mind that whatever is happening here isn't a house problem. If Holly is right, the time lock happens every year and we've never even noticed. If you want to help, I'm with you a hundred percent. But if you want to sit this out, she'll leave and the lock will just end from our perspective. We don't have to get involved at all."
He nodded, then looked at Holly. "At the very least, you need Tink to get your furnace back online, right? If she goes, I go too."
"And me." Kisa crossed her arms. "Last time I stayed behind, everything went to hell and we needed all hands on deck."
"Ah!" Holly covered her ears. "Really, no swearing, please!"
"Bad words make pointy-ears horny." Tink chortled with glee as she moved closer to Holly. "Tink remember special time with pointy-ear, way better than fun with hammer."
"Bad words make you horny?" Lily laughed. "I have to see this."
"No!" Holly's eyes went wide in horror. "Absolutely not! Last time we had an outbreak of naughtiness at the North Pole, it was years before things went back to normal! And bad words don't make us...amorous. They make us mimic the behavior itself. "
"It may be prudent of you to stay behind," Mike said to Lily with a frown. "As much as I'd love to have you with me..."
"I'm simply too sexy for the North Pole." Lily rolled her eyes. "I get it. Wouldn't want to start an orgy with a bunch of children."
"We are NOT children!" Holly stomped her foot and looked at Tink. "We're just petite! Tink, tell her!
"Stinky demon just jealous of small girls like Tink." The goblin threw her arm across Holly's shoulders. "Come. Go fix furnace, find Santa, get presents!"
"I'm coming with you." Yuki looked at Mike. "There will be no objections. Whatever took everyone is still up there, and I'm not letting you go alone."
"Wait." Lily frowned. "I'm not going to stay here and babysit this sled all by myself. If time is locked, I might be here for days while you get shit figured out."
Holly let out a low moan, then pulled a pair of earmuffs over her ears. "Just let me know when you're ready to go," she said in a too-loud voice.
Mike nodded, then looked at Death. "Do you think you could do me a huge favor?"
"Indeed, Mike Radley." The Grim Reaper moved into the driver's seat of the sled, his fiery eyes now glowing green. "I shall make sure nothing happens to Santa's sled. You can count on me."
"I...thought you would argue, but okay. It should be safe inside the house, the geas will keep out any unwanted visitors, and since time is locked..." Mike frowned. Yuki could tell he was trying to figure something out, but had no idea what. "With any luck, we can get things sorted at the North Pole and you both won't have to wait long at all. If we find Santa, he'll have to come here for the sled, which means you'll get to meet him."
Death grinned, the fire in his sockets growing brighter as he picked up the loose reins and held them in his hands. "You can count on me to do the right thing, Mike Radley. You have my word."
Now Yuki was suspicious, but didn't know why.
"Holly." Mike waved at the elf, and she removed a muff from one of her ears. "Can we use the sled to unlock any of the others?"
Holly shook her head. "Whoever is with it when it leaves the North Pole is the only person who stays unlocked. Since I brought it through the fireplace as the lock went up, the field worked on everyone inside your house, but that's it."
"Bloody fucking convenient," Lily muttered. "If this turns out to be a trap, I'm gonna hook that elf's asshole with a giant candy cane and beat her against the wall like a pinata."
Holly's whole face turned a violent shade of purple as she tipped into the wall and dry heaved, frantically adjusting her ear muff back into place. Yuki felt bad for the little elf, but agreed with Lily. With most of their housemates locked in time, it had been dumb luck that Yuki had even been at home.
Last Christmas, the others thought she'd retired to her room for the night. Instead, she had gone on a long walk in the park and had spent most of the night staring at a frozen lake and listening to the ice crack as the sun came up. It had been hard being inside the house, remembering so many Christmases with Emily and the others. There were still moments she felt like a complete outsider, especially since she was the only one who held those memories. Christmas was particularly hard, and the only reason she had stuck around after the snowball fight was to talk to Naia.
"Okay, well, let's make sure nobody else here is caught outside of the lock just to be certain. Team North Pole, I need you to make sure you have everything you need before we leave." He looked directly at Yuki. "You're right that this isn't technically a house problem. Maybe it's stupid, but I feel like I ought to go. I'm a parent now, and would feel like a major piece of shit knowing that I could have helped the big man himself and didn't."
Yuki frowned. Being honest with herself, she didn't want him to go. If she could get away with it, she would make him stay and go in his place. She would use her magic to force his obedience and would find some way to lock him up until she returned.
But then she wouldn't get a chance to see that strength of his once more. It wasn't enough to just remember what she had seen in Oregon. He had devoted the last several months to becoming stronger, to becoming the kind of Caretaker the house now needed. If she hoped to walk beside him, she needed to be stronger too.
"Team North Pole?" She raised an eyebrow. "Are we really doing teams?"
"They're the home team, we're the North Pole team." Mike tilted his head. "Which team are you playing on?"
"Orokana Ningen." Yuki crossed her arms. "You would be lost without me."
"Mike Radley could borrow my compass," Death offered, holding up his gift. "Then you could stay behind. Though I suppose it wouldn't function that well at the North Pole." The Grim Reaper contemplated the compass, then tucked it back into his cloak. "She is right. You would be lost without her."
"Just let me get my coat." Yuki moved toward the stairs.
"Wait." Mike's eyes lit up when Yuki looked at him. "Why would you need a coat? I thought the cold didn't bother you anyway?"
She narrowed her eyes at him, annoyed at his stupid attempt at a joke. They had gotten worse recently, and she knew it wasn't because he had been spending time with the dryad, Amymone. Her love of a bad joke was already legendary, but she was in hibernation. No, it was likely someone else was egging him on, or he had decided that his new status as a father entitled him to sink to a new low in comedy.
"My coat has pockets," she told him. "I can't just pull stuff out of my ass like you do."
This got a genuine laugh from Lily, which brought a smile to Yuki's face.
Up in her bedroom, she gathered up her magical tarot cards and tucked away a few things she thought she might need. As she was about to head back downstairs, she caught sight of Alice sitting on her nightstand.
There was no telling how long she would be gone. She pondered the book for several long moments before picking it up and tucking it away into her coat. It felt heavier than normal, but she refused to let the past drag her down.

🏠🏠🏠

Once everyone was ready, Holly had thrown a handful of glitter over everyone who was going and told them to run head first into the fireplace. Tink had led the charge, her toolbox in hand. Kisa had gone next, followed by Yuki. Mike looked at Beth by the tree, frozen mid-kiss, and set his jaw. Was Beth's magic like his own? Would it trigger his desires, filling him with pleasure until he felt like he would burst as his own magic did the same to her?
"I'm coming back for that kiss," he muttered, then ran through the flames. They parted for him, revealing the dimly lit interior of a building that made him think of a conference hall after a convention. Abandoned boxes and tables lay scattered everywhere as if the inhabitants had simply walked away.
Mike noticed that it was cold. It wasn't so much that there was a chill in the air, but it almost felt like the heat was being sucked from his body through his feet. Each breath sent a puff of crystals into the air, and he even heard Yuki gasp at his side. When he looked at her, she had sprouted more fur along her body to keep warm. Behind them, Holly came through the fire, her eyes gleaming with determination.
The space they were in was a giant dome with large glass panels, making Mike think of a snowglobe. Up above, he caught glimpses of the Northern Lights frozen in place across the night sky while snow swirled around the building. He had so many questions about how the time lock worked. Clearly there was a limit to the field around the North Pole, but was it just time on Earth that was frozen? Or was it the whole universe? How could he even see light from distant objects if it could no longer travel to his eyes?
"Hey." Kisa gave his foot a playful kick. "You're making the face again."
"Yeah, sorry." He walked away from the fire, then looked back. It was a gigantic fireplace with hundreds, possibly even thousands of stockings all along the top of the mantel. The names stitched into the stockings were mostly whimsical or Christmas related. The white marble floors beneath were decorated with silver inlays that looked like snowflakes, and he could see the fire's reflection in its smooth surface.
"I just want to point out that some of these are stripper names." Kisa approached one stocking and tapped it. "Candy? Star? Or what about this one?" She pulled the stocking down and held it up for Mike to look at.
"Crystal. Okay, point made." He felt a push as Holly shoved past him and snatched the stocking from Kisa.
"Don't touch these," she warned, then put Crystal's stocking back. "This is essentially our mail system, and each elf knows where their stocking is. Don't mess with them."
"Sorry, Holly." He looked at Kisa. "Let's keep our hands to ourselves for now."
Kisa snorted. "Speak for yourself." She moved to his side and leaned into him.
"Oh, sprinkles." Holly hugged herself, rubbing her arms. "The furnace has been off for too long! Much longer and this whole place will freeze!"
"Well, I guess we should head there first." He gestured for Holly to lead. Instead, Tink took point and walked across the large room over to a set of golden elevator doors.
"Tink remember," she proclaimed proudly. "Furnace this way."
"It's fucking cold in here." Kisa grabbed Mike's arm and hugged it. "You're way warmer than this coat I grabbed."
"That's not how heat transfer works," he replied. "I'm wearing layers and so are you."
"Maybe it's a mental thing." She closed her eyes and rubbed her cheek against his bicep. "You warm me from the inside."
Holly watched the two of them with her mouth slightly ajar. Mike noticed that the frost that formed in front of her mouth often sparkled as if filled with glitter. What sort of creatures were the elves of the North Pole? Emulating naughty behavior seemed a little silly, and he wondered if they had been created that way.
Tink pressed the button outside of the elevator and bounced on the balls of her feet. She wore a tiny pair of fur boots that she had made from a pair of Uggs that Beth had given her.
"So this place is usually busy?" he asked.
Holly nodded. "When Santa leaves to do his deliveries, there's still work to be done. But a huge party starts and we spend weeks celebrating while he does his deliveries while the world is frozen. This place should be full of elves right now."
"Weeks? Is that how long Santa takes to deliver everything?" Mike asked.
"At least. We think it might be longer for him, but nobody knows for certain. How do you keep track of time when, well, you can't?" She smiled sadly. "It's kind of scary wondering what happened to everyone."
Mike wrapped his arm around Kisa and squeezed. "Trust me, I know that feeling all too well." He couldn't help but think back to what had happened in the spring, when he had left home and the apocalypse had almost started on his lawn. If not for the entire world being frozen in time right now, he wouldn't have even considered coming. "So time freezes like this every year? Is it something Santa does himself, or is it some kind of magic artifact?" He really hoped it was something simple, like a switch that could be flipped, though he supposed finding Santa was a priority.
The elf shrugged, then hugged herself. "I've heard rumors both ways, but I try to ignore workplace chatter. It's easy to get sucked into gossip."
"Elves gossip?" Yuki was standing off to the side, peering down a long hallway. "Doesn't sound very, well, nice of you."
Holly frowned. "It's not like human gossip. We focus on stories, or things we've heard around the Workshop. It's never meant to be derogatory, if that's what you're getting at."
"Like who's dating who?" Kisa had one arm around Mike's waist now. When she spoke, Holly jumped as if startled.
"Wow, I forgot you were even there!" She shook her head in astonishment.
"I get that a lot," Kisa grumbled. She hooked her fingers in one of Mike's belt loops and pulled. "You don't forget I'm here, right?"
"I never do." In fact, Mike could have her stand anywhere in the room while closing his eyes and he would know exactly where she stood. He wasn't sure why she needed the reassurance, but was happy to give it to her. "You doing okay?"
"Place gives me the creeps," she said. "Has a bad vibe. Reminds me of when I was homeless."
He gave her another squeeze. While most of her memories were gone, she did have more than a couple regarding her time on the streets. Sometimes she would have a random one and share it with him. He had spent a few months trying to use what little she knew to piece together who she might have been when she was human, but there had never been enough information.
"Should the elevator be taking this long?" Yuki was watching Tink, who was zoning out in front of the doors. Mike wondered if the goblin was still drunk, because she stuck her tongue out at Yuki, let out a belch, and then pulled her goggles over her head before forcing the door open.
"Well?" Holly bit her lip, then moved behind Tink.
"Bad news," Tink informed them. "No power." She took a step back and let the doors shut. "Maybe take stairs?"
"Ugh, no!" Holly grabbed at her braids and pulled them tight. "Stairs aren't really a thing! The elevator is magic, it only looks like it goes up and down."
"Focus on the solution, then." Mike put a calming hand on the elf. "Is there someway to restore magic to the elevator?"
"Maybe, I don't know." Holly groaned and leaned against the wall next to the elevator, then slid down until she was sitting. "I don't know how these things work."
"Let me take a look." Yuki sighed and pulled the elevator open, then summoned a handful of foxfire that transformed into an orb. She tossed it into the darkness where it hovered in place, illuminating the shaft. "I see some summoning runes. With a bit of work, I could make the elevator come here manually. Will take some time, though."
"Sounds like a plan." Mike looked at Holly. "Is there somewhere nearby where we could sit, or maybe warm up? Feel kind of dumb just standing here."
"Don't go too far," Yuki cautioned. She had summoned a sword with one of her tarot cards and was using it to scratch something along the side walls of the elevator shaft while Tink held the doors open. "I want you close by in case something happens."
"I know somewhere." Holly gestured to a nearby doorway. "It's the Cocoa Lounge. It would be a great place to get some hot chocolate. In fact, I wonder..." She walked toward the double doors and pushed them open. Mike made to follow, but looked at Yuki first.
"Should be fine," Yuki said. "Just stay in the front area and don't go looking for trouble."
"Loud and clear." He walked into the Cocoa Lounge with Kisa right behind him and did a double take. The lounge itself was the bastard child of a hotel bar and a Christmas party. Gaudy decorations were hung from the ceiling with care, and the walls were plastered in Christmas cards.
"Those are real," Holly said, seeing where Mike was looking. "When they get lost in the mail, they come here. We change them every couple of months."
"Interesting." He moved toward the closest wall for a better look. The cards weren't organized in any meaningful way, and they were written in different languages. "So all these people celebrate Christmas?"
"Sort of." Holly pointed toward the corners. "Santa is really big on traditional giving, it's just that Christmas is kind of his thing. If you look up there, we have some Kwanzaa cards as well as Chanukah. It's never meant to be a competition, the staff likes to keep them organized by holiday so we can see them all together and appreciate the spirit of the holiday season."
Mike squeezed into a booth, then pushed the table away so that he could comfortably fit. Based on Holly's dimensions, he supposed eight elves could sit there. "If Santa is real, does that mean that the Easter bunny is real?"
"A rabbit that poops eggs?" She shook her head. "Sounds kind of silly, doesn't it?"
"That wasn't an answer," Kisa replied.
"You're right, it wasn't." Holly winked and disappeared behind the bar. It sounded like she was rummaging around, then she stood with a smile on her face. "Aha! The cocoa lines are still warm! I can make you a drink if you'd like."
"Please." Mike watched Holly move around behind the bar, then turned his attention to the front window of the lounge. From where he sat, he could see Yuki and Tink working on restoring power to the elevator. If the cocoa lines were still warm, then everyone couldn't have been gone too long, right? "Holly, does this place have an intercom system?"
"We do." She sighed and put some mugs on the counter. "And Tinker is the reason why."
"Oh?"
"Yeah. You see, the furnace has an enormously large set of vents that direct heat everywhere at the North Pole. She was doing things in the vents that triggered Naughty Sickness in multiple places at once. We realized that an intercom could have been used as an early warning system."
Mike chuckled, wondering what sort of trouble the goblin had gotten up to. However, he went back to the idea of an intercom. What if an evacuation had been ordered and Holly missed it? Maybe if they could get to the control booth, they would find some answers.
"Hey, a jukebox!" Kisa jumped to her feet and moved toward the jukebox. It was carved out of dark wood and full of small vinyl records. She examined it and started pushing the buttons.
"Yeah, won't work." Holly hung her head. "The lights are self sustaining for emergencies, but that thing runs on the same magic that the elevator does."
"Are you sure magic isn't just elven for electricity?" Kisa moved behind the jukebox. "Shit, never mind. No plug."
When Kisa swore, Holly dropped the mug she was holding, which shattered on the floor.
"Oh, fudge!" Holly scowled at Kisa. "I'll be back, I need a broom."
The elf disappeared into the kitchen, and Kisa looked at Mike. "Hey, come check this out."
"Check what out?" He stood and walked to the jukebox. The names of the songs had been written in perfect penmanship on each button, and it was no surprise that they were all Christmas related.
"She said it runs on magic." Kisa threw him a mischievous look, then grabbed him by the hips and pulled him against her. On her tiptoes, her head was at the base of his sternum as she flattened her body against him, using one of her hands to tease his cock through his pants. "C'mon, let's see some sparks."



He was about to tell her that wasn't necessary, but he was still feeling a little frustrated by having his encounter with Beth interrupted. Focusing his magic into his hand, he held it over the jukebox and closed his eyes.
Unsure how the jukebox would respond, he focused on the idea of transferring energy from his body into the device. As the sparks danced along the edges of the jukebox, his senses expanded and revealed the device's inner workings. It wasn't composed of wires or sensors, but a magical crystal in the middle that had gone dormant.
"Aha!" He concentrated, pressing his magic against the crystal and feeling it rev up. Immediately, the jukebox clicked to life, revealing Christmas lights that had been embedded in the wood.
"Yes!" Kisa exclaimed, then released Mike and perused the selection. He moved back to the booth and sat down. Out in the lobby, Tink and Yuki seemed to be hotly debating something. The goblin was pointing her hammer at Yuki like a magic wand while Yuki drew glowing sigils in the air that rotated. Tink smashed a couple of the sigils, then analyzed one and nodded profusely. Rolling her eyes, Yuki turned her attention back to the elevator.
The wooden arm inside the jukebox lifted a record free and placed it on the turnstile of the player. When the needle hit, a familiar tune filled the Cocoa Lounge. It wasn't until he heard the words "Santa, baby," that he recognized the song.
This version had a modern sound with a steady beat, and Kisa swayed her hips from side to side while looking over her shoulder at Mike.
"Is the power on?" Holly appeared behind the counter, a broom in hand.
"Nah, I started this up." He kept his attention on Kisa as she danced to the song. Her lithe body moved beneath her coat as if it floated above her frame. "Who is singing this? It's really good."
"An elf," Holly replied. "We have an in-house band that records our own versions of the songs that mortals write. Each year, they redo all of them so that we at least hear new versions."
"I see." It was hard to imagine such a rich voice coming from someone like Holly, but he knew better than to assume anything when it came to magic. As for re-recording the songs each year, he imagined it was for the best. If the elves had to listen to Christmas songs all the time, the least they could do was change it up.
Kisa continued her dance, throwing looks at Mike as she swayed. The song came to an end and the record was replaced. Last Christmas started playing, this version sung by a man.
Behind him, he heard Holly singing along quietly as she cleaned up the broken mug. Kisa was doing some sort of impromptu interpretive ballet to the lyrics, her face twisted up in sadness as she reached for Mike longingly. She danced all around the lounge, nimbly moving around chairs and tables as she used the entire floor like a stage.
When the song came to an end, he applauded. Behind him, he heard Holly clapping in approval as well. He looked back to see that she was fidgeting with something under the bar, and steam was rising from a nearby vent.
When he looked back at Kisa, she was by the jukebox again. She winked, then chose the next song. There was a loud pop of static electricity when she touched the jukebox, and she shook her hand in response. She contemplated her fingers for a moment, a broad grin crossing her face.
It was All I Want for Christmas. Holly sat down next to him and handed him a pair of mugs. They were decorated like candy canes and topped with whipped cream and sprinkles.
"The singer sounds just like Mariah Carey," he told her.
"Oh, this one is her," Holly replied. "It's Mrs. Claus' favorite song, so we leave it untouched."
That explains why I hear it every year. He took the mugs and set Kisa's aside before sipping his own. The flavor was rich and warmed him up immediately.
"Magic cocoa?" he asked, holding the mug close so he could take in its scent. It was unlike anything he had ever smelled and reminded him of walking into a chocolate shop.
Holly nodded, her eyes on Kisa. The catgirl had moved toward Mike, allowing her coat to slide from her shoulders onto the floor. She put her hands on his knees and lip synced the words as she gyrated her hips behind her. Kisa leaned forward until her face was inches from his own, then stuck her tongue out and licked some of the cream from the top of his cocoa.
He smiled, feeling her desire wash over him. Ever since she had become his familiar, their bond had been steadily growing. Not only could he sense her presence, but he could often feel her mood as well. Recently, her arousal had become a tangible thing that floated around in the back of his mind, and he remembered how she had grabbed his cock only minutes ago.
Moving forward, he took her by the hands and spun her around until she faced away from him. Pressing her ass against his leg, she ran her hands up and down his thighs.
Kisa spun around and hopped onto him, locking her legs around his waist as she gazed into his eyes.
"That's so...naughty," Holly whispered, her mouth hanging open. Mike couldn't help but notice that she wasn't looking away. The music had acquired a background hum that was almost imperceptible, and the elf's eyes were wide.
"Yeah it is." Kisa wiggled her hips and playfully licked Mike's lips. "How about it, boss? You got any more cream for me?"
"Uh..." Mike threw a glance at Holly. It wasn't like they were home and could just find somewhere private. This was the North Pole, and they were being watched. And why was the jukebox making that sound? Could record players hum like that?
"Nah, don't worry about her." Kisa pressed her groin against his. "I think she likes it."
"Kisa." He tried to sound stern, but his willpower was fading. Feeling Kisa's soft fur against his skin was always a turn-on, but now she was practically humping him through his clothes. It didn't help that his magic was reacting to her, which meant it was two against one.
"C'mon, Caretaker. It's Christmas. What's a girl gotta do to get you to fill her stocking?" She buried her face in his neck and purred.
"Excuse me." Holly's cheeks were bright pink, and tiny crystalline shapes had appeared on her skin. "I can't see if you stand that way."
"Told you." Kisa's breath was hot in his ears. "I think she wants a show."
"Holly?" He looked at the elf to try and get a sense of what she actually wanted. Holly had shifted in her seat to get a better view, and was clutching her cocoa mug so tightly that her fingers had turned white. Her lips were slightly parted, and her eyes met his. What if their actions had triggered the Naughty Sickness that she had mentioned earlier? "I'm...we...do you want us to stop?"
"Don't mind me," she whispered with wide eyes. "I'm just...watching."
"Ooh, she likes to watch." Kisa was crooning in his ear now. "Wanna show her how you can fuck me without sitting down? I bet she'd like to see that. And don't tell me she doesn't excite you. I've seen you checking out those tights she's in, made me feel a little possessive is all."
Mike looked out the window to see Yuki and Tink still standing outside the elevator. Whatever they were doing seemed intensive, and he hoped that he could finish before Tink walked in and demanded to join. The last thing he wanted was for poor Yuki to sit outside waiting while he satisfied the goblin.
He slid his hands beneath Kisa's shirt, lifting it enough to slide his hands along her sides. Her fur was soft and her body warm. Behind her, the multicolored lights of the jukebox had brightened in intensity as the record started the song over instead of turning it off.
"Yeah, that's it." Kisa's tail twitched behind her as he slid his hand down the front of her stretch capris, the tips of his finger teasing the upper folds of her pussy. "Let's show her how we do things at home."
His head was buzzing now, and it felt like he was lost in a haze. Kisa licked the side of his neck and nibbled on his ear as he teased her clitoris with nimble fingers. Holly was visible from the corner of his eye, the elf panting like she was running on a treadmill.
The volume of the jukebox increased, and a blue aura formed around it.
Ah, shit. Mike moved toward the jukebox as Kisa pressed herself into his hands. He recognized that blue glow, and when he moved his hand toward the jukebox, the air crackled around his fingertips.
It was his magic. What he had used to kickstart the jukebox had somehow intensified and was creating some sort of sexual feedback loop. It explained the weird sounds and why Kisa was suddenly all over him. Out of all of the women of the house, his own familiar would be the most susceptible to his magic. In his attempts to activate the crystal, his magic was now being broadcast to anyone nearby who could hear it.
At least, that was his working theory. His brain was operating on a reduced blood supply on account of the massive hard on he was now sporting.
"Hey," he whispered to Kisa. "So it looks like my magic is kind of doing a weird thing here, and I just need to--"
The jukebox let out a crack as the magical aura turned into a series of sparks that jumped into his outstretched fingertips. His muscles tensed up as the magic washed over him, and he sat Kisa down on the jukebox while pushing her legs apart. She was already pushing her pants down and managed to pull one leg free just as he buried his face in her furry snatch.
Her scent surrounded him, and he lapped from her dripping folds. The skin around her labia had a very thin layer of fur that was nearly invisible against her dark skin, and it tickled the edges of his mouth as he slid his tongue over the top of her clit while using his chin to push her open. The music distorted, slowing until the record came to a stop.
"Yeesss!" she hissed, her claws digging into the back of his neck without breaking the skin. "Oh, god, that feels so good."
Mike couldn't see Holly, and no longer cared. He heard the occasional gasp behind him, but was riding the wave of his own magical backlash. His hands fit perfectly over the smooth contours of Kisa's ass, and he held her against his face as her legs folded over his shoulders and squeezed. Her shirt rode up, revealing the creme-colored fur of her belly.
The jukebox sputtered back to life as his magic activated it. The song changed, and when the record spun up, it was a familiar instrumental piece with an electric guitar. He tried to remember the name of the band, but that part of his brain no longer functioned. It had been a long time since he had experienced his own backlash, and he made a mental note not to try and infuse any more enchanted objects with his own magic.
"Oh, fucking...fuck!" Kisa squeezed his head, her hands slipping up to the back of his head. Her claws dug into his scalp, but he let the pain fuel him as Kisa came on his face. Her thighs contracted hard as she crushed his head between them. The music was now muffled as he sucked her clitoris into his mouth.
With each spasm, Kisa scratched him. He winced, but wasn't worried. The wounds were superficial and would heal in a matter of hours. What was on his mind, though, was how full his balls felt. His magic demanded release, and he wasn't about to be denied. Mike pulled his head free and tilted his head back and forth to loosen the muscles.
"Whew." Kisa fanned herself with one hand. "Wow, that one came out of nowhere, it's almost like--"
With a yank, he pulled Kisa down and spun her around so that her torso was lying across the top of the machine. He had already undone his pants, revealing his massively engorged cock. She made a goofy face at him over her shoulder, but he pressed himself into her so suddenly that her right eyelid twitched.
Biting down on her lower lip, Kisa held tight to the jukebox as Mike pounded her from behind. Her tail kept hitting him in the face, so he tucked it under one armpit and resumed his grip on Kisa's waist. She wrapped her legs around him, allowing him a better angle.
"Yeah, that's my good girl." He reached under the back of her shirt and started scratching his nails down her furry back. Kisa moaned, then arched her back for him.
"I hate that I do that, but it feels so good." She purred as he fucked her from behind, her claws leaving gouges in the wood. He used one hand on her hip to keep them connected while the other did long, slow drags down her back. Occasionally, he would move a hand along her side and trace his fingers along the underside of her breast. If he thrust into her deep enough, he could briefly tease her nipples with a fingertop.
Mike heard Holly gasp. He turned and saw that she had her legs crossed with a hand pinned between her thighs. Her eyes were closed as she rocked back and forth, whispering "I won't be naughty, I won't be naughty."
The visual pushed him over the edge. Grabbing onto Kisa's hips, he rammed himself into her so hard that the jukebox rocked beneath them. Her pussy gripped him tight every time he slid out, as if reluctant to release him.
"Yes, yes!" Her legs squeezed him so hard that his spine popped. He groaned as he felt that first wave of heat flood his belly, then release in a torrent of sticky cum inside of Kisa's womb. His magic concentrated into a ball, then poured itself into the catgirl.
Kisa's ears flattened and she let out a yowl of pleasure, then sank her claws into the jukebox so hard that she ripped some of the paneling off. Sparks shot from her body into the jukebox, and the arm malfunctioned, swinging around hard enough that smoke started rising from beneath it.
"Shit, shit!" Mike tried to pull Kisa away from the jukebox, only to fall backward onto his butt when she let go. Still connected together, this resulted in Kisa slamming into him so hard that it triggered a second, much smaller orgasm in him. His legs spasmed as she rocked herself back and forth.
"Yes, yes...yes...damn!" Kisa groaned, then looked over her shoulder. "That one got away."
Mike said nothing. His cock was still pulsating, filling her with micro-bursts of semen. Holly grunted, and he noticed that her teeth were clenched tight as she shuddered, her whole body going still. The Cocoa Lounge filled with the smell of burnt wood as the jukebox let out a whine, and then the protective glass cracked. Tendrils of smoke rose from the speaker as the lights turned off.
"You really filled me up." Kisa wiggled her ass, then looked over her shoulder at him. "If I'm gonna wander around the North Pole, I'm not doing it with cum soaked panties."
He nodded, then held his arms out as she dismounted and scooted back until she could sit on his face. Her pussy had taken on the musky scent of his spooge with just a slight hint of ozone. When he buried his tongue inside her, Kisa groaned as she did the same for him, licking his cock clean.
A year ago, the thought of doing such a thing had been foreign to him. However, Kisa absolutely loved doing it, and it wasn't like almost everyone else wasn't already eating his sperm for one reason or another.
It also didn't hurt that it had taken on a semi-sweet taste. He wasn't sure if that was his own magic or a trait he had taken on from someone else. His spooge shimmered like it had glitter because of one of the times he had come inside of a fairy, so why not an improved flavor?
Kisa's rough tongue had him clean pretty fast, so she was content to suckle on his cock and moan as he ran his tongue along her inner folds in an attempt to get it all. He ran his fingers over her pubes, stroking them lovingly as he did his best to clean her insides. Her juices were mixed with his own, and the taste of them made him feel like he was floating.
"They're coming." Holly was looking outside as she wiped her hand off on a napkin.
"We already did." Kisa giggled as she squirmed off of Mike and pulled her leggings back up. Mike stood and did his best to adjust his clothes. Holly handed him a napkin.
"Your face is all shiny," the elf told him in awe.
"Thanks." He wiped off his lips and chin, then crumpled the napkin up and threw it in the nearby trash just as the door of the Cocoa Lounge opened. Yuki held the door while Tink strolled in with a smug look on her face.
"Elevator fixed!" She declared. "Tink fix anything!" Her eyes were still a bit glazed over, but it was clear she was mostly sober now.
"Hey." Yuki looked at Mike, then Kisa. Her nose wrinkled as she sniffed the air, then rolled her eyes in exasperation. "Seriously? You didn't even make it an hour before fucking at the North Pole? And in front of poor Holly, no less."
"In my defense, it was kind of an accident." He gestured at the jukebox. "Who would have guessed that using my magic to activate the crystal inside would have caused some weird reaction that affected everyone in here?"
Yuki narrowed her eyes. "Uh huh. Seems like we can't go anywhere without you wanting to stick some part of you inside of something or someone else. We should probably put a warning label on you."
"To be fair, Holly didn't try to stop us." Kisa grinned, then winked at the elf. "I think she liked it."
Holly's face turned red as she coughed into her hand and slid out of her seat. "I just wanted to make cocoa for everyone while we waited."
"Cocoa!" Tink pushed past Yuki and stormed up to the bar. "Tink like it hot, with plenty of whipped cream!"
"We're short on cream right now," Kisa whispered with a giggle. Mike swatted at her playfully, not wanting Tink to overhear. It wasn't so much that she would get jealous, but that she would demand a turn and he didn't think now was a good time for it.
"Anyway, we can leave now." Yuki crossed her arms. "So let's see about starting that furnace back up, shall we?"
Holly nodded, then led the way. Mike picked up what was left of his hot cocoa and drained it. It was the perfect temperature, leaving a blazing trail of warmth all the way down into his belly. Kisa offered her cup to Tink, and the goblin frowned.
"All the cream is gone," she complained before drinking it. "Stupid cat."
"I'm not even mad." Kisa chuckled, then left the cocoa lounge.
Once everyone was out by the elevator door, Yuki had them all get inside. On the back wall of the car were a pair of glowing runes.
"We can power it with magic," she said. "I would have suggested you give it a try, but now I'm afraid of what would happen."
Mike nodded. Without a doubt, the last thing he needed to do was trigger an accidental orgy inside the elevator.
Yuki put her hands on the runes and closed her eyes. Motes of light hovered around her hands as the door shut. Tink pushed a button near the bottom, and the elevator hummed as it descended.
"So how big is this place?" Mike asked Holly. "And how does it not get spotted?"
The elf shrugged. "Nobody really knows how big it is. From the outside, it looks like rubble ice, and it's still way bigger on the inside. As for why it hasn't been discovered, nobody can come near without the magic chasing them off. Only those who are invited can breach the exterior, but a shortcut like the fireplace network can bring you here as well."
That sounded familiar. Mike's home was similar, only his front yard wasn't the arctic north. When people came knocking for trouble, he usually had to chase them off his lawn.
"But you're at the North Pole," Kisa argued. "People have specifically come to the North Pole before."
"Magnetic or true?" Holly grinned. "And what if I told you that neither of those places was at the top of the world? Kind of hard to pin a place down when it exists on a large chunk of ice, isn't it? It's rare, but sometimes humans get close. We almost had an icebreaker ship breach the perimeter one summer, it was very exciting."
"Wait, a ship?" Kisa's hair poofed out. "Is this whole place...just floating on ice? Like, there's nothing but ocean beneath us? We could sink?"



The elf put a calming hand on Kisa's shoulder. "Relax. This place is special. The ice outside is magical, and wouldn't melt even on the hottest day. And floating really isn't the right term for it. If you dig into the ice, you'll just keep digging down and down without ever reaching water."
"Almost like it's a separate plane." Yuki nodded. "Think of it like the tower-world. It's a separate place entirely, but has been plugged into our world."
Kisa crossed her arms and glowered. "Doesn't make me hate it any less."
The elevator dinged at intervals as it continued its descent. Eventually, it stopped and the doors opened, revealing a chamber full of pipes and vents. At the other side of the room was a gigantic furnace surrounded by abandoned tools on the ground as if they had been dropped when work stopped. The group stepped out of the elevator.
"Tink come, save day!" The goblin smacked her hammer on an abandoned cart. The resultant echo made Mike wince.
"Tinker!" Holly clapped a hand over the goblin's mouth. "Someone might hear you!"
"Isn't that the point?" Yuki walked forward, her eyes on the ceiling. "Might help you figure out where everybody went." She took a few steps into the room, then turned to face the elf. "In fact, what are you worried about, exactly? You said that everyone vanished and you were afraid, but what exactly are you afraid of? It isn't like Santa eats elves or something, is it?"
Holly opened her mouth to respond, but a sharp metallic ping rang out against a nearby wall. In a moment, Yuki summoned a cluster of icicles and sent them across the room like daggers, pinning a small figure to the wall by the fabric of his overalls. A pair of earmuffs fell off his head and slid across the ground.
"Allie!" Holly ran across the room to the trembling figure. It was an elven man with white skin and a massive wrench clutched in his right hand. His eyes were wide as he stared at the group, his gaze lingering on Tink the longest.
"Holly? Is that you?" His voice wavered as he struggled to free himself from the ice. "What are you doing here?"
"What do you mean, what am I doing here?" Holly moved to his side and helped him yank the icicles free. "Everyone, this is Alabaster. He's the head of security and maintenance here at the Workshop."
"I'm not the head of anything right now!" Alabaster grumbled as he used his wrench to smash an icicle and free himself. He brushed some dirt off his overalls and then adjusted his hat, which had become crooked. His voice had a thick grumble to it. "As for what you're doing here, I thought maybe you were with the others."
"I'm not. I was out on assignment. Allie, what happened here?" Holly took Alabaster's hand in her own. "I'm really scared!"
"As you should be. Do you still have your earmuffs?"
Holly nodded, then pulled them out of the pouch on her belt. "I do."
"Good. Keep them ready at all times." The elf looked at the others as he moved to pick up his own. "You all probably won't be affected. If you hear that intercom click on, you make sure to get those over her ears."
"You aren't exactly telling us what's going on." Yuki's features had gone hard. "Or what we're up against."
"I'm not entirely sure," he grumbled. "I happened to be wearing my earmuffs because I was using the forge to repair one of Santa's runners for next year. I needed something from storage, so I didn't bother taking them off. It's a great way to avoid meaningless conversation.
"Anyway, I came out of storage and see everyone else staring at the speaker like it was the big man himself. I was about to take off my earmuffs to hear what was going on, but their eyes!" Alabaster shivered. "It was the early symptoms of severe Naughty Sickness. They dropped everything right where they stood, and started shutting things down. There were a few others like me wearing earmuffs, and they were held down, their earmuffs removed. I hid myself away, nobody knows the Workshop like I do. When they shut the furnace down, I came here to see why, but that's when the power went off."
"Santa's missing, too." Holly's eyes were full of tears. "The world is caught in the time freeze, so it must have happened right before he left."
"Does Santa have any enemies?" Mike thought it was a perfectly reasonable question, and didn't expect both of the elves to laugh.
"Boy, does he ever!" Alabaster chuckled, then his face became serious. "Several, actually. He's got a good rep with you humans, but he had to step on a lot of toes to get to where he is today."
Behind them, the elevator dinged. Mike turned around to see that the dial above the elevator was now moving.
"That...shouldn't be doing that," Yuki said. "Unless somebody called it."
"Nobody should know that we're down here, right?" Mike looked at the others, then Alabaster.
The elf shrugged. "The power's out, so any surveillance would be magical."
The dial moved all the way to the right, then stopped at a cursive L for lobby.
"There are dozens of stops on this one," Holly explained. "Maybe they spotted the alterations, but have no idea where we are?"
"I think we're going to find out," Mike replied as the dial began moving. It rotated through the other floors without stopping, and was nearly on their floor when his whole body filled with icy dread.
"Everyone! Hide!" He grabbed Tink and Kisa by the hand and dragged them away from the elevator. Alabaster and Holly put on their earmuffs as they squeezed between a couple of pipes. Thinking Alabaster knew best, he helped Tink and Kisa squeeze into the same space.
However, he couldn't fit. Everywhere in the Workshop had been built for someone smaller, and he couldn't think of anywhere to go.
"What are you doing?" Mike hissed at Yuki. She had summoned her magic and was using it to build a wall of ice in front of the elevator doors.
"I should be asking you the same thing!" She shot back. He turned around and realized that the door to the furnace was big enough that both of them could easily fit inside. It seemed unlikely that someone would casually start it back up, but it also meant that nobody would look for them inside. "C'mon!"
He ran toward the furnace, and was happy to hear Yuki right behind him. The elevator dinged on their floor, and there was a scraping sound as the doors tried to open. He and Yuki were inside the furnace now, and he saw that the walls were covered in large, silver filters. Cold air blasted him from every direction as they ran into the darkness.
Behind them, there was a sound like someone taking in a deep breath, and Mike looked back to see the ice wall explode.

🏠🏠🏠

Welcome to the North Pole, monster lovers!
I hope you enjoyed this chapter, I have been having an absolute blast writing book 6 so far. The sheer volume of mythology has been a real treat to dive into, and it doesn't make you feel all shitty afterward, like eggnog.
Stay tuned for next chapter, because things are about to get frosty. As for Lily, Death, and Tick Tock, certainly they won't get into any trouble...right?
Most important of all, don't forget to do something kind for yourself. You matter, and you deserve it.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Annabelle Hawthorne back with "Watch me lewd Christmas with monsters!"
New reader? Let me catch you up. This story starts in Chapter 1 with a guy who inherits a house with a nymph in the bathtub. 79 chapters later, he blows up a jukebox at the North Pole with sex lightning while banging a cat girl. Shazaam!
Returning readers, welcome back! We're off to a fun start with the Christmas spirit, and we're about to delve into some delicious mythology surrounding the holiday.
I've had a chance to catch up on quite a few comments and letters, and want to thank everyone again who takes the time to say something positive or give me useful advice. I want to continue growing as an author, and the fine readers at Lit have been very helpful to me in this process. I've got some fun writer's notes at the bottom of this chapter for those who like some "behind-the-scenes" thinking.
As always, don't forget to click some stars, leave some love in the comments, and check my bio for release dates! I try SUPER hard to stick to that schedule so you know how to plan your reading time.
Without further ado,
What in the Dickens?
"And then there were two." Lily scowled at the fireplace. While she had been more than a little angry that Mike had asked her to stay behind, the rational part of her understood why. Nothing would give her more pleasure than antagonizing that elf. Lily could tell that Holly had quite the body hidden underneath her Santa slave-wear. Goading the woman into a sexual encounter sounded positively delightful.
The emotional part of her wanted to rip someone's face off and eat it.
"Not quite, my young demoness." Death moved toward the tree and knelt down to pick up a package. "Tick Tock is not human, so I assume that he is in a wakeful state."
As if in response, the lid of the gift slid to one side and a ribbon emerged, hanging over the side like a dog's tongue.
"We got left behind, Bone Daddy. We're just warming the bench until they return. I'm surprised that you offered to stay. Don't you want to see the North Pole? Meet your big fat hero?"
Death chuckled. "Ah, but then I wouldn't be able to do this." He hopped onto the bench of the sleigh and set Tick Tock next to him, then picked up the reins. "On Dasher, on Dancer! On Francis and Plissken! On Gromit, on Stupid! On Dahmer and Blumpkin!"
Lily scowled. "Those aren't their names."
"Those are the names Tinker told me." Death turned to examine Santa's bag. "I wonder if there are any other presents in here for me? Or perhaps there's one for you?"
"If the legends are any metric, I should have a nice big rock in there."
Death ignored her, his arm already buried deep in the bag.
"How do you suppose he finds the presents? Is there some kind of order to them? Holly gave me that compass earlier without looking, so maybe I just need to think really hard..." The flames in Death's eyes swirled as he pulled a gift the size of a toaster out. "Aha, look!"
He tilted the present toward Lily, a smug look on his face as he tapped the label.
"No shit?" Puzzled, Lily took the box. "How do you know it's for me and not some other Lily?" She examined the label, and saw Lily the Succubus written on the tag in golden calligraphy. "Okay, that's fair. It's heavy."
"Open it! Open it!" Death was gripping the side of the sleigh so tight that his fingers dug into the velvet upholstery. "Let's see what Santa got you!"
"This is ridiculous." She slid her finger beneath the wrapping paper to rip it, then stopped. A cold breeze moved across the back of her neck and tickled her ears. "Do you feel that?"
Death paused. "Feel what?" He gave the sleigh a squeeze. "It feels nice. I think it's mahogany."
In the kitchen, something fell on the floor with a metallic clatter.
"I thought there was no one else outside the time lock." Lily set the package down on the seat and walked toward the kitchen. The dining room was dark, as the lights had been off when time froze. However, the kitchen light was on, and she could see a moving shadow within. There was muttering, followed by a wet slurping sound in the kitchen.
Turning the corner, she found herself staring at a large figure huddled over the sink. It had pulled one of the pans out of the drying rack and was licking it with a tongue the size of Lily's forearm. Its sloped, abnormally large face terminated in a bulbous nose with thin slits for eyes.
Lily froze, stunned by what she was seeing. The window above the sink was cracked open a couple of inches and she could feel the cold from where she stood. The creature hadn't noticed her yet, and she wondered briefly about the fluid dynamics of air in a time stopped world. Was this creature an undiscovered local? Or had it snuck in somehow?
The lumpy figure grunted in disgust and threw the pan to the floor. It sniffed at the other pans, drool hanging from its lips.
Snapped from her reverie, Lily slapped her hand on the countertop. "Hey! Potato face!"
The figure turned to look at her, its mud-colored eyes going wide. Growling, it grabbed another pan from the drying rack, then threw it at Lily so hard that the impact knocked her to the ground. Before she could rise, the creature was on top of her, its thick fingers wrapped around her throat.
She tried to say something witty, but the bastard was squeezing too hard. Even if this thing ate mold from inside the walls to keep the house clean, it had officially earned an ass-beating. She willed her tail to appear and stabbed the thing in the neck, injecting it with sleeping venom.
"Ur?" The creature blinked, then stumbled backward and fell on its butt, rubbing at where she had stung him.
"Yeah, that's right, go to sleep, asshole." Lily stood and rubbed her neck. The torn skin closed up beneath her hands as she waited.
The creature growled at her and jumped to its feet, shaking off her venom.
"Fuck me," she swore as the thing ran toward the sink. It jumped at the window above it and turned into mist, passing through the gap.
"Lily! Help!" Death's voice was filled with panic, so Lily grabbed a pair of knives from the knife block and ran back toward the living room. Death was sitting in the sleigh, trying to shove away a pair of figures similar to the one from the kitchen. One of them wore an ugly green hat, while the other had large teeth that protruded from its bottom lip. Both of them were fighting to pull Santa's bag from the sleigh, but Death was wrestling them away.
"Use your scythe," she yelled as she held up the knives.
"It only works on spirits," he replied. "Also, these things are quite strong."
Lily leapt into the fray, aiming the knives for the figure in the hat. Both of the knives cut through the burlap vest the thing wore, but slid across its skin without injury. The creature spun around and clubbed Lily in the face with a meaty fist, knocking her away.
"No!" Death was now sprawled across Santa's sack, the drawstring pulled tight beneath his body as the creatures tried to pull him away. "These are not your toys!"
"Okay," Lily muttered as she moved toward the sleigh. "Let's try this again."
She stabbed both of the creatures with her tail, knowing that there would at least be a temporary effect. They both turned to face her, spreading their arms wide as if to catch her.
"If you think being pinned between two idiots frightens me, you've got another thing coming." She could see that Underbite's eyes were glassing over, while Hat's eyes were wide with rage. Crouching down, she leapt into Underbite, pushing it to the ground and stabbing it several times with her tail. The creature moaned, its eyes fluttering.
One down, Lily thought with a smirk. One to go.
Hat grabbed her from behind by the tail and whipped her into the sleigh. Grunting, she tried to grab hold of something as she was dragged across the floor, but the object came loose and fell with her. It was her present, and she couldn't help but grin when she saw her name glistening in the light.
"Sæt stelpa." Hat grinned at her as it crouched over her torso. The smell of damp soil and mold was overwhelming, and its breath wasn't much better. Hat cocked a fist over his shoulder while grabbing Lily by the neck.
She smashed her present into his face, knocking his hat off. The creature yelped and clutched its nose as it stumbled away from her, leaking green blood on the floor.
"Now use this one!" Death cried as he picked up Tick Tock and tossed him to Lily. She caught the mimic while still lying on her back, and then took aim with both hands.
"You know the drill, toaster." Lily threw the mimic at the now hatless creature. Tick Tock unfolded in mid-air, revealing bladed limbs that scratched and stabbed. Hatless cried out and ran across the living room, toward the fireplace. Like the creature in the kitchen, it folded into itself and turned into a green mist that shot up the fireplace.
"Oh, Lily." Death knelt down to pick up her gift. "I'm afraid the package tore."
"What the hell was in this thing, a rock?" Lily took the remains of her gift from him and tore the paper away. "Oh, you've got to be fucking kidding me!"
"That...is a very big lump of coal." Death frowned. "I suppose it's the thought that counts?"
"Fuck that." Lily dropped the heavy piece of anthracite. It gouged a chunk of wood out of the floor and she gave it a kick into the living room, leaving a furrow in the wood where it landed. "These assholes just broke into our home, Death. OUR HOME. They aren't supposed to be able to do that, and I'm about to find out why." She moved toward the remaining creature on the floor and stabbed him a few more times for good measure. If the creature wasn't asleep already, it was faking it really well.
"I am worried for the others." Death sat down on the bench of the sleigh. "This was supposed to be fun."
"We have very different ideas of fun." Lily put her hand on the creature's head and frowned. Even though it was asleep, its dreams were impenetrable. Instead of sinking into its Dreamscape, all she got were fleeting images, most of them of the sleigh itself, followed by the bag.
"Well?" Death sounded worried.
"They're here for the sleigh and the bag." Lily moved her hand away and wiped it off on the burlap vest. "If we leave it here, more of them will come. Since they aren't frozen in time, they must have come from the North Pole, too."
"Santa's helpers?"
"Nope." While she hadn't understood most of the images, the intent had been clear. Whoever these guys were, they hated Santa with a passion. "And there are more of them, like one big ugly family."
"Beauty is in the eye of the beholder." Death reached down to the floor where Tick Tock came waddling up on metallic legs. He picked the mimic up and set him on the seat. "We must not judge based on appearances. But yes, they would seem to be assholes."
"We need to move it somewhere else." She frowned as she contemplated her options. There was nowhere in the house that was airtight, and she certainly didn't want the place to get trashed. "How the heck do we even move it, though? I'm strong enough to pick it up, but it's bigger than any of the doors."
"Ah, but Holly got it through the fireplace, did she not?" Death began searching the sleigh. "I am willing to bet there's some sort of user's manual we can look at."
"Death, I understand that this whole childish naivety thing is your schtick, but there's no way that Santa has--"
"Here it is!" Death had lifted the seat beneath him to reveal a small journal with a cover made of wrapping paper. He flipped through the pages and nodded to himself. "Oh, good. It has a table of contents."
Lily blinked in surprise. "Why the hell does Santa need a user's manual for his sleigh?"
"Have you not been watching all those Christmas movies? Santa is always getting in trouble and someone has to come help him. It makes sense that he would--aha!" Death flipped through the pages and nodded. "Um...some of these words are too big for me."
"Let me see." She took the book from Death and looked at the page he was on. "In the event that the sleigh must be transported through confined spaces, it will automatically utilize the properties of relativity and length dilation to..." She felt her eyes glaze over as the description was followed up with a mathematical proof. "I think it's saying it will just fit, because reasons."
"Aha!" Death's voice was filled with glee, and Lily looked up to see that he had pulled a large red velvet coat from under the seat. He belted it over his robes, and the fabric draped awkwardly, the cut designed for a much thicker figure. "I knew he would have a spare!"
"Why would...y'know what? It doesn't matter. We need to get this somewhere safe, but where?" She looked at Beth, still frozen in place. "Do you think we need to take her with us?"
"Ms. Holly said that time is stopped everywhere but the North Pole and where the sleigh is. Once we leave, the house will be safe."
"But that also means that those creatures must have come through when the sleigh did. So why didn't they do anything?" It occurred to her that they had only revealed themselves after everyone else had left. If that was the case, then was it just the three of them? Or were there more? Were those things now time locked outside the sleigh's range, or was there some other magic at work here?
"Everywhere else on Earth is frozen in time," Death informed her. "So we cannot expect to receive help from anyone on Earth. Perhaps the centaurs could assist us?"
It wasn't a bad idea, so Lily got behind the sleigh and pushed it toward the back door. When they reached the hallway, the sleigh narrowed down to fit. Death, while in the driver's seat, squeezed down as well.
"How fascinating," he muttered. "The whole hallway has become larger to accommodate us!" He turned to look at her and grinned. "And you are much wider as well!"
Lily ignored him. When they got to the door, a cold gust of wind came from nowhere and the door opened by itself while playing a sound like jingling bells.
"Ugh, enough of that Hallmark shit!" She pushed the sleigh outside and the door shut itself as the sleigh expanded to its previous size. The shortcut to the centaur village was through a small hut that had been built near the edge of the property. The sled felt surprisingly light on the snow, as she maneuvered it toward the hut.
Up above, she heard the scrambling of feet on the roof. She looked up to see six figures staring at her from above, each one glaring at her with malice.
Lily didn't like that they were outnumbered, and was concerned that the figures hadn't acted yet. It was like they were waiting for something, and it couldn't be good.
When they got close to the hut, Lily opened the door and looked inside. A large rat portal had been chewed into the back of the hut, and she ran through the portal into the yurt on the other side. Shoving the flap open, she started to call for help but paused.
The centaur village was silent. At a nearby fire, the flames were frozen in place as a storyteller was in the midst of sharing a tale with a small group of centaur children. Across the yard, a tent flap was in mid-curl behind a centaur woman who had just exited and was now frozen mid-stride.
Lily ran back through the portal, licking her lips nervously. The centaur village wasn't even on Earth, it was a pocket dimension. Did that mean time was frozen everywhere? How would such a thing even work?
"Centaur village is a no-go," she announced as she stepped back outside. Death was staring at the roof where more figures had appeared. There were nine of them now, including Hatless.
"What are they waiting for?" Death asked. He was answered by a low growl as a dark figure appeared over the roof. It blotted out the sky as it moved across the roof of the Radley home, then turned its head to reveal a pair of bright yellow cat's eyes. They looked huge in the moonlight, and the darkness of the pupils sloshed like ink.
The giant cat hopped off the roof and landed on the snow without leaving so much as a pawprint. Its dark, ashen fur was tipped with white and it had the wild look of something feral. It bared its fangs and swiped at the sleigh with claws the size of daggers.
"No! Bad kitty!" Death summoned his scythe and swiped at the cat's paw. The cat hissed and pulled its foot back.
"I thought you could only hurt spirits," Lily said.
"He doesn't know that," Death replied.
The giant cat circled them as Lily moved next to the sleigh. The cat stood nearly twenty feet tall and had the stocky build of a lynx. Its tail twitched behind it as it looked for an opening.
"The village is time-locked as well," Lily said. "We're on our own."
"Hmm." Death waved his scythe at the cat, then looked at Lily. "Maybe it's not that everything else is frozen in time, but that we are trapped in a single moment."
"Sure, whatever." Lily didn't care about the how or why of time-locking and picked up a snowball and threw it at the cat. It exploded harmlessly against its fur. "But it doesn't help our current situation."
"Hmm." Death jabbed at the cat, but it was getting bolder. It was only a matter of time before it figured out Death couldn't hurt it. "I can think of someone who could protect us from a bad kitty cat."
"Cerberus?" Lily looked down the hill at the gate. "There are so many reasons that it won't work, but let's go to that single moment theory."
"The Underworld has never cared much about the proper flow of time. If something can be killed during this moment, then the Underworld would still let us in," Death replied, then swatted away a paw. The blade of the scythe passed harmlessly through it, and the cat pulled back its paw, eyes wide in shock. The cat lifted its foot and inspected the pads with discerning eyes.
The damned thing grinned.
"Oh. Oh dear." Death looked at Lily. "Perhaps you should just push us toward the gate and pray for a Christmas miracle?"
"Damnit, bone man, demons don't pr--" She ducked as a claw slammed into the side of the sleigh, making it slide across the snow. Death used the butt of his scythe like a pole to guide the sleigh. When the cat struck again, the figures on the roof began their descent, scrambling down the drains to get to the ground.
The cat batted at the sleigh, launching it forward. Lily tumbled into the back of the sleigh where the bag was. It pressed against her, pinning her in place and crushing a couple of ribs. She couldn't see anything but could hear the figures shouting to each other. By the time she pulled herself free, they were sliding down the hill toward the gate to the Underworld.
"This is much more fun than those saucer sleighs," Death declared as he grabbed her and pulled her into the front seat. "I would advise you to hold on tight."
"Death, we're crashing!" She tried to unfurl her wings to fly away, but the cat was right behind them. With an outstretched claw, it tore a hole through the membrane of one of her wings. Pain lanced through Lily's body as she fell forward, her eyes widening as she held on tight to the sleigh.
Death didn't acknowledge her. Instead, the Grim Reaper loudly sang Jingle Bells as the world around them distorted, the bars of the gate spreading themselves far apart as they slipped through an opening that was a couple of inches wide. Behind them, the cat's face looked like pulled taffy as it let out a growl of rage and raked its claws against the indestructible iron gate. Sparks sprayed into the air and danced in the snow, then the swirling mists of the Underworld wrapped around them, obscuring the house from view.
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The ice wall that had blocked the elevator exploded into large chunks that hovered in place. Yuki held her breath as she watched them rotate for a couple of seconds, then form into a giant archway. It wasn't so much that the ice had been reformed, that didn't bother her. She had felt it react with excitement, as if eager to obey the commands of whoever was behind those doors.



Ice didn't do that. At least, it never had for her.
The elevator door slid open, and a cloud of fog billowed outward. Everything the fog touched frosted over with intricate patterns, and Yuki had to bite her lip to keep from swearing.
"I know you're down here." The speaker had a slight husk to their voice, but Yuki couldn't tell if it was a man or a woman. However, the frost patterns had her worried. The intricate nature of laying patterns in frost wasn't something casually done. It took tremendous amounts of effort for such an artistic endeavor, and the newcomer didn't look like he was straining himself by any means. "You made quite the mess of the Cocoa Lounge."
Mike pulled an air filter off and silently lowered it to the ground. He took Yuki by the hand and pushed her into the gap.
"What are you doing?" Her voice was so quiet, she may as well have just mouthed the question.
They're tracking my magic, he replied in sign language. His sign language was sloppy, but passable. He had been working on it with Daisy for over a year now. His magical ability to understand it hadn't translated to being able to use it himself, so it was something he practiced regularly with the fairies.
When the figure emerged from the frost, it was a young man with pixie cut hair, light blue skin and pointed ears. His hair was white, and he had sharp cheekbones that made him look aerodynamic.
There was a napkin balled up inside a crystalline sphere made of ice in his hands. Yuki nearly groaned when she realized it was probably a napkin Mike had used. With a single hair, a witch could track someone to the ends of the Earth. Whatever was in that napkin had made it easy for them to be found. The ball had a silver arrow hovering above it, which oscillated back and forth between where Mike stood and where Kisa was hiding.
"Now that's interesting." The man turned to look at where Kisa and the others were when Mike cleared his throat. "How are you in two places at once?"
"Okay, you've found me." Mike had moved further down the throat of the furnace, where the light didn't quite reach. "Sorry, I got here a little while ago, and have no idea what's going on and kind of ended up down here. Care to explain where everybody went?"
The man looked taken aback, and his bloodless lips pursed together. "You're not an elf."
"Nope. I am definitely a human man," he replied while moving away from Yuki's hiding place. "Just an ordinary guy who fell through his fireplace."
"An ordinary human couldn't do that." The stranger pointed at the arch behind him. "Summon and command the elements. No, I suspect you are more than you seem, and definitely believe that you aren't alone."
"Now, now, no need for accusations. I'm just a random guy lost in a Hallmark movie, and you're coming off pretty strong." As Mike spoke, Yuki could feel the subtle pressure of his magic radiating down the length of the furnace. She felt a need to believe him, to take him at his word and trust that he meant no harm. It was an interesting extension of his magic, and she wondered how much was a conscious effort on his part. Or maybe it was just her own wishful thinking? She would have to ponder it when their lives weren't in potential jeopardy.
"Humans aren't allowed in the Workshop." The stranger held up the ice sphere. "And why are there two of you?"
"Don't know. I'm not sure how that spell of yours works. If you explain it, maybe I can answer your question?"
The man walked toward where the others were hiding, little spheres of ice spinning around him like tiny moons. Yuki realized after a moment that he wasn't even walking--instead, he hovered about an inch off the ground and glided forward.
"We're not off to a good start to begin with, and you're about to piss me off." Mike's voice now contained an edge that was hard to ignore, and he was nearly at the entrance to the furnace. His magic filled the air, and the pressure in the room increased. The man stopped and turned his attention back toward Mike.
"Stop that," he said.
"Stop what?" Mike held his hands out, showing they were empty. Yuki felt a cold breeze inside of the furnace. It was coming from the man with the crystal ball. She pulled the tarot cards from her pocket and began sorting through them to find the right one. Sometimes when she held the cards, a sixth sense guided her to the one that was right for the situation. Other times, like this, she was forced to rely on her own imagination.
"Whatever your magic is doing. Stop it." The man held up the crystal. "Or I will make you stop."
"Then have a proper conversation with me." Mike stopped at the entrance to the furnace. "My name is Mike, by the way."
The man mulled this over, then looked at the crystal ball. The arrow kept twitching away, his features hardening as a layer of frost formed over his skin.
"You can call me Jack." Jack lifted a hand and made a casual gesture, as if shooing a fly. A powerful gale of wind slammed into Mike, but he had crouched down a moment before it hit and grabbed a seam in the floor. His legs nearly slipped out from beneath him, but he remained upright.
Mike conjured a spider made out of lightning and sent it running across the floor. It leapt up and clung to Jack's face, causing him to panic and back into his own ice arch. A couple of blocks fell loose, but the structure remained intact despite the gaps in its support.
Yuki jumped from her place of concealment and drew the Two of Wands. A staff appeared in each hand as she dashed toward Mike. When she made it to his side, she handed one to him.
"They shoot fire," she explained, then held her staff out and summoned a jet of fire. Jack dodged, summoning a sphere made of ice to deflect the flames. Dark blue veins stuck out in Jack's neck as he hovered into the air and pointed at the two of them. The ice arch burst apart with chunks of ice rushing toward them.
Mike ducked under the first one, then jumped over another. He had ignited his staff as well, and sweat beaded along his brow as the two of them tried to evade the icy projectiles while still attacking Jack.
"We can't fight this guy," she said. "Do you know who he is?" Instinctually, she wanted to summon a dozen icicles and turn the man into a pincushion, but had a strong feeling that anything she made would no longer belong to her. Even now, she could feel the magnetic pull of his magic as the shattered ice slid back across the floor toward him.
"Jack fucking Frost, apparently." His eyes flicked over to where the others were hidden. "Think a loud enough noise would make him drop that crystal ball?"
"Maybe." She pulled a pair of earplugs from a pocket in her sleeve and deftly jammed them in her ears. If they could destroy the ball, they could get away. But where would they even go?
Mike took a deep breath and unleashed the banshee's scream. The sound caught Jack off guard, and he covered his ears, causing his shield to drop. Yuki directed a stream of fire at Jack, concentrating it on his hands. The flames licked at his flesh, and when he dashed up into the air, he dropped the crystal ball on the floor.
Yuki turned her staff onto the orb. It melted in seconds, then the napkin ignited and turned to ash. She grinned, happy for the small victory.
The scream ended when Mike ran out of breath, and he was taking another deep breath when Jack let out a howl of rage reminiscent of a blizzard. The whole room frosted over as gale-force winds shoved Mike and Yuki down the throat of the furnace. The floor froze beneath them, and they were now sliding on ice.
"Yuki!" Mike stuck his hand out and grabbed her tail as they slid down the tunnel. She didn't know how far they went, but the icy wind suddenly vanished as the world went dark.
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Kisa crouched down behind the block of ice next to the elevator, her wary eyes on the back of Jack's head. She had moved away from the others the moment she realized that Jack was using their bodily fluids to track them. Now that the napkin was gone, she was safe.
As for Mike, he and Yuki had slid down the long hallway of the furnace and simply disappeared. This seemed to puzzle Jack, who was gazing warily down the throat of the furnace. He picked up a chunk of ice and contemplated it for a moment. When he threw it into the furnace, it slid into the darkness and then blipped out of existence.
"Hmm." Jack turned around and pulled something out of his pocket. It looked like a child's walkie-talkie. He held it to his mouth and pushed the talk button. "The intruders escaped into the furnace. Human man and a fox demon. They disappeared, I don't know why. Over."
The walkie-talkie emitted a piercing burst of static. Kisa winced and held her ears, but Jack nodded as if he understood the sounds.
"I see. Should I send the ghosts after him? Over."
Another blast of static, then silence.
"Understood." Jack put away the walkie-talkie and pulled a trio of Christmas ornaments from his pocket. He set them on the ground and took a step back.
From each of the ornaments emerged a single light, each one about a foot across. They circled over Jack in a tight spiral, changing colors like bulbs on a Christmas tree.
"Find them," Jack commanded. "Teach them the true meaning of Christmas. Then kill them."
One after another, the lights shot into the furnace and disappeared into its depths. Satisfied, Jack walked back to the elevator and pressed the button. Once he was gone, Tink and the others emerged from hiding. Alabaster was clutching his head as if in agony.
"Oh, they have the spirits, how did they get the spirits?" He groaned and looked at the furnace. "I'm so sorry about your friends."
"Why?" Kisa moved to get a closer look at the furnace, but Holly intercepted her.
"It isn't safe," Holly explained. "From here, it looks simple enough, but once you go past a certain point, you can end up anywhere. They could be hundreds of miles away already."
"What the hell? How?"
The elf shook off the minor swear. "We use a sunstone to heat this place. It's essentially a tiny star. The furnace is infinitely long, and always changing. That's why Tinker has had to help us, those goggles of hers are the only thing that can lead you out!"
"Tink go get husband," the goblin declared, pulling the lenses over her eyes. "Fix furnace, too. You see."
"You can't go in there!" Alabaster shook his head. "Jack sent the spirits of Christmas themselves in there! How was he able to command them? Only Santa can do that! As for your friends, they're as good as dead. I'm sorry."
Tink rounded on Alabaster and grabbed him by the straps of his overalls. With surprising strength, she lifted him up and slammed him into the wall. Holding him with one hand, she pulled the hammer from her tool belt and pressed it against his chin.
"Take back." Her voice was quiet, but her yellow eyes had gone wild, and she was breathing heavily through her nose. "Pointy ears wrong, take back wrong words!"
Alabaster scowled at the goblin. "I'm not afraid of you," he told her, then pointed up at the ceiling. "I'm afraid of whoever is up there, running the show. That voice is one of the scariest things I've ever heard, and the fact that Jack was taking orders from it is even worse!"
"I didn't hear anything," Kisa said. "It was just radio static."
Holly and Tink both looked at Kisa. "Really?" asked Holly. "It was all growly."
"Not growly," Tink added. "German." She set Alabaster down. "Tink go in furnace, find husband."
"You won't be able to find him. The goggles will guide you out, but they won't help you find him. And even if you do, the spirits will have gotten to him first. They will show him things about himself that he isn't willing to accept, and will drive him to madness."
"Tink no care." She was already walking toward the furnace. "Husband come for Tink, now Tink turn to help."
"Hey, wait." Kisa caught Tink's tail and held it. "Is it even safe in there?"
"With the heat off? Yeah, sure." Alabaster shook his head. "You're more likely to starve to death, though. Elves who've gone in almost never come out."
"Husband different." Tink whipped her head around. "Always beat odds. Pointy-ears want Tink help? Husband first." She jabbed her finger in Alabaster's direction, then turned back to the furnace. "Fix stupid furnace after."
"Tink." Kisa tugged her tail again. "Hold up. If I come with you, I can sense where he is. That'll help us find him, and then you can bring us all out."
Tink nodded, then looked at the elves. "Tink go now."
"Wait." Holly reached into her pouch and pulled out an impossible length of Christmas garland. She wrapped it around Tink's waist and tied it off, then moved on to Kisa. "Don't get separated," she told them. "Even if you're only a foot apart, the furnace can split you up. Also, I have some cookies you can take with you. They'll keep you from getting hungry, at least."
Holly looked like she was going to say something else, but behind them, the elevator groaned. Everyone turned to look as the dial moved again.
"Are they coming back? Why?" Alabaster frowned as the dial turned. They watched the ornate arm rotate until a hideous screeching sound filled the air when the elevator was halfway there. The shaft vibrated as the lights flickered overhead.
The white elf slapped his earmuffs on and, with a panicked expression, took the garland from Holly. He tied a knot around her waist and gave her a push toward the furnace.
"Run!" He cried, then pushed them again. "All of you! Go, now!"
"Allie, what's happening?" Holly tried to undo the knot at her waist, but Alabaster shoved her toward the furnace again.
"There's no time. You have to get away!" Alabaster winced when a loud screech filled the chamber. The magical lights overhead dimmed to a glow as a low bass tone filled the room, then burst into a symphony of whispers. "One of us needs to survive, and it needs to be you!"
Kisa had heard enough. The sound itself reminded her of the time she fought an angel, and she half expected a winged abomination to burst out of the elevator shaft and demand revenge. She grabbed Holly around the waist and started running toward the furnace.
"No, stop, wait!" Holly tried to fight them, but Tink helped Kisa lift the elf as the two of them dragged her into the darkness of the furnace. Tink handed Kisa a flashlight, then snapped the lenses of her goggles into place.
Behind them, there was a loud whoosh, followed by sizzling metal. Alabaster had pulled out welding torch that looked like a candy cane and was attempting to weld the doors together. The sparks that fell from the magical tool danced around on the floor and laughed like children before puffing into nothingness.
"Keep going!" he cried. "Don't let anything happen to Holly!"
The elevator door reached their floor, then buzzed loudly when the door wouldn't open. Something hit it from the inside, causing the doors to split apart and release a cloud of smoke.
Kisa looked back to see a long dark arm burst forth from the doors and grab Alabaster by the head. Long fingers easily palmed Alabaster's skull and dragged him toward the elevator.
"Mother of Kris Kringle!" Holly's eyes were wide with terror as the doors opened further. Inside the darkness and the smoke, something laughed as Alabaster was pulled inside. "Run faster!"
Alabaster screamed, then went silent. The elevator doors groaned as they were forced apart by a pair of those dark, sinister hands. Kisa let out a shriek as the doors burst open, and then she slammed into a wall and fell. Everything went abruptly quiet, the air stinking of magic and sulfur.
"Ow, dammit!" She scrambled to her feet and tried to run, but Holly and Tink grabbed onto her and wrestled her to the ground.
"Safe now! Safe!" Tink pointed back the way they had come. "Look!"
Kisa looked past Tink and saw that a solid wall had appeared. "Won't that thing come out where we did?"
As if in response, a distant roar could be heard off to her left.
"No, but he's probably in here with us already." Holly shivered. "I've heard the stories, but I never believed he could come back."
"He who?"
Holly sat back on the ground and let go of Kisa, then hugged herself tightly. Instead of speaking, she broke into quiet sobs of grief.

� � �

It was pitch black, and the ground was sloped enough that Mike slid at an accelerating rate. He kicked his legs out to try and feel a wall and felt around for something else to grab with his free hand.
He had a fistful of Yuki's tail in his other hand. Logic dictated that pulling her tail was an absolute no-no, but every fiber of his being screamed Danger! at the thought of releasing her.
Yuki grunted next to him, and he heard a loud pop, followed by the sound of screeching metal. As they came to a stop, he fell over a ledge and dangled by one arm in the darkness. Above him, Yuki howled in pain. He summoned another spider, having it jump and stick to the wall.
The spider provided enough illumination to see that he was dangling over a pit. He couldn't see the bottom, and bits of dirt and ash drifted past them from somewhere up above. Down below, a few tarot cards fluttered out of sight.
"Damn it, Mike! At least grab my leg!"
"Sorry!" Unburdened by a fear of heights, he pulled himself up by gathering her other tails into a bundle and climbing them. He was able to get a solid grip on her ankle. "What are you holding onto?"
"Summoned some swords," she replied. "But I can't let go or we'll fall."
"Understood." He summoned another spider and sent it up the wall and over the ledge. They didn't provide much light, but there was no other illumination to see by. "Better?"
"I see a ledge with a handrail." She grunted, and there was a popping sound from up above, followed by a shower of sparks. "I think I can get us there, why don't you get a better grip?"
Unable to do much else, Mike obeyed. He pulled himself up to her waist, and was chagrined when his head ended up inside Yuki's robes. The lingering odor of her bath with Naia clung to her skin, and if he wasn't dangling over a bottomless pit, he would have chanced extricating himself to assume a better position.
"You're heavy," Yuki grunted, then said nothing else. Progress was slow, and he tried really hard not to notice how smooth her legs felt against his face. Kisa had a thin layer of hair over her entire body, but Yuki's skin alternated between fox and human, creating patches of fur along her body. Her thighs had no such deviation that he could feel, and he wasn't about to ask about her choice in fur distribution.
The process was only a couple of minutes, but it felt like hours. Yuki's movements had slowed significantly, and sweat now poured down her legs.
"You good?" he asked.
"No." She had stopped moving. "We're by the ledge, but I don't know if I can make it."
"We kind of don't have a choice," he told her. "Unless you want me to let go." He wondered if he would fall a few feet and teleport somewhere else in the furnace. It was better to take the chance than potentially killing both of them.
"Don't!" She grunted, then moaned in pain. "Even if you did, I don't think I could pull myself up. I'm sorry."
Mike sighed, his magic uncoiling inside of him.. "Don't be sorry, you're doing your best. This is going to hurt, by the way."
"What?"
He summoned the magic, allowing the raw electrical charge to build up in his hand. Saying a little prayer, he clamped his palm down on Yuki's thigh and let it all loose.
The kitsune tensed up as the charge ran through her body and into the metal hilt of the swords. With his other hand, he pushed her robes open so that he could start climbing up her body. Her eyes were wide and her teeth bared when he moved his hand to her side and transferred the magic over. The current running through her body had locked up all her muscles, and he knew he could only hold out for a few more seconds before the magic was gone.



Two more transfers later, he saw that she had been summoning swords and stabbing them into the metal ducting to use as handholds. The blades were short like daggers, but had gotten the job done. Mike and Yuki were now only a couple of feet below a cat walk.
It was difficult, but Mike managed to maneuver himself up onto the previous set of blades while holding onto her left wrist. He hooked his arm around the corner rail of the catwalk and then released the magic.
Yuki gasped and went limp beneath him. Mike pulled her up by pushing off the swords with his feet, then slipped his arm around her back once she was high enough.
With a shove, he was able to push her up onto the ledge. Yuki crawled away from the corner as he pulled himself up behind her. His limbs felt like they were on fire, and he lay on the cool metal gasping for air.
"You...shocked...me..." It was both an accusation and a statement of fact.
"Sorry," he mumbled, feeling sick to his stomach. Quetzalli had taught him how to control the flow, but his mastery over it wasn't the best. He was nowhere near throwing lightning by any means, and had accidentally given Tink a nasty zap one day while messing around. Luckily, the goblin had thought it was just kinky foreplay. "You okay?"
"Everything hurts," she whispered.
"I'll make it up to you." The little lightning spider nearby popped out of existence as his magic went dormant. Using it to run a current through Yuki had drained him to nothing.
In the dark, he reached for her. The soft fur of her robes felt good beneath his fingers. He crawled toward her, then groaned in agony as he sat up and leaned against one of the railing supports. Yuki said nothing as he pulled her between his outstretched legs and leaned over her protectively.
"Let's just rest for now," he told her, fighting back a yawn. It had been almost bedtime when Holly had appeared in his house and he was officially tired. The darkness in the furnace was absolute, yet he felt like he was being watched.
They sat there for a while. Mystery lights flickered along the edges of his vision, but he realized they were still there even when he closed his eyes. There was a term for them, but the memory escaped him.
With nothing but phantom lights for company, he found himself nodding off more than once. The temperature of the room was fine for now, but it definitely felt cooler. Or was that just a side effect of strenuous climbing? It was hard to say.
He wondered how many presents Lily had opened. There was a small amount of guilt over leaving her behind, but clearly all was not well at the North Pole. If Santa's bag was in danger, she was well equipped to handle it. Death was probably keeping her out of trouble.
Romeo. Lily's voice echoed from the darkness, but he wasn't sure if he had imagined it. The succubus hadn't been around much lately, and had seemed surlier than usual. He supposed it was related to the birth of Callisto, his son.
The centaur tribe had sent for him and Ratu on the day he was born. The pregnancy had gone well, but Zel had known the birth would be difficult. Her human vagina was never going to be sufficient to accommodate a centaur foal. Preparations had been made, and several of the Herd's healers had been brought together to figure out how to deliver the child surgically.
Despite all their preparations, things had gone downhill quickly. Helpless, Mike had stood by and listened to the healers and Ratu debate how to remove the child quickly in case Zel didn't survive. The centaurs were capable healers, but major abdominal surgery was not an art they had brought with them from their former Herd.
Salvation had come in the shape of Lily. Mike had left the yurt to pray when Lily had teleported directly to his side. Admonishing him for trying to involve a big hairy bastard who didn't give a shit, she had walked into the yurt and started barking commands. Apparently, she had used the Dreamscape over a year ago to take a class on veterinary medicine to stitch Dana up, and she also had a couple of souls in her collection with the knowledge to guide the healers through the complex operation.
Zel had survived, and Callisto had come into the world with his father's hair and his mother's eyes. Lily, usually uncouth, spent several minutes silently casting sidelong glances at the child. Satisfied that Zel would survive, she had promptly excused herself and vanished for two weeks.
"Mmph." Yuki stretched beneath him. "I fell asleep."
"It's fine." He rubbed the top of her head, right between her ears. "I've got a bit left in me and who knows when we'll get another chance."
She sighed in his arms, then fell into another deep slumber. Mike waited a few minutes and tried to summon a spider for light. He couldn't even make the sparks appear, and a throbbing pain shot through his right wrist and forearm.
Fucking figures, he thought. Nearly fell to my death after a pissing match with Jack Frost, and now I can't get it up.
He put his hand back on Yuki's head and used the soft fur at the base of her ears like a worry-stone. She mumbled something, then wrapped an arm around his leg and held him tight.
His thoughts drifted back to Callisto, then back to Tink and Kisa. He could feel Kisa moving around somewhere beneath him, which made zero sense. Since they had essentially teleported away from everything, it was likely that she was in the furnace with them as well.
He thought back on the encounter with Jack. There was something nagging at him about the whole event, but he couldn't quite put his finger on it. He had been too worried that Jack would find the others to think past the moment. Now that he had the time, he would use it to analyze what he had learned. The North Pole hadn't just been abandoned. At a minimum, Jack was out looking for trouble makers. But why?
Somewhere in the darkness, water started dripping. He yawned, then scratched Yuki's head some more. The rhythmic rubbing of her head had become a form of self hypnosis, and he felt his attention waning.
Shaking his head, he blinked away the sparkling lights that appeared once more. They shifted back and forth like a metronome, and he tried to look away but couldn't. He remembered learning about them in boy scouts, something about how lights would appear if you got lost in a cave with no light source. Cavers would chase those phantom lights, thinking escape was just around the corner. If they were lucky, they would slam into a wall rather than fall into a crack and vanish from the world.
Thinking about being stuck in a crack in the earth made him think of Leeds. That fucker had likely lost his mind months ago, but Mike had no way of knowing. Once a month, Abella would make a trip out that direction to make sure Leeds' living tomb looked undisturbed. Mike had considered going with her just to piss on the bastard's mountain, but had spent the time at Velvet's grave instead. They had buried her next to her parents in a spot with a beautiful view of the valley.
The lights were closer now, or maybe just larger? It was so hard to focus; the chill in the air was making him huddle over Yuki and she was like a tiny heater.
He rubbed his face, then shook his head. Falling asleep here was a bad idea, but he was just so tired.
"Callisto? Stop being like that, this is your father." Zel held her hand out to the foal standing behind the apothecary table in her yurt. Callisto shook his head vehemently. Newborn centaurs looked more like six year olds than infants. His unruly locks bounced across his shoulders as he grabbed a stack of Zel's journals and pulled them into a small wall so Mike couldn't see him.
"No!" Callisto shouted, then tried to duck down behind the book stack. "Scary monster!"
Mike's eyes snapped open, and he sat upright. Sleep had snuck up on him so quickly that he hadn't even had the opportunity to manipulate the Dreamscape. How long had he been out?
It couldn't have been long, right? He flexed his hand and tried to summon the magic once more. Even a little bit of light would help him stay awake.
The phantom lights now loomed overhead, and he looked up at them with a frown. He had never really thought about the fact that maybe they weren't a hallucination. He squeezed his eyes shut and they remained. Still just a figment of his imagination. While his eyes were shut, he thought of Zel once again and felt the dream spring up around him.
"I'm so sorry." Zel took Mike's hand in hers and squeezed. "I don't know why he does this. He won't talk about it while you're gone, either."
"I don't either." Mike looked at the stuffed bear on the ground. He had brought it in the hopes it would break the ice, but Callisto had refused to touch it. Centaur children developed language skills remarkably fast, so it was easy to forget that Callisto was only a couple of months old.
When Mike knelt down to pick up the bear, its fur slid off and revealed the sleek surface beneath it. Startled, he dropped it on the ground. The thing inside uncoiled, revealing a large isopod that looked up at him and screeched.
"Gah!" Mike shook his head and pinched his inner arm. He had dozed off again. What was the deal with the weird dreams?
Yuki trembled, then muttered something.
"What's that?" he asked.
"Emily." Yuki replied, then whimpered. Mike sighed, then rubbed Yuki's head. She sighed and became still again. He wasn't even sure she had woken up. The silence of the furnace made every sound seem that much louder, and he could hear the beating of his own heart. He tried to ignore it, but that steady cadence had him closing his eyes for just a moment.
"Let me go!" Callisto fought his way free of his mother and rushed out the door of the yurt. Outside, Mike heard one of the centaur guards follow after him. The last time he had come, Callisto had gotten lost in the woods for an hour until Zel had found him.
"Damn!" Zel stared helplessly at the flaps. "I don't know why this is so hard!"
"Don't worry about it," he told her, then moved next to her and wrapped his arm around her waist. "I'll keep trying, no matter how long it takes." Down below, he heard the shifting of chitinous armor as the isopod tried to crawl up on his foot.
"I'm not afraid of you," he declared, then snatched up the isopod. Its mouthparts shifted as it waved its legs helplessly. "In fact, you look rather like a lobster. Maybe I'll see if Sofia will cook you up and serve you with butter."
"Three!" The isopod's voice was like a croaking frog. "Tonight, you will be haunted by three spirits!"
"Eat my ass, Ebenezer." He forced the isopod into a ball, then drop kicked it through the flaps of the tent. The flaps rattled and spun like a plastic rolodex.
Mike opened his eyes again and saw that the phantom lights were gone. Instead, an ethereal being hovered above him, the light from its body illuminating him and Yuki. If this was a hallucination, it was a damned good one.
"Radley," it whispered through a lipless mouth. It had a face that could have been made of porcelain, but there was little humanity in its eyes. It shifted, sometimes having arms, then legs, then nothing at all but a face with silken white hair that hung to the ground.
"Casper," he replied. "I don't suppose you're here because you want a friend? You bring me a sleeping bag and a pillow and I'll hook you up. We'll go bar crawling, chicks love ghosts now. Dudes too, for that matter."
"I am the ghost of Christmas Past," it told him with a voice that sounded like it was coming through a long tube. "And I am here regarding your welfare."
"Of fucking course." He moved his hand behind Yuki's ear and gave it a pinch. When he felt her startle, he slid a hand over her mouth to keep her quiet. "The weird dream with the bug? Was Marley on vacation? Aren't you supposed to read me my rights first? I demand my lawyer be present, but unthaw her first, she can't do much right now." He pictured her ass, bent over and just sitting in his living room like a work of art.
His magic moved. It was minor, but it was definitely there.
The spirit stared at him, then freaked out. Its features distorted and jumped about as if they were in a videogame and it was glitching. He heard his own voice repeat the words he had just said, only there was a fair amount of growling involved. It let out a cry, then whirled around the room before popping back into position above him as if nothing had happened.
"I am here regarding your welfare." The spirit moved closer, its amorphous body shifting in the light until it had a body. The spirit's body was small, like a child's, but its limbs were muscular and much longer than an adult's. It made Mike think of a demented cross between a porcelain doll and a Stretch Armstrong toy from his youth.
Once fully formed, the spirit wore a white tunic belted at the waist with a shiny belt and a flowing skirt beneath. It carried a sprig of holly in one hand, and a beam of light shot from its head and into the gloom up above like a reverse spotlight.
"Rise, and walk with me." The spirit extended a hand just as Yuki summoned a circle of swords above the spirit with a tarot card. The blades shot into the ghost of Christmas Past, only to vanish in a blast of light.
"No-no-no-no-no-no..." The spirit clutched at its brow, agony written across its enigmatic features. Mike tried to help Yuki to her feet, but they were too slow. With a scream, the spirit grabbed both of them with its overtly long arms and then pulled them over the side of the catwalk and into the void beneath.

� � �

"Well, that was something." Lily hopped out of the sleigh and took a look at it. The sides had giant gouges from where the cat had hit it, but the wood shimmered as the damage repaired itself. "Let's not do that again."
"We may not have a choice." Death sounded serious. When she looked up, she saw that dark shadows circled in the mist, their eyes blazing with malice.
"I wouldn't," Lily warned, allowing her wings to unfold behind her. Horns burst from her forehead as she returned to the sleigh and stood next to Death. Ever since the shadow's defeat, the demons had been thick in this part of the Underworld, but they rarely came this close to the gate. "If I don't rip you a new asshole, he will." She gestured at Death with her thumb.
There was a growl as six fiery orbs appeared above them all. Cerberus barked, and the demons scattered as the hellhound smashed one with a paw and snagged another in their teeth. Two heads ripped it apart while the third stared at Death expectedly.
"You are a good girl." Death reached into his robes and pulled out a trio of biscuits in a stack. Once the demon was torn apart, Cerberus stared intently at the Reaper. He tossed the biscuits in an arc, and all three of them were snapped out of the air by the different heads.
"You've got to be shitting me," Lily said.
"I am incapable of shitting." Death hopped out of the sleigh and approached Cerberus. The hellhound rolled on their side, giving Death full access to their belly. Death held his arms wide and pushed himself face first into their belly. He started scratching, which made Cerberus' tail wag. "Who's a good girl? You're a good girl!"
"When the hell did this happen?" Lily demanded. As far as she knew, Cerberus only listened to Mike or her.
"I do not require sleep, my dear succubus. I have plenty of time on my hands, and other dogs are afraid of me." Death continued scratching until Cerberus let out a whine. "Besides, Mike Radley and I will sometimes come to take them for a walk. He does this when he is feeling anxious about fatherhood."
Lily just shook her head. She had no idea, but hadn't exactly been around much lately. Ever since the foal had come along, she had made herself scarce. She just couldn't handle the way everyone fawned over him, and would even admit to more than a little jealousy. It wasn't that she wanted to pump out babies, but that she hated the fact that someone was able to give Mike something she couldn't.
Cerberus shifted into human form, then bowed their heads reverently at Lily. It was always weird seeing a three-headed human in a goth dress, but at least the outfit matched the atmosphere.
"Mistress." The center head spoke while the side heads whispered simultaneously. It was far less confusing than how they usually spoke, which was each head taking a syllable at a time. "Why have you brought this here?"
"What, this?" She jerked her thumb at the sleigh. "We were running from a bunch of trolls and a giant fucking cat. Why are there so many demons running about? Shouldn't you be keeping the place clear?"
"They are attracted to this Divine Object." Cerberus walked over to the sleigh and put a hand on it. She sniffed the air, and then touched Santa's bag. "And maybe this as well. This shouldn't be here."
"Of course it shouldn't, but I'm stuck babysitting it." Lily leaned against the sleigh. "And we needed help."
"No." Cerberus squinted at the giant bag. "This shouldn't be here. It has no smell to it, it shouldn't exist."
"What do you mean, it has no smell? It's a bag, it shouldn't stink." But Lily knew better, for nothing in Creation had a better sense of smell than a hellhound. Capable of sniffing out even the toughest shape-shifting demon, the fact that Cerberus couldn't even detect the lingering scent of the house on its fabric was a sign. Whether good or bad, she didn't know yet.
"It is like the emptiness of the Void. I can sense a great nothingness where it sits, yet can both see and touch it." Cerberus sniffed the air, their eyes glowing. "More demons come. They can sense it. I will hold them off, but stronger ones approach. You cannot stay." With those words, Cerberus transformed back into a three-headed dog and wandered into the mist.
"Well, fuck me with a stick." It hadn't occurred to Lily that Cerberus would ask them to leave. "What do we do now?"
When she got no response, she saw that Death was perusing the user's manual. On the cover was a picture of a Santa hat, and it had a candy cane spine.
"Ah. Aha!" Death looked up at Lily. "I have found the section of the manual that will allow us to shoot our foes!"
"Wait, what?" She moved by his side and laughed. He was looking at the troubleshooting chapter. "That doesn't mean actual shooting."
"It doesn't?" Death frowned and flipped through the pages. It took him a bit to scan each page, but his reading speed was already impressive for a guy lacking eyeballs. "Oh. Oh dear. You appear to be right."
"Told you." She heard a random growl in the mist, and turned in time to see a demon vanish just before Cerberus reappeared nearby. The hellhound snorted, then gave chase. "I have no fucking clue what to do next. Maybe that book has some advice for us."
Death said nothing, his eyes blazing as he continued to read. The book was tiny in his hands, yet he used both hands to hold it open.
Lily climbed on top of the bag and opened it up. Inside, the multi-colored packages were packed in tightly, yet it was easy to reach deep into the bag and pull one out. When she turned it over, it had her name on it.
"Ha-ha, I'm so naughty, ho ho ho." She shook the small box and was surprised that it felt so light. Thinking it would be more coal, she ripped open the package and was puzzled to discover a small felt box inside. She opened it up and saw something shiny inside.
"What the fuck?" It took her a moment to realize she was looking at a jeweler's loupe. Used for examining gemstones and other fine jewelry for defects, she had no idea why Santa would give her one. "Should have included a gift receipt, big man."
Toying with the loupe, she looked at her own hair and fingernails before leaning down to examine the fabric of the bag. Instead of crushed velvet, she was stunned to see herself looking at an ever shifting surface that looked like waves of red, liquid fractals that crashed into each other and created new patterns. The fractals would bounce off of each other, and she could have sworn that faces were forming. However, when she would shift to look closer, they would vanish.



Someone pulled her hair and she spun around and hissed, her tongue elongating into a snake's. It was just Death, and he let out a sigh of relief.
"There you are, I was worried about you!" He held up the user manual. "I've finished reading the troubleshooting section, and believe I know what to do next."
"What do you mean you've finished it, you just started."
Death shook his head. "You have been staring at that bag for hours now, and I did not wish to disturb you."
"What?" Lily looked at the loupe in her hand, then over at the bag. "You're fucking with me."
"I do not fuck," he informed her, then held up the book. "Does this look familiar?"
Drawn in perfect detail on the page was the large cat that had chased them. It was caught in mid-yawn, which made it look far less intimidating than she would have expected.
"Jólakötturinn?" She took the book from him and read the page. "The Yule Cat? What the hell am I looking at?"
"He eats children, Lily, children!" Death took the book back from her. "And it says right here that in the event of an encounter with the Jólakötturinn that we should avoid it entirely."
"Too late."
"I agree, which is why we come to the second passage. If hunted by the Yule Cat, we must remain one step ahead of him. He is attracted to the bag, and will stop at nothing to get it. However, he is poor at tracking, so the best solution is to simply evade his claws and carry on. We will lose him eventually."
"What do you mean by carry on? Carry on, what?"
Death's toothy smile somehow twisted upward into a full blown grin as he let out a laugh that raised all the hairs on the back of Lily's neck. "What, indeed, dear succubus! What, indeed!"
Serious doubts manifested in Lily's mind over Death's intentions. His sense of child-like wonder about the world around him didn't reassure her about whatever dubious plan he was concocting. However, the growling in the mists was becoming louder, and it was only a matter of time before even more dangerous things than demons came sniffing around.
"Ah, fuck it," she told Death. Despite her thoughts to the contrary, he had been right every step of the way so far. It would probably save them time if she just went against her better judgment and rolled with whatever crazy ass idea he had. "I'm in."

� � �

Oh, shit, is Death really gonna pull a Hogfather? And what's the deal with Jack Frost and whatever attacked Alabaster? And were those the three ghosts of Christmas?
You'll just have to stay tuned to find out! I hope these chapters are bringing you the same joy I had while writing them, because there are definitely some laughs ahead.
Don't forget to do something kind for yourself, because you matter!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
Author's Notes:
I really don't have a way to easily interact with so many of you lovely people, so figured this was the best place to just drop some of my thoughts on writing and the story.
I was glad to see that so many of you noticed a shift in attitude for this tale. While writing the last book, it was important to me that I create a balance between the tales. My skills as a writer are constantly in flux, and I always worry about losing the magic in an attempt to strengthen my weaknesses. While editing the audiobooks, I've had to sit down with the first couple of books and re-read them from a fresh viewpoint, which has given me some insights as to where I've come from and where I'm going. Introspection is healthy, as long as you can avoid being overtly-critical. As a result of all this deep thinking I did, this book will have its dark moments, but I hope you get to see more of that early version of Mike, the one who cracks jokes and comes up with crazy-ass plans to save the day. His magic is still evolving and he will sometimes find himself in sticky situations as a result.
While this has always been a story about a man who ends up in the deep end of the magical world, I will admit it has been tempting to just hand him a set of huge, magical powers and say "there, now he's awesome." But I couldn't just let him stagnate at "Magic penis move plot," either. When this story finally comes to an end, perhaps Mike will be the powerhouse everybody expected, or maybe not. The story is a journey for me as much as for you, because while I know some of the events ahead of time, I try hard to let the characters have free rein with their actions.
Some of you also noticed that I split the cast. I realized some time ago that creating new characters who all live in the same house becomes a balancing act of "Why didn't X show up to help or be part of this scene?" The story was always intended to branch out to different places to allow certain characters to grow. I am hoping to write some more spinoffs in the future, but that all comes down to time I don't currently have. In the meantime, having the cast spread apart organically makes those absences feel less forced, and then I don't have to worry about including what everyone is doing in almost every chapter. For example, Ratu will be a heavy focus in the next book, because I am fully aware that she is loved, but very much in the background.
I haven't read the Hogfather, but sort of know the premise. My beta readers have informed me that I really should read it, because I have made several references already.
That's all I have for my notes. Just kind of wrote what was on my mind since I had a few extra minutes tonight. If you're still here, thanks for reading and take care!
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Hi all! Annabelle here with another chapter of "Let's lewd Christmas!"
New reader? You're gonna be so confused. Maybe that's your kink? Would that be confusiophilia? I have no idea, they kicked me out of Latin class after summoning my third demon.
Returning reader? Welcome back! Things have gone sideways in the North Pole with the appearance of the ghost of Christmas Past. Here's a fun fact: the one from the Muppet Christmas Carol terrified me as a kid. It was something about the face, honestly.
As always, if you enjoyed this chapter, don't forget to leave me some stars on the way out. I've been getting a lot of new reader letters that start with "So I saw how many comments/ratings this story had and decided to give it a shot, and now I'm hooked!". For those of you who regularly leave comments and ratings, thank you so, so much. I cannot state how much this helps me build my readership, and you should definitely remember to do this for other authors you like.
Don't forget to check the bio for release dates, always smell your eggnog before drinking it, and let's get started!
Ghosts of the Past
The yawning void of the furnace melted away into a puddle of bright lights. Mike covered his eyes and groaned, the sudden intensity blinding him. His arm was sore where the ghost of Christmas Past had grabbed him, and he rubbed at it absentmindedly.
He was standing in an apartment, but didn't recognize it. All around, he could see Christmas decorations, old school metallic tinsel and a tree decorated with bubbling lights. Based on the wood paneling and the record player churning out Bing Crosby, his best guess was that he was in the eighties.
"I've seen stranger things," he muttered. Movement behind the tree caught his eye when a little boy of about three emerged from beneath the pine branches. He was pushing a toy car on the floor, making vroom sounds with his mouth.
The boy looked up and through Mike. It was amazing how much he looked like Callisto. So it wasn't the eighties, but the mid-nineties. The decor hadn't been updated was all.
"Ooh, spooky. My childhood." Mike dragged out the words and waggled his fingers. Turning around, he was pleased to find the spirit behind him. Christmas Past sat on a nearby side table like a demented Elf on a Shelf. "Okay, I've seen the Christmas specials. You show me my past and remind me of the true meaning of Christmas. But since this place is decorated, I'm afraid you won't have many other good moments from my childhood to share. Mom barely registered that Christmas existed. Also, what gives? Why am I even here? I'm not some fudging miser who..." Mike paused. "Fudging. Fuddddge. Sprinkles. Oh Kringle, I sound like Holly now."
Christmas Past twisted their lips up in a sadistic grin. "These are the shadows of things that have been. They have..."
"Yeah, yeah, they can't see us." Mike picked up a coaster and threw it toward his younger self. It vanished in a puff of static and reappeared on the nearby table. "But still. I'm not some crumbling cookie that...really? Crumbling cookie?" He hated that his lips twisted into the family safe vocabulary. Shaking his head, he looked at the spirit. "I don't hate Christmas. I don't hate people. I actually quite enjoy Christmas and giving to others. So what's the purpose of me being here?"
The spirit responded by opening its mouth wider than its head, letting out a soul-piercing shriek. Mike plugged his ears as the spirit's body shifted around the room, transforming several times. This certainly hadn't been covered in any of the movies he had watched. If he didn't know better, he would say that the spirit wasn't sure why he was here either.
Christmas Past slammed back onto the side table, sending a visible ripple through the room. Toddler Mike slid back under the tree on his belly as time reversed itself, then came crawling back out once it stabilized.
"These are the shadows of things that have been. They have no consciousness of us." The ghost repeated itself as if reading from a script. "Do you recognize this place?"
"Nope. I haven't even seen it in pictures." He wandered the room, then contemplated the child under the tree. It was strange seeing his younger self. "You've got a long fudging road ahead of you," he told the toddler. "You can thank your mother for that."
As if on cue, someone in the kitchen started singing the chorus to Jingle Bells. He was surprised when his mother emerged from the kitchen holding a plate with a small stack of bell-shaped cookies. She was in a sweater dress with leggings, and her cheeks had a healthy glow. There were actual curves to her face and body, which was something Mike had never seen. In her final years, she had lost enough weight that she had taken on a thin, hawkish appearance that made her look downright predatory.
"Mikey, would you like a cookie?" She sat down on the couch and placed the plate next to her. Mikey bolted from beneath the tree, but his mother used her foot to hold him back. "Hang on, mister, you haven't paid the cookie toll!"
Mikey blew several kisses at his mother, and she moved her leg so he could sit next to her. Pulling a book from behind the side table, she opened it. "Can I read you a story?"
"This isn't real," Mike muttered. There was no fudging way.
"But it is." The spirit drifted around behind the couch. "This one was buried deep inside you, but it is here for you to behold."
The front door slammed and heavy footsteps came through the house. A man in a stocking cap walked into the living room carrying a pair of grocery bags. He smiled and held them up in victory. "I've got eggnog!" he declared.
Mikey squirmed out of his mother's grip and ran to his father.
"Dad." Mike barely managed to say the word as he sat on the edge of the recliner. This was a man relegated only to rare photographs, and was otherwise a complete mystery. His nose was a bit longer than Mike's, and there were smile lines all around his eyes. He wore a brown leather jacket that was dusted lightly with snow, and when he walked past Mike, the scent of the wet leather triggered memories of being scooped up and held tightly. Mike wiped tears from his eyes, not sure whether to be grateful or angry.
"Were you good?" Mike's father pulled a small candy cane from his pocket and unwrapped it.
"Yep!" Mikey held his hand up and took the candy.
"Honey." Mike's mother frowned. "He won't eat dinner if you give him sweets."
"Don't think I don't see that plate of cookies." He winked at his wife and sat next to her on the couch. "Now give me some sugar."
Smirking, she handed him a cookie. He laughed, then stole a quick kiss from her before taking it.
"Give me sugar, too!" Mikey's face was now covered with red streaks from the candy cane. His father scooped him up and kissed his cheek, then blew a raspberry that had Mikey chortling in glee.
There were so many questions that Mike had for the man. If his timeline was correct, this was the last Christmas he spent with his father. He would fall ill in the spring, and die before the summer. It was hard to believe that this was his family. He didn't know how to reconcile his mother's later behavior with the woman before him now. She had baked him cookies and read him stories. What had turned her into the emotional wrecking ball she had become?
"Why?" he asked her, knowing full well she couldn't hear him. "What fudged you up so bad that you turned into a raging grinch?"
His mother stared ahead as if lost in thought. Mike recognized the look, it was the same one he made when he was thinking. Kisa had even snapped a picture to tease him with. When he was caught up in his own head, she liked to text it to him sometimes. With his mother, though, it was different. A switch had been flipped, and she had become disconnected from the world around her.
Noticing her sudden silence, his father wandered over and nudged her leg.
"Hey. Did you remember your medicine?" The playful tone was gone, replaced with worry. The mood was suddenly serious, and Mike was unsure why.
"Hmm?" She shook her head. "Oh, no, I didn't. Sorry, I'm so scatterbrained, thanks for reminding me."
"That's what I'm here for." His father smiled at Mikey. "And this one, too, when he's older."
"What medicine?" Mike asked, then followed his mother out of curiosity. As far as he knew, other than the occasional street drugs, she had never been on anything. Maybe it was a seasonal cold or something, Santa knew he got them most years until he inherited the house.
Going to the master bathroom, she opened the medicine cabinet to reveal a couple different prescription bottles full of pills. She swallowed a pill from each with water, then stared at herself in the mirror as if lost. After a few deep breaths, she put on a fake smile and walked back to the living room.
"Not all struggles are apparent to a child." The spirit appeared next to Mike, now just a floating head surrounded by a halo of hair. It had taken on his father's features. "Those pills were meant to help her. But after your father died..."
"She would forget and stop taking them. But that shouldn't matter, should it?" Mike opened up the medicine cabinet and pulled one of the bottles out. "Risperidone? What is that for?" He turned the bottle around, but it only had dosing information on the handwritten label. Frowning, he contemplated the pills. Was it an antipsychotic? Had his entire fudged up childhood been the result of a forgotten prescription?
"Don't you see? You've hated her for so long, but now you know the truth." A triumphant grin was plastered on Christmas Past's face. "Your father's death broke her, and her condition got worse as a result. You've spent your whole life hating someone because of events outside of their control. Doesn't that make you feel bad?"
It felt like he was spinning. The deep-seated hatred he had for his mother suddenly felt so shallow. He had always assumed that his father's death had broken her and she had just been too weak to put herself back together, but now there was an additional layer. Who else knew? Had her friends? His father's friends? When he looked at Christmas Past, they had an expectant grin that reminded him of the Cheshire cat.
"No, it doesn't. I still hate her for the things that she did. Even if her actions weren't entirely her fault, she still tormented me as a child and screwed me up as an adult. It's okay to understand why somebody does the things they do and still hate them for it. If anything, I feel sorry for her, but that's it. What's done is done."
Christmas Past looked like they had been slapped in the face.
"You aren't very good at this," Mike told them. "I'm really not sure what you're trying to accomplish here, but a raccoon weilding a kitchen knife would threaten me more than you do."
The spirit flickered, parts of their face expanding like a balloon and then deflating. Their cheeks were now red, and their eyes had gone crooked.
"Oh, dear," Mike muttered. "Did I hurt your feelings? Eat my candy cane, you sad excuse for a spirit."
Footsteps at the door made him turn around. Mikey stood there, holding what was left of his candy cane in one hand and his toy car in the other. He stared right at Mike, curiosity in his eyes.
"I thought they couldn't see us?" He looked over at the spirit, but Christmas Past had folded in on themself like a sheet of origami for the darned.
"I'm not some fudging miser!" They shouted in Mike's voice over and over again. Mikey put his hands over his ears and ran away as Mike contemplated the spirit. He wasn't sure what had happened, but it was clear he had broken the darned thing.
"Do you come with an off switch?" he yelled.
"Miser! Miser!" Christmas Past screeched. Its body popped out of existence, leaving the ghost as nothing more than a floating head. The spirit seemed disoriented as it spun aimlessly, growling with menace. It drifted into the bedroom until it was facing the open door of the hallway. Just outside the room, Mike heard the patter of Mikey's feet on the hardwood and the spirit's pupils dilated as it sniffed the air.
Howling, it darted forward into Mike. Anticipating this, Mike snatched it by the hair and spun it into the mirror. Upon making contact with the spirit, he felt a cold chill shoot up his arm, his fingers tingling. The glass shattered, then time reversed until the mirror was whole again.
"What on Earth was that?" It was his mother's voice. Whatever was happening, whether dream, memory, or reality, Mike couldn't chance accidentally changing his own past. This was supposed to be a construct, but he couldn't know for sure. He pushed the bedroom door shut and pressed the button to lock it.
The two of them struggled, but the spirit had very little mass and was now moaning. Mike opened the nearby window to shove it outside, but the cold, white sky was gone. Instead, a dark void had replaced it with tiny lights in the distance.
"Mikey, did you lock this door?" His mother was rattling the doorknob now. "Honey, get the screwdriver."
"Good a place as any," Mike declared, then dove outside with the spirit wrapped in his arms. As they fell, he saw his memories spread out like holograms, all of them frozen with lines of static like an old VCR screen. Grabbing onto the spirit, he tilted his body toward one of the memories and crashed into it.
He slid across the polished floor of a hotel lobby, clutching Christmas Past's head to his body. Through the windows, a ferocious blizzard churned, and Mike saw a younger version of himself sitting in a lounge chair and staring out into the snow.
"Ah, nice. The year my girlfriend Rebecca and I got stranded while traveling." They had gone to visit her family for Christmas. However, a storm had diverted their plane, forcing them to stay in a place by the airport. If he remembered correctly, she was upstairs in their room wearing red and white lingerie while crying hysterically. He stood, using just his legs to keep the spirit from escaping. "If you were trying to fudge with my head, this would have been a better place to start. Remind me of the people I hurt instead of expecting water works for my parents. Now I know you're just being a jerk. You stink at this."
"This was the year that--" Christmas Past's next words were choked off when Mike squeezed.
He knew what year it was. Rebecca had been nice enough, easily one of the best women he had ever dated. The fight had started because of his impotence. She was crying because he had turned her down mid-blowjob. Rejection was a door that swung both ways, and he regretted how hard it had hit her on the way out.
"It gets better, buddy." Mike patted his past self on the shoulder, then shoved the door of the hotel open. Once outside, he turned his attention to the head in his arms. "And yes, Rebecca would end up marrying a fine man and having kids with him. So I don't need to hear your narrative doody regarding what-ifs."
Christmas Past struggled in his arms, but couldn't escape. Mike noticed that its face now looked like Rebecca's, the hair streaked with auburn curls. Curious.
"So tell me why you're so weak right now. You were able to handle me and Yuki at the same time in the real world, but now you're like a kitten. Why is that? This is your domain, you should be in charge here." He headed for the corner of the street. It was freezing outside, but he no longer cared.
The spirit bit him hard enough to draw blood, but he ignored the pain. If the last memory had boundaries, this one would, too.
It took him another minute, but he found it. A car on the street simply terminated a couple feet early, like the trunk had been sheared away. Though the street continued, Mike kept walking and found himself tumbling once more through the darkness. Christmas Past almost got away from him, but he wrapped its hair around his hand and reeled it back in.
This time, he tried to dodge his memories. Christmas Past fought him anew, pulling him into a couple of different Christmas days. They battled through the Christmas Mike had spent doing raids in World of Warcraft all day, then the time he went to a Christmas party and got drunk before puking in the fountain. The spirit's strength waxed and waned, and he had a theory why.
Mike wasn't Scrooge. The whole point of subjecting Ebenezer to the three spirits had been to reform him, to make him into a better person. He didn't know why the spirit had come for him. When questioned, they had freaked the fudge out.
No, this had to be a fool's errand, which meant there was more behind the sudden shifting of the tide. If the spirit's sole purpose was reformation, then pushback from the victim would be expected. Making them mad shouldn't cause control to shift so drastically, something deeper was happening.
He theorized that Christmas Past must be losing strength because this wasn't what they had been designed for. It was no different than when he had used his magic to shock Yuki. Back then, he had drained himself to nearly nothing in moments. Christmas Past was running out of steam trying to make Mike miserable rather than reform him.
But that wasn't all. He wasn't the only one in here, which meant that the ghost was split between dealing with him and the kitsune. They had already lost the narrative for Mike and were unable to contain him. Trying to torture him with a past he had come to terms with was like peeing in the ocean to make it taste salty.
Yuki, however, was just coming around to the idea of spending time with others at the house. He guessed that there was plenty of past misery to be found in her head.
This theory was confirmed when he and the spirit entered a new memory, one that he didn't recognize. He was standing on the side of a mountain, and up ahead, a stony tower jutted from the rock as if built there by mistake. It was where Yuki had been imprisoned for so many years in her own personal hell.
Gazing out at the horizon, it was clear that this memory was far larger than his had been. Was Christmas Past more powerful here? He stumbled and slid down the rocky slope in an attempt to get to the road that led to the tower. As he had hoped, they had fallen far enough that Christmas Past had run out places to trap him, but Yuki was hundreds of years old and her memories would run deep.
The ghost exploded in his arms, transforming into tiny stars that shot through the air toward the tower. Mike got up and ran after them, doing his best to keep pace. He assumed the spirit was pulling itself together, and he needed to get to Yuki before...
Well, he wasn't sure. But whatever it was, it couldn't be good.
When he arrived, the bridge was pulled up. It was the primary defense from the centaurs in the valley below, and there was a long drop straight onto jagged rocks below it. He wouldn't be able to get in the front, not without climbing the sheer rocks nearby. There was a way he could climb down from above, but he would have to take the long way to get there.
"Mother fudging Kris Kringle," he swore as he made a run for the back entrance.

🎄🎄🎄"Absolutely not." Lily stomped her foot on the ground in indignation and turned her back on Death. All around them, shapes shifted in the mist and the air was filled with the growls of angry demons. "There is no fucking way I'm putting those on."
"But Lily, it says right here in the book that you have to wear these if you want to be Santa's Official Helper." Death waved the manual overhead to emphasize his point. He was now wearing a hat that matched Santa's coat, as well as a large, faux beard that had been tucked away in the bottom of the storage compartment. Clutched tightly in his other hand were a pair of green shoes with comically curled tips.
"I'm not wearing those clown shoes," she declared. "I have the ability to wear whatever the fuck I want, and I can't think of anything that would make those shoes look remotely palatable."



"Cerberus didn't complain about what they had to wear."
Lily looked over at Cerberus. Now in human form, each head wore a headband with reindeer antlers, the center head also wearing a bright red nose. Somewhere in Santa's bag, Death had found a package labeled Cerberus with an extremely gaudy Christmas sweater inside that fit over their top heavy frame.
"Yeah, well they have to wear that, don't they? Otherwise," she put her fingers in the air and made quotes. "They can't pull the sled."
"Sleigh," Death corrected.
"Whatever. I don't need to wear those fucking shoes just for a ride-along. Since you insist on playing dress up, there has to be something else I can wear instead."
"Hmm." Death contemplated the manual once more, then rummaged around in the storage compartment. "You apparently also get a candy cane and a special sticker."
"Special sticker?" Lily spun about and snatched the manual from Death's hand using her tail, fingers sprouting from the tip of it to hold the book open in front of her eyes. "Death! It says right here that Santa's Official Helper is a ceremonial position for any children who might get to ride along for a bit! It doesn't do anything!"
"Oh." Death frowned, then whipped around and sliced through a small demon that had made an attempt for the bag. The thing looked like a cross between an aardvark and a bobcat, and it wailed in agony before something shot out of the mist to carry away its upper half. "Oh, darn. I got demon's blood on the sleigh." He leaned over the side and used his thumb to smear it off.
"Okay, here it is. I just need to wear one of the spare hats, there's a safety feature which keeps me from falling out. Not that it matters, because I have wings, but the last thing I need is to get dumped over the Atlantic." She got into the sleigh and moved around Death to access the storage compartment. There were a couple of spare Santa jackets, plenty of blankets, and a few hats tucked inside. It was easy to see that, just like the bag, the sleigh was bigger on the inside.
"There." She pulled out a Santa hat that had a red rim around the edges and black velvet up top. "I like this one."
"Oh, it made your ears pointy!" Death flicked Lily's ear with a bony digit, making her jump. A quick touch confirmed that he was right, and no amount of concentrating seemed to undo the transformation.
"Oh, fudge it. Fudge? NO!" She started to pull the hat off, but the ground trembled beneath them, knocking her off balance. Death frowned, his attention on the demons now sprinting around them, creating a stampede. Horrors from the depths of the pit scrambled by, crushing each other against its red velvet exterior.
If the stampede was a storm, then an eye had formed around Cerberus. The three-headed woman bared their fangs and transformed back into the hellhound, complete with a massive set of reindeer antlers on each head. The sweater transformed into a harness in a burst of golden light, with a lead rope bedazzled in silver and gold bells that connected Cerberus to the sleigh.
The eye of the storm was tightening as the frightened demons broke formation and tried to run over the sleigh. The hellhound blasted the coming horde with flames from their mouths, scorching the dry earth and turning demons to ash. The Rudolph nose fell off the center head and was incinerated in the flames. The demons split even farther now, and collisions with the sleigh came to a halt.
"I have a bad feeling, deep in my bones." Death stared intensely at the mist as a giant creature blotted out the ghostlight that lit the Underworld. Seven massive necks stretched into the sky above a body the size of a large building, and a bass note that rattled Lily's rib cage sent a ripple through the fog.
"Holy heck!" Lily slapped Death on the shoulder. "We need to go. Now!" This wasn't some random monster roaming the Underworld, but a biblical evil that would have zero qualms about swallowing them whole.
A cacophony of roars filled the Underworld as the creature turned all seven heads in their direction. It marched toward them, the Underworld now silent save for its heavy steps.
Cerberus bolted, pulling the sleigh behind them. Golden sparks formed around the runners of the sleigh as the hellhound raced toward the iron gate. Silver light surrounded them as the sleigh expanded the world to allow them to slip between the bars.
The Yule Cat was waiting, but its eyes widened as Cerberus blasted it with fire, knocking it off the roof of the garage. The air reeked of burnt hair, and the cat howled as it rolled around on the snow, crushing one of the trolls. Spectral chains formed around the hellhound's necks, tethering them to the Underworld gate. The lumpy potato trolls raced forward, each of them trying to board the sleigh as Cerberus ran in a circle in the backyard. Crimson flames danced along the surface of the snow, holding back the attackers as Lily stabbed one right between the eyes with her stinger, knocking it free.
Cerberus, confined by the chains, couldn't get past the fountain. The Yule Cat was waiting for them when they circled back to the gate, its fangs bared and smoke rising from its scorched fur. An eerie mist surrounded it, sinking into the Yule Cat and repairing the damage that had been done.
"I thought you said the chains wouldn't be a problem!" Lily kept her head low as the Yule Cat leapt over Cerberus and raked claws across their flank. Cerberus growled, then snapped at the giant cat. It was surprisingly nimble for a creature so large, and was able to duck away. The chains tethered Cerberus to the Underworld, and when Lily had brought them up, Death had brushed off the question. He had been right about every other crazy thing that had happened, that she had just figured it was yet another Christmas miracle.
"And they won't be!" Death stood on top of the sleigh, held in place by the magic of the hat he wore. He lifted his scythe up high, the blade reflecting the light of the moon. The fires in his sockets burned bright as he brought the scythe down on the chain. "For they are spiritual shackles and my blade is sharp!"
There was a loud explosion as a wave of emerald light billowed outward, knocking the trolls and the Yule Cat away. A wave of energy passed harmlessly through the house and surrounding area as Cerberus, now unchained, surged forward. The bells on the harness jingled sharply as the lead was pulled taut, and the sleigh shot across the snow.
"Yes! Yes!" Death tucked his scythe under one arm as the sleigh tilted upward and Cerberus sprinted into the sky. Lily looked back to see the Yule Cat and the trolls transform into a sickly green mist that followed them. "We are flying, Lily, flying!"
"This is ridiculous," Lily muttered, then looked forward. Cerberus had no trouble running through the sky, leaving golden paw prints that floated in the air behind them as they went. The snowflakes suspended in the air bounced away from them as they passed, though more than a few accumulated in Death's beard.
Looking back again, the mist was close behind them, but was definitely slower. Lily wondered if the trolls and the Yule Cat were related, as their mode of transportation was identical.
"I have never felt more alive," Death declared. "I can see so far from up here!"
"Yeah, flying is pretty cool, no big deal." She flopped back in her seat and put her legs up. "So we just have to stay ahead of those idiots until Romeo finishes whatever he's doing at the pole. Easy."
Death said nothing, his focus on the reins. Every so often, Lily would look back to see if they had lost the Yule Cat and friends yet. The mist fell further back over time, and it wasn't until they were in the middle of the Atlantic that they finally lost them.
"It's about fudging time," she declared, then frowned. She hated this hat. "But we're safe for now."
"Indeed." Death was sitting now, his eyes on the horizon. "And now the real work begins."
"What real work? We protect the bag, that's it." She saw the wicked grin on Death's face and sat upright on her seat. "Hey, no, we're not doing anything extra! Let's keep things simple, there's no reason to deviate from avoiding that stupid cat. In fact, if we just stay over the ocean, it can't even bother us. We can be sky pirates if you want!"
Death turned his head. "Ah, but this sleigh has a purpose. There are millions of sleeping children out there who are expecting presents in the morning!"
"No! Absolutely not! All of this is crazy enough, but I fudging refuse. Fudge! Darn it!" She grabbed her hat and tried to rip it off, but panicked when it wouldn't budge. "What the heck? Why won't it come off?"
Death chuckled. "Oh, I think you know why. Santa's helpers wear these hats, dear Lily, and if we aren't delivering presents, why, we're no help to him at all."
"No." She shook her head. "There's no way we can do this, and we shouldn't even try. What, are we just going to sneak into people's homes and bring them gifts?"
Death reached into his coat and pulled out a scroll. He wrapped the reins around a hook, then opened the paper. "Amelia Anderson. Very good. Has three presents. Her brother Manny, good, has two small presents. Their next door neighbor is Ronald Walton, he is getting a bike this year."
"Where did you get that?" LIly felt the blood drain from her face.
"It was with the manual. And look, there's even a map!" He tilted the paper toward her to reveal a small map with a dot in the middle. "I know right where this is, I've memorized every map I've seen. And look!" He pulled the compass out of his pocket. "This is for if we get lost. Useful presents are the best kind, you know."
"Oh, fudge. Oh, fudge." She sat back and put her face in her hands. They were just supposed to get away from that fudging cat, how did things spiral so far out of control?
Death pulled a pair of mugs from his coat and set them down on a small flip tray in the center of the front wall of the sleigh. A moment later, he held a large thermos.
"I found this as well," he told her, then undid the top. The smell of hot cocoa filled the air as he poured out two cups. From another pocket came a baggie full of baby marshmallows, and he dropped a few in each cup.
"You're...you..." In disbelief, she watched as he picked up one of the cups and sipped from it. One of the marshmallows was already melted, and had gotten stuck between his teeth. "What about Cerberus? Surely they don't want to spend Santa knows how many days delivering presents."
"Ah, but you're wrong. You see, they get to leave the Underworld and explore the mortal realm! It's very exciting for them." He looked at the hellhound. "Isn't that so?"
All three heads howled at once as the sleigh picked up speed. Lily scowled and snatched the bag of marshmallows from Death, then dumped a bunch in her mug.
"That's the spirit!" Death said. "Would you like to sing some carols as we head for the South Pacific? The list is in some sort of geographical order, I recommend we heed its advice. That way, we don't have to backtrack."
"I should have stayed in New York," she muttered, then took a sip from her cup. Surprisingly, the beverage warmed her up and made her feel slightly better. Sighing, she took a huge swallow and leaned back in her seat. "At least the cocoa is good."
"It is, indeed, my demonic friend. It is, indeed."
Grinning, Death snapped the reins and launched into a loud rendition of Santa Claus is Coming to Town as he banked the sleigh into a massive u-turn. Lily stared at the distant horizon, noticing that the northern lights shifted about in the distance. A smile broke through her grumpy facade, but she forced it back. It was going to be a long night, and her only hope was that Mike could find Santa and get him to quit being a lazy bum and take over gift distribution.
"This is the Christmas special from heck," she muttered, then tried once more, unsuccessfully, to pull her hat off.

🎄🎄🎄Groaning, Yuki stumbled to her feet. She felt dizzy, and couldn't remember anything after being grabbed by the ghost of Christmas Past. The ground was covered in snow, and she recognized the park just down the road from the house. A group of children were in the middle of building a snowman on the soccer field, and a couple of them had resorted to throwing snowballs at each other.
Had she been knocked out of the time lock? She turned around and was surprised to see herself sitting on a bench.
"This was how you spent last Christmas." The ghost of Christmas Past stood next to her, dressed much like the children behind them.
She whirled around and commanded the snow around them to tear through the spirit in a storm of icy spears. Her magic slid along the ground around her, but the icicles shattered as they formed, falling back into place as snowflakes.
"These are the shadows of things that have been," the spirit informed her with a smug look. "This snow fell a year ago, and has long melted into water and returned to the Earth. It shall not do your bidding."
A tarot card appeared in her hand, but the moment she summoned its magic, the card puffed out of existence. Frustrated, she tried to tackle the spirit, but passed harmlessly through it.
"You cannot harm a spirit, silly." Christmas Past hovered above the ground, then danced away from her. "Magic though you may be, you are still of the mortal realm. We are here regarding your welfare."
"I don't want to talk about my welfare." She scooped up a handful of snow and threw it, but the ball crumbled the moment it left her hand and returned to where it had come from.
"That is no longer your decision." The spirit turned to look at the Yuki on the bench. "Last Christmas, you came to this place instead of spending time with your family."
Disgruntled, Yuki ran toward the edge of the park. There was a thick layer of trees around the border of the park. After dodging the prickly branches, she emerged on the other side.
"Oh, c'mon!" She had somehow reappeared exactly where she had left. The spirit hovered over her former self, then landed to stand on the bench.
"Why would you seek the cold solace of the park when you could have enjoyed the warmth of a house reborn?" it asked her.
"Because that wasn't my home," she declared in anger. "It's the same building, and the same people, but it wasn't the same anymore. And if you're able to see all these things in my head, then you darned well know why!" She paused then licked her lips. "Darned. Why can't I say...oh. That's annoying."
Her former self sighed and stood. The kids had gotten closer, and families were now arriving at the park. New sleds were broken in as they used a small hill nearby, while parents laughed with their children. Former Yuki wandered into the trees, looked around to see if anyone was watching, then transformed into a fox before diving into the underbrush.
"There were too many people," Yuki said before the spirit could ask.
"You shed your humanity in order to hide from community."
"I am just as much a fox as a human. I don't have to choose, you floating bag of farts. Now where is Mike?" She got in the spirit's face and snarled. "What have you done with him?"
"His past is not your own, and..." the spirit's eyes widened dramatically. "Miser!" it shouted, its skull distorting.
Yuki stepped away from it and held up her hands. The outburst had startled her, and she wasn't sure how she had triggered it. "So, what? We're going to spend all day here watching while I nap in the bushes?"
The spirit shuddered, then appeared at her side. It took her hand and pulled her forward. The world rippled, and now they stood inside the house.
"Ah, okay, you're going to show me how much fun everyone else is...having..." She had expected to see Mike opening presents with the others, but the decorations were different. Instead of strings of light, there were thick garlands wrapped around the tree. Mike preferred the twinkling of lights, but she knew someone who loved the garlands just as much.
"Please," she begged, but Emily walked into the room in a pair of flannel pajamas. She carried a small stack of packages which she arranged beneath the tree, making sure to adjust the bows on each one. "Don't make me watch this."
She hadn't seen Emily since the night her spirit had moved on. Even though she knew that the specter before her was just a glimpse of the past, it was impossible not to feel dread, longing, and heartache all at once. This was Emily before she had turned, the woman who had traveled the world by Yuki's side.
Yuki's former self wandered in, a mischievous grin on her face. She was in a pair of flannel pajamas and had adorned her fox ears with ribbons. A pair of tails stuck out of the custom hole that had been stitched into the seat of her bottoms. Moving quietly, she snuck up behind Emily and held mistletoe over her head. When Emily turned away from the tree, she was startled, then laughed when she saw what Yuki was doing.
"There you are," Emily said, then wrapped her arms around past Yuki's waist. "Oh? And is that mistletoe?"
"I've heard a rumor that you're superstitious," former Yuki said with a grin.
"Very much so." Emily pulled the kitsune in for a passionate kiss, her skin sparkling as her magic washed across both of them.
"This is one of your happiest Christmas memories," the spirit said, but Yuki turned away from it.
"And what's the point of making me see it?" she demanded. "To remind me that I used to enjoy Christmas? I don't hate Christmas, I'm mourning what I lost. There's a huge difference."
"So you're saying you'll kiss anything beneath the mistletoe?" former Yuki asked.
"Without hesitation," Emily replied with a smirk. There was the rustling of clothes and Yuki knew that her past self had just stretched her pants away from her belly to reveal that she had shaved and colored her pubes into the shape of a mistletoe.
"Stop it," she cried, then tried to leave the room. It was the same as in the park, only now she found herself back in the living room where Emily was eagerly pulling Yuki's pants off. "You won't let me swear, but you'll make me watch this?"
Christmas Past remained silent, a twisted smile on their lips. Black lines flowed over their face, as if someone had dripped ink on its head.
Yuki covered her ears and looked out the window, only to see that it was an identical room that mirrored what was happening. When she closed her eyes, her lids became clear like glass. Groaning in agony she tried to find some corner of the room to hide herself away from the sight. She and Emily would often have sex for hours, this Christmas would be no exception.
The spirit hovered overhead, watching the scene unfold with a beatific smile on its face. Yuki tried to hurl fox fire at it, but the magic wouldn't come.
"You two were very much in love." Christmas Past had to raise its voice to be heard over the moaning. "It is very easy to see."
Yuki ignored the spirit, turning her attention inward. At one point, Tink peered around the corner, her yellow eyes wide as she watched them. The goblin had been caught several times peeping on the two of them, but Yuki definitely didn't remember busting her for this one.
"Perhaps we have seen enough." Christmas Past licked its lips, taking Yuki by the hand and dragging her out into the hall. They were transported across time and space into a small fishing village in Japan. It was winter, and the few people milling about did so quickly to avoid the chill.
Yuki looked around with a frown. She recognized the village, but couldn't remember its name. One of the natural limitations of living for hundreds of years was that old information slipped easily through the cracks of time. Still, the smell of saltwater and fish tickled the back of her memory, and she realized exactly where she was.



"It isn't Christmas here," she proclaimed while looking for the spirit. Christmas Past sat on a nearby rack for drying fish. Its features were blurry at first, and then they morphed into Emily's likeness.
"It is Christmas day," the spirit corrected her. "I do not require celebration to reach through the past, only that the requirements be met. Today is the 25th day of December, it counts."
She was about to argue, but a small figure slipped past her, clutching a bundle against their chest. Thick blankets parted to reveal a fox tail streaked with dirt and snow.
"Stop her!" An older man in a thick coat charged around the corner with a knife in his hand. He was panting hard with exertion, each breath billowing out from him in giant plumes of fog. Down the road, a figure in thick furs stepped around the corner and kicked the fleeing fox demon.
She grunted when she hit the ground, her hood popping off her head to reveal pointed ears. It was a much younger Yuki, her features lean and her eyes desperate. When she scrambled to her feet, another villager stepped out of their home and smacked her in the head with an oar.
With a grunt, she hit the ground and dropped her bundle. Dried fish and a loaf of bread fell onto the cold, hard ground.
"Thief!" The man with the knife caught up, then froze when he saw younger Yuki's ears.
"This was when I was young." Yuki's eyes were wide with awe as she contemplated the scene. This wasn't something she had thought about in centuries, and only through seeing it once more could she recall the details. "I was hungry and had been stealing food from these people for days."
The men of the village circled the young kitsune and held her down. More villagers emerged from their homes, curious about the noise. A small council rapidly formed to discuss what to do with the kitsune now that her identity was known.
"And despite your transgressions, they welcomed you in." Christmas Past was smug as the villagers helped former Yuki to her feet and offered her the food she had taken. "Over the next couple of months, they would clothe and feed you under the assumption that you would provide divine protection."
Yuki's cheeks grew hot and she whirled around to face the spirit. "That's not fair!" she exclaimed. "You can see the memory just as well as I can, if not better! They just handed things over, and I was starving! What, you think I should have turned them away and wandered into the woods to freeze?"
"Their food was limited already." Christmas Past looked over their shoulder as a massive blizzard moved in and the villagers dispersed, taking the younger Yuki with them. "While their own people died, they would continue feeding you in the hopes that an early spring would come. Instead, they slowly starved, one by one."
Yuki growled. "I remember. They came for me, and started making demands. Slow the storms, bring food. Don't think I forgot about the cage they built for me. They locked me in and refused to give me food or water until I granted their wishes."
The storm raged, but went suddenly silent.
"And what happened then?" Christmas Past lifted their chin, revealing a face lit from below by an unearthly light.
"I burned the village down," Yuki whispered. "The flames from my foxfire spread to the other buildings, and I ran into the forest."
"This was their last Christmas." The spirit shook their head. "It seems like this would become a trend."
"Eat candy, mother hugger." She found a decent rock by her feet and picked it up to throw. The stone passed harmlessly through Christmas Past, then fizzled out and reappeared where she had found it.
The ghost chuckled.
"Come. There is more to see." When it reached for her, their arm extended several feet so that it could grab her by the shoulder. She tried to plant her feet and resist, but was yanked through the air and into a dark place where she was surrounded by distant lights. There was nothing beneath her now as she dangled by one arm while the spirit pulled her along.
"That was only the start," the spirit said. "Of a lifetime of taking."
"What? No!" Yuki tried to claw the spirit's wrist, but her free hand passed harmlessly through their arm. Clearly it could only be touched if it wanted to be. "How could you even say such a thing?"
Christmas Past hurled her into a nearby ball of light. The world expanded around her until she saw that she was in a different village. A group of men surrounding a hut were bowing profusely while setting bags of rice and fresh produce on the ground. One man wandered up with a deer, which he set by the doorway.
"That will do." The Yuki that emerged from the hut smirked at the men below her. "Know that you have pleased your god."
The group chattered at each other in Chinese, then wandered away from the hut. A couple stayed behind to help Yuki move the food into a side building where smoked meats had been stacked in the corner.
"You can't judge me for this," Yuki hissed while rising. "When I arrived here from Japan, it was to escape people who wanted to use me to gain power over others. I was all alone and had nobody. Well, guess what? People here thought I could grant wishes. People are the same everywhere. Was I just supposed to starve? And yes, I lied to them, but I used my magic to help where I could."
"If so, then why does it seem that these people are doing all the work for you?" Christmas Past walked over to the dead deer on the ground. "What did you do with all this extra food?"
Yuki scowled, her fists balling up. "For your information, I made sure that there was plenty of food stored for the lean times. On the surface, it looks like I'm hoarding it for myself, but I knew that a brutal winter was coming. The signs were there."
The spirit nodded. "You could have accomplished these things without posing as a deity of the woods."
She opened her mouth to argue, but the sounds of pounding hooves had reached her ears. When she turned around, she saw that her younger self was already watching a group of men on horseback approach. Armed with swords and daggers, they dismounted and surrounded the small hut.
A few villagers approached the riders with weapons of their own, but were quickly dispatched by arrow or blade. Younger Yuki stood tall and proud, but Yuki knew the grim truth. She had been absolutely terrified of these men and what they represented. Constantly on the run, Japan had begun to feel terribly small. Everywhere she went, she drew either those who feared her or desired her power. China was so much bigger than Japan, but it only meant she would have to run that much farther.
"Give us the witch," they demanded. "Or we kill everyone."
The scene paused while Christmas Past moved among the frozen people as if inspecting them for flaws. It arched one eyebrow, and then faced Yuki. "Do you remember what happened on this day?"
Yuki swallowed the lump in her throat. "Please don't make me watch," she begged.
Christmas Past smiled, and snapped their fingers. The past played out, and younger Yuki fled into her hut. When the newcomers moved toward the hut, the villagers came to Yuki's defense, only to die quickly, calling for aid as they were killed. By the time the riders reached the hut, Yuki had long fled through a secret tunnel beneath the building.
"You turned into a fox and left them to their fate." Christmas Past shook their head. "Because you take. You're a taker."
"No, that's not true, I..." She was pulled away from the scene by rough hands, the wailing of dying villagers stuck in her head as Christmas Past carried her off like a bird of prey. They moved through her memories as the spirit recounted every terrible thing she had done within a couple days of Christmas. Her arguments never held any water, and she knew it was because the moments had been cherry picked.
Still, it wore at her. Even the lightest rain will level a mountain given enough time, and time was in abundance here. She lost track of the days, trapped in a temporal hell where she was always the villain. Her only respite was knowing that the spirit would inevitably run out of days it could subject her to.
However, then what? Had the spirit simply been sent here to trap her? Or was there a more nefarious endgame? It definitely seemed like they were trying to run down the clock, but for who?
And where was Mike in all this? Was he hurt? Had the spirit already gotten rid of him? Yuki chewed at her nails, then winced when she bit one too deep.
"You're distracted." Christmas Past scowled at her, the spirit currently sitting on a stump. They were somewhere in China in the early 1900s, but Yuki didn't know the year. Her past self had two tails now, and was sleeping beneath a carriage outside of a large manor. "We're here regarding your welfare, and you've stopped paying attention."
"I get it. I'm a terrible person." Yuki gestured toward the carriage. "But you're grasping at straws, now. What am I doing here that was so wrong? Are you going to chastise me for not thanking the owner of the carriage? Tell me I'm a piece of poop for not doing some kindness here?"
"I..." Christmas Past shuddered, their features distorting. Though rare, there had been some memories with no wrong-doing where the spirit had tried to justify it by recounting her past deeds, or stretching truths to fit the narrative. Arguing those points sometimes caused the ghost to panic and freak out, and this was no exception.
The ghost snatched her up by the ankles and soared into the sky. Yuki didn't even bother fighting, she couldn't touch the spirit if they didn't want her to.
"Let's go somewhere more comfortable," they declared as the clouds in the sky warped into a circular opening. When they soared through the aperture, Yuki's blood chilled as she saw a familiar tower down below.
"No, no, no, anywhere but there!" She tried to fight, but was tossed unceremoniously into the courtyard. Though she had fallen from a great height, the landing only knocked the wind from her lungs. Wheezing, she got to her feet and tried to walk toward the gate.
"How can you be expected to improve without understanding your past?" Christmas Past grabbed her by the foot and dragged her toward the tower. "You spent so many years in this place, surely there is much to learn."
"Why are you doing this?" She grabbed at the edge of a planter and was able to hold on for a few seconds before being pulled free. "I wasn't here because I was bad, but because I was trapped!"
The spirit said nothing as it dragged her into the tower proper. The bottom floor was trashed with broken furniture everywhere. Stairs had been laid into the exterior wall, and Yuki was dragged up all of them until they reached her old bedroom. On the bed, a past version of herself lay, sobbing hysterically.
"This was your first Christmas here," the spirit noted. "You didn't use to care about the holiday, but Emily had taught you to love it. It was a special day to her, and therefore, to you. You even decorated the tree in the hopes that she would return and save you, but that didn't happen, did it? There was this fantasy that she would be waiting, sitting beneath its branches with sad eyes and an apology, but it wasn't meant to be."
The tree in question was lying in the corner, its branches broken. Small, handcrafted ornaments lay shattered all over the floor, surrounded by pine needles. A sheet of paper with a hand-drawn calendar lay nearby, the days crossed off with Xs that got progressively larger until they reached the 25th of December.
"I really thought she was coming for me," Yuki whispered. Back then, when Emily had disappeared, she hadn't known what to think. For the next several Christmases, this process would repeat, growing grander in scale until the entire tower was decorated. When the morning came, and Emily was still absent, Yuki would trash the tower and fall in a heap on her bed for days.
The spirit hovered above, their lips curled into a bloodless smile. Their features shifted and melted until they wore Emily's face. "You were being punished."
"No." Yuki glared at Christmas Past. "I was being protected. I know the truth now. Emily was possessed and did what she could to hide me from the evil that possessed her. Nothing you tell me will change the truth."
"Perhaps. But think on all the things I have already shown you. How many people did you hurt over the centuries? The villagers you stole from, the ones you fooled? Some gave their lives to protect you, others died in pursuit of you. You were a menace, and you deserved this." Christmas Past was smug as dark lines crept along their face like worms. "This is karma."
"Fudge you," she whispered.
"And now, we watch." The spirit focused their attention on the figure in the bed. "Grief and despair shall metamorphosize into loneliness and rage."
Yuki stared with wide eyes as the past unfolded. Hours went by, and the huddled mass of her former self barely moved. When she finally did stir, it was to cry out in agony. Her past self let out a scream, and then threw a handful of foxfire at the tree. It ignited, sending black tendrils of smoke up the wall.
"Why are you doing this?" she asked.
"Because I'm here to teach you the true meaning of Christmas!" The spirit seized her by the throat and lifted her above the scene. Gone was any child-like innocence in the ghost's face as they choked her. "That cruelty must be punished!"
"Cruelty...isn't...Christmas!" she gasped. "It's about...giving, and..."
"Wrong." The spirit's eyes flashed, and the room below filled with multiple versions of Yuki, each one from a different year. They passed through each other as they each tore the bedroom apart and howled in grief. "It isn't about goodwill and gifts. The world is a broken place, and somebody must hold it accountable. Giving children gifts for good behavior hasn't taught them to be kind as adults, and parents can't be trusted to punish their children appropriately for their misdeeds."
A cold wind blasted through the bedroom window, and the whole tower shook. Christmas Past's voice grew louder and filled with static as their body twisted and distorted violently, then snapped back into place. For just a moment, it looked like they had two heads.
"It's time for accountability," they shrieked, their light-filled eyes opened wide. "To bring back the true meaning of Christmas! As light needs darkness to exist, so too must there be a balance!" They slammed Yuki into the wall, causing the wall to crack. She felt the bones in her back pop as Christmas Past smashed her into the hard surface again and again.
"Stop it, stop it!" She summoned a handful of fire, but it passed right through the spirit and vanished in mid-air.
"You can't hurt me," the spirit snarled, then threw her to the ground. "I am a manifestation of days that have passed, and you cannot change them! I am immutable, unbending, unshakeable. Your mistakes, your victories, they all belong to me, and I see all, I know all, and you deserve to be punished!"
"You don't get to judge me." Yuki winced, then stood. "You're just a broken spirit, I see that now. You can see the past, but it doesn't mean you know what it's like to go hungry, or to be afraid, or to have your heart so utterly broken that you wish the universe would burn itself down around you."
The spirit descended, the light in their eyes flickering out to reveal a pair of gaping holes. Their distended limbs made them stand a foot taller than she did, and they curled a pale finger around her chin.
"Fine then," they whispered. "If I can't judge you, then maybe she can."
A cold blast of ice sent Yuki across the room where she crashed into a bookshelf and collapsed on the floor. Groaning, she twisted around to see that the damage to the tower was gone. The room had been redecorated, and a dark figure stood silhouetted in the balcony, her tails swishing behind her.
"Did Emily send you?" When this version of Yuki stepped forward, the sun's light glistened off of the snow white fur of her tails. She wore a leather eye patch and held several tarot cards fanned out in her left hand. "Are you here to finish what she started?"
"No, I--" Yuki summoned a wall of ice to deflect the icy barrage that barreled toward her. She peered around the corner and then ducked back when a sword blew past her head and clanged off the floor. The shuffling of cards could be heard.
"She will not take anything more from me," the past declared as it summoned a storm of ice indoors. Yuki's head pounded, her mind filling with memories of the time an intruder, another kitsune, had come to her tower. The details poured into her head in real time, splitting her consciousness in two as she experienced the fight from two points of view.
How could this be? Was she actually in the past? Gasping in pain, she clutched at her head and dove out of the way as a massive icicle shattered the table and exploded against the far wall. Somehow, the spirit had linked the past and present together, and Yuki wasn't sure that she would survive it.
Now sitting on the bed, Christmas Past cackled with glee, dark lines squirming all along their porcelain features.. "These are the shadows of things that have been," they explained. "There can only be one outcome, for to harm your past is to destroy the present. And we both know that your precious Caretaker would not have survived without you. This is your last and final test, Yuki Otome. Will you pass it?"
"I..."
She threw herself sideways as ice erupted at her feet and spiraled into the sky. Summoning a shield of her own, she narrowly avoided a barrage of blades that pierced the ice and exploded outward in a cloud of frost and metal. The benefit of having her mind split was that she remembered what her past self was going to do the moment before she did it. It was the thinnest of edges, but it would have to be enough. The temperature in the room was dropping fast and the floors were becoming slippery with frost.
How could she hope to beat her past self without dooming her own future? She managed to dodge a pair of swords, then got knocked over when a ball of fire slammed into her from above. The pressure in her head was building, and it felt like she was going to black out. She stumbled and fell, rolling over in time to see past Yuki approaching. One finger was tucked beneath the eye patch, so Yuki closed her eyes to keep from getting turned to stone.
"Please, don't," she cried, holding her hands up. "You have to let me explain!"
"I don't have to--"
The world went silent, save for the sound of electrical streamers. Yuki turned toward the noise and opened her eyes to see Mike standing behind Christmas Past. He had grabbed the spirit's head from behind, and purple sparks crawled all along his arm and into Christmas Past's forehead. The spirit was frozen in place, its eyes wide as the darkness receded.
"Sorry I'm late," he panted, sweat glistening off his forehead. Yuki looked around the room to see that the past had frozen in place. Whatever he was doing, it had stopped the past in its tracks. "Had to take the long way in."
"You okay?" she asked, her voice too loud in her own head. At least her memories weren't filling in any more.
"Mostly. But, uh, things might get real weird for a minute." He looked at Christmas Past, whose features now rippled like turning pages. "Like, weirder than normal. I just pumped Casper here with a bunch of magic, and, well, you know..."
Nodding, Yuki laid down on the floor and clutched her head while trying not to puke. She didn't care what he did, as long as he could make the pain stop.

🎄🎄🎄Mike used his free hand to pull Christmas Past toward him by their hair, his magic swarming over the spirit's body. After a brutal free-hand climb across a sheer rock face, he had dropped onto a section of the exterior wall that had required him to run all the way down to the courtyard before entering the tower proper. He was grateful that no version of the Jabberwock was hanging around in this timeline, but had been disturbed to see the sun shift places dramatically above him. It wasn't just disorienting, but he worried that Yuki might be moved to a different memory outside of the tower. If she and the spirit left without him, would he become stuck, or just fall into the void?



He didn't like either possibility.
Once inside the tower, he had heard the fight up above and had been cautious in his approach. Seeing Yuki in a fight with her past self, he had managed to sneak up on Christmas Past. The spirit hadn't noticed, its gleeful features turned toward the fight. When he realized that Yuki was interacting with her own past, he knew he had to act before things went from bad to worse.
Short on ideas, he had summoned his magic. Concentrating it into his hand was easy, but then what? Seeing that the fight was rapidly approaching a bloody end, he thought back to how time had been reversed in his own memories. The spirit had the means to manipulate the past, so it was up to him to manipulate the spirit.
His magic was never intended to be offensive. It was a wild, chaotic amalgamation of nymph magic and the fae. So when he decided to pour it into Christmas Past, he wasn't certain how it would react. The spirit barely had their own identity, and was constantly changing shape.
Luckily, he had plenty of experience with shape shifters, and sudden changes wouldn't surprise him. The spirit had been so engrossed in watching Yuki battle herself that they didn't even notice him crawling across the bed. It wasn't until he grabbed them from behind that they reacted, struggling to escape his grasp.
Down on the floor, Yuki dry heaved, clutching her head in both hands. Her past self was flickering as if stuck in a loop, slowly lifting her eye patch and then replacing it before the gorgon's eye could be revealed..
"What-what-what are you-what are you doing-doing?" Christmas Past shuddered, their whole body flickering in and out of existence. Their head always remained, now surrounded in a ghostly aura of purple light. Mike had wound the spirit's hair through his hand so many times that there was no way they could break free. With his free hand, he wrapped his fingers around the spirit's forehead, causing the magic to spin wildly around him.
"Fix this," he commanded. "You rewind this nonsense right now, or else."
"You cannot-cannot you-you cannot..." Christmas Past growled. "You cannot hurt me!"
"You know what? I've been wondering about that." Mike pulled the spirit with him as shifted off the bed, then walked over to where Yuki cowered on the floor. "You see, you're always called the ghost of Christmas Past. And I can tell you're a spirit of some sort. Were you once alive? Or were you created?"
Christmas Past pulled free of his grip, but he still had their hair tangled in his hand. The spirit hit him in the stomach with an elongated arm, but he twisted to the side and was grazed instead. Yanking hard on the spirit's hair, he pulled them off their feet, causing them to hover.
"Because if you are a lost soul, I've got a fix for that." Mike opened his mouth, the mournful dirge of the banshee filling the air. An intense feeling of sadness flooded him as he sang aloud the same haunting aria that had carried Velvet's soul to her resting place. It was something he had discussed at length with Cecilia, mostly out of a fear that he had somehow screwed up Velvet's passing.
Like all things magic, intent was the most important thing. She had taught him the melody, and assured him that his intention mattered far more than the song itself. Tiny motes of light formed inside of Christmas Past's body, each one becoming a tiny star that shot out of its body and ricocheted off the nearby walls.
"Stop-stop-stop it!" Christmas Past's face flickered as the light emanating from their body curved away and toward a glittering portal that split apart above them.
Mike closed his mouth. "Last chance," he warned. "Fix the timeline right now, or see what the Underworld has in store for you." To emphasize his point, he hummed the melody.
"The timeline is fine!" Christmas Past cried out. "The past is immutable, these are just shadows!"
"Doesn't feel that way," Yuki groaned from the floor. "My head is full of new memories."
"Shadows!" Christmas Past screamed, and Yuki's shadow stretched out behind her, its fingers buried in her skull. It withdrew its dark digits and then stepped away from her and disappeared. "They have no consciousness of us, for they are simulacrum and have no thoughts or desires of their own!"
The Yuki from the past flickered, then turned into a shadow that melted into the floor and vanished. The room around them fragmented, large sections of wall vanishing to reveal a horizon devoid of light. It was as though the simulation had fallen apart, the code finally broken.
"Yuki?" Mike looked at the kitsune.
"I might barf," she said. "But the pain is gone, I'm just exhausted now. I should have known, the spirit is a psychic."
Christmas Past groaned, its features flickering as Mike's magic seeped into its eyes. Where the tiny lights had ripped free, his magical sparks sank in to replace them. The spirit's eyes fluttered, its features morphing rapidly.
"Uh oh," Mike said. The tower cracked, and the spirit's body was now ablaze with magic, most of it his. He knelt to grab Yuki's waist as the floor split beneath them and they all fell together.
The memories around them fragmented, bursting into supernovae of light and color. Occasional words or sounds carried to him across the darkness, and he looked down to see that a bright spot had formed beneath their feet. Convinced that they would crash, he braced himself for impact.
Surprisingly, the landing was gentle. Moments before impact, they drifted the last few feet, allowing Mike to lay Yuki down on the floor again.
"Where are we?" she asked. "Hurts to open my eyes, the light is too bright."
"Uh..." He looked around, but didn't recognize the place. The room looked like it had been pieced together out of a dozen different locations. It was a large room with windows that overlooked vastly different scenes, regardless of orientation. A blizzard out one window sat next to a rainstorm out the other. At least seven doors could be seen from where they had landed.
"Where are we now?" he demanded, but the spirit only shook in response. He wasn't entirely certain what was happening, but the light streaming off of Christmas Past was so intense now that it hurt to look at it.
Christmas Past's limbs reappeared and they let out a howl, then exploded. Their remains splattered the room with inky black pools that immediately flowed toward one another.
"Christmas Past has gone T-1000 on us," he informed Yuki.
"What?" She looked up and groaned. "Maybe I can..." she raised her arm and summoned a pitiful spurt of frost, then slumped on the floor.
"It's okay." He patted her on the head and rose. "I've got this one." Cracking his knuckles, he summoned the magic into his palms. Whatever Christmas Past was planning, he wasn't going to make it easy.
Hushed whispers filled the room as the black pools formed into silhouettes that shifted along the walls. There were three of them, and one of them stepped out of the wall, its body filling with definition and color.
"Oh, fudge. Rebecca?" He dropped his hands as the shadow of his ex-girlfriend appeared. She wore red and white Christmas lingerie with her brown hair done in braids.
"Does Santa want to slide down my chimney tonight?" she asked with a crooked finger. A few feet over, another shadow stepped free of the wall, transforming into a latino woman with her hair done up in buns. She wore white ski pants and a sweater, and was carrying a bundle of wood.
"It's cold out there," she said, then set the bundle down. This was Abigail, and the memory was from the Christmas ski vacation they took. It had been a fond trip, but Abigail's sex drive had led her to stray only a month later.
Mike shook his head in disbelief as the third shadow formed into Hallee Waters, his college girlfriend. She was in Christmas pajamas that hugged her athletic figure, her hair pulled back into a ponytail. He had gone home with her for Christmas and her parents made Mike sleep on the couch. She had snuck down for some midnight action, but he pretended to stay asleep.
"If we're quiet, they won't wake up," she whispered.
"So what game is this?" Mike asked. "You've sent my exes to come torment me? To make me feel bad about how I treated them?"
"We're not here to make you feel bad," Rebecca told him.
"We're here because we're broken," Abigail added.
"Just shadows," Hallee said. Lightning danced around her smiling eyes, and he recognized it as his own magic.
"I see." He had zapped Christmas Past pretty hard, uncertain what would happen. Pouring sex magic into a spirit capable of simulating the past had its potential problems. All three women leered at him. Hallee had her hand down the front of her pants, her fingers shifting beneath her snowflake jammie bottoms.
"You can't handle us all," Rebecca said, pressing her breasts together. "After all, your inability to satisfy us left you alone."
"And even when you could get it up, it was never for very long." Abigail said with a pout.
"Are you--" He laughed. "Are you still trying to torment me with the sins of my past? Trying to make me miserable over how my relationships with these women ended? Do you think I'm threatened by their sensuality, that I will shrink away from them and run?"
The women were close now, their hands reaching for him. He could sense no danger, and he put his hands on his pants.
"Ladies. It's time to dance." He pulled his pants down, his cock springing to attention. All three of them stopped, awe on their faces. "Yeah, that's right. I'm large and in charge. What do you think, Abigail?"
"Uh, I--" her eyes glazed over, and he laughed. If these were mere shadows, they were constructed from his memories. All three of these women had desired him, but his issues had prevented true intimacy with any of them. With those issues gone, they would have no choice but to act on what he remembered about them.
Hallee planted herself against his side, her hand going immediately to his cock. "They're both heavy sleepers," she told him while pulling his coat off.
"They won't hear us, I'm sure." He ran his hand along the back of her head, tickling her scalp with his magic. If this was the kind of fight Christmas Past wanted, then the spirit had majorly spilt the eggnog. "Rebecca, you look amazing in that lingerie."
"Thanks," she said with a smile. "I picked it out for you."
From the corner of his eye, he saw a pool of ink moving toward him, but pretended to be enthralled with the attention he was receiving. The women weren't a threat, but he could sense the malevolent energy radiating from that last patch of darkness. He moved to place himself between it and Yuki, allowing the women to run their hands over his body. So the women were just a distraction. Compared to the women that he lived with, it was easy to ignore them.
"I've never seen it so big before," Abigail whispered in a rush as she took off her shirt and knelt in front of him. "I don't even know that I can fit it in my mouth."
"We'll help," offered Hallee, who slid into place by Abigail and started stroking Mike. "I bet you've never been with three women before."
Suddenly, so many things made sense to him. The spirit had tormented him with his mother, and then his exes, not knowing about the events of the last year. But why not? Was it because of the geas? He thought back to the events of last Christmas. There had been plenty of intimacy between him and the others.
It was a puzzle that bore thinking on, but he would have time for it later. Abigail and Hallee were busy licking and sucking his cock while Rebecca pressed herself against him, blocking his view of the pool.
"Yeah, that's right," he told them, allowing his magic to trickle out in small bursts. "This is the best day ever, I can't wait to be balls deep in each of you."
"Ooh, me first!" Rebecca exclaimed, then bent over and pulled her panties to the side. She waved her ass back and forth, then slapped it. "C'mon, I want you to fill my stocking with good cheer!"
"Oh, gross," Yuki muttered from the floor.
Mike moved toward Rebecca, his senses on high alert. Abigail and Hallee moved to his sides and wrapped their arms around his waist, effectively pinning him in place. Though they were shadows, they seemed to share very human qualities with their real world counterparts.
He sensed the movement behind him and unleashed his magic on the women. Sizzling sparks lashed out into all three of them, and they all cried out in sweet agony as powerful orgasms ripped through their bodies. As all three of them fell away, Mike spun in place and planted his fist straight into the face of Christmas Past.
With the roaring sound of rushing water, the world around them crumbled as Christmas Past crashed into the ground with a thud. Dazzling lights flickered across their body as Mike knelt down and grabbed a handful of hair to pull them to their feet. They were in a metallic hallway with tiny vents along the bottom.
"Had enough?" he asked, then frowned. One of the spirit's eyes had turned black, while the other was white. Those same dark pools flowed beneath their skin, sloshing back and forth.
"I'm-sorry-I'm-sorry-I'm-sorry-sorry-sorry," they muttered, then let out a cry like a child. Mike let go of the spirit, and it hovered in place, the darkness receding from it.
"You have to run," they whispered, their features now angelic. "Before the darkness returns."
"What darkness?" he asked, pulling up his pants. "Who sent you?"
"It's been set free, Mike Radley." The spirit shook their head, their features cracking. "And all it wants is revenge. I was sent to keep you from interfering, by any means necessary."
"Hey, calm down." He put his hand on the spirit's forehead. Genuine fear was reflected in its eyes as it looked up at him, which gave way to relief when he didn't hurt it.
"You can touch me?" They closed their eyes and pressed into his hand. "Have you become a spirit, too?"
"My spiritual genealogy has gone through some edits," he confessed. Was it his connection to Cecilia that allowed him to do this?
"Mike?" Yuki was on her hands and knees, her features twisted in pain. "It's changing."
He stepped back from Christmas Past and saw that a shadow had formed beneath it. Tendrils of black clung to the spirit's legs and crawled up, gobbling up the light from its body.
"Oh, you'd better watch out. And don't you dare cry." Christmas Past jerked their head up, revealing that the darkness had returned to their eyes. They lifted into the air and hovered before them, then smiled. Their mouth may as well have been full of daggers. "When the Krampus finds you, you're all going to die!"
Mike unleashed the banshee's scream, channeling his anger into it. The spirit flinched, then shattered like glass into little clouds of smoke. Each one drifted a separate direction, most of them traveling out the nearby vents, until they were alone again.
"Yuki, are you okay?" He ran to her side and helped her up.
"Couldn't even keep your pants on while fighting a Christmas spirit. It really is the holiday season." She grinned weakly at her joke. "I'm so thirsty."
"Me, too. We've got to find a way out of here, I'm fucking starving." Once Yuki was on her feet, she leaned against him. "Sorry it took me so long."
"It's okay." She patted his bicep. "I should have known better. That thing literally got in my head."
"Yeah. Really obnoxious." Figuring any direction was as good as the other, he started walking. "I have a random question for you," he said.
"Can't be any more random than what just happened," she replied.
"Right. Well, here goes." He cleared his throat, it was so damn dry in the vents. When this was all over, he would talk to someone about putting in a humidifier. "What in the fuck is a Krampus?"

🎄🎄🎄That's right, folks, it's official! The Krampus is this book's villain!
What does he want, what are his powers, how will Mike fight him? I must also say that while I enjoyed writing this chapter, putting a profanity filter on Lily was absolutely hilarious for me. I can't tell you how many bad words still made it through, and have my beta readers to thank for pointing them out.
You also may note some oddities in Christmas Past's speech patterns. Some of their lines were pulled straight from Charles Dickens, and I tried to keep their physical traits intact from the source material. Naturally, I did change a few elements, but that's how it usually goes.
For those of you who are curious, I fully intend to read the Hogfather after this book is written.
I hope this chapter finds you well, because times are certainly stressful. If this story of mine has brought you any sort of joy, then tell your friends about it! Word of mouth is an author's beef jerky, and I fucking love beef jerky.
You're amazing, stay safe!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with my latest installment of "Let's lewd Christmas together!"
New reader? Hello and welcome! This story is on its sixth book, so you'll wanna pop back about 80+ chapters and start at the beginning.
Returning reader? Welcome back! Despite my busy schedule, I'm still going strong and keeping this wacky tale coming, despite my real life trying to gobble up my free time (seriously, why can't my appliances break down, like, never?).
I rely pretty hard on both my beta readers and TJ Skywind (check out Starlight Gleaming here on Lit!) to keep me out of trouble. I don't know that I could do this kind of release schedule without their help, especially in terms of keeping the drafts relatively error free. As one of my Mikes (yes, somehow I have 3 beta readers named Mike) likes to point out, I usually have a word of the month I overuse.
I also rely on you, the readers, to make sure this story catches attention. A lot of recent readers have only found it because you all remember to leave stars and make comments. So if you've ever taken the time to do that, thank you from the bottom of my heart. Please make sure to do the same for any other authors you like here on Lit, it's an easy way to support them!
Okay, public service announcement over. It's time to tune in to
Cat Radio
"C'mon." Kisa pushed the grate out of the way and squeezed through the tiny opening. She crawled forward on her belly and stood to discover that they were in a storage room full of wrapping paper. Turning around, she grabbed Holly by the wrists to pull her through. Holly sat down against the wall while Kisa helped Tink. The goblin grumbled when her horns caught on the edge of the grate, then swore when she fell on her face.
The openings in the heating system were typically small, which meant it had taken some time to find one big enough for them to squeeze through. They had walked for several hours, all tied together by the garland around their waists to keep from getting split up. On more than a couple occasions, one of them had fallen in a hole that hadn't existed for the others, or turned down a brand new hallway that opened up without warning. Eventually, Tink's goggles had tracked airflow and she led them to an exit big enough for the three of them to fit through.
"Tink tired of fucking vents," she declared, then stood and brushed off her dress. "Husband big lost, need better strategy."
"Agreed." Kisa frowned at the vent, then closed her eyes. They had tried to find Mike, but his location kept shifting all over the place. Sometimes Kisa could sense that he was close by, but then he would shift away as if teleported. The trio had made slow progress, and Holly's only contribution had been her presence. The elf had been silent the entire time, staring at her feet as they walked.
Tink stuck her head back in the vent and looked around, her nostrils flaring. "Husband wait for Tink!" she hollered, then backed out. "Stupid fucking furnace," she muttered and flopped down on the ground. "Tummy hurt. Big hungry."
At hearing these words, Holly flinched, then reached into the pack around her waist and pulled out a handful of cookies. They were sugar cookies shaped like bells, wreaths and candy canes that had been decorated with white frosting and colored sugar crystals. She handed them wordlessly to Tink, then sat down against the wall.
"No make Tink forget?" the goblin asked warily. "Tink no like memory cookies."
Holly shook her head. "They're magic, but they don't make you forget," she said, then took another one from her pouch. She took a bite to show that they were safe. "I've got plenty, but a couple should fill you right up. I have them for long missions away from home, human food isn't really good for elves. Too much salt."
Tink handed Kisa a couple, then ate the rest all at once. Her dress was soon adorned with cookie crumbs, which she meticulously picked up and stuffed into her mouth.
"So are you ready to talk?" Kisa took a bite of the candy cane cookie and moaned. It was the most fantastic thing she had ever tasted, filling her mouth with buttery richness and just a hint of peppermint.
Holly sighed, then wrapped her arms around her legs. "What do you know about Santa?" she asked.
"Beard. Fat. Red suit." Tink listed these off, her mouth still full of cookie crumbs. A few fell out, and she picked up the crumbs and dutifully tucked them back in her mouth.
"He's much more than that." Holly looked back at the vents. "The human world only sees what it wants to, which has always been a double edged sword."
"What do you mean?" Kisa took another bite and fought back the wave of culinary pleasure that rushed through her. If she got a chance, she was taking some of these home with her after this was all over.
"He didn't always use to be the way he is. Santa, he adapts, you know?" Holly stood and turned toward the wall. She pulled a marker from her pack and started drawing on the wall. When she stepped away, she had drawn a man in robes and a tall hat. "This was how people saw Santa in the beginning. Just a simple man with a desire for generosity. He was called Saint Nicholas back then, and he performed miracles and a great many deeds. His legends grew until he did something that all mortals eventually do--he died."
"Doesn't seem dead to me," Kisa said. "Not that I've met him, but we're at the North Pole. Clearly he still exists."
The elf nodded, then drew a picture of a jolly Santa, complete with hat and a giant belly. "There's an entire story between these two pictures," she explained as she capped the marker. "One that nobody ever gets to hear, not even most of the elves."
"What's he hiding?" Kisa asked. "You make it sound so ominous."
Holly scowled, then nodded to herself. "He has a secret, a very big one. Allie told it to me a long time ago, but only because I get to leave the North Pole." She turned back toward the drawings and tapped on the saint first, then Santa. "Hundreds of years is plenty of time for one man to go from this to this. You would think that a man who gives gifts to children would be universally lauded, but that isn't so. He's had his share of enemies over the years."
"Tink have enemies, too." The goblin walked over to Holly and stuck her hand in Holly's pack. "Still hungry, maybe two more cookies."
Holly swatted Tink away and then handed her a couple more. "I'll run out eventually, especially if you keep eating them so fast."
"Tink, here." Kisa had gotten full after eating just one of her cookies, so gave her spare to the goblin. "So, anyway, Santa's enemies?"
"Right." Holly looked back at the wall. "Um, where was I? Oh, yes. So before most of the elves were here, the North Pole was...very different. I'm fuzzy on those details, but it's important to know that Saint Nicholas found this place long before he became Santa Claus. He and the first elf started making toys for little kids, but it was more than that. When he took the place over, some of the locals didn't take too kindly to it. Battles were fought, long affairs that stained the North Pole in blood."
"Santa wear red coat to avoid cleaning bill," Tink added knowingly.
"No, he didn't! Eat your darn cookies." Holly scowled at Tink for a moment, then looked back at Kisa. "I don't know the full details on the fights, and even less about why he came to the North Pole in the first place. Alabaster was one of the first elves here, and is one of the most trusted. He knows practically everything, but tells nobody. Outside of the big secret, I only know so much of this extra stuff because I've been around Allie when he's had too much eggnog and he's spilled some details on occasion."
"Hehe, eggnog." Tink smiled. "Tink like magic eggnog."
Holly ignored Tink. "So the big secret is this: Santa is powered by belief. If you could convince everyone in the world that the big man didn't exist, he would simply cease to be."
"That...wait, how is he powered by belief?"
Holly tapped on the picture of Saint Nicholas. "Some time after Saint Nicholas came here, he died, and then was resurrected. Nobody is sure of the mechanism itself, but he's essentially immortal. Immortality always comes with a hefty price, and his is that he will only exist as the world sees him. It's why Allie wants me to pay attention to how the world sees him, it's to brace for any changes we may experience on our end."
"Hold up." Kisa held up her hands, a stray memory floating through her head. It was rare to remember anything new from her time before the house, so she latched onto it with enthusiasm. "I think I remember something from when I was little. I saw a picture of a black Santa and asked...someone how that was possible. They explained something about how Santa can be black, or white, or Japanese, depending on the child."
Holly tapped her nose for emphasis. "Exactly. Before that soda ad campaign, he was much more diverse in appearance. White robes one day, red the next, was a bit of a toss up. When he's not visiting with a child, he reverts to the overall public perception, which is currently a jolly fat man with a beard in a red coat."
"So if everyone believed Santa was a woman, he would become one?" Kisa asked.
Tink laughed. "Santa make own milk for her cookies!" she declared, then mimed squirting milk from her boobs and catching it on her own tongue.
"Ugh." Holly looked away from the goblin, her cheeks brightening. "But yes, it could happen. Which brings me back to those battles. If Santa had become a warrior for the sake of survival, it would have changed him at a fundamental level. Anything he does becomes a part of his image, which then becomes a part of who he is. I believe the human term is 'doubling down'."
"So if he became a killer..." Kisa pondered the possibilities, imagining a psychotic Santa Claus who murdered his way across the North Pole and then headed south for more victims.
"Precisely. I think you understand." Holly drew a quick picture of a devil on the wall. "Which brings me to the Krampus. A demon from the deepest pits. Nobody knows how it happened, but Santa enslaved this creature to do all his fighting for him. It helped protect his image and win the battle for the North Pole."
"Tink hear of Krampus." The goblin's ears perked up. "Tink remember tales of Krampus from childhood. Be good, or Krampus eat you!"
Kisa looked at Tink with curiosity. To her knowledge, Tink had never brought up her own childhood.
"Sounds right," Holly added. "The Krampus is a mean old thing who believes in punishing bad children instead of rewarding good ones. After so many of these fights, Santa and Krampus came out on top. Once the North Pole was safe again, Santa locked the Krampus away. He couldn't let the demon interfere with Christmas."
"So do you think the Krampus escaped?" Kisa asked.
"Oh, no doubt, he's out, he has to be. Some things make more sense now. Allie slowed him down while we escaped into the furnace. He would have gotten us all, otherwise."
"Why Holly need escape?" Tink asked. The goblin's dress was adorned with cookie stains that she occasionally sucked on. "Old ears make sure Holly not lost."
"Santa needs people to believe in him so that he continues to exist." Holly took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. "If the Krampus has captured the other elves, there's no telling what happened to them. I could be the only one left for all I know. But that's not what's important. You see, the whole world is time locked right now. The elves were created for Santa, not just as his helpers, but as his guardians and protectors. The world remains locked for months on end, maybe even years, it's always different. Our belief sustains his existence during the lock, and if we're all snuffed out..."
"Then no more Santa." Kisa whistled. "That's some pretty heavy stuff right there. But we're not time locked either, and I believe in him, so it should be safe, right?"
Holly shook her head. "No. It takes a special kind of belief. Knowing he exists and believing in him are entirely separate things. A child has a special kind of belief, an innocent way of seeing the world that adults lose. They believe without needing proof, which is a very big deal. Elves were created to love Santa, so our belief in him is baked into our magical cookie code. An adult who believes in Santa with child-like innocence despite being told he doesn't exist is essentially impossible to find these days."
"Tink believe," the goblin declared. "Santa bring Tink special person to love, always believe in Santa."
"You hardly have an innocent worldview," Holly said with a snort. "You were just pretending to milk yourself. Besides, the first time I met you and said Santa needed your help, you called me a...word I won't repeat. And told me to do something anatomically impossible."
"Goblins make lots of milk," Tink added, holding a pair of fingers out from the tip of each breast to represent her nipples. It was clear she was avoiding Holly's accusation. "Babies hungry always, come in litters."
"Okay, Tink, enough about your boobs." Kisa snatched a cookie from Holly's pouch before she could react and tossed it to Tink. "So the Krampus is hunting you, and we can't let him have you. Got it. Moving on. Anything else we need to know?"
"If Jack Frost is helping him, there will be others." Holly groaned. "Oh, Santa, I don't know what to do!"
Kisa patted the elf reassuringly on the shoulder, then felt a powerful tug in the center of her body. Her cat ears perked up as she looked into the hole they had crawled out from. Mike had reappeared somewhere nearby, but was still miles out. She fought the urge to crawl back in the hole and find him.
"I need you two to hush for a minute." Kisa sat down in front of the vent with her legs crossed. "We're close enough now that I think we can talk."
"Talk? With who?" Holly looked perplexed.
"Cat radio," Tink said, then sat next to Kisa. "Tell husband Tink miss him biggest."
"I'll tell him you're causing trouble."
"Even better."
Kisa grinned, then shut her eyes and took several deep breaths. Her magic pulsed deep inside her body, then blossomed like a rose as she sent her consciousness forward.

❄️❄️❄️Mike and Yuki had traveled silently for the last couple of hours, and were currently in a narrow duct. As they walked along, the metal flexed beneath their feet. There weren't any vents to see the Workshop through, which worried Mike. If not for the little lightning spider guiding the way, it would be pitch black.
"I need another break." Yuki's face was pale as she leaned away from Mike and put her hand on the nearby wall. "Just for a few minutes."
"Yeah, of course." Mike helped her into a sitting position, then moved next to her. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and she slumped against him.
"Sorry," she muttered. "It's like I have the worst hangover ever."
"Kitsune can get drunk?" he asked.
"Stupid ones can," she replied. "It's been a very long time since I've indulged. Set my own tail on fire. Never drink and do magic. You'll blow your own damned face off."
"That's good advice, I'll have some t-shirts made."
She snorted, then groaned. "Oh, that hurts so bad. I thought it would be better already."
"How long were you in there?" he asked out of curiosity. "Christmas Past seemed to have quite the upper hand on you by the time I arrived."
"Days," she replied. "I lost track."
"I'm so sorry." He rubbed her ears, causing her to sigh. "It wasn't that long for me."
"I'm glad," she told him. "I can't imagine what that stupid ghost put you through."
"Not much, honestly." He looked down at the hand he had punched Christmas Past with. His knuckles were scraped raw, despite their soft impact. "Just some old mommy issues that I've largely resolved. They obviously thought it was low-hanging fruit, but I didn't bite. Would have made me suffer more if they had me relive that Christmas I got food poisoning."
"Gross."
"I'm guessing you saw her? Emily, I mean."
"Yeah." She sniffled in his arms. "It was super fucked up. Brought back a lot of feelings. Then they took me on a tour of my greatest hits over the years. Made me question a lot of my decisions, I think it's how they got inside my head."
"Nasty." He stroked her fur absent-mindedly. "I used to think about the past all the time. It can be hard to let those things go, doubly so if you have to watch a physical manifestation of them."
It wasn't just that his life had changed for the better. When Naia had done that initial soul swap with him, she had fixed something in his head. Instead of a past that would surface and scream in his face during his waking hours, the wounds had been allowed to heal, leaving emotional scars that faded into the background as he swapped souls with the others. In the Dreamscape, his mother's voice used to follow him around and shriek madly in an attempt to bring him misery. Now there was just blessed silence, other than the lapping of the waves against the shores of his mind.
On at least a couple of occasions, someone had tried to use the past against him. While jarring at first, repetition had blunted the edge of that particular weapon.
He thought back to what he had seen in his childhood, and his mother's missed medication. After the trick with his ex-girlfriends, Mike wasn't certain if what he had seen was real or not. If not, then nothing had changed. But if his mother really had been ill and needed that medication to stay stable...
He shook his head and wiped the moisture from his eyes. Nothing could ever change what had happened, and all he could do was feel bad for the little boy playing with toy cars under that Christmas tree. Mikey had a loving family one Christmas, and they were gone the next.
"Hey." Yuki squeezed him. "You good?"
"Just sad," he told her. "It's okay to be sad sometimes."
"That's good, because I'm sad a lot." She shifted in his arms into a more comfortable position and nuzzled against him. "And that's what made me weak. That ghost used my grief to get inside my head, to make me feel useless. You had to come rescue me, and it should always be the other way around."
"Why?" he asked.
"Because that's what I'm good for. I'm a weapon, I'm supposed to protect you."
"You're not just a weapon," he replied. "You're a person, and my friend. We protect each other. I couldn't have survived Oregon without you, we both know that. You're stronger than me in so many different ways, but it isn't always about what you can do for me. You're also an artist. I've seen the easels in your room, I know you're not just painting new tarot cards in there." Yuki had a bad habit of leaving her bedroom door open, and her paintings were usually pointed right at the door. Over the last several months, he had seen landscapes and still-lifes that were nothing short of amazing. "There's more to you than just being the ice queen."
Yuki didn't say anything for so long that Mike wondered if she had fallen asleep. Or maybe he had made things awkward by complimenting her so much all at once. Not being able to see her face made it difficult for him to read how his words had landed, and this was a conversation that required a measured approach.
"Do you miss her?" Yuki asked unexpectedly.
Mike knew exactly who she was talking about. Other than Eulalie, almost nobody brought up Velvet around him. He wasn't sure if they were afraid it would hurt his feelings, or if it just made them uncomfortable.
"Every day," he replied. "It's weird to think how big a part of my life she became, even though I only knew her for a few days."
"Love can do that," she said. "It's the sword that can mistake your heart for its own sheath. Every time you wield it, there's a good chance that you only hurt yourself."



"Do you miss Emily?"
The temperature in the hallway dropped, and he felt Yuki tense up. It was almost like her magic was acting defensively, but there was no actual threat. It was likely the question itself, and he almost regretted asking.
"I don't know how to explain it," she said. "I love who she was, but loathe who she became. I dream about her most nights. Sometimes she's just watching me, other times we talk. We reminisce, we argue, it's like she's really there. But sometimes the dreams turn bad, and I'm facing her as she was toward the end. I scream her name, beg her to snap out of it so I can save her, but..."
"That sounds hard." He squeezed her affectionately. "This might sound silly, but if you ever need Lily to go into your dreams, she can probably help."
In fact, Lily had offered once to go with him to the Dreamscape and masquerade as Velvet, but he had turned her down. He didn't dare tarnish that final memory of her shimmering eyes as she crossed over on the shores of his soul.
"No thanks. There's a lot in there I'm not really comfortable with her seeing."
"I understand." He sighed and relaxed against the wall. They had walked so far already, and there was no telling how much farther they would have to go. His magic had recuperated a bit, but not enough to power him on the marathon jogs he was used to. Maybe if Yuki shrunk down, he could carry her and jog for a couple of hours until they found a way out.
Thinking of Yuki, he wondered what sort of tragic secrets she still carried. There was more than a single lifetime of hurt weighing on her soul, and he wished for perhaps the hundredth time that there was a way he could help her with her burdens. Sometimes it seemed she was on the verge of crossing the divide she had built around her, but it always surprised him how quickly she was able to step away from that metaphorical ledge.
Mike. It was Kisa's voice, wavering slightly as if spoken through a tube. Can you hear me?
I can. Even though it was dark, he closed his eyes. Kisa materialized before him, sitting with her legs crossed. Where are you? Are you all okay?
We are. Kisa's eyes popped open, and she smiled. I can see you!
We mustn't be too far away, he replied with a grin. Ever since the two of them had connected minds across thousands of miles and a dimensional barrier, they had been working on replicating the feat. When close enough, they could communicate telepathically, but it required a fair bit of concentration. Luckily, he had nothing better to do right now.
"What's going on?" Yuki asked.
"Cat radio," he replied, using Tink's favorite term for it.
"Are they close?" she asked.
"Hold on." It took him a moment to strengthen the connection. Where are you? We can head that way, he told Kisa.
Don't. We're in the Workshop right now, but listen. The furnace is enchanted, the tunnels change without warning. Kisa tilted her head as if listening to something. Tink says that you should try to find a way out next time you find a vent. It would be easier to find you out here. Is Yuki still with you?
She is.
Good. Don't get separated, the vents of the furnace are constantly shifting. Kisa made a face. You're being hunted.
I know, he replied. Just had a pissing match with the ghost of Christmas Past. They weren't happy with the outcome.
There's at least two more in there with you. Are you okay?
I am, but Christmas Past got away, so they're still out there. Apparently they work for the Krampus, now, whatever that means.
Kisa nodded. About that. He's hunting Holly. We need to regroup and figure out a plan. This guy sounds like a real dick, and he might be in there with you, we aren't sure.
"Mike?" Yuki's voice was a whisper as she grabbed Mike by the front of his jacket and tugged. He opened his eyes and saw that a faint glow was coming from somewhere up ahead. The tunnel was being illuminated by a distant ball of light that disappeared around a distant turn, but didn't go much farther. Its ambient light was more than enough to continue illuminating the main passageway.
He closed his eyes again and saw Kisa. Her image rippled, a result of the distraction. Even when the two of them were in the same house, it was very difficult to maintain a psychic link like this. Shit, we have company. Stay out of the vents, we'll find a way to escape.
Kisa gave him a thumbs up, and then vanished.
"It's getting closer," Yuki whispered as she rose, then pulled Mike up. The tiny sphere of light was surrounded by red lines of energy that made it look like a Christmas ornament. Festive music echoed down the corridor, and Mike was fairly certain he was hearing Auld Lang Syne being sung.
"Let's head back the way we came," he whispered back. "The vents change anyway, doesn't seem to matter where we go."
She nodded. As they backed away from the approaching light, they passed a corridor that descended like a slide.
"Hold on." Mike led Yuki into the side passage, then knelt down and held his hand to the floor. He summoned a lightning spider and guided it to the corner. The air sizzled around it while it waited for instructions.
"Okay, let's go." He held Yuki's hand as they moved twenty feet down the corridor. At his mental command, the lightning spider jumped around the corridor and shot sparks into the air as it ran away.
The spirit blasted after the spider with the sound of jingling bells. The spider fled down the corridor and away from the spirit, scattering light and sparks in an attempt to make a scene. Mike and Yuki crouched down as the spirit barreled past them, leaving glitter and snowflakes painted all along the corridor behind it.
There was a loud pop, and the hallway went dark. Mike felt his magic strain at the sudden change in distance between himself and the little spider before it fizzled out.
"It's gone," he said, then summoned another spider for light.
"I'm guessing the ghost of Christmas Present?" Yuki pointed at the decorations, which were already fading into colored smoke. "At least it leaves a trail for us to avoid."
"Then I say let's avoid it." He turned down the corridor and felt a tugging in his abdomen. It was Kisa's presence, suddenly much closer. Had the furnace tunnels shifted again? "I sense the others nearby. I hope that means we're close enough to the Workshop that we can break out of here. We just need to find a vent big enough to fit through and we're set. If we don't, we'll probably starve or die of thirst while being chased by Christmas movie rejects."
"I can make us water." She held out a hand and summoned a small icicle. "There's not a lot of moisture in here, but this is doable. It'll sap your body heat, though. I think you'll freeze to death long before you starve."
"Least of my concerns right now." He took the icicle from her and sucked on it. His lips had already cracked. She summoned one for herself and bit the tip off. "That's bad for your teeth," he said.
She bared her fangs at him with a smile. "I'll worry about my teeth. You worry about getting us out of here."
It was hardly a fair trade, but seeing her smile was worth it.
They continued down the long hallway until it tapered, forcing Mike to crouch. He lost track of how many hours they walked, his stomach grumbling in protest. That single mug of hot cocoa wasn't going to sustain him forever.
The spider leading them down the tunnel blipped out of existence, carried away by whatever magic ran the place. Mike and Yuki paused, and she summoned a foxfire flame to float ahead of them.
"You've got to be running low on magic," she told him. "Let me lighten the burden."
"I'm doing okay. The spiders are pretty easy," he explained. "I'm really just having my magic walk in front of me. Since there's nobody to sink into, it doesn't even take that much concentration to maintain. I can even reclaim it, but there's a small chance it might trigger my sex drive, so I usually just let it fizzle out."
"How many of them can you control at once?" she asked.
"Three, if we're talking complete control. If I just make them run until they hit something, I can do quite a few."
Yuki nodded. "A lot of magic scales up exponentially based on complexity. The fact that you make them look like little spiders probably doesn't help."
The comment wasn't meant to be hurtful, but it felt like he was punched in the gut. He stopped walking, and Yuki squeezed his hand.
"Shit, I'm sorry." She patted his arm. "It's not that I forget, I just--"
"It's fine." He took a deep breath and let it out. The lightning spiders had been created shortly after Velvet's death as a way to speak with the spiders in his own house. Their lives were typically simple, and once he had convinced Tink not to swat them, it wasn't uncommon to spot them in the corners of the room giving him a friendly wave. "It really is. I started using them as a way to stay connected to her and it's just a habit now. I honestly don't know if I could make them into a different shape without some serious effort."
"I'm the same way with ice magic. When my third tail grew, I was so angry and bitter that I connected with ice on a fundamental level. I'm not in that place anymore, but the magic is just as much a part of me as my own hands. I tend to lean on it." Yuki turned and wrapped her arms around him, holding him tight. "But I wish I could learn to lean on others, like you do. I hate feeling isolated, like I'm the fifth wheel of the family. And before you begin, I know I do it to myself."
"Yuki." He twisted to hug her properly. The fur of her coat was indistinguishable from her own natural softness, and it was remarkable just how fluffy she felt against him. "I think you already know this, but I'm always here for you, no matter what you need."
She shifted, and he could make out the outline of her smile in the dim light.
"Thank you," she said, then looked up at him. Her eyes were shining, and he was suddenly aware of how close her face was to his. Her triple tails swished about, then folded around him as if in an embrace.
Her foxfire went out, and she got on her tiptoes and planted a small kiss on the corner of his lips. One of her fangs caught the edge of his lower lip, but not enough to draw blood.
When Yuki spoke, her voice was barely a whisper. "I'm not entirely certain, but I think I may be falling for you, Caretaker."
"I--" Mike was cut off when she pressed her finger against his lips to shush him.
"Don't say anything, not yet." She let out a sigh and hugged him. "Just hold me a bit longer, and then we need to keep moving. You won't be able to survive the cold like I can."
Nodding, he stayed in her embrace, marveling at how much heat radiated off of her. Was that part of her magic or just the fur on her body? He couldn't help himself as he buried his face in the fur of her collar and inhaled the scent of the woods. It wasn't just memories of Oregon that were triggered, but every camping trip he had gone on as a child.
"Are you...sniffing me?" Yuki asked.
"Maybe a little. Sorry." He lifted his head, the cold air of the vents immediately kissing his cheeks. "You were just so warm, it made me feel a little too comfortable is all."
"I see." She took a step back and swatted his nose with the tip of one of her tails. "I was more wondering if it was a trick you picked up from our resident hellhound."
"Nope. If I got something from her, I don't know what it is." He made a face. "And again, I'm really sorry."
"Don't be." She looped her arm through his. "I'm a fox. I use smell to identify everyone, even you."
"Really?" he asked.
"Yeah. I just don't need to bury my head in their hair first. Listen." She chuckled, then sniffed the air loudly as if to prove her point. "Wait, what the hell is that?"
Mike thought she was screwing with him until she snapped her fingers, summoning the foxfire once more. Instead of the long conduit of the ventilation system, they stood in an opulent room decorated in Christmas greenery. Mistletoe, holly, and ivy were draped along the walls on golden hooks. A large table piled high with meats, breads, and all sorts of holiday dishes flooded the room with steam and the sweet odors of Christmas dinner.
"Ah, shit," Mike whispered, his eyes traveling to the figure sitting at the other end of the table. It was a giant, easily twelve feet tall with a thick, fur-lined green robe. Long auburn curls tumbled down the giant's shoulder, and when it leaned forward into the light, Mike realized with a start that the Ghost of Christmas Present was a woman.
She held up a large cornucopia which blazed to life with enough fire to light the rest of the room. There was a wicked glint in her eye as she held the torch forward to see them better. Her sleeve slid along her arm, revealing a muscular forearm.
"Come in!" exclaimed the ghost. "Come in and know me better, man!"
"We're...already in," Yuki muttered as she gazed around the room. "How are we supposed to come in when we're already here?"
The green robes hung so loosely on Christmas Present that large, erect nipples were revealed while she leaned forward. She eagerly stacked a plate with food and held it toward them with one hand.
"I am the Ghost of Christmas Present! Look upon me!" She shook her head, her curls riding across pendulous breasts in waves. She wore a wreath of holly like a crown, and her hands were the size of dinner plates. There was a mischievous grin on her face as she sat back in her seat, the robes now folded open to reveal her chest. She set the plate of food down and slid her hands along her breasts, pushing them together to create the biggest press of cleavage Mike had ever seen.
"Um...I think something's wrong with this one," Mike said to Yuki.
"There's something wrong with all of them," she replied in a hushed tone. "At least this spirit isn't a creepy little fucker like the last one."
"I would say this is a different kind of creepy," Mike whispered in return.
Christmas Present let out a joyous laugh that rocked the room.
"You have never seen the like of me before!" she exclaimed, then stood. Her robe briefly opened to reveal that she was, in fact, wearing absolutely nothing underneath. Between her belly button and auburn pubes shaped like an upside down Christmas tree was a scar that looked very much like the outline of one of his electrical spiders. Mike's best guess was that the spirit had caught up to his little lightning spider, but had no idea what that meant in the long-term. Based on the ghost's behavior, though, he had a pretty good idea that his magic was to blame. "Now, come! It is Christmas Day and we have plenty to celebrate!"
"I'm not sure if we should be thrilled or frightened," Mike said, then eyed the plate of food. For now, his precognition said he was safe, and he was famished. "You thinking what I'm thinking?"
Yuki sniffed the air, then nodded. "I prefer fighting on a full stomach. Other than our horny hostess, I think we're in the clear, but don't take your eyes off of her."
Mike fought back a laugh, practically fighting to pull his gaze away from Christmas Present's breasts. The giant saw him looking and grinned, then shimmied, causing her pendulous breasts to sway. He wasn't entirely certain where the danger in the situation lay, but at least he would have something nice to look at in the meantime. Christmas Present smiled at the attention, then sipped from a massive silver goblet. She eyed him hungrily, then licked her lips.
"Oh, don't worry. I won't," he said.

❄️❄️❄️Kisa let out the breath she had been holding in as Mike faded from view. She opened her eyes to the sight of Holly watching her intently from only a foot away.
"Well?" she asked.
"They're okay, but I guess they got into a fight with the ghost of Christmas Past."
Holly groaned. "Oh, Santa, everything is absolutely fudged right now. If the spirits are attacking people, what hope do we have?"
"Tink think need better plan." Tink was lying on her back, her eyes on the ceiling and her feet swaying back and forth as if listening to some unheard tune. "Husband escape furnace, but then what? Pointy ears still in big trouble."
Kisa nodded. "She's right. We know that the Krampus is taking the elves, but where? Is there anyone else here who can help us? What should we be doing?"
Holly had turned away from them, her lower lip trembling. There was a lot riding on the elf's tiny shoulders, but she wasn't offering any ideas.
"Hmm." Tink sat up, then walked over to Holly and snatched her marker away. "List problems first, focus on solutions." She turned toward the nearest wall and drew a rough sketch of the furnace, followed by a demon. "No heat, Workshop getting too cold. Need restart furnace, or pointy ears freeze. Fuck-face demon--"
"Tinker!" Holly clutched her ears.
Tink rolled her eyes. "Bad demon want capture pointy ears, don't know why. Tink can fix furnace, but can't protect sexy elf same time."
"So we should wait until Mike finds us." Kisa looked back at the vent. She felt a shifting in her body as Mike moved away from her. "How long will that take?"
"Husband smart, come back to Workshop. We smart, too, find safe place to watch Workshop until he comes back."
"The cameras." Holly looked up. "We have a room with monitors that watch the whole Workshop! If we go there, we can find him as soon as he gets back!"
"Good idea. Let's head there right aw--" Kisa was interrupted by a loud clanging sound from the vent, followed by a low grumbling. It sounded like Mike's voice, but it was distorted. Had he found them already?
The shrieking sound of metal on metal filled the air as a specter passed through the wall. It was roughly the same height that they were, but its porcelain face was twisted up in agony.
"Miser! Miser!" it screamed in Mike's voice, then locked eyes with Holly. Its whole body swirled around like a tiny galaxy while its cherubic face remained stationary. It let out a rasping growl, then charged.
"Oh, no you don't!" Kisa hollered, jumping between the spirit and the elf. It collided with her when she sank her claws into it. The spirit looked surprised as it disentangled itself, muttering in a different language as steam escaped from the scratches. It froze in place, then shouted more gibberish as it swiped at Kisa with a long arm that was more tentacle than limb. Tink tried to jump on the ghost, but passed through harmlessly as it grabbed a terrified Holly by the wrist.
"I'm here about your welfare," it whispered from every corner of the room at once. For a moment, the spirit separated into several distinct entities that whispered to each other before snapping back together.
"Tink here to kick ass!" The goblin's goggles were now switching lenses at a manic pace as she pulled the hammer from her belt. She dodged a flurry of blows, then threw the hammer hard at the spirit's face. It passed through the entity and struck a pipe behind it. The pipe cracked, releasing a high pressure blast of water that caught the spirit in the head and sent it across the room. Kisa grabbed Holly by the hand and ran toward the door where Tink waited for them.
The goblin's eyes widened, and Kisa looked back just as the ghost of Christmas Past lunged for them, sprouting spectral limbs. The trio clung to each other as they were carried across the hall and then passed through the opposite wall.
Darkness surrounded them as the spirit pulled them past spheres of light. Tink tried to bite the tentacle holding her while Holly screamed in panic. They spun as they fell, whirling about like a mutant maple seed. Tink was on the far end now, clinging tightly to Holly's ankles. Holly's tights slid along her legs, causing the goblin to lose her grip and fall away from them.



"Tink!" Kisa didn't dare let go of Holly, and could only watch helplessly as Tink vanished inside one of the bubbles. Growling, she squeezed Holly's waist as they collided with a bubble of their own, and the darkness washed away from them to reveal an old kitchen with a woman standing at a stove, stirring something in a pot.
The colors of the room were washed out like someone had wiped them away with a wet rag before they could dry completely. When the woman turned, it was to reveal that her face was missing. Where her features should have been was just smooth, dark skin. Her jaw moved, as if she was speaking, but no sound emerged.
A small girl walked into the room carrying a stuffed owl that had seen better days. Kisa stared, mouth open, as the child climbed onto a nearby chair and took the spoon from the woman. Other than the occasional clink of the spoon against the pan, the scene was silent.
The girl was unmistakably a younger version of herself. This completely human version of Kisa laughed in response to something the woman said, then continued stirring while the woman started chopping vegetables.
"Who is that?" Holly stood on wobbly legs, then grabbed Kisa by the wrist. "Where's her face?"
"I don't know," Kisa replied. Was it her mom? Or someone else?
"It's your grandmother." Christmas Past's voice was little more than a wheeze from the corner of the room. The spirit was splattered across the wall, its body a mess of limbs. Their face rested in the center of their torso near the floor. It had tilted sideways, light shining out of only one eye. "That's all I can tell you for certain. Your past, it's...I can't..."
"Shh." Kisa shushed the spirit and moved closer to the little girl. The child leaned away from the pot so that the old woman could dump extra veggies into the soup. She stole a carrot from the cutting board and munched on it casually as her grandmother pulled out a bowl of flour. It was a memory that was almost in reach, if she could just remember a bit more, maybe she would know who she was.
The spirit coughed, and the scene rippled as they were transported to another room. The woman and Kisa were sitting under a small tree in the living room, with only a couple of presents underneath. Pictures adorned a nearby wall, but any people inside the frames had been smeared away.
"Why am I with my grandmother? Can you tell me her name?" Excited, Kisa moved away from Holly and toward the woman. Her face was still missing, but Kisa felt the tug of familiarity when she got a look at the woman's hands as she playfully shook a gift. They were covered in calluses and old scars, hands that had been used for hard labor. Despite this, Kisa somehow knew that they were gentle, and would feel like the softest leather if she could touch them.
"I...can't..." Ink leaked from the corner of the spirit's mouth. "Your past is... broken."
"What's wrong with you?" Holly knelt down by the spirit and took one of their hands in her own. "Why are you trying to hurt us?"
Christmas Past sighed, then squeezed Holly's hand. "He's taking over," they replied. "He wants Christmas to... himself."
"Are you dying?" Holly went to touch the ink flowing out of Christmas Past's eyes, but they slapped her hand away.
"The past cannot be killed," they whispered, then looked at Kisa. "But it can be lost." They wiped the ink off their face and contemplated it on their fingertips. "Don't let his foul magic taint you, Holly. Don't let him...change who you are. Or change Christmas."
"We need to help the spirit," Holly declared. "This isn't what they're supposed to be like, they're meant to help people. I think...I think they're dying."
"I'll be fine...by next Christmas." Their weak smile became a frown as the ink reversed course and flowed back into their eyes. The light in their eye flickered like a candle in the wind. "Shouldn't have taken...all three of you. Was already hurt, but...so angry. Couldn't...control...sorry..."
"Where is Tink?" Kisa demanded.
The spirit looked up. A large crack appeared in the ceiling above them, and another version of Christmas Past fell through it. It crumpled like a leaf on impact with the floor, then crawled toward its duplicate letting out a wail of agony. The two of them flowed together to form a slightly more cohesive spirit filled with sparkling lights that soon dimmed.
From the crack, a figure hopped down, murder in her eyes. She clutched an ink-soaked screwdriver in one hand.
"Tink!" Kisa hugged her friend, but the goblin ignored her.
"Stupid ghost fuck stay out of Tink's head," she growled, pointing her tool at Christmas Past. When she swore, cracks appeared all around the room. "Piece of shit read Tink's thoughts, broke their fucking head! Now let Tink and friends go, or else."
"Get her away from me!" Christmas Past's voice altered in pitch as if two of them spoke. "Don't let her touch me, she's broken!"
"Tink show you what broken means." Tink slid out of Kisa's arms and reached for Christmas Past. The ghost let out a weak cry of agony as it tried to slap her away and failed. Tink stabbed Christmas Past in the face, her hand and screwdriver passing harmlessly through the spirit to strike the wall behind them.
The room shattered like glass, falling away from them to reveal that they were now somewhere else. Kisa felt her heart sink as the vision of her grandmother vanished, trying hard to get one last look at those hands that had raised her. She could almost feel them caressing her cheek, or wiping tears from her eyes.
They now stood in a dining hall, adorned with scraps of wrapping paper and broken decorations. Although the lights were off, large windows along the ceiling allowed the Northern Lights to stream in, providing plenty of illumination. On the floor, Christmas Past was nothing more than a shrinking ink blot with a face the size of a baseball.
"He's coming for you," they whispered, and then sank through the floor with a burbling sound like hot oil.
"Good," Tink spat. "If Tink see stupid horn head, Tink smash dumb fuck face!" She looked over at Holly, whose features had gone pale. When she addressed the elf, her tone softened dramatically. "We go now. Find room with screens. Watch for husband. Tink hate stupid Christmas ghost, make Tink see too much bad from childhood."
Holly nodded, then stood. She rubbed her eyes like someone who had been asleep for a long time, then walked toward the door of the dining hall. Adjusting her outfit, she turned to face them.
"Let's do this." Despite her determination, Holly's voice squeaked at the end.
"Hey." Kisa grabbed Holly by the hand. "You're not alone. We're with you."
Tink grabbed Holly's other hand, then smirked. "Pretty elf owe Tink big thanks. Maybe give Tink special kiss later, use lots of tongue."
"Tink!" Kisa looked at the goblin in shock. "Are you serious right now?"
Holly's face was so red, she looked like a Christmas bulb about to burn out.
"Big serious," Tink added. "Holly very good kisser, treat Tink like candy cane." She winked at Holly. "Tink remember. Big fun, many hours. Way better than hammer."
The tension broke when Holly laughed and shook her head. "You really are trouble, aren't you?"
"Trouble for some. Fun for others." Tink licked her lips lewdly. "Both if Holly lucky."
Holly laughed again, then led them out of the dining room. They were in a large building built like a lodge with criss-crossing beams everywhere. Kisa lost track of the long hallways and huge rooms, and was baffled when they came to a large set of wooden doors that led outside. The northern lights glowed ominously on Holly's skin as she turned to face them.
"If we cut across the courtyard, we'll save ourselves hours," she said. "But that does mean going outside. I suspect it may be colder than usual."
"You don't say." Kisa gazed at the ice-frosted windows. "As compared to what? This is the arctic."
"Yeah, about that. We vent excess heat from the furnace to keep the North Pole from freezing over, it's actually quite pleasant. The sunstone is essentially a tiny star, not sure if you were aware. Plenty of energy to provide heated walkways, hot cocoa stands every couple of blocks, we even tried a waterslide one year, but had to shut it down after a couple of reindeer got stuck." Holly gave the door a shove, but it was stuck. "Sprinkles, we might not even be able to--"
Tink kicked the door hard enough that the glass cracked as it burst open, sending ice skittering across the frosted walkways away from them. The icy breeze that blew in chilled Kisa through her fur, and she pulled her hood up.
"Guess we're headed outside," Kisa muttered as Holly led the way. She looked over her shoulder, feeling Mike shift away from her once more. Even worse, the memory of her grandmother's hands were already fading, her memories much like snowflakes on hot steel.
Together, they ran out into the cold, Arctic air.

❄️❄️❄️Jack Frost stood before a bank of monitors, staring intently at the screens beneath the Workshop category. One of the displays was overrun with shadows and static that shifted around as the Krampus tore apart one of the many woodshops. The demon's presence couldn't be properly displayed by the monitoring system, a quirk of his unnatural existence, and so it appeared that dark static was ripping apart a drill press right now, metal and wood alike being tossed through the air with abandon.
When the Krampus left the camera's view, the screen returned to normal as the next feed scrambled.
Jack's eyes flicked across the monitors, hoping to see any sign of that man from earlier, Mike. The odds that the human would pose a problem were slim, but still existed. When Jack had returned to the main level, the Krampus had been waiting in the central hub for a full report.
It was surmised that an elf must have brought the man and his friends here, so the Krampus had left Jack behind to hunt them down. Apparently an elf had gotten away by fleeing into the vents, which had sent the Krampus into a rage.
Jack shivered at the thought of all that unbridled fury. The damage to the exterior of the furnace had been extensive, and would have been worse if the Krampus had not needed to use it later for his own reasons.
The floorboards behind Jack groaned as a heavy figure pushed the top of her bulk through the doorway.
"Has he found them yet?" The deep voice had a hiss to it that reminded Jack of escaping steam.
"Not yet, Grýla." Jack turned and saw that the giantess had only squeezed the top half of her massive bulk through the door. Her face was misshapen and her hair dull with grease and filth. Gnarled fingers left gouges in the floor as she shifted her weight from one hand to the other. "Any news from your sons?"
"They still seek the sleigh." Grýla licked her lips anxiously. "There were...complications."
"How so?"
When the Krampus had taken the North Pole, he had become enraged to discover the sled was missing. Luckily, Jack had the foresight to place a tracking beacon in Santa's bag. The Yule cat was capable of tracking it, but Jack had learned long ago that you never rely on a cat for anything of importance.
"The sleigh has been discovered by someone else." Grýla grimaced, then flexed her torso. The frame of the door cracked, then splintered. "My sons chased them, but they escaped by flying away."
"So who has the sleigh?" With the entire world frozen, there should have been no competition for the sleigh. Were these allies of Santa? If so, then why hadn't they just helped him defeat the Krampus? What did they want with the sleigh?
At the thought of Santa, Jack looked at the monitor in the far corner of the console. The camera there overlooked an unfurnished room with a crystalline mirror set in silver. Fog swirled just beneath its surface, but the bulky figure of a man in a red coat trapped on the other side of the polished surface could be seen.
It was the same mirror the Krampus had been trapped in up until this morning. If not for Jack, the Krampus would still be there, slamming fur covered claws against his shimmering prison.
Jack picked up the large snow globe that sat beneath the monitors. With a quick shake, sparkling snowflakes swirled around the interior. As they parted, it revealed a bony figure in Santa's robes, sitting next to a woman clutching a thermos. As the scene shifted outward, it revealed a massive three-headed dog pulling the sleigh through the air.
"What in the world?" With another shake, the scene vanished, revealing the Earth. A tiny golden light was now over the Pacific with a golden arrow pointed at Australia. "It looks like they're taking Santa's usual route."
Grýla bowed her head. "These are formidable adversaries. We need your help."
"I am unavailable." Jack looked once more at the monitor where the Krampus was. Until the human or the elf was found, there was simply too much at risk. "Do you not have other allies?"
"Bah!" Grýla spat on the ground. "My children are many, but they are stupid. The cat is no match for the hellhound, and my lazy husband is of no use to me."
"Fine. Here." Jack summoned a handful of ice crystals and approached the giant. Grýla bowed her head in reverence. "When they land somewhere cold enough for snow, have your children sprinkle this on the ground. It will summon the help they need, but they need to actually participate. They say that opportunity only knocks once for a reason, so make sure your sons actually put in the effort."
"You are too kind." Grýla pulled a small bag from her belt and held it out for Jack to tilt the crystals inside. "I will see it done."
"Good. There is too much at stake. A chance like this will never come again." Jack looked back at the monitor with the mirror.
"Why doesn't he just smash it?" asked Grýla. "And seal away the Saint for all time?"
Jack had pondered that same exact question hours ago. Santa's capture had been a private affair for the Krampus, but it had required that Jack lure the big man himself to the mirror room. Great pains had been taken over the last six months to brainwash a group of elves into complying with the Krampus' plan to free him. They had been taught to lie, to conceal, and most importantly of all, to obey Jack and the Krampus.
Nobody knew why the protective wards around the North Pole had weakened earlier in the year, but it had allowed the Krampus to reach out to Jack and the others using some type of astral projection. His arguments had been very persuasive, and they all stood to benefit from a change in ownership. Tonight was supposed to be the culmination of all that hard work.
Now, though, Jack had doubts. At first, the Krampus had been singularly focused on the elves, dragging them to an unknown location beneath the Workshop. They had largely obeyed him, though Grýla had been forced to hunt down a few stragglers with strong enough willpower to resist the Krampus' commands.
But then, instead of solidifying his victory by banishing Santa to the void, the Krampus kept him as a trophy. In fact, he had been visiting Santa when Jack had called up to let him know that mortals had been tracked to the furnace room. It was as though the demon couldn't help himself, he was consistently dropping by to torment Santa, but to what end?
"Grýla? Out of curiosity, what did the Krampus promise you?" Jack looked back at the monitors to check that the Krampus was still tearing apart the woodshop. He could move surprisingly fast when he wanted, and the last thing Jack wanted was for the Krampus to show up unannounced and interrupt Grýla's answer.
The giantess blinked as if processing the question, then grinned. "A return to our former glory," she said, the bag now tied to her belt. "No longer will my family be trapped in the ice, our legacy mocked and forgotten. Santa found a way to bind us here in the name of protecting his precious little believers, and we want out."
"To do what?" Jack asked.
Grýla started to say something, then smiled instead. "To live as we would," she replied. "No more, no less."
"Hmm." Jack frowned, wondering what that even meant. Grýla was being coy, which wasn't something the giants were known for.
Grýla coughed into her hand, as if aware of Jack's sudden scrutiny. "And what does the Krampus have to offer Old Man Winter himself, I wonder?"
An icy wind blew through Grýla's greasy locks, causing the giant to cry out in surprise as she bowed her head. Frost formed along her flanks and spread across the wall over the door.
"I am neither old, nor a man!" Jack retorted, grinding her teeth together. It was a centuries' old misconception, one that angered her to no end. There had once been a period when winter had been ruled by the old gods, mighty beings across the world who could steal the heat from a summer's day with a single breath. But their time had long passed, leaving behind others in their stead. Once a minor deity, Jack Frost had outlived those ethereal beings and risen in power to rightfully claim the mantle of winter's ruler, only to live in the shadow of those who had come before her.
It didn't help that her body lacked feminine curves, nor that her hair was short. She kept most of it tucked beneath her hat to keep the ends from becoming brittle. Once her hair was past shoulder length, it lost whatever natural protection her body had from the cold. She definitely wasn't about to wear a dress to clear up any confusion either, and she would often spend so much time in the ice that a beard of frost would form along her chin. The misconception was understandable, but nobody seemed to care when she corrected them. Jacqueline Frost wasn't even her real name, but it was still the one she had chosen for herself upon becoming winter's mistress.
The worst offenders were all those stupid movies and cartoons about Santa that had depicted her as a man. The Krampus had promised her that things were going to change for the better, that he would ensure that the world would properly recognize her for who she was. Christmas would mean something again and not just be a commercial holiday intended to bail corporations out of debt.
She fondly remembered the old days, before Santa had donned the red suit. The two of them had been friendly, and she had even ridden in the sleigh with him a few times to deliver gifts. She would ice the roofs over to ensure a smooth landing for the sleigh, and he would bring her spare cookies and treats that had been left out for him.
Now, though, he was so concerned about his own image that she was ignored, relegated to ensuring the North Pole was adequately frozen when Christmas came rolling around. At some point, she had become background noise, just like Grýla and her kin. Unlike the giants, she still had a job to do, but received no compensation or appreciation for it.
Jack wasn't dumb. She knew that freeing the Krampus would be seen as a betrayal. But the demon had known all the right words to say, and she had jumped into this mess with both feet, thinking there was no other choice. Impulsive decisions were rare for her, but she was simply full of them these days.
"Leave," she commanded. Grýla groveled for a moment longer, then forced her bulk back through the doorway. The floor creaked as Grýla moved down the hall away from the monitor room.
"Fuck." Jack turned her attention back to the monitors and noticed that Santa was staring at the camera, as if he could see her. He nodded knowingly, and she was half tempted to go down and shatter that mirror herself.
Instead, she turned off that monitor. With the Krampus still digging for that last elf, there was nothing to do for now but act as his eyes while he threw a tantrum. The silence gave her plenty of time to consider the ramifications of her actions, and even more doubts began to surface.



What if the Krampus didn't keep his promise? It was hard to know if his word would be any good, especially if they couldn't retrieve Santa's sleigh. It had once been a chariot fit for a god, capable of sailing across the sky. She had no idea how Santa had gotten his mitts on the thing, but there was plenty she didn't know about the big man.
Somewhere, a bell rang. Jack turned her attention toward the far wall where a shadow melted through and fell to the ground. It was the spirit of Christmas Past, its pale features like melted wax.
Jack vaulted the railing and ran to the spirit, then knelt by their side.
"What happened to you?" she asked.
The spirit shook their head, casting dark splotches onto the ground. "I was not made for this," they whispered. "Do not let him remake you in his own image."
"Who? Krampus?"
The spirit sighed, the lights in their eyes flickering out. "Am I the last of my kind?" they asked.
Jack laughed, but there was no humor behind it. "Of course not. Next Christmas, you'll have a brand new sibling."
The spirit shuddered. "I'm not so sure," they whispered.
"He did this to you? That man. Mike."
Christmas Past tried to answer, but couldn't. Their lips moved, but no sound came out. Dark fluid pooled in the corners of their eyes, and then they let out a maniacal laugh. The spirit's body shimmered with twinkling lights as it proceeded to melt into the floorboards.
Jack's hands trembled as she pulled the silver ornament from her pocket and willed it to life. Whirling lights spun around the spirit, pulling it back inside the ornament to wherever it went while it slumbered. The spirit hadn't just been defeated--it had been corrupted. Guilt flooded through her. How was she to know that the spirits could be damaged, let alone altered by their encounters?
Maybe that was the reason Santa used them sparingly. It had been decades since the last time they had been unleashed, and any harm that came to them lay solely at her hands. All she had expected was for the spirits to delay Mike, or scare him off completely. The Krampus had explained that they could be used for such purposes, but now she wasn't sure.
No. The human in the ducts was clearly a tougher foe than expected, that was all. She didn't dare consider the possibility that the Krampus had lied to her, because it was an idea she was unwilling to accept.
Storming back to the cameras, she glared at them intensely. If Mike was going to try and sneak out of the vents, she would see him. There were dozens of monitors, and hundreds of cameras. She cycled through them until she felt like she had identified the best locations to catch anyone sneaking around.
"I'm going to find you," she whispered, thinking of the man from the furnace. When he had spoken to her, she had felt an odd compulsion in the center of her body, a sudden willingness to not only obey, but to please. For a short moment, there had been nothing she wanted more than to do absolutely whatever he asked of her in the hopes of gaining his favor. She wasn't sure what kind of magic he was using, but she wouldn't let it happen again.
Movement on a corner monitor caught her attention, and she spotted three figures standing next to a door. It was a goblin, an elf, and a woman with cat ears. Jack thumbed the walkie-talkie at her hip, ready to call the Krampus, but paused. She thought once more about her interaction with Mike, and how he had deliberately targeted the napkin she had used to track them.
It wasn't the elf, she knew that much. Either the goblin or the cat had some sort of connection to him, one she could exploit. If she told the Krampus, he would rush there and potentially kill them. But if she got there first, maybe she could figure out how to use that link to find Mike.
On the camera, the goblin kicked the door open, and they ran outside.
It was selfish, and a stupid idea, but after watching the Krampus trash several rooms while having a temper tantrum, she felt entitled to it. With a grin, she dashed out of the monitor room, her body hovering inches off the ground as she glided down the hallway and toward an exit of her own. When she shoved open the door, the cold air greeted her with welcoming flurries.
"Let it snow," she commanded, and the northern lights were soon hidden away by whirling snowflakes.

❄️❄️❄️Just as Mike and Yuki were getting close, I just had to toss in a sexy giantess. I'm sure absolutely nothing horny will happen and Mike definitely won't get tossed around by a Christmas spirit who has absorbed some of his magic.
*winkyface.gif*
Make sure to check the schedule to see when the next chapter releases, you can always find that in my bio! I am pretty good about sticking to it.
Here's a fun fact: Christmas Present's dialogue (and design) in this chapter were pulled from the original Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens. It's worth a read, but there won't be any sex in it (sorry).
That's all from me this time, I will see you next chapter!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the next chapter of "Let's fuck Christmas...Literally!"
(Now if we could just get Starbucks to put some book art on their cups this year...)
New Reader? This is a story that started as a dude with a nymph in his tub and is now about a dude fighting the Krampus. There were a few chapters between then and now, so you may want to pop back and get caught up the long way.
Returning Reader? Welcome back!
As always, thanks for your continued support. I've been inundated with (mostly) nice emails from you, and would like to gently remind some of you that each book is comprised of chapters that contribute to a whole novel. There will simply be times where the erotic elements are a bit light, but I always try to balance it out later on.
(Or maybe the erotic element is secretly edging, and I'm just light years ahead of my time, whatever makes you happiest)
Anyways, this chapter will feature a scene that has been oft requested, so I hope I do it justice. There's some holiday spice coming in the pages ahead, so kick back, relax and let's all get
Caught in the Present
When Lily first caught sight of the Pacific Islands, two thoughts occurred to her. The first of these was that it was far warmer than the US had been, which caused her to start sweating under her hat. It had been easy enough to remove the sweat glands from her forehead, but that fudging hat was a different story. Over the last few hours, she had tried everything to remove the offensive article of clothing, but it refused to budge. She had even debated letting Tick Tock bite off the top of her head, but worried about getting bounced out of the time lock by doing so.
The second thing that occurred to her was that there should be daylight here in the islands. There wasn't. In fact, it was just as dark as it had been when they left the east coast of the U.S., and there was no rational reason for it. Curious what Santa Grim would offer as an explanation, she asked him about it.
"It's Christmas magic," he explained as they descended toward the first island. "It does what it needs to do."
"Fudging figures," she muttered as they approached their first home. Cerberus hovered in the air about ten feet over a shack on the beach. Death pulled out Santa's list and reviewed it.
"Okay then, we need presents for Mabel, Rose, and Timmy." He looked at Lily expectantly.
"Those are some very white names for Polynesia," Lily replied, not sure what he wanted from her. "You sure we've got the right stop?"
"It says here they are on vacation from Maine," he informed her. "And if you could grab their presents from the bag, that would greatly speed things up. Poor Timmy is worried Santa won't find them this year. It's a good thing we're on the case."
"Somebody kill me," she groaned, then smiled upon realizing that had gotten past the filter. "So I have to look through the bag for their gifts?"
"Just stick your arm in and think of those names," he said.
"Lots of people are named Rose," she argued, but shoved her hand in Santa's bag. A package was shoved into her hand, so she removed it.
"The process is very well automated," Death told her, holding out his arms. She handed over two gifts for Mabel, one for Rose, and then three for Timmy. Death's arms were very full as he moved towards the edge of the sleigh.
"How are you getting inside?" she asked.
"Christmas magic." He winked and stepped backward off the sleigh. The tails of his cloak fluttered out from beneath Santa's coat like the wings of a crow before he struck the roof hard and slid across its surface. Death dropped all of the presents when he spilled off the roof, landing face down in the sand. His bare bony legs kicked out as he struggled to extricate himself.
If Lily had been inclined to help, it still would have been impossible. She was laughing so hard that she had crouched down in the sleigh, clutching her stomach as tears rolled down her cheeks. It was a good minute before she could pull herself together and look back over the side.
Death had managed to free himself, his skull twisted into a scowl as he picked up the presents he had dropped. He shook sand out of his sleeves, then brushed the presents off. Somehow they had all survived, though the wrapping paper on one of Timmy's gifts was torn.
"You're supposed to be Santa Claus, not Sandy--" Lily ducked out of the way as Death hurled a stone at her. Cerberus let out a series of snorts that could have been laughter.
"This is why you got coal for Christmas," Death declared as he tried to turn the latch on the front door. It clicked open and he wandered inside.
A few minutes later, Death returned, pausing to shake some more sand out of his hat. Cerberus lowered the sleigh to allow the Reaper to get in.
"So what went wrong with the dismount?" Lily asked, hiding her grin behind the pom pom of her hat.
"I'm not sure." Death pulled out the manual again. "The house didn't have a chimney, so I just assumed...ah, okay. There's some stuff in the chapter on entering homes that I missed. Entrance is possible through any natural entry, or one that allows the flow of air, like a chimney or a window. For difficult to reach entryways, there's a safety rope."
"I didn't see a safety rope." Lily looked around her feet and was surprised to find a coiled length of rope that was white with red ribbons woven through it. "That definitely wasn't here a minute ago."
Death waved his fingers at her. "Christmas magic, my dear demon. Come, Cerberus, to the next home."
The next home was only a block away, and Death had the hellhound park the sleigh on the ground this time. The name he read was Chinese, and Lily pulled two gifts from the bag with hanzi characters written on the tags. Death delivered the presents again and came out with a cookie in each hand.
"Little Bao remembered to leave Santa cookies," he explained, then handed one to Lily.
"How kind of you." She took a bite and winced. "This is very stale."
"Indeed. The four I ate were not very good." Death held the remaining cookie up. "And don't worry, I didn't forget about you." He tossed the cookie to Tick Tock, who snatched it out of the air with a ribbon tongue.
"Should you be feeding that thing after midnight?" Lily asked.
"I am unaware of any time constraints on mimics or cookies." Death snapped the reins and they were off again.
They established a good rhythm as they delivered hundreds of presents. Lily had Death read the list between houses so she could prepare gifts in advance. Death delivered most of them by walking through the front door. Apparently the world was still frozen inside the homes as he dropped off the packages, so there was no fear of discovery.
Without any proper way to keep time, Lily had no idea how long it took. Between Death falling off of a couple more roofs and that time Cerberus crashed into an apartment complex, the deliveries flowed together in her mind like a collapsing dream.
In a way, it made sense. It was a similar trick to what she could accomplish in the Dreamscape. An hour in the real world could become years inside a dream, but the human brain would find a way to compress that information upon waking. An ordinary mind was likely to forget enough details that it may as well have been an hour.
When staying with Eulalie and Velvet last fall, she had done something similar for their father, allowing him several months with his deceased wife in the Dreamscape. While awake, he didn't even question the time distortion. Instead, his dreams were just a montage of pleasant memories, the time dilation forgotten.
At the sudden thought of Velvet, Lily scowled. Her passing had left a scar on Mike's soul. Over the summer, she and Dana had gone down to Florida to take revenge for the death of their friend, but got caught up in something much bigger.
She pushed the whole event out of her mind. It was only going to make her angry all over again.
Australia was similar to the islands, but the population clusters were thick enough that Death would often return to the sleigh just long enough for presents to the next house. Lily had noticed back in the islands that they didn't stop at every home, even if there were signs of children. Death thought that the children had been naughty, or even no longer believed, but it didn't matter. That was always a few minutes saved, and it was going to add up quickly as the eternal night progressed.
They were somewhere above Sydney when they stopped the sleigh over an opulent home covered in Christmas lights. Lily knew something was up by the way the windows on the house sparkled as if tagged with fairy lights.
Death frowned at the list, his gaze moving to the house and back again.
"What's wrong?" she asked. Not that she cared, but she didn't feel like wasting time just sitting there. As long as they were busy making deliveries, she didn't notice how long it took.
"Er, nothing." Death looked at Lily, then back at the list, then the house.
"C'mon, what's the problem? I don't want to sit here all...night." She gestured at the moon up above, which had followed them the entire trip. "If there's an issue, let's just skip this place. Kid looks like they're probably getting a ton of presents anyway, look." She pointed at a window in the front of the house. Through it, a massive tree decorated in glass ornaments had been packed to the brim with presents.
Death cleared his throat, which made an eerie sound that reminded Lily of a creaking house. "Well, technically, there isn't a problem."
"Then let's get to it. What's the name?"
"William."
Lily reached into the bag and was surprised when nothing was pressed into her hand. She reached even deeper and tried to grab the first thing she felt, but the presents slid away from her touch. "What the fudge?"
"This child requires something else from Santa," Death explained. "You see, not everyone needs a material gift."
"Okay, then what is it?"
Death turned the list to show her. William's full name was scrawled in beautiful golden calligraphy. Just off to the side were the words Personal Visit.
Lily laughed. "Oh, that is rich! He's going to be so fudging scared when he gets Jack Skellington instead of the big man himself!"
"And that, my dear friend, is the problem." Death tugged his beard away from his face, revealing a bony jaw. "He might not believe that I am only helping Santa, you see."
"No poop." Lily scowled. Maybe her vocabulary could be more extensive, but she hated that the filter chose words for her.
"If only I had the ability to alter my form, it would be no problem." Death looked at Lily.
"Yeah. That would solve the issue, wouldn't it?" She looked away, refusing to acknowledge the comment.
Several moments passed. Death picked up his thermos and poured out some more hot cocoa. Lily had seen him do this multiple times already, and knew that the thermos likely contained thousands of gallons of the stuff.
"Lily." Death paused to sip his cocoa thoughtfully. "You wouldn't happen to know somebody who can shape shift, would you?"
She ignored him. There was no way she was going to play Santa.
"Lily?" Death's tone shifted slightly, and she could hear the annoyance.
"Maybe this is something you should have considered before deciding to play Santa," she mumbled.
"Lily." The tone of his voice hardened, and all sense of jocularity had vanished. When she turned to face him, she saw that the flames in his sockets were burning purple. As she watched, the flames disappeared to reveal a field of stars inside his skull. One by one, the stars winked out as she let out a gasp of awe.
She didn't fear Death. At worst, he could ruin her evening. Yet in those eyes, she saw a version of eternity she wanted no part of.
"What's in it for me?" she asked in an attempt to deflect.
Death's hard stare softened. "I suppose I would owe you a favor," he said.
"A big one?"
He nodded, the light of the moon reflecting off of his skull. "A favor from Death isn't one to be taken lightly, no matter the size."
"And nothing tea or map related."
His upper mandible twisted into a grin. "We can't always predict the future," he told her. "But yes, your repayment shall be very large."
"Fine." She looked at the house. "So I can just go in however I want?"
Death nodded. "The front door is fine, but if the child is awake, they will hear you."
"Care to explain to me how this random kid is still walking around?" She clenched her jaw as a thick white beard sprouted from it. "I mean, if the whole world is time locked and all."
"I suppose maybe you should think of it less as everyone else being frozen and more like we are just moving really fast." He leaned back and put his feet up on the front of the sleigh. Grains of sand were stuck between his metatarsals. "We're the ones inside a time bubble. Once it pops, we'll rejoin everyone else as it were. Some exceptions will be made as others are allowed to enter the bubble with us."
"How does that make sense?" Her voice deepened as her belly expanded. She gave it a poke to ensure that it did, indeed, jiggle like jelly. "Doesn't your book explain it?"
"It does not, but it doesn't matter. I once heard that any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic." Death pulled a cookie from his pocket. "In theory, this makes sense, but I choose to postulate an opposing position."
"Which is?"
"That magic doesn't require us to understand it for it to work. You want an explanation, but it isn't required. Sometimes we have to accept the magic for what it is and quit bothering each other with questions about how it operates."
"That sounds an awful lot like a fancy way of saying you don't know."
Death paused, as if deep in thought. "Perhaps. I must admit, my current form has placed several limitations on my ability to comprehend things in a multi-dimensional sense. When you're an all encompassing inevitability, you don't spend much time pondering the temporal nature required for traditional logic."
"That's a lot of big words for a man who still doesn't have an answer for me."
"Then I shall return to my original answer. Because it's all part of the magic of Christmas. And since the magic was created to help Santa deliver presents, this must be part of it." He made to take a bite of the cookie, but Lily snatched it from him.
"Santa first," she declared, then bit into it. She made a face. "Ugh, gross, raisins."
"That is why I didn't offer it to you," he explained, taking the cookie back. "I didn't want the little girl who made these to feel bad, so I took them. In fact, it's almost like I'm doing you a favor by eating this."
"Don't start with me," she warned, but he chattered his teeth at her.
"One must keep their sense of humor if they are to properly harbor the Christmas spirit." He tossed the cookie into his mouth and patted his non-existent belly. "I shall keep my word, dear succubus. Do not fret."
Disgruntled, Lily hopped out of the sleigh, causing both her knees to pop, then walked to the house. There was a partially open window by the kitchen. When she approached, she felt her whole body tingle as she turned into mist and flowed through the screen and reformed in the kitchen. She sniffed the air, curious to see if it would have the usual sulfurous stench.
Satisfied that she hadn't arrived with her typical odiferous flare, she walked through the house. Santa's proportions were almost comical, yet she tried to sway her hips as usual. If nothing else, William would have one heck of a story to tell about the time he met Santa.
She was almost to the stairs when she heard the shifting of packages beneath the tree. Turning to face the emerald green monstrosity, she saw a young boy who was maybe eight years old digging through the packages.
Ugh, might as well get on with it, she thought. "Ho ho ho...William."
The boy jumped, banging his head on an ornament which fell. It clattered against the wooden floor, revealing that the ornament was made of plastic. Now that Lily was close, she could tell that the tree was decorated in cheap replicas of old style ornaments. Even the candy canes hanging from it were fake.
"Santa!" William ran across the room and wrapped his hands around Lily's waist, burying his face in her belly.
Lily froze. She couldn't recall the last time she had touched a child, much less been hugged by one. There was so much warmth in the child's embrace that she felt dirty for accepting it, and had to stop herself from stepping away.
"Now, now, young man. I'm here on a special assignment." She pushed William away and saw that he'd been crying. "Apparently someone is in need of a Christmas miracle."
William wiped the tears from his eyes. "Just knowing that you're real is enough for me."
"Eh...okay." Lily frowned, then looked at the tree. A personal appearance from Santa sounded too simple to be the reason she was here. "So, were you snooping to see what you got?"
He shook his head. "No, sir. I was seeing what everyone else got."
Lily cocked her head. "Now it shouldn't matter what everyone else got. Christmas is about giving, and all that...kind of thing."
William wiped some fake pine needles out of his hair. "That's what I'm worried about. My sisters are missing their presents from my mom. My parents got divorced a few years ago and we never see my mom. My stepmom doesn't like her, and they fight all the time. I found my present from her under the tree this morning, but wanted to make sure that my sisters got something, too."
Lily contemplated William with a frown. "Why would your mother forget to send them presents?"
"She forgot their birthday," he replied, then moved to go back under the tree. "She didn't even call. My stepmom made a huge fuss about it, but when I talked to mom later, she told me she sent presents and tried to call, but nobody answered the phone."
"Okay." Lily pondered William's words. "So...what do you want me to do?"
The boy shrugged. "I don't know. But I wrote you a letter asking if you could make sure my sisters got my mom's presents, and here you are. To be honest, I thought maybe you weren't real, but I had to try."
"Tell me more about your stepmom." Lily sat down on a nearby couch, then noticed an empty plate. "Did somebody eat my cookies?"
William shook his head. "I threw them away. My stepmom made them, but they're really gross and I didn't want to hurt your feelings." His face brightened. "I can make you a sandwich if you're hungry!"
"Nah, I'm fine." She patted her belly. "So what's the deal with your stepmom?"
William scowled at the tree. "She sucks. I can tell she doesn't like me, but it's fine. She's nice to my sisters, but it's almost too nice. She has them doing dance and piano all the time, though, so I don't get to see them much."
"Classic stepmother move." It was the only reply she could think of, but William nodded as if he understood.
"She wants them to call her mom, now." He winced. "But they already have a mom."
"What do you call her?" Lily asked.
"Janet." He made a face. "She makes me play outside so I don't get her floors dirty. Or just in my room. I don't like her much."
"Let's see if I can get to the bottom of this." With a sigh, Lily heaved her bulk forward and walked toward the stairs. "You stay here. I'll be back."
William nodded, and then she ascended the stairs. She could smell the dreams of the household, and wandered down a long hall to a master suite that was almost as large as the main floor at home. In a four poster bed, a man that looked like William slept next to a woman with porcelain skin and a sleep mask.
She could see the rise and fall of their chests, which meant that time flowed here as well. If she waited long enough, would morning come? Or would time snap back into place like a rubber band, making them live the same five minutes on repeat?



She thought back to Death's words. It really would just be easier to accept that magic happens, and accept that she would receive no explanation. Christmas magic was definitely something special, that was for sure.
To be safe, she gave both sleepers a jab with her tail to ensure they slumbered. A quick dive into Janet's mind revealed that she had rewrapped the presents from William's mother and addressed them from Santa. Puzzled, Lily dug deeper.
Janet's mind unraveled like a rotten onion, revealing a history of entitled behavior and glowing narcissism. William's sisters were adorable, and got plenty of attention from Janet's friends and strangers alike. She liked being told she made a good mother, and enjoyed taking credit for the children's accomplishments. However, as long as their mother was in the picture, there would be credit she couldn't claim.
There was a lot to unpack. Janet was only being kind to the children for her own glorification and to hurt a woman she barely knew. William was old enough to see through the charade, but the girls were not. It was likely only a matter of time before she started using William as her own emotional punching bag.
"How would Santa handle this?" she wondered aloud. How would a fat man who brings joy and good cheer to the world deal with a chronic liar bent on destroying a child's perception of their mother? This situation reminded her of the one between Mike and his own mother, and the temptation to just snap Janet's neck was very strong.
Staring at her prey, she bit her lip and crawled up onto the bed. Spreading her legs around Janet's torso, she placed her hands on Janet's temples and delved into the Dreamscape.
She didn't know what the answer was. The fact of the matter was that Santa wasn't here, but she, Lily, was. She had her own way of dealing with things.
Not knowing what sort of deadline she was on, she bombarded Janet's Dreamscape with a nightmare sequence that lasted for weeks on end. The Christmas filter fought her hard at first, but the Dreamscape was Lily's domain, and she was able to defeat it soundly there.
Janet's soul begged for forgiveness on multiple occasions, but Lily saw through the lie each time. The woman Janet had become was a project years in the making, and not something casually undone. The woman would say whatever she thought necessary to stop the terrors that Lily sent at her. Scare tactics clearly weren't going to work, so she would have to go deeper.
Changing tack, it was time to do some spiritual manipulation. Lily set up a dream scenario where Janet woke up on Christmas day, broke her stepdaughters hearts, and then enjoyed a briefly successful career as their manager when they got picked up by a scouting agency. She became close friends with the wife of a wealthy oil mogul, whom she eventually had a threesome with. Using this sexual moment as an opening, Lily pounced.
Souls were often like apples. It was entirely possible to cut the bad parts out in the hopes that what had rotted them in the first place wouldn't grow back. Lily bit large chunks out of Janet's soul, almost to the point where she would perish. When Christmas morning came, Janet would likely suffer confusion, weakness, and headaches for several days. She would barely have the energy to get through the day without napping, much less emotionally manipulating her stepdaughters. Smiling, LIly licked her lips and tweaked Janet's nose as if she was a child.
"If nothing else, that should keep you out of trouble for a few months. You'll love the attention you get from everyone when the doctors can't figure out what's wrong with you."
Before leaving the bedroom, she jacked into the father's head long enough to see that he was a good man with a penis that made most of his decisions.
"Consider getting snipped," she told him, both in his dreams and out. "Cause if you knock this one up, she's gonna take you for everything."
It had been almost half an hour by the time she returned to the living room. William was dozing on the couch, but snapped to attention when Lily arrived. He was holding a plate with a peanut butter sandwich, which he offered to her as a snack. She accepted it, then identified the presents beneath the tree that had been mislabeled. He helped her rewrap them properly, then sat back to identify their handiwork with shimmering eyes. As she was leaving, William gave her a big hug, clinging tightly to her body.
"Thank you, Santa," he told her. "Merry Christmas."
"Right. Merry Christmas." She waved him off of her. "Now go to bed before I bring you coal."
"If Janet stops being so mean, you can bring me coal forever." He grinned for her, suddenly looking much younger than he seemed. It was like the stress of his stepmother's machinations had prematurely aged him, but now that weight was gone. She gave him a wave, then stuffed the whole sandwich in her mouth on her way out the door.
Death was reading the manual in the sleigh when she returned. Once they were airborne, she transformed back into her normal form and picked up the thermos. As she poured herself a mug of cocoa, she pondered again how Santa would have handled the whole affair. Perhaps it was some magic he possessed that she was unaware of, but it almost felt like the whole experience had been tailored to her particular strengths.
If so, to what purpose? That would mean that Santa had known that trouble was brewing, and that Death would take the sleigh. It seemed impossible to believe, so she thought back on the wisdom of the Reaper and just let it go as she contemplated the night sky. She had been given a unique opportunity to help someone that hadn't involved murdering someone else, though she had considered it.
"How did it go?" Death asked.
"The cookies sucked." She slammed hot cocoa from the mug, marveling at how hot it felt against the back of her throat. "By not making you eat them, it's almost like I did you a favor."
"Aha! I see young William has gifted you with a sense of humor!" Death's grin was contagious as he let out a booming laugh. "It's almost like a Christmas miracle!"
In response, Lily chattered her teeth at him, then stuck out her tongue. Though she wouldn't admit it out loud, she was starting to have fun.
"Next stop?" she asked.
Death nodded, then handed over the reins. "It's your turn," he declared with a smile.
She couldn't help it. With a laugh, she snapped the reins and Cerberus pulled them up into the sky, leaving a trail of smoking paw prints behind.

❄️❄️❄️Christmas Present sat at the head of the table, smiling at Yuki and Mike while they filled up on meats, cheeses, and rolls. Yuki didn't dare let her attention wander away from the giant, who would occasionally lick her lips while watching Mike.
Conversation had been minimal, other than a general encouragement to eat. Christmas Present promised them a long journey, and they should be well fed before they began. Yuki didn't detect any animosity, but was expecting a betrayal of some sort. If not for the odd behavior and that strange scar on the giant's lower belly, she probably would have pin cushioned the woman a while ago.
Mike drank from a silvered goblet, then wiped his mouth with a napkin. He had put away an impressive amount of food, and Yuki watched a tiny spark jump across the top of his knuckles. "So you're one of the three spirits of Christmas. We met one of your siblings earlier."
Christmas Present chuckled, then tossed her hair. "Actually, you met several. You see, today is Christmas. My Christmas. Once it is over, I will join my brothers and we shall become the past together."
Yuki nodded. If Christmas Past really was a conglomerate of individual spirits, it would make sense how they had been able to split her and Mike into separate places and times. "Does that mean Christmas Future is actually several spirits as well?"
Christmas Present shook her head. "Potential spirits."
"Potential spirits?" Mike looked up from his meal. "How does that work?"
"That would be a limitation of your language. Just like a gift, each of us is an unopened box. We can be and are absolutely anything until we've been opened."
"I like the analogy," Mike told her. "Because I get the feeling that you're exactly what I wanted for Christmas."
Yuki felt the urge to chastise Mike for flirting, but she watched in fascination as the giant's face and chest burned a fiery crimson. Christmas Present seemed friendly for now. If MIke wanted to flirt his way out of potential danger, then he was welcome to it.
In truth, she found the giant to be very pretty, which made her a little wary. She hadn't felt any sort of romantic or sexual feelings for many years now. It wasn't until the incident at the cabin where she had helped Mike get off to feed Dana that those feelings had emerged once again. Even then, the stirrings had been distant, but she had recognized them all the same. A part of her was waking as if from a long slumber, but it had skewed heavily toward the Caretaker himself.
"Tonight is going to be so much fun," Christmas Present declared, her voice filling the room. "An evening worth remembering."
"Speaking of which." Yuki set down her fork and wiped her mouth. "What exactly is your intention for us? Christmas Past seemed intent on harming us, and I am aware that you have been ordered to hunt us down."
The smile faded from Christmas Present's face. "You're right," she admitted. "I was sent to hunt you down, but can no longer remember why." Her hand slid beneath the fur-lined fabric of her robe and caressed the scar on her belly. "And when I caught you, I was supposed to take you away."
"Well, maybe we should just spend some time together instead?" Mike clapped his hands, a hint of worry in his eyes. "After all, it's Christmas, right? Nobody wants to be sad on Christmas!"
"That's right!" Christmas Present stood, then adjusted her crown. "And we've got so many things to see!"
"See?" Yuki looked at Mike. "Like what?"
"Come, Caretaker." Christmas Present stepped toward the two of them and extended her arm. "Hold onto my robes, and we shall travel anon."
Mike looked at Yuki, then flicked his eyes toward the spirit. She nodded, then moved to join him. Standing before the ghost of Christmas Present, she took Mike by the hand and they both grabbed onto the fabric that dangled from the spirit's arm.
It was as if someone grabbed Yuki by the heart and pulled. Her breath left her body as the world turned into a blur. Dazzling colors spun around them for the span of a breath, and they appeared on a frost covered hillside. Down below, smoke rose from a small cabin, and the nearby barn was lit with Christmas lights.
"What are we doing here?" asked Mike.
"There are many ways to measure a man," Christmas Present replied, some of the cheer gone from her voice. "You see, I'm perfectly aware that your magic has altered me. But yours isn't the only magic making demands."
For just a moment, her sparkling eyes flickered black, causing Yuki and Mike to step away.
"It would seem that I have been given a dangerous choice," she informed them, her eyes changing back. "To oppose my master and risk destruction, or to put my fate in your hands. You see, I desire you, Mike Radley. I wish to make you mine, to feel the heat of your body against my skin, to possess you in all the ways a woman can take a man."
"But?" Mike's voice squeaked a little.
"That's what your magic has done to me. It has given me desires of my own. And I would see what your influence has done to others." She shook her head, her smile reappearing. "So, come! Let us see what transpires in yon cabin!"
She waved the sleeve of her robe, obscuring their vision for a moment. They now stood inside the cabin, surrounded by hordes of rats who sat throughout the house. The rafters were packed with them, and most of the furniture had been obscured by their bodies. Up above, Emery could be seen sitting amongst the rodents with a sprig of mistletoe taped to the top of his head.
"Hello!" he greeted them, then flew down in their direction. Stunned, Yuki couldn't figure out how they had teleported to the cabin until the imp passed through them to land on the kitchen counter. Reggie the rat king had emerged from a small doorway with a wreath of red and green tinsel wrapped around his crown.
"So we're not really here?" Mike asked, wandering away from the spirit.
"We are," she said. "These are not the shadows of things that have been, but of what transpires now."
"What about the time lock?" Yuki asked.
The ghost chuckled. "We are still in it. Traveling as spirits, we are not beholden to the linear nature of time and have stepped outside of the lock. As such, this party had started before you came to the North Pole, and there is naught you could do to alter its course upon returning."
Reggie held up his hands and waved at the other rats as a bunch more poured through the cabinets. It was almost as though the rats had chewed portals through most of the cabinetry, and the cabin was filling up.
The rat king greeted nearby rodents with sparkling eyes and friendly waves. The rats that came through the cabinets ran up to the rats at the cabin and greeted them with warm hugs. Ever since Eulalie had become the Rat Queen as a bit of a joke, a section of the rat kingdom had gone to live with her in the Library. Though there was nothing keeping the two fiefdoms from interacting, Yuki would bet this was the first time so many of them had gathered in one place.
Reggie had been a bit hurt when the split had first occurred, but then realized it was beneficial for his kingdom as a whole. Not only did this allow his subjects to spread out a bit, it also meant that the odds of them being wiped out completely went down drastically. Even if the house was vaporized, the Library and its occupants would remain to rebuild.
"Looks like we're missing quite the party," Mike said, pointing at the kitchen table. Fruit, bread, and giant wheels of cheese had been set out for everyone, and the rats were drinking some sort of cider from tiny tea sets. A roaring fire burned in the fireplace, and the front door opened to reveal Bigfoot wearing a large, white beard.
"Ho ho ho," he declared, holding a bag under his arm. "Merry Christmas!"
Young rats gathered at Bigfoot's feet, milling about as he knelt down to hand out gifts. They scrambled up into his fur as he laughed, doing his best to give them their presents. Most of the gifts were dollar store toys for children, but the young rats were able to wear them like accessories. More than a few rats sported slap bracelets as fancy belts and one of them had scored a set of earrings that was now worn as a necklace.
Christmas music played through a speaker that sat by the front door. Reggie was in the middle of handing out some red cheese wheels when his nose twitched and he looked up toward the second floor of the cabin.
Up above, Eulalie had emerged from her room. Sleek black legs unfurled from beneath her as she climbed over the railing and flipped over to land on the main floor. The rats squeaked at her in greeting and spread apart to give her some room.
"Merry Christmas, everyone!" Eulalie gave everyone a wave. She wore a garish Christmas sweater adorned with a patchwork tree. Tucked against her belly and wrapped in silken webs was an egg with ruby spirals. Firelight reflected off of the egg, but Yuki was certain that some of the light she saw was coming from beneath its shell.
"Merry Christmas, my queen." Reggie took off his crown and gave her a regal bow. "And well met."
"This isn't the roleplaying server." She winked at him and held out a hand. "You can just be yourself."
"Roleplaying...server?"Reggie's whiskers trembled in confusion.
"Just some web humor. Don't mind me." She laughed.
"How is the child?" Reggie asked. "Do you think she'll hatch soon?"
"We've got plenty of time." She rubbed the egg and smiled. "Though I can feel her vibrate sometimes."
"Where's the beer?" Bigfoot stood, causing the rats to scatter. A few remained behind, putting braids in the hair by his shoulders. "I didn't see the cooler outside."
A few of the rats contemplated their tea cups, then skulked away. In the corner of the room, Yuki saw a rat move a pillow to block the sight of crushed cans on the floor.
"We can have someone make a beer run." Eulalie looked around at the rats. "There's probably some at the Library."
"Speaking of, I thought Sofia was gonna stop by." Bigfoot sniffed, then scratched his nose. "Kinda wanted someone my own size to talk to."
"Ooh, do you have a crush?" Eulalie batted her eyes. "Does Uncle Foot like the cyclops?"
Bigfoot laughed. "She's okay, just wanted someone my own size to hang with. You know Beth keeps me busy enough, but she decided to go home for a bit. Had something she needed to do."
"Yeah. I've heard the rumors." Eulalie smiled, then picked up a piece of cheese. "But back to your original question, Sofia won't be making it tonight. She's...tied up with some unexpected business."
"Busy? On Christmas?" Bigfoot shook his head. "Woman's a workaholic."
"She's enjoying herself. I promise." There was an odd twinkle in Eulalie's eye when she said this.
Christmas Present made herself at home, and grabbed one of the cheese wheels from the table. Upon touching it, the wheel doubled in her hands, leaving the original behind. She bit down into it and nodded her approval. "High quality," she declared.
The gathering progressed for quite some time, and Mike wandered through the cabin while Yuki followed. It didn't take long before he wandered outside. He walked over to the new barn and put his hands on his waist.
"You okay?" Yuki came up from behind him, her arms resting across her belly. There was no chill in the air, despite the frozen surroundings. Whatever mechanism they were traveling by didn't convey the chill that should have been in the air.
"I guess," he told her. "At least they aren't all swimming at the spring, right?"
She nodded, then moved closer to him. Though the barn was new, it dawned on her that this was the last place Mike had seen Velvet alive, chasing after that bastard Leeds. She could see his pain through the way he stood, could smell it in the air like cloves and dying flowers. He was putting up a brave front about it, which was a feeling she knew all too well.
Hesitating for a moment, she stepped into him, wrapping her arms around his chest from behind. He tensed up at first, then pressed into her. Beneath the warmth of his skin, she could feel his magic swirling through him. It was like trying to hold a handful of butterflies, their fluttering wings sending ripples of power through her body.
Back when he had used his magic to electrify her, it had been nothing but pain and agony as it tore through her muscles and into the metal floor of the ductwork. Now, though, it reacted to her touch, and moved as if to caress her. No stranger to the duality of magic, she couldn't help but wonder. If his magic could bring so much misery through touch alone, how much joy could it also bring? Would it be large enough to fill that gaping void in her soul, the one she contemplated on a daily basis?
They said time heals all wounds, but she was tired of waiting. Her heart was now beating in time with those tiny surges of power, and his magic was still inside his body. They were both survivors of a special kind of heartache. Maybe it was time for her to take that first step toward leaving Emily behind forever.
"Mike?" She wrapped her hands around his chest and rested her cheek in the small of his back, her thoughts on the words he had spoken earlier. Once upon a time, she had been an artist, a poet, a traveler. She had conquered continents on foot, had battled armies of stone, had even head-butted an Oni over a bottle of saki. But most of all, she had been a survivor.



Emily had brought out the best and worst in her. Now the person she was today was just a shell of the person she used to be, going through the motions of living. The rage and anger were largely gone, but had left a chasm she had yet to fill.
"I thought you didn't need to bury your head in someone to smell them." He put his hands over her wrists and squeezed.
"I know what it's like to hurt," she told him. "Like you do, right now. I'm not saying that you should stop, but I do want to say this: don't end up like me. I...I wish I was doing better."
He turned around in her arms and contemplated her with dark eyes that glowed from within. Even now, she could feel his magic radiating from him like warmth from a lantern.
"Want to talk about it?" he asked.
She shook her head no. Talking had taken her as far as she was going to get, and she needed something more. She lifted a hand to his cheek and moved in, closing her eyes as her lips approached his.
When their lips touched, she felt his magic intensify and press against her. His hands tightened around her waist, but the sudden pressure of magical energy from behind them caused her to break the kiss and spin around.
Christmas Present stood about ten feet away, a smile on her face. She clapped her hands together slowly, then approached.
"God-damned cock-blocking holiday," she heard Mike mutter.
"I thought you were watching the party," Yuki sneered as her heart slammed shut again, the moment lost.
"I still am." She gestured over toward the barn. Up on the roof, Eulalie stood gazing at the stars, her hands on Velvet's egg. "You see, we're not just here for the party. I want to see the ripples you've left behind in this particular pond."
When the spirit snapped her fingers, they teleported to the roof. Eulalie cradled her sister's egg, singing something under her breath. Her eyes shimmered in the starlight, her lower lip trembling.
"I wish you were still here," the Arachne said, her eyes on the stars. "Or Mom. Or even Dad. I hate how alone I feel in a room full of people. I hate that a year ago, you and Dad were still here. Everything changed so fast, I feel like I'm a different person now. Almost like the old me died, and I'm all that remains."
Yuki felt Mike tense up beside her, so she took his hand and squeezed it.
"Ah, here it is. The secret misery behind the holidays. Missing the ones we've lost." Christmas Present's eyes had turned black, and dark veins sprouted along her cheeks. "If joy were measurable, I wonder just how much of it you've robbed from this beautiful creature."
"Eat my whole, fucking ass." Mike spun to face the giant. "If I hadn't come along, Leeds would have torn this entire place apart. Maybe Velvet would have survived, maybe not. This is the same shit Christmas Past tried, and it didn't work."
Christmas Present's left eye twitched, and a heavy presence descended on them both. The world dimmed as a harsh buzzing sound filled the air, and Yuki moved between Mike and the giant, summoning foxfire into her hands. The giant smiled, revealing teeth that had elongated into fangs.
A quiet hum filled the clearing, broken by the occasional hooting sound. They all turned their attention toward the forest where tiny lights had appeared.
It was the Nirumbi. The small humanoids marched forward from the forest, each one clutching a tiny LED in their hands that flickered like a candle. A group of Nirumbi children led the way, each one carrying the edge of a giant piece of fabric that was rolled up between them.
Yuki realized that the Nirumbi were humming the tune of Silent Night.
"It took me a while to teach it to them," Bigfoot spoke from down below. With a grunt, he leapt onto the roof of the barn and sat next to his niece.
"What are they doing?" Eulalie asked.
"Bringing you your Christmas present." He placed a large hand on her shoulder.
Yuki chanced a glance at Christmas Present. The giantess' features twitched as the darkness receded.
The Nirumbi came to a halt beneath the barn, and the children unfurled the fabric. It looked to be woven from wool, and in the middle of the cloth was a beautiful geometric design that looked like a cross between a spider and a woman.
"I don't understand," Eulalied whispered. "They made me a blanket?"
"Keep watching," Bigfoot whispered.
Nirumbi warriors moved forward from the group, clutching their spears tightly as they turned toward the cloth. As one, they knelt down around the children, setting down their weapons. Nirumbi elders, dressed in fine robes, surrounded the warriors. Each one held a wooden bowl full of a dark liquid.
"That's blood," Eulalie said.
"Deer blood," Bigfoot added. "They've stopped using their own."
One by one, the elders anointed the faces of the warriors, drawing the symbol around their tight features as the tribe continued to hum. Once finished, the warriors turned to face Eulalie, grim determination on their faces.
Satisfied with their work, the elders turned to each other and repeated the process. As they finished, more members of the tribe emerged from the shadows, revealing that their faces had been painted similarly.
"What is this?" Eulalie whispered.
"The Nirumbi decided some time ago that it was time to part with the way of the warrior and embrace the role of the protector." Bigfoot smiled, then wiped a glistening tear from his face. "They believe that the spirit of your sister protects them, and she is now the guardian spirit of the spider tribe."
Eulalie was speechless.
Yuki heard Mike sniffing next to her, but didn't look to see if he was as moved as the Arachne. Instead, she turned her attention to Christmas Present, whose face had reverted to normal, the heavy presence fading.
"Perhaps seeds of joy can be grown from the ashes of despair." The ghost stroked her chin thoughtfully, all signs of corruption gone. "How soon could I forget?"
"To be fair, you're less than a day old," Yuki told her.
The spirit chuckled, laugh lines blossoming next to her eyes. "Do not let my age fool you. After all, I am full of the wisdom of the season."
"Full of something," Mike muttered next to Yuki.
A dark look crossed the spirit's face, and she grabbed Mike and Yuki by the hand.
"Somewhere else," she declared in a hollow voice, then yanked them across time and space. The glowing lights the Nirumbi held spiraled like fireflies before disappearing, and now they stood outside of a two story home.
"Ah, now this is more like it." Christmas Present's pupils dilated as she stomped toward the home, tendrils of smoke swirling below her feet. She passed through the front door, leaving Mike and Yuki outside.
"Where are we?" Yuki asked.
"Dana's parents." A dark look crossed Mike's face. "The spirit is losing control. Just like Christmas Past, it seems to pull energy from sadness and anger."
"Seems that way." They stood outside in the whirling snow, the flakes passing through their bodies. Yuki looked up at the house. "So what do we do?"
Mike nodded, then looked at Yuki. "I'm going to try and seduce her. I think my magic is the only thing keeping her from going full dark side on us, so maybe I can tilt the scales in our favor by flooding her system."
"I agree." Yuki kept her thoughts on his word choice to herself. She didn't know what sort of chaos would ensue as a result of such a union, but had a pretty good guess it would get messy one way or another. "What do you need from me?"
When Mike laughed, it sounded almost like a bark. "Keep her from crushing me between her thighs, maybe?"
"You almost sound excited," she said.
"Have you seen how big she is?" Mike winked. "I've come to terms with my unique skills, and have decided this is a mountain I need to climb. She's twice my height, after all." He let out a heavy breath, his anxiety breaking through." Now c'mon. Let's see what sort of special guilt trip she has planned for me here."
Mike disappeared through the front door. Yuki stood outside the front door of the home, wondering briefly what it would feel like to crush him between her own thighs, then followed him through.

❄️❄️❄️The interior of Dana's home smelled of scented candles and ham. An old sofa in the front room was surrounded by a pair of ebony tables stacked high with worn copies of Popular Mechanics, and a half-finished puzzle was on the coffee table. Mike could tell that the room had been recently vacuumed. In the corner of the room, a Roomba covered in stickers sat on its charger.
"Dinner is this way!" Christmas Present declared from up ahead.
It certainly is, Mike thought, magic gathering in his fingertips. He had tried to play it cool with Yuki in regards to his intentions with the giant, but his stomach was a mixture of fear and excitement.
On the one hand, he had always had a thing for tall, muscular women. He was certain that any armchair psychiatrist could take a guess as to why. Sex with Sofia had always been fun because of her height, but Christmas Present was at least a few feet taller. It was like she had been built specifically for this fantasy of his, and he suspected that was his magic's doing.
On the other hand, he had sensed the darkness dwelling inside her on the roof of the barn. His magic had been squished away as her dark side manifested, and his precognition had been put on high alert. In terms of size and strength alone, the giant could easily kill him if she wanted, and he suspected that she almost had.
His plan to use his magic to drive the darkness out came with plenty of risk. If not for Yuki's presence, he would already be sweating bullets at his chances of success.
Upon entering the dining room, he saw that Christmas Present had taken a seat on a chair in the corner, her head nearly scraping the ceiling. Sitting at a hand-carved wooden table were an older couple, Dana, and Quetzalli. Dana's father looked scholarly in a sweater vest and glasses, but the calluses on his hands revealed otherwise. Her mother was in a pretty blue dress and wore a cheap necklace that said Happy Holidays in beads.
Dana wore a sweater and jeans, and Quetzalli had on a purple sweater dress. Her hair was parted high and clipped around the sides of her head to avoid draping over her invisible horn. Mike thought he could spot the edges of the enchanted napkin ring that concealed it.
An awkward silence hung over the table as everyone ate. Dana was surreptitiously palming bites of food off of her fork and slipping them into a napkin on her lap.
"So, you two met at Dana's internship?" Dana's mother forced a smile as she took a bite of ham, then looked over at her husband. "I think it's great that you're making new friends."
"Dana here hasn't told us much about this internship." Her father set down his fork. "Maybe you'd care to enlighten us."
"We all signed a non-disclosure agreement." Quetzalli's plate was loaded down with food, and she speared a bunch of green beans with her fork. "They even keep us in a top-secret location."
"Is that true?" Dana's father didn't look convinced.
"Ick ith." Quetzalli's mouth was too full of vegetables to respond properly.
Mike looked at Dana to see her reaction. Though she had fed shortly before going home, her eyes already had that dull look that could be so off putting. At worst, her parents would assume their little girl was on drugs, not realizing that she was actually dead.
The conversation was grim as Dana seemed to ignore her parents while Quetzalli did most of the talking. Dana's father kept throwing odd looks at his daughter while her mother worked hard at being polite.
"Now this--" the giant began.
"No, fuck you, I get this one." Mike moved to stand by Dana and made his voice deep. "Ho ho ho, you got this girl killed and now it's ruining her afterlife."
"Mike." Yuki moved next to him, concern in her voice, but he held up his hand for silence.
"No, wait, what else? Ah, yes. Eternal damnation made her eat your essence, ho ho ho." He stared hard at the ghost of Christmas Present. Her soft features were already beginning to harden, confirming his theory that antagonizing the spirit brought out whatever influence the Krampus had. It was time to make his move.
"So then, you acknowledge that you've wronged her?" The spirit's eyes were already fading to black.
"What's happened between Dana and myself is nobody else's business. Do you know why?" He hovered his hands on Dana's shoulders, making it look like he was touching her. "Because we've talked about this at length. She doesn't hold me responsible, and I've promised to do anything possible to return her to normal. She's not some victim of an official Mike Radley Dastardly Plot, she's part of my family."
The darkness receded, and Christmas Present gestured at the table. "Well then what is this? You can see that her parents are hurting!"
"She cut out her parents long before I entered her life. In fact, her coming here tonight was my idea. I want her to have these ties, to be part of both the old world and the new." He trickled magic throughout his whole body, being careful not to draw attention to it. Even so, Yuki seemed to sense this and casually moved to stand on the other side of Quetzalli. "What happens next is up to Dana."
"But then why did you--" Christmas Present's eyes went wide as Mike pulled off his shirt. "What are you doing?"
"They can't see us, right?" He tossed his shirt onto the table and watched it vanish through the ham. Flexing his shoulders, he stretched his arms high, revealing the lean muscle of his shoulders and back. Ever since he had started working out, the nymph magic had altered his body so that his muscles looked as if they were cut from marble. Other than the scars along his side and hip, his torso was lean and flawless.
"Yes, but this is..." The spirit seemed lost for words as she stared at Mike's abs.
Mike was startled when he felt Yuki move behind him. She wrapped her arms around his waist and dragged her claws over his belly.
"Mmm. Nice and firm." There was a purr to her voice. "And you're sure they can't see us? We could do...anything?"
"No, this is wrong, I..." Christmas Present seemed confused. The room darkened momentarily as the world rumbled around them, but Mike could sense his magic inside the spirit, dancing about as if to be let free.
"That's right," he told her. "We could do anything, right in front of them, and they wouldn't know it." He was pushing his luck now, and a ball of ice was forming in his gut. The darkness inside the spirit was lashing out, causing Christmas Present's left eyelid to flutter.
The scene around them melted, and they were now standing in Ratu's sanctuary at the center of the Labyrinth. The naga was sitting on a chaise lounge with a cup of tea in one hand as she addressed Opal, who sat in a large plastic tub.
Opal's features were glossy, like melted wax. At the center of her body, a glass vial hovered roughly where her heart would be. She was using her hands to sign at Ratu, who had Cerulea on her shoulder for translation.
"She said it feels hot," Cerulea told her.
"That would be the new enchantment," Ratu said, her voice tired. "Residual magic from using raw materials to repair and strengthen her core. It'll fade, but you'll be stronger than ever."
Distracted by Ratu, Mike wasn't able to get out of the way when Christmas Present grabbed him by the neck and lifted him into the air. Her cheeks were flushed and she was panting, but darkness hovered about her like a cloud. Yuki climbed onto the giant's back and tried to wrap her arms around her neck.
"Naughty...so naughty..." Christmas Present's face spasmed as she struggled to focus on Mike.
Gasping for air, Mike clamped his hands down on the spirit's thick wrists and unleashed his magic. It spiraled around the ghost's muscular arms and then entered her open mouth, flooding her with magic.
The scene flashed again, and now they were standing in an apartment. It was empty, but there was a decorated tree in the corner. The room shifted, and now they were in a hotel lobby. Santa Claus is Coming to Town blared over the speakers as a brutal storm swirled outside the glass doors. They continued like this for several moments, teleporting to random locations, until Mike was dropped on the ground.
When he hit the floor, he was in a dark room lit by a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling. There was a chill in the air, and he stood to see that Christmas Present and Yuki had vanished. The dirt floor and warped floorboards above his head put him in a basement, but where?
"What the fuck?" He rubbed his arms and turned, then froze. In the corner was a wooden chair with metal bands bolted to its frame. A human figure sat in the chair, but large chunks of them were missing. Instead of blood and guts, it was just empty holes with veins and muscles exposed, as if they had been casually dissected and the pieces lost. Dark spots like ash swirled through and around the figure, and its head was missing from the nose up.
Mouth frozen in a soundless scream, the figure pulled against their bindings. Without a head, it was impossible to be certain, but Mike recognized a metal ring on one of the hands. The last time he had seen it was on a man he thought long dead.
"Amir?" His voice was barely a whisper, and the figure flinched as if struck. Flooded with terror, Mike backed away. An icy sensation swirled through his body as a figure came into the room from the stairs. Their features were obscured by the large hat they wore. When they looked up, the pupils were crimson in color.
"Who is there?" they hissed, looking directly at Mike. It was almost like the stranger was sucking the energy from the room.
Stunned, Mike was grabbed from behind by a powerful hand, and the scene vanished. He tumbled over backward, and was now in the middle of a massive office party. Surrounded by men and women who had been drinking heavily, he stumbled to his feet and flinched when a woman walked through him.
"Didn't mean to drop you." The voice behind him was dripping with sensuality, and he turned to see that Christmas Present stood in the middle of the room, her robes pulled open to reveal her naked body beneath.
"Where's Yuki?" he demanded, aware that Christmas Present's eyes were now glowing blue. It was the color of his own magic. The darkness within the spirit had been compressed into a tiny ball deep inside.
"Here." Yuki's head popped up over Christmas Present's shoulder. She was clinging to the ghost's robe, and there was a strained look on her face. The kitsune dropped to the ground and collapsed.
"What did you do to her?" Mike asked.
"That last temporal distortion was quite tricky," Christmas Present replied. "We passed through a rough patch, which is how I lost you."
"I'm okay," Yuki added. "Just need to catch my breath."
Mike nodded, then looked at the spirit, who was moving toward him. He could sense her intent as it washed over him, and his magic responded. She stood at almost ten feet now, her head missing the ceiling by less than a foot. Moving with purpose, she clamped her hands on his sides and lifted him into the air, then pressed him against the wall.
"You're mine now, little man." Her voice was husky, the want clear in her eyes. Mike's cock surged to life, now uncomfortable in the confines of his pants while she forced her body against his. For a moment, his entire world was a pair of massive breasts, but he was able to shift his head upward to get some air.
Impatient fingers pulled off his pants and boxers, stripping him down so that the fabric dangled from his ankles. When the spirit grabbed his cock, she let out a tiny squeal.
"This is the first time I've gotten to open something on Christmas," she said, stroking his erection.



"This is my first time being a Christmas present," he replied, then awkwardly squeezed her breasts with his hands. They were so big, he couldn't figure out where to touch first. Underboob? Start at the sides and work his way up? Concentrate on the nipple?
His magic snapped through him like a whip, tuning him in to her needs and desires. He used one hand to send out sparks that danced across one of her nipples while he sucked the other into his mouth. It was huge, with an areola the size of his face. There was still some awkwardness, but he was now making proper progress.
Blood rushed to his head as Christmas Present whipped him about, then set him on a nearby table. She was grinding her crotch on one of his legs as he sat on the edge, his feet dangling over the ground.
She loomed over him, using a pair of fingers to stroke him. He groaned and leaned back, allowing her better access.
Off to the side, Yuki pushed herself up until she was sitting. She narrowed her eyes for a moment, then let out a small sigh.
"You should try sucking it," she said.
"What a delightful idea." Christmas Present put her head in Mike's lap and licked his cock tentatively before sucking it into her mouth. Her massive tongue caressed the underside of his shaft as she easily took his full length.
"Yeah, that's a good ghost." Mike put his hands on the back of her head, but didn't bother guiding her. Even when she took his full length, he just barely passed the back of her tongue. It was strange to experience a blowjob where he didn't occupy so much oral real estate, and she was doing well enough with her tongue alone.
Christmas Present placed a hand over his mouth. Lifting her head from his lap, he saw the devilish grin on her face.
"I think you've got it backwards." As she rose, she grabbed him by the legs and rolled him onto his back. His legs were pushed together and then upward, causing his cock to pop free beneath.
"What are you doing?" Mike looked around his legs and saw that her robe was fully open now. Massive labia that looked like Christmas ribbon dangled from between the spirit's legs.
"You're not in charge here," she informed him. "After all, today belongs to me."
Shifting forward, she easily rose her hips above his and pressed her body into his. She was standing at the very edge of the table, leaning forward slightly. As their bodies became one, he had a sudden fear that the table would collapse beneath their combined weight.
Pausing only to aim his cock properly, Christmas Present lowered herself onto him. She groaned when he penetrated her, wiggling her hips to figure out a better angle. Her hands were on Mike's thighs, pinning him in place.
"Holy shit," he muttered while pushing on her breasts. She moaned as he touched her, unaware that this was an act of self preservation. Not only was she giant, but her body was solid muscle. He wondered how much of that was his own fault. Unaware of what she was like before combining with his magic, he could only assume that previous incarnations hadn't required so much muscle tone.
Christmas Present was thrusting herself against him now. His magic circulated through his body, seeking to strengthen his limbs for the purpose of sex. He felt something thick bounce off the top of his groin and took a peek between his legs to see that the spirit had an oversized clitoris, like the tip of a thumb.
His body seized on this information. Shifting one arm between his legs, he stroked that elongated nub, tickling it with magical sparks that disappeared into Christmas Present. The spirit groaned, her cadence slow as she forced herself down, the entire cock now inside her. Her eyes were closed as she chewed on her lip. Those thick curls partially blocked his view, but he could make out her face without any trouble.
Usually, his magic drove both parties into a state of hyper stimulation, but it seemed to know that further encouraging the giant might kill him. The magic in his body connected with hers and created an odd pulsing sensation that moved back and forth between them. It rewarded Christmas Present whenever she matched the rhythm, but Mike didn't know how much longer he would be able to hold out. He planted his forearm between his partner's breasts, resting it against her sternum. Those gorgeous, dangling orbs swung so close to his face that he stuck out his tongue to lick them.
The table creaked under their weight as the party continued around them. People passing by would occasionally set beverages that passed right through them, unaware that Mike was getting dominated in the middle of their office party. His legs were trembling now as the giant continued, and it occurred to him that she may have his stamina.
There was movement from above, and then Yuki was there. Sitting with her legs on either side of Mike's head, she was now using her arms to brace the giant by her shoulders. The spirit paused for a moment, but continued once she realized that the kitsune was only there to help.
"The trouble you get into," Yuki muttered, looking down at Mike. "This is the second time I've had to help you fuck somebody."
Whatever witty response he had prepared vanished when he felt a tingling all along his shaft. Puzzled, he looked down and saw that electrical charges were building up all along his legs. They were red and green, just like the ghost's labia, and had begun the migration from her body to his.
"Uh oh," he whispered. Up above, the grunting woman sounded slightly more frantic as the table groaned beneath them. It had to be a fixture of the spirit's mind, because there was no way an ordinary piece of furniture could handle such abuse.
More sparks appeared, and Yuki stared at them with wide eyes as they migrated along Mike's stomach and vanished around his torso.
"Is that what I think it is?" she asked.
Mike nodded, looking up into her green eyes. He couldn't even reply. Christmas Present was forcing herself onto both of them now, chasing her impending orgasm as twinkling lights filled the room. All of his physical energy was focused on keeping from getting flattened beneath her, and his brain was distracted by the pleasurable surge running through his entire pelvis.
This mountain of a woman was about to blow her top, and he was going to get caught up in it.
Christmas Present took a deep breath and held it, her face turning red. Her hips now slammed into him hard enough that his back felt the impact. Yuki fell forward on her hands, her body now acting as a second table while the giant's breasts pressed into her back.
"How is she so heavy?" she asked, wincing with the impact of every thrust. "She's a fucking ghost!"
It was a good question, but Mike didn't have the capacity to ponder it. The pressure had increased, and a desperate look appeared on the spirit's face. Little grunts blasted free of her lips with each thrust, and it was clear she was having trouble reaching her climax. The friction between them decreased drastically as Christmas Present's juices soaked his crotch.
If he didn't get her off soon, she was going to squish him. He couldn't maintain any sort of contact with her clitoris, and had pulled the arm back to help support Yuki from beneath. Closing his eyes, he grabbed hold of the magic deep inside and gathered it in his lower body. It throbbed like a beating heart, then sent a rush of warmth to his cock. Expecting his magic to enter the giant and make her cum, he was surprised to feel swelling all along his groin.
Groaning, his cock expanded to fill the spirit. It was like his erection was having an erection of its own, expanding in girth and becoming even harder. The slick, interior walls of Christmas Present's pussy suddenly pressed against him from all sides, and the spirit gasped above him.
"Whatever you're doing is working," Yuki grunted, her face now inches from his belly. The kitsune's breasts hovered over his face, occasionally brushing against his nose. "I don't know how much longer I can hold out."
Inside Christmas Present's vagina, he felt a static-like build up as her magic bound itself to the head of his cock. It was like a magnetic attraction, and the air around them became heavy as blinking lights manifested in the air.
"Is that you?" Yuki gasped, watching the lights. They were spinning around the table, scattering throughout the room and disappearing between the attendees.
"I...don't..." It was getting hard to breathe as the giant leaned on both of them and let out a roar as their magic connected. He had tapped directly into her well of sexual energy, and his magic flowed up into Christmas Present.
The laughter of the Christmas party around them turned into shouts of surprise when someone tripped and fell against the table. One of the legs snapped, sending food and Mike toward the ground. Instead of falling, strong arms wrapped around Mike's back, holding him and Yuki in place as Christmas Present thrust herself against him, coating his crotch in sticky fluid as she came.
A dark swarm of energy squeezed out of the spirit's mouth, hovering over them like an angry storm cloud. It formed into the shape of a devil's head, complete with fangs and a long tongue that attempted to lash out at Mike. When it made contact with his skin, magical sparks leapt from his body and crawled up on the devil's face. There was a loud popping sound as the swarm fizzled out and turned into black sand that vanished when it struck the ground.
Mike struggled to catch his breath, but the magic he had poured into Christmas Present was now on its way back. He was now supporting Yuki's body with his arms, squeezing her torso to hold her in place. The magic expanded in his balls, circling through his groin. The sensation surrounded him in a field of energy, and he opened his eyes just long enough to see that the sparks now danced along Yuki's body, too.
The world dimmed around them as he exploded, coming so hard inside Christmas Present that his every muscle in his body contracted. Torrents of semen pumped into the ghost, filling her with sperm and magic. Red, green, and white lightning danced all along their bodies as the magical cycle began.
Christmas Present fell over backward pulling Mike and Yuki with her. Mike slipped out of her just before she hit the ground, Yuki tumbling free of his arms at the last second.
"By the gods, I have never experienced such pleasure!" Christmas Present brushed the hair from her face and smiled. "Such joy, wrapped into such a tiny moment!"
Mike stood over her, his cock so engorged it was almost painful. Panting, he put his hands on his hips and stared at her. The spirit was a mess, her hair splayed around and beneath her like a cape. She laughed, one massive hand toying with her clitoris. The magic was flowing away from her and drifting through the party like fireflies.
His back hurt, and his legs were sore from being folded. He was fairly certain that he would have bruises, but his dick was still so hard, it felt like it would break. "We're not done," he told her, and snapped his fingers.
Stray sparks around the room coalesced onto the giant, and she moaned, spreading her legs for him. He knelt between them and slid his cock between her pussy ribbons, sighing as their sweet heat enveloped him once more. Burying his face between her breasts, he pounded her from above, concentrating on that swirling mass of energy at her core.
The magic pulsed back and forth between them, and when she tried to sit up, he found the strength to push her back down. The spirit cried out in joy, singing Christmas carols as he filled her once more, making sure to push his magic up into every nook and cranny of her being. With a loud cry, he blasted her insides with enough spooge and magic that he nearly blacked out.
His cock shrank to its normal, flaccid size as he went limp on top of her body. The ghost of Christmas Present wrapped him up in her arms and let out a sigh, a few dark clouds dissipating from her breath like fog. They made a growling sound before vanishing, and the last of the Krampus' influence was finally gone.
"I have decided," she declared. "This is the season of giving, not taking. We should bring joy unto others and not focus only on the pleasure we bring to ourselves."
"Is that code for you're officially on our side?" Yuki sat on her knees, a tense look on her face. She was fidgeting with a strand of hair.
The giant nodded, then reached out a hand. "Touch my fingers," she whispered.
Yuki grabbed the offered digits, and the room melted away. The new room that appeared looked different than the others. It was a large bedroom with a massive bed, and all of the furniture was hand carved from wood. Large windows looked up into the sky, the Northern Lights dancing overhead. A fire roared in a hearth big enough to drive a car through, and there was a Christmas tree in the corner. A hole had been cut in the floor, the trees roots sunk deep into the soil beneath.
"Where are we?" Mike asked.
"I have brought you somewhere safe. In doing so, the Krampus will know that I no longer serve him. I am afraid that this means that my powers are now limited, as I no longer serve the master of this realm." The giant patted Mike on the head, then shifted out from beneath him. She belted her robes and chuckled. "This has been enlightening and fun, Caretaker, but I must take my leave and contribute in whatever manner I may."
"Where are you going?" Yuki glared at the spirit with an intensity that Mike found surprising.
"I have much to do. I may be free of his foul influence, but my siblings are not. It is a dark night for the North Pole, and I would help be the light that reclaims it." She turned from them when the door to the bedroom opened and a woman walked in.
"By Santa's beard," whispered the newcomer, a hand at her lips. She was an older woman with her hair tucked up into a bun, and she wore a red and green negligee that left little to the imagination. "Christmas Present, is that really you?"
"Aye." The spirit knelt on one knee and bowed her head. "I am free of the dark influence of the Krampus, and seek to make amends. I came here to find you and beg your assistance."
"And who are...these?" The woman frowned, her train of thought derailed as she stared at Mike's naked body.
"I was sent by the Krampus to remove them by any means necessary. They were my prey, but are now our allies." Christmas Present turned and winked at Mike.
"I'm Mike, this is Yuki." Mike, realizing the woman looked uncomfortable, covered his crotch. "We, uh..."
The woman shook her head. "It's none of my business. If you're here to help save my husband, I don't care how well dressed you are. You two look tired, so please make yourself at home." She pointed to the bed. "I have much to discuss with this spirit before she...wait, how are you a woman?"
Christmas Present chuckled. "It's been an interesting night. Fear not, Caretaker, for you are in the presence of the lady of the North Pole, Mrs. Claus. She is the one creature the Krampus fears above all others."
"Which is why he's holding my elves hostage to keep me locked away in here." Mrs. Claus' face turned red as she scowled at the floor. "Two-horned butt sniffer."
"Come, mother. Let us discuss what we both know. Once these two are fully rested, I believe they will be a valuable asset to our efforts."
"Hmm." Mrs. Claus looked doubtful, but she nodded. "I'll bring you two some food in a couple of hours. Haven't been in the mood to bake tonight, but I'll throw something together. Both of you look too skinny. Young man, feel free to find your clothes and actually wear them."
"Yes, ma'am." Mike's reply slipped out of him almost subconsciously.
Mrs. Claus and Christmas Present left, the spirit ducking to fit beneath the door. Once the door was closed, Mike let out a breath and took a few steps toward the bed. He sat on the edge of the mattress, his feet dangling just above the ground.
"So that actually happened," he muttered, then looked at Yuki. She was staring at the door, her hands rubbing at the fabric over her thighs. "Hey, are you okay?"
The kitsune let out a breath and walked toward him, then put her hand against his chest. With a light push, she shoved him onto the bed.
"Yuki?" He watched in amazement as she hiked her robes up to reveal her thighs, then crawled on top of him. Her tails fanned out over his legs, tickling his skin.
"I thought they'd never leave. You'd better have some more juice in you," she told him, then moved her face in front of his. He could sense it now that she was close, residual magic from his sexual encounter with the giant. It had gone everywhere, and it was no surprise that the kitsune had been caught in the crossfire. Deep in her chest, he could feel it tensing up, ready to pounce at a moment's notice.
"I...might need a minute," he admitted, his back cramping up once he was horizontal. His whole body hurt. It took some effort to lift his arms and place them around Yuki's waist, his arms fitting naturally in the curves above her waist. He wanted to ask so many things in that moment, afraid that his magic was about to hurt the relationship they already had. This was a true moment of vulnerability for her, and he didn't want to accidentally take advantage of it.
"I'm fine taking it slow." Her green eyes were glowing now as she placed her hands around his shoulders and lowered her face to his. "Just as long as we continue moving forward, I think that will be just fine."
He didn't know how to respond and wasn't given a choice. She pressed her lips into his, and he felt an instant connection that went far beyond the physical pleasures he had experienced with Christmas Present. It was both exciting and scary at the same time, and any doubts he had were dispelled by the soft touch of her tongue against his.
His magic came alive once more, flooding his limbs with new energy. His joints loosened up, permitting him to move his hands and explore Yuki's body. It seemed like there would be plenty of time, and it would be nice to take it slow for a change.
"Wait." She moved away from him with a smile and pulled her robes loose, revealing her breasts. When she laid back down on him, he was surprised at how warm her bare skin was against his. "Kiss me some more, Caretaker."
He gladly obliged.
Outside the window up above, the wind howled, smashing snowflakes against the glass so hard that they formed into chaotic fractals that hugged the wooden frame.

❄️❄️❄️Mike getting dommed by a much larger woman has been a fan request for ages now. I hope I did it right!
If you've made it this far, please don't forget to leave a comment, all the stars you can afford, and then write a letter to your favorite celebrity about the story. If we get started now, maybe the live action movie can star Ryan Reynolds! I don't even care who he plays, but if we can leverage that into just one HFHM reference in the next Deadpool movie, it will be so worth it...
Again, before I go, thank you for all your support. I appreciate all of my readers, and your feedback has helped me improve immensely. Do something nice for yourself, because you've fucking earned it!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Annabelle Hawthorne back with the next installment of "How else can I lewd Christmas this year!"
New reader? Welcome! You've got 84 chapters and two spinoff novels to catch up on the extensive lore, mythology, and general tom-fuckery I have accomplished on this wonderful website.
Returning reader? Secret handshake time! [Redacted hand movements reminiscent of Cthulhu eating spaghetti]
Anyway, the time has come, get excited because you're about to get a three-tailed surprise along with pyrotechnics this chapter! If you're one of the awesome people still hanging around and handing over those delightful stars, thank you from the bottom of my heart. I love this story, I love sharing it with you all, and knowing that so many of you appreciate all the hard work I put into it makes it easier for me to keep doing it.
Okay, you've been patient enough. Let's get this show on the road!
Hot and Cold
The ice cold winds of the arctic were blocked by large trees decorated with glowing Christmas bulbs the size of Kisa's head. Long cobblestone pathways were lined with 19th century lamps lit with magic rather than oil. They seemed to brighten as the trio walked beneath them, and Kisa stopped to ponder the swirling lights.
"Faerie magic," Holly explained. "Similar to the Northern Lights."
"I thought those had something to do with the Earth's magnetic field." Kisa wasn't sure how she knew this, but it sounded correct.
Holly nodded. "We're both right. There's the Northern Lights proper, and also some other stuff. Some indigenous people believe that their ancestors are up there, watching them from up above."
"Is that true?" Kisa asked.
Holly shrugged. "I couldn't say. There's a lot in this world that's a mystery, and I kind of like the magic that comes with not knowing."
Kisa nodded, then walked away. She didn't agree with Holly. Her early life was largely gone, eaten away by an enchanted collar. Complex emotions surrounded the magical object that had stolen her identity, yet given her a future where she thrived. She didn't feel the need to start trouble with the elf over her ideology, because Kisa wasn't entirely certain of her own.
Closing her eyes briefly, Kisa pictured her faceless grandmother. Knowing nothing else about the woman, it was at least nice to know that someone had once loved her. Maybe even now there was someone out in the world who sometimes wondered whatever happened to that little girl.
"Charged particles," Tink added, the Northern Lights reflected in the lenses of her goggles. "Maybe ghosts? Lots of magic."
"That's right, I almost forgot. The spell that lets Santa travel the world in a single night is wrapped up in those lights." Holly pointed. "If you watch, you can sometimes see where it looks like Christmas ribbons."
Kisa saw what Holly was pointing at, but was dubious. For all she knew, the Northern Lights just appeared that way and Holly was grasping for straws.
They walked down a wide cobblestone path, huddled close together as the storm reduced visibility. Pausing at an abandoned hot cocoa stand, Holly took a moment to get reoriented. The roads were starting to ice over, and the village around them was eerie. Only a few lights had been left on in the decorated buildings, but it was sporadic. The whole place looked like a Christmas-themed ghost town with gingerbread buildings and candy cane fencing. There wasn't a tree in sight that hadn't been adorned with garland or ornaments. She realized while they were waiting that the cobblestones beneath their feet were shaped like Christmas cookies.
Tink was busy trying to steal another cookie from Holly's pouch when Kisa felt a sudden chill run through her whole body. Her tail poofed out in fright as she grabbed Holly and Tink by the hand and pulled them away from the cocoa stand.
"What are you--" Holly said, but the cart behind them was suddenly surrounded by thick icicles that slammed into the ground from up above, creating an icy prison.
"Got you!" shouted Jack from down the road, unaware that they had already escaped.
"Stay low," Kisa warned, pulling them behind a cluster of trees until the chill dissipated. It would only be moments before Jack discovered they were on the run, and the snowy ground meant they were leaving tracks.
The weather intensified, snowflakes now turning to sleet and stinging her skin like frozen bees.
"She's going to catch us," Holly whimpered, clutching her hat against her head.
"She?" Thinking back to their previous encounter, Kisa could see it, not that it mattered. Her top priority right now was avoiding becoming a cat-sicle.
Kisa let her gut lead them further away. They ran along fences and down alleys, just missing capture more than once. A wall of ice nearly trapped them on the street, but a narrow space between buildings let them vanish off the main road. They squeezed between the two buildings, their petite frames just small enough to allow passage, then ran back along the buildings they had just passed. Kisa's whole body tensed up as the path in front of them erupted with ice.
"That was a waste of time." Jack dropped down from above, eyes glittering in the lamp light as she held her hands out. Swords made of ice circled her as she floated just an inch off the ground.
Off to the side, Tink started scooping snow into her hands.
"Please don't hurt us," Holly begged, putting herself between Kisa and Jack. "We don't want any trouble."
"I would worry far more about what he has planned for you." Jack tilted her head back to look down her nose at the trio. "A lot of work has gone into our plans here, and--"
A snowball exploded on Jack's shoulder, leaving behind a smudge of white on her fancy lapels. Chuckling, she brushed the snow off of her shoulder and looked at Tink, who had thrown it.
"A snowball fight? Please. I invented that."
Undeterred, Tink wound up her whole body and hurled a second snowball, her tail snapping behind her like a whip. Jack waved a hand dismissively, causing the snow to explode harmlessly into a cloud of fluff.
Though the snow was gone, the stone Tink had packed inside the snowball continued forward, smashing into Jack's nose. She let out a grunt, then fell backward onto her ass while clutching her face. Purple blood leaked out from between her hands, and she stared at them in shock.
"Tink invent fighting dirty." The goblin stuck out her tongue and flipped Jack the bird.
Seeing a chance to escape, Kisa grabbed Holly and ran. Tink was right behind them, and they turned a corner just as the ice and snow behind them erupted.
"Shit, shit, shit!" Kisa saw an open doorway and pulled the others into it. The door was locked, but Tink was already using a tool that looked like a pocket knife to jiggle the lock.
"HOW DARE YOU!" Jack's voice rose above the din of the storm, and Kisa felt the chill spread throughout her body. Tink opened the door and the three of them moved inside, then locked the door behind them. They were in some sort of storage area with giant bags of flour.
They left the storage room behind and moved through the building. The storm outside escalated, and Kisa heard Jack's howls of rage as if they were the wind itself.
"Oh, she's big mad," Holly whispered.
"Yeah, well, that storm of hers should have buried our footprints." Kisa found a windowless room full of boxes. When she went inside, the chill in her body dissipated, her danger sense no longer ringing alarms. "Here should be safe."
"For now." Holly moved over to the corner and knelt down. "But I think it's going to be hard to move around out there until that storm dissipates. And the cold is only going to get worse."
"Still plenty time before freeze to death." Tink smiled. "Maybe eat more cookies until then."
"Why are you so hungry?" Kisa shook her head. "You need to eat more protein or something. All these carbs are bad for you."
"Maybe kitty cat needs eat Tink's ass." Tink blew a raspberry. Holly held her stomach and groaned.
"What we need to do is figure out--" Kisa felt a familiar tugging sensation in her body. It was Mike, and he was relatively nearby. "Is there a heating vent in here?"
"I don't think so," Holly replied. "Not in this room, anyway."
"Then I think Mike is out of the ducts." Kisa moved toward the far wall and pressed her forehead against it. Closing her eyes, she tried to reach across the distance and make contact with him. It took a couple of minutes for her heart to stop racing, and her senses to expand outward. She could sense him much better now, could feel the aches and pains in his body. Had he been in a fight? It was hard to tell, but he was in good spirits.
Still, she couldn't quite make that final connection. He was distracted, but happy. She rolled her eyes as she opened them, wondering who he was fucking this time.
"Husband safe?" Tink asked.
"Yeah, he's safe." Kisa slid down the wall. "We need to stay here for a bit anyway until Frosty the snowbitch wanders off...sorry, Holly."
Holly waved off the apology, her features pale. "It's fine, I've come to expect potty language from both of you. We're in the bakery, so there are some tunnels that go through the village. If we use those, we may be able to move toward Mike while escaping Jack."
"Tink tired of snow." The goblin pulled some tools from her belt and set to wiping them dry with a towel. "Everything wet and dumb."
"Then it's settled. You get us to those tunnels, and I'll point the way back to Mike." Satisfied with their plan, Kisa stood and brushed the snow out of her fur. "I don't see any reason to wait. Lead the way."
They moved cautiously out into the hallway, then walked down to a pair of double doors that opened into a large industrial kitchen. Giant bronze ovens surrounded them, and the air was rich with the smell of baked bread and cookies. Kisa had to keep Tink moving, as the goblin kept stopping to pick up baked goods that had been left behind.
"You're seriously not that hungry," she told Tink, pushing her from behind.
"Tink always hungry," Tink declared, stuffing her pockets with undecorated gingerbread men. "Maybe no share, now."
Kisa grinned, a handful of gingerbread men already tucked away in her own pockets. If these tasted half as good as the ones Holly had, she was going to need her own stash.
"So they bake all the cookies here?" Kisa looked around at the large room, noticing a shelf with a bunch of elf-sized chef hats.
"No. This is one of the side bakeries. You should see the main bakery, it looks like a giant cake from the inside! Each level makes a different kind of treat, and..." Holly's exuberance faded. "Actually, it doesn't matter. Until we get Santa back, it isn't worth seeing."
Kisa looked at Tink, who just shrugged. They continued through the bakery in silence, the howling wind outside making the whole building creak. They walked through four different rooms with ovens, eventually moving down a service tunnel that terminated in a big metal door embossed with a large cookie.
"Looks a bit extreme," Kisa noted as they approached.
"All of the buildings have these. It's to keep the air flowing properly in each building. Here, look." Holly pushed the heavy door open to reveal a short tunnel that had gone dark. Kisa turned on her flashlight to reveal another door at the end of the hallway. "We let one door close before we open the next one, like an airlock. Otherwise, you can cause doors to slam in another building, or similar problems. We actually used that trick once to blow a bad smell out of the main bakery--someone burned a giant batch of cookies."
"How did that happen?" Kisa asked.
Holly gave Tink a dirty look. "Let's just say that there were bigger problems that night, and the cookies got neglected."
Kisa was about to ask for details when she heard something crash behind them in the building they had just left. They all paused and stared at the door they had just come through.
"That doesn't lock, does it?' she whispered.
Holly shook her head. "We're inside the village, we've never had to worry about--"
There was another crash, followed by a guttural growl. It sounded like baking racks were being tossed around. Kisa felt that ominous fluttering in her belly as the growling intensified, and she pulled the others toward the tunnel door.
"We need to leave," she told them, pulling the door open. "Right now."
Holly stared at the bakery door as if hypnotized. Tink grabbed the elf by the shoulders and dragged her through the door. Kisa followed them through, making sure the door didn't bang shut. The long hallways were clean, and some distant lights were still on, but they were flickering.
"That's creepy and I hate it." Kisa's tail flicked as she pointed generally to the right. "Mike is that way."
"Hmm." Holly started walking down the hall, stroking her chin thoughtfully. "That would put him much closer to the Workshop than I'd like. I really hope he didn't reappear there, because that's ground zero for trouble right now. Would far prefer if he showed up in the dorms, or even the stables."
"Stables?"
"Yeah. For the reindeer." Holly held her hands up over her ears, as if they were antlers.
"Unless the Krampus got to them." Kisa frowned. "He's rounding up all the elves, but would he have any use for the reindeer? And other than erasing Santa, what's his deal anyway?"
Holly shrugged and kept walking. The trio wandered the tunnels for well over an hour, pausing every so often to have Kisa check Mike's location. They were getting closer, which meant Mike was stationary. They took a break in an attempt for Kisa to reach out to him, but his mind was abuzz with activity. Frustrated, she was forced to give up.
The giant metal doors they saw all had different symbols on them. One had a sleigh, another bore a wreath. Kisa saw one that looked like a reindeer, only something seemed odd about the engraving. The symbols of Christmas often repeated and blurred together as the trio wandered the dark tunnels beneath the North Pole. The lack of decor in the tunnels proper made it difficult to tell how far they'd traveled or even where they were.
"Wait." Kisa held up her hand and closed her eyes. "We're moving away from him now. He's...that way." She pointed off to her left and slightly up.
"Let's go back a door," Holly said. "Does he feel nearby?"
"I think so. Hard to say."
"About fucking time," Tink grumbled. "Feet hurt."
Holly groaned and turned away from the two of them, mumbling to herself about Tink's naughtiness.
"With any luck, you can take a nap or something. I can tell you're hungover." Kisa wrapped her arm around the goblin's waist and gave her a squeeze.
"Tink no get hungover. Just extra...grumpy." She bared her teeth in a false smile and moved in step behind Holly. They came to a door engraved with interlocking baked goods, like muffins and cookies.
"Guess you guys are gonna see that big cake after all." Holly pushed open the door and was shoved forward by a gust of wind that blew through the tunnel. Kisa and Tink followed behind her, then pushed the door shut.
"I thought it wasn't supposed to--" Kisa stared at the entry door on the other side of the room. It had been ripped free of its hinges and tossed aside. A cold tingle formed in her gut as she turned to face the door they had closed. There hadn't been an air current in the tunnels earlier, which meant that somewhere, another set of double doors was open.
Holly pointed at the discarded door. There were claw marks in the metal. "The Krampus," she whispered, her eyes wide.
"So he pulled that door down and--"
"Shh!" Tink put her ear against the door to the tunnel and scowled. "Tink hear stupid demon fuck yelling."
"Tink!" Holly's protest was barely a squeak.
"We go now." Tink pulled free the hammer from her belt along with a screwdriver. "Krampus use tunnels, follow wind flow, find pretty elf."
"But he has to be miles away!" Kisa ran up the ramp with Holly in tow as Tink walked into a corridor surrounded by shredded bags of flour.
"He's fast," Holly said. "He was distracted with Alabaster last time, but he's on his way. You can count on it."
"Shi...ush." Kisa corrected herself, stretching the word abnormally long. They ran along the corridor, past tiny forklifts and wheeled trolleys. After a set of double doors with star-shaped windows, they were in a curved hallway with an incline.
"This is the outside of the cake," Holly said. "We have to go up just a bit, and then around."
"Whatever you say, cake lady." Kisa looked back down the hall, half expecting to hear clawed feet scratching the floor.
The main bakery smelled musty, as if someone had spilled bad flour. Holly continued leading the way, her features pinched as they moved through the building. Every fifty feet or so, another set of double doors with a different shape cut in the window greeted them, all of them damaged in some way.
"It's almost like he broke them just because," Kisa muttered, staring at a set of doors. "He must really hate it here."
Holly nodded. "In the beginning, he and Santa were supposed to be a team. I don't know what happened, but this place became everything the Krampus hated. He--" She paused, then sniffed the air. "Do you smell that?"
Kisa sniffed, catching the faint tickle of gingerbread. "It's probably just the cookies we took," she admitted.
"No, these smell fresh. But if the ovens had been abandoned, they would have burned by now." The elf turned on her heels and sprinted up the hall. "Maybe some of the other elves are still around!"
"Ugh, Tink gonna barf." The goblin was dragging behind now, doing her best to keep up. Kisa did her best to keep Holly in her sights without leaving Tink behind, but eventually the elf disappeared around a corner.
"Shit!" Kisa turned around, her hands on her hips. "Why are you so tired all of the sudden?"
"Too many cookies." Tink grinned weakly.
"Have you been fucking eating those this entire time?"
"Yup!" Tink gagged, made a face, then stuck out her tongue. "Maybe eat some of them twice."
"Gross!" She grabbed Tink's hand and pulled her forward. "We need to find Holly, so c'mon!"
Tink flipped some lenses on her goggles. "Left ahead," she said, upon seeing the length of the next corridor. Kisa and Tink followed whatever trail the goblin was tracking until they came to a golden door with light shining from underneath. They pushed it open cautiously, then slid inside.
It was a giant assembly line. Belts carried gingerbread men with horns through a giant room, stopping at small stations where small packs of elves decorated them. The elves had gray skin and egg white eyes, as if the color had been bleached out of them. Even their outfits were drab and faded.
Holly was kneeling on the floor just in front of them, her face buried in her hands as she sobbed.
Kisa didn't even have to ask what was going on. The few elves that looked up to see the newcomers stared at them with disinterest, their bodies going through the motion of decorating the cookies. The baking ovens up above flooded the room with enough heat that Kisa wanted to take off her vest.
"We'll never free them if we don't keep going," she told Holly. "So let's go."
"Some of them are my friends," Holly whispered between sobs. "What if they're broken forever?"
"Then we'll see how many pieces we can put back in the puzzle. Trust me, being broken doesn't mean your life is over." She pulled Holly to her feet just as Tink made a horrible noise behind them. Kisa looked back to see that the goblin had puked up at least a pound of cookies. The goblin followed up this feat with a round of swear words and spitting.
"That's disgusting," Kisa said, but noticed that the elves had all stopped, their eyes now on Tink. Their features twisted and distorted as they pondered the goblin, anger flitting across their features.



"Oh, sprinkles," Holly whispered. "I think they recognize Tink."
"I'm guessing that's not a good thing," Kisa whispered back, then covered her ears when the elves all pointed at Tink with clawed hands. They made an eerie hissing sound as they moved toward the trio, climbing over their workstations.
"Not today," Kisa declared, then ran toward the goblin with Holly in tow. Looking for an escape route, she spotted a nearby conveyor belt that went through an opening on the other side of the room. "There! Now!"
Holly leapt onto the belt as Kisa gave Tink a boost. She was able to pull herself up just as a pair of elves closed in on her. Instead of climbing the belt, the elves ran beneath it.
"Stupid elves," Tink muttered, then picked up one of the gingerbread devils. She bit its head off and stuck out her tongue. "Dumb fuck cookie taste like ass."
"Stop eating cookies!" Kisa slapped the remaining gingerbread devil out of Tink's hands as they passed into a dark tunnel. On the other side, the belt dumped into a large silver funnel, and they all fell off the belt to spin around the edges of the funnel like a giant slide.
"Where are we?" Kisa demanded.
"Rejects!" Holly yelled from the other side of the funnel. They spiraled around for several seconds before falling through the hole in the bottom. Crashing onto a mountain of broken cookies, Kisa tumbled down the side and smacked her elbow on the concrete floor beneath.
"Ow, dammit!" She winced, then stood. The room's solitary light was from the funnel above, and the room was rich with the smell of gingerbread. She walked around to the other side of the cookie pile. "Tink? Holly? Where are you?"
Holly and Tink were helping each other up, brushing crumbs off of themselves. Tink had lost her screwdriver, but her hammer was still clutched tightly in one hand. A gingerbread devil had gotten caught in the claw, and she broke it apart to clear the hammer.
"Usually there's a big bag and a cart here," Holly explained, adjusting her hat and then brushing off her knees. "Reindeer get to eat the cookie rejects. We add it to their feed."
"Sounds healthy." Kisa saw that a rail system had been built into the floor under the cookie pile, and it went through a tunnel on the other side of the wall. "Does that mean the stables are that way?"
Holly nodded. A hideous screech came from the funnel above. It was like nails down a chalkboard, causing Kisa's fur to stand on end. She could almost hear a singsong voice inside the cacophonous roar, and clutched Tink's arm.
"That's him," Holly whispered. "He's in the building."
"He found us just from air currents?" Kisa looked at Tink.
"Tink think so. Demon tricky, very mad at pretty elf." She looked at the tunnel, then at a door on the far wall. "Broken elves tell demon where to find Tink, need special trick, buy time."
The goblin rummaged around in her pockets and pulled out some of the gingerbread men she had taken earlier. She ran over toward the door and broke them apart, laying them on the ground in plain sight. It was readily apparent that these were different from the gingerbread demons scattered around the room, and the goblin opened the door and stepped into the hall.
Kisa heard the goblin make herself puke on the other side. Frowning, she watched Tink come back through the door and walk around the perimeter of the room.
"Demon think Tink sick from running, waste time, check hallway first. We run now." Tink wiped her mouth and then bolted down the railway tunnel. "Feel much lighter now," she said as she disappeared into the darkness.
"Let's go." Kisa grabbed Holly's hand and they ran after Tink. The rail system had been embedded into the floor, so she didn't have to worry about tripping. Unlike the previous tunnel, this one wasn't lit, which meant the sole illumination was from the rejects room behind them.
They had gone down the tunnel a couple hundred feet when a shadow blocked the light. Kisa looked back in time to see an amorphous shadow on top of the cookie pile. The figure was hunched over, emitting tiny motes of darkness that made the dim light even harder to detect.
The figure vanished, and the sound of doors being torn from their hinges flooded the tunnel. Tink's distraction had worked, but how much time would it actually buy them?
Kisa turned her attention to the darkness ahead. Her eyes allowed her to see better than most, but they still required some light source. A dark shape appeared in the gloom, and Tink was sitting on top of it.
"Hurry," she whispered, then helped Kisa and Holly up. It was a minecart with a set of levers on the side, and there was a partially full bag of cookies inside.
"Tink, these things only work if you push them," Kisa replied. "Unless you think you can push us faster than we run, we should just go on foot."
"Rails smooth, floor flat. No friction, good cart. Save energy, make boost." Tink hopped out of the cart and started pushing, grunting as the cart picked up speed. The cart rolled quietly on the rails as Tink continued pushing until she jumped in with them.
"Now what?" Kisa asked.
Tink grabbed the bag in the cart and struggled to lift it. "Help Tink throw out."
It took all three of them to lift the bag and dump it out the back. Cookies scattered on the floor, leaving crumbly gingerbread devils everywhere. The reject room vanished from sight as they went around a corner, and Kisa found herself lost in the darkness.
Kisa turned on her flashlight to see Tink using her tools to remove one of the levers from the cart. She rotated it so that the rubber grip was on the bottom, then leaned over the side of the cart and used the lever as a makeshift pole to push them even faster.
"Turn off light," Tink whispered. "Tink see plenty."
Kisa obeyed, then leaned back against the wall of the cart. The wheels beneath them were silent, and she lost track of time. Occasional shrieks traveled down the tunnel, the Krampus clearly enraged that he couldn't find them. It was only a matter of time before he noticed their tunnel, and Kisa hoped to be long gone by then.
An orb of light appeared ahead, then widened to reveal a room full of barrels. The cart came to a stop when Tink pulled on the brake, and the three of them got off.
"What's in the barrels?" asked Kisa.
"Whiskey. For the reindeer." Holly patted one of the barrels. "They don't get drunk off of it, if that's what you're wondering. It's kind of like their version of rocket fuel."
Tink giggled. "Reindeer make big farts, go super sonic."
"We need to be quiet," Holly said, lowering her voice. "The reindeer aren't skittish or anything, but they can be temperamental. They're super smart, but likely know something is wrong. Don't get on their bad side."
"We'll be good." Kisa smacked Tink's hand away from the spigot of a nearby whiskey barrel. "Promise."
They walked through the giant wooden building, and Kisa noticed right away that something was different. It looked like any other barn she had ever been in, but it was missing the smell of animals. There was no musky scent, nor the foul odor of feces. Instead she smelled hay, candy canes, and something that reminded her of the ozone after a storm.
The stall doors were much taller than Kisa, and she heard shifting inside the stall. The wooden frame was ornate and lined in silver and gold, and the name Prancer was embossed in a plaque with glittering rubies.
Determined to see a reindeer, she let the others walk ahead and allowed herself to fade into the background. It was easy enough to hop up onto a nearby bale of hay and then scramble to the stall door.
There were a lot of things she expected, but the misty creature sitting in the back of the stall was not one of them. It had the shape of a reindeer, that much was true, but it was almost like her brain couldn't process what she was looking at. The antlers seemed to shift and distort whenever she wasn't looking directly at them, and the animal itself looked as though it was made of a sparkling fog. Black streaks ran through the creature, and one of its eyes was a terrible crimson that gazed directly into Kisa's soul.
The reindeer charged. Kisa fell backwards off the stall door, flipping over to land on her feet. The door shuddered from the impact, and the creature made a hissing sound that reminded Kisa of a bag of snakes. Black mist curled through the gaps of the door with tendrils that twisted around and tried to grab Kisa's feet.
"What the hell?" Kisa scrambled backwards as Holly and Tink ran over. Holly stopped further away than Tink, her mouth agape at the dark fog as it withdrew through the doorway.
"Prancer?" Holly's voice trembled. The reindeer's massive head appeared over the stall door, and it turned to face the elf. Inky, twisted lines ran down her muzzle, dripping onto the wood and evaporating into smoke.
"He's corrupted them, too." Kisa stood and moved along the opposite wall. The next stall down belonged to Dasher, who had already stuck her head out to see what was happening. Though Dasher's eyes were still brown, those powerful dark lines coiled around them as if to strangle the kindness away.
The stable was huge, and the stalls alternated. One by one, massive reindeer heads looked out of their stalls to see what was causing the commotion. Comet looked at them with crimson eyes that had shrunken down to little more than ominous dots, and Blitzen's head had a split down the middle, making it look more like an alien than a reindeer.
They moved cautiously around the stalls, shifting back and forth to stay away from the dark mist that formed into hands and reached for them. It wasn't until they were near the end of the stable that Kisa realized one reindeer hadn't come to check on them.
The nameplate on the door was Dancer.
"C'mon, we're almost out." Holly grabbed Kisa's hand, but Kisa yanked it away. Curiosity had struck her hard. Maybe it was the reindeer's name, or the fact that she didn't hear hissing coming from inside its stall, but if she walked away without knowing the poor beast's fate, it was going to bother her all night.
With a twist, she dodged around Holly and climbed a pair of whiskey barrels that allowed her to jump onto the stall door. From her new perch, she saw that Dancer had backed into the corner of her stall, her misty nostrils flared wide at Kisa's appearance. The glitter inside her body looked more like stars, and Kisa couldn't help but think that she was seeing a force of nature rather than an animal.
"Hey." She held out her hand, and Dancer snorted.
"Get down!" Holly jumped, trying to grab Kisa's tail.
"I think this one is okay." Kisa looked over her shoulder at Tink and Holly. "We should let her out before she becomes corrupted."
Holly looked dubious, but Tink nodded her approval before examining the spigot on the whiskey barrel.
"C'mere, girl." Kisa pulled the gingerbread cookies out of her pocket. Most of them were broken, probably from her fall. She picked one out that was intact and turned it so Dancer could see. "Are you hungry? I'm afraid this is all I have."
Holly grunted as she climbed on top of the barrels, then pulled herself onto the stall door by hanging on her belly. Upon seeing the elf, Dancer's features relaxed, and she dipped her head.
"Oh, thank Santa, she's safe." Holly's legs dangled beneath her. "There's a lock on this side we can undo, but I don't know if she'll leave the others behind."
"It should be her choice to make." Kisa stuck her hand out further, and Dancer approached. The reindeer sniffed the treat, then used her tongue to snatch it from Kisa's fingers. She snorted, then moved closer to Kisa's other hand, which contained cookie fragments.
"Here, have all of them." Kisa watched in awe as the creature licked the crumbs from her hand, then hesitantly placed her free hand on Dancer's forehead. Her whole body tingled on contact, and she felt her fur stick up.
"I think she likes you." Holly dropped down, then slapped Tink away from the whiskey barrel. Tink couldn't even protest, her mouth full of booze. "Don't swallow that, it'll mess you up!"
Tink gulped down her mouthful and made a face. "Husband likes it when Tink swallows."
Kisa laughed at the horrified expression on Holly's face, then turned toward the reindeer. "We're going to let you out, just give us a minute."
Dancer nodded, and Kisa hopped down. She looked to the side of the stall door and saw that a silver padlock in the shape of a heart held the whole thing shut.
"Tink." She smacked the goblin's arm to get her attention. "Get that open."
Tink blew a raspberry, then pulled some tools from her pocket. The goggles' lenses clicked rapidly as she examined the lock, then stuck her lockpick tool inside. The padlock heated up in her hands, and she growled before pulling her hands away.
"Anti-theft system eat Tink's ass," she declared, then spit on her hands and resumed working. Holly shook her head in disgust, then moved away from them.
"Who would steal a reindeer?" asked Kisa.
"Nobody. Without these locks, they would let themselves out. Other than a few elves they particularly like, the only person they obey without question is Santa," Holly replied. "Remember how I said they can be temperamental? Unless Santa himself goes out and finds them, it can take a whole team weeks just to coax one back, and they can cause quite the mess. Some of them escape a couple times a year, nobody knows how. The human world usually spots them as meteors or shooting stars, but they can fly high enough that they get mistaken for satellites. They've been shot at a couple of times by the military, but they really don't like that."
Tink mumbled as she worked the lock, then swore before yanking her hands away. Frustrated, she pulled a pair of pliers from her belt and held the lock with them. It took her a few attempts and a lot of swearing, all while Holly plugged her ears and loudly hummed a Christmas tune. The lock stopped glowing once it opened, and Tink undid the latch on the stall.
When Dancer stepped out, a silvery mist emanated from her body. It swirled delicately around Kisa, and the reindeer bent her leg and bowed.
"Oh, wow," Holly whispered. "She's accepted you."
Kisa didn't know what that meant, but a thrill went through her when she put her hand on Dancer's muzzle. The two of them locked eyes, and she felt a profound sense of gratitude flood through her body.
Then ice water flooded her insides, making her whole body go numb.
The other reindeer let out a hideous noise, and the cart from the tunnel crashed through the stables, sliding to a halt in front of Dasher's stall door. Dancer bolted out of the exit, leaving a glittery trail of hoofprints behind on the ground.
"Oh, fuck." Holly's face had turned completely white, her voice two octaves higher than Kisa had ever heard it.
The Krampus stepped into view, his dark shadow looming large behind him. Even hunched over, he was nearly seven feet tall, his dark visage twisted and gnarled. Angry red eyes were set below the hairiest unibrow Kisa had ever seen, and his horns twisted up from his forehead, ripping holes through what was left of Santa's hat. The demon wore Santa's coat, and shadows dripped from his body as he stared at them with glee.
"Holly." When the Krampus spoke, it felt like poison had been jammed into Kisa's ears. The demon's eyes grew wide as he opened a mouth full of broken teeth. "At last."
Kisa caught movement out of the corner of her eye. Glancing over, she saw Tink use a hammer to knock the spigot off of a nearby whiskey barrel, spilling booze all over the floor. While the Krampus and Holly were distracted with each other, Tink cupped a hand to harvest a mouthful of alcohol. Her lips twisted into a grin as she clicked the padlock from the stall shut, then jammed a tiny screwdriver from her belt into it before tossing it into the pool of whiskey.
The padlock was glowing red, causing the whiskey nearby to sizzle. Tink pulled something out of her tool belt and flipped through the lenses of her goggles. She grinned at Kisa, then tilted her head toward the exit.
Holly and the Krampus stared at each other, neither one moving. The Krampus took a step forward, then paused to stroke Prancer's head. He never broke eye contact with the distracted elf, nor did he make a sound as he stepped forward. A thick tail whipped behind him, striking bales of hay so hard that they fell apart.
"I see you brought us some visitors." He chuckled as he approached, then moved on to the next reindeer. "That was very naughty of you."
Kisa grabbed Holly by the shoulder to turn her around, but the Krampus crossed the distance in an eye blink. Long fingers curled around Holly's neck, and he backhanded Kisa so hard that she crashed against the stall door.
Dazed, she sat up just as Tink smashed her hammer into the Krampus' foot. The demon laughed, then picked Tink up with his other hand to examine her. His fingers easily encircled her waist, and she looked like a child in his hand.
"I know you," he said with a grin. "You've been very naughty."
Tink held up a lighter and flicked it. A single flame appeared, tiny and unassuming. She stretched her arm toward the Krampus, then grinned.
"And what are you planning to do with--" the Krampus never finished, as Tink had blown out a spray of whiskey that ignited, scorching the demon's hairy face. He dropped both Tink and Holly and stumbled back through the stable, howling in pain.
Kisa managed to get to her feet in time to pull the elf away from the puddle of booze on the floor. Tink stuck her hands in a hay bale and let out a growl as she threw it onto the whiskey-soaked barn floor.
"Three seconds!" she yelled, then pointed toward the exit.
Kisa ran as fast as she could, pulling Holly behind her. The Krampus stumbled around, wiping at his scorched face as they pushed open an ornate door and stepped out into the cold of the North Pole.
Behind them, there was a loud whoosh as the whiskey ignited. The high-pitched keening of the Krampus was heard moments before the first explosion rocked the stable.
"No, no, no, the reindeer!" Holly tried to turn back, but Tink blocked her way. "This can't be happening!"
"Stupid deer fine," Tink argued, then pushed the elf forward. "Whole stable fireproof. Ugly fucker not."
There was a roar as the large stable doors burst open and the Krampus emerged, his whole body smoldering. He threw himself into a snowdrift, sending up a cloud of steam.
Dancer landed next to them, letting out a loud snort. The reindeer knelt down, allowing Kisa to help Tink and then Holly onto the reindeer's back before jumping up on her own. The reindeer did a quick spin and then leapt into the air, her hoofprints turning into silver snowflakes that hovered behind them.
Looking back, Kisa saw that the Krampus was free of the snow and now chasing them. As fast as the Krampus was, he couldn't keep up with a reindeer in flight.
"Where do we go now?" Holly shouted over the howling wind, clutching Tink's waist. The goblin had wrapped her arms around Dancer's neck.
Kisa was holding onto Holly, but also squeezing her legs to keep from sliding backward. "I don't know," she replied, the pull in her chest growing stronger. "But we're headed straight toward Mike!"

🎄🎄🎄Yuki lay on top of Mike, one hand behind his head and the other wrapped around his waist while she kissed him. Her fingers were cool to the touch, as if her magic was leaking out of them. The fire was their sole observer, crackling quietly in the hearth as she made little happy sounds in his mouth.
His magic was doing an odd circuit through his body, almost like a self diagnosis. Heat would briefly flood through his arms, then his back, and then move down into his legs. It was like a massage from the inside, but the cost was the phantom meal he had consumed at Christmas Present's table. His stomach made a couple of growling inquires as to the time and location of his next meal, but he politely told it to fuck off.



Yuki was rubbing his stomach now, her chill touch the ice to his inner fire. The magic moved up to greet her, as if knowing it would be inside her soon enough. There was an eagerness he hadn't experienced before, but he couldn't tell if it was Yuki's or his own. His magic liked to mirror the emotions and anticipation of potential partners and it was easy to get caught up.
"Mmm." Yuki broke lip contact and smiled at him. "I like kissing you. It's all tingly."
"I...get that a lot." He laughed. "Just a trick I picked up along the way."
"Sex magic will do that. With Emily..." Her face darkened. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't talk about her."
"Why?" He squeezed her waist. "I mean, yeah, talking about exes during intimate moments is usually frowned on, but absolutely nothing about our lives is normal. And I would be an idiot not to realize that this is an act of healing. If something is on your mind, say it."
Yuki paused at this, then closed her eyes. She nodded to herself, then opened them again.
"I was in a relationship with her for a long time. It was semi-open, but mainly she only had sex with Naia. For me, it was all about Emily. I had no desire for anyone else."
"And now?" He moved his hand down her waist until he reached the base of her tails. "May I?" he asked.
"Please do." She grinned as he ran his fingers through her fur. "Before Emily, I had many different lovers, but none of the emotional attachment. Now that my heart has had time to heal, that part of me has awakened once again. I don't like the idea of being tied so directly to one person in any way."
"But you're already tied to me." He stopped caressing her tail for a moment. "Because of your promise." She had once sworn to be his weapon and his protector. However, in the event he became evil like Emily, she would also be his killer.
"I see that as a promise to everyone in the house," she replied. "You just happen to be at the epicenter of that promise."
"Yuki." He took a deep breath before proceeding. "Maybe I'll kick myself later for this, but are you sure we should be doing this? I can feel my magic swirling around inside you, and I worry that maybe you're extra vulnerable, or that maybe this is a line we shouldn't cross, I don't know."
Yuki paused, a large frown appearing on her face. "Excuse me?"
"If we're going to be honest and up front with each other, then that's what you're going to get from me. The last thing I want to do is hurt you."
She chewed on her lip for a moment, then scowled. "You once fucked the tree in the backyard to officially launch spring."
"That tree has a name, and it's hardly the same thing."
"Fucked a hellhound to make her your buddy."
"That was for survival, and you were there for that."
"This isn't any different. Yeah, the girls and I joke about your low standards when it comes to problem solving--"
"Hey!" Mike tried to pinch her butt in protest, but couldn't find it fast enough through all the fur of her tails.
"But maybe today's problem is that I want to feel that connection with someone again, and I want to do it with someone I trust. I watched you walk that line, saw the immense power you could have wielded. Emily had several decades to learn from her mistakes only to fuck everything up in the end. You were essentially handed everything you could have wanted, but turned it away because you knew it was wrong." She placed her hands on his shoulders. "I want you to help me move on from Emily, to finally climb this wall that has closed me off from the world. This isn't some magic-crazed whim. I've been thinking about it for a long time. You make me feel safe, Caretaker, for the first time in years. I want to feel your magic like the others do, experience that closeness I've been desperately craving. I'm over three hundred years old, so stop treating me like a victim and just treat me like everyone else you live with."
Mike put his hands over hers and squeezed them. "I had to be sure is all. This is a big step, and I wanted to make sure we were taking it together."
"I swear to the gods that if you keep talking instead of--" Her eyes widened once he released the magic in his hands, letting the sparks climb up her arms to disappear inside her robes. She let out a tiny moan, then shivered in his arms.
Despite what Yuki had said, there was hesitation in her movements, a cautiousness born from years of heartache. The magic swirling through her body right now was capable of reducing her to a blithering, sexual mess, yet she resisted and took her time. Every touch, every caress became new territory for them to explore. He let her set the pace, keeping his hands on her legs and waist.
He moved his hands inside her robes, feeling the soft fur of her outer thighs. She let out a tiny gasp of delight when he accidentally shocked her, then retaliated by playfully biting his lip.
"It's surprising how much those shocks can hurt while still feeling good," she told him, pressing her groin against his. "With you, it's all about those fireworks, isn't it?"
"I like to make a good impression."
"Of course you do." Yuki sat up and pulled her robe away from her shoulders, allowing it to pool at her waist. Her bare breasts were human, but the sides of them were streaked with fox fur that gathered beneath her cleavage and continued down her belly. "So what do you say, Caretaker? Impress me."
He went to lean forward, guided by both eagerness and his magic to suck on her breasts, but paused. The nymph magic in his blood would guide him, would tell him exactly what he needed to do to please his lover, but he could tell there was a piece missing. He was having trouble concentrating.
Communication. Naia's voice purred softly inside his head. She doesn't want you to just know how to please her. She wants to connect on a higher level.
"So what do you like?" he asked, moving his hands up her sides and allowing his thumbs to trace the curvature of her breasts. She smiled as he did so, closing her eyes and savoring the sensation of his touch.
"My breasts have always been sensitive," she said. "Emily...she loved to lick them. She was always good at it, and even got me off that way a few times. Don't be intimidated though, she cheated. Her magic was way more direct than yours."
"Direct how?" He sat up and played with her breasts, kissing his way along the soft furry parts while toying with her nipples. "I mean, I feel like mine is pretty direct."
"She could do what you do without skin contact. Make you desire her just by being in the same room, all it took was a look or a smell. Your lightning trick is certainly unique but requires build up. She once made me come just by fingering me, and I don't mean for a while. Just slid it in from behind while I was bent over and filling the bath."
"Do you want me to try and hold it back? No magic?"
"Hardly. Ever since I got front row seats to that threesome at the cabin, I've been fantasizing about how it would feel to have your magic inside me." She scooted down his pelvis and helped him into a sitting position, her legs now wrapped around him. "I want to feel it all, Mike. I want you to blow the memory of my last lover straight out of my mind so that my heart can build anew."
"As you wish." He kissed her neck, and she tilted her head back to allow him better access. From there, he moved down to her breasts, sending surges of magic into his hands and storing it like a capacitor. Nibbling his way down to her areola, he sucked it into his mouth. Putting his hands on Yuki's waist, he released the stored magic into her hips.
Yuki gasped, and her nipple stiffened in his mouth as he sucked, pulling blood to the surface.
"Oh, gods, yes, be rough with them!" She clung to his back as he bit down on her tender flesh. She reached down between them and adjusted his erection so that it pressed more directly against her groin, then humped him through her robes. The fabric kept bunching up between them, so she pulled the fabric off, revealing her thighs.
Yuki made small growling noises as she sucked on the side of Mike's neck, moaning into his flesh every time he bit down on her nipples. The soft silk of her pubes rubbed directly against his cock, her labia parting to embrace his shaft.
The air sizzled as his magic crawled along her flesh, and he heard a loud pop. Puzzled, he leaned back to see that a mist had formed around the two of them. Some of the sparks on Yuki's body were jumping into the fog and fizzing out of existence.
"What is that?" he swiped at it, but the vapor passed harmlessly between his fingers.
"That's me," Yuki said, her voice husky. "Your magic is doing weird things with mine, so I'm freezing water in the air to keep the pressure from building up inside me." She put a hand on the back of his head and pulled him back into her breasts. "Now don't stop!"
Smiling, he switched to her other tit, teasing her nipple with his tongue. Magic leapt from his tongue to her hardened tip, causing her to jump. She shifted her hips, putting extra pressure on his trapped cock.
Yuki pressed her face into his neck and nibbled the sensitive skin, sending shivers down his spine. Sparks flashed in the hovering mist like fireworks, and Yuki let out a growl that became a tiny yip.
"I can't wait any longer," she whispered in his ear. "Claim me and make me yours."
Mike stopped sucking on her breasts and stared into her emerald eyes, his magic making the air buzz as he slid his arms around her waist, pushing her robes away so they wouldn't interfere. Without breaking eye contact, he grabbed her by the ass and lifted her up and forward, feeling the slick warmth of her eager pussy slide along his length. The head of his cock pressed against her labia, and she let out a sigh.
"Please." She put her hands on his shoulders and squeezed.
Holding her by the hips, he pulled her down, feeling her tight passage expand as he slid inside her. Yuki gasped and clung to him, her loose hair covering her face.
He went slow, savoring the growls and small barking sounds she made. He could feel the fur of her body rippling under his hands as if the line between woman and beast was fluctuating. The mist clung to their bodies like a cloak as his magic formed into streamers on his body, sizzling the air. From the outside, the two of them probably looked like a sexual plasma ball.
The little yips and moans became needier, and Mike leaned away from Yuki to see that her facial features had elongated slightly, her lip curling away from dangerously sharp canines.
"Don't you dare stop," she groaned, her voice husky with desire. Red lines appeared on her face and then popped free as a set of whiskers appeared above her cheeks.
In response, he grabbed her ass and pushed himself into her as far as possible, the head of his cock rubbing along her vaginal wall. The playful nips from earlier didn't prepare him for how hard she bit his shoulder, but the sensation elicited more pleasure than pain.
Yuki licked his shoulder and then bit him again. He leaned away from her until he was lying on his back while Yuki remained upright.
"Go ahead," he told her, stroking her thighs. "Cut loose."
Her emerald eyes flashed as she moaned, her hips now swiveling to a beat he couldn't hear. She put her hands on his shoulders, and he noticed that her nails had elongated into proper claws as she rode him. The ionized cloud around them zapped her several times, causing her face to turn red as she bit down on her lip and moaned.
Her hips broke their rhythm and she twitched randomly on his cock, her vaginal walls tightening dramatically around his shaft. It felt like a pair of hands squeezing at random, and Yuki let out an eerie cry as the mist surrounded her. Fur sprouted and disappeared all along her torso as she sat up straight and reached for the sky.
Yuki took a deep breath, and the temperature in the room plummeted. Ice formed along the frame of the bed, and the fire in the hearth went out with a puff of smoke. Mike felt the warmth leached from his body, but his connection with Yuki provided plenty of heat.
Golden light exploded from Yuki's outstretched hands as her tails unfurled dramatically behind her. All three of them writhed as his magic danced around the kitsune, pressing against her like a second skin.
She screamed, an eerie sound that made the hair on his arms stand up. The bed shook as it lifted free of the ground, hovering a foot or so off the floor.
The scream stretched into a protracted moan, her face flushed by the orgasm that ripped through her body. Mike's magic swirled around her like a tiny tornado, sinking deep into her pores. The bed dropped, crashing against the hardwood floor. Yuki fell forward, her lips rough against his as she kissed him. When their tongues touched, her hips jerked suddenly as he felt his magic complete a circuit inside of her.
With some difficulty, he rolled her onto her back. She wrapped her legs around him, their lips never breaking contact. He was only able to make tiny thrusts, but each one elicited a whimpering moan from the kitsune. Grabbing her hands, he pinned them over her head as his body pressed into hers.
Breaking the kiss, he pushed himself up to get a better angle for penetration. Yuki sighed, arching her back as several tiny foxfire flames appeared over the bed.
"More," she moaned, grinding her pelvis into him. "Fill me up, Caretaker, warm me from the inside!"
Unsure what to say to that, Mike let his body do the talking. He established a slow tempo, delighting in the animal sounds Yuki made when he would thrust suddenly and surprise her. Her tails shifted beneath them, eventually fanning out and making it look like they were lying on a cloak of furs. The air crackled and sizzled with their combined magic as his orgasm built.
Yuki's eyes rolled up in her head when another orgasm tore through her. She yanked her hands free of his, digging her claws into his lower back to keep him deep inside her. The whole room trembled this time, and Mike's body became hot as he passed the point of no return.
When he came, the magic in the room collapsed in on him, causing his entire groin to spasm as he spilled his seed inside of the kitsune. What was usually a few spurts of cum was instead a steady stream, and he grabbed Yuki by the waist and howled as his orgasm stretched on for what felt like an eternity.
Yuki cried out beneath him, her tails fluttering and changing colors. Her green eyes now glowed with golden energy as she writhed beneath his body. Cum poured out of her, creating a sticky pool beneath her body. Mike lost control as his magic took him over, sending waves of energy through the room. Thin tendrils appeared in his vision, extending from his body to the floor, walls, and ceiling. He could see a strand connecting his chest to Yuki's, a thread that became thicker as he came again inside her.
As those tendrils drifted away from him, he had a sudden fear that his magic had escaped him once again. Concentrating on the nearest bundle he could see, he commanded the magic to return to his body. Instead of withdrawing, the tendrils looped around until they vanished inside his body. A surge of energy followed, and he cried out as yet another orgasm was triggered.
The bed frame cracked beneath them and the mattress dropped. Mike's orgasm triggered again and again, and so he pulled free of Yuki, spraying her and the bed with semen. The visible strands in the room now curled into circles, all of them reattaching to his body at various locations. The magic wasn't dissipating, and all he could do was keep blasting glittery ropes of cum all over the room.
Yuki rolled forward, her cool mouth inhaling the head of his cock as she swallowed as much of his cum as she could. Massive globs of semen escaped her mouth and even came out her nose as the fountain continued. She gagged, spitting him out and coughing spooge all over his crotch.
"Yuki, I...can't...stop..." Mike's eyes fluttered as his consciousness dimmed. Yuki grabbed his scrotum just above his balls, using a tight grip that was almost painful. He felt the magic reluctantly recede as the orgasms finally stopped. When he fell toward the bed, Yuki grabbed his shoulders and guided him away from the edge. The bed was a mess with nowhere dry for them to lie.
Panting for air, he was surprised when Yuki kissed him again, pressing her needy body against his. He could taste a hint of himself on her lips, but didn't think it was intentional.
"Really?" he asked, his voice barely a whisper. His cock twitched uncertainly.
"Not that," she replied, then snuggled against him. "I'm going to be very sore, thank you very much. I definitely didn't expect the cum shower. For now, I just want you by my side."
"You've got it." Relieved, he kissed her tenderly, the groans and aches from before reappearing. She made happy sounds in his arms, pulling herself against him until it felt like they would become a single person.
"WHAT IN CHRISTMAS DID YOU DO TO MY BEDROOM!?!"
Shocked, Mike tried to sit up, but his muscles gave out. All he could do was helplessly roll to one side and fall off the bed, landing in a small puddle of semen-tainted water. In the door stood Mrs. Claus, her eyes wide behind silver-framed glasses as she looked around the room. She held a tray of food, which she set down on the floor.
"Oh, shit, I mean shoot, uh..." Mike tried to stand, but his hand slipped and he fell again. The floor was wet, most likely a result of the freezing mist that Yuki had summoned. Giant globs of cum were distributed through the room as if a bottle of glue had exploded. Using the bed to stand, he realized his cock was still leaking semen, so he tried to cover it with his hands, only to slip again.
"IT'S IN THE TREE!" Horrified, Mrs. Claus ran to the Christmas tree and just stared at a glob of sticky fluid that hung like a crystalline ornament from one of the branches. The glittery substance in the middle shimmered as if excited to see her. "YOU CAME IN MY TREE!"
"Usually he comes deeper in trees," Yuki whispered so that only he could hear. Mike had to bite his lip to keep from laughing.
"I am so, so sorry," Mike began, but Mrs. Claus waved him off.
"You've got so much explaining to do. You young people have no self control!" Groaning in disgust, she moved to a nearby chest carved from walnut and opened it up. She stacked a bunch of towels on a nearby chair, then shut the chest. "At least when Mr. Claus does this, he keeps it all on the bed! Sweet Christmas, I've never seen something like this."
"It just sort of happened," he continued, but Mrs. Claus ignored him. She moved to a nearby dresser and pulled out a pair of pants.
"We will talk plenty, later. For now, you need to put on some pants and clean up this mess. We've got a lot to do if we're going to fix this Krampus business, and now the two of you owe me. However!" She wagged a finger in his direction. "If you and your friend don't have this place spotless in the next hour, there will absolutely be no dessert for you!"
"Yes, ma'am," Yuki replied, holding her robes up to cover her cum-stained breasts.
Mrs. Claus made a clicking sound with her tongue, then nodded before storming out. She slammed the door hard enough that it bounced open, which meant she had to shut it again.
"Oh, god." Mike sank to his knees. "I just came all over Santa's bed and pissed off his wife."
"At least it isn't the other way around." Yuki held a straight face for several seconds, then broke. Laughter, pure and uninhibited, bubbled up from deep within as she clutched her belly and fell backward on the bed. It reminded Mike of the jingling of silver bells, and he couldn't help but laugh with her.
The laughter continued for over a minute before Yuki wiped the tears from her eyes and sat up. "C'mon," she told him, holding out a hand. For just a moment, he saw a golden aura surround her fingers, but then it vanished. "Let's get some food to eat and clean this place up. I don't suppose you have semen removal in your bag of tricks?"



"Afraid not. I'm not entirely sure what happened there. Was that an earthquake?"
Yuki blushed. "That was me. I was trying to avoid freezing the room and tapped into a little earth magic. It used to be my specialty, you know." She was already pulling sheets off the bed. "I'll do this if you'll clean the floor. Probably should apologize to the tree while you clean it."
"Agreed." He turned away from her and felt a sudden tug inside his mind. It was Kisa. She was nearby, perhaps even in the same building. Smiling, he began mopping up his mess, pausing only to clean and properly apologize to Mrs. Claus' tree.
The tree accepted.

🎄🎄🎄Jack stood on the roof of the bakery, her gaze on the streets below. The storm had blotted out a large portion of the sky, and the accompanying winds had coated the side of the building in ice. She didn't bother wiping the tears from her cheeks, as they kept freezing. The cold itself couldn't hurt her, but repeatedly peeling ice off her face would irritate her skin and make her even more miserable.
The Krampus had screamed at her upon learning she had taken matters into her own hands. The demon had finally emerged from the woodshop to discover that she had left her post and was chasing the intruders. There were few things on Earth that terrified her, but feeling that creature's otherworldly wrath simmering beneath the fringes of reality had set her on edge. She had been incapable of responding to his allegations at the sight of those brutal, gnarled teeth just inches from her own face.
He had spent months inside her head, pleading for his freedom. She thought that he was a kindred soul, a misunderstood entity who knew what it was like to be underappreciated and forgotten. Then, there had been kindness in his tone, and a determination that had resonated deep within her.
Now, though, she could see that he was unhinged. The Krampus was smart, but he was also cruel. His emotions got the better of him often, and it was only after he had calmed down that he reasoned the elf had escaped through the tunnels under the village.
Leaving Jack behind, he vanished into a nearby building, giving her instructions to keep watch from above. After a long wait, her walkie had crackled to life, and the Krampus had told her to come to his location and make herself useful by being his lookout. What he didn't count on was that she would do a thorough sweep of the exterior, easily spotting the altered elves within through the large bay windows. They were twisted things, only vaguely familiar as the joyous creatures they so recently were.
Though she had often felt neglected by the denizens of the North Pole, she had never wished them any harm. The Krampus had declared that times had changed. The true meaning of Christmas would return, a time where the wicked could be properly punished, but she had a hard time seeing it now.
And so she waited and she wept. Maybe the things the Krampus had promised would still come to pass, perhaps she was just seeing a less-than-pleasant transitory phase. Logically, she knew she was in denial, but to admit anything else right now mig destroy her.
The monotony was shattered by an explosion of flames. Turning, Jack saw a massive fireball climb into the sky, somewhere over by the stables. Unsure if she should remain or go see what happened, the decision was made for her when she heard the Krampus shriek out in fury.
She leapt from the roof, allowing the winds to carry her to the stables. The interior of the building was in flames, but they curled around the structure itself, burning the large bales of hay that had been scattered around within. The air stank of whiskey and burnt hair, the smell stinging her nostrils.
"Jack." A heavy hand clamped down on her shoulder, and she spun around to see the Krampus looming over her. Steam rose from his body as the Krampus sneered at her. "You let them escape."
"They were here?" She looked around and saw a small collection of footprints in the snow. "I didn't know."
"This is your fault, Jack." His large hand circled her throat and he squeezed. Jack grabbed his fingers and summoned the frost, but knew it was no use. Ice formed over the demon's knuckles, but it cracked and fell away as he squeezed. He lifted her up high, then pulled her close. His breath was hot and smelled of peppermint. "You have disappointed me."
She gasped for air and slapped feebly at his hands. The bones in her neck felt like they would pop any moment, and once the lights went out, that would be it for her.
The storm swirled around them, and the Krampus loosened his grip, allowing her to breathe. With a grunt of disgust, he tossed her away, where she tumbled onto the ground.
"Go watch the monitors," he hissed, turning his attention back to the stables. "If you see anything, tell me right away, or I will powder this village with your bones."
Jack tried to respond, but her voice allowed her only a harsh squeak.
"Seven will have to do," he grumbled, scratching his belly with a claw. "And where is my sleigh? Hmmm." Seeing Jack, he snarled at her. "Go! Now!"
She obeyed, staggering to her feet before letting the wind carry her back to the Workshop. The tears were hot and many as she fled to the safety of the monitor room. In the last few hundred years, she hadn't suffered so much as a scratch, but the Krampus had ended the streak by nearly taking her life. He was a creature of madness, and she was crazy to have ever listened to him.
Sniffling, she sat down in one of the tiny chairs by the monitors and started clicking absently through them. It was hard to concentrate, her mind preoccupied with the Krampus.
Could she flee? She had no doubts that she could lose him in the storm, but he would have eternity to find her should he choose. The giants would probably help him, they had no loyalty to her. And even if he decided to let Jack go, she always ran the risk of running into him.
Frustrated, she clicked through the monitors, uncertain what she was hoping to see. Her neck hurt, and she felt more lost than ever.
But even worse than feeling lost was how alone she was. She thought the Krampus had been her friend, but she knew better now.
"Fuck!" She slammed her hand on the console, accidentally changing the cameras on the screen. Disgruntled, she tried to reacquire the missing channels by clicking through all of them. She couldn't concentrate, couldn't remember how the console worked. It was all a blur.
So she clicked through them one at a time, only now noticing that the bakery wasn't part of any of the cycles. Where else were the cameras down? What were the elves actually doing?
She was clicking through them so fast that her mind didn't register movement until she was already three channels past. Aghast, she clicked back and sat there, stunned.
The camera was labeled Claus Residence Master Bedroom. It viewed the room from above the head of the bed, and Jack was surprised to see that the kitsune from earlier was busy riding the human named Mike. Fascinated, all she could do was stare.
Why in the North Pole would Santa have a camera in his bedroom? Jack's thoughts milled about uselessly in an effort to rationalize what she was seeing. The kitsune's face was scrunched up in sweet agony as she held her own breasts while bouncing up and down on the biggest cock Jack had ever seen. Her mouth hung open so long that it became dry, but she simply couldn't look away.
It was an intimate moment, one of thousands she had witnessed on accident. Being invisible to the mortal realm meant that Jack had seen plenty of things that she wasn't supposed to. Maybe it was as simple as someone sneaking a cigarette, or complex like the time she had stumbled onto a military installation in northern Russia. Though she had never been much of a voyeur, she couldn't help but watch the people on the screen as they made love to each other.
Her stomach fluttered, and she put her hand on her belly, reminded of her contact with Mike. His voice had made her eager to obey, and she wondered if he had used that same power on the kitsune. If not, then maybe they were a couple, or, at the very least, close friends. When was the last time Jack had a friend, much less a close one?
Or even a lover?
For just a moment, it felt like a stray memory bubbled to the top of her consciousness, eager for her attention. Unable to grab it, she let it sink into the recesses of her mind once more, catching just a glimpse of golden rays.
She knew she should notify the Krampus, should tell him the mortal had survived the vents, but her finger hovered over the button of the walkie talkie. Her skin still burned from where he had choked her, his words still harsh in her ears. He was already angry, but would positively explode if he knew that the human had escaped to Mrs. Claus' home. It was no fault of her own, but would he see it that way?
Her hesitation caused her to stand there and watch, her focus on Mike and the kitsune. In the throes of their passion, they summoned up a maelstrom of sparking lights that danced around the room. She knew the kitsune had ice magic, but this was something else. Through the camera, she couldn't make heads or tails of it, and was surprised when the camera distorted. It was being overloaded by the sheer power in that room, and she wondered which one of them was the culprit.
Curious, she clicked through the rest of the house. Mrs. Claus could be seen baking in her kitchen, and she was speaking with someone invisible to the camera. If there was somebody capable of fighting the Krampus, it was Mrs. Claus, and it was clear that she already had help.
Ice formed around her hands and spread to the rest of the console. If she chose, she could destroy these monitors, could put an end to the Krampus' surveillance. But then what? Change sides, just like that? Or would it be the first step toward oblivion?
Jack wished she had a friend, someone she could talk to. Clicking through the monitors, she saw the Krampus skulking around the outside of Santa's home. It was clear that he already knew something was going on there, so she clicked the button on her walkie-talkie, hoping to buy herself some good will.
"The human is with Mrs. Claus," she said. On the camera, she saw the Krampus tilt his head as he heard her, then let out a shriek of rage. He bounded up to Santa's home and pounded on the front door with a giant fist.
Jack smirked, knowing that even if the door was open, the Krampus wouldn't go in. There was something about Mrs. Claus that was dangerous to the Krampus, but she didn't know what. Standing, she clicked through the monitors until she was once again looking at Santa's mirror.
Santa turned his attention to the camera and waved.
"Shit." She clicked away from the mirror and bit at her nails. Maybe it would be safer to just let things play out a bit longer before deciding, to weigh her options. Seeing the Krampus succeed meant that he would let her be, and nothing would change. That was far preferable to being killed.
With so many thoughts running through her head, she left the security room behind, frost forming beneath her feet as she hovered down the hallway. Her decisions lately had been terrible, and maybe it was time to check in on an old friend and see what he thought before she committed.
She just hoped she could hear him through his prison of glass.

🎄🎄🎄Wow, some amazing stuff went down this chapter!
I remember when I first introduced Yuki, I got absolute hate for her. It's been such a fun twist to get letters from readers begging for Yuki to find happiness and become whole once again, and I so looked forward to making this happen organically.
Thanks again for reading to the end. Tell your friends, local celebrities, and everybody you know about this story. Or just leave me some stars, whichever is easier. It helps others to find it, and my favorite emails are new reader emails (those lucky bastards get to binge all of it over a few days instead of years).
Wow, I've been posting here for years now. Kind of wild.
Here's a fun fact before I go. Originally, Kisa was going to find Rudolph. Did you know that he's the only reindeer who is still copyrighted? I can't tell you how many copyrights I've dodged writing this novel. During my research, I actually found out that companies tried to copyright/trademark Santa, the phrase Merry Christmas, and all sorts of bullshit to make easy cash on the holiday.
Anyway, give yourself a top secret high five, you magnificent human/cyborg/future alien invader, because you are awesome and you deserve it. See you next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all!
Annabelle Hawthorne here to bring you the next chapter in the HFHM saga, lovingly entitled "Let's fuck Christmas!"
New Reader? Start at the beginning, I implore you. I don't know that there's an easy way to summarize, well any of this. Once upon a time, Mike inherited a magic house with fuckable monster girls. Currently, he's in the North Pole with fuckable magic girls. There's a bunch of stuff in between, you'll love it.
Returning reader? Welcome home! I'm sorry my chapters are getting spread out, I promise it isn't some sort of impending doom on my end. I've just been busy with edits and other writer things. Make sure you check my bio to get an idea of when I'm posting, I try SUPER hard to stick to it, cause I love the readers here and want to do my best by you. You've changed my life and you're amazing.
Anyway, don't forget to leave comments, reviews, stars, etc. I get some really nice letters from you all, and they definitely help off-set the really weird/means ones (those are rare, don't worry). It's kind of like walking through a room full of kittens and stepping on a lego with bare feet. I am momentarily in agony, but the kittens soothe my sadness with their adorable little faces and how fluffy they are!
*cough*
That's enough out of me. It's time for Mike to discover
True North
It took most of the hour to get Santa's bedroom cleaned up. Mike and Yuki had stacked the wet towels in an empty laundry basket by the fireplace before sitting down to eat the food left for them. Beneath the silver domes on the tray was a wonderful roast duck dinner with green beans and mashed potatoes on the side. A thermos full of hot apple cider had been provided, and the two of them ate in silence on the floor as they attempted to finish the meal before Mrs. Claus returned.
Occasionally, a loud banging could be felt throughout the house, but Mike had decided it would be better to stay put. He was already on her bad side, and didn't have anything else to wear other than the pants she had given him. His clothes were lost in the cracks of reality, and he didn't feel like wandering around the North Pole in just his pants.
Yuki kept flashing him sly smiles. Her upbeat demeanor was infectious, and he caught himself smiling in response. When they finished eating, she leaned against him and closed her eyes.
"Not bad for a first date, Caretaker." She chuckled and put her hand against his chest. "Though I would have preferred somewhere with more dancing."
"Oh, so we're dating now?"
She giggled and turned her face away from him. "I'll probably end up pregnant after what you did. We might have to get married."
"What?" He sat up so suddenly that Yuki fell away from him, revealing the stupid grin on her face.
"Man, you're so easy." She laughed and patted her belly. "I can't get pregnant unless I want to. For someone who likes to blow his load in every woman he fucks, you put very little thought into the potential consequences."
He pressed his lips together and frowned. The thought had occurred to him more than once that he should really get his shit together regarding all the women he had sex with. "You're not wrong," he admitted.
"Maybe Christmas Present will give birth to all sorts of new holidays. Mike day, big dick day, Radl--ow!" She jerked away from him when he pinched her inner thigh.
"I should probably talk to Naia about birth control," he admitted. "I've just taken it for granted that so many of you are either incompatible with me or can take care of it yourselves. That's how I ended up with an egg and a little horse boy who hates me."
Yuki sobered up at the mention of Callisto. "I don't think he hates you," she said, then sat up and adjusted her robes. "The centaurs aren't stubborn because they're taught to be. They really are just born that way. The herd are his people, and maybe it's that you represent that part of him that's always going to be different. He's still a child and doesn't fully appreciate that being different is a good thing."
"I suppose so." Mike looked at the door again, wondering where was Mrs. Claus. He had expected her to return in exactly an hour, but he had no way of knowing just how much time had passed.
"Should we leave?" she asked, noticing his gaze.
"No." He looked back at her. "I suspect she's still dealing with Kisa and hopefully Tink and Holly." His familiar was thirty feet below him now, and he could sense her gratitude and contentment, which likely meant that Mrs. Claus was feeding her as well. He had tried to communicate a couple of times, but Kisa had been too distracted to sense him. "Telepathy would be really nice right about now," he told her.
"Then maybe you should find a telepath to fuck." She winked at him and stood. "So how does this work? Can you summon ice magic now?"
"Hmm?" Realizing that she was asking about his ability to swap souls, he shrugged. "Oh, right. No idea, it isn't always obvious. Would be nice if it was."
"I see." She stretched and walked across the room. "Do you think visualizing magic was the trade off?"
"Can't be. We hadn't, um, finished yet." He had told her about the weird tendrils he had seen. In fact, with a bit of concentration, he could see an aura surrounding Yuki. It sparkled like a diamond and changed colors depending on how she stood. "My best guess is that maybe it's from Christmas Present."
"Interesting." She lowered her head in thought. "I guess it would make sense, sort of. Christmas Present can see everything that happens around Christmas day, all at the same time. Do you think that means you can only do it on Christmas?"
"No idea. Will probably experiment with it later when I don't feel so burned out." The meal and rest had refreshed him, but his body ached. Even though he had never run a marathon, he assumed how he felt now was comparable.
"Should probably put a condom on, first," she replied. "In case you make yourself come again."
"Ha ha, very funny. I'll know better next time." He shook his head at the memory of pulling his magic back inside of him. In hindsight, he should have known better. "Being turned into a cum fountain is a party trick I don't feel like repeating."
"Yeah, my sinuses are still out of whack from it." She snorted for emphasis just as the door to their room opened. Mrs. Claus stood there with her hands on her hips, then walked inside for a look around. She said nothing for several moments as she inspected the room, then nodded.
"I suppose dessert is in order after all," she declared, then looked at Mike. "Some friends of yours are here. Why don't you grab a shirt from that closet and we can all meet in the kitchen to discuss what happens next."
"Yes, ma'am." He watched her leave, then let out a deep breath. Knowing that he was off of Mrs. Claus' shit list was a huge relief.
The closet contained several long-sleeved white cotton shirts with buttons at the top. They were vastly oversized, but seeing no alternatives, he put one on. While adjusting the collar around his neck, the shirt shrank down until it became a perfect fit.
Had the pants done the same thing? He hadn't even noticed while putting them on. Seeing a pair of slippers at the bottom of the closet, he put them on and waited. Unlike the clothes, the slippers didn't seem to have any magical properties. They were maybe a size too big, but kept his bare feet off the floor.
"Not bad," Yuki told him. "I imagine Santa can't have someone adjusting his clothes on the fly every time he eats too many cookies."
"The guy's got all those elves, I just figured there'd be a whole division devoted to tailored clothes." He tucked the shirt in and gestured to the door. "Shall we?"
They left the room and found Holly standing outside. The elf sighed in relief when she saw them.
"Kisa said you'd be here," she said. "Though we were a little worried about what shape you'd be in. Mrs. Claus said you were fine, but she seemed upset."
"I'd say it was just a misunderstanding, but we didn't get off on the right foot. Our arrival was a bit...tumultuous."
Holly nodded. "Ours, too. We crashed a reindeer through one of the skylights. The Krampus beat us here and was too preoccupied with banging on the front door to see our approach. Mrs. Claus wasn't mad, though, she was pretty happy to see us."
"Mike rode in on the ghost of Christmas Present," Yuki offered. "I won't bore you with the other details."
"You saw the ghost?" Holly stopped and turned around to face them. "We met Christmas Past, but they were so damaged."
"Christmas Present was on the fence, but Mike was very convincing." Yuki winked.
"Oh, thank Santa." Holly put her hands together and sighed in relief. "That is great news. What about the ghost of Christmas Future?"
"Uh..." Mike looked over at Yuki. "That's one we haven't dealt with yet."
"Oh." Holly took them to a spiral staircase carved out of wood. It wrapped tightly around a central column with decorations carved into it. He recognized a lot of the decor as pagan in nature, but didn't know much else about it. "I hope he doesn't show up here. He's the scariest."
"What does he look like?" Mike asked.
"Kind of like your friend, Death," she replied. "Only way more intense. He sees everything that could happen to you, which is his gift. But seeing a near infinite number of futures every time he meets someone...we think it's part of the reason he doesn't talk. His mind is just so busy filtering information that he barely exists in the present."
Mike frowned, wondering at the implications. How could he battle a foe capable of seeing the future? Were the spirits' powers limited only to the time around Christmas? It was something that bore consideration.
At the bottom of the stairs was a doorway that opened into an enormous kitchen. Modern day stainless steel appliances clashed with the root-like structure of the room's framing. If he didn't know better, Mike would believe he was actually below a giant tree.
The large kitchen island was big enough to seat ten, but its only occupants were Kisa and Tink. Both of them jumped down from their seats and nearly knocked Mike over with their hugs.
"Asshole," Kisa muttered. Tink didn't bother with words. Instead, she bit his side through his shirt.
"I missed you, too." He hugged them both affectionately. "I'm glad you're safe."
"Tink too smart for frosty bi--"
"AHEM!" This was from Mrs. Claus, who emerged from a nearby pantry with a large pie in her hands. "Language, dear."
Tink scowled. "Tink want pie, tell husband later."
Mike laughed, then followed them back to the counter. He took a seat and Tink scrambled onto the chair next to him. Kisa sat on the other side, leaving Holly and Yuki to sit on the edges.
"And here we go." Mrs. Claus set the pie on the counter next to a knife. A stack of plates and forks had been set nearby, which Kisa passed out. The top of the pie was adorned with thick strips of crisply cooked dough, revealing a mixture of berries inside. "It's been chilled already, so you don't have to wait."
Tink scooped up the knife and deftly sliced it into five equal pieces.
"I don't know that I can eat that much pie," Mike told her as she used a fork to remove the first piece.
"Husband make room. Best pie ever." Tink placed the pie on Mike's plate. "Everything nice woman makes tastes so good."
"I've got plenty of practice," Mrs. Claus admitted with a smile. "There isn't a whole lot else I get to do up here." She opened her mouth to say something else, but was interrupted by a loud banging sound from above.
"What is that?" Mike asked.
"That would be the Krampus. He is very upset that you all are here." She leaned forward, the low cut apron revealing a ton of cleavage. It looked more like something a sexy maid would wear. "But he doesn't dare come inside."
"Why is that?" Mike asked. He waited for Tink to finish splitting up the pie, then took a bite. The crust was buttery and melted on his tongue, and the berries were a type he'd never had before. They started tart, then turned sweet in his mouth. "This is really good," he admitted.
"Thank you. As to the Krampus..." She sighed and pulled off her apron. Mike couldn't help but notice that the flimsy garment expanded in her hands once it was off her body into something that looked a lot more functional. "I can't explain it fully in present company. The information is quite sensitive."
"There's nothing you can tell me that they can't hear," he said, though he didn't know if that was true about Holly. "They're family. I trust them."
"And I will trust your judgment when it comes to what you'll share with whom later," she said. "This will make far more sense once you hear what I have to say."
"I'll take your word for it." He swatted Tink's fork away from his plate. "You're not even done eating your own piece."
Tink hissed at him, then went back to her own plate. She tried to sneak a piece off of Yuki's plate, but the kitsune burned the goblin's hand with purple foxfire.
"You are a hungry thing," Mrs. Claus noted. "You ate three helpings of dinner and still have room!"
"Goblins hate cold," Tink replied between bites of her food. "Eat big meal, sleep all winter. Tink no time for sleep, but still want to eat. Get big butt for husband."
"More cushion for the pushin'," whispered Kisa so that only Mike heard her. He pinched her beneath the counter, causing her to bump Holly.
Mrs. Claus nodded, then slid Tink a plate of cookies that were hidden below the counter. "When you're done with your pie, you can have some of these."
"No!" Both Kisa and Holly yelled, then looked at each other.
"Just...not cookies," Kisa added. "She ate them until she was sick."
Tink had already hooked a claw into the plate and dragged it toward her. "Nice woman's cookies way better than stupid devil cookies."
"Devil cookies?" Mrs. Claus leaned on the counter, her breasts nearly spilling out of her nightie. Mike kept his focus on what was left of his pie.
"The Krampus was making gingerbread devils." This came from Holly. "It's what he had the dark elves making."
"Tink eat devil cookie. Taste like pepper and ashes." The goblin stuck her tongue out for emphasis. "Spit out right away."
"Hmm. That makes sense, I suppose. It's probably how he subverted the reindeer." Mrs. Claus stood and adjusted her lingerie. One of her nipples slipped free and she frowned before hiding it. "We're very lucky that Dancer noticed them in her feed. They must have some other purpose, though."
"I have to ask...what's with the lingerie?" Yuki leaned forward eagerly. Mike silently blessed her for asking, because he had been afraid to.
"An unintended feature of Christmas day," Mrs. Claus grumbled. "The rest of the year, I get to be the happy homemaker. Baking, playing games with elves, spending time with my husband. But right before Christmas, it begins. The lingerie sales, the sexy role-playing by couples. Right now, the world has thousands of women dressed like this pretending to be me and my only saving grace is that Mrs. Claus is largely seen as faithful to her husband. Otherwise, I would be an absolute mess right now."
"Is that why your apron looks different now?" Mike asked. "I saw it change when you took it off."
"Good eye for detail. You'll need it." She tugged at the straps of her nightie. "This is actually a very comfortable sweater. Unless I go outside, anything I wear becomes like this."
"Why outside?" Kisa asked.
"Because everyone knows that I would freeze to death without a good coat," Mrs. Claus said. "While indoors, I am seen as the loyal wife, waiting to adore my husband with a slew of sexual favors when he returns. Outside? I'm clearly busy helping get ready for Christmas."
"And the magic just keeps track of that for you?" Mike asked.
Mrs. Claus nodded. "It does. Sometimes the changes aren't obvious right away, but I can always tell when a lingerie company launches their new Christmas collection. I have more to say about that, but it will have to wait." She lifted a thermos from beneath the counter. "Hot cocoa, anyone?"
They sat and finished their pie while catching up on all that had transpired. The hot cocoa warmed Mike from the inside and the soreness in his muscles faded away. He wondered if the cocoa itself had some restorative properties, because he felt almost good as new. However, he could definitely use a shower.
Tink finished off her pie, what was left of Kisa's pie, and a plate of cookies. Patting herself on the belly, she pushed her stool against Mike's and leaned her head on his arm. It wasn't long before she snored softly in his embrace.
With the food finished, the group moved out into the main room while Holly left to do the dishes for Mrs. Claus. A massive fireplace sat at the center of the room with flames visible from every side. The chimney rose through the middle of the room only to vanish several stories up. Bookshelves lined the walls of this floor, and a cursory inspection revealed that most of the books weren't Christmas related at all. It looked like Santa or his wife were huge Tom Clancy fans, but the bulk of the collection was Young Adult fiction, though there were some scattered romance collections.
Next to the fireplace was a large loveseat and the biggest recliner Mike had ever seen. He set Tink on the recliner and covered her up with a blanket. Kisa pulled a book from one of the shelves and curled up next to the goblin. Tink belched, and Kisa made a face.
"Seriously," she said, her eyes watering. "Stop letting her eat sweets. That smells awful."
"It's Christmas day, sweetie." Mrs. Claus handed Kisa a mug of cocoa and a sandwich. Mike had no idea when the woman made it. "You really should eat more, you're far too skinny."
"But I..." Kisa inspected the sandwich and sighed. "Yes, ma'am."
"You, too." Mrs. Claus picked up a platter of sweets that had been sitting on an end table and handed them to Yuki. "Whatever you don't eat is going to Dancer, so don't feel too obligated."
"How come she gets cocoa and a sandwich while I get more cookies?" Yuki asked.
"She rescued a reindeer. You ruined my bedroom." Mrs. Claus patted Yuki's head condescendingly then looked at Mike. "Shall we, dear?"
He nodded, doing his best to avoid eye contact with Yuki. The kitsune pouted, but still grabbed a handful of cookies to eat.
They walked to a locked door along the far wall that Mrs. Claus opened with a golden key. Behind the door was a stone staircase that spiraled down, and she picked up a lantern hanging from a hook by the door. It ignited by itself, casting a warm glow over the stairs.
"Where are we going?" he asked.
Mrs. Claus smiled and shut the door behind them. "You'll see. This is perhaps the most important place in the North Pole. Follow me."
The stairs were long enough for Mike to dread the inevitable climb back up. It also didn't help that the narrow steps had him turning his feet, which made the oversized slippers shift as if they were going to fall off. Clearly whoever was in charge of Santa's magical wardrobe had taken the day off when it came to footwear.
Several more minutes passed before they came to the bottom. Mrs. Claus paused before a pair of thick wooden doors held together with iron casings. She turned to face Mike, her features suddenly hard.
"Of the many things I show and tell you, the contents of this room must remain a secret from your friends." She placed a hand hesitantly on one of the large rings. Mike watched as silver and red tendrils wafted from the door and curled around her, then flashed out of existence. Mrs. Claus didn't seem to notice.
"I can't guarantee that," he told her. "Not without knowing what's inside."
She smirked. "I don't think you understand. You aren't being given a choice in the matter. Much like your beloved geas, the protective magic of this place has rules. Outside this room, the North Pole is built by the love and beliefs of children. Naturally, this effect extends to their adult counterparts, hence my current predicament." She fidgeted with the lace along her collar. "But this room? This is the center of it all, unaffected by whatever happens out there. We have many things to discuss, but nary a word about this place in particular shall ever slip past your lips. Should someone read your mind, the memory of this place shall drift away from you like a dream until their presence is gone."



Mike regarded Mrs. Claus. "If this room is so important, then why show it to me?"
"If my husband wasn't on the verge of dissolution, we wouldn't even be having this conversation." She pulled on one of the rings, and Mike's ears popped. He rubbed at them while both doors opened simultaneously as if by magic. Golden light streamed from the room, and he followed her inside, squinting in an attempt to make anything out.
The light vanished, and he found himself standing at the bottom of a large metallic cylinder that stretched nearly a hundred feet into the air in the center of a gigantic room. Adorned with red, gold, and silver ribbon in a spiraling pattern, the cylinder was topped with a sphere made of light that pulsed gently.
"What am I looking at?" Mike noticed that a structure had been built at the base of the cylinder. Moving closer, he saw that it was a circle with numbers along the edge that counted up to three hundred and sixty.
"Welcome to the North Pole, Caretaker." Mrs. Claus shut the door behind them and hung her lantern on a nearby hook. The glow from the lantern expanded dramatically, revealing that the room containing the cylinder was spherical in shape. Several floors overlooked the center of the room, and he could see bookshelves, workbenches, and a ton of tools lying about. Everything looked old, as if he had stepped into a forgotten museum.
"Wow." Mike walked toward the pole, but Mrs. Claus grabbed him by the hand.
"No closer," she warned just as the sphere of light on top of the pole expanded. It swallowed most of the empty space in the room and formed into a replica of the Earth that spun around the cylinder. Green and red lights danced along the surface of the sphere, stretching all the way down to the South Pole. All along the planet, sparkling lights dotted the landscape.
"So this is where you can see everything," he said, then found a nearby stool to sit on. A sparkling light hovered over the east coast of Russia drew his attention. "What's that?"
"It's the sleigh. I have no idea what it's doing there, but am under the impression that someone is using it to deliver toys. Look." She pointed at the base of the North Pole, which looked as if it had filled with fluid along the outside. "When those gifts get delivered, it replenishes the magic used to allow Santa to move around outside of time. The spell itself is incredibly powerful, it took Santa over a century to unlock its true potential. I was originally thinking of retrieving the sleigh and hiding it here, but the Krampus likely wants it for his own nefarious purpose. If they are delivering presents, it may be best to let them continue doing so."
Mike nodded. It was clear that the Krampus had some sort of plan, but they didn't know what. Maybe that was something worth looking into. If they could figure out what the demon was going to do, it might give them insight into how they could stop him.
"You should know that I have sent Christmas Present and Dancer to assist with protecting the sleigh. It looks like they are almost there." Mrs. Claus pointed to a pair of lights that were moving toward the sleigh. "I'm not sure why they left the safety of your home, but that's something we can worry about later."
"I'm sure Lily will be thrilled for the extra help, especially because I bet that Death conned her into it." He pictured her reaction to the amazonian spirit and grinned. "Death will be upset that Santa himself didn't show up."
"Perhaps." Mrs. Claus found a seat of her own and sat next to him. "This is where everything began. For Saint Nicholaus, anyway. You see, once upon a time, he was called to the bitter cold of the north. The trip nearly killed him, but the call was strong. He found a doorway buried in the snow and it brought him here."
"Who built this place?" he asked.
"The Architect. It was the last of its kind that was built, but the first one of its kind on Earth."
"That doesn't make sense," Mike said, turning toward her, his mind racing. Was this place part of the Great Game? "From what I understand, my house was built maybe two centuries ago and Santa has been around way longer. There's no way this place was created last."
She laughed, her eyes actually twinkling in the lights of the magical globe. "Oh, I guarantee it was. You see, the Architect didn't get their title because they could design magical homes that are merely larger on the inside. This place was their magnum opus, the hardest of them all to build. Woven together out of stone, wood, and the very fabric of time itself, it sent itself back centuries once it was completed. Honestly, I wouldn't think about it too much. Anyway, the spot we now sit is where Saint Nicholas met the First Elf."
"The First Elf? Who was that?"
"The guardian of this place, much like your beloved nymph." Mrs. Claus smiled. "When you became a player in the game, they called you Caretaker. And when my husband joined, they called him Claus."
Mike felt the breath leave his body. "Santa is part of the Great Game? I have so many questions!"
Mrs. Claus frowned. "I'm afraid that I can't tell you too much about the game itself. There are certain rules that have to be followed when it comes to the game's secrets."
"But players don't have to follow those rules, right?" He remembered the shadow's claim about players in the game speaking with each other on a regular basis. "Santa can tell me whatever I need to know once I find him, right?"
She shook her head and took his hand. When she squeezed, he realized just how cold her fingers were. Looking up into her eyes, he saw that she looked older than he remembered. Was it a trick of the light, or...
"If he was still a player, then yes. But he died a long time ago."
Confused, Mike pulled his hand from hers. "But aren't we here to save him from the Krampus?"
Mrs. Claus took a deep breath and looked at the North Pole inside of the hovering globe made of light. With a heavy sigh, she patted Mike on the leg and tilted her head in his direction to look over the top of her glasses at him.
"Immortality comes with a price, my child. Allow me to share with you the price my husband paid so many years ago." She turned to face him, straightening the hem of her nightie. "I've heard that a nymph awaited you when you moved into your home. When Nicholas first came to the North Pole, he found a very different creature waiting down here for him. We call it the First Elf, but only as a sign of respect. You see, it was definitely not an elf. In fact, it wasn't even of this world."
"Was it the Krampus?" Mike asked, suddenly breathless.
"What? No. You're getting ahead of yourself, stop that." She dismissed further questions with a wave of her hand. "It was a being from outside time and space, an amorphic entity that had been chained here to protect the most powerful property devised by the Architect. To look upon it was to risk madness, and if not for my husband's sturdy resolve, it would have consumed him."
"Wait, you mean..." Mike held his hands up in apology. "Sorry, please continue."
There was a twinkle in the older woman's eye as she nodded.
"This time, I believe your guess is right," she told him. "They've been called many things over the years, these cosmic entities. Ancient ones, eldritch beings, abominations, doesn't matter. The guardian of this place was the only thing capable of protecting it, and my husband accomplished the impossible."
Mike almost asked if Santa fucked it, but knew better.
"They became best friends, as close as brothers," Mrs. Claus said wistfully, her eyes back on the map of the Earth. "And that's where all this trouble started."

❄️❄️❄️

The mirror room was hidden deep beneath the Workshop at the end of a long stone tunnel. Glyphs came to life and burned with harmless flames as Jack hovered down the long hallway, her arms wrapped around her stomach. The trip was always disorienting, but she had no idea why. Nausea, dizziness, and even a touch of vertigo assailed her senses until she entered the room where the mirror was stored.
Santa was waiting for her, his hands pressed against the glass. He smiled as if happy to see her.
"Quit the bullshit," she told him. The silver frame of the mirror melded into the marble floor, making it look like the mirror had sprouted up from the ground. The room had a harmless fog that clung to the circular walls. It would sometimes descend and cover the floor, but it stayed away from Jack, as if afraid. "There's no way you're happy to see me."
Santa shrugged, then took his hands off the glass. He didn't say anything to her, nor did he attempt to. Instead, he pulled a seat from somewhere outside of the mirror's edge and set it down. With a wink, he sat in the chair and patted his knee, as if to invite Jack to sit and tell him what she wanted for Christmas.
She ignored him, pacing the room as she gathered her thoughts. She had come down here when the Krampus had been trapped inside the mirror, the demon speaking to her telepathically. Back then, the room had felt ominous, like a prison. The fog was constantly drifting across the mirror, sometimes obscuring the Krampus as he pressed himself against the glass.
It was here that the Krampus had given her the recipe for the potion she had given to Santa. Grýla had provided her the ingredients, gathered by her kin and the Yule Cat. It had been a simple matter to get one of the elves to slip it to him, but Jack didn't see what happened next. The Krampus had assured her that it would weaken Santa enough that the demon could escape, but that was all she knew.
"So do you have anything to say for yourself?" Jack moved in front of the mirror and frowned. Santa just shook his head. "Really? The Krampus has taken over the North Pole, subjected your elves, corrupted your reindeer. It's only a matter of time before he...does whatever it is he needs to do to your wife. Christmas belongs to him now, which means you're done, gone, finished! And you really have nothing to say?"
Santa shrugged, then pulled a flask from beneath his beard. Those white, cotton curls of his twisted about briefly, as if they had a life of their own. Santa took a swig from the flask, which Jack assumed was eggnog. He licked his lips and held the flask toward Jack.
"You're inside of a mirror," she told him, stepping toward him. "Even if I wanted some, I couldn't take it."
Santa scooted his chair closer to the glass and held the eggnog out again. Jack squinted her eyes at him, suddenly wondering why she had even come down here. It had originally been to speak with Santa, to maybe come to terms with the things she had done, or maybe figure out what it was she was supposed to do next. The humans were fond of the term 'digging your own grave,' and she felt like she only now truly understood the implications.
"Why do you act like you don't care?" When she spoke, her breath billowed out from her in a fog. "He took everything from you. I helped him. Do you know that? I'm the reason why you're in there and he's out here."
Santa wiggled the eggnog and raised an eyebrow. He didn't look disturbed in the slightest, that fat, jolly bastard. It was starting to snow in the mirror room, and frost formed along the edges of the mirror, causing it to blend in with the background.
"That's it, isn't it? You knew this would happen, and you didn't care." Jack shook her head violently, her hair bobbing along her shoulders. "I've always wondered, you know? Always so carefree, nothing ever rattled you. It's why the Krampus needed me. He said that you wouldn't be able to see into my mind, but now I wonder if you wanted this, if you knew what I was up to."
Santa nodded.
"Seriously? What the fuck?!?" Jack stepped toward the mirror and slapped her palms against the glass. "You knew this would happen and you didn't try to stop it? Your elves are suffering up there right now. Why would you abandon them? He's taking Christmas from them, taking it from all the children in the world, and you just let him have it? How could you do this to them?"
Angry, she slammed her fist against the glass, suddenly aware of how warm it felt. Letting out a howl of rage, she tried to smash the mirror with her fists, surprised at its strength. Determined, she landed on the ground and punched the glass as hard as she could, then screamed in rage when it didn't shatter.
"What is wrong with you?" she cried as she struck the glass over and over. "You knew they would suffer. You knew I would suffer! Why would you let something like this happen!" Groaning, she pressed her forehead against the glass, frozen tears shattering on the hard ground below her.
The breath was stolen from her body as a warm surge shot through her feet. She tried to move, but her body was held in place by an energy that vibrated through her body, and she struggled to free herself.
"What are you doing? You tricked me!" She yanked her body away from the mirror and fell backward onto her butt. "You asshole, I'm glad you're trapped in there! I hope you rot and that the Krampus fucks your--"
Santa was no longer in the mirror. In his place, a woman now stood. She was taller than Jack with much fuller features. Her brow was adorned with a simple gold crown, and thick auburn curls fell across broad shoulders atop a full figure. Around her throat was a necklace made of gold and inlaid with amber. A solitary gemstone in the middle pulsed with light, calling attention to an impressive amount of cleavage.
The woman lifted her head to look down her nose at Jack.
She wore a simple dressing gown, as if she had just been awoken. There was a fierceness to her that was both familiar and a little frightening.
"Who...who are you?" Jack put her hand against the glass and was surprised when the woman did the same. There was a judgment in the woman's gaze that Jack didn't like, followed by pain in the back of her skull. Groaning, she stepped away from the mirror and rubbed her eyes, expecting to see Santa once more.
The woman remained, her arms crossed as if waiting for Jack to do something.
"Where's Santa? What do you want?" Frustrated, Jack moved toward the glass, but fell down when the pain returned. Images poured into her mind, confusing scenes of summertime and swimming in the ocean. There were moments with family, scenes of war, and long nights with a man covered in scars.
"Stop. Stop it!" She cast her hand out, summoning a powerful frost that crawled across the mirror, blocking her view. In agony, Jack tried to fly out of the room but crashed into the fog-covered wall instead.
"No. No!" Stumbling in panic, she eventually found the exit and rocketed down the hallway, crashing against the walls while the images chased her. Anger, grief, and mourning flooded her mind as she flew through the long hallways of the Workshop, eventually bursting through the large wooden doors and disappearing into the blizzard outside.
Even there, the images found her. It felt like someone else was inside her mind, shoving memories into place. She remembered the sea, riding pigs, fighting a witch. All she could do was howl along with the wind as she was filled with scattered thoughts.
Who are you? The voice in her head demanded an answer, and she somehow knew it was the woman from the mirror. The tone was commanding, and Jack clutched her head and cried out in shock. Where are we? What's happened to us?
"Us?" Jack blinked, her eyes unseeing in the storm. It was a whiteout, a moment when all the available light was gobbled up by the fury of the storm.
Yes, us. Her tone was derisive. Where is this place?
Jack pressed her hands into her temples so hard that her knuckles cracked. Her whole body was encased in frost as she willed the cold into her head in an effort to drive out the intruder. The cold permeated her being as her temperature dropped, well below freezing.
"Get out of my head," she whispered, her limbs becoming stiff as ice crawled along the outside of her flesh. It wasn't until she flew above the storm that the commanding voice finally vanished, leaving her alone beneath the Northern Lights with her thoughts.
She gazed at the hovering lights as they clung to the stratosphere like melting wax. It felt like they were watching her, and she didn't know why.
"What's happening to me?" she whispered, the storm beneath her slowly burying the North Pole.

❄️❄️❄️

Mike stared at the North Pole, his mind whirring. Mrs. Claus had told him the whole story about how Nicholas and the First Elf met, and how the two of them had become essentially inseparable.
When he and Naia had first met, she had swapped a part of her soul with a piece of his. This had enabled her to grant him a small portion of her power and to bind the house to him. He had become the Caretaker that day, not knowing that he had also become part of a mysterious game that played in the background of his everyday life. With Naia being a nymph, it was natural that the two of them had become lovers as well. It was the foundation for his magic, one that persisted to this day.
The being lying in wait had been some type of an elder god, one captured and tamed by the Architect. It didn't have emotions or thoughts comprehensible by mortals. Its primary instruction had been to bond with the first worthy soul who came to the North Pole. Nicholas had been worthy enough, and his desire to create toys for children and bring happiness to families had been enough to shape the creature into the First Elf.
When Mike died, someone else would inherit the house. It was supposed to be Beth or Dana, but they wouldn't know until it actually happened. There was no plan for permanence, nor did he desire immortality like his predecessor. He had gotten a peek of the other side, and knew that someone would be waiting there when his time was up.
To a creature with no beginning or end, like the First Elf, death was simply an obstacle to be surmounted.
"So when Saint Nicholas died, the First Elf brought him here and they...what, combined? Merged?"
Mrs. Claus shrugged. "I don't know that there's a proper word for it. The corpse of Saint Nicholas was reanimated using the body of the First Elf. That was how Santa Claus the legend was born. By doing this, he was both player and guardian, and therefore neither. He never had aspirations for the game itself and chose to ignore the others unless they started trouble. But he was officially the first player to find a way to stand outside the game by becoming one of the pieces inside it."
"Fitting, considering the First Elf's origin." He thought back to falling into Baba Yaga's trap, to the chunk of missing time while trying to destroy the piece of an ancient one. Dana had encountered one in the flesh and been tossed back in time by a week. They were powerful beings, impossible to understand. "So what happened next?"
Mrs. Claus sighed. "That's when Santa became bound by the rules. He was a mortal soul in an immortal body. Stories of the First Elf had persisted, but now tales of little helpers caused the first generation of elves to appear here. They were sloppy and inefficient, but that human part of him was able to tweak the details. As more people believed, his powers grew."
"So all the elves are clones of him or something?"
Mrs. Claus shook her head. "It would be easier to think of them as nail clippings, or beard stubble. In fact, I save the trimmings from his yearly haircut in a box in the closet, then plant them outside when the sun rises in the summer. Each year, those tiny pieces of him grow into new elves to replace those we've lost in the Workshop. Some die of natural causes, others..." She shook her head. "Accidents happen, I'm afraid."
"Since they used to be part of him, is that why they're so susceptible to...well, everything?"



"That is exactly correct. We call it naughty sickness, but it isn't just naughty behavior." She tugged at the nightie, which looked shorter than it used to. "Every living being up here at the North Pole is part of Santa."
"Wait, that would mean you..." He looked at the North Pole, then back at Mrs. Claus. "You're a part of him?"
She nodded. "I was born into this world as an old woman, ready to serve the whims of my husband. My sense of self is defined by how I am seen. The lingerie is annoying, but I don't mind how much younger I look these days." She patted her cheeks. "When I was first created, I was in my nineties and very wrinkly."
He agreed with her assessment, but knew to keep his thoughts to himself.
"So does that mean that the Krampus is also part of Santa?"
Mrs. Claus made a contemplative face, then stood. "Come. I want to show you something."
Curious, he rose and followed her. They walked around the perimeter of the room until they were on the other side of the pole. The walls were covered with thick shelves full of tools, and Mrs. Claus stuck her arm in a gap between a pair of columns. There was an audible click, and she grabbed onto the edge of a shelf.
"Help me," she said, then pulled. Mike grabbed the edge and helped, which caused the entire shelf to open like a giant door. Behind it was a cavern carved into the ground, and Mike summoned a pair of spiders to light the way.
"Allow me," he said, sending the spiders forward.
"That's not something I've seen before." She chuckled and took him by the hand. There was a special warmth in the way she held his fingers, and the memory of his mother reading to him surfaced yet again. Was this what a mother's love felt like? It wasn't something he knew as an adult, and he wasn't surprised by how he craved it. "Mind your step, it's been ages since anyone has come down here."
They walked together while the temperature plummeted. At some point, Mrs. Claus' lingerie thickened into a sweater dress with leggings, and finally turned into a coat. Mike was already getting cold, and hoped that they were almost at their destination.
The cave widened into a massive cavern with soot lined walls and giant stalactites. Patches of ice on the walls glistened in the soft glow of the spiders, but Mike's attention was on what he had assumed were piles of rubble on the ground.
They were bones. Massive piles, over ten feet high and scattered wide. The skull he was looking at was easily four feet tall.
"When Santa Claus was born, it sent a ripple out into the world." Mrs. Claus pulled off the scarf that had appeared on her body and wrapped it around Mike's neck. "You see, it was already difficult enough for Nicholas and the First Elf to fight off the local cryptids, but when word got around that Nicholas had died, everyone thought it was fair game. Others like you came to meet with him, thinking he had unlocked a new portion of the game."
"Had he?" Mike asked.
Mrs. Claus shrugged. "If so, he never mentioned it to me. All he's ever wanted was to bring joy on Christmas day, so that's what he became. Most of the other players decided there was nothing of value to them, so didn't pursue the issue. Some of them, though, decided that it was time to add the North Pole to their collection. Bloody wars were fought on the arctic tundra, and the elves even became warriors for a time. Santa himself became quite fierce during those battles, but a new problem surfaced."
"He's Santa." Mike broke away from Mrs. Claus to inspect one of the bone piles. "He's not meant to be a warrior."
"Correct. Each battle was changing him, and not for the better. You see, he may have become something new and vastly different, but still had a very human soul. Where the First Elf saw these incursions as an annoyance, Nicholas took them personally. A side of him emerged during these fights that was both terrible and frightening, a true demon in every sense of the word. But it wasn't until someone sent the last remaining frost giants here that he finally succumbed to his inner darkness."
Mike shivered, thinking back to his own brush with power. Some nights, he would dream about having Leeds pinned beneath his body, feeling that rush of destructive power hovering over both of them, just begging to be released.
He flexed his right hand, feeling the slight twinge in his forearm as his muscles flexed. If that magic had been capable of transforming him, what would he have become?
"So I'm guessing this is the reason the Krampus was created, then." He waved his hand out at the frozen remains. "To be the warrior that Santa couldn't be, to fight all these assholes."
"You're so close, Caretaker, yet so far. In matters of magic, even a kernel of untruth can become your undoing." Mrs. Claus moved to his side and took him by the hand. When he turned to face her, he could see shimmering tears hiding in her eyes.
"This is indeed the birthplace of the Krampus," she told him. "And when he came into this world, he was a force to be reckoned with. But he was not created by the belief of a child, nor on a whim. A very human soul still resides at the core of my dear husband, and a piece of that soul is in myself, the elves, and anything else that has been created here. The Krampus is a being made of that darkness that resides in all of us, and that darkness can only surface when a good man is pushed past his breaking point."
Mike puzzled over her words, still stuck on what she meant that he was wrong. If everyone else was just a part of Santa, then that would mean that the Krampus himself was no different from them. Yet Mrs. Claus kept making the point that he wasn't like the others, which made no sense.
Unless...
He looked at the nearby bones, and could easily make out the claw marks in them. Or maybe they were bite marks? He couldn't be sure. In fact, what he had taken for ice now appeared to be a pebbled gray flesh that clung to the bones of the dead. These things hadn't been a part of Santa, that was for sure.
"Wait." Understanding dawned on him and he turned back toward Mrs. Claus, his mouth open in shock. "He's..."
Mrs. Claus nodded. "The Krampus isn't some stray piece of Santa, created to fight his battles. Here, in this place, he emerged from within, and waged a bloody campaign almost completely by himself. Only a few of his elves survived to pass along the truth, but they were all sworn to secrecy. I share it with you now in the hopes that you can somehow do the impossible."
Mike's mouth dried out, and he imagined he looked like a fish out of water. It was hard to reconcile the truth with what he currently knew, but he was no stranger to the darkness within. Understanding how it happened didn't help with the actual problem at hand.
Santa and the Krampus were the same person, and Mike had no idea how to fix it.

❄️❄️❄️

The sleigh was flying over Vladivostok, Russia, when Lily awoke. She had fallen asleep somewhere over the ocean, and assumed they were in Vladivostok, anyway. She hadn't visited in almost a hundred years, so it looked different. However, it had been the next big destination on the list. Wiping drool from her lips, she contemplated the city below. Many of the buildings were dark, but there were still lights on in plenty of apartments.
Looking over at Death, she saw that the reaper was contemplating her with a finger on his chin.
"Not a word to anyone," she demanded, then adjusted her hat. Ever since she had started falling asleep and having dreams, she had been determined to keep it a secret. It wasn't so much that she was worried the others would think less of her. Instead, it was the fear of discovery, of everyone knowing a tiny piece of Mike's soul lived within her.
Sure, the others had a similar situation, but hers was special. She was a demon, darned to all eternity. What if they decided that she wasn't a hospitable host for it? Would they try to take it away from her? What if Naia asked her to return it? The succubus wasn't even certain if she could, but since the nymph was technically one of her masters, she would have to make the attempt.
Losing that piece of Mike would devastate her, she could admit that. She didn't begrudge him for having so many people in his life. In fact, it made her happy. He had surrounded himself with people who not only loved him for who he was, but treated each other as family. Lily had more friends right now than the rest of her centuries combined. Even though she often pushed them away, they were always ready to embrace and accept her when she returned.
With Mike central to the family, it meant he didn't always have time to spend with everyone. Lily could spend all the time she wanted with that piece of him. It meant that as long as he lived, she would never have to be alone.
"That sounds like a pretty big favor," Death replied. "Maybe I shall add it to the list. I've been doing all the deliveries for the last nine hours."
"Fudge your favors, how many do you still owe me?" The trip to William's house hadn't been the last time she had played Santa. By her current count, she had done so at over a hundred houses. Some were easy, like the little girl in China who wanted Santa to read her a book. Others had been harder, and her belly was full of more than a couple of souls as a result. Some children had problems that only a dead adult could fix, and that was a gift she would gladly deliver.
"One hundred and forty two," Death informed her. "Since you have banked so many, I believe I will count this as two favors."
"Ugh, suck my stocking." She adjusted her hat. The darned thing couldn't be removed, but was easy enough to reposition. Her hips bumped Tick Tock, still disguised as a large gift. "Maybe the toaster should start helping."
"He is too shy." Death patted the box. "And I'm worried about how many cookies I've fed him. Cerberus stopped eating them a while ago, and they are much larger than Tick Tock."
"This one could close down a buffet." She knocked on the side of the box. "You sure you don't wanna help?"
A tiny hand popped free from beneath the ribbon on top. It had three fingers, two of which folded in to leave just the middle remaining.
"Sassy little appliance." She smacked the box, then stood and yawned. "But a deal's a deal. How does the workload look for here?"
"Another day, another dollar." Santa Death held up the list. "It would appear that we have no personal visits to make, so you won't have to worry about how big your butt gets."
"Ha ha," she replied sarcastically. During one of her Santa stops, she had complained that her bottom might get stuck because of how many times she made it bigger. She often forgot how literal Death could be. "Now give me my darned cocoa."
Death held out the thermos. "I daresay that this trip would be intolerable without this delightful beverage. I may demand the recipe when we finally meet Santa."
"Yeah, about that. I'm fairly certain the big guy is dead."
Death nearly dropped the thermos. "How dare you!"
"Look, I'm not trying to be that person, but we've been out here, what? Two, maybe three weeks? If Mike and everyone else had gotten things sorted, don't you think the big guy would be here already?"
"For your information, it's been roughly three months."
"Three fudging months?" Lily stood, nearly toppling over the edge of the sleigh. It rocked back and forth, causing Cerberus to look back at them.
"I started counting the seconds once we left. In fact, I started counting once I learned how to! It's quite remarkable, really, hearing all these different numbers in my head. I hope to hear them all some day. My favorite numbers have fours in them."
She grabbed Death by the beard and pulled him close to her face. "How is three months even possible? There's no way it's..." Her brain felt like it was unraveling as she pondered the time spent in the sleigh. It was no different than the time compression in the Dreamscape, only reversed. What had felt like no more than a couple of weeks was now expanding in her mind, filling in the gaps where very little had happened.
There was also the possibility that Death was not a reliable time keeper.
"Indeed. Frankly, I am more than a little concerned." Death poured some cocoa out for Lily, then handed her a cup. "Surely Mike Radley will be worried about us. Perhaps he has already solved the problem, and has vacated the time lock so that he doesn't have to wait for us to finish."
"There's no way Romeo would do such a thing. And if he did, you bet your bottom I would call him out for not coming down here to help us." She stared at the port city below. The stars were reflected in the still water around it, the streets and rooftops blanketed in a couple of feet of snow.
"And you aren't worried in the slightest about Mike Radley? Perhaps I should suggest that he is dead, too. See how you like it."
She shook her head. The two of them had just finished a long chat in the Dreamscape, there was no way he was dead if his soul was still in there. "If he's in trouble, that's his own darned fault." Not that I could reach him if he was, she thought. "I'm starting to think this whole thing was a bad idea."
"Bringing children joy is never a bad idea." Death tugged at the reins and guided Cerberus down to the streets below. When the sleigh landed, it glided softly over the snow as they dodged cars frozen in time. "This has been quite the enjoyable experience for me."
"That makes one of us...for now." She begrudgingly added. While disgruntled, the trip had definitely contained some highlights. "Still, three months? How much farther do we have to go?"
Death pondered his scroll, then rolled it up. "It is better that you don't think about it."
"Fudge." Lily sat back and crossed her arms. "I hate this."
"Never fear. I'm sure that..." Death paused, his eyes on a nearby alleyway.
"What's wrong?" Lily stood and squinted. Her night vision may as well be day vision, but she didn't see anything. The wind had blown some snow off the ground and into the alleyway, creating a time frozen smoke screen effect, but she saw nothing of concern within it.
"Perhaps it was my imagination, but I doubt it." The sleigh coasted to a stop outside of an apartment complex. "I think it would do you good to keep a very good eye on the street while I am inside making deliveries."
"Agreed." She watched as Death stuck his hand in Santa's bag and withdrew a smaller bag that functioned like the big one. They had discovered this trick sometime after Australia, which had sped things up immensely through Japan and the east coast of China.
Cerberus snorted, sending a small jet of fire from one of their heads, then sniffed the ground. The still world suddenly felt hostile, but Lily couldn't place where or why. The silent city looked like the interior of a frozen snowglobe, the snow suspended in place all around her. A lone man was paused mid-stride as he crossed the street, his eyes fixed on the only car driving around at this hour. Death disappeared into the building, his body turning into golden fog as he squeezed beneath the front door.
A deep growling sound came from above. Lily looked up to see the Yule Cat watching them from atop the apartment complex. It let out a hiss and a growl, but kept its distance from the sleigh. Cerberus turned their attention upward, letting out a trio of growls.
"You actually found us. I'm impressed." Lily tried to flip the cat off, but her ring finger kept popping up instead of the middle. "Why don't you come down here and we'll make it a Christmas threesome, see what a pair of..." She tried to force her mouth to say the B-word, but couldn't. "You know what? Let's come to an understanding. You stay away from me, and I won't effing neuter you, okay?"
The Yule Cat disappeared from view, but Lily could see its dark shadow as it leapt across the building tops. If the cat was here, it meant that those lumpy little mother-lovers must be around as well.
"Death? Hey, Death!" She scanned the building he had wandered into, hoping to see movement. "We've got a situation out here!"
A small, dark shape shot across the street and disappeared beneath a parked car. Cerberus growled at the vehicle, then wandered over to sniff at the ground around it. The reins elongated to allow the hellhound to safely maneuver the street without dragging the sleigh.
"It might not be a bad idea to take it up for a bit," Lily mumbled, then picked up the reins and cracked them. Cerberus snorted and left the car behind as they towed the sleigh off the ground and took them into the sky. Once they were several hundred feet in the air, Lily looked away from Tick Tock.
"I need to be able to see Death," she said. There was a popping sound, and she turned around to see that the mimic was now an elaborate spotting scope that had been mounted to the side of the sleigh.
"Perfect." She put her eye to the lens and Tick Tock oriented himself so that he was pointed at the building Death had gone inside. From up here, she could see the Yule Cat shifting around, trying to hide its mass between a pair of buildings. The ugly trolls from earlier were already on the rooftop and were turning into mist to squeeze into the vents.
"Ah, fiddlesticks." They were high enough up that the cat couldn't reach them, but Death was trapped. Though they couldn't hurt him, they could detain him indefinitely. She had already spent months in this Hallmark movie from hell. She wasn't about to let them abduct the only person who would help her deliver the presents.
"Toaster, you're in charge. Cerberus? Wait for my signal." She tossed the reins over the telescope, knowing that Tick Tock would transform into something more suited for holding them. With a sigh of displeasure, she threw herself off the side of the sleigh and dove toward the roof from above. The wind rushed through her hair, snowflakes smashing against her face and blinding her as she plummeted toward the roof. At the last moment, she spread her wings wide.
The Yule Cat leapt into the air from behind the building, claws outstretched in an attempt to grab her. Still blinded by the snow, Lily grunted as she was knocked off course and slammed into the side of a nearby building. Sulfurous clouds burst from her body as she gritted her teeth, forcing herself to stay in one piece. Dangling from a fire escape by her tail, she sneered at the cat as it growled at her from above.
"Bet you're real proud of yourself, you sack of trash." She unhooked her tail as the cat pounced, dropping out of reach. Expanding her wings, she shot toward a window that had been cracked open. A man in his forties in a knit cap stood behind the glass, a cigarette in one hand and a time-frozen cloud of smoke hovering in front of his face. When she reached the window, the world distorted around her, allowing her to pass through the narrow opening as a sparkling mist.
She crashed hard, her bottom scraping against splintered floorboards as she tumbled through a hallway littered with boxes. Behind her, the Yule Cat pressed its face against the window, golden eyes staring daggers at her.
"Yeah, that's right." She flipped the cat off, then groaned when her ring finger popped up again. "Can't even express myself properly," she grumbled, climbing to her feet. At least she was in the building now.
Up above, she heard a loud yell, followed by a bang.
"That's my cue." Scrambling to her feet, she walked down the hall until she found a stairwell, then ascended. Up above, Death was shouting. She could hear the heavy footsteps of nearly a dozen attackers, followed by that crunchy language they spoke. She wondered if it was Icelandic. She had never eaten the soul of an Icelander, which was the fastest way for her to assimilate a language.



She was near the next floor when she saw one of the trolls walk in front of her. This one was trying to run with a large wooden spoon in his mouth. Sensing movement, he turned toward Lily just as she grabbed him by the throat and tossed him down the stairwell. He cried out as he fell, letting out a groan on impact that lasted several seconds.
"Darn. Was really hoping that would kill you." Lily turned her attention back to the sounds of struggle. The stairwell was in the corner of the building, so she had to go down the hallway and turn before she could see another troll. They were gathered outside of a doorway decorated in crepe paper that had been cut into trees and snowflakes. Every few moments, one would turn into mist and slip underneath the door.
Growling, Lily ran at them, her wings collapsing into her back while horns sprouted on her forehead. She used her horns to toss aside a troll wearing a pot on his head, then snapped a kick at another. They scattered, running away from her just as the door opened and Death emerged.
"They're trying to take the bag," Death gasped, then handed it over to Lily. At least three trolls were clutching the Reaper's robes, trying to pull him down to the ground.
"I've got it." Lily took the bag, kicked a troll away from her feet, then ran back toward the stairwell. It occurred to her that the trolls probably didn't realize that this wasn't Santa's sack, but a smaller version. The trolls fighting Death let go of him and gave chase. Lily was back at the stairwell when she saw the one she had tossed over the side wheezing at the top. His eyes widened in terror as she grabbed him by the hair and sent him plummeting down the stairwell once more.
"Gotta go up," she muttered, climbing the stairs. Some of the smarter trolls turned into that eerie green mist and floated up the stairwell after her, reforming at the top of the stairs. She fought through them, then ran down the hallway. It occurred to her that she didn't have an actual plan. There was no way to deliver gifts, and if there was a way to kill the trolls, she didn't know what it was.
Movement caught her eye, and she looked out the window just as the Yule Cat swatted the window. Startled by the cat's sudden appearance, Lily tripped and slid across the floor, clutching the bag to her chest. The trolls, who had been right behind her, swarmed across her like insects, punching and biting.
"Ow, darn it!" She tried to swat one away, but the little monster bit down on her hand so hard that bones cracked. Howling in pain, she twisted her head toward the troll and caught him in the eye with one of her horns. The creature cried out and rolled away, clutching at its face. Another took its place, and Lily huddled over the bag, pain wracking her limbs as the trolls tried to rip her apart.
There was a metallic crack, and the trolls leapt away from her, hissing like snakes. They chattered in their mysterious language as Lily raised her head and saw Death standing over her, a bloodied metal bat in his hands.
"I AM HERE TO HAND OUT COAL AND BEAT SOME ASS!" He howled, his own shadow dancing wildly behind him. Off to the side, a mostly headless troll twitched, its limbs twitching like a dying bug. "AND I AM ALL OUT OF COAL!"
He swung again, and the trolls scattered, screaming in fright. The dying troll's body was already turning into a sickly green mist that sank into the floorboards.
"How come you get to say the a-word?" Lily groaned, using the wall to stand.
"Because you are just the helper," he replied, then slid his arm beneath her. He dropped the bat, which clattered to the ground. "I am quite cross with those little monsters. I didn't even get to deliver those presents."
"Where did you find the bat?" she asked.
"Behind someone's door. Most of these apartments have one, I assume that the people here are on a team."
Lily laughed, then turned her attention outside. The Yule Cat was pawing at the glass, unable to harm the building.
"The sleigh is safe for now," she said. "Let's get the rest of these delivered, and then figure out what happens next."
Between the two of them, they made quick work of the apartment complex. The trolls showed up on occasion, but stayed well back when Death menaced them with another bat he had found. Lily wondered if they had actually killed that first troll, or if it had reformed elsewhere.
Every so often, she would take a peek outside to see if she could make out the sleigh. While it would normally be impossible to see it in the sky, it was almost as though she had a sixth sense about its location. She assumed this was a result of wearing the helper hat, and was glad that she got at least some sort of trade-off for having the spice stripped from her vocabulary.
"I believe this was the last one," Death said shortly after squeezing out of a keyhole. Sparkling lights hovered around him, then faded from view as he contemplated his list. "Yes, correct, we are all done. Now we just have to get back to the sled."
"Roof or ground?" she asked, looking outside. "If we go roof, we'll probably have to deal with that stupid cat sneaking up on us from between buildings. Stupid fudger is quick. If we choose ground, it's the trolls and the cat, but we'll have more room to get away."
"Hmm. I do wish I had a better sense of things like these." Death walked over to the nearest window and stared out into the city. "I suppose Cerberus could handle Jólakötturinn, and we can handle the trolls as long as we're quick about it. Would probably make more sense if we make a run for it and have Cerberus descend to pick us up. There is an open area a couple of blocks from here that would be perfect for it. That will keep the Yule Cat from pouncing on us from between buildings, and at least you will be able to fly up and take the reins."
"Sounds like a plan, bone man."
They moved down through the building. Lily only saw a single troll as they descended. It was waiting on the stairs, then let out a chirping sound like a strangled bird before squeezing its fat booty through the gap beneath a window. It became clear that this one had been the lookout, which meant the others were planning something.
"Hold up." Lily moved toward the window and looked outside. "I think they're preparing an ambush."
"Hmm." Death pulled the magic bag from where he had tucked it underneath his belt, then stuck his arm inside. When he pulled it out, he was clutching a Louisville Slugger with a cartoon sticker of the Reaper himself on the fat end.
"Why don't you pull out a sword or something?"
"My dear Lily, this bag is for children's toys only. A sword is hardly a toy." He shook his head and moved behind her. "This way, I don't have to steal one from someone who lives here. There will already be questions about missing equipment at their next game."
"You are too pure." Lily patted Death on the cheek, then moved toward a nearby window that was on a different side of the building from where the troll had exited. "I say we squeeze through here and fall. If you can handle the landing, they won't expect us to come out of the side of the building. They're likely watching the front and back."
"This is a good plan. Nothing will go wrong." Death put his bony fingers on Lily's shoulder. "You are a good helper."
"You've jinxed us." She shook her head and moved toward the window. Just how smart were these troll things? Would they expect this? Or could she just launch herself into the sky and get back to the sleigh while Death made a run for it?
"Ho ho ho," she declared, then leapt through the half-inch opening, her body shrinking down.
Once on the other side of the glass, she unfolded her wings and drifted away from the building. She only made it about fifty feet before a barrage of snowballs from below blinded her and knocked her off course. Only seconds after takeoff, she crashed into the side of another building and tumbled into an alleyway, hitting a dumpster on the way down.
"FUDGE ME IN THE BEEHIVE, OWIE!" She rubbed at her bum and stumbled out into the street. "Death, where are--"
Lily went silent, her eyes on the once abandoned street. It took her a moment to process the sea of faces with angry, coal-black eyes that regarded her. They were packed in the streets, hundreds of them with wicked stick arms and vegetable noses.
Snowmen. Hundreds of them. The lower third of their bodies rotated as they approached, cruelty in their smiles.
"Lily!" She heard Death's voice from behind the newcomers. "They aren't very friendly!"
"Hit them in the snowballs!" she shouted, then charged forward, a halo of fire forming over her head. She would be darned if she let Frosty and his inbred family stop her here.
The snowmen pounced, their tree-branch hands surprisingly strong. Lily growled as her flesh was torn, but the snowmen were much softer than the trolls had been. She could easily dismember them, her tail capable of beheading one with a carefully aimed strike.
"Lily, run!" Death's voice carried a tone of panic. "And whatever you do, don't--"
His sudden silence worried her, so she leapt into the sky toward where she heard him last. The snowmen pulled chunks of their own body and hurled them at her, but she folded her wings across her body and plunged back to earth like a missile and scattered them.
"They're just snowmen," she hollered at the Grim Reaper. "All you have to do is bust them up." To illustrate her point, she smashed a few apart. It was during this moment that she looked up and saw the Yule Cat monitoring from a nearby roof.
"Afraid of a little snow?" She ripped a snowman's head off and threw it up. The twenty pound missile had already started crumbling the moment it left her hand, and she watched it fall around her like fine glitter. "Death, where are you?"
There was the loud crunching of snow and a large tree-limb hand grabbed onto the side of a nearby building. Lily slid to a halt as a twenty-foot snowman came around the corner with a pair of bony legs hanging from its lower belly. It had clearly run Death over, trapping him in the snow of its own body.
Opening its mouth wide, the snowman lunged forward, arms outstretched. Lily backed away, unsure how she was supposed to fight such a thing. The creature was made of snow, but so big that she couldn't properly hurt it. In fact, she suspected that it may even be built from snowmen that had already been torn apart.
Turning to flee, she opened her wings and leapt into the air. A snowball nearly three feet in diameter slammed into her, causing her to crash hard onto the street. Fighting her way free of the icy prison, she rolled onto her back and coiled her tail up in front of her. A group of snowmen formed a circle around her, trapping her in place.
"FUDGE YOU!" She whipped her tail around, smashing them apart, but they kept coming. Up above, the large snowman leaned down and grabbed her with a massive hand. She uselessly struggled to escape as it lifted her towards a frosty maw with icicle teeth.
"I'm gonna give you so much heartburn," she muttered. Her head was inside its mouth when she heard a zap, followed by a popping sound. The snowman tilted over, the arm holding Lily raising up. She was surprised to see that a large portion of the snowman's head was now missing, and the street was covered in fresh slush. The snowman turned to reveal a massive creature made of lightning and fog prancing along the street and goring snowmen with its antlers.
It was a reindeer, or at least looked like one. The snowmen tried to capture it, but it easily smashed through them. It turned to face the giant snowman and snorted, then lowered its head to charge.
The reindeer blasted forward, creating a massive hole in the snowman. It collapsed in on itself, dropping Lily onto the street. She landed face first on the street, her jaw breaking.
"Wha thu flem?" She reformed the bones in her jaw and stood. The reindeer zipped around the road, exploding more of the snowmen. Nearby, Death's hand waved at her from inside a large mound of snow.
The snowmen were busy fighting with the reindeer, so she climbed onto the pile and grabbed Death's hand and pulled. The reaper emerged, his eye sockets packed with snow.
"Lily, I have gone blind!" He clawed at his skull but she swatted his hands away. Using her fingers, she scooped out the snow until those tiny blue flames reappeared in the dark recesses beneath.
"You're fine," she told him, then knelt down to retrieve Santa's smaller sack from the snow. It was pinned beneath the slush, but it slid free. "We need to go."
"I agree." He took the lead and she followed. They were moving away from the reindeer, who now had the full attention of every snowman in the area.
The Yule Cat dropped down from above, nearly flattening Death with a massive paw. It hissed at them, baring its teeth.
"Mother of Santa," Lily muttered as the cat came for them. They split up, the Yule Cat going after her. She could smell the cat's breath as it washed over her, heavily scented with rotten fish. A claw caught the back of her leg, tearing open her thigh as she was dragged to the ground. Growling, the cat pinned her down and rolled her onto her back.
"Why is everyone trying to eat me today?" she bemoaned, then tried to stab the cat in the eye with her tail. The Yule Cat dodged, swatting her hard enough that she saw stars. Knocked silly, she felt the ground tremble beneath her before a giant figure appeared, smashing its knuckles into the cat's face.
Suddenly free, Lily stumbled to her feet and blinked her eyes. It was a giant woman in festive garb with a crown of laurels on her head, and she had the Yule Cat in a head lock.
"Get back to the sleigh," cried the giant. "Dancer and I will find you!"
Lily didn't need to be told twice. She unfolded her wings and ran along the street, spotting Death on top of a car. He was kicking at the trolls who had trapped him there.
Putting on a burst of speed, she leapt into the air and stuck out her hand. Death saw her and reached up, grabbing her by the wrist. The Reaper was surprisingly light as they ascended, leaving the fight below.
From above, the sleigh dropped out of the clouds. Tick Tock was in the form of an elaborate present, his metallic arms adorned with ribbons while holding the reins. Lily and Death crashed into the sleigh as it rose back into the sky, leaving Vladivostok behind. Once Lily was able to look over the side, she saw that the snowman army stretched for over a mile in each direction from where they had been. The reindeer was running for the city limits, followed by several hundred of them. The giant woman and the Yule Cat were still fighting, but it was hard to tell who was winning.
"What in the name of Christmas just happened?" Lily blinked in surprise, then turned to Death for answers.
"I am uncertain," he told her, then leaned back in his seat. "But you have made one thing abundantly clear to me this night."
"What's that?"
"I couldn't have asked for a better helper." Death took the reins from Tick Tock. "Let us await our new friends over the water. Neither giant cats nor snowmen shall find us there."
Lily looked back one last time at Vladivostok. It occurred to her that there were still hundreds of presents to deliver, but until they addressed their new snowmen problem, they wouldn't be able to do it.
"Wait." Lily felt around her waist, then looked at Death. "Did...did you get the spare bag?" The last time she remembered having it was right before the Yule Cat had tried to eat her.
"Alas, I do not." Death shook his head sadly. "I am afraid those gifts are lost."
More miserable than ever, Lily pulled the hot cocoa thermos free of its holder and attempted to drown her sorrows with it.

❄️❄️❄️

Wow, what a trip! We have new stuff about the Great Game, Yuki has warm fuzzies for Mike, and Jack just learned why it's a shit idea to talk to people inside of mirrors!
(Seriously, talking reflections are always bad)
Speaking of the baseball teams in Russia, I'd like to thank you all for being part of my team. I see some of you are regular readers, and recognize more than a few names when I (eventually) scan through comments. Thanks for being in my corner and supporting this crazy idea I have about being a writer. It means the world to me that I can put words out into the universe, and someone actually reads and enjoys them.
I've had more than a few people write me lately to say that they want to start writing their own stories. Usually they ask for some advice, and I want to just share the biggest, most important thing you can do:
Actually Write Your Story.
Don't just talk about it, think it over and debate it. Put those words down on paper and let them breathe. We all have different journeys as storytellers, but the one we all have in common is you have to tell the story first, even if it's in pieces. You'll never learn how to swim if you refuse to get wet, right?
Thanks for reading, I hope this story finds you well. Now go do something nice for yourself. You deserve it.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne back with another episode of "Mike Radley fucks Christmas!"
Not that he's actually going to fuck a holiday. Sure, he banged a metaphorical genderbent representation of the Christmas day itself, but the actual holiday? Probably too silly.
*ahem*
New Reader? Here's what you need to know. I like to write stories with a lot of fighting and fucking, but put some actual plot in them. There's officially more than a hundred chapters of backstory (spinoffs!) to get to this one, so you may want to backtrack to the beginning.
Returning Reader? I missed you! Last chapter had some fun surprises. For instance, I hate it when I touch a Christmas tree and my hand gets sticky!
Speaking of sticky, thanks for sticking around and participating in my madness. I seriously, truly couldn't have gotten this far without the Lit community, and I love you for it. The comments and emails have been fantastic, and I still try to read all of them when I have time. I sometimes get someone who just binges the whole series and it's so much fun to read their reactions to stuff I wrote almost half a decade ago (yes, that's right)!
So don't forget to hit those stars if you had a good time. Check my bio for the publishing schedule, because I try really hard to get chapters out on time. The last thing I ever want to do is leave this wonderful community hanging!
On with the show!
Unraveling Threads
A cold chill crept up Mike's leg, waking him. After his meeting with Mrs. Claus last night, it had taken him a long time to fall asleep. His mind had been preoccupied with the Krampus problem, which meant hours spent brainstorming ideas. There was a lot riding on whatever happened next, but he and the others had desperately needed a proper rest.
When he tried to pull his foot back under the blanket, he realized that the comforter wasn't long enough. Lifting his head to see what had happened, he almost laughed. When he had gone to bed, it had just been him and Tink. Now, though, Kisa and Yuki were also under the covers as well. The limited space under the blanket had been monopolized by Yuki, who had pulled the covers up over her head.
He sat up and yawned. They were all in Santa's bed, which Mrs. Claus had let them use on the condition that they didn't have sex in it. Though his sleep had been restful, there certainly hadn't been enough of it.
"Good morning." The voice made him jump, and he looked over to see Holly sitting in a nearby chair. The elf's feet didn't reach the ground, and she kicked her legs back and forth while nursing a mug of cocoa. "Sleep well?"
"I guess." He looked at the others, who were still slumbering soundly. He heard the occasional snort from Tink, who was sleeping off all the alcohol and sugar from the day before. "What are you doing here?"
"Elves don't sleep much," she told him. "Mrs. Claus wanted me to keep an eye on you."
"Why?"
"Make sure nothing happened to you. I don't think Christmas Past is coming back, but there's still one spirit unaccounted for."
"Ugh, right." Mike rubbed his face, remembering what Mrs. Claus had told him. The Christmas spirits were just another part of Santa, temporal beings that didn't obey the rules of time or space. He wasn't certain if Christmas Future was still lost in the ducts or had simply wandered off, but could stand to be more cautious about a possible encounter.
He doubted he could influence the final specter as he had Christmas Present.
Being careful not to wake anyone, it took him a moment to slide free from the bed. He had to pull himself out of the top of the blankets, then move between the women until he was at the foot of the bed. Yawning, he went to pick up his pants and realized that he was naked in front of Holly. Mrs. Claus hadn't provided him with any sort of underwear, so he had been sleeping naked.
"Oh, wow, I'm sorry." He went to cover himself up, but saw that the elf wasn't offended. In fact, her cheeks had turned bright red, her intense gaze on his body. She stared at his cock, her lips parted slightly as she breathed through her mouth.
"Don't worry about it," she responded, lifting her eyes to meet his. "I don't mind."
He almost asked her to turn around or something, but remembered that time she had watched him plow Kisa on top of the jukebox. If she wanted to look at him, he wasn't going to stop her.
"So what's the plan today?" he asked, pulling on his clothes.
"Breakfast, first." Holly looked up at the window. "There's a terrible storm outside right now. We don't know if the Krampus is still lurking about."
"Right." Mrs. Claus had explained that the Krampus was afraid to face her directly over the fear of reverting to Santa. The process by which he transformed wasn't understood, but Mrs. Claus' relationship with her husband was so well defined that it would make perfect sense that she would be the one to pull him out of it.
That hadn't stopped the demon from banging on the front door for several hours. What the Krampus himself didn't know was that Mrs. Claus was afraid to face him because of his influence on the elves and reindeer. If they could be so easily corrupted, why not her? For now, the two were at a stalemate, and that gave him time to figure out a plan.
Finished with his clothes, he found the too-large slippers and put them on. Before getting into bed to sleep, he had searched for something else to wear on his feet, but had been unable to find any other footwear. Maybe shoes could be today's short-term goal.
Holly walked over to the door and waited. He looked at the others in bed, then back at the elf.
"What about them?"
Holly shrugged. "You're officially the most important person according to Mrs. Claus. I can't be everywhere at once."
Frowning, Mike looked back at the bed just as Kisa stirred.
"I can keep watch," Kisa mumbled, sitting up in bed and rubbing her eyes. The blanket fell down, revealing her bare breasts. "Your anxiety is buzzing around inside my head. It feels gross. If I sense danger, I'll wake up the fox. She can handle it."
"Thanks, Kisa." As they left, he was careful to shut the door quietly.
Holly walked by his side, but said nothing as they descended the stairs and went back into the kitchen. Mrs. Claus was already there, and had prepped a meal of bacon and eggs.
"Well?" she asked. "Did you sleep or break your promise?"
Mike felt heat rise in his cheeks. "We didn't do anything kinky in your bed, I swear."
Mrs. Claus looked over at Holly. Mike noticed immediately that the woman seemed older this morning. She was in a sexy Santa robe that revealed some extra wrinkles along her neck, and her hair had more streaks of white than it had last night.
"They were sleeping naked," Holly announced, then hopped up into a stool.
"We didn't exactly bring pajamas." Mike threw the snitch a dirty look and sat down next to her. "Besides, even if we had been in the mood, I was way too tired."
"We both know that's a lie." Mrs. Claus slid an empty glass in front of him. "Orange juice?"
"Yes, please." He waited while she made him a plate of food and then poured him some juice from a carafe kept beneath the counter. "We really didn't do anything, though."
"I believe you." Mrs. Claus winked. "And honestly, I don't know that I would blame you if I could. I've been married to a man obsessed with making toys for nearly a century. Maybe obsessed isn't the right word, though. It's so ingrained into his magic, he can't help himself. I imagine sex must be the same for you."
"I'm honestly not sure." He took a sip of orange juice and broke apart a piece of bacon before taking a bite. "Sex is at the core of my magic, but it's not like I'm compelled to do it."
"Hmm. Santa is always acting on some variation of his own magic. Technically, if it's Christmas related, he can accomplish it, that's how his magic works." She stared at the counter as if lost in thought. "Did you know that he helped stop a war once? It was only for a day. Both sides stopped fighting while he was there, then went right back to killing each other. It broke his heart, you know. He had watched each and every one of those men grow up as children."
"Wait, he can see every child on Earth?" Mike asked.
Mrs. Claus paused before answering. "Not in a literal sense. It's almost like he's plugged into them. Sometimes it breaks him. There are children out there who need help, but it sits right outside his ability to intervene. That's why people notice so many miracles during Christmas, he's trying to make up for missed opportunities. Still, he's only one person."
Mike almost corrected her by saying two, but realized that Holly was nearby. What would the elf do if she found out the Krampus was Santa? And if Holly was technically just some offshoot of Santa, did that mean she could transform into something similar?
A more chilling thought occurred to him. If Santa could sense every child, so could the Krampus.
"What does the Krampus want, exactly?" he asked. "In general terms. I've heard the spirits reference the true meaning of Christmas, but that's hardly specific."
Mrs. Claus looked at him for a moment, then sighed. "To be honest, I'm not sure. Not to end Christmas, for obvious reasons." Her eyes flicked to Holly and back. "It has to be related to punishing children."
"This seems like a long way to go just to smack some kids around. And what about the devil cookies? Is he just keeping the elves busy, or is there some bigger plan?"
"I don't know. You see--" Mrs. Claus was cut off when Christmas Present appeared, blasting the room with sparkling light and the smell of candy canes. She dropped a pair of envelopes onto the counter, flashed Mike her breasts, and then disappeared.
"What in the..." Mike picked up the envelopes and saw that one was addressed to him and the other to Mrs. Claus. "Why the letters?"
"I'm not sure. Time is flowing much slower here. It could just be that she couldn't get away for long. A minute here is easily an hour out there on delivery." Mrs. Claus opened her letter and frowned. "Okay, so this changes things."
"What's up?" He hadn't opened his letter yet.
"We knew that Frost was helping the Krampus, but it would seem that Jólakötturinn, Grýla, and the Yuletide lads are also part of it. Your friends were making deliveries, but the sleigh is under attack and can't land anywhere with snow."
"What? Who?" He almost snatched the letter from her hand to read it himself, but remembered his own. Ripping open the paper, he unfolded a piece of Christmas stationary and read it.
Romeo, it began. How are you? I hope you've been having a great time at the North Pole. Death and I have been busting our behinds delivering presents to brats across the world. No big deal, it will only take us years to finish.
That's sarcasm, by the way. I am not happy about it, and you owe me big. I'm talking a tropical vacation, or maybe give me permission to eat my way through a prison. Your choice.
Anyway, Dancer and that glorious giantess who smells like you have been a big help. They are speeding up deliveries, but not anywhere cold because of a fudging snowman army. Oh, right, Death tricked me into wearing a hat that won't let me swear, even if I write it. Fudge. Shirt. See?
Mike noticed several half-scrawled swears along the perimeter of the paper and bit his lip to avoid laughing.
Christmas Present will act as a correspondent, but we need her help too much, so it's letters only for now. After not delivering presents for a couple of days, the sleigh started to fall out of the sky. So we have to stay busy to keep from crashing it. The ghost and the reindeer helped us catch up, but we're in trouble if we lose them. These weird potato dudes and a giant cat are trying to take Santa's sack from us. They suck, by the way.
Speaking of Christmas Present, this woman is a gift. She was supposed to give you a special message from me, I hope you liked it.
Lily had signed her name with a flourish and a kiss. Beneath her name, she had written more.
P.S. We let the dog out, they're pulling our sleigh right now. Good luck finding someone to give them their shots.
"Cerberus?" Mike set the letter down and stared at it. Mrs. Claus was still reading her own letter, her cheeks now flushed.
"Seriously, Death and a hellhound?" She looked over the top of her glasses at him. "And a succubus? Just what kind of house are you running, Caretaker?"
"One where we don't give a damn about what other people think." He saw Holly flinch, reminding him that she was still there. "Sounds like the sleigh is running out of magic."
"It's the number one rule. Santa's magic must be used for Christmas. That includes the sleigh and the dimensional bag. If they've just been circling, it..." She took off her glasses and groaned. "Why does my head hurt so bad all of the sudden?"
"Lack of sleep?" Concerned, Mike stood and moved to the other side of the counter just as Mrs. Claus' eyes rolled up in her head and she collapsed. He caught her by the arms as Holly leapt down from her stool.
"This way," she said, then held open the door to the main room. Mike dragged Mrs. Claus, suddenly aware of how light she felt. Holly adjusted some pillows on a recliner and Mike set the older woman down on it.
"Hey, are you okay?" When she didn't respond, he looked around for something to give her, but realized he didn't know what to do. Holly took Mrs. Claus by the hand and held it. The woman's eyes fluttered open, and she looked back and forth at the two of them.
"How did we get here?" she asked.
"You're really tired," Mike said. "You got light-headed is all."
"I don't sleep during Christmas. Don't need to." She smiled sadly. "It's a common belief that Mrs. Claus stays up all night and waits for her husband to come home. If something as simple as a couple of days made me sleepy, I would drop dead long before my husband got home. I'm afraid it's something else."
She took a deep breath, and Mike watched more streaks appear in her hair.
"What's going on?" he asked.
"I think...he's draining the magic away from my husband." Mrs. Claus closed her eyes as if to sleep, but kept talking. "I don't know how, but I suddenly feel so...old. My bones are weary, and I can feel the soft pull of oblivion calling my name. With so much of the North Pole under the Krampus' control, it's only a matter of time before he surpasses Santa in strength. Once that happens, I will cease to exist."
"No!" Holly put her hands over her mouth.
"I'm afraid it's true." Mrs. Claus opened her eyes and looked at Mike. "Unlike the elves, I am just a mere extension. All he needs to do is wait until I'm gone and the North Pole will be his. Once that happens, there will be no one to stand in his way."
"How long do we have?" he asked.
Mrs. Claus frowned. "I don't know. But I'm not gone yet." She took a deep breath and sat forward. "I would love to hear some ideas."
Mike examined the woman, then opened his senses to the magic surrounding her. He could see the festive ribbons around her body, as if she was woven from several strands of thread. Several of them had become frayed, wispily drifting about as if caught in a breeze.
Staring at those threads, he wondered if he could touch them. They looked similar to his own magic from before, and he was relatively certain that manipulating them wouldn't cause the same outcome.
"You're staring," Holly said.
"Shh." He held up a finger for silence, then moved his hands across Mrs. Claus' body. She followed his movements, but didn't react when the strands passed through his hands.
"Damn," he muttered. What was different? Was it because he had previously been manipulating his own magic?
"Your eyes are glowing," Holly whispered.
"Probably." He shrugged off her comment and returned his attention to the unraveling threads. What if he could tuck them in or something? How would he even do such a thing?
He felt his magic awaken, sensing his need. Mrs. Claus had closed her eyes again, her skin suddenly pale.
Could his magic touch hers? She was a construct of belief, but still a living being. How would she react if he accidentally zapped her? Contemplating the problem, he watched in horror as one of the threads came undone, as if someone had tugged the free end of it.
Holding out his hands, he summoned the magic into his fingertips, then extended them outward. He could hear the air crackle with magic as he tried to pinch one of the hovering threads with his illusory fingers.
"Yes!" It had taken a couple attempts, but the thread was now firmly trapped between his spectral digits. He thought about how he had looped his magic back into himself and decided to do the same thing with Mrs. Claus. Her magic sustained her existence, so he doubted she would turn into a cum fountain.
And if this backfired, at least she'd be coming while she was going.
"Not the time," he muttered, chastising himself for the inappropriate thought. Sweat had broken out across his brow as he delicately tucked the exposed thread into the tapestry that was Mrs. Claus, taking care to weave it back into her core. While he did this, he looked at the bun on her head, thinking about how a stray strand of hair could easily be put back in place.
The woman sighed, then took a deep breath as Mike continued to snare the loose threads. Strangely, manipulating her magic almost felt like second nature as he grabbed the unraveling thread and actually braided it back together before tucking it in. His concentration was total, and he barely noticed that his legs were shaking beneath him.
The color returned to her cheeks as he finished up. Smiling, he felt the magic leave him, the room now spinning around him.
"Gah!" Holly tried to catch him as he fell, only to end up on top of him. Her concerned features filled his tunnel vision, and he couldn't help but notice that her magic was similar to Mrs. Claus'. Where the older woman had come undone and was frayed, Holly was a tight package bound in ribbons just waiting to be opened.
Moments passed, and Holly sat up, her legs spreading wide to accommodate his torso. She held two fingers up in front of him, but all he could think about were the candy-cane tights that now filled his peripheral vision.
"How many fingers am I holding up?" she asked.
"Two," he replied, then closed his eyes. "Sorry, I'm not sure why I'm so tired."
"Manipulating magic directly is hard work," Yuki replied. "But I guess I shouldn't be surprised."
Mike opened his eyes and saw Yuki standing over by the stairs, her arms crossed over her chest. The kitsune was wearing a robe she had borrowed from the wardrobe upstairs, the letters SC embroidered on the chest.
"Whatever he did, I feel much better." Mrs. Claus leaned over the side of the chair to look at Mike. A few of the years she had put on were gone now, the wrinkles along her neck faded. "Though I suspect he only bought me some time."
Yuki muttered to herself in Japanese, then helped Holly stand. Mike noticed the crotch of Holly's tights had a snowflake on it.
"What am I going to do with you?" Yuki knelt by Mike's side and tilted her head. "Hey, look at me, I can see magic for the first time, so maybe I should touch it? Maybe move it around."
"She was dying," he replied. "I thought I could help."
"All I ask is five minutes. Five minutes to wake me up and fill me in. I could have walked you through your first time, it would have been so gentle. Ah, geez, you're all wet." Yuki put her hand against his forehead. "No fever, though."
"Fever?" Holly asked.
"Yeah, fever." Yuki stood and moved to Mrs. Claus. "How do you feel? What was happening?"
Mrs. Claus gave an explanation that was satisfactory, and Yuki returned to Mike.



"I felt that from upstairs, you know. You were generating a ton of magic, I thought maybe you were down here unwrapping our host and filling her with Christmas cheer."
"Why would I have a fever?" Mike asked, ignoring the last part of Yuki's comment.
"From burning out your brain." She patted him on the cheek. "Your own magic is one thing, but grabbing someone else's magic and doing stuff to it? Dangerous. Luckily, she was a willing subject and your intentions were good."
"It felt like a massage," Mrs. Claus added. "My whole body was tingling."
"Well I'm glad it was a good experience for you." Yuki helped Mike to the nearest couch. "But don't do that again until we can talk about it. I think you've taken another step down the magic road, and I need to apprise you of the pitfalls."
He sighed, grateful that she wasn't giving him an earful. His ears were buzzing with a nasty bout of tinnitus while his magic shifted about in his chest, giving him terrible heartburn.
"You can teach me how to manipulate outside magic?" he asked.
"A bit. Seeing magic can give you better control over it, but apparently you can actually touch it. The real expert is Ratu, how do you think she does all her tricks with those artifacts?" While she spoke, she examined his body with her hands, squeezing his wrists and arms. "Well, you didn't seem to blow out your meridians or anything, so I think you'll be okay."
"Meridians?"
"Don't worry about it, I'm just making sure your body is okay, because you probably feel terrible right now. You'll bounce back pretty fast, but maybe take it easy for a bit." She shook her head and looked at Mrs. Claus. "I really can't take my eye off of him for a single minute."
"I'm married to one like that." Mrs. Claus chuckled. "If he's not playing with the elves, he's off taking apart the latest toy so he can mass produce it, or building something new and exciting in his Workshop. I can't tell you how many times he's caught that building on fire."
"It's a lot." Holly sat down by Mike's feet, her eyes wandering across his prone body and eventually settling on his face. "Every year. We have an elf who follows him around with a fire extinguisher, and that one is followed by another elf in case the first elf catches on fire."
Mike laughed, then saw the serious look on Holly's face. "Wait, for real?"
"It's a chain of three elves, actually," Mrs. Claus added. "But only when he's working on electrical stuff. When it comes to carpentry, there is nobody better, but the world has moved on from old school dolls and wooden horses. He can build anything, as long as it's a gift for someone. But that doesn't mean there aren't hiccups along the way."
They all laughed and shared stories for a bit, and the nasty buzzing sound faded. Mike's magic settled down and he was able to sit and chat properly. Eventually Kisa appeared with a very sleepy Tink, and they left the room to have breakfast in the kitchen with Yuki.
While they were gone, Mrs. Claus talked some more about her experiences at the North Pole, most of her stories skirting the edges of what she had told Mike about Santa being a type of Caretaker. He wondered how much more she would have told him if the elf hadn't been around.
Holly, however, had managed to sit down right next to him, her petite body occasionally pressing against his when either of them would shift. He thought he caught her looking at him more than once, and knew better than to just dismiss it.
When the others joined them, Tink promptly found a chair off to the side and crawled into it before passing out.
"What's her deal?" Mike asked. "She okay?"
"She drank booze made for magical reindeer last night," Kisa said. "The hangover is very real this morning."
"I'm surprised it didn't kill her," Mrs. Claus said, then got up to get Tink a pillow. The old woman seemed rejuvenated, but when Mike examined her magic once more, he saw that a couple of tiny threads had already come undone. While he may have extended the woman's lifespan with his stunt earlier, they were definitely on a time limit.
"So I have a question," he said once Mrs. Claus returned to her seat. "You mentioned someone called Jólakötturinn, Grýla, and some...Yuletide guys?"
"Yuletide lads. Yes, let's discuss them for a moment." Mrs. Claus sat forward in her chair, then looked at the others. "Once upon a time, my husband fought some otherworldly creatures called frost giants. They were the last ones on Earth, trapped here from a battle long ago. Someone promised them a one-way trip to their homeworld if they could take down Santa, but it wasn't meant to be.
"Jólakötturinn and Grýla belonged to the frost giants. They are giants themselves but nowhere near the same size. Jólakötturinn was their cat, and Grýla essentially their servant. I don't know if they came from the same world that the frost giants did, or if they were simply found here. But that's beside the point. When the frost giants were defeated, Santa found Jólakötturinn, Grýla, and the others cowering back at the frost giant's camp. He took pity on them and allowed them to stick around as long as they stayed out of trouble."
"And did they?" Mike asked.
Mrs. Claus shook her head. "Of course they didn't. They snuck off and laid low in Iceland of all places. Do you know what they became famous for? Eating children."
"That's horrible!" Kisa said. "And Santa let them get away with it?"
"Not after he found out. He bound them here, and the magic of the North Pole transformed them. Like the Krampus, they were to become mere myths, their memories softened as a reminder for children to be good or else."
"You said there were others?" Yuki leaned toward Mrs. Claus in interest.
"Yes, a few. There were three males, but only Leppalúði remains."
"Wait, who is...Leppalúði?" Mike struggled with the pronunciation.
"Grýla's husband. Other than knocking her up with children, he is absolutely useless. The other two were better, but supposedly Grýla ate them. Now she's stuck with the third, because he's the only one who can give her children. It wouldn't surprise me if he stayed home instead of helping her take over the North Pole with the Krampus, he really is that lazy." Mrs. Claus stared off into space for a moment, then looked back at the others. "The Yuletide lads are Grýla's children. All boys, all trouble. My husband tried to give jobs to some of them early on, but it was clear they weren't cut out for any sort of structure."
"Interesting." Mike wondered how Lily was faring against the Yuletide lads. Or better yet, how they were faring against her. "Any ideas how Jack Frost comes into this?"
Mrs. Claus took a deep breath. "Actually, I do, but I need a break." She stood from her chair and rubbed at her lower back. "Feeling a bit stiff is all, gonna grab myself a quick snack. Does anyone want some cocoa while I'm up?"
Everyone's hands, including Tink's, went up in the air.

❄️❄️❄️

Jack had flown above the North Pole for several hours before daring to descend below the whirling mass of ice and snow. The storm she had summoned had gathered plenty of fury on its own, and she didn't know how long it would continue.
Upon landing, she saw that she had managed to fly to the magical boundary of the North Pole proper. Santa's village lay in the middle of a hundred mile wide island of rock that was actually the peak of a mountain from a range that lay deep beneath the arctic waters. If it could be properly seen from the outside, the North Pole would look like a perfectly circular island surrounded by ice with some steep, rocky cliffs, analogous to a giant snow globe.
She landed on one of the cliffs and let out a scream of frustration. The Arctic ice took her anger, but offered nothing in return.
"What are you doing?" The voice startled her so hard that she spun around and summoned ice from the ground, jagged spikes that would have ripped apart any other creature. Instead, the Krampus silently side stepped them, his body an inky blur as he whipped around and shattered the icy barrage. "Cute, but ineffective."
"I'm sorry, I..." She took a step back, worried that the Krampus would attack her.
"Relax, child." The Krampus sniffed at the air and grinned. "I can smell your intent, I shouldn't have frightened you."
Worried that the Krampus was acting uncharacteristically nice, Jack hugged herself and tried to look small. If the Krampus could sense intent, he wouldn't have punished her so harshly earlier. "I'm sorry I left the cameras, something came up."
"Oh, I know it did." The Krampus chuckled, then moved to stand beside her. "You looked into my mirror, didn't you?"
A litany of possible lies filtered through her head, but she suspected that the Krampus would only punish her more for whatever answer she gave him. He was a fraud, at least in terms of their relationship. He had promised her relevance and recognition, but had only delivered misery.
She nodded, then winced. When the blow never came, she turned toward the Krampus and was surprised that he had turned his back to her. His gaze was on the Northern Lights above, his whole body swaying from side to side as if hypnotized by them.
"He knew you would find out," he said, his voice barely legible over the storm. "That's what he kept telling me, while I was down there. Warned me over and over again that you would find out, that it would change everything. But I kept telling him it wouldn't matter."
"Found out what?"
"We're alike, you and I. Power incarnate, under appreciated, under utilized. If you wanted, you could freeze the ocean, could bring mankind to its knees! Yet here you stand, a glorified snowcone maker, trapped in the North Pole."
"I'm not trapped," Jack argued, but the Krampus waved her off.
"Aren't you? Maybe you weren't trapped like the others, but you refused to leave. Why is that? Why not seek your fortune elsewhere, make a bigger name for yourself?"
Jack frowned, pondering the Krampus' words. Why did she hang around the North Pole so much? In hindsight, how many decades had she spent hovering around Santa, hoping to be a bigger part of things?
Pain blossomed in the back of her head again, and she clutched her temples. Memories burned through her mind, images of a much younger Santa kneeling over her broken form. The blood leaking from her body had already frozen, her breath coming in short gasps.
"He did this to you," the Krampus told her. "Locked away your true potential, made you think you were less than what you are. While your prison is different than my own, perhaps it is time you bend the bars."
"I don't--" She was cut off when he shifted toward her, his body like a shadow. Long fingers clutched her throat and he squeezed, lifting her off the ground. Any traces of kindness were now stricken from his dark features.
"You see, I have plans for this place, and I need you to be the better version of yourself." He held up an empty sack and shook it in her face. She could sense the powerful magic within, realizing it was a smaller version of Santa's sack. "It's not ideal, but now I have everything I need to leave this place, to bring truth to my legacy!" He was shouting now, his teeth inches from her eyes.
"You're...hurting..." She choked as he shook her.
"But I cannot LEAVE until YOU. WAKE. UP!" He slammed her into the ground, over and over again. Ribs cracked and bones splintered as an icy storm formed all around them, trying its best to rip the Krampus apart.
"Please, I..." Her words were weak as the world went black around her. For a moment, she was floating in a ball of golden light, her wounds burning trails of fire across her body. A silhouette appeared, the lights dimming to reveal the woman from the mirror.
"Are you really going to let him kill us?" There was panic in the woman's voice as she grabbed Jack by the hand, her whole body buzzing with the contact. "Gods, he's actually killing us, you have to make him stop!"
"How? He's so strong, I can't do anything to hurt him." Jack whimpered, but the woman in gold slapped her, sending a shockwave through her mind.
"You have grown weak! You have made us weak!" The woman's hair billowed up around her, her eyes now like molten gold as magic streamed away from her. "This isn't how it was supposed to be, Santa! You were supposed to prolong me, not make me into this miserable creature!"
"Who...what are we?" Jack's heart pounded in her chest as the woman in gold seized her by the throat and forced her mouth open.
"We were gods! We are whoever we want to be," the woman told her, then forced her mouth over Jack's. Energy rippled through Jack's mind as their magic billowed out of control. Her eyes snapped open to reveal that she was now choking the Krampus.
"Good!" He shouted, his hands on her wrists. "This is power, Jack, the power that he would have denied you! It's everything I promised you and more!"
The island trembled as massive tornadoes formed out on the ice flows. Enormous pieces of ice were ripped from the ground, revealing the cold waters of the Arctic beneath. Jack felt so connected, as if she had tapped into a reservoir of power just beneath those dark waves.
"I disapprove of your methods," she hissed, then smashed the Krampus into the ground. He laughed maniacally, rolling onto his back to reveal that he was unharmed.
"And yet they worked!" He was on his feet so fast that he may as well have teleported. "Look, Jack, look! I know I've been harsh, but you cannot crack an egg without using a little force!" He snatched her by the hand and held it up for her to see. Her veins were ablaze with golden light, and she could feel a rush of heat throughout her entire body.
This was what she had wanted...right?
"Power, Jack, all the power you could ever want!" He spun her around and hopped up and down with glee at the sight of the tornadoes. "Have you ever seen such a devastating force of nature? Tornadoes! At the North Pole! This is the mark of someone the world remembers, somebody who plays second fiddle to nobody!"
Her head still hurt, she was so confused. But what the Krampus was telling her made so much sense. It was power she had wanted, power to make the world notice her, to fear her glory!
No, power was too easy. The pain in her head had focused into a razor's edge right between her eyes, splitting her mind in half. She could sense that other woman now, the one she used to be, looking out of one of her eyes. They were fractured, but somehow whole.
Not power, the other woman sneered. We already have power.
Yes, Jack replied, remembering what it was she had wanted. She had become obsolete in Santa's shadow, yet another forgotten fairy tale. The world was a closed door to her, and she wanted to be a part of it. I want to be free, to be remembered. I want...I want...
TO BE LOVED. The other woman said it for her. Feeling a surge of emotion, Jack reached into the depths of the storm and poured that golden energy into it, watching the ice on the ocean's surface tear itself apart in order to obey her. Her self admission brought fiery tears to her eyes as she thought about what she needed to do.
"Yes! That's it!" The Krampus howled, his whole body tense as the storm gobbled up his cry. "And you can keep that power, Jack, my friend! I just need you to do one more thing for me!"
Jack was suddenly wary, fearing more of the Krampus' treachery. No, that couldn't be it, he had helped her, he was her friend. Wait, but he had hurt her, badly, just to--
"I need you to take out that mortal staying in my house." The Krampus grinned, revealing all of his teeth. "Mrs. Claus will be gone soon, which means the door can be opened. Remove the Caretaker so that he doesn't usurp my throne, and make sure you kill the elf. When I return, this glory shall be yours...forever!"
"Forever!" Jack raised her hands to the sky, now certain what it was she needed to do. The Northern Lights bent away from her, as if to avoid her outstretched hands. Her whole body was flooded with magic, and she sent it outward, raising an army made of snow and ice. Frozen beasts formed all around her, prying themselves up from deep drifts. Those golden flames burned hot beneath her skin as she lowered her eyes to see the Krampus hop into a makeshift sleigh hooked up to seven corrupted reindeer.
"I'll be back soon, my Queen." He bowed dramatically, and then the reindeer took to the sky.
"I may be a queen," she whispered. "But I am certainly not yours." For the first time she could remember, she felt hot. Her outfit, made of magical ice, melted into a beautiful golden gown. Commanding the winds to carry her back to the Christmas Village, a small voice in the back of her mind cried out that all was not well.
Not that it mattered. The only thing on her mind now was that strange man who had compelled her with his voice alone. Santa had ruled her with kindness, and the Krampus with fear. But Mike? He had attempted to rule her with words alone, those beautiful, golden words that had clung to her skin like a lover's touch. She shivered, wondering what could have been if she had given in to her desires, her sudden need to obey.
She was going to kill him for his insolence. After all, nobody told her what to do, not anymore. Once he was dead, she would kill his companions, and anyone else who was a threat to her newfound freedom. When she was done, she would wait for the Krampus to return.
When he did, she would kill him, too.

❄️❄️❄️

Mrs. Claus emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray of cookies with several mugs and a thermos of hot cocoa. Tink nearly hurt herself getting out of her chair to move closer to the table with the cookies. When she grabbed a handful, Mrs. Claus swatted the goblin's hand.
"You need to share," Mrs. Claus warned her. When she looked away, Tink stuck her tongue out, but obeyed.
Mike chuckled, then got up to get some cocoa. While Mrs. Claus was pouring his drink, he saw Yuki's ears open wide as she turned her attention to the nearest window.
"Everything okay?" he asked.
The kitsune frowned. "I just felt...hmm." She got up and moved to the window, then opened it. A fierce blast of cold air tousled her hair, but she ignored it, sticking her head out the window.
"Not to complain, but it's hard enough to keep it warm in here already," Mrs. Claus said, then looked at Mike. "The fire is nice and all, but we really do rely on the furnace."
"That's at the top of our to-do list," he said, knowing full well that task would fall on Tink. The goblin had already snuck a handful of cookies off the tray and had tucked them down into the couch cushions.
"There's a nasty storm rolling in." Yuki looked at Mike. "I'm going to pop outside for a minute, see what's going on."
Mrs. Claus frowned. "The Krampus might be out there."
Yuki winked. "And if he is, I'll give him a frosty reception. Be right back." With that, she let herself out the window, making sure to shut it behind her.
"Will she be okay?" Mrs. Claus looked at Mike.
"I'm sure she will," Mike told her. "She's in her element out there."
"I'm not so sure about that," she replied. "There's a lot more than just snow and ice out there, but you know her better than I do."
"I trust her with my life, which means I trust her judgment. So Jack Frost," he said, prompting her to continue. "I would like to hear what her deal is."
"Ah, yes. A bit of a tragedy, honestly." She started pouring hot cocoa for everyone, pausing briefly to frown at the stack of cookies. When she looked at Tink, the goblin had both hands in her lap, a beatific smile on her face.
"To properly understand Jack Frost, we need to go back a bit further than Christmas. The world of magic and the world of man used to be one and the same. Myths and mortals lived side by side, and not necessarily in harmony."



"I've heard this." Mike remembered a conversation he had long ago. "If I recall, Merlin did something about it because things weren't going well. Something about separating the worlds or something."
"It was a bit more nuanced than that, but yes." She smiled weakly, then handed him a mug of cocoa. "So let's fast forward the conversation a bit. What do you know about the gods? The old ones?"
"Like C'thulhu and stuff?"
"Not the ancient ones. Think of Poseidon and the others."
"Ah, yes, the Greek gods. Or Roman." He scratched his chin. "I never could keep them straight."
"Greek. But that makes for a perfect segue. Mythologically speaking, which gods actually existed? They couldn't all be real, could they?"
"We know that God is sort of real." This came from Kisa. "He sent one of his angels to our house earlier this year."
"Really?" Mrs. Claus' eyes went wide. "What happened there?"
"Long story, but my friend Death accidentally triggered some conditions of the Apocalypse, so an angel came looking for him. It took them a long time to find him, they actually damaged the geas because I guess God or whoever was looking so hard that it disrupted enchantments."
Mrs. Claus scowled. "Earlier this year, right? Back in March?"
He felt the moisture flee from his mouth. "Uh, yeah, that's right."
"That's around the same time the protections around here started to fail. Santa thought it was an issue of belief as he spent so much time and energy trying to repair the wards around the North Pole." Mrs. Claus pinched the bridge of her nose. "It's why he was so weak this year, the magical barrier here takes a tremendous amount of energy to maintain, especially with all those scientists who wander up. Santa keeps moving magnetic north to throw off their compasses, but their GPS units know better."
"If that's true, then I'm really sorry. You guys got caught up in my bullsh--" He felt Holly spasm next to him. "...nonsense."
"You can't blame yourself for the actions of others. But if YHWH himself was involved, it's no wonder our barrier took such a beating." She stared hard at Mike. "For such a new player to the Game, you have certainly attracted a lot of attention."
"I'm not even trying to play it," Mike said. "I would love to understand it better, but it seems like the whole thing is one big trap."
She looked like she was going to say something, then thought better of it. "Like I was saying, what happened to these old gods? Who actually existed and who didn't? Why so many discrepancies?" Mrs. Claus surveyed the others like a teacher waiting for an answer.
"They were the same," Kisa answered. "Same entities, different name."
"Usually," Mrs. Claus said, then offered Kisa a cookie. "It was never uncommon for one of the gods to go by a new name, or change their identity."
"How did you know they were the same gods?" Mike asked Kisa.
"Please. I spent so much time in the room with all the Egyptian garbage, I read plenty of those books." She licked her lips and then devoured the cookie.
"It's best to think of these gods as immensely powerful beings who rely on belief as a wellspring of magic. Yuki is actually a perfect example of this. If she wanted, she could attempt to ascend to godhood, using divinity from worship to power her spells." Mrs. Claus looked out the window. "But ascension comes with a price of its own."
"Worshippers," Mike said. "Without them, you are nothing."
"Correct. Several millennia ago, the gods started a massive fight with each other. Sometimes, when a god loses, they get consumed by another, or are forced into hiding. If they truly want to survive a war with other gods, they can choose to let go of their divinity and become a lesser deity. Takes them out of the food chain, unless someone is feeling particularly vindictive."
"Wait, is that what Jack is?" Mike felt a hand on his thigh and looked down. Holly was staring straight at Mrs. Claus, as if enthralled, her small hand now stationary on his leg. It looked accidental, but he said nothing.
"Yes. When my husband found Jack, she had barely survived an all-out attack from another god. She was actually on her way here to get his help. Many of the old gods had perished from this world already, but my husband was known to help a few, here and there."
"So who was she?" Mike asked.
"That I don't know. I trust my husband and have no need to pry, especially because that can be dangerous knowledge. He did tell me that the transition was very difficult for her. To save her life, he forced her to descend, to relinquish her godhood in exchange for elemental power. He chose ice and frost because it was so counter to her nature that her enemies wouldn't expect it. After her transformation, he let her believe that she was an iteration of Old Man Winter himself."
"Well, maybe that wasn't his decision to make." Kisa narrowed her eyes at Mrs. Claus. "Why not at least tell her the truth and let her decide how to handle it?"
"When you ascend and become a god, you become connected into the universe in a way that no other being can manage. Think of it like the ultimate high, the pinnacle of achievement. To hide her, he locked away her remaining divinity so she wouldn't be tempted to use it. But it's more than that." Mrs. Claus looked at Mike. "Ascending to godhood gives you a body and mind capable of handling that kind of magic, it's one of the reasons not just anybody can do it. When Jack descended, she changed on a cellular level. It's the same process by which gods can be animals one century and humans the next. You can't just casually become a god again. Remembering who she used to be could become a death sentence for her."
Mike leaned forward in interest. "Kind of like Yuki saying I could have burned out my brain earlier. but on a larger scale. Last spring, I almost blew off my arm, forcing powerful magic to... hurt someone." He let his mind dance away from Leeds' memory, may he rot forever. "I didn't have full control of what I was about to do."
"And that's why her secret was so important. Should she remember, it would be like an entirely new identity has surfaced, one that now fights to control a body that is no longer compatible with godhood." Mrs. Claus turned her attention to Tink, who had just stuffed three cookies into her mouth. "You're unusually quiet."
Tink grinned awkwardly, revealing chocolate chips crammed in her teeth. The hand on Mike's thigh moved closer to his crotch, but when he looked at Holly, she acted like she was unaware of her actions. There was no doubt in his mind now that it was intentional.
"So, anyway, I suspect that the Krampus knows Jack's secret." Mrs. Claus turned her attention back to Mike with a knowing look. There was no doubt in her mind or Mike's that the Krampus knew, but she wasn't about to let everyone in on Santa's secret. "And he plans to use her powers to...I don't know. I'm still foggy on that part."
"The Krampus wants Christmas," Kisa said. "That's all we need to know. You're slowly dying, this place is freezing, and Jack is in our way. Let's address the issues in order. The furnace is easy. What do we need to do to keep you from dying?"
Mrs. Claus shivered. "We need more faith. Even though the elves were made from Santa's magic, they are still separate beings capable of existing even if Santa didn't. The same is not true for me. If not for Holly, I likely would have ceased to be hours ago."
"So then let's find the elves." Kisa looked at Mike. "We saw some in the bakery. I'm sure they're squirreled away somewhere."
"I agree." Mike shifted away from Holly to see what she would do. Her hand slid from his leg, but she casually dragged her nails across the fabric of his pants as her hand slid off. "Tink can head down to fix the furnace, but find somewhere to drop off Kisa to better scout the area for elves. Once we locate them, we can figure out how to make them good again."
"Breaking the Krampus' control should do it," Mrs. Claus said. "They have been under his thrall only a short time and will tend to revert to long-term behaviors. Once free, we can bring some here, or hide them throughout the village. That should buy me and us some more time."
"Do you have a map of this place?" Mike asked.
"No, but I've got plenty of paper in the workshop. Not the Workshop, just the room my husband tinkers in while here." She stood with a groan. "I can draw something up."
"Tink go see workshop." The goblin was already on her feet. "See Santa's tools, maybe find new hammer?"
Kisa narrowed her eyes at the goblin, then looked at Mrs. Claus. "I'll come with you. That way, I can ask questions about how this place is laid out. As long as I'm quiet, almost nobody can see me, and I can fit in plenty of tight spaces, so that's not a problem."
Mike studied Kisa's face. The catgirl was up to something, he knew it for a fact. Kisa's eyes flicked his way, and he saw hesitation in her features. Whatever she was up to, he might not approve.
Still, he trusted her. She might be his familiar, but he didn't own her. There was something she wanted to do, and he would find out eventually. "You guys should make a couple of maps. That way, if we use cat radio, I have one to look at here to get a better sense of what's going on."
"Oh." Mrs. Claus looked at Mike. "It just occurred to me that we haven't discussed what to do about Jack."
"Let Mike deal with her," Kisa said out of the corner of her mouth. "He's got a particular set of skills when it comes to situations like these."
"What Kisa is trying to say is that we've been in tighter spots and Yuki and I can figure out how to deal with Frosty the snowbitch." He grimaced and looked over at Holly. "I am super sorry."
"I'm getting used to it," she told him with a pout.
"I hope not." Mrs. Claus moved in front of Holly and knelt down. "Hmm. Eyes are still clear, complexion good. The last thing I need is for you to come down with Naughty Sickness. We need you at your best, so please take some time to relax."
"Yes, ma'am." Holly watched Mrs. Claus lead Kisa and Tink up the stairs toward wherever the workshop was. Once they were gone, she moved to the table and picked up the tray and thermos, then disappeared through the kitchen door.
Finally alone, Mike let out a huge sigh. This whole situation was poised on the edge of a knife, but it wasn't the worst thing he'd been through. At least they knew their enemy and had the start of a plan, which gave him an advantage. The incident with Leeds had caught him off guard and nearly broken who he was. Months had been spent dedicating time and energy to controlling his magic and strengthening his body just for an occasion like this one.
Now, if he didn't think of all the times his magic had gone haywire on him already since arriving at the North Pole, he would actually feel confident in their chances. Looking down at his belly, he gave his magic a little stroke and watched as it manifested as a glowing orb only he could see. Being able to visualize magic was going to be a game changer in a lot of ways.
"Why are you such a troublemaker?" he asked his stomach. His magic, realizing that it had been awakened for nothing, swirled around and popped out of existence, but not before forming into a shape that looked remarkably like a hand with a middle finger raised.
He made a note to bring that up with Yuki, then noticed that Holly had left a couple of mugs behind. Deciding not to be the terrible guest he already was, he picked them up and carried them into the kitchen where he assumed she was probably taking care of leftover cookies.
Stepping through the door of the kitchen, he was surprised when Holly nearly tackled him. Despite her small size, she was able to press him up against the wall by his hips, her fingers frantically working to undo the drawstring of his pants.
"Holly, um, the mugs!" He had nowhere to set them down, and she had caught him completely off guard.
"Fuck your mugs." She groaned after swearing, her eyes rolling back in her head. "Oh, gosh I love that word so much. When it leaves my mouth, I can feel it reverberate through my whole body."
Suddenly worried about her, Mike tried to move away, but Holly yanked his pants down, revealing his cock. Gasping in awe, she used both hands to lift it, contemplating both its length and girth.
"Are you okay? Is it Naughty Sickness?"
She lifted her eyes to meet his, a lascivious twinkle in her eyes. "This isn't Naughty Sickness at all, Mike Radley. You see, there's something I want that only you can give me, and Tink said you would be happy to oblige. What I'm about to do to you is one-hundred percent me."
With that, she opened her lips wide and tried to fit the head of his cock in her mouth. Her already tight lips stretched wide when his cock expanded, and she made a gurgling sound as she barely managed the first inch. Surprised by her behavior, it took him a moment to notice that she now had a hand down the front of her tights and was frantically masturbating.
Her technique was terrible, but she absolutely made up the difference with pure, unbridled enthusiasm. His cock practically vibrated as she continuously moaned into him, the narrow tip of her tongue dancing across the edges of his urethra.
She had been getting a little handsy with him out in the living room, but he thought back to how she had calmly watched him fuck Kisa. Clearly, there was something more to Holly than originally expected, and he was now determined to find out what.
"Here, at least let me set these down." With two mugs in one hand and a third in the other, he didn't think dropping them on the floor was a good idea. He did a stiff-legged waddle toward the nearest counter by the sink with Holly crouch walking backward to avoid breaking contact. Once near the counter, he heard the sound of footsteps just outside the door and moved so that his waist was hidden from view.
Holly chased him, and resumed blowing him just as the door opened. Mrs. Claus had an odd look on her face as Mike quickly set the mugs by the sink and turned on the faucet to rinse them out.
"Problem?" he asked, putting on his best poker face. Holly, to her credit, stopped moaning. She did, however, intensify the tongue play on the head of his cock.
"We're gonna be a while in the workshop," she said, then walked toward the counter, her eyes on the thermos that Holly had set there. Mike saw her eyes dart to the dirty mugs in his hands and he quickly rinsed them and dried them out with his shirt.
"Here you go." He slid the mugs across the counter, and she took them, letting out a yawn.
"Thank you, Mike. For everything you're trying to accomplish here." She stood there for a moment, as if lost in thought. "I almost feel like you were meant to be here."
"Uh, yeah. I think I know what you mean." He tried to keep a stupid grin off his face when Holly started playing with his balls. It was clear she was screwing with him, and he didn't want to end up on Mrs. Claus' bad side once again.
"Listen, before I forget, there's something I want to tell you." She set the mugs on the tray next to the thermos. "It's about Holly. If something happens to me, Santa, all of this...please take care of her. She can be a handful sometimes, all of the elves are, but she has a really good heart. The elves, they aren't created equally. Some are very driven by their work, others want nothing more than to please Santa. But Holly? Not the same. Don't let her size and elven nature fool you, she's a woman to be reckoned with."
Holly paused for a moment, one hand tightly squeezing the base of his shaft. Her grip was strong despite only being able to get her fingers around his girth.
"Yeah, um...I can see that. She's very...enthusiastic."
"Always has been, bless her heart." Mrs. Claus contemplated the tray, her fingers tracing the silver filigree along the edges. "But that's something all the elves have. Each one is like a tiny piece of my husband, let loose on the world to do good things. Do you have kids?"
He nodded, silently cursing the fact that the woman was feeling chatty while the equivalent of her daughter was trying to inhale his boner. It was the plot of a cheap porn, and he wasn't amused. "A horse boy and an omelet on the way," he told her.
She laughed, then realized he wasn't joking. "You are an odd one, Caretaker."
"You have no idea." He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, which caused Holly to make a tiny sputtering sound as his cock went further into her mouth. Mike covered it up by faking a cough of his own. "It's so dry up here," he complained, desperate to avoid Mrs. Claus' wrath.
"I can get you some water," she said, then started to move around the counter.
"Nope, I'm fine." He grabbed the thermos and poured himself some more hot cocoa, then slammed it. The hot beverage trickled down his throat just as his glans popped past Holly's tonsils, causing him to moan and choke at the same time. "Yeah, that's really good," he said with a raspy voice, then put the cup back on the tray. "Tink can use that one, we're married."
Mrs. Claus looked like she had a lot of questions for him, but just shook her head and picked up the tray. "We'll be upstairs if you need us," she told him before leaving.
"Will probably be up in a bit," he said, then checked on her aura as she walked away. It was already unraveling again.
"Gah!" Holly pulled her mouth off his cock, a large gob of spit hanging from her lips. She wiped it away and looked up at him. "Knowing she might catch us made me so scared I got horny!"
"Yeah, about that." He knelt down and picked her up under her arms, then set her down on the counter. "I thought this sort of thing was bad for your kind."
"Heh." She leaned forward and grabbed him by the cock with both hands, stroking him to keep him hard. "Let's just say that elves react poorly to naughty behavior they aren't accustomed to. I had a bit of an...awakening some years back. I've spent the last couple of decades educating myself on certain topics."
"Certain topics?" He raised an eyebrow.
"I've been watching people fuck." She grinned as if drunk. "And before you ask, yes, that word is still hard to say, but I am so horny that I don't...fudging care."
He almost laughed at the slipup, but kept his face neutral. "You've been watching people have sex?"
She nodded eagerly. "Here's the thing, Mike. Sex is taboo, but not by law or anything. The other elves just don't do it. Finding a willing partner has been very difficult, and ever since I watched you pound Kisa in the Cocoa Lounge, I decided that I just had to have you. Your cock is huge, it probably won't even fit, and all I can think about is spending days trying to make it happen."
"That's a long time," he replied.
"I've been celibate for so long that everything up here looks like a dick to me," she told him. "Do you know how many tools I've borrowed just to get myself through the night?"
Oddly, that reminded him of a comment Tink once made about fucking her own hammer. "Maybe Santa should branch out, start giving grown-ups some toys of their own."
"I've put that in the suggestion box," she declared, letting go of his cock to pull up her skirt. "Every year, actually!"
Seeing those candy-cane tights, he felt his resolve weaken drastically. He put his hands on her upper thighs and used his thumb to tease her groin through the thin fabric.
"Oh, wow," she muttered. "Your thumb is almost the size of...elf dick."
"I imagine the average human cock looks monstrous to you."
She nodded, her eyes suddenly wide. "It's actually a little scary," she whispered. "Thinking about that big thing inside of me."
"Do you want to be scared?" he asked, dropping his voice an octave. He could sense it now, her desire for authority. It wrapped around him like a perfume, and his magic reacted.



"Oh, yes, please," she begged, stroking him faster. "I've been so good, or naughty. Whichever one will get that dick inside of me."
Using both hands, he pulled at the center of her tights until it lifted away from her flesh, and then tore the fabric. It didn't rip easily, but when it did, Holly jumped. The snowflake covering her groin ripped in two, revealing that she wasn't wearing any underwear beneath her tights. Instead of pubic hair, her mound was adorned with glistening crystals that looked like tiny snowflakes of their own.
"Okay, didn't expect that," he noted.
"I put them on earlier," she told him. "As a surprise for you."
"I am...very much surprised." He broke out in a stupid grin at the thought of Holly bedazzling her pubes for him, much less trying to track down a bedazzler in the middle of a Christmas crisis. Mike teased the outer folds of her labia with his finger tips while she bit her lip and groaned. The level of stimulation was minimal, but he was receiving maximum rewards for his efforts.
"It's been so long since someone has touched me," she cooed, then grabbed his wrist. "Please don't stop."
"Oh, I wasn't planning to." He felt a sudden rush at the idea of fucking her on the counter, or maybe bending her over the table. She was small enough that it would be easy to put her anywhere, and she definitely wouldn't bite him during sex like a certain goblin he knew.
Well, he assumed she wouldn't. "So it's been awhile since someone has touched you?"
Holly nodded with a shiver.
"So I'm guessing it's been even longer since someone did this?" He grabbed her by the hips and slid her across the counter before bending forward and kissing her inner thighs. She made tiny sounds of joy while wrapping her legs around his head, then gasped when his tongue traced a circle along the thin folds of her mound.
Mike stopped for a moment, surprised that Holly's pussy tasted like a candy cane.
"Um..." Holly stiffened at his reaction. "Is something wrong?"
"Heck, no!" he exclaimed, careful to keep his words PG for her sake. "You're magically delicious!"
He buried his face in her crotch, his tongue exploring her inner folds. The kitchen filled with gasps of delight and surprise as he tried to see how deep he could get his tongue inside her. Since Holly hadn't offered any explanation as to the flavor of her pussy, he assumed it was a Christmas elf thing and not that she had been using a candy cane recently to get herself off.
It didn't take Holly long to come this way. Her face turned beet red as she held her breath and let out a tiny squeak before grabbing Mike's hair so hard that she pulled a small clump out. Pressing his lips tight to her body, his mouth was flooded with the taste of peppermint while teasing her clit with his tongue. Holly bit down on her screams of joy, which made her sound like she had a bad case of the hiccups.
Feeling pretty good about himself, Mike pulled her butt closer to the edge of the counter and kissed her. Holly seemed surprised, but melted into him. Her hands went under his shirt, one of them sliding up and teasing his nipple. She giggled when his erect cock bumped against her leg.
"I can think of somewhere better for that," she told him.
He chuckled, then stood. She opened her legs and moved to the edge of the counter before rolling over onto her stomach so that she could slide down. His pelvis was nearly a foot beneath the surface of the counter, which meant he wasn't going to be able to fuck her unless he found something to stand on.
Her curvy hips were the perfect size for grabbing, and he slid his hands along her bubble butt as she tried to back onto him. Her labia were already swollen and wet, but the head of his cock wasn't going in that easily. He teased her for a bit, pressing against her pussy until she let out a groan and tried to guide him in with her hands.
It took some doing, but he finally achieved the right angle so that he didn't slide away. Holding tight to her hips, he let gravity help him as he pulled her down onto his cock. She was so tight that he worried about hurting her, but the happy sounds she made said otherwise.
"Oh, Santa, yes, please!" Holly was pressing against the counter so hard that her nails were digging into the wood. She started to bounce herself, only achieving a small amount of success with each thrust. Mike found himself pressed deep inside of her, and was surprised to see that over half of his cock had made the journey. By now, he should have run into the back wall, or bumped against her uterus.
Curious as to how deep he could go, he allowed the elf to impale herself on his throbbing rod, her legs now spasming every time another inch was inside her. The head of his cock was now warmer than usual, and a gush of fluid squirted out of Holly's pussy, coating his shaft.
"Oh, sweet Christmas," she gasped, then turned her head sideways. Her eyes had rolled up into her head, and she was drooling from breathing so hard. "More, please, Santa, more! I've been such a good girl!"
Feeling it was poor taste to deny such a simple request, Mike obliged. The last couple of inches were tough, but he moved his hands up to her waist and pulled as hard as he could, surprised that there was still room for him. A jolt of pleasure rushed up his spine when his magic came to life, sending small sparks that crept across Holly's ass and disappeared under her skirt.
Holly was whimpering now, a queer smile stuck on her face as he slowly fucked her. If he paused for more than a couple of seconds, she would start bucking her hips in an attempt to get him deeper inside. The butcher block counter now had small scratches in it where she had gouged out the wood with her nails.
He picked up the pace, emboldened by her enthusiasm. On an impulse, he used his thumb to penetrate her asshole, which got a loud groan followed by Holly whispering the chorus to Jingle Bells under her breath.
Seeing that the sparks were all concentrating on Holly, it occurred to Mike that shooting his load inside of an elf might be a bad idea. Though Holly had somehow found a way to incorporate sexuality into her life without blowing a fuse, what would happen to her if she got a piece of him? For that matter, what would he get from her? If he fully understood Mrs. Claus, Holly was technically at least half-eldritch, and he didn't know if he wanted to tie himself to that kind of chaos.
Opening his mind, he saw his magic dancing along Holly's body, sliding into her pores to tease at the swirling core in the middle of her body. Her own magic looked like taffy in a taffy-puller--it shimmered and changed colors as it stretched and distorted, mingling with the sparks that had vanished. His magic was spreading out, forming into a series of liquid runes that danced along Holly's rib cage. The closer he got to orgasm, the more solid they appeared.
They looked almost identical to the ones Naia had. The longer he looked at them, the more they seemed to twist and distort, his eyes unable to focus properly on them.
"Hold up," he told the elf. "I'm about to come. Where do you want it?"
The announcement of his orgasm caused her to groan and come again, her legs kicking wildly. He tried to pull himself free, but she used the counter to flip herself over so that she was facing him.
"I want to feel you inside me," she growled, her emerald eyes blazing with magic. It was mostly her own, but he could see that his magic had permeated her body and spun around her, the runes now blazing with light. They shifted and locked into place as the familiar sensation of heat filled his groin.
"But, um...you could get pregnant," he stuttered, not sure how to tell her that they probably shouldn't swap souls. Did elves even have souls? How did that work?
"Elves don't get pregnant," she told him. "We're made, not born. Now fill me up with your steaming hot cum. I want to feel it leaking out of me like the dirty slut I am."
Surprised, he didn't resist when she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled herself up to him. When she kissed him, her legs tightened around his waist, her ankles not quite crossing. The magic was swirling around both of them now, and he was barely holding on.
Holly's eyes lit up, and she buried her face in his shoulder, her hot breath on his ear just before she bit him.
He roared when he came, and the magical lights dimmed as a maelstrom of energy only he could see settled around the two of them. A bright light emanated from Holly's chest, and a mote the size of a firefly emerged from it. A similar mote appeared from him, only this one was blue. The two of them fluttered around each other before swapping places.
A ripple of energy went through the room, like a massive wave in a small pond. It rebounded off of the walls and sank back into the two of them, vanishing as the magical runes on Holly's chest smoldered through her clothing, then disappeared. She was growling now, her pussy squeezing him every couple of seconds.
Yuki is gonna be so mad at me, he thought. So much for watching who he came in.
Holly had an intense look on her face as she rolled her hips, using his shoulders to support her weight. There was a scary determination there, almost as if he was being challenged. The elf licked her lips, revealing that her upper lip had blood on it from when she bit him.
The magic circling them suddenly vanished, and Holly let out a moan before falling limp onto the counter, a satisfied grin pasted on her face. Her legs released him, and he pulled his cock out of her then watched in horror as a massive amount of shimmering cum leaked onto the floor, splattering everywhere.
He flinched when the door to the kitchen opened, but was relieved to see it was Kisa and not Mrs. Claus.
"I fucking knew it," Kisa said, shaking her head. "I even thought to myself, 'nah, he isn't gonna fuck her, they should be fine together.'"
"She started it," he said, pushing Holly onto the counter so that she wouldn't fall. The elf giggled, her eyes frozen on some faraway scene. She was clearly in her own world now. "I wasn't even trying to seduce her, I promise."
"Damn, you wrecked her." Kisa hopped onto the counter and waved her hand in front of Holly's eyes. Seeing no response, she laughed and moved her hand to the pouch on Holly's waist. "Main reason I came down here was for these."
Kisa pulled a pair of earmuffs out, which she put on Holly. "Holly explained Naughty Sickness a bit. When they get caught up in something, they go all out. I could tell you two were banging, and came down to toss these on her before the two of you kicked off a week-long marathon session. Looks like there wasn't any need though."
Mike let out a sigh of relief, then looked down at the mess by his feet. "I don't suppose you know where the towels are."
"Just ask Mrs. Claus, she's right behind me." Kisa looked over at the door as Mike frantically hopped, trying to pull his pants back up. He slipped in his own cum and landed ass first on the floor. Kisa looked over the edge of the counter and laughed.
"I was just messing with you. Told them I was going to the bathroom and would be right back." She stuck her hand beneath the counter and opened one of the drawers. Inside was a set of small towels with Christmas trees embroidered on them. "Here."
Mike took the towel and cleaned up the floor first, mortified by how the surface seemed to shimmer afterward, despite his best efforts. Kisa helped adjust Holly's outfit, and the two of them moved the semi-conscious elf back into the living room. Holly kept giggling to herself and fluttering her eyelashes at Mike.
"You broke her," Kisa declared, then looked upstairs. "I'd better get back. Stay out of trouble this time?"
He shook his head. "I honestly can't make any promises. It's been a weird couple of days."
"It always is." She hopped onto a nearby table, putting her at eye level with him. She touched his chest and leaned forward to give him a kiss. "But, seriously. Stop fucking everyone you meet. Especially when I'm nearby, cause now I'm all hot and bothered."
"I'll keep that in mind." He watched her go, then looked over at the elf. Holly was watching him with that stupid grin. "You okay over there?"
She giggled, then winced, holding her stomach. "Ooh, I've never been so sore inside. But yes, I'll be fine. And Mike?"
"Hmm?" He sat down across from her, now wary. In a lot of ways, she really was like Tink. The thought made him touch his ear, which had already healed.
"I will not be waiting until next Christmas to do that again." Smirking, she pulled a cookie out of her belt and took a bite. "You can count on it."

❄️❄️❄️

Just a reminder that bedazzlers typically use glue. Please use skin-safe glue if you decide to bedazzle your pubes. If you have a partner who can't take a hint, maybe use a pattern like an arrow or something.
Thanks again for reading my story, I had a lot of fun writing this interaction between Mike and Holly. With a new ability to explore and Jack on a rampage, things are going to heat up fast for our heroes at the North Pole! Date for next chapter will be in the bio, or you can just follow me and get a notification, whatever is easier.
Don't forget to leave some stars on the way out, and maybe do something nice for yourself! Kindness can be a form of self-care, people!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! I'm back at it with my sexy take on the holiday season!
New reader? I promise this tale is absolute mayhem at this point, but there's plenty of monsters, mayhem, and sexy times in the previous chapters.
Returning reader? Welcome back! Sorry about the delays, I've been trying to maintain a two-a-month average, but real life plus some editing stuff has eaten into my free time, and I've had to burn the midnight oil at both ends. I try super hard to keep to that schedule in my bio, so you can always check there if you're wondering when the next post is coming.
(And thanks to the reader who emailed me and was all "Hey, you okay? You haven't updated your bio," cause that reminded me that I hadn't done it yet.)
I just want to thank everyone again for the kind words and emails, they really do make a difference. Your enthusiasm (and plenty of caffeine) keep this writing machine going! That's enough from me, let's get on with the show!
The Cold Shoulder
Yuki stepped into the bitter cold of the Arctic, pausing just long enough to close the window behind her. The sloped roof above was covered in thick powder that had acquired a substantial crust of ice along the top, and her feet broke through the drift beneath her as she walked away from the house.
The Northern Lights were now obscured, casting the Christmas village into darkness. A majority of the light now streamed from the windows of Santa's home, which looked like a cross between an old lodge and a castle. The high, arched peaks of the house were decorated in sparkling lights, and a large wooden shield with a carved SC had been hung on the front of the house.
She was not surprised to see that it was much smaller on the outside. The exterior was only three stories tall with a small chimney up top that released a steady cloud of smoke. If she remembered correctly, the interior was at least five stories high, which made her wonder how the outside kept track of all the windows on the inside.
"Stay focused," she muttered to herself, turning away from the home.
The front walk was already obscured by snow drifts from the storm, but she navigated it without any problem. The snow moved away from her, clearing the path in case she needed to make a hasty retreat or find her way to safety. She could already tell that the storm itself was unnatural, but the sheer amount of power she felt off toward the horizon was slightly alarming.
It had to be Jack. There was no question about it. If she had said something to Mike, he would have demanded to help. It was so far below freezing that it was almost too cold for Yuki. He wouldn't last more than a couple of minutes outside, not unless Mrs. Claus had squirreled away a bunch of enchanted gear for visitors.
The street lamps were lit with magic, and more than a couple flickered, ready to go out. She sent out bursts of fox fire to the ones that were broken, bolstering the enchantment within so that they stayed lit. Whimsical buildings that looked to be made of gingerbread were frosted over, and some of the candy cane fencing had fallen over to shatter on the ground.
She closed her eyes and commanded the hair on her body to elongate, wrapping her in both warmth and safety. To an outsider, it would appear as a thick coat of dark fur, making her stand out on the icy tundra. Yuki didn't bother trying to hide. Jack would likely be able to sense a warm body from a mile away.
It was a long walk to the edge of the village. The silent buildings around her were reminiscent of mausoleums, though she did occasionally notice movement in the darkness. She hoped it was the elves, but wondered what other dangers lurked in the North Pole. One shadow in particular was very large, skulking around behind nearby buildings for a while before disappearing. Were there other forces at work here? Would they go looking for Mike if they knew he was alone?
Mike.
She smiled, rubbing her lower belly. She was still sore from their rough lovemaking, though that wasn't the correct term. It hadn't just been fucking, either, there had been so many emotions involved. Not only had it been fun, but her entire soul had relaxed afterward, as if it had been stretched tight for the last couple of decades.
How could she pay back a man who not only saved her life, but maybe even her soul as well? Even now, she could feel that her magic had changed, like a friend who had gone away for many years, both familiar yet strange. So many aspects of it that had been closed to her now swirled within her, eager to be reacquainted.
When she got to the edge of the village, she took a deep breath in through her nose and smiled. Older magic radiated through her body, filling her with a warmth she hadn't felt in decades. For the first time since Emily, she was...complete.
After sex with Mike, something had changed inside of her. It was as though someone had picked up all the leftover pieces of who she used to be and put them back where they used to go. The pieces were still loose, and it would take time to glue them all back in place, but at least the whole picture could now be seen. It was why she wondered what he had acquired from her, because what she had received from him was peace.
Beneath her feet, the cold earth slumbered but responded with interest to her touch. On the day she had acquired her second tail, she had chosen the element of earth as her specialty. It had given her quite the array of magic, which she had used to protect herself and others.
On the day she had grown her third tail, her broken soul had latched on to the element of ice. It was cold and unforgiving, much as she had been. Recently, she had worried that her command over ice magic was slipping, but she knew better now. It wasn't that she had become weaker, but that her heart was now stronger. She had relied so much on that sense of abandonment, on the anguish that had come with being broken to develop her bond with the ice.
The cold that had once comforted her now felt like a stranger. She no longer sought its embrace, nor found comfort in the way it numbed her. Where she had once craved it, the desire was gone, and the ice knew.
However, as the ice withdrew, the earth remained. She could no longer rely on one aspect of her magic alone, because the grief powering it had largely diminished. The ice was only one aspect of her magic, and without most of her deck of cards, it was time to rely on an old friend.
The horizon was obscured by what looked like a massive fog bank, but Yuki knew better. It was a swirling mass of snow and ice, barreling toward the Christmas village with the ferocity of a hurricane.
"What are you up to, Jack?" She pondered the length of the storm, realizing that the power she saw didn't agree with what she knew of Jack's abilities. A massive storm was doable, given enough time. It was the moving shapes within that had her concerned. Controlling a storm on top of elementals?
Had she underestimated Jack's skills? There had only been the one encounter, and Jack Frost had easily overpowered any control Yuki had over elemental ice, a feat which would probably be even easier now. But if Jack had always been this powerful, she should have easily defeated Mike and Yuki when they first met.
Yuki crouched, pushing her hand through the icy crust of the top layer of snow until her fingers touched the frozen soil beneath. Closing her eyes, she let the magic flow through her, spreading out across the landscape. She could feel the steady pounding of feet, the heavy vibrations traveling out from the coming stampede.
Jack hadn't just raised a storm. She was bringing an army.
Frowning, Yuki reached into her sleeves and pulled out her tarot cards. Nothing in the minor arcana would help her, and she had very little in the major arcana. She had burned through most of them on her return to Earth, and they took a long time to recreate.
The Moon, Temperance, and Wheel of Fortune were the only ones she had. Scowling, she looked up at the approaching army. The Sun card would have been great, but she had used that to build a dimensional pressure cooker to blow up a demon's pocket universe. The Lovers card could benefit her, but she had accidentally used that on Cerberus. Smirking, she thought of Mike, and all the crazy adventures he had already taken her on.
"Crazy human." She tucked the major arcana back into their secret sleeve and pulled out what was left of the minor arcana. Only a few cards had survived her trip into the furnace, and these wouldn't be much help.
It was time to get creative. Closing her eyes, she communed with the earth, curious what she could even accomplish here. Summoning pillars of ice was easy, because ice was fairly light and craved being sculpted, transformed into various shapes.
The earth was different. It was stubborn and heavy, and she felt it groan beneath her as it pushed its way up through the snow, forming a thick stalagmite.
"Oh, come on." She sent another tendril of magic down, feeling everything out. The ground beneath the Christmas village was solid bedrock, and would be hard to manipulate. She wasn't going to be able to do a whole lot with it on a large scale.
Still, there were plenty of tricks up her sleeve. She sank her mind into the earth and drifted through the frozen stone, examining its capabilities. Though the earth was loath to obey her commands, it was happy to give her its strength.
When she opened her eyes, the surface of her fur had taken on a crystalline sheen. It was a defensive spell, one she hadn't used in years. All around her, hundreds of small rock obelisks had formed. It was hardly the defensive wall that she had tried to summon, but it would do.
Hopping up onto the nearest obelisk, she created a tube out of ice. Crystals became lenses, and she used the makeshift telescope to get a better idea of what was going on.
"Holy mother of--" It was an army made of ice. Scanning the horizon, she found all manner of beasts charging toward her. Up in the sky, creatures zoomed about, carried aloft by giant wings. They were griffins with icy beaks and snowflake wings. Toward the back of the surge, giant abominations made of snow and ice lumbered along behind their brethren.
At the head of the pack was Jack Frost. Her blue features were determined, but were now lined with golden cracks that shed an immense amount of light. Cold, calculating eyes darted about with the gaze of a predator, and her icy hair hung like a blanket of fog behind her. The bland outfit she had worn before was gone, replaced by a fancy gown decorated with lace and snowflakes.
"And they called me the white witch," Yuki muttered, lowering the scope. What would Mike do in this situation? Yuki was all by herself, and didn't have the first idea what she hoped to accomplish on her own.
"Damn, damn, damn," she muttered, her magic shifting drastically inside of her. Maybe this wasn't a battle she could win, but then what? Go back and warn the others? They could flee to safety, but it would mean abandoning the North Pole. Mike wouldn't do that, not while he knew others needed his help.
Even if her ice magic had been at full strength, Yuki couldn't take Jack on in a head to head fight. Lifting the scope to her eyes once more, she saw that Jack was staring back, eyes brimming with power. Her face had twisted up into a wild snarl, the look of an unhinged woman ready to snap. It was a feeling Yuki knew very well, that sense of all-consuming rage.
Yuki tried to zoom in on those golden lines, but an icy fog enveloped Jack and her army, obscuring them from view. Even this far away, she could feel the magical pressure that came from Jack. It was an entirely different sort of energy, orders of magnitude greater than what she had felt from the woman before.
Somehow, Jack had gone through some form of apotheosis. It was a process Yuki planned to undergo someday if she could live to be a thousand, but there was a reason that the process took a long time. Tapping into divine energy was like putting rocket fuel in a go-cart--the vessel was far more likely to explode before it could even accelerate.
The how and why didn't matter. She couldn't let Jack reach Mike.
Smiling to herself, she summoned hundreds of images of herself on top of the obelisks. Calling out to the earth, she got it to feed thermal energy into the stones it had given, which would confuse Jack's ability to sense heat differences. The mirages of herself were simple illusions, a spell she had learned along with foxfire. They were incapable of creating sound and were easily distinguishable from the real Yuki in bright light. It was a spell she hadn't bothered with in years, preferring to lean on her ice magic.
Things were different now. It was as though a band of light was holding her together, reminding her both of the person she used to be and the one she could become. The best parts of her were ready to step forward and protect the man she saw as her friend and lover.
A battle of magic would be easily won by old bitch winter. But a battle of intellect? Yuki fingered the cards in her sleeve with a smile, then summoned foxfire into her hands. All across the snowy landscape, her copies did the same.
Jack was about to find out what happened when you fucked with a trickster.

❄️❄️❄️

The wind carried Jack across the low hills of the North Pole as she rode the edge of the storm. The plan was to send her army into the buildings and chase out anyone hiding there, be they elf or otherwise. She didn't trust anybody, least of all that grotesque woman, Grýla. The giant was loyal to the Krampus, and would not take kindly to Jack's coup.
Once the north was firmly in her grasp, she planned to lay a trap for the demon and catch him when he returned. If she could get him to divulge where he had hidden Santa, she planned to give the fat man a piece of her mind before informing him that she was now in charge. If he was willing to work with her, Christmas could even remain a reality.
But the stories about it? They were long overdue for an update. If Santa wanted to survive, it would be at her service. She had that much figured out. Was she still even Jack Frost? Or perhaps a better name was in order?
"You could always use our old name," the mysterious woman whispered, using Jack's mouth and a slightly different voice. "We were loved and respected, why not return to the old ways?"
"Old ways? What were the old ways?" Jack tried to ignore how disturbing it was to have her own face hijacked.
The woman chuckled, then twisted up her face. "We were loved and adored, long before the fall of Asgard. Some still believe, though we have become little more than stories."
"Who was I? Or is it we? Am I really you?"
"You are little more than a fragment of former glory given time to wither and die. Old man winter, indeed, you settled for the first measly scraps offered! If I had my way, this version of you would be cast out entirely!"
"Well then it's a good thing you don't get your way," Jack snarled, then turned her attention forward. Lights, dozens of them, dotted the landscape just outside the village. Had the elves been freed? No, these were too tall to be elves. Perhaps Grýla was up to something?
Moving closer, she saw the kitsune she had last seen disappearing down into the furnace. Copies of her stood everywhere, all of them staring directly at Jack.
"A deception so simple, even a child could see through it." The woman grinned.
"Agreed." Jack tapped into the cold, and was surprised to see that each of the illusory copies had an identical heat signature. How had she done that?
"Jack!" The kitsune called to her. "I just want to talk." She held the flickering light in her hands aloft, and it briefly formed into the shape of a dove.
"Lies!" The woman screamed.
Jack shook her head, the woman's voice ringing in her ears. All around her, the creatures of ice and snow paused, awaiting Jack's commands. With a thought, she could have the kitsune destroyed, and continue on her way.
"Then just do it!" the woman yelled. Jack hovered there, buoyed by the winds and contemplating the fox demon below. She had been moments away from crushing her with a hand made of ice, but the woman's belligerent tone made her pause. It wasn't that she cared what the kitsune had to say, or that she had a change of heart.
Nobody told her what to do. Not anymore.
"Then speak," Jack called, summoning a staff made of ice.
"It looks like you're getting ready for a war," the kitsune responded, gesturing toward the army of snow. "I would know who you plan to fight with these creatures."
"Whoever I damn well please!" the woman shrieked.
"Anyone who would stand in my way!" Jack shouted right after.
"That's technically two answers." The kitsune frowned, then crossed her arms, the flames flickering overhead. Every copy of her performed an identical movement, some flickering briefly as the illusion adjusted so that they all faced Jack. "It sounds like you're out to get everyone."
"Look around you, little fox. The north has fallen, and is in need of new ownership. Someone who can protect it, someone who can guide it, someone who..." Jack paused. Did she really want to be in charge of the North Pole? What was she even doing here? Did she want to fight this woman? Pain flared right behind her eyes, and the golden light seeping from her veins intensified.
"You're stalling," the woman growled.
"No, I'm waiting for you to properly answer my question," the kitsune replied, thinking Jack was talking to her.
"I wasn't talking to you!" The woman raised a hand and one of the snow leopards, a beast nearly eight feet at the shoulder, charged into the kitsune. It leapt into the air and brought its claws down, only to shatter apart on impact. The kitsune had vanished, replaced by a smooth monolith made of stone.
"That wasn't very nice," the kitsune muttered, all of her copies briefly regarding the exposed monolith. "And I'm the only one here. Who are you talking to?"
"I didn't mean to do that," Jack replied. "I don't know why I did that."
"Because you are weak!" The woman's temper flared, and Jack clutched at her head again. "You have made us weak! This place is to become our new home, and we will protect it as the Queen of the North!"
"So, what? Kill the Krampus and let us all go?" The kitsune pondered the answer. "I still don't get your end game here."
"Oh, yes, we will kill that evil bastard!" Jack's mouth went numb as she lost control of her lips to the woman. "And we will kill the giant, and all of her disgusting children. And when people learn what we have saved them from, they will give us the love and adoration we deserve!"
"What about Santa? The elves? The people I came with?"
"Sa...Santa will be fine," Jack spluttered. "The elves and Santa will be fine." She wanted to be loved and remembered, not universally loathed. Now that she thought about it, would enslaving Santa create the same problem? Her head hurt so much, she couldn't keep her thoughts straight. Having the kitsune ask such a simple question was punching holes in her logic, but every time she looked, all she could see was that molten light inside her.
"You and your friends can leave," the woman added, as if to placate Jack. "It is clear you are not with the Krampus, so I shall allow you the grace to leave and spread tales of my benevolence. But that man you came with, the one named Mike. I sense a fearful power in him, a power I will cut short."
"Wow. I think I finally understand what's happening now." The kitsune shook her head, then waved her hand. A massive barricade of icicles appeared, spreading across the frozen ground, and the ground trembled, shaking loose ice and snow. Giant glittering clouds billowed outward, only to be sucked up by the storm. "Here I was, hoping we could have some super chill girl talk, but you went ahead and brought your backup bitch to do the talking for you."



"Nobody speaks to me that way!" The woman held out Jack's hand, summoning a massive amount of magic. The air swirled around them, visibility dropping. The kitsune's flames still burned, making each of them an easy target.
"Ugh, I have no idea how Mike puts up with this shit." The kitsune's voice now came from everywhere, bouncing between the flames. "So I guess I'll level with you. That guy you wanna kill? He's done nothing to you. And based on your shitty Gollum impression, nothing I say is going to convince you otherwise."
"I am no golem!" Beneath Jack, the army surged forward, running, flying, and swimming through the snow. It looked as if the ground was boiling, the storm's fury coalescing around the illusionary kitsunes. "This body may be but a pittance of my former beauty, but know now that I am what remains of the goddess of War, Freya!"
"Freya?" Jack's lips twitched as she forced the words out. She used to be Freya? The name sounded so familiar, but this anger? That wasn't who she had been...right? That small voice in the back of her mind was practically screaming now, and she could no longer see out of one of her eyes.
"Freya, huh? I've heard of you." The kitsune growled, summoning a handful of flames. "If you're good, maybe I'll put that name on the other side of your tombstone, you crazy--"
Freya screamed, and the ground exploded. Creatures of ice and fury tore into each of the illusions, shattering themselves on hidden stone pillars as icicles erupted from the ground. None of the illusions left their posts, instead sending out fire and ice to destroy their attackers. The spikes slowed down Jack's larger warriors, the giants she had created from the ocean ice. Massive limbs smashed the icicles into powder while the smaller warriors advanced. These ones were either pierced by more ice, melted with flames, or shattered themselves on the hidden stone beneath the illusions.
"I don't know what you were expecting," Jack snorted as she landed on the ground. Between the storm and all the snow that had been kicked up, visibility was nearly non-existent. "Your power with the ice is nothing compared to my own."
"I will piss on your corpse, little dog." Freya summoned a ball of golden energy and smashed it into the nearest kitsune. She winced and puffed out of existence, leaving a stone pillar behind. "You hide behind cheap tricks, you have no honor."
"And you do?" The kitsune's laugh was high-pitched. "Tell me, Freya, if that's even your real name..."
"I AM FREYA!" When the goddess screamed, that golden light radiated outward, suffusing dozens of Jack's minions with divine magic. The creatures affected stumbled as if disoriented, then went into a blind rage, attacking those who were unaffected.
"No, stop!" Jack cried, but Freya bit down on their shared tongue, filling their mouth with blood. She tried to press back against Freya's control, but her presence was now too strong to resist.
"Thilenth! I'm thick of your weakneth!" Freya lashed out with their staff, smashing it into a nearby kitsune. The illusion shattered, leaving behind another stone monolith. "Now where are you? I will make you beg for your life, you thtupid animal!"
Jack's blood boiled, the golden cracks on her body widening to reveal molten flows that spilled onto the ground, melting the snow away. Rays of light emerged from her body, blasting away the storm as Freya's rage took over. In a moment of revelation, Jack saw that this wouldn't bring the love, recognition, or adoration that she sought.
It was simply madness. Freya was casting magic at random, sending pillars of light into their phantom attackers, and screaming in pain. Their shared body was building up heat, and Jack's cold hands tingled as the light burnt her flesh away. As more of Freya emerged, Jack realized that the goddess was fractured in a way she couldn't comprehend. It was as if only the angry part of her had been able to manifest, the one desperate for survival and revenge. Was this really who she had been?
Because if it was, it definitely wasn't who she wanted to be.
"DIE!" Freya threw their staff at the last remaining kitsune, who widened her eyes in fright. When the staff struck, the kitsune exploded outward, transforming into the stony remains of yet another monolith.
"COWARD!" Freya lifted their hands, golden light coalescing between her fingers. "I WILL BURN THIS PLACE DOWN TO FIND YOU!"
As they passed a nearby monolith, it blurred, the air distorting as the kitsune emerged, a single card in her hands. She was fast, her hand slapping Jack in the chest so hard that Jack fell backward into the snow.
"HOW DARE YOU, YOU FUCKING--"
"My name is Yuki." The kitsune winked as a ball of sparkling light appeared just over her chest. Jack stared at it in wonder as it expanded, creating a haze between them. The haze solidified into a tendril of light that reached for Jack. She followed the line, surprised to see a card depicting an angel pouring water from one cup to another tucked into the bosom of her gown. "And I'm the goddess of kicking your ass."
A beam of silver light connected the women, and Jack screamed as the golden energy was sucked from her body, spiraling along that connecting thread and entering Yuki. The smug look on the kitsune's face faltered as a third line appeared, diverting the energy to someone hiding beneath the snow.
Yuki let out a groan of agony, doubling over in pain.
"NO! THAT'S MINE!" Freya's shrill cry became a sob. "Give it back, please!"
"Eat...my...ass!" Yuki barked out a single laugh, and then screamed in agony. All around them, Jack's surviving minions fled into the village, disappearing from sight as the storm finally died.

❄️❄️❄️

Mike was in the middle of one of the Tom Clancy novels when Mrs. Claus appeared above the stairwell. She looked tired, and several more wrinkles lined her face.
"You two look comfortable." A wistful smile appeared on her face as she looked down at Mike. Holly had snuggled in next to him, her head on his lap. She was asleep, letting out tiny moans as she dreamed about sugar plums fairies, or whatever it was that elves dreamt of.
"She wanted to stay close in case the ghost who shall not be named arrives." Though his tone was light, he felt a certain level of dread knowing that the ghost of Christmas Future was lingering somewhere, potentially ready to pounce. The first two ghosts had found him quickly, and he didn't dare attribute it to dumb luck that the third hadn't.
"I see." A few strands of hair had come loose, framing Mrs. Claus' face. "If I were to make an assumption, my guess is that a spirit who can see the future is waiting for the perfect moment to strike."
"I hate that assumption." Mike jostled Holly, who bolted upright as if an alarm had gone off.
"Nutmeg!" She yelled, then blinked her eyes and looked up at Mike. "Hey, there," she purred, then noticed Mrs. Claus. As if a bucket of ice water had struck her, she was all business again. "Are the maps done?"
"They are." Mrs. Claus waved them up.
Mike and Holly ascended the stairs, then walked down a long corridor that smelled like fresh cut cedar. The oaken double doors at the end were heavy, and when he walked inside, the smell of wood shavings took him back to the one semester of high school woodshop. He had been an average student, his birdhouse sufficient enough for the finch that had moved in. It only took one harsh winter for the structure to fall apart.
Santa's personal workshop was the size of a three-car garage. Tools hung in carefully labeled places along a back wall, and a massive clamp at the end of a workbench held an alphabet block together the size of Mike's head. A large letter M was carved in the visible side. Half completed projects had been pushed to the side, and a large sheet of drafting paper had been spread on one of the benches. Tink and Kisa were sitting at another table with smaller sheets of paper, the goblin using a pencil to make notes on it.
"Here it is." Mrs. Claus tapped the larger sheet, then sat on a nearby stool. "This is about as accurate as I could make it. I don't think there's anything I missed."
Mike stared at the map in awe. It looked like something that had been drawn up by an engineer, each of the buildings clearly labeled.
"You did this from memory?" he asked.
"I did. When you live somewhere for hundreds of years, you get to know the place."
"Wait, hundreds?" He turned to Mrs. Claus. "I didn't think you were that old."
"You have to remember that time flows differently here," she said, adjusting her negligee. "When you go to sleep on Christmas Eve, it can be months or even years for me here. Also, I wasn't born an old woman, but created with years of pseudo-memories from around the North Pole, otherwise I would have been like a child. You keep forgetting I'm an extension of Santa's magic."
"I forget a lot of things," he admitted.
"Maybe you should stop." She chuckled, then slid the map toward him. "You're going to want to keep this safe. I don't have it in me to make another copy."
Curious, Mike examined Mrs. Claus' magic again. What had once been a bright light of energy was now just a dim glow, with dozens of massive threads unraveling from her body.
"Are...are you okay?"
"I'm not." Mrs. Claus opened her mouth to say something, then slumped forward on the table.
"Mother!" Holly ran to Mrs. Claus while Kisa and Tink abandoned their work to come over as well. Mike moved to the other side of the table and easily picked the woman up in his arms. She was much lighter than she should have been, definitely less than a hundred pounds.
"Let's get her to the bedroom," he said. He carried the frail woman to her room, and Holly adjusted the pillows while Kisa pulled the blankets back. Once she was properly tucked in, Mike watched in horror as the woman briefly flickered out of existence like a faulty light.
"Whoa!" He examined her magic again, a cold chill going through his body. In the time it had taken him to carry her up, most of her magic had unraveled like a massive ball of yarn. Out of protective instinct, he summoned his magic and went to work, tucking the threads back in.
His legs went numb beneath him, but Kisa was there, pushing him into a seated position on the bed before he could fall. Tink yanked the goggles off her head and slid them over his eyes, and he went from blindly working to suddenly understanding what was needed. He paused, his spectral fingers now weaving the frayed edges of Mrs. Claus' magic back together, forming a technicolor rope that he wove back into place.
"Will she be okay?" Holly asked.
"I don't know," he muttered, sweat pouring down his forehead. His magic, sensing his determination, had formed into motes of light that tugged and pulled Mrs. Claus' magic back into place before popping out of existence and leaving him drained. Groaning, he slid the goggles up to his forehead.
Everyone watched as the color came back to Mrs. Claus' face, and she let out a sigh of relief, then opened her eyes and looked at Mike.
"I don't have much time," she said.
"But you should have more," he replied. "You're unraveling faster than before, I don't understand."
"I don't either." She turned to Holly. "But it can only mean that belief is weakening."
"That's bullshit," Kisa growled. "The world is frozen, remember? It's not like people can stop believing when they're just sitting there, doing nothing."
Mrs. Claus took a deep breath, then closed her eyes. When she spoke, her eyes remained closed. "Time is a fickle thing," she whispered. "You have to stop thinking of it as a line, especially here at the North Pole. Whatever is happening now means that the outcome will be bad once the spell ends. Change the outcome, change my fate."
"Like Back to the Future." Mike snapped his fingers in revelation, then looked at the others. "We're operating outside of time right now, which means everything is in flux until we rejoin the timestream."
"Ugh." Tink shook her head and moved away from the bed, checking her toolbelt. "Husband still catching up, maybe figure out eventually."
"What, like you properly understand?" Kisa rolled her eyes at the goblin.
"Tink understand perfectly. North Pole like big box. Santa like cat. Until open box, Santa both dead and alive." Tink pulled her map out, refolded it so that it fit better in one of her pockets, then retrieved a cookie she had tucked between her breasts. "Tink fix furnace, help keep cat alive."
Holly frowned at Tink. "Are you talking about...?" Her eyes flitted over to Kisa, then back.
"No. Tink have no time, maybe explain quantum shit later." She climbed onto the bed and grabbed Mike by the face before planting her lips against his. She tasted of chocolate and gingerbread. With a grin, she pulled the goggles off his head and put them on her own. "Help save Christmas, get big present from Santa. Husband keep everybody safe."
"Be careful," he told her, then wrapped his arms around her. "I love you."
She hugged him back, pausing just long enough to bite him before breaking away.
"I'll check in every couple of hours," Kisa said. "Or try to, at least. Try to stay out of trouble."
Mike looked at Holly, then back at Mrs. Claus. "Yuki will be back soon," he offered. "I'll let her know she's in charge."
"Good." Kisa smoothed some of the hair away from his face and gave him a kiss as well. "There's a vent in the pantry behind the kitchen just big enough for us to squeeze through. Tink is going to get me into one of the other buildings, and then I'm going to try and figure out what that...jerk is up to. That and find the elves. I'll let you know before I make any big decisions."
"Good." He pulled her in for a hug.
"Try not to fuck Santa's wife," she whispered, so he alone could hear. "Santa might shove lumps of coal up your ass, or something."
"You have my word," he replied, dropping his hand to her lower back and scratching. He felt her shiver in delight before stepping away. Her eyes held a certain intensity to them, and he instinctively knew that she wasn't just going out to spy on the Krampus. "Just promise me that whatever you're looking for, you'll remember the most important thing is that you make it back to us."
Kisa opened her mouth as if to argue with him, then changed her mind when she realized that he had essentially given her permission to do her own thing.
"I will," she said, then bid farewell to Holly before moving away from the bed. Tink was already at the bedroom door, but she blew Holly a kiss before she and Kisa left.
"I hope they'll be okay," Holly muttered, then looked back at Mike. Her eyes moved up and down his body, and a grin appeared on her face. It occurred to him that it was essentially just the two of them now, and Holly was looking at him like he was the last present under the tree.
"They'll be fine." He turned his attention to Mrs. Claus and brushed a stray hair from her face. She flinched, then let out a sigh.
"I knew that this day would come," she whispered.
"What do you mean?" He asked.
"The end of Christmas." A weak smile appeared, and she opened her eyes. "Everything is inevitable, Caretaker. There would come a day where mankind would become extinct, and their gods and traditions would go with them. I thought it would be much farther into the future than this."
"Christmas isn't over," he told her, then took her by the hand. "Not yet. No matter what happens today, my family will celebrate it every year, no matter what."
"One family's faith won't be enough to sustain a tradition." She squeezed his hand. "But I appreciate the thought."
"Nonsense," Mike told her. "If there's one thing I believe, it's that every miracle begins with a single person. You just watch, everything is going to be all right when this is over."
Mrs. Claus smiled, then closed her eyes. "Perhaps you are right, Caretaker. Holly?"
"Ma'am?" The elf moved to her side.
"No matter what happens next, never lose faith." She patted Holly's hand. "As long as you survive, everything can be made right. But you have to keep believing."
"I..." Holly looked at Mike. "Of course I will, why would I stop?"
Mrs. Claus didn't respond. She had slipped into a deep sleep, her chest rising and falling with a slow rhythm that was unnerving to watch. Mike inspected her again, horrified to see that her magic was even smaller than before.
"I don't understand," he muttered. Where was her magic going? Determined to get an answer, he sat with the old woman and scrutinized her magic with a determined intensity. He didn't have the goggles anymore, but what he had learned earlier had been enough for him to understand the basics. It was like digging through a website's code for the first time to learn how it functioned. That was a skill from his old life with sudden relevance, which surprised him a little bit.
He had come so far. The timid man content to live alone and run websites for people was long gone, so it was interesting to delve into his old skillset once again. Examining magic wasn't as simple as lines of code, because they were constantly changing as he watched them. Still, he got general ideas from them, and he did his best to tuck a few more back into place.
"Will she be okay?" Holly asked as she took Mrs. Claus' glasses off and set them on the nightstand.
"I don't know," Mike admitted, then turned his gaze onto the elf. Where Mrs. Claus' magic looked like a bundle of unraveling threads, Holly's looked like the star one would put on top of a Christmas tree. When she looked at him, he saw strange colors insert themselves into her magic, then radiate outward in playful loops that caressed his body before vanishing like smoke.
"Oh, shi--shoot," he whispered, realizing the truth of what he was seeing. What he was seeing wasn't just magic, but the very essence of who Holly was as a person. In hindsight, it made so much sense, but he marveled at the sheer beauty of her soul, and how the magic that had created her bound the whole thing together in beautiful red ribbons with silver bells on the end.
"You're staring," she said with concern. "And...crying?"
"Yeah, I'm having a moment, sorry." He wiped the tears from his eyes, and blinked a few times to chase the image away. Was this what it was like for Cecilia? The banshee could only see souls, for the most part. Holly's had been uniquely beautiful, and he felt like he could stare at it all day without getting bored.
Holly seemed dubious of his answer, then grinned mischievously. "Maybe we could arrange for a different kind of moment?" she asked, her tone hopeful.
He looked at Mrs. Claus. "Now probably isn't the time," he whispered, suddenly afraid the old woman would sit up in bed and strangle him. "C'mon, let's head back to the main room and give her some peace and quiet."
Holly licked her lips and stepped away from the bed, her hips swaying as she walked toward the door.
"Ah, geez." Mike followed her into the hallway. After closing the door behind him, he turned to see Holly leaning against the opposite wall, her fingers tugging playfully at the fabric of her skirt.
"I don't suppose--" she began.
He chuckled, then rubbed his stomach when it growled. "I won't say no, but I will say that I'm starving."
Holly reached into her pouch, but he stopped her. "If there's anything else to eat here, we should probably save the magic cookies for later," he told her. He didn't know where Mrs. Claus got her food from, but had a sneaking suspicion that there wouldn't be any more coming in. That, and he was tired of baked goods.
The elf nodded her agreement, closing the flap of her pouch. "I can make sandwiches," she said, then moved close to him. She wrapped her arms around his waist, pulling him in close. "There's always some leftover roast or something in the fridge. You'd be surprised how much meat I can pack in between a couple of buns with the right amount of mayonnaise. How many would you like?"



"A couple," he replied, ignoring her double entendre. "And maybe a spare one for when Yuki gets back. She's been gone awhile so I'm sure she'll be hungry, too."
"I can do that." She pinched Mike's butt, then let him go. "Maybe if I make her a sandwich, she'll help me make a different one later."
"Then you'd better make her one heck of a sandwich," he told her, distracted by the lack of blood flowing to his brain. He was surprised at how aggressive the elf had become, and wondered if it was a result of the swap they had made in the kitchen. Or maybe their encounter had given her a serious confidence boost, and she was just excited to explore the possibilities with him. There was a week in June where Tink and Kisa had gotten into some type of ambush sex that still made him blush to think about, but he had been more than willing to indulge them as long as it didn't involve sticking his head in the dryer and pretending to be stuck. "I'm going to grab the big map from the workshop and will be down to help in a few minutes."
He walked down the stairs to the workshop, pausing to properly survey the room. It felt even bigger without the others, and he walked over to the table with the big map.
"Hmm." He studied it for a few minutes, then decided it would be best to roll it up. Convinced that Santa would have some sort of storage tubes squirreled away, he started digging through the drawers and shelves of the workshop to find one. While doing the menial task, he allowed his mind to process the past twenty-four hours, going over the details in the hopes that he hadn't missed something obvious.
Santa's home creaked as if struck by a heavy wind, causing him to wince. He assumed the house wasn't just settling, and decided it would be best if he sped things up. Moving across the room, he opened and closed drawers with no more than a cursory glance, quickly overlooking anything that wasn't tube-shaped. The map was too big to fold.
"Some lucky kid must have wanted a fishing rod, and those are a bitch to wrap," he muttered to himself while opening a cupboard over the workbench. A pair of cardboard shipping tubes fell out, and he caught one while the other bounced away, rolling across the workbench to stop at the giant clamp. He tucked the one he caught back, then walked over to the tube now wedged beneath one of the clamp's handles.
"This should do." It was the perfect size. Picking the tube up, his attention was drawn to the large alphabet block. Unless Santa was making toys for giant toddlers, it had to be some sort of decoration. On the front was the letter M, and on the top was the letter I.
He stared at it for several seconds, then decided to lean along the counter and see what the letter on the back of the cube was.
"Well, fuck me sideways," he muttered, seeing that the letter was a K. It was not lost on him that the odds of coming across a giant alphabet block with the first three letters of his name were pretty small in the first place. Moving the tube aside, he spent a minute undoing the clamp. Once open, he saw that one of the covered sides had an image of his house carved into the wood.
"What the hell were you up to?" he wondered aloud, then went to pick up the block. Instead of lifting freely, a hidden hinge allowed it to open like a treasure chest. Inside, a thick white fabric was folded up neatly with a letter addressed to M. Radley and a small ornament sitting on top.
Mike looked around the workshop, then picked up the ornament. It was a simple glass bulb full of fog with last year's date on it. When he twisted it around for a better look, he was fairly certain he saw a face inside eerily reminiscent of Christmas Past. The spirit stared at him wistfully, then disappeared.
"Holy shit." He set the bulb down and picked up the letter. When he unfolded it, tiny sparkles drifted into the air around his fingertips, then rolled across the paper, leaving golden letters behind.
Dear Mike,
Merry Christmas! It's been some time since I last gave you a present, and you've been a really good boy this year, so I wanted to give you something nice.
If you're reading this, then you've just found the tubes for your map. There's a scroll case downstairs sitting right next to the fireplace that will work much better, it has a strap on it.
I'm sure you have so many questions, but I'm afraid giving you the answers will actually cause more problems. What I can give you is this very special ornament with all of the memories from last Christmas! Breaking it will free the spirit inside, so be very careful where you hang it.
The coat I've enclosed is a spare from my slimmer days. It will keep you warm even on the coldest of nights.
Your friend,
Santa
"You've got to be shitting me!" Mike's hand trembled as he squeezed the letter so hard that the paper wrinkled. Santa had known everything that was about to happen! Why not take precautionary measures, or do something other than let the Krampus take over his goddamn body?
He held up the ornament and scowled at the spirit within. "And what am I supposed to do with you?" he asked it. The spirit appeared in the mists, then shrugged noncommittally before disappearing.
"Well, fuck you, too." Mike unfolded the fabric, revealing a coat that hung down to his shins. He paused, trying to remember if Santa's coat had always been that long. If not, then the big man was taller than Mike thought.
He casually threw the coat over a shoulder and then tossed the cardboard tube to one side and retrieved the rolled up map from the workbench. "'Ho ho ho, Mike. How about a nice warm coat so you don't freeze? Wanna borrow a tube for your map? Sorry I put your family in danger, I just wanted to play Jekyll and fucking Hyde this Christmas.' Fat fucking bastard."
Did Holly know? Or Mrs. Claus? Santa was one thing, the guy wasn't even around. But if the others knew and were misleading him still? He didn't know how he would handle such a betrayal. His magic simmered in reaction to his anger, eager to lash out.
"You knock that shit off," he warned it, poking himself in the belly hard enough that it hurt. "Months of good behavior, and now you're acting up again. I understand the elf and the sexy giant, that's just what we do. But the weird overload thing is getting old, so knock it off."
His magic backed down, then went quiet. He wasn't certain if it had actually heard him, or if it was like some reverse pep talk and he had just calmed himself down. Sometimes it really was easier to think of his magic as a separate entity.
"That's better," he said, walking toward the door. "Last thing I need is for you to get all worked up and damned near blow my arm off again. I do take full responsibility for being a human cum fountain earlier, so don't think I'm blaming you for everything."
He was halfway down the hall when a massive crunching sound resonated through the house, followed by a tremor which made him lose his footing. He twisted at the last second, making sure not to fall on the ornament. Up above, timbers groaned as the house creaked dangerously.
"Shit, shit, shit," he muttered, climbing to his feet. "Holly, where are you?" He ran the rest of the way to the stairs, looking out into the living room. Holly emerged from the kitchen, her eyes wide in alarm.
"That was really loud," she said, then screamed when something struck the side of the house hard enough that the whole building rumbled. The front door rattled on its hinges, and bright lights flashed through the windows.
"Are we under attack?" From his vantage point, he could see beams of golden light as they passed over the house like searchlights. He ran downstairs where Holly met him, then the two of them moved toward the front window
There was another loud bang, and then something roared. The front door rattled several times before everything went silent.
"What on Earth--" Mike was interrupted by the sound of a knock on the door, which caused Holly to scream.
"It's me!" Yuki called from the other side. "Hurry up, let us in!"
Us? Mike stuffed the ornament into a pocket of Santa's coat and tossed it over a nearby chair. The map went on a table before he moved to unlock the door. A gale force wind blew it inward, causing the fire in the fireplace to flicker dangerously. Mike crouched down to hold the door in place long enough for Yuki to come in, then grunted with exertion while pushing it shut.
"What is going on out there?" he demanded, then saw what Yuki was carrying. In her arms was the motionless figure of Jack Frost. He couldn't tell if the woman was alive or dead, but weird golden threads of light blazed along her arms, twinkling like stars.
"You brought her here? Why?" He looked up at Yuki, noticing that her face was all scraped up. Blood trickled from a wound on her head, which ran down the length of her nose and dripped on the floor.
"I fucked up, Mike. I fucked up real bad." There was a tremor in her voice that made him sick to his stomach. She set Jack down on a nearby couch and then ran into Mike's arms, clutching him tight.
"Hey, whoa, it's okay," he told her, then flinched when something heavy slammed into the side of the house. "What the hell was that?"
"That would be one of my fuck ups." She leaned away from him and sniffled. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Holly put on her earmuffs. "Jack was coming here with an entire army made out of ice. I thought if I took her down, they would fall apart or something."
The house shook again, and some books fell off a nearby bookshelf. Up in one of the windows, a creature that looked like a cross between a gorilla and a snowman slapped a huge palm on the glass. There was a flash of red light as the creature's arm exploded, and it hopped down.
"At least the house seems protected." Mike inspected the flow of magic in the house, and was unsurprised to see that the exterior walls swirled with red and white streamers of light, making it look like a giant candy cane.
"They aren't the problem." Yuki walked over to one of the windows and pointed through it. "She is."
Mike moved to her side and looked through the glass. At first he didn't see the dark figure skulking at the end of the walkway, mistaking it for a giant pile of rocks. Her body was thick like a boulder, with long arms that dragged knuckles on the ground. Greasy hair hung over a face that resembled a burst tomato, and when the giant smiled, it was to reveal jagged teeth reminiscent of a hippo's.
Ugly features aside, it was the golden light that surrounded her, sinking into the ground like an inverted tornado. The giant ripped a stone the size of a basketball out of the ground, then casually tossed it at the house. There was a flash of white light this time as the structure shook, but withstood the impact.
"You can't stay in there forever, food!" Her voice was difficult to hear over the creaking of the house. Dozens of ice minions were now studying it, most likely trying to find a way in.
"Oh, no." Holly was by Mike's side now, up on her tiptoes to see out the window.
"You know this lump of ugly?" he asked.
"I do." Holly's face wrinkled up in disgust. "That's Grýla. She's awful, but relatively harmless."
"Not anymore." Yuki leaned against the wall and took a deep breath, then let out a groan and sank to the floor. She held out her hands, revealing a nimbus of golden light. It faded after a few seconds, and Yuki sighed, leaning against the wall.
"What happened?" Mike asked.
"Jack was coming here to attack you, so I thought I'd even the odds." She chuckled weakly, then shook her head. "I had a tarot card that allows you to level the playing field. When used, it balances the magical power of any creature in its area of effect. Made it in case I fought Emily and she was much stronger than me. It's meant to be temporary."
"I take it that's not the case here?"
"No." Yuki stared at him. "For one, I thought it was just me and Jack. I didn't expect a third party to be waiting in the snow beneath my feet. And two...I thought it would just pull ice magic out of her, Mike, I really did. Something I knew how to use, but this..." She held up her hands and the golden light returned, the veins in her arms lighting up.
"What is it?" he asked, but he was fairly certain he knew.
"Divinity. Magic far beyond anything I am capable of, especially in this amount. If not for Grýla out there absorbing a third of it, I might have just exploded." She grimaced, then clutched her chest. "It feels like I'm on fire."
"Yuki." He could see the golden light blazing around her now, trying to force its way into her. Panicked, he put his hands over her chest, uncertain how to proceed. Could he try and separate it from her? What would happen if it had nowhere to go?
The side of the house rattled again, the walls protesting their percussive treatment.
"Come back, food!" Grýla growled, then threw another stone.
"Leave us alone," Holly yelled through the window. "Go back to your cave!"
"The North Pole belongs to me now," she yelled back. "Me and my children! The Krampus will see me rewarded for my efforts."
"Krampus?" Jack moaned, her eyelids fluttering.
"What happened to her?" Mike asked.
"Punched her in her fucking face," Yuki said with a grin. "But Grýla hits way harder than either of us. Knocked her out cold, only way I survived was a spell I had cast earlier. Stupid bitch chased us all the way back here, and nothing I did seemed to hurt her. I'm not sure how, but she soaked up all that extra magic like a sponge." She winced, her hands going to her chest. "My heart, it's beating so fast..."
He examined Yuki's magical aura again, studying the bands of light, isolating the colors. It looked different from Holly's, almost feral in some places. The golden light was pressing in on the other colors, as if trying to sever them. They wanted in, but then what?
"Wait a second." He turned his attention to Jack. Her magic was a pulsing core of blue energy, fluttering quickly like a bird's heart. Between the occasional gaps, he saw that same golden light scattered throughout, but more of it was concentrated inside.
Closing his eyes, he tried to consider the problem. With Mrs. Claus, he had tucked the strands back in. But that was magic that was a part of her, not just something that had been added.
No, that wasn't right either. He wasn't just seeing magic, he was looking at their souls. He was about to mess with his friend's soul, not having a single idea what the repercussions could be.
"Naia!" He opened his eyes. "I need you!"
"Naia?" Holly looked at him. "The nymph?"
"Yes!" He jabbed himself in the belly. "Wake the fuck up!"
"Naia?" Yuki opened her eyes. "Where?"
"Ugh, c'mon." He felt his magic wake up and stretch out. "I've heard you in my head so many times, you've helped me understand other's needs, and you're the only one I know who understands soul magic!"
Holly stared at him like he had gone nuts. Yuki squinted through one eye, the other shut as if the room was too bright.
"Hey, food!" The house shook again. "These walls won't hold me for much longer! You should come out here and, uh, talk. We can talk, that's right!"
"Shit!" Mike looked at Yuki, Jack, and then Holly. Things had taken a turn for the worse, and it was all up to him now. There were so many times he had heard Naia in his head, that fragment of his soul speaking to him while...
"Holly, come here!" He grabbed the elf by her collar and pulled her close. "Do you trust me?"
Holly stared into his eyes, as if uncertain, then she nodded.
He turned her around and bent her over the nearest chair, pushing up her skirt to reveal her bare pussy and torn leggings. With a single motion, he pulled down his pants, his cock swelling so fast he felt like the floor was dropping out from underneath him. The plan was crazy, but crazy was all he had right now.
"Mike, what...oh my Santa!" Holly groaned in delight as he teased her pussy with the head of his cock. He rubbed her clit with his fingers while sliding his cock over the outside of her labia. Holly lifted her legs into the air, her lips parting easily as he pressed the head of his cock inside of her. "Don't you dare stop!"
"Wow. Any excuse to get laid." Yuki chuckled, then whimpered like a dog in pain.
"I'm coming, Yuki, hold on," he muttered, fucking Holly to make sure his cock was nice and wet. He slid out of her, then positioned the head of his cock against her tight little butthole. Holly tensed up and looked over her shoulder at him.
"Um, shouldn't we--" she began, but he held a finger to his lips.
"Trust me for just another second?" he asked. Naia had always been there to lend a hand when he needed sexual guidance. And if there was one thing she would correct him on, it was this.
Holly frowned at him, but nodded anyway.
Mike took a deep breath and pressed forward just enough that he felt resistance, visualizing himself sliding deep into Holly's ass, hearing her moans of pleasure as he roughly pumped himself inside her, and--
Slow down, lover. Naia's voice was playful, but he heard a hint of anger in it. She's not ready for that.
"Naia, quick, I need to do soul magic on Yuki!" He spat the words out as quickly as possible, afraid her presence would vanish. "I don't need help fucking, I need help saving Yuki!"
What? He could feel Naia now, sense her confusion as if it was his own. You're doing soul magic?
Satisfied that Naia was there to stay, he shifted his cock back down to Holly's pussy and slid himself back inside. The elf groaned, her whole body shuddering.
"Sweet Christmas, you had me going for a second," she muttered, licking her lips.
"I don't know what all you can see from inside there, but I need your help fixing Yuki." He turned to look at the kitsune, his cock sliding out of Holly. Naia's presence faded immediately, so he slid his dick back into the elf.
There was a painful moment where he thought he had lost her, and then the nymph laughed.
You get into the strangest trouble, lover. Keep fucking Holly, and I can guide you. Naia chuckled in his mind. Since you are balls deep in someone, I can stick around on a technicality.
"Thanks, Naia." He grabbed Holly by the hips and pulled her off the couch, noticing a few gemstones from her crotch were left behind, stuck in the fabric. The elf groaned when he picked her up, grabbing hold of a couple of couch pillows before crossing over to where Yuki sat, his cock still buried deep inside Holly. He imagined it looked quite ridiculous, but didn't care.
"This is what I see," he said, helping Holly to the floor. "Hey, can you keep your ass up for me?"
Holly giggled, then tucked the pillows under her hips to raise herself up. "Let me know how I can help," she whispered, then groaned as he resumed thrusting.
"Just doing some soul surgery." He examined Yuki's soul once more, and felt Naia wince. "While fucking, apparently."
She's been through so much, Naia whispered. I can see all her pain, it's in those dark spots. But I can also see where she's healed. She found something new to love, and recently.
"What can I do about this golden light?" He stared at the golden beams that had formed into concentric rings and were tightening down on Yuki's soul. "She called it divinity."
"Oh, yeah, pull my hair!" Holly added, wiggling her hips. Mike obeyed, grabbing her by the back of her head and yanking it back. She groaned in delight, and a surge of his magic went across her back. Mike tried to concentrate, his mind slipping as Holly essentially rode him from the prone position.
Let me guide you, Naia whispered. He switched to a slower pace with Holly, allowing him to sit up and see Yuki better. While tugging on Holly's hair with one hand, the other went through an intricate weaving process, his magic spreading across both the elf and the kitsune, those tiny sparks sinking into both of them.



In Yuki's case, he could see the sparks become tiny motes of light that rode on the strands of her magic. Naia had him grab at those pieces as he unraveled a few of her threads just enough to begin weaving the new ones in. It didn't go unnoticed that some of that golden light clung to his fingertips, then danced along his arm until it disappeared into his chest.
Was this what Naia felt like when she did her soul swap? His had always been an automatic process, but now he remembered how she had given him specific abilities. If he mastered this skill, could he choose what he got from his future lovers, and what they might get from him in return?
His hand was on Holly's shoulder now, and she let out a gasp, then pulled his hand to her mouth and bit down on his knuckle. Distracted, he felt his mind shift to the writhing figure on the floor, and that familiar heat built up in his gut.
The house trembled as Grýla kept throwing rocks. A puddle of water formed in the fireplace, and Mike wondered if something had tried to squeeze its way in and had melted. Still, he kept fucking Holly while trying to fix Yuki. He was essentially edging himself with the elf, concentrating hard enough on the task at hand that she had already come three times beneath him, all the while begging for more. The wooden floor was covered in tiny sparks, and more than a few were made of gold.
Yuki relaxed during the process, eventually losing consciousness. He could see the changes happening inside of her as that golden light became a part of her, hoping against hope that he wasn't doing any permanent harm. By the time he was finished, he had managed to spread it out and weave it in with all the other threads he saw. Did soul magic always look like string, or was that just the way he saw it?
That should be enough, lover. He felt Naia's smile in the back of his mind, her presence now fading. The rest is up to her.
Satisfied, he turned his attention down to the sexual mess that was Holly.
"If you need to keep going, I'm game," she whispered, her voice hoarse from all the tiny shrieks she had made. She held up one of her magical cookies, revealing that she had taken a couple of bites. "Plenty of energy. Can go all night if you need to. Can even go find some lube if you wanna try butt stuff."
"Some other time." He pulled out of her and helped roll her onto her back. She sighed as he laid down on top of her, then placed his lips against hers. "Thank you for that. I can explain later."
"You don't need to explain anything to me." She ran a hand along his ass. "But I bet you want to finish."
He looked at the golden light that had accumulated on his skin, then shook his head.
"I would love to, but not inside this time."
"Your wish is my command." She reached down with both hands and started jerking him off. "But...could you kiss me while I do it? I kind of like how it feels, it's less...intense."
He pressed his lips to hers, their tongues sliding across each other as she stroked him with both hands. He was slick with her juices, and his long denied orgasm built quickly. With a loud groan, he blew his load, coating Holly's outfit in sticky ropes of glittering semen. Holly pumped him enthusiastically with one hand as she continued to kiss him with her other hand on the back of his head.
The sparks on the floor dissipated, and he collapsed on top of the elf with a grunt.
"Okay, you're too heavy," Holly protested.
"Sorry." He rolled off of her, immediately noticing the sticky mess that now covered both of them. It looked as if they had been attacked with hot glue and glitter. His magic dissipated, leaving him with a brutal headache.
A headache made worse by the continued pounding of stone against wood. Grunting, he stood, kicking off his pants before retrieving Santa's coat. His magic fired up again, concentrating in his fingertips as he walked over to the door.
He waited for another impact, then opened the door and stepped outside. The cold wind blasted him, but the accompanying chill was non-existent. He stepped outside, scowling at the grotesque figure who had carved large chunks of stone out from the yard. The snow was littered with all the rocks she had thrown, and Grýla paused, her head tilted to one side as she tried to scoop up another large rock.
His magic spun up like a cyclotron, and he could see it now, running down his arms and dancing across his fingers. The same golden nimbus Yuki had held now manifested across his fingertips, interwoven with blue and white streamers of light. Anger, frustration, and a desire to put Grýla in her place fueled him, the streamers hissing like hot oil as the magic rose to the challenge, eager to obey.
"What are you doing, food?" Grýla asked, her gaze stuck on Mike's exposed cock. Around them, creatures made of snow crawled toward him across the boulder strewn landscape.
"Giving you a taste," he growled, then threw his right arm forward as if pitching a baseball. The spinning light in his fingers turned into a hot ball of energy, then manifested as a blast of lightning that struck Grýla in her face. The giant howled, dropping a boulder the size of a beach ball and stumbling around in agony. She fell to all fours and fled, her cries filling the air.
Pain rushed up his arm, every nerve now tingling as if he had smashed his funny bone with a hammer. Spasms wracked his fingers, and he pulled his arm in to his stomach, cradling it like a child.
Seeing that the snowman house of horrors was nearly upon him, Mike retreated back into the house, slamming the door shut behind him. Holly sat on the floor, her eyes filled with awe as he shook his arm and flexed his hand, the pins and needles subsiding.
Jack, however, stared at him with a mixture of disbelief and suspicion.
"What are you?" she asked, one eyelid twitching rapidly. The pupil in that eye was dilated, making the whole eye look black.
"My name is Mike Radley," he said, realizing his coat was still open, his cock exposed. He clumsily pulled the coat shut, using the built-in belt to tie it. "And I'm the man who's going to save Christmas."

❄️❄️❄️

Thanks again for taking the time to read this chapter. I really do wish I could write them faster for you.
On your way out, don't forget to leave some stars or comments. They really do help other readers find this story. I love getting mail from new readers who point out that they don't usually read this category and became curious when they kept seeing it pop up in top lists. That's all you, and I couldn't be here without your help!
Now go do something nice for yourself. Maybe it's a hug, a warm cup of coffee, or some other form of self care. Because honestly, you deserve it! 😊
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Back at it with "How can I fuck up Christmas, Ch. 11!"
New reader? Welcome! You might wanna go back 88 chapters. There's been some sexy stuff, some monster stuff, some intricate stuff, some butt stuff...I think you get the point.
Returning reader? I missed you! I've been seriously busy with some other projects, and I'm sorry for the wait between chapters. Also, who the fuck ordered all this heat? (Chapter posted in summer of 2022, Northern Hemisphere)
I was so happy to hear from a bunch of you about Yuki and Mike finally sealing the deal. Yuki has always been a complicated character, and I think back to when she first made her appearance on Lit and SO many of you hated her. She's definitely become a fan favorite for some of you, and I hope you've enjoyed her story arc thus far.
Thanks as always for all your support over the years. We're coming up on the five year mark, which I think is awesome! Your comments, stars, and feedback letters have contributed to my creative delinquency, and I hope to stick around here for many years to come!
Anyway, last chapter, Mike did some soul surgery and will now face the repercussions of using his magic in a way that's new, different, and more than a little dangerous. I certainly hope it doesn't lead to
Future Problems
Mike was lying in the fountain, his head nestled between Naia's breasts as he watched the technicolor clouds of the Dreamscape drift overhead. The nymph lovingly toyed with his hair as he commanded the clouds to change shape above them, transforming them into nonsensical creatures that chased each other in circles.
"Does your head feel better?" she asked.
"Getting there." His eyes flicked to the large crack that still dominated one section of the sky. Shortly after proclaiming to Jack Frost that he was the man who was going to save Christmas, his entire head had exploded with pain. Yuki had managed to catch him on the way down, but everything went dark. When he next opened his eyes, he was in the Dreamscape.
Thinking he had just lost consciousness, he tried to wake up. Usually this was an easy feat, but a series of giant cracks in the sky had pulsed with a terrible light, driving him back to the ground in pain. The cracks were fading over time, and he intended to leave once they were gone. "I don't know why more spas don't offer this as a service. People would pay good money to relax in a hot spring with a perfect pair of breasts like yours."
"I'm sure someone out there does it for a living. You just don't get out much."
He laughed, then groaned when the crack widened. "Why does it have to hurt in here?" he groaned.
"Your first experience with soul magic was akin to running a marathon, silly." Numerous hands rubbed his body, helping him relax. "I pushed you much farther than you should have been able to go, and you accidentally absorbed some of that golden light. I was able to keep it from frying your brain, so the headache is a consolation prize."
"Thanks for that." He reached a hand up and patted her breast affectionately. "I don't know what would have happened to Yuki, but it wasn't good."
"She probably would have ended up like the snow bitch." Lily said from nearby. She was lying on a banana-shaped floaty. In the Dreamscape, Naia's fountain was often the size of a wave pool, likely for reasons Freud would happily have spent hours dissecting. "With swiss-cheese for a brain."
"That's not very nice," Naia said.
"And?" Lily turned her attention toward Mike, lowering her sunglasses for dramatic effect. "Bitch brought an army, had a psychotic break, and is now playing the part of Stroke Victim Elsa on Santa's couch."
Even though he was asleep, this piece of Lily was able to hear what was happening around him through his ears if she sat somewhere quiet and concentrated hard enough. It had taken her quite a bit of time, but eventually she reported that half of Jack's body was paralyzed, and she had been placed in an armchair by the fire. The ice monsters were still outside, but most of them had spread through the village to do whatever it was ice monsters did. To his relief, Yuki and Holly were watching over him while also keeping wary eyes on Jack.
Speaking of Yuki...
Mike looked over toward the house. A sullen kitsune sat there with her knees pulled up to her chest, staring at him from between her legs.
"You still good?" he asked her.
Yuki's soul flipped him the bird, which caused a small bird to fly away from her that shouted "fuck you!" before it disappeared in the sky.
"She'll adjust," Naia said, rubbing his shoulders. "The part of her soul that she gave you was heavily damaged. It's almost like she knew this was a safe place for it to heal."
"As long as she's house-trained, whatever." Lily sipped on a fruity cocktail drink that she summoned from the ether. "Oh, and not that anyone asked me, but fucking that elf girl while messing with someone's soul? Totally gave me a chub."
Mike snapped his fingers, causing Lily's banana to disappear. The succubus fell into the water, spilling her drink and disappearing beneath the surface. Naia laughed, then moved out of the way when Lily's arms burst up from the water to grab Mike around the waist.
He was pulled beneath the surface, but wasn't worried. It was his Dreamscape, and he could tell Lily was just playing with him. He wrestled with her under the water for a minute, her suddenly naked flesh against his. When she kissed him, he relaxed, only to grunt and break away when she pinched his nipple too hard.
"Bitch," he muttered above the water. "That stings."
"Ah, did I hurt your feelings?" Lily splashed him, and he reciprocated. Since it was the Dreamscape, Lily smacked the water hard, causing it to form into a giant dick. Much like a whale breaching the ocean, the massive member fell sideways, crushing Mike beneath its weight. He was going to reciprocate, but his head started pounding again.
"Okay, that's enough. He needs rest." Naia's voice came from everywhere at once as a whirlpool formed, sucking Lily below the surface as Mike popped to the top. Moments later, Lily's bikini floated to the top.
"Is she okay?" Mike asked.
"Unless she's allergic to saltwater, she'll be fine." Naia rubbed his forehead. "And don't worry about hurting her feelings. "She installed an intricate water slide under the fountain, she gets flushed on purpose at least once a week."
"How intricate?"
"More than half an hour long. Has at least three loop-de-loops. Tink helped her install animatronics."
"Dare I ask?"
"Just dinosaurs."
"Sounds tame."
"They're all fucking."
"There we go." He laughed, then winced when it turned into painful thunder.
"Oh, lover. What am I going to do with you?" Naia held him tight against her body. Even though his arrival had been abrupt, his Dreamscape was always a good place to go to recalibrate. It didn't have quite the extreme time bending properties it did if the real world Lily were here, but he was still capable of stretching a few minutes into an hour if he needed to.
Some of the others dropped by to keep him company. Though each woman was technically a part of his soul, they all had their autonomy and did the things they would largely do in the real world, which meant he didn't always see them. The Dreamscape was basically his own personal version of heaven.
Eventually Ratu joined them, her elaborate kimono spreading out on the water like a giant lily pad.
"There you are." Mike reached out for her and caught the tips of her fingers. With a small tug, Ratu floated in his direction. "What have you been up to?"
"Exploring the edges of this place. I find it fascinating that your soul is locked into a location without true spatial qualifications. If you dig deep enough, you reach water instead of bedrock or sand. After years of exploration, I can say that your soul truly is an island on the astral sea." Ratu looked up at the clouds, then frowned at the dull crack in the sky. "What is that?" she asked.
Mike explained the events leading up to his current state. Ratu remained silent except to ask a few clarifying questions. Once finished, she contemplated for a minute, then turned to look at him.
"You do realize the impossible confluence of events necessary to get you to where you are, correct?"
"I think you mean improbable. If it was impossible, I wouldn't be knee deep in all this shit that Santa started."
"Bah." Ratu waved her hand dismissively at him. "I don't refer to what's going on in the North Pole. You manipulated someone's soul today, Caretaker."
"Well...it's just an extension of Naia's powers, so I didn't think it was a big deal."
The naga snorted, then rolled on her side to look at him. "That's where you're wrong. You see, Naia's ability to manipulate souls is intrinsic to her nature, and she did not gift it to you."
"No? I figured that was all her." Mike tilted his head backward to see Naia's face. "Right?"
She shook her head. "Remember that I'm just an offshoot, a snapshot from the moment we first swapped. A nymph can grant many gifts, but the ability to do soul magic is not one of them. I know as much as you do about your current abilities."
"You seemed pretty nonchalant about it," he said.
"And?" She playfully tweaked his nose. "Where do we draw the line at being surprised? When you went to the Underworld? Fought the Jersey Devil? Banged one of Santa's elves?"
"That's fair," he admitted. "Speaking of Holly, I haven't seen her in here."
"Oh, she's here." Naia grinned. "She snuck off with Tink a while ago to see her hammer collection."
"Sounds like a euphemism for something," he muttered.
"Back to what I was saying," Ratu said. "You have the ability to touch and manipulate spirits, which I imagine is due to Cecilia's presence. Magic is typically a separate entity altogether, so I assume that ability may come from me. When I break down objects for enchanting, I can pull several of these threads and weave them somewhere else. So you are using some variation of my own ability to do a similar task with magical beings."
"That sounds kind of dangerous, actually."
"Indeed." Ratu fixed him with a serious look. "The immediate ramifications would put you in quite a bit of danger should it become public knowledge."
"How so?" he asked, but realized immediately what she referred to. Ratu had the ability to isolate magical properties in an object and transfer them to another, thus combining enchantments. The soul swaps he performed with the others had already granted him fantastic abilities of his own, but what if he could simply rip the desired traits from one person and implant them in another? Could he theoretically rip away Jack's ability to use ice magic and put it in himself? Would it destroy Jack in the process?
If people found out he was capable of wandering the Earth and sucking magical creatures dry of their abilities, he would absolutely become public enemy number one. The society would be small fry compared to people like the Order, or even other cryptids wandering about. It wasn't just about magic, either. He could be damaging souls. What sort of ramifications would that have for the afterlife?
"Holy shit," he muttered. This single bit of knowledge could put him at risk from everyone who knew about magic.
"I see you understand." Ratu rolled onto her back and looked at the sky. "That crack isn't just from manipulating Yuki's soul. What you've been doing with your magic is spiritually draining, but from what you told me about that golden light, you have contaminated your spirit with some form of divinity. We're probably watching it integrate with your soul."
"I didn't mean to. I was just trying to keep Yuki from melting or whatever."
"Your intentions were pure, and that's what matters most. If you had decided to grab that light for yourself, then I imagine we might already see signs of corruption. You tapped into something you shouldn't have. If not for your already altered state, it probably would have killed you."
"Oh." Mike looked at his fingers, remembering that blast of lightning he had struck Grýla with. It had been instinctive, and not something he should have been able to accomplish. Even here in the Dreamscape, his hand ached. "What is divinity?"
"I'm a bit of an expert on that, actually. I was actually a minor deity for a while." Ratu smiled, suddenly lost in memories. "I had become one of the river gods in my area, and people would pay me tribute in the form of celebration, prayers, and some of the best fish you'll ever taste."
"Sounds nice," he said. "What happened?"
Ratu's face tightened. "It's not something I like to talk about. Anyway, you've experienced divinity before in your encounters with Titania. When a being becomes powerful enough, they can tap into different sources of power. Divinity is one of these."
"Different like how you tend to use big fireballs while Yuki uses ice?"
Ratu nodded. "Kind of. Our magic is elemental in nature, and we are manipulating variables that already exist. Divinity is something else. It doesn't have the same rules as the magic you understand. For instance, I could not use elemental fire to build a boat, nor could Yuki use ice to warm a house. Divinity is the magic of miracles, and has some very stringent requirements to attain."
"Such as?"
"Worship is both the easiest and the hardest. For the bigger names, it's become self-sustaining. For smaller beings like me, it can be easily lost or taken away by losing believers. Blessed by the gods is a pathway, but a very tricky one, because they can always change their mind later if you become too powerful. Becoming a fundamental force of nature will do it. For example, if Jack had become the absolute epitome of cold, she would be eligible for ascension. But godhood isn't just raw power, it isn't that simple. On the other hand, any sufficiently advanced form of magic could be mistaken for divinity. This truth, by the way, is how we end up with false gods."
"Huh." Mike looked at his fingers again. "So I'm contaminated by divinity? What does that mean?"
"I don't know. I'm just a fragment of your soul, I can't exactly pop outside for a look around, so...hmm." Ratu stroked her chin, suddenly deep in thought. "Anyway, it would behoove you to speak to my real world counterpart when the chance presents itself. You're toying with powerful yet delicate forces, and I would prefer you avoid blowing your own face off with them. After all..." the naga moved toward him, her arms sliding around his body. "It is a rather pretty face."
"No." Naia manifested nearby, her hand in the shape of a gun. She pointed it at Ratu and blasted her with a stream of cold, high-pressure water. "Bad snake, not until he's better!"
"Ugh, fine." Ratu licked her lips with a forked tongue. "Come find me next time you're napping, Caretaker."
"I'll do my best." He watched Ratu walk away from the fountain with mixed feelings. A dalliance with the naga sounded like fun, but he really needed that crack in the sky to go away so he could wake up. Even though Jack was disabled, he had no idea how long her condition would last.
However, Ratu had been a treasure trove of information, and he summoned that golden glow into his fingers once again. It made a sweet bass sound that was very much like a heartbeat. It had never occurred to him before that he had a veritable library of information in his head at all times, accessible anytime he was asleep. The pulsating light in his hand sent out a couple of electric streamers that danced along his forearm.
"Please don't turn me into a cum fountain," he said, dismissing the magic. Orgasms were fun, but the idea of having one powered by divine magic was a little terrifying. Not only had it left him exhausted, but the mess had been a bitch to clean.
The air filled with the sound of static. MIke turned toward the house to see Kisa emerge from the back door, her body outlined in heavy dark lines. She brushed herself off, then took a wary look around.
"Are you taking a nap?" she asked. "Or did you go somewhere nice without me?"
"Got knocked out, kinda," he replied.
"Is everything okay?" Her face turned serious. "Do we need to come back?"
"We're fine. You need to watch out for a seriously pissed off giant named Grýla and an army of ice monsters. Oh, and we captured Jack."
Kisa stared hard at him for a few moments. "Yuki did come back, right?"
Reminded of their earlier conversation, he nodded. "Yep. She's officially in charge again, and keeping me out of trouble."
"I can't even with you some days," Kisa muttered. "Anyway, we're still wandering the vents, but having bad luck finding a suitable exit. Some of these buildings are in sad shape, and I'm not about to go wandering through the snow." She tilted her head to one side then swatted away something Mike couldn't see. "No, I won't show him my tits and say they're from you, leave me alone."
"Tell Tink to behave," Mike said. "We need that furnace up and running soon, it's getting cold." Now that he had Santa's coat, he wasn't too worried about himself, but what about the elves? Holly might joke that she wouldn't mind hiding under his jacket, but that wasn't a solution for the rest of the elves.
"She knows. We had to take a break, we've been keeping a pretty fast pace trying to find a vent big enough for me to leave. Stay out of trouble, I'll check in with you later."
"Bye." He waved at Kisa just as she faded from view, then let out a sigh of relief. Even though no progress had been made in finding the elves, he was happy to know that they were okay.
He spent a bit longer with Naia, then wandered out to the beach to stretch his legs. Zel met up with him, and the two of them chatted for a while. It was weird that they had a child together, but this version of her had never been pregnant and was forced to learn about their son second-hand. She didn't seem bothered by it. At the end of the day, she was still just a part of his soul.
Out in the waves, a dark figure appeared. It was Lily in an inflatable donut. Mike bid Zel farewell and waited for the succubus to make it to the beach. She walked out of the water, a breeze kicking up blue and gold sand that stuck to her legs in patches.
"Surprised you're still here, Romeo." She was completely naked except for her black leather boots. "Thought you'd have woken up by now."
"Soon enough." He nodded in the direction of the crack, which was almost gone. "So I hear you've got a water slide?"
"Girls just wanna have fun." She brushed some sand off of her inner thigh, then blew him a kiss. "After all, there's only so much of you to go around, and when you're awake, the orgies and pillow fights in here get a little boring. Besides, I've got a T-Rex doing things to a velociraptor that would make you blush."
"You certainly have my attention. What other weird stuff are you guys building in my head?"
"Well, you know how some people say you only use about ten percent of your brain?" Lily moved close to him, her bare breasts in his face. The scent of cinnamon washed over him, and he licked his lips in anticipation.
"Yeah?"
"Those people are idiots." She was even closer now, her hand on his crotch. "That's not how brains work."
The way she was rubbing him through his pants, he was definitely using less than ten percent of his brain right now. The ocean around the island went still, and even the breeze paused as Lily rubbed his stiffening cock.
"Where were we going with this?" he asked, having forgotten the original question.
"This place isn't your brain, Romeo. It's your magic, and your soul. It's got more cracks than a sidewalk, and I'm all about ensuring that every crack is filled." She pressed against him, her breasts expanding to fill his view.



"Is...it seems like everyone is a little extra...aggressive, today." Not that he was going to complain, but there was certainly a change in the air. It wasn't limited to the Dreamscape either, but he couldn't tell how much of that was Holly being a horny elf, or if something else was going on.
"We're just parts of your soul. When things change here, it's because things changed out there. So you should probably ask yourself...what's different about you?" She grabbed the front of his pants and ripped them off. They flickered out of existence as she knelt down and sucked his cock into her mouth. He moaned, his hands finding the horns on her head and holding them as she blew him for a minute.
"Oh, that feels so good." He let out a little groan as Lily spat him out and then stroked his cock with both hands.
"Speaking of cracks, that one in the sky is gone." Lily jerked a thumb over her shoulder. Mike looked and saw the sky had a faint aura around where the last crack had been, like a fading bruise in the sky.
"Oh." He looked down at her, then back up at the sky again. Doing a quick bit of mental math, he wondered if she could get him off in the Dreamscape before he woke up.
"Looks like it's time to nut up, Romeo. Give them hell for me." With a laugh, Lily flicked him in the balls, making the decision for him. The Dreamscape vanished as his eyes popped open, both her laugh and the phantom pain in his testicles fading away.
"Gah!" Holly had been leaning over him when his eyes opened and fell backwards in fright. "Oh, Santa, you scared the sprinkles out of me!"
"Sorry about that." He blinked his eyes a few times and coughed, his throat very dry. Holly offered him a mug of something, and he was surprised to discover it was ice water.
"Yuki had me melt some ice for you," she said. "Thought you might appreciate something other than hot cocoa."
"She was right." He sucked the water down greedily, going fast enough that a bunch of it spilled onto his white coat. Interestingly enough, the water slid off the fabric and onto the floor without leaving any trace of moisture behind. "How long was I out?"
"A couple of hours." Holly took the mug back and held out a sandwich. "I finally got around to making these, if you're hungry."
He took the sandwich from her and bit into a slice of heaven. It was thin sliced roast beef with caramelized onions and cheese on a brioche bun. Groaning in delight, he was almost halfway through the sandwich when he remembered Yuki.
"Has she eaten yet?" he asked.
Holly shook her head. "She had me move you a bit ago. Jack was semi-conscious for a bit, but she's awake now. Well...half awake."
"Take me to her." Mike stood with some effort, then rubbed at his face to get the circulation flowing. The North Pole was so dry his sinuses were starting to hurt.
He had been moved to a small office just off the main hub of the house, and he walked into the main room to see Yuki standing across from Jack, a pair of tarot cards in her hands.
"You're up." Yuki didn't bother looking at Mike, her eyes on their prisoner.
"I am." He moved to her side and held out the other half of his sandwich. "You should eat."
"I'm not--"
"Yes you are." He shoved the sandwich at her, and she took it. When she looked at him, she frowned.
"Your eyes are all bloodshot," she said.
"Not surprising." He moved away from Yuki and grabbed a rocking chair from over by the fireplace. He dragged it across the floor to sit down next to Jack, who was reclined in a chair and watching him out of one eye.
"I don't think you should do that," Yuki warned, but Mike waved her off.
"If she could have done something, she would have done it sooner." It wasn't just false bravado behind his words, but the fact that Jack emanated an aura of defeat. One side of her face now drooped, and there was pain in the one eye she had open. She shifted uncomfortably when she saw how close he sat, then looked away.
"If you're going to kill me, just do it." Her voice was haggard, her words slurred.
Mike watched her for a moment, then opened his senses to look at her soul. It was not only in turmoil, but looked like someone had tried to rip it apart. Only a few loose threads connected the two halves, and a red light pulsed through the entire structure. The same golden light that was embedded in Yuki's spirit was here as well, but the rings it had formed had sliced cleanly through entire sections of Jack's soul. The longer he studied it, the more it looked like the light had tried to form a symbol, but it fuzzed out any time he tried to study it.
"I don't see any need for that," he told her, taking her by the hand. She yanked it away and glared at him.
"I don't want your pity." Her lip trembled as a tear formed in her eye.
"Good. Because I'm not offering pity." He patted Jack on the leg. "But I do have some questions, if you don't mind."
Jack looked away, her face twisting up.
"Look, Jack, we can do this the easy way or the hard way." He stood and moved across the room to pick up a pillow from one of the other couches, along with a blanket. "If you choose the easy way, you tell me what I want to know, and then we figure out what happens next."
"And the hard way?" Jack's tone was chilly, and the room grew colder. When he turned around, he saw that her skin was pale, but her breath was now visible as the temperature dropped.
Mike moved closer, the pillow clutched tightly in his hands. He moved behind her, pushing her helpless body forward and shoving the pillow down next to her hip. When he grabbed her by the shoulders, she tensed up and frost crawled up his arms, but the coat protected him.
"It's a lot like the easy way, only you're stubborn and we never move on to trying to figure out how to fix you. Does that feel better?"
"I...what did you do?"
Mike moved in front of Jack and draped the blanket over her. "You were slouching to one side. I imagine your back was starting to hurt. Do you eat or drink? We have plenty of hot cocoa and cookies."
"You...what?" Jack blinked a few times, then groaned. "My head, it hurts so bad."
"I bet." He looked over at Holly. "Let's start with cocoa, but she needs a straw."
Holly looked dubious, but obeyed. The elf disappeared into the kitchen for a minute, then returned with a mug and a straw colored like a candy cane. He took it from Holly, then looked over his shoulder at Yuki, who had been strangely silent.
The kitsune was asleep in an armchair, a stray onion still clinging to her lips and a piece of sandwich clutched in one hand.
"Trade me." He handed Holly the mug, and walked over to find a blanket for Yuki. When he covered her, she let out a whimper, but then went still. When he looked at her soul, he saw that the golden light was busy trying to shine through the rest of Yuki's magic, but was still tucked in nice and neat.
When he returned to Jack, it was to see that she was trying to sip cocoa through the straw with Holly's help. The elf was using a monogrammed hand towel to wipe chocolate off of Jack's chin before it could freeze. He moved his chair closer to Jack and looked at her.
"So let's start with an easy question. To the best of your knowledge, are you currently dying?"
Jack looked startled at the question, then shook her head.
"Okay, a good start." There was a thud on the roof, and he looked up. "Okay, second question. Any way to call off your snow goons?"
Jack pondered this for several seconds, then pushed the straw out of her mouth with her tongue.
"I don't think so," she replied with a thick drawl. "Can't feel them anymore."
"Any idea why?"
Half of Jack's lip curled into a sneer. "Divinity. Some of it went into them, and now they are... unique. They no longer obey me."
"Okay, we can circle back to that problem later." He let out a deep breath and studied Jack. He could see a tiny storm forming just beneath the surface of her soul. It was easy to understand what that meant, he didn't blame her for being angry or afraid. In her position, he would be, too.
Maybe it was her vulnerability, or the way she stared at him like a wounded animal, but something about Jack resonated with him. Even though she was in league with the Krampus, he felt that there was something more there to be explored.
"What is the Krampus planning?" he asked. "Other than just being a general bas...bad guy."
Holly smiled at him in appreciation. Despite using her as a sexual battery earlier, she still required PG language.
"I'm not...entirely certain." Jack winced, looking away from him.
"Hey, are you okay?" He moved closer, ready to help her in any way he could. After a couple of moments, Jack turned to face him, doubt in her eye.
"Here." He took the mug from Holly and held the straw to Jack's lips. "We can get you water, too, just say the word."
"I don't understand." Jack stared at the straw like it was a blade held to her face. "Why show me kindness? I was coming here to kill you."
He looked over at Yuki, who snored contently in her seat. The sight summoned a big smile to his face.
"To be fair, I get that a lot." He moved the straw closer to her lips, and she reluctantly parted them, then sipped some more of the warm concoction. "I've met some of my best friends that way."
Jack let out a sigh and leaned away from the mug. "I'm starting to think this is all a bad dream."
"It isn't. I'm practically an expert on dreams these days." He set the mug down and moved to adjust the blanket. Leaning over Jack, he could feel the cold aura that she radiated, a chill that somehow made it through his coat. He was tucking the blanket behind one shoulder when her other eye popped open, the iris cracked like a piece of glass. That dilated pupil shifted upward to focus on him, and his mind was assailed by images of bountiful valleys. Miles of lush landscape were revealed to him, broken up by the remains of thousands of dead warriors, their skeletons rotting in bent and broken armor. Harp music played in his head, and now he stood on a cliff overlooking the ocean. In front of him was a voloptuous woman with long tresses of golden hair who looked back once before throwing herself toward the tumultuous waters below.
Mike snapped back to reality as ice bloomed through his entire body. The once limp half of Jack's body lunged at him, a dagger of ice clutched tight in her hand. There was a moment where time distorted, his brain processing her movement in slow motion. He pushed her wrist to the side, zapping her with electricity. The dagger slid out of her hand and shattered on the floor.
"YOU!" Jack's voice shifted in pitch and timbre as she slid her wrist from his hand and tried to slap him. He lifted his arm to block the strike, his eyes on Jack's other arm. It was wrapped around the back of the couch, keeping her from moving any closer.
"Stop it! Just stop it!" Jack begged, her voice back to normal. Yuki was by Mike's side now, her eyes wide and blazing with light as she held up a spear of her own.
"What have you done to me?" The shrill voice turned into a wail, and Jack started to slide off the couch. Mike pushed aside Yuki's spear and knelt down to catch her before she could crumble on the floor.
"Easy," he told her, watching cautiously as her soul undulated in wild circles. An inner light emerged, threatening to consume what was already there. "We aren't going to harm you."
"That would be Freya," Yuki said. "Goddess of War, apparently."
"War, huh? Met a guy earlier this year, big sword, he was a huge dick. Fancied himself a horseman. Friend of yours?" Mike pushed Freya/Jack back onto the couch and was impressed at how both her eyes conveyed a different sort of confusion.
"Just stop it, Freya, please. They saved us." Jack was staring into her own lap when her voice shifted again. "They're luring us in with a false sense of--"
Mike took the spear from Yuki and pressed it against Jack's throat. Both Jack and Freya held perfectly still as he pushed forward on it.
"Sorry, Jack, but your friend is a little intense and needs a reality check. Freya, is it?"
"I'll kill you," Freya whispered.
"Not if you don't get stronger," he told her, moving the point of the spear to avoid accidentally stabbing her. "We've had nothing but opportunity. Poison in the cocoa, stabbed with a spear, or we could have just let Grýla kill you, it would have been far easier on us."
"Grýla would have eaten you, too." Holly stood from where she had ducked down, then adjusted her dress. "There wouldn't have even been a body to bury."
"See? So many ways we could have let you be someone else's problem. But my friend here dragged your ass across the arctic to give you a shot at survival. Why, you may ask?"
"Because I'm a Radley." Yuki moved next to Mike, her eyes shining as she put an arm on his shoulder. "And being a Radley means looking out for those who need help. I was planning to kill you, I'll admit it. But when you blew in, shouting in two different voices, I could tell you weren't in a good place. Heck, I spent decades in the same position, just a giant ball of hatred. You make terrible decisions when you're in that place, even when your intentions are good.
"Even before Grýla knocked you out, I had decided that you needed help. This was a chance to balance the scales for everything this man has done for me, to pay his good deeds forward. I even asked myself what he would do in my situation, because his methods are...unorthodox. But ultimately, he would have wanted to help. Maybe you aren't seeking redemption, but I can tell you're definitely looking for something. And you will never find it by fighting your way through us."
Surprised at Yuki's words, Mike smiled and nodded his agreement. "So what do you say, Freya? I think Jack gets it, but we need you on board as well. We were never your enemy. We just came here to help Holly figure out where everybody went." He gestured to the elf, who had moved away from the altercation. Holly nodded her agreement. "We don't have to be friends, but I don't think we need to be enemies. I know Jack was working for the Krampus, and suspect she realizes now that was a terrible idea. Help us undo her mistake, to make things right at the North Pole. And if you help us, we want to help you."
The figure on the couch regarded him for several moments, then let out a sigh. Jack/Freya muttered to herself for a couple of minutes, the words unintelligible. Mike couldn't tell if it was another language or if she was muttering fast, but it was obviously a conversation not meant for his ears.
"My weaker half thinks that we should hear you out," Freya said. "But I admit that I think she's a poor judge of character. After all, she's the one who got us into this mess."
"And I'm the one who wants to help you out of it." Mike lowered the spear, then handed it back to Yuki. His danger sense had gone quiet as Freya studied him. He could sense the wisdom and judgment in that broken eye, but something far more interesting was starting to shine through.
It was hope. Jack wasn't just one broken person, but two, and he needed to figure out how to make them whole again. He was being given a chance to help someone while learning more about his new abilities, and he was going to take it.
"Okay, Jack, Freya. I'm going to ask you one more question before we do anything else, and I need you both to be completely honest." He picked up the mug of hot cocoa and took a sip, his throat suddenly dry. He flinched when he realized the cocoa had gone ice cold. Jack had sucked the heat right out of it. He set the mug down and rubbed his hands together in anticipation.
"What on earth is the Krampus up to and how do we stop him?"

❄️❄️❄️

The long ductwork of the North Pole frustrated Kisa. It wasn't just that they randomly shifted and often smelled of burnt hair, or even the fact that Mike's presence would move nonsensically all around her.
It was the darkness. Some parts of the system were lit, but most weren't. Kisa kept her flashlight off unless absolutely needed, meaning that most of her time was spent following blind behind Tink (who could see in the dark with her goggles). Cats could see very well at night, but that still required some form of ambient light, of which there was none.
"Stop." Tink sniffed the air, and Kisa heard the clicking of lenses. "Okay, safe now."
"Does it usually take this long?" Kisa grumbled.
"Air flow bad," Tink responded for perhaps the hundredth time. At least the goblin was being patient with her. "Think good vent soon."
Soon. That was Tink's answer every time, but it did little to assuage Kisa's anxiety. She hated the idea of getting stuck in here, running until she died of thirst or fell down a hundred-story shaft. They had seen one a bit ago, both of them navigating a ledge that was less than a foot wide. Down below, Kisa had thought she had heard things moving in the darkness, but Tink told her she was imagining things.
There was a metallic thud, and she felt the ducts change again. Tink paused, then turned around and pointed behind them.
"Tink find good vent," she declared.
Kisa spun in place and saw a vent that looked just big enough for them to fit through. Being pessimistic, she waited until Tink inspected the grill and then undid the screws on the inside. Almost all of the vents unscrewed from the inside, the ones at Santa's house being the exception. She assumed that it was maybe a security issue, or that Santa and his spouse knew better than to wander into a shapeshifting deathtrap, but the reasons didn't matter. Tink pushed the decorative grating outward, then twisted it sideways to retract it into the vent. Kisa slid through the opening, her hair snagging on the rough edges.
"Finally," she whispered, seeing that she was in some sort of administrative building. The room was lined with desks that held glowing lamps and scattered stacks of paper. Tink followed Kisa into the room, then looked around with a frown on her face.
"Tink not sure where this is." She pulled out her map and examined it. While she was busy doing that, Kisa moved to one of the desks to look at the paper. It had a fancy letterhead, and on the desk was a spilled basket containing unopened letters. They were addressed to Santa, and some of them had been written in crayon.
"This is where the letters go," Kisa said. "So we're somewhere in the Mailroom."
"Tink understand now." The goblin wrote something on her map and folded it back up. "Kisa safe here. Move quiet, no get hurt."
"I'll do my best." She hugged her friend, then let out a sigh. "I'll wait a bit to check in with Mike, let him know where I'm at. Then I'm off to check things out."
The goblin nodded, then squeezed back into the HVAC system. She put the grill back into place with Kisa's help and let out a sigh.
"Tink fix furnace, come find Kisa and husband. Make good decision, come home safe. Okay?"
"Okay." Kisa stuck her fingers through the ornate grating and Tink gave them a squeeze before disappearing into the darkness. For the first time in a while, she was truly alone.
After a couple attempts at Cat Radio, she managed to connect with Mike. It sounded like Jack Frost was being cooperative for now, but apparently had never been clued in to whatever the Krampus was planning. While frustrating, it just meant that Kisa would have to cover more ground in the hopes of discovering anything.
The psychic phone call over, she pulled out the map she had drawn and studied it. The odds were pretty slim that the elves or Krampus were holed up in this administrative building, but she decided to be thorough. The last thing she wanted was to miss something important.
She also had an entirely different reason for checking here.
When she left the room, she was careful to crack the door first and check the hallway. While her ability to go unnoticed was powerful, an opening door would still be visible and cause questions to be asked. Once out in the hallway, she wasn't nearly as cautious. All that was required was her desire to go unnoticed.



Not that it mattered. The administrative building was deserted. Half eaten snacks and unfinished mugs of cocoa had been left at desks and on tables. It was as if the elves here had walked off the job, no questions asked.
There must have been an open window somewhere in the building, because it created an eerie howl that made her think of a lone wolf in the forest. Maybe the sound was a manifestation of the soul of the North Pole, calling out for the lost sounds of the workshop. Maybe it was the spirits of the Northern Lights, singing a funeral dirge for the elves of the workshop.
Or maybe it was just the fact that she was wandering through abandoned buildings that were spooky as hell, knowing the Krampus could be around any corner. Her anxiety built as she wondered if she could hide from such a being. During the fight with the Horsemen, they had lost track of her more than once. Was the Krampus more powerful than the physical manifestation of War? Or was he just a scary ass fucker giving her walking nightmares?
"Focus, dammit." She patted her cheeks, and pulled a cookie out of her pocket. It was delicious and filled her belly, but she was already missing the taste and ambiance of one of Sofia's home cooked meals.
It took her an hour to clear the building, and she saw no sign of the elves or anything else of interest. She found the tunnel system under the building and used it to go next door. This massive building was a warehouse with giant rolls of wrapping paper and several push carts for carrying them. It was much faster to check this one as it only had a few offices.
After checking the map again, Kisa skipped the tunnel and went outside to cross the street. The snow was up to her waist in places, and she frowned when she heard the crunching of ice behind her. Looking up, she saw that a snow griffon had landed on the roof of the warehouse, surveying the city with a steely gaze.
Unsure how her abilities would work on a creature that wasn't alive, she knelt down behind a drift and waited. The griffon paced the roof, then let out a shrill cry before taking flight again, leaving Kisa by herself.
The next few buildings yielded nothing of interest, though Kisa found a pair of pouches similar to Holly's. One was empty, but the other had been stocked up with cookies and candy canes, so she took it. She didn't recognize the type of cookies inside, but her danger senses triggered when she went to take a bite, so she left it alone.
After a check-in with Mike, Kisa decided it was a good time to take a break. She found a building with a big door, twenty foot high rafters, and replacement parts for Santa's sleigh. Satisfied that it was a safe place to hide, she used a ladder to climb a nearby wall, then sunk her claws into the wood and scaled the remaining distance until she was up above the work zone.
Closing her eyes, she pictured the map in her mind. Not only had she found no trace of the missing elves, but she hadn't found any sort of records room. It was an idea that she had come up with after the encounter with Christmas Past and asked Holly about in a roundabout way. Somewhere in the North Pole, there was a room where Santa kept track of all the gifts he had ever given out and who he had given them to.
Holly had explained that Santa gave gifts in a way that allowed for adults to take credit for them later. Kisa had this potentially insane idea that the old man who took her in would have addressed any gifts for her with her nickname, meaning that Santa would have done the same thing. A records room would potentially have such information, so why not her true identity, or the identity of the old man?
Even if she found out who she was, it technically wouldn't change things for her. To anybody who knew her in her old life, it had been several years since she just disappeared one day, never to be seen again. And it wasn't like she had family that was looking for her.
If nothing else, she wanted to remember the man who took her in and cared for her when nobody else did. It seemed only right that someone mourn his death, even if it was so long after the fact.
She had told Mike some of this months ago, and he had done what he could to help. Private investigators had been of little use, and even Eulalie had been unable to narrow down a location or date based on Kisa's descriptions of her home. After enough dead ends, she had given up.
But now she knew she had a grandmother, too, one that loved her. That knowledge alone had reopened her desire to learn about her past.
When she fell asleep, she was in Mike's Dreamscape again, which meant he was asleep. It was such a strange sensation, knowing that she was walking around inside his mind, a feat made possible by being his familiar. Her winter coat was gone, replaced by a midriff and dance shorts. Far happier in these clothes, she wandered the grounds of his soul for a bit, headed in his general direction. He was waiting for her on the roof of the house, one of her favorite places in the real world.
"There you are." He patted the shingles next to him, and she climbed the trellis to join him. "How is the Christmas village?"
"Spooky as fuck." She laid back and let out a frustrated sigh. "I haven't found out anything, I feel like I'm letting everybody down."
"Hardly." He rubbed her exposed belly, scratching the fur near her waistband. This was something she enjoyed in the real world, too, but didn't indulge in unless it was just the two of them. She embraced quite a few things about being more cat than woman, but this one was more embarrassing than others.
"I also have something to confess," she told him. "My intentions weren't exactly pure. I had this stupid idea in my head that I might figure out who I was by digging through old records or something."
Mike looked at her with curiosity. "That's a bit of a leap. Do they even keep records up here?"
It took her a few minutes to explain it to him. By the time she was done, she had moved her head onto his lap where he now ran his fingers through her hair.
Mike was quiet, and Kisa worried that she had disappointed him. She didn't used to care, but their bond had gotten much stronger in the last few months, making her put him on a pedestal in a manner he wouldn't agree to. It had bothered her at first, idolizing a man she barely knew only because of their magical connection, but he had never taken advantage of it.
"Can you make her? Your grandmother." Mike lifted an arm and an image of a generic old woman appeared. "Just change the things you remember and we can get her as close as possible."
"How will that help?" she asked.
"Because I'll have Lily copy it and then show Eulalie in real life." Mike examined the floating picture while chewing at his lip. "We could even do that for the old man, you remember him better. I wish I had thought of it sooner. Or maybe it would be better for her to dive into your dreams? Whatever you're most comfortable with."
Stunned, Kisa did as he asked, spending several minutes sculpting an image of her grandmother with Mike. Once finished, it wasn't quite right, but it was passable.
"Oh, and if you find the records, don't get caught up digging through files. I don't want you losing track of time or your surroundings." He sat back and admired their handiwork. "The blank face must have been unsettling to see in person."
"Very." She leaned her head on his shoulder. "So what are you up to tonight? Banging your way through your dream harem."
He laughed, wrapping an arm around her waist. "You sound a little jealous."
"Yeah, well, I always get this background buzz whenever you're getting busy with someone, doesn't matter whether you're awake or asleep. It's not as bad as that full moon incident in the centaur village, but still, it drives me nuts! End up horny all the damn time while you're busy laying more pipe than a plumber."
"Yeah, sorry about that. I'll admit it, I spend time trying things out with everyone in here. It's also a lot safer, because nobody can get hurt."
Kisa lifted an eyebrow. "What the fuck are you all doing in here that would hurt you?"
"There was that one time we had a game of naked Twister and Abella fell on Tink." The stupid grin on Mike's face meant he was telling the truth. "Oh, and the fairies can be life size, if they want. That's always interesting."
She snorted. "Then why bother with fucking anybody while you're awake? Sounds like it's way more fun in here."
"Because I prefer the people these souls belong to. After all, I'm just borrowing them until, well..." His face clouded over, and he sighed. "But you'll be happy to know that the extreme beach sex tournament was cancelled. Ratu, Naia and I are going to talk about how to fix Jack."
He had alluded to this in their updates over the last day. Jack Frost was apparently a fragment of the goddess Freya, who had manifested inside her body, or their body, Kisa was a bit fuzzy on the details. Mike had gotten the idea into his head that he could keep her from falling apart completely, maybe even fix her, but Kisa had doubts.
"But we've got to work on repairing those broken threads," Mike said. Kisa realized she hadn't been paying attention. "If we can get her functional, she might be able to help with the ice monsters roaming all over."
"That would be a big help," Kisa admitted.
They chatted on the roof for a while longer, then Mike left to meet with the others. Kisa stayed behind, enjoying the feeling of the faux sun on her shoulders. She didn't mind the mini vacation from the North Pole, and hoped that she could curl up with an actual sunbeam sometime soon.
A harsh, guttural voice severed her connection to the Dreamscape, and Kisa opened her eyes. Below her hiding spot, she heard a loud rattle followed by a crumpling sound.
"Clear it all out," the Krampus demanded, and Kisa moved to the edge of the beam to take a look. The Krampus stood on a rickety sleigh hooked up to seven demonic reindeer. Around him, a mountain of presents had appeared. Dozens of elves surrounded the sleigh, and they dutifully picked up the gifts and rushed them away in carts. "I expect you to have this place ready for my return."
Oh, shit, she thought to herself, her tail flicking back and forth. The elves obeyed without hesitation, pushing the carts toward a doorway she hadn't noticed before.
"Krampus." The grating voice sounded like gravel in a rock crusher, and an immense figure appeared in the opening to the barn. It was Grýla, her face concealed by long, greasy locks of hair. "I have news."
The Krampus ignored her at first, dumping an impossible amount of presents out of his sack. It wasn't much bigger than a backpack, but he swung it by the bottom, casting out hundreds of gifts in a wide arc. Once empty, he gave the sack an exploratory squeeze and turned toward the giant.
"What happened to you?" he asked.
"That mortal." Grýla limped forward, then bowed. "Jack had been gravely wounded, and his people captured her. When I went to retrieve her, he did this to me."
She pulled her hair away from her face in a dramatic reveal. The mottled skin underneath had been blasted apart, making it look like she had taken a hot iron to the face. Deep gashes had been instantly cauterized, her eyes stuck looking wider than normal. In some places, the skin was missing, revealing the fat and muscle beneath behind.
The Krampus laughed. It was a horrible sound that made Kisa sick to her stomach.
"It's an improvement," he said, then tossed his bag back in the cart. "What would you have me do, hmm? Try to break into my own home? Not with that old crone in there, oh no!" The Krampus smoothed down the fabric of his coat in contemplation then leaned on the sleigh. "But we won't have to worry about her much longer. This sack doesn't hold as much as the big one. If your idiot children hadn't failed at the one job I gave them, I would have retrieved all of Santa's gifts already and your face would be, well, as it was. Your revenge will come in time."
"I don't want time, I demand compensation!" Grýla slammed her fist into the ground, causing the whole building to shudder. Kisa had a horrifying mental image of falling from her hiding spot and landing right between the giant and the Krampus.
"Interesting." The Krampus studied the giant anew, stroking his scraggly beard. "It would seem there have been more changes here than I realized."
"I am stronger now." Grýla held her head up high, which was still somehow lower than her stooped shoulders. "I have more power."
"Without Jack, I do need someone I trust to monitor things up here. But perhaps on my next trip out, I could bring you a special present?" The Krampus laughed. "Though you would have to wait for Christmas day to eat it."
"Eat?" Grýla's eyes lit up. "You would bring me something...to eat?"
"The one thing Santa wouldn't let you have, that's right!" The Krampus smiled and hopped onto his sleigh. "Things are going to change, Grýla. The world is about to change, and you're going to be right there by my side when it does. No more bowing down to the humans, nor obeying their whimsy. I will not be beholden to the same rules as Santa, I'm going to do things my way. The children of the world will quake in their boots, knowing that I watch their every move, ready to dish out punishment on Christmas Day!"
Grýla was ignoring the Krampus, long beads of drool now hanging from her mouth. "After so many years," she muttered to herself. "I had almost forgotten how they taste."
"All in good time." The Krampus hopped into the driver's seat, his reindeer stamping the ground in excitement. "I shall return soon enough. If you get the chance, kill the Caretaker."
"Caretaker?" Grýla asked.
"The mortal, or Mike, as he likes to be called." The Krampus scowled at her. "Now get out of my way."
Grýla dutifully moved aside, and the Krampus snapped the reins. There was a loud crack, and he was gone, leaving behind only a set of tracks in the snow.
"Food," muttered Grýla, staring in the direction the Krampus had departed. She patted her belly a few times, then looked over at a nearby elf.
"Appetizer," she declared, picking the poor thing up in both hands. The elf didn't even struggle as she carried it outside into the snow. Kisa covered her mouth in horror, the elves below continuing their task without fail, seemingly oblivious to the loud crunching that came from outside.

❄️❄️❄️

Mike stood on the edge of the fountain, a swirling mass of energy overhead. Lily sat cross-legged in front of him, one hand gripping his wrist as she helped him manage the Dreamscape and maintain the virtual soul they had constructed. Though she typically saw souls as tiny lights or humanoid forms, the shifting lights were common between all three, and she was responsible for making it shine.
Naia lay beneath the pseudo soul, contributing her own knowledge of how a soul functioned, the miraculous threads folding through each other like a kinetic optical illusion. Between the three of them, the result was still a very basic knock-off of what Mike saw compared to the real thing, but simulating a true soul was essentially impossible.
"Fascinating." Ratu had been walking around the fountain for several minutes now, deep in contemplation. "It's unlike anything I've ever seen. I have studied sentient magical objects before, but even then, I only see the magic itself. The threads aren't as plentiful, nor are they as interwoven."
Mike said nothing, his concentration centered on the projection. "So with Mrs. Claus, I did something like this." He severed a couple of the threads, causing them to unravel and turn into mist. After several seconds of letting them unravel, he started weaving the loose ends together and tucking them back in.
"Okay, that makes sense to me. To you, it's like making sure a string doesn't slip loose, but these are non-Euclidean. Look." Ratu pointed to something he couldn't see. "The moment you tuck them in, they merge with the original body."
"Are you sure that isn't just an artifact of the Dreamscape?" Lily didn't even bother pretending to be bored. In fact, she seemed just as fascinated as Ratu.
"It isn't." Naia's eyes were closed, her hands raised upward as if summoning the soul into her arms. "This is how stability feels to me. During the swap, small pieces are exchanged, and this is what it's like both before and after the process."
"Show me Yuki's soul." Ratu was licking her lips and pacing in anticipation as Mike tried to recreate the general shape and colors he could remember from the kitsune. Other than making some of the threads look like scattered waveforms, he made no progress.
"It's too complicated," he explained. "But here." The golden light was easy enough to tuck into the soul, some of it bleeding out.
"Wow." Ratu looked at Mike. "Are you sure we can't just get a volunteer to let us examine her soul? I bet somebody here would be happy to help."
"Not gonna happen." Mike threw the naga a hard look. He didn't like the idea of taking one of the souls in his head and picking it apart like a science project inside the Dreamscape. He also had no idea what sort of effect it might have on him or whoever the soul belonged to when they inevitably returned.
"I would love to see this in real life." Ratu shook her head. Though the ladies of the Dreamscape had access to his mind and memories, they weren't able to just ride shotgun on his shoulders like a team of devils and angels.
"I may be able to do something about that." Lily looked at Mike. "I can broadcast what you see, to some extent. It will be like watching a movie."
"We could call it Mike TV." Naia laughed. "We could see everything you do!"
"Ooh, I like this idea." Lily licked her lips. "Maybe we could set up a big screen out here so everybody could watch it."
"Later, ladies. I need to figure this out." He twisted the dimensions of the soul again until it looked reminiscent of Jack's soul. With her and Freya's permission, he had spent hours studying their unique condition. The former goddess was quite the enigma, but considering two separate personalities controlled only one leg apiece, their presence no longer threatened him.
That, and if he was being truthful, her soul was fragile enough that he wondered what would happen if he grabbed onto one of those weaker threads and just ripped it out.
"Okay, this is a mess." Ratu crossed her arms and walked back and forth. "It reminds me of something, but I can't think of what."
"A scrambled protein." Zel appeared as if by magic, a journal in her hand. She was frantically sketching the design, her eyes stuck on the soul. "It's something you'll see a lot in alchemy. You had something that looked like string, but when you cooked it, the cells changed shape."
"I would say that it's more complicated than that," Ratu began, but then nodded. "But the analogy holds true. We can't treat this as purely a magical endeavor, nor a scientific one. We tread a spiritual realm that doesn't obey logic, so must rely on ideas we can understand."
"And that's not what they look like." Cecilia was there, too, hovering up above. "Not to me, nor to Lily, or even Naia. The three of us see souls very differently than you do, and that may be part of the problem."
Mike pondered this idea for a bit. "So you're saying that how I perceive the soul somehow affects it?"
"More like your mind is translating it into something unique to you." Ratu bit her lip and then clapped her hands together. "Of course! I think I get it now!"
"You do?"
"The little spiders you make. They are a manifestation of your soul and your magic. When Velvet passed, it had a profound effect on you spiritually, and this is yet another evolution of your abilities!" Ratu explained, clapping her hands in delight.



"And now Mike is seeing souls almost like a web-analogue for human beings. It's because humans don't weave webs, but you do braid string." Zel scribbled more notes, making Mike wonder if he had a way to access what she wrote down or if those etchings would simply disappear into the Dreamscape once she looked away.
He let out a sigh. "Okay, so these are some great ideas, but that doesn't help me with Jack's situation."
"It may, actually. You see, spider webs have different shapes and designs based on their function. You may be able to discern these properties if you consider them from that perspective," Ratu said.
Amymone, who had been hiding behind her tree, leaned out to reveal herself. "And you should be pretty good at it," she told him. "After all, weren't you a web developer?"
She ducked away as the others all threw rocks, the projectiles bouncing harmlessly off the trunk of her tree.
"I feel like she was just biding her time on that one." Mike couldn't help but chuckle. Even he had considered the programming angle. "Okay, so how can I use this information?"
"Next time you inspect Jack's soul, I want you to think about it using the web analogy." Ratu pointed at some of the lone strings holding the soul together. "This looks more like two separate webs than one to me. How would you put such a thing back together?"
"Or maybe I'm meant to pull it apart?" Mike frowned.
"I wouldn't do that unless you want to kill her. If you had another body for Freya to inhabit, then maybe, but I suspect you would end up with two incomplete webs if you attempted it. Neither would be good for much, other than falling apart in a stiff breeze." Ratu waved her hand and summoned a cup of tea. "Now perhaps--"
"Mike!" Kisa manifested in front of him, terror on her face. Her appearance startled Zel, causing the centaur to race off as the others watched her. "I just saw him, the Krampus!"
"You did? What happened?" Even though they were in a dream, he could see how hard Kisa was breathing. "Wait, is he after you? Are you safe?"
"No. And yes, I'm fine, but..." She took a calming breath. "He has his own sleigh, he's using it to steal back the presents the others have already delivered. The elves are taking them somewhere, I'm getting ready to follow them."
"Shit!" Mike ran his fingers through his hair, then summoned a copy of the map. "Where are you now?"
Kisa pointed, and a red X appeared on one of the buildings. "I think it's some sort of maintenance building for the sleigh, I'm not sure. Also, the giant was here. Krampus told her that Mrs. Claus was going to disappear soon, and then..." She took a deep breath and trembled. "After Krampus left, she ate one of the elves."
"Fuck." He put his hands on Kisa's shoulders. "Okay, priority one is your safety. Priority two is finding out where the elves are being kept. Maybe we can rescue them, or whatever."
Kisa nodded, rubbing tears from her eyes. "I can still hear her, Mike. I think she's eating another one." Her voice was little more than a whisper.
He pulled her in for a hug, holding her tight. "There's nothing you can do. She's all hopped up on god juice right now, I doubt anyone but Yuki could stop her." Or maybe Jack.
"I have to go." He kissed Kisa on the forehead. "It's time to do six impossible things before breakfast."
"What?" Kisa stepped away from her and wiped her eyes. "I don't get the reference."
"It's from Alice in Wonderland." He had no idea why he had even said it, but his eyes flicked to the boughs of Amymone's tree. Yuki was squatting in the branches, watching the two of them. The kitsune nodded her approval, then vanished. That was different, he thought to himself as he turned toward Kisa. "Stay safe, little kitty."
He opened his eyes and sat up from his recliner, the blanket covering him falling to the floor. Yuki looked up from where she sat, a Tom Clancy book in her hands.
"Everything okay?" she asked.
"No. Stay here with the others, I need to check on something." He ran for the stairs, ascending them two at a time. When he got to Mrs. Claus' bedroom, his heart dropped through his stomach. She had the body of a ninety year old woman, her body much smaller than before. Not only had she shrunk physically, but her threads had almost vanished. The old woman would be gone soon, snuffed out like a candle.
"Shit, shit, shit." He burst out of the room and ran down the stairs. Holly, who had been asleep on a nearby couch, watched him in curiosity, then got up and ran toward the stairs, presumably to check on Mrs. Claus.
"Mike?" Yuki was standing now. "What's going on?"
"I need to check on something." He looked over at Freya/Jack, who remained slumped on the couch. "I'll be back in a few minutes."
Without waiting for a response, he moved to the door that led down to the North Pole. The trip was faster this time, but mostly because he was running as fast as he dared, his magic spiders lighting the way. It still took a while before he reached the bottom, and by the time he got to the massive artifact, he could see that the magic spiraling around the bottom had been depleted.
On the magical globe, he could see a dark circle (which was probably the Krampus) moving across Asia, the light of the sphere fading away beneath it. The light representing Lily and the others was somewhere over Europe now, their speed far slower.
"Shit!" He moved closer to the pole, staring hard at the bottom third of it. The magic was unwinding, turning into a fine mist when it touched the air. Clicking his tongue as he examined the structure, he fought the urge to touch it. The surface of the pole looked like molten metal, and his precognition practically screamed that this would be a bad idea.
Once the magic was gone, it would be lights out for Mrs. Claus. Holly would no longer be protected, which meant the Krampus would come back to take her.
Watching those threads unwind, he made a knee-jerk decision to reach out with his magic and grab onto them. Maybe he could force them back around the pole, or tie the world's most powerful square knot.
The North Pole made a sound like screeching metal, and the ensuing blast hurled him across the room. The impact would have hurt far less if he hadn't hit one of Santa's abandoned work tables.
Mike wheezed for several seconds, the air knocked out of his lungs. It took him several seconds to crawl toward the closest table, his whole body tingling.
"Good god, that was stupid," he said with a groan, pulling himself to his feet using a nearby chair. "Note to self. Don't grab the Christmas magic. It grabs back."
Unable to stand, he collapsed into the chair. Leaning forward, he took several deep breaths, trying to collect his thoughts. How much time was left before this home was no longer safe? Should they run and hide?
No. Hiding would do nothing. When the Krampus came, they needed to be ready for him, but how? Maybe if they found a way to meet up with the others, they could be strong enough, but then what? He needed more time.
"Wait a second." Mike looked up at the spinning globe. The others were spending months out there for every day he was in here. Could he use that to his advantage? Holly had been able to travel to his home with a fireplace, could he do something similar?
The feeling now back in his legs, he got to his feet and wobbled toward the exit. Climbing those stairs was going to be a bitch, but he would muddle through. He was almost to the door when he noticed the tall apparition blocking his way, barely visible in the glow of the pole.
"I don't suppose you're here to tell me I've been a good boy?" Mike asked, trying to step away from the Ghost of Christmas Future.
The cowled figure shook its head ominously. Mike turned to run away, but the spirit had appeared behind him, bony arms stretched wide to embrace him. He desperately summoned his magic, but it was too late.
The world turned to darkness as the Ghost of Christmas Future whisked him away.

❄️❄️❄️

For anyone curious, my favorite Ghost of Christmas Future was the one from Scrooged. It's one of my favorite Christmas movies, you should check it out sometime!
Thank you so much for making it through this chapter. I l am having so much fun with the Christmas arc, and promise you that next book will take place somewhere much warmer!
On your way out, please make sure to click some stars for me or leave a comment. I've got some great twists and a phenomenal sex scene planned for you in a future chapter that you definitely don't want to miss, and I never would have gotten this far without you!
Now go do something kind for yourself. You've earned it!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne back with more "Let's lewd the North Pole" adventures!
New reader? You brave soul. You think that you will understand what is happening here, but be warned that there are over a million words of content before this point. Actually, here's a fun fact I learned the other day: Part 4 of this story (chapters 43-60) is roughly 229,000 words!
But hey, I'm not your mother (despite some of my stranger email requests), so you do you.
Returning reader? Welcome back! We're about to ramp this bitch up to 88 miles per hour, which means you're going to see some serious shit!
I would like to thank everyone who has been part of this journey here on Lit. I know I do this almost every chapter, but a writer is nothing without their readers, and I choose to give credit where it's due. Thanks for your comments, feedback, and definitely leaving stars and such, as they attract new readers. I so enjoy seeing those "Holy shit, I just binged all your chapters" emails, then think how lucky those people are that they didn't have to wait 5 years like the most loyal of you. I don't even like waiting in line at the drive-thru!
Anyway, I hope this chapter finds you in good health and that you're ready to see what happens next. If you're scared of what may happen, then perhaps you should
Fight the Future
Wheezing for air, Mike fell from Christmas Future's frightening embrace onto cold, rough concrete. Looking up at the spirit, it was impossible to see into the darkness of their hood, or to make out any features except for the pale hand that quickly withdrew into a long, dark sleeve. It was hard to tell if the digits were skeletal, or if the skin had simply withered to a thin, pale layer of flesh.
"Take me back." He tried to stand, but his limbs were still weak from his attempt to manipulate the North Pole's magic. "I need to get back to the others."
The spirit said nothing, then pointed over Mike's shoulder.
"Asshole," Mike muttered, then rolled over to look. They were on the sidewalk just outside his home, the front yard empty of life. The hedge maze had dried up completely, the husks of his bushes covered in dead leaves. The front windows were broken, and a piece of plywood had been nailed into place over the door.
The spirit pointed again, as if urging Mike forward.
"No, fuck you. Your boss sent you to off me, I'm not stupid." Mike stood, his legs wobbling beneath him like a newborn calf. "Have you seen your siblings? Not the hot one, but Christmas Past. All those centuries of Christmas, pissed on by a corrupted Santa Claus."
Christmas Future tilted their head, then pointed again.
"Nah, I'm good." Mike moved to lean against the stone wall surrounding his house, but Christmas Future seized him by the collar and dragged him toward the house. He kicked and punched, but the ghost simply shifted out of the way or moved so that contact was minimal.
Mike went limp, forcing the spirit to drop him. They picked him up and dragged him toward the house, but Mike closed his eyes.
"Even if you take me, I'm not gonna look! You can't hurt me if I don't--"
The air was knocked out of him as Christmas Future threw him bodily through the plywood. The wood shattered and Mike nearly lost consciousness, his brain scrambled from the impact. The spirit picked him up again and dragged him through the house toward the backyard.
Luckily, the backdoor wasn't boarded up, which meant that Mike was able to twist the knob to unlatch it before he was shoved through. They were in the backyard now, and it was just as dead as the front. Amymone's tree was a jagged stump, while Naia's fountain was empty of water.
Mike closed his eyes again, but the spirit wrestled him into position and dug its fingers into his face, prying his eyelids open. He tried to bite the spirit, but the bastard moved out of the way.
"You know, I miss the days when people just told me my world was going to burn. Half expected to see it here, to be honest. So this is the future, eh? How far forward are we? Is Winds of Winter out yet?"
Christmas Future responded by shaking him and pointing Mike's face at the fountain.
"Okay, yes. I'm so sad, everybody is dead, boo hoo." Seeing these things would have terrified him, but he already knew that what the spirit showed him was only one possible future. "I'll change my ways, time to go back, I guess."
The spirit pushed him onto the ground. Mike got a mouthful of dirt, which he spat out.
"The future tastes like ass," he grumbled. Okay, so the plan to depress him had failed. Shouldn't the spirit have known that?
The ghost of Christmas Future kicked Mike in the ribs. The attack was so fast that Mike couldn't avoid it, but he was able to twist out of the way enough that the attack wasn't as effective.
"Oh, fuck, now I know why you didn't find me earlier." Mike tried to crawl away, his spaghetti legs doing him no favors. "You can see the future. You waited to nab me when I was all alone and would be weak--"
Another kick caught him in the rear, and he tumbled ass over head down the hill just past the fountain. He came to a stop, his eyes now on the gates to the Underworld. The lock was missing, and he could see the misty trees on the other side.
"Oh, you just screwed up." He army-crawled toward the gate, eager to get to the other side. Whether his body or spirit was in the future didn't matter. The Underworld would accept him either way, and he would come back with a fire breathing hellhound in just a minute.
Another kick missed him, and he managed to get his feet under him. The Underworld was so close, and the ghost of Christmas Future was hot on his heels.
Wait a second. Mike's hand had closed on the cold iron of the gate when he remembered that Christmas Future could see all possible outcomes. Shouldn't it be wary of driving him somewhere with potential allies?
Was Cerberus even on the other side of this gate?
Instead of passing through the gate, he waited just long enough for Christmas Future to catch up to him, then twisted to one side and yanked the gate open. The metal bars capable of restraining demonic hordes slammed into Christmas Future, knocking the spirit back. They fell on the ground, hood slipping down briefly to reveal that the spirit's face was a smooth mass of flesh with holes where the eyes and mouth should be. A dark mist leaked from each orifice, pooling beneath the spirit's body.
"Oh, fuck me," Mike whispered, watching in horror as the mist tried to curl around his feet. He took a step back, tripping over a small object. It was the lock to the gate, covered in enough dirt that he hadn't seen it. "You were going to lock me in there, weren't you?"
Christmas Future stood by planting their feet and leaning forward without using their hands in a move that would have made Nosferatu jealous. The spirit made a sound like someone inhaling a tremendous amount of air, but Mike didn't stick around to see what would happen next. He did a hobble-run toward the greenhouse that probably looked like he had ridden a horse all day and now had a major case of swamp ass.
Christmas Future teleported in front of him, its arms outstretched, but Mike was ready. The gate was proof that the spirit couldn't accurately predict what was going to happen, not all of the time. In fact, it had only been a last moment decision that had kept him from going through the gate.
It was similar to what he would do while playing Slap the Cyclops with Sofia. Focus hard on one intent, and then do something else, or even the opposite. He could take a swing at the spirit, or try to slip past him, but perhaps those were the actions he was most likely to take.
Focusing hard on taking a swing at the ghost, Mike changed his mind at the last second and tackled the spirit to the ground. They bounced and rolled across the yard, the world blurring around them. It was the house again, but the fairies were having a snowball fight with each other while a pair of gargoyles circled overhead.
"So what's wrong with this one?" Mike demanded. The spirit responded by twisting behind him and smashing his face into the rock wall. Not only did it hurt like hell, but the gargoyles dropped down from above and an alarm went through the house. Streams of magic coalesced around them, and Christmas Future drove its knee into Mike's solar plexus.
"Oof." It was the only comeback available to him, but everything blurred again and now they were outside the burned out shell of his home. Mike gritted his teeth and tried to suck in some air as Christmas Future wrapped an arm around his throat and put him in a chokehold.
The tingling in his body was replaced by the roaring fury of his magic. Molten rage manifested as a blistering frenzy of electrical energy across his back, and Christmas Future blipped out of existence with a hissing sound.
Gasping, Mike crawled toward the home. He didn't know how long it would take before Christmas Future returned, but something important had occurred to him. These futures were only single possibilities from a nigh infinite number of outcomes. Were they just complex illusions similar to what Christmas Past could accomplish, or was he actually in these potential futures?
If the latter, then his family could help him if he could get their attention. He needed to be inside the house, just in case--
Christmas Future grabbed him by the ankles and dragged him away from the home. The spirit picked him up and tossed him onto a massive stone that appeared as the future shifted again. Mike smacked his lip on the cold marble, then leaned back enough to see his own name carved into the rock.
Mike Radley
Beloved husband, father, and friend.
He looked at the bottom and saw that it was today's date.
"Nice touch, asshole." He pulled himself over the headstone, just avoiding another kick to the head. Falling flat on the ground, he started laughing. After his dealings with Christmas Past and Present, he had expected a long, elaborate plan from the last remaining ghost. The bastard had even gone so far as to pick him off when he was vulnerable, but the plan had devolved into simply beating his ass the old fashioned way.
Christmas Future teleported on top of Mike, then tried to strangle him with long, bony fingers. Mike managed to take a deep breath, then released the banshee's cry. Christmas Future fell over backwards, clutching at where its ears would be if it had them. Its whole body rippled, spilling dark mist onto the ground.
Mike made a break for it, but stopped when he saw that the house was gone. Instead, the land was empty, as if a giant hand had scooped it away. The danger sense formed in his gut just as Christmas Future barreled into him from behind, and both of them fell into the hole.
When they landed, the world shifted, and he was in his basement. Christmas Future did the creepy standing thing as Mike just laid there, huffing and puffing for air. It was clear that this was going to be a fight of attrition, and he was never even going to catch his breath if this kept up.
When Christmas Future crouched over him, Mike used his magic to see the spirit's soul. It was impossibly difficult to comprehend, like staring into a fractal projected inside an infinity mirror. His brain was desperately trying to interpret the concept of eternity in a being composed of space-time, and his mind latched onto the mirror analogy.
"Eat my dick, discount Slender Man." Instead of forming his magic into delicate fingers meant for weaving, he twisted them into a thick spike and jammed it into the mirror. The metaphorical glass exploded, sending each permutation of the spirit flinging outward into the room.
The ghost of Christmas Future screamed as the world tore itself to shreds around them. Reality spiraled in a literal sense, the two combatants bouncing off the walls as the room transformed around them. Cracks formed along the edges of the room, revealing a nothingness beyond that which hungered for the light.
Despite the intense shifting of scenery, Mike felt himself enter a trance, as if he was driving a car on the highway. It had been so long since he had even driven a car, would he remember how? Whenever he tried to pull his attention back to the broken world around him, some stray thought would catch his attention, or he would forget what he was doing. It was simply easier to just go with the flow and pay no attention to the beings who were watching him. His body no longer hurt from being caught in a temporal spin-cycle, and he assumed it was because everything faded out shortly after fading in.
It could have been minutes, hours, or even days. Eventually, the room stopped spinning and he found himself back on the basement floor, shivering from the cold. He looked over his shoulder, but Christmas Future was gone.
Climbing to his feet, he made his way to the stairs and walked up. He pushed open the door and stepped out into the kitchen. It was empty, as if nobody lived there.
"Great," he muttered, rubbing at the lump on his forehead. When he leaned on the countertop for support, it felt strangely sponge-like. Puzzled, he lifted his hand away and saw that he could see through himself.
"That can't be good." He walked out of the kitchen and into the dining room. The table had the usual number of seats with the ghost of Christmas Future sitting at the end, a small radio clutched in their hands.
"You really are a creepy fucker." Mike tensed up, expecting the spirit to come for him. Instead, it turned on the radio, filling the room with the sounds of static. Long digits fiddled with the tuning knob, filling the room with a cacophony of sounds.
"Mi...ke...Rad...ley." It was a mishmash of conversations and music, put together into a cohesive statement that Mike absolutely hated. Leave it to a time traveling ghost to pick the spookiest fucking method of communication.
"I take it you have something to say." Mike sat down at the opposite end of the table, suddenly aware of how tired he was.
"I...win..."
"Whatever, dude. I'm still standing." Well, sitting for now, but whatever.
Christmas Future twiddled the knob furiously, and Mike's brain stitched the words together.
"Your actions...too unpredictable," it told him through the radio. "Each moment...too many variables."
"Should have put that on my tombstone," Mike replied. "Or maybe something mysterious. I'm thinking 'Here lies Mike. Chaotic sexy.' I've got a one-eyed friend who can tell you all about how I subvert expectations, but don't expect the same treatment I give her. That's a different kind of fighting."
"Couldn't guess...outcome fast enough." Christmas Future paused as if waiting for something, then twisted some more. Mike noticed dark lines of corruption on the spirit's fingers. "Too many futures to see, not enough...time to adjust."
"Haven't you watched Terminator? You'd love it. It's all about humans pissing all over the concept of you. Where'd you get the radio? I would be much happier with a Ouija board, or a Speak and Say."
The spirit paused, then twisted the dial some more. "Took you to an improbable timeline, but you spotted the trap. Am not fighter. Was only chance to...beat you. I failed."
"By trapping me in the Underworld? How would that work?" It had been a last moment thought back then, but now he was certain that Cerberus wouldn't have been there to help. It had been explained to him once that the Underworld was multiversal. Even if he wasn't in a timeline that made any sense, the danger to him would be very real and final.
Christmas Future nodded. "Very small chance, but had to obey...Santa."
"That asshole isn't really Santa." Mike leaned forward and scowled. "It's just the douchiest part of him wearing his skin like a suit."
The spirit sighed and went still. Mike wondered if their conversation was over, but Christmas Future lifted their cowl as if looking at him.
"Needed drastic measure." The ghost paused, whether for dramatic effect or because the next words weren't going to be right, Mike would never know. "Had to obey, even though...consequences. Can't take you back."
"Excuse me, what?" Mike slammed his fist down on the table, and it felt squishy beneath him. "What do you mean, you can't take me back?"
"No choice. Have to stop you before you stop Santa, but can't actually stop you." Christmas Future somehow found a sound byte of an audience gasping in surprise. "If I kill you, Krampus wins. Your family...revenge. Christmas...canceled. You had to die...someone else's hand. I'm stuck in paradox...too weak now. Can't fight any longer, can't take you back. Christmas still gets canceled."
The ghost nearly dropped their radio, but Mike noticed something else was wrong. The spirit had slumped over in its chair, more of that black mist leaking out of it. He inspected its soul, and was surprised to see that it no longer looked like a fractal, nor was it replicated. Instead, it looked like a tiny flame with ribbons of darkness attached to it.
"Wait a second." Mike stood and moved a bit closer. "If Christmas is canceled, then...you can't be the spirit of Christmas Future if..."
Somehow, that fucker found an audio clip of Jabba the Hutt laughing in response.
"No, you have to take me back!" Mike crossed the table, his magic lighting up the room and touching nothing as he got his hands on the spirit's throat. It didn't even respond, going limp in his fingers.
"Can't." Christmas Future pulled back its hood to reveal that the darkness on their fingers had spread into dark lines along their face. Only one eye hole still had any white around it. "All of this has already happened. Must let...events take..."
While Mike yelled threats at the spirit, it didn't go beneath his notice that it dialed the radio to one more phrase.
"I'm...sorry..." The ghost shriveled up beneath its robes, leaving nothing but a black cloak behind. When Mike tried to pick it up, it turned into black mist and oozed along the floorboards before vanishing.
Mike screamed in rage, then tried to grab the chair and throw it. Instead, it shifted less than an inch as his fingers passed through it. With the passing of Christmas Future, he discovered he could no longer interact with his environment.
He ran out into the living room and froze when he saw that it was empty. There was no furniture of any sort, the house stripped bare. What had happened to his family? Where had they gone?
Something cracked inside of him, and he leaned against the wall, sliding down until he was sitting. Tears of anger and grief rolled down his cheeks. Even though he had technically beaten the ghost, it had won in the end. Mike was stuck gods knew how many years in the future with no way to get home.
So many thoughts ran through his head at once that he felt disoriented. What had the others thought when he had vanished? Technically, he wasn't dead, so the house wouldn't have gone into hibernation...right?
Staring out the barren window at a cold, winter sky, he heard the soft ticking of a clock in his office. He wiped the tears from his eyes and stood, then walked cautiously toward the room. When he stepped inside, he saw that the office was clean, all the furniture removed. A cursory look into the sitting room revealed the same.
The shelves by the window had been built into the wall, and a small clock that had been left on the shelves let out a chime. The bell tolled three times, and then resumed its quiet ticking.
"Tick Tock?" He wasn't sure why the mimic would be here, but it was the only thing that made sense to him. He walked to the shelves and tried to interact with the clock, but his fingers could only stroke the surface, accomplishing nothing.
There was a shifting sound behind him, and Mike turned to see a man standing in the doorway, wearing a white button down with a pair of black slacks. His arms were crossed, and there was a slight smirk on a face that looked very much like Mike's. Auburn hair with streaks of white had been pulled back into a ponytail, revealing a faded scar along his forehead.



The face, however, looked very much like Mike's. It felt like all the wind had been sucked out of the room as he took a step toward Callisto, one hand outstretched in both disbelief and awe. His son was not only an adult, but he was also in human form.
"Hello, Father." Callisto took a step into the room and rolled up his sleeves, revealing muscled forearms covered in thin scars. "Now let's see how we can unfuck this situation, shall we?"

❄️❄️❄️"I see a spot down there." Lily leaned over the side of the sleigh, her tail hooked beneath the seat to keep her from falling. They were over Jamaica, and beneath them were the glittering lights of the coastal resorts.
To say that their delivery system had been truly fudged would be an understatement. The snow army that had been created on the east coast of Russia had been able to track them without any issue, effectively locking off anywhere in the Eastern hemisphere with snow. The Yule Lads and their blasted cat still tracked them, which had also hampered their deliveries. The sleigh, powered by Christmas magic, was no longer as fast as it used to be. This meant that there was a good chance they could be ambushed wherever they landed.
"Let's try not to get sand in the sleigh this time." Death tugged the reins, and Cerberus descended. They landed next to a rooftop pool where Lily hopped out of the sleigh and onto the back of Dancer.
The reindeer's arrival had been a pleasant surprise, but not as much as Christmas Present's. The giant ghost sat on top of Santa's bag, her arms buried deep as she pulled out gifts and handed them over to Lily along with a list.
"These are for the first floor," she said, then swatted Dancer on the hindquarters. Lily held onto the reindeer with her tail as they turned into a silvery mist and rocketed to the ground floor. Without her tail, there was no way Lily could have stayed on the reindeer's back.
Dancer, her body smaller than usual, kept watch in the hallway as Lily ran from room to room, tucking gifts beneath fake trees or just beneath pillows for kids who were traveling with families. Other than double checking her list, the only thing she kept her eye out for was trouble.
Once the first floor was done, she hopped on Dancer's back and they flew back to the roof. Christmas Present stood on the sleigh, her eyes scanning the rooftops.
"Done with the first floor." Lily held her arms out.
Christmas Present pulled a massive box out of the bag and handed it over. "It's the castle from the movie that just came out," she explained. "Hard to find this year."
"How the heck are they gonna get this home?" Lily asked, stretching her arms wide. "Hardly seems practical."
"I'm surprised. You're the last person I would expect to complain about a big load." The spirit licked her lips and Lily's little demon heart fluttered. Not only was this ghost sexy as heck, but she smelled so much like Mike that Lily couldn't help but feel a mutual attraction. Christmas Present kept flirting with her, which had been frustrating enough without an opportunity to act on it.
She also wasn't sure her Helper's Hat would let her. Swearing was a big no-no, and it seemed likely that a little light penetration was off the table as well.
"After we're done here, you and I can discuss who can handle the bigger load." Vague innuendo was the best Lily could hope for.
Christmas Present smiled, but there was a sadness behind it. "You'd better get a move on," she said, then turned her attention to the edge of the roof. Death climbed over the side, his robes dripping wet.
"What happened to you?" Lily asked.
"The presidential suite is poorly lit and has a pond inside," he replied, shaking himself off. "But do not fear, the presents were safely delivered and the koi are unharmed."
When Christmas Present had first arrived, she had been able to grab massive armfuls of presents and deliver them by teleporting into homes. However, the Yule Lads almost always showed up within minutes, which made everyone suspect that the Krampus was somehow tracing her magic. Now it fell on the giant to protect the sleigh while Death and Lily handled deliveries. Ever since adopting this method, the chances of running into those jerks had gone down significantly, but their delivery time was slow again without the giant to do the heavy lifting.
"Trade with me while you dry off." Christmas Present hopped off the sleigh with an armful of gifts. She couldn't teleport, but was capable of delivering gifts the old fashioned way.
"Thank you." Death reached into the sleigh and pulled out a bat. "I shall protect them with every bone in my body."
Cerberus turned to look at the Reaper and snorted, then made eye contact with Lily. Other than cracking a few heads, Death didn't have many options. Cerberus, on the other hand, had ripped more than a few Yule Lads into tiny pieces. Apparently they tasted awful.
"Howl if anything happens." Lily kicked her feet and Dancer was off.
They spent hours traveling Jamaica, and then moved to Haiti. They no longer followed any sort of logical flight plan, hoping to dissuade their pursuers. It seemed to be working. Lily hoped that the snow army would be unable to cross over to the Americas, making the western hemisphere of the world easier to deal with.
As for what to do with all the undelivered gifts, she had no idea. They would have to go back at some point, but that was a mess for later. Things had been tense enough for the last few weeks that Christmas Present hadn't dared run any more messages to the North Pole. Her brief trip early on had been almost a day from Lily's perspective.
Because of the warm, humid climate, Death's robes remained wet enough that he was put on permanent sleigh duty until they could find a fire for him to dry off. He had argued, but without the spare bag, the only way for him to carry gifts was to hold them in his damp arms and that simply wasn't feasible.
Back to island hopping, they landed on the biggest building they could find and set up watch from there. Cerberus would sometimes transform back into a human to keep their profile low if the building wasn't that tall. It wouldn't be hard for the Yule Lads to spot the massive hellhound from the ground.
Plenty of smaller towns and villages were without a proper landing site, so Lily and Christmas Present would wait for Death to toss gifts down to them, then run from door to door to get the presents delivered.
They worked their way south, eventually landing in Barbados. Death asked if they could keep an eye out for some tea, as he was quite tired of hot cocoa at this point. Some of the enthusiasm of delivering presents had dimmed, but Lily imagined that was because he was stuck in the sleigh. For him, the joy was in seeing the world and actually placing the presents, not in acting as middle management.
It was in one of the fancier resorts on the southern coast that Lily stopped to take a break. It was a family resort, and plenty of kids had been brought along to celebrate Christmas by the ocean. The months or maybe even years all caught up with her, and she slumped against a nearby wall.
She missed Mike. Other than brief interludes in the Dreamscape, the real Mike was still at the North Pole, doing whatever or whoever. There had been a few more Santa stops, but nothing too drastic. Read a book to Tanisha, give Andre advice on how to handle bullies, things that probably could have been handled by their parents.
Staring out at the water, she was surprised when a pair of hands wrapped around her waist from behind. The strong scent of candy canes surrounded her as Christmas Present put her chin on Lily's shoulder.
"Caught you slacking," she whispered in Lily's ear.
"Hardly." Lily morphed backward through her own body, her back becoming her front so that she now faced the giant. "I'm fairly certain labor laws would claim I have a right to a break. I've been busting my butt for your boss, and now that we aren't being bothered by the Reject Potatoheads, it's time for a breather."
"I see." Christmas Present's eyes lingered on Lily, and she broke into a grin. "Maybe you're right. A break is long overdue."
The ghost gave off a growing sexual energy that surprised Lily. Other than the occasional flirting, she hadn't detected anything tangible from the spirit.
"Can I tell you something?" Christmas Present ran her hands up Lily's waist, then placed one on Lily's breast. The hand was big enough that Lily's boob vanished beneath it. "You've been on my mind all day."
"It's been a long fudging day," Lily muttered.
"It's the best day of the year." The spirit paused for a moment, admiring Lily's decolletage. "When I was born this morning, I thought that my life would be a simple collection of festivities and love. I hardly expected to be conscripted into the war on Christmas. When the Krampus corrupted me, I was allowed a brief moment of fear before being forced to obey. But a miracle happened, and it's all thanks to that man of yours. His magic gave me a chance to escape, to live the life I was destined for. Not only that, he showed me...things that fell outside my expectations."
"He has a habit of doing that." Lily pointed up at the roof. "Cerberus used to be a regular hellhound until they met him." It was okay to say the H-word when referring to Cerberus. It wasn't a swear word when she used it like that.
"It was that magic of his. I was pure potential, hunting him down in the vents of the North Pole, when I got a full dose of his magic. It changed me, making me into the woman I am. Gave me an appreciation for..." Christmas Present paused, then stared hard into Lily's eyes as she rubbed Lily's nipple through her top. "The finer things."
"Oh? And I'm one of those finer things?"
The spirit's eyes were full of hunger. "There's something you should know about me. You see, I only live for one day. And it is a glorious day. When time restarts, I will travel the world, be everywhere at once as people wake up to discover these gifts we've brought them. I'll enjoy the finest meals, the most wonderful company, and when the day is over...I shall die."
"What?" Lily hadn't expected that.
"It's how the ghosts of Christmas Past are born. Everything about this day will be burned into me. I'm just the paper on which today's story will be written, and when my day is done, I shall be folded up and put on the shelf." Christmas Present slid her hand down Lily's body, then rubbed her crotch through the lightweight pajama pants the succubus now wore. It was hot in the tropics, and she had gone with something comfortable. "I would prefer to have a few memories of my own."
Lily almost laughed. The last few months had been absolutely ridiculous, but now the ghost of Christmas Present was making a pass at her as they were trying to deliver gifts for Santa while avoiding an army of trolls and treacherous snowmen. She had been stretched thin emotionally, and was now like a rubber band, ready to snap.
But she didn't. It wasn't just lust in the spirit's eyes, but a quiet desperation. Lily hadn't known about the spirit's limited mortality. With everything else that was going on, she might have declined. What they were doing was too important to be screwing around.
"I don't know. Romeo is pretty good at what he does, but you're asking to break into the big leagues now." She licked her lips, her tail coiling around Christmas Present's waist. "Do you think you can handle all this?"
"Please. I nearly broke your boy toy in the middle of a Christmas party, and I was holding back." Christmas Present grabbed Lily's tail and twirled it around her finger like a stray length of hair. There was incredible strength in that single digit, and Lily's stomach fluttered in response.
"Nearly broke him, huh?" Lily smiled, then reached up behind the giant and gave her hair a tug. "You can be as rough with me as you'd like."
"I think you underestimate my strength." Christmas Present took a deep breath, her body now taller than before, then picked Lily up by the shoulders and pinned her against the opposite wall. "I am the embodiment of the season, stuffed full of joy and goodwill. However, I am also fueled by the animalistic lust of the man you love."
"Hey, now, I've never once said the L word to him," Lily countered.
"It would be a shame if he never heard it from you. His feelings for you run deep."
"Are we gonna talk about boys, or are you gonna fuuu...fuuu..." Lily screwed up her face. "I swear to Santa, if you pull my pants off and my genitals are missing, I'm going to let the toaster bite off my darn head."
"Let me check." Christmas Present held Lily against the wall with one hand and slid her hand into Lily's pants. The succubus gasped when the giant's thick digit teased her clitoris, then slid along her outer labia.
"Oh, thank Santa." Lily grabbed the giant's face in both hands and pulled her in for a kiss. Another wave of erotic energy washed over her, and she could definitely feel the magic undertones of Mike's presence. It was akin to smelling his cologne, if he ever wore any. His natural scent was so heightened by the nymph magic in his blood that if he could bottle it, he'd make millions.
The kissing was gentle, and Lily was having none of that. She grabbed a handful of Christmas Present's hair and gave it a tug. The giant responded by pressing her finger against Lily's hungry opening and relaxing the pressure that held her against the wall. The succubus now had her entire body weight pressing down onto the giant's finger, the pressure amplifying that butterfly sensation in her tummy.
Butterflies? Tummy? She couldn't wait to ditch her helper hat!
Lily summoned a flood of lubrication, her legs spreading open as she slid down almost an inch before bumping into the tip of Christmas Present's other finger. She broke the kiss and stared at the giant.
"Eh?" Lily wiggled her hips, but was surprised to discover that the spirit had clustered her fingers together, preventing her from descending any further. "You do know I can just stretch myself out, right?"
"I would rather you didn't." Christmas Present licked her lips. "I want to watch your face as I stretch your pussy out with my fingers."
"Wish granted." Lily altered her genitals, making her vaginal passage even smaller. "But you're gonna have to work for it."
"I love a challenge." The spirit grinned and planted a free hand on Lily's shoulder. She pushed down on the succubus, causing Lily to gasp as that first finger penetrated her all the way up to where her womb would be. Shivering in delight, she pulled open the giant's robe and buried her face between the spirit's breasts as she rolled her hips from side to side.
The pain was exquisite. It was like the fiery sting of bourbon when it first hits the lips, followed by the sweet, full body burn. It was common knowledge that you needed to check your bourbon before making eggnog, and--
"You can't take this hat off me, can you?" Lily pulled her face out of the giant's breasts. "I will eat your butt for days, or whatever it is you want me to be into."
"Nope, sorry." The giant shook her head, her long trusses brushing against Lily's shoulders. "Only Santa can take it off early. I don't even know why you put it on."
Mentally cursing the Grim Reaper with a collection of words that would be allowed on a PBS special, Lily buried her face into breasts the size of her head, playfully rubbing the spirit's large nipples. The hat was obnoxious, but a pair of breasts like these were once in a lifetime, and she planned to enjoy them.
Christmas Present continued to force Lily onto those thick digits. Not to be outdone, Lily circled the giant's waist with her tail, slipping it beneath her robes. Christmas Present's bottom was firm and fully rounded, and Lily explored it for several minutes before moving on to tease the edges of her butt crack.
"Oh." Christmas Present blushed, then looked down at Lily. "That feels surprisingly ticklish and good at the same time."
"I love how innocent you sound while trying to wear me as a muppet." Lily bounced up and down, savoring the sensation of a third finger entering her tight passage. Each finger was roughly the size of a regular penis, and she was already sore. When they were done, she could easily dismiss the sensation, but maybe she'd keep it as a reminder.
"Maybe I'm being too gentle." The spirit winked, and her body expanded again. She was now almost nine feet tall, and it wasn't lost on Lily that three of the spirit's fingers were still inside her.
In a move that surprised both of them, Lily came. Her legs went stiff, the nerves in her pelvis sending lightning and fire through her gut as her vaginal canal was stretched wide. Spasming out of control, she flopped around helplessly until she spotted a fat nipple in front of her face.
Two can play at this game, Lily thought. Leaning forward, she bit the nipple at the same time that she coated the tip of her tail in lube and slid it into Christmas Present's bottom.
"Oh. OH!" The giant's free hand slipped off Lily's shoulder, and the sheer tension in Lily's body caused her to rise up until only the tips of Christmas Present's fingers were still inside her. "Oh, wow, that feels...different. I can feel you inside me. It feels so hot!"
"Mmm-hmm." Lily expanded the tip of her tail, making it as thick around as her wrist. If the giant wanted to play size games, then she had picked the right partner.
Christmas Present grunted, then pulled her fingers out of Lily's vagina. Her fingers were coated in succubus fluids and cum. She licked her fingers clean, then grabbed Lily by a horn.
"Eat me out," she demanded, forcing Lily to her knees. The spirit threw her robes aside to reveal an impressive vagina with a large clitoris. Christmas Present grabbed Lily by the head, her fingers separating out around Lily's horns, then forced her into position.
Lily was not surprised at all that the giant's vagina tasted like candy canes.
"Mmf." Lily made a show of struggling as the giant pinned her head and body against the nearby wall, loving every moment of it. The force was tremendous, and she wondered if the time lock was the only thing keeping the wall from buckling as the giant lost control of her hips. She continued to penetrate the giant's buttocks, expanding her tail a little bit with each stroke.
"Oh, yes!" Christmas Present put a hand behind Lily's head, then ground her pelvis into the succubus hard enough that Lily had to reset her jaw. "This sensation is glorious! More! I demand more!"
Lily put her hands on Christmas Present's butt cheeks and split her tongue in two. The top half of her tongue worked the labia and the clitoris. The bottom half penetrated the vaginal canal, expanding rapidly until the giant let out a gasp.
"How are you...oh! OH!" When the giant came, she clenched her legs together so hard that Lily's skull fractured. She dismissed the break, forming layers of super dense bone as she double penetrated the giant with her tongue and tail. Christmas Present was shaking now, letting out cries of delight that turned into actual sobs. She was actively humping the wall hard enough that it sounded like someone was beating the stucco with a sledgehammer.
A mouth formed on the back of Lily's neck, which she used to speak. "This rough enough for you?" Lily stood, her strength easily capable of lifting the giant. In effect, it was similar to what Christmas Present had done to her, but now the giant's head and shoulders were pressed into the ceiling.
"YES, FUCK ME!" The spirit pressed her hands against the ceiling, generating tons of pressure between the two of them as the giant came again, coating Lily's face in peppermint cum.
Lily kept at it until the giant was a sobbing mess, making quiet pleas for her to never stop. Eventually, she tackled the giant to the ground and broke away long enough for her tail to wrap around her crotch and form into a massive penis covered in candy cane stripes. It was over a foot long, and so thick it would destroy a regular mortal.



"Beg for it," Lily demanded, waving her pseudo-penis. She even made the penis curve for a moment to emphasize the design.
Christmas Present was in a state of dishevelment. Her hair was a mess, and her robes were soaking wet. There was a frantic look in her eyes, catching Lily by surprise when she rolled forward and tackled the succubus to the ground. Christmas Present pinned Lily's hands over her head, then stood up just long enough to line herself up on top of Lily's penis. When she sank down on it, her eyes rolled up in her head.
Lily, unable to do anything else, expanded the penis some more. When she thought she was at Christmas Present's limit, the ghost expanded to become bigger.
It became a game of who could outgrow who, and Lily finally had to give up when Christmas Present had become large enough that her back pressed against the ceiling. Lily's penis was easily two feet long now, absolutely unusable for anyone with a normal anatomy. It was plenty big enough for the massive woman who now humped the succubus like a single college girl with a stiff body pillow.
The grunts and rhythmic slamming made a noise like thunder. Lily felt her body reach the limits of mortality so many times that she lost count, but she didn't care. This was silly, unrealistic, and a total parody of any sex she was used to.
And she loved it. Breasts twice the size of her head smashed into her as Christmas Present came so loud it sounded like a foghorn, rupturing Lily's eardrums.
The giant clutched the succubus as if clinging to a life ring in the ocean, the world silent through deaf ears. Lily regenerated her eardrums and was surprised to hear Christmas Present crying again.
"Uh, hey. You good up there?" she asked.
Christmas Present nodded, her thighs quaking when an aftershock struck her. The spirit diminished in size, deflating like a balloon until she was only ten feet tall. Lily accommodated the transformation by removing her tail, and was surprised when the giant shifted her position and just held her for several minutes.
"This will be my favorite memory this Christmas," the spirit whispered in Lily's ear. "I'm just so happy that I get to live in this moment forever. Thank you."
Lily said nothing. Instead, she leaned up and kissed the tears away from the giant's eyes, and then held her as if they were lovers. It was the least she could do.
Nearly half an hour later, the two of them separated. The spirit cleaned up in much the same manner Lily did, her robe reappearing on her body and her hair now tidy once more. Lily swatted the giant on the butt as they went back to the sleigh to face the music. There was no way that Death hadn't heard them.
When they got back to the sleigh, Lily was stunned to see that Death was wearing a massive pair of star-shaped headphones. When he saw the two of them, he waved in delight and took the headphones off.
"Look what I found in the sleigh!" he exclaimed, shaking the headphones around. "Santa has a bunch of audiobooks by someone named Tom Clancy stored on these headphones. I never once considered the benefit of having a book read to me! I can pilot the sleigh while listening to a story, isn't that wonderful?"
Lily and Chrismas Present looked at each other, both of them grinning.
"The book I'm listening to right now is about a spy." Death set the headphones down. "It was far more interesting than listening to the two of you having consensual sex. It sounded like a construction zone. I was worried you were under attack, but Cerberus explained it to me."
The Christmas Spirit turned an impossible shade of red. Somehow, all three of Cerberus' heads (in dog form) looked at them smugly.
"So you aren't mad that we stopped working?" Lily asked. "Abandoned you to watch the toys?"
Death tilted his head. "Should I be? You two are my friends. If you needed a break, you should have just asked. I may be the Grim Reaper, but I'm not heartless." To illustrate his point, he opened his robes and knocked on his sternum. "Metaphorically speaking."
"Death?" Christmas Present leaned forward to inspect the Reaper. "Your robes aren't wet anymore."
"They certainly aren't." He chattered his teeth. "Perhaps I just wanted a break of my own."
Stunned at this revelation, Lily just shook her head and asked for the next round of gifts. She and Christmas Present worked double-time trying to get them placed. On the odd occasion that they ran into each other, they exchanged smiles. Perhaps Death would allow them to have another break in a day or so. It had certainly been good for morale.
Eventually, they were done with the island of Barbados. Taking to the sky, they turned southwest toward the Grenadines. As they flew, Death listened to his audiobooks while Christmas Present sat on top of the presents, leaning forward to play with Lily's hair.
Lily felt warm inside. Maybe it was that she had finally let her hair down for a bit, or maybe it was getting laid, but she was actually looking forward to the rest of the trip. It certainly helped to know that she had a bone buddy and a buddy for boning.
She tried to rip off the hat for perhaps the thousandth time. Being unable to curse was awful, but thinking in puns was crossing the line. Stupid fudging hat.
"What's that?" Christmas Present tapped on Lily's shoulder, then pointed north west.
Lily squinted. At first glance, it looked like a shooting star that had broken apart in the atmosphere, but she knew that couldn't be true. Even if frozen in time, they would have seen it several islands ago. Currently it hovered over the island of Saint Lucia.
"Tick Tock. Telescope." Lily held a hand out, and felt the mimic hop into her palm. She lifted the gilded scope to her eye and focused it on the hovering lights.
"Mother fudging snack eater!" She nearly dropped the telescope. It was another sleigh, one that looked cobbled together by spare parts. In front, a team of seven warped reindeer pulled it. "Death, land, hide!"
With the snap of the reins, the sleigh descended with Dancer flying hidden behind them. Lily spread her wings, taking to the sky as Death landed the sleigh. Using the telescope, she watched in horror as the mad figure whipping the reindeer flew low over a group of buildings and then vanished. Within a minute, he had returned to the sleigh, clutching the spare bag they had lost earlier. It was the Krampus, his mouth open wide with laughter as he moved across the island of Saint Lucia in record speed.
"No, no, no..." Lily flew down to where Death had hidden the sleigh. "It's the Krampus. We need to get off this island, maybe fly out over the ocean before he spots us."
"The Krampus? Here?" Death stroked his chin. "I don't suppose we could just beat his ass?"
Christmas Present put her hand on Death's shoulder. "I would rather go back to Russia and be forced to deliver presents by myself while fighting the Yule Lads, their cat, and an army of snowmen than to try and tackle him even with you all by my side. Lily is right, we must flee."
Death kept the sleigh low to the water. Dancer flew along the side of the sleigh, and Christmas Present jumped onto the reindeer's back.
"If he spots us, we'll try to lead him away," the spirit told them.
"I'm going up to keep watch." Lily leapt from the sleigh, telescope still in hand. She would have no trouble tracking Death down with the assistance of her hat, so she spiraled high into the sky, shifting her clothing until it blended with the starry night above her.
The Krampus was fast, visiting the entire island in a quarter of the time it had taken them. When he left, he headed straight for Barbados. Lily was concerned that he would correct his course for Death, but the Krampus disappeared in the shadows of the island.
Lily watched for nearly an hour before descending. She was worried that the Krampus had spotted her and was just waiting to strike. She flew north, able to meet up once again with Death and Christmas Present. They were hovering in between a pair of massive swells, largely hidden from view.
"What is he doing?" Death asked. "Is he coming for us?"
"If he was, we wouldn't be able to get away." Lily looked at Dancer. "The reindeer are much faster than Cerberus."
"I think we should go see what he did on Saint Lucia." Christmas Present pointed in the general direction of west.
"It may behoove us to travel even farther north to a different island." Death tapped a finger against his teeth. "I do not wish to run afoul of him during take-off or landing. Whatever vile deed he had committed will surely be evident there as well."
In agreement, they took the long route, flying low to avoid notice. More than once, the runners of the sleigh skimmed the waters of the Caribbean, sending a fine, salty spray into the air behind them.
They settled on Puerto Rico, landing on the north side of the island. Death stayed behind with the sleigh as Lily, Dancer, and Christmas Present went to check on the homes they had delivered to.
In the first house she visited, it was immediately apparent that the Krampus had stolen the gifts from Santa, even the ones the parents had bought and gifted in his name. Stunned, Lily wandered from home to home, checking underneath each tree she had left gifts.
"He's stealing Christmas," she muttered. How cliche was that? Jerk may as well be wearing a green body suit.
"He isn't just stealing Christmas." The ghost of Christmas Present startled her, and she spun in place to see the spirit holding a plate of cookies. "We've been making sure to either take them all, or at least eat a few, but this plate is full. All of them are."
"What? Why?" Lily grabbed a cookie and inspected it. "I don't understand the purpose of doing this."
"When these children wake up in the morning, they will find no presents from Santa, and the cookies will be untouched." The giant shook her head, her features suddenly angry. "This will damage belief in unimaginable ways. The Krampus is stealing our gifts, and he will know soon that we are nearby. We must flee."
Lily inspected the cookie, then took a bite of it. It tasted fine at first, but there was a strange pepper aftertaste.
"I think these are poisoned!" Lily spat the cookie on the floor, her mouth tingling. "What kind of monster is he, we can't just leave these here!"
"And we won't. But for now, we must keep our freedom." Christmas Present took Lily by the hand and led her outside. The two of them hopped onto Dancer's back.
"I just hope that man of yours has a plan," the spirit said as Dancer flew them back to the sleigh.
"If I know Romeo, he probably doesn't." Lily clenched her teeth together, fighting the rage that was building up inside. It wasn't just that months of work had been taken away from her. The innocence of a child was precious. It wasn't something she had appreciated until she had held and helped so many of them in the guise of Santa Claus, listening to their troubles and reassuring them that there was still good in the world. Each of the children they had visited personally would be ridiculed and mocked by their peers when they bragged about Santa's personal visit. Parents would feel like failures, thinking they had forgotten to get gifts for their children.
The Krampus was out here now, with them, and it sounded like there wasn't anything they could do to stop him.
"But when he does come up with one," Lily continued, staring straight forward. "It will be something completely unexpected and brilliant."
"I hope you're right." They got back to the sleigh and gave Death the bad news. The Reaper said nothing, lifting the reins and guiding them all into the sky once again.
The mood remained dark as they fled the Caribbean, heading north toward the United States.

❄️❄️❄️"How...can you see me?" Mike stared at his son, all grown up. It was impossible to determine how old he was. Based on looks alone, he could easily be in his thirties. However, there was a certain confidence he projected that made Mike believe he was much older.
"To answer your first question, no, I can't see you." Callisto walked along the edge of the room and picked up the clock. Mike immediately noticed how smooth his son's gait was, and could even see the thick band of muscles pressed against the inside of his pants. What sort of man had his son become?
Callisto flipped the clock over and looked at the back. "It's important that you remember the number twenty-three."
"Why?"
"Also, I can't hear you. Think of this whole situation as a pre-recorded message that hasn't been, well, recorded yet. Sure, we could have prepared a better means of communication, but you'll understand why we didn't in just a minute." Callisto took a marker out of his hands and started walking around the room. He paused at certain intervals, then drew odd lines on the various surfaces that didn't appear to be letters or symbols that Mike recognized.
"So how do you know I'm here?" Mike asked.
"If you're wondering how I know you're here, it's because you've told me all about what happened at the North Pole, including this." Callisto stuck his hand in the air and pulled a book out of nothingness. "I'm about to dump a bunch of information on you. Some of it might not make any sense, but you need to pay attention and remember as much of it as you can, because, well, you're gonna have to tell it to me later."
"I...okay." Mike looked at his son in awe. It was weird seeing a version of him that was so grown up. "Maybe I'll remember to tell you that a chair would be nice."
"Oh, right. Almost forgot." Callisto stepped into the sitting room, revealing a thick horse tail pulled through a hole in the top of his pants that matched his ponytail. His shirt had been tailored to drape around it without catching, which made it essentially invisible from the front. When he returned, he was holding a chair. "You're going to want to sit right...here." He set the chair down in the center of the room. "Oh, and once you're there, try not to move."
Mike had so many questions for his son, but the first one was the most important. "What happened to everybody?" he asked, sitting in the chair.
"I suppose you're worried about everybody, but you should rest assured that they're fine. Everything you see here is a precaution." Callisto had gone back to making marks around the room. "You see, you're in the true future, which shouldn't make any sense. The future is malleable, correct? You and I watched Terminator enough times that the lesson sunk in.
"So why is the house empty? Well, that comes back to what's happening now. Aunt Ratu came up with a whole theory about how it worked, actually. You see, this isn't the first future you experienced."
"What?" Mike tilted his head in curiosity. "I don't follow."
"She believed that in the first iteration of the future, you found some way to make it home. Regardless of what happened between you and Christmas Future, you still made it back." Callisto turned to face Mike, tapping the marker against his chin. "But time travel is a fickle mistress. Even the act of sharing what transpired worked to change what happened today. For instance, maybe Aunt Ceci found you a month after you got stuck, then sent you back after weeks or months of researching a spell that could do it. Well, once we knew what happened, she found you even faster on the second go around. Why wait and make you suffer when she knows you're already here? You will always return to roughly the same time you left, because the method by which you get sent back is likely the same."
"I guess I follow." In a way, it made sense. It was a temporal butterfly effect. Anything that went wrong could be easily fixed the second time around.
"So for everyone else right now, time is a straight line, but your timeline has a circle in it. With each permutation, more details get leaked, and the process by which we send you home becomes simpler. So instead of a massive circle, you're going to get a tiny one instead where you spend just a blip of time here. We're expecting you, we know how to send you back, and it's going to happen very soon.
"Which brings me to why the house is empty. You see, Aunt Tinker had this theory that time itself is a form of energy. Unless disturbed, it wants to rest in its ground state. It will always tend to the path of least resistance, meaning every other timeline where you get sent back is destroyed before it even exists. Spooky, right? I could try and explain the math she showed me, but it was all above my head. The best way to describe it is kind of like how the first three Terminator movies are deleted by the reboot, which I won't even go into right now."
"Agreed." Mike chuckled, and then they spoke the next sentence at the same time.
"They should have stopped at T2."
Joy flooded through him. Whatever was going on with his son in the past, they were going to overcome it. They still had a future where things would work out.
"Anyway, the empty house is the path of least resistance. You see, it's so important to preserve the timeline that we moved all of the furniture out of the house to prevent any sort of temporal tampering. Even knowledge that a lamp may get broken could cause you to be careful and avoid breaking it. I'm the only one here because my skills will allow me to activate the spell my sister put in place. Honestly, she would be a better fit for it, but felt it was important that you two meet properly the first time around. Since I was only a child when last you saw me, any physical changes you see in me won't gain you information that could further change the timeline. The nymph magic in my blood has kept my appearance youthful, so I could be eighty years old and you wouldn't even know it.
"Also, I'm far less likely to blab. For me, history must take its course, requiring only that I survive to see you through this process. The radio, the mimic, and myself are all that are allowed to be here. Well, and the chair, too. Oh, and the dining room table. Not that we could even get that out of the house if we wanted to."
Callisto let out a heavy sigh, then made a couple more marks on the wall, double checking his book. "I will admit some hesitancy to complete the spell to send you back. It was created over the span of several years, tapping into the power of the house itself to send you back where you belong. We worked on it for a long time. We even found the clothes you lost after the incident with Christmas Future! Those were used as proof of concept, so no, you won't see those again. They're in a display case in the library. My sister was so proud of herself.
"Anyway, my hesitancy in this act is knowing that you're actually here. I have an extra chance to say goodbye. You see, you have been gone for some time, and... I won't tell you how long. In fact, we waited until after your passing to devise a means to discover the year, using a random number generator. Hence the number twenty three. It will be meaningless to you, but we'll know what to do with it in the future."
"Wait, I'm dead?" A chill ran through him, and he hugged himself. "How did I die?"
Callisto frowned and hung his head. "If only you had seen that herd of elephants."
"I was trampled by elephants?" Mike almost stood from his chair, then noticed the stupid grin on Callisto's face.
"Man, I wish I could see your face right now." Callisto laughed, then wiped a tear from his eyes. "It wasn't elephants, Dad. I'm just fucking with you."
Though the joke had been funny, Mike made a mental note to avoid elephants in the future. Just in case.
Callisto drew another line on the wall, and then the daylight was sucked from the room as the spell was completed. Instead of the office, they now sat in darkness, the space lit by an elaborate series of spinning runes that occupied each direction. Light flowed through symbols that Mike hadn't seen before, but he recognized that most of them contained the shapes his son had drawn on his arrival.



"Anyway, before you go, I just wanted to say thank you. Thanks for never giving up on me, no matter how many times I..." Callisto shook his head. "I can't say much. Causality is a bitch. But I'm sure you can guess that we'll have our differences. All families do. When all is said and done, I look back at you with a fondness that has yet to diminish over the years. You were a fantastic father, and I was lucky to have you in my life."
Blinding light now filled the room, but Callisto didn't seem to notice. He stood in front of Mike, his arms crossed. The runes became fire, spinning so fast that they buzzed. Mike gazed up into the eyes of his son, trying to memorize every detail. There was a chance he would never get to see this version of his child, and of all the things he had just experienced, this was the memory he wanted to carry with him the most.
"One of the first things you ever taught me is that you don't fuck with the Radley family." Callisto smiled as if lost in a memory, but then his eyes dropped to where Mike was sitting. Recognition dawned on his face, his eyes suddenly full of tears. In those shimmering eyes, Mike saw his own spectral reflection.
He opened his mouth to say something, anything, but Callisto shook his head and put a finger to his own lips.
"This is more than enough. Don't you ever dare tell me about this part. It's the best Christmas present I have ever received." Up above them, a tunnel formed. The fiery runes were pulled into it, forming a swirling ribbon of light. Callisto looked up, noticing the tunnel, then back at Mike.
"I love you, Dad. Give them Hell."
There was a flash of light and Mike was pulled along the runes, his heart both heavy and light as the runes took him back. Shooting through a tunnel made of stars, he caught glimpses of impossible creatures just beyond the tunnel, beings that slipped from his mind the moment they were out of sight. He could only hope that the attention they paid in return also became forgotten.
The light at the end of the tunnel was blinding. He closed his eyes, amazed out how much the light leaked through his own eyelids. Crying out in pain, even his own hands couldn't block it anymore.
And then he was back. Moving his hands from his face, he was once again staring at the North Pole. The room looked just as he left it, except the amount of magic in the pole itself had dwindled even further. Stunned, he looked at his hands, then stomped on the floor to make certain he wasn't still a time-traveling ghost. The clomp his foot made echoed off the far side of the room.
"We're going to fix this," he swore, turning so sharply that his coat flared out behind him dramatically. Determination fueled him as he climbed the steps back to the home above, bursting through the door to see Yuki helping Jack/Freya look out the window. Yuki's ear twitched, and she turned to look at him.
"Where the hell have you been?" she asked. "You said you'd be gone for just a minute and it's been hours!"
"It's a weird story, but never mind right now. Where's Holly?"
"Here." The elf's head popped over the edge of the couch. She was clutching a pillow in her hands, her face lined with worry.
"We need to get out of here," he told them, crossing the room. "While we still have time."
"Yeah, well you haven't been around." Yuki gestured at the window. "That cranky bitch is back, and she's just standing out there, waiting."
Sure enough, when Mike looked outside, he saw that Grýla was outside carrying a large sack. All around her stood her children, who had started a snowball fight with each other.
"I see you, food." Grýla's eyes lit up from within when she saw Mike. The ground rumbled beneath them. "It won't be long now."
"Holly, can we use this fireplace to leave?" Mike gestured at the waning flames.
"I suppose so," she admitted. "But what about Mrs. Claus?"
He shook his head. "We can't take her. As long as she's in this building, we still have hope. What we're going to do is use the fireplace to go somewhere on Earth. Time moves much slower out there. Minutes here could be days out there, you understand?"
"Days for what?" Freya asked.
"To fix you. No matter what happens next, we need you back on your feet. Let's be honest, this mess is at least partially your fault, and we need your strength to fix it." He moved over to Yuki and put his hand on the small of her back then kissed the back of her head. "And yours, too. A few days would allow your wounds to heal, and maybe even allow you to paint some new cards."
"I..." Yuki thought for a moment. "No, that actually makes sense. We could come up with something other than waiting here to potentially get eaten."
Mike turned to Holly. "I know it's hard, but for Mrs. Claus, we will only be gone for a few hours. That will give us maybe a week, or even more. We just need to find somewhere to lay low and figure out a better plan than sticking around here." Noticing the fancy scroll holder by the fireplace, he picked it up and walked over toward the map on the table. "Tink and Kisa are doing their part. It's time we do ours."
"You seem...very assertive all of the sudden." Yuki studied Mike for a moment. "Did something happen down there?"
Mike smiled while rolling up the map and putting it inside its fancy new case. "You'll hear all about it, but later. Every minute we spend here is an hour we lose out there."
"We should go somewhere without any snow," Jack said. "I gave Grýla magic ice crystals which may have been used to create an army."
"That you gave that creature any kind of magic..." Freya added, disgust in her voice.
"If you two don't stop bickering, I'm gonna make you wear the friendship shirt." Mike studied them for a moment. "I guess anything you wear is technically the friendship shirt, honestly."
Freya/Jack stared at him in confusion. Oh well, his humor wasn't for everybody.
Yuki cracked a window and used her magic to barricade the outside of the door with a wall of ice. She and Mike pulled all of the curtains shut, determined to keep Grýla and her ilk from looking inside while they were absent.
Jack and Freya argued with each other for a bit before summoning a pair of frosty humanoids. It took both of them working together, and the icy homunculi began pacing the lower floor.
"It's to make the home look occupied," Jack informed them.
"But they will only last a few hours because it's so warm in here," Freya added.
"Perfect. Kevin McAllister would approve," Mike said.
"I do not care if this Kevin McAllister approves," Freya grumbled.
"Who is Kevin? A friend of yours?" Yuki asked.
"That's a Christmas movie we'll all watch tomorrow." Mike ran up the stairs and down to Mrs. Claus' bedroom. When he opened the door, he heard the woman grunt in her sleep. He knelt by the side of her bed and put his hand on her forehead.
"We're not abandoning you," he told her, desperately weaving what was left of her threads back together. "If all goes well, you'll wake up in the morning and have your husband back."
Mrs. Claus sighed, her face tightening into a scowl. He wasn't even certain that she heard him.
When Mike got back downstairs, he saw that Holly had strapped the map across her shoulders while Yuki carried Jack/Freya on her back. The kitsune was easily strong enough for the fallen goddess.
"Are we ready?" he asked.
"This will take us to the fireplace in the main lobby of the Workshop," Holly informed him. "But once we arrive, we'll need to turn around and go somewhere else. Do you have any ideas?"
"No. But I know that we can't stay here. Take us somewhere nice." He gave the elf a nod, and Holly threw a handful of magic dust into the flames. They burned bright as they all ran through, stepping back into the lobby. It was even darker than before, and the cold sucked the air from his lungs.
Coughing, he waited for the flames to die down, then watched Holly throw another handful of dust into the fire. Making eye contact with Yuki, the group ran through together, leaving the North Pole behind.
"I'll be back," Mike muttered below his breath, the flames bending away from his skin. "And when I am, I'm going to kick some ass."

❄️❄️❄️If someone were to ask me "Did you seriously write a sex scene with Lily in her helper hat just so you could avoid swearing and it would be hilarious?" I would have to respond "Yes. Yes, I did."
Time travel is always a tricky business, and I worked really hard to avoid digging all the plot holes while doing so. I also hope you enjoyed your first look at adult Callisto. I may choose to write a story about him some day, he's actually quite the bad ass.
If you're still here, thank you so, so much for reading. I have so much fun writing this tale and coming up with new ways to surprise you (and even myself). Your enthusiasm and support mean the world to me, and I'm lucky to have so many of you as my readers. Go ahead and click those stars on the way out, and then find a mirror and tell that lucky bastard in the reflection how awesome they are, because you've earned it!*
*(trick may not work for vampires, in completely dark rooms, in the state of Wyoming, or if you conjured bloody Mary).
See you next time, monster family!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne back at you with another round of "What else could go wrong this holiday season?!?"
New reader? Let me catch you up. Once upon a time, Mike Radley fucked a nymph in a bathtub. 90 chapters later, he is battling the Krampus.
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In fact, you could say I'm very good at
Holiday Planning
The sleigh hovered in the air over the Atlantic, just east of the Florida coastline. Christmas Present and Dancer were doing some reconnaissance to see if the Krampus had already been in the area. If he had, then it would be safe for them to proceed. If not, he was far faster than they were, and it wasn't worth getting caught.
"Do you really think it's worth it?" Lily asked, staring at the distant lights of Miami. She rested her head on crossed arms on the side of the sleigh. With the Krampus stealing presents, their only option for prolonging belief was making personal visits from Santa. Deep down, Lily was afraid that the Krampus had already visited these children, scaring the poop out of them or telling them Santa wasn't real. "If Christmas Present is right, these visits won't amount to much in terms of Christmas preservation."
"Absolutely." Death was next to her, his eye sockets on the dark waters of the Atlantic. "From our point of view, we gain very little. Each special trip exacts a toll on us, and an imbalanced one at that."
"You're not exactly selling it," Lily muttered.
"But to that child, it means everything. Perhaps our efforts buy us scant minutes in the long run, but Christmas has never been about our own personal gains. It is the season of giving, that moment when someone's face lights up in joy. The best gifts aren't things you can hold with your hands, dear succubus, but rather things we can cherish in our hearts for years to come."
Lily sighed, turning her head to see the Reaper better. He had a point, but it was one she had trouble coming to terms with. The debate the team had on the way had been largely one-sided. Lily was in favor of going to the North Pole to kick some heinie, while everyone else, including the toaster, wanted to finish the list.
It was selfish of her, she could admit it. She missed Mike. She hated being Santa's Helper and playing cat and mouse with a literal giant cat had gotten old. She wasn't built for generosity or kindness, but sensuality and murder.
"I disagree." The part of Mike's soul that lived inside her was now rubbing her shoulders. It was rare to see him out in the real world, but he had appeared shortly after she had lost her argument with the others. At first, she had been terrified that Death would see him and react poorly, but it turned out that Spirit Mike was still just a hallucination brought on by stress.
As he worked the muscles in her shoulders, she couldn't help but wonder what it would look like if someone else was watching her skin. Would it look like it was being kneaded from the inside? Her body was capable of it. Or was it just part of the illusion?
Please. How many people have you watched me kill and eat? She spoke with her thoughts alone. Just because Death couldn't see Mike didn't mean that he wouldn't overhear her talking to herself.
"People don't judge a lion for eating a baby gazelle." Mike paused for a moment. "At least, realistic people don't. It's a predator, that's what it was made for."
Nobody expects that lion to go out and play Santa's Helper for months on end.
"You are far more refined than a lion." He worked his hands along her outer arms, then slid them around her torso, squeezing her from behind as he moved in to snuggle her. "I think what bothers you is that you see the wisdom in the decision, and it goes against everything you've believed up until recently."
Eat me. Lily kept her features neutral, her eyes flicking over to Death. The Reaper was wistfully gazing at his empty mug of cocoa, probably dreaming of how wonderful it would be to have tea instead. This had been maybe slightly entertaining, but now it's a fool's errand.
"You were having plenty of fun until the Krampus pooped on your parade." She could feel Mike wiggle his lips. "Darn, that really is annoying."
Almost an hour passed before Dancer appeared in the sky, descending from above. Christmas Present was astride the reindeer's back, her hair flowing behind her in the moonlight in a pose that gave Lily's tummy butterflies. Her mind flitted back to their interlude, and she wondered if there would ever be an opportunity for a second round.
"Wow, she really is breathtaking," Mike muttered.
Maybe we should do something similar in the Dreamscape, Lily replied.
"If so, I call dibs on being the little spoon."
Lily snorted.
Death looked at her, then turned his gaze toward the returning duo. "Ah. You have returned to us."
Christmas Present took a deep breath and let it all out at once. "He's been through here. Terrible cookies and no gifts from Santa."
"But we haven't been here yet." Death patted the large sack behind him. "We could still deliver these."
"That we can." Christmas Present looked at the two of them. "But there's no guarantee he won't swing through again. We also don't know what he's doing with the gifts he takes."
"True." Death tapped the edge of the sleigh, deep in thought. "Perhaps it would behoove us to follow the original plan. We could find somewhere safe to hide these gifts until the Krampus has been taken care of and Santa restored."
Christmas Present shrugged. "I'm kind of on the fence, honestly. Part of me wonders if we should go north, after all. See how we can help there."
"I see." Death looked over at Lily. "But what about the children expecting a visit?"
The giant shook her head. "I do not know. If Santa is truly lost to us, it would only delay the inevitable."
The group sat in silence for several minutes. Lily hadn't seen such a defeated look on either Christmas Present's or Death's face before. It was really sinking in that they were way over their heads.
"I would like to continue." Death pulled the list from some hidden pocket inside his own black robes beneath Santa's red coat. "I know not what I can even hope to accomplish against a being such as the Krampus, but helping children believe is something I know I can do. It makes just as much difference to them as any fight I could partake in, for this is not the season of violence, but of hope and new beginnings. I would not begrudge any who choose not to come with me. If you wish, you may take the sleigh and move it to safety."
"How will you get around?" Lily asked.
"I shall walk. I do not tire, for death is inevitable. There are plenty of children I can visit in the Americas alone, though I do not look forward to swimming all the way to Hawaii."
"You're really planning on walking? Just to keep some kids believing in Santa for a little bit longer?"
"There are still hundreds of children on this list." Death tucked the list away. "And though it may take me decades to visit them all, I will ensure that their needs are met."
Ahead of them, Cerberus turned around and snorted, sending a jet of flames from each head. They fixed everyone with a stern gaze, then turned their heads toward Miami and grunted. It seemed like they wanted to continue on as well.
Christmas Present shook her head. "You assume that you have decades left. The sleigh is already slower than before, which means the magic is weakening. Nobody knows what will happen to it should the Krampus win, but I imagine all of this comes to an end. It's clear he wants to damage Santa's image, and you would become a liability. I would be surprised if you got more than a few days, if I'm being honest."
"Then drop me off somewhere good!" Death shook his list and pointed. "Look, right here. There are a couple of children in New Jersey, only blocks apart, who need Santa. From there, it will be several hours, but a little girl wants a bedtime story. Her father died this year, and she just wants--"
"Hey." Lily put her hand on Death's arm. "I'm not letting you do this on your own. We're not letting you," she corrected at a huff from Cerberus. "Let's keep using the sleigh, put some smiles on their faces, yeah?"
Christmas Present nodded in agreement. "If anyone should feel bad for abandoning the task, it should be me. It's hard to remember how to be selfless when you have so many new feelings on the inside, screaming to get out. When the time lock ends, I will be everywhere at once, compressing lifetimes worth of memories into a single day. But for now, I am so far removed from my task that my thoughts have wandered. I am sorry."
"Then it's settled. Let's go make some dreams come true." Lily rolled her eyes at Death. "Besides, you would have scared the snow right out of those kids. You're too boney to pass for Santa."
Death opened his mouth as if to say something, then clacked his jaw shut. "Thank you, Lily. I did not expect you to be swayed by my words."
Lily looked at Mike, who sat on the edge of the sleigh and was giving her a thumbs up. "Let's just say I was recently reminded how refined I am."
"Now that we know what we're doing, I'll check in with Mrs. Claus and Mike. I'm going to fly oceanward for a bit to throw the Krampus off if he's tracking me. I'll see you two eventually." Christmas Present winked at them, then headed east on Dancer's back. In only a few minutes, they were gone.
Death flipped through the pages of the list, humming to himself as he did so.
"We're needed by a little girl in north Miami." He tapped the paper, then tucked it away and picked up the reins. He paused, contemplated the reins, then handed them over to Lily. "Would you like to drive for a while?"
"Heck, yeah, I would!" Lily took the reins and snapped them hard, eager for less talking and more doing. Cerberus launched forward, towing them toward the glittering lights in the distance. Lily stood in her seat, putting one foot on top of the sleigh and spreading her wings wide to flair out dramatically behind her.
Unseen by the others, Mike's soul fragment wrapped arms around her waist and hollered in delight as the wind blew through his hair.

❄️❄️❄️

Mike sat on a stool, contemplating the swirling mass of Jack/Freya's soul before him. Outside the window, the snow was frozen in place, making the mountain scenery appear as if it was painted on.
When they had left the North Pole, Holly had brought them to a ski town deep in the Rocky Mountains. There was no shortage of apartments to be used, and the one they had picked was a really nice one overlooking the mountain. It had two bedrooms, and time had frozen while the occupants were outside using the hot tub. There were four of them, three men and one woman, splitting a bottle of champagne.
There were occasional debates as to who was paired with who, but Holly had declared that maybe the additional two men were the woman's Christmas present. Mike had pointed out that it could easily be the other way around, and that they were a gift for the man.
Yuki had gently reminded them both that the world was full of people who just enjoyed each other's company and didn't just fuck each other all the time.
Jack/Freya sighed, then turned their head to look at him. He typically sat behind her so that the experience was a little less creepy. "It's been three days, Caretaker. Are you going to do something, or are we going to piss away the hours while the Krampus ruins everything?"
It was Freya's voice, but Mike had learned early in studying them that Jack and Freya weren't actually separate people. In a long Dreamscape discussion with Naia and Lily, it was decided that Jack was simply the remnants of whatever Freya used to be. Ratu believed that Freya wasn't actually complete herself, and what they were all experiencing was just another facet that didn't know they were incomplete.
So though Mike felt like he was looking at two separate souls, it was just an illusion. When the Krampus had antagonized Jack, self preservation had brought the violent side of Freya forward. Based on research Yuki had done at a nearby library, Freya wasn't just the goddess of war. She had actually been associated with several other things, like gold, love, and fertility.
"Hey." Holly put her hand on Mike's thigh to get his attention, then handed him a cup with some hot soup. It was impossible outside the North pole to properly cook anything, as appliances didn't work. However, the flames in every fireplace continued to flicker, giving off a warmth that absolutely violated the laws of thermodynamics. When questioned about it, Holly had rolled her eyes and declared that Christmas magic was complicated and they shouldn't worry about it.
"Thanks." The soup was straight from a can, but he was already tired of sandwiches. Holly and Yuki had taken turns raiding the nearby grocery store, stealing food they could consume without cooking. He ate a beef stew that was okay, but wouldn't hold a candle to clam chowder.
"Are you just going to ignore her?" Jack turned to look at him. "Because even I'm getting impatient."
"I'm only going to get one shot at this," he told them, for perhaps the hundredth time. "When I went to bed last night, I spent over a week in the Dreamscape getting lessons from Naia, Lily, and Ratu on soul magic. I feel like I'm just now understanding how to hold a scalpel, but you're demanding I scrub in for brain surgery."
"It isn't exactly comfortable only having control of half my body," Jack replied. "Last week, I could frost a town in moments, and ride on the wind with arms outstretched and a cold front in my heart. But now? I'm crippled, physically and spiritually."
"You were already crippled," Freya replied. "In a metaphor even you can understand, you are nothing more than a lump of leftover snow from a melted snowman."
"Enough, both of you." Mike could see their soul folding and stretching above them, as if trying to tear itself apart. The temperature of the room had dropped drastically, and he could feel the chill through the sweater Yuki had stolen for him from the ski shop in the town square below. Yesterday, Freya/Jack had argued so much that the whole apartment had frosted over.
"No. I've had enough." Freya tried to stand up, but Jack's half of the body went limp. The goddess growled as they fell to the floor, the wood floors now covered in a thick frost.
The bedroom door opened and Yuki stepped out. She yawned, scratching at her belly as she crossed the room naked.
"What's a fox got to do to get a nap around here?" She shook her head at the sight of Freya/Jack struggling on the floor. "Felt them getting feisty, thought I would come check."
"Yeah, they need help again." Mike let Yuki pick them up. They had learned early on that it was unsafe for anyone else to handle Freya/Jack if they weren't calm. Even with Santa's coat on, Mike had gotten a nasty frostburn on his exposed skin from trying to move the goddess from one seat to another.
Freya and Jack were now going back and forth in a language nobody else understood. Mike half expected them to start punching each other, which would be regrettable because they shared the same face.
There was a loud sizzling sound, and then Christmas Present popped into the middle of the apartment, nearly hitting her head on the ceiling.
"Whoa, where the heck are you guys?" Christmas Present shrank herself down, then looked out the window. "This isn't the North Pole."
Mike took a minute to explain what had happened and their current plan. The spirit listened with interest to the events of the last few days, then filled Mike in on what transpired with the others. She handed him a letter which Lily had written, and he tucked it into his pocket.
Freya/Jack, silenced by the giant's sudden arrival, looked miserable to hear the news. Their soul had fallen into a contemplative state with no shortage of self pity. Mike had seen enough of it in the last few days to recognize the pattern.
"I shouldn't stay long," Christmas Present announced, looking around the room. "And neither should you. The Krampus knows I teleported here, but not why. If he sends someone to investigate, they will discover you soon enough."
"It was fun while it lasted," Yuki muttered, leaving the room to go get dressed.
Christmas Present patted Holly affectionately on the head, then blew Mike a kiss before baring her breasts and disappearing.
"Should have seen that coming." Mike couldn't help but laugh, then opened Lily's letter. It said pretty much what the giant had told him.
"So where should we go?" Holly asked. "If the Krampus is using his own sleigh, it will still take him hours to get here."
Mike looked outside and sighed. They couldn't return to Santa's house, they needed more time. But he also didn't want to spend forever trying to locate somewhere quiet to do their work.
"Could the Krampus track us through the fireplace?" Mike asked.
Holly shrugged. "I don't know."
"Shit. Sorry, Holly." He growled as he looked back out on the mountain. What was the best play here?
"I have an idea," Freya offered. "If you are worried about him tracking us, we could move somewhere nearby. Close enough that we can walk, but far enough away that it would be a waste of resources to search. He doesn't know why the spirit came here in the first place."
"So you're saying we should move to another building?"
"Maybe go a town over. Wouldn't be hard to find somewhere just as nice." Freya's eye moved in toward her nose, as if looking at Jack. "What do you think?"
"I could cover our tracks," Jack replied. "We just have to make sure we don't leave any evidence we were here."
Holly didn't bother asking Mike's opinion. The elf went into overdrive, picking up all the trash they had accumulated and putting it into the garbage bag. Yuki came out of the bedroom, carrying Santa's coat in one hand and a stolen backpack in the other.
"It's a good plan," she offered, tossing the coat to Mike. "Let's go."
They were fully packed and gone within thirty minutes. Mike gazed wistfully at the people in the hot tub, wishing he could be back home with his whole family. After seeing Callisto in the future, there was nothing he wanted more than to wrap his arms around his son and hold him. Granted, he would probably get kicked for doing it, but it was his fantasy and he was going to savor it for a while longer.
The trip out of the ski town didn't take them very long, but they were stuck with walking along the frost covered roads. Holly led the way, with Mike and Yuki taking turns carrying Jack/Freya as the goddess manipulated the elements behind them to hide their footprints.
The long walk out of town felt like an outtake from an apocalyptic movie. The streets were largely empty, but what few cars navigated them were frozen in time, their headlights on. Declaring that the main roads had served them well enough, Yuki led the group onto the icy side roads. They avoided street lights or any other illumination that might give them away, and it was a couple of hours later that Mike found himself hiking up the side of a mountain, following a curved road covered in snow. He looked back one last time at the lights of the ski village, then flinched when he saw a cluster of them flicker.



"What the heck was that?" he asked.
"Hmm?" Holly stopped to look too, then grabbed his hand when another set of lights flickered. It almost looked like something was climbing across the exterior of the buildings, moving fast enough to block the light for only a moment. "We were right to leave. Someone came to check."
"The Krampus?" he asked.
"Doubt it. He would have come on his sleigh...I think." She bit her lip. "Though maybe he can use fireplaces, if Santa taught him how."
Mike gritted his teeth, knowing full well that the Krampus could. The road was curving away so that the ski town could no longer be seen, which meant they would be hidden from view. Without any tracks to find, he could only hope the Krampus would give up long before committing to a search that wide. "Let's keep going."
Nearly an hour later, they found themselves standing in front of someone's weekend cabin. They were well away from the lights and comforts of the ski town. The building was dark, meaning no fire had been lit. Holly went in first, using a lockpick from her pouch. She declared the house clear, and they all went inside. The front room had a pair of couches, and there was a bedroom in the back.
Mike stomped his feet out of habit, surprised to discover that his stolen boots were dry. Freya/Jack had done a great job of keeping their travel concealed, and he wondered if they had simply made the snow return to where it had started.
The cabin was lit only by the moonlight reflecting off the snow outside until Yuki sent a few traces of foxfire into the corners. The room now looked like it was lit by candles, revealing that a small, fake Christmas tree had been set on the kitchen counter. A quick check of the cabin revealed that it was a rental, and it didn't seem like anybody had booked it.
The group spread out and Holly stocked the pantry with the rest of their stolen food. The sandwich meat and cheeses didn't need refrigeration due to the timelock, but she still put them in the fridge for storage purposes. Yuki kept watch out the window while Mike went back to his study of Jack/Freya's soul.
Jack/Freya didn't seem to require sleep, seemingly content staring into space. Mike could tell that the two of them were having some sort of internal debate, their soul halves constantly shifting back and forth in what looked like an attempt to claim territory. Holly went to bed a couple hours after they settled, not even bothering to make a pass at Mike like she had done the previous night. He had declined her offer then, mainly to avoid upsetting Jack/Freya.
Yuki had set up her art station next to the window, her ears shifting every now and then as she worked on replenishing the minor arcana of her tarot. Now that Mike could see magic, he watched in fascination as she pulled different elements from her own body and even the air around them and layered it into each painting. The more complicated the spell, the more magic was stored inside the art. The lower numbers didn't take her very long, and he finally understood how she was able to command the cards to become what she needed them to be.
It was all about layered potential. Yuki was pouring magic into a well with the expectation that she could shape it with her intent later. Mike learned more about enchantments and runes from fifteen minutes of watching her than in all the time he had lived in his house. It wasn't something he would be able to suddenly recreate on his own, but it was suddenly like several doors had been opened in his mind.
When Holly woke up, she made herself a meal while Yuki packed up her portable easel and went to bed herself. Mike joined the elf for sandwiches, noticing how exhausted she looked.
"You okay?" he asked.
"Not really," she admitted. "I didn't sleep very good, because...please don't take this the wrong way, but...I'm not so sure we can beat him. The Krampus."
"Oh." Mike frowned, then set down his food. "Yeah, things are bad. But if I'm being honest, I've been in worse spots."
"You have?"
"Yes. Pissed off the Queen of the Faeries a year back, got that to work out. Literally saved the world about nine months ago from a dead god and their priestess. Lost someone important to me during that whole affair." He took a deep breath and let it out. There weren't adequate words to describe how the whole thing had felt, the raw void that had been left behind with Velvet's passing. Right now, it was more important to give Holly hope, and crying wasn't going to help. "When all is said and done, I will go down fighting. Or at least be able to say I tried."
"But why you?" she asked. "These things you've mentioned, they're big. And now you're caught up in this, too. Doesn't that seem strange?"
"Huh." He had given up trying to rationalize his life long ago, but Holly had a point. Most of his issues had centered around the house, but not all of them. The incident with Leeds hadn't even originally been about him. And now he was dealing with Santa's literal inner demon, though it was loosely tied to the house. "It does seem strange," he admitted.
Was it all part of the Great Game? Or was it a result of becoming part of the magical world? It was something to consider. Emily had experienced her fair share of setbacks, but from everything the others had told him, it had never been like this.
Holly leaned forward, her elbows on the table and her chin above clasped hands. A lock of hair came loose from her hat in the process. She tried to blow it away from her eyes, but was unsuccessful.
"I hate this," she muttered. "I wish Santa would come back and fix everything. If we could just figure out where the Krampus locked him up, we could find him and let him fix everything."
Mike stared at the elf, stunned. Not only did he know exactly where Santa was, but would the process of extracting him be much different than what he was about to attempt with Jack and Freya? Could he simply grab onto a chunk of Santa and pull him to the surface, leaving the Krampus locked away?
All this time, they had simply been reacting to what the Krampus did with no real plan to stop him. Now? That power was potentially in Mike's hands. He just needed to learn how to wield it, and then return to the North Pole to kick some ass. These were all things he could accomplish with the help of the others.
"I could kiss you," he declared without thinking.
Holly smiled dreamily, then sighed. "I'm not in the mood," she told him. "Too depressed. There's not even any mistletoe. All we have for Christmas is that tree over there, and it's not even decorated. Why bother setting it out if you aren't going to put ornaments on it?"
"I might have a fix for that." Mike got up and went to his coat to retrieve the ornament Santa had given him. The spirit inside had hidden itself away, making it look like a simple frosted bulb. He handed it to Holly. "Here. You put it on."
The elf perked up, taking the ornament from him. "Why do you have this?"
"Santa left it for me in his workshop."
"Truly?" Holly stared at him in awe, then reverently hung the ornament on the tree. She didn't even question Mike's statement, humming to herself as she hooked it on a branch. "You have no idea how happy this makes me," she told him.
"Convenient," Freya snorted from the other side of the room. "Santa gives you an ornament, you find a bare tree to put it on three days later to cheer up the elf helping you."
Mike frowned at her words. She was right, it was convenient. Was the purpose of the gift to cheer the elf? Or was there a deeper purpose? It had just occurred to him that he might be able to rescue Santa using an ability he gained while in the North Pole, after practicing something similar on Jack/Freya.
Just how precognizant was Santa? Had the ghost of Christmas Future told him what was going to happen? Or did Santa himself just know? Was that why Santa let the Krampus take over, because Mike would ultimately defeat him using--
His thoughts were lost when Holly planted a kiss that heated him up from the inside, her hands moving along his chest. She let out a tiny moan in his mouth, then broke the kiss while licking her lips.
"Thank you," she said. "I would offer you more than a kiss, but..." her eyes flicked over to Jack/Freya.
"I understand." He yawned, stretching his arms over his head. "I should probably get some rest. I think I've got what I need to help Freya and Jack tomorrow."
"You'd better," Jack mumbled. He gave the goddess a cursory glance to see that her soul was tumbling about again in what he estimated to be self pity.
Minutes later, he snuggled into bed with Yuki, her tails helping trap the heat under the blankets. He drifted to sleep, the Dreamscape sprouting around him like time-lapsed grass in fast forward. Sitting on the edge of Naia's fountain, he saw that the others were waiting for him. Lily sat topless on the edge of the fountain, her arms clasped in front of her as a moving tattoo that looked identical to Jack/Freya's soul shifted across her skin. Ratu and Naia studied the design, then looked over at Mike.
"Well?" he asked. It was clear that his hours of study coupled with Lily's ability to experience the world had born fruit.
"It took a few hours before anything showed up, but Lily was finally able to project it in real time." Ratu patted the spot next to her. "And I think we have a way for us to help you fix it."
"Excellent." He let out a sigh of relief, then excused himself long enough to check on the massive sign he had built over the house. He and Kisa still had their link, but he didn't even know if she could reach him now that time was flowing differently. On the odd chance she arrived, he had written a brief synopsis of what they were doing on a giant billboard.
Tink had written "You stink" on the bottom corner of it with a can of spray paint, followed by a silly face. Mike thought it was funny, so left it up.
"So what do we need to do to get this train rolling?" Mike asked. "Do I start from the outside and work my way in, or...?"
Lily burst into laughter, then looked over her shoulder at him. "Oh, please, can I tell him? Please let me be the one to tell him."
Naia looked at Ratu, who just shrugged. "Someone is going to have to tell him," the naga said. "May as well be you."
"Tell me what?" Mike asked, suddenly worried that what he heard next was going to really piss off Freya and Jack.
Lily cackled, then shared the plan with him. Turned out he was right.

❄️❄️❄️

Kisa dropped down from the rafters, landing silently behind the cluster of elves taking the last of the presents. After Grýla had left, Kisa had waited maybe half an hour in her hiding spot, watching the elves. They moved soullessly, no words shared between them as they obeyed the Krampus' last order.
One of the elves turned to look right at her, his eyes briefly taking her in and then sliding away from her as he forgot her presence. She moved out of his way as he looked around the room, clearly trying to remember what he had just seen.
The last of the gifts were loaded onto a sled. Since there was some leftover room, Kisa hopped onto the back and crouched down. She wasn't certain if Grýla was still around, and had a sinking feeling that the giant might be able to see through whatever magic kept the cat girl from discovery. The gifts would likely get no more than a cursory glance at best, and that would have to be enough.
The elves took up the ropes and pulled the sled into the underground tunnel. Kisa's eyes adjusted to the dim light, allowing her to notice that the elves moved as if on auto pilot. She couldn't be certain if they saw anything as they marched in lock step with one another.
Up ahead in the tunnel, an unexpected side passage appeared. It was immediately apparent to Kisa that the side passage didn't have the same construction as the other tunnels she had been in. This one looked natural, and she would have thought it was just a cave system if not for the odd concave marks along the edges. Despite being solid stone, it almost looked like a pair of hands had simply scooped it away, leaving behind occasional finger lines in the granite.
These had to be tunnels dug by the giant and her kin. How long had it taken them? She didn't get a chance to ponder it for long before the elves turned down the new tunnel, which wasn't lit at all. All around her, the elves shuffled forward, their speed reduced drastically as they navigated the darkness.
Kisa took several deep breaths, reminding herself that the cave wasn't about to collapse. She had no idea how much land was even above her right now, and contemplating thousands of tons crushing her into cat paste wasn't going to--
She shivered, then bit the inside of her cheek. She needed to stay focused on what was important, and apparently that meant tunneling to the center of the Earth to do it.
A dim light appeared, and she almost squealed with joy. Long shadows formed behind the sled as it was pulled into a large chamber lit from above by glowing gemstones. In awe, Kisa stared up at the glittering crystals until her thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the sled being tipped sideways into a pit.
She bounced and slid along the massive pile of presents, eventually coming to a stop next to a skateboard with a bow stuck to the wheels. Up above, the elves wandered away with their empty sled as Kisa cursed herself for getting caught up in the moment.
"Where the fuck am I?" she whispered to herself, scanning the ledge for movement. The pit she had been dumped in was massive, and she moved to the sloped walls to climb out. The rock was smooth, but more of those finger grooves gave her plenty to grab onto as she hauled her tail out of there.
Near the rim, she crouched down and slowed her movements. When she finally looked over the edge, she saw that the elves were on the other side of the massive chamber, waiting to go into a much narrower tunnel. Seeing nobody else watching, she cautiously pulled herself out of the pit and looked around.
The chamber itself was massive, and multiple pits had been dug around the edges. Several were still empty, but others were packed high with presents. Kisa examined the piles, curious what the overall plan for them was. It wasn't until she was near the other side of the chamber that she understood.
One of the pits looked different from the others. A massive hole had been carved into the center, and Kisa immediately recognized the ducting inside. It was an attachment to the furnace, which meant that they planned to shove all the gifts in there at some point. When she moved closer for a better look, she saw scorch marks lining the outside of the opening.
Interesting. Had the Krampus put this in, or was it something the giant had done?
The elves had disappeared into their tunnel, so Kisa walked over to see where they had gone. The tunnel was smooth for over a hundred feet before it opened up into a circular room with glowing crystals above and a narrow walkway in the middle. Next to the walkway were sets of staircases that led down into pits with holding pens. Elves, thousands of them, milled about silently, their milky eyes staring at the walls as if blind.
On the other side of the chamber, a separate room had been built where the elves who had taken the gifts now sat. They were in a tight cluster, as if to keep warm, their arms folded across their legs. The sleds had been stacked in the back of the room.
Next to the sled storage room was the entrance to a much larger hallway. From it, Kisa heard a series of low growls, followed by staccato laughter.
"You don't want to know, you don't want to know," she whispered to herself as curiosity drove her forward. Kisa crouched close to the walls, more out of apprehension than fear of discovery. The grunts were occasionally punctuated by snippets of conversation. It sounded like a small group of men and women talking to each other.
The mouth of the tunnel widened, revealing a huge living area full of battered furniture. Along one wall, shattered remnants of couches were in a pile, with a small cadre of elves nearby to scavenge parts. A makeshift workshop had been set up in the corner, the elves working tirelessly to build and restuff the largest couch Kisa had ever seen.
In the other corner, a set of king size mattresses had been set on the floor, propped up from behind by rocks to turn them into a recliner. A huge, greasy haired figure lay on them, his attention on a flatscreen TV that had been fitted into a rocky alcove.
"That's because they were on a break!" the giant declared, throwing an empty bottle at the wall to the side of the screen. It shattered, leftover beer dribbling down to vanish in the glass wreckage below.
Kisa stopped, doing her best to take it all in. The giant looked like a male version of Grýla, though he was wearing a pair of pants that were made out of an old tarp. He had one hand down his pants, doing gods knew what, while he used the other to take a bottle of whiskey from an elf standing nearby. The giant was watching the show Friends, and was clearly distraught about something.
Realizing that she had likely stumbled into Grýla's lair, Kisa debated backing out, but got that cold sensation in her stomach that warned her it was time to hide. She slid along the wall and found a poorly lit overhang that she could scramble onto. If she rolled toward the back wall, her body was completely hidden from sight.
"Leppalúði!" Grýla's voice carried down the tunnel like a foghorn. "Get your ass up, we've got company coming!"
The giant watching television frantically searched around for the remote. Unable to find it, he simply threw the bottle at the tv, causing the screen to shatter. He got up and stomped on the pile of glass bottles, his massive feet reducing them to a glittering powder. Kisa didn't miss the fact that the hard rock under his feet softened like mud.
"Leppalúði!" Grýla appeared in the main tunnel, her lips smeared with fresh blood and dirt. "I need you to get the pot."
"The pot?" Leppalúði looked confused, putting a finger to his lips before turning to look over his shoulder.
Grýla struck him so hard that he rolled across the room, smashing into a stalagmite and shattering it.
"Yes, you idiot, the pot! The one we use for cooking." She walked over to the other giant and yanked him to his feet. "We have company coming."
"Who's coming?" Leppalúði only had one eye open, the other swollen shut already.
"Company. Food." Grýla grinned, her massive teeth glinting in the light. "The Krampus is bringing us a present."
"No!" It was a response of disbelief, a grin blossoming on Leppalúði's ugly face. "It's happening?"
"It is." Grýla patted Leppalúði on the head affectionately, then grabbed him by the ear. She yanked him toward her face, her mouth opening wide as if to bite him. "But not if you don't find that fokking pot!"
"Yes, I'll do it!" He pushed her away, trying to placate her by groveling. Kisa noticed that he was a bit smaller than Grýla. "I think it got tossed in a cave, won't take me but a minute."
"Good." She ran her hand across his chest, then lowered it to his groin and gave him an affectionate squeeze. "After we eat, you're gonna put some more babies in me."
Kisa couldn't tell if Leppalúði was thrilled or horrified. Either way, Grýla did a quick circuit of the room, pausing briefly to contemplate the elves working on repairing broken furniture. She threw a glance Leppalúði's way, then snatched an elven woman and lifted her to her mouth.
Kisa closed her eyes and shoved her fingers in both ears, slowly counting backward from sixty. When she got to zero, she unplugged her ears and let out a sigh when she realized the cave was quiet. Moving to the ledge, she peered over the top to see Leppalúði staring at his broken tv with remorse.



"You!" He pointed in Kisa's direction and she almost screamed. "Fetch me another TV."
An elf near Kisa's hiding place grabbed a pair of helpers and they hustled out of the room together. Leppalúði scratched his chin, then blew a massive fart before chuckling.
"Now where did I leave that fokken pot?" he muttered, heading for the other side of the cave. When he pressed his hands into the stone, the whole wall shifted inward, revealing another series of caves. Once he was gone, Kisa got down from her hiding spot.
"I hate this place, I hate this place," she muttered, moving toward the main tunnel, careful to avoid the new stain on the floor. She knew where the elves were, now she just needed somewhere safe to try and get hold of Mike. From the tunnel, she could hear the soft crunching of elven bones.
"Shit." Grýla was likely having another snack on the way out. Wasn't the Krampus gonna be pissed about all the elves she had eaten? Shaking her head, Kisa looked around the room and noticed the tunnel the elves tasked with a new TV had gone down. Maybe there was a way out through there?
This tunnel turned into a long stairway with a gentle curve to it and was lit by glowing crystals that had been jammed into the wall and ceiling. Kisa grabbed a smaller one and was able to pry it loose in her hands. She tucked it into her coat and continued up the tunnel for several minutes before finding herself in the entrance of a building. A service elevator was at one end with a metallic staircase next to it that descended into darkness.
The elevator was gone, so she took the staircase, cursing the way it squeaked beneath her feet. At the bottom, she found herself in a massive warehouse with earthen walls. The dim light from the elevator revealed pallets stacked with wrapped presents that receded into darkness. From where Kisa was, she couldn't tell how big the warehouse was.
One elf stood at the controls of a spotlight, while another flipped through a massive tome that sat on a pedestal built into a dais. After a couple of minutes, the elf with the tome shouted a series of numbers and letters. The elf in control of the spotlight worked the controls, then turned on the light. The beam hit a distant pallet dead center. The elves hopped down from the dais and disappeared into the darkness between the dais and the lit pallet.
Kisa moved to the dais to inspect the tome. Each page contained three columns. The first column was composed of names while the second was a list of televisions by size and brand. In the third column was a combination of letters and numbers that didn't make any immediate sense. It was two letters followed by four numbers.
In the distance, she heard the sound of boxes being shifted. It was easy enough to climb the pole of the spotlight until she could see the elves were busy digging through the pallet where the light was aimed. In the middle of the pallet was a large present that could easily contain a television.
"Huh." She slid back down the pole and examined the third column once more. Clearly the pallets were sorted somehow. She climbed up the spotlight again and stared at where the elves were rummaging about. How had they known where the pallet was?
It took her a couple of minutes before she figured it out on the controls for the spotlight. A double set of letters had been written on the lever that controlled the vertical axis of the light while a series of numbers was engraved into the large wheel that rotated the whole stand.
Doing a quick check of the current values, she moved back to the book and discovered that a fifty-seven inch Vizio television was registered to a Michelle Hackett. There was a grinding sound, followed by the squeaking of wheels. Kisa looked up to see that the elves were loading the television onto a dolly and wheeling it back in her direction.
When she looked back at the tome, she watched as Michelle's name vanished from the column, along with her TV. The names all shifted to fill the blank space, causing Kisa to stop and stare for so long that she almost forgot to hide.
The elves loaded the television onto the elevator, then came back long enough to turn off the spotlight and close the tome. The whole warehouse plummeted into darkness, save for the little bit of light that came from the elevator itself.
Kisa sat in the dark and waited. She could hear the elves unloading the elevator, most likely headed straight back to Grýla's lair. After perhaps fifteen minutes, she pulled the crystal from her pocket and sighed in relief when it gave her enough light to see by.
What was this place? Why did Santa have a massive stockpile of presents here? She moved back to the dais and held the crystal over the tome.
The word Undeliverables was written in gold letters across the cover. Kisa opened the book to a random page and saw that the names and items were now all scrambled.
She tried to pick up the book, but it felt bolted to the pedestal. Strangely, when she tried to flip to the end, there were always a few more pages in the back. Eventually they became blank, so she returned to the beginning.
What made a present undeliverable? Didn't Santa know where to find everyone?
"I don't really have time for this," she said, but the lie was insufficient. This was probably the perfect place to hide for now, and she had nothing else going on. She flipped to a random page and scrolled through the names.
Toys, appliances, blankets. The second column had no order to it anymore. Kisa wondered how the elves had managed to find a page with nothing but televisions on it. Using her finger to scan the second column, she accidentally touched the page and watched in fascination as the items all shuffled themselves into alphabetical order.
"Oh!" It was like a magical spreadsheet! She tapped the page a few more times and saw that there seemed to be a pattern in how it ordered itself. One touch put it in alphabetical order. A second touch did reverse alphabetical order, and then a third touch took her to a random page.
"This is so weird," she muttered, then tried the first and third column with similar results. However, with the first column, the pattern repeated itself based on first, last, and occasionally middle names. If Santa wanted to, he could find anybody in here with an undelivered present.
Out of curiosity, she looked up Mike Radley. It took her a couple of minutes just flipping pages to get to the Rs, only to discover that he had no gifts waiting for him in the warehouse. Mike Ridley, on the other hand, never got his Super Soaker CPS 2000, whatever that was.
She closed the tome and paused, her fingers hovering along the edges of the cover. It was a fleeting thought, one that terrified her with possibilities. The pages of the tome fluttered as she opened it once more, alphabetized it by first name, and then flipped to the K section.
"Kirsten...Kirstopher...Kirstynn..." Her eyes blurred as some of the words briefly appeared as letters from other languages. She assumed they were translated phonetically, but who was she to question magical books in a warehouse full of abandoned gifts?
And there it was, tucked in the middle of the page, a solitary word in the first column. Her heart pounded at seeing her own name, written in golden calligraphy as if waiting for her to discover it. If Santa had brought her a gift, would he really have addressed it to her nickname?
The old man would have. If what she knew about Santa was correct, everything had to be accounted for after the fact. Parents remembered buying the gifts, and they would be the ones to address them.
Her eyes slid over to the second column, the breath suddenly leaving her body. If this gift had been intended for someone else, then she was heartbroken for them, knowing it had never been delivered. It would be a special kind of cruelty, one that would force her to confront Santa and demand answers should she ever meet him. And if it was for her...
Then she still wanted some fucking answers. Written in that second column in golden calligraphy were two words with a tiny splotch of moisture beneath as if the record keeper had shed a single tear upon writing them.
Adoption Papers
It didn't take her long to manipulate the spotlight, cranking it through its different positions. She turned it so fast that the harsh rustling of wood on pallets caught her attention. Gazing out into the darkness, she could barely make out the shifting mounds of undelivered presents. While she turned the dial, they would arbitrarily reorganize themselves.
When she clicked on the light, it was aimed at a distant pallet that bore the code from the book.
"Okay, so magical sorting system still wants to make me walk. You've got some weird kinks in your system, Santa." She jumped off of the dais and ran between the stacks, startled at how dark the room was outside of the spotlight. If not for the spotlight itself, she doubted she would even be able to find her way back.
After a couple minutes navigating the dark piles, she came to a pallet stacked high with wrapped presents. Unsure where to begin, she did a quick once over from the edges, and then moved in to check the top. So many different names were written on the gifts, and there seemed to be no organization to them. Were they geographic? Or was it by year? It was impossible to say, and the idea of unwrapping a few gifts to see what was inside felt terribly wrong.
The light reflected off of the corner of a shiny red envelope that had fallen between two packages. Kisa pulled it free and gasped. Her name was written in bold letters across the front, addressed to her from Santa.
If this was for her, would the old man's name be inside? It would have to be, as well as her own. Her entire history lay sandwiched between two layers of red foil paper, just waiting to be revealed.
She hesitated, knowing that once she opened it, everything would change. There were a lot of painful things she had come to terms with, and she was happy right now. Would what she discovered take that happiness away?
Gritting her teeth, she tucked the envelope away in the inner pocket of her jacket, folding it in half to make it fit. This was not the time or the place. Maybe once she was back with Mike, or even Tink, would she be brave enough to open it.
The elevator groaned, descending from above as if under a heavy load. Kisa watched in horror as Leppalúði appeared, clutching an elf under an arm while a couple more rode behind him. She moved to conceal herself behind the pallet, the giant's deep voice carrying across the distance.
"Name-brand, only, food! Get me a name brand!" He stepped off of the elevator and threw the elf at the dais. "Stupid food, your brains are all mush now. You even left the spotlight on!"
The elf used the dais to stand, then clicked off the spotlight. The shadows of the room swallowed Kisa whole, her entire body going cold.
She never heard the rustling of pages, but the moment the elves started cranking that dial, her stomach flip-flopped as she was violently shifted somewhere else. She didn't have to hold on to anything, the feeling was entirely internal. When the spotlight clicked on again, it was a faint light in the distance, searching for Leppalúði's brand name television.
"Shit, shit, shit," she muttered, patting her jacket to make sure she still had her envelope. Satisfied that it was in her possession, she broke into a run toward the spotlight. She was too far away to worry about being heard, and the darkness cloaked her better than any spell could. If not for the dark silhouettes between her and the light, she would have run into piles of gifts several times over.
Leppalúði was on the dais now, going on a rant about being unable to find good help these days, a smug grin on his face. He raised his voice so that the elves could hear him.
"You fokken elves better get it together, because things are gonna be different once my wife is in charge. She's gonna run things for the Krampus while he's busy doing...uh, whatever it is he does." Leppalúði shoved a finger up his nostril in an attempt to either dislodge a booger or poke his own brain. He gagged, then pulled his finger free. "Hate how cold it is, all the fokken time. Will be good to get a nice warm meal!"
He shouted this last bit, then patted his stomach dramatically. "That's right, food, your lot are gonna get a reprieve from being eaten! You taste okay, though you're extra chewy now that you're all messed up inside. But the wife says the Krampus is gonna bring us what we really want." Drool formed along the edges of his lips, causing spittle to dangle from his chin. "And once I find that fokken pot, I'm gonna get it nice and hot and make me a stew."
Kisa climbed onto a nearby gift pallet and groaned. If she had to guess, she was easily a mile away from the spotlight. The elves were already moving the dolly and loading a large box onto it.
"It's been so long since I've eaten a child." Leppalúði stared up at the ceiling, his teeth glittering in the light.
Kisa stumbled, as if punched in the gut. Did he just say a child?
"Santa wouldn't let us, you know that? We've been forced to play nice, that fokken guy. Every couple of years, though, we'd find a way to sneak one of you. Eat you raw, we did, cause we had to hide our pot from the big man. The Krampus, though? He don't care who we eat." Leppalúði turned his attention to the elves, who stopped by the dais. The giant inspected the box, and nodded. "Sony. Now that's a name brand."
Kisa resumed her run, hoping to close as much of the distance as possible. She had to fight the urge to call out, knowing that death was the likely outcome of such an act. Despite her mad sprint, she was barely out of breath.
As Leppalúði got on the elevator, one of the elves went back and clicked off the spotlight, plunging the room into darkness. Only the dim light from the cavern beyond the elevator provided any illumination, which vanished once the elevator was gone.
She waited in the dark, her whole body on high alert as she kept her gaze in the direction the spotlight had been. It wasn't until several minutes had passed that she pulled the glowing crystal out of her pocket. It provided enough light for her to see maybe twenty feet out in each direction, but that was it. She would have to navigate her way back carefully, being very careful not to deviate from her course.
Contacting Mike would have to wait a little bit longer.

❄️❄️❄️

Yuki woke up, feeling Mike shift behind her. She turned her head, curious if he had woken up, but his face was scrunched up as if he was deep in concentration. It was entirely possible, considering he was essentially going to magic school inside his own head.
Figuring she had slept long enough, she snuck out of bed, belting her robe before exiting the bedroom. She was unsurprised to see Holly leaning over the coffee table where she had set up a board game with Jack and Freya. It was The Game of Life, and Jack was busy holding a piece of paper in scrutiny.
"Would you get on with it?" Freya growled from the corner of their mouth.
"You need to be patient," Holly told her. "Just because you didn't care about purchasing auto insurance doesn't mean you need to rush her decision." When the elf saw Yuki, she covered her mouth. "Oh, shoot. Were we too loud? Did we wake you?"
Yuki smiled and shook her head. "No, you guys are fine. It looks like you found something fun to do."
Freya snorted. "Hardly. There's nothing else for us to do but wait for the Caretaker to awaken and stare at us some more."
"We were gonna play Scrabble, but hiding the tiles from each other became too difficult," Jack added. "And nobody here wants to play Monopoly."
"That probably would have been a bad idea." She moved to the counter where a pot of coffee sat. Summoning a handful of foxfire, she picked up the carafe in one hand and heated it from the bottom with the other.
"Since you're up, do you want to play Clue?" asked Holly as she held up the box for it.
Yuki shivered, the fur on her tail poofing out. "We don't talk about the Clue incident," she replied out of habit.
"What?" A look of confusion crossed Holly's face.
"Er, nothing, don't worry about it. And no, I'm not up for board games right now." Yuki didn't bother explaining the Clue incident. It had become an unspoken rule that you simply didn't talk about it. "If you're tired, you can go lie down for a bit."
"Not really, but..." Holly looked at the door to the bedroom, her cheeks darkening. "Maybe someone should go in there and keep an eye on him. Just in case."
Yuki smirked. "Yeah, good idea." She wasn't worried that the elf would try anything, not with Mike's current moratorium on intimacy. Still, there was something to be said about snuggling up in his arms and listening to his heart beat while he slept. Oh, and the smell of him was simply heavenly, like fresh cut cedar and even sometimes a forest glade.
Holly excused herself, then vanished into the bedroom and closed the door.
"Disgusting." Freya wrinkled her side of the face. "The way you all pine for him. It's like you're bitches in heat."
Yuki stared daggers over the top of the carafe. "That's not how it is at all. Mike and I have been friends for awhile, and I didn't always feel this way about him."
"That doesn't explain the elf, nor my lesser half."
"Hey!" Jack's protest was muted, and she dropped her car insurance paper. "I've never said anything about desiring him."
"Please," Freya countered. "Don't think I haven't noticed how our heart quickens when he touches us, nor how you hang on his every word. We share the same vagina. Do you really think I don't notice how wet we are?"
Yuki raised an eyebrow, surprised at this piece of information. "Jack, is this true?"
"No. Yes. I don't know." There was a surprising range of emotions on Jack's half a face. "It doesn't entirely make sense to me. I'm Jack Frost. I don't have those feelings. I don't even know if I can."
"Ugh, please. You are totally capable of those feelings. In fact, back in the day, we had those feelings for plenty of people." Freya chuckled. "We were quite the party girl."
"Tell me more," Yuki said, satisfied that the coffee was hot enough. She poured herself a cup, then offered some to Jack and Freya, but both declined.
"What's there to tell? I feel certain things around him, ever since that first time he spoke to me." Jack's eye twitched. "His words, they felt almost like commands. I wanted to obey, but suspected something more sinister."
"I remember that." Yuki sat across from them in Holly's spot. "It was weird, like his voice was in my mind. I just really wanted to give him whatever he wanted."
"Hah! Proof!" Freya looked victorious. "It's that magic of his, it makes you all crazy for him!"
"Keep it down, please." Yuki sipped her coffee, her tails swishing as her body warmed. "And I can tell you from experience, that's not something he does. At least, not on purpose."
"What do you mean?" Jack asked.
"I can't say. It wasn't even until recently that I even thought about being with him in that way. And he never pushed me toward it, nor anybody else, for that matter. For the longest time, I suspected he may abuse his magic. Gods know it's probably an ability he could acquire, should he choose it. But that's not what he does."
Freya rolled her eye. "That's hardly a defense."
"You're right, it's not." Yuki set her coffee down. "But for someone who just bragged about being a party girl, you sound like a huge prude, Freya."
Freya growled, golden light filling her pupil. "Don't disrespect me, fox. I still haven't forgiven you for stealing my divinity away."



"Two things. One, if I hadn't, I think you'd be dead already. And two," Yuki held up her hand and summoned a ball of golden light. "I would absolutely give it back to you if I knew how. I can feel it coursing through my veins like liquid fire. Ever since I absorbed it, I've been in pain. My body doesn't know what to do with it. Every time I use magic, I can feel it lurking like a predator, ready to pounce. I don't even know what that means for potential outcomes. Will it escape? Or will I explode? Trust me when I tell you I didn't want it in the first place. All I wanted was to level the playing field, but you know as well as I do that magic doesn't always work the way you think it should."
Jack/Freya stared at her for a bit before Jack broke the silence. "Does Mike know?"
Yuki shrugged. "Would it matter if he did? You're the priority right now. For some reason, he believes that you'll be willing to help us take down the Krampus. I have my doubts, but he seems to have a knack for reading people that I do not."
"Hmm." Jack seemed to accept this answer.
"Speaking of our dear Caretaker, surely you've noticed the divine spark in him." Freya whispered this, as if afraid of being overheard.
"I have," Yuki admitted, releasing the ball of golden light. It flowed back into her hand, making a hissing sound as it disappeared into her skin.
"And what would he do with it? In fact, how does a mortal shell even survive such an in-flux of magic? Even this worthless body--"
"Hey!" Jack interrupted.
"Even this worthless body could barely contain it," Freya finished. "A touch of it would drive an ordinary man insane."
"Mike isn't an ordinary man." Yuki tilted her head and sighed. After so many days of Freya's bitching, the goddess was really starting to get to her. "And if there's one thing you should never do, it's underestimate him. He's a survivor, always has been." It wasn't lost on her that Mike had absorbed divinity while saving her life yet again. If it did cause him harm, she didn't think she could ever forgive herself.
But now that Freya had brought it up, why wasn't Mike experiencing problems with it? Surely he had to notice that the power of the gods was now flowing through his veins. At the best of times, Yuki felt like her soul had a sunburn. If not for all of those years being miserable in a tower, it would definitely bother her more.
A kitsune's body was designed for divinity. Every hundred years, they would grow a new tail and gain access to a new realm of magic. At a thousand years, they would become powerful enough to ascend, to properly harvest the magic of the gods. It was a long process for a reason, and Yuki wondered how different she would feel if she were further along in her evolution. Though magic wasn't really something that could be measured, each tail she grew hypothetically doubled her power.
She had never met a kitsune close to ascending, nor heard of one that had. It was always just rumors and legends, and the only one she knew of for certain was Tamamo-no-Mae. That particular kitsune had made it to nine tails, but was killed for trying to overthrow an emperor. Her spirit was currently sealed in a stone in Japan, but not the one everyone thought. Yuki had sought out the spirit once, curious to learn about her own kind. Tamamo had tried to trick her into giving up her body, but Yuki had seen through the desperate ploy easily enough.
The truth was, Yuki knew very little about her kind, or even herself. There was no real memory of her youth. One day, she was a fox with human intelligence. Dozens of years later, she awoke to discover that she now had two tails and could become a human. Her magic was instinctual at first, but the older she became, the more she learned.
Freya cleared her throat. Or maybe it was Jack. It didn't really matter. Either way, Yuki had tuned out the goddess and became lost in thought.
"My apologies." Yuki moved to adjust the pillows around Jack/Freya to make them more comfortable, then moved to the window to look outside. It was a frozen world out there, trapped in a single moment of time. In here, Mike slumbered while divinity circulated through his soul, doing gods knew what to him.
"Baka," she muttered under her breath with a smile. Gods, how she loved that idiot.

❄️❄️❄️

I super hope you enjoyed that chapter, because my pieces are almost in place for the third act! Expect to see some holiday spice in my next post, because I'm about to show you something you'll never see in a Hallmark movie!
Lit readers, you're awesome and I love you for all the opportunities you have brought to me. Thank you so, so, so much for letting me share this story, I adore Mike and all of my girls. Maybe it's silly, but I've had some really rough days recently where I've leaned on more than one of my characters for support. My Lily comes out when solicitors come to my door (or that newspaper guy at the grocery store who won't take no for an answer), but my Suly appears when I'm gardening. It's kind of strange, but it makes me feel like I'm never truly alone.
Please don't forget to leave some stars and some comments to help other people find this story, and then give yourself a hug. You matter.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all!
I am finally back with more "How can we further violate Christmas as we know it!" I am Professor Hawthorne, and do not allow any food in my class unless you brought enough for everyone.
New readers? Go for it. Just jump right in. You're like that weird kid who skips the entire semester and shows up for the final thinking "How hard could it really be?" If confusion is your kink, you're gonna need gatorade by the time you finish, cause you will be draaiiinned.
Returning readers? Welcome back! I've been super big busy with all sorts of stuff, and haven't slept more than 7 hours in a couple months now. The bad news is that it means I'm tired all the time. The good news is that it's now easier to spot the shadow people and spray them with a vinegar-water solution to chase them out of my house and keep them from eating the family dog!
*takes a deep breath*
Anyway, before I allow my mania to turn this little intro into a prolonged blog about how sex between circus performers is on a reverse bell curve with "Boring" on one side and "Holy Shit!" on the other, I want to thank you all once again for encouraging this behavior from me. It's officially been five years on this website, and it's been a wild ride. Without you, I would have disappeared long ago. I'll keep busting my ass to ensure that you get a quality story as long as you keep showing up and showering my night sky with stars.
(I've had six cups of coffee today)
This chapter has been lauded by beta readers as the spiciest scene of the book. I really hope you enjoy it.
Beneath a Broken Sky
"You have got to be fucking kidding me."
Mike let out a sigh of exasperation, then sat back in the old recliner he had pulled over to face Freya/Jack. They had leaned forward, sending waves of frost across their couch and through the air. A thick, magical aura pressed against him, making his danger sense flood his veins with ice.
"Look, there's something about me you need to accept," he replied. Off to the side, Holly had taken shelter behind the kitchen counter. Yuki, on the other hand, stood right behind him with a supportive hand on his shoulder. "My magic isn't elemental in nature, despite the whole lightning thing I do. It was always based on sex and intimacy of some sort. It's where I draw power from. Anytime I try to pull that strength from somewhere else, well..." He felt a tinge of pain in his right forearm, a reminder of the potential price he could pay. "It doesn't end well."
"You expect me...us to believe that you need to have your dick sucked the whole time you work your magic?" Freya sneered, then crossed her eye to look at Jack. "And what do you think?"
"It sounds suspicious, but..." Jack looked away from Mike, her cheek flushing. "I mean...if that's how his magic works..."
"It is." Yuki stepped around the chair and sat on the arm, one of her tails tickling Mike's nose. "Look, I've been where you are. You're all anger and impotent rage right now, and it doesn't help that Jack has a weird...attraction to Mike."
"Wait, what?" Mike asked, but Yuki shushed him.
"As I was saying, is it strange? It is. He did something similar to save me, and you are in far worse shape." Yuki crossed her arms. "So what's it going to be? We put a lot of work into saving your collective butt, and this is the solution we came up with. Mike has been busting his balls in dreamland learning how to fix you. If you turn us down now, then I'm of a mind to be done with you. We'll leave you here and try to fix the North Pole without your help. You'll spend the rest of your days fighting over whose turn it is to wipe your own ass."
"Language!" Holly protested.
"My apologies." Yuki looked at Holly, then back at Mike. "Now, in Jack and Freya's defense, Mike, you probably could have spent time building up to your announcement that you would need to be fu...having sex with someone while you work your magic."
"That's not what I said," Mike countered.
"You sat in the chair and told her 'You're not gonna like this,'" Holly said. "And then followed it up with 'I need to be constantly aroused in whatever manner necessary while I work on you.'"
Mike winced. The elf wasn't wrong. He had been going over the plan in his head and had truncated it quite a bit before speaking it aloud. "You're right. I'm sorry everyone, it's been a long day, week? However long it's actually been. Jack, Freya, you know about how a small piece of the women I've been with live inside of my head. All that knowledge is there, but I have no direct way to access it while awake. However, I found a work around when I helped Yuki, because Naia can contact me directly in order to help me with sexual activity."
"Go on." Freya looked doubtful, but she at least wasn't shouting at him.
"Anyway, your case is more complicated. Naia knows soul magic, but you're not just a soul, you're also a magic being. Now Ratu is a naga who specializes in transferring enchantments and manipulating magic. She also knows a thing or two about divinity. Problem is, she's not here to see it. That's where Lily comes in." He pointed to his eyes. "If she spends enough time concentrating in the Dreamscape, she can see what I do and project a version of it on her skin that Ratu can see. Then Ratu can speak with Naia, who can pass it on to me, but only if I'm doing something sexual to keep her summoned. It will be like having a team of people doing the work and not just some guy who figured out he could do it a few days ago."
"Which, if we're being honest," Yuki interjected, "wouldn't make a lot of sense. Did you think he would just figure out soul magic after a couple of days in a burst of brilliance? He gets lucky sometimes, but not that lucky."
Freya and Jack contemplated this for a bit, their soul shifting back and forth as the two sides again fought for dominance.
"It's not like he's asking you to be sexual with him." Holly had come around the corner of the counter. "I'm happy to do it."
"I might fight you for it," Yuki said, narrowing her eyes at the elf. When Holly took a step back, the kitsune softened. "Easy, I'm only teasing."
Holly laughed nervously, then turned her attention to Freya/Jack. "We can even blindfold you or something if you want."
"Shouldn't," Mike replied. "I've been informed that having direct eye contact will greatly improve the process. That saying about eyes being the window into the soul has some truth to it, and will make things that much smoother. But we could use one of the blankets from the bed or something to cover up whatever is, well, happening."
"I am not afraid of sex," Freya declared.
"Neither am I," added Jack.
"Please, you're probably excited about it." Freya rolled her eye. "I can sense your excitement even now."
"Ladies." Mike held up a hand for silence. "Please. If you're okay with this, I want to get started as soon as possible. I'm about to try untangling and repairing a soul that is thousands of years old. This will take some time." Ratu and Naia had theorized it could take more than one attempt, but they risked the possibility of doing more damage depending on when he stopped. It made the most sense to power through it in one attempt, and Mike had already chugged a couple cans of soup and had set some water bottles nearby in case he got thirsty.
Freya's eye snapped toward Mike. "I distrust you. Understand that I go along with this plan only as a means to an end. Should you succeed, I will help you retake the North, but what happens next will be decided by how generous I'm feeling."
"Stop, you're embarrassing us." Jack looked away, giving the goddess a wall-eyed look that almost squeezed a laugh from Mike.
"It's fine," he told them. "If my intentions are dishonorable, I'm sure you'll make sure my world freezes or something."
Yuki chortled, then pretended to cough, turning away to hide her smile. He was glad someone appreciated his humor.
"Then it is settled." Freya relaxed in her seat and stared at him. "Fix me, Caretaker."
"Fix us," Jack corrected.
Mike opened his coat, revealing that he was naked underneath. Jack appraised his member with an arched brow, her eye snapping back up when Freya called her out on it.
Holly, ever the eager helper, knelt on the floor and, per his instructions, did her best to give him the absolute worst blowjob ever. She used teeth to nibble his foreskin, slapped his cock against his thigh, and even tried to blow into his cock.
What the hell is going on out there? Naia's presence blossomed in his mind as Holly held his cock like a microphone and blew across the top of it like she was trying to play notes across an empty bottle.
Mike sighed in relief now that the nymph was with him. How is the connection? he asked.
It must be fine, because Lily won't stop laughing. He heard the mirth in Naia's voice. Tell her to move on, please.
"Commence Operation: Soul Edge." Mike groaned when Holly made an honest attempt to take him into her mouth. The plan for now was to have her and Yuki swap out, keeping him aroused and in contact with Naia until he finished fixing Freya and Jack. He would take credit for the idea, but Amymone was the one who had come up with the name for it.
The soul of the goddess appeared before him, and he noticed it was more twisted than ever. Based on what he already knew, he suspected that Freya had officially become the dominant personality, but not enough to gain control of their body. The soul itself was stretched thin in places, under tension and ready to snap.
Shit. This is bad, Naia told him.
Looks that way, he replied. What's the best way to proceed?
Give Ratu a moment, she's discussing some ideas with Tink.
Tink wasn't part of the plan, he said.
You're right, she wasn't. But she's here now and talking about something called a hypercube and tensors. Apparently this soul has some foundation in upper level mathematics that she recognizes, and she wants to help.
Mike smiled at the thought of Tink essentially giving a college lecture. He assumed such an event would conclude in a graph that made a big dick.
You're getting distracted, lover. Naia's voice was barely audible, so he looked down at Holly. The elf had pulled up her shirt and was using her breasts to stroke his cock. It took a couple of minutes, but he felt Naia click back into place and then resumed his work.
Manipulating Freya/Jack's soul began with a cursory inspection, which revealed packets of golden light tangled in the web-like structure. Ratu instructed him to lightly tug at a few places to see what was underneath. At some point, Holly switched places with Yuki, who rubbed his stomach with her hands, then used her claws to tease the sensitive flesh of his thighs.
It felt like nearly an hour had passed before he made his first adjustment, but it was probably only a few minutes. He used his magic like tweezers to pluck at a green and golden thread wrapped around the outside of Freya/Jack's soul that was stretched like a rubber band, then shifted it around the other side of the construct. Almost immediately, some of the narrow edges of the soul rebounded as if they had been tied down.
The goddess cried out, frost forming around her hands and feet. The temperature in the room dropped, and Yuki pulled as much of Mike's robe closed as possible.
Ripples cascaded through the soul before him, and it eventually settled. Ratu and Tink consulted for a few more minutes before Naia instructed him to grab a particularly thick thread and untangle the colors within. He broke out in a sweat during the task, his concentration staving off the orgasm that built up inside him as Holly joined Yuki in sucking on opposite sides of his shaft.
When the colors untangled, the soul snapped and flooded the room with residual magic in the form of floating lights that drifted to the floor and snuffed themselves out. Determined, Mike kept at it, making more adjustments. As he continued, he noticed that the density of the soul seemed to increase as gaps filled in with threads of light that had been smothered out of sight. Sometimes Jack or Freya would comment, and he couldn't help but notice distinctive colors that formed in the soul as a result. The longer he worked, the more he realized that Jack and Freya didn't comprise the majority of the soul. In fact, there was a tight ball now visible in the center like a dying star. Every thread he manipulated was connected to that glowing golden ball of energy.
That's a good sign, Naia told him. Ratu says that we're looking at something akin to what makes her a goddess, or used to, anyway. It should be a lot bigger, apparently.
What does Tink say?
She's going on about white dwarfs and nuclear fusion. Zel is now talking about astrology. Naia paused. She's now mad at me for saying astrology instead of astronomy. Give us a minute.
Mike sighed, then turned his attention to his lap. Yuki looked up at him with a grin, his cock firmly planted between her breasts.
"How long have we been doing this?" he asked.
"Are you complaining?" She lowered her chest, allowing the head of his cock to pop free of her boobs. Somehow, she managed to tease the tip of it with her tongue. "The hardest part has been dealing with your magic."
"How so?"
"We've been using it to tell when you're getting really excited. That usually means it starts jumping all over the place." Yuki winked at him. "Holly is taking a break out in a snowdrift as a result."
Mike snorted in amusement. The front door of the cabin opened up and Holly walked in, completely naked. The elf took a swig of hot cocoa, then slammed it down on the counter before swapping out with Yuki again.
"Here." Yuki helped him drink some water as Holly gave him a handjob. His cock was slick with glittery precum, which the elf rubbed all over her chest.
"Do you think I have the world record for edging?"
"Nope. Time is stopped. Might have the record for most orgasms in a single second, but not edging."
Mike half expected a snarky response from Jack or Freya, but the goddess was now staring blankly into space. He had no idea what the process felt like from their side, but they were still breathing and their soul was circulating light and magic.
Okay, so here's what we have. Naia's voice snapped him back to the task at hand. The consensus is that what we're looking at is the part of Freya and Jack that used to be an actual goddess. It's like a dead star, or something of that nature. Ratu has a theory that it could be reignited with enough magic. Once that happens, it's likely that her soul will be able to fix itself.
So I'm going to jump-start her?
That's the hope, Naia confessed. Lily agrees, as well. Apparently even the most damaged soul carries with it a memory of what it should look like. The others don't have anything else to add.
So we need a power surge?
He felt her grin inside of his mind. I think you know what you need to do.
Mike watched Freya/Jack carefully as he explained the plan to the others. The goddess didn't react, it was almost as if their mind was someplace else entirely. Holly, excited to help him with the process, pushed him back in the recliner and mounted him.
His magic, which had been little more than a background crackle, turned into a full blown sizzle. He didn't pretend to understand if he had held off multiple orgasms, or maybe it was just the same one over and over, but his magic flooded the room first with sparks, then motes of light that hovered nearby. Holly let out cries of delight as the motes vanished into her skin, then came at least twice before the pressure building up inside Mike finally released.
In that moment, he targeted the core of Freya/Jack's soul and sent all his energy outward.
The ensuing bolt of sexual lightning rattled the cabin, and the motes of light spun faster and faster around them. Holly was flooded with magic, letting out a final cry of delight before her eyes rolled up in her head and she passed out. The elf lay against him, happily leaking his cum as the core of Freya/Jack's soul sucked up all the energy he had sent into it. Golden bands of light had formed and were circulating through the core like giant rings.
"Here, I've got her." Yuki casually lifted the elf, who giggled in her sleep. The kitsune disappeared into the bedroom with Holly and returned with a grin on her face. "Poor thing couldn't handle it is all, she's fine."
Mike sighed in relief, and turned his attention back to Freya/Jack's soul. It occurred to him that the motes of light still hadn't disappeared, which was strange. Didn't they usually vanish once he was done?
Freya/Jack's soul made a sound like a bell, then sent the energy it had absorbed back out into the room. The motes of light turned into balls of lightning that expanded outward, knocking over furniture and pulling cabinets open. It was like the cabin had suddenly come to life and was voicing its displeasure at them.
The goddess let out a cry, both of their voices overlapping with each other. Mike covered his ears, his attention drawn by movement in the kitchen. One of the lightning orbs caught the top of the tree and circled down to where the ornament hung, the mist within swirling as a pair of dark eyes appeared.
"Oh, shit," he muttered as the tree fell off the counter. The ornament fell as if in slow motion, then shattered on the ground. Dark mist swirled about, eagerly soaking up the ambient magic before crawling inward towards where he and the goddess sat. In the corner of the room, he saw the Ghost of Christmas Past rise from the fog, its child-like face neutral as the mists circled Freya/Jack and moved up to her soul.
"Oh, no, you don't!" Mike had no idea what this spirit intended, and he sent his own magic out in an attempt to swat it away. The mists casually danced around his feeble attempts, eventually reaching the core of Freya/Jack's soul. A ball of golden light appeared in Christmas Past's hand, then streaked across the room like a comet where it buried itself into Freya/Jack's core.
Her soul exploded outward, like a fractal unraveling. He wrapped his magic protectively around those delicate threads, determined to hold them together them, but it was like trying to hold an umbrella in a hurricane.
At first, he thought her soul was becoming larger, but then he realized that wasn't the case. He was being pulled into it, his consciousness yanked towards the now fiery core in her center.
Alright, Santa. Let's see what you have planned for me now. The outside world disappeared as he was sucked into that golden light.

❄️❄️❄️

Jack stood on the edge of a cliff, a shattered crown in her hand. Down below, the ocean churned, the corpses of humanoids and monstrous entities scattered among the waves and rocks. A particularly large beast with the head of a whale made passes at the chum, opening its cavernous maw wide to swallow the dead. The sides of its mouth were smooth, but the top of its head was heavily dimpled like a raspberry. Each of the pimply nodes dotting its flesh opened to reveal neon yellow eyes that narrowed in her direction.
She cried out, backing away from the ledge only to crash into somebody. They went down together in a heap, tumbling along a steep slope of grass stained with blood and a black ooze. The dark fluid reflected iridescent patterns that hurt her eyes, and random bits of creatures were strewn across the landscape.
When Jack came to a stop, she stood and turned to face the other person.
"Ow, fuck me." Mike was on the ground, a busted spear sticking out of his thigh. He grabbed it by the shaft and yanked it free, a shimmering aura appearing around him as the wound closed up. His clothes were stained with blood, grass, and that black fluid.



"What have you done? Where are we?" Jack raised her hand, summoning ribbons of energy that coalesced into floating shards of ice.
"Chill out, Elsa, this isn't what I had in mind." He stood, surveying the landscape. "Something else happened in the meatspace and I'm trying to figure out where we are."
"Mike." She said his name like a warning, causing his attention to snap onto her.
"Do you sleep?" He did a couple of leg raises, then patted the thigh that had been stabbed. "Because if so, I think this is the Dreamscape. Well, yours, specifically. Mine isn't so...disturbing."
"No, I don't sleep," she snapped.
"Well, that was my best guess, and..." he tilted his head as if listening to something. "Interesting. I can almost hear Naia, and she sounds upset. This isn't the Dreamscape, but something similar."
"We're...in my head?" Jack touched her forehead. Was Mike reading her thoughts?
"In your soul, apparently. Mind and soul are very different." He looked down at himself and clapped his hands. The stains on his body vanished. "Last thing I remember was my magic overloading and it connected to that damned ornament."
"Why would that matter?" she asked.
"Ghost of Christmas Past was inside. Last Christmas, technically. Had a small ball of divinity, not sure what that's about." He looked back up the hill. "Which, if my memory serves me, means that I'm supposed to be here. There's something he wants me to see."
"Who? Santa?" Jack scowled. "Seems like something that dick would do."
"Right? Dude could have just sent out some emails, would have been way easier." Mike looked up the hill and tilted his head. "Was he there, before?"
Near the top of the hill, a large man stood, his gaze fixed on the ocean. Thick white hair adorned broad shoulders, and the stranger was shirtless, his back covered in fresh wounds and old scars. The wind picked up, and the man's white beard billowed away from him.
"Is that Santa?" Mike asked. "What's he doing here?"
"No, Santa never looked so..." Jack didn't know how to describe it. The figure on the hill was like a magnet, pulling her toward him. Those thick shoulders rippled with power, and the man's hands looked as if they could squeeze a confession from iron itself.
"Appealing?" Mike finished. When Jack looked at him, he held up his hands in defense. "Hey, dude looks like a badass. Unless he's a total butterface, I would easily rate him as an eight out of ten from the back alone."
"I find nobody appealing," she spat, and then strode up the hill. Of course, this was a lie. Ever since she had been in Mike's care, she had found herself easily enamored by him. It hadn't made any sense, at least not until she learned that he had soul swapped with a nymph. Regardless, there was a presence he carried, one that felt intimately familiar. Freya had chastised her openly for it, but Jack suspected that the goddess might feel the same way.
"I'm literally inside your soul right now," he said from right behind her. "I can tell when you're lying. It makes the air taste like mustard."
"Mustard?" She turned and frowned. "What the hell?"
He shrugged. "Don't look at me. It's your soul."
Shaking her head, she continued back up the hill, slowing to navigate the slippery parts. Above them, the figure stood stoic and motionless, a spear with glowing runes carved into the head clutched tightly in his hands. He was leaning forward on it, using it to support his weight. The remnants of a golden helmet lay at his feet. It had been designed to look like a bird, but one of the wings was missing and the bird's head was bent backward, folded flat against the helmet's brow.
"You live." The figure turned to reveal a heavily scarred face. One eye was nothing more than scar tissue, and tears leaked heavily from the other. "Have you any word of your sister?"
"Sister?" Jack paused, causing Mike to bump into her. She felt a slight jolt of electricity at his touch, her heart briefly surging. "Freya has a sister?"
"No idea, but that's definitely not Santa," Mike remarked, moving next to her. "But he's not part of you, either, in case you're worried. This is a memory. They feel sticky."
"Sticky?"
"Yeah, cause it can't be changed." He moved closer to the man. "He seems to be waiting for you to say something."
"What does he want me to say?" She moved next to the stranger and stared out at the horizon. There had once been a fleet of boats there, but now there was naught but shattered timbers.
Wait, how did she know that?
"Any news of my dear Frigga, please, I beg of you. Even if it's bad." The man moved toward her and extended a hand to touch her shoulder. Jack flinched away, but was surprised when a golden figure emerged from her body and stepped into the touch. It was a different version of herself, with long hair and vibrant skin. The crown was clutched in her doppelganger's hand.
"I fear she may have fallen." The doppelganger bowed her head in reverence. "Both her army and my own now lie in ruin. The invaders could not be stopped and I barely escaped myself."
"They have taken everything from us but our lives. I fear even those may not be enough to satisfy them." The man spat at the ground in frustration.
"Odin," Freya whispered, wiping the tear from his cheek. "We must flee. My sister, she may yet live. If you do not survive this day, you shall never know for sure."
"My place is here," he told her, his fingers tangling in her hair and lingering. "That you and the others may have a chance. For if we fall this day, there must be someone else to guide the humans."
"There's a chance the invaders will fail," she replied. "Other plans have been put in action. The gods themselves, they might--"
There was a loud rumble, followed by a crack of thunder that knocked Jack and Mike to the ground. Rolling onto her back, Jack looked down the hill and gasped as the distant clouds parted to reveal the largest tree she had ever seen. Its thick branches were decorated with sparkling star fields, the leaves adorned in gaseous nebulae and star clusters. One branch had been snapped clean off by a being made of twisted shadows that leaned forward to reveal a hideous face that--
The whole world scrambled, and Jack clutched her head, looking away from the entity up above, a being whose body surpassed the stars. Behind her, Mike gagged repeatedly, and she turned to see that blood was leaking from his eyes and nose.
"Mike?" She reached for him, but he swatted her hand away.
"Don't touch me!" he gasped, the air around him distorting. She could see it now, the magic of Mike Radley, whipping around him like a hungry storm. For a few seconds, she feared that he would burst apart as the air shimmered, but eventually settled.
"Are you...okay?" She was afraid to move any closer.
Mike sniffed, then spat blood onto the ground. She noticed he kept his gaze away from the giant tree in the distance. "Yeah, I'm fine, it's just...for a moment, it felt like I was being pulled apart and my magic...sorry."
Odin and Freya seemed troubled by the sight of the hideous face, but weren't affected otherwise.
"That cursed thing would consume us all," Odin said with a growl. "A being from outside time and space, capable of bending reality to its will."
"How are we supposed to battle such a creature?" Freya asked. "Its army shattered our own, drove us out of Alfheim. And for what?"
"To treat the gods as a midnight snack." Odin spat on the ground. "This is not Ragnarok, there is no glory here. To die at the hands of such a beast is to cease to have ever been, to be wiped from time itself."
Freya put a hand to her mouth in horror. "Surely that can't be true."
"Aye." Odin touched a spot below his missing eye. "I can feel their absence, yet know nothing of them. Should this beast succeed in its task, then this plane and all of its denizens shall cease to be. Even now, those we have defeated return all the stronger for it."
The Norse god nodded down the hill, and Jack saw that the glittering black fluid was forming into a pool that thickened around the middle as something tried to come through the other side.
"I should have listened," Odin whispered. "When the others came to me and warned me of this. For though I am all-seeing, I was still blind to the truth."
Freya embraced him, holding him tight. "You were not alone in your blindness."
"But you may yet have a chance." Odin pushed her away. "Maybe you can catch up with the others?"
She shook her head. "It is too late for that. They are already with the Architect and are safely away."
"Then you must flee." Odin turned his gaze on Freya. "Hide yourself, and await our return."
"And what will you do?" she asked him.
"Those of us who remain will have to be enough." Odin curled his lip and raised his spear. "For in the beginning, we said let there be light, and it was good."
The fluid formed into a being that made Jack's heart race. She couldn't focus on any part of it as the creature shifted beneath her gaze.
"Until we meet again!" Odin pressed his forehead to Freya's, then let out a war cry before leaping through the air and bringing the weapon down onto the beast that had formed. All along the hillside, the red blood had turned black and crawled toward the apex, approaching Freya's feet.
"I take my leave," Freya spat, throwing her crown down the hillside where it was consumed by the darkness. With fire in her eyes, she turned her gaze to the ocean below the cliff. "But know that I shall return. Father! My fate is in your hands!"
The goddess turned to the cliff and leapt, the memory now crawling in slow motion. A tendril of light connected Freya to Jack, and she was ripped through the air and off the cliff with the goddess.
Mike snagged one of Jack's outstretched hands, and the three of them fell together toward the crashing waves below. Golden light formed around Jack and Freya as the distance between the two of them shortened until they merged.
When they hit the water, it shattered like glass, each piece reflecting a different memory as she and Mike tumbled through darkness together. They were spiraling out of control now, but Mike kept a tight grip on her wrist.
"It's your soul!" he shouted over the howling winds. "Nothing in here can hurt you!"
Of that, Jack wasn't sure. She could feel Freya's heart weep for her missing sister, for the loss of her brother Freyr. It had all started with a crack in the base of Yggdrasil from which monstrosities poured. The beings had been easy enough for her children to slay at first, but the incursions had steadily become more violent as the beasts multiplied.
The spirits of the dead in her care had been devoured before her eyes, filling her with a boundless wrath. It was the source of her anger, the rage that had been yanked to the surface by the Krampus. It was like the bastard had known exactly how to manipulate her.
A cold feeling flowed through her body, her magic swirling around her and changing their trajectory. They hit one of the glass shards, shattering it into prismatic crystals that danced around them as they crashed into the cold snow of the Arctic north.
They struck the ground hard enough that Mike bounced away from Jack and the breath was forced from her body. She slid through the snow for several seconds, weeping tears of red gold.
This was where Mike found her moments later, huddled up and grieving. He didn't say anything, but knelt by her side to keep her company.
"Is this what you wanted, Caretaker?" She turned an angry gaze on him. "To make me whole, so that I may feel terrible things?"
He shook his head, a golden light shimmering around his body. "Sometimes it's hard being whole. It sounds counterintuitive, but it's true. We often cling to pieces of ourselves in an effort to avoid the truth, but that's no way to live. You end up walking the earth as a shadow of who you should be." He noticed the gold light on his hand and tried to shake it off. "Shit, this stuff stings."
"Of course it does. It's not for you." Jack slapped at Mike, trying to claw the divinity off his soul. Some of it stuck to her fingers, but the rest settled against Mike's skin and was absorbed. She examined the substance in her hands and frowned. It felt familiar, yet foreign.
The soft crunch of footfalls on ice made her turn toward the source. A large man in a white robe carried a limp figure in his arms. It was a woman, her body so cold that she had turned blue. Long auburn tresses were falling out in clumps, leaving behind a shock of white on the top of her head.
Saltwater dripped from both Santa and the woman. He stopped by his sleigh and knelt in the snow to set what was left of Freya down on the ice. The goddess shivered, her body covered in open wounds. Several of them were bite marks, while others were clearly the work of a blade.
A shadowy figure appeared in front of Santa, kneeling down to examine Freya. It was Christmas Future, the spirit more like a shadow than a ghost. The spirit inspected the goddess and shook its head.
"Surely there must be something we can do to help her." Santa had a thick accent along with a voice that rumbled like a distant train.
Freya held up a frostbitten hand, golden light gathering in her palm. Santa knelt down next to her, listening to words that Jack couldn't hear.
"Are you sure?" Santa asked. Freya nodded, her eyes never opening. Santa turned his attention to Christmas Future, who had turned to stare at both Mike and Jack.
The spirit contemplated them for several moments, then turned to Santa and nodded.
"That guy's a dick," Mike said, gesturing to Christmas Future. "I just wanted to go on record about it, that's all. And if he can hear me--good."
With a heavy sigh, Santa took the golden light for himself, placing it in his beard. His thick whiskers trembled with hunger as they absorbed the light of the goddess. It hadn't been until last century that the tiny tentacles had become indistinguishable from a beard, a fact that Jack was surprised to learn she had forgotten.
"If it's for the good of the children, I will do it, for I am but a humble servant. I shall keep your identity, until the time comes." He looked up to the sky and held his hands wide in supplication. "Spirits of the North, hear my call."
"What is this?" Jack demanded, taking a step back from the scene before her. Freya's body shriveled inward now that the golden light was gone, her hair becoming brittle and breaking off in the snow. The northern lights descended on Freya, swirling about like excited fireflies as they lifted her into the air and remade her body.
"Looks like your origin story." Mike put a hand on Jack's shoulder. "And I think I know what Santa did with that divinity he took from you. You really don't remember any of this?"
"I really don't." Had she known Santa before this moment? He certainly didn't seem too surprised by her appearance.
The scene became a smear as the northern lights gobbled up the darkness, and Jack closed her eyes to block out their brightness. She could see the vortex through her eyelids, which disoriented her. She stumbled forward, opening her eyes to see that Freya's body was gone. There was a spectral figure standing where Freya should have been, a place where the northern lights were refracted as if through a prism.
"No, stop, I don't want to--" She was cut off when Mike pushed her forward, causing her to collide and merge with the spectral body. More memories ripped through her, showering her with different images until she was back in the mirror chamber beneath Santa's Workshop, contemplating Freya through the glass.
"Finally." Freya tilted her head back to look down her nose at Jack. "I was wondering how long it would take you to get here."
Jack didn't respond. Her head felt as if it would burst, each memory a seed that had grown into a tree. She was living through each moment simultaneously, her consciousness pulled in every direction until it felt like she would burst.
"Can you feel all that we were now?" Freya's lips curled up in disgust. "We weren't just worshiped. We were loved. The outsiders, they took all of that away from us!"
"Stop, please." Jack clutched at her head, now watching scenes of strange beings punching holes through reality to assault Asgard. It was a place she had never visited, but now remembered intimately. Long walks in the gardens, poetry by the river, festivals of laughter and light, all of it stripped away in a one-sided slaughter.
"You can't handle this," Freya told her, stepping through the mirror. The scene faded, leaving just Freya and Jack in a white void, surrounded by thousands of still images. "You are just a fragment, after all. Please." She held out a hand. "I can make it all go away. All you have to do is let go, give it all back to me. Then you can sleep."
Jack cried out in pain, then reached for Freya's hand. It really would be so easy to just let it go, to have Freya take over. She seemed more confident than Jack, and so much stronger. The pain in her head was terrible, and all she wanted to do was close her eyes and rest.
Someone stepped between them. A warm hand took hers. When she looked up, she saw that it was Mike.
"You're not the fragment," he told her, pulling her into his arms. "You're only seeing what Freya wants you to see. Sorry it took me a bit to get here, I think I may have blacked out for a second in the real world. Being here isn't easy."
Freya hissed and tried to push her way past Mike.
"Her soul is being torn apart, she isn't ready!"
"That's because she isn't whole," Mike replied. He lifted his head and grabbed Freya's wrist. "And neither are you."
"Wait, I--" Freya screamed as Mike pulled her into his embrace as well, holding the two women together. The years poured into Jack's mind, everything Freya had ever seen or heard, and she screamed in agony as hundreds of large cracks formed in the void around them, her soul now stretching like taffy around each of them.
Mike went with her, his soul similarly stretched. Where hers was like taffy, his was molten silver, shifting and spreading with ease to encase her body. Sweat poured down his forehead as he held both Jack and Freya in his arms. The cracks in her mind roared, then burst apart, her consciousness now in hundreds of pieces.
And still, Mike was with her.
"What's happening?" Jack whispered. Hundreds of iterations of her whispered the same thing, creating a roar of Jacks that drowned each other out.
"I...have...help!" Mike's eyes opened to reveal that they were changing colors. Jack looked around and saw that even though there were dozens of Mikes holding her and Freya together, there were several instances of women doing the job instead. A beautiful woman in white robes with blue hair, a buxom cyclops with her hair in a loose braid, and even a goblin. There was a version of Yuki as well, all of them holding Jack and Freya together as golden light ripped through the void and danced along the edges of the cracks.
"I don't want to go back!" Freya's voice was tinged with desperation. "Don't make me go back to sleep, I beg of you!"
"Nobody is...going to sleep..." Mike gritted his teeth and his eyes blazed with golden light. The scene repeated everywhere, and the torrent of memories became diluted. "In fact, it's time for both of you to..."
Jack cried out in agony, pressure building in her chest as Freya's body melted into her own. She could no longer fight, gasping for air as Freya's face was pressed into hers.
"WAKE UP!" Mike's voice boomed, filling the void before it exploded.
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She was cold when she opened her eyes, staring up into a prismatic sky. The man leaning over her wore a white coat with a beard to match. His blue eyes sparkled, though she swore for a moment that she had seen stars in them.



"Ho, ho, ho!" he declared, helping her to sit. "And what's your name, young lady?"
She didn't know. In fact, she didn't know anything about herself, or where she was. When she held up her hands, she saw that they were almost as white as the snow itself.
"I'm not sure," she confessed. The falling snow swirled around her fingers playfully. She could sense each flake, like an extension of her body.
"I suspected as much." The man helped her stand, then brushed some ice from his beard. For just a moment, those fine white curls had looked like something else as they twisted before her. "You had to sacrifice much to be here, but I'm sure glad you did."
"Did...did I die?" The thought hardly bothered her. After all, she was just now aware that she was alive.
"You didn't." He patted her affectionately on the shoulder. "But you aren't the person you used to be, either."
"I'm not?"
"No. But isn't that the truth of growing up? We're never the same person all the time. You're just less you than you used to be, but more you than ever." He smiled. "I'm Santa, by the way."
"Where is this place?" She looked up at the sky. "What are those?"
"This is the North Pole," he proclaimed with a smile. "And those lights above us are the spirits of the north. Well, and something to do with the sun, apparently. I don't understand it, no matter how often they explain it to me."
"The sun?" She looked up. "It's very pretty."
"Most wondrous things are. Come." He gestured to a large sleigh behind him. "If you'd like, I can show you many wondrous things."
"It took me a bit to understand what had happened," Mike whispered in her ear as the world went still around her. Despite not knowing who she was or where she had come from, she recognized that voice and could picture him in her mind. "You see, both of you are fragments, pieces of the original goddess. Freya was a goddess of many things, not just war and winter. All of these memories you're seeing are remnants, echoes of the whole. The main difference between the two of you is that Freya remembers, but you do not."
"Who is Freya?" she asked.
"She is who you thought you were," he replied. "There's a chain reaction going through your soul right now, like dominos or those weird little stick things that look like crosses that explode when you pull one out."
"Stick things?" She was so confused.
"Yeah, forget about that, the short version is your mind is somewhere safe while your soul reboots from scratch. I don't know if that metaphor even makes sense to you, but..." Santa's features melted away, revealing Mike. "Wow, that feels so much better!"
She experienced a flood of emotions upon seeing him, both good and bad. He was surrounded by a golden light that created whorls of energy that reached out and melted away the nearby snow. A buzzing sensation shot through her body as she took a step toward him. Her heart beat in her chest so loudly, she could see its rhythm reflected in the light around his body. She stopped just a foot away, her veins now filled with ice water. Even though his eyes were gentle, the power surrounding him terrified her.
"Why?" she asked him. "Why am I so afraid of you?"
"Because it's okay to be afraid of the unknown." Mike lifted his hand and winced as golden light coalesced around his fingers. "This is all yours, by the way. When you got pulled apart, I found it all, hidden away inside you. It was tucked away inside every nook and cranny, and I have no idea what will happen once I give it back."
"What if I don't want it?" she whispered. In truth, she desired that power more than anything, but simply had to know how he would respond.
"Uh..." he contemplated his fingertips. "If I'm being honest, you really should take this back. For one, this is your power, not mine. I assume you earned it. I saw so many memories of the things you did for people. Your followers loved you, and that's not something easily given. Even just holding it is almost like...well, a mother's embrace, or something equally comforting.
"As for the other reason...I think it's killing me." He smiled weakly.
"I thought you said it felt like a mother's embrace."
"Well, it does," he admitted. "But it's not my mother, or she's on fire, or whatever metaphor makes you happiest. Please, just...take it back."
She entwined her fingers with his, the golden light circling around her wrist and twirling along her arm like ribbons on a maypole. Power thrummed through her whole body as the snowy landscape rippled before being swept away by a tide of golden light. Mike held tightly to her hand as the two of them floated into the air.
Her time as Jack came back first. Long years in the frozen arctic, dancing among the frost. Things had been simple at first, but the years were long and she had been lonely. Becoming Jack had not tempered her desire for friends, family, or even love. She had been grieving a life that had been hidden away from her, and the Krampus had used that knowledge to bring about Santa's fall.
Then she was Freya, or at least the version that had been awakened. This Freya was indeed the goddess of war, her thoughts consumed by those final moments in Asgard when she had been forced to flee, leaving her husband behind. Her people lost to her, she had survived the cold waters of the north with the help of her father Njörd, the sea god. The outsiders had chased her even then, forcing her to hide atop ice floes until they lost sight of her. That desperation had led her to find a man known for miracles, to beg him to hide her away from the ancient ones until it was safe for her to return.
More memories came, and she discovered that there was more to her than fierce battles and frost. There had been love and laughter, villages full of happy children who flocked to her side. Óðr had been her husband, but he was far from her only love. Her body was a temple that she had shared with many, offering her blessings far and wide.
"I am love," she proclaimed, tears in her eyes as the phantom lights above faded away, revealing the stars. This was no longer a memory, but the astral plane itself. If she chose, she could travel to any of those distant souls and greet them, to let them know that they weren't alone.
"I am beauty." She held up her fingers, watching as her skin glittered as if coated by diamond dust. A magnificent dress formed around her, dangling from her floating form. When she looked up at the man across from her, she finally understood the weird sway Mike had held over her during their first meeting.
"I am sex." Her free hand stroked his cheek and her magic hummed in time with his own. This was a part of her she had forgotten, instantly awakened by the power surging inside of Mike's veins. Her magic resonated with his, her golden light combining with the purple sparks that danced along his skin. His soul felt old, as if it had been around for thousands of years, but that had to be an illusion for he was mortal. Still, it had a familiarity that called to her.
She was fertility and fortune personified, a remainder of the old gods who had walked the earth and given their gifts freely to the humans. Lifetimes of joy now filled her heart, elevating the two of them higher and higher, and she grabbed both of Mike's hands in her own as she pulled him into her arms. When she pressed her lips against his, she inhaled, pulling the breath from his body along with the golden light that permeated his being. When she broke the kiss, a bright light formed in the sky and they floated toward it together.
She was neither Freya or Jack, but a true amalgamation of both of them as well as the unknown spaces in-between. This whole time, she had been in a battle of wills with none other than herself. The Caretaker had not only put her back together, but discovered the pieces of her long forgotten.
"EK EM FREYJA!" she declared, the stars in the sky bursting into fireworks as her soul unfolded into its proper shape, allowing the two of them to burst free of its confines and return to the real world.
Freyja fell from a couple of feet in the air, landing on the couch with a soft thud. Across from her, Mike slumped forward in his chair, gasping for air. He was soaked in his own sweat, drops of it falling from his fingers and freezing to the wooden floor beneath.
The goddess surveyed the small cabin, seeing it properly for the first time. She could see the faint glitter of the magic that held it suspended in time, could smell the sexual fluids of the elf that had passed out earlier. Freyja looked at Mike, a smile forming on her face.
"Caretaker." When she used his title, Mike looked up at her, his eyes still filled with golden light.
"Freyja." He winced, then put a hand to his bare chest. "You didn't quite get it all."
Yuki stood from behind the kitchen counter, her eyes wide. "Holy shit, you two, that was insane. You both just kind of hovered in the air for a bit, and there was light everywhere. I would ask if it worked, but..." The kitsune hopped over the counter and moved closer to them. "It's so weird, you have this presence now. Like there's more of you in the room than before."
Freyja nodded, then looked at Mike. "The divinity is killing him," she declared, rising in her seat. "He needs to give it back to me before he burns up."
"It's not for lack of trying." Mike chuckled, then coughed into his hand. "Was my first time reassembling a god. Not even Ikea has directions for that."
"Baka, stupid jokes even while you're dying." Yuki shook her head, then looked at Freyja. "Help him, please."
The goddess moved toward him, then knelt in front of him until their noses almost touched.
"Gladly," she said, meaning it with every fiber of her being as she put her lips to his.
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Mike's whole world was pain, but when Freyja's lips touched his, there was a moment of pure bliss as the divinity in his veins shifted, the pressure disappearing for just a moment. The goddess let out a soft moan as her lips parted, her tongue sliding along the tip of his own before exploring the curve of his lips.
His magic activated so hard that it ripped free of his body and formed into a thick beam of light that penetrated Freyja's chest. He gasped in surprise as a pink light surrounded her before spiraling back along the beam that connected them. He was instantly hard, his consciousness fading as his dick officially became the brain in charge of operations.
And then Freyja's magic kicked in. A bitter chill formed along his mouth and he let out a scream of pain just before Yuki ripped Freyja off of him. The goddess fell backward in surprise, the air around her turning to fog as she froze the water vapor in it on her way down.
"What the hell was that?" Yuki moved between the two of them. "Are you okay?"
This was directed at Mike. He licked his numb lips and smacked them together. In less than a moment, Freyja had almost frozen his face off.
"I think tho. Tho. Thit."He couldn't tell if his tongue was numb or swollen.
"I'm sorry, I don't know what happened, I..." Freyja looked up at them with shock. She still looked like Jack, but there was an awareness in her eyes that hadn't been there before. It was confidence and power, though it had just been shaken.
"My best guess is the obvious: your head may be screwed on right, but it doesn't mean you can control it." Yuki knelt down next to Mike and inspected his face. "Your soul may be put back together, but your magic is a different story. His magic reacts to yours just as much as yours reacts to his, and I think you're defaulting to what you're the most used to, which is the frost."
Freyja held up her hands and clenched them tight. When she opened them, butterflies of golden light appeared and did a quick lap around the room before vanishing. "I think you're right. I'm in control now, but when we kissed, it was like jumping off a cliff." A slight smile appeared on her face. "There's a reason they call it falling in love, after all."
Yuki frowned. "You've been right in the head for all of two minutes, there's no way you feel like that about him."
"You are correct, child of the forest, I do not. But that feeling you get when you meet someone special, when you share that first kiss, that's all in here. It's a part of me just as it is a part of anyone with the capacity to love." Freyja placed a hand on her chest. "I can't believe I had forgotten what a wonderful feeling it was."
"Just a reminder..." Mike coughed so hard that sparks flew out of his mouth. "I am absolutely still dying over here."
"Do you need physical contact to get your divinity back?" Yuki asked.
Freyja frowned. "Sort of. The divinity he gathered while mending my soul is now integrated in his own, albeit temporarily. He could give it back through touch or by using his magic."
"Which requires touch." Yuki shook her head and looked at Mike. "I don't suppose you could just zap her with it, could you?"
Mike contemplated her question, then closed his eyes and looked at his magic. The golden glow of Freyja's divinity was entwined with his own magic, the two of them braided together. He plucked at a few strands to see if he could strip it away on his own, and was unsurprised when the divinity shifted and stuck to another strand instead.
"No can do." He looked at both of them. "Freyja's right. It's stuck to my magic. If I use it and cycle it out, I could probably put it somewhere else, but it's definitely not something I can do by just examining her soul or whatever." Unless the nearby hospital had a dialysis machine for nymph magic, there was only one option that made sense.
Unfortunately, he got the feeling that what had happened to his jaw was possible anywhere else. Frostbite on his fingers? No problem. Frostbite on his dick? Nope. An image of his frozen member snapping in half gave him plenty of reasons to be cautious.
"We need a way for my magic and his to interact, but we cannot touch." Freyja bit her lip, then looked over at Mike. "I do fear I would freeze you to death if we did."
A memory tickled the back of his mind, and he pursued it. There had been a moment on his porch, once upon a time, where he had fucked Cecilia and Lily at the same time due to Cecilia's spectral nature. He remembered how his magic had spread across both of them, and a similar thing had happened earlier in the year with Dana and Quetzalli.
He quirked an eyebrow and looked over at Yuki. "So you're saying we need someone to act as an intermediary, a kind of sexual fuse that can withstand cold temperatures."
The goddess appraised Yuki and shrugged. "As long as this fuse thing can handle divinity, it should work. The process wouldn't be as fast or efficient, but it would seem we have no choice."
The kitsune looked from Mike to Freyja, then shook her head and laughed. "So let me get this straight. The two of you are going to try and solve your problem by making me into a fox sandwich?"
"Only if you're up for it," Mike told her, moving to the nearby couch so there'd be more room. "If not, we can find another way."
"I can understand your hesitation," Freyja added. "I assure you that making love to a goddess is very similar to making love to an ordinary woman."
"Bitch, please." Yuki was already shedding her coat. "I've eaten snow cones scarier than you."
Freyja laughed, then sat back on the couch opposite of Mike. "Then by all means, fox, let's see what you can do."
"Baka kami," Yuki muttered as she turned toward Mike. "You must have done something very good in a past life, because I sincerely doubt any man has gotten their dick sucked so much in one day."
Mike ducked his head and placed his palms together as if bowing to her. "Think of it like a second date."
"Most girls would appreciate at least a good meal on their dates." Yuki looked over at Freyja, who had pulled up her dress to reveal a garter belt and stockings beneath her gown. When she turned back to face Mike, she wore a stupid grin. She dropped her voice to a whisper. "Though it does look like I'll be eating tacos."
"Do you even like tacos?" he whispered back, suddenly curious. "Real ones, I mean."
Yuki rolled her eyes as she grabbed the base of his dick. "Of course I like tacos," she muttered, then ran her tongue along the thick part of his glans before toying with his urethra. "What's there to hate? You take a bunch of delicious things and cram them into a crunchy shell."
"I'm a soft guy, myself," he admitted.
"There's nothing soft about you right now," she said before sucking him into her mouth. Mike gasped, his magic manifesting as a small storm of energy that swirled along his arms. He squinted, the golden sparks too bright to look at directly. Though the divinity hadn't left his body, just the act of circulating it seemed to help his discomfort.
"Mmh." Freyja had pulled her skirt even higher, and was now teasing a pussy devoid of hair. "It's hot watching her go down on you, but the bond you share is even hotter."
Mike wanted to reply with something meaningful, but all he managed was an affirmative grunt that sounded like Goofy trying not to giggle. Yuki's ears brushed against the bare skin of his belly, and he massaged them with his hands. The kitsune made happy little sounds in response, then swallowed him as deep as she could take him.
His relationship was different with each of the women in the house, but there was something special about Yuki. With the others, there could be some element of romance, or maybe they were just really good friends. He didn't pretend to analyze where he stood with Sofia. He would sometimes go days without hearing from her, and then he would be summoned to the Library for one of their "sessions."
With Yuki, though, they had started as enemies before becoming close. They had shared experiences of abuse, misery, and a solid understanding of what it meant to be a survivor. If anything, he thought of her as one of his best friends in the world, a relationship that had only deepened upon being intimate.
"I'm a bit jealous," Freyja said from her spot on the couch. "Her technique is pretty good. I wish I could join her and feel a cock in my mouth, too."
Mike blinked a couple times and chuckled. "You'll have to excuse me, but I'm still stuck on when you used to be Jack. That isn't a very Jack thing to say."
"That part of me wasn't anti-intimacy, but she wasn't particularly interested either. I nearly died when Santa drained me of my godhood, and the cold was all that remained." Freyja slid a finger inside herself as her other hand played with one of her breasts through her dress. "But there's something special about having a man's cock in your mouth. It isn't just about the strain in your jaw, or the throbbing warmth laying across your tongue. People often mistake it as a subservient position, but that's far from the truth. When someone sucks your cock, they have absolute power over you, especially when they do it right." Freyja shifted forward off the couch, then knelt behind Yuki. The kitsune paused long enough to see what the goddess was doing, then resumed her heavenly blowjob.
"Allow me to elaborate." Freyja grabbed the top of Yuki's head, her fingers vanishing in the kitsune's hair. Yuki held still for a moment, then groaned when Freyja pushed down on her head, forcing Mike's cock further into her throat. "From here, she looks the part of the servant. With a single push, I can overcome her resistance, make her desire the sensation of your glans sliding across the back of her tongue."
"I, uh..." Mike didn't know how to respond. His magic was crackling along his limbs and crossing over onto Yuki's skin, carrying tiny pieces of golden light with it.
Freyja whispered something in Yuki's ear, and the kitsune nodded her assent, a sensation which triggered a shockwave of pleasure all along Mike's cock. Yuki started playing with Mike's balls as Freyja moved behind Yuki and knelt down.



"She may be the one on her knees, but tell me who is really in charge here. Is it you, Caretaker? What would you give for her to keep going? If she decided to stop, how much would you beg for her to continue? She has complete power over you. To believe anything else is nothing more than a delusion. Know that when I take someone in my mouth, it is not only to please them. It is to take their power and make it my own. For that, my dear mortal, is what pleases me."
With a gleam in her eyes, Freyja parted Yuki's tails and then buried her face in the kitsune's snatch.
Yuki gurgled in delight, causing spit to run down Mike's shaft. He leaned forward and stroked the top of her head, paying particular attention to her ears. His magic intensified, sending a current of sexual energy through Yuki. He couldn't see what all Freyja was doing to the kitsune's crotch, but the kitsune's eyes were rolling back in her head.
Yuki became so distracted that she stopped blowing him, her moans of delight turning into sharp yips of pleasure around his shaft.
"Hmm." Freyja lifted her head, her chin slick with Yuki's juices. "While there is plenty of merit to this approach, it does not currently serve our needs."
Yuki lifted her head until the top of Mike's cock popped free. "Perhaps if I turned around?" She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.
"Hey, I'm just the dude poisoned with god juice. I'm up for whatever you two want to try." He gave them a smile, trying not to let them see how bad he was hurting. In the time it took for Yuki to rise and pull her tails to the side, the divinity had sunk back into his body. It tingled at first, then burned, like Icy-Hot for his soul. The pain retreated for a moment while he watched Yuki's curvaceous ass lower onto his lap, his cock sliding smoothly into her vagina.
"Oh, fuck, I love how that feels," she declared, her tails shifting to drape over Mike's chest. She leaned back and grabbed Mike's wrists, directing his hands to her breasts. "I want to enjoy you squeezing them while you fuck me."
Mike groaned in delight as he played with Yuki's nipples, savoring the weight of her body on his groin. She shifted her weight back and forth, her tails tickling his nose. Running his hands along the tops of her thighs, he could sense her powerful leg muscles working hard as she rode him.
"That's hot as hell, but I think you're forgetting something." Freyja pulled off her dress, revealing a dark bra that matched her garters. "That magic needs to make its way to me, and--"
Yuki reached out and grabbed Freyja by the front of her garter belt, pulling so hard that the fabric ripped. When their lips connected, Mike heard the soft sizzle and pop of his magic making contact with Freyja. The divinity inside him lurched forward reluctantly, dancing across Yuki's skin.
A peculiar pressure formed against the base of his cock, Yuki's vagina tightening up in a manner he was unfamiliar with. The sensation was phenomenal, and he grabbed Yuki by the hips to hold her in place as she swiveled her hips back and forth. Yuki broke the kiss, pushing down on the top of Freyja's head. The goddess looked down and gasped, covering her mouth with a hand.
"You said you wanted something to suck," Yuki growled. "So suck it."
Curious, Mike leaned over Yuki's shoulder to see that the kitsune's clitoris had inflated, stretching and becoming engorged until it was at least six inches long. Shocked at this development, he watched as Freyja knelt down between Yuki's legs and licked the tip of the kitsune's faux cock.
"Is that...how..." He didn't know entirely what to ask. He had so many questions, but couldn't figure out what any of them were. Between the pressure on his dick and watching Freyja slobber all over Yuki's cock, he didn't have enough brain cells to spare.
"It's a simple trick," Yuki informed him, leaning back and directing his hands to her breasts once more. "It still has the same nerve endings as before, if that's what you're wondering. Now kiss my neck and I'll show you another trick."
Mike kissed the nape of her neck and jumped when he felt the pressure inside Yuki's pussy shift. That thick mass pressing against him began moving up and down, and he immediately noticed it was in time with the bobbing of Freyja's head.
"Yessss," Yuki hissed, grabbing Freyja by the hair and holding her in place. "Suck that dick, you frosty bitch."
Freyja snorted in amusement, and worked the base of Yuki's shaft with her hands. Occasionally, her fingers would drop low enough to brush against the soft flesh of Mike's testicles. Though the touch was brief, her skin was cold enough that it was like she had touched him with a piece of ice.
The kitsune groaned in delight, threads of golden light forming around her as Freyja and Mike pleasured her. "Gods, I haven't been fucked like this in forever." Yuki leaned her head back on Mike's shoulder, then turned to kiss his cheek. "I can feel how hot you are inside me, and she's so cold. My body doesn't know what to do with it!"
Freyja groaned her agreement, then moved a hand to her crotch and fingered herself. The sparks were dancing all along them now, but most of them focused on Yuki. Mike felt the divinity shift away from him, but it definitely wasn't making the whole trip. If he came now, it was possible that his magic might push it all into Yuki, but then what?
"You need to fuck her," he whispered in Yuki's ear. When he came, Yuki likely would, too, and maybe he could get the magic to cycle through an additional person. "Can you do that while I'm still inside you?"
"I thought you'd never ask," Yuki replied, then leaned forward. "Hey. I know you're on a power trip down there, but how about a proper fuck?"
Freyja looked up at Yuki, then at Mike. She pulled her mouth off of Yuki's cock and made direct eye contact with Mike as she licked Yuki one more time.
"If you think you can handle me," she replied, then stood. When she turned to face away from them, she bent over and ran both hands over the bright white flesh of her ass, swaying from side to side. "It's been over a century, so try not to break me."
"No promises." Yuki grabbed Freyja by the remains of the garter belt and pulled hard enough that it snapped off as the goddess sat, Yuki's cock sliding into Freyja's pussy. The sudden increase in weight caused Mike's balls to throb as his orgasm built.
"Oh, fucking hell!" Freyja stuck her hands out to her sides, accidentally grabbing Mike by the thigh. Pain shot up his leg before Yuki could pull Freyja's hand away, but Mike no longer cared. His magic shifted dramatically, and as Freyja rode Yuki, he could feel their movements along his own cock.
He moved his hands onto Yuki's ribs to avoid accidental contact with Freyja, doing very little in the way of work as the kitsune enthusiastically thrust herself into the goddess. This did almost all of the work for Mike as well. Yuki growled while Freyja moaned, the two of them establishing a rhythm that had him gasping with pleasure.
His magic surged, wrapping itself around Yuki's waist and then moving down her groin to where she connected with Freyja. As the three of them swayed, they found a solid rhythm that caused the magic to build around them. Freyja's hair stood on end as streamers of light appeared on all of their bodies, jumping back and forth between the three of them.
Mike was unsurprised when Yuki came first. Her pussy tightened so hard that he was almost pushed out of her, and then she let out a howl and dug her nails into Freyja's stockings. Though the goddess' skin was unharmed, the flimsy garments were easily shredded, and fell to the floor.
"Holy...wow!" Freyja put a hand on her belly. "Did you...did you actually...?"
Yuki didn't respond. Instead, she wrapped a hand around Freyja's throat and pulled her back.
"Don't you dare let a single drop spill," she growled between her teeth. "You be a good girl and soak up that creampie."
Mike wasn't sure where this side of Yuki had been all this time, but it was hot as fuck. He felt a surge of heat rush through his abdomen, a sign of his own impending orgasm, and he wrapped his hands around Yuki's belly.
"I'm about to come," he warned her. "Don't let her get away."
Yuki nodded and wrapped her hands around Freyja's waist, locking her fingers together.
"Do it," she whispered. "I want to feel you blast that hot load inside me, please, give me that sweet--"
It didn't take much dirty talk for the magic in the room to suddenly rebound and use Mike like a lightning rod. When he came, his vision dimmed as his magic sank hooks into the divinity in his system and ripped it all away. When he flooded Yuki's womb with his seed, he could feel the molten heat of the divinity as it concentrated in his gut and passed into the kitsune.
Yuki cried out, then groaned, her arms suddenly going limp as her hips lurched forward. Freyja looked back just as the sparks made the leap from Yuki to her. Her eyes lit up from within as her magic surged around her like a storm, and her legs went limp beneath her.
"Shit!" Mike grabbed Freyja by her hips just long enough to tilt the three of them sideways onto the couch. They managed to manuever so that Freyja was now on her stomach, with Yuki and Mike above her. The goddess groaned as golden sparks appeared on her skin, but the magic was coming back to Mike now, carrying what remained of its golden passenger with it.
The magic swirled around Mike, driving him to pump himself deep into Yuki. She was crying out consistently now, her eyes rolled back in her head as the magic drove all of them to orgasm once again. This set off a chain reaction with Freyja, who grabbed onto the fabric of the couch, promptly freezing it and ripping a hole through the fabric.
He had no idea how long the three of them went at it. His magic continued to cycle through all three of them, bringing back less divinity each time. But it was his magic, and he commanded it to keep going, to push that golden light through his friend and back into the goddess. The couch was already a sticky, shredded mess, but he had no idea who had contributed the most to it by now. His balls ached with the sheer amount of cum he had produced, and Yuki was no longer making any sounds other than garbled whimpers of delight.
"More, Caretaker, more!" Freyja bit down on a pillow, tearing a hole in the fabric. Her skin had acquired a healthy golden glow that pulsed in time with his thrusts, the divinity settling in its true owner.
His stomach muscles ached by the time he stopped fucking Yuki, every muscle now bereft of energy. Mike went limp, his arms dangling over Yuki's shoulders while keeping his hands wide to avoid Freyja's frosty form. He didn't know if Yuki was even conscious at this point, but Freyja was making happy sounds like a woman holding a litter of puppies.
He didn't bother asking if it worked. His soul sight saw that Freyja had easily reabsorbed the divinity she had lost, and that only trace amounts stained Yuki's soul. He took a moment to braid in what he found to help her acclimate, then rubbed the kitsune's butt.
"You make a good sandwich," he told her.
She didn't reply, but reached back and pinched his thigh.
"Holly's going to be pissed she slept through this," Freyja muttered from the bottom. "Poor thing just missed the fucking of the century."
"I like this new Freyja," Yuki muttered. "Much friendlier than the old one."
"Indeed." Mike turned his head toward the kitchen counter and saw a gray figure appear. It was the Ghost of Christmas Past, or the Ghost of Last Christmas, whatever it wanted to be called. "There you are. I wondered where you got off to."
The ghost bowed its head. "I did not wish to interfere," it replied.
"Uh huh." Somehow, Mike managed to pour a tremendous amount of sarcasm into his reply. "So is this where we find out this was all part of Santa's plan? That we've been manipulated this whole time?"
The ghost opened its mouth to reply, but simply nodded. "It's more complicated than that, Caretaker, but yes. I'm about to reveal many things to you."
"It's about fucking time." He rubbed Yuki's thigh, then saw that the meat of Freyja's ass was just beneath it. Deciding to take a chance, he gave it a playful slap, his fingers going instantly numb.
Totally worth it, he thought.
"You ass." Freyja turned her head so that she could see Mike out of the corner of her eye. "Come down here and fuck me like a man, you coward."
"Yuki's right. This version of you is a lot more fun." He pulled himself out of Yuki, surprised that her vagina had such a tight hold on his cock even as he went flaccid. Standing naked above the women, he looked over at the ghost. "Let us get cleaned up, then you can tell us everything we need to hear."
The Ghost of Last Christmas nodded, then moved over by the window as the three of them got cleaned up and dressed. Freyja went to retrieve Holly as Yuki and Mike made snacks. Once everyone was sitting with either a beverage or a snack in hand, the spirit hovered in front of them, its dark eyes flickering red and green.
"And now," it said, whirling around in front of them like a firefly made of smoke. "It is time I shared with you what happened last Christmas."
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Last Christmas
The Ghost of Last Christmas didn't waste time with words. Instead, it extended a hand for Mike to take, which he did. The others grabbed onto his free hand, and a dark mist filled the room. Though it looked sinister, Mike didn't feel like the spirit's intentions were malicious. In fact, he realized he could see what the spirit was made of now. It was similar to Freyja's soul, except the threads of Christmas Past were made up of tiny little gears that shifted in sync with each other.
The cabin vanished, and Mike found himself standing in Santa's special workshop. The fat bastard himself was contemplating a large gift with the letter M on it that had been installed into a vise for Mike to find later.
"I believe that's everything," he said out loud, then turned his attention toward Mike. "For next Christmas, anyway."
"What the fudge?" Mike licked at his lips and rolled his eyes. "Okay, sorry. Can he even hear us?"
"These are the shadows of the past," the spirit began.
"Yeah, yeah. They can't hear us or whatever." He dismissed the spirit and put his hands on his waist. "So now I get a pre-recorded message from the past. I'm over these time travel shenanigans. At least the Santa at the mall talks to you in real-time."
Yuki moved to stand next to him, then dug her nails into his side.
"Ow, what the heck?" he groused. Yuki tilted her head toward Holly. The elf was sitting cross-legged on the floor, her chin in her hands and a huge smile on her face.
"It's been a very busy week," Santa began while pulling over a rocking chair. When he sat in it, the wood creaked but held his weight. An elf came in through the door of the workshop with a large plate of cookies and a carafe of milk.
"Thank you, Lester." Santa patted the elf on the head. "This is exactly what I needed."
The elf beamed, then walked away.
"That was Lester," Santa said once the elf was gone. "If everything I've learned is true, this will be his last Christmas. Sometime after I go missing next year, one of the giants will eat him." He shook his head and wiped a tear from his eyes. "Poor Lester."
"What the farts?" Mike stared in disbelief. "The elves are getting eaten? Why isn't he doing anything?"
"That he knows the future with such certainty," Yuki muttered. "He really did know what was coming."
"Indeed," Santa replied. He turned his attention to Holly. "I am so sorry about everything you've gone through, but I'm afraid there's more to come. Your faith in me is a blessing, but I do not deserve it."
Holly sighed. "Santa," she whispered, a dreamy look on her face. "You can rely on me."
Santa nodded, then turned his attention in Freyja's direction. "As for you, old friend, I am sorry for your ordeals as well. You should know that all of it was necessary to get you into your current state."
The goddess snorted. "More like you're lucky we got this far," she muttered.
The big man sighed, then put the plate on his belly and the carafe of milk on a nearby bench. He held up one of the cookies and chuckled.
"In fact, this is partially your fault." Santa glanced over the top of his glasses at the goddess, his lips momentarily stretching into a frown.
"Excuse me?" Freyja stepped forward, but Mike grabbed her by the wrist. A chill ran up to his elbow, but he shrugged it off. Apparently touching her when they weren't naked and fudging was much safer.
"These are just shadows of what have been," he said in his best spooky spirit voice.
"There are two fundamental truths about this place, my dear Freyja. Although this is home to perhaps the most powerful magic on Earth, it's been confined to revolve around a single, temporal point--Christmas Day." Santa smiled and took a bite of the cookie. When it crumbled onto his beard, Mike could see some of the hairs twitch and reach for the crumbs.
"In this way, I am both its lord and its servant. I can perform a great many miracles, but only if it furthers the cause of Christmas. You see, when you came to me, the only reason I was able to save your life in the first place was because it was part of a chain of events that could lead to the survival of Christmas itself."
"Right, but I'm the reason Christmas is in danger in the first place. So why not just speak up and tell me you know I've been talking to the Krampus?"
"Mmm, so good!" Santa devoured the rest of the cookie. "I really do love cookies, especially when they're baked by the missus. Come. Walk with me."
He picked up the plate of cookies along with the carafe and led them out of the workshop. They hovered behind as he walked. His home was flooded with dozens of elves dancing around and partying.
"I just got back from deliveries this morning," Santa explained. "You can see that everyone is in a pretty good mood. In fact, this was a really good Christmas."
"Who are you talking to, Santa?" An elf with long pigtails stopped him in the hallway.
"Some friends of mine that you can't see, Adora. Will you take some of these to Mrs. Claus?" He grabbed a handful of cookies and gave them to the elf. "She's still in bed recuperating from earlier and could use something to eat."
Adora looked pleased to be given a task from Santa, and ran off.
"Even now, I can feel the magical barrier protecting the North Pole weakening. Whoever is looking for the Caretaker is taking the nuclear approach." Santa tsked to himself as he led them down the stairs. "Those are events I have not been privy to, and would love to hear the story someday."
Santa led them to the basement door. He stopped on occasion to celebrate with his elves, laughing and hugging them. Once across the room, he slid through the door and locked it behind him. They were now alone, the sounds of the party muffled by the thick door and stone walls.
"Anyway, my dear Freyja, the means of your resurrection were all related to saving the future of Christmas. When I made you into Jack, it wasn't just to hide you from the Others. That's what I call them, anyway. I think it's far more accurate than the Ancient Ones, or even the elder gods. After all, they live outside of time and space. Who's to say how old or young they really are?"
He chuckled at this as he led them down the stairs. "My dear friend, if you could speed things along?"
Mike wasn't sure who Santa was talking to until there was a sudden blur of motion. Santa went into fast-forward, traveling down the winding stairs in a matter of seconds. They were outside the chamber with the North Pole inside when he slowed to normal speed.
"Ah, here we are." He opened the doors, then moved inside. The North Pole was glittering with light, sparks swirling beneath the surface as if it had captured a tornado. "This is a new room to most of you. Welcome to the North Pole!"
Holly gasped in awe, but the others said nothing. Yuki looked at Mike, who shrugged.
"I've been here before, will tell you later." He was more than a little surprised that Santa was revealing all of this.
"The source of all my magic," Santa explained, then set his carafe and cookies down on a table. There was a clean mug waiting for him, and he poured some frosty milk into it. "As well as my curse."
From behind the North Pole, a figure emerged. It was the ghost of Christmas Future, hovering just over the floor.
"The spirits are a manifestation of the entity living within the North Pole," Santa explained, waving the spirit over. "As well as an extension of my own unique genealogy. You see, Future can only see what is coming, but cannot remember what has been. Every possible outcome filters through this poor creature, and it is their job to pass on to me any events of note. Freyja is one of those events. When I pulled her from those dark Atlantic waters, it was because Future led me there to retrieve her."
"Okay, maybe Future isn't a total dick," Mike grumbled to nobody in particular.
"She has been hidden all this time in the guise of Jack Frost in order to keep her safe until the time is right for the gods of old to return." Santa reached over his bench and opened a drawer. He pulled out a chessboard and set it nearby. "I assume you're familiar with the analogy I'm about to make, Caretaker."
Mike nodded, his eyes now on the board. Santa pulled a wooden figure from his pocket and set it down near the middle. It was Jack Frost, meticulously carved. "You see, I was warned of a potential future that would rely on me having certain pieces in position. So here we have Freyja in the form of Jack Frost. But there are more pieces, aren't there?"
Santa took a minute to pull more figures from his pockets. Mike watched as one side of the board filled up with the Krampus, Grýla and her brood, a giant cat, and what looked like another giant.
"From where you sit, you may think it would have been easier to sweep the pieces away before the game even began, but it isn't that simple." Santa winked at Mike, then touched the side of his nose. For just a moment, the room was gone, and Mike realized he was standing on a giant game board. All around him, blurred figures with boards of their own shifted pieces he couldn't see. In the few moments he was there, he watched one figure overtake another, shifting into their space and claiming their pieces.
They were back with Santa now, everyone save Holly muttering.
"There are events neither of us are privy to. This whole time, you've been under the impression that the Christmas I need you to save is this one, but you are incorrect. Certain events must occur today to prevent a disaster that will end Christmas many years from now. I cannot tell you much, but I think you know that one of the things which had to occur was Freyja's return by your hand."
Understanding bloomed in Mike's mind. Yes, Santa had known everything that was about to occur, but there was a greater purpose for it. It wasn't just some machiavellian effort to piss him off, but something bigger than that.
Santa leaned back and sighed. "Future can only tell me so much, you know. In fact, Freyja's arrival was the first time the spirit mentioned this event to me. Since it will be the end of Christmas, you would think I have some power over it, but that's just a side effect. I needed to alter the events of your present to stack the odds that you will succeed in...whatever it is you're supposed to be a part of."
"Damn." Mike shook his head and looked at Yuki. "I hate the idea of being manipulated like this, but what else was he supposed to do?"
"I like to think he had better options." Freyja crossed her arms. "But what now? Can he just tell us what happens next?"
"Doubt it," Mike said. "Unless telling it guarantees the outcome, he'll keep his secrets."
"Annoying." Yuki moved her fingers through his and squeezed until their palms met. "We'll figure it out together."
Santa waited a few more moments before pulling more pieces out of his pockets. Tink, Kisa, and Yuki went onto the empty side of the board, followed by Death, Lily, and Cerberus. Mike couldn't help but notice they were all wearing Santa hats.
"Do you know what I find interesting and frustrating all at the same time?" Santa drank some milk and then cleared his throat. "You have to remember, Future only sees the possibilities, no matter how small they are. When they speak, it is rare and I make sure to listen." When Santa looked up at Mike, the world dimmed. Yuki and the others faded away, leaving Mike alone with Santa. "Some years ago, a wonderful young lady did me a huge favor and asked for a very special Christmas wish in return. In granting that wish, I accidentally changed the fate of the world."
Mike looked around the room. "Where are the others?"
"This message is for you and you alone," Santa replied. "You'll understand why very soon."
Mike rolled his eyes. "Okay, big guy, I guess I'll bite. Not that you can hear me bitching. Or maybe you can, because Christmas Future is feeding you these lines like candy and you're essentially reading off a script. So you granted a Christmas wish that changed the world. Please continue."
Santa nodded. "My magic is very powerful when it comes to granting Christmas wishes. The same magic that can stop the world until I deliver my gifts or even create pockets of time so I can visit children can easily undo the best laid plans of even the gods themselves. Now her gift was complicated, and I couldn't just magically create the thing she asked for, nor find it in a store. She wanted someone to love her as she was.
"But when she made that wish, I butted up against a powerful geas and her circumstances. Despite what the movies would have you believe, I can't just snap my fingers and bring it all together. And I don't foresee all of it either. I am often a slave to the magic, and don't immediately understand how my actions go about granting such a wish. One time I hid a man's shoes. No idea why, but the magic demanded it. He missed the bus for work and stopped inside a nearby coffee shop to beg for a ride. A young woman was headed in the same direction for a doctor's appointment and was feeling generous enough to give him one.
"She was a couple minutes late for her appointment. While signing in, she had a question for the receptionist. A man across town was trying to call in and had to wait a few minutes before being helped. This meant he didn't walk his dog at his usual time, and he ran into an old friend. I think you can see where this is going, but it's not that simple. Ripples don't travel out in a straight line, Caretaker. They make circles. The man who got the ride was feeling extra generous and dropped his spare bus fare in a street performer's hat. The doctor was pressed for time at the woman's appointment and forgot to ask her an important question. All of these things created a circle of impossible events that eventually led to a young girl's mother coming home from her deployment in time for Christmas."
Mike crossed his arms. "So a Christmas butterfly effect. You toppled a ton of dominos to make something unexpected happen. It makes sense. By doing these little things, you're still hiding in plain sight."
Santa nodded. "You've experienced several of these already. The gifts I've left for you, the minor coincidences. Each one is a planned ripple to keep you on your ordained path."
"Yeah, and I hate it. I don't like the idea that everything I do is at your whim." Mike waved his hand around him. "Have I had any choices of my own since coming to the North Pole? Or am I just a sexy Rube Goldberg device that you've set off in your home in the hopes that I beat up the Krampus and don't fudge your wife?"
"The debate about free will and predetermined events is an old one that we have no time for, Caretaker." Santa didn't seem bothered by Mike's outburst, probably because he wasn't there in real time. "You have to understand that you've been part of the game longer than you think."
"And what's that supposed to mean?"
"The moment I pulled you from that burning car, I set off a chain of events that nearly drove Future to madness." Santa produced a wooden Mike figurine and set it on the chessboard, right in the middle. It sent out a cascade of sparkling lights that crawled across all of the pieces
"Wait, what?" Mike was breathing hard now, and he looked around for the others. Was this a joke? "It wasn't even Christmas, there's no way you were involved in that!"
"My powers can exist outside of Christmas, Caretaker, as long as they serve to prolong belief. It was a simple feat to appear as an ordinary man and pull you from the wreckage of that vehicle. What I couldn't know at the time was the profound effect this would have on everything."
"That...it doesn't make sense, I..." Mike spluttered, at a complete loss for words.
"You were never supposed to be the Caretaker, Mike Radley." Santa tilted his head forward and looked over the top of his glasses. "I can't always predict how the magic operates. All I knew was that I needed to save this young man before he burned up like a candle, to grant a Christmas wish for someone else. In doing so, the geas chose you over the woman slated to inherit your home."
"Who was supposed to inherit my home?" he asked, his voice little more than a fearful whisper.
Santa shook his head. "It no longer matters. The home is yours. But the sudden shift in fate caused ripples. The Krampus is just one of these ripples, manifesting in the flesh. The dominos are falling, and whether they lead to destruction or salvation is still unknown. You have become the catalyst for many things, Mike Radley, and you need to understand that trouble will come for you no matter where you go."
"I just want to be left alone," Mike said. "I don't see why I keep getting pulled into crud like this."
"That's what happens when you're a player in the Great Game, especially when you've made as much progress as you have. A target has been painted on your back, and you must be ready to protect those you love lest you lose them. These are heavy truths I have burdened you with, but you needed to hear them." Santa sat up in his chair, and the room brightened again. The others reappeared, their attention still on Santa. "So now that you understand why I have stacked events in our favor, I have one more confession to make. Holly?"
"Santa?" The elf moved forward enough that she accidentally passed through Santa's large belly. Mike was a little disappointed that it didn't at least get a token reaction from the big man.
"There's a certain secret I must share with you, one that very few know." He knelt down so the two were eye to eye. "You've been aware for the longest time that I was once a normal man who became more. I am a human soul that has merged with the eldritch entity sworn to protect this place."
Holly nodded.
"And I wish I could have told you earlier, but you wouldn't have understood. You've always been different than the others, but you couldn't have known how free you truly were. The original elves, like Alabaster, were not slaves to the magic like the newer generations. When Mrs. Claus and I made you, it was an attempt to lift those shackles, to create an elf capable of defining themselves outside of Christmas. It's why you were on the special team, sent out to observe humans. It was to help you understand them, and maybe come to terms with all the new feelings you would eventually experience.
"But due to recent events, you have a tiny piece of a human soul inside of you. Even now, you can feel those remaining shackles fading away. It's a degree of freedom I could never have granted you myself."



Holly's face turned beet red and she threw a glance at Mike. He nodded in agreement, letting her know that Santa spoke the truth.
"I was once a man. And men are capable of becoming monsters. I am not a being who walks solely in the light, and when it became necessary, I became the monster needed to save this beautiful land."
Santa took a deep breath, and then closed his eyes. When he opened them, they blazed with red light.
"I am the Krampus, Holly. I am an amalgam of both the dark and the light, a being capable of good and evil. Unlike most, I cannot choose one or the other at a whim. When I am Santa, I am only the good parts of me. But when I'm the Krampus?" He shivered, then looked at the others. All but Mike stared at him in shock. "I have no control. I am him, and partake in his deeds while I weep from the inside."
"No." Holly's voice was little more than a whimper. "That can't be true."
"It is, my child." Santa smiled weakly. "I wish I could have told you in person, but the Krampus knows all that I do. When this Christmas Day is over, I intend to imprison the Ghost of Christmas Present to keep Krampus from gaining access to this conversation later when they become a ghost of the past. I wrote vague notes for myself to avoid the gifts I've left for you. Tomorrow, I will eat one of Mrs. Claus' special cookies to erase all knowledge of these events and this conversation, for whatever happens to one of us must happen to both."
Holly said nothing. She buried her face in her arm and sobbed.
"She will need you," Santa said, looking vaguely in all of their directions. "For the road ahead is tough, and she will struggle to walk it. Even now, Future is uncertain that my efforts will bear fruit, but I have to try." He stood, suddenly weary. "And Freyja?"
"Santa." The goddess' lips were thin on her face.
"I'm happy that you're back." He bowed to her in deference as the scene turned to smoke and faded away. They had returned to the cabin, the Ghost of Last Christmas standing in the center of the room.
Nobody spoke for several minutes, the room quiet except for an occasional squeak from Holly. Mike knelt by her side, but she turned away from him.
"So what now?" Yuki looked at Freyja, then the spirit. "Santa's been pulling strings this whole time, so why fight it? Everything we've done has led to this moment and..." she shrugged, and then put a hand to her stomach and winced. "Shit, cramp."
"Language," Holly whispered.
"If you wish to know more, I'm afraid that I have no knowledge about what is yet to come." The spirit shook its head. "But I was told that I would not be merged with my siblings so that the Krampus could not command me. I am free of his influence, but only because I am following Santa's orders. Should I meet the Krampus, I will be obedient to his whims."
"Maybe you should fuck this one, too," Freyja muttered.
"Christmas Present was a fluke," Mike said. A hot, sexy fluke, he admitted mentally.
Holly stood and walked out the front door of the cabin, leaving them behind. Yuki raised an eyebrow at Mike. He nodded and went after the elf. She was sitting on the steps of the cabin, her feet buried in the snow.
"Do you want to talk about it?" he asked.
"I don't know." She kicked at a clump of snow. "What I just learned, I...it's like there's a storm inside of me, and I can't control it. All my thoughts are just spinning around, and when I try to examine them, they..." she gestured helplessly and pulled her knees to her chest before burying her face in them. "I don't know what to do," she groaned.
"It's hard." He put a hand on her shoulder. "You don't know this, but my childhood was pretty messed up. My mom was...kind of like the Krampus. She would say and do terrible things. Even after she was gone, all I could do was hate her for the things she did.
"However, the Ghost of Christmas Past, not the one in there, the main one, or whatever, they showed me a memory from when I was very little. It was before my dad died. My mom was...normal. Happy, even. She was reading me a book, acting like a mom should. During this trip down memory lane, I learned something about her that changes how I see her now."
Holly tilted her head so that she was looking at him.
"Before my dad died, my mom was taking medication to help with her mental state. You see, that Krampus thing that lived inside her, it came out when she no longer had my dad around to keep her on her meds. Learning that this ugly person used to be so nice, well...it was hard. Humans are complicated. The worst of us are capable of acts of kindness, and the best of us will sometimes fall from grace. There's no rhyme or reason to it. Santa used to be human, just like me."
She shrugged, and resumed looking at the ground. "I was created to look up to him," she said. "He's a huge part of me, and everything I've done has been for him."
"Are you sure?" He put a hand on her knee and squeezed. "Because if I remember right, you've been pursuing some things to learn more about yourself. It's like what that memory was telling you, about how he wanted to make an elf who was truly free. A good parent doesn't want their kids to worship them. They want their kids to live better lives than they did."
Holly grunted in agreement, then sniffled and wiped her nose. "But he's had that monster inside of him all this time," she muttered. "I just...I don't know what to think."
"And that's okay. Your feelings are valid. Sometimes we just need time and support to process things. But you need to remember there's a reason for everything he does. He told you the truth because it was important that you heard it from him and nobody else. Santa trusts you, Holly. Despite everything else that's going on, that has to have some worth."
She sighed. "It doesn't make me feel better, but...he was right about the human thing. Ever since we...did the deed, the world feels less confining. When you guys swear, I don't get dizzy like I used to. I have stray thoughts that aren't about sex or Christmas. It's small, but out of character for me."
"Well, part of your soul is human now." He chuckled. "And part of mine is elven. That'll manifest somehow, I'm sure of it."
"What do you mean?"
He held up a hand and summoned a lightning spider. "This isn't something I did on my own," he told her, setting the spider in the snow. "It's a mark left behind by someone I loved. It's a thing my magic does."
Holly stared at the spider, its sparkling exterior reflected in her eyes. "So we left a mark on each other?"
"Yep. You gained something from me, and I gained something from you."
"Will I stay this way?" She looked away from the spider and gazed into his eyes. "I mean...I'm going to live a lot longer than you, so..."
"I can't say for certain. But the woman who left this mark on me, she died months ago. My magic still carries that imprint, so it will probably be the same way for you."
"Good." She scooted closer to him, put her arm around his waist, and then leaned her head on his arm. "Because maybe it's confusing, and a little bit scary, but I like how I feel. It's different, in a good way. It's like I fit into the whole world a lot better than before."
He sat with her for a few minutes, his eyes on the Northern Lights as they danced about in the sky. Her sniffling had subsided, and she was motionless at his side.
"Is it okay that I don't know what to believe anymore?" she asked.
"It is. Doubt is a very human quality."
"I hate that the one person I believed in is...well, I don't know how to put it into words." She sat away from him and looked into his eyes. "It hurts not having anything to believe in. So maybe...maybe I should believe in you instead."
He smiled at her and shook his head. "You really shouldn't. Do you know why?"
"I don't."
"Because the most important person you should believe in first is yourself."
Holly looked down at the ground and chewed her lip in thought. "I don't know if I can do that. I'm not even sure who I am, anymore."
"Join the club." He patted her affectionately on the head. "But you don't need to have all the answers to believe. I learned that from you."
She smiled. "You're really good at making me feel better."
"I've had a lot of practice at it." He put his arm around her and hugged her tight. "But you should know that I believe in my friends, and that includes you. Whatever lies ahead, we'll face it together. Agreed?"
Holly sighed and leaned her head against him.
"I agree," she replied.

❄️❄️❄️Lily was taking a break with a large mug of cocoa when Christmas Present and Dancer appeared in the sky. The spirit dismounted and hovered across the distance between them before landing pertly in Lily's lap.
"Just taught a little boy how to ride a bike." The spirit grinned, then traced a little heart on Lily's chest. "Feeling pretty good about myself. Any chance that the bone daddy will be away for long?"
The succubus snorted. "Doubt it. He's already been gone an hour, so I expect him back any minute."
The ghost pouted, then shifted off of Lily's lap as the rope ladder dangling over the sleigh's edge became tight. A few moments later, Death's bony visage appeared, with him clutching a candy cane between his teeth.
"Well?" Lily asked.
"It went very well." Death climbed into the sleigh and tucked the candy cane into his robes. "Lucille shall no longer fear the monster beneath her bed."
"Good job." Lily offered Death a high-five, which he accepted. "No problems?"
He shook his head. Lucille was born blind, giving the Reaper a rare opportunity to make a house call. "She felt my beard and my hat, but I told her I was wearing my anti-monster mask and that it would feel scary, so she skipped that part. A child's innocence is rare, and I was grateful she took my word."
Lily chuckled. "So what was keeping her up at night?"
"A monster." Death took the thermos from the console and poured himself a cup.
"An actual monster?" Christmas Present asked.
"Indeed. I beat it with my bat, and when it became incorporeal, I strangled it until it agreed to leave her alone." He sipped at his cocoa, then turned his attention to them. "Afterward, Lucille read me her favorite bedtime story in Braille. She even taught me how to read a couple of the letters, it was so interesting!"
"What the heck was living under that girl's bed?" Lily shook her head. "You know what? Nevermind. Who is next on the list?"
"We have a few options." Death pulled the scroll from his robes and unrolled it. "There's a young woman about a hundred miles north of here that wants to learn how to braid her hair. Apparently her mother passed away two years ago, and her father is bald and there's nobody to teach her."
"I can do that one." Christmas Present took a peek at the scroll then looked at Lily. "Does it feel weird that we're only twenty miles from your house?"
Lily shrugged. It felt like she'd been gone for years. Technically, she'd lived in the sleigh far longer than she had in the Radley home. If not for Mike, she couldn't care less where she was. According to Christmas Present, he was somewhere in the US right now. She had almost teleported to him upon learning this. There was a big difference between seeing him in spirit versus in person, and she missed him. If not for Death's boundless enthusiasm and knowing that they were still accomplishing something, she would have bailed long ago.
"Guess I'll see you when I see you." Christmas Present hovered over to Dancer, and the two of them took off. The spirit looked back and winked, then lifted her robes to reveal her bare ass to Lily before disappearing into a cloud.
"I'm not sure which I enjoy more: seeing her come or seeing her go." Lily smiled at the double entendre, happy to have pulled another one over the helper hat.
"Mmmhmm." Death was staring intensely at the scroll, the lights in his eyes flickering.
"Everything okay?" Lily asked.
Death said nothing. He took the reins, gave them a snap, and Cerberus pulled them to their next destination. Concerned about the Reaper's sudden silence, Lily peered over the side of the sleigh to figure out where they were headed.
The downtown area appeared, then they were zig-zagging between the buildings. She had flown through here more than once. In fact, she and Abella had once had a race to see who got Mike for the evening. To this day, she was certain the gargoyle had cheated, but wasn't certain how.
A building festooned in Christmas lights appeared between a church and a telecommunications building. A large tree had been decorated in the courtyard, and the bottom of the building had festive designs painted on all of the windows.
"Death?" Lily was concerned when he landed the sleigh in front of the doors. They hadn't seen the Yule Cat in a long time, so to watch him throw away caution worried her.
The Grim Reaper sat perfectly still for several minutes, his eyes on the automated doors of the Children's Hospital. Lily hopped out of the sleigh and walked around it, scanning the area for any signs of movement.
"Lily." Death's voice was barely a whisper. "I will need your help with this one."
"No poop, you've needed my help with all of them." She threw him some side eye. "You got a kid who wants to eat something other than jello in there?"
Death rolled up the scroll and tucked it into his robes. "We shall both go in," he declared, then got out of the sleigh. Despite being an immortal psychopomp held together by his love of maps and tea, the Reaper moved as if his bones may come apart at any moment. "Cerberus, if you wouldn't mind."
The hellhound grunted and pulled the sleigh into the sky, circling the building twice before disappearing into the clouds above. Death walked up to the sliding doors of the hospital, then squeezed between them.
Lily followed, taking a moment to survey the lobby. Another large tree had been set up inside the lobby with gifts beneath it. She paused to pick one up and was surprised when it had some weight to it.
"Do you think they just put some rocks inside or what?" When Death failed to answer, she looked up to see that he was already entering the stairwell. "Darn it, don't leave me behind, it will take forever to find you in this place."
They climbed up to the seventh floor, then stepped out into a foyer decorated with rainbow colors. A golden bell hung on a wall opposite where the receptionist, an older woman in a red Santa hat, sat. There was a plate of cookies sitting on the counter, so Lily took one.
"Peanut butter," she announced. "A top-tier cookie choice, the best that healthcare can afford." When she took a bite, she discovered she was wrong. "What the heck is this? It tastes like cardboard that is trying too hard."
"It's a hospital," Death informed her. "Nut-free zone."
"So then what flavor are these supposed to be? Regret?" Lily tossed the cookie into a nearby bin. "You seem to know your way around here."
"I do." Death was already moving down a nearby hallway. "In the first weeks of December, Tink convinced me that the Krampus was real and that I could catch him. Since children were his prey, she suggested I hunt where children congregated. I came here many times in order to hunt for the Krampus and got to know several of the children."
Lily chuckled. "You probably scared the poop out of them."
"You'd be surprised, actually." Death stopped in the hall and turned around to face her. "In fact, almost everyone here can see me. The staff, they're interesting. More often than not, they have mistaken me for another member of the staff. I suppose it's because I am a regular occurrence in this building. The parents? Many see me, but pretend that they don't. I chalk that up to denial, and do not fault them for it.
"But the children? Maybe it's because they don't properly understand what I represent, or maybe they do and just want the pain to stop. They not only see me, but have shown me much kindness. I know many of the children here on a first name basis. It's odd, but I can sense that these kids needed me. They ask me questions about dying that I am unafraid to answer, and we play games with each other while the staff pretends I'm some imaginary friend that the children invented. See?" He pointed to a nearby bulletin board. Lily was surprised to see several drawings of children playing with a skeleton. A bunch of them had been labeled Uncle Bones.
"Uncle Bones, huh?" She walked over to the bulletin board and tapped on a drawing. "And how come you're naked in each of these pictures?"
"Because when they drew me with my robes, it terrified the parents. The woman in charge of this wing thinks that Uncle Bones is just the skeleton they keep in the supply closet for educational purposes. It certainly makes the parents feel better." Death resumed walking down the hall, then stopped outside of one of the rooms. "We're here."
He pushed the door open, the hallway suddenly filled with the soft beeping of a heart monitor. The room was decorated with hundreds of colored pencil drawings, most of them of other children. Lily paused to appreciate a fairly realistic depiction of one of the doctors. It wasn't quite photo-quality like some of the stuff Zel could draw, but it was really good.
"Death!" A raspy voice greeted the Reaper, who now sat at the foot of the bed. Lily walked in to see a young woman no older than fifteen crawl across the bed and embrace Death. "What are you doing here so late?"
"I am out running errands for a friend," he replied, the twin flames of his skull flickering orange. "Speaking of friends, this is my really good friend Lily."
"Hi!" The girl turned to Lily and gave her a wave. She was missing all of her hair and had dark circles under her eyes that stood out on porcelain skin. When she extended a hand in greeting, Lily noticed that several of her nails were simply gone. Those that remained had been painted with Christmas colors. "My name is Reagan. It's nice to meet you."
"Um...yeah." Lily didn't know how to reply, she had been caught off guard by the girl's appearance. "I just found out that Death has been coming here and didn't know that he was friends with anyone."
"We love him here." With Death's help, Reagan scooted back to the top of her bed. She thanked him and picked up the small sketchpad next to her bed. "It's always a lot of fun when he visits. This place can be a little...grim."
"I bet." Lily sat in a chair by the bed. "So...what are you in for?"
"Stuck a crayon up my nose." Reagan picked up a pair of colored pencils and mimed shoving a red one up one nostril. "You know how doctors are, so over dramatic."
Death chuckled, then patted Reagan's knee. "Reagan has an inoperable tumor in her brain."
"It was a restaurant crayon." Reagan's eyes sparkled. "Probably made with lead in China or something. Doctors have been trying to melt it with space lasers."
"Oh, you're fun." Lily smiled. "So this is going to sound strange, but did you write a letter to Santa this year?"
Reagan's eyes widened, and she looked over at Death. "I did! But I never got a chance to send it!" She leaned over the side of her bed and picked up a folder full of artwork. Flipping straight to the back, she pulled out an envelope labeled with the letters SC.
"May I see it?" Death asked.
Reagan faltered, clutching the envelope tightly against her chest. "I'm not so sure about that. Isn't it kind of like keeping a birthday wish secret? If I tell you, it might not come true."
"Ah, but we are Santa's helpers this year." Death pointed to Lily's hat. "So it would make sense that we get to see it."
"You're so cheesy." Reagan looked at the envelope. "I know Santa isn't real. There's no use pretending."
"Wait, you're literally looking at the Grim Reaper himself and you doubt Santa exists?" Lily laughed. "That's too cute."



"I'm not entirely certain he's not just the tumor talking." Reagan tapped one of her temples. "But believing in Death is way easier than Santa. Everybody dies. Santa? He only shows up in shitty movies."
"Then why write him a letter?" Lily crossed her arms. "If he doesn't exist, I mean."
"Why do people pray to God when their kids are dying?" Reagan rolled her eyes. "Because they hope someone cares. Me, I'm not so sure the guy is real, and if he is, he doesn't give a fuck. I certainly haven't seen any real miracles around here. When a kid gets better, it's always because of doctors and medicine. Yeah, people will call it a miracle, but it's usually just a matter of statistics. But when that kid dies? It was apparently their time and we just aren't smart enough to know God's plan or some shit. What a fucking double standard."
"Okay, I like this kid." Lily wasn't usually comfortable with talk about the G-man, but the kid was making some good points. "So you figured Santa was a better bet than sky daddy. Makes me wonder what you asked for."
"It's not important." Reagan cleared her throat as if to change the subject, but Lily used her tail to snatch it out of her hands. "Holy shit, you have a tail?"
"I've got a lot more than that. Would you like a dramatic reveal?" Lily didn't wait for an answer. She did a little pirouette, her wings unfurling behind her as her Christmas pajamas melted into her usual corset and mini-skirt. She did a dramatic bow, her horns sliding forward through the skin of her skull just beneath her hat. "What do you think?"
"Bitchin'!" Reagan crawled forward in her bed, the wires from her heart monitor catching on Death's hand. "Can I feel your wings? They're so pretty!"
"I, uh..." Lily smiled, her cheeks suddenly warm. She almost didn't notice when Death pulled the envelope out of her tail. "Yeah, sure, kid." She extended her wings, allowing Reagan to feel them.
"They remind me of my dad's leather jacket." Reagan pushed her face into the fold of one wing and inhaled. "Oof, doesn't smell the same, though."
"I was forged from hellfire. Your dad's jacket came from a farting cow."
"You're the one that smells like farts," Reagan grumbled. This elicited a hearty laugh from Death, who had managed to untangle his fingers from her wires. In the process, he unplugged the monitor, causing the eerie whine to fill the room.
"We won't be needing that," he declared, flicking the machinery off with a finger.
"So does this mean you can fly?" Reagan let go of Lily's wing. "Is that a scorpion's tail? Do you sting people with it?"
"I can. It is. And I have." Lily sat on the end of the bed. Reagan scooted away from her to make room and picked up her forgotten sketchpad. "I'm a type of demon known as a succubus."
"Really? Like, the sexy kind?" Reagan picked up one of her pencils, the room now filled with the sounds of graphite on paper. "You eat souls, right?"
"She does." Death leaned over to see what Reagan was drawing. "It's quite disturbing."
"But you seem so nice." Reagan paused in her scribbles. "I didn't think a succubus could be nice."
"You seem to know an awful lot about demons. Are schools finally back to teaching the basics?" Lily asked.
"Nah." The scribbling resumed. "I've got a lot of down time. I used to read a lot, but it makes my head hurt, so now I just stream movies and shit. May have spent a bunch of time contemplating my immortal soul, cause, well..." she gestured at the room around her. "I've got a lump of cells the size of an egg in the middle of my brain. You question a lot of things when the end is near."
"Well, what do you want to know?" Lily sat on the edge of the bed, her tail sliding beneath the bed to tickle Reagan's foot. The girl laughed, squirming away from her.
"All sorts of things. For instance, since you're a demon, it means that heaven is real! What's it like?" Reagan turned her full attention on Lily, hope in her eyes.
"Not something I actually have an answer for. Never been there, cause I'm a demon." Lily tapped her horns.
"But I thought demons were just fallen angels?"
Lily winced. "Yeah, well I'm...complicated." She wasn't about to get into her past with just anyone, much less a teenager.
"Got it. Does that mean you don't know what God's like?"
"Reagan." Death patted the girl's knee. "I understand why you're asking, but Lily really isn't comfortable speaking on all things heavenly. It gives her gas."
"Oh, right, I'm so sorry!" Reagan blushed as Lily scowled at the Reaper. "I must look like a total bitch right now."
"It's fine, I get it." Lily waved her off. "You just found out that your soul gets to go somewhere after you die. That's a pretty big deal. Me? I already know that my ultimate destination is a coin flip between Hell or the Void. If I have enough souls under my belt, Hell won't be so bad. The Void, though? Oblivion at its worst."
"Oh, I know! Where does Death live? He refuses to tell us where he's staying, always talks about how he lives with his best friend in a house full of monsters." Reagan stuck her tongue out at the Reaper. "Bet she'll tell me."
"That's actually true, but I can't say much about it." She threw a dirty look at Death. "He probably shouldn't have told you that much, honestly."
"It is okay, Lily." Death held up his hand, then curled his fingers down until only his pinky remained. "For we have entered into a contract of the highest order; the pinky swear."
"Jiminy Christmas, what am I going to do with you?" Lily sat on the other side of Reagan. "But yeah, an entire family of magical creatures, all under one roof."
Reagan's eyes brimmed over with tears, and she wiped them away with her thumbs. "Sorry if I'm a bit emotional. I've always wanted to believe in something other than all this, you know?"
"I get it, kid. It's nice to have something to believe in." Suddenly conscious of just how tiny the girl was, Lily shrunk herself down to better fit next to Reagan. Movement in the corner of the room revealed Spirit Mike leaning against the wall with a grin on his face. "Or someone."
And so they talked. Death was quiet, save for a few interruptions. Reagan talked all about her parents, and her baby sister who was going to be eight soon. There was a girl at school that Reagan was super into, but she hadn't seen her since last spring. Her school was a couple of hours away, which meant she rarely got visitors.
The whole time she spoke, her hands kept moving across the paper. Whenever Lily tried to peek, Reagan would tilt the sketchpad down, a sly grin on her face. "No snooping," she would declare, occasionally sharpening her pencils. Little colored shavings appeared all over her bed, which Death would meticulously collect and deposit in the nearby trash can.
They were in the middle of talking about Reagan's favorite show when the girl wrote something with a flourish in one corner. She carefully removed the paper from her sketchpad and handed it over to Lily.
"Do you like it?" she asked, her tired eyes suddenly hopeful.
It was a portrait of the succubus. She was mid-laugh, a hand in front of her mouth and the skin around her eyes crinkled up. The stone necklace Mike had given her rested on her chest, Lily's hand hovering just above it. Behind her, an aura of light filled the rest of the picture. Even though she had horns in the picture, it was a candid moment, making her look surprisingly human.
"I...love it." Lily looked over the top of the drawing to see Reagan's eyes brimming with joy. "Can I have this?"
Reagan nodded, wiping tears from her eyes. "I think it's my best work. What do you think, Death?"
"I will admit I am quite jealous." Death grinned at his friend. "This is very well done."
"Thank you." She balled up her fists and took a deep breath. Her lower lip trembled as she squeezed the blankets on her bed. "I'm ready now."
"Ready for what?" Lily asked, but the moment was quick, like a match catching fire. There was a flash of light, and Death stood over Reagan's bed, his bony fingers clenched together above her body.
"What the fudge? What the fudge?!?" Lily slid backward off the bed, clawing at her hat in horror. Reagan's sparkling eyes had already gone dull, her pupils dilating. "What did you do, Death? What did you do?"
The Reaper turned toward Lily and held up Reagan's soul. It was the brightest golden light that Lily had ever seen, flitting about like a trapped bird in his clutches.
"I knew the moment we arrived," he told her, lowering his hand. "There's a saying mortals enjoy, one about knowing that Death has entered the room. For the first time ever, I was allowed to experience that sensation for myself. I had entered the room, not as myself, but as my job. We are frozen in a single moment, and that moment just so happened to be Reagan's last."
"But why? WHY?!?" Lily almost balled up her drawing in frustration, tears now running down her cheeks. Steam rose from them as her body temperature climbed, hellfire now coursing through her veins. "Why would you do this to me? Why not just come up here, do your darned job, and then go?"
Death hung his head in shame. "I will admit that the deception was not for Reagan's sake, but my own. I am supposed to be impartial, to allow these things to pass as they should, but..." He turned to Reagan's corpse, her cheeks still glistening with moisture. "I needed a friend."
"She was your friend, you nutjob!" Lily picked up the remote to the television and threw it at him. It bounced off his cloak and fell to the floor.
"I meant for after." Death placed his hand on Reagan's head. "You see, I spent many hours with this child and got to know her. Though she was destined to die so young, she treated me with genuine kindness. I knew that it would be a struggle to take her."
"Then why take her at all?"
"The tumor in her head ruptured a nearby vessel. She would live only until the time lock was lifted. Even if I could have kept her around, she would be comatose, trapped in a place of eternal darkness until I came to claim her once more. Though I am the final mercy, I..." He removed his hand and contemplated the dead teen's soul in his other. "I don't know what happens to any of them, you know? Her parents will mourn her loss, but there is a chance they will see each other again. But what of me? Am I destined to sit and watch as the universe comes to an ultimate end, and then sit alone in a darkness of my own? What of the friends I made along the way?
"You see, my dear Lily, it has occurred to me that when I say goodbye, it is forever. I was grateful to be here for her final moments, but she will go on in her own way."
"But why are we even here?" Lily slumped into a nearby chair, clutching Reagan's drawing to her chest. "She wrote a letter to Santa, what about that? Weren't we here for this? What's even the point if you were just going to take her?"
Death pulled the envelope from his robes and held it up as if it was made of glass. He slid his finger beneath the adhesive and ripped it open, pulling out the paper within.
"Dear Santa," he began, the fire in his eyes dimming. "I know this might sound ridiculous, but there's something I want for Christmas. I wrote you a lot when I was younger, but I will admit that I've stopped believing. Sorry if this hurts you in the polls.
"Anyway, things aren't looking good for me. The doctors keep saying that every day is a gift, but I know the end is coming. I'm not afraid, not since I met my new friend. He's a big fan of yours. I hope you..." Death stopped for several moments, then cleared his non-existent throat. "I hope you get to meet him someday in a non-official capacity."
"Oh, Reagan." Lily shook her head and continued sobbing.
"If I could have one gift this year, it would be that you help my parents and sister once I'm gone. They've lived with me and my broken head for so long now, that maybe they've forgotten how to be happy. I don't know what that would look like on your end, but I feel like someone owes me a miracle. Please help them find happiness again. They deserve it.
"But if you happen to be in a giving mood, there's something I want for myself. When the end comes, I don't want to be alone, but I don't want to do it in front of my family. I kind of want to go out on a high note, if that makes sense. I don't care who you send, it could be an elf, or even a reindeer. When I die, I know I'll already..."
Death went silent, then handed the note to Lily. She took it from him and found the part where he had stopped.
"I know I'll already have one friend there, but wouldn't mind making just one more before I go." She didn't bother reading the rest, it was too hard to see through her tears. It was like she had lost control over her body, her head pounding as if it would burst from within.
Death stood by the hospital window, Reagan's soul in his outstretched palm.
"Goodbye, Reagan." He gave the soul a little flick with his fingers, as if tossing a coin in the air, and it was gone. The room seemed dimmer now, as if the color had been sucked out of it. "May your slumber be restful."
"I hate you," Lily whispered. "I hate you for doing this to me."
"I know." Death moved over to the side of Reagan's bed and took a moment to tuck her in. He reconnected all the wires to her heart monitor, the silence shattered by the eerie tone of Reagan's death.
"Why bother?" LIly asked. "She's not in there, you know."
"You are correct." Death turned to point at the clock. "But you see, it is not technically Christmas Day."
"So?"
"In thirty years, when Reagan's sister wakes up on Christmas Day, she will never have to think 'this is the date of my sister's death.' When time resumes, I wish for them to find her sometime before midnight." Death moved toward the doorway, then paused long enough to steal one of the pictures that had been tucked away beneath some of the others. Lily couldn't be sure, but she was fairly certain the subject of the artwork was wearing a dark robe. "I would like to get some air, if you don't mind. I'll be on the roof."
She watched him go. When she was certain he was far enough away, she moved to sit on the side of Reagan's bed.
"You okay?" Soul Mike asked from the corner of the room.
"No. Not really." She knelt down and kissed Reagan's forehead. "Though I knew you but for a moment, I shall remember you for a lifetime." It wasn't hyperbole either, because demons couldn't lie and she never wanted to forget.
She pulled out the sketch Reagan had given her, torn about whether to take it with her or leave it behind. Her tears splashed on the drawing, and she tucked it away. It was interesting how something so light could feel so heavy in her hands.
By the time she caught up to Death, he was standing on the edge of the roof with his scythe out, leaning on the handle for support. Moving to stand next to him, she handed him Reagan's letter.
"I didn't know if you wanted to keep this," she told him.
"I would, actually." He accepted the letter and it vanished into his robes. "I feel an ache inside my body that I am unfamiliar with."
"That's called grief."
"Ah." He stared out at the lights of the city. "I do not like it."
"That was a terrible thing you did to me."
"It was, and I am sorry. Do you have Reagan's drawing?"
"I do." She pulled it out. "Why?"
"I think she captured your likeness very well. It was a gift of hers. To see what lies beneath. You may act tough and be rather crude at times, but you are a kind soul."
"I'm not ready for an emotional circle jerk."
Death turned to look at her. "What is a circle jerk?"
"I'll tell you tomorrow."
"Ugh. It's never tomorrow." Death raised his hand, and the sleigh emerged from the clouds above. It seemed unsteady, as if Cerberus was pulling it through turbulence. Once the hellhound landed, they turned into their human form and put their hands on their hips.
"The sleigh is getting tough to pull," Cerberus said. "It feels much heavier."
"It shouldn't be." Death frowned at the sleigh. "We are still delivering personal visits, the magic should sustain it."
There was a loud pop, and Christmas Present appeared next to them.
"Quick, let me see the list."
"Why are you teleporting here?" Lily asked. "Won't the Krampus figure out where we are?"
"It doesn't matter. This is more important." The spirit took the list from Death and scrolled through a few names. "Hold on, I'll be right back. I need to check on something."
With another pop, she left them behind. Death looked at Lily and shrugged.
"I have a bad feeling about this," she told him.
"As do I." Death moved to sit in the sleigh. "I believe we'll find out why very soon."
Lily didn't join him. Instead, she moved to the edge of the building and pulled out Reagan's drawing. She curled her fingers around the edges, ready to summon a little hellfire and reduce it to ash.
"Are you really sure you want to do that?" Soul Mike asked from the shadows. "Once it's gone, you will never get it back."
She paused, the flames hovering just beneath her fingertips. "Why would I want to keep something that hurts me so bad?"
"It's just a piece of paper, Lily. I think it scares you that she saw through the facade, to the woman underneath the monster. You're worried that it makes you weak, that the pain you feel means that your strength is fading. A weak Lily can't protect her family, now can she?"
"Shut up," she whispered.
"But you've eaten enough therapists to know the truth. Grief and sadness don't make you weak. You can't sharpen a sword by only hammering one side of the blade, silly." He came up from behind and wrapped his arms around her waist. "So don't burn that, at least not yet. Let Reagan's last gift to the world survive just a little bit longer."
She scowled, then relaxed into Mike's arms. "I hate having you inside my head sometimes," she told him.
"I know," he replied. "It really is a pretty picture of you."
"It is," she whispered, wiping the new tears off of the paper before they could soak in. She held it against her chest, absorbing it into her body where it would be safe for now. After all, she could always burn it later, right?
There was a burst of light, and fiery sparks showered the rooftop as Christmas Present tumbled from up in the sky. The spirit was covered in scratch marks, and there was blood all over her outfit.
"Holy heck, what happened?" LIly ran to the giant's side. "Are you okay?"
"No, I'm not." Christmas Present's face was bright red, her eyes brimming with anger. She held something up in her hands and laughed. "For future reference, I can apparently teleport this much of another being."
It was the head of one of the Yule Lads, his features slack. Christmas Present dropped it onto the roof.
"They're taking the children," she said, her gaze on the bloody head as it dissolved into smoke. "The ones we were supposed to visit, and the ones we've already been to. It's how the Krampus is draining the magic away. The gifts are bad enough, but by taking the children, it's like we've done nothing at all!"
"What is he planning to do with them?" Death asked, a dangerous tone in his voice. Whatever warmth the air held flitted away like leaves in a hurricane.
Christmas Present turned toward the Grim Reaper. "With the Yule lads' involvement, my bet is...he's going to let Grýla eat them."
Lily gasped, her wings fluttering behind her in shock.
"I see." Death turned toward the sleigh. "I did not expect such a development. Every move he has made has served to undo the goodwill we have poured into the world, but this? It is an act of pure evil and I shall not allow it."
"So what do we do?" Lily asked. "We can't just go in there guns blazing. One, we don't have any guns. Two, we don't know where Grýla is keeping the children. Does anyone here even have a plan?"



"I know someone who is pretty good at it. We need our Caretaker." Christmas Present looked at Lily. "He and the others have to return to the North Pole right away. I can teleport to him, which will allow the three of you to come around the long way."
"Fudge no, I'm coming with you." She tugged at the hat out of habit. "I can teleport directly to him as well. That leaves Death to come the long way with Cerberus and the sleigh."
"Then it is settled." Death got into the sleigh and picked up the reins. "My dear ghost, would you kindly inform Dancer of this plan so that she may meet up with us on the way? I would not begrudge a proper guide."
"You've got it. We'll see you when you get there." Christmas Present tucked a lock of Lily's hair behind one of her horns. "See you later, alligator."
She vanished, leaving the scent of nutmeg in the air. Lily sucked it in through her nostrils, then glanced over at Death.
"See you at the North Pole," she told him.
"Yes, you will." He waited for Cerberus to transform back into a hellhound. "And Lily?"
"What?"
"Save some ass for me." When he turned to face her, the fire in his eyes threatened to escape his sockets. "For I intend to beat much ass this Christmas."
She nodded, then closed her eyes and took a shortcut through Hell to return to Mike's side. The fire and brimstone flared hot against her skin, and then she was standing in the ice and snow of...somewhere else. Mike was sitting outside of a cabin next to Holly, and he leapt to his feet in surprise.
"Lily!" He ran for her, and the moment his arms wrapped around her waist, the dam broke. Hot tears ran down her face as he clutched her tightly, her tail wrapping around his waist. When he finally let go, he used his thumbs to wipe the tears from her eyes.
"You're a sight for sore eyes," she whispered. "How long has it been for you?"
"Too long without you. Something happened, didn't it?"
The succubus nodded. "The Krampus is taking children to give to the giants as food. He's making some big moves, and we can't let him get away with it."
Mike nodded, then looked over at Holly. "It's time for this player to make some moves of his own. You ready for this?"
"No." The elf looked at Lily, then back at Mike. Her eyes were red around the edges as if she had been crying recently. "But it's okay, because we're all in it together. Right?"
"Right." Mike looked at Lily. "Now let's go kick some Krampus ass."

❄️❄️❄️If you've ever lost a child or a loved one to cancer (as I have), this chapter was written for you.
Once you've forgiven me, please leave me some stars and feel free to tell me to fuck off properly in the comments. You wouldn't be the first.
Until next time, dear readers. The battle for the North Pole is about to begin!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all!
Annabelle Hawthorne back with another chapter of "Let's Lewd Christmas!"
New reader? Awesome! To catch you up to speed, dude met a nymph in Chapter 1, and now he's battling Santa's darker half, the Krampus. Oh, and there was a whole bunch of fucking, punching bad guys in the face with magic, and an actual plot that (largely) makes sense.
Returning reader? Welcome back! Also, sorry (but not sorry) about last chapter. That was a scene I wanted to write from the very first moment I put Death and Lily on that sleigh. There's one letter that I wanted to print out and put on my fridge, it was so nice, but kind of detracts from the whole anonymous smut smith gig, am I right?
Again, thank you all so much for the amazing comments and letters about 93, I'll tell you some fun facts about that scene after this chapter is over.
My posting schedule has been stressed, but I'm keeping up. Ch. 96 will be the last part of Book 6, at which point I will immediately start Book 7. For those in the know, Ratu will re-emerge from the shadows for another chance to shine, and we will be going somewhere much warmer than the Arctic, cause fuck the cold!
Anyway, please check my bio for release dates and any other important updates (like that one time I simply typed IRL problems and changed the dates). I owe huge thanks to my beta team for not only keeping me on track, but ensuring you all get a quality read.
That's enough out of me. I hope by the time this chapter is done, I will have created a few more
Believers
After the first thirty minutes of wandering through the enormous piles of undelivered gifts, Kisa was forced to take a break and fight back the panic attack that threatened to consume her. The darkness was absolute beyond the small range of her crystalline light, and it was during this moment of respite that she spotted a pallet stacked with bicycles nearby.
She thought it was pretty fucked up that a bunch of kids somehow never got their bikes, but she found one roughly her size and dragged it clear. The tag fell free of the handlebars, and she bent down to pick it up and read the name.
"Sorry, Thomas. Looks like a sweet ride." The bike was blue with a gold lightning bolt on the frame. She dug through the pile and found a helmet. When she pressed it onto her head, she hissed in frustration as she fought both her hair and her ears to get it on properly. By the time it was on, her ears had been folded against her scalp, muting the outside world.
Kisa made it nearly six feet on the bike before crashing. She didn't know if she had never learned how to ride as a child or if it had simply been too long, but she climbed back to her feet and tried again.
Between her natural grace and dexterity, she was soon pedaling forward in the darkness with the crystal tucked between her knuckles providing enough light to see. She hoped that she was still headed in the right direction. It had occurred to her more than once that being shuffled around may have pointed her somewhere else in the warehouse and she was moving away from the entrance.
The good news was that Christmas was finite. At some point, she would reach a wall. When that happened, she would pedal her bike alongside until that damn elevator appeared. The building couldn't be infinitely large on the inside...right?
Once she reached the cave wall, it was essentially a coin flip for which direction to go. She chose left and was finally able to pedal with some speed, no longer dodging piles of gifts. When she reached the dais, hot tears of joy ran down her cheeks as she tucked the bike out of sight around a corner.
Kisa was tired, but refused to find somewhere to nap until she was out of the warehouse. The darkness felt like it would crush her at any moment, and she had no idea how long her crystal would continue glowing.
The trip up the elevator was uneventful. When the doors slid open, she let out a sigh of relief to see the lit caverns empty. She moved along the tunnels and found herself back in Grýla's lair. A very large cauldron had been set over a fire and a pair of elves were cleaning up a horrendous mess on the floor that looked suspiciously like it used to be another elf.
"Fuck this place," Kisa muttered, moving back to the main tunnel. When she reached the pits where the elves had been stored, she crouched down upon seeing Leppalúði standing above one of the pits, a figure held between his hands.
"I cannot cook this!" he yelled at a smaller version of himself.
"Krampus say children frozen!" The Yule lad gave Leppalúði's shin a kick. "Stupid Christmas magic, only Santa can fix! After Krampus take pole, children become food!"
"What the hell?" Kisa moved to the edge of the pit and looked down to see that one of the elven prisons had been repurposed. Instead of elves, it held children, all of them wrapped in blankets and sleeping on the floor. Her heart raced seeing all of the children collected into a macabre sleepover in the giant's den.
Leppalúði let out a roar, and Kisa looked over to see that he had tried to bite the child in half and cracked one of his teeth. He spat the tooth fragment onto the ground and hurled the child at his son.
"Put it back in the pen," he snarled, rubbing at his mouth. "Your mother won't be happy."
The Yule lad squeaked in terror and ran off with his bundle. Leppalúði scratched his jaw and turned toward his lair, his large nostrils flaring. He walked within a few feet of Kisa, then stopped and sniffed the air.
Shit! Kisa crouched down, holding her breath. Leppalúði snorted, then picked his nose and wiped it on his shirt.
"They smell so good," he muttered, wandering past Kisa and back into his cave. She could hear him smacking his lips for some time and fought the urge to gag in response. Her brain was busy processing the horror of all those children, just ready to be eaten. When the time lock ended, they would all awaken in the middle of a nightmare.
Kisa's breath was coming quickly now. She reached into her coat and pulled out the adoption papers she had found addressed to her. Once upon a time, when she was a child, someone had wanted to make her part of his family. On Christmas morning, hundreds of families would wake to discover their children had gone missing. They would all disappear without a trace, just like Kisa had, only these children weren't destined for a weird, albeit happy ending. They would end up as food for the giants, their final moments filled with terror.
"This is wrong." She felt the hackles on the back of her neck rise as a surge of energy went through her body. No, this was more than wrong. It was evil, pure and simple.
A low growl came from her chest, and she bared her teeth as she moved against the wall and tucked her paperwork away. Something was brewing inside her. What little magic she had was concentrating itself and working its way through her body as if trying to figure out what came next. What would Mike do if he were here? Could he even do anything? What about Tink, or Yuki?
An elf wandered by Kisa, his eyes distant as he carried a stack of bloody towels. Kisa didn't know why, but she was compelled to fall in line behind him, her eyes affixed on the back of his head. The elf didn't acknowledge her existence in the slightest as he led her around the corner to a room full of garbage. It was a giant pile of busted furniture and appliances, most likely remnants of Leppalúði's new rich lifestyle.
The two of them were alone. The elf dumped his burden and spun on his heels, walking into Kisa.
"Wait." Kisa stuck her hand out and the elf froze, his blank eyes skimming her face. Had their brains been wiped completely clean, like a hard drive erased by a magnet? How much of the original elf even remained?
The elf hissed and moved around her. Worried that it was about to tattle on her to Leppalúði, an idea formed.
"I have new orders from the Krampus." It had occurred to her that the elves obeyed the Krampus first, and that the only reason they listened to Leppalúði at all was because they had been told to. She crossed her fingers as the elf stopped in place, then turned to face her.
Several tense seconds passed, but the elf seemed content to hear her out. She had seen the elves stand by as their brethren were eaten, so it was unlikely she could say or do anything that would elicit any sort of response.
"Bring me five other elves from the cells below," she demanded, then watched as the elf turned to leave. She moved against the wall and willed herself into the surroundings, hoping against hope that she was right.
Leppalúði was stupid. That much was true. There was no way he would notice a missing elf, or even several, which gave her room to improvise.
Soft footsteps echoed down the corridor and she was elated to see that the elf had obeyed. There were six of them in total, and they stood right where Kisa had been before, awaiting their next orders.
Smiling to herself, Kisa moved out of the shadows to greet her new minions. The giant was big, and an all out assault was out of the question. As of now, the elves didn't question her presence, and she certainly didn't want that fact to change. She would use these six to take the giant out of the equation.
As for after? By herself, she couldn't save more than a child or two. But with an army of brain dead elves ready to obey her every command? Anything was possible.
There was a pull in her core, and she felt Mike's presence wash over her, now closer than ever. He had been oddly distant for a while, but she hadn't worried too much about it. Satisfied that the elves would remain hers to command, she ordered them to move trash around and look busy while she snuck over to a dark corner of the cave and crouched down to make herself small.
It was time to check in with her man.

❄️❄️❄️After Mike stepped through the flames of the fireplace and into the Workshop, he moved to the side and frowned. With the time variance, he should have only been gone a few hours from the North Pole.
Somehow the atmosphere here had shifted drastically. The abandoned Workshop had been mildly spooky before, but now there was an aura of malignance that clung to everything. The shadows seemed darker than usual, with a few of them seeming to dance around when he wasn't looking.
The flames flickered again, and Lily came through, followed by Freyja, Yuki, then Holly. Before the flames died out, Christmas Present stepped through the fire, brushing soot off her robes.
"This isn't good." She frowned and moved forward into the Workshop lobby. "Do you all feel that?"
There was a thud on the exterior of the building, followed by a screech. Dust fell from the ceiling and landed on the frost that had accumulated over by the door.
"Well, so much for first impressions. This place looks awful." Lily stepped away from the fireplace. "So what's the plan?"
"Hold up." Mike raised a hand as a questing presence touched the back of his mind. He closed his eyes and concentrated, causing Kisa to come into focus in his mind's eye.
"Thank god," she muttered, then leaned back against a wall he couldn't see. "I was afraid you might not be listening."
"Sorry, some big shit is going down," he replied. "We found out that Krampus has taken a bunch of kids."
Kisa nodded. "I know. They're being kept in that big bitch's lair."
"Are they okay?" He swallowed the lump in his throat. "Are they...scared?"
"Nah, they're all frozen in time or something. I don't know all the details, but once the Krampus takes the pole, they'll unlock and..." Kisa looked like she was going to be sick. "I have a plan to get them out of here, but it's only temporary. Whatever you've got cooking, you better get on it fast."
"Wait, hold up. How about you? Are you safe?"
"I'm underground with a bunch of dickbag giants, elves with missing brains, and a stack of time-frozen kids. I'm fine." Kisa rolled her eyes at him. "But I'm okay for now. You have a plan to bail me out of this shit storm?"
"You know me." He winked.
"Fuck." She dragged the word out. "You just came up with it, didn't you?"
"Nah, I've been working on something for a couple of...hours." It had been a long walk back to the ski resort and he had plenty of time to discuss strategies with Freyja and Yuki. The Krampus was just waiting for the chance to get his hands on the North Pole, so his first destination was Santa's house. However, with Grýla on the loose and a village full of warped snowmen, Yuki and Freyja had agreed to do a quick reconnaissance to see where things stood.
As for the Krampus himself, Mike believed he had a solution to that particular dilemma.
Kisa looked like she was going to say something, but tilted her head. "Shit, do you hear that? No, of course you don't."
"What is it?" he asked.
Kisa grinned. "I think I just heard the heat come on. Here, before I go." She pulled her map from her pocket and unfolded it. "I went into a tunnel under this building," she said, tapping one of the corners. "Grýla and her ugly potato children all live in a series of caverns beneath it. If you get the chance, I could really use an assist down here."
"I'll see what I can do." He gave Kisa a hug and then opened his eyes. The others were standing around, waiting for him. "Kisa knows where the children are. They're safe for now. She said they're time locked, so that's one less thing for us to worry about."
"They only unfreeze for their personal visit, remember?" Christmas Present looked at Lily. "You've been doing this for months now, we know those kids weren't lying awake in their beds the whole time. They only unfroze for us because we're Santa's helpers. Being abducted by Yule lads definitely doesn't count, so they're safe for now."
Lily still looked unhappy, but Mike couldn't blame her. Though the news was good, it didn't make everything else better by comparison. "Okay, so we should--"
The building groaned as something large hit it, sending a cascade of snow sliding off of the roof and over the windows. A massive furry bulk moved just outside the window, and a large eyeball appeared in one of the windows.
"It's the Yule cat!" Holly grabbed Mike by the hand. "They know where we are, we need to get to Santa's house right away!"
"On it." Mike looked at Yuki and Freyja. "Are you coming with us?"
The building creaked when a paw appeared on one of the windows and pressed. The glass cracked, splintering out to the edges.
"Let's move." Yuki nodded at Holly. "Once we're at Santa's house, we can make our stand there."
Holly threw a handful of powder into the fireplace just as the front door of the Workshop burst apart, revealing a misshapen figure with a distorted jaw.
"Food!" Grýla shouted, her arms twitching as she squeezed her bulk through the busted doorway. Mike didn't remember her being this large before, and he couldn't help but notice that the shadows seemed to bend toward her.
"You all go." Freyja turned toward the giant. "This one has something of mine. I'll catch up soon."
"Don't have to tell me twice." Lily bolted into the fireplace ahead of the others, her tail snaking back to hook Mike by the wrist and pull him through. Yuki and Holly came through next, followed by Christmas Present. Back in Santa's house, Mike turned to look through the flames, but only felt a blast of cold before they snuffed out completely, plunging the home into darkness.
"What the hell?" He summoned a pair of glow spiders to illuminate the room. Yuki was already holding foxfire, and Lily's eyes glowed in the darkness. Santa's home, which once felt warm and cozy, now had the same ominous feeling as the Workshop.
"Mother!" Holly ran toward the stairs, and Christmas Present followed, the light from her body illuminating the way.
Yuki moved to the window and frowned. "I can't see anything out there," she said, then turned to Mike. "All the lights are out."
"Sounds like things are moving fast," he replied just as something large walked across the roof. "Looks like we've got company here, too."
"Not for long." Yuki moved to the door and put her hands on it. "I'll clear the perimeter. Lock it behind me," she told him, then winced and put her hand on her side. "I'll take care of the popsicle patrol."
"Hey, are you okay?" Mike asked.
"I will be." Yuki looked over at Lily. "Take care of him, will you?"
Lily nodded, but said nothing. Mike found her silence more than a little disturbing.
Yuki let herself out. The home filled with a burst of arctic cold that chilled Mike even through his jacket. He rubbed at the fur-lined coat, then turned back to Lily.
"Welcome to the North Pole," he told her, then walked to the door and locked it. "It used to be a lot nicer."
"Mmhmm." Lily spotted a hat rack by the fireplace and moved toward it. She casually reached for the furry rim of her hat and gave it a tug.
It didn't budge.
"Fudging figures," she muttered. "Thought it might work. So what happens next?"
"That depends on what Mrs. Claus might say. She was in bad shape this morning, so I don't know what--" Footsteps on the stairs caught his attention, and he looked up to see Holly descending. She walked across the room and stopped right in front of Mike, her eyes on the ground.
"What happened?" he asked her. Her only response was to hold out a pair of silver glasses.
"We think she disappeared just as we got here." Christmas Present hovered down from above, lines of worry on her face. "Mike, we have two problems now."
"Just two?" He grimaced at the spirit.
"With Mrs. Claus gone, there is nothing to keep the Krampus out. He is coming, and will be here soon enough."
"That was to be expected." He sighed. "What's the second problem?"
"I can't help you. You have to understand, the spirits are an extension of Santa's will, and just being in a room with him might be enough to turn me against you."
"Well, that sucks." He bit his lip in frustration. "So where will you go?"
"You said that Kisa is with the children? I will go to her, but I'll have to take the long way so Krampus can't track me. Can you show me where she was on the map?"
"Yeah, sure." Mike pulled the map out of its carrier, then pointed to the spot Kisa had shown him. "She said there are tunnels underneath."
"Understood. Even if we fail here, the kids, they..." For a moment, the spirit looked like she was going to be sick.
"Go." He nodded at the spirit. "Make sure those kids are taken care of."
Christmas Present left, leaving Mike with Lily and Holly. The succubus was staring at where the fire had been, her cheeks burning bright red. Occasional flames crawled across her skin, and she turned fiery eyes in his direction.
"So it's just the three of us?" she asked.
"Yuki's right outside, and I'm sure Freyja will catch up. The Krampus will be on his way here to claim the North Pole."
"You can't claim it?" Lily cocked her head.
"Nope. Santa and Krampus are still the same person. He needs the North Pole for...something." Mike paused. Did his house have a feature like the North Pole? Was there something he could interact with to tap into the home's inner power?
"Could you if we killed him?"
Mike looked over at Holly, who was staring quietly at Mrs. Claus' glasses. Technically, he supposed he could. But then what? Did he even want the responsibility of the North Pole? Would he become like Santa? What about the elves? His time was already stretched thin amongst his own family. The last thing he wanted was to be responsible for a whole holiday.
Lily scowled when he didn't answer, but her features softened when she noticed Holly. She moved toward the elf and put a hand on her shoulder.
"Would you like to talk about it?" she asked as she led the elf to a nearby couch.



Mike didn't hear Holly's answer. He was distracted by flashing lights through the front windows, followed by a gust of wind that made the whole house creak. When he moved to the window and looked outside, he was greeted by the sight of a moose made of ice slamming its antlers into the house.
"Looks like the snowman house of horrors has arrived." He moved away from the door and winced when the glass cracked. A second later, the fracture repaired itself, and he let out a sigh of relief. There was still a bit of magic left in the North Pole. Looking over at the couch, he saw that Holly was weeping with her head on Lily's shoulder.
"Now that's a different kind of magic," he muttered to himself, then took up his post at the window. He could sense the changes in Lily, even from here, and when he took a peek at her soul (or whatever it was), he couldn't help but notice that the whole structure looked like a nesting doll. Crimson arcs of energy were layered around obsidian gems that hovered around the succubus. At her center, a tiny silver flame flickered quietly, the crimson light folded around it protectively like a mother bird's wings.
Interesting.
He looked back out the window and sighed. The only thing left was for him to wait and see what happened next.

❄️❄️❄️As Mike and the others ran through the fireplace, Grýla hurled herself forward with a speed Freyja had never seen. Sending out a blast of cold air, the goddess extinguished the flames behind her and side stepped the oncoming monster, summoning a two foot tall wall of ice for Grýla to trip over.
When the giantess stumbled over the small wall, a casual twitch of Freyja's fingers sent the wall smashing into her.
"This won't take long," Freyja muttered, the air around her swirling. Snow blew in through the front door of the Workshop, collecting into a massive spear made of ice that hovered over her shoulder. She could feel the weight of it in the back of her mind as bands of golden light wrapped around the back of the icicle.
Grýla laughed as she extricated herself from the hearth. She had cracked several bricks on the way in.
"Do you think I'm afraid of little Jack Frost?" The giantess shoved bricks away from her. "You are no longer queen of the north, for stone is stronger than ice."
The golden bands of light tightened around the twelve foot long icicle, strengthening its structure to survive the sudden acceleration as Freyja launched it forward. Grýla's eyes went wide as it penetrated her torso, pinning her to the back wall. The light faded from Grýla's eyes and her whole body slumped in place.
Freyja held up a hand, palm facing Grýla. A thin stream of golden light fled the giant's corpse and wrapped itself around Freyja's fingers before vanishing into her body.
"What the heck?" Freyja examined her hand, then stared at Grýla. The amount of divinity she had pulled out of the giant was almost trivial, far less than what had been taken from her before.
Up above, the roof creaked and she heard a growl as the Yule Cat pressed its face against the glass. It moved away and shattered the window with a massive paw.
Freyja leapt to one side, the wind carrying her out of reach as the cat's paw smacked around, trying to find her. She summoned an ice shield and raised it in time to block a claw that was nearly a foot long.
Up above, she saw one of the skylights was heavily fractured. She rode the wind upward, using the shield to smash through the glass safely and ride further into the sky.
Down below, the Yule cat turned its gaze up at her. Letting out a terrible hiss, it leapt up in an attempt to catch her, but she dodged away at the last moment. Spears of ice formed around her and she directed them to fall toward the Yule cat, driving the foul beast away as it ran for safety.
"Coward," she muttered, then gazed out over the North Pole. Though it was the same village she had known for over a century, something had changed. Shadows now hung from buildings as if made from fabric, and colors had been bleached from the city. Down below, creatures made of ice and snow lurked in packs, but they weren't alone. On occasion, she would see a shadow briefly manifest a form and crawl, walk, or slither across the main street.
"Gods," she whispered. She had seen such a phenomenon before, shortly before the fall of Asgard. The cracks in reality had become visible, allowing the void to leak through. Though the shadow creatures would be harmless for now, they would soon be able to manifest and interact with this realm without any issues.
Her senses buzzed, and she looked down in time to dodge a massive boulder that had been hurled in her direction. She used her shield to help deflect the attack, but the collision was enough to knock her out of the air current she had been riding.
Tumbling through the air, she showered the area where the attack had come from with hail the size of bowling balls. Dark shadows shifted below, revealing dozens of Yuletide lads crawling across the ground like vermin.
"Which one of you threw that?" she demanded, landing in a crouch in the middle of the street. She didn't think the Yule lads had the strength necessary for such a feat, but Grýla had been seriously lacking in divinity. It was entirely possible she had shared it with her children.
In response, another boulder rocketed out of a nearby alley. Freyja dodged this one readily enough, but was caught by a massive rock from a different direction. This one slammed her through a candy cane light pole that shattered, the air filling with the smell of peppermint. Groaning, she raised her shield in time to block the attack of a large figure who leapt off a nearby roof.
"Hello, food." Grýla opened her mouth and tried to take a bite of Freyja's face, but the goddess pushed the giant away.
"I killed you!" she cried, then braced her foot against Grýla's fat gut and shoved. The giantess grunted, then sailed through the air and vanished into the shadows.
All around Freyja, the town erupted with laughter. It was Grýla's voice, magnified dozens of times. The shadows danced along in staccato fashion, moving closer to Freyja as if trying to touch her. The goddess scrambled to her feet and jumped, commanding the wind to take her into the sky once more.
A massive paw batted her out of the sky, slamming her into a snow drift so hard that it exploded. Freyja rolled across the cold cobblestone road, summoning a sphere of golden light to protect her from the next attack. The Yulecat smacked her again, sending her bouncing down the main street like a giant hamster ball.
Freyja held tight, trying to guide her journey as the giant cat chased after her. She summoned massive pillars of ice for her to bounce off of, hoping to get enough distance from the cat so that she could release the shield and either flee or counterattack. The Yulecat was fast, however, despite its giant size. It could turn into a ball of light to chase her, a fact that frustrated her to no end.
After getting smacked around the North Pole for several minutes, she managed to trip up the Yulecat by summoning a series of ice pillars that grew taller every few feet. She rolled harmlessly between them as the Yulecat got stuck and had to climb upward to escape.
Freyja released the magical shield and fled into a nearby building. When she looked out the window, she saw the Yulecat fighting to get through the pillars, so Freyja summoned even more, pinning the feline in place.
In the sky above, a dark figure briefly blocked out the Northern Lights. It was the Krampus, cackling madly as his demented reindeer burst away from his makeshift sled like shooting stars and headed toward her. The Krampus leapt off of the falling sled and disappeared, his vehicle crashing into a nearby structure with a loud bang.
"Shit." Freyja ran through the building, which was housing for the elves. Abandoned presents and toys were scattered everywhere, and she nearly tripped over a wooden horse. When she made it to the backdoor, she shoved it open so hard that the hinges creaked.
"You're all alone, Jack." A Grýla stood on a small hill overlooking the building. A pair of distorted reindeer emerged from nearby, snorting wildly and raking their electric antlers through the air. Up above, the Yulecat leaned over the top of the building and leered down at Freyja.
Freyja stared at Grýla, her thoughts whirring. Somehow, the giantess was commanding her own army.
Well, two could play this game. Curling her fingers up, Freyja sent her mind into the aether, touching the faraway fields of Fólkvangr with her mind for the first time in over a century. She felt them there, the minds of thousands of men and women who had fallen in battle, suddenly restless in their eternal slumber.
"I'm never alone," she whispered, calling to the fallen dead. She wasn't at full strength, not yet, but the shades of the fallen stepped from the darkness around her, ready to defend their queen. There were maybe two dozen of them, weapons held ready.
"What an interesting trick." Grýla laughed heartily and stuck her hand in the snow, then ripped free a massive rock. "Tell me, Jack. Can I eat them?"
"My name is Freyja," she declared, summoning armor made of ice and snow. As a winged helmet settled across her brow, she drew a blade made of frost and pointed it at Grýla. Her soldiers all readied their weapons, their spectral forms flickering in the light. "And the only thing you'll taste tonight is my blade."
Freyja and her soldiers charged forward.

❄️❄️❄️Yuki stepped out into the cold, pulling the door shut behind her. It didn't take long before something leapt out of a nearby snowdrift, all teeth and fangs. She summoned a massive spike of ice from the ground beneath the snow tiger, spearing it in place. It snarled and tried to catch her with its claws, but was forced to tear itself apart to reach her.
She dodged to one side as an eight-foot tall bear jumped down from the roof, then danced away when the creature shattered and reassembled itself, golden light holding the thing together like magic glue.
"Yeah, I know that feeling." She summoned stone pillars this time, forcing the bear into an earthen prison. It growled as it squeezed between the bars, its body bursting and then reforming on the other side of its cage. Pain ripped through her stomach, and she groaned as she leapt away from the bear.
"Ugh, shit." She gasped in agony, her hands briefly igniting with golden flames. It was divinity, and her body had absorbed so much of it from her sexual encounter with Mike and Freyja that her body was now breaking down. She hadn't known for sure until just before passing through the fireplace when the weird cramp in her stomach hadn't gone away. There wasn't going to be time for Mike to soul weave it in, or whatever the fuck he wanted to call it.
She wanted to be angry. So many years of pain had finally moved aside to allow her to pursue happiness, but it wasn't to be. The pressure building up inside her body had spread through her entire abdomen, and golden lines of power radiated down her thighs.
"Fuck." She slapped away another monster made of ice, then brought her claws down on its face. A snow python fell off a nearby roof and wrapped around her, but she shapeshifted into a fox and popped free of its muscular embrace.
She wondered how much time she had left, but not for her own sake. The moment she fell, these creatures would descend on the house. She had known the moment the fire had gone out that Mrs. Claus was gone. The magic of the home had diminished to embers, turning their refuge into a trap.
With a growl, she summoned a ball of foxfire and blew a hole in the python's head. It fell over, spasming so hard that it smacked its body into Santa's home. More ice and snow slid free of the roof, and Yuki realized she needed to lure the frozen creatures away.
Running down the street, a monstrous snowman appeared from around a large gingerbread house. She slid beneath its clawed fingers and sent several spikes of ice and stone through its body, causing its head to fall free and shatter on the ground. For just a moment, she saw it--a swirling mass of golden light, like a tiny star.
"Fuck it," she muttered, then moved to the light and inhaled it, pulling it into her body. There was pain as it heated her from within, but the snowman's shifting form crumbled and went still. If it was going to kill her anyway, she needed to make her death matter, to ensure that her friends survived.
To ensure that Mike survived.
Yuki let out a howl of rage, bringing the creatures of the North to her. The bear from before found her outside of the bakery, and she tore a hole through it, seeking out the golden light within. A massive eagle tackled her from above, but her foxfire melted enough of its face off to reveal the golden light tucked away in its icy skull. She inhaled this light, too, and the creature turned to fine powder.
Yuki summoned a storm around her, one that slowed the creatures down so that she could feed on the golden light inside of them. Her body felt like a massive pressure cooker as the divinity ran rampant through her, but she bore the pain in silence.
It was during her fight that a dark figure appeared between two buildings, lurching forward with distended limbs. Yuki turned to face the threat, her hands now blazing with golden light.
"Hello, food." Grýla stepped forward from the darkness, her skin hanging loose from her face. "It hurts, doesn't it?"
"What the hell?" Had Freyja lost? Or had Grýla run from her?
"I see you've learned the secret." To illustrate her point, Grýla dodged an attack from a snow tiger and shoved her arms down its throat, then pulled out a ball of golden light. "If you eat it, you can make it yours."
Yuki growled at the giantess. "Is that what you did to Freyja?"
"Who?" Grýla popped the light into her mouth and licked her lips, then groaned in agony. She leaned forward, pressing her hands into the snow. Golden light raced along her arms and into the ground. There was the sound of shifting rocks and soil, and another version of Grýla pulled herself free. This one, remarkably, was even uglier than the original, her skin hanging off of her like a loose sweater.
"Holy shit." Yuki stared in terror as the new Grýla turned to face her.
"That's right, food." Uglier Grýla grinned. "My body couldn't contain it, so I did what I've always done. I made a new body."
"Only this one isn't the brood of my idiot husband." Slack-faced Grýla grinned, revealing broken teeth. "I may even eat that asshole when I'm done with you."
"Whatever. I can take two of you. Three of you. All of you!" She summoned her magic and created a swirling mass of ice that circled her. "I hope you're both hungry, because I'm about to feed you an ass whooping!"
The Grýlas charged toward her, their speed unexpected. Yuki dodged the first one and smashed an ice boulder into the face of the uglier one. The ice shattered, revealing that this one was unharmed other than a bloody nose.
A third Grýla emerged from the swirling snow and caught Yuki with a punch that crumpled her to the ground. She felt her magic surge through her whole body, the divinity threatening to break free and blow her apart.
"Not yet," she cried, clenching her fists. "Please, last me just a little bit longer!" She no longer cared if she died. All she wanted was to stop these ugly bitches before they found their way to Mike.
Rising to her feet, the blow she landed on Grýla's jaw cracked her knuckles, maybe even broke one, she didn't care. Magic flared along her forearm and blasted into the giant's face, sending her sprawling onto the ground. A long arm grabbed her from behind and she bit down on it hard enough to break Grýla's gritty skin. The giant didn't react, and Yuki was taken back to the ground, long fingers pinning her forehead to the ice.
"Get the fuck off of me." Divinity roared through her body now as she summoned massive chunks of ice that barreled into Grýla, smashing her attacker into a nearby building. She stumbled to her feet, her veins on fire as another Grýla showed up.
"How many of you bitches are there?" This new Grýla had short arms like a Tyrannosaurus and a lazy eye that looked off to the side. When she lunged at Yuki, the kitsune summoned several stalagmites beneath Grýla's feet, but the giantess was unfazed. The stone shattered under her feet and she threw herself on Yuki, her tiny hands scrambling for purchase.
"I am a creature of stone, food!" Despite having T-rex hands, this Gryla's punches were brutal. Another Grýla grabbed Yuki from behind and pulled her hands behind her back. The blows rained down from every direction, and Yuki cried out in pain as a pair of teeth pierced her leg.
The divinity burned through her pores, and she screamed, releasing a wave of golden light that blew Grýla's doppelgangers off of her. The stunned giants tumbled away, crashing into the buildings.
Yuki gasped for air, fighting her way back to her feet. Her skin was glowing from the inside, and her robes were stained with blood. Her body was breaking down, unable to contain the divinity any longer.
"And now you see why I did what I did." One of the Grýlas crawled from the ruins of a nearby building with a large lump on her forehead. "That golden light made me feel so powerful, as if the earth beneath my feet was mine to command."
"But it was too much." Another Grýla forced her way through an opening in a broken wall. The bricks tumbled to the ground at her feet. "So I found a way around it."
"I made myself a new body." This Grýla's face was tilted to one side in her skull. "And when that wasn't enough, I made another, then another."
"And then we hunted." A Grýla on a nearby roof hopped down, landing on a pair of enormous feet. "We hunted the ice creatures for their golden light. Why raise an army when we can be our own army?"
"It's called survival of the fittest." This Grýla had an oversized head that lolled to one side. "Some of us are survivors, while the rest of you are food that hasn't been chewed yet."
Yuki grunted and took a step back. She stumbled, tripping over her own robes and falling on the ground. A couple of tarot cards fell from her sleeve, and her copy of Alice in Wonderland landed in the snow facedown, the pages open wide to reveal the cover.
"There can only be one queen of the North Pole." This came from three Grýlas at once. The golden light coming from Yuki cast a radiant glow on her surroundings, properly illuminating the cover of her book.
She saw that she was surrounded. Golden cracks formed along the skin of her body with the fire burning deep into her bones. The icy winds of the Arctic swirled around her, the eddies so powerful that they lifted brick and mortar from nearby buildings and cast them away. The Grýlas all hunkered down, unable to continue forward through the ice and snow.
So this is it, then. There wasn't much else to think about as her world went white. The storm carried Alice in Wonderland into her hands, but she could no longer feel its pages. There was a flash of light, and then...
"Hey, you." A pair of fingers appeared over the top of the pages, pushing the book out of the way. It was Emily, holding a cup of tea. "I take it you're enjoying the story?"
"It's unlike anything I've ever read before." Yuki closed the book and held it to her chest. "Maybe it's silly, but it feels so empowering. This little girl is confronted by a world that doesn't make any sense, yet she makes it work."
"It's a little like you, in that regard." Emily handed over the tea. "You're in a new world yourself. I wouldn't classify you as helpless, though."
"Maybe not." Yuki sipped at the tea, the taste of it long forgotten. This was a memory, just one of millions flitting before her eyes in her final moments. It was an experience she had hoped to avoid for a very long time, but she was sure that was true for everyone



"What's your favorite part so far?" Emily squeezed in next to Yuki and laid her head on the kitsune's shoulder.
Yuki said nothing, willing the memory to pass. After all, with so many to choose from, why this one? Why not the last few days with Mike, or even something fun from her childhood? There were so many things she would rather go through than to see her former lover one last time.
Had the experience been the same way for Velvet? What had her regrets been like? Or maybe her passing had been peaceful instead. Perhaps the Universe only chose to be cruel on occasion.
At the thought of Velvet, she pictured Mike and he appeared before her, resting on the windowsill with his knees pulled to his chin. He had only known the Arachne for a few days, and her death had nearly broken him. Would Yuki's own death do the same, pushing him over the edge into madness?
"You made me a promise." Mike said. "If I ever lose control, you would be there to stop me."
"Mike, I..." She looked at Emily, who took no notice of the man who would one day take her place in Yuki's heart. "I don't know if I can. I'm dying. All of this, it's just my brain going through the motions."
He just stared at her for several seconds, his eyes glowing like fireflies. Emily was frozen in place, as if waiting for the proper response.
"So what is your favorite line?" he asked, breaking the silence. "I'm curious."
Yuki contemplated Mike for several moments, then allowed the memory to continue. "My favorite is the one about believing in the impossible. The six impossible things before breakfast quote," she answered, her eyes turning toward Emily.
"And have you?" Emily asked. "Believed six impossible things before breakfast?"
"Well, if we aren't counting this as breakfast," she held up the tea. "Then perhaps. Let's see. There's a beautiful woman who loves me despite my faults."
"That's one." Emily grinned.
"We use magic trees to jump across the globe." Yuki held up a second finger. "Oh, and I get to live in a magical house."
"That's three, but I don't know if any of these count." Emily tousled Yuki's hair, then rubbed at the soft spot between her ears. "You're just stating facts, not beliefs."
"Well here's a fact for you. When I finish my tea, I'm going to--" The memory paused once more as Yuki's attention wandered over to Mike. Those firefly eyes of his flickered wildly.
"I think it's a wonderful quote," he said. "It's hopeful."
"Yes, but...hmm." She squeezed herself away from Emily, who was now motionless. "I don't know that I've ever truly believed in anything until I met you. Well, not right away, but...you grew on me."
"That's very kind of you to say," he replied. The room was starting to dim now, Yuki's mind falling apart. Emily had already faded from view.
"Wait," she cried. "I have something to tell you before you go."
Mike said nothing, his firefly eyes slowly becoming the sole illumination in the room.
"I believe that you can be forgiven, as long as you put in the work. And even if you can't, then maybe it's possible to forgive yourself."
"That's one." He held up a finger.
"I also believe that it's possible to love again. That one seems so impossible, but it's true. Because I love you, Mike. I love everyone I live with, but I love you most of all."
"Two." He held up another finger. The room flickered, the furniture melting into the darkness.
"I believe in you. Maybe that sounds silly, but I know that you'll be okay, once I'm...I'm..." She couldn't bear to say the words out loud, not while he sat there contemplating her. "You're going to do great things, even without me."
"Maybe." He held up a third finger. "You're halfway there. What else do you have for me?"
"I believe in...in..." She felt it now, deep in her chest. It was a rumbling sensation that made her entire body buzz. Was the divinity finally pulling her apart?
It was ironic that what would finally do her in was a substance that her body could have contained someday. In a few hundred years, she probably could have absorbed most of the golden light that Freyja had lost without blinking an eye.
Wait. There was something there to cling to...yes!
"I believe in me," she told him, forcing that rumbling sensation into the ground at her feet. "I'm the same kitsune who once brought Death into the world using paint, paper, and a lot of magic over a little bit of time. I've come too far not to believe in who I am, and see what I'm capable of."
Mike smiled and held up a fourth finger. Had the room gotten brighter?
"And I believe that I don't have to die here, not if I don't want to!" She held out her hands, the golden light coalescing in her fingertips. Instead of trying to contain it or cast it away, she dragged it through the air, smearing it across the corners of her mind like the paint she used for her cards. "Because though things may seem hopeless, this is what my body was made for! You yourself wove this power into me before, and it didn't kill me then! The divinity killing me now is just magic I haven't found a use for!"
He held up a fifth finger. "This is your last one," he told her, his smile stretching wide like the Cheshire cat as the golden light radiating from her body made the rest of him fade from view. "Make it a good one."
Yuki's eyes snapped open, and she commanded the ice and snow beneath her feet to carry her tarot cards back into her hands. As they swirled toward her en masse, dextrous fingers snatched the pair she required from the air and held them pinched between her fingers as she rose, the storm suddenly going still. Grýla in all her forms quickly recovered, charging at her through the rubble.
"My name is Yuki Radley." She poured the golden light into the card in her left hand, the Moon. In her right hand, an equal amount of divinity poured into the Wheel of Fortune. "And I'm about to take a page out of my boyfriend's playbook and hope I get really lucky."
Before Grýla could reach her, she cast the Moon into the sky and slammed the Wheel of Fortune into the ground. The snow and ice melted away from her as lines of radiant power formed at her feet, then shot into the sky where an illusory moon had appeared. All of the Grýlas were forced to shield their eyes as the divinity swirled around Yuki and connected with beams of light from the moon.
"I once thought I knew what it meant to believe in six impossible things before breakfast," Yuki shouted, the fiery magic tearing through her veins as her remaining tarot cards were vaporized by moonlight. "But do you know what it takes to be a true believer? Faith! Faith in those we love, and in ourselves!"
"Food shouldn't talk this much!" One of the Grýlas replied.
"And I once swore I would lay my life down for a man, a good man, possibly the best one I've ever met. Do you know what? That is absolutely what I'm going to do!" She held her hands up to the moon, now so bright she couldn't look directly at it.
Take my years from me, she commanded. The moon obeyed.
All magic had a price, and the divinity burned away months, years, and then decades of her lifespan. It came with no experience, no new revelations about magic, but Yuki didn't care. What she needed now was to survive, to return to the man she loved. The Moon was capable of driving that change, of bringing out her inner fox.
The Wheel of Fortune was there to ensure she survived the process.
The golden light coalesced around her, swirling behind her body to form into a fourth tail. The fire raging inside her core was unquenchable, so she gritted her teeth and waited for the fifth tail to form as well.
The moon burst into a column of light, raining flecks of fragmented divinity onto the ground. Yuki ignored them, taking a deep breath into a body that had been altered. The fire in her veins was gone, replaced with the familiar sensation of her own magic.
"I already came up with five impossible things," she said, holding up a hand with outstretched fingers. Frost hovered in the air around it, her mind connecting with the ice and snow in a manner that felt like an extension of her body. She no longer simply commanded the cold--it obeyed her because it wanted to. "But I need one more."
The Grýlas howled, and they all charged at her. Yuki held up her other hand and extended her middle finger in defiance.
"I believe that you don't have to be cold-hearted to become one with the ice." She took a deep breath and exhaled a wave of frost that obscured her from view, then leapt away before she could be grabbed. Her features shifted, lines forming across her vision as power ripped through her body. She grew larger, transforming into a massive five-tailed fox demon roughly ten feet tall at the shoulder.
Yuki pounced, slamming one Grýla into the ground.
"Wha--" It was the cock-eyed Grýla, and her bad eye struggled to look straight up at Yuki as the fox demon snarled at her.
Looks like you're the one that just hasn't been chewed yet, Yuki said telepathically, then bit cock-eyed Grýla's head off and spat it out. Thin streamers of golden light clung to her muzzle and she licked them away, power flooding her body as Grýla's body crumbled to stone. The others cried out in rage, but the kitsune no longer feared them. For though they were many, they weren't able to believe in the impossible like she could.
The ice and snow rumbled in her presence as if excited to see her. She howled in excitement, then led her attackers away from Santa's home, golden flames lingering in her heavy pawprints. They gave chase, howling insults and flinging stones as she scaled a nearby building and jumped across the rooftops. The storm clung to her like a second skin, hindering visibility for her pursuers.
The Grýlas followed her in a winding path through the North Pole, and the further she got from Santa's house, the stranger the buildings looked. It was like they had been slightly stretched and distorted, the limited light reflecting incorrectly off of their surfaces. Up ahead, she felt a surge of magical energy. At first, she was going to head in a different direction, but the scent of magic was familiar.
Freyja!
Yuki ran toward the scent, vaulted over the top of a building, then barreled through a pair of Grýlas who turned to look at her in surprise. Dozens of Grýlas had cornered the goddess, who was hovering in the air and sending massive shards of ice out in every direction. Beneath Freyja, a group of spectral warriors were in the middle of fighting the Yulecat, who howled in fury as it stamped out a warrior from another age. Nearby buildings had been toppled, and the Grýlas were throwing chunks of stone the size of cars at the defenders.
Freyja glared at Yuki, raising a hand and sending a barrage of ice at the kitsune. With just a thought, Yuki redirected the attack, forcing the ice to spike outward into their attackers. Recognition and relief lit like a fire in Freyja's eyes as Yuki turned her back just long enough for the goddess to grab hold of her fur.
"Run!" Freyja cried. "Before the reindeer come back!"
Puzzled, Yuki looked over her shoulder long enough to watch five fiery bundles of light circle above the spirits. The twisted reindeer slammed down into the spirits, scattering them like bowling pins. They were like bottled lightning that had broken free, destroying spirit and Grýlas alike.
"The Krampus is here," Freyja shouted over Yuki's personal storm. "We have to get back to Mike!"
What about Grýla? asked Yuki.
"If the Krampus beats Mike, this is all over!" Freyja turned around on Yuki's back and sent out rays of golden light. One of them vaporized a Grýla with extra long legs. Divinity shot through the air and coalesced around Freyja's arms. "There are too many of them, but only one of him!"
Yuki slid to a stop, then bolted down a narrow alleyway. The shadows reached for her, fingers hooking in her fur just enough that she could feel them. Her heart was pounding in her chest as she turned back toward Santa's home, hoping that she could get there in time. Her pursuers shrieked in fury as Yuki intensified the storm, blinding them with whirling snow.
Somehow, through the howling winds, she heard the ringing of silver bells from up above.

❄️❄️❄️"Are you okay?" Lily asked.
Mike turned to look at the succubus, rubbing his chest. It was a sensation similar to heartburn, like someone had tried to pull his heart out through his sternum. He coughed a couple times, then let out a belch that tasted like copper.
"Yeah, I think so." The pain subsided as quickly as it had come. His magic cycled across his body, as if trying to chase down whatever had ailed him. That had been weird. "How is Holly?"
The elf had curled up on the side of the couch, hugging a pillow to her chest. He wasn't sure if she was asleep or just taking a moment.
Lily shrugged. "As good as can be expected. We talked for a bit, there's a lot for her to figure out. So what's going to happen once the Krampus gets here? You gonna hug it out with him?"
Mike smirked. "Not unless you do it first."
"Oh, I'll have something for him." Lily stood and paced the room, her tail swishing behind her. She paused at the door to the basement where the North Pole was. "But being real for a moment: don't let him through here, correct?"
"Yeah. If he gets down there, then all the bad stuff happens." Mike didn't like how exposed he felt, and he was more than a little worried that Yuki had vanished. And what was taking Freyja so long? "Once he's here, I just need some time to examine his soul. I think I can fold the Krampus back inside, and let Santa come back out."
A shrieking sound filled the air, much like a jet coming in for a landing. There was a loud thud from outside, followed by the sound of cackling. Holly looked up from her pillow, her features pale.
"Holly. Hide." Mike watched as the elf made a run for it, disappearing into the house. Up above, the roof creaked as someone walked across it, occasionally stomping their feet.
"Yeah, yeah, you fucker. We hear you." Mike moved closer to the basement door and summoned his magic. It swirled through his body, eager to obey his commands.
Snow and ice slid off the roof, and something heavy landed outside the front door. Mike half expected the Krampus to knock, but was unsurprised when a massive foot kicked the door off its hinges, sending it crashing across the floor.
The Krampus walked into the room, hunched over and cackling in glee. He rubbed his hands together, making Mike think of a massive fly contemplating the turd it was about to consume. Krampus licked his chapped lips and looked up to make eye contact with Mike.
"Daddy's home! And he is--" The Krampus was interrupted by the heavy wooden table that crashed into his face, knocking him to the ground. The furniture had collided with him so hard that it exploded, the doorway now filled with splinters.
Stunned, Mike turned his attention to Lily, who had thrown the table. Her arms had turned black and red from the elbow down, as if her body was made of molten rock. The red highlights in her hair had turned into flames that crawled across her body, flickering along the top of her helper hat.
"Nobody likes a diva," she said, then wrapped her tail around a nearby end table and flung it toward the Krampus. It smashed into him, but he raised an arm this time and took the impact with a chuckle.
"And who are you supposed to be?" he asked, his twisted features turning toward the succubus. "Because you're definitely on the naughty list."
Lily pointed to her hat. "I'm Santa's Official Helper, here to put the ho in his ho ho ho. Did the local mall fire you for eating meth or was it for biting children?" She splayed her hands wide and grinned. The humor in those lips did not extend to her eyes.
"You're so charming." The Krampus was ready for Lily's attack, dodging to the side as she lashed out with fingers that had become razor blades. The two of them danced around the room, slashing at each other while Mike kept away from them. He couldn't intervene directly, but it gave him time to inspect the Krampus' soul with his third eye or whatever he should call it.
It was a massive black fractal wrapped around golden gears of light. Just the sight of it shifting around made him nauseous, and an intense pain filled his sinuses. The Krampus turned to face him, his pulled features leering.
Gasping, Mike shut his eyes and looked away, the front of his face now wet from a sudden nosebleed.
"You dare to look into infinity?" The Krampus laughed. "Your simple mind can't handle--erk!"
Mike opened his eyes to see that Lily had climbed onto the Krampus' back and sunk her talons into his shoulders. The two of them wrestled like feral cats, breaking furniture in the process.
"Romeo, run!" Lily put the Krampus in a headlock, but the eldritch being warped in place, his whole body shifting until his arms were now around her shoulders. "I can't hold him, he--"
Lily cried out in agony as the Krampus wrapped his massive hands around her horns and pushed his thumbs into her forehead as if trying to halve an apple. Lily's tail whipped around, stabbing the Krampus numerous times to no avail.
His first instinct was to run to her, to attack the Krampus, to do anything to pull him off of her. But he knew that to do so would be suicide, as the Krampus was clearly stronger than Lily.
"So what'll it be, Caretaker?" The Krampus howled with glee as he lifted Lily in the air, her legs kicking. "Once I crack this chestnut open, I'm going through that door. The question is, will you still be in my way?"
Mike took a deep breath, his magic revving up inside him. His plan to swap the Krampus for Santa had been grounded in logic, but just looking at their combined soul had made him sick. Trying again right now would be a terrible idea. He needed more time to think, or perhaps a way to distract the Krampus long enough that he could try again.
He had a flash of insight. The plan was terrible, disgusting, and absolutely unexpected. It was perfect.
"I think," he began, a grin breaking across his face, "That you should have worn your white pants." Mike held out his hands and willed his magic to emerge and do the one thing it was best at.
The Krampus lowered Lily, cocking his head to one side in puzzlement. "What is that supposed to--"
Purple and blue electricity surged out of Mike's hand, interspersed with golden beams of radiance, then crossed the room as a bolt of lightning. It connected with the Krampus, transferring sexual energy in quantities Mike himself feared. Using his newfound command of magic, he grabbed the stray streamers that peeled off of the Krampus and formed them into tight loops that connected back to Santa's evil half. The magic that left the demon now cycled right back into him.
The Krampus groaned and dropped Lily, who rolled away. Clutching his abdomen, the demon made a gasping sound and came in his pants.
"What manner of--" the Krampus gasped, then fell to his knees as a second orgasm hit. The feedback loop intensified, the spirals tightening around his body. The floor beneath the Krampus was already wet and sticky, as if someone had spilled a gallon of paint.
"That's right, asshole." Mike could feel his strength waning as the magic left him. Without being part of the process, he wasn't refueling his own reserves and he had other things to do. "You either die the villain, or live long enough to become a spooge fountain."
Lily actually laughed so hard that she snorted.
"You fool, I, urgh..." The Krampus was crawling toward them now, gasping for air, then slipped in his own cum and fell face down on the floor. He landed with a splat, sticky strands hanging from his body. The whole room smelled like burnt marshmallow.



"Mrs. Claus wasn't kidding about the mess," Mike muttered. "Lily, this won't last long. Hold him down for me!"
The succubus obliged, her body now covered in a hazmat suit. Her tail wrapped around the Krampus' throat as she pinned him from behind. He groaned again, his hips lifting briefly as he sprayed more fluid all over the floor. Lily rolled him onto his back, a massive cock springing free of his waistband.
"Damn you, Caretak--blargh!" Lily had grabbed the Krampus by the shaft, pointing his dick at his face. The stimulation had been enough to trigger a spray of cum that hit him right in the mouth.
Doing his best to breathe through his mouth and avoid the smell, Mike once again took a look at the Krampus' soul. That twisted, black fractal was now pulsing weakly as the light inside flitted about, pushing outward against its prison. Mike sent tendrils of light along its length, trying to pry open the gap. His forehead beaded with sweat as the minutes passed, the golden light getting closer to escaping.
A guttural growl came from the Krampus, and he tilted his face backward so far that his neck cracked, allowing him to look at Mike. "I regret the day I pulled you from the wreckage of your mother's car, Caretaker!"
Mike's attention wavered just enough that he almost lost track of what he was doing. It was the sort of revelation that should have stunned him into silence, or at least broken his concentration. A ripple went through the Krampus' soul, one that Mike interpreted as impending triumph.
"I bet you do," he replied nonchalantly, his eyes flicking back to the maelstrom around the Krampus. From the edge of his vision, he could see bafflement on the demon's face.
"I mean it, Caretaker. I'm the one who saved you from death!"
"Oh, I know." Mike turned his attention to the whirling loops of sex magic. They were shrinking down, so he fed them a little more juice to keep them in motion. "I really appreciate it, thank you."
"You fool, I..." The demon's hips lifted and he squirted cum so hard that it hit some of the lower beams of Santa's home.
"Just don't do that in the tree," Mike muttered. "It doesn't like it."
Between moans, the Krampus took a swing at Lily, then slipped when he tried to get up. The floor, the furniture, and some of the pillars were now slick with jizz. "You were never supposed to be Caretaker, did you know that? Someone else would be in your shoes right now if not--urgh!"
Lily managed to make the Krampus blow a load into his own face again, but the amount was considerably reduced. Thick white strands hung from his black beard, and he was frantically wiping one of his eyes.
"Uh, Romeo?" Lily looked up at him with dread. "He's about out of the Christmas spirit, if you know what I mean."
"Make him drink some eggnog or something." Mike pulled even harder, trying to free that ball of golden light. It shifted forward, the room filling with the sound of Christmas music. Cracks of light formed along the Krampus' skin, and the darkness burned away like ash.
The Krampus hissed, his limbs deforming beneath him until he lifted free of the ground. He moved toward Mike like an eerie crab, grunting and cackling all the way.
"Mike!" Lily stabbed her tail into the floor, anchoring the Krampus in place. "I can't hold him much longer!"
"Almost...got it..." His vision was going dark around the edges, the shadows punctuated by flickers of gold. He tensed up his whole body and let out a scream, forcing the dark fractal apart until the light within was able to squeeze itself free.
There was a concussive blast of energy, the force shoving Mike backward into the door. He slid to the ground, clutching his head in agony. Squeezing his eyes shut, all he could hear was the slamming of his heart in his chest.
When he opened his eyes, he expected to see Santa, or some version of him lying on the floor. Instead, it was a charred mass of flesh, smoldering in a pile of jizz.
"Wait, what?" He examined the creature's soul once more, half-expecting to see that a transformation was taking place. Instead, he saw no soul at all. There was just a void where Santa and the Krampus had once been, the combined entity now gone.
"Oh, fuck." He stared in shock. "I just fucking killed Santa."
"What?" Lily stood, her hazmat suit disappearing. She stared at the charred body in disbelief, then raised a hand to her head and gave the hat a tug. Frowning, she released her hold on the fuzzy rim.
"Still stuck," she told him. "So he isn't dead."
"Then what are we looking at?" he asked, then flinched when the Krampus' body shifted, limbs cracking. One by one, the Krampus flexed his limbs, then he lifted himself up. His charred face twisted around, ash falling on the floor as his dark eyes contemplated Mike.
"Oh, shit." Mike muttered, realizing that he still couldn't see the Krampus' soul. Instead, it was a literal void of information, a dark mass that his gaze couldn't penetrate.
The mad cackle that came from the Krampus made every hair on Mike's neck stand on end. His whole body became numb as his danger sense kicked in.
"I. AM. FREE!" The Krampus yelled as an extra pair of arms burst from his torso. He moved toward Mike, but Lily's tail wrapped around one of his ankles to stop him. The Krampus whipped around and grabbed Lily by the throat with one hand and captured her arms and one of her legs with the other three.
"Make a wish," he hissed, then pulled. Lily let out a scream as she exploded into a cloud of sulfur and brimstone, her helper's hat falling to the floor. Mike, realizing that he had just royally fucked up, did the only thing he could think of.
He opened up the door to the basement and fled for his life.

❄️❄️❄️With the Krampus free, it's every man and woman for themselves as the mad dash to save the North Pole will come down to a no-holds barred Krampus smackdown! Here comes Mike with the metal chair!
Thanks again for supporting this little tale of mine. I super appreciate all of you. I did have someone ask me recently why I make sure to say this almost every chapter, and the answer is simple:
An author is only as good as their readers.
If you're writing for yourself, then great! If you're writing for friends and family, awesome! And while I largely write this story for myself, I also write it for you all to enjoy. It costs me nothing to put a little grace and humility back into the world, just as it costs you nothing to click all those stars and have other people find this story!
Anyway, as promised, a little note about Ch. 93.
I loved that scene. When I plot these stories, I have a few ultimate scenes in mind. The kitsune/goddess sandwich was one. Mike getting pounded by Ghost of Christmas Present was another. As much fun as I had writing all of them, I actually started crying when I wrote the scene with Reagan.
It was originally going to be a little different, but the defining moment was when Death was reading her letter and broke off, then asked Lily if she would finish it. That wasn't supposed to happen. I picture these scenes intensely in my mind, and Death being unable to read because of how sad he was damn near broke me, and the rest of it flowed through tired fingers onto a bright white screen.
I love this tale and I love my characters. Sharing that love with all of you? That's just a bonus.
Until next time! Give yourself a hug, they're free, usually warm, and you deserve it!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the next chapter of "This isn't my Christmas, what the hell?!?"
New reader? Long story short, this is a sexy tale about monster girls and oh so much more that took a slight detour and now we're fighting the Krampus. Oh, and there was also some butt stuff.
Returning reader? Welcome back, I missed you! Those cliffhangers can be tough, but future readers just get to skip ahead. Our torment is another person's pleasure, it would seem.
Anyway, I don't have long today, cause I've got to go make dinner, so just the highlights.
1. You're awesome and thank you for reading my story!
2. Don't forget stars and comments, they help other people find Mike and his family.
3. I love reading your letters, especially after that ONE chapter (we all know the one). Touched a lot of hearts, and at least 2 of you made me cry in a good way.
4. Death says hi.
Next chapter will be the last chapter in this book, and then Mike and the girls will be off to a much warmer climate! Ratu will get her moment in the sun as we explore her backstory, and you'll get to see another property! Woo! Don't forget to check my bio for when I'll be putting that stuff up on Literotica, you won't want to miss what happens next!
Seriously though, thank you again for coming back again and again to keep this story going. I love writing it, I love sharing it, and I can't wait to show you more.
Without further adieu, let's get back to the
Christmas Chaos
Kisa watched from the corner of Leppalúði's cave as the elves returned from their task. The giant was engrossed in another episode of Friends, so wasn't paying any attention when the elves entered from the warehouse cave. They crossed the living quarters and one of them dropped a bright pink blanket onto the floor near where she was hiding.
Obeying orders, the elves continued on their way and disappeared into the holding chamber. Kisa picked up the blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders, then made sure her tail wasn't sticking out. Satisfied that her height would complete the illusion, she moved across the room toward the tunnel to the warehouse and pulled the blanket over her head like a hood.
"Hello?" she called, raising her voice an octave in an attempt to sound like a child.
Leppalúði stood so fast he broke his couch. His eyes were wide in shock at Kisa's sudden appearance, and a string of drool formed along his slack lower lip.
"A monster!" Kisa let out a shriek and ran for the exit. Behind her, she could hear Leppalúði running as fast as he could, but Kisa was faster. She sprinted up the tunnel and toward the elevator, but her destination was actually the stairs. Leppalúði was huffing and puffing by the time he made it to the elevator, but Kisa was already most of the way down. She was hoping he would take the elevator and buy her extra time.
In the warehouse, the spotlight was already on and focused on a distant pallet. There a similar pink blanket was tucked between a pair of boxes, as if a child was hiding between them. It looked like the elves had gotten everything set up as she had asked. The only reason she hadn't helped was because she wanted to keep her eyes on the giant.
Kisa ducked out of sight from the stairs and tossed her blanket into a dark corner. Leppalúði, who had decided on the stairs and had gotten impatient, jumped over the railing and slammed into the floor. His long fingernails scratched grooves into the stone as he rose to his full height.
"Gonna rip, gonna tear," he muttered, then sniffed at the air. "I smell you, morsel!"
As planned, a toy baby started to cry. Kisa had asked the elves to plant one there and make sure the batteries worked. She didn't know if it was motion activated or just cried at random. It honestly didn't matter, because it had come on when she needed it to.
Hearing the soft cry of a child, Leppalúði went absolutely still, his eyes focused on that small patch of pink out in the middle of the warehouse. He crouched down and moved forward, ignoring all the warning signs that this was an obvious trap.
When he disappeared into the darkness, Kisa moved to the dais. She could see Leppalúði's vague silhouette on occasion. It was clear the giant thought he was being sneaky. The pallet was set fairly far out, so she had to wait a bit to make certain he took the bait.
Once Leppalúði stepped into the spotlight, Kisa tried to think of something witty to shout. However, time was of the essence, so she simply clicked off the light and started flipping the pages of the warehouse book back and forth.
Leppalúði howled in pain and fury as the warehouse shuffled itself. Kisa waited until he sounded very far away before shutting the book. Satisfied that he would be out of the way for a long time, she pulled just enough of the crystal out of her pocket to navigate back to the stairs and ascended. Behind her, a distant voice cried out in anger. By the time she made it up the stairs, Leppalúði had gone silent, no longer a threat.
Once back in the holding chamber, she informed her elves that the Krampus needed to move all of the children right away to the safest place they could find. This was the part of her plan that she was the most worried about. If the elves had any sort of magical connection to the Krampus, they would know immediately that she was full of shit.
The elves, to her surprise, simply moved to the holding pen with the kids and picked a couple up before setting them back down. They stared at her for several moments before she finally responded.
"Is there a problem?" she asked.
There was a long moment of silence, and then someone spoke from deep inside the holding cells.
"Safety is a relative term," an elf said, pushing his way through the huddled masses. By the time the speaker got to the edge of the cage, Kisa recognized him as Alabaster.
"You're alive!" Kisa put her hands on the bars.
"So are you." He licked his lips, then rubbed at the dark circles under his eyes. "I'm honestly surprised to see you're still around."
"You're not under the Krampus' influence?" She moved toward the door of the cage and fiddled with the locking mechanism.
"Not quite. I was created before Nicholas died and the Krampus was born." He opened his mouth to reveal sharp teeth. "So his legacy does not run in my blood. But he sure tried. When he couldn't convert me, he handed me off to Leppalúði and said I could be eaten."
"How did you escape?" she asked.
Alabaster sighed. "I slipped free of my chains and hid. That idiot couldn't count, so he ate someone else in my stead. It's...not something I'm proud of."
Kisa put her hand on the elf's shoulder. "That's on him, not you. I need your help. I trapped Leppalúði in the warehouse and want the elves to move the children to a safer location."
Alabaster scowled. "Honestly, I don't know that anywhere in the North Pole is safe anymore. The children are time-locked, so they can't be harmed anyway."
"But still, what if they wake up? What's to stop Leppalúði or Grýla from taking the kids away and stashing them where we can't find them?"
When Alabaster shrugged, Kisa grabbed him by his overalls and shook him. The elf let out a squeak and swatted her hands away.
"Fine, fine, I get it. Get your hands off of me!" He pushed her, but only succeeded in falling backward himself. "Damned cat."
"I'm doing this with or without your help," Kisa declared, baring her teeth. "But I want you to know that if you don't, then you were wrong before, about being under the Krampus' influence. Doing nothing when you had the chance to step up is just as bad as helping him."
"Ugh, you're almost as much trouble as that blasted goblin," Alabaster muttered, then chuckled dryly. "But you're right. We can at least take the children somewhere else. This will help the elves, too. That asshole won't be able to snack on them if he can't find them."
Kisa grimaced at the reminder of Grýla eating the elves. She wondered how many of Alabaster's brethren were eaten right in front of him. There was a weariness in his eyes that she didn't like, but she couldn't worry about his future mental health right now.
"Are there any others like you?" she asked. "With their minds still intact?"
He shook his head. "Not that I'm aware of. The Krampus was in a hurry because of something you all did topside. I think that's the only reason I'm here. Come. Let's at least free everyone. They're amicable to whatever orders you give them as long as you...well, you know."
Kisa nodded in understanding. "Where are we heading?"
Alabaster screwed up his face for a moment. "We do have a train station near the edge of the North Pole. Only used it for a couple of years, so the building is abandoned now. We could store the kids inside the train and the elves can have the station."
"A train station, seriously?"
Alabaster shrugged. "If you think that's strange, you should see what Mrs. Claus starts wearing this time of year."
What a weird little dude, Kisa thought, then turned to a nearby elf. "Okay, new orders from the Krampus. The giants are no longer to be trusted and the children are no longer safe in this location. We are to move them quickly and quietly to the train station. Please repeat these orders verbatim to the elves nearest you before acting. Do you understand?"
The elf, a young woman with a candy cane button pinned to her dress, nodded and turned to face the elf behind her. In a monotonous voice, she repeated the instructions to a pair of elves who then repeated the process. The holding pens became a cacophony of sound as the elves gave their orders and then acted on them.
It was like watching an ant colony. The elves moved to where the time locked children were kept, and picked them up and began marching toward the open mouth of the cave.
"If your name is associated with cookies, you are to take the lead and warn the line of danger," Alabaster shouted. A group of about fifteen elves broke away from where the children were being held and moved ahead of the others. "We're going to take the long route, out by the Yeti's hut!"
"You guys have a yeti? Why can't we get him to help?"
Alabaster shook his head. "Santa kicked him out decades ago because his behavior was abominable. Guy was a real dick to everyone."
"Are you fucking with me?" Kisa asked, which caused a couple elves to flinch and drop their children. She covered her mouth and scowled at Alabaster.
"I kid you not," he told her, then moved toward the front of the line. The elves who had dropped their kids picked them back up and continued. Kisa watched them trudge toward the exit, her thoughts silently whirring. The elves had barely acknowledged being eaten, but a swear was enough to get through to them. What did that even mean?
Maybe they weren't as far gone as she feared. Though they looked as if all the color had been sucked out of them, maybe they could be brought back, too. What was the opposite of swearing?
"Leppalúði!" Grýla's powerful voice resonated throughout the cave, and Kisa turned her attention to one of the many openings in the earthen walls. A large hand appeared, thick fingers clutching tightly to the stone. With a massive heave, Grýla pulled her massive bulk into the central cavern, her eyes locked on the line of elves. Kisa was fairly positive that the giant didn't used to be this big.
"I need you to get your lazy ass topside! That stupid bitch Jack is...what is this?" she hissed, her gaze wandering across the elves. They ignored her, sticking to the task that had been assigned.
"Shit." Alabaster looked at Kisa, then the elves. "This is bad."
"WHAT IS THIS?" Grýla lurched forward and swatted the elves. Time-locked children scattered unharmed across the room, but the elves tumbled and fell, some of them going still.
"HEY!" Kisa stepped past Alabaster and stood on a rock to be better seen. "What the hell do you think you're doing, you rancor lookin' piece of shit?"
Alabaster sprinted away from Kisa as fast as he could. Grýla paused, her head swinging slowly so that she could focus on Kisa.
"What kind of food are you?" she asked, tapping her fat fingers on the floor. She was hunched over as if her spine could no longer support her massive bulk.
"The spicy kind." Kisa picked up a loose stone and threw it. It was a poor throw, and missed Grýla entirely.
The giant shoved her fingers into the ground, the rock softening at her touch. She casually lifted up a stone the size of Kisa's body and hurled it.
The catgirl felt the premonition way in advance, and not only dodged the first rock but the unseen second one that followed. The large rocks shattered against the stone wall behind her, causing some of the glowing crystals overhead to crack and fall.
"Fast food," Grýla grunted. "I hate things that move fast."
Kisa bolted away from her current position as a hand made of stone tried to close around her ankles. She hopped and leapt across the cavern floor, hoping to lead Grýla somewhere else, but the giant wasn't budging. Instead, Grýla turned her attention back to the elves who were still carrying her food supply away.
"Shit," Kisa muttered. Clearly Grýla was much smarter than Leppalúði.
Grýla slammed a fist into the ground. Golden light zig-zagged along the stone, and the line of elves froze in place as smaller stone hands grabbed their ankles.
"Snack for later," she declared, then shifted her bulk toward Kisa. "Leppalúði! What are you doing?"
"He ran off with some other giant bitch," Kisa yelled, trying to goad Grýla into action. "Said he was tired of sticking his dick in ugly!"
Grýla rolled her eyes dramatically. "He knows better. If he ever even attempted to leave, I'd eat his ass."
"That...doesn't sound like you think it does." Kisa picked up another rock and threw it. This one actually hit Grýla, but didn't do any damage.
"Nuisance," Grýla declared, then lumbered over to an elf in a candy cane onesie. She jabbed the elf in her belly, causing the poor thing to drop her child and double over in pain.
"Don't you dare," Kisa hissed through her teeth.
"You are little more than a pest," Grýla replied, then pinched the stone hand holding the elf in place. When it shattered, the giant grabbed the elf by the ankles. "And I'm oh, so hungry."
Kisa dashed across the cavern so quickly that she ended up running on all fours. Grýla dropped the elf in surprise and raised her meaty fists to protect her face as Kisa leapt onto the giant's shoulders and clawed at her face.
"You leave them alone!" She batted at Grýla's head until the giant dropped her guard, revealing a bloodshot eye. Kisa jammed her thumb into it, pushing all of her weight into the strike.
Grýla laughed. Kisa didn't understand why until she realized that her finger felt like it was being jammed into a stone. She pressed the point of her claw into Grýla's pupil, and was surprised when it didn't yield in the slightest.
"Stupid food," Grýla muttered. The giant snatched at Kisa as she tried to scramble away.
"Idiot!" Kisa yelled, but she was cursing herself. The giant had lured her into a trap of her own!
Every time Kisa started to get away, Grýla would manage to grab a leg or tail and pull her back in. Kisa was quick, but not fast enough to evade the giant. Powerful hands clamped down on her waist, bringing her to Grýla's cavernous maw.
Kisa, in a blind panic, put her hands and feet on the giant's top and bottom lip in an attempt to keep from being eaten.
The cavern filled with the pinging sound of metal banging metal. The giant flinched, then shifted her bulk in the direction of the sound. Kisa was stunned to see a green figure standing by one of the pits, the one that had a vent directly to the furnace.
Standing with a red and white striped hammer in each hand was Tink. The goblin smacked the heads of the hammers together, the resounding clink echoing off of the cavern walls. She was wearing a ridiculous Christmas outfit, which looked similar to some of the lingerie from Mrs. Claus' wardrobe.
"Stupid giant look like big bag of assholes," Tink declared, continuing to ping her hammers together. Kisa noticed that Grýla winced a little with each ear-piercing ring. "Bag of assholes with small brain."
"What is this? A booger?" Grýla distracted by the metallic racket, lowered Kisa. "Are you a booger?"
"Tink is not booger, you'll see. Tink pound walking asshole into pile of rocks," the goblin declared, walking forward. She was covered in oil, soot, and a fine layer of glitter. The goggles on her head were already whirring as different lenses clicked into place. "Knock shit out of stupid giant, flush it all down toilet."
"Tink, run!" Kisa tried to pull herself free, but Grýla's grip was too tight. "Don't come any closer!"
Grýla licked her lips, then looked at Kisa. She opened her mouth and shoved Kisa's head in her mouth.
There was a horrifying crack, and Grýla dropped Kisa on the ground. The giant was clutching at her eye and crying out in pain. Tink, who was running at full speed, shoved past Kisa and used her hammer to strike Grýla in the side of one of her knees.
"Move," Tink cried, then rolled to safety as Grýla's massive bulk tipped forward. Kisa gave the giant a wide berth, and was horrified to see that one of Grýla's eyes had been puncture by the claw of a hammer.
"MY EYE!" Grýla cried, just as Tink jumped on her back and struck her in the temple with her remaining hammer.
Shards of gravel sprayed the ground as the giant groaned and toppled over. Kisa could see the widening cracks in the knee Tink had struck.
The goblin yanked the hammer free of Grýla's eye and leapt away. Grýla tried to grab her, but missed. Tink slid to a stop next to Kisa.
"Tink hear racket, sense kitty cat nearby." She twirled her hammers. "Tink always know where best friend is. See stupid fuck face, made of hard rock. All rock have flaw."
Kisa responded by hugging the goblin so hard she squeaked.
"Enough!" Tink growled. "No hugs during big trouble!" She shoved Kisa back as stone hands sprouted from the floor and grabbed at their feet.
Grýla was reduced to crawling, throwing rocks when she could. Tink managed to give Kisa a hammer, and the two of them took turns freeing trapped elves while the other dodged rocks. The giant shouted at them in frustration, unable to do more than pester them.
"Enough!" Grýla cried in frustration, then rolled onto her back and extended her hands to the ceiling. The glowing crystals above hummed as the ground trembled, and then chunks of stone fell free from the ceiling.
"No, stop!" Kisa cried.
Golden light filled the chamber as a spectral figure phased through the wall. Ribbons of red and green coalesced around the body of Christmas Present, who scowled at the giant.
"Hey!" Tink cried. "Big hole over there, straight to furnace!"
Christmas Present seemed to take this information in stride as she soared over the chamber and grabbed Grýla by the foot. With a grunt, she lifted the giant into the air, and hovered over to the massive opening in the floor.
"Wait!" Tink cried, now staring at the hole. Her lenses flicked back and forth for several tense moments, then she gave the spirit a thumbs up.
Christmas Present dropped Grýla into the hole. The giant screamed for several very long moments, and then a gout of flame burst from the furnace, licking at the ceiling. Tink cheered, then let out an oomph when Kisa hugged her from behind.
"You have no idea how happy I am to see you," she cried, tears flowing freely. Tink turned and hugged her back. Kisa sniffed, then made a face.
"Oh, Tink, you stink!" She eyed the goblin's outfit. "And what are you wearing?"
The goblin laughed.
"Tink old outfit catch on fire. Take break for new outfit, find cute one that almost fits! Work super hard again, fix vents for good. Tink big sweaty now," she announced, then lifted her arm and sniffed at her armpit.



"Maybe too sweaty," she added. "But furnace fixed! Santa owe Tink big."
"We all do," Christmas Present said, kneeling next to the two of them. "But for now, we need to get everyone to safety. The fighting on the surface is really bad. Do you know where the elves are heading?"
Kisa nodded, then held up her hammer and struck a pose. If Mike got to do shit like this, then so did she. "As a matter of fact, I do. Help me get them all free. We've got a train to catch."

❄️❄️❄️Mike was perhaps twenty steps down the spiral staircase when he heard the wooden door above explode. Splinters showered him after bouncing off the walls, and he felt his magic surge deep inside him.
When his precognition triggered that danger was a breath away, he jumped forward, legs pinwheeling underneath him. Lightning crawled along his arms and legs, forming into thick tendrils that stabilized his rapid descent. At one point, he nearly spilled head over heels, but a pair of electric limbs sprouted from his waist and caught him before he could take a potentially lethal tumble.
"What's the matter, Caretaker?" The Krampus laughed from up above. "Have you finally run out of tricks?"
Mike didn't respond, his legs pumping as fast as he could move them. He was now taking the steps six or seven at a time, occasionally bouncing off the curved walls with his legs. His magic flowed through him, guiding his arms and legs as blue and gold lightning lit the way ahead of him. By the time he got to the bottom, he was breathing harder than he could ever remember, and wondered if his lungs were about to burst. Spinning on his heels, he clenched his fists and opened his mouth so wide his jaw cracked.
The Krampus appeared on the stairs, his face fixed in a manic grin. That smile faltered when Mike unleashed a horrendous scream that shook dirt loose from the stones around them. The Krampus actually retreated, eyes and ears forming all along his body as he struggled to hold one shape.
The acoustics of the stairwell ensured that there was nowhere safe, so the Krampus reappeared and threw himself free. Once on the floor, he fought to rise, his limbs distorted.
Mike unleashed another banshee's cry, constantly backing up into Santa's old workshop. The Krampus was shouting something, but Mike couldn't hear it. His own ears were ringing, yet he didn't dare let up. He almost tripped a few times, but he managed to make it next to the North Pole.
He unleashed one more scream, then coughed into his hand. Blood spattered on his palms.
The Krampus rose, now standing nearly twelve feet tall.
"And now, Caretaker, you're out of tricks." The Krampus sneered, then snatched Mike's foot and yanked him into the air. "It's time to claim what is rightfully mine!"
"About that." Mike turned his attention to the North Pole. There was a tiny sliver of golden light at the very bottom, likely all that was left of Christmas. The light it cast threw ominous shadows all around the room, manifestations that danced. The moment the Krampus seized control, it would all be over. "I'm never out of tricks."
Mike concentrated electrical energy in his hands and sent it in a beam toward the North Pole.
"NO!" The Krampus dropped Mike and leapt forward just as Mike's magic made contact. Mike wasn't entirely certain how the rules for this sort of thing worked, but the magic was part of him. He concentrated his will on the North Pole, wrapping it around the cylindrical surface like a ribbon. The air sizzled like hot bacon in a pan, and then his magic popped out of existence, the room now quiet.
Silence reigned eternal, or at least it felt that way. The Krampus was frozen in mid-air, his body stretched tight as his muscles distorted in an effort to reach the Pole. Mike stood and brushed the dirt off his pants and coat, then frowned. His movements didn't make any noise whatsoever.
Of course they don't. A young boy came out from behind the North Pole. He wore a simple robe, as if he had stepped out of a 14th century church service. He held an hourglass full of golden sand that cast out light like a lantern. The sand was flowing back and forth as if it couldn't decide where to go. There was more than just a passing resemblance to the ghost of Christmas Past, but the child appeared to be human.
Not quite. The boy's lips didn't move, but it was definitely him speaking. Or thinking. Whatever.
"Who are you?" Mike asked.
This time, the boy's lips moved, but no sound came out. His lips blurred to prevent Mike from reading them.
"I'm sure you never get tired of that," Mike muttered. "Great Game has its rules."
The boy shrugged, then walked over to the Krampus. He easily could have been a child on a trip to the museum, studying a dinosaur skeleton or a sculpture. There was just a hint of fascination, but the interest faded and the boy looked at Mike now.
You are the one who broke my spirit. There was no anger or malice in the statement. Mike could see that the boy's pupils were so wide that they took up nearly his entire eye.
"You're gonna have to be more specific. Are we talking Christmas Past, Present, or Future?"
Yes, the boy replied. They are all the same entity, just at different frequencies.
Mike wasn't quite sure how to parse that particular piece of information. He also noticed that the boy looked a bit older now and had the start of stubble on his chin. "Yeah, well...I guess I'm sorry about some of that."
No matter. The young man waved off Mike's apology. These things happened quite some time ago, and have yet to happen. It's hard to be angry when everything is in a state of superposition.
Mike frowned. He wasn't even sure what that meant and worried that the explanation would be even worse.
"So I didn't necessarily want to do this, but I sort of took control of the North Pole, if you know what I mean." Mike jerked his thumb at the Krampus. "I think I accidentally killed the human part of him off, which means this place should be up for grabs."
It is. The man blinked at him and scratched his chin. The robes had stretched to accommodate his new height.
"Great, so can I institute a 'No Assholes' rule? Boot this guy out? Make him swim around in the Arctic ocean until he gets tired and sinks?"
If you were the one in charge, perhaps. The man moved to the North Pole and stared at the golden light at the bottom. Keep in mind that if you had taken over, this last piece of belief would have vanished already. The holiday known as Christmas would belong to you. So you have claimed nothing.
"But I thought...didn't I take over? I thought that's why we're talking?" Mike made a face and moved next to the North Pole. He slapped his hand on the surface. "Finders, keep--"
A wave of light blasted him off his feet and sent him sprawling. The impact hurt his pride more than anything else. When he looked up, the middle-aged man stared at him in amusement.
"What gives?" he asked. "And what's with the getting older thing? That seriously freaks me out!"
This place was designed by the Architect, the man replied, looking around. With my help, specifically. I am not truly of this realm anymore, and may only interact with the help of the mortal soul who claims me.
"Yeah, that would be me...right?"
The man shook his head. Wisps of grey had formed in his beard and along the side of his head. It is not my right to grant permission, nor is it yours to demand it. The being in charge of such matters is still quite alive, and standing right next to you.
Mike turned to look at the Krampus in horror. "But...I pulled Santa out, so...I don't understand!"
The guardian of this place still exists. The First Elf and Saint Nicholas created a loophole in the rules by combining a human soul with the body of the guardian. Though you may have defeated the prior owner by removing his soul, technically the guardian remains. If you wish to claim this place, you must either have the guardian's permission, or you must defeat him.
"Oh, fuck me...wait! Does this mean that the Krampus can't claim this place either?" Hope welled up in Mike's chest.
The old man nodded. Indeed it does. The loophole that prevents you from taking it also prevents him from doing so. Try as he might, he shall have no reign over this place without a mortal soul to assist him. That has ever been the rule, and it shall remain that way until the end of time.
Mike looked at the Krampus, then back at the old man who was now stooped with age, his beard nearly to the floor.
"You know, most people don't end conversations with temporal theatrics," Mike said with a frown.
I am not a person. With that, the old man crumbled into dust. Time resumed and the Krampus completed his leap across the room.
"Mine! It's all mine!" He shouted in glee, wrapping several new limbs around the pole. It almost looked like the Krampus was humping the damned thing. Mike moved toward the door of the chamber, then cursed inwardly when he heard the Krampus go completely silent.
There was a tearing sound, like cloth being pulled apart, and then the Krampus was blocking the stairwell. He grabbed Mike by the arms and lifted him until they were eye level with each other.
"What have you done to the North Pole?" asked the Krampus, his eyes wild. "I have lost my claim and cannot redo it!"
Mike summoned his magic and ran an electrical current through the Krampus. The eldritch being gritted his teeth and rode through the pain, clenched teeth dangerously close to Mike's face.
"Human souls only, asswad," Mike spat, then tried to kick the Krampus in the balls. He missed, then got hurled to the ground.
"What?" The Krampus blinked in surprise, then turned to look at the North Pole. "WHAT?!?"
The creature went into a rage and started smashing furniture. Mike crawled toward the exit, hoping to get away this time, but was grabbed by the ankle and dragged back toward the North Pole.
"Explain!" The Krampus demanded, picking Mike up and pressing his face against the North Pole. Mike made a point of thinking really hard that this wasn't an attempt to claim it. Last thing he wanted was to get blown apart in a misunderstanding.
"You should know this," Mike mumbled, his face squished so much his words were barely legible. "Great Game ring a bell? It has rules, asshole."
"FUCK!" The Krampus smashed Mike into the North Pole hard enough to knock the wind out of him. "I was so CLOSE!"
"Close only... counts in horseshoes and... hand grenades," Mike wheezed. His magic churned inside him like a thunderstorm, and he felt like his gut might burst. He placed both hands against the pole and pushed himself away.
"Hopeless. Hope. Less!" The Krampus smacked Mike into the pole to punctuate each word, then held him there. "When will you learn,Caretaker? You are little more than a bag of meat with tasty bones inside, no matter how much magic you possess."
"And a soul, you crusty fuck." He could feel it now, his magic building to a deadly crescendo. Mike refused to succumb to the desire to lash out and destroy, thus changing his magic in the process. Instead, he drove the magic inward in an attempt to keep his ribs from being broken.
The Krampus stroked his beard. "Unfortunately, you are correct." He dropped Mike and crouched down over him. "A human soul is the only currency the gods will accept and I lack proper payment."
"Whatever you say, man," Mike wheezed, clutching his sides. "Maybe you should apply for a loan, or whatever."
"I had finally been freed of the golden anchor that weighed me down so, only to discover that I am lacking." The Krampus steepled his fingers together, and Mike noticed that the demon's hands didn't match up. It was as if the number of fingers kept changing. "For so many years, I have been a slave to his whims, the desire to keep true to the spirit of Christmas and honor its traditions."
"How so?" Mike asked, hoping to keep the Krampus talking.
Dark eyes glittered at Mike from beneath a furrowed brow. "You know all about it, Caretaker. When this first began, it was about warmth, family, and keeping children entertained over the long winters. But the tales spread, and my workload was suddenly a hundred times larger than ever before!"
"Isn't that what you wanted?" Mike asked, speaking in a neutral tone. The Krampus rose and started pacing around the room. He was about to monologue, and Mike far preferred that to getting kicked around.
"No, it isn't what I wanted! I didn't mind the work, but the nature of my holiday was corrupted by greed, twisted into a parody of what it once was! False wars on Christmas were declared in my name, and the season of giving became a season of hate!" The Krampus spun on his heels so fast that a pair of shadowy tails briefly sprouted from his body. "I don't give a fuck if you celebrate Christmas! For me, it was never about recognition, or spiritual salvation! Love is what I craved! Joy! Peace on Earth!" The Krampus pointed a sharp finger in Mike's direction and stabbed at the air. "And you fucking flesh-bags spoiled it for me! All that stress, anger, and greed has shaped me into the being that stands before you. A creature who wants to end it all."
"Oh." Mike thought about the magic churning inside him, and how it had almost blown his arm apart when he had twisted it toward violence. The magic wasn't truly a separate entity, but he had thought of it as one for so long. It was his desires that shaped the magic, but the magic, in turn, shaped who he became.
He finally understood the true price that magic demanded. Mike took a deep breath, willing the magic to extend through his limbs instead of lashing out. It was already seeking an outlet, crying out to obey his needs. What he needed right now was to stay strong until an opportunity presented itself, and so it obeyed.
Unlike the Krampus' situation, Mike's choice was ultimately his. The Krampus had been created by a limitation of the magic, and the ramifications were long lasting. Mike could choose to blast the Krampus with lightning and further his own journey toward darkness, or find a different way. The last thing he wanted was to be standing in the Krampus' shoes in twenty or thirty years, with someone else desperately trying to take him down.
"I see you're finally getting it." The Krampus snarled and swung at the air. "I rarely had a choice, Caretaker. I am the spirit of Christmas, and I am foul, angry, and broken. And I intend to take it back."
"By stealing children?" Mike felt his magic surge, ready to lash out, but he held it back. He wasn't even certain he could hurt the Krampus at this point, but intent was what mattered.
"You see it as stealing children, I see it as culling a disease." The Krampus licked his lips. "Even now, the giants have the children stored away for me, under the impression that they get to eat them. Grýla thinks she'll become something special when I rise to power, but she is little more than a game piece. You should know all about that. My plan was to dispose of her once the pole was mine. Her, the giants, the elves, and especially the children."
Mike felt the magic surging across his body. "You were just going to slaughter them all?"
The Krampus nodded. "They will still be food. You see, Caretaker, I can feel my kin, just waiting on the other side of the veil. My hungry brethren will return to this world and finish what we started before our banishment at the hands of the Architect."
A cold blue light illuminated the Krampus. The demon stared at Mike in surprise, then grinned and moved closer. Mike realized the light was coming from him, his whole body covered in an electrical aura.
"I can feel your power," the Krampus whispered, moving close. "And once you release it, you'll be too weak to resist me. You see, I may be lacking a soul, but you aren't. Once I take your body, all I have to do is suppress you and I'll be free forevermore."
Mike swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. The Krampus had been monologuing in the hopes that Mike would act.
"Thanks, but I'm already in a relationship," Mike replied, his voice hoarse.
"All I have to do is wait." The Krampus held up a finger, which lengthened into a blade. He pressed it against Mike's forehead. "How much flesh can I remove before you give in?"
Energy crackled along Mike's body, but he commanded the magic to stay in place.
"I'm not afraid of you," he whispered.
The Krampus snorted. "I don't really care," he replied, then ran his finger along Mike's brow. Magic crackled and licked at the Krampus, but Mike forced it to remain in place.
"Your will is strong, Caretaker." The Krampus licked blood off his finger. "I look forward to breaking it."
He moved his finger just below Mike's eye when a soft voice broke the silence. The Krampus froze in place as the opening lyrics to All I Want for Christmas is You echoed in the spherical room.
The demon turned around, a look of horror on his face as Holly stepped into the light of the North Pole. She had tears in her eyes as she continued to sing, the words coming loud and strong. Mike had no idea how long she had been there, and tried to wave her away.
When the Krampus twisted around to attack Holly, she held out Mrs. Claus' glasses. The demon paused, watching in horror as the elf held them out for the Krampus to take.
Mike was surprised when the demon let out a howl of agony and crumpled to the floor, clutching at his ears as tears streamed down his dirty cheeks.

❄️❄️❄️Yuki jumped off the roof of a clock tower and slammed her hands into a pair of giants so hard that they exploded into gravel and gore. From her back, Freyja rained down torrents of icy blades that sliced through Yule lads and snow monsters alike. The air was filled with glittering gold lights that Freyja pulled into her body, the air around her shimmering with power.
She wasn't the only one. Different versions of Grýla were also absorbing the light, then sneaking off to split apart. It was a dirty trick that ensured that the whole affair had become a battle of attrition. For every giant they killed, another clone could possibly take its place.
Yuki didn't dare take on any more divinity. Even now, she worried about the long-term implications of forcing her body to age. Her bones were brimming with so much magic that they hurt.
"This isn't working," Freyja shouted, summoning a wall of ice to block a barrage of boulders. "They just keep coming!"
Reindeer ahead. Yuki narrowed her eyes at the dark figures that zapped through the air. They could be defeated, but only temporarily.
A barrage of ice missiles, summoned by Yuki and Freyja together, tore through Dasher and Prancer, scattering the reindeer into an electrical cloud of energy that would eventually reform somewhere else. A couple more reindeer tried to flank them from the sides, but Yuki summoned a stone pillar from the ground that flew like a missile and destroyed one of them. She caught the other in her jaws and bit down, shaking it until it exploded.
The damned thing tasted like licking a giant battery.
It's a numbers game, Yuki told Freyja. Two of us versus all of them. Can you summon more of your warriors?
"Not really." Freyja summoned an ice wall tilted on one side like a ramp. Yuki sank her claws into the ice and ran up the ramp, catapulting herself off the top to get them closer to Santa's house. She didn't know why, but she had a very uneasy feeling about Mike. "I may have some of my powers back, but my summoning is very weak right now. It's pulling them from my home that's the problem."
Damn. Yuki swatted away a ten-foot tall snowman, sending more golden light Freyja's way. There wouldn't happen to be a bunch of dead warriors buried here, would there?



Freyja laughed, then filled a nearby Grýla with spikes of ice. "There's about to be two of them if this keeps up."
Not funny, Yuki growled.
"I don't think it's funny either..." Freyja's eyes went up to the sky where the Northern Lights shimmered, the colors rolling over each other like a bundle of snakes. "Oh. Oh!"
Yuki never got a chance to ask what had the goddess' attention, because Freyja hurled herself into the sky, ascending rapidly under the wind's power.
Wish I could fly, Yuki grumbled. Not that flying would help her now. There was still the issue of Grýla's army on the ground, which would no doubt be waiting for her at Santa's house.
With Freyja off doing gods knew what, Yuki threw caution to the wind and made another mad dash forward. This time, she shape-shifted as she went, resuming her human form to fit through smaller openings. Yule lads and snow creatures had filled the interior structures of the village, and Yuki tore through them like paper. The Yule lads would often explode into a green mist, which meant they would come back later. Some stayed dead once slain, and she wasn't entirely sure what process ensured their destruction.
Outside again, she resumed her fox demon form and barreled through the snow monsters that waited for her. Up above, the Northern Lights churned as if caught in a storm, and she could just barely make out a golden figure at the center of the swirling mass.
I hope that's a good thing, she thought to herself as she dashed into another building and transformed into a woman. A trio of Grýlas ambushed her, but she flash froze one of them in a block of ice before spiking the other two. She was running on pure adrenaline now, and could feel her control on the magic slipping.
After running up a flight of stairs, she made her way toward a large window with a view of Santa's home. Shadows danced around the building, as if awaiting permission to enter. She was at least a mile out, and her attackers were increasing in number.
"Fucking hell," she muttered, pushing open the window and sliding out onto the roof. A massive paw smashed into her, sending her sprawling on the ground. Yuki groaned, rolling away from the Yulecat as it tried to crush her under a massive paw.
They had lost the giant cat some time ago, but the damned thing had caught up. Yuki summoned ice and stone, smashing both into the cat's face. The beast took the brunt of the assault without flinching, then swatted her aside again before she could transform.
"I really hate you," she muttered, summoning an icy shell to protect her. From within, she could see the dark shape of the Yule cat as it tried to crack the ice with its front paws.
The cat hissed, the sound reminiscent of a train releasing all of its steam after stopping. Yuki crouched down, ready to explode into fox demon form the moment the barrier was breached.
The ground beneath her trembled as an ominous trio of growls filled the air. The Yule cat turned away from the barrier, the giving Yuki an opportunity to create a hole in the back and sneak out.
The Yule cat hissed, its back arched as it faced the new arrival. A dark shape emerged from the rubble of a nearby building, all six eyes blazing.
Cerberus growled in response, hackles raised. They opened their mouths, hellfire washing over the square, devouring Yule lads and snow creatures alike. At least one Grýla was caught in the blast, her features melting away beneath the supernatural heat.
The Yule cat fled. Cerberus turned to face Yuki, all three heads bowed in greeting.
"Your timing is perfect," Yuki said, moving to the beast's side and scratched the first ear she could reach. "We need to get to Mike. He's in trouble, I can feel it." She hopped onto Cerberus' back, and pointed at Santa's house. Cerberus stomped on a snowman and turned toward their destination.
Up above, the maelstrom of green and red lights were now forming into funnel clouds and spiraling toward the ground. In those lights, she could see the spectral forms of thousands of humanoid figures.
"Whoa," Yuki whispered. The funnel clouds crashed into the ground, and she heard cries of alarm from Yule lads and Grýlas as the spirits charged into battle. Nearby, dark shadows fled to safety as the Northern Lights washed over them.
A shooting star crossed the sky, leaving a sparkling trail behind it. Yuki gasped when she realized that the star was a reindeer. On its back was the Grim Reaper himself, wearing an oversized Santa coat and carrying a large bag over one shoulder. The twisted reindeer of the Krampus threw themselves into the sky, chasing after their new prey.
"Merry Christmas to all!" Death cried, then threw himself free, tumbling through the sky before bouncing off the roof of Santa's home and landing in the snow.
"Let's go," she yelled, clutching the hellhound's fur. Cerberus sprinted across the North Pole, breathing fire on all that stood in their way.

❄️❄️❄️From her vantage point above the North Pole, Freyja could see the small army closing in on Yuki's location. Dozens, if not hundreds of iterations of Grýla were running amok, and that didn't include the snow army she had created earlier. That was her divinity down there, tearing the North Pole village apart right now. It was unlikely that Yuki would be able to make it to Mike's side in time without some extra help.
She turned her eyes back up to the sky, her heart pleading. Tens of thousands of spirits watched her, many of them with one foot already in the mortal plane. She could feel their anger, the spirits eager to go down and help undo the madness she had caused. There would be a price for bringing them over, one far greater than she had paid for the limited soldiers from her native plane.
Freyja took a deep breath and gladly paid it.
A seam in the sky opened up, and the spirits poured forth. They weren't warriors--most were simple fishermen or farmers. It was the spirits native to this region, angry at Grýla and her ilk. They spiraled down, riding the wind much like Freyja did, crying out in languages that had been unheard in hundreds of years.
Down below, the mob chasing Yuki looked up in time to be ripped apart by the vengeful spirits. Hundreds of them assaulted Grýlas, stray snow beasts, and even a few Yule lads that got caught up in the fight. The spirits gave a wide berth to the three-headed hellhound breathing fire. Freyja smiled at the sight of a cerberus free of its domain. She was very familiar with the breed, and couldn't think of a more loyal companion.
Though the wind held her aloft, she felt her body weakening as her magic and the divinity she had acquired held the rift open. With eager eyes, she watched as Yuki arrived at Santa's home and ran inside, leaving Cerberus to defend the home from attackers. Letting out a sigh of relief, she turned her attention down to the ruined village. It had been in bad shape before, but now large portions of it were on fire, and she could see different variations of Grýla trying to flee in a panic.
"Run," she hissed, her lips curling into a sneer. She summoned a spear of ice as more spirits gathered behind her, their rage palpable. "Make it fun for me, you rotten bitch."
Freyja fell from the sky like a meteor, followed by the fury of thousands of years of tradition. Sculptors, hunters, mothers, and fathers crashed into the snow, reaping the enemies of the North in a one-sided slaughter. Golden orbs of light drifted toward Freyja, filling her with strength as she took back the power that was rightfully hers. Divinity flowed through her veins like liquid starlight, and she let out a mighty battlecry that shook the remaining snow off of nearby buildings.
She had forgotten this feeling. It had been centuries since she had walked these lands, and it was time to make her reappearance count.
"Death to my enemies!" Raising her spear skyward, Freyja rode the winds up and to victory.

❄️❄️❄️Watching with horror as Holly walked toward the Krampus. Mike sat forward, magic surging through his veins in case he needed to intervene. It was one thing to allow rage to guide his actions, but protecting someone he cared about?
That was an entirely different matter.
Holly sang the final verse of her song, then knelt down by the Krampus. The demon was weeping openly now, and had assumed the fetal position.
"Don't cry," she told the Krampus, placing her hand over his. "You don't have to cry."
"She would have hated to see me like this," whispered the Krampus. "All dark and twisted. I felt it when she was gone, it was such a relief to know that she'd never be here for this."
"She isn't gone." Holly rubbed the Krampus' forearm. "Mrs. Claus is in my heart and yours. We can still make things right and bring her back."
"Foolish girl." The Krampus covered his face with a free hand. "These emotions, they're only echoes. They hold no power over me."
Holly shook her head and looked at Mike. "I don't think they are," she said. "I don't pretend to understand what you are or how you came to be, but you're still Santa. You're just the side of him that we never see. You've been bottled up, and that wasn't right. It is never right to hide away a part of yourself that is so integral to who you are. I know what it's like to feel incomplete all the time, like there's a side of you that you can't show the world. That's no way to live."
At those words, she threw a look of fierce longing in Mike's direction. He nodded for her to continue, then turned his attention back to the Krampus.
"Don't you understand? Nicholas is gone and I'm all that is left of him." The Krampus rolled into a crouch and wiped at his eyes. "I am just the cancer that was left behind, when all is said and done."
"You aren't a cancer." Holly moved her hand to the Krampus' cheek.
"But I am, Holly. I truly am."
"I don't see it that way. You're still the same person who did all those wonderful things for children around the world. If I've learned anything, it's that people have layers and they wear masks to protect themselves and others from what's inside."
"I'm evil, Holly. How can you not see that?" The Krampus bared his teeth, his eyes glowing red.
"Because I still believe in you." Holly held out Mrs. Claus' glasses. "And I believe that you could go back to the way you were. All you have to do is remember."
The Krampus stared down at the silver-framed glasses, then took them carefully from Holly as if afraid they would break. The horned demon sniffed, his eyes briefly reflected in the lenses.
"I can't ever go back to the man I was, Holly." The Krampus looked up at the elf. "Don't you see? I was the First Elf, forever bound by the nature of this holiday. Christmas is tainted, and has become about money and profits and pushing agendas. It's about expectations of forgiveness and miracles for no other reason than it's the 25th of December. Humans are gross, and lacking in decency. I would know, because I am nothing more than a reflection of their wants and desires."
"Santa, ple--" Holly was cut off when the Krampus seized her by the throat.
"Santa is gone. No more words," he hissed, crushing the silver glasses with his other hand. He rose to his full height just as Mike crossed the room, his clenched fists brimming with lightning.
The Krampus swatted Mike away so hard that when he landed, he had tunnel vision. Darkness crept in at the edges of his vision as the Krampus stared into Holly's eyes.
"It's time for you to find your inner darkness." The Krampus bared his teeth as shadow tendrils crawled along his arm and onto Holly's skin. She didn't struggle--instead, she stared defiantly. The shadows moved along her face and through her hair as if searching for somewhere to burrow inside.
Somehow, Holly found the strength to hum the tune to Jingle Bells.
"You will submit, Holly!" The Krampus shook her, but she continued to hum. This enraged the Krampus, who lifted her high as if to smash her on the ground.
"That will be quite enough of that." Death walked into the room carrying a large sack over his shoulder and a small gift box beneath his arm. He was wearing a Santa coat that was too large along with a matching hat that hung awkwardly to one side and a fake beard. When Death set the bag down, the Krampus stared at it with bulging eyes.
"You!" He declared, tossing Holly to the side. "You've been quite the thorn in my side, Reaper."
"Indeed." Death's eye flames burned like distant stars in his sockets. "I have worked very hard today to bring joy to the children of the world. You, on the other hand, have been nothing but a huge asshole."
The Krampus laughed so hard he grabbed at his own gut.
"And I assume you're here to stop me? Bah! Humbug!" The Krampus waved his hand dismissively. "I know exactly what you are, Reaper. You have no power over that which does not truly live."
Death adjusted his beard and then held up the present. "I am not here to stop you. In fact, I have decided that it would be in the spirit of the holiday to bring you a present."
The Krampus stopped laughing and leaned toward the Reaper, his face a mask of confusion.
"Do you think this is a game? Some sort of holiday special?" The Krampus chuckled and shook his head. "The elf dug up some old emotions, but I have buried them anew. It's easy enough when you don't have a soul. There's nothing on Earth that you could give me that would magically make me feel bad and change my ways."
"I disagree." Death clenched the gift in two hands and held it over his head. "Because I'm about to give you the gift of a proper ass whooping."
With those words, Death hurled the gift forward. The immaculately wrapped package twisted and shifted in mid-air, revealing long bladed limbs and whirling edges. Mike immediately averted his gaze as Tick Tock collided with the Krampus.
"No!" howled the Krampus, and the available light in the room dimmed. Tick Tock had transformed into a weird monstrosity that was all teeth and sharp edges, and the Krampus was doing his best to keep up as the two of them attempted to rip each other apart. "Stop, we're on the same side!"
"Now that is something you don't see very often." Death watched the melee for a few moments, then came over to Mike's side. "It would seem that I have arrived exactly when I should have."
"You're telling me." Mike looked over at Holly, who had crawled out of the way. "Where are the others?"
"I do not know. It is rather grim up there, Mike Radley. I am not certain there is much more we can do." Death looked sadly at the battle taking place. The room trembled as Tick Tock slammed the Krampus into the North Pole.
"Yeah, it's been a shit Christmas." Mike pulled himself toward the edge of the room and saw Holly. He waved her over, mouthing the words 'don't look.'
"On the plus side, I did get to meet Santa," Death continued. "Though our meeting was nothing as I expected."
"Yeah, you should never meet your heroes." Mike frowned as the Krampus slammed Tick Tock into a nearby wall, causing the wooden beams to crack. "We should probably get out of here before this place comes down."
"Would you like to meet him, Mike Radley?" Death reached into his cloak. "I don't know how much longer he will last in this form."
"Say what, now?" Mike looked at the Grim Reaper in puzzlement as he held out a hand to reveal a red and gold light that looked like the end of a sparkler.
"I found him floating outside. He was headed toward the Northern Lights." Death contemplated the light in his hands. "I probably shouldn't have interfered, but I figured it was going to be my only chance to--"
"Death, you're brilliant!" Mike turned his attention toward the Krampus. Tick Tock was now a multi-legged abomination trying to bite the Krampus' head off. "Tick Tock, hold that fucker down!"
The mimic twisted around, then stabbed the Krampus through the foot and pinned him in place. In response, the Krampus ripped his leg free, trailing black blood everywhere as he got underneath Tick Tock and grabbed the mimic by the legs. With a twisting motion, he slammed the mimic hard into the North Pole.
"You are a lesser being!" The Krampus shouted, then stomped on the mimic. Tick Tock fought back, clamping down on the Krampus' wrists.
"Death, I can put Santa's soul back!" Mike summoned his magic, creating a small cage made of electricity. "I pulled him out because I thought it would put him back in charge of the body, but that was a huge mistake."
"You should never pull souls out of people, Mike Radley." Death shook his head in disapproval. "That's very naughty."
"You can yell at me later. For now, you've given us a second chance to get things right." Mike thought about how Holly had briefly appealed to the eldritch being. This wasn't like Freya and Jack, two pieces of a separate whole. It was a colossal fuck up on his part, but if he could put Santa back, Holly's appeals might make it through.
"Caretaker!" The Krampus head butted Tick Tock so hard that the mimic went still. "I will not let you put that man's soul inside of me again!"
Mike concentrated, sending magical streamers across the room and focused on the void around the Krampus. What he had mistaken for nothing was in fact something he simply couldn't see. Though he couldn't identify what made the Krampus, he could see the gaps in reality left behind by its presence.
"No!" The Krampus shot across the room so fast that Mike didn't have a chance to blink. In a single moment, he found himself staring at bladed fingers reaching for his face, but frozen less than an inch away.
Standing between him and the Krampus was Lily. Her entire body glowed as if magma ran beneath her skin. Lily squeezed the Krampus by the wrist until something cracked.
"Hands off my man," she growled, then whipped around and stabbed the Krampus in the face with her tail. She speared him in the forehead, and he clutched at her tail and shrieked.
The Krampus staggered back and was grabbed from behind by Tick Tock. Lily and the mimic tore into the Krampus, who was now on the defensive. He shifted back and forth, dancing away from his attackers until he was at the far side of the cavern. Meanwhile, Mike was busy hooking his magic into those dark edges, coating them in his own magic to see them better. In his hand, Santa's soul bounced back and forth, ringing like a silver bell.
Holly grabbed Mike by the leg, almost breaking his concentration. Her wide eyes followed the fight as the Krampus once again took the upper hand. He had grown a couple more feet and had grabbed both Lily and Tick Tock in his many hands to slam them together.
"You may think you have powerful allies, Caretaker, but I will splay your innards across this room soon enough!" The Krampus hooked Tick Tock with his horns and tossed the mimic away before punching Lily in the face. "I am infinite!"
"He very much enjoys his own voice," noted Death, who was now munching on a candy cane.
"Indeed," Mike agreed, his magic now coalescing and creating a cage inside of the Krampus' spirit.
The Krampus grabbed Lily and threw her at Mike. This broke his concentration as he jumped out of the way to avoid getting crushed. Lily snarled like a tiger and got to her feet, her skin now covered in scales. He had never seen her so angry.
The Krampus charged toward Mike and was clotheslined by a foot-thick horizontal spear of ice that appeared in the middle of the room. As he flipped head over heels, Yuki appeared in the doorway, her face covered in cuts and bruises.
"Where the hell have you been?" Lily snarled, then jumped once more into the fray.
"Pleasant as always," Yuki muttered, then raised her hands and sent a beam of white light at the Krampus. Ice formed wherever the beam struck, causing the Krampus to slip and stumble.



Mike sent out dozens of streamers, which wrapped around the Krampus' torso. The Krampus let out a hideous shriek and bolted for the back of the room. If not for Lily and Tick Tock, he would have disappeared almost immediately. Tick Tock's bladed limbs kept tripping up the Krampus' legs, and Lily's tail was wrapped around the demon's throat, holding her in place as she punched the back of his head. Still, the Krampus disappeared through the cave mouth in the back of the room, taking his attackers with him.
"Shit!" Mike kept Santa's soul tightly bound with his magic and gave chase with Holly and Death right behind him. Yuki sprinted past him, her tails whirring behind her so fast that it looked as though she had five instead of three.
Mike really hoped he didn't have a concussion.
By the time he caught up, they were in the caves where Santa had fought the frost giants. Massive sheets of ice had been built into the cave walls, blocking off the available exits. Globes of foxfire illuminated the room, revealing that the Krampus had been pinned once more.
Gone was any vestige of humanity or thought. The Krampus' face had extended outward, like a crocodile's, and he snapped his fearsome teeth at his foes. Lily was actively trying to strangle him with her tail as Tick Tock ripped chunks of darkness out of the Krampus' legs.
Mike tried to loop his magic around the Krampus once again. The monster was squirming so much that he couldn't figure out what he was looking at.
"Hold him as still as possible!" he shouted, Santa's soul pulsing in his hands.
Lily looked like she wanted to say something, but she was too busy punching the Krampus in the back of his skull. Her features were twisted now, and her magnificent horns had become gnarled and brimmed with fire. Yuki put her hand on the ground and the stone beneath the Krampus twisted into thick chains that bound him to the floor.
"Noooooo!" The Krampus' cry reverberated through the cavern as he tried to break free of his earthen shackles. Yuki responded by freezing his limbs in ice, her eyes brimming with golden light as red lines manifested on her cheeks.
Tick Tock and Lily piled on, holding the Krampus down as Mike ran loops of magical energy all around the monster. The golden light in his hand sparkled as he pulled those loops toward him and placed Santa's soul inside. As if by instinct, Mike pulled the loops tight, causing Santa's soul to sink into the Krampus.
A foul energy permeated the room, and Mike was driven to his knees. Santa's soul swirled and expanded, trying to bond with the Krampus once again. The shifting mosaic of spiritual energy was painful to look into, but Mike didn't dare risk letting up. At times, he became disoriented, as if he had forgotten the task he was in the middle of. Losing focus, his thoughts drifted away until--
Holly took his hand and squeezed. The room came into focus once again.
"You can do this," she whispered. "You have to."
Mike nodded, wiping the blood from his lips. Pain blossomed inside of his head, but he willed it aside and weaved the Krampus and Santa back together. He felt guilty tucking that golden light away in skeins of darkness, but there was no other choice.
The Krampus shrieked and bucked his hips, but it was too late. Already, the extra limbs were dissipating into a dark mist, rendering him mostly human once more. His supernatural strength fled him, and both Tick Tock and Yuki backed down on their restraint.
Lily, however, gave no quarter. She grabbed the Krampus by his horns and yanked them apart, causing the base of one to splinter.
"You ready to make a wish?" she whispered. "Cause I'm about to wish so hard that you'll be nothing more than a stain on the earth."
"Lily." Mike put his hand on her wrist and winced at the heat. It was hot enough that it burned him, but he didn't dare let go. "Ease up. It's over."
"It's not over, Mike!" Her eyes blazed with fire as she looked up at him. "Don't you see? This bastard will always be a ticking time bomb, ready to go off! If it isn't our children today, who will it be next? What if Callisto had been taken? How would you have felt?"
"You're right." He moved close and touched the rough skin of her cheek. "And that's something we can figure out later. But..." he sighed and looked up at the ceiling of the cave. He was exhausted, and his nose was still bleeding. "There's gonna be a huge mess up there. We've all worked hard enough tonight. Let's get his better half back to at least lighten the load."
Lily contemplated him for several long moments as the Krampus cried out in pain. Snorting in disgust, she snapped off the Krampus' horn.
"He said to stop!" cried the Krampus.
"You're right, I did." Mike knelt down to stare the Krampus in the eyes. "And right now, that's the only reason that horn hasn't been shoved up your ass."
The Krampus stared at his captors, his face twisting up in hatred. He opened his mouth to speak when Holly knelt by his side.
"Santa, I know you're in there." She clutched the edges of her dress. "Properly, this time."
"He can hear you, but he isn't--" The Krampus went quiet as Lily wrapped her tail around his mouth.
"This was a terrible evening," Holly continued. "A lot of elves died, and the North Pole...I don't know how much of it is left. You're the cause of this, but I know now it's not entirely your fault. I've been thinking about what you said, about me being free from Christmas to make my own choices. You wanted something for me that you couldn't have. For a while, I struggled with the realization that you and the Krampus are the same creature, and..." She shook her head.
"It is our choices that make us who we are," Death said, kneeling behind Holly and placing a bony hand on her shoulder, causing her to flinch. "You see, mortals don't really have that many choices. They just appear, like moss on a rock. But you haven't had the privilege of making your own choices for a long time, and I think I understand why you've become so broken inside."
"We're different people, really. We can live entire lives in a matter of years," Yuki said, crossing her arms and scowling. "So yeah. You've done some really bad things tonight, and probably deserve worse. But all of us here, we know what it's like to need forgiveness." She looked over at Lily, who was almost back to normal.
"No thanks," she replied. "I'm not participating in this emotional circle jerk."
Mike shook his head and stared into the Krampus' eyes. "You owe us. No matter what you're feeling, or how deep you're buried, you need to come make this right. It's not what you do when you fall that matters, but rather what you do when you pick yourself back up."
Holly put her hands on the Krampus' temples, then pressed her forehead against his. "Father Christmas, please," she begged. "Please come back to us. The world still needs you. I need you. And...I forgive you."
Lily made a face and released her hold on the Krampus' mouth. He was breathing raggedly, his features stretched tight while he gasped for air. The demon shook as his features twisted, his long limbs shortening and filling out with muscle. The dark hairs of his beard brightened and turned white as snow with matching hair emerging from his scalp. The remaining horn slid into his skull, causing the dingy cap on his head to tumble free and land on the ground.
The Krampus grunted as rosy light flooded his face. Dark shadows detached from his skin, withdrawing into the folds of his jacket to reveal glowing red cheeks and a bulbous nose. Eyes blue enough to be mistaken for sea glass now looked out from beneath a furrowed brow, regarding them with relief.
Santa sat up straight, his large belly hanging free from the remnants of his coat. Tears were caught in the corners of his eyes, and he stood with Mike's help. Santa's beard wrapped itself around Mike's arm, but Santa smoothed the hairs away with his hands.
"So the fat man finally makes an appearance." Lily huffed, crossing her arms as her tail vanished behind her. "Do you have anything to say for yourself?"
Santa surveyed the room, his eyes red from crying. A small smile broke out on his face, and he wiped the tears away.
"You've all been really good this year," he whispered, then looked down at Holly. "And you never fail to impress me, my dear Holly. I am so proud of you."
Holly threw her arms around Santa. He patted her on the head affectionately, then looked at Mike. "The North Pole is unclaimed," he said. "Should you wish it--"
"No." Mike shook his head immediately. "This place, it's too big of a job for someone like me."
Santa nodded, then moved to go back through the caves. Yuki melted her ice walls as they went, the group walking in silence as they returned to the North Pole. The small bit of magic brightened at their approach, and Santa stared at the artifact in reverence.
"So, wait? We're just going to let this guy have it all back?" Lily moved between Santa and the North Pole. "Were none of you paying attention to me earlier?"
"I was," Mike said, pondering the situation. If they let Santa reclaim it, they were effectively setting a timer for when he went out of control once more. "But this is a better place to discuss our options. Last thing we want is to leave it unguarded."
Santa moved to sit in one of the remaining chairs. When he spoke, his voice was low and rumbly. "If given no other choice, I will resume ownership. But Lily is correct. As I exist now, I am a being outside of time consisting of a human soul and an outsider's body. It will not be a matter of if, but when I slip again. Nothing short of peace on Earth will rectify the issue."
Lily raised an eyebrow at Mike. "See?"
Mike ignored Lily. He needed to focus on the solution, not the problem, and he was exhausted from the fight. "Binding requires a human soul, correct?"
Santa nodded. "As it must be. And though I have existed outside the game on a technicality, the new owner will be caught up in the machinations of the Architect anew. I...will choose whoever you believe is fitting."
Mike contemplated Santa for several moments, rubbing his jaw. He looked at the others, then back at the North Pole.
"Shit," he muttered, causing the elf beside him to flinch. "Sorry, Holly, that one slipped out of me."
"Wait a second." Lily moved next to Holly and inspected the elf. "You're hot, kind of in a weird Oompa Loompa sort of way."
"Hey!" Holly took a step forward and jabbed Lily in the knee with her fist.
"I'm willing to bet Romeo played 'hide the Christmas pickle' with you, right?" Lily took a dramatic sniff over Holly's head. The elf turned bright red and covered her face. "Yo, fat man. What's the price for admission?"
Santa raised an eyebrow at Lily, then looked over at Mike. "I'm afraid I don't know what she means."
"I believe I do." Death stepped forward and put his hand on Holly's head. "You see, Mike Radley has likely engaged in rather vigorous intercourse with this woman, and it is likely that...oh dear, she must be tired."
Holly had crouched down and was covering her face in horror.
"Anyway, there is likely a piece of his soul residing in her now. Or rather, a piece of her soul that has been rewritten as human. I'm unsure how it works, perhaps Lily could explain more."
Lily's face had gone completely white. "What...do you mean by that?"
Death contemplated Lily for an unusually long time. "I am, of course, referring to your diet and knowledge of spiritual matters."
Lily bit her lip and looked at Mike. "Anyway, how much of a human soul is required? Because I know for a fact that what Romeo left behind will grow. So even if it's tenuous at first, maybe the connection will improve?"
Santa nodded. "It could work. If Holly chooses to become the new master of the North Pole, she will not be beholden to the shifting beliefs that have influenced my downfall. I would resume my role as guardian and be beholden to her commands."
"But only if she chooses." Mike looked down at Holly. "Because this is a pretty big decision. And once you make it, there isn't any going back."
Holly gazed into Mike's eyes as if searching for something. She looked over at Santa, then the others.
"This...isn't at all what I expected when I came to your home," she said. "And if you had asked me then if I would do it, I would have said yes without hesitation. I would have felt it was my duty, and would have been honored to accept. But after so many days together, learning more about who I am and what I'm capable of, I can honestly say that I feel differently."
Mike nodded. "I know how you feel. This is a big responsibility, and nobody here begrudges you for your decision. So, how do we go about finding a suitable replacement?" He looked at the others.
"Hey!" Holly grabbed Mike's coat and gave it a tug. "I never said I wasn't going to do it!"
He looked at her in confusion. "I'm sorry, but didn't you--"
"I said I feel differently now. I am free of outside influences, and this is a decision I get to make on my own. No matter what happens next, this decision will always be mine, and I have you to thank for it." She pulled hard on his coat until he knelt down, and she planted a big kiss on his lips. "Now if you'll excuse me, I'm the woman who's gonna save Christmas."
She turned toward Santa, who led her to the North Pole. He had her place her palm on the shining surface of the artifact, causing the chamber to fill with light.
Mike didn't know what to expect once the light faded, but Holly looked no different. Santa, on the other hand, was in far better shape. He looked like he had stepped straight out of a storybook, wearing his trademark red and white colors.
Santa looked at the others and smiled. "HO HO HO!" He shouted with great cheer. "MERRY CHRISTMAS!"
"Santa!" Death did a little dance that reminded Mike of a dog doing tippy-taps.
"If you'll excuse me, I've got some work to do." Santa slid his hands into his pockets. "There are some very naughty creatures up above that are deserving of some Christmas cheer!"
With that, Santa pulled his hands from his pockets to reveal chrome brass knuckles inlaid with gems. The words Christmas Cheer was carved intricately into each one, and he slid them over his gloved fingers. With a wink at them all, he placed one finger on the side of his nose and transformed into a glittery mist that circled the North Pole twice before disappearing through an unseen crack in the ceiling.
"What...on earth was that about?" Lily asked.
Holly smirked. "I was given a choice," she replied. "And so I made a few modifications."

❄️❄️❄️Kisa walked behind the column of elves, holding her coat tightly against her skin. Ahead of her, thousands of elves carried hundreds of children, led by Alabaster and Christmas Present. They were climbing the ridge of what was either a snow-covered mountain or a massive glacier, she had no idea which.
At the top of the ridge, she found herself looking down into a small valley with an empty train station. Her vantage point made the structure look more like a model than an actual building. Christmas Present glowed like a distant lantern, leading the elves and the children to safety.
Kisa looked back at the North Pole and sniffled, her nose sufficiently frozen and runny. Smoke rose from shattered buildings, and she could see the Workshop in the distance. The roof had caved in, likely burying the Hot Cocoa Lounge. She smiled fondly at the memory of being bent over that jukebox as Mike railed her from behind.
"Hey!" Tink swatted Kisa in the butt. "Cat keep moving, Tink's feet freezing!"
"Sorry, weird headspace is all." She watched the eerie glow of the Northern Lights as they began a slow ascent toward the sky. They had encountered a few spirits wandering around about while on their journey, but had been left alone. She had no idea how that had even come about, but wasn't going to complain. On at least two occasions, Grýla had tried to ambush them. The giant had been no match for Christmas Present, who had torn each one apart.
Kisa watched another building fall, the sound of the crash reaching her several seconds later. Her ears twitched as she heard a faint voice carry over the divide.
"Did you hear that?" she asked.
"Hear what?" Tink looked around, then adjusted her goggles.
Kisa tilted her head back and forth, hopeful she would hear it again. It was faint, but she picked it up.
"Ho ho ho!" The distant voice cried. "Merry Christmas!" There was another crash, followed by the sound of a cat yowling. Another building collapsed.
"It's Santa!" Tink declared, pointing excitedly in the distance. Kisa couldn't see Santa, but didn't doubt that Tink had. "Santa come back, open big can of whoop-ass!"
Nearby, an elf flinched as he walked past, blank eyes on their destination.
"So does that mean it's over? The Krampus is gone?" Kisa looked at the elves as they trudged forward.
"Tink think so. Still keep going, before ass freeze off. Santa owe Tink big." The goblin adjusted her goggles and moved to rejoin the line.
Kisa contemplated the distant destruction, then turned to face their destination, untouched by the fighting. It would be hard work, but the North Pole would be restored, she was sure of it.
With an extra spring in her step, Kisa moved back into line and started humming to herself. It was nothing more than the tune to Jingle Bells, but the elf in front of her froze for a moment, her pointed ears twitching.
Before Kisa knew it, several of the elves were humming the song. Gradually, color returned to their skin and clothing as the humming grew louder and eventually transformed into open song. By the time they reached the train station, the elves were openly singing Christmas carols as they carried their precious cargo to safety.

❄️❄️❄️Did you know that the copyright on Polar Express still goes out a ways? I thought it was written forever ago, and also made a legal blunder :P
Next chapter, we get to see about that special lady whose been waiting under Mike's tree this whole time. Will they? Won't they? Let's just say that Mike is absolutely going to have some Christmas ham when he gets home.
Don't forget those stars, and don't forget to show yourself some kindness. It's been a long day and you've earned it.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the final installment of "Let's Lewd the North Pole!"
Can you believe I've written 96 chapters of this? Holy shit.
Anyway, if you're a new reader, this is a perfectly bingeable series, and you should do it now. This is the last chapter of book six, so it's like when you subscribe to Netflix between seasons of a show or whatever. You can get five years of storytelling in one shot!
Returning reader? WE DID IT! This is the last chapter of book six, and you got to be here as it all went down. I think it's serendipitous that I am posting it right before the Christmas season goes full swing again, because it means I made Christmas last an entire year!
I want to thank my beta readers, the color red, and everyone who has been part of this year's crazy journey. Your votes, comments, and feedback have not only encouraged me to keep going, but they've helped new readers find this story!
As a reminder, I am currently writing the opening chapter of Book 7. You can find my schedule in my bio, and I've been pretty good about sticking to it.
I won't keep you any longer. This chapter is a bit longer than others, and you might want some time and tissues to fully experience
Hearth and Home
Between Santa, Cerberus, and Freyja, there was little left of the North Pole village. Perhaps half of it had been burned to the ground by hellfire, and Santa had been a one-man wrecking crew, punching his way to victory. When Mike had finally emerged from Santa's home, it was to see a land that would need to be rebuilt from the ground up.
Mike and the others took up residence in Santa's home for a few days while the newly awakened elves eagerly started repairs. The Workshop was the first structure to be reinforced, as it was still in good condition. The air inside smelled of fresh cut wood and lacquer, along with cinnamon and nutmeg. The magical fireplace had been lit anew, and elves were constantly darting through it to gather lumber and supplies from all around the world.
Mrs. Claus reappeared shortly after Holly had taken ownership of the North Pole, though she now wore regular clothing. Holly had informed him that the wife of Claus would only wear lingerie when she felt like it from now on. Mike suspected that the older woman was still as amorous as ever, because Santa kept going missing every couple of hours.
While Christmas Present and Santa searched the North Pole for any missing elves, Holly and Mrs. Claus took charge to make sure that repairs were being done correctly. The map of the North Pole had survived the Krampus' spoogefest inside of its special case, and was being used as a guide. As far as Mike could tell, Holly was already planning some changes to the layout of the village, but whenever he'd ask about it, she'd just blush.
Holly was far less shy in the bedroom, though. He was pretty much keeping track of the days by how often she would ambush him. The two of them had snuck off on more than a few occasions, and it wasn't uncommon for Holly to go out of her way to bring along Tink. However, they had their own room now, and didn't need to worry about getting spunk in Santa's tree.
Currently, Mike was sitting at a table just outside of the Hot Cocoa lounge, watching the elves create an assembly line to transport the time-locked children home through the fireplace. A special team of elves was responsible for each child, a task which took at least a couple minutes per kid. Based on his own rough estimates, Mike figured that the process would take a few days to get everyone home safe.
With a list of names in her hand, Mrs. Claus stood by the fireplace, checking off the children as they went through.
"This is quite the affair, Mike Radley." Death sat across from him, eagerly munching on a cookie.
"Aren't you tired of those?" Mike asked.
"Yes. Yes I am." Death crunched his teeth down on another cookie. "And yet, I shall continue to eat them."
"But why?"
Death shrugged. "Habit, I suppose."
Mike pulled the plate of cookies away from Death. "I'm cutting you off."
"I suppose it's for the best." Death sighed. "Perhaps I am eating them because I am nervous about my trip."
Once the children were returned, Santa planned to go around the world and undo everything the Krampus had done and finish his deliveries. Much to Death's delight, Santa had invited the Reaper along to help him.
"You have nothing to be nervous about. You did such a great job on your own, I bet you could give the big guy a few tips."
Death snorted. "I am inevitable, Mike Radley, not gullible."
"Perhaps, but you're a good friend."
"Indeed I am." Death's eyes blazed with blue light. "And I shall miss you. For it will be but a day for you, but months for me."
"As you say, you are inevitable. We'll see each other soon enough. Besides, it's time for the rest of us to go." Mike wasn't able to contribute anything meaningful at this point. Tink had offered to help the elves rebuild, but they had immediately shut her down, declaring that they preferred to work without distractions. Lily was quietly creating enough of those to the point that Death had threatened to stick the Helper Hat back on her head.
Of Freyja, there was still no sign. The Yule Lads had long ago scampered off with their father and the Yule Cat, so Mike wondered if she went after them. Yuki had gone out multiple times searching for the goddess, but had been unable to track her. Every time he saw those extra tails of hers, Mike couldn't help but feel bad that the kitsune had sacrificed two centuries of her life to save them. However, he would have made the same decision in a heartbeat and respected her for it.
Another group of elves carried a child to their home through the magical flames of the fireplace and Mrs. Claus crossed another name off her list. The massive hearth was covered in stockings, each with an elf's name on it. Mike couldn't help but stare at the large pile of stockings they had pulled down and set with reverence in the corner of the room. That pile represented the elves who hadn't survived, for one reason or another. Most of the elves paid it little attention, and he really couldn't tell if it didn't bother them or if they were throwing themselves so hard into their work that they really were able to ignore what the pile represented.
Holly walked into the Workshop, causing the elves to stop momentarily. She waved them on, bidding them to continue, then sat down next to Mike.
"Hello." Her eyes sparkled. "I bet that you're ready to get home."
"I guess. Are you sure we can't be of more help here?"
She shook her head and put a hand over his. "Once we're done with the children, we have months of work ahead of us here, maybe even years. We have many hands to help, and none of them will age. You've already done more than enough."
"Yeah we have." Lily sauntered over to the table. "The cocoa is really good, but someone broke the jukebox."
Mike made a face, but kept his mouth shut.
"Speaking of, Santa wanted to speak to all of you before he left." Holly looked over at the entrance to the Workshop and the massive double doors opened. A red carpet with gold lining rolled itself across the floor as elves moved out of the way. Dancer and Dasher walked on the carpet, pulling a small sleigh behind them with a large velvet chair.
"What's going on?" Mike asked.
"It's time to sit on Santa's lap." Holly patted Mike's leg as the big man himself appeared. The chair was offloaded next to the fireplace, and Santa let out a groan as he squeezed into it. The elves let out a small cheer as Santa waved to Mike.
"Why am I sitting on his lap?" He looked at Holly.
"It's his way of saying thanks." Holly smiled at him, then noticed his confusion. "Oh, sorry. To be specific, he wants to give all of you something special for helping us. But you can't just ask Santa for something, you either have to write him a letter or sit on his lap first."
"Sounds like a blatant attempt at sexual harassment," mumbled Lily as Tink sprinted forward.
"Santa!" she declared, leaping onto Santa's lap. "Tink have extra big wish this year!"
"Ho ho ho!" Santa's eyes sparkled. "And if it is within my power, you'll be sure to have it!"
Tink stood on the edge of Santa's chair and leaned against his shoulder as if she was having a conversation at the bar. Holding a hand over her mouth so nobody else could see, Tink spoke to Santa for quite awhile. Santa's eyes widened unexpectedly a few times, and at one point he declared part of her request to be too naughty. In the end, he simply nodded, then patted the goblin between the horns.
"I'll have to see what I can do," he informed her. "That one really is a pretty big wish and might be past my limitations."
"Then she can have my wish, too." Kisa was already walking up to Santa holding an envelope in her hands. "All I had was questions, but I got those answered for me a bit ago."
"Hmm." Santa stared at Kisa. "You would give away a Christmas wish for Tink?"
"Bet your ass I would." Kisa winced when the nearby elves gave her a nasty look. "I'm so sorry. That one slipped out."
Santa chuckled, then looked back at Tink. "I can't make any promises," he informed her. "But it will be my number one priority."
"Good talk," she declared, patting him on the shoulder before hopping down. Back on the floor, she walked over to Kisa and hugged the catgirl so hard that a yowl squeaked out of her.
Santa patted his lap, then looked over at Mike and the others. Yuki came out of the bathroom of the Hot Cocoa Lounge, wiping her hands on her own fur collar.
"Towel dispenser is broken. What's going on?"
"The fat man is giving us gifts, and we get to ask for whatever we want." Lily sneered. "But I suspect he's secretly got a lap fetish and--ow!"
Death had jabbed Lily with a finger underneath the table. "There is no need to be so mean," he said with a scowl.
Lily rolled her eyes. "Fine. The fox can go first."
"Can I ask for Freyja to come back?" Yuki asked.
Santa shook his head. "The goddess Freyja is safe, if that's your concern. I will be honest and say that asking for her return won't affect the outcome."
"Then I am good. I already got what I wanted this Christmas." Yuki took Mike's hand and squeezed it. Her fingers were still a bit damp. She smiled at him as Lily made gagging sounds with a finger down her throat.
Santa frowned, then shrugged. "I can give your wish to someone else, then."
"You're up, Romeo." Lily gave Mike a little push. "You can have my wish, too. I'm not sitting on that guy's lap, but seeing you do it will be hilarious."
Mike frowned at Lily. She seemed extra grouchy, but likely had her reasons. "Is that okay? Three wishes?"
"I'd like to remind you that these aren't wishes, per se." Santa suddenly looked uncomfortable. "Nobody grants actual wishes anymore. You can ask me for a gift and I will do my best to give it using the magic of Christmas." He held up his fingers. "Three gifts, actually."
"I see. Well, okay then." Mike approached Santa's chair, aware that all eyes were on him. "Do I have to sit on your lap?"
"No." Santa smiled. "The true magic of Christmas is about giving without expectations. I find that most people like to do it anyway."
"Boo!" Lily had summoned a bullhorn. "Sit on his lap, Caretaker! I want it for my spank bank!"
Death, who was in mid-sip, snorted a hefty amount of hot cocoa out of his nose holes. "They make a bank for spankings?!?"
Several of the elves actually laughed at this, and Yuki helped mop up the sudden mess on the table. Deciding that life was too short, Mike climbed onto Santa's chair to sit in his lap.
Surprisingly, Santa was suddenly much larger than Mike, as if he had grown. Feeling very much like a child again, Mike gazed up at the big man in wonder, though he was wary of the tiny white beard hairs that curled themselves hungrily. His feet hung a couple feet above the ground.
"So you pulled me out of that car wreck. Guess I wanted to say thanks for that."
"You are quite welcome." Santa's eyes sparkled. "And thank you for not seducing my wife."
"You're welcome." Mike chuckled. "How does it feel having a new boss?"
"Refreshing." Santa looked over at Holly, who was chatting with Tink and Kisa. "She's planning to come visit, you know. She was special to begin with, but you helped her to realize it for herself."
"She's always welcome. I'd prefer she send a letter next time rather than crash a sleigh into my house." Mike let out a sigh. "So I get to ask for three things, huh?"
"You do. And if they are in my power, you shall have them."
"Well, I can really only think of one thing, but maybe three wishes will do it." He looked up at Santa. "The last couple of years have been...amazing? Impossible? I don't even know the word for it."
"Perhaps unexpected?" Santa lifted an eyebrow.
"Yeah, that works. I've seen some great things, but also experienced some horrible ones. As far as miracles go, there's one in particular I'm thinking of."
"I cannot raise the dead, Michael." Santa shook his head. "The miracles I can accomplish have to be grounded in reality."
"Oh. Do you mean Velvet? That's not what I was thinking." Mike took a moment, suddenly feeling bad that he hadn't even thought about that.
"My apologies. I'm usually better at this, but ever since Holly claimed the North Pole, I don't feel as...plugged in as I used to be." Santa's eyes twinkled. "But that's a good thing."
"Yeah, it is. Actually, I was going to tell you that my biggest regret about all of this is what happened to Dana. She's stuck, and I don't know how to fix it. Maybe it violates your dead rule, but I would absolutely use all three of my requests to fix her."
"You were given the opportunity to ask for anything, and yet you think of others." Santa laughed, a booming sound that brought smiles to everyone nearby. "But of course you did, Michael. That's just who you are."
"So is that a yes?" Mike's thoughts went back to Dana's awkward dinner with her parents. "It would mean a lot to me."
Santa stared at Mike for a few moments, his gaze suddenly becoming unfocused. Tiny lights like falling snowflakes appeared in his vision, and after almost a minute of silence, he looked back at Mike. "Her journey is not yet done, but perhaps I can provide something to help you both on your way."
Santa reached into his pocket and pulled something out. When he turned over his gloved hands, he was holding three vials of dark fluid. Mike took them and held one up to the light. It immediately made him queasy to look at it.
"These are three drops of my blood, Caretaker. In the spirit of Christmas, I have decided to give you what you need, as well as what you asked for. But I must caution you on their use. The last time I gave someone a drop of my blood, they used it to make a powerful geas around your home."
"That should probably surprise me, but...it makes sense in hindsight." Mike looked at Santa. "So I just give these to Dana?"
"No. You give one to Dana. The other two...well, let's just say that you will figure out a use for them." Santa looked over Mike's shoulder. Mike turned around to see the ghost of Christmas Future standing there, his hands tucked away in his robe.
"I see. Can't tell me more? No instruction manual?"
Santa shook his head. "This is one of those things that cannot rely on instructions."
"Great, well, then...thanks." Mike hopped down off of Santa's lap. When he turned around, Santa appeared to be normal size again. "Really, I mean that. Thank you."
"I know." Santa winked. "Now where's my brother?"
"Brother?" Mike looked at the others in confusion, then realized that Death had risen from the table and was carrying a gift under his arm. It was Tick Tock.
"Indeed, Mike Radley." Death handed the mimic over to Santa. "Didn't you know?"
"Know what?"
"Tick Tock was the very first gift of Christmas!" As Death neared Santa, the gift sprouted arms and reached for Santa. "From the First Elf himself!"
Everyone's jaws dropped as Santa chittered at Tick Tock with strange hissing sounds. The mimic reacted, then settled down as Santa tucked him under one arm.
"Tick Tock will be assisting me this year, along with Death. We have quite the mess to clean, don't we?"
"The toaster is Santa's brother?" Lily stared in disbelief, then threw her hands in the air. "What the absolute fuu..." She noticed the dirty looks being thrown in her direction already. "You know what? Fine, I'm with Romeo. This doesn't even shock me."
"Little does, these days." Yuki came to Mike. "I think it's about time we head home, don't you think?"
"Yeah, probably." He looked at Holly. She walked over to him, and he knelt down to accept a hug from her. She brushed the hair away from his forehead and planted a kiss on his lips.
"Thank you. For everything," she said.
"You're welcome."
When he stood, Holly took him by the hand and led him over to the fireplace. Once at the flames, she reached into her pocket and threw a handful of glittering powder.
"May I walk you home?"
"You certainly can." Mike allowed her to pull him through the flames, and the slight chill of the north disappeared as he stepped into his home. It was just as he had left it--frozen in time. Seeing Beth on her hands and knees over by the tree, he suddenly felt his throat go dry. In the commotion of everything else, he had forgotten.
"She's pretty." Holly walked over to Beth and hopped onto her butt, using her as a chair. "I have a special present for you."
"You do?"
Holly nodded, then patted Beth's butt. "I do." As if it had been timed, the others came through the gate. Tink swatted Mike on the butt as she walked past, and then followed Kisa up the stairs. Yuki winked at Mike on her way out of the room. Lily stopped at the door and pulled a bag of popcorn out of nowhere.
"Hey!" Holly pointed at the succubus. "You all agreed to give them some privacy."
"Technically, you asked if we would all make ourselves scarce and everyone else agreed." Lily tossed a piece of popcorn into her mouth. "I, on the other hand, want to watch him make Beth the mayor of pound town."
Yuki stepped back into the room and grabbed Lily around the waist and lifted her up.
"I'll make sure she stays with me." Yuki tossed Lily over one shoulder and started up the stairs. "Will pin her down if I have to."
"Give her hell, Romeo." Lily licked her lips before disappearing up the stairs.
Holly waited for a moment, then slid off of Beth. "When you kiss her, time shall return to normal for all of you, but wait until I leave first. Turns out my promotion actually comes with extra responsibilities." She stopped at the fireplace and turned to face Mike. "Thank you, Caretaker. For everything."
"Merry Christmas, Holly."
"Merry Christmas, Mike." She stepped through the flames and vanished.
Left alone, Mike turned around to look at Beth. Bent over as she was, he had a perfect look at her ass. Her sweater had come untucked at the back of her pants, revealing the red band of her panties sitting just above her leggings.
"God bless leggings," he muttered. He contemplated Beth's frozen form, taking her in like a work of art. Her legs were toned, as if she'd been regularly exercising. The sweater clung to her body like a second skin, highlighting pendulous breasts. Moving back in front of her, he knelt down and took a deep breath.
The last several days had been crazy. With the world stuck in eternal night, he had no idea how long it had been since Holly had crashed into his home. Now here he was, at the moment that had become the finish line. Despite all that he had seen and experienced, this still made him nervous. The women of the house were all beautiful in different ways, and yet Beth stood out somehow. It wasn't just a crush, or some unrealized love he had for her. The longer he thought about it, the more he realized just how much of himself he recognized in her.



She had no hesitation about her relationships with the others. He had heard the stories about what went down between her and the men at the cabin. The fairies were always sneaking over there to watch and subsequently tell everyone. In a way, she was his opposite a woman who was having the same experiences that he was, just from a different perspective.
Was all this supposed to be hers? He stared at her frozen form, wondering if she had been the original inheritor of this house. It put so many questions and doubts into his head, but he shook them off.
There was no use wondering about what-ifs. He was the Caretaker, and right now, a member of his home needed something from him. His magic came to life and crackled across his knuckles as he leaned forward and planted his lips against Beth's.
There was no disorientation, or magical light show as the time-lock ended. Instead, it was the soft caress of lips against his own, and the slight moan of approval. Beth's tongue sought his, and he touched her face, marveling at how soft her hair was. She jerked back, her eyes suddenly wide.
"What's wrong?" He looked around, half expecting the Krampus to knee drop him from the shadows, or maybe a different sort of extra-dimensional incursion that would result in a battle to the death.
"Is that...is that you?" Beth pondered him, confusion in her eyes. "You feel completely different than you did just a moment ago."
"Um...how do you mean?"
She shook her head as if clearing her thoughts. "You have this sudden presence now, it's almost overwhelming. You feel like a different person, somehow."
He nodded, realizing her instincts were sharp. "It's actually a pretty long story. I'm happy to tell you, but this..." He gestured between the two of them. "Will get put on hold for a bit."
Beth frowned and sat back on the floor. "How much do I need to hear?"
"Probably all of it."
"Was anyone else involved?"
He nodded.
"Did everyone come home okay?" Her eyes were suddenly soft. "Did you come home okay?"
"Honestly?" He pondered his answer for a moment. "I think everyone came back better than they went in."
"So...can it wait?" She bit her lip seductively. "If it's important, I want to hear it all, but I absolutely have something else in mind."
He chuckled and moved toward her. "I think that maybe this has already waited long enough."
She was suddenly all over him, pressing herself against his body, her lips on his face and neck. He kissed her back, his magic surging in recognition of the nymph magic she carried. When he slid his hand under her sweater and cupped her breast, their magic resonated, causing the lights around the room to flicker.
"That's new," Beth muttered.
"There's always something new," he replied, pushing her onto her back by the fire. With both hands, he pushed her sweater up to reveal breasts trapped beneath a cotton bra. He almost laughed, he couldn't remember the last time he had seen normal undergarments.
She was fumbling with his pants, distracted by the tiny sparks of light that danced along his knuckles and teased her nipples. He discovered that he could control them now--instead of wandering off, they danced along her sensitive flesh.
"You're making it hard to concentrate," she muttered, and he felt her summon her own magic. Suddenly, a wave of lust washed over him, and he gasped in surprise as his cock became so hard it shoved its way free of his pants.
"It's even bigger in person," Beth muttered, then frantically pulled off her pants and underwear. A thin line of auburn pubic hair pointed like an arrow to her clitoris, which was engorged in such a manner that it looked like a tiny replica of Naia's Pearl.
"I assume that's a recent development," he said.
She giggled. "Had to wear skirts for a few days to adjust, but yes. The more in tune I become with water, the more nymph-like I become."
He paused. "And you're happy with the changes?"
Beth nodded. "These are changes I enjoy. As Naia explained once, the magic is helping me to become who I truly am on the inside."
He smiled. "I'm happy for you."
When he leaned forward to kiss her, he let his magic dance along her skin as he rubbed his cock against her belly. She moaned in delight, her arms wrapping around his waist as her hands squeezed his ass. Her skin was hot against his and he could feel her magic twist itself around him, filling him with lustful thoughts.
Beth's magic was like a diluted version of Naia's, but that was to be expected. If his magic hadn't evolved so early on, it would probably be very similar.
"I want you on your back," she said, reaching between them to squeeze his cock. "Mind if I take charge?"
"By all means." He rolled off of her, allowing her to scramble on top. Her swollen labia rubbed against his erection. She moaned, then sat up so she could hump him.
"I've been wondering what this would be like for so long," she admitted, the thick nub of her clitoris pressing against his glans.
"Um, same." He laughed. "I'm sorry, it's just...I'm not sure I can compare to your other lovers, outside of my magic. I'm competing with a minotaur, a dullahan, and a guy who can expand his body."
"That's not true." Her hips rolled, and he realized that she was using her clitoris to massage his shaft, sending waves of heat through his pelvis. "It's not a competition, and I'm not playing a game. I'm embracing who I am. I don't imagine the women you're with ask you who's better, or who feels tighter."
"I live with Lily." He snorted. "If you can think of an embarrassing question about sex, then she's asked it."
Beth laughed, then groaned as she moved higher on his shaft. He could feel the lips of her pussy part around him, the head of his cock now in that perfect spot for penetration.
"I just wanted to be...clear is all." She stared down at him, her hands on his belly. "I have my own life, but I want you to be a part of it. I would have made my move earlier, but I never wanted you to think I was trying to lock you down. I worked hard, making sure that I would be worthy of this."
"You've always been worthy."
Beth rolled her eyes. "I know that now. But it's no different than your comment about my other lovers."
"I see you're still a good lawyer." He put his hands on her hips, marveling at how soft her flesh was. "Is this the part where we try to reach a settlement?"
"Ugh, no lawyer roleplay." She pinched his stomach playfully. "But if you wanna play sexy wizards, I'm game."
They both laughed, which caused Beth to shift her weight. Mike slid inside her less than an inch, and she gasped, her eyes now locked on his.
"I want to ride the lightning," she whispered. "That's what the others call it. I have to know what it feels like, to feel it washing over me and--"
She never got a chance to finish. Mike grabbed her by the hips and thrust himself balls deep, then commanded the magic to take her from the inside. Beth tensed up, her arms curling up at her sides as tiny sparks emerged from her pores and crawled across her skin.
Beth growled, then leaned forward and put her hands on his shoulders. Her eyes were glowing blue now, and a wave of her sexual energy rolled across him. For just a moment, all he could think about was the weight of her body on his, those perfect thighs wrapped around his waist while his cock was buried inside her pussy.
Smiling, he pushed her magic back onto her. Beth gasped, her mouth opening wide as she was forced to endure her own magic on top of his. Her cheeks and chest turned a deep crimson as each breath became a struggle. Digging her nails into his skin, Beth screwed up her face in concentration, then lifted her hips and slammed herself onto him.
That was all it took. When Beth came, the lights in the room flickered dangerously, and it felt like she might crush him between her legs. Her whole body was so tense now that she had become a statue, and a small pool of fluid filled the space between them.
"Holy shit," she whispered, her voice filled with awe.
"That's only the beginning." Mike winked at her. "If you think you can handle it, that is."
Growling, Beth leaned forward and planted her lips on his. When her tongue entered his mouth, he could feel the magic attempt to claim him, to drive him insane with lust. The force was surprisingly easy to manipulate, but he allowed it to drive him wild. His hard cock was already throbbing for release.
Still, this was Beth, and this moment had been over a year in the making. He wasn't ready to let her off the hook so easily. Mike pushed the magic back into her, and her legs sprung free from beneath him, going straight back as another orgasm struck, causing her to topple forward. Even with her hair in his face, he could still see her soul, visualizing it in his mind's eye as a swirling mass of light-filled water. With each thrust of his body, he could see the ripples he caused, watching in delight as his magic sank into her core and made her tremble.
Beth groaned as she rose to a sitting position, his lap now sticky with her fluids. "How are you doing that?" she asked. "It's like my whole body is one giant nerve!"
"You mean this?" He flexed his cock inside her, then teased her with the magic once more, concentrating on the ripples. They were his to command, and Beth cried out in sweet agony as she rode him to yet another orgasm. The humidity in the room had increased drastically. Little clouds of water vapor appeared around them as her magic spiraled out of control. Every time it threatened to claim him, he pushed it back, watching in delight as Beth lost control.
This was the woman that held it together during a fight with the horsemen of the apocalypse. She battled an evil spirit with a powerful Grimoire without so much as a complaint, had been sucked into his strange world without even blinking. He had never seen her rattled or knocked off kilter.
But now, she was a mess. Her skin glistened with sweat and her hair was now tangled. Magical sparks danced across her exposed skin coalescing around her nipples as her eyes went unfocused. The moisture-laden air hummed with magic, Beth openly drooling as he took full control of her orgasms. Sometimes he would hold her on the very edge, while other times he would make her have them back to back. Her magic only served as fuel for his own, and he poured all that energy straight back into her until she finally let out a groan and collapsed on top of him.
"Holy...shit..." Her eyes fluttered, and she turned a dreamy gaze on him. "Is that what it always feels like?"
"No." He pushed the hair out of her face. "You haven't seen the real sparks fly yet."
"I want to see them, Mike." She giggled. "But I'm too tired to be on top anymore."
That was all the permission he needed. He slid out from beneath her, and she moaned as a copious amount of liquid formed a pool beneath her belly. She let out a raspy laugh as she looked over her shoulder at him.
"I may be tired, but I like it rough," she said. "Don't go easy on me."
Mike stared at her body, contemplating the magnificent orbs of her ass. He had seen it so many times through skirts and pants, and now that it was in front of him, all he could do was stare. It had always been a great ass, but now that a nymph's magic was helping to perfect it? It was truly a masterpiece.
He gave it a playful swat and was delighted to see that this caused ripples both along Beth's skin and on the outside of her soul. When he swatted it again, she cried out in pleasure.
"Like what you see, Caretaker?" She wiggled her ass for him. The movement itself was borderline hypnotic, and he didn't bother fighting the stupid grin that appeared.
"I'm about to show you how much I like it." He straddled her legs, teasing her labia with the head of his cock. She whimpered, her fingers picking at the Christmas tree skirt that was within reach.
When he slid inside, she let out a full-throated groan. Her magic rushed up to meet his once more, but this time he let it in. His heart raced as he built a steady tempo, pounding her from behind. Whenever his body slammed against the meat of her ass, tiny lights appeared in the air all around them.
"Ah, yeah, give it to me!" Beth tried to push herself up on her hands and knees, so he moved his legs inside of hers so that she could move. A string of curses came out of her as he proceeded to pound her even harder. She paused just long enough to demand that he pull her hair, and he saw no reason not to obey.
He could feel it building within him, a monstrous orgasm. The air was saturated with the smell of sex and ozone, and sweat ran down his forehead in rivers. The runes were drawing themselves on her soul, and he watched as his magic began to gather in what little space separated them. His cock was so slippery now that he would occasionally pull out just to wipe some fluid off with his hands.
Beth was practically incoherent at this point. He didn't know if she was just enjoying herself or if he had blown her mental fuse. Either way, his own orgasm was approaching, and he couldn't help but stare at her soul. Everything she had achieved, she had done on her own terms, her own way. Her magic was something she had nurtured on her own, carefully cultivating its growth. They may be alike in a lot of ways, but where he was chaos, she was order.
"I'm about to come," he said.
"Wait," she whimpered, catching her breath. "Not there."
He bit his lip, forcing the fire in his belly down as he slid out of her. "Where do you want it?" he asked.
"Right here." She reached back and pulled her ass cheeks apart. "Come inside my ass, Mike."
His mouth was suddenly dry, and he licked his lips in anticipation. When he placed the head of his cock at the entrance to her ass, she arched her back to give him a better angle. The runes on her soul turned to mist and disappeared.
"I'll try to go slow--" he began.
"Like hell you will. If I can take Bigfoot back there, I can take you." She grabbed onto the tree skirt again. "Now fuck me like you mean it!"
He started slow, but was surprised to discover that her ass had no problem accommodating his girth. Her ass was phenomenally tight, but stretched without any problems. His cock was still soaking wet, so lube wasn't a problem in the slightest. When he was halfway into her ass, his trepidation vanished as his magic guided his actions. This wasn't just the ass of a beautiful woman. This was the ass of a beautiful woman with nymph magic running through her body.
Mike grabbed Beth's hair and pulled her head back as he slammed himself the rest of the way in.
"YES!" Beth cried, her hands now frantically grabbing for anything as he rammed himself into her. The lightning gathered between them anew, crawling across the hemispheres of her buttocks like a miniature Aurora Borealis.
It was too much. Between Beth's screams of pleasure and the tightness on his shaft, he exploded inside of her. Copious amounts of cum blasted her insides, and his magic took no prisoners, washing over both of them. Several of the lights in the room brightened, and then a few burnt out as his magic took them both over.
Beth pulled several ornaments off of the tree when she came. Her magic fed into his own, those tiny sparks of his gobbling up her aura like it was food. When it came back to him, he came inside her ass again, hollering in ecstasy as he pushed himself deep inside of her. More lights blew out, and Beth collapsed to the ground beneath him, her whole body twitching as she lost control.
He had no idea how much time passed, or how many orgasms they exchanged. By the time he finally pulled himself out of Beth, there was a massive pool of their combined fluids all over the floor. The fairies had arrived some time ago, all four of them rolling around in the puddle while they feasted. Mike went limp on top of Beth, his hand going down to her ass and giving it a squeeze.
"They really could base a religion on this ass," he muttered.
Beth snorted, her eyes barely visible through her hair. "So I've been told."
They lay there, exchanging small talk for quite some time. Eventually, Carmina tried to bury herself in the crack of Beth's ass, so she pulled the trespasser free and sat up.
"The others lied to me," she said, looking around the room for her clothes.
"Oh?"
"Yeah. They undersold the experience." Beth winked at him as she stacked up her clothes. "I'm just gonna walk of shame my way home, if you don't mind."
"Still a place for you here if you want it." Mike paused. "Whatever bed you want, honestly."
She knelt down and caressed his face. "Thank you for the offer, but I'm still enjoying my own space. I thought I had it all figured out, but it looks like I've got some catching up to do."
"It's not a race," he said.
"Oh, I know. But it doesn't mean I don't want to keep pace." She planted a kiss on his lips, her eyes sparkling. "And Mike?"
"Yeah."
"Thanks for letting me just be me." Beth kissed him one more time. "I'll be back in the morning. Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas, Beth." He watched her go and let out a sigh. Lying back on the floor, he chuckled as the fairies swarmed his lap, eager to lick him clean. It had been a really good Christmas.

❄️❄️❄️Through the front window of the living room, Lily watched as the others started another one of their silly snowball fights. She had her arms crossed beneath a bright red sweater that Tink had knitted her for Christmas, and was holding a mug of hot cocoa with her tail. It was Christmas day and she was feeling miserable.
She sighed, contemplating the battle outside. It looked like there were now three groups. Beth, Mike, and Cecilia had teamed up against Tink, Kisa, and Jenny while Yuki and Abella rained icy terror on all from above. There was no keeping score, or moments of anger. In fact, Cerberus, in human form, was absolutely mesmerized by the snow and kept chasing after the snowballs that were thrown their way. It was just some good old-fashioned family fun.
Lily caught sight of her scowling reflection in the window and turned away. She plopped down onto the nearest chair and winced. Leaning forward, she pulled what looked like a Monopoly hotel from underneath her butt. One end had been melted into a fine point.
"I should really start coming to game night," she muttered, flicking the hotel across the room. It bounced off the wall and vanished behind the couch.
"Well, you seem full of Christmas cheer." The voice was soft but powerful. Lily turned around in her seat to see Christmas Present standing by the fireplace. Her once red hair was now flecked with white and she had crow's feet in the corners of her eyes.
Lily slid out of her seat and moved to the spirit, her mouth open wide. "You...what happened?"
"You refer to my appearance?" Christmas Present smiled. "I think you forget that today is my special day. When it is over, I shall become the ghost of Christmas Past, just as my predecessors have."
"Wait, so you...you die?" Lily was appalled. She wrapped her arms around the spirit and inhaled her scent. Christmas Present smelled like peppermints. "But your life is so short!"
"On the contrary. I am the spirit of the season! For wherever there is celebration this day, I am there. As the day progresses, I shall bear witness to hundreds of years worth of celebration. It will pass much faster for you, but for me? It will become everything." Christmas Present hugged Lily. "Weep not for me, dear friend. I will have lived plenty when the night is over, and shall have this day forever more."
Lily sniffed, rubbing her face against the spirit's robe. "So, what? Just thought you'd make a special appearance to make me cry or whatever?"
"Nay!" The fireplace ignited, sending flames up the chimney as Death stepped out. His robes and body were decorated with garland, glitter, and all things Christmas. "For she hath brought with her tidings of joy and good cheer! Me!"



Even Death's scythe had been decorated, wrapped up in red and white ribbon. A fur-lined stocking with his name hung from the far end of it, bulging with candy and small gifts. He turned around toward the fireplace and waved at the flames.
Christmas Present chuckled. "Santa wanted me to bring him back. He's been a great help, but he should spend the day with his family." She looked out the window. "As should you."
Lily snorted and stepped away from the giant. "Please. If you think you're just going to waltz into my day with that hot body and some dommy mommy vibes in order to make me change my stripes, you are sorely mistaken. I can't be fixed."
"Shame." The giant stroked Lily's cheek with an oversized hand. "Regardless, I heard from my sibling Christmas Future that Mike will be getting a very special present from you sometime around three o'clock. Something about a hot elf roleplay fantasy?"
Lily smirked. "Please. I'm going to set the bar for hot elf roleplay."
"Do you think he'd mind if I join in?" The spirit's eyes sparkled.
Lily laughed. "He's gonna need a new bed, isn't he?"
"Perhaps." Christmas Present ran her hands through Lily's hair. "Until later, then. Just remember, this is my day. I'm always watching." With that, the ghost transformed into silver specks of light that floated through the floor and disappeared.
"Watching me the whole day? That's kinda hot," Lily muttered, turning her attention outside. "Bet she's been getting worked up all day staring at Romeo. Probably watched that romp he had with Beth last night, too."
"Lily, my dear friend!" Death wrapped his arm around Lily's shoulder and held up a cellphone. The Grim Reaper snapped a selfie of the two of them and tucked the phone away in his pocket. "I had the most amazing time at the North Pole! Santa said I can come with him every year to deliver presents if I wish! I'm going to meet so many children in the years ahead. Isn't that great?"
"Sounds kinda dark when you put it that way," she said with a frown. "But I'm glad you're happy. And who gave you a phone?"
"Santa did, of course. It's so we can stay in touch. I can even send him emojis! It took us quite some time to get the North Pole put back together, and we are very good friends now." Death pulled a cloth bag from his robes that Lily recognized as the one they had lost to the Krampus. "By the way, Santa taught me how to do woodworking. Would you like to see?"
Lily fought the urge to roll her eyes. "Okay, what did you make in woodshop? Is it a birdhouse?"
Death held out a rectangular package wrapped in green paper. "There are no birds at the North Pole, my friend. Here, this is for you."
Lily took it with a frown. "What is it?"
"If I told you, then why bother wrapping it?" Death chuckled, the blue fire in his sockets shedding tiny sparks. "Open it!"
She slid her finger along the edge, using her nail to cut the paper. With one quick movement, she unwrapped the gift, revealing an ornate frame with decorative inlays made of sea glass.
"I collected those on our trip together," Death said, touching the different stones. "If you are interested, I can tell you where each one came from."
"Not right now." She stared at the frame for a moment, contemplating its beauty. It looked to be made from a single piece of wood, and she had no idea how he had embedded the sea glass inside of it. "It's beautiful, Death. Thank you."
"I made it from oak, because you're the strongest person I know." Death pulled some more gifts from his bag and set them under the tree for the others to find later. "And it is the perfect size for that drawing Reagan made for you."
A chill ran down Lily's spine and she glanced at the Reaper.
"You don't have to put that in there if you don't want to," Death continued, paying no special attention to her. "And I know what you're thinking. I would like to reassure you that this frame is just a gift and that I still owe you many favors."
"Very many," she added, narrowing her eyes.
Death nodded sagely. "Indeed. And should you ever wish to collect, you know where to find me. Ah!" He knelt down by the tree and picked up a package with his name on it. He gave it a shake and grinned. "This must be a new tea I haven't tried yet!"
"You can tell just by shaking it?" Lily asked.
Death nodded. "It's a trick I picked up on the road with Santa. If you'll excuse me, I am very excited to try it."
She watched the Reaper leave, then turned her attention to the picture frame. With trembling hands, she summoned Reagan's drawing and slid it into place. It was a perfect fit.
It felt like the room was spinning. She set the picture down on the table and contemplated it for a moment, hot tears filling her eyes. Outside, she heard the others laughing. The woman in the picture frame looked like she would fit right in with the festivities, unburdened by a shameful past.
"Damn it, Death." Grinding her teeth, she walked toward the front door, a coat and snow pants appearing on her body. She casually dodged the snow, crossing the yard to where Mike and Beth had built a small snow wall.
The snowball fight continued right up until Lily took Mike by the hand. He looked at her in surprise, then melted in her arms when she put her lips to his. She clutched his face in her hands, as if afraid he might disappear. The battle came to a standstill as her wings popped free behind her back. It was an involuntary reaction, but Mike didn't seem to care. When she broke the kiss, she stared into those beautiful eyes of his.
"I want my own room," she told him. "Here. For Christmas. A place that's just mine. I have a picture I want to put up in it."
"Uh, yeah! Sure!" He looked surprised, but genuinely excited. "Here, let's go inside and figure somethi--"
"No, not right now." She grabbed a generous quantity of snow with her tail and curled it up behind her. "I'm on Yuki's team."
With that, she smashed the snow into Mike's face, white-washing him until he fell over backward with a laugh. Beth grabbed Lily from behind, pinning her wings so she couldn't get away as Tink and Kisa pelted the succubus with snowballs. Abella swooped down and pulled Lily free, the succubus loudly vowing revenge on her attackers. When she looked down, it was to see that Tink was mooning her from atop her own fort.
The snowball fight was still stupid, childish at best. Laughter echoed across the yard, filling Lily for the first time with a different kind of warmth.
There was no place she would rather be.

❄️❄️❄️The Jabberwock sat at attention, its serpentine neck elevated so that Yuki could sit on the end of his snout with a thermos full of hot chocolate. The others had gotten too cold hours ago, but she was content to sit outside and gaze out over the neighborhood.
A storm had blown in overnight, painting the world anew in a fresh white coat. Other than a couple of people out for a Christmas walk, the world was relatively untouched. Tomorrow, the streets would be plowed, and trash would start to pile up by the curb, mostly boxes and wrapping paper. But for now, it was perfect.
The front yard was a mess. Large chunks of yard had been revealed by displacing the snow, but even those looked small in comparison to the structures that had been built for the fight. She smiled, thinking about how happy everyone was to see a fresh blanket of the good stuff after waking. The fight had been Tink's idea, which surprised nobody.
With a thought, she commanded the yard to reset itself. Walls of ice fractured into soft powder that filled in the gaps, and a snowman with a giant carrot for a penis turned into three balls that unrolled themselves all over the yard. Within minutes, the yard looked as if nobody had ever been there, a blank canvas once more.
A chill breeze tousled Yuki's hair and she felt a presence behind her.
"Nice trick." Freyja sat down next to Yuki, causing the Jabberwock to snort. Yuki patted the beast, settling it down with her will. "Where'd you learn that?"
"Picked a few things up in the Arctic. You know how it goes." She offered her thermos to Freyja. "Do you want some? It's not as good as the stuff Santa has, but it's pretty close."
"No, but thank you." The goddess looked tired, her white hair longer than it used to be. "I thought I would drop by and see how you were doing."
"Me?" Yuki leaned back and smiled. "I'm doing great."
"I'm grateful to hear that." Freyja looked down at the yard. "I saw your snowball fight earlier. It looked like fun."
"You should have joined us." Yuki looked over at Freyja. "In fact, why didn't you join us? We didn't see you after the big fight. What happened?"
"I paid a rather large price for our victory." Freyja held out her hand. Curious, Yuki took it. "It took me some time to come to terms with it, but I finally have."
"Are you okay?" Yuki held the goddess' hand for a moment before realizing how warm it felt. "Freyja, what happened?"
"The world has changed, Yuki. As all things do." She gazed over at the house. "Have you ever wondered why the gods abandoned humanity?"
"Who hasn't? I know for a fact that gods exist, which kind of makes it worse. But who am I to question the will of the gods?" She opened up the thermos and drank straight from it. "You sure you don't want some?"
"We had no choice." Freyja let out a sigh. "During the battle for the North Pole, more of my memories returned. Disturbing ones. The gods didn't abandon this world on a whim, or even for self preservation. We were forced to flee from predators."
"Predators?" Yuki frowned. "Who would challenge the gods?"
Freyja's face twisted up. "We called them the Others. We used to call them the outsiders, but that isn't entirely accurate. They came through the cracks in this world, attacking the gods where they lived.
"What you don't know is that these Others surpassed us in strength and numbers. They couldn't be killed, at least not in a manner we were aware of. Many of us were slain, and the rest of us scattered. We didn't abandon mankind to save our own skins, though, I don't ever want you to think that." The goddess took her hand back from Yuki. "They were attracted to our power. That's how the Others found this world in the first place. We went into hiding to make this place harder to find, but that meant losing ourselves in the process."
"I see." Yuki looked over at the goddess. "So what does that mean for you now?"
"I'm not sure. But I had to make a choice. You see, as a goddess, I was the embodiment of many things. In a way, I have lost a right to many of those claims. There are those out there who still have faith in me, and it's time I do right by them. They deserve a reason to believe."
"So you're gonna be Freyja officially? Make a comeback?"
"In a way." Freyja grinned. "When the Others broke into this world, there was a man who had an insane idea on how to hold them back. He wanted to build something that would hold the cracks shut, like driving a screw into the edges of reality. It would be some of the most powerful magic that the world had ever seen, but it came at a heavy cost. He built several legendary artifacts, structures tied strongly together by our love of games. As long as these structures exist, the Others cannot come through and claim this world.
"Knowing this, I can't be the only one who survived. The other gods are out there somewhere, and I plan to find them. While the Others are locked away, we have the chance to build our strength anew for when they inevitably return. But we can't come back as we once were, this world is too different. New gods must rise to replace those who have fallen. Surely, this you understand."
"I do." Yuki's tails twitched behind her. "And I assume some of these new gods will be less than desirable?"
"Indubitably. I will need those I can trust to have humanity's interests at heart. Which is why I want to be the first to recognize you formally as the new goddess of winter." Freyja turned toward Yuki and bowed low with her hands together over her heart.
Yuki felt something shift inside her and gasped. "What did you do?"
"Recognized you and relinquished my title. During my fight at the North Pole, I was forced to choose. I couldn't be the goddess of so many things when my power was weak. My followers have prayed to me all these decades and never received an answer. And so I let certain things go. My divinity lives on inside of you, Yuki. I can feel it, like a distant heartbeat. I can no longer command the ice and snow as I once did. This power is now yours."
"But...that can't be right? I can't be a god, I don't even have all of my tails!" Yuki touched her chest. "It's not like I feel any different."
"And you won't. None of us became gods overnight. You now have a legacy to live up to as Old Man Winter." Freyja smirked. "Or you could always go by a cute name like Jack Fox."
"Ugh, no." Yuki wrinkled up her nose. "I don't want to be a god. I just want to stay here and be with my family."
"As you should." Freyja stood. "But now that I have recognized you as such, you are officially on the path. Your powers will grow, their boundaries set only by your determination. I will need others like you, someday. To become new beacons of light for the world, ready to stand and defend it when the time comes. And I shall become stronger, too. The age of miracles is about to return."
Down below, the front door of the house opened and Mike stepped out. He slipped something into his pocket and contemplated the fresh appearance of the front yard. He rubbed at his lower back and did a couple of stretches. Yuki noticed that Freyja watched him with a smile.
"You have plans for him, too." Yuki shook her head. "I can promise you that godhood isn't something he wants."
"I know. Some people chase greatness. Others have it thrust upon them."
"He wants what I do. A quiet life for his family."
"I know." Freyja grinned. "And that's what makes him so special." The wind picked up, ruffling Yuki's fur. Down below, Mike adjusted the collar of his jacket and zipped it up, oblivious that he was being watched.
"And what if I say no?" Yuki scowled at Freyja. "What if I don't want any part in this fight?"
"You don't have a choice. For you see, my dear kitsune, that man has become the Caretaker of several of these magical structures. Should he ever fall, it is possible that the world shall fall with him." Freyja's whole body became translucent as the wind carried her into the sky, and her voice became a whisper in Yuki's ears.
"Go forth, child of winter. Know that Freyja watches over you."
Stunned, Yuki stared into the empty sky. Below, she heard the crunching of footsteps as Mike made his way through the hedge maze to where the sundial sat. It looked like he was getting ready to reset it.
Eager to tell him what she had just learned, Yuki leapt from the Jabberwock's snout, commanding the snowbank below to catch her. Mike looked in her direction, then waved. He waited for her in the center of the maze.
"Hey," she said. "Freyja was just here."
"Oh really? How is she?"
"Fine, I guess. Gonna go out and find her followers and some of the other gods." Yuki gave Mike a brief summary of what she had learned.
"I see." He sighed. "Well, I quit expecting things to be quiet after our first apocalypse."
"Our last apocalypse," she corrected him.
"Probably not. The end of the world is relative, after all." He reached into his pocket and pulled out Tink's goggles.
"What are you doing with those?"
Mike grinned. "It's a surprise. Want to see?"
"Sure." She stood back as he pulled a small vial from his pocket. "Is that blood?"
"Sure is. A single drop of Santa's blood." Mike put his hands on the sundial, the lenses flicking into place. "I spent a lot of time in bed last night going over things in my head."
"From what I heard, you spent a lot of time in bed last night turning Tink into an air raid siren."
Mike winced. "Yeah, sorry about that. She was being a bit loud."
"More than a bit. And why does she call you her special hammer?" Yuki actually knew the answer to this, but absolutely loved seeing Mike turn beet red and squirm. "Also, I'm sure you both know this, but you never need to lube a hammer. It's a safety hazard."
Mike stared straight ahead. "God loves you," he muttered.
"What?"
"Just checking that you're not a certain succubus. Anyway, I was thinking about some stuff. Did you know that a drop of Santa's blood was what originally established the geas?"
Yuki shook her head. "Nobody knew where the geas had come from. We always just accepted that it was here."
He nodded. "Well, Santa informed me that I could use this to strengthen the geas even further. I talked it over with Ratu and I think we might be able to upgrade it. Make it even better than before."
"How are you going to do that?"
He turned and looked up at the house. "I've wondered more than once if the house was alive. On a few occasions, I've even spoken with the spirit that inhabits it. The North Pole has one, and so does the cabin. All part of some game I don't really care that much about, to be honest. All I want is to protect my home and my family from harm."
Mike held up the vial of Santa's blood. "Its rooms are already there, but forgotten. It changes shape before our eyes, reality rewriting itself to accommodate. Remind you of anything?"
"You think the house was built out of...an ancient one?"
"No. The spirit of this home is definitely grounded in our reality, but it makes me wonder: was it designed to mimic one? And for what purpose? Every time I get answers, it just creates more questions. Truthfully, the most important question I can ask is how to keep everybody safe." Mike set the vial down on the sundial and watched the stone timer click through its final minute. Once time ran out, a chill wind blew across the yard, making Yuki shiver. "So I'm going to do what the house does. We're going to hide in plain sight."
Mike looked at her, then back up at the house. "I will protect everyone," he said, raising his voice. "They say that home is where your heart is, but guess what? It doesn't have to be a place. It can be a friend, a lover, or a child. So if a geas can wrap itself around a piece of land, why not the people inside? And don't think for a moment that I'm doing it for you. I don't give a damn about your Architect or your game." He picked up the vial and pulled the stopper free. Yuki's ears popped and the fading light of day bent and warped around the opening of the vial.
"I'm doing this because I'm the Caretaker," he declared. "And these are the people I love." He dumped the single drop of blood onto the sundial, then summoned lightning into his hands. The air around him sizzled as he grabbed the sundial and gave it a twist.
The drop of blood became mercurial, coating the sundial in a silver gloss that Yuki could see her reflection in. Mike's magic was carried along with it, dancing across the ground and causing the earth beneath the snow to glow blue and purple. Mike's attention was on the sundial at first, and then he spun around and stared at the house.
Before their eyes, the house changed colors. Multiple variations of the home appeared, as if it was trying on different appearances. The Victorian home was suddenly a quaint cottage, then a stone fortress, followed by what looked like a fishing hut. It expanded rapidly, eventually settling on a proper manor with at least four floors. The structure had at least doubled in both length and depth, and large portions of the building had been replaced with intricate stonework. The turret over his bedroom was now matched in height only by the observatory on the opposite corner, and the placement of the windows indicated his room was now a private fifth floor. Balconies had protruded from numerous windows, which would allow their occupants to sit outside should they choose. Up above, thick stony ridges had formed, perfect for a certain gargoyle who enjoyed lurking



"I knew it," Mike whispered, his eyes on something Yuki couldn't see. The sundial sent a beam of blue light into the sky where it collided with a spherical barrier. Motes of light floated down from above and winked out of existence before they could touch anything.
A ring of light emerged from the house and washed over both of them. When it passed through Yuki, she became light-headed and grabbed Mike's hand for support. He squeezed her hand firmly, but didn't look away from a spot above the home. She squinted her eyes in the same direction, but still couldn't see what he had.
After several minutes, the blue light faded. Cecilia appeared on her swing, her face composed as she surveyed the much larger front porch that had appeared. Through the closed windows, Yuki could hear the shouts of surprise as everyone realized that the house had expanded once again.
"C'mon," he said, pulling Yuki toward the door. "Let's see what our magical home has in store for us today."
With a smile, she obliged. She would follow him anywhere.

❄️❄️❄️The cemetery behind St. Andrew's was quiet, most of the markers buried under a thin blanket of snow. It was late in the afternoon, and other than some light traffic out on the street, the world was quiet. In the distance, the skyscrapers of New York stood watch like slumbering giants.
Kisa knelt down and brushed the ice and snow off the marker and let out a sigh when she read the name.
Yuriy Petrov
She brushed away some more snow. The small headstone had been paid for by his church, so other than his name and the year of his death, it was blank.
"I should have come to your funeral," she began. "I mean, maybe I did, but I can't remember. Some bad stuff went down, but you should know that I'm sorry I forgot who you were," she said, apologizing to the grave of the man who had saved her from the streets. "Would you like to hear about it?"
A distant car honked at someone crossing the street. Kisa waited a few moments before she continued. She told Yuriy all about how she had gone on a hunt to remove the cursed collar on her neck and ended up trapped by Emily. The details for that period weren't necessary, but if his spirit was somehow listening, she wanted him to know how and why she had forgotten all about him.
From there, she talked about how she had ended up with Mike, both in his house and as his familiar. The words poured out of her like water as she spilled years worth of pent up feelings. It no longer mattered if anyone was there, these were words that needed to be said.
She told Yuriy all about the horsemen of the apocalypse, and that time she'd been possessed by a spirit. Tink and Mike both came up, but she left out the sexy parts. After rambling for nearly an hour, she let out a heavy sigh.
"You're probably wondering how I found you." Kisa reached into her coat and pulled out the packet of adoption papers. "For my most recent adventure, I went to the North Pole and ended up finding these in Santa's Undeliverables Warehouse. Turns out you died of a heart attack right before Christmas, and Santa has to jump through the same legal bullshit we all do. That's so stupid, right? Jolly old fat guy has to plan his Christmas miracles months or even years in advance. I was supposed to wake up on Christmas day and find these under the tree.
The papers trembled in her hands. "When Holly first told me all about it, I'll admit I cried. It took me a few days to wrap my head around how such a stupid thing as a heart attack had changed my life completely. If not for that cursed collar, I would have gone back to being an orphan. Nobody even missed me when I disappeared. How messed up is that?"
She laughed sadly, then set the papers down by the grave. "I signed them, just so you know. Not that it matters, considering I'm legally dead now. Regardless, I would have been happy to be your daughter, would have traded everything for it, in fact. I looked up my family, or what's left of them. Mom was an addict who dropped off the radar. No dad on file. My grandmother took me in, but died from a stroke when I was eleven. I spent a couple years on the street before you found me and taught me to dance. I had nobody, was nobody, yet you saw worth in me, convinced me I could be something. You were a dancer who fled the fall of the Soviet Union, you knew all about starting your whole life over and about putting faith in others.
"I guess for the longest time, I was worried that my life was full of people who abandoned me because of who I was. My mom, if she's still alive, doesn't have an address. Grandma is in an unmarked grave somewhere, so I can't even visit her. You were the only connection to my old life. Maybe these papers couldn't bring me the happily ever after that I wanted, but they helped me find the closure to chase the one I deserve. Once upon a time, you were my whole family. The one I have now, though?" She chuckled and looked over her shoulder. Death and Mike stood several headstones over, sharing a large thermos of hot chocolate. The Grim Reaper had a large pad of paper and was using a crayon to take rubbings from the graves, a trick that Mike had taught him.
"They're pretty great." She stared up into the sky and sat with her feelings for a bit. Once she was ready to go, she pulled a black marker from her pocket and wrote the word father below Yuriy's name. Leaning forward, she placed a kiss on the cold marble and then stood. When she walked back over to Mike, he stopped talking to Death and gave her his full attention.
"How are you feeling?" he asked.
"Good, I guess." She shrugged. "Not really sure. Dead father issues, and all that jazz."
Death nodded sagely. "Indeed. The loss of a parent is a difficult situation, no matter--"
Kisa stood on her tiptoes and placed her hand over Death's mouth. "Shush." Some moments were simply better when less was said.
"We can stay longer if you'd like. Whatever you need." Mike ran his hand between her ears in a way that made her shiver in delight.
"Nah, I'm good. We can go whenever."
They turned and walked toward the edge of the cemetery where a gnarled tree stood. Once nearby, Mike stopped and looked out at the city.
"Oh, by the way. I sort of accidentally promised Death we could go see Times Square."
"He did, Kisa Radley." Death was busy folding up his gravestone rubbings to tuck them away into his robes. "But it is your day, and I do not wish to intrude."
She laughed at this. "I guess we can go check it out. But aren't you worried you might scare the shit out of someone?"
Death shook his head. "This is New York, my feline friend. Even if someone is able to see me, I doubt I shall even be noticed."
"Well, I guess we'll see about that." Kisa slid her hand into Mike's, feeling his magic rub against hers. With just a thought, she willed her magic to extend over his body, hiding him in plain sight. To anybody watching, everything else in the cemetery would suddenly be far more interesting. "Shall we?"
"We shall." Mike put his hand on the tree and the portal opened. The three of them stepped through, finally leaving Kisa's past behind.

❄️❄️❄️Sunlight streamed through the dining room window, illuminating the tray of bacon that had been set to cool on the counter. Sofia hummed to herself, swaying her hips from side to side as Mike came up from behind. She jumped when he put his hands on her hips, then turned around to swat him with a spatula.
"Don't sneak up on me!" She gave him another playful swat.
"You said you didn't want me smacking your butt anymore." He winked at her. "But that cancels out your early warning system, now doesn't it?"
"Silly man. I didn't expect you to listen." She pushed her fingers through his hair. "It's getting long again. You should cut it."
Mike sighed and looked out the window at Naia. She was busy doing her princess bit with some birds who had stuck around for the winter. Her fountain was heated, and the local fauna treated his enlarged backyard like a sanctuary of sorts. Currently, she was singing to a group of finches who did little circles over her head.
"Yeah," he replied, watching the nymph. "I was planning on it today, actually."
Distracted, he didn't notice when Sofia wound her arm back and swatted him in the ass with the spatula. He jumped and rubbed at his backside, giving her a frown.
"I thought I was supposed to see that coming," he muttered.
"Perhaps." Sofia's cheeks were flushed pink. "You should stop by the Library later. Come see me in the Head Librarian's office. We have some stuff to go over." She pulled her apron off and hung it on a nearby hook. "Breakfast is ready for anyone who wants it, but I'm off to organize a new shipment. See you later?"
"Of course. Need me to bring anything?"
The cyclops grinned, then handed Mike the spatula. "Maybe that. And the apron."
Intrigued, he swung the spatula experimentally, cracking it on the palm of his other hand. "I mean, you could just stick around if you wanted."
"I could, but I do actually have a shipment of books coming in that require special handling. Some stuff Eulalie helped me procure." She licked her lips. "Don't disappoint me, Caretaker."
"I don't plan to." He watched Sofia saunter off, then turned his attention to the coffee maker. Moments later, Yuki ducked through the door in a pink terry cloth robe.
"Thank gods, I thought you two were going to fuck in front of the bacon." The kitsune grabbed a few pieces off the pan and turned her attention to the nearby platters of eggs, sausage, and toast. While she was loading her plate, others arrived. The kitchen became busy as anyone capable of eating food made a plate for themselves. Mike leaned against the counter and watched everyone with a smile, then made his own plate and went out to the dining room.
The dining room was larger than ever, but the massive table was the same as before. It was one of the rooms in the house that had changed the least after the last transformation. His own bedroom now had a sitting area and had become large enough that the windows overlooked the entire property. The observatory was on the opposite side of the manor and was more tower than turret. Dana had been surprised to see that the house had changed, but immediately took the room that had appeared just outside the observatory. It was almost as if it had been built just for her.
Lily's room was just down the hall from Mike's. Other than a very decadent bed which she would never sleep in, the only other piece of furniture was the beautiful picture frame that Death had made for her. Mike had noticed that she dodged any questions about who drew that wonderful picture of her, but figured he would learn who Reagan was eventually.
Mike sat and ate breakfast, then took care of his dishes and wandered toward the front of his manor. The front room of the house had expanded into a large open space with a double staircase that went up to the second floor. A beautiful mosaic had been built into the wooden floor using different types of hardwood. The pattern was intricate and shimmered in the daylight, scattering colors like a prism. Some of the larger windows higher up had been replaced with stained glass that Mike was certain would be a bitch to repair.
Reggie and Jenny sat at one of the couches, locked in yet another battle of wills. This time, it was over a game of Connect Four. Mike was surprised that it hadn't lost any pieces yet.
He stepped out front and took a deep breath. The cold air entered his lungs, and he let it all out in a single burst.
"Mike." Cecilia appeared next to him and laid her head on his shoulder. "Good morning, mo stór."
He put a hand around her waist and squeezed, his fingers sliding along the cool fabric of her eternal dress. When he planted a kiss on her head, he noticed that the red streak of hair was thicker than it had been.
His manor now sat atop a small hill, the plot of land around his home nearly triple in size. The distance between the home, garage, and greenhouse was easily three times more distant, and he guessed his property was probably around twenty acres now, all enclosed by formidable stone walls that were several feet thick. He had no idea how large his home would get, but had decided that it was never something he would worry about. The people already here were the important ones.
"How are you?" he asked.
"I am well." She sighed, her empty gaze fixed on the distant road. "How did you sleep?"
"I slept okay." In fact, it hadn't been great. There had been a lot on his mind, and he had spent a good chunk of his time in the Dreamscape having a heated debate with all the personalities living there. "Anything to report?"
Cecilia shook her head as Abella landed in front of the house.
"Nothing new," Abella said. "Though more people are driving by and looking at the house."
Mike nodded. To the rest of the world, his home had always been a magnificent manor. It was likely that his neighbors were suddenly curious and probably wondered why they didn't drive by more often. "As long as none of them come into the yard, we should be fine."
Abella nodded her agreement. "And even if they do, we will be ready."
Mike glanced over at the corner where the Jabberwock was asleep beneath the snow. On the other side of the yard was a small structure they had built for Cerberus. Now that the hellhound was free of the underworld, they chose to sleep the day away and come out mostly at night. Even so, any sign of trouble would bring them out.
The stone lions on the perimeter of the house stared out at the street. There were six of them now, with several smaller iterations ensconced across the exterior of the manor. Now that the sundial was permanently activated, he knew that the home's defenses would never be better.
"Are you okay?" Abella asked.
"Yeah. Just gearing up for something I'm a bit nervous to do is all." He wasn't going to lie to them, but he couldn't afford to say the truth until he was certain. "Wanted to take in the calm of the morning is all."
Abella looked concerned, but said nothing. Cecilia took Mike's hand and gave it a squeeze.
"Call us if you need us," she whispered, then faded away.
"Always." He stepped down the stairs and kissed Abella's forehead. "I have the egg later today and was thinking of taking her for a walk in the Greenhouse. You want to come?"
Her obsidian eyes sparkled. "I wouldn't miss it," she declared, then stepped back and leapt into the sky, her wings flapping as she spiraled around the manor and eventually landed on a ledge just above his bedroom window. She settled into a crouch, her eyes settling on the front gate, his family's protector.
Mike took a walk in the garden to clear his head, pausing at the sundial. The smooth stone surface sparkled now, as if crushed diamonds had been laid into the stone. It no longer rotated, frozen in a single moment of time by the drop of Santa's blood.
"What husband doing?" Tink stepped from behind him and examined the sundial. "Find way to fix?"
He chuckled to himself. After resetting the sundial, Tink had informed him that its final position was actually a couple degrees off, meaning it was only accurate within a few minutes. Though it didn't actually matter, she liked to tease him about it every chance she got.
"Nope." He ran his hand along the gnomon of the dial, feeling a brief connection to the ancient power that ran beneath the land. "Figured I would wait until my favorite goblin fixed it for me."
Tink pinched him and he flinched.
"Not favorite goblin. Favorite. One word." Tink sounded dead serious, but there was a mischievous look in her eye.
"Favorite wife, maybe?"
Tink snorted, then took him by the hand. "Only wife," she reminded him, then bit his wrist.
"Ow!" He jerked his hand back. "Didn't you eat enough breakfast?"
"Tink always hungry for husband." She let out a sigh and turned her head toward the house. "But busy today. Dead girl need internet, have to install wires. Ugh."
"I'm sure Dana will appreciate it," he reminded her.
"Dead girl said husband pay price." She sashayed away from him, then looked over her shoulder directly. "Husband get ambushed later, this only warning."
"I have been warned." He followed her back to the house and walked inside. A roll of ethernet cable was sitting at the bottom of the stairs, and Tink picked it up and held it over her head as she grumbled to herself.
"Stupid fucking stairs," she muttered.
Mike watched her go, then walked around the stairs and down the long hallway that would take him to the backyard. There were two new sitting rooms along the hall, and one of them was already accumulating children's toys. Callisto would need somewhere to play on days he visited, after all.
The back door now exited to a sunroom. Mike walked across it and through the final gold trimmed door that led outside. The temperature in his backyard was roughly twenty degrees warmer than out front, and he didn't even question it. He was fairly certain it was partially due to Naia's fountain running hot water this time of year to help the creatures who came to visit her.
Naia was watching a pair of finches bathe in the uppermost tier of her fountain with a smile on her face. Her blue eyes focused on him as he approached the edge of her fountain.
"Good morning, lover." Naia melted into the water, reappearing a moment later on the edge. She twisted her body so that she was sitting on the ledge, her hands still connecting her to the fountain's basin. "It's so good to see you this morning."
"Good morning, Naia." He didn't come any closer. "How are you today?"
"I am well. It's pretty quiet, but I rather enjoy it." Her eyes narrowed. "Your hair is getting long again, you should let me cut it for you."
"Yeah, about that. I sure could use a haircut, but that kind of depends on something else. There's a question I want to ask, but I don't know that you're going to like it."
Naia's smile faded. "I don't understand. Mike, I can feel your emotions from here, is something wrong?"
He shrugged. "I don't know yet. It's just us back here, right?"
She nodded. "That I'm aware of. Well, and the birds."
"Good. Because the question I'm about to ask is for your ears only." He walked around the edge of her fountain. "Do you remember Christmas day? When I used that drop of blood to strengthen the geas?"
"Of course." Naia's body slid along the edge of the fountain, keeping Mike facing her. "My fountain got a bit bigger and my bathtub now has a window with a view!"
Mike nodded. "There were so many changes all at once, and it seems like we're still discovering some of them. But that's not what this is about. It's actually about something I learned from the North Pole, and a little bit about the cabin."
"What's that?" She tilted her head to one side, her blue and green locks tumbling down her shoulder.
"Well, let's start with the cabin. I was only there a couple of days, and the entity that resides there made direct contact with me. Sure, it was in a dream, but I was actually speaking with her."
"Uh huh."
Mike frowned. "And when I went to the North Pole, the entity that resides there spoke with me directly. He also spoke with Holly, I checked with her later on. Came right out and said hello."
Naia blinked, confusion on her face.
"However, my own home seems to be more mysterious. The spirit who lives here has contacted me, but never directly, not in a face to face manner. I've occupied her body, or heard her voice in my head. I thought that was really weird, right?"
She shrugged. "I guess. But two out of three doesn't necessarily mean anything."
"You're right, it doesn't." Mike stopped at a stone bench and sat down. "But it was the North Pole that gave it away. I got to see Freyja's memories, you know, was floating around in her head quite a bit. Some of it didn't make sense to me, but Yuki filled me in on Freyja's visit, and a lot of things clicked into place."



"Oh? Like what?" Naia blinked at him with those beautiful, sapphire eyes. She was the first one Mike had met, this beautiful creature who had pulled him into an exciting, unexpected adventure. For a while, she had been his everything, and then the others came. As the house expanded, she was ever there, his Naia, maybe even his first real love.
"I'm not going to pretend to understand the rules of the Great Game, or even its true purpose. But I have learned why it demands secrecy, and what is at risk if the truth of the matter ever got out. For example, I know now that the Architect built all these locations using the bodies of the gods." Mike sat forward on the bench, his magic wrapping around him like a shield. "A simple google search pretty much confirms that the North Pole is Cronus, or maybe Janus, it seems like there's quite a bit of overlap in regards to who is in charge of time."
Naia nodded, waiting for him to continue.
"Now, the cabin is likely Artemis, or a similar counterpart." He paused, half expecting to be struck down by lightning. When it didn't happen, he continued. "But it makes sense in hindsight. The Architect made their bodies into physical locations, and then bound their souls to the property. The gods are hiding in plain sight, protecting this world from outside forces...somehow."
The nymph shrugged. "I guess that makes sense."
Mike sighed. "Well, that brings us to now. You see, ever since dealing with Artemis and Cronus, I've wondered why the spirit of this home isn't more directly involved. How come I've never seen her face?"
"Maybe she's shy?" Naia looked at him, her face the picture of innocence.
"Or maybe she's been hiding in plain sight." Mike stood and let out a sigh. "So my question is this: were you ever planning to tell me that you're not actually Naia?"
There was a long pause as Naia stared at him, her features frozen in shock. The birds behind them continued to bathe in her fountain, singing cheerfully to themselves despite the sudden shift in atmosphere.
Naia didn't respond, her eyes glistening as the fountain gurgled behind her. She eventually blinked. When her eyes opened once more, they had become golden in color.
"Well done, lover." Naia stretched her arms over her head, then stood and stepped out of the fountain. Streamers of water connected her to the basin as she walked toward Mike across the cobblestones. "Though I don't know why you're suddenly so defensive."
"Because you lied to me." Mike took a step forward, closing the distance. "From the very beginning."
"That's not true at all. Naia has never lied to you, she doesn't know I'm in here." She reached out and touched his face. "So did the all powerful Google tell you who I am, too?"
"Maybe. A quick search for gods and goddesses who represent the home gave me a fairly solid option, but I have my doubts." He fought the urge to push her hand away. "For example, if you are who I think you are, it's more than a little strange that you chose a nymph as your guardian."
"Naia was one of the only survivors when Olympus fell. I consider her and Amymone to be family, so had the Architect save them. I was forced to choose between one of them as my Guardian. I couldn't use Amymone because she sleeps in the winter, which left Naia. Though her sexual proclivities fall outside my domain, she is pure of heart. Neither of them remember any of this, by the way. Not because of the geas, but due to becoming pawns in the Great Game." She winked at him. "So are you going to guess, or do you plan on keeping a lady waiting?"
"Then you are Hestia, goddess of the hearth and home." If he was wrong, he honestly didn't know who she could be.
Her golden eyes shimmered in relief as the goddess took a step back. "You have no idea how long it's been since someone has spoken my own name to me. Yes, I am Hestia, one of the last gods of Olympus, and you are living inside what remains of my body." Hestia put her hands over her heart. "You have found me at last."
"Why play Hide and Seek with me, then? The other gods, they showed up pretty quick."
Hestia's eyes shimmered. "I have always been here, looking out through her eyes. You see, Caretaker, though I was careful in who I chose, your predecessor's mistakes almost cost me everything. You see, after Emily died, Naia...didn't make it." Her shoulders drooped. "Or at least, she wouldn't have, had I not intervened. The fountain was cut off, and she was dying. Not only do I think of her as my own child, but losing my guardian means I would become little more than another piece to be collected. So, in her final moments, I initiated the soul swap with her so that my magic could be used to force enough water through her spring to keep her alive. But, as you know, some souls are indivisible."
"So Naia didn't know? She hasn't been lying to me?" Mike let out the breath he had been holding. It was the one thing that he had been worried about. She had been the first person he had ever truly trusted, and the knowledge that she had been lying to him this whole time had nearly made him sick to his stomach.
"No, she hasn't, never knowingly. Nor could I casually reveal myself, not without potentially harming her." Hestia sighed. "The rules of the game, as it were. But I must ask--how did you figure it out?"
"I can see souls now." He could picture it again, that magnificent fractal pattern above the house as the geas took a stronger hold. It rotated in place like a distant galaxy, marked with golden streaks of divinity. The house itself was alive, and it was a pattern that he recognized as the runes on Naia's ribs. "That, and I discovered something interesting in the Dreamscape."
"Oh?" Hestia cocked her head.
"Naia doesn't have her runes there. Which means they aren't technically a part of her soul. For the longest time, I thought they were what shackled her to this place, but when I saw them on Holly, I realized it was part of the soul-swapping magic."
The goddess clapped her hands and laughed, a magical sound that caused the nearby birds to burst into song. "Oh, my. You are quite the detective."
"So is that why I haven't been able to reach you when I wanted to? Because you're part of her?"
Hestia nodded. "An unforeseen consequence, I assure you. On occasion, I have tried to lead the way through Naia's words, or have impressed visions upon you in the hopes you would understand. Though you have found me, I am still bound by the rules of the Great Game, and can only offer so much assistance."
Mike stared into her eyes, wondering if the goddess was being truthful with him. Every interaction he had ever had with Naia was now under scrutiny, and he hated it. Either he would have to accept that Hestia had his best interests at heart, or he could choose to forever doubt a woman he loved.
"From now on, I would prefer we speak like this. Visions are fine or whatever, but no putting words into Naia's mouth for her. She deserves better."
Hestia gave him a little bow. "I find these terms agreeable. Now that you have found me, I shall reveal my presence to her later tonight and let her know that she is my vessel. She will be like the priestesses of old, allowing me to use her body to speak with my Chosen."
Mike contemplated the goddess for several more moments. Hestia was the house itself, but knowing how to reach her directly changed everything. Would he use this knowledge to make an honest attempt to further his progress in the Great Game? Or would he continue as he had, simply enjoying the time he had with the others? He felt like the choice was clear, but wanted to be sure.
"So what happens now?"
Hestia giggled, then stepped backward until she was standing in the fountain.
"That's just it, Caretaker. Your agenda has ever been your own, and I would not seek to change it in any way. The choice is forever yours."
"Can I tell the others about you?"
She smirked. "Refer to my last answer."
"Oh, good." He chuckled. "You gods sure do enjoy walking the line between mysterious and annoying."
"And we wouldn't have it any other way. But know this, child--when you were lost, I gave you a home. You became the bond that tied our family together and allowed it to grow. You have seen success where others have failed, and have yet to lose sight of what is important to you. As far as I'm concerned, you have already succeeded."
Hestia closed her eyes. When she opened them, the crystalline blue pupils had returned, and he realized that Naia was standing before him once more. She shook her head and looked around as if puzzled.
"I'm sorry, I must have tuned you out. Were we talking about something?"
"I'll explain later." He moved to the fountain's edge and stuck out his hand. When she took it, he gave her a squeeze. "Have I ever told you how lucky I was to find you?"
"You mean you got lucky when you found me." She winked. "Twice, if I remember correctly."
He laughed, then slid his arm around her waist. "So about that haircut--"
"Mike!" The back door of the sunroom burst open, the glass in the door shattering. It was Eulalie, her eyes wider than he'd ever seen. Clutched in her hands was Velvet's egg, the swirled gemstone lines sparkling in the limited light of winter.
"What is it, what's wrong?" By the time Mike stood, Eulalie was standing over him. She held the egg down where he could see it.
"Put your hands on it, quick!"
Mike pressed his hands to the hard surface of the egg and was surprised at how hot it felt. Some of the others came out the back door to see what the commotion was, and Abella landed next to them, her wings curling against her body.
"What is happening?" Abella demanded.
"She's moving!" Eulalie grabbed Abella's wrist and put the gargoyle's hand on the egg. "Can you feel her? She's never been so active!"
Mike stood in awe, feeling his daughter shift around beneath the egg's surface. All around the egg, he could see the swirling, magical colors of her soul as it shifted about like a flower in a storm. The others gathered nearby, eagerly waiting their own turns. Two more hands appeared, and Mike looked up to see that Lily and Dana had pushed their way through to touch it.
The new soul turned to regard each of them, but eventually focused on Mike. He could feel his daughter's attention now, as if she was studying him through her shell. He had felt her shift a couple of times while watching her in the past, but never like this. She was present, fully aware now.
"I'm your daddy," he said, rubbing his palm across the top of the egg. "And I really can't wait to meet you."
The soul sparkled with light, something that only he could see. Gossamer strands drifted away from it and brushed against everyone, as if inspecting them. Beneath his palm, he felt something scratch the interior of the egg, then tap it a couple of times.
A crack appeared.
END BOOK 6

❄️❄️❄️So many reveals. So many things we've wanted to see. Even more things to look forward to. (Despite the ending, the next book won't be about Easter.)
We're going to an island, baby!
If you're still here, thanks for reading. Thanks for being you. Thanks for being part of the madness. I love it here and I love my readers.
Keep your eyes peeled in January for Ch. 97. Also, if you've checked the schedule, you'll notice that something else is coming at the start of December. That's right, folks, Dead and Horny Book 2 is on its way to Literotica! Why? Because nobody else is writing books about a zombie lesbian and her succubus pal who go on a quest for revenge for their spider pal, Eulalie. Also, it will set the stage for some events in Book 7.
Happy holidays, everybody. I hope this book was everything you hoped.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all, Annabelle Hawthorne here with the unexpected--a sequel to Dead and Horny?
"What the fuck?!?" you may cry. "I want the next chapter of HFHM!"
Well, about that. It's coming soon enough, but this was a project I started a few months back because events here will play into Book 7. For those of you who skipped D&H, there was a ton of world building that added flavor to the Horny Monster experience, and you can expect more of that here.
Also, there's been a rumor that the Radley house is real and that Lily has threatened me with shitty dreams about middle school if I don't write more books about her. This is blatantly false, because Lily is truly a lovely person who would never do that.
(They would be shitty dreams about work)
Anyway, I'm writing this because I can, because it'll be fun, and it actually ties in directly to the ending of Book 5! All sorts of closure coming for you people who thought certain scenes had been cut, because they are here!
New reader? This is essentially book 7! You have homework!
Returning reader? Let's go! As usual, don't forget to rate and review, I love your comments, and I'm done hyping you up for the sequel you probably never saw coming! Let's get this train started!
*Note: This book takes place in the summer between HFHM 5 and HFHM 6
Without further adieu, I give you everyone's favorite zombie! She's great with a sword, has terrible taste in mixed drinks, and has an obsession with drones that is unrivaled. But more than anything...
She's a Fixer Upper
Dana stood beneath the ancient telescope, squinting up at a series of gears. It was like staring into the fathomless depths of the ocean, each spindle holding a gear vanishing up into the darkness of the mechanism that positioned the telescope. If she hadn't spent the last few months rebuilding the system from scratch with her own tweaks, she would have no idea what she was looking at.
"Well?" she asked, then looked at the goblin standing next to her.
"Hmm." Tink wore a pair of magical goggles that enabled her to see how things worked and what was wrong with them. The magical lenses clicked back and forth over the primary apertures as she scrutinized the array. "Tink see. Gear right, debris wrong."
Tink handed Dana a screwdriver and then pointed. Dana got on her ladder and climbed to the top, then looked down at Tink.
"Dead girl go higher," Tink informed her. "Two feet from outside, lost screw."
"You heard the girl." Dana tapped her foot on the ladder, and Ticktock extended itself, raising her up so that she could stick her arm in the gears. She clutched the screwdriver in her hand and looked at Tink again.
"Left. More left. Stop." The lenses were clicking like a tiny typewriter now. "Use screwdriver, gear sixty-two."
Dana looked into the mess of gears and pulled a flashlight from her belt. Shining it upward, she picked out the correct gear based on her photographic memory of the schematic and saw that the head of her screwdriver was inches away from a dull, black object jammed into the teeth between sixty-two and its neighbor.
"Good job," she told Tink, then pressed the head of the screwdriver into the gap. Grease coated her arm as she wiggled back and forth, trying to dislodge the foreign object. It looked very similar to one of the black screws they had used to replace the inner panels of the observatory. Replacing the panels had been a weird experience, because she had been forced to go outside to properly install them. The telescope was mounted to a metal dome on top of a mountain which overlooked a barren wasteland with no water or vegetation. The view made no sense, because the observatory itself was built atop a Victorian era home on the east coast of the United States. Somehow, the windows of the observatory led to an alien landscape devoid of life, but only from the inside. They didn't even exist on the true exterior of the Radley house.
Ever since the first time Dana had seen this room, the foreign stars in an unfamiliar sky had called to her in a way that she couldn't explain. Fixing the telescope had become an odd compulsion, one that she had only experienced once before when she had encountered an old clock that turned out to be the mimic beneath her feet.
The ladder extended a bit more in an attempt to give Dana more leeway inside of the mechanism.
"Thanks, Tick Tock." She patted the top of the ladder appreciatively, wondering if the mimic even enjoyed physical affection. It wasn't something she had ever thought to ask, and the mimic had never gone through the trouble to tell her to stop.
She pulled a hammer from her belt and was able to line it up with the screwdriver. Giving it a good whack, the bolt flew out, allowing the mechanism to move freely.
With a loud grinding noise, the gears rotated as the body of the telescope dipped. The safety pin they had put in place failed, shearing from the weight of the scope. Dana grunted as her arm was sucked into the gears and pulled off of her body.
"Shit!" She threw the hammer down at the floor and waited a moment for the mechanism to settle. Once it was stationary, she reached into the machine with her remaining arm and found her lost limb. The edges had been mangled, which meant she was going to need help reattaching it.
"Nasty," Tink muttered, sticking out her tongue. "Tink glad, still have both arms."
Dana threw her arm at the goblin, who let out a squawk before catching it. She waited for Tick Tock to lower her to the ground, then stepped off and held out her hand.
"Looks like we're done building for the day." She turned her attention to the failed locking mechanism. "I thought you said this would hold?"
"Should have worked." Tink handed over Dana's arm, then frowned at the dented body of the telescope. Dana was glad they hadn't installed any lenses yet, as they would have shattered. When Tink picked up the broken pin, she growled and held it up. "Wrong fucking pin."
"What do you mean, wrong pin?" Dana knelt down to take a look and then groaned. It was one of the thinner pins from a different part of the mechanism.
"Need thicker pin, why dead girl put wrong pin in?" Tink knocked on Dana's forehead.
"Because...I was distracted." She didn't bother going into details, and the goblin didn't ask.
"Next time, right fucking pin." Tink flicked the pin at Dana, and it bounced off her forehead to clatter on the floor. "Tink check gears tonight, but busy tomorrow."
"Nah, don't even bother." Dana looked at her drawing of the mechanism on the table. She had been working on this project for months, but was rapidly losing motivation for it. After so many thousands of dollars and multiple setbacks, there were better things she could be doing.
Once she figured out what those things were, she would go do them.
Tink helped Dana clean up the work space, then used her goggles to identify where all the blood had gone. It took them another hour of scrubbing zombie blood away before the observatory was declared free of potential zombie virus.
Picking up her arm, Dana walked out the door and paused in the hallway. A small group of foot-tall rats stared at her from the opposite wall, their spears held suddenly ready as they attempted to look like they were still officially on guard.
"No surprises today," she informed them as Tink squeezed past her.
The goblin disappeared down the hall, muttering a list to herself of things she was going to work on. The goblin, foul tempered as she seemed, was one of the kindest souls Dana had ever met. Sure, she swore, spit a lot, and threw the odd tantrum, but was a phenomenal partner when it came to building things. They never argued, and the small talk was almost always at a minimum. What would be an uncomfortable silence for others was peace for Dana.
Talking had become hard for her. Six months ago, almost nothing phased her, but ever since the fight with the Jersey Devil had turned her into a feral creature who killed and ate the living, her emotions had been out of whack. The death of a friend had been the final trigger, and even a casual statement had the potential to catapult her back in time. Ever since she had died, her memory had become perfect, and nothing poured salt into a wound like having to relive her most traumatic experiences.
Down the hall were stairs that she took to the main floor of the house. In the living room, Mike sat on the sofa next to the coffee table, a giant egg strapped into a baby carrier on his chest. A checkers board had been set up on the table, but half the pieces were gone and had been replaced with random objects from around the house. The spooky doll named Jenny sitting across from him gave one of the pieces a kick, sending it across the room.
"It's not my fault that you forgot the salt shaker was one of my pieces." Mike rubbed the top of the egg, then captured two of Jenny's checkers. "Maybe if you'd stop losing pieces, we wouldn't have to replace them with--oh, hey, Dana. Trouble with the telescope?"
She held up her arm, which she had taped shut to keep it from leaking zombie blood everywhere.
"Do you want to make the joke about being disarmed now or later?" she asked.
He waved her off. "Too easy. You heading to Zel's to get it fixed?"
"Yeah." She watched as he stood, cradling the egg with one hand. If he were to lower the egg and wear a shirt over it, she would swear that he was pregnant. In fact, at the rate he was meeting and fucking new monsters, it wouldn't surprise her if he ended up that way.
Even though her sense of humor was dramatically dulled due to her undead condition, the thought of a pregnant Mike begging someone to rub his feet put a smile on her face.
"Here." He gave her a small box, which she tucked under her arm. "These are some things they wanted me to order for the centaurs. Tell her hi for me."
"Yeah, sure thing." She watched as he sat down across from Jenny, who had hidden three of his pieces while he wasn't looking. The ghost was the very definition of a troubled spirit, but she had been single-handedly responsible for saving the world from the apocalypse a few months ago. Mike examined the board and pulled a chess piece, a keyring, and an army man out of his pocket to replace the pieces that Jenny had stolen.
Damn, Dana thought. Her life was weird.
Walking out the back door of the house, she saw Naia the nymph and Amymone the dryad sitting on the edge of Naia's fountain. The dryad was letting Naia rub her shoulders while reading House of Leaves. Around the edges of the fountain, small animals were busy eating some of the fruit that had fallen out of Amymone's tree. The dryad had found a way to produce multiple fruit in what should have been an oak tree--but that was magic for you.
"Hey." Naia greeted Dana warmly, her eyes sliding down to Dana's burden. "Uh-oh."
Amymone looked up from her book, her eyes stopping on Dana's severed arm.
"Well now," she began. "That's a bit disarm--"
Naia clapped a hand over the dryad's mouth.
"We all knew that was coming," she said with a soft smile. The dryad loved puns even more than Mike did.
Dana managed a weak grin, then crossed the yard and entered a small building that looked like it belonged on a golf course. On the far wall was a portal that took her across space and deposited her into a yurt. A pair of centaur guards nodded at her when she emerged, their eyes moving to the bloody stump.
"House is fine," she told them. "Just had an accident at work."
The guards relaxed, grateful to know that the house wasn't under siege. The centaurs lived a separate life from the home, but any assault on the house was officially seen as an attack on them, and they would rush to defend it at the cost of their lives if they needed to. They were still bitter about the house being stolen by an angel back in March, but the house had come back stronger than ever as a result.
"Where's the boss at?" Dana asked.
One of the guards pointed in the direction of Zel's yurt at the center of the village.
"Thanks."
The village was bustling with life, the centaurs greeting her warmly. Her drone project had helped them to establish agriculture in the area, and she was a frequent presence. Quetzalli, her pseudo-girlfriend, often accompanied her on such trips. As a dragon-god bound into the form of a curvaceous woman, she was revered by the centaurs. The relationship definitely escalated Dana's social capital.
It felt good to be accepted. She doubted they would be as kind if they all knew how much they smelled like steak and hamburgers to her. All living flesh had a smell that typically left Dana's mouth watering, the more intelligent the creature, the better. On at least two separate occasions, she had almost asked Zel if she could eat a member of the tribe who had recently died.
Earlier in the year, during that fracas with the Jersey Devil, she had fought with a forgotten tribe of beings from North America known as the Nirumbi. Driven to a level of desperation she hadn't yet experienced, she had feasted on them during the fight, an event which had given her quite the taste for living flesh. It was hard to put it out of her mind some days, and was likely the reason she was so emotionally unbalanced. The hunger was always there, hovering in the back of her mind.
It also didn't help that eating the Nirumbi had imparted her with greater strength. She was always stronger after feeding, but actually eating living tissue had made some of that strength permanent.
She nodded at the guards outside of Zel's yurt, then walked through the flaps. Zel, the chief of the centaurs, was studying a bubbling flask in the center of her alchemy table. A mixture of old world lore and modern equipment, it looked like a fantasy version of a scene from Breaking Bad.
Zel looked over her shoulder to see who had come in. "Oh, Dana, it's you. Perfect timing, could you give me a hand?"
Dana walked up behind the centaur and tossed her arm onto a clear space where Zel could see it. The centaur snorted in mirth, turning just enough to roll her eyes at Dana.
"In a perfect world, we'd both think that was hilarious," Dana informed her.
"Here." Zel used a pair of tongs to grab the flask and started swirling the mixture inside. "Keep it moving or the liquid will set."
"Aye aye, captain." Dana set Mike's box down and took the tongs. She repeated the motion exactly the way Zel had taught her so many months ago. There was a benefit to having flawless muscle memory.
Zel double-checked some of her notes and then held Dana's hand still while she added a powder to the flask. The bubbles turned to foam, and the mixture turned blue.
"Excellent." Zel took the flask back and put her thumb over the top and gave it a good shake.
"So what are you working on today? Bomb? Fairy repellant?" The faeries had a bad habit of messing with the centaurs, though nothing serious.
"Neither of those things." Zel took her thumb off the top and put the flask to her lips, slamming the contents of the flask in moments.
"You're not planning to transform into a human again or something, are you?"
Zel pulled the empty flask from her lips and let out a belch. "Nope. The foal is giving me heartburn and the shits like nobody's business." She moaned and rubbed her belly.
"You're pregnant back here, though." Dana rubbed Zel's flank.
"It's caused by where the human stuff meets the horse stuff. Common issue, but..." Her face scrunched up and she let out another belch. "Wow, that feels better."
"You make pregnancy sound awesome," Dana deadpanned, then picked up her severed arm. "Anyway, I was hoping you could reattach this."
"Yeah, no problem." Zel moved away from her alchemy table and opened a nearby drawer. Inside was a small kit with needles and special sutures for Dana. "Let's go outside, the light is better."
"Sure. Oh, and this is for you." She tapped the box. "From Mike."
"Those must be my vitamins. Hold on a second." She cracked the box open and examined the contents. "Struggling to get enough iron in my diet."
"Sure." Dana had no idea what being pregnant required. Even when she was alive, children hadn't been on the radar. Alex had mentioned adoption a couple of times, but they had both been young and assumed they still had years to figure that stuff out.
Zel popped the cap off a bottle and pulled out a vitamin, which she then popped in her mouth. A waterskin hung on a hook nearby, and she lifted it up long enough to take a swig.
"Okay, let's get you put back together again." Zel held up the suture kit and headed for the exit. Dana followed her through the flaps and they moved around to the back of the structure to a work bench with a stool for Dana to sit on.
Zel unrolled a nearby blanket and spread it across the surface. Dana sat on the stool and laid her stump on the blanket.
From a pouch on Zel's waist, a pair of white latex gloves came out. Zel didn't bother scrubbing in before starting, as she was the only one who needed to worry about an infection. Dana held still as the centaur lined up the bones first.
"Crushed?" she asked.
"Yep," Dana sighed. "Trying to get that telescope working, got caught in the gears."
"Hmm." Zel pulled the suture kit out and set it to the side. "It'll take me a few minutes to get these fragments lined up. Looks like a fairly clean break, all things considered."
In fact, it likely hadn't been a clean break. Dana's undead body had the ability to regenerate itself as long as all the pieces were there. The bones would have shifted and popped back into place using the magic stored in her body, but it would come at a cost.
Zel ordered a centaur to prep a small fire, then had them bring some pliers that she had forgotten from her bench. She used the pliers and some tweezers from the kit to push the bones back in place. The regeneration was so aggressive that the fragments would sometimes make a clicking sound as they healed on contact.
Zel hummed to herself as she put Humpty Dana back together again, then pulled out the suture kit to start on the soft tissue. Since the muscles and veins had been severed, it was important to at least push them back together so they could rejoin her body.
"Ah, shit." Zel held up the sutures. "We're running really low on spider silk. I'm going to need you to get some more from Eulalie."
They stood at the base of the mountain, all eyes on a dark crevice that Bigfoot and Abella had just unearthed. Eulalie stood frozen, contemplating that yawning portal with her hands pressed together over a pair of dog tags in her hand.
"I don't know if I can," she whispered, knowing that the corpse of her sister was in there.
Mike stood off to the side, his hands wrapped around a large egg and one arm in a sling. His face had gone pale, his eyes already red from the tears.
"We have all the time in the world," he told her. "And there is no right or wrong. If you want to see her, you can. If not, that's okay, too. This moment is about you and nobody else."
Strangely, Lily was standing back and away from everybody. She had barely said a word all morning, her expression hidden behind a pair of giant sunglasses.
"I just...I want to remember her as she was, and..." Eulalie shook her head, her dark locks spiraling around her shoulders as she bolted into the forest. A cold breeze blew across the opening of the cave, causing it to cry out as if in mourning.
"Dana?" A concerned hand squeezed her shoulder. "Hey, you okay?"
"Still dead, thanks for asking. Mind wandered is all." Dana looked down at her arm to see that Zel had reattached her biceps. The muscle was thickening where it had been severed, going through months of recovery in moments.
"What were you thinking about?" She offered Dana a dry rag.



"What's this for?"
"You're crying." Zel was familiar with Dana's intense flashbacks.
"So I am." Dana wiped her face, surprised that she hadn't noticed the moisture. Zombie tears came out at room temperature, which was part of the problem.
"You didn't answer my other question," Zel said as she adjusted Dana's arm to start working on her triceps.
"You're right, I didn't." Dana had a strong suspicion that even speaking about Velvet's death would send her down the rabbit hole of grief once more. Eulalie's name had been the trigger, there was no doubt in her mind.
Zel changed the subject, asking Dana about a new mapping project the centaurs had planned. Earlier in the year, it had appeared that the Mandragora plant had returned to the area, but Zel couldn't be sure if it was the original plant or an offspring. After some reports from other centaurs, the plant had vanished. Zel thought it may have just moved to a better spot, but she wasn't about to go looking herself, as the Mandragora had a very interesting defense mechanism.
It took almost two hours for Zel to complete the task. Throughout the process, anything she used was either sterilized in the fire or simply burned. Even the blanket was tossed into the flames; the last thing anyone wanted was a breakout of zombie centaurs.
"Hmm." Dana flexed her arm to make sure that everything worked. She could feel the pit of hunger in her belly expand as her magic was used to heal the damaged tissue. "Looks like I'm all fixed."
"Not all wounds are external." Zel tapped Dana on the forehead. "You may be dead, but you still have feelings. Have you talked with Mike about it?"
"A bit." He had been hit hard by Velvet's death, and she hadn't wanted to bother him. Several months had passed, and she was still having the odd outburst. "Ratu thinks the part of my brain that regulates emotion may have been partially resurrected. So when it catches up to me, I get it all at once."
Similar things had happened to Dana before, but it was always after feeding off of Mike's magic. His semen was essentially a calorie bomb of magic capable of replenishing her lost reserves as well as preventing her from taking a bite out of anyone who moved.
Zel stuck the tweezers in the box and held it up. "No more injuries until you refill this. I have maybe enough for a severed toe, or perhaps a pinky."
Dana took the box. She had nothing else going on, so figured now was as good a time as any. "Thanks, Zel."
"Anytime." Zel pulled off the gloves and tossed them in the flames. The air filled with the scent of carcinogenic smoke, which managed to overpower the smell of Zel's hamburger hide.
Damn, Dana was hungry. Smacking her lips, she left the centaur behind and returned to her home through the portal. With so much regeneration to fix her arm, she was overdue for a snack, which meant raiding the fridge for a shot of Mike's semen.
She had long ago come to terms with the idea that her survival relied on eating Mike's sexual fluids. It was hardly the weirdest part of her day anymore, and she had even hooked up with him a couple of times. When she had been alive, it had only been women who sexually excited her. Now? Dead girls didn't lust after anyone, at least not until they sucked down enough magic spooge to tickle their hypothalamus back to life. It acted like a magical aphrodisiac, and had led her to fuck anyone (or anything) on hand until her lust was satiated.
There really wasn't a word for that on the sexuality spectrum.
Without knowing where Quetzalli was, Dana had nobody on hand to fuck afterward. She could call Lily, but the succubus was likely on another crusade hunting and eating the souls of bad people. Last month, a famous celebrity had OD'd on the set of a movie. According to Lily, his soul was currently being used as a cum dumpster inside her belly by his fellow inmates.
Fucking Mike was an option, but the couple of times she had, it had turned her into an emotional mess afterward. Every emotion she should have felt in her undead state would catch up to her all at once. These events had all been before Velvet's death and the incident with her feeding frenzy. Considering her current emotional issues, she didn't think such a pairing was a good idea and would likely end with her in hysterics.
Before she knew it, she was standing in front of an open freezer, staring at a tray of shot glasses full of frozen semen with popsicle sticks stuck in them. She didn't even remember walking there. The carefully measured portions had been created to satisfy her hunger without causing her lust to become out of control. The frustrating void in her belly demanded that she eat something soon, before she took a bite out of someone.
"Fucking hell," she muttered, pulling out the tray. She moved to set it on the nearby counter and caught a deep whiff of cinnamon with a hint of sulfur.
"You rang?" The silky voice was followed by the chitinous caress of a scorpion's tail, which draped over Dana's shoulder and traced a pattern along her neck.
"Actually, your timing is pretty good." Dana put the spunk tray down and turned to face the succubus. Lily was in a crop top and jean shorts, her legs clad in thigh high leather boots. Her eyes flicked down to the sperm tray, then back to Dana.
"Take it your horny girlfriend isn't around?" Lily's tail was now teasing the collar of Dana's shirt.
"Sure never get tired of that joke." Though Quetzalli was in human form, she had a single horn in the middle of her head through which she could channel lightning. "And she's not my girlfriend, we've been over this."
"Oh, but maybe I'm the jealous type." Lily's eyes flashed as she put her hands on Dana's waist, her outfit melting away to reveal perky breasts with strawberry nipples that stood at attention like little soldiers.
"I think you're just hungry for attention." Dana reached for a sperm pop, but Lily was faster. The succubus snatched one out of the tray and held it to her lips, her pink tongue snaking out for a taste.
"It has its own unique taste, doesn't it?" Lily licked her lips, then rubbed the sperm pop across her chest. Her body was warm enough to melt the pops, leaving behind a glittering trail of magical semen that shimmered in the light. "Want a taste?"
Ordinarily, Dana would have rolled her eyes at Lily's antics. The succubus was constantly baiting her and today would be no different. However, her stomach felt like it was being sucked into a black hole, so she leaned forward and licked the magical cum off of Lily's tits.
"Mmm, that's a good girl." Lily stroked Dana's hair, then playfully pulled on her ponytail. "You're just not you when you're hungry."
"Jesus, you're just being obnoxious."
"Hey now, we don't discuss sky daddy or his martyr baby, you know the rules." Lily stuck the sperm pop in her mouth and pulled the stick free, revealing that she had swallowed it whole.
"Hey!" Dana backed away from the succubus. "What the hell?"
"Now you're talking my language." Lily cupped her breasts and gave them a squeeze. A tiny bead of milky fluid formed around her nipples, then dripped onto the floor. "It's just that I thought of a fun delivery method for you, if you're interested."
Dana's tongue tingled from the little bit she had already consumed. That aching void in her stomach demanded more, and the small amount she had eaten had been enough to ignite her sex drive. Repressed desires bubbled through her, moments of previous attraction and intimacy baring themselves for proper inspection.
Quetzalli pressed against the wall of her bedroom, her hands on her ass as Dana ate her out from behind. The dragon cried out in sweet agony as sparks of electricity traveled along the wall to the metal pole that had been grounded to prevent her from shorting out the house again.
"More, please, I want to feel more!" the dragon demanded.
Snapping back to the present, Dana had pressed her face into Lily's chest, greedily sucking at one of her boobs. The amount Dana swallowed was copious, which made her suspect that most of it wasn't even the magical semen Lily had consumed. With each spray of the warm fluid into her throat, she could feel the cells in her body come alive once again.
She stuck a hand down the front of Lily's pants, her fingers seeking the thick folds hidden within. Lily spread her legs, the fabric of her shorts loosening so that Dana could find the treasure inside. The succubus had thick, puffy labia today that gripped and sucked on Dana's digit like a second mouth.
Lily's tail had coiled around Dana's leg, the tip of it vibrating through the fabric against Dana's clit. Her hips spasmed at the sudden stimulation, but the tail was wrapped tight enough that contact was maintained.
"That's my good girl, drink up." Lily squeezed the bottom of her breast, filling Dana's mouth with the life restoring fluid.
Hungry for more, Dana got too excited and bit down, drawing blood and causing Lily to flinch.
"Ouch, looks like we've got a biter." Lily pulled Dana in close and stroked her hair. "But really, maybe don't do that. Biting can be sexy, but it's a habit you can't afford."
Dana broke suction just enough to speak around Lily's boob. "Thorry." Lily was one of the only people in the house she could bite without fear of infection. Nobody was absolutely certain if her condition was contagious, and she hadn't had the heart or opportunity to test it out and discover the truth.
"As long as you apologize." Lily continued to feed Dana in the kitchen, neither of them worried about someone walking in. With all the sex that occurred around the home, it was considered standard practice to just back out of whatever room it happened in. In fact, Dana caught a whiff of Yuki's scent. The kitsune had acquired a smell like smoked bratwurst, which made Dana's mouth water. Everyone smelled like the food she had enjoyed when she had been alive, a fact that made not eating them just a little bit harder.
Dana continued feeding, sparks of pleasure running through her pelvis and up her spine as Lily's tail vibrated against her. She fought to undo her pants, hoping to feel that thick tail between her legs. Once they were loosened, the head of Lily's tail shifted, transforming to look very much like a rabbit vibrator. A pair of chitinous barbs pressed against her exposed clit, but they were somehow soft to the touch. The head of Lily's tail entered Dana, causing her to gasp so hard that she spit milk out of her mouth.
"Aw, it looks like you..." Lily cocked her head, leaving the statement dangling. "Yeah, you're not into the mommy kink that much, never mind."
To be truthful, none of it was Dana's thing, but consuming Mike's sperm did this to her every time. She craved any sort of sexual attention, anything that would grant her that sweet relief. Maybe it was just an endorphin deficiency, or maybe it was something more complicated, but all she could think about was how that hot, thick tail cock was expanding inside her. It was pressing into her hard enough that all she had to do was bend her legs to feel her entire weight centered on that point.
Her eyes rolled up in her head as tiny lights flickered at the edge of her vision. She pulled her mouth off of Lily's nipple and inhaled, feeling the cool air of the kitchen infiltrate her lungs and flood her body. The skin on her hands turned bright pink, and her chest flushed as the orgasm tore through her.
The succubus held her close, a smirk of satisfaction on her face.
Before Dana could come back down, hundreds of visions fired through her brain, a backlog of emotion from the last couple of days. Something as simple as a missed smile now bore scrutiny, her face twisting and contorting through a maelstrom of expressions before she finally let out a shriek of horror.
Her arm! It had been ripped off in the machinery!
Lily hugged her tight, squeezing so hard that the zombie's shoulders popped. She clung to Lily and cried into the crook of her arm, letting out those vicious tears. Already, the numb feeling was returning to her brain, forcing the emotions back to wherever it was they hid.
Lily's tail vanished in a puff of smoke, and Dana pulled her pants back up with one hand. She backed away from the succubus, wiping the tears from her eyes.
"That was a bad one," Lily commented. "Anything you want to talk about?"
"No." Not that it would do any good. Trying to work through her emotions in this state was useless. Any progress she made would be purely logical, and have no bearing on the firehose of feelings that would come later on.
"Okay, then." Lily leaned back against the counter, her clothes shifting until she was modest again. Well, modest for Lily. Her current outfit would probably get her kicked out of a church, should she ever choose to attend. "So, as good as my timing is, I was actually coming to find you."
"Really? Why?"
"Eulalie sent me."
She stood on the front porch of the cabin, staring at the scorched earth where the barn had been. The Nirumbi vanished at Dana's arrival, fear and distrust in their eyes. She didn't blame them--she had not only vanquished several of their warriors in combat, but had eaten a fair number of them as well. The Nirumbi believed that the strength of their dead was passed on through the act of cannibalism. They didn't mind that she had killed so many of them, but were rather upset that she had taken the strength of the tribe as her own.
Though Bigfoot, their new caretaker, had tried to explain to them that Dana had taken nothing, she couldn't be so sure. She used to be strongest only right after feeding or when she was really hungry. Now her baseline for strength was permanently higher, and she had no doubt it was the result of a feeding frenzy that had nearly cost her sanity.
"Hey." Eulalie leaned over the roof of the porch. "I have something for you."
The Arachne extended a hand, and Dana took it. Eulalie easily lifted Dana onto the roof, the two of them moving to a more comfortable position on the roof. From there, it was easier to see more of the valley.
"How are you doing?" Dana asked. In all honesty, she didn't care. That part of her had been stripped away, leaving only her own grief for her dead girlfriend Alex to sit beside her hunger.
But even though she was dead inside, Eulalie was her friend and Dana wasn't a complete asshole. She knew that saying nothing would be a missed opportunity she would regret later.
"Not good," Eulalie confessed. "It's like there's this huge hole in my being, and I don't even know how to begin filling it."
That was a feeling Dana not only understood, but still felt.
"Still, fixing this place up and my new duties at the Library are helping. There's also the egg." Eulalie smiled at the mention of Velvet's egg. It was her sister's sole legacy, the only way she would live on other than in memories. "Anyway, I need to check on some things, but wanted to give you this before I forgot."
Eulalie reached behind her back and turned her wrist over, her palm extended toward the sky. In her hand was the folding blade of a knight of the Order. It had been Velvet's, loaned to Dana once upon a time. She had tried to return it, but the Arachne had insisted she hold onto it. After Velvet's death, Dana had given it back to Eulalie, sad to part with the weapon that had become such an important tool to her.
And now Eulalie was giving it back.
"Are you sure?" Dana asked.
"I have no need for it." Eulalie smiled. "Always was a spell-user, anyway."
Dana forced a laugh at the joke, a reference to the Dungeons and Dragons game that Eulalie had played with her sister and Bigfoot. She had even played with them during her first visit, the memories seared into place.
"What about your niece?" Dana asked. "Maybe she'll want it someday."
"I would rather my niece focus on other endeavors, if I'm being honest." Eulalie sighed. "Would you just take the damned thing? I'm not gonna lie...it hurts to see it."
Dana nodded, taking the knife-sized sword and tucking it in the back of her pants.
"Wow, shit, you really are getting bad." Lily was snapping her fingers in front of Dana's eyes. "More flashbacks?"
Dana debated lying, but knew the succubus would see right through her. She dropped her gaze and nodded.
"That snake better find a fix for you soon." Lily took Dana by the hand and led her out of the kitchen. On the floor, a small spot of semen had been spilled, and the fairy Cerulea was eagerly lapping it off the floor, tiny blue sparks shooting off of her beetle-like body.
"What does Eulalie want?" Dana had spent more than a little time avoiding the Arachne. While many of her flashbacks were random, Eulalie tended to spark the worst of them. Running through the forest and eating Nirumbi was a top contender for misery, but nothing surpassed having to live through Velvet's memorial on repeat. Every moment stored away in the old gray matter in intimate detail.
"Texted me earlier, said it was important." Lily held up her phone. Ever since the angel incident, they all had phones now. "She probably texted you too, but I bet you were up in the observatory."
"I was." Her brain barraged her with images of her severed limb, overlaying it with memories of the associated panic that had only come minutes ago. "Had to see Zel after. Haven't found a good inter-dimensional carrier."
Lily snorted, a grin on her face. When they walked through the living room, Mike was no longer there. The checkerboard had scorch marks on it, and the couch was covered in the flame-retardant spray of a fire extinguisher.
"Looks like the doll won," Lily noted.
"I would assume otherwise," Dana replied. "I don't think that Mike would set fire to the board because he lost."
"The little shit thrives on chaos. Don't believe for a moment that she didn't get a spirit boner from this." Lily led the way into the office. A few rats were busy cleaning dust bunnies from beneath the desk, scooping them up into a little tray. In truth, rats were very clean creatures and had become a tremendous help around the home. One of them was wearing a child's toy spider ring as a bracelet, indicating they were under the banner of Eulalie, the official Rat Queen.
Eulalie becoming queen of the rats had been a surprise development. While the Rat King Reggie had been stuck in the Underworld, Eulalie had accidentally ended up becoming a leader figure for the rats. When Reggie had returned, the kingdom had split down the middle. He had been sour at first, but realized it was for the best. With two figureheads, it was possible to split the work.
It also helped that Eulalie had full access to the Library as Assistant Librarian. The rats who worked there were helping restore the place to its former glory, and there was plenty of room for them to expand.
An innocuous bookshelf stuffed full of books waited for them. There was a certain book on the shelf that looked like any other, save for the odd symbol on the spine. It appeared as a different book depending on who picked it up. For Dana, it would be an engineering text. For Lily, it was a cheap Kama Sutra knock-off, and when she pulled it off the shelf, she flipped to a random page.
"Bleh, boring. More likely to break a hip than get off." She moved the book to another position on the bookshelf. It put the book's spine in line with a similar symbol that had been engraved into the wood. The moment she set it in place, the office vanished, and the bookshelf was now in a massive lobby with skylights several stories above.
The reference desk was ahead of them, built beneath a massive stone globe that hovered above. According to Sofia, the globe used to be a map of all the open gateways to the Library of Thoth, which was a repository for all written knowledge. However, the Order had tried to take it centuries ago and most of the doorways had been destroyed as a result. Other than a few tiny sparkles on the globe revealing where the rats had chewed holes for fiber optic cables, the only proper light was in the same geographic location as the house. With no patrons and a staff of one, the Library had absolutely seen better days.



A rat with comically large horned-rim glasses looked up from the desk and stood on their hind legs to greet them. They handed over a large pen and stamped a foot on a guest log.
"Seriously?" Lily asked. "Nobody ever comes here but us."
The rat bared its teeth, and Dana snatched the pen from Lily and moved to sign the log. She saw that Mike's name was in it several times, as was Reggie's and Ratu's. It made sense that the naga enchantress would visit; she had spent a good chunk of the spring trying to figure out how to stabilize Opal, a woman made out of primordial ooze.
"Eulalie is expecting us," Dana said as she handed the pen back to the rat. The rat nodded and picked up a tiny, silver bell. When they rang it, the sound somehow carried through the Library, summoning a floating platform from up above. It was stacked high with books that needed to be shelved, but there was still room for the two of them.
As the platform lifted off, Dana stared up at the skylights and wondered if they led to the same world as the observatory. None of the platforms went that high, and Eulalie had expressed no interest in scoping them out beyond decreeing that they were secure.
"Do we really need to do this?" Dana pulled out her sword and held it up in the position Sofia had taught her.
"We do." The cyclops gestured over the side of the platform with the tip of her own blade. She had gotten hers centuries ago from a man who had tried to kill her with it. "You can't always assume you'll be in a fight somewhere safe. The small area will force you to be offensive as much as defensive and the platform has been programmed to weave and keep your legs off balance."
Dana sighed and readied herself. The cyclops had demanded that Dana practice with her at least once a week. Not only was the cyclops a superior swordswoman, but her ability to see the future meant that Dana had yet to lay a mark on her. The lessons were terribly brutal, and always unfair.
The good news, however, was that they stuck. Every day was a chance to learn something new, a memory that was locked in place until--
"Hey!" Lily slapped Dana on the ass with her tail. "You suffer more flashbacks than a bad anime's filler arc."
"Huh?" Puzzled at the comparison, Dana realized they were at Eulalie's doorway. The Arachne had been given a home in the Library that was only accessible by herself or a platform. Without prior permission, anyone hoping to get the drop on her would have to either scale a perfectly smooth column for several stories or fly up under their own power.
The door to Eulalie's room was open, and they wandered inside. The interior space was covered in a multitude of monitors. Beneath them was a large console that was connected to a massive server room beneath. The wires were immaculately distributed so that they seemingly vanished into the walls. Tiny interdimensional portals connected the servers to different locations on Earth, allowing Eulalie to establish a truly private network. Even if someone tracked her on Earth, all they would find is a wire that disappeared into the wall. Any attempts to widen the hole would cause the portal to collapse.
Suspended from the ceiling, Eulalie lay in a hammock made of the finest spider silk on Earth. She was staring intensely at the monitors in front of her, able to peruse and process several of them at once with both her human and arachnid eyes.
"Ooh, you look so dramatic," Lily said. "How long have you been sitting up there trying to look like a badass?"
The Arachne tilted forward, tumbling out of her hammock and gracefully landing on all eight legs as if the fifteen foot fall was no big deal. She pulled off a pair of headphones and folded them up before slipping them into a pocket on her dress.
"It's been a while," she said. "I need your help."
"Oh?" Lily raised an eyebrow. "What on Earth could the Rat Queen possibly need that her little minions can't do for her? Well, except for anything requiring an actual brain."
Eulalie reached into one of her pockets and pulled out a small, white patch of webbing. She balled it up between her fingers, then flicked it at Lily, hitting her in the eye.
"Ow, fuck!" Lily tried to pull the webbing off her face, but only succeeded in smearing the sticky substance across her skin. "What's that for?"
"I don't mind jabs at me, but don't talk shit about my rats." Eulalie's features softened. "Besides, I've never known you to complain about white stuff all over your face."
"Ha fucking ha." Lily sank her nails into her forehead and peeled the top layer of skin off her face. Once it was off, the skin poofed away into smoke, allowing the webbing to drift to the floor.
"That...was disgusting." Eulalie gestured to one of the monitors. "I needed to speak to you privately, and didn't want to do it over text. Come."
The monitors displayed so many images and running numbers that Dana couldn't figure out where to look. Social media feeds were gathered together in one corner while spreadsheets had been opened off to the right. Two screens indicated that drives separated by continents were backing up, and a small cluster of monitors seemed to be overlooking bank transactions and the stock market.
"What's going on?" Dana watched Eulalie move to a thick black binder that was hanging from a bundle of webs. The Arachne picked it up and turned to face them.
"I've been watching the Order. It's not easy. Their tech people are top notch, and I suspect they've found a way to integrate magic into their system. Most of what I've accomplished has consisted of sending in rats to interface directly with their hardware, or even simple stuff like make photo copies of their files." She handed the book over to Dana. "I don't dare leave a digital trail of my own at this point, not after what I discovered."
Dana opened up the binder and stared at the pages. They were jumbled, a collection of newspaper clippings at first, and then building plans, purchase orders, and a ton of random items like meteorological reports and more than a few electric bills.
"It's all in there," Eulalie declared, crossing her arms and smiling.
"It's, uh..." Dana handed the binder back. "Maybe you could start at the beginning."
"Don't you see? This is proof they can trace us! Any of us, in fact. All they need is to ask, and poof!" She put her fingers together and then ripped them apart dramatically. "Answers!"
"Uh, okay." Dana looked at Lily, but the succubus looked just as confused.
"I mean, even if they track us...so?" Lily shrugged. "Unless they team up with the boogeyman, they're not getting in here. Mike refuses to leave home ever since the world almost ended, and the lions will absolutely shatter anyone the Order sends for us."
"No, not us! I'm not worried about us." Eulalie threw her arms in the air and grunted. As she twisted, Dana noticed the bags under the Arachne's eyes, and how one of her front legs tapped frantically on the ground like it was impatient.
"When was the last time you slept?" Dana asked.
"Hmm? Oh, not long ago. Uh..." Eulalie snapped her fingers. "The night after you came here for your weekly ass whooping with Sofia!"
Lily winced.
"Eulalie, that was almost a week ago." Dana gestured at the folders. "Maybe this is something we should talk about after you've had a full night's--"
"NO!" The Arachne's body lifted high, her legs going taut as if she was about to leap forward at them. "No, this can't wait! We have to go now, before they move it again!"
"Move what?" Lily asked.
"The Oracle! The Order, they've been keeping this creature for decades now. They say it can answer almost any question, but you have to be specific. It's how they tracked my mom and who knows how many other cryptids!" Her legs relaxed, lowering her back down. "Don't you see? If we can find where they're keeping the Oracle, we can use it!"
"For what?" Lily asked.
"Revenge!" Eulalie's lip lifted into a queer smile, her eyes suddenly wild. "For what happened to my sister."
Dana and Lily looked at each other. It was clear that Eulalie had lost it, as Leeds was currently entombed inside of a mountain in a pocket universe.
"Eulalie, Leeds is--"
Eulalie hissed, cutting Dana off. "Not that piece of shit, the one who created him! Leeds has the soul of a man and the body of a demon, which means!" She held a finger up for emphasis. "That somewhere out there is a demon with the body of a man! That means we can kill them, or at the very least ruin their life."
They were standing on the hill where Velvet had been buried. The location was peaceful, right next to where Velvet's parents rested together in peace. The cabin was visible in the distance, along with the start of a new frame for the barn. The rats, Tink, and Abella had put up the frame in record time.
Eulalie stood in front of her sister's grave, cradling Velvet's egg against her belly. She had gone missing earlier today, but Lily and Dana had known right where to find her.
They let her stand there and grieve for over an hour, content to keep her company. It was a lonely world, and you never got to choose who you walked it with. When Eulalie finally broke the silence, her words were barely audible.
"What am I going to do without her?" she asked.
Dana didn't have any good advice. She had spent over a year mourning her own loss, developing an unhealthy obsession with a motorcycle that now lay in a magical storage unit almost a mile underground in Montana. If anyone had advice for how to move on, it wasn't her.
"You're going to keep moving forward." Lily stepped toward Eulalie, her arms crossed over her chest. "And whenever you need someone to help you do that, just call. We'll be there for you."
It was an odd thing for the succubus to say, but she seemed to have a soft spot for the Arachne. Dana wasn't entirely certain why, but didn't question it.
"Thanks." Eulalie looked down at the ground.
"No, really. I mean it." Lily used a finger to raise Eulalie's chin so they were eye-level with each other. "You just say the word, and we'll do it."
"Please, I need this." Eulalie rubbed at her cheeks, then balled her fists by her waist. "This fucker swapped bodies with an infant, and we know he's out there somewhere. People like that don't just wander off and die, shit stains always find a way to persist!"
"Okay." Lily put a calming hand on Eulalie's wrist. "What do you want from us?"
The energy went out of the Arachne and she sighed. "I want to talk to this Oracle of the Order. Or have you talk to it for me, whatever. Find out where the demon is, hunt his ass down, then kill him."
"Okay." Lily looked at Dana, then back at Eulalie. "I'll agree on one condition."
"Name it." Eulalie gritted her teeth, clearly expecting the worst.
"Go to bed. If I find out you didn't sleep at least eight hours, then fuck you, I'm out." The succubus looked at Dana.
"Both of us," Dana agreed. Using a mystical being to hunt a demon sounded far more interesting than fixing up the observatory, and it would be good to get out of the house for a bit.
"I..." Eulalie looked at both of them and sighed. "Fine. I'll go sleep. But you have to let me know--"
"Yeah, yeah." Lily held out a cellphone. "Daddy has me on the phone plan, unlimited minutes and all the tits I can sext. You give us the binder, and we'll go check out a lead."
Dana wondered what she could be talking about, then realized it was probably Cyrus. The old man had taken up residence nearby, and if anyone knew about this Oracle figure, it would be him.
However, even though he had helped the house survive the apocalypse, nobody knew for sure where his loyalties lay. When Dana said as much while they boarded the floating platform, Lily smirked in response.
"You just leave that to me."

😈😈😈

When Cyrus opened the door of his third floor apartment, his weary eyes registered shock as Lily threw herself into his arms. She wore the form of an eight year old girl in a baseball cap wearing a pokemon backpack. If not for the red streaks in her hair and the zombie traveling with her, he wouldn't have known her identity.
"Grandpa!" Lily shouted, her hands wrapping around his waist. She felt him tense up, unsure how to react to her presence. They had called yesterday to schedule a meeting with him, so he had known they were coming. Transforming into a little girl just to fluster him would have been reason enough for her to come, but they also had an agenda today.
Cyrus pushed Lily away and nodded at Dana, who stood behind the succubus. "It's so...nice to see you two today."
Even though they were alone, it said something that the old man played along. Caution was a primary instinct to members of the Order, and there was always a strong possibility that he was being watched. It could be his former employer, or any number of people or monsters that he had pissed off over a long life of monster hunting.
Dana walked past Cyrus into his apartment while Lily held the man's hand. Once the door closed behind them, he yanked it away from her and scowled.
"Other people live here, you know." He waved a hand toward the door. "Do you know how many nosy neighbors I have? I'm willing to bet I get asked about you two, now. I'll have to explain that my granddaughters were visiting."
Lily rolled her eyes and transformed back into an adult wearing garish lingerie. "Oh, fine. Would you rather I show up like this and have people ask about the escorts you hired?"
"Yes. Yes I would." He sighed and ran his fingers through wild hair that stuck out in every direction. It had clearly been awhile since his last haircut. "People like asking safe questions. Were those your grandkids? I didn't know you had children. Do you have a son or daughter? What's their name? Where do they live? All safe questions that I need to prepare answers for and keep track of. Nobody is going to ask me about hiring an escort, because that means I'm a horny old man who is simply spending his money how he God damn pleases!"
She smirked, knowing she had unnerved him. They moved into a simple living room where Dana and Lily sat on a loveseat while Cyrus took his place on a recliner. He had a beer open on the side table next to an open book and a bowl of chips.
"Drinking? Before noon?" Dana asked.
Cyrus chuckled. "Honestly, when I heard you wanted to see me, I knew it's because you wanted something. There's probably a good chance I won't care much for what you ask, but will do my best to help."
Lily nodded. "It's almost like you know us." Cyrus had taken an interest in Lily and Dana after the mishap in Hawaii. For now, his concerns seemed purely academic, and she wondered if he was trying to atone now for some of the shitty things he had done during his career. Not that she was any different.
"So what do you have for me?" Cyrus asked with a yawn. He stretched, the whole room distorting as Lily snapped the Dreamscape around him. Cyrus hadn't noticed that she stung him during their awkward hug, the slow acting venom allowing him time to let them in and sit down.
In the real world, Cyrus was in his recliner while Lily sat in his lap, her fingers caressing his temples. Dana had pulled the binder out of the pokemon backpack and was flipping through to some pages she had marked.
In the Dreamscape, Cyrus seemed unaware that they had tricked him.
"We have some questions about the Order," Lily began. "About where they may be keeping a prisoner."
"Whether I can help you depends on the questions." Cyrus sipped at his beer, then stared hard at Lily. "Though the Order and I may be at philosophical odds these days, they are a powerful organization capable of raining hellfire down on both of us. There are some things I won't tell you for your safety and my own."
"You call it hellfire, I call it a hot shower." Lily grinned. "We want to know about someone called the Oracle."
Cyrus had been sipping his beer when she said this, and the ensuing spit take was hilarious. He wiped his mouth and stared at the two of them in horror, unaware that his memories were unfolding above his head in a giant thought bubble straight out of a comic book. Lily caught a glimpse of glowing red eyes behind thick glass.
"The Oracle? How do you know about the Oracle?"
Lily shrugged. "You know how it is. You go to enough parties, hear some rumors about a mystical being that can see the future, you get curious."
Cyrus just stared at both of them, more images appearing over his head. Since they were in the Dreamscape, Lily was able to sort through them while a false version of her spoke from the couch.
"What do you want with it?" Cyrus leaned forward in his seat. "You should know it's dangerous."
"Honey, I'm dangerous." She grinned at him, revealing a set of fangs that would startle a shark. "And yet I'm sitting right here, having a pleasant conversation with an old friend."
"I may be old, but we're not friends." He shook his head. "And you didn't answer my question."
"We have a question for it," Dream Dana said. "We're trying to find someone and heard that it was within its power."
Cyrus pursed his lips. "Even if the Oracle wanted to help you, there's no way in Hell that the Order would let you speak to it. The fact you know about it is bad enough."
Over his head, Lily saw memories from his point of view. Somewhere in the past, Cyrus had been able to phone the Oracle directly, or at least send in his questions. For whatever reason, the creature was under far tighter surveillance these days, and Cyrus was no longer a man with the clout to arrange a meeting. He spoke the truth when he said it could be months before such a meeting took place, and he definitely wouldn't be able to bring anyone else along.
Flitting through his brain, it was also easy to see that he wouldn't have done it. He had drawn a very clear line in his head between anything involving Mike and his former employer. The man didn't want anyone to know about the Radley house, because he feared that the Order might send someone to investigate, or worse, ask him to do so.
"Can you tell us where it is?" Dream Dana asked.
Cyrus shook his head. "I really can't. At best, I knew where it was, and they may have moved it already."
Above him, memories of the area where he last saw the Oracle appeared. Images of a small building in the middle of nowhere guarded by several men and women. Lily studied them and moved her consciousness briefly to the real world and shared the location with Dana. The zombie wrote the information down on paper. Based on what Eulalie had learned about the Order, even the act of pulling up a map of the region online might send up red flags on their end.
"C'mon, you can do better than that," she told him, a coy smile on her face. "Suck your dick like nobody's business."
Cyrus turned beet red and he looked down his nose at her. "Absolutely not."
Lily went back and forth with Cyrus, badgering him unsuccessfully to give her more details. In truth, she had everything she needed. She had suspected that he wouldn't voluntarily give them information on the Order and had come prepared to sift through his brain without him knowing. Was it a violation of trust? Absolutely. Did she care?
Fuck, no. Still, she needed to create the illusion that their visit had been unsuccessful, that the three of them had chatted for awhile. If she gave up now, he would absolutely suspect something had gone wrong.
When it was clear that Cyrus was good and agitated, Dream Dana asked him some questions that Real Dana had about trans-dimensional boundaries, mainly the ones she had encountered in the observatory. Cyrus, happy to change topics, questioned her at length about the observatory itself, making sure to remind them that he would happily come see it in person.



This wasn't likely to happen. Once Mike invited someone into the house, the protective geas let them come in whenever they chose, and Cyrus was absolutely on the forbidden list. The mage was plenty curious about the home, and though time was made for him to study it from the outside, Mike had no reason or desire to let him in.
Lily played Dreamscape telephone for Dana in the real world, speaking in Cyrus' voice whenever he asked questions. In this manner, Real Dana could absolutely hold a conversation with the sleeping mage. This not only allowed Dana to get some valuable information about trans-dimensional fields, but make the deception less obvious should Cyrus bring up the conversation later.
After almost an hour of back and forth, she felt the mage start to stir. In the Dreamscape, she had gotten bored and was digging through Cyrus' fridge for a beer of her own. Lily made sure to line up Dream Dana with Real Dana, and then sucked down the contents of Cyrus' beer before sauntering over to the fridge to grab a new one. She pulled one out of the fridge, opened it, took a quick swig, then dropped it on the floor.
Cyrus startled awake, practically jumping to his feet to see what had caused the noise. He held a wand in his right hand, the tip glowing hot.
"Shit, it's just beer," Lily told him, pulling down some paper towels. "No need to vaporize me over it."
"My apologies." He put the wand away and rubbed his face. "I've been a little on edge recently."
"You don't say?" Lily found a small grocery bag and tossed the glass shards into it.
"It's Order related," he told them, then turned to Dana. "I think something big is going down. I'm no longer on the inside and don't know the details, but the few times I've been in contact with them, they've been on high alert. I get the impression that maybe they're dealing with something they aren't equipped to handle."
"And you think you're important enough to be involved?" Lily tossed the glass pieces into the bag, not worried in the slightest about getting cut.
"Well, that's only part of it. You see, they asked me if I would be willing to go active again. Not for their sake, but my own." He scratched at his beard and frowned. "I get the impression that other retired operatives may have gone missing."
"And you think you're next?" Lily rolled her eyes and mopped up the rest of the mess. "We are rather full of ourselves today. So, what, are you going to ask if you can move into our home? Or perhaps into the vacant one next to us? Mike is in the process of buying it, you know." That home had belonged to a man named Murray, who had become possessed by an angel. He had died in a fight with Mike and the others, and the decision was made to just buy the property once it went on the market. It would mean one less neighbor snooping on them.
"No, I'm comfortable here. I'm not used to living in big spaces." Based on his apartment, that wasn't a lie. Aside from a kitchen and living room, the apartment only had a master bedroom and a bathroom with blue-striped wallpaper. "But it doesn't mean I'm not worried."
"Your wards looked fine on the way in." Lily had spotted most of them, but knew the man had others. If she had meant him actual harm, he probably would have answered the door with a fireball. "And the Rat Queen has this place under surveillance."
"Ah, yes. The mysterious Eulalie." Cyrus chuckled. "I spot rats sometimes, but assume it's for my personal benefit."
"She hasn't forgotten what you did for her, or the others." Lily stood and put a hand on her hip. "She's got her eyes on the place. If she saw something, she'd warn you herself."
"That's good to hear." Cyrus looked at Lily and Dana. "I don't suppose either of you want to stay for lunch? I know that neither of you need to eat, but..."
The mage suddenly looked very much like the old, lonely man he was. His eyes darted back and forth at the two of them, hoping to see a sign of interest. Lily had seen this plenty of times in men like him. A lifetime of devotion had given him nothing more than a sense of accomplishment and no family to share it with.
"No, there's some stuff I want to check out in the observatory now, see if your theory about dimensional threading is correct." Dana made her way to the door. "I'll be in touch with what I find out."
"I'm eager to hear it." By the time he turned his attention to Lily, she had turned back into a little girl and thrown her arms around his neck before planting a big, sloppy kiss on his cheek.
"I'll miss you, Grandpa!"
Cyrus wiped his cheek and shoved her away. "Yeah, yeah, I answered your questions, now get the fuck out of my home, you spawn of Satan." He opened the door for them. "Oh, and say hi to Mike and Death for me. We're supposed to have tea next Tuesday."
Lily blew him a kiss and skipped down the hall ahead of Dana, her braids bouncing off her shoulders. She had taken advantage of the old man's kindness and gotten exactly what she wanted.
Somewhere, deep down inside, a part of her felt bad. With very little effort, she squashed it away.

😈😈😈

Tasia stared out the wrought-iron framed window at the Aegean sea. The dark waters surged, signaling a coming storm. There was a heaviness in the air, the result of the protective wards around her family's island absorbing energy from the pounding surf. The magic protecting the island was old, and had served to defend the Laskaris family for several generations, back to the founding of the Order.
She was waiting in a study reserved for guests. It had a wonderful view of the sea and a bar with thousands of dollars worth of alcohol at her disposal. Not that she planned to partake, as she wanted her mind to be at its sharpest before speaking with her father.
The door behind her creaked and an older man in a butler's coat stepped in and nodded in her direction. "Miss? Your father is ready for you in the tower."
"Thank you, Basil." This servant had been with her family since before she was born. He was a good man who could have retired years ago, but had recognized that he was a cog in a very important machine.
Basil smiled and gestured toward the hall with a white-gloved hand. She knew the way, but indulged him, allowing the butler to lead her outside to the stone bridge that connected the primary residence to the main watch tower in the center of the island. She could hear the waves smashing into the cliffs of the island, smell the salt and ozone in the air. The gray clouds above gave her the feeling that she was walking into a trap, and not into the personal office of the man who had raised her and taught her the way of the sword.
They passed through an entryway guarded by a Knight and Mage of the Order. Recognition flickered in their eyes, but they did not greet her as she passed between them. She was certain there were rumors about her disappearance, but didn't care what they were.
Last year, she had suffered several humiliations at the hands of a succubus, only to have her mind dominated by a dragon man. Her superiors hadn't blamed her for the failure of the mission, and had even commended her on surviving.
But they didn't have to live with the memories of being forced to slay her own teammates, or see the pity and scorn of the other Knights. She had been one of the best, but had fallen from grace in their eyes. More than anything, she had feared what her father would say when she had returned home.
The stone of the tower swallowed up the sounds of the island, and they got into a small elevator that took them to the top. She half expected a word of encouragement from Basil, but knew better. He was, above all, her father's servant.
The elevator doors opened into an opulent room constructed from marble and lined with gold molding. The walls of the room were decorated with different weapons and armor, all of them from members of her family that had either fallen in battle or performed great deeds for the Order. The enchantments lingering in this room were powerful enough that a wizard would give an arm and a leg just to study them. The Order could find nobody better suited to protect them than the Laskaris family.
On the far side of the room, the floor had been raised with a pair of stairs along the edges to reach it. Her father stood there, wearing a sleeveless white button-down shirt over navy slacks, his hair pulled back behind him to drape between his shoulder blades. He wasn't wearing any shoes and had both hands in his pocket.
Basil excused himself and moved to a hidden door next to a shield with the family crest: a wolf's head guarding an open book. The Laskaris family had long been the Knights of the Order, those who would lay down their lives to protect their brothers and sisters, the mages. Most of the Order was comprised of gifted orphans found around the world, but the Laskaris family was different. They willingly sent their children to become the most powerful Knights the Order would ever see, building an untouchable legacy that Tasia was very proud to be a part of.
"I see you survived the process." Alexandros Laskaris turned to face his daughter. His tan skin had olive undertones that mimicked her own, but the attribute they shared most were his piercing blue eyes. They were so light they almost seemed white in places, making him look more like a predator than a protector.
"I did." Tasia kept her head held high. Last time she had spoken to her father, he had told her about an experimental program that the Order had been working on for almost three decades now. The mortality rate was extremely high, nearly ninety percent. However, she had been unable to live with the memories of her failures, not without finding a way to become stronger. They had promised her, should she survive, she would inherit abilities far beyond those ever possessed by a Knight of the Order.
One of those abilities in particular mattered the most. Though Knights had formal training against psychic attacks, the dragon man's strength had been a surprise. With words alone, his magic had dominated her.
Now, though? Her mind was untouchable. Anyone attempting to dig around in there was in for a very brutal surprise.
"Show me." Her father held out a hand and his sword appeared as if by magic. It was the enchanted bracelet on his arm, an innocuous stone trinket that allowed him to remain armed at all times.
She pulled her own blade free. It was the size of a dagger, but unfolded rapidly like an old-fashioned switchblade until it was around a meter and a half in length.
Alexandros didn't move a muscle, yet he was suddenly in front of her, his blade whipping down through the air so fast she could hear the air around it shriek as if being pierced. This was no longer the man who had raised her, nor the teacher who had taught her. This was a man who was trying to kill her, to see if she was truly worthy of the gifts she had received.
She raised her own blade to counter, the impact of the weapons ringing painfully in her ears. There was a tense moment when it felt like the weapon itself may give, shattering under the brutal pressure of her father's strength. One of the first abilities taught to a Knight was how to project their mana or spirit into the armor and weapons they used, strengthening the material past anything their artisans could create.
She cleared the blade, then stepped to the side and dodged the knife hand strike her father followed up with. It was the same strike she had once seen him use to kill a minotaur, puncturing its sternum to damage the heart directly. The poor beast was dead for several seconds before realizing it, staggering around with fear in its eyes before collapsing to the ground.
This was a man who wanted to see what his only daughter was capable of, and she obliged. With his hand so extended, she twisted away and brought her sword down on his wrist. She didn't think he would lose a hand, but if so, the wound would be clean enough that it could be reattached.
Though she was fast, her father's speed with a blade was legendary. He withdrew his hand and struck the flat of her blade with the pommel of his own, deflecting it even further. Despite his parry, her sword was still quick enough to sever the tip of one of her father's fingers.
Alexandros paused, contemplating the wound. He winced, his hands shaking.
It was a trap. He expected her to back down, to ask if he was okay. The moment she dropped her guard, he would counterattack. When she tried to skewer him instead, his blade deflected hers and a proud smile broke across his face.
The fight continued for a couple more minutes, her father now using techniques she hadn't seen in years to bypass her defenses. Her sleeves and pants were soiled with her own blood by the time that they finished. Though neither of them were even panting from exertion, Alexandros had finally called a halt to their fight. Tasia had failed to strike her father after that first hit, but couldn't help feel the pride welling in her chest.
First blood had been hers. In any battle, that was sometimes the deciding factor.
The wounds on her body were already closing up, the scabs turning black as her body knitted back together. Her father, on the other hand, had to wrap his finger with a bandage that Basil brought him. Basil also presented her father with some rags and oil to wipe the blood off his sword. Her father had once told her that the greatest sign of respect a warrior could show to their weapon was to take care of it themselves. He was of the mind that all weapons had a soul of sort, and were bound to their wielder.
"You are much stronger." He wiped his blade free and inspected it.
"Faster, too." She turned to Basil, who offered her rags and oil of her own. Wordlessly, the pair cleaned their weapons before putting them away.
"It would seem your decision was a wise one, daughter." He bowed his head to her as a sign of respect. Though he had proposed the experimental treatment, it had to be something she wanted to do. Too many subjects had lost their minds during the process, and had been put down like animals as a result. He held out his hand and Basil placed a phone in the center of his palm. He inspected it for a moment, and then handed it to Tasia. "You have been called."
It was the closest thing to a dad joke she would ever get from the man, and it took every ounce of willpower to hold back her grin. The phone was her official connection back to the Order, and would have the details of her next assignment.
"Do you know what I'm hunting?" she asked.
"I do not." Alexandros was as high as you could climb on the Council without being able to tap into the divine, or utilize Creation level magic. Even those people were rare, and far more content to let men and women like her father run things for them. "But I suspect that your new team will require your strengths."
"And they're aware of my...condition?" She looked up from the phone to her father.
"The team leader has been made aware that you are to be given her full trust in this regard. Still, it would do the program wonders if you could show a bit of restraint." He chuckled. "So maybe don't rip someone's head off with your bare hands."
She blushed, but said nothing. It was entirely possible that her father knew everything that had happened to her during the program, or had even watched footage. Some of the things that had happened were embarrassing, to say the least. Her father was clearly speaking about an incident with one of the other enrollees, a man named Kent.
Kent had failed out of the program, which was code for 'He went batshit insane and tried to kill everyone.' Tasia had been unarmed and forced to improvise. It had been a bloody process, sinking her nails beneath his jaw and pulling from above until she ruptured a disk in her back. The pain she felt in that moment was numbed by the sheer exhilaration of defeating an opponent who was definitely bigger and stronger than herself.
"You are dismissed." Satisfied, her father turned away from her as Basil approached with a fresh change of clothes.
"Come, miss. I will show you to our guest quarters where you can clean up."
"Thank you, Basil." She was almost to the elevator when her father spoke once more.
"Tasia?" Alexandros was staring at her from by the window, his visage fierce and threatening. For a single moment, though, it melted away to reveal the soft core of the man within. "I order you to return to me when you're done."
"As you will, father." She bowed her head, then allowed Basil to lead her away.
The guest quarters were fit for a king. After her shower, she sat naked on the balcony and watched the storm roll in, protected from early raindrops by a stone ledge. She pulled out the smartphone and unlocked it with her fingerprint. Scanning through the file, she grinned.
Something was killing people in Florida, USA. The pictures she saw were horrifying, and there was already a dossier with several possibilities. As she scanned through the images, she thought back to her last mission, the one that had gone so very wrong.
This time would be different. No matter what she faced, she now had the power to confront it head on and defeat it, whether it be a dragon man or a succubus. Though her father had bested her upstairs, that had been a test of swordplay alone. If she had truly tapped into her new power...
She shivered in delight. Though the bed inside her room was soft, she far preferred sleeping outside, to feel the rain on her bare skin as if she were back in the woods once more. The sole fault of the program was that it had taught her that humanity was fleeting, but nature was eternal. She longed to feel soil beneath her feet, to inhale the scents of the forest.
But what she wanted most of all was to once again experience the thrill of the hunt. As the storm smashed itself against the magical barrier of her family's island, a growl of anticipation snuck past her lips.

😈😈😈

I hope you're excited, because this old fashioned tale of revenge will get messy as our characters get caught up in an evil plot that puts Tristan's plans to shame! Twice the swordplay, twice the demons, and a new monster are coming your way!
And Tasia? What the hell is going on with her?!?
As always, thank you for reading. I keep chapter release updates in my bio, so check it out and plan accordingly. You can also follow me, too, whatever makes you happiest. The main storyline shall return soon enough, but for the many of you who haven't read the D&H storyline yet, now would be a good month to do so!
If you haven't already, go do something kind for yourself. You've earned it!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! It's the season for spinoffs and I'm back with the sequel to Dead and Horny!
New reader? Yeah, start at Home for Horny Monsters. This is the sequel to the spinoff that happened during book 3. It's complicated.
Returning reader? Welcome back, I missed you! I've appreciated the positive feedback on the last chapter and I hope the rest of the story doesn't disappoint. Not only do I get to expand HFHM lore outside the scope of Mike and the gang, but it also gives me a break from the main story to refocus my efforts.
That and I get to channel my inner Lily. I recommend this process to everyone, especially if you deal with difficult people.
Anyway, thanks for all the love, I couldn't keep doing this without you, make sure to check my bio for scheduled posts (like Book 7, coming soon!!!), and I hope you enjoy this chapter, because we're about to see our friend,
The Oracle
The last time Dana had broken into a top secret Order facility, she developed severe heavy metal toxicity, took a bullet in the head, and went on a trip through time in an Elder god's filthy mouth. She would have felt more apprehensive about this go around if she hadn't found herself staring at a map of the facility as well as a couple of detailed pictures of the Oracle chamber that Zel had drawn up after letting Lily into her dreams to see it.
Dana was in Eulalie's room again, the Arachne hanging from her web right in front of Dana.
"Tea?" Eulalie offered a mug to Dana.
"Thanks." She took it more out of habit than anything else. When you didn't need to eat or drink, you soon noticed just how much time people spent doing so while in each other's company.
Eulalie's rats stood around the table conferring with each other over the chamber drawings. They chittered in a mixture of sounds often punctuated with bits of English. Some time ago, the rats had realized it would be a good idea for more of them to pick up the language, but their mouths weren't conducive to speaking human languages. Some, like Reggie, had no difficulty pronouncing words, and Dana suspected it had something to do with snout size.
Eulalie, to her credit, had picked up a bit of rat-speak. It was amusing to hear the Arachne chitter at her subjects, because there were times she would mispronounce something, and Dana could have sworn she could hear the rats laughing at her.
"So where's Lily?" The Arachne sipped her chamomile tea and rubbed the egg in her lap affectionately. It was strapped to her belly with thick strands of sticky webbing that sometimes collected small items, like paperclips or pens.
"Stocking up on man juice." Dana leaned back in her chair and sipped at the tea. To her, it had almost no taste at all. Since tea was just flavored water, she assumed her body processed it somehow.
"Ah. Straight from the source?"
"If you close your eyes, you can almost hear Mike gasping for air." Dana smirked. "Yeah, she's convinced shit is going sideways, and I agree. We're about to essentially teleport directly into the deepest part of an Order base to talk with their resident psychic. Lily believes we'll get maybe ninety seconds, if we're lucky."
"Then you'd best prepare your questions." Eulalie turned toward her computer monitor and looked at the rats. The rodents all faced her and one chittered. "Sounds like they're ready."
"You're not having them chew their way in from here, right?"
"Of course not. First I'm going to have them open a few portals that we can easily collapse. Kind of like bouncing a signal all around the planet so it can't be traced." Eulalie tapped some keys and a global map appeared with red circles on it. "Five different locations, all untraceable. Three of these are government facilities that have been abandoned in foreign countries, so that may give them false leads, assuming they even track you that far."
"You're sure they're abandoned?"
Eulalie snorted, then leaned backward in her web so far that she actually turned upside down, her dangling hair sweeping along the floor.
"Girl, please." When she winked, it was just with one of her human eyes. The arachnid eyes all along her forehead eerily reflected Dana like security mirrors in a convenience store, scrutinizing her in whatever bands of light Eulalie could see. The Arachne twisted until she fell free, one hand wrapped protectively around her sister's egg. "Let's get you back to the nursery."
Having nothing better to do, Dana followed her friend aimlessly into the room where Velvet's egg spent a good chunk of its time. Arachne eggs were notoriously hardy, and capable of hatching in very short amounts of time if needed. However, the Arachne inside had a much better chance of success if given a proper incubation period. Time didn't technically pass in the Library, so the egg stayed here only when neither Eulalie or Mike could safely watch it.
A pair of rats with hand-crafted aprons were waiting nearby. When Eulalie set the egg in its nest of blankets, the rats brushed some smudges that looked suspiciously like Cheeto dust off of the egg's shell.
Eulalie stepped back and contemplated the egg, her features suddenly hard to read.
"When your girlfriend died, how long was it before you would wake up in the morning and know that she was gone?" Eulalie's fingers pulled at a piece of webbing she produced from a pocket on her skirt.
"Not until I died, honestly. And only because my brain is like a tiny computer now. If I actually slept, I imagine I would wake up and it would be like I had simply closed my eyes and jumped into the future by several hours." She put a hand on Eulalie's human thigh. She would have put it on her friend's shoulder, but the Arachne was too tall. "It's not something I ever got over, and I don't think it ever goes away."
"I know, but...all these feelings are just so...heavy. When I'm in the middle of something, I'll forget that she's not around anymore and I'll call out for her to come check it out, or make a note to mention it later to her, and..." Eulalie put a hand over her mouth. "Oh, fuck, this is so the pot calling the kettle black, isn't it?"
"Preaching to the choir is more appropriate." She patted Eulalie's leg, marveling at how thick the muscles felt beneath her skin. If Dana were to crack her friend open, she imagined she'd taste like crab with butter sauce. "We're both entitled to our grief, just because my dead brain is all fucked up doesn't mean you have to walk on eggshells around me."
Eulalie snorted. "Was that intentional?"
"What?" Dana looked at the egg. "Oh, shit, no. I would rather die than tell puns about your egg baby."
"I adore your dead girl humor." Eulalie approached the egg and put her hand on its swirled gemstone surface. "Sometimes, I can feel her moving. Do you want to feel?"
"Not really." She contemplated the egg. "Part of me is afraid I'll hurt the egg. Zombie strength, you know? But I also worry that I'll screw her up. I've heard how she zaps people, like Mike does, from inside her shell. What if my condition can affect her?"
Eulalie picked up the egg and turned around. "Touch it."
Dana considered the glossy surface of the egg, noting how the light diffracted off the colorful swirls adorning its surface.
"Wow, these are shiny." Dana stared at the small cluster of colored dice that had been dumped on the wooden table in front of her. She picked up the d20 and held it up like a jeweler appraising a gemstone. "Are these made of gems?"
"Yeah, but they're junk quality," Velvet replied, going through a small collection of leather pouches, each one adorned with a different symbol. "Mom and Dad used to supplement their income by selling bits of gold and ore they might come across. For obvious reasons, she was really good at spotting stuff like that. These were made from some bigger pieces that couldn't be cut down without cracking. The d10 has a crazy flaw through the middle that looks like a lightning bolt."
"I see." Dana set the die back down and considered the collection. "How did you guys make these?"
Eulalie picked up the d20 and gave it a test roll. "Uncle Foot did most of the work and got them to the right size. Dad cut the angles using his tools, and Mom carved the numbers. I like to use this set whenever I play a magic caster."
"What are you playing now?" asked Dana.
"Druid." Eulalie pulled a bag over and emptied it on the table. "These are carved from deer bones."
"Are all of them hand-made, then?" She looked across the small collection of bags. The girls had invited her to play a game of Dungeons and Dragons with them and she had accepted. The occupants of the cabin had been a huge surprise for her, but she had quickly latched onto both of them. Eulalie was a big nerd, and had been eager to add someone else to the party.
"Yep. Not exactly like there's a lot to do out here." Velvet laughed. "Well, that's not true anymore now that we have internet. The nineties, though, they were rough. It was still just books and the occasional movie, so arts and crafts was absolutely our thing."
"Mom made a bunch of these bags." Eulalie picked one up and gave it a gentle toss in the air. "I like that she still gets to be a part of our adventures, even though she's gone."
"I know that feeling." Dana sighed and sat back in her chair, thinking of her dead girlfriend's motorcycle. "You want to feel like you're carrying a piece of someone forward, that they somehow still exist. Which they do. Know that for a fact, actually."
"Oh?" Velvet perked up at Dana's words. "Is it because of the whole zombie thing?"
"Partially. I live with a woman whose job it is to escort people to the afterlife. Unless she's a supernatural con-artist, I'm inclined to believe there's enough evidence."
"She's lying." Eulalie's tone was flat. "Technically, Dana doesn't live with anyone cause she's dead."
"Don't mind my sister." Velvet picked up a bag of dice and threw it at Eulalie's face. The Arachne reacted quickly, catching the drawstring on one finger and allowing the bag to spin. "She can be a real bitch, sometimes."
"Cannot. Dogs only have four legs. And last time I counted..." Eulalie made a show of holding up her fingers.
"That just makes you a pair of bitches. Or a double bitch." Dana said, then winked at Velvet, who burst into laughter. "Unlike other dead girls, I can still do math."
Eulalie chuckled and set down the bag. "That's good to hear, because you're about to be doing a lot of it once you finish rolling up your character."
"Dana?" Eulalie's hand passed in front of Dana's eyes. "Hey, are you in there?"
"Fuck." Dana turned away from the egg and left the room, the memory of Velvet's laughter chasing after her. It was like the recording had gotten stuck on repeat in her mind, and she pressed her forehead up against the wall of Eulalie's room, tempted to smash her head until the thought dislodged. She had already started smacking her head when she smelled cinnamon and sulfur fill the room.
"Whoa, hey." Lily had sauntered into the room wearing an all black leather outfit, complete with knives on the sleeves. She grabbed Dana by the shoulders and pulled her away from the wall. "If you're trying out a new kink, you need to give the wall a safeword."
"I'm fine. It's fine." Lily's sudden arrival had dislodged the errant thought, allowing it to fade into the background. "What took you so long?"
"Went back for seconds." Lily burped, then rubbed her belly. "Maybe I'm paranoid, but it seems like we may want some extra juice in the tank for you."
"Isn't this just supposed to be a quick trip?" Dana asked.
Lily stared at her in disbelief.
Dana sighed. "Okay, yeah, our lives aren't ever that simple."
"Glad you see things my way. Everyone is happier when they do." Lily winked at Dana as Eulalie walked into the room. "Ah, there you are. Are we ready to go get our fortunes read?"
"Almost. Come this way." Eulalie left through the main entrance, and they followed her. The Arachne crawled down the side of the pillar to the floor below and disappeared into a tunnel. Lily took Dana by the hand and flew her down to the opening, where the two of them discovered a door that could be barred from the outside. In the room, a portal had been opened along the far wall, which had a solid portcullis made of three-inch thick steel hanging just above it. If someone dropped the metal, it would cut anyone coming through in half.
"I hate to tell you this, but once they start coming through there, it won't take them long to cut through that steel." Lily stood on her tiptoes to knock on the metal. "One good fireball would do it."
"It's got shaped charges built into the other side." Eulalie said this calmly, but Lily jerked her hand away from the door. "They'll detonate the wall, which will close the portal. Anyone in here gets dosed with nerve gas, but you two will be fine."
"Holy shit, that sounds so extreme." Lily just shook her head.
"It was the minimum necessary for Sofia to agree to this. Otherwise, we'd be doing this from Oregon." Eulalie crouched to step through the portal, and the others followed. They were in a concrete bunker with water dripping from the ceiling.
"Where are we now?" asked Dana.
"Better you don't know." Eulalie led them to the next portal. "Not because it's a bad idea, I don't want your minds getting read or whatever. Let's just say you're taking the shortest trip around the world ever." She smiled and waved to a pair of rats with a remote detonator in their hands who were monitoring the breach, and now they were in a log cabin on the edge of a rocky shore.
"Is that an iceberg?" Lily was looking out a window.
"This is definitely not the place you want to get stuck." Eulalie showed them a collapse mechanism for the cabin wall, then led them through the next few portals. They stopped at a brick wall that was glowing with its own inner light. A trio of rats were examining the edges of a chalk circle that had been drawn on the stone. Eulalie knocked on the wall and a ripple of light traveled outward. "They really have gotten better at stopping just before spatial breach. Ninety percent of what they do is instinct, but when we actually sat down and looked at the math--"
"Neeeeeeerd," Lily fake yelled between her hands.
"Eat my butt, basic hell girl."
"You're not ready for what I can do to your butt," Lily countered.
Eulalie, a self-described asexual, snorted in response. "So yeah, the Oracle is on the other side of this wall. Once you're through, you need to get answers and then bolt. Like all the other rooms, this one is wired to go, which will close it on their side. We have to assume we only get one chance at this, because they'll be on the lookout for another break-in like this one. Rat portals have been so rarely documented that it will take them time to figure out how we did it, but then they'll be ready. At a minimum, they're moving the Oracle somewhere new after today."
"Then let's do this." Dana moved in front of the wall and stared straight ahead.
"I love an eager beaver." Lily moved next to her. "I think I'm gonna ask him if my crush likes me first, and then find out which brother from Hanson is the best kisser."
"You both left your cellphones at home, right?" Eulalie was speaking from the edge of the exit portal.
"Yes, Mom," both Dana and Lily replied at the same time. The Arachne chuckled and left just as the rats began chewing away the final edges of reality.
The portal popped inward, then silently opened, the ragged edges of the portal glistening a multitude of colors. As they stepped through, Dana wondered what those edges would look like beneath a microscope. The way they sparkled, she wondered if she was seeing stars.
There wasn't much time for thinking though as they were deposited into a dimly lit room filled with entirely too much fog. The air tasted metallic, giving Dana flashbacks to her heavy metal poisoning in the Pit.
"Come closer, both of you." The voice sounded weird, as if two people were speaking but one was slightly off pitch. Lily shrugged at Dana and walked toward the voice. There wasn't far to walk, as the two of them now stood on the edge of a curved glass wall. Down below, a speaker grill was leaking mystery fog all over the room.
"Hello?" Lily knocked on the glass. "We're here to talk to a man about all my girlish dreams and I forgot to put money in the meter."
"Patience, demon." A dark shadow moved behind the glass, but Dana didn't get a good look at it. "You two are my first real visitors in quite some time, and I would prefer to savor your company."
"Are you the Oracle?" Dana asked.
"That is what some call me. It's preferable to other names, but a little low on dramatic impact, wouldn't you say?"
"Ugh. This asshole is stalling for time. We get it, you knew we were coming, now your buddies are on their way to give me a full cavity search. Well, let me tell you something." Lily drew the knives from her outfit. "I've got some deep, fucking cavities and I'm a biter."
"You're even more of a joy in person, but no. There is no quick response, not today. You see, the technician who was supposed to fix the grill so it wouldn't leak mist actually made a mistake while installing the seal. Right now, all the cameras can see is fog, and I'd prefer we take our time getting to know each other." The sinister shape moved closer to the glass, blazing red eyes appearing where its head would be. "What do you say, ladies?"
The mist curled away from the Oracle, revealing a hunched figure with massive wings. At first, Dana thought she was looking at a mutant owl, but the long, feathered antennae atop his head told a different story. When he moved, it was almost like the shadows chased after him, and she couldn't quite stare at any part of him long enough to remember it. He was amorphous, indefinable, and she couldn't tell where his face ended and his body began. The Oracle chuckled and placed a hand against the glass. When Dana looked at his fingers, she couldn't figure out exactly how many he had. Every time she counted them, the number changed.
"Oh, great," Lily whispered. "Another fucking bug. Just my luck."
Behind the glass, the Oracle chuckled again.

😈😈😈

When the private jet touched down on American soil, Tasia snorted herself awake and gazed around the cabin with bleary eyes. She was one of six passengers, all traveling on Order business. A mage and knight pair sat towards the back of the plane, casting wary glances in her direction, while the other three were researchers headed for the West Coast center. Yawning, she stretched until her ribs popped, then cracked open the shade to look outside.
It was a private airstrip concealed on an invisible island east of Boca Raton. After landing, she was greeted by a thin knight who drove her to the docks where they took a boat to the mainland. The sun was rising by the time she was picked up. Then it was a two hour trip into the depths of the Everglades. Winding dirt roads dominated the experience, and the thick vegetation obscured her windows, giving her very little to look at.
She nodded off again, the steady hum of the car lulling her to sleep. It was easier to nap in moving vehicles these days. They were isolated from the scents and sounds of the outside world. Unless someone rolled down a window to let them in, it gave her senses a much needed respite and she used it to sleep. When the car came to a sudden halt, she was wide awake, her hand on the hilt of her blade.
"Shit." The driver put the car in park and got out. They were on an unlabeled dirt road, surrounded on both sides by water-filled drainage ditches. In the middle of the road, a massive alligator had come to a halt. "We're just outside the wards, too."



"Can't you just give it a little jolt?" Tasia was already out of the car, examining the errant reptile. It looked to be almost twelve feet long. "Move it along?"
The man chuckled. "We call this guy Old Moses. He's been around these parts a while, he's kind of a pet research project. Most spells bounce off his hide, and nobody is quite sure why. It's rare that he's up here, but now that he's seen us, he'll wait until we bribe him with snacks."
"So we can't kill him?"
"It definitely won't make you any friends." The man frowned as Tasia approached Old Moses. "Oh, you shouldn't do that. He's definitely not friendly."
Old Moses tilted his head toward Tasia, regarding her with beady eyes. He let out a hiss of warning, but Tasia had already vaulted over him, landing in a crouch with her feet just behind the gator's front legs. Before Old Moses could react, she had wrapped her arms around his belly and lifted him off the ground.
The gator thrashed and twisted, but she wasn't bothered by it. Her muscles bulged as she tossed the gator into a ditch with water that looked deep enough to soften his landing. There was a loud splash and a bunch of birds took to the sky in protest.
"There." Tasia wiped her hands off on her pants. "I'm hungry. Do you have anything good to eat at the barracks?"
The man stared at her, mouth agape. As she walked past, she gave him a wink.
"The key is to stretch first." She got back into the car. After a brief pause, her driver got in and they continued onward to their destination.
A couple of minutes later, she felt a tingle run across her body as they crossed through the wards around the edge of the facility. The wards served to alert the guard station to anyone crossing through them, but also kept most forms of wildlife away from where they were centered. Amida had once described the wards as a background hum that animals mostly ignored until they got close. He had described it as an inverse-square law, and she couldn't help but smile at his memory.
Gods, how she missed him.
They pulled into a small compound. It was little more than a few buildings that could have easily been abandoned from the looks of them. The Order typically built their structures underground like ants. Ever since the advent of satellite imagery, it was far easier to use practical effects to hide their properties from prying eyes. There was an entire department whose single job was to delete any potential trace of activity in areas like this one from numerous government servers on the odd chance something got picked up. And if they couldn't hide it themselves, they would bribe people to look the other way.
The more important locations were also shielded by magic. Technological advancements sometimes created new problems for the people in the spellcraft department to overcome, but some of the greatest magical minds on the planet were devoted to making sure that the human world never learned that magic still existed.
Tasia got out of the car and took a deep breath through her nose. She picked up the heavy, earthen smell of the foliage surrounding them, along with at least six species of bird and some small mammals. Other than her driver, the scent of humans had been wiped clean from the place, meaning that this branch at least had their shit together.
"Lead the way." She put on her sunglasses and followed behind the driver as he led them into a building that looked like it was a strong breeze away from falling over. Inside, there was an older woman with gray hair pulled up into a bun waiting for them, bare arms crossed over a black tank top.
"I've got her from here." The woman took a step forward and bowed to Tasia. She looked like she might be in her early sixties but had the musculature of an olympic athlete. "Tasia, a pleasure to meet you. I am Master Lynn."
Tasia bowed back, waiting for the driver to leave. Once he was gone, she held out a hand, which Lynn shook.
"I've heard about you," Tasia said, trying to hold back her glee. Lynn was a legend in the Order, more so than Master Cyrus had been. Not only was she one of the best knights who had ever lived, but the woman had been her father's trainer back when he was young. "Are you in command here?"
"Yes and no. I came out a bit ago because of our recent problem, but you're the main reason I'm here. I'm supposed to be your handler." She opened a hidden door, revealing a staircase that disappeared into the earth below.
"Handler?" Tasia frowned. "I thought that...well, you know."
"I do." Lynn took a step back and gestured Tasia forward. "This is less about you and more about the others. They know that you're different, but not necessarily how. While my role is technically to take you down should it be required, my real purpose is to ensure that nobody here gets the bright idea to antagonize you into a bad situation."
"And you think that they would?" She entered the dark stairwell. Her sensitive ears picked up the sound of water being pumped from below.
"We're a secret society made up of humans who love to gossip and start fights." Lynn shut the door, casting them into darkness. "You tell me."
Tasia nodded, knowing the woman could still see her.
"So I'm here to watch your back under the guise of keeping you under control. I'm more worried that the others may not accept you than...well, you know." Lynn snapped her fingers and a light appeared in front of her. It moved forward, illuminating the stairwell. "I'll also admit that I'm curious about you. It's not often I get a chance to work with someone who has survived the process. The last time they tried it, the fatality rate was over ninety percent."
"I thought nobody survived the first time." Tasia put her hand on the railing, surprised at how warm it felt.
"No, a couple did. They just never made it into the field. Too much fight in them." Lynn moved by Tasia, leading the way down the stairs and through a long corridor. A blank wall at the end melted into a doorway when they approached. She taught Tasia a particular knock that would open the door, then led her inside.
The space was empty and looked a bit like an office. Open air cubicles had been set up, but nobody was at them.
"So what did you mean?" Tasia asked. She had held the question as long as she could. "About the original survivors."
Lynn frowned. "They killed each other. I'm not entirely familiar with the process, but understood that you were forced to kill some of the other participants."
Tasia nodded.
"Well, in the first trial, similar issues came up early on, but the Order intervened. Subjects that should have been weeded out for aggression in the beginning were able to keep a low profile until the end. Our surveillance of them was lacking, and we didn't realize that two of the survivors had some serious issues with one another. They got into a fight and killed each other over some petty squabble from before the program was formed. It took a long time before anyone was willing to try this experiment again, and a ton of work was done on making sure we had the right candidates. You've probably been made aware that every single thing you did was recorded. At least twenty different researchers were analyzing footage and watching for any of you to display the warning signs of going feral."
"That happened to a few of us," Tasia admitted. "They made us deal with the problem."
"As they should. If you couldn't handle orders against your fellow subjects, then how would you ever handle orders in the field?" Lynn led her across the room to another door. "Give me a second, would you?"
Lynn stepped through the door and vanished. Tasia could hear the steady cadence of her footsteps, followed by a cry of surprise. She took a few steps back to make room as Lynn shoved a younger man through the door.
"This is your post," she hissed, grabbing the man by the back of his neck and slamming him into a nearby desk. "Your absence here could be the death of us all."
"I'm sorry, Master..." he didn't get another word out, because she grabbed him by the hair and slammed his face into the metal so hard that it knocked him out.
Lynn shook her head, a sneer on her face. It disappeared when she looked at Tasia "When you got your briefing, did they mention the situation over here in the States?"
"Not really, though I did pick up on the fact that Deacon Osgrove is swinging through Florida." Osgrove was an infamous Lousiana pastor who had started small and worked his way up to being the head of his own televangelical super church. The man was worth tens of millions of dollars, had his own private jet, and was making huge waves in Florida as part of an East Coast tour.
"Ah, yes. The preacher man." Lynn rolled her eyes. "Will help you get into heaven for a fee. The only reason he's in your report is because he has buses full of people who follow him from stop to stop. The timing is a little off, but whatever we're hunting may be traveling with his entourage or groupies. They arrived in town just before the Cafe O'Dairy incident which you're here to assist with.
"The situation I'm referring to that has everyone on edge is something else. Someone has been hitting Order bases. Tearing through the men and women like tissue paper. As of yet, we have no leads and no survivors. Beefing up security seems to help, because the attacks have gone down greatly in frequency since doing so. When they do occur, it tends to surround lapses in either security or judgment." She gave the unconscious man's leg a kick. "This asshole was here fifteen minutes ago when I went upstairs to wait for you. No idea what he was thinking, but he'll be sorry when he wakes up."
"Any ideas what they want?" Tasia asked.
Lynn narrowed her eyes. "The old guard. Men and women who have been with the Order for decades. Sometimes they vanish, other times we find what's left of them, usually somewhere away from the attacks. Originally we thought it was demonic in origin, but we never came across any of the typical signs. Heard you went up against a succubus in your last mission."
Tasia nodded, but said nothing.
"They get into your head. Eat your knowledge. Some people think that maybe we're dealing with a very powerful one, or some variation." Lynn tapped her temples. "I saw the report. If you're worried I think you made a deal with her, you shouldn't."
Tasia relaxed. A tremendous amount of suspicion had been placed on her for surviving the encounter with Lily. She and Cyrus had been under a microscope for weeks. Some of the best psychics and exorcists in the Order had torn her psyche apart, looking for anything the demon may have left behind as a parting gift. They found nothing hidden other than childhood insecurities.
However, she couldn't let it go completely. The last thing she wanted was to find out Lynn had lied to her. "How can you be so sure, though? Don't you want to scry me, or whatever it is you do?"
Lynn laughed. "A succubus can be relied on for two things. Killing people and causing chaos. For whatever reason, leaving you alive had far more value to her than killing you off. If you want my opinion, I think it was just to fuck with us. A disgraced knight would be an easy enough target for a snack later on, and I often wondered if I would eventually hear that you had died in your sleep. Seeing that you haven't, I suspect that fucking with us was her purpose.
"Now you wouldn't know this, but for a while, we actually thought the entity killing off our people might be her. After all, she did infiltrate the Pit, and caused all sorts of hell while she was there. But whatever is killing our people..." Lynn shivered. "It's like they went through a meat grinder. Succubi are many things, but they aren't known for making messes like that."
Tasia had a flashback to the after-report of the Black Palace incident. The mercenaries that had been in the basement had been torn to shreds. Officially, there had been no answer, and Master Cyrus had been unable to give one. Was it possible that the witch traveling with the succubus had done it?
At the memory of the witch, Tasia's ribs ached. A knight of the Order could manifest a shield capable of stopping a bullet in its tracks, or at the very least a bladed weapon. The witch had punched Tasia in the breast so hard that she had ruptured pectoral muscles and broken all of her ribs on that side. It wasn't until after Tasia had undergone the experimental procedure that she was able to take a proper deep breath again.
The knight on the ground groaned and stiffly rose to his feet. He looked miserable, but said nothing as he shuffled over to his post. There was no HR, or chain of command that would find fault with Lynn's methods. In the Order, when people fucked up, others died.
"Fuck," he mumbled, then reclined in his chair. "It feels like something is trying to eat its way out of my skull."
"Good." Lynn stepped past the man and looked over his shoulders. "If you aren't watching these cameras, it's because someone else is. Are we clear?"
"Yes, ma'am."
"Why did you even leave in the first place?"
"Just had to pee real quick. I was only gone a few seconds."
"Next time, piss yourself if you have to. Understood?"
"Yes, ma'am." Despite his light beating, his tone remained respectful. He only gave Tasia a cursory glance as she was led past him and deeper into the building.
Most Order buildings were laid out the same. It helped newcomers acclimate, and made them easier to defend. This location didn't have the research rooms other facilities did. A few holding cells had been built with the barracks occupying most of the structure. There were also a couple of rooms with private servers and computers inside. Tasia didn't see many people wandering around, but the few she spotted stared right at her as she passed.
"I take it they know?" Tasia asked.
"It's supposed to be a secret. Naturally, everybody knows." Lynn led her to a meeting room in the back of the complex and stopped at the door. "Actually, that's not entirely true. You are essentially a walking bomb, as far as some on the Council are concerned. A decision was made to pass the information to the people at this location for their safety. The men and women in this room are competent, capable, and have experience taking down people like you."
Tasia nodded in agreement. "I shouldn't become a problem, but that's exactly what I would say if I was a problem."
"We're on the same page, then." Lynn entered the room where three men and a woman sat waiting. "This is our team on the ground. Team, this is our VIP, Tasia."
Tasia nodded at them, standing with her hands behind her back as if at parade rest. Though they acted as if nothing was going on, she could smell the recent release of magic in the room. Both knights were being actively shielded by their mages. "It is very nice to meet you all."
Lynn went around the room and introduced each of them individually. Luis was a knight who stood only five foot four but his muscles threatened to burst out of his black t-shirt. His mage was Sister Courtney, a woman with short dark hair and a bunch of piercings in both ears.
The other pair consisted of Brother Julian, a lanky figure who hid within his coat, and his knight, Esteban. The two looked like they might be related, which was always a possibility. It wasn't unheard of for the Order to pick up siblings from the orphanage if they all showed some talent.
They were all older than Tasia by several years. This wasn't a surprise, as she had still been in training up until the Black Palace incident.
Inhaling through her nose, she could taste the emotions in the room on the back of her tongue. They were afraid. They had good poker faces, but hadn't thought to conceal their odor using magic. She also caught the faint trace of gunpowder on Esteban. It was likely he had assembled some special rounds just for her and distributed them among the team, just in case.
"So let's get this party started." Tasia moved to the middle of the room, and pulled out a chair so that she could sit among everyone. "And before anyone asks, I'm just the muscle. You won't get any of that alpha shit from me. You point the gun," she looked pointedly at Esteban, "and I'll be your bullet."
Esteban actually smiled at her comment, then looked at Lynn. "Shall we begin?" he asked
"Please do. Once you have her caught up on current findings, we'll go on a field trip. See if our new guest might pick up something we haven't." Lynn pulled out a chair of her own and sat next to Tasia. She produced an apple as if by magic, then handed it to Tasia. "Snack?"
"Thanks." Tasia took the fruit and bit into it as the projector in the room kicked on.

😈😈😈

The air took on a coppery taste as the fog swirled around Dana's body and thickened. Despite being next to Lily, the succubus all but disappeared in the maelstrom of mist.
"I think I should warn you that I'm allergic to weird." Lily coughed dramatically.
"It is but a precaution, I assure you. Technically, there is nothing to inhale." The Oracle turned his attention to Dana. "Though that may be hard to convince you of. You can feel it, can't you? It clings to your skin, and even passes into your lungs, pressing inward, ever seeking. But the spark that used to be has been snuffed out."
Dana frowned. "Are you speaking about my condition?"
"It's not as simple as everyone thinks, now is it? You used to be on the path to greatness, knocked clear by chance. Even now, there are things you seek that cannot be accomplished until the spark has been regained, that you may see beyond the veil."
Up close, Dana realized she couldn't see any sort of mouth on the Oracle. When she turned her attention to the speaker, she could have sworn it was curled up into a pair of lips.
"Sorry about my friend. She's a little distracted." Lily knocked on the glass, and the Oracle turned to face her. "So anyway, we're looking for someone."
"I'm aware." The Oracle blinked one eye at a time, and Dana was no longer certain he had only two. For just a second, she had seen dozens, but when she tried to remember, the image consolidated slowly inside her head. "To avenge your friend."
"Ah, great. Now we're getting to the juicy parts. Okay, so do we have to answer a riddle, or maybe you just want some snacks?" Lily reached into a pocket and pulled out a moonpie.
"What the hell, you brought this guy snacks?" Dana watched as Lily pulled a small variety of other treats out of her pockets.
"Well, yeah. I figured money was no good, which meant threats of violence or contraband. It's clear he's in prison, so..." Lily pulled out a pack of cigarettes, twinkies, and a small bag of dum-dums. "Any of these float your boat, bugman? I've got some beef jerky in my prison wallet."
The Oracle's eyes blazed with light, and suddenly Dana was looking into a mouth full of tiny orbs that looked like distant stars. Lily's eyes rolled back in her head and she went silent, her mouth hanging open in wonder.
"What did you do to her?" Dana nudged her friend, but Lily didn't respond.
"She is a distraction. You are the star of the show, didn't you know? Don't worry, she'll be fine." The Oracle extended long hairy fingers and splayed them against the glass. "Tell me more about how you came to be, Sparks."
The use of her old nickname startled her. "How do you know that name?" she whispered.
"I'm the Oracle. I have seen much of what was, what is, and what is to come. I'm an observer, much like the scientists of your world, eager to see how things develop in this realm. Will you all rise above and escape the coming flood, or will you succumb to the hunger and perish?" He made a clicking sound that gave Dana the shivers. "It's all so fascinating, really."
"If you can see all this shit, then why don't you tell me how I came to be?" She moved closer to the glass, her nose almost touching it. "The mysterious moth act may work for the Order, but I'm--"



"Can you step back, please?" The Oracle waved his hands away from him. "About a foot? I'm listening to you through a microphone and your voice is all muffled now."
"Oh, sorry." Dana scooted her face away. "Anyway, if you're the all-seeing Oracle, you should have seen what happened to me, so why ask?"
The Oracle groaned and moved away from the glass. "Do you know why people interview football players after the Superbowl? It's not because we want to hear what happened, we all saw it. We want to know what was going on inside their heads, what sort of decisions they were making. These are things that you can't see. They have to be expressed somehow."
"You want to hear about how I was murdered and that I'm low-key pissed about it all the time?"
"I do." The Oracle returned. He was carrying a folding chair. With a deft flick, he unfolded it and sat where Dana could see him, his wings now draping across his body like a cloak of shadows. "I want all of it, Sparks. I want to know what happens inside your head, to hear about your grief for your departed lover. Tell me all your secrets, and I will give you what you want, no questions asked."
"You're a bit much, aren't you?"
"I'm locked several stories underground and they won't let me have television anymore." The Oracle made an L-shape with both hands and then rotated his palms so that it looked like he was holding a square. "Not that I still don't watch it. You can't stop the signal, Mal."
"You just quoted Firefly, didn't you?" She squinted at the Oracle. "Is it because you're from space? Was that a hint?"
"Technically, I quoted Serenity. And no, I'm not. If I had come from space, it would mean that I came from somewhere, and that simply isn't true." The Oracle held his hands out, palms outstretched as if to beg for food. "Please, Dana. I have to know."
Uncertain about what to do, she looked over at Lily. The succubus was still staring into space, her features oddly reminiscent of the time her brain had been scrambled by an Elder god.
"Oh, shit." Dana looked at the Oracle.
"Look at you, filling in the gaps. Now, please. Feed me your misery, dead girl."
Though she was hesitant, the words poured from her like water from a faucet. She told the Oracle everything she had gone through, starting with the moment she had woken up to discover that she was dead. It was like her brain was on autopilot as her mouth moved against her will, allowing the uncomfortable truths of her condition to spill free.
The Oracle said nothing as she spoke. His eyes blazed as if she were feeding logs to his inner fire, and she couldn't help but worry that perhaps this was a huge mistake. But the words fell free of their own volition, and she eventually reached her battle with the Nirumbi and Velvet's death.
Pain, excruciating and terrible, ripped through her whole body as the emotions came. She had been trapped in another flashback more than once, only this time, she narrated the events to the Oracle. The creature sat and listened to all of it as an hour passed. Eulalie was surely worried by now, but it was likely the Arachne was monitoring them somehow. As long as the first portal was still open, Dana and Lily would be able to get home without any issues.
Finally, Dana spilled the last of her grief, and the shadows drank it away until the room was empty save for the static hiss of the broken intercom unit. The Oracle's eyes blazed for several seconds, then dimmed to a more tolerable level of illumination.
"Now, see? That wasn't so difficult, was it?" The Oracle crossed his legs and hummed a discordant tune to himself.
"Are you satisfied?" she asked.
"Very. You've given me plenty to think about. Do you know, in the annals of human history, there has never been a creature quite like you? Before you died, you were already special, a rarity among your race. Now, though, you've been murdered, come back, have survived a trip across time and space, and even looked into the void itself without even blinking. "
"Say what now?" That last one was news to her.
"I'm saying you're a walking improbability, a unique being, one of a kind. Anyone can be one-in-a-million, you know. It really isn't that special. In fact, dying and being reanimated isn't that unique either. It gives you perspective."
"If I was alive, it would give me ulcers." Dana frowned. "So can you fix Lily and tell me where I can find the demon who made a deal with Leeds' mother all those centuries ago?"
"Ah, now that's a terrible question. In fact, I could tell you right now where he is, but it would do you no good. By the time you arrived, he wouldn't be there any longer." The Oracle chuckled. "No, no, no, I need you to start seeing things from the outside-in, to step outside of your perceived notion that time is a series of discrete events, to--"
"Fucking hell, where can I find this guy two days from now?" Dana huffed and crossed her arms. Two days would be plenty of time to track their prey, but not if the Oracle kept chatting her up.
The Oracle pressed a strip of paper against the edge of the glass with an address written in a dark fluid that squirmed under Dana's scrutiny. Even with her photographic memory, she had to read it several times before the information stuck.
"Not sure why you couldn't just tell it to me."
"For two reasons. I have been a guest of the Order for many decades, and I see what I do as an art form, worthy of my own personal interpretation. I love the drama, the interplay between mystery and revelation. I used to come up with cute little rhymes, just to irritate the men and women who sought my advice. It was never over information of true value, and their success or failure bore no meaningful contribution to the days ahead. Or sometimes they would focus so hard on the poem that they would miss the deeper meaning. They can tell when I'm lying, or at least they think they can."
"So you're an attention whore." Dana jerked her thumb at Lily. "That's the real reason you froze her, right? Spotlight wasn't big enough for the both of you."
The Oracle laughed, a grating sound that was painful to hear.
"Oh, I am so happy to have finally met you, Sparks. You are a breath of fresh air in an otherwise dull existence."
"About that..." Dana examined the glass. "Are you really a prisoner here? Because if you are, we might be able to help. I'm sure you know this, but I have friends who would probably free you."
The Oracle grinned, the skin around its lips stretching impossibly wide. Its mouth parts twitched, filling the silence with that hideous clicking sound.
"In fact, I don't know. Your friends walk where even I cannot see. Besides, I am exactly where I want to be. Sure, it may be boring most of the time, but I've got front row seats to the big game, don't you know?"
Dana had no idea what he was talking about. "You never told me the second reason."
"The Order monitors this room via a live feed, except for the audio. I've been known to say some very disturbing things with relevance to who may be watching me, which means they keep the volume muted. However, they noticed the mist a bit ago and finally got curious enough to kick on the audio and realized that I have company."
"Fuck me!" Dana grabbed Lily's shoulder and the succubus snapped back to reality. Lily narrowed her eyes at the Oracle and a wreath of hell fire formed above her head, her horns ripping free of her forehead in a bloody display.
"You're gonna wish you never woke up," she growled, pressing her fingertips against the glass as the door to the Oracle's room slammed open.
The Oracle blew Lily a kiss and vanished into his enclosure as spells exploded through the room. A blast tore into Dana's back and a sheet of ice formed all along her neck and shoulders.
"Damn it," she grumbled, stumbling forward and closing her eyes. She could smell them, two women and one man. Someone charged her, and she slid to the side, dodging a sword attack. She was tempted to pull her blade, but the thick mists hindered visibility. It was easy enough to drop to the floor and move toward the exit without fighting anyone.
But did she really want to flee? Even now, she could feel the excitement building in her body like a winding spring. Part of her wanted to tear into her enemies, hear their screams of fright as she showed them her might.
She was back in the forests of Oregon, leaping through the trees and feasting on the Nirumbi as they cried out in anger. Hunger became rage became strength as their feeble attacks did little but slow her down. When she bore down on a particularly burly Nirumbi, he showed her his teeth in defiance.
She showed him hers, biting into his face as she stuck a spear through his skull, ensuring that her curse couldn't be passed on.
A fireball slammed into the glass, snapping her back to the present and creating a void in the mist. Dana saw Lily in the gap, wearing a fucking rubber duck head as she slammed a woman's head into the glass so hard it cracked.
"Quack, motherfucker!" Lily growled and threw her assailant into another attacker. Smoke fired out of the duck's bill as she head butted a man who charged her. More people were coming through the opening, and the succubus was soon overwhelmed. She was clearly playing it safe to avoid revealing her demonic nature, but the temperature in the room was rising and it was only a matter of time before Lily would be forced to start stabbing people with her tail.
"Thermals!" someone yelled, and Lily's newest attacker blasted her across the room with a stream of electricity. The mage was wearing a helmet with a thermal scope over one eye, and he turned and looked in Dana's direction. She expected to get juiced, but grinned when the man looked back at Lily. Somebody was relying too hard on technology.
"One hostile!" he yelled right before Dana slammed her fist into the back of his head. The helmet cracked, and the mage fell to the floor, hopefully unconscious. Dana held the scope to her eye and saw through the mist that a couple of Order troops were cautiously moving toward the portal.
"Shit. Time to go, Mother Goose." Dana dashed toward the portal and one of the men turned toward her, his eyes wide behind the scope. She smashed the scope into his eye, then grabbed him by the neck and swung him into his partner. A sudden hunger assailed her, and she had the urge to sink her teeth into him. Growling, she continued through the opening, leaving a perfectly good meal behind.
Lily leapt through the portal, then turned to detonate the charges. Three knights jumped through the opening half a second before the portal imploded, the pressure change causing Dana's ears to pop. The knights drew their blades, a crimson aura forming around their bodies.
"We're gonna rip you apart," one of them snarled, then punched Lily in the beak of her duckface. She let out a sound like a squeaky toy and fell backward.
"And then there was one," one knight said with a grin. The three knights surrounded Dana, their swords held ready. "So what are you supposed to be?"
"If you're expecting witty banter, you're going to be disappointed." Dana raised her fists, her heart pounding in her chest. Wait, her heart? No, it was the sound of distant drums, beating with an intense rhythm that spurred her to action. What the hell was wrong with her?
"The only thing I'm giving out today is beat downs." She wiped a bit of drool away from her lips, holding back that part of her that saw her foes as little more than snacks that hadn't been opened yet.
"Pretty confident for a human." One of the knights reached into her pocket. "So, what? You a witch? Berserker? Sell your soul to the devil?"
"Even worse." A fourth knight appeared, a carbon copy of one of the male knights. "She's Gen Z."
The knight Lily had copied glanced up at his clone, a stunned look on both their faces. They both pointed at each other at the exact same time and shouted "Imposter!" as Dana dodged a sword thrust that would have disemboweled her from the female knight. The woman paused when Dana's sword snapped open and countered her next attack, the metal ringing with impact.
"What the fuck?" The knight pulled something out of her pocket and was slammed into from behind by a flying mace that shout out from the exit. The hovering weapon spun like a top and smashed into the other two knights, their auras flashing brightly as their protective magic was overwhelmed.
The battle was over, their attackers down.
Lily knelt by each one and scowled, her features melting back to normal. The magical weapon hovered overhead as if waiting for any excuse to smash someone.
"Stop standing around!" Eulalie's voice came through the portal. "Get your asses home!"
"Hold on." Lily knelt down and examined the knight who had reached into her pocket. A wooden object tumbled free from her hand, and Lily's face burst into flame. "Ow, shit, motherfucker!"
"What is it?" Dana moved close, her eyes burning just to look at the object. It was a wooden circle with a silver cross inlaid into it. Each arm of the cross had four parallel branches, and there was a circle in the middle.
"Religious symbol of some kind, shit." Lily moved to the other side of the room.
"I've seen you walk into a church before." Dana picked up the circle and was surprised when pain flared up her arm in response. "What makes this thing so special? Wait...isn't this thing from a state flag?"
"It's called a Zia." Eulalie leaned around the corner of their portal, wearing a pair of glasses. They had belonged to her mother and were magical, able to hide her spider eyes. "Fascinating history regarding its use. I'm surprised that it's actually causing a reaction, a symbol is only as effective as the belief behind the one who uses it. I imagine this woman must be Native American."
"That still doesn't explain why this is so effective, but a building devoted to God isn't."
"I don't know that we have the time to go into the flawed process of belief, or the difference between believing in an idea versus a person. Uncle Foot will happily break it down for you if you have a day or two for the lecture. Regardless, the object you're holding is considered very special to the woman who owns it." Eulalie clicked her tongue. "True belief is a rare commodity, these days, but that's just my opinion."
"What the fuck are you doing here?" Lily stared at Eulalie, her features twisted up. Dana took this moment to tuck the Zia into the pocket of the woman who had used it.
"You two were taking way too long." Eulalie whistled and the magical weapon moved to her side. She rubbed the top of the weapon as if it were an obedient pet. "It's okay, though. I always carry Mace when I go out."
Lily groaned. "How long have you been waiting to say that?"
"Months." Eulalie grinned. Despite research to the contrary, the Arachne had named the magical weapon Mace and it had stuck. "So these are Order guys? They look tough."
"Yep. And that bitch can stay here." Lily left the woman with the symbol on the floor, but grabbed the ankles of the other two. "They won't be out long, may as well split them up across the planet, right?"
"Don't. All it will do is waste their time and ours, and we're technically in the wrong here." Eulalie knocked on the wall. "I'm closing it in five seconds, with or without you."
"Ugh, fine." Lily dropped her burden and walked through the portal, followed by Dana. Eulalie activated the collapse mechanism and the three of them made their way back to the Library through each of the portals. Once they were back in the Library, the rats closed the final portal so they could reuse the closing mechanism once more. It took almost half an hour, but none of them were worried about somebody showing up.
Once the portal was closed, Lily whipped around at Eulalie and snarled. "What the fuck do you think you were doing out there, risking yourself? You are the last of your kind, La-la! Your life is not worth risking!"
"I'm sorry, but the two of you were gone for over an hour. This was supposed to be the equivalent of a smash and grab!" Eulalie put her hand reassuringly on the magical weapon. She had rescued it from imprisonment on another world a few months ago, and it typically spent its days roaming around the forests of Oregon. The weapon was alive, in its own way, and heavily favored time with the Arachne. "So excuse me for fucking caring!"
"Both of you, chill." Dana moved between the two of them. "Eulalie, I appreciate how worried you were about us. We're the Away team. This is what we do, even if we suck at it sometimes. Thank you for the assist. We were in a bit of trouble and you spared us a lot of bloodshed."
Eulalie's lip twitched, but she said nothing. She took a moment to remove her mother's glasses, her spider eyes reappearing.
"Lily, we--" Dana didn't get to say anything else, because the succubus growled and disappeared in a puff of smoke. She had teleported back to Mike and clearly didn't want to hear what Dana had to say.
"Did you at least get what you went there for?" Eulalie let out a sigh when Dana nodded. "So what happened in there?"
"The Oracle was not like anything I expected. But the guy we're looking for? I know exactly where he'll be in two days." Dana recited the address from memory, pausing more than once to repeat herself. It was like the numbers and letters wouldn't hold still, shifting around in her memory.
"Yes!" Eulalie literally dragged Dana up the outside wall of the pillar and back to her computer room to look it up. She hopped into her sling and began typing frantically. "So did you happen to get a name?"
"No. I was so focused on a location, I didn't ask for a name. Everything went to shit after, so..." Dana watched the monitors light up as Google loaded, then Eulalie typed the address in. Once she saw it from somewhere other than the Oracle, the memory affixed itself in her mind.
"Shit!" Eulalie slammed her hand on the keyboard, sending a spray of broken keys across the desk. "This is bullshit!"
Dana stared at the information that had come up. The address wasn't to a home, or even a simple business. It was an event center. In two days time, their quarry was going to be inside a building capable of holding thousands of people.
"Maybe it'll be empty?" She knew it was a stupid hope, but Eulalie's cheeks had turned bright red in frustration and she wanted to be the optimistic voice in the room.
"Hardly. Packed to capacity." The Arachne was now using her phone. "Apparently some big shot mother fucker is giving a performance there, or something. Looks like tickets are sold out."
"So we're going to have to track a demon in a massive crowd of people." Already, she dreaded being caught in the press of that many living bodies. The smells alone would likely overwhelm her. "Guess it could be worse."
Eulalie grunted and leaned back in her hammock. "I suppose so. We need to figure out a way to identify a demon in a man suit on sight, then track the asshole somewhere we can safely gank him. I bet Ratu could help us with the first, and I can do the second. This is so fucked up."
"Yeah, sorry." Dana felt bad. "Are we at least going to see a good show?"
"Nah, some televangelist is reading excerpts from his new book. Guy named Deacon Osgrove. You ever heard of him?"
Dana shook her head. "No, but I guess I'd better find a way to get front row seats. I can't imagine a demon would go to see the guy and willingly sit in the nosebleed section."
Eulalie snorted. "Lily is going to be pissed, looks like the two of you are essentially going to a big church service."
Dana sighed. Once the succubus cooled down, she'd tell her the bad news. For now, it looked like a trip to the Labyrinth to see Ratu was in order.
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Any time I can work a Firefly reference into a book is a good time.
I hope you had fun with this chapter, it was very fun to write. Next chapter will feature the return of Opal, and things will get sticky for one of our heroes!
Now go out and have yourselves a wonderful weekend, you beautiful maniac.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Greetings, one and all! I have returned to bring you the next installment in the Horny Monsters series! That's right, Book 7 begins now!
New reader? Hey, welcome! I write my stories as chapters in what has become a lengthy series about the Radley house. Lots of monstergirls, lots of sex, and a shit-ton of plot and lore. If you've skipped the first six books and the 2.1 spinoffs and don't care, then this is the place to begin!
Returning reader? Welcome back! I am so excited to start this story with you! Some of the plot elements I have spent years setting forth will finally be allowed to weave together, so if you haven't touched Last of Her Kind of Dead and Horny yet, now would be a great time to check them out!
Going into the new year, I will likely be alternating D&H 2 with HFHM 7. Some plot elements from D&H 2 will enrich the HFHM 7 experience is all, so feel free to ignore Lily's series and hope she doesn't suck your soul out through your anus for doing so (but some of you are into that, no judgment). Anyway, this is just a reminder that I schedule posts and you can see them in my bio, so check there if you are trying to figure out life plans and all that.
I couldn't have come this far without my readership on Lit. Your likes, comments, and feedback (which I keep finding stuffed in my spam folder, sorry!) have helped get me to where I am today. For that, I will be eternally grateful to all of you. I hope that I've grown as a writer and truly provided the reading experience that you deserve.
By the way, this story takes place 1.5 years after Book 6, so be prepared to meet a couple of new characters :)
Okay, that's enough gushing from me. It's time for
A Family Outing
Mike knelt at the bottom of a slide, his hands on the cool metal. The hot summer day had been chased off by a sudden thunderstorm summoned up by the dragon Quetzalli, who sat in human form on a nearby swing. The playground was empty now, save for Mike's family. At the top of a slide, a young boy stood nervously eyeing the slide.
"C'mon, Callisto, you can do it. It's actually a lot of fun."
His son shook his head nervously, causing lanky hair to blow across his face in the breeze. "It's too scary, and I'm too high!"
"C'mon, you should try it." Mike patted the slide again. "That bracelet Ratu gave you will only last another hour, and then you'll have to wait for her to recharge it."
Callisto held up his wrist to look at the bracelet. What appeared to be a simple slap bracelet was in fact a magical device that the naga Ratu had crafted to grant Callisto a human form. The boy was actually a centaur, and had spent the past year espousing interest in learning how to walk on two legs and spend time in the human realm. Over a month had been spent planning this outing, and other than climbing to the top of the playground and freezing in place by the slide, the centaur had done nothing else.
In truth, the bracelet wouldn't have worked if Callisto hadn't accidentally shapeshifted into a human close to his first birthday. It had scared the shit out of Zel, his mother, and the rest of the herd. It wasn't something he could control, and Ratu thought it was leftover magic from the time Mike had knocked Zel up while she was in a human-esque form. Like his mother at the time, Callisto had human-esque legs with horsehair and toes that were pinched together like hooves, which was why he wore long pants even though it was summer. His shoes were custom enchanted to look like sneakers. The tail that had been pulled through the back of his pants was a dead giveaway that he wasn't quite human.
His half-sister Grace emerged from beneath the slide, her hair dangling as she clung to the bottom of the metallic surface with eight slender spider legs. She scowled at her brother and tapped on the metal sheet hard enough that she put a divot in it.
"Even your sister wants you to go." Mike looked at his daughter. "And you need to fix your skirt if you're going to climb upside down like that, young lady."
Grace bared her fangs at her father and slunk back into the shadows beneath the slide. He was happy to see that she used the velcro on the front of her skirt to reattach it to her legs. Just because she was an Arachne didn't mean she could go around showing everyone her underwear. Her aunt Eulalie was already talking about making her wear shorts all the time.
If anyone was in the park, the sight of Grace would have terrified them to the core. Her lower body was that of an orb weaver spider, but she was still small enough that if she crouched down, she could pull her skirt over her legs and pass for a normal child in public as long as she kept her additional eyes hidden behind her bangs. They had brought her to the park in a wagon through a magical tree portal, right after Quetzalli had gone ahead and summoned enough thunder and lightning to scare away anyone lingering around. Abella and Mike had scoured the area to make sure it was empty first, and then a perimeter of magical wards had been established around the entire park. If anybody wandered in, Mike would know.
Taking them beyond the protective boundaries of his magical home was a huge risk. After much discussion amongst the adults, it had been Eulalie who was their biggest advocate. As an Arachne who had spent her entire life locked away from the outside world, she was worried the disconnect would create a line of "us vs. them" in the children. The last thing Mike wanted was for his kids to fear the world he had grown up in.
"Try sitting on your butt first." Mike patted his own behind for his son's benefit. "You know, that gross thing under your tail."
This made Callisto smirk. Even though he was a centaur and they pooped openly, there was something about human butts that often put the kid in hysterics. It must be a universal thing.
Callisto carefully sat near the edge of the slide, his fingers gripping the edges tightly. Tentatively, he slid forward, his fingers squeaking against the metal. Once his whole body was on the slide, Grace popped over the side and bit her brother's fingers, causing him to release his grip on the sides and slide down screaming.
Mike caught Callisto at the bottom just as Grace disappeared back under the slide. "You did it!" he cried with excitement, lifting his son up and hugging him tight. Callisto was stuck somewhere between joy and terror, so Mike set him on the ground and held up his hands. "High five, bud!"
The centaur gave him a high-five, then looked down at his fingers. There were little red marks, but no punctures. Mike put his hands on his hips and walked over to where the slide and playground connected.
"Gracelynn Penelope Radley, what have I said about biting your brother?" He peered under the slide and saw that she was crouched upside down beneath it. The Arachne hissed at him from her hiding spot.
Mike tilted his head to one side and frowned at her, unafraid. Eventually, Grace pouted and held her arms out for him. He helped her down, and she moved over next to her brother and butted her head gently against his chest.
Callisto hugged his sister. The two of them were close, despite their differences. Lily often referred to them as the Leg Brigade. The two of them were inseparable whenever Callisto came to the house for a visit, and it wasn't uncommon to hear Callisto's hooves on the hardwood floors as they chased each other around. Tink had even made him special rubber hoof covers to keep him from slipping and damaging the hardwood floors.
Mike walked with both of them over to the teeter-totter and showed them how it worked. Callisto asked a bunch of questions, but Grace remained silent. At eighteen months, she was non-verbal, which wasn't that uncommon among Arachne. Her aunt Eulalie didn't have a whole lot of information to go off on, but apparently Grace's mother, Velvet, had been the same way as a child.
As Callisto and Grace bounced up and down on the teeter-totter, Mike smiled. Shortly after Grace's hatching, Callisto had become insanely curious about his little sister. However, his strange fear of Mike had prevented the two of them from playing together. It had become clear to Mike that Callisto saw the world in a very different way than anyone else did, one that nobody quite understood yet. Play dates between siblings slowly turned into special father-son moments that helped bridge the gap between them. Mike had asked Callisto once about why he used to be scared, and the boy had simply shrugged and said it didn't matter, because he didn't remember why anymore.
The trees rustled above Mike, though there wasn't any wind. He tilted his head to listen. Trees didn't often use words, but the ones in the park had grown up around humans and could sometimes speak in stilted sentences rather than stray thoughts and feelings. Words and images entered his mind and his brain worked overtime to decipher them.
Someone had entered the park. There were at least three people, and they were headed directly for the playground. Mike frowned, realizing that whoever was coming had bypassed the protective wards he had helped place. That meant trouble.
"We have company." He frowned at his children, then looked at Quetzalli. The dragon was already sliding an enchanted napkin ring over her horn, which rendered it invisible. Abella emerged from the trees, her wings wrapped around her body like a cloak. She cocked her head to one side.
"I can hear four of them," she said. "What do you want me to do?"
"If they bypassed the wards, they know we're here already." He bit his lip and looked at the kids. "Take Grace."
"Come, hatchling." Abella opened up her wings, revealing the stone body beneath. Grace was unnervingly quick, crossing the playground in seconds and leaping onto Abella's body. She wrapped her wings around the child and moved back into the trees, becoming motionless. To a casual observer, she was nothing more than a statue, the Arachne hidden from view.
Callisto looked up at Mike.
"Where do I hide?" he whispered, tucking his tail down the back of his pants.
"Nowhere." Mike knelt and ruffled his son's hair. "You're safe here with me. If something happens, you know what to do."
Callisto nodded, fingering the bracelet on his wrist. He wasn't a stranger to the odd happenings at the Radley house. Typically, the danger was fairly minimal, and it wasn't any different here. If a fight broke out, he had plenty of aunts to run to as a safety net.
Mike sent a mental note to his familiar, Kisa, at the house. He felt her mind touch his, and then she was gone. Help was already on the way.
Three men and a woman appeared through the trees, all of them wearing business suits and looking like Secret Service agents. Two of the men wore slightly longer coats and had protective auras about them. He immediately suspected that they were knights of the Order. The Order was an international organization dedicated to keeping the boundaries between the magical and non-magical world intact. Other than Cyrus, a retired mage, Mike had never dealt with any of them.
"Mike Radley." The blonde woman leading the group gave him a friendly wave, unaware that he could see her soul. It typically manifested as a fractal in most people, and he had learned how to read the shifting colors within to some degree. Right now, he saw deception with a healthy dose of caution. This was a woman who was ready to cause trouble if she needed to.
"Who?" he asked, playing dumb.
"I'm not here to do this dance with you." She took off her sunglasses, revealing a pair of emerald green eyes that glowed. He could see the magic in her soul, slithering between the moving shapes like an ethereal serpent. This woman had some serious magical chops, and she clearly wasn't afraid to show it. "My name is Ingrid. I'm here regarding one of your properties."
Now this was a surprise. It had been well over a year since someone had hassled him about the properties that he owned. There was a giant patch of land in Oregon that had become a refuge for Native American mythical beings. Some land developers there had tried driving him out by building near his land, not realizing that Bigfoot had zero qualms about dismantling their machinery.
Then there was the castle in Ireland, but his only attempt to visit it had been disastrous. He used to get offers to buy it regularly until Eulalie had wiped its existence from the internet. Not an easy thing to do, but the Arachne was a master coder. Now if someone looked it up by name, they got sent to a fake website that tried to sell them timeshares.
There was also a forest in the caldera of a dead volcano in Hawaii. Mike hadn't visited it yet, but only because there was no easy way to get there. He had sent Beth some time ago to check it out, but between the landscape, the locals, and the super thick vegetation, there was no easy way up the mountain without hiring a guide. Typically, he used portals that magical rats could chew to travel long distances, but the exit had to be inside a structure that they knew about.
"I'm afraid all inquiries regarding my properties need to go through my attorney."
Ingrid held up a manilla folder. "Mr. Radley, this is a matter of some importance. I represent an organization whose sole purpose is to protect the mythical creatures of this world from, well, humans."
"Huh. I can't believe you guys openly admitted mythical creatures exist." Mike studied the woman and her companions. He knew more about them than they were willing to let on. Their sole purpose wasn't protecting cryptids, but maintaining the order between the magical and non-magical realm by whatever means necessary. "I kind of figured you would give me the run around and talk about weather balloons or politics."
"We've been watching you for some time now. We are aware of the mythical beings living in your home and felt it was prudent to be honest. That, and the storm earlier was definitely a magical anomaly, so why waste time beating around the bush? We call ourselves the Order." Ingrid shook the folder. "Would you please look at these?"
He scowled at her, then reached for the envelope. If they were going to attack, his magic would warn him first. "We don't have a problem, do we?"
"With you? No." Ingrid shook her head. "Our main purpose is to maintain peace and secrecy. Based on our research, this is the first time you've left your property since moving in almost three years ago. You only ended up on our radar due to a local investigation."
"What sort of investigation?" He took the envelope from Ingrid and undid the string holding it shut.
"Local cabal of witches were digging into your affairs, but they blew themselves up. That's where we found notes and things about your home and its previous owner, a woman named Emily." Ingrid looked down at Callisto. "Is this your son? He looks just like you."
Mike pretended to be more interested in the contents of the envelope than Ingrid's question. Callisto already knew better than to answer--his mother Zel had drilled it into him that he was never to speak to someone outside of the house without permission first. The only outsider he ever got to chat with was Cyrus, and it was on strict orders to be friendly and never mention his sister. Cyrus was still under the impression that he had killed Grace's grandmother decades ago, and for good reason. If the man ever learned that he had failed to wipe out the last Arachne, he would probably lose his mind.
He pulled a handful of photographs out of the envelope and frowned. "This seems a little dramatic. Why not just send me an email or something?"
Ingrid shook her head. "I can't say much, other than someone has been monitoring our systems. You are an unknown quantity, Mr. Radley, and we would rather you stay that way."
"I see." It was the first thing she had said that he could truly agree with. Quetzalli moved up by his side, sliding her arm around his.
"Are you Mrs. Radley?" Ingrid asked.
Quetzalli smiled and shook her head. "I'm afraid not. Mrs. Radley is at home. I'm just helping out today."
The pictures had been taken with a drone and were in black and white. Mike wondered about the lack of color until he saw a label in the corner that said infrared imaging. The first image was of a road that was torn apart by a mudslide. The next few photographs were buildings that had been hollowed out by fire. He had been handing them down to Callisto, who studied them with intense interest.
"Don't show him the last couple," muttered Ingrid. "It may be upsetting."
Mike didn't quite understand why when he got to them. It took him a moment to put together what he was seeing, a beach covered in men and women lying in the sand. However, instead of legs, they all had beautiful fins, and they were scattered about as if lounging. Finally, he spotted it. Several of them were staring at the sky, eyes wide and slack jawed. These were merfolk, dozens of them. They were dead.
"What caused this?" he asked, looking up at Ingrid. Quetzalli was staring at the images, her fingers now digging into his arm.
"We don't know. However, we do know that whatever did this came from a piece of land you own, then returned there when finished." Ingrid tilted her head to one side. "The Order is prepared to buy the land from you, so that we can go in and investigate. We've spent the last month trying to access the land, and think that whatever is keeping us out is similar to the geas on your home. We assume that a transfer in ownership will allow us unrestricted access to investigate."
This made him smirk. Nothing was similar to the geas on his home, not anymore. "Well, it's not for sale, no matter how many zeros are on the end of that number."
"I'm afraid we need to act on this, one way or another. We are responsible for the safety of the merfolk colonies throughout the islands, and this is a tragedy we never want to see again." She pulled another manilla envelope from her inner coat pocket and handed it over. "Inside this is a monetary offer and all the paperwork required to seal the deal today. This is the carrot, Mike Radley, and a rather generous one. I would like to warn you that you won't like the stick."
"My dad's not afraid of you," Callisto said.
"Maybe he should be." This was from one of Ingrid's lackeys. The man fixed Callisto with a hard stare, but the child yawned, suddenly disinterested in the conversation. It was also possible that Callisto hoped Mike would forget that he had spoken to a stranger.
"Cal, can you go play with Aunt Que for a moment?" Mike watched as Quetzalli escorted Callisto over to the monkey bars, then turned back to Ingrid. "So let's cut the bullshit. You're here for my land and intend to either buy it from me or take it."
Ingrid nodded. "I think you understand the situation rather well."
"Well, for reasons I can't go into, I'm not going to sell it. And you can't really take it, either." He held up his hands defensively as her lackey folded his coat back to reveal a knife in his belt. "This isn't a tough guy thing, I promise. It's complicated."
"Explain it to me." Ingrid's eyes were suddenly hard.
"Magically complicated. If I could, I would." This was only partially true, but they were outsiders and didn't need to know his life story. "But what I can tell you is that I have a duty to the land and whatever resides there. So instead of all this talk about the stick and carrot, how about secret option three? I go out there and help you figure out what's going on, then we put it right together. Your colonies stay protected, I get to keep my land, and your higher ups can spend the money they saved on Bigfoot spray."
Ingrid frowned. "I'm not sure that would work."
He shrugged. "Either way, might want to run it by your bosses. But you should know that I'm involved now. I intend to investigate the problem and solve it, with or without you."



"And you think someone like you can fix it?" Her lackey was giving him a hard stare, now.
"Of course I can. After all..." Mike sent a pulse of magic into a nearby tree, which started a chain reaction with the surrounding vegetation. The Order looked around in confusion, obviously sensing the magic but unable to track it. Despite a complete lack of wind, the branches of the trees shook dramatically, causing leaves to fall around the group. As the leaves fell, Mike used his mastery of electrical fields to spin them into tiny tornados that danced across the playground. Callisto clapped his hands in delight as the leaves were carried up into the air, creating a whirling fountain of green. Up above, thunder rumbled in the clouds, most likely summoned by Quetzalli.
"I am the Caretaker," Mike finished. The leaves tumbled down around them, forming a circle."Now if you'll excuse me, I promised I would push my kid on the swings before we left."
The Order stood there for several long moments, the men looking at Ingrid. She tilted her head as if listening to something, then nodded in Mike's direction.
"We'll be in touch," she said, then turned on her heels and left, taking her minions with her.

🏠🏠🏠Ingrid sat in the back of the van, her eyes on the electronic tablet in her hands. It showed a dossier that had been assembled on Michael Radley, now complete with a picture taken from a secret camera that Wallace had been holding.
After leaving the park, they had plugged directions into the GPS for a retired mage who lived in the area. They had wanted to bring him on board ahead of time, but directives from the top had been very strict. They would make no further moves until contact had been established with Radley. Her people had staked out the Radley estate for over a month now, waiting for the man to finally emerge.
"So what are you thinking?" In the seat across from her, Wallace was busy looking through a tablet of his own. The interior of the van was modified to allow the passengers to face each other. It was more of a mobile command center than anything else, but it did have a minibar stocked with snacks and beverages.
"Hard to say. I'm more interested in the woman who was with him and the boy." She flipped to the pages they had marked Cal and Aunt Que. "I imagine the woman is probably a cryptid. There's definitely something otherworldly about her. According to the few notes we have, her profile doesn't match up with anything that lived in that house."
"Hmm." Wallace looked up from his tablet. "She seemed older, and she's the boy's aunt. That implies that she's related to the boy's mother."
"And yet they look nothing alike. So unless the man adopted, he knocked someone up." She double-checked Radley's history. "But he's way too old for the math to work."
"Which means that either he is adopted and potentially a cryptid, or a half-breed." Wallace marked something on his own tablet with a finger. "Half breed makes the most sense to me. Definite familial resemblance."
"Agreed. Depending on what he bred with, we may be facing a massive violation of non-breeding ordinances."
"However, he is in protected territory. No exposure to normals. As long as this kid doesn't get out and cause trouble, we don't have any right to move on him." Wallace smirked. "The guy has been getting dirty with monsters. Who would have thought?"
"Sex with monsters isn't a crime," Ingrid said. "But it really should be."
"Eh." Wallace shrugged. "Monster is such a general term. Boning a vampire is way different than boning the Loch Ness monster. Crosses a few extra lines."
"Not as far as I'm concerned." Ingrid had been with the Order since childhood. She had been the sole survivor of a plane crash on a family trip when she was nine. It was a small plane, capable of sitting ten, and her family had purchased all the seats. An undiscovered flock of wyverns had attacked the plane in mid-flight, and after the plane went down, she had successfully hidden from them until the mysterious Order had arrived to save her. There was a thin line separating the real world from the magical one, and she was determined to destroy anything that dared to cross it.
"Estimated threat level?" Wallace raised an eyebrow. "Potential telekinesis, though it seemed like he was manipulating nearby trees. I felt all the hair on my arms stick up, so electrical fields, perhaps?"
Threat levels were a simplified way of looking at any potential target and knowing what measure of response was needed. Nixies and other faerie pests were considered Tier 5 threats--they existed, but rarely accomplished anything beyond being a nuisance. Rookies were often sent out to dispatch Tier 5 threats to work on their own teamwork, or as punishment. Some of the level 5s were, frankly, annoying.
A Tier 4 threat was something that could use magic and was intelligent or capable enough to do serious harm. A hedge witch might reach Tier 4 if she knew the right spells to seriously hurt another. Typically, magical creatures in the Tier 4 category were left alone, because they really only struck out in self-defense.
"I'd put him at Tier 4," she replied.
"His son thinks otherwise." Wallace grinned. "He'd probably be embarrassed to know that his dad barely makes our list at all. If not for the cute little leaf show, I don't know that he'd even pass 5."
"I don't give a shit what his kid thinks. Based on what we saw, the worst thing that guy has ever been through is a bad hair day and some chafing." She thought back to that ridiculous pose he had struck. It had been the act of a carefree individual, a man without a care in the world.
"Are we talking about the same person?" Wallace tapped his tablet, flipping back through pages. "Did you even read his psych evaluation?"
"Several times. Let's just say money apparently does buy happiness." She groaned. "Please tell me you got a ping on that ridiculous title of his."
Wallace shook his head. "Even in our library, the word Caretaker is pretty innocuous. Could be something he made up himself."
"Damn." She pushed the hair away from her eyes and sighed. The Director had been very adamant about how she was to approach Mike Radley, but she could feel that something was off. The man was supposed to be dangerous, and there hadn't been any intel about children. Cal's presence had made her own approach far softer than intended, and now she regretted even agreeing to speak with him again about the property in Hawaii. However, the Director had been listening in on their encounter with Mike through her earpiece. At Mike's offer of assistance, the Director had practically shouted for her to accept. "Are we there yet?"
"Almost." Wallace looked out the window. "So we're pulling old man Cyrus back into the game?"
"Out of necessity, yes." Master Cyrus had been one of the best mages the Order had ever seen, but his last mission had been an absolute disaster. His entire team had been killed, save for one of his knights. The whole thing involved a succubus, a dragon man, and rumors surrounding a blonde haired witch who couldn't be killed. "But he knows we're coming."
"Kind of convenient that he is so close by. Coincidence?"
Ingrid snorted. "You really think an old school mage like him would be hanging around a place like the Radley estate without checking in with us?"
"Yeah. Guess you're right." Wallace looked at his tablet again. "Speaking of the improbable, do you really think Mike is hiding a Class 1 artifact in his house?"
"Like the Grimoire of Morgan Le Fey? Doubt it." While cryptids and magic users had Tiers, magical items had Classes. The levels were similar, and anything with one attached was either under lock and key with the Order, or had been destroyed. There were Tier 1 threats out there that the Order hadn't gotten rid of yet, but those were not for lack of trying. For example, there was a creature in the Berkeley Pit that they kept locked away from the public. If they knew how to get rid of it, they would have already. "You think a man who could change the world with Words of Creation would be messing around with his kid at the park?"
"Fair." Wallace fell silent, his gray eyes focused on the scenery outside. The man had been Ingrid's partner for almost twenty years, and seemed to have a supernatural talent for knowing when she needed to be alone with her thoughts.
The van pulled up outside of an apartment complex. Blake and Bradford, who were brothers, got out and opened the side door for Ingrid. She got out first, then waited for Wallace.
"Sword got stuck in the seatbelt," he muttered, sliding his weapon back into its sheath. "Sorry."
"Why even bother with a seatbelt? You have wards." Ingrid rolled her eyes and walked up the stairs. An elderly resident came out of her home, saw the four of them, and promptly went back inside, muttering something about men in black. It wasn't an entirely bad assumption, considering how much time and energy the Order had put into perpetuating the myth.
The Order had been hiding in plain sight for centuries now. Often, if someone shared a conspiracy theory involving aliens, lizard people, or phantom lights in the sky, the Order was involved. It was far easier to let the wackier theories gobble up any specific details about their activities. Nobody wanted to believe that the UFO they saw was a fairy cluster lost during migration, or that the lizard people were a newly discovered warren of kobolds. Sometimes, the story became so wild that the Order had people who actively promoted the tale just to further discredit the source.
Walking toward their destination, Ingrid marveled at all the wards that Cyrus had laid out. He had been surprisingly thorough--if they had been a hit squad, at least one of them would be dead already. This was a man who had prepared for the worst, which was good, all things considered.
She had worked with Cyrus a few times several years back and had a massive amount of respect for the man. Things inside the Order had changed rapidly in the last eighteen months. Something was hunting down their older members, retired or otherwise, and the loss had been staggering. Hundreds of years of collective knowledge and experience had been lost already, and the collateral damage meant pulling trainees up early just to meet staffing demands. It was clear that Cyrus had made preparations in case he became a target, and she wondered if things would look different in the hallway if he hadn't known they were coming.
Looking over her shoulder at the men under her command, she frowned. The Order was being stretched thin. She often wondered if that had been the intent.
The old mage opened his door long before they could knock, revealing a thin man with a stern jaw. His face was pockmarked with scars and his hair had gone completely white.
"Brothers. Sister." He stepped away from the door. It was a small apartment with a decent view. "Please, come inside."
Blake and Bradford took up positions in the kitchen, bringing in a couple of paper bags full of lunch from a nearby cafe. While they put together a meal for everyone, Ingrid sat with Cyrus and showed him the folders on the Radley Estate. The whole time the mage dug through the papers, he had a troubled look on his face. He dropped the folders on the table with a sigh and sat back in his recliner.
"Is everything okay, Master Cyrus?" Wallace leaned forward in his seat, watching the old man intently.
"I think I'm missing something here. I got a call an hour ago informing me that I'm being reinstated, but this..." he gestured at the paperwork on his coffee table. "This doesn't seem like a case. What am I missing?"
Ingrid and Wallace looked at each other.
"To begin with, the situation in Hawaii is fairly critical. If Radley can get us onto that property, we can figure out how to stop whatever killed off all those merfolk. That was one of the colonies, essentially boiled alive in their homes before they washed up on shore. The monarchy there is in a full blown panic and they want answers now."
Cyrus winced. "And you think Mike Radley is involved?"
"Personally? Doubt it." Ingrid turned to accept a beverage from Blake. Bradford had put sandwiches and chips on a set of plates, which he handed out to everyone. "But he offered to come in and help, and the Director was very happy to hear that."
"Oh? So does this mean I'm going to dust off my Hawaiian shirt and go with you?" Cyrus scratched at his chin, deep in thought.
"Well, you were, but not anymore." Wallace took his sandwich and bit into it.
"It turns out the Director sees this as a way to kill two birds with one stone." Ingrid tapped a picture of the Radley Estate. The place was huge, and looked like it would be perfect for hosting weddings and celebrity parties. "He wants to put you on point for an operation here. While Mike is helping us with our problem in Hawaii, you will be running a team here that will be looking into the Radley Estate."
"Excuse me? Why?" Cyrus was suddenly suspicious. "I understand that you're short handed, but why make me stay here and watch a house? And with a whole team? I don't get it."
"This wasn't the original plan, but the Director insisted on these changes. If Mike Radley is coming with us to Hawaii, it provides an unprecedented opportunity to explore the magic surrounding the home and perhaps infiltrate it. Rumors from the higher ups is that it's a treasure trove of magic, and we don't want that falling into the wrong hands."
Cyrus leaned back in his chair, his blue eyes fixed on the opposite wall. He scratched at his beard, then picked absentmindedly at one of his scars.
"Will this be a problem?" Wallace asked. "You seem unsettled."
"No, not a problem. This seems outside of protocol is all. If there's no evidence of magical malfeasance, it almost sounds like we're planning to steal from this man."
"We are." Bradford chuckled from the kitchen. "You've been out of the game. Some things have changed. It's no longer about maintaining the balance, because our side is losing. Something or someone out there is trying to tip the scales, so now we need to be proactive."
"Wait a second." Cyrus picked up the folders in front of him and looked at the devastation from Hawaii. "Your mission is to figure out what caused this and get rid of it, right?"
Wallace and Ingrid exchanged a look.
"Or turn it into an asset if we can," Wallace admitted.
"What Bradford said is true, Master Cyrus. The Order is looking for weapons. Whatever did this is a potential weapon. Since Mike wants to complicate things and call himself the Caretaker, well...while the cat is away..." Ingrid let the saying hang.
Cyrus scowled at the folder for a good minute, his features suddenly hard. "When the farmer knows his cat is gone, he lays traps."
"We're smarter than mice," Bradford offered.
Cyrus looked at the men in his kitchen and sighed. "I used to think the same way. But then one day you realize that you've never been more than food waiting to happen."
"If you can't do this, I'll let you tell the Director yourself." Ingrid crossed her arms. "You are needed, Master Cyrus. Being part of the Order is a calling, you taught me that once. Why the sudden hesitation?"
"It's because..." Cyrus sighed and rubbed his face. "I had finally adjusted to my retirement, that's all. I am an old man, and even the Director knows that old men get stuck in their ways. But if you want me to help you with the Radley house, well...let's just say I'm the right man for the job."
"Good." Ingrid picked up her sandwich. "Let's talk about your new team."

🏠🏠🏠After the people from the Order left, Kisa appeared with Yuki in tow. Once Mike explained that everything was fine and nobody needed to be killed, they put Grace back in the wagon and headed home.
Walking between the stone lions guarding the metal gate to his home, Mike paused long enough to pat the stone foundation of the fence. He could feel the magic humming inside as if it was an extension of himself. The lion above made a rumbling sound that sounded like rocks being tumbled, but remained perfectly still.
On their way up the long driveway, Tink came out of the house, fury in her yellow eyes. As the goblin approached, everyone scattered, leaving Mike alone next to the wagon with Grace inside.
"Hey, Tink, I--OW!" The goblin had run up as if to hug him, but had bitten his hand instead.
"Bad husband! Promise Tink no danger!" Her yellow eyes were rimmed with tears as she moved around him and held out her arms. Grace leapt out of the wagon and into Tink's arms, wrapping her legs around the goblins petite frame. She made a happy hissing sound as Tink stroked her hair.
"Tink take care of baby legs. No more danger!" She blew a raspberry at Mike, an action which was mimicked by his daughter, then the goblin stormed inside with the child.
In Grace's first days, an immediate bond had formed between the arachne and the goblin. Mike certainly couldn't explain it, but Tink was very protective of the child, and would sometimes hover in the background when others were playing with her. The playground outing had actually become an argument for her, because Tink wanted to go along but couldn't.
"Damn, she's really mad." Kisa appeared from the nearby bushes and inspected Mike's hand. "She even broke the skin."
"Yeah, it's fine. I get it." He looked at his wound and waited a few seconds before wiping the blood away. The puncture marks were already scabbed over. "I'm a little mad at myself, honestly. But to be fair, how were we supposed to predict the Order dropping by for a visit?"
"You should know to expect the unexpected by now." She put her arm around his waist and nuzzled her head against his chest. "Speaking of, if Tink was this mad, I expect Zel to be equally so."
"Oh, shit. Callisto, where are you?"
His son came out of the bushes, his slap bracelet already removed. Callisto's centaur body was chestnut in coloration, which was slightly lighter than his hair. His son trotted up with a smirk on his face.
"You're gonna be in trouble," he said, stretching the last word out.
"Yep." He knelt down and kissed his son on the forehead. "Even though it wasn't my fault, those people came looking for me. I think playground trips may have been canceled for a while."
Callisto frowned. "I kind of liked the playground," he admitted. "And leaving the house. The outside world is interesting. I like how there are sidewalks everywhere."
"That's something we can work on later. But I wanted to say that I'm proud of how you conducted yourself. You didn't say anything they could use against us and you stayed right by my side. Good job." Mike held up his hand for a high five, but groaned when Callisto punched it instead. His son was smart enough to know the difference between a fist bump and a high five, but also knew that this drove Mike nuts.
"I'll see you later, Dad." Callisto trotted off toward the gateway that would take him straight back to his herd. It was a small building guarded by centaurs with a portal in the back. The guards bowed to Callisto out of courtesy, and then his son was gone. Yuki and Quetzalli had already gone inside the house. Abella was at her favorite spot on the roof, gazing down at the front gate.
"If you're lucky, Zel will wait until tomorrow to chew you out." Kisa looked up at Mike. "You should probably think about how you're going to apologize."
Mike laughed. "We'll brainstorm something later. Come on, let's get some lunch. I already texted Beth. I'm sure she'll be here in a little bit."
Lunch was fairly quiet, other than watching Grace drain a meat bag with her fangs. The little arachne slurped noisily next to Tink, who was throwing dirty looks around as if daring someone to say something. Mike took care of the dishes then went to his office. He waved to Death, who was sitting in the library next door. The library used to be a sitting room full of Egyptian artifacts, but after the home's last expansion, the artifacts looked awkward in the much larger space. They had condensed the artifacts into one corner, turning it into a fancy reading nook, then curated the room's book collection using recommendations from Sofia. The home library was large enough that it had a gallery that required a ladder on wheels for access. One of Kisa's favorite spots was up in a small picture window bay that overlooked the front yard.



At his desk, Mike tossed the folder down onto the oak surface. He had scanned the folder thoroughly before bringing it into the house--last time someone had handed him something like this, a fire elemental hidden inside had tried to burn the place down. Spreading the pictures out, he leaned over the desk and studied the images for any sort of clues.
"Mike?" Quetzalli knocked on the door of the office and walked in. "I was wondering if we could speak?"
"Of course." He frowned at the dragon. Everyone in the house knew they could come to him for anything, but Quetzalli almost looked nervous. Considering she was actually a centuries-old storm dragon stuck in human form, it made him anxious knowing she was bothered.
"It's about these images." She moved to the desk and looked at the pictures. "I think I may know what did this."
"Really?" He frowned. "Why didn't you say something sooner?"
She sighed and sat in one of the nearby chairs. "I definitely wasn't going to say anything in front of that woman from the Order, but wanted to speak about this privately."
"Okay." She had his full attention now. He moved in front of the desk and leaned against it. "What's the problem?"
"Do you remember when we first met? In the fae realm?"
He nodded with a grin. "I do."
Quetzalli had even gone so far as to help him and Beth reach the faerie queen's court, for which her punishment was transformation into a human. The spell would eventually wear off, but it was going to be decades at least.
"What did you think of me?"
"You were magnificent. You still are magnificent, but now you're just fun-sized." He winked.
This made the dragon laugh. "I'm glad you think so. But others do not think as you do. Dragons are a force of nature just as much as they are living beings. They were either worshiped or feared by humans. Once people stopped worshiping us, it was us that learned to fear them."
"I'm sorry." Mike sighed. "People suck, but you know this."
"Not all of them. Some of my favorite people live here, you know." She stood and moved closer to him, her purple eyes sparkling with their own inner light. "And because you're one of my favorites, I need to tell you something else."
"Oh?" He inhaled her scent. She smelled like the world did after a good rain.
"Not all of us fled. Many stayed behind, though most of them were slain. That's what happens when the whole world is out to get you. But others remained because they slept through the rise of Man." Quetzalli reached around him for the picture of the landslide. "It's hard to see at first, but look right here."
He followed her finger as she traced it down the page. "I'm not sure what I'm looking at," he admitted.
"The hill is sloped this way, but the landslide is at the wrong angle. And this part right here?" She tapped the middle. "It's very faint, but it's a groove."
"I'm still not sure what you're saying," he admitted.
"The dragons that stayed behind never knew that the others left. You see, some of them hibernate for decades or even centuries at a time. I think a dragon did this, one that has been sleeping on the island. And it's just now starting to wake up."
"A dragon?" He looked at the other pictures. "But why go after the merfolk?"
"They weren't the target, nothing was. If this was a dragon, it's been asleep for a very long time." She put her hand on his chest. "And if we're lucky, this may have just been an interlude. It got hungry, and dropped down to the beach for a quick snack, maybe some fish."
"You're saying it did all this because it was hungry for some midnight sushi?" Mike looked at the pictures again. "If that's true, then what would happen if it actually woke up?"
Quetzalli made a face. "That's just it, Mike. I don't know. Maybe it's about to wake up and we need to bring it here. Or perhaps it intends to peacefully sleep for a few more centuries. We'll figure out what to do once we know. But now? These people, they want you to help. Whatever you decide to do, I trust your judgment. But working with the Order?" She shook her head. "I have a really bad feeling about them."
"As you should." Lily sashayed through the door, her tail whipping from side to side in time with her hips. "Hey there, Romeo."
Quetzalli stepped away from Mike, which allowed the succubus to give him a hug.
"So what are those assholes up to, now?" She moved around him and picked up the photograph of dead mermaids. "If it was this, I say we gut them." A switchblade appeared in her hand and she mimed stabbing the air.
Quetzalli looked at Mike expectantly.
"They want my help with that, actually." Mike moved next to Quetzalli and took her hand. "And it sounds like I will need your help as well."
"Mike wants the dragon's help. What a shocking development." Lily smirked at the two of them just as Quetzalli scowled and pointed her fingers at the succubus. The ensuing electrical blast hit Lily hard enough that her horns and wings manifested behind her in response.
"Bitch," she hissed, then smoothed her ruffled hair back down as her wings folded into her back. "Well if that's how it's going to be, maybe I'll just stay home."
"We're going to Hawaii," Mike replied.
"Yeah, okay, you're going to need me. I've been there before, was a pretty good time." She snapped her fingers and was instantly in a tight red bikini that left little to the imagination. "When do we leave?"
"Not yet," Mike said with a laugh. "But I'll tell you before we do, okay?"
"Okay." She made as if to walk past him, then spun at the last second, grabbed him by the chin, and pressed herself against him. "If you take me to Hawaii, I will suck you dry, every day if you want," she whispered.
"I...didn't know you were that eager for a beach trip." Mike's mouth was suddenly dry, and he was rock hard. He had experienced on more than one occasion how eager Lily's blowjobs could be, and this was no idle promise. If she said she was going to suck him dry, his orgasms were going to have the moisture content of talcum powder.
"Please. Once the others find out you're going to the beach, you're going to have plenty of helpers." She licked his lower lip and left the room, leaving Mike with a very noticeable bulge in his pants.
Quetzalli looked down at his crotch and giggled. "I don't suppose you would like some help with that, would you?"
"Potentially." He allowed her to lead him out of the office, but left her at the foot of the stairs to go check on Grace. The girl was sitting on the couch, clutching the haunted doll Jenny tightly to her chest as Reggie sat next to her, reading her a book. It was a Winnie the Pooh pop-up book, and the Rat King was doing the different voices to the best of his abilities. The fairies Carmina and Cerulea had settled on the back of the couch, leaning forward with intense interest.
"Where's Tink?"
Reggie shrugged, which always looked funny on the large rodent. He was about a foot tall, and was using his tail to help hold the book open.
"She informed me that she had an important errand to run," he explained, adjusting his Mr. Potato-head glasses on his nose. The tiny gold crown on his head had broken recently and was being held together by a piece of tape until Tink or Dana could solder it back together. "And that she would return, eventually."
"Jenny, you good?" Mike was almost afraid to ask the troubled spirit how she was doing. Ever since Grace had been old enough to climb, she had taken to scooping up the doll and taking Jenny everywhere with her. It was akin to allowing a child to play with a landmine, but the doll seemed to enjoy the attention. Jenny's head did an ominous 180 degree turn so that her blank features could stare at him. The temperature dropped, and her voice filled the room.
"SHHHHHHH." The doll's head rotated back, and Grace gave her father a dirty look for interrupting storytime.
"C'mon." He took Quetzalli by the hand, and led her up the stairs to his bedroom. The nymph magic flowing through his veins had him eager to ravish the dragon, and they climbed to his fifth floor bedroom. Ever since his home's latest evolution, he was a little more isolated from the rest of the house, which suited him just fine. Not only did it mean he could go be alone if he wanted, but it also meant that sound wouldn't carry.
Quetzalli was wearing a white button down blouse. She had already undone the top four buttons on her shirt, revealing large breasts that strained against a purple bra with white lace along the top. Quetzalli pressed herself into him and pushed him back through the door, revealing that the drapes of his room had been opened wide. The natural light of day filled the room, illuminating the goblin sitting on his bed wearing a red nightgown. She looked freshly clean, likely having used Naia's tub for a quick wash in the ensuite master bathroom nearby.
"Nope!" Tink slid off the bed as Quetzalli and Mike froze in the doorway. She crossed the room and swatted at the dragon. "Scaly butt leave now, Tink's turn for fucking!"
"Tink, you're being rude," Mike began.
"Am not. Husband leave for island soon, Tink hear. No can go, but husband take big dragon booty, plenty of time for fucking!"
Quetzalli blushed, and then laughed. The silvery scales along her neck and cheeks shimmered. "She does have a point," she muttered. "I will have you all to myself."
"Not quite." Mike contemplated the goblin. She was wearing a red gown that accentuated her hips, and all four of her nipples were prominent beneath the silken fabric. "And I hate myself for even saying this, but raincheck?"
Quetzalli's whole face bloomed into a smile. The storm dragon adored anything cloud related. "You said that just for my sake, didn't you?"
"I did." He smiled for Quetzalli. "Someone needs me more right now."
"Well then, Caretaker. Until next time." She backed out of the door and pulled it shut.
Mike locked the door behind her and turned his attention to Tink, who was already back on the bed. "So you bit me earlier, but now you want to be nice?"
"Husband in big trouble earlier." She put her hands on her hips and glowered at him. "Maybe even bigger trouble real soon."
"Oh? What are you gonna do, bite me again?" He moved closer and noticed that she was squeaky clean. Usually there was some form of dirt on the goblin, because she spent half her time coordinating repairs on his home. Her still damp hair hung behind her, and she was only slightly taller than him while standing on his mattress.
"Maybe." Tink licked her lips. "Tink bite lots of things."
"Yeah, well..." Mike slid his hands along the outside of her thighs. It was apparent that Tink had hand stitched the garment herself, since it fit perfectly. Most lingerie companies didn't cater to four-foot tall women with tails. "Maybe it's my turn to do the biting."
Tink cocked her head, then yelped when he pulled her legs out from underneath her so that she fell backwards onto the bed. Spreading her legs wide, he kissed his way up her calves. His teeth brushed against her skin, causing his goblin wife to tremble. By the time he was at her inner thighs, he was biting her. Goblin skin was tougher than leather, and biting was how they showed affection.
Tink moaned as he bit down on the sensitive flesh between her leg and her labia. He slid his tongue across her unique anatomy, teasing her double labia before landing on the other side of her pussy. He bit this skin too, and she grabbed the back of his head hard enough that her nails dug into his scalp.
"Husband hungry for Tink." She moaned in delight as he pressed his mouth against her pussy and filled his hands with her ass. He lifted her slightly, pushing his tongue deep enough that he was able to touch the nub of her first clitoris with the tip of it. Goblin vaginas were built differently, and both of Tink's clits were located inside her vaginal canal.
His magic wrapped itself around both of them, probing gently at Tink's soul to discern her needs. When the magic had been new to him, he had heard Naia's voice in his head, guiding him to maximize pleasure with his sexual partners. Though he no longer heard her voice, he could feel her guiding him from within, able to magically read his partner's sexual desires without conscious thought. Tink loved it when he was rough and she was already squeezing his skull with her legs.
He feasted on Tink's marvelous pussy, listening to her growls of contentment as he drove her closer to orgasm. His magic filled the air with a faint hum as it danced along Tink's body. She was mumbling something, but he couldn't hear what it was through her thighs.
A hand undid the button on his pants, causing him to pause. With just a little concentration, he could sense that the hand belonged to Kisa, who had been hiding under the bed. He wiggled his head to try and see her, which made his ears pop free.
"Oh, don't stop on my account," Kisa told him. "We're planning to have our way with you before you go."
"You're not coming?" he asked.
"Promised Tink I would help here," she replied as his cock sprang free of his pants. "It also sounds hot as fuck. Not a fan."
"I--" Mike shivered as Kisa's rough tongue ran across the head of his cock. Tink squeezed her legs, forcing him back into position. If this was how the two of them wanted to do things, then so be it.
The cat girl under his bed pulled his pants down around his ankles, exposing the rest of his cock. She lovingly tugged at his testicles while jerking him off and licking him. He groaned into Tink, who giggled and pulled his hair. Kisa and Tink were exchanging words, but he couldn't hear anything once again.
There was more giggling, then Tink let out a groan and came. The feisty goblin tasted of cloves mixed with sweat, and she squeezed Mike's head so hard that he slapped the outside of her thigh as if trying to tap out. With a grunt, he dislodged his head and pulled free of her thighs.
"I'm glad you aren't stronger," he said, rubbing his jaw, then looked down at Kisa. The cat girl tried to sneak back under the bed, but he crouched down in time to grab her by the arms and pull her back out.
She giggled the whole time he tugged her out, then let out a belly laugh when he tossed her on the bed next to Tink. Kisa rolled over and teased Tink's breast through her nightgown. The goblin rolled on top of the cat girl and the two of them started making out.
Mike watched the fabric of the nightgown slide over Tink's hips, revealing her tail and bare ass. As Tink pushed Kisa's shirt up to reveal the cat girl's perky breasts, the goblin swayed her ass from side to side in an attempt to catch his attention.
"Message received," he muttered, rubbing the head of his cock between Tink's butt cheeks. This encouraged the goblin, who made a purring sound beneath him. He shifted his cock so that it rested against Tink's labia, then adjusted the angle so that he could achieve penetration. The goblin's smaller size ensured that her vaginal canal was very tight, and she let out a gasp as he managed to get the first inch inside her.
"Yeah, stretch her out." Kisa put her hands on Tink's waist to hold her still. "See how much you can fit in one go."
"Stupid cat just jealous," Tink muttered, then tugged on Kisa's nipple. Kisa hissed in pleasure, arching her back and pulling Tink by the hair until the goblin was sucking on her breasts.
Mike chuckled at the two of them, then shivered as he managed to squeeze more of himself inside of Tink. Tink and Kisa were extremely close, and it was uncommon to have sex with one without the other showing up. Sometimes they fought, but it was all in good fun.
"Jealous of what? These?" Kisa pinched one of Tink's nipples. "No, that's right, you like it when I bite them!"
Tink spasmed as Kisa bit down hard on the top of her breasts. This caused Mike to slip inside even farther, and he wrapped his arm around Tink's chest and pulled her into a sitting position, his cock still inside of her.
"Make a proper effort of it," he said with a wink. Tink reached her arms over her head and ran her hands across Mike's face as he fucked her from behind while Kisa mauled her breasts, pinching and biting. The goblin couldn't take Mike's full length without magical means anyway, so it was easy to keep himself inside of her.
"Yeah, you love this don't you, being the center of attention." Kisa pinched two of Tink's nipples with one hand.
"Tink...bite...you...later!" She groaned, both of her legs shaking as she melted backward into Mike and let out a whimper. Fluid dripped down Mike's cock as Tink came quietly, which was rather rare on her part. The goblin went limp on the bed, tipping forward and crash landing into the sheets. Mike's cock slipped free with an audible pop.
"Mine," Kisa declared, sucking him into her mouth. She slid out of her shorts and began teasing herself as she cleaned Tink's cum off of him.
"You seem rather eager," he said.
She pulled her mouth off his cock and laid back on the bed. "Just want to give you a proper send off is all." Licking her lips, she spread her legs wide and pulled him on top of her, using a hand to guide him. He slid inside with little resistance. As his familiar, she had gained some abilities that made her anatomy far more compatible with his.
Grunting, he fucked her hard, pounding her from above. For a few minutes, his world was nothing more than Kisa's sweet cries and the creaking of the bed frame. Movement caught his eye and he saw that Tink was moving toward them with a devilish glint in her eye.
Mike pulled Kisa toward the edge of the bed and stood. The frame and mattress had been built so that he could comfortably stand and fuck anyone who happened to be there. Tink crawled on top of Kisa in a sixty-nine position, licking her lips as she went down on the cat girl while Mike continued to fuck her.
Kisa hugged Tink close, the two of them working each other over as Mike continued to fuck Kisa. It wasn't long before the cat girl let out a hiss and dug her nails into the sheets, tearing the fabric.
"Fuck," Mike muttered. Tink could stitch them back together later, but Kisa had ripped through the protective sheet underneath, leaving a scratch in the mattress. It wasn't the first mattress he had ruined in the last year, and probably wouldn't be the last.
At least it wasn't on fire this time.
Kisa yowled and came a second time, then squirmed out from beneath both of them, gasping for air.
"No more, I quit," she declared. "You can have him this time."
Tink stood on the bed and pumped her arms triumphantly. "Tink always win," she declared. "Husband lie down, get proper fucking!"
"Yes, ma'am." He stretched out on the bed and sighed in delight as Tink mounted him, her face twisted up in concentration. It was already clear she was going to try and take him as deep as possible, it was a constant thing for her. She was already bouncing up and down, her clawed hands teasing shapes into the sensitive flesh of his belly.
"Tink is best wife," she declared, leaning back and pumping him hard. His own orgasm was building, and he did nothing to hold it back.
"That's right, she is," he replied, staring into those beautiful yellow eyes of hers. They were shimmering with happiness as Tink forced herself farther onto him, squeezing his cock with her tight pussy.
"Tink love husband most." She was rolling her hips from side to side. "Make husband happy."
"Insanely happy." He put his hands on her hips, allowing his magic to wash over her. It swirled around her body and danced across her horns before leaping free and fluttering back down onto him like snowflakes.
"Tink...give...husband..." She gritted her teeth and let out a growl, sinking one last inch onto him. He grabbed her wrists to keep her from scratching him as she came again.



Kisa appeared behind Tink, standing over both of them with a mischievous look in her eye. She put her hands on Tink's shoulders and shoved down from above, causing Mike's cock to wedge itself properly against the opening to the goblin's uterus. For anybody else, this would be extremely painful. But for Tink, it was pure pleasure as the head of Mike's cock forced its way inside.
She screamed, yanking her hands free and reaching back for Kisa. The cat girl pushed down even harder, but Mike wasn't going to make it any further. He definitely wasn't going to last any longer, either, because that sudden penetration knocked down the last of his resistance.
He came hard, the magic raining down on him fueling an orgasm that lasted far longer than usual. Every spurt of cum was a release, and he sat up and wrapped one arm around Kisa and the other around Tink, holding both of them against his body as he came in Tink so hard that spooge was now spraying down into his lap.
Tink bit down on his shoulder as Kisa's lips found his own, and he rode the wave of pain and pleasure as his magic circled around all three of them until properly dissipating. It had taken him well over a year to figure out how to avoid the feedback loop, but the magic was finally under his control.
All three of them collapsed on the bed, though Kisa was quick to roll away when Tink tried to pinch her. As Mike's cock went flaccid, he slid out of the goblin, but held her tight in his arms. She was unusually clingy, but he wasn't going to complain. He was likely to be gone dealing with who knew what for several days.
"Tink love Mike," she whispered. "Give husband everything."
"I love you, too," he replied, then held her until she fell asleep. He brushed the hair away from her eyes, then gently extricated himself and pulled the sheets over her to keep her warm. Smiling at the contented goblin on his bed, he got dressed and snuck back out the door.
There was work to do.

🏠🏠🏠It was evening before Beth finally arrived at the house. Mike was waiting for her out by Naia's fountain while Lily sat nearby in a beach chair with a piña colada in hand. Beth made her entrance through a small shed built to look like the cabin. It had a portal that led directly to his property in Oregon, where Beth lived with Bigfoot and a dullahan nicknamed Suly.
"Good evening," she said, her brown eyes sparkling with their own inner light. Mike could sense the magic inside her as his own reached out to greet it. They had both gotten their powers from Naia, the nymph currently singing for the birds that bathed in her fountain. "I heard we may be going somewhere fun?"
"Fun?" Lily sat forward in her chair and lowered her sunglasses. She was wearing them even though it was night outside. "Fun? You're potentially going to an island paradise and the best word you can come up with is fun?"
"Maybe I've just never gone with the right person." Beth winked at Mike. "But it sounds like Lily wants to come, too."
"If I have to, I will sprout testicles and give away my left nut to come." Lily sipped at her cocktail. "That's how bad I want to go."
"Just your left nut?" Mike didn't want to ask, but he had to know. "Why not both of them?"
"Because it's not No Nut November."
From the nearby oak tree, a woman cackled. Amymone, the dryad, descended in a bundle of vines, her hands clamped around a book. "I told you he wouldn't be able to resist asking!"
Mike looked at the dryad, who had a love of terrible puns, then back at Lily. Thinking of her earlier comment, he groaned. "Please tell me you two haven't joined forces or something."
"I'm just trying to make new friends, Romeo." Lily pouted. "Thought you'd be proud of me for branching ou--"
Naia sprayed Lily in the face with water, causing her glasses to slip off. "It's bad enough when there's just one of you," the nymph declared. She smiled at Mike. "Sorry that my sister is such a bad influence."
Lily scowled at Naia, but it was all for show. She picked up her beach chair and moved it to the other side of the yard.
"Anyway, sorry I was delayed. Bigfoot and I were doing a perimeter check. Looks like something new may have snuck in."
"Oh?" Mike frowned at this. Ever since his trip to Oregon a couple years back, cryptids kept crossing the border there. Most of the time, it was just creatures seeking sanctuary. The rest of the time it was trouble.
"Nothing major, Bigfoot is going to track it tonight. All signs point to something that just needs somewhere safe to be." Beth brushed some hair out of her eyes and dipped her finger in Naia's pool. "May I?"
"You may." Naia winked at her.
Light emanated outward from Beth's fingertips, and the surface of the fountain revealed an overhead map of the island of Maui. The image wobbled a little, then stabilized and zoomed in on the eastern side of the island. "Okay, so the property you own out there is right next to a place called the Big Bog. You're actually tucked into an area that butts up against a National Park and a Forest Reserve."
"That's right," he said.
Beth nodded and continued. "Anyway, I did a quick survey for you about a year back. You might not remember that I hired a private helicopter for a tour."
"What?" Lily approached the edge of the fountain. "You went to Hawaii and didn't take me?"
Beth ignored the succubus. "So you're looking at a picture of the most recent satellite imagery of the island. Now let me show you what I remember." She touched the water again and sent ripples out. A large portion of land appeared on this new map, distorting the edges of the island.
"It's much bigger." Mike rubbed at his chin. "So a magical boundary?"
"Yes. I couldn't get a better look, because once the copter was close, the weather became too dangerous to fly and we skirted the edge of it. When I asked the pilot to turn around, he already thought he had. Definitely magic involved, and I wasn't about to test its limits while hovering thousands of feet above the ground. Anyway, your plot of land is only a few square miles on paper, but this was so much bigger. It's mostly rainforest, so you can't see anything in there." She stuck her hands together over the fountain, then waved them outward, zooming in. "It does look like there may be a river in the middle, though."
"Interesting." Mike pulled Ingrid's business card out of his pocket. She had given it to him at the end of their meeting. "I don't suppose we could sneak in, could we?"
Beth shook her head. "I suppose you could portal in and then have Abella or Lily fly you, but with the Order watching, they would catch on pretty quick. Maybe Kisa could go in and check it out, but that would be an extremely long hike. How many people can she cloak?"
"One adult, two if one of those adults is me." As his familiar, Kisa's magical ability to make her unnoticeable could be extended to him. "Proximity is key. We'd have to be huddled together. Anyway, it's a moot point. Kisa is staying behind."
"If we didn't know better, we would just go with the Order and help them." Beth looked at Lily. "But I know that you don't like any plan that involves them."
Lily sighed. "Look, I'm not a reliable judge of character here, seeing as I'm on their most wanted list and would happily rip their heads off. These guys want whatever is on your land, and they're gonna poke around until they get it. Unless you want them breathing down your neck for the rest of time, you're gonna have to give them something. So no, I don't like that plan."
"They know you're going," Beth said to Mike. "You've already told them as much, with or without their help. And I would bet good money that they have that whole area surrounded. You won't be able to get in and out, not without a fight."
Mike sighed. Nothing ever seemed to come easy. "It almost sounds like you're suggesting we tell them we're buddies for now, but go in with every intention of betraying them."
"Oh, that's good. That's real good." Lily laughed. "We have them take you up the mountain, and then lose them on the inside, or lie to them about what you find. You could lose them at the boundary, really fuck up their day. I don't like the idea of hanging around with Order goons all day, but it'll give me a massive hard on fucking with them from the inside."
"Which is what you typically do with a hard on." Beth smirked. "So it looks like you have a call to make. Speak with their representative and see what they want you to do. We can make final plans after."
"We?" Mike smiled. "I take it you want to tag along?"
"Consider it a field trip. It's been a while since I've been to the ocean and I wouldn't mind seeing it in a new light." She touched the water with her finger and the image disappeared. "But that all depends on whether Dana is willing to stay behind. One of us needs to stay here, just in case."
He nodded and looked at the house. Dana and Beth were the only other legal humans in the house, and he had left all of his properties to both of them. The magic of the house always ensured there would be a successor, otherwise the home and its properties would go into a deep slumber. Nobody was certain if the legal inheritance would bypass the effects of the geas, but it was better than nothing.
"Okay, well...Quetzalli is coming because it sounds like we may be dealing with a dragon. Lily is coming because--"
"Because she wants to and Romeo knows better than to say no." Lily licked her lips. "And I'll double check with Dana. She'll go if you ask her to, but she's happy enough playing mad scientist upstairs."
The science project in question was an observatory that had been placed on the opposite side of the house from his bedroom. It had a massive telescope inside that magically looked into an alien sky. Dana had been drawn to it two years ago when it had appeared, and had been trying to rebuild the mechanism that shifted the telescope.
"Okay, so that makes four of us. I'll check with Yuki, see if she wants to come. I plan to check in with Cyrus in a bit and see what his take on the situation is. Ingrid can sweat it out this evening and I'll give her a call in the morning. That's the plan, unless someone disagrees."
"I disagree." From the back door of the house, a beautiful woman with long, silken hair and startling green eyes stepped free of the doorway. Her golden skin was interspersed with fluctuating snake scales that scattered the remaining light of the evening.
"Ratu." Mike bowed his head at the naga by way of greeting. "What brings you out of your Labyrinth?"
"Me." Yuki stepped out from behind her. "I told her you were planning to go island hopping with the Order, and she thinks it's a bad idea."
"You do? Why?"
Ratu smiled. "You are about to spend your time dealing with men and women who would dismantle your life just to satisfy their own curiosity. The succubus aside, you need someone who has experience dealing with their ilk."
"So...Dana should come instead of Beth?" He wasn't sure what she was getting at.
"No, silly human." She was close enough now to place the palm of her hand on his chest. Her eyes narrowed into vertical slits, revealing her reptilian nature. "I meant me. They are part of the reason why I've been hiding underground and I am well aware of how they operate. You need someone who can sift through their doublespeak and ambitions, someone who can recognize the magic that they wield. Together, we can handle whatever they throw at us." She paused and looked to the sky. "I wish to properly see the stars again. I know that I can do this with you by my side. And where better to do so than from paradise itself?"
"You're coming with us?" Mike was genuinely surprised. Other than a trip into a magical wardrobe, Ratu never had any interest in leaving her Labyrinth or her experiments behind.
"You have it backward." She teased the edge of his collar with her finger. "This time, it's you who is coming with me."

🏠🏠🏠Woohoo! We are finally going to get some Ratu love, I know many of you have been begging for it! It's the Naga's time to shine, baby!
Speaking of babies, Grace is officially competing with Death as favorite character for early readers, so I hope you love her half as much as they do!
We've got a new location to explore (yay, Hawaii!), tentative allies, and 200% more bikini scenes than ever! Let's goooooo!
As always, don't forget to rate, review, or send me feedback! Just a reminder that sending me a feedback question anonymously means you will never get an answer!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all!
I hope you made it through the holiday season okay! I got to spend mine with family, friends, in-laws, and nearly every illness you could catch this winter.
New readers? Welcome! Totally don't start here. This is a sequel to a spin-off about a dude who found a house full of horny monsters. None of it will make sense. But you do you.
Returning readers? Welcome back! I've got a special surprise for you all with this chapter, because we're going to revisit a character who hasn't gotten much screentime as well as...well, you'll see.
As always, thank you all so much for indulging me in my side story hobbies. I know that many of you are far hungrier for the main storyline, but I'm working real hard to (hopefully) get back to writing three chapters a month again by the end of the year. That'll make my side projects a little less impactful.
Regardless, your ratings, comments, and feedback go a long way toward keeping this story moving! I couldn't do this without my readers here on Lit, and that means you!
Make sure you check my bio to see when next chapters pop, I try hard to keep to the schedule. I'd really hate to misinform you, because you might end up in a
Sticky Situation
The Labyrinth beneath the Radley home was far larger than the plot of land above it. From a rocky ridge that overlooked the subterranean structure, Dana contemplated the new configuration. At the center of the Labyrinth was Ratu's lair, and the naga was constantly shifting the stone walls around to protect against intruders.
Dana found the behavior a little odd, honestly. With so many protections external to the Labyrinth, it was strange for the naga to maintain such a high level of security. Then again, the last time an intruder had made it in here, Ratu had almost been killed.
After adjusting her shoelaces, Dana walked down the winding trail that would take her to the Labyrinth gates, pondering the interdimensional nature of the massive cavern beneath the house. Was it merely an expansion of the enchanted home, or was it an entirely separate dimension that had been grafted on after the fact? Reggie had once explained to her that it was simply another space between spaces that had been utilized to its fullest, but she wasn't sure she agreed with his explanation. She was curious about why the Labyrinth obeyed different rules than the greenhouse or the tower world, and strongly suspected that only Ratu knew the answer.
Dana approached the massive iron gates of the Labyrinth and stopped. Usually someone would be ready to greet her, but the entryway was quiet. She activated the mechanism that opened the gate. As she entered, a pair of rats appeared shortly after on the wall above. The rats used small hidden portals around the Labyrinth to act as sentries and had come to see what was happening. She gave them a wave. One of the rats waved back before disappearing from sight.
Once inside, she paused and looked to the left, then to the right. Recently, Ratu had started doing themes in the Labyrinth at Yuki's insistence. The kitsune had been spending more time with the naga ever since Ratu's near-death experience. Dana chalked it up to the reclusive naga facing her own mortality. Yuki and Ratu had a lot in common and had become fast friends. They could both shape shift, and while Ratu was a demigod, Yuki could become one someday. Their shared love of magic gave them plenty to talk about, and it wasn't uncommon to discover that Yuki had snuck away to hang out in the Labyrinth all day.
This month's theme was sandstone with glowing hieroglyphics carved into them. Jungle vines draped over the walls further in, and she could hear running water somewhere up ahead.
Dana waited a couple of minutes. It was strange that nobody had shown up by now to guide her. Usually it was Asterion, but he had been absent recently, spending the majority of his time with Beth in Oregon. Dana had heard through the rumor mill that Beth was focusing much of her energy on mastering her new nymph-granted magic, which apparently necessitated having sexy monster men around.
Naturally, that rumor mill was Lily. According to the succubus, Beth was getting so much man meat this summer that she could start her own sausage company.
The stray thought made Dana snort, and she covered her mouth as a relentless barrage of giggles escaped her. She eventually pinched her lips shut, rolling her eyes as she waited for her brain to reconnect to her mouth.
After five more minutes, Dana decided to start exploring. Whoever was supposed to meet her would find her eventually. Typically, the labyrinth was full of traps, but Dana had learned how to spot and recognize most of them. In fact, she had actually helped Ratu develop some newer traps that were more modern in design. For example, one of the Ratu's favorites was a trigger in the middle of a hallway that would initiate streams of fire that came from the walls.
With Dana's help, Ratu now had an obvious floor panel that activated poorly hidden fire geysers. The trap was psychological in nature, because if you tried to go around the panel in the floor, you triggered the smashing plates that crushed you into jelly. The only way to bypass the new trap was to deliberately step on the panel itself, which would create a burst of fire in the hopes of startling you onto the hidden triggers.
There were a few other traps Dana had helped build. Her personal favorite was a section of wall that looked roughly like a hidden doorway. The stone was a shade lighter than the rest, and an unnecessary torch hung nearby. It was meant to lure people into messing with the torch, which would open a pit full of spikes while bathing the area in flames.
Ratu really liked her fire traps.
While Dana navigated the initial hallways of the maze, a flickering blue light came down from above and hovered in her field of vision.
"Cerulea, is that you?" Dana watched the light transform into a tiny fairy with a blue body.
"Hi!" Cerulea waved excitedly at Dana. The fairy was a cross between a human and a blue beetle. The curviest of her siblings, little blue wings clicked behind Cerulea as she hovered, making the fairy sound like a cicada. "I didn't know you were coming today."
"Unplanned visit is all," Dana replied. "I need to talk to Ratu about tracking a demon. Who was supposed to be watching the front?"
"Uhhhhh..." Cerulea made a face. "That was supposed to be us, but we got distracted."
"You don't say." Dana didn't bother chastising the fairy. The fairy sisters were sweet, but struggled to concentrate on any task for a long period of time. Well, with the exception of Daisy. If Ratu had put them in charge of the entrance, it was likely that the naga had been trying to get the fairies out of her hair. "Can you lead me to the center?"
"Sure!" Obviously excited not to be in trouble, Cerulea turned into a blue ball of light and zoomed along the hallway. Dana jogged behind the fairy, who sped up until the zombie was running at a sprint.
At top speed, the trip through the labyrinth wouldn't be very long. Cerulea guided Dana through unseen shortcuts, many that seemed nonsensical. Dana's heightened strength and reflexes allowed her to easily hop low walls and swing across a small gorge. She had actually spent part of late spring taking private free-running lessons at a local gym. Her thirty-something instructor had been nice enough, though it was clear he thought she was into him. It wasn't his fault that he mistook her longing looks for lust--the guy had smelled like fresh grilled steak and his muscles looked delicious.
Her progress in the class had been fast enough that her instructor had eventually suggested she begin training with a more experienced female instructor who worked there. Dana figured that her accelerated learning coupled with the hungry looks she kept throwing his way had become red flags for him. She agreed to the transfer, but then quit the gym entirely before drawing any more attention to herself.
While running, she thought about her meeting with the Oracle. The enigmatic being had become a riddle for her to unravel, and she replayed their conversation in her head over and over, convinced that he had left a trail of crumbs for her to follow.
To begin with, what sort of being was the Oracle? She was fairly certain it was eldritch in nature, related to the ancient being she had the misfortune of encountering the previous fall. That one had dreamed up a monstrosity that had swallowed her and Lily whole, then barfed them up a week into the past. Creatures who didn't obey the rules of time and space were extremely dangerous, and she wasn't keen to interact with another.
The Oracle had been far friendlier than the creature in the Pit, which made her worry that the danger it presented was far more subtle. Would taking advice from such a creature lead her to ruin? Or maybe she could take the Oracle at face value, she had no good way of telling.
Cerulea led Dana across a rickety rope bridge that swayed over what could have been Class 4 rapids. There was a fairly large river that ran through the Labyrinth, eventually terminating in a large lake. Dana wondered if Ratu had gotten around to installing the glass ribbons in this section of the river, but had no desire to find out on her own. It had been another idea Dana had given the naga, a way to build a defense into the river without importing and feeding piranhas.
She had found Ratu a razor sharp material that shared the same index of refraction as water, meaning it was essentially invisible while immersed. Anyone who chanced a swim risked being shredded apart by unseen blades. Ratu had seemed particularly interested in this defensive measure when first mentioned, as the river was a bit of a weak point.
The trip to the center of the Labyrinth took nearly thirty minutes, and Dana wondered if Cerulea had taken them on a longer path by accident. When they arrived, Dana was greeted by the sight of a large chamber with walls piled high with treasure. Gold, silver, and gems of varying value had been shoved into one corner while magical artifacts that had been scattered around the lair, were laid out on clearly marked tables and shelves.
Dana looked around the chamber for any sign of Ratu. She was a powerful sorceress with an expertise in the transfer and infusion of magical objects. Some day, Dana hoped that this knowledge would include reversing her undead condition. When she had been killed, a necromancer had bound her soul to her body, meaning that she could never properly cross over into the afterlife.
Ratu was fairly certain she could figure out a way to fix Dana, but Dana wasn't sure how much of that was optimism. Last fall, Dana had gone on a trip across the United States trying to track down magical objects. According to Ratu, the combined enchantments of these items could theoretically unlock Dana's soul from her physical body.
It was kind of silly that all Dana wanted in life was death, the same thing that every other creature had a natural right to. The thought of being trapped in a decaying body as the universe went cold and dark was a terrifying proposition. Luckily, Dana only experienced that particular terror during her random outbursts. It was usually mixed in with everything else, so got lost in the shuffle.
Over by Ratu's pavilion was a stack of metal drums that had been tipped on their sides. Dana knocked on one, revealing it was empty. She moved to the door of the structure and knocked to announce herself.
When nobody answered, she let herself in. The pavilion was magical in nature, being bigger on the inside, just like the rest of the Radley house. From the entryway, she could look straight up and see almost a dozen levels that eventually terminated in an upper floor that she knew had become Ratu's personal quarters after her injury.
The staircase wrapped around the wall of the pavilion like a giant spiral staircase with intermittent landings that allowed entry into several different rooms on each floor. As Dana climbed the stairs, she got glimpses into some of Ratu's research projects, some in the middle of progress and others abandoned (or so she suspected). When she got close to the top floor, she heard sounds and spotted movement through one of the doorways.
These days, Ratu spent most of her time in this room. Dana walked in and saw a large acrylic tank in the middle of the space. It stood about four feet high on the sides and had been mounted to wheels. The tank was filled with a blue fluid that burbled as if in greeting.
"I guess she's not home." Cerulea flitted around and landed on Dana's shoulder.
"Where else could she be?" asked Dana.
The fairy shrugged. "Somewhere in the Labyrinth, I suppose."
Dana moved to the vat of fluid. "Let's ask. Opal?"
She tapped on the side of the tank and took a step back. The blue fluid bubbled and coalesced until roughly half of it had formed into the upper torso of a woman.
The woman's body was reminiscent of Beth. Opal was a slime girl that had been accidentally created using Beth's DNA as a template. Lacking the ability to vocalize sounds, Opal greeted Dana with a series of hand signs.
"Good morning," signed Opal. "How are you today?"
"I'm good," Dana replied, signing and speaking at the same time. Even though Opal could hear, Dana's photographic memory had allowed her to learn ASL on an advanced level. Opal's knowledge of ASL had been copied from Beth's memories, meaning that she was limited to words Beth already knew. Conversing with Dana gave Opal the opportunity to learn and practice new words should they come up. "Any idea where Ratu is?"
Opal went through a series of signs, mixing up her words. She frowned and started over, spelling out many of the words. "She's bringing in more material in an attempt to stabilize my structure," she replied.
Dana nodded. This was a familiar dilemma. When Opal had been created she had been capable of forming a lower body and even walking around. However, after taking a powerful magical attack that had blown her apart, she now had trouble maintaining a solid consistency. The poor ooze was confined to a tub until she could recover and learn how to regain her form and walk once again.
Ratu had narrowed her studies on this matter, focusing largely on polymer chains and trying to figure out what she could add to Opal's body to enhance the molecular structure of the ooze. It was likely the empty barrels below were chemicals that the naga had obtained in an effort to rebuild the slime girl.
"Do you think she'll be back soon?" asked Dana.
"Ith thith thoon enough?" Ratu replied from the doorway. Dana turned around to see Ratu in her snake form. The naga was dozens of feet long with a head large enough to swallow a man whole. She carried a metallic barrel in her mouth and had spoken around it.
Ratu set down the drum next to Opal's tub and then transformed into her human form. When she finished her transformation, she collapsed onto a nearby sofa, huffing and puffing. Cerulea flew over to the chair and turned her back to Ratu, then fluttered her wings to create a cooling breeze.
"You're overdoing it." Dana shook her head. "You're supposed to be taking it easy."
Ratu shrugged, then held out her arms to reveal that some of her scales were cracked and bleeding.
"I have not gotten this far in life by taking it easy. My recovery has been a long journey already." Ratu turned her face into Cerulea's breeze and sighed. "Yet I fear it will be several months yet before I am back at full health. Usually Asterion helps me with these barrels, but he has been notably absent recently."
"Do you need my help bringing any more up?'' asked Dana.
Ratu shook her head. "No, this is it. But I will need to go to my room and rub some salve into these lesions to keep them from getting infected." The naga rolled her eyes dramatically. "I will admit that I have grown tired of my inadequacies, and greatly look forward to the next time I shed."
Dana moved to a nearby chair and sat. "Unless you need my help, I'll just wait here."
Ratu nodded and, using a cane she pulled from her robes, limped toward the doorway.
After the naga was gone, Dana shook her head and looked at Opal. "She tries too hard. I wish she would take it easy."
"Only because she cares," signed Opal. "My problem frustrates her on a daily basis. Not enough progress."
Dana nodded in agreement. "I absolutely know that feeling. For example, my telescope project still hasn't borne any fruit." The logical part of her brain made it a priority to point out that a non-functional telescope hardly compared to what amounted to a physical disability. Dana's own problem had seen no progress, but at least she was able to go do whatever the hell she wanted.
She'd likely cringe at the statement in the days ahead.
"I don't suppose you brought me anything to read?" Opal asked.
"As a matter of fact, I did." Dana pulled out a kindle that she had put into a plastic bag and handed it over. "Sofia loaded a bunch of books on here she thought you'd like. You should be able to use it through the plastic."
Opal took the kindle and tapped the screen. A big grin appeared on her face. "This is far better than destroying books as I read them," she signed, then glanced over at a miserable looking pile of books in the corner. Those had been Amymone's leftovers; the dryad didn't care much about most books after she had read them. Opal was unable to touch things without leaving a small remnant of herself behind, which meant that she was always running out of her own body fluid. Dana could see blue smudges on the covers, and the pages were wrinkled from humidity.
Luckily, the slime girl was capable of transforming any moisture into more of herself, but that meant she had to get it from somewhere. Dana suspected that the barrel was meant to top Opal off. She popped it open and took a sniff.
"Is that petroleum?'' she asked.
Opal nodded, her attention already on the kindle. "It's some sort of blend," she signed. "You can't tell from out there, but I'm running low."
"Do I just pour it in?" Dana felt that would be an easy way to help the naga out.
Opal paused and looked at Dana. "Yes, but if you're going to do that, could you move the kindle? Just in case."
"Of course." Dana took the kindle back from Opal and moved it to the other side of the room where a large table covered in textbooks had been set up. Dana realized that most of these books were on molecular theory and had been written in at least six different languages. Frowning, she wondered just how much Ratu had been teaching herself in order to help the slime girl to regain her human form, preferably without leaving a slime trail everywhere she went.
Magic and science rarely seemed to work together, but it now occurred to Dana that understanding how things worked on a molecular level would inevitably give Ratu an edge. The naga could use magic to surpass the limitations of science, but needed to increase her own knowledge base first. Dana wondered how many magic users would be willing to delve so deeply into science, or even had the intelligence and patience to get that far.
That was food for thought. With her new memory, Dana could have so much knowledge memorized, but it wasn't the same as application. She was essentially a chess computer that would know all the potential moves in advance, but would be unable to go more than a couple of moves out.
Shaking her head, Dana walked over to the barrel. This was something she could do without much brain power at all. She grabbed it by the rim and lifted. The thing weighed at least three hundred pounds, with the liquid inside sloshing as she carried it. Her permanent strength upgrade allowed her to lift things as if she was constantly undergoing an adrenaline rush. That was a fact grounded in science more than magic, but Dana didn't understand how it happened.



Her eyes shifted over to Ratu's table. What secrets were locked in her own cellular structure? How did magic keep her alive? She tilted the barrel while lifting it. The dark fluid drained, transforming into an opaque spot inside of Opal's light blue coloration.
"Does it taste like anything?" Dana didn't bother signing, since her hands were full.
Opal shrugged, causing a ripple to travel across her bare breasts. "Kind of,'' she replied. "I taste anything that touches me, but not in a way that would make sense to you."
"I get that." Hardly one to comment on the taste of anything, Dana moved to tip the barrel up even further.
This was a mistake. She was strong enough to hold the barrel up at an angle, but the barrel outweighed her and she was leaning too far. The mass of the barrel was more than enough to outweigh her, and she fell forward into the tank with Opal. On her way into the goo, Dana saw Cerulea bolt out of the room, leaving a trail of glitter behind her.
"Blergh!" Dana actually yelled something else, but her voice was muffled by the viscosity of Opal's body. She splashed her way to the surface, which took considerably more strength than expected. Powerful hands grabbed her underneath her armpits and lifted, allowing her face to at least break the surface.
She scooped goop out of her eyes and saw Opal staring at her, those translucent blue cheeks of hers taking on a pink tinge.
"I am so sorry, Opal. Uh, damn, this is awkward." She put her hands on the side of the tub and tried to pull herself out, but the suction was more powerful than expected. If she wanted, she could pull a lot harder, but feared cracking the tank in the process. "A little help?"
Opal had an odd look on her face, the pink glow spreading down her neck and across the top of her chest.
"Are you okay?" Dana asked.
The slime girl moved in slow motion, her hands making words.
"I can taste you," she said.
"Yeah, sorry. I showered this morning, but still..." Dana smacked her lips and frowned. There was a salty taste in her mouth, which meant she had swallowed some of the slime girl.
Opal licked her lips, then signed some more.
"I can taste all of you."
"Of course you can, I...oh. Oh!" It occurred to Dana that Opal was a fluid, which meant every single part of her body was now technically touching Opal's taste buds, whatever that meant. She had essentially dunked her asshole in the slime girl's mouth. "I guess I'm really sorry, then."
Opal's features shifted, and she sank beneath the surface, her torso disappearing.
"Yeah, I'd be mad, too." Well, if Opal even got mad. "So I'm kind of stuck, if you don't mind, I'll just..." A jolt of electricity fired up her spine, causing Dana to grab onto the sides of the tank. It was followed by the flow of heat through her hips and pelvis and her legs spasmed. "What the fuck?"
She licked her lips, then smacked them together again. Beneath the salty taste was something vaguely familiar. "Opal, why do you taste like spunk?"
Dana was sucked under the surface, her body sliding along the bottom. Beneath the surface, she found herself looking at Opal's face as it hovered above her. Dana's thighs were being kneaded by the slime around her, and Dana felt pressure along her nipples and vagina. Another shock ran through her, and she braced her hands against the sides of the tank.
"Has Ratu been feeding you magic spooge?" Dana signed, biting her lip as heat raced through her body.
Opal nodded, her whole face now pink. She licked her lips in anticipation with a very long tongue and raised an eyebrow.
"Well, yeah, now that I'm all worked up, go for--" Dana didn't get to sign anything else as the slime pressed in on her, squeezing her entire body in one big hug. This wasn't what she had expected today, but even if she got out, she was far too horny to make it home and find someone to fuck her.
She felt her pants being pulled off, and held her legs together to make it easier. Her panties were next, and now the pink slime was quivering against her bare pussy. Ripples traveled outward as Opal pressed against Dana, teasing her labia by vibrating.
Dana closed her eyes and leaned back, becoming lost in the sensation. Usually, she was ravenous to please her partner, but had no idea how to even accomplish such a feat with Opal. There was no discernible anatomy to interact with, so Dana decided to relax until something changed.
The teasing pressure became more insistent, and Dana spread her legs then gasped as Opal entered her body. She had expected a finger or even a cock, but it was semi-rigid fluid that forced its way inside, stretching her insides to the limit. This probably shouldn't have shocked her--Opal was technically a Beth clone, after all.
That same pressure found its way to her asshole, but hesitated. Realizing this was the equivalent of asking for consent, Dana grabbed her butt cheeks and pulled them wide. In for a penny, in for a pound, she figured, then giggled. A proper pounding, then.
When Opal entered her ass, the pressure was so intense that Dana's fingers started slipping against the interior of the tank. The sensation was overwhelming, and she half expected the tank to visibly drain as more of Opal forced its way inside of her. It was hard to tell just how much of the slime girl was inside of her now, but Dana noticed that her belly was visibly bulging outward.
Her eyes rolled up in her head as the vibrations moved from her clitoris and labia to inside her body. She tried to fold up her legs, but her body was being held still by Opal. When she attempted to at least move her arms, she couldn't. Opal had her pinned in place.
Her bra was pulled down and tiny sucking mouths started nibbling the sensitive flesh below and around her areola. She hissed in delight, her nipples becoming rigid as they were sucked on by some unseen slime mechanism. The pressure inside her body increased as she was filled to the brim, the internal vibrations now spreading outward.
She moaned, and that's when Opal entered her mouth, the slime girl sliding down the back of her throat. All three of Dana's holes were now full. The vibrations inside of her shifted frequency multiple times, and a small, almost orgasm had Dana dragging her nails on the side of the tank and scratching the material.
Eyes wide, all Dana could do was stare at the ceiling of Ratu's research lab through the pink fluid that surrounded her. The vibrations kept shifting in pitch as more of Opal slid inside of her, her stomach now extended outward as if she was nine months pregnant.
When Dana finally came, Opal locked her in place as the vibrations all picked the same frequency and intensified. Dana was powerless, unable to even scream as her vocal cords were blocked off by the thick fluid in her throat. It was like her entire body had been transformed into one big vibrator.
Her orgasm sent a rush of heat running down to her legs, but there was no accompanying fluid. She felt it being sucked away, and the sucking mouths on her breast now pinched and tugged, triggering a second orgasm. Her whole body clenched up, but she was still unable to move.
She tried to shout "More!" but only managed a long grunt. Her vision was darkening as the slime girl continued compressing her. It reminded her of being strapped to the bed in the cabin as Mike had tried to fuck some sense back into her, and--
Dana came again, the memory now replaying in her head. She could remember the whole experience in its entirety, now reliving that sexual encounter while having a completely separate one. Her body didn't know how to process the information, so she felt it all. Mike's hard cock was inside her as electrical currents ran through both of them, but at the same time, she was getting the airtight treatment from Opal in the present.
Tears of pleasure were sucked away from her eyes, and she cried. The whole world had gone pink, and she had been so distracted that Dana had lost count of her orgasms. They rocketed through her, Opal greedily sucking away all of her sexual fluids as the process started anew
Eventually, all good things come to an end. Dana cried out as Opal slid free of her and pushed the zombie's body up and over the edge of the tank. Raw emotions tumbled free as she fell onto the floor and wept. It was like a dam had burst inside her, and everything just came out at once.
A blanket was draped over her. Dana sniffed back hot tears and looked up to see Ratu smiling down at her with a cup of tea in one hand and Cerulea sitting on her shoulder.
"I blacked out for four hours after she did that to me," Ratu said with a wink. "She gets rather...excited when she can taste someone's genitals."
Dana tried to mumble something about a warning sticker, but still couldn't put words together. She did notice, however, that her body was completely dry.
"Enjoy the catharsis." Ratu moved over to one of the sofas and laid down on it. "I'll still be here once you're ready to talk. As for you." She turned her attention to the fairy. "Shouldn't you be watching the entrance?"
Cerulea stood at attention, then bolted out of the lab. Ratu smirked at the departing fairy, then looked back at Dana.
"She was really hoping there was something leftover she could nibble on." Ratu sipped at her tea with a grin. "I actually let them push me in one time. Zero regrets, personally, but I did lose an afternoon."
Dana turned to look at the tank, which was slowly turning blue once more. Opal's face appeared against the glass, and the slime girl winked.
"If I ever get the chance," Dana muttered, "I'm tossing Lily in you to see who wins." She flopped onto her back and stared at the ceiling. When the giggles came this time, she simply let them flow.

🧟‍♀️🧟‍♀️🧟‍♀️Tasia rubbed her eyes and yawned, then sat up in the back of the Expedition and looked out the window. They were in a parking lot that had been cordoned off with police tape, and a pair of squad cars sat guard at the entrances of the lot.
She checked her phone to see how long she'd been asleep. It was almost two hours since the mission brief had ended and they had headed to the scene.
"Hungry?" Lynn leaned around the passenger seat. She held up a pair of paper sacks.
"Yes, thank you." Tasia reached across the empty middle seat. Esteban and his team had taken the other Suburban, and were already parked next to them. Brother Julian was speaking with one of the officers, both of them holding cups of coffee. Typically, the Order just pretended to be feds, but there were rare occasions where the local law enforcement knew exactly who they were, or at least enough to not ask questions.
"You snore, by the way." Lynn smirked and turned her attention forward. "I've never seen anyone pass out so fast in a car."
"Yeah, it's kind of a thing now." Tasia opened up the bag and was happy to see a large sub sandwich inside. It was stuffed with different kinds of meat. "I don't suppose you got me--"
Lynn was already leaning over the seat with a large bottle of water.
"Thanks." Tasia took a minute to open the other bag. In all, she had a bag of chips and two 12-inch subs. It didn't take her long to eat them and she definitely wouldn't have to worry about the calories. Her new metabolism would take care of that.
Lynn got out of the car and met up with the others. Tasia looked at the building and scowled. Flowers, stuffed bears, and cards had been stacked up along the stop sign at the corner, and a couple of people stood outside the tape, their haunted eyes on the building.
The Sunset Lounge was covered in scorch marks, but Tasia knew those had been put in by the Order as a cosmetic smoke screen. To the local authorities and anyone watching the news, a kitchen fire had gotten out of control and people had trampled each other trying to escape. Over twenty people had lost their lives in what had been described as a tragic accident. Anyone with actual memories of the event had been immediately visited by the Order, interviewed, and their memories scrubbed after.
Finished with her meal, Tasia set the bags aside and climbed out of the Expedition. The others watched her with feigned disinterest, but she could feel a mild tension in the air. Though everyone pretended to accept her, she knew there was still a matter of trust. It was annoying, but she could hardly blame them for it.
She sniffed at the air, pulling in the smell of grease, gasoline, and fresh poured asphalt from a couple of blocks over.
"Shall we?" Lynn gestured to the front door of the Sunset Lounge. Tasia nodded and followed her inside. Esteban and Julian followed them in while Luis and Courtney stayed outside.
"This way." Lynn led Tasia across the dance floor of the Sunset Lounge. Abandoned purses, shoes, and cellphones littered the area, and Tasia caught various scents in transit, like blood, urine, and fear. It was hard to describe what fear smelled like to someone else. The closest approximation was rancid black licorice.
They walked up a flight of short stairs in the back to the VIP room. A sturdy set of glass doors was held shut by a red ribbon that had been wrapped around the handles. This had been put there by the Order, and would knock out anyone attempting to cut it apart. Lynn dismissed the spell holding the ribbon in place, then untied it and stuck it in her pocket. Once the ribbon was gone, the calm scene through the window of tables and chairs transformed into the grim reality.
Blood was everywhere. Handprints adorned the inner glass, and arterial spray had coated all four walls. In the back of the secluded lounge, comfy booths had been set up. This room looked like it was primarily geared toward shady business dealings.
"Looks nasty," Tasia said, grabbing the handle of the door.
"Forensics is playing around with numbers, but..." Esteban shrugged. "We just aren't sure what happened."
"When I worked for Master Cyrus, he had this magic stopwatch that could reverse time. Anybody have one of those?"
"If we did, you wouldn't be here." Esteban's eyelid twitched.
Tasia smirked and pointed up at the sign. "Well, it says VIP, so you all can stay out here. Be right back."
She walked inside and let the door shut behind her. Her sharp hearing picked up Julian muttering to Esteban, and none of it was nice. If Lynn heard, she was ignoring it.
"Perfect," Tasia muttered, careful to step around the pools of blood. The carpet was tacky in places, causing her shoes to stick. The whole room was a mess, so it was inevitable that she would touch some.
She moved to the corner and looked out across the room. According to the briefing, several people including the owner, Emanuel Oscario, had been in this room when they had been hit. The only survivors were a couple of scantily clad servers who had been bringing drinks in when everything started. Between all the screaming and spraying of blood, they had very little to offer in terms of information.
Which was why Tasia had been brought in. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose, the information filtering itself across her brain. Each person's scent was different, their blood even more so. Before they had left headquarters, Tasia had been given a sample of blood and clothing from each of the victims. It was strange how her mind could hold so much information now from a quick sniff. When she opened her eyes, it was vividly clear which stain belonged to each victim.
She moved around the room, careful to breathe through her mouth. Once she was positioned along the other corner, she sniffed again. Looking at the floor, she could tell where people had been standing now, tracing their blood spray back to its point of origin.
"Interesting." Oscario had been sitting with his bodyguards and some female escorts when the attack had occurred. Tasia knelt down by the table and took a whiff. It smelled of booze, sex, and cocaine. It also smelled strongly of the seven people that had been sitting there.
She didn't recognize one of the scents. Narrowing in, she crouched down and sniffed the seat of the booth. Still new to the world of scents, the only information she received was that it was a female. Was it a survivor they had missed?
Discarded knives and guns lay on the floor, and she took another step back to ponder the room. Her sense of smell was getting overwhelmed, so she moved out of the VIP room to see that Lynn was down on the dance floor talking to someone on her cell. Esteban and Julian looked at Tasia with interest.
"Well?" Esteban asked.
"May have something," she replied, then tapped her nose. "Taking a break is all. There's a lot of information in there."
Julian nodded and looked at Esteban. "That's fair."
"Can you two scoot down the hall a bit?" She sniffed at the air. "Want to check something here as well."
They obliged, moving down to the dance floor with Lynn. This part of the lounge was pretty clean, mostly due to the fact that nobody had been hanging around the doors. Tasia did a quick circuit, quickly locating the very faint scent of the servers who had survived and given testimony. There was no other smell. Whoever Jane Doe was, she hadn't left through the doorway.
Tasia stepped back inside and sniffed around some more. With her sense renewed and most of the information parsed into her brain, she picked up a couple more scents. One was fragrant like patchouli and the other was sour. She moved around the room, tracking down the patchouli smell. It was a small patch of fabric that looked like it had been cut from a jacket. She gave it a sniff and then bagged it up. That was worth looking into.
The sour smell took her much longer to track, and she had to take a break again. By now, Lynn was pacing on the dance floor, clearly agitated by her call, but Tasia ignored it. Back inside the VIP lounge, she tracked the odor to a knife that had fallen between the cushions of the booth. Carefully sliding it out, she saw a smear of black on the edge.
That was the sour smell. It burned her nostrils when sniffed this close, and she bagged up the blade for further analysis. When she stepped out of the VIP room, Lynn stood with Esteban. She didn't know where Julian was.
"Well?" Lynn cocked an eyebrow.
"We have at least one person unaccounted for." Tasia jerked her thumb over one shoulder. "And she didn't leave through the door. So either she got eaten by whatever tore these people apart, or she's the one who did the eating."
"Hmm." Lynn scratched at her chin. "Anything else?"
"Yeah." Tasia handed over the knife. "I think someone stabbed our attacker. No idea what that substance is, so it's worth looking at. I also have this." She handed over the fabric.
"Great. That's more than we had this morning." Lynn took the fabric and handed it to Esteban. "But still no idea how our target got in or out?"
"Could have walked in, honestly." Tasia looked at the VIP lounge. "There really isn't a way to get in there, unless you go through the vents."
"They're pretty small vents." Esteban looked up at the corners of the VIP room. The vents had been installed near the ceiling. "I don't know what could have come through there and done all of this. Not without being seen, anyway."
"Speaking of." Lynn looked at Tasia. "I just got word that another facility got hit."
"Damn. Casualties?"
"None, but..." Lynn sighed. "They were busted chatting with the Oracle. Sounds like they broke in using some sort of portal magic, the researchers are already looking into it. There isn't much to go on, I'm afraid. There were two attackers, one who could change shapes and the other one may be one of ours."
"One of us?" It was extremely rare for someone to leave the Order, but even more so for them to be dumb enough to come back. "Any ideas?"



"Probably a knight. She had one of our swords and fought pretty well with it."
The information clicked like a lock slamming into place, and Tasia growled so loudly that Esteban's sword was already in his hands.
"I'm warning you," he began, but Lynn pushed his blade away.
"You know who they were, don't you?" Lynn tilted her head. "Oh, shit! It was the succubus, wasn't it?"
"She traveled with a witch who had one of our swords. We got into a fight and she kicked my ass." Tasia fought for control of her body, forcing her fangs to slide back into her gums. Her claws retracted as well, and she turned away from the others, a phantom pain blossoming across her ribs. "Sorry, that's a sensitive subject for me."
Lynn put her hand on Tasia's back. "It's okay, I get it. Why don't you take a moment and I'll phone that in. That's important information to have."
The master swordswoman stared at Tasia for a few moments, then stepped away to make a call. Esteban stood nearby, his sword held casually by his side.
"If you're going to have trouble controlling yourself," he warned. "You and I are going to have problems."
She wanted to say plenty of things to him, but knew that none of it would be productive. Being nice would sound like an attempt to deceive while being mean would reinforce beliefs. Instead, she went back into the VIP room and took another look around.
Every encounter with the succubus had subverted expectations. She was already falling into the same patterns that had resulted in her failure as a knight. With her near transformation so recent, the smells in the room were magnified and she was ready to open her mind to any and all possibilities.
The sour smell was largely gone, but she could smell the patchouli scent somewhere else. Moving to the far side of the room, she stood on a chair to sniff her way up to one of the air vents.
The scent had faded from days of having cool air blown over it, but it was still there. She pulled the vent cover off and used the flashlight to look inside. The interior was about a foot across and eight inches wide. There were bloodstains on the metal, all dried up now. Behind the scent of patchouli and death, she picked up another scent.
"What are you doing?" Esteban asked, his head in the door. "Nothing could have fit through that vent."
"But it did," she countered, then hopped off the chair. "Go look for yourself. Whoever did this left through there, and took our Jane Doe with them."
"But that's not possible." He didn't argue any further, but went to look for himself. "Shit, you're right. How did we miss that?"
She didn't bother explaining it. If someone had tried to explain it to her a year ago, she would have blown them off. "Looks like we need to revise our options," she said.
"Agreed." Esteban jumped off the chair. "Guess we need to get forensics back in here, see if they can get anything from the vents. We can pop out and see if we can find the exit."
They left together, leaving Lynn behind on the dance floor. A quick examination of the roof found that the wiring for the air intake had been torn off, and a raccoon family had already started nesting in there. However, through the fragrant smell of rodents, Tasia detected the rest of their blood trail. Whatever had killed those people had left through a vent so small that only a child would fit. The options were already limited, but she was prepared to expand those options.
She just hoped Esteban and Lynn would be on board. The sun was already going down, and she couldn't help but feel like she was being watched.
Lynn wrapped up her phone call and came outside the building. "We're setting up shop nearby," she said. "Got us a rental so we don't have to make the drive. Some of the higher ups want to check in with you, Tasia, about their uninvited guests. Sounds like you'll be doing that tomorrow. Forensics is coming out tonight to see if they can find anything."
"I'll stay until forensics gets here," Esteban offered. He turned to Tasia and gave her a little bow. "Good work."
She nodded in acceptance and stepped up to the edge of the roof. Esteban cleared his throat, reminding Tasia that the cops were still down below, now watching with interest. Tasia pretended to scrape something off her shoe, then made for the nearest ladder.
Feeling slightly vindicated, she descended with a smile. Once at the bottom, she waited for Esteban. Julian eventually emerged from the lounge, tucking a wand away. Tasia could smell the fresh magical wards in the air.
"Looks like we've got a plan, then." Lynn jerked her head in the direction of her car. "Drinks are on me tonight."
Luis and Courtney let out a cheer and climbed into the Expedition with Lynn. Tasia hopped into the back seat, determined to stay awake this time. Her stomach rumbled as they pulled away from the Sunset Lounge, turning out onto the main street.
She was asleep in minutes.

🧟‍♀️🧟‍♀️🧟‍♀️Lily sat on a rock overlooking a lake hidden away in the centaur-occupied valley within the greenhouse. From the outside, the greenhouse looked like an antique from Victorian days, but somehow it contained an entire world. Nobody knew how far it went, but it was the perfect hiding place for when she wanted to be out of the house but not too far from home.
She picked up a flat stone with her tail and hurled it with enough speed that it skipped well over twenty times before clattering against large rocks on the opposite side. The water of the lake was eerily clear, and she wondered how deep it went.
"Damned spider," she grunted for perhaps the dozenth time. Lily was mad that Eulalie had put herself in so much danger, but didn't know how to explain to anyone else why her anger was justified. Last fall, when they had met the Arachne sisters for the first time, they had also met their father, Darren. Plagued by nightmares from the war and at the end by cancer, Lily had decided to do the man a good deed and give him dreams of his late wife during their stay.
What had really happened was that Lily had been forced to sit through weeks' worth of Darren's memories inside the Dreamscape. She had watched both Eulalie and Velvet grow up in fast forward, or at least how he remembered them. Privy to sacred moments between father and daughter, she hadn't just been a witness, but had actually felt the emotions involved. It was familial love, something she had never fully experienced.
And if she had done so when she was mortal, the memories had long ago been lost, burned away during her hideous, awful transformation.
When Eulalie had risked her own safety, those painful emotions had surfaced. With Velvet gone, Eulalie was all that remained of Darren's original family, and Lily was determined to keep her safe as a result.
Frustrated, she picked up an even larger rock and threw it across the water. It made a satisfying sploosh in the middle of the water, sending a geyser almost ten feet into the air.
"That was a good one."
Lily spun in place, surprised to see Zel standing in the shadows. There was no way the centaur had snuck up on her, which meant she had been lost in her own thoughts. She turned her attention back to the lake. "Can't a girl get some peace out here?"
"I suppose, but someone is busy yelling and throwing rocks." Zel approached the edge of the lake where the footing was better for her equine half. The two of them now stood about fifteen feet apart. "Imagine my surprise when I find someone hanging out in my special spot."
Lily snorted. "Isn't the whole valley your special spot?"
"No." Zel picked up a leaf and examined it. "The land belongs to no one. We're just here to become part of it."
Lily fought the urge to gag herself. "So what makes this spot so special?"
Zel blushed. "It's sort of where Mike and I...got to know each other better. He had gotten Dragon's Breath pollen all over himself, and then on me, so I carried him here and we jumped into the water to rinse it off."
"Still a better love story than..." Lily waved her hand dismissively. "You know what, never mind."
"What were you going to say?" Zel asked, her head cocked to one side. She had several strands of hair braided and adorned with beads and a pair of feathers had been tucked into the top of the braid. Lily hated how cute this made her look.
"Nothing of value. I just have strong opinions about vampire novels is all." She used her tail as a stool and sat with one leg crossed over the other. Staring out at the water, there were suddenly a lot of questions on her mind, and all of them involved Zel.
"So, what does it feel like?" Lily asked. "Being pregnant."
"Uncomfortable." Zel stared at Lily and lifted her tail, letting loose a hideously loud fart. "I've been holding that in for your sake, but couldn't do it anymore, sorry."
The succubus laughed. "It's all good, I've seen the faces you all make when I teleport in. Is it the baby that makes you uncomfortable?"
"Yeah. Everything is squished around, and I'll admit that I'm starting to wonder if combining human and horse anatomy was a mistake." Zel rubbed her horse belly. "The foal keeps moving, and that doesn't feel good either."
"So much for the majesty of being pregnant." Lily smirked.
"Yeah, I wouldn't have minded just laying an egg like Velvet did." Zel sighed and stared out at the water. "But I sure do look forward to meeting my child. It's amazing to think that there's a whole person growing inside me."
Lily bit her lip and looked away. The hot emotions rolling around inside her were confusing. She didn't like the conflicting feelings or the inner drama. She had no reason to be jealous of Zel. It wasn't like she ever wanted to be pregnant or a mother. Both of those things sounded terrible. She would rather pull off her boots in front of everyone.
At the same time, it wasn't fair. Zel was giving Mike something that Lily couldn't, no matter what form she took. The two of them were now inextricably linked by the bonds of parenthood.
It also didn't help that she was mad at Zel's unborn child. When the baby came, it would strip away even more of Mike's limited attention. How the hell was she supposed to compete with a child? It wasn't like she could admit it. Being a bitch was an artform, one that she excelled at. But this matter was petty and sad at best, and she hated that she had no control over it.
"You okay?" Zel frowned at Lily. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to mention Velvet so casually. I forgot what she meant to you."
"What?" Lily shook her head. "I just have resting bitch face. I'm fine."
"You're crying."
Lily touched her cheek and discovered it was wet. She snorted, then wiped it away. "It's probably just water that got splashed on me."
"It's not, and you know it." Zel crossed her arms. "Look, I know that you two were close. Dana spends a ton of time here, and she's told me plenty about your adventure last year. I also noticed how mopey you were after the funeral, and--"
"Go suck a dick," Lily snapped.
"If I could ever lock Mike down for more than half an hour, I would!" Zel mimed giving a blowjob, pressing her tongue against the inside of her cheek. "My sex life has been pretty bleak recently, and I haven't tracked down my last boyfriend for a booty call."
"Your last boyfriend?"
"Yeah. He's really nice. You'd like him. Stands about twenty feet tall, powerful limbs. Doesn't like to travel, though." Zel patted a nearby tree. "Looks kind of like this guy, actually."
Lily laughed, the tension broken. "You fucked a tree?"
"To be fair, so has Mike. His tree was a lot hotter, though. Kind of balances out with her sense of humor, which is atrocious." Zel winced. "Damn, acid reflux now."
"Kid is already a pain in the ass like his daddy." Lily looked out at the lake and let out a sigh. "If I tell you something, will you keep it to yourself?"
Zel nodded, her tail swatting away a fly. "Probably."
"When you became chief of your herd, did you feel any different?"
"Technically, you're asking a question, not telling me something."
"Fuck you, I'm getting there." Lily threw another rock.
"In that case, no, I didn't. I kind of had the whole thing dropped on me. My people needed a leader, and I made the most sense. I had trained for it as a child, and seen my own parents lead. I knew the layout of the land and had a great relationship with Mike. It was largely a promotion of convenience, so when I was put in charge, I had two choices. I could try to be a leader first and put others' needs above my own, or I could continue being myself and try to go from there."
"Which did you choose?" Lily asked.
"I'll let you know once I figure it out." Zel chuckled, then picked up a piece of grass. She twisted it around in her hands. "So I didn't feel different as a person, but I was scared all the time. Scared I would make a mistake or screw up. I feel the same way about being a mom. I'm going to have moments where I have to choose between the herd's needs and my child's, and will feel absolutely miserable every time I do it."
"That sounds awful." Lily absent-mindedly picked up her own piece of grass and played with it. "I figured that because you were the chief, you kind of just knew what to do."
"I pretty much make it up as I go," Zel admitted. "Yeah, I have plenty of experience to back it up, but I still screw up all the time. The herd forgives me for it, because they don't know any better."
Lily snorted at that. "I guess maybe I'm feeling the same way right now," she admitted. "But I don't have a defined role. I just kind of float where the wind takes me, here today, gone tomorrow."
"Why is that, do you think?"
Lily shrugged. "I spent centuries having a master who dictated my every move. This last year has been the first time I've truly been free, but..." She shrugged and flicked her blade of grass into the lake. "But I don't know what it is I want. I'm starting to think I never have."
"I don't think that's true. Maybe the things you want don't feel that big and kind of get buried in day-to-day dealings, but that doesn't mean they aren't important." Zel picked up another blade of grass. "Let's do an experiment. Demons can't lie, not when they're asked directly. You can deflect, dodge, or even bend the truth, but you'll know the truth in your heart the moment it comes up."
"I don't under--"
"What do you, Lily, want more than anything right now?" Zel cocked an eyebrow at the succubus.
To be loved for who I am.
The answer was almost immediate, and Lily gasped at the intrusive thought. It cut so cleanly to the center of her issues, especially in regards to Zel and her foal. She was worried that Mike would somehow love her less or even forget about her. It was why she tried so hard to keep his attention, to remind him and the others that she existed. It was the kind of love she had experienced inside Darren's Dreamscape, the memory sticking with her like a cancer all its own.
"I hate that question," she snarled, then picked up a stone with her tail and chucked it out into the water.
"The truth is known to be difficult. For example, I have to live with the idea that there's a very real possibility that I may die during childbirth." Zel picked a few more blades of grass and wound them together. "Being angry at it doesn't help me."
Lily narrowed her eyes at the centaur. "What is that supposed to mean?"
"I shouldn't have to explain it. I have the uterus of a horse and the vaginal canal of a human woman. So on days like today, I come here to my special spot and try not to scream as I contemplate how my days may be numbered, or that I may never get to meet my own child." Zel wiped at her eyes, her hands now braiding the grass.
Lily stared at the centaur, suddenly aware of the bags under her eyes and how her face was slightly puffy.
"Surely there are options," she began.
"No." Zel held up a hand to silence the succubus. "This is a truth I have already confronted. It's the same for any woman who carries a child, honestly. My tribe has some incredible healers, but I'm a unique case. Preparations have been made, but when the baby comes...we'll just have to wait and see."
"My problems suddenly feel small and shitty." Lily crossed her arms and pouted.
"That's not fair either. Our problems are different, that's all. We don't need and can't compare them to each other." Zel stood and walked over to where Lily sat and held out her hand.
Puzzled, Lily reached up and took it. Zel deftly slid a woven bracelet made of grass onto Lily's wrist with a flower braided into the center.
"Nothing is forever," she said. "We must appreciate the beauty of the things we have while we have them. If holding onto something is keeping you from experiencing happiness, then you need to let it go."
Lily blinked up at the centaur, then examined the bracelet on her wrist. The flower in the middle had delicate red petals that matched her hair.
"Shit like this is the reason they put you in charge," she muttered. "Can't believe you put things into perspective with a friendship bracelet. Guess it beats a motivational poster."
Zel shrugged. "We love the same man, yet do not compete for him. We both wish for the house to succeed. I would like to think that we're friends, but I know we aren't close. I have certainly enjoyed sharing my lake with you."
Lily shook her head in disbelief. "Leaving already?"
"Yeah." Regret colored Zel's face. "Have to choose between myself or the herd, after all." She started to move away and froze. "He's moving right now."
Lily could see Zel's stomach shifting. Without thinking, she placed her hand on Zel's belly, marveling at the presence she felt. It was a blank slate, taking in the world through a filter of darkness. If she wanted, she could slip into his mind and look around.
"He's sleeping," Lily whispered in awe.
Zel's eyes went wide. "What's he's dreaming about?"
Lily concentrated, her consciousness slipping through the void and resting just on the edge of the foal's Dreamscape. His soul was extremely fragile, and she dared not go any further for fear of harming the child.
"He's dreaming about your voice," Lily said, marveling at the cacophony of colors. The foal had no frame of reference for life; all it knew was warmth and the sound of its mother. Zel's voice was a muffled lullaby, the colors moving in tune with her words. "Do you sing to him?"
"I do." Zel's eyes were shining with tears. "He knows who I am?"
Lily wouldn't go that far. This was an unborn child, after all. Knowledge only ran so deep in a creature that was unaware it was alive. Still, she could see the child's soul, woven together from bands of light. She recognized one of the bands immediately. It was the same color as Mike's, blazing with a magic all its own.
Remembering Zel's question, Lily broke the silence. "He does."
"Wow." Zel wiped the tears from her eyes. "That's amazing."
"Yeah." Lily broke contact with Zel's stomach, her consciousness now fully in the waking world. The experience had been sublime, and she was busy processing the accompanying emotions from it.
"I was wondering what I should name him." Zel was giving Lily an odd look. "But I don't know if I should give him a human name for his father, or a centaur name for his herd. What do you think?"
"Why ask me?"
"Because you've met him." Zel laughed. "I must admit I'm a little jealous."
"Don't be. It's like peeking at a pie while it's still in the oven. Hardly a finished product." Lily contemplated the bands of light and what Mike would want. The man rarely thought of himself, always striving to do good for others. "You should pick a centaur's name. Something good that will help him fit in here, with the herd."
"You think?" Zel asked.
"I know." Lily took a step back and looked into the forest. "I guess you should probably go off and deal with your beheadings, or whatever."



The centaur laughed. "Nothing quite that dramatic. We've got a new lead on where the mandragora may have set up a nest, but that's it. Damn thing keeps stealing food from us, but we can't figure out where it is and it won't accept our offerings. Makes it hard to plan for livestock if we have to worry about them getting eaten overnight."
"Can't you just have your lackeys deal with your weed problem?"
Zel chuckled, adjusting the bags around her waist. "This particular issue requires my personal expertise. You're welcome to come along if you'd like."
"Nah. Sounds boring." Lily looked out at the lake. "Think I'll throw some more rocks before I call it quits."
Zel nodded, then gave Lily a bow before trotting off. The centaur disappeared through the thick foliage, leaving Lily alone with her thoughts. She contemplated the bracelet on her wrist and let out a groan.
"Stupid bitch," she muttered, picking up a rock. Lily had been perfectly happy hating on Zel before she had arrived, and now felt ten times as guilty after she'd been so nice. She skipped a few more rocks, then looked at where Zel had disappeared.
Her thoughts and feelings were complicated, but she now knew one thing for sure: If anyone ever tried to lay a finger on that foal, Lily would tear them apart.

🧟‍♀️🧟‍♀️🧟‍♀️Thank you so, so, so much for reading this chapter and hopefully enjoying that scene with Dana and Opal! Our slime girl wasn't meant to get so much downtime, but she just really didn't fit into the storyline for Book 6 of HFHM.
As for Tasia, some of you are making really good guesses! Lily always steals the show, but that's just how she is around here.
Anyway, I'm off to dream up some more adventures and monster smut! Give yourself a high-five, because by reading this chapter, you accomplished something today. Go, you!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Annabelle Hawthorne here with the next installment of Book 7, Horny Monsters in Hawaii! And though we're not there yet, that is absolutely where we are going in the chapters ahead.
New to the story? Buckle up, because once upon a time, a magical nymph blew a dude in the bathtub. 97 chapters and 2.5 spinoff novels later, he finds himself in the center of a monster mystery that takes place on the beautiful island of Maui.
Returning reader? Welcome back! I hope to get back to a more normal schedule, the holidays suck the wind out of my sails for sure. I've almost written a hundred chapters of this tale (which blows my mind, honestly), and I have all of you to thank for your enthusiasm. I'll keep working hard as long as you keep reading.
Don't forget to leave stars and reviews on the way out, and I will update my bio soon to reflect next month's posting schedule. I'm usually pretty good about keeping it and will rarely delay a posting.
Anyway, I won't keep you any longer, because I'm sure you are psyched to see what happens when Mike has a sit down with those
Double Crossing Bastards
It was roughly an hour after breakfast when Ratu found Mike in his office. He looked up from his laptop and smiled at her. She wore a green silken dress with flowers embroidered along the hem. The petals of the flowers fluttered in an unseen breeze as the naga sat across from him, crossing her legs in such a manner that he got a peek at her toned, inner thighs.
"Well, this is a change of pace." He shut his laptop and leaned back in his chair. "I can't remember the last time you weren't in a kimono."
"I wear them because they're comfy and have pockets." She snapped her fingers. Carmina, one of the fairies, fluttered into the room and landed on the desk. The little red fairy bowed her head at Ratu and awaited orders.
"Please, inform Beth that I have arrived."
The fairy saluted, then shot out of the room, leaving a glittery trail in the air behind her.
"She seems overly obedient today. How did you manage that?"
Ratu smirked. "Naga's secret."
Mike snorted. "They'll just tell me later."
"Perhaps." She slid a hand into her cleavage, then withdrew a journal. Mike could see reality warp around the edges of the journal as it exited the dimensional pocket she had somehow sewn into her dress. "Did you hear back from Master Cyrus this morning? I am hoping he has some insight for us."
"He actually texted me last night before I could text him."
"What did it say?"
"I won't be meeting you for tea this week. The old job reached out and hired me to do some consultation. Afraid I'll be a complete stranger for the next couple weeks, so don't worry if you haven't heard from me." Mike was able to repeat the text from memory, since he had read it enough times.
"Sounds like the first part of the message is crystal clear. The Order tapped him for a job. But why the stranger comment?" Ratu opened up her journal and made a note to herself. "Do you think they're assigning him to Hawaii?"
"I don't know. But I imagine that whatever is going on, he doesn't want them knowing that he drops by at least twice a month for tea and chess." He gestured at her outfit. "Speaking of which, I assume you can get your clothes to behave when the Order comes by?"
Ratu lifted an eyebrow. "Perhaps, but I wonder if I should? They already know that the home is magic, that you have magic, and that there are magical beings who live here."
"But aren't you worried that they'll target you or something?"
Ratu shook her head. "I'm a naga. They have dealt with my kind for centuries. As long as I don't call attention to myself, they should see me as an ally."
"But you said something last night, about how they were the reason you were in hiding."
"Ah. That." She sighed and stared at the ceiling. "I'm not sure that's something I'm ready to talk about yet. I was involved in a very unpleasant... incident that caught the attention of the Order. During their investigation, I was forced to flee my home and go into hiding. Not long after, I found a home here, away from prying eyes." Ratu lowered her gaze, her eyes smoldering. "But I was all alone, back then. Even if he did remember me, I wear a different face now and have a new family, one that will stand up for me should I need them."
"That you do." Beth spoke from the doorway, then entered the room. Mike was suddenly distracted by her outfit. She wore a blue pencil skirt with a sheer blouse that revealed the bra beneath. When Beth pulled up a chair to sit, he got a brief glimpse of her cleavage as she leaned forward.
"Your eyes are going to fall out of your head," Ratu told him. "Honestly, you should be used to this by now."
Mike's cheeks burned as Beth laughed. "Was he looking down my shirt?" she asked.
"He was."
"Good." Beth crossed her legs opposite of Ratu's. "If my magic works on him, then it should absolutely overwhelm anyone the Order sends."
"Wait a second." Mike opened his third eye to get a look at Beth's soul as well as her magic. He could see the lavender loops of light that had extended from her and wrapped around his head. Ratu's head was noticeably clear of magical activity. "Are you targeting just me?"
"I am." Beth smiled, and the loops of light retracted. "I know better than to try this sort of thing on Ratu."
"Indeed." The naga smiled. "You should be more wary of others, Caretaker. We need to work on your defenses."
Mike sighed. He wasn't sure whether it had been nymph magic or the simple fact that Beth had a phenomenal pair of breasts. "I guess so. It was very distracting."
"And that's what we want. If I've learned one thing about the Order, it's that they have a penchant for underestimating what they don't understand. If they knew you could grab someone's soul and yank it from their body, they would have just put a bullet between your eyes." Ratu steepled her hands together. "We are playing a game of deception here. Anything we give them will eventually be used against us, mark my words. As I said earlier, they know you have magic, but not what kind."
He nodded. This was perhaps the fourth variation of this speech he had heard from somebody. Still, it was far better than the ass-blistering verbal assault he had received from Zel about Callisto's involvement at the park. He didn't even blame her for being mad. Afterward, with Zel's words ringing fresh in his ears, he went to the roof with a six pack of beer and sat quietly while Death spent an hour talking about his new favorite Netflix show.
The trio spent about half an hour discussing potential strategies, then moved outside to await the arrival of the Order at the table in the gazebo that had been built as an extension of the front porch. Well over a dozen centaurs were busy tending the massive garden below them, but the geas would likely make them look like gardeners to anyone Mike didn't personally invite into his home.
Right on time, a pair of SUVs pulled between the stone lions and onto the private drive that led up to his home. The lions would only activate if hostile magic was detected. So as long as their visitors were on their best behavior, they wouldn't be torn to shreds. The paved loop ended at a retaining wall well over a hundred and fifty feet from the front door. Ever since a car had been rammed into his front porch, he had made certain to put in contingency plans to avoid further structural damage.
Both vehicles parked at the retaining wall. Ingrid and the men from yesterday got out of one SUV while a group of men and women got out of the other. Mike frowned when he recognized Cyrus in the group.
"Don't say anything," Ratu muttered, then reached over and squeezed Mike's knee beneath the table. "Assume they can read lips or magically hear you from this point forward. Also, one of them is carrying a stone of truth. They will know if someone lies."
He nodded, then stood to greet their guests when they got near. Ingrid, Cyrus, and the aggressive lackey from yesterday walked up the hill toward the gazebo while the other members of the Order spread out across the massive yard. It was immediately apparent that they were inspecting his property, but he couldn't be certain for what.
"Thank you for coming," he said with a fake smile. "Please, have a seat."
Ingrid nodded, then took a chair opposite from Mike. The other man and Cyrus sat down.
"You have a lot more people than yesterday," Mike said. "You expecting trouble from me?"
The lackey snorted. Ingrid threw him a dirty look, then turned toward Mike. "Not really. They're here as part of today's discussion."
"Okay then. Let's discuss." Mike sat down. "By the way, introductions are in order. Ingrid, this is Beth, my attorney."
Ingrid leaned across the table and shook hands with Beth. Mike could feel her magic washing outward, and saw that Ingrid's eyes dipped to Beth's breasts.
"And this woman over here is Ratu."
"Is this also your attorney?" The lackey gave Ratu an appraising look. "What firm are you hiring from?"
"She's more like a spiritual advisor, matters of the soul and all that." Mike bit his tongue before saying any more. He could sense the animosity washing off of the guy. "I find that it's cheaper than having an attack dog who barks all the time."
This got a smirk from the man. "My name is Wallace. I'm Ingrid's partner."
"You'll have to forgive Wallace. He can be an asshole six days a week." Ingrid gestured to Cyrus. "This is Master Cyrus. He's a specialist in dimensional magic."
"Mr. Radley." Cyrus rose and shook Mike's hand. The tiny scrap of paper in Cyrus' palm had something sticky on it that made it easier for Mike to hide as he withdrew his hand.
"Well, thank you again for meeting us here. This is a far better place for a chat than the local playground." Mike paused as Lily walked up with a large serving dish and a carafe of coffee. The dish had several different sweets along with mugs for everyone. Everyone but Ingrid grabbed something from the tray while Lily made herself comfortable in an empty chair.
"And who is this?" Wallace asked. "We have your attorney and your priest, so I wonder if she's your servant?"
"That's Lily. She's my intern." Beth toyed with the collar of her blouse, which caused the top button to come undone. "She might take some notes while we speak. My memory is good, but I like having a written copy for review."
"Interesting." Wallace smirked. "Do you all live here with Mike?"
"No, of course not." Beth grinned at Wallace. "What would the neighbors think?"
"I do," Ratu conceded. "This home is a safe haven for me."
"Safe from what?" Ingrid asked.
"It's a big world," Ratu replied. "Speaking of worlds, why do we need a dimensional expert at our table?"
Cyrus cleared his throat and leaned forward. "Mr. Radley, we understand that you have offered to help the Order with its mission in Hawaii. We are under the assumption that the magic of your home is somehow tied to your well being."
"Go on." Mike was insanely curious what the scrap of paper in his hand said, but knew better than to look now. He noticed that Lily was desperately trying to make eye contact with the old man and her blouse had also come unbuttoned at the top. She had a pencil and paper, but all she'd done so far was draw stick figures with dicks for heads.
"With your absence here, the Order has generously decided to leave behind a team to ensure the security of your home." Cyrus held up a hand before Mike could protest. "And I have no doubts that you have magical defenses of your own. In fact, I am fully aware that a magical enchantment is preventing us from seeing the true nature of your gardening staff. For example, that young man over there."
Mike turned his head to where Cyrus pointed. Suly stood at a nearby bush, pruning some roses that had bloomed earlier in the week. The dullahan waved at everybody and blew Beth a kiss before continuing his work, all while black mist leaked from the slit in his neck.
"He kind of looks like a discount Edward Scissorhands," Wallace mumbled.
"And I suspect his pale countenance is related to his magical genealogy." Cyrus turned back to the table. "It is clear you have a community here. One of our missions is to ensure that magical communities remain safe from outside threats. Once you join our efforts, there exists the possibility that someone who seeks to exploit these individuals will become aware of your home and come snooping around."
"It kind of feels like you're the ones who are snooping around." Lily pointed to a member of the Order who disappeared into the hedge maze. "How can we be sure that you aren't here to exploit the locals?"
"You can't." Cyrus sat back and sighed. "But trust needs to start somewhere. We are trusting that you can actually assist us with our problem in Hawaii. Time and effort have already gone into making preparations for you to join the team that will push up to the crater and examine the threat. We know very little about you or the creatures who live here. What better way to build relations with the Order than to allow our people to set up a small security team to ensure that everything remains safe during your absence?"
"Or you could just fuck off." Lily picked up her coffee and sipped it. "Since you're worried about time and effort and all of that."
"Do you let your intern speak for you?" Wallace asked, his cheeks turning red.
Mike shrugged. "It's so hard to find good help these days. Besides, I like the mouth on this one."
Cyrus cleared his throat to get everyone's attention. "Look. I understand that we're just a bunch of strangers who have arrived on your doorstep, Mr. Radley, but we have come to you with open hands in the hopes that--" Cyrus reached for his coffee and promptly dropped it on the edge of the table. The mug exploded, sending shards of ceramic and coffee everywhere.
Wallace and Ingrid immediately grabbed napkins to hand to Cyrus. Mike looked down at the piece of paper in his hand. It was a list with five items on it.
Establish contact
Assess potential threats
Try to arrange tour of grounds
Inspect boundaries of geas/enchantment
Arrange travel itinerary for Radley family
The third item had a star next to it and had been underlined. Mike crumpled the paper up and stuffed it in his pocket as the Order team quickly settled. Beth had leaned forward to hand them more napkins, and both Wallace and Ingrid were having a tough time not looking down her shirt.
Cyrus was trying to tell Mike something, but couldn't, not with the Order around. Even the list had been innocuous enough that Mike realized the mage might be worried he would be found out. Still, the message had been received. Mike sighed dramatically and stared up at the roof of the gazebo as everyone settled, then looked at Cyrus.
"I have some apprehension over leaving an armed force at my doorstep," he admitted, choosing his words carefully. "Yes, my home has certain defenses. Serious efforts have been made to break inside."
"Oh?" Wallace perked up.
Mike waved him off. "Look, there's a lot to accomplish today, but I can tell you right now that I am stuck on this idea of extra security in particular. Perhaps a compromise is in order. If you would allow me to show Mister Cyrus around, he can tell me more about what it is you all can do for me to bolster my defenses. In the meantime, you two can make travel arrangements with Beth and Ratu about Hawaii. I trust their judgment."
Ingrid nodded eagerly, then looked at her partner. "I feel this is the best use of our time."
"Lily?" Mike looked at the succubus and grinned. "I saw that one of the Order wandered into the hedge maze earlier. Will you please double-check and make sure the Jabberwock hasn't eaten him?"
Lily held back a grin as she rose, then grabbed three donuts.
"I'm sorry, a what now?" Wallace looked uncomfortable. "Did you say jabberwocky?"
"Jabberwock," Mike replied. "And yes, we have one."
"And you just, what, didn't feel like mentioning it?" Ingrid looked like she was going to rip his head off.
Mike shrugged. "I don't mention lots of things. As long as your guy doesn't provoke it, there won't be a problem. Since you didn't come here to start a fight, I wasn't worried. Mister Cyrus, shall we?"
"It's Master Cyrus," the mage replied, moving uncharacteristically slow. The two of them wandered away from the gazebo and toward the far edge of the property. The centaurs watched them with curiosity as they crossed the lawn and approached the tall stone barrier that separated his property from the neighbor's. To be honest, the sheer size of his home looked ridiculous in comparison to the nearby houses. A long-term project he had been working on was to buy up the surrounding homes so that he could eventually gate off the road leading to his house. Other than the house across the street, the rest of his block was still adamant that they weren't going to sell, and Mike wasn't about to force them out.
"So you think your people can help us protect this place?" Mike asked, unsure how to begin.
"Not in the slightest," Cyrus replied with zero humor in his eyes. "In fact, this is a planned deception."
"Beg pardon?" Mike noticed that one of the Order's women was nearby. He kept an easy expression on his face so she wouldn't come any closer.
"They originally came for your help, this much is true. However, the higher ups want what's on your property and decided to use your absence to acquire it. They are putting me in charge of a team." Cyrus scratched at his whiskers and inspected the stone wall as if it were a work of art.
"And?" Mike didn't know what else to say.
"This doesn't sit well with me. Something isn't right." Cyrus moved along the wall, his back now to the front yard. Mike fell in step beside him. "In the past, we've made such moves, but nothing so blatantly duplicitous. You explained to me once that nobody could enter without your permission, yes?"
"This is true," Mike admitted.
"Good. Because under no circumstances should you grant it. Since the Order is planning to double cross yo...do you have any idea how deep the barrier goes? I imagine the geas is a giant sphere." Cyrus' tone shifted.
Mike realized the shift meant they were being scryed. "I can't say for certain, honestly. I've never seen the bottom of it, but the top seems domed."
"Which makes sense, because spherical symmetry is far more efficient than--" Cyrus frowned. "Sorry. I'm not entirely sure whether it is you or me they are watching."
"Don't worry about it."
"Like I was saying, we should make preparations. I need you to agree on allowing us a ground team, or something nearby. Remain suspicious of our intentions, otherwise they will think this was suddenly too easy." Cyrus abruptly changed topic again and asked Mike about weather anomalies, whether the home had ever changed shape, and if his water came from the city or some unknown source beneath the home. Mike answered the questions he could, then came up with some of his own that pertained to Order security.
They had walked around the perimeter of the building in time to see one of the Order agents staring into the open door of the greenhouse. Mike casually jogged over in time to see the agent's face go blank as if he forgot what he was doing. When he saw Mike and Cyrus approaching, he gave a polite nod and wandered off.
"That was weird," Cyrus commented.
"Satisfy my curiosity. When you look in the greenhouse, what do you see?"
Intrigued, Cyrus opened the door and looked inside. His face screwed up in concentration and his eyes kept going blank.
"That you need to prune back some of your plants," Cyrus muttered, then closed the door.
Mike suppressed a laugh. The interior of the greenhouse was essentially a different world, and Cyrus had been unable to see it. They had experimented with the geas on a few different occasions, such as having Cyrus look in the windows of the house, but Mike had never brought the mage to the backyard. Ever since he had upgraded the magical enchantment protecting his home with a drop of Santa's blood, he had yet to discover any gaps.



They were at Naia's fountain when Cyrus abruptly turned toward Mike. "Okay, here's the deal. I'm going to try and break into your home, and I'm going to try damned hard. I assume you will find a way for me to remain in contact with you. It can't be digital. The Order monitors everything, and then they'll know something is up. And yes, they were telling the truth when they mentioned that someone outside our organization is watching us. Without knowing who it is, I don't want to put you all in additional danger."
Mike knew better than to bring up the fact that Eulalie had likely hacked everything the Order already owned. "I'm not too worried--"
"No. Don't blow me off. This guy has already taken out entire teams. He knows our movements, but we have no idea who he is. All we have is some grainy footage of a guy in a trenchcoat wearing a hat."
"Hmm." Despite the lack of description, that rang a bell for some reason. "Kisa, whom you've met before, is staying behind."
Cyrus nodded. "Can make herself invisible when she wants, that will be perfect."
"Also, we have someone on the roof who can hear everything you say. And on the porch as well. Communication will be one way, because once they interact with anything outside the geas, they can be seen."
"Good." Cyrus seemed to deflate a bit. "I am so sorry about all of...this fountain is impressive, has it always been here?"
"No." Mike looked at Naia's fountain. The nymph was busy making faces at the Order man from earlier who was inspecting the water as if he hoped to find some loose change. Despite the water in the fountain's basin literally bending in mid-air and forming into shapes, the man seemed oblivious. "It used to be much smaller, too."
"Fascinating." Cyrus gave Mike a weak smile and the tour continued. The mage no longer broke character as they finished their circuit of the house and ended up back at the gazebo. Lily was guiding the knight that had wandered into the hedge maze back out, her hand supporting his upper back.
"What happened?" asked Cyrus.
"He was unconscious. It could have been a few things, since we do have some fae residents in the maze that don't like being disturbed." The shit-eating smirk on Lily's face gave away that she had jabbed the man with her tail and knocked him out. Still, none of what she had said so far was false. "But he will be fine."
Cyrus nodded and waved down Wallace, who looked like he was ready to vault the railing of the gazebo. "It's okay," he shouted, then looked back at Mike. "Let's finish this discussion with the others."
"Agreed." They went back to the table and took a small break as Ingrid checked on the sleepy knight. Satisfied that the man hadn't been harmed or tampered with mentally, she rejoined the group.
"Well?" she asked.
"Mister Radley has agreed to give us access to the grounds. The individuals living here will not bother us as long as we don't bother them."
"But wouldn't it be easier for us to protect your property if we could set up inside?" Wallace waved at the large home behind them. "Looks like there's plenty of room."
"No." Mike crossed his arms. "The last time I let someone in without properly getting to know them, they got the Little Shop of Horrors treatment."
Both Ingrid and Wallace stared at him like they had no idea what he meant.
"You know, the musical? Starring Rick Moranis? It's a classic." He looked at Beth, who shrugged. "Regardless, your people can't stay here. If that's a deal breaker, too bad."
"Now, now, we can still accomplish our goal from outside." Cyrus looked directly at Ingrid when he said this. The woman relaxed, and looked back at Mike.
"Then that is your decision," she stated. "So let's discuss what we arranged. You and your group of...helpers will be given room and board at a special facility created for humans and cryptids alike that is shrouded from the public eye."
"It's a resort, Mike." Beth looked like she could hardly contain herself. "They built a safe haven for visiting dignitaries and cryptids. It's down by the beach and everything!"
Mike heard Lily emit a girlish squeal. When he turned to look at her, she pretended like it hadn't even happened.
"It'll be the VIP treatment, I assure you. I will be your personal valet while we're there," Ingrid said, then looked over at Wallace. "Well, we both will, but I think you've already figured out one of us is nicer."
Wallace shrugged. "I scored low on hospitality, but am great at mixed drinks."
Holding his emotions at bay, Mike studied Ingrid. This was clearly part of the ruse to lure him away from home so they could poke around. It made him angry that they were planning to deceive him, but he couldn't let it show. He had a job to do, and they were only a means to an end. Eventually, he shifted his gaze to Ratu. The naga gave him a slight nod.
If the Order wanted to play games, that was fine. He needed to figure out what was happening in Hawaii regardless of the bullshit they were about to pull, and already had an idea about how he was going to accomplish it.
"Looks like we're going on a trip," he said. "Naturally, when not pursuing the issue of my property, I assume we are free to wander the island?"
"Sort of. You will have an escort." Ingrid's face was all business now. "As an asset, we can't risk losing track of you."
"And by escort, she means us again." Wallace pointed at Ingrid then back at himself. "Once we step foot on the island, you're in our care."
"More like custody," Lily grumbled.
"I don't see why you would care," Wallace countered. "It's only him that we need. You can do what you want, if he even lets you come."
The grin that flitted across Lily's face genuinely worried Mike. It wasn't the snarky smile of a succubus holding back anger or a sarcastic remark. No, this was the look of a woman who absolutely, positively had decided that she was going to cause trouble.
"Of course I'm coming," Lily purred. "Interns get shit pay and no benefits. You'd better believe I'm taking a free beach trip. That, and you heard him. He likes my mouth."
Both Beth and Ratu snorted at this. Wallace seemed to find it funny as well.
"Good. If this is settled, then our flight leaves tomorrow morning. That should give you plenty of time to pack." Ingrid, unfazed by Lily's remark, stood and held out her hand. "If you think you can manage to be ready by then."
Mike took her hand in his own and smiled, seeing an opportunity for mischief. This woman knew damned well that they were setting him up, and he couldn't help but want her to get just a taste of the trouble that the Order was in for. His magic pulsed deep within him, and he sent a tiny surge of it into her body. Ingrid's pupils dilated for a moment and she inhaled as if surprised.
"I'll pack my bikini," he said. "In fact, I should probably make sure it still fits. Shall we?"
Beth, Ratu, and Lily bid the Order farewell and watched as they gathered up their crew and left. At least twice, Mike caught Ingrid staring at him, but she would look away at the last moment. Once the Order was gone, he headed inside without a single word, the others right on his heels. He waited until the door was closed before addressing them.
"They genuinely need our help in Hawaii," he began. "But are planning to break in here while we're gone."
"Did the old man tell you that?" Lily asked. "Because I got something similar from Rip Van Winkle in the maze."
"Yep. They put him in charge of the operation and it isn't sitting well with him."
"As it shouldn't." Ratu stared thoughtfully out the front window. "The Order isn't beyond this sort of duplicity, but it is rather uncommon."
"Well, he seems to be on our side for now, but needs his efforts to look genuine. Also, he's being watched and needs a discreet way to stay in contact with us. Thoughts?"
"I'll speak with Eulalie. We can set up a couple of rat portals in Hawaii, give us a way to go back and forth as we please." Lily smirked at the others. "That way, we aren't trapped there and can come home in a hurry."
"And I'll speak with Yuki about bolstering defenses. After meeting with them, I have a few ideas about their protective measures and think we can bypass most of them." Ratu winked. "They're going to wish they never set eyes on your house."
"Yeah they are." Mike turned to Beth. "I wonder if you're thinking what I am?"
Beth chuckled. "I'll talk to Jenny and see what she wants to do."

🏠🏠🏠The drive back to the hotel felt much longer than twenty minutes. When they arrived, Cyrus announced that he wanted to have a meeting with his team regarding initial findings on the Radley home. Since Ingrid wasn't needed for this, she told the team that she needed to make some calls of her own and check in with the Director. The whole time, she was busy tensing her legs and trying not to feel the fabric of her pants against her crotch.
In those final moments at the Radley house, something had happened to her. It was like a long-built dam of desire had burst, and she couldn't remember the last time she had felt so damp below. Even worse, she couldn't get Mike's face out of her mind, nor forget the feel of his skin on hers. It had taken everything in her power not to melt down in front of the man, to find a reason to stay in his presence. On the ride home, she had checked herself for magical compulsions, psychic attacks, anything to explain her current state of mind.
She had come up empty. Her best guess was that Mike had somehow triggered her own natural desires, bypassing years of training and self control. Thinking back to his dossier and the rumor that the home contained a nymph, she should have been more careful. Nymphs could confer blessings that gave mortals supernatural powers, and it occurred to her now that Mike had likely used that magic to ensnare beautiful women such as his attorney.
Wallace silently followed her into the hotel, as if caught up in thoughts of his own. The man was her constant companion, someone she could rely upon to have her back whenever she needed it. The elevator ride to their two room suite was agonizing as Ingrid shifted, her thighs rubbing together. Wallace beat her to the room, swiping his card to unlock the door.
The moment the door was open, she pushed him forward, using her foot to close the door. Wallace looked confused at first, his eyes scanning the room for potential threats, but said nothing when she pressed him against the wall and forced her crotch against his. He was already rock hard, and she suspected she knew the reason why. Beth had been practically eye-fucking both of them throughout the entire meeting.
She and Wallace had been together long enough that this wouldn't be the first time they found sexual relief in each other's arms. There was usually a frantic energy to it, but even more so today. Ingrid slid Wallace's belt off in one smooth motion, but the knight was far less graceful. He simply grabbed her shirt and pulled, scattering buttons along the entryway and revealing her bra-covered breasts.
Ingrid managed to free his cock just as he grabbed her by the hips and lifted her onto the nearby counter of the kitchenette near the door. He pulled her pants down and the scent of her musk filled the air.
"Damn," he muttered, then buried his face in her crotch. Ingrid groaned, her fingers sliding through his hair as his tongue found her clit. Her whole body was hot, and she squeezed her own breasts, moaning when she discovered how sensitive they were.
"You're aware that they did this, right? Mike and Beth?" She looked down at Wallace, who paused his oral ministrations.
"And?" He looked up at her. "Doesn't matter where you get your appetite as long as you eat at home."
With that, he resumed snacking on her snatch. He was good at it, but not good enough to push her over the edge. She savored his attempts for a few more minutes, then pushed him away. Sliding off the counter, she grabbed his exposed cock and marveled at the heat of it. His cock dripped with precum that clung to her fingers, and she stroked him as she led him into the bedroom. He slid out of his coat and laid back on the bed, his arms outstretched.
"Good boy," she muttered, happy that he was content to let her take charge. She lowered herself onto his cock, momentarily quenching the flames inside her belly. Sex with Wallace was typically unremarkable, but the feel of his rigid length inside of her seemed to ground her chaotic libido.
Fucking Mike. She wasn't certain how, but she knew that he was responsible. It wasn't a spell, she knew that much for certain. Her body was warded at all times and she would have detected it. No, it was likely a manifestation of whatever the nymph had done to him.
She could picture him now with that stupid smile on his face, and the way the wind seemed to position his hair perfectly as if he was in a movie. His hands had been strong, yet soft to the touch. She could imagine them running across her shoulders and pressing her down onto the bed, ensuring that she achieved maximum penetration.
Ingrid would never mention that she had stared more than once at the bulge in Mike's pants and wondered just how big his dick was. That was a cock she wouldn't mind studying, and--
She shook the stray thoughts from her head and groaned, grinding against Wallace. When she rolled her hips just right, her clit would pop free from its hood. The knight had arched his back to allow her a better angle for this, and she dragged her nails across his chest. Tiny sparks appeared near her fingertips, the result of Wallace's own magical protection from harm.
Would it feel this way with Mike? Would she even be able to take his entire length at once? Why did these thoughts plague her so much? Her mind now filled with fantasies of Mike Radley, she shifted her hands off of Wallace and grabbed onto the headboard. The wood protested as she squeezed, and she rolled her hips even faster.
Would he take her from behind? Or would he force her to lie on her back and be subservient, like those women he surrounded himself with? What kind of lover would he be? Would she enjoy obeying his commands, or would she fight to be in charge?
Wallace grabbed her breasts, and she exploded, soaking both of them in cum. Other than a long, drawn out grunt, she remained quiet, not wanting to disturb anyone in an adjacent room. Her legs shook as she slid off of Wallace, then knelt down to take his length in her mouth. She jacked him off with one hand while sucking on the head of his cock, running her tongue across the sensitive flesh of his penis until his hips bucked. Moving her head away, she pointed his cock toward his stomach and watched in fascination as a copious amount of cum coated his belly. Ingrid hadn't seen her partner come this much in a long time.
"Damn," Wallace whispered, reaching down to touch Ingrid. She tilted her head away to avoid him. Sentiment wasn't part of the job and never had been. There had been a need and her partner had been there to fulfill it.
"I'm going to wash up," she declared, then left Wallace behind in his own mess. She went to the kitchenette and washed her hands, then used a rag to dry her crotch. This became an exercise in futility, so she opted for a quick shower instead, during which Wallace joined her. There was nothing sexual or romantic about it and the two of them were dry and dressed less than ten minutes later.
Ingrid pulled a tablet out of her bag and unlocked the device. Within minutes, she found herself looking at pictures and video footage of the Radley home. Not only had they collected data with body cams while they were there, but her team had installed cameras and mics across the property. After organizing the data, she initiated a video call with the Director.
In less than a minute, the man answered. The Director sat at a desk, his fingers steepled together as if he was deep in concentration. His military haircut was offset by the dark goatee he sported, and his unblemished skin had olive undertones that gave him a slightly ethereal look.
"Report." His voice was deep and smooth and made her think of a jazz singer.
"Initial contact established," she said, tapping the folders on her screen to send them over. The Director's eyes focused on a different part of his screen as he looked through the files she had just sent. Clearly something caught his attention, because a smirk appeared on his thin lips.
"Are they coming to the resort?" he asked.
"They are. It sounds like he's bringing an entourage, though." Ingrid opened up an image of Mike at the table with the others. "The woman in the white shirt is a local attorney, you should have a dossier on her already. The one with highlights is an intern, but we haven't figured out who she is yet. But the spiritual advisor is likely a cryptid, though I'm not sure what kind."
"Naga." The Director leaned off-screen and returned with a bottle of water. "It's mostly in the skeletal structure, but you can see her scales in a couple of these pictures, particularly along her neck and shoulders."
"Oh." Ingrid noticed them now, grinding her teeth in frustration. How had she not noticed them before? Mike's careless grin manifested before her, and she shook it off. How much of their meeting had been a distraction? Had it been intentional? Or was it simply the carefree act of a man who was clearly running a fuck farm at his house?
She hated to admit it, but she had clearly underestimated the man. In the future, she would have to be more careful. He was a wild card, that much was obvious.
"How many people is he bringing with him?" The Director motioned to someone off camera and was handed a stack of papers and a pen.
"I think the final number is five, if you include him."
"Hmm." The Director signed his name on the documents and handed them back. He pulled a file from beneath his desk and stared at it. "According to the intel we discovered, the house is protected by a gargoyle. Do you think he's bringing her in human guise?"
"I don't. And I believe the intel to be dated. Mike claimed to have a Jabberwock on the property and the truth stone confirmed it. I'm forced to believe that we are underprepared for this operation."
The Director frowned, then typed something on his computer. "A Jabberwock? Like from Alice?"
Ingrid shrugged. "I guess. Nobody saw it."
"Hmm." The Director stared into space for a few moments, then looked at her. "We'll redirect more assets to the house operation, then. The primary focus will be on gathering intel, and once Radley has resolved our problem out here, then we will move forward with operation Eminent Domain."
"Do you really think he'll just sit by and let you take his home?"
The Director chuckled. "He won't have much of a choice. Even if he escapes the resort, what's he going to do? Swim? Based on your notes, as long as he's alive, we have a shot at entry. This Historical Preservation Society was obviously a front for a cabal, but they detailed a ritual we can use to break the geas if we can learn how to bypass the lions. We have options, Sister Ingrid. Your only focus should be on keeping Mike contained while we utilize them."
"Understood." Ingrid watched the screen go black and sighed. She didn't know why, but she had a bad feeling that things weren't going to be as easy as everyone else believed.

🏠🏠🏠Ratu climbed up the stairs, listening to the wood creaking softly at her passing. Her palm glided along the well-oiled railing until she was on the fourth floor. From there, she could look down at the foyer of the home. A pair of rats wandered by, followed by a yellow flash of light as Daisy shot through the house. Ratu licked her lips, tasting the scent of the home and rolling it along her tongue.



This was a good place. It had taken her a couple of years to admit it, but she felt safer within these walls of wood than she ever had beneath a mountain of stone. Down the hallway was Yuki's room. She lifted her hand to knock on the door.
"Come in." The door opened by itself, revealing Yuki's bedroom. Several easels had been set along one wall where natural light from a circular picture window could fall on them. The kitsune stood out on the balcony, her hands on the stone railing and her tails swishing behind her. Sometimes her five tails would pass through each other as if they were illusory, but each one was very real.
Ratu stepped out to join Yuki. She put her hands on the railing, her fingers sliding into tiny grooves that had been carved there by unknown artisans.
"So they're planning to betray us." Ratu leaned forward, her hair drifting on the breeze. "Cyrus revealed that they're hoping to break in while Mike's away."
"Shit." Yuki turned around and sat on the railing. "Guess that means I'm definitely staying here."
"Looks that way." It was something the two of them had discussed earlier. They were the most powerful magic users of the house, meaning it would be a bad idea for both of them to be gone at the same time. "Besides, your skillset wouldn't be as effective in a tropical location."
"Why? Because it would take way more energy to do this?" Yuki summoned a snowball into her hand and threw it at an angle along the roof. It arced through the air and exploded into powder on Abella's crouched form.
"Rude." Abella shifted only to give Yuki the finger.
The kitsune giggled, which got a sly grin from Abella. Ratu laughed as well. The gargoyle had lightened up significantly since her early days in the house. She remembered a stoic defender who rarely interacted with others, but now Abella could be seen chatting up any number of people. On more than one occasion, Grace had spent the evening on the roof while Abella read stories from her tablet to the little arachne.
Happiness had become the lifeblood of the home, and there was no doubt in Ratu's mind that Mike was at the heart of it. He had grown exponentially since their first encounter when she had tried to snare him in an enchantment to protect herself. As he grew in power, she had seen him shy away from the corruption that had gobbled up Emily.
"We each have our strengths," Ratu replied, tilting her head back to allow the sun to shine on her chest. Where Yuki's magic was almost solely in the domain of ice, her own foundations were in fire and earth. Sunbathing wasn't just a comfortable pastime for Ratu, it also empowered her magic. "Besides, I definitely don't need to be around Cyrus any longer than I have to."
"Why not?" Yuki leaned forward, her ears twitching with curiosity.
"We've met before." Ratu frowned. "Many, many years ago. He was part of a squad that came hunting for me."
"And he didn't recognize you?"
"No. I wore a much different face back then. I doubt he would ever realize we've met, but I tend to act out of an abundance of caution." Ratu sighed as old memories dredged themselves up from the mud to reveal their sharp edges. "It was back when I was a river god in what is now Indonesia. I had fled my ancestral home in India and established myself as a local deity. That was mostly accidental, as the locals had discovered that their good fortunes were timed around my arrival. I had changed my face once already in an attempt to blend in with nagas indigenous to the area."
"Why were they hunting you?"
Ratu stared at her hands, then picked off a couple of scales. She wasn't entirely certain where to begin. No matter how deep she pushed the past, it still hurt to examine it.
"They weren't technically hunting me. A rogue naga had arrived in the area, stirring up trouble. This one was particularly duplicitous, because he would manifest and rain terrible magic down on the mortals, but only in his serpentine form. Eventually rumors spread and the Order arrived. What I could not predict was that he would poison their ears, convincing them that he had information about who was causing trouble."
"Wait, so you're saying he stirred the pot and then blamed you for it? Why?" Yuki's tails swished behind her, making a sound like silk across stone.
"Because he couldn't find me on his own." Ratu lifted her eyes to meet Yuki's gaze head on. "He had no influence in the area, so brought in people to assist him in his search. With the Order's help, they were able to track me. You see, I had made a critical mistake during my divine reign. In my attempts to avoid scrutiny, I had created a small paradise for the people who survived on my river. If nothing bad ever happened, certainly there should never be a reason to come investigate. But this became the means by which I was discovered."
"Damn. What happened then?"
"I was attacked. The Order and the naga were formidable, but it became clear during our confrontation that he had been using them. You see, the Order wanted to take me in. They had questions and needed answers. But my pursuer was not interested in their questions. Once he saw me, he attacked the Order, and it was through my intervention alone that they survived." Ratu could hear their screams across the decades, men and women caught up in a storm of earth.
"What was this asshole's deal? Sounds like a real piece of shit."
Ratu chuckled. "Indeed. He was very angry with me because I humiliated him in front of our entire tribe, ruined his reputation and destroyed his status. I became his obsession, his sole reason for existing. And despite not seeing him for centuries, that look of sheer delight and anger when we met once more..." She shivered, picturing those cruel, mud-flecked eyes.
"Who was he?" Yuki was leaning forward so far that it looked like she could tip at any moment.
"My betrothed," Ratu replied, closing the door on her feelings. This was a story that had remained untold since Emily had found her running from the Order. "We grew up together and were always close. It was a long engagement and neither of us were in a hurry. But as the wedding drew closer, he changed. We went from being equals to...I'm not entirely sure. His kind words became sharp, and his actions rough. He became jealous of others who spent time with me, and I eventually realized that the man I was about to marry had been wearing a mask my whole life."
"And so you left him?"
Ratu nodded, staring at the ground. "I did. The night before our wedding, he came to my room and asked to talk. He used sweet words to convince me that the stress of the wedding had caused these outbursts, and that he couldn't wait to spend the rest of our lives together. We were planning to move into a mountain range to the north and start a tribe of our own. During this talk, I forgave him, and that's when his mask slipped one more time.
"You see, our engagement had been long, and we had been lovers for some time. But for weeks before the wedding, I had stopped having sex with him as a form of protest. Upon being forgiven, he demanded that I make up this lost time and spend the night with him. When I told him no, he struck me in anger. That was when I understood that he would never be worthy of my love, and it hurt. He knew how to act around others, how to sweeten the air with honeyed words and elevate his own status. And so I fled in the middle of the night." Ratu hugged herself. It suddenly felt so cold.
"And he came after you?"
"Not quite. I used an enchantment to create a simulacrum, an illusory double made of clay, and left it in my stead. During the ceremony, it openly accused him of his transgressions. He didn't realize that he was dealing with my clone, and so struck it down in front of everyone. This single act divided the tribe, and he was sent into exile by his own family. Still, I couldn't trust anyone with the secret of my location, and--"
There was the gentle click of stone on stone, and Abella was there, embracing the naga from behind.
"I know this pain," she whispered. "And I am sorry to hear that you do, too."
Surprised, Ratu was about to say something else when Yuki hugged her also. Both women clung to Ratu like she was about to disappear. It was actually kind of silly. In fact, she would have told them how silly it was if the dam inside her hadn't broken open just then, soaking all three of them in tears.

🏠🏠🏠It was almost dinner time when Mike stepped into his backyard. He had spent the better part of the afternoon packing and making plans with everyone else regarding the home's defenses while they were gone. After a visit to the Library, Eulalie was now ramping up her digital infiltration. If the Order ever found out that a good chunk of her hacking was just magical rats who could plug in a USB drive, they would be both angry and embarrassed.
What used to be a handful of steps to Naia's fountain now involved two flights of stone stairs and navigating beautiful topiary shaped like magical creatures. This was partially the work of the centaurs, but most of the job was done by Amymone. Though the dryad was locked to her tree, she could influence all of the plants on the property as long as the roots of her tree could reach them.
At the bottom of the stairs, he smiled at the sight of Callisto and Grace sitting on the edge of Naia's fountain. Next to them, Death was busy telling a story, his bony hands waving around dramatically. He had pulled his hood back and now wore sunglasses and a baseball cap with a Punisher skull on it. Naia sat behind all three of them, her chin in her hands as she listened in on the story. When Death pantomimed swinging a bat, Mike chuckled to himself.
"And that is how I helped Santa Claus save Christmas yet again," Death declared, then looked up at Mike. "Though I suppose your father has already told you that story."
"He hasn't! Why didn't you tell us you saved Santa again?" Callisto's tone was accusatory.
"That's a good question. Death, are you filling my children's heads with nonsense?"
"Why of course, Mike Radley. What better use does nonsense serve than to stuff it into a child's head and grow their imagination? It's like fertilizer." Death knelt down to look at both children. "Though I admit I may have embellished some parts."
"Uncle Deaaaath." Callisto rolled his eyes in a way that only a child could, then looked at Mike. "Mom is looking for you."
Mike scratched the back of his head and winced. "How mad is she?" he asked.
Callisto shrugged. "She's referring to you today as 'that bastard.'"
"That's an improvement from yesterday, then." He held out his arms and Grace scrambled his way, only to climb up his back and cling to his head and shoulders. "That's not what I had in mind," he muttered.
Grace hissed and started chewing on his hair.
"Cal, go let your mom know I'm here for whatever she needs. I have to speak with Aunt Naia." Mike looked at the nymph and realized his son was still standing there. "About grown up stuff."
"Aw, man." Callisto trotted off toward the greenhouse. Death declared that it was tea time and left them alone.
"Hello, lover." Naia smiled, her eyes flicking up to where Grace clung to him. "I don't know what you need from me, but you've still got a pair of little ears."
"It's not you I need to speak with." He raised an eyebrow. "If you catch my drift."
Naia pouted. "And here I thought you were going to spend some time with me before ditching us all for an island paradise."
"No place on Earth could compare to being by your side." He reached up and poked his daughter's belly. "Hey. I don't care if you chew, but no pulling."
Grace hissed in agreement, content to munch on his hair. He probably shouldn't let her do that, but he had already committed to the idea that there were worse ways to screw up his magical half-breed children.
Naia closed her eyes for a moment, the fountain swirling into intricate shapes behind her. The runes on her body glowed, and when the nymph opened her eyes, the pupils had changed from blue to gold.
"Greetings, Caretaker."
"Hestia." Mike bowed his head in respect, causing his daughter to tilt forward and almost fall. "Thank you for meeting with me."
"Of course. We have much to discuss." The nymph, now possessed by the goddess Hestia, reached out and patted Grace on the head. "She is growing so quickly."
"Yes, she is." Though Hestia was privy to events that occurred inside the home, he treated her like a visiting relative and talked about his family. He had learned shortly after his first meeting with the goddess that she enjoyed hearing accounts first hand from him. She also didn't always manifest when requested. Mike hadn't met many gods, but had learned they all had their quirks.
"I wanted to speak with you about the Order and Hawaii." Mike sat on a chair by the fountain's edge, which caused Grace to shift to his chest and start chewing on the collar of his shirt.
"What would you like to know?" Hestia asked.
"Is there anything about Hawaii you can tell me? Quetzalli thinks there might be a dragon there."
"Interesting." Hestia closed her eyes for a moment. "I'm afraid there isn't much I know, the secrets of the island were never mine to possess. It was one of the first properties acquired by a Caretaker, but not in the traditional sense."
"Oh?" There were numerous properties across the planet like his own, each one host to a god and part of some big event called the Great Game. Typically, these properties only changed hands when the mortal in charge of them died. If that person was killed by another player in the Great Game, the property became part of the winner's collection and was passed on. It was how Mike owned a cabin in Oregon and a castle in Ireland, as well as the land in Hawaii. He had no part in acquiring them, but they were now his. If the owner died of other causes, however, the magic of the property would seek out someone qualified to take over.
Hestia nodded and opened her eyes. "Instead of someone being defeated, the land was given to a prior Caretaker by its owner. Whoever was caring for the land decided it would be in better hands this way. I don't know what circumstances prompted this, but I vaguely recall it had something to do with its guardian."
The guardian of a property was a mythical being in charge of selecting a new player. In Mike's case, the guardian had been Naia. During the selection process, she could have simply drowned him if he was unfit to take care of the home. In a lot of ways, he was still uncertain why she had chosen him in the first place. He had moved into the home as a damaged, emotional mess, and there was really no reason for her to have let him survive their encounter.
Yet here he was, the man in charge of a home full of monsters who all got along and helped raise his children. In his case, Naia had chosen correctly. The journey had been fraught with peril and the temptation of power, but he had yet to succumb as his predecessor Emily had.
"Do you remember anything about the guardian?" Mike shifted Grace so that she chewed on the other side of his shirt. Luckily, she wasn't a drooler.
"I don't. Could be the geas, or could be that I never knew." Hestia's eyes shimmered. "Now ask me about the Order. My time is growing short."
"Can the home protect everyone from them in my absence? I have every reason to believe it will, but..."
"You want reassurances." Hestia nodded. "Your family is safer now within my walls than it has ever been. It would require either gross negligence on their part or an unforeseen act of magic to breach this property."
Mike let out a sigh. "Thanks. That's what I was worried about the most. I must admit, I'm hesitant about leaving, but I get the feeling that it's the right thing to do."
Hestia nodded, then reached out for him. Her fingers stroked lightly at his cheeks, sending a cool tingle through his whole body.
"Trust your instincts, my champion." Hestia's eyes fluttered and her eyes changed blue again as the goddess withdrew from Naia's body.
"Oh!" Naia exclaimed, then shivered. "I always feel so warm when she's been here."
"I'm happy to hear that." Mike ran his hands through Naia's hair, then had to pull a strand of it out of Grace's mouth. After Hestia had revealed herself, Mike had made the goddess promise to speak through Naia only with her knowledge and permission. Naia had been more than willing to accommodate the goddess, but Mike felt a lot better knowing that the nymph was a willing participant.
"There you are." Zel came around the side of the house, followed closely by Callisto. The two trotted over in unison, but Callisto stopped at Amymone's tree when the dryad showed him a book with a dragon on the cover. He could already read on his own and had found a kindred soul in the dryad, who was willing to read anything to or with him.
Mike covered Grace's ears. "Okay, I'm ready."
Zel rolled her eyes. "I'm not going to yell at you again. Not yet, anyway. Plenty of time for you to get into trouble."
He nodded. "I'll do my best to avoid it, but it has a habit of finding me."
She groaned and shook her head. "It really does. Which is why I would prefer there be no more field trips with our child."
Mike opened his mouth to argue, but closed it. The last thing he needed was to start an argument with Zel right before leaving. It was something they could talk about after he came back. "So what do you need me for?"
Zel pulled a pouch that had been strapped to her waist and handed it over. "I made some potions for you and Beth."
The handcrafted leather pouch was sealed with a strap wrapped around a button. Mike undid the tie and opened the pouch to reveal a few screw jars with yellow balm inside.
"The yellow stuff is sunscreen. It's completely waterproof and will repel both bugs and sharks."
"Sharks?" He opened a jar and sniffed it. It had a vague vanilla scent. Grace promptly hissed and hopped down to the ground and wandered over to join Callisto and Amymone. "How do you know it repels sharks?"
Zel shrugged. "I don't question the alchemy of ancient centaurs. When they say it repels sharks, I believe them. Not like I have a good way to test it out."
"Good call, and..." Mike laughed and pulled out a slim vial of a glittering red powder. "Is this what I think it is?"
"Mandragora pollen? Yes." She chuckled as her tail swished back and forth. "That's all I was able to collect from some dying pods in the woods. We still haven't located the main plant. I almost wonder if it's underground."
"It could be," said Amymone from her tree. "If it would ever send some roots back up here, I would ask it for you."
"We would love that. The last thing we need is to run afoul of that plant." Zel looked at Mike knowingly. "Especially if it's hungry."
Mike nodded, knowing full well what the plant was capable of. "So do I throw this?"
"You can. This version is water soluble, so you could dilute it." She put her hands on his wrists. "Be very careful with it."
"Yes, ma'am. Anything else?"
"While you're gone, we're going to increase the centaur presence in response to the Order, but only through the greenhouse. The rats are already shutting down shortcuts to prevent unauthorized access. So if you need us, you'll have to come the long way." She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed. "Now promise me you'll come back safe."
"I promise."
"And what will I do if you break that promise?"
"Find me, bring me back, then kill me?"
"Good. We understand each other." She stepped back and held him at arm's length. "Our son needs you. I need you. Don't forget that, you bastard."

🏠🏠🏠The game is officially on! The Order vs the House, who will come out on top?
I'm sure you have so many questions, and I promise they will be answered in the chapters ahead. Who is the Director? What's Mike gonna do with his new sex bomb? Will we get mermaids?!?



Also, it only took me 98 chapters to write my first human/human scene with no paranormal entities involved. Hope I did okay, and I hope you enjoyed this chapter, because I enjoyed writing it for you. Stay tuned for next time, because we're gonna land in sunny Hawaii!!!
Give yourself a hug, you've earned it.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Here I am with the next installment of "Dana's Sidequest for Horny Monsters!"
New reader? Welcome! You should start at the beginning of Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 01, cause this book is a sequel to a spin-off! Don't worry, there is plenty of action, sex, and hand-holding to get you back to this point.
Returning readers? Welcome back! This chapter is finally going to confirm some major fan theories that you've been floating around, and I can't wait for you to read it!
We also get a glimpse of some more home life, and Death makes a guest appearance!
As always, thanks to all of you for indulging me in my girl-power lesbian/demon romp across the US with plenty of death and dismemberment. I put a schedule in my bio and have been working SOOOO hard to meet expectations for you, so make sure you check it to see when stuff comes out. Speaking of expectations, make sure you click those stars for me to keep the ball rolling, the readers here at Lit have helped me build something beautiful (and quite massive).
I won't spend too much time here, cause I've got so many projects for 2023 I'm working on. But we will all remember this chapter as the one where
Things Get Hairy
Dana sat at the breakfast table with a map of Florida laid out in front of her like a place mat. She stared at it intently, memorizing as many roads and street names as she could. True, her phone would do a much better job at navigating, but it wasn't like she had anything better to do.
"Death wants to know if you would like a topological one as well." Mike sat across from her with a stack of waffles drowned in peanut butter, butter, and syrup. It was the sort of fare that would give someone a heart attack, but based on the magic flowing through his veins and his semi-athletic build, it was likely his cholesterol levels were fine. She looked up at him, realizing she had been so focused on the map that she hadn't noticed Death speaking to her. The Grim Reaper sat to Mike's left while Tink sat on his right, snacking on a small pile of bacon.
"Nah, I'm not that--" She had been about to say bored, but remembered at the last moment that Death had been nice enough to bring her some of his cherished maps to begin with. "Uh...sure that I'll need them. But tell him thank you."
"She says no thanks, this should be enough." Mike was looking at the seat next to him where Death sipped his tea. The Grim Reaper had moved in last year, but due to Dana's unique undead condition, he was unable to see or hear her. Only people who had been near death in some form could see him, and Dana had that experience in spades.
"So you and Lily are heading out today?" Mike cut a piece of waffle and tried to stab it with his fork, but Tink was faster than he was and stole it. She gobbled up the piece and stuck her tongue out at him. "Can I interest you in a goblin helper?"
"Tink no helper. Tink in charge." She winked at Dana, then stole an entire waffle off the top of Mike's stack and crammed it into her mouth as Mike protested. The two of them began poking each other as Lily walked into the room wearing a sunhat and dark sunglasses.
"Spring break!" she declared, then tossed a beer to Mike. "I am off to the beach to knock up some co-eds and punch a dude named Chad in the face!"
"Please don't do either of those things." Mike frowned at the beer. "Where the hell did you get a PBR? I would never buy this."
"From Hell. We make people drink it down there." She pulled a six pack out of her cleavage, much like a stage magician, then ripped one off and tossed it to Tink. "Many people choose the lake of fire as an alternative, but I bet you'll like it."
"Tink, don't!" Mike couldn't stop Tink from biting into the can and tilting her head back to chug it. Lily cheered the goblin on as Tink tried to drink the contents down in one go.
"Blegh." Tink wiped her mouth and crushed the can on her forehead. "Taste like dirty asshole."
"Then why did you drink it?" Mike asked.
"Tink never poops at party." With that comment, Tink stole another waffle off of Mike's plate and bolted, leaving the crushed can behind. Mike grumbled about troublesome goblins under his breath while finishing his remaining waffle.
"So did you get what we need from Ratu?" Lily sat next to Dana and leaned back in her chair. "What sort of fancy gadget did you obtain for our trip?"
Dana pulled a chain with a small pointed weight on the end out of her pocket and set it on the table. "It's a pendulum," she said.
"No shit." Lily poked it with her finger. "Seriously, this was the best she could do?"
"Apparently she wanted to use a compass, but something about the Bermuda Triangle nearby makes it a bad idea. But look, it's calibrated so that it doesn't work on you, which was tricky." Dana picked up the pendulum and held it by Lily. "See? No reaction."
"Or it doesn't work." Lily snatched it from Dana and swung it back and forth over the table. "Ooh, look at me, I'm a fortune--"
The pendulum stopped in midswing, its tear-drop weight pointed near the city of Daytona.
Everyone stared at the pendulum until Lily let go of it. Dana half expected it to fly toward the spot it had pointed out, but it fell onto the table with a clatter.
"Didn't expect that." Lily scratched the back of her head and took off her hat. "Seriously, through a map?"
"Maps." Death leaned back in his chair, bowing his head thoughtfully. "Is there anything they can't do?"
"Can you ask Death if I can borrow this?" Dana put her hand on the map. Mike turned to Death and repeated the question.
"You may," Death answered, looking slightly to the right of Dana. "But I demand a heavy price in return."
"Wait for it," Lily whispered.
"I require a souvenir from Florida," Death continued. "Something with seashells, or maybe even a funny t-shirt. I have also learned of a thing called a Boogie Board, and am immensely interested."
"Deal." Dana folded up the map and tucked it into her backpack. The mimic Tick Tock usually acted as her luggage for stuff like this, but since he was carrying a magical tome capable of blowing holes in things, she had decided to leave him here. "So I guess we just need to go see if that portal is ready."
Lily rolled her eyes and stood. "You can keep the rest of these, Romeo." She shoved the remaining beers across the table. "I don't want them."
"Perhaps I should try one." Death reached for the remaining string of beers.
"Seriously, where did you get them?" Mike asked, then turned to Death. "Those are way different than tea. I don't think you'll like them."
As curious as Dana was to learn how Death felt about mass brewed lagers, she was eager to get started. She was in the living room when she heard Death shout, "Why would anyone punish their own mouth like that?"
Lily and Dana met Eulalie in the Library, where she once again took them through a series of portals that would eventually lead them to an AirBNB condo she had rented about a mile from the event center. It was chic with a view of the ocean, and Lily proclaimed it passable before wandering out onto the balcony. After putting some semen in the fridge, Dana set her backpack down on the couch and took a quick circuit of the condo.
"So I know it might be last moment, but there aren't any hidden cameras here, are there?" She had read about AirBNB owners who hid stuff like that in their rentals in the hopes of catching something sexy to watch later.
"Nah, this place is clean." Eulalie stared out the window, one hand on the glass. "Had the rats do a sweep first, then did my own. I can see outside of your visible light spectrum, which makes stuff like that a bit harder to hide. I also have a sixth sense for low amperage electrical circuits. Makes the backs of my legs itch."
"First time seeing the ocean?" Dana joined the Arachne at the window.
"No, actually." She frowned, then moved away from the glass. "When I was a kid, Uncle Foot took the two of us to go see it. Took a lot of convincing on our part, but my dad came with and the four of us had a proper adventure. Just a man, his best buddy Bigfoot, and his two monster babies trying to do a beach trip."
Dana smiled, suddenly reminiscent of her own beach trip with Alex once upon a time. "Yeah, those adventures can be the best."
"There were a couple of close calls, but we eventually made it to the beach. It was at night, so everyone but Dad could see just fine. Water was fucking cold, though. Didn't like all the salt either, kind of stung. Still..." A small smile tugged at the corner of the Arachne's mouth. "It's a good memory. I wish I had a brain like yours. That's probably one I would want to watch again and again. Velvet and I made a sand castle together while Bigfoot stamped out a moat around it."
"What did your dad do?"
"Hung out on the ridge with his rifle. Promised to scare the shit out of anyone who tried to come down the trail to the beach."
Dana looked back out the window. "Thought you said he couldn't see at night."
"He couldn't. Don't even bother asking, I always figured it was his military training. Some people have eyes in the back of their head. My father? Eyes in the rocks and trees, apparently, it was so hard to get away with anything. Though we did sneak off to check out a summer camp with boys one year. Was pretty harmless, but Velvet was obsessed. Me?" She shrugged. "I was far more interested in the gameboy some kid snuck in. Was all I wanted for my birthday the next year, along with some Final Fantasy game."
Lily walked back into the living room wearing a bathing suit and a pair of strappy sandals that were laced all the way up to her knees. "I'm headed down to the beach," she declared, forming a beach bag out of her demonic essence. "Gonna read a book and stare at tits, just as nature intended."
"You're not gonna help me scope the area out?" Dana asked.
"Nope." Lily pulled her shades down low and looked over the lenses. "We're doing that shit tomorrow, and I can always look around tonight. I plan on scamming dudes out of their beer, maybe sucking a little soul, then burying my feet in the sand, and just enjoying the waves."
Dana sighed. "You want company?"
"As a matter of fact...I don't." Lily strolled toward the front door, checked to make sure Eulalie wouldn't be visible, then left.
"What crawled up her ass?" Eulalie asked.
"Don't know. She's complicated." Dana flopped down on the couch. "You headed back now?"
Eulalie nodded. "I risk too much just by being here. I must admit, I'm a little jealous how easy you two have it. In regards to travel, anyway. I've always wondered what it would be like to go to a park or walk down the street without instilling terror. When I was younger, all I wanted to do was go inside a Radio Shack."
"Yeah, we take a bunch for granted." Even though she had a desire to slaughter and consume every person she met, Dana was still capable of being out and about. "Text us if you need anything."
"The same applies to you." Eulalie moved to the hallway closet where they had emerged. The portal had been chewed into the back wall, and a red metal bar at the top could be seen on the other side. "Remember, pull the bar for emergencies."
"Emergency portal closure, got it." Dana gave Eulalie a thumbs up. "I'll check in later."
"Do that. And Dana? Thanks." Eulalie backed through the portal and pulled the closet door shut behind her. This left Dana alone in the condo with her thoughts.
"Might as well get shit done," she muttered, pulling a change of clothes out of her bag. Twenty minutes later, she was in shorts and a halter top, walking across town toward the convention center. She had her phone in one pocket and the pendulum in the other with her collapsible sword on the back of her belt hidden beneath her backpack. It was hot out, and the tourists smelled of coconut oil and hot dogs.
On her way to the convention center, Dana stopped at a couple of tourist shops to try and find something for Death. Eventually, she settled on a boogie board with a picture of a skull on it that she thought he'd like. Paying in cash, she walked back outside and gazed up at the sky. There wasn't a cloud in sight.
The convention center was a bus ride away. She learned pretty fast that the boogie board was a bad idea. Not only did it take up too much space, but people were staring at her.
When she got off the bus, she was annoyed to see that the area was already being blocked off. The side of the building had a multi-story image of a man in a blue suit with a white button down underneath. Graying hair along his temples matched streaks in his goatee, and he was hugging a copy of his newest novel, My Word and His. Sun-touched clouds hovered behind him as if the man already had a foot in Heaven.
Deacon Osgrove was all smiles in his promotional picture. Dana had watched a few videos of his stuff and didn't know what to think. His sermons seemed genuine, and his reputation was surprisingly stellar. However, the giant mansion, multi-million dollar congregation, and the fact he had his own giant jet spoke otherwise. This was a man who put on a mask for others, that was for sure.
Circling the convention center, she was surprised to find a small gathering in the park across from it. The group was largely made up of older people, and they had formed a circle. With nothing better to do, she wandered over to see what was going on. The group had their heads bowed as if in prayer, and a figure wearing dark glasses and a baseball hat stood in the middle of them. He had his hands on the shoulders of a young woman with tear-streaked cheeks.
"And Lord, please bless your servant Maryanne so that she can find peace in the days ahead. Losing a parent is always hard, no matter if it is part of your divine plan." The man raised his face, and Dana immediately recognized the goatee. It was Deacon Osgrove in street clothes, his features solemn. "Help her to remember that they shall be reunited in your kingdom, the kingdom of Heaven. Know that our thoughts and prayers go with her, in the name of Jesus Christ."
"Amen," everyone said together, and then Deacon embraced the girl. Dana couldn't help but notice a larger man standing nearby holding a phone at chest level. The man wore a tight black shirt that revealed a neck so muscular that it looked like it was trying to swallow his head.
The small crowd clapped, but Deacon waved them down. "I am just a humble servant," he told them, but Dana wasn't paying attention anymore. She pulled the pendulum out of her pocket and held it out. If it had snapped to attention in Deacon's direction, she wouldn't be the least surprised.
However, it did not. The pendulum did nothing but hang.
"Damn. That would have been too easy." Dana crammed the pendulum in her pocket and watched the crowd for a couple more minutes. It was clear they were trying to avoid a full spectacle, but she also noticed a couple of videographers making rounds through the crowd and interviewing people. This was clearly a staged event, and Deacon was playing for his online crowd while connecting with a few of the locals.
The convention center was locked up tight, but Dana knew how to get around that. There was an office building nearby that was undergoing a remodel, so she snuck along the exterior and moved down the side of the building until she saw the fire escape. Making sure that nobody was watching, she ran up the wall and jumped and grabbed onto the railing with one hand. She tossed the boogie board up and then easily pulled herself up and over the railing.
"This is why people buy souvenirs at the end," she muttered to herself.
The security door at the top was locked, but it took her less than thirty seconds to get in with a shim from her bag. It was yet another thing she had picked up watching instructional videos in the middle of the night, along with lockpicking and cooking the perfect omelet. She opened up the door to reveal a mostly empty office space with massive tarps draped over some of the unmovable fixtures, like a reception desk built into the wall. The windows were being replaced, which meant scaffolding had been set up just outside.
Dana sniffed the air, relieved that she wasn't picking up any scents. It was a Saturday, and from below, it didn't seem like anyone was working, but there was no way to know for sure. Grateful that she was sufficiently hidden, she found herself an office away from the stairwell and opened up her backpack.
The small racing drone she pulled out was a thing of beauty. Tink had assisted her with the design, which meant it was not only fast, but perfectly balanced. Dana spent ten minutes inspecting the equipment before pulling out the accompanying headset. Using the remote, she launched the drone out the window and let it hover as she slid the accompanying headset over her eyes. The camera in the drone sent a video feed right to her eyes, giving her the visual sensation of flight.
"Let's see what you look like on the inside," she muttered, then knelt down as she flew the drone over to the event center. On her knees, it would be easier to focus on the drone and not worry about wandering around the office.
She circled the event center a few times before spotting a loading bay that was open. Grinning, she flew the high-speed drone through the doors and was delighted to see that she was backstage. The building seemed empty, but she knew there wouldn't be much time before someone heard the high-pitched buzz of the rotors. She needed a map of the inside, and fast. Between her photographic memory and her piloting skills, it was going to be easy.

🧟🧟🧟The Expedition had to circle the block a few times before finding a parking space. Lynn smiled over at Tasia, who had fallen asleep again.
"I'm starting to think you're part cat," she said with a grin.
"I'm part something." Tasia groaned when she opened the door and bright light flooded the interior. "Damn, where are my sunglasses?"
"Here." Lynn opened the glove box and pulled out a pair. "I always keep a spare set."
"Thanks." Tasia put the sunglasses on and sighed. "So where are we?"
"Local research and development. We can't tell you how many weird things come out of the Triangle. All these guys do is either study it or clean it up. There was an actual ghost ship out here last year, freaked out some of the higher ups."
"Why would it freak them out?" Tasia closed the car door and moved to the curb. They were outside a real estate office with pictures of available properties plastered on the front. Rumor had it that some of the field teams who set up places like these would actually close a couple of deals a year to maintain appearances.
"When I say ghost ship, what do you think? Ship full of ghosts or a ship with nobody on it?"
Tasia shrugged. "Guess it could be either."
"Or neither. The ship itself was a ghost, a phantom. They weren't sure what happened, but it was some sort of inter-dimensional affair. They even called in a guy who specializes in those. Turns out the ship was literally in two places at the same time. A knight lost his damned hand when he tried to board the thing." Lynn walked to the door of the office and knocked on the glass. A woman with blonde curls wearing a dress suit came out of the back room and let them inside.
"Good afternoon. My name is Renee." She shook Lynn's hand and then stared at Tasia. "And I'll say, you have no idea how excited I am to meet you."
Tasia raised an eyebrow, but didn't say anything.
"You're actually a bit of a minor celebrity ever since we heard you would be in the area. Please." She led them through the waiting room and past some offices that were away from the street. "Ever since we heard that Project Alpha--"
"That was the old name," Lynn said.



"Right, sorry. The old project is spoken of in hushed tones. It's pretty much legendary in my circles anyway." Renee walked through an illusory wall at the end of the hallway. When Tasia stepped through, she saw what looked like a library on the other side. Benches were stacked high with alchemy labs, and the room smelled of burnt hair and incense. "Here are my cohorts, Magnus, Abdul, and Dave."
The three men in the room stood to greet them. Magnus and Abdul were dressed as knights, but Dave had on a sports coat and a button-down shirt. He was the other half of Sunchaser Realty, and it was clear by his tan that he spent most of his time outside.
"Welcome." The way Dave shook Tasia's hand made her feel like he was going to sell her something. "Can I get you tea, coffee, cookies?"
"I wouldn't mind some tea." Lynn looked at Tasia.
"Tea for me as well, please."
They exchanged pleasantries for a few minutes until Dave returned with tea and cookies. When he leaned over to set them on the table, a blue crystal on a silver chain tumbled free of his collar. He tucked it away as they gathered around the refreshments. Magnus and Abdul were staring at Tasia, but it was curiosity in their eyes rather than suspicion.
"So before we begin," Dave pulled out a digital tablet and looked something up. "It looks like your clearance has been reinstated per Master Lynn, so I would like you to watch some video footage that is for your eyes only."
"Sure." Tasia took the tablet from him and perused the videos. Most of what she saw was just fog with audio attached, and the strange speech patterns of the Oracle were garbled. She knew it wasn't a filter that had been applied. It happened sometimes when they tried to record the creature.
The Oracle was speaking to a woman, that much she was sure of, but it was during a moment of clean audio that her voice finally came through. Tasia tapped the progress bar so she could hear it again.
"So can you fix Lily and tell me where I can find the demon who--" The words became jumbled again, but Tasia was suddenly back on the pool deck at the Black Palace, no longer in control of her body. She growled, the sound very much like distant thunder. The tablet screen cracked in her hands and she stood, dropping the broken device on the floor.
To their credit, Magnus and Abdul didn't draw their weapons. Dave scooted away from her while Renee leaned forward, sudden interest in her eyes.
"I take it the voice rings a bell?" Unperturbed, Lynn sipped her tea.
"That's them," Tasia whispered, forcing her anger down. Her hands were clenched, but she didn't know what to do with them. Phantom pain bloomed between her ribs, and she rubbed at her sternum absent-mindedly. "Both of them. Lily was the succubus, and I don't know about the other, but that's her voice."
"You okay?" Lynn set down her tea. "Tasia?"
"My apologies, Master Lynn, I...would like to get some air."
"Of course." Lynn turned to Renee and Dave. "As a reminder, this was the incident that precipitated her inclusion in the program, so her feelings are rather strong right now."
"Please, by all means. We actually have a lead on the lounge case that we can discuss and you don't need to be here for it." Renee moved nearby and put a comforting hand on Tasia's. "There's a lovely park just south of here a few blocks. I like to go there when I need to clear my head."
"Thanks." Tasia walked out of the room and through the illusory wall. The hallway felt small and her chest tight. There wasn't enough air in the building, and she needed to get out!
She stormed through the front door, pausing just long enough to make sure it locked behind her. Tears had formed in the corners of her eyes, blurring her vision so much that she nearly walked into a large man coming down the sidewalk.
"Excuse me," she said, and he tipped his hat at her in response. It wasn't until she was at least a couple of blocks away that she dared to look up, to see that the sky above her was far away and that the walls were not, in fact, closing in.
She wasn't certain if the panic attacks were a result of her experience at the Black Palace or the experiments. Her memory was such a blur during that period that it was hard to say, but she did know that they made her a liability. It had been difficult to hide them, but Tasia knew the right things to say and when to say them.
By the time she spotted the park, she was disappointed to see that a small crowd had formed. A man with his back to her was chatting with a bunch of older men and women and he was surrounded by incognito bodyguards. She got a really bad vibe off of them so decided to maintain her distance. Finding a nearby bench, she watched them for a bit before tilting her head back and falling into a funk.
This wasn't the power she had craved. She desired control over her actions, to never have someone inside her head ever again. Even though they were over a thousand miles away, the succubus and the witch had still gotten to her.
A woman walked past with a small dog that paused to bark at Tasia. She fought the urge to growl back at the mangy beast, knowing it would only cause further problems. She kept her eyes on the cloudless sky as the woman dragged her dog away.
Despite her current sensation of free falling, Tasia couldn't help but be grateful for Master Lynn. The old knight wasn't bothered by Tasia in the least and seemed to have some idea of what she was going through. After the meeting with the researchers was over, Tasia wanted to bring up her issues in the hopes that Lynn would have an answer. Knights who actually made it to old age didn't get there without learning how to handle some tough issues.
It was a beautiful day. People were chatting, the park smelled like flowers, and the world was so alive. Renee had been right--this park had made Tasia feel better.
A high-pitched whine assailed her ears. Wincing, Tasia looked around for the source of the sound, but was unable to see it. The people in the park seemed unaware of it, but it was like somebody was driving broken glass into Tasia's ear drums.
Scowling, she stuck her fingers in her ears and was about to leave when she noticed a tiny black speck shooting across the sky. It stopped to hover in place over the park, then zipped to a nearby building that was undergoing renovations. Tasia watched the drone drop unexpectedly, climb a bit higher, then drop again. Once it was close to the scaffolding, a feminine figure appeared, extending her hand to make a grab for the drone.
Tasia blinked in disbelief. It had to be stress, or a breakdown, but it didn't matter, because her feet were already moving. The woman disappeared inside the building, but that didn't deter Tasia in the slightest. She counted the number of floors, made a mental note of the entrance, and was planning her entry when she caught a whiff of something rancid.
No, rancid wasn't the right word. It smelled like a corpse, or perhaps rotting meat. Uncertain what had caused the stench, she realized it was trackable. Had the witch killed someone prior to going inside? Or was it a potion?
Tasia jogged toward the side of the building, the scent growing stronger. She didn't bother looking around before making the fifteen foot leap off the ground straight up to the fire escape. The scent was stronger here, causing the hair on the back of her neck to rise. She was grinding her teeth as she ascended, her collapsed sword already in her right hand. When she got to the top, she scowled at the one-way security door. If she was going in, it would have to be brute force.
Still, she had the presence of mind to put her ear to the door first. Soft footsteps were approaching, and the scent grew worse. Her quarry was headed right for her, so Tasia took a step back and waited.
The door creaked open, revealing the witch herself. She was carrying a backpack and had a boogie board tucked underneath her arm. The witch paused at the sight of Tasia, and though her face didn't register surprise, it was clear that she had been caught off guard.
Tasia was already moving. The fire escape groaned as she wrapped magic around it, temporarily binding her feet to the metal. Her whole body twisted as she put the entirety of her strength into a single punch capable of knocking a hole through concrete.
When her fist connected with the witch's left boob, her whole body crumpled as she was knocked off her feet and back into the office space. She rolled across the ground and came to a rest against the opposite wall, hacking up blood and spit.
"Tit punch." Tasia stepped through the doorway and drew her blade. This was going to be far better than therapy.

🧟🧟🧟Dana had been deep in thought when opening the door to the fire escape. The battery of the drone had nearly died during its flight, and she had almost lost it. If she hadn't gone onto the scaffolding to catch the drone, it would probably be a shattered mess on the concrete below.
The mission had been a success. Most event centers were built to be easily transformed, which meant there had been plenty of gaps to navigate around the backrooms. She was already going over several potential points of entry in her head when the bright light of day had temporarily blinded her, allowing Tasia to step inside the building and punch her hard enough that all the ribs on the left side of her body snapped. When she tried to breathe, it was nearly impossible, which meant a collapsed lung was likely.
Good thing she didn't need to breathe.
"I have no idea what you're doing here," Tasia said, unfolding her sword. "But you aren't leaving alive."
"Got...that...right..." Dana pulled herself across the floor, hoping to lure Tasia closer. The knight may have gotten in the nastiest sucker punch in history, but Dana still had some tricks of her own.
Tasia thrust her weapon forward, aiming for Dana's chest. Dana rolled out of the way, unfolding her own blade in the process. The knight scowled at her and took a defensive stance.
"I'm in control this time," Tasia declared. "Things are going to go very differently."
Dana tried to reply, but couldn't draw in enough air to formulate a response. Oh well, pithy comebacks were overrated anyway. She wheezed aggressively. That would have to do.
When their blades crossed, the impact nearly dislocated Dana's shoulder. Surprised, she switched to a two-handed stance for better support and parried the next attack without too much trouble. Tasia pressed forward, her eyes gleaming as she forced Dana down the hallway.
"So where's the succubus? I refuse to believe you're on your own." Tasia feinted to one side, and Dana took the bait on purpose. The knight twisted away from where their blades would have connected and tried to kick Dana in the knee.
Dana closed the distance between them and landed a knuckle-cracking blow to Tasia's jaw. It should have twisted the woman's head around, or at the very least broken her jaw. Instead, Tasia gritted her teeth together and took the hit, her eyes suddenly wild.
"I don't think so," she whispered before returning the favor. The impact was nasty, knocking Dana off balance. "You see, I'm stronger than ever, and you are nothing without your demon. You hear me? Nothing!"
Dana dodged the second punch, took a kick to the gut, and then was run through with Tasia's sword. The knight pushed Dana backward until her back hit the wall, the sword puncturing the drywall and securing her there. Dana grunted on impact, and debated if she should just play dead for a bit and wander off later.
"You see, I'm not going to make the same mistakes I did before." Tasia pinned Dana's hand against the wall and punched her in the forearm until she dropped her own sword. The knight picked up the blade and took a step back from Dana. "No mercy, witch." She held the sword level with Dana's neck, then twisted her arm back to line up her swing.
Playing dead was no longer an option.Dana dashed forward, the sword ripping free of the wall but remaining in her chest. She caught Tasia with a flying knee to the sternum, then followed up with an eye gouge. When the knight stumbled back, Dana followed, raining punches down on her to keep her off balance.
"You...talk...too...much," Dana wheezed, her lungs already getting better. Resetting those ribs was gonna be a bitch, but that was just another dead girl problem.
"How? How are you doing this?" Tasia tried to cut Dana with her own sword, but the zombie was too close. The knight was completely on the defensive now, unable to get her footing.
"Pilates," Dana replied, then grabbed Tasia by the neck and squeezed. She didn't want to kill the woman, but maybe she didn't have a choice anymore. Tasia was already gasping for air, her fingers clutching at Dana's hand. Those pale blue eyes of hers fluttered for a moment, then dilated completely.
Tasia let out an inhuman growl and dropped her sword. She grabbed Dana by the neck with one hand and casually lifted her off the ground. Surprised, Dana squeezed Tasia's throat, wondering where this sudden surge of strength had come from. She punched Tasia in the face, but the knight didn't even flinch.
Roaring, Tasia slammed Dana into a nearby wall, cracking the drywall and firmly planting Dana between a pair of studs. The knight's features elongated, her mouth stretching into a muzzle that revealed powerful clenched teeth. Hair sprouted along the woman's arm, and then her entire body. Dana could hear bones snapping as they morphed and shifted, Tasia gaining at least a few inches in height as her transformation completed.
The knight had turned into a werewolf.
This violated pretty much all of the rules as far as Dana was aware. It was the middle of the day and there was no full moon. Then again, her knowledge of werewolves was based entirely on Hollywood assumptions. The one thing that was resoundingly clear about werewolves right now was that this one was going to tear her apart.
She grabbed the hilt of the blade buried in her chest and twisted it at an angle to hit the catch that would cause it to collapse. It did significantly more damage to her body while folding itself back up, slicing through her liver, but the shortened blade was now perfect for stabbing Tasia in the forearm.
The werewolf let her go, stumbling back as steam hissed from the wound in its flesh. Dana went on the offensive, slashing at the wolf. She paused only long enough to pick up her own blade, then continued forward. Tasia swiped at her with clawed hands, but Dana slapped the attacks to the side as she backed down a nearby hallway.
This situation had gone from bad to worse. Her body was in bad shape--even though it didn't hurt, all it would take is an unlucky break to lose the use of an arm or leg, and that would be enough. Dana tried to make a break for it, but the werewolf ripped through a nearby wall instead of giving chase, cutting off her exit. This left her with little choice but to keep slicing at the lycanthrope with her swords, which seemed to actually hurt the creature.
They did this dance for a few minutes, and Dana couldn't help but watch in awe as the wounds on Tasia's body closed up in seconds. She had stabbed the woman with a blade coated in zombie blood, but nothing had happened yet. Did that mean Dana wasn't infectious? Or perhaps werewolves were immune?
Dana was back in the office from where she had launched the drone. She moved through the window onto the scaffolding. Tasia was hunched over, nearly on all fours, her muscles tensing up and her claws ripping the old carpet. Dana stared at the werewolf, swords held up in a defensive stance.
There was hot fury in those pale blue eyes. Dana couldn't tell if Tasia was still in there, or if the wolf had taken over. She had plenty of questions and no way of getting answers, so she pulled another tactic straight out of the Lily playbook.
"Bad dog," she shouted. "Sit!"
Tasia charged forward as Dana leapt to the side. Tasia grabbed onto the railing to keep from falling over the edge while Dana ran along the shaking boards that connected them to the next bank of windows.
She folded up the swords and dove head first through the window, tucking into a roll that ended with her back on her feet. Dana ran through the office until she found her backpack by the fire escape door. The boogie board was broken in half, so she left it behind and shoved the door open. Already, she could hear Tasia's growls coming down the office hall.
Dana jumped over the side of the fire escape and dropped, only to grab onto the next railing. She hopped her way down the fire escape and was almost to the bottom when the door above banged open.
Hoping that Tasia wouldn't be able to hop over the side of a ten-story building without harm, Dana made the final drop to the street. She tried to tuck and roll to distribute her momentum, but the backpack screwed her up and she ended up flat on her back. Above, she could see Tasia staring down at her with semi-human features and a mask of pure hatred.
Dana rolled onto her stomach and started running, her limbs not working quite right. She got plenty of stares, but ignored them as she broke into an all out sprint. Could Tasia track her by scent? If so, that presented a unique problem.
"Fucking hell," Dana muttered, flipping her backpack onto her stomach so she could rummage in it as she ran. She found her cellphone inside and dialed Eulalie's number. The Arachne answered on the second ring.
"Hey, Dana." Eulalie sounded tired. "What's going--"
"I need you to tell Lily that I've got a werewolf on my tail and am going for a swim." Dana ignored the funny looks she got from others. It occurred to her that she was covered in blood. "I need a change of clothes, gonna swim north a few miles to throw her off the scent."
"Did you say werewolf?" There was suddenly energy in the Arachne's voice.
Dana sighed. "Yes I did. I'll call you back later when I'm out of the water." It didn't take her long to find access to the ocean, but it did mean scrambling across some rocks beneath a bridge. Grateful that her phone was waterproof, she dove into the water.

🧟🧟🧟Tasia gazed in horrified wonder at the mess she had made of the office building. Her unexpected encounter with the witch had caused her to shapeshift against her wishes, and she had lost control for most of the fight as a result. It was only after Dana had escaped that she had managed to regain her composure.
"Fuck!" She slammed her fist into a wall, causing the stud to crack. A few more punches helped her to feel better. It wasn't like anyone would mind a little more property damage. This incident had been ill-timed, and her best hope was that Lynn would back her up.
Groaning, she sat on the floor and put her face in her hands. Her outfit was torn and bloody, but her wounds were mostly gone. If not for the magical nature of her sword's edge, it wouldn't have been able to pierce her skin.
Fuck, her sword! That bitch had taken her sword!
Howling in rage, she hooked her hands into the wall stud and ripped out a good section of the frame. Somewhere in the building, she heard a door open.
"Hey, who's there?" Footsteps approached, but went silent. "Holy shit."
The footsteps receded, followed by the sound of a door again. Assuming that whoever had come to investigate the noise had gone for help, Tasia made her way to the fire escape and let herself out. The witch's scent clung to the railing, so Tasia made her way off the property and out onto the street.
"Hey, you okay?" A man in board shorts and a tank top stared at her from the curb.
"You should see the other girl," Tasia muttered.
"Think I did. Blonde chick, ran that way." He jerked his thumb.
"Thanks." She followed the scent trail, noticing the sour stench of death was even stronger than normal. Witches were known to dabble in some odd domains, but death magic was exceedingly rare. She pulled out her phone and called Master Lynn, but it went to voicemail.



"Shit," she muttered, then made a call to Esteban. That call went to voicemail, too. If she walked back to the real estate office, she might lose the trail.
She wished Amida were here. The mage had an easy going nature that became all business when they were on the hunt, and it would be nice to have a partner right now, someone she could trust. The man had been such an important part of her identity that times like these really threw her for a loop.
The trail steadily got stronger, but the witch was clever. Tasia found herself staring out into the ocean, just shaking her head in disbelief. If she could ever get this bitch away from a body of water, the outcome would be very different.
Picking up a massive rock, she hurled it out into the waves and let out a primal scream of frustration. Her sense of smell was good, but not enough to track through a body of water.
Groaning in frustration, she tried to call Lynn's phone again as she climbed the breakwater rocks. When the woman didn't answer, she almost threw her phone. Standing on the side of the road, she tried to ignore some of the stares she was getting. Looking down at her clothes, she realized that she was borderline indecent.
Muttering to herself, she headed back to Sunchaser Realty. She did her best to stay off the main road, taking alleyways and side roads to avoid suspicion. Feeling absolutely miserable, she rang the bell by the door and waited.
A couple of minutes passed without any response, so she rang the bell and knocked again. Puzzled that nobody was answering, she grabbed the handle of the door and pulled. The door swung open, and she realized that the door was no longer locked.
"Shit," she muttered, reaching for her sword out of habit. When her hand touched her empty hip, she groaned. Whatever was going on, she'd have to go in unarmed. Halfway down the hall, she smelled blood.
"Shit, shit, shit." She pulled out her phone and dialed Esteban. "C'mon, man, where the fuck is everybody?"
Nobody answered. Disturbed, she paused outside of the illusory wall, suddenly afraid to go inside. What on earth had happened?
The beast was just below the surface, ready to emerge once again. Maybe Tasia didn't have a partner anymore, but it was going to be okay. If nothing else, she would rely on herself.
Stepping through the illusory wall, she put a hand to her mouth.
"Gods," she whispered, surveying the carnage. It was indescribable. The room smelled of fire magic and blood. While counting corpses, she realized the number was higher than she originally thought. It wasn't until she spotted brother Julian that she realized the whole team was here. "Lynn? Lynn!"
"Shhh." Esteban walked around the corner, holding a box of crackers in his hands. "There's nobody here that can hear you."
"Esteban?" She stared at the knight in horror. "You did this?"
"Oh, no, this absolutely wasn't me." He stuffed a handful of crackers in his mouth and spoke with his mouth full. "This is what you'd call collateral damage."
"But why?" She felt the rage seething just beneath the surface, but needed to keep it in check just a little bit longer. "These are your brothers and sisters!"
Esteban rolled his eyes and pulled his pistol free. "Ah, yes, the Order and its dedication to fictional familial relationships. Trust me, I know what that's like. My mother is a real piece of work, but she's all that I have."
"I don't understand, your mother?"
Esteban ignored her. "So lycanthropy, huh? And not just any werewolf, it looks like they finally perfected the process. Able to change at will, control the animal form. I saw it in the notes. You had your own little fan club here, it's kind of a shame." He yawned. "Anyway, the Curator already got his prize, but I'm afraid he's taken an interest in you. You were just going to be the scapegoat for this, the bitch who lost control and slaughtered her team."
Tasia growled, baring her teeth. This wouldn't be like the incident with the witch, she was in control! She forced back her claws, her features rippling as bones tried to shift inside her skull. The transformation was always painful, and she was prolonging her own agony by fighting. "This wasn't me!"
Esteban chuckled. "Oh, I know that. You know that. But these guys?" He kicked Julian's foot. "They won't give a shit. The story will make sense, and I plan on selling it to them."
He pulled the trigger. The silver bullet was hot, hitting Tasia square in the shoulder. Her transformation stalled and she fell down. It was like her veins were on fire, and she couldn't move.
Esteban shot her again in the gut, then put his gun away. "That should keep you from digging it out. Gut wounds are the worst, but you'll be fine. The good news is that you're going to escape from the Order. Yeah, you'll be hunted, but they'll never find you. Bad news? You're about to become a lab rat." He stood over her now, bending down to grab her by the ankles. When he did, a crystalline blue necklace tumbled free of his collar, dangling overhead. She recognized it as the same one Dave had been wearing.
"Fuck," she whispered. Was it some sort of mind control? Cursed items like that were typically destroyed on discovery, and she wondered how it had come to be in Dave's possession.
"I hate this thing." Esteban tucked it away. "I carried it around for centuries, you know. Just in case someone ever killed me, which finally happened. The Curator is supposed to find me a suitable body, but now I get to travel around as his fucking servant cleaning up his mess. Figures. This new body, though, it's holding up pretty well. Will probably get a couple of months out of it." He pulled her by the feet, dragging her back into the hallway and toward an emergency door. There was a van waiting outside, and he loaded her into it.
"Esteban, please." She searched the man's eyes, hoping for a response. "If you're in there, you have to fight."
Esteban chuckled. "Oh, he hears you, and he's very upset. I probably shouldn't tell you this, but if you've got some secret way to choke to death on your tongue, or maybe rip out your own heart, you should consider it. I've seen the Curator's experiments. You are far better off dead."
He closed the doors. Moments later, the van started, and Tasia cried out in agony, knowing that nobody would hear her.

🧟🧟🧟The beach was crowded, but Lily didn't mind. Between all the exposed flesh and the general party vibe, she was more than happy to people watch. Not only did it beat sitting around with Dana and going over yet another plan for perhaps a couple of hours, but Lily was also hungry and figured it wouldn't take long for her to find a suitable snack.
"Florida sure is pretty." Mike was walking next to her in a pair of board shorts and wearing Ray Bans, unseen by everyone else. This version of Mike was a small piece of his soul grafted onto her demonic essence. At least, that was the working theory. Otherwise, his presence was actually a sign of a mental break, which wasn't unheard of in demons. "It's even better when you don't need sunscreen or bug spray."
"Have you ever been?" she asked. It was easy enough to make it look like she was speaking into an earpiece, so she wasn't worried about looking like she was crazy. Not that she really gave a fuck.
"Not to the beach. Attended a conference here one time, but didn't make the effort to get some sand between my toes."
"Tragic." She paused at the sight of a family gathering. A collapsible shelter had been set up along with a barbecue. About twenty people milled about, clearly related to one another. There were some kids, too, and a pair of women monitored the children as they built a sand castle.
"Looks nice, doesn't it?" Mike appeared ahead of her and was watching the gathering with interest. "Just a day at the beach."
"I guess." She watched as the women played with the younger kids. When Mike's children came, was that her future? Glorified nanny?
"Only if you let it happen." Mike didn't always wait for her to speak out loud, but it wasn't like she could banish this portion of her mind. "But I bet you'd look real cute, snuggling a centaur."
She scowled in his direction. "I don't need any shit from you."
He shrugged. "Not like I have a say in the matter. I get to be the little voice that reminds you that you're not just a murder machine."
"Things were easier back then." This was only partially true. Back when Amir and the society had been her masters, she was let out of her magic ruby only to assassinate people for them. Killing people was easy--dealing with them was much harder.
She sniffed the air, suddenly caught up in the ambrosia of evil. Ever since Mike and Naia had become her masters, she had to live by the rule that she could only feed on bad people. Typically, she would go out at night and hunt her prey, but she already had a funny feeling that the next couple of nights would be really busy.
Her future meal was a woman who looked to be in her mid-fifties, lying back in a beach chair with a beer in her hand. Lily moved nearby and spread out a towel.
"Hope you don't mind," she said, then sat nearby. "Figured I was less likely to be bothered if I was at least near someone else."
The woman tilted her head in Lily's direction and shrugged. "It's a free country."
"Thanks." She slipped in a pair of earbuds and stretched out as if sunning herself. Beneath the blanket, her tail slid into the sand like a worm, crossing the distance between them. It emerged from below the woman's beach chair and stabbed her in the fatty part of her ass.
"Yergh," was all the woman managed to say before one side of her face went slack and she passed out. Lily disapparated her tail and moved her towel closer to the lawn chair.
"C'mon, sugar tits, let's see what you've done to set off my kill-dar." She reached over and held the woman's hand. To anyone watching, it might look like a mother and daughter catching a nap, or perhaps even an older woman and her sugar baby. Lily didn't care what anyone thought, as long as they were left alone.
Able to maintain her conscious mind in the real world at the same time as the Dreamscape, Lily walked along the corridors of her victim's memories. Her name was Evelynn Throp and she was in her late forties.
"Damn, Evelynn, you need to take better care of yourself." Lily sifted through her memories in an attempt to dial in on her past deeds. Based on a quick skim, it became readily apparent that Evelynn was a huge cunt. The woman was impossible to work with, a huge narcissist, and loved to bully people on social media. Still, those things alone wouldn't qualify her as food, and Lily was getting hungry.
Walking along the corridors of Evelynn's mind, Lily pushed open doors and watched the highlight reels. Narcissists were hard to figure out, honestly. Most of them didn't see anything wrong with their behavior, which meant the succubus required a different approach. Instead of asking Evelynn's unconscious mind what she had done wrong, she chose to pursue moments in the woman's life where she felt that she was the unfair victim of circumstances outside her control.
There was the time Evelynn had spiked the coffee in the breakroom with laxatives, and then got frustrated when she was blamed. Sure, she had been the one to do it, but the proof they offered was circumstantial at best. Then there was the time she had set up a donation fund for a friend with breast cancer and ran off with all the money.
"Evelynn, you suck." Lily shut the door and opened the next one. She saw a grieving family sitting in an attorney's office. The lawyer was reading the Last Will and Testament of Charles W. Dunning and had just revealed that Evelynn, his new girlfriend, was his sole beneficiary. The crocodile tears on Evelynn's cheeks as the family berated her were unconvincing.
"Ugh, this is worse than Netflix." Mike sat nearby in a black suit and tie. "So much drama and no pay off. Don't you have something better we can watch?"
"Somebody is being grumpy." Lily moved next to Evelynn. "C'mon, you know you're curious. Are you thinking she blew the dude until he changed the will or did she forge it?"
Mike frowned. "If I was a gambling man, I'd say she forged it. This woman takes from everyone she meets, I don't see her spending time on her knees for any person in life."
"Hey, it's called a job for a reason. If you could suck cock and make a thousand bucks in ten minutes, you'd do it."
"A thousand bucks? Is that really the going rate for a blowjob?"
Lily winked at him. "When you're as good as I am, you bet your ass it is." She grabbed Evelynn by the ear and pulled, causing the scene to unfold like a pop-up book. They were now in an apartment, and Evelynn was busy going through paperwork inside of a safe. On a nearby bed, an older man was frantically wheezing on the floor, trying to reach a bottle of pills on his bedside table.
"Oh, I see. She murdered him." Mike shook his head. "Sounds right."
"This bitch doesn't believe she murdered him. It's not her fault he took shit care of himself and can't even reach his meds." Lily sifted through Evelynn's thoughts. "Yeah, she had a fake will ready. She met this guy at a restaurant, she was his server. Flirted with him a little, they went on a couple of dates, nothing meaningful."
"So she's food?"
Lily licked her lips. "You'd better believe it. In here, she's at the bottom of the food chain."
"Tragic. And at such a young age." Mike's tone was sarcastic.
"And right after she retired, too. Well, with all that money." Lily dismissed the dream with a wave of her hand. Evelynn's consciousness was almost in the Dreamscape, and she needed to finish setting up. "So what will it be, you skeezy bitch? College stud orgy? Dinner for two with your favorite celebrity?"
Sifting through Evelynn's desires, she was upset to discover that the woman had no sexual desires for other people. Instead, she was closeted in regards to sex, and only masturbated once a month when her urges became too much.
"Ugh, this is going to take forever," she groaned, then recreated the Florida beach. In the Dreamscape, she could build anything and even manipulate time. However, that didn't always mean her meals came quickly.
Came quickly. This made her giggle in the real world.
"So what's the plan?" Mike pulled out a lawn chair and sat nearby. As far as Lily knew, Evelynn wouldn't be able to see him.
"Well, this woman only likes one person in the world, and that's herself. So the best way to turn her on is to talk about her favorite thing in the world." Lily summoned up an attractive man and had him run by Evelynn's chair. By now, Evelynn's mind was fully in the Dreamscape, and she sat forward with a start.
The importance of Dreamscape manipulation was not letting on that the victim was dreaming. For some people, this was very easy. For others, not so much.
Evelynn barely glanced at the running man, but he ended up coming back over and stood by her chair.
"Excuse me," he said, flipping his hair aside. " I was wondering--"
"Piss off." Evelynn was already packing up her chair. "Go find someone your own age."
The dream hunk frowned and ran off, disappearing from sight once Evelynn wasn't looking. The woman was already wandering off the beach to her car.
"So I'm curious how you're gonna do her in. Hot guy was a mistake."
Lily smirked. "I don't make mistakes in here, that was deliberate. She may be a narcissist, but she knows that a guy like that would never give her the time of day. She's a predator, just like I am."
The dream moved in fast forward. Prey like this took finesse, and she fed Evelynn dreams that fueled her own inner desires. They weren't scenarios that generated sexual tension, those wouldn't do. Instead, she made it so that Evelynn got her way.
It started with a speeding ticket. Evelynn cried hysterically because she had been busted doing 60 in a 45 MPH zone. The cop was stern, but melted immediately, and even apologized to her before wandering off.
Then came a free meal at a restaurant. The bill came to more than a hundred dollars, but Evelynn started an argument with the manager over her bread being too cold. Despite the man's best efforts, he ended up comping her the meal and even gave her a gift card for a future visit, all while begging her to give the restaurant a good review.
Evelynn's Dreamscape social media exploded with likes and smiley faces as she bullied public figures, a woman from her last job, and even got her old boss to admit to being a sexual predator, even though he had never actually leered at her. Her self-image slowly became reality, filling her with warmth and sunshine.
It had been nearly three hours in the real world, but weeks passed inside of Evelynn's dreams. The woman had put on a documentary about a serial killer right before tucking a vibrating egg down the front of her panties.
"This is so gross." Mike sat on a kitchen stool next to Lily as Evelynn made little grunts while watching her show. "Why do people watch stuff like this?"
"No idea, Romeo." Lily held a bag of popcorn in one hand and a soda in the other. "In her case, she loves seeing the bad guy get caught, because she never has."
"She hasn't?" Mike lifted an eyebrow. "Seems like she's been caught plenty of times."
"For some people, perception is more important than reality. Hold on a second, dinner is almost done." She moved over to the couch and studied Evelynn's flushed cheeks. "Oh yeah, you love it when they get caught, don't you? Seeing those big, scary men get taken down by their own mistakes. But not you. You got your fake will notarized and got away with all that cash. Just think about the things you'll do once the courts finally release that money into your account. You'll travel the world, maybe find someone else to scam, and...oh, here's the best part!"
She moved behind Evelynn and continued whispering in her ear. In the real world, Lily sat up and knelt over the woman as if speaking to her. Her prey let out a tiny gasp when her orgasm hit, and her eyes fluttered open.
The eyes were the window to the soul, and Lily smashed the glass with a hammer before yanking it out. Evelynn's body went on autopilot as her actual essence was sucked deep into the swirling mass of energy that was Lily's demonic core. There she was greeted by thousands of previous victims who tore into her with nails and teeth as the woman screamed for mercy.
Lily belched and got back onto her towel.
"Delicious," she muttered, her hunger sated. She laid on her stomach, undoing the back of her top to get an even tan.
"Why bother sticking around?" Mike was next to her now. "And you don't actually tan."
"It's about the experience," she replied. "I just finished my meal and want to relax for a bit before I get sucked up in dead girl drama. And even though this place is full of screaming kids, it's a hell of a lot more peaceful than it is at home."
"You mean it's easier. You don't give a shit about these people, so you can dismiss them."
Lily scowled and turned her head in the other direction. Mike was sitting on the other side of her now. "You know, even Jiminy Cricket knew when to shut the fuck up."
"Fair enough." He moved to kneel over her. "May as well help you complete the experience."
Though he wasn't real, she could feel his fingers on her skin as he massaged her back and shoulders. She let out a sigh of contentment and enjoyed the attention. One of these days, she was going to get Mike to a real beach and let him spoil her.
Deep in her thigh, she felt her cell phone buzz. Annoyed, she forced it up to the surface of her body and pulled it from beneath her legs. It was a series of texts from Eulalie.
She debated ignoring them, but decided to be a good girl and sat up. Scanning the words on her screen, her mouth dropped open and she stood.



"A fucking werewolf? But how?" She tied her top and stood, leaving her towel on the ground. It would just turn into smoke and disappear once she was twenty feet away. Kneeling next to Evelynn, she patted the woman's cheek condescendingly.
"Sorry to eat and run. Sounds like the bestie got in a fight with a real bitch." She booped Evelynn on the nose, then walked away casually, to avoid suspicion. Once she was away from the beach, a pair of sneakers appeared on her feet and she broke into a jog.

🧟🧟🧟It's official folks! Werewolves! I've been getting emails about them since 2017, and am finally getting around to them. Woohoo!
Things are about to explode in a big way, and I hope you're around when it happens! Thanks again for reading this fun little side story of mine, cause it will definitely play into the events of Book 7 as well as the HFHM timeline in general. If you are still reading this, I want you to go ahead and have that cookie, or do something awesome for yourself, because I think you've earned it! Don't forget to like, rate, review and I'll see you next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all, Annabelle Hawthorne back at it with a new chapter of Home for Horny Monsters!
If you're a first-timer, let me catch you up: Once upon a time, Mike Radley inherited an old house and jerked off in the tub. As a result of this, he has taken down a cabal of witches, battled dimension crossing demons, tag-teamed the Krampus (non-sexually) with Santa, and now he's going to Hawaii. Make sense?
He also fucked a lot of monster girls in there. May want to jump back to the beginning if you want to read about goblin titties.
Returning reader? I missed you! This month was hella busy, but I'm happy to keep the ball rolling as Book 7 gets off the ground. Thanks to all of you who take the time to leave me stars, leave comments, really everything you do. I spent two hours the other night hunting down Lit Feedback that got tossed into my spam, promotions, and my social folder on gmail. I have no idea why it does that, but I did try to reply to a bunch of you who wrote me. Almost all of you had really nice things to say!
Just a reminder that I couldn't do all of this without you. Yes, I say it almost all the time, but only because it needs repeating. I am appreciative of your enthusiasm and kindness, which has enabled me to go far. So again, thank you. My Lit readers really are the best.
Don't forget to check my bio for updates on when I intend to post. Now before we begin, please make sure your seats and tray tables are in a full-upright position and that all spare items are stored beneath your seats, because it's time to fly
The Friendly Skies
The air above the tarmac rippled like a sheet in the wind, the heat eating through the thin fabric of Mike's shirt and making him sweat. The entourage had arrived a few minutes earlier than expected, meaning they had to wait for the private jet to come out of its hangar where the Order prepared the plane for the trans-ocean flight. He had no idea what this actually entailed, but the answer satisfied Ratu.
Flying used to give Mike anxiety, but any fear of heights had been squashed long ago by the piece of Abella's soul that was now part of his. In the event of an emergency, it had already been discussed that Lily could easily carry him to safety while Ratu used her magic to protect Beth and Quetzalli.
Ingrid and Wallace stood behind them, looking very much like a pair of secret service agents. Mike kept noticing that Ingrid would stare at him when she thought he wasn't looking. When he had inspected her soul, he could see a boiling mass of confusion coupled with desire and rage.
Lily seemed to notice as well. She kept smirking at the agents like she knew a secret. Other than some brief instructions when everyone was picked up, Ingrid and Wallace had said very little.
There had been no sign of Cyrus and his team, but Mike already knew that they had arrived minutes after he had left. Kisa had contacted him via their telepathic link to let them know that they were just wandering the grounds and trying to chat up the centaurs, who they were seeing as humans.
Kisa had also informed him that Jenny was taking her new role as Head of Security very seriously. Reggie had even made her a badge for it, which was just an old silver dollar with a sheriff's star drawn on it in Sharpie that had been hot glued to the outside of her dress. Apparently the cursed doll was now at that very moment sitting on the porch swing with Cecilia, watching for any signs of trouble. Mike didn't know if her sudden interest was because she cared about the house, or because he had given her permission to cause trouble if the Order tried to pull anything.
The doors of the hangar slid open, revealing a sleek looking white plane with glowing runes down the sides. Mike could tell that several strong enchantments had been placed on it, so took a few steps toward Ratu.
"Defensive?" he asked, knowing she could see them too.
"Indeed. Along with cloaking and..." Ratu squinted her eyes in the direction of the fuselage. "Interesting. Improved fuel efficiency. That's one I haven't seen before."
The plane came to a stop nearby, and the cabin door swung down to reveal stairs. At the top, a pair of women in uniform waved for them to come over.
"Finally," Lily muttered, hauling a massive suitcase behind her that Mike knew for a fact was just one of her illusions. Once created, it would only continue to exist as long as Lily remained within thirty feet of it.
One of the women came down the stairs and opened the luggage compartment in the belly of the plane. Mike and the others handed over the bags they had brought, then ascended the airstairs. The other woman, who wore Captain's bars, smiled pleasantly at them and gestured for them to choose their seats.
The interior of the cabin was nice and roomy, allowing up to three people to sit next to each other. The seats then alternated which side of the plane they were on, making the cabin appear like a lounge. Mike also noticed a few oblong seats in the back that looked like they folded down into beds.
"Welcome aboard." The captain pointed to the overhead bins. "Make sure you tuck away any loose belongings before take off."
"Will do." Mike shoved his backpack into the overhead bin. Other than a couple of books, he just had a tablet similar to Abella's loaded with movies. He couldn't remember the last time he'd had more than an hour to himself, and was looking forward to catching up on what had come out in the last few years. He started to sit by the window, but was interrupted by a tap on the shoulder.
"May I?" Ratu was standing right behind him. "I haven't been on a plane before and heard the view is spectacular."
"Oh, right, of course." Mike took the middle seat instead. The seats were huge, upholstered in leather with moveable armrests and plenty of legroom. Beth and Quetzalli walked past his row, both of them smirking in his direction.
Uh oh. He watched as Lily entered the cabin and tilted down her sunglasses dramatically to inspect the surroundings. She wore a red sundress with a matching wide-brimmed hat and black thigh high boots. When she saw where Mike was sitting, she licked her lips and headed for the aisle seat.
"Excuse me, sir, but I think you might be in my seat." She batted her eyelashes in his direction.
"Let me see your ticket," he replied with a chuckle.
"Sure, I have it right here." She handed him a slip of paper with a pair of tits drawn along the bottom and the words The Order Eats Ass written across the middle.
Wallace, who was now behind Lily, got a confused look on his face and reached past her waist to snatch the ticket from her hand. He studied it for a moment with a scowl, then balled it up and tossed it onto the floor.
"If you don't want to come, you can fucking--" he was cut off when Ingrid put a hand on his shoulder and shook her head.
"Down, boy," Lily muttered, then flopped down into her seat and crossed her legs. "If I'm too much for you, then maybe--"
"Enough." Mike put his hand on Lily's leg and squeezed. "If you can't behave, I'll make them swing over the house and we'll drop you out."
"You wouldn't dare?" Lily raised a hand to her mouth in exaggerated shock.
"Can I push?" asked Wallace.
"We'll aim for the fountain," Ratu offered, then turned her attention out the window. "Maybe someone will try and catch you if they're in a good mood. If not, maybe the tip of the fountain will dislodge that stick up your ass."
Mike looked at Ratu in horror, then turned back to see that Lily was grinning. The succubus was thriving on the chaos she was sowing, and they hadn't even taken off yet!
"Go." Ingrid nudged her partner from behind. "She's just fucking with everybody."
Lily lowered her glasses and batted eyelashes in Wallace's direction. "It's very true. I do all of this for attention, but mainly because I have daddy issues and a history of bad relationships."
"Ugh." Wallace sneered at her then moved to the back of the cabin. Ingrid settled in a seat across from Wallace, then pulled a facemask from the pocket of her seat and slipped it over her face. It was clear she intended to sleep through the flight--or at least pretend to.
The captain gave some instructions over the intercom as the plane taxied out toward the runway. They got stuck waiting their turn, and Mike overheard Beth explaining aerodynamics to Quetzalli.
"So the wings don't actually flap," Beth said. "When the engines fire up, the plane goes really fast, which makes air move over the wings. See how they're curved? There's more surface area up top, which means--"
"The air molecules become less dense, causing lift from the higher pressure air below." Quetzalli winked. "That part I get. But why not get assistance from the wind itself, or even some air spirits?"
"Air spirits?" asked Beth.
Quetzalli looked out the window. "Elementals, maybe, whatever you call them. It would take a really big pair of wings to lift up a creature of my...uh, something large, like a roc. A gargoyle is a perfect example, actually. It's instinctual for magical beings, interacting with the natural world around them to buoy themselves into the air without the need for jet engines."
"Elementals." Beth stared off into space, suddenly deep in thought. Mike turned his attention forward again and saw that Ratu had pressed her face against the glass.
"Excited?" he asked.
She nodded, a movement which made her forehead squeak against the glass. "I remember when men were folding wings of wood and throwing themselves off of cliffs in an attempt to conquer the sky. I have never ridden on anything other than boats and buses in my entire life, and look forward to seeing the world as a bird does."
"It's not that great," Lily offered. "Being on a plane just means you can see more idiots at once. Particularly over cities."
"Surely such a sight would be cause for self reflection on the human condition? I can't imagine people would look down on over a million souls below and not see how they're part of a bigger picture."
Lily frowned. "Unless a loved celebrity tells them how important everything is, they're content to fester in their own stupidity, especially now that they have social media. It's like a marinade for ignorance."
"Social media?" Ratu looked at Mike for guidance.
The engines revved up and the jet started moving toward the runway. The naga spun in her seat and pressed her face against the window once more. Mike chuckled and rubbed her back, noticing immediately the large number of bumpy scales underneath. He could feel her flesh rippling as the plane accelerated, pressing everyone but Ratu back into their seats.
"Oh, I've missed this!" declared Quetzalli from behind him. Ratu had twisted her face to see the front of the plane better, and he fought back a laugh. He had never seen the prim and proper enchantress look so silly.
Once the plane left the ground and made its ascent, Ratu squealed in delight. "We're going up! I can see the airport! Wow, look at how tiny all those cars are!"
"It's like flying with a toddler," Lily muttered, then handed over a pack of gum. "You should make her chew some of this before the pressure hits her ears and she cries. Passengers hate a screaming child."
"You brought gum?" He took it from her and smiled when he saw it was cinnamon flavored.
"Not my first plane trip, Romeo." She blew a bubble, then popped it obnoxiously. "Thought of it this morning when I saw all that Beth was bringing."
Now that had him curious. "What all did she bring?" he asked.
"Snacks. Books. Movies. Pillow. Blanket." Lily popped her gum again. "It's at least a ten hour flight."
"We can do it in eight if the wind is right." This came from Wallace behind them. Mike frowned, realizing that the man could hear their conversation. "This plane is much faster than what you're used to. Anyone else taking a direct flight is looking at almost twelve hours."
"Damn." Mike thought about his carry-on bag. Kisa and Tink had helped him pack it, but he hadn't thought about packing a variety of things to do. He had spent part of the morning trying to explain his impending absence to Grace, but the little Arachne got upset and hid in the attic. It also didn't help that he couldn't remember the last time he had spent more than a few minutes doing nothing. The house kept him busy from sun up to sun down and now he was just going to sit here half a day.
"Ah. Ahhh!" Ratu stuck a finger in her ear and wiggled it. "Ow, why is this hurting all of a sudden?"
"Chew on some gum," he said, pulling a stick for himself. The naga took a piece and inspected it with a frown.
"Oh, I see," she muttered, then popped the stick in. "I hadn't considered that we would experience such a change in pressure. I thought you said these cabins were pressurized?"
"They are," Mike replied. "But not to sea level. Someone smarter than me probably knows why."
He half expected Wallace to offer an answer. Ingrid was now reclined in her seat with her foot up on a stool that swiveled out in front of her. Mike found his own foot stool and pulled it out. If he was going to be bored, at least he would be comfortable.
The plane reached cruising altitude, and Mike heard the faint hiss of soda being opened. He looked back and saw that Beth had pulled a six pack of Sprite along with a huge bag of trailmix out of her carry-on, and was listening intently to Quetzalli as the dragon described nearby cloud formations.
"Damn." Lily turned and looked back as wee. "What are the odds that she has booze?"
"Pretty good, I'm sure." Mike got up and pulled his carry-on from the overhead bin. He had crammed a few things in it, but it was stuff he thought he might need. Being honest with himself, he had been in a hurry and more worried about his daughter, which had resulted in a lack of preparation for his flight. When he unzipped the backpack, he discovered a ziploc bag underneath a folded piece of paper. He pulled the paper free and opened it, only to hear Lily snort beside him.
Mike smiled at the picture Tink had drawn of him plowing her from behind. She had colored it with crayons, which made it even more hilarious. At the top of the paper were the words 'Come home soon!'
"How many veins did she draw on your dick?" Lily snatched the paper away and scrutinized it. "This is hilarious."
He snatched his letter back and tucked it into his bag. The ziploc bag came out and he laughed. Tink and Kisa had stuffed it full of Eggo waffles that they had toasted and then stuffed with peanut butter as if they were giant Oreo cookies.
"At least I won't go hungry," he said with a smile, then let out a gasp. Down in the depths of his bag, past his flip flops and shorts were a pair of canned beers. When he pulled one free, he winced when he heard the faint ripping of cobwebs beneath them. Scowling, he shifted his bag around to discover that Grace had smeared webbing all over the bottom of his bag. She had taken his bag away this morning before he could pack it, but he had no idea she had done this.
He did his best to scrape webbing off his beer before pulling it free. Lily had gotten out of her seat and was asking Wallace about in-flight entertainment. Ratu had her forehead pressed so hard to the top of the window that there were marks on her face when she looked away.
"I thought it would be more like a rollercoaster," she told him, using her hand to elaborate. "A constant up and down motion."
"Yeah, that would get old after a few minutes." He cracked open his beer and pulled out his tablet. "I've got some movies saved on here if you want to watch one with me."
"Movies?" Ratu's emerald eyes lit up, and the scales on her neck and face shifted. They had become more prominent during the plane's ascent and there was no doubting her nature now. "I can't remember the last time I saw a movie."
"Welcome to the 21st Century." He offered her an earbud, which she scrutinized before jamming in her ear. Mike turned his tablet sideways and showed Ratu how to scroll through his movie library. "Any requests?"
She leaned into him, and the scent of chamomile tea drifted over him like a blanket. Ratu poked at his screen, then tapped on one of the pictures. "Who is that?"
"Chris Evans," he replied. "And that movie is part of a series."
"I wish to watch movies with him." She wrapped her arm around his. "This man is very pretty."
"Here, we'll start with the one where he punches nazis." Mike tapped the screen and watched the Marvel logo spin up. Ratu pressed into him, and he was suddenly conscious that her nipples had gone hard beneath her silken blouse and pressed into his arm.
Yeah, well, Chris Evans has that effect on people, he thought to himself with a grin. He couldn't help but notice that the top of Ratu's head fit perfectly underneath his jaw as she snuggled into him and watched the movie.
Lily managed to raise enough hell with Wallace that the man showed her where the mini-fridge was, and the succubus returned carrying an armful of snacks and a bottle of wine.
"Those assholes were holding out on us," she declared loudly, then popped the cork on the wine. "There's more back there if you want any."
Mike made a point to throw a frown back at Wallace, who was looking out the window and likely feigning interest in a passing cloud. Ingrid was still in her seat with her blindfold on.
Lily licked the tip of the bottle seductively, then slammed the first third of it. "Oh, that's way nicer than I expected," she said with a giggle, then leaned against Mike and whispered in his ear. "Sleeping beauty is scrying."
Mike shook his head and pushed the bottle away. "No thanks," he told her, pretending that she had just asked if he wanted any. "Doesn't pair well with my in-flight meal."
"You're lame," she replied with a pout, then drank a bit more. "I'm gonna see if the girls want some." Lily rose and sauntered back to where Beth and Quetzalli sat, most likely to pass along the information.
Ratu squeezed Mike's arm and gasped in response to the movie. She had taken the tablet from him and clutched it tightly in her fingers. "It looks so real," she whispered.
"Yep. They've gotten pretty good at that."
"Indeed." The naga licked her lips and looked at him. "Are airplanes always so cold inside?"
"They can be." He turned around and looked at Wallace. "Do you guys have blankets?"
Wallace ignored him.
"It's fine," Ratu said, then ignited a ball of fire in her hand and set it to hover above their seat.
Ingrid practically leapt out of her chair and shrieked while Wallace ran to the back of the plane for a fire extinguisher. Ratu had dismissed the fireball by the time Ingrid arrived, smirking at the mage.
"I was getting cold is all," she said with a sinister grin.
"No fire on the plane," Ingrid said, her face so pale Mike thought she was going to pass out. "Never. I don't care who you are, I'll--"
Wallace took Ingrid by the shoulders and pushed her toward the back of the plane. He paused long enough to open an overhead compartment and pull out a stack of blankets, which he tossed down at Mike.
"Thanks," Ratu said, then grinned. "It's my first time on a plane. I apologize."
Wallace grunted, then looked toward the back of the plane where Ingrid sat gripping the arms of her seat. "Yeah, well...no magic on the plane."
He left to comfort his partner, who looked like she was going to be sick. Mike turned his attention back to Ratu and showed her how they could lean the seats back and then covered both of them with blankets in an attempt to keep her warm. Lily eventually returned to her seat with a couple of the books that Beth had brought along as well as another bottle of wine. The first one was already empty, the bottle now rolling around beneath her seat.



As for Mike and Ratu, the two of them watched the rest of the movie and she immediately requested the sequel, her body slowly entwining with his. They were about halfway through this movie when she shifted, her head brushing against his chin.
"Caretaker. A question." The naga kept her attention on the screen as she spoke.
"If it's about the plot, I'm afraid I've only seen a few of these movies. I was too busy with my magic house to watch them all."
Ratu chuckled. "It's not about that. Rather, I was curious. Does it offend you that I find this man to be so attractive?"
"Not in the slightest." He had his arm around her shoulders, so gave her a reassuring squeeze. "Your feelings are your own. They aren't mine to control."
"I see." She shifted around and put her hand on his chest. "What if I were to take him for a lover? Would that upset you?"
"Only if you didn't get me an autograph." He cast a glance over his shoulder at Beth, thinking briefly of her own relationships. As if sensing his attention, she looked up at him over the top of her tablet and winked. She and Quetzalli were also watching a movie. "I don't own you or anybody. As long as your relationship didn't threaten the safety of the house, you'd be free to pursue life as you choose."
She let out a contented sigh and slid her hand beneath his shirt. He was suddenly aware of how warm her hand was. Shifting around, he adjusted the blanket just as Ratu's hand slid lower and beneath the waistband of his shorts.
"Is it wrong that my lust for him has inspired this?" she whispered, her tongue flicking at the air. "That you are about to benefit from feelings that he has brought me?"
"I don't know that this is the best place," he began, but Ratu's hand was suddenly on his cock.
"Discretion, then," she cooed. "I want to see how many times I can make you come without our hosts noticing."
He let out a tiny gasp when a second hand joined Ratu's, then turned to look at Lily. The succubus was busy with her book, but her right hand had slid beneath the blanket as well and she flashed him a grin.
"Both of you?" he gasped as they started stroking him. Ratu continued to work the base of his shaft while Lily toyed with the head of his penis. A third appendage teased his testicles, and he realized Lily's tail had come into play.
"That's a neat trick," Ratu muttered, her eyes still on Mike's phone. He wasn't sure if she was referring to Lily or the movie, but couldn't bring himself to care. Lily's tail slid along his cock to secrete a lubricant that both women now used to stroke him.
Lily didn't reply, continuing to stare at her book. Her tail slid along his thigh while the women continued stroking him. He wanted to reciprocate, but his free hand was currently on Ratu's hip. If he stretched, he could stroke her ass, but that was it.
"If you hold the tablet, I can--" He was silenced when Ratu put a finger to his lips.
"There's always tomorrow," she whispered. "For now, I just want to get you off."
As she said this, Lily's tail moved to the head of his cock and pressed against it. He felt it transform into a wet mouth that slid down onto his glans and started sucking.
"You're the boss," he replied, then bit down on his lip to silence a groan.
The two of them jerked him off while he got tail-sucked. Ratu kept watching their movie until Mike's stomach muscles tensed up. The naga lifted her head long enough to look over the seats, then slid underneath the blanket and yanked Lily's tail off of him to take its place.
Ever the gentleman, Mike paused the movie. He had to bite his fist to remain silent as Ratu's long tongue wrapped around his shaft and squeezed as she blew him. Lily seemed content to allow the naga to have full rein right until Mike came. That's when the succubus grabbed the back of Ratu's head and shoved her all the way down.
He bottomed out in Ratu's throat as she unhinged her jaw. Her head bobbed up and down beneath the blanket as she swallowed his load, then popped free. Mike looked over his shoulder to see if anyone had noticed. Other than a knowing wink from Beth, nobody else indicated that they had seen what happened.
Lily's hand toyed with the head of his cock, keeping him erect. Ratu joined in, and the two of them teased him some more. Over his shoulder, he heard Ingrid squirming in her seat, as if she couldn't get comfy. He wondered if she was still scrying them. If so, she was getting quite the show.
Smirking to himself, he allowed them to continue. Though he had just come, he no longer had a refractory period and was shooting another load soon enough, this time into Lily's tail-pussy. Lily licked her lips and then belched dramatically.
They teased him like this for well over an hour. Eventually, the two of them gave him a break and allowed him to eat his snack. The co-pilot actually came back to show them where some food was kept, and Lily proceeded to make herself an enormous meal, which she devoured completely. Both Ingrid and Wallace were throwing her dirty looks, which Lily ignored.
Quetzalli's face was pressed to the glass of her window so hard that her breasts were squished against the wall, and she was mumbling to herself about the various clouds she spotted, as if they were old friends. They were completely over the ocean without any land in sight. This was the most dangerous part of the journey. If the Order tried something here, Mike's options would be very limited. Lily could fly him to safety, but they would all be in the middle of the ocean.
The thought gave him chills, but he relied on his magic to get him through. His danger sense didn't so much as chirp, even when Ingrid disappeared back into the bathroom for over thirty minutes.
"I see it!" Beth cried, leaning across Quetzalli to look out the window. Lily was out of her seat, swaying back and forth, clutching her third bottle of wine.
"Yeah, vacation!" Lily stripped off her sundress over her head and threw it. She had on a red bikini underneath. "Spring break!"
"You need to control your help," Wallace added. "This is hardly a vacation."
"I don't pay her," Mike countered with a grin. "Let her be excited."
The plane turned, and now the island was on his side of the plane. The ocean changed color as more of the shallows came into view, and the ominous dark blue was replaced by yellows and greens. The island of Maui grew larger as they circled the southern edge and dropped altitude.
"We've got a private strip," Wallace announced as he sat in his seat and buckled up. "The landing is rough sometimes. Might wanna buckle up."
Everyone obeyed. Just as the sounds of metallic clicking stopped, the plane hit turbulence and dropped. Quetzalli let out a loud whoop and began describing what had just happened to Beth. Ratu clung to Mike's arm and buried her head in his chest.
"Oh, I hate that," she whispered, just as the plane did it again.
"Think of it like a bus hitting a bump," offered Lily. "I promise it feels worse than--"
The plane lurched again, and they were suddenly over a small airfield. When the tires hit the tarmac, the plane roared in defiance as the wing flaps rose and it rapidly lost speed. Glowing runes formed along wings and the whole cabin glowed briefly with a magical field that held everyone in place. They came to a stop in less than ten seconds before the field vanished.
"What the hell was that?" Beth asked.
"It's a short strip," replied Ingrid, who stood. "We usually land at the airport, but I instructed the captain to land here instead. Remember that data leak we discussed earlier?" She looked at Mike.
He nodded. "You think someone is waiting there for us?"
"I don't. But your safety is my job right now. If someone is there, they're gonna be waiting a long time." She lifted the overhead compartment and pulled out her bag. "Once we're ready, we can go."
When the plane door opened, humidity flooded the plane. He heard Beth inhale the scent and let out a massive sigh. Lily had already grabbed her stuff and was running down the stairs.
"Welcome to Maui," offered the captain from the door of the cockpit. Mike thanked the pilot and her co-pilot and then stepped out into the hot sun.
"Shit," he muttered, his senses suddenly overwhelmed. He clung to the railing, afraid to let go for fear of falling.
"Mike?" Ratu was right behind him and she put a hand on his shoulder. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing," he muttered. The island was so alive! The jungle nearby was a choir of whispers as the trees sang for afternoon rain. Through the thick of the wilderness, the alien thoughts of the arachnid population bombarded his mind. It took a few moments to steady himself and shut out the onslaught of information. By then, the others were watching him with curiosity from above.
"Problem?" asked Wallace.
"First time here. Just taking it all in," Mike answered, then took the last couple of steps down. Even with a mental barrier erected, he could feel the energy of the island all around him. It was so different from the greenhouse or even the forests of Oregon.
"Oh my God, I can smell the ocean," Beth shouted, which got her a dirty look from Lily. Ratu was by Mike's side, a sad smile on her face. When he asked her about it, she just muttered that it reminded her of home and said no more.
A black limo was waiting for them, and once the luggage bay was opened, a member of the Order climbed inside to pull out their bags. Lily winked at Mike as the bay was cleaned out, then raised hell when her massive bag was nowhere to be found.
Mike and the others waited inside the limo as Lily caused a scene, shouting at Ingrid, the captains, and the ground crew. He almost felt bad for the people just doing their jobs, but they were part of an organization planning to betray him. If he didn't let Lily blow off steam now, there was no telling what she might do later.
He chuckled quietly to himself once Lily was promised they would replace all of her belongings. If nothing else, he was interested to see what sort of crap she could get them to buy for her.
The limo had a minibar, and Beth helped herself to a sparkling water. Mike noticed that there wasn't any alcohol inside and figured that Lily was likely the reason. She had been staggering around outside making a fool of herself after theoretically drinking three bottles of wine on the flight, so it wasn't surprising to think they had called ahead to have it removed. When everybody was ready to leave, Wallace and Ingrid didn't sit in the back. They sat up front with the driver, the partition rasied.
"It's so beautiful," Beth said, gazing out the window as they drove down from the private airstrip. "I don't know that I've ever seen so many trees."
"It used to look like that everywhere," Ratu added. "Back before humanity cut everything down. Imagine having to carve your way through the wilderness just to get anywhere."
"Which is why some of us flew." Quetzalli winked. "Being on the plane was both exhilarating and sad." She opened her mouth to say something else, but Beth put a hand on the dragon's knee and shook her head.
The car took them south first, then along the west side of the island. Mike lost track of how many resorts they passed and had to blink twice when they pulled onto a dirt road between a pair of dilapidated buildings. Wondering where they were going, he watched in awe as reality rippled and a tall building appeared before them. It had a modern look to the front and curved just like a palm tree. In the middle was an elevator encased in a glass tube that went all the way to the top. Out front, there was a massive fountain with a pair of attendants waiting by the edge of the street. The limo stopped and the doors were opened for them.
"Welcome to Paradise." Mike thought the attendant was being cute, but saw that the word Paradise was mounted on the side of the building. "May we take your bags?"
"I wouldn't," slurred Lily. "They're gonna lose them!"
"Don't mind her," Mike said, then slid one hand around Lily's waist. "She's drunk."
The attendants, both men, smiled weakly, then accepted bags from everyone else and pulled the rest from the trunk. A woman with dark skin and a pleated headband came out to greet them. Mike could sense the magic buzzing around her.
"My name is Aurora," she said, then turned to Mike. "Are you the Caretaker?"
"That's me."
"Good. I am the concierge, I have your wristbands right here." She held up a small stack of black wrist bands. They were made from woven leather fibers with gemstones tucked between them. "You'll need these to get around the resort."
"Oh, pretty." Quetzalli stuck her hand out and Aurora slid it onto her wrist. The woven bands tightened and Mike saw a flash of light from the stones.
"So what do those do?" he asked.
"There is a barrier around Paradise. Without these bands, you cannot cross the threshold without a member of our staff present. They also let our people know you're supposed to be here, and under what guise. You are all registered as VIP, meaning that you have full access to the facilities as well as a personal guard."
"And how will you know where we are?" Beth asked. "Through the bracelets?"
"Through the bracelets." Aurora smiled and slid one over Beth's wrist. "They also have a shield enchantment on them. It sounds like you all may be going on an excursion and a little extra protection is always welcome."
"What a great idea." Beth held hers out at arms length. "What do you think, Ratu?"
The naga inspected it as if it were a fine piece of jewelry. "It is rather lovely," she said. "But I see that there's also a tracking enchantment. You'll know exactly where we are at all times."
"For your safety," Aurora added with a smile. "It's a big island and we have to be able to find you at a moment's notice."
"Can we take them off?" asked Beth.
"No. The last thing we want is to lose track of a valued asset." Aurora looked at Mike. "It really is for your safety, and the safety of our staff. They are quite comfortable, and you'll hardly know they're there."
Mike looked at the others. Of all the things they had considered, a tracking device hadn't been on the list, at least not one they couldn't remove.
"Aw, don't be a bitch about it," Lily said, then held out her wrist. Aurora slid the band on and it tightened up on its own, the leather cords sliding through each other as the braids tightened. "They just want to help. Look at how pretty they are!"
With one motion, Lily lifted her right arm and then fell into Mike, causing him to stagger. When that happened, Lily shoved his right arm back and pinned it behind him. Her tail slid between them and raised up, now a perfect copy of his arm.
"Yeah, okay," he said and watched as Aurora put the bracelet on Lily's tail. The fake hand slid into his pocket where he jammed his own hand as he stepped away from the succubus. Her tail vanished. "Lily, you stink," he muttered, pinching his nose.
"That's because..." her eyes crossed and she let out a nasty belch, then puked on the side of the limo. In the ensuing chaos, Mike moved back, careful to keep his left hand hidden. Wallace stormed off in disgust as Ingrid sighed and grabbed Lily by the waist.
"I'll take her to her room," she declared, then marched Lily off. Mike joined the others as Aurora's smile returned, and she took them on a tour of Paradise.
The resort was mostly empty. There were a few people lounging in chairs around the pool, but they all avoided eye contact with Mike and the others. A couple of them had strong magical auras around them, but Mike didn't study them too hard. He didn't need any extra attention of his own.
"So this place is typically used for our own people," Aurora said, gesturing to the building. "Members of the Order often find themselves in high stress situations, and this is how we combat that. It also works as a retreat for people who have endured nasty psychic attacks, or even suffered through a catastrophic loss. We actually have similar facilities across the globe that cater to different types of people and mythological beings."
"Like what?" Beth paused at a doorway and stared down toward the beach. Her gaze became distant.
"That's not something we divulge, Miss." Aurora smiled. "However, as an example, this would be a terrible place for a vampire to unwind."
"I thought vampires were evil?" Mike lifted an eyebrow. "Why would you host one at all?"
"It's a big world, Mr. Radley, and it takes all kinds. By the way, that building by the pool is the beach bar. It's open day or night. They'll make you whatever your heart desires...within reason. We also have a formal restaurant if you prefer a sit-down experience."
"What about the beach?" asked Beth. "Do we have beach access?"
Aurora smiled. "We do. There's a natural barrier that's been enchanted to keep outsiders away. We call it the Cove. It's technically the only private beach here on the island."
"I want to go to the Cove," Beth said, then turned to Aurora. "Where are our rooms? I want my bathing suit."
Aurora chuckled. "You're an ocean person, aren't you?"
"You have no idea." Beth's eyes were practically sparkling.
Aurora led the way, taking them to a fourth floor suite with a massive balcony. There were six different rooms, and Mike was given the biggest one. Aurora gave them a wave and asked them to stop by the front desk later on if they had any questions.
Once the door was shut, Beth inspected the bracelet on her hand. Ratu did the same, but Quetzalli wandered outside to stand on the balcony.
"I should have seen this coming," Beth said.
Mike held a finger to his lips and then looked at Quetzalli. "How's the view?" he asked.
"It's so lovely," replied the storm dragon from the balcony. She turned to face them and her features twisted up. "Oh, right." She came back inside and closed her eyes, spreading her fingers apart. A static field filled the room and the dragon pointed at two outlets, a lamp, and then a light over the room. One by one, they found the listening devices and had Quetzalli short them out permanently. Ratu did her own inspection of the room and disabled three different magical glyphs that did the same thing. They went from room to room and repeated the process, only to discover Lily in her own room, naked save for her boots and masturbating.
"What took you so long?" she drawled, then patted the bed. Mike said nothing and waited for Quetzalli and Ratu to sweep the room. Once it was clear of devices, Lily's clothes appeared on her body.
"Seriously, what took you so long? I've been putting on a show for these perverts, but a girl has needs." She pulled out her cellphone. "I already sent some pictures home, we've just been waiting for...there. Eulalie knows we're ready."
"Great. Also, thanks for this." Mike pulled the bracelet out of his pocket. "That was quick thinking."
"Anytime, Romeo. Eulalie is already working on a clone you can wear, just make sure to keep that one on you."
He winked and headed to his room, where his stuff was waiting. He sat down on the bed and quickly unpacked. He hadn't bothered packing much.
"Hey there." Ratu stood in the doorway. "Beth said she's going to head down to the beach. Quetzalli might go with her. I guess that leaves me and you."
"It does." He stood up and handed her his bracelet. "I guess move it around for me."
She chuckled and tucked the bracelet away. "How long until the rats get here?"
"Thirty minutes to an hour," he replied.
"Good." Ratu closed the door behind her and slid out of her shorts. The scales on her inner thighs glistened in the light. "Because I do believe there's a debt to be paid."
He paid it gladly.

✈️✈️✈️The field team was spread across three vehicles just a mile away from the Radley property. Cyrus sat in the passenger seat with a dossier in his lap, doing his best to feign scrutiny. On more than a couple occasions, he wondered if any of the others could sense his reluctance or uncertainty.



He had texted Mike shortly after his meeting with Ingrid two nights ago. It had been easy enough to lie and say that his new life had a few strings he needed to snip to keep curious friends and neighbors away. The Order was no stranger to extracting someone from a double life, but Cyrus needed to be able to slip back into his new routine with minimal effort.
In truth, he had been afraid that Mike would accuse him of deception. His initial interest in the home had been cautious curiosity, which had slowly become academic. Soon, his weekly visits had become the highlights of his month, even though Mike didn't trust him to enter beyond the front door. There was a gentle camaraderie between him and the denizens of the home, and he felt a stronger connection to Mike, Lily, and Death than he had ever experienced with members of the Order.
Lily. He secretly hoped that the succubus believed him. Even if Mike doubted his intentions, it depressed him to think that she thought less of him. Maybe it was because she had spared his life, or perhaps it was because he secretly enjoyed when she dropped by to give him a hard time. How many times had the two of them stayed up late arguing about morality? Or what about all the times she had dropped by to talk about her hobby of hunting down human shit bags to feed on?
The driver, a brunette mage named Laurel, pulled a phone out of her inner pocket when it dinged. "Mike Radley is in the air," she said.
"Let's go." He watched the other two cars pull onto the road first before they followed. They didn't want Mike second guessing anything before he left, or at least that's what Cyrus had told the Director.
Cyrus hadn't been out of the game that long, but the Director had skyrocketed through the ranks as the older members had been picked off one at a time. Truthfully, he didn't know much about the man other than that he ordinarily wouldn't have been up for the position. Not only had he been too far down the ladder, but the Council rarely promoted outsiders who hadn't grown up inside the Order.
The men and women in the back rows said very little as they parked their cars just inside the boundary of the property. When they all disembarked, the grounds keeping staff maintaining the vegetation along the outer walls immediately wandered away. Cyrus found it interesting that it was nigh impossible to track them visually. Sometimes he would blink and that was enough for the man or woman to vanish from sight.
"So just a few reminders, people." Cyrus gathered everyone up in a circle. All together, there were sixteen of them. At least three of his people were rookies, so he had paired them with more experienced members.
"First of all, no hostile magic past this point." He moved next to the stone wall and pointed up at the lion above. "We don't fully understand the defensive mechanism of this home, but I have been assured that these lions are capable of ripping you in half. If someone does make that mistake, you are all under strict orders to not fight back."
A man on the side shook his head in disgust. "So if they attack us, we just have to sit there and take it?"
Cyrus scowled. "If one person fires a hostile spell, we have one dead mage or knight. If six of you come to their aid, we now have seven people dead. This isn't about bravery, proving a point, or fighting back. It's pure action-reaction."
The man seemed mollified, but Cyrus made a mental note to keep an eye on him. The last thing he needed was a troublemaker.
"We all have our primary mission, which is to protect this home from invaders." This wasn't true, but he said it for the sake of selling the act. "That means investigative procedures at all times. If you find an unsecured entry into the home, you are to report it to me immediately."
This got a collective nod from the group. Already, men and women were doing a final gear check. The team as a whole was carrying enough priceless magical artifacts that Cyrus knew there would be an audit after this was done.
"In regards to our secondary mission, we do not want to disturb the locals under any circumstance." For this statement, he made explicit eye contact with everybody. "You've all seen the dossier. If they decide we're hostile, we leave. This is their territory, and you absolutely will not survive an encounter, no matter how fast you think your blade is."
A few people looked away as if bored. Gods, where was their discipline? Had the Order fallen so far in only two years?
"Do you have any questions for me?" He scanned the group.
"I have one." Laurel raised her hand. "Do I have it correct that only the Caretaker can gain us entry?"
"You do."
"And everything we see here is an illusion?"
Cyrus nodded. "Yes. Unless the denizens interact with you in a way that disrupts the magic, you can't trust any of your senses, or even your memories."
"Okay." Laurel turned her attention to the house and studied it. Cyrus didn't like that look at all. She obviously had come up with an idea, and the fact she hadn't shared her thoughts meant he had at least one rogue operator on his hands. He would definitely keep an eye on her.
"Well, that's it for now. Alpha and Beta teams will establish a perimeter. Delta, you've got meal duty today. Gamma team?" He looked at the others then pointed at Laurel. The woman was far too competent to leave unsupervised. "Benson, I'm swapping you and Cole out for Laurel and Mads."
Benson shrugged, and walked over to take Laurel's place in Beta team. Cole, who was a rookie, followed close behind.
"Why are we shifting roles at the last second?" asked Laurel.
"A gut feeling," Cyrus replied. "I have over sixty years experience doing this. I'm a miserable grouch. I'm an asshole. Whatever excuse makes you happiest."
Mads, a bald thirty-year old who was Laurel's knight, snorted and wandered over. Laurel looked suspicious, but said nothing else.
Yeah, definitely something going on there. It occurred to him now that when he had left his apartment this morning, Laurel had insisted he ride with her. She was clearly a head above the rest, but by how far?
The teams spread out and Cyrus began his work in earnest. He kept his mind a clean slate as he wandered around the property, making certain to reconduct the tests that Mike had given him permission to do several times over the last year.
Most of what he had done on Mike's property had been for the Caretaker's own understanding of what was going on. Cyrus himself had been a subject for Mike's own experiments. Since Mike was inside the geas, he had no real idea what anything looked like to an outsider. One day, he had Cyrus describe a small parade of women who had wandered around the yard. At the end of the day, Cyrus learned that all of them had marched around in different stages of nudity, but the geas had clothed them to avoid rocking the boat.
Mike had also hinted that the geas was alive, but hadn't gone into much detail otherwise. Over a year ago, it had strengthened to the point that Cyrus had been forced to test anew, astounded that not only had the results changed, but so had his memories. He hated knowing that the geas could manipulate his mind without permission, but the more powerful the spell, the fewer rules it needed to follow.
Laurel silently did a few diagnostic tests of her own, then wandered around in an attempt to speak with the locals. The groundskeeping staff was very adept at disappearing at the last moment, but Laurel managed to corner a couple and chat with them. It was clear she was trying to be friendly, but Cyrus recognized the mask she wore all too well.
Friends today, foes tomorrow. He looked up from the diagnostic runes he had drawn into the dirt with a silver-tipped wand. The runes glowed and faded into the ground, sending up a wisp of smoke. He coughed, the smell clinging to his nostrils.
"What are you doing?" Laurel's voice surprised him and he immediately stood.
"Testing to see if the geas is causing space to bend." He handed her the wand. "It was supposed to measure GPS coordinates, but it stopped working about fifty feet away from the wall."
"Which suggests that the space is probably still folded." Laurel twirled the wand in her hand. "I've been digging through the records and have a suspicion that the home has recently undergone a massive expansion."
"Oh really?" She wasn't wrong, but he wanted to hear why.
"Just look at the rest of the neighborhood. The houses are a tenth the size. The neighbors here are older and have plenty of stories of things they think they've seen. But do you know what I figured out? The geas may be able to alter memories we already have, but it doesn't create new ones." She gestured toward the front yard. "I can guarantee kids would have snuck in there just to look around, especially when this place was abandoned. And yet there's not a single mention of it anywhere. It doesn't even show up on social media until Halloween a couple years back, as if it came out of nowhere."
"Huh." That was a surprisingly astute observation from the younger mage. Cyrus scratched at his chin, and looked up at the house. "So if a basketball court appeared tomorrow, we would think it had always been there. People would remember seeing it. As for actually interacting with it..."
"Yep." Laurel looked very pleased with herself. "I suppose you might get an anecdote from a neighbor about the time they crossed the court to retrieve a lost Frisbee, but never a story about a pickup game that happened."
"There you are." A dark figure loomed over both of them, and Laurel took a step back in fright, reaching for her wand. Mads stepped forward and drew his blade, but Death just stared at the knight with eyes that blazed with curiosity. He shifted his gaze toward Cyrus. "I was wondering when we would meet again."
"Um...uh..." Cyrus wasn't certain how to respond at the sudden appearance of the Grim Reaper.
"Meet again?" Laurel sounded out of breath and immediately suspicious. "We've never met before!"
"Why of course we have." Death sipped a cup of tea and turned his attention to Laurel. "How many times have you courted me, guided my hand, or even evaded my grasp? I have stood beside you in both your finest and darkest moments, and yet you all treat me as a stranger. For this reason alone, all of you can see me."
"This isn't possible," muttered Laurel.
"It is improbable, unlikely, far-fetched, or perhaps just difficult to believe. Inevitable, yes, but impossible? I think not." Death grinned at the three of them. "For you see, I eventually meet everyone."
"You're just a spirit," Mads declared. "Trying to screw with us."
Death chuckled. "Perhaps one more than the other. Or both. Maybe neither."
Cyrus bit his lip to hold back a laugh. It was definitely the latter of the two.
"What do you want with us?" demanded Laurel.
"I am to be your guide, your liaison with the denizens of the house." Death reached into his robe and pulled out a biscuit, which he dipped in his tea. "Mike Radley informed me that Master Cyrus was in charge and that he was old enough that he practically had one foot in the grave already."
"Hardly," Cyrus replied.
"What is he to you?" Laurel asked. "If you really are Death?"
The Grim Reaper loomed over the woman and then threw a glance at her partner. "Why, my dear child, he's my best friend, my bosom buddy, my ride or die. We are even friends on Facebook!"
"He doesn't have a Facebook account," replied Laurel. "Not an active one, anyway."
"Which is why I logged in with his phone and then accepted my own friend request." Death shook his head. "And you young people think you are so good with technology."
"C'mon, Laurel." Mads put away his blade and jerked his thumb toward the greenhouse. "This guy isn't worth your time."
"And yet one day, you will have all the time in the world for me." Death tossed the biscuit into his mouth and bit down, the confection vanishing from sight. "I'll see you all soon enough."
"Is that a threat?" Mads asked, his lip twitching.
Death contemplated the man then held up a finger. "You've just reminded me. We are almost out of chamomile."
"Bah." Mads stormed off and Laurel followed.
Once they were out of earshot, Cyrus turned to the figure.
"So you're my personal guide?"
"Indeed. We felt this was the safest way to establish open and honest communication, which is the cornerstone to--darn." Death stared at the biscuit he had just dropped, then knelt down and picked it up. With a bony digit, he flicked a chunk of dirt off the corner. "It is a good thing that it has been less than five seconds."
"I don't think that's how it works," Cyrus mumbled.
"And yet, I do not care." Death bit into the biscuit and made a face. "That is far grittier than I prefer them."
Cyrus rolled his eyes and turned to look at Laurel and Mads. "I'm not being scryed right now. That was Ingrid's trick and she can't penetrate the geas from outside. We had a whole chat about it last night and this morning. She can be rather intense."
"The woman from yesterday?" Death nodded knowingly. "She would see me clearer than most."
"So what do you have for me?"
"This." Death handed Cyrus a card. It was embossed with skulls surrounded by white flowers.
Curious, Cyrus opened the card and laughed. "It's an invitation for tea in the garden this evening."
"Indeed. Come." Death gestured for Cyrus to follow. The two of them walked together into the backyard and past the fountain. Down by the wrought iron gate, a small structure was being constructed. It looked like a fancy shed, but only the frame had been put up. A diminutive woman in a hard hat held a nail gun while Yuki braced a piece of wood using a pillar of ice for support. Cyrus had formally met the kitsune last spring when she had joined them all for tea and a game of bridge.
"Stupid fucking nail gun!" The woman in the hard hat adjusted her safety goggles, slapped the side of the device onto a nearby rock, then fired it a couple dozen times. Cyrus gaped in awe when he saw the nails had been evenly distributed to hold the panel in place.
"Looks like it isn't jammed anymore." Yuki turned her attention to Cyrus and studied him for a moment, as if sizing him up. It was eerie how easily she feigned this being their first meeting, but he expected no less from a fox demon. "Good morning. You must be Master Cyrus. My name is Yuki."
"A pleasure to meet you. What are you doing?"
"Building a tea house, what's it look like?" Yuki picked up another panel and tossed it toward the building. Pillars of ice pinned the piece of wood into place and the short woman fired her nail gun a few more times, locking it down.
"There will be a table set up later. You can bring the others if you wish. It won't be a problem."
Cyrus nodded, but could already think of someone who would demand to come. "I'll be here. Ten in the evening is rather late, though."
"It'll all make sense tonight." Death handed Cyrus a biscuit and started to walk away, then turned back around and held out another piece of paper. "Though I was wondering if you could do me a favor."
"What do you need?" Cyrus took the paper and unfolded it.
"Biscuits. We're out." With that, Death left him behind and walked into the house.

✈️✈️✈️"You wanted to see me, sir?" Ingrid stood at attention and waited for the Director to turn around. The man sat in front of a bank of monitors, examining footage of Mike Radley entering the building on at least three of them. Two of the monitors had gone blank, and a small one displayed a map of the resort with five colored dots. It was the group from the Radley house, each of them labeled with a letter. Mike and Ratu were currently sharing a room while Quetzalli and Beth were busy checking out the infinity pool on the balcony. Lily was in her room, probably sleeping off all the booze she had consumed.
The Director stood next to the map, tapping his index finger on Mike as if lost in thought. Ingrid waited one minute, then two. Wondering if the man hadn't heard her, she cleared her throat. "Sir?"
"It's disgusting, isn't it? Consorting outside your own species. I see the appeal, but..." The Director turned around and sighed, then gestured for Ingrid to sit. "I read your report regarding the flight and must say I'm rather disappointed."
"Sir?" Ingrid took her chair and felt suddenly small in the man's presence. He had a magical aura that was almost tangible, the pressure pushing her into her seat.
"Not in you, no." He waved dismissively in her direction. "Your report was impeccable, I'm referring to...this." He spun in his chair and pointed at the looped footage of Mike entering the resort. "These women, they adore him. We had suspicions, but it would seem his actions on the plane confirm them. The man has a nymph's magic, meaning that he will slake his thirst for flesh. Based on his psych profile, he desires control, consistency, and stability. Where better to find it than with women who rely on him?"
With a few more button presses, the ladies in Mike's entourage got their own screens. One at a time, the Director gestured at the women. "His attorney. The intern. His spiritual advisor. And..." he stopped to double-check his files when he got to Quetzalli's picture. "His life coach?"
"I have yet to catch the man in a lie." Ingrid bit her lip. "I'm paranoid that he knows something is up and I'm getting half truths." The truth stone in her pocket was only capable of operating in a true-false manner. It was a great tool as long as the target didn't know how to bend the truth.
"Indeed." The Director clicked a button and all but Ratu's picture disappeared. "If they were all human, I could chalk it up to basic greed. But money means nothing to the naga, who can summon gems and gold from the earth itself. Their loyalty troubles me."
"You think he's controlling them?" Ingrid's nails dug into the arms of her chair.
"Control comes in degrees. Do I think they are locked inside their bodies, screaming for freedom? No. The Order wouldn't tolerate such behavior. We definitely don't want a repeat of the Black Palace incident." The Director sighed and leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled together as if in prayer. "But that is a puzzle for another time. The merfolk want to meet him."
"I see." Ingrid bit her lip and looked up at the screens. Lily had left her room and was wandering toward the pool in a sarong and strappy sandals that came up to her knees. "Are you afraid of a diplomatic incident?"
The Director shrugged. "It can't be much worse than letting a couple hundred of their people get boiled alive. The meeting will be during high tide in the Cove. I'm guessing he'll bring his...entourage." He spoke the word in disgust.
Ingrid nodded. "I'll make sure he's there. Do you want me to dissuade him from bringing the others?"
"No. For now, we play nice. I don't want him to have any reason to believe we are anything but genuine. If things work the way I hope they do, he won't learn about our deception until he gets home. Our team at the house has made some interesting discoveries already." The Director made a face. "Though we did hit a snag. Mike set up a liaison for us at the house, a spirit claiming to be The Grim Reaper."
"Sounds like a scare tactic," replied Ingrid.
"Most likely. See if you can squeeze anything out of Mike about it tomorrow." The Director gestured at the door. "You're excused, Sister Ingrid."
"Director." Ingrid rose and left the room, then let out a sigh of relief once outside. Though the man's behavior was cordial, even borderline friendly, there had been a cold fury beneath the mask. In all the times she had met with him directly, she had yet to feel such anger.
It was late, so she wandered out to the beach bar to grab a meal. Feeling rattled by her meeting with the Director, she was grateful that her work was done for the day and she could officially take part in the VIP treatment as well. She sat at the counter and put in an order for a burger and fries, then turned to watch the sunset.



The smell of her dinner reached her first, and she spun eagerly in her seat to begin shoving fries into her mouth, suddenly aware of how hungry she was. She was almost halfway through her food when she caught the smell of cinnamon and sunscreen and then Lily plopped down into the seat next to her.
"Hell of a place you've got here." The intern's breath reeked of booze, and she slid two empty wine glasses across the counter. "Also, you guys don't water down the drinks like the places I've been to, so good on you!"
"Maybe we should start," Ingrid muttered around her burger.
"You're funny. I like you." Lily leaned forward in her seat, her breasts nearly spilling out of her bikini top. "Do you know what your problem is?"
"No." Ingrid picked up a nearby bottle of ketchup and poured it onto her plate. She was horrified when Lily grabbed some of her fries and dunked them in the sauce.
"You're too uptight. You get to use magic and coexist with monsters, and that's cool. Yet on graduation day from wizard school, the first thing you did with your wand was shove it straight up your ass."
Ingrid choked on her food. Lily smacked her on the back, then handed her something to drink. Ingrid swallowed the offered glass, then coughed again when she realized it was the most alcoholic mai-tai she had ever experienced.
"There we go," Lily cheered. "You stick with me, I'll loosen you up."
"I don't need to be loosened up!" Ingrid dumped what was left of her drink and slid her plate away. "And I definitely don't need advice from someone dumb enough to work as an intern for a millionaire!"
"Billionaire, actually." Lily raised an eyebrow. "I'm surprised your people missed that."
"B...billion?" Ingrid wiped her mouth with a nearby napkin. "He doesn't have a billion dollars."
"I want to set something straight with you." Lily leaned forward and placed her hands on Ingrid's bare knees. The intern leaned in close enough that all Ingrid could see was those shimmering eyes. "I am capable of things you couldn't even imagine. But the one thing I will never do is lie to you."
Ingrid's mouth felt dry and a familiar rush of warmth traveled through her groin. "Just because you would never lie doesn't mean you won't mislead me."
"Ooh, you're a smart one, aren't you?" Lily slid off her stool and stumbled on the heels of her sandals. Giggling, she wandered over to the edge of the pool. "But I guess you'd know about deception, wouldn't you?"
"You're drunk." Ingrid felt a twinge of pain between her eyes.
"Perhaps. Or maybe I just want you to think I am." Lily looked over her shoulder and grinned. "Your mysterious Order is like a stage magician, waving with one hand to get everyone's attention while the other is pulling a rabbit out of a hat. So I have to ask you. What trick are you all trying to pull here? This," she gestured at the building. "This is the hand wave. I want to know about the rabbit."
"There's no rabbit." Ingrid shook her head and laughed. "Though I have to wonder about somebody who expects to be deceived."
"Oh, my dear, dear Ingy." Lily turned her attention toward the pool. "You think you're playing chess, but you're just the pigeon who shits on the board."
"Bedtime," Ingrid declared. "You're embarrassing your bo--"
She was interrupted by the sound of tinkling water and turned to see that Lily had arched her back and was peeing in the pool. The stream traveled horizontally, which could only mean one thing. Lily did a little squat and shake at the end, then adjusted her swimsuit bottom before turning around.
"Everybody pees in the pool," Lily declared with a smug look. "But only I have the balls to do it in the open. Next move is yours, Ingy." The woman sauntered off toward her room, her balance suddenly impeccable.
There was a moment of silence before Ingrid heard the bartender clear his throat.
"Should we, uh, drain the pool?"
"No. Let the chlorine take care of it." Ingrid turned to look at him. "Also, let the staff know that the intern's drinks are to be watered down from now on."
The man nodded and walked away. Ingrid looked at the pool with longing and sighed.
"Wasn't like I was going to get a chance to swim this trip, anyway," Ingrid muttered. She hoped things were going better for Master Cyrus.

✈️✈️✈️It was evening now, and Cyrus stepped around the corner of the house to see that the small building had been completed. It looked very much like a traditional Japanese tea house, only the windows had been papered over so that the interior was concealed and it had been built on risers, leaving a three foot gap in the bottom.
"Are you sure about this?" Laurel demanded from right next to him.
"We're about to find out." Cyrus moved to the porch and knocked. The door slid open, to reveal Death wearing a white apron.
"Master Cyrus." Death stepped aside to reveal a small room with a table and cushions to sit on. "Lady Laurel."
"I'm not here for tea," Laurel declared. "I'm here to make sure Master Cyrus remains safe. And so is he." She jerked her thumb at Mads.
"But of course." Death gestured around the room. "I would ask that anyone not having tea remain outside, but feel free to examine the room first. Once you are satisfied, you are more than welcome to wait for Master Cyrus by the fountain. There are chairs there."
Laurel stepped inside the house and did a quick scan of the room. "You seriously built this just to have tea with him?"
"Yes. It's called a teahouse for that very reason." Death turned to Cyrus and smiled. "Ah, you brought the biscuits."
"I did. Sister Laurel? I'll be fine." Cyrus tossed Laurel a gemstone, which she snatched out of the air. He held up an identical one. "I'll signal you if something happens," he said, knowing it wouldn't be a problem.
The mage looked dubious, but wandered over to the fountain with Mads to sit. Cyrus shook his head and followed Death inside. Once the door was shut, Death gestured to a cushion where Cyrus took his place.
"This is all very nice," Cyrus began. "But if you were trying to avoid suspicion, you failed."
"The walls of this place are enchanted to prevent anyone from listening in. This also includes scrying. We needed a place where you could speak at length without fear of discovery." Death knelt across from Cyrus and pulled out an antique Japanese tea set. He carefully poured some tea into four of the mugs and slid one across to Cyrus.
"Who are the other two for?" Cyrus asked.
"Us." As if by magic, Mike and Kisa appeared on the other side of the table. Cyrus' eyes went wide and he almost fell backward off his cushion.
"How?" he demanded, looking at Mike. "I heard you landed in Hawaii!"
"I did. The resort is very lovely." Mike picked up his tea and sipped delicately at it. A wicked grin crossed his face. "But I forgot my lucky underwear. Thought I'd drop by and grab it, check in with the family, have tea with a friend. So...how was your day?"
Cyrus chuckled and scooted closer to the table. Of course Mike Radley would figure out how to cross the world in a matter of minutes. Picking up the tea, he grinned. "Let me tell you all about it..."

✈️✈️✈️When you have magic portals that can take you anywhere, you don't even have to pack!
Thanks again for dropping by and checking out what's new with Mike and the gang. Don't forget to click some stars, leave some nice words, and do something nice for yourself after. How can you love others if you don't know how to love yourself?
Annabelle Hawthorne, out!
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By the time Lily found Dana, the zombie had crawled out of the surf and was lying face down underneath someone's sailboat. The ship had been pulled up next to a set of steps that led to a beach house. Dana's hair had gone completely gray, a sign that she was almost a full zombie. She could exist this way for a little bit, but the hunger would eventually take over and she would attack someone.
"Hey there, Sparks. You okay?" Lily crouched down to inspect her friend. Dana rolled onto her back and stuck her thumb in her mouth. Her cheeks puffed up as she blew, causing water to comically squirt out of a hole in her chest.
"There's no need to be a drama queen," Lily declared as she plugged the hole with her finger. Dana's body was slashed in multiple places. Some of the wounds were already closed, but others remained open, yet another sign that a zombie apocalypse was on its way. "You wanna tell me what happened?"
Dana bared her teeth in response, then groaned and fell backward.
"Okay, let's do some mouth to mouth." Lily pressed her lips to Dana's, then spat a huge glob of Mike's magical semen into the zombie's mouth. Dana sucked it down greedily, moaning as she did so. The cuts on her body knitted together properly as new scars formed. The side effect of the semen was instantaneous. Dana wrapped her arms around Lily and yanked her down to kiss her aggressively. Lily pulled free and punched the zombie in the gut, causing her to spit up a bunch of ocean water.
"I have standards," Lily said with a smirk, then rolled Dana onto her side and thumped the zombie on the back hard enough to crack bones. More water came up, far more than lungs or stomach could hold. "I'm surprised you could even float with this much in you."
"Didn't float for long," Dana replied, her voice raspy. She rolled over and grabbed Lily by the straps of her tank top and yanked on the fabric. One of Lily's breasts popped free, causing the succubus to laugh.
"If it was Mardi Gras, you'd owe me beads." She moaned when Dana latched onto her nipple, swirling her tongue around. "We should probably find somewhere less obvious."
"Mmmkay," Dana replied from around Lily's breast. The two of them scooted further up the shore and found a spot secluded from the rest of the beach between two houses. They were hidden from view, save for a nearby balcony. If seen, it wouldn't be the first time Lily had been busted for public indecency or trespassing.
"How romantic." Lily leaned against a concrete wall that marked the boundary between the homes. She lifted her tank top, allowing her breasts to spring free. For shits and giggles, she enlarged them by a couple of cup sizes. "Raw doggin' it behind--"
Dana spun Lily around and forced her against the wall, sliding one hand down Lily's shorts and fondling her breast with the other. Dana didn't bother with any attempt at foreplay, but started fingering the succubus while sucking on the side of her neck.
"At least I'm not getting sand in my ass," Lily muttered. Dana pulled Lily's shorts down and penetrated her pussy with three fingers, causing Lily to arch her back and groan. Dana slid down and buried her face in Lily's ass.
"Oh, yeah, you know what I like!" Lily's eyes fluttered as Dana's tongue flicked along her labia and just barely missed her clitoris. It was easy enough to shift her anatomy to allow for better stimulation, but getting off wasn't exactly going to do anything for Dana. Until the zombie had an orgasm and could experience post-nut clarity, they would be at this all day.
Not that Lily minded, but they were on a schedule.
"Okay, spring break queen, let's get your head on straight." Lily grabbed Dana by the hair and yanked, pulling the zombie sideways and then pinning her against the wall. Dana's eyes rolled up in her head as Lily trapped her against the wall with her body and pushed down Dana's shorts. Her shirt hiked up, revealing the tattoo of gears on her lower back.
"Yes," Dana hissed, seawater leaking from her mouth. She slid her hands down the wall to play with her clit as Lily's tail slid along her inner thigh. "Do it."
"With pleasure." Lily put a hand over Dana's mouth and then penetrated the zombie's pussy with her tail. The sharp cry of pleasure was muffled by Lily's palm, and the succubus held Dana tight against the wall and used her tail like a giant, cock-shaped piston. Dana scratched grooves into the concrete with her free hand as she desperately fiddled at her clit with the other, grunting and accidentally biting Lily's palm.
"Yeah, you like it rough, don't you, dead girl?" Lily licked Dana's neck. "Pinned up against the wall, can't even move your hips properly. Bet somebody is wondering why you're reacting this way, cause they can't see my tail. They would probably think you're just a huge slut who loves to...oh my."
Dana did an odd little squat and squirted, spraying her legs and Lily's tail. Her pelvis shook as she did it again, then pressed her ass back into Lily.
"Is that you, or did you get seawater up your cooch?" Lily pulled her tail free and turned it into smoke before it could be seen. She knelt down and inspected Dana's pussy, which was dripping with cum. "Wow, even I'm impressed."
"Please help me with my shorts." Dana whimpered against the concrete, her legs wobbling underneath her. "I'm afraid I'll fall."
Lily pulled Dana's shorts back up and then hugged her friend from behind. "So you got into a fight with a werewolf, huh?"
Dana nodded. "I'll tell you all about it back at the room."
By the time they were back on the beach, Dana was walking normally, but her shredded clothes exposed too much skin. They stopped to pick up Dana's backpack, which she had shoved under the sailboat, then stole a towel and walked up to the road. A bus trip and a short walk later, they were back in the apartment.
Dana stepped into the bathroom for a quick shower. Lily waited for the zombie out on the balcony, and smiled when Dana came out wearing a simple sundress.
"That looks cute on you," Lily said.
"Thanks." Dana plopped down on a nearby chair and sighed. "My drone got wet, so it's properly ruined. The power source was fine, which is the only good news. I'm afraid I can't show you any footage from the event center."
"That's fine, we'll figure something out."
"So do you remember Tasia, our friend from Hawaii?"
"Captain Funbags?" Lily chuckled. "Or are we calling her Tit-Punch McGee? You should have seen her afterward, the poor girl was all lopsided." To emphasize her point, Lily squeezed one of her breasts, causing it shrink while the other expanded.
"So she's a werewolf now." Dana shared her werewolf tale, which didn't make a lot of sense to Lily. Her own experience with werewolves was limited, but she had never heard of one who could shift during the day, nor had she ever known one to be in control. The Order was dealing with some next level shit right now, but that was sort of what they did.
Once finished with her story, Dana sighed and stared out toward the horizon. She closed her eyes and went still, as if asleep.
"Something on your mind?" Lily asked.
"Always." Dana kept her eyes closed as she spoke. "I guess I'm just worried about why the Order is in the area, doing who knows what."
"Those assholes are everywhere. Go anywhere with a decent population and you'll run across them eventually. The Bermuda Triangle is nearby, there's some strange shit that comes out of there that the Order gets hard over. Anyway, they've been around for centuries and have managed to weave themselves through every functional society out there. When people joke about shadow governments, that's them. They try to leave mankind to their own devices, as long as it doesn't interfere with their sacred duty."
"Yeah, but...isn't it a little too convenient that Tasia ended up here? Why her?"
Lily shrugged. "You learn at some point that paths cross in certain circles. It's kind of like how celebrities run into each other around the world. They get involved in stuff that normal people are blissfully unaware of."
"You an expert on celebrities now?" Dana opened an eye and looked at Lily.
"I've eaten a few." Lily winked. "Take me for example. I've been limiting my activities to shitty people, sucking out their souls and making it look like an accident. The Order wouldn't even bother investigating unless I started making waves. These have always been people who aren't missed, much less talked about. I'm just a part of the ecosystem. If not for my ability to consume a soul and gain its knowledge, I would just be a simple predator to them. They wouldn't pay me any extra attention as long as I stayed in my lane.
"But we're in their world now, chasing the things they do. Actively out and about, hunting a demon so that we can tag the fucker and let Eulalie have her way with it. She's already done the research, I've seen what she has in mind once we figure out its identity. It'll be positively delicious. But we're hunters now, and sometimes we come across each other in the woods. Or perhaps fate has a hand in our dealings. Who knows? The truth of the matter is that no matter what happens, we make our own luck. Tomorrow night we're going to go to that event center, track down that demon, and either get some pictures or slip a few of these in their pocket." Lily reached into her essence and pulled out a small disk. It was a tracking device that Eulalie had helped develop for the military. No larger than a coin, she deftly rolled it across her knuckles in a display of prestidigitation. "And if a werewolf gets in your way again? We'll spay that bitch together."
Dana opened her other eye and sat forward, her dress creeping up her thighs. "Is this the part where I found out you ate a motivational speaker once?"
Lily chuckled, then rolled the tracking disk into the palm of her hand and made it vanish. "Perhaps. Let's just say that the closer you get to the top of a pyramid scheme, the better they taste."
Dana stood from her chair and gazed out over the city. She did this for a couple of minutes and then turned toward the door of their apartment. The sun was going down and they hadn't turned on any of the interior lights. The zombie surveyed the shadows and then looked down at Lily.
"Just you and me, huh?"
Lily winked.
Dana rested her hand on Lily's shoulder and teased the strap of her tank top. "So who tastes better? Me or some bitch selling makeup?"
The succubus snorted. "Let's just say you're one of my favorite things to eat."
Dana squatted down and ran her hand up Lily's thigh, teasing her through her panties. There was humor and desire in the zombie's eyes, and then they kissed.
"You know, we kind of rushed it earlier," Dana said, her breath hot against Lily's ear. "Since it's just the two of us, what do you say we go inside and take it slow this time?"
Lily ran her hands up Dana's legs until they disappeared beneath the sundress. She discovered that the zombie wasn't wearing any panties.
"I like the sound of that," Lily said. "But I get to be the big spoon when we're done."
Dana laughed, a surprising sound that brought a smile to Lily's face.

⛪⛪⛪Tasia had no idea how much time had passed. After being tossed in the van and driven a short distance, all she could do was cry out in the hopes that someone would hear her. Eventually, the van started and she was moved again.
When the doors were finally opened, it was nighttime and she was blinded by floodlights. Several dark figures climbed in with her, but she was too weak to fight. The silver bullets lodged in her body had sapped her strength, leaving her weaker than she had been when just a normal human.
"Easy with the merchandise." Esteban stood outside the vehicle, gun in hand. "The Curator wants this one alive."
The people carrying her said nothing. They moved her through a dimly lit building that seemed to be some sort of performing arts center. Eventually they arrived at a giant set of double doors. They were opened by a young woman in a dress skirt with a matching jacket. She looked to be no older than sixteen and was carrying a tablet in one hand.
"Father is inside," she said, her eyes flicking briefly toward Tasia. "Who is that?"
"A business opportunity, his ears only." Esteban studied the woman for a moment. "Do you have any spare cages?"
She nodded. "We do. I'll make arrangements."
Esteban thanked her and walked through the doors. The interior of the room was decorated in old venue posters and a few costume racks were set up. A bank of security monitors sat in the back of the room, watched by three men in black. At a table in the middle of the room, Deacon Osgrove leaned over a man's shoulders to see what was on his iMac.
"Let's go with that one," he said, pointing at the screen. "That'll play well with the crowd."
"Yes, Mr. Osgrove." The tech was already working on his task as Deacon stepped around the table and sat on the corner. He picked up a small sandwich that was on a catering tray and took a bite of it, chewing thoughtfully as he stared at Esteban.
Deacon swallowed, then took a swig from a nearby bottle of water. "New body?" he asked.
Esteban nodded. "Indeed. You know how these things go, waste not, want not. But first, the matter of your payment. The money has been deposited into your account."
Deacon's daughter appeared at his side, holding up her tablet for him to look at. He frowned and looked at Tasia, then Esteban. "That's not the amount we agreed on."
"Correct, it isn't." Esteban chuckled. "Your man was supposed to lure out our target. That was beautiful work at the nightclub, by the way."
Deacon said nothing, his lips pressed together.
"But the Curator was very disappointed to discover that he was sloppy. While acquiring his test subject, he learned that they had gathered enough evidence to start a hunt, which meant the Order was this close to being on your doorstep." Esteban held his thumb and forefinger up with a small gap between them. "So he is altering the deal."
A dark shape emerged from the shadows in the back, a thin man with a pale countenance. He moved toward Esteban menacingly, but Deacon held up a hand to stay him.
"Please relay my apologies to the Curator." Deacon looked like he was going to be sick. Even in her weakened form, Tasia could smell fear coming off of him. "We should have done a better job, and I hope we can continue our current arrangement."
Esteban nodded. "He is still very much invested in your experiment and does not wish to see it end...prematurely. However, as compensation, you are to hold this woman for the next twenty-four hours. The Order is looking for her, but the Curator wants her for himself."
"I see." Deacon licked his lips. "Please take no offense, but why doesn't the Curator just take her now?"
"His current experiment is time sensitive," Esteban replied. "This particular specimen was unexpected, which is why he left me behind to collect her."
"I'm not a specimen," Tasia growled. The men ignored her. She looked pleadingly at Deacon's daughter, but the woman avoided eye contact.
"I don't have anywhere I can put her without blowing my own cover, so we're trusting you to make this happen. It's not like you don't have the facilities for this."
Deacon nodded. "Then please let the Curator know that I'll hold her. Are we treating her wounds?"
"Only if you wish to lose a hand." Esteban chuckled. "She won't die, if that's what you're worried about. This one's a fallen knight of the Order."
"I...haven't...fallen." She struggled against the men holding her, but they were strong enough to hold her down. "I will...never fall!"
"I'll take her." Deacon's daughter walked out of the room, and Tasia's escort followed. She was dragged through some dark tunnels and then past a staging area that was completely concealed from view. A large tour bus with Deacon's face on the side was parked just outside the private entrance of the event center. They carried Tasia up the stairs of the bus and toward the back. There were small living quarters and a kitchen, but a secret door in the back opened to reveal a storage area with a stack of cages. There were four of them total, in a two-by-two configuration.
"Put her in three." The woman stepped aside as Tasia was shoved into a cage on the bottom. She couldn't help but notice that it smelled of human blood. "I want two men on this bus at all times. It's your heads if she escapes."
Nobody else said a word, and Tasia cried out as the door to the room was shut and she was plunged into darkness.

⛪⛪⛪Lily stood on the roof of a building overlooking the convention center. The sunset over the ocean cast golden rays across the sky like a crown, and those rays sent dark shadows over the far side of the building. She looked over at Dana, who wore a pair of black leggings and a dark shirt. Her backpack was secured to her belly, and she double checked all the zippers
"Looks like it's time to drop in," Lily said with a grin.
"Wait." Dana tightened the straps on her backpack one more time. "Okay, let's do this."
Lily's skin rippled as her wings opened up like a giant glider. Dana moved in front of Lily, allowing the succubus to hook her arms beneath Dana's.
"Are you making your boobs bigger?" Dana asked.
Lily snorted, then upped her cup size by another letter. "Maybe. They're airbags in case we crash."
"Airbags are supposed to be in the front."
"Then maybe you should turn around." Before Dana could respond, Lily stepped forward off the roof and wrapped her tail up between Dana's legs and around her waist like a harness. They flew silently across the short distance and landed on the outdoor patio of one of the upper levels. It was some sort of executive suite. Dana pulled a small pouch from her backpack and selected some shims to help bypass the locked door. Once the door was opened, they walked into a darkened dining hall.
"Where did you learn all this lockpicking stuff?" Lily asked.
"A lawyer on the internet." Dana stuck the pouch into the back of her waistband.



"Ugh, I can feel how horny these people are from here." Lily scowled and mimed wiping mud off her body. Dana pulled a dark blazer out of her bag and slipped into it.
"Wait, horny?" Dana looked up at Lily as she hung an ID card around her neck. Eulalie had been able to find the template in the event center's records. "What do you mean horny? For Deacon?"
"Yeah, there's plenty of that, too." Lily wrinkled her nose in frustration. "Have you ever been in a bathroom where someone took a massive shit and then sprayed something floral to cover the smell?"
"Charming. But yes." Dana kicked off her shoes for a nicer pair of flats that came out of her bag.
"It's like that."
"Gross. So what are they horny for if it's not Deacon?" Dana pulled a dark wig out of her bag and slipped it over her head, adjusting it until it sat correctly. Her hair had been braided tightly against her skull to allow for this, a feat that Eulalie had accomplished in less than a minute back at the apartment. The Arachne had done a last second check-in on them before sending her agents of chaos out into the world. This had worked out because Eulalie had been plenty interested to learn that the Order had a project she was unaware of, which meant she hadn't fully infiltrated their network yet.
"You would have looked so good as a redhead." Lily moved close to examine Dana's face. "Probably too good."
"Just call me Jane Plain." Dana pointed at her tag, which had the name Jane P. in red letters next to her face. "Which was kind of the point. Now are you going to answer my question?"
Lily sighed and sauntered over to the door, her breasts drooping toward her belly as a shawl appeared across her shoulders. She now had the appearance of an older woman in her fifties. "I hate talking about this stuff, but you're still hot underneath that get up, so I'll dish. There are generally three kinds of people at events like this, and I hate them all."
Dana held up her fingers. "Old people, people who hate sex...I can't think of the third."
Lily swatted Dana's hand down. "It's not about demographics, darling. No, let me tell you about the three kinds of people who pay good money to come and listen to someone talk about religion." She moved over toward the entrance and looked through the window.
Seeing a wandering guard, Lily shifted away from the window to face Dana. "First, we have the curious. They want to see what the hubbub is all about, a loved one brought them along, or they want to know more about the big man in the sky."
"Why hate them for that?" Dana ran her fingers along the base of her wig, checking for stray hairs. "I guess they've got to learn about it somewhere."
"Please. The instant you start asking people for money to hear you preach about basic human decency, you've already disqualified yourself. The man running this show doesn't give jack shit about anything other than what can make his pockets heavier. A basic internet search and half a brain cell will tell you that Sky Daddy was never into making money off of His believers, nor did He want people paying someone just to hear about His book. When you consider that this asshole is just here to talk about his own, you do the math."
Dana stared at Lily for a moment, then nodded. "I guess that makes sense. Shouldn't have to be rich to get into Heaven."
"So those are the people I hate the least. Now the other two kinds of people, they're the gross ones. We have the people who are desperate to get into heaven and will do anything to get there, except try to contemplate the actual instruction manual to get in. The idea of throwing money at the Pearly Gates until they open has mass appeal because it's easy. And finally, we have the people who are here because they literally don't know any better. They just want someone to tell them what to do, the less they have to think about it, the better!"
"And all these people are, what, horny to get into heaven?"
Lily nodded. "Lust comes in many forms. Religious fervor is among my least favorite, and it smells like shit."
Dana moved next to the door and looked out the window. "Don't take this the wrong way, but I figured you would be glad that these guys are doing it wrong. I mean, isn't a demon's whole M.O. to corrupt souls or whatever?"
Lily contemplated Dana for several moments with a frown. "Do you really think that's what demons want? To just wreck some shit before the End of Days?"
"If not, then enlighten me." Dana crossed her arms. "It'll give me something to think about while I'm wandering around trying to find one of your distant relatives."
"I love it when you're spicy." Lily gently pinched Dana's chin. "Remember, demons are just fallen angels. Do you even know why they fell?"
Dana shrugged. "Something about pride and jealousy. Lucifer wanted to perform a corporate takeover and a bunch of other angels joined in."
"Have you read the Bible?" Lily cocked an eye at Dana.
"Yep. Thought I'd find faith or something. Didn't work."
"Good." Lily crossed her arms. "'Cause I'll tell you that at best, you're looking at the Cliff's Notes of what's actually going down. It's meant to be a gateway to belief, a primer to find a specific destination after you die. But it's had stuff omitted and altered. Change one word in a passage, and suddenly everyone hates the gays."
"Seem to know a lot about something that you hate so much." Dana leaned against the wall and sighed. "Do these security guys ever fucking work?"
Lily ignored her and continued. "It's about knowing your enemy. Fallen angels were created to be good, they know the written word forward and back. Think of it like their source code. Slip a word in, take it out, maybe even erase a chapter or two, those assholes circle jerk each other in Hell over the changes they got away with. But let's go back to the demons themselves. They generally fall into two categories. The first category is pissed that humans are considered children of the big man and can ask for forgiveness. They're the ones that want to watch the world burn and take everyone with them. Technically, I fall in that category, because I was modeled after the first demon that thought 'I bet that guy would sell his soul for a wicked blowjob.'"
Dana opened her mouth to ask a question, but closed it without a word. Lily had explained to Dana long ago that she had never actually been an angel, but had been born a mortal woman who was transformed into a demon by a powerful wish. Lily suspected that Dana had been about to ask a question related to that, but knew that Lily wouldn't answer. It was one of the few things Lily never discussed with anyone.
"So now you have your second group of demons. They hate mankind, but they need something from you. Souls. There's a whole group of demons in Hell who think that maybe they can use your souls to get back into Heaven and beg their daddy for forgiveness."
"That's a thing? How would demons do that?"
Lily shrugged. "No idea. The whole thing is like bitcoin. You have a bunch of demons who swear it works, but none of them can explain how. Some demons collect souls and plan to wear them like a protective coat to sneak into cloud city without getting burned. Others are planning a straight swap--their thousands of souls for re-entry. If anyone has ever gotten back in, it's not like we'd hear about it."
"So back to my original statement. Aren't you happy that these people are going to Hell?" Dana gestured toward the floor.
"Ugh, only kind of. Some of them will figure it out, or be nice enough that it doesn't matter. The rest will make everyone else fucking miserable and burn in hellfire for eternity, which is a little funny. What chafes my ass is knowing this shit should be easy. Be a good person. Do no harm. Feed the poor. Hug your kids. But no! Someone else did all the thinking for them, and now they've pissed away eternity because they refuse to spend five minutes using their damned brains to process what they're hearing!"
"Is that why you work so hard, now? Being nice, that is?" Dana raised her eyebrows. "Are you hoping to get into Heaven someday?"
Lily felt hellfire burn through her gut at Dana's question and turned her head away. "Fuck you," she said, regretting it the moment it slipped out.
Dana didn't seem bothered by the outburst. She looked out the door and then pulled it open. "We're clear, let's move."
The two of them slipped out of the private room and made a beeline for a nearby hallway with a flight of stairs that would take them down near the elevators. They hopped over a railing and passed through a Staff Only door to find themselves in a corner just by the elevators. The doors dinged and a group of people came out, allowing the two of them to slip right in.
Dana ignored Lily and wandered down one of the hallways, her eyes forward as if on a mission. Dressed as she was and wearing false credentials, anyone would be hard pressed to figure out that she wasn't supposed to be there. Lily groaned internally as she was forced to walk in the middle of a group of older women who were all clutching copies of Deacon's new book. They seemed to be very excited about something from the sixth chapter regarding personal perception, or some similar life coach bullshit.
Caught up in a gaggle of hens, Lily was forced to endure the stink of cheap perfume as she squeezed through a hallway into the main arena. She could spot at least three different church groups based on the shirts they were wearing. While everyone waited to have their tickets checked, Lily popped in the wireless earbuds Dana had given her and then dialed her up.
"Dead leader, standing by." Dana's voice came through the noise canceling earbuds as if she stood nearby. "Where are you?"
"I'm at entrance 137." Lily stalled her approach by moving to the wall. "Where are you?"
"Close to the opposite side of the arena. Sending you a picture." The earbuds blipped and Lily pulled her phone out from between her breasts. It was a map of the arena with several lines drawn over it. Most of them overlapped down by the stage. "I guess get down there."
"Uh huh." Lily now stood in front of the usher. "Hold on a second, sweetie, I need to show them my ticket." She swiped the screen until she got to the ticket that Eulalie had purchased for this section. The Arachne had purchased several in key locations throughout the event center. This was a two thousand dollar ticket that would put Lily in the first few rows. "How are you tonight?" she asked.
"Ready to hear the good Word." The usher beamed, and Lily fought the urge to gag. "You're really lucky. You'll get to see Deacon up close."
Lily just smiled, unable to even fake something nice to say. She moved past the usher and toward the stage. "There isn't really anyone down there, so this should be easy."
"I'll let you know if I see anything." Dana ended the call.
Down by the stage, people were being allowed in to take pictures. Lily found her seat, which was just a metal folding chair with a pad on it.
"Pay a thousand bucks to sit on a piece of shit," she whispered to herself, then smiled at the geriatric woman sitting next to her seat. The woman was knitting a scarf with Deacon's book on her lap. How fucking cliche.
Not ready to sit next to someone who probably remembered the Civil war, she paced, keeping her eyes peeled for the demon. Plenty of people in this section of the event center were chatting, and Lily realized by the conversations that this wasn't their first show. It looked like Deacon had a dedicated fan club willing to blow their life savings to see the guy in person.
Was one of them the demon? She felt her phone vibrate and checked the updated map. Dana had drawn three more lines, and they were forming a circle around the front of the stage. That meant the demon was down here with her, but where?
Usually, demons could easily identify each other unless great effort had been made to hide. Whoever they were looking for had been around for hundreds of years, most likely in the same human body. Even a demon couldn't stop the aging process completely, so would fit in with the older crowd.
She slid amongst the people by the stage, sharing small talk. Lily couldn't even rely on her usual charms, because these people were only here for one thing: Deacon. Dana had the chance yesterday to use the pendulum within sight of the guy, and it hadn't even budged in his direction. So much for the obvious answer.
The lights dimmed, and a ripple of energy moved through the crowd. It was excitement mixed with reverence as everyone frantically found their seats. There was the quiet hiss of machinery as the floor of the stage was covered in fog. Up above the stage, a giant monitor came to life, revealing Deacon Osgrove in street clothes as he wandered the urban environs of the city.
"It's a calling." His voice came from the giant speakers as the video played. "Every day is a journey for me, and I can't wait to find out who I meet tomorrow."
Uplifting music played as Deacon was shown in a nearby park, counseling people in different stages of grief. It showed him crying with the common man, holding hands with strangers, and embracing homeless people.
"And Jesus said unto them, I am the bread of life: he that cometh to me shall never hunger; and he that believeth on me shall never thirst." Deacon's powerful voice washed over the crowd as the video cut to him sitting on a mountain, overlooking a sunset. "I am but a mortal man following in the footsteps of my Lord and Savior, but I like to think that I'm doing His good work. We are a nation in dark times, and it's more important than ever that you all hear my word and His."
The fog on the stage was thick, and as the monitor above cut out, the back of the stage came to life. The screen displayed a bank of beautiful clouds lit from below by a golden sky, and the man of the hour himself now stood there. Deacon held a Bible in one hand and waved as the audience went nuts. The woman next to Lily started crying, so the succubus stabbed the woman in the foot with her tail, injecting her with enough juice to knock her out.
"Good evening, Florida." Deacon's voice had a slight southern twang to it that sounded practiced. "How are you all this blessed evening?"
There was cheering, applause, and so much jubilation that Lily strongly debated jabbing a few more people. Her eyes were fixed on Deacon, now, as her senses came alive.
This was an evil man, a wolf in pastor's clothing. If that woman on the beach had been a meal, then this man's soul was a ten course menu fit for royalty. This man clearly wasn't a demon, but he was absolutely affiliated with one.
Lily texted Dana for an update, keeping a smile planted on her face as she ground her teeth together.
"There's a lot for us to talk about tonight, and you are all in for a magical evening. But before we get started, there's something very special I'd like to do with you all. It's only the most important thing we will do all evening. Let us pray." Deacon bowed his head, the light shifted subtly to make it look like an aura of gold had appeared across his shoulders. The audience went silent, all of them bowing their heads in response.
If given the chance, Lily would absolutely kill this man.

⛪⛪⛪Over by the concessions stand, Dana noticed that the line for snacks was empty. The employees were busy chatting while wiping down the counters. Nobody had given Dana a second glance as she made another full lap around the outside of the center, even sneaking into the staff areas. There were so many different locations to investigate and she was striking out. Short of wandering down into the middle of the arena with a magical artifact in her hands until it pointed right at her quarry, there was nothing she could do but wait until the demon made its move.
She was on her third lap of the event center, listening to Deacon pontificate through the speakers. His voice had a pleasing cadence and was easy to listen to. A few times, she spotted people who were making emergency bathroom runs, doing their best to quickly return to their seats.
Deacon spoke often of heaven. A year ago, Dana would have given anything to have gone, but she wasn't so sure anymore. Based on everything she had learned, heaven was only one potential destination. Her desire to ensure her own death someday still burned strong, but should she ever find a cure, she would really prefer to live a little first. It would make her really happy if she could figure out that stupid telescope before she passed on. That project was like an itch in the back of her brain that she simply couldn't scratch.
As Osgrove started sharing parables from his own upbringing, Dana found herself back in an area heavily patrolled by security guards. A couple looked in her direction, but disregarded her. She moved with the confidence of someone who knew her way around, and that was enough for them.
Finding herself in a quiet hallway with a large set of double doors, she wandered over toward a nearby window to look outside. She could see Deacon's tour bus from here as well as the lot behind the center. It was dimly lit, which seemed a little odd. With her back to the hallway, she pulled out the pendulum and took another reading.
At first, it swung to point in the direction of the stage, which was frustrating. Every time she had tried to figure out who the pendulum pointed at, it lined up with different people. If she could go back in time, she would have asked Ratu to make Lily a pendulum, too. Maybe if she wandered backstage, she could collect better data. She was about to tuck the pendulum away when it suddenly jerked toward her right.
"That's weird," she muttered, looking over her shoulder. The hallway was still empty, so she took a step back to see what the pendulum would do. It pointed toward her chest, which made sense because the center of the arena was behind her. It suddenly swung to the right, and she tucked the pendulum away in her inner pocket.
She walked a ways down the hallway and repeated the process. The pendulum only pointed to Deacon's stage now, so she backtracked. She was almost at the double doors again when the pendulum finally swung left.
"Shit." She scanned the hallway and walked toward the doors. The pendulum clearly pointed at something inside the doors, which could mean only one thing.
There was more than one demon.
Dana sent a quick text to Lily and Eulalie, then moved to the double doors and pressed her ear against the wood. She could hear movement inside and people speaking. Taking a step back, she contemplated the door. What was the best move here? Lily could probably back her up, but then she'd have to leave her position down by Deacon. If there were two demons, how would they know which one was responsible for creating Leeds?
Dana's decision was made for her when the door opened up and a young woman about her age nearly collided with her. The woman stumbled to the side, dropping her tablet.
"I am so sorry," Dana began, but a dark figure inside the room detached itself from the shadows and dashed forward, the light revealing a thin man with pale skin. She barely had time to turn her head before he seized her by the neck and lifted her off the ground.
"Something is wrong with this one," he declared in a thick accent. Dana grunted and kicked out with her feet. The woman backed away from both of them as security personnel came out of the room and formed a circle around Dana and her attacker.
"Please," Dana gasped. "I'm...just...lost!"
The man's pupils were dilated, and he pulled her in close and smelled her. His grip was like iron, and Dana fluttered her eyes in an attempt to mime impending unconsciousness. She could tell he was much stronger than she was. Was he the demon? He didn't smell like Lily did. Instead, he smelled strongly of freshly polished wood.



"Not lost. Rotten. Like a corpse." He slammed her into the ground and then kicked her hard enough that she slid across the floor and into the wall. The men nearby drew tasers and ran enough voltage through Dana that her thoughts became a jumble and she couldn't control her body. She had difficulty processing what happened next, but vaguely understood that she was being taken somewhere by the security team.
By the time they reached their destination, her wig had come off and she had lost both shoes. They searched the pockets of her jacket and took her phone and the pendulum. There was the sound of clanking metal, and then she was stuffed into a cage. The room smelled of fresh blood and dog hair. By the time her thoughts were back in order, the lights had been turned off and she couldn't see.
Dana sat up and felt her way around her prison. The surroundings were pitch black, but a quick examination with her hands revealed that she was in a small cage. It was small enough that she couldn't fully stand.
"So," a familiar voice said. "What are you in for?" This was followed by a horrible hacking cough, and then a long sniff. "Wait...I know that scent..."
Dana sighed as the werewolf let out a cry of rage and started yelling. At least she wouldn't have to worry about being quiet when she broke out.

⛪⛪⛪Lily sat with her legs crossed, one foot bouncing with irritation as the crowd engaged in another hymn with Deacon. Most of the crowd had their arms raised as if soaking up salvation like dying flowers with insipid smiles on their stupid faces.
"You're glad you're missing this," Lily said to the sleeping woman. "This guy is force feeding people turds and they're thanking him for it."
The woman mumbled in her sleep, a puddle of drool forming on the front of her shirt. A rather obese woman stepped in front of Lily, blocking her view.
"Down in front." Lily stabbed the woman in the ankle with her tail, putting in just enough juice that the woman had time to stumble back to her seat before drifting to sleep. In fact, there were at least five other people who were currently out cold. Four of them were Lily's, she had been jabbing people who irritated her. One she hadn't was a woman who had screamed Deacon's name and fainted into someone else's arms.
The hymn came to an end and the light on the stage shifted. Deacon had done a quick costume change and now wore his Sunday best and was holding a different Bible from before.
"My friends." He gazed out over the crowd, his dark eyes glinting in the light as he took them all in. "As much fun as we've all had this evening, I'm afraid that I have to remind you that despite the venue, the showmanship, and the beard that my daughter wishes I would shave..." He paused and smiled as people laughed, hooted, and cheered. "That I am a man who has been called, a man of the Lord. None of this would be possible without His grace, His guidance."
It was like a blanket had been draped over the audience, everyone hanging on his words.
"We can talk about my book, my life, this beautiful country, but all of it pales, it absolutely pales, in comparison with this right here." He held up a Bible with gilded letters on the front. Some people cheered, others applauded, but the bulk of the audience remained silent.
"Now this tour is named after my book, and my book, well...you've all seen the advertisements." He sat on a wooden stool that a stagehand set out for him. "For you see, my words don't truly matter. No, that doesn't mean you can get a refund at the merch table."
Laughter now. Lily ground her teeth and looked at her phone. She had texted Dana a few times, but the zombie had gone silent.
"No, my words are but a tool, a compass, and they have been divinely inspired to help you all find the right path. And you all know where that path leads, don't you?" He opened the Bible and flipped through its pages. "If you take anything from this show tonight, it is that God himself has left you breadcrumbs that you can follow. He has an entire kingdom He wants to share with you someday, but you can't just have it. It isn't a participation trophy. You can't just live here on Earth and expect an eternal reward, you have to live by His gospel, to find the way through the words He has left for you and me."
"Twenty bucks says a grift is coming." Lily elbowed her sleepy companion.
"You see, I never asked to be chosen. It happened when I was at a low point in my life, when I was out of work and homeless. I was sleeping in a shelter when a man of the cloth left this very book behind on a nearby table. And do you know what I did?"
"You read it!" The voice came from back in the crowd.
"No. No I did not." Deacon winked. "You see, my soul was hungry, and it had been offered food, but I did not know that this was what I needed. I saw that he had left that book behind and I wondered if I could use it to level my cot." He flipped open the pages and held out the book. The crowd was silent as the screen above him came on, the camera zoomed in so people could see the torn pages.
"That's right, friends, I took this good book, the word of the Lord himself, and I opened its pages and tucked it under the leg of my cot. When the Lord's words were offered to me, I slept on them, but not in the way I should have." He closed the book and held it high so everyone could see it. "That night, I wasn't visited by angels. I didn't see Jesus. Instead, I slept in a void, in a darkness so bleak that I wondered if I would have the strength to make it through tomorrow."
A woman two seats over burst into tears.
"Gimme a fucking break." Lily glared at her phone, willing it to light up.
"The next morning, I was in a bad place, but I got a good night's sleep. I pulled that Bible free and felt guilty that I had torn its pages. When I went to inspect the damage, there was a passage that caught my eye and I read His words for the first time.
"Folks, I will never forget that first line, that moment I was captured by the Bible. It was Matthew 19:21. Jesus said to him, 'If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.'"
Lily's tail was snaking behind the seats, moving toward the sobbing woman. One good jab in her butt cheek brought the sobbing to a halt, and the woman tilted forward as if deep in prayer.
"Well, what could I say? I had no possessions other than the clothes on my back. No bank account, no land, no car. My shoes had more holes in them than Swiss cheese. Yet this man I had never met, a man who was the son of God, he already considered me perfect! I still qualified for true treasure in heaven, and he only asked one thing of me. That was the moment, the calling. It wasn't just about opening my ears, but my heart as well, and to truly hear what He asked of me." He set the book down on the stool and rose, the video screen becoming clouds once more. "I had to follow Him. That was it. And it's something you can do as well! Following the word of the Lord is easy, His instructions are right there."
In the computer generated clouds above Deacon, a QR code appeared. People were already pulling out their cellphones and aiming it toward the false sky. Out of curiosity, Lily did the same. It pulled up a page for donations.
"Now we all can't start at rock bottom, friends, and I'm not asking you to sell it all. But every little piece you give will go to help people like Veronica." A side screen turned on, showing the woman from the opening sequence. "Or Matt, who lost his job this month." It was a trucker now, his arms around Deacon's shoulders. "This is money you can give today to help us build a better tomorrow. For it is only by following the good book that we can find our way to eternal paradise in His kingdom."
Lily lowered her phone and saw that the people in the front rows were frantically typing in passwords for Paypal, and bank account numbers. Stunned by this show of blind obedience, she looked up at Deacon and smelled the demon for the very first time.
It wasn't the scent of sulfur, that would be too obvious. It was a thick smell, like potpourri, and the room was now saturated with it. Sweeping her gaze around the room, she could feel its influence washing over the crowd. Deacon had moved close to the stage and was kneeling down to touch people's hands as they shouted things like "I want to be perfect, too!" and "I'm going to Heaven!"
The man's eyes glittered, and Lily could sense the leash around this man's heart. The demon held the other end of it, but where? She maneuvered forward through the crowd, trying to get close to him. The energy in the room had soured, but everyone was too caught up to notice. Someone started singing Amazing Grace, which caused hundreds of others to join in.
"I'm gonna stab that fucker," she muttered, nearly to the stage now. Deacon was smiling and waving, but Lily could see the ravenous look in his eyes. This wasn't a man who would be satisfied with the money he was getting right now. There was something he wanted even more.
Nearly at the stage, she reached her hand for his, hoping to catch his attention. He spotted her, and stretched his fingers for hers.
Lily smiled for the preacher man, her stinger already manifesting in her palm. When they touched, she planned on dosing him hard, hoping that the man would fall flat on his face.
But it wasn't meant to be. Deacon paused just short of her and a strong hand grabbed Lily by the wrist, slapping her arm down and away. Stunned, Lily looked over to see her seat companion grinning at her from behind red-tinted eyes.
"Hello, sister." The woman pulled Lily back and away from the stage. More hands grabbed her, but they were strong and many. She was grabbed by a few security guards and dragged out of sight behind the stage. Her seatmate followed, along with a few others that had been sitting nearby. Even the woman who had fainted was there, a dreamy look in her eyes.
Lily tried to squirm away, but a skinny man met them in an underground tunnel and wrapped his arm around her neck. He was stronger than all the others, and she tried to bite him. She may as well have been biting a chunk of rebar.
"A cage will not do for this one." The security team dragged her through the tunnel as she screamed. If she wanted, she could have teleported away straight home to Mike, but then Dana would be on her own. That, and she didn't need the demon tracking her.
No, demons. She cast angry glares at the people who had been seeded in the crowd. It was so obvious now why Dana hadn't been able to get a lock on the creature. There was more than one. That would make the job of finding out which one was responsible for Leeds a bit harder.
But it wouldn't matter if they found a way to kill them all.
She was dragged into a concrete room with sigils already being prepared by stage hands. Lily gasped as she passed through the boundary. It was just her and the skinny guy now. He slammed her onto the ground and backed away before she could retaliate.
"This one must have been with the woman," he declared in a thick accent. The audience members stood outside the circle with large grins and glowing eyes. Lily moved around the edge of the sigil in the floor, pressing her fingers against the magical barrier.
Her flesh was peeled away, leaving charred bone where her fingers had been. Swearing to herself, she stepped back and examined the floor.
"These are angelic," she said, casting a wary glance. "Which one of you chuckle fucks put this together?"
Nobody answered. The scrawny bodyguard contemplated Lily for a couple of minutes, then touched his ear.
"Let him know that the threat is neutralized." He scowled at Lily and moved toward the edge of the circle. She noticed that he was very careful not to touch the ink on the floor with his shoes. "Who are you? Who sent you?"
"What? I can't hear you?" She took a step back and held a hand to her ear. "Could you come a little closer, I--"
She definitely didn't expect him to cross the boundary and slap her. Grunting, she sprouted horns and head butted him in the face, but he didn't even flinch. Instead, he grabbed her by the horns and twisted her around so that she was looking outward.
"Now it is I who cannot hear you." He shoved her face into the boundary, and she screamed and flailed wildly as her face ignited. She stabbed him numerous times with her tail, but he didn't react. After a few seconds, he threw her to the floor again and stood over her.
"Weak little imp," he sneered, then crouched down. "I ask again. Who are you and who sent you?"
"I'm the girl who's gonna fuck you up." She grinned at him and was promptly treated to the barrier again. It hurt like hell, but there was no way she was going to tell this guy anything. He wasn't a demon, that was for sure. But what the hell was he? Not human either.
He left her smoldering on the floor as her skin regrew. Moving outside of the circle, he spoke with one of the demons and then stepped out of the room. They stood and watched, saying nothing.
"Aww, c'mon. This is like a slumber party, and we're old friends, right?" Lily stumbled around the room, now aware of how disoriented she felt. She moved up to the edge of the boundary to stare at her former seat mate. "Did we go to demon college together?"
The woman grinned, then licked her lips. "I'm what you would call a dropout, so probably not."
"Now, now, formal education isn't everything. Sometimes it's about life experience, right?" She contemplated the woman. "Oh, I see. You aren't an actual demon. This is just a possession. I can tell, you know. I can't actually possess anyone, but you know what they say. Those who can't do judge those who can."
"Nobody says that." This time, the voice came from the next person down.
"Oh, come now, I'm sure someone says it." Lily strolled over to the next person in line. "It seems like you're wearing a meat suit, too. They say you should wear your Sunday best, but it looks like you all dug shit out of the bargain bin."
They all chuckled, raising the hair on the back of Lily's neck. It wasn't their laughter, but the fact that they all did so in unison. This was something different, something she hadn't seen before.
"What's wrong, sister? Cat finally got your tongue?" This was an older man with a potbelly.
"Or could it be that you realize you've stepped into some serious shit?" Her seatmate grinned.
"There are worse things than hell," said the fainter. "Maybe if you're lucky, you'll get to learn all about them."
"What is this?" Lily paced her prison, sniffing the air. The scent wasn't as strong as before, but it was there. Every person in this room wore the same leash she had sensed around Deacon. "Holy shit. I thought there was more than one of you, but that isn't true, is it?"
"Ooh, you're quite the clever one." Potbelly sneered at her. "So you can tell there's only one of me?"
"Yes, but...how?" Alarm bells were ringing in her mind as she stared at them all in terror. "A demon can't possess more than one person at a time. That's not possible."
"It was you who said experience was more important than education." The fainter picked up a stone and flicked it Lily's way. "So what you think isn't possible, well...the world is a much bigger place than you've been led to imagine."
Lily bit her lip and moved to the center of the circle, now uneasy. "Just who the hell are you?" she asked, her voice barely a whisper.
They all laughed again, that same, eerie stereophonic sound. Potbelly crouched down and ran his hands lovingly just outside the edge of the wards.
"I don't go by any name, not after all that I've accomplished." He gestured to the others. "Or rather, we."
"But, if it makes you happy," her seatmate added.
The fainter grinned, her pupils dilating all the way. "Then you can just call us Legion."
Lily snorted. "Okay, that's funny. You named yourself after a bunch of discount demons who struggled to possess one person?"
Potbelly shrugged. "It's all about marketing, sister. But that's a different kind of Hell."
"Indeed." The door had opened, revealing Deacon Osgrove. He walked in while sipping from a bottle of water. The thin man was with him, never more than a footstep behind. "But I'm afraid it's intermission and I don't have time to discuss economics with hellspawn today. Succubus, right?"
Lily shrugged. "Come in here and find out."
"Kinky, but no thank you. My friend here may be bulletproof, but I'm afraid I'm a little bit softer." Deacon inspected the sigil and nodded. "Immaculate work, but I want to keep a small guard. Have someone go check on our other intruder as well. If this one is a demon, I wonder about the other."
"They are already on their way." Deacon's bodyguard bowed his head.
"Good." Deacon sipped his water and grimaced. "What an interesting night. I hate to leave, but it's time for me to go spend more time with the flock. I'll be back later, so don't you fret. You're gonna get the backstage experience of a lifetime."
"Blow me."
Deacon chuckled. "Maybe, but I'll make you sign a contract first. Timotei here will be your company until I get back, so please make yourself comfortable." On his way out, Deacon paused. "And if you all could go back to working the crowd, that would be great."
Legion in all their forms grinned, then left the room. Now it was just Lily and Timotei.
"So. Timotei, huh? Did your mom have a lisp or something?"
Timotei hissed, revealing a pair of large fangs.
"Oh. Vampire, huh? Sucks to be you." Lily snorted.
"Not vampire. Vampyr. Pure blood." Timotei sneered. "Now shut up for a bit or I'll make you sorry."
"Vampyr?" Lily could barely hide the icy core of dread that had formed in the center of her body. Vampires were rare enough, but if this man was telling the truth, then they were in even bigger trouble than she could ever have imagined. "Did you inherit your mother's li--"
Timotei moved faster than she could blink, and she cried out when her face ignited against the boundary of her prison. Using the holy flames as a distraction, she managed to text a single word on her phone before the Vampyr could snatch it away and crush it between his fingers.
RUN

⛪⛪⛪That's right, monster family, we've got fucking vampires now!
Well, Vampyr. I'll let you all fight over what sort of twist I've put on the myth of the traditional vampire, but the lore runs deep, indeed.
If you enjoyed this chapter, then please make sure to click those stars, it costs you nothing and I assume the government isn't watching. Honestly, the stuff I've looked up for everything I've posted on this website surely has me on a very weird watch list. In case they are, I'd like to say hi to my FBI agent and apologize for that time I tried to look up zombie girl art and went too deep down the rabbit hole.
If you're hooked, don't forget to check my bio for posting dates. If you hated this story, they're only gonna get worse from here. You should absolutely go check out some of the other amazing authors on here.
That's all from me! Treat yourself to a hot (or cold) beverage, cause you've earned it!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all!
Holy fuck, is this really my 100th chapter of HFHM?!? *stares in awe at that three digit number*
If you're a new reader to the series, I strongly suggest you go back all the way to the beginning and start with the very first chapter. With over a million words, 2.5 spinoff novels, and plenty of butt stuff, there's a lot you need to learn to make it back to this point. Or don't, I really can't tell you what to do.
Returning reader? WELCOME BACK! In a way, this is sort of a celebration for you as well? Why? Because you read a hundred chapters of something! It sounds way more impressive at parties, I promise. Also, a special shout out to the reader who blatantly stated I wouldn't last long after one of my first chapters. Maybe I've finally earned that follow from you?
Folks, speaking realistically, I couldn't have made it this far without your enthusiasm and your readership. I've had a few long time readers send me letters that say it's amazing how much has changed since that fateful first chapter. My writing style, my story telling ability, all kinds of things. I am excited to learn that I've grown in these areas, because I take it all very seriously, despite the amount of dad jokes that Mike now makes. Your comments, your stars, your emails, all of it has contributed to the foundation HFHM has laid on this website. From the bottom of my heart, thank you.
As always, the schedule is in my bio. Don't forget to leave stars and reviews, they get people to come here and check things out. Special thanks to my beta team, Pastor, Arthvr, the Mikes, Zing, TJ Skywind, and I'm sure I forgot someone. There is a lot that goes into making sure you all get a quality read, whether in terms of story or grammar, because I truly do believe that you deserve my very best. And with a hundred chapters of this tale now published to Literotica, I hope that I'm finally
Making a Splash
It was only seven in the morning when Mike stepped out of his bedroom to the sound of crashing waves and wind. His suite had a large viewing deck off the living room and the sliding door had been left open. The curtains danced in the breeze, and he saw three figures standing by the balcony.
A carafe of coffee was on the counter of the kitchenette, so he poured himself a fresh mug. Ratu, Quetzalli, and Beth were all leaning against the railing, eyes out towards the water. Beth and Quetzalli were wearing lightweight robes that covered bathing suits beneath, while Ratu had on a wrap. Every now and then, the wind would rustle their clothing, lifting the fabric high enough to see their asses pressed against the elastic fabric of bathing suits.
"The gods have blessed me," he muttered, deciding to wait another minute and just watch the beauties standing before him. The rays of the rising sun obliterated the shadows, giving the scene a surreal aura. They stood in silence, content to enjoy the sunrise and the waves below.
After his meeting with Cyrus, Mike had returned to his bedroom through the rat portal under his bed and gone to dinner with everyone. The food was excellent, but it didn't compare to what he was used to at home. Eulalie had used her weaving skills to generate a duplicate of the bracelet the Order had made, and he kept the real one in his pocket for now. As far as he could tell, that was yet another trick they had all pulled off.
Mike took in the sight for a bit longer, then stepped out onto the deck. "Good morning," he said. The others turned to greet him, lazy smiles on their faces. "What are we looking at?"
"The Order is up to something." Beth gestured down below. "Remember when I told you at dinner they wouldn't let me down into the Cove? They've got patrols down there now, and...just come look."
Curious, Mike walked up to the railing and looked down at the beach. The Cove was a stretch of beach with natural lava rock barriers on both sides that vanished into the water. From where he stood, he could make out a beautiful reef system that started about fifty feet from shore. He had never been snorkeling before, and wondered if he would get a chance to check it out.
But what had Beth's attention was the fact that the barriers were currently being patrolled by the Order. Though they wore clothing suited for the climate, he could make out wands and swords strapped to waists, thighs, and even an ankle holster. Down below in the Cove, the water level was receding relative to the beaches outside of Paradise.
"Are they draining it?" he asked.
There was a small dock that ran along one of the barriers, and the pilings beneath had been revealed. Tables and chairs had been placed in the sand where the water ebbed, and elaborate table settings were being placed.
"It looks that way." Beth held out a hand and closed her eyes, as if deep in concentration. "Something is pulling the water away from shore."
Curious, he opened his mind to study the magic around the beach. The magical barrier around Paradise was a large pink dome that was difficult for him to see in the bright light of day. It extended well past the Cove. In the water below, swirling lines of green and blue were directing the water out to sea.
"It's probably why they closed it," Beth said. "They're getting ready for...something."
"That doesn't sound ominous at all." Ratu chuckled and turned around, her back to the railing. Shimmering scales twisted all along her thighs and upper arms as she studied Mike. "It's water magic. Whoever is manipulating the Cove is being meticulous. That reef system would likely be sensitive to a sudden shift in the current. "
"Interesting." Mike looked at Quetzalli. "What do you think?"
The dragon turned in his direction and winked. "I think I'm hungry for breakfast."
As if on cue, there was a knock at the door. Mike walked inside and opened it to see Ingrid standing there. She wore a sheer white blouse with a bikini top beneath and a loose pair of shorts.
"Good. You're up." She walked inside uninvited and took a look around. "Your presence has been requested."
"By who?" Mike asked.
Ingrid made her frustrated face, then shook it off. "The royal court. The merfolk wish to meet with you immediately after breakfast."
"Merfolk?" Mike raised an eyebrow and looked at the others, who had come inside. "As in mermaids?"
"You catch on quick." Ingrid surveyed the lot of them. "Where's the intern?"
"In her room," Mike replied. "As you probably remember, she made the decision to drink plenty of booze with her dinner, and...well..." He left the rest unsaid. Cyrus had told him that Ingrid carried a truth stone that would recognize a lie when spoken out loud. Yes, Lily had sucked down another bottle of wine last night. Of course she had made a spectacle of herself. He wasn't sure if she was up to something or just having fun at this point.
"Ugh. You need to learn to control your people." Ingrid shook her head in disgust. "I'll alert the kitchen staff, maybe they'll bring up some food later. If she's as hungover as I think she is, I do not want her speaking to the royal family."
Mike nodded his agreement. In truth, Lily's hangover was a ruse for her to stay in the room and guard the portal under his bed. Ratu had created a simple illusion spell that would mask it, but it wouldn't hold up if someone checked underneath. He also didn't want anyone fixing the cameras they had shorted out.
"Yes, well, Lily has always struggled with authority." Beth moved next to Mike. "Is our current attire appropriate for merfolk royalty, or should we change?"
Ingrid snorted, a small smile appearing. "What you're wearing is fine. Swimsuits are preferred, actually. We'll be meeting them out in the Cove, and everybody will get at least a little wet. In terms of the merfolk, you'll be overdressed, honestly."
"Lovely. Well...shall we?" Beth offered her arm to Mike, and he hooked his arm around hers. On the way out, Beth slipped the Do Not Disturb sign onto the latch of the door. "We don't want anyone disturbing Lily," she explained.
"On that, we all agree." Ingrid took them to the elevator, and they all rode down together. When the door opened at the bottom, Aurora was there to greet them.
"Good morning," she declared with a smile. Aurora did a quick scan of the group and then looked at her clipboard. "Will Miss Lily be joining us?"
Ingrid shook her head. "Too much to drink. She'll be sleeping in today."
"I see."
Though Aurora smiled, Mike saw the cracks in the facade. This had messed up somebody's plans. The weirdest part about the whole affair with the cameras was that he knew they were there, the Order knew that he knew, but nobody was going to come out and yell at him for destroying equipment they had installed to spy on him. Eulalie had tried to explain it using the psychology of espionage, whereas Ratu had done so from a political angle. The whole affair was a little childish, but the consequences of a missed camera or spell were dire.
"Maybe you should send up some breakfast in an hour or so," Beth offered, placing a casual hand on Aurora's wrist. "Make sure whoever you send knocks loudly until she answers."
Aurora chuckled, but Mike could already see that the woman was scheming. His primary plan was to play the fool and reinforce the notion that he was just an ordinary guy with an entourage of beautiful women who he fucked when he felt like it.
"Everything okay?" Aurora studied Mike's face, and he realized that he had been scowling.
"Yeah," he replied, rubbing his sternum. "Coffee on an empty stomach, so a bit of heartburn is all."
"Let me show you to your table. We're dining in the Cove this morning. Our visitors will be arriving in about forty minutes." Aurora spun in place and led them down to the beach. They walked past the pool and the beach bar, then along a wooden ramp that descended onto the sand. Everyone paused to leave their shoes behind in a small cubby, and Mike noticed that the women had all painted their toes. Ingrid was the only one who hadn't. When she saw him looking, he pointed at her feet, then his own.
"Looks like we missed the memo," he said with a grin. "If you want, we could paint each others toes later, maybe have a--"
Ingrid ignored him and walked onto the sand. He shrugged and followed the mage down to the edge of the water where tables and chairs had been set up. They sat down and were immediately offered a menu of primarily egg dishes. Mike noticed that most of the serving staff seemed to be locals. When they wandered off after taking orders, he looked over at Aurora, who had joined them at the table.
"Is the wait staff part of the Order?" he asked.
Aurora shook her head. "Not really. Occasionally you might have a knight or mage who washes out early and needs a quieter job, but we hire locally. Anyone working here not only knows how to keep their mouth shut, but they're making at least six figures a year."
Beth, who had been sipping water, choked on it. She sputtered for a moment, and then wiped her face. "Seriously, six figures?"
"Yes. As well as access to certain amenities." Aurora gestured around them. "For example, many of them live in Order-owned properties by the beach, or even on it. When the Order hires someone, they try to make it the career of a lifetime. The men and women who are serving you food today are paid well, and their families are cared for. Breaking our trust wouldn't just cost them a job, but an entire lifestyle."
"So even though they serve us, they do stand above their peers." Ratu tilted her head thoughtfully. "But what if they decide that they wish to move on?"
"There are other opportunities within the Order. If the man cooking your eggs decides he wants to be a chemical engineer, we send him to school, pay his tuition, and the Order gains a chemist in a few years." Aurora set her clipboard down and leaned against the table. "Any other questions?"
"You aren't a local. Does that mean you are...washed out?" Quetzalli frowned and looked at Mike. "Did I use that term correctly?"
"Sort of, but it isn't nice." Mike looked at Aurora. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be. Actually, she's a little on point." Aurora turned toward Quetzalli. "When I was younger, my family got involved with a paranormal entity that required the Order's intervention. I wanted to join up, but didn't have the killer instinct necessary to become a knight. Great with a blade, average with magic, but the killing part? Blood makes me gag.
"So they found somewhere else for me to work. I get to meet interesting people, see amazing creatures, and all without the expectation of murder!" Aurora clapped her hands together. "Speaking of which, would anybody here be interested in a murder mystery dinner in two nights?"
"There won't be time," Ingrid said. "The itinerary is full. We were going to do a flyover of the property this morning, but that was pushed back by...this." She gestured toward the still draining Cove. "So we'll try to do that later tonight. As long as the weather holds, we should strike out early tomorrow morning."
"Agreed." Mike was about to add something else when his breakfast was set down in front of him. He thanked his server and then tackled the massive omelet he had ordered. Halfway through his meal, he realized someone was missing. "Where's Wallace?"
"Somewhere else." Ingrid frowned at her plate. "The merfolk aren't very fond of him."
"Tell me more about the merfolk." Ratu sipped at a cup of tea, her sparkling eyes fixed on the mage. "I assume their culture varies wildly based on location."
"They do." Ingrid's forehead scrunched up. "To our knowledge, all merfolk have a monarchical system, meaning a king or queen. Their anatomy will vary depending on their ecosystem. For example, the merfolk in northern Europe look less human than the ones we have here. The colder waters are far more hostile, and they rarely surface because they can freeze. There was a massive kingdom once upon a time along eastern Africa, but they're gone now."
"What happened?" asked Beth.
"Resource issues. They were forced to move to deeper waters due to lack of food, which meant dealing with stronger predators in the deeps. In-fighting caused a bunch of them to flee to different waters after a monarch died, and I won't even get into the wars they fought."
"Wars? With who?"
Ingrid sighed and leaned back in her chair. "With whoever pissed them off. The Order spent a huge amount of time cleaning up messes in that area, but local tribes got into fights with them, and the British as well. Ships kept disappearing, that was usually merfolk. Ferdinand the Second commissioned Columbus to find a transatlantic route because of it."
"I thought the whole point of Columbus was to find a shorter path to India?" Beth had leaned forward in her seat, her chin propped up in her hands. At the mention of Columbus, Quetzalli frowned at what was left of her breakfast and stopped eating.
Ingrid nodded. "That, too. The longer voyages were problematic, but fighting with merfolk was making trips around the Cape of Good Hope unprofitable. Just like countries on earth, merfolk colonies differ wildly. Some colonies were wiped out due to being too friendly, while others were destroyed for being too violent. The few that remain today are either completely xenophobic or have found a way to work with local communities, like the Kingdom of Nalu does here."
Aurora spoke up. "The Kingdom of Nalu used to act similarly as the Order for centuries. The Hawaiian people didn't even know they were here beyond rumors and rare sightings. The merfolk only involved themselves when the island came under attack from the supernatural. According to the historians of Nalu, their people were given refuge here by the gods themselves."
"Gods?" Mike perked up. "The gods of Hawaii?"
Ingrid shrugged. "It's only conjecture. The Order hasn't interacted with any of the gods in this region, but have no reason to doubt the merfolk. It's entirely possible they came across magic users of immense power, or even gods from a different pantheon. We don't pretend to understand them fully, but if I were to give you one piece of advice, it would be this--deities are notoriously flakey." The mage smirked. "But back to the basics. Native islanders and merfolk never truly interacted until the late 1700s. They struck an accord with leaders on land and attempted to unite the islands."
"It went poorly." Aurora shook her head. "The kingdom of Hawaii had a choice. Cut themselves off from the rest of the world, or try to find their place. When they chose the latter, they opened themselves up to trouble."
"What happened?" Mike looked back and forth between the women.
"Resources." Ratu lowered her tea and shook her head. "Once everyone knew what Hawaii had, someone came and took it."
"That's right. The monarchy here was overthrown by the US in less than 24 hours." Aurora stared at her plate. "The merfolk never even had a chance to support their land bound allies. So they hid once more."
"And they stayed that way until 1941." Ingrid looked knowingly at Mike. "When the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor."
"Were they at Pearl Harbor?" asked Mike.
"No. But that's when they realized that they could no longer avoid the troubles of the world. They have a saying I rather enjoy: the tide comes and goes regardless of our feelings. If they wanted to stay, they either needed to announce their presence to the world, or find a way to remain in plain sight. And that's when we got involved." Ingrid gestured at Paradise. "The Order's first task was to find a way to unify Hawaii with one of the global powers so that it wouldn't be flipped over so easily in the future. So we arranged for Hawaii to become the 50th state."
"Wow." Mike knew that the Order was powerful, but this sounded almost outlandish. "So Hawaii is the 50th state because of mermaids?"
"It was headed that way already. The Order expedited the process is all." Ingrid picked up an orange and dug in her thumbnail to start peeling it. "Suffice to say, the merfolk here are among the friendliest on the planet. At the same time, they would not hesitate to drown you should you piss them off. Right now, with so many of their own dead, veiled threats are being made."
"And they are very interested in you." Aurora set her napkin on top of her plate. "When we told them that the Caretaker himself was coming, they demanded a meeting right away."
"That sounds a little ominous." Mike noticed that Quetzalli had turned away from the conversation. It was clear that she was upset. "So is there anything else I should know before meeting with them?"
"Don't stare." Aurora chuckled. "They expect it a little bit, but it does piss them off."
Everyone except Quetzalli finished their meal. Once the table was cleared, they were free to walk around as long as they stayed within earshot. Mike watched the storm dragon wander off, but Ratu was close behind. Figuring the naga had Quetzalli covered, he walked down to the edge of the water with Beth.
She stood with her feet in the sand, staring down as the water swept across the top of her feet. When it washed back out, the water sucked sand out from beneath, causing her feet to sink and gradually disappear. There was a look of wonderment in her eyes as the water swirled along her toes before vanishing into the tide.
"When I was a little girl, my family took trips to the ocean in the summer. I used to think that if I stood still long enough, I would sink down to my waist in the sand, and that's when I would get my mermaid tail." She wiggled her toes back and forth, causing her feet to sink even deeper. "One time, when I was eleven, I tried to bury my lower half in the hopes that it would hasten the process."
Mike laughed. "I came to the ocean a couple of times with my scout troop, but wasn't really big on going in the water. The waves always felt too big for me, like they were going to gobble me up."



"I wanted them to gobble me up, to take me away." Beth inhaled deeply through her nose. "It was like a calling. I briefly considered going into the Coast Guard."
"You probably would have been good at it."
"Maybe. But I didn't want to be on a boat, staring down from above. I wanted to be part of the water, swimming beneath the waves, exploring its secrets." Beth sighed. "But the best fit was being some type of marine biologist, and hoping for research in the corners of the earth. Not an easy gig to land."
"I bet." In truth, he had no idea.
"I did a couple of intro biology classes in college. Didn't like it. I like things that are dynamic, constantly changing." Her eyes shimmered as she gazed out at the waves. "Guess that isn't a shocking character revelation."
Mike smiled. "Out of curiosity, what does the magic look like to you? Out in the water, I mean."
"It's not something I see. I feel it right in here." Beth put a hand to her chest. "I don't even know how to properly describe it. It's a kind of pressure. I feel how the water wants to move, but I also feel how it's being changed. There's a primal power to it, as if the ocean was asked to move and it agreed. How do you see it?"
"Bands of shimmering light." His answer was far more straightforward than hers. Beth could see some magic, but her attunement to water was incredibly strong. "They're very pretty."
Beth stood there for another minute, then turned her attention to Aurora, who was standing by the ramp to the beach. "How much longer until they get here?" she asked, raising her voice to be heard.
Aurora looked at her watch. "A few minutes. They're running late."
Beth pointed to the dock. "Am I allowed to go there?"
The hostess thought for a moment, then nodded. "It shouldn't be a problem."
"Great." Beth's fingers curled around Mike's, and she pulled him toward the dock. They had to climb up a small hill of sand to get to the structure, and she led him onto the dock. About twenty feet past the waterline, he realized that the water wasn't lying flat, but had taken on a sloped quality. If he didn't know better, it looked like the ocean was receding to form a vertical edge.
They were near the end of the dock when Beth pulled off her cover, revealing a dark blue swimsuit. Hair tumbled down across her back as she handed her cover to Mike, then tossed a smile his way over a shoulder.
"Don't let anyone shoot me," she said with a wink, then took off running. Over his shoulder, Mike heard Aurora, Ingrid, and a few other members of the Order shout, but there was no stopping Beth. When she reached the end of the dock, she leapt high into the air, letting out a whoop of delight as she curled her body into a ball. Her brunette curls trailed behind her like the tail of a shooting star as she fell, the moment searing itself into his brain.
The surface of the water swirled, and it almost looked as if the ocean rose to greet her. Beth broke the surface, disappearing beneath the waves. Behind him, Mike heard footsteps as Aurora and Ingrid ran out onto the dock.
"Of all the--" Ingrid moved past Mike and stared down into the water. "I would expect this from the intern, maybe, not your attorney!"
"Good help is hard to find." Mike shrugged, keeping the grin off his face.
"I swear to God, if she just cannonballed one of the royal family, I will fucking drown her myself!" Aurora's mask had slipped completely, her eyes now pinpricks of anger. "Get her out of the water!"
"Hey. Beth." Mike looked over the side of the dock. Though the water was clear to the bottom, he saw no sign of her. "If anyone has a rock, we can tie a note to it and drop--"
Aurora moved like she was going to strangle him, but Ingrid interceded, pushing the woman away. The two of them had a very rushed conversation about obscene demands, something about peeing in the pool, and the phrase 'diplomatic incident'. Aurora eventually stormed away down the dock, where a few Order members waited. Other than some dirty looks from them, nobody said anything.
Ingrid and Mike stood at the end of the dock for over a minute before the mage spoke. "Is she okay down there?"
"Probably." He shrugged, fighting to keep the smirk off his face. "Maybe she met an interesting starfish or something."
"Look, I know you think this is all fun and games, but this is serious business. When this is all over, you get to fly back to your house and do whatever it is you do there. This is my job, and I have to live with any fallout here, and for all I know, your friend pissed off a mermaid and is being held in a chokehold until she drowns."
"Do mermaids do that?" Mike raised an eyebrow. "That sounds a little extreme."
"This is their territory. The Order cares for the property, but the land and the magic that sustains it? That's all from the Kingdom." Ingrid pushed a finger in his face. "And if they decide they don't like you, I want you to know that the Order will not stand in their way."
Mike looked out at the water, contemplating Ingrid's words. He had definitely struck a nerve, which was fine. The more off balance he kept them, the better off he would be. However, the merfolk were a factor he hadn't accounted for. The last thing he needed was to be dragged out into the ocean and fed to a mutant octopus or something.
"Okay," he said after another minute of silence. "I promise that I'll be on some of my best behavior when the merfolk arrive."
Ingrid sighed, the tension going out of her shoulders. "Thank you."
"But if these merfolk try anything fishy..." he added, grinning dumbly.
"I swear to God I'll cut you," Ingrid hissed. "There are sharks out here, they'd never find the body."
"That's the thing about sharks. They always get right to the--" Mike was interrupted by a splash as Beth emerged from the water, her mouth open wide as she gasped for air.
"They're here!" she shouted, then turned to look at him. "Their delegation is almost here, I saw them!"
"Did you wave?" Mike knelt down and held out his hand. "I hear ocean people like waves."
Beth narrowed her eyes at him while Ingrid stomped off, muttering to herself.
"You just can't help it, can you?" Beth shook her head and took the offered hand.
"No," Mike replied as he pulled her up. "No, I cannot."

🏝️🏝️🏝️Ratu stood behind Quetzalli, watching as the dragon dipped her toes in a tide pool that had formed. A small crab kept popping out of a nearby hole to wave its claws threateningly in their direction, only to vanish if either of them moved. The dragon crouched down and stuck her fingers in the sand, splaying them wide.
"Do you want to talk about it?" Ratu stepped past Quetzalli, which caused the crab to vanish. She knelt down and touched the sand, then closed her eyes and expanded her senses. The crab was huddled in its burrow, nervously pacing back and forth. Beneath them, she could feel the creatures of the sea as they tunneled, slumbered, or generally shifted about beneath the sand.
Quetzalli let out a long sigh. "I don't even know that it's worth mentioning. To hear the tale of the merfolk so casually discussed. It isn't dissimilar to what happened to the humans who worshiped me. I can still see them, in my mind's eye. My people, cut down by merciless Spaniards, exposed to disease, enslaved. Dragons have long memories."
"And long lives," Ratu added. "For you and I, this is our own history. But you have to remember that humans live such short lives. They are so far removed from the travesties of the past."
"I guess." Quetzalli kicked a shell across the sand. "This whole time I've lived at the house, I've forgotten that Mike isn't your typical human. He's been an apt pupil, a dear friend, a gracious host--"
"And a generous lover." Ratu smirked at the memory of making Mike eat her out for almost an hour yesterday evening. Her legs had coiled around his torso, holding her body in place as she came several times. The man hadn't even complained when she just wanted to lie there in a state of post-orgasmic bliss. He took a quick shower and then crawled under the bed to travel half-way around the world for tea with Death and Cyrus.
Quetzalli blushed and she giggled. "That, too. The human body has many experiences unique to it. I must say that sex is one of them. It's not really something my kind do for fun."
"Mine do. Even in our serpentine form." She moved next to Quetzalli and wrapped their arms together. "We do it like this. Sometimes we could spend days sliding across and over each other, deep beneath the earth. Some naga will create a chain, potentially dozens long."
"If dragons did that, we would have destroyed whole mountain chains. For us, it was often rough, like a battle. Our powers get released, not unlike my current form. Storm dragons like me would go out to sea and end up summoning hurricanes. Days spent in passion would later become attempts to shepherd the storm away from civilization. Or not, depending on the dragon." Quetzalli shrugged, which caused her arm to slide free. "I can't say I entirely blame humanity for hunting us down, but to condemn an entire species out of ignorance is never okay."
Ratu bit her lip and nodded. To her knowledge, her clan was likely still around. Naga were far more prudent when it came to revealing themselves, especially in the last century. It wouldn't surprise her to learn that the naga secretly ran entire governments or even corporations. Why worry about mankind when you could rule them from above?
After all, there was a reason that people often referred to politicians as snakes.
"Well, you should know that I'm here for you if you ever wish to talk. We live extremely long lives, and friends who can walk the long journey with us are more valuable than diamonds." Ratu felt a pulse of power from deep in the bay and turned her attention toward it. "Looks like the merfolk are here."
Beth and Mike were running down the dock as the drained water in the Cove flowed back, then lifted itself up like a giant, oncoming wave. The wall of water was nearly twenty feet tall, and revealed a sandbar that was covered in stone furniture. Ratu and Quetzalli hurried back to where Mike and Beth stood, the latter making a hand gesture that glowed briefly before stripping the water away from her body. When she saw Ratu looking, she winked.
"This is so cool," she whispered, then turned her attention toward the wall of water. Shadows had appeared as multiple figures approached. Many were holding spears as they emerged from the murk, revealing merfolk who averaged nine feet long from head to tail. They wore minimal clothing, which was more ornamental than anything else. Other than metallic bracers and shoulder pads, the warriors were naked. The men had their penises tucked into a belt around their waist, though a couple were dangling freely. Their members shifted and twitched in such a manner that Ratu suspected they could be prehensile.
A trio of individuals hovered in the middle of the group, each one wearing a crown made of coral. Waves of power radiated out through the water, and the central merfolk advanced. As they passed from liquid to air, two of the merfolk were held aloft by spheres of water that formed around their lower halves, allowing them to travel toward the nearest stone table. These were both men. One carried a crystalline sphere in his hands and the other a stack of stone tablets.
The central figure was a woman with bare, pendulous breasts and dark skin, but her pupils were silver in color. She flashed them a smile, revealing sharp teeth that reminded Ratu very much of a shark. When she emerged from the water, her lower half split apart with a ripping sound, transforming her tail and fins into a pair of legs covered in a seaweed net.
"I present to you her Royal Highness, Princess Kailani." Ingrid pulled her arms against her chest and bowed deeply. Other members of the Order repeated the gesture, and so did Mike and Beth.
Quetzalli didn't bow at all. Instead, she gave a simple head dip. Ratu noticed this from the corner of her eye and smacked the dragon's lower back. It occurred to her that the dragon had likely never seen fit to bow to anyone, except for maybe the Faerie Queen Titania.
Kailaini's silver eyes shifted in the dragon's direction, the discourtesy noticed. Ratu sent a pulse of magic into the beach beneath her feet, summoning up a small sandstorm that swirled around her group. It danced along the beach, causing Ingrid and Aurora to shift their hands nervously toward their weapons.
"And it is my pleasure," Ratu announced with a magically enhanced voice, "to introduce Your Royal Highness to Mike Radley, the Caretaker." The sand swirled around Mike's feet and then burst, creating a star-shaped pattern in the ground with him standing at its center.
Kailaini's full attention was now on Mike, who had put on an inviting smile. He hadn't known Ratu would announce him but went along with it. Ratu would be damned if she allowed anyone to believe that he was ordinary.
"It is an honor to meet you," he said, his voice gentle, yet carrying across the distance.
"And us, you." Kailaini's teeth glistened in the sun. "And who is your aquatic friend over there?" She pointed at Beth, who blushed furiously.
Mike looked at Beth, who stepped forward. "My name is Beth," she said. "And I apologize if I caused any trouble. I arrived on the island yesterday and hadn't had a chance to swim in the ocean quite yet. I simply couldn't resist."
Kailani's eyes flashed, and she moved to the seat closest to her. "I see. I sense the water in you. Is this correct?"
In response, Beth held her hand away from her chest, palm down. Water burbled up from the sand beneath her feet, then formed into a perfect sphere that levitated up to her hand. "It is," she replied.
In the background, Ratu heard Aurora hissing at someone about a dossier. Ingrid's expression was calm as she watched, but there was fire in her eyes. Clearly they hadn't expected Beth to possess any magic, but now the secret was out. Ratu didn't know if Beth was eager to appease the princess, or if the revelation was an attempt to make the Order believe that she was being careless.
Kailani laughed, clapping her hands together. "I knew it," she declared, her tone suddenly warm and friendly. "When my people saw you in the water, they wondered if maybe you were from a distant tribe, coming out to greet us. When your legs remained human, we thought perhaps something had gone wrong!"
Beth gasped at the compliment, and there was no hiding the sheer joy on her face. Kailani turned her attention to Ratu.
"And you are a daughter of earth. I can feel your strength through the sand at my feet." The princess turned her attention toward Mike. "I had no idea you had such powerful allies among you."
"We're full of surprises." He moved toward the table. "May we join you?"
"Please." Kailani clapped her palm against the stone table, and servants emerged from the wall of water. Floating along on large bubbles of water, they carried trays carved from lava rock. The table was set with stone goblets in a matter of moments, and the servants poured a dark red liquid into each cup.
"What is it?" asked Mike. Ingrid had moved to sit between him and Beth, and she tapped the chalice in front of her.
"Fermented blood. It's the merfolk version of wine." She ran her fingers along the rim of the cup and flicked away a bead of water. "It is very much an acquired taste, and I must warn you that humans can barely make it through a full cup without getting terribly drunk. Please pace yourself."
"But it is tradition. Tradition is important." Kailani picked up her goblet and raised it. "To the Caretaker and his family."
"To the Kingdom of Nalu." Mike raised his own glass and drank from it. The merfolk drank deeply, but didn't finish. Ratu tilted her cup back, allowing her serpentine tongue to twist along the inner surface and expose her taste buds. Not only did this let her fully experience the beverage, but it also gave her a good idea what was in it.
She narrowed her eyes at Kailani, but said nothing. The drink was bitter sweet, the flavor masking the high alcohol content. There was also something else, some form of mild hallucinogen. It wasn't enough to make a human see stars, but Ratu suspected it would make them more agreeable to any sort of negotiations. She didn't know how to warn Mike, but suspected he may already have some idea. From where she sat, she could feel his magic ignite, burning through his veins as if to drive out the impurities.
"It makes me think of cranberry juice," he announced while smacking his lips. "But it's very good." He set the chalice down, revealing that it was empty. The princess raised an eyebrow and leaned forward onto the table, her breasts pressing together.
"You seem impulsive for someone with such a big responsibility." There was danger in Kailani's grin, and Ratu made a note to herself that the princess was not to be trifled with. This was somebody used to getting her way, and now Ratu wasn't sure if this was a meeting of allies or a threat assessment.
"Yeah, I get that a lot." Mike looked over at Beth, who had sipped from her cup. Her cheeks were already bright red. "That's why I travel with my attorney. She keeps me out of trouble...for the most part."
"I think the wine is quite good," Quetzalli declared, setting her chalice down. "Fermented fish blood, you say? May I have some more?"
There was muttering amongst the merfolk, but Kailani gestured to have Quetzalli's cup refilled. Ratu really hoped that the dragon's unique biology would be up for it. The meeting suddenly had a sinister feel to it, and she was worried that they would play right into the royal family's plans. Trying to deal with a drunk storm dragon right next to a body of water sounded like a bad time all around.
As if reading Ratu's mind, the princess leaned back in her chair and fixed a stern gaze on Mike. She licked her lips with anticipation and smiled.
"So, Caretaker. Tell me how you're planning to save my people."

🏝️🏝️🏝️Lily stared at the congregation below, a soft robe wrapped around her shoulders. Unlike one of her manifestations, this one belonged to the Order and was made of cotton blend that felt pleasant against her skin.
"Wow." Eulalie's voice came from the phone in Lily's hand. Lily had started a video call and was showing the Arachne the beach as the mermaids came out of the waves, lining up down below. "That looks amazing."
The succubus grinned, holding the phone close against her chest in case anybody was watching her. Technically, they weren't supposed to be able to make video calls through the barrier. But Eulalie had installed a router in the magical tea house and then ran a cord for it through the hole under Mike's bed, where the device was now attached to the frame of the bed. This meant they were circumventing both technology and magic. Eulalie liked to say that now they were thinking with portals, but Lily didn't understand the reference.
"It does. But Romeo's clenched, I can tell from up here." She smirked as Mike and the others met with the royal delegation. The distance was too great to hear anything, and it looked like they were passing out wine.
"If things go wrong, are you gonna drop down and kick some ass?" Eulalie's side of the call was just a black screen.
"Naturally. But I'm guessing they can handle some troublesome fish." Lily heard a soft click from the room behind her and put Eulalie on hold, tucking the phone between her breasts. Her flesh absorbed the device, moving it to the center of her body. Turning toward the room, she shifted her features so that she looked sickly, her face covered in smeared makeup and blotches.
It was a cleaning crew consisting of two men and a woman, followed by Wallace. They had opened the door, despite the security bolt being in place. The crew paused upon seeing Lily, but Wallace moved in front of them.



"You're up," he said. "I'm surprised. And a little impressed."
Lily waved him off. "You know how it goes. After the fourth time puking, you're pretty much good to go."
"You look like shit." He stepped to the side, trying to draw her attention. She didn't fall for it, and went for the cleaning crew's cart.
"Oh, yeah, we're out of toilet paper already." She started pulling stuff from the cart, which caused the crew to immediately return. "You know how it is when you travel. It's like a mud faucet back there, and--"
With a yank, she pulled a towel out that had been concealing equipment to replace the video cameras and listening devices that Quetzalli had destroyed. One fell to the floor. Dropping all the toilet paper, she crouched down and picked the device up.
"What the fuck is this?" she demanded, shoving it in the nearest person's face. "This looks suspicious."
"They carry stuff like that just in case." Wallace kept his tone light and playful as he grabbed her by the elbow and gently led her away. "They're not just cleaners, but electricians and plumbers. It's like a whole service industry."
"Really?" Lily held up the wires with the camera on one end. "And that's what this is?"
"That's not for this room, obviously. We have security devices everywhere." Wallace took the camera from her and tucked it in his pocket. "Did you see the merfolk came? That's pretty interesting, right?"
"I guess." Lily flopped on the nearest couch, allowing the front of her robe to slide open. Other than a pair of stockings, she was naked underneath. She had even covered her pubes in fake cum to distract Wallace. "Boss left me up here with nobody to play with."
"Er...um..." Wallace suddenly looked uncomfortable. "So, hey, if you're hungry, maybe we could go down and get you some breakfast. I know a big meal helps me when I'm hung over."
"I've already had a big meal." Lily dipped her finger in some of the cum stuck to her pubes and raised it to her mouth. "I'm sorry. I'm being rude. Want some?"
She made eye contact with the knight as she licked her finger clean. Wallace made a face and looked at the cleaning crew, who were all standing horrified behind him.
"Say. You all are pretty good looking people." She rose and walked toward Wallace. "Three men and two women. Everyone is guaranteed a hole to fuck, if they're willing. What do you guys say? I'm feeling a bit...hungry for more, if you catch my drift."
There was an awkward moment where the crew and Wallace exchanged wary glances.
"You look like you've got a sturdy back." Lily gazed at the woman like a hungry dog eyeing a steak. "I'll let you have first dibs at big man here with my strap-on. Wallace here looks like he could use a proper attitude adjustment and the only way to do it is from the inside."
The crew was already packing up the cart and moving toward the door. Wallace scrunched up his face like he wanted to say something, but decided against it and left. Once the door latched shut, Lily snorted.
"Cowards." She reached into her chest and pulled out her cellphone. She took Eulalie off hold. "It was the Order, come to fix their toys and put in a few more, I'm sure."
"You didn't happen to snag any, did you?" Eulalie's voice was hopeful.
"We did not have that spy movie marathon without picking up a few pointers." Lily held up one of the tiny electronic bugs she had stolen from the cart. "I'll toss it through for you. Any luck on your end?"
Eulalie chuckled. "As a matter of fact, yes. Half of your 'lost luggage' is being purchased from me as we speak."
"And?" Lily sat on the couch and kicked her legs up on the table.
"I'm looking at some bank accounts right now, actually. It's like I've cracked open the first page of a good book and can't wait to see where the plot goes."
"Well, don't spoil it for the rest of us." Lily felt a sense of unease and rose from the couch. She walked outside and stared at the congregation below. She could feel Mike's anxiety as if he stood right next to her. "I think Romeo might be getting the runaround from the fish people."
The Arachne snickered. "Wanna place a bet on how long it is until he fucks one?"
Lily altered the shape of her eye until her vision sharpened, allowing her to get a better look at the merfolk. To anybody watching, that eye was now significantly larger than the other. "Three days at least, but no earlier."
"Really? Why is that?"
The succubus frowned. "They don't seem too happy with him. And I'm getting a bad vibe from all of this. Usually takes Romeo at least three days to grow on someone."
"You guys need help, just send the word. We can have anyone you need there within minutes." There was a loud noise, followed by the sound of someone shrieking. "Shit, Grace just strung up some rats, I've got to go."
The phone went silent and Lily tucked it away, her eyes on the merfolk. She scanned the waters first, and then the beach. The uneasy feeling wasn't budging, and she couldn't figure out why. Wondering if something outside the resort was causing it, she moved around the edge of the deck and frowned at a building in the distance.
It could only be seen from the very corner of the deck. The Black Palace lurked in the distance, visible adjacent to a nest of fancy estates, rising tall on the promontory. Lily frowned at the sight of the building and the ensuing memories it brought. The property was built on a rocky outcropping that gave the structure a magnificent three-hundred degree view of the ocean. The place was usually rented out to celebrities or for massive parties, and she wished it had burned to the ground. Sadly, somebody had put money into fixing it up, and now she would have to look at the fucking thing.
Throwing one more disgusted look at the merfolk below, she walked back into the room and turned on the TV. Letting out a disgruntled sigh, she found herself wishing that somebody else had stayed behind.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Mike leaned back in his seat, taking a moment to answer. Though the merfolk seemed at ease, he could sense a heaviness in the air that hadn't been there before. It wasn't lost on him that the princess reminded him of a shark, and these were unfamiliar waters.
The princess seemed content to watch him squirm, but it wouldn't last forever. He tapped his hand on the table, looking at his empty cup. Even now, the residual effects of the ceremonial wine lingered, but just enough that he was able to keep his cool. There had been something else in there, too, but thanks to Tink, he was resistant to poisons of any kind.
His magic had been able to burn off the alcohol, but it still had made him tired. Drinking the entire cup had been a power play on his part, and he suspected it might be why Kailani was grinning so broadly. Beth was staring blankly at a merman whose penis kept smacking the top of his thigh as if trying to scratch an itch. In truth, it was hard even for Mike to ignore such a sight. The thing looked ridiculous. It wasn't just distracting, it was also a little silly.
"Your Majesty," he said, stretching the words a bit to buy himself a bit more time to think of what to say next. "In regards to your people, I just want to say that I was horrified to learn of their fate. I'm afraid that your presence and this event are relatively new information and we are still in the investigative stage.
"As such, promising you a direct line of action would be, uh, premature." He glanced over at Beth, wondering what she might say in his place. She was currently pointing a finger in the merman's direction and twitching it from side to side, as if moving the merman's dick with her mind. "We must be open to any possibility, and that starts with learning what exactly happened to your people."
"That sounds like a lot of words that simply mean you don't have a plan." Kailani shook her head and looked at Ingrid. "When I last spoke with your Director, he seemed quite adamant that the Caretaker would bring us the answers we need."
"And he will," said Ratu, her voice cool. "Even the biggest mountain is worn down by the wind. He needs time."
Kailani made a clicking sound, then looked to the men at her side. "These are my advisors," she said. "Though we are a monarchy, we do depend on a council of elders. Prior to this meeting, we agreed that the Order's lack of progress meant that we had to take matters into our own hands. I was hoping to be more...impressed by the answer they promised us. The fact that the Director has eschewed this meeting is further evidence that there is a lack of foresight in this matter."
"I tend to impress people over long periods of time," Mike countered. "I'm not sure what you expected to happen in one day, but I do intend to solve this mystery and help your people."
"And you would use any means necessary?" There was a glint in Kailani's eye, and Mike recognized that a trap had been sprung. He would have to ask Cyrus about the merfolk next time they met.
"Any means I'm familiar with, yes." He leaned back in his seat, trying to appear calm. His magic wasn't warning him of danger, but he knew that something was up.
"We wish to send a representative with you on your investigation. Someone who will see what you see, and report back to us so that we know that your intentions serve our purpose." Kailani tilted her head to one side. "Unless you see a problem with that?"
"None that I can think of." Actually, there were several. The original plan was to ditch the Order once they got close to his property, but now he would have to sneak away from a merman or merwoman. Not impossible, but it would provide an extra degree of difficulty.
"Good. We have a tradition among my people that I hope you would honor. As you can see, the ability to walk on land as a human is not common." Kailani gestured to her own body. "The ability to do so lies exclusively in the royal lineage. In fact, a merfolk who can demonstrate this property is immediately adopted into the royal family, as it is a powerful ability."
Please don't come with me, please don't come with me. Mike kept the smile on his face as he pondered the nature of bringing this woman along. His senses screamed that she was dangerous, and that deceiving her would be seen as some sort of direct attack against the merfolk. Naturally, this would piss off the Order, who may decide to take more direct action against him while he was here.
"So I offer up the services of my daughter, Princess Leilani."
Nooooooooo! Mike really hoped that his face didn't register his thoughts, because this was somehow even worse. By the predatory grin on Kailani's face, it probably didn't matter.
"We would be honored to escort your daughter," Ratu said from the side. Mike realized that he had forgotten to respond. "Out of curiosity, her title is the same as yours. Does that mean she holds the same rank that you do?"
Keilani nodded. "She does. In our kingdom, the royal family has its own hierarchy, but we are like the reef. We all have our part to play, and only the queen is above us. When the queen passes, one princess shall be elevated to her position by the council based on many factors. The same goes for the king and our princes."
"Then we shall protect her like one of our own." Ratu spoke with authority, and Mike almost sighed audibly.
"I would certainly hope so." Keilani's grin reappeared. "Because per the tradition of the kingdom, we cannot simply hand over a member of the royal family without something in exchange."
"Excuse me, what?" Mike almost stood, his hands balled up beneath the table in anger.
Keilani licked her lips again. "While my daughter is with you, you must leave one of your own with me."
"I volunteer as tribute!" Beth rose with one hand in the air, slapping the other against the table. Her cheeks were the color of roses, and her pupils had dilated. "Me, me, me!"
"Your majesty," Mike said, trying not to grind his teeth. "I, uh..." He wasn't even entirely certain what he wanted to say, but leaving Beth with the merfolk while actively trying to slip his leash had completely derailed his plans. When he looked at Ingrid, he saw the shadow of a grin behind her stony facade.
This had been planned. Either the Order knew he was going to pull a fast one, or they were hedging their bets. Damn.
"I have some concerns." Ratu shook her head slowly. "As a family and a team, we are very knowledgeable in terms of each other's strengths and weaknesses. We had intended on tackling this with the help of everyone here--"
"I fail to see how a lawyer with water magic would help you better than a member of the royal family with a lifetime of experience. This is a fair trade." Keilani spoke softly, but there was iron in her voice.
"You could always leave your intern," Ingrid offered.
"No, we probably shouldn't do that," Mike said. The room needed to be guarded at all times. "If they don't like Wallace, they will hate Lily."
At the mention of Wallace, several merfolk frowned. Mike really wanted to know what the guy had done to piss everybody off so much. At the same time, he had only known him a few days and couldn't blame the merfolk.
"It doesn't have to be your attorney. Should you encounter an obstacle requiring her specific assistance, simply leave someone else behind." Keilani's face turned grim. "But this is non-negotiable. If you cannot agree to something so simple, then I worry that you may have other intentions and will withdraw our assistance."
"We can work with this, it's just..." Mike licked his lips, trying to think about how to put the next part delicately. "During my time as Caretaker, I have often found myself in great danger. Others with me have been injured, even killed. My concern is that your daughter will find herself in similar danger."
"She can handle herself." The mermaid paused. "But you fear that any harm that befalls her may be passed upon our guest?"
"I do." Mike gestured toward the island behind them. "While we are up there, we don't know what might happen. And should your daughter be harmed, or gods forbid..."
"Killed." Ratu said, staring hard at the princess. "We fear that her death may be attributed to carelessness or duplicity on our part, and we shall be unfairly punished."
"I see." Kailani pondered Ratu's words, but Mike saw through the act. She had planned for this as well, but how? What trick was up her metaphorical sleeve? "Perhaps it would behoove us to send along a guardian to assist?"
"That sounds agreeable." Ratu looked over at Mike. "Unless that means we must leave another member of our family?"
"You would not. It would be someone outside the royal family with extensive knowledge of the island who would be able to vouch for your efforts, as well as whoever the Order sends with you."
"Oh, good." One more asshole to keep track of. Mike looked at Ratu, then to Quetzalli. The dragon was staring mournfully at her cup, and didn't seem to be paying attention. The merfolk had refused to give her another refill, though she seemed fine. He made a mental note to never accept drinks from the merfolk again. "That sounds more than fair."
"Excellent. Then allow me to introduce my daughter." Kailani's silver eyes shimmered, and she clapped her hands.
Through the veil of water, dark shadows appeared, growing larger by the second. It was a pair of whales with a solitary figure between them. The whales stopped short of the boundary as the mermaid shot ahead, bursting from the aquatic wall at an angle that launched her skyward. Her shimmering tail split in mid-air, forming into a pair of toned legs that allowed the mermaid to land in a crouch. She held a silver trident in one hand and a conch shell in the other.
"That's a bit dramatic," Ratu muttered.
"But points for style." Mike added. He no longer believed anything the merfolk did was last moment. Every second of this was planned, and he felt there was more to come.
"Princess Leilani of the Kingdom of Nalu. At your service." The newly arrived princess rose, then bowed her head. Streaks of silver had been woven into her hair, and she wore a green bikini top with a matching sarong around her waist. Her whole body was toned like an athlete, and the way she held the trident revealed that she was comfortable with the weapon.
"A pleasure to meet you." Mike rose and formally introduced the others. Leilani seemed less intense than her mother, but her keen eyes swept over them in appraisal. In truth, it was clear that the princess was disappointed, but Mike didn't care. They had been disappointing on purpose.
"My mother informed me that I will be joining your quest to track the beast who killed our people in order to destroy it." The princess stood tall, clutching the shell and spear firmly. "I look forward to enacting our vengeance."
This was definitely not the attitude he had been hoping for. Ratu maintained a placid expression while Beth giggled and leaned across the table. Quetzalli set down her cup with a sigh. Ingrid wore the biggest smile he had ever seen. Looking back at the princess, he realized he was going to have to up his game. He couldn't wait to get back to the room and discuss how to proceed with the others.
"Paradise shall become my new home. Where you go, I shall go. Whenever we leave this property, one of your own shall stay behind in the care of my people." Leilani gave a cursory glance to the group. "May the tides rise in our favor."
Everyone repeated the mantra. Princess Kailani cleared her throat, getting everyone's attention. "You're forgetting something."
"Right." Leilani held the conch shell to her mouth and blew. Instead of the low sound of a distant foghorn, the shell emitted a soft note that permeated the air and sent a ripple of light out into the sea. The merfolk turned and stared at the water, waiting.
A syrupy mist rose up from the water, about a hundred yards from shore. It rolled itself into a spherical cloud and a tall shape appeared within. The prow of a large wooden ship pierced the fog, and a galleon manifested before them. Large sails flapped in the breeze as the ship drew near. Standing on the prow was a man in a black canvas doublet wearing white breeches. The ship showed no sign of stopping, but came to a standstill about thirty feet out from the wall of water.
The man leapt off the prow, and the waves rose to greet him. He slid down the curved surface of the water and then ran along the top of the waves until he reached the wall. He jumped down in much the same manner that Leilani had appeared, landing in a crouch with one hand on the hilt of a sword to keep the sheath from sticking in the sand.
When he rose, Mike got a good look at sand colored hair and azure eyes that looked right through him. He felt his magic pulse, and the world briefly dimmed as they locked eyes on one another. Though the man was a stranger, Mike was struck by an intimate recognition that nearly left him breathless.
At his side, Ingrid's smile had vanished. This was clearly a surprise to her as well, and it was the only consolation Mike felt in the moment.
"Allow me to introduce my escort." Leilani moved to the man's side. "Sir Francois Lapérouse. Master navigator and friend of the ocean."
Francois did a little bow. Though he didn't look a day over twenty five, his eyes told a different story. This was a man far wiser than his years, and he made Mike's skin crawl.
"My friends call me Frankie," he said with a faint accent, throwing a wink at Beth. But when he turned to face Mike, the smile on his face no longer reached his eyes. The merfolk seemed oblivious to the sudden chill in the air, and it was almost like the sky dimmed as the two men looked at each other.
"Nice to meet you, Frankie." Mike held up his hand in greeting. "I'm Mike. I'm the Caretaker."



Francois smirked and turned to look at his ship. He made a motion with his hands, and the fog returned. It swirled around the vessel and shrunk down, the mist moving toward them and coalescing into a ball. When it reached Francois, he captured it in his hands where it transformed into a glass bottle with a model ship inside. Turning back toward Mike, he smiled. Somehow, his grin was far more threatening than Kailani's.
"Nice to finally meet, Caretaker." He tucked the bottle into a small bag around his waist. "You can call me by my official title: Captain."

⛵⛵⛵That's right, we've got mermaids with prehensile penises, another player in The Game, and the opportunity for even more fish jokes! It's pretty much your average beach trip once you think about it.
If you're still reading, thanks again for dropping by. Don't forget to leave some stars before you leave, and I'm looking forward to sharing the next chapter with you. I've gotta go write some more, so go do something nice for yourself or someone else. Kindness costs nothing, so go spread a little of it around like jelly on the toast of life.
Be good!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Cagey Behavior
Stuck in the darkness, Dana found her confidence waning as she realized that the lock wasn't something she could pick. No amount of Youtube education was going to teach her how to undo a lock that was on the outside of her cage door. She couldn't even reach the thing with her fingertips. Unless she developed zombie telekinesis, she was stuck.
It also didn't help that she had to listen to Tasia ranting from the nearby cage. The werewolf was practically howling in human form, which seemed a little silly. It was a stream of consciousness that reminded Dana very much of Tink.
"Hey." Dana gave the wall of her cage a good kick and repeated the process until Tasia finally quieted down. "How strong are these cages?"
"Why do you care? We aren't getting out, and I suspect this is all your fault somehow."
"Me being in here is my fault. I have no idea why you're here. Have you wolfed out and tried forcing your way free?"
There was a growl in the darkness. "As a matter of fact, I can't change right now."
"Why?" asked Dana. When no answer came, she smacked the door. "Look, we're both in cages and none of this is about you. I had no idea you were even in Florida. We were tracking a demon and things went sideways. I'm sure you know what that's like. I'm not asking you about your weaknesses or whatever, but I think we should agree that our number one priority is escape."
Another moment passed, and Tasia sighed. "Silver bullet," she replied. "I was shot. It keeps me from transforming."
"Did they shoot you? The preacher people?"
"No." This time, the growl was deeper than before. "It was one of our own, someone in the Order. Killed a group of researchers and my team, then pinned the blame on me. I think they may have been mind controlled. I'm not sure and didn't get much of a chance to think about it before the bastard shot me. They brought me here to keep me until I could be collected later."
"That sounds messed up." Dana tried rattling the door even harder, but that was no use. She gave the door a kick. When it didn't budge, she tried again, with a bit more force. Her dilemma was that she was afraid that if she applied too much force, might break a leg or worse. She wasn't keen on revealing her strength to anyone, but the situation was pretty dire.
Tasia snorted. "Like you're one to talk. Walking around with a succubus of all things. Tell me, how many innocent men and women have you fed to that bitch?"
"None, actually. I'm not her boss, I'm her friend." Dana gave the door a few more exploratory kicks, then felt it with her fingers, reconstructing the build in her mind. There was a huge difference between kicking a door near the hinges versus near the deadbolt holding it shut. She made a mental note to start carrying a small flashlight in the future, as doing this blind sucked.
"You can't seriously expect me to believe that," Tasia said.
"You're a werewolf in a cage who was shot by one of her buddies and dropped off for safekeeping in a tour bus with a famous pastor's face on it. Whose story is more believable right now?" Dana double-checked the position of her foot with her hand and then kicked. When it didn't give after the first few strikes, she stretched her body and pushed against the latch side of the door with her foot, bracing her back against the interior. The metal bent, but held with a groan. She felt around the cage some more, it was smooth on the inside. There was the faint odor of dried sweat and blood, but it was overpowered by Tasia's scent.
"These cages weren't made for animals. I saw them when I came in. I think Osgrove has been using them for people." Tasia shifted in her cage. "That pompous fucker."
"He's in league with a demon. We didn't know that when we came, but we do now." Dana felt a subtle shift in the trailer. "Shit. Time to play Andy's Coming."
"What does that even mean?" demanded Tasia, but Dana went limp in the cage, making sure that her wrist was by the door. She forced the air out of her lungs and stared straight ahead as someone came into the room and turned on the light. One of Deacon's security detail stared at her, but she held perfectly still.
The man opened the cage and stuck his hand in far enough to check her pulse. When he didn't get one, he let out a grunt and grabbed the walkie on his shoulder. "The intruder is dead," he said. "Do you still want me to bring her up?"
There was a moment of interference, and then a harsh voice came through the speaker. "Do so."
The guy sighed and knelt down to grab Dana's wrist. "At least you aren't too heavy," he muttered, sliding her out of the cage. When he leaned over to lift her up into a fireman's carry, she put the man in a chokehold and squeezed the sides of his neck. He gasped for air, but it wasn't air she was cutting off. A proper choke cut off the flow of blood itself, and he slumped over, his brain temporarily deprived of oxygen.
"Damn, that was slick," Tasia muttered from her cell.
Dana searched the man's pockets and took his keys before shoving him into her old cage and locking it shut. She took a peek out the door to the cage room. The trailer was empty, but that didn't mean someone wasn't outside.
"Let me out," Tasia begged, pressing her face against the bars.
"I'm not sure I should," Dana replied. "I don't have time to deal with you."
"Look, I'm in a bad spot and..." Tasia groaned. "The guy who captured me said I was going to be an experiment. This is absolutely an enemy of my enemy situation."
"I was never your enemy." Dana stared hard at Tasia, then unlocked her cage. "You might not know this, but I drowned your sorry ass in Hawaii and then helped bring it back. We had conflicting goals, but that was it. If the shoe had been on the other foot, I have no doubt you would have...damn, that's a lot of blood." Dana examined the giant stain that ran down the front of Tasia's outfit. She looked like an extra from a horror movie with blood down to her legs.
"I'll live," Tasia muttered. "But we need to get the bullets out."
The smell of Tasia's blood aroused something in Dana, and she subconsciously licked her lips. It was hunger, but in a way she hadn't experienced before. It was true she consumed Mike's magic juice, but that was out of necessity. Feeding on the Nirumbi had been instinct under extreme circumstances. This was something she wanted to eat for pleasure, to experience the taste of it on her tongue and feel it run down the back of her throat like hot chocolate on a cold day.
Tasia slid forward and stood, hunched over with a hand on her stomach. "You're drooling."
Dana wiped her mouth with a hand and walked out of the room. Her phone was sitting on a nearby table, along with her fake pass. She picked it up and saw that she had missed a text from Lily. When she opened it, she frowned at the one word missive.
Lily had wanted her to run. But from what? And why? What could spook the succubus enough that she would try to chase Dana off? Dana was in the middle of typing her reply when someone else stepped onto the bus. She looked up and locked eyes with another security guard. This one was faster than the first and pulled out a baton with one hand and a stun gun with the other.
She leapt toward him, taking the baton across the face and slapping the stun gun aside. He struck her in the chest and knocked her to the ground, then tried to stomp on her neck. She twisted to the side and heard something snap. Thinking he had just broken one of her bones, she groaned when she saw the man lift his heel from remnants of her cell phone.
Tasia caught the man in the face with a flying knee, and both of them crumpled to the ground. Dana stood and picked up the remnants of her phone. Only the screen protector held the thing together. She shoved it in her pocket and helped the werewolf up.
"I thought he was going to take you out," Tasia muttered. "Should have known better. Where's the succubus?"
"Her name is Lily. She said we need to run." Dana pulled Tasia to her feet. "So I'm guessing that's what we do."
"Maybe you can run." Tasia lifted her hand away from her stomach, revealing fresh blood. "I guess this is where we part ways, witch."
"Call me Dana." She slapped the stun gun into Tasia's hand. "And you're coming with me."

🧟‍♀️🐶😈The parking lot was dimly lit, but Tasia could see clearly as if it was the middle of the day. The convention center was abuzz with noise. The people inside were singing hymns, and she could smell the excitement in the air. The performance had reached a fever pitch and was likely going to end soon.
Dana slowly led the way, but Tasia directed her toward an area with fewer guards. They stank of hotdog meat, sweat, and...sulfur? It made sense, based on what the witch had told her.
No, not witch. If nothing else, Tasia needed to let that idea go. Dana clearly wasn't a witch. She did have an odd smell about her, but it was hard to parse what it was with so much other activity going on. The pain in her gut didn't help, either. The bullets burned like tiny fireballs in her belly, and the sensation was radiating down her legs. She stumbled a few times, but Dana caught her with those uncanny reflexes of hers.
"Once we get past the gates, I've got somewhere we can go. We'll meet up with Lily and figure out our next step." Dana knelt down behind a parked car. "But only if you agree to play nice."
Tasia wanted to argue that the succubus wouldn't make such an agreement, but realized her preconceived beliefs might not be true. After so many hours inside that cage and the rest of her team dead, it was obvious this situation was far bigger and more dangerous than what she could handle on her own.
"I should warn you that I'm not very reliable right now." Tasia pointed to her wound. "My strength comes and goes in waves."
Dana examined Tasia's wound. There was a look in Dana's eyes that was hungry, almost feral. "Do I need to carry you?"
"I'm mobile. Just...less than fresh." Tasia shrugged. "You don't happen to have my sword, do you?"
"Not here." Dana sniffed the air. "Do you smell that?"
Tasia tapped her nose. "You're going to have to narrow it down."
"It's sulfur and cheap perfume," said a woman from the other side of the car. "You two can come on out."
Dana stood and glared at an older woman wearing a shawl. Her pupils glowed like angry coals. Tasia leaned against the hood of the car, running her fingers along the stun gun.
"I'm guessing you're the demon." Dana walked out from behind the car. "You wouldn't happen to know where my friend is, do you?"
"I can take you right to her, if you want." The woman shifted her gaze toward Tasia. "Not you, I'm afraid. You belong to someone else."
"I belong to no one." Tasia leaned heavily against the car, feigning exhaustion. "So why don't you get out of our way?"
"Oh, honey." The woman pouted. "You really think you're going to get anywhere?"
Dana sniffed the air again. "There are more coming," she said, then stared down the demon. "Out of curiosity, can you access your host's memories?"
The demon frowned, suddenly confused. "Why would it matter?"
"Because it's gonna be a bitch getting blood out of that shawl." Dana lunged forward and swung a fist. The demon chuckled and casually sidestepped the attack, slapping her hand on Dana's shoulder and squeezing.
Tasia made her move. She rushed forward and jammed the stun gun into the demon before pulling the trigger. The demon's face contorted as the host jerked and spasmed. Dana smashed her elbow into the demon's jaw, splattering blood on the ground. Tasia released the trigger and the two of them broke away, leaving the demon on the ground.
"That should have been harder," Tasia commented. "Demons can handle way more abuse than that."
They made it to the fence. Tasia looked up the height of the chain links wistfully, unsure how she was going to climb it. Dana grabbed the links and ripped them apart, showering the asphalt with metal threading.
"C'mon, let's go."
They ran out into the street and ducked down an alleyway. Tasia lagged behind more than once, but Dana always came back to help her forward. Within an hour, they were running along the street by the beach, just outside all the rental homes full of tourists.
"We need to stop," Tasia said, gasping for air. "We might have lost them, but I'm going to throw up."
"Yeah, let's take a moment." Dana crouched down behind a garbage can and Tasia joined her. The blonde surveyed the street and walked toward a dark, hopefully empty, home. She pulled some shims from her waistband and moved toward the door. "Ah, shit. Digital keypad."
"So how are you--" Tasia stared in horror as Dana shoved her way through the security door, causing the frame to splinter.
"They're probably insured for worse than that," Dana said, then walked into the dark house. "C'mon."
Tasia followed her inside. They climbed a darkened stairwell and found themselves standing outside a living room with a kitchen nearby. Dana turned on a couple of lights and started opening drawers.
"What are you looking for?" Tasia asked.
"Need to get those bullets out of you. Here we go." She pulled some knives out of the drawer and set them on the counter. "Will you be able to transform if I pull them out?"
Tasia wiggled her palm back and forth. "Not right away. Think of it like the silver purifies my blood, which keeps the transformation at bay. Eventually I'll make new blood and then it'll be fine."
"Good." She gestured for Tasia to lay down on the counter. "Let's get started."
Tasia backed away and found a stool to sit on. "I guess I'm not so sure about that," she admitted. "We tried to kill each other only yesterday, after all."
"False. You tried to kill me. I just wanted to get away." Dana crossed her arms and sighed. "Look, I'll level with you here. I highly suspect that something has happened to Lily, and I fully intend to find out what. I can do this with or without you, and the smart choice is to pull that shit out of your body."
"How do I know you won't double cross me? Carve out my heart and eat it? Stab me and be done with it?"
Dana rolled her eyes dramatically. "I held my own against you while you were a wolf. I could take you now if I wanted."
"I'd like to see you--" Tasia closed her eyes and fought down the primal anger, the resentment. Now that they weren't in cages, all those old feelings came flooding back. She wanted to rip Dana apart like paper, then stand over her corpse and howl. "You know what? Just do it."
Tasia climbed onto the counter and winced in agony as Dana poked at her wounds. Frowning, Dana dug through a nearby drawer and handed over a wooden stirring spoon.
"What do you want me to do with this?" asked Tasia.
"Make some fucking soup, what do you think?" Dana took the spoon and held it sideways over Tasia's mouth. "Bite down on it."
Tasia bared her fangs, then opened wide. Dana lowered the spoon into her mouth. As Tasia bit down, she felt a finger press up and into her body cavity and she gasped.
"Yeah, sorry, I'm not even going to bother with alcohol or anything." Dana looked over at the knives and picked up a thin one. "I can feel the tip of it. Let me know if you're about to pass out or anything."
"Jeth do ih," Tasia hissed, and whimpered when Dana stuck the knife inside her.
"The muscle has healed around it," Dana explained. "It's all hot, too. Makes it easier to find."
Tasia growled. She didn't need a lesson in magical medicine right now, but couldn't speak around her spoon. The pain was intense, but she had experienced worse before. Admittedly, not by much.
Dana's brow furrowed in concentration as she pressed down hard on Tasia's stomach. Tasia bit down so hard on the spoon that it snapped in half. That's when Dana held up the silver bullet like she had won it.
"Ta da," she announced, then shoved it in her pocket. "One more to go, I believe. It may have split in half, so it'll be harder to dig out. Here." She pulled another wooden utensil from the drawer and handed it over. "Will be a couple more minutes."
Blood gushed out of Tasia's wounds, but a tingling sensation filled her body. Even having one bullet pulled had made a world of difference and it only took Dana ten more minutes to retrieve both parts of the other. She stuck those in her pockets as well, then handed Tasia a dish cloth to clean herself up.
"How do you feel?" Dana asked, her crystalline blue eyes suddenly intense.
Tasia sat up and inspected her wound. The hole was getting smaller as new muscle tissue formed. The tingling in her body had transformed into a warm glow as she reconnected with her inner animal. She rubbed her stomach and frowned.
"Hungry." It had been over a day since she had eaten.
"I understand that." Dana walked over to the sink, but was interrupted when the windows of the living room shattered inward. Three figures had burst through the glass from outside and were crouched among the shards of glass.
"Did you really think it would be that easy?" asked a bald man with glasses who stood and brushed himself off.
"All it takes is a drop of blood or a hair clipping." This came from the woman in the shawl. Her face was dirty, and she smelled of sweat and pee. Clearly the host body had recovered from its shocking experience. "And a demon can find you anywhere."
"Please keep in mind that we prefer you in one piece, but it isn't mandatory." The third speaker was an elderly woman holding a wooden cane. She pointed it in Dana's direction. "As for you, dear, Deacon would like a word."
Tasia slid off the counter and stood next to Dana, whose breath had become ragged. She had lifted her hands as if in surrender, but was now staring at the blood soaked tips of her fingers. The three demons moved cautiously toward them, stepping around the furniture.



"I can hold them," Tasia whispered. "You can run."
Dana didn't answer. She was so enthralled by the blood on her hands that she had become as still as a statue. The demons looked back and forth between the two of them as if unsure who would make the first move.
Tasia picked up one of the knives, coated in her own blood. "Hey, snap out of it!"
"So much blood," Dana muttered. "Hot on my skin, splashed across the snow as if on a white canvas, footsteps as brushstrokes along the forest floor..."
"Dana? Dana!" Tasia elbowed her. "Hey, witch!"
"So cold, so hot, want to taste, want to--" Dana stuck a finger in her mouth and sucked Tasia's blood free.
The demons looked at each other in confusion, then nodded as if agreeing on something. The bald man and shawl woman came toward Tasia.
"Stay back!" Tasia swung the knife, and the demons backed down. Remembering the stun gun, she pulled it from her pocket and held it out. "Dana, what the fuck are you--"
"Mmm!" Dana was now firmly engrossed in licking her fingers clean, groaning in pleasure. "You taste so good!"
Even the demons were taken aback. Tasia sniffed the air, startled by a sudden shift in scent. The odor of sulfur was strongest, but there was a hint of something else emerging. It was the smell of the forest, of anger and rage all bundled up in fur and claws.
It was the scent of the wolf, and it was coming from Dana.
The demons came. Tasia stuck her knife in the bald man's shoulder, but was grabbed from behind by the woman in the shawl. She fought to aim the stun gun, but it seemed like the demon knew to avoid it. As they twisted around, she got a good look at the old woman with the cane.
"Time to go." The old woman jabbed Dana in the stomach with her cane. Dana's eyes narrowed in response, and she snatched the cane away and swung it against the counter so hard that the rubber tip snapped off.
The old woman tried to grab Dana, but she snatched the woman's wrist from above and violently snapped it back, causing the forearm to break. The demon snarled. Dana responded by ramming the broken end of the cane into the old woman's face. As the possessed woman fell limp to the ground, Dana turned her attention to the two holding Tasia.
Tasia used the distraction to grab another knife from the counter and stab the bald man in the chest, this time aiming for a lung. He fell back, pulling at the handle, as the woman in the shawl made a break for it. Dana grabbed her by the shawl and pulled, yanking her off her feet.
Tasia picked the woman up and slammed her head into the fridge, denting the exterior door. The bald man pulled the knife free and lunged for Tasia, but Dana moved between them, taking the blade deep in her own chest.
"See how you like it," he sneered.
"I barely know you're inside me," said Dana with a grin, then punched him in the face with a sickening crack. He went down in a mess of gore, then went still on the floor.
"Are you okay?" asked Tasia, moving away from Dana.
"This is nothing new." Dana took the knife out of her chest and moved to the sink. She scrubbed the blade clean, then looked over at Tasia. "You heard what they said. I don't want them tracking me."
"Shit, that's right." Tasia knelt down to examine the body closest to her. "Looks like it was just demons wearing humans like meat suits. Stronger than normal, but you lose a lot of power phoning it in like this."
"Hmm." Dana gave the old woman a kick. "It won't be long before someone comes after us. We need to find a phone. There is someone I can call for help."
"Help for this?" Tasia gestured at the bodies on the floor. "Dana, you don't understand. Demons don't gather. They don't team up. There were three of them here, chasing me down. Something or someone out there killed my team. I'm being hunted by the Order, tracked by these assholes, I--"
They heard the front door slam open below. Looking at each other, Tasia took the lead and the two of them climbed through the nearest broken window. She looked back in time to see two security guards from the event center, more of Deacon's men. The bodies slowed them down enough that she and Dana made it out to the beach, both of them running as fast as they could.
"Okay, so...priorities." Dana slowed down to allow Tasia to catch up to her. "One, I need a new phone. Two, we need to figure out how they're tracking you."
"Two is easy. That's blood tracking. The succubus could explain it better than I could. The demon is linked to me, like a disease. It's similar to a curse." Tasia was panting hard, her freshly healed wound still sore. "Also, there's a really good chance the Order has a team out looking for me."
"Well that sucks." Dana looked back. "I can't see them."
Tasia looked over her shoulder. "I can. Five of them, they're following our footprints. We're outpacing them, no problem."
Dana stopped running and sniffed the air. Tasia paused and did the same. She could smell the general stink of the men catching up, along with the odors of the ocean. Fish. Salt. Bird shit.
"If they aren't running fast, they're probably not possessed like the others." Dana turned to look back the way they had come. "Do they have guns?"
"I don't think so."
"Then fuck these guys. I bet one of them has a phone." Dana moved toward their pursuers, breaking into a sprint. Tasia watched her for several seconds before running after her. The last thing she was going to do was let some random witch show her up.
No, not a witch. Dana.

🧟‍♀️🐶😈The sigil on the floor glowed ominously, the light casting dark shadows across the room. Lily had summoned up a tanning mirror and was on her back when Deacon returned to the room, holding a Bible under one arm and a folding chair beneath the other.
"You comfy? Can I get you anything? A soda, maybe? Blood of the innocent?" Deacon looked over at the wall and Timotei emerged from the shadows as if he had been one with the darkness. "Have you been treating her well?"
The vampyr grunted, then glared at Lily.
"You'll have to forgive him. Damnation can be quite taxing on the soul." Deacon grinned and unfolded his chair before sitting. "You've caused quite the stir this evening. I wanted you to know that the show went on without any further problems, and book sales were pretty good. However, nothing sells like t-shirts though. Did you want one? I'll let you pick."
"By eternal damnation, do you mean Captain Fangs over there has to listen to you talk?" Lily arched an eyebrow when Timotei took a step forward and bared his fangs. "Does he suck your dick or what?"
"Now, now, friend, she's antagonizing you on purpose." Deacon's smile faltered slightly and he held his Bible out. "So Legion had a few questions for you, but thought it might be better if I asked. You see, they're out trying to track down that friend of yours, the pretty blonde. I was going to give her to Timotei to feed on, but it seems like she managed quite the heroic escape. Took some precious cargo with her as well."
Lily said nothing. Instead, she transformed her shirt so that an arrow pointed up at her face and the words Doesn't Give A Fuck appeared below.
"Aw, there's no reason to be like that. I've been dealing with demons for a couple of decades now. I think you're clinging to the old ways a bit too tightly. Maybe try being friendly, a little less...spunky."
"Answer me this." Lily sat up and glared at Deacon. "I'm used to seeing men and women like you, fleecing people of hard earned cash as you sell real estate in the afterlife. The filth that drips from your mouth makes even me sick, but a pastor who is actually working with a demon? That's new."
"I'm all about thinking outside the box." Deacon opened the book and looked at it. "I would like to speak to that a little bit. You see, Legion sought me out, not the other way around. We needed each other and found a way to be partners, equals, if you can believe it."
"I don't." Lily shook her head. "You're just another cautionary tale, waiting to happen. What did he promise you in exchange for your soul? Fame? Fortune?"
"Nothing, dear. My soul belongs only to me. We have a mutual interest, after all, and Legion may be a lot of things, but greedy isn't one of them."
"Since we're talking about business, let's discuss branding. Legion? Really?" Lily shook her head. "I mean, cute concept, but a little too on the nose. Would be like if Nike had told everyone to call them Shoe from now on. Or maybe even Jump Good Shoe. Run Fast Shoe? See, they sound dumber every time I--" She was cut off when Timotei grabbed her throat from behind and lifted.
"Now, now, you've upset Timotei." Deacon tsk-tsked at her. "Put her down, please."
Timotei dropped Lily on the ground. She took a swipe at him with her tail, knowing full well it wouldn't do any good. He ignored her and resumed his post just outside the sigil's barrier. Sadly, he didn't scuff the markings on the way through.
"I guess we should begin by establishing some facts. This prison we've made for you is of the highest order. We meet all sorts in this line of work and wanted to ensure we were ready for any competitors. There was a fairly nasty one about two...three years back. Timotei remembers, don't you?"
Timotei said nothing, his eyes solely on Lily.
"Anyway, we trapped him in a space similar to this. He was all claws and hellfire, but he had been summoned up from below. He doesn't persist like your kind. The magic sustaining him ran out, and poof!" Deacon made a little explosion gesture with his hands. "Smelled terrible for days, he wasn't the dainty little thing you are."
Lily rolled her eyes. "You really love to hear yourself talk, don't you?"
Deacon nodded. "I do. You see, a humble man admits his own vices. I love to hear myself talk, to spread the word of the Lord--"
"You aren't a humble man," Lily countered. "You're a sack of shit with delusions of grandeur."
Timotei made to cross the sigil's barrier again, but Deacon stopped him with a raised hand. "We'll just have to agree to disagree. So who sent you? The last time a demon came my way, it was because I had misstepped and made some waves. It was no small amount of trouble to track down the demon's master and have them dealt with, and I'd prefer to spend my time and resources on better things."
"Ha! Nobody sent me. I came because I heard the world's biggest asshole was coming to Florida and thought I'd come look."
Deacon chewed his lip, then nodded. "Okay, so you aren't here on a direct command, I'm not going to get that out of you. So either a blanket order, or maybe even a request to investigate. You see, even in mishandling the truth, you leave behind fingerprints for me to examine."
"Oh, wow, I'm like, totally impressed." Lily lifted her shirt to reveal her breasts. "Now I'm so horny for you, Mr. Preacherman."
"Who is your master?" Deacon sat back in his chair and crossed his legs. "So either you dodge the question, or give me the truth. I know very well how this game is played. I learn from either experience."
"I don't have a master." Lily smirked. "I'm my own person."
"A succubus without a master? If that were true, I could just claim you for myself." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a gemstone.
Lily gasped, sensing the magic of the runes within it. Creating a permanent vessel for a demon was extremely high level magic, even Amir hadn't known how to do it. "Where did you get that?" she demanded.
"Legion." Deacon grinned. "Or rather, Legion taught me how to make it. He also taught me how to make this circle. Back before The Fall, he was the keeper of tremendous magical knowledge. Got caught up in Lucifer's attempted coup and received the boot. But I guess that's his story to tell, I--"
There was a knock on the door and Deacon's daughter walked in. She crossed the room without looking in Lily's direction. When she got next to her father, she whispered something in his ear and held out her tablet for him to look at.
Deacon's cheeks turned red for a second and lines of concern crossed his forehead. He looked up at Lily, then at his daughter. He put his hand on the back of his daughter's head and pulled her down far enough to plant a kiss on her forehead. He tilted his head toward the door and his daughter left.
"Tell me more about the woman you were with, the one in the disguise." Deacon smiled again, but it no longer reached his eyes. There was a coldness there that made Lily laugh aloud.
"No," Lily replied. "I don't think I will."
"This was all fun and games until your associate put me in quite the pickle regarding a time-sensitive issue. You see, I was holding a captive for a man of great power and ability who, I'm afraid, may do me harm upon learning that I have lost them." Deacon stood and rolled up his sleeves. "I always want to be honest with you. Honesty is a virtue."
"So is anal, with the right preparation." Lily swished her tail back and forth. "Anything is a virtue if you live by it, preacher man."
"Your friend also cost Legion three of his vessels. Three." Deacon threw a glance at Timotei. "You must understand that Legion is very upset by this. And when Legion is upset, I'm upset."
"Aw, I'm sorry. Why don't you pray to your sky daddy to make you feel better?" Lily moved to the edge of the barrier and pushed her hands against it. Crimson flames licked at her fingertips, but she didn't let the pain bother her. Dana had escaped. That was all that mattered. "Oh, wait. That's right. He won't return your calls because you're a massive dick."
"Timotei?" Deacon looked over at the vampyr. "Hunt."
Timotei gave a little bow and then left the room. As he exited, two people came in. It took a second for Lily to recognize more of Legion's vessels as they took up position just outside the sigil.
Deacon opened up his Bible and flipped through its pages. He muttered to himself and then locked eyes with Lily. "Last chance. Who is she? Where would she go?"
"Your mom's house." Lily stuck out her tongue, trying to hide the sensation of dread. If Timotei actually caught up to Dana, it would be a bloodbath. If the zombie was smart, she'd be back at the apartment, or better yet, back with Eulalie hundreds of miles away. The two of them would already be exchanging information and figuring out how to get Lily home.
Home. She bit her lip in frustration. Even if she could break out of here, the last thing she'd want was for Deacon or Legion to track her back to Mike's house. It seemed like things had finally gotten quiet over there, despite the geas acting up. Deacon was yet another Amir waiting to happen, and she didn't want anyone else to suffer like she had.
The pastor muttered to himself again and then looked up at Legion. "What do you think? Enochian exorcism?"
Both Legions shook their heads. "That might give her an out," one of them said. "Or could open a hellgate and she disappears through it."
"The Lost Prayer of John of Ephesus?"
"Excuse me, what?" Lily frowned. "John of Ephesus doesn't have a special prayer."
"I'm looking at the source material, hell spawn." Deacon held up his book, revealing that it wasn't a Bible after all. The script on the front was ancient, the gilded letters flaring briefly in the light. "The stuff that didn't get culled by the church."
"Taken from the Vatican vaults," Legion added. "Took me nearly two decades to get in."
Lily scowled. "So even the Vatican isn't sacred anymore, is it?"
Legion snorted. "Hasn't been ever since they became more interested in money than salvation. They're more like a corporation these days, especially after the Crusades. You give men a taste of power and they want more, no matter what it takes. There are some really good people at the Vatican, but the rot runs quite deep in places. There are many people there that are just like me. You think of them as parasites, but I think of them as opportunists."
A buzzing sound formed in the back of Lily's head and she groaned, turning her attention toward Deacon. He was reading aloud from his book, but she couldn't hear the words. Instead, it felt like razor sharp blades were piercing her mind.
"What the hell?" she cried, clutching at her ears.
"That's John for you." Legion laughed. "The man invented his own method of tackling the supernatural, demons included. Some say the angels helped him develop the method, others say it was our Father, Himself. I personally think he made a deal with a deity for it. Regardless, this next part is really going to sting."
"Next part? I'm still trying to--" Intense pressure filled her head and Lily screamed as the pressure built from within. When she focused back on Deacon, she could tell he was singing, but the words were lost in a cacophony of pain.
Asshole, she thought to herself as her mind went blank.

🧟‍♀️🐶😈It took Dana and Tasia less than thirty seconds to take the men down.
There had been a moment of shock on their faces when Dana had come sprinting toward them out of the darkness. She chalked most of that up to her wicked leap at the very last moment, which had carried her well over a dozen feet through the air and into her first victim. When the man had gone down, there was a strong impulse to bite into his tender flesh, but Dana had pushed it to the side.
Tasia's blood had been absolutely delicious and she was still riding that high. When the demon had ambushed them, Dana had been getting ready to wash it off her hands and shove away the temptation. Instead, she had been forced to endure another flashback of her fight with the Nirumbi and had sucked it off her fingers without a second thought.
Not one to mess with drugs other than some pot in high school, Dana was concerned about the immediate high the werewolf blood had given her. It had been like the muscles in her body had become bands of coiled steel. The world had come alive with smells she had never quite picked up before, which was saying something. The onslaught of information had been overridden by the strong desire to kick ass, and she barely remembered the fight in the vacation house.
Here on the beach, she was a bit more meticulous. There would be no killing these men or eating them. At least, she didn't think she killed anyone. The men felt fragile during their brief fight, and she held back as she kicked the last man standing in the shin and winced when the bone splintered, causing him to go down in a shrieking heap.
"Hot damn," Tasia muttered as she disarmed the injured men. "These guys are ex-military." She held up a KA-BAR knife and slid it into the waist of her pants.
"You. Give me your phone." Dana knelt by the guy with the broken shin and jabbed him with a finger.
The man gave her a defiant look, then reluctantly passed over his phone. Dana made him type in his password.
"Thanks." She left him groaning in the sand with the others as she and Tasia fled the scene. Already, a nearby porchlight had come on and someone was headed their way with a flashlight to investigate.
She and Tasia jogged down the beach a mile then began making their way back to the main road. Dana put in a couple of different phone calls to numbers that Eulalie had her memorize. On the third one, there was a click followed by Eulalie's voice.
"Operator," she stated flatly.
"The drama queen is missing and there's more than one target." Dana waited a moment, then continued. "Have picked up a potential asset, but are being tracked."
"Asset?" Eulalie's voice piqued in interest.
"Stray dog from earlier," Dana replied.
"Fuck you," Tasia snarled.
"Interesting. Who is tracking you?" In the background, Dana could hear the rapid fire clicking of keyboard keys. Eulalie was all business right now.
"The target. Line isn't secure. My phone got broken."



"Proceed to safe house. Will have a new phone for you, can discuss next steps there." There was a long pause. "Do you need to come home, or...?"
Dana could sense the unspoken words. If necessary, she could portal hop home and not worry about what happened next. However, that would potentially expose the existence of the rat portals. The demon would know something was up if Tasia started bouncing across the globe.
However, Tasia didn't have to come with her. If Dana wanted, she could ditch the werewolf and figure out what came next. A rescue mission could easily be thrown together by the other members of the house, but that meant leaving Tasia behind. The demon could find the werewolf with no issue, and the Order was probably on her trail as well. The safest choice for everyone was to leave Tasia to her own devices and hope she came out okay.
Scowling, Dana turned her gaze to the werewolf. She knew what Mike would do in this situation. He would want to help. The last thing she needed was to relive over and over for the next hundred years the exact moment she ditched Tasia. Even now, those calculating eyes watched with just a hint of anxiety behind them.
"Yeah, go ahead and close up shop after you leave. We should be there in about..." she paused, realizing that the information could give away their destination if someone was listening. The last thing she wanted was to walk into a trap. "We're on the beach just east of Miami."
"Roger roger." Eulalie's voice had a robotic lilt and then she hung up. Dana dropped the phone in the sand, unworried that the Arachne would be traced. The phone numbers were one-time use only and untraceable.
She hoped so, anyway. "You up for a run?" Dana was already moving toward someone else's back deck. They needed to get to the main road and it would be way faster cutting across someone's property than looking for public beach access.
"Yeah, just a sec." Tasia did a couple of squats and groaned. "My legs are still cramped from being in that cage. I need to loosen up."
"Then I suggest some downward dog."
"Bitch," Tasia muttered.
"Takes one to know one." Dana had no idea why she was antagonizing the werewolf. Maybe it was because she missed Lily and it felt like there was a void of sarcasm. She checked over her shoulder to see that Tasia was behind her, then broke into a jog up the stairs to the condo. The home had a family sitting around a table eating chicken, and a couple of people rose when they saw trespassers on their deck, but Dana and Tasia ran around the side of the building and vaulted the railing together.
Out on the road, Dana smirked as she heard Tasia struggling to keep up. At some point, Tasia was able to catch up, panting with exertion. There was a part of Dana that wanted to leave the werewolf in the dust, some odd competitive compulsion, but she buried it away.
Speaking of odd compulsions, she licked her lips at the memory of Tasia's blood. Even now, she could feel her muscles relaxing a bit, despite running. All that extra tension and power was leaking out of her as she processed the blood by whatever means her metabolism utilized. Zel had actually spent months testing Dana's unique biology, but had been unable to learn much about it. The main theory was that her body converted anything Dana ate directly into magic that was deposited wherever magic was stored. The centaur had been disappointed with the results, but sometimes things just weren't meant to be understood.
Even so, there was a direct link between consuming Tasia's blood and the surge of strength afterward. Something similar had happened with the Nirumbi, but it had taken dozens of them before she had become nearly as strong. If Dana ate Tasia, would those characteristics somehow become permanent? The thought was academic only, and despite the fact that Tasia smelled and tasted like a rack of ribs with extra sauce and potatoes on the side...
Dana wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and focused on the streets. As fast as they ran, they made it back to the airbnb building in just over twenty minutes. Instead of waiting for the elevator, they took the stairs. Tasia's panting had subsided by then, but she was clearly winded. When they reached their floor, Dana looked back to see Tasia holding her stomach.
"Cramp?" she asked.
"I had a bullet in there thirty minutes ago." Tasia winced. "Those muscles are still knitting."
"Hmm." Dana scratched absent-mindedly at her own wound and pushed open the door to the stairwell and walked up to the condo. She typed in the code and the two of them went inside. Tasia moved throughout the space, clearly doing a sweep of the place. On the counter was a small backpack and a new phone.
"If the demon is tracking you, how long until they get here?" Dana stripped out of her filthy disguise as she moved into the bedroom, making sure to shove her bloody shirt into the backpack. Tasia was peering under the bed on all fours, her muscular ass in the air. Dana couldn't help but admire the view.
"There's a weird smell," Tasia said, then stood and turned around. "Reminds me of dark places, like a baseme--"
The werewolf stopped and stared at Dana, her eyes sliding down Dana's body and lingering on some of the nastier wounds.
"I'm just getting changed," Dana explained, moving to the dresser to pull out a new shirt and shorts. "The old outfit was for breaking and entering only."
"Where did you get all those scars?" Tasia asked, her eyes wide. "What are you?"
"Not the time or the place for that. Here. You change, too." Dana threw a pair of athletic shorts Tasia's way. "You're still covered in blood."
"Right." The two of them stripped all the way down and then got dressed. Dana's shirts were too small for Tasia, so the werewolf wore the sundress with the shorts underneath. The skirt was dangerously high. Lily would have approved.
Lily. Thinking of the succubus, Dana checked her phone.
"Okay, so order of operations," she declared. "Lily was last seen at the event center, and she's still there. The Rat Queen has that covered, so even if they move her, we still have options. You're being tracked by a demon, so we're going to need magic. I know someone who could help, but I can't take you there because of reasons."
"You just can't say because of reasons," Tasia said. "That's not an explanation."
"You're not invited and it would put us in danger," Dana replied. "Reasons. Looks like we can get the trace removed with the help of a witch. Do you know any witches?"
Tasia chuckled. "Thought I did. But no, not in this area. But I know where we can find some."
"Great. Once we do that, we can..." Dana paused and turned toward the living room. A chill ran up her spine, then settled in her chest like a block of ice. It was almost like someone had stepped over her grave, only to stop and stare down at her through the soil.
"What's wrong?" Tasia sniffed the air and frowned. "What the hell is that?"
"What do you smell?" whispered Dana.
"Does impending doom have a smell?" Tasia sniffed again, then motioned for Dana to pick up her belongings. Dana complied, making sure her phone was tucked away safely. She opened her dresser and pulled out the swords, then tossed one to Tasia.
The werewolf snatched it out of the air and maneuvered out into the living room. She sniffed the air again, then unfolded her blade.
"I've felt this before," Tasia said, moving to the window and looking outside. "I remember what this is."
"And?" Dana picked up the backpack and slid it over her shoulders.
"It's that sensation you get when your body knows you are being hunted by a predator," Tasia explained, the hair on her neck standing on end. "But you haven't figured out where it is yet."
"The condo is empty. How do--" Dana stopped talking when she heard the keypad on the other side of the door beep. The code was only four numbers long, followed by the whirring sound of the deadbolt undoing itself.
"Oh, fuck me," Tasia whispered, and the door clicked open, revealing a skinny man in a black turtleneck. He stepped into the room and looked between the two of them.
"Ladies." He had a Slavic accent, and his lips quirked into a sneer. "You need to come with me."
"Never gonna happen." Dana unfolded her sword. "Now move, before you make me lose my deposit."
The man let out a sigh of disappointment, then shook his head as he closed the door. Dana noticed that the only odor she could smell on him was the faint whiff of blood. He wasn't a demon, that was for sure. But he wasn't quite human either.
Tasia roared and charged forward, but the man moved so fast that he became blurry. He grabbed the werewolf by the shoulder, spun her about, and kicked her in the gut so hard that she bounced off the cabinets above the stove, causing them to fall down and crack the glass top of the range. She groaned in pain when he grabbed her by the throat and lifted her up.
Dana vaulted the counter and brought her sword down, but was surprised when the newcomer twisted his hand sideways and caught the blade, pinching it between two fingers. He stared at her with intensely dark eyes that saw through her.
"I don't think so," he muttered, then slapped the blade aside and grabbed her by the throat. His fingers shifted along her neck, pressing hard against her carotid artery. It was amazing how easily he lifted both of them off the ground, holding them aloft like children who had started a fight with a bodybuilder. Dana swung the sword a couple of times, but the blade only sliced open his clothes, leaving his skin unmarked.
Tasia wriggled beneath his grasp, her body sprouting fur as she transformed. The newcomer hissed at her, revealing a pair of sharp fangs, then dropped the werewolf before her emerging claws could slash open his face.
"He's a vampire. Run!" Tasia growled, her body still shifting. Dana noticed the transformation was only partially complete, as if Tasia was unable to do so fully. She couldn't even respond, because she was dangling perilously from the vampire's arm, so she kicked uselessly instead.
The vampire hissed, then pulled Dana in close to use her as a shield. Figuring her options were limited already, she grabbed him by the wrist and twisted herself around until she could sink her teeth into his palm. He ignored her at first, but she was determined, despite his skin being rock hard. She had no idea what her bite strength actually was, but when she pierced his skin, he threw her across the kitchen and into the fridge.
Tasia tackled the vampire, and the two of them fought for dominance in the kitchen. Despite Tasia's superior size, the vampire tossed her around, even going so far as to slam her through the counter.
Dana stood on wobbly legs, then noticed the fridge was now ajar. Inside, Mike's semen sat inside of the shot glasses she had brought along. Thinking back to what Tasia had said about demons being able to track people, she realized she couldn't let any of it fall into the wrong hands. While Tasia and the vampire fought, she pulled them out of the fridge, unsure what to do with them.
There was a shriek, followed by Tasia being hurled into the living room, where she fell through the table and shattered the wood. Dana turned to see the vampire staring at her, his eyebrow arched.
"What do you have there?" he asked.
Dana responded by shoving the Saran-wrapped shot glasses into her backpack, then leapt out of the way when he came for her. She shortened her sword and tried to stab him, but the blade slid along the flesh of his neck and left behind only a thin red line.
"Your weapons are worthless against me," he said, then grabbed the front of her shirt. She jammed a finger into his eye, but even the soft flesh of his corneas was like marble. He bared his teeth and pulled her in, sinking them into the soft skin of her neck.
She gasped as his fangs entered her, then fell to the floor when he let go, his hands now on his throat. His whole face had turned red and he stumbled around, gasping for air. Dana moved to Tasia's side, helping the werewolf stand.
"How do we take him down?" Dana asked. "Stake through the heart?"
"That's just a precaution." Tasia's voice was thick with teeth. "Chop off his head. Sunlight. Holy symbol. All good."
Dana brought her blade down so fast it whistled through the air. It struck the vampire on the neck and bounced off his thick hide so hard that something in Dana's arm snapped.
"That should have worked." Tasia leapt across the counter and tried to grab the vampire, but he dodged away from her. His throat and face were inflamed, and he pointed a jagged finger in Dana's direction.
"You." He spat a glob of black ichor on the floor. "I've never tasted the likes of you." Tasia came at him from the side, this time with her sword. He took the attack across the face, the blade leaving a thin scratch on his cheek. The vampire hissed at Tasia, and the two of them fought. Casual punches destroyed walls and furniture, and Tasia finally hooked her arm under the vampire's armpit before she threw him through the front door. The wood splintered outward, revealing a hallway full of people who had stepped outside to see what was going on.
At the sight of Tasia standing over the vampire, people screamed and ran. The vampire got up and tackled Tasia to the ground, then punched her in the face so hard that the werewolf's eyes fluttered.
Running to what was left of the cabinet, Dana dug through the wreckage until she spotted a tin of garlic salt. Most rentals threw out perishable food, but kept any spices that had been left behind. Leaning out into the hallway, she opened the garlic salt and threw it at the vampire's head. The spice was flung wide, and the vampire lifted his head in slow motion, his pupils dilating.
"I am not of weak blood," he proclaimed, then drug a finger across his face to collect the salt. He stuck it in his mouth and grinned. "Delicious."
Down on the floor, Tasia was bleeding heavily from her mouth. She clawed at the vampire's face, but he dodged easily enough. Her eyelids fluttered once more and she went still.
"Your turn," the vampire declared. Dana took a step back into the condo, then looked down at the spice drawer. Okay, so garlic didn't work. Could she blind the vampire with paprika, maybe?
He was in front of her now, so she picked up what was left of the spice rack and broke it over his head. The vampire laughed as the air became choked with so many seasonings that the condo smelled like burnt curry.
"Is that the best you can do?" he asked, brushing off his shirt. "Did you really think that pepper could...pepper could..." He was looking down at the floor by his feet, where the jars and metal tins of seasonings had spilled. A jar of poppy seeds sat by his foot, and some of them had spilled out.
Puzzled at the man's reaction, she could see his lips twitching. It took a moment for her to realize that he was counting.
Dana used the tip of her sword to flick the jar out into the hallway, spreading poppy seeds everywhere. The vampire yelled at her, then ran out into the hallway to try and pick the seeds up. He was trembling now, his gaze shifting from the poppy seeds to the werewolf on the ground. People who had fled into their condos were shouting through their doors that the police had been called.
"C'mon." Dana moved forward and grabbed Tasia by the hand, making sure to stow away both swords. The werewolf groaned as she was dragged back into the condo. The vampire was a blur in the hallway, mumbling numbers under his tongue as he counted the poppy seeds that had been spilled.
Dana opened the door out onto the balcony and sighed. The drop was enough to break bones, easily, and that was without carrying a werewolf. Hoisting Tasia over her shoulder, she took a quick look to make sure that nobody was below, then jumped.
The three seconds of weightlessness ended with a jarring crunch as Dana crashed onto the ground. She dropped Tasia, then opened the backpack to get Mike's semen out. Things might get awkward soon, but it would sure beat trying to fight whatever the hell that guy was.
She slammed a shot of spooge, then followed it up with another. Tasia was whimpering, but getting back on her feet, her muscles shrinking down.
"What happened?" she muttered.
"We got our asses kicked." Dana managed to adjust one of her legs, but her left foot was backward. "I need you to give that a tug, please."
Tasia looked down at Dana's legs in horror, then paused to look up.
"Hey, eyes down here." Dana slapped the pavement. "Grab the ankle and pull!"
Tasia obeyed, watching in horror as the bones realigned. Dana stood with a bit of help, but could tell the damage was worse than expected. Nothing a trip to Zel later wouldn't fix. The two of them stumbled out toward the main street, but crouched down when the lights of a patrol car appeared.
"Shit, that was fast," Dana muttered.
"Those aren't regular cops," Tasia whispered. "Think about it. The Order is looking for me, and they just got a call about a werewolf. These guys are probably on the payroll. They aren't knights, but they know enough to be a problem."
"That makes sense." Dana grabbed Tasia's hand. "This way."
There were two police cars, and they had blocked off the street. The police were already shouting instructions to people gathering around the base of the building, but Dana wasn't too concerned. Moving fast, she vaulted over the top of a parked car and was able to catch one officer in the jaw before collapsing in a heap on the ground when her ankle snapped.
"Shit," she muttered, then rolled away when the officer's partner opened fire. Screams filled the street as Tasia came from behind and tackled the officer into the hood of his own vehicle. There was now more gunfire, but Dana was able to pull the car keys off of the guy she had kicked and pull herself into the squad car. She reached across the car and opened the passenger door.
"Who wants to go for a ride?" she shouted, patting the car seat and whistling. Tasia threw herself into the passenger seat, her features twisted in anger as she tried to sit up properly.
"Stop it with the stupid dog jokes already," she growled, then yanked her door shut.
Dana hit the gas and the tires spun out as the remaining officers opened fire. They were almost two hundred feet down the road when the vampire landed dramatically in front of the car with his arms outspread.
Turning the wheel at the last second, Dana clipped him hard with the corner of the front bumper. The vampire tried to grab onto the grille guard, but was promptly run over. Dana felt a pair of bumps and looked in the rearview to see him rolling across the street.
"Holy shit," Tasia gasped, looking over her shoulder. "That was insane!"
"Yep." Dana pulled out her phone and opened the GPS. "We need to ditch this car soon, though. Do you think the vampire will catch up to us?"
"I don't know. He wasn't like any vampire I've ever fought before." Tasia slid down in her seat and sighed. "They're pretty strong, but not that strong. Our blades are enchanted to cut through most things, and a vampire is one of them. I know I'm in a weakened state, but he shouldn't have overpowered me like that."
"Uh huh." Dana started pushing buttons on the dashboard until the lights above the car stopped flashing. She didn't need to advertise their presence anymore than usual. "Hey. Can vampires fly?"
"Some," Tasia admitted. She sat quietly for a couple of minutes, then looked at Dana's chest. "You're bleeding."
"Got shot a few times." Dana could feel the bullets being pushed out of her even now as she regenerated. However, the side effects of Mike's sperm shooters were starting to kick in and it was now hard to focus on the road. Her thighs were uncomfortably close together, but spreading them apart didn't help either. She kept her eyes on the road, but couldn't help but notice the woman in the passenger seat. Tasia had reverted to human form, but the too small sundress and the black shorts were simply too much.



"You got shot?" Tasia leaned in front of Dana and gasped. "How many times?"
"At least four." Dana dug a finger into one of the holes and teased the bullet inside. This one would come out easy since it was still in one piece.
"And you're...okay?" There was a hesitation in the werewolf's voice. "You're not a witch, but you are something else, aren't you?"
"Guilty. Out of curiosity, are werewolves immune to disease and all that?" Dana swerved onto a side street, then took them into a neighborhood less than a block away from the beach. The area was poorly lit, with plenty of rental cars parked along the side of the road. She felt far less guilty stealing a rental than the family minivan.
Tasia licked her lips and stared straight ahead. After a few moments of silence, she spoke. "Lycanthropy is technically classified as an illness, but I know now that it's a gift. One of those gifts is immunity to disease and infection. Anything that isn't a part of me becomes purged. There isn't room for anything other than the wolf."
"Fascinating."
They parked on the side of the road and got out. Dana walked at a clipped pace, studying the cars they passed. She finally came upon a green Kia with one of the windows cracked open an inch. After hooking her fingers in the top, she pulled hard enough that the glass shifted down. Tasia kept watch from the other side of the vehicle, her hair pulled up into a messy ponytail. It revealed the slender curve of a neck packed with muscle that looked so delicious that Dana wanted to bite it.
No, not bite. Lick, maybe. Suck. Her stomach was dancing now, doing all sorts of flip flops as it contemplated the muscular creature across from her.
Where was Lily when she needed her?
When they broke into the Kia, Dana contemplated the driver's seat. "Are you good to drive?" she asked, wondering if she could convince the werewolf to drive while she rubbed one out in the back seat. Or two, or three, or...
"Not really. Being in a car makes me sleepy. Even before this, Amida usually drove, so..." Tasia made a face, then slipped into the passenger seat without another word.
Damn. Dana got in the driver's seat and broke into the ignition. A few crossed wires later, and the car started. She pulled out of the neighborhood and stuck to the back roads for a bit before heading back to the highway. Her phone rang and she put it on speaker.
"I'm guessing things went poorly." Eulalie chuckled. "You guys made a pretty big splash down there. Looks like someone is already scrubbing footage, but I'm catching what they miss."
"A vampire is on our trail and we need somewhere safe to land. Demon is still tracking Tasia, so who knows when they'll show up." Dana looked over at Tasia, her gaze sliding down to her breasts.
"Vampire? Really?" Dana heard keys clacking. "Awesome! That explains some of the anomalies in the video. It's so cool."
"It isn't. He kicked our asses." Dana noticed there was a tear in Tasia's shorts, revealing tan skin just beneath.
"You sound distracted."
"Had to drink some special sauce." Dana gritted her teeth and looked at Tasia, who was now paying close attention. "And the scenery is enticing."
There was a long pause, punctuated by the sound of more keys. "What do you need from me?"
"Directions," Tasia said. "To the nearest library."
Dana looked at Tasia. "We don't need a library. We've got a smartphone and the Rat Queen."
"We need a witch," Tasia countered. "And if you ever need to find a witch, you just need to go to the library."
"Why would a witch be at the library?" asked Eulalie.
"For the same reason many libraries were funded by the Order. To ensure there was a proper magical infrastructure in the US. Statistically, at least one librarian will be a witch."
"I thought you hated witches." Dana bit her lip and squirmed.
"Bad witches. There are good witches, too. Have you ever spent time at a library before? I guarantee you've seen the magic, you just never recognized it as such. It isn't always flashy spells and transformations. Sometimes it's just good advice and a little spiritual cleansing." Tasia looked from Dana back to the phone. "If we can hide somewhere until sunrise, then we can head to the library and find our witch. They can undo the demon's magic and come up with a plan to, I can't believe I'm saying this, save the succubus."
Tasia let out a breath, and visibly deflated. She had sunk back into her seat and was looking outside now. "I owe you all that much, at least."
There was silence for nearly a mile before the phone chimed. "I've got you an address to a parking garage," Eulalie said. "It's two blocks away from a library. You two will be driving most of the night, I'm afraid. Based on the research I have here, you can stay ahead of the vampire if you keep moving. I'll have our own librarian start pulling research now. There's nothing in the archives yet."
"Thanks, Queen." Dana wiggled in her seat.
"As for your other problem, there is something in the bag, but it'll probably only take the edge off." The way Eulalie said edge, Dana could hear her smirking. "It's in the front pocket."
"Thanks again." Dana hung up and then touched the notification on her phone, which took her to the phone's map. She activated the route and sighed in frustration. After a few more minutes, she looked over at Tasia to see that she had indeed fallen asleep.
"Dammit," she muttered. Sticking her hand into the back seat, she found the bag and rummaged around in it until her fingers closed on a small box. When she pulled it out, she stared at the package in disbelief.
It was a vibrating egg with a pocket remote. The words Silver Bullet were written across the front.
Did this count as irony? She wasn't sure. However, she promptly slid the bullet beneath the waistband of her panties and sighed when it came to life. It wasn't going to satisfy her, that much was true. But as her first orgasm slowly built over the next twenty minutes, she finally got Eulalie's joke.
It really was gonna take the edge off.

🧟‍♀️🐶😈BOOM! It only took me five years, but we finally have some vampire on werewolf violence! Now to resist the urge to throw glitter all over it and I'll stay ahead of the curve!
Monster fun-fact! Old world vampires were supposed to be extremely OCD, and that's why the Count on Sesame Street likes to count things! It isn't something portrayed in movies, because it does seem a little silly to defeat a vampire by throwing your spice rack at it. I think Interview with a Vampire was one of my favorite vampire stories growing up, and Necroscope had an interesting take that I enjoyed.
Once again, thank you for your time and attention, definitely hit some stars on the way out. Next chapter, you're gonna see what happens to a rental when you put a horny zombie inside.
Later!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all!
Annabelle Hawthorne here, and I'm back again with "I really want to live on an island so am going to write a whole-ass lewd book about the experience and tack it on to my smut series about monstergirls!"
(This is what I get for spending a year writing about the North Pole)
New Readers, welcome! There's a whole lot going on, so let me sum up the previous one hundred chapters! Once upon a time, Mike Radley let a tub nymph suck his dick, got into a fight with some witches over real estate, was almost murdered by a succubus, found a labyrinth, was almost murdered by Baba Yaga, got lost in Narnia, was almost murdered by centaurs, went looking for his banshee, was almost murdered by the Queen of the Fae, fell in love with an Arachne, was almost murdered by the Jersey Devil, had to save Santa, was almost murdered by Jack Frost and the Krampus, and is currently investigating mermaid genocide in Hawaii. Oh, and he fucked a lot of monstergirls during all of that. We're talking psychic bondage, fairy onaholes, and a fox sandwich. HBO, if you're looking for a new series, this is the story the other networks are afraid to produce!
Returning readers, welcome back, I missed you! It came to my attention recently that I had made the top spot in the All Time by votes for Literotica. WOW! I may have written the story, but that score, that placement, that was all fucking you! I can't even begin to express how happy I was when I found out, because that wasn't even on my Literotica bucket list, it was such a great surprise on a rather dreary, overcast day. So thank you, thank you, THANK YOU for proving yet again why my Lit readers are some of the best on the planet. I couldn't have gotten this far without you, and I still have plenty of road to travel. I would be honored if you'll continue to walk it with me.
So let's stretch our minds and lace up those reading shoes, because it's time to walk just a little bit further along
The Road to Hana
When Mike's alarm clock chimed at 5 am, he let out a groan and tried to free himself from beneath the blankets. Realizing that someone had crawled into bed with him and was lying on top of the covers, he reached out a hand to touch the intruder and received a small shock for his trouble.
"Mmm?" Quetzalli rolled over and opened her eyes. She had brought along the blanket from her room, the covers now bunched up at her feet. When she tried to kick them off, the air crackled with static as the blankets all stuck together.
"You okay?" He pulled an arm free and reached across the dragon, hugging her close against him.
"I don't know," she confessed. "I found myself troubled in the middle of the night, so came in here to sleep by your side. I didn't wish to wake you."
"You could have." He gave her a squeeze. "What's up?"
Quetzalli rolled over to face him. "During our meeting with the merfolk, I was reminded that the human world is a dangerous place which has not been kind to dragons. This got me thinking that only a sad fate awaits whatever we find at the top of the mountain. Today's mission is but a harbinger of doom for one of the last remaining dragons on Earth."
"Honestly? I hope not." He pulled her in tighter, the air briefly smelling of ozone. "You know that we'll do right by whoever or whatever we find."
She nestled her head into the crook of his neck and let out a sigh. "You'll try," Quetzalli muttered. "But already you worry."
He put a hand on her head and stroked her hair. An electrical charge was already building up across the thicker strands due to her distressed condition. Quetzalli had largely learned to control her electrical abilities, but it required a calm state of mind to do so.
"If it was just the Order, I wouldn't be worried at all," he admitted. "But with the merfolk involved, things are far more complicated. That doesn't even factor in their special friend, the Captain."
She tilted her face toward his. "Do you really think he's another player in the Great Game?"
Mike nodded. "I feel it with every fiber of my being."
Throughout the previous day, Francois had stuck to him like glue, even participating in the helicopter flyover. Although the man said nothing to him, every time Mike looked at the Captain, he was looking back. Last night after dinner, Francois had summoned his ship and returned to it with the princess, but Mike could feel the man's presence even now. It was like a mental itch he couldn't scratch, and he wondered what it meant.
"Is he here to hinder or help?" Quetzalli asked.
"That's a really good question. I can't tell if he's being cautious around me, or if he really is just a massive dick. But Ingrid didn't even know who he was, so that's something, I guess." He wasn't sure what the Order knew about his status or the Great Game itself, but if they learned that Francois could kill him and take possession of his home, then all bets would be off. If not for his desire to protect whatever was here on the island, he would have packed up and gone home through his bed portal last night. "Man seems like a massive douchebag, though."
"Mmm." She buried her face in his shoulder and clung tight to him. "I'm worried he'll try to hurt you," she mumbled into his neck.
"Me too," he replied. "But I'm expecting it, honestly. He might catch me off-guard at the moment, but it's like when you're expecting a sucker punch. I know it's coming, just not when. And you have taught me so much about how my own magic can be used, both offensively and defensively. Really, a metal sword is probably one of the worst weapons he could use on me, 'cause I'll light him up."
That got a chuckle from the dragon. "If he hurts you, I'll turn him into a human lightning rod," she declared.
"Blast him right out of those stupid boots of his." Mike stroked Quetzalli's cheek and was glad to see that she looked more relaxed. "C'mon, let's go get some breakfast."
The two of them crawled out of bed and moved into the living room to find a very sour looking Beth staring in disgust out the window. Her hands were wrapped around a ceramic mug full of black coffee.
"Morning," Mike said.
Beth snorted in disgust. "I can't believe those fishy fuckers drugged me," she muttered. "I feel like such an idiot."
"They should have said it was more like absinthe than wine." He moved to stand beside her and rubbed the small of her back. "But yeah, stuff had quite the kick."
"Didn't affect you," she replied. "Or Quetzalli."
"I spent hundreds of years eating fish-based meals," said the dragon from the kitchenette. She was dropping bread into the toaster. "Though my body appears human, I am still very much a dragon on the inside. It may as well have been juice to me."
"Which is a little silly, because a single glass of regular wine, and you get white-girl wasted." Beth shook her head with a chuckle and turned her attention to Mike. "I feel like I let you down."
"Hardly." Mike gave her a side hug and stared out into the water. Sure enough, the Captain's ship was exactly where he felt it would be. The sails were unfurled now, but it was somehow motionless. He wondered if the thing was powered by thought alone or if it was alive. "Their first impression of you is more spring-break college girl than ass-kicking attorney. Since you'll be hanging around with them today, you can use that to your advantage."
"I guess." She sighed. "Though I was kind of hoping to see the island."
"They promised to take you snorkeling where humans aren't allowed. It's okay to admit that you're excited."
A small grin appeared on Beth's face. "Okay, fine."
"And you can stare at fish dicks all day." Lily came out of her bedroom and scowled. "At least you're going out. I get to be stuck here playing house sitter."
"It can't be helped." Mike walked over to the succubus. "I'll treat you to a real beach vacation once this is done, just you and me."
Lily froze like a deer caught in headlights, then shrugged. "Hey, whatever," she said. "But I'll hold you to that."
Ratu was the last one up. She wore a silk kimono with a pair of snakes that curled around her arms and torso, flicking their tongues at each other. As the naga moved through the suite, it was almost like she was gliding on air instead of walking. When she spotted Mike watching her in the kitchenette, she winked at him and poured water into a teapot she had brought from home.
"Don't want to drink the Order's tea?" he asked. "I'm sure they'll give you some at breakfast."
"They are a vast organization with ample resources." She opened up a cabinet and pulled out a mug. "Yet somehow, they have imported only the finest mass manufactured garbage that can fit inside a tea bag."
"You're spoiled," Lily declared from the couch.
"I am." Ratu snapped her fingers, and the teapot whistled as the water inside was instantly brought to boiling. She dropped a diffuser into the pot and set it aside. "It also doesn't help that the Grim Reaper has become quite the enthusiast. Last fall, he somehow tracked down a green tea blend in China that I thought was lost to history."
Mike was about to ask how exactly Death had accomplished such a thing when there was a knock at the door. He answered it to see Wallace and Ingrid standing outside, both wearing khaki shorts and Hawaiian shirts.
"Breakfast," Wallace said, then looked past him toward Lily. "You should come too. There will be plenty to eat. Heard they've got quite the selection of meats."
"Meh, I'd rather get room service and masturbate in here." Lily was tapping away at her phone. "I'm still pretty sad about my lost luggage, gotta get my dopamine fix from somewhere."
Ingrid scowled at the succubus, then turned her attention to Mike. "We really would like it if everyone could come down for breakfast. The princess and her guardian will be there, and they may take offense knowing that a member of your entourage has blown them off."
Mike knew this was another attempt to get a team inside his room. If Lily stayed inside yet again, they would suspect that he was up to something. "I'll see what I can do," he said. "I wouldn't want to insult the princess."
Ingrid nodded, then looked at her partner. "C'mon, let's go."
Wallace smirked at all of them before turning to follow Ingrid down the hall. Mike shut the door and let out a sigh. "Does anybody else think that guy is a massive asshole?"
Lily raised her hand. "It's part of what makes him so much fun to fuck with," she said with a grin. "So what's the play? We know that they're gonna send somebody once we all show up for breakfast."
Mike put a finger to his temples and wiggled his eyebrows. "Cat radio."

🏝️🏝️🏝️Breakfast in Paradise was at a massive table set up on a deck overlooking the water. Down below, waves lapped at the pilings which sent a gentle thrumming through the structure that Mike could feel in his sandals.
Aurora greeted them at the edge of the deck, then showed them to their seats. Ingrid and Wallace sat on one side of the table next to Princess Leilani and Captain Francois. Mike took a spot between Beth and Ratu. Quetzalli and Lily sat at the opposite ends of the table.
"Good morning, Caretaker. Glad you could finally join us." Francois smirked at Mike, his smile turning genuine when he turned to look at the others. "Though I suppose women as lovely as these need the extra time to get ready."
"Ah, good." Lily picked up her napkin and made a show of snapping it open before tucking it into her cleavage, which only served to expose more skin. "We're having misogyny for breakfast."
Francois' smile slipped, and he leaned back in his chair. "I jest. Much like the merfolk, I rise with the sun."
"Good for you," Lily replied, then picked up her menu.
"Is this one always so rude?" Leilani asked, her dark eyes on Mike.
"It's a cultural thing," Beth replied. "Bad home life before we got her. Pretty much a living hell. Can I get some coffee?" She looked over at Aurora, who was speaking into a headset with a hand covering her mouth. Undoubtedly, the woman was telling somebody that their room was empty.
Aurora dropped her hand and moved toward a serving table to grab a carafe. Everyone but Mike picked up their menus to see what was being offered. He already knew exactly what he wanted.
"I'll have a breakfast burrito," he said. "With scrambled eggs, skillet-fried potatoes, sausage, and bacon. Shredded cheese throughout and melted cheese on the top." He looked at the server nearest him who was hastily scribbling his order. "And if you can dice up some steak in there, that would be good, too."
"What is a boor-ito?" Leilani sounded out the word carefully.
"Oh, they're great. You take something called a tortilla, it's like a thin circular piece of bread, and it's filled up with all kinds of toppings. Then you roll it up and eat it." Mike smiled, happy to break the ice a little. Leilani had been unusually silent yesterday, other than her vague threats of violence against whatever had hurt her people. It had made the helicopter ride far more dramatic than it needed to be.
"Isn't that a pizza?" Leilani looked at Francois. "Round bread with toppings?"
"Burritos are for peasants," Francois declared, fixing Mike with a glare. "It's just somebody taking your meal and stuffing it into a tasteless package."
"I'll have the burrito as well," Lily declared.
"See?" Francois smirked. "Common folk love them, but they aren't fit for royalty."
"Don't let this guy tell you what to do," Lily said, leaning forward in her chair. She held her hand against her mouth and stage whispered. "Do you wanna hear a secret?"
Leilani looked confused, but nodded her assent.
"I think they're great, and I was born a princess."
Ingrid was mid-sip when this revelation was made, and managed to cough so hard she squirted water out her nose. Wallace handed her a napkin, and she stood and walked away from the others, cleaning her face with one hand as the other fumbled with something in her pocket.
"You are teasing me." Leilani scowled. "I do not care for it."
Lily sat back and shrugged. "You do you, Ariel."
Leilani's cheeks turned pink and Mike sighed inwardly. On the plus side, he had asked Lily to get uninvited from future meet-ups, so this was progress.
Ingrid returned to the table and sat down. "After breakfast, we're going to take a boat ride over to the east side of the island. We have some cars there that will take us to an isolated location where there are ATVs ready for use. A team has been prepped that can lead us to the summit. Mr. Radley, we're going to try and get as close to your property as we can before we have to bushwhack on foot. A detailed map of the area will be sent to you before we're done eating."
"Lovely." Ratu set her menu down. "I will also have a burrito, but with extra sausage on mine. Unless Captain Francois has any objections?"
Francois made a face. "It was just an opinion," he said. "I didn't want the princess wasting her time."
"I want a burrito as well." Beth handed her menu to a nearby server. "But nix the meat, I would like avocado and mushrooms instead. Extra cheese."
"I'll have the burrito, too. I'm not adverse to a little extra meat." Wallace winked at Lily, who rolled her eyes.
"And I..." Quetzalli began, "shall have the salmon on toast with poached eggs." When she saw the others looking at her, she shrugged. "What? The salmon sounds delicious."
Mike heard Ingrid mutter something about "these fucking people" moments before ordering scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast. Aurora took off with their orders and disappeared into the building.
The food arrived quickly and was consumed. The princess had ordered a lavish fish plate that came later than everyone else's, but opened her mouth impossibly wide to eat most of it in a single bite. Her teeth were very similar to a shark's, and Mike made a mental note to avoid getting bitten.
Francois said very little and kept throwing dirty looks at both Mike and Lily. Leilani watched everyone with wide eyes which occasionally focused on Mike. He didn't know what the mermaid was thinking, but her glances unnerved him. Though she deferred to Francois, Leilani's attitude seemed far less hostile than his.
As they were finishing up breakfast, Aurora came storming up to the table, clipboard in hand. Mike used his napkin to cover his mouth and hide a grin.
"How the fuck did you get a goblin in here?" she shouted, slamming the clipboard onto the table. Everybody went silent and looked at Mike, who stared back at Aurora.
"Excuse me?" he asked, feigning shock.
"You fucking heard me!" Aurora stormed over toward his side of the table, but Ingrid intercepted her. "One of our people got bit, and she chased us out with a hammer!"
"Why were you in my suite?" Mike looked over at Beth. "We did put up the Do Not Disturb sign, right?"
Beth nodded. "Oh, absolutely. I made sure of it."
"To clean your room!" Aurora took a step back and pointed accusingly at Mike. "But you need to tell me how you got a fucking goblin onto our property!"
"I summoned her." Mike looked at everyone as if hoping for their support. "You know, to clean our room."
"We have people for that!" Aurora slapped away Ingrid's hands and took a step back. Ingrid, satisfied that Aurora wasn't going to punch Mike, turned to face him.
"What do you mean you summoned her?" Ingrid asked.
"Just what I said. I knew we'd be down here a bit, but didn't want anyone messing around in our room. So I summoned a goblin to clean my room." He didn't dare mention Kisa, who they probably hadn't noticed. When he had telepathically called the catgirl earlier with his dilemma, Tink had been more than eager to help him out.
"From where, exactly?"
"She was probably at home when she found out I needed her. It's a place that overlaps with several dimensions. I can't properly explain it to you." Mike knew that the truth stone in Ingrid's pocket was agreeing with every word he said, and his answers were driving her nuts. "I have her clean up messes in my own house. She's pretty great."
"You expect us to believe you can just summon up a goblin to clean your damn house?" Ingrid stared at him as if in shock.
"No. But whether or not you believe me doesn't matter, 'cause I did." He looked past her at Aurora. "I'm sorry your staff got bit, but if she chased you out with a hammer, it means you weren't letting her do what she came to do."
"I thought this property was warded." This came from Leilani, who now wore a severe frown.
"It is," Ingrid replied, then looked at Mike. "Or at least, it's supposed to be."
"I don't know what to tell you," Mike replied. "I didn't think summoning a goblin to clean my suite would be a big deal."
"We have people here for that," hissed Aurora through her teeth.
"You've said that already, but I'm a little particular about who I want touching my things." He stood and gave a little bow to the princess. "Excuse me, but I must go take care of this."
Leilani nodded, but said nothing in response. Mike walked back to his suite with Wallace and Ingrid in tow. When they got to the outside of his room, he saw drops of blood in the hallway that a staffer was trying to clean up.
"Ugh, I bet that stung," he said, then looked at Ingrid. "You can tell your person not to worry about being bitten. Goblins don't have rabies or anything. Well, I know this one doesn't, at least."
He carefully used his bracelet to open the door and stepped inside. Tink was kneeling in the kitchenette wearing a french maid's outfit while sweeping a clean spot on the floor. Her eyes lit up when she saw him, but she hissed at Ingrid, who had pulled a wand.
"Wouldn't do that," Mike cautioned. "Last person I saw cast a spell at her didn't survive."



"Just...give it clothes, or whatever it takes to make it go away." Ingrid lowered her wand, but kept a tight grip.
Tink growled at Ingrid, then gave her the finger. "Stupid girl never know when room need cleaning, maybe goblin stick around forever."
"Ugh." Ingrid lowered her voice. "She even sounds stupid."
Tink drew the hammer from behind her back, but Mike snagged it before she could throw it. He gave her a stern look, and she crossed her arms and looked away from him.
"Unless there's a good reason I cannot have my own cleaning staff, I would like her to continue her job." He set the hammer handle up on the counter and turned toward Ingrid. "Besides, who is in my suite isn't important. Right?"
Ingrid stared at him silently for several long moments, her eyes flicking back and forth between him and Tink. The silence was broken when Ratu and Quetzalli exited the elevator and came down the hallway.
"Excuse us," Quetzalli said, pushing past Wallace into the room. "We need to change into better clothes for hiking."
"And we might be a while, seeing how us lovely ladies need time to get ready." Ratu looked down her nose at both Ingrid and Wallace, then walked into the suite to go to her room.
"Yeah, that guy seems like a complete ass," said Wallace, who noticed the look of surprise on Mike's face. "And yes, I'm aware that coming from me, that's saying something. We know almost nothing about him and he gives me the creeps."
Ingrid looked at her partner, then to Mike. "The merfolk have never spoken a word to us about this man. Intel hit a match with the name, but the last guy who used it died 250 years ago."
"Can humans live that long?" Mike asked.
Ingrid shrugged. "It's extremely rare, but we've seen it. However, we've yet to run across a human that old who isn't a complete bastard. It's almost like that second century breeds contempt for your fellow man." She looked past him down at Tink and let out a sigh. "How long does she stay summoned?"
"If you're asking if there's a limit to how long she's here, no, not really. And since Lily was going to stick around anyway, I was going to have the goblin keep the place clean so your people don't have to deal with Lily and her mess. It's clear she's causing problems, so the plan was to have her stay in the room."
The mage chewed at her lip for a moment, clearly unable to formulate an argument as to why the Order needed to be in the room. Though Mike still didn't know what sort of threat the Captain would pose, at least this battle over the room was something they had figured out how to handle.
"Really, Beth will probably be back and forth up here as well." Wallace leaned against the frame of the door. "Since the merfolk decided to keep her on the property. Our people have plenty of other things they could be working on."
Ingrid sighed. "It's fine," she said, a defeated look on her face. "We leave at the top of the hour. Please meet us down at the dock."
"Will do." Mike gave her a mock salute and shut the door behind them after they left. When he turned around, he saw Ratu run out of her bedroom and straight into his.
"I need to get something," she called over her shoulder. "No time to explain."
She closed the door behind her, leaving Mike alone with Tink. She smiled up at him, wiggling her butt back and forth like an excited puppy.
"Tink do great job!" she declared, then scowled at the hallway door. "Bite stupid bitch who call Tink an ogre."
"That's because Tink is the best wife." He bent down to kiss her forehead. "Now I want to know where you got the maid outfit on short notice."
"It was supposed to be a surprise." Kisa stood up from behind the couch. She was in a maid's outfit as well. "But if you all are leaving at the top of the hour, the surprise will have to wait."
"Damn," Mike muttered, contemplating the catgirl and the goblin. While they could probably make something happen, it would be rushed and he wanted to savor whatever scenario Tink and Kisa had come up with.
"By the way. You aren't actually expecting us to clean this place, are you?" Kisa put hands on her hips, her tail flicking back and forth.
"No, no, of course not." A wicked grin crossed his face. "But maybe if I need some turndown service, I'll--"
Tink pinched his ass so hard he jumped. She walked backward toward his room with a smirk on her face as he followed. "Husband know who to call. We go now, Tink's turn to watch Baby Legs."
He watched them both slide under his bed and vanish. With a little sigh, he moved toward the closet where his hiking gear was stashed. Today was gonna be long, and he needed to be ready for anything.

🏝️🏝️🏝️"I'm telling you, that fucking doll is following me!"
Cyrus raised an eyebrow dramatically and turned in slow motion to look at the nearest window of the Radley home. For perhaps the fifth time today, he found himself looking at a normal window, bereft of decor other than some light curtains.
"I still don't see anything," he said to a very frustrated Bradford, perfectly aware that somebody in the house was messing with the knight. Cyrus had met Jenny the doll on a few occasions, though it was usually at a distance. There had been a couple of times Mike had brought the possessed doll to tea and she sat in his lap, but Mike had assured him they would all be perfectly safe as long as Cyrus didn't make direct eye contact. He had thought Mike had been kidding, but there was something about those porcelain features that gave him the heebie jeebies.
He didn't know if the doll was just messing with the man or if he had done something to piss her off. Either way, the doll was the least of their worries right now. The last twenty-four hours had been a disaster. After tea with Mike the other evening, he thought things would be quiet for a while. That had been wishful thinking. The very next morning, he discovered that Laurel had gotten up before him and led the field team to do some preliminary work under her guidance. She was clearly trying to establish herself as second in command, and he noticed that a few people on the field team were already deferring to her.
This put him in a difficult position. Ordinarily, he wouldn't worry about it. He was meticulous in his work and didn't really care what others thought. However, he was purposefully doing a bad job meant to look like a good one, and he knew Laurel was going to start producing results. When he had said as much to Death, the Reaper had simply chuckled and wandered off.
An hour later, a member of the field team reported strange lights and then disappeared in the hedge maze for half the day, despite his team searching through it numerous times. By the time he showed up again, he claimed he had only been missing for a few minutes, and had no recollection of anything else. When Laurel had confronted Death over the matter, he had simply shrugged and declared maybe the man had stopped to smell the roses.
The groundskeeping staff kept creating projects wherever his people were investigating, and they were starting to rightfully suspect that something was up. Mads had taken to following Cyrus around, claiming it was for his own protection. More than anything else, Cyrus worried that Laurel and Mads had figured out he was up to something.
Cyrus pulled a couple antacid chewables from his pocket and popped them into his mouth. At the rate he was going through them, he was going to have to buy more tonight. Everything tasted like chalk lately.
"There! She's right there!" Bradford pointed at a different window.
This time, Cyrus saw Jenny in the corner, staring down at the two of them. For just a moment, he heard a woman's laugh in the back of his mind.
"I still don't see anything." Cyrus patted Bradford's shoulder. "Why don't you go take a break? This place, it's different from what we're used to."
"We'll see how different it is once we crack it open." Bradford stormed off around the house, stopping long enough to slice the top off of a small shrub with his sword. Cyrus watched him until he was gone, then looked back at the window.
The doll was gone.
"He seems fragile." Death startled Cyrus, causing his heart rate to skyrocket. He clutched at his chest dramatically, spinning to confront the Reaper.
"Don't do that, you're gonna give me a heart attack!"
"Nonsense. I would know if you were at my door." Death chuckled and looked at the window. "Jenny likes him. Said he's... he's..." He scratched the back of his skull with bony fingers, then snapped them. "Delectable!"
"Are you sure that's the word she used?" Cyrus moved away from the house and toward a small picnic table that had been set up near the greenhouse. He groaned when he sat, his knees and back protesting. Retirement had softened him more than he'd realized, and the long day of pretending to study the house was already wearing on him.
"It was. When I asked her for clarification, she said his fear was delicious."
Cyrus shivered, grateful that the doll knew he was on her side. "I'm surprised he's all worked up, honestly. She's just playing peekaboo with him, right?"
"The scariest things are the ones we build up inside our mind. Perhaps he fears the unknown or maybe he worries that his mental faculties are failing him. For most people, it's far more important to be believed than anything else. Being unable to trust your own senses is no different than being lost in the dark."
"That's fairly insightful."
Death sat across from Cyrus and steepled his hands together. "I represent the great unknown, the darkness from which there is no return. Surely I've learned a thing or two here."
"You've learned plenty during your time at the house, don't sell yourself short. I assume we won't be having tea tonight?"
"You are correct. Perhaps tomorrow night I will have time." Death was referring indirectly to Mike's ability to drop by and check in personally. "Is there anything we need to discuss?"
Cyrus looked around to make sure none of his team were nearby. "The mage Laurel is my number one concern right now. If something happened to me, her approach to examining your home would be far more...aggressive."
"I see." Death pulled out his phone and started tapping on the screen. "I will let Jenny know."
"The doll has a phone?"
"We're on a family plan. She mostly uses it for scaring people on the internet. Mike Radley did have to disable her ability to call outside the family, though. She got in trouble for calling strangers in the middle of the night."
"Yeah, I can see why that would cause problems." He watched the house for a bit longer, then excused himself to check in with the rest of the team. Toward the front of the house, Laurel was busy taking a statement from Bradford, scribbling onto a small notepad with a pencil.
"Did something happen?" he asked.
"You may not be taking this investigation seriously, but I am." Laurel gave him a withering glare, one that was matched by Bradford. "I firmly believe Bradford has encountered a paranormal entity."
"Yes, and?" Cyrus waved at the house. "We're expecting the paranormal, remember? It's kind of like a zoo for one, actually."
"But a denizen of the house is making contact with him. Maybe it wishes to talk? What if it wants out?" She jabbed her pencil in his direction. "I feel that this is worth pursuing, even if you don't. Mads?"
"Hmm?" Her knight had been staring at the windows.
"Spirit board and spirit box." She scowled at Cyrus. "Unless you have a problem with that?"
"Not at all," he replied.
Ouija boards had been around forever, but the spirit box was relatively new technology the Order had invented that had been leaked to the public. While it could be used to allow the living to commune directly with spirits, it was often misused for the purpose of amateur ghost hunting. "But to play devil's advocate, what if the spirit is hostile? What if it doesn't want you around?"
"Then we shall treat it as a hostile entity." Laurel's features twisted. "Master Cyrus, have you spoken with the Director today?"
Cyrus shook his head. "Last we spoke, I was given the impression that he only wanted to hear from me should we have something meaningful to give him. Lacking any discovery of merit, I have not checked in."
"Well, I called the Director first thing this morning. The Caretaker should be near or at his property in Hawai'i already. If our timeline is correct, we only have the next two or three days to make progress. We aren't going to make it through traditional methods. We have twenty-four hours to give the Director reason to believe that our mission here will be successful."
"Or?" Cyrus held out his arms in a massive shrug. "What happens if we don't?"
She narrowed her eyes. "Preparations are already being made."
Cyrus didn't like the sound of that, but kept his face neutral. Instead, he bowed his head in her direction. "Perhaps I should check in with him."
"You can try, but it may be difficult. He's currently monitoring the situation in Maui personally. I wanted to make sure that I fully understood what he expected from our mission here." Her smug grin was made more alarming by the glint in her eyes. He had been right to worry about Laurel. It wasn't just that she was clever, or good at her job. She was motivated, and eager to chase success.
"I see." He scratched the back of his head and sighed. "I've been out of the game too long. But you all knew that before you even got here. I just want you to know that I appreciate the energy you are putting into this. I... I feel like a man out of time, Sister Laurel. Three years ago, you and I would be fighting to see who could accomplish more here, and I'll admit that I've lost that edge."
The light of triumph shone in Laurel's eyes as she nodded her agreement.
"But," he said with a finger held up. "I still have knowledge and experience that we should utilize as a team. So while you may be the cutting edge we need, I ask that you let me be the steady hand that guides you. The Director is our superior but, as you said, his full attention is on a different aspect of this project. I would hate for him to make false assumptions."
The mage contemplated his words for several moments, then crossed her arms. "Of course, Master Cyrus. I didn't mean to overstep my station."
He knew it was a bullshit apology and she would do it again in a heartbeat. That didn't matter to him, though. For now, Laurel would give him just enough rope to hang himself in the eyes of the Director. His admission would be used to demote him, but that was fine. As long as nobody suspected his true intentions, he could still stall whatever the Order had put into motion.
A lot of his future plans hinged on Laurel's comments about those extra preparations. He spent a couple of minutes discussing next moves with Laurel, including some extra advice on precautions for the spirit box, then excused himself to check in with the Director. When he called, he got an underling who explained that the Director had gone dark to monitor the Hana excursion in real time, which meant Cyrus wouldn't get answers anytime soon. Disgruntled, he paced the front yard, doing his best to appear busy while pondering his next move.
Based on older protocols, he couldn't be sure what the Order would attempt. Knowing what he did about the house, it wasn't like they could just call in more mages. If they were going to attempt an assault on the house, they would have to find a different method, and he didn't know what that would be. His best guess would be some sort of long distance assault, but he assumed the protective magic was capable of defending from such an attempt.
"Ye look lost, lad." Cyrus was pulled from his ruminations by one of the gardeners he recognized, a man in dark leather who patrolled the rose bushes almost exclusively. "Seems ye've got a load on yer mind."
"Indeed I do." Cyrus saw that the man was snipping the heads off of roses and tossing them into a bucket. "Is there something wrong with those ones?" he asked.
"Aye." The gardener snipped another rose free. "The plant can only make so many. Once the flower has bloomed, it's served its purpose. I cut it away so that the bush can make more." He held the rose out for Cyrus. "But we can appreciate 'em all the same. Struck down at the height of beauty for us to enjoy."
"I see." Cyrus waved a hand dismissively. "Sorry to bother you."
"I don' think ye actually be seeing what I mean. Perhaps ye should consider stopping and smelling the roses proper?" The gardener held out the rose again. "Go on, take it."
Puzzled, Cyrus accepted the flower, but hid his surprise when he felt something else pushed into the palm of his hand. Out of the corner of his vision, he noticed that one of the knights was watching the interaction. He sniffed at the flower and let out a sigh.
"And did ye learn anything?" asked the gardener.
"No." Cyrus handed the flower back, keeping the item tucked safely in his palm. "I've never been good at flower analogies."
"Aye." The gardener picked up his bucket. "Well I hope ye figure out yer problem soon enough. When something bothers me, my favorite place to sit is the gazebo. Nice and quiet, it has a great view."
"Uh huh, thanks." Cyrus nodded and walked away, making brief eye contact with the nearby knight. There was a questioning look in the man's eyes, but Cyrus just spiraled a finger by his ear, conveying that the gardener was just a chatty loon. He wandered the grounds for a couple more minutes before strolling up to the gazebo, the item still tucked firmly in his hand. It wasn't until he sat down at the table inside the gazebo that he dared chance a peek at the thing.
It was an earbud, colored to match his own skin. He feigned scratching at his ear and slid it into place. Almost immediately, a voice spoke to him.
"Took you long enough."
Cyrus held back a grin, immediately recognizing the Rat Queen. That meant that Eulalie was somewhere nearby, perhaps even watching him.
"This is far better than a hood," he muttered, hoping the earpiece could pick up his voice.
"Yeah, well, I don't have enough hoods for everyone and didn't want your friends to get jealous." Eulalie chuckled on the other end. "Been awhile since we've spoken."
In fact, he hadn't talked to her since the angel incident. He had often asked about her, but Mike always waved the question off as unimportant. "To what do I owe the honor?"
"I've had to stare at the bald spot forming on top of your head for the last day or so." Eulalie chuckled as Cyrus looked up, only to realize he was inside the gazebo and was staring at the roof. "We've been using drones, Cyrus."
"How did you get drones to work?" He scratched at his beard. "If you take them outside the protective boundary, they won't actually show you anything of value." Well, that wasn't necessarily true. The geas didn't care about him or his bald spot, so a drone would pick him up no problem.
"I'm allowed inside the house. Aerial footage will show me all the details of whatever I want to see. It doesn't hurt that I have access to the best drones a shadow government can buy." Cyrus smiled at Eulalie's smug tone. Though he didn't know what she looked like, it was easy to hear that she was quite pleased with herself. "Speaking of shadow governments, let's talk about yours."
"Not technically a government," he replied. "Though the comparison is apt."
"I recently had the good fortune of gaining access to the Order's financials. Well, the accounts I had missed the first time, anyway. You guys pretty much invented shell corporations, and I imagine you have a team dedicated to juggling all that damned money."
"Wait, you're in our bank accounts?" His eyes bugged out of his head.
"Not quite. Don't worry, old timer, your pension is safe from me." He could almost hear her think 'for now'. The Order's financial assets were spread across the globe, capable of making big purchases in pretty much any country. There were actual vaults stacked high with precious metals and cash just in case they needed something fast.



"What are you looking at?" he asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.
"Some dark web type stuff. I do think it's funny that you guys actually have a Paypal account, but I was very interested to learn about some of your crypto activities."
Cyrus shook his head, then remembered she couldn't see him. Or maybe she could. It didn't really matter. "I'm afraid that I won't be of much help to you there. I barely understand it myself, but yes, the Order uses crypto." He didn't tell her that the Order had essentially invented Bitcoin for the purpose of anonymity. In a world where information was becoming easier to spread, they needed a way to move large amounts of money without anyone knowing to whom it belonged.
"You all have a whole chain of transactions, most of which seem to be an attempt to bounce money around and make it harder to spot. But last night, the Order transferred fifteen million dollars into an account that definitely isn't one of yours. Any thoughts?"
Cyrus frowned. Fifteen million wasn't a red flag by any means. "That could be anything," he replied.
"It could be. However, I learned that was just the first payment. They sent another five million shortly after. I'm tracking two of your planes right now, and it seems like they are making round trips to South America. They're on their way back right now, actually."
"You're... tracking our planes? How? That shouldn't be possible."
Eulalie sighed. "I don't have time to explain in detail, but I'm looking at falsified flight plans, fuel purchases that tell me how long they're going to be in the air, money trails, and a bevy of data that points to conclusions I don't much care for."
"You got rats onto those planes, didn't you?"
"I refuse to divulge my methods." He heard her snort. "But yes. If it wouldn't hurt the rats, I'd stick one up your Director's ass just to see what makes him tick. No amount of magical warding will compensate for installing monitoring equipment directly inside your aircraft. I know where they are and how fast they're flying. On a related note, who do you get your spy cameras from? The quality of the optics is fantastic."
Cyrus grinned in spite of himself. He could hear the joy in Eulalie's voice, reminding him of a kid in a candy store.
"Our technology department is top notch. I could tell you where they're located, but perhaps you prefer the challenge of finding them instead."
There was a long moment of silence, followed by a sigh. "I'm getting distracted," she muttered, and he heard a sound that made him think she was smacking her own cheeks. "We'll talk tech later. I need to know what you all could be spending money on that would end up on our doorstep."
"What? Here?" He frowned. "Run that all by me again?"
"Within one hour of a fifteen million dollar down payment, your planes touched down in Ecuador. They are currently on their way back. These are your private planes, the ones you use for people. I want to know who they could be bringing back from Ecuador."
Cyrus stared at his hands, deep in thought. They had a facility in Ecuador, but it was more of a monitoring station. Even so, they wouldn't require any sort of payment to show up.
"Private contractors," he said, his thoughts suddenly grim. When Laurel had said that preparations had been made, this is likely what she referred to.
"What kind?" Eulalie asked. "Because as of right now, it seems very much like the Order is bringing in a small army."
"But an army wouldn't be able to accomplish anything... right?" He scratched his head. "None of our people are in Ecuador, and I'm unaware of any magical assets there. That means they're bringing in outsiders, likely the human kind."
"Mercenaries." Eulalie could be heard typing on a keyboard, and she let out a hiss that caused the hair on Cyrus' neck to stand straight up. "Oh, fuck me, this is bad."
"What's wrong?" he asked.
"If my data is correct, your boss hired a paramilitary group called the Sons of Sin."
"No!" Cyrus whispered in alarm.
"Yes. I have to go. It's time for a family discussion."
The earpiece went silent, and Cyrus gazed out at the front yard, his thoughts whirling. Right now, the Radley estate looked similar to a botanical garden, with staff wandering the property and tending the plants.
But if the Director really had hired the Sons of Sin, this place was about to become a battlefield. The Order rarely hired the group, but when they did, it was always a mission geared toward extermination. The Sons of Sin were some of the nastiest bastards on the planet, cold blooded killers for hire, and they were coming here. He had no idea what they had been doing in Ecuador, but there was no reason to doubt Eulalie's intel.
Cyrus rose to his feet, groaning at the ache in his lower spine. It was clear now that the Director had never thought Cyrus would succeed. Instead, he was only there to gather intel which he would hand over to the next person in charge when they arrived. Scowling, he turned to stare up at the house.
It was time for some preparations of his own.

🏝️🏝️🏝️A pair of speedboats ferried Mike and the rest of the team to the eastern side of the island. He sat with Ratu and Quetzalli in the back while Ingrid and Wallace sat up front with the driver. Supplies had been strapped to the other boat, things they would need for the brutal hike up to the Big Bog. There were only two ways to get there, and they weren't going to be able to fly in and climb down from above. Most of the land was protected by the government, and the Order had been unable to secure access from the Hawaiian Islands Land Trust. This meant starting the trek at the beach and working their way up the mountain.
Less than a quarter mile behind them, Captain Francois' ship glided across the water, keeping up with them. Every now and then it would fall behind and simply vanish into a cloud of mist, likely a form of magical camouflage. On more than one occasion, Mike caught Ingrid watching the ship with concern. Even though he was technically at odds with the Order, he appreciated knowing that she was uncomfortable with the man as well.
Princess Leilani sailed with Francois. Even now, Mike could see the princess standing at the prow of the vessel, her eyes fixed on the volcano. She had graciously declined riding with Mike and the others, citing that she would only travel with her guardian. Up on the deck, Captain Francois stood behind the helm, casually steering the ship with one hand while eating an apple with the other.
"I really don't like that guy," Mike muttered.
"It's not just you." Ratu wrapped her arm around his and leaned into him. Turning her head, she placed a couple of kisses on his neck, then whispered in his ear. "Are they looking elsewhere?"
Assuming she was referring to the Order, he nodded his head. Wallace looked like he was taking a power nap in the front of the boat, and Ingrid was focused on Francois' ship. Mike was unable to make out the name on the prow, but the impressively cut figurehead with the flowing beard made him think it was probably something manly.
"Yeah," he muttered.
Ratu ran her hand along his body, sliding it up under his shirt as if to feel his abs. He felt her slide something into the waistband of his shorts.
"Don't react," she whispered as she nibbled at his ear. "I mean, react to this, but not what I'm about to tell you."
He smirked and leaned into her, putting an arm around her and playfully squeezed her breast through her shirt. Ingrid looked at them and made a point of turning away.
"You're about to feel Daisy climbing up your chest," she whispered. "Cerulea and Olivia will be with Quetzalli and me. I left Carmina with Lily back at Paradise."
"What's going on?" he asked.
"Just a hunch," she muttered. "After you left breakfast, everybody started chatting, and I overheard the Captain say something to Leilani in the lost language of Atlantis."
"Can't be lost if someone speaks it," he replied.
Ratu bit his ear hard enough that he flinched.
"Please, continue," he muttered, trying to ignore the pain.
"To clarify, it's considered lost because the Atlanteans themselves are gone. I know the language because I needed it for disenchanting a bunch of their stuff over the years. They're using you and the Order to take care of whatever is up the mountain. She asked him when he thought the tide would go out."
Mike didn't have a clever retort for that. "What does that even mean?" he asked, knowing perfectly well that it was a nonsensical question for a mermaid to ask.
"He told her as soon as the crabs finished their meal. I suspect their plan is to take you out once you've done whatever they think you're going to do. Possibly the Order, too." She nuzzled him extra hard, her hand moving up his chest to play with his nipple. A tiny pair of hands and feet crawled along his ribs as Daisy squeezed herself flat against his back.
"The enemy of my enemy," he muttered.
"Mike, if the Order finds out the Captain can claim your home, we might lose our safety net." Her voice was at odds with her amorous ministrations as she licked the side of his neck. "The fairies are here in case we get separated. They can sense each other and we can use them to navigate if needed."
"What else did you give me?"
"Knock it off you two." Ingrid had a look of disgust on her face. "There's no fucking on this boat."
"Or if there is, make sure you bring plenty of fucking for everybody." Wallace lowered his shades and grinned at everyone. When nobody responded, he sighed and sat back in his chair, resuming the power-nap position.
Ratu had already slid away from Mike pretending to adjust her clothes. She smiled at him, but he could see the worry in her eyes. Once they started their ascent of the mountain, danger could come from almost anywhere. His safety was assured only until they reached their destination and completed their task. He couldn't help but think about the sword at Francois' hip.
He briefly wondered if Ratu had borrowed a collapsible sword from Dana, but knew that couldn't be it. Not only would tucking a blade into his pants be silly, but he also had no idea how to use it. Over the last couple of years, he had worked on getting stronger and using his magic, but self defense with weapons hadn't been part of the agenda.
The trip around the eastern edge of the island had them landing at a village built along the edge of the water. The buildings that dotted the hillside were beautiful and painted bright colors so they stood out against the green backdrop of the forest. In the distance, the volcano Haleakalā loomed over them like a silent guardian.
"That's gonna be a long climb," Mike reflected as their boat angled toward the pier. While they didn't need to get all the way to the top, there were no discernable roads that he could see.
On the dock, a few Order members waited, all of them wearing bright Hawaiian colors and dark sunglasses. They looked like Secret Service agents on vacation, except instead of guns, they were armed with collapsible blades and wands, all in holsters strapped to belts and thighs.
"How do people not notice you guys?" he asked Ingrid. "You look like mercenaries."
She looked at the agents, then back at Mike. "You'd be surprised what people don't notice. At a cursory glance, they're probably just another tour company, or maybe just some weird tourists. People carry knives. It's not that uncommon. You shouldn't be able to see the wands, though. The holsters have a localized enchantment that make the wands look like something else, like a cellphone or whatever. When the Order does post-investigation surveys, people usually mistake us for law enforcement or park rangers. With Haleakalā National Park nearby, that's probably where people will think we're from."
"Are we going in through the park?" he asked. "To utilize their trails?"
Ingrid shook her head. "No. Normal people may mistake us for park rangers, but the actual park rangers will not. We can't chance running into people on the regular trails. I'm afraid you are too... memorable."
Mike looked questioningly over at Ratu and Quetzalli. Ratu's eyes were closed as she leaned back over the gunwale to expose her neck and chest to the sun. Quetzalli was leaning over the side of the boat, her silver hair billowing in the breeze while her large breasts jiggled in time with the waves the boat bounced over. "Yeah, I suppose that's the price we pay for traveling with them."
The mage looked incredulous for a moment, then shook her head. "I can't tell if you're ignorant or screwing with me."
He frowned at the mage. "Ratu looks like an Instagram model and Quetzalli is a curvy woman with silver hair and purple eyes. I'm aware they'd gather attention."
"I'm talking about you." Her features softened. "You really don't know, do you?"
"Clearly I don't. Care to explain it?"
Ingrid shook her head and chuckled. "I thought you were doing it on purpose this whole time, too. I was referring to you. Have you seen yourself lately?"
"Um, yeah? I'm not a vampire, I have a reflection."
She scrutinized him for a few seconds, then nodded. "After we dock, I want to show you something. It will only take a couple of minutes. Then you'll understand."
Curious, Mike nodded, then turned his attention back to the village of Hana. It was a secluded side of the island that was relatively untouched by commercial development. There were some people wandering the shoreline, some casting nets out into the water while others looked like tourists. Nobody paid them any attention as they approached.
Mike looked back to see if Francois would dock his vessel, but it had shrunk down to the size of a catamaran as they neared the shore. Leilani dove into the water and vanished from sight, leaving Francois by himself on his vessel.
"Do you think he's alone on there?" he asked Ingrid.
"I assume so. We haven't seen anybody else on board." She picked up a pair of binoculars. "Why? Do you think he has a crew stashed somewhere?"
He thought about his own home. Did the ship have its own kind of geas? What kind of defenses did it have other than the cloudy camouflage? Would Francois surprise them with a magical crew of men and women or would they be cryptids?
"Just wondering is all," he replied. Ratu frowned in Francois' direction.
Docking was a relatively silent affair. They were welcomed ashore as the Order pulled supplies from the other boat and loaded them into a pair of jeeps. Leilani appeared on the beach, wandering the shore as if looking for shells. She wore a green wrap around her legs and a yellow bikini top that contrasted nicely against her darker skin. The catamaran had shrunk down to a canoe, and Francois hopped onto the dock as the ship transformed into mist and flowed into the magical bottle at his waist. Francois was friendly with the Order, greeting each one with a smile and a handshake. Though Mike still got bad vibes from the man, Francois' friendliness seemed genuine.
"Don't let that fool you." Ratu was standing right behind him now, her words soft in his ear. "You are that man's competition."
He nodded, grateful for the reminder. Quetzalli had left the dock and was walking the shore just behind Leilani, who looked back at the dragon with interest. The rising sun was scattering prismatic colors off of the exposed scales on Quetzalli's neck and arms, which definitely caught the Order's attention.
Ingrid watched the dragon for a moment, then walked over to Mike. "What is she?" she asked him. "We thought she was just some side piece for you, but it's clear she's something more."
"What, the hair and the eyes didn't give it away?" He smirked at the mage.
"I once watched a man get eaten from the inside by insects in a matter of seconds." She scowled at him. "I thought her appearance was simply hair-dye and contacts, honestly."
Mike pursed his lips as if deep in thought. "You should really be asking her," he said, knowing Quetzalli wouldn't tell anyone. "That's her secret to share."
Ingrid groaned and shook her head. "Of course you couldn't just tell me. Look, can you at least tell me that she won't hinder us? Looking at her, she doesn't seem like the kind of woman who can handle the stress of bushwhacking up a mountain."
"She can handle it." Holding back a grin, he continued. "I once saw her eat a man from the inside using a bunch of insects."
"Fuck you, Caretaker." Ingrid's eyes went hard. "Maybe this is a game to you, but this is my life. Do you know how many times I've watched someone I care about get killed? Maybe if you'd lost someone close to you, you'd understand."
He sighed and turned his attention toward her. "I apologize," he said. "I was trying to be funny."
"Try harder." She turned to walk away, but spun back around to face him. "Actually, stop trying. That would be even better."
"I hear that a lot at home, actually." He became serious once again. "But I really am sorry."
Ingrid rolled her eyes and left to check in with the others. Ratu was staring up at the volcano, her emerald eyes glistening.
"I can feel it," she said, awe in her voice. "The mountain, I mean. Millions of tons of rock and soil, permeated with the earth's heat like the veins around a beating heart. It may be slumbering, but it is very much alive."
He put a hand around her waist and watched the mountain with her. Where Ratu felt the magic of the earth, he could feel the life of the forest. It was like staring into a distant crowd of people and only hearing snippets of their voices. There was power here that he hadn't felt anywhere else. In the tower world, mighty mountains loomed, but they were cold and lonely. Haleakalā had a presence that filled both his eyes and his mind, leaving him longing for more.
"What are you looking at?" The voice startled him, and Mike turned to find Leilani staring at them with curiosity.
"The mountain," he said.
She nodded in understanding. "Haleakalā is very impressive. Once every five years, my people allow the bravest warriors able to make legs to make a pilgrimage up its slopes and bring back a stone from the highest peak. These stones are special to us, because they are a reminder that with enough time, anyone can touch the sky."
Mike contemplated the princess. It was the first time he had seen her express any thought beyond vengeance or serving her people. Her perpetual scowl had been replaced with wide-eyed curiosity, and maybe even some trepidation.
"Have you climbed it before?"
Her eyes snapped toward him and she shook her head. "I was not old enough for the last pilgrimage, nor would I have been considered worthy."
"But certainly you would qualify now."
She nodded. "That is true. But my status as a royal means it would be difficult to convince the council to allow me to go. Every pilgrimage, there is at least one who fails to return."
"What happened to them?" asked Ratu.
"The merfolk share a cautious peace with the humans of the island today, but we were often at odds with the kings of old. The spirits of the dead have not forgotten and will not hesitate to slay my people." Leilani's eyes glistened with excitement. "They are the Nightmarchers, the warriors of old."
"Excuse me, the what now?" Mike gaped at Leilani. "We have to fight spirits?"
"Not likely." Wallace came off the dock holding a trio of hiking bags. "They only come out after the sun goes down, and we'll make camp if that happens. There are precautions we can take. Honestly, the Nightmarchers are kind of like the weather--no guarantee you'll see them, and they usually leave well enough alone unless you piss them off. It's part of the reason why this side of the island is so sparsely populated. In protecting this region from development, it actually caused the spirits to gather here naturally. Anyone trying to build is usually not a local, and we'll find their equipment abandoned in the woods one day."



"This feels like something you all should have mentioned." Mike glared at Wallace.
"I ain't afraid of no ghosts." Wallace winked at Leilani and wandered off whistling the Ghostbusters theme.
"He is a disgusting man." The princess frowned at the knight. "I wish we didn't have to tolerate his presence."
"What did he do?" Mike was insanely curious, but was interrupted when Captain Francois came up behind Leilani and handed her a bag.
"This is your pack," he declared, his voice kind. He showed her how to loop it around her shoulders as the princess eagerly inspected the nylon straps. When Francois' attention shifted to Mike, his features hardened.
"I assume one of your women will be carrying yours?"
Mike shook his head. "You are incorrect. I'm used to carrying my own weight."
"We'll see, Caretaker. I must admit I was shocked to learn that the Caretaker was a man. I guess that means Hestia is becoming desperate."
"You know about Hestia?" This fact surprised Mike.
"I do. And the fact that you heard me speak her name tells me you've Awakened." The Captain grinned. "I believe you may be the first Caretaker to accomplish this in a century."
"Awakened?" Mike shook his head. "What does that mean?"
The Captain laughed and walked away with Leilani close behind. They moved to a row of black vans that waited for them up by the road. A couple of men from the Order took their bags and stashed them in the trunk.
"What an asshole." Mike sighed. "Seems like this trip is full of them."
Ratu nodded her agreement, then squeezed his arm when Ingrid approached.
"You ready?" she asked, then looked at Ratu. "I'm just borrowing him for a minute."
The naga nodded and turned her attention to the beach. Quetzalli had crouched down in the sand and was poking something with a stick. The naga wandered over to see what she was doing as Ingrid led Mike up the main road.
He turned back and gazed across the water for a moment before jogging to catch up to the mage. "So what's the deal?" he asked. "You're being very mysterious, you know."
She ignored him, her eyes scanning their surroundings. Eventually she settled on a small group of tourists who had set up an early luncheon at one of the picnic tables. There were about six of them, four women and two men.
"There's a resort near here, very secluded," Ingrid explained, then gestured toward the table. "Tourists love to come here and just watch the water. Anyway, I want you to walk past them. Don't use any of your weird sex magic or anything, just let them get a good look at your face."
Though the request was strange, Mike complied. He casually strolled about thirty feet away, keeping his gaze mostly toward the water. The waves were curling over each other to splash onto the shoreline, scattering a mess of sticks that had washed up recently. It very much reminded him of the Dreamscape.
A woman screamed, causing Mike to trip. Spinning in place, he saw that the tourists were standing as a group while one woman pointed at him as she hopped up and down.
"Holy shit, it's you. It's you!" She ran his direction, freezing him in place. He didn't sense any danger, and nearly laughed when her floppy hat fell off her head and landed in the dirt behind her.
"Uh, yeah, it's... me?" The group congregated around him, eyes wide and in awe.
"Oh my god, I can't believe we're meeting... meeting..." One of the guys was snapping his fingers, as if the sound would somehow trigger the answer.
"I love all your movies," gushed one of the other women. "Can I get your autograph?"
"Movies?" He looked past them at Ingrid, who stood in the distance with her arms crossed and a grin on her face.
"Shit, shit, I don't have a pen!" One of the women ran back and grabbed her beach bag and a purse from the table. When she returned, she started handing random objects to the others until finally digging out a black and white Bic pen, which she held up like a trophy.
Mike obliged the requests for autographs, and ended up signing someone's kindle, a leg, the top of one woman's boob, and some other random knick-knacks. They had him pose for pictures with them, all smiling in delight as he indulged their bizarre requests for poses. One of the men had Mike hold him as if the man had swooned, and everyone joked about how it was the perfect romance.
He finally extricated himself from the group with the excuse that his manager needed him, then jogged back over to Ingrid. The woman was smug as she waved at the group, then grabbed Mike by the hand and led him back to the pier.
"So who did they think you were?" she asked.
"I have no clue," he replied, realizing he still had the woman's pen tucked in his pocket. He would have taken it back, but didn't want to get caught up again. "What was that about?"
"You really don't know, do you?" She rolled her eyes. "It's probably the nymph magic in your blood. You are supernaturally gorgeous, and I don't use that term lightly. I thought maybe it was just something you kept doing, but I've watched you for days now. Even when distracted, there's this aura of desire that is frankly a little disturbing. You just feel like someone I want to be around, hang on all of your words, be your best friend, maybe."
"But you've never acted that way." He looked back at the group. They all waved at him, so he waved back.
"I'm a professional," she replied. "We're trained to resist charms like yours, but it's difficult. No doubt they'll post those pictures of you online and nobody will be able to figure out who you are. You look familiar, and have a face that others want to trust. It's why I don't trust you, Radley. The most dangerous things in the world always seem like the most harmless."
"That's a harsh assessment," he replied. "But also totally fair."
"You seemed surprised by their reaction," she added. "When was the last time you were around ordinary people?"
"Um..." Thinking back on it, the last time he had truly been in public was the day before he had inherited his house. The few times he had left the house, it had always been with Kisa so that people couldn't see him. He was no longer human, he knew this already. But seeing how the others had treated him was more than a little mortifying.
"It's been a long time," he finally admitted.
"And that's why we won't be taking public trails. The last thing we need is people chronicling your every movement." Ingrid stopped suddenly by the public showers and restroom. "I need to go before we leave. You might want to do the same, unless that's something you don't do anymore."
He watched her go into the bathroom then moved into the men's room on the other side of the building. Realizing this was probably the last moment of privacy he would have, he stepped into one of the stalls and pulled open the waistband of his pants. Daisy emerged from hiding inside his collar and climbed up on top of his head, then stretched her arms and legs.
Natural light filtered into the bathroom from an opening in the upper wall, the rays scattering off of the crystalline decanter in his hands. It wasn't very large, but he could see where the crack had been, now properly fused shut. Inside, a swirling purple fluid sparkled in the light. As he contemplated the magical container, a pair of tiny eyes formed behind the glass.
"Why, hello there, Opal." He smiled at the slime girl in her container. It had taken Ratu almost two years to not only heal the mysterious ooze, but to fix her core. Now capable of squeezing entirely into her vessel, Opal was able to go anywhere that her decanter would fit. "You ready for an adventure?"
The slime girl winked in response.

🏝️🏝️🏝️It's adventure time, everybody! We've got fairies, we've got a slime girl, and we've also got...snacks!
Thanks for dropping in and indulging this humble writer. If you're all the way down here, make sure to leave me some stars, it really does help. I've got a delicious scene next chapter involving a certain dragon girl that you certainly don't want to miss, and the shenanigans will continue as Mike explores the island and Jenny...well, let's just say that a certain cursed doll will be a force to be reckoned with in the chapters ahead.
Don't forget to give yourself a high-five, you've earned it!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Eating Out
The concrete room was quiet, save for the steady drip of some far-off leak. Lily basked in the silence, staring at the ceiling and imagining there were cracks to count. Her whole body felt like it was on fire, her nerves stretched to the limit. Whatever prayer or hymn Deacon had used on her had actually caused her to burst into flame at one point. It wasn't the fires of hell that had tormented her, but the flames of salvation.
Which was a giant load of bullshit. Deacon shouldn't have been able to tap into holy magic, but there was no denying the experience. The man had stopped only long enough to make the occasional demand for information, and that was only on the rare occasion that Legion left the room. The demon had appeared not to be affected; however, Lily suspected that was a pretense.
"You look terrible." Spirit Mike stood over her now, contemplating the burnt flesh. "I mean, even terrible, you look great. But you've certainly looked better."
"Here to be my cheerleader?" she muttered. "If so, you should have dressed appropriately."
"Oh. Sorry." Mike stepped out of view for a moment, then returned in a cheerleader's outfit. He turned around and did a little squat, revealing that the bloomers didn't quite cover his rear. "Better?"
Lily snorted, then groaned. "You always know how to make a girl laugh."
"Humor is the most powerful weapon in my arsenal." He turned around and lifted his skirt to reveal that his cock stuck out of the top. "And there's this, too."
She laughed again, the sound more like a cackle. The pain was starting to fade, but the memory of it was still too fresh. If she laughed any harder, she could slip into madness.
"You're not healing," Mike observed with concern.
"No shit." She licked her dry lips and squinted at him. "I'm just as surprised as you are."
He examined her wounds and shook his head. "They're definitely trying to break you."
"That's what I have you for." She lifted her head enough to look at herself. Her entire body, clothing included, was made of demonic magic. With just a whim, she could be anybody, look like anyone, with the only caveat being her own cloven feet. Steam lifted from her body where Deacon's hymn had scoured away layers of her essence, occasionally punching holes in her. These wounds should have been nothing, and in any other circumstance, she could heal with just a thought.
But not now. It was like her mind and body were disconnected, and she no longer had the control she once did. She was weakened in every way possible, but Deacon knew better than to dismiss her. The bastard had been handed a proper way to torture a demon, and he was quite good at it.
"Don't suppose you could help a girl up?"
Mike shook his head. "Can't. Pulled my hamstring last week, not allowed to lift any other girls on the squad."
"You ass." She laughed again, then went still when the door behind her opened. Looking up, she was able to make out a pair of figures. One was Deacon, the other was one of Legion's meat suits.
Deacon had slight bags under his eyes and held a cup of coffee. Legion was wearing a man who looked like a stereotypical trucker complete with puffy hat, beard, and a vest.
"Now, aren't you a sight for sore eyes." Deacon yawned. "You've been awfully chatty on the monitor. Who were you talking to?"
"You've got your man in the sky, I've got mine." Lily winked at Mike. "Though mine actually listens and gives a shit. May even love me, who knows?"
"I'd ask if you ever tire of your own voice, but I already know the answer." Deacon moved to stand at the edge of the circle. "I must say, I was impressed by your restraint last night. You answered so many of my questions with absolute nonsense that sounded like it was grounded in truth. My team spent the better part of the evening going down rabbit holes with nothing to show for it, other than knowledge of a perverse sex act called a blumpkin. Your lack of candor isn't good for you or me."
"Aw, did I upset you?" Lily stuck out her bottom lip. "How ever will I live with myself?"
Deacon sighed. "No matter. The sun is almost up, which means Timotei will be back soon. I fully expect your tune to change once I start dismantling your friend in front of you."
Lily frowned. "That's an odd choice of words."
"Is it, though?" Deacon looked at Legion, who chuckled in response.
Legion walked around the perimeter of the sigil as he spoke. "You see, we've found that once you start carving pieces off of someone, they are pretty happy to talk. Now we can't quite do this with you, but your associate? I won't even ask her anything. We will bring her here and you can watch me take an arm, or maybe a leg. Timotei can do it without killing someone, and the look of shock in their eyes when they see the damage? Exquisite. Pain, disbelief, shock, all rolled into one." He did a little chef's kiss with his fingers.
Deacon made a face. "And then we wait. She'll tell us everything we want to know, and more. But what she won't know is that we'll do it again. Not that I quite have the stomach for it, but that's what'll happen. I'll leave Legion and Timotei in charge, of course. While I may be a monster in your eyes, I am still only human."
Lily growled, her whole body tensing up. Other than moving her head, she was unable to move.
"Now, now, save your energy. Unless you've decided to tell me something I can use, that is. If so, maybe we can leave her with enough limbs to--" There was a distant bang, followed by the sound of the door opening. Lily turned her head to see Timotei storm into the room, his shoulders hunched. He was alone.
Deacon stared at the vampyr, lines of concern on his face. "Please tell me you caught her."
"They got away." Timotei sneered in Lily's direction, then stepped over the sigil. "They were working together and the Order got involved. I almost had them, but wouldn't have time to bring them back."
Lily laughed. "Aw, was it past your bedtime? Don't forget to brush your teeth, wouldn't want your breath smelling like--"
The vampyr picked her up and slammed her back into the concrete. He did this over and over, but Lily could only flop uselessly. It hurt way less than the hymn had. Timotei was an asshole, but he was definitely a one-trick pony.
"What is she?" Timotei demanded, his fangs in her face. "When I tried to devour her essence, it was like I had been poisoned!"
"Maybe she's just too much woman--" Lily didn't get another word out as the vampyr hit her.
"Enough." Deacon raised a hand, and Timotei dropped her. "You need to stop letting our guest antagonize you."
"Yeah, where's your sense of hospitality?" Lily grinned.
"We need to move." Legion looked at Deacon. "While I don't think he'll come down on us too harshly, I do believe a change in venue is in order. But if he decides that you've disappointed him, then none of us are safe."
Deacon frowned, then looked toward the door. "But I've got another show tonight."
Legion's facial features twisted as the demon within pressed his way forward to the surface. Harsh lines appeared on the trucker's face. "Holding the wolf was a personal request from him. He may decide to take you apart, instead, to see what makes you tick. I can't protect you from him while I'm spread so thin amongst the flock."
"Ah. Well..." Deacon sighed. "I suppose we'll have to have mass early. Send out the special invites, we'll have our service this evening. I don't suppose you still have eyes on her?"
"I'm moving in already, but..." Legion looked at Timotei. "If he had problems, then I'm not assured of my own success. I only sent a few vessels, I didn't expect our new friend to be so... resourceful. We've got more of the bitch's blood and can renew the spell later. It would be in our best interest if I collectively pulled myself together for tonight."
"Damn." Deacon looked down at Lily. "Looks like you're going to be a consolation prize. Maybe the Curator will be satisfied with you instead. Legion, have her prepped for transfer right away. Timotei, I expect our time is short. Once we're ready to move, pack yourself away."
The vampyr bowed in Deacon's direction, then melted into the shadows. Shortly after he left, the door opened up and a group of men came in carrying small panels with lines carved into them. They moved into the circle with Lily, holding the panels upright as they closed in on her. The lines flared to life as they drew close, and Lily realized that the panels had a modified version of the script on the ground that was holding her in place.
Her helplessness reminded her of being trapped in Amir's ruby, of being bound only by his direct commands. Terrible memories surfaced, and her anger flared as the walls were latched together, the runes completed. They glowed with a sickly light that lifted her into the middle of the pattern. She could hear chatter outside the box, but couldn't see what was happening.
"You can't do this," she whispered, the magic lifting her to float in the very center of the box and pinning her in place. She had never seen magic like this before.
"My dear succubus." Deacon appeared up above, clearly standing on a ladder. "I already have."
With that, he slid the top panel into place, trapping her inside the box.

💀💀💀

Tasia dreamt of the forest. Things were simpler in the woods. The smells all blended together like paint on a canvas, forming a tapestry of information that she could reference with a single sniff. There were no roads, no exhaust fumes. The sounds of the forest were like music, punctuated only by the passage of a predator or the sounds of prey dying.
She remembered her training fondly, weeks out in the European wilderness, hunting game with her pack. Their sole instruction had been to become in tune with the wolf within, to allow the power they had been given to bloom and run free.
They hunted, they fought, they mated. The trappings of the human world had faded into distant memory, the past now a phantom. It was here that most of them passed the first test, embracing their new strength and flourishing. It had only been when they were forced to reclaim their humanity that most of them had failed.
Between dreams of hunting deer and hunting her own, Tasia floated in darkness, listening to the steady hum of the road beneath their car and the distant, muffled buzzing of the engine. Sensing no danger in these moments, she had slipped blissfully back into sleep.
Car rides put her to sleep because they helped shut out the world of man, and she embraced those dreams fully. Sadly, all she would ever have of the pack now were her memories. She thought that the Order would become her pack, but that had fallen apart shortly after it began. There would always be doubt, even if she somehow cleared her name. In her quest for power, she had only served to isolate herself even further from the only people she ever knew.
With this epiphany, she woke up and sat in silence for several moments, letting her mind drift. The events of last night came back to her in a rush. She took a deep breath and let it out, knowing that today wasn't going to be any easier.
When she finally cracked her eyes, it was to the dawning rays of light that crept into the cabin of the Kia. She yawned, her jaw cracking, then sat up in her seat. They were parked along a dirt road, out of sight from the highway and surrounded by trees. The interior cabin smelled of sweat, blood, and something musky that teased at her senses. Realizing that she was alone in the car, she sat up in alarm and looked around.
Dana was leaning against the back of the vehicle, hunched over as if trying to catch her breath. Curious, Tasia opened the passenger door and stepped outside, inhaling the scent of the nearby trees. With the rising of the sun, they were now safe from the vampire, but the demon might be nearby. The Kia's engine creaked as it cooled, which meant they hadn't been pulled over for long.
Chuckling, Tasia wandered toward the back of the car. "Piss break?" she asked, turning the corner and freezing in place.
The air was saturated with the smell of arousal. Dana leaned forward with her ass on the bumper and her pants pulled down to her knees, frantically rubbing her engorged clitoris. A silver vibrator was discarded on the ground nearby. When she looked up at Tasia, it was with lust-filled eyes. There was something primal lurking in that gaze. Something hungry.
"What's going on here?" Tasia asked in disbelief, her voice almost a whisper. She didn't know why, but she took a step closer. The air was heavy with the smell of sex, pulling her in like a magnet.
Dana pointed at Tasia with one finger, then beckoned her forward.
"Are you into chicks?" Dana's voice was guttural, her torso flushed. Her eyes had fallen to Tasia's chest. "It would really be great if you were. I'll even settle for mildly curious."
"I..." Tasia's mind flashed back to the woods, to the pack. For them, sex and violence were two sides of the same coin, and they had flipped it often. Man, woman, it hadn't mattered. What mattered was strength, pleasure, and fulfilling each other's desires.
But the pack was gone, and with it, a part of her had gone as well. That had been part of the experiment, to see if the wolf could be tamed and bring its power back to the Order. Unlike most of her brethren, she had been able to resist the animal inside, to keep it at bay when it wasn't needed.
This was a woman whom she had fought, who had saved her life, and now desired her. These were all things the wolf in her head instantly understood, and she found herself taking another step forward. Her pulse was pounding in her ears as instinct took over, driving her toward the desperate woman.
"I might hurt you," Tasia whispered, staring deep into Dana's eyes. "I like it rough."
"Good." Dana licked her lips and lifted her shirt to reveal firm breasts. Her nipples were engorged, standing at attention beneath the rising sun. "I don't mind rough."
She let go of her snatch and grabbed Tasia by the shoulders, forcing the werewolf to her knees. Tasia didn't resist, the sweet smell of pussy filling her nostrils. Her heart was beating loud inside her head, as if distant drums were playing just for her. She was drooling now, confronted with a pair of cum-soaked thighs.
"The safe word is chucklebunny." Dana grabbed Tasia's hair and guided her into place.
Tasia buried her face in Dana's crotch and inhaled deeply through her nose. A surge of information entered her brain, the smell reminiscent of the air after a summer rain. Dana's slippery thighs left slick trails on Tasia's cheeks as she opened her mouth and tasted her.
Dana gasped, gripping Tasia's head firmly. The werewolf ran her hands up Dana's legs until she was clutching her by the hips. Powerful muscles flexed as Tasia stood, continuing to suckle at Dana's labia while she lifted and pressed Dana against the back of the car. Dana wrapped her legs around Tasia's muscular shoulders and let out a whimper of delight.
Tasia felt the heat of the sun on her back as she pinned Dana's hips against the top of the hatchback, fingering her with one hand while squeezing her own breast with the other. Dana's arousal was contagious, and her own pussy clenched in anticipation. Yesterday, this woman was her enemy. Now?
Well... that was complicated.
"More," Dana cried, digging her nails into Tasia's scalp. "More fingers!"
Tasia obliged. With her current angle, she was able to work her way up to three fingers inside of Dana's vagina while continuing to nibble and lick her clit.
Strong hands tugged at Tasia's hair, but she kept going, eventually working in her pinky. Dana's labia were stretched tight, causing her clitoris to emerge from beneath its hood. Her hand was soaked with Dana's fluids, and Tasia briefly considered seeing if her fist would fit.
Dana squealed, and struck the roof of the car so hard that a side window shattered. When she came, her vaginal walls tightened down enough that Tasia thought her fingers would break. She struggled to keep her hand from being pushed out, and winced when Dana shifted further onto the top of the car, denting the roof with her ass.
"Oh, fuck that was good." Dana was panting on the car roof now, her body limp. If anyone were to pull off the road right now, there would be no hiding what they were up to.
Tasia grabbed Dana by the thighs and helped her slide down the car. Once they were eye level with each other, Tasia grabbed the waistband of her shorts and pushed them down. She kicked them away and put her hands on her hips. The breeze teased the hem of the dress up to reveal her bare ass.
"You done?" she asked, lifting the skirt to reveal her hairy crotch. "Because I'm not."
Dana wiped the drool from her face and smirked. "I'm just getting started," she said, then guided Tasia away from the Kia. Turning around, she undid the latch on the hatchback and pushed the back seats down. She climbed in and gave the floor of the cargo area a friendly pat.
When Tasia moved to join her, Dana grabbed her by the shoulders and pinned her down, her hungry lips now dancing along Tasia's neck. Tasia wrapped her legs around Dana's waist as the two of them made out, their kisses both rough and frantic. Dana's ponytail had come loose, creating a blonde curtain that obscured the outside world.
Tasia gasped when she felt a finger slide inside her, then growled. Dana was nibbling on her breasts now, sucking hard on her nipples. Though they were inside the Kia, the emotions and desire took Tasia back to the forest, to those happy moments with the pack once again.
Dana scooted herself out of the Kia, sliding her arms under Tasia's thighs to lift her pelvis off the floor. She held the werewolf up, kissing the tender flesh of her inner thighs while continuing to finger her. Tasia moaned in delight as Dana's tongue found her clitoris, her arms stretched wide as she pressed her hands against the back doors of the car. She felt the material give beneath her fingertips.
"I hope... they paid... for the extra insurance!" Tasia gasped as a shock ran through her lower spine. Pleasure was coming in intense bursts, her stomach filling with heat as each stroke pushed her closer to orgasm.
Dana lowered Tasia's body, wiping her mouth with one hand. "That's right," she muttered. "You said you like it rough."
"Yes, but this is fine." Tasia wagged her hips back and forth. "Please don't stop."
"I don't plan to." Dana crawled up Tasia's torso and kissed her, her lips needy against Tasia's. The werewolf shivered in delight as she felt a pair of fingers enter her again, curling up to stroke her G-spot. Tasia gasped when Dana pinched her nipple with her other hand.



"Feel free to resist," Dana said, then pinned Tasia down by pressing her palm against Tasia's sternum. "Use the safeword if you're uncomfortable."
The blonde lifted Tasia's pelvis from the inside, all while pistoning her fingers. Tasia gasped and moaned as she tried to push Dana away, but her arm was like steel. Dana's talents with her hand had Tasia gasping for air, and she let out a cry of delight as she fought back, unable to break free.
Dana was clearly stronger than she was, and Tasia didn't know why. Short of transforming, she was unable to escape. The heat was building throughout her entire body now, her nails elongating as the beast within struggled to break free. The wolf didn't crave a fight, nor did it fear for Tasia's safety. Instead, it wanted to join in the fun.
Tasia cried out as her muscles tightened up, her body struggling to contain the wolf while crying out for sweet release. Her hips jerked up and down, fully out of her control, as Dana power-fingered her closer to orgasm. The back seat was shredded by her flailing hands, and hair was sprouting along her forearms.
When Dana slid a finger into Tasia's ass, she came so hard she howled. The sound was magnified inside the interior of the Kia, causing Tasia to become disoriented as she reached for the nearest headrest and ripped it free by accident. The tension in her entire body melted away all at once and she went limp, whimpering in pleasure as Dana continued fucking both of her holes. Through bleary eyes, she could see the smirk of satisfaction on Dana's face. She slowed her movements and started kissing her way up Tasia's belly.
By the time Dana's lips met Tasia's, the wolf had receded, but the damage to their stolen car was done. The two of them held each other for several minutes, Dana's skin cool against Tasia's warm flesh. Tasia had wondered more than once if she would ever get to experience this again, the closeness of another person. Nobody in their right mind was likely to hook up with a werewolf, and the damaged interior of the car was a perfect example why.
Yet Dana didn't seem to care. This woman that Tasia had hated for so long was now a source of comfort, and she leaned into it. While her own feelings might be complicated, the wolf was satisfied that Dana wasn't just safe, she was a friend, maybe even something more. Though it was temporary, Tasia felt like she was part of a pack again, experiencing a connection far greater than what the Order could give her.
The Order.
They were likely already making efforts to track her down. Sitting up, she pushed Dana away and gestured out the back door. "We should probably get going," she said, sad to break the spell that had fallen over her. "It's... we're... I don't want to get caught."
As if remembering where she was, Dana nodded and got out of the car. It took a minute for the two of them to get dressed and put the seats back up. When Dana shut the trunk of the hatchback, It didn't quite latch all the way. She slammed it into place, and Tasia wondered if it could ever be reopened.
Dana paused long enough to pick up the discarded sex toy, and then they got into the car. The cabin smelled of sex and sweat, and Tasia inhaled both scents deeply. This was something she would remember, a memory to cling to.
When they pulled back out onto the road, the wind whistled through the new gaps in the trunk of the car and the broken side window. Despite the noise, a sense of calm descended over the cabin of the vehicle, and Tasia looked over at Dana. It was like a switch had been flipped, the woman now entirely focused on the road ahead.
After nearly twenty minutes, Dana broke the silence. "So libraries have witches."
Tasia looked over at Dana, pondering. All the lust and excitement of earlier had passed. What had happened to that moment of passion? To that connection? Was Dana a master at putting her feelings away or was there something else at play?
"They do. It should make sense that libraries are a natural place to find magic users. It's where knowledge is collected."
"That makes sense, but you made it sound like all libraries had a witch running them." Dana looked over at Tasia. "In hindsight, librarians seem like they know everything already, so maybe it's been magic this whole time."
"To clarify, not all librarians are witches. It's pretty rare to find a branch that doesn't have one, though. After World War II, the Order did some lobbying and got the federal government to fund public libraries. The US was woefully unprepared for some of the magical atrocities they saw over in Europe, and this was a natural way to seed witches across the country without anyone being the wiser. Naturally, this was a secret buried so deep that I doubt the current government even knows about it, but that's kind of the point." Tasia's stomach growled, and she chewed at her fingernail in response. Her finger still tasted of Dana, and she started salivating. She would need to eat some actual food real soon.
"So a nationwide cell of magic users, ready at a moment's notice." Dana chuckled. "Imagine that."
"A majority of them aren't fighters at all. It's all about what most of them call white magic, and acting as a neighborhood watch of sorts. When they encounter something they don't understand or can't handle, they call the Order in to handle it."
"And you think one of them can undo the demon's tracking spell?"
Tasia nodded. "It should be within their skillset. Where are we, anyway?"
"Georgia, actually. Had to take a straight shot north on 95 to keep Count Dracula off our tail." Dana sighed. "I actually saw him a couple of times. Bastard would be a couple of miles back."
"Was he flying?" Tasia felt a chill run up her spine.
"Maybe. Looked more like he was jumping to catch up, but I couldn't be sure. I would see him pop up above the treeline for a moment. He had to stay off the road to avoid being seen, but there was an empty stretch for a bit where he just sprinted after us T-1000 style. Kept worrying that he would turn into a bat or whatever and catch up to us." Dana frowned. "I'm guessing vampires don't do that."
"Not all of them, no. The best way to think of vampirism is like a virus that mutates whenever it gets passed on. Some new vampires become shapeshifters, others become insanely strong, lucky ones might get both. I came across a nest of them once where their supernatural abilities were almost non-existent, save for being very attractive. The only thing they all share is a hunger for lifeforce in one form or another, which gives them strength."
"Lifeforce?" Dana touched her neck. "So not just blood?"
"Blood happens to be the easiest conduit. When you get bitten, they can drain you of your lifeforce without making too big of a mess. If it doesn't kill you, it leaves your body weak to vampirism, which is how you might become one, or even a thrall. A thrall is like a vampire's slave."
"Good to know. So this guy may have servants."
Tasia nodded. "Perhaps, but thralls are usually just humans, so he would have to be stupid to sic them on us. What are the odds we can stop for breakfast? I'm fucking starving."
"There's food near the library, which doesn't open until 9 anyway. We're almost there." As if elaborating her point, Dana pulled the car off of the highway and drove a few miles into town. They passed a couple of gas stations and a Wal-mart, then pulled into the parking lot of a restaurant. Mama's Diner had a picture of a breakfast skillet that made Tasia's mouth water.
"I'm afraid we can't split the bill," Tasia said.
"Don't worry about it. You earned it already." Dana winked at her, then jogged ahead to open the door. Tasia found it a little unsettling to see how quick the switch was flipped. It was almost like Dana was acting, but she couldn't see any seams in the performance.
Her smell had also changed. Earlier, Dana had smelled largely of blood and sweat, but also the pack. It was as if she had temporarily become a werewolf. Now, however, she carried the faint smell of death all around her. The only times Tasia had smelled something similar was when she was standing over a body or tracking a predator.
What kind of predator are you? she wondered.
Dana led them inside and asked the hostess for a booth. They were taken to the back of the restaurant where Dana requested to be sat by the window. The hostess obliged, and they sat down across from each other, giving both of them a view of the road.
"I'm so fucking hungry," Tasia muttered, going over the menu. "That shouldn't be a surprise, given my... condition."
"Order what you need." Dana looked over the top of her menu. "Seriously."
"Are you sure? It might draw attention. There's a reason why it's called wolfing down your food."
Dana shrugged. "I'll think of something."
When the server came, Tasia took Dana's advice to heart and ordered most of the special menu. There were three different skillet meals that were meat based, but she also ordered a ham-steak, three sides of bacon, and the chocolate chip waffle stack. Dana put in a similar order, which caused the server to pause and look up from his tablet.
"Are y'all ordering for someone who isn't here yet?" he asked.
"We're food vloggers," Dana said. "If you don't mind, we're planning on recording content for a mukbang video. Go ahead and bring the plates as they are finished instead of all at once."
"Ah, gotcha." He finished writing down their order. "What do you want to drink?"
"Water is fine for me. You?" Dana looked at Tasia.
"Do you have tea?"
The server nodded, then took their menus and left. Once he was gone, Tasia leaned across the table.
"What the fuck is a mukbang?" she asked.
"New streaming trend. You watch someone eat a shit ton of food, question their life choices, but can't look away." Dana used the condiment tray to prop up her phone. "When he drops stuff off, talk to the camera about what food means to you, or whatever. We'll eat off of each other's plates to help sell it, like we're sampling everything."
They spent the next several minutes discussing potential plans. If everything went well, they would head back down to Florida in the afternoon. Tasia was worried about running into the vampire again, but Dana kept brushing it off. She was under the impression that they would have plenty of time to return before nightfall.
When their food arrived, Tasia wasted no time digging into the first skillet. It was called the Meat Feast, and had three different kinds of sausage. Each skillet came with a stack of pancakes, so their table was soon packed with dishes.
Halfway through devouring her third plate, Tasia realized that Dana wasn't eating at all. Instead, she would sometimes move the food around or shift it to a different plate. Dana drank from her water a couple of times, but it seemed more out of habit than anything else.
"Are you going to eat?" asked Tasia around a mouth full of scrambled eggs.
"Not hungry. Ate last night." Dana glanced out the window and smirked. "And this morning."
"Bullshit. Hair pie has no calories, and I was with you last night. Only thing I saw you eat was..." Tasia made a face. "I don't think you ate anything. No, wait. I saw you eat yogurt or something."
Dana kept staring out the window. "See? I ate something."
Tasia swallowed her food and scowled. "No, hold on. I know that something's up with you." She lowered her voice below the din of the diner. "I saw you get stabbed and shot, but you were fine afterward. You're almost as strong as me--"
"Maybe even stronger than," Dana corrected.
"Fuck you, don't interrupt." Tasia held up her fork, which had a pierced sausage on the end. "I thought you were a witch, the worst kind, but I've never seen you do magic, other than that trick where you don't die. Your hair color is brighter this morning, which I just noticed. If I didn't know any better, I would think you're...you're..."
Dana lifted an eyebrow.
"Some kind of machine," Tasia finished. "But you bleed and are definitely human, or human-shaped. I understand this partnership is... unconventional. You saved my life when you didn't have to, and that means something. This morning meant something."
Dana shook her head. "Let me correct you. This morning was fun, but don't get the wrong idea. That was... something you wouldn't understand. Lily usually helps me with it."
Tasia licked her lips, a grin spreading across her face. "Now you have my attention."
The blonde sighed and leaned way forward in her seat. "Here's the thing. What we have right now is fine. You've agreed to help, and that's exactly what I need. But I don't want to rock the boat. Telling you is a leap of faith, and I'm not sure I'm ready to do it yet."
Tasia grunted, then let out a sigh. "That's just it. It's not just about curiosity. It's about establishing a deeper sense of trust. When you become a knight at the Order, they pair you with a mage based on psychological testing, but that doesn't always work out. They make us do counseling together, to make sure we can read each other like an open book. My old partner, he..." She took a deep breath. "Amida and I were close. He was my friend, and that's not common. There are knight-mage pairs that hate each other as people, but the bond is strong. Amida knew to stand to my left, 'cause I was better at covering my right. We knew each other's favorite foods, shared our fears with each other. Unlike the others, I came from a well connected family, yet I knew Amida better than my own mother. That's just how it is in the Order."
"Really?" Dana made a face. "To me, you all seem so disorganized. You jump to assumptions, that's how we managed to trick you so many times. Well, how Lily did, anyway."
"I was still in training." Tasia raised her voice. "She was way out of our league, I'll admit that now. It's part of why I--" She looked around the diner, then made a pair of canines with her fingers in front of her face.
"Now that, I'm curious about." Dana stared hard at Tasia for several long moments. She was so still that it looked like she wasn't breathing, and when she did move, it startled Tasia. "Okay, then. A mutual exchange. I'll talk about myself, but only if you tell me about how you leveled up. We have about forty minutes before the library opens, so you might want to cut right to the point."
"It was an attempt at an old experiment." Tasia shoveled some more food in her mouth. "The Order has been working for centuries to maintain the balance between the natural and the supernatural. We've even gone so far as to work directly with supernatural entities. This works well sometimes, but we needed an edge. It is very difficult to find a cryptid who is willing to work with us on a larger scale."
"Explain that part." Dana held up a hand for silence, then politely smiled as their server took away a couple of plates. "Okay, continue."
"Imagine trying to convince a 700-year-old spirit to help you hunt down a demon who is abducting children in their woods. The spirit doesn't care. It might care only if we accuse it of the deed. Once you transcend the bounds of mortality, how do you gaze on the world of the living in a favorable light? For example, the Order works with a couple of dragons. Immensely powerful beings who could turn the tide of a war, just like that." She snapped her fingers for emphasis. "But they don't care. We can't kill them because they'll fight back. So we appease them in exchange for whatever help they're willing to give. In one case, it's just a massive beast we feed snacks to so that it doesn't wake all the way up and obliterate the northwestern United States."
"Okay, so trouble recruiting monsters, continue."
"In over a thousand years, only a handful of werewolves were willing to work with the Order. On most of those occasions, it was sort of like us. Common enemy, short-term goal. They are immensely powerful beings, and what makes them so special is they started as regular humans. Could we harness that power for ourselves by transforming our own people?"
Dana nodded. "I'm willing to bet this is the part where you tell me how it all went wrong."
She was right. Tasia explained how the first experiment had failed, how lycanthropy wasn't just about a human who could tap into a primal strength. All magic had a price, and becoming a werewolf meant becoming one with the very nature of the wolf itself. Some in the pack had wondered if they had become part of some fundamental truth, others thought it was a long-lost deity, but Tasia believed it was little more than instinct.
Still, it felt silly speaking of the wolf like a separate entity, but Tasia was surprised to see Dana accept it as gospel. There was an understanding in her eyes when Tasia talked about how the wolf would take control, how higher thinking took a back seat and she was just along for the ride. She explained how the first experiment had ended badly because the wolf had been too strong, causing the pack to tear itself apart. The Order had spent years figuring out ways to dilute its influence and allow the humans to maintain control.
In the end, the most recent experiment had been a success, but only barely. The wolf was strong in Tasia, and she had bluffed her way through some of the final tests, determined to survive. For the longest time, her sole motivation had been to become strong enough that nobody could ever control her again. While it was true that she couldn't be controlled by others, she now struggled with controlling herself. She was easily worth five knights now, if not more, but when she and the wolf worked together, she was a one-woman army.
Wrapping up her tale, she sighed and leaned back in her seat, patting her now full belly. The server came over to check on them, and Dana asked him for the check and some boxes to pack everything up. When they were alone again, she leaned forward across the table and spoke.
"Tell me more about diluting the wolf's influence. How did the Order control it?"
Tasia waved a hand dismissively. "Started with psychological profiling. Couldn't do the experiment on anyone with anger management issues."
"Then how did you get in?"
Tasia snorted. "That's cute. Before crossing paths with you, I was known for being good at my job. A little intense, maybe, but I didn't lose my temper."
"So what else?" Dana's eyes were shining with curiosity.
"Lycanthropy is magical in nature, but it communicates like a virus. The Order actually built their own version of a vaccine. If you're ever bitten or harmed by a werewolf, there's a chance your body fights it off naturally. They made a cocktail that strengthened the mind while weakening the werewolf blood they had harvested. The idea was to give us just enough to push us over the edge. During the transformation stage, they regularly pumped us with all sorts of drugs to keep the changes to the brain minimal."
"But why? I thought werewolves were normal people during the day."
Tasia nodded. "That's just it. They typically change only at night, or when threatened. The wolf is almost completely separate, like Jekyll and Hyde. A full-blown werewolf will absolutely slaughter without rhyme or reason, hunting to appease their hunger or even their rage. The Order needed people who could force the transformation and maintain themselves while in wolf form. It was extremely rare to meet a werewolf who could do this naturally, but we met them and studied their origins. Replicating that was... difficult."
"So what happened to them? The ones who didn't meet the Order's standard?"
When Dana asked, Tasia felt her stomach drop. "That was a primary downside to the experiment. We had to hunt our own," she replied, dropping her gaze. "And I don't mean that casually. When we were all turned, we formed a familial bond and became a pack. Those first few days were... I wish I could describe it. It was like walking into a room and meeting family you didn't know you had, but somehow instantly knew they loved you and would always have your back. You became part of something so massive, so... complete.



Tasia wiped a tear away from her eyes. "But just like any family, trouble was lurking. Turns out that the wolf doesn't always claim you right off the bat. Some of us lost our minds weeks after the first transformation, it was all very sudden. Attempts were made to help them recover, but they had gone feral, even worse than a regular werewolf would. They transformed and simply never came back, which meant... when they fully lost themselves, they became far stronger than ever. That strength was enticing to some, and the wolf took them, too. And each time, we came together as a family to hunt them down, and..."
Dana reached across the table and took Tasia's hand. "I get the idea," she said. "You don't have to say any more."
Tasia nodded and sat back in her seat. Dana said nothing, and the two of them sat in silence for a bit until the server came with the check and several boxes. Dana packed everything up and then left a stack of cash on the table. They walked out to the car and stacked the leftovers in the backseat before sitting up front.
Once inside the car, Tasia looked at Dana, then over her shoulder at the backseat. The amount of leftovers they had were staggering.
"If you weren't gonna eat, then why did you order so much food yourself?" she asked.
Dana started the car. "A few reasons. It helped sell the mukbang story. You seriously ate enough food for a family of five. I was also hoping you wouldn't notice the food I didn't eat. Since you were so hungry, this was a good way to get food for later when you get hungry again. Also, I was worried you might be all weird after this morning, and wanted the opportunity to make a joke about a doggy bag."
Tasia snorted. "And people think I'm a bitch."
"It's the kind of comment Lily would have made. I miss her. She's depending on me right now to rescue her ass, and I intend to make good on it." Dana looked at Tasia. "But you get that, don't you? I don't think very highly of the Order, but when you talked about the pack, and how they were family, I realize that you understand how I feel."
Tasia nodded, then turned her attention to the road as Dana pulled onto the main road and headed further into town. Having a full stomach and a car trip was already making her feel sleepy.
"Hey, hold on." She looked over at Dana. "I thought we had an agreement. I tell you about becoming a werewolf and you tell me what your deal is."
Dana scowled. "I won't lie, I was hoping you forgot."
"Only because you let me spend the whole time talking about myself." It had actually felt good to talk about her experience with the pack, but that wasn't important right now. "Trust is a two way street. I should also point out that you had your finger up my ass earlier. I feel like I've earned it."
This actually made Dana smile. "I was born human. A couple of years ago, I was making great progress toward being a college dropout. Then I was murdered by a necromancer."
Tasia scoffed. "If you don't want to tell me, then I'd rather drop it." She clenched her hands and stared out the window, suddenly angry.
"I am telling you." Dana stopped at a red light and looked at Tasia. "When I was killed, the necromancer trapped my soul inside my body so that I would stay intelligent."
"No shit, really?" Tasia stared at Dana in shock. "But that doesn't make sense, because if you're right, that would make you..." The possibilities were extremely limited, but none of them were good.
The light turned green and Dana turned her attention forward. "Please remember how much you enjoyed my finger in your ass," she said as she hit the gas.

💀💀💀

South Beach Public Library looked more like an afterthought in the middle of an upper class neighborhood. It was a squat building that wasn't very close to the beach at all, though it did have a playground outside with a large sandbox and turtle decorations.
Dana pulled into the first spot she could find, then cast a glance in Tasia's direction. The werewolf was staring straight ahead in silence, as she had been for the last ten minutes.
"Are you okay?" she asked, reaching into the backseat to pick up her backpack. Dana had allowed Tasia time with her thoughts for the drive, but if the knowledge that Dana was a zombie had emotionally crippled her, she needed to know right now.
"It's just... the way you are, it's..." Tasia pressed her hands against the dashboard. "It goes against everything we've ever learned."
"How so?" The library had just opened, but a few more minutes wasn't going to hurt. A few parents had arrived with their toddlers, but that was it.
"Neglecting your unique condition, the dead don't come back, not like you. I've heard of people who die and then slowly rot until they pass on, or animated corpses with no will of their own. But you? The closest thing I can think of is a lich, and you miss the number one requirement."
"A phylactery?" Dana thought back to the D&D campaign she had played with Eulalie last winter. The big bad evil guy had been a lich. "I guess my own body is a phylactery."
"No, I mean intent. A lich seeks to prolong their existence at the price of others, but you weren't given a choice. You hardly seem consumed by madness, so what's the difference?"
"People would say the same about werewolves, right? Hungry rage beasts, looking to pick fights." Dana patted Tasia on the leg. "I'm only technically dead. My mind and soul are still here, I'm just... stuck."
"Do you feed on the flesh of the living?" Tasia looked toward Dana, but didn't make eye contact.
"I have, but it was an emergency and they started it." When Dana saw Tasia tense up, she sighed. "I constantly hover between life and death, which means I'm similar to a vampire in that regard. I am sustained by lifeforce, and require more of it if I get injured. When I run low, I lose myself, much like your pack members did. I'm not really me, because all that matters is the hunger. So when you talk about the wolf, I know what you mean, how it feels to have something bigger than you control your actions.
"Anyway, I'd managed to avoid eating live flesh until the Nirumbi tried to kill me and my friends. I had to choose between going completely feral, or fighting on my own terms. Feeding on them wasn't about giving in to the hunger, but about protecting the people who took me in and became my family. And in case you're worried, I made sure to properly kill everyone I attacked."
"Nirumbi?" Tasia blinked in confusion. "Who are they?"
"Little guys. Tribe of cannibals. Spears and drums." Dana tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, the cries of the Nirumbi manifesting in her head as she ran through the snow, blood dripping down her chin and--
"Hey, where'd you go?" Tasia shoved Dana's shoulder. "You were talking, but you zoned out."
"Ever since I died, I have hyperthymesia. If I experienced it, I have perfect recall. The man who killed me messed with my brain chemistry, which locked off my emotions. My experiences have created a unique situation where I often find myself reliving moments of intense emotional expression at the least--"
"Flashbacks. They're called flashbacks." Tasia rolled her eyes.
"It's dead girl PTSD," Dana replied. "Anyway, whenever I eat enough lifeforce, I get to experience those blocked emotions all at once, and it can be quite... difficult to process them. In my bid to avoid eating people, I've been using a backup substance with a wicked side effect."
"That yogurt stuff?"
Dana nodded. "It's not yogurt, and it makes me dreadfully horny afterward."
"Oh. Yeah, that's weird, too." She looked out the window and pointed. "I'm still thinking all this through, but nothing's changed. Let's go find a witch."
"Let's," Dana replied, then they got out of the car.
The building looked like it was only a few years old, and it was several degrees cooler on the inside. Dana didn't really notice things like the heat anymore, but she heard Tasia sigh in relief.
They walked up to the help desk together, where an older woman with cropped brown hair was busy processing books from a basket that likely came from the return bin. She smiled at the two of them, but it faded. The shift in her demeanor was subtle, but uncanny.
"Can I help you?" False sincerity and a cool tone. What the hell was that about?
"Yes, we find ourselves looking for, uh..." Dana looked at Tasia. She had no idea how to ask for the services of a witch.
Tasia sniffed the air, then tilted her head. "We're looking for a series of books on the occult and are hoping we can read them all in order."
The cryptic phrase generated a response in the woman, who pursed her lips and looked past them. "We don't want any trouble in here," she whispered.
Tasia exchanged looks with Dana, then turned her attention back to the librarian. "We're not here for trouble, we're here for spellwork."
The librarian scowled, then stared down at her hands. She seemed to be undergoing some kind of internal struggle, then took a piece of paper and wrote an address on it before sliding it over. "You can find help here," she said. "Now please leave."
Tasia growled, but Dana grabbed her by the hand and led her away. "Thanks," she called out from the exit, then led Tasia out to the car. Once inside the Kia, she shook her head. "What the fuck was that about?"
"I don't know. Woman smelled like a witch, but they're usually much friendlier." Tasia inspected the paper with the address, which Dana was already entering into her phone. Once the GPS pulled it up, she backed out of her space and called Eulalie.
The phone rang several times before the Arachne picked up. "Hey, you survived!" Eulalie sounded happy. "I was wondering when you would call."
"I've got you on speakerphone," Dana said, letting Eulalie know that Tasia could hear her. "The library was sort of a bust, but they gave us an address. Want to make sure we aren't walking into a trap?"
"Sure thing. Gimme those digits."
Tasia read off the address and Eulalie went silent. In the background could be heard the clacking of keys, followed by a grunt. "Okay, looks like you're headed to a rental. Small apartment at the edge of town, let me see... shit."
"What happened?"
There was a crackling sound, followed by static. "Spilled chips on my keyboard."
"Snacking at your keyboard? Have you been sleeping?"
"Nope!" Dana could almost picture how wide Eulalie's eyes were based on her response. "My best friends got abducted by a demon and a werewolf and I have NOT been okay for hours. Speaking of, Lily is being moved."
Dana felt her emotions budge just a little, but not enough to react. "Do we know where?"
"We don't. Also, that building is owned by a company that does nothing but buy a ton of shitty real estate and rent it out. The address is pulling up several people, previous tenants is my best guess. Looks like the rental agency doesn't keep their records online, either, so I can't crack in and tell you who's living there now. It'll be a surpriiiiiiise."
"I'll call you once we're untagged." Dana ended the call and looked at Tasia. "Sorry about her, she's kind of a mess right now."
"Aren't we all? So what is she, a mermaid?"
That actually made Dana laugh. "Not too far off base, but that's her secret to share, not mine." If they were going to emotionally cripple the poor werewolf, they needed to do it one monstergirl at a time.
It wasn't long before they pulled the Kia into a parking space just outside of an apartment complex that had been painted a hideous shade of white that made the dirt in the corners stand out. Each building had a letter on it, and when they found the right one, they climbed three flights of stairs to get to the top floor.
Tasia sniffed deeply and frowned.
"They've got mold," she said, sniffing the air again. "Really bad."
"I don't smell anything." Not that Dana would, but even her normal sense of smell was usually sensitive enough for it.
"It's under the smell of the paint, kind of like how you can smell the stink in a bathroom just past the air freshener. My guess is they painted within the last month."
"They teach you that in werewolf school?" Dana wasn't particularly worried about being overheard. The statement itself was fairly ridiculous.
"As a matter of fact, yes they did. We learned how to identify different types of fungus by taste, touch, and smell." Tasia made a gagging sound. "But only after we passed the class about chasing our tails."
Dana smiled, happy that Tasia had made a joke. Revealing her undead status to the werewolf had made her extremely uneasy, but Tasia had been correct when said that trust was a two-way street. Perhaps it was easier to accept because their experiences shared so many parallels, or maybe it was because Dana had fucked her this morning.
Either reason worked for her.
The apartment they wanted was at the end of the hall. Outside was a gorgeous pink cruiser bicycle with a basket on the front and rainbow streamers. Fresh flowers had been woven into the basket, and the bike had been locked to the metal balusters of the railing. It was the only spot of color on the entire floor, and the doormat nearby said Hocus Pocus, Motherfucker.
Dana and Tasia exchanged a glance.
"Lily is gonna be so mad she missed this." Dana knocked on the door. When nobody answered after a minute, she knocked again. "Maybe nobody's home."
"Somebody is." Tasia turned her ear toward the door. "I heard someone pause their show after the first knock."
"So why didn't they answer?"
The werewolf shrugged. "Maybe they're hoping we'll go away."
Dana knocked again. "Hello? The library sent us."
"Really?" Tasia lifted an eyebrow.
"What else did you want me to say?" Dana heard the floor creak on the other side of the door, followed by a deadbolt being turned. The door opened a crack, revealing a security chain up top. A woman with green eyes and dark hair pressed her eyes into the gap.
"What do you want?" she asked.
"The library sent us." Dana jerked a thumb at Tasia. "A demon is tracking her and we need the spell popped."
"Shit," the woman responded, then shut the door. They heard her fumble with the security chain, then the door opened to reveal a hallway full of plants. "Come inside before you get tracked to my doorstep."
They stepped inside and the door was shut behind them. The woman walked in front of them and let out a sigh of relief.
"Sorry about that," she said, setting a baseball bat down by the door. "Let's sit at the table. Would you like some tea?"
"I'm good. Tasia?" Dana looked at Tasia, who shook her head.
"Just water for me," she said.
The witch was wearing leggings with an oversized shirt that draped off her shoulders. Her face was pale and there were dark circles under her eyes. When she saw Dana staring at her face, she looked away.
"Sorry, I wasn't expecting company. Go ahead and sit at the table. I'm going to check my wards."
She disappeared down the hallway toward a pair of rooms while Dana and Tasia sat at the table. The whole apartment was overflowing with houseplants, making the home feel more like a greenhouse. The television was on, but Dana didn't recognize the show. There were half-empty moving boxes scattered throughout the apartment.
"None of this is how I pictured a witch." Dana pulled out her phone and sent Eulalie a quick text saying they had made it. "But maybe that's the point. It wasn't that long ago that none of this was real to me. The closest brush I had with magic was a girl in college who kept burning candles to get good grades."
"And did she?"
"Nope. Maybe if she had attended class instead of trying to harmonize with the universe in the quad, she would have actually passed freshman year." Dana put her phone aside and set her elbows on the table, leaning toward Tasia. "How long do you think this will take?"
"Why? Are you in a hurry?" The witch had reappeared, holding a tray with some candles, a crystal, a silver bowl, and a glass of water for Tasia. She sat down between the two of them, handed Tasia her drink, then rubbed her eyes. "If you're worried about the demon, don't. The wards will scramble the spell on your soul. They can track you to within maybe five miles or so."
"The demon is only half the problem. It has a vampire working with it." Tasia held out her hand. "I'm Tasia, by the way. That's Dana."
The witch took her hand and shook it, revealing a tattoo of a butterfly on her inner arm. "Aileen Durant. Part-time librarian, full-time witch." She turned to Dana and did the same.
"Only part-time?" Tasia frowned. "I thought witches who got placed were given full-time work?"
"Tell that to Madame Ogna." Aileen saw the confusion on their faces. "Head librarian of the South Beach branch. She's the one who sent you, 'cause she's the only other witch."
"She didn't seem the friendliest. Kicked us out as soon as we got there." Dana crossed her arms. "Not that I blame her. We're not your typical clientele."
"Yeah, Ogna's a real piece of shit." Aileen pulled out a small black grimoire and started digging through the pages. "That's why I'm part-time. She only schedules me to work when she isn't."
"To be fair, you all probably don't want a werewolf hanging around your building." Tasia grinned, but her smile faded when Aileen paled.
"Oh, I doubt it's because you're a werewolf." Aileen sighed and leaned back in her chair, staring up at the ceiling. "Though that explains the weird vibe I get off the two of you."
"Then why did she kick us out?" Dana asked.
"Probably because your auras are tangled. It's the reason I got placed at this branch. Ogna is a master at aura work. I can see them, too, it was Goddess' gift to me." Aileen rubbed her eyes again. "I'm sorry, I'm going through a tough time."
Dana thought back to the security chain and the bat by the door. Pieces were falling into place, but the puzzle was not yet complete. "What does it mean that our auras are tangled up?"
"You two totally fucked," Aileen answered. Tasia was mid-sip of her water, and ended up spraying it out of her nose. "Ogna is an incredibly talented witch, but very close minded when it comes to people from a certain community. It's why I get to stay at home and figure out how I'm gonna afford food and rent."
Tasia looked angry, but said nothing. Dana didn't know what else to say, so just sat there.
"Those are my problems, sorry. Need a better headspace before I do this." Aileen scowled at the silver bowl. "But if you're a werewolf, a vampire shouldn't be a problem."
"This one was. It kicked our asses."
Aileen lifted an eyebrow. "Tell me more."
Dana and Tasia took turns sharing details of their fight with the vampire. Aileen nodded to show she was listening, but spent her time prepping whatever ritual she was about to perform. The candles were arranged in a certain order on her tray, and she added water and some sort of oil to the bowl. When the tale was finished, she sat back in her seat and made a face.
"You might be dealing with an old-world vampire," she concluded, then looked at Tasia. "I can break the tracking spell, but you're on your own with the vampire."
"What do you mean, old world?" Dana remembered that the vampire had said something about his blood being old.
"Think of vampirism being like a pyramid scheme," Aileen said. "Every time it gets passed on, a vampire only gives a fraction of its power to the next one. Maybe it's ninety percent, maybe only fifty. Vampires today are largely watered down versions of the monstrous beings who once roamed the land. Most of the originals were hunted down by the Order, but you should know that."
Tasia nodded. Dana didn't bother correcting Aileen.
"If you're being hunted by someone on the OG vamp crew, I definitely can't help you. Those bastards are scary powerful. Daylight weakens them, but won't kill them. The only solution is the tried and true practice of a stake through the heart, followed by a beheading."



Dana looked at Tasia, then Aileen. "I thought a stake through the heart killed them?"
"Nope. Makes them lose consciousness. Heart can't pump blood to their brain, so they pass out. Cut off their head, then find a way to destroy the remains." Aileen looked over at Tasia. "When we're done here, would you please put in a good word for me? I've been trying to get transferred somewhere new, and I think Ogna's been intercepting my complaints."
"Yeah, no problem." The lie slid off Tasia's tongue easily, but the look she gave Dana was one of regret. Aileen had no way of knowing that both of them were persona non grata with the Order right now.
"Great, thank you." Aileen put on a pair of surgical gloves and picked up a knife. She fired a quirky grin at Tasia. "Shall we begin?"

💀💀💀
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Rules of the Road
The road to Hana was beautiful, but driving it was more than a little unnerving. They headed northeast out of the quiet fishing village, navigating a winding road that often had Mike staring down thirty-foot cliffs at the crashing waves. On a couple of occasions, the road became only one lane, which meant driving slow and hoping nobody was coming from the other direction.
Eventually, the cars pulled off onto a small service road that led them up the hillside to an iron gate that was locked shut with a group of ATVs waiting for them on the other side. They all got out and stretched. Ingrid and Wallace were busy speaking with the other members of the Order while bags were loaded onto the ATVs. Francois found a wooden stump to put one leg on, cutting a rather majestic figure as he gazed out toward the ocean, the wind ruffling through his hair.
Mike, on the other hand, was so suddenly bombarded by the forest that he almost blacked out from sensory overload. There was a massive network of life all around him that sang out like a choir, thousands of voices strong. Ratu clung to his elbow, holding him tight against her side.
"Just breathe," she said, rubbing his back. He nodded in response, trying to gulp in some air and get his bearings.
"Is he okay?" Leilani was staring at them from her place by the Captain.
"Think he's just a little carsick," Ratu replied.
"Weak constitution, eh?" Francois chuckled as he tied a bandana around his forehead, locking his hair back. "Don't make men like they used to."
Mike vaguely heard Francois through the chatter of nearby spiders. Part of him debated asking if they'd ever tasted French cuisine. Maybe he'd find a cane spider willing to drop on the man's head; the possibilities were endless.
"Yeah, you know how it is," Mike wheezed, playing up the pitiful angle. "Winding roads, am I right?"
Francois snorted, but seemed satisfied with Mike's response. Leilani stared down at the water, sadness in her eyes.
"That's where it happened," she said, pointing over a nearby bluff. "The colony was pretty close to the cliffs. There were far more dead beneath the waves, the beach got the ones we couldn't clean up in time."
"I'm sorry for your loss," Ratu said, still rubbing Mike's back.
Leilani nodded in response, her features grim as she turned her gaze out toward the ocean. The sun reflected off the iridescent scales that lined her features, particularly around her ears.
Mike stood, letting out another deep breath as he closed off his senses. It was going to take him some time to acclimate to the local flora, along with the spiders. He had been out in the woods of Oregon a few times, but it was nowhere near as busy as the tropical rainforests of Maui.
"It can be overwhelming," Ratu said as she guided him around the car. "I feel as if a massive heart beats beneath my feet even now."
"Oh yeah?" Mike looked up the mountain, which was difficult to see through the thick foliage.
"The mountain is alive, and it feels like home." She smiled sadly, then looked over at Quetzalli, who was standing on a rock and staring at a distant waterfall. The dragon seemed lost in thought, but when she turned around, it was to reveal that she was consuming a bag of chips she had brought from the car.
"What?" she asked when she noticed their attention. "The flavor is Cool Ranch. They are quite tasty."
"Okay team, here's what we've got." Wallace waved everybody over to where Ingrid waited. "The ATVs are modified quads, which means two people per vehicle. Our support team will be following us up with our gear, but it will probably be slow going for a bit while you all get used to your vehicles."
"But if it gets too hard, say something early," Ingrid added. "The support team includes a couple of spare drivers if necessary. We don't want to be climbing this mountain all week."
"As of this morning, we will be able to follow the tracks of...whatever, most of the way back to the point of origin. It's rained quite a bit, so parts of it will be washed out, but the quads should manage until it gets too steep." Wallace looked at Mike. "That will also depend on you. Our guys kept getting turned around despite the obvious trail of devastation through the woods."
"That sounds about right," Mike said. He hadn't been able to test it himself, but the Oregon property had a similar boundary. "It should be fine as long as you're all with me."
"Or you could grant us all blanket permission." Francois smirked at Mike. "Go ahead, Caretaker. Say that we're all welcome to enter. That's how it works, right? Then we don't have to worry about being knocked off course."
Everyone went quiet as the Captain stared down Mike, all signs of humor gone from his sun-washed face.
"That is how it works, you're correct." Mike kept his features neutral, pushing down the anger that bubbled up through his chest. "I wouldn't even have to snap my fingers. I could just think and make it happen. Super easy."
"Then why don't you?" asked Ingrid.
"Because I don't want to." He turned his attention to Ingrid, being careful to keep the animosity from his voice. "Honestly, that's the only reason I need, like it or not. But if you want reasons, here's a good one; I hardly know anybody here. Princess?"
"Yes?" Leilani regarded him coolly.
"If I asked, would you grant me access to your kingdom? Allow me to go in unsupervised, do whatever I want away from sight?"
She shook her head. "Gods, no."
"Because you don't trust me, right? It's okay if you don't, I wouldn't trust me either." Mike looked at Francois, who was frowning. "My home and the people who rely on me, they trust me to make the important decisions. It's my job to protect them, much like it's Leilani's job to protect her people. Every choice we make may have long-term repercussions, so excuse me if I'm not up to meeting the Captain's standards for the sake of expediency or convenience."
"You speak of trust. Do you not trust us?" Francois swung his arms wide to incorporate the Order.
Mike took a moment to look at everyone, his eyes lingering briefly on Ingrid's. "Should I?" he asked. To Ingrid's credit, she didn't look away, but he could sense the guilt draped across her soul.
"This is such a stupid discussion." Wallace shook his head and climbed onto the driver seat of one of the quads. "One way or another, I've got to hike this damned mountain, so I don't give a shit what you all decide."
The Captain's glittering eyes bored into Mike, but he didn't care. He turned away from the Frenchman and looked at the quads. "Who wants to ride with me?"
"I do!" Quetzalli ran over, her breasts straining against the fabric of her hiking shirt. When she hugged Mike's arm, he felt them squish against his body.
"Your other friend can ride with me." Wallace patted the passenger seat of his quad.
"Hard pass." Ratu nodded in Ingrid's direction. "I want to ride with her."
"Leilani?" Wallace looked almost hopeful, but the mermaid made a noise in disgust.
"Looks like you're riding alone, partner." Ingrid chuckled as some remaining supplies were stacked onto Wallace's passenger seat and strapped into place.
Wallace shrugged, dropping his sunglasses into place and pretending to play it cool. He turned on his quad and pulled ahead up the trail a short distance, likely to sulk in private.
Mike got in his quad and listened patiently to a woman from the Order who went over the controls with him and some tips on driving and riding in one. He appreciated the advice, realizing soon enough that the thing wasn't simply an overgrown golf cart. It took a few seconds to get a feel for the accelerator, which caused Daisy to squirm under his collar. When Quetzalli sat next to him, he realized that she was holding an unopened bag of chips.
"Where did you get those?" he asked.
"There was a shop in town," she replied. "They had these by the front door."
"Who paid for them?"
Her eyes went blank for a moment. "Oh."
Mike made a mental note to figure out which shop she had gone in and send them some cash anonymously after this whole thing was done. "Did you grab anything else?"
"Yeah." Quetzalli looked ashamed as she emptied her pockets. She had mints, gum, and a roll of hard candies. "I'm sorry, I thought it was like Paradise and we could just take what we wanted."
"It's okay." He patted her thigh reassuringly and got a nasty zap for his efforts. "I'll take care of it later, all right?"
She nodded, then dumped her ill-gotten gains into the cup holder as Mike pulled the quad onto the service road to follow Wallace up the hill. The knight looked back to make sure that everyone was ready. The Captain and Leilani were the last to get started as Francois seemed to have trouble steering his quad. He was getting red in the face and yelling obscenities in French.
Mike watched the man with a long stare before turning away. "What an asshole," he muttered, then pressed his foot down on the accelerator to follow Wallace up the trail.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Cyrus was napping in a hammock behind the greenhouse when he felt something tug at the hem of his pants. He opened his eyes to see a large rat holding a small paper card between its paws.
"This cloak and dagger shit is wearing on me," he muttered, then took the card from the rat. It had a drawing of an ear on it done in marker.
Well that was easy enough to interpret. He pulled the earpiece from his pocket and shoved it into his ear canal.
"Good nap?" Eulalie asked.
"It was, thank you." He put his hands on the rope hammock and gave it a push. "What is this material, by the way? Some kind of silk?"
There was a long pause, and then Eulalie chuckled. "A rare kind, actually. I'm calling to let you know that I've got movement up the street. The SoS is nearly there."
"Fuck." Cyrus got out of the hammock and picked up the bag he had stored nearby. Ever since his phone call with Eulalie earlier, he had been busy putting together some essentials in case things went south with the SoS. When he had asked the Rat Queen about a potential hiding spot for it all, she had directed him to a hidden location in between a cluster of bushes and trees that grew along the west wall of the greenhouse. When he had spotted the hammock, he had radioed in to Laurel to let her know he would be off property for a bit, then settled in for a nap.
"How long have I been out?" he asked.
"A couple of hours. Don't worry, Jenny's been keeping your team busy." Eulalie chuckled ominously.
"I can't wait to hear all about it." Cyrus pulled out his own phone and noticed that Laurel hadn't messaged him at all. That was to be expected, since she was clearly aiming to be in charge. "So you've got eyes on the SoS?"
"All eight of them." There was a long pause, and Eulalie coughed. "Because we're using drones."
"You aren't flying them, are you? These guys will probably spot them."
Another long pause. "Not really. I landed them in strategic locations to monitor the roads. You've got about ten minutes before they arrive."
"Okay, then." Cyrus opened up his bag and contemplated the contents. He had raided a local storehouse for the things he needed without anyone being the wiser. Opening up his coat, he started shoving wands, powders, and various magical implements into the stitched-in pockets.
"Aren't you hot in that thing?" Eulalie asked.
Cyrus took a look around, but didn't see how he was being watched. "Hardly," he replied. "This coat is vintage Order construction. Keeps me cool in the summer and warm in the winter. They don't make them like this anymore."
"You look like a nerdy Rambo gearing up for war."
"I kind of am." Cyrus paused, then patted himself down. It had been a long time since he had loaded himself down like this. "Once the SoS gets here, they're likely to take lead on the operation. You never know what to expect from these fuckers."
"Why does the Order hire them?" Eulalie asked. "These guys are big news in the underworld. I'm looking at three confirmed regime changes that they're responsible for."
"They'll do anything for money," he replied. The Sons of Sin really only had one rule: you couldn't hire them to kill their own members. They were a team, a group committed to making the impossible happen for the right amount of money. The SoS strongly preferred jobs that challenged their skillset, and they were capable of taking down some powerful cryptids with proper preparation.
They were also disposable in the eyes of the Order. Once the SoS took a job, they guaranteed results, and didn't hold grudges with the client as long as the task was reasonably described. He remembered a story about a dictator who hired them to take out some monks at a monastery, which turned out to actually be a nest of guerrilla fighters. Even though the SoS had easily exterminated the fighters, they assassinated the dictator the very next week for lying about the target.
If members of the SoS died, it was far preferable to losing knights and mages. There were already so few of them left that the Order was never going to replenish its ranks with their current losses. The SoS could replenish their ranks from anybody with combat experience and the ability to follow commands. Secretly, Cyrus wondered if the men of SoS had a death wish and figured they would wager their lives for some big payouts before shuffling off their mortal coil. They also never took women. Cyrus didn't know what that was about.
A quick final check reassured him that he was ready for almost anything. Once the SoS were here, he was going to be under tight scrutiny. They weren't really known for subtlety, either.
"Keep me in your ear," Eulalie said. "I've got eyes on you, but want to hear what's going on."
"Roger." Cyrus crouched down and crawled on all fours to escape his secret haven. He would have to remember this place next time he came to visit, it seemed like a nice enough spot. A pair of rats watched him as he crawled free of the brush, disappearing into the shadows once he was clear. He brushed himself off and strolled along the edge of the perimeter like nothing had happened.
The first thing he noticed was that the groundskeeping staff were gone. The property was quieter than ever, but other than spotting the man who culled the roses, there was nobody else around.
"Did they abandon ship?" he wondered aloud while scratching his jaw in case anyone could see his mouth.
"Went home. They're cryptids, but not the kind that can take a bullet, if you catch my drift. Your team is over by the gazebo."
"Thanks." Instead of heading straight for the gazebo, he continued his walk along the wall. The shrubbery was tall enough in places that hiding from sight was easy. Over by the gazebo, the Order was clustered in a group, so he took the opportunity to move further down the yard before emerging, hoping it looked like he had snuck in through the entrance. He was halfway across the yard before someone spotted him, and Laurel waved him over.
"What's going on? Where did everybody go?" When he got to the middle of the group, he spotted Bradford, white as a sheet, staring into the distance. "What happened to him?"
"That fucking doll, that's what." Blake stood by, his features twisted up in anger. His hands were balled up, a wand clenched tightly in one of them. "The damned thing baited us."
"Baited who?" Cyrus took a moment to survey the situation. On the ground, a scorched spirit board lay smoldering in the grass. There was a chunk of metal and plastic nearby that he assumed were the remnants of the spirit box. He lifted his eyes to look at Laurel, who was immediately defensive.
"Nothing should have happened," she declared. "We took the appropriate precautions."
"I make no accusations," he said with a soft voice, then gestured for her to continue. "Can anyone tell me what happened?"
Laurel scowled, and looked at Mads, who stood nearby. Mads took this as a signal and stepped forward.
"Contact was initiated by the front door," he explained, pointing at the house. "We set up the spirit board on the porch, by the swinging chair. Sister Laurel had Bradford help her, since the spirit was most active around him."
"A reasonable approach," Cyrus replied, doing his best to make friends. "I would have done the same."
"We did proper spirit board prep before beginning," Laurel added. "Just so you all know."
Cyrus nodded, then looked back at Mads. "Continue."
"The conversation started innocently enough. The spirit told us her name was Jenny and that she was trapped in the body of a doll." Mads screwed up his face. "We had trouble getting any solid answers from her, past that, which is when we switched to the spirit box."
"That little bitch played us." Laurel's cheeks turned red. "There was a bunch of interference, and when she did speak, it was too quiet for us to hear. She kept saying Bradford's name, so with some coaxing, I got him to hold the speaker to his ear and cast a spell to diminish external sound so he could hear better."
"And then what happened?" Cyrus looked down at Bradford.
"The spirit board came to life and chased Laurel around like a bat. The planchette actually bit her, somehow." Mads shook his head. "By the time we took it out, we noticed Bradford was screaming. We didn't hear him because of the soundproofing spell. His eyes were all dark, and it took three of us to get that box away from him."
"She's waiting for me in the dark," Bradford muttered. "I don't want her to take me apart anymore. It hurts."
Cyrus knelt down and put a hand to the man's head. "He's burning a fever," he said. "We need to get him out of here, have him properly checked out."
"A spirit shouldn't be able to do this," Laurel hissed, gesturing at the house. As if in response, the curtains on the second floor opened, but nobody was there. "It got into his head somehow, made him see things."
"You are correct,Ssister Laurel." He turned to scan the yard. "And what of the grounds crew?"
"They all disappeared while we were dealing with this." Laurel took a step toward the remains of the spirit box and kicked it, sending it tumbling across the grass.
"Easy," Cyrus cautioned, then gave a knowing look to the man closest to him. "Getting mad won't help the situation."
"This was an attack," Laurel shouted. "A clear breach of our agreement with Radley."



"And what would you suggest?" Cyrus cocked an eyebrow and crossed his arms. "Weren't you the one who wanted to initiate contact? This is the equivalent of knocking on somebody's door and being mad when they bother you."
"I wouldn't go that far," Mads replied, but Laurel pushed him out of the way.
"This was an act of hostility. We were lured in, and I won't stand for it. Nobody here will, in fact." She gestured at the men and women clustered around her, but more than a few didn't look so sure.
"I have yet to hear a plan from you." Cyrus shook his head. "Being mad and shouting doesn't accomplish anything and certainly isn't the hallmark of a good leader."
"I don't need advice from someone who fucked a cheesegrater with his damned face!" She was about to say something else, but Mads interceded, pushing his mage away from the group. The others looked uncomfortable now, but Cyrus focused on Bradford.
"I'll help you get him to the car," he said, looking up at Blake. The mage's eyes flicked back and forth between Laurel and Cyrus, then eventually settled on Cyrus. He put his wand away and helped Cyrus walk Bradford down to the entrance of the property. The whole time they walked, Bradford stared straight ahead, and either mumbled or cried.
"Are you sure she's still not in his head?" Blake asked once they were down by the cars.
"I don't believe so," Cyrus replied.
"She isn't," Eulalie confirmed in his ear. "You all would know. All he needs is time and probably a career change. Jenny can be a bit much, but if she broke this man so easily, he wouldn't have lasted in your job."
Cyrus digested this piece of news with a frown. After all, this was a fellow human in pain, a man whose mind was broken. He was conflicted at best, but he also saw wisdom in Eulalie's words. As if with a mind of its own, he touched the scars on his face and shivered. That particular moment in time would stick with him until the end of his days. If anything could have broken him, it would have been that.
Down at the street, he helped load Bradford into the back of one of the suburbans. The man curled up on his seat and cried quietly as Blake moved up to the driver's door.
"I'm gonna burn this fucking place to the ground," declared the mage before he got in and drove off. Just as his vehicle turned onto a side road, a group of white vans appeared.
"And here they are," Eulalie muttered. "Punctual little fuckers."
Cyrus stood at the curb and waited to greet the unwelcome guests. Instead of stopping on the street, the white vans pulled into the main drive and headed for the apex of the loop. They drove up onto the lawn itself, clipping a few bushes in the process.
"So much for meeting them first," muttered Cyrus as he limped his way up the hill. His lower back was stiff, a likely result of his nap. Getting old sounded way better back when he was young.
By the time he made it back up the hill, the SoS had torn up a chunk of the yard getting the vans nearly to the gazebo. Men dressed in black athleticwear emerged from the vans, milling about as they threw open the rear doors and started pulling gear out. Cyrus frowned when he realized that they were pulling out weapons as well as body armor.
Their leader, a man with short white hair and black sunglasses, was chatting amicably with Laurel. By the time Cyrus arrived, he was more than a little out of breath.
"What's going on here?" he demanded, pretending to be shocked.
The man with white hair regarded Cyrus coolly with one hand hovering over the grip of a gun in a thigh holster.
"These are the other arrangements," Laurel explained, gesturing to the man with white hair. "This is Dirk. He is the head of this unit. Have you heard of the Sons of Sin?"
"I have," Cyrus grumbled. "But that doesn't tell me why they're here."
"That's on a need to know basis." Dirk looked to Laurel, who nodded her head slightly. "We are planning to coordinate entry into the home and have been authorized to use lethal force if necessary."
"Excuse me?" Cyrus' jaw hung open.
"These guys are going to help us break in." Laurel smirked.
"But they...we can't..." Cyrus gestured at the lions. "We were warned that any sort of hostile activity would be met with massive repercussions."
"Magic hostility." Laurel pointed to the nearest van. A battering ram had been pulled out and set on the ground. "Physical violence won't activate the home's barrier."
"What of the residents?" Cyrus pointed at the door. "That place is swarming with powerful cryptids."
"We have countermeasures." Dirk's lips curled into a grin. "We are well equipped to deal with any sort of physical offensive."
"And defensive magic won't trigger the home's defenses. So if someone comes out throwing fireballs, we've got shields at the ready." Laurel's eyes were practically sparkling. "The plan is to break in, identify potential assets, then bring them back out."
"Idiots," muttered Eulalie through the earpiece. "They're going to get someone killed."
"But...would that really work?" Cyrus scratched at his jaw. The question was for Eulalie, but Laurel thought he was talking to her.
"With a high degree of success. The Director needs results within the next forty-eight hours, otherwise he'll have to lock down the Caretaker on the island until he gives them what we want."
"And what do we want?" Cyrus asked. "A magical book that's only rumored to be there?"
"That's on a need to know basis." Laurel smirked. "And according to the Director, you officially don't need to know."
"Ouch," Eulalie muttered. "Sounds like you're officially on the outs."
Cyrus held up his hands in defeat. "I guess I just question the wisdom of this move, especially so soon after what just happened to Bradford."
"What happened to Bradford?" asked Dirk.
Laurel gave Cyrus a dirty look, but he ignored her. "Malevolent spirit got inside his head, messed him up."
"This true?" Dirk asked, addressing Laurel.
"Yes," she admitted. "About fifteen minutes ago."
"And I count, what, twelve of you?" Cyrus did another head count. "The SoS are good, but that number seems small."
"Oh, fuck me," Eulalie muttered. "We have more incoming, I wasn't paying attention."
A van honked at the end of the drive, and Cyrus turned to see six more vehicles pull in. These ones drove up onto the grass, followed by a truck pulling a trailer and a moving van. The trailer came to a halt at the apex of the drive with the moving van behind it.
"Don't worry about our numbers," Dirk said. "Okay, people, I want a perimeter around the trailer, nothing outside our teams goes near it without my permission. Once we get the Command Center set up, we will get a debrief from Laurel here, who is our point of contact. Any paranormal contact is to be reported immediately, and I want eyes on the sky with those Barretts."
"Barretts?" Cyrus asked.
"Sniper rifles. Will blow the wings off a gargoyle from a mile away." Dirk waved his hand in a circular motion, and the men around him split into teams of three, forming a fractured semi-circle between the Order and the house.
"Shit, shit, shit," Eulalie muttered, then her voice became distant. "Someone tell Abella to get off the roof, now!"
Cyrus stayed back and watched as the Order fell back, allowing the SoS to take over. Laurel commanded mage/knight teams to join up with the SoS teams, making groups of five that now kept watch on the house.
Realizing that he was being ignored, Cyrus wandered toward the trailer. He recognized it as the kind the Order used, meaning it would be magically warded. The moving van opened up to reveal racks of heavy weaponry, which someone with a clipboard began handing out.
"This is really bad," he muttered. "They're going to come inside, you know."
"We're not too worried," Eulalie replied. "But we need to get everybody inside, first. Ah, shit sticks."
"What's up?"
"We just lost two drones, and...yep, there goes a third. Looks like they're on to me. Dana is gonna be pissed. I gotta go, leave your earpiece in." The call went silent, leaving Cyrus alone with the SoS. He didn't know what they hoped to accomplish, but more than a few were giving him odd looks now that he was standing nearby.
"Is there anything I can help with?" he asked, approaching the moving van. "I'm more of a consultant on this job, so they don't need me up there."
The man with the clipboard stared down at Cyrus, then nodded. "We need somebody to do a double check on the wards in the Command Center once the truck drops it off."
"I can do that." Cyrus stepped back and watched as the trailer was leveled and then unhitched from the truck towing it. The truck was parked further down the driveway as a small team started unfolding the trailer, its side walls folding up to become the roof as tent flaps were unfurled from within. Enchantments had been stitched into the fabric, making the Command Center impervious to psychic attacks and scrying. The last time he had been part of an operation that utilized a Command Center was almost a decade back against a nasty coven of witches who were sacrificing people for immortal life in Europe.
A few mages joined him in his efforts, and the Command Center was up and running after nearly an hour. Dirk stopped to check on progress, but spent the bulk of his time surveying the exterior of the house. When Cyrus finished his job, he sat down at one of the tables inside, citing old age. Nobody seemed to question it. Shortly after, he heard a pop of static, and Eulalie let him know that she was back and listening.
Laurel dropped in about fifteen minutes later and sat down across from him. She didn't say anything at first, but finally broke the silence by sliding a tablet across the table to him.
"What's this?" he asked.
"A peace offering." She sat back in her chair and waited while he read the tablet. It was an email from Laurel to the Director, detailing that Cyrus had been instrumental in their early efforts at the house. Judging by the look on her face, it was clear she felt like this was a huge gift to him. "I shouldn't have said what I did about your face."
He snorted. "People have said worse," he replied, then slid the tablet back over. "So what's the current rumor? About my scars, that is."
"What do you mean?"
Cyrus chuckled. "I've heard at least a dozen different stories about how I got them. Some of them are pretty funny, actually. So I'm curious which one you've heard."
"Wendigo," she replied. "Someone said it got hold of you and tried to chew your face off."
"I've heard that one. My personal favorite was a rumor about a horny chupacabra." He sighed and stared at the ceiling. "I was still a young man when it happened. I was hunting a cryptid in the northwest. It was the last of its kind, an Arachne."
"Wait, that was you?" Laurel leaned forward in her seat. "We've heard about that one in training."
Cyrus nodded. "Yes it was. My partner and I tracked her down to a small town in the middle of nowhere. Was supposed to be an easy enough hunt, but she had seduced a soldier who helped her escape. Tracked her to the middle of the woods and that's when this happened."
"She attacked you?" Laurel's eyes were practically sparkling.
He shook his head. "She commanded all of the spiders in the forest to protect her. Hundreds of them, biting and clinging to my face, all at once. I almost died from all the venom running through me, it was like everything was on fire."
"Fucking hell," Laurel muttered.
"Indeed." Cyrus sat back and crossed his arms. "I guess maybe the point I'm making is that my feelings aren't easily hurt. I was happy to help here, but am looking forward to going back to retirement. I don't care who is in charge as long as I get to go home in one piece, you understand?"
Laurel contemplated him for a moment, then nodded. "I really have come across as a bitch, haven't I?"
Cyrus shrugged. "That's up for you to decide. You're the next generation, after all."
Laurel smiled and picked up her tablet. "Thank you, Master Cyrus." She took a few steps away, then paused. "If I may ask about the Arachne?"
"Go ahead?"
"What was it like? Taking down a monster like that?"
Cyrus sighed. "Several years ago, I would have told you it felt good. A monster like that is a cancer, you cut it out immediately."
"But now?" Laurel looked at him with concern.
"But now I'm getting soft." Cyrus chuckled. "I've seen a lot of things die, have been responsible for many of them, and now it just makes me sad. It wears on you."
He didn't know how to explain to Laurel that maybe there had been something that could have been learned from the Arachne. That mission had been one of his greatest triumphs and now his largest regret. He and Jeffrey had been so focused on killing the Arachne that they had never stopped to properly question the fact that she hadn't left a trail of bodies behind. What if she had been different? The Radley house had taught him that the world was no longer black and white, but it was so hard seeing all the shades of gray without questioning the past.
She snorted. "You're not getting soft. You're essentially a pillow now."
"And I won't pretend to be otherwise." He stared at his hands, then clenched his fists and pulled them off the table. "So what's the next step? I don't need details, just the things I need to know."
Laurel smiled. "Once the Command Center is up, the SoS will come in and get their orders. There's a very real fear that someone in the house can scry or read minds, so only the Director and the squad leader know what's going to happen next."
"Squad leader? Dirk?"
The mage shook her head. "He's the second-in-command. The squad leader was supposed to be here a few minutes ago." Through the flaps of the Command Center came the rumbling sounds of a motorcycle pulling up. "That should be him, actually."
Moments later, the flaps of the Command Center were pushed open, admitting a slender man in a leather jacket wearing a motorcycle helmet. Cyrus recognized the rune work as Order made, and the cyclist moved to the table and flipped open his visor to reveal blue eyes that were cruel and calculating.
"Sister Laurel?" he asked.
"That's me. Are you Darius?"
"I am. Is the room secure?"
Laurel looked at Cyrus, who nodded. "Our wards are up."
"Good." Darius removed his helmet. The man had dark skin without a single hair on his head. Even his eyebrows were gone. "We can begin as soon as we're ready."
"I'll get Dirk for you." Laurel stood and left. Cyrus rose and offered his hand to Darius.
"Master Cyrus," he said. "Spatial anomaly consultant. Let me know if there's anything I can do for you."
Darius ignored Cyrus' hand. "I'll keep you on comms, then. Don't go anywhere, it'll be all hands on deck in the next couple of hours."
"Don't worry, I won't."
"Good." Darius set his helmet on the table and removed his jacket. A glittering, tear-shaped pendant hung around the squad leader's neck, which he hastily tucked beneath his shirt. "Because early tomorrow morning, my team is going in."

🏝️🏝️🏝️It was almost two in the afternoon when the quads came to a halt for lunch. It had been a slow, steady climb up the slope of Haleakalā, and the teams had been forced to stop on numerous occasions to either slash back the undergrowth or find an alternative way up the path. Mike groaned as he slid out of the driver's seat, his legs feeling like lead.
Quetzalli had informed Mike early on that the trail absolutely looked to be dragon made. The trench they were following back to its lair was likely from its tail, which had flattened out the terrain. Based on her assumptions, this dragon was larger than she had been. The rain had already washed out large portions of the trail, and the quads had gotten stuck on two occasions due to mud.
Wallace had pulled one of the bags from his quad and was handing out lunch to everyone while Ingrid refilled canteens. The shade of the forest kept them cool, but the humidity was a force to be reckoned with. None of the cryptids seemed to have any problem with either, but Mike's shirt stuck to his skin.
"One hour, people." Ingrid looked in the direction of Haleakalā's peak. "I don't know how much farther we're gonna get before we have to travel by foot, but we're definitely camping on the mountain tonight."
Francois snorted as he took his meal. "Maybe we should just skip the break and keep going, then."
Ingrid shook her head. "We need to refuel the quads anyway. Also, my ass is asleep. Breaks are good for you."
Francois snorted again. "Come, princess." He picked up a spare meal and gestured for Leilani to follow. The princess seemed apprehensive at first, but followed her guardian off into the brush.
Ratu looked around the mock clearing for a moment, then crouched down and dug her fingers into the soil. The ground trembled for a moment, and then stone columns rose from the ground to waist height and formed into small tables. When she saw the Order staring at her, she just shrugged.
"I've been sitting all day," she explained, setting down her food to unwrap it. Mike and Quetzalli joined her, forming a tight circle around their earthen table. Lunch was some kind of fish sandwich with a slightly spicy aioli sauce and chewy protein bars.
"My back is so sore," Quetzalli groaned, massaging her spine.
"Do you want to switch seats with me?" asked Ratu. "My seat was pretty comfortable."
"It wasn't the seat." Quetzalli grabbed her own breasts and hefted them. "These things kept jiggling around. I should have worn a sports bra."
"I'm surprised your driver was able to concentrate." Ratu grinned at Mike.
"Hey, I'm a gentleman," he replied. "Safety first."
"I caught him peeking a lot," Quetzalli said.
"All this natural beauty to look at and you're still looking at breasts." Ratu shook her head and laughed.
"It's a different kind of natural beauty," Mike assured her.
"Speaking of the terrain, how are you feeling?" Ratu took a bite of her sandwich and licked aioli off her fingers.
"I'm doing better," he admitted. "It sounds silly, but all the fumes from the quads helped quite a bit. The focus on the drive gave me a chance to acclimate."
"And now?"
He closed his eyes and smiled. "I can feel it all around me," he explained. "Almost like it's an extension of my mind. There's just so much life, it's like the island is breathing underneath my feet. In fact..." He opened his eyes and pointed behind Ratu. "There's a pool over that way if anyone wants to go check it out."
"I wouldn't mind a swim." Quetzalli grabbed the hem of her shirt, but Mike stopped her.
"Let's walk there first," he said. "Ratu, are you coming?"
"As lovely as that sounds, I've already spotted a lovely sunbeam I intend to take advantage of." The naga was already unbuttoning her shirt. "And it will allow me to keep an eye on things up here, if you catch my drift."
He nodded, then ate his last bite of food. "When you're ready, I'll lead the way," he said to Quetzalli.
The dragon promptly stuffed the rest of her sandwich into her mouth. "Ahm reathy," she mumbled around her food.
He took Quetzalli by the hand and led the dragon away from the group and toward the pool. When he touched one of the trees, the branches shifted, allowing them passage. The forest bent away from him as they wandered into the woods, eventually standing ten feet above a deep pool of water. In the distance, a thin waterfall could be seen dumping water into a stream that fed the pool, which emptied over a cluster of rocks and dropped another twenty feet to vanish in the foliage below.
"It's so pretty," Quetzalli declared, unbottoning her shirt and throwing it on the ground before stepping out of her skirt to reveal that she was wearing a bikini underneath. After pulling off her socks and shoes, she made as if to jump when Mike grabbed her arm to stop her.



"Hold on," he said, then studied the pool below. Tree roots rimmed the edge of the water, so he closed his eyes and reached out to them. Feeling his way through the trees, he finally opened his eyes. "It's deep enough, go for it."
Quetzalli jumped, making herself into a cannonball before striking the surface of the water and sending a plume of water into the air. Mike picked his way down carrying Quetzalli's clothes with him, a process made easier by the abundance of tree roots that acted as a ladder. He would have jumped in with her, but didn't want to lose Opal's bottle or accidentally squash Daisy. At the edge of the pool, he stripped down completely and folded his clothes into a bundle.
"Watch those for me," he whispered, and Daisy waved a hand from the folded bundle. Olivia squirmed free of Quetzalli's clothes to join her sibling in hiding, and then Mike jumped into the pool.
The water was cold and energizing, seeping into his pores to chase away the heat. He sank down to the bottom, then kicked off the rocks to rocket upward like a cork and break the surface of the water. Quetzalli laughed as he treaded water while they splashed each other.
"This feels so good," Quetzalli said as she laid on her back and allowed her hips to float upward. Her bikini top had come undone during her cannonball and both of her breasts were awkwardly on display. "It reminds me of splashing around in cenotes down in middle America."
"Were those big enough for you?" he asked, referring to her original dragon form.
"When I was a hatchling," she replied. "There were a couple of bigger ones I could still fit in as an adult, but it wasn't the same. Oh! There was a really deep one I used to relax in, warm water came up through the bottom, it was just like a hot tub for you humans. I could rub my scales on some large rocks along the inside, make myself nice and shiny. The locals would collect the smaller scales that fell off this way and use them as charms."
"Do you miss it?" Mike asked. "Being a full-sized dragon."
Quetzalli made a face, then rotated her body to face him in the water. "I'm enjoying my time as a human," she admitted. "And while nothing will ever replace the feeling of dancing among the rain clouds, there are certain perks I've really come to love."
She wrapped her legs around his waist and bobbed closer to him. Naturally, this caused him to immediately sink below the surface. Holding his breath, Mike sank down low and swam underneath Quetzalli, making sure to pinch her ample bottom on the way up. He could hear her shriek even beneath the waves.
When he broke the surface, she spun around and splashed him.
"I didn't know you'd sink," she explained. "I was trying to be...sensual." Her cheeks turned bright pink and she scowled at the water.
"This is kind of a weird place to do it." He looked around and realized how isolated they were. The birds were singing in the forest, and the wind caused the trees to dance, their branches sliding through each other and making a sound reminiscent of the shoreline. "Actually, I take that back. This is a pretty good place."
"It is. Besides, I was just following the rules of the road."
Mike frowned. "The what now?"
"Lily explained it to me. If someone gives you a ride, it's ass, cash, or grass. I don't have any money, and I don't think you're interested in grass." She was far gentler this time, moving close enough that her breasts pressed against him. Her hands slid down his stomach and grabbed the base of his semi-erect cock. "Oh, wow, I didn't expect you to be so hard in water this cold."
"I have magic powers," he whispered dramatically. "I once got a boner at the North Pole."
"Wish I could have seen it. Missed the whole thing in exchange for dinner with Dana's parents." She shook her head at the memory of that disastrous Christmas-Eve meal. The dragon acted as a girlfriend-surrogate for Dana most days, and had traveled home with the zombie in order to help her pretend that her life was normal. Instead, Dana's parents had made assumptions about their age difference, and it had caused a fight.
"Yeah, well, this adventure is pretty good, so far." He treaded water, kicking lightly as he moved toward the edge of the pool. Quetzalli caught his hand in her own and he towed her over to the edge where he found some smooth rocks to sit on, his waist just beneath the waves. "We've only got half an hour left, so we can't linger too long."
"Oh, dear." Quetzalli stroked his cock. "I'm really bad at telling time."
Her head disappeared under the surface of the water, and suddenly the cool water of the pond was replaced by the warmth of a human mouth. Mike groaned and leaned back against the shoreline, one hand caressing Quetzalli's invisible horn. The enchanted napkin ring hid it from view, but it was still a physical presence.
Quetzalli's horn had healed up nicely in the last two years, but she still wore the protective silver sheath. Mike had discovered nearly a year back that her horn was a huge erogenous zone, and stroking it like he would his own cock would elicit some pretty exciting behavior from the dragon. Even now, he could feel his cock pressing against the back of her throat as she became aggressive.
Still, she didn't have the ability to breathe underwater, so she surfaced with a gasp, one hand on his shaft while the other played with his balls. Her bubble butt bobbed behind her, making a small, fleshy island. The head of his cock was just below the surface, and Quetzalli pulled herself forward, his cock sliding between her breasts.
"You know, we have a pool like this in the greenhouse," he said, playing with her hair.
"Oh, I know." Quetzalli grinned up at him, his thighs keeping her from sinking below the surface. "But that's a special place for Zel, so we don't take you there."
He smiled at the memory of more than a couple moments just like this with the centaur. Zel loved collecting 'samples' from him, and liked to stand in the deeper water while jacking him off or even blowing him from the edge. "That's very kind of you all."
"We're a sisterhood," she explained, then sucked him into her mouth once more. He groaned, letting his magic stretch out inside of him.
"You've gotten...so good...at that," he told her.
"Thacks." Quetzalli pulled her mouth free and licked the head of his cock. "Lily showed me how."
"Wish I could have seen that," he muttered as Quetzalli went down on him again, her head bobbing up and down in the water. That familiar heat filled him from within, but he knew that Quetzalli needed far more.
"Come here," he said, running his hands down her sides. She slid forward until she could get her legs on top of his, now sitting in his lap.
"This is actually a bit difficult in water," he told her, then scooted backward until the both of them were at least above the surface.
"I'm not too worried," she said as she yanked her bikini bottom to one side. "I'm a storm dragon. We're always wet."
He groaned as she humped him, pressing her swollen labia against his erection. The heat coming from Quetzalli's groin was exquisite, and she tilted her hips so that just the tip of his cock threatened to enter her every time she moved.
"Oh, fuck, that's good," she muttered, then scrunched up her face. Clouds of vapor rolled off the water and spilled out into the forest, creating a thin fog. "Sometimes, when we do this, it feels like I'm in the sky again."
"Flying feels like sex?" he asked.
"When you do it correctly." She licked her lips and then kissed him, sending a good jolt of electricity through him. He casually guided it away, allowing it to disperse through his palm and into the earth. While he couldn't summon up the sheer electrical power that Quetzalli could, controlling it had become second nature for him. "I miss riding the wind, but I do get to ride you instead."
Quetzalli lifted herself up enough that he finally slid inside her, causing the dragon to sigh in relief. She held still and allowed herself to acclimate to Mike's cock while he flexed his shaft. Little gasps came out of her with each flex. He pressed her breasts together and buried his face between them while doing tiny thrusts.
It really was paradise on Earth.
Quetzalli clutched the back of his head, holding him in place as he nibbled and sucked on the tender flesh of her breasts. The cool mist swirled around them, forming a vortex that he only caught out of the corner of his eye. They were creating their own little weather system around the pond.
It wasn't just about satisfying urges, either. Mike's magic slid into the dragon with ease, driving her to higher levels of ecstasy while also replenishing itself. He had learned long ago that sexual intimacy didn't just allow his powers to grow and evolve, but it also strengthened him. Though the Maui property was still some distance away, it felt more clear and defined in his mind. The cacophony of the trees was easier to hold at bay, along with the chittering of its denizens. As his magic filled Quetzalli, he could feel her pleasure as if it was his own.
Guided by magical instincts, he took the time to play with and suck on her nipples. The areola were massive in size, and he loved circling the thick nub in the center of each one with his tongue, stopping occasionally to nibble them and elicit groans from the dragon. By now, Quetzalli had loosened up and was shifting her weight back and forth, causing his cock to slide up against her G-spot.
"Gods, this feels so good. You feel so good." She clutched him so tight that he tilted his head downward between her breasts to be able to breathe. "Sometimes I wish we could do this all day."
"You'd have competition," he mumbled from within her breasts. Though the women of the house typically got along, there would absolutely be grumbling if one of them found a way to occupy him for an entire day. He had even taken to keeping a calendar with reminders to himself to avoid neglecting anyone for long amounts of time. His magic helped him, too, cluing him in when someone was feeling lonely.
He fucked her for another few minutes this way, then dropped his hands to her thighs and squeezed them. Leaning back, he allowed Qutezalli to ride him properly, her hands pressing into his hips and stomach as she created enough friction between the two of them to stimulate her clitoris.
"Oh, gods, oh gods, oh...wait! Wait wait wait wait wait!" Quetzalli was shivering now, her face flushed and nipples erect. "Olivia, I need you!"
"What?" Mike lifted his head to see Olivia shoot toward him from where their clothes lay in a pile. Daisy followed too, a devilish grin on her face.
"I want to try something," Quetzalli declared, then raised herself off of Mike's cock, her long labia dripping with fluid. She grabbed Olivia and ran her fingers between the fairy's legs, causing the tiny creature to shiver in delight. The personal lubricant of a fairy was borderline magical, and easily the best sexual lube on the planet.
"What did you have in mind?" asked Mike as Quetzalli knelt down and started rubbing Olivia across the head of his cock. The green fairy was giggling now, the air shimmering with light and glitter as Quetzalli started the process of stretching the tiny being out, like a pocket pussy, across the head of his cock. She used her free hand to masturbate, teasing and squeezing her clit as Daisy clung to her inner thigh for a closer look.
"Lily told me ass, cash, or grass." Satisfied that Mike was properly lubricated, she pulled Olivia off of him with an audible pop and scooted forward far enough that his cock was no longer in line with her pussy. "And I intend to follow the rules of the road to the letter."
She squatted down, holding her large ass cheeks wide as Mike's cock pressed against her sphincter. The lube did its job, allowing him to penetrate her slowly without any issues. Quetzalli groaned, throwing her head back and staring up into the sky as she eased herself onto him an inch at a time. The process itself probably took a few minutes, but it felt like heaven the moment she finally came to rest in his lap, fully penetrated.
"Oh, gods, my head is buzzing," she whispered, putting her hands on his shoulders and grinding against him. Though she was shorter than Mike, she weighed more, and the feeling of her thick body on top of him had waves of pleasure radiating through his core.
"We've never really done this before," he said, then gasped when she tilted her pelvis forward.
"Yeah, I know." She grinned and tilted her pelvis, putting pressure against the base of his cock that had his legs twitching in delight. "It's called vacation sex, right? I wanted to have something special for you if we ever went on one."
"I need to talk to you later about your sources," he muttered. "I'm not sure whether to thank them or punish them."
"Oh, you should absolutely punish Lily." Quetzalli made direct eye contact with him now as she swiveled her hips in a circle, then lifted up an inch or so before sinking onto him once more. "I've never felt this full before, it's so...I love it."
She sat up straight and then curved her back, allowing Mike a wonderful view of her pussy. Quetzalli teased herself at first, then slid her fingers down the middle of her slit and spread her labia apart, revealing a glistening clitoris.
"She also told me that you'd enjoy the show." She groaned as she fucked Mike with her ass, her hands alternating between her pussy and her breasts. Olivia and Daisy landed on Quetzalli's thighs and clung to her skin as they climbed toward her crotch, their tongues eagerly lapping up any sexual fluids they encountered.
Mike made a mental note to thank Lily later. He slid his hands behind Quetzalli's hips and grabbed her ass, squeezing and pulling her forward to allow him a bit more control.
The dragon let out a whimper, her eyes screwed up tightly as she frantically stroked her clit. Olivia and Daisy had scooted in far enough that they were hanging on to Quetzalli's labia, both of them using their free arms to penetrate the dragon's vagina and scoop out handfuls of her fluid for eating.
Thunder rumbled overhead, and Mike heard someone shout in the distance. The others probably thought a storm was rolling in, unaware that Quetzalli had triggered it. For now, it was all he could do to hold back his own orgasm, doing his best to be a gentleman and let Quetzalli have one of her own. Olivia and Daisy were now actively crawling inside of Quetzalli's vagina, their tiny legs kicking as they fought to get closer to their food source.
Quetzalli gasped, then let out a low growl that permeated the forest. She tilted her forward, mouth hanging open with drool running down her chin. A blue aura formed around her invisible horn, created by the massive charge building up inside her body. Her unfocused eyes stared right through him as she cried out, tensing up her whole body and squeezing Mike's cock with her ass.
She lifted her body one more time, then sank down, gripping his cock with so much force that the dam finally burst. Her lower body shook as a powerful orgasm ripped through her, and thunder roared above in the sky. Quetzalli's horn was making the air hiss with static. Mike grabbed the horn with one hand while laying his palm on a nearby rock. His magic curled around Quetzalli's, forcing the charge to disperse harmlessly into the earth instead of turning her into a lightning rod. However, the motion itself had the secondary effect of forcing her to arch her back and shift her weight forward.
That shift in mass was more than enough. Moaning, Mike held onto Quetzalli's horn and thrust himself into her, his magic blossoming like a flower throughout her body as he filled her ass with magical semen. Motes of light danced along her skin and swirled down her breasts and stomach to collate around her clitoris. The dragon took a deep breath and growled through her teeth as the light sank into her body, causing her hips to buck once more. Mike started stroking her horn like it was his own cock, trying to tease another orgasm out of her.
When Quetzalli came again, more thunder roared through the forest, causing distant cries of alarm from the Order. She clenched her muscles so tightly that both Olivia and Daisy were ejected from her pussy, the fairies sliding across Mike's lower stomach before collapsing in a sticky heap with each other. When Quetzalli collapsed forward, Mike's head was immediately buried between her massive mature breasts.
"I've never come so hard before," she whispered. A light rain fell, the drops so small they barely made ripples in the water. "It was so different, I..."
Mike chuckled and gave her left breast a light kiss. "It's not for everyone," he said, then hugged her tight. "But if you enjoyed it, we can certainly do it again."
"Mmm, yes, please." She lifted her hips away from him until he finally slid free. When his cock plopped down onto his stomach, he felt the fairies shift position as tiny hands and mouths worked to lick all the sexual fluids out of his pubes.
There was a light splash, followed by the sound of an unexpected voice. "Holy shit," Leilani declared from about six feet away, her hands covering her mouth.
"P-princess?" Mike pushed himself up, causing Quetzalli to sit as well. He tried to adjust the back of her bikini to cover her up a little, but figured it was no use.
"Your cock is absolutely HUGE!" The mermaid was staring at him in awe, her unnaturally wide eyes now like dark orbs. "And it looked so hard!"
"Excuse me, what?" He shifted now, but then became aware that moving too much may expose the fairies. Quetzalli seemed to sense this, too. She adjusted her bikini bottom and then picked up both fairies to tuck them inside the band before getting off of him.
"I was watching you two fuck, and...by the tides, can I try it?" Leilani emerged from the water, revealing bare breasts with erect green nipples.
"Can...you...I'm sorry, back up a second. How are you here? Where is your chaperone?" Mike scooted back into the water just deep enough to clean himself off.
"Oh. OH." Leilani treaded water and shifted away from them. "I must apologize, I forget that humans don't view sex as casually as merfolk do. I got caught up in watching you. That was really something! And you lasted so long, too!"
Mike shook his head in disbelief. "How are you here?" he asked, repeating himself.
"There's another pond downhill from here. There was an underground passage, probably an old lava tube, and when I checked it out, I ended up here." She turned her attention to Quetzalli. "What did he feel like inside of you? Could you feel it throbbing?"
The dragon frowned and moved to put on her shirt. "You're certainly chatty," she noted with a dour look. "And it's rude to kiss and tell."
Leilani's enthusiasm dimmed. "Oh, right. Yeah, I'm usually talkative, but Francois is a creep, he reports directly to my mother using a magical shell that connects them like your phones. He's probably freaking out right now, I should probably go back."
"Wait." Mike stood, his semi-erect cock catching Leilani's full attention. "I was under the impression you didn't really like us that much."
"I'm not supposed to. The Captain, he's been talking about you for decades now. Telling us about all the terrible things you've done."
"I've only been the Caretaker for the last few years," Mike replied. "I didn't even know Francois existed until yesterday."
Leilani screwed up her face. "Yeah, that isn't the first hole I've discovered in his story," she admitted. "To be honest, I don't like him much myself, but my mother is absolutely wrapped around his finger. He certainly doesn't like you at all. You're supposed to be a witch who forces others to obey her using seductive powers. Similar to a siren, really."



"And now you know I'm not?"
She smirked, revealing those scary teeth of hers. "Well, you certainly aren't a woman, that's for sure. And while I don't buy the incompetent act you're putting on for the others, I can tell the people in your care have genuine feelings for you. That's not something you can fake."
"My eyes are up here, by the way." He fought back a laugh when Leilani jerked her gaze away from his cock.
"Right, sorry." Her cheeks darkened a shade of blue. "I'm acting like such a goldfish, it's dumb."
"What's dumb?" he asked.
She laid on her back, exposing her breasts to the sun. "We merfolk don't have hang ups about nudity. We certainly don't when it comes to sex. For some of us, it's like the way you humans shake hands. Nice to meet you, now stick your cock inside of me."
Mike felt a rush of blood go to his groin.
"But there's a bit of a caveat. I'm sure you noticed the men of my species are very...wiggly." She curled her fingers at him in a come-hither motion. "It can be quite stimulating, having a man caress you from the inside. But there's a trade-off."
"Size?" Mike asked, genuinely curious.
"That's part of it, yes. I'm mostly referring to rigidity. Oh, and duration. How long do people shake hands in your society? Unless I'm with another woman, sex is usually over in a few minutes." She sighed and languished on her back, gazing into the canopy above. "And that's if we take our time."
"You're being surprisingly honest with me." Mike moved to where Quetzalli was getting dressed.
"Something killed a lot of my people," she explained while sinking back into the water, her voice now serious. "And I've quickly learned that everybody here seems to have an agenda beyond stopping it from happening again. The Captain demanded to be here when he heard you were coming. And the Order? They've been acting weird for months now, making moves that don't make sense. I find myself in the middle of a mystery and genuinely don't know who I can trust."
"And you think that person is me?" Mike asked. "You probably shouldn't. I have my own agenda as well."
"Does your agenda include helping my people?" she asked.
He nodded. "Helping your people so that this never happens again is a priority for me. But I'll admit that it's secondary to what I'm actually planning here. If all goes well, we'll both walk away from this happier."
Leilani shrugged, her body sinking into the water. "Well, that's just it. In a place where everybody says I should trust them, you're the only one who hasn't told me that I need to. So maybe that's why I'm being so honest with you. So far, you have yet to be dishonest with me." The mermaid sighed. "I need to go back before Francois has a fit. I hope we can discuss this privately later." With those words, she vanished beneath the water, her tail momentarily breaking the surface.
"Huh. That was kind of weird." Mike waited to make sure Leilani was actually gone, then finished getting dressed and double-checked on Opal before tucking her away. Daisy crawled back inside his shirt as Olivia vanished in Quetzalli's cleavage. The fog was burning off already now that the dragon wasn't affecting the weather. It took almost ten minutes to get back to the quads, which had been moved off the main trail out of a few muddy puddles that had formed.
"There you are." Ingrid shook her head with concern. "The way that storm hit, we were worried that you got lost."
Mike shook his head, one arm wrapped tightly around Quetzalli's waist. "We were just sight-seeing," he said. "If there had been trouble, we would have come back right away."
"Did you see anything good?" asked Ratu with a sly grin. She was busy guiding the table stones back into the now muddy ground, causing water to squirt and bubble up as they descended.
"It's so beautiful out here," Quetzalli replied. "Just had to find somewhere nice to sit and take it all in."
"Well while you were busy sitting and taking it all in, we were up here busting our asses to..." Ingrid's voice trailed off when she saw the look on Mike's face. "Is something funny to you?"
"No," he squeaked, wiping a tear from his eyes. "Not in the slightest."
"Asshole," Ingrid muttered. There was a commotion on the other side of the clearing and Francois emerged from the brush, followed by Leilani. Gone was the chatty mermaid from before, her mask of distrust firmly back in place. "Oh, good. Were you sightseeing as well?"
Francois ignored Ingrid and moved over to his quad. He pulled a pocket watch out from his belt and examined it. "I do believe we are back in time," he declared.
The Order team had cleaned up the clearing with an attention to detail that astonished even Mike. Quetzalli snuck off to exchange her bikini top for the sports bra that Beth had packed for her. When it came time to go, Ratu politely kicked Quetzalli out of the passenger seat of Mike's quad, forcing the dragon to ride with Ingrid instead. They resumed their muddy trek up the mountainside as the sun emerged from behind the rain clouds. Once the quads had spread out a bit, Ratu leaned against Mike and playfully jostled him with her shoulder.
"I take it your excursion was pleasant?" She chuckled and ran a hand up his thigh. "You had the Order concerned that a monsoon was coming."
"It was kind of like a monsoon," Mike replied. "One thing led to another and..." He looked back to make sure that nobody else was close by. The quads made enough noise that his words would be garbled even if they did carry. "Had a chance encounter with a certain member of the nobility."
"And?" Ratu leaned her head on his shoulder, then took it away when he hit a bump and she got jostled.
"Not what I expected, but in a good way. Sounds like Captain Crunch back there is officially planning to piss in my cereal."
Ratu winced. "Your modern references are so crude."
"What about you? Did you get anything out of the queen bee, herself?"
The naga shook her head. "She was deliberately evasive. Unless it was related to this mission, she kept everything to herself. Though if we ever come back, it sounds like the highway that loops around the northern part of the island is really pretty."
"So you want me to show you the sights like I did with Quetzalli?" He winked and stuck out his tongue at her.
Ratu smiled. "Perhaps. Though I should warn you that I plan on following a certain set of rules regarding road travel. Lily told me about them earlier, and I admit I'm intrigued." She slid her hand onto his cock and squeezed it. "That is, if the dragon didn't drain you dry."
Mike laughed. Hawaii was awesome.
The next couple of hours passed with little incident, but they eventually reached some rocky slopes surrounded by dense foliage. The quads could go no further and were left behind as the Order scaled the rocks and did a brief survey of the area above. Once a route was chosen, everybody strapped on their backpacks and started the long hike into the jungle.
Progress was slow at first, but quickened once a rhythm was established. Wallace and three other members of the Order walked ahead of the group to blaze a trail with machetes. Mike honestly thought he would feel the woods cry out in pain or rage, but it never happened. He suspected that it had to do with the density of the flora, and made a note to ask Amymone about it once he was home.
At one particularly steep slope, Ratu summoned a stone staircase to assist the group in their climb. As the shadows fell, travel slowed dramatically. Leilani stayed toward the back with Francois, casting nervous looks into the woods. The sun was low in the horizon, but there was at least two hours until sunset.
They were navigating a particularly treacherous slope when Ingrid caught her foot in a root and took a nasty fall that sent her tumbling down the hill. Wallace was by her side almost immediately, but the damage was done. Her ankle had swollen to the size of a baseball.
"Fuck," she muttered, trying to stand unsuccessfully. "That really hurts."
"Is it broken?" asked Mike.
"No, but it's not good." Wallace knelt to examine Ingrid's ankle. "We've got a healing poultice, but it'll take several hours. Might not be a bad idea to find somewhere flat and set up tents."
"How much further?" asked Leilani, her eyes on Mike. "To your property?"
"Still several miles out," Mike replied. "Easy on flat land, but this?" He gestured at the mountain. "Not good."
"This isn't a great place to stop, either." Wallace stood and looked at the other members of the Order. "We can make a stretcher, but that'll take some time. It will require at least an hour to properly set camp."
"That sounds excessive." Ratu frowned. "An hour to set tents?"
"And wards," Ingrid hissed, her eyes closed. "The insects are bad, but the feral pigs will tear you apart."
"Pigs, huh?" Ratu had a hungry gleam in her eyes. "Now there's a thought."
"You gonna hold a luau up here?" asked Wallace. "Regardless, we're crunched for time, so maybe we should--" He stopped talking when Mike shrugged off his bag and crouched down next to Ingrid.
"It's just your ankle, right? Not your leg or anything else?" Mike set his bad down next to the mage.
Ingrid nodded, then wiped some dirt off her face. "Just bumps and scratches," she said.
"Okay, then. I've got an idea. Let's get your bag off so somebody can carry it."
Ingrid shrugged out of her straps and winced when her leg shifted. Mike looked up at Wallace, who was watching him with curiosity.
"You gonna levitate her out?" asked Wallace.
"Nothing quite that dramtic." Mike helped Ingrid stand on her good leg. "But I might need your help getting her up onto my back."
"Absolutely not." Ingrid tried to push Mike away, but ended up hopping awkwardly. "There's no way you can carry me up that hill."
"He absolutely can." Ratu looked at the men and women of the Order. "I can personally attest to his stamina."
"You all are sick," muttered Ingrid.
"Hardly." Mike took Ingrid by the hand and stared deep into her eyes. "I can absolutely carry you for a bit. Someone will need to carry my bag--"
"Got it." Quetzalli had already picked it up.
"And yours." Mike looked at Wallace first, then the other members of the Order. When nobody offered, he rolled his eyes. "For fuck sake, somebody carry the lady's bag."
"I would, but I'm already off balance with my own." Wallace scowled at the others. "I don't have a way to carry it and cut us a path forward."
"It's fine." Ratu grabbed the hiking bag and hugged it against her chest. Mike could feel magic circulating through the air and noticed that her arms were now covered in far more scales than usual. "I can carry it."
"Then that's settled. C'mon, I don't bite." He knelt down in front of Ingrid with his arms wide.
"That's a filthy fucking lie," muttered the mage as she pressed herself against his back and scooted forward. Mike slung his arms beneath her legs and rose casually. Sure, Ingrid was heavy enough that his muscles briefly complained, but if he could run for miles without getting winded, this wouldn't be too hard.
"How do I know you won't trip?" she asked as the group proceeded up the hill.
"I won't." Mike sent his will into the forest. Roots quietly buried themselves further down, or folded up and out of their way.
"You sure are confident," she replied.
Wallace and two knights moved ahead of the group to find an area for them to set up camp. A knight and a mage blazed a winding trail that everybody else followed. As they continued up, Quetzalli moved to Mike's side with a smirk on her face.
"I don't suppose you're familiar with the rules of the road?" Quetzalli wiggled her eyebrows suggestively at Ingrid.
"Don't." Mike swatted at Quetzalli, and she backed down, giggling to herself.
"What are the rules?" Ingrid asked.
"Don't worry about it," he replied. "She's just fucking with you."
"Fine." Ingrid let out a sigh of disgust. "I can't believe I'm letting you carry me up a hill. This feels so ridiculous."
"Shit happens to everyone. People were there for me when I fell, more than once." He paused to readjust her weight and then continued. "Does that feel better?"
"Yeah," she admitted. A few more minutes passed and she cleared her throat. "And thank you. I didn't think you'd be up to hiking, much less carrying someone. You've really surprised me, and I'm not the kind of person who likes surprises."
"That's a bit of a shame. Who doesn't like surprises?"
"People who've only gotten shitty ones."
"He's had his fair share of both." Ratu spoke from a few paces back. "He's kind of a magnet for surprises. Maybe you'll see some good ones during our time together."
Ingrid scoffed. "I doubt it."
"Why, are you some kind of bad luck charm?" Mike asked. He stopped moving when he felt Ingrid tense up in his arms. "Did I hurt your ankle again?"
"No. I just...drop it."
He shrugged. "Yeah, no problem."
They continued onward in silence for nearly thirty minutes when Ratu stopped and tilted her head down the direction they had just come. "Does anybody else hear that?"
"Hear what?" Quetzalli, who had wandered ahead, turned around. The other members of the Order stopped as well.
"I don't hear anything," said Francois. "It is likely just your--"
"Shut the fuck up or I'll set you on fire." Ratu dropped the bag and raised her hand to summon a ball of flames.
"This is outrageous." Francois reached for his sword, but Leilani grabbed his arm.
"Listen!" Her eyes were wide as she looked down the trail in the same direction Ratu was. Mike didn't hear anything other than the breeze for several seconds before it finally reached him. It was the steady beating of drums, carried to them by the wind.
"What the heck is that?" he asked.
"A surprise," whispered Ingrid. "Someone run ahead and find Wallace! We need to set camp right fucking now!"
Two members of the Order sprinted off as everyone else broke into a jog. They were nearly at the top of the rise now, but the final climb was steep.
"I don't understand. What are we running from?" asked Mike.
It was Leilani who spoke, her voice filled with terror. "Night marchers!"

🏝️🏝️🏝️I hope you all enjoyed that! Nothing like a little dragon booty action to start off your day, am I right?
I'll see you again soon enough, but until then, give yourself a hug, a high-five, whatever it takes to remind you that 1) you're awesome and 2) you matter. You're part of this journey and I'm glad you're here.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Greetings, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the next chapter of "I have a zombie lesbian lying around, so will pair her up with a werewolf." The flavor is a little hairy, but it's got quite a bite!
(I'll see myself out)
For new readers, the proper starting point for this whole crazy mess is gonna be Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 01. Guy gets a blowjob in a tub, other stuff happens, and now we're in our sequel to a spin-off. It's complicated.
Returning readers, welcome back! Just a reminder that D&H Part 2 happens between books 5 and 6, so Mike's Christmas adventure has not yet occurred. I got a lot of emails about that last month. Also, thank you so much for coming around these parts to see what happens next! Lily pretends she doesn't care, but I can tell she loves the attention.
I will likely end this book around Ch. 24, so make sure you check my bio to see the release dates for this and HFHM. I also want to thank everyone once again for remembering to click those stars before taking off, it really does help me out more than you know. And for that weird guy who keeps telling me to stop thanking my readers, no. I don't think enough authors do it, to be honest, and it's the least I can do.
Speaking of morals, I think it's about time you all step into my church and take a seat, because we're about to have a good, old fashioned
Midnight Mass
Sitting in Aileen's apartment, Dana was doing her best not to zone out during the ritual. The witch was lighting candles in a specific order while whispering a very long incantation under her breath. It sounded like she was speaking Latin, and Dana made a mental note to add it to the languages she should try and learn in her spare time. Aileen held out a gloved hand for Tasia's wrist, and the werewolf laid her arm forward with the inside held up.
"This will probably sting," whispered Aileen as she picked up the knife. She slid it smoothly across Tasia's skin, then frowned when the thin cut left behind didn't even bleed. "Or not."
"Werewolf, remember?" Tasia smirked.
"I've only got so much time to do this before I have to start over," Aileen muttered as she pushed harder on the knife. With a far more serious effort, she managed to break the skin, causing blood to pool along the knife's edge. Turning the blade flat, the witch handed Tasia a small towel while she moved the blade over the silver bowl full of oil and water. Tasia took the rag and wiped her arm down, which had already healed.
The moment the blade touched the water, the liquid hissed and sent up tendrils of steam. Aileen frowned, then looked up at Tasia.
"You said it was just the one demon, right?" She frowned at the bowl as the liquid quickly evaporated.
"We were hunting one demon," Dana replied. "But I think we stumbled onto a nest of them."
"That shouldn't matter...I think." Aileen frowned as the liquid in the bowl vanished, leaving behind a dark black stain. "Well, shit."
"What's wrong?" Tasia looked at the stain and sniffed the air. It smelled like tar.
"When a demon uses blood to track you, it's not about your blood specifically. The process uses your lifeforce to create a snapshot of your soul." Aileen put the knife down and rubbed at her eyes as if nursing a headache. "Naturally, demons can use a soul link for lots of things, but tracking is the easiest."
"I'm familiar with the process." Tasia waved a hand in Aileen's direction, urging her to continue. "What's the problem?"
"Okay, right. Sorry." The witch leaned back in her chair. "You say this demon possessed somebody?"
"That's the assumption." Dana crossed her arms over her chest and looked up at the ceiling. "The demons we fought were all in human bodies. Meat suits. Best term for it."
"Hmm." Aileen picked up the bowl and looked inside. "So we have one of two problems. Either the two of you ran afoul of an incredibly powerful demon who really shouldn't be walking the earth, or several demons put tracking spells on you."
"You can't tell?" asked Tasia.
"Nope, and that's the weird part. The magic was working to remove the curse, but I ran out of materials." Aileen used the tip of the knife to scrape at the black sludge that had hardened inside the bowl. "Damn, this is gonna be hard to clean out."
"So, what now? Can you break the curse?"
Aileen shrugged. "I could, but I can't. The liquid in the bowl was distilled water along with a special blend of oils commonly used in sacraments and baptisms."
"Why not holy water?" asked Dana.
"Overrated. Might not be what you paid for. The water needs to be clean of impurities is all, the oil does all the work."
"Sounds more like chemistry than magic."
Aileen grinned. "Welcome to witchcraft 101. But back to my problem. Distilled water is easy enough, you can pop on down to the local grocery store. The oil is a different matter. It's a specialized blend of pure olive oil, myrrh, cinnamon, and calamus. I've got plenty of oil, but I'm afraid that what I have left of the other stuff is nowhere near enough." She slumped in her chair. "So I can't help you after all."
"You can't get more?" Tasia made a face.
"Unless your Order friends have some on hand, nope. The fact that you're here means they probably don't. I could try and get some through Ogna, but I think we're all aware of how well that will go."
"We've got money for it." Dana had already pulled out her phone. "I bet I can track it down."
"The commercial sale of calamus is banned in the US." Aileen let out an awkward laugh. "Now you know why I have all these plants! One of the first rules of witchcraft is to learn how to grow what you need, because otherwise you'll spend half your time tracking stuff down."
Dana looked at Tasia, who suddenly looked defeated. The zombie stood and placed a reassuring hand on the knight's shoulder.
"Do you need anything else for the spell?" asked Dana.
Aileen made a face. "No, but I mean it when I say you can't just find calamus. So if you're planning to drive all around town looking to get some, it'll just be a waste of time." She laughed again, a deep throated chuckle that was a little unnerving. "But hey, if you're willing to pop on up to Canada, you can get some fresh from the source!"
"Let's just say I know a guy." Dana tapped her phone for emphasis.
"By all means. I've got nothing better to do." Aileen stared at the silver bowl with contempt. "Scratch that. I need to scrape that shit out before it sets."
"I'll be right back." Dana moved toward the front door and was about to open it when Tasia called out.
"If you're going outside, maybe you can bring back some snacks?" The werewolf patted her belly when Dana looked back at her. "I'm hungry again."
Dana nodded, then stepped outside. She dialed up Eulalie and waited several long moments before her friend finally answered. There was a loud rustling sound followed by Eulalie muttering curse words.
"You okay?" Dana asked.
"Must have dozed off." Eulalie yawned into the phone, which ended with the sound of her teeth clacking together forcibly. "Spilled my damn snacks."
"Have you slept at all?" Dana stood in the hallway, overlooking the parking lot. Two doors down, a man in overalls wearing a white ballcap gave her a funny look as he unlocked the door to his apartment. Dana turned around so she wouldn't have to look at him.
"Ha! I'll sleep when I'm dead!" This declaration was followed by a groan. "Which might be happening right now."
Dana pursed her lips in concern. "How is staying up going to help us out?"
"Don't want to..." Another yawn came through the phone. "Miss anything. You guys ditch that tracer yet?"
Dana shook her head, then remembered she was on a phone call. "Not yet. Need you to acquire some stuff for us. Apparently it isn't easy to come by." She turned around and saw that the man in the hat was now leaning against his door, clearly listening in on her conversation. She lowered the phone and glared at him. "Can I help you with something?"
The man smirked, then opened up the door to his apartment and wandered inside. Once the door was shut, Dana held the phone up to her ear.
"Sorry. I'm going to text you a list of things that we need. Once we have them, it sounds like our new friend can help." Dana walked down the hallway toward the stairs to retrieve food from the car. "Speaking of friends, any word on Lily?"
"Oh. Right. She's being moved. It's all been highway travel so far. It looks like they're headed west." Eulalie's keyboard clacked in the background. "I won't be able to do much until she stops. Once she does, I'll give you a call."
"So we might be here for a bit."
"Yep." Eulalie sighed. "Fuck, it hurts to blink."
"After you get us our supplies, you need to take a nap, something. Have Sofia watch the computer for you."
Eulalie chuckled. "Yeah, she probably wouldn't be too happy to learn that we've gone rogue on this. Mike would already be burning down houses to get there."
Dana was almost to the car now, and she stopped once her hand was on the door. "Maybe we should get him involved then."
"No." The playfulness in Eulalie's voice fled. "Technically, Lily isn't in any real danger. You're already running around with an Order fugitive. We absolutely can't do anything to put him or the house on their radar."
"I don't disagree with you, but wouldn't it make more sense to have extra help?"
"Like who? Yuki? That's pretty much the only person we could send who might not get tracked, and there's no way she wouldn't get Mike involved."
"Twenty-four hours." Dana opened up the car door. "That's how much longer I'm willing to wait before I ask someone for help."
Eulalie hissed into the phone, followed by a sigh. "That's more than fair," she conceded. "I'm too tired to argue."
"Take a nap." Dana went to hang up, but Eulalie started yelling into the headset. "You have something else?"
"Yeah. There's an APB out for your car. Since you've got time, you should move it somewhere else. The Order is tracking it and knows you're in Georgia."
"Will do." Dana ended the call and texted Eulalie the list of ingredients for the ritual oil. Once she finished, she reached into the car and grabbed all of their leftovers. When she returned to Aileen's apartment, she was relieved to see that white hat man's door was still closed.
She let herself in and set the food down on the counter. Tasia came strolling into the kitchen, sniffing the air. She was followed closely by Aileen, whose eyes immediately wandered to the leftovers.
"Can I stick these in the fridge?" Dana's hand was already on the handle of an old white refrigerator. "I apparently need to ditch our car."
"Yeah, go ahead." Aileen made a face, but didn't say anything else. When Dana opened the fridge to put stuff away, she was surprised to see that it only contained a loaf of bread, some mustard, and a half empty bottle of diet Cola.
They all stared at that empty space for several seconds before Tasia turned to the witch. "When was the last time you ate?"
"Yesterday." Aileen's shoulders slumped.
"Are you sick?"
The witch shook her head. "It was either food or rent."
Tasia grabbed a small stack of leftovers from Dana and walked to the dining room. She hooked her free arm around Aileen's shoulders and shepherded the witch back to the table. The werewolf sat down and opened up the styrofoam boxes to reveal the uneaten meals.
"You're eating with me." Tasia made a show of pulling out a chair for both of them.
"I can't eat this," Aileen protested, but Dana had already procured a pair of forks and had brought them to the table.
"Why not?" Tasia's voice softened.
Aileen's eyes teared up, but she didn't answer. Instead, she picked up a fork and started in on some pancakes. The witch ate slowly, as if afraid that she might become sick. Tasia looked up at Dana with a fierce light in her eyes, but said nothing. When Aileen noticed that nobody else was eating, she made an odd sound in her throat.
"Um...aren't you going to eat?" She looked at Dana.
"I ate recently. Unlike some people, I don't burn ten thousand calories a day." She turned to Tasia, who was now eating some leftover sausage. "My contact is getting us what we need to finish breaking the curse. I need to pop out and ditch the car, so you'll have to wait here. It sounds like we're being tracked by more technological means."
Tasia paused mid-bite, then nodded. "Sounds like a plan, as long as it's okay with Aileen." She turned toward the witch. "Are you okay if we stay for a bit?"
The witch nodded. "I don't mind."
"I'll see myself out." Dana walked out the front door and went to the car. After pulling up a map to find somewhere convenient to ditch it, she got a text from Eulalie saying that it would be a couple of hours before they got their supplies. Satisfied, she drove the car a few miles down the road to a retention pond that was off the main road. She managed to get the Kia up to forty miles per hour before sailing it through the air where it landed in the pond with a splash. The airbags deployed, but she stabbed them with her knife before pushing open the door to let herself out.
Even if the Order found the car, it would take them a long time to find anything of use inside. Dana climbed the embankment and surveyed the area to see if anyone came running. When nobody did, she broke into a light jog back toward the apartment. She had forgotten to factor in the humidity and was still fairly wet when she returned to the apartment complex. Before she could knock on the door, Tasia opened it and held a finger to her lips.
"Everything okay?" asked Dana.
"Yeah, come in." She stepped back and allowed Dana to enter, then closed and locked the door. "Aileen is sleeping."
"Okay. Do you think she'd mind if I used her dryer?" Dana started to pull her shirt off, then paused. "Does she even have a dryer?"
"A small one by the bathroom. Here." Tasia led Dana down the hall and took a left. To the right was a closed door, which Dana assumed was the bedroom. Once the two of them were by the dryer, Dana stripped off her clothes and threw them inside the machine. Tasia grabbed a towel from the bathroom and gave it to Dana, which she wrapped around her torso. The two of them walked out into the living room and sat on the couch.
Dana put her hands behind her head and leaned back, putting her feet up on the table. "Ditched the Kia in a pond," she said. "That should buy us some time."
"How are we getting back to Florida?"
"Arrangements are being made. Sounds like Deacon is shipping out and took Lily with him. We have to wait until they stop moving before we can make our next move."
"How are you all tracking her?" Tasia sniffed the air, then frowned at a nearby plant. "Ugh. Wolfsbane."
"That one of your weaknesses?"
"No. Stinks like ass is all."
"I see. Lily still has the tracking device we were going to put on the demon."
"Something high-tech, I suppose?"
Dana snorted. "Nope. Just a modified Airtag."
"Why reinvent the wheel, right?" Tasia sighed, staring up at the ceiling. "Where do I go from here? Everything with the Order is a royal mess right now. I'm not even sure how I'm supposed to make contact with them without essentially turning myself in to become a lab experiment."
"Do you have someone you trust? Maybe go to them first."
Tasia sighed. "I do, but he's in another country. He's pretty high up in the Order and I assume he would vouch for me. But even so, it would probably be some kind of solitary confinement and study for a while. Damn."
Dana frowned, then stared at her feet. A part of her wondered if she should extend an invitation to the werewolf, but it really wasn't hers to make. Sure, they had a common enemy for now, but then what? Other than rescuing Lily, she wasn't even entirely certain what her own plans were. The whole point of this mission had been to identify the demon for Eulalie and maybe capture it. If they gave up now, it wasn't like they could just drop in again on the Oracle.
"So what do you think is going on with our hostess?" Tasia's voice dropped as she changed topics. "When I said we'd be here for a bit, she asked if she could take a nap. Said that I made her feel safe."
Dana thought back to the man with the white hat she had seen in the hall. She had definitely gotten a strange vibe off of him, but he seemed more like a general douche than anything else.
"I don't know." She crossed her legs and reclined on the couch, the towel coming unfolded and falling open to reveal her breasts. Tasia ogled her for a moment, but the act wasn't meant to be sexual, so she let it go. "But I don't think it's a danger to us."
"Few things would be." Tasia smirked, then stared out the window. When it was clear the conversation was over, she picked up the remote and found something on TV to watch. Dana continued to sit mostly naked on the couch, her thoughts on their witchy host.
Eventually, her clothes were dry, and she changed back into them. Tasia was watching a sappy rom-com, leaning forward in interest as the main characters were about to kiss for the first time. Dana thought the movie was boring, but wasn't about to ruin Tasia's good time. In just a few hours, they were probably going to be on the move again.
When Dana's phone buzzed, she looked at the text message from Eulalie and got off the couch.
"Everything okay?" Tasia asked.
"Our supplies are here." Dana walked to the front door and opened it. White hat had his front door open and was sitting in a cheap lawn chair with a beer in one hand as he stared down at the parking lot. He almost seemed disappointed to see Dana, but quickly looked away.
A high pitched buzzing sound filled the air, and a trio of drones descended from above, each one carrying a package. These were the modified drones Dana had been working on at home, each one capable of carrying a small load. They landed in front of Aileen's door, and Dana removed their burdens before they flew off.
White Hat's attention was piqued, but Dana ignored his calls as she turned and walked inside the apartment and shut the door. Aileen staggered down the hallway with deep pillow lines on her face.
"Who was that?" she asked. "Is everything okay?"
Dana held up the boxes. "Witchy delivery service." She set the boxes down and opened them. Inside each was a generous amount of the ingredients Aileen would need, sealed in baggies. She picked up the calamus and tossed it to the witch. "Will that be enough?"
"How?" Aileen stared at the jar of calamus in awe, then looked at Dana. "Did you rob another witch?"
"Friends in high places." Dana's phone buzzed again, and she looked at the screen.
Going to take a nap. Will call when Lily stops moving.
This was followed by a series of sleepy face emojis, and an egg for some reason.
"Sounds like we may still be here awhile." Dana looked at Aileen. "Are you okay if we stay a bit longer?"
"If you're gonna feed me, stock me up on supplies for a year, and let me get a nap, you can move in for all I care." Aileen smiled, but there was still sadness in her eyes. "Neighborhood isn't that great, though."
Dana and Tasia exchanged a look.
"If there's a problem we can help you with--" Tasia started.
"No." Aileen cut Tasia off, her cheeks turning pink. "I don't even want to talk about it, not if you want me to get anything done today. C'mon, let's see if we can't remove that spell. And maybe eat some more pancakes?"
Tasia sighed, then looked to Dana for support. But Dana knew better. If Aileen didn't want them in her business, that was her choice to make. So she sat at the table and kicked her feet up on the chair across from her instead.
"Eat whatever you want," Dana said. "We'll be out of your hair later tonight and won't be taking it with us."



Aileen looked relieved as she moved to the kitchen to retrieve the silver bowl from its place in the drying rack.

💀💀💀Lily couldn't see out of her magical prison, but she heard plenty. She learned very quickly that there were two kinds of people who worked for Deacon: regular humans who had sold out and Legion.
She could feel Legion's presence whenever they were near, but the demon never made any efforts to speak with or torment her, which she found strange. The other big giveaway regarding Legion was when she would sense multiple people nearby, but they wouldn't say a word to each other. In this manner, she deduced that Legion's lackies moved her out of the complex and onto a transport.
The humans in Deacon's employ talked consistently, though they often cautioned each other to keep their voices down. They were under strict orders to not speak with the captive, and definitely never fall asleep in her presence. This annoyed her, because with enough time she could have invaded someone's dreams from a distance and used their body to sleepwalk and let her out.
She also picked up on the fact that they constantly warned each other about Timotei. They mentioned several times to be careful with his coffin, and at least one crew member mentioned the last poor bastard who had accidentally dinged the wood. It amused Lily that Timotei took it personally that his coffin might get a boo-boo.
Stupid vampire, or vampyr as it were. Though the man wasn't a first generation vampire, he likely wasn't far down the list. Nobody, not even Amir, had been entirely certain where vampires had come from, but she remembered when the first rumors about them started circulating in Europe. About a new kind of undead with special powers that feasted on the living.
Amir had actually taken her to see the movie Nosferatu when it first came out in theaters. He had been working with several vampires at that point, and they had expressed concern that the world at large would now be exposed to the truth of their existence. He had laughed throughout the movie, finding the depiction of the monster all too comical. After the screening, he explained to the Old World vampires that their secret was not only safe, but that an opportunity existed. If they were the ones making the movies, then they could choose the message, ensuring that their weaknesses never became common knowledge.
And thus, the modern vampire had been born. They were dazzling, sexy, and some of them glittered in the sun. In truth, there were very few hard rules when it came to true vampires. They had to be invited inside, a rule that nobody fully understood. The older ones were obsessed with counting, a trait they shared with some demons. Timotei was old enough that he could probably go out in the sun, but it would weaken him.
During these ruminations, she dozed off and entered her own Dreamscape. Mike was waiting there, and the two of them had a movie marathon based on his own memories. Obviously, this meant that the movies were far from accurate. Lily was fairly certain that he made up most of the films about the vampire woman who wore leather and fought werewolves, but it was absolutely his favorite. She would have to remember that when she had a chance to fuck him in person, but that didn't stop her from hooking up with Mike's soul piece in the safety and comfort of her own mind.
Time was relative in the Dreamscape, and Lily lost track of it. The next thing she knew, the walls of her prison were torn down, revealing that she had been placed inside a circular cell with iron bars. Eager to escape, she dashed toward the bars and was blown back into the middle of her cage.
"Good morning." Deacon knelt just outside, a shit-eating grin on his face. Nearby, his daughter was busy typing something into a laptop. When she saw that Lily was awake, she got up and left.
"Is it morning?" Lily spun in place and frowned. She was in a room with wooden floors and a large red curtain. "Is this a theater? I hope we're seeing Hamilton or Book of Mormon. I hear they're both good."
Deacon chuckled, then stood and pointed toward the ceiling. Lily looked up to see that a sigil similar to the one they had used to capture her had been placed above, the runes blazing with power.
"There's going to be a show," he said, "but it's definitely not Hamilton."
"Damn." Lily pouted. "'Cause I'm looking for a mind at work."
"Don't worry, I know you'll like it. After all, you do love being the center of attention. Excuse me for a moment." Deacon stepped back and waited as Legion moved around the outside of the cage in multiple bodies, each one using a rope to pull a wall of Lily's travel prison toward the bars. A couple members of Deacon's security team were waiting to grab the pieces, their eyes on Lily as they rotated the mobile prison walls to slide them between the bars.
"Is that a new outfit?" Lily asked, staring at the closest Legion. She hadn't seen any of these vessels before, but made a mental note of each. She was preparing to strike up a conversation with Legion, maybe antagonize him a bit, when she noticed the coffins near the back of the stage.
There were two of them, one roughly half the size of the other. The smaller one had dark nylon straps holding it shut. She deliberately looked away, hoping that nobody noticed her interest.
"If I'm here for a donkey show, I should probably warn you that I'm pretty hard on animals."
Deacon stared at her for several seconds, obviously confused by her statement.
"You know, a donkey show?" Lily gyrated her hips. "You make me fuck a donkey?"
Deacon sneered. "That's absolutely disgusting," he said, taking a step back. "That can't be a real thing."
"Oh but it is." Delighted that she had finally gotten under the man's skin, she continued. "Before we had musicals like Hamilton, that's something people did for fun. I know you're dying to look it up, make sure you turn Safe Search off on your computer."
"Enough!" Deacon rubbed at his face, and Lily saw the bags under his eyes. Had he even slept while she was being moved, or had the fucker been awake the whole time?
"If you think that's bad, wait until I tell you about the sort of things two girls can get up to with one cup." Lily grinned, then summoned a red plastic cup into her hands. "You can look that up, too. I'd show you, but I would need a friend."
Deacon shook his head and groaned. "You're incessant, I'll give you that. But you still have your purpose. Now excuse me, I have preparations to make."
"Eat my ass!" she shouted after him as he left. Feeling smug, she paced the walls of her new prison, then stared at the coffins that had been left behind. She looked around for something she could throw, but the floor of her cage was solid iron.
"What's that about?" she wondered aloud, stomping her foot. She knelt down and examined the floor. There were gouges in it, as if someone had tried to dig down into it. Frowning, she paced her cage anew, only to discover that some of the bars had similar marks.
"Looks like we have a mystery to solve." Soul Mike was pacing the bars with her, wearing bell bottom jeans and a white shirt with an orange ascot tucked into the collar. He held a magnifying glass to the bars and rubbed at his chin as if deep in thought.
"This cage wasn't made for me," Lily said, then looked around the room. They were definitely on a stage. For the life of her, she couldn't figure out why they had built an iron cage into the middle of it, though.
"Maybe the good pastor is into something kinky?" Mike stared upward, still holding the magnifying glass to his face. "Sucks dicks through the bars for donations."
"You aren't helping," Lily muttered.
"Sure I am." Mike turned to face her, his eye comically magnified in the glass. "I'm your coping mechanism."
This made her laugh, which in turn made her frown. She missed the real Mike. With a snap of her fingers, she could probably go straight home into his arms. But then Legion would follow. Whatever Deacon and his flock were into, she absolutely couldn't bring it home to him. While fairly positive that someone like Abella could go toe-to-toe with Timotei, that didn't mean harm wouldn't come to the others. For all she knew, Legion would just strap bombs to their host bodies and storm the walls of the house.
She sat and stewed quietly for maybe an hour before she heard movement inside the larger coffin. There was a clicking sound, and then the lid swung open, revealing an ornate, padded interior. She was close enough to see that Timotei's coffin had sliding locks on the inside. The vampyr sat up to regard her with cold eyes.
"Morning sunshine." Lily had created a cup of coffee, which she sipped at delicately.
"It is dusk," he said, then got out of his coffin. He walked up to her cage and snarled, revealing his fangs. "You aren't supposed to be in there."
"You're right, I'm not." She pouted. "You should probably let me out."
Timotei didn't respond. Instead, he left, too.
"Well, shit." Lily scowled through the bars. "Guess it's just me and fun-size over there."
"And me," Mike added.
"Just stand there and look pretty for me."
It was almost twenty minutes before Timotei came back. With him were a pair of Legion's vessels, each one carrying a person over their shoulders. They were tossed to the ground, revealing a pair of young men who looked malnourished.
"Okay, now it's a party." Lily clapped her hands, getting the attention of the men on the floor, but Legion and Timotei ignored her. Instead, they moved to the smaller coffin, carefully moving around it.
"Please," one of the men cried, holding up a hand. "Call the police! They kidnapped us from the park!" The other man said nothing, a blank expression on his face. The smile slipped from Lily's face. If she were to guess, these men were homeless and had been abducted. She doubted it was for a good reason.
"I'm sorry," she said, then shook her head sadly as the nylon straps on the smaller coffin were released.
Something small shot out, and Timotei grabbed it with both hands, clutching the creature tight to his chest. When he turned around, it was to reveal a little girl around four or five years old, her eyes bloodshot with blind rage.
"There is your lunch," he declared, then let her go. The tiny vampire flew free of his arms and tore into the man who had spoken to Lily, clamping her teeth down on his throat. The man fell to the ground, the toddler sucking out his blood through his neck.
"How could you?" she asked, disbelief in her voice. "You turned a child?"
"It was the plague." Timotei's voice was calm, but misery was written across his face. "It was a choice between losing her forever or taking drastic action. This is not the life I would have given her." He turned his dark gaze on her. "I don't expect hellspawn to understand a parent's sacrifice."
The dying man made little gasps as his life was drained. The other man was staring blankly at the floor, his mind clearly broken. Lily couldn't help but study the creature huddled over her meal, greedily lapping up the blood that had been spilled.
"Now you understand what is at stake." Timotei knelt by his daughter and put a hand on her head. She snarled at him, but continued feeding. "Why I would align myself with a demon and his pet preacher."
The child let out a grunt and dropped her meal, leaving a desiccated corpse behind. Turning her attention toward the cage, she shot forward, crashing against the bars and reaching for Lily with bloody fingers. She gnashed her teeth, then tried to take a bite out of the metal.
"This is so fucked up," Mike whispered at her side.
"That's not the worst part." Lily's demonic heart pounded in her chest as she dropped her voice so low that she wasn't entirely certain she spoke out loud. Staring into the child's eyes, she saw nothing beyond. Even a creature like Timotei had some remnant of the person he had once been. "There's nothing there. This...thing doesn't even have a soul. It's nothing but raw hunger, personified. It may look like a child, but..."
"Mila." Timotei snapped his fingers and pointed at the man by his feet. "Ignore the woman, she is not your food."
Mila hissed, spraying the air with bloody spit, then dropped to all fours and crawled to her prey. She tore into him messily, coating the floor with blood. Timotei watched on with pride, but all Lily felt was disgust.
"Vampirism doesn't have a cure," she said, wrapping her fingers around the bars. Her skin ignited in places, but the pain barely registered. What she was witnessing was horrible enough that it didn't matter.
"And they say demons can't get into heaven." Timotei arched an eyebrow in her direction. "Yet Legion has already done the impossible. A demon who can control the minds of a hundred men, wrapping himself in their souls until even he can find his way back to Heaven. If such a being can trick his way into salvation, why can't I find a cure?"
"Because you're Damned." Lily shook her head. "When you became a vampire, that was the price. Eternal damnation for immortality on Earth. When you die, you don't get to go where everyone else does, that much I know. You and I are going to the same place, someday, and neither of us will like it. Even if that wasn't the case, do you honestly think you'll find salvation here? You are clearly working with evil people."
"God tests His most faithful." Timotei crossed his arms. "When I prayed for His help, the vampires found me. Is that not a sign that He acts in mysterious ways? They turned me against my will, and that was when I knew I was being tested by Him. He gave me this incredible power and the strength to save my child, but it would test my faith. Help doesn't always come from where you would expect it, but nothing happens without His permission. An eternal reward waits for me and my dear Mila, we must only ask for forgiveness once we have been cured."
"Holy shit, you're delusional. You and every nutjob that thinks sky daddy is doing fuck all for any of you. Free will is the game here, the thing you do when you think nobody is watching. The test everyone thinks they're being put through is self deception at best, you contrite asshole."
Timotei shrugged dismissively. "I care not what you think. You cannot even speak His name, you are no authority."
Lily snorted. "Why show me this? Are you hoping I'll feel bad for you? Offer to babysit when you're out sucking on dudes?"
He snorted. "Hardly. You're in Mila's cage, and she needs to be fed, is all."
Mila's next meal was clearly insufficient, because she lunged for the nearest Legion vessel. The demon barely stepped aside before Timotei snagged his daughter in mid-air and dragged her back to her coffin. She growled at her father as Legion moved to open the lid, and the three of them shoved her back inside with practiced movements. The whole coffin rattled as she fought to get free, but a third Legion appeared with a pallet jack and wedged it beneath the coffin.
"Lijepo spavaj." Timotei kissed the top of the coffin, then adjusted his sleeves as he turned around. Mila's coffin was taken away, leaving Lily alone with the vampire.
"Is this where you come inside my cage and slap me around a bit more?"
Timotei snorted. "You would like that, wouldn't you?" He crouched down and grabbed the two corpses, then dragged them toward Lily's cage. After opening the door, he tossed the bodies in, the dead men now cooling at her feet.
"What the fuck?" She narrowed her eyes at him. "Why stick the stiffs in here with me?"
"For decoration." A smile touched his lips and he turned away from her. He walked back to his coffin, casually lifted it up onto his shoulder, and carried it away.
"Decoration? For what?" She looked at Mike, who only knew as much as she did.
Why did they have her here?

💀💀💀Tasia's eyes snapped open the moment Dana touched her shoulder. She had fallen asleep on the couch watching TV, and was a little surprised to discover that someone had tossed a blanket over her.
"What's going on?" she asked. "What time is it?"
"Ten. Just got a text. Looks like we know where we need to go." Dana held a finger to her lips. "Aileen is asleep again. Poor girl needs it."
"Hmm." Tasia slid off the couch and stretched, yawning hard enough that her jaw popped. She adjusted her outfit, then yawned again. "So where are we going?"
"I've got an address for a place about three miles from here." Dana picked up her backpack and put it on.
"That's...awfully convenient." Tasia frowned. "Lily is nearby?"
"No." Dana shook her head as she moved to the door. "We need to stop there first before heading to Lily's location."
"Gotcha." Tasia was almost at the door when she stopped. "You don't happen to have any cash, do you?"
"For what?" Dana looked confused.
"For her." Tasia gestured toward the bedroom. "The Order will eventually come here. She didn't do anything wrong, but I at least want to pay her back somehow. Girl is practically starving."
"I don't have any cash." Dana turned to open the door. "Because I already left all of it on the kitchen table."
Tasia glanced over at the table and saw a few bills placed in the middle. While it probably wasn't enough, she didn't know what else could be done. She followed Dana outside, then waited while Dana used Aileen's house key to lock up.
"Does she know you have that?" Tasia asked.
"Yeah, she gave me the spare. She didn't know when we'd be leaving, and I didn't want to wake her." Dana pocketed the key and turned to go.
Down the hallway, one of the neighbors had their door open, and three men were hanging out by the balcony. They were splitting a twelve pack of beers and listening to music on a small speaker that had been set at the base of the door. When Dana and Tasia drew near, a couple of them smirked, and moved to block their way.
"Hey girls. Ladies." The man speaking wore a white baseball hat and stank of alcohol. Dana narrowed her eyes at him. "Are you our new neighbors?"
Tasia wasn't sure why, but one of the other men giggled.
"Nope. Excuse us." Dana tried to move through them, but the men huddled up again and blocked her path.
"What's the rush? You need to be somewhere?"
"Anywhere else, honestly." Tasia crossed her arms and gave them all a hard stare. "Move."
"Oh, we got a tough girl on our hands, boys." White Hat laughed, and his idiot friends laughed with him. Despite the late hour, it was still hot, and the men were all in tank tops and shorts. Based on the smell, they had been drinking for some time now. "A pair of them, maybe. C'mon, don't you wanna hang with us, have a few beers, relax?"
Dana moved to step past, and one of the other men grabbed her by the arm.
"Don't," she warned.
"I'd listen," Tasia added.
"Why? You got some secret man strength like your friend down the hall?" White Hat smirked. "He looks pretty enough in a skirt, but he ain't a woman."
"Excuse me?" Dana turned to look at White Hat, her face a blank mask.
"He doesn't like to hang out with us either." White Hat took a pull of beer. "Damn tranny is lucky we even let him--"
Dana's hand shot out like a snake, grabbing White Hat by the throat and lifting him. His friends stared in shock as she contemplated him, his dangling legs kicking, then casually tossed him over the balcony. His scream was brief, terminating when his fall was broken by landing on the roof of a car in the parking lot. The man still holding her arm didn't have time to let go before she kicked him in the shin hard enough that his leg gained a brand new joint between the ankle and the knee.
Tasia didn't even know how to respond when Dana grabbed the third guy by the collar and started dragging him down the hall. While he tried to fight her off, she lifted him much as an adult would a toddler, her fingers going into his pockets.



"What are you doing?" Tasia hissed.
"Adding grand theft auto to my attempted murder charges." When she turned up empty, she threw the man down the next flight of stairs, where he landed in a crumpled heap. By the time Tasia and Dana made it to the parking lot, they found White Hat gasping for air and trying to crawl between a pair of cars. Dana knelt by his side and rummaged through his pockets until she pulled out a set of car keys.
"Why?" wheezed White Hat, rolling onto his back with tears in his eyes.
"Why not?" Dana knelt down and took the man's hat, then put it on her own head. She flicked his nose, causing him to flinch. "You and your buddies should probably get to a hospital. Oh, and if I find out you mentioned me, my friend here, or your neighbor at the end of the hall, I will rip off your arm and shove it up your ass until you can count to five from your stomach." To illustrate her point, she seized him by the front of his tank top and lifted him off the ground. His eyes fluttered up in his head before he passed out.
"Holy shit, Dana." Tasia stepped forward to catch the man before his head hit the pavement. "That was brutal."
"You're right, it was." She held out the keys and pushed the button. Two rows back in the lot, a car chirped in response. "Maybe they can be the ones who keep a bat by the door for a bit, lose sleep over who might be knocking at their door."
And just like that, all the pieces snapped together; the baseball bat, the lack of sleep, the comments about Aileen's man strength. Tasia just shook her head in disgust as the two of them got in White Hat's car.
"I know you think you're helping, but all you did was cause more problems for her." Tasia looked up toward Aileen's apartment. "Maybe you've spooked them for a bit, but when they figure out we aren't coming back, it'll only get worse for her."
Dana adjusted the seat, then paused, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. Tasia waited in silence, curious what she would do.
"Fuck." With that declaration, Dana pulled out her phone and typed something in before sliding it into her pocket. Once finished, she pocketed the phone and started the car.
"What did you do?" asked Tasia.
"I can't change Aileen's circumstances, short of getting out of the car and killing those guys. And I don't even think that would help, to be honest. She's in a bad situation which is far outside of my skill set." Dana threw the car in reverse and backed out of the spot. "The world is often full of monsters that you can't fight, not without becoming one yourself."
"You literally almost killed those men." Tasia frowned. "I feel like that's a bit monstrous on its own."
"You're right, I did. And if I'm being truthful? If I was still human, I probably would have." They were out on the main road now, Dana weaving between cars. "Do you know what the real difference between monsters and humans is?"
Tasia opened her mouth to reply, but hesitated. As much as those men probably had it coming, the sheer violence of the act against normal people had startled her. There had always been a fine line between the world she had sworn to protect and the one she frequently battled, and it had officially been crossed.
"Tell me," she said, almost scared to hear the answer.
"Nothing." The zombie stared straight ahead, her eyes unblinking. "Humans just have different words for what things are so that they feel better about themselves. A person should always be defined by who they are when they think nobody is watching."
"I see." Tasia turned away, her eyes now on the other drivers. They were on a straight section of road, and Dana was driving aggressively. More than a couple cars honked when Dana cut them off, but she didn't react.
"For what it's worth," Dana added. "I like who you are when nobody is watching. I like that you were worried about Aileen and her situation. You're still here, helping me out. There were times you could have left, yet there you sit."
"You didn't have to help me, either," Tasia added. "It would have been wrong."
Dana smiled. "I want you to remember that. When things get tough."
"Remember what?"
"That you may be a werewolf, but you certainly aren't a monster." She turned to look at Tasia, then frowned. "Shit."
Tasia had no time to react as Dana slammed on the brakes, allowing a black SUV with open windows to surge ahead. An Order operative holding a gun leaned back inside as the SUV slowed, but Dana had already pulled onto a side street.
"They followed us." Tasia looked out the back of the car. "We lost the demon, but now the Order is here."
"Yeah, Eulalie thought that might be the case. She picked up some chatter that we were in the area, I assume they hacked a bunch of security feeds or whatever. I only saw the one car, so I'm guessing we're just unlucky and it's a random patrol."
"Patrols are rarely alone," Tasia stated as a spotlight appeared over their car. "And there's the fucking aerial support."
"This is how we end up on the news," Dana grumbled as she floored the accelerator. Flashing lights appeared up ahead, but Dana had already turned down another side street, the tires screeching in protest. Tasia braced herself in the passenger seat, accidentally ripping off the handle above the door.
"Won't be on the news," Tasia shouted as they took another turn too fast. "Total media blackout."
Dana pulled her phone out and handed it to Tasia. "Call Eulalie. Put it on speaker."
Tasia looked in contacts and Eulalie was the only one there. She obeyed Dana's request, and the phone only rang once.
"Operator."
"We're coming in hot," Dana said. "Is everything ready?"
"Yes. The code for the front door is 8729. There's a closet in the master bedroom, you need to head there right away."
"Probably won't need the door code. How do we close it?"
"Close what?" asked Tasia.
"Just pull the bolts on the other side. Is it the Order?"
"Yep." Dana reached into the backseat and grabbed her backpack, which she handed to Tasia. "I need you to hold that for me."
"Why, what are we HOLY SHIT, DANA!" Tasia hid behind the backpack as Dana slammed on the brakes, then turned the car sharply up a long driveway. The car was going thirty when it slammed through the garage door, crashing into the opposite wall. The airbag smashed the backpack into Tasia's face, but it wasn't hard enough to do any real damage.
Scrambling to push her way free of the bag, Tasia felt it deflate and found herself looking at the edge of a knife. Dana had already stabbed her own bag and had done the same for Tasia. The hood of the car was crumpled up and the doors blocked by the wall they had crashed through, so Dana reclined the seat to go out the back window.
"Hurry!" She punched her way through the glass and held out a hand for Tasia. The werewolf used her own knife to cut the seat belt and threw Dana the pack before climbing over the back seat. Out in the driveway, two SUVs pulled up, and someone had already hopped out of one of them.
"Damn, your friends are pretty--" Dana never finished her statement. Instead, she shoved Tasia out of the way as shots were fired. The bullets blew holes in the zombie's chest, and she stumbled sideways.
"Dana!" Tasia grabbed the zombie's hand and pulled her toward the door into the house. She kicked her way through it, half dragging Dana behind her.
"Master bedroom," Dana whispered, then covered her mouth and coughed blood into it. She was fumbling with the bag, and had pulled out a pair of tampons.
"Where's the master bedroom?" Tasia was having trouble seeing in the darkened home. The headlights of the cars outside were bright enough that they disrupted her night vision.
"Hallway across from kitchen, I checked pictures earlier," Dana whispered, then shoved a tampon into one of her wounds. "Think they nicked my spine, my legs are numb."
"We need to get out of here," Tasia growled. "Maybe if we go out back..."
"MASTER BEDROOM CLOSET!" Dana's eyes were suddenly wild. "NOW!"
Confused and uncertain, all Tasia could do was obey. She found herself in a bedroom with a king-sized bed and a view of a swimming pool out back.
"They won't take prisoners," she said, moving to set Dana on the mattress.
"Into the closet, or I swear to god, I will bite everyone who touches me." Dana clung to Tasia's wrist. "Trust me!"
Tasia felt the breath leave her body as she stared at the paralyzed blonde in her arms. Hoping that she wasn't wrong, she slung Dana over one shoulder.
"Okay," she replied, then moved to the closet door. Already, her sharp ears heard a team entering through the garage, there were at least three of them. Tasia opened the closet to reveal a walk-in with a circular hole on the other side.
"Through the portal," Dana groaned.
"The hole? What is it?" Tasia stepped through the hole and felt mildly disoriented as they were suddenly on a concrete pad in a metal room. Turning around, she saw a thick metal plate had been attached to the wall, held in place by a pair of pins.
"Pull those out," Dana said. Tasia obeyed just as a pair of operatives shined flashlights into the closet. The metal plate slammed into place as bullets pinged off the other side.
"Where are we?" asked Tasia.
"No idea," Dana replied. "But we need to go through the other door."
"What other--" Tasia noticed that the corner of the room had a similar portal. A trio of large rats scrambled ahead of them through the opening as Tasia carried Dana across the threshold, that same dizzy feeling assailing her. They were now standing inside of a small wooden cabin.
"We're through," Dana said. "Go ahead and close it."
"Close what?" This time, she saw a lever built into the nearby wall. She pulled it down, and a similar plate fell into place. On the other side of the wall, she heard a faint beeping sound.
"We need to get outside," Dana said. "Before the bomb explodes."
"Holy shit, Dana." Tasia ran through the front door of the cabin. She now stood outside in the middle of a bog or swamp. There was a loud bang behind her, and the cabin shuddered.
"We should be good now." Dana sighed. "Go ahead and put me down, I need a minute."
"Where the fuck are we?" Tasia stared at the surrounding vegetation, then ran toward the outside of the structure. They were in the middle of nowhere.
"Someone's old swamp hut." Dana chuckled. "In Alabama."
"How are we in Alabama? We were just in someone's house, what the fuck?" Tasia put her hands on her head, then slid her fingers through thick locks of hair. "Why are we in Alabama?"
"Because that's where Lily is. At an old church, about an hour's walk from here." Dana pulled a flashlight from her bag.
"Why is she at a church?"
The zombie smirked, then grimaced. She pulled one of the tampons out and then reached into the wound with her fingers to pull out a bullet. Dana washed it in her mouth before spitting it out into her hand and studying it.
"Just what I thought. Silver." She flicked the bullet into the bushes. "I don't think the Order is interested in capturing you."
Tasia moved to sit by Dana's side, the weight of the world suddenly upon her. Knowing there was a kill order on her head had suddenly put an insurmountable gulf in her life. She had been hoping she could go see her father and convince him to stick up for her. However, if she was being honest, she wasn't sure how he would react at the sight of her. The feelings all came at once, and she bit her lip as she forced all of those emotions into a deep, dark corner of her mind. She would have time to process her feelings later. For now, she had a job and she intended to get it done.
"What are you doing?" asked Dana as Tasia picked up the backpack and put it on.
"We could sit around and wait for your legs to work again, but that'll take extra time." She crouched down in front of Dana and slid her arms beneath the blonde's legs. "You look like a girl who could use a lift."
Dana chuckled, then leaned into Tasia's chest as the werewolf lifted.
"My hero."

💀💀💀"There. How does that look?" Lily summoned hellfire into her hands to burn off some of the dried blood that had gotten under her fingernails. Along the back wall of her cage, she had curled the two bodies up in an attempt to make them less conspicuous.
"I don't think feng shui has any information about corpses." Mike moved around the cage and studied the bodies from a few different angles. "But it's still better than your previous idea."
Lily nodded. She had originally considered shoving the dead men back through the bars, but it would have required a lot of dismembering to do so. Ever since Timotei's comments about decoration, it had occurred to her that the whole thing was a setup. But for what, she wasn't sure.
However, in the last hour, she had heard movement beyond the curtains. People were chatting, their voices low. Deacon had company over, and she already had a feeling that her behavior would just play directly into the man's hands.
Scowling, she paced her cell waiting for the inevitable unveiling. Based on what she heard, there were at least a hundred people on the other side of the curtain. She tried calling out a few times, but it failed to elicit any sort of reaction. Eventually, she was startled when a speaker just outside the curtain came to life.
"Greetings, friends!" It was Deacon, and he was answered with the sound of applause and shouts of support. "I want to take a moment to thank you all so very much for accepting this very special, once in a lifetime presentation."
"Oh, brother." Lily sighed and sat on the ground. She looked over at the corpses and frowned. "At least you two are dead and don't have to listen to the panhandling preacher out there."
Being dead, they didn't respond.
"Now I do believe all of you have been to at least one of my shows, so you're familiar with how we always begin. It's time to reach out to the big man himself. If everyone could bow their head."
The succubus rolled her eyes dramatically. "Now I get to listen to this shit again. What are the odds I can use the dead men to pull a Weekend at Bernie's?"
Over in the corner, something moved. Lily stood and watched as a small creature emerged from the shadows, sniffing hesitantly at the air. It was a rat, and a rather large one at that. It had something strapped to its belly, and it shot across the floor and into Lily's cage.
"What do you have for me, Ratatouille?" Lily knelt down and smirked. At first glance, the rat looked like a little suicide bomber. It had a vest with a cellphone tucked into a big pocket on the front. She pulled the phone free and opened the contacts to a picture of a rat in a crown.
The rat took off, vanishing into the darkness. Lily held the phone to her ear and clicked send.
"Operator." Eulalie's voice was quiet with a hint of uncertainty.
"So I'm guessing you know where I am." Lily crouched down in the middle of her cage, her eyes on the perimeter. She was ignoring the prayer in the background, but was certain Eulalie could hear it.
"A church in the middle of nowhere, Alabama."
"How?"
"You're still carrying that tracker I gave you to attach to the demon. Is it still with you? The demon, I mean."
Lily snorted. "Yeah. About that." She gave Eulalie a quick rundown on Legion and was surprised when the Arachne didn't have more questions about it. She also told her about the vampyr, his killer offspring, and pretty much anything else she could before someone figured out she had a phone.
Once finished, she asked the question that was on her mind. "Where is Dana? Is she okay?"
"Nearby, actually. She's on her way to bail you out."
"No." Lily shook her head. "I don't care how badass she is, there's no way she's getting past that crowd out there."
"She'll have help. Any chance you could snap a few pics of the area? We might be able to portal in directly to your location."
"Yeah." Lily used the phone to take a few pictures, then sent them along. "Thanks for coming for me," she added. "The trick with the rat was a good one."
"Reggie had to help me with it," Eulalie replied. "He sent along some soldier rats to assist, the woods around you aren't very kind to small critters." A burst of static came through the phone, causing Lily to wince. "What the hell was that?"
"Who are you talking to?" Legion's voice, pure and unfiltered, came through the speaker. It was the demon's true voice, not spoken through the filter of a human host. "Have you forgotten that I was once a creature of light? That phone is like a shining beacon right now."
"At best, you were a hemorrhoid on your daddy's ass." Lily turned the phone off and absorbed it into her body. So much for a friendly voice. Beyond the curtain, the prayer had ended and Deacon was speaking once again.
"Now I know many of you are going to have so many questions about the things I'm going to share, and I feel the best way to start is to tell you the God-given truth. The Devil walks among us."
Someone shouted "Oh yeah!" but otherwise the crowd remained quiet.
"And when I say that the Devil walks among us, I don't just mean figuratively. I've seen him, and met his ilk. Lies spring from his lips as if he were breathing them, and he has told me that he wants the souls of good people, the best people if he can get them. For while every soul is precious, nothing pleases him more than to snatch away a soul destined for God's eternal kingdom."
Someone else cheered. A pair of Legions appeared backstage, watching her intently. They were right to suspect she was up to something, she just hadn't figured out what that something was.
"Now let me tell you that the war against Satan can only be fought by the chosen few who know God's love, who are ready to receive it. Those of you who have come here tonight have demonstrated that you are willing to give it all for your post in Heaven. You are His chosen, and I am asking you for your help."
"Amen!" This pronouncement was followed by a few more. Lily looked at the Legion closest to her.
"Audience plant, I assume?"
Legion chuckled. "Hardly. These people are so thirsty for salvation, they would drink poison to attain it."
"Is that what we're doing? I could use a bit more peace and quiet."
"But before you pledge yourself, I need to expel all doubt from your mind. It is time to share with you a secret that I have only shown a handful of others. Once you see it, there's no going back from the truth. Are you ready?"
This was followed by clapping, and shouts of hallelujah.
"You know, it's usually the hellspawn we show them." Legion smirked, moving closer to the cage. "We lock her in here, get her nice and hungry."
"What, and people think she's a demon?"
Legion shrugged. "We usually toss in a dog or something. You've seen her, she's a messy eater. Watching a child her size scale the bars while clutching a mastiff in her teeth is quite the sight."
"You people are sick."
"Hardly. They're the ones who are sick." Legion gestured toward the curtain. "So eager to get a peek behind the curtain, if you will. Why save your soul for Heaven when you can give it away today?"
"That's not how it works," Lily muttered.
"Untrue. That's exactly how it works, and you'll get to see it." Legion grinned. "Each person who gives themselves to me only makes me stronger. Strong enough, in fact, that even our surprise visitor will be hesitant to try anything."
"What visitor?" Lily locked away the fear of Dana's discovery.
"The one who left a werewolf in our care. He is a man who does not like being disappointed." Legion stared at the curtain. "Such a being scares even me."
"What is he?" she asked, now curious.
Both Legion meatsuits shook their heads.
"I don't know," the demon responded. "Perhaps that is what bothers me. He is not a creation of my Father's, that is for sure."



"That doesn't really narrow things down."
Legion dismissed her with a wave. "It's no matter. We are offering you in the werewolf's stead. It is suboptimal, but needs must."
"Behold!" Deacon declared, and the curtain rose to reveal she was sitting in a church amphitheater, just off to the side of the pulpit. The men and women in the pews turned their attention in her direction, and Lily held up her hands to block the spotlight, doing her best to look vulnerable.
"Please, somebody help me!" she shouted, stumbling around in the cage. "These people are--"
She was doused from the side with liquid, and the holy water raised blisters all along her skin. Crying out in agony, she tried to reach through the bars, but was driven back by the sigils. The people watching cried out in fright as Lily was doused again.
"It's acid," she yelled, falling to her knees and covering her eyes. "It hurts so--"
The sigil above her activated, and she felt a blast of divine energy tear through her. Against her will, her horns and wings manifested, causing an eruption of panic from the congregation.
"Have no fear," Deacon said from his spot in the pulpit. He was wearing an actual frock right now, and clutching a Bible that looked ancient. "All it can do is speak lies to you. You've already heard them. A demon is but a wolf in sheep's clothing, ready to pounce once the flock has bedded down for the night."
"Ugh," Lily responded, her head pounding.
"And this here is the truth, my friends. The end times are coming, and the creatures of Hell now walk the land, desperate to claim a few more souls for an eternity of torment in a lake of fire." Osgrove's eyes were shining in the light and he held his hands up toward the sky. Lily finally noticed the massive wooden cross hanging above and behind the man. She wondered if the universe would do her a solid and drop it on the man.
"What can we do?" shouted a man in the back. The sentiment reverberated through the crowd as they turned their attention back to Deacon.
"How much do you need?" shouted someone else, a woman this time. People were automatically reaching for purses and pocketbooks.
"It isn't about money this time, my friends." He gestured for silence with his hands. "For the time has come for you to be pressed into eternal service for the Lord. You see, the fact that you stand here today is proof of your devotion, of your love for His words. Tonight you shall bask in His glory and know the truth. You are His chosen people."
Deacon turned to face Timotei, who emerged from the wings holding a large chalice full of wine. The vampyr kept his gaze neutral, his gaze hovering just above the crowd.
"Some of you may be familiar with Communion, whether from your church or your television set." A few people chuckled. "For those who aren't, this is when we drink the blood of Christ and partake of his body that we may have his blessings conferred upon us. Unlike what you've seen or experienced before, this is the real deal. The spirit is strong in this place and I can feel it watching us even now. I promise you, my friends, that this is a very special Mass and that is no ordinary wine. Please." He gestured toward someone in the front row, a woman who was in a wheelchair.
The woman rolled forward, her eyes fixed on Osgrove. Lily wondered if she was a demon, but didn't think so. When she got to the bottom of the stairs, Deacon stepped around the pulpit.
"Mary Anne here has been paralyzed from the waist down for almost twenty years now. I'm sure many of you have seen her story and her struggles on social media. Her accident was how she found her faith in the first place, then lost it when her life took a turn for the worst. Yet here she is, ready to believe and be loved. God loves those who come back to Him, even after the darkest of times, for His love is eternal, as yours should be." He walked down the steps and his daughter appeared to meet him, holding a small cup.
"What the Hell are you doing?" Lily muttered to herself.
"We aren't exactly orthodox here, so some of you may notice the process differs from what you've seen before. But please bear with me, you'll understand soon enough." Deacon took the cup from his daughter and moved toward the edge of the stage, where Timotei tipped the chalice, allowing the thick red liquid to flow. Once the cup was half full, Timotei leaned back, his glittering eyes on the congregation. Deacon's daughter handed him a piece of bread and stepped back.
"Now, Mary Anne, I have three questions for you. I am about to ask you to drink the blood of a man who lived hundreds of years ago, died, and then was resurrected. Do you accept this?"
"I do," replied the woman in a shaky voice.
"And will you obey him as you would the Lord?" Deacon's smile was beatific, his eyes now scanning the crowd.
"I will." Mary Anne looked like she was about to cry.
"This is his blood." He held out the cup. "As he accepts you, you must accept him. Please, drink it and be saved."
Mary Anne took the cup and drank from it, then coughed violently. Deacon patted the woman on the back while handing the smaller cup back to his daughter.
"Can you feel it, Mary Anne? Can you feel his blood moving through your body?"
"I...I..." Mary Anne's whole body twisted to one side and she let out a cry of pain. A few people nearby stood, but Deacon had his hands out to calm them.
"Tell them!" he cried. "Tell them what you feel!"
"My legs. They hurt so bad." The woman let out a sob, then shrieked in pain once more.
"That's right, Mary Anne, your legs! Those legs that haven't done a damned thing for you in two decades feel like they're on fire, don't they!" He raised his hands triumphantly as his words seemed to dawn on the woman.
"My legs hurt. They hurt!" She was sobbing now, and reached out for Deacon's hand. "But why do they hurt?"
"Because you haven't used them in twenty years!" And like the showman he was, he pulled the woman forward, up and out of her chair. She sagged at first, but strength soon filled her as she staggered to one side where Deacon's daughter grabbed her around the waist. The congregation gasped as Mary Anne held her hands out to the side, fighting hard to gain her balance.
"No fucking way," whispered Lily.
"That's right," Deacon cried. "You are one of his chosen, and you have been healed!"
Mary Anne turned in slow motion, her eyes scanning the room in awe. Though some would claim it was just a trick of the light, Lily immediately recognized the glint in the woman's eyes.
She had become Timotei's thrall. That wasn't wine in the chalice, but the blood of a very old vampire capable of restoring a person's body at the cost of their mind and potentially their soul.
"You sick fuck," she whispered. Was Deacon going to turn everyone into thralls?
Mary Anne took a few steps toward the crowd, gesturing at her legs and speaking rapidly. The congregation was noisy now, everyone craning their heads to get a look.
"Now this isn't a scam, and there is no trick. Every single one of you in this room will experience what this woman has. No more aches and pains, no more sickness. Your body shall be renewed, but that's not all! No, it's not all. Mary Anne, can you feel it in the air?"
Everyone went quiet again. Lily, sensing a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, pushed her lips into her elbow and blew a massive raspberry. When everyone looked at her, she grinned.
"I felt it!" she declared. "It was a massive crock of shit!"
Deacon laughed, and the congregation laughed with him. "Do you see that, folks? Satan's bride talks tough, but she finds this upsetting. Turn your back on the demon and watch Mary Anne."
And that's what they did. The woman was staring around the room, eventually pivoting around until she was gazing up at the cross on the wall behind Deacon. The room became silent as Mary Anne gazed at that holy symbol and trembled.
"It's okay, Mary Anne, I know it's frightening. You're in the presence of the divine, and it is powerful." Deacon placed a hand on the woman's back and held up the piece of bread. "But we aren't finished yet. As new strength flows through your body, the spirit seeks to revitalize your mind that you may serve him. So Mary Anne, my third and last question during this most momentous occasion in your life. Will you partake of his body so that you may become a part of him forever more? Will you let the spirit in that it may work its wonders through you?"
Lily's eyes widened as she watched Mary Anne struggle. The woman looked scared, like a rabbit caught beneath the gaze of a lion.
"I...I..." Mary Anne looked at Deacon, who gently encouraged her. The room started a chant of "Let him in!" while everyone stomped their feet. Lily looked up at the cross, but didn't sense anything there.
"What the fuck is she looking at?" she asked.
"Me." Legion chuckled by her side. "I can be quite intimidating."
"So, what, is the bread one of your vessels, ground up into a paste and baked with flour?"
Legion snorted. "No. Just some day old dinner rolls that were on sale, I think. It's the symbolism I want, there's no need to be gross about it."
Mary Anne took the bread and popped it in her mouth. Lily felt Legion enter the poor woman's body, wrapping around her soul like a blanket of fire. With the promise of eternal love, they had tricked the woman into giving up control of her mind, body, and soul.
"It's my own version of the Holy Trinity," Legion declared. "Why possess people when they'll just give themselves up willingly? Deacon claims their minds while Timotei gets their body. But me? I get their souls."
Lily could only stare in horror as Mary Anne officially became one of the Damned, spinning around to hold her hands high in the air.
"I am reborn!" Legion declared triumphantly in Mary Anne's voice. The whole room cheered, and people pressed forward, begging Deacon to be next.
Lily felt like she was going to be sick.

💀💀💀So if you're a demon looking to inhabit multiple human bodies at once, you're welcome!
Thank you all so so much for sticking with me thus far, it's been an absolute blast to work through my demons while putting this story to paper. Most days, writing is my stress relief, and I get to go a little crazier with the D&H storyline.
I'm afraid my time is short, so will sign off with this: never sit around waiting for good things to happen. You should go out and make them happen! Or just buy ice cream if that's way easier.
Don't forget to leave some stars and comments, I will see you again soon!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all!
Annabelle Hawthorne has returned with the next chapter of "Seriously, how did you get away with 103 chapters of this drivel?" I'll be your host for this afternoon as we dive right in!
For the new readers, we started with a blowjob in the bathtub, met the grim reaper, and are now on Hawaii hiking up a mountain. I probably forgot to mention a few things, but fuck it. You're either going to stream roll ahead, give up, or decide to pop back to chapter 1 to see what made this blowjob so great. I suppose the secret fourth option is to print the whole story out, roll it into a massively thick cylinder, then ease your orifice of choice down onto it in the hopes of absorbing the story through your mucus membrane, but that's incredibly niche, and I would like to remind you to flare the base. Nobody at the ER will believe that you slipped in the shower and fell on an erotic novel and now its stuck.
For my returning readers (who now have a very interesting visual in their heads), welcome back! I'm in pretty high spirits these days, but that's due to the enormous amounts of caffeine I've been running on. I couldn't afford actual drugs like Stephen King, so the coke I've been doing comes in a bottle. Other than that little face, we're practically the same person!
Book 7 has been a bit harder for me to write in recent days because I am seriously beach deficient as a result. I actually started listening to a youtube playlist where the music was supposed to make you think you're sitting in a Hawaiian cafe. I've also had some semi-mild personal drama, but writing is kind of my therapy, so I've been digging deep to keep my words up.
I am hoping to go full time with my writing gig later this year, so things should stabilize for me pretty soon, I just have some life stuff that needs shuffling around. The main reason I even bring this up is that the support of readers here on Lit are directly responsible for making that huge leap to living my dream as a full time author. I don't have sufficient words to describe how this feels for me, but I'll give it a go.
Thank you. Thank you for your comments, for your letters, for remembering to leave me stars so that others could find me, for binge reading until all hours of the night, for saying kind things when I was full of doubt, for reminding me that I am a capable storyteller when the words simply wouldn't come. These are all things you have done for me, and I'm going to keep working hard to put out the very best story I can.
Don't forget to check my release schedule in the bio to see when I'm planning chapters, I really do aim for that nebulous Friday release so you can kick up your heels over the weekend. But for now, it's time to sit back, relax, and get ready for a scene that most of you would say is
Sudden But Inevitable
Beth stood on the dock, watching as the boats carrying Mike and the others vanished around the edge of the island. She held a mimosa in one hand and clutched her hat against her head with the other to keep the wind from carrying it away. She was a little frustrated that she couldn't go with them, but it did come with certain perks.
Nearby, a figure surfaced from the water. It was a merman with a smooth, glistening torso and well defined pecs. He had dark skin and raven-colored hair that had been decorated with glass beads. Thick tribal bands had been tattooed along his chest and shoulders, creating shadows that somehow gave him more definition.
"Will you be joining us today, Lady Radley?" His smile was genuine, and he extended a hand toward her. "I was informed you may enjoy a tour of one of our local reefs. It's off limits to all but our most distinguished guests."
Beth grinned and drank the rest of her mimosa in one go. "I would be happy to join you," she said. "What is your name?"
"I am Ano." The merman used his tail to propel himself out of the water enough that he performed a bow. "You will be in my care today."
"Lovely." Beth took off her hat and pulled her sundress over her head. She was wearing a purple one-piece swimsuit with white stripes along the edges. "I'll be with you in just a moment."
She walked toward the beach where a young woman, an Order attendant, was waiting. Beth handed over the hat, empty glass, and sundress.
"Can you make sure those don't blow away?" she asked. "Looks like I'm going swimming."
The woman nodded, then took the bundle up to where breakfast had been served. Aurora stood there, her eyes on the horizon as if she was deep in thought. Beth wasn't certain what the woman might be distracted by, but figured it probably had to do with Lily refusing to leave her room again.
Thinking of the succubus, Beth turned her gaze upward. Lily was watching from above, and took a moment to give Beth the finger.
"Never change, Lily." Beth smirked and turned her attention back toward the dock. Ano was bobbing up and down with the waves, patiently watching her. She tried to act casual, her hips swaying as she walked to the end of the dock.
"Are you ready?" asked Ano with a mischievous gleam in his eyes. "Did you want to bring your snorkel gear?"
"I don't need it." Beth leapt from the dock, summoning her magic. The water embraced her when she broke the surface, helping her sink to the sand fifteen feet below. Her magic helped her to maintain a thin bubble of air around her eyes, allowing her to see as if she was using goggles. Ano was ten feet back, hovering above the sand as he watched her.
Pinching her nose, Beth blew outward in an attempt to equalize the pressure in her ears. This was something she hadn't quite figured out how to do using her magic, but she would get there eventually. She swam toward the merman, who held out his hand.
"Let me know when you need air," he said, his voice soft against her ears. His lips hadn't moved, which meant there was likely magic involved. Beth vowed to pay close attention and see if it was something she could learn. She took Ano's hand and allowed him to pull her as they headed away from the shoreline.
They swam for several minutes before she tapped Ano's arm and he took her to the surface. While she could hold her breath for a really long time, she couldn't do it consecutively, so they swam along the top of the waves for a while, with Ano's tail propelling them forward at high speed. The occasional merperson was sometimes spotted below, interacting with animals or collecting trash.
"Picking up after humans is a full time job," Ano noted when Beth stopped for a minute to watch some merchildren gather up plastic bags into a ball that they tucked into woven seaweed tote bags. She nodded sadly at him and then they continued outward. Almost half an hour after leaving the shore, the azure depths around them vanished as a small hill made of sand and coral emerged from the darkness.
The tapestry of life painted across the raised ocean floor was far more elaborate than anything Beth had ever seen before. Vibrant colors and an abundance of wildlife held her attention for so long that the burning in her lungs was the only indication that she was out of breath. Ano assisted her to the surface, where she bobbed up and down in the waves, gasping for air.
"There's no need to rush," he reassured her. "We've got plenty of time."
Beth smiled at the merman, then allowed her body to float along the surface. He was right, there would be ample time for exploration. She was all nerves and excitement right now, and her magic wasn't helping. It was forming new connections in the sea, acting like sonar as it swept across the coral below and explored the depths of every nook and cranny. If she closed her eyes, she could see everything in her mind's eye. The ocean was a place of power, and she was officially plugged into it.
"I'm ready," she said, then took a few deep breaths before commanding the water to pull her beneath. Ano followed, diving upside down and hovering nearby as Beth descended nearly thirty feet to the aquatic world below. She pinched her nose and blew the air out of her ears.
The marine life swirled around her, inquisitive about this new interloper. Local fish formed a circle, eyeing her curiously as her feet reached the bottom. She closed her eyes for a moment to take in the distant song of some whales off the coast, the meaning of their words almost intelligible to her. Kneeling in the sand, she sank her fingers deep into the grains. Tiny creatures emerged from nearby holes to come visit, and a thin stream of bubbles squeezed between Beth's lips as she giggled with joy.
Ano watched her in awe, still hovering inverted nearby. Beth could see that his nostrils had actually folded shut on their own, and a thin line of gills had opened along his neck and jawline. Holding out her hands, she stifled a laugh when a brave parrot fish swam close and attempted to nibble at her fingernails. Though she had been born above the waves, this place truly felt like home.
She lost track of time as she navigated the reef, greeting creatures who came out to meet her every time she descended back into their world. Some of the smaller fish swam in her shadow, as if she had become their guardian from predators. A sea turtle came in from the depths of the ocean and swam around her, breaking away only to chase down some delicious seagrass.
As the early hours passed, she couldn't help but cast her gaze in Ano's direction. The merman had remained largely silent, his own eyes eager on her. On a couple of occasions, his semi-erect cock emerged from a sheath underneath his scales, dancing around like a fishing lure before going back into hiding.
Years of sexual fantasies about the merfolk were now culminating into a single moment, and Beth was absolutely determined to explore this whole new world to its fullest. During a particularly deep dive, she made long eye contact with Ano and pulled the top of her swimsuit down to reveal her breasts. She squeezed them a few times, then made a come hither gesture in his direction.
Ano sank into the depths with her, his cock sliding free of its sheath and twitching in anticipation. Unable to speak to the merman, Beth communicated with her body, pressing herself tight against him. She ran her hands across his powerful chest and shoulders before placing her lips against his. As their tongues intertwined, Ano's hands found her hips and he pressed himself against her as their bodies spiraled beneath the waves. His fins were soft to the touch, and Beth squeezed his ass, or whatever it actually was. Now wasn't the time to ask.
The merman was kissing his way down her neck when she grabbed his cock and was more than a little surprised when it grabbed back. Excited to explore Ano's body, Beth teased the head of his shaft with her thumb and started jerking him off. The merman tensed up, then let out a groan of pleasure as he blew his load in the water.
Frowning, Beth watched as the prismatic spray of mer-cum drifted away from them to be eagerly gobbled up by the fish. The cock in her hand was already softening, and Ano had started to drift away.
Wait, what? Stunned, she swam to the surface, pulling the straps of her suit back up and over her shoulders. When she broke through the waves, she waited for Ano to appear. The merman was all smiles when he did.
"Sorry about that," he said with a grin. "I find the idea of you very exciting is all."
"That's okay," she replied. "Do you think you could get it up again?"
"Oh, certainly," he said. "Though if you want a proper floundering, you'll want to get the bottom of your suit off so that I can get all the way in before I come."
She chewed on those words for a moment, a frown forming on her face. "You don't think you can get it in before you come?"
Ano's delight faded from his face, and he shrugged his shoulders. "I may get in a few thrusts if I try really hard. Actually, that lotion you're wearing will probably help. I might even last a whole minute!"
"My lotion? Do you mean my sunscreen?" She was puzzled now. "How would that help you last longer?"
"It smells pretty bad," he admitted. "But that can be a good thing!"
Horrified, Beth held up her arm and took a sniff. All she got was the scent of salt and water.
"I stink?"
Ano nodded. "It's why nobody else is around," he said. "They can all smell you from a mile away. It's pretty bad."
"But...you're still here."
The merman nodded. "Of course I am. It's my job to escort you, after all."
Mortified that she had essentially given a handjob to her security detail, Beth scrunched up her face and turned her back on Ano. "I need to go back to my room for a bit," she said, trying to keep the misery out of her voice. Her enchanted morning had just turned into a miserable afternoon.
"Of course." He started swimming toward the shore and Beth used her magic to follow, no longer bothering to hold Ano's hand. Cursing inwardly at herself, she made the return trip in silence. Once the dock was in sight, she bid Ano a proper farewell and swam the remaining twenty feet to the structure.
Beth dangled her body in the water for a moment, then sighed and pulled herself up and onto the dock, sliding forward on her belly. She rolled over and contemplated the cotton-candy clouds above for a few minutes, her hair drying in the sun.
What a fucking waste. Not only had Zel's sunblock made her a pariah among the merfolk, but her attempted hookup with Ano had ended prematurely.
"Never fuck your heroes, I guess," she muttered, then flopped onto her stomach and got to her feet. Tomorrow she would forgo Zel's sunscreen in favor of something better that wouldn't drive the other merfolk away; maybe Aurora could recommend something. She definitely wouldn't bother with merman dick. Her lovers at home had spoiled her, and she wasn't about to settle just to check another monster off her list.
After a quick rinse in a shower by the dock, Beth used her magic to dispel the water and then retrieved her dress and hat from where they had been stowed away. She noticed that the Order's personnel lingered along the periphery of the property, clearly monitoring her but not engaging. She took the stairs up to the Radley suite, then used her bracelet to buzz in and found Lily sprawled on the couch with Tink. On a nearby table, used plates had been stacked high enough that some had started to topple.
"I thought you were going swimming all day." Lily picked up the remote to pause their show, but Tink slapped it out of her hand before she could press anything.
"Tink not finished," the goblin declared, then made a show of turning up the volume. Curious, Beth moved to see what they were watching and laughed when she realized it was a cheesy rom-com.
"That's absolutely not what I pictured you two watching," Beth said on her way to the bedroom to get changed.
"Yeah, well...it's very different from the lives we live." Lily strolled into Beth's room and tossed herself onto the bed. "So, girl talk! You fucked a merman, didn't you?"
Beth sighed and shook her head, hooking her fingers through the straps of her swimsuit and pulling it down. "It was pretty much over as soon as it began."
Lily laughed, grabbing Beth's pillow and clutching it to her chest. "I've heard rumors that they can't handle pussy, but didn't imagine it could be so bad! Did you at least--"
"Nope!" Beth was naked now, hopping on one foot to slide into a pair of white panties. "Not even close. Got my engine revved, but didn't go anywhere. I'm the physical manifestation of hot and bothered." Once her underwear was on, she put on the matching bra. Maybe she'd wear something nice to dinner and have an extra glass of wine to take her mind off of things.
"You don't say?" Lily's eyebrows lifted and a grin crossed her face. She sauntered over to the bed and sat down on the edge, her clothes briefly blurring until she was in a black and red bra. "How hot and bothered, exactly?"
"Uh..." Beth stared into Lily's eager eyes. "If I'm being honest, I'm pretty horny, but it's a fairly specific itch."
"Oh? What do you have in mind?" The succubus licked her lips, then held up her fingers to reveal long fingernails. "Keep in mind I'm very good at scratching things."
"It's not important." Beth knelt down to pick up her suit and then took it to the bathroom to hang over the shower door. When she returned, Lily was sitting up in bed, her back to the headboard and stroking a blue cock between her legs.
"I've been thinking," Lily said. "We don't spend enough time together."
Beth paused, lost in contemplation. Lily slid toward the edge of the bed and stood, her cock bobbing up and down to an unheard beat. It had thick ridges all down the side, and looked vaguely familiar.
"Is that my Delightful Dragon?" Beth asked, realization dawning on her.
"Nope!" Lily knelt down and pulled a box out from under the bed. "This is your Delightful Dragon!"
She opened the box to reveal the familiar purple dildo. Lily held it next to her own cock to show they were identical in shape and size.
"Why do you have one of my sex toys?" Beth asked.
"Your Delightful Dragon is essentially a collectible now," Lily declared. "It also happens to be among the items I claimed the Order lost in my luggage. Eulalie sold it to them using one of her dark web accounts, which allowed her to see what crypto accounts they were using. Beautiful little act of duplicity, they paid almost three hundred bucks to get it here by this morning."
"I don't appreciate anybody going through my stuff," Beth said, snatching the dildo away.
"Then consider this a peace offering." Lily pouted and stroked her cock. "I borrowed your dildo for nefarious purposes, so now I'll fuck you with a proper copy. It'll be like hooking up with an old fling, only he's much better in bed now."
"And has fantastic tits."
"I can become more manly for you if you'd like." Lily's body started shifting, but Beth held out a hand to stop her.
"No, not necessary." She stared at Lily's cock, then allowed her eyes to wander up the rest of her body until she was staring into the succubus' eyes. "The dichotomy is kind of hot."
"Oh?" Lily squished her breasts together with her hands, then blew a kiss. "I take requests, in case you want something special."
"No, I'm..." Beth's eyes traveled down Lily's body to her massive cock. The Delightful Dragon had been good to her over the years, but in the end, it was still just a dildo. Sure, some creative placement had heightened the experience, such as mounting it to the side of her bed, or even just sticking it on the floor. But never had the opportunity arisen to actually be fucked by it. She vaguely remembered asking a former boyfriend if he'd consider wearing a massive cock-sleeve to bed, but he hadn't taken the request very well.
"What do you think?" Lily stroked her dragon dick, causing a large bead of precum to form on the head. "Wanna be a bad dragon with me?"
"You make a compelling case." Beth licked her lips in anticipation. "Out of curiosity, how...organic is it?"
Lily pondered the question for a moment, then grinned. "Why don't you come taste it and find out?"
Beth pulled her hair back as she knelt on the bed and took it in her hands. Lily's cock was warm, almost hot. "Is this technically your tail?" she asked.
"Yep. Fun little trick of mine." Lily gasped when Beth licked the head of her cock. "Oh, you don't waste any time."
"When it comes to massive monster dicks, I try not to." Beth licked the head of Lily's cock again, then tried to take it in her mouth. It was wide enough that she couldn't get the first ridge past her lips, so she focused on using her tongue. Lily groaned and ran her fingers through Beth's hair.
"You're pretty good at that," Lily said. "But rumor has it you've had a lot of practice."



Beth ran a hand up between Lily's legs and was surprised to feel the thick folds of the succubus' labia. She created a powerful vacuum with her mouth on the cock and then slid a finger into Lily's pussy. The succubus groaned and threw her head back as her hips bucked forward. Beth pulled her mouth off of Lily's dick and then slid onto the bed properly until the two of them were face to face.
"I've had a lot of practice with men. Women, though? Not so much." She pushed a strand of hair away from Lily's eyes. "But I'm a fast learner."
"Consider class in session, then." Lily's eyes sparkled, and then their lips met.
Beth had been with Asterion and Sulyvahn almost exclusively in the last couple of years, with the occasional dalliance with Mike. None of these men kissed her quite like Lily. There was a softness to her touch that pulled Beth in and made her feel light-headed. Firm fingers traced lines along the sides of her breasts, taking a break only to pull off Beth's bra.
Now fully topless, the two of them continued to make out. Beth stroked Lily's dragon cock, taking time to fully explore the ridges with her fingertips. Even though it was identical in shape and texture, there was a pliability to it that the dildo simply couldn't match. She was wet with desire, eager to feel the differences inside her.
Lily rolled them over, putting Beth on the bottom. As they continued kissing, Lily slid her hand between Beth's legs, teasing the slick labia that eagerly parted in advance.
Without any other communication, the succubus pushed Beth's legs apart, placing her hips between Beth's thighs. Lily's cock was so massive that it rested above Beth's belly button.
"N'gah!" Lily broke the kiss, causing a single strand of saliva to briefly connect them. "Sorry to break the flow, but I need a better angle."
Beth nodded with a whimper, then raised her hips in the air as Lily scooted down, using the head of her cock to tease Beth's clitoris. Grinning from ear to ear, the succubus pushed the head of her dragon dick down until it was at the correct angle for penetration.
"I don't know," Lily muttered, scratching at her chin. "It's gonna spread you pretty wide."
"Don't toy with me," Beth muttered, then attempted to scoot her body down. "It'll fit just fine."
"Will it, though?" Lily wiggled her eyebrows. "'Cause it looks like you're already spread pretty--"
Beth wrapped her legs around Lily's waist and squeezed, forcing the succubus to slide inside of her. The cock was massive, and while Beth was absolutely capable of stretching to accommodate, the process still took several seconds.
Screwing up her eyes, the intense feeling of being stretched by the dragon was simply too much. Beth let out a groan that turned into a scream, her hands sliding off of Lily's torso and slapping uselessly at her legs.
"Oh, wow, you're tight like a virgin," Lily said as she pulled herself partway out. "Can you take all of it?"
Beth gasped, then sank her nails into Lily's thighs and tried to pull her back inside. "Don't you fucking dare pull out," she whimpered.
"Oh, I wouldn't dream of it." On the word dream, Lily rammed her hips forward. The sudden internal pressure caused Beth's stomach muscles to spasm, and a miniature orgasm ripped through her inner thighs, causing her legs to go limp. "In fact, I can't remember the last time I was with someone who could take it like you can!"
"More," Beth begged, then gasped when Lily teased her left nipple. "Please, give me more."
"Huh. I usually have to remind people to beg. You really are a fast learner." Lily grinned and started a slow cadence, pushing Beth to her inner limits first, then pounding her mercilessly for several seconds. Beth quickly lost track of time, her head buzzing with pleasure as Lily fucked her senseless. When her first big orgasm came, she soaked the bed with her cum. Lily simply giggled and kept going, driving Beth to an even more intense orgasm several minutes later.
Outside Beth's room, the sound of the TV increased in volume, then finally stopped. The door opened and Tink walked in, carrying a massive sandwich in her hands.
"Oh, did you want in on this?" Lily picked up the Delightful Dragon and waved it in Tink's direction. "I've got a spare if you want it."
"Tink fine." The goblin walked over to a chair in the corner and sat, pulling her legs up so they were crossed.
Lily slowed down her thrusts, giving the goblin a weird look. "Really? I figured you would be all over...this."
"Only if husband here," she replied, taking a bite out of her sandwich. Large gobs of mayonnaise fell onto the front of her apron, which she scooped up with her fingers. "Hookup with Kisa sometimes if extra horny."
"You're...just gonna sit there and eat a sandwich?" Beth frowned at Tink.
"Tink's show is over," she replied. "Big butt too loud, Tink got curious."
Beth reached over her bed and got a hold of one of her slippers. With her left hand, she threw it at the goblin, missing by almost a foot.
"Get out," she ordered. "You can't just eat a sandwich and watch us. We aren't your entertainment."
Tink rolled her eyes dramatically and slid off the chair. Without another word, she exited the room, making a point of pulling the door shut harder than needed. Beth looked at Lily, and when the two made eye contact, they started laughing.
"What the hell was that about?" asked Beth, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye.
"Only she knows," Lily replied, then thrust forward playfully. "Hey, did you want me to come inside of you?"
Beth scowled playfully. "That depends. Whose cum is it?"
Lily played with Beth's breasts, tracing circles around the nipples. "One hundred percent organic succubus cum. Won't get you pregnant, but I can make about half a gallon of the stuff if you want me to. I can do all kinds of tricks with it, do you have anything in mind?"
Beth licked her lips, picturing the dragon dick inside of her. "Can you make it hot?"
"Dangerously so, but I'll keep it at a safe temperature. How much of it do you want?"
"All of it." Even now, Beth's vagina was tightening up in anticipation. "Big fantasy of mine, you know."
"I'm aware." Lily picked up her pace, pinning Beth to the bed. "Any other requests? I can look like whoever you want."
"This...is...good..." Beth suddenly found it hard to breathe. Her pelvis suddenly felt like it was about to burst, she was being stretched so much. "Are you...making it bigger?"
"You'd better believe it. I'm about to flood you with so much steaming hot dragon cum, it's gonna ruin this mattress." Lily picked up her pace until the breath was being driven from Beth's lungs whenever the succubus attempted to bottom out. Beth looked down between her legs to see the width of Lily's cock was more like an arm than a cock.
"Oh, shit," Beth hissed, her magic creating a vortex of raw energy inside her body.
"Yeah, that's right, I'm gonna fill you with so much dragon cum that you won't be able to walk without looking like a raincloud full of milk." Lily continued thrusting, the ridges on her cock hardening. "You can't wait to feel that heat deep inside, can you? To feel my cum leaking down your walls?"
"Mmh. MMH!" Beth felt her magic stretch and then snap like a rubber band. Tendrils of cerulean light burst from her legs and spiraled around them, unseen by Lily who continued to pound her mercilessly.
"Yeah, that's right! Take my cum!" shouted the succubus, and her cock flexed so hard that Beth was lifted off the bed. "Oh, shit!"
When that first spray hit Beth's innards, the vortex exploded. Bands of light wrapped themselves around Lily's hips and the succubus let out a yelp of surprise as they were forced together.
"What is this?" she cried, then her eyes rolled up in her head. "Oh, hell yeah, I can feel you sucking me in!" She started spasming, black and red veins appearing along her neck and forehead as she came again.
Beth cried out in sweet agony as her body was stretched and flooded with hot liquid that eventually burst free of her vagina and sprayed Lily's stomach, soaking the bed. The room filled with the sounds of their moans as they continued to come together, Lily eventually going limp on top of Beth.
Panting with exertion, Beth let out a gasp as Lily's cock slid out of her, sending a fresh flood of fluids onto the bed. Whimpering with delight, she pulled Lily forward and kissed her, trying to convey her gratitude with just her lips. They made out in this manner for several minutes, caressing each other's bodies.
"Fuck!" Tink was back in the doorway, holding a mop in one hand and an envelope in the other. She stared at the floor with a mixture of awe and disgust. "Tink no clean this up. Tink quit."
The goblin threw her mop on the ground and left, then returned to toss the envelope onto a nearby chair. "Letter came for big butt lawyer, maybe read soon." Tink surveyed the floor one last time, then let out a chuckle as she left the room.
Beth closed her eyes and took a deep breath, her magic returning to a resting state. "I don't suppose you have a quick way to clean this all up?" she asked.
"I can clean up after myself," Lily replied, then snapped her fingers. The steaming spooge that coated Beth's legs and lower body disappeared. "I'm afraid you'll have to clean up your own mess."
"Fair enough." She slid to the edge of the bed and groaned as she sat up, her pelvis sore. "It's been a while since I've felt this way," Beth said, rubbing her lower belly. "As for the hot cum, well...that's the kind of thing a girl might write poetry over."
"It was some of my best work." Lily used her tail to snatch up the mop and toss it toward Beth while she picked up the envelope. She unsealed it with her fingernail and laughed.
"What is it? Noise complaint?" Beth picked up the mop and leaned it against the headboard. The sheets were soaked. She would have to change them once her legs didn't feel so wobbly.
"Worse." Lily held up a small card with the Paradise logo embossed on the back. "Dinner invitation. Looks like the Director has requested an audience with you."
"With me? What for?"
"Maybe he heard you suck dick like a champ, and--" Lily ducked when Beth threw the mop at her. It clattered against the wall and fell. "Anyway, he expects you at nine. Formal attire is requested."
"So the beast rears his ugly head." Beth let out a sigh and moved to the edge of the bed where the floor was dry. "I think I'll take a shower and then clean this up. We can discuss our options for tonight. I get the feeling this request is more of a demand than anything else."
Lily nodded, then tossed the envelope on the chair. "Agreed. Speaking of that shower...would you like some company? I'll wash your back if you wash mine."
Beth appraised the succubus for a moment, then grinned. This was a vacation, after all.
"Why the fuck not?" she replied, then led the demon into the bathroom. Beth turned on the spigot and noticed Lily get a far away look in her eyes. "You okay?"
Lily snorted. "Yeah. Had a weird feeling is all."
"Like what?"
The demon grinned. "Like I was about to lose a bet. Now where's your loofah? We fucked, so I definitely get to wash your tits."

🏝️🏝️🏝️"Look alive, people." Darius stood near the front of the Command Center, an image of the Radley home projected on a wall behind him. The man was wearing a sleeveless shirt and sunglasses, despite the fact that it was almost four in the morning. Small tables had been shoved together, each one stacked with gear and laptops. A small crew of men monitored the screens, double checking surveillance equipment that had been mounted to helmets. "It's nearly go time."
The room was composed of Order personnel and the SoS, all of whom went quiet. Cyrus stood at the back of the room, doing his best to look moderately interested. The truth was that he was exhausted. It was long past his bedtime and he had been too afraid to sneak away for another nap. The last thing he wanted was to be excluded from whatever the SoS was doing.
Everybody went quiet as an aerial photo of the estate replaced the house behind Darius. He picked up a thin rod and gestured toward the front porch.
"This mission has been under seal up until this point, meaning that there are valid concerns regarding psychic incursions. The last thing any of us want is for someone to know what we've been hired to do. To that end, I need our client to understand that we have perfected certain drills using special code names." Darius looked over at Laurel, who nodded to show she was listening. "So even if something manages to read our minds, they might only get the code itself and not the meaning behind it. Those few seconds of confusion can be the key difference between victory and failure."
Cyrus nodded in approval. The Order had used similar protocol decades back. Since then, they could now train against mental incursion, but that required magical training that mercenaries wouldn't have access to. Darius was essentially letting the Order know that they would still be partially in the dark.
"Now I will say that you've all seen the brief. We've got some cryptids floating around that may cause us a problem. Our snipers are watching for the heavy hitters, but the Order here will assist us with the small fry." Sketches of different creatures appeared briefly on the wall and then moved into position around the house. "The intel on these things is old, so expect surprises, people."
Darius took a few minutes to talk about each potential creature along with their strengths and weaknesses. Cyrus knew all of this information, since it had been in his dossier, so tuned out the briefing as he scanned the room. The SoS had formed into teams with members of the Order for support. The laptop crew was busy outfitting the teams with their cameras. Laurel raised her hand once Darius was finished. The squad leader stared at her for a few moments, then nodded his assent.
"I also wanted to add that we have seen evidence or heard rumors of the following creatures." Laurel gestured at the man controlling the projector, and several images appeared on the screen. Cyrus was surprised to see the gardener from before, as well as snapshots of a few other denizens he had seen from afar.
"You need to assume that none of them are human," she explained, clicking through the images. "We also have reason to believe that the hedge maze out front may have ties to the fae realm, so avoid it if you can."
At the mention of the fae realm, a few members muttered amongst themselves. Darius silenced his men with a cold stare, then nodded for Laurel to continue.
"We also want you to be aware of the following entities." Laurel pointed at the wall as a picture of Jenny standing in the window appeared. For the first time, Cyrus noticed that a paper star had been stuck to the doll's dress. "This is an entity that goes by the name Jenny. We aren't entirely certain what kind of spirit she is, but suspect she is capable of getting inside your head."
Darius gave the picture an odd look of recognition, but said nothing.
"I also want you all to be aware of this guy." Laurel moved to the front of the room where an image of Death was being projected. The Grim Reaper appeared as an eerie mist, his skull like a floating mask. "He claims that he is a physical manifestation of Death, but I have my doubts. We've had people from our psych team analyze his interactions with staff here, and their evaluations range wildly. Maybe he's a harmless specter with delusions of grandeur, or perhaps he's a psychopathic spirit who can rip off your face."
"He's Death," Cyrus said from the back of the room. Men turned around to look at him. "Take it from an old soldier. You recognize it when you see it."
Laurel snorted. "You'll have to forgive Master Cyrus. He's actually been having tea parties with this particular entity."
Somebody actually laughed, which earned the man an elbow in the ribs. Cyrus shrugged nonchalantly. "I just figured I would weigh in, is all," he offered.
Of all the people in the room, only Darius seemed to take the comment seriously. Low murmurs built for a few seconds, at which time Laurel moved away from the projector and allowed Darius to take over.
"So allow me to explain why we're here today." Darius used his pointer to tap on the image of the house that had reappeared. "Our intel says that this home is warded specifically against hostile magic. The Order decided it was time to think outside the box, which is where we come in. Based on some preliminary tests done by Sister Laurel, physical acts of aggression do not trigger the home's defenses."
Test? What tests? Cyrus tried not to look surprised. After all, he was just an old man desperate to get back to retirement.
"This home has certain assets that our client is looking to acquire. So in a few minutes here, Operation Breach will be a go." Darius pointed at Dirk, who stood nearby. "Team leaders should have already received your roles."
"They have, sir." Gone was the cocky bastard from earlier. In the presence of his superior, Dirk was all business.
"Good. Map, please." Darius stepped back as an interior map of the Radley home appeared. Cyrus leaned forward in interest at the realization that this map did not match the hand drawn one they had taken from the Historical Society. This one was hand drawn as well, but didn't quite look right either.
"Where did you get this?" asked Cyrus.
Darius ignored him. "Our point of entry will be through the front door. Alpha and Bravo teams will be responsible for a Sweep and Clean on the main floor. The interior of the house is going to be different from what you see here, but you can use this map as a sign post. The house expands, but what was there still remains in some form."
"How the fuck does he know that?" muttered Eulalie in Cyrus' ear. The mage desperately wished he could respond, because he had no idea.
"If you encounter any hostiles, neutralize them by any means necessary. Once we are inside the home, the Order will be able to use their magic, so they can properly assist."
"Who is this asshole?" Cyrus heard Eulalie mutter something to someone else. "I'm still listening, I need to go check on something. If you haven't heard back from me, try and slow them down or cause a distraction."
"What?" Cyrus had accidentally responded out loud, but rolled with it when people looked his way. "This catches me off guard. I didn't think we were here to neutralize anybody, that's all."
"If our intel is correct, Mike Radley is in possession of several dangerous beings and artifacts." Laurel's eyes were gleaming like a mad woman now. "I hate using the term, but this really is an 'us vs. them' situation."
Darius' eyes were so cold and intense, Cyrus felt like the man's gaze was boring a hole straight through him. "Is there a problem?"
Cyrus screwed up his face, trying to find the words. "This man, the creatures here are his family. For gods' sake, his son is in there. You say neutralize, but are we really about to kill a child?"
"There's a child?" Darius turned that cold gaze of his on Laurel.
"Yes," she admitted. "The juvenile from the initial contact report. Radley has a son."
"Price goes up for kids," Darius replied.
"Consider it done," she replied, then pulled out her phone. "I'll have it wired."
"Good." Darius looked at Cyrus dismissively. "Were you assigned a breach team?"
"I wasn't," Cyrus admitted.
"Good. Then you can stay here while we go in. Delta and Epsilon, you've got the upstairs." Darius continued giving out orders as Cyrus slumped against the wall, his mouth hanging open. Through a speech about secret corridors and something about a labyrinth, all Cyrus could hear in his mind was how casually the man had dismissed killing a child.



When had the lines become so blurry? He had done questionable things in the name of preserving the balance, but had he ever been as cold as Sister Laurel? Did the Director know? No, that was a stupid question, of course he knew. The Order had gone through changes, this was true, but Cyrus certainly didn't recognize the monster it had become.
He fingered the edge of the wand beneath his coat. If he were to trigger the protective wards of the house right now, would they come for just him, or would they destroy everybody in this tent? No, he remembered now. The home's defenses would take him down and nobody else.
What about Darius? Could he put an arcane blast between the man's eyes? Looking at the mass of men before him, he realized he would just be cutting off the hydra's head. How many could he take down with him? Would it be enough to stop them?
His heart pounded in his chest as he slid his hand around the wand beneath his coat, trying to figure out the best way to target multiple people before they took him down. Was he really prepared to do this?
"I'm back," Eulalie said in his ear, and he loosened his grip. "Just checked with a higher power. Let them come, it will be fine."
Stunned, Cyrus released the wand. He wanted to argue, to warn the girl that she didn't know what she was going up against, but he had to trust that Eulalie knew better than he did. Was someone waiting just beyond the front door to take down the SoS? What power did the house have access to?
"No, really, it'll be okay." The Rat Queen's voice was reassuring, confident even. "Apparently the geas has it covered. Just sit back, relax, and enjoy the show."
Cyrus let out a sigh, which caught Laurel's attention. She wandered across the room to stand by his side, her arms crossed as she spoke quietly.
"You good?" she asked. "Because you can leave if you want."
"I'm okay. Besides, I'm here as a consultant. You may need my advice."
"Your current position is more ceremonial than anything else. If you wanna bail, I'll cover for you." Her voice was soft, and if he didn't know she was a backstabbing bitch, he would be fooled into thinking she cared.
"Oh, I could do this all morning. It's just...the kid comment hit me wrong, that's all. I know these guys are vicious, but to think they would take money to kill a kid..."
"Some of us have done it for free." When Dirk spoke from the other side of Cyrus, the old man flinched. He hadn't even noticed the mercenary approach.
"For free?" Cyrus whispered.
"All of us are ex-military," Dirk said, his jaw set. "When your country asks, you deliver. Some of us liked it, some didn't. That's part of what makes us the Sons of Sin, you know the deal."
"But you charge extra." Cyrus shook his head in amazement.
"It's to pay for the extra therapy," Dirk replied. "Most of these guys here are already dead on the inside, they just want the money to enjoy what little time they've got left before going out in a blaze of glory. It's hard to enjoy yourself if your job messes you up on your days off."
"What kind of therapist do you have that can talk you through...that?"
Dirk shrugged. "Mine lives on the East Coast and we video chat every other Tuesday. Some of us just snort mountains of cocaine. We're kind of a judgment-free organization like that."
"Hmph." Cyrus stared down at his feet and realized that both Laurel and Dirk had noticed how distressed he was. If he had pulled his wand, he may have only gotten a single shot off. He was getting sloppy. "It just took me by surprise."
"Don't worry about it." Dirk placed a hand on Cyrus' shoulder and squeezed. It may have looked friendly from the outside, but the grip was borderline hostile, meant to convey a very different message. "That's why you hire guys like us, to do the things you don't want to."
Darius was still wrapping up his orders, tasking his different teams with code phrases like Beat the Meat and Freeze Tag. The picture of the house was now replaced with a bank of screens, each cluster belonging to a separate team. As cameras were switched on, Cyrus found himself viewing the inside of the Command Center from a dozen different angles.
"Okay, boys, it's time to earn those paychecks. The team that finds any primary asset gets two months off, paid."
"Hooah!" shouted the SoS as they exited the Command Center and took up their posts. Darius stayed behind and stood with his arms crossed with his gaze on the wall projection. An assistant helped fit him with a fancy headset that he attached to a device on his belt.
"Teams check in," he said, and a nearby speaker crackled to life.
"Alpha team, in position." There was a brief pause before the next team checked in. A camera drone hovering overhead captured the six teams as they formed a semi-circle just past the porch. The men of the SoS drew their weapons as they prepared to storm the house.
"What a bunch of chodes," Eulalie said. "I feel like I'm watching a Call of Duty fan film."
Cyrus wasn't sure what that meant, but he was holding his breath as Alpha team advanced, weapons drawn. One member of the squad was carrying a metal net with disruptive runes on it. If the banshee made an appearance, it would burn her like fire.
"Are we a go?" asked Alpha leader.
"You have my permission to enter." Darius studied the data stream without blinking, his fists clenching and unclenching. And what was with the weird phrasing?
When Alpha team made it to the door, the squad leader jiggled the handle, confirming that it was locked. His team spread out, guns aimed at the windows.
"Porch secure," said Alpha leader. "Time to force entry. Beta team, proceed."
The Beta team came running up with a battering ram. Alpha spread out, their backs to the exterior as Beta team used the ram on the door. It took them several good whacks before the door splintered in. Someone reached through the hole to unlock the door from the inside.
"Cats and mice," said Darius. The other teams swarmed the porch as Alpha and Beta team ran inside the door. On the big screen, Cyrus watched a hurried sweep of the first room. The furniture was covered in drop cloths and the living room looked much smaller than expected. No lights were on in the home, and there was no sign of movement.
"Clear," whispered Alpha leader as both teams moved away from the foyer to make room for the others. "Next team, move in."
Delta squad moved in and immediately went up the stairs. Beta team was conducting a sweep of the small office just to the left of the doorway. Furniture was moved out of the way by the first teams to make room for the next, and the house was quickly packed with mercenaries and members of the Order.
Nobody was home. There was no movement whatsoever within the house. Over the course of an hour, Cyrus watched with immense pleasure as the SoS methodically searched the home from top to bottom. Every door was opened, and every dresser was checked. It was as if nobody had lived there in years.
Darius was staring so hard at the wall that Cyrus wondered if the canvas would somehow tear under the man's baleful gaze. Darius was particularly interested in having Epsilon team open a closet door after shifting the knob in a certain pattern, as if it would somehow trigger a secret opening. When nothing yielded results, he finally commanded a retreat and waited for his men and the Order to return.
Laurel was one of the first to make it back, and she looked like she was going to be sick. She immediately spoke to Darius in hushed tones, and the man listened with his head tilted toward her. When she finished, he looked away as if deep in thought.
The men of the SoS packed into the Command Center, many visibly frustrated. One man had stolen a doll with a porcelain face from one of the rooms and was busy inspecting it when Mads snatched it out of his hands.
"Are you fucking crazy?" he asked before throwing the doll out the door.
"It's just a doll," the man countered with a shrug. "Thought my niece might like it."
"Nothing in that home is what it seems," said Darius, his voice cool. "And it would seem that our attempt to breach it has yielded zero results."
"It must have been an illusion." Laurel raised her voice to be heard over the low murmuring. She turned her attention to a mage nearby. "Did you attempt any dispels while you were in there?"
"I did, Sister Laurel." The mage gestured up at the wall. "I would also like to point out that the home clearly has at least three floors from the outside, but we couldn't find a staircase past the second."
"And it was way smaller on the inside," said a nearby SoS merc. "I counted paces and it was less than a third of the size. I'm more inclined to believe that what we see from the outside is the illusion."
While leadership conferred privately, the men and women inside the tent chatted amongst themselves, sharing theories and experiences. Laurel looked on with visible frustration while Darius stared at an image of the home. Every now and then, the man raised a hand to his cheek as if to twirl an imaginary strand of hair.
The low din of the Command Center was interrupted by an eerie howl from outside. Weapons were drawn as something large brushed by the side of the fabric walls, causing the structural rods to groan. Runes ignited, lighting the darkened space as protective wards activated.
Darius held a finger to his lips for silence, followed by a series of hand signs. The squads shrank inward, weapons pointed out. Cyrus realized that they intended to shoot outward if something tried to come in, so managed to squeeze between two of the squads for safety. A few men in the center of the circle had their weapons pointed toward the ceiling, in case something dropped from above into the middle of the group.
These were men ready to shoot their way through anything that came at them. The room had become tense as mages summoned magical auras to surround themselves and those nearby. The cloth flaps of the Command Center pressed inward as if something was testing the perimeter, then moved away.
Outside, somebody giggled.
"Ring around the rosies," it sang, the voice feminine and childlike. It came from above, causing the mercs to aim their weapons upward. "A building full of pussies. Assholes...assholes...you should have...KNOCKED!"
The whole structure shuddered as if caught up in a violent wind. The SoS held their fire, but tightened up their formations. Cyrus crouched down and drew his wand, his breath coming in jagged bursts.
Over the sound of the fabric being wrenched about, a chorus of voices sang. The words were unintelligible, but accusatory. It sounded almost like children singing, but there was a malevolent energy behind their dulcet tones.
"Sir?" Dirk's eyes were focused on the front door.
Darius licked his lips, then turned his attention to the projection screen. "I need eyes outside," he said. Someone behind Cyrus turned around to get on the computer, and the display of the house disappeared. Black screens appeared, all of them displaying the same two words.
No Signal
"Cameras are all down," muttered the operator. "Drones aren't responding either. We're in the dark."
"I need a volunteer." Darius scanned the room and a few hands went up. His cold gaze swept across everybody and finally settled on the man who had brought the doll inside. "You."
"Fuck me," muttered the unfortunate merc as he rose from a crouch. He turned to the man at the computer. "Beta Zero Seven."
The operator clicked through some menus, and the merc's camera came online with B07 highlighted in the corner. The mercenary crossed the room and adjusted his helmet straps before hunching forward by the door. He flipped his M-4 carbine to full auto and nodded to another SoS merc who stood nearby.
"Ready," he muttered and pushed his way out the flap, weapon raised. The other mercs sealed the flap behind. Cyrus turned his attention to the monitor and felt his stomach clench at the sight of a single doll sitting on a wooden chair about fifteen feet away. The merc turned left and right, revealing that other than the doll, there was nothing else outside.
"Is that the entity from before?" Mads asked. Laurel studied the screen for a moment, waiting for the man's camera to stop sweeping back and forth and focus on the doll.
"It isn't," she replied. "That looks like the one you threw out of here, doesn't it?"
"Sir." The merc's voice crackled over the speaker. "It's holding something."
Cyrus looked again and realized that the doll in the chair was holding a piece of paper. The merc's breath hitched as he moved closer, then knelt down to pick up the paper. The night vision made the letters hard to see.
"What does it say?" asked Darius. The merc's flashlight clicked on, revealing letters written in calligraphy.
"It says 'Tag, you're it.'" The mercenary was about to say something else, but his vision abruptly shifted and he was yanked off his feet. He screamed in panic, and the sound of gunfire filled the air. The SoS ducked as bullets ricocheted off of the enchanted flaps of the Command Center.
"Alpha squad! Form up and--" Dirk didn't get a chance to finish as the mercenary was thrown through the front entrance of the Command Center. He crashed into Alpha Squad, who been prepping to go. The men of the SoS were quietly barking orders to each other as the Order looked to Laurel for instructions. The room went still as a solitary piece of paper fluttered through the air, falling like a maple tree seed. Laurel, who was nearby, snatched it out of the air and studied it.
"Tag, you're it," she muttered. "It's what the doll was holding."
"It says something else on the back." Mads took the note from Laurel and flipped it over. He frowned in confusion. "You can keep her? Keep who?"
Alpha Squad tried to help the mercenary to his feet, but he was clutching his ass in agony. They lowered him to the ground and rolled him onto his side. That's when Cyrus saw the cloth limbs dangling from between the man's legs.
"Oh, fuck me," somebody muttered as a flashlight was clicked on. The mercenary on the floor wept softly as everybody stared at the doll that had been shoved halfway up his ass.

🏝️🏝️🏝️The sounds of the forest had quickly become lost in the cadence of beating drums. Mike and the others were running uphill now, eager to get to the next plateau where Wallace and one of the scouts waved frantically.
With Ingrid on his back, Mike's lungs worked overtime as he somehow sprinted past members of the Order, the mage clinging to him for dear life. The jungle below them had filled with the rustling cadence of marching warriors.
"C'mon! We've got a clear spot up here!" Wallace disappeared from view once Mike got closer. By the time he finally crested the rise, he let out a gasp of relief to see that a few trees had been cleared already and white rope was being strung between others as the Order set up a defensive perimeter.
"You can put me down here," Ingrid said. "I have no idea how you did that. It's like you're part horse or something."
"Centaur, actually." He fought back a grin when Ingrid touched her pocket with a frown. "I'll be back."
When he made it back to the top of the trail, he could see that Ratu and Quetzalli were in the middle of the pack. The naga seemed to have no trouble keeping pace, but Quetzalli was struggling with the extra weight of Mike's bag. Jogging back down the path, he quickly reached the pair.
"You go ahead," he said to Ratu as he took his bag back from Quetzalli. The dragon looked relieved. "They're setting wards up top."
"On it." Ratu took three steps forward and her features melted away as she formed into a massive snake with Ingrid's bag in her jaws and her own strapped to her back. A few members of the Order stepped aside as the naga shot past them, her slithering form quickly ascending to the plateau.
"Maybe we should have ridden on her," Mike muttered to himself, wondering if that would have worked. "Are you good?" he asked Quetzalli.
"I'm better, but..." she looked over her shoulder. Leilani was dragging behind, pain written in her features as she struggled. The Captain watched her intently, but didn't seem inclined to help out.
"Shit," Mike muttered, noticing flickering lights in the forest below. They looked like torches between the trees. "You go on ahead. I'll see if I can't help Leilani."
"Watch your back," she muttered, then resumed her climb, sweat pouring down her back. He watched her for a moment to make certain she would be okay, then continued down the trail to Leilani and the Captain.
"What's the hold up?" he asked once he was close enough. Francois threw him a dirty look, but said nothing.
"It's me," groaned Leilani. "My legs are not accustomed to climbing such a steep trail. It feels like they're on fire!" Her eyes widened as a distant horn echoed across the terrain. "They are coming for me," she whispered.
"Can't you do something?" asked Mike, his eyes on Francois.
"Like what?" Francois countered. "I am unable to carry her, if that's what you are asking."
"Then I can do it." Mike got ready to abandon his bag, but Leilani waved him off.
"You don't understand," she replied. "My people, our bodies are built for the depths. We weigh more than a human does."
"My guess is somewhere around 140 kilograms," added Francois. "So more like carrying two people."
Mike paused and thought it over for a moment. Carrying Ingrid had been difficult, but doable. But could he have carried two of her? Maybe if he hadn't already carried somebody else.
"Damn," he muttered. "Night Marchers, they're spirits, right? Ghosts?"
Francois shrugged, sweat pouring down his forehead. "Essentially."
"Is there any way to chase them off?"
Leilani shook her head. "No. They usually ignore humans if you bow before them and avoid eye contact. Not true for my people, though. The Night Marchers are warriors from a different time, and are unaware that we are no longer enemies. If you're traveling with me, they will show you no mercy, you have to get away!"
"Francois? That sword of yours work on spirits?"
The Captain scoffed. "Of course not. And even if it did, there--"
The man danced to the side as a spear shot toward him, clattering hard against a nearby rock. He scowled in frustration at a dark shadow below that disappeared into the woods.
"There are too many," he replied.
"Go." Leilani fixed both of them with a stare, then reached for the trident she carried on her back. "My fate is mine alone."
"I will tell your people it was a warrior's death." Francois did a mock salute and turned to sprint up the trail.
"Some guardian he is," Mike muttered with a shake of his head. "Put that thing away. There will be no last stands here."
"My legs, they feel so wobbly." Leilani's voice wavered. "I don't think I can climb any further."
"Move your ass, princess." Mike stepped past her, his eyes down on the forest. He sent his thoughts out to the woods, begging them for help. Below, the trees rustled as if the wind was pushing through them. Though the jungle couldn't slow their pursuers, it could tell him where they were coming from.
"Mike, I--" Leilani let out a cry when a dark shadow stepped from behind a cluster of rocks about fifteen feet away. The shadow had haunting eyes that flickered. As the spectre solidified, it looked like a man who had been dipped in clay.
Mike sang the banshee's dirge, careful to keep his voice low so it wouldn't carry up the hill. The shadowy form rippled like water struck with a pebble, then vanished from sight, dropping a spear onto the ground. The spear turned into mist and faded away.
"What just happened?" Leilani demanded. "Were you singing?"



"You know how it is. Some songs are obnoxious, but still get stuck in your head. Spirits really don't like that, it can haunt them for centuries." Mike turned and pushed her up the hill. "Go. Now!"
The Night Marchers made good time up the mountain, but Mike got advance notice from the trees every time some of them drew near. Though the banshee's cry wasn't enough to guide them to their eternal rest, it absolutely disrupted their ability to maintain form in the waning light of day. By the time he and Leilani made it up the hill, both of them were out of breath. The whole hillside had erupted in drums and rhythmic chanting.
Ratu and Wallace met them at the edge of the clearing, pulling both of them to safety as spears shattered against stones that the naga summoned from the earth as barriers. They ducked beneath a rope adorned with tiny, decorated flags, and then collapsed in exhaustion.
The drums drew close, and Mike tensed up as the first shadows appeared. Dozens of spirits followed, wielding ancient weapons of war. Though the chanting came from the ancestral Hawaiians, their lips never moved as they wandered around the clearing. Anytime a marcher would approach one of the warded ropes, it would become disoriented and walk away.
Ratu knelt by Mike's side to help him up. "As long as you keep your voice down, they won't know we're here," she whispered. As if to illustrate her point, Wallace picked up a stone and threw it away from the camp. It struck a distant tree, and a bunch of spirits immediately headed off in its direction.
"Princess." Francois knelt down by Leilani's side. "I have apparently failed you and am no longer worthy to be your guardian."
"It is not your fault," she replied. "The Caretaker was able to scare them off using his dark magic."
"Then I am in his debt." Francois looked at Mike, but his eyes remained cold. "Thank you, Caretaker."
Mike didn't bother replying. The man was so full of shit that it wasn't worth his time. He rose from a crouch and surveyed the camp. Protective runes had been carved into the trees, and glowing rods had been planted in the ground. A light mist formed around the ground just outside the camp as the Night Marchers continued their hunt, allowing them to vanish into the shadows at will.
"So they can't see us?" Mike moved toward the edge of the clearing. The nearby spirits didn't react to his presence.
"It's a combination of spells," said Ratu. "They consecrated the ground using four different methods and I used one of my own. Though the spirits suspect we are nearby, they cannot see or touch us as long as the barrier remains unbroken."
"Thank the gods." Mike followed Ratu over to a small cluster of stones that were still wet and dirty from where she had pulled them from the earth. Quetzalli sat on one, her sad gaze lingering on a spirit that flickered out of existence as it accidentally crossed the barrier.
"They are unhappy," she said, her eyes misty. "Can you not feel their sadness?"
"I really can't." He sat next to the dragon and took her hand. "Are you okay?"
She shook her head, causing platinum locks to bounce across her shoulders. "I'm really not. It's a lingering sadness, like something terrible has happened. There's also anger. Such is the existence of a lost soul."
Unsure how to help the dragon, he just sat with her. After a tense hour of monitoring the night marchers, the Order quietly set up camp for the evening. Due to the hasty assembly of the campsite, this meant awkward placement of the tents as well as clearing out some additional brush inside the perimeter to make room for tents. While Francois was busy with his tent, Mike asked the local spiders to drop down and check on the man just to see how he was doing. Though none of the arachnids bit him, quite the stream of French profanity came out of the Captain as he struggled to erect his tent.
When the stars emerged, nobody could enjoy them. The number of night marchers had increased, and there were at least a hundred swarming the area, searching for their prey. Dinner was cold food consumed in silence. Ratu, Quetzalli, and Mike all sat at their makeshift table, eating quietly as the Order established sleeping arrangements among themselves.
Stars continued to blossom across the darkened sky. Ratu summoned a couple of small fireballs to hover nearby and provide light. The Order had lights of their own, which turned them into mere shadows as they moved among their tents. Mike was surprised when one shadow turned out to be Ingrid limping over to join them. The mage sat slowly with a wince. She made a sigh of annoyance when Wallace came over to help her.
"I'm fine," she groused, then waved him off. "I don't need a nurse."
"Whatever you say," he replied. "But I did pack the outfit." He winked at Mike, then wandered back to his tent. Ingrid looked at Quetzalli and Ratu for a moment, then turned her full attention to Mike.
"Thank you for earlier," she said, then dipped her head. "I don't know that I would have made it without you."
"I'm sure that somebody would have helped out." He looked at the Order team that had come with them. "At least, once the marchers showed up."
"Wallace would have dropped everything he was carrying, it's true. But we would have been fucked. Half of the stuff we used to build the ward was in his bag. He likes to be prepared."
"A good motto," Mike agreed solemnly.
Ingrid looked up at the sky and sighed. "I've never heard of so many night marchers showing up in one place," she said, her gaze on the first twinkling stars up above. "They're restless spirits, but certainly not this aggressive."
Mike looked out into the forest. The night marchers were nearly invisible now, he could only see them if they stepped into a beam of light. His connection to the woods and the spiders allowed him to sense their passage, though. They melted in and out of existence, singing their songs of war.
"Anyway, I just wanted to say thank you again. I know we kind of come off as bastards, but the Order really are decent people." Ingrid started to rise.
"Do decent people hire mercenaries to break into other people's homes?" He watched the woman carefully as she looked at him in confusion.
"I beg your pardon?"
"I'm talking about the guys on my front lawn. The Sons of Sin. Kind of a dumb name, when you think about it."
Genuine confusion appeared on Ingrid's face. "I don't know anything about mercenaries on your lawn."
"And perhaps you don't. But I do know that breaking in was the plan this whole time." He leaned back in his makeshift seat and crossed his arms. "And don't bother denying it. If you do, I'll just ask you again while holding that rock you keep in your pocket."
Ingrid's mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water until she closed her eyes and groaned. "This isn't about to become a problem, is it?" She opened her eyes and looked toward where her companions were.
"If you're asking if I'm about to freak out and start a fight, the answer is no. You are safe with us. For now, anyway." Visible relief crossed Ingrid's face as she put a hand in her pocket. "What happens next is up to you, really."
"So you've known for a while."
"He has," Ratu replied. "Long before we ever came out here with you."
"Then why come?"
"That's what he does." Quetzalli smiled in Mike's direction. "He helps. We're all here to help."
"But on our own terms," Mike added. "So I ask again. What sort of decent people try to rob a man while he's helping them?"
Ingrid sighed and looked up into the sky once more, pondering her answer. "The answer isn't simple," she began, but Mike cut her off.
"It really is, though. You guys lured me out here and intend to rob me. Right now, you've got a team of mercenaries in a Command Center ready to break into my home. They've got guns, Ingrid. Guns. Your organization told me that you were there to protect my family in my absence, and they planned this instead." He was careful to keep the anger out of his voice to avoid catching anyone else's attention.
"I don't understand. Why admit you know this? You sound so calm."
"Oh, I'm far from calm. As for why I told you, I want you to grab on to your magic crystal so that this message comes across loud and clear. Go on, grab it." He waited for Ingrid to stick her hand in her pocket again. "You see, I believe that everyone is capable of good things, even when they've lost the ability to tell the difference between what's right or not. Even though your people scheme against me, I've shown you kindness. Okay, so maybe I jerked you around a little bit. I have my flaws."
This elicited a snort out of Ratu. Ingrid, on the other hand, was hanging onto his every word.
"Tomorrow, we're probably going to make it to my property. I really don't know what's going to happen next, but I will say that I don't trust anyone outside my family. When we get there, I'm expecting a big revelation, followed by an even bigger betrayal. Maybe you all draw wands on me, or maybe that bag of dicks snoring over there tries to kill me. Who knows? It's inevitable."
"We weren't planning to betray you," Ingrid countered. "We still need your help."
"And you'll get it," he replied. "This situation involving whatever waits for us up the mountain, I'm going to fix it. And when I do, I'm going to ensure that my solution doesn't harm Leilani's people. You have my word on that. I could just say fuck you and walk away, but I won't. And do you know why? Because even though the line between good and bad is blurry sometimes, I still remember how to step back and actually look at the damned line. Can you really say the same about the Order, anymore? What about yourself?"
Ingrid was silent, her eyes boring into his. Mike leaned forward and held his fingers up together, forming a streamer of sparks that warped into a tiny glowing ball that hovered over his fingertips.
"Life is a path, and we wander off of it sometimes. That's what family and friends are for, to help guide us back when we stray. They act as a guiding star." The tiny ball ascended away from them toward the night sky, flickering as it expanded and changed colors. It eventually split into smaller motes of light that vanished among the leaves. "My family are my stars. Every single one of them. If the Order decides in their infinite wisdom to take one of them from me, well..."
"The consequences would be dire." Ratu completed his sentence with a smile, but her eyes had narrowed to eerie slits. "You assume that we have stepped into your world, a place we don't understand, but it is actually the other way around. Your Order claims dedication to their precious balance, but this man here epitomizes it. His world is far larger than anything you've encountered, and it's only going to get bigger. It is you who have stepped into his world."
"Later tonight, when you find a way to magically contact your Director to report in or whatever, I want you to tell him something." Mike leaned toward Ingrid, his expression now serious. She shifted uncomfortably, but didn't move away. "My family never needed protection. It's your people who did. Whatever that little man has planned for my home, you should know that the people he put on my lawn are nothing more than a handful of mice tossed into the lion's den. If they poke around too much, if they decide that they're in charge of where the line is drawn, there won't be anything left of them by the time we get back."
Thunder rumbled ominously overhead, causing Ingrid to look up. When her gaze returned to Mike, there was fear in her eyes.
"Why tell me all this, then?" she asked. "Why let me know you're onto us? You still haven't explained why."
"Do you remember when you took the time to explain how my magic affects normal people? That conversation was the result of a woman who cares about others, even if I think some of your values are misaligned. The Order is broken, Ingrid. Something fundamental has been lost, and until good people like you realize that, it's only going to get worse." His eyes softened as he scooted forward, sitting on the edge of his rock. "It's okay to be broken. It's not okay to take it out on everybody else."
Ingrid watched him carefully for nearly a minute, then nodded and staggered to her feet, refusing help from Quetzalli. The mage limped back over to her side of the campground, disappearing into the darkness. Mike watched her go, then looked over at Leilani, who was about thirty feet away. She sat next to a small fire, her knees clutched to her chest and misery on her face. Francois had turned in early, his booted feet hanging out of the open flap of their shared tent. The mermaid princess made eye contact with Mike and then looked away as if in shame. She had been silent all evening since her rescue from the marchers.
"That was a little heavy handed," commented Ratu, breaking his focus. "But necessary."
"I have a good feeling about her," Mike replied, and meant it. "I don't know what it is, but I see some of myself in her. By the way, nice touch with the thunder."
Quetzalli winked in response.
"You think she could be our ally?" asked Ratu.
"Maybe not. But I don't think she has to be our enemy." He looked back toward the Captain's tent as Leilani reluctantly crawled inside. Thinking back on what the princess had told him, he wondered how he might get her away from Francois. If anybody here was going to be an ally, it was going to be the mermaid. The Order couldn't be allowed to follow him onto his property, and neither could Francois.
Leilani was a different story. Maybe it was because she had been honest with him. Maybe it was because she wasn't human. Regardless, he would have to figure out how to steal her away once they reached the boundary of his property. If nothing else, it would help build a bridge of trust between him and the merfolk kingdom. Well, if they didn't decide to murder him for abducting their princess. But that was a problem for future Mike.
It wasn't long before Quetzalli announced that she was going to bed. Mike snuggled outside with Ratu, both of them watching the Milky Way crawl across the sky for another hour. The naga whispered stories to him about the forgotten constellations of her people as she pressed herself against him for warmth. Eventually, it was time to sleep, and the two of them crawled inside the tent. Mike ended up between Quetzalli and Ratu, the naga's lower body transforming into thick reptilian coils that wrapped around his legs.
In the Dreamscape, he was able to properly check in with Kisa. Apparently Beth had gone to dinner with the Director, but that was the last the catgirl had heard of it. The Order and their mercenaries had officially experienced their first proper dose of Jenny, and were now huddled up inside their Command Center like frightened children. He and Kisa exchanged information and took a walk on the beach, the catgirl was telling him all about how Grace and Callisto had been playing tag in the house all day. Zel had wanted the boy to come home, but he snuck away from the centaurs when the house had gone on lockdown. Death was now wandering the halls of the Radley home pretending he couldn't see Grace so she could set ambushes for him with Callisto's help. Mike strongly suspected that somebody had let them watch Home Alone, but Kisa wouldn't fess up to it.
The Dreamscape shattered with a scream, and Mike opened his eyes to hear panic and terror immediately outside his tent. By the time he pushed through the flaps, the forest had told him everything he needed to know.
The night marchers had broken through.
Sliding into his shoes and making sure Opal was in his pocket, he crawled outside, followed closely by Ratu and Quetzalli. Ratu summoned balls of fire that she threw into the air. The flames cast an eerie glow on the Order's campsite, revealing several dark forms locked in battle with the perimeter guards.
"How did they get in?" he asked, staring in horror as a mage was dragged into the darkness by a trio of shadows.
"Doesn't matter." Ratu made a series of gestures, then surrounded her body in a fiery glow. "We make our stand here."
He nodded and turned toward Francois' tent. The flap was open, and the soft glow of Ratu's fireballs revealed that the tent was empty.
"It looks like our princess is in another castle," he declared, then let out an angry hiss as a night marcher drew near. The spirit vanished from sight as Mike escalated his tone, using banshee magic to scare the marcher off.
"Watch my back," he said, then knelt down and grabbed hold of a tree root. Closing his eyes, he sent his awareness out. The forest could feel the passage of the night marchers as they walked the land, and Mike felt a small cluster of them almost a hundred yards uphill. Based on their movements, it seemed as if they were chasing somebody.
As for the Order, their team had dissolved. Whatever organization they had was now destroyed as men and women were chased into the darkness and hunted down. A spray of golden light illuminated Ingrid, who was lying against the base of a tree while using a wand to blast away attackers. Mike ran to her side and barely dodged the arcane bolt she tossed his way.
"Not a marcher," he shouted, keeping his hands up where she could see him. When a night marcher stepped around the tree, Mike sang a high pitched note that caused the spirit to burst into motes of darkness that sank into the ground. "Where's Wallace?"
"I don't know." Ingrid tried to stand, but it seemed like her ankle was still knitting. "The marchers shouldn't have gotten in. We're all scattered."
"We can worry about that later. C'mon." He grabbed her by the hand and pulled. She had a limp, but was able to move on her own. "They're hunting Leilani."
"Fuck." Ingrid pulled a spare wand from her pocket and held it in her free hand. "Can you carry me again?"
He knelt down and she hopped onto his back, both arms extended over his shoulders. Ratu and Quetzalli moved to both sides of him as he began a cautious jog through the woods with Ratu's fire leading the way. Small groups of marchers moved to intercept them, but Ingrid's magic and Mike's song was enough to chase them away. This greatly antagonized the spirits, and he could feel them forming a hunting party in the woods behind them.
Stepping over the mangled body of a knight, they passed between two trees and emerged on the edge of a ridge overlooking the valley below. The trees whispered to him, telling him stories of a woman of the ocean who had fled in terror from multiple pursuers.
"She's up this way," he said. "Is everyone still okay?"
"I fear no spirit," Ratu declared. "Even if they were to surround us, I would burn the forest down around their feet to drive them off."
"Let's save that plan for last," Mike muttered. "But I appreciate the energy."
"They can be hurt by magic, but never truly defeated," Ingrid added. "Even if you take one out, it will come back eventually. They're like the terminators of the spirit world."
"Terminators?" asked Quetzalli.
"Movie reference," Mike replied. "Killer robots."
"They should have stopped after the second one," added Ingrid. "We need to keep moving. Leilani is in danger."
"Sure thing, Sarah Connor." Mike jogged up the ridge, once again using Ratu's magic and the forest to guide him. The ravine to his left was so deep, it was just an inky void. Other than the stars above, the only other lights he could see were from cruise ships out on the horizon.
They were nearing Leilani's location when Mike felt the mood of the forest shift. Blood had been spilled ahead. He came to a stop and set Ingrid down.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Something is wrong." He put his hand on the closest tree and shut his eyes. He could sense the night marchers massing downhill, only to be frightened away by Ratu's magic. The spirits' passage did nothing to disturb the woods. This was their home. However, whatever lay ahead was not spiritual in nature. Branches had been broken and roots trampled. The spiders chittered in excitement as heavy booted feet disturbed their nests, and the air was filled with the sound of clashing steel.



"Of course something is wrong," Ingrid began, but Mike opened his eyes and shook his head.
"It's not marchers. There's something else out here," he said, gesturing ahead. "Not a spirit, something physical, like a person. People, actually."
"But who?" Ingrid asked.
He shook his head. "No idea. But we've got a problem." Looking down the hill, he could sense the spirits closing in. "We're stuck between a rock and a hard place. Ideas?"
"Retrieve Leilani and run like hell. Is there any other option?" Ingrid fired her wand at a trio of warriors who had scrambled over some nearby rocks toward their position. One fell, vanishing into the darkness and filling the air with whispers. Brief flashes of light in the jungle revealed that some of the Order were still alive.
Mike grimaced. There were probably a dozen better options available, but he only had seconds to contemplate them. With adrenaline and magic surging through his body, he couldn't come up with anything better. The longer he waited, the more likely it was that Leilani would fall to her pursuers. "Once more, unto the breach, I guess."
The forest ahead bent away, expediting their passage. Ratu stayed at the rear of the procession, her flames now a pair of serpents that circled her body and breathed fire at spirits who came close. Quetzalli was panting with exertion behind Mike, and he could feel the humidity thicken as clouds formed overhead, blotting out the night sky. Ingrid's wands glowed with sinister energy, occasionally blasting a shadow that leapt out in front of them.
Foliage gave way to thick, jagged rocks. Up near the top, Leilani was frantically stabbing her trident down at her assailants. Mike sent lightning spiders ahead to help illuminate the area, and was stunned when the attackers spun around to reveal skeletons in ragged clothes. Several were armed with scimitars while the rest carried daggers, oars, and even a broken surfboard.
"What the actual hell?" muttered Ingrid. "Are those...zombies? Skeletons? Undead pirates?"
Mike didn't know the answer, but it didn't matter. The undead turned their attention away from Leilani, who now gazed down at Mike in relief. Dark blue blood flowed down her arms and torso, and she looked to be on the verge of collapse.
Ingrid's wands lit up and she started blasting. Arcane energy tore into the skeletal figures like shotgun rounds, blowing off limbs as Mike advanced. Serpents of fire ripped the skeletons away from the rocky crag, tossing them over the side of the mountain. Quetzalli held out a single hand and called forth a small bolt of lightning that blew up a pair of skeletons near the edge.
With the tide turning, the skeletons closest to Leilani spun around and tried to take her out. She stabbed down at them, then dropped her trident when her arm was slashed open.
"Damn!" Mike crouched down and Ingrid hopped off, her magic shattering a nearby foe. Dodging rusted blades, he climbed up the rocks and grabbed the skeletons from behind, yanking them off balance so they tumbled away. Leilani scrambled to her feet when he reached her side, her eyes filled with tears. Below, the forest erupted as night marchers appeared from the woods and engaged both the living and the dead in combat.
"Caretaker," Leilani whimpered, clutching his arm for support. He looked down at the spectral melee below and felt his magic climb its way through his stomach and into his throat.
"Plug your ears," he yelled, then took a deep breath and released the banshee's scream once more. The air rippled away from him with magical fury, causing the skeletal warriors to clutch their skulls and sprint away, several of them falling off the mountain. The night marchers melted away into the darkness, their chants of war going with them. The women below all clutched at their ears, staggering around as his magic overwhelmed them. There were earplugs back in the tent, but the attack had been so sudden that nobody had grabbed them.
The magic cascaded down the mountain like thunder. In the distance, he could hear his scream echo back to him. If nothing else, he had bought them a reprieve, but his throat was now raw from the effort. Rubbing at his neck, he moved to help Leilani down the rocks when he felt her freeze in place. Looking up, he saw Francois stumble through the trees, his face and arms bloodied. He was clutching his sword in one hand and a flintlock pistol in the other.
"It's about fucking time," Mike declared, then realized his mistake when he felt Leilani slide behind him in an effort to hide. "Aw, fuck nuts."
"Two for one," declared Captain Francois as he leveled the flintlock pistol at Mike. "Some luck at last."
Magic flooded Mike's body as he twisted to one side, guided by precognition as Francois fired his gun. Mike's magic ripped free of his body, forming into a sphere of electrical energy that attempted to push the bullet to one side. Neither his precognition nor his magic was enough, and the impact of the musket ball to his shoulder twisted him sideways and caused him to trip over the mermaid trying desperately to hide in his shadow. The air erupted with fire and lightning, but Mike saw neither as he lost his balance and plummeted over the edge of the cliff, tangled up with Leilani.
Curse your sudden but inevitable betrayal, he thought to himself as pain flooded his body. His consciousness flickered as he used his good arm to unstopper Opal's bottle, and then the whole world went dark.

🏝️🏝️🏝️I read that some of you were getting tired of cliffhangers, so I made sure nobody was hanging on one for the end of this chapter! (I also may have misunderstood the assignment)
Much love to all my readers! Give yourself a nice, big hug, because you've earned it!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne back with the next chapter of "What If? Marvel Hired Me and I Got Cancelled for Writing Smut Instead of Traditional Spider-man!"
(Though no joke, wtf is even going on with Spiderman, poor guy)
New readers, rejoice! This is the perfect chapter to start if being lost and confused is your kink! This is a sequel to a spinoff to a series where a guy gets a blowie from a nymph and now we're over a million words in. Even I'm not sure how we got here.
(I am also drunk as I post this, but that's what I get for losing track of what day it is)
Returning reader? Welcome back! I've been so super busy with all sorts of IRL stuff (if you know, you know, 😉) but wanted to drop on by and make sure that I didn't forget the fans who got me to where I am today, which is the state of inebriation!
(Seriously, it was just one glass of wine at dinner, followed by a litany of expletives when I remembered I forgot to post this yesterday)
Anyway, I couldn't be here without you. Your kind words, your nice (but sometimes weird) letters, and especially your willingness to click those stars at the end of every chapter have helped me get to where I am right now. My beta readers (who are amazing) ensure that I'm always giving you quality, despite my best efforts to use the same damned words and phrases every other sentence (it's like trying to unscramble an egg sometimes). So thank you all so very much for being there for me while I tried so hard to give you my all.
Make sure you check the bio for posting dates on all my stuff, I try real hard to line it up with my drinking schedule (and fail sometimes, my bad). Now kick back, grab some of that communion wine, because it's time to start the ceremony!
We're Gathered Here Today
It took nearly two hours to convert the rest of the congregation, but felt far longer. This was mainly due to some of the parishioners milking their moment for all it was worth, unaware that they were essentially consigning their souls to oblivion, Hell, or who knew where.
As a demon, Lily was fully aware that the afterlife wasn't anything as simple as Heaven or Hell. It certainly wasn't a binary situation, nor did Purgatory count for all the souls in-between. Did true salvation exist? Supposedly. But that was true of most religions that tried to lay a path for people to follow.
So as each person gave away their free will forevermore, she wondered how many of them would find a second chance. Were they trapped in a body that didn't obey their commands? Or had they become so fully entrenched in Deacon's bullshit that they believed they were hearing the voice of God in their head?
Honestly, it didn't matter. These people had fallen for the act, hook, line, and sinker, and were now part of a gross violation of whatever pact had been established by the higher-ups. Even now, she could feel Legion's power swelling as he took control of those souls and wrapped them around his true self like a shield.
Speaking of Legion's true self, even after hours of observation, she still couldn't pick out where the bastard was hiding. Based on what she knew about the creation of Leeds, somebody here was personally hosting the demon. Legion Prime certainly hadn't been close enough for Lily to spot, but every now and then, she could sense his presence like a heavy weight in the center of her chest. The Prime was clearly here, and had made certain to squirrel himself away where Lily wouldn't spot him.
As the last parishioner gave themselves into Legion's dark embrace, Deacon visibly relaxed and sat back against the stage. His daughter brought him a bottle of water, which he cracked open and sucked down in a matter of moments. Once finished, he handed the empty bottle back and wandered over toward Lily's cage.
"What a performance, right?" He held his hand out toward the now silent congregation behind him. "It takes some time, but the results are certainly worth it."
Lily scowled at him through the bars, but said nothing. There really wasn't much to say to the man.
"Having you here helped. We usually use the girl, tell everyone she's been driven mad by the devil or whatever. It's pretty much an art form."
"You're sick," she replied. "Using a vampire child is probably the worst of it. Why not send a personal invite to Lucifer himself?"
"Oh, we are definitely not on speaking terms." This came from a young woman, one of Legion's new meat suits. "He caught wind of a previous project of mine and shut it down. I personally think he was jealous of everything I had already accomplished, to be honest."
"He always was a proud bastard," muttered a different Legion.
Deacon chuckled and pulled something out of his pocket. It was a small vial full of white powder. Without wasting another second, he unscrewed the lid and snorted the vial of powder up his nose.
"Need a little bump after saving so many souls?" Lily sneered at the man. "You don't get high on the big guy anymore?"
"Just keeping my head in the game until sunrise," he replied, then stuck the vial back in his pocket. "We're expecting a very special guest tonight, and I want to make sure I'm awake for it."
Lily moved away from the bars. "Oh? Should I change into something special?"
Deacon frowned, then shook his head. "You have to understand that this man is not to be trifled with. You're a demon, I get it. You're built to seduce and antagonize. I'll warn you now that antagonizing this man won't get you the reaction you want. At best, he ignores you."
"Ooh, I'm so scared."
Timotei, who had wandered over, smacked one of the bars, causing it to hum in vibration. "You should be. This man likes to take things apart and see how they work. And you? You are a thing to him."
Lily frowned at the vampyr, who actually looked concerned. "Wait, you're serious? You all are scared of this guy?"
A nearby Legion nodded. "He's been around for centuries and we don't know much about him. I worked with him once on a project. It was one time too many."
"But on the plus side, he paid handsomely." Deacon gestured at the building around them. "When I tell people I came from nothing, it's true. But the Curator, well, he provides. This little experiment of ours was so interesting that he secured us several locations like this one, scattered across the countryside. A safe place for Legion to create his flock."
Lily looked from Deacon to Timotei, then turned to the nearest Legion. "So, what, you're afraid he's going to drop by and take away your toys?"
"I'm terrified he's gonna take away my life." Deacon pulled a rag out of his pocket and mopped gently at his forehead. "He was convinced this experiment of Legion's had merit, and his early support was paramount to our success. Money doesn't matter to this man, nor does power, it would seem. He collects people and things he finds interesting, then takes them apart to see how they tick. That's all that motivates him, satisfying his macabre personality. And when he comes here looking for his werewolf, he's going to be pissed."
"And we're blaming it on you," Legion added. "You are our sacrificial lamb."
"Oh, are you scared that I'll hurt his feelings and he'll take it out on you?"
Deacon snorted. "We're more scared that he'll take you apart and make us watch. I don't give a damn what happens to you."
"You three are the biggest pussies I've ever met." Lily crossed her arms, realization dawning. "You essentially hunkered down and built yourself a small army in case the Curator decides he wants to pick a fight."
"Correction. I built an army in case we need to get away." The closest Legion waggled his finger at Lily. "If the Curator decides he's done with us, it's every man for himself. I have plenty of bodies to slow him down, but that's it. "
"He's a busy man. If we survive tonight, it's likely he won't come after us. The Curator is wired differently." Deacon tapped his temple knowingly. "He doesn't do revenge, but he hates being inconvenienced. We have enough funding in our coffers to start anew on our own, but we'll have to do it far away from here."
"P-u-s-s-i-e-s. Pussies." Lily signed the word for pussies, in case she wasn't making her point clear. "I can't believe I'm being held captive by the equivalent of three teenagers who are afraid daddy is gonna whip out the belt when he gets home."
Timotei growled and kicked the bars. Deacon sighed and gestured for the vampyr to step away.
"I don't care what you think of us," he said. "But as I said before, the Curator values his time far more than our lives, which means it's time to go back in your box." He dismissed her with a wave, and a group of Legion slaves wandered in from backstage, each one holding a piece of the box they had transported her in.
Lily narrowed her eyes at Deacon. "I just want to remind you that my time isn't that valuable. When I get out of this, I'm coming for you."
"You'll have to go through me first." This Legion was an older woman with thick curls of white that stopped just below her ears. When the vampyr growled, she rolled her eyes. "And Timotei, too."
"Such a loyal lapdog," Lily muttered as her cell door was opened. She glared at them as they began the process once again of boxing her up. "You think you're afraid of this Curator guy? Wait until you hear about the guy I'm seeing now."
They continued to ignore her as she was pinned in place by magic and the walls were erected. She settled into the lotus position in an attempt to calm her mind and allow her to concentrate on any sounds that might permeate the box. Even Spirit Mike kept quiet as time passed, and it was another two hours before she heard the faint rustling of movement outside of her cell.
Opening her eyes to darkness, she heard some words exchanged, but couldn't even make out the gender of the speaker. After a few minutes of tense silence, the box shifted as someone started undoing the bolts on the outside.
"So what will it be?" she asked herself. "The princess or the tiger? The demon or the dead girl?"
The top flap of the box was yanked away, bathing Lily in bright light as the spell broke and she was allowed to stand. Turning around to see if it was Dana or the Curator, her mouth dropped open upon discovering that it was neither.
"What the fuck are you doing here?" she whispered in horror.
Backlit by a pair of theater lights, Eulalie hefted Mace over one shoulder and narrowed her human eyes at Lily, a grim expression on her face. She held her free hand out to assist Lily's exit.
"I am here to kick ass and chew bubblegum." Her lips curled into a sadistic smile. "Do I even need to say the next part?"
Lily opened her mouth to argue, maybe even scream at the Arachne that she needed to leave right away. However, she was interrupted by the sound of metal on concrete, followed by a yell of pain.
"What was that?" she demanded.
"The cavalry." Eulalie tossed the lid to one side and extended a hand. "The bad news is that the timer has been set. Any minute now, Legion will know that we're here."
"And the good news?" Dread bloomed in Lily's stomach, because she recognized the glint in Eulalie's eyes. The Arachne hefted Mace onto her shoulder and licked her lips.
"I won't have to hunt them down."

💀💀💀The sweltering heat of an Alabama evening had sweat pouring down Tasia's skin, making her smell like a human salt-lick. Dana fought the urge to lick the werewolf, but wasn't entirely adverse to shifting her body every now and then just to feel Tasia's breasts press against her arm. She had already consumed the remainder of Mike's spooge, aware that it wouldn't keep much longer in this heat. The sexual energy building inside of her wasn't as prevalent as before, making her wonder if the semen had already lost some of its potency.
For perhaps the millionth time, Dana hoped she could eventually find something a little more normal to eat.
"Okay, I'm going to need a break soon." Tasia tripped over a rock, nearly dropping Dana. "Being the hero is hard on my legs."
"They really are nice legs," added Dana. "Especially your thighs."
"I'm glad you're feeling better, but I'm not going to lie. The whole tampon thing you've got going on? Kind of gross."
"That's fair." Dana tugged on the string hanging out of her gut and pulled it out. The ziplock baggie in her pocket came out, and she tucked the bloodied thing away.
"Speaking of your potentially diseased blood, what about mosquitos? They're eating me alive. Could they transfer your condition to somebody else if they bit you, then bit someone else?"
"No, for two reasons." Dana held up a finger. "One. They aren't biting me. They hunt using carbon dioxide, and I don't really breathe out unless I'm talking. Also, my blood is...gross. Stagnant, really. The equivalent of sniffing sewer water and deciding to drink it anyway."
"And two?"
"I've been bitten a couple of times by bugs. They die."
Tasia set Dana down on a rotting stump and sat next to her with a groan. "I thought you said the mosquitos don't bite you."
"They haven't. But I do a lot of work with my hands. I've startled a couple of spiders that way, and they'll bite to protect their webs or whatever. It's pretty surreal to feel something bite you, then watch it tumble off and die." Dana thought back to a conversation that she had with Eulalie. The Arachne had gone through the house and gently explained to the spiders living throughout that they were to either hit the road or remain hidden away, but that biting anybody would result in immediate death. Mike had followed up with the arachnids afterward, and just the idea that the two of them had become King and Queen Spider of the Radley house was a little silly. She had once walked into the kitchen to see Mike arguing with a wolf spider that was mad about how clean the pantry was because it hadn't attracted enough bugs to eat.
Not that she could share any of this with Tasia. Once this whole thing was over, Dana hoped to introduce her to Mike and see what he thought of the werewolf. The idea of Tasia remaining on the run forever made Dana sad, but house business was definitely Mike's responsibility.
"How are they biting you?" asked Dana. "Isn't your skin extra thick or something?"
Tasia frowned. "I may have supernatural strength and endurance, but you know that I'm not bulletproof. Bugs have evolved over millions of years to eat whatever the fuck they want. I'm just a slightly chewier snack."
Dana licked her lips, her eyes on Tasia's legs. "You're a whole meal, if you know what I mean."
"Seriously? In the middle of an Alabama swamp?"
"I may be dead, but I'm not in the ground yet." Dana grunted as she forced one of her feet to wiggle. "See? I've still got game."
"Dead and horny. You should put that on your dating profile."
"If you swipe right, I promise I won't bite."
Tasia laughed, then covered her mouth. "Shit, this is so unprofessional of me. Your bad habits are rubbing off on me."
"I would like to attribute most of those bad habits to Lily." Dana leaned forward and started massaging her legs. During the process of stretching her back, she felt a cold sensation like an icepick drive straight down through her spine. Her other leg started tingling as the nerves finally reconnected. "Ah, there it is."
"Legs?" asked Tasia.
"Yeah. Spinal stuff is always weird. As long as you can get muscle and bones realigned, the nerves usually seek each other out. With your spinal cord, though, there's nothing really there to push it into place."
"You've been paralyzed before?"
Dana nodded. "Broke my neck after a trip through a wall. Stuff doesn't hurt, but it can be pretty disorienting."
"Have you ever lost a finger or something?"
"Chopped off my legs to fly to Hawaii in a suitcase."
Tasia's jaw dropped. "Are you fucking serious?"
"I'm fucking nobody right now. Next time you see me naked, I'll show you the scars. They've thinned out, so you'll have to get close." Dana traced lines along the edge of her groin. "Lucky me."
"So it's always like this? Spring Break horny while you're on the mend?"
"Yep." Dana wiggled her toes experimentally. "It can be distracting, but it is what it is. At least I'm physically incapable of dying from embarrassment."
"Oh, that's a good one. Are the jokes a side effect of your magic smoothies, too?"
Dana opened her mouth to respond, then paused to consider. Her sense of humor had been obliterated upon dying, but what now stood in its place was very reminiscent of what came out of Mike these days. "Huh. That's a good question, actually. This whole...issue of mine has a lot of facets."
Tasia bobbed her head in agreement. "I definitely get that. Before and after the change, it was explained to me that lycanthropy was still a big mystery. For example, the kind of wolf someone might become isn't based on a specific trait, but it usually makes sense in hindsight. The wolf itself is like a deep dive through both your psyche and your DNA." She held her hands up, keeping the fingers on one straight while curving the others. When she slid them through each other, the curved fingers bent at odd angles, causing only a couple to emerge from the other side. "Where science and magic meet, there is always an element of chaos."
"Tell me about it. There's someone I...know that is fairly advanced in terms of her magical knowledge. Even she hasn't seen or heard of anyone with my unique condition." Dana had become so comfortable with Tasia that she had almost admitted that a naga lived with her. Even now, she had scooted against the log and had tilted her head to rest against Tasia's shoulder. "I do a lot of experiments of my own, actually."
"Like what?"
Dana contemplated how much to share. "Those drones were one of them. I've been using them to scout an area with an unusually disruptive magical field, which required months of learning how to shield them."
"We have an entire branch of the Order dedicated to that sort of thing." Tasia sighed, and her shoulders slumped. "Not that it matters, now that I'm on their hit list. I'm just thrilled you didn't have to dig another silver bullet out of me."
"Getting shot sucks. One of your guys got me in the brain one time."
"Really? When was this?"
"Down in the pit." Dana tapped her temple. "It missed motor function and hit the thinky part. Have you ever had a dream while you're still drunk? Was a lot like that."
"I got bitten by a Krasue once."
"What's that?" asked Dana.
"Best way to describe it is the floating head of a woman with her guts hanging free, comes out to hunt for people at night. Southeastern Asia has some of the spookier spirits in my experience. We were hunting it at night, and this thing nearly took my partner Amida's hand off and...anyway, it got a piece of me, too. We managed to track it down and take it out a couple of days later. Between the nasty infection I got and the weird fever dreams, I think I know what you're talking about."
"You hunt a lot of monsters?"
Tasia shrugged. "Not as many as you might think. That whole thing in Hawaii was supposed to be a capstone for me. Master Cyrus was doing some field training and evaluations, and Brother Amida signed on for a chance to work with the man. You would have liked him. Amida, I mean. Far more level-headed than me."
A moment of silence stretched between them, and Dana realized she should probably say something. "I wish I could have gotten to know him," was what she eventually went with.
"Yeah, he was a good guy. I was actually scared during my transformation, because some werewolves see restless spirits. I had it in my head that I might wake up and he would be hanging around to tell me what a fucking mess I've made of everything. I was already in a dark place. That probably would have sent me over the edge."



The werewolf went quiet and the two sat in silence, listening to the nocturnal symphony of insects in the swamp. In the distance, something let out a rumble that sounded vaguely like a motorcycle.
"What was that?" asked Dana.
"A gator. We're out in the middle of nowhere and this is their territory."
"Should we be worried about them?" Dana started to rise, but Tasia patted her gently on the shoulder.
"No, we're good. Most animals have a sense about what they shouldn't mess with. You'd think gators are dumb, but you have to remember that they're all instinct. When something like me comes around, they tend to run off and..." Tasia's voice drifted and she went silent. Dana tilted her head up to see that the werewolf was staring off into the distance.
"You okay?"
"What? Yeah, just thinking about something. When I landed in Florida, I had a run-in with a massive gator."
"Better than Florida Man," Dana replied, tapping her feet on the ground to test them out.
"It's not that, it's..." Tasia's face was hard to make out in the dark, but she had started rocking on her log. "Holy shit."
Dana stood on wobbly legs before losing her balance and sitting abruptly next to Tasia. The werewolf was breathing through her mouth now, her body language suddenly dangerous.
"You okay?"
"No. I'm not." Tasia turned to look at Dana, and it was clear her face had shifted slightly into wolf mode. "I was just wondering if that big gator was running from something that spooked it."
"Like what?"
"The guy who put me in this position." She shivered, then scooted closer to Dana. Her body was hot to the touch. "Someone has been hunting down Order operatives, and I think he may have been snooping around one of our secret bases. If that's true, he was probably there when I arrived."
"Why?"
"That's just it, we don't know. He almost exclusively targets older members, which means he was probably after the woman he killed at the real estate office. But the real problem here is he knew where to look." Tasia looked at Dana. "The Order has so many locations across the world, I doubt anyone knows all of them. So how did he track a specific agent down to one hideout in the middle of nowhere?"
Dana shrugged. "I guess the bigger question is why did he wait to get her later? If he's such a badass, then why the sudden caution at your arrival? Based on what you told me about your capture, your monster status was a bit of a surprise."
Tasia dropped her hands to the log beneath her and started tearing long strips of wood away with her elongated nails. "That's right. That guy stayed behind to make sure I was captured, but made it sound like I was just a bonus. Damn, I feel like it's right on the tip of my tongue."
They sat in silence, Tasia quietly stripping bark with her fingers until the phone in Dana's bag vibrated. She pulled it out and put it on speakerphone.
"Why are you two just standing there?" asked Eulalie. "Wait, are you fucking? Or did you just fuck?"
"Right to the point, this one," grumbled Tasia.
"Not yet," replied Dana. "What do you have for us?"
"You're still a few miles out from the church, but I have something for you that can't wait. Those demons you've been running from? All one demon."
"What?" Tasia actually stood up.
"Yeah, that's what I said. One demon, lots of meat suits."
"How do you know that?" asked Dana.
"Lily told me. She's fine, by the way. Just needs someone to pull her butt out of the fire."
"That's not possible," Tasia said, speaking over Eulalie. "Demons can only possess one body at a time."
"Not this one, apparently. He found a way to bypass the rules. It's why you couldn't track him with the pendulum, it was pointing to his nearest vessels or whatever. I didn't get much more from Lily before he caught on that I was talking to her."
"Did he hack into your call?" asked Tasia.
"Yes, actually."
"Fuck." Tasia shook her head. "A demon who can possess multiple people and hear your phone calls. That elevates the risk substantially. Add in the vampire, and we're woefully unprepared."
"Which is why I need the two of you to hurry up and get there. I've got a plan that hinges on having a pair of tough bitches."
"Don't be rude," said Dana.
"I'm not, I'm being cautious. The moment a paranormal entity jacked into my phone call, I realized that more precautions are needed. I had the rats do a sweep of where Lily is being held. There are some armed guards at the border, but that's it for heavy weaponry. The vampire is your main issue."
"He won't be nearly as hard this time." Tasia made a fist, her knuckles cracking dramatically when she squeezed. "I can go full wolf on him."
"What do we need to do to kill a vampire?" asked Dana.
"I checked with my sources," said Eulalie. "If he really is old school, you cut off his head and then stab him through the heart."
"I would like to point out that you can kill anybody that way."
"If he really is an old school vamp, you're not even technically killing him. The only reason you do both is a headless vampire can't control their limbs to pull out the stake. Stabbing it through the heart weakens the body so that it can't go find the head and reattach it. If you do both, they enter a sort of hibernation until they finally expire sometime later. It's a whole thing."
"Modern day ones are far more fragile," added Tasia. "Stake through the heart will do it. Sunlight will incinerate the weaker ones. They don't have enough stolen lifeforce in their veins to persist."
"So what's the deal with the cross?" asked Dana.
"Guilt, maybe? The jury is out on that one. But for whatever reason, the permission to enter thing is real. Nobody knows why. The one chasing you actually got permission to enter your Florida rental from the landlord. I already left them a 1-star review."
"Wow, what a punishment." Tasia crossed her arms. "I'm sure someone will really lose sleep over that."
"I'm already on one quest for revenge. I'll add them to the list."
"Okay, so what's the plan? Sneak in, grab Lily, then bail?"
Eulalie was silent for several seconds before she cleared her throat. "Well...no. You see, based on everything I can tell, all of the demon's meat suits will be in one place."
"And?" Dana made sure to add an edge to her voice.
"And what? You've discovered a demon's nest, so you burn it to the ground. Based on what I already know, this isn't a small issue. It's actually bad enough that I'd recommend the Order get involved if they weren't so eager to put a bullet in both of you."
"I'm actually with her on this." Tasia was staring at the phone, her face lit by the glow of the display. "We're looking at the supernatural equivalent of a virus, ready to explode. This Deacon guy, he's been doing his hustle for years, and I'm willing to bet it's part of the demon's game. It'll only get worse from here."
Dana sighed, realizing that she wasn't going to get either of them to back down. "So it's not just a rescue mission, then."
"Lily is a heavy hitter. They're keeping her in an iron cage near the main hall, or whatever it's called where the congregation is. Once she's out of her prison, the three of you will be more than enough for the demon or the priest."
"And what about the vampire?"
Eulalie grunted. "I have a plan for him, too."
"And do we get to hear this plan?"
There was another long pause, and Dana briefly wondered if they disconnected. "Not yet. My rats are all over the church right now. I'll have something for you when you get there. I have to go. Turn your phone off when you're close. I don't want the demon noticing you by accident."
The connection terminated and Dana slid the phone into her pocket. She inhaled deeply through her nose, taking in the scent of the swamp, then let it all out with an exasperated sigh.
"So much for my swamp hookup," she muttered, then did a couple of leg bends to make sure they worked correctly.
"That's quite the assumption," Tasia said. "What makes you think I'd hook up with you out here?"
"Because you belong outside, in the middle of nature. It's far more comfortable than the back of a rental car, and I would have eaten you out until you screamed my name." Dana's thighs suddenly itched, but she ignored it. "I would have been very persuasive."
Tasia chuckled. "Maybe we can make time for it after we murder some demons."
"For the record, I still think it's a bad idea." Dana slid the backpack onto her shoulders. "Eulalie isn't thinking."
"The Rat Queen?"
"Yeah. This demon we're hunting is the reason her sister got murdered. She's far too emotionally invested."
"Sometimes being emotionally invested makes you stronger," Tasia pointed out. "Gives you inner strength."
"While removing perspective." Dana checked the map on her phone again, then turned in the direction of the church. "So you're planning to go full wolf when we get there?"
"I am." The two of them started walking, the ground squishing under their feet. "I'm far stronger as the wolf, but you know that."
"I remember. Little slow with the sword, though."
Tasia snorted. "Yeah, that's my own stupid fault. Order swords are enchanted. It physically hurts me to touch it when I'm transformed. When I'm the wolf, it's like a tightrope between logic and instinct. Logic dictates I use the blade. Instinct says to use my teeth."
"So stop overthinking." Dana patted Tasia on the butt. "Become the proper murder machine you were meant to be, then reel it back in when you need to think things through."
"You say that like it's so easy."
"Oh, trust me. I know exactly how hard it is. That's why I have someone like Lily around. As counterintuitive as this sounds, she helps keep me grounded."
"A good partner always should."
The two of them hiked through the swamp, occasionally wading through bogs that came up to their hips. The swamp went quiet at their approach, followed by the sound of animals scurrying away from them through the brush. Cicadas would occasionally blast the air with mating songs, clearly not worried about the duo as they wandered the marsh.
Eventually, distant lights appeared through the thick vegetation, and the two of them started climbing a long, sloped yard with tall grass. They barely had to crouch to remain unseen as they reached the edge of the property. A makeshift parking lot was packed with cars and with Deacon's tour bus parked right next to the building. The building itself was slightly ramshackle, but some improvements had been recently made. It was far larger than expected, and had what looked like living quarters built along the south side.
Dana made sure to text Eulalie then turn off her phone as they made their final approach. A small group of men patrolled the grounds with rifles loosely held against their bodies.
"What a bunch of suckers," Tasia muttered.
"I'm sure they're making good money," Dana replied. "It's a nice night out, get a little exercise in, what more could you want?"
"How many of them are we going to kill tonight?" Tasia turned toward Dana with a grim smile.
"Honestly, not many as long as they're good little boys and run away once the shit hits the fan." Dana studied the church. "Best point of entry?"
"I'm still looking...what about there?" Tasia pointed at a window up on the second floor that had been left open. "That may be our best point of entry."
"I can make it, but can you?" Dana arched an eyebrow.
"Please. I was a knight of the Order long before I was a werewolf."
They crouched down amongst the foliage and waited for an opening. Soon enough, it came when one of the guards on rotation stopped to listen to something on the radio clipped to his vest. Dana and Tasia sprinted toward the house, keeping low and out of the lights shed by the nearby windows. When they reached the house, Tasia went first. The werewolf leapt into the air, grabbing the window sill with her fingertips and pulling herself inside. Unable to match that feat, Dana did a wall run that got her high enough for Tasia to pull her inside.
The room was an office with a small bed in the corner. On the bed was an open suitcase packed full of women's clothes. A simple nightgown had been laid out next to the luggage, and a dress hung from a hanger on a nearby coat rack.
"The daughter, I'm guessing." Tasia sniffed the air and wrinkled her nose. "Damn, this whole building stinks of demon. It's all I can smell."
"Shh." Dana moved to the door and put her ear against it. "That's weird, it's so quiet. Isn't this place packed with people?"
"It's supposed to be. But are they normal people, or demon people? If they're all one demon, they don't need to talk to each other, which just leaves Deacon and the vampire."
"And the daughter." Dana moved back over to the luggage and rifled through its innards. There were a few romance novels tucked beneath the clothes, along with a vibrator and a chocolate stash. She picked up a candy bar and showed it to Tasia. "Can you still eat chocolate?"
"I'm not dignifying that with a response."
A bright light swept across the yard outside, and Dana moved to the window. A car had turned onto the long drive, its headlights pointed at the church. Frowning, she looked at Tasia.
"Someone else is here."
"And? The more the merrier at this point." Tasia took the candy bar from Dana and unwrapped it. "I'm fucking starved."
"Just don't make yourself sick." Dana was about to crack the door when she heard footsteps in the hall. She moved back from the door, but whoever it was kept going. Through the wall, she could hear Deacon muttering.
"Thar e ith," mumbled Tasia around her chocolate bar. She swallowed hard and smacked her sternum with a closed fist. "Deacon. He sounds upset."
"About what?"
"Hold on." Tasia moved to the door and put her ear against it, then held a finger to her lips. "He's talking to someone else. They're going down to meet somebody."
The knight put her hand on the knob and slowly turned it, then cracked the door open to peek outside. She gestured for Dana to follow, and the two of them moved out into the hallway. The hallway turned out to be a balcony overlooking a full congregation of people. Down below, the crowd all had their eyes fixed on a set of double doors, as if waiting for the bride to enter at a wedding.
They crouched down and moved along the hall, keeping their eyes on the people below. There was a large area that was currently obscured by a curtain, but it was on the other side of the building. Thinking that's where Lily was being kept, Dana tapped on Tasia's shoulder and motioned in that direction. The werewolf nodded and continued on her path, stopping near the end of the hall.
A small bridge connected the two sides of the building, but it was rather exposed. As far as Dana could tell, nobody was looking, but she also couldn't see everybody beneath them. Frowning, she scanned the area, wondering if there was a stairwell or something she had missed.
The double doors opened, and an ominous figure in a tan duster and a wide-brimmed wool hat stepped through, his shoulders so wide they brushed the half-open doorway. A chill went through the air, and the entire congregation stood at attention.
"Where is my werewolf, Deacon?" The man's voice had a rich timbre that echoed through the room, but it was cold and sharp, like a knife. She couldn't see his face, but it was clear he was surveying the room.
Deacon stumbled through the door, sweat pouring down his face. His jaw moved as if he was chewing when he spoke.
"There was a complication," he began, then went still when the hat man turned to face him.
"I am not one of your sheep, Osgrove." Hat Man grabbed Deacon's collar in a meaty fist and pulled him forward. "Do you have her?"
Dana looked at Tasia, and was stunned to see that her features had gone white with terror. She was perfectly still, her eyes wide like a deer caught in headlights. When Dana turned back to the scene below, she saw that the vampire had pulled Deacon free of the big man's grip.
"No, but--" Deacon didn't get a chance to finish. The Hat Man reached for the nearest person, an older woman with short hair in a blazer, and pulled her toward him. He hooked his fingers into her collarbones and pressed down, then out. In one swift motion, he ripped her ribcage open, spraying the hall and floor with blood. A ripple of shock went through the people below, but they otherwise remained silent.
"I spent half a day coming out here, Deacon." Hat Man leveled a bloody finger in Osgrove's direction. "Tell me I haven't wasted my time."
"Y-y-y-you d-did not." It was all Deacon could do to get the words out. "W-we have something else for you...instead!"
Hat Man sighed. "And?"
"A succubus. We've got her in the loading bay, behind the kitchen."
"Insufficient." Hat Man reached for a man in his Sunday best, then paused to survey the room. "Ah. I see. You knew this was coming."
"I saw it as a possibility, yes," replied the old man. "I've worked too hard to see it all come undone."
Hat Man looked at Deacon and his vampire, who had taken several steps back by now. "And you think all of your puppets can stop me?"
"No." The old man shook his head. "I may be damned, but I'm realistic."
"I see." Hat Man reached into his coat and pulled out a rag, which he used to wipe the blood off his hands. "You were prepared to flee because you knew that what you had wasn't good enough and hoped I wouldn't come after you. Astute."
"Hey." Dana looked at Tasia, who was still motionless. "What's wrong with you?"
The werewolf didn't reply. Instead, she let out a nearly silent whine.
"Perhaps it's time you all had a reminder of who you are dealing with." Hat Man stuck his rag back in his coat. "So I've decided I'm taking the girl with me, the one you keep locked up in her coffin."
"No!" The vampire threw himself at Hat Man, who casually swatted him away. The vampire hit a nearby support beam so hard that the wood splintered and broke apart.
"Oh, yes," replied the man in the hat. "She will be an interesting specimen to study."
"No, please, anything but that!" The vampire fell to his knees and said something in a language Dana didn't understand. The man in the hat responded in kind, and the vampire moved to attack him again, but was knocked away.
"Where?" asked Hat Man. When nobody answered, he moved with incredible speed, ripping the arm off of the well-dressed man. The guy wavered for a moment before collapsing on the ground.
"Where?" he repeated, then grabbed another nearby parishioner and crushed their skull in his hands.
"Holy fuck," Dana whispered. Just who was this guy?
"Where?" asked Hat Man again as he moved into the hall. An elderly woman with a walker sighed and gestured to a spot Dana couldn't see.
"In a truck out back," she muttered. When the vampire cried out, she just shook her head. "Running isn't an option anymore, Timotei."
Timotei screamed insults in his native tongue, then tried to attack Hat Man yet again. The man slammed the vampire onto the ground and grabbed a splinter of wood from the nearby shattered column. With a practiced motion, he shoved the wood through Timotei's chest.
"That will keep you," he muttered, then turned to walk out the front door. When the doors closed, Tasia took Dana by the hand and tugged her toward the bridge. Everybody was busy watching either the door or the vampire struggling on the ground, so they crossed unseen. Once in the stairwell at the opposite end, Tasia paused long enough to lean against the wall and catch her breath.
"What the hell is going on with you?" asked Dana.
"I've never felt anything like it," Tasia replied. "Remember that whole thing about gators from earlier? Where they instinctively know not to fuck with something?"



Dana nodded.
"That man is not to be fucked with. C'mon, let's get your demon and bail, I'm not sticking around just in case he comes back." Tasia grabbed the railing and vaulted down the stairs, landing in a silent crouch on the landing. Dana followed, repeating the feat, and they were now in an offshoot hallway away from the chapel area. "Kitchen should be this way."
The kitchen had a set of double doors that swung open both ways, similar to a restaurant. When they entered, the counters were stacked high with sandwiches and bottled water. Tasia put her hands on one of the counters and leaned over it, gasping for air.
"Hey, we're almost there." Dana put a hand on Tasia's shoulder, which she shrugged off.
"I know, I'm sorry. My heart is pounding so hard right now, I just need another second." Tasia tensed up when somebody screamed outside. Dana moved to the nearest window and looked out to see Hat Man strolling across the yard with a small coffin hoisted up on his shoulder. Behind him, Timotei was shrieking in fury, his torso a mess of blood.
"He got what he wanted," Dana said, then moved to the far end of the kitchen where a warehouse-style door was. She slid the door open and was immediately greeted by the sight of three figures standing in the gloom of the loading dock. They turned in unison, the light of the kitchen revealing three men carrying guns. There was a moment of hesitation as both parties came to a halt.
"Fuck me," Dana muttered, then leapt forward before they could open fire.

💀💀💀Tasia watched Dana launch herself forward, catching the man in the front with a devastating knee to the jaw that rendered him immediately unconscious. On her way down, she drew her sword and brought it across the man to her left, which meant one remained on the right.
Moving fast, Tasia grabbed the barrel of the rifle as it was brought up and used her other hand to flip the safety back on. There was a moment of shock for the guard when he realized his gun didn't fire, but Tasia head butted him so hard that his nose burst like a balloon.
"That was close." Dana was crouched down over the man she had just killed, checking his pockets. "I thought for sure one of them would get a shot off."
"We're in the clear, but it won't be long before someone tries to check in with them. You don't pay good money for this kind of security without redundancies." Tasia dug through the man's pockets until she found his radio, which she crushed. He groaned in pain, and she pushed him onto his side so that he wouldn't drown in his own blood.
"Duly noted." Dana removed the radio from the unconscious man's collar, then yanked the microphone cord out. When she finished, she turned around and pulled the warehouse door shut. "I really hope the demon wasn't lying, because if this doesn't work, we're screwed."
"You're screwed either way."
Dana spun in place and smiled when Lily stepped around a set of shelves stacked high with boxes. She rushed to the succubus and threw her arms around the demon, squeezing tightly.
"Now, now, let's keep the public displays of affection to a minimum in front of our guest." The succubus hugged Dana back, despite her words. "Thanks for coming for me."
"Always." Dana took a step back and gestured at Tasia. "You remember our friend from Hawaii."
Lily nodded, lines of concern appearing on her face. "I do. Listen, we have a problem."
"That mother fucker in the hat? Yeah, we know. Look, we were completely on board with Eulalie's plan to wipe out the demon's nest, but there's been a change of circumstances. Somebody else is here, and he mopped the floor with that vampire and ripped apart a couple of people without even breaking a sweat." Dana watched Lily blink in surprise. "Wait, you didn't know?"
"They call him the Curator, and they're scared of him. No, the problem I'm referring to is--"
Lily didn't get a chance to finish. Around the corner stepped a monstrosity with several legs and the chitinous body of an arachnid below the torso of a human woman. The creature gave a shy wave to Dana, then looked at Tasia.
"I'm Eulalie, the rat queen. It's a pleasure to finally meet... okay, yeah, get it out of your system."
Tasia had backed into the nearest wall, her hands scrambling for something to grab onto. Though the effect was nowhere near as bad as with the mysterious Hat Man, this easily took second place. Based on her limited experiences, she was looking at a creature that was considered extinct long ago, and couldn't be allowed to live.
"What the fuck are you doing here?" Dana stepped past Lily and shoved the Arachne, causing her to take a step backward. "Someone might see you!"
"Someone already has. As for your first question, I'm here for revenge. That was the point of this whole thing, right?" Eulalie pointed toward the closed doors. "If I remember correctly, you felt like you were outgunned by Count Chocula out there."
"I didn't mean you should come here!" Dana pressed her lips together into a thin line. "You said you had something to help with the vampire!"
"I do. Me." Eulalie sighed and looked at Tasia. "Look, I'm going to need you to speed up your mental breakdown. We have a very busy evening ahead of us."
"You're..." Tasia blinked several times and shook her head.
"She's a spider, you're a dog, get over it." Lily spun on Eulalie. "Where did you come in?"
"And why didn't you bring us right here? We had to walk through the marsh for over an hour." Dana put her hands on her hips.
"First of all, I came in through a hole in the attic. Second, it took my rats three hours to get here, which was after I called you. Deal." Eulalie pointed at the door. "Are they all through there?"
"Mostly, but there's some other guy here." Dana gave Eulalie a quick rundown of what she had seen happen in the lobby, then turned to Tasia. "That guy was coming for her, but ended up taking somebody's kid instead. He was pissed."
"The kid is Timotei's." Lily jerked her thumb toward the door. "The whole reason that bastard is working for Deacon is to turn his daughter back into a human. But even if he did, she's a literal monster. No soul, all hunger."
"And yet, I have zero fucks to give." Eulalie shook her head. "I'm here for the demon, and I'm not about to let anybody stop me."
"That's just it. We don't want to stop you. But right now, we're in over our heads, don't you understand?" Dana put a comforting hand on Eulalie's knee. "We don't know enough about this Curator guy."
"Where is he now?"
Tasia cleared her throat, which got everyone's attention. "I'm sorry, but back up a moment. You said the demon killed your sister."
Eulalie wiggled her hand back and forth, palm toward the floor. "Ish. It's a long story, but that's the gist of it."
"Are there more of you?"
Eulalie frowned. "Rude, but fair. No. To my knowledge, I'm the only Arachne walking around on all eights."
"Have you laid eggs?"
"I haven't. I don't have any interest, either. When was your last period?"
Tasia shook her head in astonishment. "Excuse me?"
"Oh, I'm sorry, I thought we were bonding over each other's sexual activities. My mistake." The Arachne skittered to one side, her body bouncing up and down like an anxious toddler. "Do you like doggy-style?"
Lily snorted into her hand, turning to hide her face.
"Point taken," Tasia grumbled.
"Look, I figured you could be cool with this, considering your current status with the Order. From one apex predator to another, there's no reason we can't just work together and then fuck off later." Eulalie crossed her arms and looked at the others. "You said this Curator guy ripped someone in half with his bare hands?"
Tasia nodded. "He did."
"Okay, then. I would like to counter." Eulalie moved across the floor without making a sound, then picked up the man who was coated in his own blood. She somehow set her mace down in midair, then picked the man up. When he groaned, she dropped him.
"That one is already dead," Dana said helpfully, pointing at the man she had stabbed. Eulalie moved toward the body and kicked him a few times before grabbing him by the shoulder and lifting him into the air.
"How about this?" she declared, then made a face and dropped him. "Oh, gross, ew!" The Arachne had blood on her hands, which she frantically wiped off on the man's pants.
"You were going to rip him in half, weren't you?" Lily was leaning against the shelves with a smirk on her face.
"Ugh, in theory, it's pretty straightforward." Eulalie gave the man a kick, sending him across the floor like a hockey puck. "I didn't account for how gross it would be."
"You've never killed someone before?" Tasia was in disbelief.
"Please. I was raised better than that." Eulalie's face scrunched up, and her human eyes looked up and to the right. "Um...hmm. I've never killed a person, no. But I can rip the head off a deer!"
"You shouldn't have come." Lily shook her head. "For so many fucking reasons."
Eulalie groaned and started to put her face in her hands, but stopped when she realized they were still bloody. "I had to come," she said. "You two needed my help."
"And you can help us by getting us out of here." Dana moved next to Eulalie and hugged the girl's waist, which caused her to lower her whole body. Lily moved to the other side of the Arachne and hugged her from that side. "You're not a killer, Lala."
"That's the whole reason you sent us," Lily added. "So that we could be the monsters you needed to get things done."
"I know, it's just..." Eulalie made a sputtering sound and her whole body drooped. The zombie and the succubus embraced her and no words were spoken. Tasia watched in awe as they consoled her, realization finally sinking in. Despite the last couple of days, she had once again made assumptions. It was the human part of her that struggled to let it go.
No, that was wrong. There was nothing wrong with the human part of her. It was her training, a lifetime inside the Order. They had been quick to turn on her, and she had almost been equally as quick to do so with Eulalie. She had thought of the Order as her family, but once the line had become blurry, they had been happy to part with her.
Not so with these women. Despite their differences, they were a family. Dana was a human who had become a killer, while Eulalie was a born killer who still seemed innocent.
Naturally, the jury was still out on Lily.
"Hey." Tasia moved away from the wall and approached the group huddle. "I know there's a lot going on, but we need to decide right now what happens next. Any moment, someone may come to check on Lily or these men, and then we're busted. Once the demon knows what's happening, well...this whole place is going to become a warzone."
"What's the matter? You ready to turn tail and run?" Lily smirked at Tasia from her place next to Eulalie.
"No, actually. But it's clear that this whole thing means something to her." Tasia gestured at Eulalie, who stiffened up. "If you guys want to commit a little light demon genocide, I'm in. But if you want to bail, that's cool, too. I assume when you mentioned the attic, you mean you have a portal there?"
Eulalie nodded. "I do," she said, her features twisted in sadness but free of tears. "It's how I got in."
"It sounds like that's our exit, then." Tasia crouched down next to the unconscious man on the floor. "And it doesn't have to be one or the other. Maybe on our way out, we crack a few skulls, just to get the point across. It's not like you won't be able to track Deacon again."
Lily and Dana looked at Eulalie, who looked deep in thought. She stared at Tasia for several moments without a hint of expression, then nodded.
"I think she might be right." Eulalie rubbed at her nose and then picked up her floating mace. "Coming here really was a bad idea. For all of us."
Lily crossed her arms and stared down at her feet. "It hasn't been a picnic, but..." She looked up and shrugged. "It's not the first time I've wasted a trip to the beach."
"We aren't at the beach," replied Eulalie.
"I know. It's a bunch of bullshit." Lily nodded in Tasia's direction. "I assume you've taken precautions?"
The Arachne nodded. "I have." She turned to Tasia. "What that means is that the portal doesn't take us home. I don't want you to think we're planning an 11th hour betrayal or something."
"I would certainly hope not." Tasia let out the breath she didn't know she had been holding. "Well, I guess if that's settled...are we out of here?"
Eulalie sighed. "I guess, I don't know. It seems like a shame that we've come all this way."
"Yeah, well..." Lily patted Eulalie on her spider butt. "You'll get them next time, champ."
"That's obnoxious." Eulalie swatted Lily's hand away. "But yeah, you're right. I'll think of something. Besides, there's always the backup plan."
"Since that's settled, I guess--" Dana was interrupted by the sound of rattling metal and the sliding door was opened from the other side. Tasia watched in awe as Eulalie leapt straight into the air, flipping over to grab onto the rafters up above, then turned her attention to the door. On the other side was a pair of men, their weapons drawn. Behind them was an elderly woman and four more armed men.
"Well, well, well." Legion stepped aside as the men filed into the room and formed a semi-circle around Tasia, Lily, and Dana. "This is absolutely not what I expected."
Tasia raised her hands in surrender, along with Dana and Lily. The succubus looked more annoyed than anything, but Dana stared hard at the demon, her upper lip twitching.
"You three have caused quite enough trouble for me today. Take them to the chapel, but maintain your distance. The redhead and the brunette are both dangerous at close range, and I have no idea what the deal is with the blonde." Legion frowned at Dana. "I'd say we should put a bullet in you, but I suspect it might not work."
Dana shrugged. "Wouldn't be the first time someone has tried today."
They were herded into a small circle and forced to walk through the kitchen. They came close enough to the counter that Tasia grabbed a pair of sandwiches that had been wrapped in plastic.
"Hey," grunted the man right behind her, but he didn't dare move any closer.
"Fuck you, I'm hungry," she muttered, then unwrapped the first sandwich and tore into it. Her bottomless pit of a stomach no longer cared that she was in mortal peril, and she figured a snack wouldn't hurt. As they walked back into the long hallway outside of the kitchen, she made sure to keep her eyes on the floor for fear of looking back to see if Eulalie was following them.
"So much for our escape plan," muttered Lily. "You two came all the way here just to get me captured again. Bravo." Though animosity dripped from her voice, Tasia recognized it as an act immediately.
Dana said nothing, her pupils unnaturally wide as she stared straight ahead but not really seeing anything. Lily elbowed the blonde, but didn't get a reaction from her.
By the time they made it to the chapel, it was packed full of Legion's minions. Up by the front door, Deacon was wringing his hands as he gazed over at the entourage.
"Is it really her?" he asked, taking a few steps toward them.
"Of course it is, you fool." Legion shook his head with a groan. "I'm trying to contact the Curator right now to arrange a swap. That will keep Timotei from ripping your head off."
Deacon let out a sigh of relief, and Tasia noticed there were red marks around the man's neck. There was also a bruise forming along his jawline. The air stank of fear and sweat, and it was primarily centered on the preacher.
"Finally, some good news." He pulled a rag from his pocket and mopped his brow. "I can't wait for this to be over."
"That's what she said!" shouted Lily. "Your wife, every time you fucked her!"
Deacon's gaze hardened and he lifted a finger in Lily's direction. Before he could speak, his own daughter stepped from behind him and took him by the hand, shaking her head.
"You're right," he mumbled, then allowed his daughter to lead him away. The parishioners closed ranks, filling the pews as the women were led up onto the stage. An additional team of armed men came in through the side doors, forming a ring around them.
"We aren't taking our eyes off of you," muttered the Legion nearest to them. "If any of them moves, shoot. The werewolf is worth more alive than dead, but I'm not taking any chances."
The men guarding them said nothing, but Tasia noticed that a few flipped their safeties off and fingers promptly went on the triggers. At the first sign of anything, they would shoot.
"Now this is a predicament. What sort of zany trick are we gonna pull this time?" Lily's tone was lighthearted, but she threw a look over at Dana. She was still staring straight ahead, her mind clearly somewhere else. The succubus turned her attention back to Legion. "Speaking of fun, what's the deal with your pet vampire? I'm sorry, vampyr. You all on the outs?"
Legion ignored her, but Lily continued. After several minutes, one of the men looked at Legion and gestured at the succubus with his gun.
"Do you want me to shoot her?" he asked.
"No. She'd only appreciate the attention." The demon got an odd look on their face and Tasia watched as several members of the congregation pulled out their cellphones. A sullen murmur went through the crowd before Legion looked back at the mercenary. "Do we still have someone at the end of the road?"
"We do."
"Would you have someone tell them to stop the vehicle leaving our premises and inform the driver immediately of our situation."
The man grabbed the microphone clipped to his shoulder and pressed the button. "Gateway, this is Frontline, do you copy?"
There was no response, only static. The man repeated himself, then clicked the button a couple more times before looking at Legion. "We're being jammed."
"Jammed? How?" Legion sniffed the air, then spun around in a circle as if chasing a scent. "Interference. Is it magic? Which one of you is doing this?" The demon noticed the faraway look in Dana's eyes and stepped toward her. "Is it you? What sort of witchcraft is this?"
"I would like to point out that she isn't a witch," Tasia muttered as Legion got in Dana's face.
"Hey! Stop that!" Legion slapped Dana twice, then grabbed her by the collar of her shirt. "You think a simple spell will just--"
Dana moved fast, her distant gaze locking on Legion's features as she grabbed the demon by the wrist. She pulled Legion's hand off her shirt, causing the fabric to tear, then promptly bit off a pair of the demon's fingers.
"Aagh!" Legion stumbled backward, staring in shock at the bloody stumps on her hand. Dana's head twitched from side to side as she chewed on Legion's digits before swallowing them. Her bloody lips parted and she let out a gasp of pleasure as her vision settled on the congregation.
The mercenaries had their guns raised, ready to follow orders, but the demon surprised everyone by laughing.
"Was that it?" She looked at Lily and held up her damaged hand. "Was this your zany escape attempt? Do you think I care about losing a few fingers? Ha!"
Lily's eyes went wide in shock, but it only lasted a moment. A massive grin blossomed on the succubus' face. Legion noticed this and paused.
"What's so funny?" they asked.
"It's the kind of joke that takes a minute to sink in." Lily cast a look in Tasia's direction. "You probably won't think it's very funny, though."
"Oh, I definitely won't think it's funny." Tasia scanned the room, taking in the location of the armed men. By her side, Dana was twitching with a silly grin on her face. "But I'm hoping at least a few of them get the joke."
Legion, sensing that something was up, took a step back, followed by another. An odd look crossed the demon's face and they let out a cough. "Have one of your men run down the road until they can contact the gate," they rasped.



"Roger." The man with the radio backed away from the group, then got off the stage and headed for the double doors. Once he was gone, Legion started pacing, their eyelids starting to droop. The demon stumbled, and was quickly joined by a couple of her brethren.
"What...what have you done to me?" The infected demon cast a baleful eye in Dana's direction. The zombie had stopped twitching and was now looking at Legion in horror.
"Oh, fuck," she muttered, then wiped the blood off her lips.
"Well, kiddies, I think we're about to learn something very important today." Lily laughed as Legion fell on the ground and started twitching. One of the nearby mercenaries knelt down and tried to help the other Legions. "Class is in session, and the first lesson is that we should keep our hands to ourselves."
"Shut up!" shouted a nearby mercenary, unable to tear his eyes away from the Legion writhing on the floor. "Just shut the fuck up."
"Lesson number two." Tasia grinned in anticipation as the wolf hovered just beneath the surface, ready for the right moment to be unleashed. "No hitting."
"Ooh, we're vibing." Lily grinned at Dana. "C'mon, keep the chain going."
Dana shook her head. "It's not funny," she muttered. "You don't understand, I...it's not..." Her hand wandered to where she kept her knife. "We have to stop this."
The dying Legion let out a gurgle and went still, foam pouring out of their mouth. The nearest Legion rose and stared at Dana in anger.
"What did you do?" they demanded, snapping their fingers to get her attention. On the ground, the dead Legion twitched and let out a final breath that rattled like a snake. "That was a perfectly healthy vessel!"
"I really hope this isn't about to be anti-climactic," muttered Lily under her breath. As if on cue, the dead Legion's eyes snapped open. It looked to the mercenary that had helped it, then threw itself on the man, biting him on the neck. The nearest Legion tried to pull it off, but was also bitten in the process.
"You spoke too soon," Tasia replied as the mercenaries opened fire on the zombie. The first shots caused the zombie to fall off the stage into the front row where it was promptly subdued by the Legions waiting below. The man who was bitten was already staggering toward his comrades, crying out in pain.
A ripple of discontent went through the congregation as they gathered together, confused about why the zombie kept moving despite its broken body. The infected mercenary had a far off look in his eyes as they clouded over, then turned to focus on the living creature nearest to him.
"Any second now." Lily was now bouncing on the balls of her feet, a massive grin appearing on her face.
"You really are an agent of chaos, aren't you?" Tasia couldn't help but grin as the situation spiraled rapidly out of control.
"Oh, sweetie, you have no idea."
"We need to stop this." Dana unfolded her sword, and the mercenaries closest to her opened fire. She took several rounds before falling to her knees. For just a moment, she looked like a woman kneeling in reverence beneath the cross above the dais. The rumbling growl that came from her just moments later revealed a darker truth.
The tension in the room built as another Legion died and turned. The mercenaries were uncertain who to watch, and were further stunned when the injured one threw himself in a blind rage at his comrades.
With the attention off of them, Lily threw her shoulders back and manifested a majestic pair of horns that burned with hellfire, her tail whipping behind her as wings sprouted from her shoulders. Tasia let out a howl, her body expanding and destroying the dress she wore as her bones rearranged themselves and muscles swelled up. The men closest to them turned and backed away, one of them falling off stage and into the melee of demon vs zombie.
Dana rose to her feet, her blonde hair fading to a dull silver as she raised her sword and let out a hiss like a cat. The remaining mercenaries raised their weapons to open fire, but a dark mass smashed into them from up above, spiraling through the air as it knocked three of them off their feet. The mace hovered briefly over the congregation as Eulalie herself dropped from above, black liquid oozing from her skin and solidifying into a chitinous shell. Her humanoid features were buried behind grisly body armor as she held out her hand and the mace returned.
"Player four has entered the game," she loudly declared as the downed mercenaries screamed in terror. "Roll for initiative, bitches!"
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Just Breathe
The moment Captain Francois fired on Mike Radley, Ingrid's adrenaline surged and time crawled to a halt. She could see the pain and shock written across Mike's face as the impact of the musketball caused him to spin and lose his balance, tumbling backward over the crouched mermaid behind him. Leilani tried to stop him from going over, but it was too late. Momentum pulled them both over the cliff's edge and the darkness took them.
Ratu let out a primal scream, her skin rupturing to reveal scales beneath. Fire spiraled along her body as she raised clawed hands upward and summoned bursts of molten rock from the ground at Francois' feet. The Captain's smug look was replaced with surprise as he danced out of the way, suddenly very nimble compared to the man who had struggled to trudge up the mountain earlier that day. A golden sphere of light formed around him as he holstered his gun and pulled out a gem-encrusted buckler, keeping his sword raised.
"It'll take--" was all he managed to say before lightning split the sky.
Now blind and deaf, Ingrid stumbled around the rocks, crying out in frustration. A warm hand took her by the wrist and pulled her forward. Not knowing whether she was about to be thrown to her death or pulled to safety, she decided to take a chance and followed.
By the time her eyes had cleared, she realized they were running back into the forest. The trees had been blasted apart by the lightning into massive splinters that still glowed along the edges with heat, leaving them a path to follow. Ratu led Ingrid behind Quetzalli who was walking forward, a massive streamer of electricity connecting her to the sky as lightning spiraled out from her body. Skeletons and night marchers alike fled from her fury, disappearing into the trees. The ringing sound in Ingrid's ears abated, allowing Ratu's voice to finally penetrate.
"If there's anything left of him, leave him to me," she declared. Balls of fire now hovered around them like tiny moons, incinerating anyone who came close.
"You'll have to fight me for it," Quetzalli declared, her voice now far deeper than Ingrid had ever heard it. "I'll tear him apart."
Ingrid held up her wand, keeping it pointed at the trees in case something came out. She only used it on one occasion, when a night marcher tackled a skeleton into their path. With a burst of light, she dispersed the night marcher, then destroyed the skeleton's skull. The bones rattled on the ground for several moments, then finally went still. The action felt small compared to the sheer magic pouring off the women nearby, but she needed to contribute somehow.
"Wait." Ratu held up a hand for them to stop, then moved to the nearest tree. She held one of her fireballs nearby and scowled at a bloody handprint. "I think this is his."
Quetzalli swore in an unknown language, then blasted a nearby tree in frustration. A powerful electrical field built up in the area, and Ingrid crouched down and touched her knees together, afraid she might be struck next.
"I can follow him," Ratu said as the field abated. "But we need to be quick. He has a head start on us."
Ingrid rose and looked back over her shoulder. As far as she could tell, they were only a hundred feet from the cliff. Quetzalli had summoned a blast of lightning that had launched Captain Francois at least this distance. She thought back to what Mike had said about the ultimate fate of the people waiting on his front lawn and shivered.
"I should...probably go," she said, her hands shaking as the adrenaline left her.
"We won't make you come with us," Ratu told her, then turned serpentine eyes on the forest. "But this place is crawling with dead and spirit alike. I would prefer you at least remain with us until you have a better chance of survival."
"I...okay." Seeing the wisdom in the decision, she limped behind the naga as they moved into the trees. Branches scratched at her exposed arms and legs, the sounds of the forest occasionally ruptured by a human scream. Wherever her team was, they were being slaughtered. The same fate likely awaited her if she went off on her own.
In all her time with the Order, she had never been in the middle of such chaos. There had been a few large-scale operations where things had gotten messy, but never to the extent that she had been separated from her team. As for Wallace, the man had been a constant presence, but now he was simply gone. When the fight had first broken out, he had saved her by leading a trio of night marchers away from the tent they shared. Ingrid had tried to follow, but between her twisted ankle and the sheer scope of how badly things had gotten, Wallace had vanished into the darkness with the spirits hot on his trail. Left behind to fend for herself, she had been surprised when Mike Radley of all people had come to her rescue.
"Hold." Ratu raised her hand and brought the group to a stop. She knelt down and pressed her palm into the soil. "Our prey is no longer running."
"How do you know?" asked Ingrid.
"His vibrations have stopped. Either he is holding his ground, or has taken to the trees. Wait a second." She scrunched up her face. "There are others, all converging on his spot. We must use caution."
"It is they who should be wary of us." Quetzalli's hair billowed out behind her and the air crackled with energy. Up above, thunder boomed and the forest shook.
"What are you?" whispered Ingrid, then flinched when Quetzalli turned to face her with glowing eyes.
"Extremely pissed off." Quetzalli raised a hand to her forehead and fiddled with something Ingrid couldn't see. A silver band appeared between her fingers, and she slid it away from her head to reveal a magnificent silver horn. At the tip of the horn, streamers of electricity danced along the twisted surface.
"You think that's wise?" asked Ratu.
"I don't want to break it when I vaporize the Captain," Quetzalli replied, shoving the ring in a pocket. "Try not to breathe in after I do it. You might inhale what's left of him."
"Holy shit," Ingrid muttered under her breath.
"Indeed," Ratu added.
They continued forward at a slower pace, pausing occasionally to listen to the forest. The night marchers appeared rarely now, but didn't pay the trio any attention. Instead, they continued their hunt for the Captain. On occasion, a battle would erupt nearby between the spirits and the skeletons, but there was no sign of the living.
The thick canopy of the forest opened to reveal the masts of a ship sitting in a watershed that was filled by a ten foot tall waterfall nearly fifty feet away. Night marchers lurked along the edge of the water, and skeletal remains had been scattered on the shore. On the deck of the ship, skeletons stood motionless, their eyeless sockets facing the marchers.
Quetzalli swore in a language Ingrid wasn't familiar with, and thunder rumbled overhead. "I can't hit him on that boat," she said, then crouched down by a tree.
"Hmm." Ratu joined her, then waved for Ingrid to come closer. The mage limped up and knelt between them. "Our prey has summoned his ship in the middle of the forest. The marchers seem very upset by his presence."
"They hate him," Quetzalli added, her eyes sparkling.
"How do you know that?" asked Ingrid.
Quetzalli shrugged. "I am uncertain, but I know this like I know my own heart."
Ratu cleared her throat. "Academically speaking, there is ample evidence to suggest a fairly large connection between the spiritual realm and the electromagnetic spectrum. It isn't a stretch to believe this may connect you with them." She summoned a ball of fire in her hands and cast it into the woods behind them. "Let's try a test of our own."
Puzzled as to why the naga had done that, Ingrid turned her attention back toward the ship just as Ratu's fireball emerged from a different part of the woods and smashed into the side of the ship. Before anything could burn, the water swirled up like a massive tongue and licked the flames away. The skeletons on guard lifted a variety of ranged weapons from spears to guns, and opened fire on where the fireball had come from.
All three of them crouched behind the trees and waited for the gunfire to cease. Ratu looked at Quetzalli first, then Ingrid.
"I did not expect guns," she said with a frown. "Some sort of magical shield, but modern weaponry?"
Ingrid almost laughed. "Yeah, well, we should have. The man has an actual skeleton crew. Why not give them guns? They wouldn't be effective on the spirits, but they work perfectly fine on the living."
There was a long moment of silence and Ingrid realized what she had just said. Quetzalli looked like she was going to burst into tears.
"I'm sorry," she whispered, remembering that Mike had been shot in front of them.
"We can't dwell on that now, we have to--damn." Ratu was looking at the ship. "I think we missed our opportunity."
Ingrid moved to see what was happening. The ship's sails had unfurled, allowing the craft to move toward a collection of rocks where the water poured over the edge. The hull seemed to melt around the massive stones that formed the retention wall and then the ship dropped far enough that only the top of the mast was visible.
Around them, the forest whispered in hushed voices as the night marchers moved to keep up.
"Is he really going to sail that thing out to sea that way?" Ingrid looked at Ratu.
"It changes shape. As long as the river is wider than a canoe, then why not?" The naga let out a frustrated sigh.
"Shh." Quetzalli held a finger to her lips and cocked her head. "We need to get away from here."
"Why?" demanded Ingrid.
"The spirits are frustrated they can't reach him," the silver-haired woman explained as she stood. As if on cue, somebody screamed in the distance. "So they turn their hunt towards those they can get."
"So you aren't going to chase him?" Ingrid asked.
"No." Ratu looked at Francois' ship, then up at the sky. "Without knowing more about his ship, we are just putting ourselves in danger. We should seek shelter from the spirits until we can plot our next move."
"Maybe we should go after Mike, then?" The dazzling lights around Quetzalli's horn faded from sight. "I was hoping we could take Francois down quickly, but this became complicated."
Ratu nodded. "I am sure he requires our assistance. It will take us time to find him."
If he survived, Igrid added mentally. She knew better than to voice the thought out loud. Nothing short of a miracle would have saved the man. Not only were they well over a hundred feet up over the valley, but the rocks and trees below ensured that the landing would be anything but gentle.
"Let's stop by the camp first and get our supplies. We will have need of them." Ratu looked at Ingrid. "We will look for your people as well along the way."
"I...appreciate that." Taken aback, Ingrid followed.
The sky rumbled, but instead of lightning, it was just rain. The women moved back to the camp, but it was devoid of life. Bones were everywhere, revealing that the skeletons had already come through and suffered losses. Ratu kept watch while Quetzalli went through their gear and repacked it, combining the important contents of Mike's bag with their own. Ingrid was allowed to collect her own belongings, but it was clear someone had already gone through them and taken anything magical. Silently hoping that it was Wallace, she packed up some extra food and the group headed for the cliff.
Along the way, they were attacked twice by the night marchers, but Ratu and Ingrid were able to easily shake them off with their magic. Ingrid's abilities were limited to the power of the wands she carried, but the naga's supply of magic seemed inexhaustible. If Ratu had been awake when the attack first began, maybe the Order would have mounted a better defense and held the line. Ingrid's ankle throbbed in agony, which broke her trail of thought. She forced herself forward through the pain to keep up with Ratu and Quetzalli.
Once at their destination, Ingrid and Quetzalli kept watch while Ratu knelt at the edge of the cliff and sent a glowing ball of light down the side. Several minutes passed, and the drumbeats of the marchers grew louder as they closed in on their location.
"They're getting closer," Quetzalli noted, her eyes narrowed at the winding path they had taken to climb the cliff.
Ingrid nodded, her heart pounding in rhythm with the drums. The occasional human screams had come to a halt, meaning that her team had escaped or been killed. She was too numb to process the latter thought, and focused her energy on watching the forest.
"He's not down there," Ratu said from the side, standing up as she tucked the glowing light inside her robes. For just a moment, Ingrid thought it looked like an insect. "Or rather, his body isn't."
"Leilani?" asked Ingrid.
"She is missing as well. Whatever happened, at least one of them survived to carry the other away." Ratu let out a deep breath and put a hand to her chest. "But it is too dangerous to investigate further. For now, we can only hope."
Shadows flitted around the cliffs as night marchers appeared. Quetzalli sent out several bursts of lightning from her fingers, which scattered the hunters.
"More of them are coming," she announced, creating a sphere of lightning between her hands and then casting it down the mountain. As the glowing sphere shot down between the trees, the night marchers were briefly illuminated, revealing dozens of them.
"This way." Ratu led them further up the mountain, then looked over the side. "It doesn't seem like it, but there is a way down from here."
"I'll take your word for it," Ingrid replied, the glow from her wand faltering. She had used most of its magic in the initial attack, and the other wand would have to recharge before she could use it.
The naga led them onto a sharp outcropping as the night marchers emerged at the peak. More spirits appeared in the forest, blocking off their escape. Ratu crouched near the edge and tapped the stone beneath their feet. A crack appeared, and for a moment, Ingrid thought they would all slide down the mountain atop the massive slab. Instead, the rock beneath them shifted slightly to reveal an extremely narrow path below.
"I'll go first," Ratu said as she slid into the crevasse. Ingrid went next, tucking her wand away and looking back long enough to see Quetzalli face the spirits defiantly. Then she was shrouded in darkness for several seconds as she slid along her stomach and down onto the ridge below the cliffs. They were hidden by foliage that dangled down from above, and the only source of illumination was the starry sky seen through gaps in the clouds.
"Wait here," Ratu whispered, guiding Ingrid's hand to a pair of roots. The naga shifted past her, and then Quetzalli joined them. When Ingrid bumped into the silver-haired woman, she received a nasty shock and almost screamed.
"Sorry," Quetzalli whispered. Up above, the rock shifted again and then Ratu moved past them.
"I've sealed the exit," Ratu told them quietly. "We should be able to lose them if we're careful. This spot is not easily reached from above."
"Where are we going?" asked Ingrid, suddenly aware of how wet her hands were.
"There's a refuge we can take down below," Ratu replied. "The mountain told me about it."
"Of course it did," Ingrid replied. "She talks to ghosts, you talk to rocks. I'm just here as your token human."
"You don't have to come," Ratu reminded her as she moved down the path.
"Of course I'm coming," Ingrid said, her teeth gritted in frustration. "I'm relying very heavily on sarcasm to maintain my sanity."
Ratu looked back at her and nodded. "As long as you keep your sarcasm quiet, this is acceptable."
The narrow path was really just a rocky ledge no more than two feet wide in places that descended at an angle into the valley below. The heavy rain made the surface slick in places, but Ratu made sure to summon handholds for them to use. Up above, the drumbeats of the night marchers faded, but Ingrid knew better. Already, she could see torchlight twinkling in the valley below. It was an ancestral army, likely the biggest one in recorded history. The spirits of the island had gone to war, and she had been caught in the middle.
A chill had settled in the air, causing Ingrid to shiver. Ratu's movements had slowed dramatically, likely a result of the temperature, but Quetzalli didn't seem bothered by it. They were about twenty feet above the forest canopy when the naga let out a sigh of relief and vanished.
"Wait, what?" Ingrid fumbled around for the next handhold when her wrist was grabbed. She tried to pull away at first, but then allowed herself to be guided into a gap in the stone. In the dark, she waited patiently as Ratu repeated the process with Quetzalli.
"Where are we?" she asked once they were inside the cave.
"An old lava vent," Ratu said. "Let's go a bit deeper, and then we can light a fire. I'm freezing."
The naga guided them into the darkness, sending her magic ahead in the form of several flaming orbs which illuminated the back wall of the cave. It was clear that the lava vent had long ago caved in, but this small tunnel still remained down below. A thin stream of water ran down the middle and disappeared through cracks in the floor.
The ceiling glistened with moisture as the fiery orbs coalesced into a small ball of fire in the middle of the room. Nearby, Ratu huddled over it, her skin so pale it was ghastly.
"If I lose consciousness, the fire goes out and we'll freeze," she explained as she shrugged out of her wet clothes. "You may want to find something we can burn in case I fall asleep."
Nodding her understanding, Ingrid rummaged through her bag for a couple of firestarters, then grabbed a small hatchet and moved along the edge of the cave. Roots dangled from above, which she cut free and set near Ratu's fire to dry. Quetzalli had stripped down naked as well, and was busy clearing a spot for the blankets they had taken from their campsite.



Once Ingrid had gathered sufficient material for burning, she moved next to the others and knelt by the fire, holding her hands out to gather its warmth. Nearby, Ratu and Quetzalli's clothes were drying on a rock. Seeing the wisdom in this decision, she removed her clothing as well, but immediately changed into something dry from her bag.
"So what's the plan?" she asked, keeping her voice low.
"We wait until morning." Ratu yawned. "Then we begin our search for Mike anew. The night marchers should be gone by then, but we should plan for their return tomorrow night. Until we learn what has lured them out, we must assume it is related to our presence here."
"And you have a way to find Mike?"
Ratu exchanged an odd look with Quetzalli, then nodded. "I suppose there's no reason to keep this a secret anymore."
"I agree." Quetzalli clapped her hands twice and a pair of lights emerged from beneath the blankets. One was green and the other blue. The lights flew over and landed on Quetzalli's leg, then transformed into a pair of insects.
No, that wasn't quite correct. On further inspection, they were women with insect-like features. Leaning in for a closer look, Ingrid realized she was staring at a couple of fairies.
"You have got to be kidding me," she muttered. "How are you going to get fairies to help out? They're notoriously unrelia--ow!" The blue fairy had picked up a small rock and thrown it, hitting Ingrid just below the eye.
"Mike has one with him," Ratu explained as she snatched up the blue fairy. "And they are quite good at finding each other if they ever want to be fed again."
The green fairy let out a nervous laugh as her sister squeezed out from between Ratu's fingers and nodded her assent. Both fairies moved closer to the flames, and Ratu tossed some of the dried roots in, which started burning after a couple of minutes. The naga yawned and slumped in place, her eyes narrowing to slits as sleep came for her.
"I can keep watch," Ingrid volunteered. "I'm not tired."
"Good," replied Ratu, her words slurring. Quetzalli didn't respond. Instead, she wrapped herself up in the nearest blanket and curled into a ball.
A little surprised at the willingness of the others to trust her, Ingrid moved toward the opening of the vent, which was lit dimly from the fire. Moving on her hands and knees, she settled into a comfortable position with a view of the valley, or what she could see of it. There were dozens of flickering lights now, maybe even hundreds. The night marchers were certainly being thorough.
Leaning her head against the cold, damp stone of the earth, she allowed herself to process the events of the day. Was Wallace okay? Had anybody else survived? Why had Francois shot Mike? Why were the marchers out in such force?
Staring out into the darkness, wand held casually in her palm, it was easy for her mind to drift back to another cave on a different island. She was eleven, and her family had taken a vacation to Greece.
"Dad?" Ingrid lowered her disposable camera away from the plane's window. "Are we going to land on any of the islands?"
Her father laughed and rubbed her head. "Most of the islands here don't have airstrips, pumpkin. But this is a fun way to see them all, right?"
"Uh huh." Ingrid took a picture of her father, then cranked the wheel on her camera. "Why are they called the Cyclades?"
"Because they form a circle." Her mother sat in the row across from them, her face pressed against the glass. She turned to look at Ingrid, her eyes sparkling with excitement. "In Greek mythology, they used to be nymphs."
"What's a nymph?"
"A water spirit. They angered the god Poseidon, who turned them into islands." Her mom smiled. "I guess it was nice of them to make a neat little circle."
"Dad, who is Poseidon."
"God of the sea," he replied.
"And he's real?"
"Ugh, no." This came from the seat in front of her. Her older brother was ignoring the scenery out his window, focusing entirely on the handheld gaming system in his hands. "Poseidon isn't real. He's just like Santa."
"If he's not real, then how did these islands get here, dummy?" Ingrid stuck her tongue out at Ricky.
"Kids, enough." Her father patted her knee. "It doesn't matter how the islands got here, only that we get a chance to enjoy them for their beauty. The world is full of magic for anybody willing to see it."
"Huh." Ingrid raised her camera to take another picture but noticed a large shadow had appeared over the wing. "That's a really big bird."
Her father looked past her out the window. "That shouldn't be--"
She never heard his next words as a screeching noise filled the cabin of the Twin Otter airplane, followed by a loud pop like opening a shaken can of soda. Winged creatures latched onto the plane, things that were all scales and fangs as they started stripping chunks off the fuselage. The plane tilted dangerously to one side and a scream came from the cockpit as it was filled with fire that streaked down the aisle and scorched Ingrid's parents. Her father wrapped his arms around her, protecting her from the worst of the flames.
Ingrid shifted against the cold stone of the cave, her eyes tracking the torches in the valley below. Even she shied away from the vivid memory of her own father burning alive as he had used his body to shield her. The cold damp of the cave called to her, and she slipped into her memories once again.
The plane would have crashed nose down if not for the drakes frantically clawing at it, attempting to carry it back to the nest. Everyone screamed when it skipped across the ocean surface before slamming into the sand, and Ingrid found herself hanging upside down, her hands dangling.
Her mother moaned in the seat up ahead. Her father had gone still, the light in his kind eyes burned away by the anguished expression on his dead face.
The drakes landed nearby, leaving clawed prints in the sand as they peered in the aircraft's broken windows. A smaller one shoved its face through Ingrid's window, causing her to scream in panic. This immediately mobilized the drakes, which flooded through the busted cockpit and began dragging off bodies. Ingrid undid her seatbelt and watched in horror as both her mother and brother were dragged out of their seats.
The only reason she was able to escape was her small size. Crawling on her belly, she was able to squirm past spilled luggage and another passenger who had managed to fall free of their seat. Toward the tail of the plane, the hull had split, allowing her to squeeze free before the monstrous lizards could reach her. The shrieks of terror from the cabin were rapidly replaced by the sounds of happy drakes tearing apart their meals.
As she ran, she was knocked down from behind by the claws of a drake that had been circling overhead. Her hand chanced upon a ragged piece of wreckage, slicing open her own palm as she grabbed it. Picking it up, she swung it at the beast behind her. Though she didn't hurt the creature, the attack startled it enough that she was able to run another thirty feet or so to a nearby cluster of rocks on the edge of the beach. The opening was just big enough for her and her newfound weapon to squeeze through. The drake that had chased her on foot squawked in indignation as it shoved its head through the opening and missed its meal by less than a foot.
It was there that she maintained vigil for the next four days. She watched in silence as the drakes carried off the remains of her family, shivering when the tide came in and covered her ankles. To stay alive, she licked moisture from the walls and slashed at the drakes whenever they shoved their heads into her sanctuary. She got lucky a couple of times and managed to slash them in the eyes, which discouraged them from further activity. It was there that she had learned to hate the magical world, fueled by her desire to survive. She was little more than prey, watching silently from inside her cave with grim determination.
That sense of hunt or be hunted had never really left her. Perched up in her hiding spot in the cliffs, she vowed to survive this, too. Behind her in the cave, she could hear the occasional shifting of its occupants. With Wallace absent, she felt vulnerable, but having Ratu and Quetzalli by her side gave her comfort. Though she had reasons to doubt their intentions, they had done nothing to earn her distrust. Whatever happened next, she wouldn't have to face it on her own.
Long hours passed in her drowsy state. Sometimes she would blink for only a moment and discover that the torches had changed position entirely. The steady beats of the night marchers ebbed and flowed like the tide, and she stared out at them until they became tiny motes of light that floated on an inky canvas. They gathered together in the darkness, creating a face that looked like her father's in his final moments.
Ingrid's eyes snapped open and she blinked rapidly, visions of the past fading like smoke caught in a breeze. Down below, long shadows had appeared between the trees as the first light of day kissed the mountainside. There was no sign of the night marchers.
"You're awake."
Startled, Ingrid looked to the other side of the opening to see Ratu dressed and sipping from a tea cup. When she tried to sit up, she realized that she was beneath a blanket.
"Oh, fuck me, I fell asleep on watch." Ashamed, she pushed away the blankets.
"Hardly." The naga grinned. "When I came to take your place, you tried to argue with me that you didn't need sleep. Your body told me otherwise, so I simply waited for you to lose consciousness and covered you up."
Ingrid winced. That hadn't been very professional of her. "Why not move me to the fire?"
Ratu shrugged. "You seemed happier out here, though I can't explain why." She stuck a hand into her sleeve and pulled out an additional tea cup. "Would you like some?"
"Please." Ingrid leaned forward to accept the cup from Ratu. The naga picked up a kettle resting on a stone nearby and poured it into the cup. The two of them sat in silence for several minutes, drinking their tea. Eventually, Ratu shook her sleeves and a blue creature tumbled free.
"Cerulea." Ratu pinched the fairy's wings and lifted her so they were at eye level. "Time to get to work."
The fairy dangled there for a few seconds before yawning, then shook herself free of the naga's fingers. She dropped toward the ground, but stopped in mid-air, her wings fluttering.
"Go," Ratu commanded. "Find Mike."
Cerulea did a pirouette and then saluted Ratu before turning into a ball of light and shooting out of the lava vent's mouth like a bottle rocket. Ingrid watched the fairy vanish into the woods below.
"You really think she will find him?"
Ratu nodded. "She'll find her sister," she replied. "And then report back."
"So what do we do until then?"
The naga sipped at her tea and then gazed down into the valley. She let out a sigh and relaxed against the stone wall behind her.
"Enjoy the sunrise," she replied. "Because you never know if it will be your last."
Though the words were ominous, Ingrid couldn't help but agree.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Mike hovered in the void, pain and light shifting back and forth behind his eyes as he wavered on the edge of consciousness. It was a strange place between awake and the Dreamscape where time had no meaning, but he couldn't quite enter either world. Memories fluttered like butterflies, slowly assembling into a picture of what had occurred.
The dull throbbing in his shoulder started beating in time with his heart, sending ripples through his entire body. With each thud, his mind coalesced, allowing him proper conscious thoughts once more. He had been shot, that much he remembered. Then he fell? His last thoughts had been for Opal's safety. He didn't want her vessel getting lost or falling into the wrong hands, so had tried to set her free in those final moments.
Opal. Ratu. Quetzalli. They were likely lost on the mountain, probably being chased by night marchers and skeletons. These thoughts shook him fully awake and he opened his eyes to reveal only darkness and panicked, realizing that the void itself had followed him. His body was numb and all he could hear was a dull roar. After all his near misses, death had finally caught up to him.
Sadness and anger flooded him at the realization that he had let everybody down. Even worse, his children were now without a father, and they would experience the pain of losing a parent early just as he had. Tormented by this realization, he cried out in agony.
Upon opening his mouth, water flooded in. The void latched back onto him, pressing against his lips. Startled, he coughed as the liquid was sucked from his mouth, realizing that the void also had a tongue. He was being held in place. Puzzled, he went still to assess his surroundings. Up above, flickering lights came into view and then vanished. Their light wasn't enough to pierce the darkness around them, but it did illuminate the scales along Leilani's neck and shoulders as the mermaid held him close.
"Mmph?" he asked, realizing that it was her mouth pressed against his. She dropped her hand along his arm until she found his hand, then gave it a squeeze.
"Mmph," she replied, then blew a puff of air from her gills into him before breaking away and shifting back. He could barely make out her face beneath the water, but she pointed upward and then held out a fist. When it was clear he didn't understand, she grunted and spoke to him through the water in a whisper.
"We're being hunted," she said. "I'm giving you air so we can stay safe down here."
He looked up again and studied the twisted lights. It took a few seconds for him to realize that they were the spectral torches carried by the night marchers. Somehow they had survived their fall and were taking refuge in a body of water.
Shivering, he rubbed at his arms, and Leilani came back to him. She held him close and pressed her lips to his once more, breathing air into his lungs as she rubbed his arms and back. By accident, she bumped the spot where he'd been shot and he moaned in pain.
Realizing he might be bleeding out underwater, he tried to explore the wound with his fingers. Leilani didn't move to stop him, and he was more than a little surprised when he discovered that the injury had been packed with some kind of material. It hurt to touch it, so he decided to leave it alone.
How long had they been down here? He shivered again, and Leilani pressed her body against his. If they stayed down here too long, he would end up suffering from hypothermia.
The mermaid seemed to understand this and slid her hands beneath his shirt. The water warmed around her hands, causing him to remember that she could use magic. Opening up his Soul Sight allowed Leilani to appear before him in an ethereal form. He broke away from her lips and looked down at her hands. Her magic swirled around his torso, heating the water to warm him up.
As Leilani tried to warm him, he dug through his clothes for Opal's vessel. Realizing it was gone, he also felt around for Daisy. Could the fairies even breathe underwater? He was certain she would have left long before drowning. Leilani watched him do this, then got his attention by holding up two fingers.
He nodded, and she followed up by pointing to the surface and then flashing him the Okay sign. Relieved that they were safe, he allowed himself to relax. It was likely going to be awhile.
Leilani pressed her mouth to his and breathed more air into his lungs. Up above, the torches brightened as more night marchers arrived. Mike wasn't sure if they just couldn't come in the water, or if they didn't know he and Leilani were there. Either way, they weren't currently fighting for their lives, so that was always a plus. The roaring sound was a nearby waterfall, but he assumed it must be too small to hide behind. It was enough to cast ripples along the surface, which was why the lights were constantly wavering.
The throbbing in his shoulder diminished, which he attributed to the coldness of the water. Leilani pressed herself against him, and he noticed that her hands were starting to linger in certain places. Her hands explored his chest, and sometimes his biceps as she tried to keep him warm. Though it wasn't an ideal situation by any means, his cock somehow managed to direct enough blood flow away from his body to make a valiant effort at rising to the challenge.
You're not helping things, he thought at his penis. It flexed involuntarily, reminding him of a shrug.
Being able to see Leilani's soul, he could tell that touching him was having an effect on her. The next time her hand lingered on his chest, a pink light briefly filtered through her spirit and he recognized it immediately as arousal.
His cock twitched again, reminding him that he was alive. This caused his magic to awaken, and suddenly it was now a two-against-one battle of wills. On the one hand, he was currently submerged in cold water while hiding from vengeful spirits that would probably tear him apart given half the chance. His brain told him this was a very bad thing.
On the other hand, he was currently lip locked with a horny mermaid. His body and magic were both of the opinion that this was a very good thing.
The next time Leilani's hand lingered, he put his own over it. He actually felt her breath hitch in response, and he darted his tongue into her mouth.
"Mmh?" she asked, her thumb rubbing the edge of his nipple.
"Mmhmm," he replied, then moved his hand off of hers and onto her chest. Her breasts were buoyant beneath the water, which allowed him to easily slip them free of their confines. Her nipples were already hard, and he mimicked her actions.
Leilani actually let out a full throated chuckle as she explored his body more thoroughly with her hands, becoming aggressive. She undid the button of his shorts and slid her hand down his back and onto his butt. Her hands were warm against his skin, sending tingles of pleasure up his spine. Instead of simply breathing back and forth, their tongues now slid over each other in a seductive dance that soon had Mike even harder.
Though he was disappointed that he couldn't appreciate the mermaid visually, he was given ample time to explore her assets with his hands. She made girlish little moans in his mouth while he played with her breasts, so he decided to take a small risk and broke off their kiss, then lifted her body so that he could suck on her nipples.
He was delighted to hear the tiny gasps of joy from her as she fought to keep her voice down. This only served to heighten his excitement, and he continued to feast on her breasts as he slid his hands along her waist and toward what would have been her butt.
Leilani was obviously more responsible than he was, because she forced him to come up for air. Once their lips met, she dropped her hand to his cock and stroked it, sending waves of heat into his body. He moaned for her, causing the mermaid to shiver in delight.
Moving his hands to the front of her body, it occurred to him that he actually had no idea where her vagina might be. He aimed for the general vicinity and moved his palm across her smooth scales. Leilani caught on pretty quick, and guided his fingers to a thin seam he would have otherwise missed. Unsure how to best proceed, he massaged the area with his fingertips, eliciting a sigh from Leilani.
The seam in her scales softened, allowing his fingers access. There was a bulbous nub inside that was clearly the mermaid version of a clitoris with a tight vaginal canal beneath. Though he couldn't see what he was doing, his magic guided him. His thumb was able to hold the seam open and rub her clit at the same time, all while he teased her with his middle finger.



Leilani's lower body spasmed, and they sank deeper into the lake. He broke their kiss to equalize the pressure in his ears, then watched in awe as Leilani lowered herself to take his cock into her mouth. Delighted at how warm her mouth was, he did his best to ignore the memory of just how sharp her teeth were.
The seconds ticked away as they floated in darkness, with Leilani fellating him underwater. He tried to enjoy it, but the lack of air to breathe soon became a distraction. As if realizing this, Leilani came back up to kiss him some more, her mouth slightly bitter with the flavor of his own precum.
"Mmph," she squealed as she positioned herself, using a hand to hold his cock in place while running that seam along it. The scaly folds parted almost immediately, allowing his cock to slide inside her. It only made it an inch or so before she grunted and had to stop. He passed the time by playing with her clit some more while it was still exposed. This served to drive her nuts as she thrashed around in the water, occasionally breaking contact with his mouth and causing bubbles to stream to the surface.
It was a little awkward, but he was able to wrap his legs around her hips and pin himself in place. He didn't so much thrust himself into her as he pulled her whole body down, creating a weird sort of underwater dance that allowed him to gradually sink deeper into her core. Though he seemed to bottom out early on, Leilani encouraged this behavior despite her initial tightness. Eventually, the soft tissue inside her vagina would shift dramatically, allowing himself to slide in even further.
Thinking back to the slender, prehensile cocks of the mermen, the inner anatomy of mermaid pussy made slightly more sense as he continued on his quest to drive himself ever deeper. After several minutes, Leilani tapped him frantically on the shoulder and moved her head to speak.
"No further," she whispered in his ear. "I don't go any deeper."
Surprised, Mike used his hand to feel the base of his cock. He easily had at least an inch left outside. He made a noise that sounded like a question, then pulled out a bit and gave her a little thrust.
"Oh, yes, please," she moaned in his ear. He repeated the action, driving a gasp from her body. Pleased with himself, he continued to fuck her under the water until he remembered that he needed air. He made another noise and pointed at his mouth.
"Right, sorry." Leilani breathed some air into his lungs, then moved her lips to his ear once more. "Fuck me like one of your land girls," she muttered before locking lips with him again.
Seeing this as a royal command, Mike did his best to obey. The water resisted his movements, but it was apparently more than adequate for the mermaid. She started humming her pleasure into his mouth, occasionally stopping to kiss him properly. Unable to see or even properly breathe, Mike realized that he was completely at her mercy.
The thought turned him on even more. His magic flowed through Leilani, taking her measure, and he became rough with her in response. She crooned in delight as he squeezed her ass, then moved his hands to her breasts. The mermaid's magic caused the water to swirl around them in a vortex that held them in place.
Leilani pulled her head away and arched her back, pressing her breasts into Mike's face as she opened her mouth in a silent scream. Her vaginal walls clamped down on him and undulated, as if attempting to milk his cock. The rapid squeezing had the appropriate effect, but the princess squeezed so hard that his cock popped free just as he came. His magic almost felt disappointed that he had blown his load in the water, and he watched in amazement as his shimmering spooge crackled like a bioluminescent jellyfish as it hovered up between them.
"Oh, darn," muttered Leilani as she opened her mouth and attempted to suck some of his jizz into her mouth. Muttering something about watered down semen, she gave up and nuzzled into him instead, nibbling playfully at his lip until he kissed her again. She let out a coo of delight, but seemed satisfied to just float there with him and wait for the light of day up above.
Mike felt his magic disperse and return to its slumber. The sex had been fun, but relatively anti-climactic. Not everyone could be a magical nymph in a bathtub.
Leilani broke their kiss again and moved her mouth to his ear. "I'll have more room for you when I'm in human form," she whispered. "I'm not letting that cock of yours out of my sight."
He made a grunt of approval, which caused some bubbles to come out of his nose. Leilani resumed her task of keeping him alive by breathing for him, her arms sliding over his body some more to keep him warm.
Losing track of time, he fell into a bit of a meditative trance, focusing his energy on staying conscious. On occasion, he felt a pulse of magic in his shoulder, but was uncertain what it could be doing. Leilani teased him on a couple occasions, but other than touching his cock a few times, never took it any further.
Up above, the golden glow of sunrise chased away the shadows, revealing that they swam in a pool that was maybe thirty feet deep. Down below, Mike's shorts rested on a rock, and a few tiny fish swam along the edges of the pool. Certain that the night marchers had officially moved on, Mike looked to Leilani and pointed up.
Leilani bit her lip and looked down at his semi flaccid cock. A tiny tendril of semen clung to it like seaweed, and she collected it with her thumb and stuck it in her mouth. Licking her lips, she nodded, then pointed up.
Mike surfaced slowly, fighting the urge to wipe the water from his eyes. A scan of the shore revealed that nobody was nearby, so he swam over to the closest rock and pulled himself onto it. The moment he was out of the water, his muscles failed him and he went limp.
"Okay, yeah, I should have expected that." Hours of treading water topped by fucking a mermaid was not something the human body had been designed for. Behind him, Leilani surfaced and swam over. She tossed his shorts onto a nearby rock, then slid along his backside and rested her head between his shoulder blades.
"I have no words," she muttered, nuzzling against him. Her breasts pressed into his lower back, giving him an idea for a new kind of massage. "I don't think amazing even comes close to describing it."
He smiled at the compliment. "I'm built differently than other humans," he explained. "Just in case you think that's something a regular guy could do."
"Oh, I know it isn't. You're the legendary Caretaker, after all. In this moment, I can't tell you how pleased I am that you're a man." She moved off of his back so that she could lay next to him, gazing into his eyes with adoration. "If I tell you something, you have to swear to secrecy."
"It depends on the secret, honestly."
Leilani considered him for a moment, then moved in close and dropped her voice to a whisper. "It is considered a blessing to have the ability to form legs," she explained. "The people of my culture will give you many reasons why, but there's an unspoken reason."
"Which is?"
"It lets us hook up with human men." Leilani grinned. "And women, too, though there's no shortage of those under the sea."
"I've heard that they're better down where it's wetter."
"Of course they're wetter, they're underwater."
"Oh." Well, not all of his dumb jokes could land. "So you sneak onto the shore a lot?"
The princess frowned. "I have, but never for a sexual interlude, honestly. Since I'm part of the royal court, I am watched more closely. We have a whole cautionary tale about royalty falling for land walkers. It never works out."
"I'm sure."
"But I have lived vicariously through my handmaidens." Leilani grinned, revealing those shark teeth of hers as she moved closer to him. "Maybe even perhaps had them reenact their escapades with me. My only regret right now is that I have never fucked a man outside of the water."
His cock twitched in response, but Mike knew better than to indulge his curiosity right now.
"I have a question," he replied, hoping to change the subject. "What did Wallace do that has your entire kingdom so angry with him?"
"Oh. That." Just like that, the arousal in her voice diminished. "I would prefer not to talk about it."
"That bad, huh?" Mike grunted as he pulled himself up into a sitting position. "Did he make a pass at your mother?"
Leilani laughed. "Oh, that would be too rich. No, my mother is quite the..um..." She made a face. "I'm trying to remember the human word for it. Sleuth? Sloth?"
"Slut?"
"Yeah!" Leilani belly laughed, then rolled onto her back. "She's so horny that she'd suck a barnacle off a rock if she thought it would return the favor."
"Now that's an image," Mike replied with a laugh as he took off his shirt and tried to squeeze the water from his shorts.
"Let me help with that," Leilani offered. With the wave of her hand, water bubbled up out of his clothes and moved back into the pool. "I'll tell you what he did if you promise to never bring it up again. It's repulsive."
As if she feared the merfolk ancestors themselves would suddenly rise up from the grave and hear her, she whispered it in his ear. The moment after the forbidden knowledge entered his mind, he burst into laughter. Leilani scowled and crossed her arms, but Mike waved his hands at her apologetically.
"I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm only laughing because I thought maybe he said or did something culturally offensive. I didn't expect something that disgusting is all. Wow."
Her features softened. "You said you wouldn't talk about it."
"And I won't, I promise." He slapped his cheeks in an attempt to knock the grin off his face. "I just need a moment to let it sink in."
"Okay." She scooted onto the shore and wiggled her tail. Light shimmered along her scales as it split apart and transformed into a pair of thighs that immediately had Mike's attention. "As long as you aren't making fun of me, I think that's fine."
"I'm not, I promise." He patted her on the knee and let his hand linger a moment. "In fact, I'll make it up to you sometime. Maybe help you with that 'on land' fantasy of yours."
Leilani's cheeks darkened, her eyes suddenly full of hope and determination. "I warn you that I'll take it personally if you don't."
"Then let's figure out where to go from here, shall we?" He stood up to put on his clothes, but crouched back down when he heard movement among the trees. Holding a finger to his lips for silence, he summoned a lightning spider in the palm of his hand and got ready to toss it out.
A short figure pressed forward through the leaves, and Mike closed his hand, dispersing his magic. Opal approached in human form, her head cocked to one side as she dragged Leilani's bent trident behind her. While her facial features were identical to Beth, she actually stood about six inches shorter now, and her hair was largely a blob that dangled over her shoulders. Circling over the slime girl's head like a halo was Daisy.
"I'm so glad to see you two!" He moved forward and carefully hugged Opal. If he squeezed too hard, she would end up sticking to him. Even so, tendrils of slime clung to his arms. "I was worried you might have been hurt in the fall."
Opal, unable to speak, started signing. I tried to catch you by grabbing onto the trees, but you were too heavy and I fell apart, she explained. Couldn't pull myself together fast enough to come after you. We hid from the spirits.
"Sorry I broke you apart. I didn't mean to worry you."
I was more worried about your shoulder. I plugged it up for you. For emphasis, Opal poked him near his injury. Remembering the wound, he inspected it in the light of day. The edges of the wound were ragged and new flesh was already forming. However, there was a pale blue plug where it hadn't quite mended yet. When he probed the wound, it no longer ached as it had.
"Are you the reason this healed so fast?" he asked.
No, she signed, then held out a small ball. But I did pull this out.
"What is she saying?" asked Leilani.
"Oh, I'm sorry. Princess Leilani, this is Opal and Daisy." He held out a finger for Daisy to land on, then showed her to Leilani. The little fairy bowed. "Neither can speak out loud, but they can hear you just fine. She was telling me that she caught us on the way down."
"Oh, that makes so much more sense!" Leilani stepped toward them, understanding in her eyes. "Before we hit the ground, all these tentacles burst out of your chest and grabbed onto the trees. They slowed us down some, but then they snapped and we still fell about fifteen feet. Once I realized we had both survived, I dragged you to safety before the night marchers could find us." The mermaid gazed up at the distant cliff, then back at Mike. "Where did they come from?"
"I had them hidden on me," he explained. "As a safety precaution."
"Interesting. You kept these two inside your body, then? Is there anyone else in there?" She moved close and lifted his shirt, but he swatted her hand away playfully.
"They were in my clothes, not me. And it was just these two," he said with a laugh, then looked at Opal. "Are you guys okay?"
Opal and Daisy both nodded, but this time, the fairy started signing.
Have been waiting nearby to rescue you. Spirits are very angry.
"I didn't need rescuing this time, but I appreciate it. Have you seen the others?"
Opal shook her head. Daisy pointed toward the mountain and signed the word for sister.
"So they're nearby?" he asked.
Daisy took off and flew straight up in the air. After a few moments, a little blue light appeared, followed by a couple of birds who were trying to snap Cerulea out of the air. Both fairies descended, but not before Daisy slapped one of the birds hard enough that it left behind a small cloud of feathers before flying away.
"There you are!" Cerulea dropped like a stone into his hands.
"What is that?" asked Leilani with wide eyes.
"Daisy's sister." He held Cerulea up to his eyes. "Where are the others?"
"Holed up in a cave thataway!" Cerulea bounced on her feet as she pointed back the way she had come. "Ratu and Quetzalli are there, and so is the mean lady!"
"Ingrid?"
"Yep!" Cerulea nodded proudly.
"So I guess we head there, then. Lead the way."
"Nope!" Cerulea shook her head. "Can't! There are skeletons in the forest."
Leilani grunted, then gnashed her teeth so hard that Mike winced at the sound. "That bastard," she said. "I haven't had a chance to tell you what happened last night. The Captain informed me that my mother wished to speak to me through his magical shell, but we needed to keep it discreet. He led me to the edge of the camp and then destroyed the barrier keeping the night marchers out."
"So he let them all in?" Mike rolled his eyes. "Never mind, of course he did."
"Yeah, but here's the thing. The marchers weren't there for me. They wanted him even more." Leilani shivered. "When they chased him off, I ran to try and lead them away from the camp. But I didn't know that he had summoned his ship, which meant his crew could help him."
"The dead guys?"
She nodded. "He has power over those who lose their lives to the sea. It is also why he has been a powerful ally. On more than one occasion, he has summoned his army from the deep--"
"Wait, army?" Mike's jaw dropped. "He has a skeleton army?"
Leilani nodded solemnly. "They cannot survive long outside of the water unless they are on his ship. So he keeps them stashed in the depths, buried beneath the sand where they won't be discovered."
"Shit." Mike looked down at his feet, then up toward the sky. "I guess it makes sense. If he's a Player in the Game, it's not like he's just on a pleasure cruise around the world. Does he have any other powers I should know about?"
Leilani shook her head. "In the hundreds of years we've known him, the skeletons are the ones we find most frightening. If there are others, they have gone unnoticed."
"Hundreds? What the hell?" Mike groaned. "How come this guy gets to live hundreds of years?"
The princess laughed. "That's because he found the Fountain of Youth! He used to go back every decade or so and drink from it, but I found out from my mother recently that it dried up before I was born. Francois is now stuck getting old like the rest of us."
"Huh. I see. So the Captain is facing down his own mortality, huh?" He wasn't sure what to do with that information, but it was probably important. "Seems to be the same problem everyone I deal with has. Would it explain why he would try to take you out?"
She shook her head. "Honestly, my best guess is he intends to turn my people and the Order against you even further. If I had died, your friend Beth would be in peril, and conflicting accounts of what happened would further muddy the waters. But when things went wrong, his hand was forced."
"Why did the night marchers go after him?" Mike asked.
"No idea. But one of them actually pushed me out of the way to get to Francois." She sighed. "I suspect my own mother thinks I'm dead, so your friend is likely in danger."
"Not if I can help it. I can get word to my people, don't you worry." He turned to look up the mountain. "I suspect our answer to all of this lies up there. Cerulea, I need you to fill Ratu in on everything we talked about and see if she and the others can continue the climb and meet us up there. Can you do that?"
The fairy gave him a salute, then turned into a ball of light and shot into the air. One of the birds that had chased her before took off from a nearby tree in an attempt to catch her.
"Will she be all right?" asked Leilani.
"She'll be fine," Mike replied. "Even if that bird could catch her, I know she could handle it. Right, Daisy?"
Daisy nodded, then scrambled up his arm and sat on his shoulder. Opal handed the trident over to Leilani, who looked at it sadly.
"It was my father's," she said. "Won't be much use in a fight, now."
"Can you fix it?" he asked.
"Me? No. But it is fixable." She held it up and stabbed the butt into the ground to use as a hiking stick. "So where are we headed?"
Mike pointed up the mountain. "That way," he said, then sat on a nearby rock. "But first, I need a few minutes to check in with the others and let them know I'm okay."
Leilani turned away from him and stared out into the forest. "Then allow me to watch over you," she said, the muscles in her arms tightening. "I will guard you with my life."
Though it was a bit dramatic, Mike appreciated the sentiment. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and sent his thoughts home to Kisa. Now that the Captain had made his move, it was time to make some moves of his own.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Beth was still lying in bed when she heard someone knock on the door of the suite.
"I've got it," Lily said as she crawled from beneath the covers and slapped Beth's exposed ass. "Since somebody is all tuckered out."
"Mmf," Beth replied, then hid her head under the pillow. Dinner with the Director had taken an unexpected turn last night when the man failed to show up. This meant ordering a ton of room service and staying up all night eating while watching an action movie marathon with Lily. The succubus had taken it upon herself to transform into the various male leads, which had led to a very exciting evening between the two of them.
Late in the evening, Beth asked Lily if she ever did something similar for Mike. Lily had laughed, and admitted that Mike had, but many of her transformations had been into video game and book characters he had crushed on when he was younger. While this revelation opened the door to more possibilities for Beth, she was insanely curious to know if Lily had ever fucked Mike while pretending to be someone else in the house and asked her that.



"Oh, I've tried," Lily had admitted. "But when he figures out it's me, he makes me change back. Something about morality and scruples. Why? Is there someone you're curious about?"
Back in the present, Beth felt a tail snake up her leg before ripping the covers away. Groaning in protest, she tried to take the blankets back, but Lily was too fast.
"The Director wants to see you for breakfast this time." Lily handed over another envelope. "Oh, and apparently he apologizes for standing you up last night. Something about Order business."
"Was he at our door?" Beth asked with a yawn.
"Nope. Sent a lackey." Lily sighed and opened up the closet. "So what are you wearing for your big date? Something that accentuates your hips? Or will you be all business in a bikini?"
Beth slid free of the bed and pushed Lily out of the way. "I can dress myself, thanks."
"But of course, dahling." Lily sashayed out of the room. "I'll be out here trying to find something to watch on the telly."
Beth looked through the outfits in her closet and picked a simple white dress that paired well with a pair of brown dress sandals and a paua shell necklace she had brought. She turned on the faucet in her shower and jumped in, shivering beneath the cold spray. It helped bring the morning into focus, and she washed the sex out of her hair. With a wave of her hand, the water leapt off her body, and she stepped out of the bathroom completely dry.
Slipping into her outfit took only a minute, and she stepped out of her bedroom into the suite and stopped. Lily was standing in the kitchen, her fingers pressed into the granite so hard that it had cracked. Standing on the other side of the counter was Kisa with a serious look on her face.
"What happened?" Beth asked.
Lily didn't respond. Kisa cleared her throat and then sat on one of the stools.
"They attacked the house last night," she began. "Or tried to, anyway. Don't worry, everyone is okay. Jenny let them off with a warning."
"Then what's the problem?" Beth asked.
"The Captain tried to kill Mike at roughly the same time." Kisa sighed. "Apparently that douchebag was trying to kill the princess and frame Mike for it, but took the opportunity to shoot him, too."
"He was shot?" Beth took a step forward, but Kisa waved her back.
"He's fine, because he's Mike." The catgirl chuckled. "But now we suspect that the Director was in on it, which doesn't make sense. The Order seemed to have no idea who the Captain even was. So either the Director is keeping secrets from the Order, or there's something else going on here."
"Damn." Beth fiddled with the shell necklace, twirling it with her fingers. "My bet is on the secret agenda. He was supposed to have dinner with me last night, but cancelled at the last second. Now we're having breakfast."
"He probably wants to cut a deal." Kisa slid off the stool. "As far as anybody knows, the Order team was wiped out and Mike died. And we're going to keep it that way for a little bit longer, if we can."
"But what of the merfolk?" Beth frowned at the idea that she may be dragged out to sea and charged with regicide.
"Leilani and Mike have gotten rather close, apparently." Kisa laughed. "Like we should expect anything different. She said that without evidence, the council will wait at least a couple of days before coming for you. But if that happens, you are to remind her mother about the green flash incident."
"The green flash incident?" Beth was familiar with the phenomenon. On a clear day, it was possible to see the sun turn green for just a second at sunset, a trick made possible by the refraction of light through the atmosphere so close to the equator. "What does that even mean?"
"It's code for something meant to keep you out of hot water. But it's highly likely that you're in danger."
"That's nothing new." Beth looked at Lily. "Are you okay?"
"Mike doesn't want her coming after him," Kisa explained. "And she didn't like it."
"Of course I don't like it," Lily snapped. "It seems like every asshole here wants a piece of him, but nooooo, he's just going to ignore that and go looking for a dragon instead! It's bad enough I lost a bet with Lala over this, but now I'm stuck here playing babysitter!" She took off her tracking bracelet and tossed it to Kisa. "Fuck it. My talents are wasted in this room. Kitty cat, you get to be me from now on."
"Wait, what?" Kisa's eyes grew wide as Lily walked to the balcony, her body rippling as she transformed into a vaguely familiar man dressed as one of the attendants.
"I'll keep your sweet ass out of the fire," Lily declared in a man's voice as she pointed at Beth. "You keep that asshole distracted while I dig through his shit."
"Lily, wait!" Beth didn't get to say much more. The succubus walked out onto the balcony and jumped over the edge. "Won't somebody see her?"
"Nah. There's a hole in the surveillance right there." Kisa took a banana out of the fruit bowl and started to peel it. "I scoped it out after my first trip here and told her about it in case we needed an escape route."
"I thought the portal was the escape route?"
Kisa shrugged. "It's always better to have more than one," she said. "Oh, and Tink isn't coming back any time soon. She got pretty defensive about the kids so has gone home to, and I quote, 'sharpen hammer for ass ramming.'"
"How do you sharpen...nevermind." Beth sighed as she moved toward the door. "Anything else I should know?"
Kisa shook her head. "That's it for now."
Beth nodded, then moved toward the door. "Well in that case, I guess it's time for me to do my part. See what I can get out of the Director before somebody tries to take me out."
"This vacation isn't exactly relaxing," Kisa declared, then kicked her feet up on the table. "If you need me, you know where to find me."
"That I do," Beth replied as she opened the door to go have breakfast with the enemy. "That I do."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
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Roll For Damage
There was a moment of silence as the entire congregation stared up at Eulalie. Shock, awe, fear. These were all expressions she had expected. It was all just data to the Arachne, filtered through multiple sets of eyes. She knew who was sweating, who was holding their breath, and who had pissed themselves.
Her whole life, she had been taught to see humans as anything other than prey. She could love them, hate them, or even ignore them entirely. As long as she saw them as something other than food to be eaten with disdain, she would flourish. It was the most important lesson her mother could teach her, and it was one that stuck.
But right now, her friends were in danger. Because of the demon in this room, she risked losing somebody else that she cared about, and she needed to disconnect. Now that she was about to face down a demon who had gone full-blown Agent Smith on her, it was time to see the world in a way that made her comfortable. Killing people? That wouldn't do. She had been raised better than that.
But a demon hivemind wearing meatsuits? That sounded like something out of a video game. Eulalie loved video games. When it came down to it, video games were really just bits of code, numbers that flowed through a processor to generate images. It didn't matter how many people you killed in a game, because it wasn't real at all.
Even with the members of the congregation shifting back and forth, she counted three hundred and twenty seven of them, and at least six of them had turned. Seventeen mercenaries were visible, two of which had turned. Down below and to her left, she heard the ominous sound of a round being chambered.
With a casual swipe of her hand, Mace shot forward and smashed into the armed attacker with enough force that a trail of gore coated the pews behind him. This distracted a zombie, which allowed the demons behind it to take it to the ground.
By the time she leapt forward from the stage, her body twisting in mid-air like a contortionist so that she could properly view the scene from above, Lily, Dana, and Tasia were already leaping into the fray. Lily barreled into a cluster of Legions while wearing a cheerleader's outfit with a football helmet. The werewolf swatted a man who fired two rounds into her, sending him flying across the room. And Dana...
Eulalie briefly marveled at the speed and fluidity demonstrated by the zombie. Dana moved as if this scene had been rehearsed, spinning around and cutting down her foes with her sword. The room was already soaked in blood, and there were now three hundred and twenty two enemies remaining. That thought played out in Eulalie's head like a video game announcer.
The Arachne landed silently behind the crowd, and grabbed hold of a demon who tried to run past her. With a practiced movement, she snapped the man's neck and tossed him aside, then kicked a nearby woman so hard that her shoes went flying off as she tumbled through the air. When one of the mercenaries aimed a shotgun in her direction, she sidestepped the blast and punched him so hard that his torso collapsed.
"Oh, fuck, I'm so sorry," she whispered in horror. Humans were far more fragile than she thought. Taking several deep breaths, she looked away from the mess she had made and closed her human eyes for a moment. Basking in the other visual spectrums made it easier to separate herself from reality, which would probably come up in therapy later.
She made a mental note to find a good therapist.
Somebody managed to fire their gun into Dana before she lopped off their arm. Though electronics were shut down by the frequency jammer Eulalie had hidden in the rafters, anybody lurking outside would hear the gunshots for sure.
"Just a game, just a game," she muttered, then held out her hand and willed Mace to return. The flying weapon leapt to her aid. She jumped up onto the wall and swung down at a pair of zombies that had run at her. If they bit her, would she turn? That would probably be very bad. Luckily, Mace had no problems dealing with the undead for her.
Eulalie felt a shift in the air currents and leapt to the side as a man up on the balcony opened fire on her location. He had entered through one of the side doors and had clearly noticed her first. Scrambling up the wall onto the ceiling, she looked over in time to watch the balcony get shattered from below by one of the demonic parishioners. Tasia had picked the woman up and thrown her like a missile, taking out the gunner.
"That was almost a fastball special," Eulalie muttered, then jumped down into the melee to knock some attackers off of Dana. The zombie had been swarmed by the congregation and had almost been disarmed. Dana made brief eye contact with Eulalie, and what the Arachne saw there scared her.
"Dana?" she asked, but her friend had already moved away to disembowel somebody.
Lily was having no problems as she stormed over, her tail whipping back and forth to sting people. A few demons were already snoozing between the pews, at least two of them being eaten alive by zombies.
"You and I are going to have a long talk when we get home," she declared, pointing angrily at Eulalie.
"You're not my mother," Eulalie replied defiantly. Though her comment had been intended as sarcasm, Lily's features twisted up as if she had been struck.
"You're right," replied the succubus as she lifted up a demon with her tail and strangled him. The man's legs kicked in the air, which attracted a zombie. "But you're still my friend."
Tasia howled in the corner of the room, and then the room erupted in gunfire as some of Legion's meatsuits picked up guns that the dead security team had dropped. Lily flared her wings, catching the fired rounds with her body. The bullets she didn't catch deflected off of Eulalie's chitinous armor.
"Can we have this moment later?" Eulalie tossed Mace casually to the side, allowing the weapon to slip away from her hands and into somebody's face. "This is how people get killed in movies."
Lily rolled her eyes and lowered her wings. The man hanging from her tail was now riddled with bullets, his eyes bugged out as his body tried to reanimate.
"Fuck it, whatever." She threw the man down. "But one more thing."
"Make it quick." Eulalie crossed her arms.
"We're all predators here. But that was never the reason you were special." Lily caressed Eulalie's cheek. "Spiders aren't just hunger and violence. They're also quite smart, it's why they have webs. You're one of the smartest people I know, so don't get caught up in the moment. Play to your strengths."
Eulalie stared at the succubus in awe. The spider comment was something her mother used to tell her all the time. Playing to her strengths was one of her dad's favorite sayings. She was unsure how to reconcile hearing both of these things from her friend.
Lily flared her wings and leapt up toward the balcony. "I'll be back in a minute," she declared with a grin. "Try to leave some for me."
Eulalie watched her friend go, then turned back to the mess that had erupted. Some members of the congregation had fled out the front door into the night, and she had no way of knowing if they were possessed or dead.
"Mace!" She held out her hand and the weapon smacked into it. "We've got some hunting to do."
The weapon shivered in delight as she ran out into the humid night air.

💀💀💀Gunsmoke. Blood. Fear. These were the primary scents that lingered in Tasia's nostrils as she tore into her foes. The demon's meatsuits only had the advantage of numbers as she slashed at them with her claws, ripping what little remained of her outfit with every movement. A man got too close and she snapped her jaws down around his neck and shook until she felt something snap. Satisfied, she dropped him on the ground and leapt forward at an old woman with a cane.
She winced at the staccato sounds of gunfire, heat and agony blossoming up her back. These bullets weren't silver, but each one brought pain similar to being stabbed with a hot knife. Growling in anger, she ripped one of the pews off of the ground and hurled it at the men and women who were now armed with guns. A squad of mercenaries came in through a side entrance and advanced, focusing their gunfire primarily on Tasia.
Tasia turned her back and hunched over, letting the bullets rip into her back. Already, her body was pushing the bullets back out, but a shot to the head would knock her unconscious if it didn't penetrate her skull. She saw the succubus leap up to the second floor, leaving the two of them alone. Eulalie was missing as well.
Despair welled up in the back of her mind, but the wolf forced it back down. Right now, they were a pack, and each of them had a role. It wasn't her job to question what came next, but to chase it down with teeth bared. Dana had taken several hits as well, and was covered in blood. Tasia had no idea how much of it belonged to Dana.
Legion swarmed forward, pushing Dana back. Nearly ten people had her in a crush as four of them grabbed at the zombie's hand to try and disarm her. Dana fought back with inhuman strength, but leverage wasn't on her side. All around her, Legion was doing battle with the zombies that were rising up. The new mercenaries hadn't noticed this, and were already dealing with an undead problem of their own.
Tasia crouched down, then leapt forward, becoming a wrecking ball of teeth and fangs. She felt the rest of her dress rip free and grabbed her sword out of habit. Steam rose from her palms as the defensive magic of the sword bit into her.
She brought her blade down over and over again. It wasn't the grace of Tasia the knight. In fact, it barely resembled the years of study she had devoted to it. The blade was little more than a fancy butcher knife in her hands. She could do far better on her own.
Dana squirmed free, crawling back on stage where Tasia joined her. The zombies were far more interested in Legion than anyone else, but the demon was moving in. Tasia stood over Dana, crouching down to help shield her from the incoming rounds that were being fired by anyone who had managed to arm themselves.
"This is a mess," Dana grumbled, then tilted her head back to look up at Tasia. Her blue eyes had gone gray, and they lingered on Tasia's muzzle.
Tasia grunted in acknowledgement. Blood dripped from her torso and splashed on Dana's shoulders. She contemplated it for a moment before looking up into Tasia's eyes.
"Stop me if this goes bad," she said, then wiped her hands through Tasia's blood and stuck her fingers in her mouth. Her eyes rolled back in ecstasy, and she shuddered in delight.
Tasia remembered what had happened in the beach house and thought back to Dana's tale of the Nirumbi. Whatever happened next, they would need that additional edge if they wanted to survive. She briefly contemplated the sword in her own hands before coming to a decision.
Tasia was no longer a Knight of the Order. This blade had been her life once upon a time, but those days were gone. If she ever hoped to progress in understanding herself, she needed to stop letting the Order hold her back. She jammed the point of the blade into the stage, causing it to wobble in place as she crouched down on all fours and let out a howl.
"That's my girl," Dana whispered, her words barely audible.
Tasia charged into the fray once more, delighting in the terror and blood that followed. Her prey was not strong enough to stop her, nor was it strong enough to defeat the pack. Legion was making efforts to flee, but the zombies were just as fast. Pockets of fighting had broken out everywhere and the gunfire was no longer focused on Tasia or Dana.
Tasia targeted the demons first. The zombies wouldn't leave, driven only by their blind hunger. Although Legion was essentially a hive mind, the demon had become so scattered that the advantage of numbers no longer mattered.
Stepping around a zombie that was eating a parishioner, Tasia tore into a couple of men who had tried to flee. She broke the back of one and tossed him to the zombies before pinning the other down beneath her claws.
"You ruined everything!" Legion yelled so hard that the skin of his face turned red.
Tasia responded by disemboweling him, then kicked him across the room where he could become food for something else. Sometimes actions were better than words.
The front door of the church exploded, revealing the vampyr, Timotei.
"You!" he shrieked, his eyes so wide that vessels had burst. "It's because of you that he took Mila from me!"
Tasia growled, then stood to her full nine foot height.
"I'll kill you!" The vampyr became a blur, kicking Tasia in the gut so hard that she toppled over a pew and fell on top of a trio of zombies that were feasting on a corpse. The zombies grabbed her, and she howled in pain as their teeth broke her flesh. Hot fire raced through her blood, extinguishing the virus that would change her.
At least, she assumed it was a virus. To be fair, she had no idea what mechanism Dana's undead status functioned by. She was just glad that her own status as a werewolf cancelled it out.
Timotei leaped on top of her, swatting the zombies aside as he straddled her chest and punched her hard in the mouth. A tooth cracked, then fell out when she opened her jaws wide and bit down on Timotei's head. This started a dramatic tug of war where the vampyr tried to shake her off while digging his claws into her fur. The two of them became a tumbling ball of rage and hatred as they rolled into the aisle and back toward the stage. Tasia didn't mind, though. Despite all her wounds and the throbbing sensation in her jaw, she was finally having fun.

💀💀💀One moment, Dana had been back in the kitchen with Daryl. It was the day she had been murdered, and she just stood there and listened to his instructions. Dimly aware that this was yet another memory, all she could do was watch and wait. It wasn't until she felt the hot taste of fresh blood in her mouth that she finally snapped free.
Now she was up on a stage, standing before hundreds of people. Legion was dying before her eyes as the zombie virus ripped through the demon's meatsuit. The thing Dana had always prayed wouldn't happened had now come to pass, like a grim prognosis.
The room was full of demons, but she strictly had eyes for the undead. No matter what happened next, she had to make certain not a single one of them left this place intact. Looking out at the men and women gathered before her, she decided that none of them could leave, just to be safe.
"Roll for initiative, bitches!" Eulalie threw Mace into the audience and leapt from the stage as both Lily and Tasia joined her. Dana moved to join them, the taste of human blood fresh in her mouth. Her blade came down on a man nearby, and then the church vanished.
"Ah, hell yeah!" Velvet pumped her arms in the air as Bigfoot pulled several wooden figurines from behind his seat and set them on the battlemap. Eulalie danced from side to side as Bigfoot adjusted their positions on the board.
"After months of searching, the cult of Baal has finally revealed themselves. Roll for initiative." Bigfoot grinned at Dana, who had already tossed her dice on the board.
"Sixteen," said Eulalie.
"Ugh. Four." Velvet scowled at her die. "I think mine is cursed."
"I got a twelve." Dana frowned at the miniatures. "So what's the plan? There are a ton of these guys, and I don't think I have any AOE attacks."
"That's why you should always buy some alchemist's fire." Eulalie picked up her character sheet. "Oh, shit. I used all of mine on that troll."
"Are any of the cultists goblins?" asked Velvet with hope in her voice.
Bigfoot shook his head. "Nope. Though they are humanoid, none of them are your favored enemy."
"Crap baskets. How much HP is everybody at?" Velvet looked at Dana, her face freezing in place. Soft lines of concern wrinkled near her eyes, yet she was smiling. She was happy.
A bullet tore into Dana's side, and she swung her blade down, taking off the gunman's arm. Though she didn't need to breathe, she gasped for air. Taking a better stance, she dropped down into the melee, kicking one demon away as another tried to grab her hair. With fresh, living blood churning away in her stomach, she felt the emotions come.
"Ah, fucking hell." Eulalie pulled a bag made of spider silk from beneath the table and rummaged through it. "I shouldn't have missed, I think that die is broken."
"That's what you always say," Velvet said with a laugh. "You're just shit at rolling."
"Then why don't you let me use that random number generator, huh? I'd at least be guaranteed a statistical spread."
"No tech at the table," Bigfoot declared, then paused to sip his beer. "I like how the dice sound when they roll," he added for Dana's benefit.
"I've got a potion you can have." Dana looked at her character sheet. "But I need to get it to you and it isn't my turn yet."
"Ha! I can handle this." Velvet studied the board. "Even if you take an attack of opportunity, you should be able to get to her. Then I can cover your back."
"Are you sure?" Dana frowned at the board. "What's your health at, anyway?"
"It's fine." Though Dana had only known the Arachne sisters for a couple of days, she could tell Velvet was lying. "Besides, even if I go down, Lala can resurrect me. There's a certain priest that owes her a favor." Velvet licked her lips seductively.
"Gross," replied Eulalie. "But accurate."
Hands clasped around Dana's neck, squeezing so hard that the blood fought to push its way to her brain. Pulled so suddenly to the present, Dana actually reached out with her free hand in an attempt to pull that memory forward once more. It was a cherished memory, one that she revisited often.
Yet in this moment, it was painful, like the exposed nerve of a tooth. Her vision shimmered as tears formed, blurring the angry faces of those around her. It was Legion, looking at her through many different faces. They nearly had her disarmed.
Eulalie dropped down from above, clearing enough of the congregation away that Dana was able to slip free. The moment froze, and she could see the agony hidden beneath the surface of the Arachne's face. There was anger, pain, and maybe something else. Fear? Regret? Dana's heart was pounding so loudly in her chest that she couldn't concentrate.



Realization finally snapped into place. What Dana was seeing on Eulalie's face was loss, plain and simple. Velvet's death had broken Eulalie, but the Arachne had worked hard to put herself back together. But now, in this moment, all of the cracks from being shattered were on full display for the world to see.
Seeing Eulalie's emotions laid bare revealed yet another truth. Dana may have fooled herself into thinking she was just doing this for Eulalie, but that wasn't actually true. She missed her friend. She wanted to do this for herself. Her emotions were a whirlwind, so she grabbed onto the first one she could. From somewhere buried deep in her stomach, a ball of rage began to unfold.
Dana locked eyes with Eulalie just as the anger boiled over, filling her with a thirst for violence.
"Dana?" asked Eulalie.
"I would like to use rage," said Dana, staring down at the table from above. Bigfoot chuckled quietly to himself and leaned back in his chair.
"I was wondering when you'd finally get around to using it," he said.
Dana smirked and picked up her mini. "The extra hit points will help me get to Eulalie, and then I can help kick some ass afterward." She moved her miniature next to Eulalie's wizard.
"Hold on." Bigfoot rolled the dice and frowned. "Oof, that didn't go as planned."
"What happened?" asked Eulalie and Velvet at the same time. Both of them were leaning over the table, their eyes shining in the lantern light.
"Critical miss on the attack of opportunity." When the sasquatch grinned, it showed all his teeth. "Looks like you got lucky!"
"Hell, yeah," Dana replied.
Charging forward, Dana felt the world slow to a crawl. Her mind was racing so fast that she had plenty of time to think about her next moves. Blood was spilled, hot and fresh, and she licked it off her lips. It gave her strength, speed, and maybe something more.
Legion seemed to realize that something was up, and she got rushed again. Though her strength was increasing, it still wasn't enough for ten thralls at once. Suddenly, Tasia was there, ripping the parishioners away. The two of them fell back together, Dana surveying their attackers. She was bleeding from multiple wounds, and her body was knitting itself back together as fast as possible.
"This is a mess," she said, her words oozing out of her like molasses. Even now, the world was starting to speed up again. If they were going to get out of this, she needed that extra edge the blood provided.
The smell of steaks sizzling on a grill splashed down on her from above, and Dana turned her head to sniff the sweet ambrosia of werewolf blood. Remembering what had happened before, she looked up into Tasia's face.
"Stop me if this goes bad." Honestly, if this didn't work, things were going to be bad anyway. She scooped up the blood on her fingers and stuck it in her mouth.
"Alright, I should be able to take a hit," Eulalie said. "Let's see here. Dana is acting as my meat shield right now, so that should keep my butt out of the fire. How are you holding up, Vee?"
Velvet arched an eyebrow. "I took three hits this round, what do you think?"
"Can you take at least one more?" Eulalie pointed at a cultist in the corner. "Because if he doesn't kill you, I can cast Haste."
"Wicked." Velvet's eyes lit up.
"What does Haste do?" asked Dana.
"Short version, let's Velvet make an extra attack with each weapon," Eulalie replied. "And since she's a ranger dual wielding katanas..."
Velvet cackled maniacally and pulled extra dice out of her bag. "The prophecy shall be fulfilled," she declared.
"Only if you hit," Bigfoot reminded her. "These aren't your favored enemies."
"Thanks for the reminder, Uncle Foot." Velvet stuck out her tongue.
"Two Weapon Fighting has its drawbacks," explained Eulalie. "Mathematically speaking, you would typically be better off trying to wield a weapon normally because your chance to hit goes up, but your damage output is much higher if you have two weapons and can actually land both hits."
Dana nodded. "Yeah, I remember we discussed this when I made this character after the last one died. I can use Power Attack to do something similar."
"You didn't explain the best part," Velvet said as she cupped her hands together around all her dice.
"What's the best part?" asked Dana.
"Hold on." Velvet targeted the cultist nearest her. "This guy," she said, then rolled her twenty-sided die several times.
Bigfoot bit his lip in thought, then nodded. "Technically, you missed once, but I'll give it to you because Rule of Cool."
"Rule of Cool," Velvet declared, then grabbed the stack of dice she had just set up and started shaking them in her hands. "And now for the best part!" She threw the dice on the table and let out a cackle. "Whoop whoop! I love that sound!"
Bigfoot leaned forward and scrutinized the dice. "Yeah, that will do it. You bring down your blades so fast you reduce the cultist in front of you into a bloody mess."
"Yeah!" Velvet pumped her arms.
"That's my girl," Eulalie said with a grin.
Tasia howled, then leapt off the stage, leaving her weapon behind. Caught up in the present and her memory at the same time, Dana found herself repeating Eulalie's words. Along the edges of the stage, figures swarmed her as others fled. The world had become sticky, clinging to all of its players and allowing Dana to properly think and feel for the first time in forever.
There was a hole deep inside, right next to the one that Alex had left. For the first time, Dana felt like she could run her hands along its side and properly feel its dimensions. Ever since she had died, nothing was supposed to hurt her. But right now, she felt the bitter loss of her friend. Other emotions tried to call for her attention, powered by the fresh blood in her system, but she pushed them all away. For now, she wanted to hurt. She wanted to be angry.
"I'm feeling particularly murderous," she said to nobody but herself, then took two steps to the right and picked up the blade Tasia had left behind. It was identical to her own in the ways that mattered. If she closed her eyes, she doubted she would be able to tell the difference.
Behind her, she heard someone slide a fresh clip into a gun. Stepping back and to the side, she whipped around and brought the blades down in tandem. The man who had snuck up on her froze in shock as he lost first his hands, then his life. Standing over his corpse, Dana stared down at him in contempt.
"Two Weapon Fighting," she whispered. "I'm going to roll all the dice tonight."
A pair of demons tried to flee up the aisle just as Timotei burst into the church. Tasia immediately engaged the vampyr, and the two of them tore apart the room as Dana danced between her foes, her enchanted blades singing a song of bloody destruction.
"Who are you?" one of the demons demanded as Dana pinned him to the wall.
"You killed my friend," she replied, then beheaded him. Nearby, another Legion groaned.
"Why do you all keep saying that?" Legion demanded. Dana replied to this meatsuit in a similar manner, then shredded a trio of zombies who came for the snacks. The undead ignored her, so they were easy kills. Looking up, she saw that Legion was trying to flee.
"You're not fast enough," she growled with tears streaming down her face, then threw herself at the demons once more.

💀💀💀Lily sprinted across the upper level of the church, keeping her eyes open for any signs of resistance. Sure enough, a small group of Legions emerged from a darkened hallway, their eyes blazing with light.
"You'll go no further," they declared, spreading out in the hopes of stopping her. Lily slid to a stop, her wings folding shut behind her. These were some of the younger vessels that Legion had claimed, each one strengthened by the demon's essence as well as the thrall bond they had with Timotei. Alone, they were no match for her. Together, they would slow her down or even stop her.
"Do you really think you can stop me?" she asked.
As a group, Legion nodded.
"Good." Lily moved forward as if to brute force her way down the hallway, hopefully moving in Deacon's direction. The men and women formed themselves into a wedge, ready to wrestle her down. Once they were lined up, Lily pulled out the Mossberg shotgun she had stolen from a mercenary and emptied three rounds into the group, causing them to cry out in dismay as they fell in on each other.
The succubus chuckled at the two Legions who stared at their counterparts dying on the floor. They gazed up at her in horror as she aimed the gun their way. "It's wabbit season," she declared, pumping it for effect and to chamber the next cartridge.
She had expected them to run, but they tried to charge her instead. Using the Mossberg as a club, she knocked one out and then stabbed the other through the neck with her tail.
"Hardly worth the ammo," she muttered as she hopped over the spreading pool of blood on the floor. "Now where did your buddy go?"
It took a little bit of sleuthing, but Lily knew she had hit the jackpot when she came across a door with an Enochian seal scratched into the ceiling that trapped her in place. She used the remaining rounds in her Mossberg to destroy the formation, then kicked open the door to reveal Deacon trying to squeeze out the window while carrying what was clearly a bug-out bag.
"No, wait," he cried, but Lily snatched him with her tail and tossed him into a nearby chair.
"Oh, I'm going to enjoy this," she said with a grin, licking her lips seductively. Deacon shivered in fear as Lily used the last of her venom to send him spiraling into unconsciousness. As the good pastor drifted off to slumberland, Lily got up and pushed the biggest piece of furniture she could find in front of the door.
"It's dinnertime," she declared, then sat on his lap and leaned close, her consciousness sliding forward and into his. Her descent into Deacon's Dreamscape was seamless, and she found herself sliding down the interior walls of his church, unseen by the faceless congregation. It was easy enough to move among the parishioners. They were like mannequins that had been posed and were awaiting further instructions.
"What's all this about?" Lily poked one of the faceless members of the congregation, then altered her outfit and squeezed between a couple. She had to wait a few more minutes for Deacon to properly appear in his own Dreamscape, but his entrance was nothing short of ostentatious. Trumpets heralded his arrival, and he descended from above on a pair of white, feathered wings that extended far behind him. A beam of light guided him to his place on the stage, and the crowd went berserk.
"Greetings, friends!" Deacon held his hands in the air and closed his eyes, bathing in the adoration. Though the parishioners lacked faces, they certainly had pockets, because they started throwing their money onto the stage.
"I don't even need Freud for this one," Lily muttered to herself as she started slinking toward the stage. She gave a mental tug at the scenery and wasn't surprised when she couldn't alter the landscape. If she pulled too hard, it might alert Deacon to the fact that she was in his head. Typically, this wasn't something her prey would be aware of, but the man had spent years with a demon. It would be dumb to assume he didn't have some sort of mental defenses taught to him.
She meandered through the crowd, noticing that the congregation became more animated whenever he was looking at them. It was almost like his brain was a computer that simply couldn't process the details of something he wasn't looking at directly. A few more minutes of inspection revealed that the reason for this was that the dream was recurring. His mind was on autopilot, meaning that it would be much easier for him to detect her if she caused the vision to deviate.
Scowling, she moved to the edge of his vision and snuck onto the stage and then behind it. It was easy to move among the shadows, but she still took her time. Call it a hunch, but something struck her as odd about the whole vision.
While debating whether she should populate the front of the congregation with attractive women, or maybe have a sexy AV tech come on stage, Deacon stopped mid speech and turned to look over his shoulder. Lily knelt down behind a speaker and turned her thoughts inward in an attempt to avoid detection.
"Who's there?" he demanded. "Legion? Is that you?"
Lily knew better than to attempt impersonating the other demon. The fact that Deacon had slipped into lucidity suddenly meant that he had been trained for just this occasion.
"Hello?" Lights clicked on all across the stage, chasing away the shadows. Dark figures lurked at the edges of Deacon's dream, and Lily watched them with suspicion. Those weren't manifestations of hers or Deacon's. They were the ever elusive watchers, beings that lurked in the realm of dreams. She pretended she couldn't see them, knowing better than to get involved with such creatures. If they latched onto Deacon's dream, then they could startle him awake and she might not get a chance to put him back under. She was already low enough on dream juice; succubi weren't meant to stick dozens of people in a single evening.
But those things? If they got hold of her, they could keep her from leaving for long enough that Deacon would get away. Why were they even here? Though there wasn't any rhyme or reason for their presence, they did tend to hover around nightmares and people with dark tendencies. Considering Deacon had just condemned a bunch of people to eternal damnation, she figured that would count.
"Wait a second. Wasn't I at..." Deacon stepped into view, scratching the back of his head. A tiny ripple went through the dream, and Lily felt the boundaries flex. Osgrove was trying to break free using logic, but he was still pretty deep.
Ignoring the watchers, Lily stepped into view, disguising herself as a generic woman in mom jeans and a sweater. "Oh my gosh, is that you? You're Deacon Osgrove, right?"
"Um...yeah." Deacon stood up straight, a look of confusion on his face.
"Wow, I couldn't get tickets to your show. How exciting is this?" Lily ran up to him and took him by the hand. He was off guard, which was a good thing. Deacon tried to stare at one of the shadow entities when it moved in for a closer look, but she put a copy of his book in his hand.
"Sign this for me!" She held out a pen for him and he took it automatically. It was hard to say which vice was his strongest, but it was definitely a tie between greed and pride. Opening up her book, he struggled with the pen as it kept slipping out of his fingers.
"Yeah, um, give me a second." He handed her pen back and stuck his hand in the pocket of his robe to search for one of his own. Lily used the distraction to tone down the venue, removing people and structures as he tried in vain to sign his own name. He messed up several times, but Lily always handed him a fresh new book to try again.
"Can you tell me the story about when you were in a homeless shelter?" Lily bit her lip and swayed from side to side. "It's my favorite."
"Of course." Deacon smiled, and the world behind him melted away. They were now standing inside the homeless shelter, and he led Lily over to a cot where a younger version of him sat on the edge.
She didn't care so much about the story, but his enthusiasm for the subject made it easier for her to take control of the dream. Using the tormented souls trapped inside her essence, she populated the shelter with men and women she had claimed. They obeyed her every whim, allowing her to get a stronger grasp on his dream.
If she hadn't been paying such close attention, she would have missed the enochian script hidden underneath homeless Deacon's cot. She took a step back and smirked at the runes that now glowed before her eyes. This was most likely Legion's handiwork, which meant they expected her to do something like this.
Then again, when would they have done it? No, this was something put in a long time ago, most likely as a precautionary measure. Deacon could talk a mean game about how he and Legion were equal partners, but Lily suspected it might actually be true. Legion had invested quite a bit into their partnership.
Now that she knew the script was there, she had one of her souls take on her visage as she slipped away when Deacon wasn't looking. Her souls wouldn't be affected by the script, but it would detonate like a bomb if she stepped on it. She would get flung out of Osgrove's demented little head and he would awaken.
She would have to take her time. Her original intention had been to get Deacon talking about himself and start flirting, but that was no longer going to work.
Moving carefully to the edges of Deacon's consciousness, she checked in with the real world. Only a couple minutes had passed, but the shouting and gunfire revealed that the party was still in full swing. She most likely only had another few minutes before Legion sent more puppets her way. Sure, she could just break his neck and be done with it, but she wanted his soul in the worst way possible. Already, she fantasized about strapping him down to a moving walkway covered in razor blades for a year or so.
Looking for ideas, she dug through his memories. To her surprise, Deacon had been fairly virtuous. Other than a couple of very discreet dalliances over the last few years, his main focus had been on becoming richer and expanding Legion's congregation. Typically, men in Deacon's position were very eager to abuse their power in whatever way possible, but he was too focused on his goals to worry about getting laid.
She would have to go deeper. While Deacon was distracted by her double, she walked the corridors of his mind and peered into the doorways. So many of the rooms contained Deacon preaching, it was clear that the act really did give him joy. He got to be the center of attention as well as making bank off the pious act. Naturally, she hated him even more for this.
"So what exactly are we hoping to find?" Spirit Mike manifested next to her. There was no goofy outfit this time, his serious features mimicking her own.
"I need to figure out what gets this guy off," she said. "But I have to do it in a way that he doesn't suspect anything. Things back on Earth are very tense, and I'm running up against a deadline."
"Uh huh." Mike scratched at his chin.
"But you knew that already."
"Yep." Mike opened a door and stuck his head inside. "Ugh, he's writing in his journal on the tour bus. That one is a dud."
"Damn. At this rate, I'm gonna have to dry hump him out in meatspace and hope for the best." Lily shook her head in frustration, then kicked open the door nearest to her. Deacon was baptizing a group of people in this one.
"Don't these memories strike you as a little one-dimensional?" Mike opened another door which revealed a park sermon. "I know that the guy has it bad for being America's top pastor, but this almost feels deliberate."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, what about you?" Mike leaned against the nearest wall. "For centuries, you just wanted your freedom. Now that you have it, what would your hall look like? Is it all the choices you made? Is it just cherished memories you've made since then?"
"I hate when you analyze me."
He shrugged. "Technically, this is self reflection taken to an extreme. If you don't like it, send a complaint to management."
"Ass." Lily frowned at Mike. "But you're right, though. All this stuff seems so benign. And we already found a trap in here. So what are you thinking?"
"Misdirection." Mike knocked on the door nearest him. "Anyone digging around in here will only see this stuff. If you weren't a succubus, how deep could you even go?"



"Probably no deeper than this." Lily started to say something else, but held a finger to her lips as a ripple went through the hallway. Mike waited for nearly a minute as Lily checked in on Deacon, who had become suspicious. She allowed him to take control of the dream long enough that he relaxed his grip on the foundation.
"He almost woke up." Mike spoke once Lily had returned. "His mind is strong."
"He's been trained." She looked down the hallway. "Like you said, misdirection. If these are the things he wants us to see, then where does he keep the juicy bits?" Lily gestured down the hallway, which was so long that it disappeared into darkness.
"We need to think like him. That trap that Legion left, it wasn't for you specifically. It was for a demon. This right here? It's a mess for anyone who gets in. What kind of person would invade his mind?"
Lily rolled her eyes and jacked off an invisible penis. "You're stating the obvious."
"But why would a demon be here in the first place? This is something they planned for, they expected someone to come snooping around. Didn't Deacon mention a demon popped by not long ago?"
"He did, but so what? Hey, where are you going?" She watched as Mike picked a door at random and walked inside. Deacon was on stage, holding both hands in the air as the crowd sang Hallelujah.
"Everything is about layers, right? If we dug long enough, would we find a room under lock and key? I almost bet we would. But that's because a demon would expect the best secrets to be kept in there." Mike skipped down the steps and jogged toward the stage. "And when they force it open, perhaps another trap. Or maybe Deacon has a dead man's switch, and he just dies."
"Dark, but your logic is solid."
"Of course it is." Mike climbed onto the stage and turned to hold his hand out. "I'm just a sexier manifestation of your subconscious."
"I wish you acted more like this in real life," she replied, allowing him to help her onto the stage.
"No you don't." He winked at her. "But that's okay."
"Maybe I should start locking up my thoughts," she muttered as Mike moved next to Deacon and started looking around. He finally grinned and picked up Osgrove's personal Bible.
"I think it's this," he said, handing it over to Lily.
"Really? Why?"
"Where better to hide the truth than the Bible?" Mike laughed. "It's classic misdirection. Hide the answer in plain sight. We both know the man is full of shit, so why would we even consider looking at this thing? It's in almost every memory, but we assume they're all about him anyway."
"You almost have me convinced," she muttered, then opened the Bible to a random page. A tiny door appeared on the surface of the book's pages. "Damn. I didn't expect this at all."
"Of course you didn't." Mike took the book from her and set it on the ground, pages open. "But that's because you're still mostly a demon."
"What else am I?"
Spirit Mike laughed. "I guess we'll find out together." He stepped onto the book and the two of them shrank down, now standing in the crease of the spine. The letters beneath them lifted free of the paper and circled their legs like hungry fish as Mike moved to the door and put his hand on the knob.
"Shall we see what's behind door number two?" he asked.
"I hope it's a car," she replied as Mike pushed open the door.
It most definitely wasn't.

💀💀💀The creatures of the swamp had gone dead silent as Eulalie stalked her prey from the trees. It had been simple enough to chase down the first couple of demons, but that had allowed time for the rest to flee the property, followed by the undead. Realizing that a zombie outbreak would be much worse than letting Legion escape, Eulalie had prioritized smashing their skulls with Mace.
The shouts of panicked men carried across the compound as the rest of the security forces came rushing back in. She didn't dare try to head back until their numbers dwindled. Her escape route in the attic was still an option, but she really wanted to make sure she brought the others through with her.
Realizing her options were limited, she decided to catch a few more stragglers as well as plan for more. Pulling sticky webs from her spinnerets, she was already weaving some snares as she raced ahead of Legion's flock. There were plenty of stones and rotting logs to use as counterweights, and she was able to snag a demon early on. The man howled obscenities at her, but this only served to draw in some of the zombies she had missed. This bought her some more time to catch the others who had gotten away.
From high up in the trees, she could see enough of the infrared spectrum that her prey were essentially glowing lights moving between the brush. The demons tended to run hotter than the humans she had seen, a fact which she found slightly interesting. The armor on her skin was dark enough that she was little more than a shadow at night, leaping silently through the trees.
Mace was less subtle. Her sentient weapon blasted through rocks and bushes, often catching Legion off guard. There was no mercy given, and the mace seemed to understand that any of these former men and women could turn later on. In this, Eulalie was also methodical. Nothing of the brain could survive if she wanted to avoid the zombie apocalypse.
It was still really icky, though.
The activity in the woods died out quickly, even as the sounds of gunfire intensified at the church. From her perch, she spotted one last demon crouched down in the underbrush. With a smirk, she manipulated some webbing in her hand as she moved toward the young woman.
Dropping down from above, Eulalie fastened the noose she had made around the demon's neck. When Legion tried to run, she yanked hard enough to rip the demon off her feet.
"Nice try," she commented, then pounced. It took only a few seconds to bind the demon's hands and feet before strapping her down against a tree.
This meatsuit was a woman in her late twenties, her blonde hair caked in dirt, blood, and mud. She wore a sweater with a college logo, and had acne scars all along her neck. When she glared at Eulalie, her eyes turned red and glowed.
"Who are you?" demanded the demon.
"No one of consequence." It was one of Eulalie's favorite lines from a movie.
"Hardly," spat Legion. "It's clear you're working with them. But why?" The demon lowered her gaze to Eulalie's body. "And how are you here? Your kind was exterminated almost a century ago."
She contemplated the demon, then reached out and grabbed the palm of the woman's hand. With barely any effort, she used her thumb to break a finger.
"You think that will hurt me?" Legion chuckled. "All you're doing is hurting the woman I have trapped in here with me."
"Please. I know that demons lie if not asked directly." Eulalie snapped another finger, and Legion actually winced.
"Okay, so maybe I feel it too," Legion confessed. "But it's very--OW!"
"You've got seven left, don't be a baby." Eulalie moved to break another finger, then paused. What was she even doing here? This version of Legion was no different than any other, so why toy with her?
"Cruelty," Legion spat, sweat beading up on her forehead. "Your kind is always about the cruelty."
"Not always." Eulalie broke another finger, making Legion wince. "I knew an Arachne once who was kind and gentle. Probably the best of our kind, to be honest." This time, she pinched the base of Legion's thumb and applied just enough pressure that the demon's eyes bugged out of her head. "And you took her from me."
"Please, I think I would remember squashing a--FUCK!" Legion screamed as Eulalie crushed the metacarpal. "Why are you doing this?"
"Catharsis, honestly." Eulalie grabbed Legion's other hand.
"No, wait." The demon gasped for air, then swallowed. "Seriously, tell me what you want. There has to be an agreement we can make."
"Two things, honestly." She curled a finger around Legion's. "I plan to find you, you know. Not this version of you, the real one, Legion Prime. I'm going to find out where you're hiding and then I plan to make you suffer. If I'm lucky, that will happen tonight. Even if you run out of bodies and go to Hell, I'll summon you back. It'll be a party."
"But I don't understand." Legion started crying, but stopped when Eulalie slapped her.
"Don't bother." The Arachne shook her head. "Maybe if I was my sister, I would be fooled. She might have even let you go. That's the part of her I miss the most, honestly."
The demon chuckled, her eyes suddenly dry. "It was worth a try."
"I get that." Eulalie tilted her head and listened to the distant sounds of the forest. "But back to your questions. You see, you took her from me. Tangentially, I might add. So I've decided to take everything from you. After tonight, you're gonna be low on bodies, right? Well guess what? I'll find all of them. Snip, snip, snip," she said, miming scissors with her hands. "I intend to cut you out of this world."
"Yeah, you said that already." Legion rolled her eyes.
"Sorry, I'm new at this." Leaves rustled nearby, but Eulalie ignored them. "But that also brings me to the other thing I want."
Legion opened her mouth to ask. Eulalie grabbed the demon's lower jaw and yanked, pulling it so hard that it broke away. All that kept it connected was the skin of the demon's face. She screamed in agony, bashing the back of her head against the tree as she writhed.
"I needed more bait," Eulalie said as she jumped up into the tree. Down below, three zombies came out of the bushes and started feasting on Legion. A fourth one showed up, crawling on the ground and dragging its legs. With a whistle, she summoned Mace, who made quick work of the corpses below. Now that her work in the swamp was done, it was time to get back to the church.
She swung by her traps and finished off anyone who remained. The Legion that had been hanging upside down was now in two pieces on the ground, surrounded by zombies that consumed him. Though Eulalie had gotten used to the cracked coconut sound of a head exploding, that didn't mean she wouldn't hear it in her dreams forever.
Satisfied that this wave of escapees had been taken care of, she left the swamp and was back on church soil. There were a few clusters of bodies around the building, but the gunfire had diminished. Eulalie spotted a few runners, but sent Mace after them. It was time to get back inside and see what she could do to help.
She was almost to the front door when she was caught in the headlights of a large town car. The vehicle slowed and came to a stop nearly twenty feet away. Blinded by the lights, Eulalie stepped to the side to get a better look at the newcomer.
A monster of a man stepped out of the driver's seat, causing the shocks of the vehicle to sigh in relief. He was wearing a duster and a wide-brimmed fedora.
"Now isn't this a surprise," he said in a deep voice. Though his words were calm, his dark silhouette generated terror in Eulalie. "Just minutes ago, a young man shot rounds at my car just to get my attention. Before I could pull out his spine, he informed me that I needed to come back right away because Osgrove had the wolf in his custody. But this? Even I couldn't have predicted this."
Eulalie's mouth opened and closed, but it was like she couldn't breathe.
Still hidden by the headlights, the Hat Man chuckled and took a step toward her. "You're almost the spitting image of my dear Octavia."
"Octavia?" Eulalie managed to push the word past her lips. She had never heard that name before.
"I dare say you wouldn't know her by that name, it was the one I gave her. I don't typically do that with my test subjects, but she was more special than the others." The Hat Man pulled off what looked like driving gloves. "I'm sure she's long deceased. What are you, four, five generations removed? I was under the impression your kind had gone extinct, which makes this an excellent--"
Mace shot over Eulalie's shoulder, spinning wildly like a top. The moment before impact, the Hat Man raised a hand and caught the head of the mace in the palm of one hand. His arm jerked around as Mace tried to escape, but the man's grip was too strong.
"Fascinating," he declared. "I've heard rumors, but to see such a beautiful thing up close? This, too, was worth my time."
"Let go of him." Eulalie found her voice as her legs flexed. "He doesn't belong to you."
"Ownership is such a loose term these days," the Hat Man declared as he gripped Mace in both hands. "I will be adding this to my Collection so that I can see what makes it work."
"I said let go!" The Arachne leapt forward, cocking her hand back. At the last second, she ducked out of the way, but the Hat Man grabbed her arm. His fingers tightened around the chitinous armor of her body, cracking it like an egg as it broke away in his hand. She was able to snag Mace's handle, but she was yanked off her feet as the Hat Man pulled.
"Such emotion is uncharacteristic of your kind. I daresay there's been a shift." He swatted Eulalie, shattering her protective armor. "I suppose I'll figure out more when I take you apart, too."
That sinister feeling of dread returned immediately. Eulalie, seeing no other way out, reached into one of her pockets and pulled out a small canister. The Hat Man laughed, the light from the car briefly touching his face.
"Is that what I think that is?" His skin was pulled tight across his skull, giving him a smooth complexion. "An Arachne carrying pepper spray, that is rich."
"It's not pepper spray, asshole." Eulalie clicked off all three safeties on the canister before pointing it at the Hat Man.
"There is nothing in that bottle that I--"
Eulalie shifted slightly so that the wind was at her back, then pressed the button. It was a special blend that Zel had made for her, intended solely for life or death situations. The pressurized mixture of nitrous oxide and Dragon's Breath came out in a thin stream that coated the Hat Man's face.
The Hat Man let go of Mace and stumbled backward, clutching his eyes. He made the mistake of trying to scoop it free, which meant the Dragon's Breath pollen dug even deeper into his skin. Shouting in anger, he stumbled about and bumped into his own car.
"Dragon's Breath? How?" He placed his palm on the car and hissed something in Latin. An eerie green field surrounded the vehicle. "I guess you're a survivor just like she was."
Eulalie backed away from the car, not sure what to expect. The Hat Man pulled a bloody rag from his coat and used it to open the door.
"Should we meet again, I'll be better prepared." He got into the car and fastened his seat belt. "I look forward to collecting you someday."
The Arachne said nothing. The town car's engine roared, and then the steering wheel turned by itself. After a quick U-turn, she was able to see a small coffin in the back of the vehicle, strapped down by chains. She had no idea what had just transpired, but one thing was clear.
She hoped she never ran across that fucker again.

💀💀💀"What in the actual fuck am I looking at?" asked Lily.
Spirit Mike frowned. "You know, I'm not entirely sure myself. But it's not what I expected."
They were standing on the edge of a cliff, looking down at a beach. Below, a pair of figures were holding hands and laughing, the waves washing over their ankles. One of them was Deacon, easily twenty years younger. The other was a woman with long blonde hair in a white dress.
"This isn't the kind of salaciousness I expected." Mike looked to Lily. "Why hide this? It's nice."
"That's what I want to know." Back in the real world, Lily could hear shouting in the hall. It was unknown how long she would have before Legion found a way to bust in and rescue the slumbering pastor. "But evil is typically wrapped up in something that appears innocent and benign."
"Like bad hot sauce inside a burrito."
Lily stared at Mike. "Did you seriously just compare the battle between good and evil to a burrito?"
He shrugged. "It's not my fault that burritos are a universal language. What isn't there to like? It's a flour tortilla wrapped around whatever you want. Don't even get me started on a breakfast burrito, a good piece of bacon defines the whole thing."
Lily rolled her eyes and leapt from the cliff, her wings spreading wide to allow a casual descent. She might have been outside the memory, but could feel the walls of the dream shaking. Deacon was putting up quite the fight already, and that was just because of her presence here.
She watched Deacon and the woman with a frown. They were speaking, but their voices were buried by the sounds of the waves.
"It's like spiritual white noise," Mike commented from next to her. "So whatever they're saying is important."
"You're stating the obvious again."
"I could go back to talking about burritos."
"Don't." Lily felt like her whole being was wound tight like a spring. This incursion wasn't supposed to be so hard. It was likely that Legion had helped Deacon forge his mind this way. She noticed the woman had on a wedding band. "I'm guessing this is his wife."
"Would seem that way. Since we're solving a mystery, do you think--"
"Yeah, yeah." With very little thought, she changed her outfit to an orange, oversized shirt with a red bikini bottom. "Happy?"
Mike nodded. "Classic look with a beach aesthetic. I approve."
She couldn't help but grin. "Okay, let's see what we can do about the settings." Reaching out her hand, she opened up a panel in midair filled with sliding switches. She pulled one down slowly, causing the sounds of the ocean to diminish. A ripple went out across the memory and she waited.
"Very fragile in here," Mike remarked.
Lily didn't respond. She waited for the memory to stabilize, then finished muting the ocean. Putting her hand on another slider, she turned the volume up on the dialogue.
"Do you really think he can help us?" Deacon's wife tilted her head to one side. "It's not that I doubt you or my faith, but the Bible warns us about those who bear false promises."
Deacon chuckled, then turned to his wife. "Oh, my heart. It is natural to doubt. Have not all good men of God doubted at some point? Thomas? Gideon? Even Moses had his reservations. This is clearly a test, given from up on high. If we flee the call, then we are truly lost."
"Oh, barf," Mike muttered. "He even preached to his wife."
"Besides," Deacon continued. "Don't you trust me? I have found a higher calling, but the world doesn't know it yet."
"Of course I trust you." The woman's features softened. "Everything that I am is completely yours."
"Good." Deacon smiled and kissed his wife, then hugged her tight with his head on top of hers. The smile didn't reach his eyes.
"This is hardly damning," Mike said.
"Agreed. But it's clearly important to him." Lily moved to the edges of the memory and contemplated the threads holding it in place. "If I can just get this guy to nut, I'll have more time to figure it all out."
"Well, this is his wife." Mike made a circle with one hand and stuck a finger through it suggestively. "Instead of a sexy hookup with a fan, maybe a romantic memory?"
"Ugh." Lily scowled and plucked at one of the threads. "But yeah, that makes the most sense. What do you think?"
"I don't know. I have a suspicion that romance isn't his thing." Mike scrunched up his face. "Maybe he did something really kinky with her once? Some sexy nun and priest role play?"
"Potentially." The memory shook again and cracks formed along the edges of the scene. Lily studied the threads some more and was surprised to find that some of them had been braided together. "What do we have here?"
Using her hands and her tail, she managed to pull the threads wide to reveal a golden line of energy hidden between them. Just revealing it had an immediate effect on the ocean, which surged as if something came to life beneath its surface.



"This is what he doesn't want us to see," she said, then touched it. The world made a wet, ripping sound as the memory shifted. They were in a room bereft of decoration with a large, four poster bed. Deacon and his wife were in the bed, their clothes scattered on the floor.
"I'll be gentle," he promised her as he kissed her forehead and then her cheeks. "We'll take our time, okay?"
His wife nodded nervously, then gasped when Deacon arched his hips. Lily walked to the nearest window and looked outside.
"Same beach," she commented.
"And their first time," Mike added. "Or hers, anyway. But they've got wedding rings on."
"Honeymoon, perhaps." Lily knelt down next to the bed. What was she missing here? This memory was special to Deacon, but what was the value in hiding it away? Surely it wasn't because Legion foresaw someone like her seeking it out.
"Something's off." Mike walked along the perimeter of the room, then stopped next to the night stand. He opened up the drawer and pulled out a green book. "Hey, the Gideons were here," he noted.
Lily ignored him. She was busy watching Deacon's face. His wife was so caught up in new sensations and feelings that her eyes were closed, blind to what transpired on Deacon's face. It wasn't just lust, but elation and victory. Something much bigger was happening here.
Out in the real world, someone was banging on the door. Frustrated, Lily ran her hands along Deacon's legs and pulled on the Dreamscape, moving his soul into the memory. Osgrove fought her at first, but settled once he became lost in the sensation of fucking his wife.
"I half expected that to fail," said Mike.
Lily nodded. She was in a hurry, and absolutely hated fast food. Whatever was going on in Deacon's mind, she could always digest it later. Deacon's wife curled her legs around her husband's waist and gave out a cry of delight.
"I'm still waiting for the twist." Mike walked to the closet and looked inside. "What makes this memory so special to him?"
Deacon's face turned bright red and he held his breath. In the real world, Lily was grinding on his lap, hoping to speed things along a bit with some dry humping. The furniture blocking the door shifted as the door opened about an inch.
"C'mon, you fucker," she muttered.
Osgrove's face lit up in victory as he blew his load, both in his wife and in his pants. Lily jumped free of the Dreamscape and forced Deacon's eyes open, all barriers removed. She placed her lips against his and pulled his soul out so hard that she felt the edges of it rip.
"Gah!" he proclaimed, the color draining from his face. Though his body lived, he was officially gone. Not wanting to leave a perfectly good vessel for Legion behind, Lily spun the man's head backward. When he slumped forward in the chair, he was staring at the ceiling with his mouth agape.
"One last look at daddy," she muttered, then slid free of him as the door behind her burst apart.
"No!" Legion in the form of two elderly women charged into the room. One of them knelt at Deacon's side while the other tackled Lily against the wall. Surprised at how strong this vessel was, Lily fought back with jagged claws.
"I don't remember you being this strong," she said as Legion put her in a chokehold.
"You killed him," cried the Legion by Deacon. The one holding Lily smashed her into the floor so hard that the room shuddered and pictures fell off the wall.
"You seem upset," Lily wheezed, then let out a burp. "In case you were wondering, he was delicious."
She was lifted off the ground and held in place. The free Legion started scratching something into the floor.
"Let him go," Legion demanded. "Or I'll send you back to Hell."
"Like I care," Lily replied. "What's ten minutes in a little hellfire?"
"You don't understand. I'll break the bond with your master and send you straight to him." The wood peeled up under Legion's nails.
Lily felt butterflies in her stomach. Could Legion actually do that? "You're bluffing," she said.
"Am I?" Legion regarded her with glowing eyes. "Because in twenty seconds, you'll find out for sure. He'll demand a tithe, you know. Pull those souls right out of you."
"Like...that...will help you..." she was being strangled so hard her jaw no longer moved.
"I'll make a trade. I have something he wants." Legion scratched a rune into the floor and it blazed with power. The temperature in the room rose several degrees as dark smoke curled around the edges of the floor.
"How..." It was the only word Lily could squeak out. Legion even managed to grab her tail in one hand and tuck it under an arm.
"I'll tell you," whispered the Legion holding her. "As of twenty minutes ago, I was occupying over three hundred bodies. Now? Less than fifty. My attention is more concentrated than it's been in decades. In a single evening, you and your friends have undone so much of my work. To say I am displeased is...an understatement."
Lily grunted, and closed her eyes. The black smoke was now curling up her legs, and she felt a tugging sensation at the center of her body. Panic flooded through her, and she considered the soul nestled in her gut. Deacon was floating in an empty void, screaming in terror. She hadn't begun to digest him yet, so he was still pretty feisty.
"I guess it'll be the hard way then." Legion let out a growl that came from every corner of the room, then knelt down to draw one more rune. The floor creaked and then Legion paused, her eyes going wide.
"Damn..." she muttered as the demon's body went limp and collapsed. Behind Legion stood Dana, a wild look in her eyes.
"Sneak attack, bitch." Dana cocked her head to one side, her lips twisted into a jester's grin. "Hi, Lily. I'm on a killing spree."
Lily stared in horror, then was thrown to the floor as Legion threw herself backwards through the nearest window. Somehow, Dana was fast enough to cross the room and snag the demon by her ankle and drag her back in.
"No! No, it isn't fair!" Legion tried to fight back, but the enchantments on Dana's blades ensured the demon didn't last long. When Dana was finished, she looked at Lily.
"You good?" she asked.
Lily shuddered at what she saw.
"Yeah," she replied, then gestured at Deacon. "Had a little snack."
"Good, good." Dana licked her lips and looked at the dead demons. "They're getting stronger. It's annoying."
"Uh huh. Are you okay?"
Dana laughed, and tears ran down her cheeks. "No!" she cried. "No, I'm not!" With that declaration, she spun on one foot and ran back into the hall. "Hurry up," she cried. "And quit splitting the party! Uncle Foot hates that!"
Lily gaped at the open door, then took a deep breath and walked toward it. Once this was done, they were all going to need therapy. As she passed the boundary, she looked back one last time at Deacon Osgrove.
"Enjoy eternity, you piece of shit." She stepped into the hallway and slammed the door shut. Somewhere down below, a werewolf howled in agony.

💀💀💀DND references? Check. Dana losing her mind? Check. Me actually rememebring an outro this week? Triple check!
I hope you all had fun with this chapter, make sure to leave some stars and comments on your way out. Lily said she'll be choosing one of you at random to deliver extra sexy dreams to* so don't forget!
Now give yourself a high five, beautiful reader, cause you got something done today! Hawthorne out!
*offer not valid in Vatican City, the spicier parts of Jerusalem, or the Virgin Islands*
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne back again with yet another chapter of "Mike Radley let a nymph blow him in the tub and now all hell has broken loose somehow in Hawaii!"
New Reader? Hello and greetings! This is a weird place to start, but I'm not your mother. Mike is the good guy, we want him to get laid and win. If you would like to know more, please read the other hundred-plus chapters.
Note: For those of you who would like a chronological reading order for the full story, here you go!
Last of Her Kind (Prequel story)
Home for Horny Monsters Chapters 1-42
Dead and Horny Chapters 1-12
Home for Horny Monsters Book 43-78
Dead and Horny Chapters 13-24
Home for Horny Monsters 79-current
Returning Reader? Welcome back, I missed you! I've been so busy this summer that these Literotica posts are my only temporal checkpoint for the passage of time. I walked outside the other day and it was actually chilly with the scent of pumpkin spice lingering in the air. Naturally, it must be fall!
I want to thank my readers here for supporting me with so many lovely comments, stars, and emails. Hopefully the reading order above helps some of you out, that's been a big request.
I would also like to personally thank people who continue to share their stories with me in regards to the events of Ch. 93. One of my favorite parts about writing Last of Her Kind was getting to read letters from veterans who shared their own service stories, and Ch. 93 has yielded similar, bittersweet letters. I'm glad I could touch so many of you emotionally and that you were comfortable sharing your own stories with me.
Don't forget to check my bio for release dates, I may be a bit of an airhead at times, but I do try hard to stick to those! Without further adieu, let's get this party started and head straight for the
Heart of the Mountain
Beth stepped out of the elevator and was greeted by the sight of Aurora. The woman had dark patches under her eyes that concealer had failed to hide, her disheveled hair piled on top of her head and held in place by a hairpin with a tropical flower on the end.
"Good morning," she said, her smile not quite reaching her eyes. "The Director has arranged breakfast for you in a special location. If you would follow me."
The woman turned away before Beth could respond. From behind, she could actually see that Aurora was clutching her clipboard so hard that her fingertips had turned white.
Beth was led past the dining room and the exit to the pool deck, then up a short flight of stairs to an outdoor patio she had never seen before. Pausing to take in the view, she realized that the patio itself should have been visible from her own balcony. With very little effort, she was able to see the edges of the illusionary spell that shimmered just beyond the patio's boundary.
"Well done." The words came from an Indian man sitting at an ornate dining table. His skin was the color of topaz, and smooth as if he had been carved directly from the earth. Though his eyes were brown, they had an intensity that pulled her in, set beneath a pair of well trimmed eyebrows. The left one had a tiny scar where the hair didn't grow. His nose was wide with a waxed handlebar mustache beneath. He rose, revealing that he was wearing a full suit despite the warm weather. "Most people aren't able to see the illusion from the inside."
"Is this you?" she asked. "Or just an enchanted array of some sort."
"Come," the Director said, gesturing at the seat opposite him. "Sit."
Beth moved to join him, fully aware that he had ignored her question.
"You stood me up last night," she said.
The Director nodded. "You have my full apologies," he said. "Though my physical presence is here, I was caught up in an operation in another time zone. Things did not go as expected, so I had to sit down with some of my people afterward to come up with a different approach."
Beth wondered if he was referring to the house or the attempt on Mike's life. There wasn't a way to ask without letting on how much she knew, and she got the feeling that this man was as slippery as he looked. So she looked down at the table setting before her and cleared her throat. "I don't have a menu," she said.
"I ordered for both of us." He smiled, and she felt a brief pulse of magic wash over her. It tried to cling to her body, but slipped across her skin and then dissipated in the air. Uncertain what had just happened, she gave the man a smile as if she hadn't noticed.
"What are we having?"
He grinned and sat forward in his chair. "We're going to start with a light fruit salad, followed by a croque madame with some toast. I assume you like mimosas?" Another pulse of magic came off of him. This time, it clung to Beth's skin like spidersilk, and it took some effort to push it away with her magic. The Director studied her intently, as if waiting for a reaction.
"Who doesn't like mimosas?" The moment she spoke, a crystalline glass was set down next to her by a member of the wait staff. She looked up to see a man with tousled brown hair and scars along one cheek. The moment they made eye contact, the man's eyes flashed red and he winked, unseen by the Director.
Lily. If the succubus was there, at least Beth didn't have to worry about something being slipped into her food. Beth watched as Lily served the Director his own mimosa and then walked back to the kitchen.
"Cheers." The Director held his glass up, and Beth joined him. They clinked glasses and then sipped at their drinks. They were cool and refreshing. Beth noticed right away that hers didn't seem to have any alcohol.
"So do you have a name?" Beth asked, setting her drink down. "Or do I just call you Director?"
The Director smirked. "Names are power, so I would prefer that you just use my title."
"Well, okay then." She set her drink down and crossed her arms, leaning forward to reveal more cleavage. "I guess that puts us normal people at a disadvantage. Just a quick internet search and you have all our information at your fingertips."
The man laughed, his demeanor suddenly friendly. "It almost seems intentional, doesn't it? The amount of information available at one's fingertips. In my day, you often had to resort to subterfuge to acquire a person's full name, especially if they were wary of enemy spellcasters."
"In your day? You look like you couldn't be a day older than forty."
The Director ignored her question, his attention shifting to the ocean. She followed his gaze, but couldn't figure out what he was looking at. He drank some more mimosa, so Beth copied him and pretended she didn't notice the odd silence. His eyes flicked toward her when she did this, so she went ahead and drank the rest of her glass. The man smiled, his mustache twitching in response.
"These are really good," she said. The Director snapped his fingers, and Lily reappeared with a decanter. The succubus refilled Beth's drink, then vanished from sight once again.
"Speaking of information, it's rather remarkable how little we know about Mike Radley." The Director leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. Another pulse of magic came off of him, but Beth was expecting it. The moment it touched her skin, her own magic churned and shoved it away. Instead of calling him out for his behavior, she smiled and allowed one of her straps to slide down her arm. If she had to guess, he was attempting to charm her or gain her trust, but it was clear he was unaware if the spell worked or not.
She made sure to drink some more of her fake mimosa before answering. This seemed to please the Director, too.
"Well," she began, taking a moment to examine the rim of her glass. "Part of that is because he was a web developer. I bet he scrubbed his own data from the internet out of habit."
"I see. If I remember correctly, it was you that found him, yes?" The Director placed his elbows on the table and leaned forward, the fingers of both hands now intertwined to make a single fist.
"It was." She thought back to that day when she had been at her desk, idly working on something else, and an email had come through from a genealogy service she didn't remember hiring. She would later check her records and discover that she had, in fact, paid them some months prior to do a search on Emily's family. They had given her Mike's phone number and email. She had called him right away, and their conversation had been relatively brief. He had questioned her intensely, immediately suspicious that the whole thing was a scam. Once she provided her credentials, he had sounded intrigued. She promptly sent a copy of the legal documents to his email address, but she wouldn't forget how the conversation had ended.
"By the way," Mike had asked. "How did you get this phone number? It shouldn't be listed anywhere."
"It's my job," she replied, trying not to smirk. Discovering Mike had been nothing but sheer luck, but she wasn't about to give that away. "And I'm very good at it. I'll see you soon."
"So you knew him before he became the Caretaker?"
Beth shook her head. "Hardly. You have to understand, things happen fast at that house. I had only met him one time before he walked inside that place, and the very next day he was a different person. Is he similar to who he was before? In a lot of ways, I think so. In other ways, not so much. We're getting the best version of him right now, that's for sure." She felt like her answers were vague enough that the Director wouldn't glean anything useful from them.
"Hmm." The Director stared at her for several seconds, then cleared his throat. "I hear he's quite the lover."
She had to hold back a laugh. What kind of comment was that? The Director had spoken so casually that he might have been commenting on the weather or something he had seen on television.
Curious to see where this was going, Beth played the part of the enchanted idiot and started twirling her hair. "I mean, it's not exactly fair to compare him to anyone else. It's like telling somebody that a Ferrari is the fastest bicycle in the world, you know? Doesn't make sense."
"Beg pardon?" The Director's friendly mask slipped for just a moment, but he managed to pull himself together.
"Normal people have sex. When you're with Mike, it's... hard to describe, I don't think a word exists for what he does. You feel him in your body and your soul, like you've been magnetized permanently in his direction. I can't think of a single thing I would deny him in the bedroom, because I know the experience would reshape who I am as a woman and a lover." She played with her necklace, partially to keep from laughing as she laid it on thick. "I try not to have sex with him too often. It would absolutely ruin me for other lovers, and I want them to have a chance."
The Director's mustache bristled and he stared at his drink for several seconds. His shoulders tensed up as he met her gaze but kept his voice cordial.
"And does he share this relationship with every woman in your household?" His voice actually squeaked a little toward the end of his sentence. "For instance, the women he brought here, have they all--"
"Oh, certainly." Beth nodded eagerly, trying to hold back a grin. Something about Mike's sex life was clearly getting under the man's skin and she was happy to put it there. "If not for some basic biology and magic, he would have knocked every single one of us up numerous times."
The man across from her started breathing hard, his cheeks now tinged with an odd purple color. When Beth blinked, the color disappeared, and the Director was now sitting upright in his chair, hands folded in front of him.
When their food arrived, Beth was relieved to see that Lily brought it. The succubus looked at the fruit salad, then back up to Beth and gave a small nod. Relieved that she wasn't about to be drugged again, Beth ate the fruit and was delighted at how fresh it tasted.
"Are you okay?" she asked, wiping her lips with a napkin to hide a grin.
"Of course," he said with a dismissive wave while avoiding eye contact. "I had a very long evening and it's catching up with me."
"That operation of yours." Beth set her fork down and crossed her arms. "Do you want to talk about it?"
"I'm more interested in what happened on Haleakalā last night." The Director turned his head towards her and she felt his magic flare up as if it was going to consume her. "We lost contact with our people on the mountain not long after dark. I have it on good authority that Mike Radley might be the reason why."
"Based on what information?" Beth gestured at the food before them. "Also, that's quite the accusation for somebody who invited me to breakfast and asked about my sex life. Almost makes me wonder if you took issue with my answers."
"It is my job to oversee dozens of operations at any given time, and this one was extremely important. Late last night, Sister Ingrid contacted me to let me know that they were being pursued but had established a safe perimeter. As of this morning, we've heard nothing from the field team. You'll have to forgive me if I'm suspicious of the Caretaker's motives."
"You accused my client, who is both a good friend and the greatest lover on Earth, of being the reason your team stopped communicating with you. I want to know why you said that."
The Director stared at her, his lips thinning out as his mask slipped away completely. The magical energy around him became chaotic as his pupils began to change shape.
"Sir?" Aurora came up behind them, her features stricken. "We have news from the survey team. You need to come see this."
The Director wiped his mouth, rose, and left without looking back. As Beth watched him go, Lily came out of the kitchen with a pair of plates. She set them down on the table, her mouth close to Beth's ear.
"They just got official word that the away team is gone," she whispered. "No info on what happened, but the unofficial gossip is that we retaliated for what happened at the house."
"Yes, I'd like another mimosa," Beth said in case anyone was listening. "And could you have this sent to my room? I think the Director is done with me."
"Right away, ma'am." Lily leaned down to pick up the plate, her eyes drifting to Beth's cleavage. "By the way, nice tits," she whispered.
Beth watched the succubus go, then turned her thoughts to the ocean. She was starting to suspect that Francois had acted on his own, but why? It was clear the man had his eyes on Mike's property, but for what purpose? And why act before they reached Mike's property line?
There were too many questions and not enough answers. Since she couldn't leave the resort, the only people she could speak to about Francois were Order goons or the merfolk. Sighing inwardly, she waited for her drink to arrive and then started walking back to her room. After breakfast, she would drop by the beach again and see what she could learn from the merfolk.
This time, she wouldn't bother trying to fuck one.
On her way back, she spotted Aurora hiding behind a pillar on the other side of the lobby. The woman was silently crying into a white dishcloth, gently dabbing at her eyes. Beth turned away from the scene, her thoughts whirring.

🏝️🏝️🏝️The long shadows of the forest sank into the trees as the sun moved higher into the sky. From the mouth of the lava vent, Ratu gazed down at the forest below with a frown. She could feel the dead men below moving, the steady beat of their bony feet grating at her sense as they searched for her and the others in massive numbers.
Though she had no visual evidence, she would easily attest that there were several hundred skeletons searching for them. Not only that, but the mountain itself gave off an eerie pressure, as if it could feel their blight crawling across its rocky skin. She had told Mike before that the mountain was alive, but that had been a gross understatement. It was like they stood on the back of an immense beast that had come to notice them.
"Anything yet?" asked Ingrid from behind.
"No. The fairies are highly unreliable and struggle with timely tasks."
"Then why the hell did you use them?"
"What other options do we have? Your technology doesn't work, and I don't dare risk sending a magical message that could be intercepted." Ratu turned to look at the woman, who had her back to the wall and was busy eating one of Zel's special granola bars made of seeds, nuts, and a condensed syrup composed of Mike's semen. While they weren't good for filling bellies, they absolutely provided enough energy to get through the day. "It can be very difficult to catch, much less trap a fairy. So while they may be slow, this is far better than nothing. And while they may be unreliable, they are loyal. For many years, they were among my sole companions underground. I would have kicked them out if I could, but found it was easier to make them obey me using fear instead."
"How kind of you," said Ingrid sarcastically.
"I admit, my approach has changed. It is far better to rely on respect than fear as the grand motivator. That is something that the Caretaker reminded me of." That, and something had shifted dramatically for her ever since Mike had saved her life in the ice cave. He had given her a place within his family, even encouraged her to be a part of it. The solitude of the Labyrinth had taught her how to be self sufficient, to be the only person that mattered. But Mike had reminded her that life had more to offer. He made her feel safe.
Right now, she wanted to make him feel safe again. She felt like a failure already for allowing him to be harmed in the first place. Now he was essentially alone, unless he had managed to free Opal.
Still, it wasn't enough. Ratu felt she should have done better, planned for more. Even now, Mike's naga-hide armor was folded neatly in her backpack because they hadn't expected to be attacked so soon. She hadn't made him wear it because he had wanted to wait until they were closer to the property line, when they expected things to heat up. Without supplies and separated from the rest of the family, he was in more danger than she cared to consider.
"What the hell are in these?" asked Ingrid. "They're good, but there's a nutty aftertaste I can't quite identify."
"It's better that you don't know," Ratu replied.
"Is it bugs?" Ingrid took another bite. "I won't be mad if it is. That's more of a cultural thing. If you're grinding up beetles to make these, it was a good decision."
"It's not bugs." Ratu turned her gaze back to the forest. In the distance, she saw a bird performing aerial acrobatics in an attempt to catch something. She made a circle with her hands and filled the space with light distorting magic. Holding it up to her eye, she bent the makeshift lens until it brought the distant bird into focus. It was actually several birds and they were chasing a ball of light.
"Olivia." Ratu looked over her shoulder and into the cave. "Your sister needs help."
A green ball of light shot out of the cave and in Cerulea's direction. Down below, Cerulea was dodging in and out of the canopy in an attempt to lose her pursuers. The slowest of the fairies, she barely kept ahead of the flock.
Olivia crashed into the closest pursuer, then broke away and led some of the birds in a different direction. Cerulea ascended in a tight spiral, followed by a massive bird that could easily swallow the fairy whole. As the fairy neared the cave, Ratu summoned a ball of fire in the palm of her hand and flicked it out with her fingers. It struck the bird so hard that its feathers incinerated instantly, causing the torched carcass to sail into the mouth of the cave where it disappeared in the darkness.
Quetzalli let out a shout of alarm. She had been asleep roughly where the bird had landed.



"That's one way to wake up, I suppose." Ingrid watched Ratu in fascination as the naga held out her hand for Cerulea to land on. "Well?"
"Patience." Ratu studied the fairy and noticed she was a little banged up. "Are you okay?"
Cerulea nodded, then paused to straighten an antennae. "I found Mike! And the fish girl and Opal and Daisy!" She pointed off in the distance. "And a whole lot of skeletons!"
"I figured." Though Ratu's voice was calm, she was inwardly relieved almost to the point of tears. "Is he okay?"
Cerulea bobbed her head violently. Olivia joined them moments later. Maybe it was the smell of burning feathers or the hissing noise Ratu made in the back of her throat at them when they came near, but the birds chasing Olivia scattered long before the cave's entrance. Either way, the fairies were safe.
"Mike said to meet him at his property." Cerulea stood tall and put her hands on her hips. "He's going to walk the long way to get there."
"What's the long way?" asked Ingrid.
Cerulea responded by sticking out her tongue.
"Hey." Ratu jostled the fairie, who crouched down and held on for dear life. "Which way is he going?"
Cerulea shrugged. "I don't know, but he has a way to make it safe. He wants us to take a different way and avoid the boneheads."
"Boneheads!" chimed Olivia, and the two fairies high-fived each other.
"They're like children," muttered Ingrid.
"In some ways, yes." Ratu pulled out part of a granola bar she had saved. Cerulea's eyes bugged out of her skull as she snatched it and fled into the cave, chased inside by her sister. Quetzalli shouted at the fairies, her angry words followed by a loud electrical pop as she had probably zapped someone. "It might be safer to climb back up and take the original route. It won't be long before Francois stumbles onto Mike's location."
"How do you figure?" asked Ingrid.
"Experience. If the undead walk below us, then Francois is looking there for Mike. Maybe he hopes to resurrect him, or perhaps he wants to make sure he's dead. Based on the rules of the Great Game, the ownership of Mike's land is up for grabs if Francois can take him out."
"The great what now?"
Ratu frowned, staring down into the jungle. Mike, where are you? She wished she was down there with him. Francois had fled before them last night and would think twice about confronting Mike in the naga's presence.
"If Francois kills Mike, everything Mike owns is supposed to go to the Captain. That's probably why he made his move last night. If not, he would have had to attack mid-day and in the Order's presence." Ratu walked back into the cave and heard Ingrid scrambling on the rocks behind her. "I can use this tunnel to take us further into the mountain and bypass any stragglers up above. It will take us a bit longer to get where we're going, but we should be able to travel unnoticed."
"Then why not do that before?" asked Ingrid.
"I had no intention of making your people aware of the full scope of my abilities. Also, now that I'm actually inside the mountain, I can feel its veins and know they can take us to our destination. We shall walk where no mortal has traveled before, straight to the heart of the mountain."
They were near the back of the cave now and discovered Quetzalli sitting on a rock and eating the bird that Ratu had torched. She had already plucked most of the feathers, and had crumbled a granola bar into seasoning that she had sprinkled on the top. The dragon looked at Ratu and Ingrid, then broke the bird in half down the middle and held out a portion.
"Breakfast?" she asked.
Ratu took the offering and sank her fangs into the still tender meat. She looked over her shoulder at Ingrid, then pulled off the leg and held it out. "Flash fried," she said. "So it should be safe for your consumption."
"No thanks," said Ingrid. "I'll stick with the bug bars."
"Suit yourself," said Ratu, then stuck the leg into her mouth and swallowed it whole.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Opal was frantically signing at Mike, her fingers and hands moving so fast that she occasionally forgot to hold her form, her digits often melting through each other. She was walking ahead of them, her eyes on the forest while her arms were backward so she could communicate with Mike.
"What is she going on about?" Leilani finally asked from behind Mike. She was bringing up the rear of their entourage, her eyes constantly scanning the trees.
"She's catching me up on the last season of True Blood. I haven't had a chance to watch it." Television was largely a thing of the past for him. Even before his children had come along, his time had been limited. Now the only opportunity he ever had to watch shows or movies was if somebody else wanted to see them.
"What's True Blood about?" asked Leilani.
"Vampires. I started watching years ago because I had a huge crush on Anna Paquin." He moved to duck beneath a leaf, but the tree shifted the branch out of the way. "Thank you," he said, patting the tree.
"How is it that you're doing that?" The mermaid had to duck as the branch sprang back and almost took her out.
"Well, once upon a time, a nymph blew me in the bathtub of an old house. Now I talk to trees. It's a long story." He looked over his shoulder at Leilani and saw that she was annoyed. "No, really. I would get into it, but I still don't know you that well."
"I hardly think that's fair," she said.
"You were almost murdered by a man who's been banging your maternal line for generations."
Leilani scowled, then looked at Daisy. "Is he always like this?"
Daisy, who sat on top of Mike's head, shrugged.
"I find myself at a disadvantage," grumbled the princess. "Since you are all speaking in sign language."
"Well, Daisy doesn't technically hear like we do, it's all the vibrations she picks up through her wings. As for Opal, she can't vocalize. Well, she can, but..."
To help him make her point, Opal's face melted back through her head and she opened her mouth wide as if to speak. A cavity formed in her chest as she pulled in air, then tried to condense it through a pair of modified vocal chords. The sound rested squarely between a pinched balloon letting out air and a whoopie cushion.
"Oh." Leilani made a face. "I'm so sorry."
Don't worry about it, signed Opal, which Mike repeated.
"So why is she telling you about this show?" asked Leilani.
"We were watching it together for a bit. She's been in recovery and I made sure to go hang out with her." His lips quirked into a grin as he thought of all the times she had pulled him into her tub. "But I missed the last season because of my son. He and I were struggling to get along, but we had a breakthrough of sorts. The last thing I wanted was to undo all of our progress by stepping away."
"Mmm. Relationships among merpeople can be tricky. Many of us don't know who our fathers are, so it becomes a communal affair to raise the children. Naturally, this means personalities can clash, especially if a father has decided that a specific child is his own. Or worse, numerous men claiming parentage of one child."
"But you knew yours?"
Leilani nodded, her eyes drifting to her spear. "For the royal line, it's important to avoid such confusion. When a princess or queen decides to become pregnant, she will limit her lovers in such a way that there can be no question. We do this partially to avoid imbalance--we do not want one man fathering most of the royal line and gaining the ear of the ruling class by parentage alone."
"The way you mentioned him earlier, is he...gone?"
She nodded. "We are warriors, Caretaker, and assist where we are needed. Many years ago, something attacked an oil platform in your Gulf of Mexico. My people went with the Order to figure out what happened, but none of them returned. There are things in the depths that haunt even us, Mike Radley."
Mike shivered. "Dare I even ask?"
Leilani was walking by his side now, her face grim. "There's a tradition among our people where we do not name the things that terrify us. To speak those names aloud would inevitably summon them from their dark slumber."
"You're talking sea monsters and not interdimensional beings, right?" He thought about the Outsiders, and how they were constantly pressing against the edges of reality in the hopes of sneaking a bite.
Leilani stared forward for several moments, then shook her head. "I would prefer we do not speak on this topic any longer."
"I think that's fair." He turned his attention forward to see that Opal was signing once more. "No, I haven't heard any news about Winds of Winter, I warned you about starting that series." Opal was very much into books, which meant putting her e-readers into ziplock bags to keep her from ruining them. Her hunger for them was a direct result of having Beth's memories up to the moment of her own creation, and Beth was a fan as well.
Opal had spent a long time during recovery trying to come to terms with the idea that she was essentially a Beth clone. Her experience with the horsemen of the Apocalypse had left her in a fragile state, and the inability to go see Beth's parents as a form of comfort had left the slime bereft. Ratu's big rule for several months was to never leave Opal alone for any extended length of time. The naga had been worried that the slime girl would simply give up on living and disassociate. These gaps of time were filled by regular visits from almost everyone, even Beth. She and Opal got along well enough, but Mike sometimes wondered if there wasn't some sort of hidden resentment on Opal's part.
After making a full recovery, Opal had finally been able to begin pursuing who and what she was. Ratu had assured everyone that there had never been a creature like Opal before, so the path would be long and emotionally treacherous. Mike enjoyed their time together, which was usually just spent talking about the world.
But on the rare occasion Opal got her tendrils on him...
Daisy perked up on top of his head, then beat her fists on his scalp to get his attention. Mike put up a hand for everyone to stop, and even grabbed one of Opal's hands to keep her from moving any further.
"Daisy hears something." He gestured to the nearest brush, which split apart to reveal a rocky alcove they could squeeze down into behind the branches. As a unit, they all moved inside, but Opal was the easiest. The majority of her body squeezed back into her magical decanter, which Mike held in one hand. The bushes closed up just as bony legs filled his view.
It was skeletons, at least three of them. Wordlessly, they wandered through the area, hollow sockets surveying the rainforest as they continued on their way. Mike waited nearly twenty minutes before asking the forest to move aside so they could get out.
"Patrols are getting thicker," he noted, turning back to help Leilani.
"We are close to your property. The Captain is trying to find you."
"Honestly? He'd better hope he doesn't." He held out his arm and allowed Opal to ooze out of her bottle until she touched the ground, at which time her body formed. "I'll give him the Mike Radley Special."
"The Mike Radley Special?" Leilani blinked at him. "What's that?"
"Great question. But it will be spectacular, unexpected, and really annoy him, I'm sure. I can't wait to think of it." He gestured ahead. "Let's keep moving."
The sun climbed steadily upward into the sky, visible only through gaps in the canopy. Mike and the others were able to easily hide from the skeletons. They made no effort to conceal their passage, which often required a sharp blade to hack away the brush. The undead seemed to be on autopilot, more like drones than independent thinkers. When he studied them properly, he noticed that they didn't have souls. It gave him small solace that these walking corpses weren't harboring tormented spirits, which also meant that they were essentially unthinking drones.
Still, the moment he watched the corpse of a child wander past, its eternal gaze resting upward on the trees, he knew in his heart that he would absolutely take the opportunity to rid the world of Captain Francois.
His shoulder itched, and he tried really hard not to pick at it. Tiny chunks of dried ooze flaked away as the wound healed, leaving behind raw, pink skin. His whole arm burned, as if the nerves were reconnecting. If he didn't know better, he would simply think he had pulled a muscle in his sleep.
Leilani conversed with him often, mostly about what things were like in the continental United States. She had a pretty good idea what island life was like, but stuff like big cities, skyscrapers, and highways fascinated her. On more than one occasion, he felt the desire to offer to show her someday, but didn't want to get her hopes up. Until he knew more firmly where she stood, he would keep his guard up.
Still, he had a good feeling in his gut about her.
Cerulea came to check in with them again and let them know that Ratu et al were making slow but steady progress. Apparently they were tunnel hopping. During a quick break to relax, Mike had checked in with Kisa, who was grouchy from being up all night watching the small army in their front yard and was now trying to catch a nap in Lily's room in Paradise. Apparently Jenny had made quite the impression on the SoS, and they were re-evaluating their relationship with her. Zel had forced Callisto to go home to the greenhouse, which had made him quite angry with his mother. Eulalie and Sofia were doing overtime monitoring the external communications of the Order while Tink watched Grace.
As for Death, apparently the Reaper was currently standing outside of the Order's tent and staring at them menacingly. The Jabberwock had moved itself closer to the tent, unseen by the Order, in case it needed to intervene. Everyone inside the house was getting restless as they waited to see what happened next, but Mike was hoping the SoS would get bored and leave.
Even now, Eulalie was trying to get in touch with someone higher up in the SoS in order to offer them the money to do so. Sadly, despite their willingness to murder people for cash, they were surprisingly ethical about not turning on their employers. Eulalie was also having difficulty finding another group willing to chase them off. It had been briefly floated that they should call the police, but Mike was fairly certain that would just spell trouble for whoever came out to investigate.
The longer he was out in the rainforest, the more he missed the comforts of home. He knew that a large part of this sentiment stemmed from the fact that somebody was in his yard just waiting to murder his entire family, but Hestia had made it clear to everyone who asked that unless he allowed them entry, they would not get in. Time, space, and reality itself would bend in order to hinder whatever they tried.
While he had faith in the goddess, he couldn't help worrying about the situation. His anger for the Order and the SoS sat behind a locked gate in his mind, and he was hesitant to let it out for even a second. His magic did not respond well to murderous intentions, and even thinking about it made his right arm itch. Right now, there was nothing he could do about it anyway. But when he got home?
He scratched his right arm, trying real hard to unclench his fists.
With the heat of the island trying to sap away his strength, Mike was forced to drink water that Opal had stored for him. Whenever they reached a river or lake, Leilani purified the water for his consumption. He would cup his hands and drink greedily, sighing at the taste of crisp, cold water on a hot day.
Opal, being a slime, absolutely reveled in the island's humidity. Her pearlescent luster was particularly shiny right now, and her curves had thickened as a result of the extra liquid in her body. She had used their first stop at a body of water to demonstrate her ability to take on additional water, which she allowed Mike to suck out through her fingertips like she was a living Camelbak.
For whatever reason, Opal stored this water in her breasts. Mike was fairly certain she had done it to screw with him. He was having several impure thoughts about Opal, and would have acted on them already if not for Leilani's presence and the fact that skeletons were hunting for him.
Guided by the pull of his property, he and the others ascended the mountain, trying to avoid open areas where they would be exposed. They finally achieved a height where the ocean became visible through gaps in the canopy, and Leilani paused more than once to stare wistfully outward. He wasn't certain what thoughts were going through her head when she did this, but she cut a rather attractive figure with the wind blowing through her blue and green hair, sunlight scattering through the sea glass beads braided into it.
As the day ran on, they had to stop for more breaks. With nothing to eat, both Leilani and Mike were dragging pretty hard. They had tried to arrange for one of the fairies to bring them a granola bar or something, but the birds on the island had become a huge problem and the fairy sisters were unable to safely fly fast enough while carrying something.
This meant harvesting local fruits. The forest, sensing his need, directed him to small banana trees, lychee, and even some papaya. Leilani taught him how to peel back the skin of the lychee, juice running down her chin as she took a big bite. Opal, who didn't need to eat, stuffed some of the leftover fruit in her body where they floated around like banana slices in jello. This allowed them to carry a small food supply with them as they continued their climb.
Scaling Haleakalā in this manner would have taken days if not for Mike's control over the forest. Control wasn't even the best word for it--he asked politely and they moved for him. In fact, he wondered if they were just grateful to have someone different to talk to. There was a sense of curiosity from the flora, as if he was a unique creature on exhibit.
This also made him ponder the nature of his land's location. How in the hell was anybody supposed to get there? In Oregon, anyone could walk right up to the property, but would get dissuaded or disoriented at the last moment. According to Dana, outsiders couldn't pierce the visual veil there, which made it slightly different than what happened at home. If he stood naked in his front yard, his neighbors would absolutely see him, but either the geas would clothe him or their attention would simply wander.
Even the property in Ireland had been easy to get to. A short car ride had made the trip almost instantaneous. However, the creatures dwelling within had been extremely hostile, and he had chosen to simply let the matter rest for now.
But out here? There was simply no way to easily get to the place. The Order had implied that they had been able to get to the edge of the property, but even that had taken a team of survivalists. What sort of secrets lurked on the side of the volcano? Would the guardian recognize Mike's authority, or would he become the target of a different attack?
"Seashell for your thoughts." Leilani's voice snapped him back to reality.
"Really? A seashell?" Mike smirked. "Do your people use them as currency?"
"We rely on the barter system. The ocean is our mother and provides all, so why would we need to hoard wealth? There is little we can't find on our own."
"And you think humans like seashells?"
Leilani scoffed. "We've watched millions of you collect them off the beach. For decades, my people wondered if you weren't using it as currency. For tide's sake, you even named one of our creatures a sand dollar."
"That reminds me. Someone said that you owned the land that Paradise was built on, but you gave it to the Order."



"Leased," Leilani corrected. "We leased it to them."
"So doesn't that mean they're paying you?"
She nodded. "They are. It goes into an account that we can use to purchase additional property or supplies as needed from your kind. How do you think we got that land in the first place? Do you think your government was feeling kind and just gave it to us?"
"Yeah, they aren't in the habit of handing out beach-front property. So how did your people buy it?"
"Your ships sink where we swim. It wasn't hard to go out and gather some lost treasure and sell it back. The merfolk in your Gulf of Mexico are filthy rich from some galleons that sank out there some time back. The Order helps them manage their purchases because that's a lot of money to casually move around."
"The Order has really helped your people, haven't they?"
"They have." Leilani paused, sticking her trident in the ground and leaning on it for support. "Without their help, I don't know where we'd be. Did you know they help set shipping lanes? If just one of your oil tankers spilled near a colony, it would kill us. It's absolutely a full time job for them just to make sure our worlds don't cross. If we wanted, we could rise up, attack your people, and cause some mayhem. But there aren't enough of us. It would be like if the people of Hawaii declared war on the rest of the United States. Sure, we could make the coastline a hostile place, but water magic won't stop your missiles, or your other weapons of mass destruction. My grandfather witnessed what your people did at Bikini Atoll."
He scrunched up his face. "What did we do?"
"Nuclear tests," she replied. "Merfolk around the world were discussing your war, and if we should strike out against you, chase you out of the water. We underestimated just how many humans there were across the world, and some of our most powerful warriors trekked across your continents just to get a better sense of the world in general. Captain Francois had given us plenty of warnings, but your advances sounded so impossible."
"Humans feel the same way about magic. Nobody would believe us if we told them mermaids and magic were real. Well, not enough people, anyway. It's all seen as make believe." Mike leaned against a tree and sensed a cane spider crawling down from above to investigate. He looked up at the arachnid and shook his head. "Don't do it."
The spider waved its legs in reply, obviously upset at Mike.
"I'm not claiming your territory," he told it. "Just resting for a moment."
"You command the land crabs, too?" Leilani's eyes were focused on the spider.
"We call them spiders. And only sort of." He narrowed his energy at the cane spider, who chittered at him and disappeared back into the leaves. "Some are more eager to please than others."
Cold water dripped on him from above and he turned his attention to the sky. A thin layer of clouds had moved in above them, blotting out the sun.
"It's raining again." He crossed his arms and sighed. The others didn't have any problem with the rain, but after at least three small downpours, his clothes were itchy. Leilani could easily push the water off of him with little more than a thought, but that only worked between storms.
"One of the wettest places on land," Leilani told him, pointing up the mountain. "The locals call it the Big Bog. My people call it Halealii Aina, or the land palace. It is a popular stop for those who do their pilgrimage."
"Why do you call it the land palace?"
"Very wet, lots of water. A merperson could absolutely live there if they chose to, and some have. Think of it like spiritual isolation, if you will. A place to step outside the ocean and ponder bigger things."
"Will we run into any of your people?" he asked.
She shook her head. "If we do, it's somebody we long thought dead. My kind doesn't often choose to exile somebody, but when we do, we chase them into the deepest waters." Sighing, she stood up straight and fiddled with the tip of her trident. "My father stayed there for a year when he was younger. Meditated on what it meant to be a warrior, to hunt for the colony, and to protect us from harm."
"That sounds pretty badass," Mike replied.
Leilani giggled. "When I was young, he confessed to me that he actually did it to get away from a bad situation involving some of your surfer women. He liked to pretend he was a surf instructor and bed them while they were here on vacation, but got caught by the queen."
"Oh my."
She laughed again, staring morosely at the bent trident. Opal, noticing this, moved near Leilani and held out her arms. The mermaid looked at her, then at Mike. "What does she want?"
Mike waited for the inevitable sign language from Opal. "She wants to see it," he answered. "She promises she'll give it right back."
Hesitantly, Leilani handed over the trident. Opal studied it for several seconds, her hands and arms sliding over the metallic surface until the trident's shaft was almost completely in her body. Scrunching up her face, her body distorted and the trident slowly straightened out.
"By the tides!" Leilani gazed in awe as Opal extracted the straightened trident from her form and handed it back over. "To think you were strong enough to do such a thing!"
Opal signed to Mike and he spoke for her. "She said not to underestimate the power of fluid dynamics." He didn't mention that Opal hadn't done so earlier because she was worried Leilani might stab him in the back with it, or the fact that she had done so now because she was tired of it coming up in conversation.
Her spirits buoyed, Leilani led the group, her attunement to water taking them in the correct direction. The miniature streams that formed on the mountain's skin flowed around them as the mermaid manipulated the water. Between Mike and Leilani, they were able to transform an extremely difficult ascent into little more than a strenuous hike. Leilani was huffing and puffing by the time they crested a rocky ridge and she paused to lean against jagged stones that had long ago burst free of the earth.
In awe, Mike stared down into the next valley. The sky above was blotted out by a mass of clouds that drifted between massive peaks covered in thick foliage. From where he stood, he saw more streams and waterfalls in one place than anywhere else he'd been before. The air was so thick with moisture that he could feel the humidity spinning in his lungs.
"Halealii Aina," said Leilani, kneeling and bowing her head. "I never thought I would get the chance to see it."
"It's breathtaking." Mike gazed down into the rainforest below in awe. The trees below practically sang in exultation, their needs constantly met. Closing his eyes, he felt something shift within him. The general sense of where his property was had solidified to a more precise location, which he pointed at. "Looks like we're going in," he said.
"Will we have to climb out the other side?" asked Leilani. "I thought the map said we needed to go around this place?"
"Trust me when I say that maps can be misleading." He sensed without a doubt that the entrance was somewhere down below. "But now I'm wondering about the thing that killed your people."
"What about it?" asked Leilani.
"We followed its tracks up this way until we lost them, right? Well, I know that where we're headed is correct, but..." he gestured around them. "There's nothing here. Either that thing tiptoed out of here, or it came down a different way."
"Hmm," was Leilani's only reply. The rain suddenly fell in thick sheets, and the other side of the bog disappeared from sight.
"Glad I wore comfy shoes," Mike muttered as he started down the hill. This time, the terrain was steep enough that he had to rely on the trees' assistance, using assorted branches and roots as handholds. The mood of the forest had shifted, and it no longer felt as friendly as it had before. He was an intruder in their midst, and the forest was wary of him.
Daisy had crawled inside his shirt, her body pressed flat against his sternum. He put a hand protectively over the bump in the fabric, wishing for perhaps the hundredth time that he had an umbrella. It was nearly half an hour before they made it down to the valley floor, where the foliage was so thick that he could no longer get the trees to simply part and let him pass.
"I guess this is the hard part," he muttered as they ventured forth into the bog.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Ingrid stood and watched in awe as Ratu's serpentine body tunneled through the hard rock ahead, the cavern lit only by a pair of fiery orbs that hovered just beneath the ceiling. When the naga had first transformed, Ingrid had been forced to hide back a scream at the sheer size of the snake. She had never worked directly with the naga, who had become notoriously reclusive in the last twenty years, and being subjected to the intensity of Ratu's gaze had triggered some primal instinct.
It was also unnerving to hear the naga speak. Her words had slid through Ingrid with the same ease that the snake passed through stone. She had wondered more than once why the naga were considered demi-gods and finally had her answer.
The yawning tunnel ahead of them trembled, sending loose stones clattering to the ground. Ratu returned to them in her human form, her gaze directed up toward the ceiling.
"It's stable for now," she said with a frown. "But I don't suspect it will last. We should hurry."
"Like, how fast are we talking?" Ingrid gazed up at the ceiling in trepidation.
"That depends on how much it's raining up above." Ratu looked up just as water dripped from the ceiling. "I may be able to command the earth, but water always finds a way."
"It's raining pretty hard." Quetzalli gestured at her nose and moved forward down the tunnel. "I can smell it."
Ratu gave Quetzalli a dubious look that she couldn't see, but said nothing. "Let's press forward."
Ingrid obeyed, not that she had much of a choice. If she wanted to turn around now, there were miles of compressed rock tunnel behind them. She would be forced to navigate it all in the dark in the hope that she didn't take a wrong turn. The transition between lava vents was always smooth, but the vents themselves were usually a mess. There had been a large hole in the middle of one vent that even Ratu's light orbs had been unable to find the bottom of. Even Ratu had sidestepped that one, stating that the fall itself wouldn't kill her but the sudden narrow portion halfway down certainly would. Occasionally, they were forced to surface, and Ratu would send Olivia out to check on Mike.
It was usually raining on the surface, but Ingrid had kept dry by sticking close to the trees. Inevitably, Ratu would take them back underground, where the air had a musty dampness to it that clung to Ingrid's skin and carried a nasty chill. Ratu's floating flames kept Ingrid warm, so she made sure to walk close to them whenever she could.
"It's about a hundred feet this way and then we're in the next vent," Ratu explained. "The slope is a little severe up ahead. I had to avoid another chamber."
"What was wrong with it?" asked Quetzalli.
"Massive." Ratu smirked. "We would need a rope to get to the bottom, and it's significantly warmer, if you catch my meaning. If I had gone any closer, I ran the risk of breaking the seal and flooding this tunnel with gas that would kill us all."
Ingrid frowned. "Do you mean like sulfur dioxide?"
Ratu nodded. "Potentially. But honestly, even flooding this place with carbon dioxide would do it. A benefit of using flames for illumination is that we would see them sputter out should something like that occur. My people have long traveled beneath the world. We know the pitfalls."
"Huh." Ingrid tried to contemplate what subterranean life looked like, but couldn't. "What does naga society look like?"
"What do you mean?" The naga's eyes were steady on the darkness ahead as the tunnel became sloped.
"I mean how your kind lives. The merfolk have hidden cities built of stone and coral surrounded by fields of seaweed. I've actually been there a few times. It's quite breathtaking."
"Ah, I see what you mean." Ratu held out her hands, one curled above the other as if holding a ball, and cast light all along the walls of the tunnel. The shifting shadows within her palms threw images of a massive underground dwelling onto the rock and soil. "There are places beneath the earth that are leftover from its formation, massive domes that are miles long in each direction. In some places, you cannot even see the ceiling. It is here that my kind choose to build their cities."
"Fascinating." Ingrid moved to the nearest wall and studied the structures projected onto it. "Do you build homes of clay, stone, or brick?"
"Whatever we choose, honestly. When a naga creates their nest, they may choose to mold it from whatever material they see fit. I actually had an aunt whose entire dwelling was composed of sapphire, collected over the decades and melded together using magic. It's a slightly more delicate process than what I have been doing to make our tunnels, but it's easy enough. Incorporating rare materials into your nest can be seen as a sense of status, or even doing intricate decoration. I had a friend growing up whose home was made of iron ore, but he had filigreed the image of every member of his family going back six generations into the exterior surface."
"Do you have livestock? What about agriculture?"
Ratu nodded, a thin smile on her lips. "My people did. We simply brought terrestrial animals down and made artificial light for our crops to grow. My people were once far more unified with surface dwellers in a state of coexistence."
"Do you mean when your people were worshiped?"
"I do."
"Hmm." Ingrid pondered that for a minute. She wasn't a huge fan regarding stories of mythical creatures being worshiped. To her, it was no different than dealing with a celebrity or a shitty politician. She and Wallace had been forced more than once to hunt down a creature who was pissed that nobody was feeding it anymore, or because it had gone rogue after a lack of tributes.
"You're scowling."
"What?" Ingrid snapped out of her thoughts and saw Ratu watching her. "Shit, it's nothing."
"She lies." This came from Quetzalli, who was busy munching on a granola bar. Her nipples were so erect beneath her blouse that Ingrid wondered if she was wearing a bra.
"I don't--" Ingrid sighed, then rubbed at her temples in frustration. Getting called out for lying was bad enough, but the woman was right. Doubling down would only cause more problems for her.
Ratu made a dismissive noise in her throat, then turned away and continued along the path. The trail became slightly treacherous as stones had come loose and slid away when stepped on. Thin rivulets of water had formed in places to create slippery streams.
Feeling like she should say something, Ingrid looked up and cleared her throat. "Look, I don't know that it matters, but in my experience, a lot of creatures I've met weren't really worthy of being worshiped, is all. I'm jaded, I'll admit it. But that's a result of the work I do."
"And what is this work that you do, hmm?" Ratu looked back over her shoulder. "The Order claims that they are here to maintain the balance, but to what end? Where would the world be right now if magic and science had been allowed to coexist all along?"
Ingrid felt her cheeks become hot. "Who can say? Some people think that humanity would be enslaved."
"By who?" Ratu arched an eyebrow.
Ingrid shrugged. "Doesn't matter. Dracula. Pack of werewolves. Maybe even a dragon." She noticed Quetzalli looked back at her for that last one. "That's right, dragons still exist. They're just hidden away is all."
"Ah. I see." Ratu snapped her fingers, causing the light show on the walls to come to an end. "And you think that's not true now? That a vampire isn't secretly running Wall Street, or that werewolves don't have a stranglehold on the world's saffron supply?"
"That's an oddly specific comment."
"Maybe." Ratu sniffed. "But you haven't answered my question."
Ingrid opened her mouth, but recognized that she had just walked into a trap. Choosing her words carefully, she continued. "If that were true, then they're only doing what any human could, without using magic. Sure, a vampire can skip generational wealth and have it all to themselves, and would likely have a better grasp of economics. And good for those werewolves, using their natural talents to do whatever the fuck you do to conquer the saffron supply."
"What do dragons do?" Quetzalli looked genuinely curious. "If they're still around, they're doing something, right?"
Ingrid bit her lip, unsure what she was even allowed to say. "Honestly, they mostly hold us at ransom. All that gold in Fort Knox? Gone. We moved it to a secure location and give a bit of it each year to a massive earth dragon that sleeps under the continental United States."
"Why?" asked Quetzalli. "Shouldn't the Order simply kill it?"
"Ha! They would if they could. This thing is perhaps the largest creature on record. There's a whole team who spends every day increasing the dragon's hoard just to keep it from waking up."
"Sounds kind of like worship." Quetzalli actually stopped to look back. "We give you gold, you don't blow us all up."
"I..." Ingrid blinked her eyes, suddenly stunned. "Never thought of it like that."
"I wouldn't find yourself at fault." Ratu let out a huge sigh. "Worship can take many forms, child. When I was young, your people worshiped mine and we repaid them in kind. Gave them blessings, brought rain during drought. It was meant to be a beneficial relationship, though there were many who became parasites. But that's true of any intelligent creature."
"But it all changed," added Quetzalli. "With better technology, people needed us less, or thought they did. The church grew in power and many creatures found themselves having nothing to offer the locals that mass religion couldn't promise. The balance of power shifted."
Ratu bobbed her head enthusiastically. "Not only that, but humanity had its magic locked away. That was the beginning of the end for the relationship between man and myth."
"I disagree," said Ingrid. "Plenty of people used magic to sow chaos and gain power."
"And yet, your kind hoards treasure much like a dragon does to the same effect." Quetzalli snorted. "Power abhors a vacuum."
Ingrid narrowed her eyes at Quetzalli, more suspicious than ever. For the longest time, she had figured Quetzalli was just a sexy side piece for Mike, a harmless cryptid with access to lightning magic. Now Ingrid wondered if she was something more, maybe even something from the fae realm. The presence of the fairies heavily supported this theory.
The tunnel eventually leveled out and the surface transformed, revealing dark basalt. The air had a foul odor, causing Ingrid to wrinkle her nose.
"Let me know if you get light-headed," said Ratu, pulling back one of her fireballs. She tugged at its sides and split it into three separate pieces that she sent ahead. "We have plenty of air, but it's mixed up with some other stuff."
"Okay, thanks." Stewing over how badly the previous conversation went, Ingrid fell back on the fundamentals she had been taught during her childhood. Magic had been sealed away, that much she knew. It was why she had to rely on magical implements for more powerful spells. Sure, she could summon up magical barriers, but needed a conduit for anything more nuanced than that.
Every member of the Order had the ability to tap into their own personal mana well, but not everybody had one. Most people had mana to some degree, but it was like a vestigial organ, useless and not entirely understood. It was the same reason why children were more likely to see spirits, or gain brief moments of precognition. Without any sort of training, that tiny amount faded away to nothing as an adult.



That was just one reason the Order collected children and raised them. It was almost impossible for an adult to regain access to their magic. It was like trying to spontaneously regrow a limb. If she had been a year or so older, she absolutely couldn't have become a mage. Knighthood would have been possible, but she would have started at a massive deficit.
They continued through the tunnel for perhaps another hour, Quetzalli occasionally muttering to herself in a language Ingrid didn't recognize. When Ratu had asked what the problem was, Quetzalli revealed that she hated not being able to see the sky. Ingrid felt the same way, but decided to keep her thoughts to herself.
In truth, she was just trying to keep her shit together. The dull pain in her twisted ankle constantly cried out for her attention, and the mental toll of the last twenty four hours was finally catching up to her. She wanted nothing more than to lay down somewhere and sleep it off. Usually when she got this way, she would either talk through her problems with Wallace or fuck him to improve her mood. When this mission was over, she planned on scheduling time off and utilizing one of the therapists the Order had on file. The last thing she wanted was for this mission to become the thing that finally broke her.
"I won't be broken," she whispered, her voice echoing off the walls. It was the same mantra that had gotten her through her experience with the drakes, and every other disaster since then. When it was just her against the world, she refused to succumb to the cracks.
"Is it getting warmer in here?" asked Quetzalli from up ahead.
Ratu frowned and knelt down in the tunnel. She placed a hand on the ground and closed her eyes. "It is," she said. "But there shouldn't be any reason for it to--"
The world rumbled around them, and the vent behind them started to collapse. The three of them broke into a run, sprinting forward as the earth fell apart.
"Can't you stabilize it?" shouted Ingrid.
Ratu's face was twisted up, serpentine features manifesting as flames curled around her fingertips. "I can't," she hissed, her tongue flickering briefly. The walls in front of them cracked apart, revealing another passageway. "I'm not doing this!"
"Shit." Ingrid drew her wand, holding it tight in her fist. Quetzalli tripped over a rock and fell, but Ingrid paused long enough to pull the woman back up. She received a nasty shock for her efforts.
"Sorry," Quetzalli muttered, scowling in frustration.
"Move!" cried Ratu, turning around and flaring her hands. The tunnel walls were still closing in, but debris was now falling all around them. A stone arch deflected the falling rocks long enough for Ingrid and Quetzalli to get away, and the three of them now ran together.
The sound of the earth slamming shut behind them was only slightly more sinister than the crumbling sound of the passageway ahead ripping itself open. Sweat poured down Ingrid's face, pain now shooting up her leg with every other step. Her ankle had been fine all day, but she had likely twisted it again. She was now driven by enough adrenaline that she would have to pay that particular price later.
The ground cracked open beneath them, revealing smooth rock that they slid across. Ratu transformed into a snake and caught Ingrid and Quetzalli in her coils as they slid.
"We can't separate!" she declared as they slid down a polished obsidian slope. "I won't be able to protect you!"
Ingrid was no longer worried about being protected. Whatever was toying with them was far above their weight class. All she could do was hope that they weren't on the menu as Ratu's fire was extinguished and they were plunged into darkness.
The steep slide abruptly leveled off, and they slid together as a unit across smooth, obsidian glass. Suddenly, all movement stopped and Ingrid was tossed free of Ratu's coils. Summoning a magical shield around herself, she collided with a stone wall and came to a halt. The fairies fluttered up into the air, the light from their bodies illuminating a chamber made of stone that terminated in a wall made of cracked and flaking obsidian. The room felt like a sauna, and Ingrid staggered to her feet.
"Quetzalli?" Ingrid looked around for the silver-haired woman and found her in a small alcove beneath the rocks. She ran over and helped pull Quetzalli free, but saw that she was bleeding from a nasty cut on her forehead.
"Here, let me look at that." She moved to examine the wound.
"Don't touch me there," said Quetzalli, pushing Ingrid back and opening eyes that revealed an electrical storm within. A massive electrical charge was building around her, and Ingrid took several steps back.
"Are you...okay?" asked Ingrid.
"Hurt and angry," growled Quetzalli as electrical streamers danced all across her body. "Having trouble...controlling myself."
"Ugh." Ratu had transformed into her human form and was lying on her back, clutching her head with both eyes closed. "What did we even hit?"
"A wall." Ingrid gestured toward the rocky surface with her wand, which was still in her hand. "Can't miss it."
"A wall?" Ratu opened her eyes and squinted, as if looking into the sun. "I don't feel a wall there."
Ingrid frowned and tapped the wall with her wand. "It's right here," she said, then fell backward when the stone she had touched slid open to reveal a massive, citrine eye.
Her scream was lost in the rumblings of the earth.

🏝️🏝️🏝️Movement through the Big Bog was difficult, even with Leilani helping. They found some shallow streams that the mermaid used her magic to create a path for them to walk on, but the ceaseless rain had chilled Mike to the core. His stomach growled, upset with his all-fruit diet, and he wanted nothing more than to have dry feet again.
Daisy shivered against his crotch. The fairy had gotten chilly long ago, so Mike had tucked her down the front of his pants where she had made a quick nest of his pubic hair and potentially gone to sleep. It had stopped raining for almost an hour, but had quickly resumed. With no direct sunlight, there was nothing to warm him back up.
Opal stayed right behind him the entire time, her body constantly pushing out sticks and leaves that she accidentally absorbed. Her legs wobbled, the high moisture making it difficult for her to maintain rigidity. If not for the fact that Ratu had spent an entire year trying to help stabilize Opal's body composition, the poor slime would probably be back in her decanter already.
With just over an hour to sundown, he was relieved to discover that they were less than a mile out from their destination. A dark crevasse was visible in the cliffs ahead, and his best guess was that they were headed for a cave. However, the steady beating of drums soon filled the air and he felt his heart drop.
"We should split up," said Leilani, her voice trembling. "As long as they don't see you with me, you should be fine. Just remember to bow down if you see them, show them respect. This is their land, their home." She shivered. "None of my people ever encountered them here. It has to be because of Francois."
Mike studied Leilani. She was already scanning the area, her eyes shifting nervously. The clouds above had descended, filling the area with fog. The skeletons had been gone for quite some time now, but it seemed that one problem had replaced another.
"No." Mike moved to Leilani's side and took her hand in his. "You're with me, now. I won't leave you behind."
"But--" Leilani looked over Mike's shoulder and gasped. He spun around to see torches being carried toward them through the trees.
"C'mon." He pulled Leilani behind him. "If we hurry, we can cross the property line before they catch us. I'm hoping that will keep them out."
The rainforest rustled around them, despite the lack of wind. Mike jogged forward through the moisture and the muck, his senses expanding outward. The spiders had all gone quiet, which was a really bad sign. Branches shifted out of the way to allow them to pass, but now he saw dozens of vines and snakes dangling from them.
"Do you feel that?" asked Leilani. Her gait was uneven and she was gasping for air.
"Feel what?" he asked.
"It's like somebody is squeezing my chest."
Mike looked around, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Switching to his soul sight, the land came alive like it was on fire. Spiritual energy permeated the land, sliding over and through it like they were living things. He didn't know if this was what Leilani was sensing, but the sight of it was overwhelming.
It took some concentration, but he was able to focus only on their pursuers. Spirits appeared through the vegetation, carrying weapons made for battle along with their torches. The drumbeat of the forest chased them right through the trees and into a clearing at the base of a cliff. A large crack in the cliff above transformed into the mouth of a twenty foot tall cave at its base, and Mike's magic reacted almost immediately to the sight. This cave was the start of his property. If they could just get inside they should be safe.
"Not so fast." An old woman stepped forward from the darkness of the cave, her earthen eyes tinged with red. Her head was adorned with a crown of kika blossoms and she wore a white dress that only came to her knees. She crossed her arms and stood her ground as Mike, Leilani, and Opal all slid to a stop on the muddy ground.
The mermaid picked up her trident, but Mike grabbed her by the shoulder and pushed her behind him. He didn't know who the woman was or what she wanted, but powerful magic radiated off her in waves.
The night marchers surrounded the clearing, their unfathomable eyes on the trio in the middle. They weren't attacking yet, which was probably due to the woman's presence.
Mike took a deep breath and let it out. "Don't do anything," he told Leilani. "And definitely don't react negatively."
"Who is she?" asked the princess.
"Not sure," he said. "But it would be a very bad idea to make her angry."
The woman smiled. Though she appeared to be a native islander, the golden light only he could see radiating out from her body told a very different story. When she spoke next, her voice resonated with power and the mountain trembled beneath them.
"At long last we meet, Caretaker."

🏝️🏝️🏝️Hey, look, I remembered to put an outro this time!
Thank you so much for reading, I hope you enjoyed this as much as I enjoyed writing it. Don't forget to leave some stars on the way out, maybe comment or email me something nice if you had fun, then give yourself a high-five, because you got something done today!
Make sure to drink plenty of water, and I will see you next time, monster lovers!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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The church was filled with the moans of the living as the undead fought to tear them apart. The room stank of blood and gunsmoke, burning through Tasia's olfactory senses so hard that her eyes teared up. But none of this mattered to her as she threw herself repeatedly at the wiry figure in front of her.
Timotei. The vampyr was fast, and insanely strong, definitely more powerful than any vampire she had heard of. She had picked him up one time and rammed his skull through a support beam, only for him to come out the other side with just a scratch across his forehead. For all her raw strength and primal instinct, he always seemed to be one step ahead of her.
However, he wasn't able to get the upper hand, either. He had tried to put her in a submission hold from behind, but she was too large. Earlier he had broken her knee with a roundhouse kick that would have totaled a car, but the break had healed almost instantly. Random gunfire tore holes through the both of them, but that was little more than background noise right now.
The two of them danced around each other, neither gaining more than a brief upper hand. Timotei's constant shrieking about his daughter was emotionally painful, but Tasia had already distanced herself. She wasn't about to forfeit her own life over a child-like murder machine.
Eventually, she managed to pin him down, her foot on his back as she pulled both of his arms back in an attempt to rip them off. Between the shouting and the gunfire, she heard the distant sound of a car pulling up to the church. Hoping that help hadn't just arrived, she crouched down and pulled as hard as she could, feeling Timotei's joints creak under the pressure. The vampyr hissed in agony, but did little to resist.
The car outside stopped. After a short amount of time, it started up once more and the gravel crunched as it pulled away.
"No. NO!" Timotei's loose arms suddenly went tight in Tasia's arms. "He was supposed to come in here. HE WAS SUPPOSED TO COME IN HERE!"
Tasia couldn't even respond, her lupine form was terrible for communicating with words. Her claws slipped on Timotei's arms, so she tried to dig them into his skin.
A high, keening wail came from the vampyr as he threw himself backward, toppling her with ease. He ran to the closest window, completely ignoring the melee around him.
"He's leaving! Why is he leaving?" He spun in place and jabbed a finger at Tasia. "If he won't come here for you, then I will bring you to him!"
Tasia raised her hands in a "bring it" gesture. Timotei stepped toward her, his high speed movements blurring as he leapt to the side and slapped his hands down on one of the remaining Legion parishioners.
"Wha--" was all Legion managed to say before Timotei picked the body up and sank his fangs into the demon's neck. Another Legion froze and spun to look at the vampyr.
"What the hell is wrong with you?" demanded the demon, then tried to run away when Timotei cast the withered husk to the ground and charged forward to grab the one that had spoken. Tasia watched in horror as the vampyr quickly drained several of the men and women who were remaining, leaving dried up bags of skin and bone on the floor. With each body drained, he moved faster and more gracefully than before. She had seen victims of a vampire feeding, but they were usually bloodless. These people looked like all the moisture had been sucked free of them, their hair even withering up and turning gray.
Timotei, on the other hand, exuded a powerful aura as he exploded forward, clawed hands grasping for her throat. He easily ripped her off balance, then smashed her through the nearest wall. They crashed into the kitchen, sending racks of food spilling across the floor.
"I tire of this," he said, picking himself up off the floor. Tasia made a fist and threw a haymaker that connected squarely with Timotei's face. The vampyr took the blow and sailed back through the hole they had made, but all the knuckles in Tasia's fist broke upon impact. She howled in pain, clutching her hand to her stomach as the digits slowly squirmed beneath her fur, struggling to realign themselves.
"The Lord demands adversity," said Timotei through the wall. He shoved aside the broken plaster and stepped back into the kitchen. A small bruise on his jaw was already fading away. "Through this challenge, I shall become worthy once more of His love and forgiveness."
What a fucking whackjob. Remembering the apartment, Tasia looked around in hopes of finding a spice rack. They had packed some spices and rice in the backpack to deal with Timotei, but that had been lost early on in the fight.
Timotei slammed into her from behind, the two of them tumbling over the counter. Tasia bit down on the vampyr's hand, but he curled his fingers around the fangs of her lower jaw and squeezed.
"Did you really think a mere dog could stand up to a proper vampyr?" He yanked her head down and delivered an uppercut that caused the world to dangerously narrow to a dark tunnel. "You are unholy, an abomination before the eyes of the Lord. You have forfeited your humanity, and for what? Fleas and belly rubs?"
A flying knee caught her in the temple, and she fell onto the ground, her sides heaving as she panted. Whimpering, she tried to get up on all fours, but Timotei threw a mean right cross that ruptured something in her eye.
"I was forced to stray from the light." He grabbed Tasia by the scruff of her collar and started dragging her toward the door. "The Holy Father tests me because he knows that I am worthy. HE KNOWS THAT I AM WORTHY!"
Tasia couldn't respond. Her limbs twitched as her brain struggled to reconnect to her body. Even when she had been forced to fight her own kind, the fights hadn't been this one-sided. She whined as Timotei dragged her back into the nave and pulled her up the long, blood-stained ramp. If there were any living Legions left, she didn't see them. It was all zombies now.
The vampyr came to a halt as a dark figure dropped down from above and crashed into the pews. Crimson wings flared dramatically outward as Lily rose, her eyes smoldering with flames.
"Demon." Timotei let go of Tasia. "I won't let you stand in my way."
"Good." Lily sauntered into the aisle, her tail sliding across the corpse of a mercenary and caressing his cheek. "You see, now that I'm not in a cage, things will be different."
Timotei shook his head. "I went easy on you. Deacon's orders."
"Speaking of the good reverend..." Lily opened her mouth and the most unholy shriek of pain came from deep within. Timotei actually took a step back when he recognized Deacon's voice. "He's giving me heartburn."
"Foul temptress." Timotei hunched his shoulders and took a step forward. "I would rid the world of you if I could."
The front door of the church banged open, and Eulalie stepped inside. She was holding her mace out in front of her like a talisman, her eyes scanning the room before settling on Timotei.
"Is it just him?" she asked, her gaze dropping to Tasia.
"He's mine," Lily declared, licking her lips. "We have unfinished business."
"Please, don't." Eulalie rolled her eyes and moved forward to join the succubus. "If we team up, we drop him fast. If I let you do it by yourself, this all turns into a stupid trope."
Tasia clenched her fingers and opened her wounded eye. Already, she was feeling better.
"Let's do this count--" Lily's eyes went wide as Timotei vanished and reappeared right in front of her. "Chocula?"
Timotei punched her. The one-two combo knocked Lily off balance, and Timotei grabbed Lily by the horns and rammed his knee into her jaw, launching her backward. Eulalie threw her mace, which Timotei dodged without even looking at. As the vampyr twirled out of the way of Lily's tail, Tasia noticed that his eyes were now just dark orbs.
Timotei bared his fangs and hissed, then drove his fingernails into a pew and slammed it into Lily with enough force that it exploded. Eulalie moved forward to help out, but Timotei grabbed her by the shoulders and headbutted her so hard that she stumbled to the ground. The Arachne collapsed into a tiny ball of legs and rolled away out of sight.
"He's fast!" Eulalie now skittered across the wall, ducking behind a pillar to avoid a thrown pew. Her forehead was bleeding.
"Strong, too." Lily stood and pushed her jaw back into place. She moved to distract the vampyr from Eulalie, and was forced to dodge away as Timotei teleported once more across the room.
No, he wasn't teleporting. He really was moving that fast. Tasia groaned and stood, her legs finally steady again. Why hadn't he just taken his daughter back by force if he was this ridiculously strong?
Timotei was distracted by Lily, so Tasia grabbed him from behind and squeezed, hoping she could hold him in place. Lily dodged forward and tried to blind him with her tail, but he turned his head at the last moment. The magical mace slammed into his temple, doing no damage, and then Eulalie was there with a small cloth made of spider silk which she stuck to his head.
Timotei shook them all off, then stumbled around trying to pull the webbing off his face. The trio tried to get back in, but it occurred to Tasia that nothing they were doing was actually hurting him. Even if they got the upper hand, how were they supposed to take him out?
"Gah!" Timotei ripped the webbing free of his face, taking skin along with it. He contemplated the sticky mass in his hands and turned his full attention on Eulalie. "You."
"Eep." Eulalie barely managed to leap out of the way as Timotei lunged for her, his taloned fingers going for her throat.
"Don't you dare!" Lily managed to get between the two of them, but the vampyr spiked the succubus so hard into the ground that smoke actually erupted from her body. Tasia made an attack of her own, slashing with her claws as Timotei ducked out of the way and then kicked her in the chest.
"Shit, shit, shit!" Eulalie had dropped her chitinous armor and was leaping around the room, barely avoiding Timotei. Tasia recognized almost immediately that the Arachne lacked combat experience, relying solely on her instincts for survival.
It wasn't enough. Timotei moved ahead of Eulalie and snatched her out of the air before pile driving her into the ground.
"Where we come from, we step on spiders." He wrapped his hands around her head and started to twist. "But this will have to do."
From above came the sound of footsteps, and then Dana was sailing through the air, her arms crossed in front of her. Timotei actually stopped trying to break Eulalie's neck, curious eyes on the blonde as she cleared the forty foot distance between them with ease.
The moment before impact, Dana whipped her arms out and forward. Twin blades unfolded, the overhead lights glinting off of their silvered edges as she brought them down. Caught off guard, Timotei didn't move in time. One of the swords caught him on the forearm, spilling his blood on the carpet.
"Get away from her," said Dana, her eyes wild and twitching. "Stay away from my friend."
Timotei sneered at her. "When I'm done with you, I'm going to kill--" The vampyr trailed off as Dana ran the bloodied sword along her tongue, then moaned in ecstasy at the taste.
"You taste delicious." Dana smacked her lips as her head jerked to the side like a junky seeking a fix. "And I want more."
"I see." The vampyr bared his teeth. "You won't leave here alive."
Dana laughed hysterically, her pupils dilating as she focused on Timotei. "Finally, we agree on something!" she cried, then lunged forward, her movements becoming a blur.
Tasia stared in awe as the two of them ripped and slashed at each other. Dana was nearly Timotei's match for speed, her blades glowing brightly as their innate magic ignited on contact with the vampyr's skin.
"Hey." Eulalie slapped a hand down on Tasia's shoulder. "This is super bad right now, but I have a plan."
Tasia gestured forward quizzically, as if to say "How the hell do we beat that?"
"Lala?" Lily joined them, using her wings to swat away a stray zombie. "Better make it quick."
Do you remember when I mentioned I had a plan B?" Eulalie rummaged around in her pockets and pulled out a small device. "I've got one for him and one for them." She gestured toward the zombies.
"What is that?" asked Lily.
"Detonator." Eulalie grinned. "For the bombs I planted. This place is packed with C4."
Tasia's jaw dropped.
"You rigged this place to blow?" Lily swatted away another zombie with her tail. "Why the fuck would you do that?"
Eulalie shrugged. "If we couldn't get you out, I was gonna blow the whole place up just on principle. Figured that would free you of whatever cage they had put you in, give us some more options."
"I fail to see how that helps us now," muttered Lily.
"We need to get him into the attic." Eulalie pocketed the detonator. "I need to deactivate my signal jammer and then I'll be back down to help." The Arachne flexed her legs and leapt straight up into the air nearly thirty feet before landing on a pillar and scurrying away into the rafters.
Tasia jabbed a finger in Dana's direction and made a grunting sound.
"Shit, I don't know. Just go punch the fucker until he stops moving." Lily rolled her eyes as hellfire sprouted along her horns. "C'mon, let's go give this asshole the mean girl treatment."
At last, they were speaking the same language.

💀💀💀Dana's heart was pounding so hard she could hear it in her ears. When she opened her mouth to breathe, she could taste the ash, soot, and blood in the air. It was like breathing in vaporized rocket fuel, and every engine inside her body had finally ignited.
Eulalie looked up from her character sheet, her eyes studying the table. "So I've been crunching the numbers--"
"Which is code for bullshit." Velvet reached over toward Bigfoot and stole the chip bowl. "You're not actually doing math over there."
Eulalie rolled her eyes, then looked at Dana. "She failed algebra, can't comprehend any numbers bigger than twenty."
"I also don't need algebra." Velvet stacked the chips and shoved them in her mouth. "Ah'm a mountain girl."
"Anyway, we're just one bad roll away from disaster." She gestured at the cultist figurines. They had formed a circle around a pentacle that Bigfoot had drawn in red marker. "We're low on health and need to increase the odds that we take one of them out. Ideas?"
"Fireball." Velvet pointed at the middle of the pentacle. "You could hit all of them."
"I could, but I have reason to believe that somebody here has planned for that." Lala scowled at Bigfoot. He shrugged and popped open another beer. "So I was thinking Haste."
"Haste?" Dana looked down at her character sheet, which had become blurry. On the table, the figurines had become distorted, their cloaks now replaced with outfits that looked more at home in a church.
"Yeah, pretty much gives you an extra turn." Velvet leaned forward over the table, a wide grin on her face. Her whole body was now translucent. "Combos really well with Two-Weapon Fighting."
Timotei's movements were no longer difficult to follow. In fact, he was now moving at regular speed as he tried to rip out Dana's throat, but she brought up the swords to block. The vampyr hissed, the sound reminding her of a cracked tea kettle. The world around them had come to a crawl as Lily and Tasia spread out, moving slowly to pin Timotei in from the sides.
Eulalie cast Haste on Velvet's ranger, whose turn came next. The Arachne sprinted through the cultists' defensive line, causing Bigfoot to make attack of opportunity rolls.
"All misses," he said.
"But didn't a 15 hit before?" asked Dana, her voice echoing oddly in her own head.
"Bonus to armor class, cause I'm a fast girl now." Velvet was smug as she picked up her dice and pointed to the nearest cultist. "It's stabbing time!"
Dana scored another hit on Timotei, and jumped away before he could grab her by the wrist. She licked the blade again, her whole body practically vibrating with excitement as the vampyr's blood flooded her with energy once more. Understanding blossomed somewhere deep within her, granting sinister knowledge that was both beautiful to behold yet difficult to accept.
"I will rip off your face." Timotei's words came out slurred, his features twisting up like an old rag being drained of water. He picked up a piece of a broken pew, then hopped backward toward the stage. Even though he appeared to be moving at normal speed, Dana's brain still acknowledged that everything was happening quite fast. When Timotei's feet touched the stage, he lunged forward so quickly that Dana was only able to parry aside the claw that reached for her face.
The broken pew splintered against her ribs but still managed to puncture a lung. She collapsed for only a moment, her left arm going numb, then rolled away and lashed out with her right arm. Timotei leaned away from the strike, then caught Lily's tail to the face.
Lily's massive scorpion's stinger had sprouted barbs, and he was yanked off his feet and smashed into the ground. He grunted on impact, clutching at the tail with both hands as Lily smashed him into zombies and furniture alike.
"Hell yeah!" Velvet pumped her fist as Dana's barbarian tackled the cultist assassin who had emerged from the shadows. "Three players is way better than two!"
Dana couldn't help but smile. The Arachne's enthusiasm was contagious. She grabbed the bowl of chips and was about to eat some when she remembered that she wasn't actually hungry for food. Yet another dead girl thing. Staring down at her miniature, she pondered the fact that her burly mountain dwarf now had wings and a tail. Had it always been that way?
Looking up from the table, she saw that the cabin was gone. All around them, blurry figures shifted around busted furniture, with pockets of activity toward the corners. A massive crack had formed in the memory. Looking back down at the table, she realized that something was sticking out of her chest.
Dana paused to yank the stake out of her chest. The movement actually stung a little, which caused her to pause in contemplation. Her concentration ebbed and flowed, and she was now firmly back in her body.



What exactly had the vampyr's blood awakened in her? It had been quite some time since she had felt anything resembling pain. Was the blood reawakening her nervous system?
Her stomach rumbled and she licked her lips. There would be plenty of time for thinking later. Timotei had wrapped an arm around a support beam and Lily was trying to pull him free. His features were strained as his fingers sank into the polished column, causing Lily's feet to slide across the floor as she pulled. Triumphant, he turned his face toward the succubus, only to be t-boned by an aerial punch from Tasia.
The column exploded, and both the werewolf and the vampyr crashed to the ground. Lily fell backward onto the ground, then flinched when Timotei's shoe landed on her face.
Dana was already moving, her swords whirling as she took out the zombies that stumbled around her. They didn't interest her nearly as much as her quarry did, but she still had a responsibility to prevent an outbreak. Her blades now covered in the blood of the undead, she threw herself forward and came down on Timotei from above.
One blade slashed open the vampyr's shirt, revealing sculpted abdominals and a thin wound that closed up almost instantly. The other was caught by Timtoei's left hand, the metal making a sound akin to dry ice on steel as the magic attempted to burn away his skin.
Timotei tried to yank the sword out of Dana's hand, but she jumped forward, maintaining her grip on the blade. When she landed on the other side of him, she whipped her arm around, causing the sword to slide free of his grasp. Timotei cried out in pain as the razor sharp edge slid up his arm, slicing off a chunk of flesh roughly the size of a piece of cheese.
The world became a tunnel of darkness as Dana fixated on that piece of muscle and skin, falling in slow motion toward the floor. Salivating in anticipation, she actually threw her swords away and leapt forward, snatching the meat out of midair. Clutched tightly in her palm, she could sense the incredible power trapped inside her prize. Holding it up to her lips, the air was suddenly filled with the aroma of smoked brisket and spices.
In a single motion, she popped the meat in her mouth and swallowed it whole.
"BITCH!" Timotei was back on his feet and he grabbed Dana by the throat with his good hand. "FILTH! ABOMINATION!"
A fire ignited in her belly, reminiscent of the time she had devoured the Dragon Seed. While that had been raw energy, what was inside her gut now was far more refined, and completely lacking a will of its own.
"Yeah, I'm gonna need you to roll a Constitution saving throw." Bigfoot stood next to her now, a beer in one hand and the chip bowl in the other. "You can't just eat someone on the battlefield like that without potential repercussions."
"I say she gets advantage on the roll." Velvet crossed her arms, her translucent form floating nearby. "She's been eating weird stuff this whole campaign."
Dana picked up the dice, the world around her now full of cracks. She was about to roll them when a dark hand closed over her own. Looking up, she saw Alex standing across from her.
"It's time to wake up," she whispered, then leaned forward and kissed Dana's forehead.
"Al...ex..." Dana gasped as she clutched at Timotei's hands. The vampyr slugged her in the belly with a bloodied fist, then opened his hand and tried to dig into her with his fingernails. A scorpion's tail wound around his wrist, keeping him from tearing into her.
"Dog girl!" Lily wrapped herself around Timotei in an attempt to keep him from ripping Dana apart. "Sic balls!"
Tasia rose up from the debris, fragments of wooden benches falling away from her lupine shoulders. Growling, she charged forward and bit down on Timotei's head, causing him to release Dana. The zombie fell to the ground, her whole body so hot she thought she would burst into flame.
The werewolf whimpered in pain as Timotei managed to kick her free, then reached over his shoulders and grabbed Lily by the horns. The two of them tussled as he danced among the pews, shouting what could have been obscenities in his own language.
"Tasia." Dana knelt to help her up, her mind rapidly filling in what had actually happened in the last several minutes. Everything was still fuzzy, though, as if she was watching the playback on a broken monitor. However, the fog had finally lifted.
To her dismay, Dana could see that Tasia's torso was a bloody mess, the werewolf's ribs visible through rapidly healing wounds. Pausing to contemplate the wolf's injuries, Dana ran her hands over the slick fur. "I'm right here."
Tasia whined, her eyes shut in pain. The werewolf had already been through so much, it almost pained Dana to see it. She looked down at her bloodied hands, her heart jackhammering in her chest as the phantom drums of the Nirumbi beat all around her. Taking a deep breath, she contemplated the sick idea that, somehow, she became what she ate.
Knowing that it was probably stupid to do so, Dana stuck her fingers in her mouth and sucked them clean. The savory taste of werewolf blood had her moaning in delight.
For a moment, it felt like the universe stopped. The church snapped into focus for the first time as Dana's senses expanded outward as the intrusive memories shattered like glass. Her already sensitive nose was picking up dozens of smells that begged for her attention, but she focused on finding her swords. Timotei may still be stronger than she was, but he didn't have enchanted blades. She found them on the floor next to a dead mercenary, his eyes focused on eternity. He was already starting to twitch and move, so she swung a sword and took out the developing zombie.
"Hey." Eulalie called out from up above, a loop of spider silk in her hands. "I've got a plan that might work, but need you to help me get this around his neck."
Dana smiled up at her friend, then turned her attention to Lily and Timotei. The two of them were now rolling around on the ground, the vampyr unable to get in a clean hit. Where he struck, floorboards exploded upward.
Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and let the world fall away from her for just a moment. She pictured Alex first, the image of her dead girlfriend burned into her heart with crystalline clarity. Next she pictured Velvet, her friend's phantom laughter echoing forever in her mind. Both of these things brought feelings of pain, remorse, and even guilt. But what they didn't do was bring instability. For the first time in a while, she felt like she was all in one place.
Her eyelids snapped open and she moved toward Lily. The succubus saw her coming and nodded when she saw what Dana had planned. Timotei snarled at the two of them then let out a hideous shriek when Dana used the swords to shish kabob him to the succubus through his chest.
"Ooh, double penetration," gasped Lily, her flesh now sizzling. "Straight to a girl's heart."
Timotei did not share her humor and tried to break free, but with the swords criss crossed through him like an X, he couldn't get away from Lily. Dana grabbed his wrists and dragged them toward Eulalie, but he was still too strong. He managed to shove Dana back, but only for Tasia to take her place. The werewolf grunted and picked up both Lily and Timotei in a massive bear hug.
Snarling, Timotei tried to bite Tasia's neck, but Dana hopped onto his shoulders from behind and hooked her fingers into his cheeks and pulled back hard enough that he couldn't bite her. The four of them stumbled around like this for several long moments before the silken loop dropped down over his head. Dana let go of Timotei's mouth and shoved the noose into place and then Eulalie pulled.
"Keep holding him," she cried before disappearing through a hole in the ceiling. Slowly, the coil of webbing retracted as they were lifted into the air as a group. Timotei's movements caused them to sway, but Dana used her free arm to guide them safely through the hole when they arrived at the ceiling. Eulalie was on the ceiling, her facial features pinched as she watched them from above. They were in the attic now, and on the other side of the room, a cold breeze blew in through the small rat portal tucked in the corner.
"Through there," Eulalie said, then scurried toward the opening. Her body squeezed down to fit through the gap, which wasn't much bigger than a dog door. Timotei sank his fingers into the wood, leaving thick gouges as the group was pulled together. Once at the opening, Dana made eye contact with Tasia, who simply nodded and then let go.
Lily vanished in a cloud of sulfur as Dana pulled her swords free. Timotei reached for the webbing at his neck, unable to pull it free before disappearing through the portal. The succubus shot through first and Dana followed. Looking back, she saw Tasia standing there, her tail drooping.
"Come through if you can," Dana said, picking up her swords. "I won't even joke about it." Throwing herself through the opening, she rolled to the side as Timotei's boot slammed down where her head had been. They were in a log cabin with broken windows, and there was snow on the ground outside.
"So what's your big idea," asked Lily as she slammed her fist into Timotei's jaw. The vampyr took the hit, then reciprocated with a trio of punches followed by a kick that sent the succubus through a wall.
"Up here!" shouted Eulalie from up in the loft. At the sound of her voice, Timotei leapt into the air, but Mace intercepted him. When he fell back down, Dana was waiting.
With vampyr and werewolf blood rushing through her body, her swords whistled as she moved. She brought them down in an arc that would have cleaved a normal man in two, but got caught in the vampyr's collarbone. He growled and slashed her face, but she leaned away and used the momentum to kick him in the balls.
Unimpressed, Timotei wrenched the swords free of his shoulder and tackled Dana. She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed, the two of them now trying to crush each other. The bloody groove by his neck was right by her face, so Dana opened her mouth and bit down.
"NO! UNCLEAN! UNCLEAN!!!" Timotei's cries became panicked as he tried to pull himself away. Whatever plan he had was now forgotten as Dana triggered some sort of primal reaction from the man. He stumbled around, trying to rip her free as his blood strengthened her. Satisfied to do this forever, Dana happily chewed on him.
"I'll show you unclean." Lily came through the hole in the wall, her wings unfurling as she grabbed Dana by the waist and leapt up toward the loft. Eulalie stood near yet another opening, Mace clenched tight in her hands.
"Through here!" she cried, then stood aside as Lily threw both Dana and Timotei into the portal. There was a brief moment of resistance and then the two of them spilled onto manicured grass. They had come through a wooden shed, the front door of it now gone. Their destination was a golf course and the sun was just coming up over the horizon. At the sight of it, Timotei hissed and squinted.
"He'll be weaker in the sun." Eulalie stepped out of the shed, blood and sweat running down her face. "We can do it here."
"YOU. WILL. DO. NOTHING!" The vampyr ripped Dana off of him and threw her to the side. He jumped to his feet and rushed at the Arachne. Eulalie leapt up in the air, revealing that Lily had been just behind her.
Lily's curved horns glistened in the early dawn as she head-butted Timotei so hard that it sounded like a gunshot. They both went down, clutching at their heads.
"Figures you'd be this hard headed," Lily groaned, then scrambled to her feet. Timotei shifted backward, hunched over on all fours. His features had sharpened, as if his skull had changed shape beneath his skin.
"I will kill everything you've ever loved," he growled, his wounds no longer closing up beneath the sun's gaze. He looked at the three of them, then back toward the shed. Sneering, he took off running.
Dana tried to catch him, but the grass was wet and she went down. In slow motion, she watched as Timotei made his escape, moving too fast for Lily or Eulalie to stop him. He was going back through the portal.
There was a loud howl, and Tasia burst from the shed, her massive bulk blocking the vampyr's exit as she took him down. Timotei fought to get away from her, but she had him pinned and was raining punches onto his face.
"Quick!" Eulalie moved toward the combatants. "Hold him still and we can finish him off!"
"I've got his legs!" Lily moved behind Tasia and used her whole body to force the vampyr's legs together. "Someone get his arms."
"On it!" Eulalie already had a loop of spider silk in one hand, which she slid onto Timotei's wrist. She moved to the other side of him and pulled, which yanked his arm back and beneath him. "Someone hold the other one still for me!"
Dana moved in, stabbing her swords into the ground as she snatched Timotei's free hand from Tasia's fur. He growled and snapped as she yanked it out far enough that Eulalie could lash them together. His whole body bucked, nearly dislodging both Tasia and Lily.
"We have to hurry!" Eulalie picked up one of the swords and stood over the vampyr. "Tasia, lean back!"
The werewolf obeyed, and the Arachne brought the blade down on Timotei's neck. It bit into the flesh, but just barely.
"You've got to be kidding me." Eulalie swung again and again, but couldn't behead the vampyr.
"Let me help." Dana grabbed the other blade and took a few whacks herself. Timotei's movements were becoming more wild now as he was fueled by anger and fear.
Tasia held out her massive paw for one of the blades. Dana handed hers over, and was surprised when the werewolf slid the sword under the vampyr's head and then twisted the sharpened edge so that it was directly under Timotei's neck. Grunting, she grabbed the handle with one hand to stabilize the sword and then punched Timotei in the face.
"Is he dead yet?" cried Lily from behind the werewolf.
"Almost!" Dana took the other sword from Eulalie and jammed the tip of the sword into the ground near the hilt of the other. She lowered the blade, transforming her Order swords into a massive, makeshift pair of scissors. Straining with all her might, she continued to push down, watching as the blade sank into flesh at a snail's pace.
"Heads up!" Eulalie made a hand gesture at Mace, which flew up into the air. Dana watched it become a tiny dot up above them, then leaned away as the enchanted weapon slammed into the back of her blade.
Tasia nearly toppled over when Timotei's head finally came off, but they weren't done. The vampyr gnashed his teeth at them just before Eulalie punted his head away. His body still fought its confinement, but was no longer coordinated enough to put forth any true effort. When Tasia stepped away from him, it was Lily who took her place, holding out her hand.
"Sword, please." She smirked when the handle of the Order's blade began sizzling against her flesh. Lifting the sword up, she plunged it into Timotei's still-beating heart. The vampyr's body jerked in place for several minutes, but Lily held fast, wrapping her tail around Timotei's waist.
"Holy shit," she muttered when he finally went still. "What an asshole."
Dana nodded from nearby, her gaze on Timotei's head. "They're not usually that tough, right?"
Nearby, the sounds of cracking bones diminished as Tasia returned to her human form. She was battered, cut, bruised, and naked. When she joined Dana, she let out a groan and grabbed her hip.
"Never heard of someone like this." She squinted at the sun, then sneezed in response. "And as much as I'd like to discuss it more, when does this place open?"
Dana looked down at the destroyed, bloody turf and laughed. Both Lily and Eulalie looked at her in surprise.
"Someone is gonna be so pissed," she said with a grin, then hopped to her feet. "But that's what grounds fees are for, right? C'mon, let's go finish up at the church. I believe we left a few demons behind."
"Let's." Eulalie picked up Timotei's body, careful to leave the sword in place. "We can drop his body in the snow, it'll freeze up nicely. We'll take the head somewhere else, make sure they never meet up again."
The four of them moved toward the shed, and Lily stopped at the door. Groaning, she turned a dour face in Dana's direction.
"Church. Twice in one day." She made a face. "It's like sky daddy hates me."
"If you're good, I'll buy you some ice cream after." Dana swatted the succubus on the butt, eliciting a yelp. "I might even let you eat it out of my lap."

💀💀💀Clean up at the church took nearly an hour. Eulalie clung to one of the remaining support beams, her eyes on the eight struggling figures she had wrapped up in silk and hung from the ceiling like bait. Down below, zombies milled about, their arms reaching up in need.
Footsteps below revealed that the others had returned. Tasia, in werewolf form, was carrying several bodies, which she tossed onto a pile in the corner. Dana and Lily did the same, then the three of them moved around the horde and toward the stage.
"Well?" asked Eulalie.
"We managed to track them all down." Dana did a quick scan of the room. "As far as I can tell, we've got the whole congregation here. I don't know about the security team. I never saw them all."
"It also doesn't help that there isn't a lot left to identify." Lily stared at the pile of the dead. "But we tracked everyone that left here on foot. Dog girl sniffed a few more out of hiding."
"But if there's anything undead out there, we missed it, plain and simple." Dana glared at the nearest Legion. "And if there are any more of you, then I guess you got lucky."
The figure, a middle-aged man, struggled at his bonds. These final Legion meatsuits had been the most difficult to take down. It was clear the concentrated essence of the demon gave them far more strength, and Eulalie had worried early on how strong a single one could become. So they had worked as a team, taking them down so that Eulalie could tie them up. When properly woven, her spidersilk had similar tensile properties to aircraft cables. To keep them from killing themselves in an attempt to escape, Eulalie had wrapped them in such a way that any attempt to break free cut off oxygen supply to the brain. Still, three of them had passed out this way early on.
"So does that mean we're done here?" Dana looked at Tasia. "Do we still need the wolf?"
Eulalie sighed, then ran her fingers over Mace's head. This whole mess had been her fault, and she knew there would be weeks ahead on her computer in an attempt to clean the whole thing up. Months of meticulous planning couldn't have accounted for a demon who could break all the rules. A famous pastor and a true vampyr hadn't helped matters at all. It was almost four in the morning, which meant they only had a couple of hours until daybreak.
"Yeah, I think we're done." Eulalie nodded at Tasia. "Thank you for all your help."
The werewolf nodded, her form already shrinking down. She was naked once again, but Dana handed over her last remaining outfit from the bag.
"It's my job," Tasia replied, then winced. "Well, it was my job."
"It still can be." Dana put a hand on the woman's shoulder. "Just maybe not for the Order."
Tasia sighed, then pulled on a pair of Dana's shorts followed by a tank top. The top was stretched thin and the shorts wouldn't button. They were so short on Tasia that her buttcheeks hung out the bottom.
"So I guess this is it." Eulalie turned to the nearest Legion. "In a few minutes, I'm either sending you straight to Hell, or the hunt begins anew. I don't suppose you'll let me know which one it is?"
Legion's eyes blazed with defiance. There was a weight in the air, the presence of the demon itself pressing down on them in a spiritual sense.



"I wonder how different the world would be if they knew demons were real? If people truly understood that there was something beyond all this?" Eulalie gestured to the havoc below. "If I didn't think you were--"
"Ahem." Dana cleared her throat loudly. "You're monologuing."
Eulalie snorted. "Yeah, I guess you're right." She crawled up the ceiling and undid the anchors suspending Legion in place, then moved them so that they dangled all together like a massive, human chandelier. Crawling down the spidersilk, she pulled one of the rigged explosives from her pocket and strapped it in place in the middle. When it went off, it would kill all eight of Legion's meatsuits simultaneously. "There. I think we're ready."
Dana unfolded her sword and leapt into the zombies. With pinpoint accuracy, she took them out, reducing the small horde to yet another pile of bodies. Lily sauntered out of the room toward the kitchen, using her tail to pull over a chair that had somehow remained upright through the battle.
Sweat beaded up on the many faces of Legion. Originally, Eulalie had been hoping to do something similar to Leeds' imprisonment, perhaps even finding a spiritual container she could trap the demon inside. But she knew now that this entity was a cut above the rest. While Leeds was simply a madman, Legion was smart. She couldn't take the risk that someone else may stumble upon the demon, and Lily had reassured her that Hell was probably the safest place.
"All done," Dana declared, using someone's shirt to wipe off her blade. The sword folded up and she tucked it into her belt. "No Night of the Living Dead today."
Eulalie clung to Legion, her lips spread thin. The demon looked back at her, blackened eyes smeared with soot.
"Hundreds of years ago, you traded your body for that of a mortal," she said, and Legion's eyes widened in surprise. "And like how a butterfly creates a hurricane, I lost my sister because of it."
Legion made a muffled sound, and Eulalie casually pinched the silk free from the man's mouth.
"You can hardly blame me for something I didn't do," Legion snapped, teeth bared.
Eulalie looked around the room, then shrugged. "I'm half human. I can absolutely blame you for whatever the fuck I want." She leaned forward and inhaled the demon's fear through her nostrils, her fingers already creating a replacement gag. "I want you to know that the next time you escape from Hell, I'll be waiting to send you back in pieces."
Legion snorted. "Foolish insect, I am eternal."
"Perhaps." Eulalie glared at the demon. "But so is my love for my sister." With a smooth movement, she gagged the demon once more. The last thing she wanted was for it to use some last moment spellcraft to escape.
Lily came out of the kitchen with a smirk on her face. "Tea will be ready soon," she said. She was followed by the scent of natural gas.
Eulalie helped the others up to the attic where they all fled through the portal. On the other side, a group of rats waited for them in the cabin, wringing their paws anxiously.
"Who wants to do the honors?" Eulalie pulled out the detonator, then flipped open the top to reveal a button. She moved away from the portal toward the nearest window. Outside, Timotei's body was busy cooling in the snow.
"This is all you," said Lily as she fell into a disused chair. "I'm done."
The Arachne looked at Tasia first, then Dana. The zombie came over and slid an arm around Eulalie's waist.
"Let's do it together." She moved her hand over the detonator so that her thumb hovered over the button. Eulalie nodded, and the two of them pushed it together.
There was a five second delay, yet another safety precaution, and then the detonator's signal went out to the makeshift router Eulalie had rigged in the attic to ensure that the signal would go out properly. The resulting blast destroyed the portal, but not before sending a stream of hot gas and fire across the floor to scorch the old wood of the cabin.
Lily got to her feet and used her wings to smother the flames before the rest of the cabin could ignite. A few of the rats used fire extinguishers to get the rest of it, and Eulalie let out a sigh as she crouched down in the corner.
Emotions, hot and raw, bubbled up inside her, and she put her face in her hands. Yet no tears came. After all, her kind was unable to cry.
A pair of arms wrapped around her, holding her close. It was Lily, her wings enfolding Eulalie like a blanket. The succubus bowed her head forward, then took a deep breath and softly sang a lullaby in the voice of Ana Rae. It was the song Eulalie's mother had sung for both of her daughters whenever they had trouble sleeping.
For just a moment, the Arachne wanted to demand answers, to question Lily about how she knew that song. Instead, she sank into the words, allowing the melody to comfort her. Moments later, a second pair of arms wrapped around her, followed by a third. Surprised, Eulalie looked up into Tasia's crystalline blue eyes.
"I don't know what all you're going through, but...I'm here to help, if I can." Tasia bit her lip nervously.
"Thank you," Eulalie whispered, then closed her eyes. "I guess, for now, I just need a minute. Just like this, if you could."
Tasia nodded. "I can and I will."

💀💀💀The rats chewed another portal into the wall, this time to another airbnb that Eulalie had rented somewhere in Washington. It was a large house up in the mountains, overlooking the ocean. As they stepped into the living room, Tasia immediately moved to the nearest couch to flop down.
"I wouldn't," warned Dana as she grabbed Tasia by the wrist. "You're filthy."
"It's a rental, though." Tasia sighed and looked down at herself. Although her clothes were clean, there were blood stains all over her skin.
Lily walked to the kitchen, swinging her hips and whistling. In her hand was Timotei's head, the vampyr's eyes watching them.
"I'm just gonna put this little fella on ice," she declared, then disappeared.
"Wrap him in a bag first," said Eulalie. "They have a very strict no-blood policy!"
"Ugh, fine," grumbled Lily. She held up Timotei. "Maybe they'll have an apple I can put in your mouth."
Dana moved to the nearest window and looked outside. It had been a long night, but she was still full of energy. She could feel her heart beating now in her chest, longer and more vibrantly than since she had died. However, she knew it wouldn't last. Even now, the tempo was dropping, the energy consumed to fuel her regeneration.
It didn't help that she'd been horny since before the fight at the church. Her regeneration after the car crash felt like days ago, but there hadn't even been time to rub one out. She looked over at Tasia, who had wandered down the hallway toward the bedroom. With a mischievous grin, Dana followed.
The master bedroom was massive, with a view of the bay. Tiny lights dotted the horizon, most likely fishing vessels that were still out on the water. Tasia's clothes had been tossed in the corner, but not before she had carefully folded them. Dana smiled, then paused and waited for the sound of running water. She stealthily removed her clothes and walked around the corner into the master bathroom.
Tasia stood beneath the spray of an enormous walk-in shower. It could easily hold five people and even had a bench to sit on. Her many scars were hidden beneath bruises that had already faded a bit, her own regenerative properties pushed to their limit. With her head tossed back to allow water to stream down those dark strands and onto her back, she looked as if she'd been carved from marble, the artist spending extra attention on the muscles in Tasia's arms and legs.
Dana licked her lips. Sneaking up behind the werewolf, she snaked her arms up Tasia's muscular sides to cup her breasts. Tasia jumped, then looked back over her shoulder.
"You startled me," she admitted. "Couldn't even smell you, the soap they have in here is scented."
"You and I have unfinished business," Dana declared, then pressed her breasts into Tasia's back. "If you're willing, that is."
Tasia chuckled, then picked up the nearest loofah. "If you help me get clean first, I'll help you get dirty. By the way, you stink."
"Like what?" Dana frowned, suddenly anxious. She was aware that her own personal scent could be very unnerving.
Tasia turned around with the loofah and winked. "Like wet dog."
Dana laughed, hard. It bubbled up from her gut, and she actually clutched her stomach in an effort to stop. Tasia laughed along with her, then squirted some soap onto the loofah. At their feet, the water had already turned a dark color.
Dana grabbed Tasia by the neck and pulled her down so that their lips could meet. Tasia took Dana by the waist and lifted her up, casually holding her a foot off the ground as she turned around and pressed Dana against the wall. Dana wrapped her legs around Tasia's waist and squeezed.
Tasia grunted and broke their kiss. "Too hard," she said with a wince. "I can't tell you how many times that asshole broke my ribs."
"Sorry." Dana undid her legs and sank to the floor. "Here, let me make it up to you."
Water ran off of Tasia's thick pubic hair and formed into thin streams. Dana buried her face in Tasia's crotch, inhaling her musky fragrance. Tasia groaned, lifting her hips and arching her back to give Dana better access.
"You were...supposed to...wash me," Tasia muttered, running her fingers through Dana's hair. "Mmf, move up a little, that's...ah!"
Dana ran her tongue up Tasia's labia, until the tip of it rested on Tasia's clit. She teased the fleshy nub out, inhaling the sweet aroma of the werewolf's arousal. Running her hands up Tasia's legs, she squeezed the thick muscles in her thighs. Water ran down Dana's back and shoulders, forming a pool beneath them.
"Come here." Tasia gently tugged on Dana's hair until they stood facing each other. Gazing into each other's eyes, Dana saw something there she hadn't expected. It wasn't just lust in Tasia's sapphire eyes, but respect, admiration.
Maybe even something more.
Dana kissed her, this time rougher than the first. Tasia wrapped her arms around Dana, then ran her hands down Dana's back to grab her by the ass.
Dana broke the kiss. "Be rough with me," she whispered.
Tasia grinned, then looked around the shower. "Maybe not as rough as that time in the car," she replied. "This seems like a nice place and Eulalie might get mad at us."
They kissed again. Dana moaned as Tasia ran a hand down her belly, eventually teasing the sensitive skin just above her clitoris. The small movements were enough to entice her clitoris into view, which Tasia seemed to be deliberately avoiding.
"You're a tease," Dana complained, then promptly bit Tasia's lip.
"Yeah I am." Tasia slid two fingers into Dana, causing her to gasp. "I wanted to make sure you were nice and wet."
"I can't wait," Dana muttered, and then was surprised when Tasia grabbed her by the hair and pulled, causing her head to tilt back. Using Dana's hair as a leash, Tasia spun her against the thick glass wall of the shower, her breasts flattening against the glass.
"Spread them," Tasia said, withdrawing her hand and slapping Dana's ass. Dana moaned and arched her back, making sure her feet were apart. "That's a good girl."
Her vision blocked, Dana gasped when she felt Tasia kneel down behind her and bury her face in Dana's crotch The werewolf's eager tongue dug deep into Dana's damp folds, then migrated up to explore the edge of her anus. Dana clenched her hands into fists, doing her best not to push against the glass and shatter it.
"Oh, fuck," she moaned and closed her eyes. Behind her, Tasia continued to eat both her pussy and her ass as the water flowed across their backs. She swayed from side to side, then pressed back in an attempt to get more of Tasia's tongue inside her. Occasionally, Tasia would pause to swat Dana's butt hard enough that it would have left a mark on anyone else, which sent a jolt of pleasure up Dana's spine. "More. Give me more."
Tasia stopped, then rose. She grabbed Dana's hair again, pulling her head so far back that Dana now stared at the ceiling. She guided Dana over to the wall, then pressed her against the cool stone facade and forced her into the previous pose.
"Didn't we just do this?" asked Dana with a grin.
"I don't want to break that glass is all." Tasia's hand slid down between Dana's legs. Shoving two fingers inside of Dana's pussy caused the vaginal walls to clench down in response.
"Nngh!" Dana was helpless as Tasia finger fucked her from behind, slamming the zombie's hips into the polished stone wall of the shower. Unable to grab onto anything, Dana used one hand for balance against the wall and the other to finger her clit. Her whole body tingled as the temperature of the shower water cooled.
"That's right, take it. Take it!" Tasia sounded very pleased with herself, and then slowed down her ministrations. The pause was brief, but then Dana felt the tip of a thumb tease her ass.
Tasia allowed Dana to do all the work. Gasping, Dana forced her hips backward, causing the thick digit to penetrate her rear. Through the thin membrane between Dana's pussy and her ass, she could feel Tasia squeezing her fingers together.
Tasia continued to fingerbang Dana from behind, but it felt far different. With so many different sensations at once, it was all Dana could do to continue rubbing her clit as her whole body became one massive nerve. Her labia stretched thin as Tasia slowly worked a third finger in, followed by a fourth.
Dana made a sound like she was gargling water, then came so hard that she sprayed the shower wall with fluids of her own. She went stiff in Tasia's arms, but the werewolf kept fucking her from behind with her hand. Dana's whole body felt like it was on fire, and then her knees buckled from beneath her as she went limp.
Tasia caught Dana in her arms, then turned the water off. "You good?" she asked, looking quite pleased with herself.
Dana smiled dreamily. "I feel like I could fall asleep in your arms," she said.
"Let me wash your hair." Tasia reached for the shampoo. "Since you're so tired."
"But what about you?" asked Dana.
"What, are we keeping score?" Tasia squirted shampoo into her hands. "Besides, the water is getting cold."
"Right." Dana let Tasia massage the shampoo into her scalp, and then the two of them finished their shower as the water chilled. When they got out, all the steam in the room had already dissipated, so they wrapped themselves up in towels and headed for the bedroom.
Tasia flopped onto the bed and kicked up her feet, then groaned in delight. "The blankets feel so smooth," she said, moving her arms briefly like she was making a snow angel.
Dana lay down next to Tasia, the towel on her head slipping away. She scooted sideways so that her head was in the crook of Tasia's arm.
"So what happens next for you?" she asked, suddenly feeling awake again. "Now that this business with Deacon is over, what do you want?"
Tasia let out a heavy sigh. "That's a good question," she said. "I haven't had a chance to think about it much. There's a kill order out on me right now, so my options are limited."
Dana bit her lip and looked out the window. The first breaking rays of dawn had crept over the horizon, illuminating the distant whitecaps in the bay. "I might know somewhere you could go," she said. "There's a guy I'd like you to meet."
Tasia snorted, then turned her attention toward Dana. "I thought you weren't into guys."
Dana reached down and pinched Tasia's thigh playfully. "He's like the person in charge. It's hard to explain. We're more of a family, and he's the head of it."
"The patriarch, huh?" Tasia's tone shifted. "You think I could rely on him?"
"If we had told him Lily was in danger, he would have come to help. Everyone would have come, actually." Dana shook her head and stared at the ceiling. "Things would have gone differently for sure, but I can't say for better or for worse. He has a habit of attracting attention from the wrong people."
Tasia turned to look at Dana. "Was he involved in Velvet's death?"
Dana looked back and nodded. "Yeah. It's a bit of a long story, but he was there for it. They didn't know each other long, but became quite close."
"With a--" Tasia's eyes flicked toward the door, then held up a hand and wriggled her fingers like a spider walking.
"Yep." Dana grinned. "Didn't even stop him."
Tasia laughed. "Interesting. I'm sure he'd probably get a kick out of me, then."
"Maybe." Dana ran her hand up Tasia's thigh until it hovered along the edges of her crotch. "But what if I wanted you all for myself?"
The admission seemed to catch Tasia off guard, but no more than it did Dana. Right now, in this moment, she wasn't buried in the grief of Alex's death. Nor were her feelings muted. She felt more like herself than she had in years, as if she had finally come unstuck from her own misery.
"That sounds nice, but..." Tasia sighed. "I have someone waiting for me."
"Oh." Just like that, painful emotions returned. "I see."
"No, not a lover or anything. My father." Tasia looked into Dana's eyes. "The patriarch I can count on. He's a higher up in the Order."
Suddenly, Dana felt a lot better, but she sensed what was coming next. "Do you think he can help you?"
"Maybe. If anyone can, it will be him." She bit her lip. "And if he can't...well, then maybe I underestimated him."
"Do you want our help?" asked Dana.
Tasia shook her head. "No. Much too dangerous. The best I can hope for is that he'll hear me out. Your presence alone may set off alarm bells. He might even recognize you from the Black Palace incident."
"We don't talk about the Black Palace incident." When Dana saw the confused look on Tasia's face, she chuckled. "Sorry, family joke, you wouldn't get it."
"Yeah, family." Tasia rolled over to face Dana. "Maybe after I work things out with my father, perhaps clear my name, we could talk about your family a bit."
"I think I would like that." For now, that would have to be enough.
"If I'm being honest," Tasia said in a quiet voice. "I would far prefer to just leave with you and never look back. But I have to try, you know?"
"I understand," Dana whispered.
A putrid smell flooded the room, causing Tasia to gag. Dana rolled over in her bed to see Eulalie standing there, still covered in gore from earlier. She was holding a bunch of plastic bags.
"Who's hungry?" she asked, holding them up. "I found someone who would deliver us breakfast!"
"You!" Dana pointed at the Arachne. "Shower. Now."
Eulalie looked down at herself and winced. "Yeah, okay, this is pretty bad." She set the food down on the bed and scuttled toward the shower. "I actually picked this place because the shower is big enough for me, but it might be tough. Could I get someone to help scrub me down?"
Tasia arched an eyebrow as she opened up one of the bags. "You gonna scrub her down like you did me?" she asked, pulling a french toast stick from inside a styrofoam container.
"Hardly." Dana tossed off her towel and headed for the bathroom. "And don't eat all of that. You have to share."
"Duly noted," said Tasia, her mouth already full. "Thith neeth more thyrup."
"Hey!" Eulalie's voice was shrill. "You two used up all the hot water!"
"Sorry." Dana looked back at Tasia and made a face. Tasia grinned in response.
When Dana got in the shower with a rag, Eulalie had already thrown her clothes in the trash and was standing beneath the water. She looked up at her friend and poured some liquid soap on the rag.
"You realize there won't be any food left when we're done, right?"
Eulalie winked. "I ordered more for myself and stuck it in the fridge. Oh, gross, the water is brown."



"Yeah. Gross." Dana swatted Eulalie's behind, causing her to raise her abdomen, then knelt down to clean off the Arachne's legs. "Say, where's Lily at?"
"She's the one who brought breakfast. Said she was going for a walk." Eulalie lifted a leg. "Hey, Dana?"
"Hmm?" Dana looked up from a particularly grizzly mess on Eulalie's leg joint.
"Thanks." The Arachne stared down at Dana, gratitude in her eyes. "For everything."
"Don't mention it." She turned her attention back to Eulalie's leg and used her fingernail to scrape away what she hoped was swamp mud. "This, specifically."
"Noted."

💀💀💀Lily walked along the bluffs of Washington, her eyes trained on the rocky shore below. With the rising sun, fishing trawlers puttered out of the bay past the white caps where they would open up on the throttle to get to their hunting grounds.
"Penny for your thoughts?" Spirit Mike was walking perilously on the edge, his arms wobbling with every treacherous step.
She narrowed her eyes and turned away from the view. "Please. My thoughts are worth way more than a penny."
"Most I can do is a nickel and a dirty joke." Mike stuck his hand in a pocket and pulled out a coin. He made as if to hand it over to Lily, then dropped it off the bluff. "Well, shit. Anyway, a man goes to the sperm bank to make a donation and there's a woman in the elevator--"
"Heard it already. Her mouth is full of cum, right?"
Mike frowned. "Have you heard about the penguin who needed his car fixed?"
"This whole thing was a mistake." Lily gestured back at the house where she could almost feel the warm glow of Dana's lovemaking. The zombie didn't know it, but Lily had briefly walked in on her and Tasia in the shower. While inclined to join, she had a suspicion that she would have only ruined the moment, so had gotten the puppy some post-coital snacks. It was the least she could do.
"If you're talking about the house, it has a 4.7 out of 5 on the website."
"Do other people feel this way when they're talking to me?"
Mike chuckled and stuck out his tongue.
"I mean the whole thing with Legion. That stupid fucker Timotei. And that asshole in the hat. I get the feeling that we somehow pissed off several people at the same time, and it's only going to come back and bite us in the butt."
Mike stopped walking and nodded. "Yeah, I feel it too. On the plus side, our butts are so biteable."
Lily swatted him with her tail, and he fell off the cliff. She smirked when he floated back up holding a rainbow umbrella.
"You're determined, I'll give you that." She sighed and looked down the path. There was a concrete bench next to a trash can which was hardly ideal, but it would do.
"Finally going to check in with the preacher man?" asked Mike.
"Yep. I have a feeling he'll give me indigestion." She walked to the bench and sat down, then leaned forward so the sun could shine on her neck. "And put that umbrella away, you look ridiculous."
Mike snorted and continued walking along the edge. However, the umbrella did promptly disappear. "What do you think he'll taste like?"
"Misery and despair. False hope." Lily licked her lip, then checked her surroundings before altering her clothes. To anyone passing by, she was a jogger in an oversized hoodie taking a break. "Some of the more nuanced flavors."
Though her eyes remained fixed on the bay, she withdrew into herself. Prior to developing her own Dreamscape, consuming a soul had been done from the outside, much like experiencing a memory. But now she could face her meals properly if she chose, and Deacon Osgrove was waiting for her there.
They were on the beach, but Deacon was out in the water. His eyes were wild and terrified as the waves washed over him. Chains held him tight to massive stones beneath the water, preventing his escape.
"Clever." Mike stood on the beach with Lily. "It's like you're waterboarding him for the truth."
"Yeah, that's the fun thing about souls. They don't break down like the human mind, you can do stuff like this and they're aware of every miserable moment." Lily walked out onto the water, the waves going still to create a path from her to Deacon. "I've essentially been water-boarding him this entire time."
"How long has that been from his perspective?" asked Mike.
"Hmm. A month, maybe?" She wasn't entirely sure. After shoving him here, there had been more pressing matters. "Regardless, it should have been long enough to soften him up for me."
With a snap of her hand, the water parted. Deacon fell flat on the sand, coughing up water and groaning. When Lily approached, he looked up at her and covered his head.
"Please, no more," he begged. "Just let me die!"
Lily grabbed the man by his neck with her tail and lifted him off the ground. Her eyes blazed with fire as she pressed her forehead against Osgrove's and growled.
"If you're hoping for mercy, I'd like to remind you that your flock is likely getting the flesh peeled from their heels in Hell," she said. "They can be quite creative down there."
Deacon swatted at her hands in an attempt to escape, but her will here was absolute. Lily pressed her hands against Osgrove's temples and squeezed.
"So let's go ahead and crack open this coconut and see what he's hiding from us."
Deacon's cries for mercy went unanswered.

💀💀💀Thank you so much for sticking with it, next chapter will be the last! Don't forget to leave me some stars, the more the better! I haven't figured out how to trade them in for free pancakes at the Ihop near me, but at least they've stopped calling the police when I argue with them about it!
Now that you're done reading, take a deep breath, let it out, and give yourself a big hug. You deserve it.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne back yet again with "Monster girls do Hawaii, also, some mercenaries!"
New reader? Welcome! Pull up a chair, but maybe don't sit on that couch over there, it has...stuff on it. To catch you up on the story, a man inherited a magical house, there was a whole lot of fucking and fighting, he nutted, she nutted, they nutted, you nutted, now they're in Hawaii. I'm essentially seeing what I can get away with before whoever is in charge of the fantasy novel guild comes to my house and asks me to stop. I don't plan on stopping, but I will see if I can make their representative cry while asking.
Returning reader? Welcome back! Things have been going pretty good for me, have been getting plenty of sleep and drinking lots of water. I got some really nice emails from a couple of you this week, they were definitely a bright spot during a few rather boring days. The leaves are finally turning where I live, which means my office won't be so damned hot!
I hope the season has treated you all very well. If not, I certainly hope to lift your spirits a bit. Thanks to all my readers on here for continuing to support my writing, whether it be by leaving stars, comments, or even naming their child after a character (but I won't say which one 😜). You've all done plenty to lift me to where I am today, and I'll keep working hard to avoid letting you down.
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A huge, final thank you to my beta readers, who helped me meet the deadline on this particular tale. For anyone curious, I average roughly 150-200 necessary changes per chapter (typos, plot holes, etc). Literotica's own TJ Skywind is one of these all-stars. I'm always so very grateful to those early readers, because they always come through
In a Clutch
The mood amongst the SoS ranged wildly from somber to simmering rage. Cyrus watched as several of the men spent hours going over their weaponry, breaking down weapons and then reassembling them, just for something to do with their nervous energy.
Laurel's team was among the first to be sent on patrol after the doll incident. The mage had hesitated only briefly when Darius gave the command, and it became clear early on that arguing would be counter-productive. Rumors amongst the Order were already circulating that the Director had been pissed when their search had yielded nothing and the SoS had immediately doubled their price. With that much money on the line, it was clear that results were expected, and soon.
Darius had made several phone calls during this period, but Cyrus didn't know to whom. The man had spoken in at least three different languages, one of which he didn't recognize. He had asked Eulalie discretely if she was listening to those calls, but the Rat Queen was not. Apparently even magical rats had their limitations.
After morning came and they weren't attacked, a small squad of men took their injured comrade for medical treatment. Cyrus asked how they would explain the injury to the ER doctors, at which point some of the men had chuckled. Apparently, if they said their buddy slipped and landed on it while naked, the ER would just assume it was a weird sex thing and ask no further questions. The old mage didn't bother inquiring how this was somehow common knowledge.
With the anxious energy building up, Cyrus decided to take a walk off of the property. The SoS wasn't paying any attention to him that he was aware of, which was for the best. Though a few members of the Order deferred to him, he had been completely supplanted by Laurel and the Director.
Away from the Radley estate, he made it a couple of blocks when Eulalie's voice chirped in his ear.
"You out?" she asked, her tone playful.
"No," he muttered quietly. "Wouldn't mind a nap, though."
"There's a park up ahead on your left. You could probably find somewhere to lay down if you wanted. It's rarely busy during the week."
He cast his eyes up, but didn't see whatever Eulalie was watching him with. The park was nearly empty, so he found himself a bench tucked away in a garden and stretched out, his hands behind his head.
With so much agitating just under the surface, he doubted he would find sleep. At least, that's what he thought, but when he blinked, the sun had shifted across the sky and was nearing the horizon. Yawning, he sat up and rubbed his eyes. He had slept for most of the day.
"I was wondering when you would wake up." The voice made him do a double-take, and he realized he was sitting next to Dana. He hadn't seen the zombie recently, but she looked to be in far better shape than usual. She was in yoga pants that left little to the imagination and a tank top that said My Girlfriend is Hotter than Yours.
"How long have you been sitting there?" he asked, scratching his beard.
"Not long," she replied nonchalantly.
"About twenty minutes," said Eulalie in his ear.
"Huh. Is everything okay?" he asked.
Dana slouched back, casting her sullen gaze forward across the park. "No," she muttered. "Ever since your new buddies tried to break in, I've been asked to get more directly involved. That's not good news for them."
"What do you mean?"
She lifted an eyebrow. "To start with, I'm annoyed that I got pulled away from my project. But the real issue is you have a house full of women who are planning to absolutely tear everyone apart. Jenny has things under control for now, but the fact that the SoS hasn't packed up means that they're gonna double down."
"Fuck." Cyrus sighed. "You're right, though. I just don't know how they're going to do it."
"More like tripled down." Cyrus' earpiece filled with the sound of clacking keys. "More money is being transferred as we speak," said Eulalie.
"They asked for double," Cyrus replied.
"That's not what I'm seeing. Roughly five times the original amount has been sent out to a couple of different locations. Based on some flight data I've been monitoring, I think the SoS is bringing in more people."
"But why? It doesn't make sense. The plan didn't work."
"You're right, it didn't. That means a new plan." Dana took something out of her pocket and handed it to Cyrus. "You're going to want to wear this."
"What is it?" He opened his hand to reveal a silver band with symbols engraved on the inside.
"Something Zel and Yuki whipped up. If things get messy, that will help us know right where you are."
"So you can save my butt?" he asked.
"More like avoid it. If a fight is about to start, we don't want to accidentally trample you in the process." Dana stood up and shoved earbuds into her ears. "Or drop a thousand pounds of ice on your head.
"You've gotten stronger," he said, noticing that something was very different about the zombie. It was how she moved that tipped him off. When he had first fought with her, it had been raw strength and stamina. Now, her movements were smooth and fluid, those of a practiced killer.
"Perhaps." She contemplated him for a moment. "You're a good man, Cyrus."
"Excuse me?" He blinked up at her.
"There was a time when you could have taken the easy way out. You could have told those people everything you knew in exchange for getting as far away from here as possible. But you didn't. Honestly, you deserve better." Dana pulled out her phone and touched the screen. "Now if you'll excuse me, I'm gonna go for a little jog. Not all of us can sit on our asses using drones."
"You could be in here with me piloting them!" shouted Eulalie in the earpiece, causing Cyrus to wince. "Shit, I'm sorry, only she was supposed to hear that."
Dana grinned, then jogged away. Cyrus watched her go, then smiled to himself as he rose from the bench. His joints actually creaked on the way up. That's what he got for pulling an all-nighter and then sleeping on a bench.
There would be plenty of time to rest once all this bullshit was over. He limped toward the entrance of the park and was grateful when the pain in his hip subsided by the time he made it to the sidewalk.
The SoS were planning something that would require more people. Shoving more mercenaries into the house wasn't going to be enough to change anything. What else could they even do?
He thought back to Dana's comment about being a good man. Hearing those words spooked him more than a little, because they reminded him of something that the Oracle had said when last they spoke. He had told the Oracle that he believed Mike Radley to be a good man, and was certainly better than either of them had deserved.
Thinking back to that meeting, he couldn't help but wonder if there was a clue in the Oracle's twisted words that would lead him to a potential answer to his current situation, but soon gave up. He hadn't thought much about their conversation since then, and it wasn't like he could ask. The Oracle had been moved last year after somebody broke into a top secret facility and nearly abducted the thing.
No, not "thing". Person was probably the wrong word for what the Oracle was, but it was the best word that Cyrus had. If there had been one regret about his time with the Order, it was how he had deliberately distanced himself from the mythical beings he had sworn to protect. In truth, the Order was all about maintaining the balance between the world of magic and humans, but that line had become so blurry recently that he could no longer see it. When he had left the Order, there had been good people there who still maintained that balance.
But he knew better now. Somehow, that balance had been tipped, and Cyrus wasn't even certain it was in anybody's favor except the Order itself. The organization he had devoted his entire life to had become the very thing he would despise the most. Those men on the front lawn of Mike's house were a testament to how far the Order had fallen, and he now faced a powerful machine that he doubted he could actually stop.
Standing on the edge of Mike's property, he paused to stare up at the stone lions. They were supposedly powerful protectors, but it was a fact he could only take on faith. If the SoS had gone in with wands instead of guns, perhaps they would have been properly cowed. Looking at the small group of men and women that were essentially camped on Mike's driveway, he wondered what options were even left to him.
"Hey. Are you okay?" Eulalie's voice was quiet.
Cyrus shook his head and walked toward the tent. An inkling of an idea had formed in the back of his head, but it would be difficult to pull off. It would require a tremendous amount of stealth and would absolutely put his safety at risk.
But if it worked? The hired killers would be off Mike's lawn soon enough.
When he got to the tent, he noticed a few new faces among the SoS, but not enough to account for the newly hired forces Eulalie had reported. Near the front of the structure, Laurel stood by the entrance with dark shadows under her eyes. Her hair had come loose, and she looked like a woman on the edge.
"Are you okay, Sister Laurel?" Cyrus moved next to her slowly, wary of the wand tightly clenched in her hands.
"It's that stupid fucking doll," she muttered breathlessly. "We were using comms to keep in touch with the teams, but she hijacked them. It started with stupid shit like nursery rhymes, but then things got personal."
"How so?" Cyrus had to fight to keep a grin from forming.
When Laurel's eyes met his, he was slightly frightened to see a hint of madness in them. Clearly Jenny wasn't just hitting a nerve, but had somehow dug deep into Laurel's psyche and carved away a necessary piece.
"It's like she's inside my head," Laurel whispered, her eyes darting from side to side. "She keeps talking about things that only I could know, tormenting me with my own mistakes."
Cyrus looked at a few Order members milling about. They looked tired, but nowhere near as manic as Laurel did. While the doll was no mind reader, she was capable of picking up other people's emotions. If anything, she was playing Laurel like a fiddle. "Is she doing that to everyone?"
Laurel nodded, her pupils unnaturally wide. "They all heard her. She's been talking to everyone with comms--SoS, Order, it doesn't matter. But they all act like it's no big deal, like the things she is saying don't bother them. She keeps telling me that it's because I'm weak, that I'm not strong enough, but she doesn't know me, Cyrus. She can't understand!" Her voice was rising in volume, and a couple of Order people threw her troubled looks before wandering away.
"Maybe it's time you stepped back for a bit," said Cyrus, but Laurel grabbed his collar with one hand, her wand perilously close to his face in the other.
"Don't you see? That's what she wants!" Laurel licked her lips, her eyes shifting to the house. "She knows that I have her figured out. Ooh, she knows, and that's why she's trying to get rid of me."
"I assume you stopped using the comms." Cyrus was stuck between offering genuine advice or simply letting Laurel lie in the bed she made. "That way, she won't bother you anymore."
As if on cue, a high-pitched giggle broke the silence on the front lawn. Almost immediately, weapons were drawn and everybody backed toward the entrance of the tent. Laurel was breathing hard, her wand pointed up at the house.
"Sometimes I hear her without the comms," she whispered. "I think she's out here with us."
"Where is Mads?" he asked.
"I. Don't. Know." Laurel was grinding her teeth now, her eyes darting back and forth. Cyrus put his hand on her shoulder slowly to avoid startling her. "One moment, he was there. The next? Gone!"
"C'mon," he said, pushing her toward the tent. "It's warded, which means you can get a break from the doll."
"She's not a doll, she's a demon." Laurel shuddered. "I'm supposed to be in charge of the perimeter."
"I'll take full responsibility. Blame it on me." He pushed a little harder. "You can tell the Director that I tried to pull rank. It's okay."
"Pulled...rank?" Hope and understanding appeared in her eyes. "Yes. You're pulling rank. The Director isn't here. He'll understand."
Nodding grimly, Cyrus guided the woman into the tent. Once they were safely inside the warded structure, Laurel visibly deflated as she found somewhere to sit. She held tight to her wand as if it was a talisman, then slumped forward and closed her eyes.
"Jenny has that effect on people," said Eulalie through the ear piece.
"Is the doll really a demon?" he asked, scratching his chin and pretending to talk to himself.
"No." Eulalie chuckled. "She's just had a lot of practice."
"I wonder if we have anything in the kit from the Catholic church." He wandered over to where the Order kept some of its supplies, muttering to himself to keep up the ruse. In fact, his idea from earlier was already evolving, and he made sure to wander past some members of the SoS on his way. "I don't think holy water would work, but what if we had some sacred iron?"
For a moment, he thought the men were ignoring him, but one finally spoke up. "Sacred iron? What's that?"
Cyrus looked up as if he hadn't noticed the men there. "Hmm? Oh, sorry, just muttering to myself."
"You said something about sacred iron," said another man, his features hidden from view by a full-face mask. "And that demon."
"Oh, you mean the doll?" He looked around to see if anyone else was listening. "We're not sure what she is. I mean, we haven't positively identified the type of entity yet, so it's just a theory."
"It's a damned good theory." The man leaned forward, using the butt of his rifle to support his weight. "That bitch didn't just hurt one of our own, she disrespected us. If you think you have something that will hurt her, you tell us right now."
"Uh..." Cyrus pretended to engage in an inner debate, then looked around again. Nobody in a leadership role was nearby, so he took a seat next to the armed men and nodded toward them conspiratorially. "I'm not really supposed to talk about this, but these are desperate times. I'm sure you're all aware of the effect of iron on a lot of paranormal entities, yes?"
The men nodded. This was common knowledge. The science guys at the Order believed it had something to do with iron's receptivity to magnetism, but Cyrus often felt like magic didn't require an explanation.
"Well, you guys know that the Order is always coming up with new ways to protect themselves from...monsters." For some reason, it was harder to say that word than ever before. He gestured toward the house for emphasis. "Demons, in particular, are extremely dangerous. Part of the reason for this is their rarity. Whenever we come up with something new, we might not have a chance to field test it. And if it fails, well..." He slid his thumb across his neck and made a cutting sound. "Innovation in this field is difficult for that reason."
"That makes sense." The masked man looked at his compatriots. "We've dealt with some demon shit before, but they usually run at the first sight of a priest or whatever."
Cyrus nodded. "If that thing in there is a demon, I don't think it would care if we brought a priest in."
Eulalie chuckled in his ear. "You have no idea how right you are," she muttered.
"Sometimes we run across demons who don't give a shit about divine intervention. So that means weaponry. Demons are notorious for making you fight them up close. That way, they can get inside your head, just like this one is doing. Some are powerful enough to read your thoughts, even." He looked over at Laurel, who was now biting her nails. Her performance was perfect right now for his needs. "So they decided to work on something more tactical. Something more...parabolic." Now he looked at the barrel of the gun in front of him.
"Demon bullets?" The man snorted.
Cyrus waved his hand dismissively. "The bullet is just the delivery mechanism. Look, maybe it was stupid to even bring this up."
"Keep talking."
Cyrus lowered his voice. "I was part of this project. If you guys wanted me to, I could alter some of your ammunition. That way, if you get a clean shot..." He made a popping sound. "You'll send her straight back to hell."
The men all looked at each other, communicating solely through their eyes. The man in the mask eventually nodded, then looked back at the old mage. "And you said it will work?"
"Never field tested," Cyrus replied with a shrug. "Which is why I hesitated to bring it up. But it definitely worked on demons we summoned. So unless all of them knew to collapse in on themselves in a ball of hellfire..."
"How many rounds?" asked the man. He pulled a spare magazine from his pocket and handed it over.
"Um..." This would be the tricky part. Sacred iron wasn't even a real thing. What he really needed was a bullet he could hide an enchantment inside of, but one that the SoS wouldn't default to automatically. That meant sidearms, or backup weapons. "9 mm rounds would be best, but they have to be hollow points. I need room for the reagent is all. It shouldn't affect your aim. Maybe...twenty rounds by this afternoon?"
Already, the men were pulling spare magazines from their vests and checking them before handing them over. Cyrus got three magazines in total, tucking the ammo away in his coat.
"It'll only take one shot," he whispered, making eye contact with each of the men. "When I give these back, definitely spread them out. Also, it might be best to keep this info from the higher-ups. We already know the demon is getting inside their heads, and it's definitely targeting the people in charge. If it knows what you all are up to..." He left the thought hanging.



The men nodded, and the masked man clapped a hand on Cyrus' shoulder.
"You do your job, and we'll do ours." He fist bumped Cyrus, and then shooed him away in dismissal. Cyrus wandered toward the Order supplies and started digging through them.
"Seriously, though, you all have demon bullets?" Eulalie's voice rose an octave in excitement. "That sounds awesome."
Cyrus cleared his throat and crouched over a crate to hide his face. "No," he whispered.
"Oh." The Rat Queen sighed. "So since demon bullets aren't real, I assume that means you're up to something?"
"Uh huh." Digging through the box, he found the reagents he needed and then stood. He was going to leave the tent and get started on his secret project, but he saw Dirk messing with the projectors. Darius, who had yet to leave the tent, was staring at the empty screen with his hands behind his back. A couple of squad leaders were gathering around as the projector turned on, revealing a picture of the massive tree and Naia's fountain nearby.
"What's going on here?" asked Cyrus nonchalantly. "Do we have a lead?"
"That's on a need to know basis," said Dirk.
Cyrus held up his hands. "I'm not trying to pry. As you can see, we're having some leadership problems of our own and I'm currently in command." He tilted his head toward Laurel. The mage was lying down on her side and had fallen fast asleep.
Dirk looked at Darius, who remained silent for several seconds. The SoS commander looked at Cyrus with eyes that seemed to simmer with rage, but his face was neutral.
"We're planning a new approach," he replied, then gestured toward the images. "Since we cannot breach the perimeter of the house, we are forced to find a way to bring its denizens out. Your Director has asked us to secure the package via trading assets."
"Trading assets?" Cyrus frowned. "What assets?"
"That fountain is home to a magical nymph. If the supply of water becomes blocked, she dies." Darius gestured to the fountain. "So we're going to try and blow it up."
"What?!?" Eulalie yelled so loud that Cyrus flinched.
"Um, wait, so we're planning to kill the nymph?"
Darius nodded. "If need be. The real plan is to lure out the others and capture them. Then we can barter for what your Director wants. We have supplies coming right now in order to take them into custody, and have even hired a specialist to assist."
"A specialist?" Who on earth could specialize in detaining magical beings that wasn't already part of the Order? In his earpiece, he could hear Eulalie frantically chattering both to herself and somebody else, but was going so fast he couldn't understand her.
Darius nodded. "We have some other moving parts, but we'll start once we're ready. I assume we'll have your team's full cooperation?"
"Naturally." With Laurel falling apart, he would be able to take command of the Order once again, even if only temporarily. He thought about how best to guide his people to not only protect them, but Mike Radley's family. Thinking about the bullets in his pocket, he wondered if upscaling his current plan was possible.
First, he would have to figure out where all his people were. With Mads noticeably missing, he suspected that Jenny had taken more than a few of them. Maybe he would find some mages willing to put in some extra time on his new project.
"Sir." An SoS operative rose from his position by the computers and looked at Darius. "The specialist is here."
Darius raised an eyebrow, the shadow of a smile appearing on his face. He looked at Dirk first, then his gaze settled on Cyrus. "Would you please bring in our guest?" he asked.
Cyrus nodded, then excused himself from the tent. Back outside, a sleek black town car had parked next to the other vehicles. When the doors opened, armed SoS agents emerged from the vehicle, their eyes intensely scanning the roof of the Radley house.
Curious who would require such a retinue, he watched in silence as a woman stepped out. She wore a simple dress and her long, braided hair had been tightly coiled up in a bun. He recognized her face immediately.
"You're Elizabeth," he said, locking eyes with the woman. Though she looked to be in her late thirties, he sensed that the woman looking back at him was far older than her outer appearance. "From the Historical Society."
She smirked in his direction and held up a letter. "I am," she stated, walking toward Cyrus. "Your people found me this morning, quite by accident, and I had a little chat with your Director. We came to a deal."
"You were part of a secret cabal."
"I was, and now it's gone. Was pretty much being forced to work for them, you know how it is." She smiled weakly and handed over the letter. "Per your Director, my eventual release hinges on my cooperation with your operation here. You'll find me quite knowledgeable about what the denizens of this home are capable of."
Uncertain how to respond, Cyrus opened the printout. He scowled at the letter giving Elizabeth full rights and access to his team, including a leadership role. It bothered him how easily he would have rolled with this if he didn't already know the whole operation was crooked. The Order was severely lacking in critical thinkers, and he knew now it was by design.
"Let's go meet the man in charge," he said and gestured toward the tent. Elizabeth clasped her hands together in front of her body and moved past him. Cyrus shivered as her shadow passed over him, sucking the heat from his body.
Turning, he followed her into the tent where she immediately walked toward Darius unprompted. The two gave each other a look of recognition, then turned their attention to the screen. In his ear, Eulalie had stopped chattering and he could only assume they were working on a plan of their own.
Once he was satisfied that nobody was paying attention, he snuck away. If he was going to make a difference, he needed to get to work right now.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Mike felt his magic stirring, eager to act, but uncertain how. The woman tilted her head, her dark eyes studying Leilani first, then settling on Opal. He looked over the stranger's shoulder, noting that she had actually emerged from inside his property line. There would be no safety for them if they managed to cross the line, so whatever came next depended on what the goddess wanted.
"I'm afraid you have me at a loss," he confessed, ignoring the spirits that had now packed in so tightly that he could no longer see through their ethereal forms. "I wasn't expecting to find somebody here."
"And you shouldn't have. My involvement in these matters was meant to be a secret, for reasons you will understand very soon." She walked toward Mike, divinity radiating from her like light from a star. "For you see, I am the final line of defense in this place, Caretaker."
"You're the guardian?" he asked.
She snorted. "Hardly. Consider me a very invested third party. The guardian of this place would recognize your authority immediately, perhaps even welcome you. I, on the other hand, am here to ensure that you are worthy of this place."
"By what mechanism?" asked Leilani, her voice quieter than usual.
"This man is an outsider, daughter of the waters." The goddess stepped past Mike to confront the mermaid. "He knows not of the old traditions, nor can we expect him to understand. This place was never meant for his kind, and yet they have taken it. Our ancestral lands now belong to men and women of means, some who rarely walk our shores. These islands were not created for those who worship greed and power. I have been here since the beginning, and shall judge him in whatever manner seems fit."
"I am princess Leilani, of the--"
The goddess held up her hand, and Leilani froze. "I'm not interested in your opinions. You have not known him long, and I can smell him on your flesh. When you get to be my age, you learn that the whims of youth are no excuse for the wisdom of experience." She then turned to Opal. "As for you, I have no idea what manner of creature you are. You are made from the stuff of gods, yet your spirit is new like a child's."
Opal nodded introspectively, then signed to Mike.
"This is Opal," said Mike, translating out loud. "She wants you to know that she means no disrespect, but she is unable to reply verbally."
"You have interesting companions." The goddess turned back to Mike. "And is that a fairy I sense?"
Daisy came out of hiding and gave a shy wave.
"Daisy is the same," Mike added. "By the way, my name is Mike Radley. By what name may I address you?"
The goddess arched her eyebrows. "What an interesting way to ask that question."
"I got into a fight once with the Queen of the Fae," he explained. "I learned from her that names are important, especially to the gods."
"And would you presume to know who I am?" she asked.
"I would not," he admitted. "Before we came here, I studied some of the lore, but it's been watered down. I've also learned a bit about how divinity works, and that who you used to be may be vastly different from who you are now."
"Good." She stepped forward, her face now inches from his own. Though the air was cool and wet, he could feel the intense heat emanating from her flesh. "How about now?"
He wasn't about to be baited into such a trap. "I have some ideas," he admitted. "But I would prefer to hear what you would like to be called."
"Interesting. Very interesting." Her eyes searched his, but he could feel her gaze across his very soul. "Arrogance is a natural byproduct of the quest for power. You radiate with strength, yet it would appear you are not one who seeks it."
"That's not entirely true," he admitted. "I've worked hard to become stronger."
"Working to become stronger is a far different path than simply taking that strength for yourself." The woman took a step back and crossed her arms. "If I should let you pass, what comes next? Why have you come here?"
"I was brought here by the Order," Mike replied. "They said a dangerous creature came down from this place and boiled the bay, killing several of Leilani's people. They wanted my help in hunting it down."
"And you believed them?" she asked.
"I wanted to seek the truth for myself. A creature capable of doing such a thing is dangerous, but it's more important to understand why it happened."
"And if there was a good reason? What then? Will you just walk away?"
"No." Mike shook his head. "I need to learn what that reason was and find a way to fix it. This place has become a refuge for the merfolk, and I don't want them to be chased away by a problem I could have fixed."
"I see." The ground rumbled, but the goddess didn't seem to notice. "And what if I told you that I was the one who boiled the bay?"
Leilani flinched, but Mike kept his gaze on the goddess. "Then I would ask you why," he said.
"What if you don't like my answer?" The irises of the goddess blazed with fire.
"I doubt I would like your answer, regardless of your motivations. A lot of people died, and that's never good. Still, I will ask what I can do to help."
"Hmm." The fire in her eyes vanished and she took a step back. "The Queen of the Fae taught you well."
"It was not an easy lesson."
"Lessons from the fae realm rarely are." The goddess turned to look at the mouth of the cave. A small white dog emerged from the darkness, sniffing at the rocks before wagging its tail. "And what are you doing here?"
The dog barked twice, then came over to sit next to her feet. The goddess knelt down and rubbed the spot between its ears. Mike couldn't help but notice that the dog itself wasn't entirely here. Its body seemed more like thick vapor than anything else.
"Your companions have arrived," she said, taking a step toward the cave. "It would be rude to leave them waiting."
"So do I pass?" Mike asked, moving behind the goddess.
"For now." She paused at the edge of the opening, her toes right at the property line. "My name is Pele-honu-amea. You may call me Pelé."
Behind him, Leilani gasped, but Mike didn't react. Pelé was perhaps the most infamous of the Hawaiian gods, notorious for her fiery temper. However, she was also a devoted protector of her people. Whatever came next, he needed to make sure he stayed on her good side. When Pelé continued onward, he followed.
They were only a few feet into the cave when Pelé paused and turned around. "Stop doing that," she said. Mike looked over his shoulder to see that Leilani had bowed down, her forehead on the damp soil. Behind her, the night marchers had all vanished into the foliage.
"I mean no disrespect," said Leilani. "And I apologize for not recognizing you."
Pelé smirked and looked at Mike. "I have a bit of a reputation," she confessed with a wink, then exited the cave and knelt by the mermaid. She whispered something in Hawaiian, and Leilani nodded, then rose. Together, they came back into the cave where Mike and Opal stood. Nearby, the little white dog wagged its tail.
"Does the dog have a name?" he asked. Opal signed at him and he nodded in response. "And can Opal pet him?"
"You may call the dog what you wish. As long as you speak from the heart, he will know you speak to him." She paused for a moment. "As for petting him, that is also his decision."
The goddess continued into the cave with Leilani right behind her, the two of them chatting in the native tongue of the islands. Mike looked at the dog and grinned. "So may Opal pet you?"
The dog's tongue lolled out of his mouth as he stared up at Mike for several long moments. Eventually, his tail wagged and he moved toward the slime girl. Opal knelt down and started stroking the dog's fur. Wispy tendrils of white curled around her fingers, reminding Mike of smoke.
"Is Smoke an okay name?" he asked. "For us to call you, I mean."
Smoke barked in the affirmative.
"Awesome. C'mon, you two. We're getting ditched." He jogged after the others in an attempt to catch up. Behind him, Opal continued to pet the dog for several moments before rising. He had wondered more than once about getting a pet at home, especially for Callisto or Grace. However, Callisto had evinced no interest in pet ownership and Zel had explained that other than falconry, centaurs didn't technically own any animals.
As for Grace, Eulalie had quickly explained there was a good chance the little Arachne might eat whatever pet they brought home.
The cave was cool at first, but the temperature quickly rose. Glowing moss along the roof illuminated their path forward, and the trail was smooth and well kept. After several minutes, the cave terminated in a waterfall, where Pelé and Leilani had come to a halt.
"This is it, Caretaker. Once we cross the veil, there is no going back from the truth." Pelé turned to face him. "Just know that you have inherited a responsibility far larger than any you deserve."
Mike frowned. "I know I'm a stranger in your land, but I promise I'll work hard to be worthy of it."
"You misunderstand." Pelé's voice softened. "When I say you don't deserve it, I speak from a place of pity. From what little Leilani has told me about you, you sound like a decent man, maybe even an honorable one. I would not wish this fate on either."
"Well...that just sounds ominous." He took a deep breath and sighed. "But if I don't do this, someone else will. Both the Order and Captain Dickhead want whatever is here, and I don't trust either of them to do the right thing."
"On this, we agree." Pelé gestured toward the waterfall. "Come."
Mike walked toward the wall of water, then took a deep breath and stepped through it. The water parted, revealing a series of stepping stones to a pond beyond. Instead of being deep inside a mountain, he now stood in a bowl shaped valley, filled with trees. Up above, cumulus clouds had piled into a massive mountain with a hole in the middle, allowing light to shine through. On the other side of the pond, a large cabana had been built along the edge of a cliff.
The others followed him through, the waterfall filling back in once Smoke and Opal had passed. Once on the opposite shore of the lake, Mike turned around and looked up the side of the mountain.
"This is an extra-dimensional space," he said, then looked over at Pelé.
"It is," she said with a nod. "Are you familiar with how these islands came to be?"
"Depends on who you ask," he said. "Science says plate tectonics and volcanism. The stories say your sister tried to kill you."
Pelé nodded. "And they are both true, in their own way. My relationship with my sister is complicated, but the islands are the result of our battle. My sister holds dominion over the seas while mine lies in the fire of the earth. When I was young, I was forced to flee our home by canoe. This was how I came upon Hawaii as it was, just a single island in the middle of the ocean.
"When my sister Namakaokahai learned of my location, she came for my head. I barely escaped that time, so hid from her wrath. Though her powers were great, her attention was divided. Instead of fleeing, I used my magic and cracked the earth, raising the next island in the chain. And so we repeated this process over thousands of years. Each time she came for me, Namakaokahai was stronger than before, forcing me to build my islands even higher. My strength improved as well, and I was finally able to create a place that even she couldn't consume with her waves."
"Kilauea?" asked Mike. "I read somewhere that you're supposed to live there."
"I like to travel." Pelé grinned. "What use is immortality if I spend all of it in one place?"
"I'm kind of a homebody."
The goddess snorted. "Hardly. Back to my tale, my sister finally gave up in her efforts to claim my life. Even gods grow up sometimes. But before she did, I was already planning the next step. It wasn't until she failed to kill me on the Big Island that I realized I had outpaced her growth, and so this was my backup plan." She gestured to the valley. "This is the secret island of Hawaii, hidden between the cracks of time and space."
"You made a secret island and hid it inside of Maui?" Mike looked back at the pond in time to see Leilani jab at the water with her trident. She pulled out a large trout, which she eagerly consumed.
"Yes and no. I created this place, but I did not tuck it away." She turned and walked toward the cabana. "That would be the work of the one you call the Architect."
"Naturally." If something weird had been built across time and space, he could count on it being the Architect's work. "So does this mean that you are the host?"
Pelé paused and cocked her head. "Host?"
"The divine being used to create such a place." He frowned. "Actually, that wouldn't make sense. You created this island yourself, right?"
"I did. The Architect altered it for our needs. Come." She took Mike to the cabana. Wicker chairs hung from braided ropes looped to the ceiling with a king-size bed in the back. Flower petals had been laid in a circle at the foot of the bed.
"It's beautiful," he said.
"Yes," she replied. "But that is not what I wanted you to see. This way." She held out a hand, and he took it. Her skin was soft, and he felt his magic resonate in response to her touch.
"Oh." Pelé pulled her hand away and gave him a knowing look. "I forgot about that. We should avoid skin contact."
"Is something wrong?" he asked.
She chuckled. "I am the goddess of many things, passion among one of them. Your natural talents have ignited those feelings in me and I'm working actively to suppress them." Pelé looked past him to where Opal and Leilani stood, both of them now lavishing Smoke with attention. "I don't share well with others," she admitted.
"You lead, I'll follow." He gestured forward, and the goddess walked to the edge of the cliff.
A deck had been constructed of stone with wrought iron railing around the edges. Down below, the bowl shaped valley was host to a lake in which a tiny island sat. A building had been constructed there, but Mike didn't recognize the architecture. Wisps of steam curled up from the water around the rocky shores of the island.



"It's pretty," he said.
"That was my sister." Pelé leaned against the railing and let out a sigh. "When the outsiders came, they destroyed the old pantheons and sent many of us into hiding. There were many gods of the ocean, and they were targeted first. Water is a natural portal to other realms, you know."
"I'm aware," Mike said, then gestured for her to continue.
"She barely survived her own brush with madness and it forever changed her. The gods themselves were asked to part with their powers, to disperse it so the old ones could not find their way back to Earth. She shed her divinity like a snake sheds its skin, then tucked it away in the depths of the waters. When the time came, she and the Architect came to me to ask for my help. That lake and the structure beneath it are her bones, laid to rest in this place."
"Did you have to give away your powers as well?" he asked. "When the Others came?"
Pelé nodded. "I did. While I may not be as formidable as I once was, I am still the goddess and protector of these lands. I am at my strongest here. But leaving Hawaii is no longer an option. Even setting foot on the shores of your land would take me too far from my domain, and I would be no more than a woman with fiery delusions of grandeur."
"I'm sorry." He leaned on the railing next to her. "That really sucks."
Pelé said nothing, her eyes on the island below. "My sister was tasked with hiding something," she explained. "And I believe it is time for you to see it. But first, your friends."
"What about them?" He looked back toward the cabana. Leilani was stretched out on the bed while Opal was sitting on the floor, rubbing Smoke's belly. Daisy had joined in on the fun, burying her whole body in the dog's fur.
"Not them. The others." She pointed at the island below. "They are down there."
Mike frowned. "Why? Did they do something wrong?"
Pelé chuckled. "They did not. But they came in beneath the earth and the guardian intercepted them."
"So what is the guardian, anyway?" He followed Pelé as she led him along the bluff and onto a steep set of stairs that descended into the caldera. Looking back, he signaled to Leilani and Opal that they were okay to stay behind. Opal gave him a double thumbs up, and started signing to Smoke that he was a very good boy.
"It wasn't just the arrival of the outsiders that weakened me," Pelé said as they walked the stone stairs. Mike frowned when he realized she had dodged his question about the guardian. "I assume you are familiar with how belief and divinity are intertwined."
"I am."
The gods needed believers to acquire more power than they had before. Someday, Yuki would go through the process, maybe even Ratu as well. As for Mike, he doubted he would ever experience such an apotheosis. He had zero interest in followers.
"Though their numbers were few, the native people here were strong in their beliefs. But some of the deities, they were too greedy. They created a system of taboos that the people would seek to break. So while the strength of our own pantheon was waning, the Christian god's missionaries came along in the 1800s to finish the job. Losing so many of our followers all at once was like falling ill and never recovering." Pelé looked back at him. "This was part of the reason my sister agreed to the Architect's scheme."
"Oh?"
She nodded. "Even though so many of our people had stopped believing in us, we never stopped believing in them. They are like our children, and we love them even though we've grown apart. My sister wanted to be part of that solution, to leave behind a legacy for our people."
"Out of curiosity, why not you?" he asked.
The ground rumbled beneath him, and Pelé sighed. "I've asked myself the same thing. Sometimes I wonder if my sister offered because she was hoping I would take her place instead. Maybe she did it solely so she could lord it over me from the afterlife. I knew that my people still needed someone to lead them if they ever strayed too far from the path. As for my sister, she realized that her own time was coming to an end."
"Because people stopped believing in her?"
The goddess stopped on the steps and looked back at him. "Belief is only one part of the equation," she said with a sad look in her eyes. "Do you know how many gods are in charge of the ocean?"
"Several," he replied. "Or maybe one with many names."
She nodded. "A fair statement. It's not just that my sister has domain over the ocean. She was the ocean. The spirits of the water were interconnected in a way, their territories often overlapping. Some of those gods are gone forever, Caretaker, stolen away by lack of belief or the poison you put in the water."
"Pollution?" He frowned. "Are you saying gods can be killed with trash?"
"Your body is a temple, is it not? If you feed it good food and take care of it, it serves you well. Pollute it with poor nutrition, drugs, and a hard lifestyle, suddenly your body fails you when you need it most." Pelé sighed. "For me, it wasn't pollution. It was watching my own children turn away from me. If you ever have kids of your own, I hope you never experience such a feeling."
She turned and continued down the stairs. "When it first happened, I believed my people would see through the lies and false promises of the missionaries. But I often forget that mortals are very much like children, willing to believe any fairytale they've been told enough times."
"God makes false promises?"
Pelé snorted. "No. But His missionaries do. That's what happens when you stop speaking to them in person and leave an instruction manual instead. A lot is left open for interpretation and converting believers became more important than spreading the truth."
"Which is what?"
"Every divine being has their own truth, Caretaker. To understand their truth is to know them better."
"I see."
He followed Pelé down the mountain, already begrudging the climb they would have to make back up later. Maybe he'd luck out and there'd be a portal back up, or perhaps he could get Reggie to send some rats out this way to install one. The cabana would work, he just needed to snap some photographs on his phone and get them to the Rat King along with general coordinates to make it happen.
Down by the lake, the smell of sulfur came and went with the wind, and Mike paused to sniff at the air. "It's safe down here, right?" he asked. "The air won't hurt me?"
"If it did, you'd be dead already." She grinned, showing all her teeth. "I've been manipulating the air this whole time. Otherwise, yes, you would have died."
"Ah. Well thank you, then." They moved toward the shore where a canoe had been pulled up onto the black sand beach. "It just occurred to me to ask; were you the one who boiled the water?"
Pelé paused to look at him, then nodded. "I was there when it happened, yes. And I helped."
"Why?" he asked.
"I must show you something first," she said, then gestured to the boat. "Then I shall reveal everything."
Mike kept his mouth shut. This was one of Amymone's least favorite story tropes, but he wasn't going to call out Pelé on it. Not only was this a real life situation, but debating a goddess on the merits of proper storytelling was just a bad idea all around. Though Pelé was keeping her powers subdued, even a cursory examination of her soul was like staring into the heart of a hungry flame, eager to consume.
Pondering the many different reasons Pelé would have for flash-boiling the merfolk, Mike tried to tune into cat radio while descending. He was never going to establish a proper connection with Kisa while climbing down a mountain, but he would at least get a vague sense of her mood. After several minutes of concentration, he picked up a few bits of minor annoyance. Whatever was going on hadn't bothered the catgirl much, which was a good sign. He would make time to check in with her later.
"Does the sun ever set here?" he asked, realizing that it had been nearly evening when they arrived.
Pelé nodded, then looked up at the sky. "This place was originally built closer to the place of my birth, so it will go down in a couple of hours. The sky is nothing short of spectacular, though it will look very different from the one you're used to."
"Because it's in a different hemisphere?" he asked.
"No." They were almost to the bottom of the steps now. "Are you familiar with how a patchwork quilt is made?"
Mike nodded. "The general idea, yes."
"Good. This place was a scrap of fabric that was detached from our world. The hole was patched so nobody knows any better. You still have to store that fabric somewhere, Caretaker." She gestured toward the sky. "It is simple enough to assume that you are looking at light from our sun, but you aren't."
"That's...so you're saying this place is like a tiny planet in a different star system?"
"No. I'm saying that the sky above is a scrap as well. Someone has stolen a piece of the sky and placed it here." Pelé stopped at the bottom of the stairs and looked back at him. "Do you know why the outsiders came to our world?"
"To devour everything, right?"
Pelé nodded. "They are powerful, interdimensional beings capable of swallowing worlds and eventually reality itself. But you can't think of it as large scale beings devouring our home as if it were luau pig fresh from the fire. What they consume is simply gone as if it never was. It now lies outside of time and space. As for what they leave behind..." She looked up at the sky. "This particular piece of sky was missed, left to float in the void. The Architect snatched it up and stitched it to this place, creating a tiny, magical world capable of sustaining life on its own."
Mike licked his lips in excitement, thinking of the tower world through the wardrobe at home. "Did the Architect make all the extra-dimensional spaces?"
"No. This is a power available to some of the gods, or those on their way to becoming one. There were other beings capable of magic this powerful, but they were wiped out centuries ago by a powerful wish." The goddess turned away from him and headed for the canoe. "You can swim if you want, but the water is like a hot tub. I wouldn't recommend it."
"I'm always down for a boat ride." Together, they pushed the canoe toward the water and got in. Pelé pulled out a paddle and dipped it into the water. She sang as she rowed, the canoe moving quite fast across the lake toward the small island. Mike leaned back and let out a sigh, his eyes focused on the sky.
When the song ended, he asked "So everything out there is gone now?"
"It is. If you could fly into the sky, you would soon learn that there is no escape from here. It's all looped in on itself, like those snow globes humans are so obsessed over." Pelé chuckled. "I was always a fan of lava lamps."
"You must have loved the seventies."
"Free love? Passion?" For a brief moment, Pelé was no longer an old woman, but a beautiful maiden in her twenties. Her obsidian eyes sparkled like glittering diamonds and he felt his magic lurch hungrily in her direction. Suddenly, she was old once again and the connection was gone. "It was certainly an interesting time."
"Did you...I mean..." Mike rubbed his chest. It felt like he'd pulled a muscle.
"There's a reason I took this form, Caretaker, and clamped down on my magic. When I said that you and I are the same in many ways, I was not being hyperbolic." Pelé leaned over the side of the canoe and let her fingers trail across the water. The boat continued moving on its own. "I must say that I am surprised that you are a man."
"I get that a lot."
The goddess leaned back and studied him. "I met your predecessor once. A woman by the name of Katherine."
Mike frowned. "I don't think any of the Caretakers I've heard about were named Katherine."
"Your home is much older than you're aware of, Caretaker, and has been moved many times. I traveled there once only as a precautionary measure, to meet the person who would be entrusted with this place. For centuries, this island was passed down amongst native islanders, each of them granted the title of Kahu. They were meant to be the protectors of this place and the treasure it holds." Pelé shook her head. "It pained me to see the final Kahu hand over ownership to the one called Caretaker, but it was a means to an end."
"What happened?"
The water outside the canoe burbled, and steam formed into billowing clouds. The jungle and sheer cliffs surrounding the lake disappeared in the fog that formed, and Mike found himself watching as spectral figures formed.
"That would be my sister," Pelé whispered. "She would show you herself."
The clouds shifted and piled on top of each other and the world around them transformed. It was in shades of gray, and Mike was now floating off the coast of what he could only assume was Hawaii proper. A large ship with massive sails approached the bay where native islanders watched in anticipation.
"The outside world found them," a voice whispered in his ear. "A harbinger of things to come."
The scene vanished, replaced now by islanders in battle with each other. Though the scene was gray, a crimson river flowed into the phantom ocean, staining the waves. An older woman wearing a dress and clutching a necklace made of shells and shark teeth stood watch from a bluff up above. Her eyes glowed like the moon, and she carried a large wooden staff with her. Mike felt an odd kinship with her.
"War among our own," the voice continued. "Like poison in a well."
The scene shifted again, and Mike saw the woman once more. She was speaking to some children and a pair of adults, and they were sitting in the same cabana from the top of the cliff. The adults seemed enraptured by what the woman had to say, but the children didn't look easily impressed. The scenes continued shifting until the woman was old and frail. When she passed on her staff to a younger woman reluctance was painted on the recipient's face.
"The Kahu always passed the responsibility to the next in line, but they were easily swayed by what the bigger world had to offer." Mist caressed Mike's neck, and he realized it was now so thick he couldn't see the canoe anymore. "It was a life-long responsibility, but they no longer wanted it."
"I'm sorry," he whispered into the fog, but got no answer. When the scene shifted again, it was similar to the first one. Native islanders were watching the waves as yet another ship arrived, but this one he recognized. It was the same one piloted by Captain Francois de la Douchebag, or whatever his actual name was. When it landed on the shore, the dead rose from the waves and spread out once they reached the treeline.
"He came looking for the fountain of youth," Namakaokahai whispered in his ear. From the corner of his eye, he thought he could make out her body. When he turned his head to look, she was already gone. "But he discovered something far more powerful."
"What was it?" Mike asked. The scene shifted, and he was looking at yet another woman carrying the staff. This time, she stood on a ridge looking down at the ocean as Francois and his army tried to climb up the mountain. At her side, Pelé stood with a grim look on her face.
As if in fast forward, the scene changed, revealing how Francois and his army drew ever closer to the top of the mountain. The Kahu used her staff to summon torrential rains and create mudslides, but the dead persisted. Eventually, the scene transformed so that Mike now saw the Kahu standing at the mouth of the cave, staring out into the Big Bog as torchlights moved toward her.
"It was all a part of the Great Game," said Namakaokahai. "And so a drastic choice was made." The Kahu and her family gathered at the mouth of the cave, grim determination on their faces as they fled out into the bog and up the steep mountain paths toward the top of the volcano. Once atop the ridge, the Kahu gazed down with tear-filled eyes and threw her staff into the jungle below.
"I don't understand. She just...gave it up?" Mike felt fingers touch the back of his neck, and then the mists parted. The visions vanished, and he realized the hand touching him belonged to Pelé.
"She did. It was a choice made without my input." Pelé's eyes flashed, and the caldera rumbled. The fog disappeared, revealing that they were now across the lake. "You see, the Kahu had access to a place where all the players in the Great Game can meet and speak, a type of dream world. It was there that she found someone like herself, a woman whose primary purpose was to guard and protect. Even better, she was land-locked, meaning that Captain Francois could not easily obtain his goals of conquest. And so this place was gifted away to become part of what would become your inheritance, and I used my powers to make the Kahu's family forget where it was."
"Damn." Mike shook his head and stared into the canoe. So much had already been lost protecting this place, and now it was under threat once again. After centuries of scheming, he had been lured here and the Captain had been waiting. "I knew that coming was a trap, but didn't realize how deep the plot ran."
"You have been the Caretaker for such a short time, yet have amassed tremendous power. I believe that alone is why you have survived." The canoe's bottom brushed against sand, indicating they had arrived. "And now it is time to show you that legacy, what this place was built to protect."
The structure was hexagonal in shape and carved from what appeared to be a single piece of stone. Mike felt like they were stepping into a temple, and was mildly surprised at how much warmer it was inside. In the center of the hexagon was a thick stone column. Along the walls of the room, ancient glyphs had been carved, all of them glowing in response to their presence. A set of stairs had been built nearby, and Mike realized that the temple itself was just the top of a tower set deep into the earth.
"I don't suppose there's a slide we could use?" he asked as Pelé moved toward the stairs. The goddess scowled at him, but then her features softened.
"I often forget that humor is a tool wielded by those who skipped leg day." She winked, then turned to begin her descent. "Maybe now that you're here, you can put in a rail to slide down on."
They descended into the ground, their passage illuminated by the runes in the wall. The temperature climbed, and Mike regretted not drinking any water when he had the chance. It wasn't until several minutes later that they emerged in a chamber shaped like a dwelling. Wicker furniture had been placed around the room, and he spotted Ratu reclining on a nearby chair.
"Hey!" He jogged past Pelé and was almost to the naga before she was on her feet. Before he could say anything else, she wrapped her arms around him and squeezed so tightly he thought his lungs might burst.
"You're okay," Ratu whispered in his ear, relieved.
"Yeah," he gasped out. "But not...for...long."
"You stupid, stupid man." She let go and pushed him back, her fingers sliding beneath his shirt to where he had been shot. "You're aware that naga hide would have prevented this, yes?"
He winced inwardly, then nodded. "Yeah, a mistake on my part."
"A nearly fatal mistake." She pulled him in for a kiss, but stopped when her eyes went over his shoulder to where Pelé stood. "My apologies," she muttered as she stepped away from Mike.
"Don't allow my presence to soften your reunion." Pelé moved past the two of them toward a small opening in the wall. "Has the other one awakened yet?"
Ratu shook her head. "No. Ingrid is still unconscious."
"What happened? Is she okay?" Mike looked around the room. "And where's Quetzalli?"
"Ingrid had a very nasty shock, but we can deal with that later. Quetzalli is down below. Mike, things are about to get very interesting." Ratu's eyes moved back and forth between him and Pelé. "How much has the goddess told you?"



"Not enough," replied Pelé. "I will remain here in case your friend awakens. The guardian can fill you in on the rest."
Mike took a deep breath, already dreading the fact that stairs had been mentioned yet again. Getting back up to the cabana was going to be awful. "Lead the way," he said.
Ratu took him by the hand, then paused to hand him something from inside her kimono. "In case you're hungry," she said.
The granola bar was already in his mouth, and he mumbled his thanks around the edges of it. Ratu pulled him through the stone dwelling toward a set of stairs behind the underground structure.
"Are Cerulea and Olivia with Quetzalli?" he asked.
"They are. Those two are having the time of their lives, right now." They descended the stairs, which only made one revolution before terminating in a six-sided chamber similar in size to what was on the surface. In the middle of the room was a hexagon engraved into the floor and decorated with gold leaf. "We can take this," she said, pulling him tight against her. "Unless you'd rather use the stairs."
"What is it?" he asked as he stepped onto the hexagon. The ground rippled like the surface of a pond, and then the six-sided platform descended. They were surrounded by polished stone as they continued deep into the earth. Sweat beaded up on his head, which he wiped away. "It's really hot down here," he said.
"It's a volcano. Of course it's hot." She moved to stand in front of him, her hands reaching for his face. In her reptilian eyes, he watched as tears formed. "Mike, I...when you were shot..."
He pushed his forehead against hers. "I'm really sorry," he said, his hands now on Ratu's waist. "We knew something was coming. I should have been better prepared."
"You gave me a home," she whispered, her voice echoing off the stone around them. "And a family. I became part of something I thought I had lost, and when you fell away into the darkness, I felt like part of myself had been ripped away." She trembled in his arms, then broke down. "Just hold me for a bit, so that I can convince myself that you're really here."
Shaken by the naga's uncharacteristic confession, he obeyed. So many times he had ended up in danger to protect others, it had never really occurred to him how it felt for the others to see him risk his life. There were so many things he wanted to say to soothe Ratu, convince her it would be okay, but he decided that his presence would have to be enough. After all, the future was nothing more than a gift, and he could make no promises about it.
The smooth walls of the magical elevator slid away to reveal a massive domed chamber. Below them was a circular platform surrounded by flowing magma. Plants and flowers somehow bloomed down here, and a small pergola had been set up near the rim of the platform. Inside, Mike saw Quetzalli sitting on a stone, her face animated as she conversed with a large stone that had been set against the edge of the circle.
"Is she okay?" asked Mike.
"She is." Ratu stepped away from him and adjusted her kimono. "You'll see."
The platform came to a smooth halt, and the two of them walked toward the pergola. A cool breeze came out of nowhere, and Mike closed his eyes and sighed when it ruffled his hair.
"This place is totally lethal, isn't it?" he asked.
"Indeed. There is a powerful enchantment to protect the Kahu and their families. Anyone else coming down here would be at the heart of the volcano, smothered by lethal gasses if not boiled alive inside their own skin first." Ratu pointed to the far wall of the chamber where magma fell from above, forming a curtain of molten fire. "Everything about this place was built to protect a single thing, which is behind there. If you try, I bet you can feel it."
Mike stared at the flowing wall of magma, but was forced to look away. "The air might be safe, but that genuinely hurts my eyes," he said. "Feels like staring into the sun for too long."
Quetzalli turned to look at them, then jumped to her feet and ran. Ratu let go of Mike's arm just as Quetzalli barreled into him, her arms wrapped around his body. He leaned his head to one side to keep from being impaled on her horn and then took a big step back to avoid falling over.
"Did Ratu already call you a dummy?" she asked from the crook of his arm.
"Yep."
"Good." She looked up at him, her eyes crackling with energy. "I am grateful that you aren't as soft as other humans."
"Same." He ran his hands through her hair, feeling sparks crackle between his fingertips. "So what's going on down here?" He looked back to where Quetzalli had been sitting and noticed both Olivia and Cerulea scrambling over the rock. "What are those two doing?"
"Playing with their new friend." Quetzalli led him to the pergola, where he was delighted to see a basin full of water. He paused just long enough for Quetzalli to hand him a silver cup, then drank his fill. Sighing in relief, he looked at Cerulea and Carmina, who were casually ducking between thorny protuberances on the rock that looked like small stalagmites. "Are you two being good?"
Cerulea stuck out her tongue in response. Olivia giggled and hid herself behind a stalagmite, which melted away as the surface of the rock transformed. "Hey!" she cried, giving a nearby nub a kick. "Not fair!"
The stone continued to shift and two massive openings appeared near the top. A massive blast of air came from them as the rock lifted from the magma. What had been a large stone was revealed to be the snout of a massive beast as it lifted its head free of the magma pool and opened citrine eyes that were roughly the size of a man.
The dragon's head was supported by a serpentine neck adorned with glittering gemstones. As it gazed down at him, he felt an instant connection to the creature and knew that he was meeting the guardian of the secret island.
"My name is Mike Radley," he said, taking a step forward. "What may I call you?"
The dragon turned its face toward Quetzalli and let out a huff. When it spoke, the voice was like tumbling stones, yet held a feminine edge.
"You're right, little sister. He is cute." The dragon leaned forward and inhaled deeply, the air current causing Mike's shirt to billow upward. "For a human, anyway."
"Little...sister?" Mike looked at Quetzalli.
"An honorific among my kind," she stated with a grin. "Unless a dragon's lifespan predates yours by many centuries, in which case we use terms like mother or father."
"It is a pleasure to meet you, Mike Radley." The dragon twisted her head to one side, then lay flat on the ground so that Mike was facing the front of her mouth. A pair of large whiskers unfurled from above her mouth and hovered over him. He held up an arm, which the dragon wrapped gently in a whisker. "You may call me Di."
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Di."
"The pleasure is mine. It has been long since this place has had its protector visit, and I am glad to have you here." Di sniffed him once again, and then her powerful neck flexed. All around the chamber, he saw massive coils shift amongst the magma. "I am told you will have many questions."
"I will." He stepped toward Di and held his hand over her stony hide. "May I?"
"Please."
Mike pressed his hand against Di and closed his eyes. He could sense the magic moving through her massive body, intertwined so tightly with this place. In a way, it felt like he was standing before Naia, but the dragon's entire being radiated with peace and something else. He tried to discern the feeling, but it slipped away from him.
"I sense great power in you as well, Caretaker." Di chuckled, a noise that made the earth tremble. "What would you ask of me?"
"Are you a fire dragon?" he asked.
"I am of the earth," Di replied. It occurred to Mike that the dragon hadn't moved her lips at all. "Though there is some overlap."
"Do you know why I came?" he asked.
"I do." Di lifted her head to look down on him from above once more. "Because of what happened with the merfolk."
"What did happen?" he asked, squinting up at Di. The weird light of the chamber hurt his eyes and he made a mental note to see if his sunglasses had survived in his backpack.
Di's mood darkened, and her coils manifested in the magma once more. "I was awoken from my slumber," she said, her voice grim. "By a powerful enemy, one that lives in the darkest depths of the ocean. When I sensed its presence, I knew that I must rise up and drive it away immediately. And so I left this place, crawled down the mountain, and unleashed my fury."
"What was it?" he asked.
"I do not know," she replied. "I have never met its kind, and can only sense its malfeasance. I am blind to the spectrum your kind take for granted. Down here, in the depths, I can see you through the vibrations of the earth, sense your strength by how you walk across the stone. I can see the heat in your body, but little else about you.
"And so I asked the goddess to guide me to the sands to do battle with this beast. It was the same temperature as the water, and so the goddess used her magic to light the way for me. Despite my efforts, it kept coming out of the waves, desperate to ascend the mountain, but I refused. And so Pelé boiled the water, driving it away but not killing it. I regret the deaths that followed, but they are not my burden to carry."
Mike took a deep breath and properly digested Di's words. There was an unknown enemy here, and he would bet good money that the Captain was involved. Looking at the whole event through the lens of a plot to steal whatever treasure had been hidden here helped the pieces fall into place, but he needed to know one more thing.
"What is it that you're protecting, Di? Why was this place built?"
Di snorted, then turned her head toward the magmafall behind her. A powerful thrum of magic manifested from the dragon, and the magma parted at the bottom like a pair of curtains. Her coils lifted free of the magma, forming into a narrow stone bridge connecting the platform to what lay beyond.
Mike walked toward the bridge, his heart pounding as he stepped onto the rocks. Quetzalli and Ratu joined him. The cool breeze ceased, and for a few moments, he felt the wrath of this place assail his skin.
"Do not tarry long in there," said Di as he neared the opening. "For that room was built for what lies within and nothing more."
Nodding, he stepped between the fiery ribbons of magma into a darkened chamber. The room was filled with elemental magic, but he could see nothing else.
"May I?" he asked, holding a hand aloft. "Just need some light."
"Of course," whispered Di through the stone walls.
With the snap of his fingers, he created a flickering ball of light and tossed it into the air. It hovered overhead, casting light on a group of objects in the center of the room. He originally mistook them for a collection of massive gemstones, each one the size of a child. But just as his magical senses touched the surface of the stones, he felt something reach back.
The stones were alive. He took another step toward them, suddenly aware of the heat in the room. Sweat was dripping down his face now, but he had to be sure. The stone nearest to him looked like a diamond, and when he put his hand against it, his mind briefly connected with the alien consciousness within.
"Holy fucking shit," he whispered in awe. "They're alive!"
"You can feel them?" Di's voice was filled with wonder. "That shouldn't be possible!"
Mike moved to each egg, pressing his hand against their warm surfaces. He took a moment to greet them, to let who he was wash over the developing consciousness within. The only one that didn't respond was an onyx egg that reflected no light. When Mike touched that one, he sensed nothing at all.
Quetzalli and Ratu did the same, both of them whispering to themselves in wonderment. No longer able to tolerate the oppressive heat, Mike stepped away from the eggs. Without another word, he exited the chamber with Quetzalli and Ratu right behind them.
"Are they yours?" he asked, looking at Di.
"They are not," she replied, watching him as he walked across her body. "When dragons fled this world, those who stayed behind were hunted. Some of them fell in battle, and their eggs were rescued from those who would use their powers for evil. They were brought here to incubate for centuries until they were ready to hatch."
"So these are all the dragon eggs remaining in our world?" he asked.
"They are." Di's eyes glowed like twin stars above him. "Each one represents one of the elements. Some day, when the last one is fertilized, they will all hatch."
"But why?" asked Mike. "Won't they just be hunted?"
"They were never meant for this world, Caretaker." Di lowered her head until Mike could feel her hot breath on his skin. "These eggs were intended for another purpose."
"Which is what?" Mike looked at Ratu, then Quetzalli. They both seemed just as confused as he was.
"Alone, they will be powerful. But together?" Di's body sank into the magma, the molten rock flowing right up to the edge of the platform. "You could use them to rebuild the world."
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Lily cracked into Deacon's mind with ease, muting his frantic screams as she stacked his memories up like panes of glass to inspect them. Her essence tugged at his soul like a determined puppy, nibbling the sharp edges away and leaving behind a mottled mess. Souls didn't typically last long in this place, but she was keeping him preserved for now. While memories could sometimes be accessed later on, she didn't have the luxury of assuming Deacon's would remain intact as she digested him for eternity. The longer a soul sat in her metaphorical gut, the harder it became for them to remember anything regarding their personal lives. There were spirits inside her from her early days that only had a vague inkling that they had been alive once upon a time.
The pain of having his mind fragmented into pieces drove Deacon mad early on, the man now babbling between sobs, but Lily would just reassemble his essence later. Souls were very resilient that way, and his suffering didn't even faze her. The bastard had already committed hundreds if not thousands of people to a one-way trip to eternal damnation, so any regret she might feel was quickly subdued. Many of his memories weren't important enough to keep, so she tossed them to the other souls to do with what they wished.
Ravenous, her spiritual slaves entered the memories and began their own torment of Deacon. It was the one bit of freedom she allowed them, the opportunity to torture each other. Inside these memories, Deacon was forced to endure numerous methods of torture, humiliation, and even his own death, stuck in a loop as Lily sifted through the shards of his life.
"For a douchebag, his shit really is pretty clean." Mike stood next to her, contemplating an image of Deacon giving a sermon in Atlanta. The image in the glass moved in slow motion, but there wasn't any sound. "You usually find the good stuff early on."
"He's still hiding what I want to know." She took the Atlanta sermon from Mike and turned to face a scowling spirit who appeared at her whim. The tormented soul before her had been an arsonist that the Society had hired more than once. The idiot had decided to extort them for money, so they sent in Lily to take him out. "Make him relive this one, only the whole place burned down and he got trapped inside."
The arsonist nodded, then took the frame from her and melted into the picture. It hovered in the air for a few moments, then hairline fractures appeared on the glass as the image now depicted a screaming Deacon melting from the heat of the flames.
"You're being quite thorough." Mike hopped onto a stool that conjured itself from the aether. "I've never seen you do this before."
"I was quite the artist once upon a time." She smiled at Mike.
"You mean before I redeemed you?" Mike licked his lips and winked.
"Maybe." She smirked and then picked up another memory. "Here we go. These aren't in chronological order, which is weird. I'm guessing that's Legion's handiwork. But this one has his wife, and we know what he's hiding from us involves her somehow."
"Yeah, it does." Mike took the memory from her. "Maybe I should ask him what he's hiding. We could do a good-cop, bad-cop routine."
"And you're the good cop?"
Mike chuckled. "We could flip a coin for it. I'll hold him at gunpoint, you could set him on fire."
"That would be bad cop, worse cop. Are you even taking this seriously?"
"Nope. But because I'm not, you are." His features turned serious as he picked up another memory. "So I guess we go through these and sort out anything involving his wife and try to dig through them later."
The effort took only moments in the real world, but was hours inside of Lily's mind. She and Mike created three different categories for Deacon's memories. The first was anything involving his wife, and the second category was any memory they thought may contain a nugget of information they could use. The third category belonged to memories they knew had nothing of value, like his numerous televised sermons. Those went directly to the tormented souls living inside her essence. If she wanted to, she could have listened to Deacon's soul scream for mercy, but for whatever reason, she had lost the taste for it.
She was getting soft, but she knew the reason why. Looking at the tiny piece of Mike's soul standing in the corner and humming to himself, she knew that she was becoming soft for him. It wasn't because she had to, but because she wanted to. The thought made her feel warm inside. It was a very different warmth than she was used to.
"Hold on." Mike was holding a memory in his hands. "Have you ever heard that old saying that memories are just your brain recreating stuff?"
"Maybe." Lily moved to where Mike stood. "Why?"
"Since this is his soul and not his mind, then whatever we see should be accurate, correct?"
"For the most part. Humans delude themselves all the time, so I'll sometimes see stuff in their head that's clearly been overwritten. But once they're in here, I can scrape off the gunk. Why?"
Mike showed her the frame. It was a moving image of Deacon on a cot, clearly from his homeless days. He was holding a Bible in his hands, slowly turning through the pages. At his side, an old man spoke, his gnarled fingers picking at the skin of his face. The elderly figure was blurry, like a grease stain through paper. "This isn't what we saw before."
"Interesting." Lily took the memory and stretched it out wide enough to jump inside. She stood in the homeless shelter now, her gaze on the old man with Deacon. He was talking animatedly, but instead of a human voice, it was the buzzing of flies.
"I think we just found Legion." Mike circled the cot, then knelt down nearby. "This guy is sitting roughly where that enochian script was the last time we were in here. It can't be a coincidence. Is this memory still altered from before?"
"Not quite." Lily tapped the memory with a finger, and the world rippled. The buzzing sound faded away, and Legion's voice manifested, echoing oddly throughout the room.
"Angels are very real," Legion said, scratching at a sore on his face. "Even those who fell were part of His plan. But what if I told you he couldn't account for everything?"
Deacon chuckled, then handed the Bible back. "Look, man, I just want a place to sleep for the night. No offense, but I'm trying to stay clean, and shit like this depresses me."
"What if I told you I could take the edge off? Just for tonight." Legion put a wrinkled hand on Deacon's leg.
"Don't do that." Deacon tried to yank his leg away, but Legion held fast. Dark fluid rose from Deacon's pants like spilled ink, then soaked into Legion's skin. "Wait, what the hell was that?"
"The poison in your veins." Legion held black-tipped fingers out. "Tonight, you fall asleep as a healthy man, that you may ponder what I have to offer." He rose, but not before handing the Bible back. "You could feel like this every night."
Deacon scowled, but he was sitting up straight now, his eyes more alert than before. He took the Bible and watched Legion walk away to lie down on a nearby cot.
"This is where they met," Lily muttered, then put mental pressure on the memory. The night ran in fast forward, Deacon sitting in bed and reading. When lights out was called, the shelter descended into darkness. Osgrove's eyes lit up briefly with magic, and he continued to read throughout the night in pure darkness.
When the morning came, he stood and walked over to Legion's cot. The demon was coughing, his skin flecked with dark liver spots.
"What the hell is wrong with him?" Mike asked.
"No idea." Lily frowned, then knelt by the demon's cot. "Even on his own, he should be strong enough to make others bend to his whims."
She watched as Legion sat up, the dark fluid he had absorbed slipping discretely across the floor and climbing up Deacon's legs. Osgrove appeared stricken as he shivered and scratched at his skin.
"Don't," he said, holding out the Bible. "Don't make me feel that way again."
Legion chuckled. "I can keep the addiction at bay, but it comes with a price."
"Anything," Deacon said, then shook the Bible. "Even this."
The demon's face twisted into a grin. "I was hoping you would say that."
The memory came to an end, then shrank down until it was in Lily's hands again. She set it aside in case she needed to see it later.
Legion helped raise Deacon out of homelessness from the shadows. First he had Deacon read the Bible front to back, then taught him how to orate and command attention. Deacon started a small fellowship in the shelter, which was noticed by the staff. A local priest dropped by to speak with Deacon about his faith. Weeks in the shelter became months, but Deacon was allowed to stay longer than usual as a guest of the church. Each day, Legion drew the poison of addiction from Deacon's body and kept him clean. Deacon repaid the demon by speaking about God's plan to anyone who would listen.
Lily half expected something nefarious, but it was all a tool to get Deacon noticed by the higher ups at the church. Deacon was asked to give a guest sermon when the local pastor fell ill, a sickness brought down on the man by Legion himself. The sermon impressed some of the wealthier patrons, who decided to put together a collection to help move Deacon out of the shelter and into a place of his own.
That was where the real work started. Every day, Deacon volunteered and preached from the Bible, his natural charisma bleeding into every aspect of his life. His star rose into the sky, and he was asked to guest star on an AM radio show. Legion manipulated the airwaves on more than one occasion, calling in with different voices so that others could hear salvation occur in real time.
It wasn't long before Deacon found someone who wanted him to start his own congregation. By now, he was full of confidence as he suggested that the congregation shouldn't be limited by location and maybe they could stream some of the sermons online. At night, he watched from the darkness of his home as his viewer count went up with Legion right by his side the whole time.
"I guess I don't get it." Mike stood behind Legion, his arms crossed. "This seems like a lot of work from Legion's angle. The asshole has had one foot in the grave the whole time. What's his angle?"
"Demons don't think of time like you do," Lily explained. "A hundred years to a human will feel like a couple of months at most. He is patient, but it looks like he's taking a heavy risk." She paused the scene and gestured at the demon. "I'm fairly certain he's keeping this vessel alive with willpower alone."
"Nasty." Mike wandered off as Lily continued. He missed the moment where things shifted, a dark night when Deacon sipped at a beer while watching his most recent sermon on a laptop in a hotel room.
"It's time," Legion said, placing bony fingers on Deacon's shoulder. "You've gone as far as you can go on your own, and my powers are at their limit."
"What would you have of me?" Deacon looked back over his shoulder.
"It's time for you to take a bride." Legion's eyes glowed ominously in the darkness. "One who will give you a family."
"Hmm." Deacon turned off the sermon and opened up a folder on his computer. Inside were dozens of folders, each one with a different name. "My people have put together some dossiers on potential prospects. All of these are women who have written me letters or attended my sermons. Their education, family background, and health histories have been thoroughly researched. Still, we'll have to be pretty picky. I have a few in mind that I think will be perfect, but you will want to vet them personally. I can't see into a person's mind quite like you can."
"Of course." Legion leaned over Deacon as the pastor started pulling out files. The memory terminated early and Lily was forced to dig through several more before finding what happened next. In the real world, a jogger ran by, casting a brief look in Lily's direction. She got a vibe off of him that he might be circling back to try and chat her up, so she gave him a hard stare that threw him off his pace.
"Eyes up, chicken legs." She made sure to glare at his backside as he pretended to ignore her, then settled back into her head once again.
Back in her head, she continued to dissect Deacon's memories once more. She watched as he and Legion picked out the woman who would become Deacon's wife. The courtship was brief, intense, and culminated once more in the scene where Deacon impregnated his wife. Yet she was unable to find any further mention of what he and Legion had been planning. The demon's physical form was failing him and he spent his days motionless in bed.
In the end, it was Mike who found the final memory sandwiched between a pair of innocuous ones from Deacon's childhood. Mike held it over his head and waved it like a banner before slapping it onto the ground where it expanded and covered the space they were in. Lily and Mike now stood in a hospital room, machines beeping ominously as a still figure laid in a nearby bed.
"She'll be here soon," said Deacon, then took the figure by the hand. Lily realized that the dying man was none other than Legion. "You know how it is."
Legion nodded, unable to speak. The tube down his throat was doing all the breathing for him.
"So what happened here?" Mike asked. "I thought you said his demon magic kept him alive?"
"It may have, but he's still in a human body. Mortals are made of meat, and meat always rots." She leaned over Legion and sneered. If this weren't a memory, she would be tempted to strangle him. The edges of this memory were tinged with gold and crimson light, both of them evidence that it had not only been buried deep, but possibly erased. Even now, the memory had literal holes in it that she could see through.
The door opened and Deacon's wife stepped inside, one hand over her swollen belly. The other was at her mouth, her eyes shifting back and forth between Legion and Deacon.
"Is this him?" she asked.
Deacon nodded, then stroked Legion's forehead. "It is," he replied. "This is the angel who helped me become who I am."
"It is such an honor," she whispered, then took Legion's hand. "I must admit, I doubted. But all of His children doubt at some point, don't they?" She rubbed her belly. "The doctors, they all said this wasn't medically possible, but you made this happen, didn't you?"
Legion nodded, then gestured to Deacon.
"Our daughter will grow up strong," Deacon said, moving to his wife. "And she will become a leader among men. But the angel has one final task for us. For you, specifically."
Deacon's wife moved to Legion's side. "Anything," she swore.
The demon struggled to pull the tube from his throat, his gnarled fingers now withered away in places, the skin flaking off. He pulled the apparatus out, then took a single, rasping breath before speaking.
"Your consent," he whispered, then pointed to the woman's belly. "I need...your permission...to...let me in...your daughter."
"I don't understand," she replied, then looked at Deacon.
"His presence here on earth requires a mortal form," Deacon explained. "Our child will become his new vessel."
"You've got to be kidding me!" Lily moved to grab Deacon by the throat, but Mike stopped her.
"We need to know what happens next," he replied. "This memory is already fragile enough, you might tear it." He pointed down at her feet, and she saw that the ground had torn like paper where she had stepped.
"Fuck!" She glared at Deacon as he and his wife conferred silently. Legion watched the two of them, his already sallow skin starting to sag. Deacon's wife approached the demon with tears in her eyes.
"What will happen to my little girl?" she asked, her voice barely audible.
"She'll go where all unborn children go." Legion smiled, his eyes turning dark. He put a single hand on the woman's stomach.
"To be with God?" Her voice shook. Deacon moved up behind his wife and wrapped his arms around her waist.
"We are being tested," he told her, then nuzzled his face into her neck. "Can we prove that we're worthy?"
The woman nodded, and Legion let out a gasp. Lily watched in horror as the demon's eyes fluttered, the baby's soul swapping places with his essence. The machines in the room flatlined, and Deacon pulled his wife away from the old man's corpse and put both hands on her belly.
"Our child is an angel," he said as he kissed her forehead. "In all the best ways."
The woman sobbed as medical staff came into the room and pronounced Legion's former body as dead. Deacon's wife let out a groan as her legs went out from beneath her and a puddle of fluid formed between her knees.
"Guess this old guy was just making room for somebody new," said one of the attendants as he helped Deacon's wife up. "At least you'll save money on the ambulance ride, right?"
Nobody seemed to notice the dark fluid leaking out of his wife's eyes. Cracks formed across the memory before it shattered, leaving her and Mike alone in the void.
"Legion's vessel was Deacon's daughter." Lily shook her head in disbelief and looked at Mike. "How did I not see this?"
Mike contemplated her for a moment then looked at the memories stacked nearby. "Misdirection," he replied. "They hid her in plain sight. Forever in her father's shadow, but actually leading from behind. That man raised Legion as his own child, but kept her tucked away."
"But I should have known!" Lily stared at the stack of memories. "Even in these, she's nothing more than a shadow!"
"Do we even know her name?" Mike stared at Lily in horror. "This whole time she's been right there, and we don't even know who she is. She's always just been Deacon's daughter."
"Fuck!" Lily shouted so hard that she exited her head space and screamed it over the nearby bluff. Birds and other nearby animals panicked at the fury in her voice, then scattered into the air. Rising to her feet, Lily sprinted back to the house. Legion has escaped, but surely Eulalie could find her, right?
Right?

💀💀💀

It was late in the evening. The setting sun kissed the waves on the horizon with fiery streaks of red that shot out and captured returning fishing vessels in silhouettes of darkness.



Dana sat on a bench, her eyes scanning the sky for any sign of Lily. The succubus had returned to the rental house early that morning to declare that Deacon's daughter was in fact Legion Prime, then had dramatically thrown herself off the master bedroom's balcony to go for a flight to cool down. That had been almost twelve hours ago.
At her side, Tasia leaned back against the scratchy wood frame. The former knight had a bag full of cheeseburgers in her lap and was eating her sixth one of the afternoon. Eulalie had promptly gone searching for Deacon's daughter after Lily's announcement, only to discover that the woman had yet to leave any sort of trail that could be followed. While it didn't surprise Dana that the demon had pulled one over on them, it had been disappointing that they had all overlooked the obvious.
Tasia belched. When Dana looked her way, the werewolf flinched.
"You look pissed," Tasia said with a frown.
"I'm not pissed." Dana looked away from Tasia. "I'm not anything, actually." The effects of vampire flesh and werewolf blood had tapered out earlier in the day, and her undead condition had settled back in place. While her memories of Tasia were hot and fiery, the feelings behind them had been turned off like water from a spigot. "Permanent resting-bitch face is all." Just another dead girl problem.
"I see." Tasia sighed, then stood from the bench. "Are we going to wait here all day for Lily?"
"No. Why? Do you have somewhere else to be?"
Tasia nodded. "I do. Eulalie was going to help me get home so I could speak with my father. It's the middle of the night there, which means the house won't be packed full of Order personnel."
"You're leaving now?" Somewhere in Dana's mind, a part of her whispered that she should feel hurt. She ignored it.
"Now...ish. I was going to go earlier, but I wanted a little more time with you. Figured if you reverted, it would hurt you less."
That wasn't true. While Tasia leaving now wouldn't hurt Dana, she would feel that loss next time she fed. She had no doubt that Tasia's heart was in the right place, though. It really was a logical decision.
"Did you...want to come and see me off?" Tasia looked nervous to even be asking.
"Sure." In truth, Dana didn't care, but she knew she would later. Lily would come home when she was ready.
The two of them rose and walked back to the rental house. Eulalie waited for them inside wearing a headset and using a pair of laptops set up by the couch. The Arachne was surrounded by a small retinue of magical rats who seemed to be waiting for further instructions.
"There you guys are." Eulalie took off her headset. "Any sign of Lily?"
"Nope."
"Damn. She really is pissed." Eulalie sighed. "She's taking the Legion thing really hard. Honestly, I should have known something was off, too, but--"
Tasia put a hand on Eulalie's arm. "What's done is done," she said, then looked at Dana. "There will be other opportunities to catch that fucker and make them pay, right?"
Both Dana and Eulalie nodded.
"Anyway, I've got your portal just about ready. Say the word and we'll get you home." Eulalie gestured over to one of the spare bedrooms. "I didn't want to tunnel into your father's house and leave it open. Once you're ready, the rats will finish their job and we can send you through. We'll detonate the portal from our side, just so you know."
"Detonate is a drastic word," said Dana.
"Not this time." Eulalie gave both of them a knowing look. "I'm not taking any more chances and showing up on someone's radar. Once you're through to the other side, I'm shutting the door and blowing up someone's old wood shed." She had explained her chilling encounter with the Hat Man to both of them over lunch. Someone out there now knew the Arachne were no longer extinct, which meant Eulalie had to be far more careful in terms of openly getting involved.
Tasia nodded, then looked at Dana. "I guess this is it, then. Walk me to the closet?"
Dana nodded and walked with Tasia to the spare bedroom. When they opened the closet door, a hot breeze blew through the room and ruffled the curtains. Through the portal was an empty structure that looked over sandy terrain that reminded Dana of the Middle East. Sunrise had smeared golden rays across the nearby hillside like paint.
Tasia cleared her throat and looked awkwardly at Dana. "If things go bad for me--"
"Then I'll burn the world down." Dana pulled Tasia into a hug. "Won't even hesitate."
They hugged each other for nearly a minute. Eventually, Eulalie cleared her throat, reminding them that she was there.
"Portal is open," she said, then took Tasia's hand and shook it. "You know how to reach me if you need help."
"I do." Tasia looked at Dana. "I'll send word when I can."
"You'd better." Dana watched as Tasia stepped into the closet. For just a moment, she almost begged Tasia not to go. What they had together had been brief, but it had also been exciting and so full of promise. She didn't look forward to the next time she fed, knowing that these emotions would lurk deep inside her like a bomb, waiting to break her into pieces.
"Fifth portal is your dad's house," called Eulalie. "Just so you know."
Tasia looked over her shoulder and gave a thumbs up before turning left and disappearing through another portal. There was a loud thud, and the closet wall reappeared, the surface shimmering.
"Lily's going to be pissed she missed this," said Eulalie.
"You really think so?"
Eulalie nodded. "The dog jokes pretty much write themselves at this point. I saw how you two looked at each other. Only thing that would have made it worse would be if you yelled and were mean so that she'd wander off into the woods to have a better life or whatever. I'm more than a little depressed just thinking about it." She sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. "Now if you'll excuse me, I've got a demon to track."
"Need any help?"
The Arachne shrugged. "You know what? No, I don't. Not really. And that's not me just blowing you off. I have connections I can rely on, programs that will monitor, queries to send. I can do all those things faster on my own." She pinched the bridge of her nose. "Honestly, I wish I had done all of this on my own. I started this mess, you know? And it was stupid of me. Books and movies literally have a trope about the dangers of seeking revenge for this very reason. Was it ever going to bring my sister back? No. That's a wrong that can never be made right. I did this whole thing just to make myself feel better, and for what? I put my friends in danger, I put myself in danger, and I may have even put the House itself in danger as well. And what do I have to show for it? Regret. Guilt. Anger."
Dana contemplated the Arachne, but remained silent.
Eulalie stood there, her fists clenched at her sides and her jaw tense. The Arachne took a deep breath, then exhaled.
"I fooled myself into thinking I was doing all this for Velvet," she muttered. "But I was really doing it for myself."
"And me," Dana added. "Lily, too. You can fool yourself into thinking that this was all about you, but you didn't force us to do anything. We all wanted our pound of flesh and got more than we bargained for. Next time--"
"There won't be a next time."
"Next time," Dana continued, "we don't walk in thinking we've got this on our own. Maybe you feel like you're alone now, but you aren't. You're part of a family. We all are. And if you ever say the word, I bet you'll have everybody lined up and happy to kick ass for you. So I guess I'll ask again...do you need my help?"
The Arachne stared at Dana for several long seconds before speaking. "No, I don't. Not this time." Eulalie looked down at her hands, then unclenched her fists before looking back up at Dana. "But I think...I think that I wouldn't mind the company."
Dana moved to Eulalie's side and bumped the Arachne's leg with her shoulder. "Anything for family."

💀💀💀

The moment Tasia stepped through the final portal, she heard a dull thud behind her as the magic was severed. Eulalie had warned her that there would be no escape route if things went wrong; she couldn't risk the Order or Tasia's father learning about the rats' existence. Still, Tasia had gone ahead with the plan, knowing full well that it needed to be done.
Though it hadn't been possible, she wished Dana had come along.
Tasia found herself in a dark room, most likely one of the kitchens. Any servants working this time of night weren't likely to be in here, which meant she would have a better chance of avoiding discovery.
Moving toward the nearest window, she peered outside in the hopes of figuring out where she was. The skies were dark, and she could barely make out the silhouette of the central building under the soft glow of distant lights. She took a deep breath through her nose and sifted through the smells, hoping something would catch.
It didn't. Scowling, she moved stealthily across the room and pushed the door open a crack. The hallways were dimly lit and nobody was around. She stepped free of the kitchen, her senses on full alert as she moved through the old fortress. It took her a few minutes, but she finally figured out that she was in the southern wing and on the bottom floor. She needed to get to the central courtyard first before she could find a path to her father's study.
She was more than a little surprised when her nose picked up the smell of three men and two women near the exit to the courtyard. Sliding into a closet, she heard the gentle click of a door opening, followed by the sounds of footsteps. She could see the shadows of their feet along the bottom of the door, then tensed up when someone came to a stop. Clenching her fists, she flinched when the person on the other side of the door sneezed.
"Bless you," said a male voice.
"Thanks." The woman on the other side sniffed. "I think it's all the stormy weather. It keeps messing with my sinuses."
"You two are too loud," someone else muttered. "Don't forget that people actually live here."
The shadows moved on, and Tasia let out the breath she had been holding. She waited until their scents receded, then stepped free of the closet and moved toward the exit.
It was drizzling out in the courtyard. Visibility was low, which meant it was easier to move among the shadows. Tasia looked up toward her father's study and was a little surprised to see that the light was on. If her father was alone, this would be in her favor, as they could have their conversation in private. But if he was in an emergency meeting with others...
None of this mattered, however. The main entrance to the central building was guarded. Tasia's options were to take the long route through the east wing or attempt scaling the exterior of the building until she could find an opening. With the falling rain, she didn't dare attempt the climb. She might be able to accomplish it in wolf form, but that would make her look more like an assassin instead of a troubled daughter in need of help.
The east wing door wasn't guarded, but she did have to wait for a patrol to pass by before slipping inside. Luckily, the storm blowing through increased in ferocity. During a temporary downpour, Tasia slid through the door and shook herself off before continuing any further. These halls were familiar to her, as they were once the stomping grounds of her youth. Prior to joining the Order, she had run through these very hallways with a training blade, assaulting some of the decorative armor to defend the Laskaris family honor. Even now, she could see a suit of armor from the 1300s still sporting a massive dent in one of the greaves that she put there almost twenty years ago.
"Your father refused to let me fix that one," said a voice from behind. Tasia spun around, startled that somebody had been able to evade her senses. Standing in a doorway that hadn't been there before was Basil. "He always thought it added character to the piece. Armor that has never seen battle is little more than fodder for a museum gift shop."
"How did you--"
"Your father spotted you from his study. The rain masked my scent, and I've dedicated years to traveling these hallways unseen." He gestured toward the secret door. "Please, come. We would prefer that you not be seen by the others."
Trembling, Tasia followed the man into the secret passage. She thought she knew most of them, but had never seen this particular doorway opened before. Even knowing now where it was, she marveled at how smoothly the door slid into place from inside the secret passageway itself.
"Wh--" Tasia's words were cut off when a gloved finger was pressed to her lips. Moments later, she heard murmuring through the wall as somebody passed by. Basil tilted his head to one side as if listening, then nodded and gestured for her to follow.
The twists and turns of the secret labyrinth were dizzying. Basil maintained an unhurried pace, leading Tasia up a flight of stairs and then exiting into an empty bedroom. Moving silently, he tripped a switch behind the headboard and took her into another passageway.
"Your father has been expecting you," he said, breaking the silence. "Admittedly, not quite this soon. He figured it would be at least another week before you found a way to get here."
"So my father, he--"
"Has his assumptions, Miss. I do not wish to speak in his place, however, so please don't ask." Basil cleared his throat. "However, I will voice that we appear to be on the edge of troubling times."
"Troubling how?"
Basil ignored her question, then held up a hand for them to stop. They stood that way for nearly a minute before they continued onward, crossing through an empty hallway to access yet another secret door.
"With the recent death of Master Lynn, many higher ranking officials have come under the direct purview of the Council. Though I will not speak to their motivations, know that the men and women patrolling these hallways will grant no quarter nor explanation." The man's lips pressed together so hard they threatened to disappear. "But if you truly were Mistress Lynn's killer, then I am not certain what they hope to accomplish by packing this place with mere children."
"Basil." It was the closest thing to an opinion the man would likely voice on the matter.
"Not another word until we reach your father." The servant put a finger to his lips and pointed upward. "He wouldn't allow them to place wards detecting his staff through the walls, but they will hear our passage. Please match your footsteps to mine, just in case."
She nodded, then followed closely. They were in the main wing now, ascending a tight spiral staircase that would have an ordinary person winded. Tasia was careful to match her steps to Basil's, even though the man didn't seem to make any noise. Even so, she could hear the soft clink of her shoes on metal as they walked.
Several minutes later, Basil pushed open a door to reveal her father's study. She took a moment to contemplate the family crest on the door, a wolf's head guarding an open book. Would her father still see her as a protector? Or was he planning to deal with her personally?
Alexandros Laskaris stood by the fire, a blade strapped to his waist and his arms crossed. When he turned to face them, those predatory eyes gleamed.
"That will be all, Basil." Alexandros' voice was as cold as the storm. "I will let you know if I need you."
The servant nodded, then left through the secret doorway.
Alexandros walked toward his daughter, his arms still crossed. He studied her in silence for several minutes, his eyes lingering on the recently healed wounds of her body. She said nothing as she allowed her father to inspect her.
"Where is your sword?" he asked.
"Lost to me," she replied. "I learned recently that I fought better without it."
"As the wolf," he said. "But not as a Knight."
"I am no longer a Knight," she replied, her eyes straight forward. "A Knight is a valuable part of a team, a protector. Even before the death of Master Lynn, I realized that the others would no longer see me as one of them. My new abilities came at a cost, and the events in Florida cost me any trust I had earned."
Alexandros stopped in front of his daughter, one hand dropping to his hilt. "If I decided to take your head, would you try and stop me?"
Tasia tensed her jaw and met his steady gaze. "I would," she admitted. "And you had better strike true, because I won't make it easy."
Her father stepped forward, his embrace gentle. Tasia stiffened up at first, then raised her arms to reciprocate. Her father's voice was soft in her ears as he spoke.
"I never believed for one second that you were the monster they claimed," he said.
"Father." Tasia bit back tears as the man stepped away.
"Master Lynn was one of the greatest swordsmen the Order has ever known. Even if you got the drop on her, she would have left her mark. I see that someone has cut you recently, but they are not the marks of a master." Her father studied her once more. "While studying the autopsy reports, I found discrepancies between witness statements and what was left of the bodies. Brother Esteban was adamant that we catch you right away, but has suddenly gone missing. Reports indicate that he is en route to a retreat for emotional support, but he is already a day late."
Tasia opened her mouth to share everything that had happened with her father, then paused. There would be massive holes in her story, and he would see them immediately. No matter what happened next, she couldn't reveal what she knew about the others, but needed to give him enough to validate her tale.
"I wasn't there when it happened," she said. "Esteban captured me and turned me over to a man named Deacon Osgrove."
"The pastor?" Alexandros looked thoughtful for a moment. "What for?"
"I'm not entirely certain," she said. She went on to describe Esteban's strange behavior, and how she was turned over to Deacon to be given to a man called the Curator.
The moment she mentioned his name, her father paled.
"You are sure of this?" he whispered. "He used that name?"
Puzzled, Tasia nodded. "I learned this information later, but yes. I was rescued from Deacon by a woman in a similar situation. She helped keep me one step ahead of both the Order and the Curator."
She half expected her father to ask about Dana, but he didn't. Instead, he fingered the hilt of his sword as if he expected to draw it any moment.
"Who is the Curator?" she asked.
"I'm not sure," he replied, "but it's a name only known among the highest ranking members of the Order. If the organization has a boogeyman, it is him. It has been decades since we've had a confirmed sighting, but if he's in play now..." Alexandros stroked his chin.
"He wanted to take me apart," said Tasia. "To see how I worked."
Alexandros gripped his sword, then let go. "Then perhaps the stories are true," he said, his glistening eyes turning toward the fire. "A man going by that title has been around since the late 1700s. We're not certain what he is, but he has a certain...proclivity for dissecting his victims. On at least three occasions, the Order has fought this man. We last encountered him during World War II, running experiments for the Nazis. It was believed that we killed him just after the war, but I now have my doubts."
"I see." Tasia watched her father study the fire. She cleared her throat and took a step toward him. "Father, you've seen the discrepancies. I don't know that I would ask to return to my duties as a Knight, but would you at least help me clear my name?"
"No." Alexandros spoke without hesitation. "I will not help you with this."
"Father?" Tasia blinked in surprise and took a step away from him. If he knew that she was innocent, then why would he allow her to remain a fugitive?



"Tell me, Tasia. What is the most dangerous blade of all?"
She bit her lip in frustration. The last thing she wanted was another lesson from her father. "It's the one you don't see coming...sir," she added with contempt.
"Something is rotting from within the Order." Alexandros looked away from the flames. "Powerful enemies move against us from the shadows, and I fear they are winning. The organization was so easily swayed into believing in your guilt that I now doubt how noble their intentions are. With the death of so many ranking members, I am now seeing a rise in disturbing personal philosophies. We were meant to maintain the balance between worlds, but I suspect some use this mission statement as little more than a shield for their true ideology."
"I..." Tasia cleared her throat. "This is something I recently discovered for myself."
"Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?" Alexandros undid the belt that held his sheath against his waist. "For centuries, our family has served the Order. We have shed our own blood to maintain that which we held important. To that end, I must ask you a tremendous favor."
Alexandros held out his sword. "This blade was my father's," he said. "I want you to take it, to be the blade that nobody sees coming. Basil is already preparing a boat to take you to a secret training facility known only to me and him. It is there that I will train you personally that we may ferret out corruption and help re-establish the true purpose of the Order: to maintain and preserve the balance. For both sides."
"Father, I..." Tasia raised her hand and pushed the blade back toward her father. "That isn't who I am, anymore."
"Take it." Alexandros frowned. "You are a Knight no longer, and this blade is not for the Order. It belongs solely to the Laskaris family, and it is a gift from a father to his daughter. In places where you cannot turn to the wolf, it will serve you well."
"I...thank you." Tasia secrured the belt around her own waist. She felt a chill run up her spine as the sword vanished from sight, the belt bursting into motes of darkness that formed into an obsidian bracelet on her wrist. "Really. Thank you."
"It will be some time before I can come to you," he said. "And when I do, it will be under the guise of self-imposed punishment for your actions. Publically, I will demand your head and slander you appropriately so that the Council and anyone watching will assume that we have no correspondence. But privately?" His eyes met hers. "I am insanely proud of you."
Tasia blinked away tears and was about to respond when she heard the soft click of the secret door.
"The boat is ready, sir." Basil stood there holding a poncho in one hand. "The weather conditions are absolutely dreadful and will make a perfect cover for our egress."
Alexandros nodded. "Go," he said. "Be safe."
In silence, Tasia followed Basil through the passageways of the island. Her fingers went to the bracelet at her wrist more than once, marveling at the smooth, cold texture. Would it expand to fit her wrist when she became the wolf? It was something she would have to test later.
Secret passageways turned into rocky caves that dripped with water. The dark, Aegean seas swelled dangerously around their narrow path as they entered a jagged opening. A boat was tied to a nearby rock. Basil gestured for Tasia to get in, then joined her. He offered the clear poncho to Tasia.
"It's raining quite hard, Miss."
Tasia stared out at the rolling waters. The rain had turned the darkness of night into an inky void. A part of her was scared to explore it, to face the unknown without a familiar face at her side. How long would it even be before she could get in contact with Dana? She was essentially going into exile, which meant she had no way of letting the others know that she was okay.
Troubled, she turned back to her father's servant and shook her head. "No thank you," she said, then leaned back in the boat and put her arms behind her head. "I quite like the rain. It fits my mood this evening."
"Very well." Basil put on a poncho of his own, then picked up an oar. "And if you'll pardon me for suggesting it, this will go much faster if you help row."
"Oh. Right." Chagrined, Tasia sat back up and grabbed the nearest oar. As they rowed out into the tumultuous waters of the Aegean, she looked up at her childhood home, wondering if she would ever see it again.
Together, they rowed out into the darkness to face the unknown.

💀💀💀

Dana was back in the observatory, up on the ladder once more. In her hand was a new gear, created this morning and filed down to fit precisely in place. Sticking her hand into the assembly above, she closed her eyes and tried to visualize positioning the piece.
Instead of seeing the array, she saw Tasia. It had been almost five days now since the werewolf walked through the portal to her father's home, and Dana still hadn't heard from her. Eulalie had been monitoring chatter from the Order, but had yet to hear anything regarding Tasia.
Had Tasia been captured? Killed? Had she changed her mind about how she felt about Dana? These questions dominated Dana's brain until she heard a loud clank, followed by the sound of the ladder clattering to the floor. She opened her eyes to see that in her trance she had stepped away from the ladder and fallen, her legs kicking it to the floor.
"Stupid fucking useless zombie!" Tink threw a wrench across the room and picked the ladder up to shove it beneath Dana's feet. "Broke gear again. Get head out of clouds!"
"Sorry," she muttered, then looked up at her hand. The gear had slid away from her and was stuck in a different part of the assembly now. Her fall had caused her hand to catch in the assembly and trigger movement, which meant the whole system was now seized up. Based on Tink's current verbal tirade, there was a good chance Dana would have to fix it by herself later.
Well, after she repaired her hand. The way it was pinched, she knew that most of her fingers were broken and could even see bone in places. It was easier to yank her hand out and then go back with a pair of pliers to retrieve her middle finger. Tink made a face at Dana as she walked past.
"Tink help when stupid dead girl ready to pay attention," she declared, then blew a raspberry, flipped Dana the bird, and stormed out.
Unperturbed, Dana began the long walk to the centaur village. The deep grooves and cuts on her hands were already healing, but the delicate tendons in her finger would need to be reattached.
Zel was busy giving a lesson on healing herbs to some of the younger centaurs, including her son Callisto. The young centaur's eyes bugged out of his head when he saw the damage to Dana's hand. Zel immediately ended the lesson.
"C'mon, shoo. Shoo." Zel waved the children away and was already putting on gloves. "We have to stop meeting like this. Telescope again?"
"Telescope again." Dana walked to the surgery table and placed her hand out, her severed finger clutched tightly in her palm. "I got distracted. Tink's mad at me now."
"Oh, I'm sure." Zel chuckled, then pulled out her sewing kit. "Tink's always mad at someone."
"Mike prefers the term passionate." Dana grinned at the thought of Mike and Tink together. They seemed like emotional opposites, yet the two of them had always been close. In a lot of ways, it reminded her of Tasia. The two of them had made a great team, and--
"Helloooo." Zel had picked up a stick and was poking Dana in the shoulder. "I can't get started unless you hold your fingers wide for me."
"Sorry." Dana watched as Zel began the long process of locating her tendons and trying to force them back together. "How's our boy doing?" she asked.
"Vampyr on the rocks?" Zel smirked. "He's doing just fine in cold storage. Actually, there's something I wanted to show you when you get a second. I think we made a breakthrough last night studying his cells, one that you could use."
Dana shrugged. She wanted to be excited, but it simply wasn't there. "Only if you have time," she muttered.
"Oh, I always have time for science." Zel's eyes gleamed as she shoved Dana's finger in place. "I always have time for this, too, but maybe give me a few more days next time. You were a mess when you got back from your top secret trip."
"Ah, yes. The one that everybody knew about." Dana should have known better than to assume it would remain a secret, but had been surprised to learn that Mike and the others already knew. She had tried to explain what they were doing to Mike, but he had informed them that they owed him nothing. If Eulalie thought it was important, then he trusted their judgment entirely.
Lily had huffed throughout Mike's monologue about personal boundaries, but Dana had it on good authority that the succubus subsequently spent most of that evening and part of the next morning attempting to suck him dry of his bodily fluids. The man had been walking around with a shit-eating grin for days now and had even giggled once when someone asked how he slept.
"At least I'm not pulling shrapnel out of your butt." Zel grabbed Dana by the wrist. "Bend it for me."
Dana flexed all of her fingers as the cells regenerated. "Technically, it was my inner thigh," she said. "Was just easier for me to bend over on the table is all."
"I've spent more time with my fingers inside you than any other person on earth. We're practically dating at this point." Zel pulled off her gloves, moving to wash her hands in the basin.
"That sounds like a Lily original."
Zel nodded. "She's been around a lot lately. I can tell how restless she is. Spends a good chunk of time with Callisto. I'm not sure what that's about. I think it might be related to Velvet's egg, since Mike has it almost full time right now."
"You're probably right." Dana knew that Lily struggled with their failure to capture Legion. It was probably the first time she had been outwitted by another demon. "So what did you want to tell me about our Vlad-cicle?"
"Come." She gestured for Dana to follow. The zombie followed Zel to her alchemy lab where several potions were in the process of being distilled by a pair of apprentices. They continued their work as Zel pulled a journal from her bag and then slid a microscope over to Dana.
"You'll see it for yourself," Zel said as she opened a nearby drawer and pulled out a slide with a drop of blood on it. Dana waited for the centaur to mount the slide before she looked down into the eyepiece.
"What am I...oh." The blood cells were red and vibrant in the light of the microscope. "When did you collect this?"
"Yesterday. I carved a couple of pieces off that corpse and brought them here to thaw. Each one of those cells is like a tiny battery. I even had Ratu do a couple of tests." Zel pushed her journal open to reveal a drawing she had made. "Based on some preliminary information, I think we've found you a food source far more efficient than Mike's cum."
"Interesting." Dana scratched at her chin. "So I could eat Timotei when I need a little boost?"
"Well, yes and no. For one thing, your vampyr is a limited resource. Unless you want to put his head and body back together and see if he'll regenerate, you're gonna eventually run out of your stock at the South Pole."
"Hmm." With Reggie's help, they had created a deep freezer beneath an abandoned research station and stored Timotei's body there while Timotei's head was locked in a steel box in the Vault. Despite decapitation and being stabbed through the heart, the vampyr's body was constantly trying to repair the damage. Seeing a research opportunity, both Zel and Ratu had advocated on Dana's behalf to study the creature before it completely expired. Since Timotei had lapsed into a dreamless sleep, he at least wasn't feeling any pain. "What else did you want to say?"
"It's about you. After your issues post-cannibalizing the Nirumbi, I took some blood samples and kept them on hand. I made sure to take a new sample after you told me about eating vampyr flesh and compared them." Zel slid her journal across to Dana. "Based on the data I have here, your body's composition is changing based on what you put into it. I never really found a trend when you were just eating Mike's magic juice, but this? It's like you're something else entirely."
"You got all that from my blood?" Dana pondered the journal.
"Ratu helped," Zel admitted. "She can measure things a microscope can't see."
"Huh. So I'm becoming a vampyr?"
Zel shook her head. "Not quite. But you're becoming something. Whenever you decide to chow down on somebody, my assumption is that you may retain a small part of them forever. Or maybe it works itself out eventually, I honestly don't know. But you said your mental state has stabilized since this?"
Dana nodded. Ever since the battle at the church, she had yet to experience a flashback.
"Well, that's something. Right now, you're balanced. You keep eating that vampyr's body, though? Who knows what will happen to you."
"I see." Dana stepped away from the alchemy table. "Thank you, then. For everything."
"Of course." Zel smiled warmly and gestured away from the village. "Now go home and try to keep all your limbs attached for at least a week, if you could."
"You got it, doc." Dana walked out of the camp, pondering this latest development. Zel had pretty much confirmed what Dana already suspected; eating others was granting her a modicum of their power. But like always, she knew there would be a cost.
Her stomach gurgled, the result of restoring a severed digit. She was still days out from needing something to eat, but thinking about Timotei made her hungry. When she walked into the kitchen, she nodded at Sofia who was in the middle of making tortillas. The tall cyclops smiled in her direction, and Dana suddenly wondered if the Head Librarian had ever had a thing for women.
Interesting, she thought as she opened up the fridge. The stray sexual thought about the cyclops had caught her off guard. Typically she only had those after eating. Staring into the fridge, she saw her regular food down below, tucked away in clearly marked shot glasses. Yet she wanted something a bit more substantial, meatier even. Closing the door of the fridge, she wandered out to the garage and unlocked the door that led to Antarctica. Stepping through, she pulled the dagger free from her waistband as she contemplated the headless corpse strapped to the table. Until it had frozen solid, the damned thing had flailed mindlessly around.
Using the Order's dagger, she sliced a strip of bicep away and stuck it in her mouth like a meat lollipop. Though it was rock hard, it softened enough in the warmth of her mouth that she could properly bite down and hold it in place. Vampyr tasted like smoked brisket with slightly burnt edges. Dana's mouth flooded with saliva as she sucked on the meat, letting the flavor trickle down the back of her throat. Though it was tempting to remain beneath the polar ice all day eating a vampyr, Dana decided that taking it slow would give her time to figure out the price for doing so. For now, she would have to settle for a quick bite and the good vibes that would follow.
Walking through the house, she hurried past the others, unwilling to answer any questions about what she was chewing. She practically sprinted up the stairs to return to the observatory, waving at the local rat guard in passing.
Standing there beneath the massive mechanical array, she consumed the vampyr's flesh, her jaw working hard to break it down before she swallowed. Already, a wave of warmth and strength shifted through her body, followed by a small flood of emotion tied to Tasia.
"I need to be strong enough," Dana muttered as she picked up the broken gear. "Just in case she needs me." Looking up at the array again, she felt that trickle of warmth pass through her whole body in a chain reaction. Gazing at the machine above as if it was a field of stars, she dropped the gear on the ground and let out a gasp. She felt her mind shifting through the assembly, making connections and insights that had eluded her before. A mental overlay formed, allowing her to see how the mechanism was originally designed and how it could be improved. Revelations and excitement built as she clasped her hands to her chest.
"We've been building it wrong," she said as she walked over to the master diagram. Though her and Tink's design made sense mechanically, there was something they had missed, something far more abstract about the way the observatory had been built. A light bulb had finally turned on inside her brain, sparking to life just long enough to chase away the darkness.
Humming a quiet song to herself, Dana threw the master diagram on the floor and got to work creating a new design.

💀💀💀

Legion sat near the back of the airport bar, casually stirring her cocktail while glancing through her phone. There still wasn't any word about the church incident in the mainstream media, which meant somebody had covered it up. The demon chalked that up to the Order. Somehow, they had gotten involved, and Legion would put good money that the Curator's lackey was responsible. With the Curator's own involvement, it would be far easier to erase any incriminating details from the inside.
Sighing, Legion sat back and surveyed the bar. It was late, and only a couple more flights were leaving. The patrons of this establishment ranged from businessmen to a small family just trying to catch a bite to eat. Legion's own flight had been canceled earlier in the day, but that's just how life went when you relied on humans. Luckily, there had been one more flight later in the evening and Legion could be very persuasive.
Closing her eyes, Legion reached out to the other people with her mind to see if she could glean anything interesting. Other than a couple of people cheating on their spouses, there was nothing noteworthy. Sometimes, humans could be so boring.
With all of her extra bodies gone, Legion had to exercise an enormous amount of caution from here on out. Deacon had been the perfect minion, not only providing Legion with a young, healthy body, but also allowing the demon to hide in plain sight. After centuries of living as a human, Legion had learned quickly that her own personal pride required tempering, and that survival was paramount to any and all of her plans. Returning to Hell now would earn Lucifer's personal attention, and would likely require Legion to spill the beans on how she'd come close to succeeding in her quest to return to Heaven.
This thought angered Legion enough that a shadow in the corner of the room growled in response. Though it was little more than a physical manifestation of the demon's wrath, it had been loud enough that others heard it. A couple of patrons looked at the corner with curiosity, but quickly turned away once there was nothing to be seen. Frowning, Legion took a few deep breaths in order to calm herself. Once she was out of the country, she could take the next step toward rebuilding, but was uncertain where to find somebody nearly as useful as Deacon had been.
One by one, the patrons left. There were only a few people left in the bar, and many of the nearby gates had gone dark. Legion faded into the scenery to the point that even some of the servers in the restaurant had forgotten about the young woman sitting there.
It was about twenty minutes before Legion's flight started boarding when she heard a deep voice speak from nearby.
"May I join you?" A massive figure stepped from the shadows and slid into the seat across from her, then took off his hat and set it on the table.
Legion frowned, but said nothing. Despite cutting and dying her hair, as well as wearing a provocative outfit, she knew that no disguise in the world could have hidden her from the Curator himself.



"It's a free country," she said, then licked her lips nervously. If the Curator had come to capture her, she might get lucky and manage to escape, but it would come with all sorts of attention she didn't want. And if she was realistic, her odds of succeeding were practically zero.
"That's the illusion anyway." The Curator leaned forward and studied her for a moment.
"Are those new eyes?" she asked. "They used to be a different color."
"They are, thanks for noticing." A corner of his mouth rose. "I had to carve out the old ones. I got something in them."
Legion nodded. "I guess it's a good thing you had spares on hand."
The Curator nodded. "I always have spares on hand. But I'm not here to talk about me. I'm here to talk about you."
"How did you get in here?" she asked. "I didn't see you coming."
"I came in on my private jet." He tilted his head toward the window. "Wanted to speak to you directly."
"About?" Legion tried to keep calm, but her hands were shaking.
The Curator opened his mouth to speak, but closed it when Legion's server came to the table.
"We're closing up soon, so last call," she said, then looked at the Curator. "Can I get you anything?"
"I am not thirsty," he replied.
"I'm good as well," said Legion, then handed over a pair of twenties. "I'll settle up now."
The server took the money and then walked a few steps away before looking back at Legion. "Are you okay?" she mouthed, then pointed at the Curator.
Legion nodded, then sent out a mental pulse toward the server. The woman promptly forgot about them and wandered off, the money still clutched in her hand.
"An interesting trick," said the Curator.
"Well, you can't have it," Legion replied. It was the same trick she'd used all her life, the ability to remain unseen and easily forgotten. Being a famous pastor's daughter had given her great practice and she was very good at it. Even the succubus had been susceptible, and that was no small feat. "And even if you could carve it out of me, you wouldn't like the limitations."
He nodded solemnly. "A lesson I learned long ago, yet still far too late."
"Let's cut to the chase. I may be immortal, but I still have places to be." Legion finished her drink and set it down on the table. "You came for me."
"I did. But how you work doesn't currently interest me. Your vessel wouldn't survive the process, and I wouldn't learn anything that carving up your minions hasn't taught me already."
"I'm aware." Legion scowled. After the church exploded, her consciousness had been spread across eight other meat suits. The Curator tracked them all down in record time, then dissected them while they were still alive. Legion felt every moment of their pain as she fled toward the west coast, knowing every sacrifice bought her precious hours. "So what do you want from me?"
"You." The Curator pulled a folder out of his pocket and slid it across. "You see, I've recently discovered someone that I find very interesting."
"Tough break for them." Legion took the folder from the Curator and opened it. She looked over the top of the thick cardstock and frowned. "So what, is this guy some sort of warlock or something?"
"A few years ago, he was just an ordinary man. Now? Let's just say that I have a hunch about him. Do you remember Amir?"
Legion scoffed. "Of course I do. I tried to work with him once, but he has a weird hard-on for demons."
"An apt description. This man somehow managed to hurt him and take down most of his cabal in one fell swoop."
Legion whistled. "Okay, that actually impresses me."
"Good. Because, you see, I want your help." The Curator grinned, which somehow made his bloodless face seem even more sinister. "I'm putting together a team and need powerful individuals such as yourself to assist me in this endeavor."
"Over this guy?"
The Curator nodded. "I have my reasons for believing this man may be the key to my research."
That statement made Legion shiver. If the Curator truly thought this, then Mike Radley was a dead man walking.
"What if I refuse?" she asked.
"Then you get on your plane and hope to never cross my path again." The Curator fixed her with a stare. "Your pet vampyr slipped her reins when daddy tried to teach her how to hunt. How many people died in that nightclub? The Order's investigation would have inevitably led them to you, and thus, to me. You were lucky I had someone on the inside, but even that was a card you forced me to play too soon. The mistakes your people made cost me time and energy that would have been better spent elsewhere. So should we ever cross paths down the road, I would likely remember how cross I am with you. However," the Curator held up a finger and pointed out the nearest window. "If you get on my plane instead, I will fully fund whatever endeavor you wish to pursue."
Legion licked her lips and felt her heart rate jump. "I don't want to be locked into your project based on success," she said.
"Heaven forbid." The Curator smiled at his little joke. "If you assist me with this, then I will make sure you have whatever you need. No limitations. As long as you come running when I request your services, this partnership of ours will be just fine."
The intercom in the bar crackled to life, and a bored desk agent announced that Legion's flight was ready for boarding. The demon almost laughed at the timing, but knew that was probably intentional on the Curator's part. He was essentially offering her a chance to start over without requiring decades of resource building. She would be a fool to decline.
"So what will it be?" he asked.
Legion chuckled to herself and stood. "It sounds like I've got a flight to catch." She grabbed her bags and waited for a thin frown to form on the Curator's face. A storm was brewing behind the man's brand new eyes, but she wouldn't hesitate to mess with him just a tiny bit. After all, he may be a mass murderer with no moral compass, but he did have a slight sense of humor. "I assume there's plenty of legroom on that plane of yours?"
The Curator grinned.

💀💀💀

Aileen stared wistfully at the fridge, her stomach rumbling. The last of the leftovers had run out two days ago, and all that was in there now was a gallon jug of the cheapest orange-flavored water she had been able to find. Sighing, she pulled out her phone to check her emails. She had begged Madame Ogna for extra hours yesterday via email, but the woman hadn't responded yet.
The witch walked to the kitchen to pick up an empty pitcher. It was dark outside, nearly midnight now. There was still crime scene tape wrapped around the broken railing outside her neighbor's door. He had come home from the hospital yesterday evening just as she was stepping out of her door, and had deliberately avoided eye contact.
While Aileen appreciated what Dana and Tasia had done for her, it hadn't actually solved any problems. The police had been so far up her ass after the assault that Ogna had cut even more of her hours under the pretense of causing a spectacle. The assault had made the news, clearly a replacement for the car chase that the media neglected to mention, even though hundreds of people had witnessed it. The only reason Aileen's face hadn't been plastered all over the television was because Ogna had pulled some strings.
Aileen filled the pitcher with water and walked through her apartment, singing to the plants while she watered them. Leaves turned in her direction as she approached, and every plant reached toward her in gratitude as she hydrated their soil. She took a moment to touch each one and connect with it. Plants weren't alive in the same sense that animals and humans were, but she could easily interpret the alien thoughts that came from them.
"If only I had a greenhouse," she muttered. Maybe then she could have planted some food. Trying to ignore that hollow feeling in her gut, when the doorbell rang she jumped and nearly dropped her pitcher.
The last time someone came around this late, it was the police on the night of the assault. Her stomach fell as she realized that enough of the lights were on that it was easy for anyone to tell that she was home and most likely awake. What if it was one of her neighbor's buddies, come back for revenge? Or maybe Ogna was stopping by to let her know in person that she was out of a job.
"Miss Durant?" The feminine voice at the door was unfamiliar. "May I have a word?"
"Well, at least my murderer is polite," she groused as she set her pitcher down and slid a ceremonial dagger up her sleeve on her way to the door. Though her personal mantra was to do no harm, she was allowed to protect herself if her life was in danger.
When she opened the door, it revealed a woman with alabaster skin and raven hair that was pulled back into a ponytail. She wore thick, black rimmed glasses that seemed too big for her face. Those details were paltry compared to the enormous wheelchair her visitor sat in. It looked brand new, the metal glossy and unmarred by scratches. It was a motorized model, but looked unusually big in the back, making her think of the motorized carts at every department store.
"Sorry for the late night visit," said the stranger with a grin. She held out an envelope. "This is for you."
"What is it?" Aileen took the envelope, but continued to study the stranger. Her aura was different than anyone Aileen had ever met, and she could sense the hint of a glamor spell, but couldn't figure out where it originated.
"My friends were here a few days ago. You helped them." The woman leaned forward in her chair. "My name is Eulalie Weaver. A pleasure."
Aileen frowned, but shook the woman's hand. She could sense an unnerving amount of strength in Eulalie, and knew the dagger would be worthless.
"Your friends caused me trouble," she said, then stepped away from the door. "Would you like to come inside?"
"No thanks. Um...my chair might not fit." Eulalie made a face. "Besides, this is a quick visit. I heard you were having some trouble with the locals."
Aileen snorted. "Understatement," she replied.
"Well, I've got good news." Eulalie gestured at the envelope. "Inside, you'll find a plane ticket and some other documents. Starting next week, you'll be the new librarian in the town of Fossil Reef, Wyoming."
"I'm being...reassigned?" Aileen opened the envelope. Sure enough, a plane ticket was inside, as well as several other documents. Her hand shook as she pulled them out.
"Not quite. You're being poached." Eulalie smirked. "You see, starting next week, you work for me."
Aileen frowned. "I don't...I mean, I'm flattered, but...that's kind of a huge risk for me."
"You're right. It is." Eulalie bumped the knob on her chair, which caused it to swerve. She fidgeted with the knob until the chair was straight once more. "I've already worked things out with your head...witch-type people. You will still be doing exactly what you've been doing here, only you won't be starving to death."
Aileen's cheeks burned. "It has gotten pretty bad," she admitted.
Eulalie nodded. "I'm doing this in part because I owe you. But I'm also doing it because it's the right thing to do."
Aileen fidgeted with the envelope. "I don't know what to say."
"Say yes. The keys in the bottom of that envelope are for your new place. It's not a rental, by the way. It's all yours."
"This...this is..." Aileen bit her lip to damn up the tears starting to form. "How?"
"Because I'm rich and in need of good people should I ever need them." Eulalie turned her chair around. "So, do you accept?"
"Yes." Aileen's voice was barely a squeak. "I accept."
"Good. You might want to get to bed, though. Movers will be here first thing in the morning. I'll call you in a few days to see how you've settled in. Oh, and one last thing. Did some research on the area." She gestured toward the police tape. "I can't guarantee you won't encounter shit like this, but it won't be nearly as bad. And if it ever does happen again, I'll be just a call away. Anyway, good night." Eulalie pushed the lever on her chair and rolled down the hallway toward the elevator.
Stunned, Aileen shut the door and went to her dining room to pour out the contents of the envelope. A prepaid credit card with a thousand dollars on it came out first, followed by several documents. The last thing to slide out was a pair of house keys with an address written on the keychain.
"Is this for real?" she asked, her voice a whisper. Holding up the keys, she closed her eyes and offered a quick prayer of thanks to the goddess. Tucking the keys in her pocket, she grabbed the gift card and headed for the door. Sleep was good, but a midnight snack would be even better. The hollow void in her belly was far too distracting to sleep with.
It wasn't until she was halfway to the stairs that she remembered her apartment building didn't actually have an elevator.

💀💀💀

And with that, the curtain falls and I have set pieces into place among the shadows. With any luck, the payoff down the road will be worth it.
Thanks again to everyone who read this far. Don't forget to leave some stars and check my Lit Bio for when I plan to release future chapters, because I've got more stuff coming. I also want to thank everyone who has encouraged main series readers to come check this story out. I've gotten a few emails recently from people who were appalled to discover just how much of the story they missed by skipping out.
Now take a break from the day and go hug a loved one. Nobody nearby? Hug yourself. You matter, and you've earned it.
This was Dead and Horny 2. Annabelle Hawthorne, out!
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Hi, all!
Annabelle Hawthorne back at it again with "I need a real vacation, so let's write about monster girls in Hawaii!"
(Again, this is cheaper than an actual therapist, who I might add only has the cheap hard candies in their waiting room that taste like sour oil and regret)
New reader? Good for you! Only the bravest of the brave would open this up and say "I'm sure those 106 chapters don't mean anything, probably just a filler arc." But just in case you need a quick primer, here's the lowdown: Mike is the good guy, he sticks his dick in a lot of weird places, but now he gets to do it in Hawaii.
Returning reader? Welcome back, I missed you! You've stayed with me through thick and thin, which means it's time for more shenanigans! This chapter promises some sticky action for you, along with another visit to the beach with Beth.
I want to say thanks for all the enthusiastic comments and emails you continue to send my way. Your enthusiasm keeps my brain fueled, and I've actually started to see emails about people who were recommended the story. Thank you so much for telling people about this story, it's allowed me to live out a childhood dream of mine, which I can only hope continues. Literotica readers really are some of the best in the world, so I'll keep working hard to give you my best!
Shoutout to my Beta readers (why yes, I do this a lot, it's called being appreciative). They catch a ton of goofs so I don't sully your eyes with disappointment. Literotica's own TJ Skywind does a lot of this for me, so maybe drop by and check out their work if you've got time.
This holiday season will be busy for me, so make sure you check my bio to see when I have releases planned. You can also just follow my profile and get notified (or however that works).
Okay, okay, that's enough from me. I know I tend to ramble sometimes, but I'm always excited to drop a new chapter on you all. It's either that, or I'm finally showing
Signs of Cracking
Despite the rising summer sun, the temperature in front of Mike Radley's home was downright cold. Members of the SoS and the Order huddled together by the command center in order to share body heat, casting wary glances toward the house. Cyrus, who had spent the night on a spare cot in the tent, stepped out into the chill and pulled his coat around him. Noticing the pained expressions on the faces of others, he feigned rubbing his arms for warmth. They needed false sympathy from him, not the knowledge that his coat had been enchanted for bad weather.
"What's with this cold?" he asked a group of men standing away from the others, already knowing the answer. Yuki was fully responsible for the chill in the air. If it hadn't been in the upper eighties the day before, he was convinced snow would be drifting from above already. Neither the SoS nor the Order had been prepared for the sudden dip in temperature, and cold weather gear was being rushed to them from a storage facility nearly six hours away.
"No idea," said one of the men, and the group opened up to allow Cyrus to stand among them. "Don't you guys know some spells to keep warm or something?"
"Sure do," he replied, then stuck his hand in a pocket and pulled out a pair of rods. "You ever see these before? Tuck one in the back of your belt and it will keep you from freezing up. Here, let me show you how the enchantment works."
The group huddled around Cyrus, blocking outsiders from seeing him. The mage reached deeper into his coat and handed over a few magazines full of bullets.
"You've got almost forty," he whispered. He had managed to pull two other mages to help him with the project overnight, banking on their fear of the house and personal inability to question superiors. In less than a moment, the magazines disappeared, the rounds to be dispersed later.
"I'm sorry that I've only got the two of these," he said, raising his voice for anyone listening. "So you'll have to share. They last about twelve hours, but you can charge them up by putting them near something hot, or boiling them in water for ten minutes. Hmm. For you guys, this might work the best." He tucked one of the rods into the collar of someone's tactical vest to ensure airflow. "Don't put them in your pockets, though. They might overheat in a disastrous way."
"Damn." The merc snorted, rubbing at his chest. "Feels like I'm standing by a fire already."
Someone else snagged the remaining rod from Cyrus, and the men started making jabs at each other. One of them clapped Cyrus on the shoulder, and their eyes met.
"You're a good one." A hint of a smile lit the man's eyes.
Cyrus nodded, but said nothing. He had essentially just signed their death warrants with those bullets. Moving away from the men and toward the house, he paused near the bottom of its stoop to look up at the roofline. Squinting in concentration, he noticed immediately that the house was different again. For the life of him, he couldn't remember what had changed. Had it always been this small? Was it the paint? He had a sudden urge to wander off, to go do anything but sit in the vicinity of this structure. If not for the discipline of the people behind him, how many would have left already?
Was the fact that the house was trying to push him away akin to the feelings of its denizens toward him? Or was it simply because he had never been invited in?
He heard the quiet mutterings of the men and women behind him go silent and dropped his gaze from the roofline. A dark figure stood on the porch. Death was holding a cup of tea in one hand and a paper-wrapped bundle in the other.
"I say, good morning!" the Reaper declared, silently padding down the stairs. "You all are looking quite dreadful. Perhaps you're still tired from all that activity yesterday, breaking and entering can be quite the endeavor."
"Fuck you, Pumpkin King." One of the mercs stepped forward, racking the slide of his rifle. "How about I plant one right between your eye holes?"
Death paused, his eye flames burning intensely inside his skull. "I do believe consent is required before any type of penetration occurs. You certainly do not have mine." The Reaper lifted the mug to his lips and a gunshot rang out. The mug exploded in the Reaper's hands, showering him with tea and ceramic shards.
Cyrus had ducked out of instinct, but was already running. A couple of Order members saw this and reacted in kind, but the SoS stayed in position, including the idiot who had taken out Death's mug with his pistol. He wasn't entirely certain how Death would react, but the old man didn't want to be at ground zero when it happened.
"I see." Death shook the tea off his hand. "Well, my job was to come out here and try to make peace, but apparently--"
Another gunshot rang out. A step on the porch cracked as the round went straight through Death.
"See, I told you," said another merc. "Incorporeal. He can't do shit to us."
"Well then. I guess I won't be needing this." Death tossed the paper wrapped bundle onto the ground. It burst open, revealing a massive Danish. Some members of the SoS aimed their guns at it. "You only get so many years to be alive. Clearly, you should spend what time you have left working on your manners."
Another shot rang out, this time hitting a window. The glass cracked but didn't break, the bullet passing cleanly through the pane.
"Well, if anyone would like to chat with me, I'll be in my tea room." Death, to his credit, didn't look at Cyrus when he said this.
"Yo, fuck your tea room!" This came from one of the knights, who was suddenly emboldened.
"You are officially uninvited," Death declared. "Don't bother coming."
The Reaper turned and walked back into the house, the door banging shut behind him. Cyrus came out from his hiding spot just around the corner of the tent. The men who had run alongside him now looked at him as if he were a fool, but he no longer cared. He stared at the window that had been shot. It was no longer damaged, but nobody else seemed to notice this.
"Fuck, when are we moving in?" he heard someone muttering.
"I hope it's soon," someone else replied. "The sooner we burn this shit to the ground, the better."
Cyrus made himself scarce, moving to the edges of the mercenary camp before sliding over to the side of the property. It was a short walk to the backyard, which felt wrong to him. He had vague memories of long walks with both Mike and Death around the property, but couldn't quite remember any details of the property.
"He'll meet you in the back," said Dana through his earpiece.
Cyrus cleared his throat and looked around. Nobody was nearby.
"Where's the queen?" he asked.
"Sleeping," Dana replied. "Eulalie was up all night trying to buy off the SoS, but they won't budge on account of their reputation. When they turned down a payment of fifty million to just walk away, she actually threw a chair."
Cyrus' eyes bulged out of his head. "You all have fifty million?" he whispered.
"Eulalie does, but that's a long story. After that, she tried to find another paramilitary group she could pay to fight the SoS, but apparently nobody will do it because we're in the middle of a US city. She did manage to fuck up your supply chain, though. Don't be surprised when the tactical winter gear is a no-show."
Cyrus rubbed his eyes. "I'll do my best," he muttered. The back of the house came into view, and he marveled at the sight of a winter wonderland. Massive blocks of ice had been formed into barriers that surrounded the fountain along with the nearby tree. He was uncertain how to pass through until a slender figure emerged from the wall itself.
"It be a bit tricky," said the gardener. "But naught more than an illusion. This way." At first, it looked like he stepped back into the ice, but Cyrus realized that the wall had been cut at an angle and there was actually a slim passage there. He held his arms against his sides as he squeezed through, then emerged near the fountain. A young woman in a black leather dress stared up at him and growled, but the gardener put out his hand.
"Easy, lass," he said. "Remember, this one is a friend."
The goth girl sniffed the air loudly, but said nothing. The gardener gestured to Death's tea house, and Cyrus thanked him before proceeding. Massive roots had wrapped themselves protectively around the base of the oak tree, and the terrain was difficult to navigate. He tripped a couple of times, then lost his balance and fell face first toward the ground. A mere moment before breaking his face, the foliage beneath him flexed and caught him by the shoulders, leaves caressing his face as he was pushed back into a standing position.
"Oh, um...thank you." He adjusted his coat and turned to the gardener. The man stood on the other side of the fountain, a bucket in one hand and scissors in the other.
"Wae'nt me," he said with a sly grin. "But the gratitude is appreciated, I assure you."
Cyrus nodded and continued toward the tea house. Upon entering, he saw Death sitting at the other end of the table with an apron wrapped around his waist and a platter stacked full of snacks in the middle of the table.
"Welcome, friend." Death bared his smile at Cyrus. "Help yourself. I'm afraid we're out of Danish."
"So I've heard." Cyrus sat down at the table and then leapt to his feet when he saw Jenny the doll sitting on the other side of the table from him. "Oh, shit, sorry. I didn't expect to see you here."
"I have come as well." The soft, regal voice came from his left. For a moment, Cyrus felt like he was staring at a stuffed dog of some sort, but his vision blurred and the stuffed animal picked up a small sandwich with dexterous hands. Atop his head was a gold foil crown and he wore plastic glasses that looked like they had been stolen from a child's toy. "It is a pleasure to meet you, Master Cyrus."
"You're a rat." Cyrus' words lacked tact, but the creature's sudden transformation had caught him off guard.
"Point in fact, I am the Rat King. My name is Reggie." Reggie pointed up at his crown, then picked up a paper star cut from yellow construction paper. "I am also officially Jenny's deputy."
"Rat...King?" Cyrus made a face and sat back on his cushion. "Does that mean that you and Eulalie..."
The rat shook his head. "Our regencies are unrelated. You are here today because we wanted to talk about strategy. According to Eulalie and Dana, your people are getting ready to make a move that will seriously impair their health."
"You're also here for tea," said Death as he started pouring the amber liquid into teacups. "It has already been too long since last we shared a cup."
Cyrus looked at Death, then turned his attention back toward the Rat King and Jenny. He swallowed the lump in his throat. "Indeed."
"If you have anything you can share that will increase the efficacy of our defenses or perhaps preserve the lives of the men and women who serve you, now would be the time to mention it. We do not wish ill upon you--" Reggie paused as the daylight coming through the paper windows somehow flickered. "Allow me to correct myself. I, personally, do not wish ill upon you or your people."
"Noted." Cyrus looked up to see Death holding out a cup of tea, which he took. "Are you not attempting tea ceremonies anymore?"
"I am not." Death sighed and looked wistfully at the ceiling. "It was quite enjoyable at the time, but in order to better myself I made the mistake of turning to the internet. Were you aware that you can ask questions on something called a forum?"
"Of course."
Death handed Reggie a tea cup. "I'm afraid I got into an argument with some of the people there. After detailing what I thought to be a lovely ceremony, I was chastised for being misinformed, problematic, and..." The tiny fires swirled in Death's sockets. "Ah, that's right. I was called a troll."
"A troll?" Cyrus asked.
"We're getting off-topic," muttered Reggie.
"Indeed." Death set an empty cup in front of Jenny and pretended to pour tea in it. "I do not wish to bore you with details about the conversation, but someone made a point of asking me what color my skin was. Naturally, I told them that I didn't have any, and the conversation devolved from there." The Reaper sighed again. "Yuki Radley assured me that my heart was in the right place, but I find myself wondering if I should take up a different hobby."
When Death sat next to Cyrus, the mage patted the Reaper's knee. "I've never been to a tea ceremony before, but I enjoyed the one you made for me."
"You are too kind." The swirling flames in Death's skull steadied a bit. "But King Reggie is right, we are rather off-task. Our time is short and we must make the most of it."
"Is anyone else coming?" asked Cyrus. "Or is it just us?"
"It's just us old people today." Reggie smirked, which Cyrus was ashamed to admit made him look adorable. "Everyone else is doing the jobs Sheriff Jenny handed out."
WE'RE GOING TO PLAY ANOTHER GAME declared the doll in a psychic voice that penetrated Cyrus like a blade. The plates and cutlery on the table rattled as the temperature in the room dropped.
"Out of curiosity, what have you done with the missing people?" Cyrus sipped at his tea. "Is this chamomile?"
"A special blend," replied Death.
"It's very good." Cyrus drank some more and smacked his lips. "So do you all have Mads locked up in your basement or something?"
Jenny made a hissing sound, but said nothing else. Reggie looked at the doll in confusion, then back at Cyrus. "We haven't taken any of your people," said the Rat King. "Or if we have, we've already given them back."
Cyrus frowned. There were too many variables right now, but he had no reason to doubt the Rat King's words. "You really didn't take them?"
Reggie, to his credit, gave Jenny a hard look. "If you did something, Mike will find out later," he said. When the doll didn't respond, he shrugged. "It wasn't us."
"Huh." Cyrus scratched at his beard. "I was just curious is all." He reached across the table to the plate of snacks and picked up a butter cookie. "In that case, I think you've already answered all of the questions I had."
"Is there nothing you would add, Master Cyrus?" Death put a biscuit on a plate and slid it over to Reggie. "What about your people?"
The mage sighed and stared down at his hands. "They aren't my people," he said with sadness. "They have been guided down a dark path, I'm afraid. The Sons of Sin mean your family great harm, and the Order intends to see the deed finished. In the hours to come, there will come a point when the men and women of the Order will be forced to make a choice. If they refuse to fight, or perhaps even run away, I only ask that you allow them the chance to survive and learn from this experience. Maybe that will guide them toward a better tomorrow for everyone."
"And what of those who fight?" Reggie's dark eyes shimmered.
Cyrus looked over at the terrifying doll and raised his cup. "In that case, they're all yours, Sheriff."
The atmosphere in the room shifted, and he felt rather than heard cackling laughter. Even Reggie shivered, but the rat said nothing.
"That settles it." Death shook his head. "I do feel bad for what is about to occur, but it cannot be helped."
"I agree." Cyrus set down his tea and looked at Jenny. Even though the doll lacked facial expressions, it felt like she was looking through him. "So would you like to hear the plan I came up with?"
By the time he finished sharing it, Jenny's laughter echoed from every corner of the room.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Singing birds roused Mike from his slumber. He blinked the sleep from his eyes and sat up in bed to be greeted by the sight of jungle and a nearby bluff. It took a moment for him to remember where he was before he let out a yawn and stretched.
A thick mass gripped him by the calves, pulling so hard that he almost slid down the bed. Syrupy blue tendrils wrapped around his torso as Opal pulled her amorphous mass on top of him, her body thickening into place on his chest. Where her heart would be, he saw her crystalline vessel floating much like an organelle in a cell.
"Good morning." He yawned again. Last night had been spent speaking at length with Pele and Di about the eggs. The eggs were elemental in nature, capable of recreating and sustaining the magical ecosystem of the world once they hatched. If he properly understood the ramifications, he could absolutely bring magic back to Earth in a way that hadn't been seen for centuries. But that would also mean gathering the attention of the Others, which would result in his world getting eaten.
He wasn't certain yet what he was supposed to do with the clutch, but at least they wouldn't hatch on accident. They could only be hatched once the final egg was fertilized, the dragons immediately imprinting on whoever was present. In fact, Mike actually had the means to fertilize an egg back at his home, but doing so would mean a serious setback to Dana's journey to undo her undead status.
Eventually, exhaustion had settled in and he started asking the same questions over and over. Di had declared him unfit for further conversation, and Pele had taken him and the others across the lake. Ingrid remained unconscious for the trip, which Mike had found worrying.
Once on land, Ratu had used her earth magic to carry them back to the top of the hill. Back at the cabana, a massive feast had been prepared for all of them, cooked and set by the spirits who obeyed Pele. Mike had eaten his fill, then crawled into bed with both Ratu and Quetzalli at his side and promptly lost consciousness.
I'm hungry, signed Opal.
"I'm sure there's plenty of food left over," he replied.
The slime girl leaned forward and emphasized the shape of her eyebrows before wiggling them lasciviously. While Opal was perfectly capable of eating human food, in a lot of ways, she was like Dana. She needed magic to sustain herself, and her favorite food was currently brewing inside Mike's balls.



"I don't suppose you'll let me drink some water first?"
Opal shook her head with a grin, a pseudopod sliding free of her waist to push down the waist of his pants.
Mike chuckled. "Okay, I get it. But I want to remind you that I need to be functional today. You're gonna have to go easy on me."
Opal pouted in response, then flopped her head inside out so that she could watch his morning wood spring free of his shorts. The cool mountain air tickled a little, and he shivered in anticipation.
The slime girl rippled, then turned forward to face him. Grinning mischievously, she leaned forward, her suddenly massive breasts pressing into his chest and molding to his body. She started jerking him off with an elongated arm, her sticky hands now slippery. Her arm moved up and down, squeezing rhythmically with more than five fingers.
Mike groaned, lying back and allowing Opal to do all the work. She jerked him for a couple of minutes, then shifted the palm of her hand onto his glans. As she rubbed the head of his cock as if polishing a knob, he felt the crease of her hand thicken and then part like a labia.
"What are you doing?" he asked, lifting his head to look through her translucent body. In awe, he watched as his cock sank into her palm then into her forearm, magnified slightly by the refracting light of morning. Opal grinned at him, then sat up and fucked him with her hand-pussy.
The head of his cock made it nearly to her elbow. When her arm had taken the full girth and length of his cock, she massaged his balls with her fingers. Using her whole arm as a piston, she jacked him off in this manner for a couple of minutes, then sank her hand down one more time and held still.
Through her translucent flesh, he watched the slime shimmer and turn pink as it began to swirl. Opal had created a tiny vortex inside her arm that swirled across his sensitive flesh, alternating direction every inch or so. When she lifted her arm again, a powerful suction pulled extra blood to his cock, and he groaned as he laid back on the bed.
"This is certainly new," he muttered as Opal arm-fucked him for several minutes in this manner. Between the swirling, the suction, and the ball massage, he could feel a powerful orgasm building. However, the best was yet to come. The head of his cock tingled as slime teased the thin opening of his cock, a very thin pseudopod stretching down and sliding along his urethra. His hips jerked on their own in response to the stimulus, the sensations very similar to a small orgasm.
Down, down the pseudopod went, seeking out that which Opal desired most. While it had been no surprise that the slime girl was capable of utilizing his semen to prolong her own existence, it was her manner of acquiring it that was different. Opal didn't just want his cum--she wanted it straight from the source.
Mike gasped as the pseudopod eventually reached the base of his shaft, then hummed. His whole cock vibrated from the inside as Opal continued her handjob, a big grin on her face. Her whole body was slowly turning pink now in reaction to his own arousal. Tiny sparks formed along his shaft that turned into motes of light that floated up her arm where they spread apart inside her body.
His eyes rolled back as the pseudopod reached the path that branched away from his urethra and to his seminal vesicle. A heavy feeling settled in his crotch as Opal teased him both inside and out. His magic continued to build up as if the slime girl was a massive capacitor, which he knew from experience she was about to become. It was the reason he had to take the whole day off if he allowed her to prolong things, because--
His back muscles tensed, followed by his midsection as Opal leaned forward and pressed into him. Her soft breasts melted around his torso, forcing his magic back into his skin. Mike's cock flexed and he cried out, startling nearby birds into flight. His orgasm was heavy and plentiful as Opal coaxed long, pearly strands out of his body that traveled up her arm and toward her core. The magic reverberated back through Opal, turning her entire body pink as she opened her mouth in a silent cry of her own, her body bucking as pieces of her broke away and soaked the bed.
Mike held his breath as Opal continued pumping him, stretching his ejaculation out for nearly twenty seconds as she continued to milk him, but even she had her limits. Using just her hand, she got tired, and the pseudopod in his cock withdrew. Opal quivered for several seconds before melting into a goopy puddle on the sheets. Mike rolled out of the way and nearly fell out of bed with his shorts around his ankles.
"Hot damn," he muttered as he lowered himself to the ground. Up above, he heard happy burbling sounds from Opal as she digested her meal. His legs shook when he tried to stand, and a hand appeared from nearby to help him up.
"Thanks," he muttered as he stood, now facing Lily. "Oh! You made it!"
"And my timing was perfect," she purred, her eyes looking past him at the bed. "If I had come a minute earlier, you would have been out for days after the two of us fought over you and took turns. You would have been completely useless for ages."
Mike snorted. "Like you're one to talk. I seem to recall someone needing to take some personal time off after she fell into Opal's vat."
Lily sighed. "If only you had been there. Not that I had any holes left to be penetrated. Maybe she would have shared?"
"Or drained us both dry." Mike fumbled with his shorts. His hands were still trembling. "My fingers don't work right now."
"Let me." Lily helped him button his pants, but not before copping a feel. "As much as I would love to indulge myself, it seems like there's no shortage of work to do. The only reason I got to come was because the others are busy monitoring the Order and I sort of assigned myself the job while the cat watches our suite in Paradise. Such a well-oiled machine you've left running things while you're gone."
Mike nodded. "Where is the exit portal?" he asked.
"Inside the house. We didn't want to risk the Order stumbling onto it. You've got a closet behind the laundry room that wasn't being used."
Mike frowned. "We don't have a closet behind the laundry room."
"You do now." Lily shrugged. "Don't take my word for it. You'll see it when you stop by. The others are eager to see you, you know?"
"I bet." Before going to bed last night, Mike had taken pictures of the cabana with his phone and handed it off to the fairy girls. The three of them had flown down the volcano in Maui until his phone had picked up a signal, at which time his pending messages to Eulalie were finally sent. "How bad is it at home?"
Lily sighed. "Honestly, Romeo? It's hard to say. If we wanted to, it would be pretty easy to just go out and exterminate everybody. But that would complicate things here, wouldn't it?"
Mike nodded. "There's something in the ocean," he explained. "The merfolk were never the target. I hate this term, but they were absolutely collateral damage."
The succubus groaned. "Ugh, of course. So, what, we just need to pound the crap out of a kaiju and we can be done here?"
"Something like that. But I suspect Captain Dickhead is involved. I would have to be pretty dense to think otherwise. And the Order is clearly in on it."
"Actually, they aren't." Lily frowned and leaned against the wall of the cabana. Mike couldn't help but notice the cute tank top she wore over a bikini. It was surprisingly modest for her. "See, shit has gone down a bit back at Paradise so I've been snooping around. The Director absolutely has a raging hard on for you, but I really don't think that he and Francois are working together."
That was surprising, but he believed her. Mike leaned against the wall next to Lily and she tilted her head onto his shoulder. He felt like he was missing something, a piece that would tie the whole puzzle together. Making gross assumptions, the beast from the deep was likely working for Captain Francois, and the target was the eggs. If Francois was controlling giant sea monsters, it was no leap to assume that he wanted the eggs for himself. And it wasn't like Mike could casually move the eggs. The volcano was acting as an incubator to keep them alive, the tremendous heat actually powering an array of runes that ensured each of the eggs was being provided the elemental magic it needed.
"What does the Director want?" Mike turned his face toward Lily, the scent of her hair tickling his nostrils. "I mean, I know he thinks the house has something, but this feels oddly personal."
"I'm still working on that. Other than seeing him at breakfast with Beth, the man has remained locked in his office. I can't even get in. The place is heavily warded. If I could just get a drop of his blood, or something to track him by, I could go to him in his dreams and dig around his head."
"I see." He rubbed at the bridge of his nose, then paused when Opal emitted a giant raspberry that broke the silence. Her surface was bubbling like thick soup in a pot, which Mike had long ago learned was how she expressed post-coital contentment.
"You're disgusting," said Lily. The pool of pink slime on the bed was already turning blue again, and a single hand formed above the puddle, fingers curling up into a rude gesture. "By the way, Death says hi and that he misses you."
The rude gesture vanished, replaced by a slew of hand signs.
"Yeah, I'll tell him hi back. No, I won't hug him for you." Lily was about to say something else when Ratu stepped around the corner of the cabana. She was in a white dress, much like the one Pele wore. In her hands was a wicker tray with some food.
"I see we have company." She smiled demurely and looked at the mess on the bed. "I'm grateful to see she left you intact. We have much work to do today. I brought breakfast. Pele needs to speak with you right away at the guest cabin."
"This place has a guest cabin?" Lily looked around the corner of the cabana. "Just so you know, Romeo, if you ever come here with me, I sleep in that bed with you, okay? Minus the cum stain over there."
This time, both of Opal's hands appeared, middle fingers raised.
"The people that once took care of this place lived here with their families," Mike explained as he grabbed a sweetroll off the tray. "The guest cabin is just what we are calling the home where Ingrid slept last night."
"I see. And how is our little narc doing this morning?" Lily leaned over and took a bite of Mike's pastry before he could.
"I'm afraid that's what Pele wishes to discuss with you." Ratu's features darkened. "She still hasn't woken up."
"Shit." Mike stuffed the rest of the roll into his mouth before Lily could steal anymore. It tasted of guava and starfruit. "Leath teh wa."
Ratu frowned at his slurred speech and turned away. Mike was distracted with thoughts of Ingrid and missed what Lily said to Opal, but a third hand had appeared from the gelatinous mess to give her the finger again, so he figured it wasn't important.
The other homes were built along the edge of the cliff, not nearly as visible as the cabana. It was where the Kahu had stayed, ready to serve her own people or Di at a moment's notice. Di was largely self-sufficient, but the dragon did get lonely. For the last century, she had had only Pele to talk to, and the goddess was frequently busy.
Which reminded him. "Ith Queth--"
Ratu turned her head at him and hissed. "Swallow your food before speaking. And to answer your question, Quetzalli is down visiting her sister. They rather enjoy each other's company."
Mike nodded, and then stopped at the edge of the cabana to grab a canteen that hung from a peg. It was filled with water that had already warmed beneath the sun's light, and he drank his fill as he followed Ratu. Behind him, he heard Lily snicker and then whisper, "You got in trouble."
They followed the naga to one of the other homes. The buildings were old and clean, but otherwise unused. Constructed of teak with thatched roofs, the door swung open to reveal a room illuminated by a single gas lantern that sat on a nearby table. Pele stood at Ingrid's bed, a worried look on her face.
"There you are." Her eyes shifted past Mike and focused on Lily. "Demon."
"Old lady." Lily stuck out her tongue at Pele and moved to sit back in a nearby chair. Pele looked at Mike with a hint of irritation.
"She has not yet awoken," said the goddess. "After discussing with Ratu, I am under the belief that Di's appearance was too much for this one's mind and it may have fractured."
"So what can we do?" asked Mike. Pele stared at him for a few seconds, then looked at Lily.
"I thought that's why you brought her. Can she not enter the minds of those who slumber?"
Lily smirked in her chair. "I can indeed." She leaned forward, her tank top hanging down to reveal her breasts. The bikini top had vanished. "But it'll cost you."
The volcano rumbled, causing everyone but Pele to look around in alarm. Ratu fixed the succubus with a fearsome glare, which the demon promptly ignored.
"This one is spunky." Pele wrinkled her nose at Mike. "And, I assume, lava-proof?"
"Yep."
The goddess chuckled. "Such a woman would have vexed me in my youth. You must be some kind of saint to put up with her antics."
Mike nodded. "It's on my resume," he replied. Lily protested loudly from her chair.
"So do you think you can help her?" Pele sat on the edge of Ingrid's bed. "Are you even sure you want to help her?"
"Her loyalties may be divided, but for now, she's one of us." He looked at Lily. "And if nothing else, we need her. She knows how the Order operates and might be able to help you with that problem you mentioned earlier."
"I suppose. You always were a sucker for a damsel in distress." Lily hopped to her feet and walked over to the bed. "You're lucky that you weren't in trouble when he met you," she said to Pele as she sat next to Ingrid. "We'd be picking out wallpaper for your room, already."
The volcano rumbled again and Pele looked at Mike.
"You're sure about the lava?" she asked again in an innocent tone. Ratu actually snorted.
Lily cleared her throat and crawled on top of Ingrid. Closing her eyes, she pressed her forehead against the slumbering figure. Nearly a minute passed as everybody waited.
"Romeo." Lily's eyes snapped open. "We've got a problem."
"What kind of problem?" he asked.
The succubus winced and rolled off to the side. "It's a real mess in there," she declared. "Like, shit city, and Ingrid's the mayor."
"Why, though?" Mike looked at Ingrid, then Pele. "You said Di scared her?"
Ratu cleared her throat. "You must understand, even the sight of a dragon from a distance can cow a mortal, and Di is a particularly powerful one. Unprepared, a human could expect feelings of hoPelessness, despair, and blind terror. I have heard stories and even witnessed humans who have gone mad at the sight of a dragon. When we first came upon Di, she took us in her mouth to transport us here. Ingrid screamed until she passed out, and now here we are."
"So we can't wake her up?"
Lily shook her head. "She's not truly asleep. This is more like a Humpty Dumpty situation. And apparently my...disposition makes me an unreliable guide."
Pele chuckled. "I can't imagine why," she said wistfully.
"So what can we do?"
Lily bit her lip and contemplated Ingrid. "You said we need her?"
Mike nodded. "It's also the right thing to do," he added.
The succubus groaned. "Okay, fine. Shit." She gestured for Mike to come over to the bed. "In that case, I need your help. If we go in there together, I think I can tape the cracks together long enough for you to bring her out. But I'll warn you, she might not be...good when she gets here. There's quite a bit of trauma."
Mike had already grabbed a chair and moved it to the side of the bed. "I'm familiar with trauma."
"Is this really the best idea?" asked Pele. "You realize you're about to go into this woman's head, her Dreamscape, yes? If madness has taken her, it may claim you as well."
"Oh, Romeo here is a Dreamscape expert." Lily wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.
"It's true," Mike added. "Not a big deal, but I've had plenty of practice. You'd be surprised how many people are in my head right now."
"I..." Pele frowned for a moment, then nodded her head. "Never mind. Proceed."
"C'mon, Ingy." Lily took Mike by the hand and then pressed her forehead against Ingrid's again. Her tail whipped out and stung Mike in the leg. "It's gonna feel so good with both of us inside you."
"Lily, be--" Mike never got a chance to say nice, his head lolled to one side as his body tried to fight off Lily's sleep venom. When he didn't fall asleep right away, Lily frowned and stung him again.
"Keep forgetting you're almost immune to this now," she muttered as her tail pumped him full of sleep juice. "I have Tink to blame for this. I don't know, maybe just let it happen? What if I say pretty please?"
Mike shivered as a sense of weightlessness formed in the center of his chest and he floated away into the darkness. It felt like nearly an hour passed before the weightless feeling went away. What he had mistaken for darkness was now a black sand beach. Harsh waves smashed themselves against the rocks, slicing away bits of land as they receded. The sky was fractured, as if it were a dome made of broken glass.
"Is this...my Dreamscape?" He stood and surveyed the area. This island was very different from his own.
"Not quite." Lily stood behind him, a serious look on her face. "You're currently in someone else's head. If your own Dreamscape wasn't so strong, I wouldn't even allow you to think about doing something like this. Hold on, let me check something." The succubus stared intently through Mike, as if reading a distant teleprompter. "Think of your brains like two computers running the same video game. The actual data is on your hard drive and Ingrid's, and you are mostly just sharing stuff like current position and inventory. I'm the server that connects you, and we want to avoid anything else that could actually cross over, like a virus."
"That's...yeah, that makes a lot of sense. Didn't know you were so technical."
The succubus blushed. "Don't mention it. Like, really. I pieced that together from a prior meal."
Mike nodded in understanding and moved to Lily's side. He took her by the hand and squeezed. "Hey. You are what you are and I accept that. You don't have to hide it from me. I love you just the way you are."
Lily's face went through a range of emotions. Finally, she scoffed and shrugged her shoulders. "It's no big deal, just figured you didn't want to hear about all the guys I've been with is all."
"I appreciate that." He wasn't fooled in the least by her demeanor. When he pulled on her hand, she followed. "Now let's go find ourselves a mage."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
The halls of Paradise were typically quiet, other than the occasional patrolling knight or visiting guest. Today, however, Beth could feel a tension in the air that made her a little nervous. She was lying on the pool deck in her one-piece, staring out at the waves as they crashed into the sand, creating foaming tidepools that drained seconds later. While trying to concentrate on the ebb and flow of the water, the eerie sense that she was being watched by unfriendly eyes kept her distracted. The last time she had experienced such a thing was that first summer at the cabin in Oregon when her lack of awareness had nearly gotten her killed.
This time, she was far more prepared.
Lily had popped out a bit ago to go check on Mike. Beth had been hesitant to be left alone, but the succubus said she'd only be gone a little while. Kisa was up in the bedroom playing guard duty, and Beth wondered for the tenth time if perhaps she would be better off sharing the space with the cat girl.



Still, it wasn't like she was helpless. If anyone tried to come after her, precognition would give her at least a couple of seconds to react. Being near to so much water, she would actually have more of an edge here than anywhere else.
Looking out at the tidepools, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment. She could feel them, the water swirling across the soil, then permeating down through microscopic tunnels left in the sand. Tiny creatures affected the flow of the water as they shifted around looking for their next meal or to avoid becoming one. When the water surged onto the beach, it almost felt like the blood in Beth's body was moving with it.
Nearby, Beth heard someone sniff. She opened her eyes, and looked at her phone, using the reflection of the screen to see who was standing behind her. Up on the patio, a trio of massive columns formed a partial wall that separated the deck from the glass walled dining rooms. A figure in a white button-down was partially visible, mopping at her eyes with a small rag.
It was Aurora. Beth hesitated for a moment, then stood and walked toward the columns. The hostess immediately tried to duck out of sight, but Beth circled around the back and stood between the woman and the dining room door.
"Excuse me," said Aurora as she clutched her clipboard to her chest. The dark rings under her eyes were visible through her concealer. "Did you need something?"
"I did, actually." Beth stepped forward and held her hands up to the woman's face. "May I?"
Aurora looked up at her with eyes that were irritated from crying. "May you what?"
Beth allowed her magic to manifest and then wrapped it around the woman. She used it to exude trust and safety, but nothing more. "I can tell you're having a tough time with something," she said. "While I probably can't fix the issue, I can at least make you a little more comfortable."
"I don't know--"
"Your nose is raw from the sniffles and the skin under your eyes is starting to crack from wiping tears. I can fix that."
Aurora sniffed, doubt in her eyes. "Why would you do that?"
So you'll shut the fuck up. The intrusive thought came in Lily's voice. Beth assumed this was just her brain's attempt to lighten the moment.
"Because I can." Her fingertips glowed. It had nothing to do with the magic she was about to perform, but Beth figured it was a nice touch.
Aurora closed her eyes and nodded. Beth placed her fingertips on Aurora's temples and her thumbs on the woman's cheekbones. Closing her eyes, she forced the woman's sinuses to clear out and used her magic to accelerate Aurora's healing. This trick wasn't good for anything worse than a paper cut, but blood was essentially just water with some extra stuff in it.
When Aurora opened her eyes again, most of the redness was gone. Beth took a step back and examined her handiwork. "I got most of the dark circles," she said. "Another layer of makeup will probably cover it up."
The woman sniffed experimentally and then bowed her head. "Thank you. You really didn't have to do that."
"Are you upset about what happened on the mountain?" Unless Aurora was going through a nasty breakup, this was the most logical assumption.
"It's...I don't know that we should--"
Beth waved dismissively. "Oh, don't worry about it. I'm already aware that the prevailing theory is that Mike is the culprit and that we're the bad guys. So don't worry about beating around the bush with me."
The hostess frowned. "That's, uh..."
"It's fine. I could tell you were hurting is all. For the record, he's not responsible for it. The attack on your people." Beth turned to head back to her chair.
"Who was?" Aurora's voice was strained, but had an edge to it.
Beth contemplated how to answer. She had been inclined to help the woman, and now had the same urge to continue speaking with her. Normally she would say nothing, but right now, her gut said that they should talk.
"They were attacked by night marchers. Your people set camp and had the spirits locked out. Later in the night, Captain Francois broke the barrier in order to cover up an attempt on Leilani's life as well as Mike's." Beth noticed that Aurora was holding her breath. "Francois is some type of necromancer. He has a literal skeleton army that travels with him. They helped take the Order down and all hell broke loose."
"How do you know all this?" she asked. "We haven't been able to get hold of anyone."
Or so you've been told. Beth thought back to breakfast with the Director. "I heard it from Mike himself," she replied. "And when he comes back with Ingrid and Leilani, they'll vouch for him."
"Ingrid survived?" Aurora's eyes flicked back and forth along the deck, verifying that it was empty. "Did...did anyone else?"
"I'm sorry, I honestly don't know." Beth shook her head. "From what I know, it was chaos. My own people barely survived, and they got separated. Still, it's a pretty big jungle, so maybe someone got lucky."
"Maybe." Aurora looked down at her clipboard. "My older sister was one of the guides for that mission, and I...she's all that I have."
"Then I hope she made it." Beth put a reassuring arm on the woman's shoulder. "This sounds silly, but would you like a hug?"
"Um, I..." Aurora lowered the clipboard and stepped into Beth's embrace. She let out a few sharp cries of agony, and Beth held her tight as she swaddled Aurora in her magic.
Warmth. Safety. Hope. These were things she could give her, even if the reprieve was only temporary. Beth said nothing, content to let the hostess break protocol and just cry for a few seconds. When the woman was done, she wiped her eyes and took a step back.
"Thank you," she said, then cleared her throat. "I, um, should get to my duties."
"You probably should." Beth smiled. "But definitely stay out of our room. Lily is going for shock value now."
Aurora actually snorted. "She's the most difficult person I've ever dealt with," she said. "All of you are. Well, not all of you, I mean--"
Beth laughed. "It's fine. We all live together, trust me, I know." She moved back toward her chair and stared out at the water. "Think I might go for a swim, see what the merfolk are up to." She hadn't made any efforts to speak with them since the incident with Ano. The incident had been slightly mortifying, and her focus had been on sticking around the resort in case her own people needed her. Now, however, she wanted to get away from that creepy vibe that followed her like a storm cloud.
She wandered the edge of the beach for a few minutes, then started walking along the dock. Beth was nearly halfway down when she spotted movement beneath the water. At least three merfolk disappeared from sight as she continued out to the edge where she sat and stuck her feet in the water.
"Ano?" Staring down at the water, she was a little surprised when he didn't appear right away. Then again, she had bailed on him and not made any further efforts to come out here since yesterday. It wasn't like she expected him to sit here all day, waiting to see if she would come back.
Leaning back, she let out a heavy sigh and stared out into the water. There were a few distant clouds that vanished over the horizon, but the skies were otherwise clear. If Ano didn't show up soon, maybe she would just jump in and go for a swim of her own.
Ano surfaced rather rapidly, his waist and upper body popping up like a cork. "Lady Beth!" he declared, his body tilting back and splashing into the water. He stuck his arms behind his head and floated in place. "I apologize. I was out at the reef visiting with friends when I heard that you were coming."
"That's quite a swim," she said, wondering just how fast merfolk could swim. It had to be similar to what a dolphin could accomplish, right? Probably faster because they could manipulate the water using their magic. "But thank you for coming."
"Of course." Ano smiled up at her. "Is there somewhere you wanted to go today?"
"Nowhere specific. I didn't wear that sunblock today, so it won't--" She had already been slipping into the water when she felt a chill run up her spine. For just a moment, her eyes locked on the horizon at the distant clouds, then she turned to look back down the dock.
"Is everything okay?" Ano asked.
"No. It really isn't. I need to go back to my room." Beth pushed her hands against the edge of the dock when she felt something grab her by the ankles and pull. She took a deep breath as she was yanked beneath the water, then sent a pulse of magic to her eyes so that she could at least see and hear what was about to happen. Ano sank beneath the waves with her, but they were joined by a pair of merfolk who were currently holding her by the ankles.
"I'm sorry it had to be this way." Ano gave her a weak grin and looked at the others. "He said it would be easier if we could get you into deeper water, but we were already nervous that you may have seen him out in the bay."
Who? Beth mouthed, though she pretty much knew the answer.
"The Captain." Ano sighed as the four of them sank to the bottom. "When the Queen learned that your Caretaker forced his will on the princess and abducted her, it was decided that the best decision would be to turn you over to him so that he could arrange a trade to get her back. I apologize that you've been caught up in--"
Beth glared hard enough at him that he shut up.
Ano shrugged and turned away from her. "I'm sorry, Lady Beth."
The merfolk holding her feet moved up to her arms and pulled. She tried to fight them, but doing so meant that she used up what limited air she had. Learning to breathe underwater wasn't something she was going to magically master right now, which meant she needed to figure out a different solution. She couldn't even kick or scream properly, not down here beneath the waves.
Scowling, she fixed the merfolk with a wicked glare, her magic churning deep within her belly. She would only get one chance at escape, and she needed to make it count. All merfolk had a relationship with the ocean that went beyond anything she had ever accomplished, so water magic wasn't the answer. Fighting was out as well because they overpowered her.
They continued to pull. The ground dropped away beneath them, revealing smooth sand and the start of small coral colonies. Schools of fish watched their passage with curiosity before returning to all the things that fish did.
Beth looked at her captors. One was a man, the other a woman. Frowning, she decided to play all her cards at once and pulled her body forward until her hands were next to her face. The merfolk looked back briefly, but paid her no attention.
Opening her mouth wide, she bit the merwoman's hand as hard as she could. The merwoman cried out in surprise and yanked her hand away, leaving a red cloud of blood in the water. Beth used her free hand to grab the merman by the crotch and forced her magic into his body, causing his whole body to jerk erratically as he blew his load immediately in the water.
Ano was just turning around to see what had happened when Beth begged the water to carry her to shore on its waves. The merfolk were expert swimmers, but even they couldn't compete with the swirling mass that sucked Beth toward the surface and then carried her toward the beach. She made an attempt to body surf, but quickly lost control as the massive wave turned her upside down and slammed her into the beach with a thud.
Groaning, Beth tried to stand, but got caught in the face by another wave. She had been deposited ass first, and the sting of salt swished through her sinuses. Frantically backpedaling, her body was suddenly very heavy.
"Beth!" Ano called from maybe fifteen feet behind her. The sand trembled beneath her body, and she felt it shift and sink as the water pulled it apart. The water still ahead of her turned into a swirling mass that threatened to suck her out to sea, but she rolled sideways and avoided the artificial rip tide that Ano had created. Grunting, she closed her eyes and sent her will into the ocean, seeking out Ano.
If she wanted, she could spin the water in an attempt to pull him under. Or maybe she could ask the waves to dunk him and buy her a couple of seconds to pull herself onto the beach. But either of these choices weren't likely to work, so she relied on something else entirely.
Using her magic, she formed a massive fist out of water and punched Ano right in his mermaid's purse.
"Gah." The merman groaned as blue veins formed all along his forehead and temples. Beth felt his grasp of the magic release, and she scrambled to her feet and sprinted up the sand toward the chairs. A male member of the serving staff had stopped at the top of the hill, staring down at Beth in alarm. His eyes rapidly danced back and forth between Beth and the injured merman, then looked further out. Beth turned back to see dark shapes surface out in the bay, their piscine features twisted in anger.
"It's a bit too rough out there," she said, stopping by her chair to pick up her towel. She wrapped it around her waist, wincing inwardly at the scrapes all up and down her legs as they vanished into darkness. "Definitely a red flag day."
Beth turned back one last time, her eyes searching the horizon. She didn't know where Captain Francois was hiding his ship, but the man had just ruined the ocean for her. If he was lucky, Mike would get to him before she did.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
"So where do you think we are, exactly?" Mike stopped to gaze back out at the ocean. The water was nearly black in places, and he had already seen a couple of those weird Dreamscape entities surface briefly to watch them.
"If I had to guess, maybe Mediterranean waters. This place seems like a proper bastardization of it." Lily tilted her head to one side and narrowed her eyes. "Something is coming."
"Ingrid?"
"Nope. We're getting close to where she's hiding, though. It's some manifestation of her subcon--there it is." Lily pointed up toward a winged beast in the sky that was already diving at them. Mike leapt backward, buoyed onto the wind like a kite as the creature crashed into the sand where they had been standing. The impact crater was nearly twenty feet across, and their attacker was busy scrambling to its feet. It looked like it was cobbled together from bits of leather and string with teeth made of jagged metal.
"Is that thing supposed to be a pterodactyl?" he asked. The pterodactyl-thing opened its mouth to reveal a ball of fire that it launched upward at the two of them. He shifted to the side, allowing the projectile to sail past him. "That would be a no."
"It's supposed to be a drake." Lily let the next fireball wash over her. "This thing is tied directly to some of her deepest fears and phobias. Do you want to take it out or should I?"
"Stuff in her head can't hurt me, right?" Mike floated to the side again as a fireball whizzed past him.
"This thing won't. It's just your basic nightmare material. Those things out there absolutely could, though." Lily pointed toward the water. Mike watched a shadowy figure dip beneath the waves. "You're technically more vulnerable here than your own skull."
"So I could just--" Mike fell out of the sky as the drake launched itself toward him. He landed harmlessly in the sand as the creature shrieked with fury. It flapped its wings above him and then spat a jet of flames in his direction. Summoning up a wall of sand, he crouched behind it and let the fire wash over the top.
"You're really overthinking this," said Lily. "You're in someone else's dream. Everything in here is pretty much made of paper. It's only as strong as you believe it to be."
"That fire still feels hot," he yelled back, wincing from the heat.
"Ugh, do I need to give you the speech from the Matrix?" Lily stood next to him now, tapping her foot impatiently.
"No," he muttered. "But if you want to wear a certain leather outfit for me later..."
Lily's outfit blurred and she was now in tight leather pants with a matching tank top that looked painted on. "If you impress me, I'll let you nut in my ass while pretending to be the actress from the movie." She lifted her mirrored sunglasses and licked her lips. "In the real world."
"I am the One!" Mike loudly declared as he threw himself into the sky. The drake squawked in alarm as his fist slammed into its skull, crumpling the creature into a literal ball of paper that fell down onto the beach. The wind caught it, causing it to tumble out into the water where the dark things lay waiting.
Mike landed in the sand, laughing as he brushed himself off. "How was that?" he asked. Lily smirked at him and put her shades back on.
"I guess it was okay," she said as she turned away.
"You're a tease."
"And you like it." Lily swayed her ass as she continued along the beach. "Guess you'll just have to wait and see."
Mike groaned, but it was playful. This was simply the game they played. He was fairly certain Lily kept a mental list of all the things she had promised or threatened to do to him, so it wouldn't surprise him if she waited thirty years to make good on her promise.
"Dear future me," he whispered. "You're welcome."
The beach stretched dramatically, as if someone had grabbed the edge of the world and pulled it tight. A column of smoke appeared up ahead. Circling above were more of the macabre, patchwork drakes that they had already faced off against.
"So out of curiosity, what makes this different from a regular dream," he asked. "You said Ingrid's mind is broken, but other than looking spooky, this seems like an ordinary nightmare."
"It's stuff you can't see." Lily pointed at the sky. "Each of those cracks goes somewhere. Some to her childhood, others to adulthood. But they aren't regular memories. They're deep seated in very primal emotions. The core of who Ingrid is lies up ahead. If that sky were to crack anymore, she could end up trapped in an endless cycle of personal torment and might go catatonic. When I came in here earlier, she freaked out when she saw me and things got worse."
"And you think I can do better?"
"She likes you." Lily chuckled. "And I mean that in every way possible. We're talking latent sexual awakenings, the whole nine yards."
Mike ignored the comment. "Out of curiosity, why not just make yourself look like me?"
"Don't mistake her mental fragility for weakness." Lily turned to walk backward. "She would absolutely suspect something is up. In fact, she's probably one of the stronger people I've met in this manner. The only reason this happened is because you've already made her question so many facets of her life. That, combined with the trauma of losing her partner and being forced to relive losing her family as a child, had her in a weakened state. Meeting Di tipped her over." The succubus paused. "Seriously, though. How big is this dragon? In her memories, it's practically the size of a skyscraper."
"Not skyscraper sized," Mike replied. "But she would struggle to fit in our front yard."
Lily whistled appreciatively. "I've got to meet her."
"If you do, play nice."
"I always play nice."
"She could swallow you by accident."
"Kinky." Lily paused for a moment and turned around. "Okay, she's up ahead. Time for me to be the devil on your shoulder."
"What does that even--" He watched as Lily shrank down to the size of Daisy and then flew to land on his shoulder. "I know for a fact that you could just turn invisible."
Lily stuck out her tongue and licked his neck. "Get moving, Romeo," she said in a high-pitched voice. "And try not to swallow me by accident."
"Is this some new kink you have?"
The tiny succubus shrugged. "Unless you're going to swallow me and find out, we'll never know. Now get moving before this egg cracks for good."



He looked up at the sky and winced. There were more cracks than ever, and pieces of the sky had fallen away to reveal dark spaces behind them. Instead of stars, he saw blinking lights that reminded him far more of hungry, glowing eyes in the dark.
"Lily? What am I looking at?"
"I honestly have no idea, Romeo. That isn't something she's creating. You need to hurry, otherwise I'm going to wake you up before we find out."
Mike broke into a jog, the landscape blurring and smearing out behind him. The black sand became stiff beneath his feet, giving way to jagged rocks that broke through the surface like teeth. A column of smoke led him to the remains of a disproportionately sized airplane. It looked like something that was perfect for island hopping, but was roughly the size of a 737.
"Dream logic," he muttered. The plane was magnified in size by its importance and the size difference between an adult and a child. His skin sizzled when he placed his palms against the hot metal, but it didn't hurt. Inside, several people screamed as they burned away, a sound he was all too familiar with from his own nightmares. He dug his fingers into the fuselage which parted like clay. With minimal effort, he started peeling the metal back.
"I wouldn't," said Lily in his ear. "Her family died in this crash and were eaten by drakes. Whatever might fall out if you do that will be her worst visualization of the experience. Better you leave them in there."
"Seriously?" Mike had a tough time ignoring the wails of agony.
"They aren't real. You are, I am, and so is she." Lily moved to the edge of his shoulder and pointed past the plane. "You'll find her past here, tucked away in the rocks."
Annoyed that he had to leave Ingrid's memories to their fate, he found a gap beneath the broken body of the plane to squirm through. The aircraft tried to sink into the ground and pin him in place, but he ignored the heavy weight of the plane and the flames crawling across his body. On the other side of the plane, the sky was packed with more of the drakes, but they were busy circling above an outcropping of rocks that were steepled together in a manner that reminded him of a temple.
"In there?" he asked.
"Hurry," Lily replied.
Mike ran toward the rocks. A drake landed in front of him, but he vaulted over it. When another swooped down to intercept him with jaws open wide, he dove down its gullet and pierced through the back of its body like a bullet.
"Do anything for you?" he asked the demon on his shoulder. Lily snorted, but didn't reply. A third drake had crammed its upper body into a small cave partially flooded with water, its sinewy tail whipping back and forth. Mike grabbed the tail and yanked the creature out. Digging his heels into the sand, he twisted his body hard, causing the drake to spin in the air. After two good spins, he hurled the drake into the sky where it collided with several others. The beasts exploded into fiery confetti that rained down onto the sand.
"That may have done something for me," Lily whispered in his ears.
"If that's the case, I have the perfect fantasy we could explore," he replied as he approached the cave. "But you'll have to wear pink and promise to bake me a cake."
"Leave it to you to complicate a simple plumber fantasy." The succubus bit his ear lobe playfully. "I'll put it on the list."
"Yahoo," he whispered in a bad accent, then stepped into the darkness of the cave. "Hello? Is anyone in here?" Snapping his fingers, he summoned the lightning spiders, which scattered along the inner rocks. Realizing that spiders may be too scary, he bent the dream to his will and forced them to turn into harmless balls of light. "Ingrid?"
"Daddy?" Up ahead, somebody sniffled. "Is that you?"
Mike felt his chest tighten at the sound of a child's voice. "No, sweetheart, but I'm here to help you."
"There are monsters outside. Big ones with teeth." A crouched form in the back of the cave shifted and slid free of the darkness. It was clearly Ingrid, but the woman was now a young girl in a tattered blue dress. "They crashed my parent's plane."
"I know." He took a step toward her, but Ingrid stepped back. The tinkling sound of glass on rock reverberated through the cave and they looked up at the darkened ceiling. Despite the cave only being maybe twenty feet tall on the outside, the cathedral ceilings disappeared into the darkness above. Cold water swirled in from outside, hugging Mike's calves and sapping heat from them.
"The tide is coming in." Ingrid hugged herself and shivered. "When it does, the crabs will try to eat the skin off your legs. You have to keep moving your feet." The water had already crept up to her knees. "I want my mommy."
Mike took a deep breath out of habit. He knew what it was like to be stuck in an endless cycle of self-torment. It had taken Naia's magic to snap him out of it, but even then, there had been a period of adjustment. Part of him was tempted to just grab Ingrid and drag her away from this place, but he doubted that would even work. After all, this dream was centered around Ingrid herself.
"So I'm still in my head and she's in hers, right?" Mike looked at his shoulder. Lily wasn't there.
"That's right," she replied from behind his ear. He assumed that she was hiding from Ingrid's view. "You're in her dream, but it's your Dreamscape that is replicating what she sees."
The cave shuddered. Mike looked over his shoulder to see that a drake had forced its oversized head into the entrance and was snapping at the two of them. Its teeth always just missed him, and the hot breath on his skin felt like a sunburn.
"Can I take it over?" he asked, looking back at Ingrid. She had pressed herself against the back wall and was already alternating legs to stand.
"Not really," Lily replied. "She needs to cede control, but isn't really aware that she's in charge of this place."
"I see." Mike turned to face the drake. If he was going to get through to Ingrid, he needed to appeal to her logic. Right now, she was raw emotion and terror. If he wanted, he could pull the drake apart, but what then? Would another come take its place? Taking Ingrid outside would only force her to see the wreckage of her plane.
He took a step backward, followed by another. Each time, the drake became more aggressive, its teeth gnashing just inches away. It couldn't really hurt him, but Ingrid didn't know that. The moment his back hit the wall, the cathedral-sized cave folded in on the two of them, the walls now narrow enough that he had to turn sideways.
"There isn't room for both of us," Ingrid whimpered as the drake snapped its teeth.
Mike turned to look at her. "There is if you don't mind getting picked up," he said. "My name is Mike, by the way. We met before."
There was a flicker of recognition in her eyes, but it was brief. The drake let out a shriek that shook the air, its jaw open wide. Mike reached out and snatched its tongue, then yanked so hard that the creature slammed its head into the rocks. The creature withdrew its head, leaving him alone with Ingrid.
"We did?" Ingrid studied his face, her eyes wide in the darkness.
Mike summoned a ball of light, which he held out in front of her. "Maybe you could be my helper," he said, putting the ball of light in her hands. "I can keep you up out of the water, and you can hold that up for both of us to see. What do you think?"
Ingrid hugged the ball of light to her chest like a security blanket and nodded. Mike knelt down and let her scramble onto his back. The two of them barely fit, but when he rose, little crabs fell off of Ingrid's feet.
"I don't remember this part," she said, and a ripple went through the dream.
"That's because this is new," he replied. "I wasn't around on the day of your accident, but I am today."
"That makes sense," she muttered as she toyed with the light. "When the plane crashed, others survived, you know. I was the only one small enough to escape."
"That happened to me once," he replied, leaning against the wall. Crabs swarmed his legs, taking phantom chunks out of his skin, but he ignored them. "I was in a car accident and it caught on fire."
"I know," Ingrid whispered, her voice suddenly mature and distant, as if it were coming from outside. "I remember it from your file."
"When you're little, everything is at least ten times scarier because the world seems so big. We like to think it will be easier once we're all grown up, but I don't think that's true. Even as a grown-up, a lot of that stuff followed me." Outside, a drake shrieked and pressed its face into the opening. "Not now, we're talking," Mike said, and another ripple went through the dream. The drake nodded and moved away.
"That didn't happen either," Ingrid said, her voice once more coming from outside the cave.
"That's because I'm here," Mike explained, though the drake's reaction lacked any real logic. "I'm like Gandalf, or whatever. I drop by and impart knowledge, and nothing bad happens while I'm here."
"I never watched those movies." Ingrid shifted on his back. "Dragons terrify me."
"Well, the dragon was primarily in The Hobbit, but that's okay. Are you scared of them because of the drakes?"
He felt her nod against his back, but her voice came from elsewhere. "That's what I thought they were when I was a child," she said. "They're not really the same, but that doesn't really matter now, does it?"
"No, it doesn't." He felt a presence watching them and felt Ingrid tense up so hard that the cave actually squeezed them. He looked toward the entrance and saw a massive eye peering into the cave. It looked suspiciously similar to Di's. "You'll have to come back later," he told it. "We're talking about important stuff right now."
There was a long pause, and the eye vanished, followed by the tremors of something big walking away.
"It listened to you," she said.
"Of course it did," he replied. "I've really only met two dragons, but both of them were very friendly to me. Maybe I'm part dragon?"
"I doubt it." Ingrid's voice was child-like once more. "Maybe you're just very brave. I wish I could be brave."
"Bravery means being strong even when you might fail. You seem pretty brave to me, facing down all these monsters while stuck in a cave."
"I'm not brave," she replied. "I'm just a kid."
"Kids can be brave. It just looks a little different." The tight walls of the cave loosened up. "I have kids. Did you know that?"
"Kids?" asked Ingrid from outside the cave once more. Mike considered the child on his back. Was Ingrid's mind in two separate places? Clearly, both halves were listening to him "I thought you only had one?"
"Nice going," muttered Lily in his ear.
"My youngest is very shy," he replied, cursing himself. Talking to Ingrid had reminded him of Callisto and Grace, and he had slipped into Dad mode. "Doesn't talk to anybody, so I don't take her anywhere."
"Maybe taking her places would encourage her to speak more, or whatever." The child on his back shifted her weight, then wrapped her arms around his neck. "I'm really tired."
"I bet you are. If you want, we could probably find somewhere more comfortable to sit. I know a place that isn't far from here where you could relax." He had an idea, but needed Ingrid's cooperation.
"But what about the drakes?"
"They're not invited," he said. "And can I tell you a secret? You have to promise not to tell anyone."
"What is it?" This time, he heard both adult Ingrid and child Ingrid answer him.
"I live in a house full of magical people," he said, looking over his shoulder. The young girl's eyes had gone wide. "They taught me how to use magic. Maybe they'll teach you magic, too."
"I already know magic." Adult Ingrid spoke now, her voice coming from the shadows. The entrance of the cave vanished and they were plunged into darkness, save for the magical light in the child's hands. Adult Ingrid stepped forward into the light, her features twisted and angry. "And it wasn't enough."
"Enough for what?" he asked.
"I devoted my whole life to becoming stronger," she said, sneering at the two of them. "To be able to face off against the things that lurk in the dark. And it wasn't enough."
"How do you figure?"
"I'm still here." Ingrid pointed a finger at the younger version of herself. "A part of me never left this cave, Mike. I pursued magic so that nobody else would become that scared little girl, forced to lick condensation off the walls for days to survive while the crabs ate her feet."
"And?" Mike turned to face Ingrid, one arm protectively wrapped around the girl on his back. "There's no magical spell that can fix the past, you know."
Ingrid sighed and turned away from him. He noticed that the darkness seemed to eat her away, leaving only bits of her behind. "How did you do it, Mike? How did you move past what you went through as a kid?"
"I found people to support me. They became my family." He moved toward Ingrid. "It all started when I met some incredible women that taught me it was possible to be amazing, no matter what or where you came from."
Ingrid looked over her shoulder at him, her features dubious. "You're really going to tell me that you found inner peace just by meeting some people?"
Mike shrugged. "Well, that's just it. I got lucky. That's sort of my thing these days. I was given an opportunity to better myself and I took it. But you don't have to take my word for it, you can meet them for yourself."
"We're the only people in here," said Ingrid. "This is a dream, right?"
He nodded. "It might be a dream, but it's very real. I'm not just some figment of your imagination. I'm actually in here, with you. Do you remember anything that--"
The ground shook beneath him, and Lily yanked hard on his earlobe.
"Not yet," she whispered.
Mike stared at Ingrid for several seconds as the dream stabilized once more. He looked over his shoulder at the child on his back. "So are you ready to see some magic?"
"I already told you. I know magic." Adult Ingrid crossed her arms.
"I'm going to show your inner child a different kind of magic." Mike turned away from Ingrid. "You're welcome to come too, if you want."
Ingrid snorted, but took a step in his direction. "You don't actually have to carry her," she said. "She's not real."
"That's not true for a moment." Mike reached over his shoulder and patted young Ingrid on the head. "She's every bit as real as you or I. Besides, if I don't carry her out of here, how will she ever escape this cave?"
"Good job, Romeo. I'll do the next part." Lily slid into Mike's collar and vanished. Ingrid followed behind him once he started walking, the dream crumbling in places as they walked toward a distant light. It was similar to the entrance he had come through, but daylight and seagulls had replaced a crashed plane and drakes.
"This is my home," he announced, stepping onto the soil. He paused to set young Ingrid down, the girl now rubbing her eyes. "My house is just up the hill."
"This is stupid," muttered Ingrid. Even though she had stepped free of the cave, the darkness clung to her like ink.
Mike shrugged. "Better than having crabs eat our feet." He looked at the girl at his side. "Are you hungry? I have a friend who loves to cook."
Young Ingrid nodded, and he took her up the beach to the house. Ingrid stood in the background as Mike introduced her younger self to everyone who came out to greet them. They spent the majority of a day there, visiting with the others and playing games. Naia initiated a massive water fight that nearly everyone participated in, and Sofia kept bringing out huge trays of food which the child ate greedily from. Cecilia taught everyone a song in her native tongue, then spent an hour sharing fae songs with them that had Mike on the edge of tears more than once.
On three different occasions, the drakes arrived. Each time, they were torn apart by Abella, who kept her eyes on the sky. Young Ingrid hugged the gargoyle more than once in appreciation.
It was late afternoon when Lily came sauntering down the trail, a smug look on her face. Both adult and young Ingrid noticed her, but neither paid her any mind.
"It's only been half an hour in the real world," she said, leaning in to place a kiss on Mike's chin. "But I think it's working."
"Really?" He looked at the adult version of Ingrid scowling from the sidelines. "It doesn't seem like it. And which version is really her, anyway?"
"They both are. But you knew that already, didn't you?"
He shrugged. "I suspected, but I'm hardly an expert."
The succubus slid her arm through his. "I'm having very unclean thoughts about you," she said with a grin. "It's too bad we have company. Think of all the fun we could be having."
"Put it on the list." He gave her butt a playful swat and noticed immediately that she was wearing leather pants. "Out of curiosity, how much of this will she even remember?"
Lily thought for a moment before answering. "As far as I can tell, not a whole lot. Her mind is still fragmented, but at least it's calm. You've got your work cut out for you, but I have faith." She pecked him on the cheek, made sure child Ingrid wasn't looking, then grabbed his crotch. "I'm doing this in real life, too. That old lady is giving me a real dirty look."
Mike winced. "Just so you know, that's Pele."
"I know." Lily bit his lip playfully and wandered toward the beach. "Don't mind me, I'm just here to get a tan."
Thinking on Lily's words, Mike watched both versions of Ingrid, curious what it would take to wake the women up. The child version seemed perfectly content to be at the center of attention, but adult Ingrid was just a bundle of anger, watching from the shadows.
It was nearly sunset when Tink and Kisa led young Ingrid down to the beach to look for rainbow-colored seashells. Ingrid the adult finally stepped free of the sidelines and shook her head as she watched her younger self go running off.
"It isn't fair," she muttered, her eyes glistening. "She looks so...happy."
"And you think she doesn't deserve happiness?" Mike raised an eyebrow at Ingrid. "Don't you deserve happiness?"
"You act like my therapist."
"I've had a lot of therapy."
Ingrid turned and looked back at the house and all of its people, scattered across the grounds. "I don't pretend to fully understand all of this," she said. "But I suppose it has its place."
"This is home. Home is where your heart is." Mike gestured at the women around him. "No matter what happens in my life, these are the people who are waiting to be there for me. In return, I'm there for them. We're a family."
The mage gave him a hard stare. "I'm not falling for that found family bullshit. Relationships are transactional. You can try to sell me on love and happiness, but in reality, none of these people would be here if you didn't have something to offer them." She pointed at Abella, who stood nearby with her arms crossed and her eyes on the sky. "She's your muscle. You give her a place to stay, she beats shit up for you. And then there's Ratu. Magic. I'm not sure about the goblin, I have huge doubts that you keep her around to clean stuff."
"Fix stuff," Mike corrected. "And just because we all have our parts to play doesn't mean we're lying to ourselves."
Ingrid snorted. "Mark my words. One day, this place will fall apart because someone won't be pulling their own weight. Everything will collapse."
"You have trust issues."
"That's because the only person I trust is myself." Ingrid pointed at her face. "I became strong so that I would never feel like that little girl again. And you know what? I let myself down. That fear, it all came back to me when we were chased by spirits, attacked by skeletons, and then that dragon--"



"You don't actually trust yourself." Mike shook his head. "You can give me speeches about the way things actually are, but you're wrong." Almost like magic, everything fell into place.
"Prove it," said Ingrid. "Prove me wrong."
"Oh, that's easy. That little girl, the one down at the beach. You said it yourself earlier, that she doesn't matter. She saw and experienced terrible things that you, as an adult, have to live with. Well I hate to tell you this, but you're still that little girl. When we grow up and become adults, we don't magically stop being the people we were. We carry them inside us.
"When I was little, my mother was a tyrant. I spent a lot of years trying to forget, but even just the memory of her was enough to yank me back to years of emotional abuse. Nobody was there to take care of that small, frightened child. And yes, it took a bit of magic and more than a few lucky breaks, but I learned that even though I'm an adult now, that child still exists. If I don't take care of him, who will?"
Ingrid groaned. "Ugh, this is more of that 'love yourself' bullshit. I hear it in therapy all the time."
"Wrong." Mike gestured toward the beach, where young Ingrid and Tink were dancing around a massive conch shell covered in glitter. "That little girl watched monsters eat her parents, but still has enough love in her heart to trust a green-skinned stranger to show her wonders on the beach. Where's your sense of wonder, Ingrid? When did you forget how to find joy, to see the magic in ordinary things? You've worked so hard to drive that little girl away that the only reason she's still stuck in that cave is that you refuse to acknowledge that part of you. I'm glad that you're a survivor, I don't need to explain that to you. But until you learn to love that little girl, that forgotten part of yourself, you will never be able to thrive."
Ingrid's face turned red and she drew a wand from her pocket and pointed it in his direction. Mike crossed his arms and glared at her.
"Go ahead. Setting me on fire won't change the fact that you aren't whole. And while you will never truly be whole again, she's the closest thing you will ever come to it."
"You don't understand," Ingrid hissed, tears in her eyes. "It's too hard."
"Hard things are worth doing." Mike stepped forward and touched Ingrid's wand. It popped like a bubble. "So maybe it's time you get to know yourself a little better. C'mon. I'll help."
He took her by the hand, and she wordlessly followed him down to the beach. Child Ingrid paused what she was doing to watch them approach, a technicolor crab in her hands. Slashes of red, blue, and green were all over her arms.
"Look what I found," she declared, then ran up to herself. "This one doesn't bite, he just leaves paint marks!" Sure enough, the crab took a swipe at her fingers, leaving behind a streak of gold.
Ingrid let go of Mike's hand and knelt in front of her younger self. Mike took a step back and watched, the surf becoming loud enough to drown out their conversation.
"You're giving me DILF vibes so hard right now," said Lily from nearby. She was sitting in a lounge chair with a massive margarita glass stuck in the sand. "Not going to listen in on their conversation?"
"Nope." Mike moved to sit with Lily. "Some things are meant to be private."
They watched and waited as Ingrid's inner child showed her the things she had found on the beach. There were plenty of tears followed by laughter, and Ingrid eventually looked up at Mike, nodded, then crouched down to pick herself up. Together, they walked along the beach until they disappeared like ghosts.
"Good job, Romeo." Lily pushed him down on the chair. "Guess who's stirring in the real world? I've slowed things down a bit. You can totally have your way with me for a couple of hours if you want, it will only be a minute there."
Mike grinned. "You know, that sounds like a lot of--" He heard a loud crack from above and rolled onto his back as a pane of glass fell out of the sky and shattered right next to them. Up above, a dark void had formed and eyes, hundreds of them, peered through the gap.
"What the actual fuck?" Lily jumped to her feet. "I understand why we saw them in her head, but they shouldn't be here! Why are they here?"
"That would be my fault, I'm afraid." The husky voice carried over the surf, and Mike turned his head to see Titania standing atop a nearby rock, all four of her arms crossed over her chest. "They sensed my presence and have latched on. A temporary issue, I assure you."
"Wait, what are you--" Lily popped out of existence, leaving behind rainbow smoke.
"What did you do?" Mike asked, looking at where Lily had been.
The Queen of the Fae stepped down onto the beach, silver and golden flowers forming beneath her feet. "You and I need to have a talk, Caretaker. The fate of your world depends on it."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
The Queen of the Fae may have killer forearms, but you have to give Opal a hand for the job that she did.
(Okay, I'll stop)
Thank you so much for reading! Don't forget to click those stars, the more the better. If I get enough, I either get into Heaven or receive a 10% discount on my next sandwich purchase from Subway. Well, that's how I'm going to justify it, anyway.
Also, this chapter was a bit long, so make sure you take some time to stretch, then go do something nice for yourself. Maybe a nice cup of coffee, some candy that doesn't taste like grandma's ass (or does, I won't kink shame), whatever it takes to put a smile on your face.
I'll see you next time, you beautiful deviants!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here, and I have once again returned to demand stars in exchange for new chapters of HFHM!
(I was addicted to those shiny star stickers as a child, my therapist said it wasn't a bad thing inherently, but it was really unusual that I kept eating them)
New Reader? Welcome to the madness! We've got a little bit of everything for you, but the best way to consume it all is to start at Chapter 1 and gobble down several books worth of backstory until you get back to this point. It took me 6 years to write it, but you can absorb it all in just 6 days if you push yourself!
Returning Reader? Welcome back, I missed you! The last month has been pretty busy for me, but I've kept up the grind. I always slow down a bit over the holiday season, but that's usually due to spending time with family and being unable to sneak away and churn out more words away from prying eyes.
I want to take a moment to thank those of you who took the time to send me letters this last month. I'm not going to lie, the holidays stress me out, and that's when self doubt finds me at my weakest. Getting those little feedback forms usually puts a smile on my face, especially when it's someone who just discovered the story and they're 30/40/50 chapters in and simply can't put it down. Those people never would have found me without the help of my Returning Readers. Your enthusiasm for my work and all those lovely stars you once left me became an investment in my future career as a writer, and I can't thank you all enough!
We've officially reached the third act of Book 7, which means things are going to heat up in more ways than one. As with every story that requires rising tension, allow me to present to you my
Opening Salvo
Mike frowned at the Queen of the Fae. Though her entrance was dramatic, he was far more concerned with the mysterious visitors who had poked a hole in the sky directly up above. The amorphic entities squeezed around each other like beads of oil trapped between panes of glass fighting for a better view.
"So those things were in Ingrid's head because of you?" he asked.
"No. They were in the mortal's head of their own accord and natural curiosity. They are attracted to madness. It calls to them like a beacon. However, their proximity meant they sensed my arrival." She looked at Mike meaningfully. "The less we acknowledge or interact with them, the better."
"What even are they?" he asked.
Titania smirked. "I could tell you for a price," she said. "But I know that you would feel cheated. This is a mystery that you are quite capable of solving on your own."
Mike looked up at the eyes again, then remembered he was supposed to ignore them. Dropping his gaze back to the regal figure on the beach, he thought about what Lily had told him regarding the strange entities she had encountered in the Dreamscape. They typically lurked in dark, undefined locations, and rarely interacted with the dreamer. On the few occasions that they did, it was typically to pull them away into the dark and expose them to sheer terror.
The Dreamscape was a place that hovered right on the edge of reason. Time and space were malleable, and he could only think of one thing that would exist just past its boundaries. With their current interest in a divine being, they could only be--
"Don't say it aloud," cautioned Titania. "Nor even think it, not under such inauspicious stars. To do so may bring further attention upon yourself."
He nodded his understanding. "Under these circumstances, is any conversation here actually safe?"
The faerie queen moved toward him, her wings fluttering briefly as she hopped down a dune. "The things we would speak of are beneath notice. Predators care not what sheep think unless the sheep conspire against them. I have two concerns that I would share with you."
"Is one of them the army on my lawn?" Mike asked. "Because that's a concern I have."
Titania's lips became thin like ribbons as she studied him. "That is one of my concerns, yes. I have many subjects who have brought official complaints to my court in regards to their behavior. The Order and the Sons of Sin have not treated my people very well."
Mike nodded, but didn't apologize. Taking the blame for the actions of others was always a terrible idea in regards to the fae. "The Order agreed to stay on my lawn and keep my home safe from harm in my absence," he replied. "So while my hospitality extended to the grounds of my property, it did not include my home."
"But you were aware that they would betray you?" Titania lifted an eyebrow and walked past him, the churning surf of the Dreamscape swirling around her ankles.
"I was." Mike turned and followed the Queen of the Fae. "They gave their word, after all. Have they brought any harm to your subjects who live in my gardens?"
"Not yet. However, these mortals have been quite pushy, and more than a few have harassed the Little People. I took it upon myself to invite some to my realm. I hope you don't mind."
"What transpires between you and my guests is none of my business as long as they were given the choice to leave." Mike thought his statement over, making sure he hadn't left any technical landmines for himself. He also wanted to ask what had happened to them, but wondered if that would cross some sort of boundary. Ah, the fae. "In all honesty, the Sons of Sin were never invited. The Order took advantage of my hospitality. As far as I am concerned, the mercenaries are uninvited pests. If not for very pressing matters here, I would have given them more of my attention. I had to make a choice between two difficult tasks and only I could properly attend to the one I decided upon."
Titania nodded. "On this, we agree." The queen knelt down and picked up a seashell that looked like a child had bedazzled it. "You are perfectly aware that the fae take the rules of Hospitality very seriously?"
"I am." Mike and Beth had poured over several tomes with Sofia before allowing any of the smaller fae creatures to even consider taking up residence in his yard. It was meant to be a relationship of mutual benefit, the natural magic of his home giving the fae a chance to return and live on Earth for as long as they chose. In return, they helped to care for the land along with the centaurs. "If you believe I have erred in this matter--"
"Stop." Titania's voice chilled him. "There is little you could say next that would not bind you."
"I was going to say that I would not mind hearing your wisdom on the matter should you offer it freely." He was at the queen's side now.
"Hmm." Titania tucked the shell into one of her sleeves and turned to face him. "In some ways, you think very much like my people."
"Your words are kind," he replied. This made Titania smirk. "You said you had two concerns. Certainly you did not come all this way to speak of the bad behavior of my guests."
"I did not. I speak now of the..." Titania paused, then her golden eyes flicked toward the sky. "Hmm. Perhaps I've underestimated them. How odd."
Mike looked up to see that the hole in the sky had been stretched wider, and was packed full of shapeless entities. He reached out with his will to pull the hole shut, but a hand on his shoulder stopped him.
"I wouldn't," she said. "Don't let them know you are aware they're here."
"They're looking in my head, though."
"I shall keep this conversation brief, then." She tilted her head so that she faced the ground. "Even my presence here should not have collected so many."
"That makes me feel..." Mike had been about to say better, but remembered who he was talking to. "Uncomfortable."
"As it should. It has come to my attention that you finally discovered what the dragon Di has been up to these last few centuries." Titania smiled, showing plenty of teeth. They looked sharper than usual. "I was curious to know what you were planning to do with them."
He shrugged. It wasn't something he had given much thought to. Between the information being new and the problem of Captain Francois, there hadn't even been much time to discuss with anyone what he actually wanted to do with the eggs.
"I haven't planned anything," he said.
"Of course you haven't." Titania sighed. "Are you even aware what sort of treasure you currently possess?"
He bit back a sarcastic reply. "I will admit I know very little," he said, casting a wary glance skyward once more. "But if what I've been told is true, it sounds like I could theoretically reset the world with them. Use them to restore magic to the land, or something similar."
Titania nodded. "With those beings, it would be entirely in your power to once again lift the veil covering the eyes of the world, to bring back that which Merlin once sealed away. Yours would be a world of science and magic, a place capable of producing wonders both great and deadly."
"But wouldn't that just gather more...attention?" Mike flicked his eyes upward for emphasis.
"It would." Titania scowled so hard that she and the ground beneath her feet darkened in color. "The fae realm is considered a safe haven from the outsiders, but your world would cease to be. Should you choose to re-establish that which was lost, they will come for the mortal realm once again and I fear there would be no stopping them."
"Why is your realm safe?" Mike asked.
"It was built long before your world dared to breathe, Caretaker. Whereas your world is carefully constructed from the fabric of time and space, ours simply is. The only way they could get to us is through your world. Even then, you would witness the Seelie and Unseelie united in a manner that has never occurred before. Our world is built on truths, and beings without shape or logic would have to conform."
"So if they invaded you, they would die?"
"Death is a strange word for such creatures," she replied. "Logically, they would simply return to the Between place they came from."
"Why worry about what happens to my world?" he asked. "If your world is safe, that is?"
"Do you think we would not see a flood of creatures from your realm?" Titania shook her head. "The dragons were hard enough to accommodate, and they were wanted. Every creature in the fae realm is tied to the land in some way. It is part of our magic. Mortals, cryptids, and even divine beings would force themselves into my realm to escape annihilation. I cannot have gods wandering my realm and becoming tied to the land, Caretaker. It was never their world to begin with, and we would be forced to hunt them down as they begin acting on their own designs."
"So war, then." Mike nodded in understanding. "You really think they wouldn't play nice?"
"Immortal beings never play nice," she said. "Eternity is a long time to get along."
"Well, if it makes you feel any better, I have no desire to end my own world." He looked out at the ocean and pondered the dark shapes out there. Here in the Dreamscape, they couldn't hurt him. But in the real world? Would he be driven mad at the very sight of them? Could he even take one on? He had a vague recollection of the time he and Ratu destroyed a piece of one. Sometimes, when he was just drifting off to sleep, he remembered screaming until his throat was raw, stabbing at a piece of flesh that shrieked when he punctured one of its many eyes...
"Give them to me," said Titania. Mike realized he had tuned her out, and turned in her direction. "My world would be a safe place for them."
Mike contemplated the queen, wondering if this was just a suggestion of hers or a command. He really wished he hadn't drifted there for a second. The air felt heavy with expectation now, and he wasn't sure how to reply without offending her.
"The Kahu protected this treasure for generations," he said. "And it has been in my care less than a full day. It would be wise to make any decision regarding their care only after speaking to the dragon and goddess who still guard them."
Titania regarded him coolly for a moment, and he wondered if he had fucked up. Suddenly, the air felt light again, and the weird crimson light around her body faded.
"It's a pity you aren't fae," she said, moving toward him with her hands clasped in front of her. She placed one hand on his chest and studied his eyes for several long moments. "If the court would allow it, I would make a proper consort of you."
"I have other duties," he replied. He inhaled her scent and was reminded of long summer days in fields of wheat, the tops of the grass tickling his chin as he ran from an oncoming storm. The memories weren't his, but such things mattered not to the fae.
"As you do," Titania whispered, then placed her lips to his. A shock ran through his body, and the Dreamscape fractured like wet sand, falling in clumps around him as light tore through the broken sky above, chasing the others back into the darkness.
Mike took a deep breath and awoke, his eyes scanning the room. Ingrid was sitting up in bed, clutching her temples and breathing slowly as Pele held a bottle of water for her to drink. Lily stood by Mike, fierce annoyance on her features as she stared at him. Ratu was on the edge of the bed, rubbing Ingrid's ankles.
"It worked," said Pele, her eyes on Mike. "You brought her back." She sniffed the air and tilted her head to one side. "Why do you smell like honey?"
"That's a good question." Titania's visitations were meant to be a secret, and he intended to keep them that way. He looked at Ingrid. "How are you feeling?"
"I have a splitting headache," Ingrid whispered, then sipped some more water.
"She's also dehydrated." Pele helped Ingrid drink some more water. "You've been out for almost a day now."
"Almost...a day?" Ingrid looked up in confusion. "The last thing I remembered was seeing..."
Mike cleared his throat and sat next to the mage, then took her hand in his own. Even now, he couldn't help but picture the small hands he had held in his mind not so long ago.
"You saw a dragon," he said, watching Ingrid's eyes widen in alarm. "She sensed you three crossing the boundary and retrieved you from the cave network to figure out who you were. Her name is Di, and she is very kind, and quite beautiful."
"Her name is...Di?" Ingrid looked at Pele next. "You're not...her, are you?"
Pele chuckled. "The dragon? No. She cannot take human form. I'm just an old woman who has been around a long time."
"Ingrid." Mike squeezed the woman's hand. "You had quite the shock yesterday. Do you remember anything else?"
"I...no?" She screwed up her face in concentration, then seemed to realize where they were. "Wait, you said we crossed the boundary? Are we here?"
"My property? Yes." Mike studied Ingrid's features, then looked past her physical appearance to her soul. The colors shifted and swirled around her, but he couldn't help but notice there was a piece he hadn't noticed before, sitting calmly at its center. "You are here, and you are safe."
Ingrid took a deep breath and sat back against the bed, her eyes closing. "I'm safe."
"You are." He stood, the mood in the room suddenly shifting. "I have something I need to take care of and will be back in a bit. Is there someone who can bring her some food?"
Pele smiled at him. "It is already under control, Caretaker. Go. Have your meeting."
Mike stepped outside and looked up into the cloudy sky above. It was raining on the other side of the volcano, the downpour forming into waterfalls on the opposite cliffs. He walked toward the edge of the precipice to get a better look. Down below in the lake, Mike noticed Leilani swimming wide circles in the steaming water.
"Is she safe doing that?" he wondered out loud.
"She is." Ratu stepped out from the cabin to join him. She closed the door just as Lily tried to come through, the door squishing the succubus against the frame.
"Bitch." Lily pouted, then squeezed the rest of the way through.
"Like I was saying, she is safe to swim there. This morning, she asked if there was anywhere she could swim and Pele gave her a special blessing that will protect her from the heat." Ratu took Mike's wrist. "What is the next move, Caretaker?"
He held out his fingers and ticked them off. "First, I want to go home and check in on everyone. It sounds like they have it under control, but I miss my kids. This has to be scary for them. Then I'm headed back to Paradise. I'll need Leilani and Ingrid for that to clear my name with the Order and the merfolk. I also intend to tell the Director to get his people off my lawn before I sic the Jabberwock on them."
"Preach." Lily put her hands up and swayed. Ratu frowned at her, the scales on her neck shifting in irritation.
"We don't need the Order anymore. They've done their part. The house is connected to here, now, which allows us to tackle our next task. While I'm talking with the Director, someone needs to get Beth out. When we're done, we'll swing by the house again and kick ass if we need to." Mike sighed. "And then we can come back here and figure out how to knock Jack Sparrow's teeth in."
"Who?" asked Ratu.
"Sorry, just another stupid nickname for Captain Francois." Mike didn't bother mentioning that Jack Sparrow would be upset that Ratu had never heard of him. "He might have an army of skeletons and a giant squid, but I'll be damned if I let him get that clutch."
"I like this side of you, Romeo." Lily leaned into Mike and stroked his bicep through his shirt. "I can think of something fun for us to do while everyone else gets ready."
"Ahem." Ratu was now openly glaring at Lily. "I think it would be prudent to--"
"Ugh, I hate that word. Prude." Lily smirked and stepped away from Mike. "But the snake is right, we should get moving."
Ratu made a soft hissing sound in the back of her throat, her tongue slipping free to taste the air for just a moment. "Are you trying to antagonize me?" she demanded.
Lily shrugged. "I'm just being me, the girl who had to stay behind and watch the fucking master suite instead of sitting on the beach with a mai tai and a team of servants."
"This has hardly been a--" Ratu's eyes widened when Mike cut her off.
"The answer is yes," he said. "She is trying to antagonize you. Lily, since you're the fastest one here, will you fly down and let Leilani and Quetzalli know the plan? Oh, and if Leilani isn't too heavy for you to carry, I would appreciate it if you gave her a lift back up here."
Lily snorted. "Oh, so I'm just your servant girl, now? What's in it for me?"
"Quetzalli is in the temple with Di. It will give you the perfect excuse to meet her."
Lily's wings extended from her back and she smirked. "Okay, Romeo, you've got a deal. Excuse me, snake girl, I'm off to meet a motherfucking dragon." She ran toward the nearest precipice and threw herself off, her leathery wings extending wide to ride the thermals. After making a partial circle, she folded into a dive and vanished.
"She's annoying," Ratu sniffed.
"Sometimes. But her heart is always in the right place." Mike turned his attention to Ratu. "But I want to know what's going on with you. I don't know that I've ever seen you this on edge."
Ratu turned her head away and scowled. "I spent decades underground, Caretaker. Decades in a place where I thought nobody could ever hurt me. I finally leave that safe place only to be hunted by a skeleton army and have another army move onto our front lawn. The timing of all these things feels...deliberate."
"Do you think the others can't handle what's going on at home?" he asked.
Ratu glared at him, her eyes narrowing into serpentine slits. "I don't doubt their abilities," she declared. "But I do wonder what we're missing. Everything that's happening now starts with Captain Francois coming for the eggs. The why of this doesn't matter. Rather, I'm interested in why now?"



Mike shrugged. "Why ever? Master and Commander douche canoe picked now. It doesn't have to make sense."
"No, that's not quite what I mean!" Ratu stomped her foot, and tiny flames actually squirted from her clenched fists. "I hate being this flustered!"
"I get that." Mike stomped out an errant flame that had reached the ground. "But keep talking to help me understand."
"Why did he do it this way? Why bring some behemoth from the ocean, knowing full well there was a guardian here who could fight it?" Ratu gestured toward the middle of the volcano. "Did he really assume that his beast was suddenly strong enough to defeat Di? He had to know that the Order would get involved!"
"But Lily says the Order didn't even know who the Captain was, so it wouldn't make sense that they're--" He stopped and stared at Ratu, his jaw suddenly slack.
"He knew they would get involved," she said, her eyes becoming more human. "He had to. His history with the merfolk means he can't have been ignorant of their presence."
"And the attack triggered the Order's involvement, which inevitably lead to me coming out here. But why would he want me here? Doesn't that make getting the eggs harder?"
"Not if he kills you." Ratu took Mike by the hand. "If he kills you, this place becomes his, yes?"
"But how could he know that the Order would actually succeed in getting me here?" Mike chewed at his lip and stared at Ratu. "If he master-minded this whole thing, how did he even know who I was?"
"He couldn't have." Ratu's pupils widened. "Didn't Leilani say they were surprised to learn you weren't a woman? He would have told them that if he knew."
"Why now, indeed?" Something about his situation was meant to be a trap, but set by who? Was he supposed to be here in Hawaii, still? Or was he supposed to rush home? If the Captain and the Director weren't working together, why had their plans synced up so nicely to fuck him over?
"Is there someone else?" Ratu asked. "A third party?"
Mike shook his head. "If there is, then who? We banished Amir to the shadow realm, but I suppose some society assholes could still be around. This level of coordination feels a bit advanced for a group of people who decided their best strategy was to flood my lawn with idiots, which is exactly what is happening now. And if there is a third party, what's the play? Do they want Francois to get the eggs? Or do they want something in the house?"
"The Grimoire would be a more preferable prize than the eggs," she said. "Unless someone else has a Dragon Seed, which I guess is possible."
"But it's not like someone can just take the eggs. This whole setup was built using the body of a deity along with the Architect. So if they're coming for the eggs, then maybe it's to destroy them."
"Perhaps. I don't like this, Mike. The longer I think about it..."
He shook his head and took Ratu by the hand. "Hey, look. Even just knowing that someone else may be pulling strings gives us an edge. When this asshole inevitably pops up to announce their grand victory, instead of being surprised and listening to their inevitable monologue, you can feed them a fireball."
"I guess."
The two of them walked back to the cabana in silence, Mike pondering the whole time. What was the real target here, the eggs or the house? Was it both? Neither? Was it him? Was some third party making an attempt on his other properties? When he got home, he would have someone check in with Bigfoot. As for the castle in Ireland, anyone trying to break in would get an even worse surprise than he had.
Back at the cabana, Ratu packed up what little they had used last night. Mike took a quick look through his own bag, pausing long enough to pull out a fresh pair of shorts and a clean shirt. The potions Zel had given him were safely wrapped in some socks he had packed. After triple-checking that the lid of the Mandragora potion was still good, he moved the potions back into his bag and zipped it shut.
While changing his clothes, he noticed Ratu watching him out of the corner of her eye once his pants were off. Mike let out a theatrical yawn and stretched, making sure to arch his back. He put on a big show of rubbing his abs through the naga skin tunic, then winked in her direction and then did a little belly dance for her.
"Weather's nice," he said.
"Mmhmm." Her gaze dropped to his cock. "Maybe colder than usual."
Mike snorted. "If you're worried about how chilly I am, I can think of an activity to warm us up."
Ratu held up a hand and summoned crackling flames. She arched an eyebrow at him.
"Not that way," he hastily added. Ratu looked past him and released the flames, her hand moving over her mouth. Mike turned to see Pele standing behind him, her molten eyes locked on his crotch.
"Ah. Um..." Mike grabbed the hem of the naga shirt and pulled, the fabric stretching down to not quite cover his genitals. When he realized it was insufficient, he turned around, but then remembered Pele was likely looking at his bare ass. Clearing his throat, he found his boxers and stepped into them. "Sorry you had to see that."
"I'm not." Pele chuckled and the ground vibrated beneath his feet. "I assure you that it is nothing I haven't seen before."
"Yeah, well..." He cleared his throat. "My apologies. We were just having some fun."
"Don't stop on my account." Pele sat on a nearby chair. "So, you intend to leave for a bit?"
"I do," he said. "I need to check in with my family and then clear my name with the Order. We shouldn't be gone long. Once we return, I'm hoping my full focus can be here."
"Good." Pele studied him for a few moments, and he could see golden light sparkle throughout her pupils. "Will you bring your family here?"
"I will. I think they would like this place." He gestured at the cabana. "My kids will want to explore the area, if you think that's safe."
"With a suitable guide, yes, it will be." Pele smiled and closed her eyes. "It will be so nice to hear the sounds of a family in this place once again. This place was never meant to suffer the silence of a tomb."
"It certainly won't." Mike walked over to the edge of the cliffs and looked down. Lily had wrapped her arms around Leilani's waist and was flapping her wings uselessly in an attempt to lift her. "How long do you think it will be before she gives up?"
"Hmm?" Ratu joined him on the rim and laughed. The succubus seemed to sense them watching and renewed her flapping. Leilani looked up at the demon and shouted something, which caused Lily to drop her back into the lake. Visibly flustered, Lily grabbed onto the mermaid's torso and tried to pull her free of the water. This devolved into another shouting match, which ended when the mermaid pulled Lily out of the sky and dunked her.
"I'll go get them," said Ratu with a grin. "Otherwise, we'll be waiting here all day." The naga moved toward the edge of the cliff and jumped over the side, her body twisting and expanding into serpentine form. She slid through the thick foliage, the trees shaking and bending as she pushed them aside and gained speed. Moments later, Ratu shot out of a gap in the trees at the bottom, jaws open wide and fangs bared as she practically belly flopped on top of the succubus and the mermaid.
From the edge of the cliff, Mike heard both Leilani and Lily shriek in terror. Behind him, the goddess of fire laughed.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Half an hour later and half a world away, Mike emerged from the portal in his laundry room closet and stepped through the plain wooden door that had been painted the same color as the rest of the room. Had it always been here and he hadn't noticed? Or had the house somehow expanded again?
Those were thoughts to ponder later. He stepped away from the door to allow Lily and Ratu through. Leilani and Ingrid remained behind--Mike wasn't ready yet to bring them into his home.
"Caretaker." Reggie was waiting for them, his whiskers twitching in anticipation.
"Good afternoon." Mike knelt down and extended a finger to shake the Rat King's paw. "Can you get a secondary portal set up between the new place and Paradise? I need to get Leilani and Ingrid there directly without using the house. We'll also need some safeguards so that the Order doesn't backtrack us through."
"Here." Lily knelt down and handed over a piece of paper. "I've marked some rooms at the resort that are special use and will be safe. Nobody is scheduled to use them."
"Of course." Reggie turned to a small contingent of armed rodents who stood nearby. He made a few squeaks and gestures before one of them ran off. "It should be ready by the time you leave."
"Great." Mike stood and gazed down at the tiny king. "How have things been here?"
"Terrible." Reggie led the way, walking at Mike's side. "We're keeping a very close watch on the front yard. The SoS has posted snipers at strategic locations, which greatly limits who can be involved in the battle ahead. Death went out this morning to see how they would react and was shot at, so we suspect lethal force has been encouraged."
"Damn." Mike moved to the nearest window and looked outside. "That sure is a lot of people." He waved at them to see if anyone would wave back. When they didn't, he caught himself ready to flip them the finger. Clearly, Ratu wasn't the only one battling intrusive thoughts. That, or Lily was rubbing off on both of them.
Reggie nodded. "With more on the way. Eulalie believes this is less than half their force, but isn't sure why the others haven't arrived yet. As of now, the fae are our primary resource. Sulyvahn and Cecilia cannot be harmed by mortal weapons and capturing them will be very difficult. Cerberus is also immune, as is the Jabberwock. Dana asked to be more involved with the coming battle, but there's a very real fear she may get struck by explosive ordinance, which would be messy. Jenny has a pretty tight leash on the situation, but I'm sure you can imagine it's a bit...unsettling."
"I see." Mike sighed. "What about Yuki and Abella?"
"What about me?" Yuki stood at the end of the hallway, just outside the dining room. She smiled in his direction, but looked very tired.
"Just wondering what role you had to play is all." He moved in to give her a hug when a small mass slammed into him.
"Dad!" Callisto, in human form, had wrapped his arms around Mike's waist so tight that it actually hurt. Moments later, Grace dropped down from above and grabbed him from the other side.
"Hey." Mike knelt down to properly hug both of them. When he stood, he held Grace in one arm. "Are you two being good?"
"There are bad guys in our front yard." There was both excitement and fear in Callisto's voice. "They're planning to hurt Aunt Naia!"
Grace hissed her agreement, then leaned in to nibble on Mike's hair.
"I'm surprised to see you two here." Mike looked into his son's eyes. "Aren't you supposed to be with your mom?"
Someone cleared their throat. Mike looked up to see Zel standing by the doorway, her equine body filling the hall.
"He needed to see his father," she said. Mike could sense the hidden message behind those simple words. It wasn't just that Callisto wanted to see Mike. Zel was making sure to remind Mike of his promise.
"Is it true you met a dragon?" asked Callisto.
"It is. She's amazing. I can't wait for you to meet her." He ruffled his son's hair and knelt down to set Grace next to him. "Things are probably going to get pretty dangerous soon. Where are you two going to be?"
"With me." Zel stepped forward, her hooves unsteady on the wooden floors. "The tribe will watch them. We are fairly removed from the battle to come and Reggie has made us a temporary portal into the village. The exterior of the greenhouse has been locked down."
"Good." Mike looked at his children. "I have a very big job for you two, so pay close attention."
Callisto's eyes shone with excitement. Grace stared at her father with wide eyes that almost seemed to glow. Mike noticed that she wore a dog tag on a chain around her neck. He took a moment to touch it like a lucky charm.
"Watch out for each other," he said. "The grown-ups are all going to be super busy for a little bit, and I need to know I can count on you two to keep each other safe."
Callisto looked at his little sister and nodded. "You can count on me."
"I know I can." Mike looked at his daughter, who was still staring at him. "And Grace? Remember to blink, sweetie. Human eyes need moisture."
The little Arachne blinked her human eyes exactly once, then showed him her teeth. When Mike patted her head, she grabbed his palm and promptly nibbled on his fingers.
"Okay you two, let's go." Zel backed her bulk through the doorway of the dining room and the children reluctantly followed. A portal had been chewed into the wall through which Mike could see the centaur tribe. He watched as the rats nearby started closing the portal, and sighed. If he didn't think Francois would try to break into Di's lair, he would just stay home with everyone else.
Around the table sat some of the others. Jenny was in the middle of the surface, sitting atop a map of the grounds. Dana, Tink, and Eulalie were along the opposite side of Mike. Sulyvahn leaned against the edge of one wall while Asterion stood along another. Cerberus was also there, all three heads staring at Mike without blinking. Mike almost wondered if Grace had picked that habit up from them, or maybe it was the other way around. He'd only been gone a few days, had he really missed so much?
"Are ye planning to send Lady Beth home soon?" asked the dullahan.
"I'm going to go get her after this," Mike replied. "When I speak to the Director, I'm half expecting him to launch the attack here. How are things looking on our end?"
"Manageable," said Yuki. "It's almost thirty degrees Fahrenheit outside, so the men are struggling with the cold. Abella is acting as our ears for now and Eulalie is our eyes. Cecilia is keeping watch along the perimeter with instructions to check in once they start moving."
"Where's Sofia?" he asked.
"Helping Eulalie." Yuki looked at Jenny, then back to Mike. "Jenny and I sat down and preselected some tarot cards to bolster her strategy. Our defenses are fairly solid, but when you're done with the Director, we wouldn't mind having Ratu back in case he decides to play hard ball."
"It's nice to be wanted." The naga sat at the table. "If we can convince the Director to back down, my presence won't be needed."
"We met with Master Cyrus earlier today." Reggie hopped up onto the table where he hastily affixed a paper badge to his chest. "He has created some logistical havoc amongst the mages of the Order. This includes a way for the lions to activate by enchanting the ammunition of the soldiers out front."
"What about the ammo?" Mike asked, looking toward the rat.
Yuki grinned. "Magic is primarily about intent. Cyrus enchanted some rounds to act like magical spells that briefly connect with the mercenaries. Since they'll be fired with the intent to harm denizens of the house, the lions will get involved."
"That's nasty." Mike looked around the table again and realized someone was missing. "Where's Death?"
"Sulkin'." Sulyvahn shook his head. "Poor lad was quite disappointed after our meetin' this mornin'. Said he realized there was aught he could do in the battle ahead."
Mike debated tracking down the Reaper, but time was short. "Anything else I need to know?"
I will make a bed out of their bones that I may lie in them and dream dark things, added Jenny.
Tink rolled her eyes. Dana stuck something in her mouth and started chewing it like a piece of gum. When nobody else responded, Mike stood.
"I love you all," he said, looking at everyone. When Asterion grunted in disbelief, Mike laughed. "Even you too, big guy. We're all a big family here."
For whatever reason, this seemed to mollify the minotaur. Mike took a minute to check in with everyone individually. Asterion got tasked with checking in with Bigfoot. Dana and Tink both seemed like they were absolutely itching for a fight, whereas Cerberus was simply happy to receive head pats. Sulyvahn promised Mike that his home would be safe in their hands, and Jenny...
Well, the things Jenny said were more than a bit horrifying. Mike was glad that she was on their side.
Before leaving, Mike went upstairs to his bedroom. He hadn't even stepped foot in the bathroom when the tap in the bathtub turned on. The tub was half full of water by the time he sat on the edge. A column of water rose, then fell away in sheets to reveal the beautiful woman who lived in the spring beneath his house.
"Welcome home, lover." She smiled and took his face in her hands as she kissed him. Her magic touched his, and he felt like he could sprint a hundred miles without stopping. "We've missed you."
He smiled and held her hands in his. "Are you okay?" he asked.
Naia nodded. "I do not fear these men. They would have to dig deep to truly destroy my spring, and I know they would feel divine wrath long before that happened."
"How is Amymone?"
"Ha!" Naia gestured to the window. "See for yourself."
Mike stood on the lip of the tub to look outside. Down below, the massive oak tree had pulled roots free of the ground, creating a maze inside of a wall of ice. From the branches hung effigies of straw made to look like the men and women out front. Some even had poorly stitched clothing that matched.
"That looks like a hangman's tree," he said. "Very creepy."
"Indeed." Naia's eyes sparkled. "My sister is very protective of this place and wanted to convey the message that she isn't to be trifled with. Amy's also upset about the cold, which is probably why she put in the extra effort. She'll be okay as long as it doesn't drop much further. Otherwise, her tree may go dormant early."
"Will you say hi to her for me? The others don't want me going outside."
"As you shouldn't." Naia's features darkened. "I fear for your safety."
"And I for yours." He kissed the nymph on the head. "Wish me luck. I'm about to go start trouble in Paradise."
Naia grabbed Mike and kissed him so hard that he felt like he would float through the ceiling. When she let go, he actually staggered away from her, a stupid grin on his face.
"You don't need luck, Caretaker." Naia's eyes briefly flashed gold, then became blue once more. "Good luck," said the nymph, oblivious to Hestia's interjection.
"Thank you." It was hard to leave, but he needed to go. As he went down the stairs, he spotted a dark figure in the living room, hunched over by the fireplace. The burning logs crackled and spit as the apparition seemingly warmed his hands above them. Mike coughed into a hand, and Death rose from his crouch.
"Ah, Mike Radley, you are home."
"Are you okay?" he asked. "I heard you were having a tough day."
"I am better." Death grinned macabrely, then scratched at his skull with a finger. It made a rasping sound reminiscent of dead leaves sliding across concrete. "I simply stepped out for a few minutes. I must admit I have been melancholy this day, but am feeling much better."
"I'm glad." Mike looked past Death at the fireplace. "A fire in the middle of summer, huh?"
"It is quite cold out, Mike Radley." Death looked toward the front yard, his gaze wistful. "I will be meeting some of these mortals personally, I'm afraid."
"Yeah." Mike sighed and looked up for a moment. "I don't like the idea of all these people dying in my yard, you know."
"Nor do I. But they were given many chances to step away, to leave our domicile in peace." Death scowled. "They even broke one of my favorite tea cups."
Mike winced. "That's outrageous."
"Quite." Death's eye lights flared briefly. "I wish you luck, my friend."
"You, too, buddy." Mike made his way to the dining room where Lily and Ratu were waiting. The succubus was holding an animated discussion with Dana regarding the clutch of eggs while Ratu watched from the sidelines. "Let's go," he said.



"I will be glad to see this done." Ratu rose and wrapped her arms around one of Mike's. "I feel like we're standing on the precipice of war."
Mike's other arm was grabbed by Lily. "That's a little melodramatic, don't you think?" she asked.
The naga's eyes burned with magical flames. "My people have a gift for prophecy. Much like animals can sense the coming of an earthquake, my kind often sense the coming of great change. The only thing you ever sensed coming was--"
"Enough." Mike looked at Lily first. "She's entitled to her feelings just as you are. Stop antagonizing her."
The succubus stuck out her tongue.
"As for you..." He looked at Ratu. Her gaze was defiant. In her own way, she was like a queen. Regal and unrepentant. "I trust your wisdom, but you shouldn't let Lily get under your scales like this. I'm half convinced she's trying to make you mad enough that you'll swallow her."
Ratu actually snorted, her serpentine eyes settling on Lily. "Is this true, demon? Are you hoping to explore a new kink?"
Lily took a step back, caught off guard by the naga's change in demeanor. "Hey, look, I was just saying those things to fuck around with Romeo a bit. Getting swallowed whole sounds like fun, but is boring as fuck for hours afterward. And gross."
"Hmm." Ratu licked her lips. "Too bad. I really would have enjoyed eating you."
Mike held back a laugh and guided the two of them toward the laundry room. Lily seemed more than a little shy around the naga, a fact which Mike pointed out after Ratu stepped through the portal back to Hawaii.
"Why the sudden apprehension?" Mike asked Lily before the succubus went through the portal. Lily paused for a moment before looking back at him.
"You think I'm suddenly scared of her?" she asked. "Have you seen how long her tongue gets? If she'll stay in human form, I'm more afraid that she won't eat me now!"
"Of course." Shaking his head, Mike followed Lily back through the portal.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Cyrus had his eyes closed, but felt a heavy presence watching over him. He was lying on a cot that had been set up outside and behind the command tent. With the addition of new troops this morning, it was essentially standing-room-only inside, but he and a few others had taken some quick cat naps on a trio of cots tucked beneath a canopy. Even fully clothed, he was covered by two thick blankets to maintain the illusion that he was cold. In reality, it was actually quite comfortable and he wished whoever it was would kindly fuck off.
When he opened his eyes, it was to gaze upon the stern visage of the witch, Elizabeth. Her dark eyes were piercing, and perhaps a lesser man would suspect that she could somehow see all of his secrets.
However, Cyrus was not a lesser man, nor would he be intimidated by a woman who had likely sold her soul to the devil to gain power. Witches came from all walks of life, but the way the shadows shifted oddly when Elizabeth was nearby, he had to assume it was a high caliber demon who had made the deal.
"Can I help you?" he asked in his best customer service voice. He was grouchy, and it was either that or something more snappy.
"Darius wishes to speak with you." The witch studied him for a second. "By the way, I heard an interesting rumor."
"By definition, that's how rumors propagate." Cyrus yawned and sat up. He scratched at his beard and checked the time. It had been almost three hours since his teahouse meeting, and two of those had been spent asleep. His earpiece was tucked away in one of his pockets, and he didn't have a way to stick it in without raising questions. "Are we moving on the fountain?"
"Not quite yet. We're waiting on word from your Director." Elizabeth stepped back to give him room to rise. Though it was cold enough that Cyrus' every breath created a cloud of fog, the witch's somehow didn't. He found that an interesting use of magic. "Is it true you had a run-in with a succubus before you retired?"
Cyrus nodded. "It is. She's the main reason I retired in the first place." It occurred to him that the witch probably had a way to tell if he was being truthful. He would have to be careful with his words. "My last official mission with the Order got complicated pretty quick. A lot of good people died. Other than myself, only one other person made it back. The succubus saved us from dying, if you can imagine such a thing. The higher-ups feared this was proof I had been compromised, which led to a dilution of duties, and ultimately to the decision to hang up my wand, as it were."
"Were you compromised, though?" A thin smile appeared on Elizabeth's face. "I, too, find it hard to believe that you survived a succubus attack."
"I was." The witch was either testing him or getting ready to manipulate him. He was more than a little curious which it was. "If I'm being honest with you, how I was treated afterward changed how I saw the organization. It's hard having something you've dedicated your entire life to get pulled out from under your feet. My legacy had been tainted by things I had no control over. I wasn't Master Cyrus anymore, not really. I was now the old guy who was probably feeding secrets to the demon who sucked him off in bed every night." Cyrus cleared his throat and stared past Elizabeth, the pain of his final days suddenly fresh in his head. "It was hard to admit then, but I can admit it now. The experience of losing my place in the Order changed me, changed how I saw things. So yeah, I compromised myself, questioned a lot of my choices."
"I see." It clearly wasn't the answer Elizabeth expected. Strangely, this seemed to please her.
"When I got pulled into this mess, I was surprised they even considered me. There have been some...changes in the Order as of late, so I chalk it up to desperate times and measures." Cyrus started walking toward the tent. "The fact that you're hearing this rumor means someone brought it up. Even now, I can't escape what other people think."
"Did you know that a succubus was rumored to be on these grounds?" It sounded like a harmless question, but immediately had Cyrus on edge. The hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up. "Maybe even the same one you faced in Hawaii."
"I don't remember seeing any mention of her in the files." He tried to keep the tremor from his voice. Had he been found out?
"You clearly haven't been told everything." Elizabeth smirked. "If you were to learn that the succubus that ruined your life does, in fact, belong to Mike Radley, what would you do with this knowledge?"
They were at the entrance to the command center now. Two members of the SoS stepped aside to allow them entry. Cyrus hesitated at the flap, then turned to face the witch.
"I would do what I came here to do." He patted the spot on his hip where a wand was holstered. "Make things right again."
When the flap opened, it revealed several members of the SoS. Only a couple members of the Order were inside, a pair of mages who were hastily digging through plastic crates that had been stacked shoulder high in places. As far as he could tell, they were almost entirely packed with MREs. One of the mages had broken into a cold sweat, his eyes furtively glancing up at Darius from his clipboard every few seconds.
"What's this about?" asked Cyrus, stopping to examine the pre-packaged meals.
The man with the clipboard looked relieved to see him. "The storehouse was supposed to send out cold weather gear," he explained. "But they sent us food instead."
"That sounds like a pretty big mistake." Cyrus knelt down and grabbed one of the packages. "Is there any chili mac in there?"
"I, uh..." The mage looked down in the box.
"I'll settle for some shredded barbecue." Cyrus snatched one of the MREs off the top and stuck it in an inner pocket, using the motion to retrieve the earpiece. "I would avoid the chicken ala king. Only give that to somebody if you hate them."
"But, Master Cyrus..." The mage looked over at Darius, then back at Cyrus. "We waited hours for this stuff! This was supposed to be coats and gloves for the mercenaries, not food!"
"At least they won't be hungry." Cyrus shrugged. "I'm not sure what you want from me."
"Aren't you in charge?"
"Of this?" Cyrus pointed at the crate nearest him. "I was there when the order was phoned in. We specifically asked them for cold weather gear. I am insanely curious how you want me to fix someone else's long distance fuck up."
The mage visibly paled.
Cyrus looked over at Darius. "If this is what you wanted to talk to me about, I'm afraid I can't help you. I may be a ranking member here, but that's only because sister Laurel had a mental breakdown and nobody else was up to the task. The Director--"
"Is an idiot." Darius's facial features were carved into place as if from stone, and all Cyrus could see in the man's sunglasses was his own reflection. "I am well aware of the man's shortcomings."
"Oh. Well okay then." Cyrus adjusted his coat and ran a hand through his hair as if to tidy it. The earpiece vanished perfectly into his ear canal. "What can I do for you?"
"Your people are being moved off location." Darius picked up a plastic binder and handed it over. "We are nearly ready for the next part of this operation, but that requires the usage of a different facility. Right now, Sister Laurel is on her way to assume control of this facility, but I have my doubts as to her competence."
"Oh." Cyrus took the binder from Darius and opened it up. It was a contract. "What am I looking at here?"
"We have become very aware that you are being underutilized." Elizabeth moved next to Darius and crossed her arms. "The Order pulled you out of retirement for this mission, then cast you aside when they didn't get the results they wanted."
"Your Director has an agenda." Darius gestured at the contract. "As do I."
"You want to hire me?"
"Officially." Elizabeth smirked. "Laurel may be in charge of your people, but we want one of our own in this facility, somebody that the young men and women in the Order will respect but will follow our orders. Your chain of command is...lacking, these days."
Cyrus looked up at Elizabeth. "I thought you were on some sort of forgiveness program with the Order. Do you work for the SoS now?"
"Strictly as a consultant. I have some experience dealing with the denizens of this place, as you probably know. There was nothing in my negotiated surrender to suggest that I was exclusive to your organization. In fact, your Director gave the Sons of Sin permission to hire their own experts if needed."
Darius cleared his throat. "None of that really matters. What does matter is that I'm the one in charge of this operation, not your Director. We still intend to do what we were paid for, but I need to make decisions in the heat of the moment. Seeing such a strong asset put out to pasture makes me realize that your Director prefers fealty over competence. That's a dangerous recipe for disaster."
Cyrus looked at the contract, which was pretty succinct. It definitely didn't need an entire binder for the three sheets of paper within. "I won't betray the Order," he said.
"And we're not asking you to. There's an aspect of the mission that has not been revealed to you, or anyone else at this location for obvious reasons. Sister Laurel is likely being briefed on her new duties right now, but only after she is at the new site." Darius sat across from Cyrus and removed his sunglasses. The mercenary's gaze was intense, his eyes somehow cruel. "You would still be working the original mission, but as your boss, I can put you in charge of both groups at this location. That way, I know I have someone competent running the show in case Sister Laurel has another lapse in sanity."
"Hmm." Cyrus studied the contract some more. Other than the six-figure amount for completing the mission, it was pretty straight forward. He would answer directly to Darius. But more importantly, he didn't know what else he could do here. If the SoS started a fight, he would likely out himself as a double agent. What concerned him more was the fact that there was some aspect of the mission he was unaware of, and he felt it was somehow the elephant in the room. What did he still not know? And was that why they had gone to so much trouble to keep Darius shielded from scrying magic?
"Okay, sorry about that, I've been busy." Eulalie's voice was almost a whisper. "Is something up?"
"So if I sign this, I become part of your team and you brief me on something that nobody has told me?" Cyrus looked at Darius for confirmation.
"Fuck me with a bug net," muttered Eulalie. "This is news to me."
The mercenary nodded. Without another thought, Cyrus signed the document and slid the binder over to Darius. The man picked it up with a grin and handed it to Elizabeth.
"Welcome to the Sons of Sin." Darius put his sunglasses back on and reached across the table to shake hands. "You're on the next car out of here. It leaves in five minutes."
Cyrus gave the man a mock salute and rose. "It will be nice to go somewhere a little warmer."
Darius stood with Cyrus. "You will be far more comfortable where you're going. Dirk?"
The man appeared as if from nowhere, causing Cyrus to flinch. Dirk looked at Cyrus, then back at Darius. "Did he sign on?"
"He did." Darius handed over the binder.
"Welcome aboard. Some of the guys speak highly of you." Dirk gestured toward the exit. "This way, please."
Cyrus was led to the driveway where a dark suburban idled. It occurred to him as he got in the passenger door that maybe this was an elaborate trap to take him somewhere else and kill him off, but Darius could have accomplished the same thing by having Elizabeth put a bullet in his face. Behind him, the vehicle was packed with several boxes, stacked up nearly to the roof. When Dirk got into the driver seat, Cyrus turned to the man.
"So where are we going?" he asked.
"You'll see when we get there." Dirk started the car and put it in drive. As they pulled off of the lawn, Cyrus noticed a trio of armored cars waiting on the main road by the stone lions guarded by a small group of mercenaries.
"What are those armored cars for?"
Dirk ignored him.
"They've been out there for a little bit," said Eulalie. "We have no idea what they're for. Yuki thinks maybe they're warded for transporting magical items or something. The idiots parked them by a storm drain, so I've already tagged them."
By the time they were out of the neighborhood, Cyrus was fidgeting in his seat. The silence was eerie, and he certainly wasn't used to it, not after so many days of being surrounded by people.
"So have you been with the SoS long?" he asked. Dirk grunted, but didn't acknowledge him further. Cyrus couldn't help but notice that the man was constantly scanning the road, as if expecting an ambush. Sighing, he slouched in his seat and crossed his arms as if to take a nap.
Instead of sleeping, he meditated, taking stock of the items he was carrying. His pockets were stuffed full of magical rods and wands, most of them objects of tremendous power. When people like Mads had disappeared, Cyrus had used their names to check out magical items, ensuring that his own people would have nothing too dangerous to use against the denizens of the house. He had also mislabeled things, swapping elemental implements for their opposites and even a healing rod for a fireball one. Knowing that his younger counterparts had become sloppy and careless, he had even replaced a few of the deadlier wands with fancy looking sticks he had found in the backyard.
Eulalie was largely silent, his earpiece occasionally picking up mutterings or even just the clacking of keys. Dirk was on the highway now, headed west toward the mountains. Cyrus kept his right eye open just a crack, then yawned and sat up when Dirk pulled off onto a dirt road nearly an hour later.
Pretending to rub the sleep from his eyes, Cyrus read off the mile marker as if it was an idle thought. He heard the keyboard clacking through the earpiece stop. "Where on Earth are we?" he wondered aloud, then looked out the window as if seeing the place for the first time. "Is there an Order facility out here?"
Dirk glanced at Cyrus, but the old man shrugged. "Sorry, old man habit. I don't expect you to answer, just wondering."
The mercenary turned his attention forward for another minute, the trees gobbling up the road ahead. After nearly a minute of silence, he spoke.
"So you've been hunting them all these years?" When Cyrus didn't respond, Dirk cleared his throat. "Monsters, I mean."
"Ah. Yeah, that was some of the job. In truth, I was always better at hunting them than the other stuff. Some members of the Order never saw battle, think of them like magical social workers." Cyrus grunted and scratched at his beard. When this ordeal was over, he planned to find a proper barber and have it trimmed. He was a little tired of the crazy old man he saw in the mirror these days. "Guess that says something about me, though."
"Says you're a badass." Dirk grinned. "We don't get a lot of calls like this one, but they're always messy. Some of our people like it that way, though."
"Do you?" Cyrus asked.
Dirk nodded. "I volunteered for this job. There's no challenge anymore with a lot of the stuff we do. We're either playing bodyguard for wealthy people who believe someone is out to get them, or we're fighting other guys like us. But these jobs? You never know what's going to happen."
"Very true," Cyrus replied.
"But I think the best part about it is that there isn't any guilt afterward." Dirk stared ahead, his eyes on the road but somehow elsewhere. "I've lost count of how many people I've killed. When I was younger, Darius taught me not to look in their eyes when they died, but I still do. Yeah, they're usually trying to kill me first, so I don't feel as bad, but they were still people, right?
"But these monsters? Fuck 'em. We can go all out. This is our world, and they should have played by our rules." The man smirked as he drummed on the steering wheel with his gloved hands. "Back at HQ, we actually have a trophy room. It's usually just pictures and stuff, but occasionally we'll take something and have it stuffed, put it up on the wall."
"Oh." Cyrus didn't even know how to respond to this information.
"Years ago, we got hired to take out a cluster of sirens, those women who sing and drive you mad. Carl, this guy who used to be on my squad, he had one of their heads mounted with a speaker inside it. It plays Taylor Swift if you get too close. We use it to haze the new guys." Dirk paused for a moment and frowned. "Shit, forget I said that. If you ever get invited to HQ, pretend to be surprised."
Cyrus grunted in acknowledgement, but said little else. When Eulalie next spoke, her voice was tense.
"I'm going to find that place and burn it to the ground," she whispered.
"So what's the scariest fuck you've ever hunted down?" asked Dirk. Now that the man was talking, Cyrus wished he would shut up.
"People," Cyrus replied. When Dirk gave him an odd look, Cyrus elaborated. "Humans. Every time things have gone sideways or I've lost members of my team, it's been humans."
After a long moment, Dirk nodded. "Ah, I get you. Witches and shit."
"Yep. Like that woman back at the house, Elizabeth."
Dirk slowed the car and fixed Cyrus with a look. "Don't let the boss hear you talk like that," he warned. "Not that it's any of my business, but I think he might have a thing going on with her or something."
"A thing?" Curious, Cyrus sat up in his seat.
"Maybe. They seem like they know each other. I kind of wonder if she isn't an old fuck buddy, or something similar. That whole story about turning herself in? It's true, but only after he asked her to do it. She was supposed to come on board this whole time."



"They've known each other long?" asked Cyrus.
Dirk shrugged. "Maybe. I never heard him mention her before this job, but that doesn't mean anything. Darius is entitled to his privacy. But he called her before we even landed."
"Yet another piece to the puzzle." Eulalie sounded angry. "Oh, good. Looks like some more guys just--"
The earpiece went dead in Cyrus' ear. He tried not to react and just looked out the window at the trees. Dirk continued jabbering for nearly twenty more minutes, driving the suburban down dirt roads that Cyrus never saw in the first place. After a little bit, he pulled out his phone and saw that he had no signal.
"Yeah, you won't get any reception out here," said Dirk. "The whole area is off the grid, both electronically and magically. Nothing in and out without our say so." The suburban passed between a pair of massive boulders and emerged in a small depression in the side of the mountain. After a trio of descending switchback turns, the suburban stopped next to a cliff face.
"I don't understand," said Cyrus. "Where are we?"
A door in the mountain opened up, and the suburban drove inside. Cyrus was stunned to see that well over a hundred SoS men milled about, chatting amicably with each other and eying the suburban with curiosity.
"This place isn't one of yours," answered Dirk. "And now I can tell you a bit more about why we're here." He pulled the vehicle into an open spot and put it in park. "This place is a few decades old, used to belong to some weird fucks who ran a historical society back in town. Whole thing was off the books, only that witch knew about it."
"That doesn't explain why we're here, though." Cyrus got out and frowned. He spotted a few members of the Order milling about, but what worried him was the caliber of weaponry being installed by the entrance. "Are those gatling guns?"
"They are, they are." Dirk exchanged a fist bump with a guy who opened up the suburban and pulled out the ammo crates. "So the first thing you should know is that there's a mole."
"What?" Cyrus had already pulled the earpiece from his ear. It was useless now. "A mole?"
"Yep. We don't know who it is, but someone has been monitoring all of your shit. Well, the Order's shit. That Caretaker guy has someone working for him, but we can't figure out who. This is a 'We know they know' situation, so we've been trying to drop false intel. Those armored cars you saw earlier? Decoys. When we nab some monsters, they're going out on different transports while those ones take off. And we're not being paranoid, we've already found tracking devices on them. Come, this way."
Cyrus' heart hammered in his chest. This was certainly a surprise he hadn't expected. "I have so many questions," he stammered.
"I bet you do." Dirk led Cyrus through a pair of double doors that led into a long corridor. "From the beginning, we've been operating under false orders. That Director guy knew from the get go that any mission we had would be compromised. In reality, we were never after some stupid magic book, but the guys in the field don't know that. It was all a facade."
"For what reason?" Cyrus asked.
"Intel. That Caretaker guy, he's the real target. Apparently, he's a pretty slippery fuck." Dirk pulled a keycard out of his pocket and handed it to Cyrus. "You'll need this to move through the facility."
"Thank you." Cyrus pocketed the card. They came up to the first checkpoint, which was monitored by an armed squadron of men. They stood at attention when they saw Dirk, who used his own card on the door. After two more checkpoints, they were in a stairwell, going down.
"I hope you've been paying attention, 'cause this place is like a maze." They got to the bottom of the stairwell and used the card to gain access to a long, concrete hallway. Every ten feet, there was a steel door with a locking mechanism on the front. "So you and your people will be down here. Well, your former people. We needed them for this part."
"I still don't understand what--" Cyrus voice trailed off when he saw sister Laurel and a couple of knights come out of one of the rooms. Her wild eyes lingered on him for a moment, then she scowled at Dirk.
"What is he doing here?" she asked.
"He works for the Sons of Sin now." Dirk tilted his head toward Cyrus. "So play nice."
"Does the Director know about this?" asked Laurel with a slight snarl.
"Nope. But you can call him if you want. Might have to hike for a couple of hours to get a signal, but be my guest." Dirk moved to the doorway and looked inside. "Is this room ready?"
"It is." Laurel eyed Cyrus with suspicion, but gestured into the room. "The central cage will contain most Class 3 entities, but it will be perfect for the banshee."
Cyrus moved to look into the room and bit his lip. In the center was a glass cage covered in silver threads and an entrance in the middle.
"What about the goblin?" asked Dirk.
Cyrus grabbed the man's wrist to get his attention. "Wait," he said, fighting hard to keep the tremor from his voice. This wasn't some casual facility put together in just a couple of days. Everything in the room had been there for a while. "Does this mean--"
Dirk grinned. "This place was built to be a prison," he said, gesturing toward the cage. "Everything up until this point was intel, but you knew that already. We needed the enemy to think we were after something else. But in reality, we've always been after the monsters in that house. Did you think we were just going to toss them in a truck and negotiate a surrender? Hardly. This is where we plan to keep them, forever if we need to. Can't have them running around wild. If they end up being of no use to the Order, there's a black market for them if you know the right people. We've got a list of potential buyers we can call."
"I was just as shocked as you were," said Laurel. "This place is completely hidden so nobody will ever find them here. Once we have some members of Mike Radley's family, he'll do whatever we tell him to do. He doesn't need to know that he'll never get them back."
Cyrus wanted to scream, to tell them they were insane. What they were about to do was evil, plain and simple. With no way to let Eulalie know where he was, all he could do was swallow his words and nod.
"That's right, he doesn't."
"Good man." Dirk clapped Cyrus on the shoulder. "You'll be our liaison on this. Once we capture these things, it will be your job to make sure they stay alive and don't escape. You'll answer only to Darius and Elizabeth, once they get here."
"And when will that be?" asked Cyrus. Maybe if he had time, he could break out of here and hike to where he could get a signal. Or find another way to send a message to Eulalie to let her know what was about to happen. The moment anyone was captured, they would be whisked away to vanish forever.
Dirk grinned. "With any luck, they've already begun."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
The balcony door was open, which allowed the sound of the pounding surf to echo throughout the master suite. Beth leaned over the balcony, scowling down at a sight which once brought her indeterminable joy, but now contained nothing but dark threats. She could both see and sense the merfolk in the bay, swimming in small patrols on the off chance she would be dumb enough to walk down there.
Ever since her attempted abduction, she had remained in her room. Beth had been lucky to only sustain some scrapes and bruises. She cursed the merfolk for their ignorance, but knew her hatred was really for Captain Francois, who had deceived them. Scanning the horizon for signs of his magical ship, she once again wondered what it would be like to wrap her hands around his neck and squeeze until the veins stood out along his--
"Gah!" Kisa yelled from inside the suite. "Stop, you're doing it again!"
"Sorry." Beth turned away from the railing and walked inside to see Kisa frantically turning off the kitchen sink and mopping up water with a towel. She had changed out of her maid outfit into a yellow bikini top with matching shorts, the facade no longer necessary now that Beth was around. Originally, she was going to head home, but Lily had beat her through the portal and it was decided that Beth shouldn't be alone in Paradise.
"You need to relax," Kisa declared, throwing a scowl in Beth's direction. "I get why you're pissed, but I'm tired of cleaning this up."
Concentrating, Beth pushed the uncontained water back into the sink in an effort to help. Once it looked like the kitchen was mostly under control, she checked the bathrooms and the shower. One toilet had overflowed, but that only took another minute of concentration to levitate the water back into the bowl. She was disappointed in herself that her anger kept getting away from her in bursts of magic and water pressure, but was secretly pleased that she had become so strong.
Reassured that the flood was officially contained, Beth walked back out into the living room to help Kisa take the stack of wet towels to the nearest laundry basket. She looked toward the balcony and sighed. With more than a little sadness, she closed the sliding door.
"I need to find something else to do." She looked at Kisa. "Any interest in card games?"
Kisa made a face that made it clear she had absolutely no interest in card games. Carmina, who currently sat atop Kisa's head, made the same face. Lily had left the fairy behind when she had gone through the portal to connect with Mike.
"Fair enough. Were you watching something on tv?"
This time, the cat girl nodded. "I was catching up on a bunch of movies from the early two thousands." She picked up the remote and unpaused her current film. "This one is about a girl who finds out she's a princess."
"Anne Hathaway is a national treasure." Beth sat on the loveseat and sighed. No stranger to the Princess Diaries, she allowed her mind to drift some more.
About ten minutes later, Kisa's phone buzzed and she looked at it and grinned. "Coded text from Tink. Here." She tossed the phone to Beth. On the screen was an eggplant emoji followed by several sweat drop emojis. While she stared at the phone, her thumb slipped a bit and she accidentally dragged more of the conversation into view. In the span of only a few seconds, she managed to see at least two shared sexual fantasies regarding Mike as well as three pictures of Tink's butthole.
"I don't get it," she said, referring pretty much to the whole conversation, but mainly the emojis.
"Coming soon." Kisa grinned and held out her hand. "I need to reply."
"Reply with--" Beth had handed the phone back, which prompted Kisa to immediately pull her bikini top down and snap a quick selfie. "Is that...do you two talk like that all the time?"
Kisa shrugged. "Not this much, but figured someone is probably monitoring our texts so they may as well get an eyeful."
"Ah." It was definitely not the kind of friendship Beth had ever had with someone else, but their logic was sound. Regardless, the meaning was clear. Mike was going to be here soon and then she and Kisa could leave. She hoped wherever they went next would be friendlier. Hopefully it had a beach.
Beth's stomach rumbled, and she patted her belly. "You hungry?"
"I could eat." Kisa picked up the room service menu off the table with her feet and snatched it with a hand. "I'll have the fish sandwich, extra fries, and see if they'll do a rum and coke. Or rather, Lily will have those things." She held up Lily's tracking bracelet with her other hand.
"They will." Beth took the menu from Kisa and picked out what she wanted. After a quick phone call to the main desk, she flopped back on the couch and watched some more of the movie with Kisa. Anne Hathaway was on her way to a beach party with friends when Beth heard the knock on the door.
"That was fast," said Kisa.
Beth stood and walked to the door of the suite. Her hand was almost on the knob when her instincts screamed at her to get away. She hesitated, then looked at Kisa with wide eyes.
"Just a second!" she yelled. "Let me get a robe on!"
Kisa narrowed her eyes at the door, then gestured toward the patio. She and Beth moved silently toward it, then pushed the sliding glass open to step outside.
"Where can we go?" asked Beth.
Kisa moved to the railing and hopped onto it. Balancing carefully on her feet, she took a step back and slid down the exterior of the patio, her claws digging into the concrete surface.
"I can help you down," she said.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck," Beth whispered as she put her feet on a sidetable so that she could step over the side. The catgirl took her by the hand and grunted, her bicep bulging as she supported most of Beth's weight.
The door of the suite exploded off its hinges, revealing the disheveled silhouette of Captain Francois and a pair of mer-warriors standing behind him. The man shook his head at the sight of Beth hanging over the edge.
"There's nowhere you can go," he said. "I'll--"
Beth found a small decorative groove in the concrete and lowered herself out of sight. The patio below them came into view, and Kisa growled as she helped lower Beth to the railing below. Beth nearly slipped, but managed to jump forward and miss a nearby lounger.
She turned around and held up her arms to help catch Kisa. The catgirl dropped into a crouch and hopped forward, tucking into a roll and then standing.
"Okay, so maybe there's somewhere you can go," shouted Francois.
"You shouldn't even be here," replied Beth as she moved across the empty balcony and tried to open the slider to the vacant room. The door was locked. Carmina attempted to squeeze herself between the panes of glass, but they were too close together.
"The merfolk were very insistent that I be allowed to retrieve you." There was a grunt, followed by the sounds of flesh on metal. Captain Francois lowered himself down, the muscles in his arms bulging. "So make this easy on--"
Kisa smashed a chair into his legs, causing the Captain to fall. He dropped by, but instead of a satisfying scream, there was a loud clang from below. Beth ran to the ledge and looked over. Francois was holding onto the railing of the next floor below, his knuckles white. Down on the ground, a small retinue of merman gazed up at all of them, surrounded by armed Order personnel. Aurora stood nearby, uncertainty and concern on her face.
"What an idiot," Kisa muttered at Beth's side. Francois had already pulled himself to safety.
The catgirl picked up another chair and swung it into the glass door hard enough that it shattered. There was a brief moment of hesitation as the women realized that they were both barefoot, so they carefully skirted the glass and made their way across the suite before unlocking the door. The bracelet on Beth's wrist immediately lit up, as did the one that Kisa carried.
"Well that sucks." Beth and Kisa stepped into the hallway. "Looks like hiding won't be an option. For me anyway." She looked out the nearest window and saw people milling about. "Should we go up or down?"
Kisa opened her mouth to reply, then stared off into space for a moment. A wicked grin crossed her features. "Neither. We need to get to the other side of the building."
"Why?"
The catgirl grinned. "So that we can meet up with Mike."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Starting next chapter, I intend to break the HFHM record for property damage.
Thank you once again for dropping in and being part of my own, personal journey as a writer. Please don't forget to leave some stars, tell your friends, and maybe even ruin a family get-together by shouting plot points over the relative who irritates you most.
But above all else, take a moment today to do something kind, whether it's for a friend, a loved one, or even yourself. Positivity undoes negativity, it's one of the things I remember from math class!
Until next time, monster fuckers!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Snake in the Grass
The moment Mike stepped through the portal, a sinking sensation hit him in the gut. He pushed open the closet door and looked at the room he was now in. The nearby bed was far larger than a king mattress, making him wonder what sort of person or creature used this room. He moved to the side to allow Ratu, Leilani, and Ingrid to come through behind him. Leilani eyed the portal with suspicion, while Ingrid leaned in to study it.
"I should have guessed," she muttered, running her fingers along the edges of the portal. "You've been one step ahead of us the whole--"
Lily shoved her way through. "If you think I'm going to stand around in some abandoned shack in Oklahoma, you've got another thing coming." The portal from the cabana had been routed through a second location to avoid any of the Order following it back to Di's location.
Mike reached out mentally to Kisa. He only picked up a few pieces of information, but they were enough. "The Captain is here. He came for Beth to get to me."
"That fucking squid." Leilani clutched her trident. "I'll stab him myself."
"It might not be necessary." Mike was already moving toward the exit. He stuck his hand in one pocket and pulled out his bracelet. It had a soft glow to it. "Looks like we arrived just in time. Leilani, you need to get to your people and let them know the Captain betrayed you. I can't imagine anyone will stop you from speaking with your mother."
"Got it."
"Ingrid, you're with me. We need to find the Director and convince him that I'm still on the level, and then--"
"Murder him!" Lily held up a knife and grinned.
"No, not that." Mike frowned. "Maybe that. We'll see. Ratu, we'll probably need your magic to get there."
The naga bowed her head slightly. "I shall be at your side."
"As for you." Mike tossed his bracelet to Lily. "Since they're tracking me through that bracelet, I'm afraid I must ask you to sow some chaos."
Lily cackled and transformed into a copy of Mike. She did a pirouette before exiting the suite, and the others followed. Lily and Leilani moved together while Ingrid led Mike and Ratu in a different direction.
Down the hall, he heard his own voice singing "I want to be an airborne ranger!" followed by the sound of breaking glass.
"Daisy, Cerulea, Olivia." He waited for the three fairies to emerge from his shirt and hover in front of him. "Go find your sister. Run interference for Beth and Kisa." He held up a hand, and all three of them landed on his outstretched fingers. "No mercy."
The fairies shot off like tiny rockets, leaving colorful trails behind as they entered the HVAC system. Their giggles vanished moments later.
"Somehow, those two words are the scariest you've ever said." Ratu covered her mouth with one hand and laughed.
"I'm the guy who left Jenny in charge of my house." Mike took one last look at the vent. "They can burn this place down for all I care."
"Ahem." Ingrid gestured toward the nearest stairwell. "The Director has a private elevator we can access near the lobby. I assume he's in his office monitoring your current location and feeding it to the staff along with the Captain."
"Well at least we'll know where to find him." Mike allowed Ingrid to take the lead. "I don't suppose we'll get to take a secret tunnel to get there, will we?"
Ingrid pushed open the door to the stairwell. "What are you, twelve?"
"Secret tunnels are like wine. The older they are, the better they get."
"Until they turn into vinegar and fall apart," added Ratu. When Ingrid gave her an exasperated look from the next floor down, the naga shrugged. "Tunnels are sort of my thing."
When they got to the bottom of the stairwell, Ingrid opened the door and stepped outside. Mike passed through the opening and threw himself forward, tackling Ingrid to the ground. A trident flew over both of them from behind, embedding itself into a nearby concrete pillar. Two merfolk were standing next to a hot tub, and one of them was still armed.
"Hey, wait!" Mike put up his hands. "Leilani is alive, she's headed--"
The second merman lifted his trident and cocked his arm back. A fireball struck him in the face so hard that he flipped over backward and landed in the hot tub. When the remaining assailant tried to flee, Ratu stomped a foot on the ground, causing the decorative cobblestones to shudder beneath him. He tripped and fell on his face, then went motionless.
"Guess he didn't have his land legs yet," Mike said. When Ratu gave him a dirty look, he shrugged. "What? I knew you weren't going to say anything."
"How can you joke at a time like this?" asked Ingrid.
"Oh. That's easy." Mike stood and helped Ingrid up. "It's either make stupid jokes or vomit from sheer anxiety. One way or another, something's coming out of me."
"That hardly explains the rest of the time." Ratu narrowed her eyes at him, then smiled. "Or do you always experience anxiety?"
"Maybe it's so bad in the future that it reaches back in time and affects my current behavior?" He looked at Ingrid. "Where to?"
"That way." Ingrid pointed across the deck. "If there are merfolk here, I'm guessing they've got people all over."
"Of course they do." Ratu coughed into her hand. "That's because there are plenty of fish in the sea."
"Oh, that was a good one. How did it feel?" asked Mike.
"Regrettable. Like I have given something up that I can never regain."
"That would be your dignity," Mike explained. "It's why dads make those jokes. We have already paid the price, so we may as well cash in on the investment."
Ingrid groaned and started running. "C'mon, let's find some of my people."
There was the sound of breaking glass up above, followed by two members of the Order falling through the sky and landing in the pool with a splash. Lily-Mike stuck her head out the window.
"The windows are too breakable," she screamed in his voice, then disappeared inside. "I'm going to leave this place a bad review! None of the furniture is nailed down! Zero stars!"
The people in the pool scrambled for safety as a couch got shoved out the window. It tumbled gracefully, shedding its cushions before landing in the pool, one of the arms breaking off.
"We really were out of our depth," muttered Ingrid as she took them toward a side door. "I still can't believe she's a succubus."
"Living with her is never dull," said Mike. "But she has a good heart. Don't tell her I told you that, though."
"Why?" Ingrid opened the side door and they all stepped inside.
"She'll take it out on all of us." Mike chuckled. "How much further?"
"We just need to get through the..." Ingrid trailed off, her eyes on the group of people up ahead. Sitting in the plume of the lobby fountain was Princess Kailani herself. She was surrounded by her council and some soldiers, all of whom readied their weapons. The princess narrowed her eyes immediately at Mike.
"So, Caretaker--"
"Your daughter is alive," Mike said, cutting her off. "She was heading out into the bay to tell you that the Captain is the real enemy."
"You lie." The princess sneered at Mike. "My daughter may yet live, but she is likely under your thrall. For that's what you do. Francois explained it all to me. You seduce, you manipulate, you--"
Ratu sent a wave of fire forward, which was captured by a rising wall of water from the fountain, summoned by one of the merfolk. The naga's skin rippled, revealing gemstone scales that pulsed with power. On her kimono, the dragon circled hungrily in excitement.
"We don't have time for diplomacy," she said. "You two go! I'll try not to kill her."
"Be careful," Mike said. Ingrid led him through the lobby as tendrils of water formed above the conflagration and crashed down onto the tile.
Ratu casually stepped to the side and summoned a jet of fire that turned the tendrils into steam. A determined grin appeared on her face and Mike watched as her magical aura expanded. A sphere of fire formed around Ratu, driving the merfolk further back into the fountain.
"C'mon!" Ingrid yanked on Mike's arm and the two of them ran. They circled back behind the lobby toward a nondescript wall. Ingrid put her hands against the smooth stone and sent out a pulse of magic.
"Simple illusion," she said just as the wall shimmered in Mike's vision. Suddenly, the outline of the elevator door was obvious, and a keypad on the side was now visible. "Once you know it's here, you can find it whenever."
The elevator was made primarily of glass and looked out toward the ocean. Mike followed Ingrid inside. There were only three buttons, and Ingrid pushed P for the penthouse. The elevator whirred to life and climbed slowly toward the top of Paradise. Down below, merfolk and Order personnel ran toward either the lobby or the tower building where Mike's master suite had been. Out in the bay, Captain Francois' ship sat at the end of the dock, eerily devoid of life.
"That thing is probably packed full of skeletons," he said with a frown. "After we speak with the Director, we'll probably have another fight on our hands."
"But Francois won't have the element of surprise this time." Ingrid pointed down below. "And once Leilani speaks with her mother, we'll have the advantage of numbers. I know my people won't stand for an undead invasion, no matter how much they hate you."
"I hope you're right." Mike turned toward the door of the elevator and frowned. "Why is this thing so slow?"
"Protective wards." Ingrid tapped on the glass. "This elevator isn't visible from outside and is shielded against attacks of all kinds. We don't want our VIPs worrying about their safety."
Mike studied the magic swirling around the compartment. "I call bullshit," he said.
Ingrid laughed. "Okay, fine, you got me. It's slow on purpose. Gives people a chance to look down on Paradise, but we're told to tell them the other thing."
"Can't believe you tried to feed me the company line," he muttered, but wasn't angry. In fact, he noticed that Ingrid's smile was genuine.
"Old habits die hard," she admitted as the elevator stopped.
When the doors opened, it was to the sight of a circular room that was about thirty feet in diameter. A bank of monitors was installed on one wall with a desk beneath it. A man in a three-piece suit stood under the monitors, his hands behind his back as he studied a video feed of Ratu down in the lobby. The merfolk were trying to use the water from the fountain to diminish the naga's flames, but she was shifting her fire wall in such a manner that the merfolk were now targeting an area about fifteen feet to her left.
"Sir." Ingrid stood at attention next to Mike. "It's urgent that we speak."
"Such a simple deception," he said, his gaze never wandering from the video screen. "Yet profoundly effective. A tactic you seem to be fond of as well." The Director looked over at another screen which depicted Mike launching himself down the hall utilizing a rolling chair and a fire extinguisher. A knight attempted to intercept Lily, but the ensuing melee was lost in the extinguisher's foam. When the foam settled, the knight was on the ground, unconscious.
"It was necessary," said Mike. "We need to speak with you about the Captain."
"Hmm." The Director turned his gaze toward a screen with Captain Francois and a merman. They were running toward a stairwell when a sparkling blue light shot across the floor in front of them. Both of them slipped on a glittering fluid and crashed into the door itself. "I must admit I expected him to be far more competent. Is it hubris that causes him to hold back? Fear of retaliation?"
"Sir, he's the enemy. Captain Francois ambushed us up in the mountains and--"
"I'm aware." The Director sighed and looked down at something in his hand. "Your partner testified to this late last night."
"Wallace?" Ingrid blinked rapidly, stunned. "He's alive?"
The Director turned to face Ingrid and nodded. "He and a few others have been in the infirmary under a strict quarantine since last night. I can only keep their story under wraps for so long, which necessitated allowing the Captain to come onto the property and take one of yours, Caretaker."
"You knew." Ingrid's features hardened. "I don't understand."
"Humans typically don't." The Director turned to face the monitors once more. "The rarest of gems are forged deep beneath the earth in a crucible of fire and pressure over the course of hundreds if not thousands of years. The most precious things in the world are worth waiting for, and I have waited far too long for this moment to allow that which is most precious to me to slip through my fingers once again.
"And so I deceive, much like she did. Unlike her, I seek to repair that which has been broken and I have been a patient man. Last time we met, I faltered. I was weak in a moment when I should have been strong, I lacked commitment to my ideals. I believe you Americans have a saying for this. I choked at the finish line. It was a matter of poor planning on my part. I needed to be better, to be stronger the next time we met. How could she respect me if I wasn't even strong enough to bring her home?"
"Sir, that's--"
The Director made a slashing gesture with one hand and Ingrid clutched at her mouth. She moved her lips, but no sound emerged.
"Such a simple spell," he said, turning to face them once more. Beneath his chin, dark scales rippled as a smile crossed his face. "To nullify the vibrations of the air itself before it can travel further than the lips. It is a more precise version of a spell we use to prevent earthquakes."
"You're a naga." Mike blinked and shook his head in disbelief. What was a naga doing running an entire branch of the Order? Did the organization itself know?"I still don't understand why you're doing this."
"It should be obvious, Caretaker." The Director sneered. "After so long, I finally meet you face-to-face, the man who stole my beloved treasure from me."
Ingrid looked at Mike in exasperation, but he shrugged.
"No, seriously, I have no idea what he's talking about." Mike held up his hands. "I haven't stolen anything from anyone."
"Don't play dumb!" The Director held up the object in his hand. It looked like a Polaroid photograph of Ratu and Yuki at a restaurant. "But since I have to spell it out for you, perhaps my name will ring a bell. I am Mohan."
"Um, okay." Mike narrowed his eyes at the picture. "Wait, is that Taco Palace?"
Mohan, the Director, blinked twice, his eyes turning yellow. "That's right. My name is Mohan."
"Okay, Mohan."
"THE Mohan." The naga's voice was magnified now and a heavy presence filled the air.
Mike winced. "Okay, THE Mohan. My ears aren't broken."
"Surely she's mentioned me." The Director gestured over his shoulder. Ratu was now moving across the lobby, her kimono sweeping out behind her as she danced with the flames. Two of the merfolk were lying just outside the fountain now, steam rising from their bodies.
"Nope." Mike crossed his arms. "Never once has she mentioned your name."
The Director opened and closed his mouth like a fish and his eyes flashed. "You're...not lying. She never once mentioned me?"
"I've never heard her say your name." Mike pointed at the picture. "Where did you get that?"
Mohan snorted. "My people spent weeks looking for you. Imagine my surprise to discover that someone in your household used your credit card to order something called a Royal Feast. And even though it is but a photo, naga recognize their own. It was serendipity that brought us together, you see, and so I altered the plan. "
"So that's what this is about? You wanted...Ratu?"
"She hasn't told you her true name?" Mohan chuckled. "But of course not. Though your relationship has been...carnal in nature, this is further evidence that you are little more than a fling, a distraction."
Mike heard footsteps behind him and turned around. Eight men and women now stood there, swords and wands in hand.
"Wait. Let me get this straight." Mike pointed at the screens up top. "You want her back, whatever. That's between you and her. But what about what's happening at my house? You're threatening my family because of it?"
Mohan snorted. "It is a matter of honor, Caretaker. You have dishonored me by consorting with my betrothed. For that alone, I would take everything from you."
"Holy...fucking...shit." Mike's jaw hung open. "You're doing all this just to get back at me? Because you're petty?"
The Director narrowed his gaze. "This is hardly petty, Caretaker. She was my world, and you stole her from me. To let this injustice go unpunished--"
"Seriously, you guys too?" Mike looked at the knights and mages behind him. "This naga just admitted he's putting your lives and mine at risk because he's mad that I live with his ex-fiance."
"SHE IS STILL MY BETROTHED!" The Director's fist balled up and his face shifted, scales dancing all along his sharpened features. Mike averted his gaze as a powerful gust of wind struck him. Mohan hissed, his tongue flicking out.
Mike sighed. "You're pathetic."
Mohan made another slashing motion with his hand. Mike felt the spell take hold around his face, saw how the air shifted and weaved in front of him. With a slashing motion of his own, he sliced the spell in two.
"So I take it this means you're not going to call off the people in my yard?" Mike asked, turning his attention back to the Director.
"That reminds me." Mohan pulled a phone from his jacket and tapped the screen. It rang once before somebody answered. "I have the Caretaker in custody. He won't interfere. Proceed with the mission."
"You're a piece of shit!" Mike's magic boiled up within, ready to break free. He took a deep breath and addressed the men and women behind him. There was some uncertainty on their faces, but they had been conditioned since childhood to obey the chain of command. That wasn't something he could simply undo, no matter how fucked up the situation was. "I want you all to know that I'm sorry. If you have any friends or family at my house, I can't guarantee their safety anymore. It never had to come to this."
They barely reacted to his words, but looked a little nervous.
"Ah, but it did." Mohan adjusted his tie, his features suddenly more human. "Sister Ingrid, you will be taken to quarantine for your safety and properly debriefed. As for you, Mike Radley, this is the end of the line."



One of the knights stepped away from the group to stand behind Ingrid.
Mike nodded. "It sure is. I came here to help, even after learning that you intended to screw me over. I gave some of your people the benefit of the doubt, like Ingrid here. She's a good person, even though she works for a shit company."
"Take him to Captain Francois, please." Mohan turned back to watch the monitors. "I will ask him to meet you all on the docks."
"What, you're not even going to take me out yourself?" Mike actually laughed as the remaining knights and mages formed a circle around him and guided him toward the elevator.
"Of course not, Mister Radley." Mohan turned to look over his shoulder with a smile. "To do so would acknowledge that I see you as my equal. Frankly, you are beneath me, and the Captain has promised he would cooperate with the razing of your home once he has taken possession of it. After all, he has no use for the property. His love is for the sea."
Ingrid took a step toward Mike, her hand going for her wand. Mike made eye contact and shook his head.
"Well, guess this is the last you'll ever see from me," he said. "Boy, oh boy, you got me good." He took a deep breath and cycled his magic, the hairs on the back of his neck rising. Someone jabbed him in the side with their weapon. "Is that a wand, or are you just happy to see me?"
As a group, they filed into the elevator. Mohan looked over his shoulder, a wry smile on his lips. The door closed, leaving Mike alone with his escort. Down below, the poolside bar was on fire and a merwoman was using pool water to put it out.
A mage tapped the bottommost button, labeled B.
"It's weird that this place has a basement," Mike said. "Or is that where you're keeping Bigfoot?"
"Shut the fuck up." Someone pressed a wand into the small of his back.
Mike snorted. The Director couldn't be reasoned with, which was a relief in some ways. That meant he no longer needed to waste his time trying to be nice. He looked at the men and women to his left and right and smiled when he saw how tense they were. He didn't know if they were afraid of him, of the situation, or were displeased with the orders they had just received. Ultimately, it didn't matter.
He had maybe fifteen seconds, which was about ten seconds more than he needed. Mike cleared his throat and tried to keep his face straight.
"So before we begin, is there anybody who wants to get off?"
It was in that single moment that he found bliss. At least three people turned in his direction, either in recognition, disbelief, or curiosity. Somebody actually scoffed. Weapons were pressed against him, to remind him that he was, in fact, their prisoner. Mike dipped his head and closed his eyes, a beatific smile plastered on his face as he released his magic.
The elevator cabin hissed with energy as hundreds of blue and purple streamers of light burst free from him, spreading outward like tiny spiders. They vanished immediately upon skin contact with his captors, the men and women of the Order gasping in surprise as their entire bodies were suddenly overwhelmed with erotic energy. When the magic attempted to jump back into Mike, he forbade its entry and commanded it to move in a cycle.
As one, the occupants of the elevator came. The cabin filled with screams and moans of pleasure as the knights and mages stumbled back and forth, many of them dropping their weapons. Someone tried to stab Mike, but he took a casual step backward to dodge the strike, then grabbed a mage by her elbow to point her wand at the ceiling as it went off, causing the ceiling of the elevator to freeze over. Eventually, the men and women of the Order sank into a pile of bodies on the floor, clutching at the railings and each other for support. Just as the moans died down, his magic cycled again, starting the process anew.
Mike pushed the Lobby button and the elevator slowed to a stop. The doors opened wide and he stepped forward, careful not to stomp on someone's outstretched hand. The people in the elevator groaned as his magic finished its tenth cycle. Mike turned to look back and was surprised to see a tiny mote of golden light hovering just in the doorway. Out of habit, he held out his palm and the light fell onto his skin and vanished like a melting snowflake.
"What did you do to them?"
Mike turned to see Aurora standing there, nervously clutching a wand. Her hands shook wildly as if she might blast him at any moment, but his magic told him the truth. She was frightened, true, but certainly not any danger to him.
"Some asshole hit all the buttons and they had to get off on all the floors." When he realized that Aurora didn't get the joke, he cleared his throat and continued. "Honestly, they'll be okay. It's nothing that some chocolate and maybe a Gatorade won't fix." Mike stepped toward Aurora and pushed the wand away. "How do you get to quarantine?"
"Quaran--" Her dark eyes sought out his own. "How do you know about quarantine?"
"Your boss is sending Ingrid there. There are also a few people from the mountain expedition locked up as well, including Wallace. They got in late last night and the Director hid them away. He didn't want them telling everyone the truth about what happened on the mountain." There was a dull thud, followed by a groan. Mike looked back to see that someone's arm was preventing the door from closing. "Excuse me a second."
Mike pushed the hand into the elevator which allowed the door to shut. "Say hi to Bigfoot for me," he said as the door closed completely. When he turned back to face Aurora, she was pointing the wand at the ground. "Is there a way to get there that doesn't involve the Director's office? I'd rather avoid him, if I could, he seems grumpy."
"There are...secret tunnels throughout Paradise."
"I fucking knew it," Mike muttered.
Aurora stared at him for several long seconds, then nodded her head. "I'll go get Ingrid and the others. You go ahead and...um..."
"Thanks." Mike walked past the hostess and narrowed his eyes as he pulled out his phone and texted everyone at the house. Up ahead, the sounds of battle in the lobby had died down. When he stepped out into the rotunda, it was to see Ratu sitting on the edge of the fountain, her hair and kimono soaking wet.
"Well?" she asked.
"It went poorly," he replied.
"How poorly?"
"The Director is a naga named Mohan." Mike felt the temperature in the lobby escalate rapidly as Ratu's eyes dilated. "He's apparently been looking for you for quite some time and got real excited when he learned you lived at the house. However, he got pretty butthurt over the fact that we've been holding hands, and the whole situation at the house is about getting even with me."
"Is he still alive?" she asked.
He nodded.
"Not for long." Ratu rose and stormed off toward the elevator. "Leave him to me."
"The elevator's enchanted!" he shouted at her back. "You might have trouble finding it!"
He heard the loud rumbling of stones being broken apart, but Mike wasn't concerned. Ratu was one of the most powerful people he knew, and this was her fight. Well, for now anyway. He needed to find Beth and Kisa first, then go rescue Ingrid. After, they could all beat the Director's lanky ass together if needed.
Using his mental link with Kisa, he jogged in her direction.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Across the world in front of a different bank of monitors, Eulalie Weaver sat in a web sling hammock of her own design, made just this morning in fact. Supported from below by so many gossamer threads, it was easy for her to shift positions along the massive bank of keyboards and screens in order to maintain watch on the exterior of the house.
Her drones had been shot down over the week, but small cameras and microphones had been easy enough to install pretty much everywhere with both Tink's help and the rats. There were almost no gaps in coverage, and she stared at over ten different monitors at once with her arachnid eyes. Sure, some of them were no good for the visual spectrum, but she would at least detect movement on the screens.
Over her ears, she wore a special headset that Tink and Dana had designed. It had some sort of 3D audio and a chipset that took in all the separate microphone inputs from around the home, filtered them, and recreated the audio as if she was standing near whatever camera she had selected.
She grabbed a handful of Cheetos and shoved them in her mouth. Down below, a rat shook its head in frustration at the amount that tumbled free from her lips. Still, waste not, want not. It picked up the crumbs and put them into a bowl that the rats would share later.
"And here we...go..." Eulalie did her best Heath Ledger impression as she watched five different tactical teams emerge from the command center, guns, swords, and wands at the ready as they circled around the house. She tapped the mute button on her microphone and spoke.
"Here they come," she said. "I count thirty on the north side and forty on the south. Twenty are hanging back. They've got guns trained on the roof. I have yet to identify explosive ordinance."
A sinister voice chuckled through the headset, creating feedback on the line.
"Cold front to the North. Round up those cowboys!" Jenny giggled and took in a deep, rasping breath. "Let's get a three for one sale for those fellas by the greenhouse!"
The garage door opened slowly as the mercenaries arrived. They fell into a defensive formation, briefly revealing a man carrying a large munitions box toward the rear.
"Designating a priority target by the garage." Eulalie sent a screenshot to everyone's phone. "This one is carrying explosives."
"I've got him." Yuki's voice was calm and collected as the garage door lifted high enough to reveal a small grouping of homunculi. They were created by her tarot cards, a collection of men and women built from wood and metal. As one, they crouched down and charged forward toward the mercenaries.
"Contact," one of them shouted as six of them took a knee and opened fire. The homunculi cared not for bullets, and likely would have cut down the firing squad if not for the knights who suddenly swapped positions with the gunmen. Yuki's summoned creatures initiated attacks with swords and staves that were quickly deflected by the swords of the Order.
Yuki stepped forward from the garage, her tails whipping behind her in defiance. The SoS didn't know it, but this was little more than an avatar created from ice and snow. The false kitsune raised her hands and sent forth a horrible frost that clung to the assailants like glue.
Screams of alarm came from the south side of the house, and Eulalie turned her attention to the appropriate monitor. The SoS had just made contact with Cerberus in their human form and had immediately opened fire. The hellhound wasted no time transforming, letting out a triple-throated howl that actually caused three of the men to flee in terror.
Hellfire rained down on the attackers, but the mages were there to intercept. Magical shields were raised to divert the flames, but a couple of them burst immediately. The damage was instantaneous as smoldering mercenaries screamed and tried to crawl away. One even ran for the safety of the greenhouse, ducking inside the front door as if the glass would somehow protect him.
"Never had a chance," Eulalie muttered, noting that the injured people were already being carried to safety. Though Jenny had been gung-ho to annihilate the SoS along with the Order, they had taken a vote as a family and elected to avoid killing them outright. Not only would killing the mercenaries leave a huge mess for them to clean up, but they risked starting a long term feud with both the Order and the Sons of Sin.
That, and the activity around the Radley house had already raised some suspicions. While monitoring the chatter of local authorities, Eulalie had heard Mike's name dropped more than once, and she was fairly certain the Order was the only reason the cops hadn't come to investigate. The official cover story on record was that this was an advanced training exercise for the military, but some of the higher-ups were starting to suspect something more sinister. If the police did decide to show up, there was a very real fear that innocent lives would be at risk.
Eulalie turned the volume down. Some of the screams were threatening to blow out her headphones. She looked at the men and women by the garage. While they had isolated several of the homunculi, it seemed like they weren't making very much progress.
"I expected more." Narrowing her human eyes, she studied the monitors. Yuki's ice clone was on top of the garage now, sending a cascade of ice down on her attackers. Cerberus had successfully routed the other squadron, who were piling up against the wall at the edge of the house.
Something was off. The moment she thought that, Yuki's ice clone exploded, followed shortly by the crack of a different gunshot. The homunculi were suddenly tackled to the ground and hacked to bits with machetes. Out in the front yard, the third team was using ladders to get up to the roof.
"Frosty is down. There's trouble up top. Can somebody topple those ladders?"
Cecilia burst through the front wall of the second story, shrieking at the top of her lungs. One of the mercenaries jerked backward, causing the ladder to tip away with him. Shots were fired at Cecilia, but they passed harmlessly through her to pockmark the siding of the house. The group at the garage had entered through the open bay door and were making their way through the structure toward the fountain. When they shoved open the side door that led to the backyard, it was to see Sulyvahn standing there.
"Yer not welcome here," he said just as they opened fire. The bullets hit the dullahan, but had no effect. Chuckling, Suly grabbed the top of his hair and yanked, pulling his head clean off his body. The mercenaries flooded out of the door as Suly reached into the hole of his neck and pulled out his own spine. "And now I'll flay the flesh off of ye."
They opened fire again, but not before Suly caught a man with the spine whip, tearing both the mercenary's tactical vest and the flesh of his arm free. Mages moved ahead and somebody shouted, "Switch to silver!"
To the south, Cerberus harassed the assailants there, playfully chasing them into corners and swatting them with massive paws that broke bones. Even though the retreat looked chaotic, Eulalie spotted a pattern early on.
"Can somebody check on Cerberus?" She frowned when she noticed someone drop an iron stake in the ground. "What the hell is that?"
Shadows crept across the ground, breaking free of the mercenaries and grabbing hold of the iron stake. It was only now that Eulalie saw the other stakes that had been planted in the area. Cerberus growled and chased a man away from the wall only to slam into an invisible barrier and fall on the ground. The iron stakes glowed white hot once the spell was completed. Flames licked along the ground as a massive sigil constructed of fire and shadows appeared.
"Fuck! Cerberus is trapped. We need somebody to break the sigil."
"I'm on it," said Sofia through the headset.
At the command center, a second wave of people appeared, all of them establishing a perimeter around the tent. Sulyvahn was busy attacking the group out back, but they had superior numbers and several passed right by him. The wall of ice halted their progress, but the group was prepared. They took cover behind a massive shrub and then tossed some grenades at the frozen structure.
Eulalie turned the headphones down for a moment to mute the explosion, then raised the volume afterward. "We have a breach by the garage."
"MINE." Jenny's voice was filled with static.
"Not yet." Eulalie cleared her throat. "Let's see if we can scare them off first." That had been part of the agreement, after all.
"NO FAIR!"
"I am on it." Abella stepped out from her hiding place nearby and grabbed a man by the back of the neck. He let out a yell as she picked him up over her head and slammed him into the ground. When his buddies turned around to see what had happened, she threw him. Guns were lowered to avoid shooting their comrade, and Abella folded her wings up and stepped around the nearest ice wall to avoid the counter attack. By the time they came around the corner, it was to see a statue that Tink had carved this morning depicting Abella hiding behind her wings like a shield. A mage ran forward and strapped a collar around the stone statue's neck.
"Cease fire," she shouted as she ducked beneath the extended wings and slapped what looked like a weight-lifting belt around the statue's waist. "Gargoyle neutralized!"
"Clever," muttered Eulalie, watching in interest as the statue was left behind. Cyrus had gone over potential capture protocols involving the different cryptids, but hadn't known what mechanism they might use mid-battle with so many different factors. She would have to ask him what sort of enchantment they had on those belts. "Fake Abella has been captured. We need token resistance."
"MINE!"
"Not yet."
"I've got her." Yuki stepped out of the iron gates, the hot winds of the underworld at her back. She summoned an icy sphere into her fingers, then fired it at the men nearest Abella. When the magic struck, they cried out in agony and fell to the ground, ice climbing over their bodies.
By the greenhouse, Sofia sprinted forward, sword in hand. Her purple eye flashed like a strobe light as she shifted and dodged out of the way of attacks, moments before they came. A mercenary got up to point blank range and aimed his shotgun, but when he pulled the trigger, all that happened was a click instead of a bang.
Sofia smirked and punched him in the face so hard he crumpled. She picked up the shotgun and pumped the action hard, ejecting a jammed shell. Once she got to the first iron bar in the ground, she grabbed hold of it with her free hand and yanked. The sigil brightened in an attempt to hold together. Without looking, Sofia pointed the shotgun over her shoulder and fired, causing a man with a rifle aimed in her direction to duck.
The sigil burst, and Cerberus hopped over Sofia, sheltering her from further gunfire as they ran back toward the house together. Sofia shoved open a window and crawled inside, gun still in hand. Cerberus leapt away, tail wagging and eager to resume the fight.
Out back, Yuki continued to protect false Abella while another squad navigated the ice walls and made their way to the fountain. Massive roots burst from the ground, tripping them up as they drew near. The SoS retaliated with phosphorous rounds that caused the roots to pull away.
Up on the roof, the third group took position and opened fire on Yuki. The kitsune summoned walls of ice to protect herself from blades and munitions alike, then backed toward the underworld. A group of knights came in from the sides, swords drawn and spectral body shields blazing. Behind them were a pair of mages and some mercenaries. When they drew near, Yuki stepped through the iron gate. Her attackers followed.
"Can't be helped," Yuki muttered through the comms, the connection across dimensions making her cut in and out. Already, screams of panic were followed by gunfire through her headset. "Was hoping they wouldn't follow me in."
Cerberus howled on the lawn, then made their way toward the command center. Eulalie smirked as the hellhound got within range of the tent and blasted the structure with hellfire. The surrounding area turned to ash, but the command center remained intact.
"Guess the old man was right about the enchantments on that thing." Eulalie grabbed another handful of Cheetos and stuffed them in her mouth. She wondered how Cyrus was doing. Ever since losing contact with him, she had pored over property records in the area he had disappeared, but supposedly all of it belonged to either the government or the Bureau of Land Management. Satellite photos of the area revealed nothing, and her attempts to get recent data from government satellites had been rebuffed. The tracking bracelet they had given him was perfect for pinpointing his location, but only worked if he was within a mile of either the home or Yuki.



Somebody on top of the house screamed. Eulalie checked the cameras and saw that Cecilia had reached through the roof to grab someone by the ankles. She was dragging the man toward the edge of the roof, causing his teammates to chase after in an attempt to save him.
Gunfire ricocheted along the outside of the house, but the bullets wouldn't penetrate to those inside. Someone hit the front door with phosphorous rounds, but the flames soon petered out and the scorch marks faded away. The home's magical defenses easily held up to the abuse, but it was still unnerving to watch.
Three figures stepped free of the command center and fired on Cerberus with large, modified squirt guns. The water burst into white fire on contact with the hellhound, causing them to retreat. The attackers continued firing at the hellhound as more people stormed out of the tent and set up another sigil around them.
"Looks like things are about to heat..." Eulalie trailed off as the SoS signaled for an immediate withdrawal. Order and SoS personnel alike fled back toward the command center in full retreat. There was silence over the comms, eventually followed by a single voice.
"NOOOOOOOO!"
"What the hell happened?" Eulalie looked at all the monitors again. "Did they just...give up?"
"I doubt it," said Yuki. Out in the backyard, two mercenaries stumbled free of the iron gate and ran for it. The kitsune came out later and threw on the padlock. "Do you see anything?"
"I don't." Eulalie chewed at her fingernails and pondered. Something was going on, but what? "This was too easy."
"Isn't this what we wanted?" asked Reggie. "They've run away already."
"Yes, but..." Eulalie studied the monitors again, replaying some of the footage. What had just happened? Had the Director called them off? Or was it something else? She didn't know why, but she had a really bad feeling that they all had just been played.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
"Up, up, up!" Kisa sprinted up the stairs ahead of Beth, leaving behind a blood trail from a cut on her paw. The cat girl had received it from a piece of broken glass, but the wound didn't seem to be slowing her down at all.
Beth, on the other hand, was already winded. The adrenaline rush of escaping from her room and climbing down the balcony had worn off. The sudden drop in her blood sugar had taken the wind out of her sails.
"Are you...sure we...going..." Beth couldn't even finish her sentence.
"Yes!" Kisa paused by one of the doors and cocked her head. "This way," she declared, pulling open the door. A mage stood on the other side, his hand outstretched as if to grab the handle.
"Wha--" was all he managed as Kisa smashed the top of her head into his face. He cried out in pain and dropped his wand on the floor. The cat girl picked it up and shoved him down.
"C'mon," she said, then tossed the wand to Beth. "Use that if you need to."
Beth caught the wand and studied it. "I have...no...fuck it." She pointed the wand at the injured man and channeled her magic through the device, hoping for the best. A pulse of blue light sent him sliding across the floor like a hockey puck. "Good...enough."
"We're getting closer. He's this way!" Kisa froze in place, then crouched next to a trash can just as a merman turned the corner in the hallway.
"Hey!" The merman charged at Beth, but tripped over Kisa's outstretched foot. Beth blasted him with the wand, too, causing him to crumple into a ball. Kisa kicked him in the ass, making him flinch and scoot aside so that Beth didn't have to step over him.
"I don't think they were expecting this much resistance." Kisa led Beth down the hall to an exterior stairwell that looked over the property. Beth let out a sigh of relief when the catgirl went down instead of up. If she could just catch her breath, she would be fine.
They descended two flights of stairs, but Kisa hissed and slid to a stop on the landing. She turned tail and ran back in Beth's direction as a blast of magic barely missed her. The landing filled with Order personnel, their faces tense as Beth waved her wand and sent a blast of magic in their direction. An opposing mage deflected it, but Beth had already turned around to follow after the catgirl.
"Halt!"
A bolt of ice caught Kisa in the back and she slipped before tumbling onto the floor. Beth slowed to a stop and held her hands up, the wand loosely dangling between her fingers.
"Turn around, slowly!"
She turned to face them. There were six of them, three Order teams. One of the mages had stepped back from the group and was speaking into her walkie-talkie.
"We've got the lawyer and the intern over in 4D, but...I don't think that's the intern." The woman narrowed her eyes at Kisa. "Copy."
"4D?" The man on the other end of the line made a sound. "Shit, he's almost on top of you! Copy!"
"Who?" The mage suddenly looked concerned.
"Mike Radley. You should have a visual to the south about...now."
The men and women of the Order spun on a dime just as Mike stepped around the corner, holding an umbrella over his shoulder. He gave the group a large grin, then held out his hand.
"Looks like it might rain," he said, then snapped his fingers. The Order tensed up, but nothing happened. Mike frowned and looked down the hallway he had just come from. "I said, it looks like it might--"
A trio of colorful lights shot around the corner along the ceiling. Cerulea, Olivia, and Daisy ripped the heads off of the sprinkler system, spraying the hallway with water.
Mike twirled his umbrella and jumped into the air, kicking his loafers together. There was a brief moment of confusion, but a knight stepped forward, holding her sword out.
"You're coming with us," she said.
"Not this time," Mike replied. "But maybe later, if you're good." He looked past the Order and winked at Beth. "Am I making you wet?"
Beth snorted. This was absolutely Lily. "You're late."
Mike gasped and held a hand to his chest. "If I am, then the baby must be yours!"
"What the hell is up with this guy?" asked one of the Order, but then Mike spun his umbrella and lobbed it playfully toward them. The knight in front of the group slashed it out of the air, only to reveal that Mike was right behind it. He slammed his fist into the woman's jaw so hard that everyone heard the crack, then slid beneath a ray of fire from the mage behind the knight. Another knight leapt forward to stab Mike, but he stepped to the side and grabbed the man by the back of his neck and shoved his face through the stucco of the nearest wall. The knight went limp, his body dangling from where he had been planted.
Beth sent her magic into the water from the sprinklers and created a geyser that blasted up from the floor and blinded the group. Mike laughed, his eyes closed as he continued to dodge and weave between his assailants. One mage went over the railing, only to catch himself at the last second.
Once the Order was taken out, Mike grinned and grabbed Beth by the hand. He bent down and kissed her hand.
"Your chariot awaits," he said.
"You're a drama queen." Beth looked over her shoulder at Kisa, who sat with her back against the wall. She rolled her eyes at Lily-Mike.
"Perhaps." Mike took her by the hand and led her to the stairs. "But we can discuss my good qualities later. This place sucks. Let's go."
"Let's." Beth snatched her hand away to go back for Kisa, then the three of them went down the stairs together. They made it all the way down to the first floor and were headed for the lobby when the Captain stepped around the corner, a flintlock pistol held casually in his hand.
"There you are," he declared, his features twisted with malice. "You were quite the adversary, Mike Radley, but your time here is over."
Mike grinned. "That gun's a lot like you. Blows its load once and--"
The Captain pulled the trigger. Beth screamed and plugged her ears as Mike's head jerked back and the smell of sulfur filled the hallway. Mike fell to the ground, his body going limp.
"Enough with the hysterics." The Captain holstered the flintlock with a smug look on his face. "Now if you'll excuse me, I've got--"
Mike's body spasmed, then went completely stiff. The Captain froze as Mike rose from the ground much like Nosferatu from his coffin, his dark eyes suddenly wild.
Mike spat out a bloody musket ball, which clattered on the floor.
"What are you?" asked the Captain, incredulous.
"This isn't even my final form," Mike whispered, then reached for the front of his shorts and pulled. The fabric ripped away, leaving Mike naked from the waist down, his soft cock hanging to his knees. "Now, c'mon. Let's have a proper duel, see who the bigger man is once and for all."
Captain Francois sputtered, his eyes suddenly fixed on Mike's lengthening member. "This is outrageous! You seek to humiliate me?" he demanded with a squeak in his voice. The man cleared his throat and drew his blade. "Thousands have stood between me and eternal life, Caretaker. You are just one more obstacle to be buried."
"Suck my dick," said Mike, and then he charged forward. The Captain brought his blade down on Mike's cock, only for the member to dodge out of the way and stab upward into Francois's chin. Lily's tail spike emerged, stabbing Francois several times in the face before he pushed the succubus away.
"Wretched creature!" Francois whipped his sword across Mike's torso and, with a dramatic flourish, speared him through the heart.
"Ooh, balls deep," grunted Mike. "I barely feel--"
Francois slammed his fist into Mike's head with a sound like cars colliding. The succubus exploded into a cloud of yellow smoke.
"Ah, a shame," said Francois, choking on the fumes. He coughed and waved his hands. "I knew something felt wrong. It will take more than... a demon's parlor tricks... to stop me." He stumbled toward Beth and then clutched his head. "Dreaded...miasma..."
"C'mon," said Kisa. She grabbed Beth by the hand and the two of them ran toward the lobby. Beth looked over her shoulder at Francois, who was clutching a nearby pillar for support. A dark fluid oozed from his eyes as he let out a scream, forcing Lily's venom from his body.
Okay, that's really fucked up. Clearly, the Captain had a few secrets of his own.
Kisa helped Beth sneak past a group of people trying to put out a fire that had spread to the restaurant by the pool. They were almost to the lobby when a figure stepped free of the chaos, casually moving around a wet spot on the concrete. When their eyes met, Mike grinned and gave them a wave.
"There you are." He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "Ratu's on her way, she's just having a word with the Director. We need to get home, they--"
Mike frowned, his gaze settling behind Beth. She turned to see Captain Francois standing about thirty feet behind her, his pistol in one hand and the sword in the other.
"There you are." Francois sneered and raised his blade. "You shall elude me no longer."
"Ah, right. This asshole." Mike sighed and stepped to the side so that Beth and Kisa were no longer between the two of them. "No skeletons today?"
"I have no need of them." Francois aimed his flintlock pistol at Mike. "And the world has no need of you."
"Before we kill each other, why the old pistol? Why not something modern, or even a gun that holds two bullets?"
"Because I rarely need more than one."
"Guess I'm living proof of that." Mike smirked.
Francois grinned. "An annoyance to be sure, but it does mean I shall have the satisfaction of shooting you a second time. Also, to answer the rest of your question, I'm sentimental. It was a gift."
Mike nodded. "So there's no hashing this out? You don't want to talk?"
Francois tilted his head to one side and then aimed his pistol upward. "I'm not entirely unreasonable," he admitted. "Your death is only a means to an end, you know. I have no desire to play the Great Game, or whatever you call it. I also have no use for your home or whatever other properties you lord over. The only thing I crave is immortality, and those eggs are my ticket to it. If you have a way to grant me that which I seek, no matter the method, then I would be more than happy to, as your generation is so fond of saying, fuck off."
"I see." Mike looked at Beth. "Do we have anything like that in the Vault?" he asked. At the same time he spoke with her, he used his hands to sign something else in ASL.
I need you three to disable the gun.
Francois was too busy looking at Beth to see her response to notice the fairies hovering above him. Beth scrunched up her face as if in concentration to hide the fact that she had looked at them.
"Um..." She looked at Kisa. "What do you think? Anything in the Vault we could use?"
Kisa shrugged. Francois actually blinked in disbelief upon noticing the catgirl.
"Um...maybe the...no, that wouldn't work...we got rid of that..." Kisa eventually shrugged. "No, I can't think of anything."
Francois smirked. "A pity." He looked back at Mike. "While you may not have any other methods of achieving my goal, those eggs will do quite nicely. The alchemical value of the creatures inside would be enough to ensure my survival for another thousand years if necessary, which would--"
"Fuck off." Mike crossed his arms. "You're right. We are fond of saying it."
"Indeed." Francois aimed the flintlock pistol and pulled the trigger. He stared in amazement at the colorful trio who had landed on his weapon and removed the hammer. Cerulea mooned the Captain as Olivia yanked the last screw out of the side of the gun, causing the weapon to fall apart in Francois' hand.
"Pests!" Francois swiped his sword at the fairies. Cerulea and Olivia scattered, but Daisy remained behind, a fierce look on her face as she darted in at Francois and stung him in the eye. He cried out in pain and fell backward, swinging blindly as he clutched at his wounded eye.
"If you want to keep the other eye, you should probably get back on your fucking boat and start rowing." Mike took a step toward the Captain. "I'm not in a very forgiving mood right now."
Francois held his blade out at shoulder height in Mike's direction. "I shall have your head," he hissed.
"Mike, be careful!" Beth took a step away from the two of them. "He's freakishly strong!" She looked around for a potential weapon, the wand in her hand felt like it would be useless. Spotting a hot tub nearby, she sent her will into the body of water and commanded it to rise.
"I'm not afraid of how strong he is," Mike replied, sticking his hands in his pockets. "After all--"
Francois leapt forward, his body leaving the ground as he crossed the distance between them in an instant. He brought his blade down as if to cleave Mike in two, but his momentum was halted by the explosion of blue slime that shot out of Mike's breast pocket. Opal appeared, both of her arms wrapped tightly around the blade.
"He's just one man." Mike looked past Opal at Francois, who was trying to pull his blade free. "Meet Opal. She's pretty pissed about that time you almost killed me."
The slime girl winked at Francois, then engulfed his arms. The Captain cried out in pain, but was only able to yank one arm free. Opal stood there, her body twisting as both the sword and the arm inside were wrenched violently about, the bones snapping in multiple locations. Francois fell and clawed at the concrete as Opal attempted to engulf him properly.
"Even a captain of the sea will fall prey to fluid dynamics." Mike moved to stand with the others. Beth relaxed her hold on the massive sphere of hot tub water that had started to levitate out of its basin. Francois groaned in agony as Opal shifted her weight onto his torso, determined to end the man's life.
Up above, the top floor of Paradise exploded.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Ratu didn't bother watching Mike leave. She could feel his presence like the heat of the sun, his warmth moving across her skin no matter the distance. However, now wasn't the time for thoughts about the Caretaker or her place in his life. She studied the smooth wall where the elevator was supposed to be, narrowing her eyes in disgust.
With a clenched fist, she used her magic to rip the stone facade off the wall, revealing the elevator shaft behind it. With the illusion now broken, the security keypad next to it was revealed. As Ratu pondered how to bypass the keypad and call the elevator to the lobby, she watched with arched brows as the car lifted up from below and stopped. The doors slid open and two people fell out, clutching their swords. The elevator car was packed with Order personnel, all on the floor and reeking of sexual fluids.
Ratu smirked. This was absolutely Mike's work.
"We need to..." The knight who had crawled the furthest looked up at Ratu's feet, then craned his neck up to see her face.
"Going up?" she asked.
The knight groaned. "Are you going to kill us?" he asked. "I'm not sure what answer I want to hear, honestly."
"I wasn't planning to." Ratu stepped past them and into the car. "But I am heading upstairs to kill your boss."
A mage on the floor raised her wand. "Not if we stop you," she said, her voice hoarse.
Ratu covered her entire body in fire. The occupants of the car screamed in panic as the oxygen was quickly sucked out of the small space. When she released the spell, everyone looked up at her in terror.
"Out," she said, her facial features rippling.
The men and women squirmed out of the car either of their own volition or with help from the others. Ratu pressed the P button and crossed her arms as the door closed. The elevator hummed to life and carried her up.
How many decades had it been since she had last seen Mohan? She closed her eyes and took a steadying breath. Ratu honestly didn't know. The last time she had left him behind, she had run, content to take every day without his loathsome presence as a gift. And gifts were something a gracious recipient should never count.
She did know that it hadn't been long enough. It would never be long enough. Down below, she felt the presence of a fire out by the pool. Looking over her shoulder, she spotted members of the Order trying to put it out.
"How fitting," she muttered, then closed her eyes and remembered.
She had seen the smoke from her home atop the mountain. Her shrine was built down by the waterfall, but her actual abode lie within a hidden valley above that she had sliced from the mountain itself. Even if the villagers had known where she lived, it would have been a hundred foot trip straight up the sheer cliffs.
Puzzled by the sudden surge of activity, she had stepped away from her house, never once looking back. Perhaps if she had known it would be the last time she saw it, she would have at least paused to admire the beautiful Javanese home. Intricate reliefs had been carved into the wood by the villagers who had brought them as tributes to her shrine, some of the designs even telling stories about her own arrival. She had meticulously installed them in her home, even going so far as to expand the walls to make room for more potential additions later on.
In truth, she enjoyed the simple joy her presence brought to the people below. In times of famine, it was no chore to find an untapped aquifer and water their fields. And in times of plenty, they brought her food and gifts. Her saree was plain, unlike the beautiful silken garments she had worn beneath the earth with her people. But it had been a gift of gratitude from a family who had nearly lost their son to the mischievous spirits of the river. Many of those spirits had moved further downstream to avoid incurring the naga's wrath.
She felt needed, and it was the biggest gift they could have given her. so when she saw the ominous smoke over the village, she decided to investigate. Opening a hole into the earth, she casually tunneled through the rich minerals and granite of the mountain and emerged from a secret opening behind the waterfall. Sliding into the water, she transformed into a massive serpent and allowed the current to carry her downstream.



As she neared the village, she sifted through the rumors that had been carried along the wind to her little shrine. She had heard stories about distant villages being attacked, sometimes even leveled by troubled spirits, or possibly demons. It wasn't an uncommon occurrence in this part of the world. With so much scientific innovation spreading throughout the mainland, many creatures similar to herself had come here as refugees. The natural pecking order had been disrupted, and trouble often followed.
It was a good thing she was considered the top of the food chain. Her serpentine features curled into a smile as she rode the currents, shifting her coils to act as a rudder. In places, the rocks were sharp, and she'd prefer to keep all her scales intact. Last year, she had been playing in the river and knocked several loose. While the wound had been painful, the smiles of the children who had found her prismatic scales on the bank and used them for tiny hats had somehow been worth it.
She surfaced upstream, just above where the fishermen threw their nets, and shifted back to human form as she stepped ashore. There were rumors about the dragon who lived in the river, and so she avoided letting them ever see her serpentine form on land. Misdirection was easy when it was someone else making all the assumptions.
The path into the village was only a few feet wide. She held her hands out to the side, allowing the foliage to caress her fingertips as she walked. The world above was so soft, a feature she was still getting used to. She had long ago exchanged the glittering of fire-lit gems below for the starry skies above, but had never truly appreciated just how many colors could be seen in the lands of man.
Humming a sweet tune to herself, mostly so that she wouldn't surprise any of the villagers. She stopped when she realized she didn't hear the gentle chatter of the fisherman. This was the first bend in the river where they caught their breakfast, yet nobody was to be seen. Puzzlement became concern when she passed the next two spots and still saw no one. Up ahead, the smoke rose in a giant column. What had looked troublesome from a distance had suddenly become ominous. The wind shifted and she tasted the air, hoping for answers.
It tasted of death.
She broke into a run, her bare feet kicking loose gravel into the tall reeds. Now that she was closer, she could hear the wailing of human misery, their cries shattering the stillness of the woods. She regretted not riding the river all the way to the village now, but what had been done was done. What came next would be up to her.
Bits of hot ash fell from above as she entered the village and paused to stare at the devastation. Villagers milled around in confusion, staring in shock at the massive stones that had spiraled up from beneath the soil, many of them penetrating structures. Based on what she could tell, a cooking fire had likely been overturned, the fire quickly spreading to some of the nearby trees and other buildings. People had been trapped beneath the rubble, many of them perishing in the flames. Gasping for air, she placed a hand over her mouth and wept.
The villagers didn't see her at first, too busy were they with their grief. She moved around the perimeter, sending pulses of magic into the ground in the hopes of finding someone who had survived, somebody that she could save. These people would rebuild, sure, but even a small victory would help them sleep a little bit better tonight.
She used her magic to push aside the stones, the villagers looking to her for guidance. The soul of the village had been broken, but for what purpose? The scent of magic was strong, yet there was no culprit. Mischievous spirits, at best, may claim the life of a human, but there was usually a purpose, even if it was just spur of the moment cruelty.
"Over here!"
The naga paused, her lips thinning out. Who was speaking English? She chanced a glance over her shoulder and saw a group of men emerge from the forest. Some of them wore leather armaments and carried swords at their waists. The others had staffs, and all of them carried backpacks. They were being led by islanders she didn't recognize, likely acting as guides.
"Looks like our quarry has struck again." One of the men carrying a staff knelt down by a woman whose face was covered in burns. His hands filled with soft light as he attempted to heal her. "These people need our help."
Oh. She knew who these men were. Clicking her tongue in disapproval, she started moving toward the outskirts of the village. Though she had never met anyone from the Order in person, it would serve her well to abandon the area for a few days. Technically, she was the village deity, but she didn't feel like enduring their scrutiny. They were outsiders at best, and couldn't be trusted.
Still, their efforts were appreciated. The people of the Order moved quickly, offering support to those in need. It was only by chance that she noticed how intently they searched the faces of those they helped, how they studied the dead as if afraid they would rise. She wanted to flee into the woods, but could sense them hiding in the grass, lying still and waiting. If their hearts hadn't been beating so hard, she never would have sensed the tremors in the earth. There were more of them out there, watching. Waiting. Hunting.
Though the fires were out, water was being hauled up from the river by bucket to make sure the smoldering remains were properly extinguished, and it was there that she found her exit. Kneeling in the cool water of the river, she slid forward into the current, allowing it to pull her under and away. Transforming into a serpent once more, she was about a hundred feet downstream when the trap was sprung.
A massive net engulfed her, ripping her free of the water. She thrashed about, hissing in surprise as a pair of mages levitated her out of the water while knights hauled her onto the shore.
Back in the present, a similar hiss escaped Ratu's lips as she opened her eyes. She forced the memories down into her gut, feeding it to the fire that was building within. The village had been so many decades ago, yet the pain was still fresh. Just like before, Mohan was waiting at the end.
She tapped her foot impatiently. Why was this elevator so slow?
At last, the car stopped and the doors slid open. Ratu stepped forward into the luxurious suite just as a door along the edge of the room clicked shut. She could hear Ingrid's muffled shouts from beyond, but the well-dressed figure standing in the center of the room and staring up at the monitors was all she had eyes for. He studied a replay of her fight with the merfolk in the lobby, watching as she bombarded the royal court with fire that could crack stone.
"I remember the first time I saw you summon fire, back when we were young." Mohan's voice was wistful, nostalgic, and clearly rehearsed. "It's a special moment in every naga's life, when we first resonate with magic. For you, it was always fire. I'll never forget how your eyes sparkled like emeralds, wide with wonder as you held that ball of flame in your hands. That afternoon, we sat at your father's feet and you spoke for hours about how it felt, being so close to a power that could bring comfort, yet also destroy. It was in those moments that I first found my feelings for you." Mohan straightened his suit and turned in place. The scales on his face rippled as he adjusted his cufflinks. "Surely you remember--"
Ratu hit him with a fireball that caused the monitors behind him to spark and melt, the swirling torrent of fire cracking the marble beneath Mohan's feet as the impurities crackled and burned. Both hands extended, she demanded nothing less than for his entire body to turn to ash before he could do any more harm.
"I see you're still impulsive." Mohan tsked her from within the fire. Even now, she could feel the swirling barrier of air he had summoned. "And here I thought we could at least be cordial."
"I have nothing to say to you." Ratu twisted the fingers of her left hand, commanding the marble at his feet to break. Once it had done so, she clapped her hands together, causing the shattered masonry to collapse inward on top of Mohan with the intent of crushing the life from him.
"And yet, I have plenty to say to you." Mohan the Director snapped his fingers and the marble shattered into dust, which got caught up in the swirling vortex around him. He blasted the remnants of the floor outward, and Ratu summoned a wall of fire to drive them into the air. The air conditioning system kicked on, the air return rattling as it sucked up marble dust. "So perhaps you can stop trying to kill me for a minute and hear me out."
"No." Ratu remembered the last time she attempted to hear him out, her thoughts going back in time once more to the village.
Mohan stood at the edge of the village, a triumphant glare in his eyes. He was dressed as a guide and leaning against a tree. He spoke to her through the wind blowing across her ears, meaning the Order couldn't hear.
"One last chance," he said. "If you come home with me, all will be forgiven. But if I have to drag you home, these villagers will pay."
"NEVER!" she shouted through her serpentine lips, causing the villagers and Order to recoil in shock. Flames licked at her eyes and nose as she attempted to burn away the protective runes of the net.
"So be it." Mohan's body began to melt as he moved toward the villagers, his body stretching out as scales sprouted across his flesh. By the time someone saw the massive snake and screamed, Mohan was already slamming his jaws shut around them.
Mohan sighed in disgust. "I went through a lot of work for this, you know." He gestured at the broken monitors behind him. "I thought you'd appreciate all I did to find you."
"All these years, and yet you still don't understand." Ratu channeled the fire, the temperature of her skin heating up. "You still think of me as a lost belonging, or worse, an escaped slave."
Mohan waved dismissively. "I had hoped your time with the mortals would have tempered your hysterics, but that was wishful thinking on my part." He loosened his tie and then shrugged out of his jacket. "You're a lot like fire, you know? Wild, powerful, capable of great things. But just like fire, you lack discipline." He undid the cufflinks on his sleeves and then rolled them up. "Imagine how strong you would have been if we had been together all this time. I didn't waste all these years obeying the whims of mortals, my dearest. It was time spent honing my abilities, learning to better channel my strength, to become one with the wind, all those things we spoke of when we were children."
"I want you to imagine how happy we could have been if you would have just trusted me!" Ratu's eyes were now brimming with tears. "I was prepared to spend my entire life by your side, but then I saw how ugly you truly were beneath those scales. If your jealousy hadn't claimed you, if you hadn't lashed out at me, struck me with your fists, we could have been together! I was in love with you once, Mohan, I truly was. You were the center of my world, and then you fell out from beneath me. You broke my heart!"
Mohan cracked his knuckles. "You were the one who left. If anyone is allowed to complain, it is me. I am the one who suffered, after all. That man you adore, your Caretaker, he will blame you for what is about to transpire, you'll see."
"That man is everything you are not." The air around Ratu ignited.
Mohan snorted. "Oh really? If that's true, then why have you given him a false name? What is wrong with your true name, hm?"
"I hate that name," she hissed. "But only because I heard it spill from your lips so often."
He chuckled, the air around his body now circulating so fiercely that the fabric of his pants made a flapping sound. "You're coming home," he said. "Whether you like it or not, my precious Upala."
"My name is Ratu!" The air exploded, and Ratu threw herself forward, her body changing as fire spiraled around her. Mohan rose to face her, transforming into his serpentine form as well. They were nearly full sized by the time she struck, her fangs seeking his flesh, and the two of them crashed against the closest wall, causing the building to groan and shudder beneath their combined weight. The storm of fire raged inside the penthouse suite, melting everything that didn't simply ignite, and the two of them crashed together into an exterior wall. It collapsed, and they tumbled together through the open air to the ground below.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
We've officially entered the third act of Book 7! I'm going for the record on property destruction in a single novel, so be ready for it. Surprises, spells, and shenanigans await in the days ahead!
Thank you so much for reading, don't forget to leave a rating and feel free to send me feedback. My spam filter eats some of them, so apologies if I never responded, but I do try to hunt them down every few months!
Last but not least, make sure you're drinking plenty of water. It's good for your skin and helps balance your mood. Do something kind for yourself today, and I'll see you in the year ahead!
~Annabelle
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne back yet again with "This is what I'm thinking about during big family meals and someone says "hey, you're really quiet, what's going on?" and I'm all "Uh...I'm just really enjoying this...beef?""
Turns out I was eating pork.
To all the new readers, consider this your Gandalf moment. Should you step into this chapter with no previous knowledge of the story, you will likely topple into the depths of confusion. Unlike Gandalf, you probably won't come back to life with a new wardrobe and a Devil-may-care attitude, but I'm not the one writing your story, so go right ahead.
Returning readers, welcome back! While all those new readers are jumping back to Ch. 001, let's break out the good snacks, I've got some leftover Halloween candy, some cinnamon bread from my neighbor, and a bottle of sparkling apple cider that I found in the discount bin at my grocery store.
As always, I want to take the time to thank you all for your continued support and enthusiasm regarding this story. Dozens of hours go into each chapter, so I've really felt appreciated when you take the time to leave your comments, send me feedback, and drop all those stars for me. It only takes a few moments, but it has made a world of difference.
To answer some common questions I've been getting:
Yes, I gave up on serious search terms quite some time ago
No, I will not send you feet pics
I've never seen It's a Wonderful Life, I prefer Scrooged
Virgil Knightley is a huge weeb, but I adore him
Around 64 ounces a day
I aim for two chapters a month, but I miss sometimes, check the bio
Caramelized onions are supposed to take at least an hour, anyone who tells you different is lying
(okay, so some of these questions didn't come from you all)
A special thanks again to my beta readers, like the Mikes, Dragonsen, Pastor, Zing, and Lit's own TJ Skywind. They always give me great advice and have helped me to share a good, clean product with you all. And yes, they do fight on occasion, much like anytime you try to mix
Fire and Water
The spiraling staircase was narrow, barely large enough for two people to walk side by side. Ingrid licked her lips and let out a silent cough, hoping to hide the fact that she was just testing to see if the Director's spell had worn off. Though some of her abilities didn't need verbal components, there was generally some sort of vocalization required, much like the kiai a martial artist might shout. It acted more as a mental focus than anything else, and Ingrid vowed to start practicing magic without it.
However, that was a future problem. Right now, she was descending toward the holding cells with a knight at her back. Without words to convince him that the Order was being duped by the Director, the only path remaining was action. With her hands bound in metal cuffs the Director had slapped on her and a wary captor, she was uncertain what that action would even be.
A tremor ran through the building. Ingrid and her escort paused, both of them looking up as a layer of dirt fell from the ceiling. She looked back at the knight, who simply shrugged and gestured down with his blade.
"Keep moving," he said. "I know you don't understand what's going on now, but a few days in Quarantine with a therapist will get your head back on straight."
Ingrid lifted her hands high enough for him to see her middle fingers.
"C'mon, Sister Ingrid, this is classic Stockholm Syndrome." The man sighed in disappointment. "Or some sort of enchantment, which is more likely. We had to sedate the survivors from your team. They were ranting like lunatics last night."
Ahead of them, a section of wall clicked open. Aurora stepped through, clutching a clipboard to her chest. For a moment, it looked like the woman was surprised to see them, but she collected herself.
"Director wants me to speak with her once she's secure," Aurora said, then lifted her clipboard. "To get some initial data for the Council to look at and maybe find some holes in their story. We're already re-classifying the Caretaker's threat level, but if he can do this..."
"Yeah, it's pretty bad. I heard they even sent most of the staff home to prevent casualties." The knight used the flat of his blade to push Ingrid against the wall as they passed the hostess. "It sucks knowing that our own can be turned against us. Stay behind me."
"Of course." Aurora followed them in silence. There was another loud thud from above, but nobody stopped this time. Ingrid felt the spell around her mouth vanish, but said nothing. It was two versus one, now, and the odds were heavily stacked against her. They got to the bottom of the stairwell and stepped into a concrete hallway. At the end was a bank of cells with small monitoring windows.
"Where are the guards?" asked Aurora as she peered through the nearest window. "Shouldn't there be a full team watching them?"
"It's just me," said the knight. "The Director has the others taking the Caretaker to the docks to hand him over to the merfolk. They should be back--"
There was a loud crackling sound, followed by a solid thud. Ingrid turned around to see that the knight was on the ground, convulsing wildly. Aurora had dropped her clipboard and was clutching a stun baton, which she continued to jab into the man's back.
Ingrid watched in curiosity as Aurora shocked the man into unconsciousness. The hostess knelt down and searched the man's pockets to retrieve the keys to Ingrid's cuffs.
"What a fucking mess," the hostess muttered, then unlocked Ingrid's cuffs. "This whole thing is a fucking mess."
"Yes. It really is." Ingrid rubbed her wrists, then moved to the cell doors to look inside. Aurora unlocked the doors and pulled them open, which caused the occupants to rise and step out with trepidation.
"Sister Ingrid?" A young mage named Caleb looked at Ingrid in disbelief, then ran forward and hugged her. "You survived!"
"So I did." Ingrid tried not to tense up at the sudden bodily contact, but hugged the man back. "I was saved by the Caretaker's people."
"Leave it to that sexy bastard to steal all my thunder, then." Wallace stepped out of his cell, a wry grin on his face. He was covered in cuts, mud, and blood. His left hand was tucked into the waistband of his shorts, his forearm splinted with two pieces of wood and some fabric. "I went back for you, just so you know. It just took me a bit is all."
"Wallace." Ingrid pushed herself away from Caleb, already ignoring the other survivors. Aurora was taking care of them with no issue, asking each of them about a woman named Theresa. "You look like shit."
"Feel like it, too." Her knight chuckled, then wrapped her in a tight hug with his good arm. "I followed your tracks to a cliff, but lost you from there. Was afraid they had pushed you off. That was how they got a lot of our people, you know."
Ingrid nodded, trying to swallow the sudden lump in her throat. In retrospect, she realized she had given very little thought to the others. She wasn't sure if it was just an emotional defense mechanism or something else. But with Wallace standing in front of her, all sorts of emotions suddenly bubbled to the surface. He had been the one constant in her life all these years, the one person she could rely on, and he had disappeared during the fight, fate unknown.
And now he was back, her emotional rock returned from the dead. She told herself that the tears in her eyes were from the dust that kept drifting down from the ceiling.
"What the hell is going on upstairs?" asked a knight named Mila. She was covered in wounds similar to Wallace, but both of her hands had been wrapped tightly into fists with fabric that made her look like a back-alley streetfighter. There were bloodstains all along her knuckles, and at least a couple fingers didn't look quite right.
"War." Aurora looked at the men and women around her, her dark eyes filled with heartbreak and rage.
"Sounds like a fight, then." Wallace crouched down and picked up the sword the knight had dropped. He gave the sword a light swing and then held it on his shoulder. "I don't know about you all, but I had plenty of time to rest last night. Who are we fighting?"
Aurora shook her head. "I'm not entirely sure," she said. "But it's clear the Director betrayed us."
"And the Captain is our enemy." Ingrid stared at the motley group of people who watched her. Including Wallace, there were only seven of them. At least two were being held up by their friends. "The merfolk are on his side for now, but that will change once Princess Leilani tells them the truth."
"And the Caretaker?" asked Mila. The ground trembled beneath them and all the lights flickered.
"He is who we are fighting for," said Ingrid, glaring at the others, daring anyone to challenge her words. "There's no time to explain, but we owe him big time. I owe him more than you could imagine." She didn't even fully understand why she had added that last bit. Ever since waking up in a strange bed with an old woman looking over her, Ingrid had a sense that Mike had somehow fixed a crack in her heart she hadn't known was there. "So if you still want to follow the Director's orders, let me know now so I can stick you back in your cell to rot."
Wallace snorted. "Don't worry. We saw through the Director's bullshit once we got back, didn't we?" He looked at the others, who nodded emphatically. "We figured out that Francois was controlling the skeletons and put two and two together pretty quick. I just wish more of us had survived."
"More of us will fall if we don't sort this out." Ingrid looked at Wallace. "Right now, there's a full scale military operation going on at Mike's house. Our people there are going to get killed."
"You really think so?" asked Caleb. "They all seem so...goofy."
Ingrid shook her head. "A deliberate farce. They didn't want us to know how dangerous they were. It wasn't a malicious act of deception. Rather, they just want to be left alone."
Aurora stepped forward now, tears running down her face. "From what little I've seen upstairs, they're still holding back."
The whole room shook and the lights went out. Ingrid sent a pulse of magic into her fingertips, then formed a ball of light in her hands that cast eerie shadows on Aurora's face. More dirt fell from above, and a crack had appeared in the wall.
"I don't think they're holding back anymore," said Ingrid, who knelt down to pick up the unconscious knight. "Someone help me get him outside."

🏝️🏝️🏝️

The outer facade of the central tower of Paradise crumbled and fell away from the structure, scattering chunks of debris outward as the two colossal serpents tumbled behind it. Mike grabbed Kisa by the hand and yanked her out of the way of a large concrete slab that exploded on impact with the sidewalk where they had been standing. Beth magically lifted water from a nearby hot tub and blasted it into a pair of Order personnel to knock them away to safety as both Ratu and Mohan crashed into the ground.
"Run!" shouted Mike at the dumbfounded people standing near the burning restaurant.
A merman was immediately crushed to death beneath Ratu whose body was covered in flames. Mohan slithered free, a cyclone of air carrying his bulk several feet above the ground. He smashed through the roof of the large dining room, sending staff members running for safety.
A figure sprinted away down the hallway, and Mike frowned to see that it was Francois. He looked at where the man had been and saw Opal reforming her body around a chunk of concrete that had landed on her.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
Opal nodded, then gestured angrily in Francois' direction. The man's right arm was dangling like a loose noodle. Mike grabbed Opal's vessel, allowing the slime girl to retreat so he could carry her.
The ground rumbled beneath them as Ratu lifted her head and hissed, yanking flames away from the burning restaurant. They swirled around her body and formed into a spiraling vortex above her head which then crashed down on the building Mohan had vanished into. A gust of wind rocked Paradise, shattering windows as Mohan rose up from the restaurant.
Where Ratu looked like a python, Mohan had the hooded head of a cobra. Both of them bared their fangs at each other, and Mike observed in both curiosity and horror as their spells clashed.
To any outsider, it would appear that the snakes were simply having a hissing match, but Mike watched as spells were rapidly summoned and dismissed by both combatants. Ratu tried to form a fireball, which Mohan undid by starving it of oxygen. The Director then created whirling scythes of air that Ratu deflected up into the sky where they fell apart.
Mike, Kisa, and Beth ran in the same direction Francois had, which was toward the beach. They were followed by Order personnel and a few stray merfolk. Paradise shuddered, and people cried out in fear from different levels as a mass evacuation took place.
A few mages attempted to stabilize the structure, unaware that Ratu and Mohan were still fighting and would bring it down soon enough. Kisa actually swatted a wand out of someone's hand while Beth used the wand she held to break the sprinkler heads. She sent the resulting spray of water down the hallway, blinding anyone who tried to run against it.
"Get to the beach!" Beth yelled at anyone who would listen.
Mike wondered if she was sensing the extreme danger that he was, every fiber of his body screaming at him to GET OUT! Kisa stopped to help a merwoman who was limping, the cat girl straining when she couldn't move the woman. Mike helped, the two of them dragging the woman down the hall.
"Keep running!" Beth waved her wand and the water pooled beneath the merwoman, allowing her to slide along the floor as Mike and Kisa pulled her hands. As if inspired, the mermaid took control of the water as well, sending high pressure jets forward that pushed debris out of the way and carried people faster than they could run.
They exited the long hallway along with several other people, everyone fleeing from Paradise. The side building they had just left was still intact, but Mike heard a roaring sound, followed by a thud that he felt in his chest. A massive crack appeared along the decorative brickwork, and a chunk of the facade fell away to reveal the steel beams underneath.
The central tower in Paradise fell first, sending a cloud of choking debris outward in every direction. Mike watched as it got caught up on the magical shielding and piled high like a stormcloud before blowing out toward the ocean. He wrapped his arms around Beth and Kisa just as Opal emerged, sheltering them with her gelatinous body.
Sharp stones pelted the people on the beach, followed by blazing hot winds. The merfolk fled into the water while the Order waded out as far as they could.
Out on the beach, Mike spotted Francois down near the end of the dock. He was almost at his boat.
"Fuck," he muttered under his breath. Captain Francois was moments away from escape when a slim figure emerged from the waves, catapulting herself a dozen feet up into the air before throwing her trident at a downward angle.
Captain Francois didn't make a sound as the trident pierced his chest hard enough that his body jerked backward through the air. He tumbled once along the dock and then went still, his remaining eye gazing up into the sky.
Behind them, Paradise rumbled as the remaining buildings started to collapse.

🏝️🏝️🏝️

Ratu slithered up into a ball, her shifting coils protecting her from the shards of glass that rained down from above. The structure around her bent and shifted as she commanded the concrete to fracture and form into thick spikes that she drove into Mohan.
"Please. I command the earth just as well as you do," he said, the words coming out as a long hiss to anyone else who might be listening. The spikes crumbled on contact with his body, the shards now caught up in the powerful vortex that surrounded him. He used the crumbled stone as projectiles, but Ratu's face was hidden from view. Some of the stones were tiny enough that they actually exploded in the super heated air around her body. "And it feels like you're out of practice."
Ratu didn't respond to him, not out of any sense of danger or inability to speak. Frankly, there was nothing to be said. Mohan had become a threat to her family, to the future she wanted to be a part of. If she could snap her fingers and rip his skeleton free from his serpentine body, she would simply do so and be done with it.
But Mohan was strong. He had always been an accomplished mage, and his elemental control of air and wind had been impressive even when they were young. When Ratu had gone into hiding, she had focused her energy on studying how magic worked at a fundamental level, which didn't always help when it came time to fighting with someone. Did her fireballs burn brighter and hotter than ever? They did. But they still required oxygen to burn, which Mohan stripped away.
Still, while Mohan ran his mouth, Ratu used her mind. He constructed spellforms, both simple and complex, and she countered them on a foundational level. Commanding the wind to mix and churn? She added her own mana and made it spiral out of Mohan's control. Highly pressurized bursts intended to pierce her hide? Poke holes in the side and allow it to flow away. They were at a magical stalemate, the two of them now physically assaulting each other in the hopes that they could break the other's concentration.
She regretted the harm being done to Paradise, but only because she knew there was collateral damage. People had been injured and killed. Early on, she had seen Mike, Kisa, and Beth flee from the battle and could sense the Caretaker down on the beach, safe from the fight. Ever since she had nearly died in the Labyrinth, she had spent time contemplating how to best use her magic should she find herself in such a bind again. Against Mohan, she would never hold back.
Sharp fangs pierced her side, but Ratu didn't counter with a bite of her own. The way she was coiled up now meant it would take too long to free her head, which would open her up to whatever assault he had planned. She flexed her body as if to do so, then tunneled her head beneath the soft sand as sharp blades of pressurized air bit into her scales and pierced her flesh.
Positioning her body underground, she burst up and slammed the top of her head into Mohan's lower jaw. The naga was caught off guard, causing him to tip over backward. When he hit the ground, it was with enough force that Paradise swayed dangerously. Sensing an opportunity, Ratu shattered the foundation with a thought in the hopes that she could drop the building on Mohan's head and maybe crack his skull.
He surprised her by squirming forward and away, digging his head into the ground and tunneling beneath Paradise. When he emerged, it was from the third floor, his mouth open wide as he came down on her from above. Ratu sent up a wave of fire to blind him, followed by a geyser of sand. The heat was intense enough that the sand melted, twisting into brutal spires that Mohan crashed against. He let out a hiss of pain before going back beneath the ground, the molten spikes breaking off as he disappeared.
"Is that all you've got?" he whispered, using the wind to communicate. A swirling vortex had formed above Paradise, Mohan's attempt to create a tornado. Ratu doubted the protective measures the Order had employed extended up into the sky. "You're no better than a human with a sharp stick."
Suddenly inspired, Ratu chased after Mohan, using the fire around her body to create tunnels of glass. Up above, she felt the seismic shift as Paradise toppled, large pieces of it collapsing now. The two of them chased each other beneath the ground, careful to avoid getting too close to the water table. Digging too deep could easily turn into disaster if enough water followed them.



Mohan didn't realize the trap had been set until he crashed into one of Ratu's tunnels, letting out a grunt of pain. While it was a simple matter to command the rock to break apart, glass was unexpected and didn't have natural fractures to exploit. Ratu slammed into Mohan from behind, sinking her teeth into his gut as he tried to coil up and escape.
When they burst free, it was through the rubble that had been the central building of Paradise. A cloud of dust and debris obscured the sun, the two serpents twisting and coiling amidst the wreckage.
Though Ratu couldn't see anybody, she could still feel Mike's presence. Whether that was a function of his power or their personal bond, she couldn't be entirely sure.
"Are you finished?" asked Mohan. "This destruction was unnecessary and has only delayed the inevitable."
The vortex up above was closing in on them, causing larger pieces of debris to shift amongst the rubble. If his spell continued building for much longer, he would make any fight above the ground untenable. It would also serve to create large projectiles that would harm anyone still around.
Ratu couldn't scowl as a snake, but she would if it was possible. Summoning her magic, she created several flaming geysers that swirled around them, each one climbing into the sky to dance along with the vortex.
"You should know better." Mohan attacked her again, but she could tell his focus was on the vortex. Her flames threatened to go out, but she refused to let up. He was attempting to starve her magic of the oxygen it needed, believing the spell had been formed in an attempt to harm him.
On the contrary, she was taking a different tack. Her fire was hungry, and she poured her concentration into the spell, generating larger flames that attempted to consume whatever air they could. The air became so hot that nearby structures burst into flame, which ate away at Mohan's storm and formed fiery tendrils that reached into the sky.
Mohan likely caught on to her tactic, because he redoubled his efforts. He bit at her face, attempted to strangle her, and even tangled their bodies up like a massive gordian knot. She allowed instinct to take over, putting very little thought into their physical altercation.
As they fought, Ratu felt a presence at the edge of her awareness. Something was shifting rubble and squirming free from a ton of broken concrete. Uncertain what could have survived the collapse of Paradise, she rolled onto her side to try and catch a look.
It was a demon. Wreathed in fire, wings extended, the creature rose from the wreckage and sighed, her molten body shedding ash. The demon was naked, unable to produce any clothing capable of surviving the inferno. When their eyes met, the demon licked her lips and winked.
Lily.
The succubus was barely recognizable, a result of the flames. A creature of hellfire now, she crawled quietly toward the top of the nearest smoldering pile and extended her wings. Massive thermal currents ripped her into the air where she hovered above the fight, her body like a tiny star in the darkness.
Mohan squeezed, and Ratu's vision dimmed. Upon learning that Mohan had been behind everything, her first impulse had been to kill him, to prove to herself that she was stronger than he was. Only now did she see the problem with that line of thinking. For so many decades, she had been content on her own, believing that true power lay in the individual. Distrustful, she had put herself on a pedestal in the belief that nobody could be her equal.
But then she had met Mike, a man who had been happy to give her not only friendship, but the space she desired for herself. He rarely asked anything of her in return, and one day it occurred to herself that she enjoyed doing little things just to help him and the household out. Over time, she had gotten to know the others, to connect with them in ways she had long forgotten.
Most importantly, she had learned that she was no longer alone. Ratu was part of a family now. In her anger, she had almost forgotten this fact. She should never have confronted Mohan on her own, but the past couldn't be changed.
But now she was no longer on her own. It was time to ask for help.
"Kinky!" It was hard to speak now, and her flames were dying. What little air she could breathe was moving too fast, and not enough blood was flowing to her brain. "Get...kinky!"
Mohan actually released his grip a bit in confusion. "Kinky?" he asked. "I don't...um...was this foreplay?"
"Wasn't...talking...to you!" Ratu twisted her body around and slammed Mohan into the ground. He opened his mouth to sink his fangs into her, then froze in shock as the fiery figure up above crashed down into his mouth like a meteor. The naga choked and released his hold on her, his coils unwinding as he coughed and gagged on Lily.
"Wha...hrgg!" Mohan tried to vomit the succubus back up, but when he opened his mouth, it was to reveal Lily's tail briefly swaying about in the back of his throat. He let out a cry and fell to one side, his body writhing in shock as steam escaped his mouth.
Taking a deep breath, Ratu swung her body around Mohan and concentrated on the heat and flames she could sense coming off of Lily. Mohan cried out in agony and actually belched up fire as Ratu regained control of her element. Up above, the vortex collapsed, allowing fire to rain down on the area. Ratu rose to her full height, the devastating heat swirling around her harmlessly.
She bit down on Mohan's neck, her fangs piercing his scales. The naga let out a gurgling cry, then recoiled away from her in an attempt to escape. With the remains of Paradise burning down around them, she picked him up and slammed him through the nearest pile of rubble, causing both of them to tumble free onto the beach. She could see the merfolk had summoned a sphere of water which was slowly boiling away over the bay. They were all gathered along the shoreline, many of them with their backs to the resort.
Something was wrong. With the two naga fighting, all eyes should have been on the naga combatants. Ratu was able to pick out Mike through the watery barrier. He and Kisa were standing protectively over injured men and women while Beth and Opal stood along the water's edge.
Ratu stared down at Mohan in rage. If she wanted, she could kill him. However, they were now down on the beach and she had no doubt in her mind that it would still take her several minutes to accomplish. To continue fighting would only put her family at risk.
Groaning mentally, she slammed Mohan's head against a rock she summoned from beneath the sand. The massive cobra sighed and went limp, his eyes on hers.
"Yield," she demanded. "Yield and I shall do you no further harm."
Mohan laughed, his jaws open wide with blood trickling from the corners.
"I yield, Upala." He rolled onto his back to reveal his belly. "You got lucky."
She ignored his response, but used her magic to bind him with his words. Should he attempt to betray her in the near future, it would cause him a great deal of pain and buy her plenty of time to respond to the attack. Her massive form shrank down and she was human once more. Mohan started to do the same thing, but paused halfway when a massive bulge formed in his neck.
"You can come out, Lily." Ratu moved to Mohan's side and gave the scales a playful kick.
Mohan's jaws parted and Lily forced her way past his teeth with a grin on her face. The succubus was clothed now, her demonic features mostly hidden away. She stabbed Mohan in the roof of his mouth with her tail upon exiting, and the snake went limp as he continued a slow transformation back into human form. Ratu stared down at the quiet figure dozing on the sand, then looked up at the succubus.
"Was it everything you hoped it would be?" she asked.
"Not really." Lily smirked. "I prefer guys who swallow." She looked at the watery sphere. "What the hell is happening there?"
Ratu grabbed Mohan by the foot and dragged him toward the shimmering barrier of water. Mohan grunted in his sleep, but didn't wake. "Let's go find out."

🏝️🏝️🏝️

Leilani hated running. She didn't like how the ground felt on her feet, the cruel way that concrete and stone somehow bit through the thick soles of her sandals, or the way her knees got jarred with every impact. Knees were absolutely the dumbest thing ever, in her opinion, and were proof that the gods truly hated terrestrial beings.
And yet, run she had. Straight across the pool deck and down to the beach. At least a couple of merfolk spotted her, but they ignored her when she asked about her mother's location. Even from the shore, Leilani could sense several dozen of her people swimming around and waiting, as if in standby. There weren't many merfolk who could manifest legs like she could, and she strongly suspected that most of the ones who could were currently up in Paradise.
Helping that bastard. Leilani tried not to grind her teeth while thinking about Captain Francois. The man had always gotten on her nerves, but she had always assumed this was just the generational gap. Even her mother had admitted once that she used to dislike Francois, but that had changed as she got older.
But now Leilani knew better. Francois had never been a true friend to her people. It had always been about his own quest for power and immortality. The man had the ability to change the world for the better, as she saw it. But he was a schemer. The attempt on her life had colored her previous interactions with the man. If he was willing to murder her to cement the merfolk's support in his plans, what other dark deeds had he committed in the same vein?
Out on the sand, Leilani sprinted the last hundred feet into the surf. She saw the Captain's boat floating at the end of the dock, a sight that filled her with anger and spurred her forward. The waves rose to greet her as she dove into the water head first, the water pulling her out into the depths. Her legs melted together back into a tail, and she let out a sigh of relief as she swam deeper into the bay.
The royal guard met her by the pilings at the end of the dock. They were a school of ten warriors, each one carrying a spear. They formed a semi-circle in front of her, and a woman in the middle wearing a coral necklace that denoted her as the captain held out a hand to stop her.
"Princess Leilani, you're alive!" The woman looked surprised, but there was something about the way she floated that warned Leilani that something was off. "We had heard that you were killed."
"A deception!" Leilani declared. "Captain Francois attempted to assassinate me so as to lay the blame at the Caretaker's feet. I must speak with my mother immediately on this matter."
The royal guard looked at each other uneasily, and a few cast their gaze toward the surface and Paradise. Leilani let out a groan as she turned around.
"Seriously? I just came from up there." With a powerful kick, she headed back toward the shore, but a strong current pulled her back out to sea, causing her to essentially swim in place. Puzzled, she tried to change direction, but the current flowed in the opposite direction. She turned to look at the royal guard, who had formed a circle around her.
"What are you doing?"
"Taking you into custody." The captain looked apologetic. "We were warned that the Caretaker may have turned you against your people, so this is a safety precaution."
Leilani scowled, but bit her tongue. There were ten of them and only one of her. They were manipulating the currents to hold her in place, which was customary for prisoners.
Could she talk her way out? No, not if they were already under the impression she was compromised. Fighting wasn't an option. They were too far away for combat, and throwing her trident would only confirm their false suspicions.
Sinking down into the water, she attempted to seize control of the water, but it was no use. Cursing inwardly, she stared helplessly toward the shore. She had had only one job, and had failed it already. Clutching her father's trident tight against her chest, all she could do was wait.
It wasn't long before the other merfolk in the bay suddenly became agitated. The royal guard holding her in place gave each other dubious looks moments before a group of merfolk entered the water. They were injured, several of them sporting massive burns. The last figure to enter was none other than Princess Kailani, most of her hair burned away. Her eyes were haunted, and it looked like she was having trouble swimming.
Another school of royal guard assembled around Kailani and assisted her out into the bay. They swam together toward Leilani, as if unaware of her presence. The royal guard tried to usher Leilani out of the way, but she fought. Forcing her to stay in one place was child's play, but moving her somewhere specific? Far more difficult.
"Mother! Mom!" Leilani hollered over her captors, then dropped to the bottom to smack the butt of her trident against a rock. "Princess Kailani! Over here!"
When Kailani looked up, her eyes narrowed. "Traitor," she said, her fingers trembling as she pointed in Leilani's direction. "You betrayed your people."
"I have not!" Leilani rose from the bottom and thrust her chest forward. "I even came back to warn you about Captain Francois' deception. The man tried to have me killed so he could turn our people against the Caretaker."
"That doesn't make sense," snapped Kailani. "We have always been against the Caretaker ever since she...he...they took that land from the native people!"
"Mother, that land wasn't taken, it was given away." Groaning in the way that only a daughter could to her mother, Leilani jabbed her finger toward the direction of the volcano. "The Kahu gave that land to the Caretaker to protect it from Captain Francois and others like him!"
"Falsehoods spouted by the Caretaker himself, I'm sure." Kailani sneered at her daughter, then looked at the captain nearest to her. "The Caretaker's people are too strong above the water, but we can mount a defense here. We must ensure that none of them escape or else--"
"The goddess Pele told me herself." Leilani stared hard at the merfolk around her, many of whom immediately turned in her direction. "She was up there, waiting to welcome us, to explain why that land must never fall into Francois' hands."
"You lie." Kailani spoke harshly, but now looked unsure.
"I swear by the tides it is true." Leilani looked at the men and women around her. "Pele was there when our people were killed. She was the one who boiled the sea."
There was an outcry from several of them, but Leilani only had eyes for her mother.
"Why?" Kailani asked, suddenly fearful. "Have we angered her?"
"We have not. Captain Francois brought a fearsome creature up from the deep, and it was Pele and the volcano's guardian who were forced to answer." Leilani gestured at the surface where she could already see that part of Paradise had crumbled. "Our people died in order for him to lure the Caretaker here under false pretenses. My assassination was going to be the event that turned the merfolk and the Order against Mike Radley."
"But why?" asked Kailani.
"So that he can live forever." Leilani gripped the shaft of her trident tightly. A loud thudding sound propagated outward from the shore and shouting could be heard up top. "As for why he desires this so strongly, you would have to ask him."
The merfolk muttered to each other as Kailani stared out into the depths. Her mother clearly wasn't swayed, but she no longer argued. In her eyes, a maelstrom of emotions boiled over. Grief. Denial. Rage. This was a man who had her implicit trust, and Leilani understood why it must be hard to process.
There was another loud thump, and now Paradise was in flames. The merfolk all moved to the surface, and Leilani felt the grip of the water on her body loosen. She joined her people as they watched Paradise in horror, the main structure shuddering from the impact of two massive snakes that now wrestled at its base. Her people and the Order fled for the safety of the beach, and she noticed with a smile that Mike was there, helping tow a merwoman to safety.
But her attention was caught by the figure running down the dock, a panicked look on his face. Captain Francois's arm hung poorly, and one of his eyes was swollen shut. He was already halfway down the dock, his boots thumping on the wood. The destruction of Paradise had the merfolks' attention, but Francois had Leilani's.
She dove all the way down to the bottom, her tail flexing powerfully as she raced ahead of the man. Even at full speed on the dock, he couldn't hope to keep up with a mermaid powered by anger, and Leilani surfaced ahead of him, letting out a shriek of rage as she hurled her father's trident straight into Captain Francois' chest. The tines caught him in the ribs and he jerked backward violently, his body flopping on the sanded wood as he came to a stop.
"Got you," she muttered as she fell back into the water where the royal guard caught up with her. She punched at them as they tried to wrestle her into submission, suddenly aware they had failed to contain her. Leilani no longer cared. They could spend all month debating about Captain Francois now, but it wouldn't change the fact that he was dead and no longer a problem.
Paradise smoldered, the beach now packed with members of the Order who had fled. The smoke was trapped by the magical barrier surrounding Paradise, which meant it could only blow out to sea along the beach. Ash and burning debris rained down from above, and people started coughing. The humans were moving into the water to get away from the intense heat being generated on the shore. Leilani laughed maniacally as her captors wrestled her to the bottom. If not for her royal status, they probably would have killed her instead.
CLACK
The noise was barely audible over the chaos up above, but Leilani turned her head to look for it. Sound was so fast underwater that it was often hard to figure out which direction it had come from, especially when you were in the shallows. She looked away from the shallows, her eyes scanning the darkness of the depths. With the sun blotted out by smoke, it was only the flames of Paradise that illuminated the shadows now.
CLACK
This time, her captors heard it, too. The royal guard turned away from Leilani, gazing out in the same direction she was. Something massive lurked in the depths, a rippling shadow the length of the bay that moved toward them.
Up on land, the firestorm exploded, temporarily illuminating an army of skeletons. They were hovering in the water in a perfect line, their ranks spreading out behind them. As one, they landed together in the sand, their bones and joints creaking in time with one another.
CLACK!
They leapt forward again, the waves propelling them onward as one giant mass. The royal guard let go of Leilani and turned to face this new threat. There were easily hundreds of them, the corpses of those who had perished at sea. Some had been picked clean of their flesh while others still rotted, surrounded by tiny fish that nibbled at them. They were armed with bladed weapons that passed through the water with ease.
"Defensive positions!" called out a royal guard captain, and they raised their spears. The merfolk shifted the currents in an attempt to force the skeletons back out to sea, but the undead just hunkered down, sinking their bony fingers into the ground to wedge themselves in place.
There was a loud splash as several skeletons threw themselves from the Captain's ship, these ones wielding scimitars and spears. The water became stained with blood as the undead murdered their way through the defensive line, breaking the ranks of the merfolk.



Leilani swam up and away from the royal guard. Had the Captain's army gone berserk upon his death? No, that didn't make sense. It was Francois' magic that animated them in the first place, which meant...
Leilani broke the surface of the water and cried out as hot ash hit her in the face. She held her hands over her head to block the worst of it. Other merfolk had surfaced as well, some of them stabbing down at skeletons that leapt up to attack them. Turning her head, she saw a bloodied figure stumbling toward his ship at the edge of the dock, using her trident for support.
"What in the new moon?" Leilani tried to swim toward the dock, but clawed fingers grabbed her tail and dragged her beneath the waves. It was an undead businessman, his bloated face looking up at her as he tried to yank her down to the bottom where more undead waited. She managed to swat him in the face with her tail and squirm free before heading toward the dock.
As the merfolk swam toward the shore, a massive, watery barrier was summoned to deflect the heat. The air was already so hot that it hurt to breathe. Leilani pulled herself onto the dock, her tail splitting into legs so that she could continue her pursuit.
"Francois!" she shouted.
The man stopped and turned in her direction, his features twisted up in anger. Leilani could only stop and stare as the man's broken arm twisted about, the bones locking back into place. Other than the three bloody holes in his shirt, there was no evidence of the fatal wound she had inflicted.
However, the man's hair had turned a dull gray, and his young features were now creased with the wrinkles of age. His eye was no longer swollen shut, but the open lid revealed scar tissue beneath. He lifted the trident and pointed it toward Leilani.
"You!" he screamed, his remaining eye radiating malevolence. Dark shadows curled around his body, as if clinging to him for warmth. "You cost me nearly four decades!"
"I don't..." She watched in horror as Captain Francois threw the trident. It hissed through the air, nearly faster than the eye could follow, only to pass directly over her head.
"Fuck!' Captain Francois screamed in fury, then turned to leap onto his vessel. Massive clouds boiled out from beneath as it floated away from the dock. He moved to the head of the ship and pointed a finger toward the shore. "I'm coming for you and yours, Caretaker!"
Leilani turned to look. Skeletons were storming the beach now, attacking anyone alive. The merfolk, who had dragged themselves onto the beach using their arms, attempted to use water magic to push the undead away. Mike stood behind Opal, who casually dismantled anything that came near her. The Caretaker was holding a piece of driftwood and swinging it like a club. He stood over a pair of injured workers, terror engraved on their sun-bronzed faces.
"Eat my dick, Blackbeard!" He gave the finger to the Captain. Several skeletons were attempting to move around Opal, but Ingrid and some other members of the Order had formed a protective wall around him.
"Don't let Francois get away!" called Princess Kailani from the beach. She was bleeding from numerous wounds to her arms. Several merfolk stretched out their hands and summoned massive waves to topple the ship.
Somehow, at the last moment, the waves simply dissipated, leaving Captain Francois unharmed. His vessel continued into the bay under calm seas. More undead crawled onto the beach, eagerly slashing and stabbing whoever they could get ahold of. The heat from Paradise had become so bad that several of the merfolk summoned a watery dome to protect those above the water from it.
The survivors on the beach had nowhere to go. With Paradise lost behind them, all they could do was face down the never ending hordes. As the waters in the bay surged, it revealed hundreds of the creatures, their bony features fixed into permanent grins.
Leilani felt the dock creaking beneath her. She turned to look back and stared in horror at skeletal limbs that clutched the decking and pulled themselves up. Turning away from them, she ran toward her Trident, which was embedded in the beach just past the dock. A dead surfer with one arm took a swing at her, but she ducked underneath his arm and hip checked him back into the water. Once she had her trident, she turned toward the Caretaker.
"Mike!" Leilani made it to his side. Sweat was pouring down his face and he was covered in ash. "There are too many of them. What should we do?"
"That is a very good question." An odd look crossed his face and he turned to look over his shoulder. "But I think we're about to get our answer."
The watery barrier parted, and Ratu came through, dragging a man behind her. Lily was next, the succubus wasting no time and leaping down toward the surf to smashing herself against the undead. She became a whirling dervish of destruction, dismantling Francois' army in gory fashion.
"Caretaker." There were flames in Ratu's eyes. "Overwhelming odds?"
Mike let out a laugh. "Aren't they always?"
Ratu gazed at the dead as they continued to storm the beach. The rough waves were churning now, slowing them down. "I assume the merfolk are ineffective due to the Captain's control of the water?"
Leilani bit her lip, uncertain of the answer. However, Mike just nodded.
"He still has a pretty strong connection here. It's actually coming from his ship. I'm guessing a sea god trumps anything the merfolk could do."
"Perhaps." Ratu looked at Leilani. "Find me those with the strongest control of water, and hurry."
Leilani spun in place to survey the beach. She spotted part of her mother's retinue struggling for survival. When she ran up to help, Ingrid and Wallace followed her. They worked together to dispatch the skeletons attacking the merfolk, then directed the retinue to form up by Mike. Ratu gazed out toward the water, the wind whipping her hair around her like a cloak.
The princess moved along the beach, condensing the remaining merfolk and Order personnel into one location. This caused the undead to concentrate toward one area, which allowed the Order to mount a proper counterattack with Lily's help. Once the merfolk were gathered, Ratu turned to address them.
"The Captain prevents you from pushing them back out to sea." She surveyed the merfolk with a critical eye. A couple of merfolk tried to argue, but Ratu cut them off. "Don't tell me I'm wrong, I can see how the mana is manipulated. He has commanded the ocean to push them onto shore. We can use this."
"How?" asked Princess Kailani.
"Add your power to his. Demand that the water bring them all here." Ratu turned to face the undead horde, kicking off her sandals so that she could bury her feet in the sand. "And have it do so violently. Those of you maintaining this shield, I need you to push it back toward Paradise to give us more room."
Leilani stepped forward and raised her hands toward the water, doing her best to ignore the creatures that scrambled toward them in the sand. She asked the waves to bring her a bounty, to slam it onto the sand that she may gaze on it in wonder. At her side and behind her, she could feel the others doing the same, and watched as the waves churned wildly.
Beth moved to join Ratu, tiny spheres of water swirling around her. The naga whispered something in the woman's ear, and the lawyer nodded.
As the undead were washed onto the shore, the sand beneath them formed into a swirling mass. Jagged, volcanic rocks rose from the ground like teeth, and as the undead came forward, they were pulled into the rocky grinder. Ratu held perfectly still, but Leilani could sense the naga sending her magic straight down into the ground.
The undead were being piled up, coming onto the beach so quickly that they couldn't even stand. The swirling sands expanded to claim them as well, along with a woman who tripped and fell toward the vortex. She was rescued at the last moment by Lily, who was clinging to one of the massive stones as it moved past. Overhead, a quartet of fairies flew in lazy circles, everyone watching in awe as the undead were crushed and dragged down beneath the earth.
After nearly ten minutes of this, the bay was emptied of attackers. Whether they had destroyed all the undead or Francois had recalled the rest, it didn't matter. The merfolk sat down in exhaustion as the waters finally stilled and the natural rhythm of the waves returned.
Leilani turned toward Mike and smiled, but his eyes were on the people who lay still on the sands around them.
"Damn," he muttered, his voice nearly inaudible. When his eyes met hers, he just shook his head. "I'm so--"
"Don't." Leilani pressed a finger against his lip. "The only one who gets to claim this tragedy has already run far from it. Do not take responsibility for the evil of others."
He contemplated her silently, then nodded.
Leilani looked past him at Paradise, the flames now licking at the barrier.
"We should probably put that out."
The merfolk nearest to her turned around to face the burning structure. Without the Captain's influence, it was far easier to command the waves. A thick mist formed above them, creating a water-laden cloud that rose up and passed through the shimmering barrier of water. A water spout appeared in the bay, which fed into the artificial rain cloud. When the rain fell, the runoff was black as midnight as it flowed back onto the sand. Water dripped down from above, soaking all who stood on the beach. The Director's eyes fluttered, but Ratu stood over him imperiously, as if daring him to move.
Order personnel stood nearby, gazing with uncertainty on their captured leader. Ingrid and her team moved among them, spreading word of his treachery.
The merfolk whispered quietly as the fires were put out, trying to determine what their next steps were. Leilani found her mother sitting among them, glaring daggers out toward the sea.
"Mother." She sat down next to Kailani.
The princess didn't respond at first, her eyes glistening with either tears or rain. "Do you think he attacked the colony?" she finally asked with a furrowed brow. "Or was this assault just to ensure his own escape?"
"Send someone. The fastest swimmer we have." Leilani rose and pointed at a merwoman she knew was a strong swimmer. "You. The colony needs to know what has transpired here."
The mermaid hesitated long enough to make sure Kailani didn't counter the order, then crawled on her hands into the surf and vanished. A couple others went with her to ensure the message was passed along, their tails splashing briefly before they vanished.
An uneasy peace settled over the beach as smoke and steam drifted around them. The water barrier had come down, allowing everyone to see the smoldering ruins. A few people from the Order went to examine the rubble in the hopes of finding survivors. Leilani doubted they would be successful.
Mike moved next to Ratu and slid an arm around her waist. "Are you okay?" he asked.
Leilani couldn't help but feel a slight twinge of jealousy.
Ratu nodded, then tilted her head to lay it on his shoulder. Down on the ground, the Director made a gurgling sound in the back of his throat.
"How dare you," he hissed. Nearby, a few members of the Order stood at attention as if realizing for the first time that the Director was present.
Mike scowled at the Director. "The only words I want to hear out of your mouth are the ones where you call off the attack on my home."
A pair of knights looked nervously at each other, then pulled out their swords. A mage nervously lifted her wand as if to point it at Mike.
"Don't." Ingrid stepped between them and Mike, then looked at the others. "He's not the bad guy here. We are."
The Director sat up with an amused look on his face. "I never expected to be bested in a fight," he admitted, rubbing his jaw. "Luckily for me, I'm not a betting man. You may have been stronger in this moment, Upala..."
"Ratu," the naga corrected. She looked at Mike. "It's Ratu."
"It's what I get to call you." The Caretaker smiled briefly, as if lost in a memory.
"But next time, you won't be so lucky." The Director grinned, his lips stretching abnormally wide. "You should have killed me."
"There won't be a next time, Mohan." Ratu shook her head. "You may have been running things for the Order, but even they will find fault with your actions. Once I leave this place, you will never see me again. I have a home I can go to, a family that I'm a part of. You have nothing. You are nothing."
Mohan laughed, an unsettling sound that carried across the beach. "Soon enough, you'll beg. It's only a matter of time."
"Maybe we should just kill him." Lily knelt down by Mohan, who glared at her. "Or maybe give him to the merfolk."
"We...take no issue with the Director." Kailani shook her head. "Our quarrel is currently with Captain Francois. As for our relationship with the Caretaker, I think my people would agree that we are...uncertain."
Leilani sighed, but couldn't help but agree with her mother. Captain Francois had attacked them, but it wouldn't surprise her in the least if he claimed it was self defense. He was a man with decades of experience manipulating the merfolk from within. For now, she would have to settle for a lack of hostility.
"Let's feed him to Di, then." Lily jabbed at Mohan with a pointed finger. "I'd offer to snap his neck, but imagine that would be difficult."
"Very. You may have me at a disadvantage now, but you'll find that..." Mohan continued to speak, but Leilani felt a chill run up her back and looked away from the Director and toward Mike. The Caretaker had gone unnaturally still, his gaze suddenly to the north-east. A heavy presence filled the air, as if lightning was about to strike.
"What did you do?" Mike's eyes snapped down toward Mohan.
The man smirked. "I'm sure you'll find out soon--"
Mohan gasped as Mike knelt down and seized him by the throat, then roughly lifted him into the air with one hand.
Ratu's jaw dropped, and the others nearby all took a step back as the air hissed with magic.
"WHAT DID YOU DO?" Mike's voice tore the air, causing others to flinch away. In the ensuing silence, the faint chirping of a cell phone could be heard.
"I believe that's for you, Caretaker." The Director pointed at Mike's pocket, clearly unperturbed by the fact that Mike was clutching his throat.
Mike pulled out his phone and studied the screen for a second. His eyes narrowed dangerously, and then he dropped the phone onto the sand. The skies above darkened and Mike Radley screamed.
The Director laughed.

🏝️🏝️🏝️

Eulalie had looked away from the computer monitor for less than a second when activity at the command center exploded. Dozens of men and women stormed out all at once, creating multiple single file lines as they sprinted toward the back of the house. The Arachne almost knocked her headset off as she positioned the microphone in front of her mouth.
"They're coming in hot by the garage," she practically shouted. Two separate teams were climbing the house using ropes. A third team set up shop away from the house with a pair of mortars. By the time the garage was breached by the first wave, a shell had been launched that struck one of Yuki's ice walls and exploded.
"What are they doing?" Eulalie watched in horror as another shell fell toward Naia's fountain. Amymone's tree swayed and detonated the shell early. Branches and burning leaves tumbled down into the water. The teams climbing the house were now in position, weapons drawn. By the time Sulyvahn made an appearance out back, they had opened fire.
"I need someone on those mortars. They're just below the gardens, and..." Eulalie stared in confusion as the transport trucks started up and drove along the driveway to the command center. "They brought in the transports. Something is up."
Another group deployed from the command center. This one was primarily composed of SoS members and they broke into a sprint toward the greenhouse. They were most of the way there when Cerberus intercepted them. This time, an icy simulacrum of Yuki rode on their back.
Eulalie scanned all the monitors, suddenly wary. Their last attempt on the fountain had been competent, but underwhelming. This felt extremely aggressive, as if--
The group assaulting Cerberus immediately split up and started kiting the hellhound. Yuki's clone froze the ground around them, preventing the iron spikes from being driven into the soil. Mortar shells continued to rain down on Naia's fountain, which was now being surrounded by the SoS. Ice walls were taken down with grenades, and a trio of knights were strapping the decoy Abella to a dolly to haul her off.
The Arachne shouted out everything she saw and the house responded. Sulyvahn mounted his horse and swung his head around in circles as he lashed out at their attackers with his whip. The plants all reached out to trip up or strangle those who passed, and Cerberus howled as the SoS peppered them with rounds.
Eulalie stared at the screen, an itch of an idea wiggling deep into her brain. There was something obvious here, staring her right in the face. The team on the roof was confronted by Cecilia, who snatched a man and tossed him off. The man was saved only by the safety rope he had clipped to his belt, now dangling above the team fighting Cerberus. Down below, the hell hound breathed hot fire in streaks that scorched the ground, narrowly missing her attackers on purpose.
Decoy. Bullets.
Those two words spun circles in Eulalie's head, and she stared hard at the screen as she tried to figure out what her subconcious was telling her. It wasn't until a man opened fire on Cerberus' face that the pieces finally fell into place.
Cerberus was a being from the Underworld, capable of guarding the gates from armies of demons. If anything, their etymology was closest to a demon. When the SoS had trapped her last time, it had been with a magical sigil mostly attuned to demonic entities. If they knew such a thing could trap a hellhound, then why hadn't somebody fired one of their enchanted rounds to see if it dismissed her?
That left two options. The first was they were aware that Cyrus had betrayed them, and that the bullets would summon the wrath of the stone lions. If true, then Cyrus was likely lost to them, perhaps even killed for his deception. But if that was the case, then this new behavior made no sense, which led her to option number two.
They were saving those rounds. Why would someone willingly wait to dismiss the hellhound hunting them unless...
Eulalie gasped. Someone in the SoS had realized that the house had taken a non-lethal stance on the attack. In hindsight, anybody who knew Mike would assume this was the case, but then why put on such a big show all of the sudden? Why bomb the fountain and try to bring everyone out at once?
The Abella statue was hauled away via the garage route. Sulyvahn and Amymone tried to stop them, along with help from another Yuki clone.
Eulalie felt all the data coalesce in her head and immediately became nauseous. The mercenaries had created a decoy of their own, which meant that something big was happening elsewhere. What could it be?
On the roof, Cecilia disappeared as a man peppered her with salt rounds, then reappeared near one of the turrets. A member of the SoS crouched down and held up a device Eulalie hadn't seen before which fired a shining net. It wrapped tightly around the banshee, and she cried out in pain as it bit into her skin. Down by the fountain, Sulyvahn stopped and held his head in a manner that he could glance up at the roof. It was during this moment that a sniper round struck him in the temple, causing the dullahan to topple from his horse. More rounds were fired, and Eulalie watched in horror as both Yuki clones shattered at the same time four of her cameras went off.



"Suly's down! Cecilia's been captured, and--" Eulalie caught a flicker of movement in one of the side monitors. The door of the greenhouse was shoved open and Zel came racing out, her features bloody and her face frantic. She was followed by several centaurs, all of them holding weapons. Immediately, those wielding bows launched arrows at nearby attackers.
Zel screamed so loud that her voice was picked up by multiple microphones.
"CALLISTO! CALLISTO!" Zel took another deep breath and turned her head. "GRACE!"
Eulalie felt the world drop out from beneath her. She stared hard into the monitors, her fingers trembling just above the keys.
"They've taken the children," she said, the words tumbling free from numb lips. "Lethal force authorized."
For several seconds, nobody spoke. The comms were silent as everybody processed this information. There was an eerie burst of static, followed by a single sentence.
"Play time's over," said Jenny.
Out in the front yard, the Jabberwock lifted its head free of the garden, roots stretching and dirt falling free as it launched itself at the command center. The windows on the second floor opened and a collection of dolls levitated outward like drones, all of them moving toward the mercenaries with arms outstretched as if they wanted hugs.
Down below, the front door opened and Yuki ran out with Dana right behind her, the zombie carrying a backpack. They were followed by Sofia, who sprinted madly toward the street with none other than Tink on her back.
"Where are they?" asked Yuki, her voice somehow calm. "Do you see them on the screen?"
"I, um..."
Eulalie looked back and forth between the monitors. The Jabberwock had crawled across the top of the command center to crash into the first transport vehicle parked behind it. The massive homunculus was busy tearing the roof off to look inside. Cerberus had pinned down a group of mages by the house using dual streams of fire that had slowly come together. The hell hound now blew flames so hot that the ground glassed over with ash, consuming the magic wielders and leaving nothing behind. Amymone's tree actively snatched up mercenaries, the vines forming into nooses that strangled them.
And then there was Naia. The nymph made an appearance, but the camera had trouble focusing on her. Her eyes glowed with golden light as she pointed at the men near her fountain. With a curled finger, she ripped all the water from their bodies, leaving desiccated corpses behind.
"I...I...I..." Eulalie looked at the greenhouse monitor. How had they gotten to the centaurs? It didn't make sense, even if they had gotten in, it would have taken them a while to get down to the village and...
"FUCK!" The Arachne rewound the footage back to the earlier assault. Somebody had gone into the greenhouse during the first attack, a man that didn't show up again when they had retreated. She scrolled forward through the footage, moving back and forth in an attempt to figure out what had happened next. It wasn't until the fifth viewing of the current assault that she spotted an older woman in the center of the SoS as they neared the greenhouse. When she drew close, she simply vanished from sight, likely an invisibility spell of some kind.
Illusions, by nature, weren't malevolent. Much like the protective shields cast by the mages, it wouldn't have triggered the home's defenses. The earlier assault had been a feint, an attempt to learn more about the enemy, or so Eulalie had thought. In truth, it had been one, massive decoy in order to get a single person in position to take the children.
"I'm coming out," she said, stepping out of her web hammock.
"Don't." Yuki's voice was the epitome of frost. "We need your eyes right now. Figure out where they went."
Eulalie bit back a harsh retort and scrolled through the footage yet again.
Out in the yard, the Jabberwock was now dispatching the mortars, tossing the men who manned them into the air and swallowing them whole. Yuki and Dana were near the command center now, but then parted ways. Dana took off her backpack and threw it into the command center while Yuki headed for the street. The people up on the roof opened fire on both of them, but Abella slipped free from her hiding spot and let out a blast of heartfire. The men undid their safety ropes and fled from the flames, and the heat melted Cecilia's net. The banshee charged forward and shoved two men off the roof before vanishing from sight.
The front door opened again, and Asterion emerged. He broke into a sprint as one of the transport vehicles tried to pull away. The vehicle was steering around the Jabberwock's tail when the minotaur leapt onto the hood. With a howl, Asterion slammed his ax through the windshield.
"Where are they? Where are they?" Eulalie kept going through the footage, trying to find some evidence of invisible passage. Then she slapped her forehead in frustration when she remembered the thermal cameras. She changed the filters on the footage and saw them this time. The witch approached the greenhouse and waited a few seconds before another figure emerged with a small figure slung over one shoulder. Behind them, Callisto was pulled out, his neck and waist on a leash. Invisible to the human eye, the four of them bypassed the yard completely and moved to the stone wall that surrounded the property. Dark shadows emerged from the woman that lifted the four of them over and away.
"Shit, shit!" Eulalie scrambled through her other cameras, hoping to figure out where they had gone. On the main bank of monitors, several mercenaries noticed the ominous dolls that chased their compatriots. These men immediately switched to their pistols and joined the fray, opening fire on the toys. Fiery white rounds that blazed with rainbow light emerged from the barrels of their guns, which in turn tore some of the dolls apart.
At the entrance to the property, the lions blazed to life. Surrounded in hot, golden flames, they charged into the ranks of the SoS and tore through them like tissue paper. The remaining members of the Order were in a full panic now, some of them using attack spells of their own. The lions danced around the yard, targeting hostile magic users and anyone who shot at them. Several people sprinted madly for safety, their resolve finally broken.
"Eulalie." Dana's voice had a tense edge to it. "The command center is down. The kids aren't in here."
"They went over the wall on the south side of the greenhouse," Eulalie replied as she pulled up some different feeds. She had installed a few cameras around the neighborhood and scrolled through the footage in the hopes of spotting them. A dark van pulled out of the driveway of the next-door neighbor's house. The witch and a man in sunglasses were in the front seat. "They left the property already."
"Good." Jenny sounded like she was speaking through a tube filled with razor blades. Eulalie looked at the monitor and saw that the doll was hovering in the front yard, held in place by shadowy legs. Anyone who came within twenty feet of her had their heads rapidly spun 180 degrees. "We don't have to be careful anymore."
Men and women were flash frozen along the front yard as Yuki dashed between them, the kitsune already headed for the street. Cerberus howled and sent a blaze of fire out that consumed a group of men who opened fire on Yuki. Eulalie's fingers danced along her keyboard as she opened up all of the nearby traffic cameras.
"C'mon, c'mon," she muttered, then winced at the crack of a sniper rifle in her ear. It was followed immediately by a few more. On the main screens, several different people dropped dead on the yard. "Who is doing that?" she asked.
"Tink is," replied Sofia. "She's got the goggles on. Other snipers are down, by the way."
In the background of the comms, Eulalie could make out the sound of someone sniffling. The sound briefly halted right before another shot was fired.
"Kill them all," whispered Tink through the headset. "Tink kill everyone. Burn whole world down!" The rifle fired again and a mage by the front of the house dropped.
"Leave some alive," said Dana. "We need to know where they took the kids and the people in the command center won't be talking. Eulalie, any leads?"
"Not yet, I..." Eulalie stared helplessly at the cameras. She was able to monitor the van as it left the city, but it had vanished from sight before making the highway. The Arachne opened a city map and tried to guess where they may have gone, then groaned when she realized that there was a good chance they had been taken to the same place Cyrus had.
"I need someone to go get Uncle Foot," she said. "Don't tell him what happened yet. Bring him directly to me."
"Any reason?" asked Dana.
"Because I need him to follow my plan instead of storming off in a rage." The Arachne had no gods to pray to. For just a moment, Eulalie kind of wished they did. "If you just tell him the kids are missing, he's gonna rip someone's head off."
"I'm on it," Reggie's voice crackled. "I'll bring him right to you at the Library."
"Thank you, Reggie." Eulalie stared at the last image of the van, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. She took a deep breath, then another one. Closing her eyes, all she could see was her sister's face.
"The Arachne are characterized by cold logic in the face of adversity," she whispered, her fingers pressing into the desk so hard that the wood splintered. The words were from an old Order report she had found. "They have no emotional attachments, other than the desire to feed and then breed."
Her hearts were racing as she opened her eyes and took another calming breath. "I am a variant," she said, staring hard at the screen. "I have emotional attachments and lack the desire to breed. But I'm smart. Everyone always says how smart I am." She looked down at the slivers piled up beneath her nails. Maybe if she was a true Arachne, this would be easier."Focus on the solution, not the emotions. I need to be cold, colder than ice."
Trembling, she pulled up Cyrus' last known location. It had taken him over an hour to get there, which meant there was still time. She needed to put together a team, someone to intercept the van if possible. Turning her microphone back on, she spoke.
"I need Yuki, Death, and Dana. Has anyone contacted Mike?"
There was silence for several seconds before Dana spoke. "I just let him know," she said. "We need to get him home, right now."
"I'm already on it," said Eulalie as she sent Mike an address along with a door code. The rats had already let her know that the portal to Paradise had collapsed in on itself. Ever the meticulous planner, Eulalie had rented an AirBNB just down the road from Paradise as a backup and would have the rats start chewing a portal there now. Taking a deep breath, she sat back in her chair and stared at the monitors. Now it was time for the worst part of all.
Waiting.

🏝️🏝️🏝️

Why, yes. The ending of this chapter is a meta commentary.
I hope you all enjoyed this chapter! If you're on pins and needles for the next one, don't forget to check my bio for release dates. Also, please leave some stars on your way out, they super help me out and the government hasn't started taxing me for them...yet.🤫
Last but not least, go get a cookie, or treat yourself to something nice. You've earned it!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with another exciting installment of "Sex and Property Damage: the Musical." For those who might argue there's no music, you were supposed to read the whole story like a beatboxer doing freestyle on the streets. (Maybe I should have mentioned that 110 chapters ago...)
New reader, hail and well met! Now that I sound like a stereotypical Baldur's Gate 3 NPC, I am tasking you with a quest to go back to Chapter 001 of Home for Horny Monsters and start there. Naturally, you don't have to listen to me, but you are likely underleveled and jumping into the main quest after skipping so many cutscenes is going to leave you lost and confused. But hey, if lost and confused is your kink, then you may want to sit on a towel before diving in.
Returning reader? Welcome back! I've been hard at work doing all the writerly things on my end, so I hope the wait hasn't been too painful. The wrist is doing better, but I am working on re-teaching myself how to type appropriately. I may have cheated in my typing class in High School by using hotkeys to copy/paste my way to 60 words per minute. To be fair, cramming forty kids in a room and having us peck out the same paragraph over and over again for 45 minutes really was a waste.
To anyone who wrote me, thank you so much for taking the time to drop a line and let me know you're enjoying the story, even if recent events have been stress-inducing. In my journey as an author, I've been working hard to better capture genuine moments with my characters, both good and bad, and there will definitely be some genuine, high tension moments in the chapters ahead. For those of you who can't stand waiting to see what happens next, the final installment of Book 7 (not the series, just this book) will be Chapter 116.
As always, don't forget to leave me some stars on your way out to help others find the story. I couldn't be where I am today without you, and will continue to do my best to improve my talents to be worthy of your time. Some say I do it for the fame, others the money, but the truth of the matter is that I'm treating writing just like a business these days. I suppose you could just call me
The Company Man
Cyrus walked the long halls of the underground installation, his hands tucked into his pockets as he moved with the grace of a man his age. Maybe it was the lingering dampness, an old back injury, or perhaps the weight of the world on his shoulders that had him moving at a snail's pace. He had only been at the secret base for a few hours, but was already well aware that some of the others referred to him in hushed tones as The Fossil.
That was fine. They could call him whatever they liked. Right now, in this moment, nothing about himself actually mattered. He had received word nearly an hour ago that two assets had been seized and were on their way. In his hands was a file folder with a picture of Callisto Radley, taken at a park near the house. The boy was actually a centaur who had been taken from his tribe, which had been hidden away in the magical greenhouse.
The other asset was a young child who had been with him in the centaur village. Nobody knew her name or if she was even important to Mike, but that hadn't mattered. Darius had somehow led an assault on the centaurs by himself that had yielded rewards and created more than a few questions in Cyrus' mind.
Every moment up to this point no longer mattered. Cyrus continued his exploration in slow motion, hoping to come up with a plan. The ventilation system was far too small for even a child to squeeze through and monitored by a laser grid. This whole facility had been designed once upon a time by someone else for the capture of the cryptids in Mike Radley's home, and no expense had been spared.
The hallway he traveled now was like a tomb, eerily devoid of sound. He stopped every so often to lean against the wall as if to stretch. In reality, he was probing the walls with his magic, an old trick he had learned from a mentor long ago. What had his name been?
"Fredericks," Cyrus muttered, pulling at that thread. "Master Fredericks, during my field studies. Short man, black hair, had a scar from a vampire on his left cheek...no, wait, that was Brother Blake. He was there for the field study, which was taught by Master Fenton, not Fredericks. Fredericks was the name of...someone. Hmm." He let his fingers linger on the wall, the mana penetrating about six feet deep with no results. Cyrus had a last name once, but he couldn't remember it. Back when he was a child, the Order had told him that last names were better off forgotten. That way, no being could gain power over them by using their true name.
He wondered what his last name had been. It started with an E...right? It felt strange to have forgotten something so important, but he had been young when the Order had scooped him up from the orphanage. Getting three square meals a day and being able to sleep through the night was a far better deal than waiting to starve to death in a Russian gulag. What sort of life would he have led if he had somehow managed to survive?
In all honesty, he probably would have died. Many from his hometown had simply ceased to exist. That's what happened when you were poor and unimportant. It was like everything about you was simply folded up on a piece of paper and tossed into a fire.
In the grand scheme of things, that had actually happened the moment Cyrus had joined the Order. Sure, people knew him or of him, but he would eventually become little more than a name in stories that others told. It wouldn't be the same as being remembered. For decades, he had held onto the belief that he was part of a giant family, one that looked out for each other. Thirty years ago, this was probably true. He fondly remembered the names and faces of so many men and women who had come before him, of listening to their tales with eager ears and lots of questions.
Maybe it had been a family back then, but not anymore. The winds of change had carried away fertile soil, leaving behind only sand. That was the problem with growing older than everyone else. You got to be alone with nothing but memories in the end.
He sighed and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. His sinuses were a mess, and they didn't make the headache that had formed any better. A dull thud had appeared between his eyes, and it almost felt like he could hear it echoing off the walls.
"Cyrus?"
He turned to see Sister Laurel standing behind him, her chin lifted slightly as she regarded him with open disdain.
"That's Master Cyrus," he said.
"Not anymore," she replied. "Last I checked, protocol dictates that proper titles are to be used with--"
"Oh, please. Don't quote your protocols at me."
Laurel regarded him coolly. "Any active members or former members who are in good standing," she continued. "And as far as I can tell, you abandoned the current mission to take a job with the SoS. Until I hear otherwise from the Director, I consider you to be in poor standing."
"Then let's talk to him." Cyrus almost smiled at the idea of learning how to get a message out. "Right now, if we could."
"Radio silence for the next 72 hours is mandatory. I don't care how much the Sons are paying you, I refuse to call you Master anymore. This may just be a job to you, but my job is a calling for me."
Cyrus snorted. "I used to feel the same way. All it took to dissuade me of my own importance was a simple fall from grace. You are never more than one bad situation away from becoming an outsider. If the Director had seen what a mess you were only yesterday, you'd already be out the door. I seriously doubt he would have agreed to transfer you here."
"It's okay to admit that you need help." Laurel sniffed. "While those moments weren't my finest, I own them. As for my presence here, you have Darius himself to thank. He specifically requested me and my team."
"What do you want, Laurel?" Cyrus watched in satisfaction as the young woman's nostrils flared.
"I was sent to inform you that the assets are nearly here. They want you upstairs in the next ten minutes to prep for prisoner transfer."
"They're children, Laurel. Hostages might be a better word for them, don't you think?"
Laurel actually gazed at him sadly. "You've lost your edge," she said. "Nothing about that family is harmless, even if they are children. Do you know how many good men and women we probably lost today? I've heard rumors that it's devastatingly bad."
Cyrus almost snapped and told Laurel that the number was zero, because no good person would attempt to harm someone through their own children, but kept it to himself. He needed everyone's trust for now, and it wouldn't surprise him if Laurel was somehow attempting to make him look incompetent in this job, too.
"What rumors?" he asked as he moved past Laurel and back toward the main facility.
"Not a whole lot," she said. "They were monitoring comms upstairs, listening only. Heard talk about dragons, an actual hell hound, and that doll appeared. But nothing for awhile now. They fear that everyone involved has been terminated."
"Damn." Cyrus licked his lips, then cleared his throat. He was afraid to ask, but had to know. "Did we, uh, get any of them in the process?"
"Not sure yet." Laurel sped up to walk just a little bit in front of him. "Hopefully we killed someone. It's never right when we lose one of ours and they don't."
Us versus them. Cyrus took a deep breath in through his nose and studied the ceiling for a moment. Such a simple ideology, summed up in three words.
"Well, hopefully we hear something soon." Laurel walked away, her footsteps echoing. Cyrus frowned, knowing full well that the woman knew how to move without making any sounds. The act reminded him of another drama queen he knew. "Also, I'm supposed to ask you if we should separate the assets."
There it was. A simple question, the trap suddenly laid bare. Cyrus was overseeing this part of the operation, true, but only a completely miserable asshole would separate two children. This was Laurel's way of testing to see if he was still with US, or if he had somehow sided with THEM.
"Of course we're going to separate them." He tsk'ed at her. "The boy's file says he's a centaur, but what about the girl?"
"Unknown. Human, we assume. It sounds like she came quietly."
"We have that cell for the succubus. Go ahead and toss the girl in there and we can put the boy next to her in the banshee's cell. That way, if we're dealing with the demon, we won't fall for it later." Cyrus secretly hoped the girl was Lily. The enochian seal was almost identical to the one he had tried to trap her in once upon a time, and she had escaped that with little difficulty.
"Hmm." Laurel almost sounded disappointed. "Why next to each other?"
"They're still children. Well, one of them is, anyway." Cyrus cleared his throat. "If they were found together, it will probably be easier to ask them questions by threatening to torture the other. Those cells are separated by reinforced glass capable of stopping bullets and safely housing any animal on the planet. But that also means they can see each other. We'll identify the weak link and make them talk."
"Ruthless. Didn't know you had it in you."
"You should watch me clipping coupons," he said. Cyrus heard Laurel bite back a laugh and tried not to roll his eyes. He had never hated the back of somebody's head so much. If the little girl really was Lily, maybe he'd have her snack on Laurel before they headed out.
No, that was a thought too far. Now he was grumpy with himself for even thinking it. When was the last time he had gotten enough sleep? Maybe that was the problem.
The thought made him chuckle. Laurel looked back at him in confusion, but he ignored her. He no longer cared what she thought, or anyone else in this place, for that matter. With every step, he forged another band of iron from his will and wrapped it tightly around his heart.
He returned to the main bay with Laurel, taking a small detour on the way to use the bathroom. While in the privacy of his stall, he went through the contents of his pockets, triple-checking the magic and items at his disposal. Now that he stood waiting for Callisto Radley to arrive, he looked around the bay as if it was a giant chess set. What moves could he make, and in what order, to ensure the survival of himself and the children?
The members of the Order who were working there were his biggest problem right now. The Sons of Sin were weak against magical attacks, which was a defensive gap that the Order's mages filled quite nicely. Cyrus would need more than just the element of surprise to break the kids out. As for the children, the boy was a centaur. He was capable of running, but where to? And what about the girl?
Staring hard at the door, his eyes slid to the mechanism that opened it. The device was a massive set of gears with a locking mechanism made up of separate pins. He had two ways he could open it with magical brute force, a possible third if he could get his hands on an RPG, or maybe he could access the control room and simply open it with the press of a button.
He studied the various forces that had been gathered. At least six different SoS teams were in rotation on the door itself, which seemed like overkill. With two Order teams, there were nearly fifty people on this door at all times. This was the real reason the facility felt empty. It had been explained to him that the whole compound was capable of being run by roughly ten people, but that hinged largely on not needing to worry about a defensive force.
The comms inside the base were all hard-wired to prevent detection from the outside. They consisted largely of intercom systems which could easily be shorted with the lightning rod he carried. If he could activate the fire suppression system, that would provide more than ample confusion. He could get the doors open and make a break for it, no problem.
Well, it wouldn't be as long as he could figure out how to dodge bullets while towing two children by this afternoon. Even with the magical amulet in his pocket, he could only take a few direct hits. That also depended on the caliber of the bullet. When the bay door opened, he flinched at the sudden sound of turning gears.
"Jumpy?" asked Laurel with a smirk. She was definitely enjoying his discomfort.
Had Cyrus ever been this disrespectful to another mage? What if he set her on fire, just a little? Then again, the woman had already suffered a small mental breakdown this week. When people were pressed against the wall and forced to endure difficult circumstances, who they really were inside tended to leak out.
"What was that?" Cyrus pretended to unclog his ear with a finger.
"Nothing." Laurel turned her eyes forward and stood at attention. When the doors parted, a black van pulled through the narrow gap. The gears immediately reversed course, the doors sliding shut with a clomping sound that made the old mage's ears pop. When the vehicle came to a halt, an SoS team surrounded it, guns drawn. Darius himself stepped out from behind the driver's seat, his sunglasses still on despite being indoors.
Elizabeth, the witch, got out of the passenger side, took a moment to smooth down her dress, then moved to the side doors. "We need these two alive," she said, addressing the men in the room. "Or the boy, anyway. We're not sure yet about the girl."
"Wait." Cyrus stepped forward, a hand outstretched. "If I may?"
Elizabeth stared at him in curiosity, her dark eyes glittering beneath the halogen lights. "May you what?"
"You're the ones who abducted them. They all have guns. Kids take a certain level of...deception." He patted himself on the chest. "Good cop, bad cop. I understand you want to pump these kids for information while they're here, and I'll squeeze every drop out of them as the friendly, grandfather type. If we need a heavy hand, Laurel is already a bitch."
Laurel squeaked in protest, but Cyrus ignored her. He looked deep into Elizabeth's eyes, trying to implore her to see things his way through body language alone.
"Anyway, it was just a thought," he said. "This whole thing is your show, one hundred percent. But you did contract with me specifically to care for whatever prisoners you brought in. I didn't expect kids, but we've already made small alterations to their arrangements to maximize containment and intelligence gathering efforts. I remember that you have a daughter, I saw it in the file. Hopefully you remember that a little bit of kindness goes way further with children than anything else."
Darius threw an odd look in Elizabeth's direction, as if curious to hear the witch's response.
"A sound decision," she said as she moved away from the door and gestured toward it. "Though child rearing is a bit different these days."
"Kids are always kids," Cyrus said as he put his hand on the door. From inside, he heard a bit of shuffling, followed by an odd snapping sound. When he opened the sliding door, it was to reveal a van bereft of seating. On the floor, a centaur boy sat awkwardly, clutching the hand of a little girl. She hissed at Cyrus, baring her teeth. "Hey there."
Callisto narrowed his eyes at Cyrus, then looked past him at the armed men. "We want to go home."
"I know you do. And you know what? I'm going to do everything in my power to help you do that. My name is Cyrus." He extended a hand in greeting, the sleeve sliding up to reveal the bracelet that Dana had given him. It was a long shot, but the way Callisto's eyes flicked toward it and then widened revealed that the gamble was a success.
The little girl lunged forward and tried to take a bite out of his hand.
"Grace, no!" Callisto pulled his sister back and whispered something in her ear. She stared unblinkingly at Cyrus, her face somehow extremely familiar. Had he seen her around the house before? Her bangs hung across the front of her face, concealing her eyes.
"It's okay. I know she's scared. We can shake hands later, man to man." Cyrus took a step back and gestured at the mercenaries. "So these people here are the bad guys. But you knew that, right?"
Callisto snorted, clutching Grace. "They're assholes," he said. One of the mercenaries actually snickered.
"Yep, that's right. But these assholes are in charge. Now, if you and your friend here will cooperate, they'll let me take you to the special rooms we have set aside for you. But if you don't, there's a very bad lady over there who will probably hurt you if you disobey." He pointed at Laurel now, whose cheeks had turned red.
Callisto stared hard at Laurel in a defiant way exclusive to children. "Jenny says hi."
Laurel's hand actually moved toward her wand, but she restrained herself. Cyrus moved to block Callisto's view and shook his head.
"Now that wasn't very nice," he said, then held a hand to his mouth and stage-whispered. "But it was pretty funny."
The centaur shook his head. "We'll come. My sister might need help. Her legs are, um, weak."
Cyrus winced at the word sister, but the cat was out of the bag now. "I'll carry her if she lets me." He held out a hand for Grace, who gave Callisto a dirty look as she was pushed into the old man's arms. She was surprisingly light, but Cyrus still had to fight the ruffles of her dress. While she was shifting about, he noticed the green slap bracelet on her wrist.
"What a pretty bracelet," he said. "Did your mommy give it to you?"
Grace didn't answer. Instead, she stared through a blanket of hair into his eyes with an intensity that actually made him sweat a little. Where had he seen those eyes before?
Callisto grunted as he slid his equine bulk across the van and allowed Cyrus to help him out with a free hand. He stumbled a couple of times, causing more than one mercenary to raise their weapon. The centaur looked back at them, head high and shoulders thrown back.



Cyrus felt something at his side and looked down to see that Callisto's hand was brushing against his coat. The old man shifted Grace, allowing him to take Callisto's hand in his own.
"If you'll excuse us, we're going to head down to our rooms now." Cyrus squeezed Callisto's hand. "Let's give them a chance to settle for awhile, and then there will be time for questions."
Laurel opened her mouth to say something, but Grace hissed at her. Behind the mage, Elizabeth smirked, her head cocked to one side with her hands on her waist. She looked rather pleased with herself. Darius, however, looked like he was going to be ill. His skin had taken on a sallow cast. The man had seemed fine this morning. What had changed?
Laurel and her people left with Cyrus, staying back about twenty feet. When they got to the elevator, Cyrus cleared his throat and turned to face them.
"There's not a lot of room in here," he said, though the elevator was meant for cargo. "Perhaps you could take the stairs, or get it next time."
"We're supposed to--"
"That's an order, Laurel." Cyrus grinned. "If you disapprove, you should go tell on me and hope you get promoted."
The door slid open and Cyrus stepped inside. When he looked back, he saw that Laurel was apparently capable of turning a brilliant shade of crimson.
"Stairs would probably be best," he said. "If you run, you can make sure I didn't get ambushed by a pair of children."
When the door closed, he wiped the smile off his face and let go of Callisto's hand. "I have an itch is all," he said as he scratched his chin, then pulled a ring from his breast pocket. It slid neatly onto his pinky finger, and then he took the centaur's hand again. When he spoke, he did so while looking down. "We don't have long. This ring will keep our conversation from being picked up by the microphone."
"It will?" Callisto looked up at Cyrus, then noticed how his head was positioned and mimicked him. "Okay."
"I need you to know I meant every word I said before." Cyrus wasn't certain how much to tell the kids, but they needed to know how bad the situation was. "They're planning to hold you here forever, no matter what you tell them. They want to blackmail your dad."
"I figured." Callisto grunted. "Aunt Tink explained it to me a couple of days ago."
"How did they capture you?" Cyrus looked over at the centaur. "Weren't you hidden by the house?"
"It was that man with the sunglasses." Callisto shivered. "He attacked the village with magical fire and a bunch of demons he summoned."
"Demons?" This was an interesting development. To his knowledge, nobody in the SoS was any sort of spell-caster, much less a summoner. Was this some sort of massive secret they kept, or was there something else going on?
"Yeah, I think a lot of people got hurt, maybe even..." Callisto trailed off. "When they found me, I tried to get Grace to run away and hide, but she refused."
"Why?" Cyrus noticed that the little girl had quite the grip.
"Because my dad told us to take care of each other." Callisto sniffed. "I wish she had just gone."
"She doesn't seem to talk much."
The centaur shook his head. "She can't talk yet."
"I don't suppose she's a half-breed like you?" Cyrus raised an eyebrow. "Depending on what she is, it might help us figure out how to escape."
"I'm really not supposed to say, but everyone will figure it out soon enough. She's a--" Callisto snapped his mouth shut as the doors to the elevator slid open. Cyrus hadn't even noticed they had arrived in the detention area already. Some guards were waiting for them, weapons slung across their fronts. Cyrus pulled his pinky out of the ring and stepped forward with the children.
"Good afternoon," he said, being sure to make deliberate eye contact with everyone. "These will be our guests, if you know what I mean. Are their rooms ready?"
Some of the guards exchanged looks, but didn't bother questioning why the old mage sounded so cheery.
"They are." One of the guards tilted his head down the hallway. "All nice and warm."
"Great. This way, children." They moved down the hallway to where the cells were set up. Callisto stopped outside the cell made for him, his eyes now shimmering with tears.
"I want to go home," he said.
"I know. But look, this place isn't all that bad." Cyrus walked in with both kids and gestured. "Plenty of room to stretch."
"For a human. There isn't even a bed."
"I'll see about getting you one." Cyrus gestured toward the corner. "This room was originally built for a banshee, so there aren't any restraints. Why don't you have a seat and I'll see about getting you something to eat."
Callisto said nothing, but now had a look of doubt in his eyes, as if he suspected Cyrus had tricked him. Uncertain how to secretly reassure the boy, he stepped away, taking Grace with him.
"As for you, this room is yours." Cyrus walked just down the hall to the open doorway that awaited. A pair of guards had already closed and locked Callisto's door and were headed toward Cyrus.
At the entry to the room, Grace let go of Cyrus and snatched the rim of the door with her fingertip, effectively halting any forward movement. Cyrus tried to push forward, but the child was impossibly strong, somehow capable of resisting him.
"Please," he whispered. "I need you to trust me."
Grace hissed in his ear, the sound like nails on a chalkboard, causing all the hair on his neck to stand on end. Cyrus grunted and pushed some more, which caused Grace's fingers to slip.
"Don't be like this," he begged, noticing that the guards had taken notice of his struggles. "Please, we need to--"
Grace's fingers slipped and both of them tumbled forward into the room. Cyrus lost his balance and fell, stumbling at the last second as Grace fell free of him. He took a knee and groaned as several old injuries dropped by to check in on him.
"Sir?" One of the guards now stood right behind him.
"I'm fine," Cyrus said, waving the man back. "I just tripped. It's fine."
The guard backed out of the door and took up his post. Cyrus rubbed the bridge of his nose and sighed. When he looked up, he saw that Grace was watching him, her eyes never blinking. The hair on her forehead had fallen back, revealing a series of obsidian orbs that contemplated him silently. He could see his own stunned reflection in each of them.
His heart jackhammered in his chest as he let his gaze drop to where the dark folds of her dress had ridden up to reveal a pair of human legs and no more. Letting out a sigh of relief, he shifted back as Grace grabbed the slap bracelet on her wrist and gave it a tug.
The bracelet slid free. Like a magic trick, her legs shifted forward and several more appeared, all of them glossy and dark. The little girl pulled her legs in to cover them with her skirt, effectively hiding her nature from view, yet she never broke eye contact with Cyrus. Grace pulled her bangs forward to hide her arachnid eyes from view, her gaze almost accusatory.
Cyrus struggled for air as he felt the light brush of thousands of legs reach across the decades to crawl once more across his body, hundreds of mouths biting and tearing at his flesh. Pulse racing, Cyrus bit back a scream as he rose to his feet and stumbled out of the cell.
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There was the stench of blood and fear in the air as Mike stepped out of what was left of Death's teahouse. The remains had been cobbled together for a portal, but that was about it. The mood was somber as everyone came through quietly.
Everyone except Mohan. Lily threw the man through head-first, where he collided with a stone statue that looked sort of like Abella. The others were already waiting for them, standing around the fountain with bleak looks on their faces. Mike noticed that almost none of them made eye contact with him, pointedly looking away in shame. Hanging from Amymone's tree were several men and women, all of them bound with spider silk and trying to call for help.
"Who are they?" he asked, gesturing toward the tree. His hands still shook from the surge of power that had almost claimed him on the beach. In the back of his mind, there had been the tiniest whisper that wanted to know if it was possible to snap a naga's neck single-handedly. It had taken everything in Mike's power just to cast Mohan to the ground to avoid finding out the answer. Though he knew that was the right decision, a large part of him still wished he had tried.
Eulalie hopped down from the tree, her features stricken. "Order and Sons of Sin we captured," she said. "We couldn't catch them all. We thought maybe Lily could take a look inside their heads and see where the kids were taken."
From his place on the ground, Mohan chuckled. Lily grabbed and lifted him by his feet with her tail, letting him hang upside down. It was probably just an accident that he banged his head on a nearby rock twice in a row.
"It won't work," he said smugly. "The only people who knew about the location are already there. Your children are gone, Caretaker, maybe forever. Now, I suppose I could ask Darius very nicely to return them, but that would require--"
Lily dunked him in Naia's fountain and let go. Mohan sputtered in rage and tried to stand, but froze as if held in place. His eyes lit from within as he attempted to rise, but couldn't. Naia emerged from the water, her once soothing gaze now like ice.
"Do you know where they are?" she asked.
"He doesn't," replied Lily. "I already did a deep dive in his head, which took me longer than usual. The guy is a pretty big asshole, which means I had to dig through a lot of shit to find what I wanted. After that, he let me watch how they set the whole thing up. Darius actually suggested that he find a secret location to hold them."
"And he targeted the kids deliberately?" Naia's eyes flashed gold.
"Sort of. He wanted to take some grown-ups, but Darius was extremely confident they could get Callisto." The succubus knelt by the edge of the fountain. "He agreed because he thought it would hurt Romeo the most."
"So what next?" asked Mohan with a grin. "Do you plan on holding me here forever?"
"What do you say, Romeo? Is there something in the Vault we could feed him to?" Lily's tail whipped back and forth. "Or maybe Naia could drown him."
Abella slammed a fist into her palm. "I have some ideas," she said.
Mike looked past all of them, his eyes on Zel. The centaur stood with her head high and shoulders back. It was clear that she had cried so hard that most of the blood vessels in her eyes had already burst.
He walked toward her, then stopped at arm's length. From there, he could see the way her lips quivered as if she was struggling to hold the universe together and might fail at any moment.
"What does Centaur Law say?" he asked quietly. "If anybody has a claim on him, it's you and your people. I understand he attacked the village?"
"People died," she said in a whisper. "We weren't expecting it."
"Centaurs, not people," Mohan corrected. "I can hear you all perfectly clear, by the way. Don't bother lowering your--"
The water devoured him, pulling him underneath. The seconds ticked away as he fought to get free, but couldn't return to the surface. The members of the house watched in silence as the man slowly drowned, desperately summoning bubbles of air to breathe.
"Let him out," said Mike. "But keep holding him."
Mohan broke the surface of the water and let out a gurgling laugh.
"I see how it is, Caretaker! Not man enough to do it on your own, are you?"
Mike knelt at the fountain's edge. "So if we ask real nicely, you'll help me get my children back?"
Mohan smirked. "No. Asking nicely won't do it. I want her." He pointed at Ratu. "I want her word that she'll return with me and fulfill the pledge she made to stand by my side so many years ago."
Ratu looked at Mike with more than a little fear in her eyes. He realized at that moment that she would rather die than go with Mohan. However, if he asked her to go, she would do it just to help him.
"She doesn't belong to you," he said as he stood. "And she never will."
"Then you should probably just kill me," Mohan said, pulling dramatically at the collar of his shirt to reveal his chest. "Because I intend to come back for her, Caretaker. No matter how many times it takes, she will be mine again."
There were many things Mike wanted to say. He wanted to explain that he wasn't a killer, that his power might evolve in dangerous ways if used in anger rather than self defense. That there were so many better ways to work through problems than to trade lives like pieces on a chess board.
But in a way, Mohan was right. The naga had hurt his family gravely and would only do so again. Thinking of the many people who just died on his lawn and at Paradise, he took a deep breath and held it for ten seconds before letting it out.
"I won't kill you," he said, then looked at Zel. "Your actions hurt her people. Therefore, I leave your fate to her."
Mohan's laughter bordered on hysteria.
"Centaurs? You're handing me over to horses?" The Director rolled his eyes. "What are they going to do, put me in stocks? Tie ropes around me and try to pull me apart? Even if I sat back and allowed them to harm me, they couldn't. They are an inferior species, just like mankind."
"Maybe I'll stuff dragon's breath up your ass." Zel already had a vial of the stuff in her hand. "Smack it with a paddle to break it until you pull out your own intestines."
"And there you have it, Caretaker. Childish threats. I ate molten rock as a child. Do you really think dragon's breath will have any effect on me?" Mohan laughed again. "Okay, then, centaur, I accept your punishment."
"Not so fast." The voice that spoke was both old and young, filled with the forbidden promises of springtime. In the span of a moment, flowers bloomed across the surface of Naia's fountain, trickling down the edges and onto the ground. The scorched earth surrounding the backyard erupted as blades of grass broke through it, reaching toward the golden figure that had appeared as if she were the sun. "I would make a claim on this one."
"Your majesty?" Mike stared in disbelief at the Queen of the Fae. She was wearing a crimson gown with a dark crown of obsidian on her head. Remembering his fae manners, he knelt his head in reverence. "You honor us with your presence."
"I am not here for you, Caretaker." Titania's golden eyes blazed as she studied him for several long moments. "Before you make any decision regarding this man's fate, I have a claim of my own to make."
"Then speak, Queen of the Fae." Mike threw a warning look at Lily and was relieved to see that the succubus had not only moved away from her, but had taken on the guise of a child and was hiding behind Asterion to avoid notice. "We find ourselves in the middle of a difficult situation, but are willing to offer you simple fare should you desire it."
"I won't be here long." Titania studied Mohan in the same way that she had looked at Mike. The gaze of the fae was inscrutable this time, but something Mohan saw had him shivering pathetically in the fountain. "You see, Caretaker, I have come on a matter of grave importance. I was informed that a rather egregious break in Hospitality occurred on these premises."
"I wasn't even here," said Mohan with a sneer. "The fae have no claim."
"You were the one who sent your people here. You gave them their instructions, all in the guise of luring the Caretaker to a different location just so you could betray him."
Mohan actually paled. "And? I can smell death in the air. If anyone broke Hospitality, it was the Caretaker's family."
"Many of the dead were not your people. The others were not offered Hospitality and I care nothing for them." Titania smiled, and it was terrifying. "Did not his people offer you food? Did they not offer good company?" The faerie queen surveyed everyone. "Where is Death? I believe he offered these things on your behalf."
Mike frowned. Where was the Reaper?
"Death is not here, your majesty." Eulalie stepped forward and did an odd curtsy.
"Interesting. I have not spoken with one of your kind in centuries." Titania's gown rippled, briefly turning green. "Where is he?"
"On a mission to recover the children, your majesty. He's really good with maps, so I sent him, Bigfoot, Dana--"
Titania waved her off. "I don't need details. Where is my daughter?"
Cecilia floated toward the fae queen and bowed. "Your majesty."
"Did you witness Hospitality given?"
The banshee nodded. "In my own way, your majesty. The one known as Death offered them tea on many occasions. The mortal known as Cyrus accepted this Hospitality on their behalf while he was here."
"Indeed. Where is your brother?"
"I be here, your majesty." Suly stepped forward. There was a dark stain on the side of his head that was criss-crossed with black veins.
"You were hurt." Titania's voice was like a knife.
"I've 'ad worse, yer majesty." He bowed. "I be blessed that they forgot to use silver. I also witnessed first hand the break in Hospitality."
Titania turned to face Zel. "It would seem that we have competing claims, Chieftain of the Moon tribe." Her voice softened. "This man is responsible for the abduction of your child on a completely different property. However, he did break the laws of Hospitality to do so. I suppose we could debate which crime occurred first, but I would be happy to just grant you a favor and allow you to make the claim first."
Zel scowled at Titania, her eyes briefly shifting over to meet Mike's. He shook his head and then tilted it in Beth's direction. Ever since Cecilia's return from the Royal Court, the general rule was that no deals or conversations should be had with the fae without either Mike or Beth weighing in directly.
"I would like to...defer to my legal counsel on this matter." Zel was practically grinding her teeth in anger. "I will abide by her words."
"I see." Titania nodded demurely, an act that was somehow terrifying. The queen turned to Beth, who now stood at attention. "So, what say you, then?"
Beth cleared her throat. "Your majesty, it is common for the laws of this country to define legal consequences around whether or not there was intent. This can be the difference between manslaughter and homicide."
"I'm aware of your quaint interpretations, but please continue."
"It would be my understanding that Hospitality was broken the moment this man ordered the children to be taken. The moment of intent, as it were." Beth gestured in Mohan's direction. "So your claim would precede our own, should you and I agree."
"Interestingly enough, this was similar to the argument I intended to make. It would appear we are in agreement." Titania predatory eyes slid over Mohan. "Mohan of the Navaratna Clan, you and the people under your charge were offered Hospitality at this man's home. You were granted both company and something to eat, yet chose to take advantage of your host's kindness to steal away his children."
"He had no right!" Mohan shouted, launching spittle through the air. "This man took the love of my life from me!"
"You love no person other than yourself." Titania's voice was like an assassin's steel blade. "Blades of grass will never be trees, no matter how small you make yourself."
"I challenge him to a duel!" Mohan's features distorted as the scales beneath his skin manifested. "Mike Radley, I challenge you to--"
"Enough." Titania clapped her hands together and there was suddenly no air to breathe. Those who required it knelt down and gasped for several seconds before Titania clapped her hands once again. She turned to face Ratu. "How long do your kind typically live?" she asked, her tone suddenly sweet.



"Typically only a few hundred years," replied Ratu. "Though some do live to be a thousand, depending on their magical abilities. They may also live much longer if they're able to ascend."
"I see." Titania's eyes locked on Mohan. "Have you achieved immortality?"
"Not yet." Mohan sneered at Titania. "My family will come looking for me. Anything you do to me will fall on whoever can be punished. By hurting me, you only serve to bring harm down on the Caretaker and his family."
Titania nodded, then looked at Mike. "That was the truth," she declared. "I'm afraid I will have to do something different."
Mike took a step back from her. Everyone else but Amymone did the same. The dryad actually squeezed herself into a narrow gap in the trunk of her tree.
"Mohan of the Navaratna Clan, I have decided to give you your heart's desire. You are sentenced to spend the rest of your life here with Ratu Radley, whereupon you will either ascend or die of old age."
Everyone's jaw dropped, including Mohan's. Ratu stared in shock at the fae queen, her hands trembling.
Mohan leered at Ratu, then let out a laugh. "Did you hear that, Upala? Even the Queen of the Fae sees that my claim is...hold on, did you say Ratu Radley?"
"That is who she is, for better or for worse." Titania unfolded her arms and lifted Mohan by the head with her upper arms while her lower ones held his body. He squirmed in her grasp as Titania spun him around to face Ratu.
Mike watched in horror as an eerie mana formed around Mohan. It had no color he could discern and was little more than an iridescent fog. The naga opened his mouth in a silent scream as he twitched in Titania's arms, then eventually went still. The scales on his body rippled wildly, his skin growing loose and sloughing off in chunks.
"What's happening?" asked Kisa.
"The rest of his life." Titania's eyes blazed with fury as chunks of snakeskin fell away from Mohan. "To him, we are near motionless statues as I feed him just enough magic to stay alive, his mind unable to properly connect with his body as roughly ten years pass for every second that I hold him. I did forget that naga like to shed, so this part is a little disturbing."
Mohan's open mouth sagged as he started to visibly age. Ratu gestured for Mike to approach, then grabbed him around the waist and pulled him close.
"Kiss me and make me yours," she whispered, then pressed her lips against his. Mike grabbed her by the waist and dipped her dramatically so that her hair draped like a curtain behind her. He nuzzled the top of her chest, one hand cupping her breast, then slowly worked his way up her neck until their lips met once more. She clung to him tightly, forcing Mohan to watch for hundreds of years as another man did to her what he could only dream of.
When Mike finally broke the kiss, it was to briefly see the misery highlighted on Mohan's face. The naga's eyes were bloodshot, his mouth open and drooling. In a matter of seconds, his body shriveled up and then turned to sand, leaving behind just a skull in Titania's hands and a serpentine skeleton that fell to the ground.
"It appears he failed to ascend. The Fae will let his clan know that he passed away of old age getting exactly what he wanted," Titania declared, then turned to Zel. The centaur took a cautionary step back, but the fae queen simply held out the skull and placed it in Zel's hands. "At no point was he physically harmed on your property. Now that my claim has been settled, you may have him."
Zel contemplated the fanged skull in her hands, her eyes wide and nostrils flared with fear.
"Oh, I nearly forgot." Titania gazed at the men and women hanging from Amymone's tree. "Some of these people are also guilty of breaking Hospitality. I am also displeased with the ones who attempted to capture and harm Cecilia and Sulyvahn. However, since these men and women were captured in battle, they are very much your prisoners. As such, their lives belong to you." She surveyed the mortals with the eyes of a predator. "Would you like me to take care of them for you?"
Mike stepped forward and stared hard at the men and women dangling from the tree. They looked upon him with pleading eyes.
"Can any of you take me to my children?" he asked.
Most of them simply stared in horror. A few of them nodded enthusiastically. Mike looked at Titania.
"Those ones are lying," she stated as if bored.
The Caretaker stared at his home's attackers for several long seconds. "Last chance. Does anybody here know where my children are?"
Nobody answered this time. Mike looked over at the queen of the fae.
"Your majesty, I must decline your generous offer to take care of them for me." He waited until he saw the light of hope in their eyes. These people had attacked his home and were directly responsible for the loss of his children. There was a time and place for mercy, but this wasn't it. "Instead, please consider them a gift. Freely given."
There was no dramatic exit. One second, Tatania stood next to him, contemplating the people hanging from the tree. The next, she and their captives were gone as if they had never been there at all. Flowers bloomed all along Amymone's branches where they had hung, the blossoms spiraling down the trunk to form a circle around it.
Lily stepped out from behind the tree and let out a whistle. "There's a very short list of things I'm scared of," she said. "That lady is definitely second on the list."
"If she's number two, what's number one?" asked Kisa. She was also staring at Mohan's skull.
"I must have screwed up my makeup this morning," Lily muttered as she patted her cheeks. "Because apparently I look like a fucking idiot."
"You could have just said it's a secret," Kisa said with a glare.
Mike looked over at Zel, who still held Mohan's skull. When their eyes met, he couldn't quite figure out all the emotions raging behind her gaze. Not knowing what to say, he turned his full attention to Eulalie.
"You have a plan?" he asked.
"I do," she said, then looked at where Titania had been. "That...I didn't imagine that, did I? What just happened, it almost feels like a childhood memory rather than just moments ago."
"You get used to it," Beth said, then made a face. "Kind of."
"You should have asked her where the kids were." Zel's voice had a chill to it that made Mike shiver.
"The queen be kind, in her own way." Suly stepped in with a shaking head. "But askin' her fer favors is ne'er a good idea. T'would be a good chance she'd take yer kin in trade fer that information, or bring 'em back herself after a hundred years."
Zel stared at the skull in her hand, then dropped it on the ground. "What's the use of any of you?' she whispered, her voice trembling as the tears came. She galloped toward the greenhouse, rapidly wiping her eyes.
"Should you...go after her?" Eulalie asked.
"No," Mike replied, the hole in his own heart throbbing painfully. "There's nothing I can say to bring her peace. Now is the time for action."
Eulalie nodded. "Cyrus was recruited for some away mission by the SoS," she said, then pulled out a paper map of the area with a red circle on it. "I lost his signal here. I'm banking on the assumption that he was taken where the kids went, so I put together a team to go after them."
"Who?" He looked at the people already gathered.
"I sent Bigfoot, Dana, and Jenny. Bigfoot can teleport the team between the trees, so they should be there already. He can also communicate with the forest. Dana is there because she has the nose of a bloodhound and won't show up on a thermal camera. Jenny is there for backup." The Arachne cleared her throat. "Well, and we were all too afraid to tell her no."
"Is that it?" asked Mike.
Eulalie blinked and shook her head. "No. I also sent Yuki and Death. Yuki is there to counter that witch I saw and whoever summoned the demons."
"And Death?"
The Arachne nodded. "He's the perfect scout. Can't be harmed and has already memorized three different topographical maps of the area. If anything is off, he'll surely notice."
"What about Cerberus? They're an actual hell hound."
Naia frowned on the edge of her fountain. "They had to go back to the Underworld," she said. "Demons started coming through the gate when they sensed all the...deaths occurring. We had to lock the gate behind them."
"I see." Mike looked across the yard and then back at Eulalie. "Where's Tink?"
"Sobbing uncontrollably in the house." Eulalie frowned. "She's also doing something weird with a bunch of sniper rifles."
"Yeah, I'm gonna go check on that." Kisa hopped to her feet. "Unless you need me here?"
"Go." Mike sat on Naia's fountain and put his head in his hands. "Is there any way I can catch up with them?" he asked. "Help them look?"
Eulalie shook her head. "You could, but you shouldn't. There are so many of them and they're all armed. You weren't here when...they wouldn't hesitate to put a bullet in you on sight."
"That's right. I wasn't here." Mike stared at his feet. "I should have been."
Soft fingers caressed the back of Mike's neck. Naia placed her lips against his ears and whispered, but the words resonated with the power of a goddess.
"I need you to come with me," Hestia told him. "It's a matter of grave importance."
Mike lifted his head to see that he was suddenly alone. Behind him was a majestic fountain, spraying water high into the air. When he stood, it was to see that he now wore Hestia's body in the garden of the gods. Their shared mouth opened, and it was Hestia that spoke through it.
"Another player wishes to speak with you."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Cyrus stood over the toilet, his hands braced against the stall walls as he contemplated the mess in the bowl before flushing. Wiping some puke off his mouth, he walked to the sink and turned it on. Bending forward, he turned his face sideways beneath the spigot and rinsed his mouth out first before sucking down some cold water to help settle his stomach. He let the liquid run across his cheek, turning into little rivulets that flowed off of his beard like tiny waterfalls. When he stood, he grabbed some paper towels from nearby and used them to pat his face dry. Upon lowering the towels, he saw his reflection staring back.
With trembling fingers, he touched the heavy scars hidden beneath his stubble. Some decades back, some of his contemporaries in the Order had asked if he had become lazy with his personal appearance, or was trying to grow into the crazy old man look. The truth was far simpler. When his stubble was long enough, it was harder to see the patches where hair didn't grow or to notice the deep gouges that lined his face, the product of being bitten hundreds of times by a tidal wave of spiders.
Cyrus rubbed his eyes. While they were closed, all he could see was the little girl in the cell. Around fifty years ago, he and his partner Jeffrey had been tasked with hunting down the last Arachne, a mission that he thought had been a mixed success. The target was killed, but Jeffrey had died in the process while Cyrus was left with an experience that often woke him up cold and sweating in the middle of the night. There was a sinking dread that followed the sensation of something tiny walking across his skin, and now he simply couldn't shake it.
His heart pounded in his chest so hard that he actually worried about having a heart attack. Taking several deep breaths, he attempted to enter a meditative state and calm down, to gather his wits and figure out what came next.
"Okay, the little girl is either...what you think she is, or it's just some freaky illusion." Cyrus kept his voice low and his words vague, just in case the bathrooms were bugged. The ring in his pocket only contained so much mana, and he would probably need it later. "So which is it? Are you losing your shit, or did you see what you saw?"
She had been strong, unreasonably so. He hadn't thought much of it at the time, but the pieces were slowly coming together. The girl had hissed at him, and couldn't walk on two legs. Was it an enchantment that had hidden them? He thought back to the Order's file on Callisto Radley. The boy had been human when they had taken photos of him at the park with his father, but he was clearly a centaur now. So they had the magic to do so, as it were.
He had carried her down to her holding cell, unaware of the danger. At any moment, she could have cracked him open like an egg, or sank her teeth into his neck. His heart was racing once more, and he let out a groan as he clutched the bathroom sink. Looking at his reflection, all he saw was a frightened old man, a poor fool officially in way over his head.
Sighing, he tilted his head back to stare at the ceiling. What did he do now? The answer had been obvious, but that had been before learning that Mike Radley's daughter was an Arachne. The creatures were little more than murder machines, apex predators that only feared fire and starvation.
Who had her mother been? It couldn't have been the same Arachne he had once hunted, she would have died of old age years ago. The logical conclusion could only be that she had reproduced, and that this child was her descendant. Were there more of them? He tapped his fingers on the sink, then thought back to his last conversation with the Oracle where he had asked if the Arachne were still around.
The Oracle had gotten annoyed, but did eventually answer that no Arachne currently existed on Earth. But now that he thought about it, that was an entirely different answer than saying they were extinct.
"You hairy motherfucker," he mumbled, closing his eyes. The Oracle liked toying with people. It was something he did to pass the time, most likely. That last conversation had been a little tense, and Cyrus couldn't remember the exact words they had exchanged. But there had been something else.
The Oracle had asked about Mike Radley, had wanted to know if he would see past the moth-like exterior and treat it as a person if given the chance. That had been the gist of it, anyway. At the time, Cyrus hadn't known for sure what kind of person Mike Radley was, but the words came back to haunt him like a ghost.
"I think he's a good man. Better than you or I deserve, that's for certain."
"Damn." Cyrus stared at his reflection. For the first time in a long while, he hated the person looking back.
Mike Radley was indeed a good man. After months of observation, Cyrus had no reason to doubt that fact. And right now, a good man's children were locked away in a secret facility, perhaps lost to him forever.
Grace was an Arachne. She had come along solely to protect her brother, which was atypical of her kind. The only time she had even fought Cyrus was to keep from being put in a cage away from her brother.
Good men brought out the best in people. Perhaps Darren had brought out the best in Ana. Mike's children were certainly a reflection of him. Maybe it was time for Cyrus to bring out the best in himself. He took a moment to tidy up his appearance, then left the bathroom and headed back to the containment area. Grace sat in the exact same position he had left her, her unblinking gaze following Cyrus as he moved. Callisto had pressed himself against the glass closest to Grace, and it was clear that the boy had been crying.
Laurel and her team were down there now, the group using tables near the holding cells to go over some documents. Cyrus passed by, pausing long enough to see what had their attention. Several of them were questions the Order wanted answers to. Most of the team was busy crossing some out while altering others so that the questions would make sense to a child.
A pair of knights were prepping medical kits for blood collection. Cyrus narrowed his eyes at this, but said nothing. Now wasn't the time, he needed to pick the right moment.
"I'll be back in about fifteen minutes," he said, making sure to address Laurel directly. "Do not start without me."
"Of course not." Laurel's reply was cool as she raised her eyes to meet his. "You're in charge, after all."
He nodded and walked away, then paused at the edge of the group. "That applies to everybody. Anyone who decides to start without me will answer directly to Darius and the Director."
Cyrus noticed that several members of Laurel's team suddenly had difficulty looking in his direction. Traitorous bastards, he thought as he headed for the elevator and went upstairs. He went to the infirmary first, and was pleased to see that it was empty. There were kits identical to the ones downstairs, and he popped one open to look inside.
Drawing blood from a cryptid wasn't done for medical purposes. It was how the Order could tag and properly identify a creature. Once Callisto and Grace had their blood taken, the Order would forever be able to track their whereabouts. Also, it meant that Grace's identity would be discovered. His own reaction had been bad enough, but the moment the others learned the truth...
He tried not to think about it. After stuffing his pockets with a few emergency essentials, he stood where no cameras could see him and used the syringe and four vials to draw his own blood. He struggled to find a good vein, a task already made difficult by only having one hand. Checking his watch, he saw that eight minutes had already passed.
"Fucking hell," he muttered as he fumbled with the vials. Once they were full, he slid them into his pockets and put the kit back. It wasn't like they were expecting to abduct any more magical children in the next couple of days.
By the time he was back in the detention block, only eleven minutes had passed. Laurel stood outside Callisto's cell, arms crossed as she watched a pair of knights wrestling with the centaur. Grace had scooted against the wall of her cell, her face pressed against the glass and her human eyes intense. Cyrus had no doubt in his mind that she would come to her brother's aid. Was the girl powered by instinct, or was it actual, familial love?
"You two." He pointed to the guards at the entrance to the cell. "Are you deaf or just incompetent?"
They looked at him in puzzlement.
"Did you not hear me say that they were not to start without me?" Cyrus walked past them in a hurry to intervene. "Or did I simply get the dumbest fucking gun jockies the Sons were willing to hire? "
They muttered something behind his back, but he ignored it. Laurel had turned briefly toward him with a look of cruel amusement. Cyrus walked past her, too, then into the cell with the knights.
"C'mon, kid." One of the knights had managed to pin Callisto against the glass while the other tried to grab the centaur's back leg with a syringe in her hand. "If you'd cooperate, we'd be done already."
Cyrus cleared his throat. Both knights looked at him.
"We've got this," said the man pinning Callisto.
"Step away from the centaur." Cyrus squared his shoulders and filled his voice with iron. "Both of you. Now."
When the knights ignored him, he took a step forward and slammed his heel into the side of the man's knee. The knight's leg crumpled, causing him to lose his grip on Callisto. The centaur bucked, kicking the other knight in the stomach before moving away.
"What the hell--" Laurel's voice cut off when she noticed the wand pointed in her direction. Cyrus looked over his shoulder at her, their eyes meeting through the shimmering air surrounding his wand.
"I was hired by the SoS because you are unstable and incompetent. The real reason they brought you here was to keep you from fucking up the operation at the house." Cyrus turned to face the knights, who had moved to surround him. "I don't hold it against you that your superior gave you bad orders. How long did she wait before directly contradicting me? Was it after the elevator doors closed? Or did she count to ten first? Syringe, now." He held out his free hand.



The knight sneered at him, but looked up to see that the guards were now standing outside the door with their weapons raised. Reluctantly, she handed over the syringe.
"Today's lesson is about departmental cooperation. The Order hired the SoS to capture these children and contain them. The SoS hired me to be in charge of containment. So really, who's in charge of whom?" Cyrus moved toward Callisto, who was glaring at everyone. "Is it the woman who has her head so far up the Director's ass that she can taste his lunch? The same person who fell apart after one scary encounter with a fucking child's toy? Arm, please."
Callisto reluctantly lifted his arm. Cyrus tucked his wand into a pocket, then leaned forward to block everybody's view, including the camera's.
"You'll feel a pinch," he said as he palmed a pair of blood-filled vials from his pocket. "I'm pretty bad at this."
Cyrus jabbed at Callisto with the needle, but didn't break the skin. The centaur cried out in false pain and stomped his back feet. Cyrus feigned filling up the two vials, then stepped back.
"No band-aids, kid. Put some pressure on it until it stops." Callisto obeyed, covering his false wound with a finger.
Cyrus turned around. "From now on, we're doing things my way or the hard way. For anyone curious about what the hard way entails, it does come with a one-way trip to one of the spare holding cells once I'm done with you. Are there any questions?"
Laurel started to sputter something, but Cyrus moved past her and grabbed the syringe from the other kit. The knights left Callisto's cell and closed the door behind them.
"If you have a problem with me, you need to take it up with Darius. He's my boss, now, remember?" Cyrus used his keycard to open Grace's cell. "Okay, kid, Papa Cyrus needs to get some of your blood."
He knelt down in front of the Arachne and held up the syringe. Grace stared at it for a couple of seconds before looking past it to his face.
How much did she understand, he wondered. There was a cunning intellect behind that gaze, but was it enough to play along? When he put that needle next to her skin, would she decide to pull off his head?
The thudding in his ears took over, and he took a deep breath in through his nose and stuck his hand in a pocket. He pulled out the shredded barbecue MRE he had taken from the command center.
"Are you hungry?" he asked, hoping to see anything in her eyes other than that cold, calculating look. "This is an instant meal, ready to eat. I'm afraid it's all I've got on me at the moment, but here, look."
Cyrus tore open the MRE and dug through the packet. "Ah, here it is. An oatmeal cookie. Do you like oatmeal cookies? I know I do."
Grace continued to stare at him, her eyes briefly flicking toward the cookie.
"For gods' sake, don't you ever blink?" he muttered. Grace blinked exactly once.
"Anyway, I'll let you have anything that's in here if you're a good girl and don't give me any problems." Cyrus unwrapped the cookie and stuck the trash in his pocket, which allowed him to palm the remaining vials of blood. "If you don't want the cookie, we've also got beans. What about some shredded beef? I won't eat it unless I have to, but that's because I'm a vegetarian."
At the mention of beef, Grace's eyebrows lifted. Cyrus grabbed the beef packet and showed it to her.
"Do you want some? Here, let me open it for you." Cyrus tore a small piece off the corner of the shredded beef packet. "We don't have any plates, so the easiest way to eat it will probably--"
Grace snatched the packet from his hands and put it to her mouth. She squeezed the bottom with her hands, her eyes never leaving his as she slowly consumed the contents of the pouch.
"Well how about that? You really were hungry." Cyrus moved his hands toward Grace's forearm, then pushed up the sleeve to reveal her skin. "So you know the drill, you might feel a little--"
Grace reached down and grabbed his hands so fast that the lid of one of the vials popped off. Cyrus quickly capped it with his thumb, his eyes now locked with hers. He had accidentally pressed the needle against her skin, but it had bent. The Arachne studied him for several seconds, her nostrils flaring as she took in his scent.
This was the moment. The smell of blood was in the air, and it was his. She would be able to sniff him out no matter where he was, and that was if she allowed him to leave this room alive.
"That's it," he said, keeping his voice calm. "Keep being good for Papa Cyrus. Let him take your blood for those grumpy people back there."
Grace studied his face as if she was looking into his very soul. She took one last slurp of her meat packet and then dropped it on the ground. With her thumb, she hooked a chain around her neck and gave it a tug. A silver rectangle popped free.
"Papa," she proclaimed proudly, her voice quiet as she pointed at the dog tag. Cyrus pinched the tag between his finger and thumb and turned it sideways to read the name. The whole world spun around him as he clung to that single piece of metal for support.
Darren. Nothing else on the dog tag mattered, because that name alone told him everything he needed to know.
"Papa?" he asked again, the chain rattling as his hand shook.
"Papa." Grace smiled, revealing sharp teeth packed full of shredded beef. But her face no longer looked like the cold-blooded killer that sometimes haunted his dreams. It was the face of a child, overflowing with joy and pride at her first word. It was a moment she had shared with Cyrus alone.
He didn't know what to think or say, not for several moments. Cyrus cleared his throat and then tucked the dog tag back into her shirt.
"Let's put that back where it's safe," he said, his voice breaking. "It's very special, and we don't want to lose it, now, do we?"
Grace shook her head, her eyes wide. No, the thought of losing such a treasure was simply horrible, more horrible than the situation she found herself in, or so Cyrus gathered, anyway. He had never been around kids.
Clearing his throat, Cyrus took the vials of blood and set them on the ground. He used the cleaning wipe from the MRE to wipe some sauce off of Grace's chin, then picked up the vials and the remainder of the food packet. When he stepped out of the cell, he handed the vials over to Laurel.
"Priority testing on those to figure out what she is," he said. He turned to one of the SoS guards and handed him the MRE packet. "See if the boy wants any of the food in there. We don't want our guests to starve. I'll look into getting them some proper food but need to check in with Darius first to figure out next steps."
The man nodded and took the packet from Cyrus. The old man looked at Laurel, who was now sulking over by one of the tables as she filled out some paperwork. He had no doubt in his mind that she would pull something else, but there wasn't time to ponder what bullshit she would surprise him with later.
Cyrus headed for the elevator, his hands clenched tightly in his pockets. All he could hear was Grace's voice in his head, that single word playing over and over again.
Papa. Darren was that little girl's papa. So if Mike was her father, it meant that Grace was likely Ana and Darren's granddaughter. Those two had obviously created a secret family, away from the world and those who would hunt them. Today, their world had once more collided with his in the form of a small child who carried her grandfather's dog tag like a talisman and ate the world's shittiest beef with a smile.
When the elevator doors closed, Cyrus pushed the button for the top floor and then burst into tears. He had tears for the situation he found himself in, tears for all the mistakes he had made, the people he had put in the ground, and the life he could have lived. They were tears of sadness, anger, and wrath, all of them dripping onto the floor to form a pool of regret.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Ingrid stood at the edge of the dock, her eyes on the horizon. She scowled with disdain at the distant water, hoping that Captain Francois' magical cloaking system would somehow fail and she could organize a proper assault. Sadly, even the merfolk couldn't find him, something about the magic of the ship being far stronger than even their own.
Behind her, the heat from Paradise had finally died down enough that people could properly approach the rubble. Order teams were now devoting their time to stabilizing the area. The structures had been so hot that there was no hope for anyone who had gotten trapped inside. Aurora had been able to create a list from memory of who should have been there, and most of the missing had been found dead. Everyone was careful to avoid the massive spiral of glass on the beach. Even though it was no longer active, the sight of the ground sucking down the dead and churning them into a gory mess had been extremely unnerving, and nobody was quite up for walking across it just yet.
"There you are." Wallace walked up behind Ingrid, one of his arms in a sling. The merfolk had set up triage for the injured, and Wallace was covered in small, sea kelp bandages. "Someone said you were doing a perimeter walk."
"I was. The magical boundary managed to hold in all that smoke, but just barely." While they had a million problems right now, the sudden, magical appearance of a collapsed, smoldering building packed full of merfolk would easily double that number. "We had to reinforce a few of the runes, which are deep underground."
"Too bad Ratu couldn't stick around. I bet she could have gotten that shit done quick."
Ingrid's heart fell. All she could picture now was the look of utter devastation on Mike's face at hearing that his children had been taken. The man had left without another word, allowing Lily to drag the Director by his throat with her tail. Some members of the Order had tried to stop him, but Ratu had snapped her fingers and buried them up to their necks in the sand. Nobody else had tried to follow them as they stepped off the property, but Ingrid could only assume they had all gone home.
But what had shaken her even more was the absolute feeling of impending dread that had come crushing in on her from every direction. It had been a shared sensation, as several of the people present had cried out in alarm. Something about the Caretaker's rage had triggered a very primal reaction, as if the skies themselves had cracked open and the gods above had found them wanting. She wasn't certain what that could mean, but doubted it was anything good.
Ingrid looked down at her feet and saw a pair of bony fingers by the edge of the dock. She kicked them into the water.
"It is too bad," she said, her voice quiet. "For all of them. And us, I suppose."
"If you're referring to the idea that our beloved Director essentially tossed us on a sacrificial altar in order to get back at an old girlfriend, I would have to agree." Wallace stood next to her now, his features unusually pensive. "For me, what makes it worse is that if they had been weak, we never would have known."
"Hm?"
"Think about it. Yeah, the Radleys played us for chumps, but we had it coming. Personally, I like the guy. Never took anything seriously, traveled with beautiful women, stinking rich, everything I aspire to. But if they had really been as incompetent as we thought? I doubt we'd even think twice about sacking his house. The Director would have dragged Ratu off without another word, and we would all be oblivious to the monsters we actually are."
Ingrid nodded. "It kind of makes you wonder how many times we've already been the villain, but never even knew. How can we even trust the Order after this?"
Wallace shook his head. "I don't think those are thoughts you should voice out loud, at least not for now. Something pretty big inside the Order needs to change, and we're never going to change it from the outside. Once they know you feel that way, you're out. For some people, perhaps that will be the best solution. But me? I still believe there's plenty of good we can do in the world, but the best way is from the inside."
"You're suddenly very philosophical."
"Didn't you know? Multiple near-death experiences in the jungle does that to a man. We contemplate our own mortality, our place in the universe. Have we done enough? Or did we make things worse?" Wallace looked toward the beach where Aurora was. The hostess was speaking with Princess Leilani, who had stayed behind with the others. "I saw her sister die out there, protecting her knight and another mage. Tried to help, but they were too far away. All three of them died. Their lives were cut short trying to make a difference, but it didn't matter in the end."
"Maybe it did." Ingrid looked at Wallace. "Maybe it served to make you a better person."
Wallace shrugged. "Perhaps. There's a lot that happened out there that I see whenever I blink my eyes. I don't know how much of it you experienced, but those skeletons became savage. During one skirmish, they grabbed the knight standing next to me and pulled him apart, much like they used to draw and quarter people. It was essentially a cosmic coin flip that it was him and not me."
"I'm sorry." Ingrid sighed. "We're all going to need so much therapy after this is done."
The knight laughed. "There's going to be so much paperwork, I think therapy may be the least of our problems. We did sort of participate in a coup, after all."
"The evidence will speak for itself." Ingrid looked back at the wreckage of Paradise. "That man spent over three decades working closely with the Order. I looked up his record once, did you know that?"
"Doesn't surprise me." Wallace pulled a toothpick from his shirt pocket and stuck it in his mouth. "You always were thorough when it came to who we worked with and our targets."
"What could you possibly have in your teeth?"
"Fish." He nodded toward the beach. "Merfolk brought us some poke. They're trying to make up for their fuck up."
"I'm surprised they fed you."
He shrugged. "Probably didn't recognize me."
"Or you stole it."
"That, too."
She laughed. "At least some things haven't changed. The Director started as an outside consultant, primarily on earth magic. It's so hard to find naga willing to put up with our shit, right? Anyway, he helped out with a few hunts, always eager to please. Eventually got hired on full time about fifteen years back, took on a small leadership position. I almost trained under him when I was starting out, but I changed my mind to work with a mage directly in the field. Supposedly, he was an amazing teacher, got all sorts of accolades from his students. Once a position in Operations opened up, he applied and they seriously considered him. Eventually gets promoted to overseeing North and South American ops, and here we are."
"Well, it'll probably be the last time the Council hires a cryptid to do anything important. Once word gets out, I suspect a few of our affirmative action hires will be forced to step down."
Ingrid sighed and stared back toward the horizon. "And that's the problem. The Order needs to stop thinking in terms of us versus them. Mohan wasn't human, but so what? How many times has a human Director, President, or whatever the fuck you want to call them done something similar? The only reason this feels so bad is because--"
"He went full Jafar and blew up a multi-million dollar property." Wallace smirked. "It's not much different than that woman last year who made twenty million vanish from our accounts before disappearing. Seems like there's been a lot of that lately. The difference here is that we'll actually have to clean up this mess instead of just pretending it never happened."
"Yeah." Ingrid watched a pair of merfolk weeping over the corpse of another. The dead had been laid out and covered with seaweed, human and merfolk alike. Tonight, when the tide came in, they would all receive a proper burial at sea. In the end, everything died. It was the one truth that men and most monsters lived by. "That's if the merfolk even let us stay here. They're being real friendly right now, but it wouldn't surprise me if they kicked us off the lease."
"Wouldn't blame them." Wallace shook his head. "Not even in the slightest."
They stood there and watched the waves while the others mourned on the beach. Ingrid lost track of time, her heart full of bitterness. As if reading her mind, Wallace broke the silence.
"So what are you going to do next?" he asked.
"What do you mean?"
The knight spat his toothpick out into the water. "There's something different about you. Just a gut feeling, really. How many days until you tell the higher ups that you're done working for them?"
"Is it that obvious?"
Wallace grinned. "Yep."
"What about you? Maybe you could come with me?"
"And do what?" He shook his head. "I mean, yeah, I've seen some things, maybe even learned the lesson of the week. But I'm not the kind of guy to change things from the outside. Well, not quietly, anyway."
"I see." Ingrid frowned. "Do you think I should stay?"
"No." The mirth in Wallace's eyes immediately vanished. "This isn't the kind of job you can do with doubts in your heart, no matter how noble. A moment's hesitation will kill you, or maybe even kill the person who has your back. If you know this isn't the life you want, you should bail. But..."
"But?"
"You should wait, just a little bit. Try and figure out a plan first. If nothing else, let them send you on a month-long sabbatical to rest up, do your planning then. That's what I would do, anyway." The knight pulled another toothpick out of his pocket.
"You're ridiculous," said Ingrid.
"Fuck you." Wallace grinned. "I'm on vaca..." He cocked his head to one side, eyes focused on the horizon. "What the hell is that?"
Ingrid followed his gaze. It was a ship on the horizon, but it was difficult for her to see any detail. "It looks like a ship."
"That's an awful lot of sails for a ship. Hold on a second." Wallace left the dock and started wandering among the survivors, asking them for something. Eventually he returned with a pair of binoculars that had a crack through one lens. "Here," he said. "I already looked, but think I didn't see it right."
Ingrid took the binoculars and looked through them. Three massive, tattered sails had been unfurled, the ship cruising across the horizon. It definitely wasn't Captain Francois' ship, or if it was, it had changed shape.
"It looks like a Spanish galleon."
"Well, shit. That's what I was thought I saw, too." Wallace took the binoculars from Ingrid and looked through them again. "There's at least two...no, three more, now."
"What the hell?" Ingrid took the binoculars back. After a moment of searching, she saw the ships Wallace had mentioned. They were far enough away that there was a haze around them, but she could see enough detail to tell that the ships looked old and cobbled together. Another one appeared on the horizon, but instead of sails, a series of massive oars rowed the boat forward.
"Looks like our buddy Francois is coming back with friends." Wallace touched Ingrid's shoulder, then pointed to the east. "Lots of them."
As if appearing through a fog, dark shapes manifested across the horizon. At first, it was only a handful, but they simply kept multiplying. Ingrid lowered the binoculars in shock.
Francois had returned, and it looked like he had brought an army. Or a navy. Whatever. The details didn't really matter. She counted nearly forty ships now.
"Go tell the merfolk," Wallace said, his features pinched. "Right away."
"On it." Ingrid ran down the dock, pulling out her cell phone as she did. There was one other person who needed to know that the Captain was coming back with friends. And even though they didn't deserve it, she prayed that the Caretaker would help them.




🏝️🏝️🏝️
Thanks again for reading! Like I said, stuff is about to blow up in a big way, we've got fighting, we've got fire, and we will get back to fucking when the time is right! Don't forget to leave some stars and then tell ten friends about this story. If they tell ten friends, and then those friends tell ten friends, then in no time at all, everyone will know I'm just a weird ass writer person who somehow got away with this story.
We're officially in the last third of the book, which means rising tension throughout the conclusion of Book 7,. It promises to be a wild ride, I certainly hope to bring you along with me for it! Now go give yourself or a loved one a hug, because you're earned it today.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here, and I've brought you the next chapter of Horny Monsters!
(Go ahead and get your snacks ready, I'll wait)
New reader? This is going to get complicated. To catch you up, I wrote a long ass, complicated story that started with a guy getting a blowjob from a nymph. After a bunch of magic, monstergirls, buttsex, and violence, we're now prepping a rescue mission that involves murdering mercenaries with a spooky doll. (And my HS Creative Writing teacher said I struggled with cohesive plotlines)
Returning reader? Welcome back, I missed you! We're about to embark on a rescue mission for the ages, but first, we need to know who called Mike to the meeting grounds to talk shop with him. The Radley family will face some difficult choices, but they'll do so together.
I want to thank you all for continuing to read this story. I've really challenged myself with some of the elements of Book 7, and I hope I still continue to improve as a writer. All of you who remember to leave stars and comments have really helped me stick the landing whenever I jump, so thanks for being there for me. You all are the best, and I feel like I'm always learning and growing as a result. Thanks for helping me shine.
And for those of you who continue to read and never rate anything, well, that's okay, too. I'm sure you have your reasons. It's not like I'm going to start yelling at you for it. After all, that would be considered
Bad Behavior
The white marble fountain sat atop a large staircase that descended at least a hundred steps down to a massive hedge garden below. From Mike's place by the fountain, he could see the surly figure at the other edge of the garden. He crossed his arms over his breasts, then coughed to hide his embarrassment and let them hang by his side.
"It's a little weird, you know." When he spoke, it was in Hestia's voice. "Knowing that we're both piloting the same meat suit."
"You're telling me." Their shared lips twisted into a grin. "An unfortunate outcome of my current predicament."
"So how do I know which one of you is talking?"
Mike turned to see Kisa sitting on the edge of the fountain, her hackles raised in alarm as she looked around. Upon seeing him, she let out a sigh of relief. Kisa hopped to her feet and gave him a big hug, pressing her face into his breasts.
"Freaked me out for a second, I had no idea how I got here. Then I see you standing there in someone else's body. Damn, you're stacked." Kisa let out a purr from her new location. "Hey, I've got a really fun idea--"
"There's no time for that," Hestia said, pushing Kisa back. "We were summoned here by another player. You can choose to ignore the summons, but I thought you would want to meet with him."
Mike sighed and looked at the man lurking down by the gardens. "It's fucking Frankie, isn't it?"
Hestia nodded. "It is."
"What about the others?" asked Kisa. "I was sitting with Tink when--"
The goddess held up her hand and the catgirl went quiet. "You are still sitting with your friend. Also, time is different in this place. It is much like the Dreamscape." She turned her attention to Mike. "A reminder that you and the Captain can speak for many days here, yet only moments will have have passed in your world. The gods all agreed early on that this would prevent players from being ruthlessly assassinated during such meetings. This space is safe for you. No harm can be done here."
"I don't suppose we could make him climb the stairs?" Mike crossed his arms and sneered down at the garden. "If I can't hurt him, it would be a little funny to push him back down."
"Perhaps. But it would piss off his god." Hestia made a sound in the back of her throat. "Who I might add has quite the temper."
"So who is our lovely Captain wearing today? We talking Hades? Ares? Ralph Lauren?" Mike started down the stairs.
Hestia laughed. "I would remind you that our case is unique. The Captain and his god are two separate entities here, so it's likely that he's nearby."
Mike noticed that the Captain stood at the edge of the garden and made no move to meet him halfway. The man looked much older than he remembered and was wearing a fancy gray cotton long coat with a matching tricorn hat. A sneer was fixed on Francois' lips, which looked extra intimidating beneath his new eye patch. Since the guy was being a dick and time wasn't actually passing, Mike took his time moving through the hedge garden, stopping occasionally to study the flowers. Several of them were made of light that sparkled when he touched them.
"Your friend is getting impatient," said Kisa.
"Fuck him. He's the one who called me here." Mike frowned. "Which I could have ignored, yes?"
"You could have. But it would have been very rude." Hestia plucked a nearby flower and tucked it in her hair. "Also, you never know what can happen at meetings like this. I've seen allies go to war over a few words, or enemies reconcile. And while this place seems empty, it has a memory of its own. When the two of you part, the others will know on what kind of terms. You may end up with an unexpected ally in the future as a result."
"Or another enemy."
Hestia laughed. "You seem to have no trouble making those."
"She's not wrong," added Kisa.
"Alright, alright, enough girl talk." Mike noted the shortest path through the hedges and moved to walk it. "Let's go see what this assmunch wants."
As they approached Captain Francois, Mike could see that the man was seething, but also looked very smug. There were many possible reasons that Francois had called him here, but Mike immediately doubted he would like anything he was about to hear.
"Frankie. Good to see you." Mike cocked his hip to one side in his best impression of Lily. "You're looking well."
"So it's true. You wear the form of your goddess." Francois smirked and tilted his head to look down his nose at Mike. "An interesting choice."
"Ah, man, you saw through my disguise." Mike pouted dramatically. "At least we didn't show up in the same outfit. How embarrassing would that have been? People would think we were quite the pair."
The Captain's eye twitched in irritation. "I suppose you know why I've called you here."
"I do." Mike gave Francois a knowing look. "You saw how powerful I am and would like to apologize or maybe even surrender."
The Captain's face turned a dark shade of red. Before he could reply, a shadow fell over both of them. Mike looked up to see a man nearly ten feet tall. His hair and beard were long and wild, and his face was crusted with sea salt. He clutched a massive trident in one hand, which he tapped impatiently on the ground.
"Look upon me, Caretaker. My player may stand for your belligerence, but I shall not." The newcomer scowled at Mike, his eyes filled with the fury of a hurricane. "For I am Poseidon, god of all the oceans!"
"Hello, brother." Hestia took over the mouth. "We didn't see you there."
Mike almost laughed, withdrawing briefly from control of the body so that Hestia could remain composed for the two of them. He also noticed that nobody else had acknowledged Kisa standing just off to the side, her eyes wide as she watched the scene play out.
Poseidon didn't seem pleased at the comment, but said nothing. Instead, he placed a massive hand on Francois' shoulder, which seemed to give the Captain strength to continue speaking.
"I called you here because I want to negotiate," he said. "For the eggs."
"No."
Poseidon chuckled. "You would be wise to hear the terms, Caretaker."
Mike sighed and looked up at the god. "I always thought you'd be taller," he said.
Francois rolled his eye. "Yes, we get it, you think you're witty. I've summoned you here to discuss ownership of the eggs. Ordinarily, I wouldn't stoop to this...conversation, but felt that perhaps we could settle this with words rather than further violence."
"I don't think there's really anything to discuss. You want the eggs to, what, eat them? Hatch your own dragon babies? Whatever it takes to live forever, right?"
Francois nodded. "I have lived for centuries, Caretaker, and wish to continue doing so. After the setback dealt to me at Paradise, I find myself with a reduced amount of time to pursue other avenues of immortality."
"Are there? Other avenues, I mean."
Francois nodded. "Naught more than rumors, but yes. You see, the Fountain of Youth didn't just keep me young by rolling back the hands of time. It also healed my wounds, and undid any harm that I've suffered. During the fight at Paradise, what little of its magic that remained was used up that I might survive. I now live on borrowed time as a result."
"And you're hoping I'll feel bad and give you those eggs to help out?" Mike shook his head. "I'm not sure I see why I should do this."
Francois growled. "It's rather simple, Caretaker. What is it you want most in the world?"
"A pair of shoes that go with all my outfits but are also comfortable." Mike lifted a shapely leg to reveal that he was barefoot. Poseidon made a noise in the back of his throat that sounded like a wave colliding with a rock wall.
"To be left alone." Francois glared at Mike. "Tell me I'm wrong."
Mike pondered the words for a moment, then nodded. "I won't argue. Getting caught up in stuff like this is...tiresome. But I also have a duty of care, hence the clever title. Wanting to be left alone includes those eggs, you know. Based on what little I know, at least a few dragons entrusted them to the original guardians with the idea that they'd be allowed to hatch and live someday."
Francois shrugged. "Life doesn't always happen as we think it should. Much like you, I stumbled into the Great Game. For me, it was a chance encounter. Lost at sea with no hope of survival, I spotted a ship on the horizon. Hoping that we had been rescued, I took the long boat by myself and rowed out to greet it. What should I find but a magic vessel with both an infinite supply of food and water."
"Which I'm sure you shared with your crew."
The Captain nodded. "You may think me a bastard, but I'm not a monster. My crew came with me, and we sailed together for many years. It wasn't until much later, after a failed mutiny that I learned that those who perished at sea would continue to serve me. For centuries, the bones of every man, woman, and child who fell prey to the depths became my crew. I amassed a secret armada, an undead army willing to follow any order I give them. That is what I came here to talk about, Caretaker. For you see, in exchange for the eggs, I offer you peace. Poseidon?"
The god lifted his trident and swung it across the air above them. The sky rippled and formed into an overhead map of the island of Maui. All around the perimeter, hundreds of dots floated on the water.
"That is just a taste of what's to come. You see, in my previous bid for the eggs, I did not expect the interference of Pele herself. I believed my guardian sufficient to defeat the dragon, but could not compete with the bearer of fire herself." Francois spat on the ground. "However, my goal was to lure you out of hiding. I had heard you were new to the role, and thought I could take advantage of this fact."
"Yeah, you really didn't see us coming. We're full of surprises like that." Mike studied the Captain. "Out of curiosity, who told you about me?"
Francois grinned. "Perhaps that is information I could give you to sweeten the deal. I am prepared to offer you peace, plus the identity of my informant in exchange for those eggs."
"No offense, but I don't care how many skeletons you have. They're limited in what they can do. Even if you force marched a million of them up that mountain-side, my family would be capable of easily destroying them."
Poseidon smirked. Francois chuckled and rubbed at his jaw.
"Well, you see Mike Radley, the skeletons aren't for you." Francois clapped his hands together. "There are two sets of rules for the Great Game. The ones we cannot bypass, no matter how hard we try. Those are magically enforced. Then there are the unspoken rules created by our predecessors which aren't official in the slightest. One of these unspoken rules is that we do not reveal the Game to the outside world. It is a game best played in the shadows, away from greedy eyes."
Mike didn't like where this was going. "And?"
Francois grinned. "I'm about to break that rule. Those dots represent ships, Caretaker. Ships that my minions have pieced back together. If you really want to see what you face, allow me to enlighten you." He snapped his fingers, and the shimmering scene above rippled, shedding the waters of the ocean and turning into a topographical map. All along the depths, a white fog had formed. "And there are the rest of them, Mike Radley. My undead minions ready to march on the island itself. Not to take the eggs from you, you are right when you speak of their limited utility. Tomorrow morning, I intend to order them to march on the island of Maui where they will either slaughter every living human where they stand or drag them out into the water to replenish my forces."
It was like a punch to the gut. Mike's jaw dropped open as he realized the fog was simply hundreds of thousands of skeletons, primed and ready to invade.
"Even now, your Navy is mobilizing in order to figure out how best to identify and handle this threat." Francois grinned. "But they can't kill that which is already dead, Caretaker. Their guns will be useless, and when I sink their ships, I will add their corpses to my army. Pele is a formidable opponent, but she values her people far more than the continued existence of those eggs. She will have to choose what she wishes to defend."
"This is madness." Mike looked down from the map at Francois. "You would kill all those people? Just to live forever?"
Francois laughed. "There is no obstacle I won't surmount to achieve my goals. So when I speak of peace, I don't simply mean that you will be left alone. You're still a young man, Caretaker. Imagine the decades ahead, trying to live with the knowledge that you allowed so many to be slaughtered. Tomorrow at dawn, should you not meet me on the shores of Hana with those eggs in hand, you will have war."
Mike suddenly felt very small in the Captain's presence. This wasn't just some assholes on his lawn anymore, or a demon making trouble on his property. Innocent people were about to become caught up in all of this, families and children. He bit his lip in contemplation, trying to figure out the best course of action.
There were only two possible outcomes. He could hand over the eggs, but Titania had already explained to him why he couldn't do that. Francois was chasing immortality, but what else might he gain from acquiring the eggs? Mike looked up at Poseidon and remembered what Hestia had said about his temper. It was entirely possible that Captain Francois would return later to get revenge, and who knew what sort of powers he would have acquired then?
So, no, handing over the eggs wasn't an option. Mike lowered his gaze to the Captain, his mind racing with possibilities. A fight was coming, that was clear. But he was already in the middle of a fight of his own. The Sons of Sin and the Order had taken his children which was the problem he wanted to tackle right now. Frankie and his bullshit were a secondary problem at best.
But in his heart, Mike already felt pain for the people of Hawaii who didn't know that their own lives and families were about to be torn apart. He clenched his fists and felt a rush of divine energy flow through him.
"I need more time," he said. "I can't just bring you the eggs. They're being incubated."
Francois shook his head. "I know for a fact that you have some sort of magical shortcut set up already. The eggs will be fine outside of their incubator as long as they come straight to me."
"What about the Order?" asked Mike, desperate for something to cling to. "They're gonna be pissed when they realize you're about to ruin their whole 'magic doesn't exist' schtick."
The Captain laughed. "Why do you think I want those eggs by tomorrow morning? Even if they could pull their shit together, the Order couldn't mobilize a proper response by then, not on an island that is several hours away from anywhere by plane." He snapped his fingers and the ground around him rippled like water. "You've got around fourteen hours, Caretaker. Make the right choice."
"And what if I said no?" Mike's whole body tingled. "What if I said I would stop you?"
Captain Francois smirked. "Allow me to answer your question with an expression you Americans are so fond of using." The man chuckled and crossed his arms. "You and what army?"
With those words, he stepped forward and slid through the ground. Poseidon vanished as well, leaving Mike with Hestia and Kisa. They stood in silence, but Mike could tell that Hestia was seething. He could literally feel it in her bones, the desire to rip Francois to shreds. As the goddess of hearth and home, the man was attacking all that she held dear.
"Mike?" Kisa stepped away from the hedges, her tail drooping behind her. "What are we gonna do?"
"I don't know." Mike looked around and found a carved stone bench to sit on. When he sat, he had to stand back up and fiddle around with the fabric of his skirt to keep it from bunching. "Little help here."
Hestia took over and casually smoothed down the fabric so he could sit comfortably. Kisa sat next to him and put her head in his lap so that she could look up at him between his cleavage. He stroked her hair, trying his best not to puke. Could he even throw up in this place?
"What should I do?" he asked aloud, his emotions now overflowing into his eyes. He needed to save his kids. But he also had a duty as the Caretaker. His family was his world, but the actual world also needed his help. "Hestia?"
"I'm afraid I cannot advise you in this," she replied.
"Why? Is this another stupid rule?"
"No." The goddess' lip trembled. "I am uncertain what the answer is. Those children...you see, in all the years I have been part of the Great Game, I have yet to see or experience a family like yours. Former Caretakers took many lovers, but rarely were there ever children of any sort to walk my halls. I have watched your children learn and grow before my very eyes and think of them as my own.
"But as the goddess of hearth and home, I can almost feel the coming agony of those who will lose their loved ones. I am no warrior, my beloved Caretaker, and cannot offer you a strategy based on experience. Instead, all I have are opinions, and I'm afraid to color your decision with words of my own."
"Fuck." Mike stared into the distance. Kisa moved up on the bench and put her head on his shoulder.
"By the way, it's freaky to watch you talk to yourself like that." The catgirl nuzzled his breasts affectionately. "Do you want to hear what I think?"
"Yeah." Mike laughed and wiped a tear from his eyes. "I would love to hear advice from anybody at this point. I'm feeling stuck."
"Just because you're the Caretaker doesn't mean you aren't also a dad. Or a husband. Or a lover." Kisa wrapped her arms around his waist. "You can still be all those things, so quit thinking like only one of them. That piece of shit told you that there were some unspoken rules of the Great Game. I think I've thought of a couple unspoken rules of my own that might help."
"Okay. Let's hear them."
Kisa let go of Mike and moved to face him. She took his hand in her own and gave him a long look. In it, he could see a reflection of all his emotions. As his familiar, he could tell their emotions were in sync. "Captain Francois brought up the Great Game for a reason. He tried to take you out so that he could just walk in and grab those eggs for himself. But he couldn't. The guy fucked up. So what does he do next? He's chosen the nuclear option and is gonna go all undead Normandy on us."



Mike sighed. "I'm aware."
"But, and here's the really big question, why is he giving you time to think about it? If he knows you've got a secret shortcut, why not just tell you to bring him the eggs by dinnertime? Or be a big dick and demand them now?" Kisa put her hands on her hips. "If he doesn't want the Order showing up, why give you such a long time frame to plan for something?"
"Because..." Mike looked down at his lap and frowned. Why did the Captain give them such a long time frame? What was so special about daybreak? If Mike didn't bring the eggs, then Francois would--
"Night marchers." Mike looked up at Kisa with wide eyes. "They actually came out early, and it seems like they were hunting him specifically. He's afraid they'll do it again because I bet there are easily thousands of them."
"Shit, that's right!" Kisa hopped up and down. "The night marchers might help us!"
"So that's probably why he has a sunrise deadline. Once they come into play, he knows he's fucked."
Kisa nodded. "But that also means he thinks he can take the eggs before sundown. If he doesn't, then the marchers show up and ruin everything for him. So that's our deadline. If we stall him until sundown, we win. Who do you think will help?"
"The merfolk. Well, maybe." Mike frowned. He really didn't like the idea of asking anyone to potentially die for a cause that was his alone. "Why is it that the marchers can't come out during the day?"
"That's probably something you should ask Pele. The Order knows them pretty well, so Ingrid might know, too." Kisa bit her lip.
Mike nodded. At least he felt like they had some options and avenues to explore. "Okay, so let's get intel on the marchers and then see if the Order and merfolk might be able to help us out. What else should we do?"
"Well, that brings me back to those rules. We're all caught up in the Order's rules, the Great Game's rules, all that shit. What if we just stopped caring? Well, about the ones that aren't enforced, anyway. I bet the Captain thinks we're going to try and keep everything quiet so as not to upset the balance. But if we do end up fighting Francois, everyone on the island is going to see it. So why not go balls to the wall and give them a show they'll never forget?"
"I..." Mike looked up. "Hestia, if we did something like that, would it cause a problem?"
"Several, actually." The goddess made a face. "But the Great Game itself does not forbid it. You will gather plenty of attention from other...interested parties, though."
"Unspoken rule number one; thou shalt not do magic in public. Francois doesn't care, so no longer do we." Kisa held up a finger for emphasis. "So let's break that rule and give them hell."
"You said you had two unspoken rules."
"Unspoken rule number two." Kisa's ears went flat on her head and her voice became hard. "You don't fuck with the Radley family. That's a rule he's already broken, and it's time he pays up."
"While I agree with the sentiment, I'm not sure how that helps us."
"You've got a house full of very angry people who could really use something to do right now." The catgirl narrowed her eyes. "Francois didn't just call you out. He called us all out. This isn't just your fight. It belongs to all of us."
Mike took a deep breath in through his nose, then let it out. The catgirl was right. This was a problem everyone could contribute to. "Can we stay here for a little bit?" he asked the goddess.
"You can. Why?"
Mike cracked his knuckles and gestured with his hands. Before him, a trio of game boards appeared, all of them packed with different pieces that represented a member of his household. There were also hundreds of tiny little rat figurines. Kisa knelt down by the closest board to inspect a figurine that looked identical to her.
"Because I intend to use the extra time to come up with a plan." Mike picked up Beth's piece, the figurine warm in his hand. He studied it for several long moments, then set it back down. "We may be here a while."
Kisa looked up from her figurine. "Does my butt really look this big?"
"Yes."
The catgirl smirked. "Good."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Mike opened his eyes to see that Beth was kneeling in front of him with a look of concern on her face. His eyes dipped briefly to the valley of cleavage this had put in his face, but it was mainly out of reflex. In that brief moment, his magic reached out for hers, causing Beth's cheeks to turn bright red.
"How long was I out?" he asked.
"Maybe a minute?" Beth stood back and offered a hand. "Naia said you were communing with Hestia."
"I was. That place is like the Dreamscape, I was there for..." He frowned, unable to quantify the time spent. Had it been hours? Days? It didn't really matter. He let Beth help him to his feet. "I've got bad news. I met with the Captain in the garden of the gods. He's planning to kill everyone on Maui if I don't hand over the clutch that Di is guarding."
"What?" Beth took a step back in shock. "How?"
"The guy has been saving up undead for centuries and is gonna let them all loose. We have until sunrise tomorrow in Hawaii to figure out how to stop him and protect the residents."
"But that's..." Beth cut herself off with the wave of a hand. "How are we going to do it?"
"I need your help. I need everybody's help." He looked at Eulalie. "You still have all those government contacts from doing odd jobs for them, right?"
"I do, but..." Eulalie fidgeted with her hands. "What about the kids?"
Mike narrowed his eyes. "I stayed much longer after the Captain left. I have a plan for the kids." It had been a constant back and forth between himself, Hestia, and Kisa. Between the three of them, they had hotly debated all the possible outcomes as well as identifying the ones that were most likely to succeed. "I have a plan for everything."
"There's my little boy scout." Lily sauntered over and leaned her head on Mike's shoulder. "Always prepared for anything."
"I've come to expect the unexpected. Beth, I need you back in Maui."
She bit her lower lip and looked up at him. "What do you need me to do?"
"First, you're going to speak with Pele. You'll like her, she's really nice. We need to know why the night marchers only come out when it's dark, and to see if we can bypass that somehow. If we can get the marchers to come out during the day, we stand a very strong chance of saving the people who live on the island. I also want you to talk with the merfolk and get them on our side. We're going to need their help as well."
Beth nodded. "I'll do my best."
"I know you will." Mike felt his phone vibrate. He pulled it from his pocket and saw that it was a text. "It's Ingrid. She's letting me know that dickhead is on his way back and that she could use our help. " He handed the phone to Lily. "You're my liaison with the Order. I need you to go as me, but take it seriously. No funny business. You know their people better than I do. Don't just agree to helping them. Make them offer their help to us. I don't want to get caught up in another pissing match with their higher ups. Stay visible, I want Francois to think that you're me."
"Let's play the sexy shell game again." Lily's features rippled and she became Mike. "I'll try to remain the center of attention," she said in his voice.
The back door of the home slammed open. Mike looked over to see Tink storming out, her yellow eyes tinged with red. Kisa was close behind her, a worried look on her face. Tink threw a dirty look at Lily-Mike and moved to stand in front of Mike.
"Did Kisa explain what happened?" he asked.
The goblin nodded.
Mike sighed. "Good. What I need from you is--"
"No."
Mike blinked in surprise and noticed how quiet the backyard suddenly was. He looked at the others to see his own surprise mirrored in their faces.
"Why not?" Mike asked.
"Tink go after baby legs." The goblin stepped forward to stare directly up at Mike. "Nobody stop Tink."
"That's not going to happen. Tink, I know you want to go after the kids, but I need you somewhere else. Other families are in just as much danger, and I think you might be the only one who can figure out how to help them. You're the smartest person here by a long shot, which is why you're going to be in charge of everything over in Maui. Kisa will explain the plan we came up with, and I know you'll make it a hundred times better. Between your brain and Eulalie's tech, we have a chance of winning."
"Tink refuse." The goblin bared her teeth at him. "Go save kids."
"How are you going to do that?" Mike tapped the edge of Tink's goggles. "Are you planning to steal a car and catch up with the others? Shoot everyone you see until you find them?"
The goblin's lower lip quivered. "Tink do anything for family."
"Then I need you to trust me, to believe me when I say that the best place for you is over there." He looked up at the others. "Eulalie, you and Tink will take point on this. You're also going to need the rats, all of them. Reggie, where are you?"
"Caretaker." The rat king hopped onto the edge of the fountain and bowed. "I am at your service."
"You have roughly twelve hours to figure out how and where to evacuate an entire island using portals." Amymone actually gasped at this. Lily broke into wild laughter.
"Are you sure that's the best idea?" asked Ratu, lines of concern on her forehead.
"No, I'm not." Mike looked at her sadly. "But it's what I've got. You're going with Tink. Everyone able to leave must go and help. It's the only chance we have. Whatever decision she makes, no matter how insane it sounds, do it." He looked back at the goblin. "Because I believe in her."
"Husband no go?" The goblin wiped her nose with the back of her hand.
"Not yet." He smiled and knelt down so they were eye level with each other. "The reason I don't want you going after the kids is because I am. In the same way that I believe in you, I need you to believe in me."
Tink sniffled. "Tink always believe in husband."
"I know." He shifted her goggles to place a kiss on her forehead. "And once I bring the kids home, I'll come find you. Then you can fill me in on the beautiful plan you've devised." He stood up straight and looked at the others. "So I guess I'll see you all in Hawaii."
"Not fair." Amymone pouted with her arms crossed. "Being stationary bites. I suppose you're just gonna leave Naia and me to watch the house while you're all gone?"
"I can seal the front entrance by shifting the earth." Ratu started walking toward the back door. "They'll have to climb the walls to get in."
"I'll see if the centaurs will shoot anyone who tries. They can be here for when the kids return. Hey, the jabberwock is still around, right?" Mike tried to look at Yuki, then remembered she wasn't there.
Eulalie made a face. "It is, but someone needs to hose it off. It's...a messy eater."
"Between the jabberwock and the lions, we should be okay." Mike rubbed his forehead in frustration. Even though his body was fine, his brain felt tired. "Sorry, trying to keep everything straight. I need to get ready. Ratu, when you're done sealing the entrance up, feel free to alter the walls to make them harder to scale. Before you head back to Maui, you should grab the wand of Osiris. We need every edge we can get."
"What if Isis comes for it?" asked Beth.
"Even better. We could ask her to help us with our problem in exchange for its return." Ever since claiming the wand of Osiris, Mike had tried various methods of contacting the goddess, but had failed. He sometimes wondered if she was like Freya and had hidden herself away to avoid the gaze of the Outsiders.
Ratu bowed her head in acknowledgement and then walked into the house. Mike turned to Beth. "Come with me."
The two of them went inside, followed by some of the others. Eulalie squirmed through a portal to her lair in the Library along with Reggie and a bunch of rats. Tink and Kisa went upstairs to the bedroom, most likely for a proper change of clothes. Mike walked into the living room and looked around for several seconds before addressing a lamp by the front door.
"Hey, buddy, how are you doing?"
A thin metal arm peeled away from the base of the lamp and waved at him.
"I'm gonna need the Grimoire." Mike turned his back on Tick Tock and Beth followed his lead. There was a flumping sound, and when they looked back at the mimic, it was a small treasure chest that opened with a chime. Inside lay the Grimoire of Morgan Le Fey. Mike picked up the book and patted the mimic affectionately. "Thanks."
"What are you doing?" asked Beth.
"Breaking an unspoken rule of my own." Mike held up the book. "I need a quick primer on how to use it."
Beth stared hungrily at the book. "It's addictive," she muttered, looking up at Mike. "A shortcut that shouldn't be taken."
"Tonight is the night for shortcuts. I'm going to use this to get my kids back if I have to." Mike cracked open the book and studied the blank pages within. The paper glowed ominously as words magically wrote themselves across the page.
"I guess, but even Yuki couldn't track them with magic. The book is powerful, but if they've been hidden properly, it's not something you can just brute force." Beth frowned. "Not without using the more powerful stuff, anyway. But even looking at those pages might kill you."
He waved a hand dismissively. "Oh, the book isn't for tracking them. I already know how I'm going to do that."
"So then what is it for?"
"Creative problem solving." He snapped the book shut. "Getting the kids back is too important. Be prepared, remember? I promise I'll only use it if I have to." His mind immediately went to Emily and the power that had eventually corrupted her. Hestia had warned him about using the Grimoire for anything that wasn't a natural extension of his own abilities and he intended to heed her advice.
Beth sighed. "Just think about what you need the magic to do," she said. "Then open the book or flip the pages. It senses what you need and then shows it to you."
"Thank you." Mike stared at the tome, then looked over at Tick Tock. "Want to come with me? There will probably be snacks."
The treasure box hopped up and down in excitement. When nobody was looking, there was a leathery snap and the mimic became a backpack. Mike put the Grimoire back in Tick Tock and then slung it onto his shoulders.
"You've got plenty of energy today," he said, patting the straps. "Did you eat earlier?"
One of the backpack flaps unzipped and a red, fabric tongue lolled out. The Caretaker tightened the straps and moved toward the backdoor, but Beth stopped him.
"Let me talk to the centaurs for you," she said, then leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek. "Go get your kids. Stay alive."
"Beth." Mike gazed into her eyes and then kissed her on the mouth. She melted into him, but only for a moment. Her magic sang out to his, causing it to resonate inside his body. When their kiss broke, Mike smiled and let out a sigh.
"It's gonna be a long day," he said, then moved toward the front door. "If you'll excuse me, I have a tree to catch."
"You know where to go?"
He nodded. "I just have to follow Bigfoot's trail."
"Weren't you going to change?"
"Oh, right. I forgot." He headed for the stairs and stopped at the bottom. "Hey, you still in there?" Mike poked the collar of his shirt. Daisy popped free and hovered in front of him. "I need your sisters' help. Go get them. Oh, and please find me some rats."
Mike jogged up the stairs to his bedroom and changed into clothes that didn't stink of ash. By the time he finished, a few furry figures stood in his doorway.
"I need some of you guys to come with me," he said as he tied his shoes. The rats looked at each other in hesitation, their whiskers vibrating with anxiety. "It's not for anything dangerous," Mike assured them. "I just need you around to open a portal for the kids after I find them is all."
After some chittering back and forth, one of them stepped forward and did a little head bob.
"We come," it said, and the rats gathered around his feet. They followed him down the stairs to the front room where Eulalie stood, her eyes on his while he descended.
"Mike." The Arachne held up her weapon. "Take Mace with you."
"Thank you." Mike held out his hand and the enchanted weapon flew into it. He hefted the weapon over his shoulder. "I'm starting to feel like a one man army, here."
There was a loud bang from the back of the house, and all four fairy girls came shooting around the corner, leaving glittering trails behind them. They giggled as they flew, then landed on the head of Mace.
"Forward!" shouted Olivia.
"To victory!" added Carmine.
"Death to our enemies!" Cerulea pumped her hand so hard that she fell off and had to fly back up.
"Good luck." Eulalie stepped aside to allow him to pass.
Mike opened the front door and walked out onto the porch. He stared in horror at what was left of his yard, as well as what remained all over it. "That...is a lot of blood."
"Watch your step," Cerulea said from atop Mace.
"No slipping!" added Carmine.
Olivia put a hand over her mouth and gagged. Daisy just shook her head and signed at Mike.
"Yeah, let's go."
He walked across the yard to find the jabberwock, its stomach bulging out at an awkward angle. If he didn't know better, it looked like the beast had swallowed a car whole. The jabberwock listened to its new orders and then shifted to take up a new napping location by the house. Its stomach bounced on the ground as it walked, causing the creature to wobble dangerously. Before it could reach the front porch, it made a retching sound and then vomited up the gore-covered front half of a black suburban.
"I definitely don't want to see what comes out next," Mike muttered as he turned away. He heard the jabberwock wretch again, followed by a noise that could only be described as a bag of soup hitting concrete. The rats at his feet gasped in horror. Cerulea dropped onto his collar and squirmed inside his shirt.
Mike spoke with the plants on his property and was led to a small copse of trees in one corner. They had been planted shortly after Amymone returned to life and were thriving quite well, though some of their leaves were scorched. A portal opened in one of them and Mike stepped through, emerging at a local park.
He traveled in this manner, bouncing across the city as he traced Bigfoot's path. The trees were extremely eager to share that they had seen the cryptid come marching through. He was essentially a celebrity and trees loved to gossip. Roughly twenty minutes later, Mike found himself in the middle of the woods. He stopped for a moment and cocked his head.
"Do you feel that?" he asked the fairies. The sensation was similar to hiding beneath a blanket and it took him a minute to realize that he couldn't sense Kisa's presence. Stepping back through the tree's portal, he could once again sense the cat girl.
"Looks like I'm where I need to be." Mike stepped back through and asked the nearest trees if they could point him in the direction of Bigfoot or the others. They rustled as if the wind passed through their branches, his mind filled with brief emotional snapshots of Bigfoot, Dana, and Yuki. Jenny was likely being carried and was beneath the tree's notice.
"All right girls, your time to shine." He snapped his fingers and the fairies moved to hover in front of him. "Track down the others. Let them know I'm here and have a way to find the kids. Daisy, you'll stay with me so your sisters can bring the others back."
The yellow fairy saluted and buzzed into his shirt pocket. The other fairies shot off into the woods, spiraling upward to get a better view. Mike looked down at the rats by his feet.
"Keep up with me, but stay back a bit. If things get violent, I want you to hide. Let me know right away if you find an abandoned shed or something we can use to put a portal in."



The rats nodded their understanding and clustered together off to the side. Mike summoned a hovering ball of light in his hands and sent it forward to light his way into the forest. The air was filled with the sound of insects and chirping bats and he looked up in the sky to see that a pair of stars had already emerged.
He made a soft hissing sound in the back of his throat and then used the banshee's cry to amplify it. The sound itself was barely perceivable by human ears, but it wasn't humans he was looking for.
If there was a secret base in the woods, great care had gone into concealing its presence. Undetectable by electronic or magical means, Mike was betting that it was probably expertly camouflaged, maybe even hidden below ground. What he needed was someone who knew the woods, somebody who could pass into such a place unnoticed and overlooked. The insects of the forest went silent as the arachnids emerged from their hiding spots, crawling down from the trees and emerging from the litter of the woods to gather around Mike's feet. He told them what he was looking for and asked if they knew of any place where a bunch of humans had built a nest of their own or if they had seen his daughter.
None of the spiders in this part of the woods knew anything, but they were so entranced by the idea of Grace that they offered to help. They all understood the idea that their brood must survive at all costs and empathized with Mike's plight. The rats gathered on a stump to watch in horror as hundreds of spiders shifted beneath them in a pool of legs, then spiraled out into the forest to spread the word. Nodding in satisfaction, Mike checked Tick Tock's straps once more and gave Mace a casual toss into the air where the magical weapon hovered in place.
"Follow me," he said as he picked a random direction and started walking. The spiders leapt and jumped away from him, chittering in their own language to all who would listen. As the fastest spiders carried the message out to the rest of the woods, the slower ones gathered behind Mike to form a river of legs and hair that draped behind him like an ominous cloak that was darker than his mood.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
The underground facility bore the silence of a tomb, despite the number of people stationed at the top floor. Bored mercenaries could be seen quietly playing cards as they maintained position, and one squad had huddled around a cellphone that was playing a John Wick movie. Cyrus watched them all from the comparative comfort of the comms room, his back to a new bank of monitors that displayed data from motion sensors along with thermal imaging.
"Got another hit." One of the men watching the consoles stood from his chair. "Sector 5."
Cyrus turned and watched as the main monitor changed channels to reveal a blurry figure sprinting across a clearing. Though the resolution wasn't great, the intruder was feminine and had multiple tails.
"Damn." Dirk sat back in his seat and sipped his coffee. "How far out?"
"Fifteen miles." The operator looked at Dirk. "So two miles further than last contact."
"Good." Dirk gestured at the monitors. "They're sniffing around, but not getting anywhere."
The mood in the room relaxed once more, and Cyrus turned to face the hangar bay. For the last two hours, there had been numerous sightings in the forest, but none of them seemed to come close to the entrance. There were at least two people searching the woods, now. Cyrus had learned early on that the dead zone that had been set up by the Society so many years ago was nearly four hundred square miles. The area was warded against any sort of wireless or magical communication and there were a number of enchantments that regularly swept the area for tracks and then erased them. As long as nobody opened up the doors and wandered out, they could hole up here for months without detection.
There was also a rumor that an escape tunnel was buried deep beneath the facility just in case of a breach, but Cyrus had been unable to confirm its existence. That would have made escaping with the children way easier.
Staring out at the mercenaries guarding the hangar, the mage let out an impatient grunt. Part of the reason he was even up here was that he had heard about Mike's family searching the forest. Originally, he had hoped they would end up nearby and he could simply go all out in an effort to blast through the hangar door and attract their attention. But clearly that wasn't an option either.
A side door opened and a short man carrying a stack of folders walked out. He looked at Cyrus and jerked a thumb over his shoulder.
"They'll see you now."
"Thanks." Cyrus walked past the man and into a darkened room with leather chairs and a mahogany desk. Darius was reclined in the leather seat, still wearing his sunglasses. Standing at the corner of the desk was Elizabeth, her arms crossed as she stared at a large screen on the wall that displayed a snapshot of the video feed Cyrus had just watched.
This was the other reason he had come. He paused long enough to close the door behind him and then cleared his throat. "Evening," he said.
"Master Cyrus." Elizabeth didn't move, but her eyes slid over in his direction. "You have something to report?"
He nodded. "A concern, actually. But I would like to preface my statements by saying that there are no issues with the children and that they are still confined."
"I see." Elizabeth turned to face him. "Please. Continue."
"We seem to have a chain of command problem and I wanted some clarification." Cyrus looked over at Darius, who hadn't even moved yet. "Regarding Sister Laurel and the Order."
"Is there a problem?"
"There is. Sister Laurel seems to believe that she should be in charge and keeps giving orders that countermand my own."
Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. "And you can't handle her?"
Cyrus shrugged. "Well, that's the thing. She's causing unnecessary discipline issues for me that include your men. I tell your people one thing, then she tells them to do something different. When I confront her, she becomes belligerent. I shouldn't have to explain why this will cause future problems for all of us. I guess I'm uncertain why you included her in the first place. Surely you saw how she fell apart back at the Radley estate."
"Ah, right, right." Elizabeth looked over at Darius, but the man hadn't budged. If Cyrus didn't know better, the man was either asleep or dead. "I believe that may be my fault. I strongly insinuated that she would be in a leadership role here and perhaps she has taken my word a bit too far."
The mage nodded. "That's what she's been telling your people. Let me be up front. I'm in this for the money. You tell me to jump, I'll ask how high because you're paying me enough. But you hired me as an expert. In my expert opinion, Laurel needs to go. She and the Order are a massive liability."
"Hmm." Elizabeth contemplated his words, then glanced over at Darius. "It's probably time for us to have a more...formal conversation with her, anyway. The whole point of hiring you was specifically for your experience in this area. When you next see her, please send her our way."
"I shall." Cyrus threw one last glance at Darius. Was the man even breathing?
"You're dismissed." Elizabeth's tone was suddenly hard and Cyrus snapped to attention. Something weird was going on here and he wondered how he could use it to his advantage. He gave both of them a mock salute as if nothing was wrong and then spun on his heels to leave. Out in the control room, he saw that Dirk had gotten out of his chair and was standing inches away from one of the monitors.
"What the hell am I looking at?" he asked as he fiddled with a knob by the screen that adjusted the contrast. The blurry figure in the video looked roughly ten feet tall. "Bigfoot?"
Cyrus walked past the men as they broke into a debate and headed for the elevator. It had been a couple of hours since he had last checked on the kids and brought them some bedding. He doubted they were asleep and thought it would be a good idea to check on them. Sadly, there was very little he could do to bring them any sort of comfort other than keeping them company.
If he was correct, Yuki, Bigfoot, and Dana were out in the woods. Was there a way he could get any of them a message? He wondered if Dana brought her drones. Could she even use them out here? What if he could breach the gates and set the woods on fire? That would probably get everyone's attention.
The wait for the elevator felt longer than normal. Was it just nerves? Anxiety? When it arrived, Cyrus stepped inside and gazed down the hallway into the hangar. The SoS soldiers were being so quiet that he couldn't hear them. As the doors slid shut, he wondered how many of them would die by his hand, and when. Would it be tomorrow? Two days from now?
He leaned against the wall and tapped his fingers nervously on the metal railing. What he needed was an ally, someone who could watch his back. Hell, he would take being able to ask someone for advice, even if it was Lily.
He chuckled to himself when he wondered what Lily would do. She would shapeshift, no doubt, and find a way to pick people off one at a time. But how did that translate to him?
See if anyone has an old man fetish. He could almost hear her voice in his mind. I bet someone there wouldn't mind a rimjob from a man who can't even trim his beard right.
As usual, dwelling on Lily didn't help him out. He thought back to all the times she had come to visit him, to keep an old soldier company, as she had said. For the first year or so, he had wondered what her game was, but it occurred to him one day that maybe she was just as lonely as he was. An outsider that didn't quite fit in with anyone.
No, that wasn't true. The succubus had a family who accepted her for who she was. Cyrus stopped tapping his fingers and stood as the elevator slowed. Lily didn't come to visit him because she was lonely. She had come because she knew that he was.
You're so moody. That's what she would say right now, and then make a comment about his scrotum, or about how he should hit up the widow down the hall for a blowjob. The woman had brought him cookies a couple of times, but he hadn't been interested. His attention was typically for the Radley house.
His interest had been academic at first, but that was a lie he still told himself. The truth was, he enjoyed his lunches with Mike. The two of them spoke of magic and the world around them, usually avoiding any talk of what lay within the walls of Mike's home. Cyrus liked to think that the two of them had become friends.
Oh, and Death! How many cups of tea had the two of them shared? How many maps had they pored over together? Cyrus would speak at length about the places he had been, and Death would listen quietly, the azure flames of his eyes flickering in interest. They spoke of wars, and books, and the life that Death had found among the Radley family.
It was a life that Cyrus now realized he so desperately wanted.
Shaking his head, Cyrus stepped out of the elevator. If he had to choose someone to talk to right now, it would be Death. The Reaper would listen to his problems and then offer him a cup of tea.
"This is an herbal blend," Cyrus whispered under his breath in Death's voice. "It will help calm your nerves and soothe your tummy." He smiled to himself. A cup of tea would be really nice right now.
"HEY!" Laurel's voice echoed down the hallway. "I'M TALKING TO YOU!"
Groaning, Cyrus broke into a jog. When he got to the cells, he saw Laurel had pressed her forehead against the glass of Callisto's cell. Her people stood by with awkward looks on their faces as the woman screamed at the centaur.
"What's going on here?" asked Cyrus.
"The boy started taunting her," said one of the guards. "Sir," he added.
"And you're just letting this happen?"
The guard shrugged. "You said not to let anybody in. This is...not that, sir."
The other guard piped up. "And he started it. The girl refused to lie down, and the boy said it was because she sleeps with her doll at night, that spooky one."
Cyrus watched in amazement as Laurel continued to shriek at Callisto through the glass. The centaur just smirked at her and turned around to show her his ass.
"Come play with me... come play with me." Callisto did a little dance as he spoke in an imitation of Jenny's voice. "Let's play a game, little girl, ooooooooo."
"SHUT UP! SHUT THE FUCK UP!" Laurel's eyes were bloodshot as she screamed, and her face was beet red now. Grace had scooted to the edge of her cell to press her own face against the glass.
"Sister Laurel." Cyrus looked at her teammates and cocked his head as if to say 'I told you so.' The knights and mages looked away, painfully aware that he had been right all along. "Sister Laurel."
"WHY DON'T YOU COME OUT HERE AND SAY THAT TO ME?!?" Laurel hit the glass with her fist. "OH, THAT'S RIGHT, BECAUSE YOU CAN'T!"
Callisto flipped her the bird. Grace mimicked her brother moments later with both hands.
"Sister Laurel." Cyrus put his hand on the glass next to hers and the woman looked up at him. Her eyes were feral when they settled on his, but Laurel took a deep breath and recomposed herself.
"Cyrus." She said his name like a curse.
"Darius wishes to speak with you." He tilted his head toward the elevator. "Right now, please."
"What did you do?" she whispered, her voice like nails on a chalkboard.
He shook his head. "Nothing. Darius, the man in charge of this place, asked me to send you upstairs right now to have a word with him about your leadership role."
"Well, good then." She sneered at him. "Because there are a few things I want to talk to him about, too."
He grimaced as she stormed off, followed by a pair of knights. When he looked inside the cell, he saw that the centaur had a shit-eating grin.
"You shouldn't antagonize her."
Callisto shrugged. "I'm just a child. Not my fault she's too fragile for this line of work."
One of the guards snorted. Cyrus looked over at Grace, who was once again staring straight ahead without blinking. "Is it true that she sleeps with Jenny at night?"
The centaur nodded. "It actually is. And no, I can't explain it. Even I think it's weird."
"You seem so much older than your age."
"Centaurs mature quickly." Callisto sounded tough, but Cyrus could see through the facade. The boy was picking at the edges of his shirt, the fabric already fraying in places. "Especially when they get abducted by assholes."
"You shouldn't swear like that," said one of the mages.
"You shouldn't abduct children, cocksucker." Callisto gave the Order the finger as well. "Just wait until my dad gets here, he's going to mess you up."
"Your dad is in Hawaii, ponyboy." One of the guards grinned. "He left you behind because you don't matter."
Callisto flinched as if physically struck. Cyrus turned to the adults in the room and crossed his arms.
"I'm instituting quiet time," he said, his voice stern. "That's an order."
Everyone else wandered away from the cell and Cyrus shook his head. The people assigned to this unit seemed to think that watching these children was just a game, that they were harmless. If they only knew the truth about Grace...
He looked over at the Arachne, who sat calmly on the floor with her legs tucked beneath her skirt. A terrible idea was beginning to form in his head and he hated it. Looking around the room, he took a quick count of who was down there with them.
There was a guard on each door from the SoS, but that was it. The Order team currently sat at six people, three mages and three knights. He thought about the people upstairs, all waiting for action from the outside. Like Elizabeth had said, it had been a very long day and everybody was tired. Darius had even been non-responsive. Everyone in the control room was monitoring the situation outside and Cyrus hadn't seen them check the interior cameras even once.
It was going to be a roll of the dice. Cyrus was never one to gamble, but the odds would probably never be better. He walked over to Grace's cell, used his keycard to open it, and walked inside. The others weren't paying much attention. After all, they thought Grace was just a scared little kid.
"Hey." Cyrus knelt down next to the Arachne. She looked up at him and bared her teeth in what he assumed was supposed to be a smile. "They say you can't sleep without your doll. Is this true?"
Grace nodded. Cyrus looked over his shoulder to see if the others were paying attention. The guards seemed bored, and the Order were just standing around and chatting.
"I can't sleep either." He put out his arms. "Want to go sit with your brother?"
The Arachne nodded and slid the slap bracelet out from her pocket. With a soft snap, the bracelet curled around her wrist and he watched the fabric of her skirt shift beneath her as her extra legs vanished. He picked the little girl up and was immediately stopped by one of the guards.
"What are you doing?"
Cyrus tilted his head toward the other cell. "Putting her with her brother so they can sleep. This place may be a prison, but we're not trying to punish them."
The man nodded and moved away. Cyrus opened the other cell door and walked inside. Callisto rose from his makeshift bedding and watched the mage with great curiosity as he brought Grace over and set her down next to her brother. He slid the magical ring onto his finger and gave it a twist.
"Can either of you use magic?" he asked. Callisto shook his head. Grace just stared at him, but he knew the answer to that. Her kind had never shown the aptitude for it. "That's fine," he lied, then looked over his shoulder to see if he was being watched. He wasn't.
Sticking a hand into his pocket, he pulled out the protective amulet and handed it to the centaur along with his key card. He also removed a pair of rings and a silver bracelet.
"Put these on when I walk out," he whispered, then poked one of the rings. "That is for Grace. The rest are for you. The card will open the door if you need it."
"Shouldn't she wear more?" Callisto asked, accepting the items.
Cyrus shook his head. "You're a bigger target and slower than she is." He turned to see that they still weren't being watched. Tugging at the sleeves of his coat to loosen them, he walked through the exit of the cell and pulled a rod from one of his inner pockets. The door slid shut behind him and he waved over to the Order.
"Which one of you idiots lost this in there?" he asked, holding up the rod. Curious, they came over to see what Cyrus was holding, the mages frantically checking their belts.
"What is it?" asked the mage closest to Cyrus. The other two stepped around the woman, eager to figure out what he was holding.
"Lightning rod." Cyrus adjusted his grip and sent a pulse of mana directly into the device. The magic circulated through miles of intricately carved runes within it which caused the temperature in the air to drop rapidly as millions of volts leapt from the head of the rod and blasted all three of them back. The resulting thunderclap was deafening, buying him an extra second to step to the side and strip one of the stunned guards of his sidearm.
Without a word, Cyrus fired on both guards with it, putting four rounds in one and six in the other. By the time they slumped to the ground, the knights were on him. He ducked beneath a fist that cracked the tempered glass of the cell wall, then drew a wand from another pocket that had a tip which glowed white-hot. With a slashing motion, he sent a wave of compressed air directly into the first knight, cutting him open from hip to shoulder. The man fell dead, and Cyrus took his blade from him.
It was two on one, now. The knights stood on opposite sides of him, blades held ready to intercept any magical attack he made.



"What are you doing?" One of the knights shook her head in disbelief. Her eyes flicked to the cell. "I think he's possessed!"
Cyrus took a deep breath and tucked the air wand into his belt as he drew another rod from a different pocket and held it in his off hand. He placed his back against the wall so that he could easily turn his head either direction to see his attackers.
"Possessed with good sense, maybe." Cyrus flicked the rod. A sheet of ice formed beneath the knight, causing her to slip and fall when she stepped forward. The other knight moved in to attack him, which Cyrus deftly parried. The knight rained down blows in a fury, but Cyrus casually blocked or evaded them all. Though he wasn't as strong as the knight he faced, he had decades of experience training and sparring with them. "You rely far too much on brute strength, by the way."
The other knight was almost to her feet. Cyrus swapped the rod for the wand and sent a wave of compressed air in her direction. Unlike her counterpart, she used her blade to block the attack, which sent her across the icy floor like a giant hockey puck. He brought up his sword in time to block the next attack, but the impact was hard enough that his whole arm went numb.
"Give up, old man!" The knight pressed his weight into Cyrus, forcing the old man down to his knees. Cyrus jammed the ice rod against the knight's hand and poured mana into it, freezing the man's hand so quickly that the skin peeled from his knuckles. The knight withdrew, leaping back and taking a defensive stance. When one of the mages nearby groaned, the knight moved to stand over her.
"It's a battle of attrition." The knight knelt and helped the mage to her feet. The other two mages were also rising now, their eyes fixed on Cyrus as they readied their wands. "There's only one of you, Cyrus. Give up."
Cyrus snorted, then shook out his arm. His fingers were tingling now, and he strengthened his grip on the sword. Swiftly tucking the ice rod back into his belt, he pulled out the lightning rod once more. A fine mist of particulates hovered in the air like a cloud, a result of the rapid changes in temperature and humidity. The element of surprise had gotten him far, but not far enough. The missing knight reappeared, blood running down from a cut in her forehead. It was five on one again.
"That's Master Cyrus to you." The old man grinned as he identified the threat level of each of the implements that the mages were using. He had learned once that some basic sleight of hand with a wand kept your enemies guessing, but clearly that wasn't taught anymore. He knew what to expect the moment the mage on the left tensed up and sent mana through their fingers and into their wand. "Class is now in session."
One mage sent a barrage of dazzling lights directly above which was meant to blind Cyrus. He closed one eye and squinted with the other, allowing him to see just enough that he was able to dodge out of the way of a nasty thrust from the knight. Opening his good eye, he was able to duck beneath a fiery beam that carved a groove in the opposite wall. Using the ice rod, he created another sheet of ice on the floor to keep the others back.
"Lightning rod is on a cooldown," stated one of the mages. "It'll blow him up if he uses it too quickly."
"Someone studied." Cyrus raised the air wand in time to send a pressurized blast toward the nearest knight. This also served to intercept the fireball that had come his way, which sent it careening into the wall. In the blast, he shoved the ice rod in his pocket and pulled a rosary made of iron beads from his pocket. Pinching the cross in one hand, he used the others to violently yank the beads away from his body. When the rosary broke, the iron beads fired away from him with enough force that two of the mages were knocked off their feet. The nearest knight covered his face with both arms, his magical shield flashing with every impact.
Cyrus kissed the cross and threw it at the knight across the room. She flinched and swatted it out of the air. It clattered harmlessly to the floor where she stared at it in suspicion. When nothing happened, she smirked at Cyrus.
"You think you're--" The knight was cut off by the searing blast of holy light from the cross which blew her off her feet.
Cyrus turned to block an attack from the remaining knight. "Self defense rosary," he explained. "For when the church itself is the nest."
The knight drove his fist into Cyrus' face. He took the hit and tumbled away, his back spasming when he rolled across the floor. Cyrus brought up the sword to block the next hit, then pointed the lightning rod at the knight's head.
"Boom!" he shouted. The knight dodged away, but the rod never went off. Cyrus chuckled and got to his feet. The mage who was standing held up a knife with a glowing tip, then cocked his arm back with it as if firing an imaginary arrow.
"Ah, heart-seeker blade." Cyrus frowned. "That's...unfortunate."
The mage's eyes flashed with victory, but then he was knocked to the ground by Callisto. The centaur started trampling the man, stomping as his hooves hit concrete and flesh. He looked up at Cyrus and grinned, unaware that the knight had moved nearby.
"No!" Cyrus held up his hands and watched in horror as the blade was brought down on the centaur. The amulet around Callisto's neck flashed, knocking away what would have been a killing blow. Still, the tip of the blade sliced deep into the centaur's face, causing the boy to cry out in shock and pain. Callisto stumbled and fell, staring at the blood on his hands in horror. That single moment of silence stretched for what felt like an eternity, broken only by the sound of an ominous hiss.
Grace threw herself through the open cell door, using both of her hands to swing her body toward the knight. The man didn't even have a chance to react as the Arachne wrapped her arms around his waist and then lifted him clean off the floor, her slap bracelet rolling away.
"BAD!" Grace declared, then slammed the man down onto the concrete. "BAD! BAD!"
The man cried out once, then went limp as the small child repeatedly slammed him into the ground. The remaining mages looked at the little girl in horror, her arachnid features now on full display. One of them knelt to pick up the heart-seeker blade that had been dropped, but Cyrus pulled out the lightning rod and blasted both of them once more. The runes carved into the metal were glowing white hot, an indicator that the artifact was likely to burst if he used it again.
Cyrus took a moment to survey the room, then lowered his weapons and sighed. He walked over to the Arachne and put a hand on her head.
"He's done, Grace. Leave him alone."
The Arachne hissed and dropped the unconscious knight, then moved to where her brother sat. Callisto looked up at the two of them with tear- and blood-filled eyes. Grace pointed to the wound on his face.
"Bad," she informed them.
"Am I dying?" Callisto asked, his lip quivering.
"What?" Cyrus actually chuckled. "No, you're not. Head wounds can bleed a lot is all. You'll be fine," he said, taking a moment to inspect the wound. "It'll probably scar, though."
"Oh." Callisto looked at the blood on his hands and casually wiped them on his shirt. "My dad has scars, I've seen them."
"I've got a few myself." Cyrus scratched at his beard, then stood. "Let's take a moment to clean you up and then we're getting out of here." He looked over at the Arachne, who had picked up a dropped fire wand and was inspecting it. She opened her mouth to chew on the tip. "Don't do that," he said, then made an exploding motion with his hands. "This will be your head if you do."
"Bad." She nodded knowingly, lowering the wand.
"Yeah." He couldn't help but smile. "Bad."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
With the threat of destruction looming over Maui, will Mike and his family be able to save the island? What's the deal with Darius anyway? And will Grace learn any new words?
My lovely readers, thank you again for joining me on this lovely day. There will be plenty of surprises in store in the chapters ahead which I can't wait to share with you! Please remember to leave me some stars on the way out. But even if you don't, please, please, please remember to do something nice for yourself. You deserve it.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne alive and well with another installment of "Monsters, Mayhem, and Buttstuff!"
I mean, that was a potential title in the beginning. I probably should have workshopped it some more.
New Readers? Welcome in, it's nice to meet you! This story is about a man who let his knob get slobbered by a magical nymph, and now he has to fight mercenaries to get his kids back. So pretty much the plot of Pretty Lady, only with a ton of other things added and no Julia Roberts.
Returning readers? Welcome back! You already know where the cookies and snacks are, so get comfortable as we return you to your regularly scheduled program. With a small scale war brewing on two fronts, this chapter will certainly end with a bang.
As always, a huge shoutout to my beta team. They've been working overtime recently, but do so without complaint. Also, thanks to a bunch of you for the letters you've written lately. I've gotten a few particularly powerful ones lately, especially from my readers who are parents or had rough childhoods. I'm always grateful when my story resonates with someone. It helps remind me just how much we all have in common, despite being told we're all so different.
Lastly, thanks to all of you who come here to read this story. I love that I can share this world with you, and super appreciate those of you who take the time to leave stars or comment. That just helps keep the Radley train going. I speak with a lot of authors who simply let worlds go when the interest wanes, and I am so grateful I get to keep doing this for you.
And so we move into the final sequence. You're about to see a beatdown starring none other than the one, the only
Master Cyrus
By the time Beth stepped through the portal to the secret volcano, the others had already arrived. She walked out of a small, thatched home into what looked like a village. Tink had dragged a table into the largest opening separating the houses and was having a very animated debate with Eulalie and Reggie. They were surrounded by dozens of rats who watched the conversation with twitching ears.
Unsure if she should interrupt, Beth noticed a beautiful Hawaiian woman in a white dress watching from outside the ring of rats. Recognizing the divine aura right away, Beth skirted the group and walked over to the woman. When she arrived, she gave a polite bow.
"My name is Beth," she said, then looked up at the goddess. "Are you Pele?"
The goddess didn't move, but her eyes shifted away from the discussion to take Beth in. "I expected you sooner."
Beth nodded. "I was supposed to be here some time ago, but had to speak with the centaurs before coming here. I apologize for my delay."
"The goblin referred to me as Hot Rock Island Coochie when she got here." Pele sniffed in indignation. "Then informed me that the families on my island are in danger from bony fucks. So I'm still not entirely sure what is happening."
Chagrined, Beth gave a quick explanation to Pele of what had transpired. At numerous points, the ground rumbled ominously beneath them, but Pele didn't otherwise react. When she finished talking, the goddess turned away and stared up toward the ridgeline of the mountains.
Beth gave Pele a couple of minutes to digest the information, then cleared her throat and stepped forward. "When I'm done here, I'm supposed to drop in on what's left of Paradise and speak to the merfolk. We need to know sooner rather than later if they will help the Order and us hold back Francois' army."
"Hmph. I sincerely doubt they will. This is a land walker issue, after all."
"Mike thought they might listen to you."
The goddess shook her head. "I doubt it. I am the one who boiled their people alive."
"And that's exactly why you should." Beth moved toward Pele and put her hand on the goddess' shoulder. Pele's skin was hot enough that Beth pulled her hand away. "They deserve to know why you did it and maybe what's at stake."
"I think that you and the Caretaker should prepare for further disappointment." Pele turned, her hair billowing away from her as if carried on the breeze. "But I will do whatever it takes to save my people, even if it means wasting a few moments on the merfolk."
"Mike also wanted me to ask why the night marchers can't come out during the day. And please don't say, 'because they're called night marchers.'"
Pele frowned. "Why would I say that?"
Beth shrugged. "Force of habit. I live with a man who acts like he can get into heaven by telling dad jokes and a tree who only encourages his behavior."
"I...don't know quite how to respond to that." Pele smirked and sat on a nearby rock. "How much do you know about spirits?"
"Less than I should. I sort of live with the Grim Reaper and have a dullahan as one of my boy-toys. It does come up in conversation sometimes." Beth leaned against a nearby tree. "I know that a good chunk of a spirit's behavior can depend on what they believed while alive."
Pele nodded. "For the Hawaiian people, they are tied to the land both physically and spiritually. The night marchers are a manifestation of this bond, ancestral warriors that have sworn to protect their chieftains and this land from those who would harm it."
"Do they remain because they were buried here or is it bigger than that?"
"In many cultures, a spirit is attached to their resting place, or perhaps an object that holds great meaning. For the ancient warriors of Hawaii, this place wasn't just somewhere to live. It was their forever home, a place that meant everything to all those who would come after. These warriors fought, bled, and died on this land, their bones interred in cliffs and secret caves that their mana could return to the soil and give back what they had taken from the island. As long as the spirit of Hawaii itself lives on, then so shall the night marchers."
"I understand all this. But that doesn't tell me why they only come out at night. We need their help during the day."
Tink shouted something particularly obscene, and both Beth and Pele leaned over to see who or what she was shouting at. The goblin was busy climbing one of Eulalie's legs, while the Arachne tried to shake her off. Quetzalli had joined them and was trying desperately to pull them apart.
"Does the Caretaker really think she can handle this?" Pele scowled at the scene.
"He trusts Tink implicitly. So do I." Beth cleared her throat to regain Pele's attention. "The night marchers. How can we get them to manifest during the day?"
Pele sighed and leaned back against the rock and tucked a flower in her hair. "The spirits of the dead are beings of energy, in a way. They require energy to manifest in a physical sense, and this usually comes from the presence of living beings. All day long, the spirits will slumber and gather ambient lifeforce on their own. But it's a delicate balance. Too little and they don't appear. Too much? They can burst." She looked up into the sky and studied a cloud that had rolled over the lip of the volcano. "The sun can also provide this energy, but how do you contain it in a non-existent vessel? It overwhelms them immediately unless they find a way to hold tremendous focus. They were able to manifest shortly before sundown when Francois tried to climb the mountain, but only because they had raw anger coupled with the shade of the trees to insulate them from the direct effects of the sun."
"So the spirits need an energy source, but the sun is too strong?"
The goddess nodded. "That's extremely reductive, but yes. Should you wish to summon the night marchers, you would need to replicate both the insulating effects of night time while providing them a sufficient energy source to manifest."
"FUCK!" Tink fell off Eulalie just as the Arachne leapt straight into a tree. Quetzalli stood between them, lightning crackling between her fingers. "STUPID FUCKING SPARK DRAGON, EAT TINK'S ASS!" The goblin jumped to her feet and tried to bite Quetzalli's hand, but the dragon shocked her again.
Beth stared at the three women, then grinned. "Done," she said, then turned to face the goddess.
"Done? You've figured out how to summon the marchers during the day?"
"Yep. But that hinges on your ability to cause an eruption."
Pele rolled her eyes. "The only reason I don't do it more often is that I like to treat each one as if it were a work of art. When you rush them, it can be rather boring."
"Good. Then let's go to Paradise and speak with the Order and the merfolk." Beth took Pele by the hand and pulled her to her feet. The goddess frowned, then looked at Beth's hand.
"You're a brave one, aren't you?"
"Only because I don't have the time to be scared." Beth was already moving toward the hut with a portal to the airBNB by Paradise. "Now, c'mon. Let's go back to Paradise and figure out what we can do to save your people."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Sarah opened new eyes to see her mother standing nearby with her arms crossed. Elizabeth had her head tilted to one side as she inspected Sarah's new body.
"Well?" It was a question her mother had asked dozens, if not over a hundred times. Every body was a new experience, due largely in part to what made a person unique in the first place. When Sarah first moved in, there could be mental limitations to bypass, poor mana channels which meant burning new ones, and even something as basic as a gluten allergy. Sometimes there was quite a bit of pain accompanying possession, which was always a warning sign that the body wouldn't last long. Other times, the new meat suit felt like a comfortable sweater, or even a well worn jacket.
Bodies rarely lasted more than a few days, especially when Sarah was forced to rely on magic. Over at the conference table, Darius' corpse had been arranged to look as if he was taking a nap while still wearing his sunglasses. Upon closer inspection, anyone could see that the man's eyes had burst, a result of the power required to subvert an entire village full of angry centaurs.
But this body was different. Many times in the past Sarah had worn corpses of the Order, marveling at their strength and durability. Not only was this body perfectly suited to the kind of magic Sarah wanted to wield, but Laurel herself had been extremely easy to dispose of. Sometimes it was all Sarah could do just to suppress somebody's mind, but Laurel was easy. The woman had been broken on a psychological level, and it had been no challenge for Sarah to scoop away what was left until the mage had simply given up and died. As a result, the intrusion had been almost effortless.
Sarah raised her new hand and curled the fingers in, casually summoning heat into her fingertips. With a snap of her fingers, fire sparked to life and hovered above the palm of her hand. Pain immediately rushed up her arm and she allowed the spell to fizzle.
"It feels good." This wasn't a body that felt like a coat, or a sweater. This was a body that felt like home. Sarah grinned at her mother, then slid her fingers beneath the strap of her necklace.
"Are you sure?" Elizabeth asked. "If you pull that off and you're wrong, it'll cut your time in that body in half."
"And?" Sarah put her hands on the cord and lifted, pulling the necklace up and over her head. Unlike other times when she had tried this, there was no blacking out or sudden dissociation. This time, her soul was firmly entrenched in her new, permanent host. Smiling, she handed the necklace to her mother. "Success."
Elizabeth smiled, then let out a laugh. "I never thought I'd see the day," she said.
"Tell me about it." Sarah moved to the nearest reflective surface and studied herself in the mirror. Not only was the body a good fit, but Laurel had been moderately attractive. Sarah had wondered more than once if she was destined to end up in an ugly body or even as a man. Still, those options were far better than the alternative of burning in Hell for all eternity as some demon's slave. She summoned another handful of flames and let out a sadistic giggle.
"Stop that." Elizabeth swatted at Sarah's hand. "Just because your soul wasn't rejected doesn't mean you should force your magic through it so readily."
"You're right." Sarah dismissed the flames again and saw that her fingertips were already charred. Frowning, she pinched them together and frowned at the sharp pain. "I can't just go body hopping again, now can I?"
"Not for many, many years." Elizabeth put the necklace around her own neck. The blue gemstone had faded to black and now looked like obsidian. "The tear of the phoenix was always meant to be an emergency measure specifically because of how long it takes to recharge. You'll need to take much better care of this body than you did your own."
"Fuck you." Sarah undid a couple of buttons on the collar of her shirt and pulled her hair out of its ponytail. "Dying is probably the best thing that's ever happened to me. If not for what happened in that greenhouse, there's a good chance I would have been killed in the blast that now has our dear leader reconstituting himself one molecule at a time across time and space."
"Don't talk about him like that." Elizabeth's features had paled significantly.
"Oh, he's too busy screaming about his succubus to give a shit, even if he could hear me." Sarah tugged her shirt open and looked inside. "This girl had great taste in underwear."
Elizabeth rolled her eyes and turned away from her daughter. "We won't have long before someone suspects a problem with Darius," she said.
"Let's just tell them that the centaurs poisoned him or something. He gave his life to complete the mission or some bullshit. Hoorah."
"You're very belligerent tonight."
"Hell, yes, I am." Sarah swayed her hips from side to side as she did a small dance. "I'm fucking alive again! No more rotting from the inside, no more body hopping, no more doing the Curator's--"
"Watch it." Elizabeth's tone was like steel.
"Infiltration missions," Sarah finished. "I've had so many people's memories in my head that I thought I was going to go crazy as a result."
"While that is probably true, I would like to remind you that our benefactor expects a certain level of respect from those he has supported. When we return, you know he will want to run some tests." Elizabeth frowned at the floor and stomped on a rather large wolf spider.
Sarah nodded. The Curator had made several hypotheses about why she had been unable to find a suitable body, and the only reason she wasn't afraid he would dissect her to learn more was because he had given his word not to do so. The Curator was one scary bastard, but the man kept his promises.
There was a knock on the door. Both Sarah and Elizabeth looked at each other and then Darius. Sarah cast a minor illusion which made it look like the man was breathing while Elizabeth walked to the door to answer it.
Dirk stood in the doorway, his features serious. "We have a situation," he said, looking at Darius. Sarah gave the corpse a nudge with her magic, causing Darius' head to tip like he was listening.
"What is it?" asked Elizabeth.
"Somebody just knocked on the main door." Darius looked at Elizabeth. "We checked the cameras but didn't see anything."
"Shit." Elizabeth looked at Sarah. "Most likely a spirit. It could be the Grim Reaper."
Sarah bit her lip hard enough to draw blood. During this whole operation, their primary fear had been allowing Death to spot her. The Reaper's abilities were severely limited in regards to living beings, but when it came to souls that refuse to depart, he could easily rip Sarah out of whatever body she inhabited, including this one.
"What do you want us to do?" he asked.
"Have your men form up." Elizabeth looked over at the corpse. By now, her shadow had stretched across the floor, allowing her to take control of it. Darius nodded his approval. "Prepare for an assault. Authorize lethal force by any and all means. When you get a moment, have somebody check on the prisoners and then call up whoever is watching them. They're just kids, a pair of guards will suffice. Sister Laurel, we will require Order personnel to assist with our defenses. Once we repel the attackers, we need to prep for evacuation. They were never supposed to find us this quickly."
"Of course." Sarah gave a little bow and walked out of the office. In the control room, men watching screens were already mobilizing, many of them heading into the hangar to bolster field teams. Atop a pair of guard towers, the M134 miniguns that had been installed were already being prepped.
"Do we have audio?" she asked, moving closer to the screen that displayed the entrance to the secret base. The man closest to the screen didn't respond, but pressed a button that caused the speakers to burst to life.
"I say, we do know you're in there. It would save us quite a bit of effort if you would just crack the door a bit and return those children." A dark shape briefly appeared as Death walked to a different part of the door. "If we do have to come in there, you certainly won't like the results." The dark shadow disappeared again, and the faint knocking of bone on steel could be heard.
"Yep. Reaper." Dirk was standing behind Sarah now and checking his sidearm. "The psychopomp is harmless, but I'm guessing if he knows we're here, the others are coming."
The monitor went black. The man running the monitors clicked through to a couple of other cameras, but they had gone dark as well. He turned in his chair to look at Dirk.
"Feeds are down." He looked at the console and smashed a spider that was near his hand. "Damned bugs."
"We expect contact any moment people." Dirk moved toward the door and paused to look back at Sarah. "Get your group up here. Things are about to get hot."
Sarah smirked and followed him out of the control room. Even though the Radleys had found their location, there had always been a contingency plan. Once she secured Mike's children, she and the Order personnel would escort them out through a secret exit tunnel that they could easily collapse behind them. She had been here decades ago when the place was built, after all, and knew where everything was. By this time tomorrow, she could hand the children over to the Curator and be done with this affair.
In the hangar bay, the temperature had dropped substantially. The Sons of Sin were glancing at each other with knowing looks as their breath turned to vapor. This had to be the work of the kitsune, Yuki. A couple of men back behind the barricades were already pulling out propane heaters and turning them on.
Mumbling to herself, Sarah went to the elevator and pressed the down button. The hangar door creaked behind her, and she turned to observe as frost began forming on the inside of the door, curling in on itself and forming into the shape of a large lotus flower.
"Cute." Knowing it wouldn't change anything, Sarah tapped the down button impatiently until the elevator door slid open. When she stepped inside, she turned around to get one last look at the Sons of Sin. She doubted that any of them would survive. The doors slid shut. As the car descended, Sarah noticed a tiny spider by the Open-Door button. Using her thumb, she smashed it.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Cyrus winced as he got to the top of the landing and turned to look up. They were only three floors down from the hangar now, and he still didn't have much of a plan. Sighing, he looked at his charges. Callisto had already taken the slap bracelet off. He and his sister had been conserving charges on it this whole time, which was a fortuitous stroke of luck. With the bracelet on, Callisto could go up the stairs without any difficulty, but it was still physically demanding. His cheeks were red from the steady climb.
Grace had zero issues with the stairs and wasn't winded at all. She was carefully holding her skirt so that it didn't drape over her body as she crawled along the underside of the stairs. Scuttling just ahead of Cyrus on the ceiling, she turned to look at him.



"Up?" she asked.
"Yes, up." Cyrus coughed into his hand, then looked at Callisto. "She sure is chatty all of a sudden."
"She catches on quick once she learns something. You should have seen the mess she made when she figured out how to undo all the child locks on the cupboard. There was peanut butter and jelly everywhere, even on the ceiling." Callisto held the slap bracelet just above his wrist. "Do you want me to go up without you?"
"No." The mage sighed. The centaur had been sprinting up the stairs each time he put on the bracelet to minimize its usage. "Just give me a second to catch my breath and then you can follow me."
"Up?"
"Soon." Cyrus gazed up the stairwell and scowled. His current plan was to bring the children into the hangar and hope nobody spotted them. He had already given the tracking bracelet to Callisto with the instructions 'run like hell' once he figured out a way to get the door open. That would be the children's only task as he did his best to hold everyone off.
Could he do it? He wasn't sure. But he had to try, despite the likely outcome.
"Up?"
"Yes, up." Cyrus groaned inwardly and resumed marching up the stairs. Once he had crested the next landing, Callisto put the slap bracelet on and dashed up. Grace stayed where she was and waited for them to climb just above her position, at which time she crawled up and over the railing. The Arachne grinned at both of them, then made a hissing sound that Cyrus interpreted as a happy sound. It made his skin crawl.
The trio made it to the top of the stairwell. Cyrus glanced over at one of the ventilation shafts and cursed under his breath that it was no bigger than a few inches across. Young Arachne were really only limited by what their head could fit through, and he'd prefer sending her to safety as she was most likely to be shot on sight out of fear.
He placed his ear against the door and listened.
"Up?" asked Grace. Her brother promptly clamped his hand over her mouth, which she bit. When Cyrus shushed her with a finger over his lips, she stopped biting her brother to do the same thing in Callisto's direction. Cyrus snorted, doing his best to hold back a laugh.
Waving the children back, he stepped into the hangar bay to assess the situation and was surprised to see that the area was largely deserted. Instead, the men of the SoS were hunkering down behind barricades, their weapons drawn and pointed at the hangar door. Stunned, Cyrus stared at the lotus pattern made of ice that formed on the inside of the hangar door. Someone was trying to get in, which meant that the Radleys had successfully found the place.
But how? Shaking his head, Cyrus turned back toward the hangar door. It really didn't matter how. For the first time tonight, he felt like everything was going to be okay.
Opening the door, he had Callisto and Grace come out and stick to the shadows. With everyone's attention on the hangar door, nobody was even looking in their direction. There were plenty of supply crates and vehicles to hide behind, so the three of them leap-frogged their way along the wall whenever nobody was looking.
Crouching down by an SUV, Cyrus peered around the corner to see the witch Elizabeth emerge from the control room along with Dirk. Her fingertips were glowing an ominous shade of crimson that made him nauseous to look upon, and the numerous shadows that stretched away from her moved independently of her actions.
"Fuck," he whispered.
"Fuck," Grace whispered back. Cyrus stared at the little Arachne in horror.
"Your dad is gonna kill me," he muttered.
Grace nodded solemnly in response.
"Let's prepare a proper greeting," shouted Elizabeth as she raised her palms toward the corners of the ceiling. Crimson runes that Cyrus hadn't seen before ignited, the hangar now lit much like a dark room. The men of the SoS looked on nervously as their own shadows stretched away from them and took on a life of their own. The shadow soldiers rose from the ground and spread themselves out, taking on defensive positions of their own.
Cyrus just shook his head. Elizabeth was strong, of that there was never a doubt. But the magic she utilized suggested that she had contracted with a very powerful demon, not something that could be summoned up quite so easily. Witches like her often did this, approaching powerful entities and bartering away their souls for power. He suspected she had several far more insidious tricks up her sleeve.
A frozen mist forced its way through the gaps of the door, and the lights flickered and popped. In the ominous glow of the hangar, Cyrus guided Grace beneath the SUV and moved Callisto behind some thick crates and barrels full of water. He didn't know how much protection they would provide in the fight to come, but it was better than nothing.
"Once the way is clear, you go." Cyrus poked at the tracking bracelet on Callisto's wrist. "Make sure your sister goes with you."
The centaur nodded, then looked at Cyrus' hands. The boy frowned when he saw them shaking.
"You'll be right behind us?"
"As much as I can be." The mage tousled the boy's hair. "But I'm also going to help your daddy so that we can all go home together, okay?"
Callisto nodded, then pressed himself against the wall and squeezed out of sight. Cyrus sighed and moved back over to the SUV and drew a wand. After emptying the pockets of the Order members who had survived his assault, he had locked them all in the containment cells. Now he was carrying a small arsenal of magic that would likely scorch his soul to the very core, but he no longer cared. His life was packed full of shitty things he had done for the Order, and while this wouldn't balance the scales, it was the first time he would be doing it for himself.
"One last mission, old-timer." He caught movement from the corner of his eye and saw that Grace was staring at him from her spot under the car.
"Papa Cyrus." The Arachne grinned.
"That's right. Papa Cyrus."
The little girl folded her fingers together. "Family."
His breath hitched in his chest. "That sounds real nice," he whispered. "Now go hide by your brother."
The Arachne scowled at him, then scurried over to join Callisto in the darkness. Cyrus jogged out into the hangar and took the spot right behind Elizabeth. The witch looked over her shoulder with some surprise.
"You're not with your team?"
He shook his head. "Popped up here for another reason, but looks like something's about to go down. What can I do to help?"
The witch's lips curled into a grin. "We're just holding them off. Laurel is already taking care of the rest. The kids will be evacuated through a secret tunnel momentarily."
"Ah." He tried not to frown. A secret tunnel would have made this mess a hundred times easier. That also meant that Laurel would return soon with news of his betrayal. So much for buying time. He cleared his throat and moved just ahead of Elizabeth. The hangar door groaned as something massive struck it from the other side. "Well, let's get to it, then. Shadows yours?"
Elizabeth nodded. "Each one has the strength of ten men. Light weakens them, so please try to avoid anything flashy."
"You've got it." He withdrew the lightning rod from his pocket and clutched it tightly in one hand as he drew a knight's blade. The heavy thudding on the door increased, and something on the other side let out a howl of rage. "We have any idea what's out there?"
"The kitsune and the Reaper." Elizabeth stuck a hand in her pocket and pulled out a black ring adorned with a sapphire. She slid it onto the middle finger of her left hand. "If it's just the two of them, we'll be fine."
A chunk of stone broke free of the ceiling as the door bent inward.
"I don't think it's just the two of them." Cyrus gripped the rod and trickled mana through its intricate runes. The magical implement immediately grew warm in his hands. "Didn't someone say that those doors could take a hit from a missile?"
"Missiles don't usually keep striking the same spot over and over again." Elizabeth grinned and the sapphire ring started glowing. Thin tendrils of power connected her to a group of summoned shadows. Eerie blue auras formed around them.
"So what's the plan? Let them bust the door down and counter? How long will Sister Laurel need to get away?"
"Right now, she'll be leading the prisoners to the tunnel. I think five minutes will suffice."
"Ah." Cyrus glanced over at the elevator. "Do you happen to have another secret escape plan for us?"
Elizabeth licked her lips. "You give me the next five minutes of your life and I don't care what you do afterward. Continue fighting, flee, it doesn't matter. Should we ever meet again, I will consider it on good terms."
"It's always good to have a witch in your pocket." Cyrus winced as the door creaked again, sending another shower of stones onto the ground. Other members of the SoS were forced to move lest they get crushed. He glanced over toward the wall where the kids were hiding, then looked the other way in order to pretend he was simply scanning the area.
Cyrus put on a silver ring and cast the protective shield spell it contained. Once it was in place, he pulled out a small string and wrapped it around his pinky. Yet another protective barrier wrapped itself around him, doubling up on his defenses. Elizabeth considered him for a moment, then nodded her approval.
The hangar door gushed frozen mist from bent seams and then burst. A massive hunk of steel rocketed straight down the hangar where it slid across the floor and showered the room in hot sparks. A cold fog rolled in immediately behind it, just barely obscuring the massive figure that came running in.
"GRACE!" screamed Bigfoot, and the SoS opened fire. Thick walls of ice sprouted around the sasquatch, protecting him from the M134 miniguns as they whirred to life. Stunned, Cyrus could only watch as Bigfoot danced around and then hid his massive bulk behind a concrete pillar.
"Hold your fire!" shouted Dirk from the darkness. "Squads one, three, and seven, flank!"
Three teams moved toward Bigfoot's position, but stopped when he tossed something small and black into the room. Jenny the doll stopped just a foot above the floor, hovering in place.
"There's something so familiar about that doll," Elizabeth muttered. However, her eyes were on the opening of the hangar where Yuki the kitsune strode through. Three of her tails were a beautiful red and gold, but the other two were made entirely of golden light. "And now the fox has come to play."
Yuki threw a handful of tarot cards out as the shadows rushed her. Cyrus considered stabbing Elizabeth, but knew that it was highly unlikely that he'd get away with such an attack. Sighing, he took the sword and jammed it into the ground between them. The witch was already caught up in coordinating her attacks, and one of the miniguns twisted around to point at Jenny. The spray of bullets spread away from her, but Cyrus watched the doll falter and drop as she protected herself from the storm.
"Well, it's now or never." He pulled the lightning rod into view and frowned at the white-hot runes carved across its surface. The damned thing vibrated in his hands as it struggled to hold itself together. As the electrical charge built, he watched the hair on Elizabeth's head float up and away from her. She turned to look at him in horror.
"What are you doing?" she hissed. "That thing is unstable."
"Oh, I know that." Cyrus pulled a different wand from his pocket and took aim at the men manning the minigun. A tiny spark shot across the hangar and exploded into a miniature sun's worth of light, blinding anybody who might be looking. Almost immediately, the minigun swung away from Jenny, allowing the doll to hop away and hide.
Before Elizabeth could act, he shoved a massive amount of mana into the lightning rod once again. Taking a page from Mike Radley's book, he grinned at the witch's direction. Maybe, just this once, a one-liner would be okay.
"Trust me, I'm just as shocked as you are."
He threw the rod at Elizabeth and then ran like hell away from her. A shadow grabbed him by the feet, but the ensuing blast from the lightning rod hurled him across the room and to freedom. As he smashed into the wall, the numerous magical shields he had built around himself crumbled away. He fell to the ground with a grin, his ears ringing.
That had felt better than it should.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Beth's return to Paradise was bittersweet. Upon her arrival, she found Lily (as Mike) eagerly chatting up anyone who would listen while the merfolk helped members of the Order build a bonfire on the beach to cook up all the fish they had donated. Most of the staff members lived on-site, which meant they were temporarily homeless until arrangements could be made to move them elsewhere. The merfolk were very apologetic and doing their best to mend fences.
At least they had been. The moment Beth announced Pele's presence to the royal court, the atmosphere immediately became tense. The goddess strode forward with her chin held high, looking down her nose unapologetically at the merfolk. It was far from the attitude she had displayed back at the volcano, and Beth could only assume that this was due in part to her position. One didn't typically become a deity by apologizing all the time.
When the merfolk approached Pele, the goddess immediately singled out Kailani. The princess wore a few bandages from wounds she had received in the fight, but had no trouble summoning a sphere of water to sit on.
"You killed my people," she said, the mermaid's voice like ice.
"Because you allowed that man near my island with that monster of his." Pele pointed out into the bay. There were dozens of tiny ships barely visible on the horizon, silhouetted by the setting sun. "His misdeeds are the source of your people's deaths. I was doing my duty."
"Damn your duty." Kailani's face turned a unique shade of purple. "You boiled them alive!"
"And I would do it again."
"Okay, enough of this." Beth moved between the goddess and the princess. "It's going to be a long night and we have limited time. Your majesty." Beth turned to Kailani. "The Captain has informed us he intends to kill every human on the island if he doesn't get what he wants and we were hoping that your people would help us hold him off."
"The landwalkers?" Kailani looked past Beth at the Order, who were watching with uncomfortable looks on their faces. "Why should I do anything for them?"
The ground rumbled, and part of the rubble shifted. Ratu walked up behind Pele and put a hand on the goddess' shoulder to help calm her.
"This isn't about landwalkers or merfolks," Ratu said, her voice like silk. "This is about survival. Francois wants something that will either grant him immortality or the power to someday achieve it. He betrayed your people and won't hesitate to do so again. If it were up to me--"
"We've seen how you handle your problems." Kailani jabbed a finger at the ruins of Paradise. "I fail to see how your Caretaker is any different than Francois is."
"Did somebody say my name?" Lily-Mike sidled into the conversation.
"Nobody said your name, you charlatan." Kailani scowled. "The fact that he sent a facsimile in his stead just proves my point."
Lily-Mike frowned. "How could you tell?"
"I felt the Caretaker's wrath before he left this place. It left quite the impression." Kailani tapped right above her own heart and sneered at the succubus. "One which you don't quite fill."
"Hey, if you want something filled, I--" Lily-Mike was cut off when Beth clapped a hand over their mouth and pulled her back.
"We want Francois to assume that Mike is here," Beth muttered, locking eyes with Kailani. "This deception was never intended for you."
"Where is he, then?"
"Rescuing his children." Beth tilted her head toward the Order. "While he was here helping you, those guys conspired to break into his home. When that failed, they abducted his children."
Kailani frowned, the anger in her eyes fleeing immediately. "They double-crossed him?"
"Yes, they did. And once he gets his kids back, he's planning to come here and help everyone. You, the people of the island, even the ones who betrayed him."
"Hey, this looks like a serious conversation here." Wallace strode up to the group, and Kailani immediately tensed up. Ingrid was close behind him. "Which means we should probably be involved."
"And by we, he means me." Ingrid gave Wallace a push. The man smirked as he continued walking past the group, then sat down on a rock about thirty feet away.
Kailani's eyes were practically bugging out of her head as she glared at Wallace. Eventually, she turned her attention back to Beth, and then nodded at Ingrid.
"You should know better than to let him address me directly."
Ingrid rolled her eyes. "We are so far past protocol breaches I don't think it really matters anymore. However, I overheard most of what you all were saying. Francois is planning some kind of invasion?"
"Hardly the word I would use for the genocide of my people." When Pele spoke, her voice was soft. However, the ground rumbled again, causing a couple of people to cry out in alarm. "But sure, yes, a siege."
"Ingrid, this is Pele. Yes, that one." When Beth gestured to the goddess, Ingrid immediately stiffened up and then bowed.
"Forgive my rudeness," she began.
"I don't have time for this." Pele took a step away. "The only reason I came here was on the advice that it may expedite the safe rescue of my people. Will the merfolk help us?"
Kailani opened her mouth to say something, but was interrupted by her daughter.
"Of course, they will," said Leilani. "It should never be a question whether we would."
"Leilani!" Kailani spun in her floating sphere of water. "You do not speak for our people!"
"Yeah, well maybe I should." Leilani slammed the butt of her trident into the sand. "And if I don't, then everyone here should know that I will defend the waters of this island by myself if I have to."
There was a gentle murmuring amongst the royal court of the merfolk. Beth had almost forgotten they were there and now saw the dubious looks they threw at each other.
"Perhaps it's something we should discuss," said one of Kailani's advisors. The man was wearing a decorative collar made out of coral and had a tail adorned with jewelry. "After all, it may help re-establish diplomatic ties with the Order after this...incident." The man gestured at Paradise.
"Technically, this isn't even our fault. The Director of the Order was responsible for this."
"You tried to abduct me," said Beth.
"For a very good reason," Kailani replied.
"Mother, please. You're being stubborn."
Leilani and Kailani devolved into an argument with the advisors taking sides and starting a debate. Beth groaned as members of the Order tried to get involved, which immediately started a fight between them and the merfolk. She walked away from the others to stand on the beach where the ocean met the sand. The cove was filled with mersoldiers, many who simply nodded in Beth's direction as she ventured out into the water.
Using a mental command, Beth allowed the waves to carry her out into deeper waters. From water level, the distant boats somehow looked more imposing. While she bobbed in the waves, a merwoman surfaced next to her, carrying a spear.
"What are you doing?" asked the mermaid.
"Trying to figure things out." Beth jerked a thumb over her shoulder and looked back. Wallace was now physically restraining Aurora, who had thrown her clipboard in the sand. "Away from that."
"Ah. Right." The mermaid pondered for a moment, then gestured toward the open water. "We've got patrols that go out about another mile, so it should be safe. We haven't seen any undead, but also can't guarantee your safety. They caught us off guard before."



"I saw that." Beth glared at the distant ships. "I wonder why he's got so many boats?"
"It allows him to hide. We've tried to make contact a few times, but finding one boat when you're looking at dozens of them makes the task impossible. And it doesn't help that they're packed full of dead humans who leap out at you." The mermaid looked past Beth and winced. "Not that it's my place to comment, but it looks like things aren't going well."
Beth looked back again and saw that Ratu was physically keeping Leilani and Kailani apart. Both princesses were extremely animated as they spoke to each other in their native tongue.
"What are they saying?" asked Beth.
"It's best not to comment. But in short, Kailani wants to leave you land walkers to your fate and is implying that her daughter is a...what is the word for someone who takes dick in exchange for money?"
"Whore."
"Yes, that. She is trying to sell out our people in exchange for the Caretaker's dick." The mermaid brightened. "Speaking of, is it really true that he--"
"Probably, yes." Chuckling, Beth swam out a bit further and closed her eyes. She could feel the ocean's caress, every wave pressing into her and holding her afloat. It was starting to feel like coming here to speak with the merfolk was a mistake. The high-pitched yelling of the merpeople on the beach was impossible to tune out, so Beth took a deep breath and let herself sink below the water.
She descended in darkness until her feet hit the sand. With a tiny twist of magic, she captured some air bubbles for her eyes so that she could see. The ocean was dark, illuminated only by the setting sun above. There were still remnants of skeletons among the sand, along with broken weapons and chunks of Paradise that had already been swept out to sea.
Mike was relying on her. For this entire trip, she had been forced to sit things out and wait. If she didn't contribute now, then what good was she? Annoyed, she sank her mind into the distant sound of the waves crashing onto each other, letting the current carry her troubles away. Her magic permeated the water, causing bubbles to appear from nothingness and then rise to the surface.
Sitting on the ocean floor, she felt a faint buzzing in the back of her mind. She reached back to the makeshift holster at her hip where the rod of Osiris was. The phallic wand reacted immediately to her touch, sending a ripple of magic out through the waves that briefly illuminated the ocean floor.
Clutching the rod in her hand, she felt the ocean currents still around her as the mana spiraled away from her as if exploiting the environment. It had been decided some time ago to lock up the rod to avoid incurring the wrath of Isis should the goddess think they had stolen it. As a result, it had only received cursory inspections from Ratu.
What did she remember about Osiris? He was the god of agriculture and fertility, but it had turned into something more. What was it? That's right, cycles. The natural ebb and flow of growing and the harvest.
The rod pulsed in her hands once more, and a few curious merfolk circled her from above. Had the rod reacted to the ocean? Or was it reacting to her magic? She had trained with magical implements, but unlike most humans, was able to use her magic without them.
Curious, she channeled her magic through the rod. She didn't ask anything of it, or make demands. The rod was just a conduit for her energy, after all. Closing her eyes, she let her magic flow through the rod of Osiris. She didn't even worry about how long it was taking; after all, she needed to learn how to use the damned thing, anyway.
All of the sudden, her consciousness expanded. She was no longer sensing the water nearby, but the call of the distant depths, the feeling of sand brushing across itself at the whims of the tide. The reef was in the back of her mind, the tiny creatures that lived there clicking at each other as they lived their singular purpose. At some point, it became difficult for her to remember where she ended and the ocean began.
Without thinking, Beth breathed the ocean in and they became one. The salt briefly burned her nasal passages before a sense of well-being consumed her. Sitting in the sand, she could feel the raw power of the ocean around her, the unending depths that regarded her with curiosity. She inhaled, breathing in the ocean and tasting the salt on the back of her tongue.
It was bliss.
When she opened her eyes, it was to a different spectrum of light. Even with the waning light of day, there were details to be seen that had been hidden away. Digging her fingers in the sand, she could sense the tiny creatures that lived beneath. She could smell a nearby school of fish, along with a turtle that had come in for a closer look. The ocean had a pulse in a way she'd never truly appreciated, connected together in thousands of tiny...
Cycles.
Clutching the rod to her chest, she finally understood. The legendary artifact was powerful enough on its own, but all it had done so far was to concentrate her magic, allowing her to fully connect with the element she loved.
Looking up, she saw that a bunch of the merfolk had surrounded her, gazing down upon her in awe. Turning back toward the shore, she commanded the ocean to carry her and it obeyed. She emerged from the water carried in a pearlescent orb which shimmered and burst upon stepping on the sand. The court of the merfolk along with her housemates all gazed at her in amazement.
"Is this your magic, land walker?" Kailani's tone was saturated in disbelief. "Who is doing this?"
Beth opened her mouth to answer and promptly vomited up all the ocean water in her lungs. Apparently, her newfound command over the waves didn't magically teleport the liquid from her lungs.
With a wave of her hand, she extracted the water from her lungs, resolving to remember this next time she chose to make a dramatic entrance.
"I've come to a conclusion." Beth looked at Aurora. "Your people have family on the island. We're going to need their help."
"We're not allowed to tell them about what we do here," said Aurora, uncertainty on her face.
"Fine. Let them die then." Several members of the Order flinched. "You see, we're planning to abduct the entire damned island tonight. If your people help and get fired, Mike will compensate them."
"He can afford to do that?" Aurora glanced at Lily-Mike.
"Yep," she replied. "I am well known for how I share my endowments."
Ratu smacked the succubus. Beth looked at Ingrid.
"What do you think? Can you organize the people who are left here to help us with the defenses?"
Ingrid glanced left and right. The remnants of the Order had made a small bonfire and there were maybe a hundred people capable of fighting.
"With the Director's departure, I am the highest-ranking official and will accept all responsibility for our actions." She gave a meaningful look to Aurora. "I intend to break protocol, despite your best advice."
"Thank you." Aurora bowed her head at Ingrid and then turned to Beth. "You will need to let me know what our people should expect."
"We will. Our best are already on the job and you can expect a full defense of the island to be mounted by sunrise, with or without the help of the merfolk." Beth looked over at Pele, who was regarding her coolly. "The wounds you have dealt the people of the sea are far too fresh. I apologize for wasting your time and bringing you here. It was my hope that they would greet you with the reverence you've come to expect."
Pele studied Beth for a moment, then looked down at the rod of Osiris. "On the contrary, I have zero regrets. Things have been interesting since your family arrived, but now I may even claim that they're...exciting."
"Thank you." Beth looked at Ratu and Lily-Mike, then turned her eyes on Princess Kailani. "Am I correct in assuming that your people won't help because it's not a merfolk problem?"
Kailani sneered. "Honeyed words still taste salty in the water, land walker. But yes, I intend to tell my people that we will not get involved. Enough of my people have died over this business already, I won't see more floating in the waves."
"Okay, then. I can respect that." Beth hooked her fingers and yanked the aqueous orb supporting Kailani's weight. The mermaid crashed to the ground with a yelp of fright, and her court along with her warriors immediately rushed to her side.
"You dare attack me?!?" Kailani tried to summon more water to lift her up, but Beth commanded it all to leave. Anyone not walking on legs was immediately dumped in the sand. Ratu and Lily-Mike immediately moved next to Beth and eyed the merfolk cautiously.
"You and I have unfinished business." Beth waved the wand of Osiris and the bay emptied itself out into the open water, leaving several other merfolk stranded. "By your decree, you have slandered my client with malevolent accusations along with my own attempted abduction as a means to gain his cooperation."
"Stop speaking so fast. Leilani, help me!"
"No." Princess Leilani moved next to Beth. "I would like to hear her out."
"The way I see it, you owe me and my family for attacking us, for putting us in a position where two of our own were abducted. Your friend out there started it, and you helped him. So I demand recompense from you and your people." Beth's eyes widened and she raised her hand to use a blast of water to send a spear off course. It slammed into the sand next to Wallace, who immediately moved uphill a ways.
"What would you have of us? Treasure? Magic?" Kailani spat. "You would hold me hostage for it?"
Beth crossed her arms and stared down at the princess. Her magic hissed to the surface, turning the water that still clung to her skin into steam.
"No. I'm going to give you and your people two options to repay me. Your first option is to--" Beth's danger sense clicked into place just as Lily-Mike snatched another spear out of the air.
"I gotchu, boo." The succubus blew her a kiss.
"Your people can choose to commit to the defense of this island. I know yours is a powerful voice capable of swaying their decision and conveying the importance of what is about to transpire."
"Waves take me, you just keep talking." Kailani rolled her eyes. "What is the second option?"
"Your other choice is I get to see you crawl." The steam curled around Beth's arms, twisting above her like a waterspout. "Me and every other person here gets to watch Princess Kailani crawl back into the ocean on her belly like a coward, away from the mess she helped make with a guy she kept around for his dick. And even though you'll command your people to never speak a word of it, it'll come out. You'll be whispered about in the shadows of the reef, the Princess who traded her integrity away for a little land walker action. Also, I'll personally see to it that every mermaid colony on this whole damned planet gets a chance to see the video."
"Holy shit," someone from the Order whispered before being shushed. As if on cue, several different cell phones came out of pockets and were raised toward the beach where the conversation took place.
The color drained from Kailani's face as she realized what had just happened. She looked at her advisors who now pointedly ignored her gaze. This decision was to be hers and hers alone.
A few minutes passed as Kailani contemplated her options. It was clear that the princess didn't want to commit her people to a war, which Beth understood. At the same time, Beth simply didn't care.
Kailani's gaze shifted from Beth to her daughter Leilani. A dark look briefly appeared on Kailani's face, then vanished.
"It occurs to me that my opinions on this matter may be...a conflict of interests." Kailani smirked at her advisors, then turned her full attention back to Leilani. "Until the sun sets tomorrow, I am allowing my daughter Princess Leilani to act fully in my position. Any decisions or mistakes will be hers to make and it shall become a test to see if she is worthy of the mantle of leadership someday."
"Mother!" Leilani looked positively horrified. Beth noticed that a few advisors nodded their approval. The other merfolk exchanged uncertain looks, many of them giving looks of disdain to Kailani herself. The princess was throwing her daughter to the sharks and everyone seemed to know it.
"She may act in your full capacity?" Beth tilted her head to one side.
"Yes." Kailani was suddenly demure. "I and the other princesses shall sit back and watch her actions with great interest. Let it be known that all shall obey her word as if it were my own."
"Excellent." Beth snapped her fingers and the bay filled back in. Instead of slamming into the stranded merfolk, the waves gently swallowed them up. "Then our business is officially concluded. Now kindly fuck off. The grownups have a lot to do tonight."
"YEAH!" Lily-Mike pumped her arms over her head.
The royal court obeyed Beth, leaving Leilani on her own with a small squadron of soldiers that waited in the bay for their orders. The princess looked like she was sick to her stomach, a feeling that Beth shared. As the royal court fully disappeared under the waves, Pele moved to stand next to Beth.
"Interesting indeed." The goddess of fire grinned. "Shall we head back and hear about how you're going to save my people?"
"In just a moment. Leilani?" Beth moved next to the princess and took her hand. "I didn't know she would do that to you."
"It's fine." Leilani's tone made it clear that she was lying. "Just tell me what to do and my people will make it happen."
"We'll get through this together." Beth looked at the setting sun and sighed. She only hoped there was more she could do. Taking a moment to study the ships on the horizon, she turned toward the people awaiting orders on the beach.
"Let's get started, people." Even though her body was on a beach in Maui, her mind was already back east, wondering if Mike was okay.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
The trees shivered in anticipation as Mike sprinted through the clearing, Daisy only a few feet in front of him. He kept his eye on the glittering trail she left behind, his senses expanding to reveal every nook and cranny that the forest had hidden in the dark of night.
The spiders had caught word from their brethren about a place under the mountain, a city of stone that had recently come to life with bright lights and stinking spray that had killed all their food. Mike hadn't managed to meet up with the others yet, but had sent the location via fairy.
There was a flash of blonde hair, and then Dana was sprinting alongside him. She slowed down, turning her head to contemplate him. Her blue pupils were dilated, partially due to the darkness, but mostly because of what she had been eating.
"Here, take Tick Tock and Mace." Mike slid the bag off his shoulders and pulled the Grimoire out before tossing the mimic to Dana. "Don't wait up for me."
The zombie nodded, then threw her arms through Tick Tock's straps and shot forward through the trees so fast that he only saw a glint of the daggers in her hands. Mace did a happy little twirl behind the zombie, then moved ahead of her.
Determined to keep pace, Mike tried to run faster. Sadly, no amount of grit or determination was going to close the gap between himself and Dana. His stamina was great, but she was truly tireless.
The branches bent away from him to let him pass, the trees calling to each other with their leaves as if a mighty wind were blowing across the top of them. In Mike's mind, all he could see were his children's faces, and then those who were already there, fighting to protect them.
Yuki. Bigfoot. Jenny. Even Death, though no physical harm could be done to the Reaper. Dana would be there soon enough, but what if something bad already happened? What if he arrived and...
Tiny motes of golden light curled around his fingers and fell to the ground where they ran alongside him for a few seconds before disappearing into the dirt. With each step, he heard thunder in his ears as if the sky were breaking apart up above.
Please be safe, he thought, his heart hammering against his sternum. All of you.
His cadence increased, his stride carrying him longer distances with every step. Daisy looked surprised when he caught up to her, then redoubled her efforts to lead him to his family. The spiders following in his wake chittered in annoyance as they fell behind, but a bunch of them stopped to release strands of silk that pulled them into the air, allowing them to float on the breeze in his wake.
Breaking free of the trees, he found himself in a long valley. Sprinting across its length, he mistook the golden light that drifted down on him from above for starlight.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Cyrus got to his feet, a pair of wands in each hand. Coughing through the blood that trickled from his nose, he glanced over in the direction Elizabeth had been. The witch was missing, and the sword he had jammed into the ground to divert lightning away from him had actually melted. He didn't know if she was out of the fight, but her shadows were gathering together and swarming in his direction. On the other side of the hangar, Yuki had used the distraction provided by Cyrus to fill the nearest turret tower with hundreds of staves that had pin-cushioned the men manning the gun.
Of Jenny, there was no sight. Bigfoot had charged into one of the squads and was using one man to beat another man to death. When somebody opened fire on the sasquatch with a shotgun, Bigfoot dropped his makeshift club and grabbed his attacker in both hands. Letting out a roar, Bigfoot ripped the man in half, then threw the remains at the other attackers.
"Subtle." The mage turned his attention to the approaching shadows. They swirled wildly, as if unable to properly maintain their shape. His left ear was no longer ringing, but he also couldn't hear anything out of it. His right knee felt like it wasn't connected properly anymore, and the dull pain that seemed to live in the base of his spine was now a sharp one that went all the way up his back and between his shoulder blades. He sniffed in an attempt to stop the flow of blood down his face, but his nasal passages were swollen shut.
The men of the SoS were busy with Bigfoot and Yuki. The only thing between the children and freedom was the shadow army, most of whom were staring at the old man with crimson eyes.
Master Cyrus grinned in anticipation.
The first shadow to reach him turned its hands into sharp blades and tried to cut him in half. He fired the mostly depleted wand of light into the thing's torso, blowing it apart. The shadow behind it tried the same tactic, but Cyrus had already drawn a spare blade and unfolded it. Catching the assault, he twisted away and sliced the creature in half.
"Ten men, my ass." He walked away from where the kids were hiding, moving back toward the guard tower. The shadows followed, sliding across the floor at uncanny speeds. They shifted as they walked, their limbs melting back into their bodies. Cyrus turned his attention to the runes that lit the room and wondered if they were contributing somehow.
There was only one way to find out. He swapped out the depleted light wand for a pair of stone stress balls. Spinning them casually in his hand, he raised his palm to his mouth and whispered a single word of magic. The first ball activated and shot across the room where it embedded itself in the stone, causing part of the magical runes to flicker. Satisfied, Cyrus repeated the process with the remaining ball. When he did, the second ball broke the sound barrier as it shot across the room to reunite with its mate.
The explosion knocked loose a section of wall which collapsed into rubble. Almost immediately, several shadows disappeared and Yuki's ice crept along the floor where they had been standing. Men hiding nearby fled in panic, and two of them were caught by large stalagmites that Yuki had summoned beneath them. The dying men struggled as the ice encased them, the temperature in the room dropping rapidly.



The kitsune summoned a sphere of ice that looked like a snowglobe. She stood inside and raised her hands as multiple mercenaries opened fire on her. Bigfoot picked up one of the SUVs and hurled it like a shotput. It crashed through the attackers, who quickly broke rank to flee.
Death casually strolled in through what was left of the front door, his hood pulled back to reveal his skull.
"I warned you," he said in a voice that carried across the room. Someone took a shot at him, the round passing harmlessly through the Reaper.
"Death!" Cyrus screamed, hoping to catch the Reaper's attention. "Callisto, Grace, go!"
The shadows came for Cyrus. He fought them off with blade and wand, but their amorphous nature made it hard to predict their movements. His left arm got slashed open, the sleeve of his coat drooping away to reveal a bloody bicep. Hissing in pain, he stuck his hand in his inside pocket and pulled out a flashlight.
"Fuck you, too!" he shouted, then clicked it on. The shadows immediately withdrew as if terrified of the beam. Cyrus sneered at them, daring them to come closer. Along the far wall, Callisto broke free from his hiding place, galloping across the hangar as Grace clung to him. The little Arachne stared at Cyrus with wide eyes.
"Keep going!" He turned to shine his light on the shadow nearest him and was surprised when it regarded him with bloodshot eyes. The smell of burnt hair somehow forced its way through his nasal passages, and he realized he was looking at Elizabeth herself.
He wasn't sure what she struck him with, but it sent him flying across the room. When he landed, he felt something in his chest pop, and it suddenly hurt to breathe. Gasping for air, he scrambled to his feet and backed away from the witch. With her return, the shadows were coordinated once more, and moving toward Yuki.
"You," she declared, revealing that she had chipped a tooth. Her eyes shifted away from him to look at the children. "So you couldn't handle it, could you? You've forgotten that they're nothing more than monsters, creatures to be used and then discarded."
"They're..." Cyrus wheezed, unable to properly speak. He had been about to espouse the virtues of humanity and how Callisto and Grace were still kids. There was also a good chance he would dramatically reveal that he had been working against them since the beginning. However, it hurt to breathe, and monologuing was for villains. How many ribs had he broken? He felt his ribs, then slipped his hand into a pocket to grab the heart seeker dagger.
"Goodbye, Master Cyrus." Elizabeth's eyes turned white, and a funnel of black reached out for him. The temperature dropped, and he realized if that stuff touched his body, it would drain him of what little life he had left. The shadows closest to Yuki turned into a tide of ink that flowed across the opening of the hangar, causing Callisto to turn at the last moment to avoid them. His eyes were large and frightened.
"I resign." Cyrus drew his hand back as if firing an invisible bow, the dagger hovering just above his palm. When he shoved his arm forward, as if doing a palm-strike, the dagger made a high-pitched whistling sound as it slammed into Elizabeth's sternum, piercing her heart. The witch stumbled back, the cyclonic spell fading away.
"Wha...what?" She looked down at the hilt of the dagger. "You...stabbed me?"
"Yep." Cyrus said, looking for his flashlight. "I'm...surprised...worked."
Elizabeth glared at him in contempt, then grabbed the handle of the dagger and pulled it out. The heart seeker blade hissed as if releasing steam, the enchantment that sought to stop a target's heart not yet fulfilled. The witch grunted as the dagger tried to stab her again, her eyes flashing as her magic battled the dagger's.
"Uh oh." Cyrus tried to limp away, but the shadows had surrounded him. He saw his flashlight lying twenty feet away, the glass shattered out. Grunting in disapproval, he started chanting an Enochian passage under his breath. A cone of white light surrounded him, severing the limbs of the nearest shadows.
"That may work on my shadows, but it won't work on me." Elizabeth walked toward him, the blade clutched so tightly in her hand that she was bleeding. "I'm going to pull your spine out through your ass."
"At least...buy me...dinner first." Chuckling, Cyrus closed his eyes, wishing Lily could have heard him.
IT'S MY TURN!
The mage opened his eyes to see that Elizabeth had stopped and was contemplating the menacing doll that stood nearby. Jenny cackled in glee and took a step toward the witch. When Jenny spoke, it was like she was shouting inside Cyrus' head.
"I do know you," Elizabeth muttered. "I'd recognize my own spellwork anywhere."
Jenny said nothing and took a step forward.
"Tonight is simply full of surprises." Smirking, Elizabeth stretched a charred hand in Jenny's direction. "What was your name again? That's right, Janey. To think that little Janey is the doll that gave us all so much trouble."
Jenny took another step forward.
"I guess you're in luck, then." Elizabeth made her fingers look like scissors. "Let's just snip that thread holding you here, shall we?"
She made a cutting motion in the air, and the doll flopped lifelessly on the ground. The witch tilted her head to one side, then looked over at Cyrus.
"My magic was the only thing keeping her here," she explained. "And just like that, she's free to move on. Now about your spine..."
Elizabeth stepped toward the protective barrier of light, but her head suddenly jerked backwards. In the dim shadows of the hangar, the spirit of a young woman with long black hair that hung over her face had appeared, one hand closed tightly around the long, scorched braid in Elizabeth's hair.
Not so fast, wicked witch. The spectral figure lifted her head to reveal a demented smile that stretched from ear to ear. Nobody tells me where to go.
"What?" Elizabeth screamed when Jenny dragged her across the ground and slammed her into the nearest concrete pillar. The shadows all leapt at Jenny in an attempt to protect their summoner, but the spirit ignored them as she flew into the air and carried the witch with her.
Let's go to Oz, the spirit declared, dragging Elizabeth toward a nearby air vent. Click your heels for me, bitch.
Seeing that Jenny had things well in hand, Cyrus moved toward the doll's physical body and scooped it up. His knee locked up when he jogged toward the exit, making his movement more of a stiff-legged dance. Death stood with the children now, consoling Callisto by patting the boy on the head.
"There, there," he said, then pushed the centaur behind an SUV that Bigfoot had thrown earlier. "Master Cyrus, you are looking well."
Cyrus spat a mouthful of blood onto the dirty concrete. "We need to get through this mess right away," he said, gesturing at the shadows that blocked their exit. "These shadows might be some kind of summoned spirits. Here, Grace. This is yours." He handed the doll to the Arachne, who scooped her up. "No man left behind, right?"
Grace nodded and squeezed the doll against her chest.
Gunfire ricocheted off the nearest wall, and the group ducked down as a result.
"Hmm, yes. Okay." Death turned to study the shadows while pulling out his scythe. "There may be some room for interpretation here. I may be able to cut them."
"What's to interpret? It either works or it doesn't."
"Reaping is an artform, Master Cyrus." Death walked toward the mass of clinging shadows. "Though I admit, I often make it look effortless."
The Reaper studied the wall for a few seconds, but was interrupted when a silver blade sliced through the shadows from the other side, followed quickly by another. Death stepped away from the barrier and placed a hand on his chest as the shadows exploded, revealing a slender figure behind them, carrying a blade of the Order in each hand. Dana stepped into the hangar, her eyes looking to Cyrus first, then the kids.
"Take them and go," she said. A bullet punched through her shoulder hard enough that she spun in place and fell into a crouch. "Okay, maybe not yet," she muttered.
A wall of ice sprouted up from the ground between Cyrus and the SoS. Cyrus picked up Grace and ran for the opening in the hangar door with Callisto right behind. The centaur shot ahead of them and through the gap, followed closely by Death. They had just cleared the opening when the ice behind them exploded, showering Cyrus with razor sharp shrapnel which dug into his flesh. He fell to the ground, using his body to cover Grace.
"You're not going anywhere." A figure strode forward from out of the darkness, the crimson light shining on Elizabeth's face. The skin of her face had been partially peeled away to reveal a scaly visage beneath.
"On the contrary, I believe we are." Death placed his body between Cyrus and the witch. "May I ask where our friend Jenny has gone?"
Elizabeth spat, then tried to push her skin back into place. "I'm surprised you didn't cull her yourself."
"She has unfinished business." Death put away his scythe. "It would have been rude."
"Well then she's going to have to stick around for a very long time if she thinks she's going to get one over on me." Elizabeth moved toward Death, but spun around and caught the edge of Dana's sword. "The pizza girl," she sneered.
Dana yanked her blade away and slashed repeatedly at Elizabeth. The witch dodged effortlessly and then summoned a handful of shadows from the ground which restrained the zombie by wrapping her up in dark tendrils.
Inside the hangar, Bigfoot let out a roar, followed by a scream of rage from Yuki.
"It's a shame that Mike isn't here to see this." Elizabeth drew a dagger and moved toward Cyrus. "I would love to see the pain in his--"
Death took a step forward and punched the witch in the face. There was a flash of golden light along with the sound of sleigh bells as Elizabeth was launched into the mountainside. The Grim Reaper chuckled and adjusted the brass knuckles on his fist. The words Christmas Cheer were engraved into the top of them.
"I borrowed these from a friend of mine," he explained as he slipped a second one onto his other fist. "You see, I was feeling rather frustrated after being teased by the mercenaries about being harmless. It really didn't help that they broke one of my favorite mugs. After all, I do hold a position that demands some respect. But don't worry, they only work on people who've been naughty." The Grim Reaper stepped toward the witch. "And you have been very naughty."
Elizabeth growled and extricated herself from the rubble that had tumbled down with her. In the light of the moon, Cyrus could now see more of her scalp. The scales on her body were serrated, and one of her eyes had turned black.
"How dare you," she growled.
"Indeed." Death held up his fists like a pugilist from the 1920s. "Master Cyrus, I would suggest getting the children to safety now. Elizabeth the proper cunt, please put up your dukes."
"Fucking hell," muttered the mage as he scrambled to his feet with Grace in his arms. The Arachne repeated his words, but he didn't bother correcting her as he and Callisto ran away into the trees. Behind him, he heard a shriek of rage followed by another pealing of silver bells.
"HO HO HO, BITCH!" Death's declaration was followed by another high-pitched shriek of rage.
Cyrus didn't know which way to go. Callisto was barely visible through the trees, clearly following the mage's advice and running like hell. However, Grace was with Cyrus instead of her brother, which meant she was currently moving at the speed of a tired old man instead of a horse. He set Grace down and commanded her to stay close behind him. They would move much faster this way.
Groaning at the pain in his knees and his inability to take a deep breath, he tracked the centaur. Behind him, the sounds of gunfire and magic receded as he speed-limped after the boy.
Guided only by the light of the moon, he followed the centaur's footsteps for almost fifteen minutes before emerging from the trees into a clearing. A huddled figure lay crumpled on the grass and standing over him was a woman holding a wand in her hand.
"Cyrus." Laurel's face was inscrutable in the dark.
"Sister Laurel." Cyrus set Grace down. "I see you caught the boy. Well done."
The woman snorted. "Let's not waste each other's time. I'm aware you helped them escape. I just don't know why."
"Is the boy okay?" Cyrus walked toward the mage, his hands in his pockets. There was something off about Laurel, but he couldn't place what. "I'm guessing you got out through the secret tunnels."
"I did. And I hate running." Laurel shifted her weight and raised her wand. "Last chance, magic man. Who are you actually working for?"
"Does it matter?"
"Perhaps. It's a big world, and there are a few toes I don't want to step on that have interests aligned with ours." The tip of Laurel's wand started glowing. Cyrus frowned. That wasn't a wand or spell he was familiar with. "But I would rather beg for forgiveness than see you take another step forward."
"That's fair." Cyrus scratched his chin and gazed at Callisto. The boy was already stirring, shaking his head as if trying to regain his senses. A dark shadow moved through the grass, circling behind Laurel. Sometimes, it paid to monologue. "Okay, I'll talk. I was working for someone else before I got pulled into this job."
"Who?" Laurel's free hand started glowing with a similar crimson light to the runes in the hangar. It was enough to illuminate her eyes, which were no longer brown. They were an icy blue, almost white.
The mage casually adjusted the collar of his coat. His sleeve was still hanging from where the fabric had been torn. Digging his toe into the dirt, he shifted sideways to present a smaller target.
"Family," he replied.
"You don't have a family." Laurel cocked her head to one side, the light of the moon revealing that there were dark lines all across her face.
He nodded. "That's right, I don't. But there's something that you clearly forgot."
"Which is?" The way Laurel spoke, it was almost like she was an entirely different person.
Cyrus saw Grace take Callisto by the hand and pull. Laurel turned her attention to the children and raised her wand.
"They call me Master Cyrus for a reason." The moment the words left his lips, the frost wand was in his hand, an icy blast smacking Laurel's wand hand away from the kids. Rather than drop her wand, she let the blast spin her in place so that she could take aim and fire. The crimson beam of energy narrowly missed Cyrus, but tore a huge gouge across the landscape where it struck, eventually splitting a tree in half. Flames rose up from the blast, immediately scorching the hair of his beard.
Cyrus' jaw dropped in shock. He didn't know the spell, but he recognized the smell. The faint stench of sulfur wafted across the clearing.
"You sold your soul to a demon? When?"
Laurel laughed. It was a loud, throaty cackle that filled the clearing. When she looked at him again, he could see the malevolent energy in her eyes. She raised her open hand and Cyrus saw a terrifying eye in the center of her palm. The eye blinked, and Cyrus was assailed by a terrible energy that blasted his mind. It felt like fishhooks had pierced his body, each one attached to a string that pulled in a different direction. Cyrus screamed and fell to the ground, clutching at his face.
"She looked up to you, you know." Laurel walked toward him, her hand outstretched and the eye watching. "It's why she felt so threatened by your presence. I don't pretend to understand. It was nothing more than some classic daddy issues, honestly. I guess that's just what happens when you grow up without parents."
Cyrus looked up at Laurel, blood leaking from his eyes. He muttered a single word in Enochian, using sheer force of will to dismiss the demon's oppression. Laurel's eyes widened in disbelief as Cyrus rammed the dagger he had tucked into his belt through her thigh. She went down on one knee, her eyes bulging out of her head in pain.
"The safe word...is...chucklebunny." He headbutted the witch wearing Laurel's body, then jammed the ice wand into her gut and fired. A starburst of ice flash froze the woman's torso, and she stumbled backward in shock.
"How dare you," she growled, flames now licking across her skin. The ice on her body melted and sloughed off. Cyrus raised his wand and attempted to fire again. However, his hand from the wrist down was encased in ice. When he tried to wiggle his fingers, he realized he couldn't feel them. The witch leapt forward before he could attack, then slammed the palm with the eye in it on top of his head.
"I regret that I can only kill you once," she muttered. He felt the eyelid open against his skin, and then pain wracked his body and he screamed so hard that something in his throat tore. Minutes, hours, days went by and his entire existence was agony. He prayed for mercy, for death, for oblivion, anything that would keep him from feeling the sensation of his soul being ripped apart.
And when the end came, it was in the form of a little girl who threw herself at the witch, biting and punching. Laurel staggered away from Cyrus, desperately fighting off the Arachne. The fight should have been one-sided, but the witch was strong. Eventually, she managed to grab the child with her demonic hand and slam her into the ground.
"What in the hell?" Laurel wiped blood from her face, which the eye seemed to absorb. "You're...the girl?"
Cyrus stared in horror as Grace rose from a crouch and stared defiantly at the witch. She bared her teeth, and Laurel fumbled to raise her wand. The eternity of torment he had just experienced was meaningless in the face of what was about to happen.
He opened his mouth and tried to tell Grace to run. But only one word escaped him, a single, powerful syllable.
"Why?" he whispered.
"No man left behind." Grace touched the dog tags around her neck. "Papa, up."
"Abomination." Laurel raised her wand and fired. Grace dodged away from the blast, the landscape exploding beneath where she had been standing. Hellfire rained across the landscape as the witch tried to blast the little Arachne, but Grace was far faster than the witch could ever be.
However, where speed was an asset, lack of experience was her downfall. Cyrus immediately realized that Grace was attempting to hunt the witch, and when the little Arachne slid beneath a beam of fire to leap at Laurel, the witch slammed her demonic palm into the child's forehead. Immediately, the Arachne fell to the ground next to Cyrus, her legs curling up beneath her.
There were no final words, no moment of contemplation. Laurel lowered the wand directly at Grace, the air around it shimmering with heat. By the time the magic surged down her arm and through the wand, Cyrus had wrapped his body around the child, using every last bit of magic and knowledge to wrap the two of them in protective shielding.
Cyrus screamed, the protective sigils on his coat igniting and flaring out before his own magic could take over. His magic wrapped around the two of them as a silken cocoon made of light, his adrenaline skyrocketing. There were so many rules of magic put into place to protect spellcasters, to keep them from accidentally killing themselves when they channeled magic.
Cyrus broke them all. He yanked magic from the earth without asking, even tried to pull it from the heat of the hellfire. The magical items in his pocket fell out as the magic of the coat failed, and he forced the energy stored within them into his barrier. Ice, lightning, and fire flickered around the edges of his vision, the protective magic reflected in the shimmering eyes of the child beneath him. The ground around them caught on fire and turned to ash as the flames burned his flesh, but did not penetrate his body.



When the flames ended, Cyrus toppled over, Grace still clutched tightly against his body. He felt light-headed, the stars above dancing around in a way that made him nauseous. Grace was motionless, her body tucked into a little ball in his arms. An Arachne's main weakness was fire, it disoriented them by destroying all the fine hairs on their body.
He tried to call the child's name, but couldn't. Something had broken inside of him and it felt like he was floating.
"Fucking old man." Laurel walked around the two of them. She knelt down and looked in Cyrus' eyes, then nodded in approval. When she turned her attention toward Grace, she smirked. "Hopefully there will be enough left of you that--"
Grace unfolded her body so fast that Laurel had no time to react. With immense speed and dexterity, she stuck the fire wand that Cyrus had forgotten to take from her into Laurel's mouth and said a single word. Mana flared down the child's arm, activating the wand.
"Bad."
There was an explosion of fire, followed by a shriek of pain. Then everything went white.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
This is the real reason we teach kids not to stick everything in their damned mouths. When I was a kid, I wasn't big on doing it, but did swallow a dime once. I thought I was going to die for about a week because of it.
My beloved readers, thank you again for dropping by, feel free to take any extra drinks or snacks with you, and leave a few stars if you had a good time. I had so much fun writing this chapter and I hope it showed. I can't wait until we meet again, which is why I put chapter releases in my bio! So make sure you check that out to see when new content is coming.
Stay well, and stay hydrated! And above all else, be good to each other. To do otherwise would be considered...BAD!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi all! Annabelle Hawthorne here, and I'm back with the next exciting installment of "Monstergirls hitting people really hard."
New reader? Just go for it. Don't let the fact that this is chapter 114 or the fact that I typically average around 12k words per chapter deter you. I'm sure you'll figure it out. But if you're a completionist, you should at least go back to the beginning and read Ch. 001. It's all about how Mike (the main character) takes a bath.
Returning reader? It's so good to see you! Did you know this chapter will be the 150th post I've made on Lit? It's so hard to believe I've put that much content here, I still remember when I just had a few chapters and was so excited to see how many people were enjoying the story. This mad journey wouldn't have been possible without all your support, thank you so much for all the comments, stars, and (nice) emails.
This chapter promises to have some thrills, some spills, and the long-awaited return of GETTING LAID!!! It's been a bit of a dry spell, so I whipped up something special for you all. I super hope you like it!
As always, don't forget to check my bio for release schedules, I'm busy managing deadlines these days and don't want you all to be uninformed. I truly believe that the readers on this site are simply the best, and will keep working hard to give you the best content I can as long as you shamelessly keep encouraging me to do so. In that regard, it's almost like we've got some genuine
Family Bonds
The forest was little more than a blur, finally giving way to a large slab of rocks that extended nearly a hundred feet in the air. When Mike Radley stepped through the damaged hangar doors, it was to the sight of Bigfoot, Yuki, and Dana huddled up behind a concrete pillar that was now supported by an ice wall nearly ten feet thick. Dead mercenaries littered the area, and the remainder had holed up toward the back of the room in what looked like a control center. When Dana poked her head around the corner, a rifle cracked and she barely dodged it. Along the back wall, a cluster of shadows had captured Mace, the magical weapon motionless beneath the dark tendrils.
He frowned. There was no way this last group of men should be capable of holding off Yuki, let alone the three of them. Still unseen, he took a moment to scan the room to see what the actual problem was. He spotted it when he saw that Yuki's ice seemed to truncate in a straight line that crossed the hangar bay. With no effort at all, he examined the magic in the room and saw the truth.
Crimson runes blazed defiantly in his vision, combined into a giant, magical circuit that created a disruptive field. The runes weren't just inscribed into the surface of the walls, but ran deep beneath the ground. If Ratu were here, she could probably disable them by manipulating earth and stone.
The fairies circled up on him to hide inside his collar, and he felt a surge of ice pass through his skull. He raised the Grimoire up in front of his face to catch the bullet that came his way, then moved to crouch behind a pile of rubble. His heart raced as gunfire shattered the concrete around him, but he swallowed his fear and examined the book.
The Grimoire was indestructible, and the round had flattened itself along the cover. Mike peeled it off with the tip of his finger and then studied the tome. He thought back to all he knew about his own magic and what Beth had told him. While running to the secret facility, he had felt the magic of the land at his back. Something was happening inside of him, some deep epiphany that was about to rise to the forefront. By opening this book, there was a chance he was about to throw away something precious.
If he wanted, he could scorch the earth and leave nothing but ruin in his wake. But that was a path he didn't dare tread. What sort of spell should he ask the Grimoire for?
"I need the power to protect," he whispered, and the book obeyed. The pages flipped open to reveal several variations of spells that would protect him from harm. He studied these for a moment, then looked across the room. Shaking his head, he looked at the book again.
"To protect others." The pages flipped some more, and then his precognition pulled his attention to a small projectile that bounced off the stack and landed a couple of feet away. He scowled at the grenade and his magic shoved it into the air with a burst of light and static. The grenade burst halfway back toward its sender, peppering the area with shrapnel and causing Mike's ears to ring.
The Grimoire's spells swam before his vision, each one calling to him. He didn't like how some of them whispered seductively in his ears, promising him their power without revealing the cost. The book actually trembled in his fingers, causing him to pause.
A shadow creature bubbled up from the ground in front of him, forming a pair of bladed limbs. Mike glanced up at it in anger as the manifestation raised its arms and took a step toward him.
"NO," he said, and motes of light leapt from his body, punching holes in the dark spectre. Turning his attention back to the book, he felt his anger growing. He didn't feel like fucking around with the Grimoire any longer. Why hadn't Beth mentioned the whispering to him? Surely she would have brought it up.
Or maybe she couldn't. She had warned him that the power was addictive, a free ride to greatness. Perhaps she hadn't heard the whispers, or the promises the book made. Was it the book itself, or the spells within that threatened to trap him?
"I see," he muttered, understanding the trap that had been laid. The Grimoire of Morgan Le Fey was a compendium of power without judgment. He knew very little about the ancient sorceress, but understood she would have no reason to omit spells because of the danger they posed. Ultimately, it was the burden of the person using it.
Another grenade came. This time, a lightning spider jumped off his shoulder and grabbed onto the projectile, carrying it back the way it had come. Mike winced at the loud boom, then turned more pages.
It took some digging, but at last he found a spell that didn't promise power, didn't whisper to him like some insidious Shadow Man. It was a spell powered by his own magic and desire to protect the ones he loved. Rising from his hiding spot, he stepped to the left to dodge a quick burst of rifle fire and curled the fingers of his left hand upward.
His magic fled into the floor, raising a wall of silver and gold light that stretched to the ceiling. A squadron of shadows by the wall exploded into nothingness at the appearance of the wall, and fired rounds fell harmlessly on the other side. The others stepped away from the concrete pillar, looking at Mike in relief. He rose from his hiding spot, his whole body feeling strangely hollow. Though his intent was noble, he had stepped outside of his magical boundaries, and the price for doing so had left him drained.
"Thanks," said Yuki, then made a fist and created a large icicle which she pounded into the wall. The crimson circuits flickered in response, then sent out an arc of magic that tried to push her away. Dana ran to Mace's aid, cutting away the shadows to free the magical weapon. Bigfoot stood, his fur matted with blood. The cryptid moved toward the hangar door.
"The kids already escaped," he said, stumbling for the exit. "We need to catch up to them."
"Shit." Mike looked back at the opening. "Should we all go?"
"No." Yuki slammed a chunk of ice into the wall again, and the circuits faltered once more. "They'll only pursue us and make things worse. Once I break these runes, we'll make sure they can't."
Dana crossed the room to Mike's side. Her hair had turned gray, and there was a dangerous hunger in her eyes. "Tick Tock is chasing some of them through the other levels," she said. "Death and Cyrus are outside with the kids, but Elizabeth went after them."
"Fuck." Mike looked at Yuki. "Do you guys have this?"
"We do now." The kitsune winked at him. "You probably don't want to be around to see what I do to these guys." Yuki glanced at Dana. "Or her, for that matter."
Dana said nothing. However, she did lick her lips.
Mike nodded, trying hard to keep his gaze away from the corpses at the edge of his vision. It was clear that many of them were no longer intact. He caught up to Bigfoot, who was struggling to walk.
"You look like shit," he said.
"Eat a dick." Bigfoot snorted. "The last time I got shot this many times was when some idiot mistook me for a buffalo."
"I thought bullets couldn't hurt you?"
Bigfoot shrugged. "There were a lot of bullets tonight. Some of them were bigger than others. It's a numbers game."
"Will you be okay?"
The cryptid nodded. "The forest takes care of its own. Its magic will help me. Go find the kids. I'll catch up when I can."
Dana ran up to Mike. "Yuki says you'll need this." She placed a small, crystalline compass in his hand. "It's pointing at Cyrus' bracelet."
"Thank you." Mike looked at the direction the compass pointed and started running. A dark mass of arachnids chittered in frustration as they arrived at the facility only for Mike to leave in another direction. Their sounds of protest faded behind him as he ran into the forest.
He was perhaps half a mile into the woods when he heard a scream, followed by an explosion to his left. Stopping in his tracks, he turned and saw the eerie glow of flames across the treetops. The compass pointed away from the flames, but the thought of following the compass filled him with an icy dread that made him sick to his stomach.
Growling in frustration, he turned toward the blast and sprinted toward the flames as if his own life depended on it. All four fairy girls flew ahead of him, illuminating the trees. Mike could feel the forest crying out in pain as distant trees ignited. It didn't take long before he found himself in another valley, this time with a figure shrieking on the ground and sending flames in every direction. From where he stood, he could tell that it was a woman who was missing most of her face.
Staring in horror, he watched as she sent ropey blasts of hellfire out in a circle, then rolled onto her back and clutched her skull in pain. Her cries were garbled, due to her missing lower jaw. The flames were avoiding the woman, but had spread outward into the forest. Uncertain why his magic had led him here, a single word from the other side of the valley cut through the woman's screams.
"Grace!"
"Cyrus," Mike whispered, then ran a wide circle around whoever was casually burning down the world. The flames made the terrain difficult, but he managed to circumvent them. The woman was unaware of his presence, and he crossed the valley to find a wall of smoke. Covering his mouth, he walked into the burning woods toward the sound of the mage's voice.
"Grace! Get down from there!"
When Mike found Cyrus, the old mage was on his knees at the base of a tree, clinging to it for support. Up above, the Arachne was staring at the flames in terror. Cyrus was covered in blood and ash, his features ghastly in the fire's light.
Grace had climbed up into the tree and was nearly fifteen feet off the ground. She was panting with exertion, clutching Jenny tight against her chest. When Cyrus screamed again, the Arachne acted like she couldn't even hear him. Flames from a nearby tree caused the child to hiss and scoot away.
"She's disoriented! Fire blinds her kind." Mike moved to the base of the tree. Cyrus turned to look at Mike, his eyes shimmering with thick tears.
"Oh, thank the gods," Cyrus said, then pointed up. "I'm not entirely sure what happened. We were fighting a witch and I got knocked out. I think Grace dragged me here, but got scared and now I can't get her down."
"She might not be able to hear you." Mike frowned at Cyrus. The old man was in rough shape. Looking up at his child, he could see nothing but terror in her eyes. "Does Callisto have the bracelet?"
"Yes." Cyrus groaned and leaned forward as if he was going to puke. "I thought I could get them out, I--"
"You did good." Mike put his hand on the tree and closed his eyes. He could sense the tree's fear of the flames, but there was nothing he could do for it. The Grimoire whispered softly to him, so he tossed the book on the ground.
Give me back my child, he said, pushing his will into the tree. The tree trembled in response, and then the large branch supporting Grace shifted away from her and she lost her balance. The Arachne was silent as she fell, and when Mike grabbed onto her, she let out a hiss and bit him.
"It's okay, sweetie. Daddy's here." He clutched his child tight and pulled the compass from his pocket. It pointed back in the direction he had come, which would also take him away from the flames. Mike tucked the compass in his pocket and knelt to pick up the Grimoire. When he looked at Cyrus, it was to see the old man steadying himself as if he was drunk. "You need a hand?"
"Go, I'll keep up." The mage chuckled and spat, briefly vanishing behind a waft of smoke. "Promise I won't just lie down and let those flames burn me."
There was smoke everywhere, and Mike lost his way more than once. The fairies left the safety of his collar and glowed brightly from above as they took him back in the direction of the field. When he arrived, it was to see that the woman who had been screaming and spewing hellfire in every direction was being tended to by a dark figure who rose at his approach.
"Mike Radley." Elizabeth glared at him with eyes he didn't recognize. Her skin was peeled up in several places, revealing dark scales beneath. Ominous shadows clung to her like leaking oil, slowly pooling beneath her feet. With the flames at his back, Mike watched as his own shadow shivered and melted, flowing in the witch's direction.
"Elizabeth." Mike kept his face neutral. "You're looking well."
"How are you even here?" The witch glanced down at the woman on the ground, who was now silent. Mike realized that the faceless woman had been wrapped up tightly in shadows like a cocoon. "I thought you were in Hawaii?"
Sensing an opportunity, Mike took it. "Didn't you know?" He summoned his magic, creating an electrical light show of dancing sparks all across his body. "My name is Mike Radley and I'm the fastest man alive."
"I'm glad you've kept your sense of humor." Elizabeth stuck out her hand and a staff burst through the ground at her feet. Atop of the stick was a large ruby held in place by coiled roots. "It'll give me something else to carve from you other than your heart."
"There's only one of you and eight of us."
The witch sneered. "All I see is a dead man and his child."
Mike looked back to make sure that Cyrus had kept up with him. The man was in a crouch, using his hands to keep from toppling over. Unless the old mage was faking an injury, it was clear that he wasn't a threat.
From above, the fairies descended en masse, landing on top of Mike's head. They were bouncing up and down on his scalp, blowing raspberries at the witch. It was clear that he wasn't going to impress Elizabeth with numbers alone.
"I've also got this." Mike held up the Grimoire with one hand. Elizabeth faltered for a moment, her eyes dropping to the tome.
"You wouldn't dare," she said, her gaze shifting to Grace. "If we fight, I will try to kill your child. You can pretend to have the upper hand all you want, but we both know that nobody here can help you. Every single one of them is a liability."
"Hardly. They're my strength." His magic churned in approval of his words, but he was painfully aware how little of it remained. The Grimoire started whispering to him again, but he ignored it. "You and your people are always underestimating us, and it's only going to continue."
Elizabeth opened her mouth to say something, but the bundled figure behind her let out a cry of agony. The woman paused, clearly fighting the urge to look back. Mike recognized it as concern, but was a little surprised to see it on the witch's face. There was only one person in the world he knew of that she could care that much about.
"That's Sarah, isn't it?"
"You are not to speak of her." Elizabeth's eyes became wild. "You killed her."
"Technically, a plant did that, not me. But that's her soul in there now, right?" Mike narrowed his eyes. "Which means she's alive. The two of you have a chance to walk away. So what will it be? Do we put each other's children in danger, or agree to--"
Elizabeth thrust her staff forward, and the shadows beneath her ripped free of the ground, forming into serrated spikes. Opal burst free from her flask, shoving Mike and Grace away as the slime girl caught the bladed barrage. Though unharmed, the slime girl was now tangled up in the rigid shadows.
Mike leapt away from the next attack, and a third one that followed. His magic churned in alarm as dark flames circled around his feet, sucking the heat from his body.
The fairies flew at the witch, but were immediately batted aside with the staff. Mike ran for the edge of the clearing, but the ground was ripped away from beneath his feet. He stumbled and fell, clutching Grace to his body. The little Arachne hissed loudly, her eyes scrunched up tight. An ominous wind blew across Mike's back, and he rolled over to see Elizabeth standing over him, an imperious grin on her face.
"It looks like you weren't the fastest man alive after all." The skin of her lips split, revealing more of the macabre vision that hid beneath the surface. She cackled and held up a hand full of dark fire, ready to smash it down on the two of them.
Then the spiders came. Dozens of them at once, ballooning through the air on silken strands. The ones that landed near her wrist were immediately consumed by the flames, but the rest landed on her shoulders and head, immediately scurrying around and finding anything they could bite.
THE BROOD MUST SURVIVE,, they declared as one. Gossamer strands stuck in the witch's hair as hundreds more of them came, landing on the witch and immediately seeking out sensitive flesh.
Elizabeth flinched, then let out a cry of pain and grabbed her side. She slammed her staff on the ground and covered herself in flames, but that just forced the spiders to seek refuge anywhere they could fit. When Elizabeth screamed in fury, several of them crawled inside her nose and mouth.
Somewhere through the smoke, Cyrus let out a strangled cry of his own, but Mike couldn't see what was wrong. He got to his feet and ran away from Elizabeth, but looked back to see a dark carpet of arachnids had emerged from the forest, the swarm caught up to him at last. They flowed across Sarah's new body, and she struggled to free herself from her mother's magical bonds as they sank their teeth into her as well.
Looking away from Elizabeth and the burning forest, Mike ran with Grace toward safety. He made it to the treeline and then threw himself to the ground to avoid a blast of hot green fire. When he got to his feet, it was to see the witch standing over him with shadows stretched out behind her like wings. Large tendrils had sprouted from her shoulders, each of them wrapped securely around the struggling form of Sarah. The witch's face and hands were bloody, the skin already swelling from all the bites.
They looked at each other for less than a moment, but an understanding was reached. There were no more words to exchange as Elizabeth raised her staff and pointed it in his direction. The book practically screamed for his attention, but Mike recognized the danger. Even if he had time to open it and cast something, there would be a price down the road, one far worse than this.
"NO," he said, and the book obeyed. Elizabeth froze up for a moment, as if in obedience. Shaking her head, she sneered and finished casting her spell.



Instead of closing his eyes, Mike faced his death head-on, clutching his child tightly in defiance. Elizabeth was so focused on killing him that she didn't sense the massive pine tree that ripped through the clearing like a spear, impaling her torso and yanking her body away into the burning darkness. Elizabeth's shadow tendrils were dragged along behind her, carrying Sarah away as well.
Blinking in awe, Mike turned to see Bigfoot standing nearly forty feet away, panting with exertion and covered in pine needles. The cryptid limped over to Mike.
"Critical hit," he grunted, then fell on his butt and sighed. "You run too damned fast."
"How did you find us?"
Bigfoot chuckled. "This is the forest. Nothing happens here without me knowing it."
"You followed the spiders."
"Yeah I did." The sasquatch held out his arms. "Can I hold her?"
Mike handed Grace to her uncle and then went after Elizabeth. Roughly six feet of the splintered trunk had passed through her body, and she looked back at him with glassy eyes. The staff she had clutched was broken on the ground next to her, the gemstone shattered. Mike noticed the dark crystal around her neck and recognized it immediately. He pulled it off of her corpse and studied it. When he saw no soul lingering inside its depths, he shoved it in his pocket.
Of Sarah, there was no trace. With the flames building even higher, Mike went back into the clearing and managed to round up the fairies once more. They helped him find Opal, who had become lost in the smoke. The slimegirl went back inside her flask, and Mike tucked her away.
Eventually, he found Cyrus. The old man was leaning against a tree, clutching his head in his hands. Mike knelt down next to the mage and tentatively put a hand on his shoulder.
"It's me," he said, and Cyrus looked up and stared at him in disbelief.
"You came back for me?" Cyrus looked past Mike, then around at the burning woods. "Where's the child?"
"Safe. She's safe now." Mike held out a hand. "We need to get you to safety, too. Can you walk?"
"Are the spiders gone?"
"They don't like the smoke." Mike coughed and covered his mouth. "And neither do I, for that matter."
The mage took Mike's hand and rose. They navigated the scorched clearing and met up with Bigfoot, who cradled his niece against his chest. Her eyes were closed, and she clutched Jenny in her arms with her legs curled together into a tight ball.
Mike pulled the compass from his pocket and pointed in the direction of Callisto. The group made their way into the woods and found the boy nearly half an hour later. The centaur stood next to Death, his eyes going wide upon seeing Mike.
"Dad!" He galloped forward and hugged Mike so hard that they both nearly fell over.
"Hello, Mike Radley." Death adjusted his cowl and brushed some ash from his shoulders. "I found the boy while hunting a witch. Did you know she can fly? That's how she got away from me."
"Don't worry. Her bark was worse than her bite," Mike replied, his own tears mixing with Callisto's. When they finally broke apart, Mike noticed the cut on his son's face.
"Cyrus said it might scar," the boy said, looking at the mage.
Mike knew that he was right. This was the scar he had seen on his son's face in the future. He turned to look at the mage, who stood there silently, watching. Their eyes met and Mike was suddenly aware of the man's bleak condition, of what Cyrus had sacrificed for his kids.
"You saved my children," Mike said.
"Not quite yet." Cyrus smiled weakly. "We need to get them home."
Mike nodded and looked at Bigfoot and Death. "Can you get them home? I want to go back and make sure the others are okay. We're going to need them in Hawaii."
"This is a job we can do, but..." Death looked hesitantly at Cyrus. "I don't know how to ask this delicately. What would you like me to do about him?"
Mike looked at Cyrus, the man pale in what light there was to be had. Grace opened her eyes and turned to look at them. She pointed at her dog tags.
"Papa Cyrus," she said.
Mike stared at his daughter in astonishment, then looked at Cyrus. "She speaks?"
Cyrus nodded. "Apparently. Also...she may have picked up some words you don't approve of, though."
"Fucking hell," Grace added.
Mike took a step toward Cyrus and bowed his head. "Would you do me the honor of watching my children just a little bit longer? I know you're tired and deserve some rest, but...I wouldn't mind having an extra set of eyes on them while I'm gone. There's a really comfy chair in the living room that overlooks the front yard. It's my favorite place to catch a nap." He took a deep breath and then let it out. "My house is your house, Master Cyrus."
Cyrus smiled and let out a sigh. It was as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. "You've got yourself a deal," he said.
"Thank you." Mike looked at Bigfoot. "Please help them get home, and send word to Zel immediately. Death, they're going to need you in Hawaii, so head there right away, please."
"After some tea?" asked the Reaper. "I wouldn't mind fifteen minutes to myself after this ordeal."
Mike chuckled. "Of course," he replied. "But tea might be better with friends, and you sure have a lot of them in Hawaii who could use a cup, I bet."
"Oh, I see what you're doing." Death's eye flames flickered in delight. "I bet they would appreciate a good green tea to help lift their spirits."
"They really would." Mike looked at Callisto. "I'll be home later."
Callisto sniffled, then wiped snot from his nose and nodded. Mike took the tracking bracelet from Callisto and handed him the compass.
"Here. This will help you find me in case you need it, just like we found you." Mike rose and took a step back. He wanted to go with his kids, but they would be safe once Bigfoot took them through the trees. "I'll see you in a bit. I need to go help Aunt Dana and Aunt Yuki kick a little ass, okay?"
The motley group left, quickly vanishing between a pair of trees. Mike turned back toward the facility and started jogging; his legs were sore yet his heart full.
When he got back to the facility, the sounds of gunfire had already diminished. Uncorking Opal's bottle, he poured the slimegirl onto the ground so she could form next to him.
"Let's clean this place up," he declared, and then walked into the hangar with the fairy girls in tow.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Beth stood on the beaches of Paradise, her eyes on the massive balls of fire in the sky that Ratu had created so everyone could see. Along the sand, merfolk came and went as Leilani's colony checked in with intel regarding Francois' forces. A cabana made of stone had been constructed by Pele, who sat at a massive table beneath it. A three-dimensional map of the island and surrounding waters had been built in the middle, with tiny figurines which represented various ships and undead hordes approaching the island.
At the head of the table stood Tink. The table was big enough for her to easily walk along, and she was spouting half-formed words and gibberish while Kisa tried to translate for anyone who might have been confused. At first, nobody had taken the goblin seriously, but after Tink had bitten three different merfolk and headbutted an obstinate knight, people had at least learned to get out of her way.
"Check here," she shouted at a merman holding a spear while stamping her foot in a region of ocean about a mile south of Olowalu. "Big dip mean bone cereal!"
"She thinks there may be undead in that depression," Kisa offered.
The merman nodded politely at Kisa and jogged off to give orders to a team in the water. So far, Tink had identified nearly three dozen hiding spots based on topography alone. On a computer screen mounted to a pillar was meteorological data being streamed directly from satellites that Eulalie had accessed using a bunch of techno skills that made no sense to Beth.
Shoved up against the wall of the cabana was something that looked only vaguely familiar as a sniper rifle. Tink had removed the tripod from the gun and had been doing something weird with the barrel. When she wasn't busy barking orders, she would occasionally chew on what looked like a massive bullet and then study it with her goggles. Beth had no idea what that was about and didn't feel like asking.
Even the sight of Tink had set the Order on edge, as goblins hadn't been seen in over two decades and they were thought to be extinct. Beth wondered how many of them had even noticed Abella keeping an eye on things from the nearest building hastily assembled by both Ratu and Pele. The gargoyle's main job right now was to listen for dissent or attempts at mutiny.
With Paradise in shambles, the naga and the goddess had quickly thrown together a staging area made of rock and earth after gaining the merfolk's allegiance for the fight ahead. The buildings were bare bones, with a few windows for ventilation and a thatched roof cobbled together by the merfolk. However, these structures qualified for portals, which the rats had quickly chewed into the walls. Right now, Order personnel with family on the island were already helping their people evacuate. Apparently, the Order had bunkers hidden across the islands for scenarios similar to these. Sadly, these spaces were primarily for VIPs who were going into hiding, which meant they were already packed full.
While the rats opened portals, a few members of the Order had suggested that they be connected in a manner to allow the entire Order to assemble and send an army. Tink had immediately shot this idea down.
"Stupid fucks attack home when husband help them," she had declared. "Probably attack Tink while defending island, make big trouble. Tink smarter than big idiots, anyway."
Beth had agreed with this assessment. In fact, members of the Council, the governing body for the Order, had already made contact with personnel at Paradise in an attempt to do just that. Ingrid had briefly informed some guy in Europe that the situation was far too dire to try and wrestle control from the Radley family and hung up on him. Wallace had been contacted twice after the phone call with Ingrid had gone awry, but he had pretended that the connection was bad and hung up on them.
Aurora had immediately ordered Paradise personnel to ignore all phone calls from anyone who wasn't her or a one of their direct family members, which her staff obeyed. A small team of mages then tried to coerce a group of rats into opening a portal directly to one of the Order's main facilities in Europe. Eulalie and Reggie both had planned for this contingency in advance. After being bribed with cheese and crackers, the rats had opened a portal to the basement of an abandoned warehouse in Wyoming, then immediately collapsed the portal after the mages went through.
The monitor flickered and a cartoon depicting Eulalie's human face appeared. She had refused to come in person, a decision which the others had agreed with. Besides, the internet connection in the Library was simply the best on Earth.
"Okay, I've got intel from the military," the Arachne said. Tink stopped moving around placemarkers to look at the screen. "There's already hundreds of pages of data coming in, but we can sum it up succinctly by saying they're panicking. The Coast Guard made contact with one of the boats and were immediately attacked. We have the Navy in the area, but they aren't sure what to do. It sounds like the Order has already gotten in contact with them and the chain of command is breaking down."
"Breaking down how?" asked Beth.
"Have you ever watched a movie and thought to yourself, hey, the people in charge are really fucking stupid. Why are they wasting time arguing when they could be doing literally anything?"
Tink sneered. "Stupid fucks afraid," she said, her tail flicking a marker off the table. Kisa caught it and put it back in position. "Afraid to take blame after."
"Yes, I've seen movies like that," Beth replied. "That's most movies, honestly."
"The Order is telling them to go ahead and sink ships. But Navy Command used a bunch of drones and didn't spot any movement on the ships, so they think this is some type of massive psyop perpetrated by the enemy of the week and are refusing to cooperate. The Order asked to take command, the Navy told them to fuck off, and the President just learned today that magic exists and the state of Hawaii is about to be assaulted by thousands of skeletons."
"The President...didn't know?" Beth looked around the table and finally spotted Aurora. The woman was walking over with a tray of coffee.
"I can explain," she offered, then handed Beth a cup. "Some time ago, it was decided the office of the Presidency was too volatile. By that, I mean a potentially new person every four years. The Order and some military higher-ups decided that it was best to handle things like this on a need-to-know basis. Even the people in the US government who are aware of the Order are only told a very small amount of what's actually going on, which means there is quite a bit of distrust."
Eulalie's avatar folded her arms across her chest and looked very thoughtful. "That about sums it up. Based on my sources, the President thinks the Order is lying about what's actually happening down here and is hesitant to tell the Navy to blow all these ships out of the water. So what we have right now is a stalemate based on incompetence and lack of trust. Three SEAL teams have already gone missing, which means the next step is to start bombing. But with so many of these ships, there's a good chance they might strike a civilian target on accident. A military action this large will absolutely cause a PR disaster no matter how successful."
"What about the locals? Surely they've noticed something."
Eulalie scoffed. "The news reported that it's a training drill before communications went down. Several fishing vessels have already gone missing, so people suspect something is up, but are blaming the government already."
"Yeah, well, they're really going to suspect something is up in a few hours when we drag them out of bed and send them somewhere else. Speaking of, do you have control of the tsunami alert system?"
Eulalie nodded. "I do, as well as every other alert system. When you're ready, we can start pinging people in an attempt to get them to safety."
"Coast first," Tink declared, pointing along the edge of the island. "Too many tourists, biggest push."
"My people have already evacuated some of the smaller towns." Aurora handed a mug to Tink. The goblin took it and slammed the steaming hot contents, then tossed the cup over her shoulder where it shattered on the ground. Scowling with frustration, the hostess continued. "We've cleared out some of those areas, but people are scattered all over the island. It's going to be really hard to track them all down."
"We've accounted for that." Beth looked at Tink, who was now frantically rubbing her tongue. "Cecilia and Suly are roaming the island and speaking with the marchers, letting them know what's about to happen. They've been tasked with tracking down their descendants and guiding them to safety."
"You're using the marchers? People will be terrified!" Aurora handed a coffee to Kisa, who set it to the side. "How are your people going to talk to the night marchers? I don't think they're going to understand English."
"This is a terrifying situation. This is essentially a mass invasion." Beth felt her mind drift for a moment. She wasn't sure what the rest of the night had in store for her, but she knew for a fact that she was standing at ground zero for a moment that would likely change the course of the world. "As for our people, they were created specifically by the fae to guide souls to the afterlife. The language barrier won't be an issue for them."
"Did somebody say afterlife?" A figure stepped forward as if melting out of the shadows. Aurora actually screamed and dropped her tray, which Kisa tried but failed to catch. A pair of knights came running over, but immediately halted at the sight of the Grim Reaper standing next to the table.
The Radley family all stared at Death in silence, both stunned at his arrival and curious about his next words. The Grim Reaper looked down at the spilled tray and just shook his head.
"I apologize for startling you," he declared, then lifted his hands to reveal a tray of his own. A large teapot sat in the center, surrounded by several empty mugs. "I guess it's a good thing that I brought along refreshments."
"Death?" Beth looked at the Reaper, afraid to ask the question everyone wanted to know. She looked over at Aurora, who had already regained her wits. "Do you have something to tell us?"
"It's a green tea," he said, setting down the tray and pouring a cup. "It has antioxidants."
Kisa elbowed Death in the hip. He scowled at the catgirl.
"Well?" Kisa put her hands on her hips.
"Well, what?" Death handed her a mug. "Don't you already know?"
"No, you dumbass!" Kisa smacked him. "I can't read Mike's thoughts ever since he got to that place where magic is blocked!"
"Oh. OH!" Death looked at everyone. "Then you wouldn't know. The children are home and they are largely unharmed."
Everyone let out the breaths they had been holding. Tink said nothing, but now tears streamed free from beneath her goggles. She rubbed them away from her cheeks.
"What about others?" Beth's heart was now slamming in her chest.
Death made a face. "Mike Radley went to assist them. It was my job to guide the children home and then come here immediately. I apparently have an important job to do."
"That's right." Kisa looked up at the Reaper. "Cecilia and Suly need your help."
"How may I be of assistance?"
"You know where everybody died." Beth pointed at the map. "Right now, Cecilia and Suly are running everywhere trying to track down and speak with the night marchers. However, with your knowledge of maps and spirits, you can go right to the locations where they perished. They need to know that a battle is coming, and we need their help at sunrise."
"I'm supposed to track down everyone who has died?" Death made a face. "That will take much longer than the time I have."
"Not everyone. Hawaii's warriors and its chieftains. Anyone who died in battle here would qualify. Also, Pele informed me that the most powerful shamans and warriors in Hawaiian history would be interred in secret locations to protect their mana and allow it to return to the island. If you can find the resting place of the old chieftains and kings, they should assist you."
"And you believe they will be willing to help?"
Beth nodded. "The night marchers linger because they love this land. If you tell them that Francois is planning to kill everybody here, they will get involved. Tink?"
The goblin pointed to the relief of the island. "Marchers need go these places for sunrise," she said, indicating markers made of wood with whimsical painted ghosts. "Spend night, find family, take safety. Morning? Get ready for big kill."
"Oh, and ask them to avoid these areas." Beth pointed at a couple of signs that looked like knock-offs of the Ghostbusters' logo. "That's where we'll have living allies. We don't want them to confuse us with the enemy."
Death scratched his skull for several seconds, then nodded. "I can already think of several places where many people died," he stated, then picked up his teapot. "I was going to share this, but it seems I will need it on the long road ahead. May I have some rats to accompany me? It would behoove us all if I could traverse the terrain utilizing their skills."
"We've already got a bunch of portals set up, but I'll send you some rats in case you need them. Reggie is overseeing the evacuation of the Kaupo region. That's not far from where the merfolk were boiled alive, which is probably where Francois is going to send his monster to try and get the eggs." Eulalie paused. "Do we know what that thing is, by the way?"



Beth shook her head. "We think we have a pretty good idea, but won't know for sure until it rears its ugly head. Di will be on standby in case it shows. The thing is apparently massive." In fact, Pele had drawn a picture of the beast for Beth, but it hadn't made a whole lot of sense to her. The creature had the face of a demon with the tentacles of a massive squid on the torso of a man. Sofia had found references to such a creature, but the only one known to exist had been slain centuries prior.
Then again, she couldn't even be sure of that. Her mythology was largely based on a couple of coincidences and an old movie called Clash of the Titans. Sadly, Medusa's head had been destroyed some time ago, which meant defeating an actual kraken was going to be far more difficult.
"When it shows its ugly face, the military will react for sure." Aurora's voice was trembling. For whatever reason, Death had her spooked. The Reaper noticed this and turned to face the young woman.
"Before I go, would you like a biscuit?" He stuck a hand in his pocket and pulled out a plastic-wrapped Biscotti. "I keep these on me for special occasions. It seems you could use a pick-me up."
"Are you...real?" asked Aurora.
Death winked. "No matter what they say, I'm always real in the end. Now if you'll excuse me, I've been given an important task." With that, the Grim Reaper wandered onto the beach, causing merfolk and Order alike to scatter. "I shall see you in the morning," he shouted. "Bright and early! No, not you, young man, I was talking to...no, I'm not coming personally to collect everybody, that would be... Can someone please help him? He's crying now."
Beth winced and turned away from the spectacle on the beach.
Tink had gone unnaturally quiet, her gaze now fixed on the map. She licked her lips, revealing plenty of sharp teeth.
"Tink make better plan now," she said, her voice almost guttural. "No more distraction, make huge plan, show husband Tink is best."
The hours were somehow long, yet not long enough. Sometime after midnight, Beth was exhausted. She stared at the map, her eyes bleary as she contemplated the numerous markers that Tink had placed or moved around. The goblin was long gone, having headed out to meet up with Eulalie. The two of them were hashing out final details regarding military equipment that Eulalie had procured when Kisa, who had fallen asleep on a nearby chair, leapt to her feet, startling Leilani.
"He's back!" she declared, then looked at the others. "Mike is home now."
"How did it go?" Beth asked.
Kisa cocked her head to one side, then made a face. "Everybody made it home," she said. "He'll be on his way in just a bit. Apparently, he needs to wash off...you know." The catgirl made a face and pantomimed scrubbing her hands.
Beth sighed and sat back in a nearby chair. She studied the map, then checked a clock that someone had rescued from the rubble and hung on the closest wall. It was almost one in the morning now, and evacuations had been underway for almost two hours. She looked over at a nearby couch where Aurora, who had also been asleep, sat up and rubbed her eyes.
"Do we need more coffee?" she asked with a yawn.
"Most definitely." Beth waved at the others. "You hold things down here. We're going to go check in with him."
Aurora nodded, then gave them a small wave as they left. Leilani and Kisa followed Beth past the rubble of Paradise and up the street to their rental apartment. When they opened the door, it was to see Lily and Ratu guarding the portal.
"Is he back?" asked the naga.
"He is," Kisa replied. "And he's tired. I've never felt him this exhausted."
"Then let's go show him a good time." Lily sauntered toward the closet and opened it. Inside, a small portal flickered. She stopped Ratu from going through by holding out a hand and pushing her back, a look of concern on her face.
"What's wrong?" asked Ratu.
"Ladies first," Lily replied, then moved to go through the portal ahead of Ratu. The naga kicked the succubus in the ass, pushing her through.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Cyrus jerked awake when he heard the front door creak open. Sitting immediately upright, he watched in silence as Mike, Yuki, and Dana walked in through the front door. Dana was carrying a backpack which she tossed on the nearest couch. It immediately sprouted a pair of legs and wandered to a different spot.
"How did it go?" asked Cyrus, his voice coming out as little more than a whisper. Having his ribs broken and then inhaling a ton of smoke hadn't helped him any. Neither Yuki or Dana acknowledged him, both women covered in blood and injuries. The two of them walked straight toward the back of the house and disappeared. Mike yawned, then looked over at Cyrus.
"Oh," he said as if surprised. "I almost didn't see you there."
Cyrus waved a hand dismissively. "Not a worry," he said. "The last couple of days finally caught up with me is all. The kids are safe. Zel took Callisto back to her village. Grace is right there." He pointed toward the living room ceiling where a dark bundle had shrunk into the corner, clutching tightly to her doll. "I think she was waiting for you, but fell asleep."
"I see." Mike turned his attention to Cyrus. "Are you...okay?"
Cyrus laughed, which became a rasping cough. "I'd say never better, but we both know I'd be lying."
"Yeah, right." Mike sighed and stared at the ceiling, pain visible in his eyes. "How are the kids doing?"
Cyrus shrugged. "They're pretty resilient, so it's hard to say. I'm surprised you didn't wake her up when you came in."
Mike smiled. "Grace either sleeps heavy or light. There's no in-between. I think heavy is good for now. Where's Bigfoot?"
"Out back. The nymph is pulling bullets out of him."
"It's been a couple of hours, though."
Cyrus laughed. "Apparently it was a lot of bullets. It took me a bit to chase him out of here, actually. He didn't want to leave Grace alone but he kept bleeding all over everything."
Mike gave Cyrus an odd look. "He actually listened to you?"
The mage nodded. "Eventually. He was pretty sullen when we got back, and kept muttering to himself. He seemed far more receptive after Grace fell asleep. I had to keep reminding him that the army of centaurs in the front yard meant that he would know well in advance that trouble was coming. He grumbled something about getting a beer and then got a six pack out of the fridge before going out back. I promised him I would look after the girl as if she were my own."
"Papa Cyrus," Mike muttered, scratching at his chin.
"That's something I told the kids when they were captured. It doesn't mean anything." Cyrus looked down at his hands.
"I think it does, and that's fine." Mike sat in the chair across from Cyrus and stared at the ceiling. "You sacrificed everything for them."
"And I would do it again." Cyrus saw the faraway look in Mike's eyes. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah. No. I don't know." The Caretaker looked at his hands. "There was a lot that happened in the facility is all. I guess I'm trying to come to terms with some of it, but it's all very fresh." As he spoke, a yellow fairy squirmed free of his shirt and hovered in front of his face, her hands moving as she said something to him in sign language. "I'll explain later," he said. "Go round up your sisters, please. I know they wandered off when we got home."
"Did you have to kill someone?" Cyrus asked. It was a hard question, but Cyrus felt it needed to be asked. "New recruits often struggle with that. It's part of the reason why the Order dehumanizes their targets, which leads to other problems down the road."
Mike shook his head. "No. It wasn't that. I learned something recently that was only reinforced tonight. When I choose violence, we all lose. So I'm trying real hard to avoid it. My predecessor ruined her life chasing power for the sake of protection. I know we've talked about that."
"The infamous Emily."
"Yeah. Good intentions paved the road to Hell for her. My magic is alive, but not in the way we understand life. Sometimes, I get the feeling that it's watching me, much like an eager child willing to please. It wants to know how to adapt, to learn and grow. But that's an ability that also comes with a heavy cost. When I make decisions that go against who I am as a person, I'm only creating a liability that I'll have to deal with later. It's like a down payment on madness.
"So I've been leaning into my role as a protector, as one who nourishes. The others, their strength lies in being able to do the things that I shouldn't. So when I went to help Yuki and Dana, I stayed back and assisted where I could. There was this spell in the Grimoire, a magical shield of sorts. I kept using it over and over again to keep them safe, but now I feel...empty inside." He let out a long sigh. "And that was just a spell that wasn't trying to draw me in or corrupt me. I can only imagine what would have happened if I had used something more...out of line."
"It's like discovering a new muscle during a workout." Cyrus leaned back in his seat. "Your magical talents are a bit unorthodox to begin with, but I would say this spell sounds very similar in nature to what you typically accomplish. I'm guessing you were able to create this shield at no personal cost."
Mike nodded. "Other than fatigue, yeah. And anger. I have so much anger inside me right now, I'm afraid of what's going to happen next. While I was walking those blood-soaked hallways, all I felt was relief that these men who took my children would never have a chance to hurt anyone ever again. I'm mad that I can't just come home and hold my kids. I'm mad that it seems like there's always somebody out there, lurking in the shadows until they can take what is mine." The Caretaker leaned forward, placing his head in his hands. "And this Great Game business is a lot of bullshit. I have to go fight some centuries-old Frenchman now because he wants dragon eggs."
"Dragon eggs?" Cyrus lifted an eyebrow.
"Yeah. Turns out the dragons left a special clutch behind before they departed our world. An egg from each type of elemental dragon if you can believe it. All I have to do is fertilize the last one and they'll all be born together. I don't even know what that means, but have been told it could restore magic to the entire world."
"Dragons can be very territorial. But clutchmates typically aren't. If these creatures hatch at the same time, they would grow up as playmates rather than potential enemies. The person raising them could accomplish much good. Or darkness, as it were." Cyrus leaned back and sighed. "Think of it. A world with dragons once more."
"Our world still has dragons," Mike countered.
"In a limited sense. Those that exist are hidden away. There's a powerful one that slumbers beneath Yellowstone. Each year, your government plies it with gold to keep it satiated. It's actually one of the cushier gigs a member of the Order can receive." Cyrus coughed, then rubbed at his chest. "Honestly, if I hadn't been disgraced in my final days, I would probably be there now, monitoring a massive dragon and occasionally shoving gold and gems up its nostrils like cocaine."
"Really? Yellowstone?" Mike leaned forward in interest. "I thought it was a supervolcano?"
"Oh, it is. It's also the lair of a really massive dragon that will emerge if it ever erupts. If you've ever wondered if there's gold left in Fort Knox, the answer is no. The US government actually created paper bills because humans care about perceived wealth while dragons want the hard stuff." Cyrus smiled whimsically. "I'm surprised you told me about the eggs. I figured that was the kind of thing you didn't want people to know."
Mike got that odd look again, but it disappeared. "Trust doesn't always come easy to me," he explained. "Sometimes, it's my magic that tells me someone is okay. Other times, I have to rely on my gut. You've proven yourself to me a hundred times over and I only regret that I didn't let you in sooner."
"I probably wasn't ready, if I'm being honest." Cyrus looked up at the slumbering bundle in the corner. "I tried to kill her grandmother when I was younger. I was in charge of the hunt for the last Arachne. Thought I had succeeded, all those years ago. Learning that I hadn't, well...let's just say that would have been much harder to accept if I hadn't seen firsthand just how human she is."
"I get that. For me, I always had trouble with normal people, humans, specifically." Mike stood and glanced outside. "I grew up with one who hurt me in so many ways, it damaged me. The women in this house, they aren't human, yet they accepted me for who I was. So far, the only real monsters I've ever met are other humans. So I guess I came from the opposite direction that you did."
Cyrus sighed. "A lesson I wished I had learned a long time ago."
"But I'm glad you learned it, anyway. Look, I'd better get going. The girls are probably washing off in Naia's fountain before we head for Hawaii. I should do the same." Mike made as if to leave, then paused. "You'll...still be around when I get back, right?"
The old man laughed. "If you think I'm going to leave this place so soon after being invited in, then you must have gotten some screws knocked loose. At the very least, I expect you to give me a proper tour."
"I can't wait to show you the place. By the way, don't go wandering off, and definitely stay out of the basement. There's always a small chance that something has escaped and wants to lure you down there."
Cyrus laughed, then stopped when he saw that Mike wasn't. The Caretaker walked toward the back of the house and left through the back door.
Feeling a little awkward about the interaction, Cyrus maintained his vigil, now unable to sleep. It was nearly thirty minutes later when a spectral figure passed through the door, her lanky hair dangling over her face. The temperature of the room dropped substantially as the spirit cocked her head unnaturally to one side and studied him.
"Je...Jenny?" Cyrus was stunned at the sight of the spirit.
"The wicked witch got away," she whispered as she drifted across the room, her feet dangling just inches above the ground. She floated up toward Grace, then turned to face Cyrus. "You're like me, now."
"I beg pardon?"
"You were lost, but now you're found." The ghost cackled and started singing Amazing Grace as she shrank down and vanished inside of the doll in the Arachne's arms.
Cyrus shivered. He was never going to get used to that.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
When Mike arrived at the secret volcano, it was to find Pele waiting for him. Her arms were crossed and she had an amused look on her face.
"I take it you were successful?"
He nodded, then looked around. The village was empty. "Where is everybody?"
"Evacuating my people and the island's tourists. Luckily, most of those hotels and resorts have standardized emergency procedures. Your rat queen has shut down communications in and out of the island, allowing us to localize whatever emergency works best. The people on the west side of the island are under the impression that Japan had a massive earthquake and a tsunami is headed their way. They're headed to reinforced buildings where the rats have installed portals."
"Where do the portals go?"
Pele shrugged. "I can't say for certain. Away from here is all I know for sure. I've heard rumors that some of them are going to underground bunkers on the mainland, while others are sitting in a warehouse somewhere in Ohio. It really doesn't matter as long as they're saved."
Mike nodded and looked up into the starry sky above. "Do you think we'll make it in time?"
The goddess smiled and moved closer, then placed her hand on his chest. "Because of the night marchers, yes. All across the island, the spirits are guiding them to safety. Whether or not they can assist us in the battle ahead is unclear, but they have been quite good at removing people from their homes."
The Caretaker winced. "Removing sounds like a strong word."
"Many have forgotten the old ways. There isn't time to explain." Pele's eyes dropped to Mike's chest. "I sense pain in here," she whispered.
Mike nodded. "I saw a lot of things tonight that I'm going to have trouble with in the days ahead." Behind him, a door opened and Yuki walked out with a crown of fairies in her hair. Dana came shortly after, busy eating something that definitely wasn't beef jerky.
"Oh." Pele took a step back and inspected Yuki. "Another demi-god. I sense great power in this one."
"Not powerful enough." Yuki scowled and ran her fingers through her hair, scattering the fairies. "My name is Yuki Radley. It's a pleasure to meet you." She bowed at the waist, her tails flicking behind her.
"Dana." The zombie spoke with her mouth full. "Don' min meh, ah hungee."
Pele frowned. Mike cleared his throat.
"It's a dietary restriction, not a slight."
The goddess chuckled. "Don't take me for one of the fae, Caretaker. I can recognize a deliberate slight." She paused for a second. "Usually. It's a pleasure to meet you both."
Dana swallowed hard, then smacked her lips. "So where's this Francois guy?"
"In a boat off the shore. We aren't sure which one, and won't know until tomorrow." Pele looked at Mike. "Your...goblin friend assured me that there is a plan, but she wasn't real clear what it is beyond preparations."
"That's because we don't know who we can trust. For all we know, someone with the Order or the merfolk are still talking to him." Mike felt Yuki press into him, her arms going around his waist. "Really, the main plan itself is to lure him out. He's hiding behind all of his forces, but will have to show himself sometime. Even though we've evacuated a bunch of people, the plan is to put up a false defense where the most people would be, convince him that we're scattered. At some point, he'll make his move. Once that asshole shows his face, we'll take him out."
"How?"
Mike shrugged. "Tink probably has five different ways to do it by now. That's probably something we'll figure out in the moment. We also have to figure out how to defeat his guardian."
Pele made a sound of disgust. "I regret that I was unable to destroy that creature. I do not know if it pulls its power from Francois' boat or the ocean itself, but it healed far too quickly for my liking."
"Are you saying we can't kill it?"
Pele shrugged. "I don't know. That will be largely up to Di. Thirty minutes past sunrise, I will be busy triggering an eruption. Ratu will be Di's guide down the mountain to meet the guardian's challenge."
"What's the eruption for?"
The goddess grinned. "Just a little something your lawyer friend came up with. She's a smart one. I like her."
There was a loud thumping sound from one of the nearby huts, followed by Lily pitching face first through the door. She did a quick hand spring, and landed on her feet with her arms in the air like a gymnast.
"Ta-dah!" she declared.
"Everything okay?" Mike asked.
"She's fine." Ratu came out the door next, followed by Leilani and Beth. Kisa was last, the catgirl shutting the door. "Her butt got stuck in the portal is all."
"How dare you!" Lily twisted her rear-end, making it swell up to an unrealistic size. "My butt's not big, it's just the rest of me that's small!"
Mike smiled weakly. "Is everything going okay?"
"Asterion punched a guy out in Lahaina and a bunch of people caught it on their cellphones." Kisa ran to Mike's side and clung to him while Yuki tried to swat her away. "It was a drunk tourist who kept mooing at him."
"What is Asterion doing in Lahaina?"
"It's too well lit," Kisa replied. "The night marchers won't go there and some of the tourists are pushy. Some of the police are family members of Order personnel, so they're helping out."



"Well, maybe Eulalie can scrub the video once it hits the internet."
"I doubt it." Beth shook her head. "If not for the information blackout right now, the whole world would be watching videos of the marchers."
Yuki let out an exasperated sigh. "I've still got plenty of energy," she said, walking toward the hut the others had emerged from. "And a few more summoning cards. Let me see what I can do to help."
"I'll go, too." Dana wandered after the kitsune. "I'll see you all at sunrise."
"Here, I'll take you to Tink. She's running the show." Kisa hopped up and pecked Mike on the cheek before running ahead of the others. "Don't do anything fun without me," she said as she departed.
Mike drooped. "I don't know that I have a lot of fun left in me," he said, looking at the others. "I'm...not feeling the best."
"What's wrong?" asked Ratu.
"Emotional stress of getting my kids back. Fought some mercenaries and a witch. This." He gestured around. "I'm just...tired. I feel like a stained-glass window with a big crack running through it, like I might break at any moment. I haven't felt this awful since my first week as the Caretaker."
Princess Leilani strode forward and put her hand on Mike's wrist. "Battle fatigue," she declared.
"Huh?"
"You've been fighting for yourself and others for days now. You're tired. You need to rest."
He stared at the mermaid and then shook his head. "And when am I supposed to do that? In just a few hours, I'm going to be in yet another fight. I'm stretched too thin." Mike looked at the others. "We all are."
"I think I see the problem." Ratu pushed herself between Mike and Leilani, her brow furrowed in concern. She studied him for several moments, then looked into his eyes. "You've used up too much of your magic."
Beth let out a little gasp. "You didn't use the book, did you?"
Mike nodded. "I did, but--" he held up a finger before anyone could speak. "I found a spell in line with my own abilities, a shield made of light to protect the others. It was easy enough to cast, but required most of my magic. That damned book kept whispering to me, so once we were done at the SoS base, I gave it back to Tick Tock."
"Mental exhaustion. Physical exhaustion. Magical exhaustion." Ratu took Mike by the hand and led him to a nearby seat. "This is how mages die, you know. Even younger ones. When you try to squeeze blood from a stone, all you get is rubble."
"I get that, I really do. It's just..." He closed his eyes and rubbed them. What he wanted more than anything was to just go home, to hold his kids, and sleep until he didn't hurt anymore.
A warm hand caressed his cheek, and he opened his eyes to see Pele before him. Her ancient features flickered briefly, revealing a much younger form.
"When a flame begins to die, you must feed it the fuel it needs," she told him. "There are only a few hours left before the sun rises. What will it take to ensure that you burn brightly once again?"
"I don't know," he whispered.
Pele smiled. "I think I do." She took him by the hand and he felt his magic react. It ached deep inside him, but that hollow feeling soon became a hungry one. "You are the Caretaker, the maker of found families, the one who loves strongest, yet hurts the most." Pele pulled him to his feet and guided him closer to the women, his magic now reaching for them as well. Beth gasped, her own magic swirling around her in the form of a cerulean aura.
"This...doesn't feel like the time or the place..." he muttered. His magic flickered into being as tiny motes of light that sparkled, drifting gently toward each of the women. A few tried to move in Pele's direction, but the goddess blew them away from her and back toward the others.
"Desire comes in many forms, Caretaker. Sometimes we crave things because we want them, other times we do so because we need them." Pele gave him a gentle push toward the cluster of women, closing the distance between them. The motes of light were now coalescing around the women. Ratu's emerald eyes lit up with each one that landed on her skin. Beth let out cute little gasps and flinched. Lily just smirked as tiny flames rose from her skin to consume them.
As for Leilani, she had closed her eyes and was trembling. He could smell her desire like the distant salt of the ocean. Cerulea, Carmine, Olivia, and Daisy all emerged from their hiding places and started dancing hungrily above the group as his magic touched them all.
Pele's breath was hot against his skin as she whispered directly in his ear. "You need this, Caretaker. Strengthen yourself and your bonds before the break of day so that we may see your full power. Celebrate life now so that you may remember why it is so precious when you need it the most."
"I..." He wanted to protest, to say that there were better things they all could be doing to help, but his magic reached hungrily for the women around them. Feeling a little embarrassed about his sudden desires, he turned to argue further with the goddess, but saw that she was gone.
Strong arms grabbed him from behind and it was Lily's voice in his ear. "The hero usually gets laid after they save the day," she purred. "I think we should shake things up a bit."
"And this would be the perfect moment to test a theory of mine," said Ratu from behind. "I believe what is about to transpire will be far more restorative than a good night's sleep."
Someone took him by the hand, his magic immediately mingling with hers. It was Beth, a determined look on her face as she guided him toward the nearest hut. The others followed, Ratu gently pulling Leilani along. It was clear the mermaid was already overstimulated as she walked on shaking legs.
He was lost in a fog, his mind slowly trying to pull up the events and emotions from last night. A gentle hand on his neck yanked him free of the depths, and it was Lily's lips on his that rescued him. They tumbled onto the bed together, her tail curling possessively around his waist. Someone pulled off his shoes. Another person pulled off his pants. His magic fought to manifest sparks, but failed. Lily released him, a wide grin on her face.
"This is for your own good, Romeo." She helped him out of his shirt, then paused to swat a fairy that had landed on her breast. "Not yet, you troublesome pest."
"Lift his waist," said Beth. "I can't get his pants down."
"Maybe I don't want you to take his pants off." Lily grinned. "What if I want him all for myself?"
A serpentine coil wrapped around Lily and yanked her off the bed. Ratu took her place, her robes opening to reveal shimmering scales along the inside of her breasts.
"Learn your place, demon." Ratu winked playfully at Mike as she scooted up onto his chest to allow Beth to fully undress him. "You'll have to forgive her. Apparently her master doesn't spank her enough."
From the floor, Lily spoke. "On this, we actually agree."
Mike chuckled. It started small, like a bunch of tiny bubbles, then grew as they escaped him. Everybody paused for a moment as he laughed, the humor of the moment shoving the poison of last night's events from his mind. When they realized he wasn't about to devolve into hysteria, they resumed their ministrations, rubbing his body with their hands and kissing his skin.
As a pile of flesh formed above him, Mike looked over toward the wall and saw Leilani leaning against it, looking uncertain. He held out a hand toward her and his magic rose up, briefly forming golden flames.
"You're welcome, too," he said. "We can make room."
"Um..." Leilani stared at him for several long seconds, then clenched her thighs. "I want to, but...um...I'm kind of nervous."
"There's nothing to be nervous about," he said.
"Maybe a little bit." Leilani fidgeted with her hands. "I can see better now how...big it is. Things are a bit...tighter in my human form."
"Have you practiced shoving things up there?" asked Lily from down near Mike's feet.
"That's not polite." Beth leaned into view from behind Ratu. "Is there anything different about your body from a regular human's in that state?"
"Other than increased density, I don't think so."
"Then it'll be fine. A woman's vagina was built to stretch. The key is to take your time."
Lily cackled. "It's true, she would--"
Beth grabbed Lily by the hair and shoved her face onto Mike's cock. Hot lips parted and Lily inhaled him, her tongue folding around the base of his shaft.
"Do something useful with that mouth of yours," Beth muttered, then turned her attention back to Leilani. "Don't let Lily psych you out. Getting stressed about it will only make it worse. Why don't you come closer? You might feel better if you're more...in the moment."
Leilani scrunched up her face, then nodded. Mike's view of her vanished as a pair of scaly breasts enclosed his face. Raven-colored hair obscured the light, and Ratu slid her arms beneath him.
"I can feel your magic waking up," she said, rubbing her body against his. "I've often wondered how it can be so powerful. My magic is elemental. I pull it from the heat of the earth, even the sun itself. But yours has always been different, a maelstrom of many different things. It comes from the connections you share with each of us, no matter how deep."
"Uh huh." Mike was trying to pay attention, but the combination of Ratu's breasts pressed against the sides of his face and the warm mouth on his cock had taken away most of his capacity for logic.
"You take your power from us," Ratu said as she moved her body further up. "Or rather, we give it willingly. I think that's what makes the difference. It's what makes you so strong." Her belly slid along his face, her scales rubbing against the rough stubble on his cheeks.
"Argle megga geh?" asked Lily, Mike's cock buried in her throat.
"Don't talk with your mouth full," Beth muttered.
Ratu's thighs parted, and she sat on Mike's face, his tongue parting her folds. The naga hissed in delight, then grabbed his hair with both hands.
"And we receive your power in...return," she gasped.
Mike grabbed the naga by the waist and held her in place, inhaling her scent and tasting her body. She undulated her hips, establishing a slow rhythm. Beth's hands briefly covered his own as she scooted forward, her body pressing against Ratu's. She slid her hands up Ratu's body until she cupped the naga's breasts. Mike felt Beth's magic flowing through the sorceress and down toward him.
"Oh!" Ratu went still, her whole body becoming rigid. "That...that!"
"Relax," Beth said as she pushed aside Ratu's hair and kissed the naga's neck. "It's my magic reaching for his. You're just in the way is all."
The mattress shifted, and Mike spotted Leilani as she shyly climbed onto the bed with the rest of them. The wooden frame groaned for about a second before giving way and dropping all of them on the ground. The women cried out in alarm, both Beth and Ratu falling backward onto Lily. The succubus made a high-pitched squeaking sound as their combined weight found the back of her head and pinned Mike's cock as far back as it could possibly go.
"Mmrgh! Nargle fargin erk!" Lily kicked her legs as her tail whipped around. Leilani scrambled off the broken bed and helped Ratu off first. Beth was able to roll free, allowing Lily to pull her hot, sticky mouth off of Mike's cock.
"I'm so sorry," whispered Leilani in horror.
Lily smacked her lips and looked at the mermaid. "You," she said, pointing a finger at the princess. "You're forgiven. As for you two." Her hand swept around to point at Ratu and Beth. Beth's eyes were wide as she fought to hold back a laugh. Ratu covered her mouth with one hand, her eyes filled with mirth. "I can tell you're trying not to laugh."
At those words, Beth broke first, followed by Ratu. Mike sat up on the mattress, holding back a laugh of his own as Lily scowled at the other women with her arms crossed.
"We knew you weren't hurt," Beth countered. "You can't fault us for finding it a little funny."
"Oh?" Lily cocked her head and looked down at Beth. "So as long as it didn't hurt me, it's fine?"
"Please, demon. Your body was built to take a pounding." Ratu rolled her eyes and then looked at Leilani. "She's always dramatic like this."
"Me? Dramatic? Please." Lily knelt down next to Mike and smirked. "What do you say, Romeo? You up for a little tag team action?"
He had no idea what she was implying, but had learned long ago that the answer to a sexy question from Lily was always yes, so he nodded.
Lily cocked her hip, and her tail lashed out, striking both Beth and Ratu one time apiece. Both of them flinched, and Ratu actually jumped to her feet with fire in her hands.
"Oh, calm down," said the succubus. "It's not like I hurt you, so it's okay, right?"
Ratu opened her mouth to say something, then let out a gasp, the flames disappearing from her fingers. Her hips shook as she dropped a hand to her crotch and started rubbing at her moist slit.
"What did you do?" asked Mike.
"Typical succubus cocktail, minus the paralytic." Lily laughed. "In other words, all of the horny, none of the sleepy."
"You bitch," Beth moaned, her hands now exploring her body.
"Oh, please. You're both accomplished magic users, you could easily dismiss it if you wanted." Lily chuckled and knelt down in front of Ratu. "What do you say, snake girl? Don't think I haven't noticed the weird thrill you've gotten out of messing with me in front of Romeo, or how wet you've gotten whenever I joked about getting eaten."
Ratu narrowed her eyes. "I should have known," she whispered.
"Yes, you should have. But maybe, just maybe..." Lily leered down at the naga. "It was more fun to pretend that you didn't."
Lily pounced on Ratu, pushing her down onto the ground. When their mouths met, literal flames escaped from between the naga's lips, which Lily inhaled. Mike watched in fascination as Ratu's body shifted, her scales emerging from beneath her skin.
Beth moved next to him, her hands sliding up his thighs. "I need you," she whispered. "Right now."
"Are you sure?" He couldn't help but grin. "If there's something else you'd rather be doing, I--"
"Shut up," she groaned, pressing her body against his. When his magic met hers, it made a sound like water meeting hot oil. Lily, who had her legs wrapped around Ratu's head, looked over at the two of them.
"Damn, Romeo. I can feel that from over here." She gasped and then let out a giggle. "I always knew her tongue could get long, but she's so far up my cunt right now that she can taste my--"
Ratu did something between Lily's legs that made her eyes roll up and she stopped talking. Mike turned his attention back to Beth, who was pushing him onto his back.
"I'll do all the work," she whispered as she raised her hips above his. "You don't even have to move if you don't want to, I just need...I need..." The head of his cock parted her folds, stretching her labia tight as it pressed into her. From this intimate location, her magic rubbed firmly against his, and his magic roared to life once again. Tiny sparks danced along Beth's body as she sank onto him, letting out the cutest little cry he had ever heard from the woman. Only a few feet away, Leilani watched in utter fascination, her hands kneading her own thighs.
"How does that even fit?" she asked with awe.
When Beth didn't answer, Mike did. "She's got a magical body," he said. "But don't let that intimidate you. It just means she can do this without working herself up to it."
"He's...ah! Right...mmh!" Beth's inner thighs were slick with her arousal as she rode him, her fingernails digging into his shoulders. "It just...time, and...oh my god..."
When Beth came, her magic shot through Mike and he nearly came with her. As exhausted and weak as he was, he knew an orgasm now would take him out for the rest of the evening, and he wasn't about to pass up the opportunity to enjoy all of them at once.
That, and he could feel his magic feeding off of Beth's lust, making him stronger. Even now, thin strands of her magic intertwined with his, both of them feeding off of each other. The void he had been carrying in his stomach ever since the battle with the SoS was finally being filled.
On the other side of the room, Ratu made a gargling noise as if drowning. Everyone looked over to see that Lily's tail had become a thick shafted cock that was now buried in the naga's mouth.
"What?" The succubus looked confused for a moment. "This is a team event, dicks versus chicks."
Ratu actually laughed, which caused her to cough up about four inches of Lily's demonic phallus. The succubus wiggled her eyebrows at Mike, but then her gaze continued past him to a table where Beth had set down the rod of Osiris. A mischievous grin broke across her face.
Ratu yanked her mouth off of Lily. "Don't get any ideas," she said, her voice suddenly very serious. "If we ever get a chance to return that to Isis, the last thing we want is for her to find out that you fucked someone with her husband's dick."
Lily looked like she was about to argue, then shrugged. "You make a good point," she declared, then grabbed Ratu by the head. "Now shut up and eat me."
Beth shuddered and looked over at Lily and Ratu. "Are those two okay over there?"
Mike wondered the same. Ratu was being oddly subservient, which had Mike baffled. Then again, the two of them had been at each other's throats for so long that maybe it didn't matter anymore now that one of them was literally inside the other's throat. When he looked back at Beth, she leaned forward until her lips were nearly touching his own.
"It seems like we never get chances like this," she said, her hips already moving again. The heat of her last orgasm was already dripping down his own thighs. "Why do you think that is?"
"Separate lives, separate wives," he replied. Beth laughed so hard she snorted, which caused her vaginal canal to squeeze him in a pleasurable fashion.
"So you think of Asterion as one of my wives? I wonder what he would think of that?" She blinked innocently.
"Probably whatever you told him to." Suddenly possessed by a rush of strength, he grabbed Beth by the waist and rolled over so that he was on top. She let out a gasp as he penetrated her from above, then moaned when he rose up on his knees and held her hips in place so that her ass was about a foot above the mattress. "Now are you gonna talk about your minotaur or do you wanna get laid?"
Beth moaned with pleasure as he held her by the waist and fucked her, his cock sliding almost completely out of her with every thrust. Their magic danced once more, and Beth came within minutes, covering his crotch in another gush of fluids. Grinning, he continued his pace, picking up speed as he forced another orgasm to rip through the curvy brunette beneath him.
"Noooooo!" Lily let out a moan of sweet agony. Mike looked over to see that she was now on the ground, her hips bucking as Ratu deep throated her from above. Copious amounts of cum dripped from the naga's mouth as she attempted to swallow it all.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
"She did something hot with her tongue. So I nutted," Lily replied, her eyelids fluttering. The fairies descended on her, giggling with glee. "I'm gonna need five minutes and a gatorade before I can come back to the game, coach."
Chuckling to himself, Mike resumed fucking Beth. She was gasping now, calling for him to keep going as their magic folded together to create dazzling sparks that filled the air. Beth came again, her body going limp beneath his as she tried to catch her breath.
A serpentine tail circled around his foot and pulled, dragging him off of Beth and across the room. He rolled over and was greeted by the sight of Ratu, her lower body now that of a snake.
"You've perked up," she said, pushing the last gob of Lily's cum into her mouth. "Are you feeling better?"



"Much," he admitted as her coils pulled him into a standing position against her body. The naga grinned lasciviously at him as she ran a finger down his chest.
"Your magic is quite the puzzle," she said, the coils adjusting his position so that his cock rested casually against her labia. "I do enjoy a good puzzle."
Ratu constricted her coils, causing Mike's cock to slide inside of her. She hissed with pleasure, her tongue briefly emerging to taste the air. Pinned in place, Mike was unable to move his arms, so had his magic do the work instead. Using tiny sparks, he sent little shocks of pleasure into Ratu. This caused her body to tighten up, which only drove him further inside of her.
"Sometimes, I wish I had found you first," she whispered in his ear. "That I could have kept this pleasure all to myself, to use you at my whim. You would have been the real treasure I kept at the center of my Labyrinth, Mike Radley. Yet I will admit that sharing you has made me a better person. You've given me more than just love and companionship. You made me part of your family."
"You're worthy of all these things," he replied. Mike felt bad that he couldn't do or say more, but he was pinned so tight against her that he had no control over his body. In fact, the way Ratu undulated her coils, she was essentially fucking herself with his body.
He closed his eyes and basked in the sweet heat of the naga as she rode him horizontally. The heat in the room increased and his magic crawled across her skin as if trying to encase her. The dark room became lit by small motes of light that flitted away from him like fireflies. Over against the wall, Leilani was masturbating furiously, her mouth hanging open as she stared at the two of them.
Ratu came, squeezing him so hard with her coils that his back popped. He shivered in delight as he commanded his own orgasm to wait, the room now saturated with magical energy. His body drank it in like a desert flower and then showered the room in sparkling lights. Lily was gasping for air as the fairies crawled across her body, lapping up her sexual fluids.
Beth cleared her throat, then tapped on Ratu's serpentine coils. The naga sighed with irritation and turned her attention to the brunette. Beth jerked her thumb toward Leilani, who was now actively massaging her breasts with one hand while fingering herself.
"We should probably share him," she said, then gave Mike a wink. "Before we wear him out, anyway."
"But I'm not done with him." Ratu narrowed her eyes at Mike and shifted her coils again, burying his cock deep inside of her. "I could do that all night if I wanted."
"We don't have all night." Beth stroked Ratu's tail in an effort to placate the naga. "Besides that, we owe her. She was ready to turn her back on her people for us. It would be very unkind not to reciprocate somehow. Besides..." Beth glanced over at Leilani. "I get the idea she won't last very long anyway."
Ratu sniffed haughtily, then relaxed her coils. "You make a salient point. The least we could do is be good hosts. Princess Leilani, please, come." She beckoned the princess over.
On the floor, Lily giggled. "Are we still doing phrasing?" she asked, lying still while the fairies cleaned her off. Mike wasn't fooled by her harmless act and wondered what she was up to.
Leilani stood on wobbling legs and walked over to Mike, her cheeks now flushed in a beautiful shade of purple. She reached for his cock, which twitched in anticipation as she touched it.
"It's so hot," she whispered in awe.
"You should feel it from the inside," said Beth. "Do you want top or bottom?"
"Um..." Leilani contemplated Mike, her eyes shimmering with anticipation. "Top, I think."
Ratu's elongated body lowered Mike to the ground to set him on his back. He watched with excitement as the mermaid climbed on top of him and tried to figure out how to mount him. Beth and Ratu knelt at her side and gave the mermaid advice, which she wordlessly accepted. By the time Mike slid inside of her, Beth and Ratu were also playing with Leilani's breasts and kissing her neck.
Leilani came almost instantly, arching her back and spraying him with her sexual fluids. Ratu and Beth cheered her on, then helped Leilani sit back on his cock for another round. More motes of light surrounded them, the bedroom lit fully by Mike's magic. The sight of three women fondling each other as one rode him was more than enough to bring him to the very edge of his own orgasm.
He heard Lily chuckle and turned his head to see that she had crawled up next to him. She winked and then looked at the others.
"They're not even bothering to fight it off," she said, pushing herself up onto her elbows so that her breasts were on full display. "The venom, I mean."
Mike reached over to Lily and grabbed her by the horn. A surprised look crossed her face as he pulled her to him, their lips locking as he kissed her upside down. Her tongue danced with his as Leilani rode him to another tremendous climax. This time, Ratu and Beth put their full weight on the mermaid, pinning her down so that her hips bucked wildly, her dense body crushing him against the floor.
"I'm gonna come," he said, interrupting the kiss. "Leilani, if I come inside you, there's a good chance it may pair us together forever."
The mermaid paused to look at him. "I'm on birth control," she whispered.
"Not kids," he told her. "A piece of my soul for a piece of yours."
"Is that all?" Leilani started grinding her hips even harder. "Take me, Caretaker. Give me a piece of yourself that I may treasure it until my dying day."
"Hot," Lily muttered in his ear, then resumed kissing him.
Somewhere in the distance, Mike felt as if the world held its breath, the magic in the room sizzling as the lights became so bright he could see them through closed eyelids. Lily pinched his nipple and moaned into his mouth, toppling the final barrier between him and ecstasy.
Mike came. When his balls tightened into his groin, the floating lights in the room made a whooshing sound as they shot toward his hips and then emerged from his cock in a torrent of magical energy that encased the mermaid in light. Lily groaned as his magic passed into her body through her mouth. Twitching, she fell over and clutched her stomach as she came, his magic dancing across her skin.
Leilani's eyes and mouth opened as wide as they could go, but her scream was soundless. The dazzling lights on her skin leapt from her to Beth and Ratu, both of them falling away in surprise. Beth's magic reacted almost immediately, creating tiny sparks of her own as waves of pleasure rolled through her. Ratu underwent another partial transformation, the remains of her human flesh shifting dramatically into hardened scales as the ground rumbled beneath them.
Mike arched his back, lifting Leilani as magical light swirled around both of them, exchanging a tiny piece of his soul for her own. For a brief moment, Leilani's eyes glowed from within before she toppled over backward, completely spent. The fairies cheered and landed in the puddle between her legs, dancing around while lapping up their combined fluids. Leilani let out a long, sweet sigh of ecstasy before closing her eyes.
Sitting up, Mike checked on the others. Ratu had slithered off to the side of the room to lie against the wall, her eyes fixed on him as she fought to catch her breath. Lily was lying nearby on the ground making happy sounds. Beth was the only one left standing, her eyes ablaze with energy as she moved to take Leilani's place.
When their lips met, the motes of light returned immediately, pulsing in time with his heartbeat. Some of them even rang like gently tapped crystals, filling the air with music only he could hear.
"It's just you and me, again," Beth said as she mounted him, her breasts pressed against his face.
"Do you think you're up for it?" Mike grinned. Before they had started, he was exhausted. Now it felt like he could run a hundred miles without stopping.
"There's only one way to find out." She held still, her vaginal canal somehow pumping him despite her motionless body.
"New trick?" he asked.
Beth laughed. "Always."
The air crackled with energy as the two of them fucked. Their magic collided as they tried to overwhelm each other with sexual power. What started as a battle for dominance became a playful dance between their magics. Beth's face and chest became flushed as a slew of micro-orgasms caused her to twitch above him. Her best efforts to push him to orgasm were for naught, and Beth eventually fell forward, her lips finding his as she groaned.
"I thought you didn't have a refractory period," she muttered, her body still grinding against his.
"I don't," he replied, brushing her hair out of her face.
"Then why can't I make you come?"
"I'm waiting."
"For what?"
Mike smiled when he felt a second pair of hands grab Beth's waist from behind. The lawyer tensed up in surprise, then looked over her shoulder to see Lily wiggling her eyebrows.
"If you're asking yourself if this was all a long-term ploy to try out the best piece of ass the human race has to offer..." Lily flexed her cock, which looked nearly identical to Mike's. "Then you finally get me."
"Holy shit," Beth whispered as she turned stunned eyes back toward Mike. Her eyes rolled up in her head as Lily pressed the head of her cock against Beth's ass, slowly gaining entry and increasing pressure on Mike's own cock.
"Yeah, that's it. I know you can take it." Lily swatted Beth's ass, which sent a jolt of pleasure through both her and Mike. Beth held perfectly still until the succubus was completely inside of her, then went limp between them. This allowed Lily to lean over Beth's shoulder so she could look Mike in the face.
"So do we high-five now or later?" she asked.
Laughing, Mike held tight and let the magic take him. He and Lily pounded Beth mercilessly, both of them feeding off each other's exuberance as the woman between them cried out and came over and over again. Eventually, she turned into a human puddle between their arms. Mike and Lily kissed each other, both of them frantically pumping themselves into Beth. Sparks crawled across all three of them, eager to begin the chain reaction. A storm was building inside the walls of the building, which created a vortex of energy.
The festivities came to a brief halt when Ratu appeared, her hair a mess and only half of her face human once more. The naga stared down at Beth and shook her head in disgust. She knelt down and picked up Beth's limp hand to slap it against her own.
"What are you doing?" asked Lily.
"You said this was a tag team." Ratu grabbed Beth by the wrists and tugged. Beth grunted and muttered random gibberish as she popped free from between them and was dragged over by Leilani. The fairy girls cheered at the sight of her, their bellies bulging from the cum they had already eaten. Satisfied that her partner was comfortable, Ratu returned and placed herself between Mike and Lily. "She just tagged me in."
"Ooh, I'm finally getting some real tail," Lily declared, but Ratu shook her head and used the heel of her foot to push Lily onto her back.
"I don't think so," she said as she pulled her robes off to completely reveal the network of scales that criss-crossed her body. She looked over her shoulder at Mike and grinned, revealing her fangs. "My ass is for him and him alone. It's the one thing I have left to give that belongs to nobody else."
Lily blinked up at Ratu. "That's...actually pretty fucking hot. Do you want him all to yourself?"
"No, I don't." Ratu climbed on top of Lily and sighed as she slid into place. "Some bitch stung me earlier and all I can think about is getting fucked stupid like my partner over there." Looking over her shoulder, Ratu wiggled her ass for Mike. "I know it doesn't compare to Beth's, but..."
"You're wrong." Mike crawled over to the two of them and grabbed Ratu by the hips. "Each one of you is different. That's what I love the most."
"Mike." Ratu arched her back. "Fuck me until I forget."
He didn't even have to ask who she wanted to forget. Placing his cock against the edge of her anus, he went slow, giving her time to adjust. Several agonizing minutes passed, his hips begging him to thrust forward. From below, Lily gave him advice, but he didn't need it. His magic told him exactly what Ratu needed, and it was nice and slow.
Once he was completely inside her, the magic took over again, and soon the naga squealed between them, flames jumping from her fingertips as she was overwhelmed. Even though the three of them moved slowly, the intensity of the moment finally caught up to Mike and he shouted when he came, filling Ratu's guts with hot, magical cum. The magic exploded again, but this time it flowed through Ratu and into Lily, who let out a scream of her own. The earth rumbled beneath them as thunder filled the room.
The three of them came together, over and over again, until they all went limp in a pile. The fairy girls, who were still eating their fill off Beth, ended up crawling across the floor with swollen bellies to gorge on yet more.
Lying in that mess, Mike stroked Ratu's hair, holding her close against his body. She let out a contented sigh, then reached back and squeezed his hip.
"I belong to you," she said, her words ending with a slight hiss. "For now and forever."
"That's just the buttsex talking," offered Lily. She yelped when Ratu pinched her nipple.
"I wasn't talking to you, demon." Ratu rolled over to face Mike. "I was talking to this man, this wonderful creature who has shown me that life is still worth living. I used to think I knew what love is. But now? I think I at least understand it better."
He smiled and touched her face. "I feel the same way," he replied. "I'm so glad that you're part of my family. And just so you know...I'd still take you to the sock hop."
Ratu blushed, then laughed out loud. She snuggled against him, and those final wounds in his heart vanished. In the morning, things would change. He would see terrible deeds, and potentially commit a few of his own. Things were about to change forever, and even he couldn't predict how. But for now, he was at peace.
Over in the corner, Leilani started snoring, which elicited a series of giggles from Beth. Lying there in the dark, they were startled when the door of the hut slammed open to reveal Quetzalli, her chest heaving from exertion. Sweat ran down her face as she stared in horror at all of them lying together.
"What's wrong?" Mike asked as he sat up abruptly.
"You...didn't...fuck..." She clutched at her chest and fell to her knees. "Are...you..."
"Slow down, what happened?" Concerned, Mike started to rise, but Quetzalli held out her hands and gestured for him to sit.
"Felt you...all...from down by the lake." She was wheezing now. "Fucking. Wow! Came to...see if...I could...join."
Laughing, Mike held out a hand to the dragon. When he touched her skin, a flash of golden light appeared between them, and the dragon's labored breathing stopped.
"I think I can make time for one more," he said as he slid his hands along the dragon's body. Sighing with relief, Quetzalli let him take her, over and over again in front of the others.
When he finally came inside her, the world erupted in thunder.
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Do something nice for yourself. You are a bowl of jello piloting meat wrapped around a skeleton, and you deserve some kindness in your day. Oh, and drink plenty of water. I keep getting thirsty emails, so hopefully that will help you all.
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I also want to thank everyone who takes a moment to leave stars or a kind note. I also appreciate (constructive) criticism. My whole thing is about self improvement rather than just crapping out the same thing over and over again. I absolutely promise you that you're about to see some things you've never seen before. (However, some very smart/eagle-eyed readers guessed the events of this chapter almost six months ago! 😱)
Don't forget to check my bio to see when I plan on posting future chapters. I try to schedule around life stuff, like long awaited vacations, so that we can keep things scheduled around here. The next chapter will be the end of Book 7, so we're almost there! I've already written rough drafts of the first chapters of Book 8, so there will be more adventures over the summer.
Alright friends, buckle up tight and make sure your tray tables are in the upright position. We're coming in hot and about to see Mike and his family walk the line between
Life and Death
The glass doors that led out to the patio made a soft shushing noise as they slid open, revealing a massive wraparound deck that extended over the Pacific Ocean. The waves beneath the Black Palace crashed into the concrete pillars like the steady beating of drums.
The Curator closed his eyes and inhaled the salt air, tasting it with all of his senses. Letting out a dramatic sigh, he grabbed the handles of the wheelchair and pushed his charge further out onto the deck. The man in the chair was strapped in tight to keep him from falling out. A dark mist followed them, a cloud of particulate matter composed of Amir's individual molecules being forced through the dimensional barrier to reconstruct his body.
"It's too bad you aren't cognizant enough to enjoy this." The Curator walked to the railing and lifted a pair of magical opera glasses to his eyes. By the power of thought alone, he was able to zoom in on the boats as if standing only a few feet away. Doing a quick appraisal of Captain Francois' armada, he shifted his attention toward the naval group that had formed up in a ring a few miles past them. "It isn't often that we get to be at ground zero for such well laid plans."
"My...ly." Amir's head tilted forward, revealing his exposed brain. About a month ago, his endless screaming had come to a stop, replaced by occasional vocalizations. However, he was still several months away from any sort of advanced thought. The Curator found the process extremely fascinating, especially now that the man was quiet for most of the day. If he could ask Amir what it felt like to be strained through the fabric of reality and actually receive a coherent answer, he would happily spend all day documenting the process.
"Yes, that's right, your Lily." The Curator lowered the opera glasses and frowned. "I do wish you had purchased additional real estate out here. It was interesting seeing the destruction of Paradise, but now I wish to view the coming battle on the eastern side of the mountain."
"My...ly," Amir replied.
"The sun will be up soon." The Curator grabbed one of the lounge chairs by the pool and dragged it over so that he'd have somewhere to sit. "What sort of surprises will the Caretaker show us today, do you think?" Mike Radley was either extremely resourceful or very lucky, the Curator hadn't decided which. However, nothing had been quite so surprising as that little outburst from Paradise the other day. After watching a pair of naga topple the buildings, there had been a massive surge of magical energy. The Curator had no idea what it could have been, but the fact that the sky had cracked open for just a moment so that the Others could get a better view, well...
That had been very interesting.
"My...ly."
"Perhaps. The succubus has been spotted here. If I thought acquiring her would ease your transition, I'd do so in a heartbeat. However, I fear that this isn't the time." He had done the math. Capturing the succubus would be a poor investment of his time and would likely cause him problems he didn't feel like dealing with.
The sliding door opened and a young woman walked out. She wore a robe that briefly opened to reveal a bikini underneath.
"Have I missed anything?" The demon Legion grabbed another deck chair and dragged it up to the railing. She leaned out over the side and dangled her arms.
"Not yet. Though you did sleep through the evacuations." The Curator had found that particular endeavor fascinating. The Caretaker's people had managed to evacuate nearly all of Lahaina, as well as some surrounding towns. Still, their time had been limited, and even now, early beachcombers could be seen below scouring the sand for shells and other treasures.
"Hardly. I may have sent a few of my meat puppets to disrupt efforts a bit." Legion set a bottle of champagne on a nearby table and went back inside the Black Palace. She came back with a pair of glasses and some orange juice. "Mimosa?"
"Please." Though the alcohol would have no effect, it was more of a celebratory gesture anyway. Legion made the mimosa and handed it over to the Curator. He sipped at the concoction, and blanched. It was much too sweet. "I believe that we had a non-interference agreement where the Caretaker and his people are concerned."
"Please. I didn't interact with anyone from his household, only the people they were trying to evacuate." Legion smirked. "And if you don't like that I found a loophole in our agreement, then you should have known better than to make a deal with a demon."
The Curator nodded. "A wise assessment."
"Anyway..." Legion made a face at him and then held up her glass. "I think a toast is in order."
"I concur." He raised his glass toward the skyline. "To the Captain, long may he sail. And to the results of well laid plans." With any luck, he would be hearing from Elizabeth soon. The anti-scrying field around the society's old underground facility had been a necessary precaution, but he hated being in the dark.
"To results." Legion clinked her glass against his and took a sip. Down below, the people on the beach screamed in horror as skeletal hordes emerged from beneath the waves, marching toward them as the sun's light kissed the ocean.
Behind them, Amir called out once more for his lost succubus.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Beth stood near the edge of the pebble beach of Lelekea Bay, her eyes on the ships silhouetted on the horizon by the rising sun. The ocean currents out here were strong, but that hadn't stopped the dead. There was an eerie stretch of completely calm water that extended out to sea for several miles where it terminated amongst the many ships that circled each other. The merfolk had been unable to disrupt the Captain's magic here and had been sent to ply their talents elsewhere.
Across the island, the best areas for the dead to beach had been identified. The merfolk had sent their best magic users to create brutal riptides and slamming waves to destroy the invaders before they could reach the safety of land. This would slow them down, but it would not stop them. At some point, the dead would either start climbing cliffs to reach land or simply risk being destroyed. The merfolk couldn't cover everywhere. There simply weren't enough of them to make Maui inaccessible.
Leilani let out a contented sigh from her spot on a nearby rock. Between the two of them was a massive wooden crate that had been bolted shut. The word Fragile had been hastily written on the side.
"You get the feeling back in your legs yet?" Beth smirked in the mermaid's direction.
Princess Leilani chuckled. "Perhaps. I didn't quite expect to be used so...extensively. My stomach muscles are sore."
Beth laughed again. Standing on the brink of war, it was either that or start crying.
"I must admit I was surprised to see the two of you together. I felt like an amateur." Leilani fingered the filigree on the shaft of her trident. "I honestly wondered if you might burst."
"I've had a bit of practice at it." Beth could feel her cheeks burning. While she hadn't been shy in the moment, thinking back on everyone else watching her was a little mortifying. She gazed out toward the Northeast at the aircraft carrier that was stationed there. Dozens of support craft milled around at its base. "Do you think those guys are gonna get involved or continue being useless?"
"Once they see the truth of things, all will change." Leilani turned her attention to the small hut that had been hastily erected in the early morning. It contained a portal to higher ground in case the two of them needed to escape. "What are the odds that Plan A works?"
Beth looked at the crate again. Inside was a tracking device along with a bomb that Tink had assembled last night from parts Eulalie had supplied. The goblin had been pissed to learn that she had been left out of the festivities last night, but happy to hear that the process had restored Mike's spirit.
It hadn't just been his spirit, either. The last time Beth had seen Mike, he had been carefully going over last-minute plans with Quetzalli and Di. His magic was so strong this morning that Di had smelled it from a distance. Beth wasn't entirely certain what that meant, but even now, with him somewhere up the mountain, she could feel his presence in the back of her mind. Through these most recent trials, he had yet again come out the other side stronger.
As for herself? Beth intended to catch up. She touched the Rod of Osiris tucked into the holster strapped to her thigh. Aurora had given the holster to her as a gift before leaving to help over at Lahaina. Based on undead distribution, the west side of the island was one of the primary targets of Francois' wrath. That meant the Order, along with Yuki and some of the others, were stationed over there.
Somewhere up above, Tink was watching them through the scope of the monstrous weapon she had created. Beth had no idea where the goblin had found the time to modify a sniper rifle, but the thing was now mounted to a massive tree uphill with a series of counterweights and hydraulics that allowed the goblin to maneuver and aim the thing. Considering it now had a barrel length of nearly five feet, Beth was fairly certain the goblin could hit whatever she desired.
Out in the bay, the water dipped to reveal a legion of skeletons. They marched forward as one, their weapons clutched tightly to their chests. An aqueous simulacrum of Captain Francois led them, a twisted sneer fixed on his face.
"Is this it, then? Has the Caretaker finally seen reason?" The elemental gestured toward the crate.
"He wanted you to have this." Beth patted the box. "So that we may end this battle before somebody gets hurt."
Francois laughed, which came out as a gurgling sound. "People have already been hurt," he said, gesturing toward the other side of the island. "I admit that your plan to evacuate people was a truly impressive feat, but I knew that you would ultimately fail. How many did you even manage to get to safety?"
Beth scowled. The night had been long, and even though the evacuations had gone smoothly at first, they had underestimated how many people would simply ignore all the warnings. People staying in independent lodgings had argued with Order personnel, and even though Dana and Asterion had gotten into a few fistfights, there had been plenty of people who had simply ignored orders to leave their rooms. At least one hotel lobby in Lahaina was packed with people who firmly believed the Order was part of some mysterious government coup, and had barricaded themselves inside.
"It could have gone better," she admitted with a shrug. In all honesty, what they had accomplished in twelve hours was nothing short of miraculous. But it was hard to celebrate such success when their failures would be measured in lives lost. "So perhaps you understand why we've chosen this instead."
Beth didn't dare lie to Francois. There was no way of knowing if he could tell truths from falsehoods. If they were lucky, his greed would cause him to take the fake eggs back to his ship and Tink could blow him to hell. However, the fact that he had summoned and sent a magical avatar of himself indicated that he was far too cautious to fall for such a ploy.
The man grinned, then shook his head. "You must take me for a fool," he declared, then raised a hand. Behind him, the water shifted, briefly revealing hundreds of dead bodies, just waiting for their orders. Beth looked over her shoulder at the small hut and knew she was probably going to need it soon.
"Now why would you say such a thing?" asked Leilani, her hands tightening on the shaft of her trident.
"I am centuries old. I recognize a trojan horse when I see one." He gave the crate a kick. "My guardian tells me that he cannot sense their power." Out in the bay, several ships shifted away from each other on mysterious swells, giving Beth a clear view of the sea beyond. "The Caretaker has revealed his hand as both a traitor and a coward. He even sent a woman to do a man's job. If given the chance, I intend to drown him at sea just so I can make his corpse clean the toilets on my ship with his hands for all eternity."
He held up his aquatic fingers and snapped. The skeletons at his side rushed forward, only to sink waist deep into the gravel. The undead thrashed as they sank, then tried using their weapons as tools to dig themselves free.
"A clever parlor trick," Francois muttered.
"I'm glad you approve." Beth raised the glowing Rod of Osiris, power thrumming through her fingertips as she made the water beneath the ground churn. It had been an impromptu lesson from Ratu on the shores of Paradise, the two of them facing down a similar horde.
"For me, it's not about sensing where the rocks are," Ratu had told her as a whirlpool formed in the sand. "But rather, where they aren't. By knowing this, I can demand they move accordingly, thus chewing my enemies to pieces. It's hard to move when the ground beneath your very feet betrays you."
It was a similar process, only this time Beth had pulled in the ocean's water to saturate the ground to the point of instability. Truthfully, if she hadn't spent so much time worrying about quicksand in her own youth, this idea never would have occurred to her. It had been tricky to accomplish with gravel, but it was still effective.
"When I kill you, I'll try not to ruin your face." Francois walked backward toward the waves. "I wouldn't mind gazing upon it during those long, lonely nights at sea." Nearly a mile out, something large had started to breach the water, causing the remaining ships to tilt away from it.
"You speak as if you've won already." Leilani readied her trident and moved by Beth's side.
"Oh, but I have." Francois looked over his shoulder at the two of them. "Ever since his mate was killed centuries ago, he's been in quite the foul mood. It's entirely possible I may have insinuated that the Caretaker bears some responsibility for this. It is rather a simple beast, you see."
Beth didn't respond. She was too busy watching the massive being that rose from the depths, revealing an elongated snout filled with teeth the size of cars. The creature didn't have arms or fins, but it did have at least six tentacles attached to the trunk of its body. In the distance, alarms were being sounded from the aircraft carrier.
When she thought the beast was done, it rose even farther. It was far enough out to sea that it was hard to tell how tall it was, but she knew for a fact that it was bigger than any cruise ship she had ever seen in the bay. The creature opened its mouth and let out a shriek that caused Beth and Leilani both to clutch at their ears in pain.
"The kraken cries for your blood. If you can, run. He likes the thrill of the chase." Francois tipped his hat and turned back into water, and that's when the hordes in the bay charged forward.
Grinding her teeth, Beth tried to ignore the ringing in her ears as she raised the Rod of Osiris toward the approaching hordes. The skeletons charged forward, slowed only by the sudden riptide that Beth had summoned.
"We need to go," Leilani shouted, blood running down from her ears.
"Not yet," Beth replied, walking backward towards the hut. The glowing Rod in her hand was singing now, helping her manipulate the water in the bay. Though she couldn't see it, Beth could feel the water resist as she took hold of a sphere of it roughly ten feet across. Straining with effort, she felt where the water wasn't, which was all of the tiny little air bubbles trapped inside.
"Beth!" Leilani used her trident to smash a skeleton into the ground. It fought to get back up until she pierced its skull.
"GAH!" Beth forced all of the air into the center of the sphere, compressing it into a tiny space. Her ears were still ringing from the kraken's cry, but she could hear her heart pounding. Even with the rising sun, the glowing orb of compressed air was visible beneath the waves, just above the skeletal beings that walked the sea floor. With so much pressure built into such a tiny space, Beth's magic was strained to its limits.
Overhead, a pair of jets did a flyby of the kraken. It whipped a pair of tentacles out at incredible speed, just missing both of them. Beth ignored the distraction, her full concentration on the spell she had created. When the time felt right, she released the sphere, allowing the air to rapidly expand. Tink had described the idea to her in detail, and Beth wondered if this had even been worth her time and effort.
The surface of the water exploded in a violent spray. Beneath the water, a shockwave demolished the undead, busting them apart into useless fragments. Sadly, the skeletons already on the beach were unaffected, so Beth raised the Rod and used her command of the water to create a pair of tendrils that reached out to pull them back into the crashing waves.
"BETH!" Leilani speared a corpse wearing a button-up with pineapples all along the front, then used him as a projectile to knock down a skeleton in board shorts. "We have to go!"
Disgruntled, Beth turned and ran into the hut. Leilani was right behind her, the mermaid yanking the door shut and sliding the bolt across. They dove through the portal together just as the skeletons reached the building, their bony claws beating at the exterior walls. It didn't take long before they toppled the structure, causing the portal to collapse.
They were now about a half a mile uphill, standing just outside a hastily constructed building that looked like an outhouse. Down below, the bay was overrun with corpses as they scrambled up onto the rocks. There was clearly some confusion among the dead who had toppled the hut as they dug through the rubble, looking for their prey.



Out in the water, the kraken turned its attention to the aircraft carrier and its strike force. It smashed a tentacle through a destroyer and roared. Attack planes were already scrambling on the deck of the carrier, but Beth had a pretty good idea about what would happen next. The guns on the carrier would be of little use against the mythical being, meaning a one-sided battle with the Navy.
Up and down the coastline, the undead rose from the water like slimy froth as they stormed the island with a single goal. Someone driving down the highway stopped to get out of their car for a better look.
Beth pulled the walkie talkie from her pocket. "Tink, we're clear."
Once the words left her mouth, the bomb on the beach detonated. Beth and Leilani crouched down behind some rocks before the shockwave reached them, clutching at their ears. Rocks and other debris showered the area, and a broken shovelhead landed nearby. Satisfied that they were safe, Beth peered over the rocks and saw that the pebble beach was now a massive crater.
"What the hell did Tink build that bomb out of?" Even though hundreds of skeletons had been destroyed, still more came in a steady march from the sea. Raising the Rod of Osiris, she pointed it out toward the water. Though she was nearly a mile away, the ocean could still hear her commands.
"Let me know if anything tries to kill us," she said, glancing briefly at the kraken. It had wrapped its tentacles around the aircraft carrier. Air support was already raining missiles down on the creature's back, but it didn't even react as massive limbs squeezed the ship. The rest of the fleet were being bashed apart by flailing tentacles that tore through the ships like paper.
"I've got your back." Leilani stuck the butt of her trident into the ground and stood watch as Beth commanded the waves to carry their burden back out to sea. She knew there was nothing she could do to stem the tide, but that wasn't her job. All she needed to do was buy time and, if possible, find a way to lure Francois out of hiding. Through the walkie talkie, Tink chuckled. "Boom-boom, bony fucks."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Ingrid stood on the edge of Honoapiʻilani Highway, her eyes on the rocky shores below. Skeletons clung to the rocks like sea urchins, their bony digits scrambling for purchase as they attempted to climb onto land. The waves were relentless, smashing the invaders into bits.
Still, it was a numbers game. The tide of undead had yet to show any signs of slowing, and for every skeleton destroyed, two more would take its place. Already, perhaps a hundred of them crawled across the dangerous rocks below, their lifeless eyes on the Order team above them. To the northwest, the kitsune Yuki had actually frozen the bay to keep them from making it to shore, but it was a band-aid at most. Soon, the heat of the day would be Yuki's main enemy, and no matter how powerful she was, this was still an island near the equator, and she couldn't fight the sun. This left less hospitable regions for the dead to make landfall. They surged forward, climbing over the destroyed bodies of their brethren.
"I've seen enough zombie movies to know that we're fucked." Wallace stared down at the mess below and shook his head. "If we were smart, we'd leave now."
"But we can't." Ingrid looked down the road at the hotels and buildings on the shore. She had been part of the disastrous evacuations in Lahaina. At some point, an asshole with a loudspeaker had announced that there was no tsunami and that the government was leading its citizens to the gas chamber. It also didn't help that the tsunami shelters were technically for use after a tsunami, so a few people had caught on early enough.
Another contributing factor was that the shelters nearby were schools that should have been physically incapable of holding the amount of people they had stuffed in there. Right now, there were hundreds of puzzled tourists trying to figure out how they had gotten to the Big Island.
At some point, they had been forced to shut down the portals to keep people from backtracking. This meant they had to defend the people that had shown up too late to be taken to safety. This also included the assholes who had barricaded themselves into the hotels. Resources were stretched perilously thin as a result, leaving Yuki and the minotaur Asterion in charge of the tourist district.
"Oh, I'm perfectly aware that we're stupid." Wallace unslung the rifle from his shoulder and took aim at a skeleton that had made it further than the others. There was a crack of gunfire and the creature dropped to the ground, a massive hole in its forehead. "They say that God prefers fools and idiots. Either way, sticking around guarantees me a spot in Heaven."
Ingrid rolled her eyes and raised her own rifle. She took out another skeleton that was approaching the road. Along the road, her team began picking off undead who made it past the dangerous shores. When they were clustered together, either a grenade or a spell sufficed. There were maybe twenty people total defending the road with another twenty a mile away doing the same.
An eerie cry broke across the island, echoing over the hills and raising all the hairs on the back of Igrid's neck. She shivered and looked to Wallace for support, but the man had visibly paled.
"This sucks," he muttered, then shot another skeleton. "But I'm guessing it's far better than what the Radleys are facing."
Ingrid nodded. In a way, she wished that she had been part of the defense team protecting the volcano. Ever since returning to Paradise, it was clear that a distinct line had been drawn between family and outsider, and she certainly wasn't family. Whatever happened next, she craved the opportunity to prove herself to Mike and the others, hopeful that maybe they would see what an asset she could be. She hated how confused she felt about the Radley family, a feeling exacerbated by the fact that she intended to leave the Order.
Soon, she wouldn't have a place in the world. Where would she go? What would she do? These were the questions she asked herself as the dead stormed the shore, scrambling over each other in an attempt to murder those on the highway.
"Running low on munitions." Wallace slung his rifle across his back and pulled his sword. "How much longer until they unveil this majestic plan of theirs?"
"When the time is right." Truthfully, Ingrid didn't know. This was a part of the plan that Beth and Pele had kept from the others and it drove her slightly mad that she hadn't been included.
"Hey, you good?" Wallace turned his attention from the carnage below.
Ingrid shrugged. "Not really. Now isn't the time or the place."
"If it's a confession of your undying love for me, well..." Wallace paused to behead a skeleton. Its body moved independently for a few moments before collapsing to the ground. "This is probably the best time and place."
"You're such an ass." Ingrid drew a pistol and fired it point blank into the skull of a dead businessman. "Is there anybody you won't hit on?"
"These guys." Wallace slashed apart a bloated corpse, then whistled in appreciation at a woman in two-piece with only one arm. "Then again..."
Ingrid laughed. "You're such a creep."
He winked in her direction. "But I'm your creep."
"For now," she replied, her attention snapping back to the fight at hand. The team was forced to slowly move uphill toward the elementary school where at least a couple hundred people were holed up. By now, it was abundantly clear to anyone watching that a tsunami wasn't coming. Some civilians were up on the roof, shouting instructions to people below. Cars in the parking lot were being moved to block doors and any other point of entry.
There was another loud cry that carried across the island. The waves surged out to sea, briefly revealing an army of undead that stood in single file lines, along with the merfolk that attacked them from above. Out in the water, several ships were now making a beeline toward the shore, their decks covered in undead.
"Ah." Ingrid frowned. "Those are going to be a problem."
"One we expected," Wallace replied just as someone nearby fired an RPG. It struck one of the ships, blowing out its side. Fireballs were launched from wands in an attempt to slow the vessels down, but the undead didn't require a safe landing. Burning ships slammed into the rocks, spilling their deadly cargo en masse. The undead scrambled over each other as they surged forward, catching the Order team unprepared.
"Fall back," Ingrid cried, using her pistol to pick off the faster runners.
"Which way?" somebody asked.
"Toward the school," she replied, then lowered her voice. "You fucking idiot."
They continued uphill toward the elementary school, moving between the cars they had parked as obstacles. The dead were of a single-minded purpose, which meant they would usually climb over or under the vehicles rather than simply move around them.
A mage who had fallen behind tripped and fell. Ingrid started to run toward the woman and was surprised when a massive Hawaiian wielding a baseball bat beat her there. He smashed his bat through the skull of a nearby skeleton and then yanked the woman to her feet.
"Thanks," she replied, then sent out a sphere of force that detonated about twenty feet out, knocking the undead off their feet. Several other men and women appeared between the cars, all of them wielding some sort of weapon.
"Where did all these people come from?" asked Ingrid as she looked over her shoulder. There were nearly fifty people behind her, all of them native islanders.
"We live here," replied the massive Hawaiian. He was wearing board shorts and an unbuttoned Aloha shirt.
"But you were supposed to evacuate!"
The large man nodded. "That's right, we were, and we did." The man stepped forward to crush a skeleton's skull. "I got to meet my ancestors last night. Can you imagine that? The warriors of old, guiding my family to safety. It really got me thinking about what's important, and I wasn't the only one."
Nearby, a Hawaiian woman used a crowbar to block an attack from a skeleton. A surfer standing behind her buried his pickaxe in the monster's skull, sending it to the ground.
"This is our island," he said with conviction. "We aren't just the people who live here. We are Hawaii." Holding his bat in the air, he raised his voice. "Imua!"
"Imua!" the newcomers shouted in return.
"Imua e nā pokiʻi a inu I ka wai ʻawaʻawa aʻohe hope e hoʻi mai ai!" The big man raised his bat and brought it down on another skeleton. "This is our island! We will defend it!"
Cheers rang out from the crowd and they surged forward. Ingrid watched in astonishment as the islanders started driving back the hordes.
"Damn," Wallace muttered at her side. "I've got fucking chills."
"Me too," she replied, then unholstered her wand. "I bet that big guy takes out more of them than you do."
"Now we're talking." Wallace whooped in delight and charged into the fray. Ingrid followed him, a pistol in one hand and her wand in the other.
I just hope we make it, she thought as she ran toward certain death. Beneath her feet, the whole island rumbled and the skies above darkened. Because it sure feels like the end of the world.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
The Caretaker stood on the edge of a cliff, his gaze on the valley below. The shores were dark with undead bodies as they scrambled for purchase, heading up the mountain in a surge of white and gray. Out in the ocean, the abomination that Francois had pulled from the deep was busy crushing an aircraft carrier in its massive tendrils. Bombs seemed to have no effect on the beast, and it would occasionally let out a shriek that made Mike dizzy just hearing it.
This was it, his first official fight with another Player in the Great Game. If not for the actions of others throughout the night, the losses would already be incalculable. Francois was going all out in his attempt, leaving no stone unturned. These were the acts of a desperate man, and desperate men made mistakes.
"Are you ready?" Pele emerged from a nearby stone as if stepping through a cloud, one eyebrow raised as she looked out to sea. "It looks like he has already unleashed his pet."
"You hurt it with fire before, right?"
Pele nodded. "I only had to boil several million gallons of seawater. As you can see, the creature is no worse for wear."
"Are you ready?"
"I am. But we will have to wait a bit longer before we can spring our trap." The goddess stood next to him and closed her eyes. "Your family's actions saved many of my people, Mike Radley. I'm not certain how I could ever repay you for it."
"Consider it a gift, freely given."
Pele snorted. "You spend too much time with the fae."
He laughed, then turned to look at the goddess. "I have a bit of a question for you about divinity."
"Oh? And what questions would a mere mortal ask the gods themselves?" Pele pulled a flower from a nearby bush and tucked it into her hair.
Mike stared down at his hand and summoned a tiny lightning spider which danced around. "I've seen some things lately," he confessed. "Involving my magic. I almost don't want to say it out loud, but--"
"Then don't." The goddess turned to face him, her dark eyes blazing. "You know just as well as I do that words can have great power. What you are and what you are becoming are things that are best left unsaid. Speaking them into existence may actually hinder the process, or gain you attention you certainly do not want."
"Something worse than this?" Mike gestured out to sea. The aircraft carrier was listing badly as the kraken pressed its gargantuan mass against the vessel, causing bulkheads to burst.
She nodded. "You must remember why the gods fled this world in the first place. Someday, you may grow tall like the Koa tree, but for now, you are still just a seed. Should that ever happen, they will take notice of you."
"What are they, exactly?" Mike studied Pele, hoping for answers about the Outsiders. "Where do they come from? What do they want?"
Pele shook her head. "That's just it, Caretaker. You can't define them. They are beings devoid of rules or logic from a place of non-existence. As for what they want? They hunger. That is all. They would eat their way across the stars themselves, devouring time and space, just to fill bellies that lack dimension. They came here because they sensed our power, sensed what we are capable of. We aren't even their prey, if you can believe that. Divinity is the sauce that makes the meal worth eating, and that's all." She shivered and put a fist to her chin. "Let us not speak anymore about them, lest they listen in. I would caution you to only dwell on them from the safety of your own home, because they are always watching. And they will certainly be observing this. You cannot concentrate power like this in any one place without repercussions."
"I appreciate your guidance," he said, then turned his attention down toward the bay. "I can't believe all those people are going to die."
"Not all of them. The merfolk will help where they can. But such a battle has not happened for many centuries, and definitely not out in the open. I just wish more of my brothers and sisters were here to help us." Pele shook her head. "The old ways have been forgotten. The same thing that protects this world from those who would consume it allows acts such as these to occur."
"I thought you said we shouldn't talk about them anymore?"
Pele sighed. "I may be a divine being, but I'm not perfect. Are you ready for what comes next?"
Mike held out his hand and smiled at the golden mote of light that briefly appeared there. "I think so," he replied. He felt like he finally understood his place in things. Ever since last night's sexual buffet, his whole body was positively thrumming with power.
"Good. Then I shall await the signal." The goddess turned to look toward the peak of the volcano. Clouds were starting to boil up above, and ominous thunder echoed across the island. "We stand on the brink of exciting times, Caretaker."
"I'm ready for some boring times," he replied. When Mike looked in Pele's direction, the goddess was gone. He sighed and turned his attention to the kraken. The creature had compressed the center of the aircraft carrier and was actively shoving it under the water. Hundreds of men and women were in the water, likely in some stage of dying. Within minutes, they would all join the coming horde.
A jet shot past the kraken, but was snatched up in a tentacle. There was a fiery pop, followed by the spread of subsonic debris. All along the coastline, the Captain's ghost ships rammed themselves into the shore, spilling their undead cargo. Skeletal armies ran inland, many of them heading into the forest below.
The sky broke, releasing a heavy rain. The ground rumbled as Pele readied her eruption. Mike clenched his fists, sending blue and gold sparks up and down his forearms. He couldn't do anything yet, but when the time came...
Thunder rumbled overhead, followed by dozens of lightning strikes along the ridge. The kraken turned its attention toward Maui and let out a hideous cry. Tentacles flailing, it moved toward land, the water surging in front of it.
"That's right, discount Godzilla. Get your ass over here." Though he was stuck waiting, that didn't mean he couldn't help. A powerful vortex of mana spun inside of him as he sent his will outward into the land. Dazzling specks of golden light floated away from him like pollen, gliding down the cliff to the forests below. In his heart, he could feel the jungle come to life, the trees raising roots and lowering branches to slow the invaders. For a moment, he was one with the island, feeling the steady beat of its heart deep within his own.
Down below, the kraken grabbed onto the rocks of Maui and pulled itself onto land. It looked up toward Mike Radley and roared in fury, then began the long climb upward. The undead surged forward, vanishing into the jungles of Hawaii as they, too, began their murderous ascent.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Eulalie stared at the bank of monitors, nearly ten feet tall and thirty feet across that had been arranged in a semi-circle. She dangled from a thick band of silken webs that allowed her to twist and turn with little effort, her eyes shifting between all the screens. Three of the screens were currently blank.
"I don't have all day, you guys." She could hear the network of rats behind the monitors, shifting about as they finished plugging in the last few monitors. Cables dropped through the floor to the massive server room below, where an experimental supercomputer sifted through the data and attempted to parse out anything of worth. In truth, Eulalie had been debating acquiring it for the last year, and the assault on Hawaii had justified its theft. On the central bank of monitors, she watched as the dead smashed themselves against the exterior walls of an elementary school in Lahaina, the tsunami shelter closest to the sea. Up on the roof, the Order and some native islanders were busy smashing anything that crawled onto it. Down below, the cars that had been shoved up against the exterior doors were now being shoved so hard by the surging dead that the brickwork was beginning to crumble.
Her eyes briefly flicked to a different monitor with the names of anyone wearing a commlink. She clicked on Ingrid's name and waited. After several seconds of no response, she moved down to Wallace and clicked on him.
The comm cracked to life. "Delivery or carryout?" he asked.
"Where's Ingrid?" Eulalie could see the man on her screen. He was covered in blood, some of it his own.
"Inside blocking a hallway. Some of them got in through a busted classroom window. She probably lost her commlink." Wallace grabbed a woman by the shoulder and pulled her back as a skeletal figure lunged from the wall and tried to grab her leg. It caught Wallace instead, who sliced off its hand at the wrist. "Are you guys going to do something anytime soon? I give us maybe ten more minutes before this place becomes a killzone."



"Standby." Eulalie clicked on Reggie's name. "Queen here. How are the preparations?"
"Almost ready, Your Majesty." Reggie's voice was strained, the stress of working through the night having taken a toll. Currently, he was working on chewing a portal from an abandoned home on the big island to the school. "We should be done in about fifteen more minutes."
"Copy." Eulalie clicked on another name. "Queen to Dead Girl, I need an assist."
"Where?" Dana's voice was muffled.
"The elementary school."
"Copy. I've got Lily with me, so we're on our way. Over and out."
Eulalie clicked on Wallace again. "Help is on the way."
"Is it the snake?" Wallace asked. "She's pretty badass."
"Negative. Best I could do was a college dropout and her slutty friend." Eulalie smirked when she saw Wallace pause for a moment.
"Is there any way you could send the snake first and the slutty friend later?" Wallace stabbed a dead surfer through the head. "Oh, nevermind. You just mean Lily, don't you?"
"I do."
"She'll do." Wallace touched his ear and the audio cut off.
The Arachne turned in her web and saw Sofia looking at the monitors, her massive eye studying each one. "How is our military doing?" she asked.
"Not good." The cyclops didn't look away from the digital feed in front of her. "They're calling in an air strike, but our commander-in-chief believes that the kraken is some sort of AI generated hoax and wants better confirmation. Sadly, somebody has cut off exterior communications to the island."
"Don't want too many cooks in the kitchen." In all honesty, Eulalie was more afraid that someone might panic and demand a nuclear strike. "How about naval support?"
"Well, after the carrier was downed, we've got a couple of destroyers headed our way. It also sounds like there was a sub in the area."
"Really? I must have missed that." Eulalie turned her attention to the feed.
"Was," Sofia emphasized. "They lost contact a few minutes ago. Based on final transmissions, the kraken crushed it."
"Damn." Eulalie looked back at the elementary school, then turned her attention to another set of monitors. This one depicted the high school just down the road. The building had been easier to defend with the Order jamming cars across the doors. The people here had done a better job hiding from sight, which meant the undead were either passing them by or headed toward the elementary school instead.
In the upper left quadrant, Eulalie watched a direct feed of Tink lying on her stomach and aiming a sniper rifle with her goggles on. She picked up her walkie-talkie and said something into it. On another drone camera, Beth and Leilani ran up a trail to higher ground before the area could be overrun by the undead. Eulalie had the drone follow them, then noticed the battery was running low.
"Damn," she muttered. "Can you get Beth a fresh drone?"
"On it." Sofia looked away from her screens and ran to the table behind them to pick up another drone. An assembly line of rats were busy swapping out batteries on a trio of drones that had already run out of juice, and one paused to shove a replenished one in Sofia's direction. The cyclops took it and left the room to push it through a portal where it could be activated in Maui. By the time she came back, Eulalie had already programmed it to track down the one near Beth. Once it arrived there, a rat with a controller in another part of the Library would take over and pilot the thing, keeping Beth in sight.
The rats had taken to piloting drones quite well. It was already giving Eulalie ideas that she probably shouldn't entertain, but that was a tomorrow problem. For now, dozens of drones were distributed throughout Maui, helping her monitor the Radley family as well as the ships in the ocean. Unfortunately, they had already lost several drones out there, either due to poor signal strength, the massive kraken destroying ships, or even just crashing them into ships by accident. So far, she had failed to identify Captain Francois' ship. That was her top priority, other than keeping the others safe.
And so, she watched and reported. Tink almost never replied to Eulalie's updates, but the Arachne knew that the goblin was taking it all in. Her interactions with Tink had been relatively limited in the past, and she was only now starting to understand the true range of Tinker Radley's intellect. When the goblin had casually drafted a probability chart for undead distribution, it had taken Eulalie several minutes just to figure out what the hell she was looking at. Shaped charges along certain roadways had not only devastated Francois' army, but had also diverted them along routes that slowed down their crawl. Sure, they were dealing with mindless hordes that couldn't think beyond killing anyone that moved, but it was the scope of the operation that was mind boggling.
Back at the elementary school, one of the survivors had been pulled over the side by bony hands. Wallace, a pair of mages, and the biggest Hawaiian Eulalie had ever seen were now guarding the rooftop entrance from a rush of skeletons that were scrambling over the sides. The knight was tired, his sword in one hand and a shovel in the other.
Out on the road, a motorcycle gunned its engine, catching the attention of Francois' troops. Many of them turned in place to attack the newcomer, who aimed the motorcycle at a rock in the parking lot.
"Contact," said Dana through the microphone in her helmet. She hopped up onto the seat of the bike, crouching in place on the seat. When the wheel struck the rock, the bike flipped, launching the zombie into the air.
The moment happened so fast that Eulalie missed most of it. Dana twisted in the air, twin blades extending as she plowed into the attackers on the roof. Wallace and the others stopped to watch, staring in awe as Dana sliced away limbs or kicked skeletons hard enough that they were launched from the rooftop.
"What an entrance, ladies and gentlemen!" Lily was down on the street, wearing a ringmaster's outfit and holding a bullhorn to her lips. "What style, what panache!"
"Stupid demon fuck get off public comms!" shouted Tink through the channel. "Big important shout only!"
"There's nothing more important than the show, ladies and--" Whatever Lily said next went unheard as Eulalie muted her. The succubus smashed her bullhorn into the skeleton closest to her, then suplexed another into the ground. This sent the undead into a frenzy as they chased after the demon, who now wore a tracksuit and was using her wings for balance and speed as she ran away from the building.
Up on the roof, Dana had cleared it off and was now circling the edge to knock away stragglers. Wallace and the others had joined her, shoving the undead back. Eventually, Dana stayed behind on the roof as the others went inside. Wallace hung back to ask Dana something, then shrugged apologetically before heading indoors.
"What was that about?" asked Eulalie.
"He asked where I'd been all his life," Dana replied.
"What did you say?"
"Eating pussy." Dana paused to look at the drone. "Then he asked if I'd ever consider eating sausage sometime. I told him I would, but only if his dick was bigger than Mike's."
Eulalie laughed hard enough that she choked on her own spit. Sofia glanced over in concern, but went back to watching the military once she realized Eulalie was okay.
"Big boom, seven minutes," Tink said through the comm system. "No wait, make big ready."
This immediately sobered up Eulalie. She clicked through the channels and checked in with everyone. Two minutes later, Reggie announced the portal was ready, and evacuations began for the elementary school. Drone footage shifted views as Eulalie turned the cameras toward the eastern side of the island, her hearts racing as the kraken began its slow ascent. The jungles were packed with thousands of undead, all of them moving upward in a tireless sprint. She checked the time every few seconds, then realized she had been holding her breath.
At exactly the seven minute mark, Haleakalā exploded. Several of the drones went offline immediately, but backups were already being deployed.
"Kick his ass, Mike." Eulalie steepled her fingers and leaned forward, eager to see what happened next.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Mike felt the eruption through his body as the ground trembled beneath him. He looked over his shoulder toward the peak of the mountain as thousands of tons of rock and soil were ejected into the sky. The swirling mass of dirt was caught up in the storm that Quetzalli had summoned, then smeared across the sky as the sun was blotted out.
Debris rained down on him, but he was safe beneath the extended wings of Abella. The gargoyle clutched a pair of protective earmuffs over her ears, which she had also stuffed with earplugs. Wearing similar protection himself, Mike asked if Abella was okay in ASL, to which she nodded. The ground continued to rumble as mud and rockslides were triggered all along the island, devastating Francois' troops in their upward climb.
Down below, the kraken roared in rage, its eyes turning toward the pyroclastic cloud that now hovered overhead. In its depths, a serpentine figure uncoiled itself, gazing down at the kraken in fury. At the top of Di's head, a solitary figure clung to one of the dragon's scales.
Di opened her mouth, revealing an inferno of light and fire. She roared, sending a beam of energy toward the kraken. Its tentacles moved to intercept, and one was promptly severed. Mike watched in horror as the truncated limb moved to the side, the wound promptly sealing shut.
The dragon launched forward, slithering and sliding down the mountainside toward the kraken. On top of Di's head, Ratu extended her arms outward, magic blazing as she commanded the earth to rise. All along the valley, massive spires of volcanic rock, placed there overnight by Pele, rose to puncture the kraken's rubbery hide. The beast roared again, then slammed its tentacles into the ground to shatter the rock and free itself.
"A proper clash of the titans," Mike muttered. Up above, the sun was now blotted out completely, plunging the island into darkness. The sky rumbled and cracked as lightning crawled its way from the clouds down into the volcano's throat. Dozens of lightning strikes a second illuminated the battle below, but also revealed something else.
They appeared in small clusters at first, holding up torches in defiance. Then more came, the eternal guardians of Hawaii pulling energy from the sky to manifest. Tens of thousands of night marchers cried out together, demanding justice in their ancient tongue as they tore into the undead.
Chills ran up Mike's spine as the two armies met. The undead turned on the spiritual guardians of Maui, but were quickly overwhelmed. The cries of Hawaii's eternal warriors were punctuated by the sounds of weapons clashing, then drowned out by the sound of the kraken's screams. The mountain shook beneath Mike's feet when Di slammed her body into the kraken, knocking it over and causing it to tumble downhill where more spikes rose to greet it.
Despite being pincushioned by hundreds of jagged spears, the kraken continued to fight, wrapping a tentacle around Di's neck and smashing the dragon into the ground. Ratu tumbled free from her perch, then reappeared in serpent form. She struck out at the kraken's face, trying to blind it with her teeth. Flames wreathed her body, and a smell like burnt rubber reached Mike's nose.
Down in the water, the armada of the undead was coated in an eerie mist. Steam boiled up from the ocean, forming into a thick fog. Magical energy spiraled outward as the bow of a massive ship appeared. Poseidon himself was the figurehead, nearly thirty feet tall and clutching a trident. As the ship emerged, Mike could see the fiery rings of a portal tucked inside the fog.
"So that's where you've been hiding." It made sense that Francois would have a trick up his sleeve like that. Sure, he could make his ship big or small, but being able to tuck it away somewhere safe? Infinitely better.
Francois' ship turned so that the port side faced the island. Cannons the size of tractor trailers emerged from its side, then aimed up toward the island and fired. Projectiles made of condensed magic slammed into Di, knocking the dragon away from the kraken.
"Fuck!" Mike looked at Abella, who nodded and spread her wings. The whole point of luring the kraken and the undead army into an ambush was to bring Francois out of hiding, but they hadn't expected him to have this kind of artillery. Another cannon fired, and Mike watched in horror as a section of jungle below vanished, leaving behind a smoldering crater.
When the cannons fired again, a dome of stone appeared on top of Di, deflecting the round. More fiery bursts targeted the protective barrier, pummeling it into rubble to reveal that the dragon had disappeared.
"C'mon, it's our turn." Mike turned toward the gargoyle, who was already in the sky. Moving toward the edge of the cliff, he held his hands up and allowed Abella to grab his waist with her talons, holding him in place as she pumped her wings. Down below, he could see that numerous fires had broken out, the jungle crying out in pain and rage. Flocks of birds fled in a panic, some of them vanishing in the smoke. Out in the water, dozens of ships formed up around the flagship, their crews throwing spears into the water. From above, Mike could occasionally make out the glimmering shapes of merfolk warriors clinging to their prows. He pushed the button in his pocket for the general comms and spoke. "Beth, where are you at?"
There was a pulse of magic to his left, and he pointed toward it. Abella descended, then dropped Mike and threw herself to the left as a cannonball passed through the space they had been occupying. Mike fell almost a hundred feet before the gargoyle snatched him in mid-air, both of them rocketing toward the ground. The treeline behind them was peppered with car-sized cannonballs, which stopped when Di broke free of the mountain just beneath the kraken. The dragon roared, showering the kraken with molten rock as Francois fired on both of them.
After they landed, Mike ran a few feet, clutched his stomach, then threw up. The freefall had been nothing short of terrifying, but it was the rapid catch at the end that had thrown his stomach for a loop. Spitting on the ground, he looked up to see Beth and Leilani standing in front of him. He waved weakly at both of them, then pulled off his protective earmuffs.
"Hey." He spat again. "We need to get to that ship."
"And do what, exactly?" Leilani looked toward Francois' boat. "Fight our way through his crew and kill him?"
"Yep." Mike took a swig from a water bottle that Beth offered him, then spat again. "It's time to take him out of the Game."
"Just wanted to make sure we were clear." Leilani looked at Abella, then Beth. "So is it just us, then?"
Mike looked up at Di, who had tackled the kraken to the ground. The kraken slapped the dragon with a trio of tentacles that ripped away her scales, then slammed her into a rock. Bursts of lightning from above struck the kraken, but the beast ignored them.
"It's never just us," he said, then hit the public comms button again. "It's time. Who's with me?"
Lily appeared in a cloud of yellow smoke, her eyes gleaming with excitement. She tossed the scorched head of a skeleton to the ground, then winked at Beth. "What've you bitches been up to?"
"I need a portal," said Dana. "Do we have one nearby?"
"I'll send you the location," replied Eulalie. "But there's a pretty big horde between you and it."
"Damn," said the zombie.
"I'm stuck here," Yuki said. "I've got this hotel wrapped in ten feet of ice to keep them out, but it's not going to last forever. The assholes here ditched me to hide on the upper levels, so I'm on my own."
"We're stuck as well." Suly's voice came through the comms with extra static. "Cecilia and I are leadin' the bone boys away from one o' the shelters."
"Tink ready." The goblin said nothing else.
"I am here, Mike Radley." Death's voice also generated a bunch of static on the comms. "Or will be in a few minutes. I'm afraid my assistance is limited."
"Whatever help you can give, we'll take it." Mike looked up at the sky again. Quetzalli had managed to blot it out all the way toward the horizon, but pockets had already opened up, letting beams of ghost-destroying sunlight through. "Best ideas for getting out to his ship?"
"My people are standing by." Leilani gestured toward the ocean. "About a mile out, we've got a group who can manipulate the currents."
"But won't Frankie the douche just cancel them out?" asked Lily.
"Not with my help." Beth held up the Rod of Osiris. "I think we can manage together."
"It's those cannons I'm worried about." Mike moved away from the group so that he could see Francois' ship through the trees. "If he sees us coming, we're dead."
"Ugh, fine." Lily blew Mike a kiss. "But if a cannonball ruins my makeup, I'm going to make you eat my ass later." The succubus unfurled her wings, her body shifting to look like Abella's. She stuck her hands in her stomach and pulled out a thick piece of fabric. She allowed it to unroll, revealing a life-sized pillowcase with a topless picture of Mike on it. Beth laughed so hard that she snorted. Mike frowned, then looked up at Lily.
"That's not something you just have, right? Like, it's made out of demon stuff?"
"Can't talk, I'm helping." Lily blew a raspberry and took off, her faux Mike flapping beneath her as she soared toward the west. Within moments, cannon fire diverted in her direction, the succubus performing aerial maneuvers that Abella would have been incapable of.
"Let's go." Beth turned toward a nearby trailhead, then took a step back when skeletons burst free. Abella leapt forward and smashed her way through them.
"Go," she shouted, using her wings to press the skeletons back. Mike took Beth and Leilani by the hand and ran for the nearest ledge. Leilani screamed when he jumped, pulling both of them over the side. They fell nearly ten feet before Opal's tendrils shot out of his shirt, grabbing hold of the nearest trees to halt their descent.
"I hate this!" shouted Leilani.
"You get used to it!" It was a bald-faced lie, but Mike said it in the hopes that it might become true. Down below, the trees had tangled up dozens of the undead, who became far more animated at the sight of him. The jungle pulled their branches and roots out of the way to allow Mike and the others to pass. They jogged for nearly a mile before breaking free of the trees. The beach was within sight, but hordes of skeletal warriors still blocked the path.
They ran for the beach, Beth raising her Rod and Leilani holding her trident. The undead surged forward, their eyes vacant as they raised weapons to attack. Behind Mike, someone blew a long note through a conch shell, and then the night marchers charged forward, easily outpacing Mike and the others to push the invaders back. The spirits cleared a path for them to get to the water, and Beth pointed her Rod toward the waves. The water parted, revealing hundreds more of Francois' army hidden beneath.
"I'm so tired of these guys," she groaned, the water rising higher and forming into a massive fist. Beth's face had turned purple by the time the fist smashed down into the attackers, either shattering them into pieces or driving them into the sand. "Leilani, get him out past the shallows!"
"Beth, what--" Mike looked back in time to see Beth's eyes glowing with blue light as she summoned a sphere of water onto the beach. Leilani grabbed Mike and tossed him in before following. Once inside, the mermaid grabbed hold of his body just as the sphere launched the two of them through the air. There was another moment of weightlessness before they skimmed across the water, but Mike could no longer see. All he could feel was Leilani's arms around him and the sensation of her powerful tail flexing and driving them ever forward.



By the time he surfaced, they were over a mile out. As they crested a wave, Mike could see the kraken and Di tumbling down the side of the mountain, flattening trees and leveling the terrain. The jungle was on fire in places, despite the light drizzle that fell. Lightning danced across the sky, penetrating deep into the clouds above. Ash drifted down on the waves, turning the water black.
Several merfolk popped up around them, forming a protective ring. As a group, they swam out toward Francois' ship, sinking deep beneath the water to avoid detection. Even so, spears uselessly penetrated the murky depths as the skeleton crews above rained projectiles down on them randomly.
Mike tapped Leilani on the shoulder and pointed at his mouth, letting her know that he was about out of breath. She pressed her lips to his and breathed into him, her tongue dancing along his. His magic rose up in response, but he tamped it back into place, promising it free run once this was all over. Somewhere up above, the cannons on the flagship boomed, sending small shockwaves through the water that stunned schools of fish near the surface.
A heavy current blasted the group, sending a few of the warriors spiraling off into the darkness. Linking hands, the merfolk swam upward, emerging in the center of a trio of boats. Before the undead on the ships could attack, the merfolk summoned a wave to lift their group up and onto the deck where they were immediately greeted by dozens of undead warriors wielding spears. The merfolk warriors sprouted legs and then slammed into the mass of creatures, driving most of them overboard using brute strength and water magic. The cannons on Francois' ship boomed again, the volley slamming into Di and the kraken. Di tried to take refuge beneath the earth, but the kraken ripped her free and slammed her into the ground. Di showered the kraken with molten stone from her fearsome maw, but the kraken took the hit and squeezed the dragon by the throat.
"We can't get any closer," said one of the merfolk, pointing at Francois' ship. "His control of the sea is stronger the closer we get."
"Then we won't take the sea." Mike looked toward the island and touched a button on his earpiece. When it didn't link him to the comms, he pulled a spare out of his pocket, sealed in a waterproof capsule, and replaced the broken one. "I need a lift," he said. "Can someone carry me to the ship? I'm most of the way there already."
"Cannon fire is too heavy," Abella replied. "I'm not fast enough to dodge them."
"I can come directly to you," Lily said. "But the statue is right. I can barely dodge them and I'm only carrying a decorative sheet. We need to draw his attention away."
"How do we do that?" Mike looked at Leilani, who had pinned a skeleton to the deck of their ship with her trident. The boats nearby had caught on to their presence, and he suspected it was only a matter of time before Francois realized he was nearby.
"What in the actual fuck is that?" Eulalie's voice was barely audible, the channel crackling with interference.
"Eulalie? What is what?" Mike looked at Leilani, but the princess just shrugged and kicked another corpse off the boat. "Hello? Can anyone hear me?"
"I can hear you, Mike Radley." Death's voice cut through the static. "I apologize for my tardiness. I'm afraid it was rather difficult to get here. We caused quite the commotion."
"Death? Where are you?" The ship Mike was standing on dipped down in the water, then was carried up on a wave that lifted it up above the other ships. For a moment, he got a clear look at Francois' ship, the cannons shifting in place as they swiveled in his direction.
An explosion rocked the bow of Francois' ship, followed by three more. Plumes of fire billowed up, swiftly gobbled by the storm raging above. Dazzling lights illuminated the sky, crawling out toward a lone ship in the distance. Electrical energy crashed against the mysterious vessel, feeding it power and causing it to glow ethereally. Spectral turrets shifted and fired on Francois again. Moments later, the deck of Francois' ship exploded, showering the area with burning debris.
"Who is that?" Mike asked. "Is that the Order?"
"That is me, Mike Radley. Or rather, I have brought them here." The static on the channel magnified, and suddenly Mike heard hundreds of voices whispering as one.Through them all, Death continued. "Once I found all the warriors who died in battle on Maui, I went to another place where many had perished in battle. You see, I knew they had a ship and might be able to help."
"Those aren't night marchers." The realization of what he was looking at hit Mike in the chest like a ton of bricks.
"I was never asked to bring night marchers, Mike Radley. My task was to find the fallen warriors of Hawaii. Besides, these men swore to protect this land from all enemies, foreign or domestic." The whispering in the channel intensified, then went quiet just before the turrets fired again. "We were lucky they were still hanging around. You see, the men of the USS Arizona have been waiting for the final member of their crew so they can all depart for the afterlife together."
"Fucking hell," Eulalie whispered through the comms. "I can see them with my drones, all of them standing on the deck. The sailors."
"See who?" asked Kisa. "What's going on? Tink won't let me borrow her scope!" Over the comms, Tink grunted as if she'd been kicked.
The USS Arizona fired on Francois again, and the Captain turned his ship to meet their attack. The ship entered another depression, blocking his view of the ghost battleship in the distance. Realizing that Francois was turning away from them, he touched his earpiece. "Lily, I need you here!"
There was a blast of sulfur, followed by the appearance of the succubus. She gave him a wink, then immediately lost her footing as the boat tilted beneath them. Lily fell into Mike's arms, her breasts pressing into his stomach.
"Need a lift?" She looked up at him and grinned. "Least you could do is show me your legs."
"Can you get me up there?" He pointed at Francois' ship. A sparkling cloud of debris hovered behind it, the shattered planking now moving backward in slow motion as the ship repaired itself. Divine anger radiated from the ship, but Mike didn't care.
"Do you even need to?" she asked. "From here, he's definitely losing."
The winds shifted, blowing holes in the clouds above to allow the sun's light through. Francois fired his cannons, but Mike couldn't see their target. However, he did see the tendrils of magic that crawled into the sky, manipulating the clouds and pushing the gaps toward the USS Arizona. The spirits of the Arizona had surprise on their side, but if they got hit by the sun, it wouldn't matter.
"He won't be for long." Mike put a hand to his ear. "Death, can you ask the Arizona to start firing on the smaller ships instead? I'm about to go on board the big one."
"I'll let the Captain know." Death replied.
"Let's go," Mike said, then grabbed Lily by the wrist. She licked her lips and extended her wings wide before throwing herself skyward just as the ship dipped back down. It was a struggle to gain altitude at first, but Lily was able to spiral upward now that the cannons were no longer pointed their way. The merfolk abandoned the ship, diving for the safety of the water.
The kraken let out a roar from its place on the island, then threw itself back toward the water. Francois' ship was now on fire in more than one spot, but waterspouts had formed nearby to shower the flames and put them out. Even before the Arizona could adjust their aim, smaller ships started placing themselves between the two to form a defensive barrier.
Mike dangled below Lily, his eyes on the battle and carnage below. A few dead merfolk floated on the water alongside debris from dozens of ships. Maui was on fire, the pyroclastic cloud dipping toward the water and scorching the ships closest to it. He turned his attention to the deck of Francois' ship, then pointed toward the bow. The damage from the Arizona's initial attack had already been undone.
"Let's land there," he said, pointing toward the prow. Lily swooped down, letting out a cackle of glee when they landed. The two of them stood there for a silent moment as the undead figures moving around the deck paused to study them. Mike touched the button on his comms. "I'm in position," he said.
The undead charged forward, their weapons raised. Mike pulled the stopper on Opal's bottle, allowing the slime girl to emerge and crash into the attackers. Lily slammed her knee into the undead closest to her, then used her tail to sweep their legs out from beneath them. Several tense minutes passed as Mike stood there with his arms crossed in front of him, unmoving.
Hatches and doors opened in the planking, allowing more of Francois' crew to come out and join the battle. Lily and Opal were finally pushed back by overwhelming numbers, only for the undead to become scattered as Mace crashed through their ranks. The magical mace spun like a top, shattering bones on every pass over the ship.
"I'm not leaving," Mike shouted. "If you want to be rid of me, you're going to need to come out here and do it yourself!"
Francois didn't take the bait. Instead, the ship listed suddenly, turning almost sideways. Lily lost her footing and was nearly cast over the side while Opal clung to the deck. Mike leaned and grabbed onto the railing, unbothered by the sudden change in orientation.
The ship itself bucked, despite its massive size. A swell carried it up, then dropped them into a watery trench that threatened to wash him away. Lily was caught in the waves this time, sucked away by the surge. Opal wrapped herself around Mike's body, securely fastening him in place. When the wave was done breaking, the slime girl withdrew, leaving Mike perfectly dry. Mace hovered high overhead, the magical weapon doing its best to avoid getting wet.
In the bay, the kraken let out another roar that made Mike wince in pain. It was on its way, most likely eager to defend its master. If the kraken made it before Mike lured Francois out, he would have to go below decks to get to safety, and that meant the plan was ruined. Would the kraken tear the ship apart to find him? Just how stupid was the ship's guardian? Could he use it against Francois?
A dangerous plan suddenly put itself together in his mind. Cackling internally, Mike checked through his pockets to make sure he still had what was needed.
The kraken roared again, then sank beneath the waves of the bay, swamping several nearby ships. The wave the beast generated crashed onto the shore, smashing everything that remained.
"C'mon, Francois, I thought this was a battle between men. What kind of coward hides behind an entire army?" Mike turned his attention back toward the ship, hoping to see any sign of movement. "I mean, I came all the way out here. You may as well pop your head out and say hello."
When there was still no response, Mike sighed. He needed to goad the man out, but how? It was too bad Lily wasn't here. If she was, she would probably...
Groaning internally, Mike knew what he had to do. He took a deep breath and braced himself for what was about to transpire, mentally preparing for perhaps the dumbest thing he would ever do.
"There will be many stories told about this day," Mike shouted as he pulled the front of his pants down. "The funny thing about stories is people tend to focus on the stuff that really resonates with them, you know? Ol' Captain Francois was such a cowardly bag of shit that he stayed hidden inside his own ship, even while this happened."
Taking aim, Mike pissed on the deck. "Yep, that's right, folks," he declared. "Captain Francois is just as yellow as the piss running across the deck of--"
His magic just barely warned him of the attack, and Mike took a step to the side and ducked, the pistol round passing through the space where his head had been. Glancing up, he saw Francois standing nearby with another flintlock pistol, the man's face beet red with anger.
"Ah. There you are." Mike tried to stop peeing, but after a failed attempt to pinch it off, figured it was easier to just finish. "Is that a new gun? It looks like the old one. Was it part of a matching--"
"Arrêt!" Francois was trying to reload his flintlock. "What are you doing?!?"
"Uh..." Mike did a little squat, the stream finally abating. He gave his cock a shake and then tucked it back into his pants. "Peeing on your boat, apparently."
"What kind of a monster are you?" Francois' remaining eye was bloodshot with rage.
"Really? That's where you draw the line?" Mike was well aware that the ship was turning beneath them and had a pretty good idea why. "Murdering thousands of people is fine, but a little pee on your boat and you lose it? Isn't part of the boat literally called the poop deck?"
Francois shrieked something in French, then moved as if to aim his flintlock again. Mike threw out a spark of lightning which ignited the powder early, causing the gun to go off and fire a ball into the deck.
"This is a game we could play all day," Mike said with a grin. "Why don't you come over here so we can have a proper talk?"
"I am not stupid. You have that goo girl with you."
"Ah, right." Mike looked down at the pink and purple slime that held him to the deck. "So I guess you aren't as dumb as you look."
"When I kill you, I will come for every member of your family!" Francois shouted, revealing all of his teeth. "I will drown every single one of them at sea and force them to serve me for--"
There was a meaty slap, and Francois' body bucked out from underneath him, a fountain of gore spraying from his hip. The Captain gasped and fell limp on the deck, his fingernails digging into the wood as he cried out in pain.
Mike heard a single voice crackle through the comms. "Stupid fuck down," Tink growled.
"CARETAKER!" Francois struggled to rise, but his body failed to obey. "WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO ME?"
"Me? Nothing, actually. My wife, though? Put a bullet through your spine." Mike knelt and shook his head in disappointment. "She's having a really bad week, you see."
"No. NON!" Francois clutched at the deck and started weeping. His features aged further, but only slightly as he reached the limit of his time on Earth. "I was supposed to live forever!"
"Well, that ship has sailed." Mike rose, the boat shuddering beneath them. "You broke rule number one: don't fuck with the Radley family."
Francois looked up at Mike in horror, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. "You...if..."
"My ride should be here in a moment." Mike looked out to sea and saw a tiny gray speck heading in his direction. "As for what happens next, I guess that's up to you."
The water beneath the ship became choppy, the hull dropping into another trench. Mike kept his legs bent to avoid getting flattened against the deck when it reached the bottom.
"I suppose you think you've won," Francois hissed. "And now, the spoils of war go to you, the mighty Caretaker. So what comes next for the family man? Will you sail the seas? Will you become a conqueror of men?"
"Hmm, what?" Mike looked down at the Captain. "Oh, you think I care about this thing?" He stomped his foot on the boat for emphasis. "I don't give two shits about it. Why do you think I had you shot in the spine and not the head?"
"What?" A vein visibly bulged in Francois' forehead. "Why?"
"It's simple, really." Mike knelt down to look at the man. He summoned his magic, spinning it into a vortex inside his soul. "You see, if I had killed you, that means I get what you have, right? They say boat ownership is a pain, so I figured I would skip it. If I leave and you die of old age, well, then I didn't kill you, so the magic takes over and finds somebody new. But you know what? That can't happen if your guardian is dead. Doomed to an eternity of sitting back and doing nothing, that's what's going to happen."
"You...you'd turn your back on the power of the gods?" Francois' voice was filled with disbelief. "On Poseidon?"
Mike shrugged. "Kind of. This is also a bit of a message for anyone else that comes for me in the future. You see, I've realized that, after today, I'm going to have a lot of attention. Anyone with a hard-on for the Great Game will consider making a play for what I have. When they do, I want them to remember that I was far happier letting this ship go to waste then claiming it for myself. A god willing to kill innocent people doesn't get to play this stupid game anymore. You hear that, Poseidon?" He stomped his foot on the deck and wondered if he actually felt it shiver in response. "So I figure when the other Players hear about this, maybe the gods that work with them will second-guess pulling similar shit."
The vessel shuddered again, and the bow lifted up. Mike heard water surge behind him, followed by the sudden presence of a massive beast. The kraken had arrived.
"So then you let me live." Francois' lips curled into a grim smile, convinced that he had managed to buy the time he needed. "Know that I will come for you, Caretaker. I will never stop until--"
"Yeah, yeah, fire and flames, I've heard this shit before, you guys need new material." Mike stuck his hand in his pocket and closed his fingers tightly around the vial inside. "You know what, Frankie? Fuck you." He pulled the vial out of his pocket, the contents inside glittering as his magic danced across the crystalline pollen. "And fuck your boat."
Spinning in place, Mike threw the vial of mandragora powder high at the kraken's face. The massive beast narrowed its eyes as Mike summoned his magic, blasting the vial with gold and blue lightning. The powder exploded, forming a glittering cloud that drifted into the kraken's face. The beast blinked in surprise, then snorted and smashed a tentacle into the deck.
Opal released her grip on the deck, her body flowing back inside her bottle as Mike sprinted along the boat. The kraken roared and tried to grab him, but smashed a tentacle into the mast instead.
"Abella!" Mike screamed. He pointed ahead of himself, toward the other end of the ship. The gargoyle corrected her course, her wings spread wide.
"No, you idiot, what are you--" Francois slid across the deck of his ship as the kraken leaned forward, its bulk causing the ship to tilt dangerously. The kraken wrapped its tentacles around the ship, its whole body shivering. The ship listed to one side, and Mike grabbed onto the railing and held on for dear life. A loud groan went through the vessel, the wood creaking under the strain.
Turning around, Mike summoned bursts of light into his palms and tossed them out toward the kraken. The beast made a rumbling sound deep in its chest as light danced along its body. Somewhere beneath its tentacles, Francois screamed in fury.
Grunting, the kraken adjusted its body, allowing the ship to go level again. Mike ran for it, the hairs on the back of his neck sticking up as the magic around him shifted. He looked back to see that a portal now circled the ship, revealing calm seas beyond.
The Captain was trying to escape. Turning around, Mike rolled his arms around each other and sent another blast of magical sexual arousal into the kraken. The beast was rubbing its body on the bow, the planking splintering and falling into the water below.
Realizing that time was limited, Mike made it to the stern and jumped. Abella snatched him up with powerful talons, her wings pumping with exertion as they swooped away.
"Turn around," he said. Abella altered course and he found himself looking down on the kraken as it growled and thrust its body against the ship. A glowing portal now encircled the ship, the sky filling with mists as Captain Francois tried to escape.



Mike summoned his magic, letting it crackle between his fingers as his body became one giant dynamo. Taking a deep breath, he exhaled and sent his magic down, striking the kraken with magic sex lightning over and over again. The kraken rumbled, its eyes an eerie shade of red as it thrust its body forward once again. A thick, rubbery appendage burst through the upper decks, similar to the tentacles clutching the ship but with a massive, bulbous head. The kraken let out a cry as it came, blowing gallons of semen across the ship as a giant crack appeared in the hull.
"C'mon, you fucker, do it. Do it!" Mike showered the kraken with magic as the ship slowly drifted through the portal. A current formed beneath the ship, pulling it back out of the portal. Looking over his shoulder, Mike saw Beth standing on the bow of a small vessel, the Rod of Osiris glowing bright in her hands. The ship was surrounded by merfolk who kept it steady as waves slammed into its sides.
The kraken continued thrusting its anatomy into the ship, caught fully in the throes of the pollen's influence. Between Beth's magical current and the kraken, the ship was now immobilized in the water. The portal shimmered and twisted, then started a slow pass across the ship, swallowing the kraken and its sex toy.
"No. No! NO!" Mike screamed, forcing his will out into the world. His magic transformed into a beautiful golden stream of electricity, flowing down from his fingers into the kraken. The beast shrieked and came again, the sound so loud that Abella dropped from the sky while clutching her head. There was the loud pop of a portal slamming shut, followed by a sudden rush of air, and then Mike and Abella were both underwater, sinking rapidly toward the depths below. The gargoyle released him, and Mike kicked his legs in an effort to swim to the surface.
Cool hands clamped onto his wrists, and a soft glow of light appeared between himself and Leilani. The princess smiled at him, then took his face in her hands and kissed him, breathing air into his lungs.
More merfolk appeared, their faces straining with effort as they held Abella by her arms and legs. They swam together as a group, dodging massive pieces of debris. When they eventually surfaced, Mike turned toward Francois' ship to see what had happened.
The portal had slammed shut, likely a result of the Captain's death. The closing portal had neatly bifurcated both the kraken and Francois' ship. The rubbery beast was already sinking beneath the waves as its guts spilled into the water. The ship spewed wood and magic into the sky, somehow expanding in size as it did so. The sky above rumbled, and the other boats in the water all became listless as the undead piloting them went still, the magic animating them now gone.
Mike and the others turned to look at Maui. The island was a smoldering mess, but he was relieved to see Di slowly climbing back to the peak of the volcano. He hoped the others were okay, too. Though they had been victorious, it had come at a heavy price and he was tired of paying it.
The world was about to become a very different place, for better or for worse. He looked over at Leilani, who nodded grimly, then turned his attention to Abella, whose eyes were barely above the water.
"Need a lift?" Beth leaned over the edge of a nearby ship. She used the Rod to help get Abella onboard, and when Mike and Leilani joined her, the ship sailed smoothly around the debris as it headed back to the island.
"So what comes next?" asked Leilani, her gaze on the bay.
"I'm not sure," said Mike. "I never really thought about it past here." The last forty-eight hours had been a whirlwind, and he was still trying to come to terms with everything. "What about for you and your people?"
Leilani shrugged. "I don't know," she admitted. "It's going to be difficult to hide our part in things here."
Beth, who stood at the bow of the ship, looked over her shoulders with a grin. "You're still in charge of your people, right? Until sundown, if I remember correctly."
"I am. Why?" Leilani tilted her head to one side.
Beth started laughing, but said nothing else. She made a quick detour to pick up Lily, who was busy trying to rescue what was left of a body pillow from the ocean, and then they all headed back to shore together. In the distance, the USS Arizona turned about, ready to return to her place of rest.

🚢🚢🚢
Lou Conter, the last remaining survivor of the attack on the USS Arizona, passed away on April 1st of 2024 at the age of 102 shortly after this chapter's rough draft was written. May the crew of the USS Arizona finally rest in peace.
Thank you for reading! Make sure you leave some stars, tell all your friends, then get a healthy snack and do something nice for yourself. You've earned it.
~Annabelle Hawthorne out!
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the final installment of Book 7 of Horny Monsters!
(No, the series isn't over. Yes, I'm writing more. No, I haven't learned my lesson)
New reader? This is the final chapter of the 7th installment of the main series of Horny Monsters. It includes characters from 3 spin-offs, so technically it's the 10th book. Starting here would be a silly choice, but if being confused gets you rock hard, prepare to hit that Nut button over and over again.
Returning reader? We fucking did it! One more book in the tank, yahoo!
(Seriously, though. Writing books is hard.)
It was such a joy and a treat to put this story together for you. While there may have been some bumps along the road, I really hope I stuck the landing with this, my longest chapter to date. There was so much I wanted to say, and with so many final threads to weave together, I have quite the tapestry now that I'm finished. I do hope you've enjoyed the journey so far. If so, please make sure to leave me stars and comments, it really does help me find new readers. You can also tell all your friends and family about this tale, I certainly won't mind, especially if they're famous!
A huge shout out to my beta team, you have no idea how much work they put in. This includes Lit's own TJ Skywind, so make sure to check out Starlight Gleaming if you're looking for a new read! Another shoutout to those of you who have made sure to share your enthusiasm with others, and thanks to anyone who has sent me feedback comments. I do read them all (eventually, there are so many) and want to thank you all for your enthusiasm, your (useful) criticism, and just the sheer joy I get from reading your reactions. I got a couple from some native islanders who were very excited that I made sure to include the locals in the final battle for Maui.
Now that I've got your excitement pumped and primed for this final chapter, it's time for us to lift anchor and shove away from the pier. It's time we sail into
Uncharted Waters
Mike stood near the bottom of the slide, his eyes up on the top platform. Up above, Callisto fiddled with the bracelet on his wrist, his mind obviously somewhere else. Underneath the slide, Grace was beating her hands softly on the thick polymer surface as if playing a drum.
"C'mon," Mike said. "You can do it, it's just--"
Callisto grabbed the bar above the slide and launched his body forward. The jets of water pushed him even faster, causing him to pass the bend in the slide and then launch off the small lip into the bay. A wave gobbled him up, the child surfacing several feet later.
"Swimming is still stupid," he declared, frantically pinwheeling his arms. "If the gods had intended us to swim, they would have given--AH, NOOOOO!"
Callisto tried to doggy paddle away as Grace hurled herself into the water after him. Unlike her brother, Grace was naturally gifted in the water, and she swam along the surface until she was close enough to dunk him. He popped up another foot away, buoyed by several tendrils of magic.
Mike looked down at Beth, who sat along the edge of the dock with a book in her hand. She looked up at him and winked, then curled the fingers of her hand toward the shore. Both children were pushed toward the beach where Lily was lying on a towel and wearing a red and black bikini that left very little to the imagination. When the kids kicked sand up on her, she snatched Grace with her tail and lifted the child above her.
"What've I said about kicking sand?" she asked.
Grace blew a raspberry, then reached out and smeared sand-covered webbing on Lily's chest. The succubus dropped the Arachne, who scurried off like a crab.
"When I get my hands on you," Lily shouted, then turned to give chase. Both children laughed and giggled as she chased them up the beach toward the jungle. They were inside the secret volcano, but it was different now. The caldera had been split on one side, revealing an endless blue horizon that stretched as far as the eye could see. In the inlet behind them, Di's temple sat like a silent guardian, decorated with shells and flowers.
"Lily's surprisingly good with them," said Beth, kicking her feet in the water. Now that the kids were gone, she pulled an orb of water from the ocean and let it hover over her palm. The orb shifted, transforming into a cube. Beth smiled, then concentrated on changing the shape again.
"She definitely has the energy for it." He heard someone blow a conch shell and turned his attention to the ocean. "Oh, I think that means they're back."
Beth set her book down. "I wonder how it went."
The azure water of the pocket world was disturbed by the shimmering scales of the merfolk as they returned from their hunt. Some of them surfaced like dolphins, doing aerial antics for those on the beach who might be watching. The kids stopped running from Lily and came down to the water's edge, both of them clapping in delight. Down at the edge of the dock, Leilani surfaced, a huge grin on her face.
"You look pleased." Mike sat down on the edge of the dock. "I take it that the hunt went well?"
Leilani nodded. "Better than expected! This ocean is not only better stocked, it's healthy. We actually finished our hunt early and had the scouts explore to see if they could find a border or perhaps where it loops back around. This place is huge!"
"I'm glad."
The mermaid pulled herself onto the dock, her tail melting into legs. She sat next to him and wrapped her arms around him. Her hair smelled of the sea, with bits of seaweed tangled in it.
"You didn't just give us a refuge," she said. "You gave us a home."
"You mostly have Beth to thank." He jerked his thumb at Beth, who formed the cube into a hand that waved back at them. "She's the one who came up with the idea of making a sanctuary for your new colony."
"Pele did all the work." Beth leaned back on her arms to look at the two of them. The watery hand fell back into the ocean. "In all honesty, I was being a bit selfish. Since you were temporarily in charge of your people, I figured you could gift Paradise and the surrounding waters to Mike as a token of diplomacy or whatever. I wanted a piece of Paradise for myself."
"It was my dowry to give." Leilani winked at Mike. "They never would have let me just give you that land. But as a wedding present?"
Mike chuckled. "Yeah, well, I didn't expect that angle either." When the idea had originally been broached, the first thing he had done was ask Tink about it. While marrying Leilani for the sake of exploiting a merfolk loophole was the primary purpose, Tink was technically his only wife. Tink had immediately asked if Leilani was also a goblin. When Mike told her no, she had shrugged and declared she had no fucks to give over the matter.
"That reminds me. You gave me a raincheck on our honeymoon." Leilani smiled lasciviously. "When do I get you all to myself for a few days?"
"When things calm down a bit." Mike looked over at the kids who were dancing around the merfolk warriors that were pulling nets up onto the beach. The nets were packed full of fish, and a trio of centaurs who had been sent along as an honor guard were already digging up a smoking pit that had been packed with kalua pork the previous evening. The merfolk were cleaning the fish next to the dock, chatting amicably with each other as they handed prepped fish to the centaurs for cooking. Of all the things to happen in the last week, the strange bond between merfolk and centaur tribes was not one he had expected. Even now, the merfolk were eagerly chatting with the centaurs who had come to visit the beach. "Callisto is still having nightmares. Lily wants to go in and get rid of them, but Zel is making her wait so that he can actually process his feelings."
"Well, when it finally happens, I intend to wear you out." Leilani looked past him at Beth. "You're invited, too, the more the merrier."
"No, thanks." Beth gazed wistfully at the beach where Asterion was busy digging another pit for the merfolk. "I have other plans for my days ahead."
"Your loss." Leilani kissed Mike and gestured out toward the ocean. "Anyway, as far as we can tell, the waters around this island extend for at least two hundred miles before looping around. A few of my people want to put together a proper expedition. It's been centuries since the merfolk have had somewhere new to explore. Does Pele have any idea how big it could be?"
He shrugged. "I don't think she does," he admitted. "It was sort of a...last second decision." After the battle with Francois had come to an end, the others had gone back to Paradise to discuss the next steps. During the discussion about creating a sanctuary for the merfolk with Paradise, Pele had emerged from the mountain and promptly asked Mike what he intended to do with Poseidon's body. The magic vessel, now split in half, had still been spewing its contents out into the waves. Even though Poseidon himself had been nullified, the ship was still a part of his body and could easily become a weapon in the right hands.
Mike barely remembered the next two hours as a mad rush by the merfolk and Pele to capture and contain the god's body ensued. The rats had seen the portal for Francois' pocket dimension through their drones, so Reggie worked with his people on accessing the plane. The remnants of Francois' ship were gathered up and pushed into the closest bay where a building with a portal to that dimension had been installed and lowered into the water.
Eulalie and Tink both monitored the cleanup operation while Pele went home with Mike to speak with Hestia. By that afternoon, a plan had been set in place and Pele herself had done most of the work with Ratu and Yuki's help. She had been present long ago when the Architect transformed her sister Nāmaka into the island, and began a similar spell to repurpose Poseidon's body. The results of that spell not only attached the pocket dimension to this place, but also transformed some of Poseidon into the very ocean surrounding it. Much like a world had once been created for the centaurs, now the same had been done for the merfolk. Those who had chosen to splinter away from the main colony now lived here, away from the world of man.
Mike had worried that Poseidon's wrath would somehow find him, but Hestia had reassured everyone that her brother no longer had any power after being removed from the Great Game. If anything, he was now considered part of Mike's property as a spoil of war and would bend a knee if he ever found a way to manifest again.
He looked over at the beach and laughed when he saw Callisto on Asterion's shoulders. The minotaur was pretending the boy wasn't there as he continued digging a second smoking pit. Grace was now climbing up Asterion's leg and hissing whenever he 'accidentally' dropped sand on her with his shovel.
"You've made a whole new world for us." Leilani sighed and closed her eyes. "A week ago, you were the enemy. Now? You're the guardian spirit of my people."
"I wouldn't go that far." Mike blushed, then cleared his throat. "None of this was planned. It all just sort of...happened."
"I know." Leilani moved closer to him and grinned. "Which is why it feels so magical!" She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him into the water. The two of them sank down to the sands below, their lips pressed together as she breathed air into him. Her hands moved across his body, fumbling with the strings of his board shorts when a pulse of energy moved through the water from above. Mike broke the kiss and signaled that he needed to go up. Leilani took him to the surface and they saw Ratu standing on the edge of the dock, her arms crossed and a smile of amusement on her face. She was wearing a green and gold bikini, with the scales on her body shifting beneath the eternal sun.
"Having fun in there?" she asked.
"Just taking a quick dip." Mike swam to the edge of the dock and pulled himself up. "Does this mean you're done?"
Ratu nodded. "With my part, anyway. Do you have time to talk right now? Pele would like a word."
Mike looked at Leilani. The mermaid sighed and tilted her head toward the beach.
"I should probably be helping them with tonight's feast," she said. "Besides, I'll get you all to myself...eventually." She blew him a kiss and then dipped beneath the waves, her tail splashing them unnecessarily as the princess swam for shore.
"You marry the most interesting people, Caretaker." Ratu extended a hand to Mike and helped him stand. "I feel like we haven't had a chance to talk about that, actually. Are you Prince Mike now? Or maybe you're a duke. Does that title extend to everyone else? Tink would probably love that."
"If I only ask one thing of you, it's that you don't talk about this in front of Lily." He looked at the beach and saw that the succubus had turned into a child version of herself and was now clinging to Asterion with the children. The minotaur didn't seem to realize it was her and was still digging his pit. "It would be all that I hear about for days."
"An easy enough favor, I suppose." She walked along the dock toward shore and Mike followed. The two of them walked up the beach and then along the shoreline of the lake. A small building with the word Village carved up top contained a portal inside that took them straight up to the old homes, which were now partially occupied by centaurs from Zel's tribe. Some of them paused and waved to Mike, and he waved back. There, another building with the word Temple was built near the cliffs. The door radiated heat, and Mike followed Ratu inside, stepping out into Di's chambers. The dragon's head rested on the edge of the platform, her massive coils submerged in the lava. Standing beneath her was Pele, the goddess inspecting Di's scales.
"This has closed up nicely," said the goddess, indicating the remains of a large wound just under Di's jaw. "How about your ribs?"
"It hurts to breathe too deeply." Di's tourmaline eye shifted to focus on Mike. "Welcome back, Caretaker."
"Di. How are you feeling?"
"I am healing quite nicely." The dragon made a rumbling sound in her throat. The battle with the kraken had left her exhausted and near death. Ratu had helped her back to the safety of the sanctuary after the fight. "It will be some time before I can be a proper guardian, I fear."
"Don't you worry about that. It'll be a fight for anyone who thinks they're going to break in." The one thing Mike hadn't been able to do was close off the entrance in Maui. Unlike Paradise, which had been pulled away and incorporated into the secret island, Great Game rules apparently decreed that Players couldn't just remove themselves from reality. Pele and Ratu had significantly altered the topography around the entrance to make it impossible for anyone to casually hike in. At a minimum, they would need climbing gear and the ability to scale wet rocks. As for those who did? Well, they would run into the volcano's newest, unofficial guardian.
"Where is little sister?" asked Di. "I miss her."
"She's out fixing some rogue weather patterns that she accidentally caused." Between the eruptions and monster storm Quetzalli had summoned, she had somehow altered the flow of air currents over the ocean, resulting in massive storms along the West Coast. "I'm sure she'll be back later, though."
"This is acceptable. Quetzalli sings to the eggs. I love listening to it." Di's eye shifted toward Ratu. "You seem to have recovered faster than I have."
"A perk of being much smaller, there's less of me to heal." Ratu gestured toward Pele. "I have brought him, goddess."
"At last." Pele turned to face Mike, her eyes sparkling. "It seems that most of my work is done. Haleakalā has been stabilized, so the tremors will stop soon."
"That's great news."
The goddess nodded. "As for my people, they have experienced a reawakening. Despite the efforts of others, they've been reminded that the world is bigger than they ever realized. Though many have invoked my name, it is only now that they believe in its power."
"So you're getting stronger?"
Pele nodded. "In a manner of speaking. With that strength comes some danger, I'm afraid. You see, my remaining kin may be scattered, but new belief in me will also empower them. There is a good chance these events may be the catalyst that usher in a new age, one that sees the return of the gods."
Mike frowned. "You don't think they'll stay in hiding?"
She shook her head. "Some will, but others will see this as an opportunity to reclaim what they've lost. As they, too, grow in strength, they will be noticed."
"By the Others." Mike didn't fear speaking of them in the sanctuary of Di's temple.
"Yes." Pele walked across the chamber to face him, then briefly took his hand in hers. Her skin was cool to the touch, but he felt the heat of her soul beneath it. "That is something you should also keep in mind. There are those among you who also grow in power. In the safety of your home, you will be shielded. But should you venture out, I would caution you to never concentrate your power unless absolutely necessary. There are already tales among my people of a massive serpent who alters the land as it slithers, and a woman with five tails who froze the ocean using her power. They've seen things, recorded them even, and they've become believers. That belief will be your strength, but it can also make you a target."
Mike sighed. "Well, it's a good thing we're not planning any more field trips," he said.
"Indeed. But if you do, tread cautiously, Caretaker. I would not see harm come to you." The goddess leaned forward, her words hot against his ears. "You have done me and my people an impossible service. I've also become quite fond of your family and don't know that I can ever thank you enough. And thus, I mark you." She pecked him on the cheek, the chaste kiss of an old woman.
His magic practically boiled inside him, desperate to escape and unleash itself, to bathe in sustained passion. Golden motes of light burst from his skin, shooting into the air and forming into dandelion seeds that fell to the floor and were consumed by flames. Di snorted, blowing some of them back into the air.
Gasping for air, Mike grabbed Ratu by the hand, not daring to touch Pele instead. The goddess smirked, then took a step away from him.
"I guess I've still got it." Pele smiled. "I've marked you, Mike Radley, that fire will recognize you as one of its own. Never again shall it score your flesh nor should you fear its advances." Her eyes dropped to the scar tissue on his stomach. "I believe this to be a suitable gift."
"You...honor me." Mike bowed his head, trying to ignore the raging hard-on pressed tightly against his board shorts.
"Good. You should be honored." Pele laughed and ruffled his hair. "Now if you'll excuse me, there's a group of men on Oahu who are raising money to rebuild Maui. Naturally, it's a scam and instead they're planning to keep it."
"What are you going to do to them?" asked Ratu.
"Suspend them over a pit of lava and make them beg for their lives." Pele grinned. "I'll drop a few in and let the others live. With my recent popularity, it's probably a good time to remind everyone that I do have a reputation in regards to my temper."
The goddess walked to the edge of the chamber and stepped out onto the magma. Flames wrapped around her, forming into a fiery vortex as she departed. Mike stared at the spot and blinked the spots from his eyes.
Ratu chuckled and squeezed his hand.
"She sure knows how to make an exit." The naga cleared her throat. "If you need some help with that, I'd be glad to assist you."
Mike turned hungry eyes on the naga, only to see the massive dragon looming in the background. Di grinned, her stony scales shifting along her length.



"Don't mind me," she said. "Just pretend I'm not here."
Mike laughed, then took Ratu by the hand and led her toward the door. "We can find somewhere more appropriate for this, I'm sure."
"Boo," called Di as the door closed. Mike and Ratu were now back in the village, his eyes scanning the buildings to find one that was unoccupied. However, the frantic energy of the village came to a halt when he was noticed, and a pair of centaurs came running up to him.
"Caretaker." One of them bowed, the other just fidgeted with her hands. "There was a problem with the offering."
"Offering? What offering?" He looked at the two of them. When they looked toward the cave behind them, he smacked himself in the forehead. "Yeah, right, what's wrong?"
"There are supposed to be three of us."
"Ah, okay. Um, I guess a raincheck, maybe." He looked at Ratu and sighed.
"Our loss." The naga grinned and kissed his forehead. "See you at dinner?"
"Of course." He watched Ratu saunter off and then ran with the centaurs toward the cave exit. The stone walls had dozens of runes carved into them, magic dedicated to identifying and possibly vaporizing any intruders. When they emerged from the cave system, he saw the remains of a large fishing net caught up in the trees.
"I've got it from here," he said, reassuring the centaurs and then sprinted into the jungle. It was raining again, and the trees shifted out of his way while bending their boughs to grant him cover. It only took a couple of minutes navigating the jungle before he found his quarry. Moving to stand on a rock, he scowled.
"What do you think you are doing?" He addressed the massive, dark green bulb that had wedged itself between a pair of trees in an effort to hide. "Spit her out, Sweetpea!"
The mandragora plant opened its blooms wide, disgorging a frightened centaur who gazed around in a panic. Mike moved to assist her, kneeling down and making sure she hadn't been hurt. Though she was unharmed, she stank of fish.
"Thank you so much," she said, her legs trembling. "I was so scared!"
"You'll be fine, but I wonder..." Mike looked up at the plant. "How many times have I said 'no eating your handlers'?"
The leaves on the mandragora drooped, and he could feel alien waves of sadness touch the corners of his mind. The mandragora was much smarter than regular trees, but had a completely different thought process.
"They're not going to bring you any more fish if you keep doing this."
Another wave of emotions, followed by the taste of something coppery in his mouth. Puzzled, he looked down at the centaur, then back at Sweetpea.
"It says you have something tasty in your pockets," he said, looking back at the centaur.
"I shouldn't. I made sure to empty them!" The centaur stuck her hands in the few pouches she wore, then groaned. She pulled her hand back out to reveal something that looked like dried fish.
"What's that?" Mike asked.
"Ahi tuna jerky," the centaur replied. "One of the merfolk was handing them out earlier. I didn't get a chance to eat it."
"Let's be more careful next time." He took the jerky from the centaur and tossed it toward the mandragora. A vine from the bud snatched it out of the air and dragged it away. Shortly after the fight with Francois, the mandragora's main bud had been spotted and moved here to act as a backup guardian. The plant was more than happy to eat anyone who managed to climb the mountainside. However, since the mandragora was supposed to do this only as a backup plan, it meant that the centaurs needed to feed it plenty of meat. "Can you walk?"
"Yes, thank you." The centaur allowed Mike to take her back to the cave. She walked in silence, clearly embarrassed and bothered by her close call with the plant. When they got back to the mountain, Zel was waiting for them, her arms crossed over her chest.
"Is everything okay?" she asked, her voice stern.
"It was my fault," said the centaur. "I had food in my pockets that I forgot about."
Zel relaxed, but only slightly. "I was worried," she confessed. Even though moving the mandragora benefited her tribe, Zel had still been worried about the new arrangement. Ever since Ratu and Pele had certified that there was a zero percent chance of the mandragora escaping the secret bog, her only real concern was for the handlers who fed it meat. "Thanks for taking care of it for me."
"I happened to be around." Mike stopped in front of Zel and grinned. The handler seemed to sense that she was no longer needed, so trotted into the cave. "So, how've you been? It seems like I haven't seen you that much lately."
"I'm almost as busy as the Caretaker these days." Zel grinned at him, then lowered her gaze. Things had been a little tense between the two of them after Callisto's return, but Mike recognized that as a function of nearly losing their child. It didn't have anything to do with him. "Or so I'm told."
"Really? Me? Busy?" He chuckled. "Those are blatantly false rumors. I wouldn't dream of being busy."
"So then you've just been avoiding me?" Zel smirked and took a step toward him.
"I've been extremely busy," Mike said, backpedaling. "Up until just now, that is."
The centaur laughed. "I'm aware that I haven't been...pleasant to be around. I'm still...processing what happened to Callisto."
Mike nodded, but said nothing. It was the easiest way to make room for someone's feelings, after all. He had gotten that little nugget of advice from a parenting book that had nothing to do with centaurs or Arachne, but luckily kids were mostly the same no matter what species they were.
"I'll admit that I blamed you for everything, at first. Unfairly. And that made me mad at myself, and so the cycle continued." Zel sighed and pulled something out of her pocket. "I was actually coming here to talk to you about something else, but heard that Sweetpea had eaten somebody."
"Technically, she was eating someone's snack. She just forgot to unwrap it, first. I'm going to have Amymone touch base with her and go over the rules again." Even though Mike could speak with plants, it wasn't with the same proficiency that a dryad could do it. While the mandragora's main bulb was here in Hawaii, there was a network of special boxes built by Tink and the rats that allowed the root system to be kept safe both in the greenhouse and beneath Amymone's tree. "So, what did you want to talk about? I've got time right now."
Zel stepped closer, her hooves pawing nervously at the dirt. "After you got Callisto back, we never really talked about everything that happened. I was just so grateful that he was alive. Then the tribe had to bury its dead. The whole time I was standing there listening to my aunt administer final rights, all I could think was, 'I'm glad my son made it.'"
"That's really hard." Mike took Zel's hand. "It's called survivor's guilt and I know what you mean."
The two of them exchanged a glance, but said no more on the matter. They both had their reasons for feeling it.
"Anyway, I threw myself into my tribe and my work, but we never really talked about it. You were true to your word, Mike. You went and got our son back. After a few days, I felt guilty that I didn't come to see you sooner." Zel sighed in frustration. "Sometimes I miss the simple days when it was just us and the forest."
"I mean..." Mike gestured at the woods. "That's exactly what we've got here right now. Just you, me, and the trees."
Zel studied him with her beautiful, brown eyes, then grinned and took a step forward. Mike heard the soft snap of a slap bracelet closing and realized that Zel had taken their son's enchanted bracelet for herself. By the time she stepped into his arms, her equine body had vanished, leaving her human below the waist.
"I thought that only worked for Callisto," he said.
Zel chuckled. "So did I. But somehow, it worked on Grace. I had Ratu look into it. Apparently the enchantment has been altered."
"By who?"
"That's a good question." Zel looked up into his eyes. "Callisto said that Grace did something to it when they were taken, but he doesn't know what. That doesn't make a lot of sense, right? Who could have taught her how to do that?"
Mike studied Zel's face, but his mind was on his daughter. Being an Arachne seemed to be the strangest thing about her, but that was just her appearance. What thoughts lurked in his quietest child? Her favorite stuffy was a possessed doll. She had cast a fireball spell using somebody's wand. Was she some kind of magical savant?
"I don't think it matters," he said. "What gave you the idea to try it for yourself?"
Zel laughed. "Callisto did. He gave it to me a few minutes ago when I got here. Said there was some time left on it and I should come see you."
"We've got a good kid." Mike tried not to laugh at the idea that Callisto was trying to be his wingman.
"Do you think you could play our song again?" she asked as she pressed herself against him. "I want to dance with you."
Mike shook his head. "My current phone doesn't have that song on it." He had actually broken it during the fight with the kraken. Mike didn't know if it was the ocean water, fighting the undead, or the magic lightning he fired from his body that had done it in. Either way, the warranty didn't cover it. "But we don't need music. We can just dance."
Zel gazed up at him, her slightly damp hair clinging to her forehead. "Maybe we can skip the dancing," she said, her lips slightly parted. "I think this bracelet only has about ten minutes left on it and there's something I've wanted from you for a very long time."
She kissed him, and heat surged through his body as he took her in his arms. The magic did all the dancing for them, ricocheting back and forth between their bodies and playing musical tones. The leaves shifted, giving them more cover from the rain as Zel practically tackled him to the ground. She unbuttoned her sleeveless tunic, releasing her breasts. Drops of rain collected on her chest, then rolled down to form thin streams of water that fell from her large nipples. Mike lifted his head to catch it, his tongue sliding along her areola. When he sucked a nipple into his mouth, Zel gasped and shuddered.
"I never get tired of that," she said, then grabbed his trunks and slid them down until his cock popped free. Awkwardly, she lifted one leg over his waist and straddled him, then shifted her body so that his rigid cock lay against the curve of her ass.
When she tried to mount him, he grabbed her by the arms and pulled her down to kiss her instead. She squeaked in protest, then moaned into his mouth as his magic enveloped her. Zel placed her hands against his shoulders and rolled her hips, allowing his cock to slide along her wet slit. The air sizzled and popped as the magic connected them, and the centaur pushed herself free and grinned.
Without another word, she arched her back and used one hand to guide his cock inside of her, gasping as he pushed her open. Zel made cute, girlish noises as she forced herself onto his cock, her pussy gobbling it up an inch at a time.
"You don't have to rush it," Mike said.
"Eight minutes!" she gasped. "I've only got eight more minutes to get properly fucked!"
"Well, when you put it that way." Mike lifted his hands, energy crackling between his fingertips. He placed one hand on her hips and the other on her breast. "Let's see if we can't catch up for lost time."
He released his magic, letting it pour through her. Zel sat up straight and screamed, then came so hard that she froze in place, her eyes locked on the sky. Water poured down her body, forming into a pool around them that sparkled with energy.
Mike fought hard to keep her locked against his body as her hips jerked out of control. She cried out his name as he sat up and buried his face between her breasts. Zel hugged him tight, her heart beating so loud that he could hear it. He sent an additional current through her body, triggering another series of orgasms.
"It's so good," she cried. "You feel so good!"
"I love how you feel against me," he mumbled between her breasts. When she came again, her fingers became claws that yanked his hair. He winced at the sensation, then made her come again.
"I love...how you feel...inside of me!" Zel was weeping now, all the pent up emotion of the previous weeks now flowing freely. This was no longer just about sex, or love, or even closure. It was about healing, and being reminded that they were still a team.
A centaur popped through the tunnel, likely attracted by Zel's screams. When he saw what was happening, he shot Mike a thumbs up and galloped back inside the volcano.
"More. MORE!" Zel was now clutching Mike so tight that he could barely move. His magic was dancing inside her, making her body shake with anticipation.
"How much time do we have?" he asked.
"Th..three minutes," she gasped.
"I can work with that." Mike tilted her back until she was on the ground, then swung his legs around so that he was now on top of her. "Don't forget to breathe."
Zel cried out in joy as he fucked her, driving his length into her over and over. Golden motes of light now swirled above them, creating a vortex that reached up into the sky. Drops of water were pulled up after them, creating a swirling mass of water and lightning that made sounds like bells when they burst.
"Oh gods," Zel whimpered, then locked eyes with Mike. "I love you, Mike Radley."
"I love you, Zelenia of the Moon Tribe." He grinned down at her, rain and sweat pouring from his face. A ray of sunlight illuminated Zel's face, making her eyes sparkle. "I bet Ratu can make Callisto another bracelet."
"His parents need this one," she said, then wrapped her legs around him. "I want to feel you come inside me, Mike. Fill me up."
"Are you sure?" he teased.
"One minute," she whispered.
Mike sped up his pace, letting the magic roar through him. Zel emitted cries of joy when his cock flexed, expanded, then unloaded inside of her. When the magic tried to bounce back and forth between them, he sped up the process and came inside her again. Both of them were screaming now as torrents of cum gushed out of Zel and mixed with the rainwater beneath them.
"Ten," Zel whimpered. "Nine. Eight."
Impressed by her time-keeping abilities, Mike grunted and flooded her one last time. Zel was in a daze as he slowly pulled out, his cock leaking cum and briefly sticking to her thighs. He could feel the magic of the bracelet cease functioning and moved out of the way as Zel's body returned to normal. She rolled on her side, gasping for air as her equine features returned.
Mike smirked at the sight of his cum running out of her pussy and down her back legs. He moved around her front and slid his leg beneath her torso. Zel sighed and clutched him like a drowning man grabbing a life preserver.
"I'll never let you go," she declared. "Not as long as I live." A moment passed and she sighed. "Metaphorically, I mean."
"I know." He stroked her hair, which was now soaked and dirty from the ground. "This was nice."
"Maybe you can have music ready next time." Zel giggled. "Do you think Kisa could teach me some dance moves?"
"Oh, definitely." Kisa stepped out of the shadows, clutching an umbrella. Zel actually jumped, her hind legs kicking a rock nearby and launching it into the jungle. "Didn't mean to startle you. Felt Mike getting laid and wondered if he was fucking the plant is all."
"That was a one-time thing," Mike declared. "And technically, it wasn't Sweetpea, but her daughter, or whatever."
Kisa shrugged. "You wouldn't be the first person in our house to fuck a vegetable."
Zel narrowed her eyes at the catgirl. "Who have you been talking to?"
"I'd love to teach you some two-legged moves." Kisa sauntered back toward the cave. "I'm also supposed to let you know that the luau will start at sunset."
Mike watched Kisa leave, then looked down at Zel. "Is that why the centaurs plant so many root vegetables?"
"Eat my ass," she muttered, her tail briefly lifting.
"Now that would make quite a meal," he replied, then moved out of the way so Zel could get up. "I don't know that I've ever heard you speak that way before."
"You can blame Lily." Zel rolled herself up and then stood. "Ugh, I'm all dirty now."
"Want to come down to the beach? You can rinse yourself off in the water."
Zel grinned. "Only if you promise to brush me after."
"Done." He stuck out his hand and she took it. They walked hand in hand back to the village, then down to the beach where the kids were now building a sand castle. The merfolk and centaurs brought out tables, constructed from timber collected from Maui. Gradually, the others trickled in, either going for a swim or visiting with the centaurs. Mike had just finished brushing Zel when a familiar voice spoke to him from behind.
"Is this Callisto's mom?" Ingrid asked.
"You must be Ingrid." Zel narrowed her eyes at the mage.
"I just wanted to apologize again." Ingrid bowed her head. "For my part in everything. I see now that I've been wrong for a long time."
Zel's tail twitched in annoyance, but the centaur then nodded. "We believe in second chances around here," she said. "Don't waste yours."
"I won't." Ingrid looked at Mike. "Speaking of which, I won't be staying for dinner. I appreciate the invitation."
"Why can't you stay?"
Ingrid looked at the people who had already gathered. "Honestly? This is beautiful. I wish I could be a part of it. But as you know, I've been questioned up and down by my superiors. There's going to be a Council meeting soon and it's pretty much going to be an interrogation. The less I know about this place, and your family, the better. I really just came to say my goodbyes."
"I see." Mike frowned. "Are you going to be okay?"
"I'm not sure," she replied. "I'm just now learning that I've never been okay. Assuming they don't kill me off, I'll probably retire from the Order and try to figure some things out for myself."
"Okay." He patted Zel on the butt and the centaur stepped away. "You know that you can come to me if you need help, right?"
Ingrid nodded. "Aurora has your number and Eulalie's memorized. If things go south, she'll give one of you a call and you can come rescue my ass."
"And we will." Mike stuck out his hand. "Thanks for everything, Sister Ingrid."
"It's just Ingrid now." She took his hand and blushed. "Well, it will be, anyway. Um...well, bye."
The mage walked off stiffly, like her legs were a bit wobbly. A centaur escorted her out, taking her to whatever portal she had come in from. Mike wondered what was wrong with her, but was distracted by the sound of Death shouting from the water.
"I have done it, Mike Radley!" Death stood atop a surfboard carved from koa wood by the merfolk. The wave he had been riding was generated by a pair of mermaids who broke away from him as he glided up onto the sand. "Did you see me hang ten?"
"I missed it," he said. "Why don't you show me?"
This turned into surfing lessons with the merfolk as the sun set. When the luau started, Yuki arrived with magical mirrors that she set up on the sand so that Naia and Amymone could see the party. The merfolk and centaurs took turns performing on the beach, followed up by a sizzling fire dance from none other than Pele herself. Her smoky dog companion wandered the tables, begging for food which the kids were happy to provide.
Mike sat at the table, with Leilani on one side and Callisto on the other. He stared out at the dark horizon and wondered what was in store for him next. With the events of the last week, he knew there was little chance they would be left alone for long. Who would come for them next? Would it be the Order again? It definitely wouldn't be the SoS. Lily and Eulalie were seeing to that personally. But who else was waiting in the wings, eager to take from him all that he loved?



"You thinking about our honeymoon?" asked Leilani.
"Ew." Callisto made a face at Leilani and grabbed his plate to leave. "Grownup talk."
"No," Mike confessed. "Just wondering what's coming next is all."
"Hmm." Leilani laid her head on his shoulder. "Well, you should know that you have the might of the colony behind you, should you need it."
"I'll keep that in mind." He heard a cheer go up from a nearby table. Curious, he turned to see that the merfolk and centaurs had gathered around Tink, who was gobbling down smoked fish and kalua pork with both fists. It was clearly an eating competition, and her competitors Asterion and Bigfoot sat next to her, their eyes wide in disbelief as she shoveled food into her mouth. Kisa also stood nearby, her jaw hanging open.
Feeling the need to intervene, Mike excused himself and jogged over. "Tink. Hey, Tink!" He had to shout to get the goblin's attention. She had a handful of meat in both hands, which she stuffed into her maw. "What are you doing?"
Tink chewed her food and swallowed. When she spoke, it was through meat-packed teeth. "Tink big hungry, win bet!" she declared.
"There's plenty of food, you can slow down," he said. "You're going to make yourself sick."
"Tink fine. Need big energy!" She leapt onto the table and patted her belly, which was already slightly distended from all the food. Bigfoot picked up his plate before the goblin could step in it.
"Big energy for what?" Mike asked.
Tink let out a whoop and jumped into his arms. When he caught her, she wrapped both arms around his neck and smooched his cheek, leaving a smear of sauce behind.
"Tink have big surprise," she whispered. "Finally get what Tink deserve."
"I still don't follow."
Tink grinned, then hopped down and grabbed Mike's hand. She placed it against her stomach. "Tink need big energy for baby," she declared
Everyone standing nearby went silent.
"Tink." When Kisa spoke, she sounded sad. "That's...you can't..."
Tink blew a raspberry at Kisa, then looked back at Mike. "Kitty cat say Tink can't, but Tink already did."
"You're pregnant?" Bewildered, Mike looked down at Tink's belly. "But I thought...we couldn't?" He had learned early on that he couldn't get Tink pregnant because he was human and she was a goblin.
"Tink make big Christmas wish," she whispered. "Magic made happen."
"Gods," he whispered in disbelief. "So this is real? We're having a baby?"
Tink smiled. "Husband get it now. Always a bit slow, but cute butt," she teased.
Mike cried out in joy and scooped up his goblin wife. Everyone standing nearby cheered, which caused others to come and ask about the news. Tink relished in all the attention, then declared she needed to get back to devouring everything in sight. Both Bigfoot and Asterion bowed out of the impromptu eating contest as Tink gobbled her way through most of an entire pig.
Mike couldn't be happier for the two of them. As he watched his beautiful goblin eat by torchlight, he couldn't help but notice that some of her crimson hair looked gray in their light.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
The Council chambers were built much like that of any governing body, the chamber circular in shape with a large, flat panel on one wall that acted as a screen for the projectors. The chamber was like a small amphitheater with comfortable seats and large tables for each attendee. Alexandros Laskaris sat toward the back of the room, his fingers steepled together as he looked upon the images above with intense interest.
The governing body of the Order had pulled together for an emergency session. It had been nearly two weeks since the eruption in Maui, and the Order and US government were working overtime to hide the details of what had happened from the general public. This was easily the biggest disaster in Order history, and Alexandros wasn't entirely certain how they would move past it.
The list of things to cover up was enormous. Cellphone footage of the undead surging up from the sea. More footage of ancestral spirits guiding people to safety. A kaiju-sized corpse floating in the south Pacific. Hundreds of thousands of corpses in various states of decay. The evidence was immense, and that didn't include the small fleet that had been destroyed in battle, or the fact that the USS Arizona had risen from its watery grave to sail to Maui's defense, only to return later in the afternoon. Congressional hearings were already underway, but both sides were blaming each other, which was giving the Order more time to hide the evidence.
In a panic, one of the upper level members of the Order had sent out a burn team to destroy the evidence at all costs and blame the damage on the eruption. During the mass burn, the team had run afoul of Pele, a local deity. That team was now missing and the man who had sent out the command had disappeared under mysterious circumstances.
Alexandros wasn't worried about that last detail. After all, he was the one who had secretly arranged the man's assassination. A faction had emerged that thought burning it all to the ground might not be going far enough. Realizing that extremism had reared its ugly head, Alexandros had felt it prudent to eliminate the fringe element immediately. Cutting the head off a snake before it realized it had a body was the best solution to such a problem.
"As you can see, we're dealing with a disinformation campaign of unprecedented scale." Master Piero, a balding mage in his late sixties, looked up at the screens from a podium in the middle of the chamber. "In the last week, we've managed to discredit the invasion footage by claiming it's from an unreleased film that a studio canceled for tax reasons. This, of course, was released by a disgruntled CGI artist who is mad that their hard work won't ever be appreciated. Yes, there's been pushback from the survivors of the attack, but their only allies right now are conspiracy theorists, so public opinion is on our side." Piero clicked through some of the images. Luckily, Captain Francois' forces hadn't been zombies or any type of undead with infectious properties. "The kraken in the bay has been far harder to explain, however. There are plenty of private citizens who captured their own footage, so we have one team claiming it's a PR stunt for the new Godzilla movie coming out next year."
"That's convenient," said a woman in the back of the chamber.
"Not really." Piero frowned. "There wasn't one coming out next year, so now we're in talks with our branch in Japan to grease some palms and make it happen. It'll be costly, but it's the only plan we've got."
Alexandros shook his head. The men and women in the chamber had well over a thousand years of collective knowledge, but they were acting no better than children trying to hide the mess they made before their parents came home. There were people on the Council who weren't even past forty, yet another result of whoever (or whatever) had been hunting down their ranks.
Images of the USS Arizona appeared onscreen and the room went silent. The ship had returned to its resting place, but the memorial itself had been damaged during the ship's transit. The perpetually leaking oil now pumped out at a higher volume, staining the shoreline.
"This and the destruction of the naval fleet have been much harder to hide. I'm afraid far too many people saw the Arizona raise itself from the sea floor. Right now, we're playing the angle that this was an event similar in nature to the Philadelphia Experiment. This has pulled the conspiracists over to our side in the public domain, so now they're doing most of the work for us. The official word from naval command was that this was a failed test of experimental technology that resulted in the tragic deaths of thousands of men and women. A few people at the top fell on their swords for it, but they were well compensated."
A man in the back raised his hands. "Can you remind me what happened during the Philadelphia Experiment?"
Piero sighed and rubbed a hand over the top of his head. "That was a joint operation with the US government involving a potential incursion. They thought it would be a good idea to use tech developed by Nikolai Tesla to figure out how we could potentially attack the Outsiders on their home turf. The results were disastrous, and parts of it were leaked."
Alexandros rubbed his temples. We're a gross parody of ourselves, he thought. Some of the Council members were administrators with no practical experience, elevated to their seats solely because of their age alone. Sadly, there were no better candidates to be had.
"So that's where we stand on cleanup efforts. The island itself is considered a disaster zone, and we've kicked most of the residents out until we can rebuild."
"What of the merfolk?" asked Master Liana, a mage in her seventies. "Have we heard back from them yet?"
Piero nodded. "We have. Their colony splintered after the attack. It seems that there was a power struggle regarding the merfolk helping this...Caretaker, and when the plan succeeded, a large number of them decided that it was time for a change in leadership."
"Where did they go?"
Piero shrugged. "We have no idea. But we do know that they took Paradise with them."
Susurrations filled the chamber as Piero tapped the screen on his podium and turned to face the screen. Images of Paradise appeared, followed by a map of Maui. He used a laser pointer to draw a circle along the coastline.
"It used to be here," he said. "Hidden behind a magical field to avoid detection. But now it simply isn't. The night after the attack, it disappeared. When we asked the merfolk about it, we were gently reminded that the land was theirs to begin with."
"So send a ground team," said Hitashi, a retired knight in the front row. The man had been pulled out of retirement, and had the attitude to match.
"We did. It's gone. It's like someone scooped it up and stitched the two pieces of the coast together." Piero waited for the muttering to die down, then cleared his throat. "Look, folks, I won't mince words. This event may be the beginning of the end of hiding magic from the public. No amount of smoke and mirrors is going to cancel out what thousands of people experienced in person. This is the day and age of information, and we simply can't keep up anymore.
"But enough about the mess we're cleaning up. The real reason we need to speak today is regarding this man right here." Piero tapped his screen and a dossier sheet appeared. In the upper right corner was a picture of a man who looked like he had stepped out of a Hollywood movie. "Mike Radley, known to the merfolk as the Caretaker."
"What kind of creature is he?" asked Hitashi.
"That's just it. He's human." Piero scanned the chambers. "A few years ago, the man vanished after inheriting a house near the East Coast. He started amassing an Order dossier shortly after, but it consisted mostly of rumors. We've been piecing some of it together based on research one of our field teams did prior to the incident."
"How did he get involved again?" asked Liana.
"He owns the property where the dragon came from." Piero tapped his pad and an earth dragon appeared on screen, the image from one of the Navy's drones. "We brought him in to assist us with an incident involving the merfolk. He was the catalyst for this entire event."
"Doesn't look scary," said a man that Alexandros had never met. He wore a suit that was too large along with a poorly tied necktie. The man had even set his unfolded sword up on the table.
"And he isn't, if reports are to be believed. He's some kind of incubus, but not one capable of mind control, before any of you ask. The real problem is them." Piero tapped the pad several times, and the screen came to life with video footage and still images of different women, all of them cryptid in nature. Video footage of a kitsune freezing an entire bay, screenshots of a succubus tearing the head off an undead tourist, a gargoyle punching her way through the side of a building. The chamber filled with muttering as these shots were displayed over the course of several minutes.
"Who are they?" asked Liana.
"According to Sister Ingrid, his family." Piero tapped the screen a few more times and a satellite image of a naked woman near the summit of Haleakalā appeared. It looked like she was calling down lightning. "I would like to remind everyone that Sister Ingrid is currently undergoing a mental assessment due to the trauma of the event."
Alexandros realized that he was now sitting on the edge of his seat. The footage itself was intoxicating, but not because of the cryptids on display. No, it was the way they worked together as a group. They had worked as one big team to dismantle the threat that Captain Francois had brought to the island, saving thousands of lives in the process. Piero spoke of magical portals, spirits brought back from the dead, and other feats that had people in the chamber muttering aloud. Alexandros became lost in thought, wondering what else the man was capable of.
"So it is based on this information alone that I suggest we officially classify Mike Radley as a tier 1 threat." Piero looked out at the chamber and Alexandros sat up suddenly in his seat.
"Wait, why are we classifying this man?" He felt bad that he had clearly missed part of the discussion, but the room was already full of idiots. One more wouldn't be notable.
"Because he presents a clear danger to the Order. Or have you forgotten about the failed mission at his home?" Piero touched his pad, filling the screen above with images from the Radley household and a top-secret facility that the Order had investigated after their mercenary team disappeared. "His people slaughtered our own."
"I thought that was because we overstepped." Alexandros frowned and looked at Master Liana. "Director Mohan decided to target the man's family based on a personal issue from decades past. Someone from your team told me this."
Master Liana nodded. "That's true," she said, turning to Piero. "I don't know that the man needs his own threat level because of a failed militant action on our part."
"Well, that's just it. How do we know he won't retaliate?" Piero crossed his arms.
Alexandros looked at his own pad and began clicking through documents. "I do believe we have testimony from Sister Ingrid saying that he won't. He just wants to be left alone."
Piero snorted. "Don't they all?"
"If we classify him, then we can take him out." Hitashi yawned, then sat up straight in his seat. "If he really has this much power available to him, he either needs to be on our side or ten feet underground."
"This action lacks precedent. Even if we vote on this matter, there is no evidence of wrongdoing on his part." Alexandros jabbed a finger in Piero's direction. "You would need unanimous consent from this chamber, and you certainly won't get mine."
"Nor mine," Master Liana added.
"I don't need it." Piero tapped the pad again and the images shifted once more. The screenshots displayed Mike Radley and members of his household dragging the Director away from what was left of Paradise. "According to witness testimony, the Caretaker took Director Mohan into custody. Kidnapping a member of the Order puts that under the jurisdiction of the local Director, who was taken. Therefore, we go up to regional leadership."
"Which would be me," said Hitashi. "I say we burn him at the stake."
"Look, we--" Alexandros went silent as the chamber went dark.
When the lights came back on, a woman in a regal gown stood in the middle of the council chamber, all four of her arms crossed in front. Her hair was the color of sunshine on a wheat field, and when he looked into her eyes, his heart was filled with the memories of his youth.
Piero drew a wand and pointed it at the woman, but it turned to smoke in his fingers. Hitashi put a hand on his desk to leap over it, but tumbled when his hand melted into the desk, his flesh fusing with the wood.
"I will make this brief," said the newcomer, her voice like the clashing of silver bells. "I am the Queen of the Fae and I have come personally to deliver a gift."
She raised one of her hands and snapped a finger. Instantly, the floor of the Council chamber was filled with men and women in green and gold tunics who stood at attention, their eyes locked forward. Several people rose, ready for battle, when Liana rose from her seat.
"Stand down," she cried, turning to face the Council. "Stand down, these are our people!"
Alexandros, took his hand away from the hilt of his blade and stared at the group on the floor in awe. He did recognize some of the people down there, but only vaguely.
"Correction. They were your people." The Queen of the Fae gestured at the men and women. "Since they've been in my care, I have had them properly trained. You see before you the finest fighting force the mortal world has to offer."
"That man isn't one of us." Hitashi was turned awkwardly, his hand still melded with his table. He pointed at a man with no hair and military tattoos on his bare arms.
The Queen shrugged. "This one may have been a mercenary. It can be hard to tell you apart." She raised her chin to look down at Piero. "But I have brought them here as an offering."
"What? Recompense?" Piero blinked.
"Hmm." The Queen looked up at the screen and snapped another finger. A picture of Mohan appeared, his features strained with great pain as he aged before their very eyes. "You see, one of your number broke the rules of Hospitality and directly harmed some of my citizens."
"Oh, fuck," Alexandros muttered under his breath as he rubbed his jaw. He quickly texted his servant Basil, then set his phone down on the table.
"Hospitality?" Piero blinked in confusion.
"Does this one speak for you all?" The Queen smirked and addressed the chamber. "I would prefer to speak to whoever is in charge."
"That would be me," said Piero. He held up a tiny, wooden hammer which he hadn't used yet. "I have the gavel."
Alexandros slapped himself on the forehead and quickly rose, his chair sliding back and away from him.
"He does not speak for me, Your Majesty." He glanced over at Master Liana, who nodded and also rose.
"Nor me, Your Majesty." Liana looked at the rest of the chamber. "This is supposed to be a meeting of equals, he was addressing the chamber is all."
"Interesting. Even now, you fail to be united." The Faerie Queen turned to face Piero. "Such dissension in your chambers, and yet you simply stand there like a rabbit before the fox."
Piero mopped the sweat off his forehead, then stood up straight. "I am in charge of this meeting," he said, his face pale but his cheeks bright red. "So you will speak to me."
"Very well." The Queen studied him for a moment, then turned to the chamber. Above her, Mohan's face stretched out in a silent scream. Alexandros wondered if this was actual footage of the man or simply an illusion.
"I demand to know the meaning of this." Piero jerked his thumb at the screen. "If you have our Director, then I must insist--"
"He's quite dead." The Queen's lips quirked up into a smile.
Piero and some others gasped. "You killed him?"
The Queen smiled. "He died of old age under my care."
"Impossible." Piero opened his mouth to speak again and butterflies flew out from between his lips. He gasped and choked as the insects kept coming, preventing him from taking a breath.
"Are you calling me a liar?" she asked, her tone like a blade being unsheathed.
"We mortals are prone to emotional outbursts," said Master Liana, her fingers twitching by her side. "It may not have been an accusation, Your Majesty, but disbelief expressed out loud."
Choking on insects, Piero pointed at Liana and gave a thumbs up. Almost immediately, the flow of insects ceased. Above the Council, the small cloud of butterflies fluttered about in confusion.



"I have brought these mortals to assist you in the days ahead. I believe it prudent to both our interests as recent events have made it perfectly clear that warriors will be needed on this side of the veil." The Queen gestured toward a woman who stood at attention. "They have spent nearly fifteen of your years in the fae lands, their mind and bodies sharpened like razors. After their poor performance at the Radley household, I saw fit to have them properly trained."
"And this is all of our people?" asked Liana. "From the Radley house?"
"The ones who survived their training, anyway." The Queen grinned. "The fae lands can be quite...detrimental to mortal life."
A door at the top of the chamber burst open and Basil, Alexandros' personal servant, came storming in, his face red from exertion. Upon seeing the Fae Queen, the man paused to collect himself, then walked down the stairs toward Alexandros with a tray in his hands. He set the tray down and whispered in his employer's ear.
"What is the meaning of this?" asked the Queen, a diabolical glint in her eye.
"A proper welcome, Your Majesty." Alexandros picked up the tray and then moved toward the stairs. "If I may?"
The Queen tilted her head in approval. Alexandros walked down the stairs, carrying the tray carefully so as not to spill the goblet. He stopped just before the Queen and then picked up the chalice.
"If I had known you were coming, I would have been a better host and offered you something sooner. Though I am not in charge of these proceedings, I do bid you welcome and offer you this courtesy." He handed the goblet to the Queen, who took it. "It is a honey mead, Your Majesty, from my personal reserve. One of my favorites."
"Is he serious right now?" asked Hitashi. Liana glared daggers at the man.
"Also, I would like to give you this." Alexandros undid the necklace he wore and offered it to the Queen. "It is a lapis-lazuli that has been in my family for generations and holds much sentimental value to me."
"Master Alexandros, I--" Piero held back whatever he was about to say as one of the Queen's hands rose and she turned to look at him.
"At least one of you has manners. I accept the mead, Master Alexandros, but am curious about the necklace."
"While my dealings with the fae have been few, I have done my best to uphold the old traditions. Please consider it a gift," Alexandros replied, relying on years of training and stories from the Old World. "Freely given."
The necklace disappeared from his hands and reappeared in the Queen's fist. She examined the copper pendant with the inlaid lapis and smiled.
"It really has been in your family for some time. I can still smell the salt of the sea in your father's, father's hair off of it." The Queen appraised him for a moment, then nodded. "I accept your gift, Master Alexandros."
He bowed his head, then looked at Piero, trying to convey just how serious the situation was. The man was practically shaking now.
"If you don't mind," Alexandros continued, raising his empty hands, "I would prefer to be the one who addresses you for the assembly from this point on."
"But doesn't he have the gavel?" asked the Queen. Alexandros looked past her at Piero, who hastily tossed over the wooden instrument.
"It looks like I have it now," Alexandros said, holding it up between two fingers to avoid looking like he held a weapon.
"Good." She turned to address the chamber. "These men and women will walk through fire on your command. They will not lie, nor will they betray you. They are a clean slate, one that you should use wisely. However, should you give them an order contrary to the safety of my people, they will immediately slaughter the one who gave the command."
"And what are the terms of such a wonderful gift?" asked Alexandros.
"Freely given," replied the Queen. She snapped her fingers and the screen went blank. "In regards to your Director, it would seem any claim you have on the Radley household is unsubstantiated and would be a violation of your own rules." She turned to look at Piero. "Though I suspect many of them have been bent or broken as of late."
Piero swallowed so hard that Alexandros thought he may vomit.
"Furthermore, my kind has established an agreement of sanctuary on Mike Radley's land. Even now, many of them are moving back into the homes that your people destroyed."
"Our...apologies, Your Majesty." Piero stammered over the words. Liana actually turned white.
"Well, now." The Queen grinned at Alexandros. "I guess it's a good thing he no longer speaks for all of you."
Alexandros swallowed the lump in his throat. "Would this sanctuary be located at his home?"
"It would." The Queen grinned, her teeth suddenly sharp. "Don't misunderstand me, Master Alexandros. Mike Radley does not lie within my protection. But there are members of his household who are still my children. I molded them from the aether myself that they could serve my court for all eternity. Per a separate agreement, they work with the Caretaker, yet still remain under my care." She slid a finger up Alexandros' chest, the fabric parting as if cut by a scalpel. "Should harm come to them on behalf of the people in this room, I will unleash the Unseelie Court on this place and personally reward whoever can show you the most cruelty."
When the Queen said Unseelie, the lights flickered and the sound of laughing children filled the room. Alexandros held perfectly still, trying not to look down at his torn shirt.
"And so I have spoken," she said, then the lights flickered once more and she was gone. Piero was missing as well, the man's shoes the only reminder that he had ever been there.
The Council chamber erupted, and several members tried to free Hitashi. Master Liana left the room with a small entourage, throwing a meaningful glance at Alexandros before she exited. Alexandros let out a sigh of relief and set the gavel down on the podium. He looked at the empty shoes on the floor and shuddered.
"Never apologize to the fae," he muttered, unsure what fate the man now had in store. By doing so, Piero had inadvertently taken the fall for what happened at the Radley house.
The returned soldiers held perfectly still as they were questioned, but none of them answered. Alexandros went back to his seat where Basil stood, then nodded his approval.
"I appreciate your speed," he said.
"Of course, sir." Basil grinned. "I do wish they'd quit putting in more stairs every year, though."
Alexandros chuckled, then looked at his tablet, still open and displaying data related to the Radleys. He stared at it for a long moment, then turned it off.
"Find me Sister Ingrid," he said. "I would speak to her personally about these matters."
"Oh?" Basil raised an eyebrow. "Will this be in an official capacity?"
"For now. I want to learn more about Mike Radley and his family." Alexandros turned to look at who was left in the Council chambers. Even now, someone was using a knife to slice away the skin on Hitashi's hand. "If we don't act soon, we won't have anything proper to raise from the ashes. If the Queen of the Fae is giving us soldiers, something big is coming."
"I see." Basil lowered his voice. "Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?"
"Only what I've asked." Alexandros picked up his phone and put it in his pocket. He needed to make a call, but not yet. "Have Sister Ingrid meet me in my office."
Basil bowed his head, then turned to leave. Alexandros heard a terrible ripping sound and turned to see that Hitashi was now free, his hand and forearm bleeding profusely as healers tried to put him back together. Sighing out of pity, he looked down at the fae-trained soldiers on the Council floor. Already, somebody was suggesting they be executed, just in case they were some kind of trojan horse.
"You," he said, pointing to the closest soldier. "Have everybody fall in line and come with me."
The motionless soldiers snapped to attention as the first one spun in place and said a single word in a language Alexandros had never heard. Moving in unison, they followed him up the steps and out of the Council chambers as the others gawked. He led them to one of the training rooms and ordered them to make themselves comfortable until he returned to take them to his fortress.
Satisfied, he returned to his office and found Basil standing there with a beleaguered young woman. Alexandros introduced himself to Ingrid as his servant left, locking the door behind him. They spoke at length, and it immediately became apparent to him that Ingrid was protecting Mike Radley along with his family. Something had changed on a fundamental level for the young woman, and he couldn't be happier to see it.
Realizing that this was who he wanted, he summoned Basil back. When the butler returned, Alexandros ordered the man to prepare transport for the fae warriors along with Sister Ingrid back to his home. Confused, Ingrid allowed Basil to lead her away, leaving Alexandros by himself. He pulled the phone from his pocket and dialed a number from memory. When it clicked on the other end, the recipient said nothing, waiting for the code phrase.
"The wolf hunts to feed its belly, never for glory," he said. He could almost hear his daughter relax. "I'm coming to meet you in a couple days."
"Is everything okay?" Tasia asked.
"Things are complicated." Alexandros gazed out a window overlooking the courtyard where younger mages were training. Their instructor looked like she was no older than twenty-five. "But I think I may have just found you a new partner."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
The Curator stood on the porch of the old plantation home, his eyes on the sun as it set over the forest. The world had gone silent as it always did when he was around. Sometimes, he missed the simple beauty of something as casual as birdsong or even the nighttime serenade of crickets.
However, being deprived of simple things gave him more room to properly appreciate the complex ones. Casting stolen eyes upward at the sky, he could still picture the telltale cracks left behind by the outsiders over the island of Maui, their hungry gaze on the Caretaker as the man had so casually dismantled a kraken of all things. The only reason the Curator had noticed was because he had deliberately been scrying the skies above the eruption to see if the outsiders would make another appearance. To his surprise and delight, they had.
There had been plenty of surprises on that fateful day, but there had not been ample time to appreciate them. With the Order, the military, and gods knew who else on their way to investigate, the Curator and Legion had boxed up Amir and traveled home via private jet. Even taking off had been a chore, as the runway had been choked up with hundreds of corpses that had simply fallen down when Captain Francois had died.
The man had been a useful pawn, but was a fool. If he had stuck to the plan, then there was a good chance he would have killed off the Caretaker and been done with it. Alas, the Director's past involving the naga of the Radley house had been an unexpected twist, one that had resulted in Francois making his move far too early.
At least, that was how the Curator saw it. He watched the sun descend past the treeline, then walked down the steps toward the old barn. It was time to get busy, and he did his best work at night, his faculties sharpened as a result of the vampire DNA flowing through his blood. Sure, there were some traits of vampirism that he found rather exasperating, but at least he had been able to dial down the worst of it, such as the genetic obsessive compulsions.
The old barn door creaked when he opened it. Sniffing the air, he took a look around to make sure that nobody had passed through recently. Pleased that nothing had changed, he opened the secret door beneath one of the stalls that took him to the basement he had installed here back in the late 1800s. Secret structures really were best utilized after the people who had designed and built them for you had died of old age.
Down in the concrete depths, he winced when his captives cried out, a couple of them screaming at him out of rage or fear, it was hard to tell which. He pushed open the door to one of the cells to reveal a young woman who cowered against the opposite wall.
"Please," she begged, but there was nothing she could say that he hadn't heard a thousand times before. He seized her with one hand and inspected her face to make sure that it had fully healed from her abduction. Whistling a tune to himself, he dragged the girl down the hall to the operating room. When she saw the table with the straps on it, she broke her wrist trying to get away from him. As he held her in place, she bit and scratched him, but he didn't deign to retaliate. Reacting to such a thing was beneath him.
That, and he might accidentally damage what he had come for.
Her eyes grew wide when she saw him pull his scalpel kit from a nearby cabinet, the blades glistening beneath the halogen light. He double-checked her restraints and then moved over to the wall where he had set up a turntable.
"I believe some Vivaldi is in order." The Curator picked up one of his records and turned to the woman on the table. "I do adore the Four Seasons."
"What do you want from me?" she asked, tears streaming down her face.
"You personally?" The Curator shrugged, then set the record on the player. When it was up to speed, he lowered the needle and sighed as the violins of the Spring Allegro played their opening notes. Turning around, he moved toward the scalpel kit and examined the blades beneath the light. "Nothing. You're just here because I need the parts."
Her screams didn't last long, he saw to that. When he had what he needed, he set the compilation of flesh and bone in a padded cooler and then left the operating room. He walked down the long hall where his patient waited for him. The feminine form on the table was silent as he entered the room, as was the shadowy figure behind her. Machinery softly beeped, indicating that this woman was still alive.
"As promised," said the Curator, opening the cooler and then holding up the skull and accompanying tissue he had just acquired. Sitting down at a nearby stool, he began the delicate process of properly rebuilding Sarah's face. It had taken a couple of weeks to prepare her for this, as the damage had been quite extensive. The real difficulty had been the burnt tissue left behind. Fixing that had been a lot like unscrambling an egg, but he did enjoy a good challenge. He wasn't sure if it had been magic or simply blind rage that had kept Sarah alive all this time, but would be sure to ask once she could communicate again.
The shadow watched as he molded fresh bone into place, the tissue folding beneath his fingers like clay. Hours passed as he reattached skin, using a combination of sutures and magic. By the time he was done, her face was swollen and unrecognizable, but would eventually become otherwise unremarkable. He leaned over her and inspected his handiwork, then nodded in satisfaction.
"Once she recovers, I've got a pair of donors lined up for her ears and eyes." The Curator brushed what was left of Sarah's hair from her face. Most of it had burned in the fire. "By the end of the month, your daughter will be ready to walk among us once more."
Elizabeth's shadow made a hissing noise like hot grease in a pan. The Curator wasn't entirely certain if he was actually interacting with the woman herself or a chunk of her magic that had become imbued with her will to see her daughter survive. It honestly didn't matter. Though academic in interest, even this version of Elizabeth was worth far more to him than what he could gain by taking her apart.
"I'll be back tomorrow evening," he said, then stood and left. Elizabeth's shadow made a burbling sound in his direction, but continued to stand guard over Sarah's new body. The Curator walked back to the house, then paused to contemplate the first rays of daybreak.
"I suppose I'd better check on my other patient." He walked into the plantation house and went to one of the bedrooms on the second floor. Inside, Amir was strapped to a chair, his unseeing eyes focused out the window and a gag in his mouth. The Curator popped the gag and crouched down in front of Amir.
"Surgery was a success today. Hopefully Sarah is more careful with this face than the last one." The Curator paused to lick blood off his fingers, then recoiled at the taste. "I can't wait to speak with her about the Arachne who did this."
"My...ly."
"Indeed." The Curator sighed and moved to the window. His current situation was hardly dire, but with Legion out running errands for him, he was rather disappointed by the lack of quality conversation. Looking at the woods, he thought on the problem of the Caretaker and how he might resolve it. A frontal assault on the house was suicide, plain and simple. Luring the man out would be possible, but what could possibly drag him away from the comfort and safety of his home?
"My...ly," offered Amir.
"Yep, that's right. Your Lily."
"My...my..." Amir's voice raised an octave, and the Curator turned to face him with curiosity.
"Oh? Is something on your mind?" It was a horrible joke, considering the fact that Amir's brain was still visible. Every day, it gained a few more molecules. At this rate, he would be ambulatory in a couple of years.
"My...MY...MY!" Amir's eyes went wide and his jaw twitched as he chewed on the word. "MY! MY!"
"I guess we'll need the paralytic again." Disappointed, the Curator reached into the pocket of his enormous coat to retrieve the sedative. Listening to Amir mutter endlessly about his succubus had been annoying, but at least he had been quiet about it.
"MY...EEEK! MY...EEEEEK!" Amir was now yelling so loud that spit leapt from his mouth. "MY...EEEEK! RADLEEEEEY! MIY EEEK RRRRRADLEY!!!"
"Huh." The Curator watched as Amir screamed the Caretaker's name over and over again for several minutes, his vocal chords breaking down from the strain. All this time, he had thought that Amir had been hung up on a demon, but this?
Well, this was far more interesting. It showed that there were higher thought processes involved, that Amir knew exactly who was the reason for his sad, sorry state.
Still, the Curator didn't feel like listening to it. He injected Amir with the paralytic anyway.

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Cyrus sat in the gazebo, his eyes on the children in the front yard. Grace was busy dangling from a metallic jungle gym structure while Callisto tried to scale it from beneath in his human form. The little centaur slipped and fell, but his sister grabbed him with one hand.
"Stay," she said, casually raising him so he could grab the bar next to hers.
"No stay. Lunch." Mike came out of the house with a tray covered in food. "I made you two some hotdogs."
Grace dropped from the jungle gym and face planted on the ground. Cyrus let out a deep throated laugh at the sight of it. The little Arachne wasn't hurt in the slightest. This was some weird game she had come up with. She remained motionless for several seconds and then hopped up and scurried toward the table in the gazebo where Mike set out their food.
"Not dead!" she declared, pumping her fists in the air while standing on the railing of the gazebo.
"Go wash your hands," Mike said, then looked at his son. "You, too."
"Aw, man." Callisto sulked off toward the house. Grace hissed at Mike, then followed her brother inside. Cyrus smiled at them both, then leaned back in his seat, placing both hands behind his head.
The leaves in the front yard were just starting to turn yellow. The cool air of fall had finally permeated the boundary of the geas, causing the local fauna to shift. Small colonies of brownies, gnomes, and other tiny fae living in the hedge maze had spent the last week preparing their homes for winter. Some would batten down the hatches and ride it out while others would migrate back to their world where it was much warmer. Up above, it was overcast. If Cyrus had to guess, it would probably rain later in the afternoon.



"How are you feeling today?" asked Mike.
"A bit restless is all." Cyrus had been feeling a bit down the last month, which bothered him. Ever since being allowed inside of Mike Radley's home, he had become a part of the family in a lot of ways. Cecilia and Sulyvahn had warmed to him almost immediately, and Reggie had been thrilled to have a new chess player in the house. Dana had been oddly absent, but she spent almost all of her time in that strange observatory of hers. Cyrus kept thinking he would drop by for a visit, but just never seemed to find the time. The days and nights were often a blur, and he wouldn't have it any other way.
"Ah, there you two are." Death came out of the house with a tray of tea. The Reaper walked along the porch and down to the gazebo, a wooden cup in his hands. "I have just gotten back from my latest surf lesson with the mermaids."
"How did it go?" asked Cyrus.
"Swimmingly." Death let his jaw hang open in a parody of laughter. Mike reached over to fist bump the Reaper.
"I don't know who's worse." Cyrus shook his head in disgust. "What are you drinking?"
"Poi." Death sipped at the concoction. "Pele made it herself."
"You've been hanging out with Pele?" Mike raised an eyebrow. "I haven't seen her in a few days. Where has she been?"
"Rebuilding Maui from the inside. Ever since it erupted, she's had to redo the magma chambers beneath the islands. This would have been a lot more difficult, but ever since the Maui Incident, she has more believers than ever."
"We don't talk about the Maui Incident," said both Mike and Cyrus at the same time. In truth, the Maui Incident was often discussed, but it was part of some inside joke Cyrus didn't have all the details on.
Death chuckled, then held out his cup. "Would you like to try some?"
"No thanks." Cyrus patted his belly, which pressed against the inside of his coat. The soft fabric rustled like leaves. "I'm still full from breakfast."
"I see." Death looked over at Mike. "Poi?"
"Sure." Mike took a sip from the cup. "Hey, that's pretty good."
"Of course it is. Why would I ever..." Death trailed off as the front door of the house opened and an Arachne emerged. Cyrus felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end as a distance created by decades crumbled to dust. The mirror image of Ana Rae, the Arachne he had once hunted, stepped through the doorway, ducking her head to avoid the frame. Mike and Death watched her walk to the gazebo, holding Grace's hand. When the two of them arrived, Grace broke away from the larger Arachne and patted the arm of Cyrus' seat.
"Papa Cyrus," she said, then snagged a hotdog off the table and shoved it in her mouth, smearing ketchup across her face.
"I see." The Arachne cleared her throat, then did a strange sort of curtsy. "It's nice to meet you, Master Cyrus."
"Eulalie." Cyrus recognized her voice right away, his heart pounding. "The Rat Queen."
There was an awkward pause, which Eulalie followed up with a nod. "I just wanted to say, um...I know that it was you who hunted my parents."
"Yes, it was." Cyrus sat forward in his chair, his thoughts drifting. "It's not something that I'm particularly proud of."
Eulalie looked at Mike, then Death. The Reaper looked confused for a moment, then looked over his shoulder.
"Do you want me to leave?" he asked.
"No, sorry, this is just...weird." Eulalie cleared her thoughts and turned her attention back to Cyrus. He noticed that she didn't quite look him in the eye. "You can probably guess the reason why I never revealed myself to you. Obviously this is...complicated." She indicated her body with a hand. "And I'm sorry I didn't come visit you sooner."
Cyrus chuckled, scratching at his beard nervously. "Yeah, well, I didn't make it easy for you, did I?"
Again, an awkward pause, then Eulalie bowed her head. "I know this might not mean anything, but..." She cleared her throat a couple of times, and then Mike put his hand on her arm. When she looked up at him, he nodded and took her by the hand.
"Am I missing something?" Cyrus was confused.
"I forgive you. If my parents were here, they would forgive you, too. You tried to kill them, but it was a long time ago. Because of you, my family gets to live on, I..." Eulalie turned her attention to Grace, who had grabbed another hotdog and was eating it. Callisto tried to come outside, but a green hand grabbed his shoulder and dragged him back in.
"Aunt Tink," he whined as the door shut.
"Anyway, Grace is all I have left. I mean, yeah, everyone here is nice, too, but Grace and I, we're the last of our kind. I know that would have meant something to them is all. My parents, I mean. And my sister. Uh..." Eulalie looked at Cyrus' feet. "So...I just wanted to make sure you heard that. I hope it brings you closure."
"Thank you, Eulalie." Cyrus took a deep breath and sighed, his body suddenly light. It was as if a massive weight had been lifted free, but he couldn't be certain why. "I hope that we get the opportunity to speak more often."
Eulalie didn't respond at first, then nodded her head. "Yes," she said. "That would be great. I, um, have to get back to work."
"Rat Queen duties?" asked Cyrus.
Eulalie didn't respond as she hustled away. The door opened and Callisto bolted outside, making it to the gazebo in time to snatch a third hotdog from Grace's hands.
"I knew it," he said, turning his back on his sister. Grace tried to reach past him and steal his food. "You were going to eat them all without me!"
"That was...odd." Cyrus looked at Mike. "Is she always like that?"
"A bit." Mike looked at Death. "What do you think?"
The Grim Reaper seemed lost in thought. Grace grabbed the poi cup out of his hands and tried to drink from it, her upper lip now stained the color of taro. When Callisto saw this, he begged her for a taste, but the little Arachne scuttled up the side of the gazebo and now stood upside down above her brother. Cyrus laughed at their antics.
The front door opened and Tink waddled out. The goblin was so swollen with pregnancy that it absolutely seemed like her belly arrived before she did. She made a hissing sound in the back of her throat, and Grace immediately dropped down from the ceiling and landed in a crouch. The Arachne offered the poi cup to Callisto, who made a face after drinking from it.
"Bleh, I don't like the texture." Callisto smacked his lips, then handed the cup back to Death.
"The texture is why I like it." Death cradled the cup in his hand and watched while Tink washed off Grace's face with a rag she pulled from her pocket. "A drink you can chew is its own novelty."
Cyrus smiled at the sight of Tink cleaning the Arachne, of Callisto sneaking another hotdog off the tray, how Mike looked down at his goblin wife and children with a smile that ran deeper than the ocean. When Tink looked away from Grace, the Arachne slid beneath Death's robes, vanishing from sight, but not before grabbing the last hotdog off the table. Mike Radley's family was a large, confusing mess and Cyrus got to experience every part of it.
This summer had been chock full of adventures with the Radley children. They had gone on expeditions in the greenhouse, a late night snack run that had somehow taken him to an underground labyrinth under the house, and even a trip to a pocket world with a tower on top of an island.
When he wasn't with the children, he was usually with Mike, Death, or Jenny. Ever since that night in the facility, Cyrus had been able to see Jenny's true form whenever she was about. From what he heard, her soul had been properly detached from her doll, allowing her to roam free without having to possess someone else's body. Based on a lengthy conversation with Death, Cecilia, and Sulyvahn, the consensus was that Jenny still had unfinished business. Somehow, either the witch Elizabeth hadn't died, or there was a tie with her offspring, Laurel.
No, not Laurel. Sarah. It was hard for him to accept that the troublesome mage had simply become host to another person. Mike believed that Laurel had died properly, which was some solace. Still, a life cut off so early was always a shame.
Tink was now crouched beneath Death, wrestling with a trio of legs as she tried to pull Grace free.
"Stinky baby legs needs bath!" she declared. One of her braids had come undone, revealing long strands of gray that Cyrus had never noticed before.
"No bath!" The edges of Death's cloak billowed upward, revealing that Grace clung to the Reaper's bony legs. Her face was covered in ketchup and mustard, and there was hotdog bun bits in her hair.
"Hey!" Tink kicked Death in the shin. "Bonehead do this on purpose, be like ghost!"
"Who, me?" Death surveyed the scene beneath him and then sighed. "Very well."
The Grim Reaper went incorporeal, causing Grace to pass through him. The Arachne gasped and grabbed at the floorboards, successfully peeling one of them up.
"Nooooo!" she wailed, then let go of the floor to grab the railing. "No bath!"
Cyrus laughed. It started deep in his belly and spread, filling the gazebo and causing the others to stop and look at him. He couldn't help himself, and he cried tears of joy when the goblin shrieked in horror as the planking ripped free of the ground.
It felt good here. It felt good to be home.
A mournful song pierced the air and everybody went still, then turned toward the front of the house. Mike made a face and put his hand on Tink's shoulder.
"No bath yet," he said, then gave the goblin a knowing look.
Tink looked at Grace, then back at Mike and nodded. She stepped back and held out her arms for the little Arachne, who hopped into them. Callisto moved to his father's side and clutched his hand.
"What's wrong?" asked Cyrus as he sat up in his seat. "What's that sound?"
"It is a song that is sung when one's business is done." Death set down his poi cup and looked at Mike. "It is time."
"Time for what?' Confused, Cyrus stood and watched as Cecilia appeared, her hair billowing behind her in a breeze that only she could feel. The banshee locked eyes with him, her sightless gaze taking him in as she sang. He didn't know the words to the song, but was chilled when he realized she was singing for him. Panic rose in his chest, and he took a step back and knocked the chair he had been sitting in away from him.
"Cecilia, please." Mike held up a hand and the banshee went silent. "We need a minute. Can you get the others?"
The banshee nodded, then vanished from sight.
"What's happening?" asked Cyrus, his heart pounding.
"Walk with me, friend." Mike looked at Grace, who was staring at Cecilia with rapt fascination. "Come on, kid. We're going on a hike."
"I would like to come as well." Death set down his poi cup. "Lead the way, Mike Radley."
They walked together, but Cyrus felt like the inside of his skin was itching. What was going on? Why had the banshee sung for him? He wasn't dying! He felt fine!
"I demand to know what's going on." Cyrus lifted his chin indignantly as he walked beside the others. They had formed into a line and were walking around the side of the house. The centaurs who toiled in the front yard were suddenly active, galloping toward a couple of portals that took them back to their village.
"It'll all make sense soon enough. There's something we need to show you." They were walking toward the greenhouse now, the door being held open by Abella. Cyrus had never had a chance to talk with her, but had seen her watching the house from above many times.
"Good luck," she whispered, then bowed her head as they passed.
They paused at the top of the cliffs for just a minute. Tink whispered something in Mike's ears and then smacked him on the butt before going back to the house. The group walked down one of the paths, Mike mysteriously quiet for most of it. Death seemed very solemn as well. Cyrus tried to press them for answers, the incident with the banshee already fading toward the back of his mind as if it had never happened.
Callisto walked next to Cyrus, a determined look on his face. Grace took up a position on the other side, but stopped at least twice to snatch up a bug and eat it.
He lost track of time and then came to when they stopped in front of a small garden by the edge of the centaur village. It was surrounded by a low, wrought-iron fence and contained dozens of species of flowers. In the center was a gray, marble obelisk roughly four feet tall.
"What is this?" he asked, looking to Mike for answers. "And why did we walk all this way? We could have taken the shortcut from the front yard."
"We could have," Mike admitted. "But I wanted to give the others a chance to get here first and say goodbye."
Cyrus turned to see that most of the denizens of the Radley home stood behind them, their eyes fixed on the strange obelisk. Jenny hovered behind them, her head rotating so that her face was upside down. Ratu stood next to Beth, who was in front of Asterion. Bigfoot was there, too, though Cyrus had never spoken to the guy. In front of them all, Zel stood with her hands tightly clasped before her. Cecilia and Sulyvahn stood on both sides of her, their heads bowed.
"Is this some kind of joke?" Cyrus shook his head in disbelief. "This isn't funny, Mike."
"It never has been." There was pain in Mike's eyes as he leaned over the fence and flicked his fingers at the obelisk. The smooth surface of the obelisk rippled to reveal dark words carved into the marble, hidden by an illusion spell.
Papa Cyrus
Beneath it was the year of his birth followed by the current year. Cyrus staggered back, his hand going to his chest.
"This is a dream," he said. "No, a nightmare."
A firm hand closed around his, and he looked up to see Lily. There was anger in her eyes, along with sadness.
"This isn't a dream," she said. "Not this time."
"But...why? How?"
"It happened the night you rescued my children." Mike stared ahead, his jaw set in determination. "I didn't realize it at first, but I did before we left the forest. You were killed while protecting Grace."
"That's simply not possible. If I was dead, that would make me a spirit, a ghost!" Cyrus looked at Lily. "You can see me!"
"I'm a succubus. Of course I can see you." Lily didn't even roll her eyes at him when she said that. This scared him more than anything else.
"But you, Mike, you can...what about..." Cyrus turned to Death, then Reggie. He started to hyperventilate as the memories of the last few months came back to him. It was weird that Dana hadn't spoken with him once, and the others had seemed evasive, but it hadn't bothered him in the slightest. He had been happy enough just feeling accepted.
"The children!" He looked down at Grace, then over to Callisto. "If I'm dead, how can they see me?"
"When my son was little, he was terrified of me." Mike smiled weakly at his son. "We thought it was because I was a human and that he was scared of what was different. Later on, we figured out that he was scared because he can see souls. Mine is apparently very intimidating."
Callisto nodded, then looked at Cyrus. "He's shiny in all the wrong places."
"No, this can't be, I..." Cyrus looked at the obelisk and clutched the collar of his coat. It suddenly occurred to him that his coat had been burned up in the fight with Laurel. If so, where had this one come from? He studied the material in awe, hoping it would reveal its secrets.
"Steady, friend." A bony hand settled on Cyrus' shoulder. "Acceptance is the final stage of grief."
"But I've been here this whole time, I..." Cyrus looked at the others, then down at his own hands. Had he been here this whole time? Ever since he had come home with Mike, he had never left the house. It only now occurred to him that he couldn't remember which room was his, or sitting down for a proper meal. There were huge gaps in his memory that didn't make sense, gaps that only now had come to light.
"Oh, gods." Cyrus stared at the others. "They can't even see me, can they?"
"I can see you." Jenny laughed and then started messing with Zel's hair. The centaur didn't react. "Because you're like me, silly."
"Most of them can't." Mike looked over at Grace. "She couldn't hear you for the first month or so, but she learned."
"Why do this, then? Why keep it a secret from me?"
"Because Jenny said we should." Mike looked at the hovering specter. "You probably would have found out at some point. The reason you remained behind was because you had unfinished business. Cecilia and Suly both agreed that due to your traumatic death, there was a chance you may become a tormented soul if you found out before that business was resolved. So we agreed as a family to do our best to help you finish it."
"I didn't have unfinished business though, I...I..." Cyrus thought back to the strange conversation with Eulalie. She had given him the forgiveness he had long wanted but never had the courage to ask for. Mike had given him a proper family, a place where he could feel happy.
Somebody sniffled. Cyrus turned to see that it was Lily. Was the succubus actually crying because of him?
"You deserve your rest, Master Cyrus." Death gestured at the people gathered. "It's not often you get a chance to attend your own funeral and say goodbye to your family and friends."
Cyrus wanted to be angry, to lash out. The impulse rose within him, threatening to devour him from within, but the bitter desire melted away as his eyes settled on the children, both of them watching him with glistening eyes. That strange sensation of light filled him once more, and he recognized it for what it actually was.
Love. He had found people he loved who loved him in return.
"You were this close just now, magic man." Jenny pinched her fingers together and giggled. "There isn't room for two angry spirits in this home. We would have had a fight."
"I...suppose there isn't." Cyrus shook his head and looked at the obelisk. "I'm under there, aren't I?"
"You are not." Death's eye lights burned brightly. "We could not find your body after the fire. This is not your tomb, Master Cyrus, but rather your memorial."
"I wanted it put here," said Zel, clearly reacting to Death's words. "So that my people could see it every day. So that I could see it every day, and be reminded of the man who saved my son."
"This ghost business still doesn't make much sense, then, does it? Even if I had unfinished business, my body isn't nearby. If I burned up completely, I doubt one of my belongings is under there. Therefore, there would be nothing left for my spirit to latch onto. How could I even manifest here, hmm?" It was one final denial, spoken in desperation. The darkness called to Cyrus, coaxing him to lash out.
Mike cleared his throat and gestured at Grace. "Show him."
Grace grinned up at Cyrus, showing him all of her teeth. She pulled the dogtags from inside her dress and held them up proudly. "Papa Cyrus," she declared.
"Flip them over," Mike whispered.
The Arachne obeyed, the dogtags sparkling beneath the light of the sun. On the back of one of the tags was a single, bloody fingerprint that had been sealed in place with a layer of clear nail polish. "Papa Cyrus," she repeated, pointing at the print.
"Oh." It was all he could say, all the pieces falling into place. His last link to this world was a bit of blood left behind. "I see."
"It's why she has stopped taking baths," Death declared. "She is afraid that you would wash away, somehow." The Reaper narrowed his sockets at Grace. "Or so she claims."
Cyrus chuckled, then wiped away a tear of his own. He contemplated the droplet on his finger and watched it vanish. After all, it wasn't really there. Shaking his head, he knelt down and patted Grace on the head.



"No man left behind," she said.
"That's right, child." Cyrus briefly placed his forehead against hers. He knew better than most the danger of a spirit staying behind past their time. His was up. Even now, he could feel that same bitter rage threatening to rise up and consume him. Was this what had driven Jenny mad? He certainly didn't want to find out. "It's time for me to go, okay?"
The Arachne nodded solemnly. "Fucking hell," she whispered.
He looked over at Callisto and held out his hand. The centaur approached, then took it.
"You two look after them, okay?" He gestured over his shoulder. "And each other. Always. Like a knight and a mage."
"My mom won't let me have a sword," Callisto replied.
"Ask her when you're older." He grabbed both children and hugged them one last time. "And Grace? You need a bath. I can actually smell you."
The Arachne hissed in resignation, and Cyrus let her go. When he stood, Mike threw his arms around the man and squeezed.
"You're the reason we're all still here," Mike said, his voice shaking. "Thank you."
Cyrus nodded, then gently pushed the young man away. He turned to look at the assembly of magical beings, creatures he once would have hunted. Many of them were quietly shedding tears now.
"It was my pleasure. Um..." He looked at Cecilia and nodded, doing his best to maintain his composure. Madness was already pulling at him. Was this how it was for all spirits? What caused it? He shoved the questions from his mind, determined to take the next step. "I guess I'm ready to go now."
The banshee nodded her head and started singing.
"She only sings that song for family, you know." Death moved next to Cyrus and they watched as a portal appeared behind the banshee.
"Yeah, I know." Cyrus looked at the Radley family one last time. Callisto had moved to his mother's side, his fierce eyes on Cyrus. Grace stood next to Mike, her eternal stare watching with curiosity. "Don't forget to blink, kid."
Grace blinked exactly once. Cyrus felt pulled toward the portal and took his first step toward eternity, only to be blocked by Lily. The succubus hugged him fiercely, her arms wrapped around her shoulders and mascara running down her cheeks.
"I hope you get laid in the afterlife," she said, rubbing at her tear-stained cheeks with a thumb. "You old bastard."
"Temptress." Cyrus pushed her away and smiled. "Thank you. For everything."
"Fuck you for making me feel this way." Lily wiped at her eyes and stepped back. The others were waving now, some of them shouting goodbye. Cyrus gave them all a wave, then looked at the children one more time. He turned toward the portal and took a deep breath.
"I'm just hoping it won't be hot where I'm going." Cyrus chuckled at his own grim humor and took another step toward Cecilia. This time, his foot hovered an inch above the ground when he did so. He felt lighter than ever, his body unraveling along the edges as if he was made of mist.
"It won't be." Cecilia took Cyrus by the hand. Her skin was soft to the touch. "It's the shores of eternity for you."
"What happens there?" he asked.
"Someone will come for you." The banshee smiled, then opened her mouth and sang. It was a song of grief and mourning, but there was something else in that melody for Cyrus. It promised peace everlasting.
And so she sang for him as they walked together, time stretching until it snapped free of its tethers. They stood together on a beach of sand that glittered like diamonds overlooking an ocean made of stars. Cyrus cried at the sight of colors that he had never seen before.
"You know...you can be whatever version of yourself you want here." Cecilia gave him a motherly hug and then touched the wrinkles on his face. "You could be young again."
"I suppose," he said, then smiled. "I think I'll wear this face for a bit, still.. It's the one I'm the most proud of."
The banshee sang for him as she left, turning into a ball of light and then disappearing. He stood on the edge of eternity, gazing out at those blazing lights and wondering what they meant.
Cyrus waited. It could have been hours, days, maybe even years. Time didn't exist in this place, not in a way that made sense to his mortal mind, anyway. Though the view was perfect in every fashion, one thing was abundantly clear.
"I guess nobody came for me after all." Honestly, who would have? The only people in the world who cared about him had been left behind. He looked out at the ocean, half expecting to see a small boat paddling his way. Even if Charon arrived, it wasn't like Cyrus had a coin to pay for safe passage.
"I was just letting you admire the view, is all," said a man's voice from behind him.
Cyrus held perfectly still, afraid to turn and look at the speaker. He clenched his fingers, afraid of what he might see if he did turn around. The newcomer chuckled and put a hand on Cyrus' shoulder.
"I'll stand here as long as you want, buddy. We've got plenty of time, you know." The figure moved to stand next to Cyrus, his hands in his pockets. He wore a brown leather jacket and jeans, though stood barefoot in the stand. The lapels of his jacket were far enough apart that his dog tags caught the light, scattering it into different colors. "All the time in the world."
"But why you?" asked Cyrus, his throat suddenly dry.
"Because you're family." Darren cocked his head and held up a six-pack of beer. He ripped a can from the ring and tossed it to Cyrus, who caught it.
Cyrus didn't know what to say. Gazing out at eternity, he cracked open his beer and took a sip. It was unlike anything he had ever experienced. When he looked up at Darren, the man he had hunted so many decades ago, he saw no anger, no maliciousness. It felt like he was looking into the eyes of a brother he never knew he had. Darren radiated a sense of belonging that Cyrus had never experienced before.
"What happens next?" Cyrus asked, suddenly no longer afraid of the answer.
"Well, that's up to you. You've got a lot of freedom where we're headed." Darren opened his own beer. "But if you don't mind dropping by the ol' homestead, there's a few people there who would love to hear all about Grace."
Cyrus took another sip of his beer and smiled. Maybe eternity wouldn't be so bad after all.
"Let's not keep them waiting."

🏝️🏝️🏝️
Fuck yeah, we did it! One more book complete!
(I did a victory lap, but you couldn't see it, which is good, because I got winded)
Thank you so much for being here and indulging in my wacky ass monster-verse fantasies. I hope I've given you some moments to dwell on, and I certainly hope my skills as a writer and storyteller have improved. If you enjoyed this story, please make sure to give me some stars. And if you're excited for the start of Book 8, make sure you check my bio to see when I plan to start posting it. Summers are a bit weird for me because that's when I go on outdoor adventures with my family, and we like to do lots of small weekend trips, which aren't conducive to writing (especially if the condo has a hot tub). However, I will do my best to stick to whatever schedule I pick.
One of the best parts about writing a serial like this is watching you all theory-craft in the comments. Many of you have guessed what was going to happen months in advance, so I love that you were able to follow the crumbs!
I am particularly proud of Cyrus' character arc. He was first featured in Last of Her Kind, which is available here on Lit. If you haven't checked out that story, now is a pretty good time to do so!
Alexandros and Legion first appeared in Dead and Horny 2. You will definitely see them again.
To all my readers, thank you, thank you, thank you for being here. I couldn't have come this far without you, and I intend to keep going even further. A hui hou.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne back again with the start of a new book!
Horny Monsters? Again? Well, my friends, the story isn't done yet! Also, it would seem I still have a fair number of new readers who drop in and still get angry when they realize that the previous 2 million words I've written in this universe actually matters. So if you're a new reader, stop that. Go back to chapter 001. Binge read this shit until your eyes bleed and you learn why we no longer talk about the Clue Incident.
Returning readers, welcome back! I'm so happy you're here, and would like to remind you that I tend to write the beginning of each book as if we've all actually taken a break and may need some reminders. Thanks for all the support you've shown with the previous 7+ installments. I hope that I can continue earning that support with this newest book.
I will have slow releases for a bit to accommodate my summer plans, then we will get back to our regularly scheduled program. Always check my bio to see when I plan on releasing new content, I try SUPER hard to stick to that schedule!
That being said, let's dive right in with something relaxing for your
Head and Shoulders
Mike Radley was taking a nap in his favorite recliner when he felt a faint pulse of danger somewhere in his house. His eyes snapped open and he leveled his gaze at the window, wondering if the sense had been triggered by an intruder in his home. The odds were essentially impossible that a stranger could somehow bypass the magical wards on his home and then sneak past the centaurs who were constantly maintaining his ever expanding front yard, but he had learned long ago that the word impossible was largely meaningless in regards to him or his magical home.
"What's wrong?" Kisa asked, opening her eyes to look at him. The catgirl had fallen asleep in his lap and was now sitting up, her green eyes scanning the office.
"Not sure yet." He rose to stand, and his familiar hopped off him effortlessly, her padded feet hitting the wooden floor without making a sound. The two of them were alone and the house was unusually quiet. Mike moved to the window to look outside. It was mid-October and his front yard was a mosaic of red and yellow. What few leaves had already fallen on the ground had been raked into small piles that would be turned into compost and tilled into the soil come spring. "Vague feeling that something bad happened."
"Inside or out?" she asked.
Mike shrugged. "Not sure yet, but I--"
That tiny pulse hit him again, the one that said he was in danger. Precognition was one of many gifts that had been bequeathed to him upon inheriting the house, which had been further strengthened by swapping souls with a cyclops. Still, it had its limitations. Whatever was happening could potentially harm or even kill him, but usually the danger was extremely obvious.
"Ooh, I felt that one." As his familiar, Kisa was linked to Mike in a way that let her feel many of the things that he did. She yawned and stretched, then walked toward the door. "Where is everybody?"
"I don't know, but--"
Mike was interrupted by the sound of slamming doors, followed by thudding footsteps. Moments later, his son Callisto came galloping into the living room, his hooves scratching up the wooden floors. Upon seeing his father, Callisto's eyes grew wide and he slipped, his legs sprawling out beneath him as he slid across the floor and came to a stop at Mike's feet.
"I'm sorry," he said, his voice quiet.
"For what?" asked Mike. He looked up to see Grace come scrambling into the room as well, only she was on the ceiling. The little Arachne dropped down from above and skittered across the floor to her brother.
"Bad news," she said, pointing back toward the dining room.
"Bad how?" Mike looked to his son for answers.
"Um..." Callisto closed his eyes and winced. "We made a poor decision today."
There was a loud bang from the kitchen, followed by the sound of pots and pans being scattered across the floor. Mike and Kisa exchanged uneasy glances, then looked down at the children for answers.
"What did you do?" asked Mike.
"We opened the Vault."
"Fuck." Mike stepped over his children and walked toward the dining room. "Kisa, see if Yuki is in her room. I'll need her help."
"On it." The catgirl raced up the stairs, followed by Grace. Callisto struggled to get his legs beneath him, his hooves further scratching the wooden floor. He had lost the rubber caps that he had been wearing earlier, most likely in his mad scramble up the stairs.
"Why the hell were you two downstairs messing with the Vault?" demanded Mike as he looked into the dining room. It contained the largest table he had ever seen along with a couple of dozen wooden chairs. So far, whatever was happening in the kitchen hadn't spread to the dining room.
"Um...we were curious." Callisto fidgeted with his hands.
"Try again," asked Mike. "You've been warned several times that the Vault is the most dangerous place in the house."
"That's why we were curious."
"Gods damn it," muttered Mike. "How did you even get the door open?"
"Grace figured it out." Callisto said something else, but the sudden slamming of cookware in the kitchen drowned him out.
Mike looked over his shoulder to see that his son had backed into the office.
The Vault was a magically sealed room that contained dangerous magical artifacts. Over the last couple of years, Ratu, the naga, had taken it upon herself to destroy or dismantle several of them. Strangely enough, no matter how many objects they pulled from the room, it always seemed like more appeared. Every time the Vault was opened, something tried to escape and today was apparently no exception.
"Go back to the centaur village," Mike said. "Tell your mom that you opened the Vault and to punish you appropriately."
Callisto's face went white, and he coughed into his hand. "Well, I mean, this is a house matter, and my mother probably doesn't--"
Something in the kitchen let out a shriek reminiscent of a low flying fighter jet. By the time the sound had passed, Callisto had yanked open the front door and was already halfway across the lawn to the portal.
"Damn kids," Mike muttered, then went to close the door. As he did, the spectral figure of a woman in white poked her head through the wooden door, a large smile on her face as she phased through it.
"Grá mo Chroí," Cecilia said by way of greeting. "Do you need my help?"
"I do." Mike stepped aside so the banshee could enter the house properly. "You don't happen to see what's in there, do you?"
The banshee nodded. Her eyes were white, as if they had frosted over with ice long ago. Even though she was blind to the world as others saw it, the one thing she could see was souls of any kind, which included malevolent spirits. She tilted her head to one side, then bit her lip in frustration.
"And?" Mike asked.
"It's not good," she replied, floating toward the dining room. "I can't tell if I'm looking at one thing or many. It's disjointed."
"Great, I was hoping to--" Mike grabbed his ears as the shrieking noise resonated throughout the whole house. Upstairs, he heard shouting, followed by stomping feet. "Sounds like the cavalry is coming."
The footsteps took an inordinately long amount of time before their owners appeared. Grace and Kisa appeared on the landing first, the catgirl with a chagrined look on her face.
"Don't tell me," said Mike just as Tink waddled into view. The little goblin was huffing and puffing as she descended the stairs, one hand on her belly and the other clutching a ball peen hammer. When she spotted Mike from the landing, she gave him a sweet smile.
"You're supposed to be in bed," he declared. "Doctor's orders." Naia, Zel, and Ratu had all declared that Tink's pregnancy was high risk and that she needed to be on bed rest for the last few weeks. Naturally, the goblin had blown them all off.
"Fuck doctors," Tink said, then held up the hammer. "Baby legs say big monster need squish!"
"You couldn't find anybody else?" Mike asked Kisa.
She shook her head. "Nobody else is home and Grace went right to her."
"Where is everybody?"
"Dana and Lily are off hunting down mercenaries with Jenny. Yuki is apparently at the store buying paint. Eulalie is in the Library, and..." Kisa scrunched up her face. "You know what? You've got access to the family calendar on your phone. I'm not about to list off everyone who lives here and what they're doing."
"That's fair." Mike sighed at the goblin. "I don't suppose I could ask you to go outside and get Abella for me?"
Tink blew a raspberry at him. He turned to Cecilia, who nodded and floated up through the ceiling. At least someone here would listen to him. Typically, Tink did whatever he asked her to, which wasn't very much. However, when it came to the children, she would drop everything if it meant making them happy or protecting them. He still wasn't entirely certain how Tink conned Amymone the dryad into allowing the goblin to build a treehouse in her tree.
"Alright, well...Tink, let me go first. You stay back with Kisa and make sure nothing gets by me to Grace, okay?"
Tink made a sound of disgust. "Fine," she replied. "But husband miss monster, then Tink smash with hammer." She turned to Grace. "Baby legs wait here, Tink take care of monster for you."
Mike sighed, then turned his attention back to the dining room. The screeching sounds in the kitchen had grown louder. Whatever was in there was either going to come around the corner or break through the window and escape into the backyard. The magical geas around his home would keep his neighbors from hearing, but it wouldn't stop them from seeing it on the off chance that it scaled the stone walls around his home and left the geas behind. The world was already on edge with magical conspiracy theories after the major event that had been Maui, and he didn't need any of that attention on his property.
He moved quietly through the dining room, wary of what he may find. When he got to the door that led him to the kitchen, he took a deep breath and stepped through. Several of the cabinets were now open, and the refrigerator was missing its door. Food had been pulled off the shelves and a jug of milk was slowly draining its contents onto his floor.
"Hey, there. My name is Mike Radley, and I'm the Caretaker of this house." He crossed his arms and studied the room. There was a swirl of dark magic clinging to the countertops, and he could sense the presence of a being just on the other side. Something hissed at him and he let out a dramatic sigh. "One of my children is half-spider. If you want to intimidate me, I'm going to need something far more substantial."
"Yeah, that's just great," Kisa muttered from behind him. "Why not just ask it to jump out and rip off your face?"
"Because I like this face." Mike stroked his chin. "I guess you could say I'm attached to it."
Kisa kicked him in the shins. Tink chortled with glee, then held up her hammer.
"Tink smash?" she asked.
"Not yet." Mike scanned the kitchen, hoping to spot the source of the noise. "Seriously, we know you're down there and you've made a mess. At least come out where we can see you."
A humanoid head with holes where its eyes should have been appeared just behind the counter. It rose and placed gnarled fingers with elongated nails on the counter, rising up to reveal a vaguely feminine form covered in scales.
"A naga?" asked Kisa.
"Definitely not," Mike replied. This creature didn't have a soul, at least not one he was familiar with. Where most living beings would have some sort of shimmering mass that he could see, this one's essence was more like a cloud of gnats. That usually meant it was some sort of construct, or a summoned being.
"Ooh, Tink recognize. Nasty statue from back of Vault, in crate with blankets."
"That's clearly not a statue." Mike looked at the creature just as a thick musk hit his nose. He pinched his nostrils shut and waved the other hand across his nose. "She's got a funk."
The creature unhinged its jaw and opened it. The skin around her chin stretched and distorted as a pair of massive fangs came into view, her face unfolding in a way that reminded Mike of the alien from Predator.
"Yeah, definitely not a naga," he said. "But we should avoid killing her until we know her story."
"I swear to the gods, if you end up fucking her..." Kisa muttered from right behind her.
"I don't fuck everything I come across," Mike protested. The monster hissed at them and he held up a finger to shush it. "Hold on a moment. We'll be with you in a second."
"It's got tits," said Kisa. "That's the deciding factor. Once you see it has tits, your dick ends up inside it."
"Where is this even coming from?" Mike felt a river of ice flow through his veins, and he raised his arm and sent a blast of magical lightning at the beast just as it leapt at them. The snake-woman flew back across the kitchen and slammed into the cupboards, ripping several of their doors free. "You're not jealous. I would be able to tell through our bond. Are you just fucking with me?"
Tink groaned. "Husband and kitty cat pay better attention, snake face get away."
Mike turned his attention toward the snake, who was currently halfway out a window she had opened. Sighing, he moved behind her and grabbed her by the tail.
"I don't think so," he said as he pulled. The snake-woman thrashed around, making it hard to hold onto her tail, so Tink and Kisa grabbed on, too. Mike really didn't like how close this thing's tail was to Tink's belly, but arguing with her would probably result in a goblin bite. The snake-woman hissed and fought, then froze when a heavy mass dropped down from above. Abella rose from her crouch with a snarl frozen on her face.
"A little help?" Mike said.
Abella grabbed the snake-woman by the head and yanked her through the window as Mike and the others let go. The creature snarled and lashed out, but her fangs and claws were useless against the gargoyle's stone flesh.
"Contain her," Mike said, leaning out the window. "She came from somewhere in the Vault."
"Understood." Abella head-butted the snake-woman, sending her down into the dirt. She grabbed the tip of the creature's tail and dragged it toward the massive oak tree sitting next to an intricately designed water fountain which was being used by dozens of birds as a bath. She threw the snake-woman at the tree. "The Caretaker wants us to hold her."
A dryad hanging from a hammock made of vines dropped down from the boughs, her eyes locked onto the pages of a book. She leaned toward the trunk of the tree and gave it a playful smack. Large roots ripped free of the soil and wrapped themselves around the creature. After marking her place with a leaf, Amymone looked up at what she had just captured.
"Any ideas what that is?" asked Mike, leaning out the window.
"A lamia." Amymone almost looked disappointed. "Or a facsimile of one, anyway. They can be quite nasty."
"I thought lamia were supposed to be more..." Mike realized he was about to say sexy, but kept it to himself. "Um, friendly?"
"You watch too much anime." The dryad was once more engrossed in her novel. "Besides, you don't have enough time for all the women in your life anyway. Stop finding new ones to bring home."
"This one was already in my home," he protested, then heard the squeak of the basement door. He turned his attention to Tink, who was cautiously stepping into the dark stairwell. "Absolutely not," he said.
"Tink not afraid." The goblin smacked the doorframe with her hammer for emphasis.
"But I am." Mike walked over to Tink and held out his hand for the weapon. "I know you're tough and up for anything, but I won't be able to concentrate if I think something down there will hurt you or the baby."
Tink scowled and handed him the hammer. "Stupid fucking Vault," she muttered as she waddled toward the door. "Tink go lay down!" she declared loudly. "Bed rest only, 'cause fucking pregnant!"
Mike and Kisa watched the goblin go. They heard her stomping up the steps, swearing the entire time. Once he knew she was out of earshot, Mike looked at Kisa.
"Hey, I tried to keep her in the dark, but Grace went straight to her." Kisa stuck out her tongue. "So do you want to argue about it or do you want to go see what else escaped from the Vault?"
Mike groaned, then looked back outside. The lamia was hissing and shouting in a language that he didn't recognize but Amymone apparently did. The dryad scowled at the lamia, then looked at Mike.
"What's she saying?" he asked, leaning out the window to better hear the answer.
"The usual bad guy stuff. She wants to rip your arms from your body and, uh..." Amymone frowned. "Some stuff about the kids, Tink, and the, um, baby."
A twinge of unbridled rage built in Mike's chest, but he never got a chance to act on it. Abella, who was still nearby, spun around and used her wide tail to crack the lamia in the head. The creature went limp on the ground.
"Is she dead?" he asked.
"No," replied Amymone. "I can feel her breathing through my roots."
"What a pity." Abella stared daggers at the lamia, then looked at Mike. "If you want, I can crush her."
"Maybe later," he said. "Let me figure out what's going on in the basement first."
The gargoyle nodded, then wrapped her wings around her body until they resembled a cloak. She went perfectly still, looking very much like an old statue.
Mike turned his attention toward the mess in the kitchen, then to the opening across from the cabinets. The basement door had been ripped free of its hinges and was lying on the floor.
"What are the odds we can keep Tink from spending all afternoon fixing this?" he asked.
"You can be the one to tell her," said Kisa. The catgirl went ahead of Mike, the air shimmering around her until she was nearly invisible to him. Their magical link meant he could sense her presence, but for anyone else, it would be virtually impossible to see her. Even if a being possessed the ability to see through the magical aura that kept her hidden from sight, Kisa's innate magic also meant that living creatures simply forgot she was there.
Stairs are clear, said Kisa through their link. Mike followed after her, traipsing carefully down the concrete steps. The basement was easily the smallest floor of the house, if one didn't take into account the interdimensional Vault that was attached to it. They had a few freezers for food storage, a side room that had been converted into a small supply space for anything Tink used for repairs, and then a flat space along the wall where the Vault door was. Today, the doorway was bigger than usual, the chalk lines drawn from floor to ceiling. Kisa was crouched down near the entrance, her ears twitching as she stared into the space beyond.
"The natives are restless," she said, then looked up at him. "Unusually so."
He felt a cold chill on the back of his neck and turned to see Cecilia. The banshee had drifted down through the ceiling, a whimsical smile on her face.
"Kisa says we've got a lot of activity in there today." He gestured to the opening. "So keep your wits about you."
Cecilia winked and then faded out. He could feel her touch along the back of his neck, the specter caressing his skin. Mike put his hands in his pockets in an attempt to look casual and stepped into the Vault.
"Alright, you all know the drill." He addressed the items in the room, many of which were no longer on their shelves. On the floor was a broken statue, the one that the lamia had probably been trapped inside. "I'm going to do a quick sweep and put everything back where it needs to be. Fighting me is just going to be a waste of my time, and will move you up my shit list. If I have to toss you into a volcano to make my point, well, I have one of those now."



The room exploded with the sound of muttering and cacophonous whispers. With his magical senses active, Mike could see the spirits emerging from their vessels. He was well aware that none of them would comply, their earlier silence an attempt to lure him into a false sense of security.
Spectral hands reached for him. A magical tempest swirled around his feet, then lifted up to nip at the skin of his arms. The eerie sound of children's laughter echoed across the room, causing Kisa to back out of the Vault, leaving Mike behind to fend for himself.
Mike's magic spread through his body, his fingertips tingling with power. The magical wind that tried to tear away his flesh was repulsed by streamers of electricity that leapt from his skin. Golden motes of light formed in the air, flickering like glitter caught in a spotlight.
"Quiet," he demanded, his magic spreading away from him like a wave. The room immediately went silent as the spirits fled to the safety of their vessels. Wild magic obeyed, sinking back inside innocuous household objects. Mike shook his head and stepped further into the room.
Kisa came in behind him. "Is it safe for me?" she asked.
"Should be," he replied.
"Have I told you how much I love your big daddy voice?"
"Several times," he replied. After the fight in Hawaii, Mike had noticed on occasion that he could make a one word command that the world around him would attempt to obey. Pele had explained to him that he had started on the path of ascension, or apotheosis, depending on what he wanted to believe. In short, Mike possessed enough divinity that he was the modern day version of a demi-god.
In truth, he wasn't certain how he felt about that. It certainly wasn't something he wanted. After much discussion about it with the others, he believed the catalyst for the process had been a threesome he once participated in with Yuki and the goddess Freya. Or perhaps that time his soul had spent eternity in a gangbang involving Titania, the Queen of the Fae. Or perhaps even the fact that he had swapped soul pieces with both a naga and a kitsune, both of whom were already on the path.
Yeah, actually, there were lots of theories about how he had gotten where he was. Most of them were pretty solid, but they essentially came down to the fact that he had fucked a lot of sexy magical women to get there, which was the American dream, after all.
Cecilia emerged from her hiding place and helped keep watch as Mike and Kisa spent the next hour restoring the Vault to its previous condition. On at least three occasions, something tried to sneak out, but Cecilia spotted the escapees long before they could get away. Mike picked up an autographed baseball and was immediately assaulted by a demonic presence that tried to wrestle away control of his body. Unfortunately for the demon, it promptly ran into the conglomerate of consciousnesses that lived in his soul. Every woman he had swapped soul pieces with existed there, which meant the demon ran into an ambush and was promptly torn apart. Mike chuckled and tossed the ball in the air as it turned to ash, the surface flaking away.
"What do you have there?" asked Kisa.
"Nothing now." By the time the ball hit the ground, it was little more than dust. "But I did just save a trip to the volcano."
"Didn't Pele tell you she didn't want you throwing all your trash in there?"
Mike chuckled. "Specifically, trash is off limits. Enemies and junk mail are fair game."
"Junk mail?" Kisa frowned at him. "That's oddly specific."
"I thought so, too. Apparently, if we throw enough in from one sender, she can burn them in their dreams or something." He shrugged. "It's not like I get junkmail anyway. The geas keeps us off of those mailing lists."
"Yet another small blessing." Kisa reached for a fork that had fallen behind one of the shelves and immediately retracted her hand. "Danger sense activated on this one."
"Let me see." Mike reached for the fork and snatched his hand back when it immediately came to life and tried to stab him. The cutlery made a mad sprint for the door, but Cecilia was waiting to scoop it up. Once it was in her hands, the fork sprang away and tried to stab her in the eye. It passed harmlessly through the banshee and into the basement.
The cutlery turned around and flexed its tines, ready to leap at the banshee again. Mike made a finger gun and blasted it with electrical energy, which sent it skittering across the concrete floor.
"There's always one," muttered Kisa as she ran over to collect it. "I wish Ratu had been able to break these all down."
"Yeah, but that would mean releasing their spirits." Mike held his hand out for the fork and took it from Kisa. While many of the dangerous objects in the Vault had been identified and broken down, the ones possessed by various entities were the exception. Those required far more care and there often wasn't an easy solution, which meant they remained in the Vault. "We don't quite have an answer for that yet."
"And the ones who are here are too powerful to be forced to move on," Cecilia added. "Or have nowhere to move on to."
Mike nodded, then put the fork back in a small chest that contained the rest of the silverware set. The demonic entity in the baseball had likely fallen apart, or gone back to Hell if it was from there. Cecilia and her dullahan brother Sulyvahn were both psychopomps tasked with ensuring spirits made it to the afterlife. The things in this room were capable of putting up quite a fight, which meant they were in a stalemate. The rest were destined for true oblivion. Mike wasn't quite ready to be the arbitrator of such a fate.
However, now that his kids had broken into the Vault and been attacked, the idea suddenly felt more appealing. "So what do we do now?" Mike asked, kneeling down to pick up the lamia's statue. It was only eight inches tall, and looked like a vase with a snake wrapped around the outside. "I don't suppose we can squeeze her back inside?"
"Abella would be happy to try," Kisa offered.
"Let's pass for now." Mike did a quick visual sweep of the Vault. The room was long and narrow today, its features constantly shifting when locked away. There was a good chance that hundreds of objects were still stored away in here but had simply never revealed themselves. Nobody was entirely certain how the Vault itself worked. While part of the house, the room was an addition from somewhere else.
Once Kisa and Mike were outside the room, he sealed the Vault. The concrete unfolded itself like a massive piece of origami, the wall becoming smooth once more. Mike's magic formed into a spider made of lightning that crawled around the chalk perimeter, incinerating the fine powder into nothingness. The air was filled with the scent of ozone as they left the basement and the Vault behind.
Back upstairs, Mike sent Kisa to check on Tink while he went out back. The lamia was awake again, its dark eyes on him as he walked past the decorative topiary to get to the base of Amymone's tree.
"It's about time." Amymone stuck a leaf in her book and descended from her vine hammock. "This thing has been growling about you all day."
"Sorry, the Vault was a bit of a mess." Mike crossed his arms and stared at the lamia. "What are the odds our new friend here has seen the error of her ways and wants to play nice?"
The lamia hissed, then spat out a series of words. Amymone scrunched up her forehead, then looked at Mike with wide eyes.
"She's making some very interesting suggestions about your anatomy." Amymone winced when the lamia spoke again. "Specifically your asshole."
"Yeah, some people are pretty sensitive about butt stuff." Mike crouched down so that he was nearly eye level with the lamia. "I know a woman who would see your suggestions as a personal challenge."
Naia snorted over in her fountain.
"Even Beth wouldn't stick her head up her own ass and eat her way through..." Amymone shook her head. "Nevermind, it's not worth saying out loud. I'm afraid this isn't going to be one of those times where we all become close friends."
Mike shrugged. "Yeah, well, no hard feelings." He held up the statue, which caused the lamia to panic and struggle against her bonds. "She came out of this thing. Any ideas?"
"I've already sent word to Ratu," said Naia. "Via messenger fairy. If anyone can help you with that thing, it is her."
"And she's not here yet?" Mike frowned. It wasn't like Ratu to hole up in her Labyrinth like this anymore. In recent weeks, she could be spotted lounging around the house nearly every day. One of her favorite spots was in a sunbeam in the small library next to his office. She and Kisa sometimes fought to be the first one there on a sunny day.
Naia shook her head, her cerulean curls bouncing across her shoulders. "She isn't. I sent Carmine first, and when she didn't come back, I sent Cerulea next. I just sent Olivia, so I'm not certain what they're doing."
The fairy trio were typically reliable, but there was always a chance that they got distracted along the way. They had once disappeared for two days because they had somehow gotten themselves sealed inside a mostly empty peanut butter jar. Nobody knew where the jar had come from and the fairies refused to talk about why they had gone inside of it, but their sister Daisy had informed Mike later that the whole thing had started as a really stupid dare.
"I'll give her ten more minutes, then go get her myself." Mike held up the statue pieces. "Unless you can just go back in here?"
At the sight of the statue, the lamia trembled, then shouted some more stuff. A vine wrapped around her mouth, silencing the creature.
"I prefer to wait in polite company," said Amymone, who promptly took the leaf out of her book and resumed reading. The dryad dangled a hand from her hammock and made lazy circles with her finger. "Besides, I want to finish this book before I have to sleep for the winter."
"I'm surprised you aren't asleep already." Mike moved next to the tree and placed his hands against the bark. "Is the geas keeping your tree awake?"
Amymone nodded. "It's the magical micro-climate. At the first sign of snow, I'll drop the rest of my leaves and take a nap. The centaurs have promised me quite the feast in spring." She looked away from her book and winked. "You'll need to set aside a whole day for the first day of Spring, by the way."
Mike's cock twitched in his pants. "I've already got it on my calendar," he said.
"You'd better." The dryad yawned, then turned the page. "Now if you'll excuse me, this dragonrider isn't going to get fucked by herself."
"What on earth are you reading?" Mike tilted his head to catch the title of the book, but was distracted by the sound of the back door opening. Ratu the naga stepped into the backyard, her raven hair catching the sun's light and giving it the appearance of freshly knapped obsidian. "Oh, there you are."
"Yes. Here I am." Ratu reached into the sleeves of her robes and pulled out three exhausted fairies. "I caught these little troublemakers in Opal's tank. They're lucky they didn't drown." She set the fairies on the rim of Naia's fountain. Mike could see from the looks on their faces that they were exhausted.
Naia gave the fairies a disapproving look, then blasted them with some water. The pink and purple goo clinging to their bodies was washed away in seconds. Cerulea, Carmine, and Olivia protested loudly, clinging to the concrete with tiny fingers.
"They're not tired," Naia said with a twinkle in her eye. "But they are very, very full."
Mike laughed. "I'm guessing Opal wore them out." The slime girl fed off of sexual fluids much like the fairies did, but Opal was well known for her ability to extract these fluids directly from the source. It was likely that a feedback loop had been established. The fairies sexual fluids would have been little more than a snack for Opal, but she could easily provide them with an entire meal.
"Useless bugs," Ratu muttered, but her lip curled into a grin. The smile vanished when she saw the lamia struggling beneath the tree. "And where did you find this abomination?" she asked.
"I take it you're not a fan?" Mike asked.
"Hardly." Ratu glared at the lamia. "This being is a mockery at best. Lamia are dangerous things, cobbled together with dark magic and the souls of broken women. Their preferred prey is children."
"So we kill her, then." Abella lifted a foot over the lamia's head.
"Maybe. Where did she come from?"
"She was inside this in the Vault." Mike picked up the broken statue and handed it to Ratu. The naga studied the statue, then put it back together and let her magical aura wash over it. Her face twisted up a few times, then she looked up at the lamia. She handed the statue back to Mike and knelt down in front of the creature.
"Where did you come from?" Ratu lifted the lamia's chin as the roots withdrew. The lamia snapped at Ratu's fingers, then cried out when they blazed with fire and burned her mouth.
"What's wrong?" asked Mike. Ratu ignored him and jabbed a molten finger at the lamia's head, scorching her flesh.
"Where?" she demanded. Amymone translated, and the lamia replied. The dryad looked up at the two of them and shook her head.
"There's very little there worth translating. Sorry." Amymone shrugged. The lamia said something else, and the dryad raised an eyebrow. Naia, who sat nearby, covered her mouth in horror.
"What's wrong?" asked Mike.
Amymone looked at Naia and nodded. The lamia was immediately hurled into the fountain. Streams of water snatched the creature in mid-air and yanked her underwater. The creature twisted and splashed for several minutes as everyone watched in silence. Eventually, the lamia went still.
Mike looked at the nymph in disbelief. "What did she say?"
"It's not worth repeating." Naia's eyes were cold as she stared at the lamia. "She had her chance."
"It was about their preferred prey." Amymone's eyes flicked to Mike. "They don't care if the child has been born or not."
"I see." He studied the corpse beneath the disturbed waters of the fountain, his own heart now hardening toward it. Mike had been willing to dismiss what the lamia had said earlier as the vented anger of a prisoner, but if the nymph had acted, then the lamia had it coming. "What do we do with the body?"
"I'll throw it in the Underworld." Abella stepped into the fountain and grabbed the corpse by the tail. "The demons can have her corpse as a snack."
"And Cerberus can have the demons." Naia crossed her arms and glared at the dead lamia as it was dragged from her fountain. She didn't take her eyes away from it until Abella opened the gate of the Underworld and stepped through. When the gargoyle returned, she shut the gate behind her and gave Mike a thumbs-up.
"Now that this ugly business is taken care of, let's talk about the statue." Ratu held up the broken statue. "A containment vessel, capable of storing a living creature."
"We've seen stuff like that before," he said.
"No, you've seen stuff that contains spirits before." Ratu pushed the pieces together. "But something that can seal away a living creature like a lamia? Very uncommon."
"I'm not sure what the big deal is." When Mike saw Ratu's eyes narrow, he continued. "So explain it to me."
"There are two reasons why this bothers me. First and foremost, it takes a spellcaster and enchanter of extraordinary talent to produce an object capable of magically storing away a living creature. The thought that someone out there can do so greatly disturbs me."
Mike shrugged. "While I get that, there's no reason to think that whoever made that is still around."
"Which brings me to reason number two." Ratu tilted the completed statue up, revealing the bottom to Mike. The words for Emily were written on the bottom.
"Ah," he said. Emily had been the Caretaker before him, a woman who fell prey to a parasitic shadow that drove her to insanity in its mad bid for power. In her final moments, she had managed to regain control of her body long enough to take her own life and halt the shadow's plans. "Shit."
"Vastly understated." Ratu hefted the pieces in her hands. "So not only is there a good chance that this person is still around, but they at least knew who Emily was. Why would they bother giving her such a gift? Was it a trap? Or perhaps something more sinister?" The naga slipped the statue pieces into the sleeves of her robes, which contained interdimensional spaces capable of holding much larger items.
"I have no idea. Naia?" Mike looked at the nymph hopefully.
Naia shook her head. "I'm afraid that any knowledge about this person is unknown to me," she replied. "In her later days, Emily was very...private."
"Well, okay then." Mike clapped his hands together. "We'll go ahead and put this on our list of mysteries. By the way, the Vault is all sealed up, but if anybody sees or hears anything weird, speak up. Would hate for something bad to happen." He smiled at everybody. "A fork did try to murder me earlier."
"I bet it's been eating at you all day." Amymone looked over the top of her book with a grin. Naia summoned a torrent of water and blasted the dryad right out of her hammock. The dryad sputtered in indignation until she realized that her book had been spared.
Mike chuckled and gave them all a wave. "Alright, you two. Try to play nice." He looked at Ratu. "If you'll excuse me, I have a spider to punish."
The naga seemed distracted, but waved him off. On his way into the house, he stopped to look back and saw her studying the statue pieces once again. He wasn't too worried. Once Ratu was ready, she'd come talk to him about it.

🏡🏡🏡

Sofia stood on the seventeenth floor of stack 402 when a rat ran up to her and squeaked for attention. The cyclops turned her gaze away from the books she had been re-shelving and looked down at the magical rodent. The rat gazing up at her was all business as it stood on its back feet to address her. The portal rats were generally around a foot tall, though this one was probably only nine inches.
"The naga is here," it stated. Regrettably, only Eulalie seemed able to keep track of their names. The Arachne had the benefit of being able to distinguish them by smell as well as sight. That, and Sofia didn't spend nearly as much time with them.
"Ratu?" Sofia cocked her head. The rat nodded, then pointed back toward the lobby. "Let her know I'm on my way."
The rat ran off, then slid into a gap between the bookshelves. The Library of Thoth was currently riddled with rat-sized shortcut portals which enabled the rats to carry out Eulalie's instructions. While Sofia was still considered the Head Librarian, the Arachne herself currently did the bulk of the work. The cyclops occasionally wondered about her own continued purpose, but Eulalie had zero interest in being the public face of the Library should it ever properly open again.
The cyclops finished shelving the books in her care, then turned away from the stack. The warped stacks around her were confusing, but she had memorized the general layout of the Library centuries ago. The real key to understanding it was the symbols on the column. To most people, they looked decorative. For a Librarian, the shape of the symbol helped describe the layout of the shelving that the columns contained, patterns that could easily be swapped out or repeated.
When Sofia reached the exterior of the column, she tapped her staff on the ground and waited for her ride. A plush, masterfully woven carpet had been laid across the magical stone pedestal that hovered nearby, and she stepped onto it. As the carpet flew back toward the lobby, Sofia had it avoid the large beams of light from the skylights up above. They were unusually bright today and the sudden change in lighting would make her eye water.



Upon reaching the lobby, the carpet descended to the checkerboard marble floor below. A large stone Earth rotated behind the information desk with a single point of light roughly where Mike's home was located. The desk itself was crawling with magical rats. When Eulalie had first moved in with them, Sofia only saw them on occasion. Now, there were easily hundreds, scampering everywhere and keeping themselves busy.
At first, Sofia hated it. However, the rats were actually doing work. Sofia had been trapped alone in the Library for decades, unable to reach anyone from the outside world. The cyclops had not only wrestled with loneliness, but the sheer volume of work she needed to accomplish as Head Librarian. Some years ago, she had fallen into a depressive state and simply stopped working so hard. There had even been a two-year stretch where she wrestled everyday with the urge to just burn the place down and try to eke out a living amongst the ashes.
Shortly after, Mike had found her. Now, the Radley family had given her a new purpose, and the rats were catching up on the backlog. They still technically answered to Eulalie, but deferred to Sofia in matters of the Library. When Sofia had asked if the rats weren't simply just slaves, Eulalie had told her that the rat colony far preferred the safety of the Library to the cold, harsh reality of life on Earth. The rats were always welcome to return to Reggie's colony if so inclined.
Down at the desk, Ratu reclined on one of the comfier benches. Her robes draped down onto the floor and the rats had brought her a charcuterie board to snack on. She was busy eating grapes and cheese when the carpet landed with Sofia.
"Welcome," said Sofia, stepping off of the carpet. "Did I forget a meeting?" Ratu had been in and out of the Library for various reasons and usually scheduled time with the Librarian in advance. Most recently, both Ratu and Zel had been looking up resources on childbirth and life magic. There were already several concerns about Tink's current condition, but goblins impregnated by humans with the help of Christmas magic was new territory for everybody involved. The main thing that drew concerns was the fact that the pregnancy was leeching away the magic of the house that kept most of its occupants looking young. Tink was easily in her sixties and nobody was certain how long goblins could live.
There was a very real fear that Tink would die of old age the day the baby was born.
"This is unplanned." Ratu cut herself some more cheese, then daintily spread it on some crusty bread. "I need your most recent resources on enchantments along with sealing rituals with an emphasis on keeping creatures in stasis."
Sofia tapped the butt of her staff on the ground and waited. The magic of the Library danced up and down the enchanted wood as the query was sent. Moments later, several titles populated her mind.
"They aren't too far from here," she said, walking toward the flying carpet.
"Excellent." Ratu followed, leaving the board behind. A pair of rats was already waiting to clean up after her. "Oh, and I'm not going to eat anymore of that," said the naga to the rats. "So if you want it, I won't be offended."
The rats' eyes sparkled as they grabbed the tray and ran off. Sofia watched them go, then chuckled. Snacks were also one of the benefits of the Library. The building kept its occupants fed by taking food from around the world, and she was certain a restaurant or caterer was trying to track down the silver platter right now.
"Come." Sofia stepped onto the carpet and put her hand on the control rod. Once Ratu was onboard, the carpet floated into the air, then picked up speed as it sailed through the stacks and columns. Ratu pulled a ribbon from her sleeves and tied her hair back to keep it from going everywhere. Pedestal flight was one of the reasons Sofia kept her hair in a braid all the time. The other was that she simply didn't have time to do anything else with it.
Almost ten minutes later, they reached the first stack. Sofia and Ratu stepped off of the carpet and moved toward their destination. The cyclops sent a pulse of magic through her staff and the bindings of the books that Ratu wanted glowed.
"You can take a peek through those," she said. "I will be around the corner waiting for you."
"Thanks." Ratu moved next to the shelf and pulled the first one down. She opened the cover and apparently saw something promising and quickly set it aside. By the time Sofia stepped away from the stack, the naga had already pulled four books from the shelf and rejected two of them.
Sofia walked a couple of aisles down to a spot where an arched window overlooked the Library. Down below, she could see the magical machinations that helped to bring in and sort new books into place. Rats had integrated themselves there as well, helping to offset the incoming flow of literature. At this rate, it would only be a couple of decades before they were able to get Sofia caught up to the 21st Century.
The Head Librarian had a lot of thoughts about this. The idea that the Library would once again be up to date and usable gave her a sense of satisfaction that she hadn't experienced since...honestly, she couldn't remember. Her ascendance to the Head Librarian position had been out of necessity. Years ago, when her people became the victims of an Order raid, she had escaped to this place in order to survive. Amongst the group interred here, there had been a very real fear that neglecting the needs of the Library may disable the magic that provided them food and kept them alive.
Sofia very much doubted this fact now, but that was only after centuries of servitude. With Eulalie taking over the bulk of the work along with her rats, Sofia's position was largely ceremonial. Sure, the Head Librarian's staff granted tremendous magical power while inside this building, but so what?
Sighing, Sofia watched the hustle and bustle below her. For a few months, the cyclops had stepped up her game in order to justify her position, to prove that she was capable and not just an obsolete figurehead. After working herself to the bone, a new and frightening thought had occurred to her.
Was this even what she wanted anymore?
"I'm done." Ratu came around the corner pushing a cart with several thick tomes. "Unless there are any more books like this here?"
Sofia shook her head. "We've got two more stops," she said. Soon enough, the rats would be able to do this for her, and then her main job would be hunting down anomalies. Already, there were rumors among the rats of magical books that had attacked them, or even run away at the sight of movement. Dealing with stray magic was also a librarian's duty, but Sofia hadn't bothered in her solitude.
The naga said nothing as they got onto the pedestal and went to their next location. She was already digging through the manuscripts, looking for something. By the time they reached the next column, two books were set in the book return pile on the cart.
"New project?" asked Sofia.
"Something like that." The naga said nothing else. Typically, Ratu wasn't forthcoming with her research, so Sofia didn't push.
Half an hour later, they arrived at the last column. They navigated the stacks silently until reaching their destination, which was located in the center of a large reading room. Three books glowed on the shelf, which Ratu immediately snagged. The two of them walked back to the carpet, which hovered silently.
The naga sighed as she looked through the new books. "I don't suppose you have anything more recent?" she asked.
Sofia shook her head. "If we do, it hasn't been categorized yet. But I can put some feelers out, see what turns up."
"I would appreciate that." Ratu opened a green and red tome and frowned. "This one is almost two hundred years old. I refuse to believe we haven't seen any advancements since then in enchanting or alchemy."
Sofia shrugged. "I'm sure we have, but people don't journal everything like they used to. So anything that ends up here is in the digital section, which is an absolute mess."
"Eulalie is trying to organize that, right?"
"In between hunting down SoS members and spending time with Grace, yes." The cyclops scowled. She and Eulalie used to be pretty close, but ever since Grace was born, the Arachne rarely had free time.
"That's quite the face." Ratu closed her book. "Is everything okay?"
"Of course it is." The lie was obvious. Centuries of social isolation was responsible for that.
The naga set her book aside and crossed her arms. "Let's talk for a moment."
"There's nothing to say." Sofia stared straight ahead.
"Well, unless you're planning on pushing me off this carpet, you're gonna hear me out anyway." The naga cleared her throat, then reached into one of her magical sleeves and pulled out a teapot. "Tea?"
Sofia shrugged. When Ratu handed her a cup, she accepted it. Ratu poured her some tea, then produced her own cup and did the same.
"I have a theory about what may be bothering you," she said. "But only because I recognize myself in your position. Some time ago, I realized that the labyrinth had become something of a prison for me, an emotional one. I had allowed circumstance to lock me away and then chose to remain there, afraid to step out into the light of day where I could be hurt again."
"How very dramatic of you." Sofia sipped the tea. It was a mint blend and really good.
"I came to recognize that I was part of a family, but only tangentially. In giving me my space, Mike had allowed me to isolate myself. Tell me, when was the last time you came out for anything other than cooking a meal? I see the way you look at those kids. Why don't you ever stop by and play with them?"
Sofia handed her cup back to Ratu. "I'm no longer thirsty," she said. One hand dropped to her stomach. Beneath the thin fabric of her robes was a scar that had rendered her sterile at a young age. If she was the only cyclops left, it would remain so.
"Ah, I see." Ratu shook her head. "It's the kids, isn't it?" When Sofia didn't answer, Ratu continued. "I am well aware of your condition, and doubt lightning will strike twice with a Christmas wish. Is it that you'll never have children of your own? Or rather, is it that you will never have children with Mike?"
Sofia's cheeks burned red. "Neither," she said. "Well, both, but neither. It's not just about the children, that's just a part of it."
"Feeling left out of the family?" Ratu nodded sagely. "I was in that same boat. It finally occurred to me that I needed to make the effort, to step out of my Labyrinth and make myself included. My issue was loneliness, and I wonder if it's the same for you. How often do you even get out of this place? Do you just work all the time?"
Sofia cleared her throat. "We're landing," she said, relieved that the lobby was now in sight.
Ratu sighed. "Well, whatever the issue is, I hope you figure it out." Once the carpet had touched down, she grabbed the cart and pushed it off. "A word of advice, though. Whatever it is you're hoping to find or figure out, it's not going to happen here, in the Library. You need to get out more."
"Enjoy your books," muttered Sofia as she commanded the rug to lift off. If her brusqueness bothered Ratu, the naga didn't show it. The rats escorted the enchantress out as Sofia watched from overhead, her eye brimming with tears.
"What do I even want?" she asked. The Library, as usual, had no response for her.

🏡🏡🏡

Mike walked into the pale blue room and looked around. Jenny's doll collection had been relocated here from the secret room in the attic, which meant that several dozen dolls stared at him from every corner and shelf. He shook his head and held up the children's book in his hands.
"If anyone in here wants to get a bedtime story, they'd better show up right now."
A dark mass detached itself from the ceiling, lowering on a single strand of spider silk. Grace made it halfway down before the silk snapped, dropping her face first on the floor.
"Go bang," she muttered at his feet.
"Yeah, you did." Mike reached out for the silken strand that still dangled from above. It had streaks of green and blue in it. "Have you been eating crayons again?"
Grace hissed, then picked herself up off the floor.
"Hissing at me doesn't mean you get out of answering." Mike pointed at the strands. "Crayons are not for eating, Grace. This is a perfect example why." The Arachne's webs were made up of proteins that she digested. It was perfectly clear that her most prolific intake was of the Crayola variety.
"Story," Grace demanded, then tried to climb into Mike's lap before he could even sit. He managed to waddle over to the recliner in the corner, then groaned with exertion as he sat down on it with his daughter clinging to his stomach.
"Yes, story," he said. "Do you want to hold the book this time, or should I?"
"Cal hold book," she replied.
"Cal is grounded," Mike replied. "For what happened in the Vault."
"Grounded bad." Grace looked up at him and pointed to herself. "Me too?"
"Yes, you're grounded, too. Your brother is extra grounded because of what happened in the Vault. He knows and understands why you shouldn't go in there, so his mother decided he has to stay in the village for a couple of days."
"Bad!" Grace hissed again.
"He was bad, and so were you." Mike gave her a stern look. "And that's why you lost your markers, remember? Though it's clear I should have taken away your crayons, too. How many are even left in the box?"
Grace held up three fingers.
"I hope you're kidding, because that was a 64 pack." Mike opened the book. "Now do you want a story, or do you want to talk more about child discipline?"
"Book," said Grace as she snuggled her body in between his leg and the recliner. She was able to squeeze herself into the gap so tightly that anyone watching would think that a normal sized child was sitting in Mike's lap. So much of her abdomen disappeared in the leather recliner that Mike wondered if his child was more hermit crab than spider. Once she was comfortable, she pointed at the closest shelf where a doll resided. "Jenny?"
"Jenny is out with her friends right now." He shuddered to think what Lily, Jenny, and Dana were getting up to. Mike didn't ask questions when it came to those three and he was likely better for it. He also didn't ask much about the weird jerky he had spotted Dana eating on occasion that amplified her strength and dexterity. The less he knew, the better. "Do you want backup Jenny?"
Grace shook her head and pointed somewhere else. "Pawpaw Cyrus."
Mike was just able to reach the stuffed bear that sat in a place of honor on Grace's nightstand. The stuffed bear wore a trench coat and held a stuffed wand. It had been almost a month since the old man's spirit had passed on and Mike still missed him. Knowing that Cyrus had moved on to a better place helped, but it didn't magically fill the hole he had left behind.
Of all the people affected, Death had taken his passing the hardest. The Grim Reaper had immediately lost interest in both tea and maps and now spent much of his time walking. As Death was tireless, this meant that there had been Grim Reaper sightings all along the Eastern Seaboard, but Mike wasn't about to tell his friend how to grieve.
Mike read Grace Goodnight, Spider, which was just a different version of the infamous classic. Yuki had done all the illustrations inside. Grace had all the words memorized, and often spoke over him, but Mike didn't mind. He would only have so many years with her as a child, after all, and he needed to make moments like these count.
Still, he could do with less mischief involving the murder room in his damned basement.
The moment he finished the book, Grace drooped to one side as if asleep. Mike had to stand and pull her abdomen and legs out of the recliner, the Arachne hanging loosely in his arms. When he tucked her into bed, he made sure to tuck Pawpaw Cyrus in with her. Grace wrapped the bear tightly in her arms and rolled over, feigning sleep. Most nights, she would remain in this position until someone got her up, but there had been a couple of restless nights that resulted in the child cramming herself into a corner of the house and falling asleep there.
Even though Grace was awake, Mike played along and snuck out of her room quietly. He shut the door behind him with a soft click, causing the magical runes on the door to activate. They were enchantments put in place by Ratu herself, but their primary function was to alert him if she got out of bed in the middle of the night. Though he doubted the house would ever come under a proper siege, the rest were dedicated to repelling intruders.
Grace's room was down the hall from the stairs that led to his. His master bedroom had once been on the second floor of the home, but as it magically changed, it was now on the fifth. The master suite actually comprised the entirety of a tower in the home, of which there were now four. The home had been expanding recently, and Mike wondered if it was related to Tink's pregnancy. He had tried asking Hestia herself about it, but the goddess had been oblique with her answers.
His bedroom was large, but most of it was taken up by the massive bed in the middle. A headboard with handholds had been installed into the wall behind the bed, which seemed a little silly, but had come in handy. A lot of nights, he had no idea who would be in his bed, but recently that spot was reserved for Tink. The goblin smiled sweetly at him, propped up by pillows with a bowl of popcorn on her stomach. She was watching the television she had begrudgingly let Mike install after she had been put on bedrest. Currently, some sort of home improvement show was being streamed.
"Husband come to bed soon," she said, then held up the bowl. "Eat popcorn with Tink."
"That sounds great," Mike replied, pulling off his shirt. He couldn't help but laugh at the way Tink ogled him. Her bedrest had put a moratorium on sexual activity, but only out of fear that they'd trigger labor early. That meant it had been some time for Tink, and she was absolutely fucking him with her eyes right now. "I'm going to take a bath, first."
"Ooh, sister Naia is big lucky." Tink's gaze dropped to Mike's crotch, where the outline of his cock stood up through the fabric. "Maybe Tink eat more than popcorn?"
Mike laughed. "Absolutely not," he replied. "We won't be able to keep our hands off each other if you do."
"Mmhmm. Husband real smart, take good care of Tink."
"Always." Mike leaned onto the bed and kissed her on the forehead. There was a wrinkle there that he had never seen before. He kissed that, too. It didn't matter to him how old she got. Nothing could change the way he felt about the goblin. "Are they flipping houses or remodeling them for others?"
Tink yawned. "Flipping," she replied. "But give Tink big ideas for decorations, finish baby room after she comes."
"Or he," Mike corrected.
"Hah! Tink know, is girl." She stuck out her tongue. "Goblins girls are best girls."
"That was never up for debate." He kissed her forehead again and stripped the rest of his clothes off on the way to the bathroom. All of his clothes went into the hamper, and he now stood in the master bathroom. A large bathtub capable of holding multiple people was already filling up with water, the steam rising up to frost the mirror and windows.
"Didn't you have a shower this morning?" asked Naia, her voice emanating from a collection of bubbles that popped by the drain.
"That shower was to get clean," Mike said. "I'm here to get dirty."
The nymph giggled as her body appeared, melting up from below. She was currently clothed, but the fabric was made out of water just like the rest of her. She beckoned him with a finger, then sank back down beneath the surface. Magical bubbles formed across the surface, obscuring the inside of the tub.



"It's been a while since I've had my way with you," muttered Naia from somewhere in the water.
"I've been a busy man." Mike slid into the water and let out a sigh. The temperature was perfect, the heat seeping into the sore muscles of his lower back. Cleaning up the Vault had taken far more energy than he expected, and he groaned in delight when Naia's fingers pressed against the base of his spine.
"You're all tight down here," she said, her breasts forming beneath his back and lifting him up from the smooth surface of the tub. "You're much too young to be having aches and pains like this."
"Well, I also helped Yuki with her paint purchase, earlier."
"I heard." Naia smirked. "I'm guessing you didn't hurt your back carrying her paint."
"Technically, what happened after was a thank-you for carrying up her paint." Mike didn't bother holding back the stupid grin on his face. Upon getting Yuki's paint squared away, the kitsune had bent over her bed and demanded that Mike fuck her. When he came, she had taken some of his semen to mix in with her paints. She claimed it was in order to empower her magical artwork, but he suspected she was just being extra freaky.
"That reminds me. Abella said that there are some rough patches up on the roof that need a fresh coat." Naia had lowered her voice so that Tink couldn't hear. "It wouldn't be a big deal, but if we get a snowstorm, there could be water damage."
"I'll add painting to my to-do list."
"It had better not come before me." Naia's hand snaked around his waist to grab the base of his cock. Within moments, he was hard. "I've been on that list far too long, lover."
"If I could copy myself, I'd never hear the end of it from Lily." Mike chuckled as the water caressed the muscles in his lower back. "She'd demand all of us bang her at the same time, I'd still never get around to taking care of everybody."
"Oh, she'd hardly be the first one to ask for a Caretaker gangbang." Naia giggled. "So maybe copying yourself wouldn't be as productive as you think it would."
"Most likely...wouldn't." Mike groaned. Naia was using hands made of water to jerk him off. There were at least three of them now, slowly merging together into a watery vortex that formed over his shaft. "You sure know how to help a guy relax," he commented.
"It's a move straight out of the nymph manual." The water in the tub pressed in on him, massaging the tension out of his body while Naia's vortex sucked and slurped on his cock. "The only thing better than a good massage is a blowjob with your massage."
MIke didn't bother replying. He groaned and allowed the nymph to do whatever she wanted. Within minutes, it felt like his brain had disconnected from his body. His consciousness hovered, the beginnings of the Dreamscape trying to form around its edges.
"Hey," Naia whispered. "You wanna try something kinky?"
With his eyes still closed, Mike lifted an eyebrow. "What do you have in mind?"
The water swirled around him, and Naia's presence disappeared from behind him. As he sank to the bottom of the tub, he opened his eyes to see that most of the water had formed into a massive sphere just above his legs and feet. The liquid gradually formed into Naia's head and the top of her breasts, which together were about as tall as he was.
"Um..." Mike was shocked. "I didn't know you could get this big."
"Funny. That's what I usually say to you." The nymph smirked and opened her mouth to reveal a massive tongue that slid up and between his legs. "And I'm afraid this is the limit of my abilities. Water is heavy, and very difficult to sculpt into a body once it gets too large."
"What a shame," Mike replied. "But if I'm being up front, the whole being swallowed thing was Lily being Lily."
"Oh, I'm not here to swallow you." Naia giggled and opened her mouth. Mike's lower body slid between her lips until her lips stopped at his chest line and his shoulders lay full on her breasts. Her tongue slid along his body as she gently sucked on his lower half. The sensation was new and different, the nymph focusing quite a bit of her efforts on his cock. More than once, he would feel her tongue shift and transform moments before a smaller mouth would start sucking on him.
"What would you even call this?" he asked. Naia giggled and shrugged. It didn't have to have a name, really. It was pretty hot. He had zero control over his lower half, but the nymph's tongue was doing all the work. His magic danced inside him, excited by the new experience. The strange pressure of her mouth had him feeling harder than ever, and he didn't bother holding back when his magic demanded release. When he came inside of Naia's mouth, he felt that pressure shift dramatically as she licked him clean and swallowed, the back of her throat briefly closing around his feet.
Her lips parted, allowing him to slide free. She giggled and started to sink beneath the water.
"Hey!" Breaking the cardinal rule of bathtub safety, Mike stood up in the tub. "Where do you think you're going?"
"Haven't had enough of me?" She giggled again.
"You can't just become a giant head, suck me off, and then run." He placed his forehead against Naia's nose.
"What do you suggest?" she asked.
"We give the fans what they want." Mike used his foot to push on the top of Naia's breasts. "Kisa said if it has tits, I'm gonna fuck it. So let's see them!"
"Ooh, bossy, I like it." Naia's torso lifted and her head disappeared. Mike promptly pressed himself between her breasts, grinning madly as he used both arms and his legs to attempt to squeeze them. Naia's nipple was roughly the size of his head, but he did his best to fit as much of it in his mouth as he could.
His whole body was wrapped around her boob when he heard the soft click of a camera. He turned to see Tink holding her cellphone, chortling gleefully to herself.
"Tink show everybody," she muttered, then walked back out of the bathroom. He heard the soft shoop of her phone as it sent the photo to whoever its recipient was.
"There goes your reputation, lover." Naia's voice bubbled up from below.
"Screw it," he replied. "I get to squeeze a boob the size of my body. I'm above caring what other people think."
Naia's laughter was like the tinkling of bells. "Maybe you can squeeze something else for me, then?" The breasts shifted and pulsed, and Mike felt himself sliding down Naia's cleavage as her faux body shifted once more. Water spilled out of the tub, then reversed course and flowed back into Naia's watery form. Her breasts were soon replaced with inner thighs, and Mike found himself staring at her vagina, which was now as tall as he was.
"You're really letting me live out my giant slayer fantasies, aren't you?" He ran his hands along the nymph's thick labia. With a little bit of effort, he was able to tease her clitoris into view. Larger than an ordinary human's and more rigid, her nymph's pearl was now an orb the size of his face.
"More like giant layer," said Naia. "Amy is gonna be proud of that when I tell her."
"More like jealous." Mike pressed himself against her crotch, then rubbed his hand across her clit like he was trying to tell the future in a crystal ball. "How does that feel?"
The nymph sighed in pleasure. "Relaxing," she replied.
Relaxing was a start, but Mike knew he could do better. Summoning his magic, the air hissed and sizzled as sparks leapt from his fingertips to dance along the surface of the pearl. The water in the tub sloshed violently as Naia's whole pelvis shook.
"Oh! OH!" Naia moaned, the sound causing the whole bathroom to reverberate. Out in the bedroom, Tink grumbled to herself, but Mike wasn't worried. She was likely annoyed that she was missing out.
"Yeah, you like that, don't you?" Mike massaged the pearl with his lightning hands, then realized he was thinking too small. Keeping one hand on her clit, he slid his arm into her pussy, then arched it up in an attempt to find her g-spot with his hand.
The thighs squeezed together, pinning Mike in place. Laughing like a maniac, Mike summoned his magic and teased Naia with sexual lightning from the inside. Naia's powerful thighs pressed him hard enough against her body that his hips parted her labia, allowing his cock to press against the softer flesh inside. Pumping his hips back and forth, he humped her skin while pumping her full of magic.
This was weird, strange, and unexpected. He was having the time of his life.
Water sloshed out of the tub numerous times, only to come crawling back for more. Mike's own orgasm was building, his arms growing tired as he continued to fuck Naia with his whole body. Eventually, he slid both arms inside her to zap her from the inside while licking her pearl. Sparks filled the air, and despite his best efforts, he ended up blowing his load first.
When Mike came, his magic surged, seeking out his partner. What had been a steady stream of sexual magic became a torrent of energy, and Mike's eyes rolled up in his head as the magic left his body and leapt straight into Naia's g-spot as if it were a huge capacitor.
The whole bathroom rumbled as Naia let out a moan that sounded like a whale in the distance. Her thighs squeezed him so tight that he feared he might pop, and then she came so hard that she squirted. The blast of liquid was like a firehose, shoving Mike back until he was pressed against the wall of the bathtub. Laughing maniacally, he pumped his arms in the air under the deluge of girl cum.
Naia's massive form quivered, then fell apart, filling the tub back to full. Mike sat back down in the water, then put his hands behind his head as Naia rose up next to him, her body now its normal size.
"I certainly didn't expect that," she said, running her hand along his stomach.
"It certainly was a big surprise." He wiggled his eyebrows at her.
"A lesser nymph would drown you for that." Naia giggled and mounted his still rigid cock. "It's a good thing I find you funny."
She rode him softly, now taking her time. In lieu of words, they exchanged kisses and soft touches. There was no sense of urgency or uncontrolled passion. Just gentle, slow lovemaking.
When Mike came again, so did Naia. His magic was hungry, and attempted to start a feedback loop, but he made it play nice. Otherwise, the two of them would be in the bathtub all night.
The two of them just snuggled for a bit, and then Naia washed his hair for him. When she was done, she proclaimed him done and then helped him stand. Mike stepped out of the bath and didn't bother grabbing a towel. Naia had sucked all the water off of him on his way out.
"I'll see you in the morning." She winked, then melted into the water. The tub drained in seconds, the majority of the water being pulled back down into Naia's spring. Mike chuckled to himself, then put on his robe before walking back into the bedroom.
On the bed, Tink had stuck a pair of sound-canceling headphones over her ears. When she saw him coming, she pulled them off and made a face.
"Husband have good time. No fair," she muttered.
"There will be plenty of good times after the baby comes." He leaned over the bed and kissed her forehead again.
Tink cackled to herself. "Husband have no idea. Tink think of all the things." She grabbed the edge of her popcorn bowl and shook it. All Mike could hear were unpopped kernels. "Husband make more?"
"Of course." Mike took the bowl and left. When he got down to the kitchen, he found the box of microwave popcorn and placed one of the bags in the machine. He stood next to the microwave, listening closely for the sound of silence. The last thing he wanted was to burn the popcorn. Not only did it stink, but Tink would probably eat it anyway.
Satisfied that the bag was finished, he opened the microwave and pulled the bag out, then dumped it into the silver bowl. Seeing just how much he had filled the bowl, he went ahead and repeated the process with a second bag. He looked outside to see that the lights around the fountain had come on, illuminating Naia as she floated on her back. The nymph was chatting with her sister, who sat on a low branch that reached over the water. Even from this distance, Mike could see Amymone's head drooping. He would be surprised if she didn't go dormant in the next couple of days.
On his way back to the stairs, the front door opened and Death stepped inside. The Grim Reaper was wearing a green Jansport backpack and was using his scythe as a walking stick.
"Welcome home." Mike leaned on the railing. "It's been a few days."
"Indeed it has, Mike Radley." Death folded up his scythe, then tucked it into the darkness of his robes. "I feel that this last walk has done me more harm than good. People have started approaching me and asking if I have something called an Instagram, or maybe a tiktok. Oh, and when they say tiktok, they don't mean our Tick Tock. That led to some confusing conversations."
"I'm sure."
"Anyway, I went for a walk for peace and quiet and have decided I prefer the peace and quiet that I can find here." Death took off the backpack and opened it up. "I did bring you a shirt from Florida, though."
"Florida?" Mike stared as Death pulled a vintage tee with a sun rising over the state. "You walked all the way to Florida?"
"Indeed. I thought you might like a souvenir."
"Thank you." Mike took the shirt and laid it over his shoulder. "You sticking around for a bit, then?"
Death nodded. "I am a man of the world, Mike Radley, but I know where my heart is." He stuck his hand in the bag. "Is Grace Radley still awake?"
Mike shook his head. "Probably, but she got in trouble today. Best to leave it for tomorrow."
"A father knows best." Death's eyelights sparkled as he picked up his bag. "If you don't mind, I will be in the office having some tea. You are welcome to join me, should the mood strike you."
"Let me take Tink her popcorn and I think I will. Would be good to catch up." Mike held up the bowl. "Do you want some? Promise I won't tell her you had any."
"I would not take food from Tinker Radley, even without her knowledge. I fear her wrath." Death pointed at his teeth. "Plus, I abhor popcorn. It gets caught in my teeth and everyone can see it."
"I bet." Mike walked up the stairs, making sure to avoid the fourth one from the bottom. It had a squeak that Tink might hear, and she would demand he let her fix it right away. There were two other squeaky stairs on the way up to the fifth floor, and Mike made sure to step around them. At the top of the stairs, Mike held the bowl triumphantly in front of him as he walked through the door.
"I come bearing snacks!" he declared, using his foot to push the door open as he held the bowl aloft like a trophy. "Are there any goblins here who want some--"
The words dropped from his lips as he saw Tink clutching her belly, her face scrunched up in pain. Red strands of hair that framed her face shriveled and turned gray before his eyes, and Tink cried out when she saw him.
"Husband...get...Tink to...horse ass!" She cried out in agony, her body curling up in the fetal position. Mike threw the popcorn bowl aside and picked Tink up, cradling her against his body. The goblin immediately lost consciousness in his arms.
"Tink? Tink!"

🏡🏡🏡

Alright, monster family, it's time for the checklist!
Wholesome stuff: ☑
Weird Stuff: ☑
Meta Reader Jokes: ☑
Anxiety: ☑
I really hope you're excited for this next installment. With every book, I try to stretch myself in a new dimension in order to improve my writing, so bear with me if the road becomes a little bumpy.
I will see you all soon enough. Don't forget to leave some stars and comments on the way out, and then make sure you are drinking plenty of water! Staying hydrated is the best way to tell your body "I'm sorry for eating that whole box of Thin Mints in March...and April."
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Mike stood outside the small, thatched yurt that the centaurs used as their infirmary. Nearby, Kisa paced along the top of a fence that created a small pen for sheep and pigs. A pair of centaurs stood outside the yurt, ready to run a message or retrieve supplies.
"She will be okay, Mike Radley." Death stood to Mike's left, holding a cup of tea in both hands. He had seen Mike carrying Tink and had followed them to the centaur village.
Cecilia hovered nearby as well, and Mike had fought the urge numerous times to tell them both to go away. There was a very real fear that Cecilia may open her mouth and start singing, or perhaps Death would suddenly offer his condolences. Their presence would have no effect on whatever actually happened, a fact that he told himself over and over again.
Yuki had heard the commotion and tried to come with them, but he had told her to stay behind in case Grace got out of bed. This was stressful enough. He didn't need to worry about his daughter waking up to an empty home.
Zel stepped through the flap of the yurt and sighed. "She's okay."
Mike nodded, his eyes brimming with tears he hadn't known were there. He wiped them away. "Can I go see her?"
"You could, but she's resting comfortably now. She needs her sleep and you might wake her." Zel walked toward him, the flap of the yurt parting as Kisa slipped inside. "But we should talk."
Mike nodded. Zel led him away from the yurt a bit, then turned to face him. She opened her mouth to say something, then looked over his shoulder and paused.
The Caretaker turned to see that Death and Cecilia were both standing right behind him. He just shrugged. "It's not like whatever you tell me will remain a secret," he said.
"That's fair." Zel yawned and pulled a small notebook from a bag around her waist. She flipped it open and thumbed through the pages. "I've been tracking the extraordinary events surrounding Tink's pregnancy. Everything goes in here, including signs of aging."
"I'm aware," Mike said. Zel had been meticulous about everything in regards to Tink. The centaur's primary fear at first had centered around the goblin's diminutive size, coupled with the unknown genetics of the baby. Goblins typically gave birth to multiples, but the half-human baby developing in Tink's womb had taken up all the available space already.
"So I've been tracking her age. Tink's actual age is elderly by human standards. We aren't even certain how long goblins can live due to the often violent conditions they are usually required to survive. Due to her own version of the nymph's blessing, her body has never aged, but the baby is somehow draining that magic from her. When you first brought Tink to me with this pregnancy, she had all the 'human' hallmarks of a woman in her mid-twenties." Zel found the page she wanted and held the book open for Mike. "As of today, based on human biology, I would clock her as a woman in her mid-to-late forties."
"Women in their forties have babies, though." Mike looked at the chart Zel had made, but his vision was too blurry.
"You're right, they do. But look at the progression." Zel took the book back and pointed at the data points. "When I add in today's incident, what shape does this line make?"
"A curve." Mike already saw where this was going. "She's aging at an accelerating rate."
Zel nodded. "Once the magic of the blessing is gone, I can only assume the pregnancy will drain her of her actual lifeforce. Goblins only have a four to five month pregnancy, and give birth to litters. But we know she's only carrying one child, and it is much larger than a goblin. If she were to give birth soon, it's likely she would do so as a fifty or sixty year old. But we have no idea how far along she actually is."
Mike scowled. "Tink keeps telling me that the baby is still growing."
The centaur sighed. "She tells me the same thing. Mike, if she carries this baby to a human term of nine months, we have to assume she will present as a two-hundred year old woman. And humans don't live--"
"I get it." Mike ran his fingers through his hair. "Fuck," he whispered.
"Yeah." Zel closed her book and put it away. "We need to figure out how to help her, and soon."
Mike stared at the ground, his thoughts caught in a whirlwind of emotions. What could he even do? Was there anyone who could help him? How could he--
"Hey." Zel grabbed Mike by the hand and he felt the world snap back into focus. "We can solve this together. Let's think about the things we can do right now to help."
"Right. Um..." Mike looked up into Zel's eyes. They seemed to sparkle, reflecting the light of nearby torches. The centaur was clearly concerned, but she was also full of hope. He took a deep breath, drawing strength from her. "Our main problem is the deadline. How long do you think she has?"
"Hard to say," Zel replied. "But if my observations are correct, anything past two months would place her well within the lower range for dying of old age. I suspect her advanced years will make the pregnancy even more difficult. According to the medical texts you've brought me, human births past the age of forty are treated as geriatric. We're officially in troubled waters if she were a human."
Mike snapped his fingers. "What about the Library, then? We couldn't keep Grace's egg there because time doesn't pass. I mean, living things don't age. Would that keep the pregnancy from progressing?"
The centaur nodded. "I assume so, but that would also mean poor Tink remains the way she is for months, maybe even years. That's probably a question for Sofia, but yeah, anything we can do to keep the baby from growing will give us and Tink extra time to solve the problem."
Death cleared his throat, a clear reminder that he was still nearby. "While Tinker Radley is in the Library resting, perhaps we should take a trip to the North Pole and ask Santa for more details. After all, this is the result of a Christmas Wish, and I wonder if we may learn something from him or Miss Holly that could help us."
"That's a really good idea," said Mike.
"We could also visit the Hot Cocoa Lounge." Death sipped at his tea. "I have been unable to find a hot chocolate I enjoy outside of the North Pole."
"These both sound like great ideas," Zel said as she stepped into Mike and hugged him. He let out a sigh and leaned into the centaur. She smelled of campfires and hay. "If someone can have the rats open a portal from here to the Library, we can move her once she seems stable enough."
"Thank you," said Mike, wrapping his arms around Zel's torso.
"Of course." Zel's hug suddenly became tight. "And since I'm awake and have you here anyway, maybe we can talk about how Callisto managed to get into the Vault while you were supposed to be keeping an eye on him."
"Um..." Mike made a face. "Yeah, about that..."
"Come, Miss Cecilia. It would seem now is the time to leave Mike Radley to his fate." Death cordially held a hand out for the banshee, who flashed Mike a wry grin and then took the Grim Reaper's hand in her own and walked away with him.
Don't leave me, Mike thought at Death and Cecilia as Zel released her embrace and fixed him with a stern glare. If he had a choice between arguing with Zel or fighting monsters in the Vault, he would take the Vault every time.

🏡🏡🏡

Daybreak flooded through the skylights, illuminating the marble chamber. The light was scattered by the thin silken fabric draped over the top and sides of the massive four-poster bed in the center of the room. Sofia winced at the light. It was an artifact of the Library, the fake light streaming from the ceiling of the room. The Library was truly located between realms in a place devoid of the true passage of time or space.
Yet somehow, a previous Head Librarian had managed to use this function as a gentle alarm clock meant to let them know it was time for work. No matter which room Sofia chose to sleep in, the skylight appeared and woke her when she was rested and it was time for work. Sighing, she sat up and grabbed her head.
"Shouldn't have drunk so much last night," she muttered. The events of the evening had started to blur after her third bottle of wine. She told herself at the time that she was simply taking a night off. The more truthful part of her admitted that the goal after Ratu's visit had been to drown herself in the misery of her own thoughts.
It hadn't been the naga's fault. Facing hard truths was always difficult. However, there was a difference between acknowledging a problem and having it smack you right in the face.
When Sofia leaned forward to get out of bed, the pain shifted forward, as if it were a molten hot fluid in the back of her skull. The cyclops groaned and sank onto her knees next to the bed, then assumed the fetal position on the cold floor. From down there, she could see the empty bottles under her bed. She counted way more than three, and the remains of what was probably once a party sub. Groaning, she crawled across the floor to her staff, which was leaning against the other side of her nightstand. The cold marble felt good through the silk of her nightgown, and was probably the only thing keeping her from puking everywhere.
When she got her fingers around the bottom of the staff, she knocked it over. It smacked into the ground with a crack, like thunder, and Sofia felt the world spin around her. She squeezed her eye tight, tears flowing down her cheeks in agony. It took her a good minute before she reached out to find where the staff had landed, then pulled it to her chest and sent her will through the ancient wood.
A soft glow could be seen through her closed eyelid, and the staff's magic burned through her, scouring her clean of the agony of her hangover. She sagged with relief, then opened her eye to stare at the ceiling.
While the staff was capable of balancing her symptoms, it didn't actually cure her. To do that, she would need plenty of water and probably a meal that didn't sit in her stomach like a brick. Sitting up, she used the nightstand to pull herself to her feet. The staff acted as a crutch as she shuffled to the bathroom.
After using the bathroom, she moved to stand in front of the mirror. The sclera of her eye was red all over, and the long braid of her hair had come undone. It was going to take forever to brush all the tangles out of it.
"Gods," she muttered, then stumbled out of the bathroom to the armoire that contained her clothes. Sofia undressed and slipped into a long, white gown which she cinched around the waist. The gown folded in the front, which accentuated her already large breasts. Satisfied that she hadn't screwed up and put something on wrong or backward, she went back into the bathroom and looked in the mirror.
"You're a hot fucking mess," she said, then picked up the nearest brush and got to work. Some of the tangles were bad enough that she ended up yanking out the strands instead, which did nothing good for the state of her head. After almost twenty minutes of brushing her waist-length hair, she figured it was good enough and threw it into a braid.
Sofia checked her outfit one more time in the mirror and nodded. If she squinted, she didn't look too bad. Her stomach growled and the pounding in her head increased. She needed breakfast, and maybe some orange juice.
Stepping out of her room, she heard the rustle of moving furniture, followed by guttural grumbling. Walking down the long hallway of the librarian's living quarters, she saw a parade of rats in and out of the last room. She looked through the doorway and saw that Tink was lying in the room's bed with a large plate of deli meats by her feet and a massive jar of pickles on her stomach. The goblin was grumbling to herself as she watched what appeared to be a home improvement show on a tv that had been installed on the wall.
"Stupid fucking dumb fucks," she muttered, then grabbed the jar of pickles. Tink unscrewed the lid. "Angle flooring, make nicer fit." She put the jar to her mouth and tipped the thing back, drinking a big mouthful of juice in her attempt to grab a pickle with her teeth. When she lowered the jar, she turned to look at Sofia, three pickles sticking out of her mouth.
"What. Are. You. Doing. Here?" Sofia stared in horror at the mess of wrappers and plates around Tink's bed. A small group of rats were busy trying to clean it all up. They all scattered when Tink tried to set the jar back on the nightstand and dropped it instead.
Tink shoved the pickles in her mouth, chewing as she talked. "Tink live here now until husband find way to keep Tink and baby booger safe."
"Baby...booger?"
Tink shrugged. "Goblin baby called booger. Tink called booger one time, think it funny after." The goblin stretched, which caused her nightgown to ride up, revealing that her stomach looked like an over-inflated balloon. Her belly button had popped inside out. "Library neat, keep bringing Tink food!"
Sofia backed out of the room in horror, then walked wide-eyed into the lobby. At the help desk, a large platter with a big breakfast and some orange juice was waiting for her. A pair of rats hopped onto the counter and picked it up, then started marching toward the hallway.
"That's mine," she said, pointing her staff at them. "Don't you fucking touch my food."
The rats squeaked in terror and scattered. Sofia moved to sit at the help desk, then fumbled for the knife and fork on the platter.
"Tink spilled again!" The goblin's voice echoed out into the lobby. Sofia picked up her tray and found a pedestal to get on. Using her staff, she had the platform lift into the sky to carry her anywhere but here.
Nearly ten stories up, she found a ledge with a small reading table that overlooked the main lobby. She landed her pedestal and sat down with her meal to watch.
The rats were busy streaming in and out of Tink's room, like ants serving their queen. Sofia glared down at the activity from above, shoving food in her mouth. Halfway through her meal, a dark form dropped down from the ceiling on a silken strand.
"There you are." Eulalie was hanging upside down, her hair tied back with a red ribbon. "You were slow getting out of bed."
"Hmmph." Sofia picked up a piece of bacon and held it out to her. "Why is the goblin here?"
"Ah, that." Eulalie took the bacon from Sofia. "She almost died last night."
Sofia choked on her own spit. "What?"
The Arachne nodded. "Maybe not that drastic, but her baby is causing her to age at a faster rate. They moved her here to keep her from getting any older."
"But the baby won't get older either."
"And thus, we have a conundrum." Eulalie stuck the bacon in her mouth. "Which is why Mike and Death are headed to the North Pole to ask Santa about it."
"Wait, what?" Sofia stared at the Arachne. "They're...just going to see Santa, just like that?"
"Not sure why they wouldn't. Mike just texted to let me know he was leaving." Eulalie pulled another piece of bacon off of Sofia's plate. "They're hoping that Santa might have answers about how to help Tink. The sooner they can fix her, the faster she can go home and--"
Sofia stood and jogged over to her pedestal, her staff in one hand and the orange juice in the other. She stepped onto the platform and tapped it with her staff.
"Can I have the rest of your bacon?" Eulalie asked as she stuffed it all into her mouth. Sofia waved dismissively, willing the platform to move even faster. It dropped from the air so fast that the cyclops felt her aching stomach lurch upward, and she almost lost what little she had eaten. Before the platform had even touched down, Sofia stepped off, landing in a crouch.
The rats in the Lobby stared at Sofia as she broke into a run. She slid to a stop by a large bookshelf against the wall, then paused to lean her staff against it. The Head Librarian's staff was a powerful artifact that only functioned in the Library itself, so leaving it behind was always the safest option.
Sofia pulled a book out of the shelf and the world distorted as she was transported immediately to Mike Radley's home office. She set the book elsewhere on the shelf and ran for the living room. Yuki was sitting on the couch, playing some sort of hand game with Grace. The fireplace crackled with purple fire, and the tattered edges of Death's cloak could be seen disappearing through it.
The cyclops sprinted across the room, then dove headfirst into the fire as the magical portal snapped shut.

🏡🏡🏡

Mike stepped out of the fireplace and then stopped to admire the new lobby of the Workshop. The last time he was here, the place had still been quite a mess. Since then, any damage done by the Krampus or his buddies had been undone. In fact, the place actually looked bigger, as if some serious renovations had been done. Large tv screens were installed on several walls, most of them monitoring and tracking data from across the world. Toy commercials were playing on several of them and there was a Naughty/Nice pie chart that ticked back and forth as it tracked the children of the world.
"That's predictive," said Death from right behind him. "It uses a complex algorithm based on probability. This gives the elves advance notice on how hard they--"
Mike felt his stomach tighten up and turned to see somebody come through the fireplace. He should have moved out of the way, but the sight of Sofia had him so shocked that he stuck his arms out to catch her instead. The cyclops crashed into him, causing both of them to fall and skid across the floor together. Passing elves froze in their tracks to watch.
"Ow!" Sofia put a hand to her forehead. "Fu--"
Mike slapped a hand over her mouth. "Don't," he said, flicking his gaze toward the elves. "It doesn't go over very well."
"Right." The cyclops shifted her arms to try and stand on her own. This caused her large breasts to get shoved into Mike's face for just a moment, and then she was up. She dropped a hand to assist him.
"What are you doing here?" he asked.
"You stuck a goblin in my Library without asking," she said.
"We tried," he replied. "The rats said they couldn't wake you up. Since it was literally life or death, we spoke with Eulalie instead and she told us where to set up."



"Oh." Sofia put a hand to her head and winced. "Right. It was a difficult...evening."
"Is everything okay?" he asked.
"Of course," she snapped, then cleared her throat. "Um...it's just inconvenient is all. The rats are being pulled away from their duties and we're still way behind."
Mike wasn't buying it. Tink was clearly part of the problem, but it had to be something deeper than that. Her soul was twisted up in places, indicating some form of internal struggle. He had gotten good at interpreting emotions by watching the souls of others, but it hardly made him a mind reader. However, the lobby of the North Pole Workshop was not the place to start having a discussion with Sofia about what the actual issue was.
"Excuse me." Mike turned to the nearest elf. "We're here to see Santa and Holly. You can let them know Mike, the Caretaker, has come for a quick visit and then I'll be out of their hair."
The elf, clad in an outfit that was the epitome of a candy cane, nodded and jogged off, the bells on their shoes ringing.
"Ah!" Death turned his attention toward the Hot Cocoa Lounge. "If you'll excuse me, I intend to stock up." The Grim Reaper walked toward the lounge, opening his robes to reveal that he was carrying a large, insulated liquid dispenser. This left Mike alone with Sofia, who was busy adjusting her gown.
"So this is the North Pole?" Sofia walked over toward the entrance to the building. A large bay of windows had been installed, revealing the frozen village outside. It was nighttime, yet a large group of elves were busy having a snowball fight under the glow of the lanterns.
"Yep." Mike moved up to the door. "It's got a much different vibe than the last time I was here. It's nice to see them having fun outside."
Sofia moved up next to him and frowned. "Aren't they supposed to be making presents? Christmas is in a couple of months."
"They're not slaves. They get days off." Mike could see a group of elves beyond the snowball fight. They were hard at work building a massive snowman. "In fact, I know that's something Holly was trying to find a better balance for after she took over. These guys were created for one purpose, but that doesn't mean that they don't deserve better."
"You could almost say it was a Christmas miracle." The high pitched voice came from none other than Holly herself. He turned around to see that she was holding a computer tablet that she swiped at with her fingers. The elf was wearing a red and green dress with cream-colored pinstripe tights. Satisfied by whatever she saw there, she handed the tablet off to the elf Mike had sent for her. "Will you let the Ribbon department know that I approved their request?"
The elf nodded and ran off.
"If you're doing everything electronically, why not send an email?" asked Sofia.
Holly laughed. "Because, silly, that would make it less personal!" She moved next to Mike and looked outside. "Ooh, that looks like fun."
"Hello, Holly." Mike stuck out his hand. "You look well."
The elf grinned, then stepped past his hand to hug him. "You're looking good," she said, then sniffed the air. "You smell good, too."
Sofia cleared her throat.
"Holly, this is Sofia. She's the Head Librarian."
Holly turned and craned her neck to make eye contact with the cyclops. "Hi there!" She stuck out a hand for the cyclops to shake. It disappeared inside of Sofia's palm.
"A pleasure." Sofia gave Mike a look. "We've come on business."
"Right. Speaking of Christmas miracles, I was hoping to speak with Santa about my own regarding Tink." Mike looked down at Holly, who was staring at Sofia's breasts. Each one was the size of her head. "Unless you know how all that works."
"Eh." Holly waggled her hand. "I understand some of it, but Santa could definitely describe it better than I could. If you all want to wait in the Hot Cocoa Lounge, I could set up a meeting right away."
"You can't just take us to him?" asked Sofia.
"Nope!" Holly's tone was cheery as she turned and craned her head back to look up at Sofia. The cyclops was nearly twice the elf's height. "I have no idea what he's doing right now, and would prefer to let him finish in case it's important."
Sofia crossed her arms and scoffed. Holly turned back to Mike and jerked her thumb at the librarian. "This one seems tense," she said.
Mike gave Sofia a look of concern. "Unusually so," he added. "We'll be in the lounge. If you can, have someone let us know how long we'll be waiting. Otherwise she might explode."
A nearby elf stopped in their tracks and stared at Mike in horror.
"I'm kidding," he said. "She won't literally explode."
Holly waved the elf on, then turned back to Mike. "That one is new," she said. "Only a few months old."
"You create them fully grown?" asked Sofia as they started toward the lounge.
The elf nodded. "We're still replacing the lives lost from the previous Christmas. However, instead of just making all of them at once, we've been looking at how to create improved versions with a better sense of free will."
"Why not copy you?" asked Mike. "You have free will."
"Part of that is because I'm now in charge of this place." Holly waved her hand around. "Technically, I rank above Santa now. There's no telling how the magic may interpret something like that."
"And the other part?" asked Sofia.
Holly giggled, then gave Mike a longing look. "Because I'm tainted," she said in a sing-song voice. "Somebody filled me up with a little holiday spirit of his own, and we don't know what that will do."
"Of fucking course," muttered Sofia. Several elves passing by immediately dropped whatever they were carrying and ran off, covering their ears.
"I warned you," said Mike to the cyclops. Then he turned to Holly. "I thought that was something else you were going to work on."
Holly chuckled. "Swearing in general is very rude," she said, throwing Sofia a dirty look. "But there are plenty of older elves who will react...poorly to it."
Sofia blushed, then stared at her feet as the three of them entered the lounge. When they opened the door, Mike heard soft Christmas jazz playing and saw a live band on the stage. Remarkably, Death was up on stage with a saxophone in the middle of a solo.
"Death?" Mike stared at the Grim Reaper as he finished up the Carol of the Bells. When he saw Mike, the Reaper handed the instrument to an elf who stood nearby. "You play the saxophone?"
"I play this one, yes." Death gestured back at the stage as he stepped down. "The instruments here are magical. Anyone who wants to play is given the ability to do so." The fires in his eyes flickered. "Mike Radley, do you want to join the band with me?"
"Er, not today, buddy." Mike surveyed the room where dozens of elves chatted amicably while drinking hot chocolate. "What happened to the jukebox?" he asked.
"Moved it to my room after it was fixed." Holly smirked. "Once the elves found out how it was broken, they started drawing...inspiration just from the sight of it. Now we do live music when we can, otherwise we just play recordings through the speakers."
Mike winced. "How much do I owe you for the jukebox?" he asked.
Holly raised an eyebrow. "Hold onto that thought," she said, then patted a seat at the bar. "I'll go find Santa."
"We'll be here." Mike sat down and was immediately approached by a Christmas elf dressed as a bartender. The man had a mustache that had been curled upward into a loop on both sides. His nametag said that he was Felix.
"What'll you have?" asked Felix.
"Cocoa. Make it hot."
The elf nodded, then knelt beneath the counter to grab a mug. Mike looked at Sofia, who was still standing behind him. "I'll buy you a drink," he said.
"Don't be asinine." Sofia winced, then looked around to see if anyone had flinched. A couple of elves regarded her with suspicion, but that was it. "I assume the drinks here are free."
"But it's the thought that counts," said Death, who turned to Felix. "Put Mike Radley's drink on my tab."
"Yes, sir, Mr. Death, sir." Felix winked at Mike and set a steaming mug in front of him. "I assume you know the rules?"
"Never, ever let it cool," Mike responded, then picked up his cup.
Felix turned to Sofia. "And for the goddess? he asked.
Sofia turned bright red. "I am no goddess," she replied.
"Well, you're built like one." Felix threw a towel over his shoulder and started wiping down a nearby mug with a rag. "So what brings you crazy kids here? Honeymoon?" He waggled his eyebrows.
The cyclops sputtered a reply, but it was unintelligible.
Mike chuckled. "Just getting out of the house. You know how it is. Now that the kids are here, we just never seem to get any time for ourselves any more."
Felix nodded in understanding. "Kids, am I right? How so much trouble and terror can be packed into those little miracles, I simply can't understand."
"Are you two for real right now?" Sofia sat on the stool, which vanished from sight under her butt. "Did you plan this?"
"No idea what you're talking about," said Felix, who pulled a clean mug from under the counter and tossed it up from behind his back. He caught it with his other hand and slid it under the spigot to fill it up with cocoa. After topping it with whipped cream, he set it in front of Sofia and tossed a handful of shaved chocolate on top with some pink sea salt. "Here. It's from the old country. Seems like it would be your speed."
"I feel like I'm in a bad movie and half the dialogue is missing." The cyclops frowned at her cup. "It's just hot chocolate."
"Or is it?" Felix grinned. "Perhaps I'm just a slinger of confections. Or maybe, just maybe, I'm secretly more."
"Gods, I'll drink it if you'll actually shut up." Sofia picked up the mug, which looked tiny in her hands. When she sipped it, her whole face flushed with color and she gasped. "This...this is..."
"Magic," replied Felix, making a little explosion with his hands. "You all let me know if you want more."
Mike held back a laugh as Sofia drained half her cup in one swallow. Whipped cream and chocolate curls were stuck to her upper lip.
"And thus, the Head Librarian discovers the true meaning of Christmas," Death said with a chuckle. "Felix, is my special order ready yet?"
"Not yet, Mr. Death, sir. I've got a special blend being frothed in the back for you. It's made from a secret recipe of dark chocolate that's been caffeinated to give you a delightful buzz."
"You're a good man. I'll name my first child after you." The Grim Reaper watched Felix go, then turned to Mike. "Naturally, I won't ever have children. This is just something fun I said for spontaneity."
"I figured," said Mike.
Death looked at Sofia. "I like the North Pole and the Hot Cocoa Lounge because, to the elves, I'm not the personification of their inevitable end. Here, I'm Santa's number one helper and get to be something more than what I am. It feels good, doesn't it?"
Sofia actually paused mid-sip, then turned to look at Death. "Have you been speaking with Ratu?" she asked.
"Of course. There is no reason I shouldn't speak to her. It would be rather impolite." The Grim Reaper stood and pulled a pair of sunglasses from his robe and put them on. "If you'll excuse me, the band needs a guitarist."
Mike laughed and watched Death cross the lounge to go back to the stage. Several elves actually cheered for him as he picked up an electric guitar and slung the strap over his shoulder. As the band started up, Death leaned over to the microphone.
"This one goes out to my best friend, Mike Radley." When there was a lack of reaction, Death pointed at Mike. "You may know him better as the Caretaker."
Heads immediately swiveled toward Mike, and he gave them all a playful wave, then turned his attention back toward the bar. He couldn't help but notice how stiff Sofia seemed to be all of the sudden.
"Do you want to talk about it?" he asked.
Sofia stared into her mug, then shook her head. "I really don't," she replied.
"So you admit something's wrong." Mike sighed. "Look, I'm really sorry about the whole Tink thing. If I could have put her anywhere else, I would have. Did you know the Library started providing her food almost right away? Her cravings have been unreal. I can't even tell you how much more money we've spent on food in the last month. I know there's that whole thing about eating for two, but Zel clocked her daily caloric intake somewhere above fifteen thousand calories a day. We have no idea where it's going."
Sofia picked up her mug and drank the rest of the cocoa. As soon as she set it down, Felix appeared with a replacement. Behind them, Death was playing the opening licks to Christmas Eve/Sarajevo by the Trans-Siberian Orchestra. The jazz instruments had been replaced with violins and a drum kit and some elves had stationed themselves at the foot of the stage, bouncing up and down on the balls of their feet in excitement.
"It's not Tink," Sofia replied. "Well, it is, but not really."
Mike set his mug down and turned to face her. "I'm listening."
The cyclops stared at her hands for a really long time. She sighed and slumped forward. "It's more about what Death said about the opportunity to be a different person."
"Yeah, he's like that sometimes." Mike smiled and waved at Death. The Grim Reaper waved back, the guitar playing itself as he did so. "He'll say something that sounds so innocent on the surface, but is secretly powerful and enlightening. For a while, I wondered if he could read our minds, or maybe had some sort of precognition. But do you want to know the truth?"
Sofia shrugged.
"He's genuine. That's all it is. Ever since he was summoned, he has always been true to himself and to others." Mike turned toward the cyclops. "When Cyrus' spirit moved on, I think it really hit him that they would never meet again. All of us seem to have some version of eternity promised. But him? He's eternal, the doorman to a place he cannot enter. So stuff like this? He finds ways to live in the moment." He slid his hand over and put it on top of Sofia's. "And if something that he said struck you so hard, I get the feeling that maybe you're experiencing a similar revelation."
"I don't understand you," Sofia muttered. "Don't take this the wrong way, but you don't always seem so...perceptive."
Mike laughed. "I live in a household full of women I'm in various relationships with. I'm married to a goblin and a mermaid. Both of my kids are half-breeds, and one of them keeps eating beetles she finds in the gardens. My home is located at the nexus of multiple pocket dimensions I'm expected to maintain. These moments of clarity might not be the norm, but that's only because it seems like I've always got a lot going on."
"I don't know what my place is anymore," Sofia confessed.
"What do you mean?" asked Mike.
Sofia pulled her hand from his to rub a tear from her eye. "I mean all of it. I'm the Head Librarian, but only because the others died off. I have all this responsibility now, but I never asked for it."
"I never asked to become the Caretaker," Mike replied.
"See, that right there is what I meant earlier." Sofia sneered at him. "How could you understand what I'm going through? Although your position was thrust upon you, much like mine, I would say your life is markedly better than it used to be! You went from being a miserable loner to a billionaire sex-god with a family that loves you and kids that..." Her lips trembled and she sipped at her hot cocoa to try and hide it.
"You don't want to be the Head Librarian anymore."
"Yes! No. I don't know. But that's not all of it." Sofia set her mug down and put her head in her hands. "Eulalie does everything I can do, only better. The only thing she can't do is cook. I started cooking for the family because I love doing it and taking care of everyone, but...so what? I'm not particularly gifted at it. What else am I good for? I've been so caught up in chasing my duties that I'm the odd woman out no matter where I go. I don't even know who I am now. What's my role? My purpose?"
Felix appeared as if by magic and slid a napkin toward Sofia. She picked it up and dabbed at her eye.
"I had no idea." Mike reached over to rub her back. "I wish you had told me sooner."
"Why, though? You don't exist to solve my problems. I don't even entirely know what my problem is. I'm the Head Librarian, not some woman who lives under your roof. I'm not your responsibility."
"But it's more than that. Tink has something to do with it, doesn't she?"
"She knows her roles." Sofia sniffed. It looked like she wanted to say more, but Mike could tell she struggled to get the words out.
"Hold that thought." Mike turned on his stool and waved at Death. The Grim Reaper paused mid-song, the band continuing without him. "Silent Night!" Mike shouted.
Death gave him a thumbs-up and strummed the opening notes on his guitar. The elves on stage immediately switched to the new song and swapped out their instruments. Mike stood and took Sofia by the hand.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Dance with me," he said. "Please."
Sofia snorted. "You want to dance? To Silent Night?"
"I want to dance with you," he replied. "I don't care what song it is, as long as it's slow."
The cyclops reluctantly rose, and Mike pulled her away from the bar and wrapped his arms around her waist. She dipped her head down as he held her, turning his head to avoid being smothered by her breasts. His magic danced along her skin, but he wasn't doing it to seduce her, or to alter her mood. It was his way of letting her know that he was all around her and that he cared.
"You don't have to live under my roof to be special to me," he said. "I've always thought of you as this badass cyclops who can take care of herself and didn't put much thought beyond it. If you're struggling, I want to be there for you, even if I don't have any answers. But I'm also not a mind reader. Well, not yet, anyway. It wouldn't surprise me if that became an option, someday."
Sofia snorted, but remained silent. He could hear her heart beating, and the semi-frantic hammering had dropped down to a more reasonable pace. He lowered his hands from her lower back, which put them around her ass instead.
"Are you seriously trying to seduce me?" she asked.
"Not currently. I didn't bring enough rope with me, today." Mike smiled up at her. "My arms were just getting tired at that angle."
"Typical human." She glared at him, but the hint of a smile tugged at her lips. "Always a reason."
"Ha!" Mike laid his head back against her chest and squeezed her butt. "There's that smile I like."
Her heart rate jumped, and she accidentally stepped on his foot. He winced, but said nothing while he continued to hold her.
The song finished and the elves clapped. Death started on a rendition of Jingle Bells that had a bunch of the elves singing along.
"I want more out of life," Sofia confessed. "But I don't know what that looks like."
"I'd be happy to help you figure it out," Mike offered. "Say the word and I'll be your man."
This time, he thought he heard her heart skip a beat. Sofia pulled herself away, muttering something about not letting her cocoa get cold. Mike couldn't help but smile as he watched her.
"Having fun?" asked Holly as she walked up.
"A bit," he admitted. They walked back toward the bar as a group. "We meeting up with Santa now?"
"Not quite yet. He's in the middle of something." Holly lowered her voice. "With Mrs. Claus."
"Really?" Mike held in a laugh. "How long do you think he'll be?"
"Well, they started this morning, so maybe another hour or two."
"They started this morning?!?" Mike blinked in shock. Holly shushed him and pulled him down by the collar of his shirt to whisper in his ear.



"Santa takes his relations with Mrs. Claus very seriously," she said. "Add that to the fact that he's not exactly human. He reminds me a lot of someone else I know."
"Hey, more power to him. I'm just surprised, is all." He looked at Sofia. "Sounds like it'll be an hour or so before we can see Santa."
"Figures," she muttered. Sofia already looked contemplative again.
"Since we're waiting anyway, I do have a problem that you might be able to help me with." Holly put her hands together and smiled. "If you have time."
"I can do that." Mike turned to Sofia. "Do you want to come, too?"
The cyclops was staring at her own reflection in the surface of the bar. She sighed and rubbed her temples.
"If you don't mind, I think I'd rather just wait here," she said. "I have some things to think about."
"I see." Troubled that the cyclops had fallen back into a state of melancholy so quickly, there was nothing more he could do for her right now. "I guess I'm all yours," he told Holly.
"Wonderful. Come with me, please." She walked toward the exit of the Hot Cocoa Lounge and he followed. Once in the Lobby, she led him to the door and paused to hand him a coat. "Put this on," she said as she wrapped a scarf around her neck that transformed into a coat that matched her dress. "It's cold outside."
Mike slid on the fur-lined coat, then stepped outside with Holly. The two of them strolled down the cold streets of the North Pole, the magical lanterns flickering as Holly walked past them. Looking into the sky, he could see the spirits of the Northern Lights watching them.
"We're almost there." Holly led him down a side street between two factory buildings. Through the windows, Mike could see a variety of elves wrapping gifts and sticking them on an assembly line. Further down the building, he actually stopped to watch a room full of elves assembling shoes.
"Are those Yeezys?"
Holly chuckled. "Yep. There's nothing we can't duplicate here, given enough time, that is. Speaking of, is there anything special that Grace or Callisto want for Christmas?"
"Does Santa hand out better behavior?"
"I'll remind you that they are both on the good list." Holly started walking again. "I keep a personal eye on them, actually."
"We don't want any special favors."
"Really? Even after you saved this place?" They got to the end of the street where a small, cottage-style home had been built. "How many children did you save from the giants? And what about Maui? We actually have a tally here of how many kids are alive because of you."
"That's, um..." Mike blushed. "I was only doing what was right."
"I know." Holly stopped at the door of the house. "Which is what makes you special." She pushed the door open and walked inside. "Welcome to my home! Your shoes can go under there," she said, pointing under a bench by the door. The home had vaulted ceilings constructed from timber, and smelled like chestnuts roasting on an open fire.
"Yep, no problem." Mike took off his coat and hung it on a hook by the door. His shoes went under the bench. When he stood, he noticed that Holly had disappeared.
"Holly?"
"Down here!" Her voice came from around the corner. When Mike followed it, he saw an open doorway with descending stairs in the middle of the hall. The stairs squeaked under his weight, and he found himself in a basement workshop with a small wood burning stove in the corner.
"Holly?" He looked around the room and finally spotted the elf as she stood up from behind a stack of boxes. Next to them was the jukebox from the Hot Cocoa lounge. "I like your workshop. It looks kind of familiar."
"Tink helped me design it." Holly grinned and walked over to Mike with a fancy suitcase in her hands. "With my new role up here, I kind of wanted to get into toy design. I never really had an interest before, but I think it's probably because of my bond with Santa. I just get this itch to make stuff."
"So what are you working on?" Mike asked as Holly set the suitcase on her workbench. "Next year's top toy? A Tickle-Me gargoyle? A cauldron that spits out cat girls?"
"You're so silly." Holly undid the locks on the suitcase and opened it up. "Look familiar?"
"Uh..." Mike stared at the trio of large, sparkly cocks that had been packed into the customized foam liner of the case. They were roughly identical in shape and size. "Should they?"
"Darn." Holly rolled her eyes and pulled one out. "I worried that they wouldn't."
"What are they supposed to remind me of?" Mike pulled one of the dongs out of the case. "Wait, these aren't like the rod of Osiris, are they?" The idea that Holly was somehow collecting severed god dicks was pretty unnerving.
"Oh, gumdrops, no!" Holly laughed and held the cock next to Mike's crotch, then wiggled the base so it flopped. "I was trying to replicate yours, silly!"
"What?" Mike fumbled his dong and just barely managed to catch it. "You tried to copy my dick?"
"Yep!" Holly took the one she was holding and smacked the base against a nearby column. It stuck in place, despite having no mechanism to do so. "From memory, honestly. This has been my secret pet project, trying to replicate the feel and sensation of your huge dick inside of me." Her cheeks turned bright red. "And not just for me, either. I want to make a bunch of these for the other elves at the North Pole who want them."
"Um...okay, so I sort of get what you're trying to achieve, but I'm more than just a big dick." Mike pushed the dong he held onto the wall and laughed when it magically held in place. "Discounting my magic, which you can't replicate, I'm a person. The experience is meant to...meant to..."
Holly had picked up the third dildo and stuck it directly to the fabric covering her stomach. "I know that," she said. "Why do you think I made them so they stick to anything? The other women up here are gonna love these. This is a North Pole exclusive if you want the special features."
"Will they stick to anything?" Mike gave the dick he had stuck to the wall a tug, but it didn't budge.
"Give it a mental command," Holly suggested, removing the cock from her outfit. "It'll come loose that way."
Mike did just that, and the dildo popped free. On a whim, he stuck the dick to his forearm. "Okay, now that's funny." He wiggled his arm and then flicked the head of the cock. Phantom pain jumped up his arm and he cried out.
"Ah, yes. The other secret feature." Holly grabbed the base of the dildo and gave it a couple of pumps. Mike gasped as penile pleasure flooded up his arm. "When you connect it to your body, you feel it as if it's your own."
"I'd ask why, but that's kind of a stupid question."
Holly giggled. "We've had a bit of a sexual renaissance up here since your last visit. However, the elves involved skew very heavily toward the female demographic. For every male who pursues sexual intimacy, there are roughly thirteen females who want the same."
"Lucky guys," said Mike.
"We're wearing them out." Holly laughed as she continued to jerk off his arm dick. Other than the weird positioning, he couldn't tell that the sensations were unnatural. "So you can imagine there's some pent-up frustration."
"Not to be that guy, but I can't imagine that all the elves want something this...big."
A manic grin crossed Holly's face. "We've got smaller ones that are more proportional to elves," she said. "But there's a niche group of us who are into...expanding our horizons."
"Have you guys been talking to Beth?"
"Oh, she's legendary in our circles." Holly stopped jerking his arm-dick and undid the buttons on the back of her skirt. She slowly stripped off her clothes, revealing lingerie underneath that was little more than a Christmas ribbon that had been intricately wrapped around her body. It terminated in a bow just above her belly. "So I was wondering if you could help me out with something."
"You've got my attention."
"I need to get you nice and hard," she said, grabbing his arm-cock and licking it. "So that I can take a mold of your dick. I would like to properly copy it."
"I'm...uh...not opposed." Mike pondered his options. "For a fee, of course."
"A fee?" Holly pouted, then put the sparkly arm-dick between her tits and squeezed them together. "You can't just help a girl out?"
"If the others learn that there are magical copies of my dick and I didn't put in an order for some of their own, they're going to be pretty pissed."
"Oh!" Holly shivered. "Swear at me again."
"I'm not sure I can," said Mike. "That one was a freebie. I'd hate to give up a bargaining chip."
"Oh, fudge it." Holly put her mouth on the tip of the magical arm-dong. She sucked it in, causing Mike to inhale sharply. His actual cock was pressed so tightly against his pants that it was almost painful. After fellating the cock for a moment, she spat it out and grinned. "I suppose we can probably come to an agreement."
Mike undid the front of his pants. Holly continued licking the arm-cock while she stroked his actual cock. The conflicting sensations were overwhelming, and his magic roared to life.
The elf sucked the arm-cock into her mouth, then walked backward in an effort to guide Mike. He followed, and she fumbled with a drawer latch before pulling it open. Releasing him, she knelt to pick up a long, empty tube which she placed on the workshop bench. Two containers of liquid followed, and she looked over her shoulder and wiggled her butt at him.
"I only need a minute to set this up," she said. "The mold takes ten minutes to set properly, so I'll use the fake one on your arm to keep you hard."
"Uh huh." Mike was already looking at the dildos she had set aside. He sent out streamers of magic, which slowly moved the dildos in his direction. How many of them could he feel at the same time? He reached around Holly's body to play with her breasts, and the elf squirmed in his arms.
"Oh, sprinkles, that's so distracting!" She laughed. "Keep doing it!"
Mike slid his hand beneath the ribbons, then had a better idea. He dropped his hand down to the bow on her stomach and pulled one of the loose strands. The bow undid itself, and the ribbon wrapped around her body fell to the floor. Mike continued teasing her breasts while also rubbing the magical cock against it.
By the time Holly turned around, her features were flushed with arousal. She had mixed the two liquids together and poured them into the tube. "Once I put this on you, it can't come off until the foam sets," she said. "We need you nice and hard the whole time."
Mike stepped back and watched as Holly shoved his cock into the tube. A pink polymer foam oozed out of the top that warmed up as it expanded, accompanied by a pleasant tingling that faded. In fact, if he hadn't gotten the chance to put his dick in so many interesting places already, the experience itself would be far more memorable.
Once he had bottomed out in the mold, Holly undid some straps that he hadn't seen on the tube and secured them around his waist.
"There we go," she said. "Now you'll have your hands free for me."
"Among other things." Mike picked Holly up and set her on the workbench. She spread her legs, revealing a pubic Christmas tree made out of glitter right above her pussy. "Hey, look, there is something under the tree for me this year!"
"I love your corny jokes," she said, then disconnected the cock from his arm. Mike bent down to feast on her snatch, and Holly shoved the collar of his shirt down to reveal the skin between his shoulder blades. She connected the magical dildo to him, and he felt a jolt of electricity go through his body followed by the sensation of her fingers around his back-dick.
He nibbled at the skin around her labia, slowly working his way toward her clitoris. She tasted like peppermint cream, her thighs already slick with arousal.
"Mmm, yes!" Holly wrapped her thighs around his head. "I've been a good girl all year, Caretaker!"
"Are you sure?" Mike stopped licking for a moment. "Because I've heard that bad girls have more fun."
"That's why I've been so good." Holly was using both hands on the magical dildo now. "Because now it's time to be naughty! Mike, can you do something naughty for me?"
"Uh...yeah?" Mike wondered if Holly had seen the dildo hovering toward him from across the room.
"Will you say bad words?" Holly squeezed her legs tight. "Say them inside of me."
Mike laughed, then buried his face in her snatch. He used his tongue to part her sweet, candied folds, then spread them wide with his mouth.
"Ass."
Holly spasmed, and he felt a rush of fluid flow around his mouth. Grinning in spite of himself, he continued feasting, rubbing his tongue all across her clit before using his fingers to open her up again.
"Bitch."
The elf started vibrating, and she lost control of her hands on his back-cock. She ended up grabbing his hair and pulling, which sent a hot wave of pain along his scalp. Undeterred, Mike tilted Holly back, moving slowly to avoid dislodging the cockmold strapped to his body. The elf cooed in delight, unaware that Mike now had a second magical dildo in his hand. He moved it back and forth between his hands, then finally figured out he could secure it to his palm.
"More," Holly begged. "More!"
Mike opened his mouth wide, dipping his tongue deep inside her body. His magic slid into her, causing her whole body to stiffen up.
"FUCK," he said, sending a wave of energy through her. Holly cried out and arched her back, spraying him with peppermint-flavored secretions. He lapped them up, then moved his hand onto the workbench, knowing that the cock would be waiting for her when she lowered her body. Using his other hand, he scooped up her cum and lubed the head of the cock, which was a bit disorienting. He could feel both dildos and his own cock, which had grown warm from whatever chemical reaction the foam was undergoing.
Holly was so busy wiggling around and coming on his face that when she finally descended, Mike missed her labia. Instead, the tip of the cock slid against Holly's butthole, and she froze in place, her eyes bugging out of her head.
"Shit, sorry!" Mike tried to move the hand-cock, but Holly snaked a hand beneath her and clamped onto his wrist.
"Don't. You. Dare." She wiggled her hips back and forth, the tip of the dildo slowly pushing her open. Groaning, she reached over her head and started pulling drawers out of the workbench. Tools and notebooks scattered everywhere, but she eventually got her hands on a spray can. She handed it to Mike, who took it with confusion.
"You have fairy spray?" He couldn't believe his eyes. On the can was a picture of Cerulea giving him a thumbs up.
"Tink helped design this place, remember?" Holly's eyes sparkled. "Now are you gonna keep talking, or are you gonna fuck me in the ass?" Her whole body flushed at the swear.
"Don't have to tell me twice." Mike applied the lube to the hand-cock and then groaned with pleasure as Holly sank down on it. It was only about an inch in when she grabbed him by the hair and pulled his mouth down onto her pussy once more.
"Don't you dare stop eating me, Caretaker!" Holly cried out again, her hips wiggling as the dildo sank deeper into her ass. Mike continued devouring the elf's sweet labia, paying particular attention to her clitoris. The sensations running through his body were blissfully confusing, and he made a note to himself that he was going to have to hide some of these away for when he wanted to use them with someone else.
Reaching over his head, he carefully removed the dildo from between his shoulder blades. It was distracting at this point, wobbling back and forth in the cool air. He set it next to its twin, which was now within reach. When the time was right, he intended to strike.
With every additional inch of cock inside of Holly's ass, Mike made sure to mutter something nasty. Holly was swearing along with him, gasping and calling out his name. He pulled his head from between her legs and grinned at her.
"Has it been ten minutes yet?" he asked. Holly's hair was a frazzled mess, and it took her a couple of seconds before her eyes made contact with his.
"I...don't know," she confessed.
"Well, then. Guess we'll just have to keep going to make sure." With that, he picked up one of the remaining dildos and slid it onto his chin. Her eyes went wide as he leaned forward and eased the head of the chin-cock between her labia. The sudden surge of pleasure through his face almost made him dizzy.
I'm fucking an elf with a face-dick, he thought. This was not on my bingo card.
Not only was the sensation incredible, but he was experiencing both her ass and her pussy at the same time. With each movement of his jaw, both cocks got pressed together through the thin membrane that separated the two of them. At any moment, Mike thought he might fall over.
Holly was crying with pleasure, her curses now interspersed with random outbursts of Christmas songs. She was shouting the lyrics to Jinglebells as he continued to double penetrate her with his hand and his face, his actual cock throbbing and begging to be unleashed. Magic leapt from his body and sizzled across the top of the workbench like hot oil in a skillet.
Lost in the sensation of penetration, Mike didn't notice when Holly took his free hand and slapped the third cock into it. Suddenly, his attention was split as she took this third cock into her mouth as deep as she could.
He was in her ass, pussy, and mouth, now. The air shimmered around them as the sparks turned golden and the room filled with the sound of distant music. Holly gagged and choked on the cock in her mouth, the light pink mascara of her eyes running down her cheeks, and yet, she held the cock in place. Her legs wrapped around his head and her whole body tightened up, the golden light now crawling across her skin as if seeking entry.
Holly's first orgasm arrived with the sound of silver bells. The second time she came, the air went still, followed by the bells playing in reverse. Mike lost track of time as the elf came on his face over and over again, forcing him to open his mouth wide just to get enough air into his lungs.
When Holly finally went limp, he pulled the cock out of her throat and detached it. He pulled the chin-cock out next, his breathing ragged as he eased the final cock out of her ass. All his wires had crossed, but something was now crystal clear.
Holly whimpered as Mike detached the extra cocks. After disconnecting the straps, Mike gave the tube on his cock a gentle tug, which caused him to pop free. Motes of light actually tumbled out from inside of the mold, hovering around his erect cock like a tiny star.
The elf held her hands out for him.
"More," she whispered, her breath ragged. "Give me more."
Mike was still disoriented from losing three extra cocks all at the same time. He sure hoped Holly would put a warning label on the box or something. Grabbing the elf by the hips, he flipped her onto her stomach and pressed the head of his dick against her pussy. He paused and contemplated the sight for a moment.
In terms of the dildos, he was bigger. But now he almost wondered if he wasn't slightly larger than before. Was it the result of Holly's diminutive frame? Was he just particularly horny right now?
These were all questions for post-nut clarity Mike. He pressed himself forward, groaning as Holly's vaginal walls clenched him tight.
"Oh, sprinkles! Gingerbread and reindeer!" Holly's arms flailed, and she made the mistake of grabbing the handle of a drawer, promptly yanking it out of its slides. Vials of glitter spilled everywhere. Mike sent a few electric spiders crawling out and away from him in an attempt to shovel it away. "Nutmeg! Mmm...mistletoe!"



His cock sank deep inside her, then came to a halt. There were still several inches left.
"More!" Holly's nails dug into the wood. "Mike, fuck me!"
He narrowed his eyes. "Not to be the bearer of bad news, but there is a size limitation here."
Holly let out a guttural growl, and her whole body shimmered. A tingling sensation traveled all along the sensitive skin of Mike's shaft, and he suddenly felt the pressure at the head of his cock vanish. Puzzled, he pressed himself forward again.
"No fucking way," he muttered as he sank himself deeper inside of Holly's pussy. "How?"
Holly grunted. "A perk of my...new position!" She let out a long moan. "If Santa's bag can hold so many toys, then why can't--"
Mike pulled himself out and thrust himself promptly back inside. Holly let out a high-pitched squeak. Realizing that he didn't have to worry about hurting her, he released his magic, energy flooding his body as he held onto the elf's hips and rammed into her.
His whole body tingled, and he came to a halt, his gaze catching the stack of dildos nearby. A wicked grin crossed his face.
"Have you been a good girl this year?" he asked, picking up one of the dildos.
"No!" Holly looked back over her shoulder. "I've been super naughty!"
"Are you sure?" He held up the dildo where she could see it. "Because I heard that good girls get more toys."
Understanding bloomed in her eyes, and a single tear rolled down her face. Holly cleared her throat and spoke in a voice that was little more than a whisper.
"I've been so good this year," she said, trying to wiggle herself further onto his cock. "The very best, actually. Please tell me you've got something else in your bag for me."
Mike pulled himself out of her just long enough to attach the dildo directly above his own cock. The sensation of having a double-barreled dick threw him for a moment, but he just rolled with it. He grabbed the can of fairy lube, put a little bit on the head of the dildo, then pressed it up against her labia.
"You let me know if it starts to--"
"SHUT UP AND FUCK ME!" Holly shoved herself backward, but the extra cock sprang free, lying between her buttcheeks.
"I thought you said you were a good girl." Mike slapped Holly on the ass, causing her to elicit another squeak. "Now hold very still and I'll...give you...your..." The sensation of both his cocks rubbing together and being compressed while sliding into a warm elf's vagina was without parallel. His magic seeped from his skin like water, washing over both of them.
Once he knew that he wasn't hurting her, Mike took her advice and fucked her. Cries of surprise and delight were squeezed from the elf, and it wasn't long before she stuck her hand out toward the dildos.
"More," she whimpered. "Give me more."
"You may be bigger on the inside, but I can't fit a third one in there." From where he stood, Mike could only watch in awe as her labia were stretched thin. Holly's only response was to reach back and grab her buttcheeks and pull them apart.
"If you can't handle it, then just say so," she whispered.
"Lily is gonna be so mad she missed this," said Mike as he pulled himself out and attached a third cock to his body. With all the fairy lube, it was tricky, but he managed to slide that one into her ass, all three of his cocks inside of Holly. A nervous tic formed in one of his eyelids as he groaned and buried himself deep inside of her. The pressure on all three of his cocks was immense, and it was now physically and mentally difficult to penetrate Holly with all of them at once.
Mike's magic roared, fueling his desire as he slowly built speed. Every time he bottomed out inside of Holly, the tender flesh of her ass rippled. She was no longer speaking at this point, and had turned her head sideways. Her eyes were rolled up in her head, and she panted so hard that her tongue was out.
The room was rich with the smell of Christmas and ozone as he fucked her. By the time his orgasm came, all three of his cocks felt impossibly full. He hadn't asked her how they worked during orgasm, but he was about to find out.
Golden light radiated out in a circle when he filled her womb with cum from his actual cock. The light itself collected in the corners of the room, then shot back into him as if pulled by a vacuum. That was when he came with the cock above it, his whole body now shaking as he clutched the elf against his hips.
The process repeated again, but this time, he came inside her ass. The air now glittered with light and magic as his cocks started triggering each other. He had to hold onto the workbench for support as he lost track of his own orgasms. His ears were ringing, and he could hear Holly screaming his name somewhere in the distance. The magic had found her, thus starting the sexual feedback cycle.
At some point, Holly managed to grab the third dildo. She attached it to the palm of her hand and forced it down her own throat.
Mike had no idea how long he became lost in the act. His magic took them both over completely, feeding into their desires. When he regained enough of his senses, he forced the magic back, commanding it to release them. The dark spots in his eyes put there by the flashing motes of lights gradually faded, revealing that Holly was lying in a puddle of her own drool. The elf had gone limp beneath him, a permanent grin etched on her face.
Taking care, Mike groaned and slowly pulled himself out of her. His cocks popped free, and a deluge of cum poured out from Holly's vagina. Mike stared at the waterfall of spooge that flowed out of her, then winced at the pain in his lower back. How long had they been at it?
Mike almost slipped in his own cum as he backed away from Holly. The elf moaned and pushed herself off the workbench. She did slip, and Mike knelt down to catch her. When she fell into his arms, she planted her lips against his.
"Mmph!" Holly licked his lips when the kiss broke. "Who said players of the game can't get along?"
Mike chuckled, then made a face. "The others are gonna be pissed we were gone so long," he said. "Well, okay, maybe not Death. But Sofia will."
Holly waved a hand dismissively. "I have some control over time and space, as you recently discovered." As if to illustrate her point, she flexed her belly and pushed even more cum out of herself. "An hour in here is only fifteen minutes out there. We're fine."
"Oh, good." Mike looked down at himself. "I don't suppose we could take a quick shower before meeting up with Santa?"
Holly grinned, then grabbed two of the cocks with her hands. "I've got a shower big enough for both of us." She made a face and winced. "Okay, nevermind. Not about the shower, but, um...doing something naughty in there."
"You okay?"
Holly laughed. "Let's just say I can't keep up with a sex god like you." She popped the two magical dildos free. "I'm just really sore is all. Can't wait to brag about it on the forums. C'mon, let's get cleaned up, and I'll take you to Santa. He's been free for a bit, honestly."
Mike tried not to laugh as Holly did a bow-legged walk toward the stairs, her body leaking the entire way.
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Mike and Holly walked into Santa's house. Mrs. Claus met them at the door, her eyes sparkling and her gray curls perfectly coiffed. She held out a tray of cookies.
"We're having dinner soon," she said. "You should stay and have some."
"If it's no trouble," Mike said, grabbing a cookie. "Can I get some of these to go for my kids?"
"Of course! Death should be here soon enough. I sent someone to get him." Mrs. Claus waited as Holly took a cookie that looked like a candy cane. "We're also having someone bring your sad friend here."
"Do you mean Sofia?" Mike hung up his coat.
Mrs. Claus nodded. "The cyclops. Tall, beautiful, drank over ten mugs of cocoa, refused to speak with anyone."
"That's her." Mike sighed, then mentally moved Sofia up on his list of priorities. "Where's Santa?"
"Why, I'm right here!" Santa stepped into the room wearing a button-down shirt covered in stitched snowflakes. "It's so good to see you again!" The big man grabbed Mike by the hand, then pulled him into a bearhug.
For just a moment, Mike was transported back in time. He was a child again, blissfully playing with his toys by the fireplace. Torn wrapping paper had been scattered around the room, and a toy train circled beneath the tree in the corner. It was Christmas day, and he had tucked a candycane into the plastic front-loader he pushed across the floor.
Santa released him, and he was back in the present. That tiny kernel of childhood joy burned in his heart like a coal, warming him from within. Mike rubbed at his eyes and took a step back when the door to Santa's cabin opened.
"Ho ho ho," declared Death. "Your number one helper has arrived!" The Grim Reaper was now wearing a red and white scarf wrapped around his cowl. Death walked up to Santa and the two of them exchanged a series of fistbumps and handshakes that ended with the two of them bumping their hips together.
"It's so good to see you, my friend." Santa's eyes twinkled as he turned his attention to Sofia, who ducked her head to come inside. "Ah, you must be Sofia."
The cyclops stared at Santa, then shut the door behind her. Sofia's cheeks were bright red from the cold. "We are here to discuss Tink's health," she said, getting down to business. "And how to fix it."
"Ah, I see." Santa gestured to his living room. "Come, sit. I wish to hear all about Tinker Radley."
"Hey," Mike said, nudging Death with his elbow. "Nice scarf."
"Thank you." Death's eye flames burned brightly as he inspected the garment. "It was given to me by a groupie named Belle. She knitted it while I was on stage."
"Good for you, man." Mike sat on the couch next to Sofia. Death crammed in next to him, effectively pinning him in the middle. Mrs. Claus brought Santa a cup of hot cocoa, and he settled into a rocking chair built for his massive bulk.
"So what is going on with Tinker Radley?" he asked.
Mike did his best to explain. Occasionally Death would interject with an anecdote. Sofia sat with her arms crossed, a stern look fixed on her face. As Mike continued talking, the smile on Santa's face gradually faded.
When Mike finished, Santa turned his attention to the crackling fire. He stroked his beard and frowned, the fire's light reflected in his glasses. "And so you've stabilized her condition in the Library?"
"They have," said Sofia. "And it's disrupting my job."
Santa turned his attention to Sofia. "Tinker can be quite the handful."
"Is there anything you can do?" asked Mike. "Or maybe explain how the spell you cast worked?"
Santa shook his head. "Christmas magic is a thing unconstrained by time or logic. All magic has a cost. It is possible that you are simply witnessing the payment after the fact."
"A Christmas wish for children that kills the mother and the child?" Sofia's tone was so bitter that Mike could almost taste it. "That's not magic. That's murder."
"Which leads me to the alternative. I believe that the magic is still in operation." Santa leaned back in his chair and folded his hands over his belly. "You see, Tinker Radley's Christmas wish for me was to have a child with Michael and grow their family. There exists every possibility that she will survive past giving birth."
"But for how long?" asked Mike.
Santa shook his head. "I don't know. Temporal magic like this seems wild and unconstrained, but there is always logic to be found in reflection and hindsight. The magic isn't aging Tinker, it is simply peeling away the gifts she has already been given. If Tink were to die after childbirth of old age, it's highly likely it would have happened anyway despite her youthful appearance."
Mike was on his feet before he knew it. The fire in the hearth expanded rapidly, making a roaring sound in the chimney.
"That can't be it," he said. "I refuse to believe it!"
Death put a hand on Mike's wrist. "There's a saying I'm quite fond of, Mike Radley. It's that we shouldn't kill the messenger."
Santa stood and put his hands on Mike's shoulders. "I promise you that the Christmas magic has done nothing more than reveal her unaltered appearance. Your child will come. That was the nature of the wish and it shall not be changed. Death likes to say how our lives are like books, and they sometimes close abruptly. All that is happening now is that you've come to realize that the last page is--"
Mike swung a fist at Santa, and was stopped only by the strong hand that grabbed his wrist. It was Sofia, who casually pulled him back and away.
"Let me go!" he said.
"You're being an ass," she replied. "Just because you don't want to hear the truth doesn't make it less true."
"Mike Radley, you almost punched Santa." Death moved to stand in front of Mike. "I think we all know that is highly unlike you."
"But...he..." Mike gritted his teeth in anger. Santa just shook his head sadly. He didn't seem perturbed by the outburst at all.
"I wish I had an answer for you," he said. "All I can do is explain the nature of the wish and let you know that the magic itself is not harming her. She is reaching the end of her natural lifespan."
"Stop saying that!" Mike tried to wrestle free of the cyclops, but she wrapped both arms around his chest. He felt the anger drain out of him as she held him.
"I don't say it to be cruel. In fact, this is a kindness." Santa gently pushed Death out of the way so that he could stand in front of Mike. "Because now you know that the only way to help her is to prolong her life past its natural end. That is a difficult task, yet not impossible. However, that is not within my power. I have used my magic to extend a life by a few days, or even a month, but that is all I can do."
"What about...what you gave me for Christmas?" Mike was thinking of the drops of eldritch blood Santa had given him. One had gone to the sundial, allowing it to run non-stop. The other two were safely locked away. "Could we use those?"
Santa made a face. "I would highly recommend against doing so," he replied. "That particular reagent is not suited for the living. At best, it would change who she was, both physically and mentally. At worst?" He raised his eyebrows. "She would become akin to the creatures who live In-Between."
"Damn." Mike relaxed, and Sofia released him. He looked up at Santa. "I'm sorry I tried to hit you."
Santa laughed, his belly jiggling like a bowl-full of jelly. "I know," he replied, then stuck out his hand. "You care very deeply for her. Never be sorry for having a big heart, Michael. It is one of your best attributes."
Mike took a deep breath and shook Santa's hand. "Well...I suppose it's time for us to go. We won't find a solution to our problem here."
"You shall not. But you can't leave quite yet." Santa smiled past them as Mrs. Claus walked into the room with pot holders on her hands.
"Dinner's ready," she declared. "Come. Eat."
Reluctantly, Mike followed the others to Santa's dining room table. Mrs. Claus had prepared a Christmas feast with ham, mashed potatoes, and at least seven side dishes. Death and Santa chatted with each other as they feasted. Mike sat next to Sofia, who picked at her food.
He wasn't in a talking mood. Luckily, nobody seemed inclined to press him on the matter. Almost an hour in, Holly made an appearance. She winked at Mike as she handed Santa a sheet of paper.
"Here are the specs," she said. "Gonna be a lot of happy elves this Christmas."
Santa took a look at the paper and spat out his drink. "Uh...how accurate is this?"
"Very accurate." Holly licked her lips. Mrs. Claus leaned over to study the blueprint, then adjusted her glasses.
"I would like one or two for myself before Christmas," she declared. "Would make that time lock pass a little bit faster while you're gone."
"We're going to need a special division for this one." Santa chuckled, then did something with his hands that made the paper disappear into thin air. He leaned back in his seat and crossed both hands over his belly. "And perhaps ship these out with a special lubricant."
"I know some fairies that can help." Holly winked at Mike again. "Now if you'll excuse me, I've got a focus group who is dying to try out the prototype I'm having made."
"Oh, a focus group!" Death stood from the table. "I've always wanted to be part of one of those!"
"Not this one," Mike said. "You're not their target audience, buddy. You'd probably struggle to give them, uh, good feedback."
Death looked back and forth between Holly and Mike, then over at Santa. The big man said nothing, but it was clear that Mrs. Claus was holding back a laugh.
"I see. Well, I do want my contribution to be worthwhile. Maybe next time."
Holly patted Death on his bony hand as she headed out. "Of course!"
"We should be going as well," said Mike. He looked over at Sofia, who had gone back to staring out the closest window. "Do you think the Library would help us find what we're looking for?"
The cyclops sighed and pushed her chair back. "If it doesn't, I'm sure Eulalie will dig something up for us. She's...good at that."
They said their goodbyes and left. The walk back to the Workshop was cold and lonely, despite the presence of the others. When they got to the fireplace, Death activated the magic that would take them home and they stepped through. The three of them arrived in the living room, and Sofia glanced at Mike. She looked as lost as he felt.
"I'll get started in the Library," she said, then walked away without another word. Mike watched her go, then saw a flash of light from his office as she activated the book that would take her home. He sighed and looked at Death.
"Do you think it can be done?" he asked. "Can we save Tink?"
Death contemplated him for a minute, then cleared his throat. "I have recently been forced to come to terms with my own unique situation," he began. "One way or another, I will be forced to say goodbye to all of you. There will be no eternity waiting for me on the other side, no future reunion. This...has been difficult for me to accept."
"I can't just accept what's happening to Tink," said Mike.
"And I never said that you should." The Grim Reaper reached into a pocket and pulled out a candy cane, which he handed to Mike. "You see, even though Tinker will continue to exist and wait for you on the other side, that does not mean we should give up on what we hold dear right now. We need to cling to those we hold precious, even in the face of the inevitable."
Mike took the candy cane. It was as thick as his thumb and wrapped in thin cellophane.
"There will come a day when Tinker Radley will die." Death pulled another candy cane out of his pocket and unwrapped it. "In fact, there will come a day when all of you die. But if I thought there was even a slight chance I could help any of you stay, even if it was to have just one more day with you, I absolutely would. Do you know why that is?"
"Because you're our friend."
Death nodded, then stuck the candy cane in his mouth. "This is my home, and you are my family," he said, the cane protruding from his jaw. The Grim Reaper paused and pulled the candy out of his mouth. "Damn," he muttered. "This one is strawberry, not peppermint."
Mike offered his candy cane back. "You can have mine," he offered.
"Thank you, Mike Radley." Death took the offending cane out of his mouth and tossed it to a nearby lamp. Tick Tock opened its mouth and snapped the candy out of the air with a loud crunch. Death studied the new cane and unwrapped it. He stuck it in his mouth. "Much better," he said.
"Death?"
"Hmm?"
"Thanks."

🏡🏡🏡

Seriously, though, I hate when you get a fruity candy cane when you crave that sweet, sweet peppermint crunch.



I'll be back again soon enough with another chapter of monster smut. I hope you all enjoyed that quick trip to the North Pole and found it as filling as I did. Once Holly gives me a link to order magic dildos direct from Santa, I'll share it with you all.
Okay, friends, take care and stay healthy! Give yourself a big hug and go get a snack, you've earned it!
~Annabelle
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Hi, all!
Annabelle Hawthorne here, and I've returned with my next installment of "It was either monster girl stories or therapy". (One of these things was cheaper than the other)
I'm still on my busy summer schedule of family trips, house repairs, and all the crap that comes with nice weather. There are few things more satisfying then finally planting that garden in the yard only to see it razed by hail a week later. (Why, yes, that WAS sarcasm!) Do you know what hail and rain also do? They allow you to find tiny holes in your roof!
Anyway, I'm trying to maintain a solid schedule so that I actually have content spread out rather than dropping into the void for so long that conspiracy theorists start posting Youtube videos about me. Don't forget to check my bio, I always put my posting schedule or any big life updates there in case it will keep me from giving you new chapters.
New reader? Congratulations, you've made it through my rambling which will be the only thing you understand! There's no real way to sum up this story. It's had its highs, its lows, and I even made a character's butthole a valid plot point (take that, James Cameron). So if you like being confused and want to roll the dice on whether this chapter even has a sex scene, by all means, plow ahead. If not, go back to chapter 001 and start with a blowjob from a nymph in a bathtub.
Returning reader, welcome back! I hope these stretches between chapters haven't been too long, I'm doing the best I can with what I've got. I got some super nice emails from you all over the last month (and a couple of weird ones) and just want to say thanks once more for people who take the time to write. I get several a week and don't always have time to respond (or they get tagged as spam/social) but do want to give thanks where it's due. Also, thanks once more to those of you who remember to leave me some stars before you go. It's usually around 10-15% of people who read each chapter, so make sure you're paying that love forward to any authors you find on this site!
Alright, I'm starting to ramble. You can blame that on the heat. I'm actually talking to myself so much today that all I hear is
Echoes
The swing on the front porch creaked softly beneath Cecilia's weight as she swung her legs to move it. Out in the yard, she could see the souls of the fae as they woke to greet the sun that rose over the top of the house. In the middle of the hedgemaze, a particularly grumpy gnome grumbled as he collected dew from a cluster of flowers to make his morning tea.
Cecilia didn't see all these things in the visible spectrum. For the most part, she only saw the souls of the living in a void of white light. However, she did see the vague outlines of objects as if they had been drawn on a blank canvas in faint pencil lines. She often wondered about the little details she couldn't see, like the veins on a leaf or the color red. Her brother had explained that red was similar to the color a soul possessed while angry, but these were things she wanted to see for herself.
She twirled her hair around one finger. It was a nervous habit she had picked up in the last year, courtesy of the tiny piece of Mike's soul that had blossomed deep inside her being. The banshee was changing, albeit at a slow rate. She had dreams now, filled with bright colors she imagined filled the mortal realm. The banshee also got bored on occasion, which was such a novel experience that it chased itself away.
If she was lucky, maybe she could see the world as Mike did. He had gained the ability to see the things she could see, so her fingers were crossed that something similar would happen to her.
The door of the home clicked open and Death walked outside. She saw him exactly as the mortals did, a hooded figure with a skeletal frame. He waved an unknown item in her direction and moved to sit by her on the swing.
"I have brought you today's Wordle," he said, holding the unseen object between his fingers. "And we have run afoul of a word that does not contain any of the letters in my name."
Cecilia smiled at Death, then tilted her head toward his hands. "You should try the other vowels, then," she said. "We can figure it out if we put our heads together."
"Hmm." Death stared at his cellphone, the flames in his eyes burning bright enough that Cecilia could see them through his skull. "Do you know a word with IOU in it?"
Cecilia gazed across the yard, letting her mind drift. Some time ago, Death had discovered that Cecilia was experiencing bouts of boredom and had made it his mission to check in with her once a day while he was home. It was always some type of word game they could do together. They had tried crossword puzzles, but their knowledge of trivia had been abysmal.
"Pious," she whispered. That was a word she was intimately familiar with.
"Um..." Death tapped at his screen. "Oh! The O is where it needs to be, but the other letters are bad." The Grim Reaper tapped at his screen some more.
"You're not cheating are you?"
"I prefer to think of it as educating myself," muttered Death. "But indeed, you have caught me."
"Are you in a hurry?" she asked.
"Not really. I'm...distracted." Death looked back at the house. "It is in regards to Mike Radley. He had a rather troublesome meeting with Santa. I can tell something is bothering him."
Cecilia nodded, her hair floating around her as if she was underwater. She had seen the turmoil in Mike's soul; Sofia's as well. However, she got the feeling that the issues were separate and hadn't had a good opportunity to ask what was going on.
"Have you tried asking if he wants to talk about it?" she said.
"Not really. I guess it's better to say that I know what's bothering him, but don't know how I can help." Death stared out across the garden. "Starting a conversation about it feels meaningless. I guess you could say I have the same problem he does. I feel helpless. It is hard to inspire hope when you have none to give."
"It's about Tink." Cecilia smiled sadly. The goblin's soul sparkled brightly, but the banshee could tell that it had become loose in her body. People often thought of dying as a process for just the body, but that wasn't entirely true. The souls of the elderly longed to fly free and reunite with those they loved. It was the primary reason that mean, nasty people tended to outlive their contemporaries. Their souls had nothing to look forward to and clung to their angry, bitter shells as long as possible.
"Tinker Radley may pass upon giving birth. Her existence had brought me great joy, and I cannot ponder days without her." Death set his phone down and pulled a tea cup from an inner pocket. The moment he opened his robe, Cecilia got a peek of the eternal void that existed within. It was a sight not meant for mortal eyes, and recently, it had become slightly painful for her to look at. "And if I struggle with the idea of her demise, I can only imagine the difficulties Mike Radley faces."
"Indeed." The banshee frowned, the joy of the morning spoiled. It wasn't Tink's death that troubled her, but the sadness that followed. Ever since that piece of Mike's soul had taken root inside her, she could sometimes feel his emotions, even from a distance. She had mourned before, because it was in her nature. But to experience loss from a mortal perspective? It was an emotion she wasn't very curious to explore in depth.
The two of them sat together, Wordle forgotten. Death was deep in contemplation. The Grim Reaper had taken Cyrus' passing hard, and she worried that he might choose to leave on another long walk when the goblin passed into the next world.
Across the yard, the waking world ground to a halt. Centaurs who were up early to tend to the hedge maze froze mid-stride, their souls now washed out and gray. Cecilia rose from the swing, her gaze on the golden archway that had appeared inside the gazebo.
A slender figure stepped through. It was a sylph wearing a gown made of leaves with a crown of flowers. She raised her hand, palm upward, and summoned a tiny ball of divine light.
"Her Majesty wishes to speak with you." The sylph spoke softly. If any mortal heard it, they would be infatuated and attempt to follow the fae for the rest of their lives. "Please come with me."
Cecilia followed, floating through the golden archway. Upon entering the other side, her ethereal form took physical shape and she was forced to walk on a cobblestone bridge. It led to a small island surrounded by a lake and a pair of thrones. One was shattered, the result of the Fae Queen's anger.
The other held the queen. Her head was tilted back, allowing her to look down her nose at Cecilia. The lake was in the center of a coliseum where hundreds of Seelie and Unseelie sat and watched, eager to see what happened next.
Cecilia bowed her head, suddenly worried. Why had the queen brought her here? When she opened her mouth to speak, the Queen raised one of her many hands to silence her.
"Your brother is on his way," said the Queen. "I will speak to both of you once he is here."
The banshee nodded. It was only about a minute before Sulyvahn stepped through the arch, his head clutched beneath one arm as he moved up to Cecilia's side.
"Yer Majesty." He bowed low. With his gaze lowered he angled his head so Cecilia could see his face. Sulyvahn arched an eyebrow, as if asking if she knew what was going on. Cecilia shook her head slightly. They were both in the dark.
"Now that you are both here, report."
The Queen's voice was as imperious as ever, which was a little surprising. Cecilia was under the impression that the Queen and Mike had come to some unspoken arrangement, which would likely be seen as weakness should the watching fae ever discover what that was.
"Um..." Sulyvahn stood upright and reattached his head. "I'm happy to report, yer Majesty, but wouldn' a mind a bit o' direction."
"I wish to know everything," she said. "Everything you've seen, everything you've heard, specifically in regards to the Caretaker. From both of you."
Sulyvahn shrugged. "It be a long tale," he said. "If'n you do mean everything."
"We have plenty of time." The Faerie Queen crossed her arms. "Time has been manipulated. Days here will only be a moment in the mortal realm, your absence won't be noticed."
"Aye." Sulyvahn began with his current living arrangements with Beth at the cabin in Oregon. He spoke at great length about the nature of his relationship with her, along with Beth's relationships with Bigfoot and Asterion. The Oregon property had become a refuge for Native American cryptids, and most of Beth's time was spent managing conflicts that cropped up as a result.
Cecilia listened patiently as the hours passed. She knew that the Faerie Queen had her own spies, and there was nothing she or Suly could say that wasn't already known. So was this a trap? Did the fae court hope to catch them in an untruth?
She studied the queen and felt a tiny itching in the back of her mind. Puzzled, Cecilia scratched the base of her neck to no avail. The itch was persistent, making her think of an insect trying to burrow into her flesh. While she was scratching, she saw Titania's golden eyes flick in her direction. The queen studied Cecilia for a moment, then turned her full attention back to Sulyvahn.
The irritation returned, followed by a sudden popping sensation in the back of her mind. Cecilia's eyelids drooped for a moment, and then snapped back open when she noticed that the Queen was now superimposed over herself. The phantom Queen stepped away from her physical form and looked directly at Cecilia.
"Do not react," the Queen said, then gazed out toward the court. "I am speaking to you through the link you share with the Caretaker's Dreamscape and do not wish for the others to hear us. I also do not know how long I can communicate in this manner."
Cecilia snapped her focus back on the Queen's physical body to avoid attracting attention from the others. They were already aware that she had developed some mortal traits, so would assume her attention had briefly wandered. Still, she knew that there were detractors amongst the court who questioned the Queen's decision to allow fae creatures to live on Mike's property. If the Queen was deceiving them on purpose, then there was a very good reason.
"The seers have witnessed portents of doom for our kind." The Queen paced along the edge of Cecilia's vision as if careful not to step outside it. "Many, in fact. And it would seem that they all center around the Caretaker, which means the court has many questions. Has something changed?"
The banshee wondered how she was supposed to respond.
"Think out loud," said the Queen. "Deliberately so."
After a few tries, Cecilia heard her own voice on the wind like a whisper. "Nothing out of the ordinary," she replied.
"Hmm." The Queen's phantom double scowled and walked closer to the banshee. "No new members of the house? No recent discoveries?"
"No." In the background, she heard Sulyvahn regaling the court about how Beth had taught him how to fly a kite. "However, Tink's pregnancy has become more complicated."
"How so?" The phantom Queen was so close now that she completely obscured Cecilia's vision of the proceedings.
Cecilia described what was happening, and then followed it up with what little she knew about the events at the North Pole. The Queen listened quietly until the banshee was done, then took a step back.
"I see," she said. "This explains why his dreams have been so troubled of late."
"Your Majesty?"
"Forget I said that." With the Queen's command, Cecilia promptly forgot whatever it was that the Queen had just said. "I suspect these portents are directly related to the fate of Tinker Radley. I am unable to directly assist him in resolving this situation and fear there is a good chance that the outcome will be unfavorable."
"What would you have of me?"
The Queen looked at Cecilia. "I am going to officially task you and your brother with going everywhere the Caretaker goes and, if the situation demands it, to protect the fae by any means necessary." The Queen's eyes flashed. "Too long have the fae acted on absolutes. Mortals are frail things, and I suspect a drastic decision today will cost us in the long run." She threw a dirty look at the court. "We are eternal beings, meant to ride on the unending winds and explore new worlds. The fae cannot accomplish this by shutting ourselves away and claiming superiority.
"But both courts fear change, a weakness most immortals share. I believe there will come a moment soon, one where the Caretaker will make a choice that will lead him down a darker path. I also suspect the court may force my hand and attempt to end his life before he can make this choice. Your task, my child, is to protect the Caretaker from your brethren. You are to remain by his side so that you may be present when faced with this difficult choice in the hopes that you can guide him along a better path. This command supersedes any other I may give you."
"I..." Cecilia was speechless, her thoughts thrown into a tizzy.
"You don't have to say anything. In fact, I'd prefer that you don't. Your confusion is making a buzzing sound I quite dislike." The Queen's phantom moved to super-impose itself over her physical body. "You are different from the others, my child. I used to think that perhaps that made you weak, and yet..." The Queen surveyed her court. "Maybe it will lead to our own salvation."
The phantom vanished as the Queen's actual body turned in Cecilia's direction. "I would now hear from you," she said, her eyes cruel and unforgiving. Many times, Cecilia had found herself resenting the woman who stood before her. Today, however, she realized just how much a mask the Queen was forced to wear.
"Your Majesty." Cecilia performed a small curtsy, then started talking. The others in the court leaned forward with interest and glee, so eager to hear what secrets she may spill that it likely never occurred to them that they had already missed the biggest one of all.
Hours passed, and Cecilia spoke without end. Where Sulyvahn had been pragmatic in his storytelling, Cecilia embellished her own. She didn't just share the events that had occurred in her presence, but the emotions she had experienced as well. Several of the fae regarded her with newfound interest, but others displayed disgust. In their eyes, she was tainted.
The banshee didn't care. She was in love, and that's what mattered most of all.
After what felt like days, Cecilia reached the end of her narration. The Queen stood tall and turned her attention to the court.
"Well?" she asked, clearly seeking their feedback. The fae muttered amongst themselves, but nobody responded directly. The Queen still hadn't officially told Cecilia or Sulyvahn about the seers, which the banshee knew was deliberate. Still, the fae court at least had an inkling that something was wrong, and they were hungry to see what the Queen would do with this knowledge.
"Your Majesty." One of the unseelie stood, his teeth like daggers. "It is clear that coming events have yet to occur. Should we clip the source of the problem like a weed--"
"You know better." The Queen kept her voice level. "How are we to be sure that your suggested action isn't what triggers what is to come?" Even Cecilia knew that any sort of prophecy was closely guarded, because there was a chance that acting on it was likely to cause it to pass. Some of the most terrible prophecies the seers had ever seen had simply fizzled because they were ignored.
The Unseelie was unbothered. He licked his lips and glared lasciviously at Cecilia. "I also doubt this one's recollection of events," he said. "Though I do not sense untruths in her words, she is part mortal now, and thus unreliable in her testimony."
"And what remedy would you seek?" The Queen moved to her throne and sat.
"We are aware that you have your spies on the Caretaker's property." The Unseelie gestured to Cecilia and Sulyvahn. "And these two have eyes inside his home, yet they answer only to you. I think it would only be appropriate if both the Seelie and Unseelie were allowed representatives of their own a chance to integrate with the Caretaker's...situation."
"You do?" The Queen looked from one side of the court to the other. "And both sides are in agreement?"
Cecilia took a step toward her brother. She wanted so badly to take his hand in her own for comfort. The Seelie and Unseelie rarely agreed on anything. The fact that they were together in this idea was a bad sign and very indicative of the precarious situation the Queen found herself in.
"Hmm." The Queen arched a brow. "I would remind the court that I have no direct sway or influence with the Caretaker over who he allows on his property or in his home. In fact, that was a condition for allowing the fae to reside peacefully on his property."
"We're aware, Your Majesty." The unseelie's eyes narrowed. "Clearly you are a...neutral party."
The Queen surveyed the court, her gaze slowly taking in the fae. Eventually, she turned her attention back to Sulyvahn and Cecilia. One hand had curled beneath her chin while the lower two tapped at the arms of her throne.
"We will discuss terms after these two leave," she said, sneering at Cecilia. "Since this one's integrity has been called into question, I believe it would be best."
A susurration traveled back and forth across the court, the sound reminiscent of blades being sharpened. Cecilia looked at her brother with fear, but the dullahan stood much as a servant would, waiting for his orders.
When the Queen gave them, the words crumpled against Cecilia's mind, unable to penetrate the orders she had already been given. Once the Queen had bound them, she gestured toward the archway, dismissing Cecilia and Sulyvahn. The two of them walked through the light together, but only Cecilia emerged from the arch.



When the arch vanished, time resumed. The souls around her flickered once more, making colors and shapes much like an open flame. The Grim Reaper looked up from his phone and grinned. "There you are," he proclaimed. "I finally figured out the Wordle board!"
"And?" Cecilia felt like she was out of breath. Knowing that the court was actively conspiring against Mike made her feel like she was falling. Whatever the seers had seen had properly scared them. "What was the word?"
"Crown." Death sounded pleased with himself. "I thought of it after seeing your mother's archway. I do hope your meeting went well."
The banshee stared at the Reaper for a moment, a plan forming in her head. The fae were powerful beings, capable of reading minds and easily manipulating mortals. With their involvement, there was no telling what sort of creature they would send, nor how that being would act upon arriving.
The Queen had tasked her with staying close to Mike. Telling him what the court was up to would likely reveal the Queen's interference. But what if she told someone else, an entity immune to the magic of the fae?
"I say. You do seem rather bothered." Death put his phone away. "You have my full attention."
Cecilia didn't dare turn to look out into the yard. With the time dilation of the fae realm, whatever discussion was had after her departure was long over, and she didn't know who may already be present and listening.
"No bother," she replied. "Do you think Mike would want some tea when he wakes up? I would like to bring him some."
Death's cellphone vanished into his robes as he stood from the swing. "Why, if he has any good sense, of course he would like some tea upon waking. It sets the tone for the day, and there are many options. Come, let me show them to you." The Grim Reaper led the way into the home and away from any fae that might be listening.

🏡🏡🏡

The technicolor sand beneath his feet had become the color of ash. The oceans of Mike's soul were so dark the water was a river of ink. As dark clouds boiled over, lightning crashed between their peaks, revealing a crack in the sky packed with watching eyes.
Mike snapped awake. He was in bed all by himself for the first time in...he honestly couldn't remember when. After the events of last night, he hadn't craved companionship or even company. Other than sitting with Grace and reading her another book before bed, he barely spoke to anyone, even Naia.
When he sat up, he groaned and rubbed at his temples. The Dreamscape had been extremely unstable all night. He assumed that it was just because he was struggling with what he had learned from Santa, but the Outsiders had made an appearance off the shores of his mind. He couldn't know if they were actually present or just a figment of his imagination. If Lily were around, he would have asked her to look into it for him.
Sighing, he slid out of bed and stood. He stretched, then closed his eyes and yawned. Upon opening his eyes, he saw Cecilia floating in the door of his bedroom holding a cup of tea.
"Good morning, mo chroí." The banshee smiled and offered him the cup. "I thought you could use a boost this morning."
"Oh. Um...thanks." He took the cup. While he didn't put acts of kindness past the banshee, he wasn't sure she had ever brought him something in this manner before. "Is everything okay?"
Cecilia shook her head. "Not really," she said, her voice sad. "We can all tell that you're hurting."
"Yeah. Sorry about that." He took a sip of the tea. "Is there some kind of cream in this?" he asked.
The banshee giggled. "Death added it," she said. "He thought it would cut the flavor. Told me: 'you might grow hair on your tongue without it.'"
"It's nice," he said, then took another sip. "Though I don't know that I'd take tongue advice from somebody who doesn't have one. Would you like a sip?"
"Already had one. Don't you see all the hair?" Cecilia stuck out her tongue for him.
Mike actually chuckled. "We'll have to shave it all off later," he said. "What time is it? Did someone get up with Grace?"
Cecilia nodded. "Yuki is still keeping a watch on her. She could tell you needed the sleep."
"I did." He put on his clothes and left the room. The house was eerily silent. When was the last time it had felt so empty? Upon reaching the bottom of the stairs, he heard a rustling sound from the office. He poked his head inside to see that Death was piling notebooks all along the edges of the table.
"Ah! Good morning, Mike Radley." Death grinned at him. "How was your tea?"
"It's good, thank you." Mike stared at the books. "What are you doing?"
The Grim Reaper paused. "Preparing."
"For what?"
"Do you trust me, Mike Radley?"
Mike nodded. "I do."
"Then I must ask for my privacy in this matter. I have been entrusted with a sacred duty."
"By a real person and not somebody online, right?"
Death sighed. "I have learned my lesson about speaking with strangers on the internet, Mike Radley. Rest assured that I am acting in the best interests of the house."
"I trust you." Mike moved to the bookcase. "I'm headed to the Library. Do you need anything while I'm there?"
"Hmm." Death wrote something on a piece of paper and then ripped it out of the book and folded it up. "Do not read that," he said. "If you could, give that to Miss Eulalie. She never goes outside. Please have any books on that subject brought to me in a paper bag if possible."
Mike frowned, but took the slip. His curiosity was piqued, but there were other things on his mind and he would find out when it was time. He put his hand on the magical tome on the bookshelf that would take him to the Library, he felt Cecilia's fingers on his shoulder as the magic took them away. He looked over his shoulder at the banshee.
"I didn't expect you to come with me," he said.
"I'm feeling extra adventurous today," she replied as she faded from view. Her voice became a whisper in his ear. "You won't even know I'm here."
Shrugging, Mike walked to the information desk. Plates of food were stacked high, and a trio of rats struggled to balance them on its surface.
"Are these for Tink?" he asked. The rats nodded. "Let me help you," he said, picking up a couple of plates packed with pancakes, bacon, and eggs. He walked them into the goblin's bedroom and saw Tink sitting up in bed, licking syrup off a fork.
"Husband!" Tink pumped her arms, which caused a few plates to fall off the bed and onto the floor. At the sound of broken crockery, Kisa walked out of the bathroom and groaned.
"Not again," she muttered, then grabbed a broom and dustpan.
"Again?" Mike asked.
"She got really mad at that old tv show where they give your house a theme and then upgrade it." Kisa rolled her eyes as she knelt to pick up an errant spoon. "The fact that the title pissed her off should have been her first red flag."
"Tink no care," the goblin muttered. "Husband, come. Sit! Eat!" She picked up a piece of bacon that was on her bedspread and ate it.
Mike set the plates he was carrying on a table and knelt to help Kisa. Once finished, he joined Tink in bed and looked at the television. "What are you watching now?" he asked.
The goblin gestured at the paused television. "Downton Abbey," she said. "Historical drama."
"Really?" Mike had no knowledge of the show, but a historical drama didn't seem like Tink's kind of show. Based on what was on the screen, it looked like a bunch of stuffy people sitting around and talking.
"Tink likes their house." The goblin stared at Mike. "Husband need see Tink. Can tell something up."
Mike's mouth went dry. He wasn't entirely sure how to word what had occurred to him in the late hours of a mostly sleepless night. But beating around the bush might earn him a fork in the arm.
"Based on what everyone is telling me, you're...a very old goblin."
"Husband know Tink old. Not a secret."
"Right, but...everyone seems to be under the impression that you're about to die of old age. Nobody really knows how old goblins live to be."
"Ah. Tink understand." She patted Mike's hand. "Tink already live past outdoor goblin time. Maybe only few years left."
"So you knew." Mike took a deep breath through his nose and let it out through his mouth. This was the thought that had robbed him of so much sleep. "That you were going to die in the near future."
"Yep."
"Then why..." Mike put his hand on Tink's belly. "Why did you make this wish if you knew that you weren't going to be around to raise our child together?"
"Ah. Tink understand problem." The goblin smiled. "Tink best wife, big always. But Tink know husband live much longer than Tink, probably break after Tink gone." She put her hand on top of the one he had put on her stomach. "Want make family, leave something behind for husband to love. Make special baby together."
"Tink, I--" He didn't even know how to process those words. She had wished for her pregnancy knowing that her time was nearly up. His emotions warred with one another as he saw the logic in Tink's thinking, but was also terrified by the idea that he may have another child who would have to grow up without their mother.
When he looked into Tink's eyes, all he could see was how she glowed. This decision she had made had been purely out of love and devotion for him. He wanted to be mad at her, to ask how she could have put him in this position, but that would be a waste of time. He had learned long ago that arguing with the goblin was a good way to get bit and nothing else.
Tink's belly twanged beneath his hand, and he almost jerked it away. The little goblin hybrid gave another swift kick, causing both Mike and Tink to laugh.
"She has strong kick," said Tink, rubbing her stomach.
"Or he."
The goblin rolled her eyes. "Husband can say boy, but Tink know better." She sighed and rubbed her belly. "Tink try and teach her everything. Goblin daughter big smart, just like Tink."
"Yeah." Mike gazed into Tink's eyes, then took a moment to push some strands off her forehead. "Because there's nobody better."
"Husband finally learn." She patted the bed. "Husband watch with me?"
He shook his head, then took his hand off her stomach. "No," he said. "That sounds like fun, but I'm on a mission today. Need to look some stuff up in the Library."
"Okay." Tink patted him on the cheek. "Kitty cat keep Tink company."
"It's more like I'm your maid," muttered Kisa.
"Tink could always request maid uniform." The goblin licked her lips. "Give Tink something sexy to look at."
Kisa shook her head. "Nope. I was told not to encourage any sexy behavior out of you. Doctor's orders trump goblin's orders."
Tink blew a raspberry and threw a piece of toast at Kisa. The cat girl snatched it out of the air and took a bite. "Ew, what is this shit?"
"Marmite." Tink cackled. "Tink think it tastes like feet."
"And you like that?!?" Kisa gagged and threw the toast in the trash. "Ugh."
The goblin looked at Mike. "Kitty cat too judgemental. One time, Tink watch kitty cat eating her own--"
Mike had never seen Kisa move so fast. With a graceful leap, she was on the bed, her hand firmly clamped over Tink's mouth. The goblin giggled through Kisa's fingers.
"I've got this trouble maker," Kisa said. "If you want something to eat, grab it and run. She might catch you if you don't."
"I'll keep that under advisement." Mike kissed both of them on the forehead and grabbed a platter with eggs and bacon on it. After making sure there wasn't any marmite, he walked out the door.
Once out in the hallway, he heard Tink speak. "Tink glad husband gone," she said. "Tink can finally relax now."
Curious what she meant by that, he stopped to listen. Moments later, a horrible trumpeting sound came from the room. A trio of rats fled the room, their eyes wide with panic.
"Oh, gross!" Kisa retched, and Mike heard the sound of fabric being flapped. "What the hell did you eat?"
"Everything," Tink replied.
Mike did a silent jog down the hall, doing his best to hold in a laugh. Now back in the lobby, he found a seat and took it. He was halfway through his breakfast when he felt eyes watching him. Leaning back in his seat, he looked straight up to see Eulalie dangling upside down above him, only a couple of feet away.
"Morning." She grinned at him and pointed at the plate. "You gonna eat all that?"
"Yes," he replied, covering the bacon with his hands. "You do realize that you could order your own food, right? You're the Rat Queen. They would even bring it to you."
Eulalie shrugged. "Stolen food tastes better."
"It's all stolen food!" Mike gestured toward the information desk. "The Library isn't reimbursing people for all of this."
"Correction. It wasn't." The Arachne severed her line and dropped down in front of Mike. "Did you know that magic works a lot like code? Well, maybe not your magic. But the magic here requires organization and logic."
"Right." Mike was careful to keep a hand over his breakfast.
"Ratu and Yuki helped me monitor the flow of magic. It turns out that there's a way to track where the food comes from. Well, mostly. Not all of it comes from businesses. So yeah, we've been finding ways to reimburse companies for what the Library takes."
"With what money?" Mike asked.
"I think you forget that I'm the richest person in the room right now." The Arachne grinned and put a piece of bacon in her mouth. Stunned, Mike looked at his plate and saw that a piece was missing.
"How?" he whispered.
"The hand is quicker than the eye." Eulalie chomped on her bacon and froze, her gaze sliding toward the living quarters. Mike turned to see Sofia stumbling out of the hallway, her eye bloodshot. "Shit. She's hungover again."
"Again?" Mike looked at Eulalie. He scowled when he saw she was eating two more pieces of bacon.
"Yeah, not really something I want to talk about right in front of her." She shoved the bacon in her mouth and spoke around it. "Death texted me, said you had something to give me."
Mike handed over a slip of paper. "For your eyes only," he said.
"Ooh, secrets." Eulalie tucked the paper down the front of her blouse. "It's a good thing I've got Top Secret Clearance. Okay, I need to get back to work. I'm monitoring a situation in Bolivia."
"The SoS?"
"Yep." Eulalie's smile faded. "Something like that anyway. Good morning, Sofia!"
Mike turned to bid Sofia good morning and felt his plate jump in his hand. When he looked back, Eulalie was gone and had taken the rest of his bacon.
"Damnit," he muttered. The eggs by themselves were hardly exciting. Shaking his head, he stood. "Hey," he said. "Rough night?"
Sofia grunted. She walked past him and grabbed a jug of orange juice that had appeared on the Information Desk. The cyclops drank straight from the jug, then fixed him with a baleful look. "You don't look so hot yourself."
"I didn't sleep well," he admitted.
"Mmm hmm." Sofia proceeded to chug the remaining contents of the jug, her slender throat flexing with every swallow. Some of it spilled on her blouse. When she was finished, she set the empty jug on the counter and tapped her staff. A white light flashed and her clothes were clean once again. She grabbed a plate stacked high with Texas toast. "What did you give to Eulalie?"
"Death wanted some books from the Library."
"I see." Sofia set the plate back down. "I take it you want something from the Library, too?"
He nodded. "This whole time, we've been looking at ways to halt the aging process for Tink, or keep the magic from prematurely aging her."
"Except it isn't premature." Sofia's stomach grumbled, but she ignored the food behind her. "In fact, she still looks way younger than she actually is. "
Mike took a moment to compose himself before speaking. Clearly neither of them were in great moods, but he wasn't about to rely on Sofia to be the bigger person about it. "You know what? Let's add it to the list. Maybe while we're here today we can look up whatever word means...what you just said."
"The opposite of premature is overdue. Therefore, it would be...um...overdue aging?" Sofia winced and rubbed her forehead. "Stupid staff isn't working," she muttered. "Still feel hungover."
"That's two days in a row, Sofia." He moved closer to her and could smell the stale wine on her breath. "Should we be worried?"
"Nobody worries about me." She looked away from him.
"That's crap and you know it." He studied her soul for a moment, then took her wrist in his hand. She half-heartedly tried to tug it away, but he held on tight. Mike let his magic dance across her skin. Doing so would give him an insight into the things she craved sexually, but he wasn't trying to seduce Sofia. When her desires came back fuzzy and muted, he realized what was wrong.
"You're still drunk," he said. He didn't know how her staff worked, but if she was still processing the alcohol in her system, no amount of magical cleansing would fix her symptoms.
"That would explain the dizziness." Sofia smacked the butt of her staff on the floor and was bathed in golden light. Some of the redness in her eye faded away. "Just means I need to keep doing this for a bit."
"You should probably eat something."
Sofia grunted in disgust, then stared at the food. "I'm not hungry." Her stomach grumbled again. "Damn it."
"Tell you what. I need your help looking stuff up. I won't make you eat, but let's take some of this with us, for when you're ready."
"Whatever." Sofia shrugged and gazed out into the depths of the Library. "So what are you looking for?"
"Ways to extend Tink's life," he said. "Outside of her current situation."
"Do you mean immortality?" Sofia looked at him with disgust. "That's exactly what Emily--"
"Not immortality," Mike countered. "I'm not trying to make her live forever. I want something that will just let her..." He didn't know how to say that he wanted her to live long enough to see their child grow into an adult. Mike was still occasionally haunted by the loss of his own father at such a young age. He didn't wish that on anybody. Sighing, he continued. "Just a few more years, or whatever."
"A slippery slope." Sofia gestured toward the Library. "But sure, why not? That's how it always starts, right? Just a few more years, please, no, wait, how about a decade? Two decades?"
"I can come back tomorrow," Mike said. "I just figured you'd be eager to help, since Tink has to stay here until she's better."
"Ugh, fine." Sofia sighed. "So life extensions, huh?"
He nodded. "If we can add years to her lifespan, it will also increase the odds that she survives childbirth."
"By giving the magic something to eat, got it." Sofia held up her staff and the crystal glowed. "Hope you didn't have any other plans today."
"Nope. Did you get a lot of hits?"
"Humans first dreamt of immortality around the same time they became afraid of the dark." A floating platform landed by the Information Desk. "For the few who have achieved it, they didn't exactly feel like sharing. So we'll have to chase the same leads that they did."
"Not immortality," Mike said. "Remember? Just an extension."
"I'm aware." She turned to look at him, her gaze unfocused. "Just let me do my fucking job."
Mike kept his mouth shut as he grabbed a few plates of food and carried them onto the platform. He sincerely hoped Sofia's mood improved soon, because she was getting on his nerves.
The platform took off and flew between the columns of the Library, soaring silently between the gargantuan structures. After a few miles, the ceiling dropped to within fifty feet above the ground.
"What determines this place's shape?" asked Mike. "Why isn't it just a large cube, or whatever?"
Sofia remained silent for so long that he thought she was ignoring him. When she finally spoke, she kept her gaze ahead.



"I don't know," she said. "It was once explained to me that the Library was shaped by its needs. Perhaps written works were slowly produced during this particular era."
"But books are organized by topic, not date."
The cyclops cocked her head to one side. "Maybe it's related to how the books arrive here, then. Or the food, for that matter. The building expands when needed, but when expansion is slow, we end up with this."
"Odd."
She shrugged. "The building material likely comes here the same way. Stolen from beneath the earth and placed here by powerful magic that I don't fully understand." Her words were bitter. "Not that it matters."
Mike made a face and wished that he had brought someone else along, like Yuki. He simply wasn't mentally prepared to do a deep dive into Sofia's emotional state right this second. Maybe once she was sober, they could have a proper conversation.
They made the rest of the flight in silence. The low ceiling eventually gave way to building-sized columns that stretched away from them in all three directions. They flew up at an angle and were probably a hundred feet above the ground when they landed near a gap in the column's railing. Sofia stepped off first, leaning heavily on her staff as she wobbled.
"This way," she grumbled, her staff lighting up. Together, they walked through the narrow shelving lined with ancient texts. After climbing a spiral ramp, the two of them reached a small cul-de-sac of shelves lined with dozens of glittering tomes.
"Aw, fuck." Sofia rubbed her head. "I forgot to grab a cart. I'll be right back."
Mike watched her go, then moved to the closest shelf and pulled down the first book. Upon opening it, he realized he didn't recognize the language at all.
"Well this is going to make things harder," he muttered as he set the book on a table.
"What is?" asked Cecilia. Mike actually jumped and turned around to see the banshee floating behind him.
"Holy shit," he said, one hand over his heart. "You actually startled me."
Cecilia grinned. "Told you I'd be watching," she said.
"I didn't think you were still with me, though." He smiled, happy to see a friendly face. "Do you have any idea what's wrong with Sofia? I assume you heard our conversation."
The banshee shrugged. "Her soul is in turmoil, as if she is mourning. But even if I knew, it wouldn't be my place to say."
"That's fair." Mike turned back to the shelf and pulled down another book. It was written in the same language as the first. He was about to ask if Cecilia recognized the language, but remembered she couldn't see it. However, he did think of something else to ask. "You don't happen to know anything about what I'm looking for, do you?"
"I'm not sure why I would," she said.
"I mean, you're around people when they die. I don't know if you would have picked up anything about extending their lives, or perhaps some fae magic I'm unaware of." He shrugged. "I'm looking for any leads, really."
The banshee hovered over to the shelves and studied them. She reached out and pulled one of the glowing books off the shelf. "I don't really have an answer for that," she said as she opened the book and flipped through its pages. "I've heard of people living longer by making deals with the fae or even some demons. Plenty of witches will sell their souls for such a prize. But I don't think anyone would offer you a deal that you approved of."
"Yeah. I'm not looking to make any deals, that's for sure." It seemed like every magical deal he had ever heard of had massively screwed over its recipient.
"What do words actually look like?" asked Cecilia as she paged through the book. "And I don't mean literally. I've actually seen them on a few rare occasions, but they're just a collection of shapes."
"I guess I don't understand the question."
"How does looking at them make pictures in your head?" She turned to smile at him. "I listen to you when you read to Grace most nights. It seems like a special kind of magic to me, that you can look at a collection of symbols and know how they become thoughts, pictures, and feelings."
"From your perspective, I suppose it does seem like magic. For me, I don't quite get how you can tell so much just from looking at their souls. I'm starting to figure some of it out, but I know I'm missing plenty of nuance."
Cecilia closed the book and handed it to him. "I hope I get to see the world as you do, someday. Maybe then, you could teach me how to read." She reached out and ran her finger across his chest. "Maybe I could sit on your lap, too," she whispered.
Mike shivered and wrapped an arm around her waist. "If that day ever comes, I'll make sure to pick something with lots of pictures," he said. "In fact, Tink found a book once that--"
There was a loud bang, followed by the sound of tumbling books. Mike let go of Cecilia and ran back through the shelves. It didn't take him long to find Sofia standing over a pile of books on the floor, their shelves knocked loose by the cart she had been pushing.
"What happened?" he asked.
"Fucking wheel broke!" The cyclops gave the cart a hefty kick, but it was held down by the weight of the hundred or so books that had fallen on top of it. "Fuck!" She gave the cart another kick.
"Here, let me help." He crouched down and grabbed a couple of books.
"Don't bother," she said. "Help me fix the shelves first. I think some of the supports snapped when the cart crashed into it."
They managed to free the first shelf and slide it back into place using the thick grooves along the side. The next shelf had cracked, but was repaired with the magic of the staff. The top shelf was not only broken in half, but the grooves had splintered, making it unusable.
"Damn!" Sofia waved her staff, but the magic flickered and faded. When she tried again, Mike could see the spell trying to take form and repair the grooves, but it kept fizzling before completion.
"What's the matter?" he asked.
"I have no depth perception and I'm still buzzed." The cyclops squinted at the grooves. "The Library does some things automatically, but this requires me to visualize it."
"Is there something I can do to help?"
"I've got this!" she yelled, then smacked her staff against the shelf repeatedly. "I'VE. GOT. THIS!"
"Okay, that's enough." He interposed himself between Sofia and the offending shelf. "You might not want to talk about what's bugging you deep down, but we're not going to accomplish anything if you're going to be a bitch."
"Bitch? BITCH!" She stood to her full height and glared at him. "I should leave your ass here and--"
Mike poked her in the stomach. In response, her gut rumbled. Sofia winced and placed her hand over her belly as if he had punched her.
"You need to eat something," he said. "Right now."
"You're not in charge of me."
"EAT." His magic slipped free and wove itself through his voice. The cyclops immediately stiffened up as if struck. Sofia narrowed her eye at him, then turned back in the direction of the pedestal. He followed her, and tried not to roll his eyes when she picked one of the trays and slammed it down on the closest table. She sat down in a nearby chair, grabbed a handful of eggs, and shoved them in her mouth.
"There," she said, her mouth full. "Are you happy, now?"
"No," he replied, crossing his arms. "And I won't be until you figure your shit out. But I know that's not going to happen until you're sober. Just how much did you drink last night?"
Sofia grabbed another handful of eggs, then stopped. After staring at her hand for a few seconds, she dropped the eggs and picked up a fork instead.
"I don't know," she replied, the heat gone from her voice. "I can't remember much after we came back from the North Pole yesterday."
"Why not?" He found a stool nearby and sat on it. "What happened there that triggered all of this?"
She chewed her food slowly, lost in contemplation. He watched her pick at her food for several minutes and noticed that the color was slowly returning to her face.
"It's the same problem from before," she admitted. "When we talked about it, I felt a little better. But I realized I still don't know what I want. I'm not happy with how things are right now, but I'm also not sure what I need to change. And when you went off with Holly, I didn't think anything of it, but I could tell you fucked her."
"And?" Mike was puzzled. None of the women had ever admitted to being jealous of the others. This felt like new territory. "Are you upset that I was with her?"
"Yes, but not because of that." Sofia leaned back and closed her eye. "While you were off having another adventure, I chose to stay behind and pout. I sabotaged myself. All day long I was thinking that I need something new in my life, that I needed it to be different, but when the opportunity came along, I decided to sit on my stool and drink hot cocoa of all things."
"To be fair, it really is good hot chocolate."
Sofia opened her eye and stared at him. "You can be so infuriating," she mumbled.
"You aren't wrong." He leaned forward and grabbed a piece of toast. There was plenty to eat for the both of them, and maybe he would feel better with some more food in his belly.
"Do you remember when we first met?" she asked.
He nodded, then reached for an orange.
"You were this weird, silly man who came along and disrupted everything. Then I got pulled into a strange adventure involving a magical labyrinth. It was the most fun I'd had in decades, maybe centuries. But then I ended up staying here to take care of the Library. If something happened to me, then this place would come to an end. It would make all of the sacrifices that kept this place together meaningless. I kept justifying it by saying I made a difference, but I don't know anymore."
"I think I understand you," he said. "You're surrounded by all these stories, yet you feel like you don't really have one of your own. I can see why that would be a hard pill to swallow."
Sofia's jaw dropped. After several long moments, she just shook her head. "Damn," she muttered. "You just put it all so succinctly."
"Brevity is the soul of...um..." Mike waved his hand dismissively when he forgot the next word. "I almost sounded real cool just now, didn't I?"
"The soul of wit," Sofia replied. "It's from Hamlet."
Mike chuckled. "I wondered where I had heard that. We had to read that book in High School and then perform in the play for extra credit. I got cast as a random guard with no lines." Though his memories of High School were dim, he did vaguely recall having a crush on the girl who played Ophelia. He couldn't remember her name, but her long, red locks had dominated his dreams for months.
"I've never seen Hamlet. I've never seen any of Shakespeare's work performed, actually." Sofia looked away and tugged at her braid. "I remember when those books came in, actually. There were still three of us at the time."
"You never talk about the others," he said.
"And I don't plan to," she replied. "Those aren't fond memories."
He fought the urge to ask why. She was opening up and he didn't want the door to close. Instead, he turned his attention toward his meal, and Sofia did the same. They ate in silence until most of the food was gone. Once finished, Sofia stood and tapped her staff a couple of times, the magic washing over her and creating a temporary aura.
"Much better," she said.
"Sober now?" asked Mike.
"Mostly." She walked back to the busted shelf and Mike followed. When they arrived, she waved her staff. The shelf lifted into the air and slowly eased itself back into place. Tiny grains of wood floated up from below, finding their original positions and molding into place.
"Is it good?" Mike squatted down and looked up from below. All signs of damage were gone.
"Almost like new." Sofia gestured at the books with her staff. They lifted into the air and were sorted back into place. This freed up the cart, which Sofia also repaired with magic. The wheel popped back into place.
"That's really handy," said Mike.
"If it worked at a distance, it would be even better." Sofia made a face. "We've actually started using the rats to shelve the books. Once a high traffic area has been discovered, they build a portal there and do it themselves. I usually pop through before the zone is shut down and use the staff to check for discrepancies."
"It still sounds like a lot of work."
"Yeah." Sofia went to push the cart, but Mike beat her to it. They walked back to the section from before, and Sofia cast her book-finding spell again. Together, they pulled down several books and loaded them into the cart. Once finished, they took a detour on the way back and grabbed a few more books that were also glowing.
"I assume you can read these." Mike couldn't even make out the titles.
"I can," Sofia replied. "You're looking at a lot of old Greek and Roman texts, along with some early European transcripts. Most of these are journals, either personal or research. There's a lot of stuff about alchemy here. We can have Ratu look through them for us." They arrived back at the floating pedestal, and Sofia pushed the cart on.
"I figured there would be more books like this," Mike said.
"Oh, this is just our first stop." Sofia made sure they had everything and then stood at the front of the pedestal. It drifted away from the column. "I had to narrow down the selection pretty hard, but we'll be gathering books all day as it is. Probably tomorrow, too."
"Really? How many books are we looking at?"
"Well over a thousand." Sofia gave him a knowing look. "I did warn you that the quest for immortality is pretty popular. I limited the search to older texts and personal records for this very reason."
"Yeah, you did." Mike frowned. "Is there a way to narrow it down even further?"
The cyclops bit her lip in contemplation. "You know, there is. But it comes with a caveat."
"What's that?"
"Narrowing it down means dealing with books that are more likely to be grounded in arcane research. To start with, it will take almost an hour to get there. It will also be dangerous."
"Why? Are the texts themselves magical?"
She nodded. "In a way. There's a bunch of them in one of the forbidden sections. We get stuff here all the time that has no business existing. We destroy most of it, honestly. But in regards to magical tomes, we try to keep all of them on file. The information inside is dangerous, but it's our job to have it. We have texts bound in human skin and written in blood, that kind of thing."
"Like the Grimoire."
"Oh, we have nothing nearly that powerful. The Grimoire isn't just a regular book, and the Library was unable to copy it for safekeeping." Sofia leaned against the railing and crossed her arms around the staff. "But just about every madman who delved too deep into the arcane kept a diary. Or madwoman, as it were."
"Like witches."
"Not all witches are bad. We used to work with them all the time, prior to magic getting sealed away. They used to have a saying, knowledge itself is power. As a repository for knowledge, it was only natural for mages of all kinds to pass through the halls of the library. But once a person sells their soul for magical power, we want nothing to do with them. The process of doing so is pretty well documented, actually. A lot of wannabe witches in the modern era will throw together a Book of Shadows which is often just a long-term exercise in creative writing. We've got a bunch of those in the Failed Magic section. But every now and then, you will stumble across a gem where the writer figured out a real incantation and eventually figured out how to contact a demon. The musings of the author usually take a pretty hard shift afterward. Normally we lock anything up that involves knowledge regarding the human soul." Sofia looked at him. "If you were a book, we'd lock you up, too."
"I may not be a book," he replied. "But I do know my way around a good binding."
Sofia grunted and looked away, but she was blushing. The mood had officially lightened.
"Anyway...there are some books about that kind of thing in the restricted section. The odds of finding something of use to you there are much higher, but this is that fine line we've talked about."
"I understand," he said. "We're not looking for forever. And we're definitely not trading souls with anything. Think of it like the internet. We've just turned Safe Search off is all."
"You humans and your damned internet." Sofia sighed. "It will be awhile until we get there. I can look through those books for you in the meantime and see what they contain."
"Thank you." Mike grabbed a book at random and handed it to her. "I would help, but can't read it. I don't suppose you have a trick up your sleeve for that?"
Sofia grunted. "Not really," she muttered. The cyclops set her staff in a tiny groove which somehow locked it into place in an upright position. She sat on the rail and opened the book, her long fingers delicately parting the pages as she searched. Her purple eye pulsed with light in time with the crystal on her staff. After a couple minutes of searching, she shook her head and set the book down.
"Useless," she said.
"That bad?"
"The author thinks that bathing in the urine of virgins will prolong your life. They have to be desirable women, by the way." The cyclops smirked. "I do believe virginal women are the one thing you're running short on."
"Hey, poor guy just wanted to justify his kink, can't blame him for it."
"Poor woman, actually." Sofia set the book on the floor and grabbed another one. "Though based on how much experimental evidence she collected, I would say she was doing just fine for herself."
Mike chuckled. "Depending on your definition of virginity, I bet she used the Lesbian Loophole."
"She had a whole chapter on it, actually. But unless you're interested in the fluid dynamics of mid-century lesbians, I'd suggest we move on."
"Agreed." Mike sat next to Sofia and watched as she dug through the contents of the books they had collected. Though he didn't understand the words written within, he would often see glowing letters that were probably tied to the search terms the Head Librarian had decided on. Sofia would always stop on those pages to carefully scrutinize their contents before ultimately giving up.
Sadly, the pattern in the first few books seemed to revolve around pseudo-magic involving blood, semen, or urine. Many other books contained anecdotal evidence that sounded more like medieval urban legends. Sofia did actually find a book that contained a story about the Library itself and how it could grant immortality to those who roamed its halls.
"You know, is there a way we could use that?" Mike asked. "I mean, could Tink live here for a while after the baby comes? Even if she just slept here at night, that would increase her time remaining by...um..." He tried to do that math in his head.
Sofia grunted. "Based on what you've told me, there's a very real possibility that she may become too old to survive childbirth itself. The Library can't help you there. And I shouldn't have to say this, but there's a very good reason people call Death merciful."
"Because he brings snacks?" Mike smiled weakly, hoping to keep the mood light.
"I know Tink would do anything for you or her child." Sofia got a faraway look in her eye. "What makes Naia's magic so special is that it preserves your health until your final demise. You go from being perfectly fit to dead without stopping in between. What you end up missing out on is years of feeling your body weaken while your mind usually remains sharp, decades of aches and pains, of your eyesight blurring for no reason. In the end, all these things make it easier to let go. I doubt you would want for Tink to be frozen in time at the end of her own days, her body gnarled and bent as she hides inside the Library and waits for her own child to come for a visit."



"Which won't be often because the baby won't grow in here." Mike sighed. "So the Library isn't exactly a good idea unless she stays here while in good health."
The cyclops nodded. "I should also add that this place wasn't meant to be a refuge for those to avoid the natural cycle. It is primarily a place of learning, and it will adapt as it sees fit to maintain this function. Myself, Eulalie, and the rats are currently working to better the Library, and the magic recognizes that. But if it were to fill with people not interested in serving its purpose, the rules would change. This place is alive in its own way, Caretaker. Sometimes, if you just sit and listen for a while, it's almost like you can hear it breathing."
"Is that something you've done a lot?" Mike saw Sofia stiffen up at his words. He placed his hand on her thigh and squeezed. "Because you've been here a long time, I mean."
She nodded. "I went through a period of time where I would read books out loud in places where I could hear my own echo. I would pretend that it was somebody else."
"How did you not go mad?"
"Who says I haven't?" Sofia wiped a tear from her eye. "Maybe that's what I'm going through right now. The Library has found a proper replacement for me in Eulalie and no longer constrains the effects on my mind. Perhaps what ails me is the beginning of the end."
"I wouldn't let that happen," Mike said, then leaned against her. "None of us would. I don't think you realize how much we all look up to you."
Sofia's breath hitched and she barked out a laugh. "If that was a pun, I'm going to throw you off this pedestal."
"Unintentional," he said. "But maybe you do know how the others feel and the problem is that you don't feel worthy of it."
Sofia didn't reply. Instead, she leaned back into him, her shoulder pressing against Mike's forehead. They said nothing as they continued to soar toward their destination. All around them, the columns thinned out and the ceiling became a large archway. The floor vanished, becoming a dark pit impenetrable by the light. The columns gave way, too, and now they were in a tunnel with smooth walls that had doors built into them every hundred feet or so.
"So this is the Restricted Section."
"The first part of it, yes." Sofia stood and grabbed her staff. "You should know that most of these doors don't actually go anywhere. When you step inside, they lock you in a cell until the Head Librarian comes to find you. Or doesn't, as the case may be."
"Are there corpses in these rooms?"
She nodded. "Some of them. It's the Head Librarian's prerogative whether they let someone out. Once inside, the intruder is scanned and their intentions and how they got there becomes known. There are some very powerful individuals who vanished from history because they tried to sneak in here to steal secrets and ended up starving in those rooms instead. The walls are enchanted to weaken the body and prevent any kind of spellcasting."
"So you essentially have a prison."
"Not a prison. There is no assumption here of care. We either let them out, or let them die. There is no in-between."
"I see." Mike noticed they were drifting toward a blank section of wall. "Why are we stopping here?"
"Misdirection is a basic tenet of magic," said Sofia. The pedestal came to a stop against the smooth stone of the long, foreboding hallway. She took the staff and knocked on the wall. A thin seam appeared, and the wall folded inward, allowing them entry. "This is yet another failsafe."
The temperature dropped. Mike rubbed his arms and followed her inside. The hallway itself was smoothly bored into solid stone, which terminated in yet another door nearly thirty feet away. There was no light source save for the crystal on the Head Librarian's staff.
"How dangerous are these books?" Mike asked. "I'm getting some major Vault vibes here."
"Arbitrarily? This would be the minimal security section of the Library. Some of the books contained within aren't dangerous because of their contents, but because of the magic bound to them." The staff's light was reflected in Sofia's eye. "There's a room in the Library that only contains a single book bound in the flesh of a being from outside our world. It is said that anyone who has opened it has immediately gone mad and torn out their own eyes."
"Seriously?"
Sofia nodded. "In my younger days, I went to inspect the holding facility and only got within a hundred feet of the door before I saw my own demise."
"How?" Sofia's precognition only allowed her to see her immediate future if it involved pain or her death. "If you weren't going inside, why would that happen?"
"That's just it. I never intended to go inside." She looked at him, her pupil dilated by the low light. "But I learned that even getting close to the door would have triggered a vision of going inside and becoming mad. It was a domino effect of sorts, and we both know that time and space get weird around those...things."
"Shit." Shaking his head, Mike turned his attention toward the door they now stood at. "Who wrote that book?"
"No idea." Sofia touched her hand to the door and an invisible glyph revealed itself in a pulse of light and the door opened. "There's nothing more sinister than a mysterious book with no author. Perhaps it wrote itself."
Mike shivered. Even though a self-writing book sounded silly, he didn't dare question it. Things like logic and the linear flow of nature didn't pertain to the Outsiders, and he wanted nothing to do with them. Together, he and Sofia stepped inside the room, which was a large, dome-shaped chamber lined with books. A trio of tables had been placed in the middle of the room and a large crystal installed in the ceiling ignited, filling the room with light. Along the edges of the room, several books were outlined with magic, waiting to be plucked from their shelves.
"You should allow me to do this part," said Sofia as she gestured toward one of the tables. "There are numerous safeguards specific to each title. Please don't open any of the books without me present."
"I have zero intention of doing so." Mike walked to the closest table and sat in one of the chairs. He watched the cyclops do a perimeter sweep of the room, one hand held out and over the books as if drawing warmth from a flame. She pulled a few titles and brought them back to the table before setting back out to retrieve more.
"Um...Sofia?" He looked at the stack of books on the table. Even though all of them were closed, he could hear distant murmurs. One of them was actually bound shut with a leather strap. "Some of these are talking."
"When you pump enough magic into a book, it can take on a life of its own."
"So these are possessed?" He reached for a book and paused. When it didn't trigger his danger sense, he picked it up to examine it. The volume from this particular text was louder than the others, but in a language he couldn't place. It sounded similar to French.
Sofia looked over her shoulder at him. "The one strapped shut is. The others are not."
"So then what am I hearing?"
"Echoes. Are you familiar with the different types of spiritual manifestation?"
"Intimately." He turned the book over and examined the spine, then set it down. The whispering became muted. "These books are like a residual haunting. Highly charged with emotional energy of some sort, but no real intelligence."
"Close enough," whispered Cecilia in his ear. Mike looked around, but the banshee hadn't manifested. "Worry not, my love. No harm shall come to you while I watch."
He smiled and leaned back in his chair. Invisible fingers massaged his shoulders. Melting into the pressure, he tipped his head back and sighed.
"What are you doing?"
Mike opened his eyes to see Sofia standing over him, holding a trio of tomes against her chest. Her breasts were compressed enough that they actually spilled out over the top and sides of the books.
"Relaxing," he said.
"That explains the stupid look on your face." Sofia set down some more books. "I've got a few more to grab and we can get started."
"Are any of them in English?" he asked.
"Old English." Sofia organized some of the books into a pile. "There. You can look through those once we're ready."
"Great." He looked at the pile. "Can we get snacks in here?"
"Check the corners of the room," said Sofia. She pushed a ladder out of the way to grab a book on the top shelf behind it. "Consumables will appear there."
Mike stood from his seat and was happy to see that a plate of food was already waiting for him. Small tea sandwiches were stacked neatly on a platter next to a two liter bottle of Coke and a pair of glasses. "Book snacks," he muttered cheerily as he brought it all over to the table. Sofia had two more books to add, then sat down across from him.
"Hopefully there's something here," he said as he pulled a book from the Old English pile. "Can I start?"
Sofia nodded, then picked up a book of her own. Mike's book muttered to him as he held it. When he opened the pages, a scratchy voice spoke directly in his ear, narrating the words on the page.
"Audiobooks for the damned," he whispered, then flipped through the pages. It was an alchemist's diary. Eventually, he stumbled on some passages about everlasting life and the Philosopher's stone. Sadly, the next two chapters were anecdotal in nature, the author writing ceaselessly about the stone's powers without any information on how to create it.
The next book was a diary that was difficult to read. The handwriting was not only bad, but there were water stains on the pages. This one detailed the Fountain of Youth, along with vague information about its location. If the deceased Captain Francois was to be believed, then it had dried up.
Still, it wouldn't be a bad idea to track the place down and see it for himself. Ratu would probably be able to extract any lingering water, or perhaps even ferret out the cause of the magic that had extended Francois' life. He put this book on the corner of the table so that they could take it with them.
If Sofia was having any luck, he couldn't tell. She was stacking her books in an arbitrary fashion, and said very little to him. They shared the sandwiches as a couple of hours passed. Eventually, he had three books to take back with him. Sofia added two more to his pile, which was a little disheartening.
However, he did notice she ignored the book that had been strapped shut. When Sofia stood and grabbed some books to put them back, he cleared his throat.
"Are you going to look at that one?" he asked, pointing at the possessed book.
Sofia scowled. "Strange. I had forgotten it was even there."
"How?"
The cyclops gave him a dirty look. "It's possessed," she said. "That's exactly the kind of thing a possessed book does."
"Oh." Mike didn't like the sounds of that. "Should we be worried?"
"No. It's likely that it's just trying to get out of here and would have snuck itself into the pile anyway. I would have figured it out before we left when I counted them." The cyclops sat down and grabbed the possessed book. Her staff made a humming sound as she undid the strap. "The Library's magic will keep it from harming us, but I would still be wary in case it tries something different."
"What do you mean by different?" As soon as Sofia opened the cover, a hideous wailing sound filled the room. Books along the wall were yanked from their shelves, landing so that their pages were now open. Hideous whispers filled his ears, and he clapped his hands over them to block out the sound. Sofia looked at him and shouted, but he couldn't hear her.
Tendrils of darkness erupted from the book, spreading across the floor and picking up fallen books. It painted the walls black and slowly oozed up to cover the crystal and blot out its light.
"Fuck!" Mike jumped across the table and grabbed Sofia by the wrist just as the lights went out. A hideous cackle stabbed the air, and the room filled with fog. The whispers of the other books vanished and the air became still.
Eventually, Sofia broke the silence. "This is what I meant by different," she said. Mike heard her tap the staff on the floor. "Shit."
"It's not working?"
"No," she said. He heard the clattering of wood. "That's not my staff. Damn book tricked me."
"Where are we?" he asked. As if in response, a loud bell tolled. The fog lifted and he saw that they stood on a cobblestone street surrounded by buildings made of brick.
"I don't know," she replied. Spectral figures marched past them, shadows of men, women, and even children. "This is new territory for me."
Mike studied one of the shadows and saw that it lacked any sort of soul. It was little more than a construct. "This one is an echo," he said, then looked at the others around him. "This whole place feels that way." He looked up at the sky and saw that there wasn't one. Instead, the fog persisted, broken up only by the lanterns along the street.
"I guess it's time we found our way out." Sofia looked along the street in both directions, then picked one at random. "But you should know that if we're in here, it's likely that the entity is with us. At no time should you assume that we're safe. We're trapped in here with it."
"You've got that backward." Mike grinned, then closed his eyes. He felt Cecilia's cool touch on the back of his neck. "We're not trapped with it. It's trapped with us."
When he opened his eyes, he saw Sofia giving him a look of disgust.
"Are you finished?" she asked.
"It always sounds badass in the movies," he replied.
"We're not in a movie." A queer look crossed her face and she smirked. "In fact, you could say that we've lost ourselves in a good book."
"Damnit," Mike groaned as he followed her into the fog. He felt robbed somehow, but couldn't explain why.
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Mike followed Sofia for nearly half a mile down the phantom streets, his eyes constantly searching the dark corners for any sign of real movement. The shadows that meandered along the buildings were slowly coming into focus and now had dim facial features. Shades of gray had appeared to give further definition to the clothes that the phantoms wore.
"Troubling," Sofia said, pausing to inspect a young child on the sidewalk. The boy was holding up what could have been a newspaper and shouting silently. "The longer we remain, the more details they have."
"Which means our new friend is pulling energy from somewhere." Mike inspected himself and then Sofia. The natural magic that surrounded them both was intact. "It's not coming from us," he said. "So I guess that's a positive."
"I think that this is a manipulation of the ambient energy of all the books in the room. There is plenty of energy there if you know how to utilize it." Sofia waved her hand through the child's head. "Hmm. Slight resistance. My skin now feels tacky. If we wait long enough, these...beings may gain physical forms. What troubles me the most is the state of our actual bodies. Is this a psychic manifestation? Or perhaps a manipulation of the Dreamscape?"
"It's not the Dreamscape." Mike concentrated his will and tried to bend reality. It didn't budge. "And it's not any sort of astral plane, either."
"How can you be sure?"
"The Dreamscape and the astral are related. My mastery of one would translate into at least a minimal ability to manipulate the other." He held out a hand and summoned a spider made of lightning, which he set on the ground. It ran away from them, perpendicular to the direction they traveled.
"You really have mastery of the Dreamscape?" Sofia studied him. "I guess I shouldn't be surprised."
"Well, when you have a succubus as your teacher, you get the accelerated course." Mike didn't feel the need to explain that a piece of Lily was always waiting for him there, able to assist his efforts. He also wasn't going to mention the fact that she often dressed as a hot teacher when she did.
"I see." Sofia studied the sky. "I suppose a pocket dimension is our most likely culprit. The entity in that journal has woven together this place from the memories of the books at hand. If I had my staff, this would be an easy fix."
"But you don't. How did that happen, anyway?"
Sofia shrugged. "When the darkness came, I thought I had grabbed it. It was yet another deception. So what is the purpose of trapping us here, keeping in mind that this was Plan B?"
"Plan B?"
She nodded. "The book wished to remain unnoticed and escape confinement. When that failed, it did this to trap us here. We must assume that escape is the primary agenda."
"You said the book was a journal, right?" Mike scratched his chin and watched what could have been a dog sprint across the road. "Whose journal was it?"
"An aristocrat from the late 1800s," she replied. "A man named Allen Moore who lived in Mayfair."
"So Mr. Moore is our entity?"
She shook her head. "I don't know. The journal itself is unnatural and bound in human remains. So we could be facing Moore, or a protective spirit attached to the book. There was no indication it would be so strong, so I wasn't worried about it."
"I see." They continued walking as the facade came into focus around them. Eventually, the road terminated abruptly; the city transitioned to a small village in the forest. Mike stood on the conversion line and noticed that both buildings and trees had been bifurcated sharply, as if two separate scenes had been jammed together.
"We're in a different book," said Sofia. "There were hundreds of them in that room."
"Which means we could be here a really long time," Mike replied. He noticed that the trees had far more definition than the buildings had, and the villagers walking through the square appeared as if they had been ripped directly from an old silent film. "I wonder if we need to get to Moore's journal before we can interact with the entity."
"That would make sense." Sofia crossed her arms and squinted at a nearby shadow. It was walking toward them and carrying a basket. She drew her sword from her belt and unfolded it. "Unless the creature is hunting us."
"Yeah, I absolutely hate thinking that might be the case." Mike and Sofia stepped aside as the shadow passed between them. When it reached the edge of the scene, the figure vanished instead of continuing onto the cobblestone road of the city. "But I'm not too worried about it."
"You should be." Sofia rolled her eye. "We're dealing with a malevolent entity capable of putting together pocket realities to terrorize us."
"We have one of those at home," Mike replied. "We call her Jenny."
Sofia snorted.
"Also," Mike added. "If we are dealing with a spirit, I have my ways of handling it."
"And if it's a demon?"
Mike shrugged. "I've got one of those at home, too."
"You can't fuck all your problems away, Caretaker." Sofia walked toward the middle of the village with her sword held at the ready.
"Hey, it's gotten me this far in life." Mike did his best to radiate confidence. If they were dealing with a demon, the best way to lure them out was to present himself as an overconfident target. Now if the entity was a malevolent spirit, he could probably handle it himself without any issue. Even if it was more powerful than he was, Cecilia had his back. He wasn't sure if their enemy was even aware of the banshee's presence, but he intended to keep that a secret for now.
They walked through the village and beyond it. The scenery broke again and they were now in a port town, with a massive cargo ship being loaded with boxes. The gray-toned figures moving around ignored both of them, but when one walked through Mike, it felt like he was punched in the gut.
"Oof." He moved off the path and hunched over, rubbing his stomach. "I don't like that at all."
Sofia swung her sword through one of the shadows. It split apart where the blade cut, and the figure continued walking with its upper torso trailing a few inches behind. "What do you make of that?" she asked, then gave her sword a disgusted flick. Black ink spattered on the ground before turning into a mist that chased after the worker.
"Limitation of the reality we're in," Mike said. He watched as the torso reattached itself and the dockworker continued doing his job. "These look like recordings, so I'm guessing we're looking at scenes from the books in the Restricted Section. We're clearly not meant to interrupt them." He was about to say something else when his magic twinged. Somewhere far away, his lightning spider had been destroyed. It could only mean one thing.
The entity had found it. He summoned three more of the spiders into his hand and sent them back in the general direction from which they had come. If the entity hunted them all, it meant that it had a way to track them via magic. Otherwise, it had just gotten lucky. Either way, it wasn't nearby, and didn't seem to have a way to just appear where they were.
"What was that about?" asked Sofia as she took a step toward Mike. A massive cloud of fog rolled between them, obscuring the cyclops from view. Almost right away, Mike felt the distance between him and the spiders he had just summoned shift dramatically. They were no longer nearby.
"Sofia!" He walked forward through the fog, his hands held out to keep him from walking into something. After several moments, the fog thinned out, revealing that he was no longer in the port town. He now stood in what looked like a monastery, lit from above with torches.
"Shit," he muttered. "Cecilia, are you still with me?"
"I am," she whispered in his ear. "I've been hiding inside of your body this entire time."
"Kinky," Mike replied. Apparently the entity controlling this place had a way to shuffle things up. Did it literally shuffle up the pile of books back in the real world? Or was this some sort of massive, psychic effort? What kind of spirit were they dealing with?
The answers wouldn't come from standing around. He turned toward the entrance of the monastery and walked toward it. The large door creaked when he pushed it open, revealing a vineyard cloaked in fog. Wandering through the vines was a group of monks, all of them working silently as they checked on their grapes. "Any ideas where Sofia might be?"
He felt a chill crawl up his spine as the banshee floated backward out of his body. A few moments later, Cecilia's teeth nibbled playfully at his right ear. He turned his head in that direction until she stopped.
"That way," she said breathily. "Her soul is a distant spark."
"Well, then it's a good thing I wore my running shoes." He jogged down the hill toward the vineyard and beyond. With any luck, he would reach Sofia before the entity did.
In the back of his mind, he felt the connection with one of his lightning spiders break.

🏡🏡🏡
"Caretaker?" Sofia stepped forward through the fog, the sword clutched tightly in her hand. She turned in place, hoping to see a structure or maybe even some shadow people. Her gut churned as if seasick. "Mike?"
The thick fog lifted. She was in the rolling hills of a countryside, surrounded by tall mountain peaks. Toward the bottom of the hill was a small cottage with smoke coming out of its chimney. A river turned a small water wheel attached to the building.
"Fucking gods damn it all," she muttered. Sofia had no way of knowing how much time had passed, but figured it was a good idea to check the structure first to make sure Mike wasn't there.
It took about ten minutes to walk down the hill. Outside of the cottage, a pair of horses munched grain from a trough near the barn. A solitary shadow goat hopped around outside. Sofia glared at it, but it didn't react to her presence.
"Mike?" She knocked on the door of the cottage, then pushed it open. Crouching to fit through its frame, she stepped into the building. There was food cooking on the stove, but it didn't have a smell. A man with a long beard sat at the table, an array of leaves spread out before him. He was busy drawing one of the leaves in a journal, most likely the one that had gotten pulled off the shelf.
Sofia stabbed the man through the shoulder, but he didn't react. Sighing, she yanked the blade free flicked it, which created a makeshift Rorschach test on the ground. This guy clearly wasn't the entity, so she wasn't in immediate danger.
Still, she was separated from Mike, and couldn't help but feel guilty that they were even in this predicament. She was the Head Librarian, and should have been more careful. It wasn't like this was her first time dealing with a possessed book.
Sighing, she closed her eye and took several deep breaths. She couldn't help but be reminded of Agatha, one of her predecessors and mentor.
When Sofia had fled into the Library for safety, she became part of a group of survivors who had struggled to reestablish the sacred order of librarians. Agatha had been the Head Librarian then, an old woman with silver hair that was always pulled back into a bun. She was the last true Head Librarian, properly educated by those who came before her.
Agatha had been a capable leader. It was through her wisdom that the survivors were able to prosper. She had organized outings to allow Sofia and a couple of others to age into adulthood, all while maintaining the functions of the Library itself. Still, despite attempted intrusions by several different organizations, it was a threat from within that had finally claimed Agatha's life.
Sofia tried to shut out the memory of watching the life leech from Agatha's body by a book that had slammed itself shut on her fingers. They had been moving brand new dangerous texts into one of the Restricted Sections when the attack occurred. The Head Librarian's final act was to use the power of her staff to seal away the book's magic, turning both her and the book to stone. To this day, Agatha still stood in one of the restricted rooms, her face twisted up in agony. On that day, Calliope had become the new Head Librarian, but she would only last a decade in the role.
Yelling, Sofia grabbed the table and flipped it, causing the leaves to scatter across the room. They moved as if in slow motion, then reversed course as the overturned table shifted back into position. The man at the table didn't react, but Sofia hadn't expected him to. After all, he was just an echo.
She kicked the front door of the cottage, ripping it free of its hinges. Before the door could repair itself, Sofia was back outside. She booted the goat, causing the phantom to soar over the barn. As she stomped away from the cottage, she watched the animal tumble back through the air in an attempt to return to its position.
Before it could land, Sofia booted it again. The goat sailed through the air, distorting wildly as it disappeared from sight. She followed the river, knowing that it was a surefire way to avoid going in circles.
Even though her mood was grim, the walk through the woods was oddly soothing. It lacked the sounds and smells of an actual forest, but the gray-scale aesthetic provided plenty of novelty. When was the last time she had casually gone on a hike?
An hour passed in this manner. The river suddenly changed into wood flooring and the forest became a room. Sofia crouched, her body hunched forward as she pushed open the door. The next room was an old kitchen, and a pair of young men were busy peeling potatoes in the corner. Outside the kitchen, a narrow hallway opened up into the interior of a steepled church. A scattering of worshippers were in the pews, their heads bowed in reverence as a priest spoke silently at the lectern.
Taking a deep breath, Sofia found a spot to sit off to the side of the pew. Her feet were a little sore. While her boots were usually comfortable, she wasn't used to long walks on uneven terrain. She watched the priest, fascinated by the amount of detail she could now make out on his face.
After sitting through the silent sermon, Sofia stepped out the front door of the church. If she had to guess, she was somewhere in Italy. She stuck to the path this time and the scene ended abruptly. She was on a boat in the ocean. Unwilling to swim through the water below it, she turned around and walked along the edge of the scene until she was able to go around it.
Her stomach rumbled. It had been awhile since breakfast. At least she was sober now, and hangover free. If she had been trying to navigate this place in such a state, it wouldn't have ended well. If she vomited here, would it inevitably end up in a book?
Roughly four scenes later, she found herself in familiar territory. Even though it had been centuries since she had seen it, the streets of Florence, Italy were always memorable. The scene included the Arno river, which Sofia stopped to visit.
From where she stood on the shore, she could see dozens of fish just beneath the surface of the water. She crouched down and hugged her knees, watching the fish glide beneath the surface of the water. After a minute of this, she found a small tree to recline against and let out a sigh.
"What to do, what to do." She picked up a nearby rock and skipped it across the water. The stone sent ripples out in every direction, then reversed course shortly before completing its journey and sinking beneath the surface. As the stone shot back toward its origin, Sofia noticed that the water's hue had shifted from gray to green in places. She stood and watched in amazement as the sky above turned blue, and the air filled with the sound of rushing water. The city of Florence was no longer bathed in shades of gray, its full palette now finally revealed.
The cyclops laughed at the burst of color and pulled off her boots. She waded out into the river, watching with intense interest as the water piled up against her shins in an effort to maintain its flow. After stomping her feet experimentally, she tried to snatch a fish from beneath the water. It squirted free of her hands and moved to resume its original pattern.
A few minutes later, Sofia waded back onto the shore and leaned against the small tree once more. Though she had just been in the water, her feet weren't actually wet. She slid on her boots and let out a loud sigh. The cyclops was no closer to escaping this place, but her mood had lightened considerably. Seeing Florence as it was perhaps three hundred years ago was a treat in itself, and the river was soothing.
Maybe it would be best if she waited for Mike here. She watched the river flow, her thoughts turning inward once more.
"This way." Lukios gestured for her to follow, the satyr's hooves clacking on the cold marble tile. Sofia followed, her arms piled high with scrolls. They entered the Head Librarian's study. Agatha stood over a wooden table, her fingers splayed out as she studied the manuscript in front of her. The old woman glanced up at them as they entered.
"Put them over there," she said to Sofia, then shifted her eyes to an empty wooden crate in the corner. The young cyclops obeyed, kneeling down and carefully stacking the wrapped scrolls in the box. She tried to ignore the soft sound of Lukios and Agatha exchanging a kiss. It was an open secret that the satyr and the Head Librarian were a couple, but the two of them attempted to keep things proper while in the company of the other Librarians.
Lukios and Agatha exchanged words in a forgotten language, and then the satyr left. Sofia stood at attention, curious why she had been called in to speak with the woman.
"Has Lukios explained anything to you?" Agatha picked up a silver cup and sipped from it. The elderberry wine briefly stained her lips the color of crimson.
"No, ma'am."
Agatha nodded her approval, then turned her attention to the book on her table. "We've lost two more portals this week," she said. "Due to the witchcraft trials in England."
Sofia said nothing. She had learned long ago that Agatha preferred silence as proof of contemplation, though she wasn't able to divine the parallel that Agatha wanted.
"Chronologically, you are an adult now, Sofia. In your late twenties, if my guess is correct." Agatha smiled. "You've been with us for some time, now."
"Most of my life," Sofia replied. Ever since she was a child, actually, but that had been stretched artificially into hundreds of years. "My natural one, that is."



"And you've been of service to us during these years. Naturally, you were our first choice for book retrieval duties once you were old enough. It would give you a chance to age naturally while performing a crucial job." Agatha licked her wine-stained lips and set the glass down. "The portals are a sign of things to come, I'm afraid."
Sofia waited. The Head Librarian would spell it out eventually.
"You are our youngest member for a reason," Agatha continued, then closed the book on the table. "Ever since Merlin closed the veil and the Order took up arms, the world has become a dangerous place for magical beings. We thought this might make it easier to recruit more individuals such as yourself, but mythical beings are naturally leery. Sadly, the Order has also seeded themselves among our candidates. They would so love to take this place and call it their own."
The cyclops snarled at the mention of the Order, but soon recomposed herself. She fidgeted with the handle of the blade in her belt, taken from a knight who had tried to kill her.
"We are planning on locking this place down in the near future." Agatha's face was grim. "Other than a few trusted individuals and organizations, I believe it's in the Library's best interests to close our doors to the rest of the world."
"I see."
"I don't think you do." Agatha grimaced. "This decision will not happen immediately, but in the next decade as we officially sever ties and recoup our property. Once this is done, you will no longer be allowed to leave. This life was thrust upon you, Sofia, and I want to make sure you have a choice in the matter."
"A choice?" Sofia frowned. "What choice?"
"You are an adult now, and a rather formidable one." Agatha's gaze dropped to Sofia's sword. "We took you in that we might save your life. But now? You can stand on your own two feet."
"Are you...throwing me out?"
Agatha shook her head. "Slow your thoughts, child. You are jumping to conclusions. Before we close the Library to the world, you must make an important decision. Will you stay here for the rest of your days as a Librarian? Or should you return to the world of men and find your own place there?"
"I want to stay here," said Sofia. "Earth has nothing I desire. This place is the only family that I have. The world of men is not mine to walk and has nothing for me."
The Head Librarian shook her head sadly. "That is something you assume only because you have not yet tried to live in the mortal world. Regardless, there will come a day when I ask you this question again, and I hope you have properly thought about it."
Sofia snorted. She felt that there really wasn't anything to think about.
Back in the present, Sofia sighed. She hadn't thought about that day in a long time, and it was only now that she truly appreciated what Agatha had been trying to convey. Crossing her arms, she scowled at her own feet, hating that younger version of herself who had been unwilling to even consider changing her mind.
Sofia's magic burst to life, her mind filled with a vision of her immediate future.
{Claw-like fingers grabbed her from behind, their vicious tips sinking through the delicate skin of her neck, spilling her blood across the damp soil. Sofia tumbled forward, grasping at her throat as the river ran red with her blood. The world grew dark as life fled her veins, leaving her gasping on the ground.}
Sofia threw herself forward, rolling into a ball as she brought out her sword. Dark claws sank into the wood of the tree, causing it to splinter. A gnarled figure leaned into view, its mouth twisted into a gruesome grin. When it yanked its claws free of the tree, the wood turned black, leeched of its colors.
"So you finally decided to show yourself." Sofia raised the blade and waited for the creature to charge.
{It melted into the ground, becoming one with her shadow. Caught off guard, Sofia wasn't fast enough to react when it burst up from between her legs, lacerating her thighs with razor-sharp fingers. Her femoral artery sprayed blood everywhere, and when she tried to stem the flow, the creature opened its mouth and sank its teeth into her face.}
Sofia stabbed her sword into the ground just as the entity became one with her shadow. It let out a squeal like a pig, then slithered away. This time, she didn't see where it went. Turning in place, she took a cautionary step toward the river, wondering if the flowing water would prevent the entity's passage.
{A clawed hand burst out of the soil and grabbed her ankle. When Sofia leaned forward to attack it, another hand shot out from the ground and struck her in the face, blinding her. As she stumbled back, she could feel her flesh being opened in a dozen places as if with razor blades.}
The hand burst out of the ground and grabbed her foot. Sofia leaned forward and severed the second hand at the wrist with her sword. The severed hand flopped around on the soil for several seconds before hopping up onto its fingertips and scurrying away.
"I can do this all day," she said. "So why don't we speed things along? I'd be happy to end your miserable existence for you right now."
The cyclops watched as the entity stepped out from behind a distant tree. The severed hand leapt up and rejoined with the main body. The entity hissed at her like a cat, and then crouched down on all fours and bolted away.
"Fuck," she muttered as she attempted to jog behind it and keep up. She got winded after half a mile and groaned when she saw the creature scale the side of a building. Keeping up wasn't going to be an option, not in this terrain.
Grumbling to herself, she watched in curiosity as the colors of Florence began to fade. The city slowly dwindled into shades of gray.
Taking several deep breaths, she continued running. She might not be able to follow the entity itself, but she could sure as heck follow the colors it had left behind.

🏡🏡🏡
Mike had never taken the opportunity to learn just how long he could run. It wasn't like he could get away with joining an official marathon without people noticing his presence. From experience, he did know that he could jog comfortably for over an hour without stopping. His stamina was the result of swapping souls with Zel, which also caused his hair to grow extra fast and thick.
Long before he tired, they ran into their first complication: a series of caverns that reminded him very much of pictures he had seen of the catacombs in France. While Cecilia was capable of tracking Sofia, she was unable to help him navigate through the hallways.
Mike scattered his lightning spiders, hoping they would help him map the tunnels. In the distance, one of the decoys he had sent roaming was snuffed out. The entity was somewhere between him and Sofia. Determined to catch up to Sofia, he was forced to wait until his magic provided him the fastest route to the exit.
One of the spiders started running in circles, the sign that it was now somewhere new. The other spiders migrated in its direction, some of them being forced to turn around and go back. Mike followed the spider and was stumped when he came to a room piled high with bones.
"What the hell?" He held out a hand full of light. "How do we get through here?"
Cecilia appeared and floated up toward the ceiling. She pointed at a narrow gap large enough for Mike to squirm through above the pile of bones.
"Ugh," he muttered, then climbed onto the bones and pulled himself onto the ledge. The gap was only one foot tall and a couple of feet wide. He couldn't see the exit, the tunnel was completely dark only a few feet in. "Can you float ahead and make sure I can fit through the other side? I don't want to crawl backward through this."
Cecilia kissed him on the cheek and floated forward. Her body gave off plenty of light to see by, up until she disappeared around a corner. When she returned, she gave him a thumbs up. Mike sighed and continued forward. It didn't matter how many years had passed, crawling through narrow passageways reminded him of his car accident long ago. The smell of phantom smoke tickled his memories, but he kept his mind on the task ahead.
He squirmed through the tunnel until he was in a cavern with a cot crammed into a rocky alcove. At a desk, a person wearing thick robes huddled over a book, writing by candlelight.
"Why couldn't more of these assholes have written their memoirs somewhere nice?" Mike grumbled as he maneuvered his body to drop down from the gap in the ceiling. He landed in a crouch, then lost his balance and fell on his butt.
"You told me once that you didn't care where we were, as long as we were together." Cecilia offered him a hand, which he took. "Also, there was something about my ethereal beauty being the only light you would ever need."
"What?" Mike stared at the banshee. "I know I can be cheesy, but that sounds a bit much."
"You were drunk."
"Oh." Mike cleared his throat. He didn't want to hurt Cecilia's feelings but definitely didn't remember saying what she claimed. "Um...yeah, when I was saying those things, I know I meant them on some level, but I, uh..." He noticed that the banshee was smirking. "Are you fucking with me?"
Cecilia nodded, then stuck out her tongue.
He actually laughed, the echo filling the caverns. The tension broke, and he set his spiders on the ground and allowed them to roam. The way out didn't require any crawling through tunnels, though he did have to turn sideways to squirm through another gap. Cecilia was able to float ahead of him, her skirt occasionally billowing up to reveal the backs of her thighs. When she looked back to check on him, he couldn't help but notice that she tilted her body forward to give him a better look.
"Things are looking up," he muttered to himself. Instead of leaving the cave, they ended up stepping right into an old library. Tattered books lined the shelves, and a woman stood in the middle of the room with an alchemy table. She was busy mashing something up with a mortar and pestle. Mike sniffed the air, but it lacked any sort of scent. On the floor, his spider was running in circles, much like a dog with the zoomies. He stuck his foot out, and the magic returned to him, humming with satisfaction.
The library was actually some kind of tower in a castle. Mike and Cecilia got lost trying to navigate the stairs and leave the building. The banshee floated up to the top of a parapet and returned to his side.
"We're a bit closer," she said. "It seems like she's stopped."
"First rule of being lost," he said. "Stay where you are until someone can find you."
"That only works if both parties aren't lost." Cecilia put her hands on her hips and grinned. She sashayed her hips and drifted toward him. "She doesn't know that I'm here or that we're tracking her."
"You seem extra flirty today." Mike held out his hand and she took it. "Are you treating this like a date?"
"I'm pretending I have you all to myself." She clutched his arm. "We should keep moving. If Sofia is holding still, we can catch up to her."
"You're the boss."
They exited the castle and next found themselves in an old building that could have been located in Cambridge, England. Of course, Mike was basing this guess entirely off of movies that took place there, but the vibe was accurate. They dodged gray people who walked the paths of the university, then got sidelined by a body of water. The two of them gazed across it, and Mike saw a boat on the horizon.
"She's on the other side of this," said Cecilia, then pointed to the left of the boat. "Over that way.'
"I'm not eager to go swimming," Mike admitted. "Not in there, at least." On the ground, he had options. In the water? If the entity came for them, there was little he could do.
"Then we'll go around, a mhuirnín." She pulled him by the hand and led him. It was weird seeing the land abruptly truncated to accommodate swelling waves that never spilled over, the scene reminding Mike of those desktop wave sculptures. Eventually, the waves continued, but the scene they were walking through changed. The dirt path beneath their feet transformed into cobblestones and they were surrounded by small buildings. They were walking through a farmer's market, the vendors silently hawking their wares.
As if paint had been spilled, the entire scene lit up with color. Mike stopped walking and blinked in astonishment as the world took on more definition. When the color washed over him, he felt a slight tingling through his whole body. Patting at his chest, he turned toward Cecilia.
"Did you feel some..." His words trailed off. Cecilia stood behind him, her hands held up in front of her as she stared in astonishment at her fingers. Though her countenance was still pale, she was no longer a specter. Her hair had turned completely red, and he could see the freckles on her cheeks.
"Mike?" She looked past her fingers and reached for his face. "I can see you, mo ghra. Ta tu allain!" When she caressed his skin, he could feel the warmth in her fingertips.
"What is happening?" he asked, moving her hands and entwining his fingers with hers. "This place is different now. You're different. Why?"
"Mike!" Cecilia let go of his hand and ran to the closest vendor. He could hear her footsteps on the ground. "Is this what an apple looks like?"
"Uh...I think that's a plum." He walked up behind the banshee. She snatched the plum out of the vendor's hand and tried to study it, but it yanked itself free. Undeterred, she grabbed an orange with both hands and shoved it in his direction. "Is this an apple?"
He chuckled, then reached past her to pick an apple from the cart. "They look like this," he said, holding it in front of her face.
"It's beautiful!" She tried to take it from him, but it was pulled out of both of their hands. Laughing, she took off at a sprint. Mike ran after her, desperate to keep her out of trouble as well as stick by her side. Based on some wooden signs he caught in passing, he was fairly certain they were somewhere in France. Either that, or the small amount of French he had picked up from spy movies was way off base.
Cecilia nearly tripped over her feet several times in her rush to see everything. She picked up more fruits, vegetables, a baguette, and then stopped briefly to pet someone's horse. The world took on a strange hum, as if trying to come to life. As they navigated the streets, the vibrant colors deepened. Even Mike was caught off guard by just how varied the brickwork on the buildings was in terms of hues.
"Mike!" Cecilia was hopping up and down at the end of an alley. When he caught up, he realized that the banshee had found a large lawn, adorned with flowers. Cecilia cried out and ran across the street, nearly getting creamed by a horse-drawn carriage.
"Hey, wait!" Mike ran after her. Cecilia was on a sloping lawn, and let out a whoop of laughter before tripping over her feet. She tumbled forward, then continued rolling across the grass, her cries of joy echoing everywhere. Mike couldn't help but smile when he caught up with her.
"Everything looks so beautiful," she said wistfully, her eyes now on the slightly cloudy sky. Her irises were the deepest green he could ever remember seeing. "Come. Lay with me."
"We're kind of on a mission," he said, but Cecilia grabbed him by the fabric of his pants and pulled. He tilted forward on top of her, their noses almost touching.
"The entity is near," she whispered, her voice suddenly serious. "I can feel it, like a jagged edge dragging along my skin. Even now, it hunts us."
"I see," he replied. He closed his eyes and realized he could feel it as well. It was somewhere off to his right, but keeping its distance. The entity was holding position, likely watching them even now. Why wasn't it attacking them?
"It's hunting for souls," Cecilia whispered. "It is why I currently appear as I do. The creature seeks out souls, and this place is trying to bow to its rules. As such, my soul has risen to the surface, Yet while my job is to guide them to the afterlife, this wretched thing only knows hunger."
"So you want to lure the entity out?"
"No," she replied with a grin. "I want you to kiss me, chuisle mo chroí. If that happens to lure the enemy out, then so be it."
Her eyes sparkled in the light of the false world and he couldn't help but smile. "This feels naughty," he admitted as he lowered his lips to hers. "You're going to get us in trouble with Sofia."
"I won't tell if you don't." She arched her back, her lips grazing against his. Though her form was currently human, a spark jumped between them. "Now kiss me under this beautiful blue sky."
Their lips locked, her tongue eagerly exploring his mouth. The wild magic of the Fae shifted against his own and drove the breath from his body. He wasn't entirely certain what was going on with Cecilia's magic right now, but his body suddenly ached for hers.
Cecilia rolled him onto his back and sat up, her thighs now straddling his waist. "Don't worry," she whispered. "I can handle it when it gets here."
"Are you sure? You're different right now."
"I may look different on the outside, but..." Cecilia slid her hands beneath his shirt. Though her skin was warm, her fingertips still felt chilly. She rubbed her crotch against his, causing his cock to harden. "My insides remain the same."
The banshee pressed herself against him, her supple breasts squishing against his chest. She lifted his shirt as her hands explored his chest, her fingers lingering briefly to play with his nipples. She kissed him when he gasped, sucking his breath into her body. Their tongues danced as Cecilia ground her hips against his body, his cock now firmly caught between his legs.
She broke the kiss and moved her head back to look at him. Cecilia stroked his cheek and then played with his hair, studying him with an intensity that made him shiver. He arched his back to kiss the top of her breasts, causing a flush of desire to race across her skin and up her neck.
"Mmm, yes, my treasure," she whispered. "I would feel your lips upon me for eternity if I could."
"It wouldn't be a bad way to spend forever," he said in agreement. "But just to make sure, we should keep practicing."
She kissed him again, more eagerly than before. He squeezed her breasts through her blouse, then moved his hand to pull the fabric down. The moment her nipples were exposed, her blouse fought him, attempting to cover her back up.
"Ah!" Cecilia broke their kiss and sighed. "I suppose some things never change."
"Don't worry," he assured her. "I'm a pro at this now." He pulled one of her nipples into his mouth and swirled his tongue along the outside. Though her countenance was human, her Fae heritage was still very much in play. His tongue tingled at the point of contact as his magic and hers met. Cecilia was partially responsible for the origin of his unique brand of sexual magic, a combination of Naia's soul swap and the gifts of the Fae. Constantly evolving, it always seemed to recognize its source, and Mike captured a nipple gently between his teeth and teased it with his tongue. A magical current formed, the sizzling sound audible inside of his mouth.
"I wish I had the body of a mortal," Cecilia whispered. "Only so I could give myself to you completely."
Mike grinned at the banshee's romantic ruminations. He grabbed the waistband of his pants to push them down. Cecilia lifted her hips and helped him, his bare ass now on the grass and his erect cock sticking up under the fabric of her skirt.
"I never get tired of this," she said, then grabbed his cock through her skirt and stroked it. "Knowing that you desire me, that I make you hard."
Tiny motes of light squeezed through the fabric and hovered in the air between them. Cecilia giggled and stuck a hand beneath her skirt.



"Sometimes, I wonder what it would be like if I had found you first," she said breathlessly. "If I didn't have to share you with the others. We could spend all day doing this."
"I mean..." Mike wasn't about to argue. He was a smart man and knew better. "If it had been just the two of us, what would be different?"
"We would travel," she said. Her fingers traced a circle around the head of his shaft, and she shifted her weight. Though he couldn't see what she was doing, he felt the thin fabric of her panties get pushed aside. "I would see the world with you and go beyond the boundaries of our home. We would go to the ocean, the mountains, and maybe the desert. There would be exciting new ways for us to make love, both under the sun and the stars."
He could feel the cool dampness of her labia against his shaft now. She was sliding herself along his cock and spreading lubricant around. He moved his hands along her thighs and squeezed, then continued further until his hands were on her hips. With his assistance, the head of his cock lined up with her vagina, and she began a slow descent onto him.
As if lifted by a breeze, her crimson locks billowed around her. Cecilia bit her lip and grunted as her pussy gobbled him up an inch at a time. She locked eyes with him and whimpered.
"You feel bigger than usual."
"We can take it slow." He ran his hands across her butt, then rubbed the tops of her thighs some more. Cecilia took a deep breath and wiggled her hips, which caused him to penetrate her a little bit deeper.
"I feel so different down there," she confessed. "I don't know why that is."
"Let's find out together." Mike touched her cheek. "But for now, you're in charge. Let's take it slow."
Cecilia leaned forward and kissed him again, rocking her hips as she did so. Over time, he moved further inside of her until he could go no further. The banshee took this moment to sit up and lean back, pulling up her skirt to reveal her swollen clitoris.
"Touch me?"
"Of course." Mike used his thumb, teasing the edges of her labia and then running across her clit. Cecilia shivered, her cheeks and shoulders so flushed that her freckles had almost disappeared. He took his time, using magic sparingly. For all he knew, Cecilia was no different than a human woman right now, and he didn't want to overwhelm her.
After a few minutes of this, Cecilia tightened her thighs around his body and moved his hand away to allow her to lean forward. She pushed hair out of both their eyes and smiled. "I want to be on my back," she said.
They rolled over, Mike still fully impaled between her legs. Cecilia's eyes shimmered like emerald pools, and she put both of her hands on his face.
"Make love to me," she begged. "I want to see what your face looks like when you come."
"As you wish," he replied, then started a slow rhythm. Before long, Cecilia pulled his face to hers and they kissed some more, the banshee moaning into his mouth. When she did so, it caused his own banshee magic to resonate, creating a buzzing sensation deep inside his chest. It felt like the air itself was playing music, and he made sure to keep his movements in tune with the beat.
From the corner of his eye, it looked as if the colors of this makeshift world rippled in time with their bodies. Yet he couldn't look away from the beautiful woman beneath him. There was no sense of urgency as they became lost in each other's bodies. The vibrating sensation between them had intensified, making Mike feel slightly drunk.
"More, my love, more!" Cecilia arched her back. "I can feel you better than ever this day. You're so hot inside of me!"
Mike took a moment to check their surroundings. The phantom people milling around the edges of the park ignored them entirely, and his magic didn't warn him of any impending danger.
"Please!" Cecilia clawed at his shoulders. "I have to know what your cum feels like inside of this body while I have it!"
Not one to leave a lady wanting, Mike moved with a faster rhythm. Streamers or electricity crawled from their conjoined bodies, spiraling away from them in a circle. White droplets of light rose into the sky, as if it were raining in reverse.
"Please," she continued to beg, her eyes locked on his. "Fill me up, mo leannan, make me yours forever!"
Mike took a deep breath as the magic built inside of him in order to fulfill Cecilia's desires. When he came, it was fiery and hot. He grunted with every spurt, his legs shaking in response.
"Oh. OH!" Cecilia's eyes never left his face. "I can feel it, so hot inside my belly. And you! Tha thu bòidheach!" She wrapped her legs around his waist and pinned him there, her hips slightly bucking against his own.
Up above, thunder pealed, but there weren't any clouds. Mike slowed his movements, but didn't pull out. Cecilia sighed and toyed with the collar of his shirt.
"What are you thinking about?" he asked.
"I sometimes wish I was human," she said. "That I could be yours and we could grow old together. But if I had been born a human, we never would have met."
"That is very true." Mike flexed his cock, which caused Cecilia to gasp. "Maybe you're more human now, but I've always liked you just the way you are."
The banshee smiled, then twisted her body so that they were lying on their sides. She caressed his cheek and embraced him, her lips brushing against his ears.
"We're being watched," she whispered. "I can feel it lurking nearby."
"What's the play?" he asked. When she looked confused, he clarified. "What should we do?"
"More of this," she replied, pushing him onto his back. She grabbed his hands and pulled them to her breasts, then rolled her hips. Semen gushed out of her, pooling in Mike's lap. "We...continue doing...this!"
Cecilia rode him slowly, yet grinding down on him hard. The motes of light caught in her hair, lifting the strands skyward as if carried aloft in a breeze. While Mike's hands remained on her breasts, she slid her fingers down his forearms and clutched his biceps for support. She stared down at him, her eyes shimmering with tears, then groaned and arched her back.
When she came, the lights around her changed color and fell to the ground, each drop playing a musical note and splattering like wet paint. Cecilia's eyes were wide in wonder as she quietly came, her eyes on the vivid tapestry of color that surrounded them. She was gasping for air, her chest rising and falling with every breath.
Mike had never seen such joy in her face.
Cecilia's gaze immediately sharpened on something behind him and she let out a piercing cry. Mike's fingers barely made it to his ears in time to muffle the banshee's wail. Her vaginal canal tightened around his cock as she cried out, her song filling the world with grief and rage as she squeezed a few more drops out of him.
Using his arms to sit up and twist around, Mike saw a dark figure writhing on the ground. It looked almost like an inkblot, the surface of its body rippling as it tried to scramble away from them. As Cecilia screamed, the color leached from her skin, leaving behind only a shock of red hair as she returned to her usual form. She floated off of him, allowing Mike to pull up his pants and scramble to his feet.
"Found you," he muttered as he fumbled with his belt. The entity pulled itself across the garden with tendrils that had hooks on the end. It was easy enough to jog ahead of it and cut off its escape. Mike opened his mouth and let out a banshee cry of his own.
The colors in the garden broke and ran together like paint, pooling into kaleidoscope puddles atop the graying grass. The entity tried to get away from them, but Cecilia was able to float just ahead of its path.
Seeing that Cecilia had things well under control, Mike let out a sigh of relief. However, now that the entity was captured, he had no idea what to do with it.
"There you are!"
Mike looked up to see Sofia jogging toward them across the grass. She also had her fingers in her ears. The cyclops looked at Cecilia, then turned back to Mike. "When did she get here?!?" she yelled.
"Snuck in with me," he yelled in reply. "How do we get out of this place?"
"Like this!" Sofia unplugged her ears and winced at the sound. Raising her sword, she lunged forward, narrowly dodging several hooked limbs to slice the entity in half. It made noise like metal screws dropped in a garbage disposal, and the scene tore like paper. A dark mist formed around the three of them, and was quickly dispersed to reveal the Forbidden Section.
"I finally found you," Sofia shouted, then picked up her staff. She pointed the crystal at the remains of the entity and a yellow sphere of energy appeared around it, trapping it within. "You can stop yelling, now!" she added.
Cecilia closed her mouth, then grinned. "Gotcha," she said, hovering near the sphere. Inside, the entity swirled around like hot tar, then pressed its melted features against the surface and raged. "It's an evil spirit, all twisted and gnarled like a poisoned tree."
"It's a wraith." Sofia turned her attention to the books on the floor and waved her staff. The tomes floated back to where they had come from, sliding into place with shushing sounds. Mike noticed that several of them now had loose pages that fluttered delicately as they moved, their battered covers opening and closing like fish out of water. "Little bastard tried to eat our souls."
"What do we do with it?" Mike walked up to the sphere. Inside, the dark fluid boiled like hot tar, clinging to the edges.
"We have quarantine procedures. Force it to possess an empty book and then toss it into a hole in the ground." Sofia folded up her sword and tucked it into her belt. "Library fills it up with cement."
"Ah, yes. We call that the Jersey treatment." Mike frowned at the sphere. "We can't just force it to cross over, can we?"
"It doesn't have a true soul," said Cecilia. "It's an amalgamation of them, stitched together with dark magic. If we were to send it away, it would only have a new hunting ground and may even return."
Sofia picked up the book the wraith had come from and set it on her cart. "The big mystery here is why that thing was haunting this book. Someone put it there. This isn't a demon that got trapped in a book of shadows, or the vengeful spirit of the book's author haunting their magnum opus."
"Do you get those a lot?" asked Mike.
"We have a whole section of books possessed by their authors. Probably one every few weeks in recent years. Too many people pouring their hearts and souls into writing a book and then getting upset when nobody buys it or appreciates their self-aggrandized genius." Sofia did a visual sweep of the room, then grabbed the cart with the remaining books. "Sometimes, their soul will actually inhabit the book before they die. Their body begins a soulless descent into madness."
"That sounds a bit extreme."
"I agree." Sofia turned her attention to the wraith as it hovered behind them in its prison. The malevolent spirit tossed and turned, its mouth open in a silent scream as it clawed at the sphere. "But you have to understand that books are always special. They're a gateway to another time and place, and their creation almost always takes a tiny part of their creator's soul. It's a very special kind of magic that is often misunderstood."
"I see." Mike smiled to himself. He used to read far more often in his younger days. Now he was much too busy living in a story of his own to indulge in the fantasies of others. Amymone had spoken with him at length about the same topic, but hearing those words echoed by the Head Librarian herself lent them even more weight. "Do you still read for fun?"
Sofia snorted. "I don't have time to read for fun," she replied.
"Is that why you're so sad?" asked Cecilia.
The cyclops stopped and turned to look at the banshee. "I'm not sad," she growled.
"I can see your soul," said Cecilia. "And you shouldn't lie to the Fae. We have ways of knowing."
"Fucking Fae," muttered Sofia as she stomped her way down the tunnel with the wraith in tow. Mike lagged behind so that he and Cecilia were out of earshot.
"Humans don't really like being called out on their bullshit," he said, his voice low. "Even though you're right."
"She's not human, mo leannan." Cecilia grinned. "But you're very sweet to forget."
Sofia stepped onto the platform and didn't even look in their direction when the others boarded. The transport moved away from the hidden doorway, which sealed itself back up. Even knowing where the tunnel used to be, Mike couldn't see any trace of it.
Inside the floating sphere, the wraith twisted about, its glowing eyes occasionally stopping to focus on Mike. He didn't like the malevolent intelligence he saw there, and was reminded of Leeds.
He tried not to think of the Jersey Devil often. The moments were rare when he did so, and it was always in connection with Grace. His daughter was growing up without her mother because of that bastard. This entity was about to be locked away deep in the bowels of the Library, but that didn't mean it would be there forever. What if it escaped some day, and became someone else's Leeds? Why bother allowing such a thing to exist?
His thoughts were dark, and he knew the root cause was his dilemma with Tink. There was no enemy for him to fight, no magnificent battle to triumph over. Instead, they were trying to bypass the natural order of things, and he was well aware the path they walked was lined with pitfalls of damnation.
Cecilia's hand found his own. He half expected her to say something, but she pressed her body against his and just embraced him. The dark thoughts fled, and he found comfort in her arms.
After several minutes of this, he realized something. His home was full of plenty of people who were more than happy to give him their full support. But the surly cyclops in front of him didn't enjoy that same relationship with others. He wondered how much of her solitary nature was based on her job, or even the life that had been forced upon her. While he was sometimes alone, he was never lonely. Sofia, on the other hand, was often both of those things.
Mike gave Cecilia a squeeze and she let go of him. He was about to explain why, but when he looked in her direction, she nodded in understanding. Without another word, he walked across the platform to stand next to Sofia. He slid his arm around her waist and she stiffened at his touch.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Just being here," he said, leaning into her. "For you."
Sofia clutched her staff so tight that her knuckles turned white. He half expected her to push him away, but was pleasantly surprised when she draped her free arm over his shoulders and returned his embrace. Cecilia floated up from behind and pressed herself against his back, making him into a proper Mike-sandwich.
He could feel the angry spirit's dark attention on the back of his head, but it felt distant. They rode back to the lobby together in silence.

🏡🏡🏡
When the platform finally descended to the lobby over an hour later, Mike let go of Sofia and watched as they drifted down to the marble floor below. Rats were everywhere, many of them carrying books or food to their destinations. Eulalie was at the Information Desk, giving out instructions. She looked up at their approach and waved.
"There you are!" She casually leapt over the desk and waited for the platform to land. "You've been gone all day. I was wondering when you would get back."
"Around now," said Mike. He stepped off the platform and moved aside for Sofia and her books. Cecilia had gone invisible again, but he suspected she was close by. This was confirmed when she nibbled playfully on his ear. "Did you need something from me? Where's Grace?"
"She's playing with her Aunt Abella in Naia's fountain." Eulalie made a face. "Aunt Yuki needed a break after her tails got webbed together."
Mike frowned. "Why did Grace do that?"
Eulalie shrugged. "It started innocently. She was tying ribbons in Yuki's tails and Yuki didn't notice that Grace was using her webs instead of previously approved tail decorations. I feel it was a good lesson for both of them. Don't turn your back on a child and don't use webs on your friends and family without permission." The Arachne gave Sofia a sly look, which the cyclops ignored.
"We have some research material," said Sofia as she gestured at the cart, then at the hovering sphere nearby. "That thing needs to be disposed of. If you can have one of your rats bring me a blank journal from storage, I will show you how it's done."
Eulalie was too busy studying the sphere and didn't reply. When Sofia cleared her throat, the Arachne looked away from it. "Excuse me, what?"
"Just bring me an empty journal." Sofia waited a moment, then coughed. "Please."
The Arachne lowered her gaze to a nearby rat, who nodded and took off. "So what is this thing?" she asked, gesturing at the sphere. "When I look at it, I feel...angry. I haven't felt this mad since..." Eulalie frowned. "Velvet."
"If it's making you feel bad, you should get away from it." Sofia moved toward the Information Desk. "It's quite powerful, and there's a good chance it's trying to get inside your head."
"But it can't, right?" Eulalie stuck out her finger and jabbed the sphere. "It's trapped in this--"
Cracks spiraled out from Eulalie's fingertips, and the sloshing dark fluid expanded rapidly with spikes along its body, looking very much like an evil pufferfish. Eulalie skittered away from it as it landed on the ground.
"Everybody back!" Sofia whipped her staff around, but the entity launched itself across the room and landed on a rat. The poor thing let out a squeak and was torn apart.
"You piece of shit!" Eulalie let out a howl of rage and sprinted forward. The entity raised bladed limbs and let out a cackle as it slashed out at her. The Arachne was fast enough to dodge the blows, but her efforts to put hands on the wraith were for naught. Its whole body would shift and distort. When Eulalie finally got her fingers on it, the thing slipped free with no effort.
"Get out of the way!" Sofia screamed, unable to use whatever spell she had planned. "Eulalie, move!
Mike released a banshee cry, but was interrupted when the wraith hurled a book at his face. He was knocked prone by the surprise attack, biting his lip in the process.
Cecilia appeared, manifesting from above and descending. When she screamed, everybody plugged their ears. The wraith bubbled from within, then made a break for it. Mike got to his feet and saw that the wraith was heading for the hallway that led to the Librarian's Quarters.
Tink! Reaching within, Mike summoned a magical barrier that stretched across the hallway. It was a spell he had learned from the Grimoire, the only one he had been willing to take. The wraith splashed across the shield's surface, then reformed facing toward them. It reached into its torso and threw a book at the group. Black clouds erupted from its pages, threatening to pull them into yet another pocket dimension.
"Not this time," said Sofia, using her staff. The black clouds evaporated, revealing the wraith as it flew through the air at the Head Librarian. She brought her staff up just in time to block a bladed assault, then cried out when it grabbed her ankle and knocked her to the ground. Her eye flashed with magic and she let out a scream as the wraith reached for her throat with brutal claws.
When she screamed, it felt final, somehow, the sound piercing Mike to his very core with dread. WIthout thinking, he leapt forward and sank his fist into the creature's back, his arm going numb to the shoulder. The wraith spun around, ready to tear him apart, then went still as Mike's magic locked down around it, binding it in place. His fingers sought out the spiritual threads that bound the thing together. The wraith's mass swirled in place, and glowing eyes now regarded him with cold hatred.



"Enough," Mike growled. Using his magic, he grabbed onto the closest thing to a soul that the entity had and pulled. The wraith shrieked in alarm when Mike yanked a thick, goopy thread from its body. It tried to slash at Mike, but he had summoned a magical shield around himself. Instead of fighting Mike, it grabbed at the thread and tried to force it back into its torso.
With the thread outside the wraith, Mike used both hands to pull on it, causing the thread to snap. The wraith recoiled and clawed at its face as the edges of its body frayed and turned to mist that evaporated almost instantly. The entity fell to the ground and flailed, then resorted to hugging its body in an attempt to hold itself together.
Finally, it let out a weak cry and melted away, leaving a stain on the marble that looked very much like blood. Mike looked up at the others and saw them staring back in shock.
"What did you do?" asked Eulalie, her eyes wide with surprise.
"This thing was stitched together with magic and pieces of souls, right?" Mike made a claw with his hands. "I found the soul part and pulled it out."
"That's..." Sofia clutched her staff like a protective talisman. "I was going to say impossible, but I should know better."
"Yeah." Mike looked at the stain on the floor. "Sorry about the mess."
A loud clunking sound filled the air, followed by Kisa yelling. Tink waddled out into the hallway, dragging her club behind her.
"You're supposed to stay in bed," said Kisa, who was walking backward in front of the goblin. "Get back there right this second!"
"Tink hear fight." The goblin grinned at Mike and hefted the club, which transformed into a crossbow. "Where bad guy? Tink make big kill!"
"Right there," said Mike, pointing at the stain. "The fight is over already. Don't worry, you're safe."
"Bah!" Tink rolled her eyes and handed Kisa the crossbow. The catgirl nearly fell over trying to hold it. "Tink miss fighting. Tink miss fucking. Tink miss everything!" She waddled off angrily, back down the hallway to her room.
Kisa made eye contact with Mike, and he felt her speak directly into his mind.
Please figure this out soon, she said. She's driving me crazy. With that, Kisa followed Tink back to her room, grunting as she dragged the giant crossbow behind her.

🏡🏡🏡
Yuki grumbled quietly to herself as she sat on the front porch. Her three natural tails were fanned out in front of her in the sun in an attempt to dry them. She had taken a quick bath with Naia's help, but even with the spider webs missing from her fur, there were still ragged clumps where it had become tangled.
Sitting on the step below, Grace was meticulously running a brush through one of the tails, eager to undo her mistake from earlier. The Arachne had shown plenty of contrition after accidentally ruining the kitsune's tail. When Grace hit a snag with the brush, she stuck her tiny fingers inside the bushy fur to undo the mess by hand.
Behind her, Yuki's golden tails radiated magic in gentle pulses. Though they felt like they were made of fur, they were actually a manifestation of mana and Yuki's soul. They couldn't be harmed and required no actual upkeep.
Sulyvahn was nearby, humming quietly to himself as he helped the centaurs manage the hedge maze. Most of them had already left for the evening, and Yuki got the strangest feeling that the dullahan was hanging around waiting for someone. To her knowledge, Beth was currently in Oregon, so there was no reason for Suly to lurk around here. It was only an hour until sunset.
"Blech!" Grace tugged on something in Yuki's tail and pulled out a chunk of hair that was caught up in a glob of webbing. When she held it up for Yuki's appraisal, the kitsune narrowed her eyes.
"Big sorry." The Arachne pouted.
Yuki sighed. "I know," she replied, then patted Grace on the head. "But you did learn your lesson, right?"
"Yes." Grace picked up the closest brush and resumed stroking Yuki's tail. "No webs on Aunt Yuki."
"No webs on family members," Yuki clarified. "Or furniture."
Grace bobbed her head in understanding. "Ribbons, only," she added.
"Yes, ribbons are fine." Yuki heard the front door open and looked up to see Death standing there with a builder's belt wrapped around his waist. The Grim Reaper struck a pose with his hands on his waist, then tilted his gaze toward Yuki.
"Good afternoon," he said, speaking louder than usual.
"What's with the belt?" she asked.
"Ah, this. I'm surprised you noticed." Death stared out into the yard as if appraising his domain. "With Tinker Radley in her current state, I have taken it upon myself to maintain the exterior of our home. Have you seen any loose shingles? Or perhaps a stuck window?"
"Um..." Yuki looked at Grace. Even the Arachne looked puzzled. Down in the yard, Suly was frowning in their direction. "Are you sure you should be doing that? You...don't seem like the handyman type."
"On the contrary!" Death reached down to his belt and pulled out a hammer. "Tinker once explained to me that this tool is intended for percussive maintenance." He slid the hammer back into its loop and withdrew a screwdriver. "And this is for Philip's screws!"
"Flathead." Grace hopped onto the porch next to Death and pointed at the flattened tip of the screwdriver. She grabbed a different screwdriver out of his belt and held it up. "Philips."
"Ah, I see. Well, I did have a fifty-fifty chance." Death chuckled. "But these tools alone will enable me to conduct most home repairs. Much like Mike Radley himself, I intend to solve any issues by pounding or screwing them."
Yuki coughed so hard that she actually choked on her own spit. Grace helpfully patted her on the back, her tiny hands nearly swatting her into the yard. She held up a hand for the Arachne to stop.
"Death, my friend." Suly cocked his head to one side and grimaced. "Ye cannae do house repairs jus' on account o' having a few tools."
"Which is why I now have all the tools!" Death turned back to the door where a rolling toolbox pushed its way through. Tick Tock flapped its upper lid at everyone and then stuck out a tape-measure tongue. "Tick Tock has agreed to be my helper in this endeavor and is currently carrying the majority of Tinker Radley's workshop in their belly. Though I do suppose hard to reach places may give us some trouble..." Death scratched at his chin, then snapped his fingers. "Miss Grace! You've helped your aunt with things around the house. Would you like to be my helper as well?"
Grace moved toward Tick Tock and knocked on the mimic's belly. The lid opened, revealing a bright pink hard hat with a spider sticker on it. She pulled the helmet out, followed by a pair of safety glasses. She plunked the helmet on her head, then put on her glasses.
"Looks like you've got an employee," said Yuki.
"Indeed. I--" Death was interrupted by Grace, who was tugging on the arm of his robe. When he looked at her, she held up another pair of safety glasses. He took them from her and put them on. "It would seem she's looking out for me already. Now if you'll excuse us, we must do a proper appraisal!"
Death and Grace held hands as they stepped off the porch. Tick Tock had to waddle down the steps on its wheels. Yuki could hear the tools inside of the mimic rattling back and forth. Oddly, she heard a ringing sound, reminiscent of bells. It was most likely a loose socket set, or potentially some brackets rattling around.
The trio moved out together into the yard. Death chattered ceaselessly, all while tossing his hammer in the air and catching it. Grace hung on every word as the two of them walked down the long path to the edge of the property with Tick Tock rolling behind them.
"Now there be an odd trio." Suly chuckled. "I wonder what trouble will find 'em?"
"No idea," muttered Yuki. But she did know one thing. Whatever they did to the house, Tink was gonna be pissed.

🏡🏡🏡
It was nearing midnight at the local park when the water in the pond rippled and a female figure emerged. Her azure skin glowed despite a complete lack of moonlight. She cautiously waded toward the shore, inhaling the musky scent of Earth through her nostrils. Upon reaching the jagged rocks of the shoreline, she stepped out of the water, completely naked.
She sniffed the air again, then crouched down to touch the soil with her fingertips. Scooping the dirt up with a fingernail, she tasted it and made a face. This was a world lacking in magic, a dying world. When she looked up into the sky, she was unable to see the stars she knew were there. The lights from the nearby city had obscured them from view.
It was disgusting. Reprehensible. Destructive.
She loved it.
Shivering in delight, the woman stepped onto the rocks, the stones shifting beneath her feet to avoid hurting her sensitive flesh. Her gossamer hair thickened and wove itself into a tight braid behind her neck. She turned back toward the pond and waited for her counterpart. The Seelie court had chosen her specifically for this mission, but she had also volunteered. The chance to leave the Fae realm behind and see what the mortals had done with Earth in the last few centuries had been a prime opportunity to do something different.
She was also extremely eager to meet this Caretaker that everyone was so interested in. The doomsayers were all but in a panic over this man, and there were rumors among the court that the queen herself had some sort of illicit relationship with him. The queen had simply not been the same since her battle with Mike Radley, and the court had come to suspect she somehow maintained a relationship with him. Nobody was entirely sure how this was possible, but if true, it would upend the politics of the Fae realm in quite the dramatic manner.
That was something she certainly didn't want to miss.
The surface of the pond rippled, then exploded in a spray of water as a dark form launched into the sky and disappeared into the trees. Leaving the pond behind, she eventually found her counterpart huddled at the base of a tree. The dark, amorphic figure clutched the bark in long talons, its skin stretching and changing to match the color of the tree.
"Oh? They sent a shapeshifter?" She knelt down and touched the creature. It snapped at her, its numerous eyes looking everywhere. "You have nothing to fear from me," she said in a scolding tone. "We're supposed to work together."
The shapeshifter hissed, then sniffed her hand. When it did so, its features rippled and it took on her form. She grabbed the creature by the throat and squeezed.
"Do not dare wear my face," she growled, then gave the creature a shove. It reverted back to its previous form, but seeing her own naked body on the creature gave her pause. She looked down at herself and snapped her fingers in realization.
"I knew I was forgetting something," she muttered, then beckoned to the nearby shadows. The darkness stretched and wrapped around her, transforming into cloth. She stood up straight, now garbed in a proper gown made of shadows. It was a temporary fix, she would need to acquire proper, Earth attire as soon as possible. Since her wardrobe was largely composed of starlight and poetry, it simply hadn't translated to the mortal realm and had likely been destroyed on the way here.
The shapeshifter whimpered at her feet, then briefly transformed into her once again.
"Wait!" it cried, before she could strike it. "No disrespect intended. I am...newly created. No other forms yet. Need this mouth to speak."
"Really?" She narrowed her eyes at the beast, but knew it wasn't lying. "So the Unseelie chose not to send their best, but to create you instead?"
"I am...without bonds." Her own face grinned back at her, revealing sharp teeth. "Should I succeed, my actions will be seen as mine alone."
She frowned. "I thought our mission here was to gain the Caretaker's trust and get close to him. Determine if his actions truly threaten our kind, and then act."
"Yes!" The shapeshifter nodded. "But to complete the mission, there can be no...impediments."
The Fae woman chuckled. "I see. My court sent a princess. Yours sent an assassin."
The shapeshifter shrugged. "Perhaps," it replied.
The princess licked her lips and frowned at the shapeshifter. She should have expected no less from the Unseelie court. This was absolutely the kind of approach they would choose. The Queen herself had dictated the rules of engagement with the Radley household, but was already at a disadvantage due to the rumors of favoritism. Both courts were allowed to investigate the Caretaker, yet neither would be allowed to act unless they had reasonable proof that Mike Radley was about to commit a crime against their people.
She wouldn't put it past the shapeshifter to create a reason for Mike to attack her people directly. The stories about what had happened to the mortals who had abducted his children had been juicy gossip amongst the court. The Queen had expressly forbidden any direct harm to the members of the house for this very reason. Should the Caretaker's family experience losses due to the court's intervention, they had every reason to believe the mortal would bring war to their realm.
So what would the shapeshifter do? The princess was eager to find out.
"Come," she said, gesturing for the shapeshifter to follow. "Though we may not work together, at least allow me to assist you in finding a new face. I do not wish for you to wear that one any longer."
The shapeshifter hissed in agreement and started to follow her on all fours. It eventually stood upright, assuming the princess's supernaturally smooth gait.
She smiled to herself. No matter what happened in the days ahead, at least it wouldn't be boring.

🏡🏡🏡
I hope you all enjoyed this chapter as much as I enjoyed writing it! I've always wanted to do a scene with Cecilia in her "more human" form, and wanted to cleanse the mental pallet with a little extra love and romance for those two. Many of you have asked when we'd spend more time with her since Book 4, and she will continue to feature heavily in this storyline.
I hope August is treating you well! Have yourself a nice cup of tea and relax as the Halloween season eases in, I know I will be. And don't forget to do something kind for yourself. You're overdue, I just know it.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Welcome back, monster lovers! Annabelle Hawthorne has once again returned to present you with the next stunning chapter of "Please don't show this to my therapist, Book 8!"
(I'm not anti-therapy, I just don't want this dominating my other issues)
Hello, new friends! You've clicked on this because you're in disbelief that this is somehow the 121st chapter of a story. "Surely the chapters are short" you may think, but nay, I have deceived you! Not only is my average chapter around 13k words, but there are also 3 spin-off novels in this series along with so many sex scenes that I am legally obligated to warn readers with nut allergies. So if you don't want to go into shock over the sheer confusion you'll experience by jumping in, you should probably go all the way back to chapter 001 and start there! (That's right, two zeros, like fucking James Bond)
(Annabelle's lawyer here. We are under no legal obligations regarding nuts, please disregard)
Returning friends and readers, hello and well met! This summer was long in all the best ways and short in all the rest. I did get a chance to rest and recuperate, which will serve me well in the fall and winter months while I fight the desire to buy a bunch of pumpkin spice crap from Starbucks (why must it taste so good?!?).
A huge shout out goes to my beta readers who help me look for inconsistencies. You'd be surprised how much garbage sneaks through. Lit's own TJ Skywind found a glaring mistake in this draft that other early readers missed entirely, that's another author here who is committed to quality. If you're ever stressed about when the next chapter might post, I put all that info in my bio fso you can schedule appropriately.
Anyway, it's about time to let you get to it. Don't mind these mini-blogs I always do, it's just me
Chiming In
Eulalie sat in her web hammock, her attention firmly focused on one of the monitors as she typed lines of code into a text editor with one hand. The other hand casually flicked at a fidget spinner that was held in place by the paw of her fourth leg which she had curled upward. In truth, she could have written code solely by sound if she wanted. Her hearing was sensitive enough that she could now recognize the distinct sound of every stroke on her keyboard. Still, being able to triple check for errors now was far preferable to potential hours searching for her mistake later.
That, and then she wouldn't be able to listen to the satisfying buzz of ball bearings as her fidget spinner whirled. It sang to her as she flicked it again, then she flexed her paw so that the spinner was balanced in the center much like a juggler might spin a plate.
Movement out of the corner of her eye caused her to shift her attention to a rat carrying a strand of fiber optic cable. The creature came to a stop beneath her, its whiskers twitching with anxiety as it held the cable up for her inspection.
"We lost another connection," it said. Eulalie studied the rat for the span of a breath to identify it. Her senses dug through all the markers: fur, scent, pheromone, the way the rat held its tail aloft when he walked on two paws, the small clip in his left ear. This was Basil, who belonged to a family of rats who had taken their names from the contents of a spice rack once upon a time. Basil was technically a legacy name. Right now, Basil Sr. was in charge of organizing incoming cookbooks for the Library, but not because he was named for a spice. The whole family knew how to read and understand food labels, which was definitely a niche skill set for rodents.
"Tell me more, Basil." She leaned over and took the cable from Basil and held it up to get a better look at it. Sure enough, the cable was neatly severed by a collapsing portal. There was a bit of an art form to the magical portals the rats made. When they fell apart, anything caught in the portal was simply detached at a molecular level. There were likely some interesting applications of this process, but the Arachne had plenty of other things on her plate.
"This one came from the server room in the Computer Sciences Department at MIT." Basil cleaned his face nervously. "It was spotted by the intern."
"The intern?" Eulalie's eyes narrowed. "Do you mean Carl?"
Basil nodded. Carl the intern was a new student in the Computer Sciences Department. For whatever reason, he had been put in charge of the server room maintenance, and had become the bane of Eulalie's existence on the MIT campus.
Server rooms were easy to infiltrate once you bypassed external security. Unless there were problems with the server, nobody paid much attention to what was going on with the hardware itself. It was easy enough to plug a direct line into a server and maintain a continuous connection. In fact, Eulalie often did maintenance of her own to ensure nobody looked twice. There were over a dozen college campuses right now that were running at peak performance due to her interventions.
However, Carl was either some sort of cable savant or a bored nerd. This was the third time this month the man had discovered one of her cables. The rats monitored stuff like this for her, and protocol upon discovery was to immediately shut down any portals to that location. This meant that Carl had likely discovered what appeared to be a cut cable attached to nothing, or perhaps even a hole that went a few inches into the wall and terminated abruptly.
Now that was something she wished she could see. She fiddled with the cable for a moment, wondering if it would be worth installing another one sometime just to see how fast Carl would find it. However, if this guy was half as good as she thought he was, there was a chance he was doing diagnostics on that particular server already. He would see that information had been going both ways through that port, which meant problems for Eulalie. The safety of her niece and the house came first and always. Sighing, she handed the cable remnant to Basil.
"Go ahead and pull any other connections from MIT," she said with remorse. She hated losing a direct server connection because it would be that much harder to dig through data flowing through the school. MIT had some cutting edge research, along with top secret government programs that she had been eagerly watching. The Arachne turned her attention to another screen and set a reminder to check on Carl's enrollment at MIT every six months. The guy was due to graduate in two years, and she didn't want to forget to go back later. Someone like Carl was good to know about, and maybe even hire someday.
Ignoring the rat, she opened a command console window and quickly set up a search program that would dig through forums, message boards, and anywhere else a server junky may go. If Carl started asking around about mysterious cables that disappeared into walls, she wanted to know right away.
When she turned her attention back to Basil, she was happy to see that he had at least relaxed a little. The rats trusted her, but they got very anxious whenever failing a task, even if it wasn't their fault. Reggie's predecessor was largely at fault for this. That rat had been a real bastard.
"Dismissed," she said as she leaned back into her webs. "And thank you."
Basil bowed low, then scampered off with the cable in tow. She watched him vanish into one of the tunnels carved in the wall, then reached out and flicked her spinner again. It practically hummed while spinning, and she tossed it in the air with her paw only to catch it on the end of another leg. Grinning, she looked back at the code she had been working on.
The flow of air shifted slightly in the room and was accompanied by the sound of sliding fabric. Eulalie frantically typed in an attempt to finish one last bit of code just as Sofia entered the room. She hit enter and leaned back so far in her hammock that she was now looking at the cyclops upside down.
"Ugh, I hate when you do that." The cyclops shivered, then continued into the corner of the room where a small table and chairs had been placed for visitors. Earlier, the rats had set up a small plate of cheese and fruit. Eulalie had wondered who was coming to visit her.
The Arachne tumbled backward out of her web, the fidget spinner precariously balanced on one foot. She wondered how long she could make it spin. Her personal record was almost two hours. How long had it been spinning already? It didn't really matter. She could just start the timer now.
Walking across the room, she studied Sofia. For the first time in a few days, the cyclops didn't smell of alcohol, which was a pleasant surprise. She did, however, have a large bag under her eye from lack of sleep. It was almost painful to look at, and made Eulalie think of a double chin. Every time the cyclops blinked, it wobbled. Arachnes didn't really get bags under their eyes. It didn't serve any evolutionary advantage. In fact, she wasn't entirely certain what purpose they were meant to serve. Of what use was advertising to the world that your sleep habits were trash?
Then again, maybe it was meant to be a physiological warning sign. One look in the mirror and you knew you weren't at your best. How much sleep had Eulalie been getting lately? She did some quick math in her head and frowned. If she remembered correctly, she was averaging around five hours of sleep a night. That was definitely sub-optimal. She couldn't even blame an MMO this time.
Gods, that little eyelid chin just kept jiggling. The eye itself narrowed and Eulalie realized she had been staring for a few seconds.
"Good..." Eulalie checked a nearby monitor for the time. "Morning!"
Sofia sighed. "Did I come at a bad time?"
The Arachne shook her head. "Lily and Dana aren't currently murdering anyone... I think. No, this is fine. Is something up? Is this about all those books I ordered? That's just blatant market manipulation and I did it on my own account. Or maybe you heard about MIT?"
"MI... no, I'm not here to talk about whatever is going on outside the Library." Sofia took a deep breath and looked away. This was a sign that whatever she had to say was difficult for her. Eulalie hated conversations like this. They made her itchy. "I wanted to talk about what happened yesterday."
"Yesterday?" Eulalie winced. She could still picture that bubbling wraith as it twisted away from her, like hot tar with an attitude. The thing had been nearly as quick as she was, only slipping free of her grip due to its amorphic body. Dealing with any creature that could out maneuver her was always unsettling.
"Yes." The Head Librarian sat up straight in her seat, which put her at eye level with Eulalie. "You broke protocol. Severely."
Eulalie immediately stopped the fidget spinner and slipped it into her pocket. She dropped her other hand to her spinnerets and pulled out a small length of webbing, which she immediately pulled into a loop. This activity was far quieter than the fidget spinner and less likely to annoy the cyclops.
"Yeah, about that." The Arachne studied Sofia, uncertain where to begin. "I'm really sorry."
"Sorry? That's it?" Sofia's tone was like ice. "You accidentally freed a malevolent entity and you're...sorry?"
"I guess I'm not sure what else you want me to say." This was why she hated confrontations that weren't through a keyboard. She screwed up and had apologized. What more was there? "So yeah, I'm sorry."
"Sorry isn't good enough, Eulalie." Sofia stood now, her fists balled up. "Do you have any idea what you almost did?"
"I mean..." Eulalie dropped her gaze to the webbing in her hand. She had already converted the cat's cradle into a Jacob's ladder. "Yeah, that thing almost hurt everyone."
"That thing killed one of your rats and almost killed me." Sofia's voice was little more than a whisper.
"No, it didn't." Eulalie tilted her head to one side. "Not the rat part, that was very regrettable. I mean the latter half. You can see your own future if it involves getting hurt or dying. That thing wasn't actually going to hurt you."
"You're wrong, Eulalie. I saw that thing kill me, over and over again. But do you know what? When it came at me that very last time, I saw my death. I amended every possible outcome I could, and nothing changed at all. In those two seconds, I died over a dozen times, and there was nothing I could do. Nothing at all!" The cyclops was grinding her teeth, Eulalie could hear them. "If Mike hadn't stepped in, I would be dead right now!"
"Oh." Well, that was quite the revelation. How was she supposed to parse that nugget of information? "Um...well...I'm glad you're not dead."
"Gods, you don't even see it, do you? What would have happened if I died?" Sofia ran a hand through her hair so roughly that some of it pulled free from the braid. "Well, to start with, you would be responsible for my death. Can you even comprehend what that's like? To fuck up so badly that somebody you know dies in front of you?"
"Uh..." This conversation was already difficult, and Eulalie was now in uncharted territory. What could you say to someone you almost killed due to carelessness?
"How would you have lived with yourself? Do you know what it's like to get somebody killed and constantly see shadows of them?" Sofia's features were bright red now, and Eulalie half wondered if the cyclops might take a swing at her. "What if Mike hadn't been there, hmm? What if that thing had gotten away and killed Tink? When you have to sit down with Grace and tell her that you accidentally killed her primary mother figure, would you just say 'Sorry'?!?"
The webbing in Eulalie's hands snapped. The cyclops now had her full attention.
"Don't bring Grace into this," she whispered. Eulalie loved her niece more than anything, and maybe that was part of the problem. She had never planned on becoming a mother. Honestly, neither had Velvet. Years ago, they had resigned themselves to the idea that the two of them would be the last of their species.
But now, the future of their species was in the hands of a little girl who still ate crayons. Eulalie sometimes wished more than anything that she could set aside her asexuality and take that burden, to mate and produce offspring of her own. But Arachne biology demanded compatibility. Even if she tried to inseminate herself with a turkey baster (per Lily's suggestion), it would do nothing.
Was Grace destined to feel the burden of their species? Or was she loved enough that she would never crave the companionship of her own kind?
"But she's a part of this, no matter what you want." Sofia looked down at Eulalie over her nose. "Every person is a member of her family. She still carries around that bear of hers, and she only knew Cyrus for a few months."
"Don't...don't talk about him, either." The room felt like it was spinning under her feet. "He's off limits, too."
"You don't get to duck out of an adult conversation just because it's hard. For fucks' sake, Eulalie. I'm the one who almost died because of you! You couldn't follow the rules! Fuck!" The cyclops slammed her fist against the wall, which startled a few rats who had been trying to covertly conduct their business through the room. "Once I'm gone, that's it! You're the Head Librarian. Then it's your turn to be miserable and remember those who came before you, wandering the stacks and wondering what you could have done differently. Do you think I want that for you?"
"I...um..." The Arachne was so off balance, she wasn't sure where to begin.
"You're nowhere near ready for the responsibility." Sofia crossed her arms. "If you ever hope to become the Head Librarian, you need to find a way to properly own up to mistakes like this."
Aha! That was something Eulalie could finally latch onto! Should she beat around the bush a bit? Some people preferred that. Then again, Sofia looked tired and would probably just be annoyed.
"Except I don't want to be the Head Librarian."
"What?" It was like the breath had been knocked out of the cyclops.
Eulalie shrugged. "I like helping you and being part of the Library, but I've never wanted to be in charge. I'm not really a people person. My skill set is very different from yours. I would be a terrible Head Librarian." She jerked a thumb at the rats. "And it's not like that lot can be in charge. They're happy to have a purpose, but this place needs someone like you who can restore it to its former glory."
"You...don't...want..." Sofia's mouth opened and closed much like a fish out of water.
"Not in the slightest." The Arachne gestured at the bank of monitors. "I'm already caught up in so many other things, and that doesn't include being the Rat Queen. The Head Librarian isn't just a title. It comes with so many duties that I wouldn't know where to begin. I always figured we'd just work together until we had a few more librarians and that maybe you'd choose one of them."
The cyclops had gone pale and was breathing fast. She mumbled something under her breath that even Eulalie couldn't make out, then stood and walked briskly out the exit. The Arachne stared at the archway as she pulled another bit of thread from her spinnerets.
"Well...fuck," she muttered. She was fairly certain that conversation had gone better for her than Sofia. Tapping a finger on her chin, she sighed and turned her attention back toward the computer.
Doing computer stuff was always easier than dealing with people.

🏡🏡🏡

Mike looked down at the table and frowned. He contemplated the playing card with a picture of a hobo spider on it, his left hand hovering over the face-down cards spread across the table. Opposite from him, Grace stared through his soul, somehow looking back in time to his childhood and judging him even there.
"Blink, honey." Yuki ruffled Grace's hair. The Arachne blinked exactly once, her gaze never leaving her father's face. Squatting next to the little girl was Abella. The gargoyle had positioned her hands beneath her chin as if in deep contemplation. In front of her was a pair of cards she had already matched in the memory game.
Mike sighed. He had no idea which card he needed and it was time to commit. Fuck it, he thought and chose at random.
He flipped over one of the other cards. It was, in fact, not a hobo spider. The jumping spider looked friendly enough, but his failure to match cards meant that his turn was over and the game had now circled back to his daughter.
"You're up, kid." He leaned back and groaned inwardly. Grace stared at him as she flipped over the hobo spider once more and then turned over its match, which had been revealed by Abella on her turn. The jumping spider was next, and its match was exactly where Reggie had found it three minutes ago.
"Bugs," muttered the Rat King. He had three matches in front of him, his tail twitching in irritation. One by one, Grace went through the cards and matched all of them until there were four cards left. At no point did she ever look away from Mike as she promptly stomped on everyone who was playing. However, she did pause to contemplate the final cards, none of which had been flipped yet. She took a chance and failed to match the crab spider with its mate.
Reggie sighed. He flipped over one of the remaining cards, then swept the table. He held up his matched cards. He had five matches to Grace's eight.
"I'm starting to think she may be unstoppable," he said.
"We can blame that on Jenny," said Mike. Now that Grace was old enough for certain games, she played with Reggie and Jenny all the time. The doll was usually cheating somehow, but Grace's intense focus often meant she was able to bypass the doll's exploit. Poor Reggie was usually caught in the crossfire of the battle of the titans, and Mike wondered if the extra gray hairs on the rat's snout had come from playing with them.



"You can blame most of that on her heritage," said Yuki as she stroked the little girl's hair. Grace hissed with pleasure at the compliment, then picked up all the cards and started to shuffle them.
"I don't think so," said Reggie. "I'm fairly certain she can track them by feel."
"Is that true, Grace?" Mike cocked his head at his daughter. In response, she pulled two cards seemingly at random and handed them over. It was a pair of jumping spiders.
"Shit," he whispered to himself.
"I'm out," said Reggie. "I haven't had this much abuse since the time I got trapped in a pantry by a cat."
"When was this?" asked Mike.
"My younger days." Reggie smirked. "I had several adventures of my own before becoming royalty, you know." The Rat King chuckled to himself and hopped off the table. "Now if you'll excuse me, I have a warm bed and some kingly duties to attend to. Maybe I'll sire a child who can keep up with your children, Caretaker. The numbers are in my favor, after all."
"It's good to be the king," muttered Mike as he watched Reggie leave. Once the rat had gone, he looked at his daughter and laughed. Yuki had taken the cards and spread them out. Grace had already matched over half of them. "Not much of a game, now is it?"
Grace shrugged, then scooped the cards up and set them in the middle of the table. She reached up to pat Mike on the head just as Death stepped out of the office.
"It is officially eleven in the morning," said Death as he put on a pair of safety glasses. "Which means it is time for us to show up to work."
"What exactly are you two doing out there?" asked Mike as Grace slipped on her own glasses. Over in the corner, the lamp threw itself behind the couch and transformed into a tool chest, which rolled out into the open. "Sorry, the three of you."
"Mostly standing around," said Death as he walked to the front door. "Oh, wait!" The Reaper ran into the office and returned with a thermos. "Don't want to forget my soup," he said as Grace opened the front door and held it for Tick Tock. Once the trio was through, the door clicked shut.
"They're up to something," said Yuki. "I'd bet one of my tails on it."
"They're going to hang some chimes," said Abella with a grin. "Death and Grace picked out some spots to hang them. Her job is to string up the chimes themselves with her webs. I think it's a good idea. It'll keep Grace busy while Tink is out."
Mike sighed. He was happy that the Reaper had taken it upon himself to keep Grace's hours occupied, but how long would he have to do so?
"Enough of that." Yuki picked up a card and tossed it playfully at him. "Doom and gloom looks awful on you."
"Yeah, yeah." He picked up the card and set it back on the pile.
"Do you think Sofia has read that journal yet?" Abella looked at him hungrily. "Because if she's not going to be by until later, I can think of a fun way to occupy--"
There was a clunking sound, followed by a book being set on a wooden shelf. Sofia walked out of the office. Mike noticed immediately how tired she looked, and how red her eye was. Had she been crying?
"Looks like my date is here," he said. When he rose, Abella playfully clutched at his hand, as if trying to hold him down.
"Call me," she whispered with a wink. The gargoyle stood and walked slowly toward the front door of the house, careful not to destroy the floorboards. The door opened as if by magic, allowing Abella to step outside. Cecilia briefly appeared, then gave the door a gentle push shut before fading from sight.
"So did you get a chance to..." Mike's voice trailed off as Sofia ignored him to walk through the dining room and into the kitchen.
"Looks like somebody is still struggling." Yuki rose and adjusted her kimono. "Maybe I should give her my therapist's number."
"Perhaps, but..." Mike winced when he heard a cabinet door in the kitchen slam. "Do it tactfully?"
Yuki laughed. "I don't want cyclops spit in my food." She headed for the stairs. "Send me a text if our little construction worker circles back around."
Mike nodded, then headed for the kitchen. He stepped inside to the rhythmic sound of a knife's edge knocking against the wooden grain of a cutting board. Sofia had already pulled several vegetables from the fridge and pantry and was frantically chopping them. Knowing better than to startle a woman holding a knife, he stepped up beside her to make his presence known before speaking.
"Hey," he said. Sofia grunted in response, but said nothing else. The late morning sunlight occasionally glinted off the edge of the knife as she chopped, creating a hypnotic pattern.
Mike debated asking her what was up, or if she wanted to talk about it. However, it was obviously related to whatever issue was constantly plaguing her. Talking about it clearly hadn't helped the cyclops. He wasn't often at a loss for words with his various housemates, but the cyclops was different. Sofia didn't technically live with them, despite her constant presence in the kitchen. Maybe part of the issue was neglect? Did she feel taken advantage of? Or was it a Library problem? If he didn't know better, he was starting to think Sofia was on the edge of a mid-life crisis, one that couldn't be fixed with the purchase of a new sports car.
"Would you like some help?" he asked. Sofia actually paused for a moment, then nodded and slid a beet toward him.
"You can peel that," she said.
"Sure thing." He picked up the beet and paused. "Wait, is this the one I should wear gloves for?"
"You don't have to," she said. "But it will turn your hands red."
Mike chuckled as he opened a drawer to reveal boxes of nitrile gloves. Available in all sizes, he pulled some large ones from the box and slid them onto his hands.
"You seem overly pleased," Sofia muttered.
"That's because I look like a professional now." Mike flexed his hands inside the gloves. "All I need is a chef jacket and toque and people will think I know what I'm doing."
Sofia scoffed, but the corner of her mouth briefly lifted.
"So what are we making?" Mike pulled a peeler from the drawer. "I remember you once made a summer salad that was quite delightful."
"That would be the one that Grace fed to the rats under the table." Sofia smirked again. "However, I remember Callisto eating thirds."
"Centaurs love their veggies." Mike laughed. "Though he still gets pissed if you offer him a carrot." He had learned the hard way that centaurs could offer other centaurs carrots, but when he did it, it was considered extremely offensive. Human and centaur cultures rarely overlapped while the centaurs had been on Earth, but mankind had been very efficient at being maximum assholes while it occurred.
"We're making borscht." Sofia looked at him as she expertly chopped an onion. Her eye flickered more than once, causing her to change the angle of her knife at the last second. "The nights are getting cooler. I thought soup would be nice."
"Soup is always good," Mike said. "Vastly underrated. A good soup fills you up physically and spiritually. That's why restaurants charge so much for it. They'd rather feed you the cheap crap that makes you miserable."
"Are you buttering me up?" Sofia glared at him.
"I'm just being honest," Mike protested. "But if that happens to butter your roll, well...then I guess I'm guilty."
Sofia snorted, then scooped her chopped onion into a bowl. "As long as you aren't trying to make me feel better, I'll give you a pass."
Mike took a deep breath, then let it out. It was clear that Sofia would bring up today's issue when she was ready. "So what are we making with borscht?"
"Bread," she replied. "Well, not us. There's a wonderful bakery in France that makes a delightful black bread that will pair nicely with this."
"I'm looking forward to it." Mike concentrated on peeling the beet. While his own danger sense might prevent him from slicing his hands, he definitely didn't have Sofia's precision or culinary technique. That, and slicing the tip of his finger off wasn't exactly life threatening. The two of them became quiet as they peeled and chopped veggies, then tossed them into a large pot. It was almost an hour of reserved silence, but he could feel Sofia relax as she did it.
They were near the end of their meal prep when Sofia turned toward him. "So I read through the journal last night," she said.
"And?" Mike looked at her expectantly. "What are we dealing with?
Sofia sighed. "I'm not entirely sure," she admitted. "There was no smoking gun, not that I noticed, anyway. Charles Allen Moore was part of one of the wealthier families that moved to London from France, so a bunch of what was in there was just the ramblings of a man in his twenties."
"Damn. So he wasn't part of a cult or anything?"
"He was not. But..." Sofia paused and set aside her knife. "There was quite the obsession with a young man who lived nearby. Charles grew up with him and his sister, Eloise. The three of them were rather inseparable."
"Hmm." Mike peeled off his gloves and tossed them in the trash. "I hardly feel like that justifies attaching a malevolent entity to the journal to kill anyone before they could read it."
Sofia shrugged. "It wouldn't be the first time someone got murdered in order to hide the perpetrator's sexuality."
"Noted."
"I did, however, look up Charles' history. Turns out he didn't really do anything. Grew older, got married, then failed to father any children before dying. His spouse had a minor scandal involving a younger man, but that was it. The contents of the book were hardly salacious."
"So, you don't think he's the one who stuck the wraith to it." Mike leaned against the counter. "Then who did it and why? On a whim?"
Sofia smiled. "You would think so, but I need you to remember that this book got sorted because it met our search criteria. Specifically, the mention of prolonging life."
Mike perked up. "And?"
Sofia tossed the last of the veggies into the pot. "Okay, let me give you some background. Charles was infatuated with Gerard, and Eloise was Gerard's twin. As they grew older, Eloise fell victim to a rare debilitating blood disorder. It sounds like Gerard became obsessed with pursuing treatment."
"So a quest not unlike my own."
"Correct. Unlike our issue, Eloise was very sickly throughout her childhood and early teens. However, during the summer of this journal's creation, suddenly Eloise became healthier, unexpectedly so. Charles was thrilled. Not only did this mean Gerard had more time for Charles, but the sister was now spending more time with both of them as well. Charles even fantasized about marrying Eloise and starting a secret relationship with her brother, if possible."
"Was Gerard even interested in Charles?"
Sofia shrugged. "Charles seems to think so, but he is not a reliable narrator. Anyway, the focus of the story changes rapidly right around the fall. The year was 1888."
Sofia stared at Mike knowingly. He just sat and waited, completely oblivious to what should have been a grand revelation.
"Really, Mike? Don't they teach you anything in those schools of yours?"
Mike shrugged. "The mitochondria is the powerhouse of--"
Sofia picked up a tomato chunk and flicked it at him, striking him on the cheek just under his eye. Mike tried to flick it back at her, but she had already armed herself with another tomato.
For several long seconds, they stared each other down. A broad smile grew across Sofia's face before she playfully tossed the tomato chunk into the sink.
"It would be fun," she admitted. "But very messy."
"You're right." Mike tossed his piece in the sink as well. "We'd be the poor suckers who would have to clean it up."
"I can think of worse fates." Sofia's tone became serious. "The fall of 1888 was the year Jack the Ripper appeared."
"Oh." Mike frowned. "Wait, wasn't the book--"
"Bound in human skin? Yes." Sofia leaned down to wash her hands in the sink. When she was finished, she dried her hands on a towel and started fiddling with her braid. "However, that's not the original cover. Someone got a hold of this journal after it was written and re-bound it in skin."
"But why?"
"Why indeed?" Sofia smiled and leaned against the counter. With the light coming through the window behind her, it almost looked like she was glowing. "Ratu has the book right now. I sent it to her last night. My best guess is that the skin was part of the wraith's binding process. So the real mystery now is if the wraith was the trap of a psychopath or--"
"There's something in there we weren't meant to see." Mike let out a deep breath. What sort of knowledge would be worth protecting like that? "Okay, so our guy is writing his journal while Jack the Ripper is running around town. You don't suppose..."
Sofia raised an eyebrow. "That our mystery binder may be related? Could be. Then again, Jack wasn't the only one killing women in that region. The primary controversy surrounding the Ripper is how many victims were actually his. Many scholars suspect that at least one copycat killer was operating at the time. Perhaps this book is Jack's work. Then again, our bookbinder may have used the slayings to take a victim of his own. Or perhaps it isn't related at all. We don't know when the book was rebound, after all. In fact, the killings are mentioned, but Charles treats them as dreadful news rather than something to be excited over."
Mike nodded. "Yeah, that probably would have been too convenient."
"But we can't immediately discount the relationship, either. You see, Eloise begins having these terrible episodes, at which time Gerard takes a renewed interest in her condition. Jack the Ripper seemed quite intrigued with female anatomy. Maybe Gerard himself was the Ripper, pursuing dark ends to prolong his sister's life."
"So we're back to thinking this book involves Jack the Ripper?"
Sofia laughed. "Honestly, I don't think so. But the parallels are there, and you should be aware of them. Anyway, Charles becomes very distraught when the love of his life no longer has any time to spend with him. Their story together ends when Gerard tells Charles that he is taking his sister somewhere safe, a place where she can be cured."
Mike's heart thudded loudly in his chest. "Where is that place?"
"Charles doesn't say. However, Ratu thinks she may have the solution for that, if you can peel her away from her most recent project."
"The lamia statue."
"Correct. You should probably pay her a personal visit real soon and make sure she doesn't have tunnel vision." Sofia's smile faded. "Before I forget, I need to say something to you."
"I'm listening."
"You saved my life yesterday." Sofia gazed deep into his eyes. "I know I haven't exactly been pleasant to be around. I'll also admit that my life isn't going the way I thought it would. But when that... thing came for me, I realized that there are still plenty of opportunities I want to live for. And maybe it's stupid, but... when you stepped in and saved my life, it felt like I actually matter to you."
Mike's jaw dropped. "Of course you matter to me," he said. "Why would you think otherwise?"
"I'm not like the others, Mike. I can't give you children. I'm not good at emotional support. I'm just... old. Old and tired. I'm the person who cooks meals and loans out books. I don't even live here."
"You're so much more than that, though."
"I want to believe you," she said, then sighed. "But that's a me problem. One that I need to figure out for myself." Sofia fiddled with the end of her braid, then threw it back over her shoulder. "Anyway, thanks for helping with meal prep. You should probably go see Ratu."
"I'm still willing to help." Mike opened the glove drawer. "I can always put on new gloves."
Sofia laughed. "If you don't mind, I'd kind of like to be alone. Lose myself in searing some meat. There are some other things I need to think about."
"Okay." Mike put his hand on top of Sofia's. It always surprised him how big her palms were. "You matter. Not just to me, but to the others also."
"Do I, though?" Sofia groaned. "Ignore that. I'm still not in a great frame of mind is all."
Mike nodded. He understood that feeling. How she felt now kind of summed up his early twenties. He pretty much had walked around in a fog of anxiety and depression which had come to an end the night he had inherited this house and swapped soul pieces with a nymph. Sadly, he didn't think a bath with Naia would fix her issue, but it would probably be hot as fuck to see.
"I'll see you at dinner?" Mike curled his fingers around Sofia's. "If you're feeling underappreciated, maybe you should stick around so that the others have a chance to spend more time with you."
The cyclops stared at his hand for a few seconds, then shrugged. "Perhaps." A weak smile crossed her face. "I'll try," she added.
"That's my girl." He patted her affectionately on the hip and gave her a brief hug. As he stepped out of the kitchen, he looked back to see that she was staring out the window, lost in her own thoughts.
Damn, he thought to himself. Why couldn't any of his problems this week be fixed by punching somebody in the face? He could outsource that. His house had no shortage of women who were happy to punch somebody in the face for him.
That thought immediately reminded him of Tink. His mood shifted and he quickened his pace toward the laundry room. Other than a washer and dryer that saw very little use because Naia could clean and dry things within seconds, there were a pair of portals chewed into the walls. One went straight to Di's lair in Hawaii. The other took him to the center of the Labyrinth.
He opened the makeshift door on the Labyrinth portal and stepped through. The temperature and humidity changed immediately, causing gooseflesh to rise across his arms. He stood at the base of a miniature pagoda which stood perhaps twenty feet high. Mike paused just long enough to knock on the door, then walked inside.
The interior of the pagoda was much taller than the outside. The building was a dimensional pocket, far bigger on the inside than the outside. Mike walked beside the ramp that ran along the inside of the exterior walls, his ambient magic causing the crystalline lights embedded in the wall to brighten temporarily. He sent a small pulse into them as he passed, changing them from orange to purple. Mike had learned long ago that the crystals functioned much like LEDs did. His own magic had frequencies he could experiment with. Ratu had cautioned him not to experiment too much without either herself or Yuki present to avoid blowing himself up.
Roughly three levels up, Mike heard muttering through one of the doorways. He turned the corner to see Ratu standing in a room with a table in the center. The lamia statue was floating above the table, the pieces rotating independently of each other. The edges of the broken statue glowed bright, changing from orange to green and then back again.
Ratu stood with her hand curled beneath her chin, contemplating the statue. Instead of a kimono, she was wearing a white cotton chest wrap with matching underwear. All along her skin, her scales shimmered and shifted, catching the light like uncut gemstones.
"This is new," he said. "What's with the outfit?"
Ratu turned her head slightly and raised a single eyebrow. "I'm trying to limit interference from my clothing. The dimensional pockets I've woven into the sleeves were causing false positives during my tests. Hence, I was forced to dress minimally."
"Why wear clothes at all?" he asked. "This is your home."
"Decorum, mainly." The naga smirked. "I never know who is going to drop by."
"Uh huh." He moved next to the table and stared at the busted statue. "Any answers yet?"
She shook her head. "Only more questions, really. Based on preliminary tests, I'm starting to wonder if the lamia was actually trapped inside the statue."



"Um..." Mike scratched his chin. "What are the alternatives?"
"Most troubling would be the idea that the lamia was somehow created by the magic residing in this vessel. That would be the sort of magic you would find in the Grimoire." Ratu gestured at the glowing edges of the statue. "My current hypothesis is that the lamia wasn't stored within the vessel, but perhaps in some other sort of extradimensional space. The statue was like a tether, with the breakage being the trigger."
"I don't follow. Why would the extra dimensional space location matter?"
"Think of it like the greenhouse. That space exists within the greenhouse itself. The wardrobe, however, is a portal to a pocket world. Originally, I thought this statue was like the greenhouse. Now I wonder if it is more like the wardrobe."
Mike nodded. "So I understand the difference, but you haven't explained why that matters."
"Mmh. Right." Ratu scrunched up her face. "The enchantment on the statue is self-contained if the creature was stored inside. The magic is isolated. However, if the lamia came from someplace else, it means that it came from... outside, for lack of a better term. If that's the case, there's a good chance that whoever created this thing knows we opened it, and that the lamia came here. For a brief moment, the inside of your home was breached by an outside entity without your permission."
"That's not the first time that's happened," Mike said. "Lily was able to break in when the Society got my blood. They used blood magic to sic her on me, which was able to bypass the geas. I'll also point out that the geas wasn't nearly as strong then. Who knows what loopholes we've already closed since then?"
Ratu studied Mike for a moment. "I'm not interested in old loopholes. I want to know about this one. This statue sat in your home, like a ticking bomb. Mike, if this thing is hooked to an external location, it isn't something that we would have found in our sweep of dangerous objects. It had a magical aura of a benign nature. Well, benign being in the eye of the beholder, anyway. I wouldn't have given it a second thought."
"So you think there are others like it?"
"I'm not sure." The naga sighed. "Maybe I'm just paranoid. Something about this statue is really bothering me. If I can at least recreate the magical signature before it was broken, I can go through the house and see if there's anything else containing a potentially deadly surprise."
"That sounds like quite the task." Mike shivered at the idea that his home may contain more creatures like the lamia. "Should we just do a purge? Toss out anything we know nothing about?"
Ratu shook her head. "At my most paranoid, the creator of this statue, should they still live, knows that the lamia was freed. For all we know, they have a direct link to anything else that may be here. If we started tossing out their trojan objects, they may choose to activate all of them. It would be better to do a coordinated disposal after identifying them. However, that is an issue for another day. You are here about the diary."
The naga led him up one floor, and then into another room. This one was more academic in nature, with books and scrolls lining the wall. Mike shivered at the memory of the Restricted Section, then noticed that the skin covered diary was sitting on the floor in the middle of the room inside of a massive sigil that had been drawn on the floor.
Over in the corner, Opal sat in a chair while reading on a tablet. She was wearing a translucent outfit that looked like it had been cut from a raincoat that kept her from sticking to the furniture. Upon Mike's entry, she looked up from her book and smiled.
I was wondering when you would be here, she signed.
"To clarify," he replied, "I'm here on business, not to feed you."
Prude. Though Opal seemed disappointed, she happily tucked back into her book.
"I left her in here to make sure this thing doesn't have any more surprises for us." Ratu walked to the edge of the sigil on the floor. "Though after what I've heard, it sounds like you're the one full of surprises."
"You know me. Always full of..." He trailed off when he noticed Ratu giving him an odd look. "What?"
"This book contained a spiritual construct. A wraith, or whatever enigmatic name you prefer." Ratu put her hand on his chest. "Which you apparently defeated by ripping out its soul."
"Now, hold on. I didn't rip out its soul." Mike waved his hands in self defense. "That thing certainly wasn't alive. It was kind of like that lamia, actually. Someone built it out of spare parts and I yanked out the piece that mattered most."
"I see." Her serpentine eyes studied him for several long seconds. "Out of curiosity, what if I was trying to kill you? Or someone else? Would you have done the same to me? Reached in and grabbed my soul?"
"I...um..." He swallowed the lump in his throat. "I don't know," he admitted. A soul wasn't just a piece of someone, it was who they were. Damaging it could change them on a fundamental level, or maybe even kill them. Still, if it meant saving a life... "It's something I've wondered about, more than once. I'm not even sure I could do it to something with an actual soul."
The naga moved closer. "You can see my soul, yes?"
Mike nodded. Right now, her soul was like a swirling fractal made of scales and fire. "It's taken some getting used to," he admitted. "But I see magic and spirits almost full time now." Keeping his senses open full time not only strengthened his skills, but was a super power of its own. Reading someone's intent was also a handy skill, but he had also used it more than once to navigate the house while the lights were off. His whole home was magic, he could navigate it with his eyes closed this way. The practice would likely end once one of his children started playing with Legos. He sincerely doubted the little building blocks would register in his soul sight, or whatever he was calling it these days.
"I'm curious. You have a derivation of Naia's gift involving souls, and I wonder if you could touch mine. Yuki once described at length the ordeal involving Freya, and I wonder if you've become even stronger, more precise."
"You want me to touch your soul?"
"For academic purposes." She smiled. "It would help me understand your abilities just a little bit more. Such an ability can cause great harm, but perhaps it can also do some good."
"How do you figure?"
Ratu snorted. "As you are aware, I am currently stuck on a solution for Dana's problem. Her soul has been woven into the very essence of her flesh. Perhaps as you grow stronger, it is something you could fix for her."
"Oh." That was something Mike hadn't really considered.
"Oh, indeed." Ratu licked her lips. "So go on. Touch it. Maybe give it a little push. Let's see what we can learn from each other."
Although feeling uncertain about the naga's request, Mike decided to indulge her curiosity. He reached his hand out and concentrated on the swirling mass of her essence that shifted all around her. Heatless flames curled around his fingers as her soul flowed through his flesh. It was almost like he could feel who she was through his fingers alone.
"And?" she asked.
"It's kind of hard to explain," he replied. "But you feel very different than how the wraith did. You're all warm, even though it feels like it's all in my head."
Ratu snorted. "Just what every woman wants to hear. Now, if you wouldn't mind, could you interact with it?"
"Just what every man wants to hear." Mike laughed when Ratu stuck out her tongue, the forked tip flickering before disappearing back between her lips. When he ran his fingers across her soul, the naga let out a sigh.
"It kind of feels like I'm sitting in a sunbeam," she said. "It's quite pleasant. What are you doing?"
"Being gentle, honestly." When he pushed on her soul, it rippled much like a pond.
"This is really nice." Ratu shrugged her shoulders and sighed. "Would you try pulling on it?"
"Are you sure?" he asked.
"I know you'll be gentle," she replied.
Feeling unsure, Mike found a strand of her soul and wrapped his finger around it. He moved slowly, separating the thread away from the rest of her soul. Immediately, Ratu's face went pale, her eyes bulging out of her head. Scales rippled all across her body as she shuddered, then pushed him away. Mike released her soul immediately, and the naga bent forward to dry heave.
"Are you okay?" he asked, worried. "Did I hurt you?"
"I'm fine," she gasped, then coughed. "But I think we'll avoid messing around with my soul from now on, if you don't mind."
Feeling guilty, Mike stepped back and looked around the room. In the corner, Opal made eye contact with him.
You warned her, she signed. This is on her.
Mike nodded, but still felt really bad about it. The naga put a hand to her chest and gasped for air a few times, then cleared her throat. She winced and looked his way.
"Let's talk about this book." She gestured at the diary. "Sofia spent some time reading it last night before handing it over to me. I studied it for a while and compared it to the notes she left me."
"Based on what she said, the notes aren't really helpful."
"Sofia is a Librarian and not an enchantress." Recomposing herself, Ratu moved to the edge of the sigil. "This book has two separate stories. The one written inside and the one involving why it was covered in human skin and bound to a malevolent spirit. I believe I've stumbled onto the answer."
"You have?" Mike didn't dare get his hopes up.
"Yes. You see, while I was flipping through the book, I spotted a message at the end." Ratu pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to Mike. "I took the liberty of copying it down in English. I'd prefer not to open that book up again just yet."
"But it's safe now, right?" Mike took the slip of paper. "That...thing got destroyed."
"Indeed it did, but you should know better than anyone not to underestimate what magic is capable of." Ratu rubbed at her sternum with a frown. "Look at the paper."
Mike turned his attention to the slip of paper in his hand.
My dearest C,
Come find me
~G
"G? As in Gerard?" Mike frowned. "That's the name of the brother, the guy who took his sister away."
"It is."
"How did Sofia miss this?"
The naga chuckled and walked over to the side of the room where she had a pot of tea on a jewel-encrusted platter. He watched her send a stream of fire mana into the pot, which spat out some steam. She poured herself a cup, followed by two more. Mike watched with interest as she took one of the cups over to Opal. The slime girl accepted the cup, then sprouted a third arm briefly to sign Thank you.
"It was written in the back of the book, after several passages of Charles pining for his lost...friend." Ratu chuckled. "I suspect these men may have been in love but had never been afforded the opportunity to pursue each other properly."
"That makes sense, but..." Mike accepted a cup of tea from Ratu. "Thank you. So if Gerard wrote that in the back of the book, it means he got ahold of it after it was written. Is he the one who enchanted it?"
"I'm not sure. However, this becomes the story of the book, does it not?" Ratu arched an eyebrow and sipped at her tea. "Two men in love, one takes his sister to a mysterious location to cure her maladies. Some time later, Gerard gets ahold of this journal and sees how his friend pines for him. Allow me to posit a theory."
"Posit away."
"That wraith you encountered was never intended to be malevolent, not in the way you and Sofia believe. The book was trying to escape the Library, but why? To feast on others? To pursue a sinister end? I don't think so." Ratu turned to look at the book. "I think the wraith's purpose was to deliver a message to Charles."
"How do you figure? What message?"
"Find me." Ratu smirked. "Think about it. That wraith was able to generate a pocket reality based on nearby books. I believe that the wraith was a messenger, but it realized that you and Sofia were definitely not the intended recipient. That is the real reason it tried to kill you. The message, 'come find me' was meant for Charles, and was written there by Gerard as part of the magic. The wraith's job was to give Charles directions in how to do just that."
"Wow, that's..." Mike had been about to say great, but realized what this actually meant. "Shit. I destroyed the message, didn't I?"
"Perhaps." Ratu walked back over to the tea table and pulled out a vial from a drawer beneath it. "I collected some of the remnants of the wraith from the Library. I firmly believe that between the two of us, we may be able to ferret out the information we need. The fact that so much work was done to keep this information hidden from anyone but Charles leads me to believe that this secret was worth keeping, ergo, it's one we should look into."
"I agree." Mike sipped at his tea. "Oh, that's nice. I don't think I've had it before."
"Death gave it to me. He picked it up at some roadside stand during his...walkabout. Pairs perfectly with almond milk. I had some biscuits up here that went with it, but they've gone missing."
In the corner, Opal put a hand to her mouth and made a squelching sound, followed by bubbles that rose across her body. Mike noticed a couple of crumbly bits that rode the bubbles to the top but sank back into her core.
"So how do we do this?" asked Mike. "Find the message that this Gerard left for Charles?"
"Between these remains, my magic, and your ability to manipulate souls and spirits, I think we may be able to briefly recreate the message. Think of it like running electricity through a corpse."
Mike frowned and set down his tea. "I'm guessing you've got this all ready to begin?"
Ratu nodded. "There's a really good chance that we only get one shot at this. That diary will act as a conduit for the spell I intend on performing, and it's likely that we will destroy it in the process."
"One shot, huh? Just tell me what I need to do."
"First, we finish our tea. I would like some extra time to...prepare myself." Ratu rubbed her chest again for emphasis. "Out of curiosity...never mind."
"What?"
"No, really. Never mind." Ratu fixed him with a hard stare. "I don't think I want to know the answer, yet."
Mike nodded, then sat in silence while the two of them finished their tea. Opal had already emptied her teacup, and a little sloshing ball of tea floated around in her belly. Eventually, the naga set down her empty teacup and moved to a corner of the room where one of her kimonos hung beneath a serpent-shaped hook. She slid her arms into it, then held them up as the belt tied itself around her waist. After doing a cursory check of her sleeves, she moved next to him and studied the sigil on the ground.
"I will manifest the spellform," she said, then held up the vial. "Once I'm ready, I will open this vial and pour it into the sigil. Your job is to force mana through the remains in an attempt to mimic the spiritual energy that was once there."
"Right." In truth, Mike wasn't entirely certain how to do this, but would give it his best effort. It was easy enough to picture the writhing, malevolent energy that had been flowing through the wraith.
Ratu began the spell, the floor glowing with arcane energy. Opal set down her book and watched in fascination, her translucent eyes gleaming with magical light. The diary lifted into the air as if held aloft by a string, then opened its pages. The ink inside the book ran like blood, forming into thick beads along the edges until it dripped like a leaking faucet. On the ground, the ink formed into a secondary sigil drawn by the diary itself.
"Now," muttered Ratu, uncorking the vial and pouring it. Mike grabbed the mana of the spell and stretched it wide into a net, then wrapped it around the remains of the wraith. The dark fluid bubbled angrily as Mike fed his own magic into the spell, then pressed the mana into the wraith. The dark liquid grew spikes that extended along the magical network of strings Mike had assembled, then stretched out and formed into a clawed hand.
"It can't get out," whispered Ratu, her eyes glowing as she maintained her concentration. She was now drawing runes in the air that drifted away to form a band of energy around the spell. "But try not to let it disturb the diary."
"Understood." Mike forced more mana into the wraith, picturing braided energy that spiraled through its core. The spirit reassembled itself, but looked like a balloon that had been repeatedly deflated. Malevolent eyes glowed dimly, and there was no obscene intelligence lurking behind them. The creature was little more than a toy that Mike had plugged the batteries back into.
"Good," said Ratu. The diary continued pouring out ink, the pages fluttering until they were now at the back of the book. Mike could see an inscription glowing with golden letters. "This thing was able to recreate scenes from a book. Now it's time for us to see the scene it was supposed to deliver."
The wraith's eyes changed color, matching the golden light of the inscription. It stretched wide, blurring out as the diary disappeared and a man sitting at a desk appeared in the middle of the sigil. He was speaking as he wrote, but no sound came from his lips.
"What's he saying?" asked Mike.
"No idea." Ratu frowned. "I'm not sure if this is a limitation of his spell or the result of the wraith being dead."
The man flickered and started writing in reverse. A moment later, he was standing from the seat, then sitting back down.
"I'm guessing damage," Mike muttered as sweat poured down his forehead. His magic had never been intended for playing back VHS movies of the damned, and he was already getting tired.
"Damn." Fire formed around Ratu's fingertips as the image cracked around the edges. "We're losing it."
"C'mon," whispered Mike, looking at the man in the playback. The figure briefly looked up, revealing a face with sharp features and a cruel smile. The man finished writing the inscription as he spoke, then rose from his seat and walked toward the two of them. The image fluttered briefly between full color and black and white as white lines formed through the scene.
"He's saying something about their summer together." Ratu cocked her head to one side. "It's hard to read his lips, his movements are all jerky and he's speaking French."
"You speak French?"
"I've been around long enough that I speak lots of things. Don't distract me."
"Sorry." They watched as the man got stuck in another loop where he would say something and shrug. Mike's shirt was soaked with sweat now, and he could feel it dripping down his back. The core of his magic was now wrapped up around the figure in the center of the scene, as if the specter itself was draining Mike of his energy. "I assume that's Gerard."
Ratu didn't respond. Her eyes had taken on an eerie green glow that obscured her irises and her tongue was flicking out rapidly. Her cheeks puffed in and out with the exertion of each breath.
"C'mon, you bastard, spill." Mike's left eyelid spasmed as he kept his eyes on the scene. "What was so important that you needed to give this book the power to kill?"
Gerard suddenly became animated, and the lighting of the scene shifted enough that Mike could almost make out the words he was saying.
"...we...special time...more than..." Ratu grunted between words as mana swirled all around her. "Come...together...bring..."
The scene suddenly filled with color, then shifted slightly so that Gerard was looking directly at Ratu. The man grinned and held out a hand as if beckoning to a lover.
"Come, Charles. Mortal life is fleeting." Ratu's eyes flickered as she studied the man's face. "Death doesn't have to be the end. Let us embrace immortality together." Gerard stepped away from the desk and walked across the room he had been sitting in. The scene flickered again, and the color drained onto the floor into a crimson pool. The sigils below flared brightly as they broke apart.



"Shit, shit, shit!" Mike forced the rest of his magic into the spell, his eyes blurring from the effort. Ratu hissed, her aura rippling and fading. Gerard's features blurred as if he was made of paint that had become smeared.
Heart racing, Mike grabbed the edges of the scene with his magic and clamped down on it. The scene shifted back to a normal resolution as Gerard stepped outside of the building and pointed to a structure in the distance. Moving on instinct, Mike immediately pulled his cellphone out and snapped some pictures moments before the scene exploded.
Ink went everywhere, coating both Mike and Ratu. In the corner, Opal's dark blue surface burned red for a moment as she destroyed the ink that had struck her body. Both sigils had been destroyed. In the center of the room, the diary crumbled to ash, the remnants caught by an unseen breeze and carried up into the air.
"That went poorly." Ratu wiped the ink off her face. "I don't think we got anything of value."
"Maybe not." Mike looked at the cellphone in his hands. "But I did get some pictures of that building. I bet Eulalie may be able to help us find it. If she can't, there are people online who specialize in geolocation."
"I hope so." Ratu looked at him. "This room is going to take forever to clean."
"Sorry about that."
The naga shrugged. "No matter. Come. We should probably wash up. I can't imagine this substance is good for our skin." She inscribed a rune in the air, causing a small closet to open in the corner of the room. Mops and rags emerged, moving methodically across the floor as they scoured it clean.
Ratu led Mike up the pavilion to her private quarters with Opal on their heels. A massive bed capable of holding Ratu in one of her snake forms lay just beyond a small pond. The naga stripped off her clothes and got in the water, then turned and beckoned to Mike. Her breasts briefly emerged from the water as she bobbed up and down.
"Wash my back?" She winked at him.
"Only if you wash mine." Mike set his phone aside and stripped off all of his clothes. He inspected the ink that had soaked through his pants and frowned. "Do you think this will come out?" he asked.
"Honestly, I would just burn those." The naga scowled. "I hate to lose one of my kimonos, but worry about potential contamination. Dark magic was used to create that journal, after all."
"That's fair." Mike bid his clothing a final goodbye, set his phone on a nearby table, and then joined Ratu in the bath. He was soon followed by Opal, who burbled happily as she vanished beneath the water.
The two of them dunked themselves several times to get the ink out of their hair. Ratu moved to the side of the pond where she opened a container with a thick, paste-like substance inside. She started scrubbing it into her hair when Mike moved behind her and scooped some into his hand.
"Shampoo?" he asked.
"Sort of. It's a special formula I use." She turned to face him, her breasts brushing against his chest. "It works on hair and scales."
Mike ran it through his own hair and started a good lather. Ratu moved behind him and put her hands on his shoulders to pull him onto his back. He was now lying on her chest as the two of them floated in the pond. His legs brushed against her body, and he realized she had transformed her lower half into a snake and was holding both of them above the water.
"Allow me," she said, then ran her fingers through his hair. Mike closed his eyes and sighed, soaking in the heat of the water along with the slow, rhythmic sensation of fingers moving through his hair. When she was done washing his hair, she pushed him up and laid on her back to allow him to do the same for her.
It wasn't an equal trade by any means, but Mike didn't mind. He spent the better part of an hour slowly running his fingers through her long, waist-length tresses. The suds turned into bubbles which floated away from them to collect along the edges of the pond in a froth. Once her hair was clean, Ratu twisted it up and produced a pair of sticks to pin it in place above her head.
The two of them took turns scrubbing each other off. The dark stains on their skin slowly broke up and disappeared in the water. Mike used a pumice stone to scrub the scales between Ratu's shoulder blades, an action that elicited several sighs of contentment. Beneath them, Opal occasionally tickled at his feet, but otherwise left them alone.
Once they were clean, they moved to the edge of the pond and sat there with Mike holding Ratu from behind. His hands were on Ratu's stomach with her hands on top of his.
"How are you feeling?" Ratu tilted her head to one side to look up at him.
"Tired," he admitted. "That whole spell took it out of me."
She nodded. "I figured as much. Your magic is quite powerful, but has requirements. It drains you when you do not meet them."
"That it does."
"I'm sort of surprised you haven't made a move on me."
Mike chuckled. "I wasn't getting that vibe off of you. Sometimes, it's okay to have moments like these, and nothing comes of it. I'm more surprised Opal hasn't made a move on either of us."
"I've been keeping her well fed." Ratu grinned. "It is a bit embarrassing to admit it, but I sometimes let her feed from me while I'm in my bigger form. It not only provides her more sustenance, but my orgasms feel very different when I'm forty feet long."
"I hadn't even thought of that."
Ratu shrugged. "Naga breed regardless of form. Since we can match each other's bodies, we don't see it as odd by any means. In all honesty, it's the only limitation of our own relationship. Now, if you could somehow acquire the ability to transform yourself..." She playfully tickled his side.
"I mean...huh." Mike was suddenly contemplative. "Do you think I could have acquired that ability from you?"
"Because of the soul swap?" The naga pulled away from him so that they were facing each other. "I don't know, but have wondered. What determines the trait or ability you inherit? To my knowledge, it isn't something you think about."
"But what if I did?" If he were to concentrate on what he wanted out of the soul swap, could he choose what he got from his partner?
"I find this fascinating, academically. However, we don't exactly have a pool of candidates right now for us to figure this out with. While you will likely have no shortage of future potential sexual partners, I don't know that you want to establish relationships with them for the purpose of acquiring power."
"True. But that does make me wonder. What have you acquired from me?" Mike studied the naga's face. "I'm fairly certain I got some mastery of magic from you. Without our soul swap, it's likely I wouldn't be anywhere near as capable."
"You don't know for sure?" she asked.
He shrugged. "I wasn't exactly keeping a list. By the time I figured out it was happening, my own magic was evolving so fast that I couldn't keep track of it."
"I guess I shall add it to the pile, then." Ratu let out a small groan. "Yet another puzzle to keep me up at night. Maybe I'll work on it after I've figured out the statue thing."
"Right. Speaking of puzzles, I should get back to my own." Mike got out of the pond and grabbed a nearby towel to dry himself. "The sooner I get those images to Eulalie, the sooner she can help me figure it out."
He moved to the table where his phone was. After getting the pictures to Eulalie, he would have to figure out how to scrape the ink off of it, or get a new phone. He didn't like the idea that the ink was somehow dangerous after the fact, but magic was weird like that.
Opening the images tab on his phone, he studied the pictures he had managed to capture. Flipping back and forth through them, he realized that the camera had actually captured far more detail than he remembered. The structure in the distance appeared to be some sort of keep, or potentially a castle. Strangely enough, it almost seemed familiar, as if...
"Fucking hell," he muttered as he tapped on the most recent image and zoomed in. Staring at the distant building, if he were to pretend one of the towers had crumbled away, and maybe covered the outside with moss...
"Is everything okay?" Ratu had left the tub and Opal was helping her into a robe.
"No. Yes. I'm not sure. Fuck."
"What's wrong?"
"I think I know where this place is," he said as he looked up at Ratu.
"You do?" Ratu had summoned flames to dry her hair.
"If I'm right, yeah, I do." Mike scowled at his phone. The place Gerard was guiding his potential lover to was a castle built in the middle of a lake in Ireland. It was run down and abandoned, or at least the world believed it to be so. Like everything else in his life, looks were deceiving. The place was in better shape than imagined and quite haunted by entities who were very unfriendly. "I'll double check just to be sure, but...I think we might be looking at my own damned castle."

🏡🏡🏡

The princess and the shapeshifter walked along the edge of the Radley property, her fingers hovering just above the stone wall as she moved. The princess marveled at the quaint human dwellings. It fascinated her that they built homes of stone and wood to separate them from what remained of the nature their homes had been built upon. It was indeed the time of year for the foliage to go dormant, but she should still be able to feel the slumbering lifeforce within. At best, it was weak, a dimly lit ball of energy that had curled up in the corner, starving and weak.
A layer of segmented concrete made up a thing called a sidewalk. As if to further isolate themselves from nature, the humans had constructed an even wider composition of stone and tar called a road. The first car that had driven past her had been fascinating in shape, but atrocious in both smell and sound. She could hear the moving parts inside, squealing like trapped spirits.
"Isn't this wonderful?" she asked, twirling in place to walk backward. The shapeshifter had taken on the appearance of a sullen man, his hands jammed in both pockets with a knit cap pulled over his brow. "The dichotomy of man and nature. The sheer amalgamation of life and death."
The shapeshifter paused and turned its attention to the stone wall that bordered the home. "Are you talking about this thing?" It picked at one of the stones with a sharpened fingernail. The princess noticed that part of the grout broke free and fell to the ground. When she turned her attention back to where it had fallen from, the grout was still in place as if it had never been disturbed.
"What a clever enchantment," she said, placing her hand against the rocks.
"Yes," said the shapeshifter, mimicking her. "A dichotomy of man and nature."
"What? No." The princess breathed deeply, holding back her frustration. It was easy to forget that the shapeshifter was only a day old. "This property has a protective spell on it. I was referring to how the mortals shape their dwellings and neighborhoods. It's very like humans, you see, to find somewhere special to live, drain away its resources, then dress it back up in a facade of normalcy."
The shapeshifter regarded her carefully, then nodded. "An amalgamation of life and death."
"That's... okay." She made a mental note to keep her musings internal from now on. A shapeshifter learned best from its environment and she was polluting the simple creature's mind with a higher order of thinking than it was capable of. "We're almost to the entrance. I do not wish to enter with you."
"Of course not." The shapeshifter pulled his hands from their pockets. "I'm just out for a run, anyway. It's something mortals do."
The Unseelie agent pumped his arms and ran ahead of her. When he got to the opening, he turned his head to look inside, then stumbled over his feet and tripped on the curb. If a car had been coming, it would have hit him.
The princess stopped and watched the scene with a frown on her face. Eventually, the shapeshifter got up and limped away, though she knew the injury itself was a farce. Shapeshifters were hearty creatures with malleable bones. Unless torn open with a sharp edge, they were fairly resilient.
So what had startled the thing? The princess walked beneath the first stone lion and peeked around the corner. Almost immediately, she was assailed by a sound that made it feel as if knives had been driven into her ears. She gritted her teeth, eyes watering as she backed away from the opening.
Some maniac had strung up bells and wind chimes along the foliage that lined the long driveway. Worse still, someone had inserted thick wooden posts into the ground, each one topped with a chunk of poorly cut wood that acted as a ledge. A hook had been screwed into the bottom of the wood, adorned with bells on a string or a wind chime. A slight breeze caused the dangling ornaments to ring, and the princess took a step backward.
It was a defensive measure capable of thwarting most fae, but was childish in its implementation. Grinding her teeth together, the princess sent a pulse of mana outward, hoping to catch the attention of a sprite or air spirit. With her back against the stone wall surrounding the Radley Estate, the chimes were just a distant murmuring, their sound muted by the geas. After a few attempts, she finally caught the attention of an air spirit. The tiny entity fluttered about in confusion as she captured it with her will.
"Unhook those chimes," she said through her teeth. A pounding sensation had formed in the back of her head. "Gather your brethren and silence all that rings in this yard."
The spirit was clearly terrified, but left to fulfill her demands. She waited beneath the stone lion until she heard the tell-tale clatter of metal hitting the ground. After a few repetitions of this noise, she peered around the corner to see that a swarm of air spirits were busy either unhooking the chimes or holding them perfectly still.
Sniffing with disdain, she stepped around the corner and made her way up the long driveway. At the top of the hill, she saw a large gathering of humans as they managed the grounds. Her previous knowledge that these were centaurs coupled with her own fae heritage quickly dispelled the illusion, allowing her to see the grounds and its occupants as they truly existed. The yard became far larger, and the humans were now centaurs busy at work maintaining the grounds.
"Oh!" The princess paused and stared off to the side. Beautiful hedges had been planted along the driveway. Though the leaves had mostly fallen away, she could feel the spirit of the plants as they got ready to sleep for the winter. Moving in for a closer look, she knelt down and ran her fingers through the loose dirt beneath it. The land here had a steady heartbeat, one that she had only heard in her own realm.
In all the discussions regarding the Caretaker, not once had anyone ever brought up his actual care of the land. The focus had largely been on his clandestine relationships with the banshee, Cecilia. Of note, he had often engaged in intimate activities with others, but they were not Fae, and thus of little importance.
The princess felt eyes on her and stood. Turning her attention to a nearby tree, she saw a small, green fairy with a body like a locust regarding her with curiosity.
"Gross," she whispered. Though the fairies who lived in this house were indeed from the Fae realm, they were considered little more than pests. These ones in particular had evolved magically to subsist off of sexual fluids, which was rather disgusting to anyone capable of managing an iota of logic.
This fairy was soon joined by a red one with compound eyes and dragonfly wings. A blue one appeared next, shaped like a beetle. A bee-colored fairy completed the quartet, the four of them now staring silently at her.
Deciding it was better to simply ignore them, she turned toward the house and glided the remaining distance. Once the driveway ended in a circle, she had a beautiful cobblestone path she could follow. All around her, the centaurs stopped their work and stared, entranced by her appearance.
"Hello." When she spoke, she could feel the way her words caressed those listening like a lover's hands. Mortals always had trouble resisting her presence. "I am here to--"
She was interrupted by a loud ringing sound that immediately shattered the effect of her words. Clutching at her ears, the princess turned her attention to the small Arachne girl standing by her side. It was Grace, the Caretaker's daughter. She was holding a pair of hammers, one in each hand.
"What are you--" the princess cried out as Grace interrupted her again by smacking the hammers together. This time, she actually fell to one knee as pain burned through her head.
There was a loud thud, followed by the shuffling of stone on stone. The princess looked up to see a gargoyle glaring daggers at the Arachne child. She had already confiscated one of the hammers.
"That's enough of that," said Abella, the home's guardian. She rubbed at her ears and then crossed her arms before looking at the princess. "What do you want?"
Caught off-guard, the princess cleared her throat to buy a moment. "You may call me--"
The sound of chimes ringing caused the princess to wince. She turned around to see that the four fairies from earlier were chasing each other across the yard, managing to dislodge the air spirits and allowing the wind to ring the chimes once more. The little balls of light giggled, oblivious that it was taking a massive amount of willpower from the princess to avoid blasting them apart with magic. Fairies were common enough, the Caretaker probably wouldn't even notice if she replaced them. She suddenly remembered the lions and paled. The chimes had distracted her enough that she had forgotten about them.
Gritting her teeth, she turned her attention back to the gargoyle. The princess refused to lose focus this time. "I've come to--"
Pain, cold and violent, crossed between her ears as the pure, ringing sound of metal violated her thoughts. Looking down, she watched in horror as the Arachne casually shook a silver bell that was attached to a crimson ribbon.
"Wow, that sounds so pretty," said Abella as she knelt by the child. "Where did you get that?"
"Sleighbell." Without breaking eye contact with the princess, Grace shook the bell again. It was like a blade had been shoved into the princess' eye, puncturing her brain. "From Santa."
Abella frowned, then looked at the princess. "That's so cute. You should go inside and show it to your dad."
Grace shook the bell again and walked onto the porch. Abella cleared her throat and stared at the princess.
"Can I help you?" she asked, her posture turning aggressive. The gargoyle's wings flexed outward, highlighting the stony musculature of her frame.
The princess wanted to reply, but couldn't. The bells and chimes were like an itch beneath her skin, the sound tunneling through her flesh and making her shiver with disgust. She couldn't concentrate, and almost asked the gargoyle to take care of the chimes. However, that would put her in debt to Abella, and she wanted to avoid any such transactions.
"I'll...come back later." The princess gave a little bow and walked back down the drive, wincing at the sound of clanging metal. When she looked back, she saw Abella standing in the same spot, her arms crossed. Past her on the porch stood the Arachne, her predatory eyes unblinking as the princess stepped beyond the boundary of the lions and back into the world of men. The little girl held up four fingers, pointed at her own eyes, then back at the princess.
What a weird fucking kid, thought the princess as she fled the Radley estate. She would have to try again once she found a way to remove all those blasted chimes.
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Hot damn, I had so much fun writing this chapter. I really like writing Eulalie having her awkward moments and wish I had a tenth of her organizational brainpower.
For those who are wondering, Carl the intern is absolutely a P&F reference.
Now if you'll go excuse me, it's time to get lost in some blueprints for castles. There aren't any near me, so I should probably research them beyond thinking "they have secret passages." Before I go, a gentle reminder to do something kind for yourself. A hot cup of coffee, maybe a healthy snack, or even just go drink a glass of water. Yes, water. Your body craves it.
Until next time!
~Annabelle
Welcome back, monster lovers! Annabelle Hawthorne has once again returned to present you with the next stunning chapter of "Please don't show this to my therapist, Book 8!"
(I'm not anti-therapy, I just don't want this dominating my other issues)
Hello, new friends! You've clicked on this because you're in disbelief that this is somehow the 121st chapter of a story. "Surely the chapters are short" you may think, but nay, I have deceived you! Not only is my average chapter around 13k words, but there are also 3 spin-off novels in this series along with so many sex scenes that I am legally obligated to warn readers with nut allergies. So if you don't want to go into shock over the sheer confusion you'll experience by jumping in, you should probably go all the way back to chapter 001 and start there! (That's right, two zeros, like fucking James Bond)
(Annabelle's lawyer here. We are under no legal obligations regarding nuts, please disregard)
Returning friends and readers, hello and well met! This summer was long in all the best ways and short in all the rest. I did get a chance to rest and recuperate, which will serve me well in the fall and winter months while I fight the desire to buy a bunch of pumpkin spice crap from Starbucks (why must it taste so good?!?).
A huge shout out goes to my beta readers who help me look for inconsistencies. You'd be surprised how much garbage sneaks through. Lit's own TJ Skywind found a glaring mistake in this draft that other early readers missed entirely, that's another author here who is committed to quality. If you're ever stressed about when the next chapter might post, I put all that info in my bio fso you can schedule appropriately.
Anyway, it's about time to let you get to it. Don't mind these mini-blogs I always do, it's just me
Chiming In
Eulalie sat in her web hammock, her attention firmly focused on one of the monitors as she typed lines of code into a text editor with one hand. The other hand casually flicked at a fidget spinner that was held in place by the paw of her fourth leg which she had curled upward. In truth, she could have written code solely by sound if she wanted. Her hearing was sensitive enough that she could now recognize the distinct sound of every stroke on her keyboard. Still, being able to triple check for errors now was far preferable to potential hours searching for her mistake later.
That, and then she wouldn't be able to listen to the satisfying buzz of ball bearings as her fidget spinner whirled. It sang to her as she flicked it again, then she flexed her paw so that the spinner was balanced in the center much like a juggler might spin a plate.
Movement out of the corner of her eye caused her to shift her attention to a rat carrying a strand of fiber optic cable. The creature came to a stop beneath her, its whiskers twitching with anxiety as it held the cable up for her inspection.
"We lost another connection," it said. Eulalie studied the rat for the span of a breath to identify it. Her senses dug through all the markers: fur, scent, pheromone, the way the rat held its tail aloft when he walked on two paws, the small clip in his left ear. This was Basil, who belonged to a family of rats who had taken their names from the contents of a spice rack once upon a time. Basil was technically a legacy name. Right now, Basil Sr. was in charge of organizing incoming cookbooks for the Library, but not because he was named for a spice. The whole family knew how to read and understand food labels, which was definitely a niche skill set for rodents.
"Tell me more, Basil." She leaned over and took the cable from Basil and held it up to get a better look at it. Sure enough, the cable was neatly severed by a collapsing portal. There was a bit of an art form to the magical portals the rats made. When they fell apart, anything caught in the portal was simply detached at a molecular level. There were likely some interesting applications of this process, but the Arachne had plenty of other things on her plate.
"This one came from the server room in the Computer Sciences Department at MIT." Basil cleaned his face nervously. "It was spotted by the intern."
"The intern?" Eulalie's eyes narrowed. "Do you mean Carl?"
Basil nodded. Carl the intern was a new student in the Computer Sciences Department. For whatever reason, he had been put in charge of the server room maintenance, and had become the bane of Eulalie's existence on the MIT campus.
Server rooms were easy to infiltrate once you bypassed external security. Unless there were problems with the server, nobody paid much attention to what was going on with the hardware itself. It was easy enough to plug a direct line into a server and maintain a continuous connection. In fact, Eulalie often did maintenance of her own to ensure nobody looked twice. There were over a dozen college campuses right now that were running at peak performance due to her interventions.
However, Carl was either some sort of cable savant or a bored nerd. This was the third time this month the man had discovered one of her cables. The rats monitored stuff like this for her, and protocol upon discovery was to immediately shut down any portals to that location. This meant that Carl had likely discovered what appeared to be a cut cable attached to nothing, or perhaps even a hole that went a few inches into the wall and terminated abruptly.
Now that was something she wished she could see. She fiddled with the cable for a moment, wondering if it would be worth installing another one sometime just to see how fast Carl would find it. However, if this guy was half as good as she thought he was, there was a chance he was doing diagnostics on that particular server already. He would see that information had been going both ways through that port, which meant problems for Eulalie. The safety of her niece and the house came first and always. Sighing, she handed the cable remnant to Basil.
"Go ahead and pull any other connections from MIT," she said with remorse. She hated losing a direct server connection because it would be that much harder to dig through data flowing through the school. MIT had some cutting edge research, along with top secret government programs that she had been eagerly watching. The Arachne turned her attention to another screen and set a reminder to check on Carl's enrollment at MIT every six months. The guy was due to graduate in two years, and she didn't want to forget to go back later. Someone like Carl was good to know about, and maybe even hire someday.
Ignoring the rat, she opened a command console window and quickly set up a search program that would dig through forums, message boards, and anywhere else a server junky may go. If Carl started asking around about mysterious cables that disappeared into walls, she wanted to know right away.
When she turned her attention back to Basil, she was happy to see that he had at least relaxed a little. The rats trusted her, but they got very anxious whenever failing a task, even if it wasn't their fault. Reggie's predecessor was largely at fault for this. That rat had been a real bastard.
"Dismissed," she said as she leaned back into her webs. "And thank you."
Basil bowed low, then scampered off with the cable in tow. She watched him vanish into one of the tunnels carved in the wall, then reached out and flicked her spinner again. It practically hummed while spinning, and she tossed it in the air with her paw only to catch it on the end of another leg. Grinning, she looked back at the code she had been working on.
The flow of air shifted slightly in the room and was accompanied by the sound of sliding fabric. Eulalie frantically typed in an attempt to finish one last bit of code just as Sofia entered the room. She hit enter and leaned back so far in her hammock that she was now looking at the cyclops upside down.
"Ugh, I hate when you do that." The cyclops shivered, then continued into the corner of the room where a small table and chairs had been placed for visitors. Earlier, the rats had set up a small plate of cheese and fruit. Eulalie had wondered who was coming to visit her.
The Arachne tumbled backward out of her web, the fidget spinner precariously balanced on one foot. She wondered how long she could make it spin. Her personal record was almost two hours. How long had it been spinning already? It didn't really matter. She could just start the timer now.
Walking across the room, she studied Sofia. For the first time in a few days, the cyclops didn't smell of alcohol, which was a pleasant surprise. She did, however, have a large bag under her eye from lack of sleep. It was almost painful to look at, and made Eulalie think of a double chin. Every time the cyclops blinked, it wobbled. Arachnes didn't really get bags under their eyes. It didn't serve any evolutionary advantage. In fact, she wasn't entirely certain what purpose they were meant to serve. Of what use was advertising to the world that your sleep habits were trash?
Then again, maybe it was meant to be a physiological warning sign. One look in the mirror and you knew you weren't at your best. How much sleep had Eulalie been getting lately? She did some quick math in her head and frowned. If she remembered correctly, she was averaging around five hours of sleep a night. That was definitely sub-optimal. She couldn't even blame an MMO this time.
Gods, that little eyelid chin just kept jiggling. The eye itself narrowed and Eulalie realized she had been staring for a few seconds.
"Good..." Eulalie checked a nearby monitor for the time. "Morning!"
Sofia sighed. "Did I come at a bad time?"
The Arachne shook her head. "Lily and Dana aren't currently murdering anyone... I think. No, this is fine. Is something up? Is this about all those books I ordered? That's just blatant market manipulation and I did it on my own account. Or maybe you heard about MIT?"
"MI... no, I'm not here to talk about whatever is going on outside the Library." Sofia took a deep breath and looked away. This was a sign that whatever she had to say was difficult for her. Eulalie hated conversations like this. They made her itchy. "I wanted to talk about what happened yesterday."
"Yesterday?" Eulalie winced. She could still picture that bubbling wraith as it twisted away from her, like hot tar with an attitude. The thing had been nearly as quick as she was, only slipping free of her grip due to its amorphic body. Dealing with any creature that could out maneuver her was always unsettling.
"Yes." The Head Librarian sat up straight in her seat, which put her at eye level with Eulalie. "You broke protocol. Severely."
Eulalie immediately stopped the fidget spinner and slipped it into her pocket. She dropped her other hand to her spinnerets and pulled out a small length of webbing, which she immediately pulled into a loop. This activity was far quieter than the fidget spinner and less likely to annoy the cyclops.
"Yeah, about that." The Arachne studied Sofia, uncertain where to begin. "I'm really sorry."
"Sorry? That's it?" Sofia's tone was like ice. "You accidentally freed a malevolent entity and you're...sorry?"
"I guess I'm not sure what else you want me to say." This was why she hated confrontations that weren't through a keyboard. She screwed up and had apologized. What more was there? "So yeah, I'm sorry."
"Sorry isn't good enough, Eulalie." Sofia stood now, her fists balled up. "Do you have any idea what you almost did?"
"I mean..." Eulalie dropped her gaze to the webbing in her hand. She had already converted the cat's cradle into a Jacob's ladder. "Yeah, that thing almost hurt everyone."
"That thing killed one of your rats and almost killed me." Sofia's voice was little more than a whisper.
"No, it didn't." Eulalie tilted her head to one side. "Not the rat part, that was very regrettable. I mean the latter half. You can see your own future if it involves getting hurt or dying. That thing wasn't actually going to hurt you."
"You're wrong, Eulalie. I saw that thing kill me, over and over again. But do you know what? When it came at me that very last time, I saw my death. I amended every possible outcome I could, and nothing changed at all. In those two seconds, I died over a dozen times, and there was nothing I could do. Nothing at all!" The cyclops was grinding her teeth, Eulalie could hear them. "If Mike hadn't stepped in, I would be dead right now!"
"Oh." Well, that was quite the revelation. How was she supposed to parse that nugget of information? "Um...well...I'm glad you're not dead."
"Gods, you don't even see it, do you? What would have happened if I died?" Sofia ran a hand through her hair so roughly that some of it pulled free from the braid. "Well, to start with, you would be responsible for my death. Can you even comprehend what that's like? To fuck up so badly that somebody you know dies in front of you?"
"Uh..." This conversation was already difficult, and Eulalie was now in uncharted territory. What could you say to someone you almost killed due to carelessness?
"How would you have lived with yourself? Do you know what it's like to get somebody killed and constantly see shadows of them?" Sofia's features were bright red now, and Eulalie half wondered if the cyclops might take a swing at her. "What if Mike hadn't been there, hmm? What if that thing had gotten away and killed Tink? When you have to sit down with Grace and tell her that you accidentally killed her primary mother figure, would you just say 'Sorry'?!?"
The webbing in Eulalie's hands snapped. The cyclops now had her full attention.
"Don't bring Grace into this," she whispered. Eulalie loved her niece more than anything, and maybe that was part of the problem. She had never planned on becoming a mother. Honestly, neither had Velvet. Years ago, they had resigned themselves to the idea that the two of them would be the last of their species.
But now, the future of their species was in the hands of a little girl who still ate crayons. Eulalie sometimes wished more than anything that she could set aside her asexuality and take that burden, to mate and produce offspring of her own. But Arachne biology demanded compatibility. Even if she tried to inseminate herself with a turkey baster (per Lily's suggestion), it would do nothing.
Was Grace destined to feel the burden of their species? Or was she loved enough that she would never crave the companionship of her own kind?
"But she's a part of this, no matter what you want." Sofia looked down at Eulalie over her nose. "Every person is a member of her family. She still carries around that bear of hers, and she only knew Cyrus for a few months."
"Don't...don't talk about him, either." The room felt like it was spinning under her feet. "He's off limits, too."
"You don't get to duck out of an adult conversation just because it's hard. For fucks' sake, Eulalie. I'm the one who almost died because of you! You couldn't follow the rules! Fuck!" The cyclops slammed her fist against the wall, which startled a few rats who had been trying to covertly conduct their business through the room. "Once I'm gone, that's it! You're the Head Librarian. Then it's your turn to be miserable and remember those who came before you, wandering the stacks and wondering what you could have done differently. Do you think I want that for you?"
"I...um..." The Arachne was so off balance, she wasn't sure where to begin.
"You're nowhere near ready for the responsibility." Sofia crossed her arms. "If you ever hope to become the Head Librarian, you need to find a way to properly own up to mistakes like this."
Aha! That was something Eulalie could finally latch onto! Should she beat around the bush a bit? Some people preferred that. Then again, Sofia looked tired and would probably just be annoyed.
"Except I don't want to be the Head Librarian."
"What?" It was like the breath had been knocked out of the cyclops.
Eulalie shrugged. "I like helping you and being part of the Library, but I've never wanted to be in charge. I'm not really a people person. My skill set is very different from yours. I would be a terrible Head Librarian." She jerked a thumb at the rats. "And it's not like that lot can be in charge. They're happy to have a purpose, but this place needs someone like you who can restore it to its former glory."
"You...don't...want..." Sofia's mouth opened and closed much like a fish out of water.
"Not in the slightest." The Arachne gestured at the bank of monitors. "I'm already caught up in so many other things, and that doesn't include being the Rat Queen. The Head Librarian isn't just a title. It comes with so many duties that I wouldn't know where to begin. I always figured we'd just work together until we had a few more librarians and that maybe you'd choose one of them."
The cyclops had gone pale and was breathing fast. She mumbled something under her breath that even Eulalie couldn't make out, then stood and walked briskly out the exit. The Arachne stared at the archway as she pulled another bit of thread from her spinnerets.
"Well...fuck," she muttered. She was fairly certain that conversation had gone better for her than Sofia. Tapping a finger on her chin, she sighed and turned her attention back toward the computer.
Doing computer stuff was always easier than dealing with people.
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Mike looked down at the table and frowned. He contemplated the playing card with a picture of a hobo spider on it, his left hand hovering over the face-down cards spread across the table. Opposite from him, Grace stared through his soul, somehow looking back in time to his childhood and judging him even there.
"Blink, honey." Yuki ruffled Grace's hair. The Arachne blinked exactly once, her gaze never leaving her father's face. Squatting next to the little girl was Abella. The gargoyle had positioned her hands beneath her chin as if in deep contemplation. In front of her was a pair of cards she had already matched in the memory game.
Mike sighed. He had no idea which card he needed and it was time to commit. Fuck it, he thought and chose at random.
He flipped over one of the other cards. It was, in fact, not a hobo spider. The jumping spider looked friendly enough, but his failure to match cards meant that his turn was over and the game had now circled back to his daughter.
"You're up, kid." He leaned back and groaned inwardly. Grace stared at him as she flipped over the hobo spider once more and then turned over its match, which had been revealed by Abella on her turn. The jumping spider was next, and its match was exactly where Reggie had found it three minutes ago.
"Bugs," muttered the Rat King. He had three matches in front of him, his tail twitching in irritation. One by one, Grace went through the cards and matched all of them until there were four cards left. At no point did she ever look away from Mike as she promptly stomped on everyone who was playing. However, she did pause to contemplate the final cards, none of which had been flipped yet. She took a chance and failed to match the crab spider with its mate.



Reggie sighed. He flipped over one of the remaining cards, then swept the table. He held up his matched cards. He had five matches to Grace's eight.
"I'm starting to think she may be unstoppable," he said.
"We can blame that on Jenny," said Mike. Now that Grace was old enough for certain games, she played with Reggie and Jenny all the time. The doll was usually cheating somehow, but Grace's intense focus often meant she was able to bypass the doll's exploit. Poor Reggie was usually caught in the crossfire of the battle of the titans, and Mike wondered if the extra gray hairs on the rat's snout had come from playing with them.
"You can blame most of that on her heritage," said Yuki as she stroked the little girl's hair. Grace hissed with pleasure at the compliment, then picked up all the cards and started to shuffle them.
"I don't think so," said Reggie. "I'm fairly certain she can track them by feel."
"Is that true, Grace?" Mike cocked his head at his daughter. In response, she pulled two cards seemingly at random and handed them over. It was a pair of jumping spiders.
"Shit," he whispered to himself.
"I'm out," said Reggie. "I haven't had this much abuse since the time I got trapped in a pantry by a cat."
"When was this?" asked Mike.
"My younger days." Reggie smirked. "I had several adventures of my own before becoming royalty, you know." The Rat King chuckled to himself and hopped off the table. "Now if you'll excuse me, I have a warm bed and some kingly duties to attend to. Maybe I'll sire a child who can keep up with your children, Caretaker. The numbers are in my favor, after all."
"It's good to be the king," muttered Mike as he watched Reggie leave. Once the rat had gone, he looked at his daughter and laughed. Yuki had taken the cards and spread them out. Grace had already matched over half of them. "Not much of a game, now is it?"
Grace shrugged, then scooped the cards up and set them in the middle of the table. She reached up to pat Mike on the head just as Death stepped out of the office.
"It is officially eleven in the morning," said Death as he put on a pair of safety glasses. "Which means it is time for us to show up to work."
"What exactly are you two doing out there?" asked Mike as Grace slipped on her own glasses. Over in the corner, the lamp threw itself behind the couch and transformed into a tool chest, which rolled out into the open. "Sorry, the three of you."
"Mostly standing around," said Death as he walked to the front door. "Oh, wait!" The Reaper ran into the office and returned with a thermos. "Don't want to forget my soup," he said as Grace opened the front door and held it for Tick Tock. Once the trio was through, the door clicked shut.
"They're up to something," said Yuki. "I'd bet one of my tails on it."
"They're going to hang some chimes," said Abella with a grin. "Death and Grace picked out some spots to hang them. Her job is to string up the chimes themselves with her webs. I think it's a good idea. It'll keep Grace busy while Tink is out."
Mike sighed. He was happy that the Reaper had taken it upon himself to keep Grace's hours occupied, but how long would he have to do so?
"Enough of that." Yuki picked up a card and tossed it playfully at him. "Doom and gloom looks awful on you."
"Yeah, yeah." He picked up the card and set it back on the pile.
"Do you think Sofia has read that journal yet?" Abella looked at him hungrily. "Because if she's not going to be by until later, I can think of a fun way to occupy--"
There was a clunking sound, followed by a book being set on a wooden shelf. Sofia walked out of the office. Mike noticed immediately how tired she looked, and how red her eye was. Had she been crying?
"Looks like my date is here," he said. When he rose, Abella playfully clutched at his hand, as if trying to hold him down.
"Call me," she whispered with a wink. The gargoyle stood and walked slowly toward the front door of the house, careful not to destroy the floorboards. The door opened as if by magic, allowing Abella to step outside. Cecilia briefly appeared, then gave the door a gentle push shut before fading from sight.
"So did you get a chance to..." Mike's voice trailed off as Sofia ignored him to walk through the dining room and into the kitchen.
"Looks like somebody is still struggling." Yuki rose and adjusted her kimono. "Maybe I should give her my therapist's number."
"Perhaps, but..." Mike winced when he heard a cabinet door in the kitchen slam. "Do it tactfully?"
Yuki laughed. "I don't want cyclops spit in my food." She headed for the stairs. "Send me a text if our little construction worker circles back around."
Mike nodded, then headed for the kitchen. He stepped inside to the rhythmic sound of a knife's edge knocking against the wooden grain of a cutting board. Sofia had already pulled several vegetables from the fridge and pantry and was frantically chopping them. Knowing better than to startle a woman holding a knife, he stepped up beside her to make his presence known before speaking.
"Hey," he said. Sofia grunted in response, but said nothing else. The late morning sunlight occasionally glinted off the edge of the knife as she chopped, creating a hypnotic pattern.
Mike debated asking her what was up, or if she wanted to talk about it. However, it was obviously related to whatever issue was constantly plaguing her. Talking about it clearly hadn't helped the cyclops. He wasn't often at a loss for words with his various housemates, but the cyclops was different. Sofia didn't technically live with them, despite her constant presence in the kitchen. Maybe part of the issue was neglect? Did she feel taken advantage of? Or was it a Library problem? If he didn't know better, he was starting to think Sofia was on the edge of a mid-life crisis, one that couldn't be fixed with the purchase of a new sports car.
"Would you like some help?" he asked. Sofia actually paused for a moment, then nodded and slid a beet toward him.
"You can peel that," she said.
"Sure thing." He picked up the beet and paused. "Wait, is this the one I should wear gloves for?"
"You don't have to," she said. "But it will turn your hands red."
Mike chuckled as he opened a drawer to reveal boxes of nitrile gloves. Available in all sizes, he pulled some large ones from the box and slid them onto his hands.
"You seem overly pleased," Sofia muttered.
"That's because I look like a professional now." Mike flexed his hands inside the gloves. "All I need is a chef jacket and toque and people will think I know what I'm doing."
Sofia scoffed, but the corner of her mouth briefly lifted.
"So what are we making?" Mike pulled a peeler from the drawer. "I remember you once made a summer salad that was quite delightful."
"That would be the one that Grace fed to the rats under the table." Sofia smirked again. "However, I remember Callisto eating thirds."
"Centaurs love their veggies." Mike laughed. "Though he still gets pissed if you offer him a carrot." He had learned the hard way that centaurs could offer other centaurs carrots, but when he did it, it was considered extremely offensive. Human and centaur cultures rarely overlapped while the centaurs had been on Earth, but mankind had been very efficient at being maximum assholes while it occurred.
"We're making borscht." Sofia looked at him as she expertly chopped an onion. Her eye flickered more than once, causing her to change the angle of her knife at the last second. "The nights are getting cooler. I thought soup would be nice."
"Soup is always good," Mike said. "Vastly underrated. A good soup fills you up physically and spiritually. That's why restaurants charge so much for it. They'd rather feed you the cheap crap that makes you miserable."
"Are you buttering me up?" Sofia glared at him.
"I'm just being honest," Mike protested. "But if that happens to butter your roll, well...then I guess I'm guilty."
Sofia snorted, then scooped her chopped onion into a bowl. "As long as you aren't trying to make me feel better, I'll give you a pass."
Mike took a deep breath, then let it out. It was clear that Sofia would bring up today's issue when she was ready. "So what are we making with borscht?"
"Bread," she replied. "Well, not us. There's a wonderful bakery in France that makes a delightful black bread that will pair nicely with this."
"I'm looking forward to it." Mike concentrated on peeling the beet. While his own danger sense might prevent him from slicing his hands, he definitely didn't have Sofia's precision or culinary technique. That, and slicing the tip of his finger off wasn't exactly life threatening. The two of them became quiet as they peeled and chopped veggies, then tossed them into a large pot. It was almost an hour of reserved silence, but he could feel Sofia relax as she did it.
They were near the end of their meal prep when Sofia turned toward him. "So I read through the journal last night," she said.
"And?" Mike looked at her expectantly. "What are we dealing with?
Sofia sighed. "I'm not entirely sure," she admitted. "There was no smoking gun, not that I noticed, anyway. Charles Allen Moore was part of one of the wealthier families that moved to London from France, so a bunch of what was in there was just the ramblings of a man in his twenties."
"Damn. So he wasn't part of a cult or anything?"
"He was not. But..." Sofia paused and set aside her knife. "There was quite the obsession with a young man who lived nearby. Charles grew up with him and his sister, Eloise. The three of them were rather inseparable."
"Hmm." Mike peeled off his gloves and tossed them in the trash. "I hardly feel like that justifies attaching a malevolent entity to the journal to kill anyone before they could read it."
Sofia shrugged. "It wouldn't be the first time someone got murdered in order to hide the perpetrator's sexuality."
"Noted."
"I did, however, look up Charles' history. Turns out he didn't really do anything. Grew older, got married, then failed to father any children before dying. His spouse had a minor scandal involving a younger man, but that was it. The contents of the book were hardly salacious."
"So, you don't think he's the one who stuck the wraith to it." Mike leaned against the counter. "Then who did it and why? On a whim?"
Sofia smiled. "You would think so, but I need you to remember that this book got sorted because it met our search criteria. Specifically, the mention of prolonging life."
Mike perked up. "And?"
Sofia tossed the last of the veggies into the pot. "Okay, let me give you some background. Charles was infatuated with Gerard, and Eloise was Gerard's twin. As they grew older, Eloise fell victim to a rare debilitating blood disorder. It sounds like Gerard became obsessed with pursuing treatment."
"So a quest not unlike my own."
"Correct. Unlike our issue, Eloise was very sickly throughout her childhood and early teens. However, during the summer of this journal's creation, suddenly Eloise became healthier, unexpectedly so. Charles was thrilled. Not only did this mean Gerard had more time for Charles, but the sister was now spending more time with both of them as well. Charles even fantasized about marrying Eloise and starting a secret relationship with her brother, if possible."
"Was Gerard even interested in Charles?"
Sofia shrugged. "Charles seems to think so, but he is not a reliable narrator. Anyway, the focus of the story changes rapidly right around the fall. The year was 1888."
Sofia stared at Mike knowingly. He just sat and waited, completely oblivious to what should have been a grand revelation.
"Really, Mike? Don't they teach you anything in those schools of yours?"
Mike shrugged. "The mitochondria is the powerhouse of--"
Sofia picked up a tomato chunk and flicked it at him, striking him on the cheek just under his eye. Mike tried to flick it back at her, but she had already armed herself with another tomato.
For several long seconds, they stared each other down. A broad smile grew across Sofia's face before she playfully tossed the tomato chunk into the sink.
"It would be fun," she admitted. "But very messy."
"You're right." Mike tossed his piece in the sink as well. "We'd be the poor suckers who would have to clean it up."
"I can think of worse fates." Sofia's tone became serious. "The fall of 1888 was the year Jack the Ripper appeared."
"Oh." Mike frowned. "Wait, wasn't the book--"
"Bound in human skin? Yes." Sofia leaned down to wash her hands in the sink. When she was finished, she dried her hands on a towel and started fiddling with her braid. "However, that's not the original cover. Someone got a hold of this journal after it was written and re-bound it in skin."
"But why?"
"Why indeed?" Sofia smiled and leaned against the counter. With the light coming through the window behind her, it almost looked like she was glowing. "Ratu has the book right now. I sent it to her last night. My best guess is that the skin was part of the wraith's binding process. So the real mystery now is if the wraith was the trap of a psychopath or--"
"There's something in there we weren't meant to see." Mike let out a deep breath. What sort of knowledge would be worth protecting like that? "Okay, so our guy is writing his journal while Jack the Ripper is running around town. You don't suppose..."
Sofia raised an eyebrow. "That our mystery binder may be related? Could be. Then again, Jack wasn't the only one killing women in that region. The primary controversy surrounding the Ripper is how many victims were actually his. Many scholars suspect that at least one copycat killer was operating at the time. Perhaps this book is Jack's work. Then again, our bookbinder may have used the slayings to take a victim of his own. Or perhaps it isn't related at all. We don't know when the book was rebound, after all. In fact, the killings are mentioned, but Charles treats them as dreadful news rather than something to be excited over."
Mike nodded. "Yeah, that probably would have been too convenient."
"But we can't immediately discount the relationship, either. You see, Eloise begins having these terrible episodes, at which time Gerard takes a renewed interest in her condition. Jack the Ripper seemed quite intrigued with female anatomy. Maybe Gerard himself was the Ripper, pursuing dark ends to prolong his sister's life."
"So we're back to thinking this book involves Jack the Ripper?"
Sofia laughed. "Honestly, I don't think so. But the parallels are there, and you should be aware of them. Anyway, Charles becomes very distraught when the love of his life no longer has any time to spend with him. Their story together ends when Gerard tells Charles that he is taking his sister somewhere safe, a place where she can be cured."
Mike's heart thudded loudly in his chest. "Where is that place?"
"Charles doesn't say. However, Ratu thinks she may have the solution for that, if you can peel her away from her most recent project."
"The lamia statue."
"Correct. You should probably pay her a personal visit real soon and make sure she doesn't have tunnel vision." Sofia's smile faded. "Before I forget, I need to say something to you."
"I'm listening."
"You saved my life yesterday." Sofia gazed deep into his eyes. "I know I haven't exactly been pleasant to be around. I'll also admit that my life isn't going the way I thought it would. But when that... thing came for me, I realized that there are still plenty of opportunities I want to live for. And maybe it's stupid, but... when you stepped in and saved my life, it felt like I actually matter to you."
Mike's jaw dropped. "Of course you matter to me," he said. "Why would you think otherwise?"
"I'm not like the others, Mike. I can't give you children. I'm not good at emotional support. I'm just... old. Old and tired. I'm the person who cooks meals and loans out books. I don't even live here."
"You're so much more than that, though."
"I want to believe you," she said, then sighed. "But that's a me problem. One that I need to figure out for myself." Sofia fiddled with the end of her braid, then threw it back over her shoulder. "Anyway, thanks for helping with meal prep. You should probably go see Ratu."
"I'm still willing to help." Mike opened the glove drawer. "I can always put on new gloves."
Sofia laughed. "If you don't mind, I'd kind of like to be alone. Lose myself in searing some meat. There are some other things I need to think about."
"Okay." Mike put his hand on top of Sofia's. It always surprised him how big her palms were. "You matter. Not just to me, but to the others also."
"Do I, though?" Sofia groaned. "Ignore that. I'm still not in a great frame of mind is all."
Mike nodded. He understood that feeling. How she felt now kind of summed up his early twenties. He pretty much had walked around in a fog of anxiety and depression which had come to an end the night he had inherited this house and swapped soul pieces with a nymph. Sadly, he didn't think a bath with Naia would fix her issue, but it would probably be hot as fuck to see.
"I'll see you at dinner?" Mike curled his fingers around Sofia's. "If you're feeling underappreciated, maybe you should stick around so that the others have a chance to spend more time with you."
The cyclops stared at his hand for a few seconds, then shrugged. "Perhaps." A weak smile crossed her face. "I'll try," she added.
"That's my girl." He patted her affectionately on the hip and gave her a brief hug. As he stepped out of the kitchen, he looked back to see that she was staring out the window, lost in her own thoughts.
Damn, he thought to himself. Why couldn't any of his problems this week be fixed by punching somebody in the face? He could outsource that. His house had no shortage of women who were happy to punch somebody in the face for him.
That thought immediately reminded him of Tink. His mood shifted and he quickened his pace toward the laundry room. Other than a washer and dryer that saw very little use because Naia could clean and dry things within seconds, there were a pair of portals chewed into the walls. One went straight to Di's lair in Hawaii. The other took him to the center of the Labyrinth.
He opened the makeshift door on the Labyrinth portal and stepped through. The temperature and humidity changed immediately, causing gooseflesh to rise across his arms. He stood at the base of a miniature pagoda which stood perhaps twenty feet high. Mike paused just long enough to knock on the door, then walked inside.
The interior of the pagoda was much taller than the outside. The building was a dimensional pocket, far bigger on the inside than the outside. Mike walked beside the ramp that ran along the inside of the exterior walls, his ambient magic causing the crystalline lights embedded in the wall to brighten temporarily. He sent a small pulse into them as he passed, changing them from orange to purple. Mike had learned long ago that the crystals functioned much like LEDs did. His own magic had frequencies he could experiment with. Ratu had cautioned him not to experiment too much without either herself or Yuki present to avoid blowing himself up.
Roughly three levels up, Mike heard muttering through one of the doorways. He turned the corner to see Ratu standing in a room with a table in the center. The lamia statue was floating above the table, the pieces rotating independently of each other. The edges of the broken statue glowed bright, changing from orange to green and then back again.
Ratu stood with her hand curled beneath her chin, contemplating the statue. Instead of a kimono, she was wearing a white cotton chest wrap with matching underwear. All along her skin, her scales shimmered and shifted, catching the light like uncut gemstones.



"This is new," he said. "What's with the outfit?"
Ratu turned her head slightly and raised a single eyebrow. "I'm trying to limit interference from my clothing. The dimensional pockets I've woven into the sleeves were causing false positives during my tests. Hence, I was forced to dress minimally."
"Why wear clothes at all?" he asked. "This is your home."
"Decorum, mainly." The naga smirked. "I never know who is going to drop by."
"Uh huh." He moved next to the table and stared at the busted statue. "Any answers yet?"
She shook her head. "Only more questions, really. Based on preliminary tests, I'm starting to wonder if the lamia was actually trapped inside the statue."
"Um..." Mike scratched his chin. "What are the alternatives?"
"Most troubling would be the idea that the lamia was somehow created by the magic residing in this vessel. That would be the sort of magic you would find in the Grimoire." Ratu gestured at the glowing edges of the statue. "My current hypothesis is that the lamia wasn't stored within the vessel, but perhaps in some other sort of extradimensional space. The statue was like a tether, with the breakage being the trigger."
"I don't follow. Why would the extra dimensional space location matter?"
"Think of it like the greenhouse. That space exists within the greenhouse itself. The wardrobe, however, is a portal to a pocket world. Originally, I thought this statue was like the greenhouse. Now I wonder if it is more like the wardrobe."
Mike nodded. "So I understand the difference, but you haven't explained why that matters."
"Mmh. Right." Ratu scrunched up her face. "The enchantment on the statue is self-contained if the creature was stored inside. The magic is isolated. However, if the lamia came from someplace else, it means that it came from... outside, for lack of a better term. If that's the case, there's a good chance that whoever created this thing knows we opened it, and that the lamia came here. For a brief moment, the inside of your home was breached by an outside entity without your permission."
"That's not the first time that's happened," Mike said. "Lily was able to break in when the Society got my blood. They used blood magic to sic her on me, which was able to bypass the geas. I'll also point out that the geas wasn't nearly as strong then. Who knows what loopholes we've already closed since then?"
Ratu studied Mike for a moment. "I'm not interested in old loopholes. I want to know about this one. This statue sat in your home, like a ticking bomb. Mike, if this thing is hooked to an external location, it isn't something that we would have found in our sweep of dangerous objects. It had a magical aura of a benign nature. Well, benign being in the eye of the beholder, anyway. I wouldn't have given it a second thought."
"So you think there are others like it?"
"I'm not sure." The naga sighed. "Maybe I'm just paranoid. Something about this statue is really bothering me. If I can at least recreate the magical signature before it was broken, I can go through the house and see if there's anything else containing a potentially deadly surprise."
"That sounds like quite the task." Mike shivered at the idea that his home may contain more creatures like the lamia. "Should we just do a purge? Toss out anything we know nothing about?"
Ratu shook her head. "At my most paranoid, the creator of this statue, should they still live, knows that the lamia was freed. For all we know, they have a direct link to anything else that may be here. If we started tossing out their trojan objects, they may choose to activate all of them. It would be better to do a coordinated disposal after identifying them. However, that is an issue for another day. You are here about the diary."
The naga led him up one floor, and then into another room. This one was more academic in nature, with books and scrolls lining the wall. Mike shivered at the memory of the Restricted Section, then noticed that the skin covered diary was sitting on the floor in the middle of the room inside of a massive sigil that had been drawn on the floor.
Over in the corner, Opal sat in a chair while reading on a tablet. She was wearing a translucent outfit that looked like it had been cut from a raincoat that kept her from sticking to the furniture. Upon Mike's entry, she looked up from her book and smiled.
I was wondering when you would be here, she signed.
"To clarify," he replied, "I'm here on business, not to feed you."
Prude. Though Opal seemed disappointed, she happily tucked back into her book.
"I left her in here to make sure this thing doesn't have any more surprises for us." Ratu walked to the edge of the sigil on the floor. "Though after what I've heard, it sounds like you're the one full of surprises."
"You know me. Always full of..." He trailed off when he noticed Ratu giving him an odd look. "What?"
"This book contained a spiritual construct. A wraith, or whatever enigmatic name you prefer." Ratu put her hand on his chest. "Which you apparently defeated by ripping out its soul."
"Now, hold on. I didn't rip out its soul." Mike waved his hands in self defense. "That thing certainly wasn't alive. It was kind of like that lamia, actually. Someone built it out of spare parts and I yanked out the piece that mattered most."
"I see." Her serpentine eyes studied him for several long seconds. "Out of curiosity, what if I was trying to kill you? Or someone else? Would you have done the same to me? Reached in and grabbed my soul?"
"I...um..." He swallowed the lump in his throat. "I don't know," he admitted. A soul wasn't just a piece of someone, it was who they were. Damaging it could change them on a fundamental level, or maybe even kill them. Still, if it meant saving a life... "It's something I've wondered about, more than once. I'm not even sure I could do it to something with an actual soul."
The naga moved closer. "You can see my soul, yes?"
Mike nodded. Right now, her soul was like a swirling fractal made of scales and fire. "It's taken some getting used to," he admitted. "But I see magic and spirits almost full time now." Keeping his senses open full time not only strengthened his skills, but was a super power of its own. Reading someone's intent was also a handy skill, but he had also used it more than once to navigate the house while the lights were off. His whole home was magic, he could navigate it with his eyes closed this way. The practice would likely end once one of his children started playing with Legos. He sincerely doubted the little building blocks would register in his soul sight, or whatever he was calling it these days.
"I'm curious. You have a derivation of Naia's gift involving souls, and I wonder if you could touch mine. Yuki once described at length the ordeal involving Freya, and I wonder if you've become even stronger, more precise."
"You want me to touch your soul?"
"For academic purposes." She smiled. "It would help me understand your abilities just a little bit more. Such an ability can cause great harm, but perhaps it can also do some good."
"How do you figure?"
Ratu snorted. "As you are aware, I am currently stuck on a solution for Dana's problem. Her soul has been woven into the very essence of her flesh. Perhaps as you grow stronger, it is something you could fix for her."
"Oh." That was something Mike hadn't really considered.
"Oh, indeed." Ratu licked her lips. "So go on. Touch it. Maybe give it a little push. Let's see what we can learn from each other."
Although feeling uncertain about the naga's request, Mike decided to indulge her curiosity. He reached his hand out and concentrated on the swirling mass of her essence that shifted all around her. Heatless flames curled around his fingers as her soul flowed through his flesh. It was almost like he could feel who she was through his fingers alone.
"And?" she asked.
"It's kind of hard to explain," he replied. "But you feel very different than how the wraith did. You're all warm, even though it feels like it's all in my head."
Ratu snorted. "Just what every woman wants to hear. Now, if you wouldn't mind, could you interact with it?"
"Just what every man wants to hear." Mike laughed when Ratu stuck out her tongue, the forked tip flickering before disappearing back between her lips. When he ran his fingers across her soul, the naga let out a sigh.
"It kind of feels like I'm sitting in a sunbeam," she said. "It's quite pleasant. What are you doing?"
"Being gentle, honestly." When he pushed on her soul, it rippled much like a pond.
"This is really nice." Ratu shrugged her shoulders and sighed. "Would you try pulling on it?"
"Are you sure?" he asked.
"I know you'll be gentle," she replied.
Feeling unsure, Mike found a strand of her soul and wrapped his finger around it. He moved slowly, separating the thread away from the rest of her soul. Immediately, Ratu's face went pale, her eyes bulging out of her head. Scales rippled all across her body as she shuddered, then pushed him away. Mike released her soul immediately, and the naga bent forward to dry heave.
"Are you okay?" he asked, worried. "Did I hurt you?"
"I'm fine," she gasped, then coughed. "But I think we'll avoid messing around with my soul from now on, if you don't mind."
Feeling guilty, Mike stepped back and looked around the room. In the corner, Opal made eye contact with him.
You warned her, she signed. This is on her.
Mike nodded, but still felt really bad about it. The naga put a hand to her chest and gasped for air a few times, then cleared her throat. She winced and looked his way.
"Let's talk about this book." She gestured at the diary. "Sofia spent some time reading it last night before handing it over to me. I studied it for a while and compared it to the notes she left me."
"Based on what she said, the notes aren't really helpful."
"Sofia is a Librarian and not an enchantress." Recomposing herself, Ratu moved to the edge of the sigil. "This book has two separate stories. The one written inside and the one involving why it was covered in human skin and bound to a malevolent spirit. I believe I've stumbled onto the answer."
"You have?" Mike didn't dare get his hopes up.
"Yes. You see, while I was flipping through the book, I spotted a message at the end." Ratu pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to Mike. "I took the liberty of copying it down in English. I'd prefer not to open that book up again just yet."
"But it's safe now, right?" Mike took the slip of paper. "That...thing got destroyed."
"Indeed it did, but you should know better than anyone not to underestimate what magic is capable of." Ratu rubbed at her sternum with a frown. "Look at the paper."
Mike turned his attention to the slip of paper in his hand.
My dearest C,
Come find me
~G
"G? As in Gerard?" Mike frowned. "That's the name of the brother, the guy who took his sister away."
"It is."
"How did Sofia miss this?"
The naga chuckled and walked over to the side of the room where she had a pot of tea on a jewel-encrusted platter. He watched her send a stream of fire mana into the pot, which spat out some steam. She poured herself a cup, followed by two more. Mike watched with interest as she took one of the cups over to Opal. The slime girl accepted the cup, then sprouted a third arm briefly to sign Thank you.
"It was written in the back of the book, after several passages of Charles pining for his lost...friend." Ratu chuckled. "I suspect these men may have been in love but had never been afforded the opportunity to pursue each other properly."
"That makes sense, but..." Mike accepted a cup of tea from Ratu. "Thank you. So if Gerard wrote that in the back of the book, it means he got ahold of it after it was written. Is he the one who enchanted it?"
"I'm not sure. However, this becomes the story of the book, does it not?" Ratu arched an eyebrow and sipped at her tea. "Two men in love, one takes his sister to a mysterious location to cure her maladies. Some time later, Gerard gets ahold of this journal and sees how his friend pines for him. Allow me to posit a theory."
"Posit away."
"That wraith you encountered was never intended to be malevolent, not in the way you and Sofia believe. The book was trying to escape the Library, but why? To feast on others? To pursue a sinister end? I don't think so." Ratu turned to look at the book. "I think the wraith's purpose was to deliver a message to Charles."
"How do you figure? What message?"
"Find me." Ratu smirked. "Think about it. That wraith was able to generate a pocket reality based on nearby books. I believe that the wraith was a messenger, but it realized that you and Sofia were definitely not the intended recipient. That is the real reason it tried to kill you. The message, 'come find me' was meant for Charles, and was written there by Gerard as part of the magic. The wraith's job was to give Charles directions in how to do just that."
"Wow, that's..." Mike had been about to say great, but realized what this actually meant. "Shit. I destroyed the message, didn't I?"
"Perhaps." Ratu walked back over to the tea table and pulled out a vial from a drawer beneath it. "I collected some of the remnants of the wraith from the Library. I firmly believe that between the two of us, we may be able to ferret out the information we need. The fact that so much work was done to keep this information hidden from anyone but Charles leads me to believe that this secret was worth keeping, ergo, it's one we should look into."
"I agree." Mike sipped at his tea. "Oh, that's nice. I don't think I've had it before."
"Death gave it to me. He picked it up at some roadside stand during his...walkabout. Pairs perfectly with almond milk. I had some biscuits up here that went with it, but they've gone missing."
In the corner, Opal put a hand to her mouth and made a squelching sound, followed by bubbles that rose across her body. Mike noticed a couple of crumbly bits that rode the bubbles to the top but sank back into her core.
"So how do we do this?" asked Mike. "Find the message that this Gerard left for Charles?"
"Between these remains, my magic, and your ability to manipulate souls and spirits, I think we may be able to briefly recreate the message. Think of it like running electricity through a corpse."
Mike frowned and set down his tea. "I'm guessing you've got this all ready to begin?"
Ratu nodded. "There's a really good chance that we only get one shot at this. That diary will act as a conduit for the spell I intend on performing, and it's likely that we will destroy it in the process."
"One shot, huh? Just tell me what I need to do."
"First, we finish our tea. I would like some extra time to...prepare myself." Ratu rubbed her chest again for emphasis. "Out of curiosity...never mind."
"What?"
"No, really. Never mind." Ratu fixed him with a hard stare. "I don't think I want to know the answer, yet."
Mike nodded, then sat in silence while the two of them finished their tea. Opal had already emptied her teacup, and a little sloshing ball of tea floated around in her belly. Eventually, the naga set down her empty teacup and moved to a corner of the room where one of her kimonos hung beneath a serpent-shaped hook. She slid her arms into it, then held them up as the belt tied itself around her waist. After doing a cursory check of her sleeves, she moved next to him and studied the sigil on the ground.
"I will manifest the spellform," she said, then held up the vial. "Once I'm ready, I will open this vial and pour it into the sigil. Your job is to force mana through the remains in an attempt to mimic the spiritual energy that was once there."
"Right." In truth, Mike wasn't entirely certain how to do this, but would give it his best effort. It was easy enough to picture the writhing, malevolent energy that had been flowing through the wraith.
Ratu began the spell, the floor glowing with arcane energy. Opal set down her book and watched in fascination, her translucent eyes gleaming with magical light. The diary lifted into the air as if held aloft by a string, then opened its pages. The ink inside the book ran like blood, forming into thick beads along the edges until it dripped like a leaking faucet. On the ground, the ink formed into a secondary sigil drawn by the diary itself.
"Now," muttered Ratu, uncorking the vial and pouring it. Mike grabbed the mana of the spell and stretched it wide into a net, then wrapped it around the remains of the wraith. The dark fluid bubbled angrily as Mike fed his own magic into the spell, then pressed the mana into the wraith. The dark liquid grew spikes that extended along the magical network of strings Mike had assembled, then stretched out and formed into a clawed hand.
"It can't get out," whispered Ratu, her eyes glowing as she maintained her concentration. She was now drawing runes in the air that drifted away to form a band of energy around the spell. "But try not to let it disturb the diary."
"Understood." Mike forced more mana into the wraith, picturing braided energy that spiraled through its core. The spirit reassembled itself, but looked like a balloon that had been repeatedly deflated. Malevolent eyes glowed dimly, and there was no obscene intelligence lurking behind them. The creature was little more than a toy that Mike had plugged the batteries back into.
"Good," said Ratu. The diary continued pouring out ink, the pages fluttering until they were now at the back of the book. Mike could see an inscription glowing with golden letters. "This thing was able to recreate scenes from a book. Now it's time for us to see the scene it was supposed to deliver."
The wraith's eyes changed color, matching the golden light of the inscription. It stretched wide, blurring out as the diary disappeared and a man sitting at a desk appeared in the middle of the sigil. He was speaking as he wrote, but no sound came from his lips.
"What's he saying?" asked Mike.
"No idea." Ratu frowned. "I'm not sure if this is a limitation of his spell or the result of the wraith being dead."
The man flickered and started writing in reverse. A moment later, he was standing from the seat, then sitting back down.
"I'm guessing damage," Mike muttered as sweat poured down his forehead. His magic had never been intended for playing back VHS movies of the damned, and he was already getting tired.
"Damn." Fire formed around Ratu's fingertips as the image cracked around the edges. "We're losing it."
"C'mon," whispered Mike, looking at the man in the playback. The figure briefly looked up, revealing a face with sharp features and a cruel smile. The man finished writing the inscription as he spoke, then rose from his seat and walked toward the two of them. The image fluttered briefly between full color and black and white as white lines formed through the scene.
"He's saying something about their summer together." Ratu cocked her head to one side. "It's hard to read his lips, his movements are all jerky and he's speaking French."
"You speak French?"
"I've been around long enough that I speak lots of things. Don't distract me."
"Sorry." They watched as the man got stuck in another loop where he would say something and shrug. Mike's shirt was soaked with sweat now, and he could feel it dripping down his back. The core of his magic was now wrapped up around the figure in the center of the scene, as if the specter itself was draining Mike of his energy. "I assume that's Gerard."
Ratu didn't respond. Her eyes had taken on an eerie green glow that obscured her irises and her tongue was flicking out rapidly. Her cheeks puffed in and out with the exertion of each breath.



"C'mon, you bastard, spill." Mike's left eyelid spasmed as he kept his eyes on the scene. "What was so important that you needed to give this book the power to kill?"
Gerard suddenly became animated, and the lighting of the scene shifted enough that Mike could almost make out the words he was saying.
"...we...special time...more than..." Ratu grunted between words as mana swirled all around her. "Come...together...bring..."
The scene suddenly filled with color, then shifted slightly so that Gerard was looking directly at Ratu. The man grinned and held out a hand as if beckoning to a lover.
"Come, Charles. Mortal life is fleeting." Ratu's eyes flickered as she studied the man's face. "Death doesn't have to be the end. Let us embrace immortality together." Gerard stepped away from the desk and walked across the room he had been sitting in. The scene flickered again, and the color drained onto the floor into a crimson pool. The sigils below flared brightly as they broke apart.
"Shit, shit, shit!" Mike forced the rest of his magic into the spell, his eyes blurring from the effort. Ratu hissed, her aura rippling and fading. Gerard's features blurred as if he was made of paint that had become smeared.
Heart racing, Mike grabbed the edges of the scene with his magic and clamped down on it. The scene shifted back to a normal resolution as Gerard stepped outside of the building and pointed to a structure in the distance. Moving on instinct, Mike immediately pulled his cellphone out and snapped some pictures moments before the scene exploded.
Ink went everywhere, coating both Mike and Ratu. In the corner, Opal's dark blue surface burned red for a moment as she destroyed the ink that had struck her body. Both sigils had been destroyed. In the center of the room, the diary crumbled to ash, the remnants caught by an unseen breeze and carried up into the air.
"That went poorly." Ratu wiped the ink off her face. "I don't think we got anything of value."
"Maybe not." Mike looked at the cellphone in his hands. "But I did get some pictures of that building. I bet Eulalie may be able to help us find it. If she can't, there are people online who specialize in geolocation."
"I hope so." Ratu looked at him. "This room is going to take forever to clean."
"Sorry about that."
The naga shrugged. "No matter. Come. We should probably wash up. I can't imagine this substance is good for our skin." She inscribed a rune in the air, causing a small closet to open in the corner of the room. Mops and rags emerged, moving methodically across the floor as they scoured it clean.
Ratu led Mike up the pavilion to her private quarters with Opal on their heels. A massive bed capable of holding Ratu in one of her snake forms lay just beyond a small pond. The naga stripped off her clothes and got in the water, then turned and beckoned to Mike. Her breasts briefly emerged from the water as she bobbed up and down.
"Wash my back?" She winked at him.
"Only if you wash mine." Mike set his phone aside and stripped off all of his clothes. He inspected the ink that had soaked through his pants and frowned. "Do you think this will come out?" he asked.
"Honestly, I would just burn those." The naga scowled. "I hate to lose one of my kimonos, but worry about potential contamination. Dark magic was used to create that journal, after all."
"That's fair." Mike bid his clothing a final goodbye, set his phone on a nearby table, and then joined Ratu in the bath. He was soon followed by Opal, who burbled happily as she vanished beneath the water.
The two of them dunked themselves several times to get the ink out of their hair. Ratu moved to the side of the pond where she opened a container with a thick, paste-like substance inside. She started scrubbing it into her hair when Mike moved behind her and scooped some into his hand.
"Shampoo?" he asked.
"Sort of. It's a special formula I use." She turned to face him, her breasts brushing against his chest. "It works on hair and scales."
Mike ran it through his own hair and started a good lather. Ratu moved behind him and put her hands on his shoulders to pull him onto his back. He was now lying on her chest as the two of them floated in the pond. His legs brushed against her body, and he realized she had transformed her lower half into a snake and was holding both of them above the water.
"Allow me," she said, then ran her fingers through his hair. Mike closed his eyes and sighed, soaking in the heat of the water along with the slow, rhythmic sensation of fingers moving through his hair. When she was done washing his hair, she pushed him up and laid on her back to allow him to do the same for her.
It wasn't an equal trade by any means, but Mike didn't mind. He spent the better part of an hour slowly running his fingers through her long, waist-length tresses. The suds turned into bubbles which floated away from them to collect along the edges of the pond in a froth. Once her hair was clean, Ratu twisted it up and produced a pair of sticks to pin it in place above her head.
The two of them took turns scrubbing each other off. The dark stains on their skin slowly broke up and disappeared in the water. Mike used a pumice stone to scrub the scales between Ratu's shoulder blades, an action that elicited several sighs of contentment. Beneath them, Opal occasionally tickled at his feet, but otherwise left them alone.
Once they were clean, they moved to the edge of the pond and sat there with Mike holding Ratu from behind. His hands were on Ratu's stomach with her hands on top of his.
"How are you feeling?" Ratu tilted her head to one side to look up at him.
"Tired," he admitted. "That whole spell took it out of me."
She nodded. "I figured as much. Your magic is quite powerful, but has requirements. It drains you when you do not meet them."
"That it does."
"I'm sort of surprised you haven't made a move on me."
Mike chuckled. "I wasn't getting that vibe off of you. Sometimes, it's okay to have moments like these, and nothing comes of it. I'm more surprised Opal hasn't made a move on either of us."
"I've been keeping her well fed." Ratu grinned. "It is a bit embarrassing to admit it, but I sometimes let her feed from me while I'm in my bigger form. It not only provides her more sustenance, but my orgasms feel very different when I'm forty feet long."
"I hadn't even thought of that."
Ratu shrugged. "Naga breed regardless of form. Since we can match each other's bodies, we don't see it as odd by any means. In all honesty, it's the only limitation of our own relationship. Now, if you could somehow acquire the ability to transform yourself..." She playfully tickled his side.
"I mean...huh." Mike was suddenly contemplative. "Do you think I could have acquired that ability from you?"
"Because of the soul swap?" The naga pulled away from him so that they were facing each other. "I don't know, but have wondered. What determines the trait or ability you inherit? To my knowledge, it isn't something you think about."
"But what if I did?" If he were to concentrate on what he wanted out of the soul swap, could he choose what he got from his partner?
"I find this fascinating, academically. However, we don't exactly have a pool of candidates right now for us to figure this out with. While you will likely have no shortage of future potential sexual partners, I don't know that you want to establish relationships with them for the purpose of acquiring power."
"True. But that does make me wonder. What have you acquired from me?" Mike studied the naga's face. "I'm fairly certain I got some mastery of magic from you. Without our soul swap, it's likely I wouldn't be anywhere near as capable."
"You don't know for sure?" she asked.
He shrugged. "I wasn't exactly keeping a list. By the time I figured out it was happening, my own magic was evolving so fast that I couldn't keep track of it."
"I guess I shall add it to the pile, then." Ratu let out a small groan. "Yet another puzzle to keep me up at night. Maybe I'll work on it after I've figured out the statue thing."
"Right. Speaking of puzzles, I should get back to my own." Mike got out of the pond and grabbed a nearby towel to dry himself. "The sooner I get those images to Eulalie, the sooner she can help me figure it out."
He moved to the table where his phone was. After getting the pictures to Eulalie, he would have to figure out how to scrape the ink off of it, or get a new phone. He didn't like the idea that the ink was somehow dangerous after the fact, but magic was weird like that.
Opening the images tab on his phone, he studied the pictures he had managed to capture. Flipping back and forth through them, he realized that the camera had actually captured far more detail than he remembered. The structure in the distance appeared to be some sort of keep, or potentially a castle. Strangely enough, it almost seemed familiar, as if...
"Fucking hell," he muttered as he tapped on the most recent image and zoomed in. Staring at the distant building, if he were to pretend one of the towers had crumbled away, and maybe covered the outside with moss...
"Is everything okay?" Ratu had left the tub and Opal was helping her into a robe.
"No. Yes. I'm not sure. Fuck."
"What's wrong?"
"I think I know where this place is," he said as he looked up at Ratu.
"You do?" Ratu had summoned flames to dry her hair.
"If I'm right, yeah, I do." Mike scowled at his phone. The place Gerard was guiding his potential lover to was a castle built in the middle of a lake in Ireland. It was run down and abandoned, or at least the world believed it to be so. Like everything else in his life, looks were deceiving. The place was in better shape than imagined and quite haunted by entities who were very unfriendly. "I'll double check just to be sure, but...I think we might be looking at my own damned castle."

🏡🏡🏡

The princess and the shapeshifter walked along the edge of the Radley property, her fingers hovering just above the stone wall as she moved. The princess marveled at the quaint human dwellings. It fascinated her that they built homes of stone and wood to separate them from what remained of the nature their homes had been built upon. It was indeed the time of year for the foliage to go dormant, but she should still be able to feel the slumbering lifeforce within. At best, it was weak, a dimly lit ball of energy that had curled up in the corner, starving and weak.
A layer of segmented concrete made up a thing called a sidewalk. As if to further isolate themselves from nature, the humans had constructed an even wider composition of stone and tar called a road. The first car that had driven past her had been fascinating in shape, but atrocious in both smell and sound. She could hear the moving parts inside, squealing like trapped spirits.
"Isn't this wonderful?" she asked, twirling in place to walk backward. The shapeshifter had taken on the appearance of a sullen man, his hands jammed in both pockets with a knit cap pulled over his brow. "The dichotomy of man and nature. The sheer amalgamation of life and death."
The shapeshifter paused and turned its attention to the stone wall that bordered the home. "Are you talking about this thing?" It picked at one of the stones with a sharpened fingernail. The princess noticed that part of the grout broke free and fell to the ground. When she turned her attention back to where it had fallen from, the grout was still in place as if it had never been disturbed.
"What a clever enchantment," she said, placing her hand against the rocks.
"Yes," said the shapeshifter, mimicking her. "A dichotomy of man and nature."
"What? No." The princess breathed deeply, holding back her frustration. It was easy to forget that the shapeshifter was only a day old. "This property has a protective spell on it. I was referring to how the mortals shape their dwellings and neighborhoods. It's very like humans, you see, to find somewhere special to live, drain away its resources, then dress it back up in a facade of normalcy."
The shapeshifter regarded her carefully, then nodded. "An amalgamation of life and death."
"That's... okay." She made a mental note to keep her musings internal from now on. A shapeshifter learned best from its environment and she was polluting the simple creature's mind with a higher order of thinking than it was capable of. "We're almost to the entrance. I do not wish to enter with you."
"Of course not." The shapeshifter pulled his hands from their pockets. "I'm just out for a run, anyway. It's something mortals do."
The Unseelie agent pumped his arms and ran ahead of her. When he got to the opening, he turned his head to look inside, then stumbled over his feet and tripped on the curb. If a car had been coming, it would have hit him.
The princess stopped and watched the scene with a frown on her face. Eventually, the shapeshifter got up and limped away, though she knew the injury itself was a farce. Shapeshifters were hearty creatures with malleable bones. Unless torn open with a sharp edge, they were fairly resilient.
So what had startled the thing? The princess walked beneath the first stone lion and peeked around the corner. Almost immediately, she was assailed by a sound that made it feel as if knives had been driven into her ears. She gritted her teeth, eyes watering as she backed away from the opening.
Some maniac had strung up bells and wind chimes along the foliage that lined the long driveway. Worse still, someone had inserted thick wooden posts into the ground, each one topped with a chunk of poorly cut wood that acted as a ledge. A hook had been screwed into the bottom of the wood, adorned with bells on a string or a wind chime. A slight breeze caused the dangling ornaments to ring, and the princess took a step backward.
It was a defensive measure capable of thwarting most fae, but was childish in its implementation. Grinding her teeth together, the princess sent a pulse of mana outward, hoping to catch the attention of a sprite or air spirit. With her back against the stone wall surrounding the Radley Estate, the chimes were just a distant murmuring, their sound muted by the geas. After a few attempts, she finally caught the attention of an air spirit. The tiny entity fluttered about in confusion as she captured it with her will.
"Unhook those chimes," she said through her teeth. A pounding sensation had formed in the back of her head. "Gather your brethren and silence all that rings in this yard."
The spirit was clearly terrified, but left to fulfill her demands. She waited beneath the stone lion until she heard the tell-tale clatter of metal hitting the ground. After a few repetitions of this noise, she peered around the corner to see that a swarm of air spirits were busy either unhooking the chimes or holding them perfectly still.
Sniffing with disdain, she stepped around the corner and made her way up the long driveway. At the top of the hill, she saw a large gathering of humans as they managed the grounds. Her previous knowledge that these were centaurs coupled with her own fae heritage quickly dispelled the illusion, allowing her to see the grounds and its occupants as they truly existed. The yard became far larger, and the humans were now centaurs busy at work maintaining the grounds.
"Oh!" The princess paused and stared off to the side. Beautiful hedges had been planted along the driveway. Though the leaves had mostly fallen away, she could feel the spirit of the plants as they got ready to sleep for the winter. Moving in for a closer look, she knelt down and ran her fingers through the loose dirt beneath it. The land here had a steady heartbeat, one that she had only heard in her own realm.
In all the discussions regarding the Caretaker, not once had anyone ever brought up his actual care of the land. The focus had largely been on his clandestine relationships with the banshee, Cecilia. Of note, he had often engaged in intimate activities with others, but they were not Fae, and thus of little importance.
The princess felt eyes on her and stood. Turning her attention to a nearby tree, she saw a small, green fairy with a body like a locust regarding her with curiosity.
"Gross," she whispered. Though the fairies who lived in this house were indeed from the Fae realm, they were considered little more than pests. These ones in particular had evolved magically to subsist off of sexual fluids, which was rather disgusting to anyone capable of managing an iota of logic.
This fairy was soon joined by a red one with compound eyes and dragonfly wings. A blue one appeared next, shaped like a beetle. A bee-colored fairy completed the quartet, the four of them now staring silently at her.
Deciding it was better to simply ignore them, she turned toward the house and glided the remaining distance. Once the driveway ended in a circle, she had a beautiful cobblestone path she could follow. All around her, the centaurs stopped their work and stared, entranced by her appearance.
"Hello." When she spoke, she could feel the way her words caressed those listening like a lover's hands. Mortals always had trouble resisting her presence. "I am here to--"
She was interrupted by a loud ringing sound that immediately shattered the effect of her words. Clutching at her ears, the princess turned her attention to the small Arachne girl standing by her side. It was Grace, the Caretaker's daughter. She was holding a pair of hammers, one in each hand.
"What are you--" the princess cried out as Grace interrupted her again by smacking the hammers together. This time, she actually fell to one knee as pain burned through her head.
There was a loud thud, followed by the shuffling of stone on stone. The princess looked up to see a gargoyle glaring daggers at the Arachne child. She had already confiscated one of the hammers.
"That's enough of that," said Abella, the home's guardian. She rubbed at her ears and then crossed her arms before looking at the princess. "What do you want?"
Caught off-guard, the princess cleared her throat to buy a moment. "You may call me--"
The sound of chimes ringing caused the princess to wince. She turned around to see that the four fairies from earlier were chasing each other across the yard, managing to dislodge the air spirits and allowing the wind to ring the chimes once more. The little balls of light giggled, oblivious that it was taking a massive amount of willpower from the princess to avoid blasting them apart with magic. Fairies were common enough, the Caretaker probably wouldn't even notice if she replaced them. She suddenly remembered the lions and paled. The chimes had distracted her enough that she had forgotten about them.
Gritting her teeth, she turned her attention back to the gargoyle. The princess refused to lose focus this time. "I've come to--"
Pain, cold and violent, crossed between her ears as the pure, ringing sound of metal violated her thoughts. Looking down, she watched in horror as the Arachne casually shook a silver bell that was attached to a crimson ribbon.
"Wow, that sounds so pretty," said Abella as she knelt by the child. "Where did you get that?"
"Sleighbell." Without breaking eye contact with the princess, Grace shook the bell again. It was like a blade had been shoved into the princess' eye, puncturing her brain. "From Santa."
Abella frowned, then looked at the princess. "That's so cute. You should go inside and show it to your dad."
Grace shook the bell again and walked onto the porch. Abella cleared her throat and stared at the princess.
"Can I help you?" she asked, her posture turning aggressive. The gargoyle's wings flexed outward, highlighting the stony musculature of her frame.



The princess wanted to reply, but couldn't. The bells and chimes were like an itch beneath her skin, the sound tunneling through her flesh and making her shiver with disgust. She couldn't concentrate, and almost asked the gargoyle to take care of the chimes. However, that would put her in debt to Abella, and she wanted to avoid any such transactions.
"I'll...come back later." The princess gave a little bow and walked back down the drive, wincing at the sound of clanging metal. When she looked back, she saw Abella standing in the same spot, her arms crossed. Past her on the porch stood the Arachne, her predatory eyes unblinking as the princess stepped beyond the boundary of the lions and back into the world of men. The little girl held up four fingers, pointed at her own eyes, then back at the princess.
What a weird fucking kid, thought the princess as she fled the Radley estate. She would have to try again once she found a way to remove all those blasted chimes.

🏡🏡🏡

Hot damn, I had so much fun writing this chapter. I really like writing Eulalie having her awkward moments and wish I had a tenth of her organizational brainpower.
For those who are wondering, Carl the intern is absolutely a P&F reference.
Now if you'll go excuse me, it's time to get lost in some blueprints for castles. There aren't any near me, so I should probably research them beyond thinking "they have secret passages." Before I go, a gentle reminder to do something kind for yourself. A hot cup of coffee, maybe a healthy snack, or even just go drink a glass of water. Yes, water. Your body craves it.
Until next time!
~Annabelle
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne and fall is in the air just outside my window!
*watches a single leaf fall off a distant tree*
Anyway, here I am with the next chapter of Home for Horny Monsters, a story that started on this website seven years ago when a guy inherited an old house and jerked off in the bathtub, which summoned a nymph, caused a minor soul swap, and allowed me to sexualize different myths and monsters for several years now.
New reader? Welcome! You should go back to Ch. 001 and binge read the series until you make it back here. It's only a million words or so, make sure you take water breaks!
Returning readers, welcome back! I appreciate all of you who stick with this tale and make sure to read them as they come out. A reminder that I do keep a release schedule in my bio and have been doing really well this year keeping up with it! I would also like to send huge props to my beta team for making sure you all get a relatively clean product and would also like to give massive thanks to everyone who remembers to use the star system to rate stories! (Seriously, if you find something you like on Lit, hit stars so other people can find it)
I've had a few readers send letters asking if Sofia is going through a mid-life crisis and one reader even wondered if I was projecting some of my own issues. I felt it was an astute observation, as I'm not exactly young by any means, and it becomes natural for all of us to question at some point where we fit in with the world and whether or not we're happy. Truth be told, I think the main reason I have managed to avoid any sort of mid-life crisis is due to the love people have showed for this tale. While it sounds like I'm being a massive suck-up, this story has afforded me a dream career change right around the time I would be freaking out spinning wheels in my old career.
However, I have spent a lot of time self reflecting of late. I think that's true for most of us once we get older and start to feel it in our knees (I can't even predict oncoming weather with these bitches, what the hell?). I've also learned that any time I focus on a character in my stories, some of their issues weigh heavy on my mind. So, yes, time spent in Sofia's head has given me a lot to think about, but I promise those of you who have written me that I am doing well and am very content churning out this, um, slightly massive tale.
While a bunch of you are still young adults, I think all of us are quite capable of staring into that great, big starry void at night and wondering what our place is. It's hard to feel big when the universe makes you feel no larger than a
Bug
The early morning chill air kissed Mike's neck as he stepped into the backyard and shivered. The grass, which had been vibrant and green yesterday, had suddenly taken on a yellow hue. The magic that Amymone was supplying to the grounds had withdrawn significantly overnight as she prepared to go dormant for the winter. Mike walked over to the massive oak tree where the dryad rested with her back against the bark.
"I was starting to think you wouldn't hibernate for the winter," he said with a grin. Nestled in the trunk, the dryad lifted her head to reveal tired brown eyes.
"I have to get caught up," she said, clutching the Kindle she had been reading to her chest like a talisman. "I'm two books behind in this series and the next one comes out in February."
"Well, that's true, but couldn't you just wait and get caught up in the spring? Then you wouldn't be fighting to stay awake."
"Pah!" Amymone waved him off and sat up straight in the nook of her tree. "If I have to catch up next year, that's just two fewer books I'll get to read this year."
Mike knelt down and ruffled Amymone's hair. Some of it fell away from her, the green and yellow curls landing like scattered hay. "Just so you know, there's a good chance I'm leaving in the next couple of days. If you want me to say a proper goodbye, you should probably be ready for your nap before then."
Amymone's eyes popped open wide. "Oh shit," she whispered, then shrugged him off. "Don't distract me, then. I want you to be here when I fall asleep, you promised."
"I did," he replied. "But a promise only works if we're both working to fulfill it."
"Yeah, yeah, save your armchair psychology for the demon when she gets back." Amymone studied Mike's outfit. "Are you headed to Oregon today?"
"Yep." Mike rose and flapped his winter coat like a pair of wings to pump some cool air through it. "It's a lot colder over there. They don't have a magical ecosystem run by a beautiful dryad."
"Don't let me keep you." The dryad grinned and looked at something on her e-reader. "I've got four hours left in this book and can probably have the next two finished by tomorrow."
"I'll hold you to it." Mike stood and walked around Naia's fountain, then paused. He tapped the surface of the water, causing the nymph to manifest in a rising surge. Naia stretched dramatically, causing her gown to shift across her breasts and briefly reveal her nipples through the thin fabric. "Question. Does Death know someone messed with his teahouse?"
Naia looked toward the small structure near the back of the yard. After being damaged in the attack over the summer, Death had remodeled the small building just enough that the kids were able to play in it. Now, the thing had been reinforced with planks of wood that made it look like more a hastily-erected clubhouse.
"Death did that with Grace's help yesterday," Naia replied. "I think he's trying to keep her busy now that Tink is in the Library."
"He's a great friend." Mike smiled at the teahouse, then turned away. During this motion, he noticed a spare plank of wood from reinforcing the teahouse had been slapped against the side of his own home. "Um...why is that there?"
Naia giggled. "There was a chip in the paint," she replied. "Death tried to fix it and ended up making it worse. So it was just easier to hide the damage with that piece of wood."
"Tink is gonna kill him," muttered Mike.
"You are aware who we're talking about?" Naia grinned at him.
"Perfectly," Mike replied. "She'll probably sit down with Jenny and brainstorm how to do it, and then successfully kill him."
The nymph laughed. "Don't you have somewhere to be?" she asked.
"Yeah, I do." He leaned over the water enough to give the nymph a kiss, then walked to the small structure shaped like a cabin in the back of his yard. When he unlocked and opened the door, the temperature within was even colder than outside. He stepped inside, made sure the door was shut properly behind him, then opened the door on the opposite wall. The sun was just rising in Oregon as Mike stepped out of the portal building and onto crunching snow. He pulled the edges of his jacket shut as the wind tried to take a bite out of him, then yanked the door closed. It stuck briefly in the frame before the latch finally caught.
A small collection of tents had been set up by the cabin, its exterior decorated with symbols that Mike immediately identified as Nirumbi in origin. A few members of the Nirumbi tribe stood watch around a fire that was being prepped for mealtime. One of the warriors grunted in his direction and relaxed the grip on their spear.
Mike nodded in their direction. "Is Beth home?" he asked. She was expecting him, but he was here far earlier than planned. There was always the chance she had gotten up early and was out doing...well, Beth things, or whatever needed taking care of.
The Nirumbi gave him a crooked thumbs up, followed by a grin.
"Thanks." The Nirumbi watched with glittering eyes as he crossed the yard to the porch of the cabin and let himself in through the front door. A fire crackled in the hearth, warming the cabin to a reasonable temperature.
"Master Radley!" Emory fluttered up and landed on a small half wall that separated the front entryway from the kitchen. "Welcome home, sir."
"It's just Mike," he said, but didn't know if the homunculus would bother listening. "Good morning. Is Beth up yet?"
The imp shrugged. "I have heard rustling in her bedroom and have prepared some coffee, but know better than to wake her unless it's an emergency."
"What if I told you it was an emergency?" Mike snatched Emory by the legs before he could fly off. "That was a joke, Emory."
"My apologies!" The homunculus looked forlorn as Mike set him down.
"There's nothing to apologize for. Have you made breakfast yet?"
"I was getting ready to."
"Can you include bacon?" Mike reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver dollar. He handed it to Emory, who accepted the gift with shining eyes.
"Of course," said the imp breathlessly. He tucked the coin away beneath one arm and fluttered into the kitchen. The homunculus busied himself with a cast iron skillet that he set onto the gas stove. With a click, the gas was ignited. Emory already had a bowl of eggs whipped and ready to be scrambled, but ignored it in favor of going to the fridge to retrieve some bacon first. In minutes, the cabin was filled with the sound and smell of sizzling meat.
The master bedroom door opened and Beth wandered out in a long flannel shirt that terminated at her thighs and nothing else. Her auburn curls were in a tangle, and she ran her fingers through them, before fixing Mike with a look.
"You're early," she said.
"And you're grumpy." Just by looking at her aura, he could see the fluctuations that indicated irritability. "Rough night?"
"Kind of. Do I smell bacon?" She sniffed the air and smiled. "That smells so good. I thought we were out."
"I told you we were out so that you wouldn't ask me to make it." Emory leaned over the cast iron pan and grabbed the edges of the cooking meat with his fingers and flipped them over.
Beth looked puzzled. "Why would you do that?"
"Because last week, you told me to hide the bacon from you because your ass was getting too big." Emory looked very proud of himself. "And so I did."
"When did I say that?" Beth frowned at Mike. "I swear, I'm not worried about my ass size."
Neither am I, thought Mike.
"It was after you drank two bottles of wine and ate more than a pound of bacon wrapped jalapenos." Emory coughed into his hand. "All by yourself. In an hour.
"Ah. I see." Beth sighed. "I may have been...drunk. I'm surprised you didn't hide the bread from me, too."
"You told me to hide the bacon but that if you had to stop eating bread, you'd kill yourself." Emory suddenly looked worried.
Beth groaned. "That explains why we've had bread with every meal. Emory, I was just being silly. I didn't actually mean those things."
"Oh." Emory grinned. "Bigfoot will be pleased that bacon's back on the menu again. I've been making it in secret for him."
"He knew?" Beth narrowed her eyes. "He should have said something to me about it."
Emory shrugged. "That explains why he and Asterion thought it was so funny."
Mike watched Beth's soul struggle as it shifted back and forth between mirth and anger. Finally, she let out a laugh and rolled her eyes.
"I'll make them pay later," she said, then walked into the dining room and pulled a chair out. Just the slight bend forward had caused the flannel shirt to lift and reveal the lower curves of her ass. Unless there was a thong tucked away between those cheeks, Beth had taken a page directly out of Tink's fashion playbook. She slid onto the seat and gestured toward the other side of the table. "Join me?"
"Gladly." Mike moved to take the seat across from her. Emory flew over with a pair of mismatched coffee mugs. One was brown with faded filigree along the top. The other was black with a red interior. Beth reached out and switched the mugs with a wink.
"I have my favorites," she explained, then stood with the black mug and went to the coffee pot. "I assume you want cream in your coffee?"
"A little would be fine," he replied.
"Only a little? What a pity." She grinned in his direction and made a dramatic showing of pouring a bunch of cream into her mug. "So your text sounded serious. What did you need to talk about?"
"I've got a lead I can chase regarding Tink."
"How is she?" Beth asked as she poured herself some coffee. She brought the creamer to the table along with the carafe, then went back for her coffee cup. She lifted it to her nose and inhaled the aroma, her eyes half closed in bliss.
"She's okay, but very restless." Mike poured himself a tiny bit of cream and then added coffee to it. He took a cautious sip and his eyes went wide. "This is really good!"
"It's from Hawaii. I only get the good stuff now." Beth sat down. Over at the stove, Emory hovered nervously by the bacon, getting ready to snatch it from the pan. "So I'm guessing this lead of yours means an away mission?"
"Yep. Dana is still out hunting down the remaining Sons of Sin, which means I need you to watch the house." Mike frowned. "I don't know why, but I've got this feeling that something is headed our way."
Beth laughed. "I can explain why that is. Every time you leave your house, some asshole comes along to start drama. The first time I house-sat for you, it was an angel and the apocalypse. A few months ago, it was mercenaries. I think we all know that something is going to happen."
"In my defense, I put up 'No Soliciting signs'." Mike chuckled. "Between those and the lions, we should be good now."
"As long as we're prepared." Beth turned her head to watch Emory pull the bacon from the pan. The homunculus used a rag to wipe out most of the grease and then dumped the whipped eggs right into the skillet. The imp gave the pan a cursory tilt, then hopped over to the toaster and dropped some bread slices into it. "So where are you going? I should remind you not to wear red, it's bad luck."
MIke took a deep breath and let it out all at once. Beth turned her attention back toward him. He smiled weakly. "It's at Machnaimh Abbey."
"The castle of reflections." Beth made a face and shivered. The name itself came from how the castle was reflected in the lake. "You must have found a hell of a lead to decide to go back to that miserable place. How long has it been since our trip?"
"Just over a year, I think." The disastrous visit to Machnaimh wasn't something that came up in casual conversation. Beth had gone with him for that initial trip, which had transformed into a terror-filled weekend along with some shared trauma. The place was infested with angry spirits in numbers that had boggled the mind. After two days of running from room to room while trying to escape, the spirits had finally allowed them to go.
"Well, at least you'll be more prepared this time." Beth shook her head. "The spirits won't be too happy that they messed with you."
Mike shrugged, his mind briefly touching the incident with the wraith. Unlike Beth, he had been able to see the spirits while they were there, so half of his issue had been protecting her from harm. Now, if he chose, he could not only protect himself but go on the offensive should the ghosts of Machnaimh push their luck.
"I debated waiting for Jenny to come home so I could take her, but that would be like putting gasoline on a fire. The spirits are angry, but they don't deserve whatever she would do to them." He sipped his coffee and chewed at his lip. "Cecilia should go with me for certain. She was a big help when I had to deal with that wraith, and the spirits won't be able to hurt her."
"Or possess her." Beth shivered. "You don't want to bring anyone who can be taken over."
"Yeah, that, too." The spirits had actively tried to possess both of them numerous times. They were both fairly immune to possession, but every attempt had been filled with a sense of foreboding and dread. "I thought about bringing Yuki, but I would feel better knowing she's here watching the house and Grace."
"So, what? Just you and Cecilia?" Beth shook her head. "That sounds foolish at best."
"I thought about bringing Cerberus. They can't be possessed and won't be frightened by whatever crap the spirits throw my way." He meant that both figuratively and literally. "I'm also highly suspicious that there's a demonic presence in the castle. It would explain why the spirits can't leave. Cerberus could take care of it while I'm there. It would be way faster than a ouija board and some holy water."
"I'm surprised you haven't gone back to the castle already." Beth smiled. "You're way stronger now. I'm sure the visit will go better."
Mike nodded and slumped in his chair. "I'm always so busy," he said. "When it's not the end of the world, my attention is getting pulled in every direction. Going back to that castle and trying to figure out its secrets has been so low on my priority list, I just couldn't be bothered. Honestly, knowing that something there might help Tink is the only reason I'm willing to go back now."
Beth nodded and sipped her coffee. The two of them sat in silence for a few minutes as Emory wrapped up in the kitchen, then plated their food and brought it to the table. The scrambled eggs held just a hint of smokey flavor from the bacon grease. Mike stacked his eggs onto his buttered toast, added the bacon, then topped it with the other piece of toast to make it into a sandwich. When Beth raised her eyebrows at him, he grinned.
"I am a man of efficiency," he stated, then took a bite of his meal.
"Some of us like to savor our meals."
"I have two wives, a bunch of horny roommates, and two children with a third on the way." Out of habit, Mike slammed down half of his coffee. "I'm busier than a one-legged man in an ass kicking contest."
Beth chuckled, then a frown crossed her face. "Out of curiosity, have you been spending more time with Sulyvahn?"
"Why? You jealous?" Mike waggled his eyebrows, then saw the look on Beth's face and realized she was serious. "I've noticed him hanging around, but I've been so busy that I haven't had a chance to sit down and check in with him."
"Interesting." Beth turned to look out the window. "A couple of days ago, he suddenly insisted that he had extra work to do around the house. He won't even make time for me."
"Um..." Mike had already shoved most of the remaining sandwich into his mouth before swallowing it with more coffee. "Did you two have a fight or something?"
"We haven't. In fact, he's always just really sweet and we chat about whatever is on our minds when we're together." Beth picked up a piece of bacon and split it in half the long way. "His sudden lack of interest raises a few alarms."
"He's always just in the front of the house, working the yard. However..." Mike mentally replayed his recent interactions with the dullahan. "Yeah, he has been weird. I feel like he's just hanging around and waiting for something."
"Hmm." Beth tapped the table with her fingers, then chewed on her bacon. She slowly ate her breakfast, then used a napkin to clean butter off her lips when she was done. After a long sip of coffee, she sighed and sat back in her chair. "Let him go with you."
"Excuse me?"
"I think I may know what's going on," she said. "But I can't go into details."
"Why not?"
"Because I suspect that you knowing may complicate things. In fact..." Beth looked out the window and smirked. "And there he is."
Mike leaned forward to look out the window pane. Sulyvahn was currently chatting with a trio of Nirumbi youngsters. They were showing him a ball, which he casually bounced on his knees like a professional soccer player.
"Do I...have to worry about him?" Mike asked.
"No." Beth rose and took her plate to the sink. "But I need you to give me some money right now. For lawyer-client confidentiality."
"What?"
"Don't ask questions. Let me do my job." Beth put out her hand. "Think of it as old magic."



"I...don't..." Mike looked at Emory and saw the little imp wince. "Hey, man, can I borrow a dollar from you?"
Emory wilted visibly. "A...dollar? You want one of my...dollars?"
"That coin was the only cash I brought." Mike frowned. "Unless I can just send you money digitally?" He looked at Beth.
"Actually, a silver dollar would be best," added Beth. "That's not a clue or anything, Mike. Try not to think about it anymore."
"I mean, I'm super curious now."
"Seriously, don't. Pretend the geas erased that bit of our conversation."
It took some begging and pleading, but after Mike promised to bring Emory lots of silver dollars in the immediate future, the imp snuck off to one of his treasure troves and brought Mike a silver dollar from the early 1900s. Mike handed it over to Beth, who slipped it into her pocket.
"Perfect," she said. "I'm going to hold onto it until this whole thing blows over."
"What whole thing?"
Beth gestured out the window. "Looks like Bigfoot is up."
Mike turned to the window and watched as a mound of snow rose up and crumbled away to reveal Bigfoot, who had been slumbering near the barn. The moment he stood, a group of Nirumbi children came running out and formed a circle around him. The sasquatch slowly walked over to the fire while they scrambled onto his body.
"What is going on?" asked Mike.
"The tribe has moved some of the more vulnerable members closer to the house," said Beth. "In case they need additional assistance. Bigfoot has been working with them and promised those children they could have a barn sleepover together if they completed all their tasks last week."
Bigfoot sat by the fire and patiently waited for all the Nirumbi children to climb off him. An elder emerged from a nearby tent with several wooden stakes, which he handed out to the children. Next, he retrieved a crate of salted meat, which the Nirumbi children eagerly cut into strips. Most of these went onto their sticks, but a few were gobbled up raw.
Ever since the Nirumbi had moved in, Bigfoot had become a bit of a spiritual leader to them. While Beth was capable of bridging the gap between them and the modern world, they wanted very little to do with it. Bigfoot himself was responsible for assisting the tribe with finding means to honor the old ways that were worth keeping while allowing certain traditions, like cannibalism, to die out.
Quetzalli was also very good in this role, but now that winter was here, the dragon far preferred hanging out with her distant cousin, Di. Ever since the two met in Hawaii, they spent the bulk of their time together. Mike had wondered for a long time if Quetzalli had become bored with her life in the Radley house, but she explained that she understood the crippling loneliness Di had suffered. Dragons were typically solitary or social creatures, and the earth dragon was one of the latter who missed her own kind something fierce.
"He's really good with kids," said Beth as she pulled her hair forward into an easy braid. "I think he misses having Grace around."
"She hates the snow. It's pretty hard to convince her to be cooped up inside the cabin when there are so many options for her at home. He's always welcome to drop by the house." Mike knew Bigfoot wasn't likely to come over. The cryptid was fiercely protective of the lands around the cabin. At least once a week, something nasty tried to sneak its way in and eat some of the creatures who had taken refuge there. The Nirumbi tribes were pretty good at defending the land, but their battles usually came at a cost, and Bigfoot always took those personally.
"Before I leave, I wanted to see if you could help me map Machnaimh Abbey out," said Mike. "I know we got separated for a bit and I'd really like to have some idea of what I'm going into."
"Always the boy scout." Beth gave him a mischievous grin. "I've got some paper in my room. Let me go grab it."
Beth stood and went into her room, stretching her arms up as she walked. Mike got caught up in looking at her ass, then quickly looked back out the window before she found him peeking. Bigfoot was talking to the Nirumbi youth and showing them how to properly cook their food. While the Nirumbi didn't have any difficulty digesting raw meat, they were very susceptible to parasites.
Emory stood on the window sill, his wings curled around his back and feet as the imp watched. "He has always been good with children. You should have seen him with Lala and Velvet. Those two were quite the handful."
Mike's smile was bittersweet. "Did they put him through the paces?"
"Oh, yes." Emory chuckled, which made a sound like shifting gravel. "When they were teenagers, they were about as strong as he was. They used to challenge him to arm-wrestling matches whenever they got into an argument over something. He used to get so mad when he lost, but I know the truth."
"Which was?"
Emory sighed. "He would let them win. Those two had plenty of land to roam, but they were trapped. It gave them a sense of control, like their lives were at least partially in their hands. They were...difficult in their teen years, Velvet more so than Lala."
Mike shivered. He was already worried about dealing with Callisto as a teen. The centaur was only a few years old and already smarter than some adults he knew. There had been hints of defiance in the child, which was typical. Children arguing with their parents was something that united all families across time and space. That he could handle.
However, the idea of attempting to debate an Arachne teenager who could casually lift a car gave Mike a case of the shivers. He had a feeling Aunt Lala would have to help him with those.
"I remember one time, Bigfoot and Velvet got into a huge argument over something, but she challenged him over it. The two of them locked hands and promptly destroyed the kitchen table."
"Damn."
Emory laughed. "They weren't done, either. They got down on their stomachs and continued on the floor. They ended up cracking the floorboards. If Ana hadn't tossed them both out, I think they'd still be there."
Mike looked across the floor, curious if he could spot a board that looked out of place. "So how did they settle their argument?" he asked.
"Bigfoot got very big. When Velvet told him he wasn't being fair, he picked her up, hiked out to the hot springs, and threw her in." Emory put a hand to his chest. "She didn't talk to him for almost a week. Darren and Ana told them that all future arguments would be outside from then on. Bigfoot even brought in a rock they could use."
"Is the rock still out there?"
Emory shook his head. "It was only a few months before they had another spat and broke that rock. The girls figured out at that point Uncle Foot had been tossing his matches and they just sort of...stopped. That's the sad thing about childhood, really. It's full of firsts, but at least you know them when you see them. It's the 'lasts' that really get you. You never know that you've just seen your last silly dance, or heard your last belly laugh. Everything is so..."
The imp went silent, suddenly lost in his thoughts. Beth's door opened and she came back out, clutching a notepad and some pencils. Mike couldn't help but notice that the top button of her shirt was now undone. When she sat next to him, her shirt folded out to reveal the ample curves of her breasts.
"You're doing that on purpose," Mike grumbled.
"And it's working." She handed him a pencil with one hand as the other snaked beneath the table to grab his cock through the top of his pants. "Like I said before, someone else failed to make any time for me. His loss is your gain."
When Mike looked into Beth's eyes, it felt like he was staring down a predator. "None of the other men in your life were willing to step up?"
"Bigfoot was babysitting and Asterion left last night to help Ratu. He said something about possessed statues." As Beth stroked him, he could feel her magic passing through the denim weave of his jeans as if they weren't there, the energy teasing sensitive flesh. Beth was also drawing a diagram on her piece of paper. "Let's play a game."
"I like games."
"Whoever finishes their diagram first gets to choose how we wreck my bedroom." Beth lifted an eyebrow. "I'll let you stick it anywhere you want."
"I don't know that we're going to actually wreck anything," said Mike. He felt a surge of pressure along his cock and looked down to see that Beth was using her magic to increase the flow of his blood. He grunted as his pants became unbearably tight. "Okay," he wheezed. "I stand corrected."
"Yeah, or at least sit."
He picked up his pencil and noticed that Beth had already drawn most of the outer walls of Machnaimh. Using the edge of her notepad to make clean lines, he grunted quietly as Beth continued to stroke him.
"Giving me the advantage?" she asked, then bit down on her lip. "How gentlemanly of you."
"Some of us can't draw straight lines without help." In fact, he was filled with awe as Beth casually drew her perfect lines, using the pressure from her palm alone to hold her paper in place. She smirked at him and actually drew the edge of the south-facing parapet without looking.
"If only I could have drawn naked people," she said. "I could have had a career as an artist."
"You wanted to be an artist?"
Beth snorted. "No, I'm being silly." She did something with her hand and Mike's pants undid themselves. "Now lift your butt so I can get those off."
Mike heard a fluttering sound and caught sight of Emory out of the corner of his eye. The imp had left the kitchen and gone upstairs, likely to be out of the way. Shrugging, he stood up just enough that Beth was able to tug his pants down. Beth's cool fingers wrapped around his cock and stroked him, causing his magic to boil deep within his belly.
"If you're going to just let me do whatever I want, you're going to lose." Beth turned her attention back to her paper and started filling something in. "So if I remember correctly, we got separated in that large library room, right?"
"Uh...yeah." Mike closed his eyes and savored the feel of her hand on his cock. "The one with the rotating bookshelf."
"I was a little surprised you didn't come after me when I fell into that secret passageway."
"That's because I was busy getting attacked by moldy books and didn't see you fall in." Mike looked at Beth's drawing and copied the library room in the same place. Concentrating on the task at hand, he drew the long hallway that led to it and then the double stairwell just inside the entrance of that part of Machnaimh. The castle itself was a rectangular structure toward the back of a circular wall, but most of the wall had crumbled over the years. An entire portion of the northern face of the building had weathered poorly, allowing rain and wind to casually flow through the rest. However, the interior was still in pretty good shape in regards to structure. Mike suspected part of that was due to the spirits who resided there.
The residents were also the reason they couldn't open a portal directly there. With every attempt, the spirits either chased the rats off or destroyed the portal afterward. The island wasn't much bigger than the castle, which meant there was nowhere safe nearby. When Mike did leave for Machnaimh, he would portal in as close as he could. Most of the land around the lake had been bought up decades ago and was now protected by the government as a natural area. The rest was generational farmland, and none of the families involved had been interested in letting Mike buy or rent a small parcel of land to establish a dock.
To Mike, Machnaimh was a place where anything that could go wrong simply did. He couldn't casually visit. The ghosts didn't like him. Renting a boat was out of the question because the locals would tell everyone. The last thing he needed was for the Order to show up, or gods forbid, the government. They weren't super happy with his ownership, either, since he wasn't fixing the place up. He had intended to, but didn't think a work crew would take kindly to being murdered.
"I assume we're going to combine these or something once we're done." Mike pretended to ignore the handjob.
"Eulalie has mapping software," said Beth, rolling her thumb across the head of his cock. "I figured she would use one of her programs to put it all together for us."
"Makes sense." Mike bit the inside of his cheek lightly, trying to pull his mind back to the castle. "Though I doubt she'll be able to account for the fact that the interior doesn't match the exterior." To emphasize his point, he drew a long hallway that left the edge of the castle, then wrote a question mark on it.
"Where was that?" asked Beth, leaning over him so hard that her breasts pushed against him.
"Magic hallway," he said. "Ran down it for ten minutes. When I got to the other side, it was only a hundred feet long."
"Hmm." Beth's hair was in his face now. She smelled of soap and very slightly of the nearby hot springs. Mike knew she spent a lot of time there practicing her magic, which was code for floating in the water and masturbating in order to attune to the nymph magic that now resided in her soul. He could actually see that part of Naia as a patch of cerulean blue that flowed through Beth's spirit like a tiny river.
The two of them continued their work. It was clear Beth was going to finish first. Mike leaned back in his seat and let out a groan as she reached past his cock to play with his balls.
"I didn't realize I was going to win so easily," she said, leaning across the table to give Mike a good look at her ass. She had no panties on, and her labia swollen with desire. "You didn't even try to distract me."
"I let you play with my cock," he said. "Isn't that a big enough distraction?"
Beth snorted. "Oh, please. I'm not some horny teenager seeing her boyfriend's cock for the first time. I've got experience." Her ass swayed back and forth playfully and she paused to look over her shoulder at him. "I'm thinking I might tie you up and blindfold you, and then spend the whole morning milking you dry. I'm orgasm deficient today and would like to catch up on my diet."
"Sounds like fun," Mike admitted, then stopped drawing to run his hand across Beth's ass. His cock twitched, and Beth moved her hand back up to stroke him. "But I don't know that I'll have that much time for you."
"Then you shouldn't have agreed to this game." Beth squeezed the head of his cock.
Mike laughed. "Are you almost done?"
"Just one more room."
"Good. Now it's a fair game." With that, Mike summoned a golden mote of light to the tip of his finger and casually slid it inside of Beth's pussy. She jolted upright as the magic flowed into her, the magic spreading through her body like wildfire.
"What...did...you..." Beth groaned, her legs buckling slightly as she came. The magic zig-zagged through her nervous system, making her whole body quiver. Whenever the magic threatened to peter out, Mike would slap her on the ass, sending another jolt through her.
"No...faiiiiirrrrr!" Beth came again, dropping her pencil in the process. Mike paused to move it within reach.
"C'mon, you can do it," he said, then slapped her ass again. The magic took about a minute to fully cycle through Beth, which gave him plenty of opportunity to go over his map and catch up. The sight and smell of her arousal had his cock completely rigid now, but Beth was unable to contribute any further. Her full attention was on trying to complete her drawing.
Emory poked his head out of wherever he had been hiding, then rolled his eyes and left. Mike was sure that the imp had seen some bizarre shit. This was likely low on the list.
Beth's magic surged, and he raised an eyebrow in curiosity. It had clamped down on his magic in an attempt to push it away and allow her to focus. He slapped her ass again, but when Beth came, she just grunted and started furiously drawing.
In response, Mike slid two fingers inside of her and rested them on top of her g-spot.
Beth went still. When she spoke, her voice was a whisper. "You wouldn't dare."
"I absolutely would." MIke chuckled. "You should know better than to challenge somebody with experience to a fuck off."
When the golden light hit Beth's g-spot, she squeezed her pencil so hard that it snapped in half. Her hips bucked as she sprayed cum onto the floor. Mike summoned the magic to the tip of his thumb and pressed it against her clit.
"MIIIIIKKEEEE!" Beth whimpered and moaned as Mike's magic created a tiny feedback loop between her vagina and her clitoris. He lost track of the number of orgasms she had as he spent the next few minutes finishing his map, using one hand to pin her hips to the table as she kicked her legs while he drew with the other. Beth clung to the edge of the table with her hands, whimpering as the orgasms reduced her to a human puddle.
"Annnd...done." Mike set down his pencil and stood. He walked over to the oven, picked up the towel that hung on the handle, and brought it over to mop up some of the mess that Beth had made. The room still smelled slightly of bacon, but was being overpowered by the smell of pussy. Mike made a mental note to send a letter to Yankee Candle about it, then stood and pressed the head of his cock against Beth's labia.
Beth whimpered. Mike leaned forward and moved the hair away from her face so that he could see her better. Her gaze was unfocused, her cheeks flushed with arousal. She was lying in a puddle of her own drool.
"Are you caught up yet?" he asked. "On your orgasm quota?"
Beth blinked, and then shook her head no.
"Good." He pressed his body forward, his cock pressing past her labia and entering her body. She groaned, but didn't move. The residual magic dancing through her core flowed back into him, filling him with strength. He took his time. Beth's body could easily accommodate both his length and girth, but squeezed him as if he was pushing against her physical limitations. Her swollen labia were now stretched thin, giving him quite the view.
Eventually, he was fully inside her. Mike let out a satisfied groan as Beth's vaginal walls squeezed the length of his cock.
"Cheater," she whispered.
"Talk to my lawyer," he replied, then fucked her slowly against the table. With the magic withdrawn, Beth was no longer on the orgasm express. This clearly frustrated her, as she began pressing her hips back against him. After being teased for so long, his body demanded release, but he still intended to take his pound of flesh.
Mike unleashed his magic once more, but instead of slapping her ass to send a wave of pleasure through her body, he used his hips. Every time she took his entire length, he sent another blast of magic through her, timing it so that the magic built in power instead of returning to his body. Beth's hands scrambled as she tried to grip the table, which was now sliding across the floor just a bit with every thrust.
"Oh, fuck." Mike took a deep breath and shoved himself deep, relishing in the tight, sensual feel of Beth's body against his own. He felt her own magic reach for him in an attempt to drive him wild, but it was simple enough to capture it with his own and flood her body. The table scooted far enough that it bumped into the kitchen counter and moved no further.
The air in the room went still and then crackled as Mike's magic seeped up through Beth's body. Blue and purple motes of light appeared and shimmered around them, sparkling with energy and occasionally turning gold. Beth cried out as Mike used his magic to stop her own pending orgasm and let the pressure build inside of her.
"Mike! Mmf! Harder! Fuck me harder!" Desperation filled her voice. "I'm so close, please! Pleeeaaase!"



"Almost," he grunted, then ran his hand across her ass. "You said any hole, yes?"
Beth gasped, then nodded. Mike pulled out of her, marveling at the amount of cum that was already leaking out of them both. Beth tilted her hips down. Mike pressed himself against the ring of her ass and pushed forward.
HIs lawyer let out a scream of pleasure, her voice going hoarse. When Mike was halfway inside of her ass, he let the magic take them both. The motes of light exploded, showering the room in glittering shards of magic that bounced off the walls. Mike grabbed a handful of hair and pulled Beth's head up from the table.
"Yes!" she cried. "Harder, pull harder!"
He yanked her head back, causing her back to arch and allowing him to sink even deeper into her ass. While he would never admit favorites, fucking Beth's ass was something he actively thought about, despite the massive variety he always got at home. The curves of her butt fit perfectly against his body as he pounded her from behind. Once her head was high enough, he slid his free hand up over her shirt to play with her breasts.
"I love your ass," he told her. "I love how it looks, how it feels, how you keep tightening it around me."
"More! Mo--" Beth stiffened as the magic coalesced around her core. Mike moved his hand from her breasts up to her jaw, and pulled her backward until her cheek was against his own. Turning his head, he slid his tongue into her mouth, completing the magical circuit.
When he came, the magic fired through both of them. Beth alternated between moaning and hyperventilating as he pushed their combined magics through her body, before taking it back into his own. Doing so not only allowed him to keep running it through her, but his own orgasm became a prolonged experiment in concentration. His cock twitched for what felt like several minutes as he trapped both of them in this state, continuously pumping his load into Beth.
Eventually, Mike could take no more. His vision was going dark, and when the kiss broke, Beth flopped down onto the table with a huge grin on her face. Mike's legs had gone numb, and he carefully stepped back while bracing himself with his hands against the table. This time, it was copious amounts of his cum that leaked onto the floor.
"Gods," Beth muttered, her legs shaking. "I needed that."
"Clearly." Mike slapped her on the ass hard enough to leave a small mark. Beth yelped, then lifted the hair away from her face to look at him.
"I'm up for more if you are." She wiggled her hips at him.
"I'm...tempted." Mike studied her for several long moments, but his gaze slid to the maps the two of them had drawn. As much fun as it would be to spend all morning literally fucking around, there was still work to be done. "Would you consider a raincheck?"
Beth chuckled. "Maybe, but only if you hop in the shower with me."
"And thus, our bargain is struck." He helped Beth stand. The ground was slippery, and she slid into his arms. When their faces touched, she kissed him. It wasn't the same, lust-filled kiss from before, powered by need. It was the kind of kiss that made his heart skip a beat, or his stomach flutter. As if realizing what she had done, Beth broke away with surprise on her face, then blushed.
"Um...the shower?" She pointed toward the bedroom.
"Right." Mike turned to go with her and caught sight of Emory by the stairs. The little imp was carrying a stack of towels on his head and wore a forlorn expression as he stared at the mess Beth and Mike had made on the floor. "Actually, why don't you start without me while I help clean up?"
"Such a gentleman." Beth smiled shyly at him, her hand trailing across his stomach as she walked away. When she disappeared from view, Mike took the towels from Emory.
"Yeah, I'm not making you clean this up," he said, then crouched down to start drying the floors.
"You still owe me a dollar," the imp declared.
"That I do." Mike sent a mental note to Kisa to have someone arrange to bring more silver coins to Emory as soon as possible. After getting all the cum off the floor, Mike threw the towels in the washing machine. By the time he made it into Beth's bathroom, the room was filled with steam from the shower. After stripping off his clothes, he stepped into the shower and paused at the sight of Beth's naked body. The water vapor caressed her body like a lover, and she turned to look back at him.
"See something you like?" she asked.
Mike stepped into the shower with a grin. Beth turned to greet him, lifting one leg to wrap it around his waist. He was already hard again. The water of the shower obeyed Beth's commands, scouring him clean.
"I guess another half hour wouldn't hurt," he admitted.
"Only if you like cold water," Beth replied. "We've got about ten minutes left. Want to race?" She grabbed his cock and guided it inside her.
As a matter of fact, Mike did.

🏡🏡🏡

The fae princess stood on the edge of the street, smirking silently to herself every time a car slowed down so that the driver could get a better look at her. Based on what she understood of mortals, her appearance would seem intimately familiar, much like a human celebrity. Her beauty was otherworldly enough that it would take extra time for the human brain to contemplate exactly what it was seeing. Either way, she was pleased.
Still, the small joy gleaned from disrupting the flow of traffic mattered little against the losses of yesterday. Her failure to meet with the Caretaker and insert herself into a position of trust was so great the shapeshifter had laughed in her face afterwards. If she didn't think the Unseelie would crucify her for interfering with their agent, she would have cursed the beast to dance until its feet turned bloody.
She waited on the corner, her eyes on the opening to the property. Every few minutes, she would wince upon hearing the metallic clatter of chimes or bells hitting the ground, only to be removed by the local fauna. It had been easy enough to tell the birds and squirrels what she desired of them; the animals living nearby had treated her with the proper respect due a member of the royal court.
Back before the veil fell, she would often walk this world in an attempt to alleviate her own boredom. The fae realm was beautiful in a lot of ways, but it was nowhere near as chaotic as the mortal one. It sometimes felt like entire cities could spring up in the span of a single breath. The joy of seeing what wonders humans could accomplish or destroy had brought her such pleasure.
Now, however, those sudden changes were working against her. She wasn't entirely convinced of the reasons someone had set those bells and chimes across most of the property. The court had already called in some of the local fae and questioned them at length about why the Radley estate had done such a thing. Apparently it had been part of a last moment home improvement project, and the Arachne had been very careful to avoid placing the chimes or bells near where the fae lived in the magical hedge maze. Naturally, the Seelie had been excited to hear that Mike had violated the rules of Hospitality, but the child had acquired permission from the fae on the property. The dullahan had been very forthright that this whole plan had been at Death's behest. The Grim Reaper believed himself to be the home's new handyman while Tinker Radley was indisposed.
Many hours had been spent arguing about whether Mike Radley could be blamed for this situation. The banshee and the dullahan had been questioned at length and both had pointed out that nobody living in the house would have expected a member of the fae to walk in from the street. They typically came straight to the garden via a faerie ring or a summoned archway.
So, here she stood, using rodents and birds to remove the offensive chimes. With any luck, the Arachne wouldn't be present with that bell of hers.
A sparrow flew across the sky and landed on the tip of her finger. The bird chirped quietly and bowed.
"And you removed all of them?" she asked.
The bird chirped again. The animals were fairly certain they had gotten them all. Of course, they did have limited intellect. The princess wondered if she should have taken the extra time to find some crows or ravens. Those birds were far smarter than most mortals understood and would have made for great minions.
"Then I release you," she said, and the bird flew away. It let out two loud chirps, and a swarm of birds took off from the grounds of the Radley Estate, followed by a bunch of squirrels who climbed onto the walls and ran along their edges. She waited for the animals to disappear completely, then held back a few more minutes. Appearing so soon after the departure of those animals was likely to make others suspicious, especially if they'd seen what the animals had just done.
A woman in a runner's outfit stopped nearby to tie her shoe. She lifted her head to look at the princess, a silver gleam in her eyes. It was the shapeshifter wearing a new guise.
"The bells. Have they been dealt with?"
"They have." The princess sneered. "You could have helped."
"You are right. I could have." The shapeshifter did an odd stretch with their legs that twisted their back around nearly 180 degrees. "But then they may suspect that there are two of us. Secrecy is my greatest tool."
"Your kind deals in secrets and deception. I can think of no better ambassador for the Unseelie."
The shapeshifter pulled a pair of sunglasses from her pocket and put them on. "I'll be watching," she said, then continued down the road.
The princess walked across the street and toward the gate. The stone lions shifted briefly, one of them turning its head to look at her.
"I bring no harmful magic," she declared with a scowl. "Turn your attention elsewhere."
The lion seemed satisfied with her answer and resumed its eternal vigil. The stone beasts had been created by the Architect himself. Even the fae weren't entirely certain how they operated. If there was one thing on the property that the princess feared, it was them. That and the devil dog. Hellfire burned through all things that were truly alive, and there was nothing more alive than a noble of the faerie court.
The walk up the driveway felt longer somehow. Perhaps it was due to caution, or from fear of the jangling of silver. With every step, her confidence grew. Near the top of the rise, where the hedge maze began, centaurs were already out in force. The man-beasts were pruning plants back to help prepare them for their impending slumber. A couple of them were already looking in her direction, their eyes glistening with interest.
The princess smiled demurely as she approached. She spotted the dullahan in the maze with an empty bucket and a pair of shears. The psychopomp frowned at her approach, but said nothing.
"Good morning." When the princess spoke, she could feel the air weave itself into a tapestry worthy of carrying her words. The centaurs forgot what they were doing, all those within listening distance now looking directly at her. "I am a member of the noble court of the Seelie and have come to meet your Caretaker. Will you take me to him?"
The centaurs dropped everything immediately and formed a circle around the princess. She laughed at their antics, allowing the wind to carry her aloft amongst her honor guard. They escorted her immediately up to the front door of the Radley home, the porch creaking warily under the weight of so many centaurs. The beasts were all too eager to knock on the door and ring the bell continuously, each of them shoving each other away from the door to be the one who got it open for her.
When the knob on the door turned, the princess bent at the waist in a regal bow. Glowing lights manifested around her body like fireflies, then transformed into flower blossoms that carried themselves away on the breeze.
"I greet you, Caretaker. The Seelie have sent me that we may know you better. I am known by many names. The Princess of Fables. A lady of the lake. She Who Walks the Stars. But you may call me Nyx."
Nyx waited several long seconds. When she got no reply, she smiled with contentment. The Caretaker was clearly smitten with her already. She lifted her eyes so that he may look properly on her face and stopped upon seeing a pair of boney feet in flip flops.
"I greet you, Nyx of the Seelie court." The door clicked shut behind the Grim Reaper as he pushed his way forward through the throng of centaurs. "I am also known by many names! Some have called me Azrael. Others still refer to me as the Pale Rider. I am the one who takes, a Shinigami, ImmortaliTea on a certain forum, Thanatos. Magere Hein. King Samhain of Terrors."
"I greet you, King--"
"Oh, I'm not done introducing myself. Please don't interrupt me, I wouldn't want to be inhospitable." The Grim Reaper coughed into his hand. "I am also known as Yama. Skinny Henry. San La Muerte. Memitim. Bone Daddy McGee, of Bone Daddy McGee and the Reapers. I started a band of my own once, but can only play the Coffin Dance song on the bass, so got kicked out."
"Um..." Nyx straightened her back, afraid to say anything that may interrupt. She listened to each name carefully, wary that he may be making them up. However, as long as he was being truthful, she had no cause to interrupt. After all, he had listened to some of her titles.
And yet, he continued. The Grim Reaper gave her dozens of names which soon became hundreds. Many of these names came from something called an Alt account in places with silly names like Facebook, Reddit, and others. Interspersed among these names were several more lingual variations, most of which she recognized.
Several long minutes passed. In this span, the centaurs eventually remembered themselves and returned to their work, looking dazed and confused. Soon, it was just the two of them on the porch.
"And on Club penguin, I was known as HumerusD. My friends in Hawaii call me Big Tea-huna, which is because I like to hang ten while drinking tea. Or is it drinking tea while hanging ten?" The Reaper laughed at his own joke. "But more importantly, I would like for you to address me as Death."
"Well met." Nyx let out an explosive breath of air and unclenched her hands. "That was...quite the greeting."
"Indeed. Since you are a member of the fae and nobility, I would like to show you proper Hospitality. Do you like tea?"
Nyx shrugged. "Tea is a rather general term, and I cannot say I like or dislike every flavor. I do prefer floral blends."
"Aha!" Death chuckled and put his arm out. "I have a tea house around back that has been recently refurbished. I gave up on tea ceremonies over the summer, but realized recently it is the quality of the company that makes or breaks a ceremony."
"A ceremony would be nice, but I do wish to formally greet the Caretaker and make his acquaintance."
"Mike Radley is my best friend. I can tell you that he is currently handling an urgent matter, but will let him know you are here." Death pulled a silver rectangle from his robe, which Nyx immediately recognized as a cellphone. The Reaper tapped the screen a few times, then dropped it back in his pocket. "I have told him where we will be. He will come when he has time."
Nyx nodded demurely. "Then I am in your care."
"Then please, follow me." Death walked Nyx around the side of the house to reveal a beautiful garden in the backyard. A massive fountain filled the center of the garden, and was adjacent to an enormous oak tree which radiated with power that Nyx had not seen in the mortal realm for many years. Behind those buildings, a small structure sat. It looked clumsily built, as if it had fallen apart and recently been patched back together.
"My teahouse serves as a playhouse for the children," said Death as he led her to the porch. "I am so excited to host a proper member of the nobility."
"I am eager to be your guest." Sitting around and drinking tea likely wouldn't take long. When the Reaper opened the door, it was to reveal comfortable cushions set around a small table. Death helped Nyx sit down on one of the cushions, then knelt across from her and bowed his head until it almost hit the table.
"I have many floral blends," he said. "Is there a particular flower you enjoy?"
"Lavender would be nice."
Death looked up at her with a grin. Well, she supposed it was a grin. It was more of a feeling she got in the back of her mind, which wasn't uncommon among the fae. The visible world was transient by nature, and the fae were long accustomed to reading between the lines.
As she gazed into the burning eyes of the Reaper, she suddenly felt trapped, like a caged bird. Her heart fluttered uncontrollably for a moment, but she forced it to settle. If the Reaper had any untoward designs on her life, he would be committing a massive breach of Hospitality.
"And with your choice, Death's Special Ceremony of Greeting for Immortals shall commence." The Reaper stood to his full height and pulled a thick tome from his sleeve. "This is a ceremony I designed myself, particularly for those of us who either have or will live for tens of thousands of years. While I prepare our tea, perhaps you would like to familiarize yourself with the etiquette involved."
Nyx couldn't help but chuckle as she received the book. It was rather thin, and smelled of metal and processed paper. If she didn't know better, she would assume it had been printed just recently. When Death stepped out of the room, she opened the cover and read aloud from it.
"Death's Special Ceremony of Greeting for Immortals shall be reserved for special guests. These can include foreign dignitaries, royalty, or anyone you deem to be sufficiently important." Nyx beamed at the designation. "During this ceremony, the host will prepare a proprietary blend of tea to the guests' liking. Upon acceptance of the blend, the ceremony itself is not to be interrupted unless there is an emergency. Otherwise, it is considered a massive breach of etiquette and will need to be done from the beginning in order to avoid offending all parties. That makes sense." Nyx turned the page and then frowned. Her fingers clutched the side of the book so hard that the cover became crimped. She flipped through the pages and saw photographs regarding place settings and atmosphere, but nothing that upset her quite as much as that first page.
After a few minutes, Death returned from behind a small screen with a pot of hot water and his tea. He sat down across from her and chuckled as he set a cup in front of her. "Have you read the rules? I heard you should keep things simple when designing your first tea ceremony."
"Is this supposed to be a joke?" Nyx held up the book and kept the venom from her voice. "A trick?"
"Why would my ceremony be a trick? To be honest, I learned firsthand over the summer that there is no right way to do a ceremony that works for everyone. Like any other creative work, you have to make it your own."
"I hardly think you can call this a proper ceremony, though." Nyx's mind raced as she tried to think of a way to get out of this without disrupting Hospitality.
"Why not? This ceremony has been officially documented in a book."
"In just one book," she countered. "I don't know that one book constitutes an official ceremony."
"What would constitute an official ceremony?" asked Death.
Nyx snapped her fingers. "Widespread adoption. Some parts of your ceremony feel...egregious. As a stranger in your lands, it would grant me much relief knowing that this is something that others are actually interested in."
"You are being quite rude." Death sat back and frowned. Nyx was walking a very fine line, and she was aware of it. Still, the Reaper, though powerful, was a bit of a simpleton. She felt confident that she could avoid his so-called Special Ceremony with just a bit more argument.



"I am not attempting to be rude. Rather, I am voicing concerns that this ceremony isn't quite ready for the public."
"I see." Death pulled his cellphone from his pocket and tapped on the screen. After a couple of clicks, he handed it over to her. "What if I told you that other people had purchased this book?"
"I suppose that would be--" Nyx's face went slack when she realized what she was looking at. It was some sort of bar graph. Beneath it was a small graphic with the cover of Death's Tea Ceremony book. "You've...sold...over...ten thousand copies?!?"
"Indeed. I am a bestselling author now in the category of brunch & tea, as well as the number one book in the Amazon store." Death was smug as he tapped the screen. "I don't have any reviews yet, as the book was published yesterday morning. However, I was able to get this advance copy with the help of a friend who is an official Librarian. She was able to get this printed early for me by bumping it to the front of the queue and having some rats bring it to my office. I feel like this is proof that the ceremony itself isn't ill-contrived, don't you agree?"
Nyx's mouth went dry. "I must agree," she said, her voice quiet. The Grim Reaper had yet to tell a lie, and she was flummoxed.
"Indeed. To honor the first part of my ceremony, we will now listen to one of my favorite songs while the tea steeps. You are allowed to sing along if you know the words, but I would prefer that you didn't." With that, the two of them sat through a song titled Don't Fear the Reaper. Once the song was done, Death rose and poured a cup of tea for Nyx, then sat back and poured a cup for himself. Nyx smiled weakly as the two of them raised their cups and clinked them together. She was very careful to avoid cracking her glass or spilling, as the ceremony dictated that any mistake meant they would start over from scratch.
"I greet you, Nyx, also known as the Princess of Fables, a lady of the lake, and She Who Walks the Stars." Death held the cup delicately and sipped no more than a spoonful before bowing his head until it touched the table.
Nyx forced a smile and raised her cup. According to the book, everyone involved with Death's Special Ceremony of Greeting for Immortals was supposed to greet each other with all known titles prior to sipping a predetermined amount of tea before bowing their head until it just grazed the table. When everyone was finished, they would clink glasses. They would continue doing this until the entire pot was gone. How this absolute monster had managed to come up with such a ceremony immediately prior to her arrival was a stroke of the worst kind of bad luck.
"I greet you, Death, also known as Humerus D of Club Penguin, Big Tea-Huna, Skinny Henry..."
It was going to be a really long day.

🏡🏡🏡

The shapeshifter walked along the edge of the yard, its body shifting colors to match the stone wall behind it much like a chameleon. By standing directly against the wall, it was able to avoid casting a shadow, which further decreased its chances of detection. The centaurs were hard at work, though many looked demoralized ever since the princess had charmed them. That had been hours ago, and the beasts worked under the steady eye of an older centauress with feathers woven into her hair. It wasn't the chieftain, but she did wear similar clothing.
The fae creature moved slowly, not out of a sense of fear, but one of duty. Its body temperature shifted to match the surroundings on the off chance that one of the creatures in the house could sense the difference. Whereas the princess had taken the direct approach of greeting the Radley household, the shapeshifter had a very different approach.
It also had very different handlers. The layers of deception the Unseelie had used to give the shapeshifter its orders borderline broke the rules that the Queen herself had laid out for them. The biggest rule they were to follow was to do no harm to members of the Radley house. To that end, the shapeshifter was actually something more than even the princess suspected.
It was a parasite, a benign one that would do no harm to its host. The shapeshifter simply needed to target a member of the household who lived inside the house, then find a way to infect that person. The centaurs were rarely guests inside the house, so they weren't the shapeshifter's targets unless the Caretaker's son were to make an appearance. It also couldn't infect the gargoyle, nor did it dare try to do so with the naga or the kitsune.
Right now, the shapeshifter had limited options. The familiar hadn't been seen recently, and the goblin was isolated in the Library. The nymph was made of water, and would likely notice the shapeshifter's intrusion. That really just left Grace, one of the rats, or possibly the Caretaker himself. If the shapeshifter could somehow ride along inside of Mike Radley, it would give the Unseelie court untold power over the man and perhaps even the Queen.
Having never met the Queen, the shapeshifter's loyalty for her was only due to the deep magic scrawled across its very essence. This adherence was the very reason the Unseelie and Seelie wanted to be rid of her, to start making more decisions on their own. They felt like her decisions lately were compromised by her own lack of a mate. The king and queen were meant to be like the Seelie and Unseelie, two sides of the same coin. The nobility were chafing beneath her rule, and if they could somehow prove that Mike was giving her advice as if he was her equal...
The shapeshifter froze in place, suddenly overcome by instinct. Had somebody noticed it? After shifting its innards, the shapeshifter's eyes closed and then opened on another part of its body, each pupil little more than a pinprick. Over by the side of the house, Grace Radley stood behind Yuki Radley, who was busy pulling a red wagon. The Arachne, clutching a stuffed bear, stared at the shapeshifter as if bypassing its layers of concealment entirely.
"Grace? What is it?" Yuki stopped pulling the wagon and knelt down next to the Arachne. "What are you looking at?"
"Bug." The Arachne stuck out her tongue as if trying to catch something on it.
"Did you just eat it?"
"Not yet." Grace turned her unsettling gaze away from the wall and toward her current guardian. "Picnic first."
Yuki shook her head and kept pulling the wagon. "Where are we setting this up, anyways? We're almost to the backyard. We should have just gone out the kitchen door."
The Arachne put a finger in her mouth as if lost in thought, then pointed. "Aunt Amy."
"Ugh." Yuki rolled her eyes and resumed pulled the wagon behind them. The shapeshifter watched them turn the corner of the house, then moved faster than before while keeping watch on the house. It occasionally spotted the gargoyle lurking above, but any sound it made was lost in the idle chatter of the centaurs. If the shapeshifter could get to Grace, it just needed to make physical contact with her and then could seep beneath her skin and lie in wait. As long as it stayed away from her arachnid morphology, she and it would be safe. Once they shared the same blood supply, the shapeshifter could easily bypass the restrictions of the geas.
The grass behind the greenhouse was much longer, and the shapeshifter was able to become like a snake and slither through it. The Arachne and the kitsune were busy eating something called burritos, and the shapeshifter was able to move along the back wall until it was behind a small structure that looked like a teahouse. Transforming into a beetle, the shapeshifter walked beneath the teahouse and heard the voice of the princess up above.
"Pale Rider, ImmortaliTea, David Eath of Facebook..." The princess sounded tired as she continued to list off names. The shapeshifter was uncertain what that was about, so continued on its mission.
Between the fae and the Arachne was a large oak tree, home of the resident dryad. Nestled deep in the tree's branches, the dryad was clutching a book, her head bobbing as she fought the urge to nap. The nymph played in her fountain, the view of the shapeshifter obscured by a series of planters.
"Oh, Grace!" Yuki stood and wiped at her dress. "Why did you do that?"
The shapeshifter scooted around the tree and saw the Arachne holding some sort of bread tube. Beans and rice had squirted out the back of it, coating the kitsune.
"Accident." Grace flipped her burrito over and shoved the leaking end in her mouth and sucked out the filling.
"I can clean it off for you." The nymph's voice was almost a song. "Come here."
Yuki gave Grace a stern look as she moved over to the fountain, leaving Grace alone and unguarded on her blanket. Nearby, the little red wagon was stacked with snacks and a pillow upon which the stuffed bear in a trenchcoat sat. A single piece of broccoli had been placed between its paws.
Grace was busy watching Naia rinse off Yuki's kimono when the shapeshifter ran across the space separating them. Remembering what it saw earlier, it turned itself into a fly and buzzed up toward the child. Either it would land on the little girl or she would eat it. Both methods guaranteed success.
Moments before making contact, the Arachne held up a silver bell and gave it a shake. Pain ripped through the shapeshifter as it lost control of its body and fell out of the sky. Twitching in agony, it was unable to move away as the little girl used a napkin to pick it up.
"Bug," she declared, then dropped the shapeshifter inside of a metal can concealed within the wagon's contents. The shapeshifter panicked and tried to transform, but its flesh sizzled against the interior of the steel can. It couldn't see anything, its world had gone dark with the addition of a lid. It tried to fight its way free, but the edges had been pinched shut.
"Jersey treatment," said Grace as the can was set down. The squeaking of wagon wheels was all the shapeshifter heard as it screamed in fury, its skin burning and healing at the same rate. The shapeshifter's whole existence was agony now. The touch of steel disrupted its magic, meaning it couldn't change shapes to escape or send for help.
When the wagon finally came to a stop, the shapeshifter heard the scraping sounds of a hole being dug. After some time, the can was lifted and given a good shake, causing the fae to scream as it bounced around the interior, its skin sticking to the steel like meat to a pan.
Between screams, the shapeshifter heard the sound of soil being compacted above it.

🏡🏡🏡

Death takes no prisoners, only guests. As long as you aren't immortal, his ceremony of greeting is quite nice, and he's been known to break out some coloring books.
Thank you SO much for reading. Make sure to leave me some stars on the way out (the more the better) and I hope you enjoyed this chapter as much as I enjoyed writing it, I've discovered an insane love for any Death/Grace scenes.
Please take a moment and do something kind for yourself. Maybe you've been feeling small like I have, but I'm here to say that you fucking matter and deserve to be treated well.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hello, monster lovers! It's me, Annabelle Hawthorne and I have returned with...coffee!
Oh, and I also have the next chapter of "I'm going to put my kids through college with some smut I wrote on the internet!" The key is to have a good savings account and quit blowing it on Fabergé eggs. (That's an old as fuck reference, curious if anyone can source it without looking it up)
New reader? Welcome! This is a story about a guy who got a blowie from a nymph and 7 books later we're dealing with heavy issues like prenatal mortality and butt stuff. Oh, and Faerie politics, which is really just a different kind of butt stuff. You should really jump back to Chapter 001 and binge this shit like a new otaku trying to catch up on One Piece, but please remember to sleep.
Returning reader? Welcome back! Let us now exchange secret handshakes in front of the new people who are still sitting here, who will be extremely curious if the instructions were sprinkled through the previous 122 chapters or perhaps hidden in my bio.
[Intense secret handshake montage]
Speaking of my bio (where I post a release schedule), there will be a bit of a release slowdown because you all are about caught up on what I've actually written in advance. My publishing schedule has been hectic, my personal life has been hectic, and none of the other parents at my kids school will make eye contact with me anymore because I've developed a peculiar habit of speed-running my opinions because I don't have twenty minutes to beat around the bush that YOUR CHILD IS AN ASSHOLE, BECKY! (j/k, Becky's kid is actually nice, but Becky herself is useless as a parent and a human being)
What is important is that I'm still giving this story my all. I've had plenty of days where I've stared at the words on the page and wondered "Is this good enough?" Frankly, this isn't an issue specific to writing, and I want to remind all of you that if you find yourself in the same situation where you sit back and say "I feel like everything I do is awful" that you need to ask yourself "Am I giving it my best efforts?"
If the answer is yes, then that's all anyone can ask of you. Speaking of best efforts, a shout-out to the beta team for being stellar as always (the dragon, the pastor, the Mikes, Skywind, the Zing, and anyone else I may have missed in my caffeine-induced frenzy). For anyone curious, the average number of corrections they suggest per chapter is around 150!
Alright, that's enough blogging. I've got worlds to travel and shit to write about, so I'll leave you with one last thought before I go: thank you so much for using your free time to read this story. As I get older, I've come to appreciate what little free time I have, and the fact that you keep choosing to spend your time on this story as well as remembering to leave stars and comments means the world to me. Just make sure you keep some time for the important people in your life, because time with someone special is always fleeting.
Let's make some memories together as we get some of the Radley family's own
Fleeting Moments
The backyard was quiet when Mike stepped out of the house sometime after lunch. Since his tryst with Beth yesterday, he had taken the completed maps she made with him to the Library, where Eulalie was busy at work digitizing them as well as making a hardcopy for his trip.
Naia sat on the edge of her fountain, quietly chatting with Sulyvahn. The dullahan turned toward Mike and gave a little wave. Nearby, at the base of the tree, Amymone's head drooped as she struggled to finish just one more book. By the looks of things, Mike knew that she would be asleep by this evening. He made a mental note to be back by this afternoon.
He smiled and waved back at Suly, thinking more on Beth's words. After Mike left the cabin and came home, the dullahan had wrapped up whatever his task was there and followed, only to wander the grounds and pretend to care for the garden. Mike was starting to think he knew what was going on, but Beth had been insistent that he put as little thought into it as possible.
Naturally, being told not to think of something made it even harder to avoid it, so Mike spent a better part of the afternoon reminiscing about all the things Beth had done to him in that shower. This had served to lure Kisa out of the Library. His familiar spent a good part of the evening in his bed, trying to work out her own frustrations that stemmed from their magical link.
That, and it gave her a break from making sure Tink stayed in bed. The goblin had made three escape attempts yesterday, all of them to find projects to work on in the Library. Sofia had busted Tink taking apart one of the floating platforms and had actually threatened to beat her with her staff after the baby came.
"What are you guys talking about?" he asked on his way to the back gate.
"Just catching up on centaur gossip." Naia grinned. "You'd be surprised how much drama happens in their village. It's like that show Abella watches."
"Um..." Mike frowned. He honestly couldn't keep track of Abella's shows. Half the time he caught her watching something, it was just porn. What was that show Tink had been watching? "Bridgerton?"
"Yer close." Suly chuckled. "She's watchin' the one about the abbey right now."
"I thought she watched that already."
"I did," called Abella from up on the roof. "And I'll do it again!"
Mike laughed. He had actually watched a couple of episodes of that one with her. For humans, it was an interesting period piece made for entertainment. For Abella, it was sort of a part of her history, and she loved being able to finally see what went down inside someone's home without just hearing it through the walls. Well, at least a dramatic reenactment of it.
"Centaur drama, huh?" Mike chuckled to himself. "Budget for a show like that would be too much, I'm sure. So...anything about Zel?"
"Nay. Yer filly is a taskmaster, but a fair one." Suly snorted at his own joke. "But yer son has a bit of a crush on one of the girls who fletches arrows."
Mike stopped in his tracks. That was unexpected. "How big of a crush are we talking?"
The smile slipped from Suly's lips. "I would say innocent enough, though he did make a comment about how she was real good at handling shafts. Sounds like the boy was honestly trying to compliment her fletching, but her father didn't care much for the remark and ran him across town."
"Gods...damn it." He stared off into space for a moment, thinking hard on centaur biology. They grew much faster than humans did, some reaching adulthood in only a few years. Callisto grew slower than the others due to his half-breed status, and Mike didn't suspect that his son had hit puberty yet. He hadn't had time to drop by the village since his son got grounded, but that was mostly due to Tink's situation.
Mike made a mental note to speak with his son after lunch. Then maybe check in with him before leaving. With any luck, he would be gone for just a few days, but he could never be sure. During his ruminations, he caught sight of movement through one of the slats of Death's teahouse and heard the soft clink of ceramic. "Is Death having a tea party?"
"He is," said Naia. "We were warned not to interrupt him or he'd have to start over."
"Oh." Mike pulled out his phone and checked his messages. He vaguely remembered getting one from the Reaper yesterday, but had been too busy to respond. It took a moment, but he found it. "ICYMI, skull emoji and bae princess at T-House, HMU." He frowned. It was probably Lily who had taught Death to text like this. "Who is bae?"
Naia shook her head. "I'm not sure, but he took her in there yesterday."
Mike's jaw dropped. His son noticing girls, that he understood. But Death? As far as he knew, the Grim Reaper had no interest in romance, but if they'd been doing a tea ceremony for...a whole day?
Suly cast a wary glance at the teahouse.
"Do you know who it is?" asked Mike.
"I cannae say," said the dullahan with a sudden smirk. "I didn'a see 'er go in."
"Interesting." Mike scratched his chin, then decided to let it go. If Death wanted to bring around goth groupies or whatever, he would have to trust the Reaper's judgment. The more Death wanted to have tea ceremonies, the less likely he was to do any more projects on the house. Somebody had already cleaned up all the windchimes out front, but the random bits of wood nailed to his home remained. "Well, I'm off to the Underworld."
"I'll come." Sulyvahn slid off the fountain. "Fer extra protection."
"Of course." Mike waited as Sulyvahn gave Naia a slight bow and kissed the back of her hand. The nymph giggled, then winked in Mike's direction. If Sulyvahn had any sort of machinations on Mike, would she know? As the dullahan walked toward him, Mike studied his soul, or whatever passed for one in regards to the fae.
The man was hard to read. Mike didn't know if that was because his head and body were technically two separate entities. However, he did notice flashes of golden thread along Suly's essence. If he didn't know better, he would assume they were tiny chains. He'd never seen them before, but had also not spent a lot of time studying Suly's soul.
Mike pulled the key to the gate out of his pocket and slid it into the padlock. Usually Cerberus hung around the backyard, but the hellhound often got bored and would go back to their usual hunting grounds. Once the gate was open, he stepped through and waited for Suly to follow before locking it from the other side. There was a loud thud from the opposite side of the gate as Abella landed nearby.
"See you in a bit," said Mike as he passed the key through to her.
Abella grinned at him and folded her wings around her body. "I'll be waiting," she said.
Mike moved along the wall and found a small stack of hiking sticks. He picked one out and turned to hand it to Suly, but the dullahan waved him off.
"No use fer it," he said. "Mah feet dinna tire, and my balance is on point."
"Suit yourself." Mike took a couple of practice swings with the stick. "I use it mainly for smacking demons. Small ones, anyway."
"Yer not afraid of the bigger ones?"
Mike shook his head. "Not really. We're in the Underworld. Though I have a corporeal body, my magic allows me to directly interact with spirits here. Between Cerberus keeping the place clean and my own abilities, we'd have to run into something pretty bad before I'd worry about it. Besides, I've also got you."
"That ye do." Sulyvahn grinned. "I feel like we've never had a proper walk together. We're always busy workin' on our own affairs."
"Speaking of affairs, Beth misses you." Mike could actually see distortions of discomfort wash through Suly's spirit. "Care to speak to that?"
"Not much to say. I've got responsibilities taking up too much of my time is all." Suly walked past Mike and picked up one of the sticks. "So whacking wee demons, eh?"
"Yep." Mike tried not to laugh at the obvious attempt to change the topic. "The worst ones look like a cross between a frog and something you'd pull out of a shower drain at the beach."
"That's...mighty specific." The dullahan chuckled. "I'll try the stick fer a bit. It be a change from the whip." Suly took a practice swing. "So where be our girl?"
"Honestly?" Mike turned his attention to the blasted landscape. The Underworld itself was constantly changing except for the area by his gate. The forest around it looked like a wildfire had blown through, scorching the earth and leaving behind skeletal trees. "If they already know I'm here, they're hiding."
"Why would they do that?" Suly frowned.
"Hellhounds are all business. When Cerberus got hit by that spell that turned them mostly human, there was a translational error." Mike ignored the snort that came from Suly. A three-headed woman with an extra breast and a tail was quite the translational error, but that was besides the point. "When you take an immortal beast and give it human properties, every facet of its existence needs to choose where it exists along the line between human and beast. So now we have a hellhound with a master, in a sense. I'm not super fond of the term, really."
"Yer the dominant partner," Suly offered.
"Thank you, yes. As a result, Cerberus has been spending time with the family and seeing us interact." Mike walked away from the gate, using his hiking stick to prod at the ground ahead of him. "So now we have an isolated creature learning how to bond with others and become one of the pack. Humans are pack animals, despite how many of them like to brag about being lone wolves."
"Why would mortals say that?"
"Because wolves are cool. The idea of a lone wolf implies someone who doesn't need anyone else. They're strong and capable of taking care of themselves." Mike found a small path between the trees and continued along it. "Some people actually fit that description, but most of them don't walk around bragging about it. What people tend to forget about lone wolves is that they were either kicked out of the pack or are simply on their way to making one of their own."
"Then why would anyone brag about such a thing?"
"Because people hate being lonely." Mike thought back to all his years alone. "They don't like admitting that they need others, that they want to be reassured of their worth."
"Ye seem to be an expert."
"I paid enough money to therapists over the years to qualify. Well, on this topic anyway." The two navigated a particularly rough section of terrain between the trees. Branches scratched at them in passing, but Mike used his stick to push most of them aside. "Anyway, back to Cerberus. We now have a three-headed beast with human emotions that has become part of the family. Their urge to protect is still very strong. There are other...urges they also choose to indulge in." Mike paused to give Sulyvahn a chance to comment. When the dullahan stayed silent, Mike continued. "But now that Cerberus has others in their life, there's something that both man and beast enjoy."
"Which is?" Sulyvahn caught up to Mike, who had stopped to look around.
Mike chuckled and picked up a rock. He looked at the dullahan with a grin. "To play. I see you!" He threw the stone at a tree across the clearing. When the stone hit the bark, a three-headed woman jumped out. Their gothic-style dress clung to their skin like oil, the custom bustier pressing all three breasts up to display them. Cerberus smiled with all three heads, their tail wagging behind them.
"Come. Catch. Us!" Each head spoke a single word and then Cerberus transformed into a fearsome hellhound, the beast's sudden size shoving aside nearby trees. The hellhound bowed down low, tail wagging, then ran off into the forest to hide once more.
"Are ye serious?" Sulyvahn's eyes were like saucers. "Ye've got her playin' hide-n-seek?"
Mike shrugged. "That's her choice. Amymone reads. Abella watches movies. Tink fixes things. To my knowledge, this is the first time in Cerberus' existence that they've been allowed to be playful. There's no longer a need to wander the eternal wastelands, scouring it clean of roaming spirits. Sometimes they go to the Greenhouse with Callisto and Grace to play fetch."
"Huh." Sulyvahn stared at the wreckage Cerberus had left behind. "It's almost like they be a new entity all together."
"Yeah, kind of." Mike started down the path Cerberus had created. "But isn't that true of all of us? Over time, we often become new people inside, bit by bit. It's not uncommon to look back and realize we're completely different now."
"The fae aren't really known for that kind of thing."
Now it was Mike's turn to snort. "I would bet they change more than they're willing to admit. You all have very specific rules you follow, but there's so much wiggle room as to the kind of people you can be."
"Are ye really man-splaining the fae to me?" Suly laughed. "Leave it ta mortals to be summin' up te things they know the least about. If yer Cerberus be gettin' even a tenth o' that, I get why they be so different now."
"My kind really are just chaos monkeys trying not to eat the pieces on their gameboard, after all."
"I'm detection' some falsehood there."
Mike sighed. He had forgotten how adept the fae were at falsehoods. "I don't actually identify as human anymore. I'm sort of my own thing now. However, my opinion holds regarding people."
"That's a lad." Suly clapped a hand on Mike's shoulder. "Now if we can just get ye to be more arrogant, we'll make a proper fae out of you."
The two of them followed the trail for nearly ten minutes before it disappeared. When Suly asked how that could be, Mike told him that Cerberus either changed back into a woman or had simply decided to move more carefully. Hellhounds could be surprisingly stealthy when they wanted to, despite their size. He had once watched them stalking prey through the woods. The hellhound had looked almost like smoke floating between the trees.
"Hold up." Mike sniffed the air. It stank of sulfur. "Demons."
"Where?"
A casual glance across the clearing revealed one hiding inside of a bush. Though the demon's natural camouflage was pretty good, it was made of the same essence that Lily was. The swirling mass of energy at its core was easily visible through the dead leaves and branches.
Mike readied his hiking stick and then pointed toward the demon with his free hand. As soon as his hand was raised, the demon burst from the bushes and charged them. When it leapt into the air, mouth open wide, Mike raised the stick with both hands and stepped into the attack, shoving the tip into the thing's mouth and then pinning it to the ground when it flipped over backward. The demon squealed like a pig and thrashed around, its claws carving chunks out of the dirt.
"Hardly seems harmless," said Sulyvahn. "Now what? Kin ye kill it?"
"Not really." Mike put a hand to his mouth and whistled. Moments later, the sound of heavy feet bashing trees filled the air, and then Cerberus leapt into view. The hellhound narrowed their eyes at the demon Mike had caught.
"Ye coulda just whistled fer her all this time?"
"Well, yeah." Mike laughed. "I told you. This is just a game we play. If it was serious, they wouldn't have run off like that. Cerberus, I caught you a snack."
The hellhound growled, then knelt down and closed one mouth over the demon. It shrieked as Cerberus wandered away and then dropped it again, all three heads biting at the fiend before ripping it apart and eating it.
"Gods," muttered Sulyvahn, somehow looking paler than usual. "Remind me not to get on their bad side."
Mike grinned at the dullahan, sensing an opportunity. "Hey, before I forget, I don't know if you've heard, but I'm heading to the property in Ireland. Most likely tomorrow morning, if I can. Beth and I spoke; she thought you'd be a valuable asset to bring along. We can expect a lot of troubled spirits."
"Troubled spirits be my bread and butter. I'd be happy to come."
I'm sure you would. "That's great. I don't know how long we'll be gone. We're really just looking for clues. There might be something hidden in the castle that can help Tink."
"Aye. That lass be needin' all the help we can give 'er." Sulyvahn's forehead wrinkled in concern. "She be treadin' the line far too close fer my likin'."
"On that, we can agree." Mike turned his attention back to Cerberus. "As for you, how have things been around here?"
The hellhound took a step forward, dark smoke surrounding their body as they transformed back into a gothic woman with three heads. Cerberus finished the transformation standing uncomfortably close to Mike.
"Things. Are. Good." The heads fixed him with a serious look. "Territory. Is. Secure."
"Excellent. About that, I was wondering if you'd want to come on a short trip with me." Mike nearly laughed when their tail started wagging, despite the serious looks they gave him. "I'll take that as a yes."



"Cerberus. Take. Trip." The hellhound grinned once Mike patted all three heads. "Be. Good. Girls."
"I know you will." Mike couldn't help but notice the look on Sulyvahn's face. With Cerberus watching his back, Mike would feel much better about whatever the dullahan had gotten himself caught up in. Even from several feet away, Mike could see just how tightly those chains bound Sulyvahn.
This also made him wonder what it would take to break them.
He chatted with Cerberus some more and made sure they knew where and when to meet him. Once they were done speaking, Cerberus guided the group back to the iron cemetery gate that would take them to Earth. Abella was there to let them inside, and Mike locked up the gate behind them. He walked up the hill to chat with Naia and saw that Amymone had fully nodded off, her book now lying on the ground.
"She won't last much longer, lover." Naia smiled as she took the key from him. Her voice caused Amymone to bolt upright and grab her book.
"I'm awake!" she declared, then gave her sister a dirty look.
"Barely." Naia scowled. "Seriously, how many more pages do you have?"
"Two hundred."
"You've got about three hours, lover." Naia turned back to Mike. "She usually reads faster, but that sounds about right."
Mike nodded, then looked at Suly. "You know where to meet me tomorrow?"
"Aye."
"Good. I need to check in with Callisto and his mom, then I have one more stop." Mike knelt down next to Amymone and patted her on the leg. "And then I'll be here to help you get to sleep, okay?"
"Promise?" Amymone looked at him, her eyes all bleary.
"Wouldn't miss it." He stood and looked at Naia. "Send a fairy for me if she starts to go early and I'll come right away."
"It's the only time you come right away." Naia smirked and blew him a kiss as he jogged to the front of the house and used the centaur's shortcut to get to the village. Callisto was with his mother, which gave him the time and opportunity to explain to Zel what was happening before seeing his son. The centaur boy was quieter than usual, but Mike imagined that was because the child was still upset over his house ban.
Before leaving, he asked if he could have a private chat with Callisto. Zel waved the two of them off, and Mike had Callisto guide him into the woods where they could talk. Once they were several minutes out, Mike turned to his son.
"So I hear you've taken a sudden interest in archery."
Immediately suspicious, Callisto kept walking and pretended to ignore his father. After a couple of minutes, the boy coughed into his hand and then pulled a dying branch off a tree and swung it at some grass.
"Centaurs are natural archers," he said. "This is due to a generational reliance on hunting from a distance. That, and why waste time fighting with swords when we can outrun our enemies and shoot them from safety?"
Mike actually stopped walking. "Why do centaurs still use bows?" he asked. "Why not upgrade to something else? Like firearms?"
"Because bows and arrows can be made from things we find in our environment. Centaurs haven't pursued metalsmithing in the past, other than basic tools and our own horseshoes." Callisto smirked. "It's not like we just have gun powder lying around."
"No, but it wouldn't be that hard to..." Mike let the thought trail off. Did he really want to introduce guns to a tribe? It wasn't that he thought they couldn't handle it. But if something happened to him, they would have become reliant on a weapon they could no longer obtain. Maybe it would be worth training some elite centaurs with guns? This was something he definitely wanted to run by Zel before discussing with anyone else.
"Hard to what?" Callisto, like any other child, had latched onto the sudden silence.
Mike continued walking. "I guess if centaurs used guns, the people who fletch arrows would be out of a job."
Callisto went silent and scowled at a nearby clump of grass. He swung his stick a few times, managing to slice the tips off of some of the taller stalks. After another minute of doing this, he let out an exasperated sigh.
"Are we going to have the talk?" he asked.
"Do you want to have the talk?" Mike asked.
"Ugh, no." Callisto frowned. "I'm not even entirely certain what you want to tell me. I know how sex works. The centaurs aren't exactly shy about it. We do it out in the open."
Mike choked on his own spit. "We?" he rasped.
"The tribe, Dad, not me." Callisto threw his stick into the woods. "That's not something I'm interested in. Yet, anyway. So, no, I don't need your advice on sex or whatever."
"What makes you think I was going to give you advice?" Mike shrugged when Callisto looked at him. "Look, your life is going to be filled with so many moments that I have little to no input in. When my son likes someone, I sort of want to know about it."
"But why?" Callisto turned around and walked backwards, his tail swishing anxiously.
"Because you're my kid." Mike grinned. "If you like this girl, I sort of want to hear about her. To hear how you feel, to understand what's going through your mind, that sort of thing. When I had my first crush..." This time, Mike stopped.
Callisto made a face. "What about your first crush?"
"Okay, this is getting more complicated than I intended," Mike said. "When I had my first crush, I didn't have anyone to talk about her with. My dad was gone and my mother was...problematic."
"Problematic how?" Now Callisto's curiosity was piqued.
"She was abusive." Mike smiled weakly. "After my dad died, she forgot to take the medicine that kept her mentally balanced. That's something I learned by accident just over a year ago, but we had a terrible relationship."
"Mom said that she died in a car crash." Callisto stopped walking and gestured at Mike's stomach. "The same one that gave you your scars."
"Yep." Mike put his hand on Callisto's shoulder and squeezed. "I'm not trying to ask about this girl you like because I want to tease you, or embarrass you. I don't know why people do that in the first place, to be honest."
"I don't, either." Callisto turned around to walk beside his father. "One of my friends was teasing me about it. Kept bringing up her name and how much I love her. Over breakfast, of all things. But I don't really love her, I just...like her in a strong way that occupies my thoughts needlessly."
Mike nodded. "Yeah, that's annoying. It's hard enough navigating our own feelings while others try to force us to define them for their own amusement. Does your mom know?"
Callisto sighed. "She's in charge. She knows everything."
"Not everything, despite what you may think." He thought for a moment about how he wanted to continue. "At some point, more parts of your life will open up for private exploration. That can include hobbies, things you think about, and the relationships you have with others. Typically, we will be on the outside looking in, so you can't fault your parents for being curious."
"Even though it's annoying." The boy grinned. "I guess...as long as you aren't too obnoxious about it, then maybe it'll be okay."
"Good." They walked a bit longer, the trees now thick around them. "Now that we've talked about that, it's time for The Talk."
"What?" Callisto snorted. "I should just run away and leave you out here."
"I'm not going to talk to you about sex and babies. You know all that stuff. I want to give you a couple of the secrets to a successful relationship. As a man who has several intimate relationships at once, I am overqualified to give this advice."
Callisto actually stopped on the trail and crossed his arms. "This isn't an elaborate setup for one of your puns, is it?"
Mike shook his head. "Not today. I want my words to stick, and they won't if I amaze you with my phenomenal wit."
"It doesn't amaze anyone."
"I have my fans." Mike spotted a tree he could lean against for a moment. "Okay, are you ready for the first secret?"
"I guess."
"Before you're ready to have relationships with other people, you need to have a good relationship with yourself. You're still young and figuring things out. Never fall into the trap of thinking you need to be with someone else to be complete."
"But isn't that sort of what's going on with you and Aunt Tink? And Aunt Yuki? And Aunt--"
Mike waved his hand dismissively. "I want you to focus on the part where I said you're young and figuring things out. Once you've grown into the man you're happy to be, one who feels complete on their own, it's a lot easier to think about including others. Young love is special, but it's also difficult."
"Hmm." Callisto contemplated Mike's words. "So you're saying I shouldn't be interested in Adhara?"
"Is that the girl's name?"
"Yeah."
"It's fine to be interested in her. But you're both young and still growing. It can become very easy to grow into two very different, potentially incompatible people. There's a term for early relationships you should hear now before it upsets you."
Callisto looked up at his father. "What's that?"
"Practice." Mike smiled. "Your first relationships are likely to become practice for the future ones."
"Why would that upset me?"
"If you fall in love with someone and then break up, it can be upsetting to have your previous relationship defined in such a way."
"That makes sense." Callisto blinked. "What was the other secret advice?"
"This advice is usually saved for later. Much later, if ever." Mike studied his son and thought back on Emery's words about childhood. "And I'm telling you now before you're a grumpy-ass teenager."
"Is it about sex?"
"It is."
Callisto groaned.
"Hold on, this is actually a pretty easy one. Are you ready to hear it?"
"Yeah." Callisto made a face like he had stepped in poop.
"Alright, here you go." Mike cleared his throat. "When you get older and things become intimate, consent is super important. You should be able to discuss what you want with a future partner before you do anything with them."
"I know this, already." Mike could tell that Callisto was fighting the urge to roll his eyes.
"I know your mother, and yes, you should. But I can't assume it stuck. So now for the secret part that most people don't seem to get." Mike fixed Callisto with a serious stare. "If you're too embarrassed to talk about it with your partner, you're not ready to do it."
"What?"
"Do you think about kissing Adhara?"
Callisto's face turned bright red. "I dunno. Maybe."
"Have you talked with her about it?"
The blood drained from Callisto's face. "Gods, no, why would I...oh. Oh! You're saying that if I don't have the emotional maturity to speak about potential intimate actions with others, then it's something I'm not yet ready for! That's actually very logical."
"Logic can get lost in the heat of the moment. But that advice will serve you. Rushing into things may someday cost you a worthwhile relationship." Mike stepped forward and rustled Callisto's hair. "I heard Adhara's dad got mad at you."
"That's because I'm an idiot." Callisto winced. "I was trying to come up with a topic of conversation and failed miserably."
"Do you want to talk about it?"
The centaur paused, his head cocked to one side. A warm smile broke across his face. "Do you know what, Dad? I kind of do."
"So you complimented her on her shaft work, huh?"
Callisto groaned. "Yeah. She was holding an arrow in one hand and using a tool to make a groove for the fletching. I'm an idiot, and ran out of things to say, so said that I bet nobody gripped a shaft quite like she did. I could watch her hold that shaft all day." He shook his head and covered his eyes with his hands. "She got really quiet, and I couldn't figure out why. I didn't know her dad was listening when I followed that up with telling her that I had some arrows that needed fletching. She said that she was kind of busy, and then I told her I would gladly give her a hand with her job."
"Ah, putting your foot in your mouth." Mike nodded and patted his son on the shoulder. "The Radley family specialty."
"He got real mad and I panicked, then he chased me off." Callisto sighed. "In retrospect, I understand why he did that."
"I sometimes see centaurs with hiking staffs. Is there someone who makes them?"
"Huh? Oh, yeah. They're quarterstaffs, actually. We mainly use them to test the ground so we don't break an ankle on loose soil or whatever, but they can also be used for self defense."
"Do they have daughters?"
"Two."
"Maybe don't hang around them, either."
The two of them laughed. Mike listened as Callisto talked about Adhara, his sometimes-friend Nima, and how a group of younger centaurs had discovered a pond to the south where they snuck off to throw rocks at frogs. By the time they circled back to the village, Callisto was in much better spirits. Zel pulled Mike aside, citing urgent business, then kissed him so hard that it took his breath away.
"What was that for?" he asked when she broke away.
"Just a reminder that he's not the only reason you should drop by." Zel traced a finger along his chest. "Ratu said she'll have a bracelet ready for me soon. The new bangle is supposed to break the one-hour barrier."
"Now that's exciting. We should go on a date. Maybe I'll take you dancing."
"Oh, Mike, I'd love that!" Zel squeezed him tight, then let go. "Kisa can teach me how to dance on two legs!"
"I bet she would." Mike frowned when the alarm went off on his phone. "If you'll excuse me, I need to get home."
"Amymone?"
Mike nodded. "Yeah."
"Go, shoo!" Zel gave him a shove. "You're leaving first thing in the morning?"
"I am."
"Make sure you drop by. I'll have some supplies ready for you." Zel blew him a kiss, then galloped off toward her tent. Mike watched her go, then headed back to the house.

🏡🏡🏡

Nyx stared into Death's sockets, then took a deep breath and raised her cup to her lips. The fae's fingers trembled almost imperceptibly as she tipped it back, the last vestiges of tea disappearing. Silently, she set the cup down and bowed her head until it touched the table. The pot was finally empty, and her tea finished. When she sat up, the Grim Reaper studied her for several long seconds.
"Wonderful!" Death clapped his bony hands together, the sudden movement causing Nyx to flinch. "Simply wonderful! And thus, Death's Special Ceremony of Greeting for Immortals has concluded, and I have fully welcomed you."
"You..." Nyx licked her lips, the taste of lavender now properly ruined for her. "Do you perhaps think that it was a little long?"
"Nonsense, not for a member of the royal court." Death chuckled as he started cleaning the table. "Did you know that royalty will often celebrate a wedding or birthday for several days? What is time to an immortal, anyway?"
"I see." Nyx couldn't think of an argument. She had been so focused on remembering all of Death's various titles that there hadn't been time for schemes or contemplation. "Do we...is this ceremony a one-time thing?"
"That's the beauty of a tea ceremony. It can be done when we choose. In fact, you can do it again now, if you wish." The Grim Reaper handed her the book. "Consider it a gift, freely given."
Nyx struggled not to grind her teeth. "I accept." She tucked it away into a magical pocket inside her dress. Later, when given the chance, she planned to burn it.
Death pulled out his phone and studied the screen. "Mike Radley has not yet responded. He must have been very busy." The Reaper tapped fingers on his jaw in contemplation. "Though he may not have wished to disrupt the ceremony. Shall we step outside and see if he's available?"
"Please." It took a tremendous amount of willpower not to pick up the closest teapot and smash it into the Reaper's skull. Rage simmered beneath the calm exterior of the princess. Her time had been wasted, of that she was sure, but why? The perpetrator had acted in good faith and was above any sort of repercussions. For now, she would have to play nice.
"You look a little stiff. Were the cushions comfortable?" Death held out a hand to help her rise, which she accepted.
"They were...adequate." The fae princess stepped carefully out of the teahouse, then scanned the twilight skies. How long had she been in there? The leaves of the massive oak in the backyard were entirely yellow now and had already formed a few golden piles beneath it.
Studying her surroundings, the princess realized that somebody was singing a wordless tune that reminded her of a lullaby. She followed Death to a different vantage point in the yard and saw that the nymph was sitting on the edge of her fountain closest to the tree. In the roots of the oak, a man laid with his back against its trunk, the dryad cradled in his arms. Her green hair was now entirely yellow, some of it falling out in clumps.
The man looked up at the two of them and held a finger to his lips for silence. The moment his brown eyes met Nyx's, she felt a shock go through her body. Her mouth opened in a silent gasp at the sensation. In most ways, the man appeared entirely ordinary. He didn't seem particularly tall, nor did he have a thick muscular build. However, his presence dominated the clearing, as if he was the very weight holding down the entire earth.
"That's Mike Radley," said Death in a whisper.
"What's he doing?" asked Nyx.
"Amymone is a dryad. Every year around this time, her tree hibernates, and so does she."
"I know that." Nyx rolled her eyes.
"Well, you see, many years ago, somebody chopped down Amymone's tree and she actually died for a time. Her soul was trapped between this realm and the next. Mike Radley found a way to bring her back to life." Death crossed his arms. "When fall came that first year she was back, she realized that her own slumber felt very much like dying. So every year since then, he makes sure to lie with her as she falls asleep, to remind her that she's safe and that she will wake up again in the spring."
"But she's just a dryad." Nyx felt a chill run up her spine and turned to see the little fires in Death's socket had turned red. "Why go through all this effort for a tree spirit?"
The Grim Reaper contemplated Nyx's words, the fires slowly shifting back to blue. "I think I see the problem. Tell me, when you gaze upon my visage, are you afraid?"
"I am not." Nyx raised her chin in defiance.
"As you shouldn't be. Your kind are not likely to encounter me unless you meet an unnatural end. You have seen death, but rarely your own. All mortal creatures of minimal intelligence contemplate when their end will come, and how. They think about what life will be like for those they love when they're gone, and they worry about what comes next. Their lives are so short, yet they find a way to pack in so many emotions and experiences. To you, she's just a tree spirit. To the members of this home? She's family, and she's frightened." Death turned back to the scene. "Mike Radley is called the Caretaker, not because he cares for these grounds, but for those who live on them. As long as Amymone fears her winter slumber, Mike Radley will lie with her, and let her know it's going to be okay. That's a special kind of magic, one I dare say may be beyond the understanding of the fae."
"My people care for each other." Nyx sneered at Death, but the Reaper ignored her. "To assume we don't is simply foolish."
"I did not mean to imply that you don't care for each other. Mortals form relationships knowing that all they have is today. There is no promise of tomorrow. When they fall in love, it's with the knowledge that someday one of them will have to say goodbye forever." Death sighed. "This is something I am only now coming to understand. I lost a good friend recently."
It was clear that Death wanted to say more, but Nyx didn't bother asking. She simply didn't care. If not for the fact that it would cause a scene, she would march right over to the Caretaker and introduce herself. A member of the nobility was being forced to wait around while the Caretaker tended to a mere tree spirit was--



Mike lifted his gaze in her direction, his now-golden eyes holding a menacing edge that made her feel like she was staring down a cold-iron blade. It was as if the man could read her mind, or was even perhaps studying her very soul. She immediately slammed down on all of her thoughts, making her mind as flat as the surface of a pond.
She stood this way for over an hour as the Caretaker stroked Amymone's forehead, held her hands, and held her against his body. Over time, the spirit slowly melded into the roots of the tree, until the bark of her skin vanished into the trunk. Even with her disappearance, Mike kept one hand pressed against the roots, his magic caressing them. The leaves got caught in a breeze that ripped them free, forming into a whirlwind of gold that spread across the yard. Nyx looked up at the leaves in awe and realized that motes of Mike's golden light flitted between them.
"My name is Mike. I'm the Caretaker of this house and all who live within." His voice snapped her out of her reverie, and she realized that she hadn't heard him move or sensed him coming. The leaves had concealed his passage and now he was only a few feet away. The magic radiating off of him was strong, far more powerful than any other human she had encountered. "Have you been properly greeted yet? Perhaps you would like some tea?"
"I've already had tea." Nyx cast her eyes toward Death. "I have also been properly greeted. You may call me Nyx, but I am also known as..." She flashed back to the last several hours of listening to Death repeat all of the names she had offered. "A member of the Seelie Court."
"Nobility?" A look of concern crossed Mike's face. "Did something happen to one of our fae ambassadors?"
He was referring to the fae that lived in his garden. What a quaint term! Nyx shook her head. "No, nothing of that sort. In fact, I've been sent here to open the lines of communication with you and your family. To my knowledge, you have made your agreements through the Queen alone, and the Seelie nobility have appointed me as their own ambassador." She smiled.
"Hmm." Mike cocked his head to the side, lost in thought. "It sounds like we have much to speak on. I usually have my attorney handle such negotiations --"
"You would not be making any agreements at this time." Nyx stepped forward and took Mike's hand. His skin was soft and--
Her heart raced on making contact. Once again, it felt as if the weight of the world was pressing her toward the Caretaker. Was it his power? His influence? It was suddenly hard to concentrate.
"Nyx?" Mike looked down at their hands, then back into her eyes. "Are you okay?"
"It is my task to get to know you better." She raised his fingers to her lips and smirked, then kissed the back of his hand. Her magic washed over him, circling like a vulture. Death held this man on quite the pedestal, but he was still just a man. The Seelie had chosen Nyx specifically to cater to the Caretaker's unusual tastes. "Perhaps we could go inside and become better acquainted?"
"I must decline." Mike withdrew his hand and gave a polite bow. "I have other plans this evening that I must attend to."
Nyx was stunned. This was unfamiliar territory. She couldn't remember the last time anyone had told her no. Her mind raced in an attempt to formulate a response, a way to get closer to him. Before she could speak, the wind whispered words in her ear in a language that was already ancient when the world was new.
"Then I bid you farewell for now, Caretaker." Nyx bowed her head and turned away, leaving Mike and his family behind. On the way out, she felt a predatory gaze. Turning to face it, she saw nothing other than the Caretaker's daughter standing up on the roof.
Nyx waved to seem friendly, but the Arachne didn't respond. The remaining centaurs gave Nyx a wide berth as she left, the fae following the wind's instructions. They had her return to the park where she had come into this world, and she sat down on a rock by the shore to wait.
The water in the pond rippled, and the head and torso of one of her elder sisters appeared. Her sharp facial features reflected moonlight like a mirror. Nyx bowed in greeting.
"I was called," she said in the old tongue.
"We have received word that the Caretaker leaves in the morning for a new location. You are to intercept him there where his defenses are weaker." The fae made a hissing sound through her teeth. "Your Unseelie counterpart has gone missing. Do you know their whereabouts?"
"I do not."
"Then they have already failed."
"That is likely." Nyx licked her lips, remembering the power radiating off of the Caretaker. "You should let them know not to underestimate this man. He may have been born a human, but is now something more."
"It shall be done." The fae extended a hand. "Come, sister. Let us be on our way. Perhaps you will find success tomorrow."
"Perhaps." Nyx walked into the water and sank beneath its depths. The darkness embraced her, then carried her across the world.

🏡🏡🏡

Sofia leaned against the railing, staring at the mountain of books that were piled below. This was a part of the Library that she hated coming to. Not only was it a grim reminder of the past, but also stood as a monument to her inability to keep up with the demands of her job. Even now, with the help of the rats, there was simply too much to do.
"I'm back." The cyclops pushed the cart past the Information Desk in the lobby. A tray of cheese and mead was sitting there, along with a leg of fresh grilled mutton. Sofia licked her lips as she picked up the mutton and sank her teeth into it. Somewhere in the world, she could only assume some member of nobility was extremely pissed to be missing out on the crown jewel of their meal.
Mutton was a delicacy for Librarians. No matter how much they wanted it, the Library only took from those who could afford to lose it. A leg of mutton may be most of a meal for a family, which meant food like this typically came from royal gatherings.
Cheese, on the other hand, was plentiful. On several occasions, Sofia had noticed that some of the wheels were actually labeled. They were being aged in a cave by a monastic order. Sadly, upon looking into the order itself, she had learned they had perished in a fire. For several years afterward, she and the others became the beneficiaries of forgotten cheese. It made her wonder what other food and drink had been lost due to the deaths of those who had hidden it away. Sure, it was no pirate treasure, but cheese could be eaten.
Gold and jewels? They were of no use to Sofia. The Library didn't have a store, and it provided whatever she needed.
Since Lukios wasn't manning the desk, she took the opportunity to slack off for a bit. Recently, the satyr had been possessed with a sudden intensity to complete old projects. Sofia found a book of poems and sat down in a leather chair that had seen better days. She munched on cheese and mutton, then drank some of the mead.
Losing herself in a good book was her favorite pastime. At least, she assumed it was, the options here weren't exactly diverse. The longer she read, the more worried she was that Lukios would return from whatever task he was on and ream her out. Not that she feared his outbursts. All the satyr could really do was yell.
The joy at being able to finish the book of poems was replaced by the stillness of the Library. Lukios had known that her task would only take a couple of hours, and it wasn't like him not to leave a note with something else she could work on. Sofia stood and walked to the satyr's bedroom. When she knocked, there was no reply, so she entered. The room was empty.
She went back to the Information Desk and checked the job board. Lukios usually left a list of the tasks he planned to tackle. She saw her own name on the tablet and used a piece of chalk to cross out the job beneath. The Head Librarian had a relatively short list today, but in the middle of that list were the words Book Mountain.
Sofia let out a sigh of exasperation. She wasn't sure what Lukios hoped to accomplish out there, but maybe he had learned something she didn't know. The cyclops left a note, then summoned a platform and took it to visit the Head Librarian's tasks in reverse order, hoping that he was near the end of his activities.
He wasn't doing an intruder check in the Forbidden Section, nor was he collecting new books that had come in registered as Occult. That meant another long ride out to Book Mountain. At least Sofia had eaten a decent meal before departing the Information Desk.
The platform arrived near Book Mountain. Sofia and the others had learned long ago that the area was still unstable, and didn't dare to fly a platform nearby. Something about the ambient magic being unstable meant that platforms would sometimes crash, and hiking down a mountain of books had triggered an avalanche that had nearly killed a librarian twenty years back.
"Lukios?" Sofia guided the platform around their usual landing spots until she spotted a platform loaded up with books down below. She landed, then walked up a nearby set of stairs that spiraled up a column before zigzagging back and forth along a wall. This overlook was a perfect spot to see all of Book Mountain. "Lukios, where are you?"
The silence was overwhelming. Her voice didn't even echo here, and she could hear her own heartbeat. Muttering to herself that she shouldn't have drunk all that mead, she started to climb. It was almost ten minutes to the top of the stairs. She took her time. Sofia didn't want to be sweaty for the rest of the day.
She took a step onto the overlook and called out, "Hey, Lukios! Where are you, you old goat?" If the Head Librarian could hear her, that would bring him out. The satyr had a certain level of vanity that required he respond indignantly.
Sofia was struck once more by the silence. Frowning, she scanned the area and noticed that the Head Librarian's staff was on the floor by the railing. Drawing her blade, she walked forward with confidence. If anything wanted to ambush her, she'd know it was coming. By the time she made it to the railing, her hands were shaking. Sheathing her blade, she crouched down to pick up the staff.
The Head Librarian's staff felt heavy in her hands. Lukios had made her spend plenty of time practicing with it, just in case. She didn't know if it was the magic or the weight of its importance that made it feel so heavy. When she lifted it off the ground, she saw a folded piece of paper beneath its head.
"You'd better be off taking a shit," she growled, hiding fear behind false bravado. Unfolding the paper, she read the message and promptly closed her eye in pain. Once she was ready to process the words, she looked again.
My dearest Child,
I'm sorry. The Library belongs to you now.
Lukios
Now that she stood by the railing, the faint creaking of rope rubbing on stone drew her attention. Looking over the edge, she could see the satyr's body at the other end of the rope.
"Say hi to Agatha for me," she whispered, then reached over to pull him up.
Back in the present, Sofia picked up the wine bottle in her hand and held it up in a mock salute. "To those who came before," she muttered without completing the remainder of the passage. After what Eulalie told her about becoming a proper Librarian, Sofia expected the place to be a tomb for paper and cardboard bindings in another century if they were all lucky.
She heard the gentle sound of stone touching marble. Sighing, she slumped against the railing and waited. Sure enough, she heard footsteps on the landing behind her. "I suppose you want me to look up something else for you?"
"I found what I'm looking for right here."
Surprised, Sofia turned around to see that Mike had arrived on one of the magical platforms. She had expected Ratu again. The Caretaker walked up to the rail and stared down at the mountain of books.
"Holy shit," he muttered. "What happened here?"
"How did you find me?" she asked.
"Went to the front desk, stood on a platform, and told it to take me to the Head Librarian." He winked at her.
"It doesn't work that way."
"I know." He turned around and leaned his back against the railing. "I asked the rats which way you flew off. How many do you think live here these days? It has to be thousands. They're all over most of the columns I saw, putting away books. All I had to do was ask and there would be someone who could point in which direction you went. That last stretch was a bit unnerving, though. How far are we from the lobby?"
"About a hundred miles," said Sofia. "I think."
"You know, if we could market those platforms and make them work on Earth, we could destroy the automotive industry. Airline industry, too." Mike chuckled. "What should our brand name be? I thought we could call them Floaters, but realized that's not the vibe we want."
"Always a joke with you." Sofia lifted the bottle to her lips and was surprised when Mike snatched it away.
"I think that's enough self medication for one day." Mike moved to toss the bottle. It was clear he wanted to get rid of it but didn't know how. After scowling at it for several seconds, he tilted it up and chugged the rest down.
"You're going to puke," said Sofia.
"Ugh, maybe. But now you can't drink it. Besides, once I've had enough that it becomes toxic, my body treats it as poison. I can get drunk, but not hungover." Mike handed the empty bottle back. Sofia tossed it over the railing where it shattered a couple of seconds later on the marble below. "Yeah, I didn't do that because I figured you'd be mad."
"Mad about what? Have you seen what's out there?" Sofia gestured at the enormous pile of books below them. "Did you know I spent almost a decade trying to fix this mess. Used magic and everything. And yet, the mountain remains!" She slammed the butt of her staff against the ground and dozens of books lifted free of the mountain, flapping their spines like wings. They circled around, as if lost, then fell back into the pile.
"What happened?"
"Just another mishap. This one wasn't my fault, for a change." Sofia sighed. "Back when there were just a few of us remaining, one of the librarians got the bright idea to use summoning magic to create a force to help us stay on top of the work. However, the Head Librarian at the time forbade them from doing it."
"Which means, naturally, they snuck off and did it anyway."
Sofia nodded. "That mountain of books used to be several columns. There are hundreds of thousands of books down there, most of them crushed beneath their own weight."
"Where are the columns?" Mike leaned over the railing, as if trying to see underneath.
"Gone." Sofia shivered. "Are you familiar with how summoning magic works?"
Mike made a face. "Not really. Explain it to me."
"You can't just summon whatever you want." Sofia gestured at the pile of books. "You need to be either significantly stronger than the thing you summon, or you need to find ways to artificially enhance your power. This can be as simple as using an enchanted item to bolster the spell, or perhaps an intricate diagram that uses the earth's natural magical energy."
"I knew it," Mike muttered. "We really do tap land for mana."
Sofia scowled. By his tone, she could tell he was making some kind of joke, but he hadn't actually said anything that seemed silly to her. "Anyway, the power requirement is a pretty big deal. You also need to bind the creature or entity with a spell to keep them from running amok. As you mentioned about the rats, there are so many of them. There isn't a single creature capable of handling this workload."
"Makes sense." The Caretaker belched and rubbed at his chest. "Excuse me," he muttered, then waved at the air as if to chase away the smell of wine.
Sofia contemplated him for a moment, then let out a long, low belch of her own. Her larger frame meant it was a bass note that rumbled.
"Nice." Mike gave her a thumbs up. "Felt that in my chest. So how did summoning a bunch of small things lead to a mountain of books?"
"We don't know for sure. The summoner died." Sofia smacked her lips and frowned. That had tasted worse than it smelled. "Our best guess was that they tried to summon some type of spirit or otherworldly force. When you cast spells like that, you have to be very careful with the language you use. Putting together a ritual and demanding ten spirits to help you out will bring you ten spirits. However, let's say you didn't set a limitation. Maybe you told the magic that you wanted enough spirits to handle the Library's current input. Now you have a problem."
"You think they summoned too many spirits?"
Sofia shook her head. "The problem wasn't that they summoned too many spirits. The issue likely arose when they accidentally burned themselves up trying to summon them. This was very old magic, we learned that from the tome they had borrowed from somewhere else in the Library. Think creation-level spells, that kind of thing. They weren't just pulling an entity from the Underworld, or Hell, or whatever. This was magic capable of piercing the void and calling something back. As long as the summoner is present, they can close the rift if things go wrong. But a dead summoner?" She looked at the mountain of books.
"Oh, shit." Mike seemed to get it now. "So when the summoner died, something else was allowed to come through."
"Yes. Whatever it was, it didn't stay long. Their brief existence here was enough to shatter all of the columns in this area. When the column containing the runes fell apart, the spell ended and the entity was banished back to wherever they came from." The cyclops shook her head. "In a sense, we got lucky. When a summoning spell is disrupted, there's always a chance that whatever you called may simply escape."
"Can we even talk about...them while we're here?" Mike looked up at the ceiling. "I can freely discuss them at home, but Pele warned me not to talk about them elsewhere."
"They can't see in here. The Library is built between worlds."
"That...is kind of in their neighborhood, though."
Sofia nodded. "Only sort of. The space we're in was modeled on where the Others exist. Time flows here, but not biologically. In terms of space, we have dimensions, but no location. Even if someone was staring in through one of our skylights, there would be nothing for them to comprehend. The Others crave the destruction of your world because it's teeming with life and order. This place? It may have order, but it's largely devoid of life. It's like a speck of dust in the back of a pantry packed with junk food."
"But they could still look."
"It's also warded from outside observation." Sofia gestured toward the ceiling. "So even if those things were looking in, they wouldn't see you."
"Right." Mike crossed his arms and stared at his feet for a moment. "So this place is beneath their notice and they can't even see inside of it. They would have to be led here first."
"But only an idiot would do that." Sofia shook her head. "We both know there's no limit on human stupidity."
"Was the person who did this a human?" Mike asked with a smirk.
"Point taken," Sofia muttered. "Stupidity is universal. Are you happy now?"
"Not quite yet." Mike stepped away from the railing. "In the morning, Cecilia, Sulyvahn, and Cerberus are coming with me to Ireland so that we can properly investigate Bullshit Castle. With any luck, whatever cure or magic that Gerard found is still there, and we can use it to save Tink."
"Then I wish you luck." Sofia scowled and rubbed her forehead. She wished she had brought an extra bottle. The whole idea of coming out here was to drink in peace.
"I don't want your luck," he said. "I want you."



"Huh?" Sofia looked up at him. "Really? You dropped by for a last minute booty call?"
"Gods, you're obnoxious when you're drunk. Even if I did want to fuck, I can tell you're not in the right frame of mind to consent. What I'm actually saying is I want you to come with me." Mike jabbed his finger at her and then himself. "Sulyvahn and Cecilia can help me with the spirits. Cerberus is my heavy hitter in case we run across a demon or something worse. But I need someone smarter than I am to call me out on my shit, to help me figure things out."
"Then take Beth."
Mike groaned. "Sofia, come on. You're out here in the middle of nowhere having a massive mid-life crisis and I'm offering you the chance to do something other than marinate in your own misery. I can see your soul. That little adventure in the diary sparked so much joy that I could feel it. You need to do something different, to put your mind against a different set of problems. Come on another adventure with me. Reconnect with yourself. Do something other than stare at books all day."
"Have you asked Ratu?"
"I don't want Ratu." He stepped in front of her, his eyes shimmering with magic. "I want you. Not as the Head Librarian. I want Sofia the badass to come with me."
Sofia stared at him hard, her emotions swirling. There was a part of her that wanted to accept, to practically beg him to take her away from here. But another part of her wanted to explore the depths of her misery, to sulk and be angry. These two factions warred with each other as Mike reached past Sofia and grabbed the Head Librarian's staff from where it sat.
"Let's see," he muttered, then tapped the butt of the staff on the ground. A wave of light blinded her, and she cried out in surprise. Sobriety instantly washed over her, chasing away the effects of the wine.
"Why did you do that?" she yelled, snatching away the staff. Sofia blinked several times, her mind suddenly clear. "How did you do that?" she asked.
"I watched you do it before," he replied. "Took me a couple of seconds to identify the trigger for it in the staff, but it was simple enough. I used to be a programmer, you know. My skillset goes beyond fucking and blind luck, despite what some may say."
Sofia almost asked who would say that, but didn't bother. Now that she was sober again, most of the darker emotions had fled.
"As for why I did that," Mike added. "I wanted you to have a clear head before answering my question. Sofia, would you like to go check out a haunted castle and fight ghosts with me?"
This time, that part of her that craved misery was too weak to argue. She looked out at the mountain of books, then back at the strange man that had come into her life just a few years ago. He was a harbinger of change. Of that, there was never any doubt.
And it was time for her to make a change. She looked at the staff in her hands. It was time to say goodbye for a while.
"A haunted castle, you say?" Sofia said with a grin. If this silly little human needed her help, it would be rude to decline. "What do you think I should pack?"

🏡🏡🏡

When Mike walked out of the portal, it was into the silence of a barn somewhere in the countryside. He stepped outside of the structure to see that it was nearing twilight in Ireland. Satisfied that nobody was nearby, he returned to the portal and guided the others through.
Sulyvahn came first, followed by Cecilia. Cerberus stepped through the portal wearing a large hooded cloak. They sniffed the air and then moved aside for Sofia. The cyclops was wearing a cloak as well, and had exchanged her Head Librarian staff for a walking stick that she had not used in over a hundred years. She carried a large backpack filled with supplies.
"Let's go," said Mike and the others followed. Just outside the barn, an older pickup truck had been parked. Sofia climbed into the bed with her back against the rear of the cab, her legs taking up the length of the bed. Cerberus took the passenger seat and promptly rolled down the window. Sulyvahn gave the group a mock salute, then summoned his horse and galloped off toward their destination.
Cecilia's ghostly form hovered between Mike and Cerberus as he tried to shift the truck into drive. After grinding gears, he finally remembered how to drive a stick-shift and pulled away from the barn. Eulalie had purchased the property, but it was still ten minutes away from the lake. As long as he avoided prying eyes, they would make it to the castle soon.
Being away from any of his properties made him nervous. He pretty much assumed that somebody was always trying to scry him. Right now, there might be a mage at the Order freaking out and announcing his location, or maybe Elizabeth had survived and was glaring down angrily at a crystal ball, watching him from a secret lair. Eulalie had sent rats to recon the lake last night and they hadn't found a secret army waiting nearby for his arrival, so he felt this was a reasonable risk.
The cool air from the open window entered the cab. Mike looked over at Cerberus. Two heads were hanging out the window while the third head, which didn't quite fit through the opening, was grinning in his direction. As the truck sped up, Cecilia grabbed onto Mike's shoulder in order to keep up with the truck. Cerberus started fidgeting with the knobs on the radio. When Mike hit a particularly deep pothole, Sofia elbowed the cab of the truck.
"Do better," she hollered. "There's nothing padded back here!"
"Your ass has plenty of padding," Mike muttered. Cecilia gasped in response, then gave his ribs a playful pinch. "Hey, stop it!"
The radio blared to life, startling Mike and causing him to swerve unexpectedly. He straightened out the truck and then swatted Cerberus' hand away from the radio. Sofia elbowed the cab again. He could see her grouchy expression in the rearview.
"Just five more minutes," he muttered. Luckily, the sudden burst of sound from the radio had given Cerberus plenty of reasons to stop messing with it. The road smoothed out, and the remainder of the drive was without incident or traffic. When Mike pulled up to the dock, he held his breath and waited for a secret army to jump out at him.
Nothing happened. However, Sulyvahn was waiting for them by the shore with a shit-eating grin.
"Beat ya," he said. "Looked like it was a bumpy ride."
"A bit," Mike replied as he helped Cerberus out. "Did you find our boat?"
"It's a rental." Sulyvahn walked to the end of the dock. The boat had four seats and looked like it was mostly used for fishing or just cruising around the lake. To fit everyone safely aboard, Sofia had to sit in the middle on the floor to keep it from tilting. Mike turned the key in the ignition, then moved the throttle forward just enough that they puttered away from the dock.
The silhouette of his castle loomed in the middle of the lake, the shadows eagerly gobbling it up as the sun's rays faded. A trio of stars had already emerged, along with at least one planet. If Zel or Callisto were here, they could tell him which one it was. Mike looked up at the sky as he pushed the throttle forward. He promptly hit a wave and got chewed out by Sofia for being distracted.
Cecilia, who was once again clinging to Mike's shoulder, kissed him on the cheek in a show of support. He took a deep breath and focused on the dark waters ahead. Along the hillsides, lights from distant homes twinkled through the trees. Eventually, they disappeared as the castle took up his entire field of view.
The dock at the castle had been repaired prior to his last visit here. Somehow, it was once again torn apart, almost as if someone had taken an axe to it. Frowning, Mike slowed the boat to a halt and trained his flashlight on the broken wood. Sofia trained her own beam on the dock as well.
"You're going to have to find somewhere on shore," she said. "Those planks will not hold up to foot traffic."
"Agreed." Mike idled the boat until he hit soft sand. Sofia promptly vaulted over the edge and grabbed the boat, then dragged it most of the way to shore. Out of an abundance of caution, Mike dropped the anchor. The last thing he wanted was to come outside later and have to swim back. The water was too cold for it. Once everybody was on shore, Mike let out a sigh of relief. They had made it.
"Welcome to Machnaimh Abbey, everyone." Mike scowled at the darkened structure. He wasn't necessarily thrilled that they had been forced to come here just after the sun went down, but the cyclops and the three-headed woman would be difficult to explain to anyone who might see them.
There was an archway roughly twenty feet from the dock that allowed them through the walls to the courtyard of the Abbey. The moment they drew close to the stone structure, Mike felt faint pangs of dread deep in his stomach. The house had the geas. Oregon had a field of misdirection. Hawaii was guarded by nearly impenetrable terrain. The Abbey relied on terror and natural boundaries to keep curiosity seekers away, and other than a few patches of graffiti by the entrance, it was plenty effective. Even though he'd warned the others about the effect, its suddenness still caught him off guard.
"This feels far worse than I expected." Sofia put a hand to her stomach. "It's like some of my visions, only nothing is happening."
"Yeah, I hate it, too. How is everyone else?" Mike looked at Sulyvahn first.
The dullahan shrugged. "No problems here, friend."
"Cecilia? Cerberus?" Mike looked to them next. The banshee shrugged. Cerberus was busy sniffing at the archway. "Okay, then. Looks like we're in the minority, Sofia."
The Cyclops looked borderline annoyed that none of the other cryptids were experiencing the same fear she was. She made a point of stepping through the archway first, and Mike followed. The others came behind him.
Immediately inside the courtyard, a dark figure rose from the shadows, turning its attention toward the group. Mike went still, but didn't feel his precognition trigger. Whatever it was, this specter meant them no harm. Still, Sofia pulled her blade and placed herself in front of Mike.
"There you are, Caretaker." The robed figure pulled back the cowl of her robe to reveal platinum hair that looked like it had been woven from moonlight, and a face composed of sharp, ethereal features. She bowed to the group, then smiled wide enough that Mike could see the points on her teeth. "I was wondering when you would get here."
Mike stared at the woman, a different kind of dread sinking into his guts. How had she known they were coming? How did she get here? Why was she here?
"You've caught me by surprise," he admitted, stepping in front of Sofia and pushing the sword down. "I greet you, Princess Nyx of the Seelie Court."
The fae laughed. Somehow, it felt like the sound of a trap closing shut.

🏡🏡🏡

I won't lie, my favorite segments to write were Callisto's chat with his dad and Amymone's lullaby. I certainly hope you enjoyed the chapter and you should mention your favorite part in the comments!
Thanks again for reading! Make sure to hit those stars on the way out, and then go do something nice for yourself. Maybe it's a fun snack, or calling someone you haven't talked to in a while, but you keep those good vibes rolling until I see you next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all!
Annabelle Hawthorne back again with "I came for the smut and am still here for this long ass story."
I'm in a busy period these days as you can see from the posting slow down. It's really just my publishing schedule combined with the holiday season. There's a lot of travel in my future. If you're worried about when the next chapter will drop, remember that I put that shit in the bio.
A big shoutout to the beta team and everyone who was stuck with this story. I appreciate every single one of you. Thanks for reading, and don't forget to comment/rate/send me feedback when you're done!
I don't have any clever puns this time. You all have no idea how tired I've been for the last couple of weeks. Running on fumes. Let's all jump right into it with
The Castle of Reflections
Mike stared at Nyx, trying hard not to chew at his lips while contemplating what to do about the fae's sudden appearance. This castle technically belonged to him, and he wasn't entirely certain how best to proceed as far as Hospitality was concerned. The princess grinned at him, her eyes both cold and calculating. Their meeting the previous day had not given him good vibes at all. He had sensed her disdain while he was helping Amymone fall asleep, and she had tried to ensorcell him with magic. If her spell hadn't been part of her natural attributes, much like smell or skin color, he would have openly accused her of an attack.
And now, he had to navigate even trickier terrain: niceties."Princess Nyx, I--"
"Just call me Nyx," she said. "Unless you wish me to call you Caretaker Mike."
"Okay, then. Nyx." He looked to Cecilia or Sulyvahn for help, but it was clear that he was the man in charge and whatever happened next was up to him. "Before we proceed any further, I must make you aware that I cannot guarantee your safety in this location. Though I own this property, it is mostly unknown to me and the denizens do not care for my presence."
"Really?" Nyx grinned. "I find this unusual. Are the entities here not aware of your new position?"
Mike shrugged. "I don't know. This castle is populated with spirits and perhaps creatures unknown to me. I am on a personal mission and do not consider this place my home, nor do I have any power over the property."
"Hmm." Nyx circled him, staring at him like a predator. "I do recall you saying you had important business to tend to. So this is where you expect to find a cure for Tinker Radley?"
Mike narrowed his eyes. There was no reason that Nyx should know anything about that. The smug look on her face wasn't endearing either. "It is," he admitted.
"I bet you also fear a breach of hospitality."
"I do." Mike crossed his arms. "I am uncertain how to proceed in regards to this current situation without committing a breach in etiquette."
"I could tell you."
"I'm sure you could," Mike admitted. "And what would the cost for such knowledge be?"
"I'm sure we could settle on a price." She reached out as if to touch his shoulder, then playfully withdrew her arm. "Or perhaps you could...what is the phrase? Wing it?"
"I take no chances with regards to the fae," Mike replied. "In that case, I do have some rations I brought along for this mission. Do you wish to partake of them? I also have water."
Nyx chuckled. "I am feeling a bit hungry."
Mike pulled one of the special granola bars from his pack and handed it to her. "This is a special blend made by the mother of my child. It provides plenty of nutrients and energy for a full-grown human, and--"
Nyx bit into the bar. "How quaint," she declared. "I can taste the magic that went into these. Were you aware that semen was used in the creation of this bar?"
"Yes. I was just about to inform you that it was present." Mike felt a chill, but it was only psychological. "I would not give you something to eat that I wouldn't eat myself," he added.
"How scandalous." Nyx shoved the rest of the bar in her mouth. He wasn't sure if she actually chewed it up or swallowed the snack whole. "I do not currently thirst, so will not be imbibing your water. Unless it contains your blood, perhaps?"
"It does not." Subterfuge. Whimsy. Both of these floated through Nyx's soul like a pair of conflicting rivers. "We have come to explore the castle. If you would like to join us, you may, but know that any treasure we find belongs to me and my own. You should also know that entering these premises with us is an acknowledgment that you agree that neither I nor my family shall be held responsible for any harm that may befall you. The Seelie court shall have no claim, either." Mike thought back over the words, wondering if they closely mimicked typical terms of service.
"Do you really think your words will hold that sort of power over the Seelie?" she asked, leaning toward him. Though her face said she found it amusing, he saw a flicker of concern.
"Yes," he replied. "Though the fae may trick or mislead, they do not lie."
"Well spoken." Nyx took a step back. "I will accompany you and understand that my fate is mine alone."
Mike let out a sigh and looked at the others. "Very well. Shall we?"
Sofia threw Nyx a nasty look, then walked toward the front door of the castle. The wood was thick with rot and mold, splintering apart as she pushed it open. Mike saw the light of over a dozen spirits disappear back into the walls. He shook his head in frustration as the others came in behind him.
"Last time I was here, the spirits waited until I was deep in the building before ambushing me," he said. "I would expect them to do the same thing here."
"Perhaps," said Sulyvahn. "But ye've got a couple of helpers that don't fear the dead."
"They should fear you," said Cecilia. "I only guide the willing. You're the one who drags them kicking and screaming."
Sulyvahn chuckled. "I'm fer the ones that don't want to cross over, that's fer sure and fer certain."
"I also don't fear the human dead," added Nyx. "Nor the living." Mike ignored her and turned to Cerberus and Sofia.
"Watch my back," he said. "Cecilia, you can scout ahead. Suly, you're on evil spirit duty." The moment the words left his mouth, he felt his stomach freeze over. He moved to the side as a large vase shot past him and shattered on the ground. "Perhaps we should have talked about this in the courtyard," he added.
"Do you have a job for me, Caretaker?" Nyx grinned.
"No," he replied. "Any help you offer must be given freely and of your own accord."
"You are going to be so much fun," she replied. Mike said nothing, but couldn't help noticing the guilty look on Suly's face. He wanted to ask the dullahan what he knew about the princess, but couldn't do so as long as she was around. At least with the fae, he could go into his house and avoid inviting them inside. Here? She could follow him day and night.
The fae princess wandered through the door ahead of the group. Mike followed right behind her, half convinced she was going to bolt. The first room of the castle, the vestibule, held a chill that immediately seeped through Mike's shirt. He rubbed his arms just as Sofia handed him a jacket.
"Naga armor not keeping you warm enough?" she asked.
"Not really." Underneath his clothes, he was wearing special armor made from Ratu's last shedding. It would protect him from blades and magic, but failed utterly against cold weather. "Thank you."
Sofia nodded, then cast a look in Nyx's direction. "What are we going to do about her?"
"Assume she has phenomenal hearing," he replied.
"That's because I do," Nyx replied from the other side of the room.
Sofia harrumphed and walked into the middle of the room. She looked around. There was a table and a few broken chairs, but the room was otherwise empty. When Mike looked up at the ceiling, he instead found a massive hole through which he could see that a few more stars had come out. In the middle of the lake, this would be the perfect place to bring Callisto star gazing. Or maybe an interlude with Zel. When he found a way to calm or banish the spirits here, he planned on bringing them. Hawaii was also good for stargazing, but Maui still had plenty of light pollution that diluted what they could see.
"Not much fer interior decorating." Suly nudged a table with his foot. "I'm surprised there's any furniture here at all."
"When Beth and I came here last time, we dragged that out from a different room and had lunch on it." It had been their last peaceful meal within the abbey. Mike moved to the table and pulled out his paper map. They also had digital copies on their phones, but he half expected the spirits to drain his devices of electricity. "So, we've got a lot of ground to cover."
"Are we splitting up?" asked Sofia.
"We're strongest together," said Mike. "So, no."
"That's no fun," said Nyx. "If we split up, we could search this whole place far faster." The fae gave him a playful smirk that briefly reminded him of Lily. He wished the succubus was here right now. She'd probably know how to handle their unwanted guest. Or get them killed. It would absolutely be one extreme or the other.
"We're not here to have fun, Nyx. We're here for results." Mike looked past the fae at Cecilia. "Let's stick with one room roaming for now."
"It just means I'm closer to you." Cecilia floated over and hugged his arm. "Just the way I like it."
Cerberus sniffed the air and growled. "Bad. Smell. Spirits."
"Yeah, they aren't friendly. Please don't torch them unless you have to." Based on what he knew, these spirits were just ordinary people from when the Abbey was active, trapped for some unknown reason. He would feel terrible if they were harmed as a result. Hellfire was one of the few things that could permanently damage or even destroy a soul.
"Cerberus. Obeys. Master." The last head that spoke smirked at him.
"Your hellhound is a fascinating pet," said Nyx. "Some in the court have spoken at length about obtaining one."
"She's not a pet," said Mike. "Cerberus is a member of the family. Anyway, let's continue further in. There are plenty of rooms to explore and we won't get that done from here." What he didn't say out loud was that he wondered if the spirits were potentially guarding whatever he was looking for. If they followed the path of most resistance, it could take them directly to what he wanted. Speaking this out loud may cause the spirits to adjust their strategy. There was also the possibility that the spirits were just dicks. He didn't have a plan for that potential outcome.
The next room still had a ceiling and was far smaller. It was more of a small hallway than anything else, but did have the remains of some sort of cabinet. It actually rattled at them threateningly, but Suly gave it a kick.
"Quiet in there," he said. "Or I'll take ye out and give you a thrashing."
Sofia grabbed Mike by the back of the neck and forced him down just as the cabinet launched itself at both of them. It shattered against the far wall, showering them with splinters.
"Ah, okay, then." Sulyvahn, who stood next to where the cabinet had been, looked sheepish. "I guess I kin track 'em down for ye and make good on my word."
"Don't bother," said Mike. "It'll just waste our time. Besides, there's only so much furniture they can break." He noticed that Nyx had picked up a large splinter and was inspecting it. With a frown, he turned his attention away from her and toward the others. "Is everyone else okay?"
Cerberus joined Nyx, and were picking up pieces to sniff them. Cecilia nodded from her corner of the room.
"Then let's press forward." Mike gestured for Cecilia to check out the next room and waited. She came back thirty seconds later and gave him a thumbs up. He moved to the doorway and was about to pass through when he looked over and saw that Nyx had reassembled the shattered cabinet. There were faint cracks in the structure where it had been bound together by mana. "How...how did you do that?"
Nyx grinned. "It was just a simple matter of reminding all the pieces how they used to get along." She held out a hand for the remaining piece, which was still in Cerberus' hands. The hellhound handed it over reluctantly and Nyx stuck it back into place. "There. Now it's complete."
Mike studied the cabinet for a moment, then nodded. What the hell else was there to say?
The group walked through the next three rooms without incident. Cecilia scouted ahead and declared the way clear each time, and the others would enter afterward. Mike noticed that Nyx was hanging back, and didn't know if it was from a sense of self preservation or if the fae princess was planning to sneak off. He had no way to ask anyone to keep an eye on her, either.
After checking the map, Mike announced that they needed to get to the great hall. From there, they would have access to a bunch of rooms that they could check all at once, and maybe even set up some kind of informal camp. Taking the direct route, they discovered that part of the roof had collapsed, leaving behind a pile of rubble that blocked their path. It was now raining outside, causing pools of water to form on the stone floor. They would have to take a detour to get there.
"Alright, everybody, hold up," Mike called out, pulling out the map to double check their route. Something felt off. They had stepped into a side hallway that may have been a servant's corridor. The narrow hallway was lined with shattered windows. In a couple of places, people had left graffiti. Mike had no idea if Seamus still loved Morrigan, but the giant X through "Liam loves Quinn" implied that the relationship had fallen apart.
"Why do humans do this?" Nyx traced the letters of Liam's declaration with a finger. There was a small flash of light, followed by a silvery, spectral figure of a young man angrily X'ing out the declaration of love. "Of what use is leaving your mark on things that do not belong to you?"
"Part of it is foolishness." Mike studied the spectral figure for a moment. To his soul sight, he could actually see a small remnant left behind. Could heartbreak shatter a soul and cause it to leave behind a piece? Or was this strictly a result of fae magic? "Another part is the realization that we're on a rock screaming through the void of space and nothing we do actually matters. So why shouldn't we write our names on stuff?"
"Is that what you do, Mike? Do you claim things?" Nyx smirked in his direction.
"Not in this manner." Mike put a hand on the wall. "In a way, this is both a declaration of love and of existence. For all we know, this is all that will remain of these people in a hundred years."
"Humans are notorious for their brevity and lack of accomplishments."
"And what of you, Nyx?" Sofia was sitting on a windowsill. "Do you have any accomplishments?"
"Plenty," Nyx grinned. "I once tied two nights together to make a day. I taught the moon how to dance in the sky. I was even there when Atlantis fell, disappearing forevermore beneath the waves."
"Anything we would have heard of?" asked Sofia.
"Hard to say. What have you heard of?" Nyx sashayed down the hallway, and the shadows cast by the flashlight beams seemed to chase her feet as she walked.
"Try me," said Sofia.
"Perhaps I will." Nyx made it to the end of the hallway and pushed the door open. She turned around and backed through it. "But not today," she called.
Sofia grimaced at Mike and he just shook his head. Cerberus had stuck their heads out one of the windows and was sniffing at the air. The hellhound growled at something in the darkness, but said nothing when they turned toward the conversation.
"I've watched the rise and fall of empires and have personally blessed commoners who would become kings. I could list my accomplishments until the rising of the sun, but impressing a one-eyed half-giant would bring me no satisfaction." Nyx licked her lips as Sofia's cheeks burned. "Are not the books you keep little more than these declarations of love and existence? Semi-profound musings captured in ink and bark for others to see? You are naught but the keeper of vanities."
Mike moved between Nyx and Sofia in time to grab her wrist before she could swing at the fae.
"Let's move on," he said, stepping forward to wrap his hand around Sofia's waist. She threw Nyx a dirty look, but softened when Mike gave her a squeeze. "She's right about staying here. Unless someone wrote a recipe for restoring life on these walls, there is no use remaining."
"I dinnae know about that." Suly looked out the window and grinned. "The view is quite beautiful. I can see why lovers enjoy it."
"People. Fuck. Here." Cerberus sniffed at the air, then crouched down and pointed at something. Mike moved to see what it was and groaned.
"Someone is leaving condoms in my magic castle." He summoned a lightning spider and used it to ferry the trash outside. The electrostatic manifestation managed to drag the desiccated thing up the wall and out the window.
"And what use is that?" Nyx laughed. "All you've done is move it outside."
"The spirits here are angry. Maybe they'll see this and know I mean them no harm."
"Yet you could harm them if you chose."
Mike stared hard at the fae. Nyx somehow seemed innocent and malevolent all at once. The fae played by rules of their own, regardless of whether you wanted to play along or not. Truth and tradition were their weapons, each one a sharp blade hidden in plain sight.
He took a deep breath. It had been a long time since he felt like he had to guard his interactions with others. Even though Titania was an ally, he was eternally wary. "None among us would be safe from me," he said.
Nyx's smile faltered as if she had been physically struck. "Truly?" she asked.
Mike thought back to the entity he had torn apart. The only reason he didn't know his own limitations was his refusal to fully explore them. Pulling the entity apart had taken little effort and felt justified. It had never been truly alive. In hindsight, it bothered him a bit that he never thought twice about its destruction. The mere act of touching Ratu's soul had caused her harm. If he were to reach into Nyx, could he tug at the threads that held her together until she, too, fell apart?
"Truly." His magic pulsed on its own, and the temperature in the room dropped. He cleared his throat, hoping that he wouldn't shift back into his daddy voice. "Though I wish no harm upon those who currently travel with me."
Nyx had no clever response to that. Instead, she just nodded and walked past the group as if they hadn't been talking. At the end of the hallway, she stepped through the door and vanished.
"Now that was intense." Suly chuckled and looked at his sister. "Yer man reminded me of Her Majesty for a moment."
Cecilia didn't reply. Instead, she winked at Mike, then faded from view.
"It's going to be a long night," Mike muttered. He patted Sofia on the butt and moved to follow Nyx.
"Really? An ass pat?" Sofia sighed with exasperation.
Mike shrugged. "I was aiming for your back, but you're built like a goddess."
Sofia chuckled, and shook her head. "You think you're such a smooth talker."
"Is it working?"
She sighed. "Yes."
---
Nyx walked right through the grand hall, ignoring the spirits watching her passage, then turned a corner and found herself in another hallway. The world tilted briefly, the result of a dimensional rift. This place didn't fit entirely in the mortal realm, and she had just discovered a room placed elsewhere.
She knelt down by the wall and placed one hand on her chest. Her heart was racing like a hummingbird's and making a staccato rhythm behind her sternum.
The Caretaker had done this. When he had answered her question, the mortal had spoken with far more than just confidence. It had been Authority, the kind granted only to those who had collected sufficient divinity. Did this man have believers? Was he planning to become a god?



Nyx didn't have any answers, but one thing was clear. Whatever power he possessed was enough to tear her apart, should he choose to do so. Would it be death by fire? Or perhaps he could stop her heart with a thought?
The princess opened her mouth and cackled. How unexpectedly terrifying and thrilling, all at once! She skipped through the castle, feeling the spirits come to life as she traveled their halls. The transitions between realms were barely noticeable, even by her, as the architecture wrapped in on itself like a snail's shell.
On occasion, she could hear the Caretaker calling her name. She smirked in response, wondering if he was worried for or about her. The spirits, emboldened by her mad behavior, came out and attacked her. It was easy enough to dodge the furnishings thrown her way. The few times they manifested before her, she sent them packing with the sting of her magic.
The more she traveled, the sooner she realized that the castle was twisting itself into a pretzel to keep her from finding something. But what could that be? Was it the mythical cure that Mike was seeking? Or something far more exciting?
Nyx liked puzzles. Most fae did. It wasn't just the joy of solving something difficult that made her giddy, but the idea that she could take the puzzle itself and expand on the original idea, perhaps even confounding the creator. She rubbed her hands together in anticipation. What sort of puzzle was this place?
The fae princess stopped to study the long hallway that she was in. This one had wooden floors that had partially rotted to reveal the stone packed beneath them. The spirits were angry, but they now knew better than to mess with her. Most of their ire was focused on the Caretaker's group, anyway.
Still, Nyx knew for a fact that the Caretaker was better prepared this time. The banshee and the dullahan alone were more than a match for the spirits. How were these mere ghosts supposed to present any real kind of challenge?
The fae princess laughed, causing the spirits to move away from her in terror. It hardly seemed like a fair fight. What could she do to balance the odds, to make things more interesting?
As she skipped from one room to another, she paused when a suit of armor twisted its head to watch her passage. The spirit inside fled at her approach, and she cautiously inspected the steel armor. The leather was worn and weak in places and the armor had rusted in a couple of parts.
Nyx ran her fingertips along the breastplate, her skin sizzling on contact. Though the armor was a display piece now, it had once seen battle. She could almost smell the blood that had been splashed across it centuries ago.
"Hmm." She mulled over the armor for a minute, then laughed. The spirit who had possessed the armor had been able to move the helmet, but what of the whole body?
Cackling, Nyx ran her fingers across the metal, leaving bloody streaks of her own. She whispered words of remembrance, and the armor suddenly remembered. It shuddered and raised its arms, then studied its empty hands.
"That's right," she whispered. "The enemy walks among us once again. Go forth and protect your kingdom, brave knight."
The living armor walked to the other side of the room where weapons had been bolted to the wall. It pulled down a mace and then wandered through an empty doorway.
What else could Nyx animate? The armor was easy enough, she just had to remind it what it had been built for. But what of the tables, or chairs?
What had started as a game for the Caretaker became a game for herself. Breathing life into the furniture of the castle wasn't an easy task, and she took pride in every creation she managed to bring to life. Chairs in the dining hall crept low to hide beneath the table. An old bed creaked and cracked as it moved into the corner of the room. A pair of decorative statues shaped like star-struck maidens went stomping off, their feet splintering the dusty wooden floor.
She had far less success in the library when some of the books fell apart, the air now filled with the smell of mold.
She heard yelling from below and grinned. It sounded like the others had finally come across some of her creations.
Dancing in the middle of the library, she sent her magic into the shelves, bidding the intact books to live. As more shouts came from below, Nyx beckoned to the spirits watching her.
"What are you waiting for?" she asked. "It's time to play!"
The spirits studied her silently, then disappeared through the floor in the direction of Mike and the others. Nyx licked her lips in anticipation, then pressed her fingers against the stone floor. What else was this place capable of?
Deep beneath the stone, she discovered the undercurrent of the leyline that lay beneath this entire place. Giggling madly, she stroked the magic of the castle with her own, and commanded it to live.
---
"Nyx?" Mike scowled as he glanced into the next room. It was yet another hallway, but this was a magical one that existed between the rooms that could be found on the survey. He pulled out a copy of the map and studied it for a second. "She's not in here, either."
"Should we even be looking for her?" asked Sofia.
"Yes." Mike didn't care that Nyx had wandered off, nor was he worried she would get hurt. He was far more concerned with the fact that a fae princess was now wandering around his haunted castle, most likely stirring up trouble. The fae saw the world and life in a completely different way than anyone else he knew, and he now wondered if she had managed to punch a hole in their prior agreement that she wouldn't lay claim to anything she found.
Naturally, the fact that he couldn't even convey these thoughts to Sofia also pissed him off. After studying the map for a moment, he just shook his head.
"This room is in the wrong place," he said. "If we go to the other end of the hall, we should be near the dining room, which is fixed."
"Unless it isn't," said Sulyvahn. The dullahan was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. "While we're in there, we might be gettin' a turn o' our own, comin' out in all sorts of places." The dullahan chuckled. "I've a sixth sense about these things. The spirits, they're full o' rage."
"They are quite angry." Cecilia appeared, her form translucent. She studied the nearest wall with concern. "But they are also afraid."
"They shouldn't be." Mike moved to the closest wall and put his hand on it. He sent his magic outward to explore, but felt nothing. If any spirits lingered there, he didn't see them. "I'm not here to hurt them."
"Huh." Sulyvahn leaned away from the wall and cocked his head. "I'm not one to be payin' much mind to their feelings, but even I kin sense it."
"Well, I can only put so much time into finding Nyx. Let's focus on some other stuff." Mike's hand was still on the wall. He closed his eyes and sent his thoughts outward.
"What are you doing?" asked Sofia.
"Calling. The. Spiders," replied Cerberus.
Mike grinned at the hellhound's response, but it soon faded. Puzzled, he stretched his magic, sending it further out. The others waited in silence as he did this for several minutes, then let go of the wall abruptly.
"What's wrong?" asked Cecilia.
"There aren't any." Mike looked in the corners of the hallway. There was dust and grit, but nary a single cobweb. "Not a single spider in this place."
"We are on an island," said Suly.
"We're not that far out," said Sofia. "There are over a thousand species of spiders in Ireland, and some of them can pump out their webs to balloon across large distances."
"They make a balloon from their bums?" Sulyvahn was incredulous. "Is that something Eulalie or the wee Grace could do?"
"Gods, I hope not." Mike shivered. He really didn't want his daughter somehow hot-air ballooning away from his property on a large thread of spider silk. "Even if she could, I'm guessing she's too heavy."
"Ye've got a lass here with three heads, friend." Suly pointed at Cerberus. "We passed logic a long time back."
"Do you ever get tired of your brother being right?" Mike asked Cecilia.
"It's a recent development." She stuck out her tongue at Sulyvahn. "If Grace floated away, Abella would catch her."
Mike rolled his eyes. "Yeah, the last thing I need is somebody snapping a pic of my gargoyle retrieving a spider child who got caught up in a tree." Ever since the events in Maui, the internet was all fired up for cryptid-type sightings. Eulalie had done what she could to mitigate the damage, but the whole affair was now just considered the mother of all government cover ups.
Which was kind of funny, because it was. The US government had utilized every trick in the book to gaslight, obfuscate, and outright lie about what had happened. Huge amounts of money had exchanged hands and locals had been paid off to take down their posted videos. Mike was still fuzzy on the details, but supposedly his fight with the kraken had been interpreted as a viral marketing campaign for an unreleased Godzilla movie. It was hard to keep up with everybody who had gotten involved.
Of course, the Order also had a hand in keeping things quiet. They had sent him a registered letter about two weeks later that said if he kept his mouth shut about what happened, there wouldn't be any problems. It was clear that they weren't entirely certain what to do with him, but they were definitely giving him all the space he desired. Naturally, Mike had ignored them. They hadn't been worth his time.
Back to the matter at hand, the castle was somehow completely devoid of arachnids. Had the spirits kept them out? It couldn't be a maintenance thing. The keep was little more than ruins in a lot of places.
Maybe it had something to do with the multiplanar nature of the place. He would try again once they were back in a part of the castle that wasn't folded in on itself.
"Let's keep moving." Mike walked down the hallway with the others in tow. He pushed open the door at the end to reveal a room that looked like a study. A chair had been placed at a desk next to the window, and shelves lined the wall. On the opposite wall was a set of double doors. "So it looks like Suly was right again. This place is shifting."
Sulyvahn cackled, making a point to maintain eye contact with Cecilia. In response, the banshee disappeared from sight. Mike felt her cold breath against his ear.
"You shouldn't give him such a big head," she whispered. "He's liable to drop it."
Sofia moved to the desk and crouched down. She pulled out some of the drawers, then ran her hands along the edges of the desk. "Nothing here," she muttered. The desk took on a sickly aura and started to rise from the ground, but she hopped onto it, her weight driving it toward the ground.
Mike chuckled at the spirit who fell out of the desk. It was an older man, his features pulled as he stumbled across the floor before vanishing.
"Yeah, they could have planned that better." The group took a minute to search the room. This one wasn't on the map. What determined which rooms had stayed exposed to the elements? If Mike were to fix the place up and move in, would it expand like his own house had? He caught motion along the ceiling and spotted a couple of spirits staring at him from above.
"Hey." He waved at them. They looked like young women. From what he could see of their clothing, he assumed some type of villager or servant. "I don't suppose we could talk about this?"
They vanished through the ceiling. Mike shook his head in frustration.
"If ye want, I could maybe talk to 'em." Suly walked next to Mike. "Perhaps they could be made to see reason. I doubt there's anything here that could hurt me."
For a moment, Mike was tempted. His distrust of Nyx had jaded him to any potential betrayal on Suly's part, but he had no real reason to suspect that Sulyvahn was doing anything wrong.
Still, those thin golden chains wrapped around Suly's soul portended otherwise. Mike took a moment to consider what he should do, but it all came down to Beth suggesting he keep Suly close by. If he couldn't trust himself, he could trust her.
For just a second, that moment they had shared occupied all of his thoughts. A goofy grin broke across his face.
"Yer droolin', friend." Sulyvahn chuckled and struck a pose. "Are yer tastes startin' to swing my direction?"
Mike laughed. "Hardly. If they ever did, Lily would be the first to tell everyone. Her big rule has always been to leave no kink unturned."
"I don' doubt that a bit, that she-devil is a handful. Feels too quiet without her." Sulyvahn's grin faded. "I didna much like the quiet, back when I was on me own. Most of the spirits I tracked did a runner on me. Nobody much likes to see my kind a comin'. Was always a bit jealous o' me other half, gettin' to sit with family and all."
"They weren't my family," whispered Cecilia from somewhere behind Mike. "They usually just ignored me."
"Aye. I didna know that part until recent." Suly scratched the back of his head. "Now I get to be a part o' a real family. Guess I'm sayin' I just want to earn my keep."
"You can keep earning it by having my back." Mike clapped Sulyvahn on the shoulder.
"If you two are quite done being bros, we should move on." Sofia stood from the desk and looked back just in case it might rise up behind her. She couldn't see the spirits, so had no idea the furniture was safe now. "I can guarantee Nyx isn't taking time to bond with others."
"I wouldn'a go that far." Sulyvahn gave Mike a knowing look. "That lass is unpredictable. Ye should expect no less than the unexpected from her."
"The story of my life." Mike pushed open the double doors and frowned. "Isn't this the same hallway we were just in?"
"Shouldn't be." Sofia crossed the room and pushed open the door they had entered through. When it revealed a small closet, the cyclops groaned.
Mike sighed. "That's so annoying," he muttered as everyone gathered up to go back into the hall. Looking back once to make sure nobody got left behind, they stepped back into the hall and walked down to the other side. Once by the door, Mike paused.
"Does anyone else hear music?" He put his ear to the door. Sure enough, he could hear what sounded like an organ.
"Sounds. Far. Away," said Cerberus. All of their ears twitched as they looked around the hall. "Coming. From. Everywhere."
"Is it?" Mike moved to another part of the hallway and placed his ear against the wall. "Shit, they're right. It sounds like it's coming through the door and the wall."
"This wall, too." Sofia had placed her ear against the wall opposite them.
"And from below." Suly was kneeling and had taken off his head to press an ear to the floor. "Sounds like a right party, if yer likin' that kind of music. Sounds like someone is playin' backup on the drums."
"Who the hell would be playing drums?" Mike asked. The question was answered when somebody pounded on the door they had just come through. When everyone looked at each other, he sighed. "I'm guessing that's Nyx. Hold on, I'm--"
Mike yanked the door open and his magic flared. He took a step backward as a knight stepped into the room and swung its mace across the space where his head had been. The weapon splintered the frame of the door.
"That's cute. The old animated armor gag." Mike stuck his fist forward into the guts of the armor, his fingers curled like hooks. A different kind of chill went up his spine when he realized there was no spirit occupying the armor.
"Git down!" Sulyvahn tackled the knight away from Mike as it tried to bring the mace down. The dullahan and the knight tumbled into the previous room, which was now a different hallway.
"I'm on it!" Sofia drew her sword and charged into the room.
"Wait!" Mike yelled just as the doors slammed shut. When he opened them again, it was to see a bedroom full of furniture. The dresser closest to the door turned on spindly legs and let out a growl.
"Wrong door," he whispered, then slammed it shut. The floor tilted beneath his feet, and Mike slid down the hall in a crouch. Cerberus had grabbed onto the nearest windowsill, panic painted across their features.
"I've got you!" Mike wrapped an arm around the hellhound's waist and they tumbled together through the opposite door then slid across the polished floor of the dining room. Their entry door slammed shut, leaving them in silence. "Cecilia, are you still with us?"
"Yes." The banshee appeared. "My love, that was no spirit!"
"Yeah, I--" Mike twisted Cerberus around and winced as a plate shattered on his back. He groaned in agony, but continued using his body to shelter the hellhound from harm as a large cabinet spewed plates and cups in his direction. Growling, he released his magic, allowing it to swat aside the projectiles as tendrils of lightning danced along his back.
Cecilia flew toward the cabinet. She grabbed onto the top of the cabinet and gave it a good shake, causing it to wobble. With a yank, she pulled the thing over, and it crashed to the ground.
"Good job." Mike stood and rubbed at his lower back. "What the hell? Was that a ghost?"
"It wasn't." Cecilia floated back. Behind her, the cabinet bounced around in an effort to right itself. "The spirits are holding back."
Mike helped Cerberus to their feet. "Are you hurt?"
Cerberus shook their heads no, then leaned in and hugged him, their tail wagging. Each head took a turn kissing him on the cheek. Mike chuckled and patted each head.
"Good girls," he said. The hellhound smiled at him, then turned their heads toward the dining room table and growled.
From beneath the long table, chairs crept out in a manner that reminded him of crabs. Mike's breath froze in his chest. If he asked, Cerberus could transform and torch them with no effort. But that would mean burning furniture that might go sprinting through the rest of the castle and spreading flames. As the chairs clacked toward him, their backs swaying in the air, he knew exactly what to do.
"Run!" He grabbed Cerberus and Cecilia by the hand and bolted for the door. The chairs skittered behind them, and Mike didn't have a chance to close the door. They ran through another study and managed to dodge away from the curtains, which reached out in an attempt to grab them.
Spirits manifested in this room, all of them reaching for Mike. Cecilia screamed, which sent the ghosts sprinting away and caused Cerberus to howl. The chairs got stuck on each other in the doorway, then burst through and started climbing up the walls like spiders. Somewhere in the distance, the organ music sped up.
The door on the other side of the study took them along a mezzanine. Down below, Sulyvahn was using his spine whip to keep back a statue while Sofia fought off the animated armor.
"Up here!" said Mike. He wondered if they should jump down, then froze when the chandelier above Sofia and Suly twisted and tilted in place as if to look in his direction. It lunged toward him, the chain supporting it creaking and showering the others below with dust.
Cerberus barked at the chandelier, then paused to kick away a chair that had come too close. The group ran across the mezzanine and entered a spiral staircase that went up. Mike swore as the chairs filled the bottom of the stairwell, but he didn't have a good way to fight furniture.
They ran like this for what felt like an hour. All through the castle, that wretched music continued to play as they entered bedrooms, servants hallways, and even some type of wine cellar. Most of the furnishings came to life and chased them, while others appeared to be busted. On at least two other occasions, Mike had spotted either Sofia or Suly, but circumstances prevented them from properly meeting up.
At some point, Sofia had ditched the knight. Now it was chasing after Mike, its mace long gone. The rooms weren't always properly oriented anymore, sometimes at an angle or even upside down. The spirits occasionally threw unanimated furniture at them, or shut the doors to allow the abbey to shuffle the rooms. The knight managed to get its hands on Mike a couple of times, but he was usually able to squirm free.



Eventually, they found themselves in the library. The books were fluttering around like angry bats, which launched themselves at Mike. The room was big enough that Cerberus was able to transform. The hellhound snapped at the flying pests with one head while the other two grabbed the knight and ripped it apart.
Gasping for air, Mike moved along the edges of the room, careful not to touch the shelves. He didn't want to get pulled into the same secret passageway that had claimed Beth last time because it would mean leaving Cerberus alone.
Cerberus howled with one head as the other two crushed and peeled the armor. Bits of it still vibrated in an attempt to generate any sort of movement, but they were now essentially harmless. A few more books flew around, but Cecilia was chasing them down and tossing them to Cerberus to eat.
"We should stay here," said Mike, looking up at Cerberus. "If the others are still on the move, eventually we can meet back up." He moved next to the hellhound and patted her flanks. "Good girl," he added.
The hellhound rumbled at his approval, then stomped on what may have been the knight's breastplate. A rough tongue licked his face, and Mike had to step away as the other heads came for him.
Hopefully, the others would be here soon.
---
Sofia dodged to the left, narrowly avoiding the four-poster bed frame that had hurled itself in her direction. The wood creaked when she grabbed one of the posts, then snapped it in half. The bed spun in place and swatted at her with the intact posts, but her sword sliced through them with little effort.
"A little help, lass?" On the other side of the room, the moldy mattress that had been on the bed had folded shut over Suly and was attempting to chew him up unsuccessfully. It was just a mattress, after all. The dullahan's head had come loose, black smoke leaking across the floor.
The cyclops leapt into the air and brought her knee down on the frame of the bed. Pain rocked up her legs as the wood shattered. The bed crumpled and spun in place, the legs no longer able to move it properly. Grunting, Sofia grabbed the bottom of the broken bed and flipped it over.
"This place is a madhouse," she muttered.
The mattress puffed spore clouds into the air when she sliced it open. In the process of chewing on Suly, the remaining fabric tore and the mattress fell apart, releasing the dullahan's body.
"Much obliged," said Suly as his body knelt to grab his head. Within moments, the dullahan had pulled himself back together. He retrieved his whip from where he had dropped it when the bed had ambushed him.
Sofia frowned at the door they had come through. This was the first room they had entered that had only one opening, which meant they'd have to go back through. However, they had run here to escape a chandelier that had broken free of its chains and was now scurrying through the house like a demented spider.
"I don't suppose you have any other tricks?" Sofia folded the blade up and pulled off her backpack. She knelt down to inspect the straps, then opened it up to pull out a canteen.
"I don' know that I'd call what I do a trick." Sulyvahn grinned and cracked his whip at the wall. "Mayhaps I could do a jig for ye, but it's takin' enough o' me attention to keep the spirits at bay."
"So you say." While she believed that Suly was telling the truth about ghosts that she couldn't see, her anger was getting the better of her. Getting separated from Mike had pissed her off, and she didn't like the idea of him running around without her. Also, the organ music was grinding on her nerves. She drank heavily from the canteen, then put it back. Was Mike thirsty, too? Hopefully he'd done more running than fighting. The man had stamina for days.
"Now, now, don't be that way." Suly flung his whip out, the tip curling around something. An apparition appeared, shrieking madly as Sulyvahn gave the specter a yank. It looked like a renaissance-era peasant. "Now ye know that I'm not makin' up tales."
"Let him go," Sofia muttered with a shake of her head. "You've made your point."
"I have." The dullahan smirked and flicked his whip. The ghost vanished once it was no longer wrapped up. "I could summon my horse, but I dinnae think this is the place fer a ride. It couldn't carry you, besides."
Sofia snorted. She doubted there were any horses on Earth capable of supporting her weight comfortably. "I'd hit my head on the frame of the door," she added.
"Aye." Suly looked at the door. "I think we've lost the knight, but that statue was still hot on our trail."
"Abella should have come." Sofia slid her arms through the straps of the bag and tightened them. "This would have been easy for her."
"She would've fallen through the floor, love." Suly stomped the boards, which creaked. "We'd be diggin' 'er up from the cellar, we would."
The cyclops stared at the door for several long seconds and let out a sigh. If the chandelier was out there, it would try to barge in and get stuck in the door. Looking over at the mattress halves flopping around, she debated picking one up and using it as a shield.
"You ready?" she asked.
"Yes'm." Sulyvahn gave her a mock salute. "I've yer back."
Sofia shoved the door open, half expecting a vision of getting trampled by the chandelier, her flesh torn asunder by twisted steel and broken glass. However, nothing happened, and she found herself looking at a hallway with several doors. At the other end was a stairwell.
"Looks clear," she said, then ducked to step through. Suly slid through right behind her, and the door slammed itself shut behind them. The dullahan paused, then put a hand on Sofia's wrist.
"It occurs to me that we ain't runnin' right now." Sulyvahn scratched his chin. "If these doors be changin' every time we close 'em, maybe we don't have to be runnin' as much."
"Hmm?" Sofia looked back at the door. "Are you suggesting we just open this again and see if it takes us somewhere better?"
Suly nodded. "Yep. Then we step on through and repeat ad-nauseam."
"Ad-nauseam?" Sofia snorted. "That's a strange phrase for a fae."
"Aye." The dullahan's eyes sparkled. "I've a girl back home who loves the big phrases. Ye pick those things up o'er time."
"I can't imagine Beth liking big things," Sofia muttered sarcastically.
"That girl loves a big stretch, true." Suly put his hands on the door. "Dare we chance it?"
Sofia sighed. "Sure."
Sulyvahn opened the door. The bedroom was gone and they were back in the kitchen. However, the room was now tilted sideways.
"Dare we take a chance, or should we part ways with this room?"
"Close it," said Sofia. Sulyvahn obliged, yanking the door shut. The cyclops turned toward the rest of the hall. "We should open the other doors first and then make our decision."
"A woman o' action, I like it." Sulyvahn snapped his wrist, and the whip coiled itself up. He hung it around a loop on his outfit and walked ahead of her, stopping every few steps to tilt his head. "That music be comin' from everywhere."
"If we find who's playing it, I intend to beat their ass."
The dullahan turned toward Sofia and frowned. "If it be Nyx, I wouldn'a even threaten it. She be a high noble in the court, any threat o' violence against her could be seen as one against all o' them."
Sofia snorted. "What? No individual accountability for your people?"
Suly shook his head. "We may be one people, but the rules differ just like they do fer humans. Those at the tops have their own rules to follow, and us at the bottom don't pretend to understand them."
"What else can you tell me about her?" Now that they weren't busy fighting furniture, maybe she could dig for information.
"Only true things, no opinions." The dullahan stopped at the first door. "Nyx is a member o' the court. Calling her a princess is reasonable, depending on the culture."
"Why did they send her?"
Sulyvahn shrugged. "I'm not privy to the Court's decisions."
"I meant why her, specifically? Why not somebody else?"
"Ah, I see, I see." Suly gave the door in front of him a shove. It opened to reveal the courtyard of the castle, as seen from a side door. Spirit lights fluttered about, briefly transforming into spirits. The dullahan shut the door and shook his head.
"There be dozens o' them out there," he muttered. "I cannae protect you from that many."
"You didn't answer my question."
"Right." Sulyvahn stepped away from the door and walked to the next one. "I suppose Nyx was chosen on account o' her pledges. Ye see, the Court be all about politics, to each other and their families. Nyx is a member o' a group of fae who once devoted themselves to interfering in the mortal realm."
"Interfering?"
Sulyvahn nodded. "Yep. Look at me and my other half. We have jobs in the mortal realm, to make sure the dead pass on. The fae used to be part o' the balance, think of us like a mystical ecosystem. While we lived in harmony with the humans, there were times the fae saw fit to interfere, fer better or fer worse. Nyx was part o' a family sworn to look out fer the mortals, though I suspect they have lost their way a bit."
"Look out how?"
Sulyvahn shrugged. "That bit is lost on me. She and her sisters worked with some o' the gods to ensure the humans stayed on track. They were trying to avoid a repeat of..." The dullahan made a face. "I'm figurin' out how to say it without drawin' attention."
"What happened with the older gods?" Sofia was referring directly to the idea that the gods had grown so powerful that they had attracted the attention of the Others.
"Right." Sulyvahn smiled in relief. "At the time, there were new gods rising in popularity and more than a few mythical beings striving to ascend. By keeping the humans on the right path, everybody hoped to avoid a repeat. Nyx was part o' that group of people. I assume the Seelie thought she would be the best fit as their ambassador, seein' as how she used to like the mortals. From her perspective, it's been thousands o' years since she's interacted with them, so maybe it wasn't the best choice."
"Interesting." They had arrived at the next door. Sofia did the honors this time to reveal a privy.
"Ah. Shit luck." Sulyvahn grinned at his own joke.
"You won't die if stabbed, right?" Sofia jabbed her sword at him.
"It'll hurt mah feelings." Sulyvahn winked. "Yer sword may be magic, but not o' the type to hurt my kind."
"Damn." Sofia closed the door. "One more to go."
"Right." Sulyvahn walked ahead of her again.
"So why did Nyx stop interacting with people?" asked Sofia. "There's really nothing keeping her from coming to the mortal realm."
"The Queen could." Sulyvahn sighed. "E'er since Merlin dropped the veil o'er magic, it be a tough world for our kind here. I'm also supposin' that the Queen saw fit to blame Nyx's lot for the whole affair."
"Why would she do that?"
"Because Nyx and her sisters were--" Sulyvahn was interrupted by the sound of stone on wood. The pair looked over to the stairs to see a figure come up the stairs. "Ah. The statue found us."
"It's not the same one." Sofia readied her sword. "This one's face is intact." The other statue had been a woman in a flowing gown with a stoic face. She had managed to scar the face with her blade, but this statue's visage was unblemished.
"Aye. Let's be hopin' they were just two o' a kind and not part of a larger set." Behind them, the doorway at the end of the wall burst open. A cluster of chairs got tangled on each other trying to go through at the same time. Sulyvahn pulled his whip free and sighed. "The respite was nice, I guess."
The statue clomped forward, surprisingly fast for a figure made of marble. Sofia charged at it, enduring three different visions of her own death before sidestepping the assault and using her foot to trip the thing. It went down hard, smashing into the ground in time for Sulyvahn to vault over it.
"Methinks we should take our chances on the stairs," he called. Sofia followed after him, grunting in pain. When she had tripped the statue, she bruised her ankle. The injury was minor enough to not activate a warning, but the pain now had her full attention. The stairwell descended and terminated in another door, which Sulyvahn had already opened.
"It's just another bedroom," he said as Sofia caught up. From up above, she heard the sound of stone on stone. Looking back, she saw that the statue was now tumbling down the stairs.
"What in the actual hell?" she shouted, pushing past Sulyvahn. The dullahan slammed the door behind them, and an intense vision flooded Sofia's mind. She grabbed the dullahan by one of his straps and yanked him out of the way as the statue crashed through the door. It hit the ground hard enough that one of its arms snapped off.
The statue got to its feet, then turned toward Sofia. Its face had thin cracks running through it that met up where its arm had broken off. Up on the stairs, the chairs were now tumbling down in an attempt to keep up.
"Ye've got the stone one," said Suly. "I'll focus on the chairs."
Sofia moved carefully, pain shooting up her leg. The statue lunged for her, but she was able to step aside and avoid it. The chairs were in the bedroom now, though one of them had broken apart at the bottom of the stairs. Suly cracked his whip at them, then managed to wrap it around the leg of one of the chairs.
"Incoming," he cried. Sofia moved out of the way, allowing Suly to yank the whip and send the chair crashing into the statue. The chair broke apart on impact, but the statue was unharmed.
"There aren't any more doors," said Sofia, looking around. With the only exit packed full of furniture, they had no way to escape except through a nearby window.
"Then we make our own exit." Sulyvahn danced around, bobbing and weaving between the chairs. "Lead the statue to the window and get out of the way."
Sofia snorted. If the furniture was even remotely alive, it would understand exactly what the dullahan was planning. However, the furniture seemed to have only a singular purpose, and that was to attack whoever was closest. There were two chairs left, and both were occupied with Suly as he danced away from them.
It took a few tries to get the positioning right, but only because Sofia's leg hurt. Eventually she got the statue marching toward her with the window at her back. When it threw a punch at her chest, she stepped sideways just as another chair crashed into the back of its head. It splintered apart instead of pushing the statue forward.
"Oh, c'mon!" Sulyvahn tried to grab the other chair, but the vertebrae on his whip bit the wood so hard that he yanked a chunk of it off.
Growling, Sofia dodged behind the statue and shoved it forward. It tipped into the glass, sending broken shards everywhere. The statue fought to get up, but Sofia used the hilt of her sword like a hammer, striking the shoulder on the other arm. Tiny chips came off, but she failed to crack it.
The statue was strong, but Sofia managed to fight it long enough that its arm actually went outside. Kneeling down, she put her hands on the statue's butt and pushed the whole thing forward. With a yell, she managed to heave it halfway out the window before it got stuck. The statue started kicking its legs, and she was forced to step back or get knocked out.
Suly ran over with the remaining chair and smashed it on the statue to keep it from rising. Both of them grabbed a leg and lifted. Gradually, the statue tipped forward and fell through the window. There was a loud crack from below, and several ghost lights flickered up into the sky. When Sofia looked outside, she saw the shattered statue in the courtyard.
"That...was a wee bit harder than expected." Suly grinned and gave Sofia a thumbs up. His smile vanished and he let out a yell as he fell into a crouch. The broken stone arm of the statue had gripped him by the shin and was squeezing.
"She's got a grip on 'er!" He lifted his leg and smashed it on the ground over and over until one of the fingers broke off, freeing him from its grip. Wincing, he rubbed at where the statue had squeezed him.
"I thought you couldn't be hurt," she said.
"I dnna think so, either," he muttered. "Sticks and stones won't break my bones, but magic? That can hurt me."
"Cute." Sofia looked out the window. "So where do we go? Upstairs or out the window?"
"No thoughts on me revelation that a stone arm is somehow magical?"
The cyclops shook her head. "I can only assume that the magic in question only permeates the structure. That, or it has an etymology that can hurt your kind. I doubt it's demonic in nature, which means the primary culprit is fae. If I had to guess, our missing princess is the one who did this, and no, I don't know why she would do that, so why bother discussing it?"
"Jinkies." Sulyvahn scratched his head. "That was a keen deduction."
"I've read a lot of books, or perhaps I should say musings in ink on bark." She gestured out the window. "So either go out or stay in?"
The stillness of the night was pierced by a loud howl from Cerberus. It seeped through the building, briefly drowning the sound of the organ music. Suly glanced out the window and shook his head.
"If you do be right about our stray Seelie, then I doubt she took the time to animate anything outside the building. If Cerberus howls again, we can track her."
"At last. A plan." Sofia put her blade away and leaned out the window. "The stonework is in bad shape, but I think we can make it to those crenellations up there. Do you see?"
Suly waited for Sofia to come back inside before leaning out the window and looking. "Aye," he said, then came back inside. "That looks like an impossible climb."
"Just do what I do," Sofia said. Moving to the window, she was careful to avoid the shards of broken glass. It was hard enough maneuvering through the window with the pack, but she barely noticed its weight once outside. Shifting her feet onto the nearest ledge, she
{slid her foot onto a piece of stone that immediately broke free. Gasping, Sofia grabbed for the window, the remaining glass slicing through her fingers as she fell. Trying not to scream, she slammed into the ground and felt a powerful wrenching sensation through her neck and back.
"Sofia!" screamed Sulyvahn, leaning out the window.
The cyclops stared upward in horror, suddenly aware that every breath was painful, blood bubbling up from her lips with each one.}
Back in the present, Sofia cleared her throat and moved her foot just a bit farther. Looking back at Sulyvahn, she pointed at the stone that would have done her in.
"That one's loose," she said. "Don't step on it." Still determined, she resumed her climb upward, dying nearly a dozen deaths before reaching the top.
---
Mike was drifting on the edge of consciousness when he heard an odd scratching sound somewhere outside the room. He was leaning against Cerberus' side, using the hellhound as a pillow to take a break or maybe even a nap. Up above, Cecilia manifested, her eyes toward a window on the second floor of the library.
"What is it?" he asked, jumping to his feet. Cerberus growled and stood, their tail casually smashing a bookshelf. The hellhound had been howling every twenty minutes or so in the hopes of luring the others, which meant he hadn't been out for too long.
"I'm not sure yet," said Cecilia. "Whatever it is..." Her eyes widened. "It's Suly and Sofia!"
"Are you sure?" he asked.
"I can see their souls through the exterior walls. They're coming across there." Cecilia pointed toward the ceiling, her finger trailing down until it was near a window. Moments later, a rock wrapped in a bony whip crashed through.
"Mike?" called Sofia from outside.
"We're in here!" He patted Cerberus on the leg. "Good girls," he said. The hellhound wagged their tail and sat patiently while Mike climbed a spiral staircase to the upper floor of the library. Once at the shattered window, he saw Sofia's legs standing just outside. The cyclops slid carefully through the opening, twisting sideways to allow the backpack to fit.



Before Sofia could say anything, Mike hugged her.
"You're really just squeezing my ass at this point," she muttered.
"Should have taken off the backpack, first," he replied, then stepped back. "Are you two okay?"
"As okay as ever," said Suly from the window. The dullahan's boots crunched against the broken glass. "And kin I say that it was a journey to be gettin' here."
"The rooms can't trade places on the outside," said Sofia. "We heard Cerberus and headed this way."
"I hadn't even considered that," Mike replied. "We really just hoped you'd be in a nearby room or something."
"Well, the gang's all back together now." Sofia nodded at Cecilia, then looked down at the main floor where Cerberus sat. "I don't see Nyx anywhere."
Mike shrugged. "I'm sure she's around here--" Down on the main floor, the secret bookshelves twisted sideways, revealing the same passageway that Beth had gotten stuck in last time. The sound of the organ was louder than ever now. "Somewhere," he added with an eye roll. The dramatic reveal had been a little much on her part.
"If we stab her, what's the worst that could happen?" asked Sofia.
"The Seelie court could come and demand retribution," said Cecilia.
"It would be particularly nasty, too. Maybe they'd eat the skin of everyone you know while keeping them alive," added Sulyvahn. "As well as yer own."
"Skin eating? Are you fucking serious?" Mike frowned at Suly. "I thought she was from the Seelie court. Aren't they supposed to be the good guys?"
"There is no good or bad with the fae, a mhuirnín." Cecilia floated near Mike and took his hand in her own. "The laws are too strict for such narrow definitions."
"The Unseelie would do the same," added Sulyvahn. "Mayhaps they'd force you to eat the skin of yer loved ones, just to make sure their point gets across."
"You two seem so level-headed compared to half the stories I hear," said Mike.
"They're the ones chosen to walk the mortal realm for a reason," said Sofia. "Far more sensible than their kin."
Sulyvahn nodded. "This be true. Now if ye could trick Nyx into trying to harm ye first, then you might be allowed a poke or two."
"Okay, enough talk about stabbing Nyx." Mike led the others to the stairs. "Is anyone hungry? Thirsty?"
When everyone shook their heads, Mike had Sofia turn around just long enough to grab a snack for himself. He inhaled the granola bar and then turned to look at the secret bookshelf. The music that had been playing now seemed to be stuck in an endless loop. After a quick swig of water, he looked at the others. "Shall we?"
"Stay close," said Sofia, taking the lead. "Hold doors open. Don't get separated."
"Agreed," said Mike. He waited for Cerberus to transform and held their hand as they all moved into the secret passageway together. Cecilia moved ahead, the light from her flickering form partially illuminating the long, stony tunnels that somehow ran beneath the castle. Sconces in the wall ignited with spectral light, causing shadows that reached for the group but bent away at the last second.
The hallway was cold enough that clouds of vapor billowed away from those who needed to breathe. Cerberus huddled against Mike for warmth, letting out tiny whimpers in triplicate. Sulyvahn brought up the rear, his head twisted around backward to keep a better eye on where they'd been.
The organ music became progressively louder. Mike almost couldn't hear Cerberus growling, but went still once he did. Spectral figures manifested along the walls, all of them holding out their arms and wailing as if to prevent them from going any further. Cecilia started singing, causing the spirits to flee in terror.
The passage widened, forming into an underground chamber with no visible ceiling. In the back of the room was a massive organ, built into the wall and illuminated by candles. A dark robed figure sitting on a rock played the instrument with slender fingers, but Mike ignored them for now. Doing a quick scan of the room, he was now certain that this place was some type of secret temple or church.
Once the others were fully inside, the figure played a dramatic reveal and then spun in place to pull their hood back.
"Hello, Nyx."
The fae princess cackled, clapping her hands together like an excited child. "Wasn't that just so much fun?" she asked. "I wondered how long it would take you all to find this place!"
"You were being pretty loud about it," said Mike.
Nyx grinned. "Indeed. I felt like this palace lacked the proper ambience. Why, this poor thing was in no condition to play a single note when I got here." When the fae princess stood, Mike realized that the organ looked new and recently polished. "All it took was a little reminder of the way it used to be."
"We would have been here sooner if not for all the things you animated." Sofia's voice was little more than a grumble, and Mike noticed her hand was hovering near the hilt of her sword.
"Oh, it wouldn't have been fun for anyone if we had just come right down here!" Nyx giggled, then took a step sideways. It was like she stepped into a shadow, re-emerging next to Mike. "Why, I found this place right away!"
Mike licked his lips, avoiding the urge to be either polite or sarcastic and thank the fae on accident. "We could have been here over an hour ago," he said.
"Well, that's the funny thing about you mortals. You like to convince yourselves how differently things would have gone with knowledge from the future." Nyx laughed, her voice echoing up into the darkness above. "So now that you're here, what comes next? Surely you'll think of something."
Mike pursed his lips. "You brought things to life that could have hurt my family."
"But did they?" Nyx took another step and teleported to Sofia. "As far as I can tell, no serious harm has been done to anyone in this room."
"I'm about to--" Sofia cut herself off and turned away.
"You're. About. To. What?" asked Nyx in a mocking tone. She danced around the cyclops. "What, were you planning to hurt me? To slice me open with that magic sword of yours? Maybe I'd let you do it, just to see what color my own blood is."
"That's enough," said Mike.
"Can this woman not fight her own battles, Caretaker?" The fae princess licked her lips. "Or is it a lack of trust? The Head Librarian is no idiot, she knows full well the consequences of her actions." Nyx looked at Mike and laughed.
During this moment, Sofia's eye flickered, changing colors several times before stopping. A look of shock crossed her face, and she took a step back from the princess.
"So what is it, Sofia? What are you about to do?" Nyx turned her attention back to the cyclops and fluttered her eyelashes.
"I'm not sure, anymore." Sofia looked at Mike with fear in her eye. "Hopefully figure out this place's secrets and be done with it."
"Boooorrinngggg." Nyx shook her head in disappointment.
Satisfied that Sofia wasn't about to get her skin eaten, Mike looked around the room. There was the opening they had come through and no other exit. Yet the air in here didn't feel stagnant. That usually meant it had a way to flow. Kneeling down, he summoned his magic and dropped a handful of electrical spiders onto the floor.
"How fascinating." Nyx crouched down to examine them. The spiders spread out to climb the walls and squeeze into cracks. Mike closed his eyes in concentration, trying to feel where each one might end up. Several started their journey up the dark shaft above, and it was rather unnerving just how far they'd already climbed.
One of the spiders stopped moving. Mike opened his eyes to see that Nyx had plucked it free of the wall and tossed it into her mouth like a snack.
"Don't do that," he said.
"Why not?" she asked. "It's not like I hurt you."
Fucking fae, Mike thought, then closed his eyes once more. After a few minutes, the spiders up the shaft simply winked out of existence, either having reached the ceiling or running out of magic. A couple had wriggled into cracks in the wall, but were making no headway.
One, however, had squeezed in behind the organ and was now wandering down a long hallway. Mike opened his eyes and pointed to the organ.
"I need someone to move that," he said.
Sofia and Sulyvahn obliged, but it took the additional efforts of a transformed Cerberus to pull the musical instrument away from the wall. When they were all done, Mike just shook his head.
"How the hell was anybody supposed to open that passageway?" he mused out loud.
"By playing a secret sequence of notes," said Nyx. When Mike looked at her, she laughed.
"You knew?"
"Of course I did. I've been in this room forever." She cackled and walked toward the doorway. "If you had asked me about it, I could have provided the answer for a price."
Mike looked over at Sofia, his fists clenched. "How bad was it?" he asked, tilting his head toward Nyx.
The cyclops shivered, and shook her head. That was all the answer Mike needed. The group proceeded to walk down the corridor, making it almost thirty feet before the spirits attacked.
Hands, well over a hundred of them, grabbed for Mike and attempted to carry him back to the temple room. Cecilia and Mike sang together, driving the weaker ones away, while Sulyvahn cracked his whips at the more determined spirits. At one point, the hallway was packed so densely with the dead that Mike couldn't see anybody else. On the very edge of his hearing, he heard Nyx laughing.
Sofia grabbed Mike's hand and pulled him forward. After several very long minutes, the spirits fled, many of them nursing whip-shaped wounds on their spectral bodies as they went.
"We must be close," said Mike. "The spirits really don't want me to see what's at the end of this hallway." As if to emphasize his point, dozens of ghosts appeared, then rushed through him. He felt their fingers touching his face as they whispered in his ears.
Get out!
Go back!
Run!
"ENOUGH!" he cried, and the hallway trembled. Dust came loose, showering the group as the ghosts burst into phantasmagorical lights that flickered like dying flames and then vanished into the floor.
"Even I saw that." Sofia turned to look at Mike, her head tilted just a bit to avoid the ceiling. "Are you okay back there?"
"For now," Mike grumbled, rubbing at his face. Where the spirits had touched him, his skin felt raw and irritated, as if he had a sunburn. If there really was a demon at the other side of this tunnel, he was going to let Cerberus play with the damned thing before burning it into nothing.
At the end of the hall was a solid wooden door. Mike would never know if it was locked or not, because Sofia kicked it so hard that it broke free of the hinges. The group moved carefully into the unlit room. Mike pulled out his flashlight and turned it on. The room was circular and empty, save for an object on the far side covered with a blanket.
"That's fucking strange," said Sofia. She grabbed the blanket and pulled it away, revealing an ornate mirror. The frame was gilded and inlaid with precious gems, but Mike wasn't interested in that. Removing the blanket caused his ears to pop on a magical level. At first glance, the mirror's surface seemed to be black.
"Oh, wow." Nyx moved up to the mirror and crouched down. "I've never seen something like this before!"
"It's a mirror," said Sofia.
Nyx craned her head so far back that it looked like her spine had disconnected. "Not a proper mirror," she replied. "This one has no reflection."
Mike moved next to the fae and studied the glass. The beam from his flashlight traveled through the glass to illuminate the reflected room inside the mirror. Puzzled, he leaned forward and held his hand up behind the mirror just to be sure it wasn't a doorway disguised as a mirror.
"I hate it," muttered Sofia. "It's clear that it takes us someplace else."
"But where?" wondered Mike. Would this lead him to a cure for Tink? Or was it just another dead end.
"Hmm." Nyx had moved behind the mirror and was tapping on the back with her fingertips. "I see." She moved to the front of the mirror and started walking around the room as if looking for something.
"What's she up to?" Mike looked to Cecilia and Suly for answers, but both of them shrugged. Her behavior was a mystery.
"Sofia? Any thoughts?" He turned to the Head Librarian. "Maybe you've read something about a magic mirror hidden beneath a haunted castle?"
"I have," she said, stroking her chin thoughtfully. "Many times. It's a popular trope that nearly always ends in disaster."
"Sounds typical." Mike turned to ask Nyx what she thought, then ducked out of the way as she hurled a loose brick she had pulled from the wall at the mirror. It shattered on the edge of the frame, part of it scattering across the floor on this side and the rest spraying out on the inside.
"A Divine object. Unbreakable." Nyx grinned. "You should never go inside a mirror unless someone you trust stays outside to ensure it remains unbroken."
Mike wanted to yell at the fae for being careless, but she had a point. If the mirror was breakable, the spirits of the castle may just pop down and shatter it once he's on the inside. "If it's a Divine object, who do you think built it?"
Nyx studied the mirror, then frowned. "No idea," she muttered, walking behind it for a closer look. "It feels vaguely of the fae, but it was not crafted by our kind. The longer I look at it, the more I feel..." The fae princess stopped walking and stared into the mirror. "I feel nothing," she muttered.
"That's more than a little ominous." Mike shook his head in frustration. "So what's the plan? Should we check it out?"
"If you're worried about the potential dangers, I should remind you that you have a fae princess in your presence." Nyx barked a laugh, then turned to face him. "The fae are not to be trifled with."
"Yet the fae are not beholden to me." Mike crossed his arms. "Any help you would give must be freely given, and I can't rely on that. I have far too much to lose to put myself in such a situation."
"Oh, poor Caretaker. He doesn't trust me." The fae princess pouted and moved toward him. She turned around and pressed her back against his body, reaching up to caress his face with clawed fingertips. "Do you really think I would ask anything of you?"
"If the circumstances were right, yes, I do." He felt Nyx's aura wash over him, her scent clinging to him like a second skin. "The fae play their games because they love the thrill of it almost as much as they love getting prizes."
"So you do understand me!" Nyx spun in place and slid her arms around Mike's waist, causing Cerberus to growl. "I'm not sure what to make of you, Caretaker. In some instances, you are like the fury of a thunderstorm concentrated on one point. In others, you take flight like a startled bird. What kind of man are you?"
"A family man, for starters." He gently pushed the princess away. "There are those who rely on me. I can't just throw myself into danger without thinking of them."
"Then send in your retinue." Nyx jerked her thumb at Cerberus and Sofia. "One of them doesn't even live in your house, Caretaker. The other is just one of many. Both are replaceable and would not be missed."
"The only replaceable one here is you, Nyx." Mike fixed her with a stern glare. "The Seelie could always send along someone else to spy on me."
"Oh? You think I'm a spy now?" Nyx fluttered her lashes, which seemed even longer than the last time he had noticed them.
"Isn't that one of your functions?"
"Is it?"
Mike tensed his jaw as magic crawled across his body, eager to obey his whims. Nyx's smile faltered and she took a step away. After several deep breaths, Mike was able to get the magic to settle back down. It had been a long day and Nyx was absolutely pushing his buttons on purpose. The last thing he needed was for her to know that she had gotten on his nerves.
Turning his attention back to the mirror, he shook his head and stepped toward it. He had walked headfirst into a mysterious Labyrinth, traveled through the fae realm and the Underworld, and had climbed a volcano while being chased by angry spirits. A mysterious mirror meant nothing to him.
"Let's go," he muttered, moving through the looking glass. The reflective surface felt like hot smoke against his skin, and then he was on the other side. Turning around, he watched as the others came through. Nyx, as smug as ever, sauntered by.
"I love it when you take charge," she said. "That's why--" Her eyes suddenly went wide and she stared up at the ceiling. "It can't be..." she whispered.
"What can't--Nyx!" Mike called after the princess as she sprinted down the hallway.
"We'd better keep up," said Sofia, who broke into a jog. "We don't need to fight our way through another castle!"
Realizing that the cyclops was right, Mike ran after her. The familiar cool touch of Cecilia's fingers on his collarbone gave him comfort as they moved down the dark hallway.
There was no church at the other end of this hallway, but there was a spiral staircase behind an open door. Mike ran up it, easily passing Sofia who didn't have the stamina he did. She nodded at him, too tired to speak.
"Cerberus, stay with Sofia," he called, knowing the hellhound would look out for her. The stairs continued up for several stories, and his legs burned with the exertion. He was far enough back that he could barely hear Nyx's footsteps, and he almost asked Cecilia to fly up through the floor to intercept her. A cursory glance down the stairwell revealed that everyone else was at least a few floors down.
The stairs terminated in a stony basin beneath a dark, starless sky. Mike swept the beam of his flashlight around, trying to figure out where Nyx had gone. After a few passes of the beam, he realized that he wasn't standing in a pit, but the foundation of a building that was long gone.
"That way," whispered Cecilia in his ear, and she pointed over his shoulder to the lip of the foundation. Mike found a crumbling staircase that took him up to ground level. They were on an island roughly the same size that Machnaimh Abbey was, but the foundation he had emerged from was much smaller. Nyx stood on the edge of the island, her gaze on something he couldn't see.
"What's she doing?" he asked.
"I've no idea," Cecilia replied.
"Help the others up here," he said. "I'll try to figure out what's going on." He watched Cecilia drift back down into the crumbled foundation, then walked across the grass to where Nyx stood. When he shined his flashlight on the princess, she didn't even react. "Care to explain what that was about?" he asked.
Nyx turned to him with a shocked expression. "You took it from us, didn't you?"
"Took what? I've never been here before, remember?" He shined the light across the pitch-black waters. "I don't even know where here is."
The fae studied him for several long seconds, then pointed out into the lake. "Do you not see it?" she asked.
"I don't see anything. You probably see better in the dark than I do."
Nyx turned her attention back toward the water. "Then all will be revealed to you when the sun rises." She said nothing more, her cloak billowing behind her even though there was no breeze.
Puzzled, Mike could do nothing else but wait. The others came shortly after, but said nothing. It was almost like they could feel the anticipation in the air.
When the sun rose, it didn't do so in the sky. Instead, the dark waters of the lake were illuminated from below, revealing a blue sky dotted with clouds. He was looking at the sky's reflection, which was now the only source of light. Across the lake, he spotted a dark shape, now ominously lit from below.
It was an island that was at least several miles wide and covered in trees. A gentle slope that rose up in the middle, the apex decorated with the spookiest castle Mike had ever seen.



"Where the hell are we?" asked Mike in a whisper. He had been trapped in a mirror world before, but this was someplace entirely different.
"I don't know," Sofia replied, then took his hand in her own.
"I'll be fucked," muttered Sulyvahn. "Am I seein' what I think I'm seein'?"
"You are correct, servant of death." Nyx spun in place to face the group. "What has long been lost has now been found. Whatever business I had with your family must be put on hold, for I shall now contact my sisters and bring them here."
"I still don't get it." Mike turned his attention to Nyx. "What is that place?"
It was Sulyvahn who answered. "Ye find yourselves lookin' on what was stolen from the fae and lost fer centuries. A mythical place where kings are both made and laid to rest."
"Holy shit," muttered Sofia, her face lighting up in recognition.
"Aye." Sulyvahn nodded and swept his hand out toward the water. "For we be lookin' on the shores of Avalon itself."
---
Get in the car, bitches, we're gonna lewd some Arthurian lore!
I hope you had fun reading it, I had fun writing it (but not editing it, bless my beta team). This was actually a harder chapter to edit because I wrote almost all of it while traveling to appointments and stuff (I bought myself a Freewrite because it fits everywhere I need to go). Mobile writing is always messier.
If you had fun, please make sure to leave me some stars on the way out. If you hated it, well...I don't know what to say, but the fae have taught me to never apologize, and I have to assume at least one of you is secretly one of them.
Usually I tell you to do something kind for yourself, but will take a slight pivot in honor of one of my regular readers. It's almost the holiday season, and I want to remind everyone here to remember their local food banks and consider a donation of any kind. Local food banks will make sure your donation goes to who really needs it, and it's a great way to grow some roots of your own in your community.
Okay, enough of that soft stuff from me. You all take care of yourselves and I will see you next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all!
It's me again, Annabelle Hawthorne, with yet another ridiculous installment of "Let's watch disaster lesbians fight the forces of darkness!" Naturally, this title was too long for this website, so I shortened it to Dead and Horny.
This is officially book 3 of Dead and Horny and takes place during the events of Book 8 of Horny Monsters, and BOTH of these series take place in the chronological time gap between the release of A Dance with Dragons and The Winds of Winter. (Technically, that's everything I've written, actually, but George makes way more money than I ever will, so what do I know?)
Anyway, I want to take a quick moment and thank everyone who continues to follow my work. This year was harder than others. I got sick for a long time, had some pretty big IRL stuff come up, and it just wiped me out creatively. Some months ago, I realized that I hadn't written anything with Lily in it since I created her back in 2017. That is how I learned that Lily is officially my emotional support character.
So for those who love my succubus, your girl is back, and I'm gonna dial it up right out of the gate. For those who are curious about my release dates, make sure to check my bio, I've been really good about making sure to keep to it. A special thanks to my beta team, including Literotica's own TJ Skywind.
Just a reminder that this little slice of monsters and mayhem is coming to you absolutely free! You just have to pay
Shipping and Handling
The building was nondescript from the outside, as plain as any other warehouse in the area. The windows had been blacked out with bars across them, which wasn't an uncommon practice these days. There had been several break-ins over the last six months, most of them some sort of smash-and-grab.
Arnaud knew differently, though. To any passing observer, he was on a smoke break. In truth, he was watching the gated entrance of the facility and keeping an eye out for trouble. The smash and grabs had been perpetuated by his own team in order to buy or rent out as many of the buildings as possible. These were largely left empty, for the people he worked for didn't traffic in material goods or possessions. Their tastes were far more refined and best handled away from prying eyes.
"Southeast, checking in." The voice in Arnaud's earpiece was soft, as if the words had been little more than a whisper. He waited as each man on patrol reported in, then flicked the ash from his cigarette when it came to his turn.
"Front gate is all clear," he replied in French. "We're still a go for delivery."
"Roger."
Roughly five minutes later, a box truck crested the hill that overlooked the secure warehouse district. Navigating the winding descent, it stopped at the bottom to check in at the front security gate. If anything felt remotely off, or if strangers were spotted roaming the area, the deal would be delayed or called off entirely and the truck would turn around. The man working the gate was one of their own, and would leave this delivery off the manifest. Camera footage would be scrubbed later, so if any sort of security audit was brought up, this delivery never happened.
Arnaud blew a thick cloud of smoke, then snorted and spat on the ground. The gate opened, allowing the truck to enter, and Arnaud headed into the warehouse to wait for the delivery.
Large bay doors opened to allow the truck inside. There were five men waiting inside, all of them former military. Arnaud had discovered long ago that the biggest source of hired help were those who had been forgotten by their own countries after the atrocities of war.
Well, that was only half true. Some of the men he hired were disciplined former soldiers who simply liked money and had no scruples. There were plenty of mercenary groups that functioned off this ideal alone. In fact, two of his most recent hires were from the recently disbanded Sons of Sin. Honestly, the name was silly, but both James and Alberto were top notch military operators. When a detective had started snooping around the warehouses, the ex-SoS had gone to his house and murdered his entire family. Sometimes, it wasn't enough to warn people off. You had to make a point.
There was a brief burst of static over the comms. Arnaud frowned and put a finger in his ear to hear better. "Are we clear?" he asked.
"Southeast. All clear." Each man checked in without fail. Arnaud shrugged, assuming the static was just some type of interference. It didn't happen often, but radio equipment could be quite finicky.
The truck pulled to a stop and the bay doors were closed. A man holding a manifest got out of the cab and walked up to Arnaud. He handed the manifest over.
"Full load today," he said. On the manifest, it looked like he was shipping pet food, and the truck was packed with it. In reality, they just shipped the animal food back and forth until it went bad. The pet food was meant to mess with cadaver dogs, but they almost never got questioned by customs. Nobody in the European Union looked twice at a dog food company.
"Thanks." Arnaud handed the man a stack of cash. "See you in two weeks."
The driver gave a mock salute and walked out of the warehouse where his car was waiting. Though the extra help pulling all the food out would be nice, it was the driver's job to call back if he saw anyone coming down the long country road that led to the warehouse district.
The mercenaries shouldered their weapons and opened the truck. They tossed the bags of food down to each other, doing their best not to let them rip. A genuine shipping company would use pallets and a forklift, but the cover story was always that the forklift had broken. That way, if someone wanted a peek inside the truck, they had to reconcile the idea of lifting everything out themselves to do a proper check.
About six feet into the back of the bed, they reached the latch that opened the false bottom. The mercenaries spread out and pulled their stun guns. Arnaud's second, a man named Emilio, twisted the ring holding the latch shut and yanked it open.
"You can crawl out or we can pull you out," said Emilio. "You won't like it if we pull you out."
"Please," said a voice from inside the trailer. "We're all scared and hungry."
"We've got plenty of food for anyone who comes out on their own," said Arnaud. There was a long silence, followed by the sound of shuffling beneath the bed of the truck. A tiny figure stood, her features hidden by long, black hair. Emilio pulled the little girl from the hole and Arnaud moved forward to help her down. He gave her his best smile and put his hands under her armpit to lift her down.
"That's a good girl," he said. "What's your name?"
The child, who was probably eight years old, sniffled. "It's Lily," she said, then looked at him with wide eyes. "Are you guys going to hurt us? My babysitter said you were going to cut us up and feed us to some pedophiles!"
Emilio actually chuckled. Arnaud gave the man a dirty look, then turned his attention back to Lily.
"Now, now, of course we wouldn't let that happen." The truth of the matter was that he wasn't entirely sure what his clientele were going to do with the girl. All he knew was that little kids were a massive payday, and if some rich asshole in London wanted to hack up kids to eat their organs, it meant Arnaud would stay in business.
"Do you promise?"
"Cross my heart." Arnaud ruffled the girl's hair. "I like your dress."
"Hey." Emilio stomped on the hole. "Get out!"
A pale blonde crawled out of the hole and went limp on the bed of the truck. Arnaud rolled his eyes in disgust. Most likely, the guys at the dock had helped themselves to the merchandise and worn her out. It wasn't the first time, but if he had to shoot this one, he was going to kill one of the dock workers to make an example out of them.
"You. Go." Emilio kicked the blonde. She moaned and crawled forward, then huddled up in the corner of the truck. They could force her the rest of the way out, but if she stayed out of the way, it wouldn't matter. One of the mercenaries slapped cuffs on her.
"This one doesn't look so hot," he said, grabbing her by the chin to look at her face. The blonde's eyes were a pale gray that was almost startling to look at.
"We'll feed her something before sending her on her way." A couple of days worth of good food would increase the price by five figures alone. Arnaud never understood why so many traffickers got lazy about that kind of thing. The people who bought slaves paid a premium for the pleasure of breaking them, after all. "Get the next one out."
Emilio held his stun gun close to his chest and hopped into the hole. "C'mon, everyone, let's go."
"Oh!" Lily tugged at Arnaud's hand. "I forgot my dolly in there!"
He chuckled and ruffled her hair again. "You remind me of my own daughter," he said. "Of course we'll get your doll for you."
"Thank you!" Lily hugged him so tightly that she accidentally pinched his leg through the fabric. "I wanted to bring her out with me, but she sent me out first to make sure that nobody ran away."
"Yeah, kid, whatever." Arnaud twisted a lock of Lily's hair around his fingers. If he got some pictures of her in pigtails, he could probably raise her price by ten percent.
"What the--" Emilio shouted from inside the truck, then fired an actual gun. The other mercenaries switched to live ammo and pointed various guns at the back of the truck. The blonde screamed and threw herself out of the vehicle, hitting the ground and rolling away. Emilio discharged two more rounds, then cried out in panic.
"What the hell?" Arnaud grabbed Lily by the top of the hair and backed away from the truck. He didn't want her running off. Usually the girls in the truck were drugged, but sometimes adrenaline kicked in and one or two snapped out early. It was a hard balance sedating shipments. On more than one occasion, Arnaud had lost thousands of dollars because someone died in transit.
The temperature in the warehouse dropped as if the AC had kicked into overdrive. From inside the truck, somebody giggled. James, who stood nearby with his pistol drawn, went completely white and sprinted away from the truck in terror.
"Where the fuck are you going?" shouted Arnaud. When he turned back toward the truck, he was surprised to see that Alberto was also running in the opposite direction. "Hey. HEY!"
"Peekaboo!" A ghastly child-like voice came from the back of the truck. A doll levitated up from the secret compartment, its face and dress covered in blood. In each hand was a human eye, which it held up in front of its face like a pair of binoculars. "I see you!"
Arnaud made it four steps before tripping on Lily and falling onto the concrete. His heart pounded in his chest as he tried to get back onto his feet, but could barely keep his eyes open through the muted sound of gunfire.
"C'mon, mister!" Lily stood by the bay doors, waving him on. "If you hurry up, she won't eat your face!"
"I don' wan' mah face eaten." Arnaud's mouth felt like it was full of cotton. The ground was somehow slippery enough that he couldn't quite get on his feet, yet he didn't dare turn back. The feeling of impending dread told him that he needed to run as fast as he could, no matter what.
"C'mon, c'mon!" Lily hopped up and down while clapping her hands. "My dolly can only chase one person at a time!"
"Fuck your dolly," Arnaud muttered, strength filling his limbs. Suddenly able to stand, he bolted past Lily and ran away from the warehouse. His lungs felt like they were going to burst. He hadn't run this fast since he was a teenager yanking purses from tourists. The slap of his feet on cement created a staccato rhythm that filled his ears as he sprinted out onto the country road.
Arnaud managed to hitch a ride with someone once he was a couple miles out. He pulled out his cellphone, but kept mistyping his password and got locked out. Thinking this was strange, he chalked it up to the adrenaline running through his body and leaned back in his car seat.
What had happened back there? For a few months now, there had been rumors of strange things around the world, paranormal-type occurrences that all started when some terrorists burned down most of Maui. Still, that had been an American issue. Most of the rumors revolved around mysterious sightings of mythical beasts, or miracles occurring in plain sight. What he had just seen was more of a horror movie, a nightmare that would haunt him for days to come.
He was so tired that he didn't remember getting dropped off at home. Stumbling into his house, he sat down at the table and put his face in his hands.
"Papa, is everything okay?"
Arnaud parted his hands and saw that his daughter Esme sat across from him. She was busy picking apart a pastry and eating it.
"When..did you get..." Arnaud looked at the clock and was surprised to see that it was now dinnertime. The smell of fresh-cooked pasta wafted from the kitchen and he heard his wife singing.
"You fell asleep at the table," said Esme. She smiled at him. "I was telling you about my day."
"Right, right. Um..." Blinking his eyes in surprise, he pulled out his phone. There were a few text messages on his screen from the men he worked with, all of them checking in to let him know that the deliveries had been made. The most important notification was the one from his bank account. A recent deposit had been made.
"Did Daddy fall asleep at the table again?" His wife stepped out of the kitchen with a pitcher of water. Arnaud hastily pocketed his phone. His wife assumed he was just in the shipping industry and he didn't want her reading any of the texts over his shoulder.
"He did." Esme picked at her pastry. Her mother slapped at her hand playfully.
"You'll spoil your appetite," she said with a smile.
Esme, an ever-rebellious teen, stuck out her tongue. Arnaud's wife laughed, then bent over to give her husband a hug.
"Speaking of appetites," she whispered in his ear. "I want you to do me in the ass tonight."
Arnaud's heart skipped a beat and he turned to look at his wife in shock. "But...it isn't my birthday..." he whispered back.
"Oh, I know," she replied, keeping her voice low. "But recently, I've been really into it. The last couple of weeks, I've been shoving things in my ass to stretch it out and be ready for you."
Arnaud's cock was suddenly rock hard. Fucking his wife in the ass was easily one of his favorite things in the world. Having her facedown and crying out in agony as he pummeled her tight little asshole made him--
"No. No ass fucking," said Esme.
"What?" Arnaud looked at his daughter in horror. "What did you just say?"
"No ass fucking," said Esme. "This one is mine."
"Like hell he is," his wife replied. "We had an agreement. Those two guys from the SoS are all yours, but I get to have this one."
"Wait, what are you--" Arnaud was cut off by a hand that clapped over his mouth.
"You shouldn't even be in here," said his wife accusingly. "This was a perfectly happy little fantasy I cooked up and now I'll need to start over from scratch!"
"MINE!" Esme shouted, then stretched her arms toward Arnaud. "GIMME! GIMME!"
Arnaud pulled the hand off his mouth and stood. "Esme, what has gotten into you?"
"A girl's gotta eat." His wife crossed her arms and glowered, her eyes glowing. "We had a deal."
"A VERBAL AGREEMENT IS ONLY AS GOOD AS THE PAPER IT WAS WRITTEN ON!" Esme cackled, ripping her pastry in half. Instead of fruit filling, blood poured out of it. "AND WE LIVE IN A DIGITAL SOCIETY!"
"You tiny fucking bitch. I should have known you'd pull this shit at the last second." His wife shook her head and turned to face him. "Good luck, asshole."
"Wait, what?" Arnaud watched his wife's eyes roll up in her head for just a moment. When she dropped her gaze once more, her pupils had been replaced with buttons.
"Honey, it's almost time for dinner," she said, then held up a knife. "I just need to de-bone the fish!"
Arnaud screamed.
---
Lily let go of the man on the ground and scowled, her tail whipping back and forth in irritation. She looked over at the truck and saw Jenny the doll hovering in the air just outside the vehicle.
"If you're going to steal all my snacks, then I'm going to stop bringing you on away missions."
The doll said nothing. The spirit that inhabited it was fully inside Arnaud's mind right now, and the man was shrieking in his sleep, his body contorting. Lily placed a finger on his forehead to take a peek at what kind of hell Jenny hath wrought upon the man.
Lily only watched for a split second and broke the connection. "That's really fucked up," she muttered.
"Hey!" Dana had already broken free of her cuffs and knocked out the remaining gunman. "Those SoS guys are getting away. I can only chase down one of them."
"Fine, fine." Lily shook her head in disappointment. "I guess I'm everybody's bitch today."
Dana turned in the direction that Alberto had run and broke into a sprint. She would likely catch the man soon, for she would never tire. Lily watched Dana go, then turned in the direction that James had run. With a single thought, she transformed from a child into an adult wearing a jogging outfit. Much like Dana, she could run much faster than a human could. Unlike Dana, she would absolutely toy with her prey.
She didn't bother shouting for James. It would be far funnier if she could catch up to him first, maybe flirt a little before dragging him back. The mercenary hadn't gotten very far, but he obviously heard Lily's footfalls by the time she was about two hundred feet back. When he looked over his shoulder, Lily transformed a handful of her essence into a replica of Jenny's doll.
"Hey, James!" She held up the lifeless doll. "You left your--"
The man turned and opened fire. She hadn't expected expert marksmanship at this range as the bullet snapped her head back so hard that she was effectively clotheslined. The succubus hit the ground with a loud oof, then stared at the sky as blood leaked out of the hole in her head.
"It's just not my day, apparently." Lily stared at the clouds above and sighed. She turned her head to the side and spat out the bullet, then stood. After fingering the hole in her head, she decided to leave it. If James was going to insist on shooting her, she may as well scare the shit out of him, too.
She dropped the fake doll, which turned into smoke that reeked of sulfur upon impact with the ground. Taking two steps forward, her large, bat-like wings ripped free of her back in a gory display as she launched herself into the sky. Expecting gunfire this time, Lily chased after James, cackling maniacally as he turned to open fire on her once again.
To his credit, he didn't scream. By the time she caught up with him, she actually had to stop him from putting the barrel of the pistol into his mouth.
"Now, now," she said, yanking the gun away. "Nobody gets off that--gimme that." Lily snatched away a grenade, then broke his wrist to keep him from pulling the pin on another.
"Please, don't," he begged. "Don't let her get me."
"All this drama over a child's toy," she muttered. "It's not even Black Friday." Lily stabbed the man with her tail, pumping him full of venom that would knock him out. The last thing she wanted was for him to find a way to kill himself on the way back. In truth, he would be the fourth SoS member who had taken his own life rather than deal with Jenny. The psychotic spirit was clearly a master of her craft, and Lily was more than a little jealous that she had missed the show.
Lily made it back before Dana did. She laid the man against the truck and placed her fingers on his temples to sift through his memories.
"Don't you dare eat him," whispered Jenny in her mind.



"I'm getting intel first," Lily replied. Hunting down the SoS had become a bit of an obsession for Jenny, who was still extremely pissed that the mercenaries had taken Grace and Callisto. The tentative agreement was that Lily was allowed to extract whatever memories she could for the purpose of hunting the others. Their biggest target was a man named Dirk, who had apparently survived the slaughter at the secret underground bunker. The man had become a ghost, covering his tracks so well that Eulalie hadn't even picked him up on a random street camera anywhere on the globe.
"He's mine," Jenny whispered. "Mine, mine, mine, mine--"
"I get it, Tickle-Me Elmo. Now shut the fuck up." Lily didn't bother scowling in the doll's direction. In truth, Jenny's spirit could be anywhere in the vicinity. Ever since the witch who had imprisoned her soul had disconnected her, the spirit had been able to wander and manifest as she pleased.
By the time she had pulled anything of use from James, Dana had arrived with Alberto. The man's face was swollen, and Dana's shirt was covered in blood.
"Ah. Looks like you took a few loads to the chest." Lily smirked at Dana. "I take it your date put out."
"You've got a hole in your face." Dana dropped Alberto on the ground.
Lily laughed. She had forgotten about that. With no effort at all, she made her skull whole again. "So did you get the license of the truck that hit him?"
"He's not that bad," countered Dana. "Sure, he resisted a bit. It was nothing a little percussive persuasion couldn't fix."
Lily nodded, then moved over to where Arnaud was. The man was babbling incoherently and his limbs had been broken. "Did you do this?" she asked Jenny.
"He did it himself." Jenny giggled. "He should have stretched first," she sang.
Lily pulled the earpiece from Arnaud's ear. She was more than a little surprised nobody else had shown up. Speaking in Arnaud's voice, she sent out the order for the men watching the perimeter to come in.
"We heard gunfire," said the man watching the southeast gate.
"Shipment got feisty," Lily replied as Arnaud. "Now get your ass back here, Santiago." The man's name wasn't Santiago. It was, however, code for 'everything is fine.' They had a few innocuous names that Arnaud could drop, letting them know if they'd been raided or if the authorities were present.
Lily took on Arnaud's appearance as the actual man was levitated into the air by Jenny and dropped into the secret compartment inside the truck. When Lily had allowed herself to be abducted, it had been easy enough to get ahold of Eulalie. With a bit of help from Dana, the three of them had triangulated the truck's position, allowing the Arachne's portal-chewing rats to open one inside of the compartment. The other victims had been put to sleep and removed through the portal, most of them already waking up safely in their homes. Dana and Jenny had joined Lily in the bed of the truck, and had waited for almost two days for it to be opened.
They never would have known about this outfit if not for James and Alberto's involvement. They had pulled that little nugget out of a mercenary named Pascal almost two weeks ago.
The men were loaded into the vehicle's secret compartment by Jenny before the perimeter team arrived. Lily greeted each of them with a handshake and a sting before tossing them in with the others. This netted them three more men and two women, all of them shitty people who absolutely qualified for having their souls devoured. Sadly, Jenny was feeling particularly possessive of this group, which meant no food for the succubus.
Today, at least. Not like Lily was feeling hungry. She hadn't feasted this well in, well, ever. There had been no shortage of people to eat. In fact, she had enough souls in her gut right now that it was like carrying around an army of her own. She patted her belly and commanded all the souls inside to tear off each other's faces. That would give them something to do.
Lily pulled out her phone and started sending texts to Eulalie, intel she had pulled from everybody's head. The Arachne would know what to do with it.
"Alright, everyone is in." Dana looked at Jenny. "So what are we going to do with them?"
The doll cackled. "We're going to play a game."
"Of course you are." Dana moved to the closest wall and sat against it. She pulled a pair of forceps out of her pocket. "Hey," she said to Lily. "Want to play Operation and pull a couple of bullets out of me?"
"Only if you make the buzzing sounds." Lily knelt in front of Dana and got to work. The zombie wasn't actively bleeding right now, which meant they wouldn't make a mess. The forceps went into Dana's ribs, and Lily dug around for a couple of minutes before pulling the bullet out. She winked at Dana and ate the bullet covered in zombie blood. It would sit in her gut until she could properly dispose of it in a special biohazard bucket they kept at home, or maybe spit it straight into the lava pool in Di's lair. The dragon would yell at her, but she wouldn't really mean it.
Well, not usually, anyway. Lily had been blasted with dragonfire more than a few times recently. There was also the time Di got mad and ate her. That had been on a lazy Sunday night, and Lily had been curious enough to stay inside the dragon's belly. Apparently a dragon of Di's size did, in fact, eat large boulders to aid in digestion. However, even a succubus had to have a little class, and Lily had bailed on the experience before moving on to the intestines.
"Bzzt!" hissed Dana as one side of her face went limp.
"Shit, struck a nerve." Lily backed up the forceps and waited for the nerve to regenerate.
"Were you just grabbing at whatever?" asked Dana.
"Got distracted is all." Lily shook her head. "I can usually do this in my sleep."
"Distracted by what? It's not like those guys were shipping dicks." Dana's eye drooped as Lily yanked on the nerve on purpose. "Bitch," the zombie muttered.
"Serves you right." Lily felt the forceps clink against metal and pulled out the remaining bullet, which joined the other in her belly. She pulled a bandaid out of her pocket and stuck it to Dana's forehead. "There. All better."
Dana rolled her eyes and stood. The pair looked over at the truck. Jenny had left the hatch open and was packing it with loose dog food. The kibble had filled most of the hole. More bags were opened, the overflow filling the cargo bed with dry food.
"Are you going to ask?" whispered Lily.
"Fuck, no," replied Dana in a hushed tone. "I don't really want to know." After a few minutes of this, they heard someone shout from inside the truck, followed by banging on the metal.
"I'll tell you all the rules once everyone is awake!" Jenny's voice boomed in Lily's head. The people inside the truck started shouting.
"She's piling the empty bags under the truck," said Dana. It wasn't just empty bags, either. Several full bags were put there as well. "What are those for?"
"The girl is an artist," replied Lily. "Don't bother interpreting the piece before she finishes it."
"I'm going outside." Dana stood up and walked off in the direction she had chased James. "Need to wipe up some of my blood. I really don't want to see this, I'll have to remember it forever."
"You can't know that."
Dana fixed Lily with a stare, then flipped her off. The succubus laughed and shooed her off with a hand. The only reason Lily was sticking around was for ideas.
"YOU'RE ALL AWAKE!" Jenny's voice was a booming whisper. "IT'S TIME FOR A FRIENDLY COMPETITION!"
"Fuck you!" someone shouted from inside the truck.
"I hope you're hungry." Jenny hovered out of the cargo bed and the door slammed shut. "This is a team game, so communication will be very important."
"What's going on?" someone cried.
"Let us out," shouted another.
"Aw, you all sound so sad." Jenny's spirit briefly manifested above the doll, her hair wild and pulled away from her face. The spirit's facial features were stretched impossibly wide, her mouth taking up a majority of her face. "I'm going to treat you WAY better than the people you've been abducting."
"I'll give you money! Please, I have kids!"
Jenny chuckled. The temperature in the room plummeted further.
"Today's game is an eating competition!" Jenny leaned down and clapped the hands of her doll together. "The prize for winning is you get to live!"
"Ooh, this is already so fucked up." Lily's tail curled beneath her and went rigid, allowing her to use it like a stool. She crossed her arms.
The people inside the truck pounded on the metal. In that space, they had only three feet of clearance, which meant they were crawling around on their hands and knees. If they worked together, they could try and move the loose food packed into the entrance toward the back of the hidden compartment, but that would just cause more food to pour in.
"Oh! Oh! I almost forgot!" Jenny cackled and the fuel lines beneath the truck ripped free. "We have to start the timer!"
"There it is," muttered Lily as the food under the truck was soaked in gasoline. The truck didn't seem to have much in it, but it seemed like it was going to act more like a starter than anything else. A cigarette lighter from inside the cab levitated out and dropped onto one of the loose dog food bags. The combination of fuel and paper ignited rather quickly, causing the screams inside of the truck to intensify.
"EAT OR DIE! EAT OR DIE!" Jenny's spirit disappeared, leaving the doll behind. The tiny figure pumped her arms enthusiastically, the ghost pulling energy from the flames to sustain her own presence as well as create a controlled burn.
Lily just shook her head as the people inside tried to fight for their freedom.
Eventually, the screams died down. Not because anyone had died, but because they were too busy eating dog food in an attempt to live.
"That's right!" shouted Jenny. "Eat that shit like the animals that you are!" The doll fell to the ground and danced in the light of the flames.
"Fucking hell," muttered Lily as dark smoke piled against the roof of the warehouse. Eventually, the metal belly of the truck became too hot to touch, and the screaming started all over again. Without a second thought, Lily popped in a pair of earbuds and pulled up some music on her phone.
Even she didn't want to listen to this.
---
Tasia handed her ID to the bouncers at the door. The two armed men checked her identification, then pulled up a guest list. They studied her for several seconds, their features inscrutable behind dark sunglasses. If they were staring at the cleavage she had on display in her cocktail dress or appreciating the slit that ran all the way up to just below her hip, she had no way of knowing. They smelled of gun oil and leather. Eventually, they turned to her date for the evening.
"Let's see it." The armed guard on the left beckoned with his fingers.
"Here." Ingrid wore a pantsuit that looked like a tuxedo from a distance. The outfit had been custom tailored for the occasion and the pants hugged the curves of her butt like a second skin. The tails of the coat hid her assets from view, making Tasia more likely to be the center of attention.
Ingrid's false ID was checked. Tasia pretended to be impatient, but was really looking around to figure out the best escape route in case they were made.
"Welcome to the party, Doctor Aldez." The man handed Ingrid her ID back. The mage nodded politely and led Tasia up the stairs and into the private gala. The event was taking place inside of an art gallery, and the lobby contained roughly fifty people milling about while carrying glasses of champagne. A server greeted the two of them with a tray holding a pair of crystalline glasses topped off with alcohol.
Tasia grabbed both and arched her eyebrow at the server. "I'm a cheap date," she offered by way of explanation, then promptly drained the contents of one glass before setting it back on the tray. "Can you bring my friend here another glass?"
"Right away, ma'am." The server walked back to the bar, unbothered by the interaction. Other than Tasia and Ingrid, the poorest people attending this gala had eight-figure bank accounts. The staff were used to dealing with bad actors and likely were paid to forget whatever they saw.
"And?" asked Ingrid, her voice barely audible. To Tasia, she may as well have spoken directly in her ear.
"Light dose of a very mild hallucinogen." The lights in the room grew brighter for a few seconds, then returned to normal as Tasia's werewolf body rapidly processed the drug. "Also some kind of upper. I feel a bit jittery."
"Sounds like a drink that'll make you more suggestive," Ingrid mused. "Maybe lower some inhibitions."
"Not like it matters. Half of this crowd is high as fuck right now. I can smell it in their sweat." The two of them had wandered further into the lobby. Several pieces of art were on display with prices on them, but none of the attendees were truly here for art. Other, far more valuable items were being sold tonight.
A set of stairs was guarded by a trio of men in suits. They blocked the way as Tasia and Ingrid drew near.
"The upstairs gala is closed until the event starts," said one of them, a bald man wearing sunglasses. "Please feel free to mingle and enjoy the refreshments provided."
"Our mistake." Ingrid pulled Tasia away. Once they were out of earshot, she leaned in toward her date. "And?"
Tasia shook her head. "Didn't catch a whiff of anything," she replied. "Whatever it is, they've either got it locked up tight or it doesn't have a smell. Oh, shit." She grabbed Ingrid by the elbow and pulled her toward the women's restroom. Inhaling through her nose, she didn't smell anybody present. However, a certain amount of regret lined the back of her throat at the smell of the bathroom. No amount of pot pourri could cover up what happened here.
"What's up?" asked Ingrid.
"Order teams." Tasia had recognized three of the four people she had seen. There was a knight-mage pair by the bar, both of them men. The other pair was a man and a woman, and they had been sitting on a couch while eating hors d'œuvres. "Two of them."
"Hmm." Ingrid leaned against the wall by the sink. "It's not like we didn't expect them. After all, we're trying to steal the same thing they are."
Tasia nodded. Her father had notified her of the upcoming sale. If rumors were true, this was something that the most powerful people on the planet wanted. They had come through three security checkpoints just to get to this building and had crossed four separate magical wards in the last city block. Since neither of them was technically armed, the wards hadn't been a problem.
The real issue was that nobody seemed to know what this thing was, the Order included. Tasia's father had found this extremely strange, hence sending her secretly along with Ingrid. Ever since the mage had left the Order, she had gone under the radar just as Tasia had. Their mission was to identify the object being sold and, if possible, steal it away before it could exchange hands.
"Do you think they'll recognize you?" asked Ingrid.
"Likely." Tasia moved to the bathroom mirror. Her hair had changed color a bit in the last year and her musculature was a bit bulkier. However, she had been fairly well known before being made into a werewolf and then framed for the murder of several Order operatives. "I don't suppose you have some magic spell that will change my appearance?"
"As a matter of fact, I do." Ingrid patted the counter. Tasia hopped onto it, spreading her legs to allow Ingrid to stand closer to her. The woman smelled of hibiscus, the same scent as her shampoo.
"So what can you change?"
"Quite a bit, actually." Ingrid pulled out a small box.
"Ooh, a magic charm? Can you make me a blonde?"
"Not quite." Ingrid opened the box to reveal a colorful palette along with some brushes.
"That's...just makeup."
"You're right. Now hold still." Ingrid pulled out a marker.
"What the hell is that?"
"Contour. Stop moving." Ingrid held Tasia's chin with one hand and started drawing with the other.
"How is this--"
"Stop moving." Ingrid's brow furrowed in concentration. "There's actually quite a bit you can do with makeup. For example, a lot of women will use it to make their nose look smaller and more refined. I intend to make it look bigger, almost hawkish."
"I can do that." Tasia sniffed and allowed a bit more of the wolf through. The bones in her face stretched very slightly, causing Ingrid to yank her hands back.
"That's really fucking unnerving," Ingrid muttered. "But you already look different. Let's see what else I can do." The mage spent several minutes doing Tasia's face. A woman wandered in to use the bathroom, then stopped at the sink just long enough to snort some cocaine off a pocket mirror and wander out. Once Ingrid was done, Tasia slid off the counter, adjusted her dress, then turned to look in the mirror.
"Fuck me, I look hot," she muttered, turning her face one way and then another. It felt like wearing a mask. "How did you get so good at this?"
"I've been in the game longer than you," Ingrid replied. "Plenty of espionage-type missions and diplomatic ones. From what I remember, your team was known for kicking ass and taking names."
"Yeah it was." Tasia grinned, then leaned closer to the mirror. She wondered what Dana would think if she could see her now. The thought of the zombie girl caused the smile to fade. Several times over the last year, she had wanted to text, call, or do anything. But her father's orders had been quite clear. Nobody could know she existed. She was meant to be the hidden blade that cuts.
"Don't cry. It's just a quick makeover." Ingrid packed up the kit and stuck it into the pocket of her coat.
"I'm not crying," Tasia lied. "That, um, eyeliner stings."
"No it doesn't." Ingrid smirked. The mage didn't have to worry about being recognized. She had left the Order on good terms as far as anybody knew. If spotted, she could claim that she was working for a private entity, which wasn't uncommon for former Order personnel. It used to be rare when somebody left, but Ingrid had been part of the Maui Incident and was far from the only person to have quit. The Order was absolutely in a transitional phase for the first time since the beginning. As far as Tasia's father was concerned, it was not a good thing at all.
Once they walked back into the lobby, they were greeted by the server who had brought them drinks. The man had three on his tray. Tasia grabbed two and Ingrid took the third. Neither of them had any plan to drink them, so spent the next few minutes wandering back and forth while finding somewhere to surreptitiously leave their drinks behind.
A bell chimed, and the men blocking the stairs shifted to the side, then pulled out a guest list. The men checked ID once more and informed everyone that they needed to check in again once upstairs. Tasia allowed Ingrid to lead the way while she feigned intoxication. At some point, she expected things to get sticky. When they did, nobody would expect the drunk girl to start kicking ass.
There was another security checkpoint at the top of the stairs, just outside of a small amphitheater. The guests grew quiet as they entered and an aura of nervous anticipation formed. People found their assigned seats, along with paddles for bidding. Ingrid picked up her paddle and sat. The identity she was borrowing tonight belonged to a very reclusive Italian scientist who was currently on a boat in the middle of the ocean doing research on giant squids. Naturally, that was the official story. The real Doctor Aldez had fallen in love with the merfolk and had used the extensive wealth she had inherited from her parents to construct a pleasure vessel that allowed her to be gangbanged by mermen in the middle of the ocean.



It took nearly twenty minutes for the room to fill. The lights of the room were dimmed as the stage at the front of the amphitheater was illuminated. A man in a tuxedo stepped out and smiled at the patrons, then descended the stage to chat with some of the people up front. From what Ingrid understood, the richest people were allowed to sit up closest to the stage. She was fairly certain she recognized at least one famous entrepreneur who was known for being a massive shithead.
"Welcome, everyone." The man in the front had turned on his microphone. He wandered down the aisle, smiling and making eye contact. "It's so great to have you here. We're about to get started, but I should warn you first that we've initiated our lockdown procedures. If there's anybody nervous about getting locked in here with me, now is the time to get up and leave."
A few people chuckled, but nobody left. The lockdown procedure during the auction had two purposes. The first was to keep anyone from doing exactly what Ingrid and Tasia were planning to do, which was steal something. All forms of digital and magical communication would become blocked, save for the people sitting to the side on wired phones who would be doing proxy bids for some patrons who were unable to attend. The secondary function was to ensure that nobody left before having a chance to spend more money on magical shit they didn't need.
The man turned off his microphone and shared a few cordial words with people in the aisle. He nodded to a security team in the back, then jogged back up to the stage. "It sounds like we're just about ready," he said, then paused a moment to build the suspense. Once it seemed thick enough, he grinned. "For those of you who don't know me...good!"
This elicited more laughter. Nobody knew the identity of the auctioneer, which was entirely the point. The man's entire purpose in life was to get the highest price possible for the goods on sale while maintaining everyone's anonymity, including his own. Most of the purchases being made fell into a gray zone, legally. The only reason for this was that magic hadn't been properly legislated.
"All jokes aside, I will be your host for this evening. We will be looking at some collections that came in recently as well as some new items that I'm sure you'll find very interesting." The auctioneer stood quietly off to the side as the curtains behind him parted. A pair of women walked forward, pushing a cart with a vase on top of it. Tiny cracks had been painted into the glaze of the vase, and a faint plume of smoke drifted from the top.
"Now don't let this first object's appearance fool you," said the auctioneer. "What collection wouldn't be complete without at least one verifiable haunted object?" The auctioneer moved close to the vase and held his hand over the top. "Now this one in particular is fairly special, because the spirit inside of it is actually not a troubled spirit!"
This caused muttering amongst the attendees. Ingrid actually leaned forward in interest.
"Now we know that possessed objects tend toward malevolent entities or spirits with unfinished business. This vase actually houses the spirit of a monk from the late 1600s. His daily meditations revolved around watching a flower grow in this very vase. When he passed, his unfinished business was that he had yet to discover inner peace. So what does that mean?" The auctioneer grinned. "As long as you keep this vase somewhere quiet, the spirit within will be content to meditate on the calm around him. But if you make some noise..." The auctioneer nodded to a man standing near the edge of the stage. The man pulled out a pair of cymbals and crashed them together. The vase wobbled at first, then lifted in the air as smoke billowed from the top.
"Be at peace, brother." The auctioneer picked up some prayer beads that had been next to the vase and wrapped them around the neck. The vase became inert and the muttering increased. "That's right, friends, we have a haunted object that requires very little upkeep, will not try to kill you in your sleep, and absolutely will perform for you and your guests. The opening bid is five million."
Several paddles went up, and the auctioneer's grin reminded Tasia of a shark. The price of the vase climbed until it finally sold for 27 million dollars to a couple sitting near the back of the room.
"27 million for some haunted pottery." Tasia shook her head.
"Pottery that will do tricks for company," added Ingrid. "And isn't likely to possess your friends when you show it to them. Collectors take this shit very seriously."
"Shhh," someone whispered from behind them.
"Eat my ass," Tasia replied. This elicited giggles from an older woman sitting nearby.
The auctioneer waited for the vase to be pushed off stage and properly stored before the next item could be brought out. This time, it was a sacrificial dagger containing the essence of over a hundred souls. This one sold for less than the vase, which surprised both Ingrid and Tasia. The market for magical blades was always fairly hot.
Speaking of magical blades, two swords from the Order appeared for auction. The two teams from the Order actually got on stage to share the history of the blades and demonstrate how they unfolded. Tasia had never heard of the Order parting with their magical swords before, and figured this was used to get their own operatives in place, as well as make some money on the side. One sword sold for 200 million, while the other only sold for 110 million.
"Buyer's market on swords," muttered Ingrid. "Did you know that I heard they aren't making them anymore?"
"Why would they stop making them?" asked Tasia.
"Surplus." The older woman who had laughed earlier turned to look at them. "There are rumors that the Order has been losing members faster than it gains them. The only time they're ever for sale is if someone gets lucky and comes across a dead knight before the Order cleans up the scene. I have to imagine there's a small storehouse packed with them, just waiting for the knights to wield them."
"You know your stuff," said Ingrid.
The woman nodded. "You don't want to come to something like this without being educated. One of these swords sold about a year back for nearly 300 million. Was the first one on the market in over two decades, he absolutely paid too much. The guy who bought it was apparently a huge Star Wars fan. He used a charm to make the blade glow green."
Tasia clenched her fist so hard that her knuckles popped. The idea that the Order would allow someone to buy the weapon of a dead knight only to use it as a toy was simply--
Ingrid dug her nails into Tasia's thigh, then patted her affectionately. "Do you wish I had bid on one of the swords?" she asked, playing the role of Tasia's date. "I know how much you enjoy a good blade."
Tasia realized the older woman was still looking at them and laughed. "They're fascinating," she said. "But I'm past my sword phase, I suppose. I actually gave my last one to a close friend. She needed it more than I did."
"What would she even need a sword for?" asked the woman.
"Killing vampires."
This made the woman laugh. "You two are a hoot," she said, turning her attention back to the front.
Several more items came out, but Tasia paid little attention to them. Her thoughts had gone back to Dana. The zombie had been at the Maui Incident. Tasia had seen the videos and heard about her from Ingrid. Not even her father knew how close she'd become with Dana, and she regretted that things had ended the way they had.
After almost an hour, the group took a short break and were allowed to use the bathroom and drink some more. Tasia and Ingrid wandered the lobby for a bit until they were called back inside. This time, the tension in the air was palpable as the more interesting objects were brought out. Cursed objects, enchanted jewelry, all of them selling for millions of dollars. Magical items were extremely rare already, and the art of constructing them was a closely held secret. The scarcity of the items now presented was generating visible excitement as the room readied itself for what could possibly outclass the items currently being offered.
The proxy bidders, who had largely been quiet, were now very busy. Some bidding wars were among the proxies alone, and Tasia started to wonder if this mysterious object they'd been sent to investigate would ever be offered for sale.
"Alright, folks, our evening is almost over." The auctioneer clapped his hands together, his cheeks red with excitement. The man had done a masterful job at maintaining the energy in the room. "We only have three items left, and each one would make a worthy showcase on their own!"
The man waited for everyone to chat quietly for several seconds, then held up his hands for silence. A small cart was wheeled out with what looked like a birdcage beneath the cloth. "For your consideration, I present to you..." He ripped off the cloth, revealing a tiny figure sitting inside of the birdcage, its wings fluttering weakly as it stared out at the crowd. "A fairy!"
Several paddles went up in the air. Tasia could only watch in horror as the tiny thing sat back on its perch. Catching a fairy was not only extremely hard, but they hadn't been spotted in the wild for decades. While it was entirely possible that someone would purchase the being for companionship, it was far more likely that it would be treated well until it was healthy again and then killed and used for spell components.
"Darling, please." Ingrid dug her nails into Tasia's thigh again. "You're growling."
The woman in front of them turned and gave Tasia a sad smile. "It takes a certain mindset for this kind of item," she said. "I wouldn't fault her for being a bit upset about it. Perhaps you should buy it for her? Then she could set it free."
"I haven't seen anything I wanted," said Ingrid. "I'm still a new collector and learning about how to store and display stuff correctly. I kind of wanted that vase, but it was outside of my budget."
The old woman smiled. "You'll get there, someday," she said. "It's not a race."
The fairy went for almost 500 million dollars and was wheeled off stage. The next item brought out looked to be a painting. The old woman in front of Tasia suddenly reeked of excitement.
"Now this particular item is extremely rare," said the auctioneer. "As you are well aware, many decades back, it was considered vogue by witches to abduct children and trap them inside of paintings."
This announcement caused quite the stir among the crowd. The woman in front of Tasia was practically rocking in her seat.
"Back in the late 1960s, a coven of witches took up a particular hobby of trapping children in paintings so that their loved ones could watch them grow old. As you know, they stopped doing this after a children's author wrote about it in a book, and many of the paintings were found and destroyed. What I have here will both shock and delight you. Believed to be the last remaining painting with a child trapped inside, I present to you..." The auctioneer pulled the cover off. It was a cozy cottage scene with a water wheel in the back. An old man was kneeling in the front yard and crying. "Now much like a watched pot doesn't boil, the figure in this painting will not move while observed. But leave the room for a bit and you'll get to watch this poor soul live out their lonely, day-to-day existence until they finally die of old age and vanish. Now I will remind everybody here that...put your paddles down..." The auctioneer waited until the room settled. The woman in front of Tasia had practically leapt from her seat to bid. "There is no guarantee how much longer this individual will live. They were trapped as a child in the early seventies, which means..."
"300 million!" This came from a man in the back of the room.
"500 million!" This was from a couple in the first row.
"750 million!" shouted the old woman in front of Tasia.
The auctioneer chuckled. "Okay, okay. It seems like we have some true connoisseurs. Let's start with the most recent bid and go up from there."
The bidding became heated, and finally dropped to increments of a quarter of a million dollars. Eventually, the old woman in front of Tasia won the final bid at almost 900 million dollars.
"Congratulations," said Tasia, trying to be nice. "What are you going to do with it?"
The old woman turned to Tasia with tears in her eyes. "Almost seventy years ago, the witches took my brother Bobbi and stuck him in that painting. Though it took almost every penny my family ever earned, I'm going to bring him home with me."
"Oh." Tasia smiled, more than a little pleased. She hadn't expected that kind of story here. "Congratulations."
The woman smiled, and turned her attention forward once more. People in the room were now actively chattering, and the auctioneer stood on stage, chewing the scenery as the anxious energy built. Tasia found herself sitting on the edge of her seat, wondering if her father's intel was true. The two Order teams were equally intrigued, the four of them now studying the room. Were they planning a smash and grab?
"And now for our final item of the evening." The auctioneer grinned. "Now I know there have been rumors as to its identity and I want to assure you...the ones I spread are true." The man turned to the curtain and nodded. The drapes parted, revealing four people blindfolded and holding poles with a suspended vessel roughly the size of a thermos between them. "Now before we begin, I must warn you. The actual object is not in the building for reasons you will soon understand."
Frost had formed along the bottom of the thermos. The people carrying the vessel moved forward in lockstep until the auctioneer told them to stop. The item was now beneath a spotlight, steam rising from the top.
"I'm sure all of you are familiar with the Maui Incident," he began. "Or at least as familiar as you can be. What you might not know is that there was confirmed...Otherness activity."
The room went completely silent. Tasia could smell excitement, fear, and arousal from the attendees.
"During this event, a massive portal was opened and then slammed shut. Based on our research, several spatial portals had been opened across the island as well, though we know not the source. Regardless, when we have...outside activity and portals opening and closing, there's always a small chance that something slips through." The auctioneer pointed to the vessel. "We have, in an offsite facility, one of these creatures roughly the size of a medium dog. After several weeks, we were able to snip off a piece of the creature as proof of its existence for today's auction, as well as for the safety of our personnel. Everyone in this room is aware that such a being is priceless and will require a top-notch containment facility whether you keep it alive or not. If such things can truly die, that is.. Now I would like to start the bidding--"
"Ten billion dollars." This came from one of the proxy callers.
The auctioneer frowned. "While I will happily accept the bid, I wish to prove that the goods are real before allowing any bids to be entered. After all, we are nothing without honor, right?"
Somebody raised a hand. The auctioneer considered them for a moment, then pointed to them.
"Is there a question?"
"More a concern." The man stood. "I am absolutely fine with everything you have ever sold me. But if that's really a piece of...well, I was wondering if you would allow me to leave the room. I don't want the baleful eyes of those things on me for even a moment."
"My friends. I assure you that everything here is safe." He waved a hand at the vessel. "This device was designed for transporting hot nuclear material."
"And yet, it leaks." The man crossed his arms. "We can already see a containment breach."
The auctioneer pondered this for a moment, then nodded. "We will be giving a demonstration in ten minutes. If anyone wishes to leave, now is the time to do so."
The old woman in front of Tasia stood. "I'm not chancing anything," she muttered, then winked at Tasia. "It's not like I can afford it." Surprisingly, that seemed to be the sentiment for most of the people in the room. Other than the Order teams, only a handful of people remained behind. When the room had been sealed once more, the auctioneer smiled again.
"You are about to see history, friends." The auctioneer snapped his fingers and the people holding the vessel knelt on the floor. A fifth man came in briefly with a small towel, which was set between the vessel and the floor. A film of ice formed over the towel and spread out across the floor. "Now, before we begin, we do have a paid volunteer. However, if anybody present would like to look for themselves..."
The room was dead silent. Tasia briefly wondered if her werewolf biology would allow her to look upon a piece of such a creature, a being from outside time and space, without going insane. The rational part of her was screaming that she needed to run as fast and far away as she could. Her father had been right. This was absolutely not something that could be allowed to fall into anyone's hands.
With no other volunteers, the auctioneer snapped his fingers and one of the security guards opened a door Tasia hadn't seen. A young man dressed like a thug strolled in, stinking of beer and cigarettes.
"Hey." He barely acknowledged the rest of the room, instead pointing to the thing in the middle. "So I just open the lid and look inside and you'll give me fifty thousand pounds?"
"We signed a contract," the auctioneer replied.
"And this isn't a sex thing?" The thug scanned the room, his eyes briefly settling on Tasia. "Because if it is, I may be willing to negotiate."
"Just take a peek," said the auctioneer. "Nobody else in here wants to."
"Rich pussies." The thug grinned and walked toward the containment device. Somebody handed him a pair of gloves, which he took. Pulling them on, he stood over the vessel and put both hands on the lid.
"Easy money," he quipped, then unlatched the sides and pulled it open. The lights in the room flickered, and for a moment, the thug was a healthy young man in his prime. When they came back on, the thug's skin hung loose from his body and was covered in dark splotches and sores. He fell back, blood leaking down his face. One of his pupils was now shaped like a ragged wound, and chunks of hair fell out of his head as he scrambled backward on his hands and feet.
"It's inside my skin!" he screamed, writhing in agony. One of the blindfolded servants moved toward the vessel and latched it shut again as the thug wailed and then curled into a fetal position. He ranted about insects for nearly a minute before his words became useless babble.
"A single glance of a piece of the creature can damage you permanently." The auctioneer spoke quietly as security came and removed the thug. "There's a rumor that a single drop of this creature's blood contains more power than all the magical artifacts we've ever sold. For the man or woman who can figure out how to actually collect such a thing, you may be looking at immortality, or possibly more. This is a one-of-a-kind deal that is unlikely to ever come again. I will now start the bidding at fifty billion dollars."
"Fifty billion," said the proxy bidder who had first spoken up.
"Fifty five," said a different proxy bidder. The room remained quiet as the bids continued to climb between three of the proxies, and then eventually two. When the final bid of four hundred billion dollars came in, the auctioneer had broken into a cold sweat.
"Are the assets...verified?" he asked, giving a hard look at the proxy. The woman working the phone gave him a silent thumbs up. The auctioneer clapped his hands together. "Sold," he shouted.



The room erupted in applause. Tasia looked at Ingrid in horror, then past the mage to where the other Order members were. The teams looked stunned, and continued to do so as the room was emptied. Tasia followed Ingrid into the lobby where drinks were being served and instructions for wire transfers were given out. The two of them made their way onto the street, the night air cold against Tasia's skin.
"They captured one alive?" whispered Ingrid in horror. "How?"
Tasia shook her head and motioned that they should wait to speak. Their vehicle was brought around by the valet, and Tasia did a quick sniff for bugs while Ingrid checked for magical surveillance. The car was clean, and they were several miles away before Tasia pulled the phone out of the glove compartment and called her father, then put him on speakerphone.
"Is it done?" Her father Alexandros didn't bother with pleasantries. As far as anyone knew, his daughter had mysteriously disappeared some time ago and he had no contact with her. If someone was listening from his location, even a polite greeting may cause suspicion.
"It is not," Tasia replied. "The item was not on site."
"Where is it?" he asked. "What is it?"
"Unknown," she answered. "As for what...it's some type of Old One. A living one."
"Was proof provided?"
Tasia gave a brief synopsis of what had occurred, perfectly aware that her father would see a similar report from the Order agents in attendance. However, he wasn't likely to see such a report until his higher ups decided to share it with him and ask for his help. Right now, they still had a chance to make a move before the Order became involved.
"Four hundred billion dollars." Alexandros spoke softly, as if contemplating the number like a lover. "That's a lot of money to move. If you want to find the buyer, you need someone who can track that kind of capital."
"Do you have anyone, sir?" Ingrid looked briefly at the phone, then back at the road. "Our current skillset for that type of investigation is severely lacking."
"Hmm." Alexandros sighed. "I do, but it's very likely that they will be tapped for the same job by someone else." And by someone else, he meant the Order.
"So what are our options?" Ingrid looked at Tasia.
The werewolf took a deep breath in an attempt to overcome the icy sensation in her stomach. "I might know someone who can do it," she said.
"Do they contract with our people?" he asked, being deliberately vague. "If they're any good, they may be approached by us."
"Even if she was, I don't think it would be a problem. She doesn't need the money and definitely isn't a fan of your people. But she might be willing to help us if we explain what's going on." Tasia was thinking of Eulalie, the Arachne. The girl was impossibly gifted when it came to computers and data, and might be able to track the money down. Considering the fact that the Order tried to hunt down and kill her mother several decades back, Tasia doubted Eulalie was keen to do any work for them.
"How much do you trust her?" he asked.
"I would work with her again." Tasia crossed her arms. "There's a very real chance she'll hear about what happened through her own spy network anyway. She wouldn't see fit to interfere unless I asked."
"Then you know what to do," he replied, and disconnected the call. Tasia stared at the phone and licked her lips in anticipation. With her father's permission to contact Eulalie, she could at least leave a message for Dana. After a few minutes of trying to figure out the best message to send, she got carsick and had to stop looking at her phone. Groaning in frustration, Tasia fought the gentle lull of the road for a few more miles before dozing off in her seat.
It was nearly an hour later that she woke up as they pulled into the drive of the safe house. Aurora, another former Order employee and refugee from the Maui incident, greeted them at the door and guided them inside. The native Hawaiian had taken the same offer that Ingrid had, and now did secret freelance work on the side. The woman was amazingly organized, and had some simple meals ready for both of them.
For Tasia, this meant two massive steaks and over a pound of mashed potatoes. She rubbed her hands together as she sat at the table, only to get chased away by Aurora because she was still wearing her cocktail dress. The werewolf grumpily conceded to a wardrobe change before dining, pausing just long enough to shoot off a vaguely worded email in Eulalie's direction. The Arachne didn't have any one specific way to get ahold of her, so Tasia hedged her bets and left the same message in multiple places.
By the time she returned to the table, Ingrid was busy debriefing with Aurora, who took notes on a tablet. Tasia couldn't help but notice that Ingrid was still in her party wear, and pointed it out.
"She's not as messy of an eater as you are," Aurora said with a stern glare. "I'm the one who has to clean those clothes, you know."
"I'm not a messy eater," said Tasia, promptly taking a giant spoon of mashed potatoes and spilling it on her hoodie. Aurora just tsked at her and went back to her conversation with Ingrid. A few minutes later, Tasia's phone buzzed and she pulled it out of her pocket to see a text from an unknown number.
>New phone, who dis?
Frowning, Tasia replied. It's Tasia, she wrote. Seconds later, the phone buzzed.
You sound hot, pls send nudes
Stunned, Tasia stared at her phone. Had she accidentally emailed or texted the wrong person? Uncertain what to do, she set her phone on the table and stared at it.
"Everything okay?" asked Ingrid.
Tasia nodded, then picked the phone up. Without a second thought, she lifted her hoodie and snapped a picture of her own breasts. Share these with Dana, tell her I want it doggy style, she wrote, then sent it. The phone rang seconds later, and she answered it.
"Okay, that was entirely unexpected," said Eulalie. "Figured we'd circle around a bit until you sent me a selfie of your face."
"Yeah, well...um..." Tasia noticed that Ingrid and Aurora were staring at her in horror. "It's fine, guys. Just getting in contact with our...um...cyber expert."
"Your cyber expert?" There was a hint of amusement in Eulalie's voice. "Have you tried turning it off and back on again?"
"It's more complicated than that. Is this line secure?"
The Arachne snorted. "Secure enough," she replied. "I'd ask where you've been for the last year, but figure there's a reason you can't tell me."
"True," Tasia admitted. "Things are--"
"Complicated," Eulalie finished. "They always are. You must have run across something pretty bad if you're giving me a ring."
Tasia took a deep breath and let it out. "You have no idea," she replied. "What are the odds that you could track a multi-billion dollar transfer and figure out the sender's identity?"
"I mean...I probably could," said Eulalie. "But I am in the middle of some other stuff right now. It would have to be pretty important."
"Someone captured one of those things from outside time and space and just auctioned it off." Tasia waited for a response, but didn't get one. After several seconds, she cleared her throat. "Eulalie? Are you there?"
"Yeah, I'm here." There was another long pause and Eulalie chuckled. "I was planning on multitasking, but maybe it's time we get the band back together."
Tasia let out a sigh of relief. "So you'll help us?"
"Absolutely," Eulalie replied. An odd whooshing sound came out of the speaker.
"What was that?" asked Tasia.
"Just shared that picture with Dana like you asked me to." This was followed by the clicking of a keyboard. "Alright, I'm ready. Tell me everything you know."
Tasia gave Ingrid a thumbs up and started to speak. As she passed along the relevant information about what had occurred at the auction, a nagging thought bounced around in the back of her head like an errant bearing in a well-oiled engine.
Would Dana even care about her picture?
---
Violence. Action. Intrigue. A lesbian who can't get her shit together. We are so back, baby!
Thanks again for taking the time to read through yet another one of my overtly complicated daydreams, I sure you had as much fun reading as I did writing it! Don't forget to hit me with some stars on the way out, it helps me stay fresh and relevant with new readers. And before you go, make sure you do something nice for yourself as well and say it was from me. Just don't make it...weird, lol.
Annabelle Hawthorne signing off until next time! Much love at you, Literotica readers!
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Hi, all!
Annabelle Hawthorne is back with yet another chapter of "I should be wrapping Christmas presents but decided to lewd as many myths as possible and make them fight for your attention."
This is way easier than figuring out what gift to give the person who finds the Christmas pickle in my tree (not a euphemism, look it up).
New readers, welcome! You are several books and spinoffs into a story that has likely saved me thousands of dollars on porn and therapy, but feel free to dive right in. If you need a reading order, I would start with Chapter 001 and climb the ranks from there. Dead and Horny takes place during Book 3, and D&H 2 takes place shortly before Book 5. I keep release dates in the bio, so check that if you're trying to schedule a date night for yourself (this is legit a thing, and no, you don't have to put out).
Returning readers, welcome back! The year (2024) is closing out and I finally feel like I'm hitting my stride just in time for the holidays to make their temporal demands. I want to thank you all for coming back to see exactly where this book is going, it's going to be hard to top the finale of the last one, but I'm going to give it my best shot!
As always, don't forget to leave some stars on the way out (do this for other authors you read, they love it). Release schedule is in the bio, my beta team are amazing, and you should check out TJ Skywind here on Lit if you want a different fantasy read.
Okay, friends, it's time for me to bastardize some Arthurian lore while creating an air of mystery. Shall we begin with how the last chapter ended?
Avalon Found
Mike sat on a log on the shore, staring at the distant island as the sun continued to rise back in the human realm. The brighter the waters became with the sky's reflection, the more the world they now occupied looked as if it were trapped in a perpetual twilight. They were waiting for a bit more light before attempting to cross over to Avalon-once lost and now found.
Sofia sat next to him. Cerberus was sniffing around the boathouse island and had somehow found a grasshopper to chase. Sulyvahn sat on the other side of Mike, his gaze also on the island.
"So..." Mike looked at Sulyvahn. "Care to explain that outburst we just saw?"
Sulyvahn chuckled. "If yer talkin' that wee tantrum from the princess, there's not a whole lot ta say."
Mike looked over his shoulder at the boathouse behind them. Several of the stones had been scoured down to the ground, reduced to dust by Nyx's magic. The princess had blown her top at the sight of the island, taking out her wrath on the structure behind them. As far as Mike could tell, her magic seemed to center around time. In this instance, the remaining walls of the boathouse had experienced hundreds or maybe thousands of years of weathering in an instant.
"Maybe start with why she's so angry?"
"That's Avalon," whispered Cecilia from behind. "The island she and her sisters were sworn to protect."
"Aye." Sulyvahn crossed his arms, looking suddenly thoughtful. "It's been lost fer centuries in yer time. It happened a century or so after Merlin closed the veil on magic."
"How does somebody steal an island, though?" asked Mike.
"It was never in one place to begin with," answered Sofia. "Historical records indicate that Avalon itself was constantly on the move."
"Aye. Untethered from this realm while firmly tethered to our own. Even then, ye couldna just pay it a visit. Ye had to have permission." Sulyvahn squinted toward the island. "It's kinda hard to see with the light of the lake all around it. Just one big shadow."
"This twilight realm is weird." Mike gestured at the sky. "No stars. If there are no stars, then where does the heat for this place come from?"
"It's not that warm," said Sofia. She was huddled in a cloak. "My guess is maybe forty degrees Fahrenheit. How are you not freezing?"
"Well, I packed a really good sweater, for starters." Mike patted his chest. "I'm actually quite comfortable."
"What's it made from?" asked Sofia. "I don't recognize the wool. Is it Alpaca?"
"Bigfoot." Mike laughed. "Eulalie gave this to me, said it belonged to her dad. When she and Velvet were little, they'd brush Bigfoot and braid up his fur, that kind of thing. It sounds like their mom made a couple of these during some lean winters. Beth found a box of old clothes in the attic of the cabin last spring and it's the first occasion I've had to wear it. This one used to be loose on me, but my shoulders have filled out."
Everyone went quiet and sat there on the shore. Cerberus laughed and continued to chase the grasshopper back and forth. The thing was nearly eight inches long and made an unnerving rattling noise when it jumped. Mike wasn't entirely convinced the thing was actually a grasshopper. Was it a locust? Sofia could tell him, but she looked grumpy and now didn't seem like the time.
"You know...just because I mention Velvet doesn't mean you all have to suddenly be quiet." Mike looked at the others. "I'm not happy about what happened, but I'm okay with it."
Sulyvahn shifted uncomfortably. "It be a bit different for us," he said. "We learned long ago not to speak of the dead for fear of unsettling them. That's just the business we be in. Yer Velvet has passed on safely and all, but old habits die hard."
"Eulalie talks about her a lot," said Sofia. "Usually it's fine. Every now and then, though, she'll freeze up as if stabbed. Grief has sharp edges that only time can sand away."
"Aye, that be true. Ye speak as if with firsthand knowledge."
The cyclops nodded, absently picking at her braid. "Long ago, I grieved for my own family. I lost them when I was quite young. But you have to realize that I've lived far longer than I was ever supposed to. It's been so long since I remembered anything about them other than concepts. I know I had a mother and father, and even a sibling, but they're simply ideas now, like characters in a book. I don't see their faces or hear their voices. They're just kind of...there. My own grief has been sanded away, leaving nothing behind but scars in the ground for me to look at."
"That be heavy thinking," said Sulyvahn.
Mike put his hand on Sofia's leg and squeezed. Cecilia wrapped her arms around the cyclop's shoulders and held her from behind. Sofia went stiff at first, then allowed the others to comfort her.
"FUCK!" Nyx's voice resonated through the ground, causing ripples to drift away from the island they sat on. Mike frowned and looked back at the ruins.
"Why is she still here?" he asked. "Wasn't she going back through the mirror to contact her sisters or something?"
"That's what she said," muttered Sofia. "I already miss the peace and quiet."
Cerberus squatted down in front of Mike, then proudly handed over the winged insect. Mike chuckled and rubbed each of their heads, causing the hellhound to press against his body and make happy noises. Their tail swished from side to side as they curled up in his lap, but they didn't quite fit, which meant they kept squirming. Their eyes went wide and they sniffed the air, the center head letting out a growl.
"She. Came. Back," they said, and Cerberus sat back up and glared daggers at Nyx as she stepped over the remains of the foundation wall. The Fae's facial features had sharpened and the shadows coalesced beneath her feet like ink as she stopped and pointed back at the ruins of the boathouse.
"The mirror is empty!" she declared. "I have no way to cross back over!"
Mike frowned, then shrugged. "That's hardly a surprise. This is how things tend to go for me." He held up his hands and waved them around in mock surprise. "Oh, no, I'm stranded!"
"How do you intend to return home, then?" Nyx was indignant. "Are you that willing to leave your family behind?"
"I..." Mike paused. He sensed an opportunity here. "Have some ideas," he admitted. "Do you really have no other way to communicate with your sisters?"
"I do not." Nyx stomped over to the edge of the water. "We are Ladies of the Lake, and I should be able to speak to them through this medium, but I have been cut off. This place lies outside the mortal realm and my own."
"I see." Mike gestured at Avalon. "I can only assume that means that someone with knowledge of dimensional magic is responsible for the theft of your island."
"That is correct." Nyx turned to him and narrowed her eyes in suspicion. "And what know you of dimensional magic?"
"Easy, lass." Sulyvahn held out his hands. "Mike ain't been around long enough to be responsible."
"And yet it has been found beneath his castle." The Fae princess' eyes darkened, her sclera now completely black.
"Hold up, now. I warned you that I had no idea what was going on with the castle itself. As for dimensional magic, I've been to other dimensions and pocket-realities, but don't really know much about doing such magic myself." He had learned plenty from Pele while they expanded the seas around her volcano, but what he knew now still wasn't much more than a basic introduction. It was like saying you understood flight after watching a plane land. "But I do know such places can be altered. Whoever did this is extremely knowledgeable."
Nyx stomped a foot with indignation. "Which is why I need my sisters! That mirror had no problem letting us through, but now it's closed. Whoever took this place has likely trapped us here and I won't stand for it."
"I see." Mike crossed his arms and looked down, pretending to be deep in thought. In reality, he was reaching out with his mind to see if he could contact Kisa. There was a faint tug at the edge of his consciousness. The signal was weak, but it was there. "What exactly would your sisters do?"
"Notify the court, of course." Nyx bared her fangs. There was no semblance of humanity now, only jagged, menacing teeth. "Then they would come here and demand answers before taking it back!"
"The island's presence does pose several questions. However, I will require the chance to solve my own before allowing you and yours to reclaim Avalon."
"You don't allow us anything, Caretaker!" Nyx's cloak fluttered out like a pair of wings, revealing distant stars in the darkness beneath. "Avalon was our sworn duty!"
"And?" Mike gestured around them. "This place all lies within my castle, which is MY sworn duty. That would mean I own the mirror along with all of its contents, that island included."
"You can't own Avalon," growled Nyx.
"If you can't own it, then it can't be stolen. Therefore, no crime has been perpetrated and you need to calm down," Mike replied.
Nyx's jaw slammed shut and her eyes narrowed. "You tread on dangerous waters," hissed the Fae princess.
"It's not the first time I've swum with sharks." Mike stared out at the island. "Now, suppose we think of Avalon as its own place, perhaps we can come to an agreement, a trade of sorts."
Nyx blinked as if shocked, her face reverting to its original ethereal beauty. "A trade?"
He nodded. "Let's both admit that we have no idea how, or for what purpose Avalon is here. Maybe the island itself came here. Is that possible?"
The Fae princess scowled, her forehead actually wrinkling as she contemplated the words. "Though I do not think so...Fae magic is unpredictable."
"Let's start with our first trade, then. I have a means to contact someone in my realm, right now. I could pass on a message for your sisters."
"At what cost?" asked Nyx. She folded her arms and lifted her chin imperiously. "If I deem the trade unfair, you will know my wrath."
"Never mind, then. I won't negotiate from a place of fear." Mike sat down on the ground and picked up a stone. He tossed it out onto the water where it disappeared without making a splash. Behind him, he could sense the churning fury of the Fae princess, now properly rebuked. Leaning back, he looked over at Sofia. "Hey, do we still have any of that trail mix?"
Sofia glanced briefly at Nyx, then smirked. "I think so," she said. "But make sure Cerberus doesn't get any of the M&Ms. Chocolate is bad for dogs."
Cerberus growled at Sofia. Mike patted the hellhound's heads. "She's just kidding," he said.
"She'd. Better. Be." Cerberus went silent and gave Sofia a hundred-yard stare as the cyclops dug through the pack to pull out a baggie packed with trail mix. It was a custom blend that Zel had thrown together, comprised of various nuts that the centaurs had gathered. Mike himself had mixed in the bag of M&Ms.
"Of course I am. Here." Sofia held the bag toward Cerberus.
The hellhound cupped their hands and watched patiently as Sofia poured the mixture into their palms. Once they were satisfied that they hadn't been denied the sweet taste of chocolate, they sat down next to Mike and picked through the salty treat. Mike didn't think that the center head controlled the arms and noticed that they were very careful to distribute things evenly. He thanked Sofia for the bag and popped a cashew in his mouth.
"What are you doing?" asked Nyx.
"Having a snack."
"We were talking."
"We're done talking. Hey, Suly. Would you like some?"
"I don' need to eat, friend."
Mike waved him over. "I'll share. I don't mind."
"Stop that," said Nyx.
Sulyvahn gave the Fae princess a wary look, then shook his head. "I think it should be saved for those with stomachs," he said.
"Suit yourself." Mike popped an M&M in his mouth and used his teeth to crack the shell and pull it away from the chocolate inside. Nyx walked until she stood in front of him, her hands on her hips. He looked up at her and kept a straight face. "Would you like to eat my nuts?" he asked, holding out the bag.
One of Nyx's eyelids actually fluttered as she studied him. Whether or not the perceived slight went over her head didn't matter. It was clear that he was aggravating her while, at the same time, doing absolutely nothing wrong.
"I. Wish. To. Negotiate." Nyx spoke through her teeth, her nostrils flaring. "With you."
"Regarding?" Mike flicked a peanut into his mouth and bit down.
"Your ability to...contact someone." This time, she twitched.
"In exchange for a good faith effort to pass along a message to your people through my own, I desire three things from you." Mike held out his fingers and ticked them off. "First, and foremost; I want your personal guarantee that while we are in this pocket dimension, you will not knowingly do anything to bring us harm as we see it. You will also not deliberately hinder our search, nor distract us from our goals."
Nyx grimaced. "What else?"
"Second, should your people find a way to come here, that they follow the tenants of the first agreement. I don't need your sisterhood storming in here with the same lack of restraint you've already demonstrated."
The air made a crackling sound that made Mike's teeth itch. Sulyvahn actually ducked and covered his ears as Cecilia wrapped her arms around Mike and held on tight. The Caretaker held his gaze steady and waited for Nyx's tantrum to end. Though they had only spent one night together, he had finally figured out that this immortal being was little more than a petulant child with far too much power.
"My...sisters...will behave." Nyx snarled at him. "As you see it."
That was the stick. Now it was time for the carrot. "As for the third thing, I would like your permission for us to go to Avalon."
The eerie feeling in the back of his mouth vanished, and Nyx studied him with renewed interest. "Explain yourself."
"Sulyvahn told me that permission was required to enter Avalon. Now, I have no idea what we're going to find over there, but it is clear that your sacred duty was disrupted. As a sign of my respect for your sisterhood, I humbly request permission from you, one of its original guardians, to travel there." Mike tapped his third and final finger. "So that's what I ask in exchange for passing along a message."
Nyx took a step back, her hands falling to her sides. Sharp fingers tapped anxiously at the fabric of her gown as she processed what he had said. He ran over the agreement in his head, hoping to spot any loophole that he had missed. The fact that Nyx hadn't immediately agreed made him think that he may be in the clear. She certainly hadn't expected the final piece of their bargain, which he hoped would mollify her.
"Let's discuss," she said, taking a seat across from him. For nearly thirty minutes, they hemmed and hawed over what Mike's definition of harm might be. Sofia occasionally added to the discussion when she felt like she had spotted a loophole. Ultimately, they came to a final agreement on the definition that Lily would have summed up with 'Don't be a cunt.'
"So all these words being said and true, I do believe we have an accord." Nyx grinned sincerely, then rubbed her hands together. "And now for my message."
"Let me write it down. It'll be easier to pass along everything that way." Mike got ready to pull a notepad out of his backpack, but Sofia beat him to it. She handed over the pad with a nod, and Mike turned back to face Nyx. "Go ahead."
To her credit, Nyx kept the message short. If there was some hidden code inside, Mike was blissfully unaware. He was given a list of potential recipients, and was asked to pass along that Avalon had been found through a magic mirror in the basement of his castle, and that the others were not to enter until further instructions were sent. Mike studied the note for a bit, then asked Nyx to add that they weren't to cause any trouble in the castle itself. The Fae princess nodded, then amended her message. Once she seemed satisfied, Mike held the pad in his hands and closed his eyes.
Kisa? Are you awake? He sent pulses of magic out, trying to strengthen the connection with the cat girl. Instead of words, he got an emotional response of curiosity. After a few tries, he stopped and looked at Nyx.
"I've made contact," he said. "But it's distorted."
To her credit, Nyx didn't immediately accuse him of reneging on his deal. Instead, she knelt by his side and gently took his head between her hands. When Cerberus growled a warning, the Fae bared her fangs at the hellhound.
"I'm assisting," she hissed. This close to Nyx, Mike's senses were overwhelmed by the smell of her. There was a brief moment of cloves, along with coriander. When the princess turned her attention back to him, her features softened and now he smelled grass after it had just rained. What was the word for that?
"Petrichor," answered Nyx. "I'm reading surface level thoughts through my fingertips."
"That's a little invasive," Mike replied.
"Send your thoughts again." Nyx closed her eyes. "I would observe the process."
A little unsettled, Mike cleared his mind of anything other than Nyx's message. The last thing he wanted was for her to take offense at some stray thought. He reached out once more, and received that familiar curiosity, along with a trace of panic.
"Ah, I see." Nyx let go of his head. "Time flows differently there."
"By how much?" Mike tried to keep calm. The last thing he wanted was to discover that his children were growing old without him.
"Minor," she said. "She is hearing your thoughts stretched out, and her response is condensed." Nyx stood and moved to the edge of the lake. She tilted her head to one side and stared into the water. "I wondered if there was a storm back on Earth, but the passage of time is simply faster. Judging by what I see now, plus what I heard, a day here is equal to four days at your home."
Grunting, Mike stood. "I don't want to end up here for several weeks," he said. "Give me a second, I think I can do this."
He closed his eyes again and reached out to Kisa, projecting calm to let her know that he was okay. Using short words and trying to speak quickly in his mind, he informed Kisa of the weird time dilation between realms. When he finally got a reply, he laughed.



Have you punched her yet? Kisa's thoughts were actually broadcast at a lower pitch as the catgirl stretched out each word to be unnecessarily long on her end. Mike sent a mental image of him shaking his head, and she responded by rolling her eyes dramatically.
"Well?" Nyx spoke with just a hint of impatience. Mike held up a finger for silence and did his best to convey the message. Once he was finished, he opened his eyes and looked at her.
"So I passed along what I could," he said. "Kisa is going to take a nap in a couple of hours on her end. Once she's in the Dreamscape, we can communicate far better. I want to make sure she relays your message accurately."
"Hmm." Nyx nodded her approval. "Very well, then."
"That gives us half an hour here." Mike gestured at the ruins. "Before we go anywhere else, let's go check out the mirror together and see if it acts any differently for me." He also wanted to examine the magic for himself. It may give him a better idea of what he was dealing with. Mike wasn't worried about getting stuck. Reggie could always send some rats to retrieve them.
They traveled together back down the stairwell and into the room with the mirror. Exactly as Nyx had described, the portal was shut. Mike examined it for a long time, studying the tendrils of mana that were wrapped around its frame like vines. They disappeared down into the floor, which meant he couldn't trace their source. If someone was controlling the mirror, he was likely to find them in Avalon.
Enough time passed that Mike was able to sense Kisa's consciousness drifting in the Dreamscape. He excused himself and found somewhere quiet to sit, then sent his mind outward once more. This time, he was able to get a mental image of Kisa walking along the edge of a palm tree that had grown across a deep rift in the sand. Parts of her Dreamscape mirrored his own, and this was one of them.
The cat girl looked up at him and grinned. "I can feel you," she said, tossing her head back. "So where the fuck are you this time?"
"That's actually a good question. I know we're near the magical island of Avalon, but it appears that somebody stole it and I'm not sure where it or we actually are." He scratched his head. "Before I forget, can you see if Eulalie has anything on Avalon? I don't entirely trust whatever version of the story I'll get from Nyx."
"You fuck her yet?" Kisa wiggled her eyebrows.
"Of course I haven't."
"Good. If you can go another day, Abella owes me money." Kisa frowned. "Well, another day in your time. Abella bet it would be within a week. I should probably let the others know about the time thing."
"I'm not going to fuck a Fae princess."
"You say that today." Kisa held up a closed fist. "Tomorrow, however..." She stuck out a finger on her free hand and jammed it into her fist repeatedly.
"You all give me too much shit."
"How often did you get laid last week?" The cat girl raised her eyebrows. "I'm fairly certain there's a karmic balance in there."
Mike pursed his lips, both in his head and the real world. "Okay, before the connection slips, we need to talk about some stuff."
"Right." Kisa dropped onto her butt and leaned forward, her intense gaze on him. "You mentioned something about delivering a message?"
"I did, but..." Mike opened one eye to make sure that Nyx wasn't nearby. She was on the other side of the room, speaking quietly with Cecilia. "So Nyx can read minds, and I worry her sisters can do the same."
Kisa shrugged. "It's not like I have any secrets they care about."
"No, but you are my familiar. I feel like that may open a door too far, if you catch my drift."
"Should I send Yuki?"
"While I know she can handle herself, we need somebody the Fae are afraid to mess with."
Kisa laughed. "Yeah, if there's anything the Fae fear, it's a lawyer who knows the kind of shit they pull. I'll have Yuki go with her as backup."
"Thank you." Mike shared the contents of the message, and then checked in regarding his kids and Tink's condition. Apparently his goblin wife was already running out of shows to watch and was becoming restless. If one day here was four days at home, then he needed to get a move on. By the time he was done chatting with Kisa, Nyx was waiting patiently by the bottom of the stairs.
"That took longer than I expected," she said.
"I had my own messages to pass," he explained. "But your sisters will hear of our plight very shortly."
The Fae princess nodded, then gestured toward the stairs. "Shall we?"
They climbed the stairs together this time. Mike couldn't help but notice that Nyx's feet didn't always touch each step. Instead, it was as if she stood on the air itself. He took the opportunity to study her magic, to see if it was something she consciously did or if it was similar to Cecilia's physical manifestation. The banshee actually hovered in the middle of the stairwell, levitating upward as they climbed.
At the top, they headed back to the shore. Mike stared across the dark waters and frowned.
"I suppose we could swim it," he said. "But it is pretty far."
"If the water's cold, it'll probably kill you first." Sofia shook her head. "I'm also not a very strong swimmer. I'm heavy enough that I tend to sink and get exhausted quickly."
"We. Only. Dog-paddle." Cerberus made the hand motions of a dog swimming through water. "But. Can. Transform. Will. Carry. Everyone."
"I would not do that." Nyx made sure she had everyone's attention before shaking her head. "The waters of Avalon are meant to repel those who aren't invited. Those who force themselves upon the island will be drowned by sprites. However, even with my permission to cross, I can feel that these waters have been changed, maybe even tainted. For all I know, the spirits here would drown you regardless."
"And you know how to get across?" asked Mike.
Nyx nodded. "But it will require a trade."
Mike grunted in annoyance. "Of course it will," he muttered.
"This one is in good faith. You see, I require conveyance as well." Nyx's eyes glowed as she stared into the water. "In exchange for a vessel that will carry us, I require that you power it. This place has fallen into ruin, and the boats that were here sank long ago. I can piece one together, but it may require my full attention to hold it together."
"As long as you can provide oars, I think we can manage." He looked at Sofia, who nodded in approval. If anyone was going to row, it was the two of them. Three, if Sulyvahn helped.
"Then we have an accord." Nyx hovered a few inches in the air, her eyes going dark and her hair blowing wildly behind her, as if being carried aloft in the breeze. Mike watched her closely, studying her magic. It erupted from her like tendrils, then disappeared into the brightly lit waters. Pieces of waterlogged planking popped to the surface and moved toward the shore. Nyx was whispering something, but it was in a language he didn't recognize.
"Cecilia?" He looked over his shoulder and the banshee appeared. "What's she saying?"
The banshee smirked, then leaned close to whisper in his ear. "She sings to them, mo choisle. Asks them to remember how they once clung to their brethren and carried the living." As Cecilia spoke, the tendrils of magic pieced together the wood into the rough shape of a boat. "Now she asks them to remember the sun."
"Remember the sun? What would that--ah." Water seeped out of the wood, staining the shore a dark color. It was rather surprising just how much water a piece of wood could hold, and the wood shrank down in size, taking on a dull, splintered appearance. Chunks of wood that rolled up onto the ground underwent the same process, then slotted themselves into place where they had fallen out.
Watching the Fae princess, Mike realized that the method to her magic was much like Cecilia's. When the banshee sang, souls were able to move on. When Nyx sang, the boat remembered its previous form and sunny days out on the lake. He even found himself humming along to Nyx's tune, caught up in the spirit of the music.
Does Nyx manipulate time? He wondered. Or is it memory itself? Are time and memory related? His thoughts whirred until he suddenly realized that the boat was done and sitting on the shore. Three paddles lay next to it.
"Only three?" Mike asked.
Nyx nodded. "It was all I could find," she said. "Though this is a grave for many vessels, most of the paddles must have floated away. I could not find them."
"We'll make it work." Mike and Sofia helped push the boat down toward the water. Once it was most of the way in, Cerberus and Sulyvahn boarded. Mike and Sofia argued over who should board next, both of them wanting to keep the other dry. Nyx interrupted them.
"Everyone should get on," she said. "Use the oars to push yourselves out."
"That sounds like a lot of work," replied Sofia.
Nyx frowned. "It will be," she admitted. "But even now, I can feel dark things watching you, hungry for you to step into the lake. If they claim you, I will be unable to pull you back."
"Can't argue with that," Mike muttered. "Sofia, you get on and move to the back. Sulyvahn and I can use the oars to push."
The cyclops obeyed, and Mike and Sulyvahn both used the oars to shove at the muddy bottom. Once the boat was almost entirely in the water, Nyx hopped in, landing so gently that the boat didn't even rock. Eventually, they scraped free of the shore and drifted out into the water. Suly cursed when his oar slipped out of his hand, but Cecilia floated away from the boat to retrieve it. When her ethereal fingers touched the oar, Mike could see the water rise up as if to grab her.
"Careful," Mike warned.
Cecilia smiled in his direction, then picked up the oar and carried it back to her brother. "They cannot hurt me," she said, then wrapped herself against him and vanished. Her voice was now a whisper in his ear. "Though they be sprites, they are corrupted, mo ghrá. Do not let them touch you."
Mike, Sofia, and Sulyvahn all ended up paddling together. Progress was slow, and Sofia was eventually fired from paddling duty because she caused the boat to tilt too much. Every now and then, the vessel would rock dangerously as if shoved from beneath.
Somewhere around the halfway point, whispers filled the air. Whenever Mike tried to concentrate on what was being said, he found himself moving toward the edge of the boat. Recognizing the implied hazard, he was able to shake off the effects. Cerberus, however, was a different story. The hellhound became anxious and started shifting from side to side as each head tried to choose a different direction.
"Can somebody hold her?" Mike asked. When he turned to see if Sofia would do it, he saw the cyclops had her fingers buried in each ear, her eye flickering every few seconds as she saw her own demise.
"Aye." Suly set down his oar and moved to sit across Cerberus. He took their hands in his own. "I don' think I kin hold ye, but I do know a tale of another beast with three heads. Saw it once, many centuries back. Have you e'er heard tale of the Ellén Trechend? It was a right large bird, much like yer true form, and it had three big heads that could snatch a man up in a single bite."
The hellhound's ears turned toward Suly, and Cerberus relaxed as he shared stories of Sidhe warfare, distracting her from whatever called to them from the lake. Nyx, who had been singing gently under her breath, actually cocked her head in Suly's direction to listen for a bit. Her own magic was now woven solidly through the boat. Every now and then, they would get rocked from beneath, and a piece of wood would float away for a few seconds before being brought back. However, Mike noticed that they sat lower in the water than when they first started. Either they were slowly sinking because the wood was soaking up water, or something was trying to pull them down.
He continued rowing, his gaze on Avalon's shores. Every now and then, he felt something grab his oar, but he powered through it, switching sides every two strokes. Working by himself meant the trip was longer, but he didn't dare ask Sulyvahn to stop chatting with Cerberus. The light from the water was bright enough that he had to squint, and was grateful that the island was large enough that it would be impossible to miss.
Something scraped against the bottom of the boat. Cecilia stuck her head through the bottom, then shook her head.
"They're trying to grab the boat," she said, then sank through the hull and vanished. The boat changed directions a few times, then broke free of whatever was holding it.
"Cecilia?" Mike called. She floated back up through the boat and giggled.
"They don't quite know what to make of me," she said. "My song isn't the same underwater, but it was enough to get their attention."
"Do you know what they are?" asked Nyx. Somehow, she did this while also still singing, as if she somehow had an extra set of vocal cords.
Cecilia shook her head. "I can only see the spiritual versions of their bodies and know not their physical appearance. What I could see was all twisted up, like an ouroboros."
"That doesn't bode well," muttered Sofia loudly. She still had her fingers in her ears. "You stopped paddling, Mike."
"So I did." He resumed his efforts, and eventually straightened out the boat. Another hour passed until they finally neared the island of Avalon. The massive silhouette yielded no details, but the sound of waves lapping at rocks were his first clue that they had made it. Sofia pulled her fingers out of her ears and sat up, looking around with suspicion.
"The voices have stopped," she said. When she put her hands on the side of the boat, her eye flashed. "We need to figure out how to get onto land without stepping in the water."
"Then let's speed this up," said Sulyvahn. He let go of Cerberus' hands and took up his oar again. He and Mike paddled hard, causing the boat to pick up speed. Sofia pulled a coil of rope out of the bag and turned to Cecilia.
"If you carry one end onto shore, you can wrap it around a tree and bring it back," she explained. "Then we can pull ourselves forward."
"That won't be necessary." Nyx snatched the other end of the rope. "I'll do it."
The boat creaked when it struck ground, and everyone in it but Nyx lurched forward when it stopped completely. The Fae turned to smirk at them, then leapt over ten feet across the water and landed on the shore.
"Stay inside," she said, then reeled them in. Despite her petite frame, it appeared to take no effort to pull the boat ashore "Even in the shallows, you may end up drowning."
"Noted." Mike looked over the side of the boat, squinting into the light.
Other than the sound of mud being squished beneath the hull, there was no way to know just how deep the water was. Once it was a few feet onto the shore, Nyx let go of the rope. "Welcome to Avalon," she said, then turned to face the island.
Mike got out first, then turned to offer a hand to Cerberus. The hellhound was unsteady as they stepped out of the boat, losing their balance and crashing into Mike hard enough that they all almost fell over.
"You okay?" He helped Cerberus stand upright.
"We. Are. Good." The hellhound hugged him briefly, then moved away so Mike could help Sulyvahn next.
"Thanks, friend." The dullahan took Mike's hand and casually hopped out.
When it was Sofia's turn, she ignored his hand and stepped out on her own, her foot sinking nearly three inches into the soft soil. She frowned and waddled away from the water until she was on firmer ground.
Mike turned to Nyx. "What do we do with the boat?" he asked.
"What boat?"
When Mike looked toward the water, he saw that the boat had broken apart, its pieces now bobbing uselessly on the surface. Turning back to the Fae, he couldn't help but chuckle at the smirk on her face.
"Bargain concluded," she declared. Nyx turned away from Mike and moved up the hill toward the treeline. She frowned and inspected the first clump of foliage she came to.
"These ones are dead," she muttered, scratching her chin thoughtfully. "Nothing on Avalon should be dead."
"Without its guardians, there's no telling what else has changed," Mike said. It seemed that leaning into flattery made Nyx more amicable as a person. Even now, there were pulses of pride and pleasure flashing through her soul. "Perhaps the same force that is keeping us here is also responsible for the damage you're seeing."
"It could also be the odd day-night cycle." Sofia knelt by the closest tree and pushed on one of the branches. It snapped easily and fell off. "It looks like these have been dead for a while."
"And yet, they stand." Nyx picked up the broken branch and held it to her nose. She licked it tentatively, then nibbled off a piece of bark. "It does not taste of wind, nor ash. This was once an island of life, yet all I taste is death." The princess sniffed the air and frowned. "I do not hear birds, nor the rustling of leaves. This part of Avalon is no more."
"Hopefully things will get better as we travel inward," said Mike. "Would you like to lead the way?"
"There is no right way to step into Avalon," she replied. "There are, however, wrong ways."
"What would be the wrong way?" asked Sofia.
"Straying from the path without a Fae as your guide." Nyx shook her head. "The path should have greeted us already. You should your rope to your wrists and I will guide you in case Avalon yet lives and the forest would consume you."
"None of that sounds good." Mike pulled his rope back out of the bag and made a loop for his hand. He repeated the process for Cerberus, Sofia, and then Sulyvahn.
"You don't need to be led, fool." Nyx narrowed her eyes at the dullahan.
"Sorry. I'm used to listening to strong-willed women without a second thought is all." Suly winked at Mike.
"Disgusting," muttered Nyx. "How you allow that mortal to befoul your body with her touch is beyond me."
Sulyvahn snickered. "She can be quite persuasive. I let her talk me into just about anything, really. Sometimes, when we're having a romp with Asterion, she'll take off my head and--"
"Enough." Nyx sneered in disgust and wandered toward the forest. "The court is perfectly aware of your sexual deviance involving the minotaur as well. Wait here, and I will try to find our best path forward."
"Only when it's the three of us," clarified Sulyvahn once Nyx had disappeared into the dark woods. "Asterion is a good fellow, but I don't find him interesting in that way on his own. I'm not entirely certain what that makes me, really."
"Are you happy?" asked Sofia. "In regards to your sex life."
The dullahan nodded. "It's a fun time, makes me feel connected."
"Then that's the word you worry about." Sofia held up her bindings and double-checked them. "Sometimes the best things in life don't have a word for them yet."
"I like that." Sulyvahn chuckled quietly to himself. "Sometimes I worry, though. Maybe that Beth will lose interest and I'll find myself forgotten about. She's got two strappin' lads on hand, and that's not includin' yerself." He clapped his hand on Mike's back.
"What we have isn't exactly...romantic," Mike replied. "I don't know that it has a word, either."
"It may not have a word, but she looks at you differently than the others." The dullahan sighed. "Mortal relationships are complicated, I guess."
"They are. And that's when it's just two people. I'm...not entirely sure how I keep it all balanced, to be honest," said Mike. "Things have definitely changed since the kids came."
"I imagine it be a lack of jealousy. Me and the others, we don' mind when Beth spends time with someone else. I used to think Bigfoot had an issue, though."
"Why's that?"
"Big man won't play with more than one person. Just with Beth. He tried it a few times, the group stuff, but it wasn't fer him. It's more tied in with being a loner. He can be possessive in the bedroom."



"Gods, can we please talk about anything else?" groaned Sofia. "Not only is this conversation annoying, but you two are discussing Beth's sex life behind her back, which is extremely rude."
"Ye don' think we should?" Suly scratched thoughtfully at his chin. "We've both been inside her butthole. I thought that was the barrier for entry."
"Booooooooo!" groaned Cecilia at her brother. "You're horrible!"
Sulyvahn laughed. "Ye can't fault a man fer chasin' his religion." His smile fled as rustling sounds came from the trees. The group watched as the foliage shifted and quivered as if some massive creature moved through it. After several tense minutes, Nyx leapt through a patch of branches, landing in a crouch in front of them. For just a moment, Mike thought he saw the branches reaching for her.
"We're definitely not going that way," she muttered. "It would eat you alive. Let's walk further down the beach and I shall try again."
Mike stared at the forest. He stretched out with his magic and realized he couldn't feel the trees. Whatever had been moving them was beyond his ability to communicate with. "Dead, indeed," he muttered. Nyx took the other end of the rope, radiating annoyance like an angry light bulb. Up above, the sky had taken on a gray hue.
It was almost an hour before they made it to the next section of forest. Nyx had them remain behind while she again scouted the woods. Standing on the beach, Mike couldn't help but count it as four hours in his head. Already, the light from the lake faded as night came on Earth. His own anxiety over the time difference grew, and he found himself clenching his fists when Cerberus came up to him and butted their heads into his chest before wrapping their arms around his.
"Are. You. Okay?" they asked.
Sighing, he held the hellhound close. Her loving presence definitely helped. "Mostly," he replied. "Just worried about the time I won't get back with my children is all."
"We can leave whenever you want," Sofia said.
"We think we can, anyway." Even if he wanted to leave right now, he'd have to build some sort of structure first for the Rat portal. Given the sight of Nyx after her foray into the woods, he doubted the trees would be accommodating.
There was a howl of anger, followed by the smell of ozone as lights exploded in the forest. Minutes later, Nyx came stumbling out, her cloak stitching itself back together behind her.
"These woods are dangerous," she declared as a wound on her cheek sealed itself up. "They only granted me entry until I was surrounded on all sides, then they attacked. This is not the Avalon of old. We will continue around the island until we find a suitable entry point."
Sofia sighed. "In other words, hope we get lucky and find somewhere that these trees won't murder us."
The Fae princess nodded. "If we can find a patch of trees that yet live, they will obey the laws of the Fae and our passage will be granted."
"Okay, timeout." Mike put his hands together in a T. "If option number one is hoping we get lucky, it's time to switch to option two."
"Option two?" Nyx cocked her head to one side.
"Beggin' yer pardon, friend, but I don' think we can be spendin' all night here on this beach while ye fuck all the trees." Sulyvahn laughed. "To each his own, but if time is yer concern--"
"It is," said Mike. "Nyx, as a guardian of the island, do you care what happens to this cursed foliage?"
Nyx shook her head. "It is a blight upon the land," she declared. "I would see it scourged."
"Then it's officially option number two." Mike undid the rope on Cerberus' wrist. "Cerberus, can you burn them so hot that the fire doesn't spread?"
All three heads nodded, and the hellhound transformed. Cerberus crouched down and allowed everyone to climb onto their back. Nyx looked dubious, then refused to get on.
"I will follow from behind," she said.
"Suit yourself." Mike hugged Cerberus' neck. "Let's fuck those trees."
All three heads howled, then let out a blast of Hellfire in a straight line. The blackened trees erupted into ash as the flames carved a path forward, scouring the ground of any life that may remain. Mike wasn't surprised to see the trees themselves shift inward into the gap as if to block their path, but Cerberus stepped forward and simply repeated the process.
"Good!" Nyx cried, walking just behind them. "Burn it all away!"
"It's so nice to see you all getting along," muttered Sofia from behind Mike. She was sitting right behind him, and Sulyvahn behind her. "If only it could always be this way."
"I agree." He cast a look down toward Nyx. The princess' features were briefly highlighted by blasts of Hellfire. The light made her look almost demonic. "Somehow, I feel like we'll always be at odds over something."
Nyx looked up at him. "That is because I am eternal," she replied. "Gods worry not over the opinions of ants."
"Modest little fucker," muttered Sofia. "You're not a god," she added even louder.
"It is but a familiar saying. I chose one that was simple for your understanding." Nyx sneered in contempt, then looked back over her shoulder. "The forest tries to consume us from behind. It is best that we press forward with haste."
Sofia mumbled something in ancient Greek. Mike nodded his agreement, unsure of the specifics but able to read the general tone.
The journey resumed, the heat from the flames occasionally washing over the group. Sometimes, Sofia would groan and press herself against Mike's back, pulling in her arms to make herself small. With his new resistance to fire, it could only be assumed that he was like a giant heat shield for her.
As for the intensity, it was uncomfortable, but that was it. Ever since Pele had granted Mike immunity to fire, he had only tested it a few times with a lighter. No matter how long he held his finger over the flame, it only ever felt uncomfortable, and definitely didn't burn him. Now the Hellfire itself was different, a raw manifestation of another realm. Mike had zero doubts that such a thing would bypass any magical protections he had, and certainly didn't want to experiment with it. Failure would mean permanent damage to his soul.
Between the swirling ash and long shadows of the forest, he had no idea how far they'd traveled. At some point, Nyx called out to Cerberus, demanding them to stop blasting a path. The hellhound paused, waiting for Mike himself to give the order.
"Stop for now," he said, clicking on his flashlight and shining it at the Fae. "What's up, Nyx?"
"The forest changes just up ahead." She pointed forward. "I believe it may yet live."
"Then you should definitely..." He paused and cocked his head. All around them, a susurration of voices had manifested. Mike had no idea what they were saying. It was almost like radio static. "Do you hear whispering?"
Everyone paused to listen. Nyx shook her head. "I hear nothing," she replied. "I shall return momentarily. Do not move from this spot."
"We'll be right here." Mike patted Cerberus on the flank. "Let's keep our eyes peeled. This seems like the perfect place for something to sneak up on us." Even as he spoke, the whispering grew louder. "Okay, now do you all hear that?"
Nobody else did. Mike often heard voices, but they were typically the stray thoughts of spiders, or even trees who dreamt of sunnier days with afternoon showers. This was different. The whispers seemed to crawl around inside his skin, then his mind. He tried to plug his ear, but realized in horror that the voices were somehow in his mind. A few spoke louder than the others.
She'll betray you.
Your children will hate you.
You will fail. Tink will die.
Sofia wrapped him up in her arms and held him close to her chest. "I hear them now," she whispered. "Don't listen to them."
"Do you know what they are?" he asked.
"I don't," she replied. "But their words cut like daggers all the same. You need to shut them out."
"What about you?"
"They're telling me things I already know. That the Library will cease to be. That I'll let you down. That I'm forgettable." She squeezed him so hard that his ribs hurt. "I've listened to these doubts almost every night for months now."
"Is that why you've been drinking so much?"
Sofia sighed, but didn't respond. Instead, she adjusted her grip in such a way that his head ended up between her breasts. Though there was no way to physically shut out the voices, Mike was suddenly aware of the soft, joyous mounds pressing against his cheeks. His magic crackled through his body, demanding he act on the sudden impulse to reach up and squeeze them. If he hadn't been holding onto Cerberus, he probably would have. The last thing he needed right now was to fall off his hellhound in order to squeeze boobs.
"Those trees are gettin' a might close," said Sulyvahn. Cerberus turned and blasted the offending foliage, briefly revealing a large patch of scraggly bushes that had nearly grown beneath them. The hellhound paced in a slow circle, burning away whatever dared to encroach upon them. The smoke lingered, causing Sofia to wet down some rags for her and Mike to breathe through. As the activity increased, the voices grew louder. Only Mike and Sofia seemed to hear them.
The darkness lifted a bit as sunrise came on Earth. The whispering died down, making Mike think there was a correlation. When Nyx returned, she had a few dark lines on her face that looked like wounds.
"Are you okay?" Mike asked.
"The dead forest didn't wish to let me go," she said. "After I escaped, it tried to prevent me from returning to you. We will travel this way for almost a quarter of your miles. You will know where the living woods begin." She jabbed a finger at Cerberus. "DO NOT BURN THEM! Though this environment is hostile, harming the trees up ahead will bring the vengeance of the island upon you, and it will be tenfold what we have experienced thus far."
Sofia sighed dramatically. "I have a feeling it'll continue to get worse before it gets better."
"Indeed." Nyx guided them forward as the dead woods continued to assail them from behind. When Mike looked over his shoulder, he saw no sign of the ashen trail they had just made.
"I'm surprised this place still has so many trees," he said. "Cerberus has burned down hundreds of them by now."
The Fae princess pursed her lips in disgust. "Though only a few ashes remain, the dead forest forms anew along the edge. This is magic of a most sinister nature."
"Is it like how you made the boat remember being whole?" asked Mike.
Nyx nodded. "In a way. I believe this place to be cursed, forced to relive its current state. Do I understand correctly that you can see the souls of others?"
"That is right," he said. "I still have a lot to learn, but I can tell a lot about someone just by how it moves within them. I can even discern emotional states. But I certainly can't read minds."
"What you have described is how I see time." Nyx sniffed, and her upper lip twitched. "To you, time is an unknowable force that simply marches forward in one direction. But much like the rings of a tree tell its story, I can see where it ebbs instead of flows. This region is trapped in a state of decay, but unable to properly rest. Given enough time, there will be no evidence of our passage."
"Do you know anyone who could do such a thing?"
Nyx shook her head. "Magic of that nature isn't specific to any one entity. One of the gods, perhaps. It is not uncommon for them to take offense and overreact."
"That's something they have in common with the Fae," Mike replied.
The princess nodded. "Our actions may seem inscrutable to your kind, but even I will admit that is within our nature. We are from before the beginning, Caretaker. Our kind was there when all was darkness and chaos. That's the kind of seed that, when planted, always yields the most ominous of fruits."
Nyx's words actually made Mike shiver. Cerberus growled and blasted the foliage, and the entire group continued onward, albeit at a slower pace than before. The dusky woods seemed to grow anxious as they neared the end, the trees now ripping themselves out of the ground and toppling to bar their passage. Cerberus culled them all with the fires of the underworld.
"Slow down," said Mike, giving Cerberus' fur a tug. He felt a tickle along the edge of his mind, followed by more voices. This time, they weren't whispers of despair, but a choir filled with joy. The words inside his head felt far more familiar, and the hellhound forced her way through the blasted landscape and stepped into a vibrant forest.
The trees sang to Mike, welcoming him and his family. He slid off the hellhound in awe, then moved to the nearest trunk and placed his ear against its bark.
"They've been so lonely," he declared, hugging the tree. "This place, it's happy to see us!" He stepped back from the tree and laughed. Throwing his arms wide, he moved to hug another one when he felt a hard yank on his wrist. Looking down, he realized he was still tethered to the others.
"And this is why you need one of my own to guide you," whispered Nyx by his side. "The forests of Avalon make many promises, offering both thrills and horrors beyond human imagination. It is like trying to cross a river, only to get sucked beneath the surface."
Frowning, Mike turned and saw Sofia behind him, her knees pulled up to her chest as she contemplated a flower with her flashlight. Cerberus had transformed back into a human, and Sulyvahn had looped the rope around their waist and was leading them back to the group.
"It happens fast," said the dullahan. "If ye all weren' tied, ye would have gone off in different directions."
"I..." Mike shook his head in an attempt to rid himself of the impulse to explore. Why had he come here again?
"The Fae lands are dangerous," said Nyx. "But few more so than this place." She grabbed onto the rope and gave it a tug. "Cecilia and Sulyvahn, make sure none of them slip their bond. The path is over here."
Mike was pulled through the woods in a stupor. It was similar to being drunk, only his faculties were compromised by huge surges of emotions. This place was amazing, even in the dark! Callisto would love it here. The two of them could play for hours and never get bored! Behind him, Sofia wept with joy, her flashlight sweeping the area and locking onto flowers that bloomed in the darkness.
"Have you ever seen something so pretty?" she asked.
"Not like this, no." Mike turned to ask Cerberus if they'd ever experienced such beauty, but the hellhound was stumbling over their own feet, each head trying to convince the body to walk in a different direction.
Time was meaningless here. It was only after he had walked for a long time that he realized his feet were on a path instead of leaves, and the woods had gone quiet around him. Nyx looked over her shoulder at him with some disdain, then nodded.
"It seems you have snapped out of it," she said.
"Snapped out of what?" Mike looked around. "When did we get on this path?"
"Almost two hours ago." Cecilia walked at his side, her form no longer ethereal. "You've been whispering to yourself, my love."
"Cecilia, you're solid!" He frowned. "We're not trapped in that book again, are we?"
"Past the trees be Avalon proper," said Suly. It be of the Fae realm. Cecilia is solid here."
The banshee extended a hand, and Mike took it, causing her to blush. She moved against his side almost immediately, clinging to his arm. As if to not be outdone, Cerberus caught up to Mike and did the same with the other side.
"Can you not?" said Sofia from behind. "I'm tied between the two of you."
"Maybe you should catch up an' hold 'im from behind," suggested Sulyvahn. "That way, you wouldna feel left out."
"I don't feel left out," muttered the cyclops.
"You shouldn't lie to the Fae." Nyx turned around and walked backward. "It's one of the first rules of dealing with our kind."
"If you all can't play nice, I'm going to turn this quest around and go right home," said Mike. He caught a sweet scent in the air and inhaled deeply. "Do I smell apples?"
"You do," replied Nyx. "Though I have yet to see one."
"Are they safe to eat?" asked Mike, his mouth watering. "I don't want to get trapped here forever or anything."
"They are," replied Nyx. "But only because you have permission to be here. Typically, the island is proud of its bounty and offers it freely to visitors." She wandered off to the side of the road and peered up into its branches. "Hmm. Each tree should have its own bounty to give."
The sky had taken on a gray hue once more. Mike figured it was probably nearing mid-day back on Earth. "If you want, I could ask them," he said.
"I wouldn't," she cautioned. "Though you possess the power to speak with trees, you must remember these are unlike the ones from your realm. They have been steeped in the magic of the Fae realm since they were planted, millenia ago. It is their call that lured you and the others to waste away your time in the woods. Opening such a direct connection could spell disaster."
Mike nodded. "Tha...t is good to know," he said, just barely cutting off a proper thanks. His sudden shift in wording squeezed a genuine grin from Nyx.
"It's just a matter of time, mortal. I will have you owe me yet." The fae tugged at the rope and skipped forward, the breeze occasionally catching her and pushing her back so that she wouldn't outpace the others. "I wonder what treasures I could wring from one such as you. Could I take a piece of your magic? Perhaps all of your memories of the taste of fish? I know better than to request one of your children, but...maybe a year or so of your life would be amicable."
"Can the Fae really collect such things?" asked Mike, though he knew the answer already. He was more interested in keeping Nyx talking about herself. It was far easier to avoid slipping up that way.
"Indeed, though the idea of the trade can be quite abstract. If you were to offer the color of your eyes to one such as I, it is possible that I may simply see fit to leech them of their color, leaving them a flat gray that never quite reflects the light. Or perhaps I see fit to take your ability to see color, it can be open to interpretation."
"That's why I have an attorney," Mike mumbled.
"Now, if you were to make such a deal with the Unseelie, they may decide to take the color of your eyes by simply plunging their fingers into them and tearing away the flesh they are owed." Nyx licked her lips. "If they word it carefully, they may take their claim to your offspring, down through the generations, purging each and every one of them that shares their eye color with you of their sight. Such is their way."
"I don't think that's Unseelie specific," said Sofia. "I've seen plenty of bad faith negotiations from the Seelie Court as well."
"Oh? Did you read about such things in one of your human-made fairy tales?"
"Nope. First-hand accounts throughout the centuries, actually." Sofia scowled. "In fact, dealings with the Seelie are recorded more often than not simply because of the negative opinions regarding the Unseelie. Most of the people who look to the Unseelie for magical support are doing their best to avoid the public eye. Writing down their potential crimes in a journal will get them hanged or burned."
"Fair enough, Head Librarian." Nyx made a hissing noise that sounded almost like laughter. "Humans have always seen what they wish to see, and the unsettling appearance of the Unseelie certainly paints those who interact with them in a dying light."
"Most documented Unseelie negotiations were mistaken for deals with the devil, or other demonic entities. In fact, the mythos of deals done at a crossroads was meant to describe the boundary between realms, but a lot of people took it literally to mean where paths intersect. That first tale is the source of the term Faustian Bargain."



"I know the Fae who made that bargain," said Nyx. "A member of the Unseelie nobility. He uses that man's soul as an eternal servant. Humans really are bad at contemplating the meaning of eternity."
"So the Fae traffic in souls, too?" asked Mike.
Nyx shrugged. "Souls have power. You know this. Any conveyance of power can act as currency. With your current abilities, could you not strip a soul from its bearer? Doing so would become a path of immense power."
"And damnation," Mike added.
"And now you know why demons want them so bad. They are already damned." Nyx paused and sniffed at the air. "I smell woodsmoke. And...meat?" She cocked her head to one side.
Mike inhaled deeply, but wasn't sure if he actually smelled anything or if his mind was making stuff up. At his side, Cerberus sniffed the air, then each head nodded.
"Not. Too. Far." The hellhound sniffed the air again. "Smell. People. Too."
"People?" Nyx frowned. "Fae or human?"
"We. Don't. Know." Each head scrunched up its features as they sniffed again. "Too. Many. Scents."
"We kin talk about it all day or jus' go have a look," muttered Sulyvahn. "As long as we don't stray from the path, it's not a problem."
Nyx nodded, and the group continued. The woods became incredibly dense around them as the path wound aimlessly back and forth. When Mike would look over his shoulder and realize that the path had actually shifted after their passing. Was the path itself alive, or was this just part of the island's magic?
They continued for another hour, the path now becoming so steep that the walk became more a climb. It reminded Mike very much of Haleakalā in Hawaii, only this was far gloomier. Cerberus had the worst time of it, as their body was extremely top heavy. When Sofia suggested they transform again, Nyx vetoed, stating that the path was now too narrow to accommodate the hellhound in their true form.
The trail seemed to vanish into the sky up ahead. When they crested its peak, all of them stopped to stare at the bowl-shaped valley on the other side. Steep, rocky cliffs provided a backdrop that made Mike think this entire place may be the inside of a crater. The interior was densely packed with forest, but their attention was fixed on the settlement below. There was a large hamlet lit by torches near the back, and a massive gothic castle had been constructed into the mountain itself.
"What is this place?" asked Mike.
"I'm not sure," replied Nyx, her voice quiet. "The settlement has always been here, but the castle I am unfamiliar with. Once upon a time, there was a keep here not much bigger than Machnaimh, but this monstrous thing is new to me. It almost looks as if it forced its way up through the cliffs, which did NOT used to be there. In fact, this whole valley used to be one gently sloping hill, much like the Faerie mounds. From the keep, you could see the waters surrounding the island. It's as if someone inverted this entire part of it."
"So Avalon wasn't just taken. It's been altered." Mike scratched at his chin. "What kind of magic could do that?"
"Creation level magic could," said Sofia. She had moved up next to Mike. This reminded him of the Grimoire itself, which had an apple on the cover. When he opened his mouth to say something, she grabbed him by the arm to get his attention, then held a finger to her lips. Nyx, who was staring down into the valley, didn't see her.
"That would do it," Nyx finally agreed. "I can see people in the town. Come. Let us go meet them." Her tone had taken on a knife's edge.
"We should keep things peaceful for now," Mike added. "Until we know what we're dealing with, let's be...unassuming."
"Though I disagree, your words hold wisdom." Disgruntled, Nyx led the way, keeping her hands on the rope. Together, they descended into the valley. The path wound back and forth down the steeper slopes, then turned into one long road that aimed straight for the valley's heart, the castle. They passed long abandoned farmlands and an occasional broken-down cart. It wasn't until they were about a mile out from the village that they came across one of its inhabitants. A young man with sickly pale skin was carrying a burlap sack over his shoulder and walking in the same direction they were.
"Oy, fellow traveler!" Sulyvahn called out to the man. "Hail, and well met."
The man turned to look at them, his eyes going wide in shock. He dropped the burlap sack, spilling its contents on the road. Bruised apples rolled across the path, but the man didn't notice.
"Out...outsiders!" He ran up to them, his jaw hanging open like a barn door. "You...you've come from beyond the island."
"Aye." Sulyvahn smiled and held out a hand. "And what name may we call you by?"
"Fin...Finley!" He shook Sulyvahn's hand. "You really came from outside the island?"
"We've already said that." When Nyx spoke, the man flinched.
"Right, right, I'm sorry! It's just...this has never happened before!" Finley ran his fingers through the thin hair on his head. Mike noticed that the man's clothing looked threadbare and had been stitched back together several times. It also occurred to him that the man's only reaction had been to the fact they had come from beyond the island. When his gaze passed over the three-headed woman, or the cyclops, he didn't even react. This was someone who was used to seeing cryptids. "Please, come! Come!" He gestured for them to follow.
"You dropped your apples," said Sofia.
Finley gasped, then knelt down to pick up the fruit. "Right, right, it's just...wow!" The man gathered up the apples and stuffed them back into their sack. He looked up to see Nyx holding the last one out for him. "Thank you," he said, oblivious to the glint in Nyx's eyes.
We're on a Fae island, thought Mike. And this man clearly has no idea about the rules. He filed that bit of information away, but couldn't think of a good way to tell Finley to quit speaking to Nyx without incurring her wrath. He'd already apologized and thanked her. It was pretty much a blank check for whatever she desired.
They followed Finley to the village. There were more people on the road as they drew near, and it turned into a small mob of curiosity seekers. The people kept a safe distance from the group, but Mike wasn't worried yet. If they started carrying torches and pitchforks, he'd have more cause for concern.
The town or hamlet, whatever it was called, looked like it was straight out of a medieval movie. People, all of them pale and sickly, stared in awe at the group as they were led toward the center of town. There was a large fountain there. People were bathing in the reservoir and filling buckets with fresh water from a basin in the middle.
"Come, come, are you thirsty?" Finley pushed people out of the way. "This is our fountain, it's magical! The water comes from a spring somewhere deep underground."
"Er..." Mike looked at Nyx.
"It is safe to drink," she said. "This fountain was here...before." No sooner had she spoken did Finley vault over the rim of the fountain to wade toward the middle. Men and women got out of his way, too busy gawking at Mike and the others.
"There are no old people here," Sofia whispered. "I don't see any children, either."
"The young 'uns are being kept further away from this place," declared Cecilia.
"That's because they're in school," declared a naked man standing in the fountain. "If you want, we can bring them around to--"
"No, that's fine," said Mike. "We, uh, need to figure out where we're going next is all."
"That'll be to see the lord," a woman with a bucket said helpfully from the edge of the rim. "He's always told us that outsiders should be brought directly to him!"
Mike's left eye actually twitched. Though he didn't dare say it out loud, this entire place had horror movie red flags. He was just waiting for the plot twist. Finley came to Mike with a full bucket, which he held out with a stupid smile on his face.
"Here!" he said.
"I'll, um..." Mike held up a hand for patience and turned to Sofia to pull one of the canteens out. The people stared at it in awe as Mike removed the top and dunked it in the water. It was cold and somehow sparkled under the non-light of this realm. When the canteen was full, he lifted it back out and realized everyone was staring at him.
"Go on," said Finley. "Taste it!" The men and women in the fountain all mimicked Finley, watching Mike with great anticipation as they begged him to drink.
"You should drink some, Mike." Nyx gave him a shit-eating grin. "You don't want to disappoint these good people."
He gave the water a glance, but didn't see any magic attached to it. Holding the canteen to his lips, he took a sip and suddenly felt restored, as if he hadn't just spent the entire day and night fighting his way through a haunted castle and an evil forest. "Wow," he declared. "That really is good!"
Mike put the bottle to his lips to take another sip when everyone muttered a prayer under their breaths that had him do a spit-take. Immediately, the others tensed up around him, but the villagers seemed oblivious.
"What did you say?" he asked hoarsely, wiping water from his chin.
"Naia bless us," replied Finley. "She's the nymph who lives under this fountain and brings us clean, cold water. We simply couldn't survive without her?"
"Uh..." This came from Sulyvahn, who looked like he was going to ask something, but his eyes slid toward the castle, then up into the air. "We've got inbound," he said. Mike raised his gaze just in time to see the massive, unfurled wings of stone spread wide as a trio of gargoyles landed around them. A quick glance revealed two males and one female, their mottled skin seemingly carved from obsidian.
"We have come to escort you to the castle," said the largest male, his features flat and wide. "The lord wishes to speak with you."
"Oh, he does?" Sofia put one hand on her hip, allowing the other to dangle freely by her sword. "And does this lord of yours have a name?"
"He doesn't," said Finley. "We usually just call him by his title."
"Title?" Nyx cocked her head. "And what title would that be?"
"We call him the Caretaker." When Finley said the name, everyone did a little hand gesture that looked like a floating letter C. "He's the reason we're all alive and living here together, ever since the world ended."
"Caretaker, huh?" Mike looked at the fountain, then up at the castle. A cold feeling had settled in his gut, but it wasn't one of premonition. He was getting bad vibes from this place, and it simply couldn't be a coincidence that Naia's name was attributed to the fountain. The reverence on these people's faces bespoke a love for their caregiver that went beyond the norm, but their sickly appearance suggested otherwise. The gargoyles had folded up their wings and now appeared to be wearing robes, just like Abella. He took a moment to look at his family and saw the same shock registered on their features. "Well, then, please. Show us the way."
The gargoyles turned to lead them out of the square as Nyx cackled madly to herself and followed.

🏠🏠🏠
It was almost midnight when Beth walked into the park near Mike's home. The moonlight was more than enough to follow the concrete path by, but she wouldn't be on it for long. It took a few minutes to get to the ring of trees that surrounded the lake, and she used a flashlight to navigate between them. At the water's edge, she turned off the light and waited for midnight to officially come.
Nyx had given Mike instructions for contacting her sisters, which had included some helpful tips for actually getting their attention. She had given some oddly evasive information regarding the lake itself, which just "happened to be nearby." Beth was almost entirely certain that this was further evidence that Titania or even the Faerie Courts were up to something regarding Mike and also Sulyvahn. She probably could have come in the middle of the day and the Fae would be watching, but she would prefer to play the idiot and delay suspicion.
"I call out to the lady of the lake," Beth said once her silent alarm buzzed in her pockets. As midnight was the boundary between two days, this was supposed to be a metaphor for speaking across the boundary of worlds. She knelt down and placed a piece of bread covered with honey on a rock that was by the water's edge. "Consider this a gift, freely given. I do not seek thee for my own benefit, but to pass on a message from your sister who I know as Nyx, Princess of the Seelie Court."
She sat in the dark and waited, even though Beth had felt the water of the lake shift beneath the surface as she sat. Whoever was down there was making her wait. Beth wasn't too worried. At this point, she figured they were just screwing with her and hoping she would leave so they could bitch about her in a later conversation.
Still, she had brought a gift, and there was a limit to being fashionably late. Though she couldn't see it with her eyes, she could feel the surface of the water break as a form popped through from the other side. Beth didn't dare shine her light at the creature just in case it got offended.
"We greet you, daughter of water." It was a woman's voice, deep and steady as the tides. A hand stretched out of the water and grabbed the bread before disappearing. "Your gift is accepted. We will now hear this message."
Beth took a deep breath, then pulled out a piece of paper. Though the message was memorized, she had rewritten it in such a way that Mike wouldn't have to worry about the Fae showing up in Ireland, or wherever the hell he actually was now. "The spirit of Nyx's message is as follows: Avalon has been found."
The lake bubbled with activity, and several other forms broke through the surface. Blazing eyelights appeared across the lake as the water churned. Voices muttered, causing Beth to hold up a hand and wait for silence.
She recited the rest of the message, making it clear in no uncertain terms that the Sisterhood of the Traveling Ponds (or whatever Lily would have called them) would not be rushing off to reclaim their island, or that Nyx would be the one to pay the penalty for it. This caused a hissing sound that made Beth's nose bleed, but she ignored it.
"Questions," they demanded once Beth had finished reading the letter. "We require answers!"
"I was asked to pass on the message in exchange for a deed performed by Nyx," she said. "Anything else you may wish of me must be agreed to in trade."
There were several seconds of stunned silence. When it was broken, Beth felt her blood go cold.
"We get three questions in exchange for your life," said a voice about ten feet to her right. From her peripheral vision, she saw a dark figure pull itself onto the shore.
"My life is not yours to give me," she replied without even looking.
"Oh, but we could take it if we wished," the thing replied. "This is not your home, and you are not officially a Radley." She actually heard it lick its lips.
"While you are technically correct, I'll remind you that I can breathe underwater. So drowning me is out. An abduction would cause quite the scandal, and you know what happened last time Mike had to speak to your queen about such a thing. This time, he would be far less accommodating. I promise you that if you piss Mike Radley off, there will be repercussions." Beth let out a sigh. "Killing me in the water would be hard. I would take some of you with me."
The Fae paused and licked its lips, now uncertain by the truth it had heard in her words. She could almost see it now. It was bald, humanoid, and lacking any type of clothing. Beth didn't dare look any further.
"This one is confident," the thing hissed.
"Which leaves killing me here, on land. The trees will tell Mike who did it, but it won't even come to that." Beth folded up the message and stuck it in her pocket. "You see, if you do kill me on land, you will have violated Hospitality."
The dark thing chuckled. "This is not your land," it replied. "There is no Hospitality between us."
"While you are correct, this natural area used to be the hunting grounds for a nomadic tribe." Beth snapped her fingers and several Nirumbi emerged from their hiding places in the foliage, each of them brandishing a wooden spear. "They have given me their personal guarantee that I will be safe while visiting this ancestral space."
Another silence stretched away from her. Though any claim the Nirumbi had on this place was questionable at best, their appearance after she had been threatened sent a message. Beth had just made it very clear that while they thought her life may be forfeit, it would be a massive fucking mistake.
Finally, the dark thing chuckled and moved back into the water. "The Caretaker chooses his women wisely."
"He didn't choose me," replied Beth. "We lucked into each other."
"Luck only goes so far, you foolish thing." The dark creature was almost entirely beneath the water now. "You should know that I am not of the Fae of the lake, and came of my own accord. I had a question of my own to ask."
"I won't be giving any answers." Beth shook her head. "To any of you. I came in good faith and am not pleased with your performance this night."
"What know you of my missing brethren, Bethany?" The dark thing floated on its back as if it were nothing more than a child remarking on the shape of a cloud. "One of my own went missing on your property?"
Beth didn't have time for a response. Almost immediately, she felt pressure against the side of her head, followed by the sensation of a moth's fluttering wings through her brain. She winced and closed her eyes, and then the sensation vanished. The silver coin in her pocket that Mike had given her was radiating heat, and she grabbed it in her fist, nearly burning her palm.
"I see," muttered the lake creature. "Thoughts hidden behind a binding contract. Very clever."
"Enough," she declared, then stood. "Our trade has been completed." With that, she turned and walked away with the Nirumbi forming an honor guard around her. They didn't get too far before running into Yuki, who just shook her head in disgust.
"I was this close to freezing the lake," she said, holding her fingers just barely apart. "Would have served those bastards right."
"Agreed."
"What was that they asked about their missing brethren?"
"The less you think about it, the better." Already, Beth was thinking about the stories she had heard of Grace and Death hanging bells and wind chimes around the house. There was also salt on some of the windowsills. The Grim Reaper and Grace knew more than they were letting on, and it was clearly a dangerous game for them to be playing alone. "Let's head back."
Yuki led the way, her tails swishing as she moved. When Beth looked back at the park, she could feel hateful eyes lingering on her.
You fucked with the wrong family, she thought to herself.

🏠🏠🏠
We've got a mystery on our hand, gang! Make sure you stay tuned for next time, where Mike learns why three heads are better than one.
Before you go, please shoot me some stars, follow me, whatever floats your boat. More importantly, do something awesome for yourself, even if it's small. You can accomplish great things doing many small things all the time rather than waiting for something big to come your way.
Annabelle Hawthorne out (I need to wrap presents, seriously)
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with this week's installment of "Murder lesbians, the musical, part 2!"
(I mean, everything else is becoming a musical now, so...)
New readers? Hello! This is the third sequel to a spinoff of my original Horny Monsters series starring characters who debuted there! I will heavily fetishize monster girls, violence, and make jokes about getting eaten. While I'm not your boss, I would definitely recommend going back at least to Ch. 001 of Horny Monsters (that's right, two zeroes, what a prestigious number!) or at the very least hitting Dead and Horny Ch. 01.
Returning readers? Hey, welcome back, I missed you! Thanks for dropping in on me once again to read what should have been at least four weeks worth of therapy with a qualified provider, but much like Sauron wants to turn people into dinosaurs, I crave lesbian drama with swords!
A huge thanks to everyone who was excited for the first installment, I'm always a bit doubtful about doing these spinoffs, but you all at least seem excited. That, and I really missed writing about Lily. Anyway, make sure you check my bio to see when I'm dropping chapters for you all, I try to put important updates about the stories in there. Thanks again to all of you who left stars, wrote feedback, and anyone else I may have forgotten. (Beta team is A+ right now, they get their own, blatantly obvious secret thank you, TJ Skywind is here on Lit if you want to read his stuff).
I have spent twelve minutes trying to come up with a clever way to introduce this chapter, but can only think of a knock-knock joke that even my offspring didn't appreciate, so I'm gonna have to just roll with
Welcome to the Library
Dawn had broken through Tasia's bedroom window, prompting the werewolf to groan and pull the nearest pillow over her face. She had stayed up far later than she intended, most of it driven by anxiety over the picture she had sent Eulalie along with Dana's complete lack of a response. Tasia had typed out numerous unsent text messages to Eulalie in an effort to beat around the bush, but knew that the Arachne would see right through them.
Feeling like an idiot teenager wasn't a good fit for Tasia. Her father had found a discreet therapist to help her deal with the fallout of being exiled from the Order. The man had been good enough to dig up some long-repressed issues that stemmed from not having a real childhood. Those revelations had paired nicely with the impulsive nature of her inner wolf, meaning that she often found herself acting before thinking. The wolf inside of her wanted to make up for lost time, no matter what the human part of her desired.
When it came to Dana, both parts experienced plenty of desire, and now there was a picture of Tasia's tits floating around the world. She groaned again and reached for another pillow, wondering if two of them would be enough to smother her out of her misery. This was what she got for acting like an impulsive college co-ed.
"Rough night?" asked someone through five inches of compressed goose down feathers.
Tasia pulled her head from beneath the pillows and saw that Aurora had come in. The woman smiled politely and set a tray down on the dresser. The tray had a plate of bacon along with some herbal tea, the smell of both making Tasia's stomach gurgle.
"Maybe." Tasia scooted to the edge of the bed, completely naked. Aurora, a former Order operative who has seen it all, didn't even acknowledge this. The werewolf usually slept hot and ended up naked halfway through the night as a result.
"I figured as much." Aurora smirked. "Want to talk about it?"
"Not really." Tasia got up and walked over to eat some bacon off of the tray. As she shoved the greasy meat into her mouth, she felt Aurora's fingers along her left shoulder blade.
"Not even a scar," said Aurora, who gently probed the area with her fingers. "There's no tenderness here?"
"None." Tasia had gotten into a fight with a Rākshasa the previous week. The bastard had been masquerading as a businessman while doing some wetwork for the Order. The man must have done something pretty bad to get on her father's shit list, and so Alexandros had ordered a hit. Typically, Tasia healed pretty fast from her wounds, but the Rākshasa's claws had been sharp and packed with some kind of magical venom. The demon had broken most of her ribs and properly fileted her back before Ingrid had sealed it in a binding rune, stripping away its powers.
"Does it hurt when I do this?"
"Huh?" Tasia frowned. "I don't feel you doing anything."
"That's because I'm not touching you. I'm making sure you aren't faking." Aurora slapped Tasia's healed wound with an open palm. "And if that didn't startle a wince out of you, then I proclaim the injury fully healed."
"Werewolves are good at that kind of thing."
"It sure seems that way." Aurora picked up Tasia's robe and helped her slide it on.
"It feels weird, still. You being so helpful, like you're my butler." Tasia frowned.
"Your father has his own manservant devoted to the family. How is this any different?"
"I'm not my father." Tasia picked up the tea and sipped it. "Chamomile?"
"Hibiscus."
"Damn." She wrinkled her nose. "Some of the floral scents still confuse me."
"You can't tell them apart?"
"Oh, I can," Tasia replied. "I'm just an idiot who can't remember which is which." She smiled at Aurora. "I do, however, smell more breakfast downstairs."
"You do. I made pancakes and sausage." Aurora walked over to the bed and quickly made it. "I just thought you might want a little snack before eating."
"How has some lucky man or woman not snatched you up yet?"
Aurora laughed, then fluffed Tasia's pillow. "I was too busy climbing the corporate ladder," she said. "Thought I had a shot at a Director job someday."
"Director of operations?" Tasia drank her tea and frowned. "You didn't strike me as someone who wants to get their hands dirty."
"Facilities. I could have been in charge of a dozen places just like Paradise."
Paradise had been where Aurora worked before. A resort for Order personnel who needed a break, the whole thing had been brought down by some betrayal from within along with a clash between two powerful naga whose lovers' quarrel leveled the entire facility. All of that happened before the undead stormed the beaches and a kraken had helped itself to the US Navy like a kid at a candy buffet.
Dana had also been there, cracking heads and saving people. Tasia had watched some of the footage, recognizing her girlfriend immediately despite wearing a motorcycle helmet the entire time. Okay, not her girlfriend, they'd never actually put a label on it and they'd been out of contact for a year, yet--
"Hey." Aurora threw one of the spare pillows at Tasia, who caught it subconsciously with her free hand. "You're making that face again."
"Werewolf problems," Tasia lied. "It's a whole thing, the snout tries to come out, and--"
"Uh huh." Aurora grinned conspiratorially. "You were thinking about her again, weren't you?"
"No. I was just...savoring my bacon." Tasia picked the rest of it up and jammed it in her mouth. She chewed slowly to ensure that she had an excuse to not answer any further questions.
Aurora's eyes softened. "It's a shame that you're essentially on lockdown," she said. "I've had my own share of what-ifs and near misses with love. There was one boy I was getting pretty serious with, but he got flagged by the Order as an intel risk and I was told to break it off. That really sucked." The woman sighed. "The last year has been...difficult enough that my old problems feel so small as a result. Do you know what I mean?"
Tasia had undergone her own fall from grace. After being suspected of becoming a thrall to a succubus, she had volunteered for an experimental program that turned her and several others into werewolves. She was not only the sole survivor of the program,but had been forced to flee after being framed for the murder of several agents by a demon. Rather than compare emotional scars, she decided to speak from the heart.
"Ith bin--"
"Chew your food, Tasia." Aurora smirked and walked past the werewolf. "I'll see you downstairs. Since you're so hungry for bacon, I'll fry up some more."
"Thanksh." Tasia managed to spit out a thick piece of bacon. Scowling, she chomped her way through it and swallowed a piece of meat that would have choked an ordinary person. Shaking her head, she tied the obi on her robe and checked her phone again to see if Eulalie had said anything.
Disappointed at the lack of response, she just sighed and went downstairs. The small flat they had rented smelled like dust when they moved in, but Aurora and her team had cleaned it up. It was one of many "off the books" properties sold off by Tasia's family from a couple of generations back. While the Order was absolutely thorough in ensuring that their members weren't involved in shady dealings, they were extremely unlikely to look into shell property purchases in the 1800s.
That, and the fact that the Order no longer had their shit together meant that the odds were quite small that they'd be able to investigate anything non-digitized. From what Tasia remembered, the hard copy Archives had been low on personnel when she was still in training, and now that they were lowering requirements for mage and knight recruits, the number of researchers were at an all-time low. The Order would have to suspect that one of their upper members was actually up to something, and that simply wouldn't be the guy who had publicly cast away his own daughter.
She looked at the black band on her wrist and smiled. It was a magical blade that her father had given to her as a sign of his support. Other than the rare training sessions she had received from him, it served as the only reminder of his paternal love.
In the kitchen, Ingrid was already dressed and reading something on her tablet. She waved half-heartedly at Tasia, who took a seat at the table across from her partner.
"Here." She slid across a plate with half a donut.
"You're not gonna finish this?" asked Tasia.
Ingrid frowned. "My pants were a bit tight this morning," she grumbled. "Too much sitting around on our asses lately and not enough exercise." Their current location didn't have a training yard, and their lack of missions had meant that Ingrid was all caught up on some interesting shows she had found on Netflix.
Tasia stared at the donut for roughly two seconds before shoving it in her mouth. She grinned at Ingrid. Being a werewolf had its own problems, but being able to eat whatever the hell you wanted and keep an athletic figure was a definite plus.
"Any word from your person?" asked Ingrid. "If not, you might want to give her another call. We need to know sooner rather than later where to go. I'm willing to bet that we won't be the only ones going after it."
"Ummm..." Scowling, Tasia pulled out her phone again. She let out a sigh and sent Eulalie another text. Setting down her phone, she managed to pack away several pancakes as well as some more donuts that Aurora had bought. Ingrid kept throwing the werewolf dirty looks, then eventually got up with her coffee and left.
Aurora, who had finished serving everyone, took Ingrid's seat across from Tasia to eat her own breakfast. The werewolf looked up at her and smiled. She couldn't help but notice the way that Aurora twirled a lock of hair, or how she tugged at her own collar while quietly reading something on her tablet. When she pulled on the fabric, it caused her blouse to shift, revealing just the edge of her bra.
"I'm, uh..." Tasia stood up from the table, causing Aurora to look up at her. "Gonna go get dressed now."
"Okay." Aurora went back to her tablet. Tasia walked away, making sure to tighten the belt of her robe as she quietly went back up the stairs. Occasionally her thighs would rub against each other, sending a small shockwave through her pelvis.
Back in her room, she opened up her robe and let out a sigh as she slid her fingers down through the thick patch of hair on her groin to tease at the swollen folds of her labia. Her clitoris immediately popped free, and she squeezed the skin around it, letting out a tiny gasp at the sensation.
She was horny. Thinking of Dana all night had lit a fire inside of her, and now was the time to put it out. Doing an awkward waddle across the room toward her bed while flicking the bean, she finally fell onto the mattress. Rolling onto her back, she let out a sigh as she frantically fingered herself.
Tasia was just building up some steam when someone knocked on the door. Letting out a hiss of frustration, she slammed her legs together around her hand.
"What?" she growled, her canines elongating.
"Your phone just buzzed," said Aurora. "I think your contact just replied. Can I come in?"
Scowling, Tasia sat up and adjusted her robe. "Yeah," she replied. Doing her best not to give Aurora any attitude, she took the phone from the human and unlocked it. Sure enough, there was a response from Eulalie.
"Huh." She clicked the link and frowned at the phone.
"What's wrong?" asked Aurora.
Tasia chuckled. "Nothing," she said. "Can you tell Ingrid to be ready to leave? We have a meeting set up."
"Really? I can start the computer in the living room, just let me know what program she's running so that I can get our VPN enabled to bypass any tracking protocols."
This time, Tasia laughed. "It won't be necessary. The meeting is in person."
"Huh?" Aurora blinked. "Is your source staying somewhere nearby?"
"Something like that. Let me get dressed and we can be on our way."
"I'm coming with you," said Aurora. "In case you need backup."
"We won't," Tasia replied. "It's not dangerous."
"I haven't left this place in two weeks and am really fucking bored." Aurora grabbed Tasia by the hand and begged. "Please take me with you."
"Fine, fine." Tasia pulled her hand away, hoping that Aurora wouldn't notice the faint musk that now clung to them. "Your fingers still smell like bacon grease. You should wash your hands or that's all I'll smell once we get there."
"If it means getting out of this place for an hour, I'd shave my damned head." Aurora practically skipped out of the room, leaving Tasia behind.
The werewolf dug through her wardrobe to pick out an appropriate outfit, then sent Eulalie a message informing her that Aurora was coming along as well. She got a Thumbs Up emoji in reply, but nothing else.
"Okay," she muttered quietly to herself. It had been quite the shock to learn that Eulalie was actually an Arachne, but times had been desperate and she hadn't really had much of an opportunity to freak out. Ingrid and Aurora? Plenty of both.
However, that was Eulalie's choice, not hers. The last thing she was gonna do was remind the Arachne that she had eight legs and was supposed to be extinct.
Once Tasia was dressed, she walked downstairs where Ingrid and Aurora were waiting. The mage nodded at her and gestured toward the front door. Aurora held a binder close to her chest, which was likely for note-taking purposes. She had changed her clothes as well and was now in a blazer with a matching skirt.
"So where are we off to?" she asked.
"The attic." Tasia smirked and pointed back up the stairs.
"What?" Ingrid frowned. "There's nothing in the attic."
"And you're still correct. C'mon." Tasia led them upstairs to the hallway outside of Ingrid's room where a hatch had been installed in the ceiling. She jumped up and grabbed the ring to pull it down. "Go on up," she said.
"I don't understand. Did you let someone in earlier?" Ingrid looked at Aurora.
The Hawaiian shook her head. "I've seen nobody else today," she replied.
"It'll make sense if you just go up." Tasia shooed both of them up the ladder and followed. Once in the attic, she retracted the ladder and pulled the hatch shut. They should have been plunged into darkness, but a faint light glowed behind a stack of boxes toward the back.
"This is some Narnia shit," Ingrid muttered as she walked toward the light. The others followed, and they discovered a glowing portal in the wall. Ingrid paused to inspect it, then turned to Tasia. "This is like what we saw all over Hawaii. We had reports of rats that could do it."
"Eulalie's their boss," said Tasia, and she stepped through into a log carbon's bedroom. On a nearby wall was yet another glowing portal. "This is also a security thing, so don't be surprised when--"
There was a loud bang as the portal behind them was slammed shut. Everyone spun to see a trio of rats standing around a collapsed pile of two by fours. Tasia knelt down to pick one up and sniffed it, then looked up at the wall, which was in pristine condition.
"Is this new?" she asked the rats, holding up the wood. It had bite marks along the edges. "This is way less scary than the metal door trick."
"It's faster to set up, too," said a voice from the other portal. "Now will you hurry up? I didn't have a lot of time to get this done."
Tasia jumped to her feet, dropping the two by four, which startled the rats and caused them to scatter. She smoothed out her blouse on the off chance that Dana was also on the other side.
"What's going on?" asked Aurora.
"They chew portals into the walls," said Tasia. "But they take time to open and close. But if you can cause that part of the structure to collapse--"
Eulalie loudly cleared her throat from the other side of the remaining portal. "Our latest method involves a variant of sashimono, or Japanese wood joining. Those pieces of wood fit together like puzzle pieces, and the rats fasten them to the wall with a single nail. As long as the nail is in a stud, the structure itself is considered part of the domicile, allowing the rats to chew a portal directly into what would be considered a piece of hanging wall art. They can then pull supporting pins and shut the portal quickly without having to essentially demolish a building."
"Genius." Tasia looked at the others and laughed. "C'mon," she said. "I can't wait to see this place." She stepped through the next portal and stopped, looking up in awe at where she had just arrived.
"Pretty cool, right?" When Eulalie spoke, Tasia dropped her gaze to see the Arachne was sitting in what appeared to be a motorized wheelchair. None of her extra eyes were visible and her human eyes were hidden behind an old pair of glasses. Somehow, she had concealed the arachnid portion of her body inside of the wheelchair itself. Eulalie squirmed for a moment, clearly uncomfortable.
The werewolf laughed and turned around. "Hurry up, you two. You don't want to miss this."

💀🐺😈
Ingrid stood just on the other side of the portal, her eye twitching as she heard Tasia laugh and beckon them to come with her. The mage turned to Aurora to get her opinion, but the woman was clearly waiting for Ingrid to go first.
"It doesn't bother you that someone essentially built a portal into our top-secret location without our knowledge and now we're god knows where hopping across the planet at someone else's whim?"
"There's literally nothing on TV to watch," replied Aurora. "I spent most of yesterday organizing my admittedly limited wardrobe by color. We should probably just trust your partner."
Ingrid groaned, but Aurora was right. If this really was an ambush, they were already out of their depth. "In for a penny, in for a pound," she mumbled, then stepped through the portal into a space so white it was almost blinding. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust, but once they did, she realized she stood on a marble floor in the biggest room she had ever seen. Distant, building-sized columns had massive stacks of books built into them. Floating platforms moved between the columns, some of them with carts filled with books. Nearby, a massive wooden desk, with a huge, stone globe of the earth rotating behind it, gave the impression they were in a lobby. Just in front of the desk was a woman in a wheelchair wearing a nametag that said Eulalie.



The mage stared in awe at the elevated ceilings, wondering just how far up those skylights were. She was standing in a marvel of magical engineering, an impossible building that should have crushed itself beneath its own weight. Where the hell were they even?
"Welcome to the lobby." Eulalie pushed the control stick on her wheelchair and promptly drove straight into the welcome desk, smashing her legs on the deep-grained wood. "Fucking bullsh--" she noticed Ingrid staring, then looked down at her own legs. "Ah, right. Ow, I guess. Gonna have to check those for bruises later." She chuckled awkwardly and scratched at her head, nearly dislodging her glasses. Fumbling with them for a moment, she got them back on. "Anyway, this is the long-lost library of Thoth. Repository for all knowledge across the entire multiverse!" She threw her hands in the air dramatically toward the nearest pillar of books.
"Multiverse?" Ingrid raised her eyebrows.
"Well, no. I mean, we have a lot of books and books are portals into...other worlds." Eulalie coughed into her hand. "Anyway, so...this is my place. The Library has been lovingly tucked into the buttcrack between realms, unassailable by anyone who lacks a doorway to get here."
"Which you just put in our flat," said Aurora. She was hugging her organizer, staring in awe at the rotating sphere of the Earth. Right now there were a pair of lights, one on the East Coast and the other near where the flat was.
"Yes, well...the rats have already closed it. You are trapped, mwahahaha!" Eulalie grinned maniacally. When nobody laughed, she coughed into her hand again. "Not really," she said. "It's just closed until we're done here and then I'll send you wherever."
Tasia snorted. "You seem to be in a better mood these days."
Eulalie shrugged. "The last year has given me perspective. Besides, I had been in the revenge business so long, now that it's over, I don't know what to do with the rest of my life."
An awkward pause followed. Eulalie made a face like she was clearly expecting a specific reply. When it didn't come, she scowled and tried to turn her wheelchair again, promptly clipping the corner of the desk and tearing a chunk free.
"Do you need help with that?" asked Ingrid. "Your chair seems to be on the fritz."
"Nah, I just don't use it that often." Eulalie winced. "I mean, I have another chair that is in the shop, and this is my spare. I'll get the hang of it again."
Tasia made a face, then looked away when she caught Ingrid watching.
"So we have records of this place on file," said Aurora. "The Library was last seen centuries ago during an invasion."
"An invasion?"
Aurora nodded. "The Greek Isles, by the Order. They claimed there was a problem with the local cryptid population, but I've learned to read between the lines. They wanted this place and failed to take it. I don't know much about it beyond that. It's one of the big legends that new people like to talk about while getting drunk. This, the Holy Grail, the Loch Ness monster, you get it."
"Does this place have a gift shop?" asked Tasia as she walked toward a nearby hallway.
Eulalie waved her hands frantically. "Nope, but I can arrange a T-Shirt for you, no, uh...don't go back--" A diminutive green creature with a massive belly stepped away from the hallway, carrying what looked like a club.
"Tinker Radley?" Ingrid stared at the goblin in shock. She hadn't seen her since the incident in Maui, and the goblin looked like she had aged by a few decades. She was almost as wide as she was tall.
The goblin sniffed the air and tried to heft the club in both hands. It bounced off her belly and fell to the floor. When she tried to squat down and reach it, her fingers couldn't quite grasp the handle.
"Stupid fuck!" she yelled, then kicked the club. A catgirl that Ingrid hadn't noticed before knelt, picking up the club up with both hands and giving it back to the goblin.
"You need to go back to your room," said the catgirl, who Ingrid now recognized as Mike's familiar, Kisa. "This much excitement--"
Tink blew a giant raspberry and hefted the club over her shoulder. She waddled over to the stunned trio and sniffed at them. Everyone waited quietly as the goblin finished her inspection.
"Dumb mage," she declared, pointing at Ingrid. "Dog girl." This time, she gestured at Tasia. The goblin sniffed Aurora extra hard, then cackled madly. "Tink knows what you've been doing," she declared with a giggle that became a snort.
"Ex...excuse me?" Aurora looked at the others in horror. "What do you think I've been doing?"
"Tink can smell it," the goblin sang as Kisa got behind her and pushed her away from them. "Hawaiian cutie has been sticking fingers in the dog-treat jar!"
Ingrid looked at Aurora for clarification. Aurora shrugged, her face frozen in shock. Tasia was refusing to make eye contact with anyone, pretending to be interested in the floor.
"I have no idea what she's talking about," said Aurora. "Is it some kind of goblin thing?"
"More like Hawaiian cutie has been goblin deez--" Whatever Tink was going to say next was cut off by Kisa, who had slapped a hand over the goblin's mouth. There was a bit of disgruntled shouting between the two of them before the lobby went silent.
"Sorry about that," said Eulalie. "It's a weird living situation...thing. We've got a conference room, we can go discuss it there." She picked up a large staff that had been sitting by the front desk and waved it in the air. A wide platform floated down from above and the librarian fought with her chair to get the tires up over the lip of the platform.
"Um..." Aurora got behind the chair. "Would you like some...help?"
"What? No, I...shit." Eulalie was practically wiggling back and forth in her wheelchair. Ingrid could only stare in horror as the poor woman clearly hadn't thought this through. "Tasia, give me a push. This chair is...heavy."
The werewolf chuckled and grabbed the chair by the wheels and lifted. "That is pretty heavy," she said. "Has your chair gained weight?"
"Shut the fuck up, dog breath," muttered Eulalie. "It's only heavy because you've gotten weaker."
Aurora, who had wandered back to stand next to Ingrid, frowned. "I assume this is friendly banter," she said.
Ingrid could only nod.
"Alright, there." Eulalie set the staff by the edge of the platform and put her hand on some sort of control sphere. "All aboard! The library express is ready!"
"You're trying too hard," said Tasia, who sat on the edge.
"Fuck you, I'm nervous." The librarian let out an awkward laugh. "I don't get to meet new people that often."
"Are you...in charge of this place?" asked Aurora.
"Incorrect," said Eulalie. "The Head Librarian is on vacation for a bit."
"Head Librarian?" Aurora cocked her head to one side. "How many librarians are there?"
"If you count me? Two. But you really shouldn't count me. If you count the rats...don't count the rats. It would take you days to do so." Eulalie laughed at her own joke, then frowned when nobody else responded. "Anywayyy...uh...just enjoy the scenery as we go to the conference room."
"Why didn't you just have a portal opened there?" asked Ingrid. Her brain had clocked a few red flags already about the librarian's behavior, but she couldn't figure out why. "It seems it would have been less trouble for you."
"I used magic to break into your home and bring you here. Figured I would at least show you to the lobby so you didn't feel like I was trying to be super secretive." Eulalie rolled her eyes. "That, and I didn't think of it. I've been really busy recently."
"If you were worried about how we felt, why not just come meet us?" pushed Ingrid.
Eulalie winced. "I can't really get into it, but my attorney said I'm not allowed to leave the library because I might get my mind read by entities who will want to know what books she and the Grim Reaper checked out recently."
"Your attorney?" Ingrid laughed, everything clicking into place. "Do you mean Beth?"
"Yeah. It's a whole family thing right now, I don't even want to elaborate."
"You were the Rat Queen who helped us on Maui," said Ingrid. "Along with Tink. Both of you coordinated our defenses."
Eulalie actually sat up in her seat, clearly pleased. "Guilty as charged."
Ingrid let out a sigh of relief. Seeing Eulalie's appearance, at least she understood why the librarian hadn't come herself to coordinate efforts. That, and she'd run all kinds of digital tasks for them. The woman was an absolute whiz with electronic machinery.
Aurora continued asking questions about the Library, which Eulalie seemed happy to answer. The trip was only about fifteen minutes long, but most of it was straight up. Ingrid examined the magical wards on the platform and was impressed by the sheer number of safety protocols that had been layered together to prevent them from falling out. This place was many centuries old, yet the magic was far more advanced than anything she had ever seen the Order put together. Thoth had been one of the old gods, their power beyond compare.
The Order had several dossiers and many theses on what happened to the old gods and where they could have gone. For someone like Thoth, it didn't quite make sense that the god of writing and wisdom would create a place like this and then simply leave it for someone else to care for. Then again, the gods were absolutely known for abandoning their projects, so what did she know?
Other than a few minor deities that the Order regularly tracked, the bigger gods had all abandoned Earth as if it were a sinking ship. Ingrid bit at one of her fingernails, deep in thought. There were some whispered rumors about an altercation between the gods themselves and the Others, Outsiders, or whatever name they were being called. It was odd to think that gods feared anything, but it made sense that they would struggle to fight against beings that existed outside of time and space. Where had the Others come from? They were little more than an abstract idea forced into a world that demanded concrete realities, and this is where they gained so much of their power. It was like trying to upload a bullet into a computer program by firing it directly into the harddrive, a nonsensical task that destroyed the components involved.
"Third floor, lingerie, raincoats, conference room!" announced Eulalie as the platform swooped toward a lip in one of the massive columns. There was an archway with beautiful mahogany doors just beneath it. As everyone stepped off, Eulalie wheeled her chair forward and it thumped on the ground. The librarian winced and made a face.
"You okay?" asked Aurora. The two of them seemed to be hitting it off.
"Hurt my ass is all." Eulalie moved toward the door and then stared at it. "Um...can someone open this for me?"
"This place isn't very ADA compliant," said Aurora. "You should have the rats install ramps for you."
For whatever reason, Tasia found this hilariously funny. Ingrid just rolled her eyes. It seemed like the day had been primed for madness, so this was just another oddity.
The inside of the conference room contained a large wooden table and an LED screen on the wall. There were a trio of monitors nearby, and all of them had been plugged into the laptop at the head of the table.
"Okay, let's begin." Eulalie moved to the computer and looked back over her shoulder at them. "Also, you should know that the Library will acquire you food if you're hungry. The rats will bring it in for you as soon as--"
A small door near the back of the room popped open and a cart pushed by a group of rats came out. There was a platter stacked high with meat, and the rats slid it onto the table. Tasia immediately sat behind it.
"This must be my seat," she said with a grin, then grabbed onto a steak and promptly bit a huge chunk off of it. Aurora managed to snag a sausage from the plate.
"Not hungry?" asked Eulalie.
"No," Ingrid lied.
"Suit yourself." The librarian hit a button on the laptop and the screens turned on. "So let's discuss your issue. We're tracking massive shifts in funds across international borders, many of them through crypto accounts that are supposed to be anonymous. The good news is that I was able to pull the data for the receiving accounts straight from the Order records." Eulalie clicked on a screen and a ledger appeared on the big screen.
"That stuff is public?" asked Tasia.
"Eh." Eulalie waggled a hand. "The original appeal of crypto was anonymity, but you can still see money moving through these different accounts due to public ledgers. For example, this account here sent almost ten million dollars to the auctioneers." She clicked on one of the transfers. "But we have no way of knowing who that account belongs to. So when we do a deep dive on the account itself, we see the transactions it's been built up with."
"Which are also unlabeled," said Aurora.
"Yep." Eulalie looked at the screen. "We also have a situation where something that sold for a hundred million dollars may be paid for with 9 different sources of funding."
"So...how are we supposed to figure out who bought that...thing?" Aurora frowned at the screen. "How many accounts are sending them money right now?"
"Thousands. Not all of them are cryptocurrency, by the way. We do have some traditional transfers using actual banks."
"Thousands?" Ingrid felt her stomach drop. "You didn't call us here to break bad news to us, did you?"
Eulalie snorted. "Hardly. The first thing I did was a deep dive into the auction itself. You see, they pride themselves on maintaining anonymity and all that, but their clientele is from a pretty select group. Just by using flight records, I've been able to assemble dossiers of the people who regularly attend. I also pulled files from the Order's archives and matched them up." Eulalie typed something into her computer. "That allowed me to eliminate people who I knew did not attend your auction."
"The person who won did it over the phone," said Tasia.
"Let a girl do her big reveal, okay?" The librarian laughed. "The whole point of telling you all of this was to say that I was able to tie most of these accounts to their real-world counterparts. Once we start pulling at those strings, the web of mystery begins to unravel."
"While I can appreciate a good plot reveal, this isn't a book." Ingrid crossed her arms. Maybe she was just grumpy because she was hungry, or annoyed because they were somehow feeding Eulalie's ego by being here. Either way, she was impatient. "Time is of the essence and we shouldn't be fucking around. Do you know who bought the shoggoth or not?"
Eulalie turned her chair so suddenly that it almost looked like she hadn't touched the control stick. She frowned at Ingrid, then sighed. "Look. These people who run the auctions aren't stupid. Most of what I've discovered was based on mistakes the buyers made. Your big buyers didn't pay for everything with one lump sum. I ran some algorithms to add together different transactions and double check owner identities to try and isolate who your potential buyer might be. We also don't have any idea if your buyer was one person or a conglomerate. There's simply no way of knowing."
"So you couldn't do it."
The librarian snorted. "Nobody could, not with the available data. But that's why I brought you here. You see, unlike anyone else who may be investigating, I know what pieces we need to at least create a better picture." She tapped some keys and a map appeared with a trio of glowing lights. "Your outsider was captured shortly after the Maui incident. Right now, it's being held under lock and key, but by whom? And where? There are a limited number of facilities capable of holding such a thing, and all of them are owned by people who would want to keep it for reasons only the gods know. So now we're looking at potential motives of the seller. Why would you want to sell something so valuable?"
"Money," said Tasia around a chunk of ham the size of her fist.
"Well, yeah. Money. Allow me to posit a potential situation here. You somehow get your hands on a shoggoth and learn that it's more trouble than it's worth to keep. Since you are part of an elite group of rich mother fuckers who get off on owning shit like this, you contact the auction to get it up on the block." Eulalie clicked on another tab and pulled up a list of people. "So our seller is likely someone who can't do anything with it."
"We don't care about the seller," said Ingrid. "The auction currently has the creature in their own holding facility, and we have no idea where that is."
"Do they?" Eulalie raised an eyebrow. "It seems a little silly to me that the auction would spend the time and money building such a facility for a creature they never thought they'd get their hands on. If so, why not sell the facility with the beast?"
"I--" Ingrid paused. The librarian had a point. "So you think the seller still has it?"
Eulalie nodded. "After these transactions are finalized, it's not like the buyer can just show up with a kennel to put it in. You need a specialized transport, and that would take at least a few days to arrange. I'm willing to bet that we can get to this thing before your buyer does, and then this information doesn't matter."
"But what if you're wrong?" asked Aurora. "What if the buyer has everything in order and is able to transport the creature immediately?"
"We can't account for everything," said Eulalie. "Which is why my plan covers the bases. The seller and the buyer have one thing in common, and that's the auction itself. If we can break into their messaging system, we can at least determine the current location of the entity. After all, even if everyone remains anonymous, that physical location will be tied to somebody."
"So you're going to hack the auction?" asked Ingrid with a snort of disbelief.
"Nope. You are." Eulalie grinned. "You see, hacking is such a vague term which can mean anything. I have no way to simply login to their system or brute force passwords. But if I can get you all inside their building, we can access their system and take whatever they've got on this transaction. Worst case, we get a location. Best case?" The librarian cackled. "We get everything."
"That sounds ambitious, but how do you plan on doing that?" Ingrid gestured at Tasia. "We're good at hunting things and a little light espionage. Sure, we can probably break in and fight our way back out. But I'm willing to bet that it'll be impossible to gain access to their systems without a man on the inside. So since you've thought of everything, I would love to hear your plan for that."
Eulalie grinned. "I've already got a team on the ground. And before you ask, yes, they have experience with infiltration, data acquisition, and they've even gone head to head with an outsider before!"
"Who in the hell has that kind of resume?" asked Aurora. "Former Order?"
Tasia had stopped eating, her wide, unblinking eyes fixated on the librarian. It took all of a couple of seconds for Ingrid to put the pieces together.
"Are you referring to...the succubus?" Ingrid was reluctant to say the demon's name, as if it would summon her.
"And a couple of others." Eulalie winked at Tasia. "You guys are headed to Lucerne where I've located their primary data center."
"Switzerland?" asked Aurora.
"Indeed." Eulalie looked up at the monitors and sighed. "I wasted too much time on some of my visual aids," she muttered.
"When do we leave?" asked Tasia. The werewolf was already standing.
"Right after you finish your second breakfast," Eulalie replied.
"I'll take it to-go." Tasia looked at Ingrid, then Aurora. "Um, we'll need some of our gear from home."
Eulalie nodded. "I've already opened a new portal between your current domicile and the base of operations in Lucerne. In fact, the others are probably already waiting for you back at your place."



"What?" Aurora jumped to her feet. "You mean that succubus is unattended in our house?!?"
"Yeah, why? Is that a problem?"
Ingrid winced. Lily had made quite the impression on everybody during her stay at Paradise, and none of it was good. "Let's just say we're familiar with the demon's antics," she replied.
"There's a good chance she has all new ones by now!" Eulalie grinned, expecting them to laugh. When nobody did, she sighed. "Yeah, okay. Let's get going. Basil?" She looked down to one side and a rat appeared. "Can you please have the others bite open the portal to their house."
The rat saluted and ran off. The side door opened and they all got onto the platform together to ride to a different room a couple of minutes away. A light breeze circulated the room which had an open portal inside. Eulalie bid them farewell, then got Aurora's contact information to send her further details.
After passing through a couple of different locations, the group stepped out of the pantry in their flat and into the kitchen. Aurora immediately raced off, determined to locate the newcomers.
Ingrid looked at Tasia. "If we're on the same team, it can't be that bad, can it?" The werewolf, instead of answering, sniffed the air and then silently wandered off.
Somewhere else in the flat, Aurora screamed out, "Why are you naked on our couch?!?"
The mage took a deep breath in through her nose and let it all out. Forcing herself to walk toward the commotion, she silently cursed her luck. Maybe it wouldn't be too bad.

💀🐺😈
Lily's morning had started out innocently enough, which was actually saying something for the succubus. They were currently between targets, which meant that she and Dana were sitting in a house by the beach in Mexico.
While Lily had been a hundred percent behind the idea of tracking down the SoS and murdering them for their crimes against the Radley home, that didn't mean she couldn't enjoy the finer things in life, such as a beach house. The demon was sitting on the balcony, staring out at the waves next to Jenny. For now, the spirit was dormant. Once upon a time, Jenny had just been a simple farmgirl, maybe even the village idiot, but a couple centuries of madness had taken a toll on the poor ghost's psyche. Confined to a doll, her travel options had been limited.
Yet now, she was able to travel the world. While she had a single-minded focus when it came to torturing her prey, scenery like this seemed to render her inert. Lily had no way of going inside the spirit's mind to see what she was thinking about, but it really didn't matter. If the sight of the ocean could be this soothing for a demon, why not a troubled spirit?
She looked over at the doll and frowned. Leaning over, she adjusted the pair of sunglasses she had conjured onto the doll's face.
"Don't stare directly into the sun," she warned with a smirk on her face. Everybody had learned long ago that the best way to interact with Jenny was to treat her as if she was actually alive. The second-best way to be around the haunted doll was to treat it like a bomb about to go off, but those days were becoming few and further between. She wasn't sure if Mike or any of the others had caught on yet, but Jenny was already barely tethered to the real world, held down only by some remnant of her unfinished business. Would killing off the SoS complete it? Or was there some other prerequisite that nobody was aware of?
Everyone had been surprised when Jenny had volunteered for this mission, but only because it meant time away from Grace. Lily was convinced that it had been a simple coin flip between the doll's murderous impulses and her desire to be snuggled by the Arachne all day. She had been worried at first that Jenny had become jealous of Grace's new stuffed toy, Paw-Paw Cyrus, but the ghost had approved. That had been good for Lily, since she was the one who had given it to the little girl.
Lily tilted her head back to see if Dana was still inside looking at her schematics. The zombie had become obsessed with her telescope project at home, and everyone seemed quite surprised that she hadn't finished it yet. During the build, there was always some complication that seemed to undo Dana's hard work. Nobody was quite certain why Dana felt compelled to restore that old observatory, but the entire house was filled with people who had odd compulsions, so it was just accepted.
Work had definitely slowed down on the observatory after Tink's pregnancy. The goblin could barely reach past her own stomach, a fact that had gotten Lily bitten when she had laughingly pointed it out.
"You know, I could get used to this," said Lily, putting her hands behind her head. "Murder for hire, sit on the beach between jobs, go home for a quickie every now and then. It would be the perfect life."
Jenny remained silent.
"Now if only I could get Romeo on board to come with us. I could be going for a nice walk on the beach with him right now. See those rocks over there?" Lily pointed toward the south where some breakers were. "We could take a picnic and then he could bend me over one of those stones and rail me until my legs stop working."
Lily's demonic hearing picked up the sound of Dana's phone vibrating, followed almost immediately by the sound of the zombie dropping it. That immediately had her attention. Dana's reflexes were far too good to be dropping a phone. Twisting in her seat to look into the beach house, she saw Dana staring at her cell phone as if trying to unravel the mysteries of the universe.
"We get a new gig?" she asked. "I hope we're not just the opener. Last place was a dive. I didn't even get dinner out of it." Lily made a point of jabbing Jenny in the belly with a finger. "Somebody was a rotten cunt and stole all my peanuts."
Vibrations inside of Lily's stomach told her that she had just received a text. Reaching inside her own body, she pulled out the cellphone. It was one of only two real objects that she constantly carried around, the other being a necklace that Mike had given her. Unlocking the screen, Lily stared at the text message and laughed.
"Holy shit, Dana, are you seeing this?"
"Seeing what?" Dana sounded nervous for some reason. "What did Eulalie send you?"
Lily frowned. When was the last time Dana had exhibited any kind of vibe other than driven or murderous? "Eulalie has a non-SoS lead she wants us to pursue."
Not interested. Jenny's chair scooted itself away from both of them and toward the edge of the deck.
"Sounds like she wants us to subcontract out...you got the same text, right?"
"Yes," Dana lied.
Lily made a face, now insanely curious. What had gotten the dead girl all wrapped up in a...OH! "She sent you something different, didn't she?"
Dana promptly locked her phone and stuffed it away. "Maybe," she mumbled.
Lily looked back at the text from Eulalie. "She needs us to break into a data facility for her, but we're supposed to work with another team." The succubus put a hand against her cheek and raised her voice in a mocking tone. "I WONDER WHO SHE WANTS US TO WORK WITH?"
The zombie pulled a piece of jerky from her backpack and nibbled on it, ignoring the succubus.
Lily laughed and stood from her chair. "I don't know if it's a job we should take," she said, pacing playfully on the deck. "I mean, we are a democratic team of murder bitches, and one of us has already vetoed the job..."
Dana looked up from her snack, her lip twitching. "If Eulalie says she needs our help, then we help," she replied.
"I don't knoooooow..." Lily looked back toward the water. "I don't really see any incentive to work with people I'm not familiar with. They might start sniffing around our business, or maybe even lap up all the credit when the job is done."
The zombie narrowed her eyes. "I hate you, sometimes. It's Tasia."
"Ooooooooh!" Lily walked inside the beach house and threw herself on the nearest couch, her bikini transforming into a cute pair of pajamas. "Is this the girl from school you're crushing on? O. M. G! What's she like? Have you kissed her?"
"You're an ass." Dana reached into the closest silverware drawer and pulled out a knife. She threw it at Lily, who snatched it out of the air with her tail. "Can you be serious for a moment? It sounds like the others need our help."
"Others?" Lily frowned and looked at her phone again. She had only read the first couple lines of text, but the rest didn't reveal who they might be working with. "I guess the way it's worded implies a team, but who else is on it?"
Dana sighed. "Tasia has a partner, apparently. It's Ingrid."
"Ingrid?!?" Lily cackled. "Our little mage muffin has gone rogue and started her own team? How progressive of her!"
"Yeah, well...she had to do that after realizing how rotten the Order became." Dana started packing up her schematics. "This sounds like the kind of job we should take."
Lily sat up properly. "Is it, though? I get that you've got a thing for the werewolf, but I don't know that it validates our own involvement. We're on a hot streak with the remaining SoS."
Kill them all. Jenny's thoughts were followed by the cupboards in the kitchen flapping.
"It sounds like this is sort of an 'us' problem. Did you even read the whole text?"
Lily shrugged. "I skimmed it."
"Did you see the part where something supposedly escaped from that giant portal collapsing?" Dana stacked up the schematics and then rolled them up before shoving them into a tube. "Something...not of this world?"
The succubus frowned and pulled her phone back out. This time, she put proper thought into scrolling through the details and winced. "Oh, okay, this is actually...pretty bad."
"You don't say?" Dana came to sit by the demon. "I'm sure you and I both know who would want to get his big, creepy hands on something that could theoretically undo the geas on the house."
Lily nodded. The Curator was just the kind of bastard who would be behind something like this. The man was an enigma, but one thing was certain: he had his hands in everything. If the bastard got ahold of an outsider for his weird experiments, nothing good could come of it.
"Okay, you've sold me on it." Lily groaned and looked outside at the beach. Rest and relaxation would have to wait for another day. "So when do we start?"
I'm not going, said Jenny.
"That's fine," Lily replied. "We don't expect you to be strong enough to handle the job, anyway."
Dana and Lily both pretended to completely ignore the poltergeist tantrum that followed. Cupboard doors rattled so hard that they sheared from their frame, and crockery was hurled around the beach house, most of it shattering on the floor. The telekinetic storm lasted nearly five minutes before settling down.
Fine. The door to the porch opened to reveal that Jenny's chair had moved so that the doll was facing inward now.
"Yeah, I guess you can come." Lily stood and casually walked across the room, ignoring the ceramic shards that crushed underneath her boots. She picked up the doll and brought it inside. "Looks like Lala is gonna lose her deposit again."
"I don't think money is even a real thing to her." Dana reached into her bag and pulled out another piece of jerky.
"You know," said Lily, watching the zombie eat the meat. "You're gonna run out of that vampire at some point. You've got a weird addiction to it."
"No, I won't." Dana looked up Lily, smiling to reveal the food stuck in her teeth. "He keeps regenerating."
"Nasty." Lily replied to Eulalie, then waited. "Annnnd, it looks like we need to wait a bit. Apparently Tasia and her puppy pals are still asleep."
Dana looked around the beachhouse. "Maybe we should clean up."
"We could." Lily pulled out a pair of sunglasses. "Or I could go for a walk and take in the sunset."
"Hmm." The zombie contemplated Lily's answer for a bit, then knelt down to pick up her own sunglasses, which had gotten knocked onto the floor. "Lead the way."
The trio went for their sunset stroll, which eventually turned into a midnight hike along the sand. They occasionally spotted fishermen on the beach, or even some shady characters lurking in the shadows, but to Lily's chagrin, nobody bothered them. A midnight snack would have been nice.
When the call came that Tasia's team had awakened and it was time to go, the trio had already returned home and packed up. Well, Dana did, as the only one who actually had luggage. They stepped through the first of a trio of safety portals, and she handed off her schematics to a pair of rats who would take them home for safekeeping. Once they reached their destination, it was just an empty flat.
"So what now?" asked Dana. "Should we just sit and wait?"
"Hardly." Lily walked out into the living room and dismissed her clothing with a wave. If she didn't get to make an entrance, she may as well provide a proper reception. "I think you should do something dramatic, like figure out which room is Tasia's and go lay naked on her bed."
"That's...presumptuous." Dana pulled out her phone and looked at it.
"What did Eulalie send you?" asked Lily. "You keep checking that thing every fifteen minutes. I know you've got a photographic memory."
"Some things are better seen than remembered." The zombie smirked. "I'm going upstairs to look around."
"Sure, you are." Lily winked and watched Dana leave. She looked down at Jenny, who was currently nestled in her arms. "Should I strip you naked, too?"
The furniture rattled angrily in response.
"Fine, fine." Lily set the doll up on a bookshelf. "There. This way you can at least see their reactions when they get here." After snooping in all of the drawers in the living room, the succubus felt the air pressure shift as another portal was opened up. She tossed herself onto the closest leather couch and picked up a magazine that had been set aside and thumbed through it.
"Why are you naked on our couch?!?" somebody screamed.
Lily smirked and looked over the top of her magazine. She was a bit surprised to find herself looking at Aurora. She hadn't really seen the woman since their shared time at Paradise when Lily had been pretending to be an intern to allow her to aggravate the employees.
Oh well. Go with what you know. "I'm making myself at home," she replied, then wiggled her ass back and forth on the couch. "After all, it sounds like we're going to be roomies, and I call the top--"
Aurora had reached into her pocket to pull out a small vial. She popped the cork and tossed the whole thing at Lily. When the holy water landed on the succubus, her skin bubbled and burned as she threw herself on the ground.
"What the fuck are you doing?" shouted Lily as she rolled on the carpet, swiping the water away from her skin. It hadn't been nearly enough to hurt her, but it still stung really bad. "Ow, shit! We're on the same team now!"
"Oh, I know." Aurora pulled a rag from her pocket and moved to where Lily had been sitting. She made a point of wiping the leather and then tossed the rag into a small trash can hidden by an end table. "I'm just making a point right now that I'm the boss bitch around here and won't put up with your bullshit. Do we have an agreement?"
Lily cackled and sat up, her skin now covered in blisters. "Boss bitch, huh? I like it."
"I don't give a shit. Now put on some pants before you leave coochie stains all over the place." Aurora walked out of the room just as Ingrid came in, her wand raised. Tasia was right behind her, sniffing the air.
"Thought I heard fighting," said Ingrid.
"It was just foreplay," Lily replied. She saw the look on Tasia's face and grinned. "Dana went upstairs to look around."
The werewolf nodded and followed.
Ingrid sighed and sat on a chair across from Lily. The two stared at each other for several minutes before the mage groaned and got up.
"Where are you going?" asked Lily.
"To get something to drink," muttered Ingrid. "Can't stand looking at that face of yours any longer. You should fix it."
"Cunt," Lily muttered. She stood and made some clothes appear, then looked over at Jenny. "If they're annoyed with me, wait until they get a load of you."
Jenny cackled quietly in the back of Lily's mind.

💀🐺😈
Upstairs in the flat, Dana moved slowly through the hallways, her eyes taking in every detail. The place was immaculate, kept clean by someone with an eye for detail. In the hallway, she stopped to look at a table with a vase on it. It was a dry arrangement of different grasses along with one plant she recognized, eucalyptus. The arrangement reminded her of fall weather, Thanksgiving, and the fact that she had no plans to go visit her parents for the holidays.
Things with her parents had been tense after last Christmas. Two years ago, she had taken Quetzalli with her to act as her older girlfriend, which her parents didn't like. This last year, it had been Beth, in order to help her dodge some of the May-December romance issues that her mother and father had with Quetzalli. Though the attorney had been charming and played the role well, it had been Dana who had faltered.
Her parents had immediately noticed how disconnected she was during the evening. Compared to the things she had been through and experienced, the whole meal had been excruciatingly boring. She had spent most of the meal contemplating her observatory rebuild. A small part of her realized that she had hurt her parents' feelings by acting so aloof, but there was no way she could ever explain why. After she had returned to the Radley house, she explained her behavior by saying that she was going to 'break up' with Beth, which had started a long argument about what Dana really wanted from life because her new girlfriend 'seemed so lovely.'
In her mind, she was already distancing herself from her parents. Her mom and dad belonged to the Dana who had died a few years ago. Though it wasn't fair to them, she couldn't contemplate any other option that wouldn't eventually hurt them more.
At the end of the hall was a bedroom that smelled like Tasia. Dana pushed the door open and stepped inside, inhaling the werewolf's scent. Smirking to herself, she pulled out her phone and opened the picture of Tasia that Eulalie had sent her, preceded by the words 'Merry Tits-mas!'. Where had it been taken? She turned back and forth, holding it up in front of the bed, the window, and even the vanity.
The moment she had gotten the text, she had immediately recognized those breasts. There was a thin scar below one of them that was new, but they were otherwise a perfect match for the pair that dominated her fantasies. When they had last spoken, Dana had wondered how long it would be until she heard from Tasia again, unaware that it simply wouldn't happen. She had thrown herself into projects in order to distract herself, then tried unsuccessfully to track the werewolf on her own. Even Eulalie had been unable to find her.
Now she stood in a room filled with Tasia's clothes and scent. Dana moved to the bed and picked up a pillow, pressing her face into it and inhaling. There was the faint musk of arousal lingering on the sheets, a scent that she'd become sensitive to. Licking her lips, she pulled a piece of vampire jerky out of her pocket and chewed on it.
The energy that suffused her veins was like fire, yanking her more fully into the present. It had become an alternate fuel source, much more convenient than eating Mike's magical spooge shots from the Radley fridge or directly from Lily. Vampire meat didn't drive her absolutely mad with lust.
Devouring the vampire was changing her, though. Maybe it was the reason she was less receptive to her parents. Perhaps it was fueling her self-imposed isolation. Deep in her chest, she felt the dull thud of her heart as it absorbed the monster's lifeforce and squeezed its power through her veins. She licked her lips as her belly grumbled, demanding she devour more, consuming flesh like mad to fill the bottomless void of her gut.



Dana moved to the closest window and looked outside, her gaze lingering on the horizon. As her body came to life once more, the events of the last couple of days settled heavily on her mind while she processed them emotionally. It was easy to lean into anger in the moment, to justify killing bad people who had it coming, but there was always a price to pay later.
Taking several deep breaths, she closed her eyes and let the scent of the room wash over her. Down below, she heard someone yelling, most likely at Lily. The succubus was at some of her worst behavior right now, but she knew it was because Mike had left the house without her to chase a lead on Tink's dangerous pregnancy. Dana felt bad that they hadn't come home right away, but old SoS personnel were hard enough to track these days as they had gone to ground, and the intel was quickly running dry. Every incident couldn't be all hands on deck or they'd never accomplish anything else.
That, and Jenny had been insistent that they continue their hunt. The doll was...unnerving, even with so many of Dana's emotions dulled. The tormented spirit had taken Grace's abduction personally, and the sheer magnitude of violence she had rained down on the mercenaries they caught had been more than Dana could bear.
She missed Tick Tock. The little mimic was capable of ruthless, bloody violence, but it didn't take great pride in the absolutely awful mind games that Jenny employed on her prey. Since the creature was currently holding a powerful magical grimoire inside its body, the decision had been made for it to stay behind and act as a guardian for Grace.
Shivering, Dana moved to eat another piece of vampire flesh. It was less like jerky and more like a piece of sashimi, honestly. Once it warmed up in her pockets, it would occasionally move, as if hoping to put itself back together. She had set a piece on a table one time and it had eventually started crawling south toward where the main body was being held below the Antarctic ice. Before the piece of meat could hit her lips, the door of the bedroom opened then closed and she turned to face its entrant.
Tasia stood there, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail that hung over her shoulder. The werewolf had changed since the last time they met, but it was primarily in her shoulders. The definition of the muscles there reminded Dana of sculpted marble. She stuck the snack back in the baggie in her pocket.
"Dana." Tasia seemed at a loss for words.
In response, Dana unlocked her phone and opened the picture again, then held it up roughly at the same height as Tasia's chest as if using magical X-ray vision.
"Got your picture," said Dana. "A simple hello would have sufficed."
Tasia blushed, the sudden vulnerability on her face making her ten times more appealing. The brunette winced and fidgeted with her fingers as she looked away. "I was trying to be silly and wasn't thinking--"
Dana crossed the room at inhuman speed, pushing the werewolf back against the closed door. She pinned Tasia's shoulders with her hands, then closed her eyes and sniffed her collarbone. Just beneath the skin, werewolf blood pounded loudly, causing her carotid artery to visibly throb.
The vampire meat didn't make her horny like the magical semen did, but it absolutely amplified her desire. Whether that was a thirst for violence or lust for revenge depended on the moment at hand. Right now, Dana would do anything she could if it meant she could possess the woman beneath her hands, to claim her eternally.
"Um...hello?" Tasia wiggled beneath Dana's grasp. "You've gotten stronger."
"You smell good," said Dana as she buried her face in Tasia's neck. Her eyes fluttered in delight as she inhaled the heavenly scent of Tasia's body as if trying to absorb it all. When she pulled back, their faces were less than an inch apart. The rest of the world had melted away, it no longer mattered. Her own heart was pounding, jackhammering in her ears like a massive drum.
"You...do, too, actually." Tasia leaned forward and sniffed. "You must be eating well."
"Not well enough," Dana growled, then kissed the werewolf. Tasia moaned, the scent of her arousal filling the air between them. Dana's tongue danced nimbly across Tasia's, then she broke the kiss and worked her way along the werewolf's neck, licking and nibbling. She had an obscene urge to bite, maybe even hard enough to draw blood, but she indulged a different whim instead and ripped Tasia's blouse off.
"Aurora is gonna be pissed," Tasia muttered.
"Don't care," Dana replied as she buried her head between the werewolf's breasts. The bra suffered a similar fate, the clasps snapping long before the elastic broke. The zombie nibbled and sucked on this tender flesh as well, losing herself in the moment. She slid one hand down Tasia's belly and past the waistband of her pants.
"Yesssss," Tasia hissed, arching her back to shift her hips forward. This allowed Dana's fingers to better slide across thick, puffy folds within. "Be rough with me, I can take it."
"I know you can." Dana slid two fingers inside of Tasia. The werewolf groaned. "If I didn't think you could, I wouldn't do this." Flexing her bicep, she pulled, lifting Tasia off the floor.
"Fuck me, that feels so good." Tasia grabbed onto Dana's shoulders to steady herself. Dana continued to feast on the werewolf's breasts, greedily sucking on her nipples until both of them stood firm. Then she switched to biting them. Tasia clutched Dana's head to her chest. "Harder! Bite me harder!"
The zombie obliged. Though Tasia's skin looked soft and supple, it was incredibly durable. On the rare occasion Dana actually drew blood, the wound closed itself in seconds, allowing her to drink her lover's blood. A growl of contentment rumbled in Dana's throat, and she tried to fit a third finger inside of Tasia. When the fabric of Tasia's pants resisted, Dana pulled her dagger and cut the offending fabric away.
Tasia's pants peeled away from her legs, dangling like a partially-shed snakeskin. After tucking the dagger safely back into its sheath, Dana paused, the sharp tang of pussy having filled the air so completely that she could taste it on her tongue. Without any thought, she simply lifted Tasia up higher. The werewolf bumped her head against the ceiling, then folded her thighs around Dana's head as the zombie dipped her tongue between those thick folds.
It was bliss. She could hear Tasia's cries of delight through her thighs, could feel the tremendous pressure of her muscles as she squeezed. Dana grabbed Tasia's ass in both hands and feasted on her pussy, licking and sucking as if to somehow devour her completely.
When Tasia came, the werewolf dug claws into Dana's skull and howled. Plaster rained down on them from above as Tasia smashed her head through the ceiling as her body went taut, and the sudden shift in mass caused Dana to lose her footing and the two of them toppled to the floor.
The two came apart with Tasia landing on her back. Dana hastily unbuckled her pants and ripped her own underwear away, driven by a need of her own. Tasia beckoned for Dana, a mischievous glint in her eye as Dana promptly sat on her face and began to ride her.
"Is everything--" The bedroom door swung open to reveal Ingrid, who had her wand drawn. Dana glared at her defiantly as she rode Tasia's face. The mage's cheeks burned crimson as she looked up to take in the claw marks on the ceiling along with the hole in the plaster.
"I am soooo fucking sorry," she muttered, pulling the door shut behind her.
Tasia's powerful arms flexed as she wrapped them around Dana's thighs. The zombie gasped as she continued to drive her hips down into the floor, Tasia's long tongue causing her clitoris to tingle in wet anticipation. Dana grabbed handfuls of Tasia's hair now and face fucked the woman until she came.
Still, it wasn't enough. She rode Tasia's face to another orgasm before the werewolf folded in half to yank Dana away with her legs.
"My turn," Tasia growled as she pinned Dana to the floor in a similar manner. More than happy to play rough, Dana rolled both of them over again, the wooden floor creaking in protest as they continued to slam each other into it. The zombie lost track of time as the two of them clawed and bit each other playfully while trying to satisfy primal desires.
Dana had pinned Tasia to the ground and was frantically working her entire hand into the werewolf's vagina when the bedroom door burst open and Lily stormed in with a disgruntled look on her face. She pulled a spray bottle from behind her back and shot the pair with squirts of water.
"Bad! Bad!" she shouted at both of them.
Surprised by the sight, Dana flinched away when the water struck her in the eyes. Tasia scooted free and grabbed a nearby pillow, which she threw at Lily.
"Hey!" Tasia shouted back. "We're catching up, give us a minute!"
"You've already had a minute," Lily said. "In fact, we've been listening to you two fuck monkeys for the better part of two hours and we've got shit to do." Satisfied that the two of them had stopped, the succubus smirked at Tasia. "Nice to see you, dog breath."
"Fuck off," muttered Tasia.
"I would if anyone would let me." Lily pantomimed jacking off as she headed back out. "In all seriousness, we need to be ready to go in thirty minutes. You two should probably take a shower, you both smell like ass. I do mean that in the nicest of ways." She looked over her shoulder and winked before stepping outside.
"Damn," Dana muttered, licking Tasia's fluids off her fingers. Two hours, huh? Her eyes met Tasia's and noticed that she was licking her own fingers clean. Now that the immediate need was gone, she actually felt a little embarrassed. Her heart was now beating just a couple of times a minute, and would likely stop soon. She laughed and stood, helping Tasia off the floor.
"I wanted to call," said Tasia. "I can explain everything."
Dana let out a sigh. That part of her that wanted to be mad had been fucked into submission. It was time for the logical part of her brain to do the heavy lifting. "Why don't you tell me about it in the shower?" she asked.
Tasia made a face. "It's a pretty tiny shower," she said. "There isn't a lot of room."
Dana stepped forward until their noses touched, then grabbed Tasia by the chin and held her face still while their lips met. This wasn't a kiss driven by lust. This was the kind that took time to fully appreciate. There was only one other person she had ever kissed this way.
"I don't fucking care," she replied.
Tasia, her eyes full of hope, broke into a huge grin. The werewolf briefly scanned the room and groaned. "We trashed the place," she muttered.
"Won't be the first time," said Dana. "And I hope it won't be the last."

💀🐺😈
At last, Dana and Tasia have been reunited, and I bet it will be smooooooth sailing from here on out! No problems whatsoever!
Thanks again for dropping by to read this, don't forget to leave some stars/comments/feedback on the way out. If it doesn't get eaten by my spam filter, I do read them eventually, even if I don't always respond.
Make sure you do something fun for yourself today. That way, if tomorrow is tough, you don't have to look back too far to find a moment of peace.
Annabelle Hawthorne, signing off!
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Deceptive Hospitality
The walk into the mysterious Caretaker's castle took longer than Mike expected. The sheer scale of the thing was hard to contemplate, and the building seemed to expand in size as they grew closer to it.
Finley had followed along with them, appointing himself as de facto tour guide. Most of what the man said held little value. He spent several minutes just naming the various families who lived in town as they passed their homes, shops, and some specialized structures, like the mill. A river ran through part of the town and water wheels had been set up to grind...something. Mike couldn't actually remember. The castle had too much of his attention.
The gargoyles marching with them didn't seem menacing, but thanks to Abella, he knew that looks could be deceiving. It wouldn't take much effort for one of them to turn around and swat his head off of his shoulders. Were they just being friendly? Or were they private security for the so-called Caretaker and escorting Mike and the others to their doom?
The castle was separated from the village by a bridge that spanned a gap nearly a hundred feet across. Mike actually paused to look down into the void and was very surprised to see nothing at all.
"What's down there?" he asked.
Finley, who had been mid-monologue about the construction of the bridge, shrugged. "Nobody knows," he said. "Nothing has ever come out of it, so the Caretaker saw no need to investigate it."
"What, these guys couldn't fly down there?" Sofia gestured at the gargoyles.
"We have tried," said one of them. "It becomes dark long before any bottom is discovered. Early investigations more than two centuries ago yielded no results and precious lives were lost."
"Two centuries?" Mike frowned at Nyx. "So eight hundred years our time? Does that sound right?"
"Avalon has been lost far longer, so perhaps." She sneered at the gargoyle nearest to her, who immediately backed away. The stone creatures didn't quite know what to make of Nyx and acted apprehensive while around her. The fae princess moved closer to Mike, which made him uneasy, but he dealt with it. "I shall mention that their words ring of truth. They at least believe what they are saying."
Aware that the gargoyles could hear whatever they said, he nodded. "I have yet to see a reason that they would mislead us." Mike spotted a nod of approval from the gargoyle leading them to the castle. These guys were just the muscle. There was no reason to make them angry. Besides, he felt an odd sort of kinship with them. That was probably related to the tiny piece of gargoyle soul floating around inside of him.
"Okay, this bridge is definitely longer than it looked," said Sofia. "We should have been on the other side already."
"That's because the Caretaker's castle is magical!" Finley grabbed Sofia by the sleeve to get her attention and pointed upward. "The towers will sometimes move when we sleep. There used to be seven of them, according to legend, but one was taken."
"Taken?" Mike scratched his chin and studied the architecture. The castle didn't match the style of Yuki's old home, but that didn't necessarily mean anything. "How do you steal an entire tower?"
"Very carefully." Suly chuckled. "You jus' gotta have big pockets, friend."
Finley pointed up toward the edge of the tower. "It's easier to see when it's up front on account of the gate that led to its bridge. Next time they rotate, you should take a look, it'll be the one that opens onto nothing."
"When will that be?" asked Mike.
"Once every ten cycles." The closest gargoyle pointed to a smaller tower. "That's where our tribe stays. It's important for us to keep track of where we are so that we don't crash into the cliffs when we leap out into the dark."
"How did the castle get here?" asked Cecilia.
"That's a story for the Caretaker to tell you."
"What's he like?" asked Mike, probing for any information.
"Oh, he's a good one, he is." Finley clapped his hands in excitement. "We don't see him much. The lord is quite busy, but we do see his vassals all the time. They each have their own tower."
"How many vassals does he have?"
"Five." Finley opened his mouth to say more, but a gargoyle moved to block him. "Oh, right. I got you this far, but visitors are the lord's business. Next time you're in town, ask for me!"
Nyx smirked. "You'll be seeing me again."
Mike winced. Poor fucker. He watched Finley jog back along the bridge to where the other villagers were waiting to ask him all about the new people who had arrived.
"You don't get many visitors, do you?" asked Sofia.
"It has been many years since someone new has come," replied the closest gargoyle. "This place is a sanctuary, a haven to protect us from the outside world."
"Really?" Mike continued walking toward the castle. "What do you think is out there?"
The gargoyle chuckled. It sounded like a jammed rock tumbler. "You would know, human. My tribe were the lucky ones. They fled here many years ago to escape those who would hunt us. This place is our sanctuary. You should know we would do anything to defend it."
Mike was suddenly aware of all the gargoyles giving him a pointed look. Message received, he thought. "So has the Caretaker always been here, or do you get a new one when he dies?"
This time, all of the gargoyles chuckled. "The lord of the castle was ancient when my tribe first met him. He will likely live longer than any of us," their leader explained.
"I see." Mike gazed along the castle walls and was able to spot at least ten more gargoyles watching him. If not for his ability to see souls, he never would have been able to pick them out along the dark stonework. The gentle curves of the castle became sharp corners as they drew closer, the structure almost menacing in appearance. The gate had been lifted by unseen servants long before they arrived, and they stepped into a courtyard that could easily contain his own castle from the real world. It was abundantly clear that the villagers could probably move inside these walls if needed, and maybe at one time had been there. He even spotted a stable off to the side, but there was no sign of any horses.
The gargoyles led them to a large set of stairs that ascended to an opulent entryway. A figure in a robe stood at the top, the door cracked open behind them. The stone guardians flew away, leaving Mike and the others to stand beneath the steps.
"Are you the Caretaker?" asked Mike.
"No." The figure pulled back the hood of their robe to reveal the face of a pale young man in his late twenties. Dark veins lined his cheeks and there were shadows under his eyes. "The lord of the castle is in the midst of his slumber and shall not be awakened yet."
"Do you have a name?" asked Nyx.
"I do." The man gestured to the door. "Allow me to lead you to your rooms."
"You still haven't given us your name," Nyx declared, her fists now balled up at her side.
"You're quite right." The man walked inside, leaving the group to stand out in the empty courtyard. Mike turned to the others and sighed.
"Well...I guess we follow him." He looked over his shoulder at the yawning portal the servant had disappeared through. "I will, anyway. We won't learn anything by turning back."
"If we're allowed to turn back, that is." Suly jerked his thumb toward the main gate. "Those stone lads may not see fit to let us leave."
Mike was under the same impression. The gargoyles had seemed pleasant enough, but they were under orders. Other than the weirdness surrounding Naia's mention at the fountain and the mystery Caretaker himself, there was no evidence they were about to walk into a trap. Chewing at the inside of his lip, he looked up at the castle. It was definitely gothic, with arched windows and towers with conical roofs so sharp that they threatened to pierce the sky. He could even spot sections where the architecture had changed. Whether that was from the original builders dying of old age and new ones taking over or if it was from damage to the structure itself, he had no way of knowing.
As if under a spell, he climbed the stairs and stepped into the castle where the servant waited a short distance down a hallway decorated with paintings and pale, red runners on the floor. The eerie colors of twilight were gone here, replaced by the soft glow of magical torches. Once everyone was inside, the doors closed on their own, causing Mike to stop and look back.
"We were not expecting guests," said the servant. "We do, however, have rooms prepared for when people from the village may need to come by. They are quite small, so two of you will go to each room."
"We'd prefer to stay together," said Mike.
The servant turned to look at them, walking backward on the worn carpet. "You are strangers here," said the man. "But you are also guests. There will be no more than two guests per room unless they have come with children, in which case they shall not be separated." The servant sounded like he was reciting something from memory. "Should the Caretaker decide to upgrade your accommodations after your meeting, then you may request a larger room for you and your companions."
"It should be fine," said Nyx. "I detect no hostility or subterfuge in offering us rooms with limited space." The fae's lips curled. "Should that change, there will be...repercussions."
They were led down long corridors and up some flights of stairs before the servant stopped at the first room. He pushed the door open to reveal a small sitting room with a bed in the corner.
"It will be many hours before the Caretaker has awakened," he said. "Please ring the bell if you require assistance. Who will be taking this room?"
"I shall." Nyx strolled three feet into the room and paused. "The dullahan shall act as my guardian."
"Sorry, friends. Looks like I'm on the clock." Sulyvahn smiled weakly and followed Nyx into the room. The fae princess sat on a lounge chair and kicked off her boots. As the door shut, Mike heard her tell Sulyvahn that she wanted a foot rub.
It was several minutes later before they arrived at the next room. If Mike was correct, they were now inside one of the towers that rotated. The servant revealed a slightly larger room than before with a massive bed inside.
"I'll take this one," said Sofia with a yawn. "I could use a nap."
Cecilia and Cerberus both looked at Mike optimistically. He screwed up his face, wondering who should stay with the cyclops. Could Cecilia even go incorporeal here? In terms of safe decisions, he knew that Sofia could protect Cecilia better than he could.
That, and if this really was a trap, he was the target. Cerberus would be able to handle almost anything thrown at him. He turned to Cecilia and took her hand.
"Keep her out of trouble," he said, tilting his head toward the door. The banshee looked disappointed, but she nodded and walked inside. After a few seconds, the door closed by itself.
"I might need to look into a similar system for my own home," he said to the servant. "Doors get left open all the time. I could save a fortune on my heating and cooling bills." After several moments of silence, he continued. "What is the heating bill in a place like this? It's not like you can source your own wood. The island tries to kill you when you do. Maybe you've got some of those murder trees in the fireplace, burning as fast as they grow, right?"
The servant looked at him with dull eyes. "This way to your room." He turned and walked away. Mike rolled his eyes and followed. No other words were exchanged as they ascended what Mike now referred to as the guest tower. They moved up more flights of stairs before eventually stopping at a room near the top of the tower. When Mike walked inside, he saw that it was the smallest of the three. There was a bed and a couch with a window that overlooked the village. Down below, Mike could see the villagers milling about by torchlight. It was already getting dark again.
"So is this the Rapunzel suite? If I need service, should I just let down my--" He turned to see that the servant had already left, leaving Cerberus as his audience.
"Dick," he muttered under his breath, then moved to sit on the couch. Cerberus joined him, sitting on the opposite side and hiking up her skirt to reveal her shoes.
"Rub. My. Feet?" she asked.
"Is this because Nyx asked Sulyvahn to do it?" He pulled off the soft leather shoes that Cerberus wore and tossed them to the ground. The clothes that the hellhound had in her human form followed the same rules as Lily's. If he were to throw them out the window, they would puff away into magical smoke. Unlike Lily, Cerberus needed to transform completely to resummon her outfits.
"Maybe. A. Little." Cerberus grinned at him and wiggled their toes.
"Well, then, you're in for a treat." He picked a foot at random and gave it a playful squeeze. Cerberus jerked it away, all three heads giggling.
"That. Tickles. Master."
"Feet are weird that way." He captured her foot again and was gentler this time. Cerberus' human feet had thick pads reminiscent of their dog form. When he started rubbing the spot between her big toe and the rest, he paused to inspect her foot. "Did you make your nails this way or did someone help you?"
"Grace. Painted. Them." Cerberus wiggled their rainbow-colored nails. "We. Liked. It. So. Kept. It."
"That kid. I'm starting to wonder if everyone likes her more than me." He grinned thinking about his daughter, but the smile melted away. It had already been, what, a full day for him? Or had it been longer? That meant four days away from his kids. He did a mental tally. How many days was it until Halloween? He had promised Callisto that he'd take him trick or treating and show him what it was like in the human realm. His son had even picked out that costume from Scream, which he would outgrow by next year.
Those were just his kids. Poor Tink was likely halfway to madness with nothing to do. Even when she was just screwing around, the goblin was always working on something. Why was he just sitting around here, waiting for what happens next? He should be roaming the halls right now and loudly demanding answers.
Logically, that was the wrong thing to do. Now that he had a spare minute to process all these thoughts, they threatened to drown him in his own feelings of inadequacy. Because of this mission, Yuki was forced to pick up more slack than she deserved. Sure, Abella and Naia were there to help out, but the nymph was limited to the bath and fountain while Abella wasn't necessarily able to walk around the house with his daughter. Maybe he should have sent her to stay with the centaurs. She would at least have her brother, then--
"You. Are. Distracted." Cerberus lifted a foot and wiggled their toes. "You. Stopped. Rubbing."
"Yeah, you're right. Sorry." Mike squeezed the foot in his hands, applying pressure along their arches.
"What's. The. Matter?" Cerberus cocked two heads in one direction and the third in another.
"Just bothered is all. I'd rather be home, but I need to see this through, just in case."
"Doing. Your. Best." Cerberus smiled at him. "Master. Always. Tries."
"Yeah, well, I'm all wound up right now. I need to relax."
"Cerberus. Can. Help." The hellhound stuck her other foot in Mike's crotch and rubbed his cock. "Master. Can. Relax."
Mike raised an eyebrow. His magic unraveled, traveling the lengths of his body and demanding that he take Cerberus up on their offer. "I suppose we could arrange something, but then I wouldn't be rubbing your foot anymore."
The hellhound kept pressing their foot against Mike's cock, their toes surprisingly dextrous. "You. Keep. Rubbing," they said, smoothly undoing his belt and tugging down the front of his pants with their foot. He lifted his hips to make the process easier, suddenly aware that he could see directly up Cerberus' skirt from his current position. The hellhound had manifested with stockings and garters, but there wasn't any underwear. "Cerberus. Help. Master."
"Have you been getting fashion advice from Lily?" he asked with a grin.
"Don't. Need. Them," they replied.
His cock was now free of his pants and growing harder by the second. He had never really thought about how dextrous they could be with their feet, but it made plenty of sense. In hellhound form, they didn't have thumbs and did everything with paws. Toes were probably a step up in flexibility.
His thoughts were proven correct when Cerberus promptly grabbed the head of his cock between their toes and started stroking him. He sighed and continued rubbing one foot while the other jerked him off. Three pairs of eyes watched him intensely as Cerberus dropped their hands down to their exposed crotch.
"That. Feels. Good," they said.
"What you're doing or what I'm doing," he asked.
"What. You're. Doing." Two heads grinned at him while the third blew him a kiss. Mike didn't know how long they had, and was content to let Cerberus set the pace. The hellhound got creative in her ministrations, occasionally stopping to masturbate quietly while Mike massaged their feet.
With his magic uncurled and hungry for more, Mike lifted the foot he had been rubbing to his mouth and kissed Cerberus' toes, then sucked on them a little. The action did little for him, but he got quite the reaction from Cerberus. The head on the left moaned, eyes rolling back in her head. The center head blushed and started panting. The right head quietly whimpered.
Interesting, he thought to himself. Did the heads experience pleasure differently? Based on what he knew, the heads were separate personalities while Cerberus itself was one entity. Could they develop different kinks? How much overlap existed between the three of them already?
After sucking on their toes for a bit, Mike switched feet. The wet foot immediately dropped to his crotch, jacking him off while he worked his literal magic on the other one. Sparks of light crept up well toned calves and crawled along the outside of Cerberus' labia before jumping between their fingers and their clitoris. The side heads were whimpering now while the center head continued to pant. Cerberus stopped playing with themselves long enough to undo the straps of their dress and peel it down, revealing all three breasts.



Leaning forward, Cerberus pretty much folded in half and grabbed Mike by the thighs with their hands. They pulled their foot off of his cock and placed their breasts around it, capturing it between those large, fleshy mounds. Now that it was slippery with spit, it slid easily between their breasts, the glans popping free as if to say hello. Each head took turns kissing and licking his cock while they titty-fucked him on the couch.
"You've gotten real good at that," Mike groaned, leaning back and allowing Cerberus to do all the work. He let go of her feet, allowing her better access to his body.
The hellhound alternated breasts, each tongue hungrily seeking the tip of his cock. Sometimes, if the center head caught it, the other two were able to suck on the sides. Other times, a side head was given full control while the other two heads made out with each other. Mike's magic was dancing all over the hellhound's body, causing the creature to whimper as a sense of urgency built.
When they stopped blowing him, it was to climb up his body and mount him. In his half-seated position, it was easy enough to grab Cerberus by the hips and guide his cock inside them. The trio sang a symphony of pleasure as he fucked them slowly, taking time to play with their breasts. It was the one part of the hellhound's human form directly connected to each accompanying head, and he delighted in seeing what sounds he could capture from each one.
There were few pleasures in life that exceeded having your mouth and hands full of boobs. Mike licked and bit the central nipple while toying with the others, making sure to lift his hands on occasion to allow the magic to zap them. Cerberus had incredibly tough skin and was very receptive to the kind of treatment he usually reserved for Tink. Able to be as rough as he wanted, he squeezed those breasts as hard as he could, grinning as Cerberus continued to grind on his cock. The hellhound's top-heavy nature made it easy for him to stay buried deep inside, and every roll of their hips sent shivers up his spine.
Cerberus clutched his head to their chest, the tempo between them now increasing. The combination of whimpering and moaning was simply delightful, and he wrapped them up in his magic, commanding it to flow through their body like a river.
"Cerberus. Loves. Master," they moaned. "Breed. Us. Master!"
"Mmm?" Mike opened his mouth, releasing the intense suction on the nipple. He knew for a fact that hellhounds couldn't get pregnant, so wondered where this was coming from. "You want to be bred?"
As soon as he asked, he felt a fresh flow of liquid around his cock as Cerberus clamped down on him. They all moaned, then put their hands on his shoulder to balance themselves to avoid toppling over.
"Breed. Us. Master." Each head was staring deep into his eyes, and he wasn't quite sure where to look. "Claim. Our. Pussy."
The dirty talk in surround sound was kind of weird, but his magic was practically humming now and feeding him info. Cerberus knew they couldn't be bred, but that didn't matter. It was the roleplay that they craved and he wasn't about to deny them.
"I don't have to claim anything," said Mike as he leaned forward. This action caused Cerberus to tilt over backward, but he guided their descent. "You see, this pussy is already mine. Nobody gets to come inside it but me."
One head whimpered. Another gasp. The third was now panting so hard that she was drooling.
"This is my pussy to come in, Cerberus. Only mine!" He had tilted them all the way onto their back, pausing to grab their tail and move it to the side to avoid crushing it. Obedience, love, and devotion were just a few of the things he found in their eyes as they wrapped their legs around his waist. "I'm going to fill you up with puppies. You'd like that, wouldn't you?"
Two heads nodded. The third playfully nipped at his shoulder and growled.
"Breed. Us," said the two heads as Cerberus draped their hands over his shoulders. "Make. Us." There was a long dramatic pause as the third head realized it had dropped the ball and spat Mike's shoulder out. "Pregnant!" it added.
"Yeah, I'll breed you. I'll fill you up, and do you know why?" He increased his tempo, thrusting deeper than before. Cerberus tilted their hips up to meet his. "Because Cerberus is a good girl, aren't you?"
Six eyes all went wide as he fucked the hellhound. Fingernails dug into his back as he pounded them, whispering dirty words into their ears. He took turns kissing each head; his neck, shoulders, and ears now fair game to be nibbled on. Every time he called Cerberus a good girl, he felt their vagina tighten as if to pin him down. Magic danced all across the room now, motes of light turning into tiny ethereal flames that chased each other like fireflies.
Cerberus came, one head at a time. What started as the cries of a human woman soon became the howls of a proper hellhound. Mike's magic pounced, wrapping the two of them together. As Cerberus bucked beneath him, their strength exceeded his and the two of them tumbled off the couch and onto the floor. This caused Cerberus to end up on top, and they leaned back, hands clutching his shins as they rode him.
Groaning, Mike let the magic consume him. He didn't know how long it was before he finally busted inside of Cerberus, but when he did, the cycle started anew and Cerberus howled once more. Each head seemed to experience the orgasms differently, which meant that they were often out of sync with each other.
One head continuously cried "Yes!" for several long seconds while the other two howled. They no longer spoke together, as if they were now three separate entities. Mike used his thumb to rub their clit, concentrating the magical sex loop on the hellhound. They didn't often get the chance to do this and he wanted to make the experience memorable. His own fluids squeezed free of Cerberus as they continued to fuck him, causing a proper mess along their thighs and his stomach.
Eventually, they fell limp on top of him, all gasping for air. Grabbing Cerberus by the ass, Mike continued to fuck them on his own from underneath, his cock twitching as he came two more times, each one creating a cascade of happy whimpers. By the time he was finished, he laid back and let out a sigh.
"I needed that," he said, running his hands through Cerberus' hair. "You really are a good girl."
Their vagina tightened up and they moaned. He didn't know if it was a tiny orgasm or just an aftershock, but it didn't matter. Holding Cerberus tight against him, he just let them be.
After quite a bit of time, the hellhound slid free of him, then moved to his crotch to clean him up with a trio of tongues. This only served to get him hard once more. When they noticed, each head gave him a smirk and they turned around and got on all fours, waving their ass in the air for him.
Mike chuckled and rose, grabbing Cerberus by the ass to steady himself.
"It belongs to me," he declared as he slid his cock home, and the howling started anew.

🏠🏠🏠
Beth was sitting in the office when Death walked in.
"Oh, Mademoiselle Bethany." The Grim Reaper bowed deeply, clutching a large paper sack to his chest. "To what do I owe this pleasure?"
"We need to talk," said Beth. "But first, where the heck have you been all morning?"
"I have been extremely curious about the human diet and folk remedies of late." Death hugged the bag as if afraid Beth would take it. "You see, I heard stories that there is sometimes an overlap between old wives' tales and current medical knowledge that can be quite exciting."
"Old wives' tales?" Beth raised an eyebrow.
"A colloquialism. Knowledge of the ancient herbal realm isn't gender specific, but now I've wasted a lot of words trying to defend my choice of language. I am quite busy you see--"
"What's in the bag?"
"My personal property."
"What's in the bag?" Beth sat on the desk and crossed her arms.
"Some stuff I bought."
"Death..."
The two of them faced each other down, the bag in Death's hands crinkling as he shifted it back and forth.
"Would you believe me if I said it's actually better if I don't tell you?" Death lifted his chin and grinned at her.
"You know I'll find out." Beth stood up and walked toward him. "And the longer it takes me, the angrier I will get."
Death rolled his eye lights. "I wish to remind you that I am the personification of every mortal's end. I do not fear you."
"I will mix up your loose-leaf tea." Beth mimed shaking a large can. "I'll do it by color first, so you won't realize it until you take that first sip. Then I'll start doing it in increments, just a little bit of the gunpowder green mixed in with the chamomile."
"Scoundrel!" Death glared at her over the top of his bag. "I don't fear you, but I do fear the inconvenience of being forced to purchase new tea every time I leave it unattended. For your information, I have been out purchasing different kinds of iron supplements. In fact, here." He reached into the bag and tossed her a bottle. "I must insist you start taking it right away."
"I don't think this will help with your faerie problem."
"It might not help, but it certainly can't..." Death's jaw hung open with realization. "You know?"
"I've read in between the lines." She pulled the coin out of her pocket. Every time she went outside, it grew warm to the touch. "They can't read my thoughts because I'm on retainer for Mike."
"Then..." Death rubbed at his jaw. "Hmm. How did you figure it out?"
Beth picked up a pair of bells she had found dismantled and tossed behind a bush at the entrance. "I'm more concerned that you conned Grace into being your little helper. Does she even know what she's doing?"
"Well...not in so many words. I explained to her that we were working on some projects for Tinker Radley, who can no longer attend to the maintenance of this house."
"Explain the salt in the windowsills."
"Salt is a natural repellent for insects." Death gestured toward the window. "In fact, with the air cooling down, it's entirely possible that all sorts of them wish to come inside our house. Gracelynn Radley agreed to help me with pest control."
"The bells?"
"Ambience, and a project she could work on. She is a child whose mother-figure is currently unwell."
"Anything else?"
Death shrugged. "I may have added extra iron to the house in a few places. Used too many nails to secure a piece of siding. I'm still new at construction and mistakes will be made. Oh, that reminds me. I should warn whoever does Gracelynn's laundry that she is carrying extra nails in her pockets."
Beth frowned. "Who...actually does the laundry around here?"
"Mike Radley, mostly. Tinker goaded him into it, said something about how he does the best loads." Death cocked his head. "There is a small pile of laundry in Gracelynn's closet. I should probably assist with it."
"Have someone help you. Now, is anyone else part of your scheme?"
"Eulalie. She sourced my books for me and I explained enough of the situation that she knows not to leave the Library until it blows over."
Beth pinched the bridge of her nose. "Okay, it sounds like everything you've told me falls under plausible deniability."
"Naturally."
"How did you trap the faerie? Is it still alive?"
Death studied her for a moment, and his eye lights flickered from blue to red, then back again. "What faerie?"
Beth studied Death. Would the Reaper lie to her? No, that wasn't something he did. Which meant...
"Fuck," she muttered. "Okay, so here's the deal." She explained what had happened down at the lake, along with the Unseelie that had been rather aggressive with her. Death listened quietly as he unloaded iron supplements onto the desk, then stopped to open a bottle with chewable ones inside.
"Hmm." Death popped roughly ten iron gummies in his mouth and chewed on them. At some point, he swallowed. The only reason Beth knew was that his eye lights dimmed momentarily and now his mouth was empty. "I am rather bothered by the idea of a missing faerie on the property. Has it somehow made it inside?"
"I spoke with Naia. The means of bypassing the geas are pretty specific. Some type of blood magic on Mike would do it, but we don't know if that also applies to his children. We also don't know if the children could grant somebody permission to come inside. It's not like we meet new people all the time we could test it on." Beth moved to sit in a nearby leather chair. "So we have to risk the possibility of something sneaking in."
"What should we do with it?"
"Well, a creature sneaking in to spy on us would be a pretty vicious breach of Hospitality. We could do whatever we wanted with it. But it would have to actually make it inside, first." She didn't quite enjoy the idea of trying to figure out what to do with an errant faerie in the home. Beth put two fingers in her mouth and unleashed a piercing whistle.
"What are you doing?" asked Death.
"Reinforcements." Beth waited. Soon enough, Carmina zoomed into the room, covered in honey.
"You called?" she asked, her wings fluttering as she cleaned her antennae off with both hands, then consumed the sticky treat.
"Why are you covered in honey?" asked Beth.
"No reason you want to hear," replied Carmina. "It's probably best that you never find out."
Beth's eyelid twitched, but she decided to let it go. "We've never really talked about this, but we consider you and your sisters to be fairies, but not necessarily fae. Is there actually a difference between you?"
Carmina stuck out a hand and waggled it back and forth. "We're actually fae-adjacent. The Queen took in our kind as an act of pity."
"So she didn't create you?"
Carmina shook her head. "While I can't speak to our kind being created, I do know that we came from somewhere else. Because we were so much like the fae, we were allowed to travel their lands freely, for better or for worse. They were very dangerous for us, though, so a bunch of us decided to stay on Earth instead."
"I see. So it's kind of like convergent evolution."
The fairy grinned and did a little loop in the air. A glob of honey fell on the carpet. "If you say so!"
"So if you aren't related, you probably can't magically detect other fae."
Carmina shrugged. "No, but we've gotten pretty good at spotting them. A lot of fae like to capture us for food or other reasons." She was about to say something else when the sound of tiny feet on hardwood announced the arrival of another fairy. It was Cerulea, who was covered in honey so thick that her wings couldn't open.
"I came as fast as--hi, Carmina!" The little beetle fairy waved at her sister. "Fancy seeing you here!"
"Okay, here's the deal." Beth looked at both of the fairies. "We have reason to believe a fae creature snuck into the house."
"WHAT?!?" cried both fairies in alarm.
"Yep. If it's here, it's hiding. I can't think of anyone better at hide and seek than the four of you. If you find it, you will all get a really big prize."
"How big is the prize?" asked Carmina.
"I can't say," said Beth. "It's pretty big, though. Enormous, even."
"Whoa," whispered both fairies.
"But you have to find the hidden fae creature. It will only be inside the house. Do not look for any fae outside of the house, they don't count." Beth smiled. "Also, all four of you get the prize no matter who finds it. When you find it, you need to come find me or one of the other adults right away, okay? Oh, and one more thing. This thing is probably dangerous, and will absolutely eat you if it can. This is a very important job that I think only you can do. So clean yourselves up and get to it."
Both fairies saluted and left. Well, Carmina did, anyway. Cerulea had to waddle back through her own honey trail and ended up stuck. Death knelt down and flicked the little beetle-girl out of her mess.
"Thank you," she shouted, then continued on her way.
"Where's Grace?" asked Beth.
"She is outside with Yuki Radley," Death replied. "She does not like being cooped up inside. I promised her that we would go decorate the walls later with some more bell art, and--"
"No more home improvement projects with Grace," said Beth. "I appreciate what you've done so far, but we would all be safer to just remain inside."
"But then how will I get my Amazon packages?" asked Death.
Beth narrowed her eyes. "Perhaps have them shipped somewhere else? Eulalie can open a portal for you to any number of places."
"I...you are correct." Death looked at the bag of supplements. "I am unsure what to do with all of these."
"You'll figure it out later." Beth left the Reaper behind and went outside. The coin in her pocket flared hot for just a moment, and she felt a heavy presence push in on the corners of her mind. It was identical to the Unseelie presence from the night before. That fucker was lurking nearby. Beth searched the perimeter of the yard, taking care to look at each of the centaurs. They had inadvertently gotten sucked into this, too. When she was done here, she intended to go talk to Zel.
Yuki and Grace were over by the garage. The Arachne was scampering along the roof, poking at some leaves that had already fallen into the gutters of the structure and pulling them out. The kitsune turned toward Beth and waved.
"Just a little bit of maintenance," said Yuki. "Since Grace is being such a good helper these days."
"Helper," Grace repeated, then tossed down a stone she had found. "Decorate yard. Catch pests."
Beth frowned. "Have you caught any pests, Grace?"
The Arachne nodded. "Bugs," she said.
"How many bugs have you caught?"
Grace held up a finger on one hand and four on the other. "Bugs want inside. Catch in jar. Jersey treatment."
Yuki made a face. "I haven't seen her catch anything," said the kitsune. "It's probably just a game she's playing. But I also spent some time putting up wards around the property, so I guess it's possible."
"At least she isn't eating them. They might give her a stomachache." Beth turned her full attention to the kitsune. "With Mike gone, Tink laid up, and the weather turning, we have a lot of work to do inside. It might be better to focus our efforts inside the house, starting now."
"Really?" Yuki contemplated Beth for a moment. "You...don't think we should be outside anymore?"
Beth shook her head. "Our time would be better spent inside." In her pocket, that coin was now giving off enough heat that she thought it may burn her. Yuki cocked her head to one side and frowned.
"Someone is inside my head," she muttered. Her tails swished behind her in irritation, the two golden ones blazing with light. Frost formed along the ground beneath her.
"I wouldn't," cautioned Beth.
"You are correct." Yuki's eyes narrowed as she looked along the edge of the property. "Come, Grace. Let us head inside. It's past your lunch time anyway."
The little Arachne jumped off the roof, flipping over in mid-air to land silently next to Yuki. She paused to pick up a nearby backpack which Beth recognized as Tick Tock. Beth was glad to see that the little girl at least had two powerful protectors around at all times.
The group went to the front of the house where Beth watched them go inside. She turned around to look back at the yard and saw a dark figure standing near the center of the hedge maze. Though the shadow wore a hooded cloak that hid its features, she could still sense the malevolence lingering behind its gaze.
"I'm not afraid of you," she said.
Maybe you should be. The fae's thoughts were like slime, clinging to the inside of her head.
"You're also not welcome here," she declared. "I've fucked scarier things."
The fae didn't have a response for this. It just stood and watched as she walked across the yard to the shortcut portal that would take her to Zel's village. She looked back one more time before crossing through to see if the Unseelie was still watching her.



It had vanished.

🏠🏠🏠
Mike was busy dozing in the medieval equivalent of a loveseat with Cerberus snuggled against him when someone knocked on the door. He scooted free of the hellhound, who watched him cross the room, each head yawning one after the other. He opened the door to see the same man who had led them to their room.
"The Caretaker will see you now," he said, then stepped into the room. "You have been officially summoned."
"What of the others?" asked Mike, fussing with his shirt and pants. They were all twisted up from sleeping in them. He and Cerberus had gotten dressed before their nap to avoid getting called upon while naked.
"They have already been collected and you will see each other shortly."
Mike studied the man's face, trying to discern the truth. The guy's soul was so odd to look at that he couldn't see any fluctuations at all. If anything, it was almost like it had been drained down to nearly nothing. As Mike studied it further, he saw a thin tendril of soul that stretched off and away from them.
"You're staring," said the man. Servant? Butler? Mike had no idea what his actual job title was.
"So I am," Mike replied. "Will probably stare at the Caretaker, too. Is that a problem?"
"I cannot say." The servant's features were flat, and there wasn't a flicker of emotion anywhere in his soul. No amusement, irritation...nothing.
"Great, well, let's go, then." Mike helped Cerberus off of the lounge and the three of them exited the room. When the door closed quietly behind them, Mike looked back and saw a pair of spectral hands, followed by the wispy trail of a spirit.
Interesting, he thought to himself and then followed the man down the hallway. They passed through a couple of different rooms on their way to see the Caretaker. Each hallway was lit with torches that held glowing stones.
"Is that magic?" asked Mike, hoping to get the man to say something.
"Yes."
When nothing else came, Mike continued talking. "So is it a spell that the Caretaker cast?"
"No."
Mike rolled his eyes. Cerberus followed right next to him, their arm wrapped around his. He knew that part of the reason for this was because of what they had done earlier, but the rest was protective instinct. If something happened, this hallway was plenty big enough for Cerberus to safely transform. Nobody had batted an eye at the three-headed goth girl, but the real surprise would come if they transformed and slagged the place with hellfire.
Their footsteps were soft on the long, luxurious carpets that ran through the hallways. Painted portraits were placed every ten feet or so, each one a snapshot of yesteryear. There were people having picnics by rivers, several still-lifes of flowers and fruit, and more than a few paintings of apples. Every now and then, there would be a painting of a person, but there didn't seem to be any pattern to their appearance. Whoever they were, they didn't seem related.
"Who painted all of these?" asked Mike.
"Different people." The servant actually stopped and pointed to a painting of a child. "These portraits are painted by Lady Charlotte. She would want me to tell you that they were people who lived in the village below."
"They don't live there now?" asked Mike.
"These ones do not." The servant continued walking. "She typically displays paintings only after her subjects have passed, as a way to remember them."
"I...see." Mike frowned at the portrait of a chubby girl who was probably six years old. He leaned closer to inspect the image and felt a hand on his shoulder.
"Do not touch the paintings," said the servant, who had moved so fast that Mike hadn't seen him. Cerberus growled in warning, but Mike put his hand over theirs.
"It's fine," he said. "The man is just doing his job."
The servant nodded, then led them onward. Mike couldn't tell if the castle was really this big or the servant was taking them the long way to buy some time.
Eventually, they reached an opulent door carved from a black wood he didn't recognize. Standing outside of it were a pair of guards, both of them ominously still. Mike examined them and noticed they had the same issue as the servant did. Their souls were weak and tethered to something inside the room.
The servant knocked on the door and it opened to reveal a long wooden table going from left to right. There were several gilded seats on each side, and Sofia, Nyx, Cecilia, and Sulyvahn were already present, and seated at the table.
"Announcing Mike Radley and his escort."
"Looks like we're late," said Mike as he walked in. The soul threads led directly to the opposite wall, through which he supposed the lord of the castle intended to make his entrance. Unfortunately, once he took his eyes off of the servant and the guards, he lost sight of the threads.
Good to know, he thought. Every time he learned a new trick, there seemed to be a limitation to it. His choice of seating was either next to Nyx or Cecilia, so he chose the banshee. Though Nyx had agreed that they were united in this endeavor, he had no desire to actually sit next to her, especially with sharp implements at hand. She might stick a fork in him and explain how it somehow doesn't violate the rules they set forth.
"His lord's vassals will now be summoned." The servant bowed his head. "Can we offer you something to drink?"
"Um..." Mike looked at the others, then Sofia. Technically, only the two of them required food. "What are the options?"
"Water. Apple juice. Apple brandy."
"Just water for me," Mike said.
"I'll have water, too." Sofia watched the man leave, then relaxed in her seat. "Your servant is friendlier than ours. She wouldn't say a word."
"They are thralls," said Nyx, who picked up a fork and inspected it. It was made from black wood that had been polished until it shined. "Their will belongs to those who own them."
"Thralls?" Mike already didn't like where this was going. "I've heard that term before."
"Magically enforced slavery," said Sofia. "Typically, anyway. Sometimes it's voluntary, but usually it's not."
"What sorts of creatures have thralls?" asked Mike.
"Could be several different kinds, honestly. Demons can have them, and you are very aware of how broad that definition can be."
Mike nodded. The more he learned about demons, the more he understood that it was essentially a catch-all phrase that could mean anything. To some cultures, Yuki was a demon. To others, they were fallen angels expelled from heaven and then returned from Hell itself. Lily had actually gotten into a nasty fight with one of them, a real piece of shit that called itself Legion.
"So we could be dealing with anything."
"Indeed." Sofia turned her head as one of the chamber doors opened. It was another servant, this one with a face the color of dull chalk wearing a white livery with a black, upside down cross embroidered on the front.
"Announcing the arrival of his lord's vassals." The androgynous servant's voice sounded wheezy, as if from disuse. They stepped to one side and stared toward the far side of the room. "Lady Charlotte, she who keeps the children."
A young woman with a slightly crooked nose walked in with a disgruntled look on her face. Thick auburn locks of hair tumbled down to gather around her waist, and she wore a crimson provincial dress with a white apron in the front. She didn't bother making eye contact with the others. Her soul was her own, but seemed to be in turmoil, as if caught in a storm.
"Wonder what that's about?" he muttered as the woman moved to the farther side of the table to sit. So this was the woman who had created all of those paintings. She looked miserable.
"Announcing Lord Gerard, who keeps the library." A brooding man in a cloak stepped into the room and stopped, his dark eyes intensely focused on Mike and the others. He said nothing, then moved to sit across from Charlotte. The two vassals pointedly ignored each other. Could this Gerard be the one who had left the message for Charles? He looked similar to the man from the magical vision, but Lord Gerard carried himself more like a wounded animal than anything else.
"You have a library?" Sofia sat up straighter in her seat. "I'd be very interested in--"
"Announcing Lady Cecilia, who attends to the dying."
Mike lifted an eyebrow and looked to his own Cecilia, who just shrugged, then turned his attention to the door. A blonde woman in a regal gown came through the door, her feet hovering above the ground. She stopped and bowed low to everyone, then floated over to the table where she sat next to Charlotte.
"It is a pleasure to meet you," she said, her voice wispy. Nyx was glaring daggers at the woman, and Mike thought he knew why. The blonde Cecilia's soul was a nasty looking thing, all twisted and colored like a scab. If he was reading it correctly, then it was rife with deception.
"You attend to the dying?" asked Sulyvahn.
"I do," she replied. "I am a banshee, who sings for those about to die and then brings them to the lord for their final rites." As if to illustrate, she opened her mouth and sang something in a language Mike didn't recognize. It wasn't a song of mourning, not like the real Cecilia could sing. The woman wasn't a specter of any kind, either. Mana swirled around her body, holding her aloft. It was an intentional deception, but for what purpose?
The servant at the door loudly cleared his throat. A dark-skinned woman stood there in a brown dress embroidered with leaves. "Announcing Lady Amymone, who attends to the forest."
The woman walked in and sat down across from the false Cecilia. Magical tendrils emanated outward from her feet as she walked along the floor. "I am responsible for the apple orchard," she said. "I am a dryad, bound to serve the land and its people. I keep them fed."
"Just the orchard?" Mike scratched at his chin, trying to look thoughtful instead of annoyed by the bullshit. "Or all of the trees on the island?"
Amymone grinned. Mike detected a magical glamor across her face, but didn't say anything. He wondered what she was hiding. "The forest that protects the island is also my domain. I'm surprised you were able to pierce it."
"It wasn't easy." He looked at the others, who seemed content to let him do all the talking. "So why do you have a murder forest in the first place?"
"For protection," announced a man standing in the door. He wore white robes with a red cross embroidered on the chest and walked with a slight stoop.
"Announcing Lord Galahad, who serves the people." The servant shut the door behind Galahad, who was already walking toward the table. The man looked old, his dark beard peppered with strands of white.
"Galahad? As in the tale of King Arthur?" When Sofia spoke, Galahad actually flinched as if struck.
"A coincidence, I assure you." The man took a lone seat near the end of the table. "The Caretaker will be along shortly and all will be made clear."
"So...what can you tell me about this place before he arrives?" Mike gestured vaguely behind him. "As far as I can tell, you've created your own little world out there from the remains of Avalon."
"You know of Avalon?" Galahad locked eyes with Mike. "Do they still speak of it?"
"They do. There are a bunch of stories about anything related to King Arthur, really. The legend is pretty much fodder for every Young Adult author or movie executive who wanted to cash in on a fantasy tale but couldn't come up with their own world building." Mike shrugged. "I won't even get into what Fate Stay Night did with the whole thing. Not that it matters to you, since you aren't Sir Galahad of the Knights of the Round Table."
"You speak in riddles I do not comprehend, but truth in the end. I am not that man." Galahad looked down at his hands in obvious shame.
"But you wear his emblem on your garment," said Sofia, calling him out. "And bear his name."
"A coincidence, I assure you."
"You are familiar with Arthurian lore as well?" asked Amymone, a playful smile on her face. When Mike looked at her, his instincts screamed danger. He rubbed his hands together as if his fingers were sore. In reality, he was summoning magic into the palms of his hands, just in case, and wanted to hide the glow.
"I'm something of a librarian myself." Sofia's tone was cold. The sense of wrongness that pervaded this meeting had only increased, but Mike had no way to communicate with her without being overhead. Nyx had actually pressed her nails into the table so hard that she had gouged the wood.
"Interesting." The voice that filled the dining room made Mike's stomach drop, but he couldn't explain why. A cold sweat broke out across his brow and he looked in the direction where the herald's soul thread disappeared through the wall. A secret panel slid open and a nondescript man stepped out, dressed in simple dark robes and a cape. The vassals rose as he neared the table, so Mike and the others mimicked them.
Nyx did not. The newcomer stood at the head of the table, his crimson pupils focused on Sofia. Mike noticed that the man walked with a cane, but it seemed more an accessory than a tool.
"I should love to hear about your library," said the man as he moved to the last remaining seat, which had just been set at the end of the table by a servant. With a dismissive wave, he commanded the vassals to sit. "But first, I would like to properly welcome you to my home. My name is Vincentius. I am the Caretaker."
Mike had trouble looking at the man's face. Whenever he looked right at him, his attention wandered immediately. Vincentius seemed to notice this, and a light smile crossed his lips.
"Caretaker of what, exactly?" asked Mike.
"This world. Please, sit." Vincentius leaned on his cane as he sat at the table. "I was so surprised to hear that we had visitors. It has been many decades since anyone has wandered in from the outside world."
"I wonder why that is? Maybe it's the murder forest you've got around the place."
Vincentius chuckled and waved a hand. "That is for our own protection, I assure you."
"Protection from what?" asked Mike.
"Why, the mortal realm, of course." Before Vincentius could say anything more, servants entered pushing trays of food. "Ah, but before we speak of your world, I wonder if you would indulge me. People do not simply stumble into this place, so I am curious if you have come for refuge or immortality."
Mike frowned. "I guess neither, technically. Someone I love is dying of old age."
Vincentius chuckled and shook his head. "Time is the thief of all things, is it not? You will learn eventually that clinging to those whose time is up will only lead to pain and grief."
"Right, but she's being magically aged."
"Oh?" Vincentius raised an eyebrow. "A spell, then."
"Kind of. Her life force is being drained away. I read a book that suggested people could come here to be healed."
"What book would that be?" The man frowned. "I'm not aware of any literature that describes my home."
"A journal," said Mike. "It belonged to a man named Charles. Someone left a secret message in the back that led me here."
"I see." Vincentius turned toward Gerard. "It would seem that your little mistake has finally caught up to you, Gerard."
"I apologize," whispered Gerard. "I was young and foolish, then."
Interesting. Even with the time discrepancy, Gerard should be practically ancient. Was there something similar to the fountain of youth here? Mike racked his brain, trying to remember what had happened to the Holy Grail. King Arthur had been looking for it, Avalon was involved...and that was about it. If they did have the Grail, maybe it would be like Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, and a single drink would heal Tink right up.
That was wishful thinking, though. Doing a quick sweep of the room, it was easy to see that these were people working very hard to keep a secret. He already knew it wasn't one he would like. For now, though, he intended to play along with their shitty charade.
Vincentius chuckled and clapped a hand on the wood of the table. "Ah, the impetuousness of youth. I can hardly fault you any further for a mistake you made so long ago."
"So, can you help me?" asked Mike, hoping to lead the conversation in the direction he wanted. "I don't know if it's a magical spring, artifact, or maybe one of your people here is a healer." He nodded in Galahad's direction. "But my wife needs help."
"Your wife?" Vincentius raised an eyebrow. "Fascinating. Out of curiosity, I have it on good authority that your three-headed companion and you were...quite vocal earlier. Does your wife know about your dalliances?"
Sofia actually laughed. "Mike and his relationships are very unconventional," she said. "If anything, his wife will get all hot and bothered hearing about it later."
The man scowled. For just a moment, the magical wards slipped and Mike got a good look at his face. He had deep lines that ran across his cheeks, and skin that looked like a leather couch that had been left to crack in the sun. His pupils were like pinholes as they narrowed in Mike's direction once Vincentius realized he was being properly seen. Mike's gaze slid away.
"You indulge yourself carnally with other women despite taking vows of fidelity before God?" Vincentius stood, his fingers splayed on the table. The false Amymone clapped her hands in excitement while the other vassals leaned back in their chairs, as if fearing the man's wrath. A powerful aura filled the room, causing the others to wince.
"Technically, no." Mike stood and put his own hands on the table to push back with his magic. The glowing stones that lit the room flickered and changed colors as the magical pressure between them increased. "We were married by Goblin Law."
Vincentius recoiled, putting a hand over his heart. "Goblin...Law?" The pressure suddenly disappeared and he laughed. "I almost made a mistake of my own just now. Your wife is a goblin?"
"Yes. And she isn't my only wife, either. Is that a problem?"
"Are any of your wives human?" he asked.
"Uh...no. Not full humans, anyway. But they are people."
Vincentius waved a hand dismissively and sat back down. "I care not, then. You must understand, Mister..?"
"Radley."
"Mister Radley. I am very old fashioned, you see, but even I understand the importance of sowing wild oats. Any marriage between you and a different species is inconsequential and unrecognized by the church."
"I don't care what the church thinks," said Mike, his inner Lily manifesting with his annoyance. "It's not like Sky Daddy ever writes me letters to let me know that he cares. Why should I give a shit what he thinks of me and my relationships?"
"Bah, your belligerence is wasted on me." Vincentius chuckled and his vassals relaxed. The false Amymone looked disappointed. "It is the nature of men to sin. True affronts to God are rare indeed, such as taking vows before him and then breaking them."
"Wait, hold on. So if I was married to a woman, but it was just a legal thing without any vows in a church, you'd be fine with that?"
Vincentius shrugged. "It's not like it would be a real marriage anyway. It is no different than a child playing with toys in their room."
Mike wasn't sure what to make of the guy, other than knowing that he didn't like him. "So will you help me?" he asked. "Since I am just playing with toys, after all. Fixing one shouldn't be a problem."
"I have yet to decide. Besides, I do not make agreements when either party is hungry." Vincentius clapped his hands and servants appeared. A pitcher of water was put in front of both Mike and Sofia and the table was decorated with different plates of food. Almost every dish was apple related. There was pie, cobbler, a salad, and a few others that Mike didn't recognize.



Plates were set in front of everyone. Sofia and Mike served themselves while Nyx waited patiently to see if someone else would serve her. The fae princess had gone quiet, and Mike realized that she was absolutely allowing their hosts to stomp all over the rules of Hospitality. Between the obvious lies and the kind of table service that was beneath a Chili's, Mike suspected that a great deal of bad luck was about to fall over Vincentius' kingdom.
"I do apologize for the lack of variety," said Vincentius. "Due to the makeup of the island itself, we are forced to eat what we can actually grow, which is primarily these apples. A single one can keep a man alive for a day, though you should not fear over indulging. They will not make you sick. We also have a wheat field and some root vegetables, but those are much harder to grow."
"Is this safe to eat?" asked Mike.
Fake Amymone slammed her fist on the table. "Of course they are!" she declared angrily.
"Then why aren't any of you eating it?" asked Sofia. "You all have plates. What's wrong with this food?"
"We are in the midst of a spiritual fast," said Vincentius. "I and my vassals will dine later. This food is perfectly safe for your consumption."
"Truth," muttered Nyx as she looked up at Mike, then grabbed a piece of pie and crammed it into her mouth. She chewed with her mouth open, which was a horrifying sight. It almost looked like her teeth were changing shape while eating.
Mike and Sofia dined quietly while Lord Vincentius and his vassals watched. It only took a few bites of food before Mike was full. Sofia ate a bit more, content to take a single bite of most of the dishes. Cerberus decided that the food was simply too good to pass up on and made themselves a massive plate of it. All three heads took turns eating as the hellhound slowly devoured the contents of the closest dish.
"Your consort has quite the appetite," said Vincentius.
"We burned a lot of calories earlier." Mike wasn't sure if eating put food in Cerberus' true stomach or if they were somehow burning it up with hellfire. It didn't really matter. "However, I am now properly fed and wish to discuss what I came for. You've offered opinions on faith, my relationships, and continue to dodge the whole explanation of who you really are and what's actually going on here. Every minute here is four in the real world. I have a family to return to and don't feel like spending the next month or so dicking around with you and your vassals."
"I see." Vincentius steepled his hands and leaned back in his chair. "Let's start with what you wish to know about me."
"Explain the whole Caretaker business," said Sofia. "Why not just stick with the title of Lord? That's an awfully specific label."
Vincentius studied them for a moment and then nodded. "It was a sacred task handed down to me," he said. "To play in something called the Great Game."
"Go on." Mike leaned forward in interest. "Actually, hold on a second. What is this Great Game business?"
"The Great Game was created by the gods and a being known as the Architect. This individual tasked himself with creating players for the game in order to prevent the destruction of the world by those known as the Others, Outsiders, or whatever name you may know them by. They wish to consume everything, you see, and were drawn here by the powers of the divine."
"So this Architect guy gave you the role himself?"
Vincentius nodded. "That is correct."
Out of the corner of his eye, Mike caught the subtle shake of Nyx's head. She played it off as searching for a napkin to wipe her mouth. If she was going to insist on being his personal lie detector, he was going to roll with it.
"Okay, so the Architect made you a player in this game. So where do your vassals come in?"
"We created this world as a refuge from the mortal realm, a place to hide. All creatures able to travel here are welcome to remain, as long as they avoid making trouble." Vincentius motioned toward the false Amymone. "This dryad was given to me, along with her sister Naia. They help me care for the grounds."
"Uh huh. Did these other guys come, too?"
"Lord Galahad was already here when I came," said Vincentius. "A long-time guest of the former residents. The gargoyles came later at my behest. As for Gerard and his sister Charlotte, they were longtime associates of mine who I summoned here."
"So, let me guess. You're trying to collect a bunch of monsters, right?"
"I prefer the term mythical beings." Vincentius grinned. For just a moment, the mask slipped once more and Mike was able to see his face again. The smile didn't quite reach his eyes. "But yes, this is our home. We care for the villagers below. The children are educated by Lady Charlotte. Lord Galahad helps manage the village as its long-time healer and leader. I act as their spiritual advisor, being a former man of the cloth."
"How long ago was that?" asked Sulyvahn. "Ye seem like ye got an old look about ye."
"Many, many centuries ago."
"So you aren't human." This came from Sofia.
"I was born one, yes. But I am human no longer." Vincentius sighed and sat back in his chair. "You see, becoming the Caretaker granted me powers and abilities beyond what a mortal should possess. I have changed."
Mike squinted, forcing his eyes to remain on the man long enough to see his soul. Even in this state, he simply couldn't concentrate long enough to make it happen. He did, however, spot the magic that kept him from doing it. Mana swirled around Vincentius, creating a slippery vortex.
The meal continued, but was mostly just Cerberus consuming unholy amounts of food while Sofia asked questions about the village and how things were run. With the attention on her, it gave him a chance to eat some more and concentrate on the others. Lady Charlotte kept quiet, staring down at her empty plate. Gerard kept looking up from his hands at Charlotte, but she was pointedly ignoring him. The woman was sad, of this there was no doubt. As for Gerard, his soul was a tangled mess of emotions.
Galahad was a strange one. He seemed to be interested in the conversation, but there was a dead look to his gaze, like his thoughts were elsewhere. Most of his contributions seemed to be single word sentences of agreement, as if he was pretending to follow along. Every now and then, he would notice Mike watching and then sit up straight, but it didn't hide anything. Mike was actually looking at his soul and the poor withered thing it had become. It was a sickly color and looked frayed along the edges, like mold growing on bread. At its core was a thick, black tendriled mass that Mike interpreted as guilt. Those tendrils grabbed everything they could find and simply crushed it down.
The false Cecilia and Amymone, however, did not hold any guilt, sadness, or any other human emotion he could interpret. Instead, it was clear that they were both predators. The fake banshee was outgoing and friendly, but it was all a false front. If Mike could see this in the two of them, then what sort of secrets would he find in Vincentius' soul?
Seriously, what kind of name was Vincentius? It sounded like it was ripped straight out of the movie Gladiator.
Cecilia pinched him under the table. Mike realized that everyone else was watching him.
"I'm sorry, I got lost in thought," he admitted. "There's a whole lot of information coming at me. It can be difficult to absorb it all."
"I asked what you do for a living?" This came from the false Cecilia. "It's clear you possess incredible magic, along with some interesting companions. You are no ordinary mortal.
"Oh. Right." Mike looked up at Vincentius and smiled. Seeing an opportunity, he dramatically dabbed at his mouth with a napkin, then tossed it aside. It was time to get some proper answers, and that meant revealing who he actually was and calling Vincentius out on his lies. "Interestingly enough, we're in the same profession."
"And that would be?"
"I am the Car--" Ice cold pain wrenched through him, his danger sense blaring so loud through him that he actually stuttered, then coughed. Across from him, Sofia's eye flashed, her own magic activating. She shook her head subtly, communicating that he should absolutely not reveal his title.
"The what?" asked false Cecilia. Vincentius leaned forward in his seat, his aura shifting to border on menace. The man absolutely suspected something.
Mike coughed twice, then stuck a finger in his mouth and picked at his teeth. "Had something caught in there that came loose at a bad time," he said, then took a swallow of water to pretend to take care of the issue. "Anyway, I'm the...caretaker of a vast estate back on Earth. I kind of fell into the job. That's what I meant by saying we have the same profession." He pointed back and forth from Vincentius to himself. Admitting he was the real Caretaker would have gotten him hurt or killed. But being someone else's lackey? That was fine, for whatever stupid reason.
He looked across the table toward Nyx, who nodded her approval. Nothing that he said just now was an outright lie. If they could read the truth like she did, they would have no reason to suspect anything untoward.
"Really? A caretaker? Interesting." Vincentius chuckled. "I sort of fell into the role here myself. But tell me, Mr. Radley. If you're just a groundskeeper for that estate, how have you amassed so much power for yourself?"
"Accidentally, for the most part." The danger had passed, but the tension was still there. Doing a visual sweep, he saw that it wasn't coming from Charlotte or Gerard. It was mostly the fakers and Vincentius. "An occupational hazard."
"What can you tell me about this man you work for?" asked Vincentius.
"He's a traveler," said Nyx, pulling the attention away from Mike. "One personally known by royalty across the world. He's also a trouble maker. There are many who would see him dead and have tried, but all have failed."
"What is his name?" asked false Amymone.
Nyx briefly glanced at Mike. "He wouldn't want us to tell you," she said. "The man is a homebody who is tired of trouble arriving on his doorstep. Perhaps after we return to the mortal realm, I shall ask him personally if he wishes to open the lines of communication. In much the same way that your people do not share your secrets, he would want us to keep his own."
"Mmm. I see." Vincentius chuckled. "Well, then we may have a bit of an issue. You see, when it comes to secrets, this place was created to protect my own, a safe harbor against the dangers of the world. Nobody leaves my domain against my wishes."
"Wait." Mike started to stand, but remembered who he was talking to and sat back down. "Are you saying you won't let us leave?"
"The last time we let somebody leave, they took something important. Oh, so very important." The mask slipped again, revealing a brief moment of anger that burned like the sun. "Nobody is ever meant to visit here, Mister Radley. That you had the misfortune to stumble into this place, well...I'm afraid I can't just let you leave."
"So we're prisoners?" asked Sofia.
"More like long-term guests. You wouldn't be the first, but many have learned to appreciate what I offer." Vincentius chuckled, and Mike saw Charlotte exchange an angry glance with Gerard. Galahad looked away from the table as if he wanted to leave. "I suppose if you really wish to leave, you may have to wait for your mysterious boss to come for you."
"Oh, he will," said Cecilia, speaking for the first time. She turned her head to look in Lord Vincentius' direction. "For a friend or family member, he would walk through the Underworld itself."
Vincentius stared at Cecilia for several seconds. When he spoke next, his voice was soft. "I notice your eyes are blank," he said. "My lady, are you blind?"
Cecilia nodded. "I haven't let it stop me," she said.
"What manner of creature are you? I do not know that I've met your like before." Vincentius suddenly seemed more aware than ever as he studied Cecilia intensely. Mike didn't like it at all, but waited to see how she'd react before intervening.
"It is impolite to inquire," she replied. "Unless you'd like to tell us what kind of creature you are."
Galahad tensed up in his seat, then relaxed when Vincentius laughed.
"You lot will make an excellent addition to the population. It has been far too long since we've had new blood here." He clapped his hands and the servants returned. "Please see our guests to their chambers. They will require time to adapt to their new situation, as we all have."
"You can't keep us here," said Sofia.
"You're welcome to try and leave," said Vincentius. "If the forest doesn't kill you, the things that live in the lake will. But you will not be able to leave the same way you came in. I won't allow it. If you simply cannot take it any longer, there's always the pit outside." Vincentius rose. "I shall allow you free rein of the place, if that's what you require to settle in."
Mike wasn't about to argue with the man. If he needed to, he would just get the rats to come bail them out. Instead, he stood and fixed Vincentius with an angry glare. "What about my wife?" he asked.
Galahad spoke. "If you can find a way to summon her here, perhaps we can help."
"Bah. Do not summon a goblin. They're disgusting little creatures. I will not have one on my island."
"Excuse me?" Mike made a show of stepping forward. He couldn't go too quietly or the man would suspect something. Both Cecilia and Suly grabbed him by the hand to hold him back.
"You still have your plaything. This...dog girl." Vincentius sneered at Cerberus. "You can fuck her all you like."
"Eat. My. Ass," they replied, surrounded by empty plates.
"Charming," he replied. "I understand that you're upset. Don't get me wrong, but this is for my own protection."
"Protection from what?" asked Mike. "Or who?"
The lords and ladies looked to Vincentius to see if he would answer. The man's facade slipped one more time and Mike found himself staring into a maelstrom of fear.
"Perhaps some other time I shall speak of it," he said, then turned to walk away and simply disappeared into thin air.
"Darn," said false Amymone with a pout. "I thought things were about to become exciting."
Galahad shushed her, then turned to Mike. "It may be hard to accept," he said. "But this is your new reality. Let me know how I may assist you in adapting." He stood and left as well, followed next by Gerard and the fake Cecilia.
"And if you can't accept it," said false Amymone, "then you should come to me." She stepped up to Mike and caressed his cheek, then dropped her hand to grab his dick. "I'll help you get over whatever or whoever you want."
Mike scowled at her, which elicited a laugh. This close, he was finally able to pierce the glamor over her face. Her lower jaw had a split in the middle, as if it unhinged and opened horizontally as well as vertically.
"See you around," she said with a grin, then walked out of the room. Lady Charlotte remained behind long enough to stare awkwardly at them, then excused herself.
"That didn't go well," commented Sulyvahn. "What do we do now?"
Mike looked at the others and realized that Nyx had already disappeared. He just shook his head and sighed. "I guess we go to our rooms and try to figure something out." Turning his attention to the closest servant, he got in the man's face. "But no more separate room bullshit. Take us somewhere that we can all stay. A castle like this should have a suite big enough."
The servant didn't respond. Instead, they turned and gestured for Mike to walk toward the door. With any luck, none of them had even registered that Nyx was missing.
Go, my little chaos junkie, he thought to himself. Sow your seeds.

🏠🏠🏠
It was simple enough for Nyx to slip out of the castle. The thralls paid her no mind, and on the rare occasion that she passed in front of them, it took almost zero effort to make them forget.
The gargoyles watched from above, but did nothing as she crossed the bridge back into the village. Though her face was a neutral mask, inside she was seething.
This Vincentius creature had dared to invite her into his home, then tell her lies as she was fed apples that rightfully belonged to the fae. He had even stolen the Caretaker's story, every lie dripping from his lips like poison. The only reason she hadn't acted immediately for this violation of Hospitality was because of her oath to Mike. They had joint goals here, and until there was an immediate path to what they both wanted, punishment would have to wait.
It was dark in the village square, and not a single guard had been posted. Avalon was a land with no natural predators and needed no protection. Nyx cast an angry glance back at the castle. The Lord and his vassals may consider themselves predators, but they were no better than parasites at this point.
The best way to kill a parasite was to poison the host. Nyx found the home she wanted almost right away and knocked on the wooden door seven times. It opened to reveal a young man who had clearly just crawled out of bed.
"Oh, hello," Finley said. "I'm sorry, I was asleep. Did you need something?"
Nyx grinned as she stepped inside, pulling the door shut behind her.

🏠🏠🏠
The pieces are in place for a proper bastardization of Arthurian lore, my friends! I had a lot of fun writing this chapter and there will be more to come! If you had fun and were entertained, make sure you leave some stars on the way out. It super helps me out. As for that footrub/breeding scene, if that scratched a special itch for you, then you're welcome. You won't see that in any of Disney's adaptations of King Arthur.
It's time for me to go. Until next time, monster lovers!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne has returned for the next chapter of...of...
*checks notes*
Dead and Horny! My disaster lesbian saga!
For new readers, this is book 3 of a spinoff series based on Horny Monsters. To catch you up, once upon a time, Dana was murdered and turned into a zombie. Now she has a werewolf girlfriend and is planning a data heist with a haunted doll, a mage, and a succubus. That's a bit reductive, but the summary of prior events is longer than this chapter. If you have a weekend to burn, start in Home for Horny Monsters Ch. 001 and we'll see you in a few days.
Returning readers, welcome back! My publishing schedule has been CRAZY busy this year, but I'm still doing my best to make sure I'm sharing some of the fruits of my labors with you all. Make sure you are checking the release schedule in my bio to stay up to date on rough release dates so that you can keep up on the story.
Or leave and come back in a few years to binge it all at once. You do you, boo.
(Editor's note: this book happens concurrently with the events of Home for Horny Monsters Part 8)
While book three of D&H is still in the beginning stages, I just want to say how much I appreciate the positive comments I got from people excited to see it continue. It takes a lot of time and energy to get these done, and I wouldn't still be here without your support and enthusiasm.
I also couldn't give you as clean of an experience without the beta team. Thanks to the Mikes, the Pastor, the Dragon, and Zing. Special thanks to Lit's TJ Skywind for the assist, and anyone else I may have forgotten here (I have too many projects with different readers is all). If you meet any of these people in person, buy them a beer or make sure they're staying hydrated.
Speaking of beer, I hear they have some really good beer over in
Switzerland
The streets of Lucerne were bustling with activity. Locals and tourists milled about, oblivious to Ingrid and her partner, the two of them overlooking the lake. Named after the city itself, Lake Lucerne sported a few boats that puttered through the middle.
Despite the beautiful alpine scenery and the semi-jovial atmosphere of the people, Ingrid was in a properly foul mood.
"Ah, c'mon, cheer up." Lily elbowed her gently in the side. "I'm way more fun than dog-girl, anyway."
Upon arriving through the rat portal, the group had been briefed on the location of the data center. Despite the historical architecture of the city, it had been thoroughly modernized. The data center that the auction house used was hidden beneath another one that aggregated climate data from around the world. If not for the surge in electrical usage prior to each auction, Eulalie would likely still be trying to hunt it down.
After the briefing, Eulalie had promptly announced that Ingrid would be paired with Lily on this mission. Her argument that Tasia and Dana would be worthless on a stealth mission compared to a shapeshifter had held plenty of merit, but it didn't mean Ingrid had to be happy about it.
On the plus side, it had meant that Dana and Tasia were babysitting Jenny. That doll gave Ingrid the fucking creeps.
"Have I ever told you I like it when you brood?" Lily turned around to lean her back against the railing. She wore a white sweater and had her hair plaited into a pair of long braids, making her look like the very epitome of a Swiss girl. Every few blocks, Lily had made subtle changes in an attempt to blend in better with the locals. "You have the best pouting face."
"You've never seen me brood," Ingrid replied in irritation.
Lily raised an eyebrow. "Bitch, please. My whole job in Hawaii was to make you brood. Do you remember that night at the beach bar?"
Ingrid scowled at the memory. At the time, the Order had thought Lily was little more than a side piece intern for Mike and the succubus had capitalized on it. Yet another in a long line of mistakes that she needed to put behind her.
"I'd prefer not to dwell on it," muttered Ingrid. "The whole point of all of...this," she gestured at the city then continued, "was to move forward and actually do some good in the world."
"Ah, you're on a redemption arc." Lily turned and leaned over the railing as if looking into the water. She wiggled her leggings-clad ass at the people walking past, and a few of them stared. "I love to see some good character development."
"Do you ever stop running your mouth?"
"I need to keep it stretched and lubricated. Got a man at home with a big dick. It's like trying to swallow the bottom of a baseball bat." Lily pantomimed the act, her throat actually bulging out as she gargled air.
Ingrid blushed at the memory of Mike. Even though she hadn't seen the guy in months and nothing had happened between them, he had featured very heavily in most of her sexual fantasies of late. When she and Wallace had been partners, they had hooked up whenever the need struck. Her current team was, sadly, dick deficient.
The succubus paused her phantom blowjob and sniffed the air. She turned toward Ingrid and grinned.
"Not a word," muttered the mage, painfully aware of how aroused she had become. "And I know it's not a scent thing, so you can knock off the act. You're not Tasia."
"Now that brings up a question of my own. Has Tasia ever smelled it?" Lily leaned in close. "What all can that girl smell, by the way?"
Ingrid shrugged and looked away. "If she ever does smell anything, she's polite enough to keep it to herself."
"Booooring. I--" Lily was cut off as her phone and Ingrid's buzzed. She pulled it out of her pocket and checked. "Looks like we're up, swamp pants."
"I fucking hate you," muttered Ingrid as she leaned away from the railing. "I don't know how Dana put up with this for so long."
"Eh, it's a perk of being dead inside." Lily stuck her hands in her pockets and strolled away from the railing. "I'm also her portable snack shack."
"What the hell does that even mean?"
"I could explain it, but it wouldn't be polite." The two of them moved into the city, keeping an eye out for a man named Ludwig. He had just left his shift at Sky Climbers Data Processing, which was the data center above the one they needed to access. Eulalie was fairly certain the guy actually worked for the auction house and had it on good authority that he went to the same bar for dinner after each of his shifts.
It didn't take long before both Ingrid and Lily had eyes on the man. He was tall and lanky with a scar on his chin and a patchy beard. If Ingrid had to guess, the guy was probably just one of the data nerds who worked at the center. They tailed him from half a block back, one of them on each side of the street. Ludwig was oblivious as he walked over a mile to get to a place called Hüsli Av Öl. Ingrid heard him greet the bartender as the door shut behind him.
"So what's the move?" whispered Lily from behind, causing Ingrid to flinch. She hadn't even sensed the succubus cross the street behind her. "There's no way a guy like that will believe two women are interested in him."
Ingrid sighed. "Is this the part where you tell me that I'm the ugly one, so I should go flirt with him?"
"Hell, no. Girl, you're a catch." Lily swatted Ingrid's tight butt playfully. "You engage him in conversation and he'll think something is up. If anything, I should be the one to undertake Operation Ugg-ems. What are we thinking, Jennifer Gray before the nose job? She was hot in that 'she would probably settle for me' kind of way."
"What? No." Ingrid scowled. "For starters, if our guy is legit, he'll immediately suspect any woman coming onto him." She opened her mouth to continue her line of thought, then closed it when she remembered who she was talking to.
"Wait, did you almost let some actual personality slip out?" Lily laughed and took Ingrid by the hand. She had shifted her facial features and now looked like she could be Ingrid's sister. "C'mon, let's hear it. For starters means there's something else you wanted to say."
"No." Ingrid pulled her hand away. "There wasn't anything else," she lied.
"C'mon." Lily dropped her voice. "Say it or I'll moan."
Ingrid's eyebrows threatened to climb off her face. "You wouldn't."
"I'll even add an 'oh daddy' to it." Lily made her lips into an O. "I'll do it right in front of everyone."
Sighing, Ingrid crossed her arms and looked at her feet. "Second...nobody puts Baby in a corner."
"Ha!" Lily snatched Ingrid's arm and pulled her along. "Isn't Patrick Swayze a dream? So many beans have been flicked to that man, he could have started his own coffee chain."
"I still hate you," muttered Ingrid.
"That's because we're in the midst of an enemy to lovers arc. You get a few drinks in me and I'll go down on you like a billionaire's submersible."
Ingrid narrowed her eyes. "That thing imploded."
"Just like my last long-term relationship. He was a billionaire, too, if you account for inflation."
"I...what?" Ingrid shook her head. "This conversation is pointless. As I was saying, our boy is going to be immediately suspicious of any woman who shows interest in him, ugly or otherwise. So instead of going around it, we should lean into it."
"Now you're talking dirty. What's the plan?"
"We could just roll in as a couple of hot tourists looking to get some sucker to pay for our drinks. That would give us an in. Maybe he'll roll with it, buy us some beers, and let us flirt with him. You just need to get close enough to mind meld with him, right?"
Lily nodded. "But we need to get him in a dark corner first so that nobody is the wiser when I knock him out. Unless you want to shove your hand up his ass and use him as a puppet."
"For a moment there, I thought you were serious," Ingrid mumbled.
"I'm a demon and cannot lie." Lily pulled Ingrid toward the front door of Hüsli Av Öl. "C'mon, let's see what sort of hometown advantage we're dealing with."
When they stepped into the bar, the immediate smell of hamburgers and beer washed over them. Ingrid inhaled deeply, then let out a quiet sigh. Her stomach grumbled in protest, begging her to just take a peek at the menu, maybe talk Lily into splitting an appetizer with her. Then it rebelled, realizing that Lily would probably take more than her fair share. No, it would be better to just get her own order, maybe see if they'd top it with cheese, holy shit, was that guy eating some brisket? What was the German word for brisket, she could order it off the--
A sharp elbow in her side snapped her back to the job at hand. Lily took Ingrid by the hand and pulled her toward the bar where Ludwig sat. The man already had a beer and was staring at a small tablet, deep in thought. When they got to the bar, Ingrid saw that the man was holding an ebook reader she didn't recognize.
They split up, sitting on either side of him. Ludwig didn't look up, he was too engrossed in whatever he was reading.
"Hey there." Lily leaned forward and flashed a grin at Ludwig. "What are you reading?"
Ludwig didn't even look up. The man's focus was complete. He picked up his beer and drank some of it, his eyes locked on his book.
The bartender came over and tapped on the counter to get their attention. When he spoke, it was in Swiss German. "What are you having?" he asked, or something similar. Ingrid's German was good enough to understand him.
Lily fired off an order so fast that Ingrid couldn't follow. The man nodded and left, leaving them alone. Ludwig tapped the screen, changing to the next page.
Scowling, Ingrid leaned back to look at Lily over Ludwig's hunched shoulders. All that talk about a plan had gone out the window. "Now what?" she mouthed.
"Puppet time," Lily replied silently, then reached over and stroked the back of Ludwig's hand. The man flinched, looked up at Lily, then started to slump forward. Ingrid let out a laugh like she'd been told a joke, then hugged Ludwig from the side to keep him from face planting. Beneath the fabric of Ludwig's shirt, Ingrid felt Lily's tail slide into place, holding him up.
Ludwig's hand dropped to the counter, but to anyone looking, the man had hunched forward and was still engrossed in his book. When the bartender came back and slid a plate of sliders that Ludwig had obviously ordered earlier onto the table, he gave them all a questioning look.
"He just read the sad part," said Ingrid in stilted Deutsch. "Of his story."
The bartender didn't look totally convinced as he walked away. Ingrid winced and looked over at the succubus. "Do you have it?" she asked.
Lily's face was frozen in a fake smile as she stared at the countertop. "Almost," she whispered. "Right front pocket of his jacket."
Ingrid slid a hand into the man's coat and pulled out a blank keycard. "Anything else?"
"Key, but I've got it already." Lily's eyes went crossed. "This fucker is so boring, damn. He keeps a spreadsheet on his computer that keeps track of his clothes. It's like I'm digging through the boring parts of the matrix just to see...aha!" The succubus took her hand off of Ludwig and propped him upright. His fist was now pressed against his forehead to keep him from tumbling over. "We need to go."
"Kay," was all Ingrid could say. She had crammed a slider into her mouth and was fumbling with a second one. The two of them made it outside without any issues, then casually walked away from the bar and toward the center of town.
"Don't be greedy," said Lily as she snatched the other slider out of Ingrid's hand. She took a bite and let out a loud mmm. "These are really good."
Ingrid finished chewing her slider and swallowed it. She regretted not having something to wash it down. "Are we good to get in?"
"Yeah, but there was a hitch. He's a data nerd, like we suspected, but the front office equivalent. The guy monitors data streams from a glorified reception desk out front. If there's any trouble with the equipment, he calls in a special contractor to work on it."
"That's weird, right?"
"Not as weird as that slash Warhammer fiction he was reading." Lily laughed. "There's no possible way you can gape an asshole like that."
"Ugh, why can't you be normal?"
"This is normal for me, Ingrid. I don't hide it like other people do." Lily licked the grease off her fingers as the duo moved deeper into the city toward the data center. It was almost fifteen minutes to their destination, a small, nondescript building with no windows on the outside. The two paused around the corner from the data center while Lily sent an update to Eulalie.
"Give me the card," said Lily. Ingrid handed it over and the succubus stepped into an alleyway and emerged looking just like Ludwig.
"That's unnerving," Ingrid said.
Ludwig/Lily waggled their eyebrows, then held out an arm. "Wanna take a tour of my workplace?" they asked. "You can blow me outside the server room."
"Please don't make this creepier than it needs to be."
Lily snorted, then led Ingrid the rest of the way. They walked into the lobby of the building and were spotted by a security guard who obviously recognized Ludwig and waved.
"It's my cousin," Ludwig/Lily said in Swiss German. "Giving her a tour of the stacks."
"Have fun," replied the guard.
Ingrid was led to an elevator. Once inside, Lily transformed back to normal and stuck the key into the panel, then tapped a button labeled B2.
"Aren't you worried that we'll get spotted?" asked Ingrid.
"There's no cameras at all in the basement," Lily said. "Our last obstacle is some older woman who does the night shift. This place is typically run with a skeleton crew. They just need to make sure the information they have is secure, then delete it after all the payments have gone through."
"No cameras? That doesn't sound very secure."
"No shit." Lily leaned against the wall and crossed her arms as the elevator descended. They were going far deeper than a normal basement. "There are a bunch of red flags, but I can only go off of Ludwig's memories. The man has worked here almost a decade and never once gone beyond the entryway. I'm half expecting to discover that there aren't any servers and that Eulalie made a mistake or something."
"So a data center with almost no employees?" Ingrid shook her head. "I don't like it."
"Either way, the evidence still points to this place belonging to the auction house, so hopefully Eulalie can find something she can use. Besides, we only need to get inside long enough to snap some pics for the rats to chew a tiny portal for our girl to hook directly into their system." Lily pocketed the key. "In just a few more seconds, we're gonna meet the night crew. She's armed, by the way."
"Armed with what?" Ingrid stepped to the side before the door opened. Lily had already transformed back into Ludwig and was waving their hands frantically.
"Apologies," they said to someone Ingrid couldn't see. "I forgot something."
"You got on the elevator with someone," said a female voice.
"She's my cou--" Lily shot forward so fast that it looked like she teleported. A gun went off, followed by the sound of a heavy weight hitting the floor. Ingrid pulled out her wand and stepped around the corner to see Lily on top of the desk, huddled over with her wings spread. An older woman was held in her tail like a python stealing a child.
"We okay?" asked Ingrid.
"Bitch almost hit the panic button." Lily dropped the woman on the floor and then crouched over her and put fingers to the woman's temples. After a couple of moments, she swore and stood up.
"What's wrong?"
"Two things. One, she doesn't seem to know anything more about this place than Ludwig did." Lily moved to the desk and started rummaging through it. "And two, she knits hats for orphans."
"What does that mean?"
"It means she fucking knits hats for orphans. Ludwig cranks it to Warhammer porn. This woman watches Murder She Wrote while cranking out clothing for kids without parents. I'm fucking hungry, and it turns me into a real bitch." The succubus pulled another gun out of the desk and tucked it away. "C'mon, we've only got about twenty minutes before she's up."
"That's really short."
"She just started her shift. The woman had like three cups of coffee. This is Switzerland, they've got the good shit here." Lily leapt off the desk toward a featureless door inset behind it. "Or maybe it's the speed she just snorted."
"I thought you said she knitted hats for orphans." Ingrid knelt down to inspect the woman. She looked to be in her forties.
"I did. She also snorts speed, likes how it makes her feel young again. Doesn't like that it causes her to grind her teeth, which is why she has veneers. Do you want to keep talking about her life choices or do you want to find some proper nerd shit?" Lily moved to the door and pulled the card out of her pocket. "Oh, shit. She has a card like this one, too. Can you find it?"
"Got it." Ingrid pulled the blank card from around the woman's neck. "Why do we need it?"
"This door requires two cards to get in." Lily gestured toward the wall closest to Ingrid. "Secret scanner about waist height."
Ingrid frowned and waved the card around the wall while Lily did the same on her side. "I've got a bad feeling about all of this."
"Maybe this is where they keep all the hats she knits." Lily smirked and the door opened to illuminate a long hallway. At the other end was another door. "Okay, no hats. Just your general weirdness."
"I'm starting to think Eulalie sent us on a wild goose chase." The two of them walked into the hallway together. Lily shoved her way forward, her head on a swivel as she studied the area.
"You might be right, except for this." Lily pointed to the corner of the hallway. Bundles of wires had popped out from the ceiling and now ran above them toward the door on the other end. "Whoever designed this place clearly had a hard-on for brutalism. I feel like we're walking into a modern dungeon."



"It's a secure facility, what do you want?"
"Something more modern. Snack bar. Napping pods." Lily made it to the other door and frowned. "Okay, well...we're officially out of our jurisdiction here. Neither Ludwig nor his bosom buddy back there have access through this door. I don't see any keypads or even a lock we can pick."
"Here, allow me." Ingrid pulled Lily back from the door and drew one of her wands.
"Ooh, is that one of your fancy espionage wands?" Lily clapped her own cheeks and did a dance. "Are you going to cast Knock?"
Magic shot forth from the wand, creating a directional blast of force that tore through the door and ripped it completely off whatever moorings held it in place. A wave of heat from the open room enveloped them, and the dust settled to reveal a large row of servers.
"Knock, knock, motherfucker." Ingrid tucked her wand away and looked at Lily. "There. You happy?"
"I am soooo turned on right now, you have no idea." Lily blew Ingrid a kiss and pulled out her phone. "Okay, so let's snap a few pics of this place and get back upstairs. Then we can let the rats do their..." She tilted her head and sniffed.
"Is this going to be another stinky vagina gag?" Ingrid shook her head in disgust. "I swear, you have the attention span of a toddler."
"No, it's not that." Lily sniffed again. "Something smells musky."
"Ha ha, you just said you're turned on, you're smelling--"
Lily clapped a hand over Ingrid's mouth. "No. Really. Smell."
Ingrid rolled her eyes and did so, then frowned. There really was an odd odor in the air. "What is that?" she asked, then sniffed again. It reminded her of the animal house at a zoo, or perhaps a small pet store.
"That's just it. I don't recognize it." Lily sniffed again and made a face. "It smells like ass. Not in the good way, either."
Ingrid didn't bother dignifying that with a response. "It's really hot in here," she said. "I'm surprised they aren't trying to cool the place. The air is stuffy, too, like there's no ventilation."
"Might be what all the stone is for, but..." Lily cocked her head to one side. "You hear that?"
"No."
The succubus walked further into the stacks, her phone held out to capture video. "We've gone way past red flags straight into alarm bells. I can't let Eulalie or her rats come here until we figure out what the deal is."
"I thought we were on a timer," said Ingrid.
"Don't care." Lily's casual, cheerful demeanor was now gone. She was suddenly all business, her attitude verging on anger. It was a rather unnerving shift. "If I suspect for a moment that she might get hurt coming here, I'll burn this place to the ground."
"Why, though?" Ingrid pulled out her phone to catch video. "What is she to you?"
"Lala?" Lily shook her head as if shaking off a memory. "She's family."
"I thought demons couldn't have families." Ingrid looked away from her screen. "Your kind tend to be loners. What makes her so special?"
Lily bit her lip. "It's complicated. Now shut up and let me think for a minute."
Ingrid pocketed her phone and drew an extra wand. "I'm not gonna lie," she said. "It freaks me out when you're suddenly serious."
"We're in a secret underground facility that smells like piss and has no real security. I'm starting to think..." Lily sniffed the air again, then moved close to the nearest server stack. "What the fuck? It's actually the computers that smell like piss." She rubbed her hand along the frame and pulled it away to stare at her palm. "It's some kind of oil. Damn, now I smell like piss." She shook her hand, trying to get it clean.
"That...why..." Ingrid heard a rustling sound, followed by the click of toenails on concrete. "What the fuck is that?" she asked.
"I don't know, but I'm gonna--" Lily never got a chance to finish. She turned toward the source of the sound, her eyes briefly going wide as her features turned grey. Stumbling backward, Lily fumbled her phone and crashed to the floor, her arms and legs spasming as her whole body turned to stone.
"SHIT!" Ingrid suddenly realized what it was that she smelled and closed her eyes. If she was correct, the servers themselves had been rubbed down with weasel pheromones. It wasn't a protective measure from anyone who might break in. Instead, it was to keep the computers safe from the creatures that lurked in the stacks.
Ingrid heard the rustle of feathers and something the size of a small dog crashed into her. It bit and clawed, tearing holes through her jacket. She dropped her wand and pulled another one out, unable to open her eyes and aim. Putting the wand between the attacker and herself, she fired. There was a blast of energy as the cockatrice was blown away, but she didn't dare open her eyes to see if she had killed it.
The cockatrice was one of the more dangerous cryptids on the Order's extermination list. With the ability to kill someone and turn them to stone with a single glance, its only real weakness was that it rarely grew bigger than thirty pounds and could be dispatched with any normal weapon. Weasels were their natural predator, which was why the stacks had been treated to protect the vulnerable capables.
"A fucking cockatrice," she muttered as she jumped to her feet. Of course the auction house would keep something like this to protect their data center. The place was nice and hot, which the lizard-like cockatrice would enjoy. As long as they kept it fed regularly, the damned thing would be plenty happy enough down here.
"Lily?" How long would it take for the succubus to recover? Would she recover? Ingrid took a few steps backward and heard a hissing sound to her left. A faint whiff of poisonous gas burned her nostrils, and she turned away from the mist and moved as quickly as she could. She could hear the scuttling of nails on concrete from two directions now, meaning that she was dealing with at least a couple.
This was the real reason they had a special tech come out for server issues. That meant there was a way to deal with a cockatrice, but what would it be?
"Let's see, mirrors. Their own reflection can kill them. Does the tech come in wearing weasel spray? You don't want to kill off--ahh!" Ingrid flinched when a sharp beak bit into her leg. She kicked out, managing to catch the cockatrice with the point of her shoe. "Fuck off!" she shouted.
Another claw scratched her from the side. She grabbed the little fucker and wrestled it to the ground, then shoved her wand into its mouth and fired. There was a horrifying sound, followed by an explosion that sounded like deflating balloons. Feathers fluttered in the air, which Ingrid swatted away. Could she use her cell phone somehow? Would the cockatrice's gaze transfer through it? It shouldn't, but...
The place didn't have cameras, which meant something bad was likely to happen. She didn't dare risk it. Carefully rising, she listened for another attacker, leaning against a nearby stack for support. Her fingers slipped in the thin layer of oil that had been applied to the shelving itself. She held it to her face and sniffed, then winced at the stink.
Without hesitation, Ingrid got her hands covered in the stuff and wiped it all over herself. Not long after, she heard something rush up to her and slide to a stop before letting out a hiss. She backed away from the sound, her nostrils burning as the edge of the poisonous mist caught her.
"Little fucker," she muttered, then felt around inside her pockets. Clutching a tiny charm in her hand, she felt the magic manifest around her, clearing the air almost immediately just as a second cockatrice hissed at her from the left. Moving carefully, she tried to backtrack to where Lily had fallen. Unable to locate the succubus, Ingrid clutched the talisman in her hand and let out a scream of frustration as the cockatrices hissed all around her.

🧟‍♀️😈🐺

The air smelled of smoked meat and filet mignon with hints of rosemary and salt. Dana breathed it in, inhaling Tasia's scent until it filled her lungs and dominated her mind.
"What are you thinking about?" asked Tasia as she stared out over the water.
The werewolf was holding a hot dog of all things, some brilliant concoction of lamb with onion crisps sprinkled along the top. Officially, they were supposed to be wandering Lucerne while pretending to be on a date in case Lily or Ingrid needed backup.
However, to Dana, this was the real deal. The two of them were allowed to just be, to wander the streets without fleeing from danger, or avoiding demons and vampires. Both had started their relationship from a place of self-preservation and something had blossomed on the battlefield. On more than one night, Dana had worried that those feelings would fade if ever given a chance during a peaceful moment. Would she still find Tasia just as exciting in still moments like these ones?
Tasia had a smear of mustard on her lower lip. Dana reached out to wipe it away with her thumb. She shoved the stained digit in her mouth and sucked off the condiment, catching just a taste of Tasia's sweat.
The answer was a resounding yes. She hadn't recently fed, nor were they trapped in a life or death situation, yet her heart was practically pounding at a rapid three beats per minute. Her insides functioned differently, likely due to the vampyr buffet she was keeping, and that meant she actually noticed little things like this now.
"You," Dana admitted. "The two of us. What comes next."
"Really?" Tasia smiled, a crooked thing where one corner rose far sooner than the other. "I don't know why you'd obsess over me when I'm right here."
Dana chuckled. "I spent forever trying not to think about you," she admitted. "And now that you're actually here, I can think about you all I want without dealing with that empty feeling in my stomach that comes when I remember you aren't there."
"Fuck," Tasia muttered, then took a small bite of hot dog. "That.um, well...shit."
"Is that a problem?" asked Dana.
"Oh, hell no." Tasia blushed. "It made me all embarrassed, happy, and a little bit horny. I honestly don't know how to reply to that. You just kind of dropped it like a bomb and I loved it."
"I've had a lot of time to think about what I've wanted to say to you," said Dana. "Have you ever run a conversation through your head in advance, wondering what you would say in each possible situation? I did that, but remember everything I could have possibly wanted to say." She turned toward the water and let out a sigh. Part of appearing human was simply acting the part, remembering the tiny things to keep from making others wary. "It was like a choose-your-own-adventure conversation from hell."
"You thought about the different options?" Tasia frowned. "So...does that mean you knew what you wanted to say if I ran into you somewhere, or maybe even...like, if we were on opposite sides."
Dana shrugged. "None of those matter now. It happened the way it did." She turned and took Tasia's hand. "If I could, I would forget all those options and free up some space in my head for...well, probably more stuff."
"You seem better now," said Tasia. "Don't take this the wrong way, but a bit more human."
"Acting lessons," Dana replied. "I have this project I'm working on at home, and sometimes I needed to actually leave the house and meet people to help me with it. Money can buy a lot of things, but I didn't feel like trying to convince Mike to purchase me a clean room for machining gears. I apparently was giving off some real serial killer vibes for a while, so did some online courses. Here, watch this." Dana stared at Tasia for several long seconds. "Can you see it?"
Tasia watched her. "See what?"
"I'm swaying," Dana replied. "Instead of holding perfectly still." To illustrate the point, Dana stopped moving.
"Oh, wow, you're like a hot, sexy statue." Tasia ate some more of her hotdog. "When you do that, it makes my inner wolf freak out a little."
"Why?" asked Dana.
"It's that feeling a predator gets when it meets another one in the middle of the woods. I feel like you may chase me down and eat me."
"Did that already," Dana replied. "I might just do it again."
Stop, Jenny muttered in their heads. The doll was tucked into a small backpack that Dana wore. Talk about something else.
"Damn, that gives me the shivers," said Tasia. "I feel like you're carrying around an unstable bomb."
"Accurate," Dana replied. "It may not seem like it, but she knows when it's okay to go off."
"Speaking of, I saw some...stuff that happened in some old bunker involving her. She's one of the Order's new boogeymen."
"Are boogeymen real?" asked Dana.
Tasia nodded. "They're kind of wild, honestly. Some are content to scare the shit out of kids and just slurp up that terror like spilled juice. Others will flay you just to hear your screams. Jenny falls into the latter category."
I like it when they beg, replied Jenny. The darkness comes for them, threatening to swallow them whole, yet they cry out for deliverance, they pray, they bargain with God, but there is no hope to be had, no God to hear their final words, for THERE. IS. ONLY. JENNY!
"You'll have to forgive her,' Dana said. "She hasn't been the same since she was murdered."
"You turned out okay," said Tasia.
"I had a lot of help. Jenny got shafted." Dana and Jenny were a lot alike, only Jenny's soul had been tethered to a toy instead of her own body. Unlike Jenny, the warlock who had cursed Dana was already dead and couldn't undo his own handiwork. "I had people willing to help on day one. It's amazing how much trauma you can endure with a ton of help."
Tasia let out a deep breath. "Yeah," she muttered. "Feels like there's a lot of that going around."
Dana laughed, though she didn't feel it. This earned a small grin from Tasia.
"You don't have to fake it with me," said Tasia. "I like you just the way you are."
Enough of that, Jenny warned, and the temperature plummeted. Talk about something else.
"She's not mad because we're...you know."
"Gay?" Dana laughed. "Jenny loathes all mushy stuff equally. Someone left the Hallmark Channel on at home and she broke the TV over it. It's definitely on her list of things she despises."
"What else does Jenny hate?" asked Tasia. "For academic reasons."
"She doesn't like being alone," said Dana. "A lot of days, she's perfectly happy just being part of the family and hanging out with..." she stopped talking.
"With who?" asked Tasia.
"I can't say," Dana replied. "It's not a trust issue, but more about it not being my place to talk about them."
Tasia nodded and squeezed Dana's hand. "Don't worry, I understand completely. If I remember correctly, it has something to do with Mike's kids."
"That's right. It didn't occur to me that you've probably heard about this stuff from Ingrid." Dana smiled. "Let's see. Hallmark movies, or any sort of romance. She's actually a huge horror movie fan, vastly prefers practical effects. She did not like that movie series about the possessed doll in the slightest."
That's because Annabelle is a worthless cunt, hissed Jenny. Discount evil doll, at best! The Warrens should have tossed her raggedy ass in a dumpster!
"There's also a distinct hatred for mercenaries, for obvious reasons."
"Naturally."
"She also really hates--"
Witches, Jenny shrilled, causing Tasia to wince.
"Yes, witches." Dana felt the temperature drop and the bag actually started to shift on her backside. "Hey, what are you doing?"
WITCHES. The bag shifted again, and Dana felt like she was pushed from behind. I CAN SMELL THEM!
"Not all witches are bad...hey!" Dana hopped as she was shoved forward again. Displeased, she grabbed the bag and swung it forward to give it a light punch. "We're in public," she whispered.
So are they, Jenny warned. A sharpened pencil shoved through the fabric of the bag and pointed behind Tasia. That way.
"Where the fuck did she get a pencil?" asked Tasia.
"She's got a sketchpad and a couple of fidget toys in there," Dana mumbled. "Don't bother asking to see her artwork. She likely won't show you, but if she does, it might give you nightmares."
"I doubt that," Tasia replied, then turned in the direction the pencil pointed. "That's in the direction of the data center."
"Hmm." Dana checked her watch. "They've been in there almost forty minutes. It's probably unrelated, but something may have gone wrong."
"A little walk won't hurt us," said Dana, and they stepped away from the river and headed further into Lucerne. The two of them were coaxed into a rapid pace, the pencil wiggling insistently through the bag. Tasia moved ahead of Dana to make the bag look a little less obvious, but they still got several odd looks from locals as they hurried past.
"Don't worry, we're just Americans," Tasia said. Somehow, this actually caused people to quit caring and look away.
"Seriously? That worked?"
Tasia nodded. "Americans are known for their ignorance and erratic behavior in other countries. Another Order approved tactic is to pretend you're a streamer. People generally hate them and will try to avoid being on camera."
Dana nodded. "I can't even be mad."
"'Cause it's true?"
The zombie bared her teeth in a horrible grin. "Because I'm dead inside."
"There's that dark humor I love." Tasia actually stopped and covered her mouth. Dana stopped too, and they just stared at each other for several seconds.
LET ME OUT. The bag wiggled in Dana's hands, then threw itself forward so hard that Dana was almost yanked off her feet. Whatever had just transpired would have to wait for later.
Dana and Tasia cut through an alleyway. In the bag, the doll was now singing in anticipation.
Roast them, toast them, cook them in a fire! Bleed them, squeeze them, slice them up with wire!
"Again, I'd like to remind you that all witches aren't bad," said Tasia.
"We met a good one once," added Dana, reminded of Aileen. It only now occurred to her that she had never checked with Eulalie to see if that situation got resolved. Her focus had been mostly on the telescope in the mysterious observatory. It had started as a minor obsession, but was now a major one. No matter what she did to fix the device, it seemed like there was always some other problem.
The trio moved around a corner. Tasia turned and caught Dana in a hug. The zombie froze in place, the bag now wriggling between them.
"Witch spotted," Tasia whispered. "She smells like blood."
Dana kissed Tasia, turning her head and keeping one eye cracked open to look past the werewolf's shoulder. They were now close to the data center, and a disgruntled woman with greasy hair was stomping toward the place.
The kiss broke and Tasia whispered in Dana's ear again. "She's muttering to herself about the stacks," Tasia said. "I think she's going in."
Dana placed her forehead against Tasia's. To anyone looking, especially the witch, they were just two normal lesbians having a moment. Naturally, the bag trying to squeeze free of them was a bit of an outlier. "What's the move?" asked Dana.
"I don't know," Tasia replied. "But I--" The werewolf went rigid for a second, her face going pale. Dana felt the bag lurch one final time, then go still in her arms.
"I think I'm gonna be sick," said Tasia. "Something passed right through me."
"Uh oh." Dana gave the bag a shake, then looked past Tasia towards the witch. The woman had frozen mid-step, her head cocked to one side and twitching. After a few moments like this, the witch continued walking.
"What just happened?" asked Tasia, turning to look.
"I'm not..." Dana left her sentence hanging as she watched the witch break into a skip toward the building. She hastily unzipped the bag and looked to see that the doll inside had gone limp.



Where am I? Hello? Help!
It was a woman's voice that came from the doll, but it wasn't Jenny's. Dana looked up at the witch, who had paused long enough to turn back and look at them with pitch black eyes. She grinned, her jaw twisting hard enough to one side that it looked like it may have dislocated.
"No, Jenny, wait!" Dana called, but the spirit and her new meat wagon strolled inside the data center without a care.

🧟‍♀️😈🐺

Ingrid moved slowly through the stacks, sliding her feet forward to avoid tripping. Every few feet, she would hear a hiss from a cockatrice, or maybe the fluttering of their feathers. She made sure to drag her hands along the servers, keeping herself wiped down with oil to keep the beasts from attacking her.
There were at least four, now. They didn't dare come near her for now, but she needed a solution that didn't rely on her eyesight.
She had tried to move along the perimeter of the room to find the door they had come through, but had discovered the hard way that the walls were where the cockatrices nested. Weasel pheromones would keep them from attacking her, but the moment her hand touched the straw of their nests, the cockatrices had charged in and slashed her legs with their claws.
Her new option was attempting to find Lily. If she could shatter the succubus' skull, it was possible that Lily would return to her master and, eventually, return with help.
Through the steady hum of the servers, Ingrid heard something like gunshots. She cocked her head to listen, but heard nothing else. Had the woman at the front desk woken up? If so, who was she shooting at?
"Hello?" Ingrid had no idea what was going on, but would take her chances with another human rather than the cockatrices. The only reason she hadn't simply blasted her way out with magic was fear of destroying the servers. The potential threat of an Outsider was far too big for Ingrid to risk losing it all on something as simple as self-preservation.
She heard another gunshot and winced. If she had to, she'd go down fighting. But there was still some time left.
The loud wrenching sound of metal filled the server room. The cockatrices ruffled their feathers and moved toward it. Ingrid followed cautiously, hoping to be led to the exit.
The crack of gunfire was followed by the acrid smell of smoke. Four more shots rang out, some punctuated by loud shrieks of rage from the cockatrices. Ingrid huddled against the ground, suddenly afraid of who may have just come into the server room and started blasting indiscriminately.
"Look at what the cat dragged in," said an unfamiliar voice. It was spooky, almost like someone was using a poor voice-changer, or perhaps two voices at the same time.
"Hi there," Ingrid said. "Um...so, you're probably not gonna believe this..."
"Save your lies, Order scum," said the voice just as Ingrid received a light kick. "I've already heard them all."
"Please, who are you?" asked Ingrid. She heard the hiss of a cockatrice nearby and winced. "Don't look them in the eyes!"
"Don't have them," said the woman. "Eyes, that is."
"You're...blind?"
The woman laughed. "I am now," she replied. "Realized the danger on my way in here, not long after that bitch tried to shoot me."
"The receptionist?" Ingrid swallowed the lump in her throat.
"She won't be receiving anything for a while," whispered the stranger. "Bodies are easy to control, but bad habits form when you haven't had one for a while. Things like forgetting to eat, going to the bathroom, or even blinking. Can't get killed if there aren't any eyes to see them."
Ingrid heard movement, the swishing of cloth, followed by the indignant squawk of a cockatrice getting booted.
"30 yards!" the woman shouted. "Ref says it's good!"
"Are you..." What the woman had said earlier finally processed inside of Ingrid's head. "Wait, can you explain the part about being blind?"
"They've got nests built into the walls," said the stranger. "Grooves packed with straw and shit and bits of cloth that smell like bacon?"
"Bacon?"
"But enough about breakfast." A pair of powerful hands seized Ingrid by the throat. "Let's talk about you!"
There was a blinding light followed by the sensation of falling. Ingrid cried out and threw her hands forward in the darkness, only to discover that her body was pinned in place by rocks. Cold water swirled around her ankles and something nibbled at her toes.
"This isn't real," she muttered, then scooted sideways out of the cave. Her skin scraped along the sharp rocks, but it didn't hurt too badly. "I haven't been here since I was a kid."
"Reality is like a safety blanket," said the stranger. Her voice was no longer distorted, but she spoke with a spooky lilt. "After all, we have no control over reality, therefore cannot be blamed for its ills!"
"You're Jenny," said Ingrid, opening her eyes and seeing that the world around her was painted in water-colors. "And you're inside my head."
"Your body has so much room, so much potential!" An eerie figure in a white dress with wet, dark hair that draped over her face stood on a boulder about fifteen feet away. "Maybe I should take it from you, do things to make your brief time on Earth worth it."
"I thought you were supposed to be on our side." Ingrid knelt down and picked up a rock. It felt heavy in her hand. "If you're looking for a fight, you've got it."
"I could turn you inside out like a wet sock," Jenny replied. The specter vanished, reappearing only a foot away. "What are you gonna do with that rock, Ingrid?"
"Bash your fucking face in," Ingrid replied. "Based on how you wear your hair, I bet it'll probably be an improvement."
Jenny threw her head back and laughed. Her mouth was impossibly wide, as if her lips extended nearly to her ears. "We've got a live one," she declared, shaking her hands at the sky. Jenny cocked her head to one side so violently that Ingrid heard the bones inside of it crack. "It'll be a real shame if I have to take you apart today!"
"Lily and Dana will be upset," said Ingrid.
"Like I care." Jenny took a step forward.
"What about Mike?"
The ghost shrugged and took another step forward. "He'll forgive me."
"What about...um..." Ingrid held up the rock. "We don't have to do this."
"Oh, but we do." Jenny grabbed the hem of her shirt and yanked it down to reveal what looked like a yellow paper star drawn along the top of her breast. "You see, I'm the sheriff in this town and I need to see what kind of outlaw you are."
"I'm not an outlaw." Ingrid took a step forward and hurled her stone. It smacked Jenny straight in the face with a loud crack. Her head jerked back to look up into the cloudless sky of Ingrid's mind.
"Well," Jenny muttered. "That wasn't very nice." Her voice took on a western twang. "I just wanted to have a conversation."
"Then have one with me in the real world." Ingrid picked up another rock. She had heard the stories of what had happened to people attacked by the ghost and had resigned herself to the fact that she had absolutely no defense against the entity. "You couldn't even bring your own fucking body here to talk to me." She threw the next rock, which bounced off Jenny's head.
"I don't have a real body," said Jenny. "Mine was TAKEN FROM ME!"
"Yes, we get it, you're still upset." Ingrid found a stone that she was able to lift with two hands and held it over her head. "Once upon a time, you got murdered by witches. Now you think that entitles you to be a massive cunt to everyone including your friends. Fuck you." Ingrid grunted and threw the rock. Jenny teleported out of the way, the stone breaking apart on the ground behind her.
The spirit contemplated Ingrid for a minute as the mage tried to pick up a nearby stone. It was suddenly too heavy to lift, meaning that Jenny was holding them down. Even though Ingrid's mind space was far stronger than most, she didn't have centuries of experience.
When Jenny laughed, the sound reminded Ingrid of breaking glass. Cracks appeared across the sky, the whole world briefly becoming a sadistic stain-glass window.
When it shattered, Ingrid expected to die. She didn't bother crying out. It wouldn't do her any good and she didn't want Jenny to have the satisfaction. The world went dark, leaving Ingrid alone with her thoughts.
And the smell of weasels. Clenching her hands, Ingrid lifted them to her nose and inhaled deeply. The stink was terrible, but reassured her that she was back in the real world. The steady hum of the servers around her sat at the edge of her consciousness.
"I'm...alive?" she half expected her voice to come out strange like Jenny's had.
"For now," Jenny replied. "I took a peek under the hood and discovered something disappointing."
"Which was?" asked Ingrid.
"You aren't like the others." Jenny sighed. "You weren't trying to hurt my Gracie. So you're officially off the menu. Those stupid birds are gone, you can look around."
Ingrid opened her eyes to the sight of a lizard-rooster hybrid, its mouth hanging open and eyes bulging out. She screamed and fell backward, trying to block the damned thing from looking at her. It took her several moments to realize that the cockatrice was being held in front of her by a woman she didn't recognize. Ingrid's heart pounded frantically in her chest as she leapt to her feet.
Jenny cackled with joy and tossed the dead creature to the side. "Worth it," she muttered, then swayed dangerously, as if drunk. She pulled a pistol out of her pocket and wandered around the corner to where Lily had been petrified. The possessed woman tapped the butt of her gun against Lily's forehead.
"Is she going to be okay?" asked Ingrid. She cautiously swept her gaze across the servers.
Jenny shrugged and turned to face Ingrid. Her eyes had been gouged out. The mage shivered and looked away.
"Did you really have to gouge out her eyes?" Ingrid asked quietly.
Jenny paused and cocked her head as if listening to a distant sound. Eventually, she turned to face Ingrid with a macabre grin.
"It's okay," Jenny whispered. "It's a rental." Cackling, she placed the barrel of the gun against Lily's temple and fired. Ingrid yelled, covering her ears too late as Lily shattered. Each piece of the succubus lingered briefly on the floor of the server room, sublimating like a piece of dry ice. The area filled with the stink of sulfur as an angry cloud formed above the remnants, coalescing into a feminine body.
"FUCK!" shouted Lily as she stumbled free of the cloud, slapping at her arms and legs as if covered in insects. When she finally settled, the succubus looked up from her place on the floor, her face twisted in horror. "That is one VERY ugly fucking bird!"
"Tick tock, tick tock," said Jenny waving her pistol from side to side like a metronome. "Six hours remaining."
"Until what?" asked Ingrid.
"Shift change." Jenny put the barrel of the gun in her mouth and giggled. "Boy, will they be surprised."
"Don't," Ingrid begged.
"Why not?" Jenny grinned around the barrel. "The witch who owned this body did some very terrible things with it. Maybe it's time for her to move on, see what Hell has in store for her."
"Even so, that doesn't mean... you shouldn't..." Ingrid looked to Lily for support. "Say something!"
"When it comes to stuff like this, Jenny is judge, jury, and executioner." Lily shook her head. "You should already know that this isn't a business where people just let things go. This place was protected by...cockatrices?" She looked down at the nearest corpse. "I've never seen one in person."
"They're stone cold killers," muttered Jenny. "With a witch living nearby for backup. She was coming down here to eat your skin, little girl, to roast you on a spit and chew you up like gum."
Ingrid's mouth was suddenly dry. "What about the woman working the front desk?" she asked. "Did you kill her, too?"
"Of course not." Jenny licked her lips. "She knits hats for orphans."
Ingrid closed her eyes and covered her ears just a split second before the gun went off. Lily made a gagging sound, then grabbed Ingrid by the elbow and turned her around.
"If it's any consolation, Jenny is actually a pretty good judge of character."
"How do you figure?" asked Ingrid coldly. "She murdered good people who were simply following orders."
"Ugh, be still my bleeding heart." Lily patted Ingrid on the back. "Those were shit orders and you know it."
"Yeah, but..." The reality of the situation closed in around her. If she and Tasia had been tasked with this, she likely would have died. Tasia, too. Cockatrices were yet another "exterminate on sight" cryptid that she was under the impression had been eradicated some years ago. Apparently the auction house knew otherwise.
"Shit," muttered Lily. "My phone is busted. Look." The succubus held it up and tapped the screen. "I must have caught one of those fuckers on camera. Take some quick video for me while I do a sweep of the room to make sure Eulalie doesn't run into some trouble of her own."
Ingrid sighed and obeyed. There were too many thoughts swirling through her head right now. She captured video of the server racks as well as the front room where the receptionist was lying on the floor with an obvious head wound. Poor woman likely had a concussion. There was already a lump appearing on the back of her head. When Lily came out, she tossed something to Ingrid.
"Present for you," she said on her way to the elevator. Ingrid caught it out of habit, then almost dropped it again when she realized it was an egg.
"What the fuck?" she whispered. "Why did you give me this?"
"Jenny must have missed it while smashing the others." Lily shrugged. "Might be that the egg isn't viable, or maybe she got caught up in choking the chicken. It can be any number of things."
"I don't want it." Ingrid held out the egg, but Lily ignored her.
"Wouldn't it be weird if that was the last cockatrice egg?" asked Lily, staring up at the ceiling. "What if the fate of an entire species was in your hands? You could either choose to care for the thing and find a way to raise it blindly, or maybe sell it to someone who would do it for you. Or maybe you remember it's a dangerous beast and destroy it yourself to keep it from ever harming anyone."
"That's different," Ingrid muttered as they got in the elevator.
"I don't see it that way," said Lily. "And neither did that witch who came downstairs to tear us a new asshole. I can't tell if you're upset because Jenny's methods aren't clean, or because it stings to remember that sometimes the monster wins. In this case, it was just sheer dumb luck that you had a scarier monster on your side."
Ingrid stared at the egg as the elevator ascended. With every passing moment, it occurred to her that she had no idea when this thing was even supposed to hatch. There was a litany of moral choices suddenly clutched in her hand, and the weight of all of them was overwhelming.
"If it's any consolation, nobody will ever know," said Lily. "I've lived enough lifetimes to realize that successes and failures of character are rarely remembered after a hundred years or so."
"What about that Ea-nāṣir guy?" Ingrid muttered.
Lily laughed. "Honestly, he was a piece of shit and deserved to be remembered for it."
Ingrid wasn't sure if that made her feel better or not. When she crushed the egg under her heel, she didn't look down to see if she had just imagined all of the wriggling.
"Good choice," Lily muttered as she knelt down to scoop up the remains. When she stood back up, she wore Ludwig's face again. "Let's get this shit show over with and go back to your fancy ass apartment."
Ingrid stared straight ahead, her fists clenched tightly beneath her jacket.

🧟‍♀️😈🐺

Aurora was patiently double-checking one of Ingrid's potential loadouts in their safehouse when she heard the rumbling of feet up above in the attic, likely through a portal similar to the one they had left through so many hours ago. She carefully inserted the wands back into their holsters and rolled up the fabric, then tucked the magical implements into a suitcase with the number 03 written on it.
Most mages had at least five potential loadouts for Order missions. This one in particular was intended for dealing with spirits and had required two of the wands to be recharged in a bowl of holy water beneath the light of the moon and the third wand just needed to be polished with the blood of the repentant. These were both things Aurora was capable of doing on her own and she had decided after learning about Jenny's presence to double-check the kit just in case.
Magical wands were a lot like loaded weapons. They needed the right ammo to function, and the mages of the Order were really only supplying the gunpowder in the form of raw magical energy. Almost none of them were technically witches or wizards, though it did happen on very rare occasions.
There was a lot that could be discerned about someone by the way they walked the stairs. Aurora had learned a long time ago that Tasia would stomp if a mission had been particularly difficult or frustrating. The werewolf rarely came down with anything other than a silent glide otherwise.
Ingrid, on the other hand, never made any noise going up the stairs. However, if she was pissed, it was like she concentrated her full body weight on each step in an attempt to punish the house for her bad day. Aurora actually winced with each bang as she silently counted them, then moved to intercept the mage at the foot of the stairs.
"How did it go?" she asked with a smile. Sullen, Ingrid made brief eye contact and stormed past. A few moments later, Lily came sliding down the railing on her ass, then hopped over the side at the last moment.
"Minimal body count," said the demon. "We ran across a witch and somebody is a little butt hurt about killing her along with some stupid chickens that got me rock hard."
"A witch?" asked Aurora. "Wait, what was that about chickens?"
"It's a long story. Here, Jenny can tell you all about it." Lily lobbed the terrifying doll in Aurora's direction. Her eyes went wide as she briefly debated whether Jenny would be more upset about being touched or dropped, then erred on the side of caution and caught her. "I'm sorry," she began.
"Don't worry about her," said Lily as she moved past to the living room. "She's all tuckered out from possessing someone and killing herself. Will take her at least a day before she gets it up again."
"What?" Aurora studied the doll for the first time. Her hair looked like it was made from braided thread, and she wore a cute red and white dress that looked like it had come from a souvenir shop in the Netherlands. Aurora didn't know why, but she had a bizarre urge to look up the doll's skirt.
"I'll just set you...here." Aurora moved Jenny to a bookshelf, then thought better about it. What had she overheard about the spirit? It had been something about being the center of attention, or maybe the center of action. Either way, that meant putting her in the living room. She was about to go through the doorway when she heard the soft treading of shoes on steps and looked up to see Tasia and Dana.
She knew nothing about Dana, but recognized immediately that Tasia was also moping. "Are you okay?" she asked.
"We were essentially worthless," said the werewolf. "Would have fucked everything up if not for the ghost." She sighed and stopped at the bottom of the stairs.
"It's fine," said Dana. "Eulalie is already working on breaking into those servers. The rats have disabled the elevator mechanism that goes to that floor and relocated the woman working there."
"I thought she was killed," said Aurora.
"Nope," Dana replied. "The witch is dead. Lady working the counter knits hats for orphans."



"What is that supposed to mean?" asked Aurora.
"It means that some good deeds still actually matter," said Tasia. "If you'll excuse me, I'm going to get a snack and a nap."
"I can fix you something if you'd like." Aurora looked at Dana. "Are you hungry?"
The woman shook her head. "Don't worry about me. I'm a picky eater."
"I'm sure I can find something--"
"It's fine, Aurora." Tasia smiled weakly. "Where's the rest of the staff?"
Aurora gestured toward the closest window. "I've dispatched two separate teams to prep our safehouses in a coordinated effort with Miss Eulalie."
"Miss, huh?" Tasia raised an eyebrow. "That sounds pretty formal."
"She runs a magic library and puts up with you assholes." Aurora feigned a kick at Tasia's backside, causing the werewolf to dodge it. "I plan to show her plenty of respect."
For whatever reason, this caused Dana to smirk. She followed Tasia into the kitchen. Aurora carried the doll with her and set Jenny down on a safe ledge nearby where she could see the dining area while Aurora threw together a quick meal that consisted of mushrooms, onions, and a pair of steaks. Ingrid came wandering in and spent ten minutes muttering that she wasn't hungry, only to take some of it for herself and sneak off quietly.
There was a funk hanging over the house, and there was nothing Aurora could do to properly clear it. Tasia eventually went to bed, and Dana, oddly enough, didn't. The blonde ended up downstairs with her phone, watching some Youtube channel about gear ratios.
To pass the time, Aurora cleaned, but was interrupted more than once by the succubus who seemed to crave little more than general gossip. When Aurora was unable to tell her what had happened in the latest season of Bridgerton, the succubus had muttered something about a light snack and then walked out the front door dressed like a businesswoman.
"What was that about?" asked Aurora.
Dana, who had been sitting nearby, pulled an earbud out to answer. "She's a little bit pissed," she said. "Between what's going on at home and how she fucked up during this mission, she's planning to take out her frustrations on her next meal."
"She's mad? What's happening at home'" asked Aurora. "Wait a moment. By meal, do you mean she's going to suck out someone's soul?"
"When you get to know Lily, a lot of how she feels requires reading between the lines," said Dana. "Mike got caught up in his usual nonsense and Lily's mad she's not around to help. As for sucking out someone's soul, you shouldn't worry. By morning, this area will have one less criminal wandering around. I don't mean a pickpocket, either. These days, she finds sexual predators particularly tasty, or violent ones. She's very ethical about who she eats these days."
Aurora frowned, but wasn't sure what to say. If she remembered correctly, Lily was actually able to see a person's sins. Why bother with an entire justice system when a succubus could look straight to the heart of the matter and figure out if there was any hope for redemption. "She didn't seem mad," was all Aurora said. "How can you tell?"
"A general lack of gloating." Dana pushed her earbud back in.
"Do I need to make up a room for you?" asked Aurora. "After this morning's...reunion, I figured you would just sleep with Lady Tasia and hadn't prepped a bed for you."
"I don't sleep," said Dana. "If you ever catch me sleeping, then something is horribly wrong."
"Is it because of Lily?" asked Aurora.
"No," said Dana. "I trust her completely. My inability to sleep is a previously existing condition."
"If it's just insomnia, I have some sleeping pills," Aurora offered.
Dana set down her phone and fixed Aurora with a stare. "I don't fall asleep. Ever. Haven't for a couple of years. I'm physically incapable of it."
"But...why?" Aurora was puzzled. Dana didn't look tired. Even if she were to pump her body full of stimulants, she would still need sleep at some point.
"I'm worried about climate change," Dana replied, and went back to watching a YouTube video on advanced engineering. Frustrated, Aurora left the room, but came back a moment later because she had forgotten her cleaning supplies.
Ingrid eventually wandered down from her bedroom in a pair of pajamas and sat at the dining room counter with a Diet Coke, staring miserably at the fridge. She said very little to Aurora, other than muttering about Jenny some more and how everything was bullshit.
It was clear as day to Aurora that the real problem everyone had was that the shit had hit the fan and it had taken the spooky doll to bail them out. Well, everyone but Dana, that is. It didn't really matter, because nobody asked Aurora and she wasn't about to stick her nose in everyone's business.
Yet, anyway. The moment this funk hanging over their heads started to impact the group's results, she'd lay down the law. This partnership was likely very temporary, so she just needed to help them through the next couple of days. With any luck, that wouldn't require Jenny's help.
Aurora took the liberty of packing up Ingrid's bedroom while the mage sulked in the kitchen. She was halfway through packing up clothes when she realized that Jenny was sitting on the nightstand, watching her.
"When did you get here?" she asked, hoping that the doll wouldn't answer. The door had been left open, so maybe the doll had wandered in. It also occurred to her that she might have brought Jenny up with her. Why the hell would she do that?
Suddenly nervous, Aurora focused on her task and became chatty. "Not that it matters," she said as she folded up some pants. "You just startled me a bit. When I'm done here, I can take you back downstairs so you can sit with your family. Or you can take yourself, whatever makes you happy." She zipped up the bag and looked up to see that Jenny had disappeared. Letting out a sigh of relief, she finished packing up Ingrid's stuff and was about to crawl into bed when she heard talking downstairs. Aurora descended carefully and found both Dana and Ingrid sitting at the counter with Dana's phone set up for a video call. For whatever reason, Eulalie was using some type of cartoon character to video chat with them.
"And that's when I found a divergence in payment history," Eulalie said, her animated character making a serious face. It was a chibi-style woman with several eyes, like an insect. "These idiots did a lot of their secret messaging through a collection of different secure apps, then kept records of all of these conversations on their own private server. I was able to scrape the messages for timestamps and match up the identities of both buyers and sellers."
"All of them?" asked Ingrid incredulously.
"Oh, hell no." Eulalie's avatar shook her head. "There are hundreds of them, and some only appear to have ever purchased something once or twice. Now, they have some really big hitters that show up constantly, but those guys were smart and used codenames from day one. I did, however, match some of the accounts used for payments to them, so I might be able to narrow down the purchaser if we have to."
"What about the seller?" asked Dana. "Do they still have it?"
The avatar made a happy face and some hearts appeared over her head. "Yes! I've got a whole conversation trail from these guys. It's your basic 'we stumbled on a nuclear bomb, what the fuck do we do with it' kind of fare. The Outsider that slipped through the cracks of reality during the Maui Incursion--"
"Incursion?" asked Aurora.
"It's the technical term, per current Order regulations." Eulalie's avatar stuck out her tongue. "Any sort of extra-dimensional being slipping through to--"
"We get it," muttered Ingrid. "Where are we going?"
"Ah, great question!" Eulalie's avatar froze for a moment and Aurora heard tapping. "Okay, so this thing wandered the Pacific for a couple of days before running across a stray oil tanker on its way back to an oil platform in the South China Sea. The thing napped inside of the tanker, then got to the platform and discovered all the juicy morsels running the place and helped itself to a few of them."
"It ate everyone?" asked Ingrid.
The avatar made a sad face. "Worse, actually. With the thing on the platform, things got...weird. Like Event Horizon weird."
Everybody looked at each other. Finally, Dana spoke. "None of us know what you mean."
"Great movie. It was ahead of its time. Anyway, a lot of these guys got slaughtered and the thing just...holed up. Best they can tell, it's napping. The rig was detached and is surrounded by a trio of boats who are now towing it somewhere. I don't have a destination yet, but that shouldn't matter as long as we can get there before the buyer does."
"That's great news," said Ingrid, jumping to her feet. "Excellent work, Miss Weaver." The mage looked at everybody and started barking orders. "Dana, get Lily to come back. Aurora, check our supplies for anything we can use in an aquatic environment. Oh, and wake up Tasia. She needs to hear the good news."
Aurora frowned. "I'm happy to see that you're so excited, but what's the plan, exactly? We don't want to turn it over to the Order, remember? What the heck are we going to do with that thing?"
"Goal number one is to confirm our target," said Eulalie. "I need you to be my team on the ground. The platform itself is being guarded by a small militia to keep everybody out and hopefully the Outsider in. Once you're there and have secured the location, I can send in the rats and they'll swiss cheese that place with portals. I won't send them if they're just gonna get discovered and killed. If we do this correctly, we can cause that portion of reality to implode, sending our shoggoth straight back to where it came from." The avatar looked smug and did a little happy dance on screen.
Ingrid clapped her hands together. "Alright, sounds like we just need some intel on our mercenaries. Then we can assemble our own counter-measures."
"Already on it. I can have that for you in the next hour or so," Eulalie said. "Looks like they hired whoever was able to show up. These guys have been towing this thing around for months. They're so puckered by now, I'm sure they walk funny."
"Lily's on her way back," said Dana, putting away her phone. "She wants to know if the ship is somewhere she can wear her bikini."
The avatar rolled multiple eyes. "Tell her whatever you want," Eulalie replied. "I'll let you know more once I know more. Webmaster, out." The video terminated.
"Well, would you look at that?" Ingrid let out a sigh of relief. "After today's disaster, I didn't think we'd get any good news for at least a couple of days. Looks like our luck is turning around."
For some reason, Jenny chose that moment to break out into maniacal laughter that sent chills down Aurora's spine. Everyone turned to face the doll, who sat nearby and offered no further explanation when the laughter finally stopped.
"Yeah, I'm not going to sleep tonight after hearing that," said Ingrid.
"I'd say you get used to it," Dana replied. "But that would be a big fat lie."
The doll laughed again. It gave Aurora a very bad feeling.

🧟‍♀️😈🐺

Lily is totally my emotional support character. I'm not sure what Jenny is, but have noticed that the devil on my left shoulder has gone missing.
Thanks once again for reading this whole damned thing. I had fun writing it, and may have giggled every time I typed cockatrice (teehee). If you had a good time, please leave your stars and comments on the way out to help other people find it! If you had a bad time...blame Jenny. I'm sure nothing bad will happen.
Make sure you do something kind for someone today, even it's yourself. Drink plenty of water and I will see you next time (which you can see in the bio!)
Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne has returned with yet another installment of "this whole mess started as a blowjob." So pretty much the tale of any good trailer-park marriage.
If you're a new reader, welcome to my corner of Literotica! To catch you up on things, this story did actually start with a blowjob from a nymph. After a few shenanigans, we're officially on the lost island of Avalon with a cyclops, a banshee, and a Cerberus in our party. If being confused is your jam, then you're about to make a tasty damned sandwich.
If you're a returning reader, welcome back! I'm always happy to see you all (it's like a family reunion without all the drama) and want you to know I'm still working really hard to give you some of the best storytelling you can find. I've been super busy with some other projects, so my release schedule has been bonkers. I do work extremely hard to stick with the schedule in my bio, so if you're ever curious when the next chapter will drop, make sure you check that out for dates.
A huge shout out to my beta readers yet again (yes, I do this a lot, it's called being grateful). They've been crazy busy with all the work I've handed over, and I couldn't give you so many clean drafts without all their help. I would also like to thank everyone who has commented, liked the stories, or sent me a feedback letter. You've not only kept my own spirits and energy high, but have helped other people find this story. We're all on this crazy ride together, and this bus has plenty of seats.
Speaking of more new readers, if you ever hang out in places where you talk about stories like this one, make sure to give me a solid mention and invite others to come check me out here. All I ask is that they don't piss off
The Locals
The first suite Mike was shown was insufficient for his needs, and so was the next one. The servant led them all over the castle, showing them larger living spaces that should have been good enough, but Mike rejected them all. The servant never uttered a single complaint. To Vincentius or any of the thralls, he was little more than a grouchy human making demands and trying to get the best deal possible. By the time they were offered up a living space that took up the entirety of one of the remaining towers, he had seen enough to set his plan in motion.
"Will this be sufficient?" asked the thrall.
Mike gazed at the enormous lounge with an enchanted fire in the hearth, then made a show of walking inside to inspect the place. A stairwell around the interior led upstairs to several different rooms, each with windows that overlooked the island for now. At some point, it would rotate and he would be staring at the cliff, but that wouldn't really matter. This would allow him a view of the village as well as the exterior of the castle as the tower moved.
"I suppose," muttered Mike as he came down the stairs. "So, what? Are we prisoners here?"
"We have been instructed to give you free rein of the castle and its grounds," replied the servant. "However, you are not to force open any locked doors nor harm any of the residents in the village. When you are hungry, simply ring the bell cord by the door, and we will have food brought to you."
"What about clothing?" asked Sofia. "And our other needs? We packed supplies for an excursion, not to be permanently relocated to a castle in another dimension."
The servant walked to a desk near the hearth and opened it. He withdrew an inkwell and some paper. "You may make a list of the items you require," he said. "As long as you remain in the Lord's good graces, any reasonable requests will be provided."
"Good," said Mike, narrowing his eyes. "Now leave us."
The servant nodded, then backed out the imposing doors onto the small bridge that connected the tower to the main body of the castle. The moment the door was shut both Sofia and Mike went to the table.
"There's another quill in here," she said, pulling it out of the desk. The cyclops handed it to Mike and took an extra piece of paper for herself. The two of them hastily put together a functional map of the castle, along with some observations added by Sulyvahn. In truth, Mike's pickiness regarding rooms had been a way for him to figure out the layout of the castle and Sofia had picked up on the scheme right away.
Neither Cerberus or Cecilia could offer much to assist their endeavors and moved to inspect their temporary domicile instead. After roughly twenty minutes, some spilled ink, and three drafts, they had completed one map they all agreed on along with potential escape routes. Mike hadn't liked the way the false Amymone had been watching them during their meeting. He was half expecting her to drop out of the ceiling and attack them at any moment.
The map completed, Mike had Cecilia and Cerberus show them around the rest of the tower. Their suite was the size of a large home with seven bedrooms, a couple of medieval bathrooms with tubs in them, and its own dining area. There were empty bookshelves everywhere, which Sofia declared odd. If the books had been pulled, it was likely for a very good reason.
The events of the last couple of days crashed into him, and he found himself dozing on the couch. Cecilia, Sulyvahn, and Cerberus all agreed to keep watch as he and Sofia adjourned to a bedroom with a bed large enough for both of them to sleep in. If Vincentius had some way to bypass the living area and attack them directly, at least one of them would be warned by their magic and be able to rouse the others.
It also didn't hurt that this meant he got to curl up against the cyclops'massive hips. Grinning in spite of himself, he hugged her from behind and quickly fell back into slumber, and eventually, his Dreamscape.
That was where he found Kisa waiting. The cat girl was busy chasing a crab on the beach, the little crustacean blowing multicolored bubbles in her face. On the horizon, a distant storm had boiled over, obscuring what little light came from the setting sun. The cat girl looked up at him and smirked.
"Was wondering if I'd see you today," she said, then dashed forward to catch the crab. It clamped down on her fingers with its pincers, but was unable to hurt her. "Looks like we finally synced up for the moment."
"A bit. How is Tink? Anything new?" he asked.
Kisa sighed. "Tink is grumpier than ever, but fine. Beth has the house on lockdown. Best we can tell, our Seelie friends are playing ball because of your agreement with Princess Nyx. However, the Unseelie don't give a fuck and have hinted that one of their people has gone missing on our property. We've gotten reports of mysterious figures around the perimeter, but it's always out of the corner of someone's eye. The centaurs have packed up early and returned to their village, but we had Yuki and Ratu screen them first for shapeshifters or any sort of fae possession."
Mike narrowed his eyes and thunder rumbled in the distance. "Seriously? The fae courts are making a move?"
Kisa shook her head. "There's no law against looking into our property, though some Unseelie asshole threatened Beth in the park. That's why we're on lockdown. She's keeping a lot to herself. The fae can read minds, right?"
Mike thought briefly about that silver coin he had given Beth. "Yeah," he said. "But they can't do it if everyone stays inside."
"I'm under the impression that they can't do anything to us for now," said Kisa. "So we're in this weird stalemate where they're clearly looking for a justification."
"Fuck," he muttered, running a hand through his hair. "Every time I leave my house..."
The cat girl shrugged. "At least your house wasn't stolen," she said. "Or invaded by mercenaries. We've been through worse."
"We shouldn't have to deal with anything, though." Thunder rumbled again as Mike crossed his arms. "Look, we're currently guests in this stupid castle. Let me fill you in." He gave Kisa a summary of what he had learned so far. Her ears perked up through the narration, especially when he mentioned how Vincentius was using the Caretaker narrative as his own.
"What do you suppose all of that is about?" she finally asked.
"I don't know. But I would have no reason to question otherwise if I didn't know that I was the real Caretaker," he replied. "The guy is using the narrative to accomplish something, I just don't know what."
"Hmm." Kisa looked down at her hands and realized she was still holding the crab. It had conjured a little flag of surrender, which it waved frantically. She laughed and tossed it out to sea, where it made a little hoot of victory before splashing into the water. "Oh, I meant to tell you. Ratu has been looking all over the house for more of those sculpture things."
"And?" Mike had honestly forgotten all about it with everything else going on.
"She identified a couple more items that clearly contain some type of creature inside, both were in the Vault. They're now being studied in the Labyrinth, but as far as she can tell, they're currently innate."
"Don't you mean inert?"
Kisa laughed. "Maybe? They're not doing anything right now, so whichever word works best, I guess." She fell back against the sand, which rose up to form a lounge chair beneath her. "So what's the plan?"
"Instead of splitting resources, have Reggie send a team here to open a portal," he said. "That way, I can come home, have a talk with the Unseelie, and make them realize they need to be on their fucking way."
"Are you sure?" asked Kisa. "Yuki has talked more than once about trying to handle it herself."
"She doesn't have the same relationship with their queen that I do," he replied. Kisa smirked. Though he had never explained his agreement with Titania to anyone else out loud, it was very likely that his familiar had figured something out. "I also have more pull with them since I'm technically in charge."
Kisa laughed. "Little do they know you're pretty much just making it up as you go."
"I mean..." Mike shrugged. "You aren't super wrong. I'm just a guy who wants to live his life and spend time with his family. Speaking of which, how are the kids?"
Kisa looked thoughtful. "Grace and Death were up to something, but Beth put a stop to it. I haven't seen Callisto much, so at least he's staying out of trouble. His mom is staying on top of things."
"Naturally." Mike turned to the beach behind him and sent a pulse of magic outward. The sand rose up and transformed, becoming a replica of the room he was staying in. "This should be enough for the rats to start looking," he said. "Think you can pass it on to Reggie?"
"I'll do my best," she replied. "Would help if Lily was around to directly convey the imagery, though."
"I'm surprised she hasn't come home, yet," Mike said.
"Apparently she and Dana got caught up in their own drama," Kisa replied. "Coming home for this would just cause more problems for us down the road."
"For us?" he said with a frown.
Kisa nodded. "Yeah, Eulalie is keeping pretty quiet about it. She's been super busy handling the issue with them."
Mike started tapping a finger on his leg impatiently. He didn't like the idea of Lily or Dana being in trouble when he couldn't go help them. Then again, it wouldn't be the first time they'd handled a bad situation without his involvement. "Keep me posted on that," he muttered. The breeze picked up, ruffling his hair as the first drops of rain caressed his face.
The cat girl frowned at the sky. "Are you handling everything okay?" she asked. "The weather implies things aren't good."
"Not really." He looked up into the storm. "I haven't figured out yet how angry I need to be over what's going on here."
"Try not to kill anyone," she said with a wink, then made a face. "Ah, fuck. Tink is ringing the Help Me bell."
"Send my love," he said, and Kisa nodded before fading from sight. He let out a sigh and sat in the sand. The storm raged around his island, not quite bringing its wrath onto land. He stewed in his thoughts for a bit, then let his mind wander as time fractured and sped up for him. Moments later, he found himself lying in bed with Sofia facing him, the cyclops dozing peacefully.
He studied her face in silence, noting how relaxed she actually looked. When was the last time he hadn't seen her brow furrowed in concentration or annoyance? His touch against her face was gentle as he traced the curve of her cheek, pausing to tuck a stray hair away. The anger he was holding fled as he embraced the moment, fully appreciating the beautiful creature who slumbered across from him.
The cyclops winced in her sleep, and he was startled by a sudden image of a mountain of books and the sound of creaking rope. Was he seeing Sofia's dream? The intrusion had been accidental, and he immediately backed his mind out of it. Sofia winced again and he slid his hand down her arm until his fingers found hers.
Her eye snapped open and focused on his face.
"You were having a bad dream," he said.
"Wasn't a dream," she replied, then seemed to realize they were holding hands. Her cheeks darkened momentarily. "Bad memory, actually."
"Enough of those to go around," he replied.
"Yeah." As if suddenly shy, Sofia let go of his hand and sat up. "How long were we out?"
"Between six and ten hours," replied Nyx from a nearby chair. Both of them sat up to see that the fae princess was currently holding a loaf of bread, but not eating it. "I can't be sure exactly when you dozed off."
"Who let you in?" Mike demanded.
"Was I not allowed?" she replied. "Am I not an ally?"
"Humans don't typically like being watched over in their sleep," said Sofia. "Neither do I, for that matter. You should remember this."
"You are incorrect," said Nyx. "You see, I already know about the sleeping habits and customs of others. You should ask me to abide by the rules, or even respect them. I am perfectly capable of remembering things you don't want me to do as I do them."
"How do you and your kind get anything done?" asked Mike. "Doesn't every conversation essentially dissolve into some form of verbal combat?"
Nyx's eyes flashed in delight. "You now understand my kind even better," she declared and stood.
"Is there a reason you were waiting for us to wake up?" asked Mike. "Did something happen?"
"Plenty happened," she replied. "Things are always happening to everyone. I came to speak with you about some things I have learned in the spirit of cooperation."
"Have you figured out what's going on with Vincentius?" he asked.
Nyx nodded. "I learned much about the man and his vassals already," she replied. "But I shall only speak to those that affect our current agreement."
"What?" Mike scowled. "Why would you keep information to yourself?"
"We agreed to work together to figure out what is going on and to find a cure for your wife," Nyx replied. "Many of the facts I already know don't seem to progress either of these agreements."
"I don't follow."
"If I had learned that Vincentius' favorite color was red, does that mean anything?" Nyx grinned. "Would it explain how Avalon has been taken? Will it restore Tink's youth?"
"What if it did?" asked Sofia. "Suppose that knowledge led to such answers?"
"Until I know that it does, I don't have to share it," Nyx replied.
Mike groaned. "Verbal combat," he muttered. "You're keeping stuff to yourself because it amuses you and doesn't violate our agreement."
She laughed. "There's a natural progression to these things. I will tell you everything I know for a price."
"One I can't afford," said Mike. "But the fact that you're here means you've learned something that either amuses you or definitely progresses our goals."
"I have. It's up to you to figure out which." Nyx chuckled and moved to the window. "We look out over the cliffs right now," she said. "Cliffs that shouldn't exist."
"Is that some sort of clue?" asked Mike.
Nyx raised an eyebrow. "Is it?"
Sofia groaned and stood. "I have to pee," she declared, then headed toward the bathroom. Nyx watched the cyclops leave, then looked at Mike with a grin.
"I could smell your dreams," she said. "There was salt in the air and the smell of a coming storm."
"It's rude to intrude," he said.
"And yet you did the same with the Head Librarian," she countered.
"That was an accident."
"Tell me. What sort of woman would you not lie with?" Nyx moved toward the bed with a salacious grin. "If I were to express interest, would you turn me away?"
"Yes," he replied.
"Is it my body?" she asked, cocking out her hip and twisting to face him. "Do you require women with more curves? Or perhaps--"
"It's your attitude," he replied. "You look down on me and the others. By elevating yourself with your own opinion, you have lowered your value in my eyes."
Nyx's eyes blazed with anger, but only for a moment. "My opinion holds actual value," she declared. "It is not some nebulous construct."
"Your opinion is like Bitcoin to a dog," Mike said in anger. "It only has value to those who want it. What does a dog want? To be held and spoken kindly to. Long walks and playing fetch."
"You speak kindly of dogs," Nyx replied. "But the one you play with likes to be fucked the most, am I right?"
Mike took a breath to steady himself. "When I die, people will miss me. I will be spoken well of by others. Can you say the same for yourself?"
"I will be alive long after those who speak well of you have become dust," she said. "Nobody will speak well or ill of you, for you will be forgotten while I persist."
"You didn't answer the question," said Mike.
Nyx studied him for several long, speechless seconds. "There is no nymph," she finally said. "The fountain that provides the drinking water for the village is a modified spring that once existed in Avalon. The few who claimed they had seen such an entity were lying."
"I--what?" The abrupt change of topic threw Mike for a loop. "There's no nymph?"
"Yet another crack in the false Caretaker's facade," said Nyx. She moved closer to him and licked her lips. The smell of spring filled the air. "I guess you could say--"
The door opened and Sofia walked back in. She gave the two of them a disgruntled look, then knelt by the bed and reached under it to pull out a chamber pot.
"I forgot there isn't a normal toilet here," she declared, then took the chamber pot out of the room with her.
"She could have taken that from any other room," muttered Nyx as she stood.
"And it wouldn't have changed a thing," said Mike. "Besides, wouldn't your queen be extremely angry if she knew what you were trying to do? She was rather upset over my relationship with Cecilia."
Nyx snorted. "That's assuming she remains the queen."
Mike narrowed his eyes. "What is that supposed to mean?"
"I'll trade you," she said. "All it will cost is a single kiss, the feel of your lips upon mine."
"No," he replied.
It was impossible to tell whether his answer pleased Nyx or not. The fae princess stepped back and stared out the window. "I know not where this castle came from," she said. "There used to be another in its place."
"A smaller one, right?"
She nodded. "The island was meant to be a sanctuary, Mike Radley. For a time, it was a place where my people could live in harmony beside your own, a place of magic. Its ability to interact with your world was hampered when Merlin dropped his wretched veil upon the world."
"Can you tell me more about that?" he asked.
"It will cost you," she said with a grin.
"Never mind," he muttered. "Your prices are too high."
"Are you sure about that?" she whispered, then moved toward him. "Maybe the price I desire is simply to satisfy my own curiosity? What does the banshee see in you, hmm?" The princess now stood right in front of him, her magic washing over him like a wave.



Mike let out a dry laugh as his own magic protected him. "Maybe it's the fact that I see her for who she is," he replied. "It makes me wonder what kind of person you truly are to be oblivious to that."
Nyx frowned and took a step back. She contemplated him for a moment, then let out a grunt and left the room. He sighed in relief and shook his head. When Sofia came back in, she was holding the chamber pot. The two of them looked at each other, and Mike laughed.
"If you're done with the bathroom," he said with a grin and held out his hand. "I'm guessing there isn't a spare under the bed."
"There certainly isn't," she replied, then handed it over. "You can always grab one from another room if it makes you uncomfortable."
"Nah, it's fine. Where do I dump it when I'm done?" he asked.
"Window opens," she replied as she turned to leave. "It all goes down the magical bottomless pit until someone tells me otherwise."
Mike imagined some demon or evil entity at the bottom of the pit and laughed. If something lived down there, it was about to be pissed.
Once his business was concluded, he left the room and found the others sitting on the couches in the living space. They all looked up at him as he descended the stairs.
Predictably, Nyx was absent. Good riddance.
"I've got Operation Rathole started," he announced. "But it's time for us to do some digging of our own. This place has some secrets that I would really like to ferret out. What are your thoughts?"
"I want to speak to Gerard," said Sofia. "He's a direct link to that journal and probably has answers."
"That's a great idea," said Mike. "Do you want me to come with you?"
"For now, no." Sofia crossed her arms and leaned back in her seat, which was comically smaller than she was. "We're both librarians, so maybe I can lean on that to gain a rapport."
"In that case, I might just go on a treasure hunt of my own." Mike looked at Cerberus. "Do you want to be my bodyguard?"
All three heads nodded, the hellhound's tail wagging. He looked at Sulyvahn and Cecilia, who were both just hanging around.
"I'll stay behind this time," said Cecilia. "I don't know what I can do to help."
Mike frowned with uncertainty. He didn't want to discourage the banshee by agreeing, but he would definitely move faster if it was just him and Cerberus.
Sulyvahn saved him. "I'll keep an eye on my sister, friend." The dullahan placed a hand on Cecilia's shoulder. "Give us a bit o' time to be catchin' up and all that."
Taking a deep breath, Mike gave Suly a small salute. "Sounds like we all have a plan. I guess we're off, so--" His stomach growled and he winced. He hadn't even noticed how hungry he was. "Looks like I need to look for some breakfast."
"You can ask the servants," said Sofia.
"I could, but then I wouldn't have an excuse to poke my nose where it doesn't belong." Mike grinned and held out an arm for Cerberus. "Shall we?"
"Let's. Go. Master." The hellhound took him by the elbow and together they shoved open the door of the tower and stepped onto the bridge. Mike looked up at the main building of the castle and hated how it felt like it was looking back.
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Cecilia stared through the window, her fingers pressed against the glass as she watched the tiny flickering lights of souls down below. Her hand was mainly there to keep from bumping her face against the glass, which had already happened twice.
Though this place belonged to the fae, it had been twisted. In the mortal realm, she was essentially a ghost unless she concentrated hard on manifesting physically. In the fae realm, she could choose between either. Here, though, she was solid, and no amount of concentration had enabled her to resume her spiritual form.
This would bother her far less if not for the fact that she couldn't see. The vague outline of the building hovered along the edge of her consciousness, and she had already stubbed her toes numerous times, yet remained quiet. Mike was already dealing with far too much, and she didn't want him worrying about her.
"Ye look pensive," said her brother.
Cecilia smiled, and turned to face him. Unlike the flickering lights below, she could see him perfectly fine. "Everyone else is pursuing a task," she said. "I came along thinking I could help, yet..."
Sulyvahn nodded. "Aye. I be stuck as well. I didn'� want to come, but ye know why I'm here."
She nodded. Sulyvahn was bound to the Queen's will, which was being abused by the Court. If not for their sudden suspicion of Mike, he wouldn't be worried about the safety of his home or family. She felt angry at the Court in a way she had never experienced before. It was like a tiny ball of fire in her stomach. "Do you suppose there's any help we can give?"
Sulyvahn looked out the window. "Mayhaps. While yer love be searchin' the castle, we could speak with the people below. I be a bit curious what they're like."
Having nothing better to do, she held out her hand. Sulyvahn, sensing her clouded vision, took it and led her out the door. The two of them maneuvered through the castle, occasionally stopping for directions from a servant. It wasn't like Cecilia could look at the map that Mike had, and Sulyvahn seemed content to wander. What was time to a pair of creatures that had never really experienced it?
When they left the castle, there was nobody to stop them. The two paused only briefly along the bridge to gaze down into its depths. Cecilia wondered if she would see anything supernatural lurking below, but there were no signs of life.
"It's got an ominous pull, yeah?" said Sulyvahn. "Almost like it's lookin' back and wants me to jump."
Cecilia frowned. Her brother wasn't wrong. The longer she gazed into the darkness, the more it felt like she was falling toward it. She clutched the railing of the bridge, the cold stone digging into her flesh as she fought the call of the void.
"Let's move on," said Sulyvahn.
"Agreed," Cecilia whispered, and allowed the dullahan to lead her away.
The village was teeming with life, it seemed to be their version of mid-day. They went back to the fountain first and just stood to the side and watched people pass them by. More than a few were curious, but must have received orders to leave them alone, because nobody stopped to question them.
"Hmm." Sulyvahn scratched at his chin. "There's somethin' here that tickles my brain, yet I can't figure out what. I'm sure it be starin' me right in the face."
Cecilia spotted it right away and smirked. "Do ye be needin' a hint?" she asked, slipping into her old dialect. Living with the others for so long had essentially erased it, but now that it was just the two of them? Why the heck not?
"Um..." Sulyvahn looked at the people around the fountain and tugged at his hair. "Maybe a hint?"
"Yer lookin' at too much," she replied. "Ain't seein' the forest fer the trees."
"Bah. Ye can't even see trees." He gave her a playful push. "I ever tell ye that yer more fun with a bit o' human in ye?"
"No, you haven't." She smiled sadly. "We don't talk enough, really."
He shrugged. "Didn't talk fer a bunch o' decades, not used ta seein' each other all the time now. We both be findin' our own ways to spend time."
"Like with a certain lawyer?" asked Cecilia.
The dullahan nodded. "Can I ask a question and get an honest answer?"
Cecilia frowned. What an odd request. "Of course," she replied.
Sulyvahn scratched his head. "What does falling in love feel like?"
Cecilia blinked in surprise, and let out a small laugh that had the mortals looking up at her in wonder. "What an odd thing to ask," she said.
"Ye promised to be honest," Sulyvahn grumbled. "And I don't want a typical fae answer, either. Somethin' straightforward, if you please."
"Ye've been spendin' too much time with Nyx," said Cecilia. "But I'll answer ye true, as best I can."
"As best you can?" asked Sulyvahn. "I know ye be lovin' that fellow."
"But love isn't something that can be put into words so easily," she replied. "When we got pulled into that book world, I was able to see colors for the first time. How do you describe the color red to someone who has never seen it? It is the color of warmth, and passion, but to break it down to something more elemental? It's impossible."
"I thought we were talkin' about love," Sulyvahn replied.
"And we are," she said. "Love is something that you don't truly get until you feel it for yourself, and it's different for everyone. When it first started for me, it was when I realized he was going to treat me differently than the others. He didn't mind that I had a specific...job." Cecilia lowered her voice. "And the longer we were together, I be havin' thoughts about his body, thoughts I shouldna been havin'."
"I get that," Sulyvahn replied. "Beth be havin' me in fits sometimes. E'en now I be havin' fantasies about..." His lips quirked up into a stupid grin. "But what else is there?"
Cecilia took her brother's hand. "Ye be feelin' it in yer heart, first. It's not just about touch, but bein' together. Ye miss her during quiet moments when yer apart. When yer afraid fer each other, it's like you can't quite...catch yer breath."
"Ye don't breathe," said Sulyvahn.
"And yet, he makes me breathless," she replied with a wistful smile. "I don' quite feel complete when he's gone."
"Is that because of yer...soul?" he asked.
She nodded. "Perhaps."
Sulyvahn sighed. "I don't be thinkin' about Beth the way ye think about Mike," he said. "We be havin' fun, and I feel like we're close, but that other stuff ye talk about...I don't feel breathless."
She squeezed his hand. "It's different fer everyone fer a reason," she said. "As long as ye respect each other, there's no right way to be in love."
"Hmm." Sulyvahn scratched at the seam of his neck. "I guess ye've got a point."
"Ye also haven't been swappin'...things," she added. "It's different fer us, and that's okay, too. Ye can't compare yer relationship to the ones that others have."
The dullahan said nothing, his eyes scanning the town square. She leaned against him and he turned to look at her. They weren't technically siblings. In fact, they were opposites, created at the same time. There had never been any affection between them in the past, yet something new had bloomed within Cecilia, a yearning to be part of a proper family.
She smiled when Sulyvahn leaned into her embrace. "I finally spotted it," he said.
"Spotted what?" she asked.
"What's buggin' me." He gestured toward the villagers. "Their souls be weaker than normal," he said.
"And?" she asked. "What else?"
"They be young." He looked at Cecilia. "Not a lick of them be of old age."
"I can see their spirits much farther than you can," she said. "And I have yet to spot a soul older than..." In fact, she wasn't entirely certain what number to use. Human ages could be tricky. "There's nobody elderly," she finally said. "And there be plenty of food and water. Unless there be a sickness..."
"Then there be a culling." Sulyvahn shook his head. "Somethin' be killin' off the old."
Cecilia took a step toward the fountain, making sure to keep a steady gaze on the flickering souls around it. She could almost see the outline of the flowing water as it emerged from somewhere deep beneath the ground. A shining light deep below the fountain was the magic that summoned the water, all bottled up to funnel it into this one place. Separate threads of water ran away from the fountain itself, and she wondered if these went to the fields where things grew.
"Excuse us," said Sulyvahn. "Be there any o' ye willin' to show us around?"
"I'll do it!" The feminine voice belonged to a soul that flickered with blue sparks. "I offered first, let me!"
"What be yer name, lass?" asked Sulyvahn.
"Elspeth, milord." The soul dipped in what Cecilia assumed was a curtsy, then turned to Cecilia. "Is it true that you can see the future?"
Cecilia smiled and gestured at her eyes. "I can't see much of anything," she replied. "Someone has been telling you tall tales."
"Aw," moaned someone else nearby. Elspeth didn't seem discouraged as she took Cecilia by the hand.
"If you don't mind me saying, you're very pretty, milady." Elspeth moved by Cecilia's side. "What are your names?"
"That be my brother, Sulyvahn," said Cecilia. "And I be..." She wasn't certain how to reply.
"Lady Radley," finished Sulyvahn. "Of the House of Radley."
Cecilia's cheeks burned, and she held her free hand up in embarrassment. "Aye," she whispered. "That be my name."
"Flustered is a good look on ye, sister." Sulyvahn chuckled warmly. "Elspeth, would ye be willin' to give us a small tour? Finley showed us a bunch, but we wasn't expectin' a whole town to be here."
"At once, um...Lord Sulyvahn?"
"I be nobody's lord," he replied. "Ye can call me Suly."
Elspeth gave them a similar tour to the one that Finley had. Sulyvahn asked plenty of questions that were largely innocuous while Cecilia studied the souls of the villagers. Elspeth's was an open book, her soul unusually untainted. She was a young woman who hadn't often experienced sadness or betrayal and she shined brighter for it.
"So this be the school," said Sulyvahn, snapping Cecilia out of her thoughts. Inside, she could see a collection of souls, all milling about in excitement.
"Yes!" Elspeth replied. "This is where Lady Charlotte teaches us about everything we need to know, like how to run the farms, and how to mill the grain. When we graduate, we get assigned to our apprenticeships where the master craftsmen teach us new things."
"And what be your job?" he asked.
"Midwife," Elspeth replied. "And between babies, I help run errands for the folks in the fields."
"Who takes care of yer elders?" asked Sulyvahn.
"The elders?" Elspeth sounded puzzled. "What are those?"
"Where we're from, people of an advanced age may be referred to as elderly," replied Cecilia.
"How old is that?" asked Elspeth.
Cecilia shrugged. "It depends on the person. Maybe they're older than seventy."
"Seventy?!?" Elspeth took a step away from them. "Wow, people can live that long?"
"Er...things are different where we come from," said Sulyvahn. "Do yer people not be livin' that long?"
Elspeth shook her head. "The sickness usually takes them after forty. It's when yer joints start to go. That's when the Caretaker summons us to his home and grants us our eternal rest."
"Eternal rest?" Cecilia whispered. "As in...death?"
Elspeth laughed. "It's a ritual," she said. "We learn all about it when we're young. He does the ritual and we're reborn as someone else. It's part of the cycle here."
"I would love to hear more about--"
"Elspeth." The voice was cold, but not cruel. Cecilia jerked her head up to see the twisted soul of Lady Charlotte, standing just outside the school. "What are you doing?"
"Showing the outsiders around, Lady Charlotte." Elspeth wilted under Charlotte's gaze. "Is that...okay?"
Lady Charlotte studied them silently. Cecilia shuffled her feet, feeling the immense pressure of the woman's glare. Perhaps a minute passed before Charlotte's soul took on a softer glow.
"Of course it is, child." Charlotte smiled. "You've showed them around the village already?"
"I have, milady."
"Would you be willing to watch the children? It's playtime and I would love the opportunity to learn more about our guests. When the Caretaker met them, I didn't really get a chance to get to know them better."
"Of course, milady." Elspeth curtsied and moved inside the school building "Who wants to play hide and seek?" she called.
The kids, who had absolutely been watching the scene through the windows, cheered and shifted about within. Cecilia smiled as the children scattered and moved about the building. She had never really gotten the chance to watch children play before. Doing so with Grace and Callisto had been quite the treat, and hide and seek was a game she could play with them.
Naturally, both of them were gifted at it. Callisto could see her even when she was mostly invisible, and Grace was, well, Grace. Nobody was entirely sure what all she could even see.
"May we?" asked Charlotte, gesturing away from the building.
"I suppose," replied Sulyvahn. "Unless yer leadin' us to our doom."
"Not today," Charlotte replied as she started walking. Sulyvahn and Cecilia followed behind her as they moved away from the schoolhouse and toward the edge of the village where nobody else was working. Sulyvahn tried to strike up a conversation twice, but Charlotte ignored him.
They followed a road that circled the edge of the valley, then paused by some large rocks, allowing them to sit and look down on the village. The closest person was easily half a mile away, part of a group that had been in the forest picking apples. When Charlotte finally broke the silence, it was with a question.
"What are you?" she asked, turning to face the siblings.
"We're outsiders, I guess," Sulyvahn replied.
Charlotte shook her head. She seemed tired. "Don't speak to me in riddles," she said. "I mean what are you, actually? Neither of you are human, and I don't think Vincentius is entirely sure, either."
"Um..." Sulyvahn looked at Cecilia, then back at Charlotte. "I don' suppose ye'd believe that we're of the fae?"
The Lady scoffed. "There are no fae here, not anymore. They had been chased out long before I arrived."
"Well, then, we're back?" Sulyvahn grabbed the top of his head and pulled it to one side, popping the seam on his neck. To Charlotte's credit, her only reaction was to raise her hands to stifle her own gasp of surprise. "I be known as a dullahan, a seeker of lost souls."
"I see." Charlotte moved to Sulyvahn and ran her fingers along the seam of his neck. "Does it come off all the way?"
The dullahan responded by pulling his head off and cradling it in his arms. "Aye," he replied. "My body be fully functional without it."
"Are you one organism or two?" she asked, peering into his neck hole.
"That be a good question," Sulyvahn responded. "It's more like I'm both. When the head is on, we be one. But now, we're two beings of a like mind, I suppose."
"This doesn't seem to bother you," Cecilia noted. Even people well acquainted with cryptids would be unnerved by seeing someone remove their own head.
"I've seen worse things," Charlotte whispered in response. "Things that you, too, will see soon." She lifted her gaze toward the distant castle. "For you, this place may seem like a paradise. For me? It is little more than--"
"A prison," Cecilia finished. "We are not fooled by this facade, Lady Charlotte."
"If it were in my power, I would let everybody leave," she continued. "And beg them to destroy the mirror that contains us so that no others could find this place."
"What know you of the mirror, lass?"
Charlotte frowned. "I've said too much already," she muttered. "If you care for your friends, they will find a much better fate at the bottom of the pit around the castle."
"What lies there?" asked Cecilia.
"Redemption? Damnation? Nobody knows." Charlotte's twisted soul dimmed. "But it's better than the hellish purgatory to which I've been condemned. Your friend may indeed find eternal life here, but he'll soon learn that everything comes at a cost."
"If you could leave this place, would you?" asked Cecilia.
Charlotte made a wheezing sound, as if struck. "I don't know," she finally replied. "I long for freedom, but do not deserve it." Uncertainty flickered across her soul, followed by sadness. Cecilia felt like she was looking at a dim candle flame that threatened to go out.
Lady Charlotte sat there in silence for several minutes. Eventually, she stood and led them back to the school where the children were still playing with Elspeth. The kids, seeing the newcomers return, gave up their game and came running outside. Lady Charlotte cautioned them to be polite, but it was like all the energy had gone out of the woman, and she sat on a nearby log to watch them.



Sulyvahn greeted the kids with enthusiasm as they barraged him with questions. Cecilia sat quietly nearby and smiled as Suly shared stories from the Old World along with the New. Tales of dragons were met with far less enthusiasm than metal carriages that drove without horses and screens with moving images on them. These children had grown up in a world of magic instead of science, and viewed the latter with far more fascination.
Honestly, the magic of their world wasn't that great to begin with, either. Avalon had been weakened, no longer the paradise it once was. This whole community was trapped within an insidious barrier of thorns, yet they survived. The people here were weak physically, but maintained high spirits.
A pair of children came and sat with Cecilia, asking her questions about why her hair floated behind her, why did it have a red streak, and even her blank eyes. Lady Charlotte tried to hush them, but the banshee encouraged their questions. Cecilia wasn't nearly as dynamic as her brother, but did enjoy the attention. Eventually, a little girl tugged on the hem of Cecilia's dress.
"Do you know any stories?" she asked. At this time, Sulyvahn was no longer sharing tales of the modern world and was re-enacting some battle with a stick for a blade. Cecilia wasn't certain which story this was, even when he called himself Isildur. Several kids were watching him with rapt attention now as he started speaking about an enchanted ring.
"Do you not like my brother's tale?" Cecilia asked out of curiosity.
The girl shook her head. "It's kind of scary, actually."
A little boy standing nearby bobbed his head in agreement. "We're not supposed to have swords," he added. "The gargoyles take them away if they find them."
"Hmm." Cecilia cocked her head to one side and pondered. "I'm not really a storyteller," she said. "I can't see, which means I don't get a chance to read books or watch...um...the moving screens that my brother can."
"Then what can you do?" asked the little girl. Charlotte tried to hush the child for being rude, but Cecilia's laughter deflated the situation.
"I sing," she said. "That's my job."
"Will you sing for us?" asked the girl again. "If it's not too scary."
Cecilia thought about it for a moment. She had been tempted to sing just the start of her dirge, but that might actually frighten the children. What songs did she even know in English?
"You don't have to sing anything," said Lady Charlotte. Cecilia held up a hand and smiled.
"I think I may know just the one," she said. Cecilia opened her mouth and sang a quick musical scale. She didn't technically need to warm up, but it did bolster her confidence. When was the last time she had really sung for anyone other than Mike? Was it really when Cyrus had passed?
The pale moon was rising above the green mountain,
The sun was declining beneath the blue sea;
When I strayed with my love to the pure crystal fountain,
That stands in the beautiful Vale of Tralee.
She was lovely and fair as the rose of the summer,
Yet 'twas not her beauty alone that won me;
Oh no, 'twas the truth in her eyes ever dawning,
That made me love Mary, the Rose of Tralee.
Sulyvahn stopped wielding his stick as the kids nearby turned to face Cecilia. The little girl sitting by the banshee's feet lit up with excitement as Cecilia's words filled the clearing. The trees around them rustled as if blown by a breeze, dropping a few leaves in the process.
Smiling to herself, Cecilia continued. She moved to stand in the middle of the children so that all could hear her equally.
The cool shades of evening their mantle were spreading,
And Mary all smiling was listening to me;
The moon through the valley her pale rays was shedding,
When I won the heart of the Rose of Tralee.
Though lovely and fair as the Rose of the summer,
Yet 'twas not her beauty alone that won me;
Oh no, 'twas the truth in her eyes ever dawning,
That made me love Mary the Rose of Tralee.
The world had gone still, as if Avalon itself were listening. The souls surrounding her flickered brightly like flames being fed. Cecilia swayed to the tune and rotated in order to look at each child's spirit. When she turned to face Lady Charlotte, she saw that the troubled soul was no longer twisted into an anguished knot. The woman was caught up in the moment, temporarily at peace.
Smiling, Cecilia extended her hands and started the final verse.
In the far fields of India, 'mid war's dreadful thunders,
Her voice was a solace and comfort to me,
But the chill hand of death has now rent us asunder,
I'm lonely tonight for the Rose of Tralee.
She was lovely and fair as the rose of the summer,
Yet 'twas not her beauty alone that won me;
Oh no, 'twas the truth in her eyes ever dawning,
That made me love Mary, The Rose of Tralee.
Though Cecilia couldn't actually see their faces, she could tell the children were crying. It was a song about both love and loss, and the ending had always been emotional for her. As she finished the final words, she smiled down at everyone and hugged herself tight.
The children were silent for several seconds. Finally, the little girl who had asked her to sing spoke up.
"She's flying," the girl whispered.
Cecilia looked down and realized that she was indeed hovering about six feet up. She allowed gravity to reassert its hold on her and floated back down to the ground where Sulyvahn took her hand.
"That was a mighty fine song," he said, pausing briefly to kiss the top of her hand. "Ye did it justice. Even the Lady be weeping."
The banshee smiled. "Perhaps...we should return to the castle," she said.
"Wait. I require another word with you." Lady Charlotte stood from her log and took a moment to shoo away the children who grunted and groaned as they were dismissed. Even Elspeth didn't want to leave, but Lady Charlotte managed to chase them all off just the same.
Once the kids were gone, Lady Charlotte turned to face them. "It occurs to me now that I do not know your names."
"That's 'cause nobody asked it of us," replied Sulyvahn. "Yer caretaker lord only had eyes fer Mike and we let 'im do all the talking."
Lady Charlotte nodded. "There's a reason for that, one we can maybe discuss later. But a thought just occurred to me." The woman stepped close enough that Cecilia could smell the death that surrounded her, hidden behind an apple blossom perfume. Charlotte whispered, her voice barely audible. "What is your name?"
Cecilia looked at Sulyvahn. The dullahan shrugged, uncertain what the best answer would be. When the banshee looked back at Charlotte, she saw a mixture of hope and fear swirling through the woman like a storm.
"Young Elspeth knows me as Lady Radley," she replied as quietly as possible. "But I'm known amongst family as...Cecilia."
"Truly? Then you must be the real one!" Charlotte gasped and covered her mouth. "Then that means..." She looked in the general direction of the castle.
"Is there a problem?" challenged Sulyvahn. He took a step toward Charlotte, his fingers twitching. The woman put up a single hand to stay his approach.
"Do not share this information with anyone, Lady Radley, nor should you speak it aloud." Charlotte's voice was suddenly full of steel. "Tell your Lord Radley to do nothing until I speak with him later."
"Why should we?" asked Suly.
Charlotte shook her head. "I dare not say anymore. The trees may have ears," she replied, then looked at Cecilia. "You will just have to trust me."
"Do we?" Sulyvahn asked Cecilia. "Trust her, I mean?"
Cecilia studied the woman's soul for several seconds and nodded. "Aye," she replied. "For now, I think we must."

🏠🏠🏠

As Sofia walked the halls of the false Caretaker's castle, she couldn't help but feel as if someone was stalking her. At first, she wondered if she was being followed, but the feeling persisted despite entering rooms that were clearly empty.
The thread-bare runners throughout the castle had worn so thin in places that she could see the stone beneath them. There was more of Lady Charlotte's artwork all over the castle, which Sofia actually stopped to examine. She wasn't interested in the art itself, but whether or not someone was watching her from behind it.
The only other culprits were the suits of armor scattered throughout the castle. She examined these, too, even pausing to dismantle one and look inside. They were hollow, and she couldn't find any signs of enchantment on them.
This led her to one of two conclusions. Either Vincentius was omnipresent in his own home and watching them every moment, or this was just a really freaky place and she was psyching herself out. Either way, she kept a hand close to her dagger, ready to unfold her sword at a moment's notice if necessary.
She got intentionally lost, hoping to use it as an excuse should someone ask her about it. This had led her to two separate kitchen areas, both of which were abandoned. There was also an alternate dining room which was far bigger than the one from before. The table had a thin layer of dust on it, indicating that it hadn't been touched in years.
Speaking of dust, it also occurred to her that large portions of the castle were caked in it. This place was only cared for on occasion, or at least off the beaten path. It also meant that she occasionally encountered footprints, but none of them led anywhere interesting.
She was in the middle of examining her second tower when she finally stumbled upon the library. The circular-shaped lobby was packed with shelves that overflowed with tomes. Ladders led to four additional levels along the interior of the tower, and those walls were packed with books as well. Anyone could look down at the main area from up above if they wished, but there was no railing, so the risk of falling was very real.
"Hello?" Sofia knocked on the already open door. The last thing she wanted was to surprise somebody. When there was no reply, she let herself in and moved to the closest stack of books. Based on titles, none of them were written in English, and she picked up a couple and thumbed through them. Something felt odd about the paper inside. Most of the pages were far stiffer than normal. Frowning, she replaced the book where she had gotten it and continued exploring the tower.
An unmarked door in the back opened to a space with a pair of desks. A book was propped open on one of them, held in place with some clamps. A separate book was on the other desk, its pages wet with fresh ink. A quick examination revealed that somebody was scribing information from the original book into the newer one. When Sofia touched the original, a piece of paper immediately crumbled beneath her fingers.
"Hmm." She wanted to undo the clamps and see the title of the book, but realized that it would likely fall apart. The book itself was in sad shape, which explained why someone was attempting to transfer the information over. As best as she could tell, it was some sort of primer on plant-life.
"What are you doing?"
Sofia looked up to see Gerard standing there, his body wrapped in a cloak. It was impossible to tell what he was wearing underneath. For all she knew, he could be armed.
"This is the library," she said. "I figured it would be open to the public."
"That's not how libraries work," he sneered. "This is a repository for knowledge, a place where it can be preserved and protected."
"And distributed," added Sofia.
"Where necessary," Gerard admitted. He looked at her for a moment and frowned. "I doubt there's anything here you'd be interested in."
"Anywhere that books exist is interesting," Sofia replied. "I imagine a place like this, sequestered from the rest of the world, has some very unique titles." To illustrate her point, she picked up a book from a nearby stack. "In fact, --"
The thick grain beneath her fingertips stopped her cold. Frowning, she looked up at Gerard. "What is this bound with?" she asked.
"It's time for you to leave," Gerard growled, and then he was beside her. She hadn't even seen the man move. When he grabbed her roughly by the arm, she was subjected to several potential futures where she intended to resist, only for him to casually break her arm before tossing her out. The man was easily a couple of feet shorter than she was. There was no natural reason for him to be so strong.
When they reached the door of the library, Gerard gave her a shove. She stumbled forward a few feet, then turned to hear the bolt being thrown behind the door. Sighing, she fidgeted at her braid as she wandered off, then looked at her hand.
The book she had picked up in the library had been bound from human skin, just like the journal. She was sure of it. But to what purpose? It's not like she could just ask Gerard now. The asshole had tossed her out.
Frustrated, the cyclops continued aimlessly wandering the castle. She was bitter that she hadn't even had the opportunity to speak with Gerard. He had immediately become hostile at her presence, and now she would go back to Mike with nothing to show for it. This frustration caused her to pluck at her braid as she stomped through the lonely halls. The servants were nowhere in sight. If she called out for help, would one of them suddenly appear? Was that the presence she continuously felt?
"Can someone help me find my tower?' she called experimentally. When nobody replied, she continued walking. If the servants were monitoring her, they were fucking useless.
The castle itself didn't seem to possess any architectural symmetry or logical layout. It was almost like it had been built over a long period of time, probably with more than one architect. At least it didn't change like the last castle had when she walked from one room to another. In a bid to find one of the locked doors they had been forbidden to cross, she ended up moving down some dirty hallways with dust bunnies littered along the corners. An occasional breeze would flow in places, but it was sporadic. To her knowledge, the castle wasn't being heated, which meant airflow wasn't important to its denizens.
Her travels took her in a useless spiral that culminated at a large wooden door with a decorative archway above it. Suits of armor stood along both sides of the door, these ones being far more unique than the decorative ones she had previously seen throughout the castle. Pausing to inspect them, she discovered that despite being well polished, all had been damaged at some point in time. This was armor that had seen the thrill of battle!
She ran her fingers along the dent in a breastplate, trying to imagine the type of weapon that had scored such a wound upon it. Her best guess was a spear. There were twenty suits of armor here, all facing out as if guarding the door from intruders.
When Sofia gave the door a push, it opened, albeit slowly. Pausing, she looked at the knight closest to her.
"I was told I could go anywhere that wasn't locked," she declared. "So if you all have a problem with this, you'd better speak up now."
The knight remained silent in its vigil. She gave the suit of armor a mock salute and shoved her way through to the other side. There was enough light streaming through a stained-glass window above to properly illuminate a pair of thrones. The motif in the window was of a massive apple tree, though holes had been punched in the glass that made it look like the tree was wilting.
The room could easily hold over a hundred people, but was empty of furniture or decorations. The ornate wooden floor had been gouged by a massive stone block that now lay at the base of the stairs leading to the throne. The scuff marks made it obvious that the stone had been dragged in. Sofia turned to look back out the door and noticed that the floors out there bore no such damage. Either it had been dragged through the castle and that had been repaired, or someone had carried it to this room before setting it down.
The block was nearly five feet tall. Sofia walked toward the thrones, then circled the stone block to get a better look at the stained-glass window. If not for the light coming through the window, she wouldn't have noticed the metallic glint of a blade from the corner of her eye. It was embedded in the stone.
"Okay," she muttered to herself. "Now that is very interesting."
From the side, it was clear that the block of stone had been cleaved out of the ground and was now tipped on its side in the throne room. The blade glimmered in the light, and she knelt down to get a better look. It seemed similar to a Roman gladius, the hilt worn in places as if from heavy use. A discarded hammer and broken chisel lay on the ground nearby.
She couldn't see any chisel marks around the stone itself. In fact, the stone was relatively smooth, other than a few jagged crenulations along the side. Putting her hands on the boulder, she could feel the ambient flow of mana moving through it.
"Curiouser and curiouser," she declared, then knelt down to inspect the blade once more. It was clear that someone had tried to free the sword in the stone using forceful methods and had failed. Staring at the pommel, she licked her lips and put her hand on the grip.
"On the slim chance you were to free that blade, what would your next move be?"
Sofia looked up over the stone and saw that Galahad stood by the door. The man studied her with sad eyes, then gestured to the door behind him. "That door was supposed to be kept locked," he said. "And you are not supposed to be in here."
"Oh." Sofia looked down at the blade and then back up at Galahad. "Is this what I think it is?"
"I cannot know what you think, and therefore cannot--"
"Is it Excalibur?" asked Sofia. "There. Now you know what I think."
Galahad frowned as if he had just eaten something sour. "The Caretaker would not wish for you to carry such knowledge from the throne room. Should the identity of that blade remain in question, then you carry nothing and are safe from his wrath."
"Wrath, huh?" Sofia debated giving the sword a tug, but thought back on Galahad's words. If this sword really were the magical blade Excalibur, it wasn't intended for her in the first place. Naturally, that was assuming that the legends were true. For all she knew, Excalibur chose its wielder and it had nothing to do with becoming royalty or anything else. It might just mean she ended up with a magic sword.
But if she did pull it from the stone, what then? Galahad didn't seem to think that Vincentius would take kindly to the acquisition. Back in the dining hall, when Mike had almost blurted out his identity, her future sight had become an onslaught of terrible visions involving far too many teeth. She tried hard to remember if Galahad himself had been one of her attackers.
"So is that Vincentius' throne?" she asked, letting go of the blade and pointing at the larger chair. "Who sits in the other one?"
"This castle belongs to the Caretaker," said Galahad. "So it would be safe to assume that the thrones are his."
That was an awful lot of words which didn't technically answer my question, she thought to herself. She looked again at the thrones, then back to Galahad. "So what's your story?" she asked. "Did you finally find the grail and drink from it?"
"I told you before that I am not the Sir Galahad of Arthurian legend," the man grumbled.
"Actually, if I remember correctly, you implied that you weren't in a way that could mean many things." Sofia crossed her arms. "Galahad the Pure, son of Lancelot and the Lady Elaine, if I remember correctly."
Galahad's complexion darkened, but she couldn't tell if it was anger or embarrassment. "You should leave this place," he declared after several moments. "There is nothing for you to learn here."



"This room? Or this castle?" Sofia shook her head. "Or do you mean Avalon? You see, we came here chasing a story about a cure for our friend. We find a magical island tied directly to the Holy Grail along with a spiritual leader named after the man who King Arthur sent to find it. How does the saying go? Once is a coincidence, twice is a pattern?"
"Please leave this room," Galahad growled. His features suddenly softened as he heard his own voice echo back at him. "If not for your sake, then the sake of those who travel with you."
"Or what? You'll make me?" She wondered what the man would do. It was clear he wanted to speak in riddles. Was he ashamed of the past? Or hiding something far more sinister.
Galahad sighed. "I won't," he replied. "But I will remind you that the Caretaker's kindness will only extend so far." He stepped aside and gestured toward the door. "Please go," he said. "I won't ask you again and shall leave you to the consequences."
Disgruntled, Sofia decided to play nice. She walked through the doors ahead of Galahad and listened as they closed softly behind her and clicked. The throne room was locked once more, but she refused to allow that to be the end. This was yet another clue to share with the others, hopefully one that would finally yield some fruit.
When she turned to attempt to grill Galahad some more, she discovered that the man had disappeared.

🏠🏠🏠

Moving through the castle, Mike allowed Cerberus to take the lead while he inspected the place with his magic. At times, it was bereft of activity and felt like a tomb. Other times, he could feel an undercurrent of magic just behind the walls, and would ask Cerberus to help him figure out where all that magic was going. On a couple of occasions, he could feel the castle's magic swell up and shift toward him as if in recognition. Other times, it fled in fear.
"Weird fucking place," he muttered to himself, his forehead pressed against the cold stone wall. The nearby torches flickered as if in agreement.
At one point, they found themselves in a small room with a broken window that overlooked the bottomless ravine. Pondering what could be down there, he conjured up a lightning spider. Cerberus watched the door as he tossed the spider through the window and closed his eyes, doing his best to maintain a link to it.
The spiders didn't technically have any mass, which meant gravity only sort of worked on them. Sure, his spiders could fall, but it seemed like it was more out of habit, and they didn't really accelerate any further after the first ten feet. The first one he tossed was moving too slow after a minute, so he let it wink out of existence and looked around the room to find something he could attach to the next one. The room itself seemed to be a long forgotten pantry, but he did find a wooden handle that looked like it had been broken off a broom.
He summoned another spider and had it grab onto the handle. After he dropped the wooden rod out the window, he closed his eyes and tried to hold the connection. It took everything in his power just to maintain its existence and the link that they shared as the spider plummeted away from him. There was only darkness and a phantom sense of falling, eventually reaching a terminal velocity much faster than a spider on its own.
Shivering, Mike hugged himself as he felt that magical tether stretch. He had been counting at first, but had made it all the way to five hundred before he could no longer do that and still maintain the connection. The little lightning spider felt so far away and tiny now, yet there was no sense of anything but looming darkness.
What was this hole in the world beneath them? Who created it? Yet another mystery about this place to toss on to the pile.
The connection fizzled, and Mike's awareness popped back into the room. Cerberus stood nearby, all three heads looking in different directions as they listened for anyone coming. The hellhound noticed that he had opened his eyes, and all three heads turned to face him.
"Did. It. Work?" they asked.
"Not really," he said, then stood and winced. He had been sitting long enough that his legs were cramped. "That is a deep hole. Don't fall into it. I get the impression that you'll starve to death before hitting the bottom."
"We. Shall. Obey," they said.
"C'mon. We're done with this room." Mike leaned out the window and looked down into the darkness. He only gave it a casual glance and then looked away, inexplicably worried that he would see something looking back. A chill ran up his spine when he thought about that endless chasm. Was it some kind of premonition, or just a run-of-the-mill fear of falling forever?
He stepped out into the hallway with Cerberus. The two wandered some more, but Mike was unable to catch any further traces of the magic he had sensed earlier. Frustrated that his search thus far had yielded nothing, he continued deeper into the structure. On rare occasions, he would either hear footsteps or a distant servant moments before they disappeared. Otherwise, the castle was quiet.
"Why do you think he has everyone living in the village?" asked Mike. "There's plenty of room up here. Seems strange that there aren't any...normal people, for lack of a better term." While Vincentius and the vassals had noble titles, they certainly didn't seem to live like nobility. So why self-isolate?
"What. About. Gargoyles?" asked Cerberus.
He stopped in his tracks and looked at the hellhound. "Actually, what about them? They didn't seem all...servant-y," he said. "I wonder what they can tell us about this place. Good thinking."
Cerberus wagged their tail, then blushed furiously when he scratched their heads. The hellhound skipped behind him as they searched the castle anew, pausing to pursue corridors that may lead them to one of the towers. Now that he had some kind of destination in mind, a pattern in the architecture emerged. The map they had already drawn led him to the outer perimeter, and he found his first tower in about twenty minutes. When he stepped onto the connecting bridge, it was identical enough to the one by his tower that he almost wondered if they had gotten turned around somehow. However, by the time he got to the door, a servant stepped out of a side passage he hadn't seen on the way across and stopped in front of them.
"This tower is off-limits to guests," said the servant. Mike couldn't even tell what gender they were. Between the lack of facial expressions or vocal nuance, it was almost like someone had slapped paint on a mannequin and put it to work.
"Does someone live here?" asked Mike.
"This tower is off-limits to guests," replied the servant.
"Yeah, I get that," Mike responded. "I was just curious if this was the caretaker's tower, or maybe--"
"This tower is off-limits to guests."
"I will give you a thousand dollars to say something different," Mike replied.
"This tower is off-limits to guests. This tower is off-limits to guests. This tower is--"
"Okay, okay, this tower is off-limits, we get it." Mike took Cerberus by the hand and led them away. Looking back at the door, he saw that the servant was still standing there, eyes straight forward and speaking the same line on repeat. A quick inspection revealed that there was a soul, but it had shriveled up like a berry left in the sun for too long. Once they were back inside the castle, he looked at Cerberus. "That was weird. What did you think?"
"Broken. Shattered. Enslaved." Cerberus let out a trio of growls. "Drained. Of. Life."
"Yeah, that sums it up. They were like a robot. Either our boy Vinny did something shady to them, or that was a Federal employee."
"We. Don't. Understand."
"Don't worry about it, just a little joke from our world is all. But do me a favor. If I ever turn into the kind of person who makes people like that, take me out."
Cerberus wilted. "As. You. Command," they replied.
"Hey, don't take it like that," he said as they moved through the halls. "We've got a lot of years ahead of us, right? It seems like there's always a slim chance that I'll end up like--" His danger sense flared just as he was about to say Emily's name. Looking around, he remembered that eerie feeling of being watched. "Uh, the last guy who took care of our place. I don't want to end up making the same mistakes that they did."
Cerberus nodded. To Mike's knowledge, they had not met Emily, though there was always a small chance that the previous Caretaker had wandered through the gates of the Underworld only to be chased away. If so, the hellhound had never brought it up.
After checking the map a couple of times, Mike made it to the next tower. It took longer than expected because the towers themselves weren't actually on the same level with each other. Upon opening the door, he found himself staring at a shattered bridge that had once led to a tower. He had obviously gotten turned around. This was the missing tower that had been mentioned earlier.
"Wow," he muttered to himself, moving close to the edge. It gave him an unobstructed view of the darkness below, which caused him to immediately step away. Cerberus sniffed at the air and wrinkled their noses.
"Bad. Magic. Here." Their ears drooped and they stepped back toward the door. "Stings. Our. Noses."
"What does it smell like?" asked a mysterious voice. Mike spun in place and saw a gargoyle clinging to the archway just above the door they had come through. The creature hopped down, his wings flaring widely just before he landed with a thud.
"Sorrow," replied all three heads at once.
The gargoyle nodded. "I suppose that makes sense. Lord Vincentius was quite upset when this place was destroyed. It was full of many priceless artifacts."
"Were you here when it happened?" asked Mike.
The stone creature nodded. "We were, but the memory of the event has been wiped from our minds. Some of us perished in the attack, and the person who came here cast a terrible spell upon the tribe."
"Who was that?" asked Mike.
The gargoyle shrugged. "We can't remember. Even if we could, we would dare not speak their name. Such a being would know it was being spoken of, and is likely to return. To our knowledge, this is the only successful attack on his home in centuries."
"Damn. Centuries, huh? And he's been here all this time?"
The gargoyle made a face and waggled his hand. "In the castle, yes. The island, no. He brought his home here shortly before we came. It was an agreement he made with us. This place would be a sanctuary for our people and we would make sure to keep it safe." He held out a stony hand. "My name is Slade."
"Mike." He took the gargoyle's hand and shook it. "I was actually trying to find the tower your people lived in."
"Why?" Slade tilted his head to one side. He had no hair and his massive lower jaw made him look like an ogre. "Is your current tower not to your liking?"
"Oh, our new home is perfectly fine," Mike said. "I was curious about your people, is all."
"Hmm." Slade scratched at his jaw. "I suppose I see no harm in it." He pointed to a tower that was two over. "The only way to get there is from a staircase on the ground floor."
"Any reason?"
Slade nodded. "It's in case of injury. My kind are extremely heavy, and can damage the wooden floors by walking on them. That path is made entirely of stone, and an injured gargoyle can walk it if necessary."
"Do you get injured often?"
Slade laughed. "It's mostly the younger ones. They will sometimes injure themselves flying about and practicing aerial maneuvers that are best left to birds."
"You have birds here?" Mike hadn't seen a single one.
"No, actually. Well, the villagers have chickens, but they don't fly." Slade jerked a thumb at the tower. "Would you like me to fly you there?"
"No thanks. We'll walk." Mike gave the gargoyle a smile. "But it would be great if you introduced us."
Slade shrugged, his wings naturally folding around him like a cloak. "It's not like I have much else to do. I'll meet you over there." The gargoyle grinned and backed toward the shattered bridge. "Do you want a head start?"
"I don't think it would matter."
"You're right." The gargoyle winked and backed over the ledge. Seconds later, he could be seen pumping his wings and flying toward the gargoyle's tower. The twilight sky made him look like a bat.
"C'mon," Mike said, taking Cerberus by the hand. "Let's go meet the locals."
Even with directions that he had been given, it took a while for Mike to find the right staircase on the first floor. Sure enough, once he ascended, the passages were made entirely of stone. The lighting here was minimal, as if the designer knew the staircase and hallways wouldn't be used much. This part of the castle was much colder as well, causing Mike to rub at the goosebumps running up his arms.
At first, he thought the temperature was just a fluke, but he eventually spotted the magic running beneath its floors to siphon away the heat. The purpose didn't entirely make sense until he opened the door leading to the gargoyles tower and heard the roaring of the updraft that surrounded it. Slade was waiting for them, hands crossed over his chest and grinning.
"You made it," he said.
"Is the magic creating thermals?" asked Mike as he looked over the side. Down below, the heat that had been siphoned away was being poured into the air directly beneath this tower and its bridge.
Slade nodded. "It makes flight easier, yes." He turned and gestured toward the tower with two fingers. "Would you like to meet the tribe?"
The door to the tower opened long before they got there. A few gargoyles were already waiting, staring at Mike with indiscernible expressions. He called on his magic and readied the one actual spell he knew just in case.
"Hello," he said, greeting the group. "My name is Mike. This is Cerberus." He tilted his head toward the hellhound. "I figured since we live here now, we may as well get to know each other."
The gargoyles all stared at him.
"Do you guys have names?" He looked at each one in turn. There were a few males and a pair of females as far as he could tell. They were all wrapped up in their wings, so he was relying very much on what he knew about gargoyle anatomy from Abella to figure that out. When nobody responded, he coughed into his hand. "Okay, I guess we're not doing names today. What's it like living here?"
Still, no answer. Mike looked at Slade, who just shrugged and stared at the ceiling as if there was something interesting up above. Now that things were awkward, he fumbled desperately for ideas in an attempt to break the ice. "I don't suppose any of you know a gargoyle named Abella?" he asked.
At this, one of the gargoyles stepped forward.
"Abella? You know a gargoyle named Abella?" The creature seemed excited and looked at the others. "Hey, everyone! This guy knows Abella!"
Now this was a twist. The whole group was now chattering excitedly amongst each other in a language he didn't recognize.
"Yeah, Abella," he said. "She's about this tall, I know she lived in Europe for a really long time, and--"
The chattering went immediately silent and a massive gargoyle stepped forward and crouched down so that their eyes met.
"We don't know any Abella," he said, revealing huge teeth.
"You just assume that all gargoyles must know each other. Typical human." This was from a female gargoyle who scoffed and looked away in disgust.
"Yeah, human. Do you know Reginald Aldrich?" The gargoyle poked Mike in the chest. "He was alive in the 1500's, lived in a house."
"Oh, oh, what about that one guy with the beard?"
"Yeah! Do you know that beard guy?" This came from a short gargoyle who hopped while he spoke. "He has three goats! You're a human, so obviously you know the bearded goat guy!"
Mike rolled his eyes and relaxed as the gargoyles all broke into wild laughter. These guys were just fucking with him. Slade patted him on the back and grinned.
"Sorry about that. We don't often get visitors. Apparently, this is what we do now." Slade chuckled and gestured at the others. "C'mon, guys. Quit being assholes and introduce yourselves."
"My name is Rock," said a gargoyle.
"I am also Rock," said another one.
"Me am Pebbles!" shouted the short one.
Mike laughed again and patted his chest. "You may call me Fleshy McMeatbags." This elicited howls from the group, and more gargoyles gathered around to join in the fun. He didn't bother rushing them, as it seemed like each one had some joke or jab they wanted to get in.
After a short time, the chaos settled, and proper introductions were made. The large gargoyle was named Jett, and the short one was actually named Gravel. He had a tough time remembering the others as they were introduced en masse, and none were quite as strikingly different as those two.
Slade took Mike on a tour of the tower and showed him how some of the rooms had been altered for takeoffs and landings. During Mike's visit, the castle rotated, and now they were facing the cliffs. A few gargoyles hopped out of one of the windows and just rode the thermals, playfully tumbling around in the air for his amusement. This shortly turned into a competition where they shared the aerial tricks they had perfected in this space, doing mid-air loops that put anything Mike had seen from Abella to shame.
The gargoyles only had a few questions for Mike, as most of their curiosity was for Cerberus. The hellhound didn't offer much of value, but each head was eventually engaged in separate conversations. Mike tried to follow along with what was being talked about, and realized he simply couldn't. The hellhound had always given him their complete attention and took turns speaking, so it was a bit jarring to see this different side of them.
Slade took Mike up to the top of the tower and they walked outside onto the spire. A metal ring had been installed along the ledge, which a few gargoyles clung to. Mike listened as Slade explained how the thermals worked, what sort of breezes came off the lake around Avalon, and even talked about some of the gossip down in the village. There wasn't much for the tribe to do here, so spying on humans for their own entertainment was always a favorite past-time.
"Wait a second," Mike said. "If you all are peeping toms, does that mean you were all watching me when my friend and I were fucking?"
"Ah." Slade rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment. "There were no fewer than ten gargoyles around your window before your friend started yelling, and then they had to cover their ears and flee. We were watching all of you, actually. It just so happened that you two...um, five?"
"It's better not to worry about how many people Cerberus counts as," said Mike.
"Right. You were the most interesting of the lot. That Nyx woman is very creepy. Whenever I look at her, I feel like I'm falling." Slade paused and looked down the side of the tower. "Actually, I feel bad. I know that your kind has a violent fear of heights, I shouldn't have brought you up here."
"It's fine, actually." To demonstrate, Mike hopped onto the metal rail and balanced on it. The part of his soul that belonged to Abella not only diminished his fear of heights, but also gave him some sort of insight into the breeze swirling around the tower. Kisa's soul piece gave him an unnatural sense of balance. Over the last year, he had noticed that some of these attributes had gotten stronger, but didn't know if that was a function of time or how often he had sex with them. "See? Doesn't bother me."
"Impressive," muttered Slade. "You don't fear falling?"
"I don't like the idea of falling into that," he said, pointing down into the darkness below. "And I also suspect you'd have plenty of time to catch me if I did."



"You're very trusting for a human. Well, an outsider, anyways." Slade turned toward the village. "The people below like us well enough, but we don't spend much time with them."
"Why not?"
Slade shrugged. "We have each other. And to be honest, humans don't live very long. When your own lifespan is measured in centuries, it's hard to get attached to someone who only lives a few decades."
"It's more than a few," Mike countered.
"Not really. A couple is two. A few is three or four. The people down below never make it past four."
"That's..." Mike looked down toward the village with a frown. "Humans should live much longer than that. Well, almost double, anyway."
Slade nodded. "That doesn't happen here in Avalon. The Caretaker explained to us that it's a function of the magic. Their bodies start to break down around that age, and so the Caretaker summons them before they are in too much pain so that he can send them directly to Heaven."
"What, like through a door or something?" Mike tried to hide the anger in his voice.
The gargoyle shrugged. "We don't know. His vassals are present, so only they know what transpires. I can say that when everyone leaves the chamber, the departed is simply gone, as if they never existed in the first place. My people wonder if an angel arrives to take them, or maybe even God."
"God? Angels? Your people seem awfully accepting of a religion that doesn't have a place for them."
"Most religions don't. It doesn't change the fact that those things exist, though. While my people have been hunted in the past by men of the cloth, Lord Vincentius is different. His faith precedes the crusades, though I do understand he participated."
"Precedes the crusades? Was he a crusader?"
"We believe so. He has fought in many wars. A few suits of armor in this castle belonged to him, actually. At some point, he settled down, but that's his story to tell."
Mike rolled his eyes. "I'm tired of hearing that."
"Well, it's all you will hear, because we don't know anymore. That nugget of information is all we've overheard from the vassals over the last couple of centuries." Slade winked. "When we can spy on them, anyway."
"What can you tell me about the vassals?"
"Not a whole lot. Lord Galahad speaks to us, but not often. He walks with a great sadness on his back, much like Lady Charlotte. It is her job to raise the children. Every grownup down below learned most of what they know from her when they were little."
"And Gerard?"
Slade snorted. "He rarely leaves his library."
"What of Lady Cecilia and Amymone?"
"Also rarely seen. Only Lady Charlotte and Lord Galahad leave the castle on a regular basis. When we celebrate special occasions, the villagers come into the castle proper where the Caretaker greets them."
"What sort of special occasions?" asked Mike.
"He greets every child here when they're ready to be baptized," Slade explained. "He also performs all the weddings. People will often hold festivals in town and beg him to come, but he never leaves the castle."
"Why not?" Now that was something that had Mike's attention.
Slade shrugged. "No idea. We've never seen him do it. There's a rumor that the castle's magic relies on him, or he's linked with the building. None of us are quite sure. But we do know that's part of the reason we're here, to protect the exterior from any harm."
They walked back into the tower where Cerberus was now speaking with a small gargoyle that looked like a child. After another hour of chatting about Earth and other stuff, Mike could see that the hellhound was wilting under all the attention. He informed everyone that it was time for them to go back to their room and sleep. This elicited some good-natured groans from the tribe.
Slade walked them to the door of the castle with a huge grin on his face and shoved the door open for them. Mike waved back as he and Cerberus walked into the castle proper and headed toward their tower suite. Sofia was already there, and the two exchanged information for a bit before Cecilia and Sulyvahn returned. The banshee whispered something in his ear about Lady Charlotte.
More pieces of the puzzle were sliding into place, and Mike did not care for the picture that had already formed. The group was in the middle of discussing what it all could mean when he felt a questioning presence in the back of his mind. He excused himself and went to a comfortable settee in a quiet corner.
Kisa? Is that you?
Finally! Her thoughts warbled and stretched, likely distorted by the time difference.
Is everything okay? Is Tink okay?
For now, but listen. It's the rats, they can't get through!
Mike grabbed onto the arm of his chair and squeezed, the wood creaking dangerously beneath his fingers. What do you mean they can't get through?
Reggie says there's something blocking them! They've tried a few times and the hole keeps collapsing. Mike, you're stuck!
His heart rate climbed and he jumped to his feet. A dull roaring sound filled his ears and he realized that the others had stopped talking and were looking at him.
"We're trapped?" he said, both aloud and in his head to Kisa.
Ratu and Yuki are looking into it, but Reggie says that he can't do anything! It's probably because you're technically on fae land.
A pounding sound formed in his head and he squeezed his hands into fists. The magic came, causing the air around his body to sizzle as he turned toward the door of the castle. The connection between him and Kisa vanished as he stormed toward the door.
"Mike?" Sofia stood. "What happened?"
"It turns out that bastard was telling the truth," he growled. "He really has trapped us here." His children were back on Earth, and so was Tink. In his mind, the only thing keeping them apart was one man. A small breeze formed around him as he moved toward the door. He wasn't about to let one man stand between him and his family.
"My love, please. Lady Charlotte said to wait for her," said Cecilia. "She may have answers."
The air took on a heavy presence as Mike put his hand on the door. "I'm tired of being told to wait," he said as the air around him hissed. "We waited for the caretaker. We waited to explore the castle. Now you want me to wait for some woman to come tell me more riddles. My children are going to grow up without me and Tink is gonna be stuck pregnant for the next several years if I have to keep waiting!" His anger got the best of him as he yanked the door open and moved to step out. A slender hand shot out from beyond the door to push him back.
"LET. ME. THROUGH!" he roared. Frustrated, he pushed back, his magic curling around him in an attempt to propel him forward and causing the floor to groan beneath its power.
The diminutive figure of Lady Charlotte was not to be denied as she casually shoved him back into his room. When Mike's butt hit the floor, he stared up at the woman in awe as she shut the door behind her.
Everyone else stood, but Charlotte held up a hand to stop them. "I mean no harm," she said, sticking a hand in her pocket. "I just wanted the opportunity to meet with you."
"I...you..." Mike spluttered as his magic fought against him. It demanded he stand and march through the castle and tear Vincentius a new asshole. The golden light flickering amongst his fingers had taken on a copper hue as he stood.
Charlotte pulled a slate out from behind her back, along with a piece of chalk from her pocket. "It seems like I have come at a bad time," she said, quietly writing on the slate.
"We can't be kept here!" Mike shouted, and the air around him roared in agreement.
"I promise you it isn't all bad," Charlotte replied as she turned the slate toward him. "In fact, I, too, struggled when I first learned there was no going home. But I have since learned to love it here, and you can, too." On the slate, she had written V is listening right now. I'm here to help.
"I...what?" Mike stood, forcibly trying to calm himself and his magic. Cecilia moved to help him. "But I have family back home. They need me."
"I understand. But I can tell that you're angry, so maybe we can talk tomorrow." She casually erased the board and wrote again. Will tell you everything, but need to show you something first. Don't ask questions.
"Tomorrow? We have to wait again?"
"If you would calm down, we could speak now," she said, then wrote on the back of the slate and flipped it over. Don't calm down. Thing to show is tomorrow only.
"I won't fucking calm down!" he shouted. There was no pretending anymore. The magic flowing through his body wanted results just as badly as he did. "What is stopping me from marching across the castle and strangling your boss?"
Taking a step forward, he was caught off guard when Charlotte blurred in front of him and he was lifted into the air. He kicked and gasped, then looked down and realized that the woman had grabbed him by the jaw and lifted him with one arm. Despite his precarious position, his magic hadn't warned him. This wasn't a threat, but a point being made. He held out a hand to stop the others. Sofia had already pulled out her blade and Cerberus was growling, but Charlotte ignored them. She held the slate up so Mike could see it.
I am the weakest vassal. Tomorrow you will understand why.
Stunned, Mike stopped kicking his legs and she lowered him to the ground. The others backed down, and Charlotte wrote something on the slate as she spoke.
"Even if you did wish to assault our lord, you wouldn't find him," she said. "He only appears when he wants to. But he is benevolent, Mike Radley, and understands that you are hurting. These are the words of an angry man, and rightfully so. I will come by tomorrow during lunch so that we can speak with cooler heads. With any luck, you will better understand your situation and come to appreciate it, even."
"How can I appreciate leaving my children behind?" he asked, his voice strained with grief. He hadn't felt so angry since the time the SoS had taken them. This time, he was the one being held hostage.
"In time, we mourn those we've left behind. You've been chosen for bigger things." Charlotte smiled sadly, then turned the board over. Can I count on you? it said.
Mike grimaced, then nodded reluctantly. "Lunch tomorrow," he grumbled. "And you'll tell me everything I want to know."
She nodded and tucked the slate away. "Of course," she replied, then backed toward the door. "Until tomorrow." Charlotte gestured at the walls, tapped her ears, and then held a finger over her lips as she left.
Mike looked at the others and registered the shock on their faces. His magic demanded action, but he commanded it to settle down. If Charlotte could so casually knock him around, what of the others? This place had become his prison, and his jailers were far stronger than he was.
"Fuck this place," he shouted, knowing full well that Vincentius could hear him. Letting out a deep sigh, he felt Cecilia's arms wrap around him from behind. He turned to face her and allowed tears of frustration to roll freely down his cheeks.
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Next chapter, we get some damned answers and a lore drop you definitely don't want to miss. Book 8 is going to heat up like nobody's business and there will be hell to pay.
Please don't forget to leave some stars on the way out, and get yourself a light snack, maybe go outside and enjoy the sun. Take care of yourself and remember to drink enough water every single day!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Rigged
An icy breeze ruffled Ingrid's hair as she stepped outside of the cabin door. She found herself wincing as the cold bit through her jacket, and she crouched down then moved to the side to allow Tasia to follow her. It was almost pitch black, the sole illumination belonging to the sodium lights that each ship had trained on the oil platform they were escorting. A swell hit the ship, causing it to raise up just as Lily stepped out onto the deck.
"Ack," was all she managed to say as she fell backward into Dana and they both disappeared back into the cabin. Ingrid and Tasia held onto the railing as the ship lurched, then rose up dangerously close to capsizing.
"Isn't the captain supposed to be steering this fucking thing?" Tasia whispered, clutching onto a nearby cable. She made a face and promptly slapped a hand over her mouth. "Oh gods," she muttered through her fingers.
"Please don't tell me you are getting seasick," Ingrid hissed.
"I shouldn't," Tasia replied. "But these seas are--"
The bow dipped and a wave of cold water splashed over both of them. Even Ingrid's stomach lurched, and she was wearing an enchanted bracelet that was supposed to cancel out any motion sickness.
"What in Poseidon's shaft is going on out here?" Lily demanded as she hauled herself back through the door. The succubus was wearing a bright red bikini. "This isn't the cruise I signed up for!"
"Shhh!" Ingrid swatted her hand in Lily's direction. "Be quiet or someone will hear you!"
"Not here they won't." Lily stepped onto the deck and promptly slipped. When the ship dipped again, she slid about twelve feet before her tail grabbed onto a piece of rigging. "I don't sense anyone but us."
"What do you mean?" asked Ingrid. Her stomach lurched again and she had to close her eyes and take several deep breaths. "This ship should have a crew of thirty."
"It should," said Dana. The blonde didn't seem to be having any issues with how the ship swayed beneath her feet. She sniffed the air a few times. "I don't smell anyone on board either."
"Of course you don't." Ingrid managed to stand and walk toward Dana. "If I'm going to rely on anyone's nose, it will be my partner's."
Tasia inhaled deeply through her nose, and her face briefly twisted and stretched into the shape of a wolf's muzzle. "She's right. I don't smell anything but salt and metal."
"That doesn't make sense. If everyone was dead, the place would smell like blood."
"Unless there aren't any bodies." Lily used a combination of her hands and tail to pull herself along the rail toward a ladder. "I'm going to have a word with the captain. This tour was only supposed to be three hours long!"
Ingrid frowned. There had been very little intel regarding the vessels being used to escort the oil rig. Eulalie had been able to pull up some dossiers on the ships, which allowed her to instruct her magical rats on which room would be best for a portal. Telemetry had been the next issue, pinpointing where in the world they were currently cruising. Apparently certain weather buoys sent in some absolutely wild data about rogue waves that had triggered potential tsunami warnings that never came to pass. Satellite imagery over the area had been blacked out, and now, twelve hours later, here they were.
"Can you at least change into something less conspicuous?" Tasia asked. "In case the other ships still have people on them."
"Mom, you never let me wear anything sexy to the ocean," Lily complained as her bikini turned black.
"That's not what I--" Tasia rolled her eyes. "Fine. Whatever." She went pale and promptly leaned over the rail to barf.
"Fucking hell," muttered Ingrid as she moved away from the werewolf. They had been here less than five minutes and this op was already a disaster. Dana seemed to be the only one not made sick by the movement of the ship. Well, and Jenny. The doll was tucked safely inside a small pack that Dana wore on her back. The blonde had dressed in a black special ops suit that clung to her like a second skin, and looked like she had stepped straight out of a spy movie or an X-Rated flick.
Ingrid was wearing a dark suit that had protective magical properties, but it definitely didn't look nearly as cool. Tasia was in dark leggings and a tank top in case she had to transform. Aurora, for whatever reason, had put a black dress on Jenny before they all left.
Ingrid shivered at the thought of Jenny. At least the doll was being quiet.
As if on cue, Ingrid heard a giggle inside of her head, followed by singing.
The itsy, bitsy captain, he tried to sail his ship
The waves, how they fought him, yet it still remained afloat
But when the shadows came, they gobbled up his men
Now the itsy, bitsy captain, he burns in hell again.
Jenny cackled and Ingrid closed her eyes. Another wave washed over them. Her earpiece hissed to life and Lily's voice came through. It was distorted, as if the connection was weak.
"You all need to get up to the bridge," she said. "Right fucking now."
"Does that doll already know something we don't?" grumbled Ingrid as they moved toward the ladder.
"If she does, we can't make her tell us," said Dana. "Trying to understand her is an exercise in futility." She waited at the base of the ladder for Ingrid and Tasia to go up first, which allowed her to slap the werewolf on the butt.
"And how are you not motion sick," Ingrid demanded when she got to the top and looked back down.
"I only ate hair pie for breakfast," Dana replied as she scaled the ladder. When Ingrid looked at Tasia, the werewolf was blushing.
"She's not wrong," she muttered, then coughed into her hand and moved along the railing to get to the bridge door.
Their vessel was a repurposed fishing ship capable of doing mid-sea supply runs, and they found Lily standing near the helm with a pair of binoculars in her hand. She was looking at the oil platform.
What's wrong?" asked Ingrid.
"See for yourself." Lily handed over the binoculars. "All of the tow ships are adrift right now."
"But why?" Ingrid held the binoculars up to her eyes and squinted. With so much motion, it was hard to see the oil platform. When she tried to do a quick scan of the ships, she realized why the sea was so turbulent. A vortex had formed around the platform, and it was easily twenty feet lower in the water than the ships. The water wasn't swirling about and there was no current. It was like a crater had formed on the ocean's surface.
"Something happened out here." Tasia sniffed the air again. "I don't smell blood, but do catch traces of panic and alarm."
"A new fragrance from Calvin Klein," whispered Lily in a seductive voice.
Tasia walked around the wheelhouse and sniffed the air. "Yeah, this place reeks of terror and pee. Whatever happened wasn't very fun for those involved." She stepped over to the helm and started punching buttons. "This thing still has power. It's just getting tossed around. We can steer it right to the platform if we want." She looked at the others. "Um, who knows how to pilot a ship?"
Lily immediately hopped into the captain's chair, now dressed as a pirate. There was even a stuffed parrot on her shoulder.
"Avast, me bitches! We set sail for treasures untold and dangers unknown!" the demon declared as she hit a few switches and grabbed the wheel. "Prepare to get your booty plundered!"
"Raawp! Plunder the booty!" the bird declared as the ship's stabilizers kicked in.
"She just casually knows how to pilot a ship?" asked Ingrid.
"I've eaten a LOT of seamen," Lily replied. "It really sticks with you."
Tasia excused herself to step outside and barf over the railing.
Ingrid sighed and took the first officer's seat. She stared for a bit before looking up at the spotlight on their ship. The beam remained trained on the platform. After looking at all the ships, she realized that their beams had a laser focus on the platform, despite the fact that they were likely unmanned.
"What controls the spotlights?" Ingrid stood with a frown. "To keep them pointed like that?"
"Nothing, I assume." Dana moved to where Ingrid was and looked outside. "Huh. They're all trained on the platform. Hold on, I'll climb up and take a look."
Tasia stepped back in just as Dana walked out, and nearly a minute later, the beam of the spotlight wiggled back and forth, never quite moving away from the platform. They were much closer now, each ship just a dark shadow that circled the platform like a tiny planet. When Dana came back inside, she looked at the others with a frown.
"Is it automated?" asked Ingrid.
The blonde shook her head. "Negative. The beam of light is holding it in place."
Lily actually looked over at her. "Do you want to run that one by us again? I think I heard it wrong."
"There's nothing locking the light in place," said Dana. "It spins freely, but the beam won't stop pointing at the oil rig. There was a hand crank up there to turn it, so I tried to point the light away from the rig." She tossed something metallic onto the console. "The crank finally snapped off."
Tasia and Lily exchanged a look that Ingrid didn't like. She picked up the handle and looked outside.
"You're saying the beam of light is somehow holding it in place?"
"Yeah. I don't like it either," said Dana.
It wants to be watched, whispered Jenny. To be seen and appreciated.
"You can feel it?" asked Ingrid.
Can't you?
"I hate this," Ingrid muttered as the ship got near the platform. She tapped her earpiece a few times. "Eulalie, you hear anything?" There was nothing but static, followed by a screeching sound. "Shit," she muttered. "I think we might be on our own."
"That portal might still be open downstairs," said Lily. "If you're getting cold feet, you can bounce and let the big kids handle it."
Ingrid didn't dignify that with a response. She refused to let the succubus get the better of her. Ever since the disaster in the stacks, her confidence had been shaken and it was like Lily could smell it coming off of her. There was little to be done about it. Sometimes, missions went poorly. But the idea that it had done so in front of Lily was just icing on the cake.
Tasia picked idly at the black bracelet on her wrist as the ship drew near. Lily let out a "Yo ho ho!" and threw a lever on the ship which caused the engine to idle down.
"We need to strap up and strap on," the succubus declared as she stood. "Who remembers their bondage knots?"
"Rawrp! The safe word is chuckle bunny!" shouted her parrot. Lily patted the bird on the head and tried to feed it a cracker. The saltine fell onto the ground and got crushed under a boot before it disappeared.
"Don't we need someone to keep an eye on the ship?" Ingrid looked nervously outside. "This is kind of our only exit strategy."
"That's...actually not a bad idea, no matter how much shit I want to give you for it." Lily looked outside. "But if there's nobody out here, who is going to take our ship?"
"This whole place feels wrong." Tasia was staring at the oil platform now. She thought she saw people standing on it for a moment, but briefly lost sight of them when the ship dipped. They were gone once it level out again. "The waves aren't nearly as bad anymore, but my stomach is still lurching."
Ingrid frowned and rubbed at her own belly. For whatever reason, her anxiety was spiking, and it felt like she might be sick at any moment. Was this because of the thing hiding inside of the oil rig? The mission today was to properly locate the thing, then use a rat portal to potentially lure it to an isolated location that was already primed for spatial destruction.
"We can always swim to one of the other ships and make our escape that way," said Dana. "Or Lily can fly there and bring a ship back. We've got plenty of options. Splitting up is what got us in trouble back in Switzerland."
"Splitting up made sense there," countered Ingrid.
"I'm not saying that was a bad decision," Dana replied. "Merely stating a fact. We're stronger together for now."
Easy for you to say, Ingrid thought. Dana got along with everyone else. Ingrid felt distant from the others, and her own partner was too enthralled with the blonde to remember that she was supposed to be Ingrid's other half. The feelings of isolation churned in her guts alongside a sense of dread.
They tied up on some sort of utility dock, which consisted of
thick metal posts and a rickety flight of stairs. The floating platform obscured the night sky, which helped to spike Ingrid's anxiety even further. The sound of groaning metal had her wincing as water slapped against the supports.
"I didn't know these things could float like this," said Tasia as she scaled the ladder. "Always just assumed that they were built on site."
"Some are too far out to sea," Dana replied. "Makes more sense to assemble them in a shipyard and tow them out."
"What, are you an expert on oil rigs now?" joked Ingrid.
"I watched two documentaries on them last night," Dana replied. "Along with Armageddon, starring Bruce Willis."
"That was my fault," said Tasia. "We were...snuggling."
"You didn't want to close your eyes, am I right?" asked Lily. "Didn't want to fall asleep, either."
Tasia rolled her eyes.
Ingrid sighed inwardly. This was clearly an inside joke that she didn't understand. At least Dana wasn't giggling over it. In fact, Ingrid couldn't remember Dana laughing at anything. The woman had a permanent case of resting bitch face.
They were almost to the top of the stairs when Ingrid stopped and pulled out a modified set of night vision goggles. When the others turned to look at her, they remembered their own and got them out. The headset itself was modified to function in regular lighting conditions and was acting primarily as a filter. Since it operated using a camera with a pair of internal screens, they wouldn't lose their shit just seeing a piece of the creature. The headset would fry out long before their brains would.
"Earpieces," Ingrid reminded them, turning on the noise cancelling function. The Order had extensively researched eldritch entities, and knew that it was best to isolate the senses as much as possible to avoid madness. "Can you all hear me?" she asked, touching the button to talk.
"Roger," Tasia replied. Lily and Dana both gave Ingrid a thumbs up, then moved to a scaffolding with ladders. The team climbed to the top, which now had them on the main deck of the oil platform. Since it was at the bottom of the mysterious crater in the water, it wasn't moving very much.
They did a quick visual sweep, then headed for the watertight door. That was where they found their first casualty. The rotting remains of a crewman protruded from the metal as if he had been shoved through it. Ingrid paused to inspect the corpse.
"Holy shit," Lily muttered. "Are you seeing this?" She poked the dead man's stomach. "He's fused with the metal."
"It's like with my old motorcycle," Dana replied. "This guy was essentially teleported and became one with the structure." She looked through the doorway and then came back out. "The rest of him is in here."
"When he rots, will he leave a hole in the metal?" asked Lily.
"He is the metal." Ingrid knocked on the wall. "The rest of him may fall away, but this slice of metal is now a steel-human alloy, the molecules forced into a stable configuration. The Order did a ton of research on this effect in the hopes of developing new tech that would be light years ahead of what is scientifically possible right now."
"Did they test on people?" asked Lily.
Ingrid shook her head. "Never on purpose, to my knowledge. Any sort of experiment involving the human mind itself is unreliable at best, and that's without the interference of an elder god. They did try something with cows in the late eighties, thinking it would be okay, but then they lost one and it turned into a major outbreak."
"Wait. Are you saying the Order is responsible for Mad Cow Disease?" Dana leaned against the wall and folded her arms. "I thought that was an illness caused by prions."
"What do you think misfolded those proteins to begin with?" Ingrid jerked her thumb at the corpse. "This is the shit we see on a larger scale. People don't go mad because they saw something scary. Looking at crap from outside of time and space has a way of affecting your body on a molecular level. Your brain is little more than a computer made of week-old pudding. Stir it up just a little and you become functionally useless. That's why we go through all these precautions with the headset and the earpieces." She pointed at the door. "If that thing was active, we wouldn't even be here. The few times something like that makes it to our world, they start to starve. Whatever their natural food is doesn't exist that we know of."
"They hunt the gods," said Lily. "These things eat divinity and anything that establishes the natural order. That's why all of the gods are in hiding. Or dead, honestly."
"That's one theory," said Ingrid.
"It's not a theory," Dana replied. "But we can talk about how we know that later."
"But only if you're a really good girl," added Lily. "I might even take you out for ice cream, too!"
"Fuck off," Ingrid grunted, then looked at Tasia. "Do you have anything to add?"
"No," Tasia grunted. "Too busy trying not to puke. It feels like everything is moving."
The group exchanged glances. "Maybe you should wait out here," suggested Ingrid.
"No, I can do this." Tasia gave Dana a look. "I'm just really sensitive to, well, everything is all. My equilibrium is out of whack. I feel like we're out in those waves again, but I can tell that the ground is stable. I hate it."



Now that Tasia mentioned it, Ingrid felt it, too. If she closed her eyes, it was almost like she'd had too much to drink and the world was spinning around her. "How do you two feel?"
Lily shrugged. "I can tune it out."
"And I don't feel a thing." Dana looked through the doorway. "Shall we?"
Nobody asked how I felt.
"Because nobody cares," Dana replied.
Ingrid's butthole clenched at her response, but she relaxed when Jenny actually laughed. She was never going to figure out that fucking doll.
As they all moved inside of the oil platform's main building, another wave of dread washed over Ingrid. It was the unreasonable fear that something was wrong, and every instinct in her body screamed that she needed to get out right away.
"I don't care much for whatever is causing that," said Tasia through the earpiece. "Feel like somebody just stepped over my grave. Heads up, we have more casualties in the next room."
It looked to be either a meeting room, or perhaps a mess hall. The walls looked bent inward at first, but when Ingrid turned on her flashlight for a better look, it was to reveal humanoid shapes that had partially emerged from the walls. Unlike the corpse outside, these ones were entirely metal as if they had become one with the structure.
"I don't care much for the decor," muttered Lily. She paused to knock on the skull of one of them. "Figures. Hollow as--"
The figure screamed and twisted around to reach for the succubus. She stepped back, and the team all watched in horror as the figures writhed in agony before going still once again.
"Fuck me, that's bad." Lily's tail darted forward and bounced off the metal. "There is nothing organic about these guys. How can they even move?"
"All things are possible when you throw out the laws of nature," Dana replied. Ingrid noticed that she had already drawn one of the Order's swords and held it casually in its dagger form.
Cheap jump-scare antics,added Jenny. Amateurs.
"Like you could do that," Lily scoffed.
Maybe. I haven't tried yet.
"Is she going to be okay in here?" Ingrid asked. "This feels like we're adding gasoline to a fire."
If I had an asshole, I'd make you eat it. Jenny giggled. And then we'd switch places and I'd eat my own ass with your body.
"Settle down, Chucky." Lily patted Dana's bag condescendingly. "We're trying to be friendly with this one."
Why, though? She's the weak link, and we all know it.
"If I call her a cunt, will she turn me inside out?" asked Ingrid.
Lily and Dana exchanged a look, and the succubus shrugged. "Won't know until you try it," she said.
"I hate this mission," Ingrid muttered and continued forward.
Every now and then, the metallic figures in the wall would spasm and twitch, or even emit a static-filled scream. This caused the electronics to malfunction, which slowed the group down.
Eventually, Lily took off her goggles and handed them to Ingrid. "I'll be fine if I get whammied," she explained. "Why don't the two of you stick back for a bit. Dog-girl looks like she's gonna barf again."
Poor Tasia had gone white as a sheet. Ingrid knew it was bad when she didn't even bother arguing with the succubus. They were all on edge now, though Dana acted like it was no big deal. In fact, she looked more curious than anything else.
"You don't want the goggles?" Ingrid asked.
"I'd rather you have them as a backup." Lily winked. "Since you're the weakest link here."
Ingrid flipped Lily off and found somewhere to sit nearby. Tasia did the same, then leaned forward and stuck her head between her knees. The succubus left, squeezing herself through a door that was stuck halfway open.
"I've never felt this sick in my life," the werewolf muttered. "It's like the gravity in this place is broken."
"It probably is," said Ingrid. "There's a reason why everyone wants this thing so badly. In fact, I'm a little surprised that we're the only ones trying to steal it."
"Everyone else doesn't have a Eulalie," Dana replied.
"But they do have witches and whatever who can try to find it with magic," Ingrid replied. "Which I realize doesn't sound that impressive anymore. With the amount of bad juju around this place, I'm willing to bet good money that there's at least one dead witch somewhere with blood pouring out her eyes because she was dumb enough to look."
"Do you know that one you guys keep in the Berkeley Pit?" asked Dana. "Lily tried to enter its dreams. Took her a few days before she was lucid again."
"Seriously?" Ingrid frowned. "And we're fine with her just wandering off?"
"She does what she wants, but always means well." Dana pulled something out of her pocket and tossed it in her mouth. "But I wouldn't bring it up to her face."
"Why? Afraid she'll make fun of you?"
"No. She'll probably take it out on everyone for a few days. Did you know there are actually psychiatry books written about her?"
Ingrid chuckled. "You're lying."
"Am not. Why do you think Sigmund Freud was so obsessed with dream theory and his own mother?" Dana shook her head. "She had a bunch of jobs in Europe and the people using her didn't phrase their assassination requests correctly. Freud's dreams attracted her, so she used to take tiny vacations inside of his brain. He eventually caught on and started writing his book."
"So the father of psychology was inspired by Lily?" Ingrid was appalled.
"Sure sounds that way. Wait until you find out about half the Disney movies you've ever watched." Dana grinned, but Ingrid could tell it was forced. After a moment, the blonde chewed on something, like a piece of gum.
"What are you eating?" asked Ingrid. "Scratch that. How can you eat right now?"
"What can I say?" Dana replied. "I eat my feelings."
The trio sat in silence for a bit. Eventually, the silence was broken by Lily through their headsets. She was singing Stand by Me softly to herself.
"Hey, your mic is on," Ingrid said. She frowned when the succubus ignored her. "Only use the comms if it's for something important."
When the succubus kept singing, Dana touched her own earpiece. "You're beautiful, they should have cast you in Wicked. Now shut the fuck up." After a few more moments, Dana spoke again. "Hey, Tasia, let's sneak off so you can tongue my asshole."
"What are you doing?" Ingrid growled.
"Something's wrong." Dana looked at the door through which Lily left. "She can be annoying, but there's no way she'd let me say something like that without adding her two cents."
"You know, I always felt like the cast of this movie was underpaid," said Lily. "Did you know that it was based on a short story by the master himself?"
"Who is she talking to?" asked Tasia.
"Yeah, it was called The Body. Doesn't quite capture the vibe of the whole story, does it? Coming of age tale where the corpse is only featured in the last few minutes. They would have had a hell of a time picking the right song for that title."
There was a faint buzzing sound in Ingrid's earpiece, almost like it was picking up interference.
"My favorite part is the very end where we find out what happens to all the characters," Lily continued. "Not a lot of stories do that, anymore."
"The actors ended up like their characters," said a man's voice. It was garbled and distorted at first, but Ingrid recognized it in the end. "The movie was kind of prophetic like that," he continued.
"Is that Mike?" she asked, staring at Dana.
"It is, but why? Is she losing it and talking to herself?" Dana stood and went to the door Lily had gone through. "I'm gonna chase her down."
"I thought we weren't supposed to split up," said Tasia.
"Then come with me." Dana tried to squeeze through the partially shut door, then stood back and gave it a kick. The metal door screeched against its hinges and Dana took a step into the room and froze.
"What's wrong?" asked Ingrid, pulling out her wand as she stood at Dana's reaction.
"This is a closet." Dana turned to look at the others. "Lily isn't here."

🧟‍♀️🐺😈
After a few rooms with nothing interesting in them, Lily found herself standing outside of a bulkhead door with the wheel snapped off. She stared at the door with a frown, then knelt down to inspect it.
"There shouldn't be water on the other side, right?" She tapped the door with a fingernail, which created a pinging sound. "If it's shut, that means something flooded, right?"
"Not necessarily. I can think of a few reasons why someone would close it." Mike, or rather the piece of his soul that resided in her, knelt down to inspect it. "However, I can tell you beyond a shadow of a doubt that there is now water on the other side of this door."
"Oh really?" She smirked at him. "Is that part of your nymphly powerset? Water detection?"
"Nope. I got my water detection merit badge when I was twelve. Yep, been feeling water through bulkhead doors since I was a kid." He leaned against the wall and flexed for her. "Does that impress you?"
"Keep dreaming, Romeo." Lily smiled and grabbed onto the nut that held the door in place. Her arm melted and reformed itself into a wrench that fit it. "I am a bit concerned about the fact that something ripped this wheel off, though. And that we haven't seen the wheel anywhere." If her memory of the platform layout served her correctly, this door led to a holding tank where the entity was most likely to reside. "I can't imagine those poor bastards out here sheared the handle off in their panic."
Unlikely," said Mike. "But did you notice that the number of bodies we saw outnumbers the skeleton crew recorded for this vessel? Which means someone else came here."
"Like who?"
Mike shrugged. "Maybe the crews from the surrounding ships."
Lily pursed her lips. "But why, though? That doesn't make much sense." She stood to the side and grunted as she tried to undo the bulkhead seal. "This would be far easier with the actual wheel," she muttered.
"You could always grab it with your tail and do the helicopter dick." Mike swiveled his hips as if trying to spin his cock in a circle. Lily laughed and did just that. The two of them giggled like idiots for almost a minute until the door came loose and opened.
"Now I'm impressed," she said as she pushed the door open to reveal a long, water-free hallway with smeared handprints all along the walls. She paused to inspect the one closest to her, then dragged her finger through the inky substance and tasted it.
"Kinky," said Mike.
"It's crude oil." Lily pulled a flashlight off her hip and clicked it on to reveal a long hallway with its walls covered in oily handprints. "What the actual fuck?"
"Yeah, that is weird." Mike crouched down near a corner. "Hey, check this out." He moved aside and pointed at the top half of a boot. Lily picked it up and realized the material had been cut through cleanly, as if with the world's sharpest razor.
"Maybe our eldritch friend hates sensible footwear?"
"Perhaps. But this is also weird. Look at the handprints." Mike pointed at the ceiling. Lily tilted the flashlight to look and saw that there were handprints up above as well. These ones weren't smeared. Instead, it looked like someone had crawled on their hands and knees along the ceiling.
"John Carpenter, eat your heart out," she muttered.
"Did you know he directed Big Trouble in Little China?" Mike started walking down the hall. "Everyone credits him for The Thing, but that's my favorite movie of his."
"Have we had this conversation before?" Lily honestly couldn't remember. Between manipulating time in her own dreams and the fact that this version of Mike was always with her, they already had well over a century of conversations to look back on. It often bothered her that she had spent more time with this version of her man than the real deal, but she wasn't about to chase either of them off. Not only was he fun, but he kept her from feeling lonely. "It feels like you've said this already."
"I say a lot of things." Mike tilted to one side as if dizzy, putting his hands on the wall for support. After a few moments of awkwardness, he leaned against the wall and looked at Lily in confusion. "Okay. This is weird."
"What is?"
Mike stood up on the wall. He was now perpendicular to Lily. After lifting both feet individually, he did a hop, but still remained on the wall. "Regardless of whether or not I'm a figment of your imagination or just some spiritual leakage, gravity shouldn't affect me."
Lily frowned. Did that mean that whatever was here could hurt Mike's soul? "Maybe you should go back inside me or whatever."
"Ha! Just like you to try and get me inside you." He smirked and then did a little dance on the wall. "It's also possible that I'm a manifestation of your brain realizing the gravity of the situation has changed."
"If that pun was deliberate, I'm gonna knock you off that wall." She balled up a fist and took a swing at him. He stepped to the side, which now put him near the ceiling.
"Every five is a high-five from up here." He laughed again, then frowned and looked over his shoulder. "What the hell was that?"
"What was what?" Lily cocked her head and listened. It sounded like running water at first, but transformed into the staccato rhythm of somebody forcibly laughing. "Think it's our new friend?"
"Maybe? This is that Event Horizon bullshit that Eulalie was talking about." Mike stuck his hands in his pocket. "Remember. Hearing stuff is good. When everything goes quiet, that's when something jumps out at you."
"Thanks for the advice," Lily muttered. "I don't suppose you have any other pearls of wisdom."
He paused. "Never walk up a curved hallway," he said.
"Is that a metaphor?"
"No." Mike turned to her with a frown. "The hallway is curved now. See?"
Lily looked past him and saw that the hallway did indeed curve up. When she looked from where she had come, it was also curved upward. "It wasn't like this before."
"I think...it might be time to go back." Mike made a face. "Something is coming. I can feel it in my spine."
Lily turned to run back the way they had come. The floor became so steep she was forced to grab onto the walls and pull herself forward. Only now did the oily streaks on the walls make sense. The ominous laughter became a roaring sound. She took a deep breath and expanded her body with her arms, her fingertips becoming claws which gouged the metal as the climb became vertical. The hallway transformed into a pit, and her wings became another set of arms that assisted her climb.
From up above, a trickle of water flowed down the wall. Lily narrowed her eyes as the flow increased.
"You wanna hear something weird?" asked Mike. He was clinging to her back.
"Not really," she replied.
"When Jenny was singing earlier, it was the Itsy Bitsy spider tune. Do you think she somehow knew this would happen or is this happening because that thing can read her mind?"
Lily never got a chance to answer as the trickle of water on the walls became a downpour and she vanished beneath the saltwater.

🧟‍♀️🐺😈
Ingrid exchanged looks with both Tasia and Dana. The blonde slammed the closet door and pulled off her backpack to double check the zippers. Tasia held her stomach and whimpered moments before the oil platform let out a groan and creaked beneath their feet. The sound of rushing water sent shivers down Ingrid's spine.
"Let's move," said Dana and she tossed her bag to Ingrid, who caught it.
"Why am I carrying this?" asked Ingrid.
"Because you're the weakest link. Jenny can protect you."
Maybe, added Jenny. I might be too big of a cunt.
Ingrid ignored the doll's giggling. "You're just as human as I am," she said, trying to hand the bag back to Dana. "I've got magic, you've got a sword."
"Actually, I'm with Dana on this." Tasia shook her head. "Sorry, Ingrid, but you should hold onto Raggedy Anne for now."
I'd rather be Raggedy Anne than have a raggedy ass, Jenny replied.
"If she's talking, it means she's paying attention. I--" Dana tripped and stumbled, then fell sideways across the room where she slammed into the wall. Tasia yelled and was yanked up toward the ceiling. When they got to their feet, all three women were standing on different surfaces.
"Let's find Lily and identify the target. You good?" Dana looked at Tasia, who promptly threw up on the ceiling. Ingrid moved away from beneath it, just in case gravity reasserted itself.
"Yeah," Tasia grumbled. "At least now I know now why my stomach is doing flip flops. When we leave this place, I won't fall into the sky, right?"
"You shouldn't," said Ingrid. "Typically, any sort of spatial or temporal distortion is localized. If you get far enough away, the laws of physics reassert themselves."
"Good." Tasia moved to the nearest door and pushed it open with her arms. "I don't want to be a balloon on a string for the rest of my days. I would hate being stuck indoors."
The team checked out the closest rooms, all while trying to get Lily to respond to the comms. The succubus failed to acknowledge them, and was now having a conversation with Mike about a hallway. By the time they made it back to the entry lounge of the oil platform, the oblong bulkhead door had taken a circular appearance. Dana was still bound to the walls, and had been climbing down or across through the various doorways. Tasia had a far easier time, other than when her feet busted through some of the suspended ceiling tiles.
"Does this thing know we're here or something?" asked Tasia. "Is that why shit is weird?"
"Doubt it," Ingrid replied. "These things rarely seem cognizant of what's going on. What we're experiencing could just be the result of it moving in its sleep." She gestured at one of the people sticking out of the wall. "Maybe the damned thing coughed and did this to everyone. The only hard rule is that there are no rules."
"Which doesn't make sense," Tasia grumbled. "You can't say that the only rule is that there are no rules. It's a paradox."
"Much like these creatures are." Ingrid pushed open the door that would take them to the main deck and stepped through it. "I can take a peek through here to see if Lily is there? Or I can help you both back to the ship? Maybe we can wait it out? What do you think?" She turned back to look at the others and was stunned to discover that the door had closed itself. She pushed it open to reveal the same room, only it was now sideways on the inside. "Oh, c'mon. Where did they go?"
Everything is topsy turvy now. Jenny giggled, and Ingrid felt her move around inside the backpack. Don't worry, you aren't all alone. You've got meeeeeeee.
That didn't make Ingrid feel better. She debated running back to the ship and waiting, but what if Tasia needed help? What if they all did? Despite their differences, they were a team, and she needed to pull them back together.
Making sure the goggles were still tight around her forehead, she walked back inside the structure and let out a scream when she was overcome with the sensation of falling. Despite being prone on the ground, her body was assailed by a downward wind, and it took everything in her power just to crawl across the room. Gravity flipped on her and she slammed into the ceiling so hard that her goggles went flying.
"Damn damn damn!" Ingrid clenched her eyes shut and ground her teeth together. This was just like that fucking server room again. She fumbled about in an attempt to find the goggles and felt them get pushed into her hand.
"Tasia?" she asked as she slid them over her face and turned them on to reveal a young woman in peasant garb. Ingrid stared at the newcomer who turned to look over her shoulder.



"We need to hide. It isn't safe."
"Je...Jenny?"
"It's Janey." The peasant girl smiled and helped her up. "For now, anyway. With so much madness going around, it appears that it has straightened me out for a minute. C'mon, there isn't much time."
"Until what?"
Janey moved toward the closest door and put her hand on the edge. For just a moment, her whole body flickered to reveal a ghoulish apparition with damp hair and pale skin. "This place is about to come apart," she said.
"We're sinking?"
Janey shook her head, the auburn curls bouncing across her shoulders. "No, silly. Reality is breaking down because of Pan's shadow."
"Pan's...shadow? What?"
"Not Pan. Pan. Why do I keep saying Pan? Oh!" Janey turned to look at Ingrid. "He came from the second star on the right, straight on until morning. Oh, this is silly!"
"What's silly? I'm not laughing."
"Jenny isn't letting me talk about him. It. Whatever. Peter Pan came from someplace else."
"Do you mean the--" Ingrid was silenced when Janey covered her mouth. She had been about to say Outsider.
"Uh huh. Though Pan has gone, his shadow remains. It's the shadow that's causing everything here to fall apart. If we speak of it directly, we'll catch its attention."
Now Ingrid followed. Peter Pan was officially the thing they'd come to send home. Its shadow was some lingering presence left behind. Outsiders don't follow the linear rules of time, so if Janey said some form of it was around, it was totally possible. "You said Pan is gone?"
"Uh huh! Wendy came for him. If you hurry, we can watch them leave." Janey pulled on Ingrid's sleeve.
"How do you suddenly know so much?" asked Ingrid. "Why couldn't you have told us this before?"
"Did you know Jenny can read your thoughts? I rarely have thoughts of my own anymore, it's easier to let her be in charge. But I'll tell you a secret. She can't read them if she's far away. The reason she can see them now is because the shadow is close." Janey nodded solemnly as if she had just divulged a large secret. "It knows that we're here and is flipping the pages of time back and forth in an attempt to spot us. As long as we don't stay in the same moment, it shouldn't see us."
"This is fucking crazy," Ingrid muttered. "But I guess crazy is in your wheelhouse."
"It is, it really is!" Janey hopped up and down while clapping her hands, then stopped. "Uh oh! The shadow is getting close!"
"How can you tell?" Ingrid looked back outside and saw that the world was being blotted out with darkness. "Oh. Fuck."
"Language. Here, this way!" Janey pulled Ingrid through the next door, and the mage stopped abruptly when sparks rained down on her from above. All around, construction workers in protective gear were welding pieces of the platform together. It was a sunny day, and the man closest to Ingrid flipped up his visor to look in her direction
"Who the fuck are you?" he asked.
"Don't mind us, we're just turning pages!' Janey pulled Ingrid across a boundary she didn't see, and now they were in the same room as before, only a pair of oil workers were busy sipping coffee at the table. One of them looked up at the two of them and frowned.
"Hey, Billy. We havin' a costume party today?" He looked at the man next to him. Billy looked up from his phone and laughed.
"What are you two supposed to be?" he asked. "Diane, is that you?"
"What day is it?" asked Ingrid.
Billy looked at his buddy. "Wednesday, maybe?"
"What year?"
"2017. Oh, I get it. You're a time--"
Ingrid never heard the rest as Janey pulled her through the same doorway again. They only stopped if the room was empty, and then they would move again once the lights started flickering. One time, they were about to go through the door and Janey held Ingrid back despite the encroaching darkness.
"What are we waiting for?" asked Ingrid.
"That moment is ten years from now," Janey replied. "On the ocean floor. We don't want to go there. Or then. However you say it."
Ingrid shivered. She hoped the others were okay.
"Now!" Janey pulled her through into a safer, quiet moment. Janey looked around and nodded her head, then pulled Ingrid to the next room. The peasant girl cocked her head to one side, as if listening to something, then guided Ingrid beneath a table.
"She's coming," was all Janey offered as an explanation.
"Who?"
"Wendy Darling." Janey offered a helpful grin. 'She's hoping Peter will teach her how to fly."
"That's--" Ingrid went silent at the sound of the outside door being opened. A dark figure in winter gear walked through the room with a broomstick in one hand and an oddly shaped backpack. The figure stopped and turned in their direction. Ingrid held her breath and stared straight ahead, emptying her thoughts. After several tense moments, the figure continued through the next door.
"Wendy almost found you," whispered Janey. "That wouldn't be a good thing."
"How are you so creepy, still?" Ingrid whispered back as she stood.
"Maybe I've always been creepy," Janey replied. "From all the cobwebs in my head."
"At least you're being nice." Ingrid moved to the door and peeked through. She caught sight of the mysterious stranger leaving the other side of the room.
"What are you doing?" asked Janey.
"I'm going to see if she leads us to Neverland." Ingrid drew her wand. "But let's keep a respectable distance, shall we?"
"Ha!" Janey replied. "And if we do catch up, what's the worst that can happen? She turns you into a doll? Then we could share a house together!"
That almost made Ingrid turn back, but she had a job to do. With any luck, this mysterious person would lead her back to her partner.

🧟‍♀️🐺😈
The room was suddenly dark and felt like it was spinning. Tasia crawled across the floor, ceiling, whatever the hell it was, on her hands and knees. It was taking every ounce of willpower to fight the urge to puke from the intense bout of vertigo she now experienced.
"Ingrid? Hey!" She pounded on the floor, which made a hollow metallic noise. Grumbling, she reached for the flashlight in her belt and pulled it free, only to fumble it. Instead of clattering by her knees, it fell sideways away from her and landed with a clunk. "Shit," she muttered.
A low, soft sobbing noise filled the room as Tasia crawled toward the flashlight. She paused and looked toward the sound, then remembered that she was wearing modified night vision goggles. After a couple of seconds, she found the switch that clicked them back into proper infrared mode and turned toward the sound.
In a corner, sitting on the wall, sat Dana. She was huddled in a ball with her knees hugged tight against her chest as she rocked in place.
"Dana?" Tasia fought the urge to go to the zombie's side immediately. They were on opposing vertices, and if the goggles failed, she would be in the dark literally. "Hey, what's wrong?"
Dana didn't answer. Erring on the side of caution, Tasia found the flashlight first, which had landed in another corner of the room. She turned it on and swept the beam in Dana's direction as she toggled the goggles back to regular viewing mode. As her gaze swept over Dana, there was a brief distortion in the goggles themselves that looked like static.
"I don't know how I'm supposed to go on," Dana whispered through the headset. "He killed me, you know. Just because he could. Used me to break into their house with no plans of fixing me afterward."
Tasia frowned. If she remembered correctly, this was how Dana had become a zombie in the first place. "Dana? Hey, it's me."
"And what about Alex? How could I just forget about her?" The blonde was shivering now, her face buried in her knees. "She died and I've already moved on!" Her voice was rising in volume now.
The werewolf winced. It was never a good idea for the new girlfriend to try and fight with the dead girlfriend. Why was she even bringing up Alex now? "Hey, look over here, it's me, Tasia."
Dana mumbled to herself, something about school and her parents. Tasia was on her belly now, scooting a few inches at a time. She was so dizzy that she could no longer stand. Grunting, she moved toward the corner of her floor closest to Dana. As best she could tell, her inner ear was picking up the gravity wells in every direction.
As Tasia crawled across the floor, she continued to call out. Dana didn't even hear her. The snail's pace she had set was atrocious, but it was far better than having to crawl through her own vomit.
"Man, what a pair we make, right?" Tasia paused to inhale deeply through her mouth. The smell of the place didn't make her nausea any better. "If one of us was functional right now, we could go after Ingrid. We probably should go after her, you know? Don't split the party, and all that."
"Oh my god, I killed them. I KILLED THEM!" Dana stared at her palms in horror. "AND I ATE THEM, TOO!"
The werewolf growled and dug her claws into the ground and pulled herself forward. She was tempted to transform, but it could make the nausea even worse. Or maybe she'd transform into something else. Reality was warping here, so the less complicated she made things, the better.
"Hey, calm down," said Tasia. "Remember, you don't actually feel anything anymore."
"Cum!" Dana had to look straight up to meet Tasia's gaze. "I've had to eat so much cum! What would Alex think?!? My parents?!?"
"I promise you're not the first woman that isn't thrilled about swallowing the stuff." Tasia was almost ten feet away now. It was a struggle to hold onto the flashlight while slowly scooting forward. Her path was further complicated by the presence of the humans that had melded with the walls, their outstretched arms like bars. "And you did it to hold on to your humanity, remember?"
"But why do I deserve to survive? I'm a horrible person!" Dana started crying again and buried her face.
"This is the worst argument ever," Tasia groaned. She squirmed a bit closer and bumped against an outstretched arm, then froze when it moved. The werewolf stared warily at it for several seconds, then scrunched her body up like a worm and moved closer. "Why don't you eat some of that jerky in your pocket?"
"I shouldn't be eating it," Dana confessed between sobs.
"Why not? I thought it was a safe alternative to...the stuff you don't want to talk about."
"It's changing me." Dana grew quiet. "It doesn't just make me stronger. It numbs the pain that I feel on the...the other stuff. My emotions come out in short bursts, but it isn't enough. I'm like a dam, Tasia, ready to burst. Even if I found a way to live again, I couldn't live with myself. I would want to die. For real."
Tasia stopped moving. "You can't mean that."
"I don't even know if I do," Dana whispered. "That's the worst part. This is the most I've had to process in so long and...oh, god, Velvet!" A new torrent of tears came.
Shit. Dana was clearly processing things in some sort of chronological order. Tasia wracked her brain in the hopes of figuring out how to properly handle a trauma dump of this magnitude. She wondered if there was a carton of ice cream in the breakroom freezer.
"Her...daughter has to...grow up without her..." Dana blubbered. Nearby, the arms sticking out of the walls stretched in her direction, but were unable to get much further. "It...isn't fair!"
"Yeah, yeah, a lot of that going around." Tasia moved around a human torso and paused. She was currently laying on top of a sign that said "It has been 103 days without a workplace accident!" With the heel of her palm, she wiped away the 1 and the 3. "HR is gonna be pissed," she muttered.
Eventually, she was at the wall, which was Dana's floor. Tasia took a couple of minutes to stand and steady herself, then looked up. Dana was babbling something about her parents again.
"Hey." Tasia slammed her fist against the wall, which caused some of the figures behind her to stir. "Hey! Dana! Look at me!"
"I DIDN'T EVEN GO TO HIS FUNERAL!" Dana looked up from between her legs, panic in her eyes. "I COULDN'T SEE HIS GHOST AT ALL AND IT SCARED ME! WHAT IF I HAD TO RELIVE THAT MEMORY FOR ALL ETERNITY, OF EVERYBODY SAYING GOODBYE? WHAT IF MY EXISTENCE BECOMES THE MEMORY OF THOUSANDS, EVEN MILLIONS, OF FUNERALS, EACH ONE LIKE A KNIFE IN MY BACK?!?"
"Shhh, calm down." Tasia looked over her shoulder and let out a little eep when she saw that two of the melted torsos had turned in her direction and were wading toward them in slow motion. "You're upsetting the locals."
"I DON'T CARE ABOUT THEM!" Snot and tears ran down Dana's face now. She had crossed over into full-blown gross crying. "IF I THOUGHT THEY COULD END ME, I'D--"
Tasia leapt into the air and grabbed hold of Dana. Being the heavier of the two, Tasia ended up dragging Dana along the wall until they were both in the corner, the werewolf clutching the zombie. Dana was shaking hard and starting to hyperventilate.
Could a zombie even hyperventilate? The thought was like cold water across Tasia's shoulders. While Dana's feelings were very real, she didn't feel them when she was dead. Whatever was warping the gravity of the place was somehow affecting the zombie, and she was very much more alive than Tasia could ever remember seeing her. She even smelled good, with no trace of death or decay hidden in the background.
The melted figures along the wall let out metallic groans. In an attempt to get Dana to be quiet, Tasia shook her then repeatedly slapped her. The werewolf was in no shape to fight, and didn't even know how she would manage to protect both of them.
"Dana!" Tasia crouched against the wall and scooted sideways, but was tripped up by a table and chairs. The two women fell on the ground, now easily within reach of the wall people hunting them. With a loud growl, Tasia reached out for Dana, only to have her hand slapped away.
"I DESERVE THIS!" Dana was hysterical now, veins standing out in her neck. She started slamming her head against the wall. "I DESERVE THIS! I DESERVE THIS!"
"Well I don't!" Tasia grabbed Dana's head with both hands and snapped her neck just as a pair of metallic hands closed around both ankles and yanked her away.

🧟‍♀️🐺😈
Clarity. Dana's eyes flicked open as the cells in her body drained whatever life force absorbed from the entity to repair the damage done to her spine. Tasia was screaming as the metallic figures wrapped their arms around her and tried to pull her into the wall.
Without hesitating, Dana whipped out her swords and twirled like a top, the enchanted blades biting into steel as she cut through Tasia's attackers. It took several strikes before the werewolf was free, though she fell against the wall and laid there while others came near.
Dana's own words echoed in her ears. The moment that Ingrid had disappeared, something inside of the zombie was set free, allowing all of her pent-up emotions to pour forth. The madness left behind by an outsider had buried one version of her entirely, allowing the other to spill out and make a mess that she was forced to leave behind.
She slashed an arm away from Tasia and caught it around the wrist by her fingertips. It grabbed at nothing, and she briefly wondered what it would taste like. She tossed it across the room where it rang against the ground, causing the metal people nearby to swarm toward it.
Interesting. Dana didn't think the people embedded in the walls could hear anything. It had to be via vibrations, or tremorsense in game terms.
Games reminded her of Velvet. Every memory she had shared with the deceased Arachne unraveled before her at the mere thought, allowing her to see it all within the span of a single breath. There was no joy, no pain, just a screen in her mind with moving pictures. This is why it hurt so much to be alive. Nobody was meant to experience so much in such a short time.
Before she knew it, another piece of vampyre jerky was in her mouth. Biting into the thick flesh sent a flood of warmth down her spine, and hardened her resolve. Grinning, she used the surge of strength to slash her way through the other limbs near Tasia, then grabbed the werewolf and pulled her away from the wall. When she was halfway across the room, gravity shifted for the werewolf, pulling her up toward the ceiling.
"I hate this," Dana muttered as she was pulled off her feet. No amount of strength would account for the fact that Tasia was the heavier of the two. They now bounced down the middle of the room like a partially inflated balloon. The metallic figures were actively fighting to pull each other underneath the surface of the wall like a cluster of drowning men.
Maybe they were drowning, forever trapped in a single moment of time where their lungs were coated in steel. Even that thought was a little unnerving. The madness that had attacked the living part of Dana's mind had been more than enough to overwhelm her. What were these people thinking? Were they even still alive, or capable of thought?
"Dana," Tasia whimpered. "I'm gonna puke."
"Don't do it. We're almost to the door."
"And then what?"
Dana smirked. She had no idea. When they got to the door, she grabbed the edge and pulled them both through. This room's denizens all moved toward them in slow motion.
"This was supposed to be outside," Dana muttered to herself, then looked back. Had she gotten turned around?
Her own stomach lurched as she and Tasia were yanked sideways toward the nearest wall. The oil platform groaned and creaked as the room warped and the floor bent into a bowl shape.
Tasia shoved Dana away and moved to the nearest corner to vomit. Dana, being the ever-conscientious girlfriend, followed her into the corner and held her hair back.
"Feel better?' she asked.
"Much," Tasia admitted, then stood. She tugged at the dark bracelet on her wrist and it formed into a proper sword in her hands.
"That's a neat trick," Dana noted.
"Old family secret." Tasia grinned and then looked past Dana. "Incoming."
The metal people were now climbing on top of each other like ants to get at the pair. Both Dana and Tasia repelled the assault with a combination of their blades and sheer strength. Tasia wasn't able to slice through their steel enhanced limbs like Dana could, but she also wasn't fracturing the bones in her arm with every attempt. Each impact sent a shockwave through Dana's body, and she could feel bone, muscles, and tendon giving away with every strike.
The zombie took a moment to stuff her mouth with vampyre bits. Tasia howled, and Dana would have joined in if her mouth hadn't been full.
Across the room, a hooded figure shoved through the door with a broomstick under one arm and a weird, oddly flat backpack. The figure paused, as if surprised to see them, then continued through the door they had just come from.
"Who the fuck was that?" asked Tasia.
"No idea. Didn't look familiar." But Dana had seen the broom. As stereotypical as it was, a single word crossed her mind.
Witch.
Up until now, the witches she had dealt with had been sans brooms. But there was always a nugget of truth in the old stories. Was this witch here for the outsider?
Moments later, Ingrid burst through the door, her body coated in sweat and seawater. She stopped when she saw Dana and Tasia on the far wall.
"Here!" Ingrid stepped back out of the room for a moment and returned with a life ring. She threw the ring to Dana and tied the other end of the rope to a steel beam.
"Thanks. You first." Dana pulled the rope taut and handed it to Tasia. The werewolf's sword disappeared and she scrambled up the rope and to the door where gravity eventually reasserted itself. She stumbled into Ingrid's arms. Dana collapsed both of her blades and moved toward the door that the witch had gone through.



"Don't," said Ingrid. "Time is getting all mixed up right now. She came and left hours ago."
"How do you know that?" Dana looked in the direction the witch had gone. The room was now bent into a sphere.
"I've been following her for most of an hour," Ingrid replied with a shiver. "I've seen her come and leave, and am now watching her come through on a second pass. She didn't even seem to care that I was following her. I'd rather not end up on the ocean floor next Tuesday by blindly stumbling after her. Since I already saw her go, doesn't that mean she escaped?"
"If we're gonna do time travel, then can't we rewrite history?" asked Tasia.
"That depends on what method of time travel you ascribe to," said Dana. "I doubt Back to the Future rules apply here. Ingrid is right. Whoever that was left without any problems. That means we either fought them and lost or just let them go without any problems."
"Fuck!" Tasia slammed her fist against the frame of the door. "We're seriously just going to leave after all of this?"
"Yes." Ingrid grabbed Tasia by the wrist to get her attention. "This place is at the bottom of the ocean as soon as tomorrow morning. As far as I can tell, our target was removed before we got here and we're just caught up in the residual weirdness."
"That's a big leap in logic." Dana really wanted to go after the witch, but didn't feel like ending up like the people stuck in the walls.
"I had help from Janey."
"You mean Jenny."
Ingrid raised an eyebrow. "I don't, actually. This place has temporarily cancelled out her more dominant half. Ghost girl needs therapy."
"Don't we all," Tasia muttered, throwing a look in Dana's direction. The zombie scowled back. Her problems were currently bigger than what therapy could provide. If she didn't figure out a cure for her condition soon, it was possible that she might go mad upon being cured.
"If we need to go, then let's stop talking about it before--" Dana flinched when the floor dropped out from beneath all of them. It only fell a foot, but the metal groaned and screeched as the place threatened to fold in on itself some more. "That!" she added. "Whatever that was. I don't like it."
Ingrid sighed. "At least I found you guys," she said. "I didn't see any sign of Lily."
"I'm not too worried," said Dana. "She's got an emergency failsafe. If there's anything that can permanently hurt her, we don't stand a chance."
"That's awful callous of you," said Ingrid.
"Hardly," Dana replied. "Actual threats at her weight class are things we don't want to tangle with. Especially if it means getting molecularly bonded to--"
The floor dropped again, but only a few inches. Wordlessly, they all exchanged glances and ran. Ingrid led the way. There was no sign of the witch or Lily, but they did go through the same room nearly three times in a row before they found themselves in a narrow hallway. Janey manifested more than once to stop the group from proceeding or lead them down a different path.
Why could Dana see Janey? Or Jenny, for that matter? What was it about Cyrus that had been different? Was it because Jenny was a tortured soul? Maybe it was because they were both stuck on Earth? It always frustrated Dana that even Death couldn't answer those questions, but the guy couldn't see or hear her, which meant that any proper conversation would have to be done either by text messages or through a third party.
Moments with Cyrus were few and far between with a blessed gap at the end. She had avoided everyone for a couple of days, citing an obsession with repairing the telescope. The others had given her space, except for Tink. The little goblin had come to help her work on the telescope, which resulted in a lot of unnecessary cursing.
She smirked at thoughts of the goblin. Tink's limited vocabulary made remembering her much easier, though the number of times the goblin had thrown a wrench or hammer was slightly alarming.
All these thoughts and others filled her mind as she brought up the rear. By the time they made it outside, it was to see their own ship approaching from the distance.
"Whoops, hold on! That's us from a bit ago." Ingrid led them all back inside and shut the door. They were now in a room full of men halfway through a meal.
"What the hell?" one man said as Ingrid opened the door again and led them back out. Saltwater spray was swirling up around the platform to form into a vortex above. The oil platform had folded itself up in places and was now spinning like a top.
Dana yanked the door shut behind her just as one of the men tried to grab her by the wrist. Maybe letting him follow would have saved his life, or maybe it didn't matter and he had gone home before the entity had taken up residence here.
"Fuck!" Ingrid was at the edge of the platform now, looking over the rail. "Our ship is gone!"
"Did someone else take it?" asked Tasia.
"No." Ingrid pointed out about a hundred feet. Dana could just make out the spotlight about twenty feet below the water. "It's sinking."
"We need a life raft, something to get away from here on." Dana did a quick visual sweep, her brain retroactively trying to identify anything that may be an emergency ship. It was during this process that Ingrid was snatched off the ship and carried out to sea by a demon with long wings.
"It's Lily!" shouted Tasia. Lily didn't bother looking back as she flew out into the distance toward one of the remaining ships that was now outside the vortex. The depression they were now in was roughly fifty feet deep and growing. Metal buckled beneath them as the oil platform condensed on itself. By the time Lily came back, it was to wordlessly snatch away Tasia.
Dana was left standing there, her eyes scanning the rig for any movement. Dark shadows created by the spotlights from the rapidly approaching ships danced along the platform, squeezing the metal down and folding it. Her own shadow was bending away from her and ripping away the floor. The door of the platform banged open and the metal people emerged. They were sunk into the floor at hip height as they waded away from the center of the platform. Dana remained silent and watched as the doomed figures grabbed onto the railing and tried to pull themselves free. Between the water and new slant of the ground, she was forced to hold onto the railing to avoid sliding toward the center of the rig.
A high-pitched whistle from above caught her attention, and she looked up to see Lily coming in with her hands and tail extended. Dana leapt into the air and grabbed onto the succubus' hands, but slipped. The tail cinched around her waist, letting Lily get a better grip on her.
"Fuck, what have you been eating?" Lily groaned, frantically flapping her wings and spiraling upward. The wind in the vortex was acting like a thermal and pushed the two of them up and out.
The swirling water was now so deep that the top of the rig had sunk below the rest of the ocean. Dana looked down and saw that the rig was folding itself into a sphere and looked very much like a metallic flower blooming in reverse.
"Nice save," she said.
"Thanks," Lily replied. "I've been planning it for the last three days."
"Three days?" Dana looked up at the succubus.
"Yep. Got flushed down a pipe into the ocean and came out three days ago. Or maybe it was four, I lost track of time under the water." Lily sighed. "I got front row seats to all the fucked-up shit that went down, then watched as that bitch strolled right in and took the prize from under our noses."
"How could anyone get here before us?" asked Dana.
"That's a very good question. She arrived not even a day after the auction ended on a fucking broom of all things. There's more, but it'll...have to...wait." Lily was outside of the uplifting stream of air and was trying to keep them both above the waves as she flew toward a ship outside of the massive whirlpool. The two of them were barely level with the deck when Lily crashed, sending both of them skidding across the wet planking. Dana's goggles got knocked off and slid away into the darkness.
"I've got you." Tasia pulled Dana to her feet and pointed up. "Ingrid is at the helm, let's get inside."
"What a fucking waste," Dana muttered. They had almost died for nothing. She looked up and noticed that the ship they were on had no spotlight. It had been broken off. "This whole thing went sideways."
"Literally." Tasia knelt and prodded Lily. "Enough with the lazy act, the swells are getting larger and we should be inside." When the succubus didn't react, Tasia rolled her over. "Huh. She's out cold."
"What?" Dana moved to Tasia's side and knelt down. Lily was, in fact, asleep. "She doesn't lose consciousness, she's a dream demon."
"Today has been full of surprises." Tasia picked Lily up and the trio went up a flight of stairs to the helm. Ingrid briefly glanced up at the group, her knuckles white on the controls. Hovering above her was the ghastly form of Jenny.
The rain is coming to wash us out, she giggled. The lights from the ships in the whirlpool now pointed toward the sky, spiraling ever inward. A massive swell formed on the lip, causing their ship to tilt forward as Ingrid turned away from it and gunned the engines.
"This is so fucked," she shouted at the ghost. "Instead of commenting on the weather, maybe you should get out and push!"
Loose items in the helm rolled across the floor as the ship was pulled toward the whirlpool. Jenny cackled madly and the temperature dropped, causing water vapor to come out of Tasia and Ingrid's mouths in large, billowing clouds. Lily rolled helplessly across the floor and slammed into the console, but there was nothing else to be done. Tasia found some life vests and everyone put them on, just in case. They even squeezed Lily into one as she muttered words in a language Dana didn't recognize.
Down came the rain! Jenny yelled as the swell turned into a massive wave behind them. Are we spiders or are we prey? Will it wash us out or devour us?
"Shut the fuck up!" Ingrid shouted, bracing herself against the console. There was a peal of thunder, followed by a strange sensation of heaviness. Dana's ears popped, then the wave broke over the ship. The vessel tipped dangerously forward, and the outside world turned into a watery grave. The windows cracked, but held when tiny handprints appeared all across them.
They rocked dangerously for several minutes before the engines shut off. All the lights went out and the ship listed heavily to one side as it moved backward toward the rig.
Dana half expected them to get caught in the whirlpool, but when nothing happened, she took the initiative and went outside with her flashlight for a better look.
As far as she could tell, the platform and the ships that had surrounded it were gone. The ship was caught up in the aftermath of the whole thing sinking into the ocean and they now bobbed silently without power. She waited a few more minutes, scanning the surface of the water to make sure no more surprises were headed their way, then went back inside and belowdecks.
The ship had taken on a lot of water, and none of the pumps seemed to be running. Tasia found her down below, and the two of them did a quick check of the engine room together. Over a very tense hour, the two of them worked together to restart the engine and activate the bilge pumps. It was nearly two hours before the ship floated normally again. Meanwhile, Ingrid turned the ship east and headed at least in the direction of land.
When the sun came up, Lily was still asleep. Dana had found the ship's satellite phone hidden in one of the bunks below and called Eulalie. It was almost another two hours before the rats were able to track them down, eating a hole in the ship's galley.
When the group stepped through into the Library, Aurora was waiting for them with warm towels and some blankets. By the time Eulalie arrived in her wheelchair, Tasia and Ingrid were both busy stuffing their faces with food the Library had provided.
"Well, that went well," noted Eulalie sarcastically. The only one who responded was Jenny, who cackled madly. Ingrid let out a long sigh and excused herself. Tasia seemed torn on if she should stay or go, but Dana motioned that she should at least follow her partner.
Once Aurora followed, Eulalie had the door locked and squeezed her body out of the wheelchair and knelt to examine Lily.
"How long has she been like this?" she asked.
"Hours now," Dana replied. "Do you think she's okay?"
Eulalie sighed. "I certainly hope so. So what all went down out there?"
The memory of the whole mission immediately surged through Dana's mind. She paused long enough to toss a piece of vampyr into her mouth, then told the Arachne everything.

🧟‍♀️🐺😈
Hot damn, this chapter was one big fever dream and it was so much fun writing it! I really hope you enjoyed it. Please leave some stars if you did. If you didn't, um...yeah, I'm really sorry. 🙇🏻
Thank you so much for dropping by and spending some time with my girls today. Now that you're finished, give yourself a pat on the back, or eat an extra cookie, whatever makes you happiest. I'm so glad to keep sharing my world (and useless movie references) with you, and shall see you next time.
Buckle up, gang. We're making buttholes relevant again!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here to sell you some makeup and knives! How would you like to be your own boss?
That's what I would be probably be saying if I wasn't actually here to deliver the next chapter in my fantasy epic "How many myths can I lewd before my family organizes an intervention?"
(Let's be honest, though, if I was a hot goth girl selling makeup and knives, I'd be making BANK)
New reader? Welcome to the madness! If you've already got your pants down and are hoping for a quick wank on your work break, you should probably be aware that this is not the story for you five-minute warriors out there. Unless you are super into edging, you may experience significant genital chaffing during the plot breaks we have between sex scenes. You should probably work the rest of your shift and then go home, start at Chapter 001 (that's right, two zeros!) and make sure to have some coconut oil on hand to work your way all the way back here. I promise, the journey will be worth it (unless your hand cramps, then maybe not).
Returning reader? It's so good to see you! This book feels like I've been writing it forever, but I'm afraid my full-time writer status means that I now work on multiple projects at once, which means I have to divide time between here and everywhere else. I'm still trying to stick to my release dates (which are always in my bio) and will likely be taking a small break this summer to go outside and touch some grass. We're approaching eight years of constant shenanigans here on Literotica, and as much as the mind is willing, the body is spongy and bruised.
(In short, I've developed carpal tunnel and need a vacation, lol)
Anyway, thank you so so so much for being here once again. Thank you for your letters, your comments, and for dropping some stars on this silly tale of mine. The Radley-verse expands faster than my imagination can keep up, but as long as you all keep showing up for me, I'll do my best to show up for you.
You should also know that you can't trust people who come to your door selling makeup, knives, or business opportunities. While it may be fun to run around with sharp objects, most of those people just want your money and will absolutely utilize
Deceptive Practices
The people of Avalon were naive at best. Nyx didn't even bother considering them fools. Their complete lack of common sense was a result of the environment they had been bred for. A proper warrior didn't laud their own strength over that of a child, after all.
However, their lack of intellect did not spare them from her schemes. Finley had been the first, owing her for the apple she had handed him. She had come upon him in the midst of a meal with his family, excitedly chattering about the newcomers to the island.
To Nyx's displeasure, the family had been fantastic hosts. They had offered her food, drink, and even allowed her to sit where the family head usually did. She had been unable to find fault with their actions, but soon discovered that the simple act of helping pass around the food put them greatly in her debt. It had been a lesson in efficiency, one that she had taken with her after leaving. In fact, she had been so grateful to Finley and his family for this knowledge that she declared to them that their debts were paid in exchange for some food to take with her.
The other people in the village, however, were fair game. All it took was handing someone a piece of bread, an apple, or anything else they may take interest in, and they would immediately thank her for it. She started by asking for the stories of their elders and was more than a little bothered when she learned there weren't any. The oldest people in the village were near the end of their third decade, which was cause enough for suspicion. Nyx already knew why these people were being kept here, but that didn't require culling them back so far.
A bit of digging was all it took to find some answers. Though the people couldn't remember anything on their own, that was hardly enough to stop the Fae. After all, they had thanked her for a service, and she required payment. Memories were much like currency for her, easily extracted and perused at her leisure. The oldest people in the village had some that intrigued her, an incident from many years back that involved a visit from another outsider, a woman with black hair and a smile that could steal the heart from any man or woman.
Her name was Natalie. She had come to this place with stories of a magical home full of mythical creatures and had used that smile to win over the people of the village. She had stayed for nearly a month, captured the same way that Mike had been. The mirror was controlled somehow by Vincentius, that much Nyx had gathered on her own.
As to how Natalie escaped and what came next, Nyx had no idea of knowing. The people who remembered the woman had been sheltered from the fallout by Lady Charlotte, who kept the children locked up in her school. She and Sir Galahad had protected them from Vincentius' rage, which was likely the only reason there were still any humans on the island at all.
When the people of Avalon ran out of memories that held any value, Nyx extracted promises from them instead. They didn't fear her yet, and all promised her a favor at a later time. The thing about promises to the Fae was that they were magically enforceable, and Nyx wasn't entirely certain what she intended to do with them yet. When the time came, nearly a third of the village would obey her commands should she give them.
The story of the nymph in the fountain was likely a hold over from Natalie's visit many years ago. That much she had admitted to Mike, as it pertained to their agreement. She could have told him about Natalie, but that connection wasn't yet clear, so she wasn't required to share.
Mike Radley fascinated her. Even now, the sky rumbled in response to his current state of mind, to which Nyx hoped she had contributed. The primary reason for her visit yesterday had been to vex him. Though he couldn't see it from the outside as she did, his soul was in turmoil, like a pot ready to boil over. Something he would do in the future would change everything for the Fae, and she sometimes wondered if her presence alone wouldn't be the catalyst for change. If that was the case, perhaps it was something she could use to her advantage.
If Mike were about to do something that would directly harm her people, she would stop it and take full credit. It didn't matter if her behavior was somehow the cause, they would grant her a higher standing for saving their way of life.
However, if that harm were to somehow put the Seelie Court or her own family in a better position, she would stand back and allow it to happen first. She would still punish him later for any harm caused, of course. Her discretion in such a matter would yield her a place of power among the Seelie.
On the odd chance that he did something that would result in the elimination of the Queen, Nyx would do everything in her power to step over others and into that role. Whether that meant a negotiation of peace with the Caretaker, or even a declaration of war, it would not matter. Ruling over the Fae was never meant to be a job for only one being, and the King's absence had driven a wedge between the Queen and her people.
Nyx sneered at the memory of the King. He had become enraptured by the worship of the mortals and fallen victim to it. The Queen was now in a similar position, and it would be far better for the Fae if they could depose her long before she abandoned them.
Her own feelings about the Queen were mixed. If not for circumstantial evidence that she may be in league with the Caretaker, Nyx and others would be squarely on her side. The Fae simply could not endure being abandoned again, especially not for a race as simple and pathetic as humans.
The Fae princess closed her eyes. How many times had she gone to meet with the King in his human guises, to beg him to return to their people? She hadn't been the only one, either. No amount of logic or pleading had been enough to dissuade him. Despite his human body breaking down as a result of hosting his grand soul, it was the adoration of the humans he craved like a drug. They had come to hear him sing, after all, and he wouldn't disappoint them.
When the Queen had shattered his throne in a fit of rage, Nyx's heart had burned with sympathetic anger. Even now, the remains of that throne sat as a testament to the failings of the King, an eternal reminder that the humans had stolen him away.
Shaking her head, Nyx stood and looked out over the village from her position on the roof of Finley's home. She could see the fountain from here, which was nothing more than the eternal spring that fed Avalon its water supply. The fountain had been installed on top of it some time ago, and she had known better than to ask the stones to remember. The fountain itself was always occupied, and she preferred that any truths she discovered would remain hers to keep.
That, and Sir Galahad was always watching. There were many times she had discovered him about when she thought she was alone. The man clearly didn't recognize her, but the mortal mind wasn't meant to retain so many lifetimes worth of faces. She had been uncertain about his charade at first, but he spoke truly when he said that he was not the man they thought he was. While he was indeed the bastard son of Lancelot, he was no longer the noble man who had quested for the Holy Grail on King Arthur's orders.
"How have you changed, ser?" Nyx stared in the direction of the simple church that had been constructed near the middle of town. Galahad was there right now, counseling a young man and woman on their impending nuptials. The former knight could not keep an eye on her while maintaining his regular duties. "Though of more importance, how have you not?"
Nyx stepped backwards off the roof and allowed the wind to carry her toward the castle. The magical vortex of air that provided lift to the gargoyles briefly became her playground as she danced across the sky, no doubt in full view of the stony guardians. When she at last alighted on the tip of a spire, one of their number rose from its crouch.
"How did you do that?" she asked. This gargoyle was younger than the others. "You don't have wings or anything!"
"It's easy," said Nyx with a grin. "All you have to do is ask nicely." To further vex the beast, she hopped onto a gust of wind that carried her to the top of the nearest tower. She rode it upside down with both arms behind her back, making sure to wink as it carried her away. Flipping over at the last moment, she came to halt on the top of the turret, balancing precariously on the iron tipped cone. If not for her shoes, her feet would already be bleeding from contact.
"Let's get a better look at you," she muttered, staring down at the castle. Ever since they had arrived, the structure had seemed familiar. Much in the same way Galahad didn't recognize her face, her own mind was stuffed with far too many human structures to differentiate them. Castles often took a long time to build, too, so she often saw them through various stages of construction. Humans were similar in that they aged so fast, but at least they had souls to be recognized by.
Nyx spent perhaps an hour in that eerie twilight, hopping across the rooftops and attempting to block out portions of the castle with her hands. The gargoyles didn't stop her from her travels, but did warn her away from Vincentius' own tower. At first, the only difference she could see was that it was the largest. However, once she was up close, the stones told a very different story.
The Carefaker's tower was far older than the rest, its facade altered to match. Towers weren't built first, they came near the end, so she knew it had come from somewhere else. Realizing this place was likely an amalgamation constructed by magic was the final clue she needed as she hopped among the stones, asking each of them how old they were.
Even the gargoyles couldn't follow her aerial antics as she leapt down into a gap that ran between one of the towers and the central keep. Falling until she was almost at the bottom, the breeze saved her at the last second by carrying her through an open window. Once inside, she could feel the internal magic of the building shift, likely sending out notice to its servants.
"Clever boy," she muttered, then commanded her shadow to carry her. Whatever magical means of detection existed were quickly defeated when Nyx's own shadow pushed free of the ground, lifting her up by an inch. She hopped down the nearest hallway, then found a flight of stairs to ascend.
This castle was several different buildings that hadn't been stuck together, but merged. It was why the air flowed oddly and the hallways didn't make sense. Once upon a time, Vincentius had merged more than one castle together to create this current monstrosity, and she had just discovered another of his secrets.
Nyx now stood at a pair of wooden doors she hadn't seen since she was a sprite. It wasn't that she had been much younger, but rather that she had been given a sacred task and the form of a water spirit had suited her best. The door itself had been locked from within, but her shadow slid beneath and pushed up the bar from the other side to allow her entry.
The doors swung open silently as her shadow pressed dirt and grit away from the wood. The room was cast in an amber hue by the picture window above the thrones of Camelot.
"Hmm." Nyx stepped into the room proper and the doors shut behind her. "First he steals Avalon, then Camelot?" She walked over toward the massive stone in the middle of the room. "Or perhaps it's the other way around? Which came first, the island or the keep? Is it an obsession? Is our host a collector? Oh, ho ho!" Nyx knelt down and flicked the hilt of the legendary blade, Excalibur. "You are definitely not supposed to be here!"
The Fae princess stood and surveyed the room. This place had a story, but what would it be? She looked back at the thrones and walked backward toward them, her eyes scanning the room. When she finally sat upon the throne itself, she breathed a single word.
"Remember," she commanded in the old tongue. The stones let out a sigh as one, and the light of the room shifted wildly as the room itself tried to remember thousands of years in a single breath. That was the thing about the earth that mortals didn't know--stones had the longest memories.
Luckily for Nyx, not much had happened in this place for many years. She saw a brief meeting between the cyclops and Galahad. The man himself spent much of his time here, gazing guiltily at the empty thrones. When Nyx went far enough back, she found herself gazing at a room full of people, all of them dressed in courtly attire.
She stepped out into the memory, listening to the people speak. Up on the throne were a man and woman she did not recognize, though the man was slightly familiar.
This was Camelot during the time after Arthur. She looked around, hoping to spot a familiar face and piece together the rest of the story. The king and his consort, perhaps even his queen, sat regally on their thrones, both of them in gilded clothing.
"Pah." Nyx sneered at them from across the centuries. Arthur would never have wanted this. Though he had his failings, the Fae had coached him well on a sense of humility and justice.
The doors behind her slammed open, and Nyx spun in place along with the mortals. For a moment, she feared that she had been found, but this was still just a memory. A small group of armed men forced their way in, their features hidden behind dark armor. The royal knights moved to intercept them and protect the occupants of the room, but they were quickly disarmed and shoved back by the invaders. The dark-armored warriors were far stronger than a mortal should be.
As the nobility in the room were pressed against the walls and trapped, the king rose from his throne and drew his blade. The queen was escorted toward the back of the room where they attempted to flee through a secret exit. They were met by a pair of warriors who chased them back inside.
"Who dares to take Camelot?" shouted the unknown king. His honor guard rallied around him, ready to attack.
A large man wearing midnight armor walked into the room and laughed. He didn't respond to the king's question, instead barking orders in a language that only his people knew. Nyx scrunched up her face. Was that Greek? Or Roman? Languages were hard, especially when people were just making up sounds all the time that meant things.
"Your King commands you to answer!" shouted a brave warrior. The newcomer stepped forward and slapped the man aside hard enough that he crumpled to the ground.
"This place may be Camelot," said the black knight. "But you are not its king."
"I have a divine right," shouted the king, but his face turned red as the black knight's magic stretched across the room.
"Do not speak to me of divinity," said the knight as he pulled off his helmet to reveal the visage of Vincentius. His eyes were like dark pools of collected shadows, and his bright red lips were starkly contrasted against paper-white skin. When his mouth twisted into a sneer, it looked like someone had drawn lipstick onto lines of cruelty. "You are naught more than the son of an opportunistic pauper."
"Knights...of Camelot!" The king's hand shook as he raised his blade.
"Bah. Stand down, you fools." Vincentius chuckled, which caused at least two women to faint in terror. "You've already heard the rumors about me. Fighting would be a waste of my time and yours."
"What is it that you want?" asked the queen.
"Hmm?" Vincentius raised an eyebrow. "Oh, I can smell your bravery from here. You're made of sterner stuff than some of your countrymen. I suppose it would take a special act of bravery to spread your legs every night for a pretender."
"BLASPHEMY!" One of the king's guards charged. Vincentius stepped forward, dodging the blade aimed for his head, and dropped a large hand onto the knight's shoulder. Using his other hand, he grabbed the man by the throat and pulled his arms apart. There was a loud crackling sound, followed by the wet gurgling of a dying man as Vincentius broke his neck and cast him aside.
"Shame," he muttered, then put his foot on his victim. "Though I suppose you'll keep long enough." He raised his gaze to the queen and smiled. "As for what I desire, it's to discover the true king of Camelot. One chosen by divine right."
The queen glanced briefly at her husband. "You are looking at him," she declared.
"No, that cannot be. You see, King Arthur himself was chosen by the divine. He was given a magical task, one that separated him from the others." Vincentius grinned. "It is said that he had no heirs, but I believe this to be false. What sort of man could be surrounded by such flesh, yet fail to partake?" To emphasize his point, he approached one of the noble women and gazed down at her exposed cleavage. Sniffing the air around her, he grinned. "As a matter of fact, the pretender to the throne has already done so. So why not Arthur?"
"King Arthur was the best of us," countered the queen. "And not prone to sins of the flesh."
"Hmm." Vincentius frowned. "That would certainly be regrettable. For you see, if this kingdom has no rightful heir, then I shall claim it for myself."
"Why?" asked the king, the shadows at his throat finally releasing him. He dropped his blade on the ground.
"King Arthur was chosen by the divine and given a divine quest." Vincentius surveyed the room. "He was chosen from your people, so I can only assume the divine shall do so again."
Nyx groaned. Even though this event was within a century of Arthur's fall, the stories had already been twisted. Arthur Pendragon had been chosen by the Fae in order to unite humanity, there was nothing divine about it. However, his quest for the grail had already altered the stories significantly. Such was the way with mortals. They had quite the imagination.



"You seek the grail?" asked the queen.
"Astute." Vincentius grinned. "And also correct. You see, should I find the heir to the Pendragon name, then perhaps the divine will once again task them with finding this artifact."
"Why? So you can live forever?" The queen moved next to her husband and put her hand on his shoulder.
"I already live forever," Vincentius declared.
"No man does," the queen replied.
"You mistake me for one." Vincentius looked around the room. "Any one of you can be the person I seek."
"We have no way of knowing," said the queen. "My lord," she added.
"Good. You catch on fast." Vincentius walked back out of the room. Moments later, a loud grinding sound filled the air as he walked back in. Excalibur was buried deep in a massive stone that tore up the floor as Vincentius dragged it by the hilt, coming to a stop beneath the thrones. "As a matter of fact, I think we do have a way of knowing."
"That can't possibly be," muttered the king. "Excalibur has been lost to us!"
"And now it's found." Vincentius looked at the blade with longing. "I went through a lot of trouble retrieving this. The Lady of the Lake was reluctant to part with it, as you can see."
"Bastard," muttered Nyx. One of her sisters had vanished long ago, along with the legendary blade. She now knew her sister's fate.
"So, we shall have a contest!" Vincentius looked at his men and grinned. "Whosoever can pulleth this blade from the stone shall be the King of England! Or Queen," he added. "Should a new king or queen be decided, then my men and I will not only leave, but I will become your humble servant in the grail's search."
"Anyone can look for it, my lord." The queen stepped away from her husband, who was already eying the magical blade.
"But it can only be found by those who are supposed to seek it out!" Vincentius yelled this. "What part of this did you not understand? Do you not think I have already looked for it?"
The king knelt down and grabbed the hilt of the sword and pulled. His face turned bright red as he struggled with it. Vincentius watched in disgust for nearly a minute before he gestured at his men.
"Take him away," he said. "If they fail to pull the blade, you know what to do. Do what you will with anyone beyond the age of fertility."
"My lord?" The queen's voice was barely a squeak. Vincentius growled playfully as he took a single step that somehow took him across the room. He caressed the queen's jaw and turned her head.
"Do not despair, child. For if you should fail here, you shall become part of my flock. A good shepherd cares for--"
Nyx's eyes went wide as the crossbar on the door lifted itself. She slid off the throne and ducked through the secret passage behind them, the memory abruptly terminating. She was hidden from sight when she heard Galahad's soft voice behind her.
"Go ahead," he said to someone else. "See if you can pull this blade from the stone."
"Is this part of the ritual, Lord Galahad?" It was a voice Nyx recognized from the village. She didn't dare move right now, the shadows keeping her hands and feet from the floor. So the villagers were descended from Camelot. She knew that none of them would pull the blade. It had nothing to do with genetics. The human had to be chosen by the Fae.
"It is," Galahad whispered softly. "Before you can be reborn, we must see if you carry divine blood. The Caretaker requires it."
"Then it shall be done." The human grunted, obviously in efforts to retrieve the blade. Nyx quietly moved back, holding her breath and stilling her heart that Galahad may not detect her trespass. The temperature of her body became one with the stones around her as she waited.
"My lord," gasped the villager. "I have failed you."
"No, child. You have failed nobody. Come. We must prepare for the ritual."
Nyx heard soft footsteps, followed by the shutting of the massive doors. She stepped out to gaze upon Excalibur once again, her lips twisting into a queer smile.
By nature, the Fae loved puzzles. There was something delightful about feeling like revelation was just outside your reach, and this was exactly where Nyx's mind hovered. There were only a couple more pieces to be found before the entire picture revealed itself.
She turned back to the secret passageway and allowed the shadows to carry her inside. Maybe the final truth could be found hidden away inside. If so, she would have it.

🏠🏠🏠
Mike awoke the next morning with a poor appetite and a foul attitude. This was, in part, because he had just learned from Kisa that enough time had passed in the real world that it was now the morning of October 31st. That meant he was about to break a promise to his children. Thunder had actually rumbled throughout the castle, causing a servant to show up and ask if this was a hostile action on their part. Mike had informed the largely soulless creature that if he was to become a permanent resident of Avalon, they would need to get used to it.
Less than an hour after breakfast, he found himself sitting around and doing nothing other than waiting for Lady Charlotte to come and collect him sometime later in the day. His patience had finally collapsed, and it was easier for him to do nothing than to find something useful to occupy his time.
The others gave him space for a bit. He sat on some kind of lounger that was likely older than his own country and stared out the window at the cliffs below. The towers had rotated during the night and the screensaver view outside his window seemed to be mocking him. Naturally, he assumed this meant Nyx would eventually show up to harass him while he was down in the dumps, but the Fae princess had obviously found something better to occupy her time if she hadn't arrived by now.
The eerie twilight reflecting off the cliffs cast his room in a crimson hue that reminded him of things he had seen in that underground bunker over the summer. He and some others had gone to exact revenge on those who had taken his children, and the results had been severely unpleasant. Memories from that night only deepened his misery. The hair on his arms occasionally rose up and gave birth to a tiny bit of lightning that would crawl across him and eventually vanish. His magic was hungry for action, but until he had a direction for it, the magic became like a tiny thunderstorm in his gut.
He sat in a quiet study and the door creaked open. Sofia stepped through, followed by Cerberus and Cecilia.
"What's wrong?" he asked, his eyes barely flicking in their direction.
"Your attitude," said Sofia. She moved in front of him and crossed her arms. "The thunder is a bit much, don't you think?"
Mike waved a hand dismissively. "It's not like I can control it," he argued.
"Actually, you can. The princess and Vincentius have you all locked up inside your own head. You're pissed off, I get it. But enough is enough, Mike."
He turned to look at them. "So what? Is this an intervention or something?"
"Yes." The cyclops moved quickly, pulling Mike off the chair and hefting him over one shoulder. He briefly struggled in response, then let out an exasperated sigh as she carried him across the tower to a different room. Sofia wasn't the reason he was upset and he wasn't about to start a fight with the cyclops.
They walked to the other side of the tower where a massive bathtub awaited. Mike frowned when he saw it. This is easily the size of a large hot tub.
"Where the hell did you find that thing?" he asked.
"I asked the servants," said Cecilia with a grin. "It was in one of the unused towers, so they had the gargoyles bring it over."
"And we all know how our Ca--" Sofia paused and then coughed as if something was caught in her throat, her eye flickering. "Careful guardian enjoys his baths," she amended.
"That's all well and good, but the plumbing here kind of sucks, doesn't it?" Mike allowed Sofia to set him down. "A cold bath might cool me off, but I don't think I'm going to...is that steam?" Tiny wisps of water vapor rose from the tub.
"We. Heated. It," said Cerberus, each head smiling.
"We thought it would cheer you up," said Cecilia with a grin. She cautiously walked over to the edge of the tub, her hands out to touch the rim. "I'll wash your hair, if you want."
"I..." Truthfully, he wanted to sulk, to go be angry and bitter. But when he looked into Sofia's eye, it occurred to him that they were all just looking out for his well being. A distant rumble of thunder was quiet enough that he wasn't sure if it had actually happened or he had imagined it.
"Are you getting in by yourself or am I throwing you in?" The way Sofia asked made it clear that she was fully prepared to throw his grumpy ass in that tub.
Mike looked at his feet and took a deep breath. "Thanks," he said. "I think I can manage on my own."
Sofia stared at him for a moment, then nodded. "Good," she said.
"On one condition," he added.
Sofia sighed. "What is it?"
"That you join me." He grinned. "I'm not the only grump in this castle."
The cyclops' eyelid twitched. "I'm not grumpy," she lied. "But I'd be happy to join you." She looked around for a moment, then sighed. "I only brought enough towels for you, let me go get my own."
"You can join as well," he said to the others.
Cerberus shook their heads. "Guardians," they declared all at once, and took a spot by the door.
"I'm not really one for baths, mo rúnsearc." Cecilia grabbed the front of her dress and gave it a tug to illustrate her point. "But I will still wash your hair for you, if you wish."
"I do." Mike stripped out of his clothes. He set them down near a towel that had been put out for him, then allowed Cecilia to hold his hand and help him into the bath. The water was almost too hot, causing him to break out into a sweat immediately. He let out a long sigh as the heat released the tension in his muscles.
Cecilia seemed to sense this, and moved right behind him, her fingers kneading the muscles in his shoulders.
"You've gotten strong," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
"I like to think we all have." He closed his eyes and smiled. "Stronger together, at the very least."
"You are our strength as we are yours," she replied, her breath cool in his ear.
The door of the room opened and Sofia returned. She hesitated for a moment, then moved next to the tub and pulled off her clothing. The wrap that held her breasts in place was longer than he expected as she carefully unrolled it.
"I didn't expect such traditional undergarments," he said.
"It's my own version of a sports bra," Sofia replied. "Compresses my breasts for battle, travel, and can even be used as a tourniquet, a restraint, or a climbing rope if need be."
"What's it made out of?" he asked.
"It's a secret." Sofia's eye sparkled as she turned to face him, doing nothing to cover herself.
"I kind of think we're past keeping secrets from each other," he replied, his gaze locked onto her massive breasts. The skin above her chest immediately flushed pink.
The cyclops looked away and let out a dry laugh. "It's a secret even from me," she admitted. "I have no idea what it's made from. The Library provided."
"It always has, hasn't it?" He stood and offered a hand to help her in. She declined it at first, then her eye flashed and she grabbed his fist just as she started to slip. Mike sent out a pulse of magic that kept both of them from falling.
"Thanks," she said, then sank beneath the water. She had to recline quite a bit for her shoulders to be submerged and paused only long enough to wrap her braid up into a bun that she affixed to the top of her head. Her long legs went around him, and he reached out with both hands and rubbed the balls of her feet. "You don't have to do that," she said.
"Why not? If you're going to go through all the trouble to get me naked in a bath, the least I can do is rub your feet a bit." Mike winked at her.
"I...ugh, fine." Sofia closed her eye and relaxed. "I hate this place so fucking much. It's oppressive, weird, and there aren't any good books to read."
"You know...when Lady Charlotte comes later for a visit, we should ask what it takes to get permission to visit the library here." What Mike really meant was that they should find out if Gerard would be busy and Sofia could go snoop, but he didn't dare say that out loud.
"I suppose I could, but will probably just hang around here instead." She opened her eye and gave him a knowing look, obviously understanding exactly what he meant. "At some point, we need to get used to this place."
"Agreed." He tilted his head back to look at Cecilia. "Hold on just a second." The banshee released his shoulders and he submerged his head and waited several moments for the heat to sink into his scalp. Once he surfaced, he gave her a grin. "Since you promised to wash it and all."
"T'was a bargain struck," she replied, then felt around the base of the tub for a small basket that had been filled with some travel shampoo he had brought. It was an alchemical mixture that Zelenia had created, something that centaurs used for their human hair as well as their tails. "Lean back and relax," she said.
Mike obeyed, allowing Cecilia to massage his scalp and wash him. He used that time to rub Sofia's feet, and couldn't help but smile when he heard a little moan of pleasure come from her. This was the sort of thing he enjoyed doing, acts of love and devotion with his family.
His mood briefly darkened when he thought about Tink. The whole reason he was here was to save her life, and they still had zero substantial leads. He hoped that changed really soon. A cure for his goblin wife and a viable exit strategy would do wonders for his mood.
The treatment he was receiving now, however, was a pretty good compromise. Sofia's feet were easily large enough that he needed both hands to rub them. His magic was already migrating up her legs, and her features were now fully flushed. This, in turn, caused him to become quite erect.
Over by the door, Cerberus sniffed the air, then grinned in his direction. The atmosphere in the room had shifted, and Mike decided that it would be a good idea to lean into the change. His hair was sufficiently lathered now, the banshee's slender fingers massaging his scalp with care. He slid below the surface of the water, his hands migrating up to squeeze Sofia's calves. When he emerged, it was to see the cyclops staring at him with lust.
Grinning, Mike leaned forward, his hands running up Sofia's massive thighs as he grew closer to her torso. Sofia was practically panting from his magic and touch. When he was about to place his hands on her massive breasts, Cecilia fell in behind him.
He turned around to help the banshee, who splashed quite a bit in an attempt to sit up. She was laughing, her hair now matted against her head.
"I forgot about my physical state," she admitted as Mike moved hair away from her eyes. "I tried to follow you as a spirit, and only succeeded as a drowned rat."
"You're the prettiest rat I've ever seen," he said running his thumb along her cheek. "Are you okay?"
"I am, my love." Cecilia giggled. "It feels so strange, though. I don't know that I've ever felt so warm!"
"A bath will do that," said Sofia, her tone indicating she was bothered by the interruption. Mike looked at the cyclops to see her soul fluctuating between arousal and disappointment. When he turned back to Cecilia, her sparkling white eyes were on him.
"I was about to do a thing," he admitted. "I don't suppose you'd like to double up on new experiences today?"
Cecilia looked past Mike hungrily. "I can feel your lust in my own heart, a stór. Would that I could experience it fully alongside you."
"Only if Sofia is interested." He looked back at the cyclops. "I can promise the experience will be--"
"Don't," Sofia cautioned.
"Haunting," Mike finished.
"Do you really think your puns are sexy?" Sofia asked, crossing her arms.
"You're a librarian," he said as he crawled along her body. "Clever wordplay is the same as foreplay."
"Emphasis on the word clever," Sofia muttered. Her hand slid beneath the water to grab Mike's cock. She sighed dramatically. "I suppose if you need a helper today, I wouldn't mind."
"Four hands to please you," added Cecilia. "And two mouths to tease you."
"Now that's clever wordplay," said the cyclops. Mike shifted forward to kiss her, his hands on her left breast. When they broke apart, Cecilia moved up the other side of Sofia's body, her lips parting.
"I've never kissed a spirit before," said Sofia.
"I might just take your breath away." Cecilia's lips met Sofia's, and the cyclops let out a gasp of surprise. Knowing exactly what Sofia was experiencing, Mike moved down her body and kissed his way across her breast. He teased Sofia's nipple with little sparks of magic.
When the kiss broke, Cecilia touched her own lips in surprise. "She is so soft and warm," she muttered.
"Women can be that way," said Mike with a grin. "You should try kissing other places."
Cecilia licked her lips and moved down Sofia's chest to mimic him. He slid back up to Sofia and kissed her lips again, her lips still chilled from contact with Cecilia.
"Her body feels like ice,"the cyclops admitted when their lips parted. "It feels really good in such a hot bath."
"Really?" asked Cecilia, taking her mouth off of Sofia's erect nipple to speak.
The cyclops blushed, then nodded. Mike and Cecilia exchanged mischievous glances and got to work. They took turns kissing their way up and down Sofia's bountiful chest, occasionally pausing to lock lips with her and each other. The cyclops seemed nervous to touch them at first, but soon used that time to primarily explore Cecilia's lithe body.
Over by the door, Cerberus' heads took turns watching, their tail wagging with excitement despite their neutral expression.
Eventually, Mike and Cecilia alternated fingering the cyclops while she moaned in the tub. Her legs were spread wide enough that they could easily fit between them, and even Mike was surprised at how cool Cecilia's fingers felt while inside of Sofia.
"This is so much fun. I like baths" said the banshee. She then made a face. "I wish my clothes weren't such a problem, though. I feel so heavy."
Mike nodded, but said nothing. His magic danced along the surface of the water, charging the air and creating bubbles of light that hovered nearby. Sofia had reclined enough that her head was hanging over the edge of the tub, her gaze fixed on the ceiling.
"Do you think she'll come soon?" Cecelia asked playfully.
"I'm right fucking here," Sofia muttered, panting loudly.
Mike laughed, then turned his attention to Cecilia. "Not yet, my heart. She's wired differently. I think it has something to do with only having one eye."
"Hey," Sofia protested, then groaned as Cecilia managed to squeeze an entire fist inside of her vagina. The banshee giggled and pistoned her arm gently. The water had taken on a strange, lubricating quality from Mike's magic without causing them to slip around inside of the tub
"You see," Mike continued, playfully teasing Sofia's breasts. "The main thing that gets her off is when somebody else uses her however they see fit. Maybe a little light degradation, such as talking about her as if she weren't in the room, or maybe just below your attention."
"Don't be rude," Sofia complained, but she was breathing harder than ever.
"I think I see." Cecilia smiled and slowly pulled her fist out of Sofia. The cyclops' legs quivered briefly, but she didn't come. "We've been doing this the way you and I would, but not quite the way she would."
He nodded. "I agree," he said. "But you often have to pour in a lot of love before you add the spice. That's a cooking metaphor."



"Shut the fuck up," Sofia muttered, her hand sinking below the water to fondle herself.
"Ah, it seems like she's ready to play," said Mike. "What do you think we should do with her?"
"I have an idea." Cecilia squirmed along Sofia's body until they were eye level with each other. "I really like how you kiss," she said.
"S...same," Sofia replied breathlessly.
The banshee's grin became malicious. "So now you can eat my pussy."
The cyclop's eye went wide as Cecilia pulled up her skirt and slid her legs over the edge of the tub so that her weight was entirely on Sofia's face. The banshee pulled her panties to the side and lowered herself onto the cyclop's lips.
"Three slaps on the edge of the tub if you aren't getting enough air," said Mike as Sofia's head disappeared beneath wet fabric. "Hold up three fingers if you understand."
Sofia briefly held up three fingers, then dropped two so that she was flipping him off. Mike laughed and grabbed her hand to bite the offending digit. This caused Sofia's whole body to jerk, but until she performed the safety slap, her body was his playground.
"Push your tits together," he commanded, and Sofia obeyed. His cock slid between them as he fucked her chest. Cecilia groaned as she rode Sofia's face, letting out tiny growls that he had never really heard from her before.
"Her tongue is so long," she said. "I can feel her moaning inside of me!"
Occasionally, Sofia tried to drop her hand to play with herself, but Mike would slap her breast until she brought it back up. Now and again, she would grab Cecilia's skirt and lift it to catch her breath, then resume eating out the banshee. When Cecilia came, her whole body became transparent and the water that had soaked into her clothing fell immediately onto Sofia's face and the edge of the tub. Sofia sputtered as she shook her head to dry her face, then sat up and stared passionately at Mike.
"Fuck me," she said.
"Beg."
"Please fuck me."
Mike laughed and pinched her nipples. "I said beg, not ask politely. Do you think this is a Denny's?"
Sofia whimpered quietly for a moment, then took a deep breath. "I want you to fuck me now," she said. "Use me. Pump me full of your cum. I'll do anything."
"Anything, huh?" He looked past her to where Cecilia reappeared, the now-dry banshee grinning. Mike turned his attention back to Sofia. "Come here and suck my cock. If you do a good job, I'll--" He nearly fell over as the cyclops sat up and inhaled his stiff member. Her lips went straight to his belly as she moaned around him. "Consider it," he finished, then pointed at the cyclop's discarded breast wrap.
Cecilia nodded, then picked it up and brought it over. Mike grabbed a handful of Sofia's hair and examined the tub, trying to think of the best way to use it. Once he decided, he pulled himself free.
"Bend over the edge," he said. When she rotated a bunch of water from the bath had already splashed onto the floor, leaving Sofia's hips above the waterline as she obeyed. He took the wrap from Cecilia and immediately got to work tying up Sofia's wrist.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Whatever I want," he said. "My hands are busy. Cecilia, slap her ass for me."
She giggled and obeyed. Sofia yelped with pleasure, then wiggled her hips from side to side in an attempt to rub herself against Mike's cock.
"Not yet," he said, leaning back to tease her as he finished wrapping the makeshift rope into a column tie, a type of knot perfect for safe restraint. Though Eulalie had no interest in sex, she was extremely fascinated with shibari and had been happy to share her secrets with him. Satisfied that the fabric wouldn't slip, he handed it back to Cecilia. "Her arms will go over the front. Take this and run it under the tub and back up on the other side."
It took them several minutes, but Sofia ended up strapped to the bathtub, her arms on the outside and the wrap criss-crossed beneath in a manner that held her thighs apart as well. She wiggled back and forth, unable to free herself while Mike slapped the head of his cock against her ass.
"Are we nice and tight?" he asked. Sofia mumbled something, her pussy now leaking fluid down her inner thighs. "I can't hear you!"
"I've been really good!" she almost shouted, her back arching as she tried to move closer to him.
"Yeah, yeah." He pressed the head of his cock between her labia, but held still when she tried to back into him. "Oh, I almost forgot." He gestured for Cecilia, and the banshee gladly grabbed Sofia's ponytail and moved it to where he could grab it.
He pulled hard, causing her head to lift up as he slid inside of her. The cyclops let out a high-pitched wail as he fucked her from behind, his magic now dancing across her back. Cecilia got underneath the water. Not needing any air, she took turns sucking on Sofia's clit and licking Mike's shaft.
Over by the door, Cerberus was openly squirming. MIke and the others had been enjoying themselves for almost an hour now, and the room was now full of steam and hissing magic that leapt across the room.
When the cyclops came, she hugged the tub so hard that the metal sides bent under the pressure. Mike pulled her hair with one hand and clung to her hips with the other to keep from being bucked off. His own orgasm had been long boiling inside of him, and just as Sofia was reduced to a limp mess, he unleashed a load of his own.
The magic in the room all shot toward him, and the water vapor froze in place, turning into tiny snowflakes that fell across them as he pumped Sofia full of his hot seed. She cried out, her pussy overflowing with semen as he continued to fill her. The magic, not ready to be done, crawled across Mike and demanded to know what he wanted of it.
"Come," he said, and the magic obeyed. There was a loud pop as it leapt through his body and filled Sofia's womb. Her whole body flexed against her bonds as the magic went to work, swirling inside of her and amping up her pleasure until she let out another scream. The air took on a heavy feel and Mike's ears started ringing.
Cecilia started twitching and squirmed along the bottom of the tub, her whole body quaking as she came as well. By the door, Cerberus had fallen on all fours, howling in pleasure with their ass in the air.
Oops, Mike thought as the magic completed a circuit of the room and set sights on him. His eyes rolled up in his head as his groin tightened up and he came inside of the cyclops again, the water in the bathtub exploding. Flowing lights, like the Aurora Borealis, filled the room and connected them all together. For a moment, Mike's nose was filled with the scent of old parchment, and then his mind became a void of white with distant, sparkling lights that reminded him of stars. He could feel demons being crushed between his jaws and burning for all eternity in the flames of his belly. A chorus of voices filled his ears, and he lost his balance and slipped.
When he woke up, he was lying on his back beneath Sofia, her body still quaking from the aftershocks. The water was completely gone. Lying nearby, Cecilia was spasming as tiny purple lights danced along her skin. The red streak in her hair had doubled in size.
"Is...everyone okay?" he asked.
Cecilia chuckled and went still, closing her eyes to savor the moment. "I think Sofia passed out," she said.
"What happened?"
"Something we should definitely try again." Cecilia crawled on top of him and opened her eyes. She kissed him on the mouth. "We should untie her."
"Yeah." Mike said and stumbled out of the bath, sliding over the edge like a serpent to lie on the floor until his legs stopped shaking. Cerberus had backed against the door, their body acting as a wedge. On the other side, someone was pounding.
"Are ye all good in there?" asked Sulyvahn. "Ye did some strange magic out here."
"We're fine," Cecilia said.
"What do you mean by strange magic?" asked Mike.
There was a long silence, followed by a cough. "If'n I wasn't of the Fae, I'd need a new outfit. It took me a few minutes to find me head and come check on ye. And I mean that literally."
Cecilia laughed as she helped Mike to his feet. "Your magic got him, too," she said.
"Unintentional," Mike muttered as he looked over at Sofia. She was, making happy noises in her sleep. "But very worth it."
"I agree." Cecilia shook her head. "Shall we help our friend out of the tub?"
"Yeah." They untied her together, then realized neither were strong enough to lift her out. Instead, they grabbed a couple of towels and began to wash her off properly. Cerberus had regained their composure by then and came over to help. By the time they were almost finished, Sofia's eyelid fluttered and she opened her eye to see them all caring for her.
Tears welled up in the corners of her eye. She smiled and let them help her out of the hot tub. They wrapped themselves in towels and went to the bedroom where they all collapsed on the bed just to snuggle for a bit. Very little was said as they quietly held each other.
By the time Lady Charlotte came for him, Mike was dressed and ready for her, his mood vastly improved. When the door of the tower opened, Charlotte stepped inside and cocked her head.
"You seem different," she said. "Why is that?"
"You have your secrets," he said. "I have mine."
Charlotte nodded. "I was hoping we could speak some more about your new place amongst the villagers and perhaps plan for the future. Are you mentally prepared to hear more?" Her hand was a blur on the chalkboard. When she finished writing, Mike frowned at the message.
Say nothing of importance, it said. My ears are V's ears
"I think I'm ready to listen," he said, nodding in understanding.
"Excellent. Then allow me to begin." She wrote another message as she spoke, her voice raised to cover the sound of chalk on slate. He stared at the words as they appeared.
You need to know the truth. Will you come see it with me once I leave?
Mike exchanged concerned looks with the others, then nodded in Charlotte's direction. The woman looked almost relieved, put the slate away and continued the conversation. After nearly an hour-long sales pitch about the many benefits of living in Avalon, Mike informed her that he had plenty of things to think about and would like to speak with her again on the matter tomorrow. The whole conversation was clearly a ruse to account for her time
She agreed, then walked with him to the tower door and bid him farewell, all while motioning for him to follow. She crossed the bridge with him following in lockstep, then took inside the castle proper. Within thirty feet of the entryway, she touched a stone on the wall and opened a secret passageway. Raising an eyebrow in his direction, she stepped inside.
Ready for anything, the Caretaker followed.

🏠🏠🏠
Though Callisto Radley was only a few human years old, centaurs grew to maturity far faster than humans did. Some of his friends were considered adults at three years of age, while others may take another year or two before they had reached maturity.
His human heritage meant it was highly likely he would age slower than the others, which gave him mixed feelings. It was slightly unsettling to watch the other children outgrow him so quickly, but he took comfort in the fact that chronological age was just a function of time. Becoming older was hardly worthy of being an accomplishment, unless one was raised in a dangerous biome or war torn society. Since his tribe was neither, he ignored the occasional belittlement that came his way for it.
However, his father had promised he could go out and participate in a human custom called Halloween this year. Both the intellectual and emotional side of Callisto were in agreement that it was highly unlikely he would derive nearly as much joy from it the following year as the human equivalent of a teen. If he was truly unlucky, he would be a tween instead. He wasn't entirely certain what the true delineation between tween and teen was, but the addition of a whimsical "w" made him think this was a state of affairs to be avoided at all costs if possible.
Standing near the cusp of early adulthood, every fiber in his being wanted to open the matter of Halloween for debate with his mother, Beth, or anybody that would listen. However, when he was told that the house was temporarily off-limits, the part of him that yearned for youthful exploration knew right away that it was time to lean on his own intellect to solve the problem.
Casual questions about the family's current circumstances had revealed that they were not currently under attack, nor was there an army of men and women parked on their front lawn again. This action seemed to be made out of abundance of caution and had to do with an agreement his father had made with the Fae. Seeing as his father was currently trapped in a castle in another dimension and in the middle of a bargain with the Fae Courts involving a place called Avalon, Callisto truly believed that he was a third party that had fallen victim to circumstances outside of his control involving an overabundance of caution.
He made a cursory display of whining that would be considered typical for his age at the revelation that he was not going to participate in the holiday, then let it go. Aunt Lily had taught him that the best way to get what he wanted sometimes was to pretend he didn't want it at all until he could take it for himself. It was this method that suited him best as he woke up on the final day of the month and set about his chores.
Fooling his mother had required an elaborate system of lies that he had begun constructing two weeks ago. He had introduced the other children of the village to something called a Snipe Hunt, a rite of passage for humans that required them to hunt an ever elusive imaginary creature for the purpose of laughing at them when they finally gave up. This seemed both silly and cruel, but his mother had been more than happy to acquiesce to his demands in lieu of Halloween itself.
He had even convinced the children of the village to dress in costumes. As he was the one contriving the mythology of the snipe itself, it had been easy enough to convince the others that snipes could easily recognize humans or centaurs from a distance.
There were almost twenty of them, freshly fed and ready to wander into a section of the woods designated safe from any major dangers. Honestly, the most dangerous thing the centaurs may run across was the mandragora, and the plant had been trimmed away from this section of the woods to avoid eating the livestock they kept there. An entire herd of deer had been imported here, and were culled regularly in order to keep their numbers at a sustainable level.
While the other kids were busy wandering into the woods with makeshift pillow cases in their hands in order to capture an ever elusive beast, Callisto ran up a series of paths he had scouted last week to get to the entrance to the greenhouse unseen. His plan was to Trick or Treat for no more than one hour, which would allow him to return to the snipe hunt with nobody the wiser for it.
At the entrance to the greenhouse, a trio of guards stood nearby. They were firmly of the belief that the Fae couldn't trespass through the greenhouse doors, but wanted to keep the entrance monitored just in case. Callisto trotted between them and stopped for a moment.
"Aunt Yuki needs me for something," he said.
The guard closest to him frowned. "Aren't you doing some event with the other kids tonight?" he asked.
"I am," said Callisto. "But Grace is upset about not participating and I'm trying to be a good brother."
The guard contemplated Callisto's words. "Why couldn't she participate?" he asked.
"As you're likely aware, the snipe itself is a red herring and simply does not exist. My sister has a very high prey drive. We try to discourage any activity that may result in her actively pursuing any type of higher thinking creature, and there exists the possibility that she may decide to pursue one of our own out of frustration."
The guards exchanged looks and nodded. This was a very sound argument and there was no reason to suspect duplicity on Callisto's part.
"Do you need an escort?" asked the guard.
"Aunt Yuki is expecting me," said Callisto. "And Aunt Abella will be watching."
The trickiest part of the plan hinged on the guards ignoring the fact that if he was truly needed at the house, the rats could open a portal. The trio conferred for a moment, and then moved to the door.
"We'll just take a quick peek out there first, if you don't mind." The guard smiled at Callisto as the other two moved outside for a moment to look around. They returned moments later and signaled that the coast was clear.
"Thank you," said Callisto, then walked out the door and made sure to shut it behind him. He waited several heartbeats to see if Aunt Abella came to greet him, then held back a sigh when she didn't. The first thing he did was move stealthily back behind the greenhouse toward the outer wall. Once he was convinced that he wouldn't be seen, he reached into his pack and pulled out a slap bracelet along with a sheet with two holes cut in it for eyes.
If he had made more than a cursory show of being upset by his mother's decision to keep him from trick-or-treating, she would have confiscated his bracelet. Trying to steal it back would have been very difficult indeed, and he quietly maneuvered it over his wrist to avoid the characteristic snap that would likely alert Abella to his presence. Kneeling down, he slid his bare feet into a pair of tennis shoes that he kept for this occasion.
From here, all he had to do was move to where he could see the front door and wait. The Radley home was extremely popular during Halloween, and people would wander up to the door eventually. They hadn't bothered with a gate of any kind. Anyone who wanted in would simply blow through it, and the Fae who were allowed on the property would be offended to think they couldn't come and go as they please.
Fae politics. Callisto narrowed his eyes in disgust. He realized his general discontent with them was little more than collateral damage from their dealings with his father. He didn't understand why intelligent entities couldn't just let things be.
A large group of kids walked up to the front door of the house where a massive bucket of candy had been set out for them. As they shouted and made plenty of noise, Callisto moved along the outer wall, knowing that his silent footsteps would be hard to discern from the collective cacophony of excitable children. He casually wandered into the front yard and joined the group as they were leaving. It was likely he would return in much the same manner that he had left.
Sensing safety in numbers, he stuck with the kids in his group and walked to the next house over. A peculiar sense of freedom and excitement filled his chest. He had never been out in the real world without an escort. Now this was a proper adventure.
At the next home, he watched as one of the children rang the bell and the group collectively held up their bags in anticipation of sugary delights. Callisto held up his snipe hunting sack and stood near the back.
"Trick or treat!" he shouted with the others as the door opened. The adult male standing there was wearing red horns and a devil's tail, and looked rather garish in Callisto's opinion.
As was the custom, the adult greeted the children and made positive comments about the various costumes. When the man got to Callisto, he chuckled to himself and held out the bowl.
"A ghost, huh? Always a classic."
Callisto deftly snatched a few pieces of candy and moved quickly to keep up with the others. Smiling to himself that his grand charade had gone off without a hitch, he was near the edge of the property when a powerful hand grabbed him from the bushes and silently held him in place.



He didn't scream. Doing so would only endanger the other children. He did, however, pull a skinning blade and took a swing at his assailant. His wrist was casually caught in a grip of iron, and he locked eyes with his little sister, who stood hidden in the bushes. She was wearing a backpack which had folded itself up to peek over her shoulder with a pair of button holes, as if watching him.
"Bad," she said, once they made eye contact.
Callisto let out a sigh of relief and put the knife away. "What are you doing out here?" he asked.
She shook her head in clear disappointment, then pointed in the direction of the house.
"Home," she said.
"I think not," Callisto replied. "I didn't work this hard just for a few measly pieces of candy."
"Home," she repeated.
"No." Now he crossed his arms. "Father couldn't bring us on this outing, so I took it upon myself. I will not allow those acting in bad faith to disrupt a potentially formative moment for me."
"Home?" she asked, now partially convinced.
"Ten houses," he said. "I wish to partake of this custom for ten more houses that answer their door."
"Eight," she replied. She always picked that number.
"Fine, eight," he said. "But now that I know you're out, you should come with me. It wouldn't be wise to leave you unsupervised. Take this." Callisto pulled the sheet off his head and tossed it over his sister. "Try to scrunch your body up," he said. "So people don't see your legs."
The ghost in front of him shifted and morphed as his sister obeyed. Once he was satisfied that her arachnid morphology was sufficiently concealed, he gave her a thumbs up and picked up his sack.
"Did you have to bring Tick Tock?" he asked, trying to conceal his concern that the mimic would out them.
"Yes," she replied. "For backup."
"Don't you have Pawpaw Cyrus for that?" he asked with a smirk.
"No man left behind," she replied, then shifted inside her sheet and stuck out a hand to reveal the stuffed bear.
"You keep him inside Tick Tock?" he asked, offering a hand to lead his sister out of the bushes.
"Yes." The Arachne shook her sheet, then withdrew the stuffed bear. "Pockets too small."
Callisto chuckled. In terms of dueling morphologies, his sister was in an even worse state than he was. Others of her kind would long ago be an adult and actively hunting large mammals for sustenance. For whatever reason, her childhood was extended. He knew that it was partially due to having proper familial support, but had heard some of the grownups wonder aloud if her egg's exposure to the Library had contributed somehow. The Arachne really were fascinating as a species, and Callisto thought it was a shame that they only existed on the brink of extinction.
When they got to the next house, it was just the two of them. He allowed her to ring the bell, and they both stood back and waited. When the door opened, it was to reveal a woman in a top hat.
"Trick or treat," they both said.
"How cute," the woman replied as she gave them candy. "I like your costume," she said to Grace, then looked at Callisto. "I'm not sure what yours is, though."
Callisto had been prepared for this potential eventuality. Perhaps he wouldn't have been able to smuggle out the sheet, or maybe he lost it somehow. Taking a deep breath, he unleashed yet another level of deception. "I'm a Fortnite character," he said, then did a dance move called The Floss. His Aunt Lala had showed him the game one night while visiting the Library. He wasn't entirely certain about the intricacies of the game itself, but Aunt Lala had done this exact dance on top of the corpses of her enemies.
"Oh, right. I love it." She waved goodbye to them and they turned back toward the street.
By the time they were out on the sidewalk, Callisto moved to stand under a streetlight and look in his bag. He pulled out a fun-sized Snickers bar. "Do you think we'll get any full-sized bars tonight?" he asked.
Grace shrugged.
"What are you doing?" he asked.
"Feeding Tick Tock," she replied.
"You don't want your candy?" he asked.
His sister shrugged again.
"Well, at least wait until we can arrange a trade later. I would like to diversify my intake so as to experience the widest range of sugary delights." This got Callisto thinking. "Do you think there's a way to figure out which house may have full-sized bars? We agreed on seven more houses, but they don't have to be in a row, and I wish to maximize the possibility of receiving one. The thrill of such a find is likely a capstone experience."
Despite being beneath a sheet, he could feel his sister's displeasure. To her credit, she didn't argue and allowed him to lead her away. Callisto ran some mental calculations as they walked. Would a full-sized bar be more likely to come from a nicer home with wealthier occupants? Or would it come from the house with the most decorations.
The next time he found a group of children, he asked if they had any full-sized bars, and was thrilled when they told him that a house near the park had them. Smirking to himself with this newfound knowledge, he led Grace in that direction, which required that they once again walk past their own home.
"So how did you sneak out?" he asked.
"Quietly," she replied.
"I guess so." Callisto chuckled. "This is going to be our secret, right? Sneaking out for Halloween?"
"Maybe."
"What do you want?" he asked.
"Don't know yet."
He sighed. "As long as your demands don't somehow diminish the experience itself, I'll happily acquiesce to them."
"Always big words."
"This is how us centaurs talk," he said. "When it's just us, anyways. I know Mom dumbs it down when she's around Dad. She doesn't want to seem pretentious."
Grace pointed at herself through the sheet. "Not a centaur."
"You're an honorary centaur. You meet the minimum leg count for it."
Grace whinnied like a horse, then snorted loudly.
"That's racist," Callisto muttered. "Only we can say stuff like that to each other."
"Honorary centaur," she countered.
"Fine," he muttered. "But only when it's you and me. I don't want you offending someone."
Grace held up a Tootsie Roll as a peace offering, which Callisto accepted. Though the candy itself had the consistency of wax and tasted only vaguely of chocolate, eating it while standing on the sidewalk with his sister immediately created a sense memory he felt he could lean upon in future times. He had eaten half of the Tootsie Roll and handed the rest back to his sister.
"You should try it," he said. Grace just stared at him through her eye holes. "No, really. It's kind of like a crayon you're allowed to--"
She snatched it from him so fast that he only saw the fluttering of her sheet. Callisto laughed, then checked inside his bag. He had a couple of Tootsie Rolls inside. There was a good chance he could trade them for anything she had collected thus far, outside of whatever candy tax Tick Tock would extort from them for its silence.
On their way to the next house, Callisto couldn't help but notice when his sister's hand quickly dipped into a toddler's orange bucket. Moments later, a Tootsie Roll candy wrapper fell to the ground and he stopped to pick it up.
"You shouldn't litter," he said. "It's not only a misdemeanor crime, but is also unethical."
Grace tilted her head to one side to consider this, then nodded. "Eat wrapper," she replied.
"No, that's not what I..." Callisto sighed. Being the older sibling was difficult at times. "Just don't make yourself sick," he advised.
They found the house that the earlier children had mentioned. Callisto waited at the curb as a group of kids walked up to the door and were greeted by a stereotypical witch who carried a plastic cauldron laden with full-sized candy bars. His eyes widened and he licked his lips in anticipation.
"This is it," he proclaimed. "The pinnacle achievement of every child who has ever dared to beg strangers for candy."
The two of them walked up to the door and Callisto rang the bell with trembling fingers. When the witch appeared, he struck a dramatic pose and declared "Trick or Treat!" with all his heart. The woman laughed, clearly inebriated, and leaned down to reveal that the cauldron was well stocked with candy the size of Callisto's hand.
"Just take one," she said to his sister with a smile, then looked up at Callisto. "What are you supposed to be?"
"I'm a Fortnite character," he replied, then took a step back and performed The Floss for her.
"Ugh," she replied. "My kids spent way too much time playing that game. It rots your brain."
"I'm, uh, sorry," Callisto replied. "I'm actually not allowed to play it at home. I just really liked the costume." He licked his suddenly dry lips. "Can I still have a piece of candy?"
"What? Oh. Right." She tilted the cauldron toward him and he froze, his hand hovering just above the opening. What had once been packed with candy was now completely empty. When she saw him freeze, she looked into the cauldron and frowned. "Wait, wasn't this full a second ago?"
Callisto's heart raced. Had he been seeing things? Or was this a heartless prank the woman had just performed? Did she really hate Fortnite that much?
"I'm really sorry, kid. I guess I'm out." The witch frowned in his sister's direction, but didn't say anything. When she closed the door, the light turned off, leaving Callisto and his sister in the dark.
"What just happened?" he asked.
"Treat," Grace replied, then pulled a full-sized Snickers bar out of her bag. Callisto gasped, then took it from her.
"Where did you put them all?" he whispered.
"Tick Tock."
"Are there any left?" he asked. Sure, his sister had technically robbed him of the experience of acquiring the candy for himself, only to replace it with an unexpected, far superior experience: they had stolen an adult's entire supply. While he had been busy dancing like a fool, his sister had speedily emptied the entire cauldron.
"Maybe." Grace walked away from him toward the sidewalk.
"What do you want for it?" he asked. It wasn't so much that he desired the candy entirely for himself. Sure, he was still a child who yearned for sugar, but he was one of many in the tribe. In his wildest dreams, he had fantasized about taking his haul back to share with the others after their unsuccessful snipe hunt.
"Home," she replied, then pointed in that direction.
"I...hmm." They had only done a couple of houses. "Would you settle for going home but hitting the houses along the way?"
Grace held out a hand. "Tootsies," she declared. Callisto gladly handed them over, and he heard the soft rustle of wax and paper being consumed under his sister's sheet. They walked along the street and stopped at a few more houses. To further placate his sister, Callisto made sure to choose Tootsie Rolls over anything else provided.
The only additional hiccup came when they got to a house that provided each of them a small tin of Playdough. He was well familiar with the substance, but was unable to dissuade his sister from promptly lifting off the lid and devouring it, leaving bright blue crumbs along the sidewalk. Callisto tucked away his Playdough before his sister could snatch it away from him.
As they crossed the area by the park, a group of children caught up with them and they became integrated with the herd. It took a few seconds to realize that something was wrong, his first indication being that the ghoulish figures did not speak, nor were they carrying any bags of candy. The group pressed in, and a strong hand grabbed Callisto by the wrist.
"Don't hurt them, Grace." He rolled his eyes. "These are likely just bullies who intend to relieve us of our stash." This was a tradition he was not eager to participate in.
"Bugs," Grace replied, but otherwise remained silent. They were roughly guided into the park and behind a cluster of bushes where they would likely be told to hand everything over. Callisto debated his options. He was tempted to hand his bag to Grace and tell her to run. She would get away without a problem. But if he returned home scuffed up from fighting other children, there would be too many questions.
The cold air of the park took on an oppressive feel as a dark figure stepped out from the trees and steepled its hands together.
"Greetings, children. How are you this fine Samhain eve?"
"We are currently well," Callisto replied. "And shall continue to be so should you let us leave unmolested."
"Oh?" The figure stepped closer, and Callisto realized he was looking up at a man who appeared as if he'd been stitched together from the night sky itself. When he smiled, it was to reveal sharp teeth.
"Ah. You spoke of Samhain." Callisto felt his heart fall. "You are of the Fae."
"Indeed I am, child of Mike Radley." The Fae chuckled. The sound made Callisto think of dead insects being blown across rocks by a stiff wind. The oddly specific mental imagery only further confirmed the danger he now found himself in.
The centaur chewed at his lip. His father had always told him never to speak to the Fae, yet he really didn't have much of a choice. He looked at his sister with a frown and realized there was a good chance at least one of them wouldn't be returning home. His analysis of the current situation between his father and the Fae Courts had been inadequate, likely fueled by his own childish desires.
In short, he had fucked up.
"I don't suppose you would be amicable to releasing us?" he asked
The Fae chuckled and knelt down so that they were eye level. The creature reached out and caressed Callistos' cheek, the sharp edge of its finger easily parting the flesh.
"All things are possible for a price, Callisto Radley."
"You have injured me," Callisto replied, narrowing his gaze. "Does this not violate the treaty your kind partake in?"
The Fae tsked at him. "That is an unintentional injury, child. Surely you cannot fault me for the way I was born."
"I'm a centaur," Callisto replied. "My hooves are capable of crushing a human's toes if I'm not careful. It is reasonable that I should expect my elders to be aware of their own limitations and exercise caution of their own."
"And I would point out that violations are a social construct. If there is no witness to such a thing, then did it really happen?" The Fae smiled, then laughed. The smell of the creature's breath was enough to make Callisto sick to his stomach.
"I suppose we should open negotiations and discuss what it is that your kind want from us," Callisto grumbled. Being taken by the SoS had been nobody's fault. That had been the result of an unexpected loose end, one that had nearly cost members of his family their lives.
This, though, was entirely his own fault.
"We want your father," the being replied.
"So it's to be blackmail?" asked Callisto.
"Perhaps." The Fae looked at one of the children nearby and grinned. Callisto followed his gaze and realized that the ghoulish looking thing was transforming and had partially taken on his own appearance.
"Changelings," Callisto hissed. This thing meant to replace them with a member of its own. "Such a tactic won't work."
"We won't know until we try," said the Fae. It moved forward to touch Callisto again, then let out a grunt when Grace fired herself headfirst into him. The Fae flew across the clearing and slammed into a tree before sliding onto the ground.
Grace tossed away her costume and darted back and forth between the Changelings. They let out little gasps of air as she dismantled them, revealing the creatures to be made largely of mud and sticks. By the time the Fae got back to its feet, the Arachne had pulled two things out of her backpack. The first was Pawpaw Cyrus. The other was a magic wand. This she pointed at their attacker.
"Bad," she declared, and a burst of fire erupted from the wand. The heat alone made Callisto think his eyebrows were melting, and he stepped away from the blast as it struck their assailant. The man simply laughed as the fire washed over him and winked out.
"I am a Prince of the Unseelie Court," he declared as he brushed some mud off his body. He curled his fingers into hooks and the shadows on the ground rose up and clamped down on Callisto's limbs, locking him in place. Similar shadows reached for Grace, but she casually leapt away from them. "There is no magic that man has conceived of that could possibly harm me."
"Grace, run!" Callisto pulled at his bonds, which bit into his flesh. "Go home, get help!"
"If you leave, I'll pull your brother apart like a piece of bread." The Unseelie Prince crossed his arms. "There will be no evidence he was ever here."
"Bad," muttered the Arachne, and she lifted her arms over her head to drop both the wand and Pawpaw Cyrus into Tick Tock's awaiting flaps. The backpack shifted and squeezed, as if rummaging through itself.
"That's a good girl," muttered the Unseelie as he stepped toward them. "You are quite the oddity. Perhaps I could find a use for you that--where did you get that book!?!"
Grace lowered the Grimoire in front of her face, her brow scrunched up as the pages flipped. The book glowed in her hands as she muttered something under her breath and a dome made of light fell on top of her and Callisto, severing the chains that held them in place.
"THAT BOOK," the Fae yelled, his face twisting into something that struck terror into Callisto's heart. "GIVE IT TO ME!"
"No." Grace flipped through more pages as the Fae launched himself at the dome. The magic held up to the assault, the air sizzling on contact with the Fae.
The Unseelie swiftly regained his composure, his eyes now like stars going supernova. Callisto felt a malignant presence enter his mind, then let out a cry of alarm as the Fae took over his body and moved toward his sister.
Tick Tock undid its straps and threw itself at Callisto, tying up his limbs as he fell onto the ground. The presence in Callisto's mind withdrew, and the Fae turned its attention toward Grace.
"I will have that book!" he declared, his eyes glowing. Grace's eyes started glowing as well, and Callisto could see the bands of magic that now tied them together as the Fae tried to force its spirit into his sister's body.
"Grace, don't!" He wriggled back and forth. "Tick Tock, let me go!"
The Arachne took a step forward, her legs twitching as the Fae struggled to move her body. With so many legs and Grace's resistance, the limbs became tangled with each other and the Arachne fell into a squat.
"Cursed child," the Fae declared through Grace's mouth.
Callisto watched in horror as Grace stepped outside of her body, her spirit now completely untethered. She moved to the side and contemplated her struggling form, then tilted the head of her body down until her eyes were now on the book itself. With a light touch on the Grimoire's cover, the pages flipped once again and stopped on a page that emanated golden light.
The Unseelie Prince's body let out a scream as beams of light erupted from inside behind his closed eyelids. His spirit transitioned back into his body as he reeled back and clutched at his own face. Grace's soul snapped back into place, her dark eyes now studying whatever forbidden sight she had just exposed the Unseelie Prince to.
When his sister spoke, no audible sound came from her mouth. It was as if the entire world took a deep breath and held it, the moment stretched apart like putty until it thinned to the point of snapping. The stars in the sky blazed for just a second as if no longer blocked by the clouds or light pollution from the city, then flared out spectacularly. A tremendous pressure filled the air and Callisto's ears popped as the Unseelie Prince screamed, a hideous warbling sound that was painful to hear. The Fae tried to stumble away, but his body had become flat like a piece of paper and he fell over. The paper folded in on itself over and over again until the Prince was three-dimensional again, only now the size of a mouse.



Grace snatched the Fae creature up as Tick Tock released its hold on Callisto. The backpack hopped over to Grace and opened its flaps. She stuck her hand inside and pulled out a metal canister that looked like an insulated thermos.
"Big bug," she declared, then shoved the Fae Prince inside before closing the lid. Callisto briefly heard a sound similar to sizzling meat, and then the clearing went still as Grace tightened the lid, gave the thermos a good shake, and then tossed it back inside of Tick Tock, followed by the Grimoire.
"Grace," Callisto whispered in horror. "Do you realize what you've done?"
The Arachne shrugged, then slung the bag over her shoulder and walked to where her sheet had fallen. "Self defense," she said, then moved to Callisto's side and put a hand on his shoulder. "No man left behind."
Stunned, he allowed his sister to lead him home, desperately wrestling with the ramifications of what had just transpired. Had they accidentally just started a war with the Fae? The Prince's words kept running through his head, and he focused on one phrase in particular.
If there were no witnesses, did it really happen? Sure, the idea itself was a bit nonsensical, but the childish side of him saw the wisdom in those words. The only three witnesses were unlikely to let the Fae know what had transpired. If there had been any other witnesses, they would know soon enough.
When they finally returned home, Grace stopped beneath one of the lions and turned to face him. She held out her hand.
"What is it?" he asked.
"Playdough," she replied. He happily handed it over. "And Tootsies." Callisto gave those to her as well. Satisfied with their transaction, Grace took off Tick Tock and dumped a pile of candy on the ground, which Callisto scooped into his own bag.
They snuck back in together with another group of children who practically ran up the driveway. As Callisto moved into the shadows, he heard one of the kids exclaim in excitement "They're giving out full-sized bars!"
The centaur's left eyelid twitched in irritation, but he kept any exclamation of disgust to himself. He took the long route behind the Jabberwock, who wouldn't react to his presence, and made it back to the greenhouse without a hitch. He took off his shoes and his snap bracelet, then stepped inside.
The guards drew weapons when he entered, then relaxed when they saw it was him.
"How's your sister?" one of them asked.
"She is okay," Callisto replied. "And if I'm being honest...quite scary."
One of the guards laughed. "See? It's not just me!" The other two just shook their heads and grinned as Callisto hurried past with his forbidden goods. If anybody asked, he would claim he brought them from the house. As he galloped back to where the others were conducting their snipe hunt, he thought back on the events of the evening. If not for his sister's attempted interference, it would have been a complete disaster, possibly resulting in his own death and maybe even others.
He was the big brother. The responsibility for his family's safety should be at his own hooves. But what could he even contribute compared to Grace? She was far stronger than he was, and could use magic already. What could he ever do that she couldn't?
These doubts circled through his mind as he ran, setting roots that refused to budge. By the time he returned to the other children, a heavy sadness had settled in his chest. When it came time to hand out candy to the others, he didn't bother keeping any for himself. He no longer had the stomach for it.

🏠🏠🏠
I didn't tangle with the Fae last Halloween, but I did go to at least one house that gave me a White Claw! I wish I could eat candy like I did when I was a kid, but my body lost the ability to digest junk food some years ago. I miss nachos.
Thanks again for sticking with me until the end! Make sure to hit some stars on the way out, drink PLENTY of water (really, it's super good for you), and if you have time, do something nice for yourself. Self care is just another way to say "You know what? I like me and I'm worth spending time on."
Until next time, monster fans!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all!
Annabelle "You should drink more water" Hawthorne here, and I'm a thirsty bitch!
(No joke, I think it's from all the fries I ate at lunch)
I have returned yet again with the next installment of "Annabelle's mid-life crisis involves monsters and sex for some reason" and long-time readers are about to get the mother of all lore drops (this year)!
New readers, welcome! Unlike an episode of Kitchen Nightmare where the sole continuity between shows is Gordon Ramsey being a sexy bastard, this is the Horny Monsters story that started with a blowjob in a bathtub and now we're battling [redacted] in a pocket dimension where Avalon has been hidden away. If that sentence sounds silly, it's because I've crammed literally 10 books of Monster-verse lore into it! So if you like full, bingeable stories with titty scenes, start at Ch. 001 and catch up in a day or two.
Returning reader? Welcome back, you magnificent bastards! This year has been an absolute grind. I've had some IRL stuff that absolutely eats into my day-to-day, so I've been burning the candle at whatever end will actually catch on fire to make sure I'm still producing content.
Thanks to everyone who has stuck with me through this slow period. The summer will slow down a bit for me (it's summer break in the Hawthorne household and I'm taking some time off for family) but I should pick back up in the fall. You can always check my bio to see when I plan to post something, I keep it up-to-date and have actually stuck with it for the last year or so!
Before we begin, a huge shout out to those of you remembering to leave me stars and comments. I am constantly getting new readers who say they finally gave this story a chance because of how much enthusiasm they see from you all. I wouldn't be where I am today without you guys. Another big shoutout to my beta readers, who have had to say "What the hell is this?" more often than not. If I had to carry around a bag full of my story mistakes, it would probably weigh a few hundred pounds and make for quite the
Show and Tell
Lady Charlotte moved quickly, her skirts rustling behind. Mike said nothing, perfectly aware that he needed to remain silent while in her presence. His desire for answers was far too strong to heed the warnings in the back of his mind. If danger came, he would rely on his magic.
The corridors were long, dim, and confusing. Odd scents came from the dusty hallway and a heavy chill settled into his bones. At one point, Charlotte made him wait while she checked on a room up ahead. He made the mistake of leaning against the cold wall. It sapped away his body heat through the thin fabric of his shirt. When Lady Charlotte returned, she beckoned to him with a finger.
Mike stepped into a large sitting room with windows that overlooked the village. He went to look outside, but Charlotte held him back and pulled him through a doorway to her bedroom. Once they were inside, Charlotte turned to face him.
"We can speak freely here," she said. "This is one of the few places where I have some expectation of privacy."
"Why is that?" he asked.
"Privacy in my own room has been earned for good behavior over the years." Lady Charlotte crossed toward the other side of the room to close the curtains. "I don't want the gargoyles looking in and seeing you here."
"Can't they hear us?"
She shook her head. "These walls have been enchanted. Vincentius and his vassals require privacy of their own." Lady Charlotte knelt by her bed and pulled something from beneath. It was a large trunk, and particularly heavy based on how the wood creaked.
"What are we doing here?" he asked.
"Talking first," she said. "And then I will take you elsewhere to show you something."
Mike was about to crack a joke, but thought better of it. "Am I in danger?" he asked.
"Not from me," she replied, then considered her words. "Not currently," she added.
"What about the other vassals?"
Charlotte shook her head. "My brother, perhaps. His moods can be...dark. I am uncertain of Galahad. The years have been long, and he is no longer the man he once was. I don't know his motivations anymore." She opened the chest and frowned. "My Lord and his daughters are the worst of the lot."
"Why?"
She shook her head. "To speak much more about them may call attention upon me I do not want. If I have his attention, then my ears betray me even here."
"So what can you tell me?" Mike leaned against the nearest wall, arms crossed over his chest. He swore when the icy chill bit through his clothes and stood away from it.
"I wish to share some pieces of the puzzle in the hopes that you will fully understand what you see later this day," she said. "For the same reasons I dare not speak certain names, I do not wish to call attention to this conversation. As far as anyone is concerned, I am speaking with a servant, and--" Lady Charlotte's left eye twitched, her lips parting as if in surprise. "I will need more blue paint for next week's portrait. Also, please arrange another lunch for Mike Radley and his guests for tomorrow. I mean to impress them, so bring some of those apple pastries from the village."
Lady's Charlotte sudden change in demeanor had Mike studying her soul in an instant. A dark, spectral tendril had come through the floor, wrapped around her throat like a collar, then split apart to encircle her ears. The woman scowled, holding up a finger to her lips for silence. Realizing that Vincentius was now listening, Mike moved to the bedroom door. He opened and closed it as if a servant was leaving. That dark tendril stayed connected to Charlotte for several minutes as she sat perfectly still. Eventually, it left.
"Message received," said Mike. "No vague references about anybody important."
"Now you understand," she said. "We can speak on some things, but others will be off limits."
"How can you tell that..." Mike gestured toward the floor, then pointed at his ears.
Charlotte stared at him, her lips thinning out. "It's a dreadful feeling, really. Do you remember being a child? I barely do. But when I was little, sometimes I would stare into the shadows, convinced that something was watching me from the darkness. If I looked away, it would leap out and snatch me up. That feeling of dread that creeps up your neck and stops your heart is the same I feel when my senses have been...compromised."
There were so many other questions he wanted to ask, but knew that now wasn't the time, not if they were directly about Vincentius. Along the corners of the room, he spotted that tendril of darkness, thinned out but waiting to reconnect at a moment's notice. "Those portraits around the castle. They're yours."
She nodded, then opened the trunk. Inside were several small canvases. She took them out wordlessly, setting them around the room. Each one was a portrait of a man or woman. Some of them held apples, others held farming implements. There were a few portraits of children as well, many of them captured in mid-smile.
"When I first came to this place, I struggled to find a purpose," she said. "You see, many years ago, I was...born human." She paused and waited. The dark tendril in the ceiling had actually withdrawn. If Mike was right about how the magical link between them worked, then Vincentius was likely occupied with something else. "I was also sick quite a bit, and took up painting as a means to occupy the time."
"I read about that in Edmund's journal," Mike said. "But remember there was a time when you seemed to be doing better."
Charlotte nodded, then sniffled. "My brother met a certain...benefactor who came up with a way to mitigate the worst of my illness. It was to be the beginning of the end, and we were spirited away to this place to begin our new life."
"Why you?" Mike asked.
Charlotte laughed. It was a dry sound, more of a sudden exhalation. "Somebody believed we were the lost descendants of a very noble lineage. My brother was given whatever he wanted in order to lure us here. One of us would be fine, but two? Even better. This benefactor provided me with treatments for my illness, but then they mysteriously failed after several months. We were forced to come here to pursue a more direct...cure."
"You came through the mirror?" asked Mike.
"Our benefactor had a secret castle in Ireland," she explained. "The people there worshipped him, but not as a God. No, he was very clear about that. This fortress was designed to protect the mirror. If it were to somehow be shattered, then our connection to the world would be lost."
"I see." Mike kept an eye on that thin tendril of magic. Clearly Charlotte wasn't being specific enough to capture Vincentius' attention.
"After coming to this place, I took up painting. Each of these pictures is of someone who lived here." She picked up the closest painting and smiled. "These images are all that remains of them."
"They died?"
Charlotte nodded, then set the picture down. "I can't remember them. The older ones, anyway. The human mind was never meant to persist for this long."
"So you aren't human anymore?"
Lady Charlotte shivered and bit her lip. "I'm not," she admitted. "But I never became more, either."
"What's that supposed to--" Mike zipped his lips when he saw that tendril snake down and wrap around Charlotte once more. This time, she turned her head toward the wall as if listening to something.
"I will be ready," she said, and then the tendril withdrew and sank through the stone. Charlotte looked back at Mike. "We must hurry. The others are busy, and what I wish to show you can only be safely seen from the shadows. Come." Charlotte rose and took Mike by the hand. He couldn't help but notice that her fingers were cold to the touch. It reminded him of Dana.
Lady Charlotte led him into yet another secret passageway. He was convinced that this castle had more of them than normal corridors. The two of them walked in silence, and he watched as that dark thread snapped back into place around Charlotte's body. It pulsated every few seconds, like a slowly beating heart.
They had to wait several times, but for what, Mike could only guess. Lady Charlotte had him sneak through someone's bedroom to another set of secret corridors, then they scaled an ancient wooden ladder to crouch through a shallow tunnel. The lights were out. Lady Charlotte could navigate in the dark, but Mike was worried he may bump his head or even trip, so summoned a pair of lightning spiders to light the way.
The corridor grew taller, te also began to constrict. Charlotte turned to face him, her slate in one hand. She had written Almost There on it, along with a picture of a skull. She tapped the skull, then pointed to her lips and made a gesture for silence.
Message received, Mike thought to himself. The tunnel was now so narrow that they had to turn sideways and scoot down its length. It was hard for him to imagine that this secret passageway had any real use for servants. Perhaps it was some sort of service tunnel?
With minimal light, he did his best to stay close to Charlotte. On occasion, his hands would brush against hers, or against the hem of her skirt. Eventually, Charlotte reached out for his wrist and gave it a squeeze. He waited as she wrote something on her slate, then handed it to him. Conjuring some light into his hands, he looked at the slate. Her print still seemed eloquent, despite doing so in a cramped space without looking.
She had written Don't make a sound and underlined it several times. When he looked to her for an explanation, she pointed at the wall in front of them. A small wooden latch had been affixed there. She slid it open, revealing a tiny pinhole of light. Mike looked through it to see the dining room where they had met Vincentius.
Charlotte took the slate and wrote Wait here, watch. Mike nodded and gave her a thumbs up. Satisfied that she had gotten her message across, she then pointed at herself and back the way they had come. Realizing she needed to get past him, Mike flattened his back to the wall in order to make room.
Lady Charlotte attempted to squeeze past him, but it was a tight fit. Pressed up against his body, he was suddenly aware of her breasts pushing into his ribs. Lady Charlotte let out a small gasp, and his magic roared to life.
What the hell? He summoned a bit of light into his fingertips to see what was going on and caught sight of Charlotte staring up into his eyes, her lips parted and cheeks flushed. Arousal was seeping off her in waves, and he couldn't quite understand why.
When she tried to move again, he realized that the tightness of the space meant that their hips were pushed together. His cock was already rising to the occasion, and was now firmly lodged between her upper thighs, despite the fabric of her skirts.
Charlotte whimpered. Mike wasn't entirely sure what to do. He let go of the light in his hands and grabbed her by the waist to pull the two of them even closer together in the hopes that she could suddenly squeeze by. This caused their unexpected contact to increase, and the smell of her arousal flooded his nostrils.
Wait, what? There was absolutely no way he should be able to smell that, especially not through the thick fabric of her skirt. Lady Charlotte whimpered in his arms as he now twisted his body, trying to allow her just enough room to wiggle past. Despite doing so, she froze again.
Troubled, he summoned another lightning spider and had it sit on the wall above him. The illumination revealed Charlotte's face, her eyes closed as she bit her lip so hard that it bled. She shuddered with desire in place for several seconds, then opened her eyes and just stared at him hungrily. With great hesitation, she let him go, her skirts swishing against the stone walls as she disappeared into darkness. The smell of her arousal was even greater now, but she was gone.
Fucking weird, he thought, then went over to the secret viewing hole. He felt like a shitty Scooby Doo villain as he opened the latch and placed his face against the wall. Were his eyes currently in a painting? He tried to remember what the room had looked like. He had been too focused on the vassals to pay attention to the decorations.
Charlotte's musk didn't linger long, but it was weird that he could still smell it. What type of creature was she? The list wasn't terribly long and he knew better than to make assumptions. Staring through the hole in the wall, he wondered how much longer he would have to wait for something to happen.
An hour passed, or at least it felt like one. Mike stifled a yawn. Whatever surveillance Charlotte had tasked him with was already incredibly boring. His mind kept wandering to thoughts of the house, and what he had missed. He thought about how he was going to make up for missing Halloween to his son. The young centaur was a clever negotiator, so he'd have to go into this discussion with options he was willing to pursue.
A door outside his range of vision clicked open, and a servant walked in. The man was carrying a massive tablecloth, which he spread across the table. Mike almost groaned in frustration when the servant left shortly after and he continued to watch nothing happen for at least another fifteen minutes.
When the door opened again, it was Lady Charlotte. She crossed the room with her head down and her hands clasped in front of her waist. Upon sitting at the table, she stared straight ahead.
There was no fanfare from the servants this time as the other vassals arrived. The false Amymone came first, smirking at Charlotte for reasons Mike couldn't fathom. Gerard was next, the man sulking as he sat across from his sister. When the false Cecilia arrived, she made a show of sniffing the air, then looked down at Charlotte.
"You smell like a whore," she declared. A small hint of blush crept along Charlotte's cheeks, but she didn't acknowledge the comment. The blonde sneered at Charlotte a moment longer, then let out an exasperated sigh as she flopped down into one of the seats.
"You shouldn't talk to her like that," muttered Gerard.
Cecilia smirked and leaned back in her seat, her demure facade officially crumbled. "Or what? Are you gonna brood? Go cry in your journal, book boy." She put her hands behind her head. "Where is Galahad? I'm fucking starving."
"He is on his way," said Amymone. Her jaw made a strange clicking sound when she spoke. "I saw them enter not long ago, which means the sword room comes first. I wish it wasn't on the other side of the castle. But we should talk about more important things, like why Charlotte smells like a woman in heat."
"I shouldn't have to listen to this," muttered Gerard, and he stood from his seat.
"But you will," said Cecilia. "SIT."
Gerard's ass slammed into the chair so hard that it cracked apart and he fell over. Both Cecilia and Amymone cackled for a moment before turning their vitriol back to Charlotte.
"There is no shame in being aroused," said Charlotte as she lifted her chin in an attempt to seem above their bullying. "It's a natural state, after all."
"Did you finally let one of the villagers fuck you?" asked Cecilia. "It's about time. You've had a stick up your ass for decades now."
"I have not sullied myself, Victoria." Charlotte muttered. "You know very well that Father would be very upset with me if I had."
Victoria? Father? Whatever charade was being played clearly had no use in private. Mike wondered if Charlotte had used Victoria's name on purpose for his benefit.
"Yeah, well you smell like you sullied yourself." Victoria grinned. "What do you think, Decima? Should we smell her fingers?"
The false Amymone chuckled, her jaw making that hideous clacking sound again. Mike couldn't see her face, but had no doubts that it would be unsettling when he finally got a glance.
"I can hold her down if you want," said Decima.
"Enough." Gerard slammed a fist on the table. "Leave her alone."
"Or what? You'll write some very mean poetry about us?" Victoria stood. "No, really. What will you do, Gerard? Will you fight us? Fight me, maybe? I've been itching for a reason to tear your arms off and stuff them down your throat until you--"
"That will be enough," muttered Vincentius. Mike hadn't even seen him come in. It was as if the man had teleported into the room. He waved his hand at Victoria, and she sat down as if shoved. "You'll feel better once you've eaten."
"That's what you always say," huffed Victoria. "We've been living on scraps for so long now, I've forgotten what being full feels like."
"Then you should feel blessed that Charlotte here refuses to partake." Vincentius moved behind Victoria and put a hand on her shoulder. "Go ahead. Thank her."
Victoria remained silent for several seconds, then scowled. "Thank you, Lady Charlotte."
"I am no lady," Charlotte replied. "And I will not eat."
"You will eventually." Vincentius sat down in his seat. Mike was now looking at the back of the man's head. "The hunger will consume you, driving you mad. When you finally do feed, the circumstances will dictate your final transformation. If you wait much longer, you may end up little more than a mindless wretch. Or perhaps your hunger will evolve your body, like Decima."
"You really should eat," added Gerard. "You'll feel better if you do."
Charlotte glared at her brother. "You of all people should know why this is impossible."
Mike waited for some sort of rebuttal from Gerard, but the man just scoffed to himself and stared quietly into his lap like a petulant child. Victoria and Decima continued to snipe at Charlotte until Vincentius commanded them to be quiet. The group sat in silence for several minutes before Galahad walked in. Behind him was a man with a beatific smile wearing white, decorative robes.



"Caretaker," he whispered breathlessly, then knelt on the floor. "The honor is all mine."
"Relax, child." Vincentius' voice was low and smooth as he gestured for the man to come join them at the table. "Today, you are one of us. Tomorrow, you will be in paradise."
The man burst into tears of joy as he walked up to the table. "I've been dreaming of this day for most of my life," he said. "I can't wait to see my wife again. It's been too long. When I heard Lady Cecilia singing for me this morning, I almost left without telling my children and grandchildren goodbye."
"Yes, yes." Vincentius spoke kindly, but even Mike could hear the hunger in his voice. He turned his attention to Galahad, who was busy staring at his feet. "Did you take him to the old throne room?"
Galahad nodded. "The sword remains in the stone."
"Then we shall delay no longer." Vincentius stood, and then vanished to re-appear the next moment behind the newcomer. Startled by the sudden change the man turned around to face Vincentius.
"So what happens--" The man went silent, frozen in place by Vincenius' mesmerizing eyes. The vampyr grinned, revealing a wicked set of canines just before sinking them into the man's neck.
There were no screams, or even groans. The man twitched in place as Vincentius fed on him. Mike watched in horror as the man began to visibly age. His skin sagged and became dark in places while his eyes sunk into his head. Even the man's soul withered as parts of it were consumed by Vincentius, gobbled up and absorbed into his own dark presence.
When Vincentius released the man, Galahad caught him. Vincentius dabbed a spot of blood off his lips and turned toward Charlotte. "If you are hungry, now is the time."
"His name was Matthew." Charlotte's eyes shimmered. "When he was five, he fell out of a tree and broke his arm. He learned how to read when he was eight. When he was ten, he--"
"Enough. You need to learn to see them for what they are. Cattle."
"They're my children." Charlotte's lips quivered. "I raised each and every one of them. How could I see them as anything but? What sort of mother eats her own children?"
Vincentius shook his head in disappointment. Nearby, Galahad and Gerard were holding Matthew up, each of his wrists in their mouths as they slurped greedily. Victoria stood behind him, her fangs embedded in his neck. Decima sat nearby, her finger tapping impatiently on the table.
"You had so much potential." Vincentius crossed his arms and watched the others. "One day, you will break. You will feed. The first feeding determines what kind of vampyr you become, Lady Charlotte." The man practically spat out her name. "When that happens, you will be desperate. Hostile. Angry. After you eat, you shall become little more than a mindless monster, perfectly happy with feeding on your so-called children."
"Maybe you should kill me and be done with it, then." Charlotte glared up at Vincentius. "If I'm such a failure, then why not let me go?"
"If it were an option, I would." The man shook his head. "Our numbers are small and I will eventually need your strength. We went into hiding for a reason. One day, either we will return to the world or the world will find us. When that happens, I need each and every one of you ready to assist in whatever way possible."
"Or to shield you from harm." Charlotte scowled. "You fear that woman still, don't you? Her and her monster."
The lights in the room dimmed. One moment, Vincentius stood by Charlotte. The next, his hand was around her throat, squeezing tight enough that Charlotte's eyes bugged out of her head.
"Never speak of them." The man's voice was like a whisper, yet somehow reached Mike behind a wall of stone. "I tolerate many things from you, but only because I gave my word to care for you like my own child."
"So maybe...you do...understand...why I won't...eat..." Charlotte gasped for air, and Vincentius let her go.
"Maybe we could feed her Mike?" Decima leaned forward with interest. "She didn't raise him, or any of the people he brought."
"I have bigger plans for that man. As you all know, the stock have become weak. We've done our best to prevent in-breeding, but having fresh blood enter the herd is always for the best. I imagine his children would be strong, like him. Perhaps I'll offer him a place of privilege, allowing him to breed with whatever women he chooses." Vincentius glared at Decima. "Nobody here is to harm him without my permission."
"My lord." Galahad paused in his feeding. "Would that not be hypocritical to what you spoke of earlier? Regarding marriage?"
Vincentius nodded. "It would. Fortunately, God forgives those who ask for it, and our need is quite great. I would see our stock renewed. And could you feel his magic? To feed on his offspring would be like eating ten of these...peasants." He gestured at Matthew. The man had been thoroughly drained of blood, his soul now a dim light that barely flickered. Realizing how far gone their meal was, Vincentius held up a hand. "Stop."
The others obeyed and stepped back, although Victoria continued to hold the man up by his shoulders. Without another word, she picked him up and flipped him over, dangled him upside down by his thighs. The man's robes only had a few drops of blood on them, but he was otherwise clean.
"Give him another few seconds," she said. "We want him nice and juicy, just the way you like them."
Her fingers twitching with need, Decima stood and moved toward the table. Victoria eventually laid Matthew on the table and took a step back as Decima knelt at the man's head. Mike could now properly see the woman's face without its glamour and nearly recoiled in horror. Her lower jaw had a split in the middle and had spread apart, her large tongue licking at the air. She unhinged her double jaw like a snake and opened her mouth wide, casually fitting Matthew's entire skull inside.
The man let out one last, pitiable wail. Decima's mouth snapped shut, severing the head at the neck. Her throat bulged as she swallowed the man's head. Gerard moved quickly, licking around the dead man's neck for any blood that had spilled. Charlotte wept silently, refusing to watch the macabre event any longer.
"Oh, how far we have fallen." Vincentius paced the room as the others continued to feed. Galahad now held a piece of Matthew's robe and was greedily sucking the bloodstain from it. "My daughters remember when we were a proper family, first generation vampyr, nearly thirty strong. Entire armies fled before us. The world was our feeding ground, always piled high with plenty to eat."
"I remember the old days." Victoria looked wistful. "So many different things to eat. We were free to play with our food, to indulge our many vices. I once kept a man locked in a barrel for two years, just to see if his blood would taste different. Toward the end, he begged me for death." She sighed. "I wonder how the world has changed in our absence."
Decima gurgled something, clearly wanting to add to the conversation. Her jaw pieces clacked instead, the head stuck in her throat.
"Our guest is the key to the future. I just haven't deduced what sort of future that will be." Vincentius moved to the edge of the room and turned to face them. "Now that I have had a proper meal, I can think more clearly and shall--"
The tall man paused, his eyes locking on Mike's through the pinhole. Gasping, Mike took a step back from the wall, only for it to explode around him. Pain lanced through his entire body, and he looked down in shock to see that Vincentius had punched a hole through the wall and also his chest.
Without warning, Vincentius yanked Mike through the rubble and tossed him onto the table. "How disappointing," he muttered, then held a finger to his lips and licked the blood free. His eyes widened. "How is this--"
Suddenly back in the moment, Mike shifted away from the eye holes, his heart pounding in his chest. Away from the gaps, the sounds were far more muffled, but he heard Vincentius mention his name more than once.
What the hell had he just seen? It was like he had lived the next few seconds out, only to snap back to the present and move away before Vincentius could see him. Was that how Sofia experienced her visions? It had been so extremely painful. Why was he experiencing them now? His premonitions of violence had never included visions!
He took several calming breaths, his magic working overtime to slow his heart rate. When the room finally went quiet, he held his breath, worried that maybe the vampyr could hear him through the wall and were waiting for him to look through the eye holes once more.
Vampyr.
He had heard Cyrus mention vampires more than once, but the only vampyr Mike had knowledge of was the one that Lily and the others had tackled over a year back. The thing had taken four powerful women just to subdue him. Even if Lily and the others were here right now, they would be outnumbered. Charlotte wasn't against them, but the others? He couldn't help but think of Decima, her jaw stretching wide to eat a man's entire fucking head.
His thoughts raced as the shadows closed in on him. He didn't dare move, not until Charlotte came for him, but a feeling of dread had settled in his guts. His hands shook with fear as he covered his face in an attempt to pull himself together.
He was trapped. Vincentius was a powerful vampyr lord. How the fuck was he supposed to escape from Avalon, let alone defeat a creature who was centuries old and could tear a hole through him with a single punch?
When someone grabbed his hand, he almost screamed in surprise. Standing there in the darkness, he felt the cold touch of a palm along his neck.
"Charlotte?" he whispered.
The hand withdrew, and a pair of glowing eyes appeared. The illumination was just enough to make out the sharp features of Nyx. The Seelie Princess held a finger to her lips for silence, then placed the palms of her hands over his temples.
Make not a sound, Caretaker. Nyx's voice filled his mind. We may speak freely in this manner.
They're all vampyr, he replied. I just watched them devour a man.
May I see? she asked. It took Mike a moment to realize what she was asking, but he nodded.
Just that memory, he clarified. The images flitted through his mind as Nyx watched what had occurred in mere moments. Her eyes narrowed in the direction of the holes in the wall, and she let go of his head to look through them.
He might see you, he told her.
I suspected they may be vampyr from the beginning, she replied. They stink of death and stolen things. Powerful they may be, but all things die, Caretaker. It's just a matter of making it happen.
You knew? Why didn't you tell me?
Nyx smirked. I didn't know for sure. My theories are mine to keep, our agreement requires that I only share facts I have discovered.
Even half-truths have their worth, Nyx. Mike wasn't about to admit to the Fae that arguing with her was calming him down faster than anything else. She was a nuisance, but a familiar one. I would prefer to hear your theories and attempt to deduce truths for myself.
The princess didn't respond. Instead, she watched for another minute before sliding the secret latch back into place. "They are no longer there," she said aloud. "We should not linger here. If anyone suspects our presence, they may choose to wait for us where you came in. Come. I have something I wish to show you."
Mike cleared his throat, suddenly aware of how dry it had become. "Can it wait? I need to speak with the others."
Nyx shook her head. "It cannot. Though their meal was eager, vampyr prefer to sleep after eating. It allows them to better retain that which they have taken. They feel safe in this place, secure in the knowledge that they cannot be hurt. We should use this to our advantage."
"Lady Charlotte didn't feed. Maybe I should wait for her to find me."
"If she is truly on your side, then she will understand your absence and find you later. The vampyr will rest, but not for long. We may have no more than an hour at best." Nyx leaned against the wall and crossed her arms. "If the others suspect her duplicity, they will follow her here to find you. Choose, Mike Radley. An unknown ally who may betray you, or an unreliable one who won't."
"If you're gonna sugarcoat it like that," he mumbled to himself and gestured toward the darkness. "What have you discovered?"
"Many things." Nyx grinned as she turned sideways and scooted away from him. "Some I shall speak on, but others are best shown." She disappeared into the darkness.
"Last time someone wanted to show me something, I wasn't a fan of what I saw," he muttered as he followed the Fae princess. He couldn't help but notice that she left the lingering scent of springtime in the air behind her.

🏠🏠🏠
Mike and Lady Charlotte were gone less than half an hour before Sofia decided she was officially restless. She was in the middle of changing into a pair of pants when Cecilia drifted into the room by walking through the wall.
"What are you doing?" asked Cecilia.
Sofia looked at the banshee and smirked to herself, the memory of the spirit's contributions in the tub on her mind. "I'm going out," she said. "I'm tired of being cooped up with nothing to do. I can't properly explain why, but that library is calling to me."
"Books do have a certain allure." Cecilia smiled. "Sometimes, Mike reads to me. I like how the words make everything sound so pretty."
Sofia smiled. "They are a special kind of magic. I'm hoping that if I go again, Gerard won't be there to tell me to piss off."
"If he does, he'll have to tell all of us to piss off. We're coming with you."
The cyclops frowned. "You don't have to do that. I can take care of this on my own."
Cecilia laughed, then turned transparent and floated backward through the wall. Sofia groaned in frustration and belted her dagger in place. The banshee was coming with her. Would that just slow her down? And what did she mean by we?
That question was answered once Sofia stepped out of her room and saw Cecilia, Suly, and Cerberus up and waiting by the door. The hellhound's tail wagged as they looked up at her.
The cyclops opened her mouth to tell them that they should stay behind and let her go alone. This was something she wanted to do on her own, perhaps something that would contribute to solving their current dilemma. But something stopped her from speaking, her thoughts whirring uselessly.
Did this really have to be something she did on her own? Mike wasn't here, yet the others were perfectly happy to come with her. Eager, even. Why the sudden interest? Was it because of what happened in the bathtub?
This thought caused Sofia's mind to stall yet again. Did Cecilia think that they were now...something? Was this the banshee's way of showing affection? If so, it was likely that she had roped her brother in on it. As for Cerberus, maybe it was just pack mentality, or--
"I think she may be in love," said Sulyvahn. "She's starin' hard, this one." The dullahan reached up and undid one of his buckles to reveal a patch of skin. "I kin almost feel her heart beatin' stronger fer me, but that's the most I can do fer ya, lass. My heart is taken by another."
"Don't be rude." Cecilia elbowed her brother. "She's conflicted about something, and it isn't you."
"Conflicted?" Suly redid the buckle with a smirk. "I don' want ta send mixed messages."
Sofia groaned. It was easy to forget that Cecilia could literally look right through her. "This was a solo mission," she said. "I was hoping to learn something from the library here."
"And there be no reason why we shouldn't come with ye. Either fer company or protection." Sulyvahn jerked his thumb at Cecilia. "It's not like this one is gonna be good fer anything."
Cecilia elbowed him again. "Eejit." She looked up at Sofia with the sweetest smile she had ever seen. "Please let us help. We're family."
The cyclops blushed and put a hand to her chest. "Why, uh...yeah. Okay. Let's go check out the library again."
"Finally. Somethin' to do other than clean me pants." Sulyvahn chuckled and looked at his sister. "Do ye think Beth can do somethin' similar? I've got an idea where she straps me to a chair and--"
Cecilia groaned and elbowed Suly again. The two exchanged harsh words in a language Sofia didn't recognize. Once they were all together, they opened the door and exited the tower. Sofia remembered the way to the library, but it certainly wasn't a direct route. She had a copy of the map on her and decided to use it to shorten the walk. Sadly, this backfired, and they ended up in a different part of the castle entirely.
The others didn't give her any grief over this. Instead, they quietly followed. Sometimes, Cecilia looped arms with her brother or even with Cerberus. The group eventually found the door to the library nearly an hour later, where Cecilia stopped them with an outstretched hand.
"Hide," she whispered. "Someone is leaving."
The group scattered. Sofia hid behind a column while Sulyvahn took a spot behind a suit of armor. Cecilia disappeared from view. Cerberus stepped into a shadow and seemed to simply vanish just as the door opened and someone came stomping out.
When the figure went by Sofia's hiding spot, she realized it was Gerard. The man looked determined, his gaze fixed forward as if deep in thought. Despite his departure, she waited several minutes before stepping out from her hiding spot. Another minute passed, watching the hallway where Gerard had gone.
"I'm thinkin' we're clear," said Sulyvahn from behind her.
"I don't want to give him any reason to come back." Turning, she walked toward the library door. "But knowing that we won't have to--" She stopped talking when the door didn't budge. "Fuck," she muttered.
"I've got it." Cecilia winked and stepped through the door. Sofia heard her fumbling around on the other side, and the door eventually came open.
"I thought it was hard for you to do that here," said Sofia. "You don't seem to be having nearly as much trouble with it now."
"Feels easier today," Cecilia admitted. "Now come inside before someone sees us."
They all walked through the door before Suly closed it behind them. Looking around the large room, Sofia wondered where the first place to start should be. Opting for where she ended her tour last time, she walked into the room where the old book was being copied into the new one.
Expecting some sort of massive revelation from the book, she was disappointed to see that it was an old journal written in Spanish. The manuscript was from the late 1300s, and documented agricultural and some political upheaval in a small village.
"What the hell?" she muttered. Picking up the original she flipped through the pages, hoping that maybe there was something she had missed. While she wouldn't go so far as to say the book wasn't important, it seemed like a lot of work to copy something this old.
"Disgusting," muttered Sulyvahn from behind her. She turned to see that he was looking at the blank books on a shelf in the corner of the room. "The paper be made from the trees of Avalon. But the skin of the book be human."
Sofia narrowed her eye. It was just like the one they had read in the Library. In fact, that one had been a journal, too. She walked to where Sulyvahn stood and picked up another one. They were similar.
"Interesting," she muttered. Why were they binding books in human flesh? Was it just due to a shortage of supplies, or was there a magical reason for doing so? Had Gerard meticulously copied Edgar's journal into a book of his own before returning it? She still had so many questions, and no clear lead on answers.



"Do ye think there be somethin' hidden in these tomes?" Sulyvahn set down his blank copy and turned toward the center of the room. "Why spend so much time keepin' them new and shiny?"
"These are personal accounts. Before the printing press, books were always copied by hand. I'm not surprised that we aren't exactly looking at a collection of fiction. However..." Sofia scanned the room. "This is also the same guy who put some kind of demon inside of a book. So maybe we shouldn't be too careless about what we open."
"Cerberus can handle a demon." Sulyvahn snorted. "Why de ye think Cecilia was so keen on bringing them?"
"Oh." It now occurred to Sofia that had she gotten yanked into a book, the others might be carried along with her. Cerberus could sniff out and devour whatever contrived entity had been installed. The banshee hadn't just been keeping her company, but safe as well.
They checked out the scribing room for a bit longer and found nothing. Moving out into the main library, Sulyvahn and Sofia examined the different shelves, trying to discern any meaning between them. As far as she could tell, every book was a journal of some kind. At first, she wondered if perhaps Vincentius was the author, but some of the accounts overlapped or simply didn't add up that way.
Of secret spells, they found none. Whatever power Gerard possessed hadn't been invested in these books. Why would he? After all, who else would ever dare step into the Caretaker's castle and interfere with one of the vassals?
"Ye know, I've a thought." Sulyvahn set the book he had been reading down on the shelf. "We've so many old accounts, but why haven't we seen any from the castle itself? Fer a man keepin' this place so tidy and writin' all day, why not some material of his own?"
"That's a good point, actually." Sofia stepped away from the bookshelf and down into the main body of the library two stories below. Cecilia was wandering about, swishing her skirt while having a one-sided conversation with Cerberus. "Cecilia?"
"Yes?" The banshee looked up.
"Will you and Cerberus look around and see if you can find any sort of hidden room or compartment? I wonder if there are books that aren't kept where others may stumble upon them." Sofia looked over at Sulyvahn. "Maybe even something that Gerard doesn't want the others to find."
Cecilia smiled and gave Sofia a thumbs-up. She and Cerberus moved to the edges of the first floor and milled about. The hellhound moved slowly along the wall, all three heads sniffing.
"Aye. Had a good idea today." Sulyvahn chuckled to himself. "That makes one fer the week. Do ye really think our boy be keepin' books from his master?"
"If he is, those two will find it." Sofia leaned against the railing, gazing down at the banshee and the hellhound. "Do you ever wonder how we end up where we are?"
"Usually by walkin'." Sulyvahn turned back to the nearest bookshelf. "Though I use my horse from time to time."
The cyclops smiled. She had been referring to the fact that only a few years ago, she had been completely alone. Today, she was in the magical land of Avalon, digging through a library with two members of the Fae and a creature in charge of guarding the gates to the Underworld. Suly's blithe response didn't bother her. He had no way of knowing what was going on inside her head.
The search didn't take Cerberus long at all. The hellhound ended up sniffing around a bookshelf toward the back of the main floor. Cecilia went transparent and passed through the shelving, only to return nearly a minute later.
"There's a room behind here," she said. "But I don't know how you're supposed to get in."
Sofia and Suly went down the stairs and studied the bookshelf. Between the two of them, they were able to find the hidden trigger inside the shelving unit that caused it to unlock and pivot, swinging open to reveal a dark room with a desk and some books on a short shelf in the back.
The room had no light inside, so Sulyvahn and Sofia grabbed a few books. The two of them carried the books back into the main room and started perusing them. The first book Sofia opened looked to be a diary. She skimmed through it for a while, occasionally glancing up to see Sulyvahn deep in thought, his sister standing nearby.
The diary was from Gerard's youth and detailed how he met Vincentius in the first place. First described as an older man of means, Vincentius entered the picture as a father-figure for Gerard, whose own parents were busy hobnobbing it up in high society. It was perfectly clear to Sofia that Gerard was being groomed by the man, but she couldn't figure out why. Their relationship solidified when Vincentius offered to help Gerard's sister, providing temporary relief for her ailments.
After scanning her book to the end, she sighed and closed it. "This one was about how Gerard ended up here," she said. "Mostly personal recollections and some musings about his best friend. What's yours about?"
Suly didn't answer. He whispered something to Cecilia, and the banshee leaned in as if able to see the pages. Cerberus was there as well, all three heads listening raptly as the dullahan quietly read a passage out loud to them.
"Hey. Did you find something?"
Sulyvahn's head snapped up so fast that the seam in his neck briefly became visible, spilling dark smoke. "Uh, er, technically yes, but it's nothing useful."
"We can't know that for sure. These books were kept hidden for a reason, and it's entirely possible that we can learn how to escape through the tiniest detail."
"Er, right." Sulyvahn gestured at his book. "This one seems to be a novel about a Caretaker's vassal named Jerad who has a secret harem of men in the village. He beds them regularly, and each one has an unusual kink."
"Oh." Sofia grimaced. "Okay, so maybe that one doesn't--"
"Hold on, Sofia, the tiniest details may be a clue. One of the men is a cobbler and has a thing for feet. There was a passage in here nearly ten pages long describing all the things you can do with a foot." The dullahan grinned as he flipped the pages. "There's also the blacksmith who flared the base of his hammer so that he can sit on it and rock--"
"Okay, Sulyvahn. I get the picture." Sofia groaned. "Is this story factual or fictional?"
"In one chapter, the men cover themselves in oil and form something called the meat serpent of male sensuality." Suly flipped through the pages as Cecilia walked away giggling. "How many fists can actually fit in one arsehole? If the number is less than four at once, then I suspect this be a work of bent truths at best."
Now even Cerberus was giggling.
"Fine, you got me. Let's focus less on Gerard's burgeoning career as an erotic novelist and more on stuff like his diary." Sofia dug through the books she had carried over. It was only sheer dumb luck that the first one she had read was a diary. The other three were packed full of homoerotic material.
The writing was also pretty awful. At least now she understood why Gerard had hidden these books away. She and Suly continued digging through the shelves, trying to isolate Gerard's diaries from the rest. On the plus side, Gerard had kept some form of journal for his entire time here. He kept no secrets from himself, and that was how Sofia learned that Vincentius and all the others were vampyr.
"Fuck me," she muttered.
A cold finger traced the skin of her forearm. Sofia looked up to see Cecilia staring at her.
"Eager for another bath already?" The banshee grinned, which sent a wave of heat through Sofia's stomach. "I'm sure something can be arranged."
"Ugh. Not in front o' me." Sulyvahn's protest was half-hearted. By his side, Cerberus was also perusing some books of their own. Sofia hadn't known that the hellhound could read. Did all three heads read at the same speed, or did they--
She shook her head, knocking free the distracting thoughts. "Vincentius and the others are vampyr. The original kind. Gerard got turned shortly after coming here. His fealty was in exchange for saving his sister's life."
"Which means the Lady Charlotte is a bloodsucking beast. Aye." Sulyvahn shook his head. "It's always the quiet ones."
Sofia kept reading. "It sounds like he and Charlotte are the most recent ones. The others were here before them." She tapped a finger on the current page. "He doesn't trust Galahad. Doesn't care for someone named Victoria or Decima either. Those are Vincentius' daughters."
"From before he was turned?" asked Suly.
"No idea. Daughter can mean a couple of different things to a vampyr. Could be his own daughter, a woman that he turned later and favors, who fucking knows. Vampyr each have their own customs, kind of like a cult." Sofia sighed and closed the journal. The last third of it was little more than the musings of a young man who now required blood to live. "I wish I knew how old Vincentius was, or which generation he is."
"Is that important?" asked Cecilia.
"Very." Sofia picked up a random journal and skimmed it. Either this was more smut Gerard had written or he had spent a considerable amount of time studying the different cocks in the village. "Vampirism has been seen as both a curse and a disease. There's no telling which it began as. Only the first vampyr knows. They can transfer it to others, but the next generation is always slightly weaker than the one who preceded it. That's why modern-day vampires aren't very strong at all and have developed new weaknesses. It's like the equivalent of in-breeding."
"Aye, we have plenty o' that in the Fae courts." Sulyvahn frowned. "Our chaotic nature doesn't make the offspring off in the head, but now you end up with a bunch of lords and ladies who can't wield sufficient power on account o' the lack of blood ties."
Sofia picked up another journal. "Are you talking about inter-house treaties and such?"
Sulyvahn nodded. "A Fae with ties to multiple powerful houses will have far more value than one whose parents were siblings. It be about politics and intrigue for that lot, an' I want none of it."
Sofia snorted. "Yeah, well. I never really got to experience stuff like that firsthand. I remember hearing that the Library went through some problems like that, once upon a time. You find that politics become a non-issue when everyone is busy just trying to survive." Her thoughts briefly flitted to the names and faces of those who had come before.
Unlike previous days, it was easy to allow each of them to have their moment and fade. Sofia just shook her head and opened the next book. "Well, with any luck, we can--" Her eye went wide as her brain processed the opening lines. She had to re-read it twice, her fingers clutching the book so hard that the cover gave a creak of warning.
"What is it, lass?"
Sofia looked up at Suly, the words already burned into her mind. "The Purge is now complete and my belly is full for the first time since my rebirth. My feelings are mixed. On the one hand, the dying part of me feels for the people of the village. On the other, I feel strong, more powerful than ever. This is what Vincentius promised me, not the scraps I have been subsisting on."
"And though I curse her name for what she has done, I cannot help but feel a hint of gratitude," Suly continued. He looked up at Sofia with wide eyes. "For everything changed on the day that the Caretaker came, may she rot in Hell."
"You keep reading that one," Sofia declared. "I'll look for the one that came before. Once we have it, we're leaving before we get caught." The cyclops picked up the next book and immediately violated one of the first rules of reading.
She skipped straight to the last page and read the ending.

🏠🏠🏠
Nyx glided through the darkness, at one with the shadows. Her small frame meant that she only had to crouch while Mike was forced to go on his hands and knees. If her demeanor wasn't so serious, he'd wonder if they were taking the long way again, just to fuck with him.
They didn't speak anymore, even with telepathy. Whatever she had done before was probably temporary, or maybe it was distance based. Either way, the only time she stopped to look back was when she reached the end of a hallway and needed him to see where she turned.
Just how many secret passages does this fucking place have? He wondered for perhaps the tenth time. Sure, the castle itself was massive, but was this much secrecy required? On at least a few occasions, the passageways were made of different material on each side, almost like someone had built an entire structure inside or immediately attached to another one.
Perhaps he needed to think in terms of who used to own this castle. The vampyr wouldn't give a fuck about secret passageways unless they were under siege. To his understanding, they didn't fear much. Maybe the whole castle was connected in this manner so that they could hide for weeks within its halls, should something like an army move in and hunt them.
The twists and turns came to an abrupt end when Nyx opened up a door that cast the crimson light of the sky down the hallway, her body briefly looking like the pupil of the eye of Sauron in its light. Mike had been in the darkness so long that he actually had to squint as he stepped outside.
He first thought that maybe they were now on a very small balcony. Nyx actually had to scoot to the side to make enough room for him. The ledge itself was no more than three feet from the wall to the yawning void immediately beneath them. A life-sized statue of a knight in armor gazed down toward the village in the distance.
He turned to ask Nyx what they were doing out here when she cocked her head and silenced him with a finger. The Fae princess looked up above, and Mike followed her gaze. After a couple of seconds, he finally heard voices from that direction.
"No, I saw it myself," said a gargoyle somewhere up above them. "That Mike guy was absolutely cracking stones together with the cyclops. A whole bunch of the others were fighting to watch them through the window, but everyone on that side of the castle could hear it. I wanted to get closer, but had to settle for a distant ledge."
"So how did it happen?" asked another gargoyle.
"I'm getting there, schist." The original speaker cleared their throat. "Anyway, we can hear all this moaning and stuff, as fleshlings do. Gabbria is leaning in the window the most, really hogging the view. Suddenly, he seizes up and just tosses his rocks all over the guy under him."
"No!" This was from a third gargoyle.
"Yeah, I know, right? Gabbria is a bit of a clown, but it's not like he was polishing the marble or something. He drops his load like a sack of sand on, uh, Talus, I think. Honestly, doesn't matter. Everyone like me thinks a big fight is about to break out, but others near the window do the same exact thing!"
"Seriously? Everyone came?"
"Yep. Three people fell into the pit and had to be rescued before they went too far. Something about what was going on in the human's tower made everybody who was watching it come all over the exterior. It was the strangest thing I've ever--hold on, I see that weird Fae girl again."
Mike looked over and realized that Nyx had disappeared. Up above, he heard the gargoyles shift about, followed by the flapping of wings. After a couple of minutes, Nyx drifted down from over the edge of the roof, adjusting her dress as the wind cushioned her fall.
"They are chasing my shadow," she said. "I did not want them overhearing us."
"There could be others," he said.
"But there aren't." Her eyes sparkled in the twilight. "You can look for yourself."
Mike didn't bother. "What do you have to show me?"
"This place is made of many castles. Did you know that, Mike Radley?" Nyx grinned. "Some people collect rocks. Others, lovers. Vincentius collects castles."
"And what, mashes them together?"
"In a way. Such a thing was once in his power, if it isn't still." Nyx put her hand on the statue's back. "I have wandered these halls, asking the walls to remember. This knight in particular happens to have seen some very interesting things."
"Well, let's not hog all the conversation then." Mike patted the statue on the shoulder. "Sir knight, if you could tell us what you saw, I'd appreciate it."
Nyx narrowed her eyes at him. "You mock the memory of the stone?"
"No. I loathe standing over the abyss." Mike pointed toward the pit. "There's something about it that I really don't like."
"I feel the same," she admitted. "You need a small bit of context, though. Take a closer look at the void."
"I hate this," Mike muttered as he looked out over the ledge, half expecting Nyx to give him a shove. When a vision of his death didn't trigger, he leaned even further. Down below was the truncated ledge of the bridge that belonged to the missing tower.
"I think I get it," he said. "This guy saw what happened to the tower that used to be here."
"Indeed. These halls have many secrets, but stone doesn't often know how to decide what is important. It would take decades to question the place." Nyx turned shining eyes on the statue. "But even a stone will note the importance of losing an entire tower."
"So what did it say?"
"Context." Nyx smirked. "Were you aware that this castle was once known to you mortals as Camelot?"
"Really?" Mike scratched at his chin. "It's crossed my mind, but it looks way too spooky from the outside." The castle's aesthetic leaned heavily on gothic murder vibes rather than anything Mike had ever pictured in his mind. Maybe he could blame Disney for that.
"That is Vincentius' doing. He crammed various structures together to make a maze of the place." Nyx gestured to where the tower should have been. "You should know that I remember this tower from the old days. It belonged to the court's wizard, Merlin."
"THE Merlin?" Mike blinked in surprise. "I shouldn't be shocked, but wow. It seems like he's sort of come up more than once. Do you think he was here when...you know."
Nyx shook her head. "Merlin could have handled Vincentius' conquest. He was not here on the day that Camelot fell. After the death of Arthur, Merlin's fate has become unknown. Prior to his death, he locked up the tower and commanded that none who valued their lives would be able to enter."
"Was he keeping something important in there?"
Nyx nodded. "In a way. Merlin was a master of dimensional magic. My sisters and I have long surmised that his tower contained the only entrance to a portal where he kept many powerful artifacts."
"Not unlike what's been set up here with Count Chocula and his league of extraordinary assholes."
The princess tilted her head to one side. "One thing that puzzles me about humans is their sense of humor. We are discussing very serious things, yet you make light of them."
"By nature, humans are unpredictable. We can make light, straight up lie, or even do good for no reason. From my perspective, you do the exact same things, only in an extremely roundabout way."
"The Fae can't lie," Nyx said with a sneer.
"What of the lie of omission? You are shackled by rules that have made your kind extremely creative in bypassing them. We can argue this point all day, but I would rather discuss what you learned from a statue about Merlin's magical tower." Mike jerked his thumb at the knight. "We need to respect this guy's time."
Nyx scoffed. "Time is meaningless to a stone."
"I would argue the same of the Fae. Our lifetime seems like minutes to you, yet you can be so impatient. How do we know that a hunk of rock doesn't see your kind the same way?" Mike leaned on the statue. "This thing was forged in a star billions of years ago, and will exist until the end of the Universe. Can you say the same for the Fae?"
Nyx briefly bared her fangs. "We are eternal, Mike Radley. We were here before, and we'll be here long after. You can never truly understand the ways of the Fae."



Mike sighed inwardly. If he continued picking at Nyx, they would either be here all day or she'd find some way to withhold information from him. "You're right, I can't," he replied. "Do you know why humans like to say that we live about a hundred years? Because some of us make it that long. Even we are aware of how brief our time is. Those extra thirty years we may get seem so important to us because we don't know what happens next. I've only known that the Fae exist for a few years now, which is probably the equivalent of a heartbeat to some of you."
"Your people have forgotten the old ways." Nyx jabbed a finger at his chest. "You seek to unravel the mysteries of the universe with your math and your science."
"Because it works," Mike countered. "And also, because we have nothing else. We live in a world where the gods are in hiding and people like yours have vanished."
"That was Merlin's doing." Nyx gave him a hard stare, and then her features softened. "The Fae chose Arthur to lead humanity back to a time of magic. We truly believed that he would be the one to bring magic back from the brink. When he failed, Merlin sealed away magic from the sight of men in the hopes of protecting those who remained."
"How did he do it?" Mike asked.
"With the help of the Architect."
"Who is the Architect?"
Nyx paused, then smirked. "That information has no relevance to our potential escape. I could tell you all that I know in exchange for something."
Mike shook his head. "All that you know may be nothing at all. No deal."
"Pity." Nyx moved closer to Mike, her body now so close that he could smell her. Her scent reminded him of a lightning storm in May. "What if I wanted something small? Perhaps your devotion, if only for a minute?"
"My opinion of you hasn't changed," Mike said. "If you really want my attention, you should be more giving and show kindness to those you see as beneath you." He had no idea what Nyx actually wanted from him, but even his magic recoiled. This was more than some random desire or fantasy of hers. If the Fae princess just wanted a quick fuck from him, his magic would probably give him a thumbs up of approval.
No, she clearly wanted something beyond just that. She was dangerous.
"Hmm." Nyx pursed her lips and grasped his hand. "I guess we should focus on other things, then." She placed her free hand on the statue, and the world cracked around them.
Show me your memories. Nyx's words startled Mike, but he realized they weren't directed at him. He was now holding perfectly still, and had been for centuries now, looking down on a tower. Mike tried to move his head or look away, but his eyes were for the entryway alone, along with part of the bridge. His gaze was fixed, just like the statue's.
The world was cast into twilight and a dark figure stood halfway across the bridge. It was Vincentius, and his vassals stood behind him. The man wore a dark suit of armor and held a spear in one hand.
"CARETAKER!" he roared.
The air in front of the door of the tower shimmered, then filled with sparkling lights that looked like fireflies. The lights swarmed together, forming into the visage of a beautiful woman with dark, auburn hair wearing an old Victorian dress.
"Conqueror," she replied calmly.
"We had a deal, Natalie!" Vincentius snarled. "An agreement!"
Natalie winked. "Oh, c'mon, Vincey. What's a little light betrayal between allies?"
"You used me!" Vincentius pointed his spear at the woman. "Come out here and face me in person."
"I may be a woman, Vincey, but I am no fool." Natalie yawned. "I have a Game to win, and you had a piece I needed."
How can we hear this so clearly? Mike asked.
Stone hears everything, Nyx replied. Now shut up.
"You said we would win this game together. You used me." When Vincentius spoke, it reminded Mike of distant thunder. He had yet to hear the man properly angry before.
"Yes, I did. Just like you use the people you keep trapped here." Natalie walked toward Vincentius with a skip in her step. "You see, Vincey, you spent all those centuries amassing power, then concentrated it all right here where I could take it from you."
"You've taken nothing from me, yet. Though I cannot enter that tower, you will have to come out at some point. And I refuse to let you leave Avalon."
"Oh, I'm hardly worried about that." Natalie was now standing in front of Vincentius. "And once I've escaped, I know you won't follow. The boogeyman is still out there, looking for you."
If Mike hadn't been made of stone, his eyebrows would have crawled into his hair at the sight of Vincentius flinching.
"Did you really think I didn't know?" Natalie laughed. It was like the sound of tinkling bells. "You're just as foolish as that dead god you wear across your breast."
"I earned this armor through the blood that I've shed," Vincentius declared, then slapped his own breastplate. "I've conquered kingdoms on a whim and slaughtered armies by myself. I've earned this title!"
"The man you took that from was just a mortal. You, however, are something different." Natalie circled Vincentius, studying him. "Has the armor ever even spoken to you? Told you its desires?"
Vincentius was like a statue himself, his eyes fixed on the tower. It was clear that he was watching for the true Natalie to escape.
"I didn't think so," she replied. "You aren't the first person to pretend to be a player of the Grand Game. That's actually how I learned you were being hunted. When you came to me, begging for sanctuary from another player called the Curator, I knew from day one that he wasn't part of the game. You are little more than a pretender, and you certainly aren't the first. But since we're so obsessed with titles, maybe I can give you a new one. Like the Charlatan, perhaps?" Natalie was toying with the man, and Mike adored her for it.
Decima, who stood nearby, finally lost her patience and took a swing at Natalie, her fingers turning into foot-long blades. The magical simulacrum scattered into a cloud of light, only to reform in the air just off the side of the bridge. She blew Decima a kiss.
"You should try that out here," Natalie said.
Decima actually moved to attack, but was held back by Vincentius. He casually forced the younger vampyr to her knees.
"She baits you," he said, his eyes still locked on the tower.
"And I'm really good at it." Natalie's eyes sparkled. "I'm a real master baiter."
Mike tried to clap so hard that the vision shook.
Hold still, Nyx hissed in his mind. Memories are fragile.
I like this girl, he replied. Natalie was one of his predecessors. If she figured out a way to get out of here, then it meant that Naia might have that memory locked in her head. Old memories of the Caretaker were hidden by the Geas, but not if they were stumbled upon. Most of Emily's memories had been ripe for the plucking because so many of the others had been around to see them happen. If he could figure out how to commune with Naia, then they could all go home.
"You shall never leave this place." Vincentius struck the butt of his spear on the bridge. "You may claim I'm a false player in the Game, but the magic of this armor speaks otherwise. This is my kingdom, the kingdom of the Conqueror! Nobody leaves my land without my head or my permission."
Natalie busted into laughter. "You say that, but there's actually a massive hole in your plan. Wanna see it?" Before Vincentius could respond, the illusion burst into motes of light, then reappeared in front of the door to Merlin's tower. She winked at the vampyr and stomped her foot. The bridge beneath them shattered.
Vincentius and the vassals moved quickly, retreating out of sight as the entire tower plummeted into the darkness. As if in slow motion, Mike watched the structure sink into the depths, his eyes lingering on its final sight. Natalie, no longer an illusion, had leaned out of one of the windows to blow the others a kiss as the tower fell. But it wasn't the sight of the former Caretaker that had him so enthralled.
The tower didn't have a spire like the others. Instead, it was a massive observatory with a telescope sticking out of the top, the same one that was bolted onto his house.
"NOOOOOO!" screamed Vincentius as Natalie and the tower vanished into the gloom. The man's screams echoed in Mike's head even after the memory vanished.
"That was..." Mike stared down into the gloom, unsure what to say at this point. "Educational."
"And directly related to our escape. I have never met that woman, but you are one of her successors." Nyx stepped onto the ledge and looked down into the void. "I know not where this hole leads, though. I don't think we should throw ourselves into it quite yet."
Mike shivered at the mere thought of doing so. Nyx led him back to the secret door and they walked inside together.
The observatory was part of his home. What had happened to the rest of Merlin's tower? Had it been destroyed in the fall? What had Natalie found inside? If there was something important, surely--
Mike stopped in the narrow passageway, his hands on the walls. He stared at Nyx's back, afraid to say anything out loud. The Grimoire had been found in the observatory, hadn't it? With an apple on the cover?
Natalie had stolen it from Merlin's tower. In turn, she had also stolen it from Vincentius. Several pieces of the puzzle fell into place around him. Was there anything else inside of the observatory? Mike had never seen any portals in there, but he'd also pretty much given that place to Dana. She was obsessed with the telescope and where it might be pointing. Despite the observatory being on his house, if you looked out the window, it appeared to be in the middle of a blasted landscape somewhere in outer space.
Was Merlin's secret stash of magic currently in his home?
"You stopped." Nyx had turned to face him. "Why?"
"Processing a lot of stuff I've seen today." He tapped the wall for a moment, then relaxed. "We should get back to my tower so we can speak with the others."
"Why?" Nyx sounded genuinely curious. "Are you not their leader?"
He fought the urge to pull out his own hair in frustration. "Because I value their opinion, Nyx. You've created this odd hierarchy in your head that makes no sense to me."
"It doesn't have to," she replied. "It only has to make sense to me."
"How can somebody so powerful be so naive?" he asked. "You are a creature who gets to live forever, yet still act like..." Mike had been about to say children when it occurred to him that Nyx was easily thousands, maybe millions of years into an eternal lifespan. What was childhood for a Fae creature, anyway? Many of them were like Cecilia and had simply come into being one day. Stages of life were a foreign concept for creatures like Nyx.
"Like what, Mike?" Nyx grinned, revealing all of her teeth. It was very clear she planned to take offense at whatever he said next, if she could get away with it. "Go on, say it."
"Bananas," he deadpanned.
"Bananas?" Nyx frowned. "How am I like a banana?"
"A banana would fit down this hallway, would it not?" He fought to keep the smirk from his face. "Therefore, you are acting like one."
"I...uh..." The Fae princess seemed truly flummoxed for a change. Technically, what he said was the truth, and she couldn't figure out how to bend it to her whim. Her face briefly changed color, trying to find offense with his statement. After several seconds, she scowled. "You are being a banana as well."
It was a trap. Nyx was hoping the comment would piss him off.
"That's because I'm so appealing," he replied. Nyx actually ground her teeth so hard that he could hear them cracking.
"You irritate me," she finally replied, turning away. "Let us not speak until we are back in our temporary dwelling."
His lip twitched as he fought a smile, secretly pleased with himself. The two of them navigated the confines of the castle until they emerged in a familiar dusty parlor. From there, it was another ten minutes to their tower. Other than seeing a random servant polishing some armor, there was no other activity to be seen.
When they stepped out onto the bridge that went to Mike's tower, Lady Charlotte was standing outside the door, waiting for them. The woman narrowed her eyes at Nyx, but waited for them to cross over before greeting them.
"Mike Radley. Lady Nyx." Charlotte did a small curtsy. "I have been instructed to extend an invitation to the two of you." Her eyes flitted briefly to the ramparts behind them. Mike suspected that someone, likely a gargoyle, was watching.
"An invitation for what?" Mike crossed his arms. "I am pretty busy these days, my calendar is full."
Nyx actually jabbed him in the stomach with her elbow. "You're annoying," she said.
"The Caretaker wishes to speak with you at length about your new role here," Charlotte replied. "But he is indisposed right now. In two days time, a celebration will be held in your honor and the Caretaker will speak with you then regarding expectations and rewards. Afterward, you will join him for a special meal to negotiate terms."
Mike's throat immediately went dry, and he coughed. "And if I should refuse?" he asked.
Lady Charlotte raised an eyebrow. "Don't," she replied. "Tomorrow, a seamstress will come to measure you and your companions for attire befitting the occasion. Make sure that you are here."
Nyx snorted. "I shall provide my own attire," she replied, her outfit briefly changing shape. "I go where I please."
"Noted." Charlotte looked at Mike, a hint of worry in her eyes. "Do you have any further questions?"
Mike nodded. He would have until the party to figure out a plan. For the time being, it was best if he acted like nothing had changed. "Just one. Will you save a dance for me, Lady Charlotte?"
The woman's pale cheeks darkened. "As you wish, Mike Radley." She bowed to the two of them and left. He and Nyx watched her cross the bridge to go back inside the castle.
How fucked are we? he thought to himself. Nyx cocked her head as if hearing something, then gave him a knowing look.
Very, she replied.

🏠🏠🏠
That's right, monster-fam, your boy Vinnie is a fucking old-school Vampyr! Those of you who read Dead and Horny 2 (Ch. 13-24 here on Lit) know exactly how fucked this situation is.
Once again, thank you all for allowing me to be here, don't forget to click some stars on the way out, leave some comments, or fight about your favorite theories in the comments. Make sure to check my bio for release dates, drink plenty of water cause it's good for you body, and then do something really nice for yourself. When I'm struggling with life and keeping my shit together, I sometimes take a few minutes to just clip and file my toenails. You'd be surprised how nice your shoes will feel with clean toes!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here, and I have returned from the dead!
Okay, I wasn't actually dead, just mostly dead. Hence, I went on a vacation! It was a really swell time. I laughed, I ate, I drank plenty of water (and booze), it was amazing. I even booked myself a massage. The masseuse was really nice, but kept asking if I liked happy endings and got real confused when I replied that I typically prefer cliffhangers. Either way, now I understand why the Yelp reviews for that parlor are all across the board.
New reader? Welcome to the chaos! Once upon a time, our hero got a BJ from a nymph in a bathtub. Now he's battling a vampyr nest in Avalon with the help of Cerberus, who he fucked so hard they became a human.
Confused? If you're aroused by it, keep going, I won't shame. Otherwise, start at Chapter 001 (I get three numbers like James Fucking Bond) and we'll see you back here in a few hours.
Returning readers? Welcome back! I'm so sorry that I've been stretched thin like this, but the full time writing gig required me to divert my attention, much like a parent with several children. You'll be happy to know that I have returned feeling far more refreshed, and that massage loosened up my neck and shoulders, which allow me to better threaten the goblin who dictates all this for me (editor's note: we prefer the term little green men, but aliens took that from us).
I had a few people email me asking when stuff was coming out. Please remember to check my bio, I usually keep it updated with everything you might need to know (and some things you don't).
A huge thanks to the beta team, including Lit's own, TJ Skywind. Thanks to everyone who not only leaves stars and comments, but who share this tale with others. This story has literally changed my life, and it sounds like it's had a positive effect on some of you as well (I love reading those letters, btw, not for ego purposes, but because you all sound so happy).
There's another group of people I would super like to thank, but they have to remain mysterious for now. I've tried to figure out a way to do it, but ended up spending several hours just
Chasing Loopholes
"Archduchess Bethany?"
Beth lifted her head off of Mike's desk, a piece of paper stuck to her forehead. She flicked the offending piece of paper off, her bleary eyes focusing on the spectre of Death standing in the doorway. The Reaper was holding two cups of tea along with a small stack of mail tucked underneath his arm.
"What time is it?" she asked.
"It is almost three in the afternoon," Death said. "You fell asleep about an hour ago."
"Oh." Beth yawned and leaned back in her chair to stretch. She paused with her hands stretched toward the ceiling, her stomach briefly exposed beneath the soft white fabric of her sweater. "Wait. Archduchess?"
"I'm running out of titles to try," he replied.
"That one requires me to be married or a widow," Beth told him. "It does sound cool, but doesn't work."
"Ah." Death sounded disappointed. "Anyway, I got the mail." He walked over to set it on the desk. "I'm afraid it's all junk."
"How are things out there?" asked Beth.
"Grim." Death handed her one of the tea cups. "An odd mist has appeared around the property. I tried to count how many Fae warriors were there and gave up. They won't hold still."
"Did they say anything to you?" she asked.
"More of the same. Where is the Caretaker? Give us the girl. Dance with us." Death shook his head. "They are perfectly aware that they cannot harm me, nor can I harm them. The neighbors haven't noticed anything, but people are getting harassed by the Fae at the park down the road."
"Cheeky fuckers," Beth muttered. "Have...has anybody in the neighborhood gone missing?"
"Not that I'm aware of." Death scratched at the top of his head. "It's only a matter of time, though. Faerie rings have started appearing in the area. They weren't too happy when I destroyed them."
"How did you do that?" asked Beth.
"The little scythe." Death reached into his cloak and produced a miniature version of the wicked blade he normally carried. "It's great for precision work."
"Why do you even have a blade that small?"
"You should see the one I have for insects." Death grinned. "It's a mite smaller."
Beth narrowed her eyes. "Please don't," she warned.
"If it bugs you, I'll stop." Death sipped at his tea, a satisfied grin on his face.
"Do insects even have souls?" asked Beth. "Is there an afterlife for them?"
"Ah. A great question." Death stared ahead at the wall as he played with the teabag in his mug. "They are alive, but lack any true spiritual cohesion. Their soul, for lack of a better word, is made up of the same stuff as yours, but there's not nearly enough of it. The lifeforce they possess doesn't move on. It simply continues in a perpetual cycle. Perhaps as the universe comes to an end, this energy will have nowhere left to go and move on to the next realm, or simply fade away with the final breath of the last star in the sky."
"That..." Beth swallowed the lump in her throat. "Sounds kind of awful."
"The end of anything is rarely seen as pretty, archmage Bethany." Death lifted a bony brow. "Is that title okay?"
"It's better, but I'm not technically a mage. Are you looking these up online or something?"
"Er...maybe."
"Well, I appreciate you trying." Beth turned to the closest window. It had fogged up on the outside, and dark forms shifted around it. They occasionally would drag sharp fingers across the glass, creating symbols that attempted to grab at Beth's attention. Even though the Fae couldn't cross the boundary into the house, it didn't mean she was immune to some of their less tangible magical effects. Yuki had been forced to drag her away from a similar rune yesterday after Beth had stared at it so long that she started drooling.
Death was the only one who could safely go outside. Even Naia avoided going to her fountain, just in case they tried to influence her there. The only one particularly vulnerable was Amymone, who slept deep inside of her tree. However, the Fae were currently dead set on Grace or her father, and likely knew that harming Amymone would be considered a massive enough breach that even their queen would condemn them.
Titania. Beth thought about the Queen of the Fae and let out a sigh. If only they could speak with her directly, maybe they could get her to rein in her citizens.
Luckily, nobody in the home was going stir crazy. Their pocket dimension in Hawaii remained unbreached, and none of the centaurs reported any issues after closing up the greenhouse. Things at the cabin were different, however. The Fae were snooping around there, but had done nothing to disturb the Nirumbi, who had greeted them correctly as visitors.
This siege was unlike the others that had come to their home in that they could theoretically just ignore the Fae and go on with their lives. However, there was a massive caveat. Once Mike returned to the mortal realm, he would likely be captured and questioned. Grace would be unable to return to the cabin, not until the Fae could ask her about their missing citizens, and Beth did not trust them to do so politely.
The little Arachne's answers regarding the Fae had been enigmatic enough that Beth suspected something quite major had happened, but Grace had downplayed the truth for reasons unknown. Hopefully her father would have a better way of getting through to her.
Eulalie had shut down the Library a couple of days ago, closing off access to everyone. This was largely to keep the Fae from finding a backdoor into the house that they could use, but was also due to some trouble the Arachne had gotten into involving a witch. For now, it was better to keep the Library's witch problem from overlapping with the home's Fae issues.
"Anything else I should know?" asked Beth.
Death nodded. "I did see Order operatives in the area."
"What?" Beth felt her heart leap into her chest.
"They aren't here for us." Death gestured toward the window. "These events have not gone unnoticed. I spent some time with a nice young mage named Daniella, once she stopped screaming and running away. The Order has been informed that this is a house issue and not remotely our fault. Yet, the Fae may cause issues."
Beth nervously sipped at her tea and let out a groan. "I really hate that those assholes are even here," she said. She had it on rather good authority that the Order had no intention of fucking around with the Radley house anymore, but it wouldn't be the first time the Order had changed their mind. "So are they sticking around to help us?"
"No. Once they learned the truth of their mission, I was informed that all Order operations in the area would cease immediately. For some reason, they have no desire to tangle with either us or the Fae." The Grim Reaper shook his head in disappointment. "This seems rather anti-ethical with their original mission statement."
"Antithetical," Beth corrected, then smirked when she realized something. "How far through the dictionary are you?"
Death shrugged. "Not very. I wished to expand my vocabulary and learned that most of the bigger words are the grammatical equivalent of a bar trick. The majority of people don't seem to understand them enough to properly appreciate them, and I don't seek to mingle with only self-identified intellectuals."
"So you got bored?"
"Perhaps disinterested is a better term. Maybe even fatigued." The Reaper stuck a hand in his pocket and pulled out a biscotto, which was still wrapped in plastic. "I took these from a local coffee shop. Would you like one?"
"When you say took, I hope you meant paid."
Death shrugged. "The woman at the counter refused to look at me. I put enough money on the counter and left. It's not up to me to grease every cog in the wheel of commerce. I will note, however, that I did not leave a tip."
Beth laughed far harder than she should have. The sheer silliness of the exchange was such a juxtaposition to the stress of the last several days that it was the perfect outlet for everything that had been building up inside.
Her laughter was cut short by the sound of someone pounding a fist on their front door. She rolled her eyes and was almost to the living room when Yuki beat her to the door.
"I've got this one," muttered the kitsune. She snapped her fingers, and the temperature in the room dropped as a crown of ice formed on her head. The kitsune pulled the door open and glared at a figure made of stone and mud that now stood on their front porch.
"Hospitality," the creature demanded, gravel falling out of its mouth when it spoke.
"The owner of this home is not in," Yuki replied coldly. "At this time, we are not allowed to entertain guests without his express permission."
"Hospitality!" The creature slammed a fist against the house, causing the frame to crack. "Hos! Pi! Tal! I--"
Yuki snapped her fingers, sending a blast of arctic air into the Faerie. It was knocked backward off the porch and fell to the ground, frost crawling up its body. A series of icicles bloomed in a scattered circle around it, pinning it in place in such a way that the Fae had to hold still to avoid impaling itself.
"Today, I give you your life," Yuki declared, a maelstrom of ice crystals orbiting her body. "It is not a gift and it is not freely given. What do you offer in return?"
The bulky Fae gulped and shook, whether from terror or the cold, Beth couldn't tell.
"Mercy?" it asked.
"You may think the Radleys are blind to the rules," Yuki shouted, so others could hear. "One cannot force or threaten their way into a home when the owner is away and expect to be given proper Hospitality."
"Mercy?" asked the Fae again.
Yuki glared at the Fae on the ground. "Leave and never return in exchange for your life," she growled, her tails fanning out behind her. Never once did Yuki cross through the boundary of the door, meaning that her tails kept Beth from seeing what was happening.
She did, however, hear the steady beating of feet as the Fae squirmed free of its trap and ran. The Fae shapes in the fog giggled and laughed as their cohort fled, the sound hypnotic and alluring. Yuki shut the door, and the crown of ice vanished from her head.
"You're scary," said Beth.
"Yes."
Yuki turned her attention back to the living room where Grace was in the middle of folding a piece of paper alongside Reggie and a couple of other rats. There were dozens of origami animals all around the room, most of them insects. "They come under the guise of Hospitality, but they're little more than bullies."
No sooner had she spoken than somebody pounded on the door. Yuki's ear twitched, and she moved to the curtain to see who it might be. "It's another one," she grumbled. "Guy who looks like a praying mantis crossed with John Lennon."
"I've got this one." Beth hurried back to the office. She came back out with a piece of paper and some double-sided sticky tape. On the paper, she had written Knock if you would like us to gift you with our presence.
Yuki laughed. "Will that actually work?"
"They aren't exactly pestering us with their brightest." In fact, Beth had no idea if such a thing would work, but the Fae took gifts very seriously. She pushed open the door and stared up at the mantis-shaped John Lennon, who clacked his mandibles angrily. His blade-shaped hand was frozen mid-knock.
"I demand--"
"A high-five?" Beth slapped the open palm of the Fae. "Given, as requested. What will you give me in exchange?"
The Fae's bug eyes changed colors as it spluttered angrily. Beth stuck the sign to the outside of the door and pushed the paper smooth. When she turned back around, the Fae was still blustering.
"If you're trying to think of adequate compensation, I'm trying to decide between a hundred years as my personal servant or having you leave me alone for the next hundred years. If you can't choose, I could always toss a coin."
The Fae went silent, its mouthparts flexing in frustration. Beth wasn't entirely sure if such an agreement would be legally binding by Fae terms, but it was also clear that Bug Lennon wasn't either.
Beth pulled the silver coin out of her pocket. It was almost hot to the touch. "I've got a coin right here."
"I choose the second option!" Bug Lennon bolted off of the porch, his wings fluttering as he hopped away into the mist. Beth smirked and went back inside where Yuki stood waiting.
"What would you have done if he chose the first option?" asked the kitsune.
Beth shrugged. "No idea. Probably would have ordered him to go plant a forest. Something useful, anyway."
The kitsune chuckled and moved back into the living room just in time to keep Grace from biting the head off of an origami mantis. The symbolism was not lost on Beth. She flopped onto the nearest chair and let out a loud huff just as her phone chimed back in the office.
"Damn it," she muttered. Before she could get up, Death came into the room carrying her phone. "Oh. Thanks."
"My pleasure." Death's eye lights flickered.
Beth unlocked her phone and saw that she had a rather long text from Eulalie. With the Library on lockdown, the Arachne was using some random server in a Fae-proof building in New Zealand to send messages. As Beth read through it, she got up from her chair and headed for the stairs.
"Everything okay?" asked Yuki.
"When has it ever been?" Beth put her phone away. "Mike learned that one of the former Caretakers escaped from Avalon, and he wanted to know if Kisa could check with Naia. However, Kisa is stuck in the Library, so the task fell on me."
Yuki grinned. "Have fun."
"We'll see." Beth walked up the stairs and into Mike's bedroom. The temperature in the house was colder than usual. Part of that was due to Yuki's magic. Their HVAC system was struggling with keeping the place warm, and Tink wasn't around to smack it with a hammer, or whatever it was she typically did.
Just how much did the little goblin do? She was so incredibly efficient at her job that it was hard to accurately gauge what may be going wrong with the house.
When Beth stepped into the bedroom, she could hear Naia singing from the bathroom. The nymph was lounging in the water-filled tub, her eyes closed as she sang happily to herself.
"You're in a good mood." Beth sat at the edge of the tub.
"Don't tell anyone, but..." Naia's sapphire eyes opened and she smiled. "I'm faking it."
"Faking it?"
"Trying to keep my mind off of...that." Naia gestured toward the closest window. "It's been a while since I've been forced to stay inside. I don't really care for the amount of potential violence waiting for me outside, and I really don't like the idea of having to hide inside my spring. These last few years have been far too interesting for my taste in terms of the dangers we've seen."
"Do you regret it?" asked Beth. "Choosing Mike?"
Naia's eyes sparkled. "Not in the slightest. This home has seen more love in the last couple of years than all others combined...I think." The nymph put a finger to her lips as if lost in thought. "I guess I can only assume. It's more of a feeling I get than something I can prove."
"Right." Memories of the house were locked after a Caretaker passed. At least, they were until certain conditions were met. "Speaking of stuff you can't remember, Mike saw a vision of a Caretaker named Natalie."
"Oh?" Naia sat up, her full breasts causing ripples in the water as she moved. "What did he see?"
Beth explained the vision that Nyx had shown to Mike. At one point, Naia's features had lit up in recognition, and she nodded her head.
Once Beth was finished, Naia spoke. "Natalie had an agreement with a powerful vampyr named Vincentius. He claimed to be a player in the game called the Conqueror and asked her for sanctuary. At the time, she was under the impression that the path to power came from bringing more cryptids into her care, so agreed to help him hide the magical mirror that led to Avalon beneath Machnaimh Abbey in exchange for the Abbey itself. She thought it would be some loophole where anyone inside of Vincentius' pocket world would count toward her total and that the Geas' protection would then extend to the Abbey."
"Not a bad idea," Beth commented.
"During that era, there were humans still living at the Abbey. They were employed by Vincentius, or rather they were held under his thrall. Natalie was able to talk with them and realized after some time that the power she might achieve by "hosting" Vincentius was very much against her nature as a Caretaker and might actually prevent her from winning the game."
"And so she tried to take him out?" asked Beth.
"Her plan failed spectacularly," Naia said. "Though he seemed to be a false player in the game, he is extremely powerful. Therefore, her backup plan was to take Merlin's tower. Maybe she'd find something to make her powerful enough to even the odds later on."
Beth let out a sigh. "Do you know how she got home?"
Naia shook her head. "No, but we may be able to find out." She patted the water. "Want to sift through the memories with me?"
"We can do that?" asked Beth. "I thought you could only share memories with Mike?"
"Technically, the Caretaker, but..." The nymph giggled. "He recognizes you as an equal and potential successor. We've bent so many rules that I half expect the Architect to return and yell at us."
"Unless they wanted us to," added Beth. She was already slipping out of her clothes. Yeah, she could just use magic to dry herself, but clothing wasn't designed to be comfortable in water.
"I hadn't considered that." Naia held up a hand to assist Beth into the tub. Once Beth was immersed in the warm water, Naia sank beneath the waves and reappeared underneath Beth, holding her so that the back of Beth's head rested between her breasts.



"Do you think the recliner industry would be upset to learn how comfortable this is?" asked Beth. "If La-Z-Boy would just put boobs on their headrest, they'd bankrupt everybody else."
"People are weird about boobs," said Naia. "But I'm glad you've learned to appreciate them."
"Well..." Beth blushed. She was suddenly aware of the lithe body pressed up against hers. "I...uh...forgot what I was going to say."
"Then stop trying." Watery hands worked on massaging the tension out of Beth's arms and legs. "This will work a lot better if you relax. Soul magic is always easiest when everyone is calm."
Beth closed her eyes and let out a sigh of satisfaction as Naia's fingers went to work. For a bit, she wondered if the gentle strokes and caresses might turn into something more. However, it didn't take long before she entered a semi-slumber, one where it felt like she was going to fall asleep at any moment.
One second, she was in the bathtub. The next, she was in a state of freefall, her stomach lurching upward through her stomach.
"Whoa!" Beth sat up with a start. She was back in the tub. "What the hell was that?"
"Where the memory starts," said Naia. "Lie back down. It seems like seeing this will be a little rough."
"That's one way of putting it," muttered Beth. It took her even longer this time to relax, and she almost snapped out of the memory again once the sensation of free-fall hit her body. At first, she was falling in a void. Eventually, the darkness melted away from her to reveal a large room. Based on the architecture of the stones, it was most likely the interior of Merlin's tower.
"Yahoo!" The words came out of her mouth, and Beth realized that she was no longer in control of her body.
"That's because it's not your body," whispered Naia in her ear. "Right now, you are Natalie."
"This is hard," Beth replied. "I don't like not being in control."
"You are safe," Naia replied. "Just let this happen if you wish to watch it."
Taking three deep breaths to center herself, Beth let go.

🏠🏠🏠
Natalie was stuck in a state of freefall, her body hovering in the center of the hallway. Gravity, the harsh mistress that she was, was no longer functioning properly.
With a joyful laugh, Natalie bounced around the hallway by kicking off the walls. It reminded her very much of swimming in the small lake where she had grown up. Sadly, childhood had come to an end when her mother had decided that petticoats and makeup were far more important than her daughter's joy in the outdoors.
Was this how Abella felt all of the time? If so, why was the gargoyle usually so dour?
The only light in the hallway was supplied by a magical bubble which bounced around above her. Every time it hit a surface, the light changed color, all of them pastels.
Eventually, Natalie tired of kicking her way along the hall and found herself floating in the middle of it. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, leatherbound notebook.
"Okay, let me see..." She studied her notes. Arcane symbols had been scrawled across the paper, several of them glowing only when she looked directly at them. "It looks like...darn. I can't take the whole tower, can I?"
The plan had been a simple one on the outside. She had originally intended to trap Vincentius and his brood in one of the spare towers and drop the whole thing into a hole, but Naia had pointed out a major flaw in that particular plan. If the fall didn't actually kill Vincentius, then she would be stuck in Avalon until the vampyr eventually starved to death, which could be centuries.
The older a vampyr, the longer they could live without food. Vincentius was one of the oldest ones, maybe even their progenitor, and she didn't want to spend the rest of her life stuck in a prison of his making.
However, the spell that she intended to use to bond part of this tower to her home had a serious limitation. While Natalie had done some early math to figure out how much of the tower she could steal, her own upbringing had lacked a proper mathematical education. That, coupled with the fact that she had underestimated the size of the tower, meant that she was only now aware that her spell would be insufficient to take any more than the top of the tower.
"Oh well," she muttered, letting go of the journal and watching it float away. She stuck a hand in her pocket and pulled out a measuring tape. It wasn't like she didn't have plenty of time to figure out exactly how much magic would be required to make this happen.
A quick measurement along with the realization that she had forgotten to account for the thickness of the exterior walls had her fuming. That, and the windows had started to frost over. Wherever this hole went, it certainly wasn't warm. Already, the air had taken on a chill that pervaded everything.
"At least I'm not going to land in Hell," she muttered. Now that was a miserable place! The one time she had been there, the screaming had really been unnerving.
After doing some more math and properly accounting for the third dimension, she realized that no amount of wishing things were different would allow her to take anything other than the top room of the tower. Sadly, it was blocked off by a set of double doors with some sort of mechanism holding it shut.
The door itself was decorated with symbols for the different planets and some stars she didn't recognize. There were five turnable gears, each one a different color, and a single handle in the middle to turn them. In the center of the doors was a column where the symbols could be rotated through, making the door very much like a cryptex. Without the password, she wouldn't be able to get in.
She turned a gear and watched as the symbols changed. Each gear seemed to control two different symbols, so even if she knew the right password, figuring out how to put it in was an obnoxious mess. She turned a few gears until she had a random password inputted, then wedged herself against the floor to pull the lever that was located in the door itself.
An icy chill spread through her body as a series of interlocking blades hidden in the door's design blossomed like a lotus flower, revealing a glowing gemstone that hummed with energy. Natalie immediately leapt out of the way as a powerful wave of force fired out of the door, causing the tower to shake and tilt.
"Fuck that," she muttered, her ears ringing.
After pondering the door and probing it with magic, Natalie took a break and searched the rest of the tower for anything of value. Merlin's tower was largely empty, though she did find a few tomes bouncing around that seemed like they might hold some value. The wizard's bedroom had become a proper mess, the featherdown bed having ruptured and its pillows filling the room to the point that the doorway erupted with them upon opening it. Whatever the wizard had been trying to hide from the rest of the world, it was definitely locked up in that observatory of his.
Several hours passed as she floated through the tower in frustration.

🏠🏠🏠
"Naia?" Beth's awareness surfaced in her own body, but she kept her eyes closed. "Is there any way to skip ahead? I'm worried that her memories are quite a bit longer than this. I don't want to spend days inside of her head just...waiting for the next part to happen."
Naia giggled. "Yes, give me a moment and I think we can do that."

🏠🏠🏠
Frustrated by her lack of progress and food, Natalie was forced to spend the next few days studying nothing but that damned door. Several of the tower windows had cracked from the cold, frost forming and becoming thick on the inside. Natalie was using her magic to keep warm on the top floor, which was another potential issue. Would she starve first or freeze to death?
Natalie wasn't worried about water. She was not only yanking condensation out of the air, but had forced her body to hold in as much as possible. This was a tactic that had served her well while hunting spirits in the desert, and would keep her alive here.
Her journal was now attached to a string, the thread looped around her wrist. Two days ago, she had spent the better part of an afternoon trying to find it as it bounced around the tower.
Also, how was this pit bottomless? Vincentius had always been cagey about why it was here. She wondered if he had fucked up the spell that had brought all of his castle here to Avalon. The man had figured out how to merge them together, but spatial magic was often very tricky. She rarely messed with spatial magic at a level this large, other than when she had merged that broken world to the greenhouse behind her home.
"Why won't you open!" she yelled and gave the door of Merlin's office a kick. This served to send her bouncing backward across the hallway where several bubble lights now flickered. Natalie had stuck them there in an attempt to create a bed to sleep in.
She should have brought one of the fairies with her. Even their inane chatter would be preferable to the constant whooshing sound the tower now played like a massive flute. The whole structure now thrummed with the sound, having settled into whatever position it now fell in. Natalie likened it to a flute falling down a well, and had drawn several pictures of it in her journal.
Over the last several days, she had been left with only one option: to enter every possible code she could think of while dodging that magical blast. The process had been sped up greatly by the fact that her precognition was triggering just a moment sooner. Just as she started to pull the lever, that cold feeling in her gut warned her to back off and change to a different symbol.
Her notebook was packed with many different variations, she had already tried hundreds, maybe even thousands. It was mind numbing work that had her so dead to the world that she almost didn't register the moment she grabbed the lever and her sixth sense said nothing.
Upon pulling the lever, the star signs actually started rotating on their own, the mechanism resetting itself as the double doors swung open.
"Aha!" Natalie kicked off the floor and floated into the room. Up above, the gears of the colossal telescope had come loose, all of them floating around the room. Books, scrolls, and magical implements bounced around, the room absolutely saturated with mana.
"Finally," Natalie muttered, her fingers trembling as she pulled out her measuring tape. Over the course of several hours, she meticulously mapped out the size of the room, stopping only once when she realized that she could somehow see stars outside of the observatory's roof.
"Spatial magic," she muttered, wondering if she should just crawl out that window and find a way home from there. Wherever that opening went might have a place she could link with her house and allow her to go back and forth.
However, she realized that was mainly hunger talking. Her stomach was its own bottomless void right now. How was she supposed to know that she should have packed more snacks for stealing a tower?
"I just need to teleport a magical tower falling down a bottomless pit back to my house before I starve to death is all," she muttered. "Just typical 19th century girl stuff."
Even now, she was dying to know what was inside of all of the books floating around. This place was likely a reservoir for knowledge that hadn't been seen in centuries, and that included the Library. Maybe Natalie could trade that snotty cyclops some books for the privilege of being allowed to come back to the Library. The Head Librarian had been extremely angry after Natalie had lost the books she had borrowed without checking them out the correct way.
"Uppity bitch," Natalie muttered to herself. It took her the better part of six hours to use a piece of chalk to inscribe arcane runes along the floor, walls, and ceiling. Several of them were already thrumming with power in an attempt to link to their sister runes that were inscribed on the roof of her house.
One of her favorite things to do was to stitch parts of other places to her own home. The journal left behind by the Architect spelled out the process quite clearly, and it had been easy enough for even a beginner like her to do so.
However, doing so in a free-falling room had been a far bigger challenge than she expected. Just the act of drawing on the floor would cause her to drift away, which meant she was constantly using magic to stabilize her body. She was hungry, grouchy, and just wanted to go home.
"Stupid fucking vampyr," she muttered to herself as she continued drawing her sigils. The language was quite unladylike, but she didn't really give a shit. A week spent in solitude with nobody to talk to or fuck had driven her up the wall. "When I get home, I'm gonna lay in that bathtub and have Naia eat me until I black the fuck out."
After what felt like days, she finished the diagram that encompassed the room. There were way faster methods of doing this, but that required a location that held still. If she had done everything correctly, then she would be home very shortly.
If not, the house would be looking for a new successor. Natalie wasn't quite ready to find her own replacement yet. She had a personal theory that doing so actually was a secret rule that caused you to stop progressing in the Great Game. After this worked, she could spend the next decade or so going through the powerful works of Merlin himself.
The room lit up from within, the magical circuit completed. Natalie floated toward the center of the floor where she had drawn a small handprint in chalk. This wasn't part of the rune itself. Instead, this was just to remind her of where her hand went.
Tumbling through the sky in a broken tower, she spoke the magic words.
"There's no place like home," she said, pushing her will into the runes. Across the universe, the other half of the runes would blaze with light, then snatch this building (or what was left of it) away to attach to her property. Giggling like a proper madman, Natalie watched the magic take hold as the entire surface of the room glowed bright green.
And just like that, the room stopped falling. Natalie slammed into the floor so hard that it felt like she had burst. Up above, the machinery for the telescope let out a heavy groan as the gearworks ruptured, showering her with jagged metal. She tried to scream, but the breath had been forced from her body in the collision.
The magic may have snatched away the top of Merlin's tower, but spatial magic was tricky. Natalie had failed to account for the fact that the contents of the room were in freefall. So while the structure was intact with no real sign of damage, everything in the room had continued its downward motion.
Blood bubbled from Natalie's lips as she fought to breathe. Her magic had protected her from bursting like a bag of water, but just barely. If she had any hopes of survival, she'd need to--
"Well this is unexpected." The voice was soft, almost childlike. Natalie tried to turn her head, but couldn't. Instead, she sent out a pulse of magic like a bat's sonar and discovered that something was now sitting on the barrel of the telescope. The creature slid down the tube as if it were a slide, followed by a strange flutter as it met the ground.
"Hello, friend..." was all Natalie could muster. The creature moved around the room, but never quite stepped where she could see it.
"Merlin is going to be most upset," it said. Natalie realized after a moment that the thing wasn't actually speaking a language she could understand with her ears. Somehow, the speech was intelligible inside her mind. "That's assuming he's even still alive. I haven't seen him recently, and time is strange for me. Oh, oh! I can actually feel time flowing around me, what a strange sensation. Is this what a rock feels like inside a river? Which direction is upstream? I'm having some trouble figuring out what hasn't happened yet."
"Plea..." Natalie couldn't get enough air. It felt like the room was still spinning.
The creature walked over to her. "It seems like you have sustained some sort of damage." A soft, furry hand caressed the back of her neck. "I foresee you will live, but only just. I have seen it. Or I am seeing it. Am I seeing what I'm seeing, or just seeing what I'll see later? Wow, what fun!"
Natalie's thoughts tumbled as the creature walked around the room. It was completely silent. The few times she was able to see it, the thing was hunched over and she only got a look at the cloak it wore. It looked like a pair of wings.
"Don't think me heartless," the creature said. "The people who find you are very combative. If I were to drag you out of here in your current condition, they will assault me. I'm afraid my visage is quite unsettling and open to interpretation." The entity knelt by her once more. "And I apologize to those riding along in your mind right now. I'm sure they're uncomfortable, too."
"Who?" A single word question was all she could manage.
"Who, indeed? I come from the furthest place possible, yet it is simultaneously no distance at all. I am an acquaintance of the one you know as Merlin and was simply curious about the noise coming from his tower. He allows me to study the exterior, you see. I broke a rule by coming inside without his permission, but now I wonder if he no longer exists to grant it." There was a long pause, followed by a chuckle. "Also, I'm aware that you were asking who is in your head. They already know who they are and will find my current answer far more enlightening."
If Natalie could breathe, she would be panicking. Outside the room, she heard shouting, followed by a pounding sound.
"Ah, yes. You closed and locked that door before transport, didn't you?" The creature moved away from her. "I'm afraid that you will be unable to open it again. Your brain has suffered some sort of trauma and pattern recognition will be a struggle in the future. I'm going to open it and sneak out while they come in to save your life. But I want you to know that I mean no harm. After all, I'm just a visitor, unlike my hungrier brethren."
"Ga..." Natalie spit up some more blood.
The creature walked into her field of view and turned to face her, its head twisting around as if on a swivel. All she could make out were its glowing red eyes as she lost consciousness.

🏠🏠🏠
Beth let out a scream as she surfaced from the memory, gasping for air and tearing at her chest. She could still feel the phantom agony of broken bones and ruptured innards.
"It's okay!" Naia shouted, grabbing onto Beth to keep her from slipping out from between her thighs. Beth's magic ignited, causing the water to explode and go everywhere. Naia quietly held her in place, then drew the water back into the tub.
"What was that?" Beth demanded. Even now, those glowing red eyes seemed to be looking at her across time. "That thing!"
"I don't know," Naia replied, shushing Beth and stroking her hair like a child. "I really have no idea. There are no further memories of it, and Natalie never thought of it again."
"Did she..."
"Die? Not from that." Naia smiled wistfully. "Her memories are small patches after that. She did survive, but never quite recovered her mental faculties. She dreamt often of those eyes, but it was like a night terror. Something she rarely remembered in her waking hours."
Beth shivered. Even now, her brain was trying to comprehend exactly what she saw, and her glance was brief at best. The temperature of the bath felt much colder than usual, and she sent some mana into it in an attempt to warm up.
"You're not actually cold," Naia said. "I promise the temperature is fine. What we just saw, it's...unsettling."
"It also isn't useful," Beth replied. "Unless you know how to do the magic that she did, I could do some of it here and Mike could do the rest there."



"That is one option," Naia replied. "Which, frankly, may be easier than the other."
"Killing Vincentius?"
The nymph nodded. "We need to let Mike know right away. Or, rather, let Kisa know so that she can inform him. This is such a mess."
"We should send somebody," said Beth. "Yuki. Abella. Maybe even Ratu."
"I don't know that we could safely get anybody there," said Naia. "I wouldn't put it past the Fae to have somebody waiting right next to that mirror in the hopes of taking one of ours."
"But it's our property," Beth protested. "Or, rather, it's Mike's. Ours by extension. I'm not really sure how the Fae will see that."
"They'll see it in whatever light they decide best portrays their best interests. And should Yuki, Ratu, or Abella accidentally spend a hundred years from our perspective in the Fae realm being questioned for what feels like only a few minutes to them, that wouldn't constitute as harm, now would it? But it would seriously fuck us over."
Grumbling, Beth stood and stepped out of the tub. Her legs felt weak beneath her. "You know, I'm always a bit wobbly when I get out of here," she said. "This is the first time it wasn't any fun."
"You could always come back later."
Beth smirked. "Maybe," she replied. "I feel like there are more important things than getting laid right now. I need to prevent the Fae from stealing our children while rescuing the man of the house from a vampyr's pocket dimension. You know, twenty-first century girl stuff."
The nymph giggled, then stopped and cocked her head to one side, her ears growing larger. "What's that tapping sound?"
Beth heard it now, too. At first, she thought maybe the sink had a leak and was dripping, but realized the sound was coming from more than one location. Puzzled, she walked out into Mike's bedroom and stopped when she saw a pair of dark figures at the window.
Both of them were tapping on the glass. Through the condensation on the glass, she could make out their wicked smiles at the sight of her, which made her remember that she was still naked. Ignoring them, she got dressed and walked out into the hall.
The whole house was filled with tapping. Rats scurried everywhere in a panic, clearly waiting for instructions that hadn't come yet. The fairy girls zipped about, and Cerulea paused in midair when she noticed Beth.
"I saw a Fae trying to get in through the window!" she shouted.
"Which window?" asked Beth.
"All of them!" Cerulea wiggled in midair. "Do I get the big prize?"
"We can talk later." Already, the tapping was growing louder. Down below, she heard Abella cry out in agony. She imagined those taps sounded like a hammer on steel to her. "I need to talk to Kisa. Tell the others we're about to have a family meeting."
"Prizes, prizes, prizes!" Cerulea shot off like a rocket, leaving a blue glitter trail behind her. Beth had no way of knowing if she would follow orders, but that was a later problem. She pulled out her cellphone and started writing one massive text to Eulalie.

🏠🏠🏠
Mike stood on a small stool with his arms stuck out to the side while a man named Taylor took his measurements. Taylor had a bolt of black fabric draped over each shoulder, the only difference between the two being the sheen.
"You are much taller than anyone living in the village." Taylor grinned up at him with a few straight pins dangling from his lips. He stood and turned to his apprentice, a younger man named Taylor Jr. The younger Taylor handed him a jacket from a small wooden wardrobe that the teen had carried in on his back. "It'll be a challenge to have something ready by tomorrow, but the good kind."
"Uh huh." Mike had actually said very little to the man, but not out of unkindness. Taylor was holding up the conversation for everybody present.
"I attribute it to the limited diet in the village, but people tell me I think too much. But that's how I've been ever since I was a kid. Always asking questions." Taylor threw the coat over Mike's shoulders and moved behind him. "Huh. I thought I would have to pin this in a bit. The only person with broader shoulders than you is the Caretaker himself."
"Really?" At the mention of Vincentius, Mike's left eyelid twitched.
"Yeah. I've been dressing him ever since I was a young boy."
This caught Mike's attention. Upon returning to his tower suite, he had met up with Sofia and learned about something that the vampyr referred to as the Culling. The very short version of that story was that Natalie showed up and ruined the guy's whole century. Back then, the people in the village were treated more like the cattle that they were. Natalie, being a true Caretaker, let slip some stories of Earth. It wasn't a wasteland, nor would the people be hunted there. She also told the village elders what their true purpose was. Their Lord didn't just rule by fear. He was eating them.
Naturally, when Natalie left with Merlin's tower, Vincentius exploded. The villagers came to him with demands, he had Lady Charlotte round up all the pre-teen children and she kept them isolated in the church while he and the other vassals wiped out the adult population. A memory spell altered what the gargoyles knew. Those who were unaffected were shattered and tossed into the void.
Seeing an opportunity, Vincentius did what any man in power did after fucking up and getting called out for it: he rebranded. All the stories he knew about Natalie as the Caretaker became his own, and Lady Charlotte had been forced to teach the children that when they got older, they would Ascend. Whether to Heaven or back to Earth, the phrasing didn't matter.
Right now, the vampyr were eating their flock as slowly as possible in the hopes of surviving until the villager population increased. It was far easier to keep the villagers in line by making them believe they had some enigmatic divine purpose beyond.
In short, Vincentius had managed to learn that it was far easier to attract flies with honey than vinegar. Taking on the identity of the person who had fucked him over so badly instead of just making up his own story was probably something that a psychologist would be interested in writing a paper on.
There was a knock on the door. TJ walked over to open it.
"Hello, Lady Charlotte!" TJ stepped away from the door to allow the woman to follow him in. The woman studied Mike appreciatively for a moment, then turned her gaze up the stairs.
"I assume that your assistant is upstairs?" she asked the tailor.
Taylor nodded. "My daughter Taylor is with them."
Mike said nothing. Apparently, Taylor the tailor had taken the idea of a family name extremely seriously. His own father had been named Taylor, though the man really didn't remember much about his dad. He did, however, remember the plague that wiped out a bunch of people, sparing only the children who were locked in a church and praying for salvation.
Fucking vampyrs. Or was it just vampyr? He didn't know.
Taylor the third, or whatever her nickname was, was currently upstairs measuring Sofia and Cecilia for their dresses. Cerberus could apparently alter her own dress to some degree, which was actually quite useful, because Taylor had no idea how to design a neckline for three heads and an extra boob.
Honestly, the man was doing pretty well for himself, considering everything he knew about making clothes was from what he had been taught by his parents as a child.
Charlotte walked up the stairs, leaving Mike with the two Taylors and Sulyvahn. The dullahan was sitting on a nearby couch with a smirk on his face.
"Ye look right and proper," he said. "Or ye will once that coat gets fitted."
"You're next," Taylor commented as he brushed some dust and lint off of Mike's jacket. "Actually, TJ can start measuring you right now."
"I'm not one fer suits," said Suly. He unconsciously tugged at one of his buckles. "I'm sorta built to come in one package."
"The Caretaker wants everyone to match," Taylor countered. "You can take it up with him."
Sulyvahn grumbled as he watched TJ pull out a small stool. The dullahan stepped onto it and waited patiently as TJ pulled out his own measuring tape and started taking measurements.
Taylor, who was using a piece of chalk to mark the suit jacket, gestured for Mike to take it off. He put the jacket back on its hangar and stuck it in the wardrobe.
Over the next half hour, Taylor spoke at length about the outfit he was designing for tomorrow night's celebration. Mike stuck with single syllable answers, his mind officially wandering elsewhere. Not long before the village tailors had arrived, Kisa had notified him that he had two options for going home. One involved trying to learn something called spatial magic, which would allow him to try and rip a part of the castle away and stitch it to his house. This would require both him and Beth to somehow coordinate the whole affair using Kisa as an intermediary. That was also assuming they could find a reliable source which, once again, would have to be passed through cat radio.
The other option was to kill a centuries-old, extremely powerful vampyr and his tribe, cloister, or whatever the fuck you called a group of vampyr. Was this a nest? Or was the castle a nest, and the vampyr inside--
"Lord Radley?" Taylor held up a hand. "I said you can get down."
Mike stepped off the stool without taking the man's hand. "I'm curious. The Lady Nyx is not here. Will the Caretaker take offense if she is not properly attired?"
Taylor flinched. "The, uh, Lady Nyx informed me this morning that she would make her own dress. After demonstrating her abilities to manipulate her clothing, I explained what was expected of her for this event. She was very...persuasive."
Mike snorted. "Of course she was." He wasn't entirely sure what all she had been up to whenever she dropped into the village. She had disappeared shortly after learning about the Culling from Sofia and the others. His only hope was that whatever Nyx was working on would somehow be beneficial to his family and not just herself. "So how often do you all have celebrations like this?"
"This specifically? None that I can remember." Taylor smiled wistfully. "The Caretaker does attend all of our weddings and baptisms, though. He has a vested interest in our families, and even knows each of us by name."
"That's 'cause you lot have the same names," muttered Sulyvahn. The dullahan was now draped beneath several different fabrics. "How many other Taylors does the village have?"
"I'm the only tailor," Taylor replied.
Sulyvahn rolled his eyes. "Now I understand why the others get so mad. I don't even think this 'un is doin' it on purpose."
"How many people named Taylor?" Mike asked.
"Ah. Myself, my son, my daughter, and one more at home."
"Ye've named all yer kids Taylor?"
"And one named Cooper," said Taylor. "He's already apprenticing with--"
"A man named Cooper?" asked Mike.
Taylor chuckled. "Wrong again. Cooper is working with a man named Fisher. They're working together on a method to better preserve fish in a barrel."
Sulyvahn opened his mouth to say something, but Mike held up a hand in warning.
"Down this road lies only madness," he said.
Sulyvahn considered Mike's words, then nodded. "Aye. Best to just let it be." He looked down at TJ, who was holding out a coat for him to try on. The dullahan sighed and slid it on. "I'm not used to wearin' finery."
"It's just for one afternoon, you'll live." Mike chuckled, remembering all the times he'd been forced to wear a tie as a kid. He couldn't imagine how uncomfortable the dullahan would be with what amounted to an extra layer of clothing.
It would be the same way with Cecilia. He looked upstairs, wondering how things were going for her and Sofia. There was another knock on the door, followed by a trio of servants entering. They were carrying baskets of food which they arranged on one of the tables.
No, not servants. Thralls. Last night, Sofia had explained to him that thralls came in many forms, but these ones seemed to be little more than walking husks dedicated to taking care of the premises and watching out for potential danger. The men and women working in the castle seemed older than the villagers, which made him wonder if some of them had been around during the Culling.
For modern day vampires, thralls came in a bunch of different flavors, sometimes literally. They could be mind-controlled, addicted to being drained, or even in a symbiotic relationship of sorts. There was no shortage of ways for a vampire to do this.
However, the vampyr of old were different. These thralls had been depleted on a spiritual level, their souls barely sparkling in their chests. Mike wondered now if Vincentius was literally eating their souls. Based on what he had seen yesterday, this was very much a possibility.
He wished he could ask Lily about it. The succubus ate souls, but they were trapped inside of her metaphorical stomach for an eternity of torment. This was something he tried not to think of often, especially in regards to who she may have consumed prior to coming into his life.
But what worried him more was the idea that Vincentius could actually be digesting and destroying them. Learning that souls were real and that there was an afterlife was perhaps the most important bit of knowledge he had learned since inheriting his home. Wars were literally fought over what people believed happened after death, and he thought it an absolute tragedy that something as precious as an eternity of peace could be stolen away from people.
Damn. Now he wished he could talk to Death about it and see what the Reaper thought about the whole affair.
The thralls finished setting up the food just as Lady Charlotte appeared on the balcony above. Her hair had been pulled up into a bun above her head, revealing her slender neck. Mike couldn't help but stare a bit, wondering if that was where Vincentius had bitten her. He had so many questions he wanted to ask, but couldn't because of that damned dark tendril that followed Charlotte around.
He noticed the same darkness shadowing the thralls, but to a lesser extent. Mike imagined that it was this way because nobody was really talking to the servants. That, and the thralls were less independent. They would absolutely report anything unsavory to their master.
The thralls left, leaving Charlotte still standing up above him. Taylor and TJ, finished with Suly's measurements, went upstairs and knocked on the door where the women were being measured. They were invited in and closed the door behind them.
"Alone at last," muttered Charlotte as she let out a sigh. The dark tendril above suddenly latched onto her and she stiffened at its touch.
"Now that lunch is here, we must speak on what to expect at tomorrow night's party." She walked toward the stairs, a far off look in her eye. "There will be some light snacks provided and dancing. The Caretaker would like you to interact with the villagers, particularly the young women."
Mike narrowed his eyes. "Why?" he asked.
"He wishes you to familiarize yourself with the people you will be spending the rest of your life with." She raised a hand to cut off his protest. "I know that you have thoughts on this matter, but arguing them with me is pointless. It will be far more beneficial for you to wait until the Caretaker explains what he wants of you. Who knows? You may even like it."
Charlotte's words sounded hopeful, but her face betrayed her disgust. Her fingers were already writing something on her slate, and he wasn't surprised to see that she had written an apology. She was at the bottom of the stairs now, and wrote something else on the tablet.
Do you have a plan to escape? it said.
"What on earth could Vincentius offer me that would make me want to stay?" he asked, then took the tablet from her and wrote a message of his own.
Maybe. He knew what he needed to do, but not necessarily how he was going to do it.
"That's not for me to say," she replied, then gestured at the table. "You look hungry. Why don't you eat?" Charlotte took the slate back and wrote on it.
Will it hurt the villagers? Out of every potential problem, Charlotte was the most worried about the people she saw as her children.
"Only if you join me." He pointed at her slate and shook his head. Unless Vincentius commanded the villagers to attack him, he had no plan to hurt them. At least they weren't mindless thralls, and none of them seemed to be fighters, either.
Mike looked at the food that had been brought in as he sat. At the center of the table was a large earthenware bowl heaped with baked apples, their skins split and glistening with honey and cinnamon. Two small pies had also been prepared with Avalon's apples.
To one side, a steaming pot of apple pottage awaited ladling, thick with barley and onions, the apples having softened into the broth to create a hearty base. Beside it sat a round of dark bread, accompanied by a crock of apple butter. Two modest egg dishes anchored either end of the table - a baked custard speckled with diced apples and nutmeg, and a flat herb omelet cooked with shredded apple and wild onions.
There were apple fritters fried in butter, sprinkled with precious sugar. A wooden platter held slices of hard cheese alongside dried apple rings, their edges curled and browned. The food looked delicious, and his stomach growled. He had barely eaten any breakfast this morning.
"As you wish." Charlotte took a seat right next to him. While Mike picked at some of the food, she once again launched into her sales pitch about the village, rambling on about the individual people there. It didn't take long before Vincentius turned his attention elsewhere. Maybe it was out of boredom, or the dude needed to go clean his fucking coffin.
The moment the tendril vanished, Charlotte let out a sigh of relief. "Let us be quick," she whispered. "I don't know when he'll listen in again."
"Obnoxious little fucker." Mike looked over at Suly. "Be ready for Operation: Smokescreen."
The dullahan gave him a thumbs up with a wide smirk on his face.
"It'll make sense later," Mike said. "So what do you need to tell me."
"I assume you saw everything yesterday?"
And more, he thought, remembering the premonition about being yanked through the wall. "I did. It wasn't good."
She shook her head. "It is not. He has already selected several young women from the village to entice you into staying. Taylor's wife is taking their measurements and prepping dresses for them right now. The Caretaker may have hinted that you are eligible to be married."
Mike was about to laugh it off when something occurred to him. This place was like a time capsule straight out of...well, whatever year Vincentius had arrived. "When you say young women, how old are we talking?"
Lady Charlotte gave him a severe look. "Does their youth...interest you?"
He shook his head vehemently. "Gods, no! When you say women, I picture someone who looks like, well, you. Or roughly my own age. Not...whatever age they are." Mike was suddenly horrified about the idea of Vincentius trying to play matchmaker for him at what would be the equivalent of a High School dance. "Back on Earth, we highly encourage adults to, well, date only other adults. We've been pretty progressive about stuff like that since the late 1800s."
The vampyr let out a sigh of relief. "I always see them as children, even when they have grandkids of their own. I'm their primary mother figure, after all. But you have to realize that they are seen as no more than breeding stock to...the others. Galahad and I have been responsible for identifying particular pairings. Those who are unable to reproduce are rarely allowed to wed, and only kept around if their work benefits the village."



"And if it doesn't?"
Charlotte picked up an apple from the table and bit into it, the juices flowing freely down her chin. "I think you know," she replied.
"Fuck." He picked up a napkin and held it out to Charlotte. "Yeah, if you could pass word along to your boss that I'm into mature women only, that would be appreciated." At the very least, it would be way less awkward.
"Does that mean...you're...interested in his offer?" Charlotte seemed confused.
"No, I'm not interested. I want to go home." He waved the napkin, which she had yet to accept. She took it from him cautiously, and he felt a tiny spark of magic leap from his hand to hers. Charlotte's eyes widened, and she ended up dropping the napkin.
"I see," she said. Her cheeks turned pink.
"Everything okay?" he asked.
"Um..." Her face twisted up. "It is. Ever since what happened yesterday, I--"
"You're going to have to narrow that down," Mike replied.
Charlotte cleared her throat. "When we...brushed against each other."
"Ah." Yeah, he remembered that. "My magic has that effect on people."
She nodded. "Well, it's not entirely your magic. When I came here many years ago, it was to heal my body. I was so sick when I was younger that I missed out on the opportunity to be courted, or partake in...things."
"Yer sayin' ye've never been bedded?" Sulyvahn spoke up, causing both of them to jump. Somehow, they had forgotten that he was even there.
Charlotte's face turned bright red. "I lack experience," she muttered. "Mike is really the first human male I've seen since...getting better. That I've been interested in, anyway."
"Interested in?" Sulyvahn grinned. "Ye hear that, Mike? The lass is--"
"Stop teasing her." Mike scowled at the dullahan. "This is clearly a sensitive subject." At least now he understood why she had reacted so strongly to his magic. Poor thing didn't stand a chance against it.
"Aye." Sulyvahn seemed to realize just how uncomfortable Charlotte looked. "My apologies, lass."
Charlotte waved him off. "When I first came here, the men were typical peasants. I don't mean that in a derogatory sense. When I was first changed, I didn't know what was going on. I feared being alone with anybody, that I might--"
The dark tendril snapped down from above, causing Charlotte to wince. Mike snapped his fingers the moment he saw it move, and Sulyvahn immediately launched into Operation: Smokescreen.
"This fella Rick, aye? He's like meself compared tae you, but a thousand times more powerful! A master o' craftin' impossible contraptions in his wee shed while drownin' himself in spirits and breakin' the hearts of his kin with harsh words and cold distance. He twists the very fabric o' reality with what ye might call devilry but is naught but knowledge beyond yer comprehension.
"And Rick's got this grandson Morty--saints preserve us, ye should see the lad! Shakin' like an aspen leaf in autumn wind, voice squeakin' higher than yer pigs at slaughter time. Rick drags the poor lad across endless worlds where they meet all manner o' strange beings. Imagine worlds where chairs sit on people instead o' people sittin' on chairs! Wrap yer porridge-filled skull around that one, if ye can!
"The whole family's a right proper mess, I tell ye. There's Beth, Rick's daughter, drownin' her sorrows in wine and cuttin' open sick horses for a livin'--aye, she mends horses, though I wager that's beyond yer understandin' when yer village shares one fella who pulls teeth and cuts hair with the same rusty tool."
Charlotte just stared at Sulyvahn, her eyes gradually widening as the dullahan kept going. That dark vein attached to Charlotte pulsated silently as Vincentius continued to listen in for several minutes. The few times Charlotte made like she was going to interrupt, Mike put a finger to his lips and shook his head.
"There was even this tale where Rick transforms himself into a pickle--aye, a pickle!" Sulyvahn had picked up steam and was leaning forward in his chair, now. "Like a wee cucumber soaked in brine! He does this just tae avoid sittin' and talkin' about feelings with his family, then ends up in a bloody battle killin' rats before buildin' himself a suit made o' rat parts. That's the kind o' madness we're talkin' about!"
Vincentius disconnected. Mike barked a laugh and waved Sulyvahn off.
"He's out for now," Mike said. "We're good."
"What was that just now?" asked Charlotte. "That story was ludicrous."
"It be a movin' picture from Earth," said Sulyvahn. "I be watchin' that show with a gargoyle, if ye can believe it. My kind don't sleep, so I be findin' things to do at night."
"Moving pictures?" Charlotte looked at Mike.
He nodded. "Television. The world is a very different place since you left it. But we can talk all about that later. Lady Charlotte, there is a very real possibility that my only way out of here is to... you know." He mimed slicing off his own head, then jerked his thumb at the main castle.
Lady Charlotte sighed. "Many have tried," she muttered. "Before the mirror was hidden from the rest of the world, he used to lure people here to fight him. If they lived, they were used as breeding stock. If not, well..."
"I can imagine," Mike said. It was clear that Vincentius had quite the setup prior to Natalie's interference. "Can you tell me why he was hiding here in the first place? That may give me a clue on how to defeat him."
She shrugged. "Back when we first met him, he still traveled quite a bit. From what little I've overheard, he's afraid of someone."
"Who?"
Charlotte shook her head. "No idea. If the person has a name, he's afraid to say it, almost like it's his own personal boogeyman. It was this woman he's known for many years. She was fascinated by him, they had a mutual relationship of some kind. He would bring her offerings, usually alive, things that mortal men couldn't catch. She would reward him with rare artifacts that she found on her travels."
"That's hardly ominous." Mike scrunched up his forehead, deep in thought. "He was catching cryptids for her?"
She nodded. "Magic of any kind. She had an obsession."
"So why the falling out?" asked Suly.
"That's where I'm a bit confused. There was this man associated with the woman. Her son, a bodyguard, I don't really know. Her hired muscle." Charlotte leaned back in her seat and let out a sigh. "One day, the others show up, almost in a panic. It's the only time I've seen him frightened. There was a nest near London, run by seven of the oldest and strongest of our kind. Most of them disappeared, the rest were killed in the process. It was the work of that guy. He was doing something with their bodies, but I'm not sure what."
"That's..." Mike blinked in surprise. "Wait. You don't suppose it was Jack the Ripper, do you?"
"That's a name I haven't heard in many years." Charlotte shrugged. "Maybe they're the same, maybe they aren't. I always chalked it up to one of our Caretaker's...more interesting associates."
"So why run? Why not stay and fight?"
Charlotte just shook her head. "Apparently this is a foe no man or beast can fight. He has superhuman strength, and--"
The dark tendril snapped down into position once more. Mike nearly groaned and just barely managed to signal Suly in time.
"The mother, now in her daughter's body, must attend the girl's school--a place where young mortals gather daily tae learn from teachers about all manner o' subjects. She struggles tae understand the ways o' young folk and their customs, while tryin' not tae cause trouble for her daughter's reputation."
Suly leaned back in his seat and put his feet up on the table. "Meanwhile, the daughter in her mother's body must handle adult responsibilities: workin' at an important job, carin' for the household, and even preparin' for the mother's upcoming weddin' tae a new husband! Aye, in some versions, the mother is tae be married again, which brings even more complications tae their predicament."
The tendril immediately switched away. Mike looked at Suly and laughed.
"Freaky Friday?" he asked.
"Yep. The one with the redhead."
"Why are you having him do this and not you?" asked Charlotte.
"Your boss cares more about what I have to say," Mike replied honestly. The door up above opened and the three Taylors waved to everyone as they descended the stairs.
"We're off," said Taylor, carrying bolts of fabric over his shoulder. "We shall return tomorrow with the gowns."
TJ was busy carrying his father's portable armoire, his face red from the effort. His sister Taylor fluttered her eyes at Mike as she walked past. Once the door was closed, Mike turned his attention to Charlotte.
"Heavily imply that I like mature women," he said. "And by mature, I mean at least in their twenties."
"I will," she promised.
Sofia, Cerberus, and Cecilia came down to join them. The banshee seemed in better spirits than usual, but didn't offer up any explanation for why. They sat at the table where Sofia and Cerberus began picking at the food.
"Okay, so figuring out who our mysterious boogeyman is won't help us here," said Mike. "So I guess my next question is what our options are? If it comes to a fight, who will help us?"
"None of the vassals," Charlotte replied. "Should a fight occur, my brother is more likely to hide. He resents being trapped here and what has happened to us. As for Galahad, I don't know. At times, he seems sympathetic to the plight of the villagers, but he feasts nonetheless.
"The other vassals will absolutely try to kill you, though. There's enchanted armor in the castle that will fight, and the gargoyles are sworn to defend this place."
"And you?" asked Sofia.
Charlotte's head drooped. "I am no fighter. My natural strength makes me seem like one, but I have yet to feed from the living. I've sustained myself solely on the blood of animals or, when forced, the blood of a human who has already passed. This existence of mine is cursed, and I could not hope to contribute in a fight against anything stronger than the magical armor."
"What if..." Sofia paused mid-sentence, then shook her head. "Nevermind."
"No, tell us," said Mike.
"You could let her feed on you," said Sofia.
Sulyvahn winced. Mike couldn't help but notice the spectral chains around his body tighten ever so slightly. "That's risky, lass. Yer supposin' Lady Charlotte can stop herself and not drain our friend dry. Or worse yet, make a thrall o' 'im."
"He's right," said Charlotte. "I could not guarantee anything."
"Let's assume everything is on us, then." Mike looked at Cerberus, their most likely heavy hitter versus the vampyr. Well, and the gargoyles. "What do we have?"
"Our wits," said Sulyvahn. "Sofia's blade. My chain."
"What about the sword?" asked Cecilia. "The one in the stone?"
"Excalibur?" Mike raised an eyebrow. "That would rely entirely on someone being able to pull it out." Thinking about it now, that was something he needed to speak with Nyx about next time they met. Could she tell him how to pull it? The blade was technically her responsibility, too. Maybe she could pull some Fae shenanigans that let him borrow it long enough to stick it in Vincentius.
"And even if ye could, then what?" Sulyvahn picked up a dagger on the table and stabbed it into the wood. "The sharpest blade does no good if ye can't slip it in between somebody's ribs."
"Please don't stab the table," said Charlotte.
"Oops." Sulyvahn yanked the knife free. Cecilia elbowed him.
"Suly does make a good point, though." Mike dodged to the side to avoid the elbow that Sofia tried to hit him with. "That one was an accident," he admitted.
"It better have been." Sofia smirked at him and grabbed a nearby apple. "Otherwise, I'll be forced to PUNish you later."
The others booed the cyclops. Cerberus actually picked up a slice of cheese and threw it at her, causing it to stick to Sofia's forehead.
Lady Charlotte laughed. The sound was unexpected, causing everyone to turn in her direction. Upon seeing that she had their attention, she promptly stopped and put a hand to her mouth, her features now even paler than usual.
"I'm sorry," she said. "The mood was rather somber, and I--"
Suly tossed a piece of cheese of his own, causing it to spiral perfectly before landing on top of Lady Charlotte's head. She sat there in complete shock until Mike pulled it off of her head.
"That may be too much fun for you, today," he said. "We really shouldn't be throwing--"
Lady Charlotte moved so fast that Mike barely saw it. She plucked up the remaining half of an apple pie and smashed it into Sulyvahn's face from across the table, knocking his head clean off his body.
There was a long moment of silence, and then the room exploded with laughter. Suly played the part of the fool, his body purposely slipping and tripping in an effort to retrieve his head. Years of tension seemed to melt away from Charlotte's eyes as she giggled at the dullahan's antics.
This was a young woman who had been frozen in time and forced to endure much pain. When was the last time she had been able to let go so freely? Mike suddenly felt sorry for her, but didn't want to admit it out loud. It seemed like Lady Charlotte was somewhat sensitive about her plight.
What would happen if he let her feed? Would she get stronger? Strong enough to fight Vincentius? Or maybe even his daughters? With the odds stacked so severely against him, why not take the chance to acquire a powerful new ally?
If she became a true vampyr, what sort of gift would he acquire from her? Would it be super strength of his own? Or perhaps the speed she possessed?
Suddenly aware of how his magic had uncoiled within him, Mike quickly shoved those thoughts down and away. Using Charlotte or anybody else as a path for his own power was non-negotiable. He had seen what it had done to Emily, and he knew the power would be even far more addictive for himself. It craved the changes he demanded as if it had a mind of its own.
"What is this?"
The laughter died and everyone turned to look at Nyx. Her gaze was judgmental as she scanned the room, then looked down on the floor where Suly's head was.
"Beggin' yer pardon," he said. "I appear to have gotten ahead of myself."
"Pull yourself back together," she snapped. "You look like a fool."
Mike saw those ethereal chains tighten across Sulyvahn, and the dullahan immediately obeyed. The dark mist spilling from his neck vanished as he snapped it back into place.
"Clean yourself up," she demanded. "This is no way for an emissary of the Fae to be acting."
"We were just havin' a laugh, m'lady." Sulyvahn withered under her glare.
"Because you are a joke." Nyx turned her gaze toward Mike. "What is she doing here?" The Fae princess jabbed a finger in Charlotte's direction.
"I should go," said Charlotte as she stood. Vincentius' vein had suddenly reattached itself, likely the result of Nyx's sudden ire. "I will bring you an itinerary for tomorrow night in the morning."
"Thank you, Lady Charlotte." Mike walked her to the door and held it for her when she left. When he turned around, he saw Nyx glaring daggers at him. "Oh, good. You're still here."
"While I have been working, you have been engaging in frivolous behavior," she said with a sneer, then flopped into a nearby chair.
"Getting information from Charlotte is hardly frivolous." Mike crossed his arms. "You owe Suly an apology."
"I refuse," she said. "I owe him nothing."
"She's right, lad," said Suly. "The Fae don't apologize."
Mike narrowed his eyes. Part of him wanted to put his foot down and demand that Nyx show at least some contrition for her comment, but knew the task to be foolish. While the Fae could be colossal assholes, a giant chunk of their behavior was the result of their programming.
For some reason, this idea tickled at the back of Mike's brain, but he couldn't figure out why. "What were you working on?" he asked, changing the subject.
"Many things," she said. "I've been hunting for memories, that we may conquer our foe."
"And?' he asked.
"I may have some leads," she replied. "Now tell me what you have accomplished."
"We've itemized our skillset and done a full threat assessment," said Sofia. "We know what we have and what we're up against. Now we just need the right time or opportunity to make our move."
"Which is?" Nyx arched an eyebrow.
"We're still working on that part," Mike admitted. "We have at least three vampyr to take out, possibly five. There are enchanted suits of armor throughout the castle--"
"Which I've seen," Nyx interrupted. "They have been enchanted with the skills and abilities of those who came before. I shall examine them closer."
"As shall I," said Mike. "Which brings me to my last bullet point. What can you tell me about Excalibur?"
Nyx scoffed. "On the off chance that the blade sees you as worthy and allows you to pull it from the stone, it would weigh almost nothing and is unbreakable."
"So it's not on magical autopilot or something?"
Nyx pursed her lips. "No," she said. "It relies on the strength of the wielder."
"What does Mike need to be considered worthy?" asked Sofia.
Nyx leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers together. "He must earn the favor of my sisters."
"What would it take to earn the favor of your sisters?" asked Mike. "Preferably by tomorrow, which would be four days your time."
Nyx tilted her head back and forth as if pondering the question, then let out a sigh. "I don't have a direct answer for you. The sword was a gift from the Lady of the Lake to Arthur Pendragon in order to be a symbol to his people that he was the rightful king. Sadly, he was only human after all, and failed to live up to our expectations.
"As a result of this, my sisters all agreed to hold its next wielder to an even higher standard. We require a near unanimous vote, and that means they would need to observe you first."
"Shit," Mike muttered. "So you're telling me that the sword can't decide if I'm worthy?"
"It's just a sword," said Nyx. "It holds no thoughts of its own. If King Arthur had given it to someone else to wield, they could have."
"I have a question," said Sofia. "Did Arthur pull it from a stone or was it given to him by the Lady of the Lake."
"The first sword wasn't Excalibur," Nyx replied. "Merlin put it there on our guidance to identify potential candidates."
"Ah, so it was Excalipoor," Mike muttered.
Nyx's face twisted into a grimace. "Do you delight in being deliberately asinine?"
"I call it being myself," said Mike. "I like me. Do you know who put Excalibur back in the stone it is now?"
"No." Nyx shrugged. "I forgot to ask the stone."
"So the sword won't come out unless I have the unanimous approval of your sisters?" asked Mike. "You can't just grant it?"
"I cannot," she said. "Unless a higher authority dictates that you are worthy, it will not recognize you as its proper owner."
"Who qualifies as a higher authority?" asked Mike.
"Only the Queen." Nyx smirked. "You humiliated her in front of the entire Faerie Court, causing others to question her authority. Even now, others would see her replaced with a proper system of governance. She would never approve of you."
Mike arched an eyebrow. "Not even if I said please?"
Nyx laughed maniacally, holding her sides. The others waited several minutes for the outburst to subside.
"That is the funniest thing I've ever heard you say," she said. "Even if it meant her life, she couldn't arbitrarily assign you such a task. She would need to know your heart and soul on an intimate level and deem you worthy of her loyalty. That is not something you could accomplish with your silly Cat Radio."
Oh, you have no idea, Mike thought. "So what of the other vassals? Do you think you could fight them?"



"I don't fight wars with swords," she replied. "Blades are for those with savage natures. I prefer words."
"Could you fight them with words?" asked Mike.
"Perhaps," she said. "I take it you have learned we can't escape without bloodshed?"
"I have," he replied.
"Good. Otherwise, it would have been boring." Nyx stood and brushed off her dress. "I must take my leave for now. After tomorrow night, Avalon will not be a safe place."
"Why do you say that?" asked Mike.
"Because Vincentius is going to demand something from you," she replied. "And no matter what your answer, he intends to grind you beneath his thumb. I must be ready to act at a moment's notice. I have sown many seeds in our brief time here, and intend to harvest the fruits of my labor."
"Okay, well, have fun."
"I usually do." Nyx got up and walked to the closest window to sit on the sill. She licked her lips at Mike as she opened the window and then fell out to be carried off by the wind.
"So dramatic," Mike muttered as he got up to close the window. "Edgy, too."
"She is cruel," muttered Cecilia. "Unnecessarily so."
"She. Is. Fae," said Cerberus.
Mike should have asked what Nyx was planning, but had forgotten to. Oh, well. He'd try and find out next time. "So who wants to help me figure out the best time to steal a magic sword?"
Sulyvahn chuckled. "Yer not worthy," he said. "Too much red tape."
"Well I think we should try and cut through it," he replied. "We need to figure out a time when the vassals are too busy to see us heading down there."
"During tomorrow night's party," said Sofia. "That would be the time to do it."
"Sadly, I'm the guest of honor," Mike replied. "It's going to be tough to get away."
"Not if you're fashionably late," said Sofia. She stood and joined Mike by the window. "I could lead you down there."
"Won't his lordship notice he's down a sword?" asked Sulyvahn.
"Hmm." Mike scratched his head. "If we're planning to make our move tomorrow night, I don't see why not. Vincentius will likely wish to speak with me alone at some point and--"
"You don't have a way to hide a sword on your body," said Sofia. "And that's assuming you could even hurt him."
"Shit." Mike rubbed at his chin. "It shouldn't be this hard to stab an asshole."
"You need to behead him," said Sofia. "That's the only way to properly kill a vampyr. No head, no problem." The cyclops snorted. "Do you even know how to use a sword?"
"Stick the pointy end into other things?" asked Mike.
"Glad to hear that you intend to approach swordplay the same way you do your sex life." Sofia laughed. "I could give you some pointers if you want."
"Might be helpful," he replied. "Also, I have a question for you. Yesterday, I had a vision of the future. It was my first one, really, but it felt so real."
Sofia seemed surprised to hear this and leaned against the closest wall. "What happened?" she asked.
Mike repeated the vision he had, and spoke at length to how real it felt. When he was done, he looked at the cyclops to see a knowing look on her face. "It felt like I died," he said. "The pain was so real."
"It always is," she replied. "If the future didn't feel real, you wouldn't work so hard to avoid it."
"Is there any way to avoid that?" he asked.
Sofia shook her head. "I have no idea why you're suddenly having these visions, but no, there isn't. They happen in the span of a single breath, sometimes many of them. I have died many, many thousands of times and it fails to get any better."
"Damn," Mike muttered. The ability itself was helpful, but he had struggled with nightmares about it last night. "As for why it happened, I think I know."
"Enlighten me."
"You and I had a threesome with Cecilia in Avalon," he said. "We fucked in Fae territory. I think...this will sound dumb, but--"
"Your magic swapped our souls again?" asked Sofia. "I thought that was a one-time thing?"
"Or amplified what was already there," he said. "For example, Cecilia's hair has more red in it. Obviously, something occurred. Have you noticed anything different about yourself?"
She shrugged. "I haven't really thought about it. In fact, I really haven't processed the idea that I have a piece of you swimming around inside of me." The cyclops snorted. "And I don't mean your sperm, by the way."
Mike coughed into his hand. "Of course not." His eyes dropped to her belly and he wondered just how long his swimmers lasted before dying out. Naia had once suggested that he would instantly impregnate any human woman, which made him think that his semen had a magical shelf life.
"My eye is up here," muttered Sofia. When he met her gaze, she smiled. "Pervert," she muttered, clearly semi-aware of what he had been thinking.
"Legitimate," he admitted. He looked over at the others. Sulyvahn was chatting quietly with Cecilia, and both of them seemed subdued. Two of Cerberus' heads were paying attention to them while the other was looking at Mike.
"Are you going to come up with a plan or stare at people?" asked Sofia.
Mike let out a sound of disgust. "I'm working on it," he said. "I'm just doing a piss poor job. Hypothetically, even if I could retrieve Excalibur--"
"Which you can't," said Sofia.
"I wouldn't bet your ass on that," he said with a knowing grin.
"I'm going to," she said. "I bet my ass that you won't be able to pull it out of the stone. You yank a magical sword out of a rock, and you can have my ass whenever you want."
"I, uh..." His magic practically sparked with anticipation. "Um...what happens if I can't?"
"You can see the future like I can," she replied with a grin. "I get to tie you up and have my way with you."
"You're on," he said, extending his hand. "No take backs."
The cyclops snorted and shook his hand. "Back to what you were saying. Even if you could get that sword, then what?"
"I would need the element of surprise," he said. "There's no way I could move fast enough to kill him. I might as well mail him the sword with a letter that asks if he could pretty please kill himself for all it would do." His thoughts turned once more to Charlotte. If she were faster and stronger, could she do it? Nyx had suggested that whoever owned the sword could give it away.
His plan finally came together. He needed to talk to Charlotte either later tonight or first thing in the morning, too much hinged on her involvement. With her help, the only remaining issue would be sneaking Excalibur into the party and assassinating Vincentius.
"No head, no problem," Mike muttered to himself. He looked at the others, his gaze finally settling on Sulyvahn. A wicked grin crossed his face. "Hey, Sulyvahn?"
"Aye?" The dullahan looked away from his sister and at Mike.
"Have you ever seen Return of the Jedi?"

🏠🏠🏠
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Aurora was busy wiping down the kitchen counter when there was a loud thud from upstairs, followed by a string of curses.
"Sounds like Lily is finally awake," she said to Dana, who sat on a stool at the kitchen counter. The blonde was listening to music and busy drawing on a piece of paper.
"Good," Dana grunted. "Once Tasia wakes up, we can have a proper debriefing on what exactly happened out there."
Aurora frowned. It had been almost an entire day since the team had come back from their failed mission in the middle of the ocean. Whatever they had encountered on that floating oil rig had laid them out except for Dana. Jenny had been silent since their return, Ingrid spent almost twelve hours vomiting, and Tasia had seemed fine at first, but had gotten stuck at the bottom of the stairs because she couldn't remember how to climb them anymore.
As far as Aurora could tell, Dana seemed unaffected. There was something unnerving about the blonde, but she hadn't put a finger on it yet. Dana had been busy scribbling what that looked like an MC Escher piece. Aurora moved over to review it and realized that it was quite detailed.
"What is that?" she asked.
"A map of the oil rig," Dana replied. "It makes little sense in two or even three dimensions."
"This doesn't look like any of the maps we had during the pre-op briefing," Aurora replied.
"This is the current map. Or it was, before the place collapsed on itself." Dana tapped a pair of identical rooms that were on opposite sides of the paper. "This is what I remember from trying to get out of there with Tasia. These two rooms are the same place, but maybe not at the same time."
"I guess I still don't understand how this thing had such an effect on the entire oil rig," said Aurora.
"Here. Let me show you." Dana reached across the counter and grabbed a small basket with some fruit inside. "What do we have here?"
"A basket."
"Yes. Or, less specifically, a three-dimensional object." Dana scooted it around the table until the light wasn't directly above it and got a clean sheet of paper from the pad she had been using. She slid it under the bowl and got out a pen. "When we cast light on the bowl, we get a shadow, like this."
Aurora frowned, not entirely sure where this was going. Dana traced the shadow with her pen and then filled it in before slipping the paper free.
"Okay, so if I asked you what this was based on the shadow, can you tell that it's a bowl of fruit?" asked Dana.
"No," said Aurora. "I can tell it's curved, but that's about it."
"Good. We're on the same page." Dana pointed to the light. "When you shine a light on a three-dimensional object, you get a shadow in only two dimensions. So if we did the same with a four dimensional object, what should we see?"
Aurora scrunched up her brow. "Um...if the pattern holds, then we would see a three-dimensional object, which doesn't make a lot of sense."
"Exactly." Dana tapped on the bowl. "These...travelers. That should be a safe enough word, right?"
Aurora nodded. She felt that it was a bit paranoid to avoid talking about outsiders, but had learned long ago that many superstitions were based on rational fears. "Okay, so we know the travelers exist in more than three dimensions. Therefore, we have to assume that we would get a four-dimensional shadow at the very least. Many very smart scientists--"
"We call them fucking nerds," grumbled Lily from the stairs. "Always going on about space-time, math, logic."
"How are you feeling?" asked Aurora.
"Like I fell down the stairs and landed ass first on a barbed wire dildo."
"Is that a good thing, or a bad thing?" asked Aurora.
"Ha!" Lily paused on the stairs and slid down the railing. When she got to the bottom, she landed and did the splits. "I'm not one to kink shame, but that is not something I currently enjoy."
"She's got a point, though. You can't really use sex metaphors as a metric for measurement." Dana raised an eyebrow. "And since when do you hate nerds? Mike is a huge nerd."
"Oh, I don't hate them. They're one of the kinkier bunches, though. I have to work way harder to get them off. How does that old saying go? Jocks only think about sports, but all nerds think about is sex."
"Close enough. May I continue?" Dana gestured at the paper.
"Yeah, yeah." Lily wandered over. "Let's hear your hypothesis, Stephen Hawking."
Dana opened her mouth to speak.
"If you do a robotic voice, I will die laughing," said Lily.
"Why are we doing robotic voices?" Ingrid stood at the top of the stairs now.
"How are you feeling?" asked Aurora.
"Hungry." Ingrid came down to join them wearing just a bathrobe. "Finally feel normal again. It's like I had a full body sinus headache."
"Temporal distortions will do that. Here. Sit." Aurora pulled out a chair for Ingrid. "Coffee?"
"Yeah."
Aurora moved into the kitchen where a pot had already been made. "Please, continue," she said. "This is interesting."
"Okay, so--" Dana paused and looked at the stairs. "I half expect Tasia to appear."
"Doubt it. I can feel her dreaming from down here." Lily tapped on the counter with a knuckle. "I'll have a cup of joe myself."
"You can see her dreams?" asked Aurora.
"It's nothing that interesting. Car trips, dog parks, the usual." Lily winked. When nobody laughed, she sighed. "You all need to lighten up."
"It's not that," said Aurora. "It's a little unnerving that you can see our dreams from this far away." She poured coffee into a mug and handed it to Lily.
"Okay, Island Life, I'll level with you. Think of dreams like they're food. From here, I can smell the aroma, but I can't see them yet. For example, you've been having anxiety dreams."
Aurora nodded. Ever since seeing the succubus, she'd been having stress dreams about Paradise. She could vividly remember the smell of smoke and hear the buildings crumbling around her.
"Anyway..." Dana waited until everyone was looking back at her. "In conclusion, any being existing in five or more dimensions will cast at least a four-dimensional shadow with time being the fourth dimension. Hence why things were weird even without the traveler present. We had a big fucker with an even bigger shadow. The end." Dana glared at everyone for a moment and then stood. "Excuse me. I have some things to work on." The blonde packed up her drawings and left for a different room.
"Is she mad at us?" asked Ingrid.
"Shouldn't be. Her emotional range is fairly limited." Lily watched the door where Dana had gone. "Actually, she does seem weirder than normal. I should let Eulalie know."
"It might be because of what happened on the rig," said Ingrid. Everyone looked at her, clearly expecting more. Ingrid held up a hand for everyone to wait a moment, then sipped her coffee and sighed. "I'm referring to all the distortion shit that went down. Everyone but Dana was affected in some way."
"She's built differently than the rest of us," said Lily. Aurora felt like the succubus was being deliberately dismissive, but didn't know how to challenge it.
"Well, we don't know what happened to you," said Ingrid. "You were ready with a boat and everything. You really pulled our collective butts out of the fire."
Lily frowned and set down her cup. "Yeah. It wasn't pretty."
"What happened?" asked Aurora.
"Some timey-wimey bullshit." The succubus leaned back in her chair and stared at the ceiling. "I fell down a hallway--"
"Don't you mean tunnel?" asked Ingrid.
"No. The hallway I was in got all weird and gravity went all spastic. I tried to fly out of it, but the damned thing kept spinning, so up wasn't really a direction I could find. After doing that for maybe a day, I finally fell out of an open doorway a few days back. Was the only thing alive on the entire oil rig, had to walk through the place and see some truly bizarre shit."
"More bizarre than people sticking out of the walls?" asked Ingrid.
"Yeah, those guys weren't there yet. I got to see what happened to the original crew. Some of them were stuck in the walls, too, but they were still flesh and bone. I saw one guy that had been folded in on himself like a fucking ouroboros." Lily shuddered. "When I went outside, it was daytime and the water wasn't rough yet. Waited until it was dark and flew out to the largest escort boat to figure out what was going on. Back then, the boats were all fully staffed and things were okay for a day or so. I was a bit grumpy because I couldn't do anything and couldn't let you all know what was coming, so I just masqueraded as an extra crew member." Lily leaned forward and stared at nothing, a frown creasing her face. "You know how they're always making movies about this shit where people slowly descend into madness?"
"Like that movie Eulalie mentioned?" asked Ingrid.
Lily snapped her fingers. "Yes! I fucking watched that. The boat I was on had good internet for about a day. It really is a classic."
"Well?" asked Aurora.
"Almost fucking spot on. If I had any notes for the people who make them, I'd say they aren't leaning into crazy nearly enough." Lily rubbed at her temples, as if nursing a headache. "It started with the oil rig making an eerie sound, kind of like those old touch-tone phones. Just one high-pitched note that wouldn't end. You could hear it from anywhere on the boat, inside or out. I fucking deleted my own ears and could still hear it."
"Weird," muttered Ingrid.
"That's not the half of it, sister. At first, a few guys complained about it, but nothing happened. Then the games began about a day before we arrived for the first time. Weird body horror shit, like a guy who picked off his own face. A few guys killed each other, one of the boats radioed that they had a guy who started cooking his own crewmates in the galley, the usual psycho stuff. There was even a guy who devoted his final hours to trying to fit his body through a hole only a few inches across. Kept shouting about how it was his hole and it was made just for him. Got almost halfway through."
"That's not physically possible," said Ingrid. "He would have died first."
"Ordinarily, yes. But shit was weird, remember? He should have died, but didn't. I don't want to go into too much detail about everything I saw, because it's batshit insane. Suffice to say that Jenny would have been impressed and inspired."
Aurora shivered. That last detail alone was enough for her.
"Then, one morning, the tone from the rig changes. Everyone, living or dead, gets up and just fucking jumps into the water and swims right toward the rig. Rats that were on the ship drowned themselves. Pieces of corpses crawled like worms. It was...fucking awful. I followed the crew out of curiosity at first, but..." Lily paused, then wiped something out of her eye. "I was worried that maybe I wasn't in control, that I was becoming just like one of them. I stayed outside and watched through the window. Hours went by, and just when I was about to go inside to see more, I heard them scream. That's when they appeared in the walls, trying to break free like they were drowning. So I hid on one of the other boats and waited for us to arrive so that I could get you all out when the time came. I wanted to scream at you all, my past self included, but got this horribly sick feeling in my stomach when I tried to do it. I don't get sick, not like a person does. Do you know how often it is that I run up against something that can do that? If I wasn't a demon, I would have died days ago, or gone completely mad. I was genuinely afraid." Lily's voice had grown quiet, and she stared at her coffee cup now.
Aurora stood there for a moment, contemplating the succubus. After exchanging a look with Ingrid, she stepped next to Lily. "Would you...like a hug?"
"Huh?" The succubus was startled enough that her tail actually appeared, whipping around briefly behind her. Aurora didn't flinch away, but did keep an eye on the tip of it.
"A hug. You've just been through something traumatic, so I figured maybe a hug would help. Human contact and all that."
Lily stared at Aurora for a long time, as if she were having some sort of inner debate. "I mean, if you're just looking for a reason to cop a feel, a hug isn't a bad attempt. Yeah, go for it, Surfboard."
Though the words were cruel, Aurora stepped through the charade and wrapped her arms around Lily's shoulder. Her tail went still, and the succubus stiffened in Aurora's arms. Out of the corner of her eye, Aurora saw Lily set down the mug, her fingers trembling as she dug them into the countertop.
Before Lily could spoil the moment in one of her characteristic outbursts, Aurora spoke. "Thanks for bringing everyone home safely," she said. "I don't care about the mission. It's the people on it who are important to me."
Ingrid raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. Lily finally patted Aurora's arm awkwardly, her tail disappearing once more.
"Okay, okay," Lily said. "If you want to make out, at least buy me a drink first."
"I brought you a coffee," said Aurora with a grin, hugging the succubus even tighter. "That means you have to put out."
Ingrid laughed, breaking the tension.
"I..uh..." Lily cleared her throat. "That only counts if you put enough cream in it."
"Ah, shit. I knew I forgot something." Aurora stepped back and shook her head. "Guess I'll make sure to put a heavy load in the next one."
"I like this side of you." Lily saluted her with the mug. "Boss bitch, indeed."
Aurora grinned.
"Out of curiosity, how much of it were you able to record on your goggles?" asked Ingrid. "Archival footage involving these things is exceedingly rare. Eulalie has to upload each one to a different computer, just in case it corrupts the hard drive past the point of no return."
"They can do that?" asked Aurora.
"Yeah." Ingrid shook her head. "It's all distorted and warped. Kind of like trying to watch porn on cable without paying for it. Or the computer catches on fire. Even with one in captivity and being closely monitored, it can't be any sort of direct line. But since none of us actually saw the thing, the footage is more likely to be okay."
Lily rolled her eyes. "Don't you worry, I documented plenty. Had to pick and choose my battles, though, those things only hold up to twelve hours."
"Eight," Ingrid corrected.
"Well, then I guess you're gonna get the Succubus Cut." A director's hat appeared on Lily's head. "I had days of footage to choose from and went with mostly shower scenes."
Aurora snorted. "I'm sure you--"
There was a thump, followed by someone ringing the doorbell. Everybody looked at each other in surprise.
"If someone ordered food, I won't be upset," said Lily.
"None of us ordered anything," said Ingrid as she slid off her stool and tightened the belt on her robe. "Opsec requires that we avoid doing foolish stuff like that." The mage stuck a hand in the pocket of her robe and pulled out a wand.
"Are you sure? I heard your werewolf really enjoys eating out." Lily smirked.
"It must be exhausting being the center of attention," muttered Ingrid as she moved toward the front of the building. She stopped when Dana walked into the room, holding a package in her hand.
"What do you have there?" asked Aurora.
"A parcel of some sort." Dana held it up to show that it was wrapped in plain brown paper and tied with a string.
"Who's it for?" asked Lily.
Dana flipped the package over to reveal that a name had been written in thick Sharpie on the bottom. "Somebody named Dia."
"Dia?" Aurora frowned. "Maybe that's a neighbor, or maybe the person who takes care of the place?"
Dana looked at the package again. "Maybe. Okay, that's weird. Her full name is Dia Bolus, which is Latin for--"
The package exploded.

☠️🐶😈
Ingrid had just barely gotten her wand up in time, the magic summoning a barrier that bent away from the blast in a bowl shape before her. Lily had flared her wings and wrapped herself tightly around Aurora as flames roared through the kitchen, scorching the tile and wood.
The heat was intense, causing some of Ingrid's nose hairs to scorch. The air stank of sulfur, and Ingrid watched in awe as the flames reversed course to where Dana had been standing and then stacked themselves on top of each other to form an obese figure with red skin and horns.
"Demon!" Ingrid moved away from the monster, her robe billowing behind her as she sprinted for the nearest emergency kit. The demon tilted his head from one side to the other, the bones audibly cracking. Ingrid found the kit strapped underneath the counter and yanked it free, pulling out a vial of holy water, a cross, and another wand.
"Sorry about your friend," said the demon, his voice surprisingly soft. He sounded far more like a child than the monstrosity that had emerged from the package. The creature knelt down and picked up a severed arm and sniffed it. "Ugh. This won't taste very good."
"What are you doing here?" Lily pushed Aurora toward the nearest doorway, then turned to face the demon.
"Hmm?" The demon had been about to chomp down on Dana's severed digits, despite his earlier statement. "Oh. Right. I was sent here to kill everyone in exchange for my freedom. However, you're going to be a problem, 'cause I can't actually kill you." He used Dana's arm to point at Lily. "I suppose if I devour you, you'll be trapped inside my belly, so that will probably fulfill my contract."
Ingrid raised the cross with one hand, the other holding the holy water and her wand.
"Don't be rude," said the demon, and his tail whipped across the room and slapped the cross out of her hand. "That's like farting in someone's face during dinner."
"The cross doesn't work?" Ingrid backed away, looking to Lily for support.
"Consider it a bug in the system," Lily muttered. "When people say they believe and then act like shitheels the rest of the week, the symbolism loses quite a bit of impact."
Ingrid uncorked the holy water and splashed some on the demon. The creature sighed as massive blisters formed all along its skin.
"Now that's unpleasant," it said, tossing Dana's arm on the ground.
"Upper level demon," Lily replied. "Looks like this one is a fan of gluttony."



"You're one to talk, you thirsty bitch." Despite its huge size, the demon shot across the room and snatched Lily up in a massive hand. The succubus shrank to the size of a child and slipped free, then tackled Ingrid out of the way when a pointed tail speared the area she had been standing.
Ingrid tried to scramble to her feet, but the demon ripped the countertop off and threw it. Lily shoved Ingrid to the floor just as the countertop smashed into her from behind, driving her across the room. The smell of smoke filled the air, and Ingrid looked down to see that the demon was leaving fiery footsteps behind which was causing the floor to smolder.
"I hate fast food." The demon walked toward Ingrid, his hands clenching and unclenching. "You'd better be worth the trouble."
Ingrid scooted backward and pressed herself against the wall. When the demon tried to grab her again, she extended her wand forward to summon the shield once more. It fizzled as it snapped into place, slicing off the demon's hand at the wrist.
"Troublesome snack," muttered the demon as his hand turned to smoke and floated back to his wrist. Lily leapt onto his back and threw an arm around his neck, grunting as she squeezed. "That doesn't work on our kind, harlot."
"I'm...just...the distraction," she grunted.
"To distract me from--" The demon's head snapped sideways as Tasia's fist smashed into it. She had transformed completely into a werewolf, her fur singed in places. The demon stumbled across the room, leaving more flames behind as he tumbled head first into a wall.
"Ingrid!" Aurora came running into the room with a different emergency case, which she tossed to the mage. Ingrid snatched it out of the air, popping it open before it could hit the ground. Smirking, she armed herself with the contents, then held up a piece of chalk and looked around for somewhere with enough room to draw.
"They never mentioned a werewolf," the demon muttered casually as he yanked his horns free of the wall, showering the floor in broken wood and plaster. He grabbed a chunk of wall and stuck it in his mouth. "Tastes like limestone."
Tasia growled, her hand going to a dark patch of fur on her wrist. She drew her magical blade, which reflected the light of the fire around them.
"A werewolf with a sword?" The demon chuckled. "That's amusing. I wonder what you taste like?" He braced himself for her assault, only to get struck in the eyes with a vial of holy water. Blinded, he fell backward and grunted as Tasia's blade cleaved him in half from shoulder to hip. Letting out a gasp of air, he turned into smoke and vanished.
"Dana?" called Aurora, walking past where the demon had been. Lily threw herself at Aurora, tackling her out of the way as the demon reappeared, his hand snatching at the air where Aurora had been. His claws tore across Lily's back, causing her to crash into the ground.
"Darn," muttered the demon. He had a bloody gash where Tasia had bifurcated him. "I didn't expect to have to work this hard."
"Greater demon," Ingrid shouted so that the others could hear. "We need to banish him."
"If we threaten him with a treadmill, maybe he'll leave," growled Lily. She rolled over and kicked the demon in the gut. The demon responded by stomping on Lily so hard that the floor beneath her gave out and she popped through the gap. He toppled forward, his foot now stuck in the hole he had just created.
"Ah, biscuits," muttered the demon as he tried to wiggle his way free.
"This works!" Ingrid moved around the demon, drawing a circle on the floor. Tasia leapt on the demon from behind and punched him in the face. Growling, the demon slammed Tasia into the ground and attempted to gore her with his horns.
Tasia howled, her hands tightening around the horns and holding them in place. The demon punched her, causing the floor to give out and they fell through together.
"Damn!" Ingrid drew her wand and looked down on them from above. In the basement, Lily pulled Tasia free of the demon just as it tried to bite her head. She couldn't get a clear shot without hurting somebody. Behind her, she heard the rustling of fabric as Aurora came near.
"Aurora, I need your help drawing a banishment circle." She turned to look back at the native Hawaiian. "We can put--"
The air left her lungs as she realized she was staring at what was left of Dana. The blonde's arm was gone and most of her ribcage was exposed. Part of her face was missing all the flesh, making her look very much like an angry, undead Terminator. Dana tilted her head to one side to get a better look at the fight down below.
"Dana?" Ingrid whispered, taking a step back.
Dana threw herself into the hole, her blade flipping open moments before she forced it through the demon's neck. The Glutton gurgled and tried to whip around, but Dana was now actively mauling him. Tasia and Lily were taking turns stabbing at the demon's legs, causing it to stumble back and forth, which spilled more fire onto the concrete.
"What are you waiting for?" Lily looked up through the hole. "Set the trap and make sure you catch the ugly one!"
Sweating profusely, Ingrid ran to the stairs where she met up with Aurora, who had another emergency kit. Ingrid went first, leaping down the stairs and landing in a crouch. She started drawing the banishing circle, and Aurora joined in.
"This would be easier with some string to form a radius," muttered Aurora. Ingrid snatched the belt off of her robe and handed it over. "Thanks."
Flames were climbing up the pillars now, filling the building with smoke. Any minute, somebody was going to call the fire department, or whatever the equivalent was in this country.
"Ah!" The demon was now clutching at his face. Dana shoved something in her mouth and growled, the skin on her face growing back at an accelerated rate. "My eyes!"
"How will you watch what you eat now, you fat fuck?" Lily grabbed the demon's arm and pinned it back just as Tasia slashed his gut open. Smoke and liquid poured out, covering the floor in a foul-smelling mess.
"I might be sick," muttered Aurora, covering her mouth.
"Not on my circle, you won't!" Ingrid hastily scrawled the Enochian runes, each symbol lighting up briefly when it was completed. She began the incantation under her breath, infusing the drawing with divine energy. Pressure built behind her eyes as she powered the runes with the strength of her very own soul.
Lily, Tasia, and what was left of Dana continued to ravage the demon. The fire in the basement started to spread, and Aurora was coughing hard. She remained by Ingrid's side, watching the fight while Ingrid focused on the runes.
"It's ready!" she shouted, moving to the side. "Lead him over here! Make sure his entire body is inside the circle!"
Tasia leapt up and sank her talons into a wooden beam, kicking out at the demon with her feet. The creature grunted as it stumbled over, carved up by all three women. Lily dropped to the ground and wrapped her tail around its feet, causing it to trip and fall into the banishment circle. Dana continued to claw at the thing, all while gnawing on the flesh of its back. They fell into the circle together, causing the runes to light up.
"Dana, get out!" Ingrid started to reach in, but thought better about it. Tasia leapt through the circle and ripped Dana off the demon's back, carrying her away. When the demon stood, Ingrid grinned and slapped the palm of her hand on the ground.
A curtain of light appeared, encasing the demon. He snarled at them, his features twisting into an angry howl.
"No!" he screamed, then started gouging the floor with his talons. "I was finally free!"
"Yeah, well, you're free to go to Hell," said Aurora as the runes burned so brightly that Ingrid had to close her eyes. The gluttony demon raged as his body was pierced by the light, and then he was gone.
However, the air was now heavy with smoke. Aurora coughed and helped lead Ingrid up the stairs. Tasia was next, with Dana slung over one shoulder. The blonde was growling like a feral animal, slashing at the air with her free hand.
"Take her out the back door," said Lily. "I'll grab her arm and her sword. She dropped it somewhere."
"What's wrong with her?" asked Ingrid.
"Long story we can talk about later. Don't let her scratch you." Lily picked up the discarded Order blade and hissed as it burned her palm. "Now go, get out!"
"What about Jenny?" shouted Aurora from the stairs.
"I've got her, too." Lily leapt up through the hole in the ceiling. Ingrid made it to the top of the stairs where the smoke was the thickest. Closing her eyes, she and Aurora made their way to the back door of the building. When they opened it, the cool, fresh air had her inhaling deeply.
It also made her realize that her robe was open. Shifting the fabric to cover herself, she let Aurora lead her away. Tasia and Dana were right behind them, the werewolf still in her animal form.
Lily emerged less than a minute later with Dana's severed arm and Jenny tucked under one arm. She was holding a phone to her ear.
"Do you have a backup portal?" she asked, her eyes scanning the roof. Ingrid looked up, half expecting to see someone in wait. It only now occurred to her that the demon had been sent, which meant somebody had known they were there.
"Should we wait for emergency services?" asked Aurora.
Tasia, still in her werewolf form, shook her head. Ingrid sighed and watched their place burn.
"There's a good chance our continued presence here would pose a danger to the locals," said Ingrid. "Nobody should have known we were here. Whoever tried to kill us probably has a backup plan."
"Fuck." Aurora moved to take Jenny from Lily, holding the doll close against her chest. "Where are we going?"
Lily pulled the phone away from her ear. "About two blocks over," she said. "Eulalie always rents a place nearby and puts in a portal for emergencies. That's why she's the one who runs the show for us."
"She seems very capable." Aurora moved to the back of the small yard and opened a gate to the alleyway. People were looking out their windows at the burning house, but a couple were now staring down at Tasia, who was still a werewolf.
"Um..." Aurora fell in step behind Lily. "Shouldn't Tasia go back to being a human?"
"Only if you want to carry Dana for her," said Lily. "Which you can't."
"Yeah, I'd love to hear more about that," said Ingrid, throwing a suspicious look at Dana. Part of her skull was still showing, and she was actively trying to break free of Tasia's grip. The werewolf had pinned Dana's arm down, which made it harder for her to squirm free. "Exactly what is she?"
"You all are worried about people seeing Tasia in dog form, but want us to spill our secrets while on the run?" Lily chuckled and shook her head. "And honestly, I wouldn't worry about werewolf sightings. Eulalie will lock down any footage that leaks, and it's not like supernatural sightings are exactly uncommon anymore."
"Yeah, I suppose that's true." Neither Ingrid nor the Order could explain why exactly that was. Ever since the Maui Incident, cryptid sightings had been on the rise. There was clearly some connection, which she certainly wasn't smart enough to push all the pieces together.
By the time they exited the alley, emergency vehicles were already headed toward their condo. A few people on the street stopped to stare at the group as they sprinted past with Aurora bringing up the rear. They made it to a small apartment complex where Lily punched in a code that let them in. Instead of waiting for the elevator, they ran up two floors to a studio apartment that overlooked the street. After entering another entry code into the apartment door, Lily led the way to a portal inside the bedroom closet.
"That way," she said, pointing with Dana's severed arm. The group ran through the portal opening to another apartment. A pair of rats gave them a thumbs up as Lily triggered the collapse mechanism for the portal. Letting out a sigh of relief, the succubus flopped down on the nearest bed.
"What now?" asked Ingrid.
"Eulalie is already having a portal to the Library opened," said Lily. "It'll be a few minutes, so we can catch our breath."
Dana let out a screeching sound, then bit down through Tasia's fur. The werewolf growled as her fur became matted in blood.
"Is that...something we need to worry about?" asked Ingrid.
"Dana going feral? Yes. Dog girl will be fine, she's immune." Lily inspected Dana's hand. "Your cuticles are kind of gross. When was the last time you trimmed them?"
Dana growled and gnashed her teeth at the succubus.
"No, you're a stupid bitch," Lily replied. When she saw Ingrid staring, she grinned. "She's not actually talking. This is just a bit we do."
"Does this place have some snacks?" asked Aurora. One of the rats tugged on her shoelace to get her attention, then led her out of the room. Ingrid got up to follow and saw that supplies had been set out on the counter. There was a first-aid kit and high-energy granola bars. Sadly, there were no spare clothes.
"I don't suppose there's pants or something?" Ingrid looked at the nearest rat. The foot-tall creature scrunched up its face, whiskers trembling as if working hard to think.
"Nope," it squeaked. "Sah...sorry."
"Oh. Darn." Ingrid stared at the rodent, who looked quite pleased with itself.
"You speak?" asked Aurora, who set Jenny on the counter next to her. The rat held up one paw and waggled it back and forth. "Just a little bit?" The rat nodded. "You sounded great!"
The other rat rolled its eyes and elbowed its companion. The two of them headed for the bathroom. Curious, Ingrid followed. The shower curtain was pulled open and the tiles inside had a strange, translucent appearance. The two rats chittered at each other, then one pointed down by the corner. They got in the shower and started chewing on the tiles. Despite the crunching sounds, there was no mess or debris left behind.
Fascinated, Ingrid watched as the wall slowly changed color. One moment, it looked as if the light was reflecting weirdly off of the tiles. The next, there was a large hole. On the other side, Eulalie sat in her wheelchair, hastily adjusting her glasses.
"Hurry up," she said.
Ingrid called to the others. Tasia came first. She had to adjust Dana in her arms to get her through the wall, which allowed Dana to somehow snake her arm free. She grabbed at the shower curtain, yanking the rod down on the werewolf's back. This caused Tasia to grunt in annoyance as she stepped through the wall, the curtain rod temporarily getting caught on the portal before bending in half and popping out.
"There goes yet another damage deposit," said Lily, and gesturing for Ingrid and Aurora, who was holding Jenny, to go next. The team stepped through and the portal snapped shut behind them.
"Nah, no damage deposit on that one," said Eulalie. "I own that unit. Seems like it was easier that way, since some of you can't control your destructive impulses."
"Don't be a hater," muttered Lily. "This one wasn't our fault."
The room they were in almost looked like an infirmary. In the middle was a sturdy looking metal table bolted into the floor. Eulalie rolled across the room and stopped by the edge of the table.
"So what happened?" she asked, grabbing the metal straps on the table and sliding them open.
"We got attacked by a demon," said Aurora, which caused the librarian to shiver. "It pretty much burned the place down."
"Really?" Eulalie's eyes widened behind her glasses as she looked at Dana. "Oh, wow, she's gone feral again."
"No shit." Lily tossed Dana's arm to Eulalie. "Dog breath and I will help you strap her down. We need you to stitch her back together before we try to bring her back. It should also accelerate the healing process."
"I, uh...hmmm." Eulalie's face contorted. "Shouldn't we get Zel? She's way better at surgery."
"What do you mean by the healing process?" Ingrid demanded. Now that they were somewhere safe, it was time for answers. "What's wrong with her? And why do you have a room like this?"
Lily and Tasia fought Dana onto the table. The succubus looked up at Ingrid and let out an exasperated sigh. "Yeah, about that. You want answers, and honestly, probably deserve them. But I know that telling you the truth is absolutely going to complicate things, maybe in a way that prevents us from working together."
"You can't know that," countered Ingrid.
"You're right. I can't." Lily grunted as she forced one of Dana's legs into a strap that she ratcheted shut. "Shit, how is she so strong?"
"I'm guessing all that jerky she eats," said Eulalie. "Unless she ate something else."
"What jerky?" asked Ingrid. "And I saw her eat part of that demon. I thought she was dead, but then she got back up and...and..." Realization dawned on her and her hand went to her mouth. "She was already dead, wasn't she?"
Lily scowled and looked up at Ingrid. The demon's eyes burned with their own inner fire. "You need to consider your next actions very carefully, Sister Ingrid."
"Ingrid," muttered Aurora. "Your wand."
"Huh?" Ingrid looked down and realized she was pointing her wand toward Dana. Shaking her head, she stuck it in the pocket of her robe. "Did Cyrus know?"
Lily's eyebrows shot up. "Now there's an interesting question."
"He did," said Eulalie. "For quite some time, actually. If he was able to come to terms with it, I suppose you can, too." The librarian watched as Tasia got Dana's chest strapped into place. "Dana is a zombie. A necromancer tethered her soul to her body, which means she remains in control unless she becomes hungry."
"But doesn't she need to eat the flesh of the living?" asked Aurora.
"We found a workaround." Eulalie sighed. "With the right diet, she resumes normal functions and her mind is in control. When she takes damage, the unique spell on her attempts to restore her to normal condition."
"Normal is a relative term," added Lily. She and Tasia were now trying to get Dana's hand in the final strap.
"So once we feed her, she'll eventually get back to normal. But I need to stitch her arm back on, which I still think is a task for Zel."
"What does she eat?" asked Aurora. "Instead of people."
"Uh..." Eulalie made a face. "Recently, she's been eating vampyr."
"WHAT?" asked Ingrid and Aurora at the same time.
"Yeah, well..." The librarian cleared her throat and finished buckling Dana into place. "It's complicated."
Ingrid stared at Dana. In hindsight, everything made sense. The blonde's hair had partially grown back, only now it was gray. She moved next to the table to examine her more closely.
Eulalie had wheeled her chair to the other side and was staring at the stump while holding Dana's arm in her lap. She scowled and looked over at Lily. "I'm not doing this," she said. "If it was a clean cut, maybe. You need someone with a better understanding of ligaments and muscles."
The succubus rolled her eyes and her features shifted as a face mask that said "Bite me" along with a surgical loupe formed on her head. "Give me some needle and thread," she muttered. "I don't want Zel involved, she's busy taking care of Callisto."
The two argued back and forth about the best way to proceed. Dana was twitching, her features twisted into a permanent snarl.
Aurora moved next to Ingrid. "She's been dead this whole time," she muttered.
"Seems that way." Ingrid didn't know what to say, honestly. Dana represented the potential end of humanity if her condition ever spread. Yet Cyrus had knowingly protected her. She wished that he was still alive. Aside from general advice, he could probably explain to her what the hell he was thinking.
Aurora put her hands on Dana's wrist and squeezed. The zombie went still, then looked up at her, a whisper of smoke drifting free of one nostril.



"It's gonna be okay," said Aurora. "All your friends are here, and they--"
Dana gnashed her teeth, then yanked her arm so hard that the metal straps snapped. Her hand sought out Aurora's neck just as Ingrid pulled the woman back and away, the two of them tumbling to the ground together.
Lily leapt onto the table and tried to pin Dana down, but the zombie ripped off the torso straps and struck the succubus hard enough that she flew through the air. The stink of sulfur filled the air as the zombie snapped free of the other straps and slid off the table, her eyes fixed on Aurora.
She moved so fast that the only thing Ingrid could do was pull Aurora out of the way, covering the woman with her body. She fumbled for her wand, but Dana grabbed the back of Ingrid's robe and ripped it. The women stumbled forward and fell with Ingrid's bare ass now raised toward their attacker.
There was the sound of ripping metal, followed by a loud thud. Behind them, Dana hissed like an angry cat, and Ingrid watched in horror as a wheel from Eulalie's chair rolled past them. Aurora's eyes had gone so wide that Ingrid was afraid to look back. It was clear that Dana had turned on the librarian. Had Lily or Tasia been fast enough to save her?
Shuddering, Ingrid rolled off of Aurora to stare up at the ceiling in horror. Eulalie was standing on the ceiling, the lower half of her body that of an arachnid. Her humanity terminated at her waist, and several of her legs worked in conjunction with her hands to wrap and suspend Dana above them in a silken cocoon like a zombie pinata.
"You're...you're..." Ingrid's mouth opened and closed like a fish.
"Lying about her disability to get better parking." Lily let out a long sigh. "I guess that cat's out of the bag. Fuck me." Grinding her teeth, she stared hard at Ingrid. "Shit."
"Don't kill them, Lily." said Eulalie. "I know you're thinking it."
"What?" Ingrid looked up at the Arachne. "Why would she be thinking about killing us?"
"Knowing that Dana is a zombie is pretty bad. I'll grant you that. If the Order found out, they would return to Mike's home and demand he turn her over." Eulalie continued bundling up Dana. Only her head and feet were exposed now. "Obviously, he would tell them to fuck off and they'd put surveillance on the house again. But knowing an Arachne is still alive and is plugged into pretty much every military network? They would probably just nuke our home and call us all even."
"But you're...this isn't his house!"
Eulalie arched an eyebrow. This made Ingrid realize that she had even more eyes on her forehead. How had she not noticed them before?
"As somebody who has broken into their systems and read some of their classified intel, I don't give the Order full credit for being bright," she replied, then finished her business and stuck a thick rope of silk to the ceiling. Dana was now swaying back and forth, gnashing her teeth at the air. "Also, you're welcome. Keeping my identity a secret was less important than saving your lives."
"Tasia?" Ingrid looked at the werewolf. "Did you know?"
Tasia scratched her head and shrugged, a clear indicator that yes, she had.
"Guys?" Aurora pointed at Dana. "What's with all the smoke?"
Smoke was now pouring from Dana's mouth and nose, falling down to the floor where it coalesced into a small ball. Everyone was watching it with trepidation as it began to form into a humanoid shape.
Ingrid slapped her forehead. "We needed the entire demon inside of the circle!" she exclaimed. "I forgot that Dana ate part of it!"
"She ate a demon?" Eulalie looked at Lily. "What happens now?"
"It looks like we're going to find out." Lily's tail transformed into a scythe and they all watched as the smoke finished bubbling out of the zombie. It swirled back and forth, almost like it was disoriented, then condensed down into the shape of the Glutton. Flames swirled down the back of his neck, forming into a fiery mane that flowed like a cloak.
"I have returned!" he shouted, pumping both hands into the air. "Any piece of me left behind is able to--no, wait!"
Lily plopped a glass down on top of the demon and the flames went out. He was only about three inches tall, and was now frantically scratching at the floor as if to tunnel through. Dana, having purged the entity from her body, let out a sigh as intelligence returned to her eyes. She stared down at the little demon on the floor and let out a sigh.
"Food poisoning," she muttered.
The Glutton smacked the glass in an attempt to shatter it. "You can't do this to me!"
"But I can." Lily looked up at Eulalie. "This glass is made of me and won't break. We need a crystalline vessel that we can store inside of a tank of holy water. That'll keep the little shit from escaping."
"I'm a Chosen of Ba'al Zabub! He'll come for me and flay the skin from your--"
Lily slid a hand beneath the glass and shook it, causing the Glutton to bounce around inside. He shrieked a bunch of obscenities in multiple languages.
"He won't get any bigger, will he?" asked Aurora.
Ingrid shook her head. "The rest of him will slowly come back from Hell. But if Lily puts him in a jar submerged in holy water, he has to choose between remaining that size forever or being completely destroyed by a holy water bath. Then he'll have to negotiate getting out of Hell again, which is apparently a massive pain." It had never occurred to her that part of the demon had been lingering in Dana's gut. At the same time, she hadn't known that Dana was a zombie either. Now that the Glutton had returned, though, they had a potential lead. "Who sent you after us?"
"Eat shit!" The Glutton took a deep breath and spat something vile on the inside of the glass. Lily hissed as the skin on her palm bubbled.
"Where is that glass?" she asked. "If he gets out, he can escape."
Eulalie jumped down from the ceiling and scuttled out of the room. The Glutton howled and vomited acidic bile on Lily's hands for several minutes before Eulalie returned with a crystalline container that smelled of alcohol.
"He should fit," she said, handing it over to Lily. "I've got a larger one with standard glass coming that the rats are filling with holy water."
"Where...are they getting holy water from?" asked Aurora. Her gaze dropped to Eulalie's legs. "Also...you're a spider girl. Um...person."
"Does that bother you?" asked Eulalie as she opened the jar. Lily had to do some weird finagling to get the Glutton inside without breaking the seal between the glass and her hand. Once the demon was fully in the jar, Lily let go and withdrew her hand. Eulalie moved with supernatural speed, screwing on the lid so fast that it looked like a magic trick.
Aurora bit her lip in contemplation. "It doesn't, but..." She looked super nervous.
Eulalie let out a sigh. "I'd rather clear the air between us and determine whether we can trust you instead of locking both of you up for all eternity."
"I can think of a much faster solution," Lily muttered. The nails on her fingers were slowly transforming into curved talons. Ingrid had never seen the succubus more dangerous than in this very moment. Why did she seem so angry?
Tasia, who had reverted to human form, moved between Lily and the others. "You aren't killing anybody," she said.
"That depends on who thinks they can stop me." The succubus bared her teeth and growled. "Nobody even gets the chance to hurt her."
"Enough!" Ingrid joined her partner, but kept her wand put away. "Nobody...is going to tell anybody anything. We are not going to kill each other over this. But!" She pointed a finger in Lily's face. "We are fucking human beings. We're entitled to a moment to process the absolute shitstorm you just dumped on us."
Lily narrowed her eyes. "Process away," she grumbled. The succubus turned her attention to Aurora. "Go ahead. Ask your questions."
"Um..." Aurora actually blushed, clearly embarrassed. She mumbled something under her breath.
"Excuse me, what?" said Eulalie.
Aurora looked at Ingrid as if to draw strength, then stood up straight and spoke up. "I asked if you had toe beans."
Everyone went quiet. Even the Glutton demon just stared at Aurora, clearly stunned by the question.
Eulalie lifted up one of her legs and held it in Aurora's direction. "Technically only mammals have toe beans," she explained. "What I have are called scopulae, but do bear a similar appearance. Would you like to see them?"
Aurora clapped her hands in excitement, then moved closer to look at the bottom of Eulalie's leg. There was a pair of claws hidden between two soft pads at the bottom of the foot.
"I know, I know, it's silly. I had a pet tarantula when I was younger. She had the cutest toes. May I?" She pointed at Eulalie's foot.
"This is officially the strangest thing I've dealt with today," said the Arachne. "This isn't a fetish thing, is it?"
Aurora shook her head. "I just always wondered what they would feel like," she said, looking Eulalie in the eyes. "You've been nothing but kind to us, and I understand why you kept this a secret. Be honest with me. Do I have anything to fear from you?"
"Perhaps." Eulalie matched Aurora's gaze. "I'm an Arachne. We're dangerous."
"Anyone can be dangerous." Aurora touched the pad of Eulalie's foot with the palm of her hand. "This is so soft! Do you have to use lotion or something?"
"No. Actually, it's a sensory organ, lotion would be disgusting. I can tell what you ate for breakfast."
"That's cool!"
"What...is happening here?" asked Ingrid.
Lily just grimaced and shook her head. "It seems like Eulalie has a new friend. I'll admit, I didn't see this coming at all."
Ingrid couldn't help but notice how Lily smiled at the Arachne as Aurora continued their conversation. Aurora was now bombarding Eulalie with questions, and the librarian was happily answering all of them.
A trio of rats pushed a trolley into the room. It had an empty aquarium on top and a pair of Styrofoam coolers on the bottom. Ingrid turned her attention to the setup.
"Is this holy water?" she asked, pointing at the coolers. The rats nodded, and one of them squeaked at Eulalie. The Arachne held up a hand to stop Aurora's next question.
"They got it from your support team," she said. "The ones prepping your next safehouse. I had them pulled from that location, just in case." Eulalie immediately went back to her conversation with Aurora.
"Thanks." Ingrid gestured at the aquarium. "Let's get this set up."
The Glutton ranted at them as they put the jar into the aquarium, setting it gently into the multicolored sand on the bottom. Tasia lifted the coolers and poured the water inside. Lily stood well away from the blessed liquid. When they were finished, Ingrid stepped back and crossed her arms.
"So if he tries to grow, jar breaks, holy water obliterates him?"
Lily nodded. "This is the last piece of him on Earth. He needs to be properly summoned again. As an added bonus, it'll hurt like hell. This will work for now. I bet we can get something even better setup soon."
The Glutton gave Lily the finger, then grabbed his crotch.
The succubus grinned. "You know what? I bet Tink would love to put something together for us."
"Right." Ingrid let out a heavy breath, then looked at the others. Now that the immediate danger had passed, she was once again the odd-woman out. The only other human in the room was now asking Eulalie if she could paint her tarsal claws. Was she the only one feeling stressed about all of this?
"Hey, you okay?" asked Tasia.
"Not really," Ingrid admitted. Knowing that Tasia had kept all of this from her was also upsetting.
"Is it because we've all seen your butthole?" Lily tapped on the aquarium with her finger, which seemed to aggravate the trapped demon.
"What? When?" Ingrid's heart skipped a beat.
"Earlier. When you saved Aurora." Tasia made a face. "It...wasn't a flattering position."
Ingrid buried her face in her hands. Maybe she should just let Lily kill her now and put her out of her misery.
"Hello?" Dana spoke softly from above them. "Can someone get me down and sew my arm back on?"

☠️🐶😈
The table in Tasia's room was stacked high with premium meats. Between their last place burning down and the fact that Eulalie and Dana's identities had been revealed, the decision was made to hole up in the Library for the time being. Each of them had been given a bedroom just off the main lobby, and Tasia had barely arrived when the rats started bringing her food. The Library could sense her needs, and she intended to push its magic to the limit.
That, and there was nothing else to do. Eulalie and Lily were busy trying to put Dana back together like a sexy Humpty Dumpty. At least, that's how Lily had described it. By the time Tasia had left, Dana was back on the new operating table. Lily was stitching her together with thread that Eulalie was manufacturing fresh from her...wherever spider silk came from. Aurora had pulled up a chair and was watching in rapt fascination.
Of Ingrid, there was no sign. Tasia wasn't going to pretend that she hadn't seen the look of betrayal on the mage's face, and knew there would be some sort of fallout from it. The two had become close over the last year, friends even, but there was now a divide between them that Tasia wasn't certain could be surmounted.
Tasia chewed thoughtfully on a piece of raw steak, then sat back and stared at the ceiling. This was a pack issue. She and Ingrid had been a pack, but Tasia had far stronger bonds with Dana, Eulalie, and Lily. Now that they were all together, it was highly likely that resentment had already been building.
While deep in thought, she caught the faint whiff of saw dust, glue, and...was that bologna? Sitting forward in her chair, she looked over toward the bedroom door just as Tink waddled in. Tasia had left the door open for Ingrid in the hopes that she decided to walk by.
"Can I help you?" she asked.
"Yes." Tink's cheeks were red from exertion as she pushed a chair up to the table and plopped into it. "Tink smell meat, Tink get hungry."
"But...why not wait for your own food?" Tasia suppressed the possessive urge to bare her teeth. This was her food! "The Library will bring--HEY!"
Moving surprisingly fast for a goblin that looked more like a weather balloon, Tink pulled a fork from her pocket and stabbed the steak Tasia had been eating right from her hands. "Stolen meat is best meat," she declared, biting into it.
"But everything the Library brings you is stolen," Tasia protested.
"Matter of opinion." The goblin chortled gleefully. "Tink usually eat cooked meat. Forget how delicious raw meat is."
"If you weren't pregnant, I'd hit you," Tasia growled.
"No let belly scare you, dog breath." Tink mimed hitting herself in the face with a fist. "Not really two on one. You hit Tink, learn best lesson."
"Which would be what?"
"Only dumbass hit Tink. Lucky dumbass maybe survive." The goblin grinned, and blood ran onto her chin.
"Aren't you supposed to be working on a containment vessel for the demon?" Tasia scowled. "Not in here stealing my food?"
"Tink done. Kitty cat holding glued pieces. Too busy to stop Tink from wandering."
"You glued something together?" Tasia rolled her eyes. "There's no way you built a containment vessel using glue."
"Glue only for show so Tink can sneak out. Ran out of shows to watch." The goblin shoved the steak in her mouth and swallowed it. She grabbed onto a smoked ham and studied it. The ham was larger than her head.
"Don't you eat all of that, I haven't had any yet."
Tink sighed and pulled a knife from her pocket. She sliced a piece of ham and threw it across the room. "Fetch," she said.
Tasia's eyes narrowed. "You're pushing your luck."
"Tink have best luck. Meet husband, life amazing. No worried about luck. Tink keep being Tink." She bit into the ham, which had been pre-sliced. It unfolded like an accordion as she attempted to wrestle the main portion away from her head.
"You have a knife and fork. Why are you--" Tasia leapt to her feet as Tink fell over backward in her chair, her green feet briefly appearing above the table as she toppled over. When she ran around the table, she found the goblin laughing on the floor. "That's not funny, you could've been--why aren't you wearing panties?"
"Why wear panties? Make tail itchy, Tink just take them off, anyway." Tink happily gnawed on her ham and Tasia rolled her eyes.
"Whatever," she muttered, then plopped back into her seat. Rubbing at her temples, she decided to just ignore the goblin and resume her meal. Down below, Tink's gobbling sounds diminished, and were soon replaced by the steady cadence of breathing. Tasia leaned over to see that Tink had fallen asleep.
Sighing, Tasia was about to pick her up and at least move her to the bed when someone knocked on the door. She turned around to see Ingrid standing there, dressed in a white blouse and dress pants.
"Can I come in?" she asked.
"Yeah, but--"
Ingrid held up a hand. "Look, I just need to say my piece. You're supposed to be my partner. A mage needs her knight, right? I need to be able to trust you to have my back, no matter what." The mage leaned against the doorframe and stared at her feet. Her eyelids looked puffy, like she'd been crying. Tasia could smell the makeup Ingrid had used to hide it. "Logically, I understand. Eulalie, Dana, all of it. I get why you kept it a secret."
"It wasn't my secret to share," added Tasia.
"Well, that's debatable. It would have been nice to know when we started working with the others. That's...not what this is about." Ingrid picked at her fingernails, one of which was already bleeding. "I don't know that there's a time in my life when I've felt so small or useless. Not since becoming an adult. Your girlfriend is a zombie ninja. You've got access to a shape-shifting killer and an apex predator with a brain that makes the collective computer science department at MIT look like they can't figure out if they're eating Play-dough or their own boogers."
"Ingrid, I--"
"Where's my place in all this?" Ingrid let out an explosive sigh. "I can use magic, but only shit that's been designed for it. Take away my wands, my rods, all of my stuff, and I'm just a normal, human woman who just realized the world is way bigger than she thought. I'm by myself, Tasia. Looking back on everything, I think I've always been all by myself." The mage shook her head. "I was feeling embarrassed about all this before I showed my asshole to everyone. That was just the icing on the cake."
"You're my partner, Ingrid, I need you."
"No. You don't." Ingrid's eyes shimmered when her gaze met Tasia's. "These people here are a family. Our relationship? That was just a job. Once we've finished this one, win or lose, I need to figure out what's next. It's something I need to do on my own."
Tasia felt a pit open in her stomach, and she tried to say something, literally anything, but she couldn't. Ingrid, sadly, was right. Now that Dana was back in the picture, Tasia refused to let her go again. "What about my father?" she asked.
"I'm sure he has plenty of work for both of us. My strengths lie...somewhere."
Beneath the table, Tink let out a loud yawn, startling Ingrid. The goblin stood up, her chin shiny from the glaze that had come off the skin of the ham. Stumbling around, she patted her belly and let out a loud burp.
"Tink used to think Tink worthless," she said. "Other people prettier than Tink. Taller than Tink. Speak nicer than Tink."
"I...uh..." Ingrid looked back and forth between Tink and Tasia.
"One day, Tink meet husband, learn that Tink is best wife. Tink has always been best wife, only Tink need to wait to find this out." The goblin waddled over toward Ingrid and looked up at her. "Pretty mage is right. No can force relationship. Pretty mage find best fit somewhere else."



"Th...thank you?" Ingrid phrased it like a question.
"Also, pretty mage should know, everyone see Tink's butthole. Nobody talk about new butthole, Tink has the best butthole." The goblin grinned up at her and slapped the side of her ass. "Glue should be dry now. Want to see demon in a box?"
"Demon in a...sure." Ingrid looked up at Tasia, and the werewolf felt the distance between them thicken. There was no animosity, only the simple truth. They were going their separate ways already, it was just a matter of when.
The werewolf felt sad, in a way, like she had done something wrong. In truth, these things happened all the time. Her life was just far more complicated. She stood up and followed Tink and Ingrid back to wherever the goblin had been working.
Tink's workshop was next to her bedroom. Inside were a bunch of small, house related projects that were mostly incomplete. In the middle of the room, Kisa was standing on a stepstool, her hands wrapped around a clear acrylic case. Inside, the Glutton was trapped in some sort of thick glass cylinder suspended in holy water. The cylinder was hooked to tubing that fed into the cylinder itself.
"There you are." Kisa scowled. "Next time you want me to hold something you glued, don't inform me that it takes half an hour to set after I'm holding it."
Tink gave the others a knowing look. "Kitty cat do good job," she said. "Fumes bad for little goblin. Stand back, let others look."
Kisa moved slowly at first. Once she realized the box wasn't going to fall apart, she bolted out of the room. Tink cackled quietly to herself, then patted the box.
"Fun box," she said.
"Your baby is gonna burn in hell," said the Glutton, his voice coming from a tiny speaker nearby.
"Directional microphone, make for good hear." Tink pointed at a funnel on the side of the box. "Come with volume control for this."
The goblin turned a dial to zero, then pushed a red button on the top of the box. Some sort of mechanism kicked in, which squirted a tablespoon of holy water onto the demon. He shrieked, the screams muffled by the water as parts of his body boiled off. The cloud tried to squeeze up the tubes, only to run into holy water throughout.
"Work by pressure," said the goblin. She turned the volume knob up a little bit. "Demon can't break peristaltic pump to escape. Whole cylinder flood first."
"This is ingenious," said Ingrid. "Good job."
Tink beamed at her.
"It kind of looks like a gaming computer." Tasia pointed to an LED strip that had been attached around the outer shell. "What does that do?"
"Nothing," said Tink. "Color is for fun."
"How did you build this so fast?" asked Ingrid.
"Tink had old gaming computer." The goblin grinned. "Spider booty have better one, Tink salvage parts. Use old pump."
Tasia just shook her head, astounded. The goblin had thrown all this together in less than an hour. That should be impossible.
Tink stepped aside so that Ingrid could take her place.
"Who sent you?" she asked. Before the demon could answer, she pressed the button a couple of times, boiling off most of the demon's head. It took a couple of minutes before reappearing, and the Glutton was furious.
"I didn't even get a chance to reply," he shrieked.
"We know," said Tasia. "But demons never answer anything on the first round, anyway." She moved next to Ingrid and pressed the button. The demon shrieked as it melted. The werewolf muted the speaker.
"So we can keep going as long as some of it remains, right?" Ingrid looked over at Tink.
"Failsafe," said the goblin. "Demon make pressure when burn, too much pressure, pump won't run. Click button three times fast, squirt constantly, but no kill asshole demon. Can boil little turd forever!"
Ingrid looked pleased, then held the button down. The demon looked like a candle that had been left in the sun for too long as it pressed its amorphous body against the glass. The two of them took turns with the button, passing each other smirks as they tortured the Glutton. Things might be different from now on, but this was still something they could enjoy together.
Tink seemed tickled at first, then Kisa returned and ordered the goblin back to bed. She grumbled the whole way out, swearing under her breath.
Ingrid and Tasia took turns asking the Glutton questions. Naturally, the demon refused to answer their questions, so they gave him a spritz every time.
After an hour, Ingrid sighed and turned the volume knob to zero. "Lily may have more luck here," she admitted. "Or at least understand why he refuses to answer our questions."
"Agreed." Tasia reached out and clicked the button three times. "Look, about what you said earlier."
"It's fine, we don't have to discuss it." Ingrid made a face. "It's not a big deal."
"I wanted to say that you were right." Tasia sighed. "The moment I saw her again, I knew that I never wanted to stay away. This thing we do, it isn't a normal job. I hate the idea of going out and simply not seeing her for another six months, a year, who knows. But you're wrong about how important you are. You led us out of the oil rig. Just because you weren't fighting monsters that time doesn't mean you don't matter."
The mage scrunched up her face. "I'll admit that feelings of inadequacy are my baggage to carry. It's nothing that you did. I don't want you to think you did something wrong."
"I'm also sorry about the whole zombie girlfriend thing." Tasia stood and walked around the room, her legs stiff from sitting. "I swear it's not that I thought you'd freak out or couldn't handle it. You're one of the strongest people I know."
"That would be Dana," said Ingrid. "I saw the tapes from Maui."
Tasia frowned and stared at the floor. "She's not, you know. When we were in the oil rig, she freaked out. Panicked. Had a full-blown emotional meltdown. Being dead seems like it would make you stronger, but she's like a pressure cooker with no safe release. All those emotions, they get pent up inside of her. I've been thinking about what Eulalie said, how Dana's been snacking on vampyr meat."
"I would love to hear that story, sometime." Ingrid raised an eyebrow. "I've noticed you aren't saying vampire."
"You're right. We fought an old school vamp. It took all three of us working together to kill it while the sun was rising." Tasia shook her head. "He was a strong fucker, maybe the strongest creature I've ever fought. Now I'm worried about what eating his flesh has done. But I'm afraid to even bring it up with her." She ran her fingers through her hair out of frustration. After the difficult moment with Ingrid earlier, she felt bad even bringing up potential frustrations with Dana.
Ingrid nodded. "Relationships are hard," she said. "I wish I could give you advice, but...the longest relationship I had was with my old partner, Wallace. There was no romantic interest, he was just the guy who was always around."
"Whatever happened with him?" asked Tasia.
"No idea. I never thought to ask about him once I left. Didn't want him to get the wrong idea." Ingrid sighed. "If you want some practical advice, you should talk with Dana about what you saw her do on the rig. She may not even remember it."
"Oh, she does." Tasia shivered. "Her condition gives her a perfect memory. She remembers everything, it's like her brain is some sort of super computer. It sounds like a super power, but it's also why emotional stuff hits her so hard when she's...you know. More human." Her breath caught in her chest. "When this job is done and you do decide to move on...you'll check in every now and then, right? Let me know how you're doing?"
Ingrid didn't respond. She turned her attention to the demon, whose muffled shrieks of pain could be heard through the water and the glass. She clicked the button, turning off the constant flow.
"You ready to talk?" she asked. The demon sputtered something about Ingrid's mother in Latin. The mage clicked the button three times and sighed.
"I'm going to take a nap," she said as she headed for the door. "Make sure someone gets me up once Lily is finished with Dana. This little asshole is our only lead for now, so...make sure he's comfortable."
"Ingrid," Tasia muttered, but the mage left without another word. Sighing, she sat down next to the demon in a box and looked at him. The creature was dissolving and reforming at the same time, his body turning into a bloody mist that moved in lazy circles. She couldn't help but think it represented how she felt on the inside. A little disgusted, she looked around the room and eventually found a towel to toss over the top of the box so that she didn't have to watch the little fucker burn anymore.

☠️🐶😈
Thank you so much for reading! This chapter was a bunch of fun to write, even the parts where I use Ingrid as an emotional punching bag (and I'll fucking do it again).
Please remember to hit those stars on the way out, and then argue with other readers in the comments. You can double check my bio for release dates, I follow them pretty strictly. Now go do something nice for yourself, you've earned it. Maybe a little mani-pedi action (yes, men, you need this too), or that snack you've been saving for a perfect occasion.
Me? I'm gonna go pour more caffeine into my veins until I can see the fabric of space/time unraveling before it.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Thanks to everybody who remembers to leave stars and comments on the way out, I super appreciate them. I've gotten some great feedback letters recently, I love seeing new people excited by the series show up on the same day as people who have caught up on everything. It's not uncommon for people to note that they took a break around Ch. 40 or whatever, and have just come back to see their work is cut out for them.
And now a super huge and massive shoutout for those of you who have been here pretty much since the beginning when that first chapter was only 5-6k words long and I had no idea what I was doing. I like to think I've gotten better. For your love and enthusiasm for this series, I want to say
Fangs for the Memories
Mike opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling of the castle suite for almost twenty minutes, trying to make up his mind regarding Lady Charlotte and what to say. While in the Dreamscape, he had held a small conference with the others regarding most of his ideas, then had those familiar with vampyr lore chat with him about the most likely outcome of his plan.
During this discussion, Dream Lily had summoned a rather large telescope and pointed it at the sky. When pressed for an explanation, she had informed everyone that it was the only way she would be able to observe what she thought to be an astronomically stupid decision.
Dream Tink had offered to install a camera so that everybody could watch on a monitor. When Mike had asked if they could see everything he did while awake, Ratu reminded him that they were part of his soul, so they weren't just watching, they experienced it all.
Tink promptly demanded that he eat someone's ass.
Now, despite the warmth of the blankets, Mike felt a chill go through his veins. While asleep, Kisa had dropped in and informed him that the Fae had started tapping on all the windows of his home in order to drive the occupants insane. Ratu had magically sound-proofed the home in most places, but poor Abella was now living down in the Labyrinth to avoid losing her mind. The Fae were now trying to antagonize Beth and the others into retaliation, which meant they were likely getting bored or desperate. Mike wasn't sure which of these was considered worse.
He had full confidence that Beth could handle whatever the Fae Courts threw at her. According to the women in his soul, Titania had not dropped by ever since revealing she was under close watch. Mike knew that the Queen was somehow in trouble, but that wasn't a problem he was remotely capable of tackling right now.
Sitting up, he took a moment to rub Sofia's butt through the thin fabric of the blankets. It really was a nice ass. He looked forward to winning their bet in the very near future.
"Hmm?" she muttered, still mostly asleep.
"Going out for a walk," he told her, then scooted past Cerberus who was sleeping at the foot of the bed. Mike put on his clothes and headed for the door. Upon leaving the room, He saw Sulyvahn and Cecilia sitting by the fireplace below. They were speaking to each other in quiet tones, but paused to look up at him.
"Yer up early," said Sulyvahn.
"To do the devil's work," Mike replied.
"Bless ye, then." Sulyvahn flashed a short-lived grin. "Nyx still be out, makin' plans and moves."
"Let her," Mike replied. "I have zero intention of waiting around for someone who doesn't trust me enough to at least suggest what they might be doing." In truth, he was done with her. Mike wanted either enemies, friends, or people who would just leave him the fuck alone. Nyx was somehow none of these things. "I'll be back. I need to speak with Charlotte."
"Do you want company?" whispered Cecilia.
"No," Mike replied. "Not this time."
The banshee looked disappointed. "Don't forget to be back early. Taylor will have our clothes ready, but will probably need to make last minute adjustments."
"This shouldn't take long," Mike replied as he moved for the main door. "If I'm not back by lunch, I've probably been murdered."
"That's not funny, mo chroí."
"I'm not joking," Mike said. "Send Cerberus to find me. I should be okay, but..." He didn't bother speaking the alternative. What he was about to do next was a bad idea, but necessary.
Cecilia frowned, but nodded. Mike stepped through the entrance of the tower and onto the bridge. He let out a heavy sigh. This was all so stressful.
"That was pretty heavy," said a voice from the bridge's balustrade. It was Slade, his talons hooked into the stone.
"They have you on watch duty?" asked Mike.
The gargoyle shrugged. "We're technically always on duty. Where are you off to?"
"Oh, you know me. Gonna walk the castle, get some exercise, maybe go flirt with Lady Charlotte a bit."
Slade chuckled. "Better men than you have tried, my friend."
"Did she throw them into the pit?" asked Mike.
"Maybe." Slade shifted his wings. "I know one of them is still pretty broken up over it. Poor guy put his heart on the line and she rejected him." He pointed toward one of the other towers. "Spent the last few years watching anything but her tower."
"Oh, one of your people?" Mike fought to keep a grin off his face. "I didn't know you guys were into humans."
"Hey, it's not all of us." Slade suddenly looked offended. "It's rare, but some of my kind find you fleshbags. appealing."
"Fleshbags?" Mike put a hand to his chest in mock shock. "That almost sounds like a term of endearment! Are you sure you weren't talking about yourself just a second ago? Are you Lady Charlotte's admirer?"
Slade chuckled. "She is nice enough, but I like a girl who doesn't hit the ground like a bag of soup. Someone far sturdier, if you catch my drift." Slade moved his hands to his chest and pretended to squeeze a pair of breasts with some difficulty.
"Like bags of sand, right?" Mike repeated the gesture and both of them laughed. He waved to the gargoyle and continued on his way. Slade seemed like a really nice guy. Mike hoped that he wouldn't have to fight the gargoyles, or the villagers either.
He probably wasn't that lucky, though.
The walk through the castle took longer than expected. Part of this was due to the fact that Mike actively avoided areas with servants wandering about. The thralls were on autopilot, but he could see the faint, dark threads attached to them. He could not tell how many thralls belonged to Vincentius or the others, but he did notice most of the threads seemed to be concentrated toward the center of the castle, near the top.
The other problem was that the towers rotated while he was walking. So when he thought he had reached Charlotte's tower, it had actually shifted three positions over. That was one of the things about the towers themselves that made little sense to him. They didn't just move one place at a time, and the rotation was random. Was it based on something? What purpose did it serve?
"Stupid ass magic castle," he muttered as he was forced to navigate the body of the structure once more. On this occasion, he didn't waste energy bypassing the thralls, doing so may cost him precious minutes. He had no idea if Charlotte would even be in her tower. What if the vampyr had wandered into town, or had been called into another meeting with Vincentius?
By the time he made it to her tower, a cold sweat developed on the back of his neck. He hesitated before knocking, momentarily worried about what could come next.
I need to get home, he thought, then steeled his resolve into a fist and used it to knock. There was a long delay before a servant opened the door and stared at him with glassy eyes.
"May I speak with Lady Charlotte?" Mike asked. The thrall pulled the door open and allowed him to enter. Mike was forced to wait for a moment while the thrall checked in with Charlotte, then was led to the sitting room where the vampyr sat with a tray of tea on the table next to her.
The crimson light of Avalon cast ominous shadows across the room. Lady Charlotte sat next to the window, and it was clear by the mostly empty tea cup that she had been there at least a while.
"Please get our guest a cup," she said, and the thrall vanished. The vampyr looked at Mike with tired eyes. "Is there something I can do for you, Lord Radley?"
"Perhaps." His throat was unusually dry and he didn't wish to speak until the thrall was dismissed. "What sort of tea are we having this morning?"
"A special blend made from apple blossoms and some sort of grass that grows here in Avalon," she replied. When she lifted the cup to her lips, he noticed her hand trembling. "It...helps to take the edge off."
"You really haven't fed after all this time," he muttered.
She shook her head. "I have not," she admitted. "Not on a living creature, anyway. I should have perished long ago."
"Why haven't you?" he asked. "You seem like the kind of person who might have simply refused to eat and eventually perished."
"I tried to," she admitted. "Twice. Both times, I became a ravenous fiend, barely able to control myself. The first time, I was spared a terrible fate by my creator, who fed me blood from a wineskin. He wanted me to learn how desperate I would eventually become. The second time, my brother was the one who forced me to consume cow's blood lest I prey on some children that Lady Cecilia had deliberately left in my care."
It took Mike a moment to remember that she was referring to the false Cecilia. The fake names bit had grown old. "They really wanted to make you into something that you didn't want to be."
"Yes, I--" Charlotte paused and waited for the thrall to hand Mike a cup of tea. "That will be all," she said.
The thrall bowed at the waist, then left the room.
Mike sipped at the tea and discovered it wasn't too hot, so drank most of the cup and then set it down on a nearby table.
"How...alive are they?" asked Mike, gesturing toward the man who had just left.
Charlotte shook her head. "It's hard to say," she admitted. "It starts when they are partially turned. Some of them retain their intelligence, but times are lean, so they give themselves willingly again and again. Some become little more than walking husks. I'm not sure there's anything left of the men or women they used to be."
Mike thought back to some of the thralls he had seen with dim sparks flickering in their chests. It wasn't just that their souls were weak. They had vanished. "When your people feed, do you have to take their souls?"
Charlotte shrugged. "I wouldn't know for sure," she said. "Every one of us is different. Amymone prefers flesh and bone. My brother prefers--" She winced as the dark vein closest to her pulsed. "We should speak on other things."
"Have you seen this?" Mike asked, holding up his fingers so that a spider made of electricity appeared. It was a jumping spider, hopping from fingertip to fingertip.
"It's beautiful," whispered Charlotte.
"Magic is all about intent," Mike said. "When you speak about how a first meal shapes you, I imagine it's very much like this. My magic is always changing. Some time ago, I met someone special to me."
"What happened?" Charlotte asked, watching the spider jump.
"I lost her," Mike replied. "In doing so, I almost lost myself. The effect she had on me lingers to this day, and it looks like this." He gestured for her to hold out her hand, and he sent the spider onto her palm.
"It tickles," she said as it danced around. "What can it do?"
"Whatever I can imagine," Mike told her. "My power goes far beyond this. As you are aware, some of it is intimate in nature."
Charlotte's cheeks turned red, but she didn't look away from the spider. It was now climbing her fingers and doing somersaults down into her hand.
"But everything I do comes down to matters of the soul." Mike reached out and took Charlotte's other hand. "This will sound insane, but what if I agreed to let you feed on me?"
Charlotte's head snapped up, her eyes briefly feral. "What?"
"I've seen how the process works," Mike replied. "If I let you do it, you will be far stronger than you are now, maybe even strong enough to tilt the scales."
"But you would...be less," Charlotte whispered. "It is not just a matter of blood, Lord Radley."
"You're right." Mike held up his hand and saw glimmers of his own soul circulating through his palms. "But I believe that I can keep you from taking that part of me. Or at least minimize the damage."
"But you could become...like them," she whispered, looking at the door the thrall had exited. "And would belong to me."
"I really don't believe you would," he said. "And if you started to do it, I could stop you."
"How?" she asked.
Mike reached out with his magic and plucked the strings of her soul as gently as possible. Charlotte let out a tiny gasp and put her hands to her chest, causing the tiny spider to fall from her hand and vanish like the dying ember of a fire.
"You still have a soul," he told her. "I can see it. The others do as well, though they're all wrapped up in a darkness I don't quite understand. If push came to shove, I could protect myself from you."
She shook her head. "You either underestimate me or overestimate yourself. Touching my spirit won't amount to much. Even in my current state, I'm extremely dangerous."
"So am I." Mike leaned back in his seat and looked out the nearest window. "I'm currently looking down the barrel of a life sentence without my family. My children will grow up without me. My home will fall into disarray. The ones I swore to protect will be left to fend for themselves. I..." He took a deep breath. "Don't see this as an act of kindness, Charlotte. This is a desperate plan, a Hail Mary effort to stack the odds more solidly in my favor."
Charlotte blinked at him, then set down her teacup and contemplated his words. Eventually, when she broke the silence, it was to ask something unexpected.
"Do you really think that prayer will help us here?" she asked. "God has turned a blind eye to this place long ago."
Mike winced. "It's a sports metaphor, actually. Well, I guess it's a sports metaphor based on a prayer, I've never really thought about it. Anyways, it means a play or strategy meant as a last-ditch effort to succeed. Look, I know I can't make you do this, but...if it works..." He locked eyes with her. "You would add your strength to ours. Together, maybe we can make a miracle of our own."
Lady Charlotte sat back in her chair, her fingers tapping anxiously on the arms of her seat. She was breathing hard now, her lips parting ever so slightly to reveal the tips of her fangs.
"On one condition," she said.
Mike frowned. "It depends on the condition."
"Should you actually overthrow..." She gestured in the general direction of the castle. "I want you to take the villagers with you."
"Excuse me?" That caught Mike off guard. Perhaps he had been dealing with Nyx for too long.
Charlotte nodded. "They deserve a better life than the one they have here. Even if they are centuries behind in their ways and thinking. If you are who I believe you to be, then you would take them in and care for them, even if they are...different. Your predecessor was--"
The dark vein throbbing up above shifted down onto Charlotte, to listen in to what she was doing. Mike watched it wrap around the woman's throat and squeeze.
Concern lined Charlotte's face as she stared at Mike. It was likely that Vincentius had learned that Mike had gone to visit her, and wanted to know why.
"Lady Charlotte," Mike said, moving closer to her. "While I appreciate the lengths that the Caretaker is going to for the party. I must tell you the real reason why I wanted you to tell him not to bother with younger women. You see, while I find the idea of being used as some sort of breeding stock for the village exciting, there is also a part of me that yearns for a partner that is my equal. Someone more elegant, more noble, refined."
Charlotte studied his face, uncertain what game he was playing. The dark vein around her neck thickened. Clearly Mike had Vincentius' full attention now.
"What do you mean?" she asked, her eyes shifting back and forth in nervousness.
"You are the smartest, most beautiful woman here," he replied, hoping that Vincentius would buy it. "And I simply must have you."
The vein throbbing around Charlotte's neck practically shivered in anticipation. Mike could actually feel Vincentius' delight through the thing.
"Me?" she asked with some surprise.
"I have dallied with subhumans for quite some time," he said. "And the Caretaker clearly has specific views on marriage. I don't want to just be breeding stock. I also want a wife, one who understands what's at stake. But I didn't know how to ask this of your Lord. The way you speak about him in private made me believe that he is also a father figure."
"Um..." Charlotte looked confused, but seemed to be catching on. "We, uh, could tell him now, if you wished."
"No," Mike replied. "It may be bold, but we must handle this situation with care. I will make him aware of my demands tonight at the party, in front of everyone. You must ask this of him as well. The villagers love you. He will be forced to acquiesce or lose their favor. But first, I must know if you feel the same way about me." He laid it on thick, channeling his inner soap opera star. He had overheard plenty of them in his house, mostly from Abella's tablet.
Charlotte's mouth opened and closed like a fish as she struggled with her response. Her eyes went wide, and Mike could actually feel a magical pulse descend through the ethereal vein around her throat. Looks like big daddy bloodsucker was sending her a V-mail.
"Yes," she whispered, her face suddenly neutral again. "Let us...conspire further against the Caretaker."
The vein withdrew so fast that it actually vanished into the ceiling. Mike looked up to see it disappear completely. Charlotte let out a long breath that almost sounded like a sob.
"I'm surprised he isn't still listening in," Mike replied.
"He is under the belief that I belong to him," Charlotte whispered. "I've given him no reason to distrust me, other than my refusal to feed. While he was speaking with me, I told him how hungry you made me. He wants me to...take you as my thrall and let you continue to believe you are still in control. It would be very easy. Tonight, he will pick out women who are ovulating and have you impregnate them after the party."



Mike chuckled. "I take it dinner is cancelled."
"Unofficially?" She bit her lip. "It is likely that your friends will become dinner. The backup plan was to hold them hostage to force you to perform. If I take you as my servant, there is no need for any of that."
Mike let out a sigh. "So either way, we're at the endgame. It's him or me. I feel like I've been dealing with this problem for months now."
"Time is strange down here." Charlotte looked away from him. "If you want, I could tell him that you left before I could feed. I still think your plan is too risky."
"I don't really have a better one," he replied. "If I can't handle the weakest vampyr, then how am I to stand against the strongest?"
"Don't call me that," she whispered.
"Why not?" Mike replied.
"Because they are foul creatures," she replied. "Predators who see humans as nothing better than prey, incapable of resisting their very nature."
Mike got on his knees in front of Charlotte and raised his hand to her face. Her skin was cold to the touch as he turned her head to face him. He smiled and brushed a stray hair away from her eyes.
"I think you could be different," he said. "Remember what I said about intent? You and I would both be doing this to save and protect the ones we love. What sort of creature would that make, do you think?"
Charlotte's nostrils flared. "An abomination," she declared.
"You're kind of pretty for an abomination." Mike grinned. Charlotte had gone stiff in her seat. "C'mon. What's a guy gotta do to get his blood sucked around here?"
"You are toying with fire, Lord Radley." Charlotte was breathing hard now, and had moved a hand to her stomach. "This is madness."
"I'm fireproof. And we're all mad here." He touched her face again, his wrist briefly pressed against her nose. "From where would it be best for you to feed? What would make the strongest connection?"
"Throat," she rasped. "But it's also...the most dangerous." Charlotte sounded like she had just run a marathon.
"Then let's get dangerous," he muttered, and tilted his head to one side.
His danger sense lurched, but he remained motionless as Charlotte snarled and pounced on him. At first, he wasn't even entirely certain that she had bitten him. It felt more like a sloppy hickey.
And then she pulled. His head became light as he felt the blood in his body shift dramatically, yanked away from its intended location. It wasn't just his blood, either. His magic and his soul were carried with it, pulled along with his very life force.
Mike clamped his will down on his soul, causing it to stretch and fray, but never tear, as he pulled it back into himself. The dark storm that surrounded Charlotte's soul clung to it like goo, desperately trying to subvert him to her will.
Two can play at that, he thought, and he grabbed onto the darkness and yanked it toward him instead. The thing shifted, fighting back as if it was under attack. As it writhed and squirmed, Mike could now see and feel how it was connected to Charlotte's soul. The thing was like a parasite, controlling Charlotte in exchange for the power it granted. Or would that be a symbiote? His knowledge of those was largely restricted to the Venom movies, and he had only seen the first one.
Interesting, he thought as his vision started to dim. Charlotte was greedily sucking on his neck, and the edges of his vision were going dark. His grip on his soul slipped just a bit, and the darkness fought violently to claim him.
Enough, he thought as he sent his magic at it again. Charlotte's whole body went rigid and she stopped sucking his blood and let out a whimper. Wondering what had happened, Mike realized that the strange power struggle wasn't just happening on a spiritual level. His magic had traveled along the fastest path to fight back, which meant that Charlotte now had a bellyful of his special brand of magic.
Lady Charlotte moaned, her fangs popping free of his neck as her eyes rolled. She clutched his throat with one hand as she pushed him away with the other, her lips now ruby red and dripping with his own blood.
"You...taste like..." She shuddered, her hand squeezing his throat as she let out a long, loud moan. His magic now danced along the flesh of her arm as if in celebration, crawling across her body in triumph.
"Chocolate?" he offered.
"More," she demanded, tearing off his shirt. She marched him across the room and onto a couch where she forced him onto his back. Growling, she bit into the same spot on his neck again, then drank.
His vision swam, and he realized that he was about to lose consciousness. "Charlotte, wait," he said, pushing her away. "You need to...slow..." Feeling his physical strength ebb, he called upon his magic for help.
Mike's eyes snapped open and he put his hands on Charlotte's chest in an attempt to push her away. This resulted in him grabbing her breasts, which caused the vampyr to let go and stare at him with what he initially mistook for hunger. His magic danced across the back of his hands and onto her pale breasts.
"Slow down," he said, then tried to pull his hands away. Charlotte responded by pinning his hands over her bodice.
"Squeeze," she demanded. When he did so, she let out a groan and wrapped her legs over his body, frantically tearing at the fabric of her skirt as it bunched up between them. It didn't take long for a tiny cry to escape her lips as her body shook beneath his hands.
"I don't know that I've ever made someone come on second base," Mike muttered in surprise. Talk about a confidence builder.
Charlotte narrowed her eyes and stared down at him. The lust that had been there was replaced once again with hunger, and she grabbed one of his hands and brought it to her mouth. He watched her fangs extend just before she bit into his wrist, slurping loudly as she dry-humped him on the couch.
From this position, he could see the process better. The dark maelstrom around her soul reached out for him, braiding itself into ropes in an effort to pull even harder.
Mike pulled at Charlotte's bodice with his free hand, then summoned his magic into his fingertips and pressed them into what little flesh had already been exposed. Charlotte arched her back, her hunger temporarily changed to desire as she pressed her breast into the palm of his hand.
He grabbed the top of her bodice and pulled. Charlotte's free hand went behind her back, her trembling fingers loosening the laces enough that the whole garment shifted downward, revealing pale flesh and a tiny nipple with a dime-sized areola around it. Her breast fit perfectly in the palm of his hand, and he teased her nipple with his thumb as his magic danced across it.
Charlotte hissed with pleasure, then let go of Mike's hand and yanked her bodice down further with both hands, bringing both of her breasts into view. He pulled her forward, allowing him to suck on her nipples.
The vampyr came again. Her entire body was like a giant nerve, and a small bit of his magic reflected back at him. His cock strained against the fabric of his pants, and Charlotte let out a whimper when he flexed it. She seemed to be in some sort of daze, her eyes losing focus.
Her gaze snapped back on him and the hunger returned. She grabbed his wrist again and latched on with her teeth, growling like a contented lioness. The abrupt drop in blood pressure caused his vision to dim once more.
Mike pinched her nipples, sending another stream of magic into Charlotte's body. Her desire overwhelmed her hunger, and she spat out his wrist before she grabbed him by the pants. With a yank, she shredded the fabric, allowing his cock to spring free.
Charlotte stared at it in awe, a small trickle of blood running down the corner of her mouth.
"Usually, I wouldn't recommend this for beginners," he said, flexing his cock. "But I get the feeling that enthusiasm will be worth more than experience."
It was like Charlotte hadn't even heard him. She just stared at his cock with a singular focus and panted heavily. For a moment, he worried that her hunger would win out again, and when she looked at him with red-tinged eyes, he wasn't entirely certain what was going through her mind.
Lady Charlotte grabbed the edges of her skirt, pulling them away from her body as she climbed on top of him, her slender frame weightless against his own. The darkness boiling over inside of her demanded to be let out once more, but she had a new mission now.
The ruffles kept getting in the way. Mike tried to scoot them to the side, but Lady Charlotte managed to tear them in frustration. He was more than a little surprised when he felt a tangled nest of pubes followed by cool labia against the shaft of his cock.
"No underwear?" he asked.
Charlotte shook her head. "Why bother?" she asked. "That part of my body has had zero actual use for decades...until today." Her hands traveled along his now bare chest as she traced the lines of his scars. "How did this happen?"
"Car accident," he replied. "I caught on fire just a little."
"I saw a car once," she said. "When I was a little girl. It was a ridiculous thing." Charlotte was grinding herself against him, her labia parting around him and coating his cock in her natural fluids. "You're...rather big."
He nodded. "The key is to take your time, and--"
Charlotte shifted her weight and grunted as the head of his cock slid in half an inch before coming to a halt. "If I can...handle the...post on my bed, I can...AHHH!"
The vampyr went still and trembled as Mike slid a few inches inside of her before coming to a halt. Her vaginal canal now gripped him like a vice, her body still cold to the touch.
"What's wrong?" he asked.
"Need...more..." Charlotte shifted her gaze toward his neck, then moved forward so fast that he didn't see her. Her fangs penetrated his neck again and she drank heavily, her body now growing hot against his own.
Through the fog of being fucked and drained at the same time, it occurred to Mike that she needed his blood to power natural biological processes. Just how much blood did he still have in his body? If he was still hard, then maybe he was okay?
Charlotte groaned and sat upright, causing his cock to slide deeper inside of her. She gasped and wiggled her hips back and forth, slowly working him even further into her body. Her fangs retracted, and she was licking the blood from his neck and grunting.
Mike funneled his magic into her, making sure to keep her lust topped off. The darkness in her soul actually fought back, as if aware of what he was attempting to do.
What the hell was that thing? It had been much larger in the other vampyrs. Was it what caused vampirism? Or was it something else?
Charlotte let out a scream and forced herself the rest of the way onto Mike's cock, then came so hard that her eyes rolled back into her head. Her whole body went rigid and she clawed helplessly at the air, her fingers briefly transforming into talons.
Mike thrust his hips up in an attempt to prolong her orgasm. His magic crawled along Charlotte, wrapping her in a web much similar to the one she had inside of her. He leaned forward to suck on her breasts, moving his hands up her sides and eventually her arms.
"St...still..."
"Mmm?" Mike asked, his tongue currently working on a nipple.
"Hungry." Charlotte's teeth found his neck again and she pulled. A low growl escaped her and she pinned him to the couch. The darkness tucked away inside of her unraveled, fighting back against Mike's magic.
Oh shit, he thought. Regardless of Charlotte's thoughts on the matter, that darkness of hers wanted to claim him. It was very much alive in the same way his own magic was.
Charlotte continued to ride him, grunting and moaning into his neck. Mike tried to roll her onto her back in an attempt to break away, but she stiffened her legs to keep him from doing so.
It only now occurred to him that he had no idea when Charlotte would technically be done feeding. He also didn't know the difference between being a light snack, becoming a thrall, or even becoming a vampyr. Or would he be a vampire? That was technically a fourth option, right? Once again, he found himself in a dangerous situation facing hard choices because he hadn't thoroughly considered his choices beforehand.
He could almost hear Dream Lily say, "I told you so," inside his head.
Deep inside his soul, he felt something snap. His eyes rolled back in his head as he felt a vital part of himself break away and vanish. For just a moment, Charlotte took on a golden aura, one that he instantly recognized.
She had just swallowed a piece of his soul, along with some divinity. He didn't really care for the latter, it was the former that was important. Had it just been a piece of him? Or was it a piece of someone else she had just eaten?
Letting out a roar, Mike stood up from the couch with Charlotte still impaled on his cock, her mouth on his neck. The vampyr let out a happy moaning sound as she wrapped her legs around him.
"Give that back," he demanded as he tried to push her head away. When she didn't come off, he took both of them to the ground where he pinned her down and properly fucked her.
This caused Charlotte to gasp, and release him. In that moment, Mike's magic surged through her body, but he commanded it to run through him instead. Even now, he could see a tiny piece of his soul being stretched out like taffy by the darkness that lay within her.
"That's mine," he roared as he fucked her. Charlotte's hands wrapped around his back and she dragged her nails across him, drawing blood.
Mike came, and the soul swap began. This time, as the magic crawled across both of them, he didn't take a piece of Charlotte's soul from her. Instead, he yanked away the piece from the darkness she had consumed and gave her a different piece of his soul, one that he knew was entirely his to give.
Charlotte's eyes turned blood red and she immediately latched onto his neck again, growling as she devoured more of him. As Mike's orgasm ended, her own began, but the darkness was relentless. Mike had just stolen away its meal and it was pissed.
When Charlotte came, she didn't let go. Instead, she swallowed another piece of Mike, which he immediately took back by forcing himself to come inside of her. The two of them soon became a hot, sticky mess on the floor as they continued to fight for control, Charlotte consuming his soul just as fast as he took it back.
Mike lost track of time and the number of orgasms he had experienced. Between being drained like a Capri-Sun during summertime and general exhaustion, he actually felt his hold on consciousness waning. Charlotte was in the throes of another orgasm, her face bright pink with life as she came beneath him. Another piece of his soul lay deep in her belly, the darkness wrapped around it protectively as it tried to devour it. He wanted to keep going, to see this through, but his body had become the weak link here.
Failure was not an option! He needed to get home to his family, to boot the Fae off his lawn, and he still needed to find a cure for Tink. In thinking about the goblin, a new kind of inspiration took hold. Looking down, he could actually see the throbbing vein in Charlotte's throat. Her heart beat slowly, but beat, it did.
Something in his soul clicked into place. A ravenous hunger suddenly consumed him.
"That's MINE," he said as he leaned down and sank his own teeth into Charlotte's neck.
He felt the vampyr go rigid in his arms, and she cried out. "Don't! My blood is poisonous!"
Mike didn't care. He was immune to poison, and would rely on his magic to take care of the rest. He sucked greedily at her throat, and the darkness inside of Charlotte shifted. Part of it broke off and entered him, and his magic immediately set upon it, tearing it to shreds.
His body ran cold as the world went dark around him. He was only vaguely aware of the hot blood in his mouth and the woman moaning beneath him. Mike's soul detached from his body and floated up to survey the scene.
The darkness within circled him, wrapping itself around his ankles and wrists.
You could have it all, the darkness whispered to him. Not just her loyalty. Her strength. Her speed. Her power.
"I don't..." His thoughts felt fuzzy. Down below, Mike's body was ravishing Charlotte's.
You're different from the others, the voice whispered. Stronger to begin with. You would rival the progenitor. He was but a mortal.
"Progenitor?" Mike was currently too dumb to process what the word meant. Was it like a prodigy? An ancestor?
The darkness closed in, wrapping itself around his neck. On your own, you can take what you want. With me, you could take everything. Down below, Charlotte's whole body glowed. And not just from her, either. You could hunt the others, devour their strength, and then rip Vincentius' head off with your bare hands.
"Don't...you...work for him?" Mike asked.
The darkness chuckled. I was born of him. But aren't children supposed to surpass their parents?
"Parents?" The word cut through the mental fog that assailed him.
We could be something special together, the voice whispered. Capable of doing the impossible. Of saving your beloved wife. There is nothing you couldn't have, no power we couldn't--
"Shut up." He grasped for the darkness, but it was slippery.
All you have to do is feeeeeeed. The voice was urgent. Charlotte whimpered, her body weakening beneath him. Feed until you've taken it--
"NO." Mike grabbed the darkness that had encircled his soul. "Get off of me!"
You can't-- The darkness struggled and fought as Mike tried to yank it away. You can't resist!
"Yeah, well guess what?" Mike closed his eyes and felt the sand of the Dreamscape beneath his toes. "I'm not the only one in here, asshole."
Multiple hands tore away at the darkness, ripping it away from his soul. It let out a high-pitched wail as his women briefly appeared, freeing him from his bonds. Golden light sliced through the tendrils like a knife and the darkness crumbled into ash.
Outside of the tower, thunder cracked as a storm brewed over Avalon.
Charlotte moaned as the remaining darkness inside her body recoiled and tried to hide. Mike, now back in control of his body, sucked even harder on her flesh, his magic wrapped around both of them like a cocoon. In the back of his head, he became dimly aware of his magic scouring Charlotte's soul to take back what wasn't hers and searched the darkness that remained.
The vampyr cried out and wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tight.
"Yes, Mike, yesssss." He could feel her hot tears against his cheek and neck. "I'm yours, now, yours!"
The darkness fled, but had nowhere to run. Mike let go of the vampyr's throat and sat up, his eyes wild as he stared down at the black mass that attempted to huddle behind Charlotte's soul.
Snarling, he put a hand on her chest and ripped it free. Most of it tore like tissue paper, falling apart and ceasing to exist beneath his touch. The rest trembled and hid in fear, finally recognizing that Mike was no longer prey. His touch now promised oblivion.
Charlotte gasped for air as if she had been underwater. The dim red light in her eyes went out as she looked up at Mike. The two of them stopped moving and stared at each other. They were covered in blood and cum. Mike took a look around the room and saw that they had destroyed much of the furniture.
Breathing hard, he looked back at Charlotte and realized that most of her clothing was gone.
"Mike." Charlotte's voice was soft. "Get off of me."
Feeling suddenly self-aware, Mike pulled his cock out of Charlotte and sat back. The room felt oddly humid, a result of the battle between his magic and...well, whatever that black stuff had been.



Charlotte scooted away from him, then rolled onto her stomach with her ass in the air.
"One more time," she whispered. "Take me from behind and make me yours forever."
Nodding silently, he grabbed her hips and penetrated her. His magic seized hold of the darkness that remained inside of her, and it submitted immediately. Instead of fighting back or trying to hide, it allowed his magic to take hold of it and mold it into something different and new.
Mike fucked her this way for a few more minutes before Charlotte came again. He didn't bother finishing, he was depleted. She went limp and rolled onto her back, and he leaned over her, softly caressing her face.
"What...just happened?" he asked, licking the taste of copper off his lips.
"I don't know," she replied with a whisper. "But I am different now. I have fed and become something more." Charlotte reached up and touched his face. "Something more that belongs to you."
"Belongs to..." Confused, Mike sat up. Charlotte followed him, her arms wrapped tightly around his waist as if afraid he would leave. "Nobody belongs to me," he said.
"That isn't up to us," she replied. When he looked back down at her, he saw what appeared to be a golden thread of silk wrapped tightly around her soul. He traced it with his eyes and was more than a little surprised to see that it was connected to him.
"Uh..." He stared at the link between them, now recognizing where he had seen it. It was similar to the kind of link that connected Vincentius to his vassals.
"Oh. Shit."

🏠🏠🏠
The hour was early as Nyx hopped across the rooftops of the village. She would pause every few minutes and sniff the air before continuing. Her prey was elusive, incapable of leaving behind any tracks.
She was on the hunt for memories. Most of the village was already beholden to her, and while she had sifted through their thoughts, she wasn't capable of seeing what the others had. Reading the memories of a mortal was like flipping through a storybook but only looking at the pictures. Humans were more likely to cling to certain memories, and Nyx hadn't known before exactly what she was looking for.
She did now.
The Fae stopped on a particular rooftop and gazed down the smokestack. The fire below was being used for a stew. Avalon never truly got cold unless the resident Fae allowed it, of which there were currently none. Nyx slid down the chimney and gracefully slipped away from the iron kettle above the flames. She narrowed her eyes at the thing, but decided not to take umbrage. No reasonable acquaintance would expect a friend to come in this way, and the door was now missing the lucky horseshoe that Nyx had demanded be removed.
This home belonged to one of the oldest inhabitants, a married couple who would likely become food in the next six months to a year. Nyx crept quietly to their bedroom and stared at them with a mixture of curiosity and disgust.
Mortals were the epitome of wasted potential. Their lifespans were miserably short, which should have provided some sort of intrinsic motivation to achieve, to become more than they are. Yet, they chose to piss away those brief lives on useless things in an effort to one-up each other. They made her think of crabs in a bucket. When one tried to crawl out, the others would just pull it back in.
She couldn't fault the mortals here in Avalon, though. The power structure had functioned against them. There could be no desire to achieve more, as they had been raised to believe that this place was all there was. They didn't even have the benefit of others to tell them that there was something outside of this realm, a place where humanity had tried to touch the stars.
Nyx shook her head and let out a sigh. Mortals had been disappointing her since Arthur. There was no use hoping for any better. Mike Radley had such potential, but the man was like a sharpened knife held by a child. If only his goals aligned with hers...
"Remember," she whispered, her voice draping across the sleeping couple like a blanket. The room disappeared around them, but the bed remained. They were now inside of what could have been a church or school, all the children of the village. There were perhaps forty of them, all huddled between the pews as Lady Charlotte walked around their periphery.
"Stay away from the windows," she said, her voice trembling with sadness.
Nyx immediately moved to the windows and saw that they had been boarded up. There were patches in this memory, but she allowed it to play out. Shrieks of pain and terror could be heard outside of the building, but Charlotte attributed the sound to those who were dying of a mysterious plague.
Children called out for their parents, but the building had been boarded up from the inside. There were giant patches in the memory itself, places where neither sleeper had looked. The image became fuzzy in those places and lacked any sort of detail.
Nyx rewound the memory and played it again, closely monitoring. This church didn't look like the current one in town, which meant she couldn't just demand the building's memories to see what had occurred. The sleepers tossed and turned, clearly troubled by what they saw.
The Fae Princess let out a hiss of disappointment, then looked through the memories one last time. She identified a few children who happened to be diligently watching the windows while they were awake. Nyx allowed the memory to end, then sifted through some different ones to identify the kids who had what she needed.
She spent most of the evening moving from home to home, entering and assembling the collective memories of the adults sleeping there. Eventually, she was able to piece together quite a bit of information regarding the night of the Culling.
The children had been gathered up during an enchanted slumber, most of them waking in the church and being told that they had just survived a powerful illness. Some of the children had fleeting memories of being put to sleep by figures that darkened their doorway. Others still found it odd that the sick outside the building still had so much energy to scream.
As bleak as the memories were, the main thing the children remembered was the kindness of Lady Charlotte. She tended to her flock, cradling children who cried for their mothers, and teaching some of the older kids songs in her native tongue. Every sleeper who remembered anything of detail had buried this tragic memory as deep as they could.
Yet some had seen. A little girl of about six had found a seam in the boards, and had watched. The ominous shadows that had flitted about in this twilight realm had meant little to her, but they were everything to Nyx.
The Fae Princess was able to use this memory to locate where the church had been. Unsurprisingly, it was marked by a small memorial on the edge of town that overlooked the strange pit beneath Vincentius' castle. Since it had been constructed after the Culling, nothing Nyx demanded of it gave her any information to work on.
Stone always remembered, but only what it had seen. The decorative headstones and monument here had been carved from the cliffs, and only knew the memorial service that the faux Caretaker had performed. They had been there to witness the tears of the children and watch them grow, occasionally visiting the dead with news of the living and bringing gifts of flowers.
The original village had been razed during the Culling and a new one built to better tell the story of the Caretaker and his vassals. The children were told that everything had been burned to eradicate the illness, a convenient lie that allowed Vincentius to hide his crimes.
With morning well on its way, Nyx needed something, anything that could give her an edge over Vincentius and his nest. In her mind, she would assemble a grand memory of what had truly transpired and share it with the partygoers, forcing them to confront the horrible truth, then demand their allegiance in overthrowing the Carefaker.
And yet...nothing.
She ran through several decades of memories, just in case she had missed something. It was by a stroke of luck that the memorial remembered a young woman gifting it with a stone cross. Nyx quickly latched on to that memory and watched it.
"Hello, Ma." It was a young woman from the village, her identity unimportant. She had one hand on a swollen belly and was kneeling at the memorial. "I miss you every day. The baby is coming soon, and I'm--"
"Blah blah blah," Nyx muttered, moving forward in the memory.
"Anyway, I've been holding onto this," whispered the girl as she pulled a stone cross out of her pocket. It was worn as if fingers had rubbed at its edges for years. "I found it where our old house used to be, it must have survived the burnings. I've always had it in my head that it was yours, you know. A way for a mother to keep watch over her daughter--"
"Ugh, mortals," Nyx groaned, then skipped ahead.
"I know we've been told to cast things like this into the void, but--"
"Who is she even talking to?" asked Nyx. Clearly, the dead weren't around to hear anything. She skipped ahead in the memory to where the woman left the cross on the memorial like an offering. It would sit there for several weeks before accidentally getting brushed to the side by a contribution of flowers. Eight months later, someone would accidentally kick it twelve feet away where the grass and soil would slowly consume it over time.
Nyx plunged her fist into the dirt, her fingers closing around the stone cross and ripping it free. Grinning like a madwoman, she spoke to the stone ornament.
"Remember," she demanded, and was immediately taken to the night it had fallen off its original owner's neck. It was a peasant woman in her late twenties fleeing from her home as Victoria feasted on her husband. Nyx watched from the cross' point of view as the woman's family was either consumed or rounded up. The memory itself wasn't very strong, as the cross hadn't seen very much up until that point.
When Nyx dug a bit deeper, she was able to ride along with the pendant while the woman fled from the center of town. The villagers were screaming as the vampyrs hunted them. It was in the midst of these memories that Nyx finally found the treasure she was looking for.
It happened in an unassuming alley between two buildings. One had been a shop, the other a bakery. The mortal running past heard the sound of flames and had looked between the structures in time to see Decima wrapped around the figure of a gargoyle as it blew hot flames on her.
The vampyr was unperturbed as it brought a thick fist down on the gargoyle's shoulder and shattered it.
Nyx was almost giddy as she skipped into town to find where this had happened. The area was next to the main square. She dropped to her knees and questioned the stones.
Their answers were largely useless. Roads didn't distinguish between those who walked them, but Nyx took them back to when they had been put together. Sifting through the road's construction, she watched as a small army of thralls built the new village square over the course of what may have been three days. The old village had been burned to the ground, leaving behind only rock.
Thralls had no way of knowing if a stone came from the earth or a creature made of it. Licking her lips, she ignored the sounds of the village waking up around her as she wiggled a chunk of stone out of the road and held it up.
It was a fingertip.
This wasn't enough, but it was a start! Giggling manically, she picked up more tiny pieces of the gargoyle who had been, its corpse motionless and watching as the thralls came and swept its brethren away. The bigger pieces had become part of something else, and Nyx found herself at the base of someone's home, prying loose a rock the size of a fist.
"Lady Nyx?" asked the man who owned the home. His name was Potter, or maybe that was his occupation, it didn't matter. Nyx hissed at him, and he left her in a hurry. Turning the stone over, she found herself looking at an eye.
"Yes!" she cried, then took a bucket from a woman who had apologized for bumping into her three days ago. With even more pieces, she had more answers, and found herself splashing in the village fountain, eagerly prying up the stones along the bottom. The thralls had used anything that would fit together, and Nyx looked very much like a kelpie as she pressed two pieces of stone together to reveal the lower portion of a face, frozen in mid-scream.
The distant rumbling of thunder broke her concentration, and Nyx looked up toward Vincentius' castle. The villagers were awake now, gathering water and gossiping about tonight's festivities. But only her ears could pick up the low bass rumbling coming from the castle itself as the foundation trembled.
It was the sound of Mike using his magic. What could that foolish mortal be up to today? Nyx's nostrils flared as she inhaled deeply through her nose, attempting to catch a hint of what he had been doing.
It took her a moment to isolate the true Caretaker's magic from the ambient scents of Avalon. Though it was faint, she could smell the sweet scent of fresh grass being clipped, the castings now rotting beneath the sun. It was the smell of freshly plowed soil revealing the damp death underneath. She sniffed again, uncertain what it was that she detected, then froze up in horror.
"No," she gasped, dropping the stones into the water. She stared at the castle, oblivious to those around her.
Mike had mated with one of the vampyr, his magic swapping soul pieces! But why?!? Her heart pounded in her chest as she scrambled around for the loose stones she had dropped.
Frankly, she didn't care that Mike had mated with someone. She already had a guess as to whom. No, what bothered her most was that Mike had chosen to fuck that FILTHY DEAD THING and never ONCE cast a SECOND GLANCE in HER DIRECTION!
The water around Nyx boiled and people cried out in alarm as the Fae Princess stomped out of the fountain and let out a scream of rage.
"How could he? HOW COULD HE!"
None of the mortals had answers. They were just as useless in life as they would be in death. Nyx glared down into the bucket and saw the unseeing eye that looked up at her from within.
"I'll show him the error of his ways," she declared, then glared at everyone standing nearby. It was time to show Mike Radley what he was truly missing once and for all.
The Fae Princess tried to hop onto the breeze and ride the wind, but forgot how heavy the bucket was and crashed. When a man laughed at her, she cursed him to never speak again and then stomped off with her bucket of broken memories.

🏠🏠🏠
It was still early morning when Callisto got up and left his yurt to see a sky just barely touched by the rising sun. Part of him wanted to sleep in still, he'd been up late for a celebratory feast. A pair of twins had been born to the tribe, which were not only extremely rare, but considered a sign of luck and good fortune. Neither had been born with the aberrations their parents had suffered.
Many of the centaurs in the tribe had a trait that uniquely defined them as impure according to traditional centaur views. It could be something as simple as a malformed hand, or hooves that looked more like a human foot. His own mother suffered a bizarre defect where her genitals were those of a human, but he at least understood why that one was sort of a big deal. She had almost died during childbirth with him, after all.
A natural fear for the tribe was that these anomalies were somehow genetic, or that the centaurs were predisposed to generating similarly disabled offspring. In fact, the opposite seemed to be true. Only a couple of centaurs had been born with any sort of disability since the tribe's inception, and those had been minor quality of life issues.
A thick mist clung to the valley and jungle terrain. Ever since their world had been connected directly to the one with the merfolk, the shift in humidity meant that cooler mornings often produced it. The seasons here didn't quite follow the ones on Earth, but the temperatures did fluctuate accordingly.
Not that Callisto knew what was happening on Earth. The greenhouse gate had been officially sealed for over a couple of weeks now. He couldn't even go hang out with Grace, who was locked up inside the house.
Feeling mildly annoyed, he went to the communal eating area where a few centaurs had prepared breakfast. A rich oatmeal made with honey and some sugar complemented the sausage and egg omelet he carried on a plate over to one of the eating counters. He decided that he felt a bit more grown up than usual and tried to stand at the adult counter. This served to put the food roughly at the same height as his face.
"Damnit," he muttered, then pretended it was no big deal to eat this way. Some of the other adults smiled kindly at him. They all seemed aware that he was annoyed by his unknown rate of growth. Other kids his age could already eat at this counter without any issues.
He hated being the smallest.
"Morning, Callisto." Nima strolled on by with a sausage on a stick, the young centaur munching on it happily. "Shouldn't you be sleeping in?"
"Why?"
"Because a growing boy needs his sleep." Nima smirked at him and took a bite of the sausage.
Callisto groaned inwardly. Those had been the exact same words his mother said last night. She liked to intertwine human and centaur vernacular to accustom him to the dual worlds he lived in, but being called boy in front of his peers rather than a foal or perhaps even a young stallion just felt so...inadequate.
"Go eat a dick, Nima. Oh, wait. You already are."
Nima frowned at his meal, then shrugged. "This is not a dick. Therefore, I am not eating one."
"Of course not," Callisto replied. "And when you slurp on it, you definitely aren't mimicking latent desires that have yet to blossom."
Nima's brow scrunched up in confusion. "Huh?"
"Never mind," Callisto muttered. This was yet another human colloquialism that was lost on his kind. That, and Nima was too stupid to realize he was being insulted. Callisto would have to stoop to the boy's level. "You poop on your own hooves."
"I DO NOT!" Nima swung his sausage on a stick and Callisto ducked out of the way. The meat slid off the skewer and smacked one of the early morning hunters in the chest. She frowned at the grease stain on her tunic, then glared at Nima.
The young centaur swallowed and galloped off, leaving a dust trail behind him.
Feeling like he had gotten the better of that exchange, Callisto resumed his meal with a smug grin.
The rest of the tribe was slowly awaking now. The shepherds were headed out to check on the herds. The jungle had been seeded with wild game some time ago, and they lacked any natural predators, other than the mandragora plant. That thing was primarily eating food given to it by the islanders right now, but it still liked to lure the occasional deer or elk to its doom.
Eventually, Zel appeared and some of the other centaurs stepped away from their counters to speak with her immediately. She was always so busy, which was part of the reason that the current state of affairs at the house was so obnoxious for Callisto. On days like today, he could pop by the house and at least count on somebody there to hang out with him. If his father wasn't dealing with anything difficult, he'd drop things to play with him.
Callisto let out a small sigh and picked up his empty plate and bowl, which he took to wash at the trough. The people in charge of cooking smiled politely as he put his cutlery on a drying rack. The young centaur cast a look back at his mother and saw that a line had formed.
He already felt like today would be one of those days. Trotting quietly toward the edge of camp, he stared out across the large field that separated the tribe from the jungle. A couple of centaurs were milling about, and a third was practicing their archery. Callisto paused to watch the centaur shoot at the target, his mind wandering to the fletcher's daughter, Adhara.



It had been some time since he had made an effort to go see her. They only ran into each other while socializing or playing with others. Last week, Callisto had gone down to the frog pond and spotted Adhara with three of her friends on the bank, braiding each other's tails. He had attempted to stick around and chat with her, but the other fillies had kept giggling at their stilted exchange so he finally got frustrated and left.
Callisto watched the centaur shoot a bullseye from over two hundred yards and applauded politely. If the archer noticed, they paid him no mind.
"Maybe a visit would be in order," Callisto muttered under his breath, then turned in the direction of Adhara's yurt. It was past the edge of town, but only because it also hosted a dedicated archery range. Arrows could be crafted, fletched, and immediately tested for their accuracy.
Callisto galloped away from the center of his village and took a side trail on his way out. He didn't want to show up so soon after breakfast. The last thing he wanted was to appear overeager. Slowing his pace, he decided to take a detour and maybe throw some rocks at logs or something.
In a small field, about a mile from Adhara's home, he found a handful of stones and identified his target, which was a tree stump. Rolling the rocks around his hand, he took aim at his target and nodded to himself every time he hit the stump.
"I wish my dad was home," he said, speaking his worries aloud to the stone in his hand before casting it. Such activities were illogical in scope, but he did find a manner of relief in speaking his concerns out loud while participating in the ritual of throwing his worries away. "I miss Grace. I wish we could play."
THUNK. A chunk of wood broke off the stump.
"I miss Aunt Sofia's cooking."
Thud. This one bounced off without any damage.
He looked around to make sure he was alone. "I wish Aunt Lily was around to teach me some more interesting phrases." She was probably teaching him things that weren't age-appropriate, but that was part of her appeal.
Swish. That rock missed and disappeared in the grass. He tried to see where it had gone, but it had vanished completely inside of a mushroom patch. It was a species he wasn't familiar with. The tribe's mycologist could probably tell him all about the mushroom's properties and why it grew in a six-foot ring around the stump.
"I wish..." Callisto considered the rock in his hand, then swapped it out for a smooth one that looked like it had come from a river. "I wish I fit in better."
When he threw this one, he missed the stump and startled an unseen beetle into the air. Callisto looked at the rocks in his hand and thought about his dad. His father seemed perfectly happy as an adult, but that was because he had figured out his place in the world.
Callisto had not. He frowned at the dusty stones in his palm and tossed them into the grass. Missing everyone was only part of the problem. He was a child of two worlds, and one of those worlds had been cut off from him.
It had probably been long enough. If anything would make him feel better, it would be talking to Adhara. Even though his feelings were likely the equivalent of puppy love, he still enjoyed spending time with her and chose to live in the moment.
He walked out of the clearing and trotted along the trail to Adhara's house. The morning fog had yet to burn off, and had thickened in some places to look almost mystical in nature. Despite his intense familiarity with the terrain, it felt like he was traveling through an unknown realm. If not for some common landmarks, he would believe himself to be lost.
When he arrived at Adhara's home, he saw wisps of smoke coming out of the central chimney of her home. Callisto was originally going to circle the domicile to see if she was playing outside, but her father was working at his bench right outside the entrance.
Mintaka looked up from his work and snorted, his eyes narrowing at Callisto.
The young centaur hesitated, and turned as if to leave.
Then he remembered his last conversation with his father. If Callisto could handle a Fae Prince trying to steal him away, he could do this. Taking a deep breath, Callisto walked up to where Mintaka was working and met his gaze.
"I have come to inquire about Adhara," he said. "But I would like to speak with you first."
"We have nothing to talk about," Mintaka muttered.
"On the contrary, we have plenty to discuss," Callisto countered. "During our last interaction, I'm afraid that I gave you the wrong idea with my words. You see, I like your daughter, and--"
Mintaka grunted, making a point to snap the arrow he had been working on in half.
Callisto continued. "I would prefer to continue associating with her. But I need you to understand that my feelings for her are strictly platonic. I am still far too young for romantic inclinations, despite often intense feelings of attraction."
"Attraction?" Mintaka already did not seem impressed with Callisto's attempts at mediation.
Callisto shook his head. "It is natural for young centaurs on the cusp of adulthood to begin experiencing feelings that will parallel future sexual attraction in others...you can put that knife down, I know you won't stab me."
"You're really bad at this," Mintaka growled, taking the knife from his belt and jamming it into the table.
His heart hammering in his chest, Callisto continued. "My father told me that I shouldn't participate in any relationship that I am unable to communicate about with others. Right now, I am not ready to officially court someone, or even unofficially do so. I take my potential future role as leader of this tribe very seriously and, should my intentions with Adhara ever evolve past the stage of what is likely just my first crush, I would speak with both you and her directly regarding them."
"You talk too much," Mintaka added.
"Noted."
The fletcher considered Callisto for a moment, then let out a long, low sigh. "Are you always in your head like this?"
"Yes, sir."
"Good." Mintaka snorted in mirth. "I would prefer someone who overthinks their choices to pursue my daughter to someone who doesn't consider the consequences."
"Then you approve?"
"No!" Mintaka slammed his fist down on the table. At first, Callisto thought the man was mad, but he was smiling. "But I'm her father. It's my job to chase her suitors away. Especially ones that stumble over their words so readily."
"What?" Callisto blinked in surprise. "Why would you do such a thing? If your purpose is to make anyone who may wish to court your daughter uncomfortable, then I don't see--"
"If they think my daughter is worth pursuing, they'll continue to do so, whether I chase them off or not." Mintaka chuckled. "You may have forgotten, but most of us only live out here in the wilds. A stallion who can't even stand up to me would be a poor potential mate, would they not?"
Callisto opened and shut his mouth, uncertain how to respond. Finally, it clicked. "So this is a test?"
"Yes."
"And you like me now?"
"No." Mintaka picked up his knife and pointed it at Callisto. "But I do respect you for this. That's worth far more in my eyes." The centaur considered him for a moment, then nodded to himself. "And you should be aware that you will likely experience similar or worse from other parents in the tribe."
"Why?"
"Your mother is the chieftain and your father is a magical human known for his sexual exploits. For now, you are too young to be a problem, but concerns have been secretly voiced amongst others. You are in a position of power, Callisto Radley. Some of us are afraid of how you will wield it when you are older."
"But that's absurd," Callisto sputtered.
"For now, it is. But remember how most of us came to be here. Our previous tribe kicked us out for being impure, remember? For disagreeing with our betters. We all know what it's like to have someone in a position of power that abuses it."
"I..." Callisto's argument died. "That...uh..."
Sensing the sudden shift in mood, Malinka almost looked sad. "You're a good foal," he said. "Don't ever give us reason to doubt that you'll be a great centaur."
"I won't," Callisto swore, though the oath felt hollow. The realization that others did not trust him stung deeper than he had imagined.
"Adhara went down to the pond to meet up with some friends." Malinka spoke softly, as if afraid Callisto would spook. "You're welcome around here, but there might come a time when I need to chase you off again. Allow me that."
"Yes...sir." Callisto saluted for reasons he didn't even know, then turned in the direction of the pond. "Thanks for the...uh...talk."
Malinka grunted. "Don't hurt my daughter," he replied.
"I won't." That was far easier to swear, and Callisto galloped away, his eyes stinging for some unknown reason.
It took him over half an hour to get down to the pond. He galloped for most of it, but grew tired. His breakfast wasn't sitting well in his stomach, and he debated perhaps lying down for a bit. Maybe a book would help take his mind off of things.
However, then he would have to go looking for Adhara again. Now that he had smoothed things over with her father, maybe she'd be more willing to be seen with him.
He slowed his trot as he neared the pond. It was surrounded by low lying branches that he was forced to duck beneath. Up ahead, he heard somebody muttering, but couldn't quite hear the words. Curious, he slowed his approach and opted for stealth.
There were five centaur youth around the pond, including Adhara, but none of them were moving. In the middle of the pond stood a humanoid figure with dark blue skin and eyes the color of ink. She was whispering something to the youth, then paused when she spotted Callisto.
"Ah, there you are." When the woman grinned, it was to reveal teeth like knives. "Hello, Callisto Radley."
The centaur started to back away, but the woman wagged her finger back and forth.
"I wouldn't," she said with a grin. "I can't promise any of these children will still be here when you return."
"What are you doing here?" he asked. "And how are you here?"
The woman snorted. "The Fae realm overlaps all places. It was only a matter of time before one of us found a way in." She squatted down on the water and stroked the surface. "As for what I'm doing here, I am looking for my brother."
Callisto just shook his head. "I have no idea who your brother--"
The woman looked up, and in that moment of eye contact, Callisto's mind was filled with an image of a terrifying Fae prince. That one second flash was immediately followed by the image of him being folded into himself before being tucked away in a can by his sister.
"Now you know who he is," she said with a grin. "And I saw the recognition in your eyes. He went missing not far from your home, along with some other Fae from our family. I would be willing to trade for any information you possess on him."
Callisto swallowed. "Trade?" he asked.
The woman gestured at the frozen centaurs. "Callisto Radley and his family are considered off-limits. Don't you find that odd? What is so special about your family that the Queen herself would give you all preferential treatment. These children, however, are not of the Radleys. I spent all morning showing them magic tricks, listening to them as they said they would do anything if I would just make the frogs dance for me one more time."
"What does that have to do with our trade?" Callisto asked, his heart pounding and his chest suddenly tight.
"Well, you see, I would be within my rights to simply abscond with them. To have them follow me into the water, to come to my home and serve us for the rest of their lives. Anything is a very big word, and the innocence of youth does not excuse them from promising it." The woman grinned.
"What name may I call you?" Callisto asked.
"Why should I give it?" she responded.
"Any trade or bargain made in good faith requires basic etiquette and courtesy," said Callisto. "Even the simple exchange of names prior to negotiations will create a foundation of trust. Note that I didn't ask for your true name, or anything else that would give me power over you. However, I hope you give it to me so that someone in my family can hunt you down later and maybe break your legs." He clapped his hands over his mouth, stunned that he had spoken so freely.
The Fae laughed. "Tell me what you really think, son of Radley. You may stand in the land of the centaurs, but these mists you have seen this morn belong to the Fae. They would ensure any communication between us is wholly honest."
"If that's the case, then I hope Aunt Yuki tracks you down and rams an iron rod straight up your ass before freezing you in a block of ice." Callisto balled up his fists, his anger barely contained. Was it a spell that compelled him? "Your magic is a violation of--"
"It isn't. Making you overtly honest does not count as harm as long as I do not act in a harmful way in response to your words." The Fae woman stood and walked across the water until her feet reached the beach. She had webbed toes with bright orange nail polish. "You may know me as Mara."
Mara reached out and touched the head of the centaur closest to the water. It was a young centaur named Thyone. "You can go," she whispered, and the child walked toward the water.
"What are you doing?" Callisto asked. "I thought we were trading!"
"We are," Mara replied. "But I bore easily and am retracting my original offer." Thyone wordlessly stepped into the water and vanished beneath its surface. The pond itself was only three feet deep in the middle, yet the centaur vanished completely. "It looks like we only have three children to bargain with now."
"No, stop! Bring him back!"
"Bring who back?" Mara asked, and Callisto was suddenly chilled to realize that he honestly didn't know. There was a vague memory, almost like a dream, of a young centaur that he had known and occasionally played with. Mara had taken the child and erased his very existence.
"Oh, poor boy," she muttered, then moved toward him. Callisto took a step back, but now she stood behind him, her hands hovering just above his flank. "You're pretty upset over someone you can no longer remember."
"They...were a part of the tribe," he managed to say, his voice cracking. "His parents--"
"Won't even miss him," she said. "They'll go about their day to day activities feeling like something is missing. Days will become weeks will become months, and it'll always feel like a memory right on the tip of their tongue."
"What do you want?" asked Callisto.
"I want to know what happened to my brother," she replied. "I also wish to know your part in it. You see, I followed him to where he disappeared, and I smelled the scent of both Radley children in the breeze. When I asked the trees to tell me what happened, they were too terrified to remember."
The spell from the Grimoire! Callisto blinked rapidly, trying to figure out what he should even tell her. Once the Fae knew that Grace was involved, they would demand that she be turned over immediately.
Mara stared at him with midnight eyes and a grin on her face. She absolutely understood the moral quandary she had presented him with. "You know," she said, circling him at a distance. "I would be willing to toss in something extra for your trouble."
"Extra?" Callisto asked.
"I could find your Aunt Lily and return her," Mara replied. "Or cook such meals for you that you would never miss this Sofia again. I could even bring your dad home, though that would be more difficult. Or perhaps we could do...something even better."
The Fae Princess stood before him and trailed her fingers along his jaw. He felt an odd sensation move through his body and looked down in horror to see that he was now naked and completely human in the glen.
"That's right, little Callisto. I could make you entirely human," she replied. "A child of just one world. Removing your humanity would harm you, but the centaur itself? You could fully join your father's world, assuming--"
"Assuming?"
Mara giggled. "Assuming that you did no harm to my brother."
Callisto opened his mouth, ready to make the trade. If he told Mara that he was the one who had cast the spell, then he would spare Grace and save the remaining two centaurs...
Wait, two? His eyes widened as he realized that someone else had gone missing. Now it was just Adhara and her closest friend, Belinda.
"That was the price for even considering a falsehood." Mara grinned and reached out a hand to caress Adhara's hair. "Did you not swear an oath just this very morning not to bring harm to this one?"
"You were following me?" Callisto whispered.
"Do you really think I'm alone?" Mara's lips quirked into a grin as the leaves behind Callisto rustled. He turned to see Nima doing a slow march into the glade, his eyes focused on eternity. "Well, well, well. It looks like somebody stepped into a fairy ring."
Callisto bit his lip so hard that it bled. "Trade conditions," he demanded. "I need specifics. We've wasted enough time talking about...other stuff."
"Are you sure? I bet I could lure others here. It would only be a matter of time before the adults come looking. Just how many of your tribe could I swallow up in one day?" Mara held out her palm and Nima came to a stop. "As specified, I want you to tell me everything you know about what happened to my brother, the individual whose likeness I psychically provided. In exchange, I will allow these two centaurs to be free of their promised debts."
"Two?" Callisto realized he only saw Adhara and Nima now. "I require a modification of the deal!"
"Within limits."
"In addition to releasing these two centaurs, you will return all the individuals you have taken plus relinquish any hold on additional centaurs that I may be unaware of. You will also leave this realm and never return. In exchange, I will provide you with...with..." Callisto took a deep breath. What would his dad do? He would want to protect the family. However, right now, Grace was already being protected. These other children and the people of his tribe had no protection from a foe like this. Tears streamed down his face and he grit his teeth together. "My available knowledge regarding the individual you described."
"No," said Mara, then reached out to wipe a tear from Callisto's face. She held it to her mouth and tasted it. "Those we have already taken now belong to us."
"We?" Callisto's lip quivered.
Mara grinned. "I will remind you that I didn't come alone. Your tribe will feel...smaller when you return. How small that is will depend entirely on you. If I have to take every person in this realm, leaving only you and your mother behind, then I will do so."
"How is this not harm?" he whispered.
"Because you won't remember anyone," said Mara. "Counter offer. Upon the acceptance of this deal, any who have not yet fully crossed over shall be released. The Fae will leave this realm and grant the members of your tribe enmity for a hundred years or four generations, whichever comes first, with the sole exception being all who were involved with my brother's disappearance. Adhara will have her freedom."
"Just...Adhara?" he asked, then realized that it was just him and Adhara. The water in the pond rippled as if somebody had stepped into it.
"Who else?" Mara giggled.
"Deal," he said, and he heard thunder rumble in the distance. He looked over his shoulder to see a massive thunderhead building on the horizon.
"Oh, it looks like your guardian is quite upset with our presence," Mara muttered. "Too bad that bird was flying so far away this morning." Her hand shot out and clutched Callisto by the temples and he let out a scream. "Remember," she commanded.



And he did. When the memory finished playing out like a movie, it simply vanished, leaving just Callisto and Adhara by the water's edge. Callisto looked down at the mud and the soil and only now realized just how many hoofprints he saw.
"Callisto?" Adhara blinked at him, then looked around. "How did I get here?"
The centaur grabbed her by the hand and frantically pulled in an attempt to get away from the water. Once they were out past the trees, he broke into a sprint, one that Adhara struggled to keep up with.
"MOM!" he screamed, racing back to the village. He had kept his word to Mintaka and protected his daughter from harm. Now it was time to get word to his family and protect his little sister.
He just hoped they wouldn't hate him for what he had done.

🏠🏠🏠
I hope you all enjoyed that chapter just as much I enjoyed writing about it!
I adore the craziness that is the Fae, as scary as they may be. Old Magic is a fascinating topic for me, but if you would like to indulge in some New Magic, make sure to click those stars on the way out and tell all your friends I exist!
(Whether as an author or a boogeyman, your choice, just don't say my name three times in a mirror, cause you'll just look dumb doing it, I don't even like answering my phone)
Now go get yourself a big glass of water, cause I know you don't drink enough. Take care of that body so that I can see you here next time when the shit officially hits the fan.
Annabelle Hawthorne, signing off!
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The Things We Dream
It was the smell of sausage and coffee that woke Ingrid. Her face was buried in pillows and the blankets had slipped off of her legs. The door of the bedroom opened, followed by footsteps over toward her side of the bed. The soft clink of ceramic against her nightstand made her turn her head to see what was going on. A plate of food with breakfast had been set down next to a ceramic mug with a pair of children's handprints on it.
"Happy Mother's day." Mike adjusted the blankets which were gathered on Ingrid's side of the bed and then rubbed her lower back, causing her to stretch. "How did you sleep?"
Ingrid yawned and stretched. "Like the dead," she muttered. Something felt off this morning, but she couldn't quite place her finger on it. "What time is it?"
"After ten," Mike replied. He folded the blankets away from her and leaned down to work his fingers into the tender muscles of her back, pushing her sleep shirt up to expose her skin. "Aurora has the kids this morning, so I figured I would spoil you a bit."
"Mmm. I like being spoiled." Ingrid closed her eyes again, taking in the scent of breakfast once again as Mike's fingers undid some of the knots just above her hips. "So what's for breakfast?" she asked.
"Some of your favorites," he replied. "Sausage, eggs, sunny side up, and sourdough toast to dip into the yolk."
"Did you eat with the kids?" she asked. What were their names again? Her mind tried to grab onto the information, but it slipped away.
"Just a light snack," he said. "I've got something else in mind." Mike crawled onto the bed and tugged at the fabric of her panties. She lifted her hips, allowing them to come free.
"Yes, please," she whispered as he rubbed her ass and the back of her thighs. He worked his way down her legs, the massage causing her to inexplicably tune out. By the time he was working his way back up, it felt like no time had passed at all. He grabbed her by the hips and lifted her back into an arch. Mike slid his arms beneath her waist and around her thighs, allowing her to rest her hips on his forearms.
"Hmmm! My breakfast is ready," he declared, burying his face in her crotch. Ingrid groaned as he ate her out from behind, his tongue playfully teasing her clit before dipping deep inside of her. Her hands clutched at the sheets as she bit the pillow, pressing herself back against him.
When Mike squeezed, she was unable to escape his mouth. She moaned and writhed on the bed, hesitant at first out of fear of the kids hearing until she remembered the kids weren't home. It was so nice of Aurora to take the kids for the morning. She really was the best friend a mother could have.
Ingrid briefly tried to remember where the two of them had met but gave up when Mike did something with his tongue that had her eyes rolling. It had been weeks since they'd had the opportunity to properly enjoy their time like this. Usually it was something quick after everyone else had gone to bed or before the household woke.
Her hips bucked of their own accord, and a tiny, barely there orgasm radiated through her nerves and up her spine. She groaned in frustration when Mike pulled his tongue out of her pussy.
"More, please," she begged.
"I've got something bigger," he suggested. "But only if you want it."
"I want that dick," she said as he crawled over her body. Ingrid could feel the head of his cock bouncing off of her thighs as he moved into position. "I want it so bad."
"Tell me how bad you want it." He sat up and she felt the head of his cock press against her labia. She arched her back and tried to back into him, but it didn't work.
"I need it," she said. "I want to feel you throbbing inside me, to lose control on your cock and--"
She choked on that last word as he pushed forward, easing himself inside of her. Her lower back spasmed as she felt the pressure of his member stretching her wide. Ingrid whimpered into the pillow and bit it again, the cotton threads fraying between her teeth.
"That's it, keep breathing," Mike said as he continued to press forward. "It's been awhile, hasn't it? I need to get you nice and relaxed before we stretch you out."
She whimpered again, then braced herself against the headboard with one hand to hold her body in place. Mike's cock slid forward some more, and her vagina spasmed, then clamped down to hold it in place.
"Wow. You're so tight today," he muttered.
Ingrid couldn't reply. She was busy gasping for air as he filled her insides. He was a patient lover and kept rubbing her back and hips while he waited to move forward again.
Eventually, the head of Mike's cock pressed against her womb. The pressure of it made her feel light-headed. She reached down with her free hand and gently tugged at the top of her labia, her clitoris still sensitive from the earlier orgasm. Time was all she needed now as warm pulses radiated out from her crotch and down her legs. When they fucked like this, it felt like her whole lower half was one giant nerve ending.
Ingrid's fingers were soon slick with her own fluids, and she rubbed the tip of her exposed clitoris with her thumb. Her whole core tightened up and she let out a scream when she came.
"I love watching you come," Mike told her, his hands holding her hips in place to keep her from sliding off. She heard him spit on his hand, then felt his thumb teasing the edge of her asshole.
"Oh god," she cried out, her vagina firmly clamping down on his cock. She wasn't sure if she came again or if he had somehow extended the current orgasm, but that little touch had been enough for her to lose control. Ingrid went limp on the bed, her lower half spasming. Mike continued to tease her, then leaned forward to make sure that they stayed together.
"That's it," he whispered, then playfully swatted her ass. "Keep going. Get yourself nice and wet for me."
By the time her hips stopped bucking, she was out of breath. Gasping for air, she tried to lift her butt, to feel him pressing against her, anything. She needed him, wanted to feel the heat of his body inside of hers. It had been so long since they'd been alone together that--
Wait. When did they get married?
In that moment of distraction, Mike thrust himself forward. Ingrid cried out in pleasure as her insides gripped him tight. He grunted, moving slow at first. She could feel that building pressure in her stomach, her abs already sore from the orgasm that had just ripped through her.
"Fuck me," she whispered. "Harder."
"I might hurt you," he said.
"You won't." Her husband could never hurt her. They were meant for one another. "Do it."
"What was that?" Mike leaned forward and she felt him gather her hair into a temporary ponytail. She braced her arm against the headboard and trembled.
"I told you to fuck me." She growled when she spoke. "I need to feel your hot cum inside of me!"
He replied with actions instead of words. A sensation of fullness in her hips was followed by a rough thrust forward as he pulled on her hair, which yanked her head back. Ingrid cried out, one hand slapping against the headboard so hard that a picture on the wall fell. The other hand frantically rubbed at her clit as Mike took her from behind.
Her mind melted, her thoughts falling apart as she gave in to her body. Pinned beneath her husband, all she could do was cry out, scream, and occasionally bite the sheets as her groin alternated between intense pleasure and sweet agony. The other moms joked about getting their guts rearranged, but they could never know the truth of it, how your entire world became that hot, barely contained rhythm buried deep inside your belly that made it feel like you would explode.
Ingrid came. She lost her breath, too busy screaming to remember to inhale. She came again. Her neck hurt, but she didn't even care. She would give everything to this man, just as long as he would keep fucking her.
Keep loving her. Forever.
And so she came again.
Mike moaned, then let out a yell as his cock jerked inside of her. Ingrid called his name, begging him to fill her up. After he did, he fell down limp on top, pinning her firmly in place. Ingrid cried, but they were tears of unrestrained joy.
She needed to remember to buy Aurora a fruit basket or something.
It took some time, but Mike's cock softened enough that he finally fell out. This was followed by a deluge of cum that immediately soaked the sheets.
"Can we...can you...?"
"Go again?" Mike chuckled. "Aurora will be back soon, I'm afraid."
"Damn." Ingrid sighed. "I love you."
"I know."
She couldn't help but grin. Her husband was such a nerd with his Star Wars references. "I'm hungry," she told him. "Should we eat before the kids are back?"
"Yeah." He kissed her shoulder and climbed off of her. "I can go make something right now, actually. What do you want?"
"Everything," she replied, seeing him out of the corner of her eye. It felt like she was forgetting something. Hadn't Mike brought her breakfast already? From where she was, she could clearly see that the nightstand was empty. Maybe she had been dreaming.
"You've got it." Mike pulled on a pair of slacks and headed for the door. "See you downstairs."
After he left, Ingrid continued to lay there, one hand fondling her groin as fluid continued to leak out. She was sore down there, the good kind. Wincing, she rolled over and sat up, rubbing at her lower stomach.
"That man does things to me," she whispered with a smile, then noticed the picture that had fallen off the wall. When she picked it up, the image was blurry.
"Hmm." She rubbed at her eyes and tossed the picture onto the bed. Her husband had officially fucked her so hard that her eyes didn't quite focus.
She found her panties and bunched them between her legs to keep from dropping spooge on the floor to the bathroom. After she peed, she tossed her underwear into the hamper.
She heard the front doorbell ring.
Expecting Mike to get it, she was surprised when it rang again. This was followed by a knock.
"Mike?" she called, but there was no answer. Grumbling to herself, she went into the closet and found a silk robe to wear. Ingrid shuffled through the old Victorian manor to the stairs. Whoever was at the door was insistent, alternating between ringing and knocking to some vaguely familiar song.
"Hold on, I'm coming. I said, I'm coming!" she shouted as she undid the deadbolt and opened the door to reveal a grown woman with black and red hair in a girl scout uniform.
"Yeah you were," said Lily with a smirk. She looked past Ingrid into the house. "Nice place."
"Lily!" Ingrid tightened the obi on her robe and took a step back in shock. Suspecting what had just occurred, she held up her left hand and saw that there wasn't any sort of wedding band. She also had an extra pinky. The world came into a strange sort of clarity as her theory was confirmed. "This...is a dream!"
"A wet one, if we're using labels." Lily stepped into the house. "Now that you're finished, we can--"
"Don't devour me!" Ingrid flattened herself against the closest wall. "I know we're not friends, but we're definitely not enemies!"
"Huh." Lily crossed her arms and shook her head. "You think I came to eat you?"
"This whole thing was a sex dream," Ingrid replied. "And you're a succubus. Eulalie had to tell you not to kill me earlier. How do you think this looks?"
"That...is a fair point, actually." Lily sat down, the floor beneath her warping upward to form a chair. "For the record, you were having the sex dream before I came to get you. I just did some Dreamscape magic to ensure the juice was worth the squeeze."
"What?" Ingrid moved to sit across from the succubus. "I don't understand."
"You've had a shit day," Lily replied. "Far be it for me to cockblock a poor girl trying to get some orgasm therapy. Yes, I meddled with your dream to heighten the experience, but not to eat you. If I had, you would already be in my stomach, experiencing full blown nightmare therapy."
"But I...this..." Ingrid groaned and put her face in her hands. "This is your house, and the dream was about Mike."
Lily chuckled. "For what it's worth, I'm a little jealous."
"Of what?"
"This." Lily's tail stretched out behind her and pulled a family photograph off the wall. She studied it with sad eyes. "Yes, you were dreaming about being married to Mike and having a normal life and a family with him, but that's not what I'm jealous of. For at least a few minutes, you got to believe it was all real. Dreams can do that, you know."
"I..." Ingrid frowned. "Is my dream...what...you want?"
Lily shrugged. "I don't know. I met the man when I tried to kill him. We had an interesting fling. Now I'm just one of many women who hold a piece of his heart, forced to share him with so many people that I can't help but get angry sometimes. It's...complicated." She set the picture face down in her lap. "I can't blame you for wanting some of the same things I do."
"You're not going to make fun of me for it?" Ingrid was suddenly wary.
"No." The succubus sighed. "I was originally just coming in here to wake you up after your post-nut bliss. Now that I'm in your head, it's kind of quiet. I like it."
Ingrid blinked and shook her head. "Really?"
"We almost got blown up this morning. Dana and Dog Breath are off processing Mike's magic stuff in a shared bedroom, Eulalie is busy doing her webmaster shit, and I'm not allowed to go home because Mike stirred up some massive trouble with the Fae." Lily blew out a heavy breath. "The Seelie and Unseelie courts are staking the place out, but we don't entirely know why, or whatever. If I get spotted around the house, they may start following us around, too, which would cause massive headaches."
Ingrid nodded. "We don't want to upset the Fae."
"We certainly don't." Lily sniffed the air. "Is that coffee?"
"It's not real," Ingrid replied.
"Real is subjective." Lily stood and held a hand out to help Ingrid up. "C'mon. What's five minutes in the real world? Let's take a day off."
Still suspicious, Ingrid took Lily's hand and was led into the kitchen. Mike was standing there in nothing but an apron, cooking bacon in a pan.
"Good morning, honey!" He leaned over to kiss Ingrid's cheek. "Ah, you invited the sexy neighbor over. Hungry?"
"Always," Lily replied, then pinched Mike's bare ass.
"This isn't the least bit weird for you?" asked Ingrid.
"Girl, I've seen some serious shit." Lily plucked a piece of bacon directly from the pan. "This is your basic horny dream. When was the last time you got laid?"
"I don't think that's--"
"Shit, before Hawaii?!?" Lily gasped. "With a rockin' body like yours, why aren't you finding any good fuck buddies?"
"I don't want a fuck buddy, I want...a...fuck partner," she mumbled.
"Ah. Something more permanent." Lily gestured at the house. "Though I'm a bit surprised at the touch of domestic tranquility."
Ingrid shrugged. "You're in my head. You tell me why I want a stable home and family."
"Fair enough." The succubus smirked and opened her mouth to say something, then paused. "You know what? Never mind. I was going to be super sarcastic with my response. A husband that loves you. Kids. A safe place to live. There's absolutely nothing wrong with wanting to live a normal fucking life."
The admission surprised Ingrid. "Should I be worried that you aren't going to take an easy dig at me?"
"I saw your asshole earlier today. You need a break."
Ingrid's cheeks became hot and she scowled at the floor. "I had forgotten that happened," she muttered.
"You would have remembered after waking up. I probably would have been the one who reminded you, actually." Lily frowned. "Maybe, just for today, I won't call you my butthole buddy."
"I appreciate that."
"My crack companion."
Ingrid ground her teeth. "Alright, we get it."
"My poop-chute partner."
"I thought you said you weren't going to call me those things," countered Ingrid.
Lily laughed. "Old habits die hard, and I only said maybe." Her eyes widened and she leaned back in her chair as Mike wandered over carrying a bunch of dishes like a waiter. A table appeared between Lily and Ingrid where Mike set everything down.
"Bon appetit," he said with a wink. Lily watched him leave and sighed.
"I don't know if I like seeing him come or watching him go better," she said, her eyes locked on Mike's bare ass.
"I wouldn't actually know," muttered Ingrid as she looked at the bounty that had been set out between them. It was an obscene amount of food, all of them her favorites. "I've only had imitation Mike, and I couldn't really see him."
"You should eat up," said Lily. "Dream calories don't actually count, and I can make it so that you actually taste everything."
"Really?" Ingrid served herself a massive plate of bacon and sausage. "How do you do that?"
"By sticking a finger in your mouth and changing its flavor," Lily replied.
"Seriously?" Ingrid asked, a piece of bacon almost at her lips.
"No." The succubus laughed. "Not really. In scientific terms, I'm bypassing your tongue and stimulating the neurons in your brain or whatever."
"Or whatever." Ingrid took a bite of bacon and groaned. "Damn, that's good." She paused for a moment, then looked across the table. "Earlier, when I was, uh..."
"Fucking your dream boy?" asked Lily with a raised eyebrow.
"Yeah. You weren't, like...doing stuff to me were you?"
Lily shook her head. "If I was trying to eat you, maybe. I could have rammed my tail into any hole I wanted, actually. It's pretty hot, watching a woman come all over your tail."
"So...there's a neuron or whatever for feeling stretched out?" Ingrid was almost too embarrassed to ask.
"There's a neuron for everything, but that's not actually what you're trying to ask."
Ingrid felt her cheeks get hot once more. "You're reading my mind, aren't you?"



"I'm trying not to." Lily picked up a piece of sausage and played with the tip. "But since I'm here in your head, those surface thoughts are like a billboard. You want to know if Mike's dick actually feels like that in real life."
"Yeah."
"Technically speaking, yeah. He also has magic that assists, but your dream was about 'original recipe' Mike. I may have helped out a bit with that... If I'm being honest, I should probably tell you that he isn't interested in you and likely won't be."
"Because I'm not special enough."
Lily shook her head. "Incorrect. There are almost seven billion people on this planet, and you are rather amazing compared to most of them. It's the fact that you and he need and want different things. His magic may react to you in a sexual way, but he'll feel the incompatibility in an instant. Romeo is many things, but a fuck toy isn't one of them."
Ingrid snorted. "It doesn't seem that way from the outside."
"Tell me about it. Do you wanna know how he and Tink ended up together? Fighting over tools." The succubus chuckled. "Knowing how smart that little booger actually is, I wouldn't be surprised to discover that she had somehow manipulated the situation in her own favor."
"How did he end up with a Cerberus?" asked Ingrid.
"Holy shit, you're not gonna believe this." Lily laughed and told Ingrid a story about an accident involving a magical tarot card. The two exchanged more stories like this, the afternoon growing long as dream Mike continued to bring them more food. When he wasn't busy feeding them, he was in the kitchen doing dishes, his bare ass exposed to both of them. The entire time he worked, he hummed sci-fi theme songs to himself.
The sky was getting dark by the time the conversation finally stalled. Ingrid couldn't remember the last time she had spent so long just talking with another woman. She eventually found herself silent, considering the succubus in an entirely new light.
"You're staring," said Lily. She adjusted her boobs. "Did a titty pop out?"
"You're more than I expected," Ingrid admitted. "This has actually been fun. The most fun I've ever had in bed, actually."
"You mean the best five minutes in bed." Lily laughed, then checked her wrist as if looking at a watch. "Well, more like ten. I lost track of time, too."
"Why bother, though? It's almost like you're trying to cheer me up."
Lily cocked her head to the side. "Well, to be honest, I wasn't going to at first. But when I got in here and started poking around, I realized just how much we have in common and that maybe you could use a little kindness."
"That's uncharacteristic of you," Ingrid replied.
"Don't tell anyone. I have a reputation to uphold." Lily smiled, but the grin faltered. "Also, you remind me of somebody."
"Cyrus?" asked Ingrid.
Lily nodded, her eyes on a distant memory. "Some days, the only thing that got me up in the morning was knowing I'd get to drop by that old bastard's home and mess with him a bit. The two of us had our differences, it's true. But over time, he learned to see past them. Maybe he taught me to do the same."
The two of them sat in silence, both deep in their thoughts.
"Okay, that was a major boner killer. Let's get to work." Lily snapped her fingers and the dream went dark. Ingrid opened her eyes to see that she was crashed out in bed, wearing only a sleep shirt and a pair of panties. When she sat up and rubbed her eyes, it was to see Lily sitting at the edge of the mattress.
"Good morning," Ingrid muttered, then made a face. Her ass was wet. "Did I--"
"I wasn't joking when I said it was a wet dream." The succubus smiled and handed a clean pair of underwear to Ingrid. "You came pretty hard."
Embarrassed, Ingrid took her current panties off and took the new ones from Lily. "I guess our relationship has been taken to a whole new level," she muttered as she slipped the panties on. "You get to watch me bang your man in my dreams while seeing me come all over the bed. Is there a word for that?"
"College roommates," Lily replied with a smirk.
"Not pussy partners?" Ingrid raised an eyebrow at Lily, who barked out a laugh. "Let me find some pants and we can go deal with this demon."
"Sure thing." Lily stood. "Also, since we're pussy partners, you should know that your ass looks great. Stop worrying about how your pants fit."
Ingrid shook her head. "Now you want to help me with my body issues? Nobody is going to believe you're actually a demon."
"Yeah, well, maybe I don't want to be one anymore." Lily's grin disappeared and she cleared her throat. "Besides, Aurora wanted to be the queen bitch, so why bother trying so hard?"
"That's fair." Ingrid found some pants that the rats had brought her and slipped into them. "So we tried to get the demon to talk earlier, but got nowhere."
"So I heard. Torture, right?"
"Yeah."
The succubus snorted. "Torture may seem like the right move, but you have to remember that demons spend a majority of their time in Hell. Depending on the demon, life down there isn't so bad. But for most of them, it's eternal torment. Now if we're talking true demons, they hate the place. It's way worse than when they got evicted."
"Right. Because of the Fall."
Lily's lips thinned. "This Glutton creature is most likely a lesser demon, an off-shoot of something far nastier. Demons don't reproduce like humans do. In the case of this nasty little shit, its daddy was another demon that personified gluttony and consumption. It ate and ate until its body was full to bursting, then ate some more. If given enough to eat all at once, the thing's stomach probably burst and now we have that little shit in a jar."
"That doesn't remotely make any sense," Ingrid replied as the two of them left the room. As they were walking down the hallway, she could hear the distant grunts of Tasia and Dana somewhere else in the Library. "They're loud."
"Yeah they are." Lily chuckled. "Anyway, demons don't have to make sense. What's most likely is that a piece of something else got eaten, but didn't die inside the demon's belly, so took on its properties and laid in wait. Hell is all about survival of the fittest. If you aren't killing others, they're killing you."
"But I thought things can't die in Hell?"
"Oh, they can. But there is no Death to reap them. Eternal torment, remember? That's what awaits Dana if she can't get her problem solved. A pack of demons will rip you apart and you'll feel nothing but pain as your body is digested in several different places."
"Alright." Ingrid rubbed her stomach, which suddenly felt sour. "I think I'm starting to understand why boiling that little fucker in holy water didn't do much good."
The two of them entered the room with the containment unit. From behind the fabric draped over the box, they could hear the faint shrieking of the demon. Lily cracked her neck as her demonic features all manifested at once. Sharp horns burst from her forehead and curled backwards as her wings unfurled. Her tail formed a pair of pincers which she used to grab the fabric and yank it away.
"Hello," she said, clicking the button to turn off the flow of holy water. "Looks like you're having a shit day."
The Glutton's melted features slowly reformed until it had a face again. It growled and pressed itself against the glass, then paused to lick it.
"Let me out," it growled.
"Why?" asked Lily. "I have nothing to gain from letting you out. What's in it for me?"
"Professional courtesy," it replied.
"Just because we're both demons doesn't mean I care." The succubus tucked her tail beneath her and sat on it like a stool. "How much work did it take for you to get out of Hell in the first place? I can't remember the last time a gluttony demon wandered about. I believe it was 1907."
"What happened?" asked Ingrid.
"Big mother fucker busted out of Hell and went on a bender in China. Hid their soupy ass inside of a storm system. Nobody knows exactly what happened, but one day, that demon simply disappeared." Lily glared at the demon. "Hold on a second. That wasn't you, was it?"
The Glutton responded by giving Lily the finger.
"Well, that's an interesting development. If that really was you, then who had the massive balls to take you down?" Lily looked at Ingrid. "Make no mistake. If we let this fucker free, it will eat everything it can."
The Glutton slapped the glass, but not hard enough to crack it. "Untrue. If you let me out, I will not eat everything I can."
Ingrid frowned. "He can't lie, right?"
"Not directly. Which means he has an agenda, something he must do first." Lily grinned. "Oh. I see. This little shit is under a contract, which isn't fulfilled yet."
The Glutton cursed under his breath and turned his back on them.
"A contract? Makes sense. So somebody summoned him?"
Lily shook her head. "No, not quite. I think that this guy escaped Hell, ate his way across China, then got captured by someone who has kept him under lock and key, much like I was. Tell me, am I onto something?"
When the demon didn't reply, Lily turned the holy water back on. The Glutton screamed in pain, which made Lily turn the speaker off. "Okay, so I think we have some pieces of the puzzle now. Summoning a demon this powerful would take an immense amount of magic. Capturing one? Not nearly as much."
"That still doesn't tell us who sent him," Ingrid replied.
"Nope. Which makes me wonder." Lily stroked her own chin, suddenly lost in thought. Between the muffled screams of the demon, Ingrid heard Tasia howl somewhere else in the Library.
"Lucky girl," Ingrid muttered.
"I'll be right back." Lily stood and sashayed out of the room. "You can let our friend marinate for a bit."
Ingrid waited for a few minutes, then looked at the door when she heard the sound of squeaky wheels outside. Lily came back in with a cart piled high with food. Her tail was wrapped around a pair of chairs, which she set down next to the containment tank.
"Pull up a chair," she said, pressing the button three times to cease the flow of holy water. "Join me for a bite?"
"With pleasure." Ingrid sat down and stared at one of the plates. "Wow, is that real wagyu beef?"
"Yep. Culinary pleasures from some of the finest restaurants in the world." Lily smirked and picked up a napkin, which she unfolded and tucked into her cleavage. "I actually had Lala put in an order before waking you up."
Ingrid was confused at first, but realized why once she saw the demon in the tank spin around and press itself against the glass. It was drooling as it stared at the food in front of it.
"You see, the thing about demons based on gluttony is that they have a fixation on quantity over quality," said Lily as she picked up a knife and sliced herself some cheese from a nearby plate. "However, it does not mean they don't appreciate quality, especially when there is no quantity to be had."
"I think I follow. What kind of cheese is that?" Ingrid asked.
"Moose cheese." Lily sliced another piece off and handed it over. "Try it."
Ingrid took a bite and let out a loud mmm of satisfaction. The two of them quietly dined in front of the demon, commenting regularly on the food as the little bastard shrieked obscenities at them. It had actually managed to drool so much that there was a thin layer of the fluid at the bottom of the tank.
Eventually, Lily produced a third plate and cut a section of beef the size of her thumb on it. She turned to face the demon, who just stared at the morsel. Her head cocked to one side as if listening to somebody, and then she nodded. When she blinked, her eyes changed from red to brown.
"We're going to play a game," she said. "I will ask you a question, and you will give me an answer. If I like your answer, I'll set aside some food for you. If I don't like it, you get nothing. When I am satisfied with all your answers, I will give you whatever is on this plate."
The Glutton glared at her. "Right. But I'll still be in here."
"Nope. If your answers thrill me, then I will let you out to consume whatever is on the plate."
"And put me back in here," the demon added.
"Well, I'll try to." Lily grinned. "Right now, you have a guarantee of food plus a chance at escape. When we're done talking, I'll let you out. I'll even count to ten before I do anything."
The Glutton stared hard at Lily for several long seconds. "What about your friend?" he asked, jerking his thumb at Ingrid.
Ingrid frowned at the succubus. "I thought you said it would be extremely bad to set this thing free?"
"I did." Lily raised an eyebrow. "You'll just have to trust me." She looked back at the demon. "I won't let her intercede either."
"Thirty seconds," said the demon.
"Twenty," countered Lily.
"Twenty seconds after I finish eating," the demon replied.
"Thirty seconds to eat. Then twenty seconds after you're done eating, or after you've left the spot where the plate is currently located." Lily produced a piece of chalk and traced a circle around the plate. "This space, and whichever happens first."
"I can't believe you're even suggesting this," said Ingrid.
"We're playing good cop, confused cop." Lily smirked at the mage. "I'll also stab my friend here if she tries to violate the agreement."
The Glutton's eyes blazed. "What do you want to know?"
Lily pointed at the meat she had already sliced. "For that morsel, I want to know who sent you."
The demon grinned. "The person I signed a contract with," he said.
"Ugh. That's fair." Lily sliced another piece of steak and slid it onto the plate. "What is their name?"
"I don't know." The Glutton crossed his arms and grinned. "You're not so good at this."
Lily frowned, then forked the meat and stuck it in her own mouth. "I didn't like your answer," she replied.
"But I'm telling the truth!" The Glutton pounded on the glass, then backed away when the water in the tank sloshed. "I don't know her name, I never did."
"Then how did she summon you?"
"She didn't. Like you guessed, I was captured." The Glutton jabbed a finger at the plate. Lily cut some meat and a piece of cheese for it. "That bitch kept me locked up this entire time. She usually uses me to dispose of bodies and other random shit. I spent the last century being a glorified garbage disposal for her."
"What changed?" asked Ingrid. The demon didn't bother looking her way.
Lily sighed and added another piece of food to the plate. "What changed?" she asked.
The demon smirked. "Somebody killed off a bunch of her pets, then smashed all of their eggs."
"The cockatrice?" The memory of the eggs crunching beneath the soles of her feet made Ingrid's stomach lurch. The demon didn't answer her, but did start laughing. All of this had happened because of her.
"So this woman is with the auction house?" Lily asked.
The demon waited for more food to hit the plate, then shook his head. "I don't know anything about that," he said. "But those pets of hers needed a safe place to stay and breed. I haven't seen her so angry before. She called in some huge favors to divine who did the deed." This time, the Glutton turned toward Ingrid. "If I fail, I'll be just the first of many to come your way."
"Wait, this is about me?" Ingrid pointed at herself. "How did she even find out I did it?"
The Glutton laughed. "No idea! She gave me your name and your face, then mailed me in a box. Told me I was officially free once I killed you and anybody who might be helping you."
"Why you, though?" Lily leaned back and grabbed a piece of ham from the tray and set it down on top of the plate. "Why not come herself?"
The demon shrugged. "I'm not sure. She was in the middle of some big project. But you should rest assured that she will come for you, and she won't stop until she has your head on a platter." The Glutton giggled to himself. "You and everyone you know will be dead soon enough."
Lily paused, her eyes now flickering between red and brown. She stared into the distance as if listening to something. This went on for so long that both Ingrid and the demon exchanged uneasy glances.
"Are we done talking?" asked the demon. "If so, it's time for you to let me out."
Lily's eyes flickered and turned brown again. Ingrid felt a bit uneasy. She couldn't figure out why, but something was off.
"What can you tell me about this person?" she asked. "A location, an address, anything."
The demon shook his head. "If I let you know anything more, she will come for me next."
Lily picked up several plates of food from the cart and set them by the plate on the ground. When the demon shook his head, she gestured at the rest of the cart. "Everyone has a price."
"I can't tell you where she is or how to find her. I only know one thing about her, and even that may be enough to piss her off." The demon stared at the cart, his jowls trembling. After a few moments of silence, he ground his teeth together, which made tiny sparks. "All of it."
"All of it?" Ingrid looked at the food. "That's bigger than you are."
"Their stomachs are bottomless pits," Lily replied. "Will thirty seconds even be enough to finish it?"
The demon nodded. "I could eat both of you AND that food in thirty seconds."
"Lily." Ingrid felt uneasy now. "What's to stop him from attacking us?"
"Huh. Good question. Didn't think of that." Lily jerked her thumb at the cart. "You give me something to work with, I'll throw all that in, and we're done talking."
The demon started hopping up and down in anticipation, its flat tail wagging from side to side in the pool of drool that was now up to its knees. "I could never get her name, because names are dangerous. She keeps it to herself. But over the last century, I've heard what other people call her."
When the demon didn't continue, Ingrid groaned. "Are you really going for dramatic effect here?"
"To be fair, demons love their drama," said Lily, her voice oddly husky. "What do people call her?"
The Glutton started wringing his hands together like a fly. "I need to preface this by saying it's not just a word. The people who know her by this title take her very seriously. This is good information. I don't want you backing out of this deal at the last second."
"A demon can't lie," said Lily. "Not when directly asked. You know this."
"I also know there's a catch," the Glutton replied. "I just haven't figured it out yet."
"It'll be a surprise for all of us." Lily grinned, her features stretching past human boundaries. "What do all these big important people call her?"
"The Collector." The demon grinned and stared at them. "If you knew any better, you'd let me eat you before she finds out I told you. It would make for a happier ending for all of us."
"The Collector?" Ingrid almost laughed. "That...doesn't actually help us."
"In the right circles it will." The demon's tongue was now dangling from his face. "And we're done talking. It's time to honor your agreement."
"Yes. It is." Lily stood and moved toward the containment unit. "I am a man of my word, after all."
Ingrid took a step back, her hand going to her pocket, only to realize she wasn't armed. What on earth was Lily thinking? Once she let that demon out and it escaped this room, it would put everyone else at the Library in danger and would probably start another fire. Her heart was pounding in her chest as Lily disconnected the speaker system and made like she was going to open the lid.
The succubus stopped, her hands hovering just above the glass. She started humming to herself, then dropped her hands to the holy water button. Instead of clicking it three times, she pressed it over and over again.
Ingrid eventually recognized the song Lily was humming. It was Carry On Wayward Son by a band whose name she couldn't remember.



The Glutton's screams of agony filled the room as the holy water burned it. The tiny vessel filled with smoke and enough holy water to annihilate the demon entirely, destroying its only link to earth. The vessel eventually became so hot that the inner glass cracked, causing the rest of the holy water to flood inside.
Satisfied that the demon was properly disposed of, Lily clapped her hands as if dusting them off. When she turned to face Ingrid, her eyes shifted from brown back to red.
"How?" asked Ingrid breathlessly. "You lied to him."
"Did I?" Lily's lips twisted into a malevolent grin. "What would have possessed me to do that?"
"That's what it seemed like." Ingrid thought back over the conversation. She couldn't spot a single loophole in their agreement that would have allowed Lily to destroy the demon.
"You said you trusted me," Lily replied.
"Yeah, I do." Ingrid shook her head. "I'm...just really surprised is all. How did you do it?"
"Since you trust me, I think that you should allow a girl to keep a few secrets of her own," Lily replied. "We should worry now about more pressing details, such as this Collector wanting you dead. Let's go talk to Lala, see what she can dig up."
"Yeah." Ingrid watched Lily leave the room, then hung back for a few more seconds to stare at the ruptured holy water tank. She half expected a tiny piece of the demon to still exist there, or for the little bastard to pop through the floor and eat his promised meal. Instead, all she was left with was more questions.
Giving up, she decided to let it go and followed after Lily.

🐺💀😈
Dana had no idea what time it was. Ever since the demon's explosion, her mind had rapidly shifted back and forth between being fully conscious of her actions and...well, that special fugue state where she would suddenly realize that some amount of time had passed. That usually meant she had just been fed, which would then lead to painfully experiencing all of her actions like a drunk magically remembering their blackout.
Luckily, today's outburst hadn't included a bodycount, but she did recall what happened after trying to devour a demon. It had felt like the worst kind of heartburn, a searing pain deep inside that went beyond physical experience. Her body had been trapped between a state of revival and rage as she had thrown herself at the demon over and over again.
It also wasn't lost on her that she had eaten a piece of a gluttony demon. Over the last few years, she had found creative ways to deal with her hunger, but this had been the first time ever that she had felt like the center of her being was an unfillable hole. Even now, the memory of that hunger called to her, trying to pull her back and devour her.
Dana was sitting in a lounge chair next to the bed that she and Tasia had just broken. The werewolf was passed out, her body a sweat-covered mess of sexual bliss. Lily and Eulalie had refused to feed Dana vampyr meat to restore her after stitching her back together, which meant her belly had been filled with Mike's semen. The resulting magical backlash meant that Dana had spent the better part of two hours ravishing Tasia until the woman had passed out mid-orgasm.
The thought of Tasia's sweet screams caused a smile to cross Dana's face. She had been sitting here for nearly an hour now, watching Tasia sleep. The Mediterranean beauty still wore a wide smirk.
The first sign that Tasia was ready to wake up was when the rats brought in a food cart. Dana obviously hadn't ordered anything. The fact that the trolley was packed high with hundreds of dollars in cooked meat meant that the Library had likely detected Tasia's hunger and had brought the things she craved most. From where Dana sat, she could actually see the werewolf's nostrils flare as the scent of the meat reached her.
"Mmf." Tasia's eyes opened and she yawned. "Holy shit, that smells good. What is it?"
"Steak. Brisket. Pork belly." Dana tilted her head to see more of the platter. "Bacon. Smoked turkey. Regular turkey. Rotisserie chicken."
"Is that all?" Tasia sat up, the blanket falling off of her to reveal that she was naked.
"Just what I can see."
"It's my lucky day, then." She slid out of bed and padded over to a small table in the corner, pausing just long enough to drag the cart to her. "Uncountable orgasms and all the meat I can eat."
Dana smirked. "You're welcome, by the way."
Tasia gave her a thumbs up and started eating. Her face was soon shining with grease and tangy BBQ sauce as she powered through the first part of her meal. Dana couldn't help but be a little envious. They both had massive appetites, but at least Tasia could get full.
Between bites, the werewolf spoke. "Have we heard anything from the others?"
Dana nodded. "Eulalie texted me earlier. She got a lead from Lily that she's looking into. Sounds like the thing with the demon was because we killed those things in the datacenter."
Tasia contemplated that for a moment, shrugged, then picked up a handful of bacon. She broke it into strips and ate those between bites of other stuff. A big fork had been stuck in the brisket, which she used to spear a massive piece.
"I wish you could taste this, it's really good." Tasia shoved the food in her mouth and made little happy sounds. "I should find out where this one came from," she said. "Maybe keep a list of the places with the best food. When you're cured, we can go visit all of them."
Dana's smile faded, and Tasia immediately noticed.
"Don't be sad," said the werewolf. "It'll happen someday."
Dana wasn't entirely certain what to say to that, so kept her mouth shut. This didn't dissuade Tasia as she hoped.
"Are you worried that we won't find a cure?" she asked. "Or are you worried that we won't find a cure in my lifetime?"
Dana wasn't entirely certain how to bring up that she was more thinking that she hadn't actually thought about finding a cure for some time now. Her current state of existence was an asset, so why not utilize it? Ever since they had been unable to track down some of the enchanted goods from Unearthly Delights, Ratu hadn't come up with any more ideas on how to fix Dana.
That, and what good would a college dropout be to the household anyway? If Dana could be fixed, she would no longer have heightened senses, incredible strength, or a memory like a steel trap. She would just be a boring young woman again, one who would be forced to deal with the trauma and drama of the last few years.
Realizing that Tasia was waiting for an answer, Dana ran through all the possible options in her head and tried to pick the one that would upset Tasia the least. "I'm worried about what will happen when I am human," she admitted. "My brain is no longer used to processing emotions, and I've got quite the backlog."
"Is that why you cried so much after sex?" asked Tasia.
"I thought you were asleep."
The werewolf lifted an eyebrow. "I came so hard that I passed out. It doesn't mean I didn't wake up and hear you sobbing in the bathroom. I would have gotten out of bed to check on you if you hadn't been working so hard to keep me from hearing it."
Dana frowned. After sex, the flood of emotions had come. She had gone to the bathroom to take a shower and had screamed into some towels until her throat was raw. This was an impressive feat based on the fact that her body had continued to regenerate those cells.
"I can't believe you heard that," Dana muttered.
Tasia flicked her own ears. "I get to hear lots of things, even while human. You'd be surprised how much you just ignore."
"Not really." Dana leaned back in her seat and put her hands behind her head to look at the ceiling. "I actually had to learn to tune out a lot of stuff so that I don't actively remember things."
"How so?"
The zombie grimaced. "I sort of have to treat my memories like white noise these days. For example, if I heard a snippet of a song, my brain immediately jumps to every time I've ever heard that song."
"Since dying," Tasia clarified.
"Yeah. Since dying. It's why I tend to listen to podcasts and audiobooks instead of music. Repetition is a comfort for most, but a path of madness for people with a memory like mine."
"Can you..." Tasia paused, clearly trying to choose her words. "I guess I'm trying to ask if your mental health regenerates like your body, but I'm not sure there's a smoother way to ask that."
Dana sighed. This was also a dilemma she often thought about. "Detachment is key," she admitted. "Emotions are complicated. Not only do they get bottle-necked in my brain, they also get recycled. Some of them are easier to handle, the things from when I was alive. But once they're triggered, they all come at once. It's like having your life flash before your eyes, but it's only a highlight reel of highs and lows. Unfortunately, the lows are pretty big these days. Being detached all the time means I can think about stuff like that as if it happened to someone else."
"That sounds like a trauma response if I've ever heard one," muttered Tasia.
The zombie shrugged. "It is. I'm not in denial about how things are. You should think of me as solution-minded. Doing things to prevent myself from breaking like a dam is preferable."
"Is that why you've been eating Timotei?"
Dana didn't respond.
"I've been sort of thinking about it. Your body responds to the different things you eat based on what they were. You're stronger from the vampyr meat, but the cost has been your emotions. The vampyr learn early on to become detached from reality, but theirs is less of a coping mechanism and more of a necessity. When you become the apex predator in an ecosystem, you stop identifying with the prey that you used to be." Tasia bit into a piece of steak and swallowed it. "This is also why billionaires are massive assholes."
"Eulalie is technically a billionaire," Dana replied, hoping to change the subject.
"She was born an apex predator and taught to sympathize and respect her prey. Nice try, though." Tasia set down the steak and stared at her plate. "Do you remember what you said on the rig? Or were you too out of it?"
Dana's mind flitted back to the events of the oil rig. She saw every moment played out again before her eyes, inwardly cringing at her breakdown when she was caught up in the madness.
"I do," she admitted.
"It seemed like there was a lot of fear and guilt. Um...have you ever thought about talking with someone about it?"
"I can and have. Talking about my feelings now is a useless endeavor. I'm essentially a different person in those moments. It would be like trying to get you therapy by having Tink talk to a doctor."
"Then why not try and speak to someone while you're in the middle of it?" asked Tasia. "Have a therapist on standby, or whatever."
"And have them try to talk me down while I'm essentially in a full blown crisis?" Dana shook her head. "Bypassing all of the obvious issues with such an idea, what would that even do for me? Shrieking at a mental health professional while in the midst of a full trauma dump isn't exactly going to achieve any progress in regards to my mental health."
"Yeah, but...I don't know. Even if they said something that could help you, you would remember it later. So every time you explode, you'd also have to remember having somebody right next to you trying to assist with all your issues. Like a phantom grief counselor."
Dana opened her mouth to rebut, but couldn't. She felt the idea was silly, borderline asinine, and absolutely stupid, yet somehow seemed like it would actually work.
This conversation had already gotten deeper than she wanted. She needed to find some way to bring it to an end so they could speak about other, more pleasant things. What would Mike say in a situation like this? His humour was great at getting out of trouble.
"I don't know that my health insurance would cover it," Dana finally said with a fake grin.
"Not gonna work on me," said Tasia. "You're deflecting. You think my idea has merit and would rather just eat your problems instead of facing them."
Okay, so the Mike approach hadn't been the way to go. Dana settled on just glaring at Tasia, which wasn't a mature response either.
"Don't be mad at me for being right." Tasia rolled her eyes and picked up a smoked turkey leg. "I think you should figure out all the obvious issues with my idea and then see if your billionaire friend can pay a psychologist enough money to overlook what it takes to get you in such a state. I'm sure there are plenty of shrinks who would love to have their student loans paid off after just a couple of sessions, don't you?"
"When did you get so smart?" Dana muttered.
"I am what I eat," Tasia replied with a grin. "And I love eating my smart-ass girlfriend."
It wasn't lost on Dana that somehow Tasia had just out-Miked her.
Tasia took the lapse in conversation as an opportunity to stuff her face. Using both hands to eat, she consumed the daily intake of several men, her face and hands dripping with meat juice and sauce by the time she was done. She stood, revealing a slight bulge in her stomach, and licked her fingers on the way to the bathroom for a shower.
While Tasia was busy cleaning herself, Dana's cell phone buzzed. She picked it up to see that Eulalie had texted her. Apparently, the Arachne had some news.
Dana went into the bathroom and saw Tasia rinsing out her hair.
"We're on," she said. "Lala wants us in the command center."
"Let me finish up." Tasia ran her hands through her hair twice to make sure all the suds were gone, then turned off the shower. She shook herself off, then got out.
"You know, you don't have to shake if you have one of these," Dana said, holding out a towel.
"Force of habit," Tasia admitted.
After changing into the clothes the rats had brought for her, Tasia followed Dana to Eulalie's computer room. Lily and Ingrid were already there, the two of them in mid conversation. The Arachne spun in her web hammock and grinned.
"Okay," she said, clapping her hands together. "We've finally got a potential lead. I had to do some serious data mining for this, so praise me."
When nobody responded, Eulalie rolled her eyes and clapped for herself. The others soon followed suit.
"Anyway, let's talk about this Collector person. With a title like that, a simple Google search wasn't going to cut it," she said. "Finding this stuff was even harder than narrowing down crypto transactions."
"Why?" asked Ingrid.
"Because I didn't know where to look," Eulalie replied. "I actually had to dig super deep for this. If not for the fact that I've spent a ton of time prioritizing digitization of any information related to the Order or their--"
"We get it, you're very smart," said Lily. "Skip the minutiae."
"Rude!" Eulalie crossed her arms. "In short, I had to combine records from the Order, the auction, and the Library to narrow down who this mysterious Collector could be. They are very rarely mentioned, and have been around at least for the last two centuries. In fact, the only mention of them from the auction's servers were in two disciplinary reports for people who had accidentally referred to her as the Collector out loud along with some paperwork related to the construction of the data center you broke into. It was just a very brief "the Collector has instructed us" kind of affairs."
When nobody said anything, Eulalie turned and started typing on her computer. "Okay, so we know the Collector is involved with the auction both as an invested party as well as a buyer. Now the Library has some records pertaining to her from the early 1800s. Sounds like she fell into the "we don't mess with her, she doesn't mess with us" category of potential patrons. Order records agree, but also have given her a special threat level because she has a predilection for collecting cryptids for her own use."
"So she's dangerous, but even more so because she has dangerous shit." Lily crossed her arms and frowned. "Some of this is ringing a bell. I think that the Society may have had some dealings with her, but only rarely. Definitely not by that name. If I'm thinking of the same person, my ex Amir despised the woman."
"Why?" asked Eulalie.
"Why does any powerful man hate a woman? She had more power than he did and wouldn't share." Lily shrugged. "A real solo operator, likes to do her own thing."
"And if my sources are correct, a witch." Eulalie typed something and clicked her mouse. Several windows opened on her computer. "So after doing some data analysis, I think I've narrowed down twenty potential locations where she might live. Idea number one is to just mail Jenny to her house and let the ghost take care of it, but I'm thinking that once we find her, we--"
Dana cleared her throat and raised her hand. When the Arachne turned to acknowledge her, she spoke. "This is great and all, but weren't you supposed to be finding out who purchased the Outsider that got taken?"
Eulalie stared at everyone, her pale features somehow now lighter. "Um, uh..." She began fidgeting with her hands.
"Dana is right," Ingrid added. "If we had to drop everything every time somebody wanted one of us dead, we'd never get anything done. We can look into this Collector bitch after we've addressed the primary issue."
Eulalie stopped fidgeting. "Okay, well...I got caught up in the mystery of the Collector. She apparently is known for her predilection to...to..." The Arachne sort of stared off into space, then coughed into one hand. "Gimme a moment."
Everyone waited as the Arachne turned around and typed furiously. Windows opened across all her monitors, revealing data streams that even Dana struggled to follow. When Eulalie turned back around, she seemed far more composed.
"I never told the search algorithms I'd been running to stop," she explained. "So I do have some possible buyers for the Outsider. I've narrowed down our suspects to a pool of three addresses."
"You have addresses?" asked Tasia.
"Yep." Eulalie smirked. "You see, a VPN is only as good as the people who made it. Most of these accounts were made in the infancy of cryptocurrency, and all it takes is for someone back then to forget their VPN a few times or even to buy a discounted one on the internet that keeps a record of their logins. Numerous transactions from these locations align with accounts that were used to pay big dollar amounts for the most recent auction."
"You're scary," said Ingrid, who looked down at Eulalie's feet. "Are your tarsal claws painted now?"
Eulalie held out two of her legs to reveal that the central claw had been painted blue on one and purple on the other. "Do you like them? Aurora did them for me! When we get the chance, we're gonna watch the new Dungeons and Dragons movie together and paint the rest."
Dana cleared her throat. "Can we focus, please? We have a potential Outsider running around. Can we talk about self care and female bonding later?"
"Did somebody say bonding?" Eulalie produced a piece of webbing that had been braided into a rope and tugged it in excitement. Lily laughed, but the others didn't. The Arachne's face fell and she tossed the rope aside. "Okay, fine. That joke was bad and I do feel bad."
"Inside jokes only work when most people are in on it," said Dana. "And they're actually funny. Where are the three locations?"
"And do you have any names?" asked Ingrid.
"Names, no. Shell companies have been around way longer than the internet." Eulalie pulled out her phone and tapped it. The screens behind her transformed. "We have a building in the Cayman Islands--"
"Dibs." Lily pumped her fist as her outfit transformed into a bikini. When she saw the others staring, she smirked. "What? I figured we were splitting up to do some recon? No penetration without permission."



"Ugh. I hate it when you split the party." Eulalie looked at the screen. "We have another location in Kensington. I'll need someone to break into a mansion there."
Dana looked at Ingrid and Tasia, wondering whether either wanted it.
"And the last place?" asked Ingrid.
"Middle of nowhere in Texas." Eulalie winced. "Now that I think about it, time may be of the essence. Splitting up isn't a bad idea."
"Just as long as we observe and report only," Ingrid added.
"Tasia and I can do the break-in," said Dana. "Between the two of us, we can handle whatever."
"Ugh. Texas." Ingrid grimaced. "What special hell waits for me there?"
"Interestingly enough, a building owned by an oil company out in the middle of nowhere." Eulalie frowned. "We might actually have to rent you a car."
"Maybe Ingrid and I should do the islands together and then Texas?" Lily suggested.
Ingrid shook her head. "Please, no. I don't want to slow this operation. I'll just..." The woman took a deep breath and swallowed hard. "I can take Jenny as my backup."
"Are you sure?" asked Tasia. Ingrid nodded and crossed her arms, clearly not interested in continuing the debate.
"Okay, sounds good. I can have portals open in forty."
"The rats are way faster than that," Lily replied.
"They are, but Aurora was meeting with your support team to source some replacement gear. I may have forgotten what we were working on, but I know she didn't." Eulalie's lips curled into an odd smile. It was one Dana hadn't seen since Velvet died. "Who's ready for round two?"
"Three," Tasia replied. "This is technically round three. If we're still talking about the Outsider."
Eulalie's smile disappeared. "Damn it," she muttered. "Okay, then. Round three. Who's ready to kick some ass?"
While the others did a little team cheer, Dana looked up at the monitors, which now displayed some area maps. It only took her a couple of seconds to commit those maps to memories before she looked over at Tasia.
If I'm going to find a cure, I need to do it soon, she thought. Any future she had simply wouldn't be worth it without Tasia by her side. She hated that this was something she knew rather than felt, but there would be plenty of time for feeling things once she was human again.
Forcing a smile at Tasia, she knew she'd actually mean it later.

🐺💀😈
I hope you enjoyed that, I really had so much fun with that opening scene, but I won't go into specifics. By the way, higher thread count sheets are less likely to tear when bitten.
Until next time, monster-fam! Go drink you some water and give yourself a high-five, because YOU. ARE. AWESOME.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the latest installment in the Horny Monsters franchise!
(We'd have far better merch if Hasbro hadn't blocked me from their corporate offices already)
New reader? Welcome to the insanity! This is book 8 of a long ass series with numerous spin-offs about a guy who got a blowie from a nymph in an antique tub, which is pretty much how my grandparents met. I'm pretty sure they don't do that anymore, though, on account of being dead. Anyway, you should probably jump back to Ch. 001 of this story if you want to have any hope in Hell of understanding what's going on.
Returning reader? Welcome back, I've missed you! Life has been so insanely busy, but things are finally normalizing a bit for me, which means I'm hoping to shift back to more regular releases for the next few months (always check my bio for release dates, I update it as soon as I know).
I would like to thank everyone who has taken the time to send me a feedback letter. I do read most of them (the spam filter keeps shoving some in weird ass places), and many of you have been very kind about my slow releases of late. Just proves that you all are still the best readers in the world, and I super appreciate it.
Also, one last shout out to people who remember to leave stars when they're done reading. I have no idea why you wouldn't, but a huge majority of you still don't. So for those of you who take the extra second or two to drop some stars, thank you. For those who also comment, you're amazing. And for those of you who leave stars, comment, and then tell all your friends, you are just as legendary as
The Sword in the Stone
It took Mike far longer than expected to return to his own tower. He stumbled a bit and got lost more than once, but couldn't tell if it was due to lack of blood or something his magic had done to him. Charlotte offered to go with him, but he needed some space away from her to figure out exactly what had happened.
Disoriented, he had gotten lost. In the back of his mind, he could feel Charlotte's presence, similar yet more intense than the connection he had with Kisa. Right now, Charlotte was walking around her tower barefoot, humming quietly to herself. Mike could actually feel the cold stone beneath her toes and hear the singing in his ears.
Struggling with this additional source of sensory input, Mike hid himself behind a stone pillar and clutched at his head, trying to shake it off. This was exactly how Cerberus found him.
He didn't know how the hellhound sensed he was in trouble, and he wasn't about to ask. They led him back to the tower where he promptly fell onto the couch and buried his face under the pillows. Both Sofia and Cecilia tried to ask him what had happened with Charlotte, but he just promised them he would explain as soon as he could and then promptly fell asleep.
His Dreamscape was a mess. The island looked as if a hurricane had hit it, and though the landscape itself was amorphous by nature, there were certain landmarks that heavily featured in his mind which had been moved around, almost as if someone had picked them up and dropped--
"Yeah, okay. I see what happened," he muttered to himself. The darkness that dwelt in Charlotte's soul and made her a vampyr had ripped pieces of his soul away. If he hadn't reclaimed them, this would likely be a barren landscape now. He would be little better than the thralls that roamed the castle.
Still, the damage had been done. In his haste to restore some semblance of order, there hadn't been time to focus on putting the pieces back to where they once were. Mike got a running start down the beach and leapt into the air, then spiraled upward to get an aerial view of the island. It had lost most of its color and been cast in shades of gray.
The worst damage had been done in the center, the house itself laying in ruins. He concentrated, his magic hissing in the air like static electricity as he rebuilt that part of his soul. When the house had been repaired, the vibrant colors of the siding and nearby bushes practically glowed in comparison to the dulled features of the island.
"Nice work, Romeo." Lily hovered nearby, her wings flapping. "I was buried underneath some of that."
"That surprises me." Mike frowned at the rest of the mess. "Why couldn't you just tunnel your way free or something? If anyone here could do it--"
"It would be me, because I'm fucking amazing." Lily winked. "But we're a mess down there. That weird fuzzy feeling in your head? It's a hundred times worse for those of us who were squished up, twisted, and tossed about. I wasn't even sure who I was while buried under that rubble."
"Damn it." Mike glared down at the landscape. "Can you help me with this?"
"Naturally. It'll be way faster with two of us." Lily moved behind him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, nestling her head against the back of his neck.
"That doesn't feel like helping," he muttered.
"This whole place is a giant metaphor and doesn't have to follow logic," she replied. "Now get to work."
The next section were the gardens. The resistance and pressure he had felt from repairing the house had lessened, and the hissing sound in the air wasn't nearly as loud. One segment at a time, he restored the island. Mike's mind felt lighter with every piece that clicked into place.
"Never thought I'd be doing soul surgery on myself," he said as the island neared completion.
"You did essentially take a chainsaw to it earlier," said Lily.
"What was it like in here?"
"A big black waterspout on the horizon," the succubus replied. "It came across the water and just ripped things into the air, but then it all came falling back down later."
"Is..." Mike felt a sick feeling in his gut and he swallowed hard. "Is everybody still here?"
"Currently, yes. Some of us got pulled away, but you managed to bring us all back." Lily rubbed his chest through his shirt. "Our souls are safe, thanks to you."
He let out a massive sigh and the two of them descended to the island. Tink, Kisa, and Ratu were waiting on the beach in bathing suits, the goblin and cat girl playing in the surf.
"Nice work," said Ratu, then jerked a thumb over her shoulder toward a nearby cliff. "New girl is that way."
"Charlotte is here?" That was a bit of a surprise. He had only tried to retrieve his own soul from the woman.
"Yeah, about that." Lily made a face, able to read his thoughts in this place. "This one wasn't a trade, lover boy. She handed that piece over to you for free."
"What?" Mike spun to face the succubus, who was now in a two-piece bikini. "That's a thing?"
"It is," she replied.
"A gift, freely given," Ratu added. "In Avalon, of all places. The symbolism shouldn't escape you."
Mike nodded and walked toward the cliff. He could have flown, but he needed a bit more time to think about how Charlotte had arrived along with Avalon itself. It wasn't just that she had somehow handed over a good chunk of her soul, but the realization that his magic was also Fae in nature. He had been using it in a place of power and things had already changed.
The visions he now experienced were a perfect example. He had seen his own demise. Cecilia's hair had more red in it than ever, the mark of a mortal soul growing like a seed. The recent surge of his olfactory senses, which absolutely made him think of Cerberus.
He, Ratu, and Yuki had long surmised that the soul exchange was typically a one-time process that may have long term ramifications. As each piece of their soul grew inside his own, so too would his in theirs. However, either the process of soul growth had been accelerated during his time in Avalon or he had somehow performed a swap again, specifically with Cecilia and Sofia.
His mind went back to the bathtub, specifically to Cecilia. Cerberus had also been in the room when his magic went haywire, causing anyone within a certain radius to spontaneously orgasm.
Something about Avalon had already changed him. It may have been that Charlotte didn't do anything special other than offer herself freely, a woman who seemed desperate for any other future than the one that Vincentius had written for her.
When he got to the top of the cliff, he found Charlotte sitting on the edge with Naia. The nymph turned and smiled at Mike, then rose and helped Charlotte to her feet.
"She's very sweet," said Naia. "I think she'll fit in just fine."
He couldn't help but stare at Charlotte. Here, in his Dreamscape, she almost looked like a different woman. Gone was the general malaise of undeath, the young woman's mouth quirked up into a smile. She wore modest clothing, the sort a proper young woman from the late 1800s would wear. Charlotte did a little curtsy for him, then gestured at the ocean behind her.
"It's beautiful," she said. "I only wish that the rest of me could see it."
"Well, once we get out of Avalon, I know a place I could take her," he said.
"Good." Charlotte moved close to him and took his hand in her own. "She deserves happiness, you know."
"You speak like she's a separate person."
Charlotte nodded. "In a lot of ways, she is. The others here, they're like a snapshot of the people you know in the real world, updating every time you interact with them on an intimate level. If they were sick in the real world, that wouldn't translate here. What you see is pure, and untarnished."
"I don't know about pure," Naia muttered, staring down the beach where Lily was currently getting trashed on margaritas with Tink.
"You seem to know a lot for someone who has only been here a little bit," Mike said.
"Time works differently here," she replied. "Naia has explained many things to me, but nobody here will tell me what a blumpkin is."
"That was Tink," Naia muttered. "Trying to corrupt the young and innocent."
"She's not that young," Mike said. "Even with some basic math, she's--"
"My body is much older than you think, Caretaker." Charlotte stepped close to him, the scent of asphodel blossoms washing over him. "Vincentius has altered the flow of time on the island many times in the hopes of creating a stronghold to protect him. There were times of famine where some of us would leave the mirror world and wait a day in the real world while years passed in Avalon. Then they would return and feast anew. It was only after the incident with your predecessor that he locked the door and left time as it was."
"So you got to leave the island?"
"Not me." Charlotte smiled sadly. "I always stayed behind for the children." The young woman looked down at the beach, where Ratu had summoned an earthen barrier to separate herself from the others. Yuki, Abella, and Amymone had arrived as well, summoning small hammocks to lounge in. "It will be strange not being in charge of anyone here. I can't remember the last time I had nothing to do but relax."
"It's not always fun and games." Naia winked at Mike. "There is still one person we have to keep out of trouble."
"Then I shall do my part." Charlotte took Mike's hand and kissed the back of it. "Thank you."
"You're welcome," he replied. Charlotte blushed and excused herself, walking slowly down the cliff and leaving Mike behind with Naia.
"She seems nice," he said.
"She is," Naia replied. "She is also very naive, and young. In spirit, anyway."
"How so?"
"She was barely nineteen when she was turned," Naia replied. "That part of her is locked in time and is unlikely to change in here. It is something that would serve you well to remember back in the real world, as well."
"That I'm apparently the master of a nineteen-year-old vampyr?" Mike didn't know what to think of that.
"It goes deeper than that and you know it." Naia pressed herself against him, leaning her head against his chest. "She may be tough on the outside, but her heart is a fragile, delicate thing. It would serve you well to remember that."
"I promise," he said. After all, if Naia was making special mention of it, then it was absolutely important to know. "Are you all okay in here, now?"
"We are." She stepped away and stared into his eyes. "But even better, you're okay out there."
Lifting her hand from his chest, she booped him on the nose, and he was suddenly awake, his eyes on the ceiling. The view was soon replaced by Cecilia's concerned face.
"He's awake," she cried, then threw her arms around him and held him tight. Sofia came next, and Mike managed to gently push aside the banshee so that he could sit up. When he looked at the cyclops, she was scowling.
"Let me guess," she said. "You fucked her."
Mike didn't even feign indignation at the accusation. "To be fair, I was just going there to let her drink my blood."
"But you fucked her."
"Yeah. Now we've got some sort of weird vampyr-master relationship and I don't know how I'm going to find the proper Hallmark card for our first anniversary." He rubbed at his face. "Turns out it messed up my soul, too, but I just fixed the damage. How long was I out?"
"A couple of hours," Sofia replied. "We're supposed to get ready for the party, too."
He nodded. "Then we're short on time. Just so you know, Vincentius thinks I'm a thrall right now and is planning to slaughter everyone."
Sofia raised her eyebrow. "I doubt Hallmark has a card for that situation either. But it's pretty much what we expected."
"Yeah." Mike rubbed his temples and slid off the bed. "Guess we're going to be cutting things close. Is Taylor here already?"
"Not yet, but Cerberus smells him in the castle." Sofia crossed her arms. "If you're feeling pressed for time, you can give up on your idea regarding Excalibur. I think it's a waste of energy."
Mike's eyes dropped to Sofia's waist and he grinned. "I have it on good authority that pulling the sword from the stone is a double-win for me."
"Pig." Sofia chuckled. "You have no reason to believe you can claim it, so why bother?"
Mike smirked. "I mean, if you really want, we could go double-or-nothing on your bet."
"It's not even technically a bet," said Sofia. "I don't get anything if you fail. And it's not like I have another ass to put on the line. You haven't met that kind of woman."
"Yet," Mike joked. "I haven't met that kind of woman, yet."
Sofia snorted. "I have no idea how you can act so silly when everything has gone to shit."
"It's a form of self-medication at this point," said Mike. "Angst, anxiety, and dread aren't gonna do me any good later. At least, for now, my emotional self-denial allows me to be functional."
Cecilia wrapped her arms around him from behind. "A ghrá mo chroí, I believe in you."
"Thanks." He smiled weakly. "That makes one of us."
"Then one shall be enough." Cecilia kissed his cheek just as a heavy door creaked down below in the main room of the tower.
"The tailor's here," yelled Sulyvahn. "And he brought Taylor with 'im!"
"If we get out of this alive and transplant all these people, I'm giving them a book of baby names." Mike stood up and stretched, then grabbed his stomach and winced. "Ow, damn. My abs hurt."
Cecilia giggled and Sofia snorted.
"That's what happens when you get into a tickle fight with a vampyr," said Sofia as she moved toward the door. "C'mon, Cecilia. Let's see what our dresses look like."
The banshee clapped her hands and levitated out of the room, turning into a spirit and passing through the wall instead of the door. Mike stretched a few times, rubbed his sore belly, then walked out to see Taylor and his apprentice handing out garments. The man looked up at Mike and waved, then patted the large trunk he'd brought with him.
"It's all ready, Lord Radley."
"Call me Mike," he replied, walking down the stairs. "It's short for Michael, by the way. Or Mikey. Mickey. Michelangelo. Feel free to add these names to memory."
"I'll just call you m'lord," said Taylor. "That way, I'm not stepping on any toes in regards to courtesy."
Mike sighed and waited for Taylor to hand him his suit. There was a privacy screen nearby, which he used because he wasn't wearing underwear. That, and also Taylor wouldn't learn about the nagahide undershirt. Besides, showing your dick to strangers was considered rude, especially if they weren't going to be on a first name basis, well...
He felt Charlotte snicker in the back of his mind and paused. She was clearly still plugged into his thoughts.
Are you there? he asked.
I am, m'lord. Charlotte giggled, and now he wondered if this was the one in his head or the real-world version. Wait, what do you mean by the one in your head? she asked.
Mike frowned. He could give her the boot, but wanted to see if she could behave on her own. It's rude to just be in here reading my thoughts.
There was a moment of silence, and then she vanished. Mike let out a sigh and slipped into his clothes.
"Is everything okay, m'lord?" asked Taylor, clearly having heard Mike's reaction to Charlotte.
"Yeah." Mike was actually surprised at how comfortable the clothes were. The black slacks hugged his legs. The waistband was higher than he was used to and covered his lower stomach. A silken white shirt was next, but it was mostly hidden beneath the black and crimson tailcoat. He spent a few minutes checking the fit, then stepped out from behind the privacy screen to use the small mirror that was in the room.
"You look great." Taylor came over and seemed to be wiping imaginary threads or dust from the shoulders of the jacket. "The eye of every woman will be on you tonight!"
Mike frowned at that statement, but still studied his reflection. He was just the right cross between badass and regal, and wondered how he would look with a sword slung across his hips.
Chuckling, he held up one hand and summoned a ball of lightning above his palm. Taylor stepped back as Mike admired himself in the mirror.
"Awesome," he muttered. He looked like the hero out of a magical steampunk game. Well, minus the cool techno baubles. Maybe if he found some gears and stuck them to his lapels...
"Ye do cut a dashing figure," said Sulyvahn from nearby. The dullahan was in a similar version of the outfit, but had a vest instead of a tailcoat. He was also wearing a top hat. "We be a pair of blokes ready fer a night on th' town."
"A couple of rogues," Mike replied. "Women want us. Men want to be us."
"Aye!' Sulyvahn laughed, then turned to Taylor. "Ye did a lovely job."
Taylor beamed, then spent a minute adjusting the fit of Mike's sleeves. The tailor stood back and studied Mike with pride in his eyes, then clapped his hands together.
"You all are wearing my best work," he declared. "I rarely get a chance to stretch my skills as I have in the last day."
"You don't make fashionable clothes that often?"
Taylor shrugged. "Usually, I just resize old clothing. Many outfits are just hand-me-downs anyway, and most people only have a single dress or suit for celebratory occasions."
"That seems kind of sad, actually." Mike frowned. "What sort of special occasions do you celebrate?"
"Weddings. Most births. Oh, and our Ascension day."
"Ascension day?"
"When we meet with the Caretaker and ascend to Heaven," Taylor said with excitement. "I've heard stories that Heaven has a bright blue sky that extends forever in every direction! The Caretaker told us all about how there are angels waiting to serve us for all eternity, and we'll get to see our friends and family. The Caretaker's father lives there!"
"Wait, hold on." Mike put up a hand. "Who is the Caretaker's father?"
"God," Taylor said without hesitation. "The Caretaker cares for us here in the mortal realm. But his father cares for us in the afterlife!" Taylor puffed up and did a remarkable imitation of Vincentius. "My Father's house has many rooms. If that were not so, I would not have told you that I am going there to prepare a place for you."



"Ah, okay." Mike wondered what else Vincentius had decided to pick and choose from the Bible. Hell, the guy may have been around before all of it was written. Maybe he wasn't familiar with the newer stuff. "If the Caretaker is the son of God, then is Jesus his brother?"
"Who is Jesus?" asked Taylor.
"I wouldn't worry about it," Mike said. "My mistake."
Taylor, in fact, looked like he wanted to ask more, but a door opened above and Taylor's apprentice came out. "They're ready!"
The first out the door was Cerberus. The hellhound stood in a gothic dress with wide sleeves and a lacy neckline that barely contained their bust. The middle head stuck out her tongue at Mike while the other two smirked, and they stepped aside to allow the others to follow.
Cecilia was next. Her regal black A-line dress was tailored to fit above the one that was part of her body, but had been stitched with see-through panels that created the illusion of black fabric being part of the white that lay beneath. The banshee hovered in front of the door and did a twirl, revealing that she was still wearing simple flats on her feet.
"Do you like?" she asked. "I feel like a princess."
"You look like a princess." Mike smiled at her while Suly whistled.
Last was Sofia. The cyclops stepped through the doorway in a skintight black dress with intricate lace along the decolletage with slits on both sides that stopped at her hip bone. A corset pressed her breasts upward and somehow amplified her massive bosom, making her look even taller than usual.
"You're staring," she said with a grin.
"Yes, I am," Mike admitted. "You look--"
"Breathtaking," Cecilia interrupted. "Your soul is shining."
Smirking at the compliment, Sofia walked toward the stairs. "Taylor was worried the fabric may rip, so he stitched in some stretch panels," she said.
"How do they feel?" asked Taylor.
Sofia made it to the bottom of the stairs and raised her head to turn around, sticking her ass in Mike's direction. She looked at Mike while answering Taylor.
"Like a second skin," she said, running a hand along her ass.
"Hmm." Taylor moved forward to inspect her and shook his head. "I didn't think the slits would go this high, I must have mismeasured."
"I like them this way," said Sofia, who exchanged a glance with Cecilia. When the two saw Mike watching them, they turned away in the worst display of 'nothing to see here' that he had ever seen. After a moment, Sofia moved next to Mike and stuck out her hip in his direction. "You should feel the fabric," she said. "I have no idea what it even is."
"A special blend," Taylor replied. "Material gifted to us by the Caretaker. If the material splits, we can sew it back together with thread and it will mend after a day or so."
"Magical cloth?" Sofia asked. "Does everyone have this?"
"Only the vassals," Taylor said. "Sometimes the Caretaker gifts it to villagers with the expectation it be returned on their death or Ascension."
"Right." The cyclops shrugged. "I have no idea what it could be."
"We could always ask Nyx," Mike said. "If she'd ever, you know, come here and talk with us. Has anybody seen her?"
"The Lady Nyx has been in town all morning collecting rocks and... cackling to herself." Taylor frowned and started packing up his wardrobe. "It was quite unsettling to watch."
"I wish I could explain her behavior," said Mike. "But I firmly believe that's beyond the means of a mere mortal like myself."
Why was Nyx collecting rocks? Was she suddenly really into geology? Or maybe it was related to the Fae who were supposed to be here? If this was the precursor to something ominous, then he absolutely failed to see what the problem could be. It probably had to do with remembering things, but what could be so important that she ditched the group?
Taylor and his helpers left in a hurry so that they could go home and change before the big event. Mike spent some extra time complimenting the women on their outfits, Cecilia in particular. She kept holding the hem of her dressing and twirling back and forth, the fabric rising up as she spun.
When the time came to leave, the group exited the tower and headed into the main body of the castle. In its daunting hallways, they split up, the men headed for Camelot's throne room while the women went to the party.
Mike and Sulyvahn moved quietly as the Caretaker used his soul sight to spot any potential thralls that were watching. The hallways were thick with spectral black lines, similar to the one that used to lurk around Charlotte. It made him think that the castle was like a body with Vincentius at its center like a malevolent heart, pumping darkness through its hallways.
When they got to the throne room, the door was unlocked. They cracked it open and slipped inside. After a quick check revealed that they were alone, Mike let out the breath he had been holding and rubbed his hands together.
"Stage one, complete," he muttered, looking up at the window above the vacant thrones. If he closed his eyes, he could almost picture the people who used to roam these halls.
"Ye daydreamin'?" asked Sulyvahn.
Mike nodded. "A bit, yeah. It's so weird to know that Arthur himself once sat up there where he could see his subjects."
"More like look down on 'em," Sulyvahn replied.
"You really think he did?" Mike asked.
The dullahan shrugged. "I have no way o' knowin'. My lot aren't so keen on the idea of royalty these days."
"Trouble at home?" Mike asked.
Sulyvahn snorted. "There always be trouble in the Courts. It's like a storm of piss, that place. Can't stand anywhere without gettin' hit by somethin' that stinks."
"The Court doesn't seem very keen on being ruled."
The dullahan shrugged as he walked toward the massive stone in the middle of the room. "Ye have to realize it be different fer us. The man who sat up there, he was lookin' down on a kingdom o' people who used to be strangers. Becoming king meant that he took responsibility for 'em."
"Or was supposed to, anyway."
Sulyvahn nodded. "Aye. Ye get a good king up there, he'll do right by the people. A bad one will only take."
"This is exactly why strange women lying in ponds distributing swords is no basis for a system of government."
"The Lady of the Lake was just tryin' to do right by humans," Sulyvahn countered. "We were hopin' that we could strike an accord, restore balance to a world that had forced magic out. It failed."
"Clearly." Mike made it around the rock and studied the hilt of the blade embedded there. It was remarkably simple in appearance, which surprised him a bit. Surely the Fae could have embellished it had they wanted to.
Or maybe its simplicity was meant to be symbolic that the sword would be used to protect the innocent and drive evil from the land. After all, nobody would have time to appreciate the filigree on the hilt except in times of peace.
"Did ye know it was our king who started all this?" asked Suly, his eyes on Arthur's throne. "The man truly believed humans could turn it around."
"There's no saying that they can't," Mike replied, noticing the dullahan's gaze. "What was he like?"
Suly shrugged. "I didn'a see him a lot. He and the Queen were like my sister and I. Alike in the ways that mattered, and different in the ways that mattered even more. She sings for those who go willingly, I hunt down those who don't. He was the one who thought humans would become the way forward. In the end, his obsession o'er them was worth more to him than the Fae he had helped to create."
"I think... maybe he was a man who thought he was helping his family, but got caught up in it." Mike watched Suly's soul to see what the man might be feeling. There was a bit of anger and frustration at the mention of the king, all bundled up beneath those thin, golden chains.
"I suppose it don't matter either way," Suly finally said. "The man is gone to us now. Ye should get a good tug on that blade, we're short for time as it is."
"Okay. So do you think there's anything special I need to do to pull this thing out?" Mike asked. The hilt of the blade was at a slight angle and made him think of a golf club ready to be pulled from its bag.
Sulyvahn laughed. "I don't reckon ye'd be able to pull it no matter what ye did," he replied.
"Then why did you come?"
"To describe the look on yer face to Cecilia when ye can't do it." The dullahan sat down on the steps beneath the throne. "She believes you can do it, and I suppose Cerberus does, too. But they'd be the only ones."
Mike scowled at Suly. "Lack of faith?"
"Lack of logic. It would take an act o' the Queen herself to let you draw the blade from... from..." The dullahan's face went slack as Mike promptly freed Excalibur and waved it around in the air in front of him.
"Get a good look at my face." Mike grinned playfully. "So you can describe it to Cecilia later." He had actually been a bit disappointed while yanking the sword out of the stone. When he had touched the hilt, he expected some sort of magical intelligence to appraise him, or maybe a voice in his head declaring his worth. If he didn't know any better, this was just a regular sword that someone had jammed in a rock.
"Unbelievable," Suly whispered.
"Unexpected." Mike held Excalibur up in the air, then attempted a fancy flourish. "We've come to expect it." He performed a few strikes with an imaginary foe.
"What are those buzzing sounds yer makin'?" asked Suly.
"Lightsaber sounds." Mike chuckled. "Are you ready to be a good little astromech for me?"
The dullahan sighed and held out his hand. "If ye don't mind, I'll stick it in. Wouldn't want you to nick my spine."
"The whip?" Mike asked. "Or do you have a real spine in there, too?"
"Even I don't know what all is in there," Sulyvahn replied. "And I've taken my head off and looked."
Once Excalibur was in Sulyvahn's hand, he used the other to rip his head off, black smoke leaking onto the ground. Suly tossed his head to Mike, then used both hands to carefully guide the blade into his neckhole.
"It just occurred to me," Mike said with a frown. "There's not a bottomless hole in there, right?"
"Nah. I feel the tip o' the blade ticklin' the inside o' my leg." The dullahan's body stood up straight, the pommel of Excalibur now visible just above his neckline. "It won't go any further."
"Here." Mike handed Suly his head back. The dullahan put it back on and adjusted it a few times, then frowned.
"This is a one-time thing, yeah?" Suly's face crinkled up like he was going to sneeze. "I'm right uncomfortable."
"We'll find better ways to smuggle swords into a party next time," Mike promised as the two of them walked toward the door of the throne room. His heart was pounding in his chest as they moved another step closer to being free of this cursed place. With Vincentius gone, he could go home and start his journey for a cure anew.
Mike let out a sigh at the thought of how much crap he'd gone through for nothing. This caused Sulyvahn to clap him on the shoulder.
"It'll be okay," Sulyvahn said. "I'm sure yer plan to kill a powerful vampyr lord will work and we won't end up in a fight for our lives."
Now Mike had two things to worry about. If they hadn't retrieved Excalibur, then the backup plan was to attempt an assassination with Sofia's blade. The other option was to fry Vincentius with Cerberus' hellfire, but asking a vampyr to hold still for such a thing was a pretty tall order.
If all else failed, they would take the Disney approach and toss Vincentius into the pit, but that would likely create more problems than it would fix. It also didn't solve the issue of the vassals, two of which were guaranteed to retaliate.
Beheading Vincentius at a party with a sneak attack was still the best plan on a short list of awful ideas. Mike hated this fucking castle so much.
They slipped open the doors of the throne room and stepped into the hall. Upon walking a few feet down the hall, Galahad stepped around the corner wearing a set of white dress robes.
"You're not supposed to be in there," he said.
"Door wasn't locked." For someone who didn't want people exploring the throne room, Galahad sure was shitty at securing the place. "I wanted to see it for myself."
"And?" Galahad lifted his chin to look down his nose at Mike. "What did you see?" The man's soul was all knotted up within a ball of darkness. His eyes held an exhaustion that made it seem as if he would crumble at any moment.
"An old man," Mike replied. "So broken that he refuses to acknowledge the knight he used to be."
Galahad glared at Mike so hard that Sulyvahn shifted nervously to the side. After a tense moment of silence, Galahad's shoulders drooped.
"The man I used to be died quite some time ago," he said. "Along with any hope of completing his mission."
"For the Holy Grail?"
Galahad nodded. "The quest for the grail began with a vision from God. We were informed of a magical chalice containing the blood of His son, capable of granting everlasting life. With it, he would be able to live forever and guide mankind into a golden age."
"God, huh?" Mike scratched at his chin and thought about what he knew about Arthur and the Fae. Had God actually sent a vision? Or had it just been Fae trickery? Honestly, there was no way of knowing for sure without asking someone like Titania, which he couldn't do. Or maybe God had worked in tandem with the Fae, which didn't seem to fit the big guy's MO. "And you never found it?"
Galahad sighed. "I devoted an entire lifetime of service to Arthur. Many lifetimes. When I learned of his injuries, I came here to see him, only to learn that he did not survive his wounds. Upon speaking with the Lady of the Lake, I was forced to make a decision. Should I spend my final years on Earth searching for a holy chalice for a man who had already perished? Perhaps the grail was never meant to be found, or maybe someone else had found it. I had no way of knowing, and no leads to follow. That was when the Lady of the Lake gave me a choice.
"I ended up becoming a custodian of this place, the sole mortal on an island of immortals. I was to help watch this place and guard it from harm. In a way, that was the first death of Sir Galahad the Pure. This place became both my home and my living tomb, an eternal penance for my failure."
"That sounds pretty harsh," Mike replied. "So why throw your lot in with Vincentius?"
Galahad shook his head. "I did not have a choice. When he came, he slaughtered the Sisters of the Lake who were here and sealed this place using his powers. Then he turned me and commanded me to begin my search anew. The only reason I am here now is that I was one of the lucky few who made it back before this world was sealed away."
"That doesn't sound much like luck, friend." Sulyvahn shook his head. "The opposite, really."
"I failed in my penance, and now toil ceaselessly in damnation," he replied. "This is but the shell of a foolish man who hoped and believed. I serve a new master now." The vessels in Galahad's eyes burst, his sclera turning red. "So were you able to do it? Did you pull Excalibur from its stone?"
Mike held out his hands, and Suly did the same. "I gave it a good yank," Mike admitted, his heart beating fast. "But you can see the result for yourself."
Galahad studied both of them, then took a step forward and appeared behind them, his hands going beneath Mike's coat and feeling the small of his back.
"Then you are not chosen by God," Galahad said. "The grail was never meant for you."
"But if it were?" Mike asked. "If I had pulled that blade, what would have happened?"
The knight shook his head. "Then my existence would seem like a blessing compared to yours. You are late for the festivities, Lord Radley."
"And thus, we take our leave, ser." Sulyvahn gave the man a bow, and he and Mike walked past, leaving the broken knight behind them.

🏠🏠🏠
Beth sat at the large dining room table with two different notepads in front of her, and an empty mug. Death was currently filling it with a cinnamon tea he discovered...somewhere. He mentioned those details when he brought it in, but she had simply forgotten them.
At the table sat Ratu, Yuki, Reggie, Zel, Callisto, Grace, and Opal. The Arachne was busy coloring and was apparently ignoring the conversation which involved quite a bit of yelling from Zel. The centaur was angry about what had happened to her tribe, and it had taken her people roughly a day to come up with what they thought might be an accurate number of missing people. True to the word of the Fae, the missing had simply been forgotten until Callisto had informed his mother what had happened.
Callisto had shared the details regarding Halloween and what had happened in the greenhouse with everyone present. Beth didn't like the faraway look in his eyes and had secretly asked Ratu and Yuki to ensure the boy hadn't been cursed, ensorcelled, or any other version of the phrase "magically fucked with." On the plus side, he was clean.
Sadly, that meant he was likely suffering from serious trauma.
The home had been sealed from sound with sorcery. Outside, a fog had settled across the lawn. Death assured them all that the house hadn't been stolen away. He could easily walk out to the street where the fog ceased. However, the Unseelie outside had started making horse sounds shortly after Callisto was transported to the house via rat portal, an obvious attempt to elicit a reaction.
Zelenia had tried to step outside the front door with the crossbow hanging from her hip, only to be dragged back inside by Yuki.
"Please," Zel begged, her body temporarily human from a magical bracelet on her wrist. She was leaning against the table with tears in her eyes. "Tell me there's a way to get my people back."
Beth didn't know what to say. Without Sofia to look things up, the burden fell on Eulalie. The temporary Head Librarian was busy dealing with some crisis of her own and had been forced to set Kisa and Tink on the task. What little they found regarding the Fae taking people wasn't good.
In the few cases where the Fae had actually returned someone they had taken, a heavy price had been paid.
Yuki put a hand on Zel's shoulder in an attempt to comfort her. Ratu, who sat nearby and held a teacup to her lips, let out a sad sigh.
"It's pointless," she said.
"How can you say that to me?" Zel demanded.
"Because nobody else here wants to," said Ratu. "I am not speaking to be unkind. Planting false hope will only prolong your suffering. Instead, we should be focused on more preventative measures for now, as that is actually actionable."
Zel groaned and started pulling at her hair. "What am I going to do?" she groaned. "I promised I would protect them."
Ratu sighed. "We all make promises we cannot keep," she said. "At no point could anyone reasonably expect you to protect them from the Fae."
"You wouldn't know what it's like," Zel snapped. "You have NOBODY!"
Ratu narrowed her eyes at the centaur. "I know what it's like to lose everybody," she replied coolly. "Even if there was a way for us to speak with the Fae and negotiate, who would it be? The one who took your people? The mysterious figure who tried to take Beth?"
"You could speak with their Queen."
As if she had been there the whole time, Titania leaned back in her seat and contemplated the ceiling. "For all the good it would do you."
Zel acted instantly, drawing her crossbow and pointing it at the Queen.
"You send them home right now!" she declared.
"No." Titania glared at Zel. "I won't."
"I'll shoot," Zel replied.
"Please wait," said Death. He briefly moved between them and set a mug in front of Titania. "It's a lovely cinnamon blend from a man I know who gets it from Sri Lanka. Will you partake?"



Titania nodded. "I approve."
"Good." Death poured Titania some tea and set a cellophane wrapped cylinder of crackers in front of her. "These are called almond thins. They are quite good."
The Queen regarded Death with a tilt of her chin. "You provide good hospitality."
"Indeed," he replied. "I wrote my own book about it."
"How are you even here?" asked Beth. "I thought the geas kept you out?"
"I am not physically here," said Titania. "This is a psychic projection--"
The crossbow clicked, and a bolt passed through the projection and planted itself in the back of Titania's chair. The Queen arched an eyebrow at the centaur.
"What was that supposed to be?" she asked.
"A gift," Zel growled. "Freely given."
Titania laughed. The sound immediately took Beth back to her childhood. For just a moment, she was nine years old and sitting on a swing. Summer was in full bloom, and she pumped her legs in an attempt to get even higher, perhaps to even kick the clouds above.
Then she was back. Beth blinked away the random memory as the Queen spoke.
"Wonderful," she said, clapping her hands. "I see you are in the perfect mood for our conversation."
"Give me my people back," said Zel.
"No." Titania picked up the mug and sipped from it. Beth narrowed her eyes, trying to figure out how a psychic projection could be drinking tea.
"Why not?" Zel demanded. "Based on what I surmise, members of your Court came to my land and tricked my people. Entire lives have vanished, and people are in mourning for friends and family they can't even REMEMBER!" The centaur slammed her hand on the table. "WHAT HAPPENED TO OUR AGREEMENT?"
"You and I don't have an agreement," said the Queen.
"BUT YOU DO WITH THE CARETAKER!" Zel's face was almost purple now. Yuki and Ratu moved behind her and gently wrapped their arms around her torso, trying to coax her away from the Queen.
"Which terms do you accuse me of violating?" she asked. "You should be very specific."
"YOU'VE--" Zel paused and took a deep breath. "You brought harm to my people."
"I've done no such thing," Titania replied.
"Hold on," Beth said, moving to place herself between Zel and the Queen. She turned to face the centaur. "I am your family's attorney, you need to let me do the talking."
"But I--"
"Nope." Beth put a finger to Zel's lips. "I've let you speak long enough, and should have stopped you after your gift. If not for your sake, then for his." She turned to look at Callisto, whose features had gone white. He was currently sinking beneath the table, and probably would have disappeared if Grace hadn't reached over to yank him up by the collar of his tunic.
"Fine," Zel hissed. "Fix this."
"I'll do my best." Beth turned to face Titania. "Your Majesty, my client has an accusation of harm against her people that was perpetuated by potential members of your Court."
"Oh, that." She nodded. "I know what you allude to."
"So you admit her people were harmed?" Beth asked.
"I do not," Titania replied. "No harm came to them, at least not when they were taken. Every single one of them chose to come freely, or traded that freedom away in exchange for something else."
"But that's--" Beth had been about to say 'not fair' but realized that statement was meaningless. "By convincing Zel's tribe members to leave, irreparable harm has been done."
"Explain."
Beth gestured at Callisto. "Well, for example, the son of the Caretaker, who you have an agreement with, has become an outcast among his own people. They blame him for what has occurred, and now his social standing and perhaps his future have been damaged."
"Do they really?" Titania picked up the almond thins and opened them, taking far too long for a being with four hands. Beth waited patiently, though she could hear Zel grinding her teeth behind her. "I believe the mortal term for that is foolishness. Nobody should fault the boy for his actions. To my knowledge, he should be commended for his quick thinking and getting my people to agree to leave you alone."
"That's not how the tribe sees it," Zel muttered.
"That is their problem, not mine." Titania crunched down on the almond thin and made a face. "Are these stale?"
"They're supposed to taste that way," said Death. "Many people like it."
"I see." Titania ate a couple more crackers and nodded. "The taste grows on me. To address your point regarding harm to the tribe, the boy's unfair treatment does not constitute harm by our terms."
"What about the emotional damage for the people left behind?" asked Beth. "There are parents mourning their children."
"Children they would have forgotten if not for the boy," said Titania. "I tire of this circular logic. Are you mortals so fragile that you believe true harm comes from the loss of somebody in your lives? How many friends have you casually forgotten, people who you thought you would see again, then simply never did? Do you blame them for not reaching out? Or maybe you blame yourself?"
"That's not the point," said Beth.
"Oh, but it is," Titania replied. "If you would like to define harm as the emotional damage from missing somebody who has departed abruptly, then I would argue that you should be attacking him for it." She pointed at Death. "Is he not the instrument of their departure? Yet he is welcome among you. In fact, I do believe that not a single one of you blamed him when you said farewell to the one known as Cyrus."
For just a moment, Grace set down her crayon and stared at the Faerie Queen as if contemplating her words. The Arachne looked over at Death, then back down at her coloring book.
"Death is a natural process," said Beth.
"So is walking," said Titania. "And every single member of that tribe walked under their own power into the land of the Fae. My people are under an agreement to do those under the Caretaker's charge no harm, but we are allowed to attempt trade and commerce, which the people of the Moon Tribe participated in."
"Why are you here?" asked Beth, flustered by Titania's dismissive nature. She realized this was a dead end. "And what could we do to get those people back?"
Titania smiled. "See? This would be the start of a potential trade, which is allowed under our accord. I have been chosen as a messenger by the Fae Court."
Oh, Beth really didn't like that. The Queen herself serving as a messenger had many layers. She studied the woman, trying to figure out what was the best play here.
"Why you?" Beth asked. "Why not someone else?"
"A good question," said Titania. "After much debate, it was decided that I would be the best party to deliver that message. You see, it has become abundantly clear that you have no intention of answering your door. The Seelie and the Unseelie also distrust each other enough to not trust the other's representative. Seeing as I had made an agreement with the Caretaker, it was suggested that I was well suited for this role."
"A role which could be interpreted as beneath you," Beth muttered.
"Quite," said Titania. "Why should a Queen come personally to deliver a message? It is an odd decision on her part, yet it was the one her people chose."
"I also notice that you haven't delivered the message yet," said Beth.
"You're right. I have not." Titania took another cracker, but didn't eat it. "Should you ask for the message, I will deliver it promptly and return to the Court to let them know my task is done."
The gears in Beth's mind turned rapidly. Based on what she knew already, there were problems within the Court itself. Many wished to see the Queen deposed and were using her relationship with Mike as a potential excuse. The Queen was stalling for time. But why?
"You are very thoughtful for a human," said Titania. "Usually, I can tell what your kind are thinking, but I am stymied by that silver coin in your pocket."
Frowning, Beth pulled the coin out. It was cool to the touch, so the Queen wasn't trying to read her mind right now. There was a message there, but what could it be?
"That's right," Beth said, tucking the coin away. "I'm on retainer and have Attorney Client Confidentiality."
"You do." Titania sipped at her tea.
"I find it strange that the Fae could not bypass something as simple as a coin," said Beth.
"The coin has become symbolic," said Titania. "It certainly helps that it's made of silver. Chaotic though their nature be, the Fae choose to obey certain laws."
"It doesn't feel that way," Beth admitted. "In fact, it very much seems that the Fae just adhere to whatever rule serves their whimsy. For instance, Callisto here was under the belief that some of his people may have become slaves in your land."
"My land does not forbid slavery and the centaurs were not US citizens."
"Right, so I guess my question is which laws or rules do you actually follow?"
The Queen of the Fae chuckled. "While in your land, we tend to follow the rules you have set that make sense. Sadly, your Justice System lacks the application of good sense or logic for most laws that are written. Are your laws not written by common people with flaws of their own?"
Beth frowned. "They are."
"Your position as a mouthpiece for the family makes sense. Likewise, this privilege of confidentiality is also logical. For us to choose to break our own word, to violate our own truths, well... it would destroy us." Titania leaned forward at the table, steepling both sets of hands. "Once we have given our word on a situation, we cannot break it."
"It's essentially a Law of Nature at that point," said Ratu. "You can challenge it. You can bend it. But it will not be broken."
"And when it does," said Yuki. "Reality itself breaks down."
"And we certainly do not wish for reality to break down in the Fae Realm," said Titania. "It is the one place safe from the Others and their urge to unmake all that exists, to consume it in a feeding frenzy."
Beth raised an eyebrow. Whatever message the Faerie Queen was sending was still lost on her. She had brought up the coin in an attempt to speak about the rules. Why do that?
"Are you beholden to the same rules?" asked Beth.
"Indeed," Titania replied. "I am woven from the fabric of reality itself and cannot place myself above my own bindings."
"Which is how..." Beth clucked her tongue, more pieces falling into place. "Out of curiosity, could these same rules be used to replace you?"
Titania shrugged. "Any efforts to replace me would have to be planned well in advance and have the support of a majority of the Faerie Court before any truth presented could be powerful enough to remove me."
"What would happen if you were removed?" asked Beth. "Do you become like the other Fae?"
The Queen shook her head. "It is likely that my successor will simply become me. The being before you shall cease to be, and a new one chosen by the others will exist in my place as if they had always been."
"That... huh." Titania's answer was confusing, but Beth thought she understood. "So whatever agreement we had would be--"
"Decided by the next Queen, yes." The Queen sipped at her tea. "It would also be retroactive. From our perspective today, it would seem as if the past itself had changed. It could be as simple as a limitation on our agreement that ends now. Or perhaps I withdrew my support for Cecilia and Sulyvahn remaining here. On a bigger scale, my decision to force the Fae into their own realm for their protection may not have happened, and the Fae now roam the world at large again, making what happened to the Moon Tribe look like a tiny accident."
"That's time paradox nonsense."
Titania shook her head. "Not quite. Everything would still happen exactly as it has before. You would just remember it otherwise. Past events are typically immutable, but just like any Law of Nature--"
"It could be challenged or bent." Okay, Beth thought she understood what she was being taught here, but not the purpose. She studied the Queen, who now sat silently and nibbled on her crackers. "Is there anything else you wish to share with us before your message?"
Titania shook her head. "There is not. In fact, anything discussed prior to our message was just the typical idle chatter between a host and her guest, save for the Moon Tribe's Chieftain's baseless accusations of harm."
Zel tried to lunge for the Queen, but Yuki interceded, calming the centaur.
Beth studied the Queen again, that last statement far clearer than any other. It was the same answer the Queen would give the Courts when she returned to debrief with them.
"What is your message?" asked Beth.
Titania nodded and looked over at Grace. "The Court would like you to know that they have accused Gracelynn Penelope Radley of violating the current agreement between myself, the Queen of the Fae, and the Caretaker, Mike Radley."
Death, who had been looking at a map of Mars, paused and looked up at the Queen, his eyelights shifting colors.
"That is a very serious accusation," he said.
"Am I speaking with you or the family's attorney?" asked the Queen.
"All things speak to me eventually," Death whispered, his eyes burning hot. "You would do well to remind the Court of this."
"And I shall." Unbothered, Titania looked at Beth. "What say you?"
"That is a very serious accusation," said Beth. "What is it that the Court demands of us?"
"A trial," said Titania. "I am to remain a neutral observer and am only to execute the wishes of the Court once judgement has been passed."
Scowling, Beth picked up one of her notebooks. "Typically, in a trial, one side must present the other with any evidence."
"Much of it will be circumstantial," Titania admitted. "However, the key offense is related to the memory of one Callisto Radley, who witnessed Gracelynn using a spell from the Grimoire to harm a member of the Unseelie Court."
"Can I see this memory?" asked Beth.
"You can at the trial," said Titania. "Which will take place in 48 hours."
"What?" Beth almost dropped her paper. "You expect us to prepare for a trial in two days?"
"No. What preparation is needed when you can only speak truths at such a thing?" Titania gestured at Grace. "The time difference is great enough right now that 48 hours for you will be just enough time for the noble families to gather together to witness such a thing. To me, I will be seeing you again in about an hour."
"We need more time," said Beth.
"Denied. In 48 hours, you and Grace are to proceed outside where a portal will be provided. You may bring other members of your family along with any evidence you deem important."
"But...but!" Beth didn't know what word came next. "We haven't violated any agreement!"
"That is what you must prove. You see, Counselor, the agreement has been breached. Wrongdoing has occurred, and it can be felt through the very firmament of our words." Titania stood. "Right now, all evidence points to the child as being the aggressor."
"But her father isn't here!" said Beth.
"Yet you were hired to speak for the family. It matters not."
"Your people started this!" shouted Zel. "Why didn't you keep them under control?"
"I am consistently in charge of thousands of beings powerful enough to rip your world apart." Titania's golden eyes flashed. "Those are big words for someone who allowed her son to sneak away from her very tiny village on Halloween night."
Zel went white and sank into the nearest chair.
"It's fine, it's fine," said Beth. "So, what, we just prove that Grace didn't start it, right?"
Titania snickered. "You must prove that someone else did."
"What will happen to the child?" asked Death. "Should she be proven guilty?"
"That is for the Court to decide," said Titania. "And it will be my duty to execute their demands."
And therein lay the trap. It was extremely likely that the Court already had a horrifying fate set aside for Grace. Should the Queen fail to punish the girl, then she would be replaced. If Titania obeyed, then Mike would likely retaliate somehow.
"What if we don't come?" asked Beth. "What if we stay inside?"
Titania's eyes glowed malevolently. "Do not make yourself an enemy of the Fae Courts," she said. "The Geas protects you for now, but courtesy and the rule of law is the only thing that have kept these walls from being torn asunder. Should you not show up, the child will be deemed guilty by default and I will be the one to retrieve you."
Beth shivered. "It was just a question," she said. "I have one more."
"Ask."
"If we can prove that someone else started this, then who decides their punishment?"
"Once again, the Court." Titania paused. "However, should the Court itself be found guilty, you will be given the chance to demand recompense."
"Recompense?" Ratu leaned forward in her seat. "Instead of punishment?"
"Mortals are seen as temporary beings. The Fae may be expected to compensate a mortal, but it can never be the other way around."
"That hardly seems fair," said Yuki.
"And we've already established that fairness doesn't matter," said Beth before Titania could speak. "Demanding the death of a Fae is to sever a life that could have continued for billions of years."
"I believe you understand." Titania looked at everybody. "You should also know that the Court demands that you return the Grimoire. They firmly believe that such a powerful object is not safe in mortal hands. Bring it with you."
"What if we don't?" asked Beth.
"I like your questions," said Titania. "You are not on trial for the ownership of the book, and would be free to attempt to make a trade. Just remember that the Fae are capable of giving a great many things, so weigh your options in advance."
The Faerie Queen waited for several seconds, studying each of them. When nobody spoke, she bowed her head. "My message has been delivered. Upon leaving, the Fae outside your home will also depart in order to return for the trial. If there are no further inquiries to the nature of--"
Titania was interrupted by Grace tugging on the hem of her dress. The Queen looked down at the child who had touched her and frowned. "What are you doing?"
"Gift." Grace held up a piece of paper. On it, she had drawn a picture of herself and the Faerie Queen holding hands and smiling. There was definitely an emphasis on Titania's extra set of arms, along with large loops of yellow that were the Queen's wings. "Freely given."
Titania seemed taken aback and carefully took the child's drawing. She looked at it for nearly a minute as everyone remained in complete silence. Slowly, the Queen looked up at the others.
"Gift accepted," she declared, then vanished. Beth moved to the other side of the table to inspect the tea and crackers to see if they had actually been eaten or if it had been an elaborate glamour. It seemed to be no trick. How had a psychic projection consumed food?
"She took Grace's drawing," said Ratu.
"And the crossbow bolt," added Yuki.
Beth stared at the empty seat, her heart now slamming against the inside of her chest. "Yuki. Get ahold of Kisa and have her tell Mike what's going on. Callisto?"
The boy emerged from his hiding spot beneath the table. "Yes?" he asked meekly.
"We need to go over your story for ourselves," said Beth. "As for Grace, I--"
The Arachne put two fingers to her mouth and whistled. Tick Tock, still shaped as a backpack, came hopping into the room, its tongue lolling from the open zipper. Grace stuck her hand into the bag and pulled out a metal jar, which she gave a good shake.
Inside the jar, something screamed.
"Oh, fuck me," Beth groaned.

🏠🏠🏠
Mike and Sulyvahn strolled across the long bridge that separated the village from the castle, their boots clacking on the stones beneath. Up ahead, it looked like a bonfire had been thrown together, and the villagers were playing music and dancing.



"I almost feel bad fer them," Sulyvahn muttered.
"Because their entire world is going to change soon?" asked Mike.
The dullahan shook his head. "That's a tomorrow problem. I was referrin' to ruinin' their party. These people deserve a little fun."
"Maybe you can show them how." Mike raised his eyebrows. "The Fae are known for their parties."
"Aye, but not my folk," said Sulyvahn. "As far as other dullahans go, I'm quite the rebel. Talkin' and cavortin' with the mortals like I'm one of you."
"You are one of us," Mike replied. "Not a mortal, but a member of the family."
The dullahan looked like he wanted to say something, but just shook his head. "I dunno 'bout all that," he replied. "Beth treats me right, but I don' feel the same connection Cecilia does with ye. I feel like I'm on the outside lookin' in."
"Beth is complicated," Mike said. "And I'm not going to pretend I fully understand her, either. Sometimes, I feel like we're getting close, but the distance between us continues to widen."
"That be yer status," Sulyvahn replied. "And how the Fae magic be changin' ye. She's tryin' to keep up with a rocket even though all she's been given is a bike."
"Have you ever ridden a bike?"
Sulyvahn snorted. "It'd make my horse jealous."
Mike laughed. "You know what? I have a question about that. Is your horse just an extension of you, or is it a separate entity?"
"Ah, now we be gettin' to the personal bits." Sulyvahn waggled his eyebrows. "What if I said it's both?"
"Does your horse get bored?" asked Mike. "Is your... package hurting it?"
"Now ye be askin' 'bout me package, we're closer than ever!" Sulyvahn laughed. "The horse be fine."
"Does it have a name?"
Sulyvahn nodded. "Of course it does! Ye think I be ridin' a nameless steed all these years without a proper name fer it?"
Mike waited, but Sulyvahn didn't continue. "And?" He asked. "What do you call it?"
"Stubborn donkey, miserable bastard, gobshite mare," Sulyvahn replied. "Even for a Fae beastie, it's temperamental."
"You don't have any nicer names?"
Sulyvahn shrugged. "When we be gettin' on like a pair o' thieves, I call it--"
"There they are!" shouted a woman on the other side of the bridge. Mike noticed a small crowd of women clustered together, dressed up in their finest gowns. He couldn't help but notice that they seemed to range in age from fourteen to maybe their mid-twenties.
He believes you to be under my control, whispered Charlotte in the back of his mind. He looked around to see where she might be, but couldn't see her. These women are all of child-bearing age and ovulating. The only reason he still maintains the charade is because the villagers would be suspicious if the party was cancelled.
Gross fucker, Mike replied.
Hit on them, Charlotte said. Make him believe from the start that things are going his way. That you are a compliant stud, ready to sow your seed.
Will that really fool him? asked Mike. He's not an idiot.
He's essentially a god here, Charlotte replied. And right now, he has every reason to believe that he's already won. Don't convince him otherwise.
This is so gross, Mike replied, then turned his attention to the crowd of women. They were clustered together and waving hankies to get his attention. Letting out a quiet sigh, he wandered in their direction.
"Hello, ladies," he said, letting just the tiniest trickle of his magic out. One of the younger women gasped, turned bright red, and fainted into the arms of another woman who looked like an older sister. Mike fought the urge to roll his eyes and did a little spin before pulling out the double finger guns with a wink at the sister.
She dropped her unconscious sibling on the ground and fanned her face.
Is that how men flirt in modern times? asked Charlotte.
Only the weirder ones, he replied. It's not like Vinnie will know the difference.
And it works?
Depends on the man. Mike knelt down to help up the unconscious girl, then passed her off to someone random. "I look forward to dancing with you all later," he said.
"Me, too!" added Sulyvahn with a grin. A few of the women smiled politely at him, but it was clear that Mike was meant to be the star of the show. That was totally fine with him. The more eyes on his body, the better.
At Mike's official entrance into the open clearing just past the bridge, a band struck up and everybody shouted. It was odd to see so much jovial behavior, but then it occurred to him that these people had short lives and few occasions to celebrate it. Maybe this was exactly what they needed.
People immediately started dancing, and Mike suddenly felt homesick for the Moon Tribe. He and Kisa made regular trips down to the greenhouse for their parties, and the centaurs and his familiar had spent enough time teaching him how to do a two-legged version of some of their moves.
He was instantly accosted by some more women and pulled onto the dance floor. Whirling about from one woman to another, he scanned the area to get a feel for where everybody was. Sofia was circling the edges of the clearing, pausing to speak with the occasional native. Cecilia and Cerberus were dancing with a bunch of children by the fire. The kids cheered every time the banshee levitated, and the smaller kids were content to just hold hands in a circle with the hellhound.
Several gargoyles were also in attendance. Many of them were wearing some type of ear protection, with a couple actually mingling with the villagers.
The vassals were interspersed throughout the gathering. Galahad looked to be giving advice to an older couple. Gerard lurked in the shadows, the villagers avoiding him while he wrote in a journal. Victoria and Decima wandered amongst the humans, false smiles planted on their faces.
Of Vincentius, there was no sign. Mike didn't see Charlotte either.
Where are you? he asked.
A child ate too many snacks and got sick, she replied. I am helping her clean her dress so we will return to the party in a minute.
Mike's attention switched to the woman with whom he was dancing. She had pressed herself close against him, the bodice of her dress shifting to reveal more of her cleavage. It almost appeared that she had tugged it down herself.
Clearly, this village lacked any sort of modern developments, but some things were timeless. He continued dancing with the woman and noted her severe look of disapproval when someone else cut in. Eventually, Charlotte reappeared at the edge of the party with a ten-year-old girl, who she gently guided toward other children her own age.
Charlotte truly cared for these people. No matter what happened next, Mike would make sure they weren't left behind to rot.
"May I have this dance?" The voice startled him from his thoughts, and he looked up to see Victoria.
"Of course, Lady Cecilia," he replied. Victoria's grip was like iron as her hands found his and the two began a slow dance that the band had started playing. She leaned into him, her breath somehow cold against his skin.
"You're quite the lucky man," she whispered. "You get to bed so many of these women."
"I am very lucky," he replied, but definitely not in reference to what she had said. Could vampyr tell if he was lying?
Hey. Can vampyr tell if I'm lying? he asked.
Yes, Charlotte replied. But it's through changes in the body that we notice.
"You know, it's been awhile since we've had a proper stud around here." Victoria nibbled at his ear. "I bet Father would let me play with you. Gerard was never into women, and Galahad is... well... a prude."
"What about Lady Charlotte?" he asked. "Won't she be upset?"
Victoria squeezed his wrist so hard that it felt like it might break. "It's not up to her. Father makes all the decisions."
"Is... the Caretaker really your father?" he asked.
The vampyr let out a laugh, then pressed herself against him. "He is the father of all vampyr," she whispered. "But he turned me personally. When it is safe to return to the world of man, I will stand above all others and rule at his side."
When Mike tightened up, she chuckled in his ear. "Does it scare you to know what we are? Do you remember what it felt like to have your blood drained, to feel your lifeforce ebbing? Are you worried that I would do the same?"
"Maybe?" he squeaked.
"You're safe," she said. "For now, anyway. Thralls favored by Father can live for hundreds of years, potentially thousands. Play by the rules and you will be around for a very, very long time."
"May I cut in?" Sofia smirked down at Victoria, who stepped away demurely.
"Of course," she replied with a grin. "I can't wait for dinner with you later."
"Likewise," the cyclops replied, then slid into Mike's arms.
He didn't dare thank her, now worried that any of the vampyr may be listening. Victoria's words weighed heavily on his mind. If Vincentius was truly the first, the progenitor of all vampyr, where had he come from?
But most of all, who was he so afraid of?
The festival, celebration, or whatever it was supposed to be now continued for another couple of hours, which caused Mike's anxiety to skyrocket. Vincentius still hadn't arrived, and Charlotte didn't know where he was. Women were throwing themselves at him now, and with the addition of hard apple cider, inhibitions had been dropped. Younger children were ushered away by their older siblings as bedtimes came, leaving just the grownups behind.
When Vincentius arrived, it was as if he had been there all along. The man stood in the center of the crowd, smiling at the villagers and decked out in black clothing. His skin was unusually pale, and Mike finally got a good look at his face without the glamour.
Haunting was the best word for it. He looked simultaneously young and old, his features youthful but his eyes ancient and predatory. The man reminded Mike of a hawk or lion stalking their prey, and half expected the man to swoop in and snatch up a young maiden for himself.
"Are we having a good time?" he asked everyone. The villagers cheered and greeted him as they would an old friend. The man gestured for some of the men to get down on the ground before him. As if it were a common party trick, they got on their hands and knees to form a platform for Vincentius, who casually stepped up onto them so that everyone could see him.
"We are gathered here today to formally greet our new friends, including Mike Radley." Vincentius gestured toward Mike, his fingers uncurling slowly. "Lord Radley will be ushering in a new age for the village, as he has agreed to remain with us permanently."
There was more cheering, and several villagers slapped Mike on the back and sort of ushered him toward Vincentius. The vassals watched from the edge of the crowd while Sofia and Sulyvahn casually moved into position nearby Vincentius, as if to listen to him.
Charlotte swept through the crowd until she stood next to Mike, her hand on his shoulder.
Keep his attention on us, he told her. At all costs.
Of course, she replied.
"Ever since the plague robbed this village of a generation, we've been struggling to come back from it. You and your kin have made me very proud," he said, those fingers curling into a fist. "You are survivors. We are survivors."
Now people were slapping each other on the back, marinating in their keeper's compliments. Sofia and Sulyvahn were almost directly behind Vincentius now.
"But this man will bring new vitality to our people," he continued. "For not only does he possess the ability to harness and wield magic, but he also brings with him knowledge of the outside world, information that could greatly improve our own lives here."
Now more people were clapping Mike on the back. Charlotte looked at him with a raised eyebrow.
Once the clamor settled, Vincentius' features turned serious. "However, rebuilding and growing will take hard work and a willingness to bend the rules. I prayed on this idea with the Creator himself, and ask that you withhold judgement. We need children, healthy ones to carry the burdens of tomorrow.
"The easiest way to do this is to break the tradition of marriage itself, to allow Lord Radley the opportunity to sow his seed with many young women all at once." Vincentius turned to Mike with sadness on his face. "Lord Radley feels the same way I do about marriage and was opposed to it. He also believes that a proper union is between one man and one woman."
"Damn right!" yelled some guy in the back.
Vincentius looked in the man's direction. "But after exchanging words with the holy Father, our duty to others is far more important than a singular rule. Lord Radley has agreed to marry Lady Charlotte and enjoy a proper marriage with--"
The man's words were silenced by the absolute roar of the crowd. Men and women alike were coming up to hug Charlotte and congratulate her on the pending union. Mike could tell that Vincentius was irritated, but didn't want to disrupt the positive vibes for a moment. Over at the edge of the crowd, he saw Victoria look at Charlotte and mouth the word 'whore'.
Once the crowd had settled, Vincentius held up his hands to get their attention. "While wedded to Lady Charlotte, it will be his duty to grow the next generation. Every woman of child bearing age will be available to him, and no woman who has his child shall be shunned for what we previously saw as an indiscretion."
This comment was far less popular than the previous. The villagers muttered to each other, and Mike noticed that nobody was slapping his back now.
"Caretaker?" A man near Mike held up a hand. "You said all women. Does this mean our... wives will be required to... participate?"
Vincentius smiled. "There is no requirement," he said, which caused a massive exhalation of relief. "We do not wish to disrupt any relationships here, and--"
"I'd be proud if my wife carried Lord Radley's baby!" shouted a farmer near the edge of the clearing. His wife, who stood nearby holding his hand, suddenly had a very hungry look.
"Yeah, let us do our part!" shouted a woman somewhere else.
Mike's left eyelid twitched as he listened to people arguing over whether they wanted him to bang their wives, then let out a sigh. Apparently the sanctity of marriage here was about as thin as the paper it was written on. And he doubted they kept written records.
Vincentius, however, seemed very pleased. He didn't seem to notice that Sofia and Sulyvahn were now directly behind him, the dullahan tugging at the collar of his shirt as if uncomfortable. Sofia moved to see what had irritated Suly's neck, the dark seam there barely visible.
The false Caretaker held up his hands for silence again. The men he was using as a table were starting to sweat.
"These are big changes," he continued. "But necessary ones. So many years ago, our home was beset by tragedy and many lives were lost. Today, with the help of Lord Radley, we can finally undo--"
"LIES!" The shadows cast by the bonfire gathered together in the middle of the crowd like bubbling ink. They rose together into a small column and then receded, revealing Nyx. The Fae princess' eyes gleamed with intensity as she pointed a finger at Vincentius. "You are naught more than the sower of untruths!"
Vincentius didn't even react, his features now like stone. "That is a bold accusation for one who is a guest in my--"
"AVALON BELONGS TO THE FAE!" Nyx hovered into the air until she was eye level with Vincentius. Behind him, Suly had twisted his head to one side as Sofia pretended to rub at a sore spot. In fact, once the moment presented itself, the dullahan would tilt his head away, allowing Sofia to draw Excalibur and behead Vincentius. Inadvertently, Nyx was providing an even better distraction than Mike could have planned.
"I see no Fae here other than you, Lady Nyx." Vincentius crossed his arms. "This place was vacant when I came. I made it something more."
Out of the corner of his eye, Mike saw Galahad duck away as if in shame.
"MORE LIES!" Nyx pointed at Vincentius, then pulled what looked to be an enormous bucket from the shadows of her cloak. "I shall prove it!"
"I will not tolerate an act of violence here," Vincentius warned. Mike was surprised when the man armed himself with a large spear out of nowhere. It was identical to the one he had seen in the vision with Natalie, but now he got a closer look at it. The head of the spear was unusually large and seemed to be made of iron. The haft of the spear was some type of black wood that matched Vincentius' aesthetic.
"Remember," Nyx hissed as she overturned the bucket. Pebbles fell like sand, pausing in midair as they assembled into a humanoid figure with its arms and wings outstretched in pain. The crowd went silent as they watched a fragmented gargoyle appear before them.
"Remember," Nyx repeated, and the world trembled. The bonfire and the villagers vanished as everyone was plunged into a different time and place. There was screaming and panic as humans ran through the village from Victoria and Gerard, both of them pausing to drain a young woman who had fallen in the streets.
The scene shifted rapidly, like a montage in a movie trailer. One moment, the gargoyle was helping people escape, the next, Decima was eating someone like a snake. Vincentius himself made several appearances in the distance as he lifted adults to his mouth and drained them into withered husks.
"REMEMBER!" Nyx commanded, and the gargoyle fell into an alleyway where it was finally ambushed by the vampyr. It cried out in agony as its body was pinned, flexed to the absolute limit until--
The vision popped like a soap bubble, revealing a different kind of frozen world. The villagers were staring at Vincentius, who had taken a single step forward and thrust forward with the point of his spear. The head was now lodged firmly in Nyx's sternum, the Fae princess' eyes wide with surprise as she looked down at the weapon that had just killed her.
With that single step, Vincentius had stepped out of range of Sofia and Suly, who had also been caught up in the vision.
"That'll be enough of that," said Vincentius. Any comfort or familiarity that he had faked earlier was gone. He scanned the people, studying them with the eyes of a killer, a man who knew he stood on the brink of losing everything. The few gargoyles in attendance had also gone still, but Mike didn't know if they were in shock too or just had resting stone face.
"Re..." Nyx spat out a gob of blood and looked down at the weapon stuck in her chest. Grasping it firmly in both hands, she took a gasping breath and furrowed her brow in concentration.
"Remember," she whispered as magic and blood poured from her body, and the head of the spear obeyed.
A high-pitched tone sounded, and Mike was seized by similar images of the massacre in the village. He felt like he was falling now as he watched every man, woman, and child that Vincentius had slaughtered over the centuries. Sometimes he used his teeth, or even his hands, but usually it was his blade. The spear's memories centered on death and violence, and of both, there was plenty.
The spell was much like the Dreamscape, and what felt like minutes or even hours was all presented in a fraction of a second, instantly embedded in Mike's mind like a rancher branding their cow. He fell to his knees as death surrounded him, the memories stretching and distorting until only a final scene remained.
They were on a hill, overlooking a city with giant walls. The spear was much longer now, and had just been stabbed into a man's chest, just between the ribs. The man was on a cross, and the wielder of the spear was a mere soldier.



The wound bled freely. Mike didn't know what the soldiers were saying to each other, and could only watch in awe as a very young, very human Vincentius stood beneath the cross and opened his mouth to catch the flowing blood on the tip of his tongue like a child catching a snowflake. He smirked at his fellows who looked at him with disgust, then gazed up into the trickling flow and let the blood wash over his face.
This memory rippled like water, and the village was back. Vincentius' pupils had narrowed to pinholes as he looked out over those who were gathered. They were still frozen in terror from what they had just witnessed.
Vincentius licked his teeth, which had elongated. He lifted up the spear, which still had Nyx impaled on the end. If the princess was still alive, Mike had no way of knowing.
"Gerard." He turned his head to face Charlotte's brother. "Have your drawings gather a group of young women capable of pregnancy. Lock them in the castle. Charlotte, collect the children who have gone home already. Tell them a new plague has begun."
The First Vampyr turned his gaze on Mike. "Meet Gerard at the castle. You are to begin your duties immediately."
"What of us, father?" asked Decima, hopping up and down on the balls of her feet. She already knew what was coming.
"My children shall feast this night," he said, then held Nyx toward Decima. "Dispose of this."
The vampyr giggled and opened her mouth, the bones cracking as her maw became like a snake's. The villagers screamed and tried to run, but Victoria and Gerard were already intercepting them. The latter had tossed his journal on the ground and inky aberrations were grabbing people.
Nobody was paying attention to Sulyvahn, who had knelt down and yanked away his head. Nor were they looking at Sofia as she drew Excalibur from his neckhole.
Vincentius swung his spear backward without looking, launching Nyx's body through the air in a move that was clearly expected to simply parry the blow from behind. There was a look of surprise on his face when the butt of the spear was cleanly sliced apart, the blade flashing silver as it kept going and passed neatly through his neck.
Gasping, the vampyr stumbled forward, his hands somehow reaching up to hold his head in place as dark blood ran freely down his front and back. He spun around to face Sofia, his bloodshot eyes going directly to the blade in her hand.
"How?" he whispered.
"It was a pain in the ass," Sofia replied, her eye flicking toward Mike. "Or it will be, anyway."
The vassals froze, all watching their leader. Vincentius looked at the spear half on the ground, then up at Mike. Those calculating eyes suddenly seem to see everything so clearly.
"This means war," he whispered as his body turned into a dark mist and shot along the ground, moving beneath the terrified villagers. At the castle in the distance, a trumpet sounded, followed by the sounds of drums and grinding stone.
"What the hell is that?" Mike asked.
"I don't know," Charlotte whispered in reply.
All around them, screaming began as the vampyr started to feed.

🏠🏠🏠
Thank you so much for sticking around for the beginning of the end! The next few chapters are, frankly, nuts. This book will end on Ch. 136, and I hope to start Ch.l 137 sometime in November.
Thanks to everyone who has stuck around for me. It's been a wild 8 years doing this, and I can't believe how many of you are still around from the beginning. I super appreciate all that you do for me, and will update my bio soon with the next release date.
Now go have a snack, or give yourself a little neck rub, cause you've earned it, my friend. Until next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the next chapter of Horny Monsters!
This year has been really hard, but I'm still busy working at it. I've fallen behind on so many projects that I actually ended up hiring someone to help me keep up. While none of that has any effect here, it does mean I will have more time to write and post more frequently! (Or I will somehow fuck it up, I do have a track record)
New reader? By all means, dive in! This is pretty much the exact plot of National Lampoon's Christmas Vacation, only it's not Christmas, there is no cousin Eddie, and pretty much everything else is different. You should probably start on Ch. 001 and binge this shit.
Returning reader? Welcome back! I'm still white knuckling these releases and never meant for them to spread out so far. On the plus side, I'm still around after eight solid years, so that's a good thing, right? Right?
Special thanks to the beta team for always having my back. I remember this one was a pretty bad mess, and they helped me trim the fat quite nicely. Also a thanks to the reader who sent me the letter about how this story helped them deal with a loved one's death. I always feel so warm and fuzzy inside when I realized I helped somebody. It's either that, or all the coffee I drink.
Speaking of drinking, this chapter will release close to Thanksgiving! That means several of you will have spent the day with people who gobble up your time simply because one of your ancestors fucked one of theirs and it made a baby! The fastest way to get out of an unpleasant meal is typically to inhale your food and keep quiet talk to a minimum. Naturally, some relatives feel the need to be louder than others, so if somebody brings up politics or other uncomfortable topics this holiday season, feel free to bring up my story and start a debate with grandma about why butt sex doesn't cause a soul swap for Mike, but a proper cream pie can!
However, that probably wouldn't be a good thing to bring up if dessert this year is an actual creampie. That would just be considered
Kicking the Nest
Screaming. Panic. People running. A gargoyle stepped in to restore order, but Victoria intercepted it. The blonde caught it from behind and wrenched its neck so hard that it shattered.
"Don't let the gargoyles warn the others," she commanded, then pointed. "Gerard, ground them!"
Gerard waved his hand over the journal on the ground. Inky aberrations were summoned that leapt for the remaining gargoyles. The creatures fell to the ground as their wings were restrained and tried to crawl away.
Mike's ears were ringing, the moment briefly frozen in time as he took it all in. Victoria, standing over the shattered remnants of the gargoyle, turned toward Charlotte.
"What are you waiting for?" she asked. "Go round up the children while we take care of these peasants."
"These peasants are my children," Charlotte declared, then turned into a whirling mass of cloth as she tackled Victoria out of the clearing.
"Cerberus!" Mike spun toward the hellhound, who was already on their feet. He pointed at Decima, whose limbs had elongated to triple their original proportions, making her look like a genderbent Slenderman. "Get the stick."
Cerberus took three steps forward, their body erupting in flame as they transformed into their original form. Screams of terror died in the throats of the villagers as the sudden appearance of the hellhound overwhelmed them. Cerberus slapped Decima off of the gargoyle with a paw, one head howling as the others bit down on Decima's arms.
The vampyr shrieked with rage and broke free, but Cerberus grabbed her by the leg and trapped her under a paw. The hellhound snorted, smoke coming from their nostrils, but fire never came. Villagers were still running in every direction, and it was clear that Cerberus didn't want to torch someone by accident. It took all three heads to maintain a grip on the vampyr as Cerberus dragged them away.
"Gerard!" Mike yelled to get the vampyr's attention. The man looked up, dark circles under his eyes as he appraised Mike. "Back down. Your sister and I are working together. You should help us."
Gerard paused for a moment, then sneered. "She is not fit to lead, and neither are you." He made a hand gesture and a spider-like being made of ink yanked its way free of the journal. "Take him to the castle," Gerard commanded.
The ink spider leapt at Mike, but he casually grabbed it by the threads holding it together and pulled. The spider burst, showering the ground in thin lines of glossy ink. "That won't work on me."
Gerard hissed, revealing his fangs, then charged. A vision was triggered, and Mike got a momentary look at a future where Gerard had ripped off half of his face.
With a surge of power, he summoned a magical shield in front of his head. Gerard's hand slammed into it, the fingers cracking like dry twigs. The vampyr sneered and lunged again, but a second vision prompted Mike to summon a final barrier at the last moment.
They were at an impasse. While Mike could easily deflect or dismantle Gerard's attacks, he had no proper counter of his own, not without draining his own reserves dry.
Gerard made another attempt on Mike, this time leaping into the air to come down from above. A whip made of bones wrapped around the creature's legs and yanked him back to the ground where Sofia immediately began her assault. Excalibur darted in and out as Gerard dodged every strike, still too fast to be hit.
"Can you hold him in place or something?" asked Sofia.
"I'm tryin'," muttered Suly. "Like tryin' to swat a mosquito while drunk."
Charlotte. Mike sent a thought to the vampyr. Your brother is being difficult.
There was a pause, followed by a grunt of pain. Then kill him, Charlotte replied. I have seen him commit atrocities that will haunt me evermore and can only hope my new family will be better. Save my children first.
"Cecilia!" Mike turned to the banshee, who was helping a pregnant woman to her feet. "Sing!"
She cocked her head inquisitively, then nodded. The banshee clasped her hands together and became incorporeal, her black dress falling to the ground through her body. She opened her mouth and sang, her body now luminescent as she hovered into the air.
Though hers was a song of sadness, it immediately had a calming effect on the villagers. Stunned, they watched in awe as Cecilia sang to them, her voice echoing off the distant homes.
Mike used his magic to rip apart the inky aberrations holding the gargoyles in place. Before any of them could fly off, he pointed at Gerard. "Someone needs to hold him down!"
Two of the gargoyles ignored Mike and immediately flew toward the castle to warn their tribe. A third seemed to recognize the difficulty of the task at hand and flew into the air and circled.
Sofia, Sulyvahn, and Gerard were now in a dance of death, none of them properly able to wound the other. Eventually, the gargoyle slammed down onto Gerard from above, the vampyr hissing like a trapped snake as Suly and Sofia moved in. The dullahan's whip ripped the skin from Gerard's face, and the vampyr raised his hands to cover his eyes.
Excalibur slid easily through both forearms and Gerard's neck. The vampyr's body continued to fight as a dark mass of tendrils squirmed free of Gerard's head in an attempt to walk around and find his body.
The gargoyle saw this, grabbed Gerard's head by the hair and took off into the air. The gargoyle made a wide loop over the void before dropping its dangerous cargo.
"I hate this," Sofia shouted as Gerard's body freed itself and stumbled about. Gerard's hands were now crawling across the ground in an attempt to reconnect with the main body. Sulyvahn snatched the hands in his whip and pulled them away from the body, throwing them into the sea in the process where the fish would eat them.
"Are we leavin' the body?" he asked. "I don' want it to be hurtin' nobody."
Cerberus padded back into the clearing with blood on their maws, pausing for just a moment to contemplate Gerard's body. One head snatched up Gerard's body and crunched on it a few times before swallowing.
"Decima?" asked Mike.
The hellhound transformed back into their human form. For a moment, Mike wondered if her stomach would bulge out with Gerard's body. "Bitch. Got. Away," Cerberus replied.
"Damn." He looked at the villagers, who were all still listening to Cecilia. Mike moved beneath the banshee and raised his hand to touch her foot.
"Good job, Cecilia."
The banshee stopped her song and smiled down at him. "A ghrá."
"Cecilia?" asked a man with blood on his face. It took a moment, but Mike recognized Finley. "Her name is Cecilia?"
"The true Cecilia," Mike replied. He looked at the people still gathered. "She is the one who sings my family to the afterlife when they pass."
"Then, you are..." Finley stared at Mike.
"Yeah. Vincentius' lies were based somewhat in truth. I am the Caretaker, and I am quite real." He turned to look at everyone else. "I am also working with Lady Charlotte. She is no longer under Vincentius' control."
There was muttering from the crowd, combined with looks of unease. A woman in the crowd raised a hand.
"Is the new breeding program still in effect?" she asked.
"What? No!" Mike shook his head.
"Shit," she muttered.
"Listen. The visions you saw were disturbing, but they were real," Mike continued. "This place that you call home is little more than a feedlot for Vincentius and the other vassals. I should mention that Charlotte herself has never consumed any of your people, she loves you far too much. If we can defeat Vincentius, then I can take you to a better life."
"Better how?" asked someone in the crowd.
"Well, you won't be eaten,"Mike replied.
"And ye'll live much longer than thirty to forty," Sulyvahn replied. "Healthy livin' will see you to eighty or higher."
"Eighty!" This was from Taylor. "People can live until eighty?!"
"Sometimes even a hundred," said Mike. "But the first step is to get you all to safety. I promised Charlotte that you all would come first. The vassals may still try to come for you, or even your kids. Gather your families, friends, and neighbors and let's take them somewhere safe."
"So we can be slaughtered!" shouted someone hidden in the back. "We can't trust this man!"
"You can," said Charlotte as she stepped back into the clearing. "And we don't have time to argue. Vincentius is already gathering the thralls and vassals to come back and wipe you out. All this time, I wish I could have helped you, truly helped, but I was powerless to do so. This is it, my children, your actual shot at a better future. They took your parents from you when you were children, and are about to deliver the same fate to your own offspring, or even worse."
"Then we should fight," said Taylor. "We can help! What should we do?"
"You should listen," said Mike. "Please. We're already against insurmountable odds, and won't be able to protect you if you come. Don't make this battle even harder for us."
The villagers exchanged several looks, and it became clear there was already some dissension. Charlotte cajoled a few while the remaining gargoyle agreed to help protect those who listened.
At the castle, a swarm of gargoyles was now circling high overhead. Mike could only hope that they were choosing to help out instead of fleeing.
"Mo mhuirnín." Cecilia took Mike by the hand. "She's still alive."
The banshee pointed, then led him in the direction to where Nyx had been tossed. He followed, and the two of them knelt down over Nyx, whose eyes gazed into the sky unfocused.
"Nyx?" Mike slid his hand underneath her head as if to lift her, and was surprised at how light she was.
"I am dying, Caretaker." Her voice came in gasps. She smiled vaguely in his direction. "I have erred."
"Yeah, you did." He shook his head. "What were you even trying to accomplish?"
"To expose Vincentius," she replied. "To force the others to see him as he truly is, to embarrass him in front of his flock. He deserves to know shame."
"The man doesn't care about all that," Mike replied. "If he was Fae, maybe it would have worked. But he used to be a man, just a regular human. It's rare to find one of those who cares what others think."
"And now I pay the price." Nyx sighed. "I should have known better, but was too blinded by my own rage."
"At what?" Mike asked.
"You." Nyx lifted a hand and touched his cheek. "Because you laid with the vampyr and chose a walking corpse over me."
"Why does it even matter?" Mike asked. "I thought you hated the idea of a mortal and a fae being together. You look down on us, see us as trivial. I don't get why it should have mattered to you so much. It wasn't that I chose her over you. What happened with Charlotte had nothing to do with you at all. And let's be honest. Do you even feel that way about me?"
"No," she admitted. "A certain clarity comes to the dying. It was never really about attraction, romance, or even the thrills of the flesh. I was so angry because you chose her over me."
"You already said that," Mike muttered.
"I was mad because I couldn't understand why," Nyx whispered. "What makes her so special? What makes her better than your own kind?" Her body was becoming even lighter in his arms.
"You're not making any sense, now." Mike frowned at Cecilia, but the banshee only had eyes for Nyx. The banshee sang softly under her breath, her voice slowly getting louder as the Fae Princess faded.
"Why did you choose them, father?" Tears welled up in her eyes now. "Why did you... choose them... over... us?"
The Fae Princess stared into eternity as her body dissolved into starlight, leaving behind only her clothing in Mike's hands. He gently set the garments on the ground, noticing at once how smooth and soft it was. Mike gently touched the hole in the front of the blouse.
"This was never about me after all," he muttered.
Cecilia put her hand on his. "My kind aren't chaotic because they want to be," she said. "What many see as whimsy is just our nature. Even we don't understand why we do the things we do."
"You never seemed that way to me," Mike replied.
"I have a job," Cecilia said with a smile. "A purpose. Those like Nyx lost theirs long ago."
"That's not all they lost," he replied as he folded Nyx's clothes into a bundle. It now occurred to him exactly what Sofia and Cecilia's dress had been made from. Clothing left behind by those who had been in charge of Avalon. It was likely all that remained of them.
If nothing else, he would return these clothes to Nyx's sisters. It was the least he could do.
Behind him, he could hear the villagers organising and going with the gargoyle. Charlotte and Sofia approached, both of them looking at the garments in his hands.
"She's gone, then." Sofia let out a sigh. "I have mixed feelings."
"Same," Mike admitted, then looked at Charlotte. "Your brother is dead... ish."
The woman nodded. "I wish it could have been otherwise. His heart was broken many years ago when the man he loved never came for him. When you dream of eternity with someone and they turn their back, it can change you. My real brother has been dead for some time, you just finally laid him to rest."
Mike thought of the head falling down the hole and shivered. With any luck, Gerard was actually dead and wasn't going to slowly starve or whatever. He looked at Sofia. "I can't believe Vincentius survived a beheading."
"Neither can I," said Sofia. "There was a tiny flap of skin in the front of his throat that held his head on. When he shifted to block the strike, that was all it took. Otherwise, his head would be on the ground."
"Which doesn't mean as much as I would like it to." Mike looked at Charlotte. "Any other ideas on how to kill your old boss?"
Charlotte shook her head. "I have none."
Mike turned to look at Cerberus, who was staring into the darkness and growling. "Well, I guess we see if Cerberus can toast the fucker once we lay him out. Maybe if you cut enough pieces off the bastard, he'll hold still."
Sofia frowned. "I hate to say this, but I have doubts that'll even work. The father of all vampyr-kind surely has some asinine trick up his sleeves."
"Then we should cut those off first."
Charlotte moved behind Mike and tugged on his sleeve to get his attention. "We need to get everyone to safety," she said. "The current school was designed to be locked down if another purge was ever needed. It won't protect them from the vampyr, but... sometimes the illusion of safety is better than nothing."
"Can't we just chase them down now?" asked Sofia.
"They are faster than you and know the terrain," Charlotte replied. "Spreading out will only make us more vulnerable. Let us gather in one place and decide on next steps together."
The cyclops nodded and looked at Mike. "I can agree with that," she admitted.
"Fine." Mike looked at the others. "Charlotte, lead the way. Cecilia, please keep singing as we go. I want others in the village to hear us and maybe join up. Suly and Cerberus, you keep your eyes peeled for trouble and other survivors."
While a few villagers left of their own accord, the rest followed Mike. They did a slow march through the town so that people could gather up their children, many who had already fallen asleep. Charlotte attempted to plead with those who wouldn't come with them, but agreed to move on in order to protect the larger group.
Mike could see the pain in Charlotte's eyes every time they had to leave someone behind, and it was easily doubled if there were children involved. Maternal emotions crept across their newly forged bond, and he had to mentally distance himself in order to stick with the current plan.
A couple of times, they heard screams from the surrounding countryside, but they didn't dare investigate them. Over the course of an hour, they finally arrived at the school. Charlotte revealed a secret doorway in the back that led to an underground area with alcoves carved into stone that could serve as beds. Sleepy children were guided to these alcoves, many of them still clutching blankets and home-sewn stuffed animals.
Once the little ones were safe, the grown-ups proceeded upstairs. Inside the building, people were busy muttering and getting comfortable as Lady Charlotte assuaged their fears. Mike and Sofia stood by the partially open front door, staring out into the darkness.
"We're done with the villagers," she said. "So what's the play?"
"Good question," Mike replied. "Vincentius said something about war. Do you remember how many thralls he had?"
She shook her head. "I've seent, at most, twenty. That doesn't quite make an army."
Mike did some quick mental math. "Thralls with the vassals will already be difficult enough. And that's assuming the gargoyles aren't buying what our pal Vinny is selling."
"Surely they won't." Sofia paused to consider her words. "Then again, the man has been gaslighting everyone for decades."
"Likely centuries," Mike added. "That, and here's something to consider. Last time he purged everything, he killed the gargoyles who weren't affected by the memory wipe. So does that mean the gargoyles here are more susceptible to magic?"
"I would have to assume so," Sofia replied. "Abella would be able to tell you more, I'm sure."
Mike sighed. "This bullshit with the Fae has kept anyone else from coming here to help out. I can't wait to see the look on their faces when I inform them that Nyx was murdered because they cut us off."
"Do you think they'll care?" Sofia asked.
"Honestly? I don't know." Mike looked over at Cecilia, who was busy singing to a group of scared teenagers. Their parents had never made it home, and the teens had been home watching younger siblings. "If anything, I fully expect some of them to blame me for it. That seems to be standard Fae operating procedure."


"Not for all of 'em," said Suly. The dullahan was still dressed in his suit and had a sad smile on his face. "I didn't think ye'd be judgin' us all fer the actions of one of us."
"I'm just trying to understand your kind is all," Mike said. "Things at home are pretty bad between us and them, so it's easy for me to forget that they're your family, too."
Sulyvahn contemplated the words and nodded. "Family is complicated. It be more than just blood that ties the Fae together. We were made from Old Magick, ye know. The stuff that was around long before yer world were even created."
"What does that even mean?" Mike asked. "Old Magick, and the time before Earth and all that."
"I weren't there in the beginning, as mortals weren't around," Sulyvahn admitted. "But the Queen still tapped into that well to make us, all the same. I've 'eard other Fae describe it like paradise, while others told stories of living nightmares. It be a lot like yer Dreamscape, from what I've been told."
"Or maybe it's the same place," said Sofia. "I've actually seen some theses on the matter in the Library. What humans refer to as the Astral Plane may just be the origin of all things, woven into each of us just like chaos is woven into the Fae."
Mike shivered. It would certainly explain the dark things that swam in the waters of his mind. Maybe the Fae were simply the opposite of the Others, both sides competing for some weird, non-Euclidean territory that encompassed all of...whatever.
Honestly, the thought made his brain hurt.
"Back to the plan." Sofia gestured out the door. "Are we all going to the castle or not?"
"I am hesitant," said Charlotte, who approached the group while holding a young child. "Leaving my children here puts them at risk."
"But anyone capable of protecting them is also needed at the castle," Mike countered. He looked out the door toward the sky. "Let's give our new friend Orthos ten more minutes."
Orthos was the gargoyle who helped them kill Gerard. He had flown back to his tribe to let them know what had occurred, but still hadn't returned. Mike really hoped he could convince the stony guardians to help them out, but the fact that neither Slade nor some other representative hadn't arrived to at least make contact didn't bode well.
A few minutes later, a dark splotch in the distant sky flew in their direction, followed by several others.
Mike's hopes were dashed when Orthos crashed into the ground about a hundred feet short of the school. The gargoyle had cracks across his body, and it was clear he had been beaten.
"Run!" he yelled, stretching his hand toward Mike. "They killed the others!"
The others were likely the gargoyles who had refused to help the villagers and returned to the tribe early. Mike looked into the sky and saw that other gargoyles were already descending, though he couldn't make out their features against the ruddy sky. He was already crossing the yard toward Orthos to help him, and was almost at his side when a vision triggered.
Mike dodged sideways and tripped as a gargoyle slammed into the ground where he had been standing. Another vision followed, and Mike jumped forward and tucked into a roll that took him away from another gargoyle. Three more followed, each one barely missing him as he shifted about.
"Stop!" he shouted. "You have to listen to--"
All five gargoyles opened their mouths, revealing the burning inferno within. Gouts of flame washed over him as people inside the school screamed in terror. Mike glared back at the gargoyles. The flames crawled across his body, the clothes on his body burning to ash in a matter of seconds leaving him in just his naga undershirt.
When the flames receded to reveal that Mike was unharmed, the gargoyles actually flinched.
"If you're not going to hear me out, I will raise my voice," Mike growled.
The closest gargoyle to him balled up a fist and used his wings to throw himself forward, the punch aimed for Mike's chest. He slid to the side and barely avoided getting clipped by a wing that would have broken bones.
Mike released the banshee's scream, causing all of his attackers to grab their ears in agony before falling to the ground. When he finally stopped, the gargoyles groaned and slowly got back to their feet, eying him with caution.
"Do you hear me now?" he asked.
All eyes turned on one of the gargoyles, a large one with skin that reminded Mike of obsidian. This gargoyle sneered at Mike and raised his fists.
"Tough talk for such a cheap trick," the gargoyle spat.
"There are five of you and one of him," Mike replied, pointing at Orthos. Sofia was already by the man's side, helping him up. "So you're not really one to talk. I don't know what Vincentius told you, but he did command the others to kill your kin. Victoria herself murdered one of them before everybody's eyes."
"Who?"
"The one you know as Cecilia." He gestured over his shoulder to the real Cecilia, who was floating up to him with Excalibur in her hands. "She's the real one. I'm the actual Caretaker."
"Usurper," muttered on one of the other gargoyles. "Kill him, Gabbria."
"I could easily incapacitate all of you," Mike said, taking Excalibur. "And this is sharp enough that I could decapitate you. Your flames don't hurt me, and you aren't fast enough to take me down. If I have the power to enchant all the men and women in the structure behind me, then what hope do you and your kind even have against me?"
Gabbria scrutinized Mike for several seconds with a scowl, uncertainty lingering in his glittery eyes.
"Look. Vincentius is a liar. Surely there have been holes in his story before, or even doubts expressed amongst you. But what if I told you I don't want to hurt your people? In fact, I was hoping to ask if you would protect the humans for me." He pointed at the school. "As long as you swear not to harm them, then we aren't at odds."
Gabbria stared at him for a bit, his face unreadable.
Mike sighed. "Look. Even if you say no, I can't let you hurt Orthos anymore. He has done nothing wrong at all, other than seek the safety of his tribe. Please tell me you didn't execute the others who got to you first."
"Vincentius..." The gargoyle who spoke winced when Gabbria looked at her. "The Caretaker said they had been enchanted, and would infect the rest of us."
"And you believed him." Mike narrowed his eyes. "How did it feel?"
"How did what feel?" asked Gabbria.
"Hearing them beg for their lives?" Mike's tone was now cold, the magic uncoiling from his gut and filling the air. "Listening to your friends die while you blindly obeyed commands."
At that, a couple of the gargoyles looked away in shame. Gabbria huffed and raised his fists.
"He's trying to trick us," he sneered. "Don't--"
Mike stepped forward, casually ducking the punch that came his way, then slid Excalibur along the top of the gargoyle's shoulder, allowing the tip to cut a deep groove in the gargoyle's cheek. The creature froze in shock, his eyes glancing down at the shining blade.
"I was never the monster here," Mike said quietly. "But if you don't back down, you'll discover that I'm absolutely the worst one to mess with."
"Gabbria, please," gasped Orthos. "You have to listen to him."
"No, he doesn't," Mike replied. "The only thing he has to do is leave us alone. My fight is with that piece of shit in the castle who has been keeping me from my family."
Gabbria studied Mike for several moments, then tilted his head at the others. "I admit I have some doubts of my own as to the truth of events," he admitted.
"As do I," said the female gargoyle from before. "The elders complied too quickly with the Caretaker's demands. I wasn't certain that executing them was the right path at all."
One at a time, the gargoyle strike team admitted that none of them were truly comfortable with what had already transpired. They exchanged looks of shared revelation and the tension in the air eased.
Gabbria slowly lifted his hand to push against the flat of Excalibur's blade, shifting it away from his throat. "We have ever been tasked with defending the castle as well as the people of the village," said the gargoyle. "Perhaps... it would be appropriate for us to keep doing so. For the people, that is."
"And the rest of your tribe?" asked Mike.
"They will likely confront you at the castle." Gabbria rubbed his finger along the groove in his cheek. He looked over to Orthos, who was limping toward the school. The gargoyle nodded to himself as if making a decision, then looked at Mike. "I will come with you to speak on your behalf."
"Gabbria, they'll kill you," said the female gargoyle.
Gabbria shrugged. "Then I will join our brothers, but..." His eyes swept over to where Orthos stood. "I must try."
"Good." Mike looked at the others. "If we're ready, let's not wait any longer."
"You're almost naked," said Sofia.
"Oh. Right." Mike looked down at himself. "I mean...there would be few things more intimidating than a nearly-nude man wielding a legendary sword."
"Your dick's out, friend." Sulyvahn clapped Mike on the shoulder. "Ye don't want that swingin' about when sharp edges are concerned."
"Perhaps he could wear a belt," suggested Gabbria. "And strap it to his gut."
"Pants. I need pants." Mike turned toward the school. "Good thing I know the best tailor ever."
Though Taylor was, in fact, really good at his job, he couldn't weave cloth from nothing. After some searching, a spare pair of pants was produced and swiftly taken in to sit on Mike's waist without sinking. When they left the villagers behind with their gargoyle honor guard, Mike only wore his naga undershirt and pants that were wide enough at the legs that he looked like a little kid who had borrowed them from his older brother.
"Don't your feet hurt?" asked Sofia as they entered the town.
"Oddly, they don't." Mike looked down at his feet, which were already dirty. "I barely even notice the difference."
Cecilia hovered nearby, her ghostly form illuminating the walls of nearby buildings. "You could always take to floating," she suggested with a grin.
"I have some tricks up my sleeve, but that isn't one of them." Mike smiled at her. The banshee had demanded to come along, declaring that she intended to follow the two most important men in her life into battle. Cerberus padded silently behind them, sniffing at the buildings as they went. On two occasions, they found terrified people inside, and Charlotte commanded them to join the others at the schoolhouse where they would be safer.
When they crossed through the village square, a figure stood on the edge of the fountain with a sneer fixed on her face.
"Hello, sister," Victoria said. There was fresh blood around her mouth. "Father is quite displeased with you."
"As he should be," Charlotte replied, moving to the front of the group. "I don't suppose you'd be willing to step aside and let us go kill him?"
Victoria snorted. "The only reason any of you are still alive is that magical blade. Father needs to know which of you pulled it from the stone and is God's chosen."
"None of us are God's chosen," Mike replied. "Or all of us are. Or just those who subscribed to His newsletter."
Victoria narrowed her eyes. "You seek to confuse."
"Irritate, actually." Mike held Excalibur back for Sofia to take. "Though I doubt it'll bother you much. Looks like you had a little snacky."
Victoria grinned and wiped the blood from her mouth. "I like that you still have some fight in you," she said. "It's always boring when my food doesn't fight back."
"Who was it?" asked Charlotte. "Who did you kill?"
Victoria shrugged. "Do you think I can tell any of them apart? Unless a family has a particular flavor, I--"
Charlotte crossed the distance between them in less than a moment, her passing causing Mike's pants to flutter in the breeze. Victoria side-stepped the attack and seized Charlotte by her throat, then lifted her into the air and slammed her into the fountain.
"No surprises this time, whore!" Victoria looked up at Mike and grinned as Charlotte thrashed in the fountain. "Your chances are running out, human. I promised father I'd bring you in alive, but accidents happen."
Mike took a step toward the vampyr, then paused when Cecilia apparated next to Victoria, her hair fluttering wildly behind her as if she were caught in a storm. The banshee leaned in as if to kiss the vampyr on the cheek, then opened her mouth unnaturally wide.
Mike covered his ears as she let loose a piercing wail. Victoria was so startled that she let go of Charlotte and stumbled to the side. Sulyvahn's whip caught Victoria across the torso, digging deep through her blouse to rip the creamy flesh beneath. The vampyr snarled and took a swipe at Cecilia, her clawed fingers passing harmlessly through the spirit.
Sulyvahn, however, was perfectly corporeal. Victoria shifted in his direction and struck him in the chest so hard that his body flew through the air, leaving his head behind to fall into the fountain.
"Sister!" Victoria shrieked, and Mike immediately knew that she wasn't referring to Charlotte. He turned and looked up to see Decima in a squat up on top of one of the buildings. Even in a crouch, the woman was almost ten feet tall.
"Bring it, slenderbitch." Mike summoned his spiders and hurled them through the air. Decima shifted to another roof, her passage tearing loose tiles. In the fountain, Charlotte had recovered enough to grab Victoria by the legs, the two women now wrestling in blood-stained water.
The spiders wouldn't hurt Decima, but the vampyr clearly didn't know that. Mike repeated the process, then called to Cerberus. "She's all yours!"
The hellhound turned around and widened their legs, all three heads locked onto the vampyr. Decima grinned, her jaw splitting in the middle and clacking in anticipation.
Cerberus' side heads aimed to the left, sending jets of hellfire to both sides of Decima, trapping her in the middle. The vampyr balked, then leapt into the air when the middle head attempted to torch her.
In mid-air, Decima tumbled about and made to land on her feet. Cerberus leapt over the roof of the house, locking onto Decima. Mike heard them collide on the other side of the building, followed by growling and shrieks of rage.
Figuring Cerberus had the vampyr well in hand, he turned his attention back to the fountain. Sofia stood nearby, Excalibur held up in a guarded position. This proved fruitful when Victoria launched herself out of the water, her face a mask of rage.
Sofia's eye flashed, and she slipped to the side and brought Excalibur up to deflect a follow up attack from the extra hand. Victoria struck out several more times before Mike could make it to Sofia's side with the blade of the Order. He flicked it out as he ran, making a lightsaber sound out of habit, then tried to stab Victoria through the heart.
The vampyr dodged, and Mike's mind was suddenly packed with troubling visions. They cascaded as he reacted to the first one, narrowly avoiding an eye-poke that would have shattered his skull, followed by having his jaw dislocated, and then an arm removed. The three of them entered into a deadly dance where neither Sofia or Mike could properly strike her, nor could she hit them hard enough to matter.
Victoria changed her tactics and went to disarm them. As Sofia slid in with Excalibur she froze when Victoria caught it in her hand. She did the same with Mike's sword, too, then yanked both blades away from them.
Cecilia appeared behind Victoria, her hands slapped across the vampyr's eyes. Victoria grabbed Cecilia, but the banshee vanished just as Charlotte broke free of the water, yanking on Victoria's ankles as she stood.
The vampyr fell face first into the fountain as both Mike and Sofia ran to retrieve their weapons. Gabbria joined the fray, his wings flaring wide as he attempted to pin the vampyr down.
"What happened to not getting involved?" Mike shouted.
"She said they all taste the same!" Gabbria shouted back as he rained blows down on Victoria's skull.
Victoria squirmed free of Gabbria's grasp, then reached up and grabbed onto one of his wings, the stone crumbling beneath her grip.
Sofia stepped in with Excalibur and swiped upward, separating Victoria's hand from the rest of her body. It still held onto the wing, but was no longer able to properly crush it.
Somewhere beyond the houses, there was a loud ripping sound followed by a shriek of absolute pain. It was Decima's voice.
Victoria freed herself from both Charlotte and Gabbria and leapt out of the water, her stump still bleeding. She didn't look back as she sprinted away toward the castle.
"Holy shit," Mike muttered, moving to sit on the edge of the fountain. His heart was pounding so fast it felt like he might pass out. "That was close."
"You're telling me." Sofia gestured at her dress. Several gashes were bleeding through the fabric. "Her fingers were like razors."
"Are you okay?" Mike asked.
She shrugged. "I've had worse papercuts."
To the side, Cecilia reappeared. She knelt down and pulled Sulyvahn's head from the water, then handed it back to his body. The body grabbed Sulyvahn by the hair and gave the head a few good swings to expel all the water from Suly's head.
"No, don' mind me," he muttered as he stuck his head back on. "Ol' Suly needed to wash 'is hair anyway."
"Sorry, man." Mike climbed out of the fountain and stopped to help Sofia step out. "Vampyr problems."
"Aye."
Mike offered a hand to Charlotte next, then watched as Gabbria stepped out of the fountain on the other side, grumbling to himself. Cerberus padded around the corner with three bloody muzzles and the corpse of Decima being carried in two separate mouths.
The hellhound spat out Decima's torso first, then her legs. Mike winced, but didn't step back. He noticed that the vampyr's head was nowhere to be seen and could only assume Cerberus had eaten it.
"Do you think vampyr meat is bad for you?" he asked. "I'd hate for you to barf all of this up later."
Cerberus shrugged.
"How did she get... this way?" Sofia asked, gesturing at Decima's still twitching limbs. The vampyr's body made Mike think of a large grasshopper.
"During her first feeding, she was so hungry that she attempted to shove an entire human down her throat," said Charlotte. "The first feeding determines how the vampyr develops. Her body acclimated."
"Interesting," Sofia mused, looking from Mike to Charlotte. "Why do you think that is?"
"Honestly?" Mike looked away from the mess on the ground. "Powerful magic always needs a direction. Look at Vincentius. Asshole decided to be a dick about stabbing a guy on a cross, and he's a massive dick now."
Sofia rolled her eye and sighed. "I was hoping for a more academic discussion, but I should know better by now."
"When we get home, we can all dress up in fancy clothes and drink tea whilst discussing the evolution of vampyr until we're drunk on our own theories." Mike caught movement out of the corner of his eyes. It was Decima's arms trying to crawl in a random direction. "Wow. I hate it."
"Two down, friend." Sulyvahn smirked. "Three to go."
"Yeah, that's what I'm worried about." Mike could see the main spire of the castle between the roofs of the houses. "These two were either sent to slow us down, or Vincentius underestimated us."
"It's probably the latter," said Charlotte. "He has seen no man as his equal for many centuries. No mortal man, anyway."
"It's hard to know when to go all out." He tried to collapse his Order blade and was puzzled when it only went halfway. He turned it horizontal to study it, his eyes going wide. "Shit. That bitch bent my sword."
"Yet another reason ye shouldn'a go stickin' yer weapon in strange women," Suly suggested. Cecilia punched him in the shoulder.


"Guess I'll make it work," Mike said.
"Without the lightsaber sounds," Sofia added.
"Fine."

🏠🏠🏠
The Queen of the Fae sat on her throne, her eyes steady as she watched the Faerie Court become packed with attendees. Over the years, the Seelie and Unseelie Court had both expanded at similar rates, and the structure had expanded to fit.
Her golden eyes scanned the crowd, hoping to spot a sympathetic face or even a polite smile. Instead, all she saw was hunger. Her own children were hungry to see her successfully deposed, and the only reason it hadn't happened sooner was likely because neither the Seelie or Unseelie had been willing to agree on her potential successor.
Though thousands of Fae were filling their seats, many of them now being brought light snacks and drinks by their servants, the volume never grew above softly spoken words. Once the proceedings began, the enchantment on this place would allow everyone to hear every single word spoken or shared.
Aware that she was under intense scrutiny, she didn't dare acknowledge the shattered throne beside her. Many years ago, she had destroyed it in both anger and despair. Her own husband had taken the burden of reconnecting the Fae and mortal realms upon himself. The Fae would be hard pressed to fully understand why they couldn't be disconnected from the mortal realm any longer, and they certainly wouldn't listen to the explanation from the Queen. She was no longer trusted, a consequence of what seemed to be favorable treatment of a certain Caretaker.
Even now, she could feel his mind connected to the back of her own, and it took every fiber in her being not to send her spirit to the man's Dreamscape. It was sure to be noticed by someone in attendance, and they would declare Mike an enemy of the Fae for corrupting her.
The Queen thought fondly of the souls residing in Mike's head, and cautiously wished that she could at least spend one more evening poking around his head and hearing stories from Amymone, or flying the skies with Abella and Lily. Talking spellcraft with Ratu and Yuki was always a treat, even if she couldn't reveal Old Magick to them.
Mike's soul had become her refuge, a place of respite from all the fighting and political backstabbing of the Court. She felt bad about the situation his family was now in because of her actions, and it all came down to that bastard who had left her behind to become a world-renowned pop star.
Cursing her dead husband, she continued to watch as the seats of the Court filled while her own children planned her demise.

🏠🏠🏠
When the group turned the corner, allowing them a view of the bridge over the crevasse, Sofia could see that it was lined with over a dozen gargoyles. Standing in the middle was Galahad in full knight regalia, complete with a white shield bearing a red cross.
"What a warm welcome," Mike said in a staged whisper.
"It's just a few gargoyles and a knight of the round table," she replied sarcastically. "Not a problem at all."
"Hold on," said Gabbria as he pushed his way forward. "Let me talk to my people first."
Every gargoyle on the bridge swiveled their heads to look at Gabbria.
"My brothers and sisters," Gabbria declared, his wings flaring wide. At first, Mike thought it was for dramatic effect, but then he realized it acted similar to a bullhorn. With the sensitive hearing of the gargoyles, maybe this was a way for them to communicate across long distances.
"I have witnessed firsthand the treachery of the vassals," Gabbria continued, pausing to point at the hand still clinging to his wing. "And while we have been told of a plot to discredit and supplant the Caretaker, I firmly believe we have been deceived."
The gargoyles on the bridge now had their wings arched in a similar manner, likely picking up Gabbria's every word.
"This man and his family have sworn to protect the people of the village. Even now, they have been gathered and are being protected by our own kind, those who have agreed to simply obey our longest duty. I have come to beseech--"
The gargoyle continued to speak, but Sofia's attention was drawn to Mike who suddenly stiffened, as if struck. He cocked his head to one side as magic crawled along his skin.
"Everything okay?" she asked. He ignored her at first, then let out an angry hiss. She felt a sudden heaviness in the air, followed by the hairs on her neck rising.
"The Fae Courts are having a trial for Grace." Mike was taking deep breaths now, his fingers turning white from how hard he gripped the sword. "And a bunch of the centaurs were abducted by the Unseelie."
Sofia's eye widened. "How was that possible?"
A growl rumbled free of Mike as he ground his teeth together. "This must end now," he said, taking a step forward. "I need to get home."
"And do what?" Sofia asked.
"I'm not sure," Mike admitted. "I'm thinking maybe I'll stroll into the Queen's Court with Excalibur and ram it straight up someone's ass."
"What?" asked Sulyvahn.
"The Fae Court," Mike mumbled. "I'm going to teach them a lesson they'll never forget."
The dullahan twitched, his hand briefly going to his whip. Cecilia hovered nearby, her eyes on her brother, and then she vanished from sight. The moment felt ominous somehow, but Sofia didn't know what to make of it.
"Gargoyles!" Mike shouted, interrupting Gabbria. "You are a proud race of beings, stoic and unyielding. I do not wish harm on any of you and never have. Right now, my family at my house is in danger, and you are but one of many obstacles in my way of getting home."
The gargoyles on the bridge didn't move, but their wings were now tilted in his direction.
"I no longer have time to persuade you." Mike walked forward, his eyes locked on Galahad. "Those who stay out of my way will be spared."
"Mike!" Sofia said, hastily moving to catch up. The whole group save for Obsidian was now in lockstep with the Caretaker. At her side, the Librarian saw that Lady Charlotte's face had become a mask of rage, her fingers curling and uncurling to reveal that she was stabbing the palms of her hands with her fingernails. What had gotten into her?
The gargoyles still hadn't moved, and Sofia now had fears that they would pounce or worse, start breathing fire.
"Mike!" Sofia tried to get his attention again, but he had broken into a jog and pulled away. "Hey! We can't just run in there and--"
"Every minute here is four there," he cried. "We no longer have days left, we only have hours!"
Sofia was running now, but Mike was somehow outpacing her. Charlotte was now right behind him, and Sulyvahn was riding on a spectral horse, his whip clenched tightly in one hand. His eyes were locked on Mike now, his ghastly face a mask of determination.
Cerberus brought up the rear, their heavy pads thumping on the bridge.
Galahad held his shield to the side and performed what may have been a salute. Sofia sprinted now in an attempt to keep up with Mike, but he was still faster. Tiny sparks of light danced along his feet as tendrils of magic briefly formed along his calves and pushed against the ground, propelling him forward. Mike searched the gargoyles along the bridge for a sign of aggression, but they seemed content to watch, leaving Galahad as their sole foe.
"Lord Radley!" Galahad's words cut through the air like iron. "I challenge you to--"
"Accepted!" Mike shouted back as he held out his sword.
Despite the heavy armor, Galahad's movements were graceful and swift. The man lunged forward, his naked blade aimed for Mike's torso.
Mike sent a blast of magic into the man, lightning dancing across his armor as he jerked in place before falling to the ground. If Sofia didn't know any better, she'd think the knight was having a seizure.
"Leave him," Mike said over his shoulder. "The man was hoping to die, anyway."
"How can you tell?" asked Sofia as she stepped around Galahad's writhing form.
"I can see his soul. It's given up." Mike chuckled to himself. "But he'll be in the proper frame of mind soon enough."
"How do you figure?"
"Galahad the Pure is about to experience the world's most overdue post-nut clarity," Mike replied.
The group was nearly three quarters across the length of the bridge when several suits of armor emerged, blocking their path. Sofia immediately recognized several of the suits of armor from the halls of the castle. One suit of armor had yet to lower its visor, revealing that it was, in fact, empty inside.
"Shit!" Mike ran toward the side of the bridge and the gargoyles waiting there took off, allowing Mike to hop onto the railing. "We don't have time to fight them, figure out how to get around."
Sulyvahn urged his horse forward, now keeping pace with Mike. The dullahan let go of the horse's reins and tossed his whip on the ground, then turned to look at Mike.
Sulyvahn leapt off of his horse, his arms spread wide in an attempt to tackle Mike into the pit. The Caretaker turned his head in surprise, completely caught off guard by the dullahan's actions.
Sofia didn't even have a chance to scream when Cecilia appeared between the two of them, her arms spread wide as if to hug her sibling. The two of them collided, spinning in mid-air and clipping Mike.
The Caretaker tripped and fell onto the bridge, dropping his sword in the process. Cecilia and Sulyvahn vanished over the side of the bridge.

🏠🏠🏠
Beth was sitting at the desk in the office with several legal pads in front of her when Zel entered. The centaur placed the leatherbound journal onto the desk, her face a mask of exhaustion.
"Is this everyone?" asked Beth.
"How are we to know?" Zel tried to plop into the nearby seat and missed, her human legs flailing wildly in the air to reveal hooves instead of feet. These were apparently some sort of holdover from her first transformation that Ratu had been unable to bypass.
"Are you okay?" Beth asked as she stood to help Zel up.
"Not used to legs is all," Zel replied from the floor. "I expect my ass to be way bigger."
"You're also exhausted." Beth helped Zel into the chair. "Have you slept at all?"
"No." Zel rubbed at her eyes. "And I doubt I will until after this is over. This isn't just something that happened to me or my son, but also the whole tribe."
Beth nodded, then waited for her friend to continue.
"I sat with Callisto last night to see if he would fall asleep," she said. "I even gave him a special herbal tea for it. Not only was he still up for hours, but he had nightmares all night. Do you want to know what he asked me when he woke up this morning?"
"What?"
"He asked me if his dad would still love him when he found out what happened." The dam inside of Zel burst, and tears flowed down her face. "We all know that Mike will always love his son, but the fact that he even wonders that is--"
Beth sat on the arm of Zel's chair and embraced the centaur, holding her tight as the tears flowed.
"Where is he now?" asked Beth.
"Yuki is keeping an eye on him," Zel replied. "She's worried that the Fae may try and approach again, or even offer him a devil's bargain to trade places with his sister."
"Which he would take," Beth replied.
"He absolutely would," Zel whispered. "And that's why I can't sleep."
"We'll make this right," Beth said.
"And what if we can't?" Zel asked.
"Then we'll mail Jenny to the Fae Court and tell her to go nuts." Honestly, Jenny would probably be fairly powerless against the Fae. They would see the malevolent spirit as little more than sport. But it was the thought that counted.
"My people are making special charms to wear now," Zel continued. "Things to protect them from the Fae. I have never seen so much hatred in my own people."
"I'm sorry," Beth said.
Zel sniffled and wiped her nose with a thin piece of fabric from her pocket. "Enough about my tribulations. How is it going in here?"
"Not great," Beth admitted. "Everything is very contingent on--"
They heard the front door of the house open followed by Death walking into the office with a grim look on his face.
"We are ready," he said, gesturing toward the front yard
"How did it go?" she asked.
"Our mission was productive," Death replied, brushing dirt off of his cloak. "Though Grace will need a bath."
Beth and Zel followed Death outside to where Ratu and Grace were waiting with Tick Tock standing just in front of the Arachne, who was covered in soil. The little shapeshifter resembled a backpack and unzipped the front flap of the main pocket. It folded open to reveal a plethora of cans.
"How many are in there?" she asked.
"Over thirty," Death replied. "Grace took her pest control duties very seriously."
Beth narrowed her eyes at the Reaper, who wilted under her stare. There was still a portion of the story that he was keeping to himself, but he ensured her that the reasons for doing so mattered.
"So should we... free them?" asked Zel.
"No," Beth replied. "We're allowed to bring witnesses to a trial, so these are our witnesses. But I don't want anyone bringing them inside," she added, making sure that Grace was looking at her when she said it.
Learning that the little girl had somehow captured an Unseelie Prince in a metal can had been disturbing enough, but she had also been able to bring him into the house? That was far more troubling. Was it because he was inside of Tick Tock? Or had that counted as permission since Grace was Mike's daughter?
As for whatever she had trapped in all these cans, they had never been inside the house. The Arachne had been meticulously burying them all around the yard. If she allowed Grace to bring them all inside, then it would become a massive security breach.
As for the Unseelie Prince who now had access to their home, that was just another problem for them to figure out.
Beth's phone chimed and she took a glance at it. "Kisa filled Mike in," she said.
"And?" asked Yuki.
"He's still stuck in Avalon," Beth replied. "I don't even know what he could do if he was here."
"Whatever it takes," Death said. "Mike Radley would do anything for his family."
"Yeah. That's what worries me." Beth looked away from Tick Tock. "Death, can you drop by the North Pole? I need a wagon constructed entirely of wood, or whatever substance won't offend the Fae." Tick Tock supposedly wasn't physically able to enter the Fae Realm, and they were already going to be pissed seeing their brethren inside of cans.
"I shall make it happen," Death declared, then walked back inside the house.
"As for you." She gestured at Tick Tock. "Zel is going to take you back to her tribe. Your cargo should be safe there. Don't accidentally swallow them."
Tick Tock's zippers twisted into a face that that looked offended. The backpack tipped against the nearest wooden column and somehow managed to appear like a surly teenager. Beth knocked on the door and watched Zel as the centaur undid her bracelet to transform back into a proper centaur, then scooped up the bag and galloped toward the greenhouse.
"And you," she said, pointing at Grace. "It's time for you to take a bath."
Grace scowled, then promptly ripped her dress up and over her head before tossing it on the porch.
"Take your clothes off in the bathroom, Grace, the bathroom." Yuki shook her head and followed the little Arachne into the house. Beth knelt to pick up the dirt-stained dress, then gazed out across the yard. If any fae were watching, they had yet to reveal themselves.
"Game on," she muttered, then went back inside and locked the door behind her.

🏠🏠🏠
Mike scrambled to his hands and knees, his palms throbbing from the impact with the ground. The sound of clanking metal was followed by a vision of death, and he rolled to the side as an ax was brought down on the stone where he had been. Sparks flew into his eyes as he stuck his hand in the rough direction he had tossed his sword and commanded his magic to return it to him.
The hilt was barely in his hand when he raised it up to deflect the blow of another sword. He managed to parry a follow up blow from the enchanted armor, and then Sofia was by his side.
"What the hell just happened?" he asked as he cast his gaze toward the bridge. "Cecilia! Where are you?"
Long seconds passed as Charlotte joined the fray. Getting knocked from the edge of the bridge had not only plunged Mike directly into the fight he had been trying to avoid, but now the armor had circled up around him. Cerberus crashed through their ranks, crushing them beneath heavy paws.
"Mike." Sofia's tone was quiet, almost solemn. "Suly just tried to kill you."
"What?" His mind was blank, all he could remember was catching movement out of the corner of one eye and seeing the dullahan thrusting toward him. Then Cecilia was there, and the two Fae beings had plummeted over the side. "It had to be an accident, otherwise I would have--"
"Your precognition only functions with direct bodily harm," Sofia replied while punching the helmet off a suit of plate mail. "Sulyvahn tried to push you into the crevasse"
"That's--"
"Exactly what I saw," said Charlotte as she casually dismantled a pair of attackers, ripping the armor apart. Once enough of the armor's structure was destroyed, the animation magic broke free and left the suit behind. Mike could see the remnants of the souls that powered the armor. "Sulyvahn has betrayed you."
But why? That was all Mike could think as he fought his way toward the railing. "Cecilia!" he yelled, hoping to hear her response.
"I am here." Her voice sounded strained and far away. "I can't hold him much longer."
Mike's heart beat frantically in his chest as a samurai and two knights moved to intercept him. Snarling, he struck with his sword, then lashed out with his magic. Black lightning blasted them apart, and the path was now clear.
At the edge of the bridge, he looked down to see Cecilia clinging to the stone with one hand, the other clinging to Sulyvahn. The dullahan looked away when he saw Mike.
"Just drop me," he begged, and that's when Mike realized that the banshee was clinging to her brother's wrist. "Nothing good can come of pulling me up."
"A chuisle," Cecilia gasped, staring into Mike's eyes. "It is not his fault."
Mike reached over the edge, but his arm wasn't long enough.
"Somebody help me!" He straddled the balustrade and stretched his arms. "Please! Help!"
Behind him, the sounds of battle moved closer. Growling in frustration, Mike slid over the edge and stood on a stone ledge only a couple inches thick. Dropping the sword on the bridge, he crouched down and tried to grab Cecilia's hand.
"Don't fall," he begged. "Please don't fall."
"It's not me I'm worried for, mo stór." Cecilia smiled. "I could float right out like a cloud. My brother cannot."
"Don't let her pull me up," Sulyvahn declared. "She needs to let me go, else I'll try again."
"Try what again?" Mike knelt down and reached for Cecilia's wrist. "Sofia said you tried to push me."
"Aye."
"Why?"
"I can't say." Suly just shook his head. "But ye should know that I'm a danger to ye."
"C'mon, c'mon," Mike grunted. His fingers slid around Cecilia's wrist, but his grip was poor enough that he didn't dare try to lift her.
"Drop me!" Sulyvahn wiggled his body back and forth like a fish on the end of the line. "You're putin' yerself in harm's way, Cecilia!"
"We're family!" The banshee cried. "I am not letting go!"
"But I'm a danger!" Sulyvahn reached up and slapped Cecilia's hand. "Please, I don't wanna hurt anyone!"
"Then don't!" Mike yelled.
"I DON'T HAVE A CHOICE!" Sulyvahn's dark eyes were brimming over with tears as he reached up and started prying Cecilia's fingers away from his skin. "Please, ye have to listen! If you were in my shoes, ye'd be beggin' the same!"


"Sofia!" Mike's grip on the bridge was tenable, and he didn't dare stand back up. "Charlotte! Cerberus!"
The hellhound roared, and flames sprayed across the bridge. Charlotte briefly appeared, but was run through with a spear and dragged back into the fray.
"Mike." Suly looked up at the Caretaker. "You were like a brother to me. Tell Beth I'm sorry."
"You can tell her yourself, you..." Mike's words trailed off when Sulyvahn used his free hand to detach his own head, then lifted it up to bite Cecilia's hand.
The banshee let out a shriek of pain as her grip loosened and Sulyvahn fell free. The dullahan closed his eyes as he fell into the void, and Cecilia floated up towards where Mike stood.
"I couldn't hold him," she wept. "I COULDN'T HOLD HIM!"
Stunned by what had just happened, Mike pulled himself over the balustrade as Cecilia floated silently behind him. The battle for the bridge was almost over, and when Sofia saw Mike, she let out a sigh of relief.
Along the bridge were scorch marks surrounded by cooling metal that glistened like blood as it reflected the crimson sky. Charlotte had three spears sticking out of her, but the wounds didn't seem to bother the vampyr in the slightest.
"Cecilia, I..." Mike hugged the banshee to his chest. "I'm sorry."
The banshee sniffled in his arms. "Ye should know better than to apologize to the Fae," she whispered.
"You're not the Fae," he replied. "You're Cecilia. My Cecilia."
Behind them on the bridge, Galahad cackled. Mike turned to face the knight, who was slowly getting to his feet.
"What's so funny?" asked Mike.
"Do you really think this will be enough?" asked Galahad. He gestured at all of them.
"We seem to be doing well so far," Sofia replied.
Galahad shook his head. "These were never meant to stop you. Only to slow you down and give him more time to prepare."
"Prepare for what?" Mike asked.
"For you." Galahad laughed. "You cannot hope to stand against the chosen of God."
"He isn't, though," said Sofia. "God never chose him."
"Oh, but He did." The knight knelt down to pick up his shield. "I saw the same vision that you did. Many years ago, I was given the sacred duty of tracking down the Holy Grail. All this time, I thought it was a cup, or a chalice. But now I understand the truth. Vincentius is the Holy Grail. He has been my charge this entire time, yet I resented him for what he has done, for what he made me. I never knew why he was so obsessed with Arthur's quest, and all I can wonder is why he never told me!" Galahad was now shouting at the castle. "Why couldn't you tell me that my quest was done? Why make me wonder? WHY MAKE ME DOUBT MYSELF?!?"
"Shit." Mike stepped away from Cecilia. He didn't have to study Galahad's soul to see the cracks that had formed in his mind. This was Sir Galahad, the last remaining knight of the round table, a highly trained fighter with all the enhanced strength and dexterity of a vampyr combined with the mental fortitude of a toddler who had skipped their nap.
"That man is not the Holy Grail," countered Sofia, holding Excalibur up like a talisman. "He is a perversion of nature at--"
There was an audible pop as Galahad shot forward. Sofia's eye flashed as Galahad's shield smashed into her, launching her back. Charlotte intercepted the cyclops, catching her before she could crash to the ground.
"This is a test of faith!" Galahad shifted toward Mike, and a mental barrage of painful possibilities unfolded in the Caretaker's mind. He was choked, stabbed, and even lost limbs, but every time he shifted his response, yet another grim future unfolded.
Finally, he settled on summoning his magical barrier in three separate places while using his sword to parry. Two of the shields were placed along the trajectory of Galahad's arm to slow his strike. The third shield shattered beneath the knight's sword, which cleaved straight through Mike's blade. These delays gave Mike just enough time to shift away and catch just the tip of Galahad's sword along his chest.
Pain blossomed like fire as Mike stepped away, hissing in pain. The nagahide shirt had torn in places, revealing cut skin underneath. The wound was largely superficial, but easily the best outcome he had been able to choose from. Being able to see his own future still had limitations, primarily the speed at which he could react.
"Do you yield?" asked Galahad, his blade pointed at Mike.
Gasping for air, Mike looked up at his foe in time to see Cerberus blast the man with hellfire. Galahad raised his shield to deflect the flames, but the metal warped and melted almost immediately. Growling, the vampyr leapt away from the blast and crashed into the ground. His armor had melted into his skin, locking some of his joints in place. The air stank of burnt flesh as the vampyr struggled to stand.
"I shall not be deterred from mine quest," he whispered, raising his blade once more. The metal was now dull, the hilt melted into his palm. "For my cause is righteous, and my heart is--"
Cerberus blasted him again. The knight tried to leap away, but was hindered by his armor. Padding toward the knight, Cerberus concentrated their flames into a tight spray of fire, and the ground became molten. Unable to scream, Galahad the Pure sank out of sight as the bridge melted before he did and he plummeted into the darkness below.
"Asshole," muttered Mike. He walked up to Cerberus and patted their leg. "Good girl."
The hellhound wagged their tail in response, all three heads ignoring Mike to scan for further danger. Charlotte had helped Sofia to her feet, the cyclops wincing in pain as she held one arm against her side.
"Two to go," Sofia muttered.
"Yeah." Mike walked toward them. "Let's get off this bridge before the whole thing collapses."
There was a loud thud as a gargoyle landed between him and the castle. It was Slade.
"The bridge will be fine," said the gargoyle. "The flames have melted the stone together. It's like cauterizing a wound for you fleshbags."
"Don't get in our way," Mike warned. "I am out of patience."
Slade nodded. "I wouldn't dream of it. I came because you dropped something."
The gargoyle reached into a bag he had around his waist and pulled out a large object. It was Suly's head.
"Where's the rest of him?" asked Mike just as a pair of gargoyles swooped down with the dullahan's struggling form. It took both of them to pin Suly's body to the ground.
Cecilia appeared next to Slade, her arms held out. The gargoyle handed her Suly's head.
"Please don't," begged the dullahan. "If they let me go, I'll--"
"It's okay." Cecilia hugged her brother's head to her chest. "It's not your fault."
"What isn't his fault?" asked Sofia, the cyclops gripping Excalibur tightly. She had moved next to the gargoyles and was now staring at Suly's pinned body with a look Mike couldn't read.
"We can't say," whispered Cecilia as she looked at Mike. "Speaking it out loud may have repercussions."
Still confused, Mike studied the dullahan closely. When Suly's head was separate from his body, it had tethers that connected the two. Right now, it was easy enough to see the golden chains squeezing down on that connection. Curious, Mike moved closer to Suly's body.
"Stay away," Suly begged as the chains tightened. Somehow, the dullahan was finding the strength to push back against the gargoyles. Both of them were practically sitting on his headless body just to hold it against the ground.
Moving to examine the tether, Mike finally got a good look at the chains. As he studied them up close, he heard a feminine voice whispering softly, the words just out of his range of hearing.
"I need everyone to be quiet," he said. To the others, it must have looked like he was staring at nothing. The chains shifted and squeezed, causing Suly to let out a moan of despair. Mike recognized the voice now, but still couldn't figure out what was being said.
"I can't," he blubbered in Sofia's hands. "I must, but I can't."
Realizing what he was looking at, Mike chuckled quietly to himself. Between the shifting golden links and the whispering, it truly was some Lord of the Rings bullshit, and Beth would have loved it. Well, save for the fact that Suly was the poor bastard being saddled with some sort of magical command.
"The Queen did this," he declared, and Sulyvahn went quiet. "She asked you to do something, didn't she?"
Cecilia didn't respond, but the slight curl in her lips revealed the truth. Mike could only guess at why Cecilia had never told him about it, but he trusted her. He moved by her side and held out his hand. Understanding what he wanted, she handed him Suly's head.
"Please." The dullahan winced as those golden chains squeezed his very soul. "It hurts."
Mike walked over to Suly's body and nodded at the gargoyles before kneeling down and replacing the dullahan's head. "You plan to hurt me if they let you up, don't you?"
"I do," Suly admitted.
"But you don't want to."
"I do not. But I must obey." Suly was able to twist his head and glare at Mike. "And I won't be stopped. Which means it's you or me, friend."
"We're not friends, Suly." Mike put his hand on top of the dullahan's head, his fingers briefly coiling in his hair. Magic unfolded from Mike's fingertips and touched the very essence of Sulyvahn's soul, then braided itself along the golden chains that constricted him. "We're family."
The air around them took on a sinister energy as Mike forced his magic between the links, searching for the weakest amongst them. Sulyvahn cried out in pain, and the gargoyles shifted uneasily.
"Family can be messy," Mike said. "Difficult. Even complicated. But as long as we continue to look out for each other, we stick together. You've never given me a reason to doubt you until today, and even now, I know it was against your will."
Sulyvahn let out a scream as Mike pulled on his chains. The dullahan's soul flickered dangerously, but Mike knew he had to try to fix this. For whatever reason, Titania had turned the dullahan into a living kill-switch, some type of sleeper agent to act against him.
"You're like a brother to me," Mike added, the air now crackling with magic. "And I refuse to give up on you. You can say it's either you or me, but it's the Radley clan against the world, which includes your Queen."
Cecilia wrapped her arms around Mike's waist from behind and placed her head between his shoulder blades. The banshee sang softly, and it wasn't a song of lost love, grief, or sadness. It was a song of forgiveness, and Mike drew strength from her voice as his magic shifted and crammed itself into one of the golden links and pushed.
"C'mon, c'mon," Mike grunted, and his own magic shifted colors until it matched the same golden hue of Sulyvahn's prison.
The chain ruptured, causing a shockwave to billow outward and throw Mike and the gargoyles flat to the ground. For just a moment, the sky above turned a shade of purple, almost as if trying to let a glimpse of the real sky through. Scrambling back to his feet, Mike studied the limp form of Sulyvahn on the ground.
"Did you kill him?" asked Charlotte, who moved by his side.
Smiling, Mike approached Suly. "I did not," he said, as he knelt down and extended a hand.
Sulyvahn looked up at him, his eyes wide with astonishment. "I'm...I don't..." The dullahan sat up and looked down at his hands. "Ye broke the Queen's decree."
"It was a shitty decree."
"But how?"
Mike shrugged. Maybe it was because this was a place of power. Perhaps it was the divinity in his blood. Secretly, though, he wondered if the Queen had left the weak spot for him to find, knowing that he would try to fix Sulyvahn rather than destroy him. "To be fair, it was way harder than pulling Excalibur."
"I see." Sulyvahn took Mike's hand and was pulled to his feet. "I dinnae know what to say."
"I'm really hoping it's something similar to 'Yes, Mike, I will go help you kill the father of all vampires in his castle.'" The Caretaker chuckled. "You have no idea how happy it makes me that you're wielding a whip."
"Why would that even matter?" asked Sulyvahn.
"We can talk all about Castlevania after we get home," Mike replied. "Well, after I give the Queen a piece of my mind, anyway."
"About that." Sulyvahn frowned. "I was supposed to take you out if it seemed like you were to become a threat to the Fae. Between the sword and yer attitude about the Court, I no longer had a choice."
"They only have themselves to thank for that."
The dullahan snorted and muttered something about self-fulfilling prophecies. His spectral horse came trotting up, the bony whip dangling from its mouth. Sulyvahn took the whip and patted the horse's flank as it turned into a dark mist that squeezed between the seams of his neck.
"You still haven't told me the name of your horse," Mike said.
"Doesn't have a name," Suly admitted. "It's just an extension of myself. Ye can give him a name if it--"
"Fucking Simon Belmont," Mike declared. "Your horse is now Simon Belmont."
"That's a good one," Suly replied. "Think I'll call 'im Belly for short."
Behind them, Sofia cleared her throat. She gestured at the castle with Excalibur. "Now that we're all friends again, can we get on with this?"
"Yeah." Mike turned to Slade. "Thank you for saving Suly. I appreciate it."
The gargoyle nodded. "We weren't sure what was going on, honestly, and when we asked him why he tried to take you out, he got all weird and begged us to just drop him. We were curious to see what you'd do with him."
"Well, thanks again. I'm surprised your people caught him in the first place."
Slade nodded. "It's the darkness that disorients us. Once we get down too far, it's like flying at night, and we risk crashing into the cliffs. That's not something that goes well. But since we were nearby, it was easy enough to grab him." The gargoyle eyed the hole that Galahad had fallen through. "That one, not so much."
"I can only imagine." Mike studied the gargoyle. "Out of curiosity, are you on our side, or...?"
Slade shook his head. "The tribe is in an uproar right now. Many are upset that we've forsaken our caretaker, while others demand vengeance for slaughtering our brethren at his command. Some, like me, still don't know what to think. But you walked among us and enjoyed our company. This is something the vassals have never done. So while we may not help you in your fight, we will be watching to see what happens next."
"Good enough for me." Mike shook the gargoyle's hand and turned to the others. "C'mon, everyone. It's Van Helsing time."
When they entered the castle, the thralls were waiting for them. Mike and Sofia went first, using their precognition to trigger all of the traps that had been prepared in advance. Kill holes were swiftly identified, then avoided by the others. After avoiding the final pit trap in the lobby, Charlotte took the lead.
Enchanted armor was quickly dismantled with Mike's magic, and the thralls themselves were useless against Sofia and Charlotte. The team rotated their formation based on which of the two they faced. Of Victoria, there was no sign.
"I really thought this would be harder," Mike confessed as they ascended a spiral staircase that took them to the top floor of the primary castle. Dismembered armor and dead thralls lay on the stairs behind them.
"The vassals failed to work together," Charlotte replied. "Where we have worked together as one, they have spread themselves thin."
"That doesn't seem to make a lot of sense," said Sofia. "I got the impression that Vincentius was a hot shot general or something."
Charlotte nodded. "When I first met him, there were many vampyr in his main flock, but hid himself away and most left as a result. During the purge, he killed the strongest of the gargoyles. He is a man who has been under a self-imposed exile for so long that he has weakened his options. He has no army, and is left to his own devices. But we should not underestimate him."
"Does he burn?" asked Mike, thinking of Cerberus. The hellhound was currently in human form to fit in the stairwell.
"I have no idea," Charlotte admitted. "But I assume so."
At the top of the stairwell was a thick, wooden door. Mike did a quick scan of the area, noticing many of the spectral tendrils seemed to converge here. If this wasn't where Vincentius was hiding, then he had no idea where the man could be.
"Who would like to do the honors?" Mike asked.
Charlotte took a step forward and kicked the door at the hinges. The door exploded inward, the mortar holding the hinges in place crumbling from the wall like sand.
"This ends," she declared and took a step inside.
"Indeed." Steeling his resolve, Mike followed, his magic hissing with anticipation.
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Lily whistled as she stepped out the front door of her rental property, a small one bedroom studio apartment overlooking the ocean on the northern side of George Town. Though the skies were currently overcast with dark rain clouds that had yet to burst, the succubus whistled happily to herself as she strolled along the main road.
Spirit Mike walked in step at her side. Though she was wearing a bikini top with very tiny denim shorts, he was wearing white dress shorts and a button down as if he were about to step into a fancy restaurant at any moment.
"You know what?" he asked as they waited for a bus to pass before crossing the street. "Maybe we should move the house here."
"Why's that?" she asked.
Mike studied a small piece of paper in front of him. "The tax laws, obviously," he replied. "Think about all the money we could save."
"Doesn't the geas take care of all that?" she asked.
"No idea," he replied. "You don't know, so I don't know."
The succubus smirked and paused as she caught a whiff of a particularly delicious soul walking by. It was an older man in a Panama hat, out for a stroll. She mentally tagged him for consumption later. Based on the smell of his soul, he had probably killed a few people that hadn't deserved it.
"It is kind of silly," Mike continued. "How these buildings will have thousands of companies registered there, but nobody inside."
"Well, not nobody. They usually have someone who makes sure nobody is mailing them a bunch of shit." In fact, the place where they were going had a pair of guards or secretaries, Eulalie wasn't entirely certain what the scope of their responsibilities were. Most of it was to register businesses at the address itself, but apparently they were armed.
"Do you think they live there?" he continued. "Wouldn't be a bad gig. Keep the building clean, sort some mail, go be a beach bum on the weekend..."
"I would fucking love to be a professional beach bum," Lily replied. "Seriously, if I wasn't tied down, I would probably live on some of the best beaches in the world. The trash would bring itself to me, so I'd have plenty to eat. The rest of the time, I could just relax and enjoy life."
"Tied down, huh?" Mike raised an eyebrow. "That's an interesting way of putting things."
Lily snorted. "If Romeo wasn't tied down with everyone else, I would have conned him into it already."
"You could spend more time with the merfolk," Mike suggested.
"Nobody to eat there." Lily sighed. "This is what you get when your man has important shit to take care of at home and a family that's eternally growing."
"I thought you enjoyed the bigger family." Mike turned around and was walking backward now. "It means that you don't always have to be the center of attention."
"Ugh, but I want to be the center of your attention." Lily shook her head. "The real you, no offense."
"None taken. I'm just the masturbatory equivalent of the original." He stepped sideways to avoid someone walking the opposite direction. "So it's that delicate balance you crave, being at the top of the pack."
"And admitting it's a selfish desire," she added. "But I'm a demon. We're selfish by nature."
"Tell me more about yourself." Mike grinned and waggled his eyebrows as he continued to walk backward, leading Lily to their destination. The two continued chatting until they arrived at a nondescript, unlabeled building with glass doors. There were a few windows along the upper floors, but the sun's light made them impossible to see through.
"Front door is unguarded," Mike whispered. "No sign of private security or ninjas."
"If there were ninjas there, you technically wouldn't see them," Lily muttered as she studied the entrance. "Cloaked assassins stick to the shadows."
"Ah, that's what they want you to think," Mike countered. "Caribbean ninjas wear clothes that make them look like tourists or beach bums. All that black would make them stand out on the beach."
"You're thinking about this far too much." Lily approached the glass doors and shifted her appearance ever so slightly. Gone was the confident walk of a woman who knew what she was doing and where she was going. Instead, she looked slightly older, her makeup now running in places from the heat. She was just a typical lost tourist who made the mistake of taking a cab to the wrong part of town. She pushed open the door and stepped into the lobby. "Hello?"
The lobby was cooled by AC and kept meticulously clean. At the entry desk, an espresso machine had been set up, but nobody was manning it. "Is anybody here?"
When a receptionist failed to appear, Lily turned toward the machine and started fiddling with the controls. It didn't take long to figure out how the controls worked, and in just a few minutes, she had a piping hot cappuccino poured into a white, unlabeled mug.
She stood around and sipped at the drink. It wasn't terribly good, but gave her a reason to linger. Leaning over the desk, she noticed there weren't any electronics or even a phone.
"It's really weird that they have such a fancy machine with nobody around to run it." Lily fiddled with the machine some more and got it to spray hot, coffee colored water all down its front. "Oh shit," she shouted, hoping that someone would hear and make an appearance.
After a couple of minutes, the machine ran out of water, leaving a puddle on the floor. Lily and Mike stared at it, then each other.
"Still nothing?" she muttered.
Mike tapped his nose. "Caribbean ninjas," he whispered. "I bet they jump us on the way out for breaking their machine."
"It's not broken," she replied, then jammed her thumb into the touch screen until it cracked. "Now it is."
"What are the laws on property damage in Grand Cayman?" Mike reached into one pocket and pulled out a brick. "Maybe we should smash some windows."
"While I love your bad boy side, the whole point is to avoid the local police." Undeterred, the succubus roamed the lobby, looking for a door. When she finally found one, she gave it a tentative push to see if it was locked. It wasn't.
"Do you guys have a bathroom?" she asked as she pushed the door open. Instead of any sort of interior office space, it was just a stairwell. "Fuck," she muttered.
"At least it only has one direction," Mike said. "Up."
"Maybe the real lobby is up there." Lily jogged up the steps. "I'd be far happier away from the street, anyway. There will be far fewer surprises that way."
The two of them climbed, but Mike started appearing on each landing ahead of her. At first, he was just waiting with his eyes turned to the next landing. Soon, he was striking goofy poses for her, his outfits shifting and changing to make it look like he was posing for magazine covers.
Lily laughed at Mike's antics and playfully swatted at him. After several more floors, he linked arms with her and they climbed together.
"What kind of a building doesn't have doors on each floor?" Mike asked. "Or at least one every few floors?"
"One with secrets," she said. "Maybe we have to say the secret password or something."
"What would the password be for a place like this? Captain Morgan?"
"Don't be so crass. It's probably something classy, like 'I want to see some mommy milkers on the beach.'"
"Mmmhmm, mmmhmm." Mike nodded his approval. "Out of curiosity, what classifies them as mommy milkers anyway? Do they have to produce milk, or can they just be mommy milkers in spirit?"
"I imagine it's spiritual," Lily replied. "You simply can't have a massive pair of hooters. It doesn't count."
"Is it a willingness to share, then?" Mike paused in the stairwell and turned to face her. "You've got to have big hooters and share them with somebody?"
"They don't have to be big," Lily replied, fondling her own breasts. "I'm sure there's a lower limit, though. It's like fine dining, you know. It's all about how your meal is plated."
"Plate it, then." Mike leaned against the railing. "Show me what you've got."
"Here?" she replied.
He shrugged. "You don't have to. But I haven't seen a single camera. Have you?"
She shook her head. "This stairwell is essentially empty."
"It could have a pair of bare tits in it." Mike grinned. "Unless you're scared."
Lily rolled her eyes. "You should know better than that," she replied, then yanked her top down. "What do you think?"
Mike nodded his approval. "I like the heart-shaped nipples."
"Figured you would approve." She grabbed the bottom of each breast and gave it a squeeze. "They're large and I'm willing to share, you know."
"Maybe I want more than that." Mike licked his lips and stepped forward.
"Well this is all you're getting," she replied. "To start with," she added with a smirk.
Mike stepped forward and groped her breasts. Grinning lewdly, he pressed them together and buried his face between them.
"This is better than therapy." His voice was muffled. "Your subconscious thanks you."
"Why should my subconscious have all the fun?" Lily pinned Mike's head between her boobs and laughed. "C'mon. Get to sucking."
"Ma'am," was all he managed before he nibbled and sucked on the tender flesh along the inside of her breasts. Lily sighed, enjoying the attention. She decided to really just go with it and not process what might actually be happening.
Mike growled and grabbed her ass, then pressed her up against the railing. Lily responded by grinding her pelvis against his, satisfied at the rigid cock now bulging beneath his dress shorts.
"You know, this really isn't the time or place," she declared. "A little titty therapy can be useful, but--"
Mike lifted his head and smirked. "Oh, I'm not done with you," he replied, then undid the zipper on his shorts. "A girl who shows you her tits in a stairwell only wants one thing."
"Ice cream? A beach trip? A Disney movie that isn't a remake?"
Lily laughed as Mike spun her around and bent her over the rail. He yanked the fabric of her skirt up and teased her with just the tip of his cock.
"Did you know you're literally steaming back here? It's quite the visual."
Lily was unable to reply as he shoved his cock inside her, her unspoken words transforming into a prolonged groan of delight. She held onto the railing for dear life as Mike pounded her from behind, the length of him filling her up.
"Fuck, you're so big," she whispered.
"I bet you tell that to all your hallucinations." He slapped her ass, eliciting a yelp. "Arch that back!"
"Yes, sir!" Lily moaned as he continued to fuck her from behind. His cock thickened inside of her as his bulging member stretched her wide. Mike's breathing was frantic as he raced toward orgasm.
At some point, he pulled too hard on her and she actually slid away from the railing. In her haste to adjust her grip, she sank too low and was pushed forward by Mike's hips, her head passing between the rails and getting lodged there.
"Help me, step Caretaker, I'm stuck!"
Mike laughed, which turned into a growl as he grabbed onto her hips and pumped himself inside of her. When he came, she did too, her arms bending the metal railing that overlooked the stairwell. Mike slapped her ass a couple more times for good measure, then stepped away from her.
"You're still steaming," he said. "But now you're leaking, too."
"I feel bad for the poor asshole who has to mop the stairs because of it." Sighing, Lily pulled her head out from between the rails and pulled up her top. "That was...surprisingly satisfying," she said.
"The brain is the largest erogenous zone." Mike grinned and looked up the stairs. "C'mon. Let's get out of this stupid place."
In full agreement, Lily adjusted her clothes and followed him up the stairs. A few flights later, they reached a bright blue door that opened into the lobby of the building. Walking past the messy espresso machine, they stepped out into the light of day and headed off toward the beach.
It was almost an hour later when Lily was in the middle of tracking the man in the Panama hat when she realized what had happened. "Fuck!" she yelled, spinning on her heels and running back toward the strange building.
"Why are we running?" asked Mike.
"You know why," she growled. She didn't know if the spell had been inlaid in the stairwell, or perhaps if the coffee had been poisoned. "How many floors did that building have?"
"From the outside? Maybe five," said Mike.
"How many were in that stairwell?" she asked.
Mike winced. "Way more than five," he replied. "And we came out on the same floor we left."
"Magical redirection," she replied. "I forgot why we went there. That's not simple magic, not if it affected me."
"So how do we get in?" he asked.
Lily surveyed the area and took a detour down a road where the building had a fire escape. Scrambling up the brick with clawed hands, she made it to the fire escape and climbed to the roof. From there, she was able to identify the structure she wanted a few blocks over.
Her legs and outfit changed color to match the blue sky above, and the succubus threw herself across the gap between buildings. Anyone looking up might catch a brief glimpse of her, but in her experience, people didn't randomly look up that often, not when there were more interesting things on the ground.
When they were back at the mysterious building, Lily attempted to leap across the gap, only to watch it widen beneath her. Unfurling her wings, she powered through the strange spell trying to keep her out and came to a rolling stop across the graveled roof.
"Witches," she growled, getting to her feet. "This place has some serious spellwork on it."
"That doesn't bode well," Mike replied. "You should tell Lala."
Lily frowned, then pulled out her phone and saw that the signal was gone. "You should have thought of that two minutes ago," she replied.
"I should have," he said. "But since I'm really just an extension of you, then--"
"Yeah, yeah," she muttered. If she got off the roof to make the call, there was a chance that whoever had cast the spell would know that it had been breached. A nastier version could be put in place, or perhaps she would get lost and forget what she was doing again.
Sinking her fingers into the metallic security door, Lily ripped it free of the hinges and tossed it to the side as she entered another stairwell. This one only descended a single flight, and she used her tail to open this one by sliding it under the door and yanking the latch on the other side.
"Be careful," Mike said as she entered the structure. Based on the geometry of the building, Lily was somewhere in the middle. She stood in a long corridor punctuated by locked doors on each side. Forcing one open, she saw that it was empty.
"Shell companies," she muttered under her breath. Based on what Eulalie had shared, there was a computer somewhere in this building.
By the time she was back out in the hallway again, she felt reality shift and warp around her as a massive spell activated. The hallway she had been inside of suddenly looked far longer than it had before.
"Some sort of spatial effect," Mike said as he looked back the way they had come. "Exit is gone."
"They've taken down the Keep Out sign," Lily replied. "Now the place is a trap."
"Except they're trapped in here with us." Mike smirked and punched one fist into his palm. "Let's beat some ass."
"We need to find some ass before we can beat it." Lily moved to the next door and kicked it down. This room was similar to the first, only it had an empty trashcan inside.
The contents of each room rarely offered more than a random chair or trash can, though one did have a poster with the hanging kitty inside. By the time Lily made it to the end of the hallway, she had broken into nearly twenty offices. Now, she was presented with the choice of going right or left. Both directions eventually terminated in another turn as the hallways turned back in toward the center of the building.
"Flip a coin?" Mike suggested.
"Let's go left." Lily proceeded down the hallway, pausing to knock down a couple of doors. She had just slammed one open when Mike put his hand on her arm and squeezed.
"Shhh," he said. "I heard something."
Lily cocked her head and listened, but whatever Mike heard wasn't making noise anymore.
"It freaks me out when you do that," said Lily. "How does an extension of my mind see or hear shit that I don't?"
"I'm a physical manifestation of your subconscious," Mike replied. "Instead of getting a bad case of the willies, you're being told what your brain just barely picked up. Isn't that better?"
"Maybe," Lily admitted. "But it's still annoying."
"You didn't think I was annoying in the stairwell."
Lily opened her mouth to reply, but Mike pressed his hand against her lips and turned to look down the hall. This time, she heard a heavy thud, followed by the sound of bristles being dragged against something solid. It made Lily think of someone dragging a massive paintbrush along drywall.
"That's an awfully specific image," Mike muttered, reading her thoughts.
"Gee, I'm sorry my imagination didn't provide me with a better fitting alternative," she snapped. "Maybe they hired some poor bastard to paint the place and he got stuck here a week ago, did you ever think of that?"
"Don't be mad at me," Mike replied. "We haven't even been here that long, and seriously doubt we're in any danger."
At the end of the hallway, a massive figure stepped around the corner. Nearly eight feet tall and completely naked, the minotaur stared at the two of them and snorted loudly through its nose. Its shaggy head brushed against the corner, causing that odd shushing sound again.
"Okay, I don't think either of us expected--" Mike was cut off when the minotaur roared and charged forward, lowering its head to level a pair of sharpened horns at Lily.
The beast was unusually fast. When Lily dodged to the side at the last moment, the minotaur twisted its head and tore a massive gouge into the wall as it tried to skewer her. If she had been human, the attack would have killed her right there.


Luckily, she was far faster than a human, and far more limber. She twisted and shrank to avoid taking the hit, then stabbed the minotaur several times with her tail, injecting the beast with sleeping venom.
Lily leapt back from the minotaur and smirked. "You're lucky I'm short on time," she told it. "Otherwise, I'd fire up the grill and--"
The minotaur took a swing at her, which she barely dodged. This opened her up for a charge, and she was promptly gored as the minotaur sprinted forward, snorting wildly as it carried her down the hall and smashed her through the wall at the end. Cursing loudly, Lily stabbed the thing over and over again, puzzled why it hadn't fallen asleep yet.
After being plowed through three different office walls, Lily grabbed the beast by the horns and slid her torso off, then spiked her tail into the carpet and slid beneath the beast. The minotaur slammed through another wall by the time Lily was up and running the other way.
"Why isn't it going down?" Mike asked as he jogged ahead of her.
"I don't fucking know!" Lily looked back over her shoulder to see the minotaur shaking drywall off of its head. "And who the fuck sticks a minotaur in an office building?"
"This place sucks."
Lily pivoted in one of the offices and opened the door into a clean hallway. The minotaur smashed through the office two doors down, which gave her enough time to make a run for it.
"When was the last time your venom didn't work?" asked Mike.
"Against a mortal creature? Can't remember right now." Lily came to a corner and went around it, then leapt into the air and used her arms and legs to spider crawl toward the ceiling.
The minotaur ran beneath her, oblivious to its prey. She watched the beast charge down the hallway before vanishing around another corner.
"Dumb cow," she muttered before dropping down onto the floor. "I've never thought of Asterion as particularly bright, but I would think even he would have wondered where I went."
Mike leaned against a nearby wall, his chin in his hand while he was deep in thought. "That also begs the question why there's even a minotaur here in the first place. With so many protections to keep you out, why not just hire someone with a gun to shoot intruders. As for the minotaur, it clearly isn't normal, which means they were expecting magical interference."
"Witches doing witch things," Lily replied. "This place isn't much different than that data center."
"Huh. You think they're related?"
"If so, then I've probably tripped an alarm or something."
"Shit. So now we've potentially got witches descending on us?" Mike shivered. "Maybe they're good witches?"
"Oh, sure. Good witches who run shell companies and employ--" A fist burst through the wall and grabbed Lily by the neck. The minotaur yanked her through, cracking the studs as her bones creaked and snapped to fit through the gap. The beast contemplated her for a moment before tossing her body onto the ground and trampling her.
"Hey, hey!" Mike was now holding a road flare, of all things. "Minotaurs can only pick up movement, hold still!"
"That's dinosaurs, you ass!" Lily coughed dust from her lungs and used her wings as shields to protect herself from impact. "Why are you making stupid movie references right now?"
"Levity?" Mike threw the road flare, which bounced harmlessly off the minotaur's head. "Curses, my one weakness! That thing is real and I'm not!"
Growling, Lily snagged a hoof and yanked it violently to one side, then kicked the minotaur in the balls. The beast didn't even grunt, but it did lean down and punch at her so hard that its fist passed through the thin carpet and chipped the concrete beneath.
Lily bit down on the wrist by her head, her fangs sinking deep as the minotaur yanked his hand away, pulling her into the air. She spat out a mouthful of hair and dodged to the side to avoid the next blow.
"C'mon, you want to fight?" Fire crackled along her fingertips as skin cracked and peeled to reveal the true demon beneath.
Unphased, the minotaur grabbed one of her wings and her left leg, then lifted her up and gored her through the next wall.
"Brute strength is your only move, isn't it?" Lily clawed at the creature's face, her thumbs digging into the minotaur's eyes. The minotaur tried to push her away, but she wrapped her tail and legs around its waist.
"Your pullout game isn't strong enough!" she declared, then promptly gouged the creature's eyes out.
Expecting a roar of pain, she was fully unprepared for the fist that smashed into her face. Desperate to disentangle herself, she took several punches from the minotaur before able to back away. It sniffed the air and turned in her direction, its eye sockets just empty holes.
"Wait a second," Lily muttered to herself as the thing charged. Leaping straight up, she sank her claws into the ceiling and wrapped her tail around the minotaur's neck in an attempt to strangle it. The beast grabbed her tail and yanked her off the ceiling. Grunting with effort, Lily sprouted razor-blade like fins all along her tail and yanked.
The minotaur reeled her in and struck again. Lily blocked the blow and tightened the noose of her tail, the scales now vibrating in an attempt to bite through all that fur. Minotaur hair fell to the ground in clumps as the two continued to fight. It was only when Mike grabbed the tip of Lily's tail with one hand and a door frame in the other that she got enough leverage to properly pull.
With the crackling sound of bone being sheared, the minotaur's head popped off. The body stumbled around, swinging blindly before crashing to the floor.
"What the absolute fuck!" Mike gave the head a kick. Naturally, it didn't move. "That was way harder than it should have been."
"Agreed." Lily knelt to inspect the corpse. She immediately noticed the lack of blood or gore. Grabbing the minotaur's head, she saw that the interior had the dull grey color of muscles that hadn't been supplied fresh blood or oxygen for some time.
"Nasty." Mike knelt beside her. "What are we thinking? Undead? Construct? Vampire minotaur?" He dropped his voice. "Don't tell Dana if it's the last one."
"I'm not entirely sure," Lily replied, then sniffed the air. After a bit of prodding, she tossed the head aside. "I'm fairly certain the thing didn't have a soul, though."
"So it was built?" Mike asked.
"Too organic for that. I'm guessing some sort of undead, powered by magic." Lily's skin knitted itself back together as her human form reasserted itself. "A soulless minotaur powered by magic and left to guard an empty office building."
"It can't be completely empty," Mike replied. "Why go through all the trouble of guarding nothing?"
"Hmm." Lily reached into her core and pulled out her cellphone. "I think it's time to call Lala and let her know...shit."
"Did it get broken?" Mike asked.
"Still no signal." Lily held up the phone and frowned. "The place is clearly warded. C'mon. Let's go find a window we can smash or something."
The two of them left the corpse behind and moved through the building once more. Though they stopped to search the rooms, they found nothing. Worse still, after over an hour of travel, they still hadn't found the exit, or any semblance of an exterior wall. At some point, Lily took the minotaur's approach to interior redecorating and started smashing through walls. She eventually turned around to look back at the tunnel she had created and it was over a mile long.
"What do you think?" Mike asked. "It's got to be some sort of spatial rift."
Lily scowled. "I wonder if it's not something worse than that. This place looks like a maze, and even had a guardian. But what if it's not a maze at all?"
"What else would it be?" Mike asked.
Lily scowled. "A trap," she said. "One that will be very difficult to escape from."
In the distance, they heard the roar of a minotaur. A second roar sounded from much farther away.
"This is why I hate white collar jobs," Lily groaned as she knelt down and started tearing up the carpet.
"What's the plan?" Mike asked.
"No trap is one-size-fits-all," Lily replied, her tail pounding at the concrete. "I'm not about to let some bargain bin backrooms eat me alive."
"That's my girl." Mike patted Lily on the butt. He looked down the long, busted hallway and frowned when a shaggy figure appeared in the distance. "I hope the others are having a better time than we are."
"Can't believe witches ruined my trip to the beach," Lily grumbled as she stood and braced herself for the minotaur charging her way.

😈🐺💀
Ingrid was at least an hour from anywhere when the air conditioning in her rental car went out. Her immediate reaction was suspicion as she glared over at the doll strapped into an infant's child seat in the passenger side.
"That had better not be you," she growled.
What if it is? Jenny replied.
The mage stared out at the dusty terrain. The horizon shimmered with heat, broken up only by the occasional sagebrush.
"I'll roll down the window and send you to live out your cowboy dreams," Ingrid said.
Yeehaw, Jenny replied.
"I'm not joking." Ingrid pressed the power window button and the air in the car shifted dramatically as the window shifted downward. "If you're lucky, I'll give Mike a zip code in which to find you."
Jenny cackled. You're fun. It's not me, though. You let me pick the music.
In an interesting twist, Jenny had demanded that they listen to classical music. For whatever reason, the doll really seemed to enjoy concertinas that were heavy on the violin.
"I don't suppose you could fix it," Ingrid suggested.
Jenny cackled again, but went silent. About five miles later, she spoke. I don't know how any of it works, she admitted.
Ingrid had rolled down the back windows to circulate the air by then. It was almost ninety-nine degrees in whatever part of Buttfuck, Texas they were currently driving through. Her little sidequest was taking her over an hour away from any semblance of civilization, otherwise Eulalie would have just deposited her directly at their destination.
"When we get home, we'll add teaching a cursed spirit how air conditioning systems work to the to-do list." Ingrid let out a sigh and rolled down the front windows of the car. "Do you want me to pull the cover down on your bassinet?"
Eat my ass, was Jenny's response. After a long pause, the ghost added I like seeing new places.
"Fair." Ingrid turned up the stereo to drown out the sound of wind as the two of them continued to their destination. The road had long ago turned into some amalgamation of asphalt and dirt. Ingrid's main concern was getting a flat tire from a massive pothole or, gods forbid, getting stuck in the sand.
Honestly, there was a good chance Jenny could help with the latter. Ingrid didn't fancy kneeling on the hot ground to jack the car up.
The first sign of their destination was a road with a cattle baffle surrounded by metal fencing. In the distance, cows could be seen grazing on grass. As Ingrid drove along the one lane dirt road, she double checked her GPS to make sure she was headed in the right direction.
Eulalie's location was just a GPS coordinate, one that had yielded no data via satellite. The pictures had looked like the middle of nowhere, which had suspiciously not included any trace of the fence she had driven past or the road she was on.
Upon cresting a hill, Ingrid found herself looking at a small villa in the distance, the air so shimmering hot that it wouldn't be a stretch to pretend it was just a hallucination. However, the structure didn't fade as she drew closer, the image eventually resolving into what looked like a small ranch.
"That definitely wasn't on the satellite imagery," Ingrid said. Near the home, a small cluster of goats was busy munching some weeds, and a pair of trucks were parked in the driveway. Whoever owned the place didn't seem in a hurry to chase her off. A potential concern was that whoever lived out here might shoot first and ask questions later.
Ingrid held a wand in her left hand, generating a magical barrier in front of the windshield just in case someone tried to use her for target practice. She wasn't too concerned yet. If things got hot, she'd just let Jenny at them.
As she neared the home, she honked the horn to alert the owner that someone was in front of their house and waited. She didn't want to surprise anyone.
After a few minutes, she got out of her car just as the front door opened. An older man in jeans and a button down shirt gave her a wave. True to form, he was also wearing a large, white cowboy hat.
"Hi!" she called out as she got out of the car. "Sorry to disturb you, my phone lost battery and I think I'm really lost."
The man didn't respond at first. After an incredibly long moment, he waved for Ingrid to approach and watched as she retrieved her travel bag from the car, pausing just long enough for Jenny to crawl inside.
"You have no idea how happy I am to see you," she said as she walked onto the man's porch. "My AC blew a few miles back, and it is brutally hot out."
The stranger snorted. "I reckon," he replied. In Texas, this meant 'I agree with you completely, driving around in America's crotch truly is a miserable experience', but words were one of the only things not big in Texas.
"If I could just get directions back to Highway 180, that would be fantastic," she said, laying on the charm. "I wouldn't say no to a bathroom and maybe some water."
"You from out of town?" he asked.
"East coast," Ingried replied, then held out her hand. "My name is Ingrid. What's yours?"
"Bruce."
"This is a nice place you've got here," she said, turning to gesture at the house. When she looked back, Bruce had already stepped into his home and was waiting for her to follow.
'In for a penny, in for a pound,' she thought as she clutched the rod she still had concealed in her palm. It was a simple bit of prestidigitation that would never work if anyone was watching her from behind.
She pulled the door shut behind her and let out a sigh of relief as cold air pressed against her damp body. She had managed to sweat through her blouse in a most unflattering manner. Fanning at her face, she followed Bruce through his front room to the kitchen where he had a counter with a trio of red, glossy stools that looked like they had been lifted straight from a 50's diner.
"Water?"
"Please." Ingrid sat at the counter and set her bag on the stool next to her. "I was starting to think I might need to turn around."
"Mmm hmm." Bruce turned his back to grab some ice from the freezer and put it in a glass. Ingrid couldn't help but notice the revolver on the man's belt.
"I hope I didn't cause any problems driving onto your road," she continued. "There wasn't a gate or anything, so I figured if I drove along it, I'd end up somewhere."
"You certainly have." Bruce handed her a glass of water and set a second one next to it.
"Oh, thanks," Ingrid replied. "I only need one." She lifted the glass to her lips.
"That's for your partner," Bruce said.
"My...partner?" Ingrid felt her pulse quicken.
"Are they sneaking around back while you keep me distracted?" Bruce's eyes were suddenly deathly serious.
"I swear, it's just me," she said, reaching for her bag.
"I didn't think mages of the Order went anywhere without a knight," Bruce continued. "But we'll know soon enough. My partner is watching from the second floor. A bullet to the leg would be mighty inconvenient."
"I..." Ingrid licked her lips and studied Bruce. Whoever this man was, he knew about the Order. If he was involved with the auction in any way, then it was likely that he knew even more than that. Pleading ignorance wasn't going to buy her anything but bad will. "It really is just me," she said. "A former mage of the Order. I'm semi-retired."
"Really?" Bruce scrutinized her. "What does semi-retired even mean?"
"She's telling the truth," said a man's voice. A bald, black man wearing a button down flannel shirt and jeans came around the corner of the kitchen holding a rifle. "If anyone is sneaking up on the place, they're too good for these old eyes."
Bruce scowled at the newcomer. "You gave up pretty quick."
"Pshhh." The bald man waved Bruce off. He studied Ingrid for a minute and grinned. "You'll have to excuse my husband. He can be a real stick in the mud."
Ingrid looked back and forth between the odd couple, then nodded. "You'll have to excuse me if I'm suddenly suspicious of the sudden tone shift."
"Ha!" The bald man held out his hand. "My name is Anthony."
"Ingrid."
"A pleasure, a real...ah, don't be a grump, Brucey!" Anthony pouted as Bruce rolled his eyes. "If this was an official Order operation, no amount of guns would have done us any good."
"Is it just the two of you?" Ingrid asked.
Anthony nodded. "Yep. Well, we have a couple of farm hands who live in the guest house out back and...Bruce!"
The older cowpoke muttered something about heroes and took the spare glass of water for himself, then left the kitchen.
"Sorry, sorry. Would you look at you? An actual mage of the Order. In. My. House!" Anthony laughed and slapped the counter. "Okay, so what did I do wrong? Or is it something else? Has there been a cryptid sighting? I honestly have no idea what those lights in the sky are, but if you know, I will pay handsomely."
"Wait, I..." Ingrid blinked in astonishment. "What lights? No, don't tell me, I don't want to know."
"Have you ever met Bigfoot?" Anthony leaned on the counter with his elbows, staring at her with a dreamy grin. "I've got a video in my collection where he's stumbling around in the woods, either drunk off his ass or high on shrooms. It's one of my favorites, I laugh every time I watch it."
"I haven't," Ingrid admitted. "But, if I'm being honest, I wouldn't mind seeing it."
Anthony clapped his hands together and moved around the counter. "You're in for a treat! But before I show you anything, we really should discuss the real reason you're out here. The last thing I want is to have some of the...rarer items in my collection confiscated."
"Your collection?" Ingrid asked, following the strange man.
"Oh, honey, I am very well known in certain circles." Anthony walked backward toward the nearest fireplace. "In fact, some people know me as the Collector."
Ingrid's pulse began to quicken.
"Of official Order memorabilia!" Anthony continued, obviously going for dramatic effect. "When I was a little boy, my family got pulled into an Order operation. I got to see a Knight and a mage in action."
"Oh?" Ingrid made sure to grab her backpack. "What happened?"
"I'll tell you if you tell me what you're looking for." Anthony grinned. "Let's trade secrets."
"Well..." Ingrid scrunched up her face, not entirely certain what to make of the man. He was clearly excited to see her, which didn't vibe with who they were trying to track down. Again, she opted for honesty. "Something was purchased at auction recently, and we have been tasked with tracking down the buyer."
"Oh, how salacious!" Anthony tapped on one of the stones on the fireplace and it slid to the side to reveal a keypad. "Maybe I bought the thing that you're looking for."
"Perhaps," Ingrid agreed, but she had doubts.
"Now you said we," Anthony continued as he typed in a code. "I thought it was just you out here."
"The rest of the team is hunting elsewhere," she said. "Multiple leads."
"It can be like that." Anthony finished typing in his code and a secret door clicked open behind him. "Well, c'mon. Let's see if I have it."
"You're being surprisingly forthright about this," Ingrid said. "Forgive me if I'm waiting for the other shoe to drop."


"Please. This is like an early Christmas treat for me," Anthony said as he led Ingrid into a room with no windows. All along the walls were various Order memorabilia, some of it which she recognized, others which she didn't. The collection had been carefully curated and professionally displayed, each piece labeled with either a card or a plaque.
"How the hell did you acquire all of this?" she asked.
Anthony grinned. "I worked for big oil for a very long time," he said. "Brucie's family owns numerous oil fields. He's 2nd generation. We don't have kids for obvious reasons, which means we have plenty of money to spend on stuff like this."
"I see." Ingrid looked around the room, suddenly aware that if Anthony had bought a shoggoth at auction, this place was about to become even more interesting. "I'm guessing you couldn't adopt them."
"Huh?" Anthony frowned in confusion. "Adopt who?"
"Kids," said Ingrid. "Since you're both men."
The man laughed. "Ha! We have money, honey. If we wanted kids, we could have paid somebody very good money to have one for us, or even just raise a child out here where the world can't judge a damned thing."
"Then what's the obvious reason?" she asked, almost dreading the answer.
"Brucie refuses to leave Texas." Anthony shook his head. "I keep telling the man we could retire by the beach or anywhere in the world, but he wants to live in the middle of Yeehaw, Nowhere. I couldn't do that to a child. Relationships are about compromises, you know. He gets to live here. I get to spend his money on magical knicknacks."
Ingrid actually laughed. "What a trade," she said.
"Here, come look at this." Anthony moved to a display case with a familiar coat inside. "I've only seen one of these at auction. Belonged to a mage who lost it in the early nineties during a werewolf attack. I debated leaving the bloodstains on the collar, but decided it was too unsanitary."
"And you wouldn't know whose blood it was," Ingrid added. "Werewolf blood is bad news."
"Have you ever met one?" he asked.
Ingrid nodded. "I wasn't on field assignments for very long, but I was an up and comer. Did you find all the pockets on this thing?"
"Honey, I've fucked in that thing." Anthony smirked. "Even got Brucie to wear the sword for me."
"You have a Knight's sword?"
Anthony nodded. "Bought it off some hooligan last year who kept pretending it was a lightsaber at parties. I paid entirely too much for it, but I'm far happier with it here than in someone else's hands."
They slowly crossed the room, Anthony pausing to share stories about the things he had collected. The man had clearly been doing this for decades, and there were a few items locked behind bulletproof glass that even Ingrid was surprised to see. One was a gun etched with religious symbols, capable of harming demons with holy water bullets. Another was a small pocket watch that immediately reminded her of Brother Cyrus. Lost in thought, she didn't hear Anthony's question.
"Honey, you've got history with that thing, don't you?" He knelt down by her side to study it.
"I knew somebody who had one," she replied. "He, uh, died recently."
"How recently?" asked Anthony. "I may have something of his, depending on--"
"There weren't any remains," she added. "It was a big fire."
"Wow." Anthong scratched at his chin. "Was he one of the newer guys or the old guard?"
"Old guard," she replied. "Called out of retirement."
"What a shame." Anthony shook his head. "The stories he could have told us..."
"Yeah, I've been thinking about that a lot." Ingrid looked back at the pocket watch. "Wish I could just call him up and ask questions when I have them."
"Is he why you retired?" Anthony asked, his voice suddenly soft.
"Sort of. Operation went bad enough that I started having doubts about the organization," she admitted. "Not that I mean to take away from what you've collected."
"No offense taken. I am well aware that today's Order is...lacking." The man frowned. "If you don't mind me asking, what operation was it?"
Ingrid wasn't about to give away secrets that weren't hers to share, no matter how much she suddenly liked this man. "It was related to Maui," she said.
"I FUCKING KNEW IT!" Anthony ran to the door of his secret vault. "YOU HEAR THAT, BRUCIE?!? MAUI WAS AN ORDER OP!"
"Stop yelling at me, you pompous ass," Bruce shouted from somewhere else in the house. "I always agreed with you!"
"Tell me everything!" Anthony said as he pulled Ingrid to a nearby chair. "That whole viral Godzilla movie campaign was total bullshit. I could smell it through my television."
"Um...I can't really share the details," Ingrid replied. "There are some things bigger than the Order, and we ended up caught between a couple of them."
"Alright, alright, I get it." Anthony's eyes were glittering like a caffeinated child who had just been handed a puppy. "I heard there were skeletons!"
"There were." There was video footage of it, all hotly contested. Eulalie and the Order had culled most information coming out of Hawaii, but nobody was perfect and some had made it to the fringe message boards.
"How about the merfolk? I know about them," Anthony added. "I have an old file about their settlement. Brucie and I tried to visit them a couple of times, but always got chased off by Order personnel pretending to be an environmental watchdog group."
"They were there, too."
"Ooh, girl, you're teasing me. If I named a price, would you sell me some information?"
"I..." Ingrid winced. "I need to think on that."
"Playing hard to get, I love it." Anthony laughed. "I've bent your ear enough. I haven't even unboxed my auction winnings yet. They came just yesterday and Brucie was smoking a hog. God knows that man knows how to smoke meat. He should be teaching classes on it."
"Do you have any leftovers?" Ingrid asked, then cringed. What the hell kind of question was that?
"Leftovers for days. Maybe I'll make you a to-go bag in exchange for..." Anthony licked his lips. "What that big creature in the ocean was."
"I'll think about it." Ingrid knew better than to accept the first offer. On the odd chance the man knew something useful, that was far more important than smoked meat.
Near the back of the room was a wooden crate set up on a folding table. Ingrid stayed well back as the man used a crowbar to pop the nails off, more than a little curious what Anthony had purchased.
When the crate was cracked open to reveal a knight's sword, Ingrid wasn't surprised, but she was disappointed.
"Paid almost two hundred million for this baby," Anthony said as he delicately lifted it from the box. "Brucie got real mad when he found out and didn't let me bid on the other one." The man reached into the crate again and felt around in the packing material before pulling out the other blade from the auction. "But that's just because he wanted to surprise me for our anniversary."
"You guys paid over three hundred million on a couple of Order swords." Ingrid shook her head. "What are you gonna do with three of them?"
Anthony giggled. "I'll pick the best for display purposes. Maybe carry one around on my belt and use it. The other? Well, that's between me and my knight in shining armor."
"You've got an expensive kink," Ingrid muttered.
"I like to think I'm romantic." Anthony stared at the blades and his face fell with sudden realization. "These...aren't the things you're trying to track down, are they?"
Ingrid smiled softly at him. "They are not."
Visible relief blossomed on the man's face. "You're not mad that I'm going to keep them, are you?"
"Semi-retired, remember?" Ingrid looked around the room at the small museum that had been created. "If I'm being honest, I think they're probably in really good hands with you. You respect them as a piece of history."
"One I'd like to share with others someday," Anthony replied. "But unless the veil falls before I die, this'll just have to be a secret."
"The veil?"
Anthony nodded. "The one Merlin cast on the world, separating magic from the mundane after King Arthur's death."
"Right." Ingrid realized that when she was young, she had never once questioned why Merlin had done what he did. Her anger at the loss of her family had been too extreme. "You think it'll fall?"
"After what happened in Maui? I do." Anthony set the swords back into the box and led Ingrid over to a minibar. "Scotch?"
"No thanks," she replied.
"Suit yourself." The man spoke as he poured himself a drink. "Some people call it Merlin's Veil, or even the Great Divide. It was never meant to be a permanent solution, you know. Either the magical world would die off completely, or the mortal one would. Seeing as how neither has happened, you can think of it like a dam that's been slowly building up pressure over the years."
"I'm not sure I see it the same way," said Ingrid. "With recent technological advances, we should expect to see more unexplained magical activity, not less. Stories of the mysterious are on the decline."
"And that's the pressure I'm speaking of." Anthony handed her the scotch she had declined and clinked his glass to hers. "Merlin's Veil has to work so much harder to accomplish the same thing it used to. Random villagers speaking of a monster in the woods? Nobody listens. Video evidence of the Jersey Devil? Much harder to filter."
"We lost track of him a couple years back, actually." Ingrid sipped at the scotch out of habit, then choked when she heard Jenny giggle in the back of her head.
"The good stuff is smooth, but it can be an acquired taste." Misunderstanding Ingrid's reaction, Anthony reached over to pat her on the back. While doing so, he held out his glass towards his collection. "These are all artifacts of a very different time, one that you get to stand at the head of."
"Semi-retired, remember?" Ingrid rasped. The inside of her sinuses felt like they had melted.
"Even retired, you don't leave a lifestyle like this. It'll always come for you." Anthony turned to her with a grin. "The men and women who held these objects were legends, even if their names weren't written down in the history books. Some day, I hope those stories get to be told. Maybe you'll be the one to do it."
"Doubt it." Ingrid set down her scotch. "I'm not much of a storyteller."
"Then what are you?"
She shrugged. "I wish I knew," she replied. "The things I've seen, the people I've met...it's a lot like staring into the night sky and realizing just how small and worthless you are."
"But you are a mage." Anthony shook his head in disappointment, then held his glass in one palm like it was a magical implement. "You get to feel magic burning through your veins, bending the universe to your will!"
Ingrid chuckled. "You've romanticised it a bit. As a mage, I'm trained to use magical implements. I myself don't really have magic and can't just cast spells."
"Why not?"
"For the same reason you can't stick bullets in your mouth and fire them out your ass."
Anthony cackled. "Girl, you are fun." He gazed wistfully at his glass as if lost in thought. "I was going to make some comment about the real magic being inside you or something, but you made me forget what I was going to say."
Ingrid's eyes darted across the displays and she let out a sigh. "I don't even have access to stuff like this any more," she said. "Some parts of your collection are only for more experienced mages, so I never got a chance to use them."
"So I'm guessing I can't get you to show me how that watch works." Anthony gestured toward the case with the timepiece. "I heard they let you watch time in reverse."
"And make you puke," she added. "In theory, I could use them, but it won't be pretty." There was a blasting rod in one of the cases that had been discontinued because the explosive bolts bounced off of reflective surfaces as if they were mirrors. Many a mage had lost life or limb to spells they had cast this way.
"Maybe some other time then." Anthony sipped his drink and paused. "Out of curiosity, which auction item were you looking for?"
"Hmm?" Ingrid looked away from the rod. "I'm not sure I should say."
"But I might be able to tell you who bought it." The man grinned.
"What's your price?" she asked.
"For this, I'm just happy to be in the action. You get to be Batman, and I'll be your Alfred." He lowered his voice. "Just don't let Brucie know. He gets jealous when I roleplay with others."
"I agree on the condition that you keep my visit private," she replied. "If I find out you squealed to someone else, I'll report this place to the Order."
Anthony put a hand to his chest and acted shocked. "You wouldn't!"
Ingrid raised an eyebrow. "Oh, I would."
"Then it's a bargain." Anthony sipped the last of his scotch. "Should we sign our contract in blood or will a handshake suffice?"
"I'm trying to keep all my blood on the inside these days," Ingrid said and took the man's hand. "So this'll do."
"Okay, boss bitch, spill."
Ingrid smiled at the nickname. Anthony was clearly Aurora's kindred spirit. "The last auction of the night," she said. "We want to know who purchased the--"
"Shhh!" Anthony put a finger to Ingrid's lips. "I don't even want you to say it out loud."
When the man retracted his hand, Ingrid continued. "You afraid that...they will notice us?" She pointed up for emphasis.
"Oh, I'm not afraid of them," Anthony replied. "Boogiemen living between worlds want nothing to do with me. But I am afraid of her."
"Her who?"
Anthony paused for a moment and chewed at his lip, then walked over to a nearby couch and patted the seat for Ingrid to join him. When she did, he spoke. "Many years ago, I was participating in an auction for that watch you were looking at. I ended up losing, and hard. The guy who bought it was also from an oil family, but middle-eastern, if you catch my drift."
"There's always a bigger fish," Ingrid added.
The man grinned. "Someone who can build skyscrapers with daddy's pocket money. This man tacked a zero onto my highest bid. Anyway, that's the prologue to my story. This man wasn't collecting Order specific items, but magical ones. The watch has a unique enchantment on it that isn't replicable. The technique to create them has been lost to time, which is rather poetic considering the nature of the watch and its enchantment."
"Uh huh." Ingrid smiled, waiting patiently for Anthony to get to the point. Bruce appeared in the doorway of the room carrying a tray of sandwiches.
"In case you all are hungry," he said, then sat the tray quietly on a table nearby before leaving.
"He's a peach." Anthony's eyes lingered on Bruce as he left. "Where was I?"
"Magic watches, forgotten techniques."
"Ah, right. Well, as you know, power corrupts. This bastard had more money than he knew what to do with, and it went to his head. Now you have to understand that the auction itself caters to those with money, but there are a few simple rules that everyone must follow. If you bid, you pay. Otherwise, you're banned for life. You also don't mess with other people's bids."
"How would you do that?"
"By messing with the auction itself. For example, maybe you have someone cut communications to the proxy bidders to keep the heavy hitters out. Or maybe you poison someone at the beginning of the night so that they're puking their guts out instead of bidding against you. Anything that might prevent someone from throwing money at the problem and driving up the price."
"What's the penalty for that?"
"Aside from pissing off a bunch of billionaires?" Anthony smirked. "Usually, you get banned and then make the newsletter. Your name and photograph get sent out to everybody so that they know you're a troublemaker."
Ingrid chewed at her lip, suddenly wondering if her name and face might end up on a newsletter because of what had happened at the data facility. After all, someone had sent a demon after her. "Any other rules?"
"Those are the big ones. Really, the main idea is that everybody allowed to attend gets to throw as much money as they want at the auction house. On occasion, maybe some jilted billionaire decides to steal an item before delivery, or, on one occasion, damage it. That man didn't live out the night." Anthony paused to take a bite of a sandwich. "Anytime you see a billionaire dying in the news, there's a better than average chance that they pissed off the auction. More specifically, they pissed off her."
"Who is she?"
"Nobody knows for sure, but we all know her as The Collector. The one above all. She who collects." Anthony stood and poured himself another scotch. "She has been around as long as the auction has, maybe even longer. And yes, I'm aware that this makes her over a hundred years old. No, I don't know how that's possible. Let me tell this next part, and you can ask your question."
Ingrid put down her hand. Her heart was racing now, and it was taking everything in her power not to text Eulalie that they officially had a lead.
"Okay, let's see if I remember this right. Ah, yes. Our oil baron friend. Now, he has been spending big money on these auctions, and he has quite the collection himself. You should know that the Collector respects the auction heavily. Maybe she even started it. I don't know. On the rare chance that you acquire something that she wants, you'll get a letter from her, or a messenger. It's usually a congratulations, followed by an offer higher than what you paid. Some people think it's a game she plays, lets you win on purpose and then sends that letter to see if you sweat it out."
"What happens if you don't sell?"
Anthony laughed. "Didn't I tell you no questions? Not that I'm encouraging the behavior, but you'll never guess. It's nothing. Absolutely nothing. If you bought that item fair and square and want to keep it, she lets it go. No hired assassins in the dead of night, no specialty teams who steal it, nothing. There was a guy who bought an item, died of old age thirty years later, and she popped back up to try and buy it from his heirs for the original price, plus inflation."
"You made her sound much scarier," Ingrid replied. "Like the auction boogeyman."
"Shh! Not in front of my babies!" Anthony put his hand on the nearest display, obscuring her view of a shield amulet. "All jokes aside, our wealthy friend made some mistakes and maxed out daddy's credit card. Now, most people would take this as a sign that they need to scale back, but our friend really likes showing off his magical toys to his friends. That brings us to our fateful auction. You see, there's a big item being promoted, and our boy wants it for himself."
"What was it?" Ingrid asked.
"This is what I get for letting you interrupt," Anthony muttered. "The item itself doesn't matter. You see, it is exactly the rare, random ass sort of thing that might catch the Collector's interest. It was some sort of statue that supposedly contained a drop of blood from one of the gods, since I can tell you're not going to let it go."
"The devil is in the details," Ingrid said.
"Yeah, yeah. You're lucky I find you adorable." Anthony handed Ingrid a sandwich, which she accepted. After she took a bite, he raised an eyebrow. "Out of curiosity, how do you know I didn't just poison you?"
"Because if you did, my partner would rip your face off afterward."
"I thought you said you came alone?"
Ingrid smirked and pulled Jenny out of her bag and set the doll up on the table nearby. "I lied. This is Jenny. I figured she might want a look around as well."
The man smiled and waved at the doll. "Hi there, Jenny!" He turned back to Ingrid. "Some sort of long distance surveillance?"
"Hauntingly long. These sandwiches are good."
"We use the discount mayo. I don't know why that makes them better." Anthony took another bite of his sandwich and swallowed. "I got lost again."


"Rich boy is low on money, god statue."
"Right. Now, our friend decides that he really wants this thing, and the only way he can afford it is to overwhelm the system and keep the biggest spenders out. Nobody is entirely sure how he does it, but he manages to have numerous people call in on the proxy line and pretend to be our mysterious billionaires. The first sign that something was off is that the proxy bidders aren't spending much. I was actually at the auction. There was a ring I wanted, which I had already, but I stuck around for the after party."
"And because you were high as a kite off their booze," Ingrid added.
Anthony giggled. "That, too. Bruce and I got busted making out in the coat check one time, but it was after the auction and all in good fun. Anyway, the statue goes up for auction and our friend there makes his bid, and the proxy lines go dead. Nobody is offering up a counter. The auctioneer says going once! Going twice!" The man held up an imaginary gavel and started bringing it down in slow motion. "Suddenly, a phone rings. Everyone freezes."
"A proxy phone?" Ingrid asked.
"No." Anthony grins. "The phone in my pocket."
"Wait a second. I thought that place was locked down," Ingrid replied with a frown. "No information in or out."
"You're right! And that's exactly why everybody freezes. It was like a scene out of a movie." Anthony dramatically reenacted opening an imaginary coat and pulling out his phone. "My first instinct is to silence it, but I see who's calling. The Collector herself, in my contacts. I didn't put her there, had never even spoken with her. When I answer it, the auctioneer is already shouting that they need to take my phone away, but I hold up my hand and tell everyone who it is, and the whole room becomes silent like a tomb."
"What did she say?"
"She told me not to move from where I was sitting, because it was a hole in their magical protection. Then she instructed me to have the proxies hang up their phones and wait until she was able to ring back in with a code phrase."
"What was the phrase?"
"A term of endearment I use for Brucie." Anthony blushed. "Which I won't share here, thank you very much. It took the Collector almost five minutes to get into the auction through the normal phones, because whoever was hired to tie up the lines didn't know what was going on. Once she gets in, she does the same thing that happened to me with the watch and adds a zero on the end of the current bid. The whole room is in shock, and the auction comes to a close." Anthony sat back down next to her and pretended to be more interested in his sandwich than finishing the tale.
"You're a massive tease," Ingrid muttered after a couple of minutes.
"I won't tell until you ask me," Anthony replied.
"Ugh. Fine. What happened next?"
Anthony grinned. "When we step out of the auction room, our friend's cell phone starts pinging like crazy. The man turns as white as a ghost, and then a security detail hired by his father escorts him from the building. Apparently, the Collector sent his padre a letter offering her condolences on the death of his son, which sent the man into a panic. Our boy holes up in a bunker with a security detail almost fifty strong."
"Fuck," Ingrid whispered.
"Fuck is right." Anthony stood and walked over to the display case with the watch inside and put his hand on the glass. "A week later, Brucie and I are staying in a cabana in the Bahamas. We like to vacation somewhere new at least once a year to keep from getting stuck in our ways. But that's old people talk. Anyway, I get a knock on the door and think it's the cleaning service, but it's just a little white box. When I look inside, this beautiful specimen was inside with a card that just said 'Thank you for answering your phone.'"
"Holy shit. How did she find you?"
"No idea. How'd she know my number? How was she in my phone? How did she know what I call my husband in bed? These are all things that have bothered me, but maybe now you can understand why I am loathe to say anything out of line, or to perhaps cause her any sort of trouble."
"What happened to the guy who tried to ice her out of the auction?"
Anthony made a face. "I'm afraid we only have the rumor mill for that. One way or another, he's dead. His father swore vengeance immediately, then backed down the next day and even went to the trouble of scrubbing his son from existence. You would be hard pressed to find any mention of him online. His entire collection reappeared in the auction, minus the watch. The proceeds went to charity, by the way. She wanted to make it perfectly clear that this wasn't about money. So if that's the person you're up against, well...maybe consider permanently retiring instead."
"Shit." That certainly wasn't an option. "I guess I appreciate knowing what I'm up against. Sounds like me and the team need to have a long chat."
"A really long one. Really ask yourselves if it's worth losing your lives over." Anthony studied Ingrid for a minute. "Would you like to stay for dinner?"
Ingrid chuckled. "I would, but I've got a long drive ahead of me back to civilization. I appreciate the hospitality."
"Oh, we always try to be hospitable. I keep hoping maybe we'll run across one of the Fae that way."
"Out here in Texas?" Ingrid snorted. "It's not likely."
"You never know." Anthony turned his attention to Jenny. "Her dress is cute and modern, but she looks like an antique. Please tell me you didn't ruin something that beautiful with electronics."
"Perish the thought." Ingrid looked over at the platter with the sandwiches. "Can I take some of those to go?"
"Of course. I'll also give you this." Anthony walked over to a nearby drawer and pulled out a pad of paper. He scribbled a phone number on it. "If you ever want to sell me information on what happened out in Maui or just talk shop, I want you to call."
"Thank you." Ingrid took the slip of paper. She carried Jenny back out into the main room where Anthony bagged up a couple of sandwiches for her and tossed in a cold soda along with some smoked meat wrapped in aluminum foil. She was back in her car about thirty minutes later with Anthony's home in the rear view mirror and the windows all opened.
They were nice, said Jenny.
"They really were," Ingrid replied. "It was kind of strange finding a museum about my job, though."
That wasn't actually the strangest thing, Jenny replied, but refused to elaborate any further when pressed. To fill the silence, Ingrid turned on the stereo and proceeded to sweat through her clothes on the long drive back.

😈🐺💀
When Dana opened her eyes, it was to a blurry scene. She blinked away the fuzz clinging to her eyes and tried to make sense of her surroundings. It seemed that she was sitting in some sort of office, or maybe even a small library.
Trying to move, she realized she couldn't feel her body. When she opened her mouth to speak, no sound came out. She tried to call out for Tasia, hoping that maybe she was nearby and would see that Dana had awoken. When this failed to yield results, she closed her eyes and tried to remember.
For the first time in her unlife, Dana couldn't. At least, not right away. She vaguely remembered traveling through the portal to Kensington and wandering the streets with Tasia. Latching onto that memory, she tried to follow along with it. Some memories were patchy at best, while others didn't include all five senses. She could feel Tasia squeezing her arm through her jacket, and remembered the talk they had about Dana's diet.
Her vision cleared a bit more, revealing a circular room with books stacked up to the ceiling on shelves made of very dark wood. While unable to move her head, she could move her eyes. Her head was at an angle, as if sitting all the way back in a recliner.
"Ah, you're awake. Good for you." A feminine voice with a British accent spoke from just behind Dana, and an older woman wearing a knitted sweater and carrying a cup of tea walked into view. "I wasn't entirely certain you would. Blink three times if you understand me."
Dana obliged, more than a little concerned about what the woman was testing for.
"Fantastic. You retain your intelligence, even in an undead state." The woman dragged a chair over and put on a rubber glove. "I'm sure your thoughts are all muddled right now. I'm afraid that's my fault. When a werewolf and a zombie break into your home, one can tend to overreact."
Dana blinked furiously for a moment.
"If you're worried about the wolf, she's safe for now," the woman replied. "I wouldn't dare harm two such amazing specimens. Do you happen to know if she's a result of the Order's experimentation? They had a little pet project that went sideways, or so I was told. I'm very eager to speak at length with her. I've been unable to create and sustain a werewolf population of my own, well, one with any proper semblance of humanity. I daresay I wouldn't mind a few wolves on my staff." She leaned back in a chair. "Your friend really is a magnificent specimen. It was hard to take my eyes off of her at the auction.
The auction. Through the muddle of Beth's memories, she remembered breaching the home and standing at the bottom of a flight of stairs. Up on the landing, a painting of a farm with an old man had been hung.
"Oh, shit," Tasia had replied. "This one is a dead end. Let's get out of here."
The memory terminated there. Dana opened and closed her mouth in an attempt to speak.
"Right. I forgot." The woman leaned forward and grabbed something just above Dana's line of sight. "I had some probes stuck in your grey matter and was running tests. Your regenerative properties are quite fascinating. It's your body's attempt to revert to its original state." There was a wet schlumping sound, followed by intense pressure in Dana's sinuses, and then a six inch spike was pulled from her forehead. "I have so many questions for you, I don't even know where to begin. I'll have to reattach your torso first, so that your lungs can pump air through that voicebox of yours."
Dana's eyebrows raised. Her torso was detached.
"Yeah, I won't bother apologizing," the woman explained. "First rule of dealing with the undead is that you take the head. The two of you were so busy standing there admiring my painting that it was the first thing I did. Threatening to burn your corpse got your friend to back down pretty fast. I was thrilled, as the rug you were on is over a hundred years old."
After two more probes were pulled, Dana's memories came flooding back. The encounter had played out much like the woman had said, with Tasia begging for Dana's life.
Fuck.
The woman looked like she was about to say something else when her phone rang. Frowning, she pulled off a glove and looked at it. "Modern technology," she said. "All the conveniences of magic and somehow more annoying."
There was a sparkle of light in the woman's eyes, followed by a grin. "Well, well. I would love to stitch you back together for an old fashioned interrogation, but it would seem that a demon tried to break into one of my businesses overseas." She clucked her tongue and studied Dana for a moment. "I'd better go collect it before she figures out how to break free. I've got just the place to store her."
The woman set down her mug and held out her left hand. A broom shot into it from the other side of the room.
"Yes, I know, a bit outdated, but it's still the fastest way to get from one place to another," she said as she walked out of sight. Dana heard a window open, followed by a rush of wind. "I'll be back in several hours. Don't go anywhere."
There was a loud fluttering of movement, followed by the window clicking shut, and then silence. Dana opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out.

😈🐺💀
I know body horror during the Christmas season feels a little gauche, but how many people will experience the minimal version when they hit the gym on the 1st of January?
Thank you once again for stopping by to read my stories. I have a lot of therapeutic fun writing them, and I hope you still enjoy them. Make sure to leave me some stars on the way out, and check my bio for the next set of releases, which I will update right after posting this! Then go get yourself a cookie, some milk, or maybe even just drink a glass of water, we know you're not drinking enough. Your body is a temple, you know, so make sure the fountain out front is full!
This is Annabelle Hawthorne, signing off for 2025!>/em>
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Hi, all!
Annabelle Hawthorne here with the third act of the third book of the spin-off to Horny Monsters!
New reader? You're gonna want to go back to chapter 01 of this story at the minimum, or chapter 001 of Home for Horny Monsters. I absolutely won't hold your hand and explain what's happening here, cause hand-holding is super lewd and probably a bannable offense.
Returning reader? Welcome back, and welcome to a new year! Thanks for sticking with me these last few months as I hit the slog of only being able to post a chapter a month. I've updated my bio to let you know when and what I will be posting for the foreseeable future, and I think we're officially back in business! Well, for now, anyway. Life has a way of throwing us more than we can handle, I don't care what motivational quotes you've been studying.
Shoutout to the beta team, particularly Lit's own TJ Skywind. They find so many mistakes for me, and I can't thank them enough. Another shoutout to those of you remembering to rate these stories and comment/send me feedback letters. You are by far the most active audience, which is why I always make sure to keep coming back and do right by you.
Sometimes, things get hard and you have to make changes is all. And the hardest things to change are the ones that require you to go from the
Inside Out
The long drive back to the rental company was quiet, save for the classical music playing on the radio. Jenny would hum along sometimes, which was a bit unnerving because it came out of the car speakers. Once Ingrid turned the vehicle back in, she crossed the street to a local hotel and let out a sigh of relief when the cool air of the lobby kissed her skin. It was now dark outside, and the air had felt like it was trying to smother her with heat and humidity.
The hotel had a bistro off the lobby. Ingrid briefly contemplated dropping Jenny off in the room and coming back down for a bite to eat, or perhaps to sit around in the hopes that a hot stranger might chat her up. However, she caught her reflection in the polished chrome of the elevator doors and immediately ditched that plan. Her hair was a sweaty mess, and she had pit stains on her shirt.
That, and nobody wants to fuck you, Jenny added.
"Don't be a cunt about it," Ingrid replied out loud, causing an older woman with cotton-white hair standing nearby to let out an indignant squeak.
Now there's someone who needs to get laid. Jenny cackled maniacally. It would be like fucking a sandy Q-tip.
"Shush," Ingrid whispered, then jammed her finger against the Up button. "And stop being rude to strangers."
No. The door of the elevator opened and Ingrid got on. Just as the doors began to close, a young woman with a stroller rushed to get on, but all the lights started flashing as if the elevator had malfunctioned.
"Um, we'll wait," the woman said, backing away from the door. Once it shut, Ingrid opened her bag and pulled Jenny out.
"That wasn't nice, either," Ingrid said. "And why be mean to her? I thought you liked kids."
Kids, yes. Babies, no. They drool on me.
"You've got psychokinetic powers and can't just push it away?" Ingrid stared the doll in the eyes. "I don't believe you."
The lights in the elevator flickered menacingly, but Ingrid maintained eye contact. Eventually, the doors opened, revealing the long hallway that would take her to the small, shitty room at the back. It wasn't until they were inside again that Jenny spoke.
It scares them, she said.
"Scares who? Babies?" Ingrid set Jenny down on the chair by the bed and did a quick sweep of the room to make sure it hadn't been disturbed in her absence. It's not that she expected an ambush. Ingrid was relying heavily on her former training. Someone had sent a demon for her after all.
Babies are very sensitive to everything, Jenny said. They can sense that my powers are...unnatural.
"And? If you don't like them, then why do you care that they're sensitive to your powers?" Satisfied that the room was clean of interference, Ingrid sat on the bed and looked at the doll. "You don't strike me as someone who gives a shit about anything."
The phone attached to the wall ripped itself free and was thrown across the room. Ingrid shifted back about a foot so that it whizzed past her face.
"See? This is a perfect example. We're having a conversation and you just shut down."
I do care. Jenny's voice was quiet, but sounded angry. I have never once hurt a child.
"So you do have a line." Ingrid leaned forward with interest. "Is it because you're trapped in a child's toy?"
I'm not technically trapped anymore.
"So why stay? Why not wander off and do...well, whatever the hell you want?"
The doll was quiet for a moment, and Ingrid wondered if the conversation had ended. She stood to pick Jenny up, then flinched when the spirit spoke just as they touched.
I want my own body, she said. I want to live again, and die like I should have. In the moment, Jenny no longer sounded like the barely restrained psychopath she usually did. This was Janey, the version Ingrid had met on the oil rig.
"I guess you want to be an official Radley."
Yessssss. Jenny stretched the word out like a snake might.
"Is that why you're nice to babies, then? Because you're trying to show them you can behave?"
"I love children." The temperature in the room dropped, and Janey appeared, hugging herself in the corner of the room. "They remind me of my sisters and brothers."
"You had siblings?"
Janey nodded. "I don't remember their names anymore. They died a long time ago."
"I know what that's like." Ingrid thought back to her own sibling, Ricky. "My family died in a plane crash. I had a brother."
Janey flickered. It's not a competition.
"I know that. I'm not trying to compete, I just...identify with what you're going through. You know, empathy and all that shit." Ingrid sighed as the mattress beneath her shook. "Look, I'm trying to be better, okay?"
The mattress stopped bouncing, and the spirit stared at her. Well, maybe she did. Janey's hair covered her face. If not for the ghost's knees, Ingrid would have no idea what direction she was even facing. But this definitely wasn't the typical Jenny she usually saw or heard from.
I miss Grace, was what Janey finally said.
"What's she like?" Ingrid asked. In response, the door rattled as if someone was trying to force their way in. "Hey, you brought her up. I retract my question."
The spirit flickered like an old television. That's not me, she said, then disappeared. Ingrid leapt to her feet and snapped a wand out just as the door ripped free of the lock to reveal a figure in black. From head to toe, every inch of the creature's body was covered.
Ingrid sent out a wave of force intended to push the intruder back. The figure froze in place, straining against the spell. Ingrid grunted as she poured more of her willpower into the wand, then let out a gasp when the doorframe itself buckled outward.
Demon, Jenny declared.
"Help me, then!"
Can't against demons.
"Fuck me." Ingrid grabbed Jenny and moved back toward the closet while the figure in black pursued, its limbs stretching like taffy as it reached for her.
The closet could only hold a robe and a few suit jackets. However, it was big enough for a portal, which Ingrid stepped through. She lashed out with her foot and snapped the structural support just as the arms reached through and seized her by the neck. Supernatural strength surged through those hands as she was strangled, but the portal finally collapsed with a loud bang, which severed the demon's arms.
Down by her feet, a trio of rats scurried about in a panic as Ingrid fought the arms and eventually burned them with some holy water from her pocket. Gasping, she looked around and saw that Jenny was on the floor.
"Sorry I dropped you," she rasped, then picked up the doll and stepped through the next portal. The rats ran ahead of her as she kicked out the emergency closure device and looked back to see the limbs flopping on the floor as they slowly grew back into a pale, white torso. The demon was transporting its severed mass across the world to rebuild itself.
"What in the actual Hell?" Ingrid took a step back as the portal collapsed, causing her ears to pop. Frowning, she looked down at the rats. "Did you see that thing around my room?"
Two of the rodents ignored her, but the third stood and shook its head side to side.
"How did that thing find me?" she wondered out loud. Ingrid looked down at the doll in her hand. "And how come you can't fight demons?"
Don't want their attention, Jenny replied.
"Good to know." Ingrid saw that the rats were motioning to her from the corner of the room. An additional portal awaited. Ingrid and Jenny stepped through and found themselves in the Library.
Letting out a long sigh, she scanned the lobby. Platforms zoomed up above and a squad of rats were busy running around the main entryway. Tink was sitting behind the information desk and wearing a top hat.
"Tink help check in books!" she shouted, then picked up a stamp and slammed it against the inside cover of a book in front of her. "Make good time, get pretty island girl caught up!" She shoved the book off the counter where a pair of rats caught it and scurried off. The goblin looked up at Ingrid and grinded. "Pretty mage has late fees. Rub Tink's feet."
"She's not rubbing your feet." Kisa, who had been sitting nearby on the desk, appeared as she dropped her natural invisibility. "Quit trying to get people and rats to rub your feet."
"Tink miss husband." The goblin pouted. "Husband rub Tink's feet."
"I rubbed your feet an hour ago, you pest." Kisa swatted the hat off of Tink's head, then turned her attention to Ingrid. "Don't mind us. She's just trying to keep busy."
"I just got attacked by a demon," Ingrid said. "In Texas."
"YES!" Tink picked up her crossbow and tried to slide out of her chair. "Tink shoot demon in stupid fucking face!"
"Nope!" Kisa snatched the crossbow away from her. "Did the demon follow you here?"
Ingrid shook her head. "No, the portal airlocks did their job. But Eulalie needs to know that we were compromised somehow."
"Fuck." Tink slumped in her chair. "Tink bored."
"Then go read a book. You don't have to be physically doing something all the damned time." Kisa slid off the desk and set the crossbow out of reach. "Are you hurt?"
Ingrid shook her head and held up Jenny. "We're both fine. I didn't get a good enough look at the demon, though. It was wearing all black. The demon tried to grab me through a portal and lost its arms."
"Demons are demons." Kisa shrugged. "I'm guessing the person who sent the Glutton sent this one as well."
"But how did they find us so fast?"
"Bad magic," Tink said, her voice muffled. The goblin was reclined in her chair and had covered her face with the top hat. Ingrid heard her blow a raspberry inside of it. "Pretty mage being tracked."
Kisa frowned. "That means that whoever sent the first demon knows that it failed. The second one ambushed you in your room?"
"Yeah. At the hotel." Ingrid moved toward the hallway that went to the rooms. "If you can let Eulalie know, I need to go take a shower and get a bite to eat."
"This is the place for it." Kisa looked at a pair of empty platters on the information desk. "Though we're more like a restaurant than a Library these days."
Tink belched inside of her top hat and quickly moved it onto the desk, trapping the fumes inside. "Tink make trap," she declared.
Kisa gave the goblin a dirty look. "That's nasty."
"Yep." Tink looked at the hat, then up at Ingrid. "Pretty mage want hat?"
"No thanks." Ingrid snorted as she walked away. It wasn't until she was in her room that she realized that Jenny was still in her arms. Or Janey. Whoever.
Ingrid set the doll on the table by the bed and shed her shirt and pants. "So do you think a witch sent that demon after me?"
Probably. Jenny giggled. I can take apart a witch like a rotisserie chicken.
"If we come across this bitch, you don't just have my permission, but also my blessing." Ingrid was down to her underwear now as she walked into the bathroom and turned on the shower.
I don't need your permission! When Jenny shouted, the steam coming out of the shower briefly disappeared.
"Stop being the grouch, you'll use up all the hot water." In truth, Ingrid wondered if the hot water was also stolen. Was there some poor bastard in the world wondering why their shower was no longer hot?
Or maybe the correct word was borrowed, she pondered. After all, you borrowed things from the Library. Maybe it was just borrowing things from everywhere else.
The shower helped her mood immensely. She laid down in bed to stretch out and relax for a bit, but exhaustion claimed her instead, and she sank into a blissful slumber.

🐺😈🧟‍♀️
The first hour alone in the witch's office felt like an entire lifetime to Dana. Unable to move, she wasn't sure if it would be better to look around and try to find something to watch, or if closing her eyes and limiting input would make the time go faster.
At some point, she realized that she could hear a ticking clock somewhere in the house. If her head had been attached to her body, she would have sighed with relief. The most important thing for long nights spent all by herself was to find something to keep her brain occupied. Left alone with her own thoughts was always a bad idea, and time would stretch like a piece of taffy in one of those fancy machines inside the candy store.
She had seen nine of those since dying. Replaying her memories, all of them had been spotted out of the corner of her eye, most of them while hunting down SoS members. Traveling across the globe took them to more than a few tourist destinations, and salt water taffy was sold almost everywhere, especially near the ocean.
Dana started counting the distant ticks of the clock, picturing the numbers in her head. Between ticks, she tried to fill in the blanks in her memory, and was rewarded with intense visuals of electrodes being jammed into her head. The witch had made her laugh, cry hysterically, and even made her climax by accident while adjusting a probe. Having a massive orgasm without a body was sort of like having a sneeze disappear right before doing it.
With each tick of the clock, Dana was no closer to figuring out a way to get out of this mess. At 5000 ticks, she felt the inkling of hunger, but it was a strange, muted sensation. She wanted to eat, but had no stomach.
Around 8000 ticks, she experienced a phantom itch where her left breast would have been. The itch moved across her torso in slow motion like a crawling insect, then disappeared around 8400 ticks.
At 13000 ticks, she was openly salivating, hungry from her body's failed attempts to regenerate. Where was her body, anyway? Was it behind her? Stored in jars somewhere else? If she was left this way for too long, would she just become a head?
Maybe Suly would wear her around as a spare.
At tick 13763, she felt that phantom itch again. Her eyelid twitched as she willed the itch to vanish, then tried to scratch it with hands that were no longer attached.
Somewhere else in the house, she actually felt her fingertips move. Curious, she focused on that sensation, closing her eyes and trying to move her hands. Whether this was a delusion or some innate ability she was experiencing for the first time, it was at least something to do.
Even chasing delusions was better than slowly going mad in a witch's study. Dana gritted her teeth and flexed her hands, trying to move one finger at a time. After a while, she was able to feel her feet, too. They were kept in a similar location to her hands. If the weird itch on her tit was any indication, her whole body was in a semi-circle one floor down from where her head was.
While stretching her fingers, she was able to twist her left hand about and discover the clamps holding it in place. That made sense if she was being studied. You just didn't toss zombie body parts on a table somewhere if you wanted to study them.
The situation was bad, but this was worlds better than having her limbs tossed into an incinerator. It also begged the question how such a mechanism worked, but she would worry about that later.
At 20,430 ticks, she heard the window click open followed by a loud whoosh of air as the witch returned. The woman casually hopped off her broomstick and pointed to a corner of the room.
"Sit," she commanded, and the broom obeyed. The witch pulled a satchel over her head and set it on a nearby seat, then paused when she saw Dana. "The gray matter still functioning?"
Dana blinked once, then scowled.
"Lovely. I don't often get the opportunity for such a rapt audience. Most of the creatures in my collection are...sub-sapient." The witch frowned. "If you'll excuse me, I'm going to make some tea. Would you care for some?"
Dana blinked twice.
"Good. 'Cause you weren't getting any." The witch smirked and stepped out of the room. A few minutes passed and she came back with a cup of tea in one hand and a tablet in the other. "So this has been an unusually interesting week, and I would love to hear your thoughts on the matter."
When Dana rolled her eyes, the witch continued. "So earlier this week, some absolute cunt crushes the only basilisk eggs in my possession, potentially the last ones on Earth." The woman shook her head and sipped at her tea, then made a face. "Needs honey."
She made a twisting motion with her hand, and a small honey pot floated over to her and poured a dab into her mug.
"Where was I? Ah, right. Basilisk eggs." The witch sat across from Dana and studied her. "Now, I tell myself this is what I get for loaning out my basilisks to the auction. If you can't afford to lose a part of your collection, don't loan it out. It's the first rule, really. Do you collect anything, child?"
Dana tried to spit, but her mouth was too dry.
"So uncivilized." The witch grinned. "Now, something of this magnitude would typically be the highlight of my year. Or lowlight, however you wish to define it. I sent a demon after the bitch who broke my eggs, and was very surprised to learn through a little basic divination that my demon had failed. They don't usually do that. So I try to summon the little beasty back, and can't get a hold of it. That means it's been sent back to Hell.
"Then there's the fact that someone breaks into my home, a werewolf and a zombie. I can't help but wonder if these two things are related. A break in at the data center and my house? So bizarre. Especially when I recognized you from the oil rig."
Dana kept her face expressionless, but the witch saw right through it.
"Don't bother denying it, child. I was on that rig and you saw me. Such pretty things on an oil rig is an unusual sight, but I was in a hurry so didn't waste my time. If I had known about your condition, well...it would have been worth a small detour." The witch stirred her tea absent-mindedly and stared into the air, clearly lost in thought. "Where was I?"
Dana waited. Other than making faces, it was all she had.
"Oh, right. A werewolf and a zombie try to rob me, probably tried to steal my auction prize before I could retrieve it, and some bitch cracks my eggs. There are no coincidences, child. That's something you should learn if you hope to live as long as I do. So when a demon breaks into one of my buildings, I go personally."
The witch leaned over and held up her tablet. It was a video clip of a stairwell, and Lily had shoved her head between the metal railing and was frantically fucking herself with her tail. "Now this is a very unusual sight. A succubus may be the personification of lust, but they don't typically do something like this unless they're trying to attract prey. So either I've got a simple-minded demon trapped in my satchel, or I have something different."


The witch's eyes lit up and she grinned to herself, then took a sip of her tea. "So what is it, zombie? Daft or delightful? I have a feeling that all these events are related."
Dana made sure not to blink, to not give the witch the satisfaction of conversing with her in any manner.
The witch pulled a snowglobe out of her satchel and held it up. Inside was a small office building. She gave it a little shake and watched the snowflakes spin.
"What I find particularly interesting is that the trap itself triggered for both a demon and a mortal," she said. "Yet I only sense one entity inside. Isn't that interesting?"
No, Dana blinked.
"Oh, of course not. I should just toss this in with the others." The witch cackled and set the snowglobe on a nearby table. "That's a puzzle for another day. Whether all these things are connected will come out eventually. For now, let's talk about what I'm going to do with you. You aren't just some automaton, nor a homunculus made out of flesh. Even now, I can sense your soul, stretched thin as it may be."
The witch leaned in close and sniffed. "There's something else, too. You smell of damp earth and...frost. Petrichor?" The woman inhaled deeply, then nodded. "Carrion. What have you been eating?"
She said nothing for several minutes as she quietly sipped her tea and watched the full video clip of Lily. There wasn't any sound, but Dana recognized the demon's orgasm face.
"Interesting." The witch sighed and leaned back in her seat. "A succubus without their master. I can only assume she was sent to do their dirty work. Welp. No time like the present."
She stood from her seat and grabbed Dana by the hair. The zombie experienced brutal vertigo as her head swung back and forth in time with the woman's gait. They descended a spiral staircase and came out in a room that looked like a fancy laboratory.
Strapped to a surgical table was Dana's torso. One arm and one leg were in liquid-filled tubes while the other limbs had been partially dissected on a large metal screed. Dana noticed that what she had thought was a clamp on her wrist was essentially a needle the size of a chopstick pinning her wrist in place while others held her flesh open to reveal the tendons inside.
"You really are an impressive specimen," the witch said as she set Dana's head on a table. "If you weren't intelligent, I could spend all week figuring out what makes you tick. Here, look at this." She picked up a small metal rod and poked Dana's hand. The hand flinched. "Whatever magic sustains you isn't limited to the core of your body. It's like every cell contains its own power."
Good for me, Dana thought.
"Also, I find this part really fascinating. If you look here, you can actually see the tendrils of your soul connecting your head to your torso." The witch pointed at something that Dana was unable to see. "Did you know scientists used to argue about where the soul resides? Is it the head, the heart? If you cut off somebody's arm, does your soul still have an arm, etc. etc." The woman put on a pair of thick gloves and adjusted them. "They have good ideas from time to time, but matters of the soul aren't always so...three dimensional. In your case, it's been spread across your entire body like a big glob of butter. That's what really fascinates me. Souls can't be created from nothing, you see, and magic that manipulates them directly is extremely rare. I would kill to get my hands on someone who could do it for me. There's an old project of mine that I would simply love to saddle with the burden of the afterlife."
The witch produced a surgical needle along with some thread. She moved to Dana's nude torso and studied it for a moment.
"Damn," she muttered, then flicked something off of Dana's stomach and stomped on it. "Spider got in somehow. Excuse me, I need to redo my wards before I end up with a pest issue. Spiders are a bit more complex than other insects, you see. Flies are easy, you just have to convince that little nerve cluster that there's better shit to eat somewhere else. Spiders though, they're a lot like cats. Wards that are supposed to spook them off come across as mere suggestions. I tried setting up a spell that vaporized the little shits, and all it did was draw in more spiders to see what the fuss was about. There was a man I knew once upon a time that absolutely terrified spiders. When he entered a building, you'd watch them actively flee. Maybe they knew his blood was poison, or recognized him as a true apex predator, I never could be sure. Despite my best efforts, spiders never deigned to speak with me, and making them smart enough to do so just results in a lot of back talk."
The witch took off her gloves again and left. While she was gone, Dana stared at her body for a few minutes, then closed her eyes and concentrated. It took a bit, but she was able to once again dimly feel where her body was.
The witch had said that her soul was connecting all the pieces of her together. Was that how she had felt her body from a distance earlier? Dana opened her eyes and thought on the witch's words.
Scientists were stuck thinking in three-dimensional terms, and so was Dana. Did souls even recognize distance? From her soul's perspective, had she even been dismembered?
Focusing on this idea, Dana tried to move her body again. While she was looking, it was almost impossible. But if she closed her eyes and tried to feel the connection instead of just seeing it, that yielded far better results.
As long as her body was intact, she could use this to escape somehow. She just needed to think outside the box. Dana studied how her body was arranged. The arm and the leg inside the tubes were a lost cause. The whole setup required the preservative liquid to be drained, and there was a pressurized seal that could only be opened from the outside. All she really needed was an arm, preferably reattached to her body.
The witch came back as Dana schemed.
"There," she said, sliding her gloves back on. The witch picked up Dana's head and walked over to her torso. "Old world magic really does work better. I contracted a demon to eat all the bugs around here once, and learned a very valuable lesson from it. The contract stated that the demon would consume them, but I never verified that it would actually digest them. Little fucker disappeared in my living room after fifty years of service and I got five decades worth of masticated insects and rats dumped in the middle of the floor. Had to rip out the floor boards and everything. I tracked that little monster down again and contractually bound him to a hundred years of servitude inside the holding tank of a concert festival outhouse. I think most people call them a...porta-potty? It's amazing how many words people have for toilets these days. Anyway, one of my contacts in the US makes sure it stays in rotation, especially in hot places that serve a lot of greasy food."
The needle and thread moved on its own, connecting muscles and veins back together. The witch paused more than once to study her handiwork.
"Interesting. The blood vessels seek themselves out. Let's see if I can get them to connect to something that isn't their counterpart."
Dana coughed and gurgled as fingers messed with the interior of her throat. The witch did something with the needle and thread inside her neck and took a step back.
"Oh, now that's nice. I stitched your carotid artery to an outgoing vein, and now it's ripping itself apart in order to connect itself to the proper location. Whoever created you was an artist. They really thought of everything."
Dana scowled at the woman, but her anger went unnoticed.
"So we've got regeneration on a cellular level, but it's incomplete based on the scarring on your epidermis. You don't really have scar tissue on the inside. Maybe that's a blood flow issue? Oh, the questions I have. Is your creator still around? I would love to pick their brain, figuratively speaking. If they're recently deceased, I could do it literally. I have a refrigerated room here full of some of the most amazing brains, actually. There's one in particular that I'm hoping to complete someday, but it was cut into over 200 pieces and I fear there's a quality issue between the pieces I have and the ones being kept in museums."
The witch took a step back to study her handiwork. Over her shoulders, Dana noticed a collection of glass cages along the back wall. In all of them, rodents were busy going mad and trying to escape.
"What are you looking...oh! Yes, one of the first things I did was feed a bit of your flesh to each of them. One got an injection of blood, which turned it so violent that it ate its own feet. Your condition is quite contagious." The witch turned to watch the rodents. "They don't share your regenerative properties, which is a shame. They're all bound for the incinerator in a day or so. I can't risk them getting out. Those cages have been magically sealed so not even air can get in. I wonder if I could encase one in resin and use it as a paper weight?" The woman chuckled. "Bad decisions like that is how disaster movies start, right? Hubris makes for...oh drat. Would you look at the time? My servant will have breakfast ready for me. I'll be back in a few minutes."
The gloves came off once again, and Dana watched the woman go. She closed her eyes and felt the stitched muscles and bones fully connect between her head and torso. The witch hadn't stitched enough muscle together for her head to remain upright, so she just stared at the floor.
It was far longer than a few minutes, but Dana didn't mind too much. During the wait, her hyper fixation on trying to feel her body allowed her to actually feel the extremely slow beat of her own heart. If her timing was right, it was beating once every five to six minutes. Despite being all chopped up, her torso still had plenty of magical energy, which meant--
"That took longer than expected," the witch said as she entered the laboratory. "The second demon I sent after the bitch who broke my eggs returned to inform me that she took a magical portal to escape. Can you believe that? Magical portals are extremely rare, especially ones that can be configured for different places. The Fae use them sometimes, but they pretty much do what they want, little chaos gremlins that they are. I can make one, but it takes hours to do and isn't worth the time or resources. They're too easy to disrupt, and I've seen a witch or two get turned inside out passing through them. Far prefer the broom. Many years ago, I was actually trying to get a colony of magical rats to make them for me, but I didn't see eye-to-eye with their monarchy. Neither bribery nor blackmail worked. Their king refused to take orders or follow directions from a woman. I've seen a lot of things, but misogyny in rodents takes the...oh, right, I'm being quite rude."
Dana's head was yanked up so that she could see the witch had changed clothes and maybe even taken a shower. The hint of sulfur clung to the woman's skin, and when Dana's nostrils flared to pull in her scent, she got a combination of vanilla cookies and cloves. She was wearing her thick, rubber gloves again.
"I don't suppose you can speak yet?" The witch flicked Dana in the throat. "Hmm. It would seem that only part of your trachea has reattached itself. You're unable to properly pull in or distribute air through your vocal cords. Let me see if I can fix that."
The witch held Dana's head back as the needle and thread did its work. Eventually, a proper amount of air flowed through Dana's throat as she took a deep breath in with her lungs. Before she could cough up all the fluid that had accumulated there, a motorcycle helmet was slapped over her head.
"Just in case you were planning to spit your contaminated fluids all over me." The witch flipped open Dana's visor so that she could see better. "Unless you can shoot blood out of your eyes, that is. Can you shoot blood out of your eyes?"
Dana tried to shoot blood out of her eyes, just in case. She shook her head and let out a grunt of frustration.
"Oh, c'mon, be a big girl, use your words." The witch took a step back and picked up a large knife from a surgical tray that had been outside of Dana's field of view.
"What are you going to do? Stab me?" Dana spoke loudly to be heard through the helmet.
"Yes, actually. I want to check the contents of your stomach. Clearly your body is subsisting off of something you ate recently, and I want to know what it is." The witch spun the knife in her fingers casually, like a student flipping a pencil. "I would be rather disappointed to discover something so banal as human flesh, and you have failed to disappoint me yet."
Dana grunted as the wind was forced from her lungs when the knife penetrated her belly. There was an uncomfortable pressure for several seconds before the witch pulled and lifted Dana's stomach out.
"Very interesting," she declared as she set the organ on a nearby scale to weigh it. Turning back toward Dana, she tapped the tip of the knife on the edge of the table. "While I'm in there, may as well see how the rest of you works."
Dana didn't bother screaming. It's not like she was in pain, or even truly afraid. Already, her emotions were becoming muddy as the magic drained out of her.
Besides, the witch wouldn't have cared, anyway.

🐺😈🧟‍♀️
Ingrid was in the middle of an incredibly vivid sex dream when she felt someone jab her in the shoulder with what felt like a knife. She opened her eyes to see a shadow looming over her bed, the dim light unable to properly reveal whoever had come into her room. She had fallen asleep on top of her covers with just a bathrobe for warmth, her hair still partially wrapped in a towel.
"Hey!" The object that had poked her was, in fact, the tip of a massive spider leg. Eulalie was standing over Ingrid's bed, her legs splayed wide as she jabbed the mage repeatedly. "Wake up!"
Ingrid's stomach jumped into her throat as she attempted to squirm out from beneath the Arachne. While she had managed to come to terms with who and what Eulalie was, the girl still had a massive spider body that absolutely freaked her out.
"What's wrong?" Ingrid asked as the towel slipped from her head. She pulled it over her face for a moment, shutting out the sight of all those legs.
"It's the others," Eulalie replied. "They're missing!"
"What now?" Ingrid yawned and turned sideways, hoping that she wasn't about to ram her knee into one of Eulalie's other legs. Her brain slowly processed what Eulalie had just told her. "And how do you know that they're missing?"
"They haven't checked in," Eulalie replied. "It's been several hours since I heard from any of them!"
"Lights," Ingrid said, speaking to the room itself. Understanding her intent, the dim lights brightened, allowing Ingrid to properly see. On her nightstand, Jenny was silent with a washrag wrapped around her own head as if mocking Ingrid. "Some partner you are."
The spirit didn't respond. Ingrid turned her attention to Eulalie, who was busy fidgeting nearby.
"We had protocols," Eulalie said. "For checking in. Not hearing from one of them is bad, but all three?"
"Did they meet up?" Ingrid asked.
"No! That's why I'm worried."
Ingrid thought back to the demon that had ambushed her. What if she hadn't been the only target? It was her assumption that a demon was after her, but maybe it was the entire group. Tasia and Dana should be able to handle most demons on their own, and Lily, well...
She doubted there was a demon on Earth who could hurt Lily. "Where were they last seen?" Ingrid asked as she moved to the dresser where she had put her clothes.
"Lily is in the Cayman Islands and the girls are in Kensington."
"Technically they're all girls," Ingrid mumbled.
"Yes, you're very clever. Shut up." Eulalie pulled at her hair in frustration. "I just know something happened to them. I've been checking traffic cameras for an hour. They all made it to their destinations, but they never left."
"Do you think they got ambushed like I did?"
"They must have. I have Aurora pulling reference materials on demons right now."
"Okay, that's a good start. What about the Radleys? Can they send somebody to assist?"
Eulalie shook her head. "They're still on lockdown. We've seen multiple signs of the Fae here in the Library, so we can't open a portal or bookshelf to get there."
"How does one open a bookshelf?"
Eulalie stood up a little bit straighter and fidgeted with her hair. "Technically, you get teleported here by a magic book, but we don't want the Fae trying to use that either. The geas protecting the Radley house might not function if they're allowed to utilize a doorway that a Caretaker himself established. We can't risk it."
"Can't you just kick them out of the Library?" asked Ingrid.
"I don't think so," Eulalie replied. "If the Head Librarian's magical staff does that kind of thing, it's beyond me."
She's just mad that you interrupted her dream, Jenny added. Don't mind her.
"You were not watching my dreams," Ingrid replied, the color draining from her face.
You were leaning over a headstone having your back blown out by--
Ingrid threw her towel over Jenny, knowing full well it wouldn't silence her. However, it did cause the doll to cackle. Having Lily in her head had been bad enough, but at least the succubus had hooked her up. How much had the spirit seen? She could feel her cheeks burning at the idea that Jenny now knew that she was crushing a bit on Mike.
"Okay, so you're sending me out. Where do I go first?"
Eulalie pouted. "Um...I don't know."
"I'll go to the Cayman location first. Lily is probably hanging out on the beach and avoiding your calls."
"She wouldn't do that," Eulalie said. "Not to me."
Ingrid shrugged. "It would be nice to assume that she wouldn't, but Lily is a succubus. Demons do what demons are going to do. Unless Mike told her to obey--"
"He never does," Eulalie said. "Lily is free to make her own choices."
"And you don't think she chose a mini-vacation?" Ingrid dug through her dresser and found a pair of shorts and a lightweight top. After how hot Texas was, she didn't need to sweat through her clothes again.
"You don't know her like I do," Eulalie replied.
"I feel like I know her enough." Ingrid tossed her robe aside and got dressed with her back to the Arachne. "I bet she's just hanging in a lounge chair by the sea, sipping on some poor bastard's soul that--"
Sensing danger, Ingrid turned to see that Eulalie was standing only inches away, her eyes open wide with anger. Gone was any nervousness from before.
"She's crass, rude, and often irritating," Eulalie said. "Lily's personality is like a mask, and until you've actually seen what she hides underneath it, you don't get to make assumptions about the person she is."
Ingrid took a deep breath to collect her thoughts before speaking. She hadn't meant to upset the Arachne. "You have to understand my position, though. In the last year, I have had absolutely everything I know and believe turned upside down on its head. A year ago, I would have blasted you with a fireball and not thought twice about the kind of person I was killing. Hell, I wouldn't even have considered you a person. I am still busy adjusting to a new mindset in a world that doesn't seem to have a place for me. So if I have some misgivings over a woman who deliberately went out of her way to antagonize me on multiple occasions recently, you can't just tell me she's different and expect me to trust your word on the matter."
"Have I ever given you cause to doubt my word?" Eulalie asked.
"No," Ingrid admitted. "But I barely know you. After spending most of my life with the Order and trusting what they told me, I've learned that trust can be meaningless. I need to form my own opinions and doubt those who tell me what they should be."


The Arachne's features softened and her abdomen lowered to the floor as Eulalie relaxed her legs. "Your argument is valid. I apologize if I intimidated you."
"Um...apology accepted." Ingrid was a little shocked by the sudden shift in mood. She had expected this to become an argument.
Now kiss, Jenny added.
"No," said Ingrid and Eulalie at the same time.
I'm so bored. The doll started rocking. Less talking, more killing.
"Is that the outfit you want to wear to the Cayman Isles?" asked Ingrid, who let out a laugh. "Holy shit, this is my life now, isn't it? I'm playing dress-up with my haunted dolly before going on away missions."
When Jenny failed to provide an answer, Ingrid picked the doll up and stuffed her in the bag, then turned to Eulalie. "Do you have a portal ready for me?"
"I do," she replied. "I can have an Uber or whatever pick you up and take you to the office complex. But I want you to stay in constant contact with me." Eulalie pulled earbuds out of her pocket. "So no turning off your cellphone."
"Even to pee?" Ingrid took the earbuds and put them in.
"I want to hear it hit the bowl."
The mage snorted and gestured toward the door. "Lead the way."
She followed Eulalie to the lobby where a pair of rats were busy cleaning Tink's mess off of the Information Desk. The rats paused what they were doing to watch Eulalie and Ingrid get on a floating platform. As it lifted into the air, Ingrid watched with some amusement as the top hat sitting on the desk was picked up. Both rats flinched and bolted for safety.
The platform carried them to a secluded doorway roughly a hundred feet above the main floor. Inside the room, a portal had been opened through which Ingrid could already smell the faint tang of salty air. She moved through the portal airlock and soon found herself in a crappy hotel room with the portal hidden inside of a closet, as usual. When she stepped out, there was a trio of rats on the bed waiting for her.
"I've definitely been to nicer places," she said.
"I rent them at random," Eulalie said in her ear. "To avoid establishing a pattern of luxury. Your driver should be outside in five minutes."
Ingrid stood outside for nearly fifteen minutes as Eulalie cancelled and rebooked another driver. Apparently even the Arachne couldn't account for a driver who just didn't give a shit.
A woman with a thick accent and dreadlocks picked Ingrid up in a grey sedan. The air conditioner made a whistling sound that seemed to resonate in the back of Ingrid's neck, and she almost had the woman drop her off early so that she could walk instead.
It was nearly twenty more minutes from Ingrid's hotel to the edge of the business district. She barely got to see the ocean, which was fine, since it was still a painful reminder of her family's doomed flight. It didn't really excite her like it did the succubus.
Lily. Ingrid tapped her fingers on the handle of the door while contemplating the demon and what Eulalie had said. Was her perception of Lily due to being stuck in her ways? Or was it something else entirely?
It's jealousy, Jenny whispered in her head.
"What?" The doll's comment caught her so off-guard that she responded out loud. The driver looked in the rearview mirror at Ingrid.
"I didn't say anything," said both the driver and Eulalie at the same time.
"My mistake." Ingrid put her face in her hands.
It's hard not being the prettiest girl at school, Jenny continued. Or the smartest, or the most popular. You're upset because you're the wallflower, the nobody, the ugly duckling, the--
Ingrid threw her bag onto the floor of the car and gave it a kick. The temperature in the cab dropped and the whole car shifted as if struck by a guest of wind. The driver swore under her breath as she attempted to regain control of the vehicle. "Sorry, so sorry," she said into the rearview, waving a hand. "I think we hit a pothole."
"It's fine," Ingrid replied, then nudged the bag with her toe before lowering her voice. "If it was a pothole, I can think of the perfect thing to fill it with."
The car lurched again, followed by the stereo turning on and the AC ran full blast. The driver scowled and swatted at the controls as the stations changed rapidly. After a few seconds, there was a burst of static followed by someone shouting the word BITCH.
"I, uh..." The driver cleared her throat. "This doesn't usually happen."
"Don't worry about it," Ingrid said. "Probably just a ghost in the machine."
"Huh?" The woman seemed confused, but Ingrid had already turned her attention back out the window. Jenny's words had actually stung, and it was more than a little embarrassing to acknowledge that the twisted spirit was correct on some level. Ingrid really was jealous of Lily, and Tasia, and Dana, hell, even Aurora.
Filled with more than a little self loathing, Ingrid didn't even realize when the car stopped. The driver cleared her throat again to get her attention.
"We're here," she said.
"Yeah, great. Thanks. Will tip in the app," she muttered and got out.
"How much am I tipping?" asked Eulalie.
"Don't care," Ingrid replied, nearly forgetting her bag in the cab. If Jenny got left behind, the ghost would probably crumple the car like a can or haunt the poor driver.
They were a couple of blocks away from Lily's last known location. Ingrid walked at an unhurried pace, hoping to maintain the illusion that she was just a regular tourist who had wandered too far from the beach. She took the long way, circling the area as if taking in the sights, versus walking straight to the office complex.
By the time she arrived, she had regained most of her composure from the car. She opened her bag and felt around inside to make sure that Jenny was sitting upright.
You kicked me.
"You were being a bitch."
"Huh?" asked Eulalie.
"Jenny." Ingrid pulled her phone out of her pocket so that people would assume that she was on a phone call.
"Okay, then. Looks like you're close to where Lily was going. Have you noticed anything yet?"
Ingrid shook her head, then remembered Eulalie couldn't see her. "Not yet. I'm almost...there."
She turned the corner and spotted her target. From the outside, there was nothing to be seen. The building was unmarked with no features that particularly stood out. It sort of blended into the background along with the other buildings. In fact, the building next door was far more interesting with a splash of green trim along the--
Ingrid narrowed her eyes. She walked by the structure and pretended to stare at her phone. With her eyes fighting the urge to look away from the building she studied the spell that had been laid on it.
The spell was recently cast, that much she could tell. Various scents assailed her, an olfactory onslaught meant to trigger sense memories, to distract her from her task: fresh baked bread, cookies, grass after it rains, barbecued meat assaulted her nose. That last one actually seemed to be carrying up from the direction of the beach, maybe there was a restaurant overlooking the water, and...
Ingrid blinked, then stuck her free hand in a pocket and pinched her thigh. Whoever had laid down this ward had done so in the last two days, maybe sooner. The fresh sting of reality warping magic was like a harsh chemical in her nose, like someone had recently scrubbed the walls with bleach.
"What's going on?" asked Eulalie. "You're humming."
"So I am," Ingrid muttered, unaware that she had been doing it. She looked around to make sure nobody was nearby. The few locals in the area were walking on the other side of the street. "Place is recently warded with a spell of distraction. They don't want anybody paying attention to this place."
"How recent?"
"Lily probably would have mentioned it," Ingrid said, unsure if that was actually true. "The spell is strong enough that I...um..." She had lost her train of thought. What had they been talking about?
She pinched her leg again, which snapped her thoughts back into focus. "Yeah, it's really that strong," she added.
"Understood," Eulalie said. "Can you get a look inside? If the situation is bad, we can send someone to help you."
Ingrid blanched, Jenny's words still on her mind. "Like who?" she asked.
"Uh..." There was a long pause. "Mercenaries, maybe."
"You think they'd be any good against magic?" Ingrid briefly wondered if she should get in touch with Alexandros. The man did have a private militia trained by the Fae themselves. However, calling in a favor would absolutely expose his side projects to the Order. Maybe she'd hold off on doing that unless Tasia was in serious danger.
"No," Eulalie admitted. "So it would be me."
Now that was an interesting thought. The Arachne could likely get in and out without being spotted, and take anybody down who got in her way. However, it would also risk revealing her existence, which could bite them in the ass big time. That was the high-risk option for sure.
"I can handle it," Ingrid replied, then put her cellphone in her bag and dug around for her wand. She felt a tiny pair of phantom teeth sink fangs into the flesh of her wrist, but did her best to ignore Jenny. The doll was clearly pissed at her.
The bag contained two wands, a rod, a piece of chalk and a water bottle full of holy water. Ingrid identified the force wand by feel and casually withdrew it, keeping it held casually by her wrist to obscure it from anyone who may be watching. She spun on her heels and looked around as if lost. The distraction spell was strong enough that she nearly missed the door of the office building, but she bit the tip of her tongue and pushed the front door open.
The marble lobby was so much colder than the outside world that goose pimples rose all along her arms. As she walked across the empty lobby toward the front desk, she heard someone muttering with a gruff voice.
"Fucking bitch got it all underneath the cabinets, too. Fuck." There was a rattling sound, like somebody kicking a metal cabinet. "Stupid fucking whore."
"Hello?" Ingrid held her bag in front of her stomach, allowing her to ready the wand behind it. "Is someone there? I'm a bit lost."
There was a faint buzzing sensation in the air that Ingrid recognized was a magic spell centered on the figure behind the counter. A man in a short-sleeved button down stood, his lips pressed together in disapproval.
"This is private property," he said in an accent-heavy voice that sounded nothing like what she had just heard. "I must ask you to leave."
"Oh, I plan on leaving," she said. "I just got turned around is all, and...hey, is that an espresso machine? Can I have some?"
The figure turned to look at the machine, allowing her to casually close the distance. By the time he returned his gaze, her wand was extended to cast. A bubble of pure force ripped through the air to hit the man in the chest.
Ingrid expected the man to go flying backward. Instead, the top part of his body stretched away from him like a large piece of taffy, then popped like a bubble. Through the shimmering motes of light, what she thought was a man nearly six feet tall was actually a four-and-a-half-foot tall gray-skinned figure with a wide set jaw and many teeth.
It was a goblin, or some variation of one. The two of them stared at each other in shock as the goblin frantically grabbed at an amulet on his chest. The moment he touched it, there was a ripple of light as the man from before re-appeared.
"Oh, no you don't," she said as she leapt over the counter. The man let out a cry of alarm and tried to run away, but tripped over a bucket full of soapy water and went slipping across the floor. Ingrid hopped back on top of the counter to avoid the soapy mess and watched as the illusory man pinwheeled his limbs in a rather cartoonish manner in order to escape.
"There's a goblin manning the front desk." Ingrid moved ahead of the goblin and fired her wand again, sending him sliding back the way he came and into a corner. "There was a woman in here yesterday with black and red hair. What happened to her?"
The illusion popped again when the goblin collided with the desk. He rubbed at his head and then bared his teeth.
"Fuck you, you fucking fuck."
Ingrid frowned and swapped the force wand out for the fire wand. She fired a warning shot, a tiny bolt of flame that singed the goblin's hair.
"Who else is here with you right now?"
The goblin pantomimed jerking off. Ingrid sighed and lit him on fire just a little bit. The creature shrieked and rolled around in the soapy water to extinguish the flames. After flopping about for a good minute, he went limp and stared at the ceiling, his tongue lolling out of his mouth.
Ingrid regretted not bringing a wand with electrical capabilities. A few good shocks were usually enough to loosen the tongue.
"Well?" She crouched on the desk and pointed the wand at him. "Talk."
She received another lewd gesture. Rolling her eyes in frustration, she pulled Jenny out of the bag and tossed the doll to the goblin and turned to sit with her back to whatever happened next.
There was a series of shrieks, and the goblin was soon begging to answer her questions. Ingrid ignored the little bastard for about a minute before she turned around and saw that Jenny was sitting on the counter across from her. Down below, the goblin was covered in blood and what may have been coffee grounds. She tried not to think about it.
"All by myself," he shrieked. "All by myself!"
"And the woman from yesterday?"
The goblin made a face, his lower lip quivering. "Can't tell, will--"
Jenny hopped down and Ingrid looked away again. There was a series of thuds, followed by more shrieking.
"Big boss takes!" he finally screamed. "Big boss--"
There was a loud bang, and Ingrid's back was covered in something wet. Turning in horror, she discovered that the floor and her backside were covered in blood, bone bits, and gray matter.
"What the absolute fuck, Jenny!" She looked up at the doll, who was lying in a puddle of blood and soapy water.
Wasn't me, she replied. Pinky promise.
Frowning, Ingrid hopped into the mess and tried to avoid the sight of the dead goblin. Everything from his shoulders up was simply gone. On the goblin's chest lay the shattered amulet that had cloaked him in illusion. She picked up the doll and gave her a shake before tucking her into the messenger bag.
"We both need a shower," she said as she ran for the front door. Once outside, she heard a burst of static in her ears.
"Are you there, hello?" Eulalie sounded like she was in a complete panic.
"Yeah, we're here." It only now occurred to Ingrid that she hadn't heard anything from the Arachne after entering.
"What happened?"
"Hold on." Ingrid realized that people on the street were staring at her. "I'm covered in blood and need an escape plan. Ideas?"
"There are showers at the beach," Eulalie said. "If you can get rinsed off, I can get you a ride back to the hotel."
"Can you have it take us somewhere else?" Already, Ingrid was thinking of Texas. The demon had found her on the way back to her starting location. Going somewhere else may be a good idea, if she was being tracked. Especially if it was trying to avoid getting spotted in public.
"Consider it done. Now get a move-on, I'm already seeing chatter with the local authorities about a crazy woman covered in blood."
"Crap." Ingrid jogged down toward the beach, doing her best to ignore the wide-eyed stares of passersby. Inevitably, she did find beach access and a shower that rinsed off the worst of it. After giving herself and Jenny a good shower, she ran back up the road and only had to wait a minute before a bright white sedan pulled up.
"Your ride is there," said Eulalie.
When Ingrid got in, a black man with cornrows turned to frown at her.
"You're wet!"
"I got pushed into a pool," she said.
The man made a face as if trying to figure out how to tell her to get out.
"I tip very well," she added. "And it's just water."
The man shrugged, and turned his attention to the road. They were less than a minute out when Ingrid watched a pair of flashing lights going in the opposite direction to where she had been.
"Hopefully it'll take them too long to figure out where you went," said Eulalie. Ingrid could hear keys clacking frantically in the background. "You're about twelve minutes out from an AirBNB I rented. It's on a boat."
"You rented me a boat?"
"Boat house, technically. It's very nice."
Ingrid rolled her eyes, then saw the man watching her in the rearview. "It's my mom," she said. "You know how they can be."
The man chuckled and said something with his thick, Creole accent that she couldn't quite place. She just nodded and double-checked that Jenny was inside her bag.
"Do you have a flight home ready for me?" she asked Eulalie.
"In about twenty more minutes," the Arachne replied. "Rats are chewing as we speak."
She let out a sigh of relief. Sitting in a boat of all places and waiting for her portal already had her nerves pulled tight. By the time she got dropped off, it took everything she had not to run to the place that Eulalie had rented for her. Once inside, she promptly locked the door and found the small closet where she could hear rats chewing on it from the other side.
"Fucking hell," she muttered, and flopped on a nearby bed.
"So what happened?" Eulalie asked.
"Oh. Right." Ingrid gave the Arachne a quick rundown of the situation, which was severely lacking in details. They had no idea what had happened to Lily, other than that the big boss had taken her and saying so had promptly killed the goblin.
"Okay, okay," Eulalie muttered over the line. "I think we have to assume that the person we're dealing with is the witch from the oil rig. Ergo, the Collector."
Ingrid nodded. "I suppose that makes sense," she said. "But does that get us any closer to finding Lily?"
"Occam's Razor. All things being equal, the simplest solution is the best one. We'll find more information in Kensington."
"I need a shower first." Ingrid reached down her shirt and gave her bra a shake. "I've got goblin skull in my bra."
"I'll put together--" there was a loud burst of static in the earbuds, and the call abruptly ended.
"Hello? Eulalie?" Ingrid took out an earbud and examined it. "Did it die?"
Jenny didn't answer. The houseboat banged hard against the dock as if somebody had yanked on it.
Moving fast, Ingrid grabbed her bag and pulled out the chalk and the holy water. She took a mouthful of holy water and rapidly inscribed a protective sigil on the door. By the time she completed it, the sigil was already glowing with arcane energy as it tried to force away the demonic presence on the other side.
The demon had found her again, this time much faster than before. She took a step back from the door and jumped when she heard a window somewhere in the houseboat shatter. Looking around the corner, she watched as the entity poured itself through a porthole style window no more than a few inches wide.
The chalk went behind one ear as Ingrid sprayed the demon with holy water. She was very surprised when the thing didn't back down. Instead, it tried to shift around the water, as if aware she was dealing with a limited supply.
The mage tucked Jenny into the waistband of her shorts, then drew both wands and the rod. She cracked the rod like a glowstick, causing the magic to release all at once, then threw it at the shapeshifting demon.
Frost grew along the walls as ice magic escaped, encapsulating everything. The demon struggled to assume a humanoid shape as holy water froze against it, the malformed creature now stumbling around the room. A wave of force sent it crashing against a couch, which tipped over with the demon and broke apart.


Growling, the demon rose up, brittle ice snapping away from its flesh as its arms elongated and reached for Ingrid. She sprayed what was left of the holy water onto it, then used the force wand to get some more room. With the fire wand, she flash-boiled the holy water and filled the room with steam.
Shrieking in rage, the demon stumbled around blindly, unable to see as the holy-water steam promptly boiled away its eyes. Ingrid moved to the closet and squeezed inside, then used the chalk to inscribe another sigil on the door. She turned on the little LED light puck on the ceiling to see better.
This bought her nearly a minute as the demon eventually regrew its eyes and tried to sniff her out. Holy water rarely lasted long without a certified priest. It was like spraying bug spray on a wasp's nest. It would only piss them off in the long run, and Ingrid could hear the demon trashing the place as she crouched down to draw another sigil on the floor.
Behind her, the wall vibrated with the rhythm of teeth on metal. A dark liquid briefly seeped under the door, then recoiled when it came into contact with her sigil. How long had it been already? Would the rats make it to her before the demon did?
Breathing hard through her nostrils, Ingrid readied both wands. The whole point of holding holy water in her mouth was to trick the demon into thinking it was out. She could also swallow the water if the demon tried to possess her. If the demon found a way to break down the door, she could buy herself another minute, two if she was lucky.
The whole houseboat rocked violently. Startled, Ingrid actually inhaled some water and started coughing through her nose, desperate to hold that last little bit of water in her mouth. The boat rocked again, and she heard the sound of shrieking metal and something that cracked and splintered. There was an odd burbling sound, followed by the sight of water under her door.
Oh shit. The demon was sinking her boat!
She tried to reach for the handle of the door, and realized that the demon was likely waiting for this moment. Casting a quick look back, she could see the faint outline of a rat portal appearing in the wall behind her.
Something grabbed her foot. Ingrid looked down to see that the water under the door had washed away the chalk, and a scaly hand now clutched her ankle. Pain raced up her calf as the demon squeezed, so she spat the holy water out on the offending hand. The demon's claws flexed as the hand flattened and was yanked back out.
Knowing it was just a matter of time, Ingrid spread her hands and legs apart to wedge them against the walls and shimmy herself up and away from the floor. By the time the hand came back, there was almost an inch of water on the floor, and it was rising fast.
Tilting her body, she waited until the hand was almost to her leg before firing the force wand. The blast sprayed water everywhere, but also mangled the hand. The demon was working hard to slide beneath the quarter inch gap, but Ingrid fired the wand over and over again. Her stamina was rapidly failing, and the muscles of her limbs burned with exertion.
The houseboat tilted suddenly, and the water flow increased. Wondering how in the hell a demon had managed to sink the boat so fast, Ingrid started taking deep breaths in preparation for going under the water. If she didn't exert herself too much, she could make it around two minutes, three if she could hold perfectly still.
The closet door was starting to buckle from the weight of the water when the portal popped open behind her. Ingrid launched herself backward, clutching Jenny tight as she landed on her back.
"Close it!" she screamed as water followed her through. The rats, momentarily stunned by this development, were caught up in the water and swept away.
Ingrid fired both wands at the temporary wall. When it burst, she let out a gasp and just stared at the ceiling for a moment.
"Where are we?" she asked, noting the cool temperature.
"Souths of America," a wet rat replied, rubbing at its face.
"That's..." she bit back the sarcastic remark. "Good timing," she amended. "Demon almost got me. Are you all okay?"
A quartet of rats assembled, then checked each other over. Ingrid got to her feet and stumbled twice before standing fully. She made sure that Jenny was still with her before going through the next set of portals that would take her back to the Library.
Eulalie was waiting for her, mouth open in shock. She moved forward with uncanny speed and threw her arms around Ingrid in a bonecrushing embrace.
"I thought you were going to die," she said.
"Same," Ingrid muttered, then pushed Eulalie back and pulled Jenny out of the waistband of her pants. "Shower first, then Kensington."
Eulalie nodded. "I'll be ready when you are."
Ingrid let out a dry laugh. "I don't think I'll ever be ready," she said. "There's a demon after me, Eulalie. It found me again. This mission is already compromised."
The Arachne winced. "So tell me what to do."
"I wish I knew what that was." She studied the Arachne. They needed a plan, and she may have just come up with one. "Where's Aurora?"
"Running things in my absence."
Ingrid sighed. "Send her my way, please. We need to speak about our inventory."
"Okay." Eulalie hesitated, like she was going to say something, but couldn't find the words. Eventually, she spoke. "You'll still go, right?"
"Of course I'm going." It might be the death of her, but there was nobody else. Maybe she was shit at her job and possibly the worst person to do it, but it still needed to be done. She looked down at the doll and fought the temptation to give Jenny grief for being useless in a fight against demons.
After all, the person she was really the most mad at was herself.

🐺😈🧟‍♀️
The witch hummed quietly to herself as she pulled out Dana's organs one at a time to study them. She was meticulous in her methods, recording her findings on a phone and occasionally a notepad. The woman pulled over a dry erase board at some point and made notes in a language Dana didn't recognize.
She would occasionally ask questions. Sometimes it was about diet, other times exercise and bodily functions. Dana gave her whatever info she figured would be deduced anyway. She didn't want to draw the woman's ire. The only thing she kept to herself was personal things, like where she lived or who she worked for. The witch didn't argue with Dana whenever she clammed up, but that didn't make the zombie feel any better.
Truthfully, she felt very little right now. A gnawing void had formed in the pit of her stomach as her body desperately tried to repair the damage that was being done. For the hour her stomach had been outside her body, her own thoughts had become hazy as she gnashed her teeth futilely at the air.
"Fascinating," the witch had muttered. "Subject requires sustenance for higher level brain processes, which indicates that zombie-ism likely resides in the brainstem. This unique case has maintained the quality of cerebellum, excuse me, cerebrum through magical means. Tell me, when you revert to this feral state, how is balance and coordination? Oh, right. You're in no state to talk."
The witch emptied the contents of Dana's stomach for later study, then had shoved an entire piece of vampyr jerky inside that she had gotten from Dana's pockets. After some more unknown tests, the witch shoved the stomach back inside Dana's torso. The sudden burst of energy Dana received once her stomach was in place snapped her thoughts back into focus.
The witch paused for another tea break and had a servant bring her a table and chair. The servant wore cloth wraps around their entire body, and Dana suspected by their movements that they might not be human. When the witch sat for tea, she studied Dana with the sort of curiosity one might give an ugly child.
"While I've been working on you, I've noticed that internal trauma seems to heal completely." The woman sipped at her tea and then picked up a scone. "Your organs are particularly well connected to the magic that sustains you, and I suspect it may be temporal in nature."
"I don't know anything about that," Dana replied.
"Right, right. You were killed and revived." The woman bit into the scone and chewed slowly. "Have you ever endured massive brain trauma?"
"Had some crazy bitch shove probes in it recently."
The woman chuckled. "If you think you'll get a rise out of me, you're wrong. I'm talking about something more massive than that."
"Why should I tell you?"
"Good question. How do I put this? You and I have the potential to advance our understanding of the zombie brain by miles. If I could take it apart and put it back together, then ask you questions about the experience, well...I would love to collect your thoughts on the matter. In fact, those probes were relatively non-invasive compared to some ideas that I have."
Dana scoffed. "You want to chop up my brain?"
"I'm considering it. Your body holds plenty of secrets, and I wonder what I could get away with without damaging you too badly. You're a very rare specimen, likely one of a kind."
The zombie snorted. "If this is a negotiation, it's not going well. It sounds like you are planning to do it regardless of what I tell you."
"That's also true. But I can't make you speak to the experience itself, which presents quite the dilemma. If I cut your brain in half, are there two separate entities inside? Could I remove the left half of your brain and speak only to the right, then swap them? Is the human consciousness singular or collective?"
"Those are philosophical questions."
The witch nodded. "Philosophy gives us a logical means to tackle impossible problems. You, my dear, are the solution to such a problem."
Dana frowned. "So you're going to torture me and want me to play along?"
"Yes."
"Will you let me go?"
The witch smiled, and Dana recognized that she had officially stepped into whatever trap had been set for her. "Naturally, there must be something in it for you." She snapped her fingers and the door to the laboratory opened. The servant from before pushed in another dry erase board covered with fabric. "The woman you came here with, the werewolf. I have questions for her of my own, namely how she maintained her humanity. The Order is looking for her, did you know that? She represents the culmination of what should have been a failed experiment, and yet, she isn't. You are the far more valuable specimen, but imagine what I could learn from her?"
"Where is she?" Dana asked.
The witch nodded, and the servant yanked the fabric away. Instead of a dry-erase board, it was just a piece of wood mounted on wheels. Hanging from the wood was a painting of a farm. An old man stood in a field, pleading with a woman who stood at the edge of the frame and appeared to be screaming.
It was Tasia.
"That's right," the witch said. "I've placed your companion somewhere safe. For now. Your cooperation will determine the sort of treatment she receives from me. If I'm in a good mood, I may even work out some sort of work release program for her. However, if I am frustrated by experiments that yield me no answers, well..."
The woman produced a scalpel from nowhere as if it were a magic trick. "Why, I may just decide to take her apart and see how she ticks instead."
Dana wanted to scream, beg, or even threaten. She leaned heavily on the dead side of her brain to squash these emotions and focus on the here and now.
"How do I know you'll keep your word?" she asked.
"You don't. However, you should know that I value honesty above all else when it comes to any sort of business arrangement, especially when it comes to my reputation as the Collector." The woman smiled, her eyes lighting from within. "After all, I've built this entire lifestyle on being a woman of my word."
Somewhere, a door slammed. The Collector frowned and turned toward the door of her lab just as it opened. Another figure swaddled in cloth came inside and knelt to whisper in her ear. Dana strained to hear what was being said, but couldn't make anything out.
"Huh." The Collector set down her tea and stood, brushing crumbs from her skirt. "Apparently, the owner of that succubus has attacked my facility in the Cayman Islands again, and then escaped through another portal. The authorities are now swarming my building. I don't suppose you know anything about that?"
Dana shook her head. "I can honestly say I have no idea what's going on with your island problem."
The Collector frowned. "I can see you're telling the truth, but I don't like how it smells. If you'll excuse me, I need to go look into this situation personally. I'll leave you here with your companion to consider my offer." The woman followed her servants out of the room, leaving Dana alone with the painting.
Dana stared at the painting for a while, wondering if Tasia was okay inside of it. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and extended her mind to the hand still mounted on the nearby display board and flexed her fingers. After a few attempts, she was able to touch the pin holding her wrist in place. Dana opened her eyes and saw her hand curled forward like a scorpion's tail, her fingertips pressed against the spike holding it in place.
The painting had changed. Tasia was now looking out at her.
"We're getting out of here," Dana said, then closed her eyes again to concentrate on freeing her hand. The Collector was going to regret leaving her alone.

🐺😈🧟‍♀️
Absolute mayhem is coming over the next four chapters! You certainly don't want to miss it.
If you're still here, please make sure to hit some stars before you go. With a recent surge in popularity, I am definitely attracting more and more people who have stumbled on the story by accident and it clearly isn't resonating with them. I certainly want to keep my ratings up for obvious reasons, but only like ten percent of you go through the extra trouble of clicking on them before you go.
That being said, make sure you do something for yourself! Eat a healthy snack, go take a walk, maybe drink a nice cold glass of water. Or drink it hot, I'm not the boss of you. Hydration is key to self care, you know.
I'll see you next time!
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with a second chapter post in the same month! Wooooooooo!
(We've got to celebrate the small things)
New reader? This story is long and has a lot of plot around the dick sucking and goblin butt sex (I'm not sure which is keeping me from going main stream). Anyway, you can jump in now, but this was never a story meant to be read in random chapter order. Every chapter is part of a novel, and every novel furthers a much larger narrative. It's sort of like Game of Thrones in that way, only I actually put shit out and won't let Hollywood write a shitty ending for me.
Returning reader? Welcome back! Super glad to have you hear, we're about to embark on the penultimate scenes of Book 8. It's sort of like the masked singer, but instead of finding out that Chit was the banana all season, we get plot resolution!
Thanks from the bottom of my heart for sticking with this tail as its releases have slowed quite a bit. While many have written to thank me for giving them a story to enjoy during hard times, I want to say thank you for sticking around while I've been having hard times. I just want you to know that it's okay to struggle as long as you're doing your best to make it work. Sometimes, there are no easy answers, and the only resolution is time itself.
Also, thanks to everyone who remembers to rate and review! I think that only roughly 10% of you are actually clicking those stars on the way out, which is probably higher than normal for most authors. As a society, we like to engage with things that others are actually engaging with, even if some of us think "what does it matter, I'm just one person." Every flood starts with drops of rain, it's the last straw that breaks the camels back, and even a simple farmer can become the catalyst for
The Conqueror's Fall
Mike stopped at the door to Vincentius's room. He'd expected to find a study, maybe something with a colossal desk and a window that overlooked the outside world, a place where a proper villain could sit and steeple their fingers in quiet contemplation. Instead, it was a large chamber with a flight of stairs that ran along the interior wall up to another floor. It reminded him vaguely of Yuki's old tower, and he wondered if Vinnie and the Shadow had shared a designer.
The chamber was a sitting area with a massive fireplace and an animal skin rug nearby to complete the cliche. Mike moved to see what sort of animal it was. The skin had belonged to the biggest fucking wolf he had ever seen.
"He told us it was a werewolf," Charlotte said. "The alpha of a pack that was hunting him. He forced the alpha to watch as he drained the blood of the entire pack, then killed him before he could turn back into a man."
"Edgelords can be that way." Mike studied the room, then looked up toward the ceiling. The dark veins pulsed overhead, now so tightly bundled that it was clear Vincentius was waiting for them above.
"Okay, everyone. Keep your eyes peeled." Mike looked at Charlotte. "Does old man Vinny have any traps here?"
"Not that I'm aware of," she said. "He typically only comes here to sleep, which he does a lot. It helps him stave off the hunger."
"I hunger no more," said an ominous voice from upstairs. "For my stomach boils with the blood of your precious children."
Charlotte lunged for the stairs, but a mental reprimand from Mike froze her in her tracks.
"He's baiting you," Mike said, raising his voice. "And as everybody here knows, I am the real master--"
Sofia elbowed him in the shoulder, which nearly knocked him over. "No puns," she declared. "We all saw where that was going."
Mike rubbed at his shoulder and winced. "But it was going to be such a great callback," he complained, suddenly aware that the one person who would recognize it was dead. Even then, Nyx wouldn't have appreciated it. Sighing, he looked up the stairs. "Cecilia, can you scout for us?"
The banshee floated up toward the ceiling and briefly disappeared. Her voice drifted down the stairs. "The room is clear," she said.
The group walked up the stairs and entered what looked to be Vincentius' bedroom. A massive, gothic four-poster bed was pushed against the wall. On the ground were the bloodless corpses of a few villagers at the foot of a ladder that went up to the top of the tower.
"No." Charlotte knelt by the bodies, her eyes rimmed red with rage. "They still had so much life ahead of them."
"Their lives are only slightly shorter than your own," Vincentius said, his voice coming from the top of the ladder. Mike looked through the trapdoor up above and could only see the crimson sky.
"What are the odds that he's waiting up there with a sword or whatever?" Mike mimed slashing his own head off. "And he just pops us one at a time?"
"Extremely high," said Sofia. "I could climb up and--"
"No." Mike scowled at her, then looked at Cecilia. "Go the long way and stay invisible. I don't want him stabbing you with Satan's toothpick." If anything could hurt Cecilia, it would absolutely be the Spear of Longinus.
The banshee nodded and moved toward one of the walls before vanishing. Mike looked around the room again to see if there were any other clues as to what to expect.
There was a large, full length mirror propped up by the window. Mike went to look at it and was a little surprised to see that he had no reflection, nor did any of the others. "What's this about?" he asked.
"Vincentius helped trap a demon some time ago," Charlotte replied. "It had to answer his questions. Not long ago, it stopped answering his summons, and he didn't dare go see why. Now the mirror reflects nothing."
Mike shivered at the connection, then moved to a small wooden desk with some journals stacked on it.
"Haven't seen one of these in a spell." Suly kicked the bottom of an iron maiden that was in the corner.
"That's 'cause they stopped selling them," Mike replied. "Made a horrible mess on the...the..."
The Caretaker could only stare in horror at the dim light of a soul, squarely in the middle of the iron maiden. Vincentius was keeping some poor bastard in there. Based on the soul he saw, it was one of the thralls. Why would he do that?
Cecilia reappeared. "He's just standing up there," she said. "Waiting."
Sofia looked at Mike and headed for the ladder. "If he tries something, I'll see it ahead of time," she said.
Cerberus, who had barely fit up the stairwell, sniffed at the narrow opening, then looked at Mike. They transformed back into human form and moved over to the ladder.
"I'll go next," Mike said. "Then Charlotte, and Cerberus."
"What about me, brother?" Sulyvahn frowned.
"Your job is to watch our backs. We don't need any surprises once we're up there." Mike grabbed the rungs and looked up. He decided not to comment on Sofia's lack of underwear, and followed on her heels.
The cyclops paused at the top of the ladder, then yanked herself up and through. Mike immediately followed and found himself standing in a hollowed out spire. The front was open, revealing an elevated platform that looked out over Avalon. Vincentius stood there, clad in black armor and holding what was left of his spear.
This is the evil lair I was expecting, he thought. Charlotte was next through the ladder. Cerberus struggled to climb it, and was nearly to the top when Mike heard the furniture in the room below shift. Cerberus let out a yelp of pain and transformed into their hellhound form, promptly falling back into the room below with a thud.
"What the hell?" Mike looked down the ladder to see that Victoria, now missing a hand, was trying to strangle one of the heads.
Charlotte reacted the quickest, shooting down the ladder just as the opening sealed itself shut. Mike banged on the stone with his fist, then stopped when Vincentius chuckled.
"You have taught me a valuable lesson in hubris," he said as he turned to face them. "I have been a god among men for so long that I had forgotten that even a god could fall to a sharpened blade. I've seen it, you know."
"You're about to see it again," Mike growled as he stood. Next to him, Sofia tensed in anticipation.
"I am well aware that hell-beast is the only thing that can kill me," Vincentius replied.
"Almost had you with Excalibur," Sofia replied.
"If I could just end you, Mike Radley, things would be far simpler. Sadly, I now have need of you more than ever." Vincentius sighed. "You have undone a dynasty in a single night. The only reason you live is that you have pulled that blade from its stone, and have been chosen by God himself."
"Why would that matter?" Mike asked.
"You have been given a divine purpose," Vincentius said, his nostrils flaring. "Chosen by God Himself."
Down below, Mike could hear fighting, but there was no way to easily get back down. "I'm not chosen by anybody," he replied.
"Oh, but you are." Vincentius sniffed at the air and his pupils narrowed. He opened his mouth slightly and licked at his lips. He jerked forward, the air popping with his departure.
Mike had no time to react as Vincentius slammed a palm into his chest, knocking him flat on his butt. Sofia moved to intercept the vampyr, but the man shot back to where he had been standing, his pupils now extremely wide as he held a bloody palm in front of his face.
"The blood of the divine," he whispered, inhaling its aroma. Closing his eyes, he licked Mike's blood from his palm and trembled. "Pure rapture."
"Holy shit," Sofia whispered.
"What is it?" Mike asked.
"Can't you tell?" Sofia let out a laugh. "I've been trying to puzzle out forever why a vampyr was so involved with faith and Christianity. Knowing he's the father of all vampyr made it even stranger, but everything finally clicked just now."
"Please share with the class," Mike muttered as he stood and touched the freshly opened wound on his chest.
"He's a fucking junkie," she said. "Chasing that first high."
"Wait, what?"
Vincentius groaned as he licked the blood from his palms, his tongue exploring every nook and cranny. "Exquisite," he whispered, then sucked on his own finger and moaned.
"Once upon a time, this guy drank some Jesus juice and has been chasing that high ever since?" Mike gesticulated wildly at the vampyr. "Are you fucking serious?"
The cyclops nodded. "Arthur's quest for the holy grail, remember? Jesus was said to have bled in the cup, which means--"
"Oh. My. Gods." Mike stared at the vampyr in both awe and disgust. "Really? That's what this has been about? Were you planning to lick the damned thing out like an empty pudding cup?"
Vincentius closed his eyes and purred contentedly. "When I was but a mortal, I tasted the blood of my enemies," he said. "It was a way to carry them with me, to become their living legacy, to immortalize them with my own bloodline. When a man who claimed to be the son of God was crucified, I punctured his side and drank of his blood as if it were water."
Sofia scowled. "Translate a book enough times and you get some weird passages," she muttered.
"For three days, I continued on as a mortal man," Vincentius replied. "But when Christ rose from his grave, my own life was stolen away from me. No longer did I hunger for food. The only thing that could sate me was the lifeforce of others, lest I wither away. In this manner, I became the living dead, and have walked the Earth ever since, hoping to once again taste the blood of the divine. It was through Arthur's quest that I hoped to not only devour the blood of Jesus once again, but to perhaps even reclaim my humanity."
"How do you figure?"
"I first drank his blood after he died," the vampyr explained. "Hence my current state. However, the blood in the grail was from when he was alive. They are different."
"You do realize that's not going to happen through me," Mike replied. "I'm not Jesus. My dad was just a normal guy."
"No. But you are something else." Vincentius licked his lips. "Your blood tastes more similar to his than any I have supped. Perhaps this is because you were born a mortal man, much like the Messiah was. I would see your bloodline continue, and feast on your children forevermore as I rebuild my army here in Avalon. You could be a king here, Mike Radley. You could live forever, and bestow that same blessing on those you wished.
Mike opened his mouth to speak and hesitated. Was there any way he could use this to save Tink or his unborn child?
"Mike?" Sofia's voice trembled. "You're not seriously considering his offer, are you?"
Vincentius grinned at Mike. Dark whispers filled his ears, voices that promised him everything that he desired. Each voice honed in on what was most important to him in this moment until he heard Tink's name over and over in his ears.
Pressure pushed against Mike from each side, and the world visibly dimmed. The darkness that he had seen so much of in Charlotte clung to his skin like oil, its roots all stretching back to where Vincentius stood. He fell to one knee as the voices grew louder, demanding both blood and fealty from him.
Sofia took a step toward Vincentius and Mike snatched her by the wrist.
"Don't," he grunted.
"But he's hurting you!"
Mike winced and glared at the vampyr. Vincentius smirked as he held out a hand.
"Together, we can accomplish the impossible," he said without moving his lips.
Closing his eyes, Mike pictured Tink. In his heart, he knew that the vampyr's offer was poison, but desperation could be a powerful thing. Unaware of any other answer to her problems, it was so hard to turn away from a solution that could work, and the darkness knew it.
In his mind, his goblin wife had both hands on her hips and was glaring at him with a raised eyebrow. She tapped her foot impatiently.
"Husband no stupid," she declared. "Always good. Bad offer. Go beat pointy mouth asshole. Come home."
Mike's magic surged, snapping the bands that held him. Baring his teeth, he let out his best impression of a goblin's growl as the world swam back into focus. Vincentius raised an eyebrow in surprise.
"No deal, discount Dracula."
Vincentius shook his head. "This happens one way or another. You've simply chosen the path where you get nothing."
There was a popping sound as the vampyr shifted in Mike's direction. A hand clamped around his neck and lifted him into the air. Sofia stepped to the side and brought Excalibur down on Vincentius' arm. Her eye flashed, and Mike summoned a magical barrier between her and Vincentius just in time to intercept the spear.
Mike's shield promptly shattered, his mind now full of psychic glass as he cried out in pain. Clutching at his face, he was just able to see Sofia's look of disbelief as she stared down at the spear that had pierced her gut.
Gasping, Mike adjusted the trajectory of the shield and summoned it in place along Vincentius' forearm. The spear point sliced a gash open along the cyclops's side, but she was alive. Twisting around, her eye glowed again as she brought up Excalibur in a defensive stance.
Mike summoned a shield in front of her, pain racking his whole body as Vincentius shattered it with a clawed hand. He sank his nails into Sofia's neck and ripped out her throat, then caught the spear that he had dropped.
He couldn't even call out in defiance of the vision. He adjusted the shield again, this time wrapping it around Vincentius' arm. While it didn't shatter, it did cause a massive headache to blossom behind Mike's eyes as he held the vampyr in place.
"I tire of this," Vincentius muttered, and gave Mike a shake. Darkness formed along the edge of his vision as the world slowly went out of focus.
"Do...you... give...up?" Mike asked as he slapped uselessly at Vincentius' wrist.
"Humans never really outgrow childhood," Vincentius said. "Always so full of false bravado in the face of insurmountable--"
Sofia slid to the other side of Mike and tried to swing up with Excalibur in a surprise attack. Vincentius twisted away so hard that Mike thought his own neck might break. Lifting his legs, he planted them against Vincentius' hips and pushed himself up, which shifted him enough that the darkness in his vision receded.
The vampyr dropped Mike on the ground and stepped forward. Mike immediately summoned the shield again, which triggered another painful vision in which he saw Sofia beheaded. He altered his strategy twice before just summoning the shield under Vincentius' foot, causing his swing to go wide.
"I can't hurt him," Sofia gasped as another series of shifts and pivots resulted in a nasty cut on her arm. "He's too fast."
"We have to keep trying." Mike felt the tower tremble beneath him. If Suly and Cerberus could catch up, then maybe they could find some way to lock Vincentius down.
Sofia managed to get close enough that she helped him off the ground. The phantom pain in his head from the visions was almost unbearable at this point, but he refused to let Sofia die. The moment her eye flashed, he knew she would be dead in less than a moment and threw up another magical barrier out of habit.
"If we don't come up with a strategy soon, it's only a matter of time before one of us slips up," Sofia said to Mike. "My reflexes aren't fast enough to dodge his kills."
"No man is my equal," Vincentius added. "Providence and luck have smiled on you this day, but not for much longer. I have watched entire kingdoms crumble to dust."
"Please don't tell us you can do this all day," Mike replied. "It's not funny when you do it."
Vincentius stared at Mike with dark eyes. "I intend to remove that tongue of yours. It is not needed for you to hunt the grail for me."
"Really? I thought I was just gonna be your blood bank for all eternity."
"That, too." Vincentius drew the sword at his waist and became a blur. Mike moved in front of Sofia, using his own body as a shield along with his magic. The air was hissing and crackling as magical light provided barriers for Vincentius to shatter, triggering more premonitions.
Mike's world compressed as time unfolded before him. Numerous branches of fate spiraled out from every moment, each one terminating with pain and loss. He watched as Sofia lost limbs, saw her neck broken dozens of times, and even witnessed several outcomes where Excalibur was taken from her and used to turn her into a pile of flesh. He also witnessed variations of fate where Vincentius cracked into her like she was a giant Capri-sun, draining her of life in mere moments.
With each tragedy avoided came a new wound. He had cuts on both arms along with his chin. Sofia was just as bad, bleeding from numerous shallow wounds along her body. The emotional toll of his own suffering combined with visions of Sofia's death had his world cracked and bleeding on the edges.
Anger didn't simply churn in his gut. The air was hissing and crackling with magic now as tiny balls of lightning traveled outward from him. When they struck Vincentius, the vampyr didn't even react as his skin briefly charred to a crisp before repairing itself.
"Such power," he declared, now moving so quickly that Mike felt like he was looking at after images. The fight was completely defensive. Nothing he or Sofia did seemed to hurt the man. "I look forward to harvesting it."
Mike didn't reply. His mind was so exhausted that he couldn't even process a funny quip to reply with, his entire focus on utterly destroying Vincentius. Golden light clung to his arms as he and Sofia worked as one to keep each other alive, light that was scattered with every drop of his own blood that he lost.
Charlotte? Where are you? He sent his thoughts to the vampyr below, knowing that there was no chance without her.

🏠🏠🏠
Charlotte gasped as Victoria grabbed her by the ankle and slammed her into the wall, fracturing the stone. Pain radiated through her skull, then faded into the background as the vampyr altered her grip to shove Charlotte's face into the floor.


Half of the room consisted of melted slag from Cerberus' flames. The hellhound stood nearby, baring their fangs and unable to breathe fire on Victoria without torching Charlotte as well.
Suly was gone. The dullahan's head lay nearby, his body now somewhere at the bottom of the stairs. Charlotte could hear a pair of thralls beating it. She wasn't certain how the dullahan's body functioned without a head, but if she wasn't careful, her own would be lost.
Struggling to fight back, she managed to land a blow on Victoria's jaw. The blonde flinched away, raising her stump to try and block the next attack. Misjudging the distance, Victoria took a slap to the head that spun her like a top.
The world around Charlotte slowed as she moved faster, finally able to properly perceive the world as the others could see it. Moving with the speed and grace of the vampyr required concentration, and she had always been too weak to properly utilize it. Now she and her nest-sister were locked in a brawl that happened in the span of a single breath, both of them exchanging blows that sounded like rocks colliding.
Charlotte was not an experienced fighter. Victoria was, but she was also missing a hand. However, Charlotte's recent quickening gave her an edge in speed and raw power, allowing her to go toe-to-toe with Victoria.
Victoria pulled a knife from her belt and stuck Charlotte in the gut with it. Grunting, Charlotte folded over, slapping her arms on Victoria's shoulders.
"Not the first time you've gotten stuck today, is it?" Victoria grinned at Charlotte through bloody teeth.
"Don't be vulgar." Charlotte grunted as Victoria twisted the knife. "Eating your lovers doesn't make you better than me."
"But we are better than them," Victoria replied. She punched Charlotte in the face with her stump. Charlotte was thrown across the room where she crashed against the wall. "Does a human cater to ants? Would you lie in a pile of them and allow them to taste of your flesh?"
"You've always hated me," Charlotte muttered as she pulled the knife from her stomach. "Why?"
"Because you are weak, Charlotte. You were given the opportunity to become part of something amazing, and all you did was cover your head and cry." Victoria wiped a trickle of blood from her nose and licked it off her hand. "The opinion of a sheep should never matter to the shepherd. You played a necessary role, otherwise Father would have cast you out years ago."
"Maybe he should have." Charlotte pointed the knife at Victoria. Up above, she heard very little, but could feel pain through her bond with Mike.
"What exactly did that man do to you?" Victoria asked. "What could he offer you that Vincentius could not."
"Everything."
Victoria shook her head and sighed. "When this is done, I'm going to ask if he'll let me eat you. My hand will regrow far sooner that way."
A blast of fire caught Victoria, driving her into the wall. She shifted away, her burnt and tattered dress falling away to reveal her breasts.
"Bad dog," she snarled, then attacked Cerberus. The hellhound snapped their teeth and almost caught Victoria by the foot, but the vampyr was too fast. She kicked out, striking one of Cerberus' eyes and blinding them.
One head whimpered as another scorched the area with hellfire. Charlotte ducked beneath the flames, then charged at Victoria and stabbed her in the back.
"There's that murderous instinct you always lacked." Victoria spun around and kicked with the heel of her foot. Charlotte slid across the floor toward the solitary window that overlooked the village. "Maybe I should send you to meet your brother. I'm sure the two of you have plenty to talk about, words to share before you hit the bottom. If you do, that is." Victoria looked back at Cerberus, the skin on her torso knitting back together to undo the burns. "Maybe I'll send this bitch down there with you."
Cerberus growled and took a step forward. All six eyes glowed with malevolent energy as the temperature in the room increased.
"Please. I'm too fast for your flames, and you'll kill--"
A bony whip wrapped around Victoria's neck and yanked her backward. Caught off guard, she fell and spun like a cat, landing on her limbs.
"You!" She charged at Sulyvahn, her form becoming a blur as she slid free of the whip, the jagged spine tearing her throat. Cecilia appeared between them, her hair waving wildly as she let out a shriek of rage.
Charlotte's ears popped and the world went silent. Disoriented, Victoria missed her intended target and crashed into the wall. Sulyvahn flicked his whip and managed to snag her free hand as she tried to rise.
Cerberus pounced. It took all of the hellhound's might to pin Victoria to the floor. Sulyvahn yanked hard on his whip to keep the blonde vampyr's arm pulled tight.
"Now be the time, lass." His features were strained and his voice muffled as only one of Charlotte's eardrums had regenerated. "If'n ye got somethin', ye'd better do it."
Charlotte pounced. She grabbed Victoria's hair and bashed her face into the floor a few times to stun her. The stone floor spiderwebbed with cracks. Victoria tried to move, but Charlotte sat on her nestmate's upper back and clamped her hands down on Victoria's temples.
Screaming, Charlotte's muscles burned as she twisted. Victoria let out a screech of rage as her head slowly rotated until it was facing up toward Charlotte.
"I'll kill you!" she spat. "I'll kill--"
The head completed one rotation, then another. Charlotte grunted with exertion as the others held Victoria down. The skin of her neck stretched like taffy before it finally tore. Ligaments and tendons snapped, then reconnected as Charlotte stood to rip Victoria's head off.
Vampyr were notoriously difficult to kill, but a beheading would work as long as the body stayed separated.
"Whore!' Victoria screamed as the last bit of connecting tissue snapped. Charlotte held the head up by its hair and smiled.
"Say hello to my brother," she said, then threw the head out the window. The body continued to thrash and fight in an attempt to reunite with the head. Cerberus pinned it in place and started eating it.
"Bless us," Sulyvahn moaned as he slumped against a nearby wall and held his stomach. "Those lads downstairs were not kind to me."
"How did you get your head back?" asked Charlotte. She had lost track of him during the brawl.
"My sister." Sulyvahn grinned and pointed at the ceiling as Cecilia appeared in the air. She descended from above with a worried look on her face.
"Mike's in trouble," she said. Charlotte moved to climb the ladder, but it had been destroyed. The stone had been sealed shut with magic, which meant they either needed to force their way through or try to scale the outside of the building.
It also meant they couldn't get Cerberus up there. Two heads were now eating Victoria's leg while the third licked at a wound on their paw.
Even without the hellhound, Charlotte needed to get up there.
"Cerberus." She pointed at the ceiling. "Let me stand on your shoulders."
The third head looked at her, and then seemed to take over the body as the other two heads fought over what was left of Victoria. Charlotte climbed on the hellhound's shoulders and head, but was too far away. Cerberus tried to stand on their hind legs, but one of the legs buckled underneath them and they fell in a heap.
The hellhound growled and gnawed at the offending foot, then whimpered and gave Charlotte a sad look.
"Along the outside it is," Charlotte declared as she hiked up her skirt and headed for the window. She hadn't climbed anything since she was nine. Hopefully, her body still remembered how to do it.

🏠🏠🏠
Sofia winced as Vincentius cracked her in the ribs. It felt like her lungs were full of fire right now, but she didn't have time to process the pain. This fight had only lasted a few seconds, but hours worth of painful and lethal visions had packed her mind for the duration of it.
She was exhausted. Vincentius moved faster than she could, and only Mike's magical barrier had kept her alive. So many times, she had witnessed her own, unavoidable death only to miraculously survive a fraction of a second later. The air flashed with golden light as energy coalesced into transparent shields that deflected the worst of the vampyr's blows.
The few times she had been able to see Mike's face, she had watched his eyes flash much like her own did. Somehow, he was using magic to trigger visions of his own to protect her.
A feeling of hopelessness filled her, though. Wielding perhaps the most famous blade in all of existence, she still hadn't figured out how to even harm the fucker attacking them.
Worse, Mike had lost his sense of humor. To a rational person, now was not the time for witty quips or puns. But to the people who knew the Caretaker, it meant that Mike had lost all control of the situation. Whether it was anger, desperation, or blind rage, none of these boded well for the future. Even now, the air itself was saturated with Mike's magic, hissing in response to Sofia's movements.
Vincentius had some aura of his own, but Sofia could only see it from the corner of her eye. It was a vile darkness that clung to his shadow as he moved. She had watched it manifest in a few of the more violent visions where he had bared his fangs and drained her life away. His whole body had shifted from within, as if the darkness inside of him could no longer be contained.
The vampyr kept trying to squeeze between Mike and Sofia, triggering numerous visions of demise. The cyclops moved in step with the Caretaker, both of them watching each other's backs. They were covered in sweat, and Sofia's muscles were starting to cramp. A normal fight usually consisted of moments of intensity followed by periods of rest while the combatants reassessed their options. This one was an onslaught with no time to even catch her breath. Vincentius, on the other hand, looked like he was hardly trying.
She knew this wasn't true, though. His frustrations had boiled over plenty of times in her visions. Vincentius seemed quite the opposite of Mike at this moment. He was taking things very seriously, only allowing what was left of his humanity to leak through in moments of triumph.
Parrying yet another spear attack, Sofia considered her options. The only potential weakness in this situation that could be exploited was the fact that Vincentius needed Mike alive. But how was she supposed to leverage that?
Mike grunted behind her, the result of the shaft of the broken spear cracking him on the head. They weren't going to win, not like this.
"Fucker is too fast," Mike hissed, wiping blood from his forehead. "If I could just get him to hold still..."
Sofia dodged death another dozen times before having her shoulder torn open by the spear. Doing her best to follow Vincentius' movements, her future unfolded before her. However, this wasn't a magical vision. No, it was entirely of her own making.
With the current state of things, there would be no future for either of them. At some point, she or Mike would falter, and Vincentius would win. They couldn't rely on the others to arrive, they had already taken too long. Sofia knew of a way to pin the vampyr down, but it would require the ultimate sacrifice on her part.
The future that unfolded before her now was a beautiful sight. Mike and the others, at home and safe, with his children playing in the yard. In this vision, Mike cradled a tiny green baby in his arms as Grace stared at the child from the ground. Callisto, Yuki, and Kisa played tag in the yard beneath Abella's watchful eye as the child laughed. Flowers sprouted throughout the yard, all of them tended by centaurs.
The only thing missing was Sofia. Her absence would leave an easily filled hole, one that someone would eventually step into. Maybe Eulalie would find her way and take over the Library, or perhaps someone else would. None of that really mattered, though. All Sofia could do was stare at this vision with tears in her eye as she desperately wished she could be a part of it.
"I wish it could have been different," she said, making sure Mike could hear her. "But I am grateful to have loved you for the short time that we've had together. Make this count."
"What?" Mike turned in her direction, and she hip-checked him away as Vincentius darted in. Her mind split with dozens of possibilities, different ways that she would die, but there was one in particular that she was hoping for. Parrying the first blow with Excalibur, she awkwardly angled the blade so that when Vincentius rammed the spear into her stomach, she was able to sheathe the sword between the bones of his forearm.
"SOFIA!" Mike's scream rattled her to the core, but she couldn't concentrate on that. As Vincentius tried to withdraw his hand, she twisted Excalibur enough to lock it in place and held on tight, forcing him to drag her body around.
"Bitch!" he hissed, extending his free hand to gouge out her eye. Flooded with visions of her own demise, Sofia simply let out a soft breath and held still, waiting for the end.
Thunder deafened her as Mike's magic surged forward, becoming a bolt of lightning that danced across Vincentius' face. He let go of the spear and shoved Sofia to the ground so hard that Excalibur slipped from her grasp. Electricity crackled across the vampyr's face, scorching grooves into his ancient flesh. Nearby, hands extended, Mike vented his rage with a banshee's scream, his voice echoing out over the valley.
Sofia couldn't move. All she could do was clutch the wound in her belly.
Vincentius fell to one knee and clutched at his eyes, which had melted shut. Mike's own eyes were lit from within by golden light as he raised his hand toward Vincentius as if to claw his face. Instead, Mike howled with fury as he grabbed something that Sofia couldn't see and pulled.
The sky above seemed to turn purple as Mike yanked something back. It looked like a tiny diamond, scattering light as if sparkling beneath the sun. Dark tendrils wrapped around it tried desperately to pull it back into the vampyr's chest. Vincentius had gone rigid, his back arched as if in agony.
"DON'T YOU TOUCH HER!" Mike screamed as he used both hands to rip the sparkling gem away. Vincentius shuddered violently, then had a seizure at vampyr speed, his body becoming a blur as Excalibur was thrown away from him, where it clattered against a distant crenulation.
The Caretaker was no longer looking at the vampyr. Instead, he contemplated the bright light in his hands. The mysterious object cast ominous shadows along Mike's face, casting him in a sinister light.
"No more," he declared as thunder rumbled. Dark magic stretched away from Vincentius, then formed into hands that reached for Mike. He tried to step away, then nearly fell when the shadows latched onto his arms and legs. Sofia couldn't tell if the hands were going for Mike or the thing in his hands.
The Caretaker wrestled with the darkness until he fell on the ground. During the struggle, the hands latched onto the light in his hands, and both sides pulled.
When the mysterious light tore in half, a ripple of energy billowed outward in a mighty wind that ruffled Sofia's ponytail. On the breeze, she could hear echoes of a man screaming as if from far away.
Vincentius cried out then went still. The man was standing, but had bent over backward until his head nearly touched the ground. After a long moment of silence, the vampyr slowly stood erect, his bones popping as he did so. When his head finally rolled forward, it was to reveal the sharp bones of his skull pressed tightly against the skin of his face.
"I'm free," he giggled, his eyes still melted shut. "I'm free! There's nothing to hold me back anymore! I--"
With the ringing of steel, Charlotte stepped past Vincentius and took his head with Excalibur. The vampyr's body lunged for her, but she shifted and brought the blade down, severing first one arm and then the other. Stumbling around, the corpse took off at a dead run. Charlotte casually sliced the torso free as Vincentius' legs ran over the side of the tower to plummet into the void below.
"Sofia!" Mike knelt by the cyclops' side, his hands on hers. "No, no, no."
"It isn't that bad," she lied. "You have a job to do."
"I don't want it!" he cried.
Nearby, Vincentius' head chuckled. There was just enough of its throat left to make a wet, shucking sound. Cecilia hovered up through the floor, her mouth open as she sang a song of mourning. Picking up Vincentius' head, she stopped singing and blew a fat raspberry at it before tossing it over the side. The man's arms were squirming around like snakes, most likely trying to reconnect with the body. Black tendrils that looked like leeches had sprung free and were groping the ground.
"Don't let those touch you," Charlotte said as she stabbed one arm with Excalibur and scraped it off the side of the tower. Cecilia, who was unaffected by the vampyr's magic, picked up the other one and tossed it.
"Why?" Mike asked as he knelt by Sofia again.
"Did we win?" she asked with a grin.
"This isn't winning," he replied.
"Any future where you live is a winner to me."
"Roll her on her side," Charlotte said. Sofia grunted as Mike obeyed, then felt pressure along her spine. The head of the spear clattered to the ground.
"Aren't you supposed to leave that in?" Mike asked.
Charlotte shook her head. "Vincentius knows to twirl the head once inside to do maximum...damage." Her eyes softened as she considered the cyclops. "The spear fell out on its own."
"Tell me she'll be okay," Mike begged.
"We should get her inside," Charlotte replied, then used Excalibur to cut a hole in the stone. "There's no need to stand here any longer."
Sofia couldn't help but notice that Mike refused to take his eyes off of her. She wanted to hold onto that feeling of being wanted for as long as she could. As cold as her legs already felt, she knew it wouldn't be for very long.

🏠🏠🏠
The Caretaker limped down the stairs and threw the black leather cuirass into the center of Vincentius' bedroom. He had removed the cuirass from Vincentius' torso before allowing Cerberus to eat the vampyr's remains. It felt weird using the hellhound as a vampyr disposal, but they really didn't seem to mind. He had debated tossing the remains over the side of the tower, but didn't need to learn in a few decades that the asshole had eventually come back to life while falling down a bottomless pit.
The cuirass landed between a pair of dead thralls on the floor. Their bloodless skin was torn in several places. He studied the corpses for a moment to make sure they weren't about to come back to life and jump him, then moved next to the armor.
"Work," he commanded, giving the cuirass a kick. "Open up. Let us out."
"Maybe the mirror has already opened," Sofia rasped, holding her stomach. Charlotte helped the cyclops lie down on the bed, then moved to the nearest window. She shoved it open, revealing a gargoyle with a bird-like face.
"I need clean bandages from my room," she said. "Also, please send word to the villagers that the false Caretaker is dead."
"I don't work for you," the gargoyle huffed.
Mike fixed the gargoyle with a glare that made the creature flinch. "I don't care who you work for. Right now, you are making a choice between being a decent fucking person or pissing off a man who has bested the underworld, defeated devils, and is best friends with the motherfucking Grim Reaper."
There was a loud thud outside the window, and a stony foot kicked the gargoyle out of the way. Slade appeared, shaking his head in disappointment.
"You'll have to forgive him. Has pea-gravel for brains." Slade looked at the vampyr. "I'm at your command."


"I require my healing bag and extra gauze for Sofia." Charlotte sat next to the cyclops and used her hands to maintain pressure on the compress. "And please find somebody to pass word that the false Caretaker has fallen."
"As you wish." Slade bowed his head while kicking the now unseen gargoyle one more time, then took flight.
"Mike." Sofia coughed, blood now dotting her chin.
"Save your strength," he said, speaking softly to her, then looked at Charlotte. "Would turning her save her life?"
Charlotte shook her head. "It most likely would, but then she would be cursed to this existence."
"Wouldn't be a...curse with...you." Sofia grinned and reached for him. "Have to...ask. What... happened to..."
Mike sat by Sofia and took her hand. He looked at the others, then turned his eyes back toward Sofia. "You want to know what you saw?"
She nodded.
Mike bit his lip and closed his eyes. "Something terrible," he admitted.
"Sometimes, terrible is necessary," Charlotte said.
Cecilia, who hovered nearby, shook her head. "This was different," she said.
"You killed Vincentius with your magic." Charlotte looked confused. "I'm uncertain what I'm missing."
Sulyvahn sat nearby on the bed. Cerberus, back in human form, had curled up on the floor as if to take a nap. The dullahan lifted his legs to avoid disturbing the hellhound, then turned and spoke. "My sister and I can see the souls of the dead," he explained. "So we saw what actually happened."
Charlotte frowned. "You did kill him, right?"
Mike snorted. Even now, he could picture the threads of darkness that had unfurled in panic as he reached through them, his magic curling around the lone remnant of a spark that had resided in Vincentius' chest. Even after two thousand years of undeath, it had glimmered like a diamond in the sun's light.
"I tore out his soul," Mike said, the nerves in that arm still tingling. He remembered what had happened to Ratu when he had gently tugged on her soul, and had been trying to do the same to Vincenius. Things had gone too far, though. "He was impossibly fast and strong, but his soul was weak like tissue paper. It was all that remained of his humanity, and I removed it." Mike shivered at the memory.
For just a moment, he had held another man's soul in his hands. Powerful magic had thrummed up his arms like electricity, burning him from the inside out as he held eternity in his hands.
Then, the darkness that lingered in Vincentius' shell had come for him, desperate for a host. During the fight to protect himself, that tissue paper soul had torn cleanly in half. A very human scream had echoed in Mike's head as he fought off the darkness, unaware that Vincentius' body was still very much active. If not for Charlotte's arrival, things would have gone very different.
"What do you think happened to him?" he asked Sulyvahn.
"Oblivion," Cecilia replied instead.
Sulyvahn nodded. "We don't know for sure where souls go when they move on, but they can be damaged or destroyed. You destroyed him, brother. No eternal salvation or torment for that one. To the void with 'im. Non-existence."
Mike swallowed the lump in his throat and looked at his hand. His magic purred deep beneath the surface of his skin, seemingly content. He didn't like what that could mean. At the time, all he could think about was saving Sofia, no matter what the cost. The idea of losing someone else...
He shuddered. So what would the cost be? His hand trembled as he stuck it in a pocket. Today more than ever, the magic had felt like it had a will of its own. Was it just a manifestation of his desires, or something else entirely?
"I can't change what I did," Mike said. "And right now, we need to focus on what comes next. I'm fairly certain this armor is tied to the Conqueror title." Now that it was removed from Vincentius' corpse, he got a strange sense of longing from it. He picked the armor up in his hands and gave it a shake. It was hard like metal, yet had the soft feel of leather to it.
"Hey," he said. "I know you're in there. We need to talk. I want out of this hellhole. So level me up or whatever."
In the center of the cuirass, an eyelid opened. Mike flinched, but didn't drop the piece. There didn't seem to be any malevolence in the orb. Instead, he detected curiosity and something else.
It was fatigue. Whatever intelligence lay behind that solitary eye was tired. But why?
"Hey, great. You're up. I killed Vincentius. All hail me. Now how do I make it so that I can leave Avalon? I need to get home."
The eye blinked at him, then looked around at the others. It stopped on Sofia. After a few moments, it looked back in his direction.
"Can you at least understand me?" Mike asked.
The eye blinked once.
"Oh, good. A magic eight ball with only two answers. Do you know how to leave this place?"
One blink.
"Can you do it?"
Two blinks.
"Fuck!" Mike stood and ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. He couldn't concentrate right now. What time was it on Earth? Did the Fae already have Grace?
Cecilia knelt to inspect the armor. "Does he need to do it?" she asked, pointing at Mike.
Two blinks.
"Was it Vincentius?" she asked.
Two blinks.
Sofia groaned and turned to look at the armor. "Is the person who can do it in this room?" she asked.
One blink.
"What the hell?" Mike picked up the armor and pointed it at Charlotte. "Is it her?"
The vampyr maintained compression on Sofia's wound while looking at the armor. "It says no."
Mike pointed the armor at everyone in turn, and the eyeball blinked twice each time. His anger surged, and he fought the urge to jam his thumb into the eye and see how squishy it was. Instead, he set the armor on the ground and glared at it.
"That was everyone in here," he said through his teeth.
Two blinks.
Mike replayed everything in his head. He had pointed at everybody, right? Even Cerberus had been included.
The eye looked at Mike, then dropped and focused on something behind him. He turned to see what it was looking at.
It was the iron maiden. Inside, he could see the dim pulsing of a weak, fragile human soul. It was the thrall he had noticed earlier. However, the dark threads that had connected it to Vincentius had been severed.
"Who's in there?" Mike asked Charlotte.
"No idea," she replied. "I've only been in this room a couple of times, and have never thought about it. I figured that's where he put people who displeased him."
An iron maiden was a coffin-like construct packed with nails that bit into its occupant. What even could a thrall do that would warrant such a punishment? Weren't they completely obedient?
As he took a step toward the iron maiden, the eyeball blinked rapidly. Inside the iron maiden, the soul pulsated gently like a beating heart. Mike examined the outside of the contraption, unsure how best to proceed. Latches on the outside of the device were locked in place by antique padlocks.
Mike grabbed the locks and gave them a yank. When they didn't budge, he scowled.
"Open," he commanded. The locks all clicked and came loose. It took him a bit to pull them free because some corrosion on the latches had warped them enough that it was tricky to pull them off. He was about to yank the last one off when Suly tapped his shoulder.
"Ye might be needin' this," he said, then handed Mike Excalibur.
Mike looked at the sword, then put his hand on the flat of the blade and pushed it back. "I'd feel better knowing that you've got my back," he said.
Sulyvahn nodded, a thin smile tugging at his lips. "Aye."
With the final lock undone, the iron maiden let out a metallic shriek as unoiled hinges were forced to shift. It took both hands to push the door open, revealing a shriveled figure inside, its body dotted with puncture wounds. The floor of the iron maiden was stained black by blood that had dried many years ago.
The figure opened one eye briefly, struggling to keep it open before it slammed shut. Mike couldn't even tell if he was looking at a man or a woman. The figure inside reminded him of the dying alien from the movie Cocoon. Their skin was severely wrinkled, and their eyes and mouth were the only discernible features. Scraggly bits of hair clung to the top of their scalp as well as part of their face. It was most likely a man.
"That thrall has not been cared for," Charlotte said from the bed.
"Indeed." Mike moved to help the thrall out, but realized the spikes from the back of the iron maiden were sunk into their flesh. Frowning, he doubted he could pull the person out without killing them. Looking down at the armor, he tilted his head toward the thrall. "They can let me out?"
The eye blinked three times.
"That doesn't help me," Mike muttered as the figure let out a gasp, both eyes fluttering open. Struggling to breathe, the thrall yanked their arm free of impalement and raised it as if to shake hands.
The thrall's soul was weak, their body on the edge of collapse. Knowing that the man was likely to die without Vincentius, Mike took the man's hand.
"You're safe now," he said.
The thrall's eyes opened wide, the sclera yellow and cracked in places. The hand gripping Mike's tightened like a vice, and the Caretaker felt himself yanked off balance as he tumbled forward and felt his body slam into a chair.
They were no longer in Vincentius' tower. Instead, he sat in a chair made of marble on the grassy slope of a vast estate that resembled his home. Before him was a gameboard, far more intricate than he had ever seen. The scene itself resembled a castle, and the pieces resembled those who had come to Avalon with him. With a thought, he was able to zoom out of the board and could see that the villagers and many gargoyles were also pieces that now belonged to him.
At his side, marble pedestals with other boards could be seen. His home, the greenhouse, the cabin, and even the island. Right now, he could see Grace and Beth in what appeared to be a discussion, frozen in time for his perusal.
"You are the Caretaker." The voice that spoke was strong and had a thick accent. Mike looked up from his board to see a figure sitting across from him wearing thick leathers and sitting astride an iron clad horse. This man stood in a blood-stained field adorned with similar marble pillars, each one holding an empty game board. If Mike had to guess, there were easily hundreds.
Before the man on the horse was a shattered gameboard on which only a single piece could be seen. It was the iron maiden itself.
"You are the Conqueror," Mike said, realizing that the thrall himself was the true player of the game, not Vincentius. The man had pretended to be the Caretaker, after all. Why not another player as well?
"I am," the man said as he slid free of his horse. "The chosen of the god of war himself. Well met."
Mike stood to clasp hands with the man, not entirely sure what to expect. He looked past him at the shattered gameboards. "What happened?"
"Walk with me." The man turned toward the bloody field behind him. Mike followed him out onto the grass, pausing to stare at a pile of dust on one of the gameboards.
"My soldiers," the man commented. "Dead now for many years."
"You had a lot of pieces."
The warrior nodded. "I did. For many years, it was feared that I would conquer the entire world. If things had been different, I may have done just that. A unified world, beneath my rule."
"That's too much responsibility for just one person," Mike replied.
The warrior shrugged. "It's a matter of perspective," he said. "I was just trying to win the Great Game. Uniting all the tribes and ruling was just an added bonus. It's likely I would have succeeded, too. That is, until I met the vampyr."
The two walked in silence as a phantom battle played out before them. Vampyr, numbering in the dozens, descended on a camp during the night and silently took out the soldiers on watch. Vincentius, clad in black, walked through the camp with a smug look on his face as he entered the tent in the middle.
The scene flipped like a picture book, and Mike was now inside the tent. Terrified women had scrambled away from a bed made of furs where Vincentius and the warrior fought.
"I was outmatched," the warrior said with sadness. "Of all the things I had ever battled, I simply couldn't expect to face a being such as him."
The battle came to a close when Vincentius pinned the warrior to the ground and sank his fangs into the exposed flesh of his neck. Outside, the alarm had barely been raised, some warriors stumbling sleepily from their tents to join a fight that had already ended.
"Did he want the title of Conqueror for himself?" Mike asked.
The warrior snorted. "Not truly. My success made him believe that I had been chosen by the divine to unite the world, much like Arthur had. He was hoping I could lead him to the grail. Until that time, he would feed on my lifeforce and the lifeforce of the children I sired for him."
"It was all about the grail, then." Mike noted right away that this was the exact same plan that Vincentius had for him.
"It was only ever about the grail." The Conqueror frowned. "Though when Vincentius learned of my own magical abilities, he desired them for himself. The Conqueror is able to stitch together the lands they control like an old woman mending socks. He took me to the locations of his own conquests and had me build this refuge for him, this wretched island.
"But the magic came at a cost. You see, I have not conquered these places, not truly. This is the world of the Fae, a land of chaos built on a bedrock of absolute truths. It did not take kindly to the Conqueror being a thrall to someone else. Thus, the pit was created."
"Where does it go?" Mike asked.
The Conqueror shook his head. "I don't think it goes anywhere. But do you know what I think it is? Have you ever been drifting off to sleep, and envisioned stepping off rock or sliding free of your horse? In just that moment, your soul finds it and feels that eternal drop."
Mike wasn't sure if the man just had an over-active imagination or if he was onto something. "Has anything ever come out of it?"
"No." The Conqueror started walking again, and they were back in the field. All around them, the grass was wilting. "I had quite the kingdom once. All who knew my name spoke it with reverence or fear. Yet now all that is left is dust."
Mike frowned. On one hand, the Caretaker wanted to help the guy because he seemed like a decent man. On the other hand, the guy's title was the Conqueror. If he could somehow be freed and recover, what sort of problems would he cause?
The Conqueror chuckled. "There is no reverence in your eyes. I can sense your fear."
"Can you blame me?"
"No." The man shook his head. "But yours is a different world than mine. You may not see the value of solidarity as I do. Even if I were to bring it to its knees, then what? Conquering the world on horseback is easy. It is dismounting and governing that is hard."
Mike noticed that the sky was now overcast. In the distance, the fields were crumbling to ash. He looked back to his side of this vision and saw his estate was as lush as ever.
"You're dying," he said.
"That I am." The Conqueror chuckled. "I am no longer being sustained by my captor. After all these years of being forced to serve a man who only sought personal gain, I can finally be at rest. I am glad to have met you, Caretaker, to have taken your measure."
"You've hardly taken my measure," Mike replied.
"I see kindness in your eyes. I would rather see a kind man forced to make hard decisions than an evil one. One who carries the burden of guilt is more likely to be careful about where he sets it down." The Conqueror smiled. "I used to think that a man's greatest joy was in crushing his enemies. But I believe you have found a better way."
Mike nodded.
"I have a request for you." The Conqueror touched the cuirass he was wearing, a mirror image of the one in real life. "When I pass, it is likely that you will inherit my title. I believe you worthy, as does the god who possesses my armor."
"I don't want your title," Mike said.
"I know." The man suddenly seemed sad. "But I believe there will come a time when you may need to lean on it. War is coming. What little remains of my blood sings for it. The Great Game was created to buy time to save this world from those who would devour it. The gods have been hidden away to mask their scent from the Others. But they will come. When they do, you must be ready."
"What do you want of me?" asked Mike.
"Do not let me die a slow death," the Conqueror replied. "I ask that you slay me. Set right the magic of Avalon, then take my power and free yourselves from this place. Become a true Conqueror, not just a false one."
"I wish to conquer nothing," Mike replied.
"I took the easy path and chose to conquer the world. But you have conquered hearts. You have conquered fear, and dangerous beings who would harm others. The path you have walked is difficult, but perhaps the one most worth conquering. The Caretaker you shall remain, until time and circumstance requires otherwise. Then a Conqueror you shall be."
Unsure what to say, Mike could only look at the man. Realizing who he was, he bowed his head. "You should know that the world may be different, but your name is still spoken. You are remembered."
"Being remembered is nice," Genghis Khan replied. His side of the world was now obscured by a distant fog that robbed the land of its remaining vitality. It swept in around them, robbing the Conqueror of his color. "Yet there is no good in anything until it is finished. I failed in my task. It is my hope that you will not fail in yours."
Mike blinked and he was back in the tower, the thrall no longer clutching his hand. The Conqueror struggled to breathe as the light faded from his eyes.
"Give me Excalibur," Mike said, holding his other hand back. Sulyvahn obeyed with a questioning look.
The Caretaker placed Excalibur in the Conqueror's hand. The man's grip tightened on the pommel of the sword.
"You shall not die unarmed," Mike said. The Conqueror nodded silently, then struggled to raise the blade to defend himself.
Mike took a deep breath and sang the dirge of the banshee, his magic softly prying the Conqueror's soul from his body like a loose gemstone in a ring. The sudden shock to the system was enough to kill him, and his body went slack with a relieved sigh. Mike held the Conqueror's soul in his hand, then turned to Suly.
"Can you or Cecilia hold onto him until we're back?" he asked. "Then she can help him move on."
"Aye." Sulyvahn took the soul and tucked it into a pocket. "It be easy enough, for he goes willingly."
"Thank you." Mike pried Excalibur from the corpse and turned back to the window to see that Slade was back with bandages. "How is she?"
"Not great," said Charlotte.
Sofia grinned weakly. "It looks worse than it is," she lied.
Mike looked down at the cuirass on the floor. The eye was studying him.
"You can show me how to do this?" he asked. "To open the mirror and let us go home."
The eye blinked once. Mike knelt down to pick up the chest plate and slid it over his head. The straps shifted and adjusted, then molded to his body over the nagahide.
"About time ye put on a proper shirt, lad." Sulyvahn grinned. "Now the ladies can proper concentrate."
Cecilia smacked her brother. Mike ran his hands across the armor, and closed his eyes.
You in there? he thought.
I am, the god replied.
Which god of war are you? he asked.
Does it really matter? The voice sounded tired. This land and its occupants are yours by right. Manifest your will, Caretaker, then leave me be. Unlocking this place is no difficult task.


Zero points for friendliness, Mike thought back.
I have been a slave for too long. I have forgotten the thrill of battle and the pride of conquest. I was never meant to exist like this.
Yeah, well this is how conquered people feel. Mike scowled. Consider it a learning experience.
There was a period of silence from the armor, and then Mike felt his soul connect with it. He could feel Avalon around him, along with the overlapping castles. They had been clumsily assembled, much like video game assets spawned almost right on top of each other. Throughout its halls, thralls were wandering listlessly, some of them collapsing now that their vampyr was dead.
In the distance, Mike felt the mental equivalent of a knot. He concentrated on it, memorizing its structure. Right now, it was configured to let people in, but not out. With a gentle twist, he flipped its function. Now anyone could leave, but nobody could enter. The last thing he wanted was for some random asshole to come wandering in.
He sent a mental ping in Kisa's direction, but got nothing from his familiar. It would be easier to do once he was back on Earth. Satisfied that his escape was secure, he moved to Sofia's side and knelt beside her.
"What can I do for you?" he asked.
"Live," she replied. "Make sure my sacrifice wasn't in vain."
"You're not dying," he said, careful to avoid the look Charlotte gave him. "I won't allow it."
Sofia raised a hand and placed it against his cheek. Her skin was cold to the touch. "I am," she said. "But it's okay. Nobody is meant to live forever. I think you realize that. It's one of the reasons I love you."
Mike's heart skipped a beat, and he clutched her hand tight. "This is different," he said. "You're dying because you were hurt. This isn't a natural death, Sofia. You have plenty of life still ahead of you."
"I've lived more with you in the past few days than I have the last several decades. I wouldn't trade it for anything." She winced and closed her eye. "I don't think I'm going to be able to keep our bet."
"Fuck the bet. Stay with me. With us." His heart was racing now. He hadn't realized just how far gone she already was. Sofia had hidden it from him so that he could concentrate on what needed to be done. "You have plenty of life yet to live."
"That would have been nice." A tear slid down Sofia's cheek. "We had quite the adventure, didn't we?"
"I--" Mike felt a surge of magic from behind and turned to see that Cecilia had opened her mouth to sing. "Don't," he commanded.
The banshee smiled sadly and shook her head. "It is time, mo stór. We should sing her to rest."
Mike felt the world crumble around him, his hands shaking. He had come here in order to save Tink and his child, and was now faced with the prospect of losing someone else. Sofia's soul was glowing brightly, like a miniature star inside of her chest as it prepared to leave.
Panicked, he looked at his hands, then at the bandages wrapped around Sofia's belly. Pushing Charlotte away, he slid his hands beneath the bandages until he could feel the ragged wound across Sofia's stomach. He didn't even want to think about what internal organs he currently touched.
"Close," he commanded. "Seal. Shut. Stick."
"Mike." Charlotte put a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged it away.
"Why won't you work?" he demanded, focusing on the magic inside of his body. "You're always lurking, waiting to fulfill my every desire. Well, this is my desire! I want her to live!" He was shouting now, his voice echoing off the walls. "There's always a price, right? I will fucking give you up entirely if I have to!"
Squeezing his eyes shut, he felt that swirling mass in his stomach, eager to obey. Golden light pulsated along his body, then spread down his arms.
"Now close! Heal! Heal! HEAL!"
Magical energy ripped free of his hands, causing him to cry out in pain. Wounds he had sustained throughout the day that had already healed on him reopened as magic poured from his palms, illuminating Sofia in light made of gold and crimson. The cyclops gasped, opening her eye and staring in awe at the ceiling as her back arched. Mike's hands slipped free of her body as he collapsed, caught by Charlotte before he could hit the floor. The bloody bandages tumbled to the ground, soaking the stone with blood.
Sofia sat up and put a hand to her stomach, which was no longer scarred. She stared in wonder at Mike, who was now shaking on the floor. Pain racked his body, and Charlotte grabbed fresh bandages from nearby and started wrapping his wounds.
"I didn't know you were hurt this much," she said.
"I'm a fast healer," he said through chattering teeth, his body cold. "Think my...magic is...depleted."
Sofia slid off the bed and wrapped her arms around him in a warm embrace. The cyclops didn't say anything. Sulyvahn brought over a blanket, which was wrapped around both of them.
"I'll keep you warm," she whispered. "You shouldn't have done that, Mike. You needed your magic to get home and save Grace."
"You were worth it," he replied. "And in case it's worth hearing, I love you, too."
The cyclops squeezed him so hard that he actually let out a squeak. She let out a contented sigh, then placed a hand on her stomach.
"Are you sure I didn't die?" she asked.
"You're still with me," he said. "And while I'd love to sit here with you some more, the way is open. We need to get back."
"Yes." Sofia looked past him at Slade. "The gargoyles. Could they carry us to the exit?"
Slade made a face. "I think so. It would take two of us per person. You may be too heavy, though."
"Don't worry about me," Charlotte said. "I need to organize my people."
"And I can help," said Sofia. "Mike, you should take Cerberus with you for protection. Suly and Cecilia can help you with the Fae."
"Will you be okay here?" Mike asked.
Sofia nodded. "Administrative tasks are my specialty. Between myself and Charlotte, we can have everyone ready for the next steps in under a day." The cyclops paused. "Which will be four days on your side. Do you think you can figure out how to alter the flow of time here?"
"Yeah, I'll add manipulating time and space to the list while on my gargoyle tour of Avalon." Mike snorted. "I'll send a message through Bat Radio once I get there."
"Bat radio?" Charlotte asked.
"I'm still workshopping it." Mike and the others moved toward the stairs. The gargoyles would have an easier time picking them up there. "See you soon."
"You'd better," both Sofia and Charlotte said at once.
A small group of gargoyles was waiting for them outside the tower. Mike went first. Slade and another gargoyle grabbed him under the arms as Cecilia clung to his neck and went weightless. As they flew together, Mike studied the island from the sky. The strange forest around the village already seemed to be dying off, as if someone had sprayed industrial plant killer on everything.
It was almost an hour before they got to the small island where the mirror was. Mike had to hand off Excalibur to a third gargoyle who wasn't carrying anybody because his hand got tired. After a short wait, the group was together again as they descended the stairs. Once at the mirror, it took Mike a few minutes of messing around with the armor before he triggered whatever mechanism controlled who could leave. He sent Charlotte a mental ping and stepped through it.
They moved at a clipped pace together through the subterranean hallway until they reached the stairs. Mike took the steps two at a time until they were back in the castle proper. Upon stepping out into the ruins of Machnaimh Abbey, he paused to look at the spectral figures that surrounded them.
Hundreds of spirits stared at him with hollow eyes, their faces gaunt and unpleasant to gaze upon. Mike approached the nearest group, curious why they barred his way. It wasn't until he noticed that many of the ghosts were standing with their heads slightly cocked to reveal a pair of puncture wounds in their neck. Others bore wounds similar to a wild animal's attack. A few were mangled messes.
"Do ye be thinkin' they'll fight us on the way out?" Sulyvahn asked, coiling his whip to strike.
"No," Mike replied. "They're not here to fight. The spirits were never trying to protect Vincentius. They were trying to keep us from finding the mirror. They knew what our fate would be if we went inside. It was an attempt to protect us."
A few of the ghosts nodded, their eyes unblinking. It reminded him of his daughter.
He stopped a few feet away from the spirits. They were waiting for closure, and he was more than happy to give it to them. "I have slain him," he said. "Vincentius, the first of his kind, is no more. Your descendants will be given better lives, ones where they are free to choose. No longer will your children be raised to be cattle. I have seen to it."
The spirits studied Mike for several long moments as the temperature in the room dropped. Cerberus moved to his side and snuggled against him for warmth. After a few more tense moments, a sense of relief filled the room as each ghost was slowly bathed in a light that Mike could only see reflected on their spectral forms. The wailing of several different banshees filled the room, their songs carrying their long-lost family members to their rest.
"My sisters," Cecilia said with a warm smile. "They've been waiting many years for this." She, too, opened her mouth to sing, and Mike joined in. Together, they walked through the Castle of Reflections toward the exit, singing restless spirits to the other side.
It was evening by the time they emerged from the castle, the waters of the lake lapping quietly at its sandy shores. Mike was about to get in the boat when a rat's head popped up, startling him.
"Caretaker?" it asked. A few more rats appeared, their tails twitching in excitement. "You have returned."
"I have," he said. "Is there somewhere that can take me home?"
The rats nodded, then led him and the others to a different spot on the beach. There, a small lean-to had been constructed, one that barely qualified as a structure. The rodents began nibbling at the fabric of reality, the portal mostly completed. It only took a few minutes, and then there was a rush of air from across the world.
"Thank you," Mike said as he and the others stepped through the portal and into the laundry room of his house. He tossed Excalibur in the gap between the dryer and the wall. The rats promptly collapsed the portal behind him as the group stepped into the hall.
"Hello?" he called. By the time he made it to the living room, Zel was there waiting for him. She slammed herself against him, her hooved feet slipping on the wooden floor. "What are you doing here?" he asked.
"Waiting for you," Yuki replied from a nearby doorway. The kitsune walked inside. "Beth and the others left about two hours ago. The trial, or whatever they want to call it, has already begun."
He nodded. "Then I should figure out how to join them."
"Please," Zel whispered into his chest. "Please go speak to your son."
"Callisto? What's wrong?" Mike pushed Zel back just enough to look into her face. The centaur's eyes were bloodshot, and it was clear she had been crying.
"I know it's too much to ask of me," she whispered. "With the Fae going after Grace and all, but please. Mike, if you've ever loved me, please talk to our child."
"What did they do to my son?" he demanded, the air suddenly saturated with magic.
"He's okay," Yuki added, seeing his distress. "Physically."
"We'll figure out the fastest course to the Court," Suly said, placing a hand on Mike's shoulder. "Go talk to yer boy. Let us help."
Mike took a deep breath and let it out. He reminded himself that he trusted Beth as he let Zel guide him to the office. There, in the corner of the room, his son was huddled up on the floor, hugging himself.
"Dad?" he asked, his voice weak, as if daring not to hope.
"I'm back," he said, racing to kneel by his son.
"You need to help Grace," Callisto whispered.
"I need to help you, first," Mike replied, putting a hand on his son's cheek. "Tell me what's wrong."
"If I do, you'll..." Callisto cried hysterically, snot running down his face. It took several minutes to calm the child. Zel brought Mike the slap bracelet so that he could change Callisto into a human, allowing him to pick up the boy and cradle him to his chest. There was so much pain and anguish in those tears that Mike felt his own eyes welling up.
When Callisto finally gathered the courage to speak, something deep inside of Mike shifted at his words.
"If I tell you, you'll stop loving me," Callisto whimpered.
"Never," Mike swore, hugging his son. "I will never stop loving you. You are a child, Callisto. It's your job to make mistakes, then learn and grow from them with my help afterward. Nothing you can do will cause me to stop loving you. Now tell me what happened so that I can help you grow from it."
Wiping his eyes, Callisto shared his tale. As the story spilled from his lips, a storm gathered over the Radley house. Thunder rumbled as the clouds cracked apart up above, but no lightning struck the ground, as if afraid to draw the Caretaker's ire.
When the conversation was over, Mike swallowed his wrath so that his eyes would only show kindness. His child didn't need to see anger, only love.
"My son." He hugged Callisto close. "This is important, so make sure you hear every word in that big, beautiful brain of yours. What happened to you is inexcusable. You got caught up in a pissing match with beings who have lived for untold millenia. How were you supposed to handle any of this? Nobody in their right mind would expect you to!"
"But the tribe--"
"No," Mike said, squeezing his child. "The tribe is wrong. They are hurting like you are, and their pain is misplaced. If Beth can make things right, then they'll see that eventually."
"What if she can't?"
"Then I'll be here to help." He smoothed his son's hair. "I've been through a similar experience. We can heal together."
"Even if..." Callisto sniffled. "What if they kill Grace?"
Mike frowned, and his eyelid twitched. He wanted to tell Callisto that wouldn't happen, but he couldn't guarantee anything.
"What happens to Grace will also fall on the Fae," Mike replied. "And should they make such a choice, well..." He swallowed the lump in his throat, hearing Vincentius' scream in his ears. "I don't want to think about what I would do. But it still wouldn't be your fault. Okay?"
"You need to go," his son whispered.
"Only when you're ready," Mike replied.
Callisto wiped his eyes with his own shirt, then nodded and pushed Mike away. "Go," he said. "We can talk more tomorrow."
By now, Ratu and Yuki were standing in the doorway, the kitsune with her arms around Zel. All had tears in their eyes.
"Okay, pal. I'm going to go, then. If you need me when I get back, tell someone, okay? I'll make all the time in the world for you."
Callisto nodded, then reluctantly released his father. Mike stood and turned toward the women. Ratu handed Mike a pad of legal paper she had been holding.
"What's this?" he asked.
"Beth's potential strategies, as well as damages requested," Ratu replied. "Thought you might want to know what she's planning."
Mike scanned the paper, then nodded. "Are Cecilia and Sulyvahn back yet?"
"No. But I suspect they won't be too long." Ratu looked at Yuki. "We stayed here to protect the house."
"The house will be fine," Mike replied as he turned the pages on the legal pad and found a pen. "I need your help," he said as he started writing.
"With what?"
"Beth's got some great ideas, but they're not enough. Not for what they've done to us. To the tribe." He didn't look up at the women as he continued writing. "The plan is two-fold. One of you needs to go get Quetzalli while the other gets these." He ripped the list free and handed it over. "Yuki will probably be the fastest. Oh, and I need Reggie, too. Left something back in Avalon that I want him to grab for me."
"Oh?" Yuki took the paper and studied it for a moment. "Yeah, I can get most of this pretty fast."
Ratu looked over at the list, her lips curling into smirk. "And I can get the rest after I find Quetzalli. So what's the other half of the plan?"
Mike felt fire in his belly as he met her eyes.
"I'll need your help making an entrance."
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An Army of Two
Ingrid rubbed at her temples in an attempt to assuage yet another massive headache blooming right behind her left eye. She was fairly certain it wasn't a massive stroke waiting to occur, but there was always the possibility that fate had decided to cut her string early.
Dibs on your body, Jenny whispered in her mind.
"Only after I shit my pants," Ingrid snapped.
The awkward moment of silence that followed was further compounded by Aurora slowly spinning in her chair like a geriatric Bond villain, a look of concern on her face.
"What was that about shitting your pants?" she asked. "Is your stomach okay?"
"I'm suffering from IBS is all," Ingrid replied, jerking her thumb at Jenny. The doll was seated in a fucking high chair of all things. "An Irritating Bitchy Spirit."
"You two need to play nice." Aurora frowned and pointed at the monitors. Surveillance footage from around the Kensington estate revealed an increased presence of what appeared to be hired mercenaries, which were one of Jenny's favorites. "The others need you."
"Can we really not get one of the Radleys here?" Ingrid stared at the screen. There were easily twenty men and a few women patrolling the grounds with automatic weapons that hadn't been there a day before. It was clearly a response to Dana and Tasia's break-in, or perhaps even the dead goblin Ingrid left in the Caymans. "What about the fox? Yuki can ice the whole place down."
"Their home is crawling with Fae." Ingrid clicked a button to reveal satellite footage. Where the Radley house should be was a weird dead patch, as if the satellite had malfunctioned. "Dozens of them, all over the house. If this was happening literally anywhere else, the Order would have at least approached the Fae and asked what grievance was committed so that they could mitigate it."
Ingrid scowled. "That fucking figures."
"Why are you being so down on yourself?" Aurora leaned forward in her chair and patted Ingrid on the knee. "You've never balked at a little breaking and entering before."
"Somebody in there took out a werewolf and a...whatever Dana is." Zombie really wasn't the best word for it. "And if they took Lily, too, I feel like I'm jumping into the lion's den with little more than a sharp stick and delusions of grandeur."
I'm the delusion, Jenny whispered, then let out a laugh that sent a wave of static across the monitors, which shouldn't even be possible on LED monitors.
"Ah. I see the problem." Aurora leaned back in her seat. "Feelings of inadequacy. Imposter syndrome."
"It's not a syndrome if you really are faking it." Ingrid groaned and rubbed her temples harder. "Maybe if we had more intel, I'd feel better, but--"
There was a loud thud from above. The two of them looked up to see Eulalie squeezing through a small hole in the ceiling. It was rather remarkable just how small her body could contract when she wanted it to. The Arachne dropped the remaining thirty or so feet and landed in a light crouch.
"I've got valuable intel," she declared. Aurora leaned sideways in her seat to smirk at Ingrid. "Check this out."
Eulalie dropped some charts in front of Ingrid, but misjudged the distance. Instead of landing in a neat stack, they fluttered everywhere on the way to the floor.
"Oops," she muttered. Ingrid noticed that two of Eulalie's legs were tapping anxiously at the floor as the Arachne bent down and scooped up her mess.
"Give me the CliffsNotes version," said Ingrid.
"Right. Satellite telemetry recorded an anomaly out in the Atlantic Ocean on three separate occasions within the last week. The earliest was roughly the same time you were at the oil rig. It was actually spotted leaving from London, then headed to the rig and back. We saw it again right after Lily went radio silent on us, and tracking seems to indicate that it went straight to Lily's last known location, then went back to Kensington."
"Is it a private plane?" Ingrid asked.
Eulalie shook her head. "Far too small. Bigger than a drone, smaller than a plane. But I spotted it again right after you returned from the islands and it's headed to where you were. Based on its current speed and heading, we actually have a narrow window of opportunity. Whatever it is, it's left its base of operations, which is roughly when the guards showed up."
Ingrid frowned and tapped her fingers on the armchair. "You think it's our target? The witch?"
"Whoever it is needed to hire a small army for when they were gone," Eulalie said. "Object isn't much bigger than a single person. My guess? It's someone riding a broomstick."
Ingrid nodded. That tracked with her experience on the oil platform. "I guess that means I'm going in," she said and stood.
"Well, hold on." Aurora snagged Ingrid's hand. "We need to get you properly outfitted first. The away team put together a kit that should help you get in."
"Getting into Kensington isn't the hard part," Ingrid replied. "Apparently leaving is the primary issue. What does the team even have for me?"
"Well...not much," Aurora admitted. "We lost some good supplies in the fire, and what we have left is mostly preventative, demon stuff and the like. Once you leave, that demon will come after you again."
"Goody for me," Ingrid muttered.
"Are you...scared?" The way Eulalie asked the question wasn't accusatory. Rather, she sounded a little stunned at even the thought.
"Of course I'm scared," Ingrid replied. "This fucking sucks. I don't think I can do it."
"But...you're a mage of the Order." Eulalie stared at Ingrid with unblinking eyes. "You guys are terrifying."
"Terrifying?" Ingrid barked a laugh. "Hardly."
"My mother used to have nightmares about the Order." Eulalie frowned down at her hands. "My father taught us early about what he remembered. The knight that hunted them, along with...Master Cyrus." The Arachne smiled weakly. "He was kind of like the boogeyman for my sister and me when we were little. I got in trouble one time for picking up a stick and casting fake fireballs at Velvet when she was still really little."
"Why did your parents teach you about something so scary while you were so young?" Ingrid asked.
"When I was five, I ran into a grizzly bear," Eulalie said. "I accidentally broke its neck while playing with it. My parents needed us to know that there were things in the world that could hurt us, that we weren't invincible. Just...different."
"Well, that was the old Order." Ingrid sighed. "They knew better tricks."
"They were also complete assholes," Eulalie replied. "Look at you, though. Willing to work with others. You're part of the team, the only one who can use magic, even! That's pure DPS!"
"DPS?" Ingrid asked.
"Damage per second," Aurora answered. "Gamer lingo."
Eulalie nodded. "Maybe the Order is different now, but you're a bona fide badass. Do you know what you can do that the others can't? You can cast magic."
Ingrid chuckled. "Only through artifacts and shit I don't have. My options are pretty poor right now."
"But it doesn't have to be magic." Eulalie pointed at the screens. "Those guys are just humans. What are they going to do, shoot at a fireball?"
"That's exactly what they'll do. I would far rather be casting spells from behind Tasia than by myself. She can take a bullet. I cannot." Ingrid shook her head. "I'm literally the one person on the team who can't take a bullet. Hell, if I break a bone, I'm in a cast for weeks. I'm fragile." She looked at Eulalie. "That doesn't mean I'm not going. But it does mean I'm fucking scared."
Eulalie moved slowly and deliberately, as if to not startle Ingrid. The Arachne took Ingrid's hands in her own and met her gaze.
"You can't take a bullet," she said. "Your body doesn't heal. You aren't a demon, or a zombie, or even a werewolf. But you are brave. And once we get you outside of your own head, you'll remember just how brilliant and cunning you are."
Ingrid rolled her eyes. "You can't butter me up. I'm not a piece of bread."
"You escaped a demon. Twice." Eulalie squeezed Ingrid's fingers. "I saw the video footage from Maui. I've seen how you've faced insurmountable odds. You think that you're weaker than the others, but it's simply not true. They have things that they are good at, yes. But you're the one who has always had to think outside the box." The Arachne let go of Ingrid's hands. "When I was a little girl, my father taught me how to hunt with this old rifle of his. It was a Remington. Beautiful gun, he got it from an estate sale."
"Why did you need a gun?" Ingrid asked.
"It wasn't about the gun. See, my sister and I were born killers. It's in our blood. We could have fended for ourselves from an early age. But the reason he taught us how to hunt was two-fold. First, guns could still hurt us. He didn't want us playing with them and thinking we were invincible. Second?" Eulalie smiled, her eyes on a distant memory. "It was so that he could bond with us. He was the only human in a family of Arachne. In a lot of ways, he was like you. The weakest among us."
"I can see that." Ingrid's original response had been far snarkier, but she could see the fondness in Eulalie's eyes. The Arachne was trying to make a point. "So he taught you to shoot."
"My father was a lot of things to me. But mostly, he was the heart of our family." Eulalie smiled. "My mother was cold. Not in a bad way, really. There was this odd...divide sometimes. Like she didn't quite fit in. I'm way more like her in that regard. But it was my father who helped me be more than just that. He couldn't outrun a deer, climb anything, or make webs. But he was so good at being the things we didn't know how to be."
The Arachne's eyes shimmered as her gaze met Ingrid's. "Do you know what goes through a bear's mind when you shoot it with a rifle?"
"Rage? Anger?" Ingrid snorted. "I can only assume nothing good."
"My father had a different answer. He liked to say 'a.22 caliber round if you're a good enough shot.'" The Arachne smiled. "He couldn't snap a bear's neck by accident. But he could aim and wait until it was close enough that he could put a bullet right between its eyes. The Order was the boogeyman, but my father? He was my hero. That's how I see humans, Ingrid. Full of bravery and potential, and capable of doing great things. That's how I see you."
Ingrid stared at the Arachne for several long seconds, her self-loathing officially cut off at the source. Eulalie wasn't just blowing smoke up her ass, the woman was speaking from the heart. For a brief moment, her mind tried to reconcile it as pity, to bring that rancid anger back and bathe in it.
"What I need..." Ingrid closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to hold onto this feeling she suddenly had. This sensation was a freshly lit candle, and she didn't want it to get blown out too quickly.
"Anything we can get you," Eulalie said. "We've got a magical Library and portals everywhere. If you can think of it, we can try to find it."
For the first time in several days, Ingrid firmly stepped back from her personal feelings, from the events that had occurred, and even from her own self-doubts. The visualization was intense enough that she actually found herself standing in a dark room, looking at monitors similar to the ones Eulalie had put up. The Kensington estate was there, the images frozen and overlaid with bursts of static.
Crouched beneath the monitor was Jenny. The spirit's arms were just a little too long for her body as she idly poked at the ground with what could have been a bone.
"Are you doing this?" Ingrid asked.
The spirit shrugged. "It's always like this for me," she said, then stood from her crouch. Her hair shifted just enough that Ingrid could see one wild-eye between them. "I'm not stuck in here with you--"
"You're stuck in here with me," Ingrid finished. "You're no good against demons--"
The spirit blurred and teleported right in front of Ingrid, that wide eye now cracked with veins. The bone was sharpened, and pressed against the base of Ingrid's throat.
"But I am," Ingrid finished, ignoring the spirit and studying the monitors. "I got stuck thinking about the things I couldn't do, along with the things you couldn't do. That's a fool's game. But if I start thinking about the things I'm capable of, the things I was trained for..."
Jenny pressed the sharp end of the bone into Ingrid's neck. The mage simply pulled it back out. This place was little more than a hallucination, after all. Ingrid couldn't be hurt here.
"I don't have a plan yet, but I know somebody who can help." Ingrid patted Jenny on the head. "Want to go make a mess with me?"
Jenny opened her head like a demonic Pac-Man and cackled. The vision popped and she was back in the real world, Aurora and Eulalie watching her with bated breath.
"I need to speak with Tinker Radley."

💀🐶 😈
Tasia opened her eyes and stared at the roof of the barn for almost an hour. She sat up and picked the straw from her hair and sniffed the air with hesitation. Blanching, she stuck out her tongue in response to the flavor of this place.
The air tasted like paint. Once upon a time, this world had been nothing more than brushstrokes on a canvas, some artist's idyllic dream of a small farm on the edge of the woods. Through magic, a small pocket world had been formed, the painted trees and grass imbued with a false life.
The sun never set in this place. As such, it was hard to tell how long she had been stuck here. Whatever magic created the illusion of a real world also provided the minimal sustenance required to stay alive. Tasia's stomach growled, and she rubbed at her belly with a frown.
Upon arriving at Kensington, there had been an ambush--that much she remembered. Then she had awaken here, sick to her stomach and her entire body hurting.
It hadn't taken long to figure out what had happened. This place had odd boundaries, where it looked like the world continued, but it was little more than a painted surface. Her world was an oblong box, less than sixty feet wide, yet a quarter mile deep. It had taken her a minute to recognize the place, which she had last seen inside of a painting in the auction house.
Any doubts that she had been trapped inside this place had been immediately dispelled by the man she called Gunther.
The man was old, perhaps in his nineties. He had been frightened upon seeing her, and had hidden himself away almost immediately. Other than a few, scratchy words of German, he had said little else to her. She had tried to introduce herself, or to communicate in any way, but the guy refused to say another word.
Then the bastard tried to murder her.
Tasia had gone inside the sparsely decorated home and tried to sleep off her headache. She had awoken to see Gunther coming at her with a knife. The man was surprisingly strong, and Tasia had shifted into werewolf form to disarm him. Properly terrified, Gunther now gave her a wide berth, occasionally making the sign of the cross if they ran into each other.
Now Tasia got to sleep in a barn and try to figure out how she could escape from the painting. If the auctioneer was correct and Gunther had been trapped here for decades, there was a very real chance that her fate might be similar.
Or maybe turning into a werewolf would make her strong enough to simply dig her way out. The ground was surprisingly hard, but maybe it wouldn't hold up against her claws.
If Gunther tried to stab her again, she would definitely have the perfect use for a hole. She felt bad for the poor bastard, but that didn't give him a free pass to be so stabby.
Tasia stood up and paced the barn for a little bit, then stretched her arms and legs. She had spent the better part of yesterday trying to damage the boundaries of this painted world without any success while Gunther watched in horror. Maybe the man didn't even want to escape anymore.
If he did, could he even handle it? She couldn't contemplate just how much the world had changed since his capture. In all truth, Gunther had likely gone mad many years ago. She honestly wondered why the man hadn't killed himself yet.
Maybe he couldn't. Now that was a sinister thought that made Tasia shiver. If she got stuck here for decades, she didn't know if she could handle the same level of loneliness. Being a werewolf meant it would be very hard to take her own life.
"Fuck," she muttered to herself before walking outside. Gunther saw her and immediately went back inside his cottage.
Growling, Tasia started patrolling the perimeter again, hoping to find a seam in whatever magic kept her here.

💀🐶 😈
Ingrid took the lift down to the front lobby where Tink had set out a table. Rats were scurrying about on her orders, bringing her a combination of tools and food. The goblin looked up at Ingrid through her magical goggles and waved.
"Pretty mage right on time," she declared, then grabbed a small sandwich and shoved it in her mouth so hard that all the mayonnaise, mustard, and cheese squirted free. The goblin scowled at the food that had escaped her mouth as if expecting it to jump right back into her ravenous maw. Ingrid noticed that some of the mess had gotten on Tink's project.
"Okay, what do you have for me?" Ingrid asked.
Tink cackled and picked up a piece of meat from the table to reveal Ingrid's wand, which had been strapped to the side of a pistol. When held by the grip, Ingrid's hand was in contact with pistol and wand alike, allowing her to casually swap between bullets or magic.
"Need test this," she declared, pausing to lick some mayonnaise off the side. Kisa, who was apparently sitting nearby, snatched the weapon away.
"You don't even have the safety on," she grumbled.
"No bullets," Tink replied, picking up a shotgun and opening it to reveal that it was empty. "Tink no stupid. Smartest wife. Best wife!"
"It'll work?" Ingrid asked, taking the pistol in her hand. She could feel the magic of the wand tingling in her palm.
"Pretty mage test, this one shield wand." Tink made a pistol with her hand and fired an imaginary bullet, which caused her to spit part of her sandwich out.
"I am so sorry," Kisa muttered. "Your little project has made her hyper-active."
"Pretty mage appreciate Tink," the goblin declared, then picked up the cheese that had escaped and shoved it in her mouth.
Ingrid studied the gun, impressed that Tink had carved a light groove in the slide to account for the wand. An unholy amalgamation of duct tape and hose clamps held the contraption together. When she channeled magic through the wand, a barrier formed. While she wouldn't be able to fire the weapon through the barrier, it would allow her to use it like a riot shield.


The shotgun had been altered to accommodate a lightning rod under the barrel. The rod was almost completely hidden, so that would be a nasty surprise for someone who thought she was out of rounds.
"Where's the other pistol?" Ingrid asked.
The goblin made a face and pointed to a melted lump on the floor nearby. "Tink mess up," she admitted.
"And almost took her own face off," Kisa added.
"How did you melt the whole thing?" she asked in horror. "And what about the force wand?"
"It's not technically melted," Kisa replied. "The thing imploded on itself when somebody dropped it to eat a grape."
"Tink sorry." The goblin pouted, her tail flicking behind her. "But Tink do good on other weapons!" She proudly held up a submachine gun that was welded to a fire rod. This would belch out fire and bullets for maximum destruction. A carbine with a strap had been stripped down and rebuilt to incorporate an ice wand.
"This one is kind of cool, no pun intended." Kisa picked up the carbine and held it sideways to point near the trigger. "If you leave the safety on and use the wand, it should create a small shield made of ice on both sides of you."
"But you're not sure?" Ingrid took the carbine from Kisa.
Tink shrugged. "Mage find out, no can test. Goggle say okay." She tapped her headgear.
Frowning, Ingrid channeled magic through the carbine with the safety on. There was a loud hiss as magic enveloped her, then fired massive spikes into the ground around her creating a protective barrier.
"Holy shit," she said, nearly dropping the gun. She studied it for a moment. "What does it do when you actually fire it?"
"With magic? Big big bullet." Tink pantomimed something exploding between her hands. "Maybe big mess, don't know."
"As long as I'm not the big mess." Ingrid set the carbine down. "These are all amazing, thank you."
The goblin beamed.
"However, I don't really have room to carry all of this." She studied the guns for a moment. If she strapped the carbine to her back, she could maybe holster the pistol and carry the SMG and the shotgun. "Call me crazy, but this almost feels like a potential loadout from a videogame."
Tink nodded. "Spider booty help Tink make choice."
"Yeah, well, spider booty doesn't have to carry all of this and Jenny."
"About that." Eulalie's voice came from above. Ingrid looked up and tried not to shudder at the sight of the Arachne dangling down a thread of silk. Once Eulalie was on the ground, she handed something over to Ingrid. "I think I have something that might help."
"What is it?" Ingrid took the object from Eulalie and gasped once she realized she was holding a trenchcoat.
"I found it in Cyrus' house after his death," Eulalie said. "I didn't know what to do with it and thought it might be something you could use."
"Eulalie." Ingrid didn't know what else to say. She ran a hand along the fabric and then tried it on. The trenchcoat was loose on her, easily two sizes too large. Ingrid stuck her hands in the pockets and searched the coat. The only thing she turned up was a receipt for a breakfast place in town. Apparently Cyrus was a member of the VIP club, whatever that meant. His meal of choice had been coffee and pancakes.
"Well?" Eulalie asked. "How does it feel?"
Ingrid tried to keep the disappointment from her voice. "Too heavy," she admitted. "Symbolically, anyway. Also...it's not magical. It's just an ordinary trenchcoat. The pockets won't let me carry everything."
"Oh." Eulalie deflated. "I...didn't even think to check. I just assumed."
"Yeah, the Order wasn't in the habit of handing out spares." Ingrid sighed and took the coat off to study it. "But it does look exactly like what he wore, doesn't it? I don't blame you for thinking it was magical."
"Right." Eulalie put out her hands and took the coat back. "Shit. Let me see if I can weave you something. We can't have you looking armed to the teeth on your way into Kensington."
Ingrid nodded. "That would be good. Our support team wasn't able to put together much for a one-woman assault. We're sort of limited by the stuff we already have." She reached over and ran a hand along Cyrus' nonmagical coat. "It's a shame there's not an auction going on now, maybe they'd have something that we could...could..." The answer was so simple that she was almost mad at herself for not thinking of it already.
"Buy?" Eulalie asked.
"I need a portal," she said. "To Texas."
"Back to the hotel?"
Ingrid shook her head and grinned. "Somewhere much better."

💀🐶 😈
The sun was only an hour from rising over Kensington Palace Gardens, the street lit by Victorian lamps. Ingrid's footsteps were silent against the pavement as she approached the armed checkpoint at the end of the road.
Dana and Tasia had apparently just vaulted the protective walls after their arrival, but Ingrid was going to need a different approach. She hugged herself tight as if cold, but the magical trenchcoat she had stolen from Anthony was more than comfortable enough. By the time she had made it to the checkpoint, the police on guard there were watching her warily.
"Good morning," she said as she held over her falsified credentials. Kensington Palace Gardens wasn't just a neighborhood for very wealthy people, but also hosted a couple of embassies along with the residences of various ambassadors. Not long ago, it had been closed to foot traffic.
The armed guards checked their database, then handed back her ID and waved her through. Ingrid had no idea what her cover story even was, but suspected these people knew better than to question the business of billionaires. Perhaps she was an embassy liaison, or maybe some rich guy's accountant. For all she knew, her current identity was a high-end escort. It ultimately didn't matter.
The homes along Kensington Palace Gardens were old, with many having been updated over the centuries. The embassies had their own armed guards, and various security forces lingered on other properties. By the time she made it to her destination, it was clear that something was different about this estate. For starters, it was actually much larger than any of the others. Ingrid casually walked across the entrance and counted her steps, immediately noticing that she would sometimes forget the number immediately.
The other issue was that the home was unnumbered. If her math was correct, the address should have been 13 Kensington Palace Gardens, but that official honor belonged to Harrington House, which currently housed the Russian Ambassador.
The magic here was similar to the Caymans. It was extremely difficult for her to concentrate on the property as her mind slipped over it. The grounds were far vaster than they had any business being, and the parallels drawn in her mind immediately reminded her of someplace else.
The manor was massive, with a large garden out front with numerous terraces. If somebody had told her that this was what the Radley house could grow up to look like, she would have believed them.
Ingrid touched the earbud in her ear. "I'm there," she said.
"I can see you on the map," Aurora replied. "You keep jumping around a bit."
"Lots of magic here," Ingrid replied. Had Tasia even noticed? Would Dana have? Or had the two of them been far too busy with each other?
It occurred to Ingrid that Tasia usually relied on her partner for such things. It was very likely that her reliance had made her sloppy.
Guns, guns, and more guns, Jenny whispered in the back of Ingrid's mind.
"Are you actually counting them or stating the obvious?" Ingrid whispered back.
The doll giggled and started a creep rendition of Singing in the Rain.
"Okay, creep factor is at maximum. So Jenny is ready." Ingrid paused, pulled out her phone and pretended to be on a phone call to properly survey the area. From where she stood, she was able to identify at least three magical traps on the path they had planned together in the Library.
"I'm looking through embassy cams right now," said Eulalie. "By my count, we have nearly thirty armed guards."
"And they weren't there before?" Ingrid asked.
"Nope," Eulalie replied. "In a place like this, no security at all is outside the norm. My assumption was that this was just some rich person's residence."
Sloppy, Ingrid thought again. "Do we know anything about the current guards?"
"I've had a couple of pings. Basic mercenary types. A few have criminal records in places they can't be extradited to, more than a few soldiers of fortune, but all are professionals." Eulalie cleared her throat. "It would seem this was a last second hiring spree."
"And our target?" Ingrid asked, referring to the witch.
"Last spotted landing in the Cayman Islands," Aurora replied. "No atmospheric disturbances noted. She is at least six hours out, unless she's already on her way back. In which case, four hours."
"You said witch case," Eulalie whispered.
"That's...not even remotely funny," Aurora said.
"Focus." Ingrid adjusted her coat and studied the estate. "If I follow the road up and bypass the fountain, I can go up the stairs on the right. Any luck with the drones?"
"Nope." Eulalie sighed. "Sent one in earlier, but someone jammed the signal and it crashed."
"No eyes on the sky then. Guess it's just me and the doll." Ingrid took a deep breath and let it out. "Think you can keep me from getting killed?"
Jenny giggled. Nope.
Ingrid moved toward the entrance to the estate. "Well if I die, I'm gonna haunt you."
It'll be an eternal tea party, Jenny whispered.
"I'll make sure Grace likes me more."
Fuck you. Ingrid felt the temperature drop as the air filled with a heavy presence. And the horse you rode in on!
"A horse would be far more dramatic." Ingrid stepped through an unseen barrier and felt her skin tingle. There was a faint blip inside her chest, almost like an electrical shock. She flinched and bit her tongue as a spell tried to disrupt her heart and cause her to faint.
You're welcome, Jenny whispered.
"If our friend could do something like that, why not keep it up all the time?" Ingrid wondered aloud.
Too much effort.
"I guess." Ingrid tried to keep to the shadows, aware that they would soon fade with the morning light. The world outside the barrier was ominously quiet, and she wondered if the people here in Kensington would even hear the mess she was about to cause. She reached into one of the deep dimensional pockets of her stolen coat and pulled out the pistol.
The good news was she only had to get in and survive long enough to find the others. They could do the heavy lifting from there. The bad news was pretty much everything else about the situation.
Taking a calming breath, Ingrid moved forward with purpose, her eyes darting to the perimeter guard. She thought she had found a gap in their patrol and was about to slide through it when icy tendrils grabbed her legs and froze her in place.
Not through here, Jenny whispered. A little birdy will see you through his scope and turn you into a mess of feathers.
Ingrid turned to the left and got on her hands and knees to crawl beneath a pair of bushes. The branches slid away from her enchanted coat, but still managed to yank a few strands of hair free from her ponytail. She timed her movements with the wind, then got stuck halfway through once the wind died down.
Whether the weather be fine, or whether the weather be not, whether the weather be cold, or whether the weather be hot. Jenny giggled and a gust of wind rustled the nearby foliage, allowing Ingrid to pop out the other side to see that she was standing in a small clearing that led to a side door.
Between her and the door was a surprised mercenary who was in the middle of lighting a cigarette.
Jenny! Ingrid thought as she raised her gun.
It's more fun this way, the doll declared as the mercenary raised his own weapon and fired a quick burst just as Ingrid summoned a shield around herself.
Magical shields were only partially effective against bullets. A direct strike from a high enough caliber would tunnel straight through, but the man's aim was jerked off course by what was most likely a telekinetic shove from the doll. Ingrid dropped the shield and fired three times, dropping the mercenary where he stood.
"Damn it, Jenny! Shotgun!"
A side pocket opened, allowing the shotgun to slide out and into Ingrid's outstretched hand. She pumped a round into the door latch and gave it a kick. When it slammed open, she turned around.
"Machinegun!" The SMG slid into her palm as the shotgun was retracted. She aimed at the trees and bushes she had just come through.
Sending magic spiraling through the rod, a jet of flame ignited the nearby foliage. Up above, men shouted in alarm as Ingrid made her entrance into what looked to be a utility area. There was a panel labeled Security, which she pulled the main shut off for, then blasted it with the lightning for good measure.
Yes, yes! Janey shouted. Let them fear your wrath!
"This isn't wrath. It's just basic breaking and entering." She looked over her shoulder at the man she had killed. "And maybe a little light murder."
You should set the building on fire, Jenny added. The others will survive it.
"I don't know that Dana would," Ingrid replied. She wasn't entirely certain what the limits of her regeneration were, but fire seemed like a very bad idea.
Best two out of three?
"I'll tell her you said that."
Jenny laughed again as Ingrid ran toward a nearby door and opened it. She was in some kind of servant's hallway, lacking in decoration with a thin runner on the floor. Moving quietly, she heard shouting from outside, along with movement up above.
With no map of the place, she had to guess where to go next. During the brief debate, she heard the rattling of a door in the hallway behind her. She stuck a hand in one pocket and pulled out a grenade. Yanking the pin, she casually tossed it over her shoulder and moved forward and around the nearest corner before it could blow.
"We go up," she said. Clutching the pistol in one hand and the SMG in the other, she made a run for it.
Real life break-ins weren't like action movies. The bad guys rarely all came rushing at you all at once. Instead, they were shouting instructions at each other and trying to establish checkpoints within the estate. What this meant was a lot of slow wandering as each group tried to figure where the bullets were coming from.
This was exactly why Ingrid had Jenny blow a massive hole through the first big wall she came across. The doll was able to shatter the lath and plaster inside of it, which not only allowed Ingrid to make her own door, but scare the absolute shit out of the three guards on the other side who were hiding in the room.
The gunfight was almost dismissive. Ingrid blasted one of the men with lightning before raising her barrier and stepping through the gap. She tossed the shotgun to the side where Jenny snagged it in midair and opened fire on the mercenaries from outside the bubble.
Two rooms and a hallway later, she found herself in an entrance hall. A small double staircase descended into what would have been the main entry if she had come in that way. The home itself was decorated with beautiful antiques, but what Ingrid noticed almost right away was the blank spot on the wall between the double staircase. While no interior decorator herself, the lone hook in the middle of a patch of red plaster framed by curtains made her immediately think of a museum painting.
Down below, the front door had opened and a group of guards opened fire. Ingrid was forced to move back into the previous room and duck down as a hail of bullets punched holes in the wood and plaster around her. Bits of white wall fluff rained down around her, making her think of snow.
The gunsmoke was so intense that it filled her mouth with an acrid taste. Sniffling, she held her pistol tight in both hands to channel far more magic than usual, then sprinted across the opening.
Her ears rang with the ensuing cacophony of bullets. The shield shimmered as it took multiple impacts, then failed. At least two smaller caliber rounds shattered against her magical coat, but a third that was much larger smashed into her shoulder, causing her to spin and fall on the stairs. Grunting, Ingrid yanked free the carbine and fired it straight in the air.
A wall of ice appeared around her, and the gunfire ceased.
"What the fuck is that?" somebody asked.
"Ice?" Somebody put a couple of rounds into the ice wall, which held. "This job is fucking weird, man."
Ingrid hissed in pain as she lifted her arm and flexed, hoping her shoulder was okay, that her arm wasn't broken. It was going to hurt real bad tomorrow, that was for sure. Wincing, she reached for her shotgun as footsteps came up the stairs and sent a blast of lightning at a big guy wearing a face mask and holding an AK-47. The bolt of electricity went straight through the man's body armor and sent him flying back down the stairs.
"Shit, that hurts." Grunting, she rolled over and crawled up the stairs as more gunfire chipped at the ice. Concentrating on her pistol, she summoned the shield and made it up the stairs, making sure to keep low as she was fired at from below.
If you don't want your body anymore, I'll take it. Jenny giggled ominously. I'm always in the market for something used, though the model you've got is older and slower than what I'm holding out for.
"If I ever give you my body, I'm gonna make sure I have a massive hemorrhoid first. Then it'll be my turn to be a pain in the ass for you."
Sticks and stones may break our bones, but words--DUCK!
Ingrid hit the floor as gunfire erupted through the wall closest to her, tearing up the space where she had been standing. Whoever was shooting had no actual idea where she was, and Ingrid was able to get up as the bullets swept back in the direction she had been. Behind her on the steps, a man crested the rise and aimed a gun at her only to catch some strays through the wall.
Jenny giggled. Loser!
Ingrid opened up the next door to find a bathroom. Leaving the door open behind her, she jogged down the hall and turned the corner to see a man leaning against a distant doorframe. He spun and took aim, but his rifle lifted up to bash him in the face. Ingrid shot him and moved in his direction.
"Are we even going deeper into this house?" she asked. When she got to the man she had just shot, she put a second bullet in him to make sure he was dead, then picked up his rifle. Thinking he may have been guarding a special room, she was disappointed to see that it was another bathroom.
"This fucking sucks," she muttered. "Do you know why rich people have so many bathrooms?"
'Cause they're so full of shit, Jenny replied.
Ingrid had no response for that.
"Next guy we run across, let's disarm the fucker and see where we should be going," she said.

💀🐶 😈
Eulalie stared at the bank of security monitors with one eye while several of her others watched a steady stream of data on another set of screens. She was busy playing Cat's Cradle with a piece of web between her fingers, idly spinning shapes that would put the world's best seamstresses to shame.
"Any sign of activity?" she asked.
"None," Aurora replied. Her job was to watch the monitors around the embassies and see if the ruckus Ingrid was likely causing pulled in more security. "The place is clearly warded, which is...well, I don't know if that's good or bad. We can't see in there, but neither can anyone else."


Eulalie frowned. "I hate this," she said. If there wasn't an extremely good chance of the Fae Court trying to abduct her to get at Mike, she absolutely would have considered it. Honestly, she had no idea what had their tits in such a twist.
"Me, too," Aurora admitted. "But at least Jenny is in there, too."
The Arachne made a face. "While Jenny possesses a certain single-mindedness in some matters, she has been known to go off script."
"Do you think she'll abandon Ingrid?"
Eulalie shrugged. "I think it means she's a wild card. Could be a huge help, or even the oppos--what the fuck is that?" Her head swiveled to focus on a pair of screens with data streams. She had bookmarked the Collector's accounts that she was aware of and money was being shifted to numerous entities from some of those accounts.
"Is everything okay?"
"Somebody is spending a shit ton of money all of the sudden." Eulalie swung toward the nearest keyboard and started typing. "Which makes me wonder if she's buying something else or...shit."
"Shit?" Aurora looked away from her screens.
"These destination accounts, some of them belong to local military groups." Scowling, Eulalie watched the flow of money. In moments, almost ten million dollars was spent. She moved to a different monitor and started pulling up a couple of dark web sites that were used to hire mercenaries. A quick read confirmed her suspicions. "Our witch is buying a small army."
"For what?" Aurora asked.
"Kensington." Eulalie narrowed her eyes. "Looks like she caught wind of what's going down. She's offering cash up front and a bounty to anyone who kills the intruder."
"That's gotta be a logistical nightmare. How is she supposed to know who is supposed to be there?"
"I'm willing to bet some witch nonsense." Eulalie stared at the flow of cash. If she hired a small army of her own, could they even get into the mansion without being shot?
No, that wouldn't work. Mercenaries had no qualms about fighting each other, but trying to hire an opposing force would just blacklist people. If she was lucky, maybe she'd get ten people worth their salt. She needed to find a way to leverage this influx of people into something useful, something that would drastically tip the scales.
"I need you in Kensington," she said.
"What?" Aurora swiveled in her chair. "I'm not trained for this."
"No. But you are trained in hospitality." Eulalie picked up a piece of paper and started scribbling on it. "If you run to Ingrid's portal, you can be there in twenty. I'll have your credentials ready for the gate guards."
"And then what?"
"I'll text you the details on the way." The Arachne was doing some rough math on the paper. "Dress professionally, but wear good shoes. I'm gonna send you some QR codes, you'll need them."
"For what?" Aurora called as she jogged out of the room to the nearest platform.
"I'LL TEXT YOU!" Eulalie shouted, then paused and looked at a monitor across the room. There was an atmospheric disturbance in the Atlantic Ocean, barely a blip. The Arachne moved to a different monitor bank and logged into a pair of government satellites.
"Fuck," she muttered. Something small was pulling Mach 2 over the ocean. Either the Cayman Islands were testing a random missile, or a very angry witch was already on her way home.
Biting her lip so hard that she bled, Eulalie moved toward the nearest computer and started programming an automation sequence. In five minutes, she got a text from Aurora that she was in London. At the twelve-minute mark, Eulalie got false credentials put onto the list at Billionaire's row. With a single minute to spare, she sent the text with the plan to Aurora's phone.
Letting out a gasp, the Arachne leaned back in her web and let out a heavy breath. Her phone dinged a few moments later and she saw that Aurora had responded.
That's super fucked up was followed by a laughing emoji.
The Arachne grinned and leaned forward, steepling her fingers as she stared at a data stream from her satellites.
"Game on, witch."

💀🐶 😈
In the halls of Kensington, Ingrid let go of a man slumped against the wall. His nose was broken with blood gushing down his lips. Her knuckles were also bloodied as well, but she had no way of knowing how much was hers and how much was his.
"That asshole has a hard head," she muttered.
Now he's got a soft spot, Jenny added.
"Yeah, only after I beat the shit out of him." Wincing, Ingrid drew her pistol. "I wish you had just scared the information out of him when we first got here instead of making me punch him in the face like an idiot."
But you were doing so well! The sound of children clapping filled the room. It was clearly some sort of wine storage, only there were no bottles of wine anywhere.
"I think my pinky got dislocat--OW!" Ingrid felt psychic fingers grab her busted digit and yank it back into place.
Would you like a sucker for being such a good patient?
"Fuck you." Ingrid looked back toward the door. She had bought herself some extra discovery time with a pair of grenades and a timed explosive on the other side of the house. The amount of property damage alone was staggering, but since most of the mercenaries were outside the home when she snuck in, they were just as lost as she was.
This guy, however, was apparently a regular. Sure, Jenny had to infiltrate his mind and torment him with a psychic scorpion bath, but now she had a direction to move in, and it was down, somehow.
Service stairs took her down toward the basement. She paused for a minute to listen to a group of men run down an adjacent hallway while Jenny cackled at them from the shadows. The mage used the moment to catch her breath, then took a drink of water from a canteen in one of her pockets.
"Almost there," she muttered to herself, then capped the canteen and finished her descent. The man's directions would have sounded like the ramblings of a mad man, but not only did Jenny vouch for his honesty, but the answer sounded appropriate somehow.
A few minutes later, she was down in the basement. Instead of concrete and dirt, it was opulently decorated with fancy rugs and a massive door in the back of the room. Between her and the door was a group of ten mercenaries, all of them armed with weapons pointed in her direction.
Ingrid barely ducked out of the way. If not for the thick stone foundation, she would have been reduced to meat paste.
"Looks like we're at the path of most resistance," she muttered. "Think you've got one good push in you?"
Jenny cackled and the temperature dropped. They will know fear.
Ingrid pulled all four of her guns out and set them on the floor. Up above, she could hear footsteps headed her direction. Snatching up the pistol, she undid the belt of her coat and yanked it open.
Strapped to her chest in a baby carrier made of silk webbing was Jenny. The doll let out a cackle of delight now that she was out in the open.
Say the thing! She demanded. Say it say it say it say it.
"Say hello to my little friend!" Ingrid stepped around the corner as the other three guns levitated off the ground behind her. Using the pistol exclusively as a shield, she sprinted toward the men guarding the door as Jenny opened fire on them from outside the magical barrier.
The man closest to them raised a rifle to take aim, but his head snapped rapidly backward so that he was looking at the people behind them. One of those guys dropped his own gun in surprise, then tried to run but was dragged toward Ingrid and lifted in the air to become a meat shield. He jerked in the air as bullets tore him apart.
Play with me! Jenny growled. PLAY WITH ME!
Dust drifted down from the plaster ceiling as Ingrid moved the remaining distance, pausing every few moments to lower her barrier and take aim. Dropped weaponry was added to Jenny's arsenal, and the spirit fired relentlessly, creating a storm of bullets.
Sadly, Jenny's aim was shit. Most of the weapons ran out of ammo quickly, then were hurled with far greater accuracy. The group of ten was soon reduced to zero as Ingrid moved toward the door at the end of the room and tried to push it open.
"Damn, it's locked." Scowling, Ingrid put her hand out. "Carbine." The rifle was slapped into her hand as she took several steps back and took aim at the lock. Behind her, people were shouting in the stairwell as she pulled the trigger.
The carbine exploded. Ingrid was launched backwards as a twelve-foot-long icicle the size of a car erupted from the barrel, blowing the door off its hinges.
"Ow!" Ingrid moaned and rolled to her feet, then crouch-ran toward the open door. Somebody in the stairwell opened fire, and she ended up being pushed through the doorway by bullets ricocheting off her coat. Rolling out of the way, she stuck her hand.
"Shotgun!"
You landed on my face.
"Shotgun!" Ingrid looked around for where Jenny may have dropped the weapon. Out in the previous room, she heard boots on the floor as her pursuers grew close.
MY! FACE! The house shook.
"Damn it, Jenny!" Ingrid reached into her pockets and pulled out a pair of grenades. She threw both of them into the last room and heard cries of panic. After they detonated, she heard a secondary explosion and the house shook as the ceiling collapsed and dumped debris into the room she had just left.
"Where is my shotgun, Jenny?" Ingrid coughed heavily and wondered what year asbestos was used to build houses. She managed to find her pistol nearby, but that was the one weapon she had been clutching.
The ghost was silent. Ingrid looked down and tapped the doll on its forehead. The head jerked around a hundred and eighty degrees to look at her, the fixed facial expression somehow accusatory.
"Okay, fine, I'm sorry." Ingrid narrowed her eyes. "I didn't mean to fall on you after getting shot in the fucking back."
Was that so hard? The rubble behind Ingrid shifted. She turned around and watched as a wooden beam shifted and the shotgun came through.
"And the SMG?"
The rubble shifted again, but nothing happened. The temperature dropped hard enough that Ingrid could see her own breath, but the third weapon didn't appear.
Be grateful for what you have, Jenny muttered.
"Can't get it up?" Ingrid smirked. "That's what happens when... when..."
Finally getting a good look at the room she was in, her eyes were immediately caught by the opposite wall. A curtain hung over what was clearly the frame of a large painting, but it made Ingrid feel sick just looking at the fabric. The fabric had shifted just a bit to reveal a tiny sliver of black along the edges that whispered to her.
She took a tentative step toward the painting, but paused when her hair was yanked backward suddenly.
I wouldn't do that, Jenny cautioned. Not without the others.
"Is that...the outsider?" Ingrid frowned.
Maybe. It feels wrong.
Ingrid shivered. Coming from Jenny, that was actually a very powerful statement. Looking around, she saw a pair of doors. Behind her, rubble was being shifted, but she doubted anyone was coming through there anytime soon. The rest of the room looked like an entryway, giving her the strange impression that she had entered another house entirely. Taking a moment to examine what was left of the front doorway, she was able to discover just the hint of dimensional magic along its seams.
"Are we sure this isn't the Radley house?" she wondered aloud.
You should keep the dumb thoughts to yourself.
"But you can read my mind."
So don't think them at all, dummy.
Ignoring the doll, Ingrid moved to the nearest door. "I hate this," she said. "As best as I can tell, we just fought our way through a mansion just to get inside of a magical home that's actually somewhere else. This feels like a nesting doll of bullshit."
The mage had her hand on the doorknob when the door was violently shoved open. She tucked into a roll and did a backspring onto her feet, bruising her chin on the top of Jenny's head. Raising her gun, she opened fire on a dark figure wrapped in black cloth.
The humanoid moved toward her, the bullets doing nothing. Ingrid raised her shotgun and fired it in the figure's face, disintegrating the black mask over its head to reveal what was left of a skull beneath. The figure cocked its head to one side, allowing its jaw to fall off completely, then wrapped its hands around her neck.
A powerful wave of psychokinetic energy tossed the thing backward where it crumpled against the wall. Ingrid rubbed at her neck and approached it.
"What the fuck is..." Her voice trailed off as the thing looked up at her, the bones cracking as it tried to stand up. Through the doorway it had just come, a similar humanoid could be seen approaching.
Not a single thought in its head, Jenny whispered. Can't kill what's already dead!
"What are you trying to say?"
I would run, run, as fast as you can, you can't catch me, I'm--
Mercilessly, the doll went silent as Ingrid slapped a hand over her mouth and ran through the other door.

💀🐶 😈
Dana kept her eyes closed, trying her best to feel something beyond the phantom tendons that allowed her to flex the muscles in her hand. Every now and then, she could feel the cold, metallic touch of the pin holding her hand in place.
If she had been alive, the mental exertion alone would have had her panting and sweating, of that she was sure. Even now, there was a cold sort of weight that had settled in the base of her mind. She did her best to focus on that rather than the magical rationale for why she was even able to do this in the first place.
Honestly, if the Collector hadn't jammed all that jerky into her stomach, she would already be a raving mess. Dana drooled openly as her body struggled to process the meat in her stomach while she existed in a fixed state of dying. Blood would form and then pump out of her, creating quite the mess on the floor.
"C'mon, c'mon," she whispered, feeling that metallic edge slip between her fingertips again. It reminded her very much of the effort required to reach the bolts on the bell housing of a Chevy S-10.
"Almost there, Sparks." Her dad smiled at her as she stuck out her tongue in concentration.
"I hate that I can't see it," she complained in another attempt to slot the ratchet over the bolt with her body stretched over the open engine. Her shirt had ridden up long ago, allowing her stomach to get coated in dirt. The little girl had on a baseball hat with an LED light clipped to the brim, but had long ago spun it around backward, neglecting to turn the light off.
"Sometimes you gotta do these things by touch," he said, placing his hand on her forearm and squeezing gently.
"How do I know when to turn it?" she asked.
"Sometimes, you guess. Otherwise? You just know."
"Why can't you do it?" she asked.
"Oh, I already know how to do it." Her father chuckled and rubbed her back. "I could have it done in just a few minutes."
Dana said a word under her breath that would get her grounded.
"Don't let your mother hear that," he said, giving her butt a playful swat with his grease rag. Dana turned her head to glare at him.
"You're distracting me."
"Or maybe you're thinking about it too hard." His face got serious as he shifted position, allowing him to put both of his hands by her wrist. "You need to think of the ratchet as an extension of your hand. When you close your eyes, can you sense where your fingers are?"
"Uh huh," she muttered, then slipped. "Ah, shit."
"Hey, language." Her father lowered her voice. "If your mother had ever done one of these, she'd understand. But she hasn't."
"And she won't," Dana grumbled.
"It doesn't interest her, Sparks. And that's totally fine. Baking doesn't interest you and she doesn't give you grief over it."
Dana paused what she was doing to stare at her dad. "Do you really believe that?"
Her dad sighed. "Okay, fair. She spent a lot of years thinking her little girl would bake cookies with her and have tea parties. It was a bit of a shock when you wanted that toy engine set for your fifth birthday. She thought it was a phase, but you were out in the garage helping me change spark plugs just six months later."
"Yeah I was." Dana stared at her father, studying the lines of his face. Her current memory of what he looked like had melded with how she pictured him from her childhood. That streak of gray by his temples certainly wasn't there now. "That's why you called me Sparky, right?"
Her dad shrugged. "There's lots of good reasons, actually. We couldn't get you to stop licking 9-volt batteries for starters."
"I like how it tingles." With her attention focused on her father, it was far easier to pretend that the ratchet in her hand was some unholy amalgamation of flesh and metal, stretched far into the bowels of some metallic beast. With her face so close to the engine, she thought it was strange that it stank of blood and smoke. Dana wondered if she had cut herself.
Her dad laughed. "Anyway, if you ever try to make a baked Alaska with your mom, she could teach you some bad words of her own."
"Why on earth would somebody make one of those for fun?" Dana asked. A Baked Alaska was a cake with ice cream inside of it.
"Sometimes it's the challenge of--freeze." Her father clamped his hands down on her wrist. "Right there, do you feel it?"
Dana nodded. She had gotten the socket over the nut.
"Go slow, but firm," he said. "You're not in a rush. Once you can't move any further, twist that ratchet back, feel the clicks inside of it."
Dana nodded, doing her best to maintain her grip on the ratchet. If she let go, it would pop off the nut. For whatever reason, the tool was wet in her hand.
Her father was inexplicably silent as she twisted her hand, feeling the clicking of the ratchet as if it were the bones in her finger instead. She had to regain her grip numerous times as she slowly eased the bolt out.
"I hate this," she moaned. "Why did they design it this way?"
"Who knows, Sparks. But you're doing great." Her dad paused. "What changed between us?"
"Huh?" Dana nearly dropped the ratchet. That nickname was something only Alex had called her. This wasn't a memory, but something else. "What do you mean?"
"We used to be close. And then you went off to college and, well..."
"My girlfriend died."
He nodded. "I get that. You stopped calling, stopped coming around. Whenever we tried to spend time with you, you were sullen. Sadness does that sometimes, you know? It takes a great, big bite out of your soul and others are forced to wait until you grow back enough to shine again."
"I..." Dana was absolutely certain this conversation had never happened, but didn't dare let her concentration on the ratchet slip. "It's not about you," she finally said.
"I know that it's not about me. Your mom and I did nothing wrong. You wanted space, so we gave it to you." The man stepped around the dinner table which now sat where the tool bench had been. Her mother was sitting there, her meal untouched as she studied Dana with bleary eyes. "But then you started comin' round with that teacher of yours."
"Quetzalli. Oh. Right." Dana scowled. This was a really inconvenient time for a hallucination involving character growth. "Yeah, that was a farce."
"Why?"
"'Cause I died." The ratchet spun easier now, the bolt slipping closer and closer to freedom. "Got murdered by a necromancer and fell in love with a werewolf."
"That sounds like the kind of books your mom enjoys." Her father withered under a glare from her mom. "What? It does!"


"Did you think we wouldn't understand?" asked her mom.
"I figured you wouldn't believe me." Dana grunted, suddenly aware of the dirt all over her stomach. It felt like it was sanding off her flesh as she squirmed. "Parental love is a special thing, but there is a pretty stark contrast between the world you live in and the one I do."
"Shouldn't that be our choice?" he asked.
Dana sighed again. "Look, originally I figured I would get better and let it go. But I came to realize that the Dana you knew died. I'm...somebody different?"
"Are you, though?" Her father smiled sadly. "Just because who you are changed doesn't mean we don't still love you."
"Dana died, Dad. I'm just wearing her body."
"I carried that body inside of me for nine months," her mother said. "If my child died, shouldn't I have the right to mourn her?"
"Why the fuck is this conversation even--" Dana almost lost her grip on the ratchet. "Damn it."
"Language," her mother cautioned.
"This existential guilt trip is beneath me," Dana muttered. Her stomach felt hot, and she briefly wondered if the engine had still been hot. Her nerve endings were firing on all cylinders now, as if uncertain which sensation she needed to be feeling.
Her mother and father watched her quietly, then turned to face a dark specter who had joined them at the table. Death looked up from his cup of tea, then took a sip.
"Don't look at me. I can't even see her," he said just as the nut popped free. The tang of metal against marble had Dana opening her eyes to watch her hand slump forward, the large pin holding it in place now on the floor.
"Finally," she muttered, concentrating now on the tiny pins that had been holding the flaps of her skin open to reveal the muscle structure beneath. She got half the pins out before her hand swung free, her skin tearing. Her hand landed with a splat on the floor.
Satisfied, she flexed her fingers to make her hand stand up like Thing from the Addams family. It took a few minutes to establish a walking rhythm, her hand looking very much like a drunk facehugger as it stumbled around.
Okay, now that her hand was free, what was the play? The hand and wrist terminated right before her elbow, so she could try and reattach it, but then what? Maybe free herself?
Or was the play to try and knock over the painting with Tasia trapped inside. Dana scrunched up her forehead in concentration, wondering how to save Tasia.
This forced her to confront a rather ugly truth. The only thing she could do was damage the canvas. Without understanding how the magic worked, doing so could kill Tasia. Then again, the werewolf was either doomed to an eternity in the painting or being dissected as Dana was.
Maybe she should chance it. If she could knock the painting on the ground, she could stab it with the metal spike and destroy it.
Taking a deep breath, Dana briefly contemplated if this was the right course of action. Logically, it made sense, but her emotions were compromised. She had trouble feeling beyond the discomfort of her position, and only vaguely knew that Tasia's death would eventually devastate her.
The second option was to try and reattach her hand to her arm, but she had no way of knowing just how strapped down she was. And once her hand was reattached, the only option for removing it once more would be to chew it off.
What to do, what to do? Her mind whirled with possibilities until a third presented itself.
Up the spiral staircase and trapped inside of a snowglobe was Lily.
Dana flexed her hand and had it walk out of sight. She closed her eyes and tried to picture the path she had been brought along, her photographic memory allowing her to reconstruct the journey. Cautiously, she moved her hand until it bumped into the bottom step of the spiral staircase, then painstakingly climbed it.
The zombie kept count in her head, making sure to double verify everything. If her hand got lost, there was no telling how long it would take her to find her way back to the lab again.
Dana felt soft, plush carpet beneath her fingertips and smirked. She had made it back to the office where she had woken up. Taking a long moment to picture the room again, she was able to visualize the table where Lily's snowglobe had been set down. As long as nothing about the room had changed, she would be able to find it.
The leg of the table had a bulbous foot, and Dana held the wood tight with her fingers as her thumb pushed the hand up. After slipping off twice, she was able to clutch the rim of the table and pull her hand up and over the side. Moving carefully, she felt at the random objects. She bumped into a lamp first, and then a discarded mug. By the time she made it to the snowglobe, she made a mental note of how many seconds it had been since she started.
If her math was correct, it had taken her hours to free her hand and find Lily's snowglobe. Grinning with satisfaction, she flexed all the tendons in her hand until the glass shattered.

💀🐶 😈
Only three chapters left in this book! I hope you had fun, cause I certainly did (please don't show this chapter to my therapist).
Thanks again to everybody who has helped me come this far. I plan to continue even further, and I look forward to seeing you there :D
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the next installment of "sorry I edged you on this book for so long, my life got complicated."
(The last 9 months have been a blur, fam)
New reader? Welcome to the madness. To catch you up, Mike Radley got a blowjob from a nymph in his bathtub, now we're in the midst of a legal drama with the Fae. I swear this is pretty much just the plot of Legally Blonde, so mind the ammonium thioglycolate on the way in. To see how it all started and learn the Bend and Snap, go back to Ch. 001.
Returning reader? Welcome back! It has been a fucking journey, my friends, and I'm grateful if you're still here with me. Though things have been rough on my side, I've been maintaining the course and busting my ass to make sure I don't just drop the ball and start writing what would amount to Goosebumps for horny readers (which has given me odd ideas now that I've written that.) The last chapter in this book is coming up next, so make sure you check my bio for posting times.
Huge thanks to the beta team for dealing with this particular beast. Any sort of scene with the Fae can be rather daunting, but it's even trickier when I have to write it for
The Fae Court
When Beth stepped outside the house, it felt like the whole world was holding its breath in anticipation. In the middle of the hedge maze, a golden arch had formed. Surrounded by glittering light, the portal itself looked like a pool of water suspended vertically in the air.
"Looks like our ride is here." Beth looked down at Grace. The Arachne stood between her and Death, her unreadable gaze fixed on the portal. "You ready?"
Grace walked forward without them, a backpack made out of webs strapped to her back. Beth looked over at Death, who stared straight ahead at the portal.
"I am not ready," Death replied. "I feel that the odds have been deliberately stacked against us. Whatever you may say to the Fae Court will fall on deaf ears and they will mete out a most unfair justice."
"Yeah, well, we have all the evidence we need right here." She patted her own bag. "Along with the grimoire, if things become difficult."
Grace didn't bother going around the hedges and just climbed over them. Beth and Death jogged ahead to catch up with the girl, each of them taking one of her hands to slow her down. Beth absolutely did not want the child to go into the portal before she did.
Stepping through the archway elicited the sensation of falling into a pool of cold water, only nothing was wet. On the other side was the interior of a tunnel that opened into what looked to be a coliseum of sorts. Cheers and jeers filled the air as the trio arrived at the opening.
It was the same Fae Court that Beth was familiar with from her last trip here, only it was far different in appearance. The small, stony island in the center of a pool of water was the same, but the risers had been replaced with an entire stadium. They were surrounded on every side with no discernible entrance save for the one they entered through. Up above, there was a circular opening that allowed whatever passed for daylight to illuminate the space.
In the center of the room, slightly backset from the middle, was a pair of thrones. One was shattered, the sharp edges long ago weathered into smooth surfaces. At the other sat Titania.
The Queen of the Fae wore a crimson gown that made her golden hair sparkle as if it somehow burned from within. She stood from the throne and bade them forward with all four hands, her features expressionless. The mere act of seeing Titania had once rendered Beth speechless. Now, though, it was a bit like looking into the sun with a pair of sunglasses on. As long as Beth didn't look for too long, her mind remained sharp.
"Hold." A being made of shadow appeared before the group, clad in spectral armor. "All guests of the Court must be searched."
"Of course." Beth unslung the bag. "But I need to warn you that the contents of my bag are metal, and may harm your body."
"You would bring weapons of cold iron against us?" The spectre sneered and drew a blade.
"It's evidence in our case," Beth replied coolly. "The material in question is not relevant to its intended purpose." She opened the flaps of the bag to reveal the cans inside. "To confiscate them would be detrimental to our case, thus ensuring that these proceedings are unfair." Beth looked past Titania. "Which, I believe, would be in direct violation of the Treaty we have been accused of violating."
"They violated it first!" someone shrieked in the audience. Beth didn't even bother looking at who said that.
The shadow contemplated Beth for several long seconds, then looked over at Titania.
"What else is in that bag?" she asked.
"A book."
"Is that relevant to your case?" Titania asked.
"It was suggested to me that the Fae may be interested in a potential trade involving a book," she replied. When she spoke those words, most of the crowd noises stopped.
"Do you wish to trade such a thing now?" asked Titania, her golden eyes shimmering. "Perhaps for an acquittal?"
"The book in my bag in exchange for an acquittal of all charges levied against my client?" Beth shook her head. "Why would I trade something for nothing? Those charges are positively slanderous and lacking in merit. If the Fae Court wants the book in my bag, they have to offer me something of value beyond what I intend to collect from them on this day."
"Bold words," whispered a feminine voice in Beth's ear. She shivered at the sensation of fingertips along her skin and turned to see a woman in a black gown with midnight eyes. Her skin was a royal blue hue that could only leak from the highest quality fountain pens. The woman leaned back in a regal pose, as if to allow Beth to take in the sight fully.
"Are you the one Callisto knew as Mara?" Beth asked.
The woman laughed. "I am indeed. How is the young mortal? Have you come to break my legs?"
Beth kept her face neutral as she sized the Fae princess up. Already, she had a strange compulsion to admit that Mara's broken legs were on her mental list of demands to make. Technically speaking, though, Beth wouldn't be the one doing the breaking.
She shook off the strange spell that had settled over her. The Fae could compel her to tell the truth, but they could not force her to speak. "I am the legal representative for the Radley family." Beth stuck a hand in her pocket and pulled out the silver coin. "The Caretaker paid me a retainer to work for him, so here I am."
The moment the coin was out, she felt it heat up as hundreds of Fae tested the strength of her contract in order to penetrate her mind. The metal became hot enough that it seared her skin and she feared that she might drop it. Would it still protect her? She thought it might, but didn't dare let it slip.
"Enough," Titania declared, and the coin went cool in Beth's hands. "This relationship between Beth and the Caretaker is not currently in dispute. She is allowed to speak for the family."
"But shouldn't we all get a chance to verify her claims?" asked Mara with a pout. "Surely you wish for each of us to be sure. Isn't experience the true teacher, after all?"
"If you wish, everyone is welcome to try it one at a time," Titania replied. "Delaying these proceedings in order to test the veracity of her claims is well within your purview. However, having so many Fae focus on it all at once could cause more harm than has been done already."
Mara frowned and saw that Beth had already pocketed the coin. She lifted up her hand to reveal that her fingertips were burnt and starting to blister.
"This seems like the definition of harm to me," Beth said. "Which would be a violation of both our treaty and this Court. Have you brought me here to do me harm? Is this how the Fae Court treats people who have been invited here? Would that not be a breach of Hospitality?"
Mara laughed and extended her hand to touch Beth's. "Of course not. Allow me to help."
"In exchange for what?" Beth replied, yanking her hand back. "I would rather take compensation from all those who contributed to this injury."
"I suppose we could do that," Mara supplied. "However, they have chosen me as their representative for these proceedings. I am the Accusator of the Fae Court. If you wish, we could talk about what harm has technically been done, and then demand recompense from all those involved. However, I feel that the actions of singular Fae were negligible in comparison to the whole, and it's entirely possible that individual compensation may fail to yield the value of the gift I offer freely."
"And that is?"
"Let me heal your fingers," Mara replied. "After all, when this is done and over, I want you to know that you failed even while trying your best."
"Cocky, I see. I accept your gift." Beth held her fingers out and allowed Mara to touch them. The skin knitted itself back together. At first, Beth thought she had been healed, but she was able to see how the magic had been woven. This was not a magic that sped up the recovery of her flesh. Instead, she watched as the burns seemed to play in reverse, as if time itself had been reversed.
Beth flexed and wiggled her fingers, then summoned her magic into each of them. She looked up to see Mara grinning like a devil, her mouth almost shark-like in appearance.
"Speaking of harm, I would like to let the accused and her legal team know that the time stream here has been synched with Earth's," Titania said. "There was some debate regarding this, but it was the Court's decision that this was the best course of action."
Mara smirked. "You're lucky time isn't moving much faster here. Otherwise, this trial would be over in the blink of an eye from your family's perspective."
"You really think you'll win, don't you?" Beth patted the woman condescendingly on the arm. "I bet that's how your brother felt when he came to Earth to ambush a pair of children and got canned."
Beth's comment received several cheers and jeers from the stands. Mara's facial features widened as if she were about to explode in slow motion. Beth smiled defiantly and turned away from Mara, knowing full well that any action on her part would be dealt with harshly.
They were the ones who had started this stupid game. Beth wasn't just here to win. She fully intended to absolutely smash this place into the ground and leave no doubt in the Court's mind that fucking with the Radleys was a dire mistake.
Mara snapped her fingers and the shadowy guard turned to face the Queen.
"That bag is bigger on the inside," he said. "For the safety of the Court, I wish to confiscate it and ensure that the contents are as she claims."
"This would cause a chain of custody issue," Beth replied. "As it has been implied, this hearing is an accusation of guilt by the Fae Courts themselves. As an employee of the Court, this is tantamount to handing our evidence over to the prosecution and allowing them to make it disappear."
"Are you suggesting we would tamper with your evidence?" asked Mara, one eye wider than the other. Beth heard the Court go silent in order to hear her response.
"Well, without having the proper opportunity to meet every member of the Court individually and discuss their personal history involving honest or dishonest behavior, I am merely erring on the side of caution in regards to upholding the responsibilities of my job." Beth shrugged. "If the Accusator would like to grant me a personal guarantee as to the honorable behavior of every single member of the Court here, I would be open to negotiating the proper handling of such materials with the Court."
The comment regarding a personal guarantee elicited cheers from some families and jeers from the others. With her knowledge of the Seelie and Unseelie being so divided, there were going to be people who would absolutely love to shove Mara onto her own hook. Sure, it may mean dismantling Beth's primary defense and ruining the Radley family forever, but that was a small price to pay to destroy a political rival.
"Since the Court is so interested in seeing the evidence individually, perhaps I could just reveal the contents of my bag?" Beth flipped the bag around her shoulder and held it out. She wished Tick Tock could have come with them, but the outsider wasn't allowed. The mimic would have been a perfect guardian for the bag. "I would be more than happy to show you everything now since you feel so unsafe."
More cheers and jeers. This place felt more like a wrestling match than a courtroom full of immortal royalty.
"I will leave this decision to the Accusator," Titania said. "It is my job to hear the evidence and proclaim judgement only. Such is the will of the Court."
Mara seemed nonplussed by this answer, but Beth could tell otherwise. If she were to pull out all of her evidence now, it would prevent anyone from stealing it from her later. She and Death had deliberately spoken about the evidence outside of the house, perfectly aware that they were likely being watched.
"This bag only contains evidence?" she asked.
"And that book I mentioned." Beth moved to reach into the bag and saw Mara tense up. Instead of pulling it out, she tilted the bag so that Mara could see the worn leather cover. The Accusator seemed to relax once she realized Beth wasn't about to start casting powerful magic.
"Then I have no qualms regarding its contents," she replied. "However, I wish to know what is in the child's bag."
Grace, who had been quietly listening this whole time, reached back over her head and shoved her hand into the spiderweb backpack. She pulled out a stuffed teddy bear in a trench coat.
"Pawpaw Cyrus," she said, then hugged the stuffed animal.
Mara frowned. "Is this a joke?"
"Children in the mortal realm often carry stuffed animals as a means of emotional support," Beth replied. "As she is a child undergoing proceedings that would be daunting for even an adult, it was decided that she could bring it along."
"Does it...do anything?"
Grace nodded, then turned the stuffed bear around and put her fingers in its armpits. She made the bear wave at Mara, which elicited some chuckles from the spectators.
"Is that all?" Mara asked. Grace shook her head, then deftly looped some webbing around the bear's limbs and dropped it. Pawpaw Cyrus did a little marionette dance for the Court, which actually earned her some light applause and more laughter. Seeing this, Mara scowled and waved a hand dismissively at Grace.
"I've seen enough. She can keep the toy."
Grace scowled at the Accusator while her back was turned. When people laughed, Mara turned back around to see Grace staring with a neutral face. The Fae Princess looked at Death now, her dark eyes moving to gaze at his scythe.
"As for you, this is clearly a weapon," she said. "What is your purpose here? This is clearly intent to do harm."
The Grim Reaper stared at the woman, the fire in his eye sockets changing from blue to red, then white. After several long moments, he turned to look at the scythe, milking the dramatic tension.
It wasn't just for show. Beth was hoping that any delay could be used to buy Mike more time to return. While she still expected to keep Grace safe, she wasn't entirely sure what might happen afterward.
"Do you speak of this, Accusator Mara?" Death twirled the scythe so that the blade made a full rotation. "Does it fill you with dread? Are you frightened of it?"
Silence reigned supreme as everyone eagerly leaned forward to listen. With the Court so large, it was hard to see any detail on the faces that were further back then the closest ring, but she could see that the spectators had brought picnics with lavish food along with servants who carried wineskins.
"I feel neither of those things," Mara replied. "But fear is not the chief indicator of potential danger."
"Death, in and of itself, is not dangerous," he replied. "It is the natural order of things, and it is inevitable. People generally fear what comes after, not the act itself. You see, this weapon does not represent a threat, but a promise. One day, all of you shall feel its sting as I sever the threads that bind you to life."
"He just threatened us!" somebody shouted.
"No," Death shouted back. "I promised! If my grammar is better than yours after only a few, short years, then you have clearly wasted your time on asinine pursuits. What business do you have sitting on a Court that makes decisions when you cannot tell one word from another? Off with you."
The Court erupted, finding absolute delight in Death's rebuttal. The person who had shouted, a Fae prince with a crown made of wood, turned bright red and leapt from his platform, his wings fluttering as he hovered in the air. He drew a blade from his hip.
"You have no honor!" he declared. "I demand a trial by combat!"
"What I have is no fucking tea!" Death shouted. "For I have come to the Fae Realm as a guest and not a single one of you has offered me Hospitality! How dare you speak of honor, sir!" The Grim Reaper spun, his cloak fluttering dramatically. "If this Court wishes to settle the matter of Gracelynn Radley by a duel to the death, then I accept and shall battle on behalf of the Radley family!"
The stadium roared, the sound loud enough that Beth had to cover her ears. The Fae with the sword visibly paled as several members below him actually flew up to restrain him.
Beth moved close to Grace, her eyes wide as Death hammed it up for the rapt audience.
"What is this? Is this Court full of cowards?" He swung his scythe menacingly in the direction of the Fae who had challenged him. "It takes all of you to bully a child, but none are mad enough to stand against one such as me?"
Now other members of the Court were drawing weapons, incensed by Death's words. Beth turned toward Mara and saw that the woman was positively furious. Seeing an opportunity, she turned toward Titania.
"Is this the Hospitality of your Court?" she asked. "Have we ever shown your people such unrestrained hostility upon visiting our home?"
Titania's golden eyes flashed, and the coliseum went quiet. Those who had flown out to challenge Death fell from the sky like leaves, fluttering wildly as they crashed into the ground.
"As the neutral governing party in these proceedings, it is the job of the Court itself to provide Hospitality," she declared.
"And since the Accusator represents the Courts, that should have been her job?"
"At no point was Hospitality denied." Mara's voice was smooth as glass, but the way her eyes slid across those on the ground indicated that she was nervous. "We were simply establishing that no ill intent was established before offering it."
"And yet somebody challenged me to a duel," Death declared. "For the simple crime of explaining how death works. Tell me, Accusator. Did enough of your people accept my challenge that your hand is now forced? If so, then I would like to set the terms of such a fight as is my right."
Mara's skin turned a pretty shade of blue that reminded Beth of a summer sky. It was clearly her version of going pale. A duel to the death with the Grim Reaper was an impossible task, and surely the Fae Princess knew this. "A very small majority of the Court have lost their temper," she replied. "As such, their decision does not constitute a change in these proceedings."
"What a shame," Death replied. "To finish answering your earlier question about my presence here, I come to provide evidence and act as a proper witness. I also come as Gracelynn Radley's uncle."
The room remained silent, other than the groans of those who had fallen from the sky. Already, shadow servants were dragging them away.
"Her uncle?" Mara asked.
"Not by blood, but by choice. For I have accepted her as my own, as she has accepted me." To emphasize his point, Death moved next to Grace and extended his free hand, which she took. "We are family."


Mara pursed her lips, clearly trying to figure out a way to argue this point. When she couldn't, the woman just shrugged and looked at the Queen. "I am satisfied that no harm is intended," she said, then turned to Beth. "Would the Radley family care for refreshments?"
"We would, actually."
Mara grinned and snapped her fingers. Another shadow servant came forward pushing a floating stone table full of baked goods and drinks. Beth waited for the table to come to her, then perused the contents of the table.
"Are you satisfied?" Mara asked.
"No," Death replied. "For this table lacks sufficient tea."
Mara frowned. "A kettle of our finest has been provided right there."
"And what of the blend?" Death picked up the kettle as his scythe disappeared. A teacup appeared in his hands, pulled from a pocket in his sleeve. "You have given me no options. Is this an herbal blend meant to soothe? Is it caffeinated? One does not simply tell another what tea they are drinking. Rather, they offer choices. Did you know I wrote a book on how to properly hold a tea ceremony?"
"We have provided Hospitality--"
"And I find it lacking. You represent the Court, do you not? And yet, you cannot even properly host a guest." Death sighed and poured some tea into the cup. "The quality of the Hospitality shall reflect the quality of the host, and I am not impressed."
Beth fought to keep the smile from her face. It was clear that Death was trying to bait the Court into another reaction. To her knowledge, there was nothing the Court could do to actually harm him, and he was clearly taking advantage of it.
"Am I to understand that this realm has nothing good to drink?" he continued. "As a proper connoisseur of tea, I have consumed almost every commercially available blend on Earth. How am I to know that this isn't something you use to stain furniture with?"
"It is not intended for staining furniture." Again, Mara's voice was strained. "It is considered one of our finest blends. It has been crafted of the breeze from after a spring storm with just a hint of childhood memories to sweeten the taste."
"This is some child's memories?" Death held out the teapot. "I demand you put them back at once!"
Somebody laughed, and the Court reacted. It was a combination of nervous laughter and genuine jocularity, but as long as nobody threatened to duel Death again, they were clearly free to respond.
"One does not simply demand that we return the flesh of a meal to the animal from whence it came," Mara replied. "If you would like a different tea, then perhaps--"
"I wish to see a list," Death said.
"A list?"
"Yes. Is this not the fabled Faerie Court?" The Grim Reaper was grandstanding now, spreading his arms wide and twirling slowly to look at everyone. "Do you not have access to every tea imaginable? I wish to see a list of what you have and choose from it."
Beth heard a grinding sound that made her think of crushed gravel and realized it was Mara. The Accusator's upper lip twitched as her teeth ground together.
"Surely you can't expect a list of all of them," she said smoothly.
"Oh. I was unaware that such a thing was beyond your abilities," he replied.
Mara threw a glance in Titania's direction, but the queen remained motionless like a statue. She turned her attention to Beth.
"Would you be willing to proceed with this hearing while we get Death his list?" she asked.
"No," Beth replied. "I am only a representative of the family, who feels like insufficient Hospitality has been given." She looked down at the table of food and noticed that someone had added a plate of gemstones. In truth, maybe she needed to scrutinize its contents better herself. "When the Reaper has been satisfied, we will be free to continue."
Chairs were brought, and Beth sat at the table quietly with Grace and Death as a list was created. Her heart hammered wildly as the wait stretched from ten minutes to thirty, and then an hour. Nearly four hours passed before Mara approached the table with a scroll in her hand.
"These are the blends we have available," she muttered through her teeth, then handed the scroll over to Death.
"Good,' he said, then reached in his robes and pulled out a pair of gold rimmed reading glasses. He put them on somehow, then slowly unfurled the list. The Fae Court lost interest and chattered amongst themselves as Death read through the entire scroll. After nearly an hour passed, he took off his glasses and looked at Mara.
"Is this really all of them?"
She nodded.
"What kind do you recommend?" he asked.
"The kind I tried to give you." Mara's lips twitched and Beth heard that grinding sound again.
"Lady Bethany, they have a tea here with sunrise listed as one of the ingredients." Death turned toward Mara. "How does one use sunrise as an ingredient?"
"The light is collected in a jar," she replied.
"Fascinating. I see another tea that can only be steeped during a solar eclipse that occurs during planetary alignment. I think that sounds fascinating. I would like that."
"WHAT?" Mara yanked the scroll away and started reading through it. "Where did you see that?"
"I can't remember," Death replied, then scratched at his skull. The Accusator's eyes bugged out of her head as she went through the entire scroll line by line. After nearly twenty minutes, she looked up. "There is no such thing in here!"
"Oh. My mistake. This is what happens when your menu is too large. I would recommend keeping a list of four or five teas to offer at most, which I touch on just a bit in my book about tea ceremonies."
Beth almost choked on the small sandwich she was currently eating, then took a small sip of water. The water here was the most delicious she had ever had. Every time she drank some, it felt like she had fallen into the arctic, and harmless ice would form on her fingertips.
Grace had settled on destroying a fruit that looked like a pomegranate. Its seeds flew like little bees, and buzzed when she chewed them up. On the table next to her plate sat Pawpaw Cyrus, who she kept offering cookies to.
"Which tea would you like?" Mara's face had taken on a purple hue. "Hospitality has been offered, but your actions border on offensive behavior."
"Offensive?" Death rubbed at his jaw. "Quite the opposite. Experience is the best teacher, after all. I would like some Earl Grey. Hot." He held up a hand. "To clarify, I do mean the tea and not some man named Earl Grey."
"Earl Grey wasn't on the list."
"Oh. Shame. May I see the list again?"
Mara clutched the scroll in her hands and the paper ignited. A small inferno formed in her hands and burned out in seconds.
"We have a wonderful blend made from moonlight and the frogsong of early spring. It's. Very. Good." That grinding sound was back, and Beth heard something inside of Mara's jaw crack.
"I'll have that," Death said.
Mara spat out part of a tooth. "It shall be done."
Shadow servants brought forth a pot of tea a few minutes later. As steam came from the spout, Beth could actually hear the distant croaking of frogs. The sound intensified as Death poured it into his cup.
"Would you like some?" he asked Beth.
"Sure. Grace?" When she turned to the little girl, the Arachne shook her head. "Just me, then."
"You have been offered food and drink." Mara folded her arms. "Enough time has been wasted. We are ready to proceed with this hearing. As Accusator, it is my job to relate to you the nature of the offence along with all evidence. The Court will decide if your client is innocent or guilty. The Queen will pass judgement. Do you understand?"
Beth nodded. "I think so. Tell me, what qualifies you as Accusator for the Court?"
"I was chosen."
"Can anyone be an Accusator?"
Mara's eyelid twitched. "In matters of the Fae Court, an Accusator is chosen by those who claim to have suffered harm at the hands of another individual, or even family. It is far simpler this way than to have a thousand thousand voices all shouting at once to be heard."
"Okay, I think I understand."
"Then we shall begin." Mara turned to face the Court, and the ground beneath her rose up, forming into a stone disk. Even though she spoke softly, her voice reached Beth's ears with supernatural clarity. "My brethren of the Unseelie and Seelie Court, today we bear witness to the crimes committed by Gracelynn Penelope Radley in a direct violation of a treaty established between the Fae Court by our Queen and the Caretaker, Mike Radley.
"While this treaty has served to expand the boundaries of the Fae land back into the mortal realm, this breach of trust is not only proof that mortals are not to be trusted, but it is also indicative that even the children of the mortal realm have become too dangerous for our survival. Those who claim to be our allies do so only until it no longer suits them. We of the Fae Court deserve better."
Mara turned to point a threatening finger at Grace. The Arachne looked up from her snack, clearly unbothered. "This individual is accused of an unprovoked attack on a crowned prince of the Unseelie Court. My brother would be standing among us today if not for this child's treachery. Years of hard work in trying to find a way for Fae and mortals to live in harmony have been sundered by her reckless actions."
Most of the crowd was openly booing now. Some of them even threw objects that bounced off an invisible shield that shimmered gold with every impact. Beth frowned at the mess that accumulated around them.
"As Accusator for the Fae Court, I shall present irrefutable evidence of these transgressions." Mara was now facing Titania. "As Compensation, we will demand that the treaty between the Caretaker and the Fae Court be undone. The Radley family will no longer be considered our allies and their ilk shall be banned from entering our lands ever more. The child's life shall be given in exchange for my brother's. She will become the property of my family and magically compelled to work for us until her contributions match what my brother would have provided in the course of his natural lifetime. Then she will be executed." The Fae princess turned toward Beth. "Do you have any questions?"
"Just a point of clarification. Your kind is immortal. Would Grace age naturally, or would you use magic to keep her alive past her natural lifespan?"
"She would be kept in the prime of her life if necessary."
"And how do you determine what your brother could have contributed when it comes to eternal lifespans? Would not Grace's own lifespan be sufficient?"
"Compensation is not your place to argue. That is a demand that we are making. It is the Queen's will that binds it. Whatever she decrees shall happen in her land, as long as such a decree follows the Law."
Beth nodded. "I understand that bit. I guess I'm trying to figure out how you assign value to my client's lifespan versus your brother's. Is there a chart I can look at? Do deeds hold value, or is it value as perceived by the family?"
Mara raised an eyebrow. "You cannot possibly compare the life of the Fae against that of a mortal."
"And yet, that's exactly what you are doing. You are already taking an elitist stance. How do I know that your brother wasn't a drain on society? If I ask a few random families what they thought of your brother, would they agree with your assessment?" Beth gestured at everyone watching. "Since you represent the Fae Court, shouldn't they get a say on what your brother is worth?"
The Accusator scowled and locked eyes with Beth. A musty smell like a wet crawlspace filled Beth's nostrils.
"I am acting as an Accusator for the Fae Court in regards to breaking the treaty. I am also acting as Accusator for my family, which is why we get a direct say in Compensation."
Beth looked away from Mara and rubbed her nose to get the odd smell out. She turned her attention to Titania. "As the neutral observer, can you summarize how Compensation is determined for me?"
The Fae Queen nodded. "If the Court decrees that true harm was done, then Compensation can be demanded. You can ask for anything you wish, but a majority of the Court has to agree that the punishment itself is considered fair. If a majority cannot be reached, then you have demanded too much, and no Compensation is granted."
Now that was interesting. It was a system of justice that required thoughtful punishment. "Am I allowed to poll the Court early and see if the Compensation demanded is seen as just and fair?"
Titania raised an eyebrow. This was clearly a question she hadn't expected. "No. The Court itself is only interested in the truth that has been presented. While I cannot surmise their current thoughts on the matter, I will say that such a large gathering as this typically requires a level of communication beyond what is normally seen."
"Your Majesty." Mara narrowed her eyes. "You skirt the edges of neutrality."
"I do not," Titania countered. "I am merely informing the accused's representative that much effort was made to ensure the full attendance of the Court at this hearing. They need to understand that this accusation is not baseless nor based on opinion alone. My children have a very vested interest in seeing the truth of this matter along with ensuring that justice is done."
While Titania's words were honeyed and seemed to satisfy Mara, Beth heard the truth behind them.
The Fae have been working together on this for a long time. There is already a majority in agreement.
"If the human is done asking about how the Fae Court runs its hearings, may we begin?" Mara shook her head. "We are only delaying the inevitable."
"What is a few minutes to the Fae?" asked Beth. "If you really are eternal, surely that time has no real value."
"Living an eternal life does not mean we do not find precious moments within it." Mara's eyes glittered like black opals in the sun. "These minutes have felt like a lifetime of their own due to the sensitive nature of your crimes. The Court demands justice."
Beth smiled, then laughed. Mara stared at her in shock and the whole Court went quiet as the lawyer held her stomach.
"Okay, okay," she said, wiping a tear from her eye. "That's exactly what I needed. Where were we in the proceedings?"
"I have introduced myself to the Court." Mara studied Beth with curiosity. "Before we continue, I must ask if you are mentally sound. If not, then I will be required by the Court to ask the accused whether they wish to continue employing you."
"Wouldn't a mentally unwell person tell you they were fine?" Beth shook her head. "My mental faculties are fine. I'm just in a good mood is all."
The spectators laughed and jeered. Those who had fallen from the sky had been completely removed, and shadowy servants had come out to sweep and manicure the ground where they had landed until it was clean. Small flowers grew in some of these places, and one small fairy ring of mushrooms had already formed.
Beth waited for the din to settle naturally and then turned to address the court. "My name is Bethany. I am the legal counsel for the Radley family. Today, I will be serving multiple roles. First and foremost, I will be acting as the defense attorney for not just Grace, but the Radley family as a whole. While the Fae Court is certainly invested in learning the entire truth regarding any potential negative dealings between our people and your own, they should know that we have a saying on Earth that goes like this: when you turn over rocks, don't be surprised if you find worms."
"Of course you'd find worms," said Mara.
"Agreed. In this case, I believe we will discover certain uncomfortable truths that will force the Fae Court to acknowledge that there exist those among you who plot and scheme to your detriment."
Mara rolled her eyes. "Of course you'll find those who plot and scheme to our detriment. Have you only come here to point out the obvious, defense attorney? If so, then perhaps you should inform the Court that this child and her family are guilty of the accusations leveled and save us some time."
Beth frowned. She had been hoping to have a bit more impact with her opening statement, but she immediately saw her mistake. Of course some of the Fae in attendance were scheming bastards. That was part of the game, wasn't it? The Seelie and Unseelie were traditionally considered at opposite ends of the spectrum in regards to their behavior and general dealings, but to them, there really wasn't a Good or Bad. Just glorious chaos in a land ruled by Laws. Having everyone in the room know that you cheated them but unable to prove it, well, that simply made your win all that much sweeter.
"What I am trying to say is that I intend to prove that Grace is innocent of what she has been accused." Beth waited for some of the idle chatter to settle before continuing. "Once this is completed, my secondary role is as Accusator for the Radley family to establish and prove that members of the Fae Court conspired against us in violation of the treaty we hold with the Queen of the Fae."
That elicited a reaction. Howling, shouting, and maniacal laughter filled her ears as the Court reacted. This was the chaos they thrived on. One way or another, they were going to get a show.
Mara laughed. "You should know that a false accusation with a lack of evidence will be seen as--"
"I have evidence," Beth said, glancing at her bag. "More than enough."
Mara's jaw snapped shut like a crocodile's. "We shall see," she said.
"Of course you will," Beth replied, briefly adapting Mara's previous tone. "I just said I would show it to you."
The Court erupted. The cacophony was so overwhelming that Beth couldn't make out a single individual sound. However, if looks could kill, then Mara would have killed her a hundred times over already.
"Silence." Titania's voice cut through the noise like a knife, and everyone became still. Beth raised an eyebrow and made a show of looking impressed.
"You hold a tight Court, your Majesty."
"Would that were true," Titania replied with a neutral expression.
"Once I am finished with my second role as Accusator, I shall be entering my third role as Accusator for Zelenia Radley on behalf of the Moon Tribe." Beth narrowed her eyes. "The Court should be aware that Compensation demanded will include the immediate return of all centaurs taken. Their abduction is currently being viewed as an act of war by the Moon Tribe. Any punitive actions taken against these centaurs after this declaration will be seen as a war crime by the Radley family itself, and further Compensation, up to and including the deaths of everyone involved in such actions, will be demanded."
The Court exploded. They weren't just getting a double-feature, this was an official triple threat! Either Beth was about to pull off the scheme of a lifetime, or they were about to see the beginning of the end for the Caretaker and his family. Fae were already donning armor and drawing weapons at just the thought of war as festival music filled the air. Beth closed her eyes and felt like her body was being lifted aloft by thousands of tiny hands.
"Enough." Titania's command smashed through the commotion. "As of right now, any centaurs taken from the Moon Tribe are to be held in a separate detention center for their own protection. Any who seek to do them harm before these proceedings have ended shall be Bound and given to the Radley family, regardless of the outcome of this hearing."
"She can't just start another hearing like this," Mara protested. "Her first role of Accusator is relevant to the events that have brought us here, I grant her that. But the Moon Tribe incident is a separate event entirely."
"Accusator?" Titania looked at Beth for a rebuttal.
"I intend to prove that the Moon Tribe incident was actually a carefully calculated plot in order to frame the Radley family for the accusation leveled against Grace." Beth pointed at Mara. "In fact, the Accusator's family was directly responsible for spearheading this effort."


"A likely story." Mara crossed her arms.
"I know. That's why I said it." Antagonizing Mara was probably a bad idea, but Beth could only assume that the Fae Princess could choose any reason to be upset if she wanted. By the time Beth was done with her, well...
It wasn't going to be pretty. Beth looked at Titania, who was studying her with a thoughtful look on her face.
"If you are able to successfully defend the child and prove successful in your first role as Accusator, then I believe the Radley family will have a valid claim in regards to your tertiary role." Titania turned her attention to Mara. "Unless you have a logical objection?"
"I do not, Your Majesty." The Fae Princess seethed quietly as fog seemed to boil out from beneath her robes.
Titania addressed Beth. "Continue, then."
Before Beth could speak, Mara interrupted. "Are there any more roles you intend to take?"
"My introduction is done," Beth replied. "Shall we begin?"
Mara nodded. "We shall." She clapped her hands and the circle of stone carried her aloft. Again, when she spoke, it sounded as if her voice was right next to Beth's ear. "As Accusator, I will share with you proof that the Radley family has a malevolent attitude toward the Fae. The reason for doing so is to help you understand the events leading up to my brother's disappearance and likely death and to see it as not only a premeditated crime, but a conspiracy amongst the Radley family as a whole."
Beth ignored the jeers and moved to sit back at the table. She briefly met the Arachne's gaze. Grace seemed wholly unconcerned.
"It was decided by the Fae Court that the Caretaker would be approached by members of both the Seelie and Unseelie Court in order to establish potential intent to either harm our people or way of life. To our consternation and surprise, we learned that the Radley family had spent time decorating their landscape with bells and other deterrents that the Fae find irritating." Mara raised an eyebrow. "This is the opposite of Hospitality."
"Objection!" Beth raised her arm and stood. "Wait, is this how I point out that the Accusator is misstating the truth?"
"What truth have I misstated? Did a member of the Radley family put up bells and windchimes with the express purpose of deterring the Fae? Is this not indicative of a gross disrespect for our kind and Hospitality as a whole?" Mara had the audience in a small uproar. For this supposed crime alone, many Fae were demanding blood.
"Okay, controlled chaos, got it." Beth looked at the Grim Reaper. "Death, what can you tell us regarding the bells and windchimes added to our property?"
Death rose and stared at the Court. Eventually, the din died down enough that he was willing to speak.
"Upon Tinker Radley's affliction, she became confined to the Library to place her in a state of temporal stasis," he said. "Gracelynn Radley sees Tinker as a primary mother figure. The two have a special connection. It was decided as a family that she could not go to the Library, as it might be months or years that Tinker remains sequestered there. The child is meant to grow. Therefore, as her uncle, I took it upon myself to give the child some projects to keep her busy. As you may not be aware, she can be very...productive."
The Court looked over at the table and saw that Grace had already smashed all of the fruit that contained buzzing seeds and was using the juices to draw a picture of a photorealistic jumping spider's face. The image looked like it threatened to leap free of the table at any moment.
"If Grace were an ordinary child, we would have perhaps completed one chime, if that. But she is rather extraordinary, after all. Therefore, the property was inundated with them." Death paused to sip at his tea. "I will also have you know that we asked the resident Fae in our garden about placement to avoid irritating them. Naturally, this resulted in a higher concentration of bells and chimes around the edge of the property. If we had known the Court was sending emissaries, I would have altered those placements."
Beth gestured at Grace. "So is the Court itself so petty that it views the constructive play of a child in her own home as threatening? In fact, was Hospitality not given to the Seelie representative when she announced herself?"
"It was, actually." Death grinned. "The Lady Nyx was provided with tea and snacks, as well as my personal attention."
Mara glared at Death. "The timing of these installations is highly suspect."
The Grim Reaper turned his head unnaturally far to face her. "I was unaware that the Radley family's personal issues were on the Court's timeline. If your questions were so important that they couldn't wait, perhaps a text or an email would have been more prudent."
"There is a lack of proof from the Accusator in this manner," Beth stated. "Only performative speculation."
"Performative?" Mara scoffed.
Beth shrugged. "I could just say you're full of shit." This got some laughter from the crowd.
Mara stomped around and tried to regain focus. "But what have you to say about the Unseelie messengers who disappeared around your property? Many of them were sent, yet none returned."
"Did you report these disappearances to us?" Beth asked. "In fact, the first I heard of this issue was an Unseelie messenger who threatened my life before even asking the question."
"Why didn't you answer their question?" Mara demanded.
"Tell you what. Let's take things in chronological order." Beth crossed her arms and stared the Unseelie down. "If you will provide the messenger, I think we should ask why my life was threatened. I think the Court will be very interested to hear what they have to say about that, especially the part where they revealed to me that the question was a personal one, rather than an official inquiry."
That caused a small stir among the crowd, and Beth let it simmer. When nothing happened, she confronted Mara. "Well? Where is this messenger?"
"They are...not here," she replied with a scowl.
"I find the timing of this Fae's location highly suspect," Beth sneered. More laughter from the crowd, followed by cheers. "In fact, other than the Seelie Princess Nyx, the only person to come in an official capacity was the Queen herself, who informed us of this hearing."
At the mention of the Queen's involvement, the court settled down as Beth turned to face Titania, careful to look past her. It still felt a little too much like staring into the sun.
"Your Majesty, upon your arrival to the house, were you provided Hospitality?"
"I was," Titania answered.
"Of what nature?"
"I was offered food and drink," she said. "We exchanged idle pleasantries, and then I was given two gifts."
"Tell us about those gifts."
Titania held out two hands. In one, Grace's drawing appeared. In the other, a crossbow bolt.
"The child made this for me during my visit," she said. "The crossbow bolt was a gift from Zelenia, Chieftain of the Moon Tribe."
"Your Majesty, was your visit before or after the taking of the centaurs from the Moon Tribe?"
Titania's lip shifted, briefly revealing a smile that reminded Beth of what it was like to be a child held in her mother's arms. "It was after."
"So Zelenia of the Moon Tribe, stricken with grief and anger at the Fae, still provided proper Hospitality?"
"She did," Titania replied. Mara looked like she had been physically struck.
"Interesting. The Radley family still provided Hospitality even after one of its members had been directly harmed by the Fae."
"Objection," Mara whined. "Harm has yet to be determined."
"Whether harm has been validated by your people or not, Zel Radley was firmly under the belief that her tribe and her child had been done harm by the Fae." Beth addressed the box seats closest to her. "If the Radley family abducted many of your people and then came to your home, would you still abide by the rules of Hospitality?"
The family in the box strongly resembled bears. The biggest one stood and shook his head.
"We would consider you an enemy," he said, his voice like gravel.
"Don't address the Court directly," Mara said. "I am their mouthpiece. They speak through me as Accusator."
"I repeat my question to all of you!" Beth shouted. Mara opened her mouth and winced instead of replying. "Yeah, that's about what I thought. You are zero for two, Accusator."
Mara clenched her teeth, then relaxed and smoothed out her dress. The Fae wandered over to the table and picked up a small nut, which she crushed between her teeth. With a thoughtful grin, she addressed the Court.
"On the night of Samhain, Callisto and Gracelynn Radley attacked my brother, knowing full well that he was a Prince of the Unseelie Court. The evidence I bring to you is directly from the memories of Callisto Radley himself." The Unseelie Princess gave Beth a wicked smile. "I will remind the members of the Fae Court that Callisto's visual acuity is comparable to a human's. There are limitations to some of the sights and sounds you are about to witness."
What the hell is that supposed to mean? Beth was about to ask when darkness swarmed her vision. After a moment of disorientation, she was standing on a sidewalk surrounded by other children when a dark figure emerged from the bushes.
"Greetings, children. How are you this fine Samhain eve?" The sinister looking Fae was immediately familiar to Beth. It was the same one that had tried to attack her in the park.
"You are of the Fae. We are currently unmolested," Callisto replied. "And shall continue to be so should you let us leave."
Something was off about the way Callisto spoke, but Beth couldn't put her finger on what. The memory froze in place, and Mara's voice filled Beth's ear.
"Do you hear how much disdain is in this child's voice?" Mara asked. "There is an automatic assumption of guilt on the part of Callisto Radley. Is there a reason for this? Was he taught to treat the Fae with open disdain?"
"Objection." Beth's voice cut through the memory. "Speculation."
"Of course it's speculation," Mara replied smoothly. "I'm the Accusator and must share my thoughts on the matter."
Beth waited for Titania to make a ruling, but the memory continued without one. The memory became extremely dark, making it hard to see much of anything.
"I'm a centaur," Callisto said. "My hooves are capable of crushing a human's toes if I'm not careful. It is reasonable that I should expect my elders to exercise caution."
"Surely you cannot fault me for the way I was born," the prince replied.
"Do you hear how he threatens a prince of the Court with harm?" Mara asked, her voice incredulous. Beth immediately saw through the guise and raised her hand, then realized nobody could see her.
"This memory has been tampered with," she said.
"Can you prove it?" Titania asked.
Beth frowned. "Not yet."
"Then the Accusator shall continue."
Fuck. Well, she should have expected this level of bullshit. In a way, she had, but blatantly editing a memory wasn't something she had accounted for.
"We should open negotiations," Callisto said. "It's to be blackmail?"
"Your Majesty, you can clearly hear that Callisto is asking a question." Beth tried to back out of the memory, but realized she couldn't. "For a young man with an extreme grasp of syntax and grammar, it is clear that the second half of his statement has come from somewhere else."
"Can you prove it?" Titania asked.
"I just gave proof," Beth replied.
Mara laughed. "I firmly believe that Callisto is asking his sister if they should blackmail the Prince."
"Blackmail him for what?"
"So that they don't harm him." Mara's voice became angry. "When you hear what happens next, everyone will understand."
Growling in frustration, Beth was forced to listen as the poorly lit memory continued.
"Self-defense," Grace said.
"Grace, don't!" Callisto cried.
"Where did you get that book!?!" The Unseelie Prince let out a scream of pain, the memory suddenly highlighted as a ball of fire washed over him. The fireball somehow washed out Beth's vision, and she watched as the prince stumbled away, his body collapsing in on itself and disappearing from view. Somehow, despite the prince being 'dead', everyone in the Court was treated to a distorted warbling effect, as if his cries of agony were slowed down dramatically.
To Beth, it was a pathetic attempt to rewrite events as they had happened. But when the memory faded, the Fae Court had seen it as something else entirely. Members of the audience were demanding retribution, many of them still armed from earlier. Threats of death rained down from above, some of the words taking literal shape as cloudy daggers that dissipated shortly before reaching the child. Death stared into the stands, his eyes blazing defiantly.
"These memories are incomplete," she stated. "As such, I move that the Court extract them again from Callisto in their original state."
Mara tsk-tsked behind Beth. "According to you, this would be a chain of custody issue. How do we know those memories haven't already been altered since I extracted them to fit your own agenda? You do have the Grimoire of Morgan Le Faye after all. It would be literal child's play to twist events to suit your needs."
"The Accusator has a point," Titania said.
"Based on what?" Beth practically yelled.
"The Court's opinion," Titania replied.
"Well, then, what about Grace's memories?" Beth gestured at the Arachne. "We could watch them anew."
"To which I argue we have the same problem." Mara slid up next to Beth and placed her fingers on Beth's shoulders. They were long, and made Beth think of worms. "How do we know you haven't altered her memories? A child's memories are very delicate, after all. So easily...reorganized."
Beth scowled. "Are you telling me that only a member of the Fae Court could be expected to recall an event so clearly?"
"But of course." Mara grinned. The shouting from above sounded like a storm breaking.
"Well I agree." Beth reached for her bag. "Which is why I think we should speak to one." When she stuck her hand inside, her fingers closed around something smooth and round. She wasn't surprised at all when she pulled out a stone.
When had the theft taken place? Most likely, during the memory. It wouldn't have been hard for someone to walk right up to her and exchange the contents of her bag without her realizing.
"Is everything okay?" Mara asked.
"Of course," Beth replied. "It's just that someone has stolen from me during the course of these proceedings. I don't suppose I could ask the thief to come forward?"
The Fae Court laughed. Beth scanned the audience, then looked at Mara. The Unseelie Princess was looking quite smug right now.
"I'm starting to think there was never any evidence in that bag," Mara said.
"Well, I did stretch the truth a little bit," Beth said. "I claimed that I was coming in with evidence, but it wasn't evidence yet."
Mara frowned. "What do you mean by that?"
"Well, the actual evidence is over there." Beth pointed at Grace. The Arachne nodded and ripped the backpack made of webs off of her back and set it on the table. With a yank, she ripped the inner webbing free to reveal a small fanny pack, which she opened and stuck her arm into. One at a time, she pulled out a collection of metal cans, followed by a thermos.
"What is the meaning of this?" Mara demanded. "You said that she was just carrying a toy!"
"Did I?" Beth asked. "Or did you just assume? If you really believed her to be the dangerous person you painted her to be, you would have scrutinized the contents of her bag far better and not just taken her at her word."
"You lied to the Court!" Mara was now purple with rage.
Beth shook her head. "Do you have something similar to a stenographer? I'm sure we can have my words read back to me. Oh, I know! We could rip the memories out of your head and watch them together." The lawyer clapped her hands together and folded her fingers up, resting her chin on just her index fingers. "But while we're on the topic of doing things that the Court doesn't like, it would seem that a particularly egregious crime has occurred here that we should probably address. Your Majesty, I'm afraid that a member of the Fae Court just broke the treaty your people have with the Radley family."
Titania raised an eyebrow. "Now that is an extremely bold claim. Can you prove it?"
Beth smirked. "I can, actually. You see, Your Majesty, the Radley family has given plenty of lenience to the Fae Court to allow them time to not only adapt to our unique arrangement, but to dig their own grave if need be. When I claimed that I was carrying evidence of a crime yet to be committed, it's because we suspected that someone in the Court would attempt to stack the deck against us. A protected member of the Radley family was just abducted from my bag."
"What?" Now Mara went from purple to a color not far from white. "That can't be true."
Beth put two fingers in her mouth and blew a sharp whistle. In a viewing box on the ground floor, there was an explosion of magic as Opal erupted from wherever her bottle had been hidden away. The slime girl briefly did battle with members of the Fae Court who definitely had a familial resemblance to Mara, though their skin was green. Titania's eyes flared with light and Opal was immediately ejected from the box where she landed on the stage next to Beth.
"You're a Primordial," Titania declared. Opal nodded. "How did you come to be here?"
"She does not speak." Beth moved next to Opal. "I was carrying a book in my bag that I had hollowed out. So many tricksters are part of the Fae Court that I felt they may appreciate the book my friend Ratu had made that is capable of hiding small organisms, but Opal was the only one in the Radley family capable of hiding inside of it. I thought they might wish to trade me for it." This last part was a half-truth. The fairy girls had all begged to be part of the scheme, but Beth figured there was a very high chance they might get bored and bail early.
Titania locked eyes with the Fae family in the box. Her eyes became like stars as a heavy pressure descended on the entire Court. Beth grunted as she fought to stay on her feet.
"What is the meaning of this?" Titania demanded.
A tall, thin figure with green skin and pointed ears gasped as he fell forward against the front of the box. His family members all winced and fell to their knees.
"It...we..." The man briefly looked at Mara, who made a point of ignoring him. "We wanted the book. We thought it was the Grimoire and wanted it for ourselves!"
Even Beth could hear the half-truth in his words. Yes, they wanted the Grimoire, and likely omitted Mara's involvement.
"Your punishment will be at my discretion pending the verdict on whether or not Gracelynn Radley already violated our treaty," said Titania, who turned her gaze on Beth. "Share your evidence."
"Gladly. Grace? Let him out."
The Arachne twisted the top of her thermos open and held it upside down. A paper-thin figure slid free, his body rolled into a tube to fit inside. The Fae Prince's scorched flesh mended as he let out a high-pitched wail of agony.
"You have taken depth from him," Titania said. Grace stared back at the Queen and nodded, then gave the Fae a poke with her finger. He fluttered forward, unable to stand on his own.
"Is there a way to see his memory of the event?" Beth asked. "According to the Accusator, a member of the Fae Court would be able to properly remember an event."
"We can," Titania said, then snapped her fingers. In a box seat up above, a woman with gossamer wings descended to stand near Grace. At first, Beth thought that the woman was Nyx, but the resemblance was only passing.


The Fae picked up the Prince in her hands and studied him with open disdain. "Remember," she whispered, then blew her breath across him.
The Prince spiraled in the air like a leaf caught in a vortex. All around him, a memory played out revealing that he had come to the mortal realm with an entourage of changelings. The full memory was only about ten minutes long. It became immediately clear to everyone watching that not only had the Prince arrived with ill intent toward the children, but that Grace had acted purely in self-defense to keep the Grimoire from being stolen.
By the time the memory had played out, Titania's golden eyes had gone molten. Liquid light ran down her cheeks and smoldered where it hit the ground.
Mara was speechless as the Court quietly murmured to each other.
"Your Majesty, there is more." Beth gestured to the closest can. "You see, after you came to us in an official capacity regarding allegations against the Radley family, we immediately launched our own inquiry into matters. It would seem that members of the Unseelie Court did send messengers to our home, but they hid their true nature from us and were summarily captured."
Titania blinked, and the molten gold vanished. "Explain," she demanded.
Grace picked up one of the cans and gave it a shake. "Bug," she declared, then ripped the top off and dumped what looked like a half-eaten cockroach out. The bug skittered about madly for a moment, then levitated in the air and transformed into a tiny humanoid. The two-dimensional prince was still fluttering in place, his maddening cries now a distant wail.
"With Tinker Radley gone from the home, Death was trying to keep Grace busy," Beth explained. "They took it upon themselves to do repairs around the house in her stead."
"Actually, we were trying to maintain the grounds," Death interjected. "In describing this activity to Grace, I inferred that we needed to keep our eye out for pests that may try to damage the infrastructure of the place."
"Pests cannot harm the Radley house," Mara said.
"And what harm is it to let a child with a spider's body hunt bugs?" Beth replied. "Maybe if they had announced they were Fae instead of sneaking about, she wouldn't have locked them up. I would be very interested in learning why they continued to take this approach after the first one vanished."
"As would I." Titania stood. "As a neutral party, we all would like to hear what the shapeshifter has to say, unless the Accusator has a reason we should not."
"I..." Mara was picking at her hands now. "I do not, Your Majesty."
Titania held out a palm, and the shapeshifter was ripped through the air toward her, where it hovered in place.
"For what purpose were you created?" she demanded.
"Infiltration," it squawked.
"By what means?"
"Any," it replied, gasping for air. "My plan was to become a parasite inside of one of the Radleys so that we could gain entry to the house!"
"Who created you?"
"Him." The Fae pointed at the Prince swirling about.
"Anything else we should know?"
"Please, my whole life has been nothing but--" The Fae exploded, showering the nearby area with a substance that looked like clay, but smelled like shit.
"Show me the next," Titania demanded. One by one, Grace's prisoners were freed. Mice, grasshoppers, and stink bugs were all revealed to be shapeshifters attempting infiltration. Every single one of them fingered the Prince as the mastermind. Once their testimony was gathered, Titania detonated them. The mess was contained, none of it finding Beth or the others.
When the deed was done, Titania glowered at the Prince who fluttered about. She snatched him up like a piece of paper and glowered at him.
"Your Majesty," he whimpered.
Titania looked at Beth, the Court, and then Mara. "The Accusator has presented zero evidence of wrong-doing by the child Gracelynn. In fact, a secret plot was revealed, the machinations of this member of the Court right here. Is there any further accusations that the Accusator would like to make in this matter?"
Mara looked like she was going to be sick. "The Court...agrees with your assessment."
Titania nodded, then ripped the Prince in half. There was a burst of wind, followed by the smell of decaying leaves. His screams filled the Court as Titania stacked the pieces and tore them again. She repeated the process a few more times before tossing him to the breeze. A light wind picked the pieces up and carried them aloft toward the opening above.
"Let those who hear his undying cries learn a valuable lesson," Titania declared, then pointed at one of the boxes. "As for those who attempted to hide this crime by committing another, they have been dealt with as well."
"Who?" Beth asked, then turned to see what the Queen was pointing at. One of the box seats was surprisingly empty, other than several flower petals that drifted away from the box and melted into steam on contact with the ground. Frowning, Beth felt like she had forgotten something important, then shrugged. For some reason, she knew it didn't really matter. "Wait, don't we get to demand Compensation for what they did?"
"That will come later," Titania said. "Your role as Accusator for the Moon Tribe hinged on your success in this first endeavor, so we will withhold all discussions of Compensation until the very end."
"But you..." Beth mimed tearing up a piece of paper.
Titania shrugged. "He displeased me. If you really wish, I can have him reassembled. However, the Unseelie Prince was not part of what happened to the Moon Tribe, so you will need to factor this into the Compensation demanded."
"I understand." The hidden message here was that tearing the Prince into pieces and tossing him to the wind was a bonus. If Titania put him back together, Beth doubted she could ask for anything better.
Besides, her current idea for Compensation would cast a far wider net of misery.
"The Moon Tribe has been harmed by members of the Fae Court," Beth began. "Only a few days ago in Earth time, the Accusator standing here infiltrated the Moon Tribe with other Fae and abducted several of its members in order to target Callisto Radley. This caused direct harm to the Moon Tribe, Zelenia Radley, and Callisto Radley."
"Nobody remaining was physically harmed," Mara said with a shit-eating grin.
"At a minimum, they were emotionally harmed," Beth replied.
"That's not our fault." Mara turned to address the others. "You see, we erased everybody's memories so that they wouldn't remember those they lost. You can't suffer harm for missing somebody that was never there to begin with."
"Except Callisto Radley remembered," Beth said. "And once the tribe learned what had happened, it became easy for them to deduce that important people were missing."
"We mitigated harm." Mara grinned. "It's not our fault that Callisto Radley somehow remembered. He shouldn't have."
"Why did you target Callisto?" Beth asked.
"Who said I did?" Mara replied. "The Fae has been known to abduct mortals from time to time. It is not forbidden. I chanced upon the child and realized he may have information leading to my...brother." The woman's eyes flicked to the thermos laying on its side on the table. It was almost like she had just remembered what had transpired. "And so we made a trade."
"Are you really going to argue that this was just a typical abduction?"
Mara grinned. "Callisto Radley and Zelenia Radley were off-limits. The others did trade with the Fae. It was just a matter of commerce. In fact, we should be lauded for trying to establish trade relations with the mortal realm."
"How many negotiations have your family made in the last ten years?" Beth asked.
Mara faltered. "Why does it matter?"
"Because if I can prove that you don't regularly pop out and offer asinine trades with mortals, it means that the Moon Tribe was targeted on purpose," Beth replied. "I've been made aware that the journey there was much harder than, say, going to New York or London. So if you can establish a long-term pattern of this behavior, then your logic is sound."
The Unseelie Princess fidgeted. "Ten years in our realm or yours?"
"The mortal realm."
"Eighty," she replied. "However, as I suggested before, we were trying to branch out and establish contact with those outside the Fae realm. After so much time and dedication from the Caretaker, we knew the Moon Tribe would be a safe place for us to visit."
Smooth bitch, Beth thought. Yes, it was a bullshit excuse, but the kind that other Fae would accept.
"Just because the centaurs made bad trades doesn't mean we did harm, though," Mara continued. "As I stated before, we even made it so that the tribe wouldn't remember a thing. This is proof that we were avoiding harm."
Beth shook her head. "So you chose the Moon Tribe because of their relationship with the Caretaker?"
The Princess nodded. "Because they were safe to approach. You can't fault us for that."
"And then you forced Callisto Radley to negotiate your departure?"
"He asked us to leave," she said with a grin. Beth wanted so badly to slap that smile off her face. "But we were doing business. Out of respect for his status as a Radley, I gave him the opportunity to negotiate with me."
"Why didn't you announce your presence to the chieftain first?" Beth asked. "Why not deal directly with the leader of the tribe?"
"The land around the tribe belongs to nobody," Mara replied. "And it was Callisto who found me, not Zelenia. I was in the middle of a transaction."
"Can you describe the transaction?"
Mara laughed. "I talked a rock into becoming a butterfly, and a centaur child begged me to do it again. I was promised anything in exchange, and so I took everything that I could."
General murmurs of assent came from the Court. This was standard operating procedure for them. They certainly didn't care if the trade was considered off balance.
"You negotiated a trade with a child?"
"A decade for me is a three-day weekend for a mortal." The Unseelie Princess looked smug. "Your kind live insect lives. That child would be considered an adult in just a few more years. I fail to see the issue here."
"But you know that you negotiated trade with a child."
The Unseelie Princess yawned. "I didn't care what age they were."
"Do you know that contracts with minors aren't considered binding without the approval of their legal guardian?"
"Those are Earth rules," Mara replied. "Or, more specifically, the laws of your land. To my knowledge, there is no written law among the centaur, or their lands."
Beth nodded. "That is technically true. If the Moon Tribe had such a law, would you have observed it?"
"But they didn't."
"Are there rules for dealing with a hostile witness?" Beth asked the Queen.
"We usually stab them until they answer questions," Titania replied.
"Or rip them in half?" Beth stared directly at Mara as she said this.
"You're lucky the Court protects you," Mara hissed, showing her teeth. "Otherwise, I'd--"
"Do the Fae observe the laws of the lands they travel?" Beth asked.
"If said laws exist, then yes." Mara sneered at Beth. "But only as a matter of courtesy. If said law violates Hospitality, then we have no use for it."
The lawyer nodded. "A law that kept someone from providing a small token of greeting would be silly to me as well. If I wish to put out a bowl of milk for a visitor, that should be my right."
Now the Unseelie Princess looked confused, clearly unsure of Beth's angle. "We adhere to the old ways for a reason," she said.
"Do you adhere to oaths?" Beth asked.
The Unseelie nodded. "We do. An oath is considered precious, and never to be offered lightly."
"Tell me. If I wished to purchase the throne the Queen sits on, could you trade it to me?"
"It is not mine to give."
"So you are unable to offer trade on things that do not belong to you."
The Unseelie hissed in irritation. "Must I really restate the obvious?"
"Yes." Beth folded her arms across her chest and puffed herself up. "Because I intend to bury you with the response."
The Court cheered, booed, and otherwise did the same thing they always did. Beth felt at times that she was sitting in the center of a circus, only the whole audience was a bunch of monkeys shrieking for attention. As long as none of them started throwing poop, they were in good shape.
"That which does not belong to you cannot be traded." Mara threw Beth a rude gesture. "Now let's see you bury me, human."
Beth smiled and took her time. In a regular courtroom, she could shuffle papers, or walk slowly to the bench. Here in the Fae Court, she could probably get by with some random dance moves for all they seemed to care, but she still wanted to be taken seriously.
"That which does not belong to you cannot be traded," Beth repeated. "What was it that you said earlier? You were promised anything and so you took everything. Let's pick the aforementioned child. Did you take their freedom?"
Mara shrugged. "Freedom is technically a social construct. You can only have true freedom in a lawless society where nobody imposes their will on others, implied or otherwise."
Sensing a new angle, Beth pounced. "Which, according to you, the centaurs don't have any laws. Therefore, they must be totally free."
The Unseelie froze, sensing a trap. "Well...none that are written down. But they are a tribe, are they not? Surely they possess social contracts, otherwise they would fail to band together."
Beth paused to figure out what to say next, but played it up as a deliberate attempt to build pressure. Mara stood defiantly, awaiting the next question or accusation.
"The accusation I am about to make relates to harm that was done to the Moon Tribe. Is there a technical definition for what the Fae consider harm?"
Mara grinned. "Your simple language is insufficient to qualify harm with mere words. But I will play your game. Harm is harm. When something is taken that doesn't belong to you, that is harm. Violating Hospitality is harm."
"What about taking that which does not belong to you?" asked Beth.
The audience booed. Mara sighed. "I see what this is. You want me to admit that we took them, which I do, because they TRADED THEIR LIVES!" Now the Unseelie looked indignant. "It is not MY fault that they gave everything to witness tricks that would fool a simpleton!"
Beth stuck a hand in her pocket and pulled out a piece of leather. It was cut from a quiver, the intricate stitching that ran down one side creating a circular pattern that reminded her of flowers.
"Do you know what this is?" she asked, holding it up for the Court to see.
"A piece of animal skin," Mara replied.
"While true, I speak of the needlework." Beth ran her thumb along the stitching itself. "This right here was taken from a quiver possessed by a young archer in the Moon Tribe. Upon examination, the loops and whorls seem to tell a story, but that's unimportant. What is important is that the stitch itself has been found throughout the Moon Tribe. It is extremely repellent against water and is miles ahead of any other leatherworking the village possesses."
"A drunk brownie could produce better." Mara grinned. "Your arts and crafts display fails to impress."
Beth smiled sadly at the piece of fabric, milking the moment. "What I find interesting is that the archer who owned this piece has been using a bow for less than a year. The quiver was custom built for him. I have personally seen this stitch on several goods owned by the Moon Tribe, and it is clearly some of the finest work they have." The lawyer looked up at Mara with cold eyes that allowed her hatred to show. "Not a single person in the tribe knows who did this stitchwork or where it came from."
"And?"
"This is just an example. Already, the Moon Tribe is desperately coming to terms with the holes in their lives where loved ones used to live. Every day, they discover anew yet another thing that they have lost. Tell me, Mara. Who owns a memory?"
"Uh..." The Unseelie faltered, and several Fae in the boxes that Beth could see behind her visibly winced.
"Your Majesty." Beth spun in place to look at Titania. "As a neutral party who understands the definition of harm, would altering someone's memory against their will constitute as harm?"
"Potentially," Titania said. "It depends on the circumstance."
Mara hopped up and down angrily, sending ripples of shadow in every direction. "That was not harm!" she declared. "That was a kindness! We knew that the centaurs would miss their loved ones and did them a kindness!"
"False." Beth did a dramatic turn toward Mara. "You didn't just take memories of the people, Mara. You stole chunks of a tribe's culture, its ingenuity! Did you know that centaur hold strongly to tradition? They value it more than gold, yet you took something which did not belong to those you abducted!"
"Objection!" Mara cried. "That's a matter of opinion!"
"This is all the centaurs have left of a living, breathing, contributing member of the tribe!" Beth threw the scrap of leather on the ground. "We have masters with missing apprentices who no longer have time to teach their trade to someone else. We have families who cannot reconcile that extra bed in their home with what they remember, and mothers and fathers who can't sleep at night because they cry and don't know why. None of those people agreed to lose those things, Mara. You stole them! That! Is! Harm!"
"But the trade was fair!" Mara cried. "This was a kindness!"
"That which does not belong to you cannot be traded. Those memories didn't belong to those you did commerce with, which means you stole them, you rancid, slimy, shadow-sucking bitch!"
Mara leapt at Beth with hands outstretched. Iron manacles appeared around her wrists, which yanked her to the ground so hard that her face slammed into the stone.
"No!" Mara cried out in frustration. "The trade was fair!"
"I didn't come to argue the fairness of the trade," Beth said, summoning her magic around her. The steam billowed out from around her feet and formed into an illusory bear trap centered on Mara. "I came to accuse you of harm. What say your brethren? Have I done enough to prove harm?"
She held her hands aloft and shook them. The Court shouted its approval, eager to see blood spilled. Beth actually did a victory lap around the edge and paused to high-five an elf with moose antlers. Turning back to look at Mara, held to the ground by chains and surrounded by a bear trap made of fog, Beth grinned.
"Grace? I need the scroll."
The Arachne paused drawing her spider, then wiped her hands off on Death's robe before pulling something out of her bag. It was a piece of paper, rolled up and tied with red silk.
"Your Majesty, I do have one final piece of evidence I need to present before getting an official verdict from the Court."
"There's more?" Mara gasped.
"Oh, yes." Beth waited as Grace walked up to Titania and handed over the scroll. The Arachne did a little curtsy before returning to the table.
"What is this?" Titania asked.
"A written contract between the Caretaker and the chieftain of the Moon Tribe. I drafted it shortly after they were formed and underlined the relevant passages for you." Beth stared hard at Mara. "For those of you curious about the passage, it states that the Moon Tribe will take care of the land and will be considered..."
"Part of the Radley household," Titania finished.
"Is that written enough for you?" Beth asked Mara, then slammed the trap shut. The illusion itself was harmless, the fog dissipating in a puff, but the Unseelie still screamed. "Numerous members of the Fae Court snuck into our home without announcing themselves to those in charge, did unregulated trade with those we consider directly under our care, which is a direct violation of our current treaty, and then STOLE from the Moon Tribe before leaving."


Mara screamed again, then tried to run, but the shackles held her tight to the ground. Titania studied the scroll in front of her, then looked up at Beth. The Court was screaming now. Most of it was directed at Mara.
"This was a violation of our treaty," Titania said. "Why not simply start with this? The crime is egregious enough."
Beth bowed her head respectfully at the Queen. "Your Majesty, I have a few reasons. My intent was to prove that harm was done to the Moon Tribe as I stated earlier. Violating the treaty is a serious matter, but I needed the Court to agree that taking those centaurs should never have happened so that it never happens again. I did also swear to bury Mara with her own words, and wanted the Fae to know that I am a woman of my word. I know this is an important value to your people."
"Indeed," Titania replied.
"Furthermore, I presented my argument in this manner because it was fun." Beth waved at the Court, many of whom waved back and cheered for this statement. She didn't say aloud that she wanted as many of them on her side for when Compensation was decided. If the Fae looked too closely at what they were about to demand...
"Is there something else?" Titania asked.
"Yes, Your Majesty. I was hoping I could delay for long enough that the Caretaker might arrive." Beth stopped waving at the Court. "I firmly believe he should be here for part of this."
"I see." Titania folded up the scroll and sent it back to Grace, who caught it without looking. She was currently drawing a cartoon mustache on her jumping spider. The Queen of the Fae actually looked around like she expected Mike to step out of the crowd. When he didn't, the Queen looked back at Beth.
"What Compensation does the Radley family demand?"
Beth opened her mouth to speak and was interrupted by thunder. Titania's eyes flicked upward and a glimmer of a smile appeared on her face.
Overhead, through the hole in the dome-shaped coliseum, the sky had turned black. For a moment, she thought she heard the ringing of sleigh bells. Thunder pealed again and was followed by lightning that lit the sky. It struck at the opening of the Court, then passed through the center and struck the ground. Lightning struck three more times, and then something massive slid through the opening.
It was a dragon made of ice. The beast snorted and swam through the air around the interior of the Court, blasting its occupants with harmless smoke. A dragon made of fire followed next, roaring as it circled the arena. Smoke trailed behind it that turned into bats that fluttered and disappeared in the crowd.
The spectacle was completed when a dragon made of lightning made its appearance. Tiny orbs of ball lightning trailed behind it as all three dragons gradually descended. By the time they were near the ground, nobody was paying attention when several figures came down from above. Yuki came first, sliding on a path of ice that her dragon had left behind. Ratu was next, riding down on a ball of fire. Sulyvahn appeared next, riding on a spectral horse and spinning his head as if riding into battle.
Mike and Quetzalli came down together on a bolt of lightning, holding onto it as if it were a firefighter's pole. Cecilia clung to Mike's neck and floated as if she were a cloak. They all reached the ground together, the group staring defiantly at the crowd.
"What, no Cerberus?" Beth asked.
"They needed to return Santa's sleigh," Mike replied as the Arachne leapt away from the table and landed in front of him, her arms already wrapped around his legs. Beth saw Mike frown and wipe something away from his daughter's eyes. When he looked up at the Court, she felt an ominous presence behind his gaze. His eyes met hers and she shivered. There was a strange heaviness behind those eyes, one that made her feel strangely afraid. He gave her a brief smile, then looked past her at the Fae Court, directing that heaviness in their direction.
He had made his entrance over the top on purpose. There was absolutely no way he planned on leaving without a dramatic exit.
She couldn't wait to see it.

🏡🧚🏻‍♀️👑
Mike surveyed the Fae Court, his eyes pausing to linger on Titania. The Queen of the Fae was motionless in this moment, her golden eyes blazing with barely restrained power.
No, it wasn't power that he saw. It was relief.
That was quite the entrance, she said in his mind. What will you do next?
Something unexpected, he replied, then felt the connection snap shut. Kneeling down, he picked up his daughter, her legs wrapping around his torso. He did his best to ignore the tear he had wiped from her cheek. Then again, it almost looked like fruit juice. "Did you miss me?"
"Yes."
"Did Aunt Beth take good care of you?"
The Arachne nodded, then pointed at the Fae Court. "Bad," she said.
"That's right, they have been bad." Mike turned toward the Queen. "Your Majesty, I greet you and the Seelie and Unseelie Court."
"We greet you, Caretaker." Titania raised an eyebrow, then sniffed the air. "Though that is not your only title, now, is it?"
Mike frowned and raised a hand to the cuirass he wore. The eye was currently shut, though the armor had created a scabbard on his back to hold Excalibur. He wouldn't win any points for fashion, but he hadn't come to impress anybody here.
"It is not," he replied. "I will now check in with my legal counsel regarding the state of my daughter's proceedings." He looked over his shoulder and saw a woman with blue skin positively fuming in the corner, shackled to the ground. "Though I'm guessing Beth is about done here."
Beth smirked at him. "I'm just about done, actually. With the Court's permission, I would like to take a break."
"No breaks!" shrieked the woman in the corner. A band of iron formed over her mouth. She screamed through her nostrils as steam rose up from her skin.
"Five minutes," Titania said.
"That should help." Mike waved the others over, and they formed a semi-circle. Yuki picked Grace up and held the child close to her chest as Quetzalli and Ratu joined them.
"Give me the short version," Mike said.
"Their accusation that Grace broke the Fae treaty has backfired," Beth replied. "Not only has she been acquitted, but we uncovered the plot that implicated her. I used this to successfully accuse members of the Court of breaking their treaty with us."
"What about the Moon Tribe?" Mike asked.
Beth smiled, but it was cold. "Built a metaphorical sledgehammer out of their own words and smashed their argument to pieces. The Accusator over there was the primary perpetrator. We were just about to discuss the conditions of Compensation when you dropped in with the others."
"I didn't know if this was going to be a rescue mission." Mike took a moment to fist bump Death, then signed Hello to Opal. "What is Compensation?"
"What we ask for," she replied. "In terms of punishment. But the Court has to agree to it, so we need to be careful what we ask for. We only get one-shot per crime, or whatever. The Queen is a neutral party so she gets no say."
"I see." Mike grinned. "I saw your notes and caught a glimpse of a section titled 'suggested punishments.' Are you planning to pull from that list?"
Beth nodded. "I am, with some modifications of my own. I've had some new ideas since then that I think the Court would go for."
"Great. I have one of my own, actually, and will speak up when necessary." Mike jerked his thumb at the Fae in irons. "What does an Accusator do?"
"Makes an accusation of a crime," Beth replied. "I was your family's Accusator."
"Interesting." Mike pulled out the slip of paper he had written on before leaving the house. "What are the odds you can make this happen?"
Beth opened the paper and laughed. "You wrote this in Sindarin. How?"
"Google translate. Figured we might have extra eyes on us."
"Honestly, we do." Beth's eyes scanned his message and her eyebrows threatened to crawl into her hair. "You've got to be shitting me."
"I shit you not. Can you make it happen?"
"I can ask," she replied. "The worst they can do is vaporize us, right?"
"No," both Mike and Titania said at the same time. He bit back the urge to jinx her and demand a Coke. They would absolutely take that too seriously, and he was already likely to piss her off in the very immediate future. He looked over at Grace. "If she's safe now, can she go home?"
Beth looked at Titania. "Grace's presence here is not required for the Compensation that the Radley family will demand."
Titania stood from her throne. "Many members of the Radley family have come to Court. Do they wish to stay?"
Mike looked at everyone, then at Beth. "I need to remain," he said.
"So does Death." Beth looked at the others. "Unless you want to stay, the rest of you can go home with Grace."
The others briefly exchanged words. In the end, only Cecilia remained, since she was also of the Fae.
Titania summoned a golden arch, and the others left through it. Grace waved goodbye to her father before passing through. Sulyvahn took a moment to kiss Beth's hand before going home as well. Mike thought the dullahan might stay, but the longer he was around, the more likely Titania would notice that her declarations had broken.
"Tell Callisto I'll be home soon," Mike called, which got some angry muttering from the Court. It was very clear that some were not happy about what all had gone on here. He would have to ask Beth about that later.
Then again, they were going to be even less happy when he was done with them. The main reason he had sent Grace home was that he didn't want her to see what happened next.
Titania stood by her throne, but didn't sit. "In regards to the accusation that Gracelyn Radley violated the terms of the treaty between the Fae Court and the Radley family, the Court has found her innocent of these charges, as she participated in an act of self-preservation and was thus dismissed prior to this proclamation." The Queen stared hard at the Court. "I will, however, note that some members of the Court still wish to see punishment enacted on the child despite acknowledging the truth of the events that occurred and discovering that our own perpetrated the crime."
Uh oh, Mike thought. There was definitely some massive dissension in the Court, even when something was cut and dry. With a little bit of luck, that would be fixed soon enough.
"In regards to the accusation that the Court itself participated in actions that led up to the breaking of said treaty by a member of the Unseelie Court, the Fae Court finds itself guilty." Titania looked at Beth. "As a whole, the Court agrees that they overreacted to a prophecy, but also believe this failure is largely due to their nature. As a result, you should keep in mind that any Compensation you demand will be largely...ceremonial."
Mike nodded, understanding immediately what the Queen meant. They were accepting the guilt of their situation, and were expecting nothing more than a slap on the wrist.
"I see." Beth adjusted her dress and took a moment to regain her composure. Mike surveyed the stands and paused. Was that an entire family of Fae made out of elemental fire? In fact, the longer he looked, the more he realized that the Fae Court was not only bigger than it seemed, but there were entire fantastical factions throughout. Fae that were made of living cloth, those who were woven of leaves and grass, a family of shadows with crimson hearts that beat brightly in the center of their chests, a booth filled with unblinking eyes, and--
Cecilia nudged him with an elbow. "Don't stare," she whispered. "They don't know you can see them yet."
"Am I not supposed to?" he whispered back.
"Their glamour is no longer strong enough for your gaze," she replied as she hugged his arm.
"Before I ask for Compensation, I would like to discuss my logic in doing so," Beth began. "The actions of the Fae Court were brought on by fear, were they not? It has become very clear to me during this trial that many here do not agree with the way things have been, nor do they agree with the actions of the Queen. If my words are not true, please inform me now."
Titania waved a hand, and the metal band over Mara's mouth peeled away, taking skin with it. The Unseelie Princess spat on the ground.
"She can speak for them," Titania replied. "Unless they would like to choose a different representative."
There was a brief moment of argument, and the Court went silent, though it was clear they were shouting. Their movements blurred, and it became very clear that the Court itself was moving at a higher rate of speed.
"I thought it prudent to respect your time while they deliberate," Titania said.
Mike nodded. After about ten minutes, the time streams realigned and Mara stood there with a dark look on her face. The skin around her mouth had mostly healed.
"They have decided to allow me the honor of speaking their will," she spat. "The human speaks truthfully. The Seelie and Unseelie Court are in agreement that new leadership is required, though we disagree about who should assume that role."
"Assume the role?" Mike asked, but Beth waved him off. Looking at Titania, he realized that they were only planning on usurping the Queen. He couldn't help but grin.
"This whole situation could have been avoided through a proper conversation with the Caretaker and his family." Beth gestured to Mike. "Your people have the ability to discern truth and would have learned that he had no machinations on the Court, nor did he desire any changes. Rather, he got pulled in, and now here we are."
There were mumbles of assent, followed by chirps, bleats, and one guy near the opening up above was holding up a sign with a smiley face. Mike looked at Beth, then back again. Could she not see all of this? Or was she ignoring it?
"Since miscommunication is the key problem, the compensation we have requested is that the entire Fae Court take part in a tea ceremony."
"A tea ceremony?" Mara looked dubious, her gaze flitting toward Death. "What kind of tea ceremony?"
"Death?" Beth smiled at the Grim Reaper, who moved to center stage.
"As you may know, I have grown quite fond of tea, and had a recent interest in tea ceremonies," he began. "However, as an immortal, I believed that it was imperative that we have a special way to greet each other, and have written a book." The Reaper stuck a hand inside his robe and pulled out the thin manual. "It is called Death's Special Ceremony of Greeting for Immortals."
"It is the Radley family's belief that participating in this ceremony will help to strengthen bonds between the noble families of the Fae Courts," Beth added. "Through participating in the ceremony, not only will you become closer as a family, but you will practice the art of showing respect, even when it might not be due."
Mike raised a hand and got a nod of acknowledgement. "I will also add that this ceremony is intended for adults only," he said, which got him a strange look from Beth. "In case there were any children at these proceedings."
"Childlike the Fae may be, but none of them are children," Titania replied. "In your world's terminology, they are all considered adults or older."
Mike turned back to Beth. "Continue."
"So for proper Compensation, once these proceedings are finished, the Fae Court must complete one tea ceremony as it is outlined in here." Beth pointed at the book. "It is the number one book in its category, which speaks to its quality."
"One of your own actually participated in this ceremony with me," Death added. "The Lady Nyx, also known as She Who Walks Stars, did so. She even accepted a copy of the book to keep. Though she voiced no complaints, I suspect that my cushions could have been more comfortable."
Mara chewed on this offer for a moment, and Mike could see gossamer strands made of pure light that connected her to every member of the Court. When he looked even deeper, he saw that Titania had similar ones. It was clear the offer was being debated.
"You only have one copy of that book," Mara finally replied, seeing a trap. "It would be a waste of the Court's time for us to take turns reading it."
"We've accounted for this," Beth said. "On a pallet in a warehouse are over ten thousand copies. We didn't want to carry them all here, and can give the Court their location so they can be retrieved."
"I will add that some modifications must be made to the ceremony itself for these circumstances." Death held up two fingers. "The host is supposed to provide music while the tea is steeping, and also everyone must agree on a tea. However, the host is the Court itself! With so many people in attendance, I worry that choosing either of those things would become a sticking point and cost time. If the Court is willing to save time, I would be happy to choose both the song and the tea."
Mara's face scrunched up as a bevy of information flowed to her from the Court. "How much tea will the Court have to drink?" she asked.
"A single pot can be shared between four individuals," Death replied. "You drink after the greeting portion of the Ceremony. Therefore, one pot of tea for every four people. It'll make sense once you read the instructions."
"Actually," Mike jumped in. "Would it be okay if the Queen was allowed to pick the tea? Since she is a neutral party, the Fae Court can trust that nothing we choose will bring harm to your people."
Beth's lip twitched and he could see a hint of exasperation in her features. The Court shifted into fast forward to deliberate again, then popped back out. Mara's skin was completely healed now.
"So Compensation requires that we participate in Death's Special Ceremony of Greeting for Immortals. You would pick the song, the Queen would pick the tea, and we must perform this ceremony to completion per the instructions inside this book with one pot per every four individuals?"
"Relatively speaking in regard to pot size," Beth added. "I am aware some of you are larger or smaller than others, and do not want those of diminished stature to suffer."
Mara scowled at that addition, then went back to the Fae Court hivemind. There was a lot of deliberation before the Unseelie let out a sigh.
"The Court has decided to honor your compromise. After this hearing is over, we will read Death's Special Ceremony of Greeting for Immortals and shall complete the tea ceremony with the modification that Her Majesty chooses the tea and the Grim Reaper decides the music."
"And thus it shall be done," Titania declared, her eyes flashing.
"Wonderful." Mike jogged up to the Queen. "In that case, I do have a suggestion in regards to the type of tea." It had entered his mind the moment he had seen Beth's plan to stick them with Death's tea ceremony. He could only imagine how many names these assholes had. They were going to be performing this ceremony for decades, if not centuries.
But that wasn't good enough for him. "Your Majesty, if at all possible, I possess an extremely rare herb that is manufactured exclusively by the Moon Tribe, to my knowledge. It would honor the Radley family greatly if you could incorporate this into the final blend."
Titania narrowed her eyes. "As the neutral party, I will not choose anything that can cause harm to my people."
"I understand, Your Majesty. Please keep in mind that this substance is water soluble and, to my knowledge, shouldn't cause any physical harm. In fact, I have partaken of it myself and given it to others in the past." Mike handed over the mandragora pollen, which he had rehomed in a dark leather pouch to hide its nature. When Titania peered inside, he briefly heard her laughter in his mind. "This is a gift, freely given. I don't know how you will share it with the whole Court, that is all I possess."


"I am the Queen of the Fae," she replied. "Replicating your herbal blend is within my abilities."
Mike jogged back over to where Beth stood, careful to keep his expression neutral. Based on the grin Beth was struggling to hide, she knew exactly what he had given to the Queen.
"In regards to Compensation for the Moon Tribe..." Mara paused as if struggling to breathe. "The Court itself has deemed the families involved with the abduction and enslavement of its people guilty of harm to the Moon Tribe and also the Radley alliance. What sort of Compensation shall be demanded?"
Beth held up a finger. "Now that depends," she said. "What I want versus what I can have are likely completely different things. The Moon Tribe would like all of its people back, but I get the feeling that it won't be that simple."
"It will...not," Mara admitted.
"Tell me. By my best guess, roughly thirty-five centaurs were taken."
"Of the forty-three taken, only six remain," Mara whispered.
The Court went silent as eyes turned on Mike. He didn't even realize he had their attention, his gaze was for Mara alone.
"Only six?" he demanded. "Where are the rest?"
Mara shrunk in on herself. "Time is different here," she said. "A lifetime of servitude may only be a few minutes in--"
Beth stepped between Mike and Mara and put her hand on his chest. Frowning, Mike looked down at her hand, then past her shoulder at Mara, who was only a few feet away from him now. When had he approached her?
"If you do something to her now, that'll be it," Beth told him. "They will see it as justice done and call it a day."
"Who said I was going to do anything?"
"I have magic like yours," she whispered. "I can see your soul, Mike. It got all sharp around the edges and was turning black."
"It was?" Mike looked down at his hands. His wrath, temporarily withdrawn, revealed nothing to him.
"Let me do my job," she hissed.
"Right." Mike moved to stand between Death and Cecilia. He took the banshee's hand and clung to it for support.
"Forty-three lives, thirty seven of them spent entirely." Beth shook her head in disappointment. "I would ask you to put a price on those lives based on the words of your Accusator."
Mara's eyes gleamed. "You would allow us to decide?" she asked.
"Based on a statement you made to the Fae Courts earlier, yes." Beth jabbed a finger at the Unseelie Princess. "You were prepared to make Grace live for eternity just to balance out the scales for your brother's potential contributions over an equally eternal life. Based on my calculations, a human allowed to live for an eternity has a life with equal value to that of a Fae."
That comment caused a stir. Mike tried to ignore the shouting from above, as it was very clear that several in attendance were not happy with this proclamation.
"Don't be angry with me," Beth said. "The Court's Accusator set this definition, not me. So now that we've established that the life of a Fae is comparable to a human when given the same time scale, let's take a closer look. You see, centaurs and humans have similar lifespans, which means they have fewer opportunities than the Fae do. In fact, I could argue that they have infinitely fewer opportunities than you do, which makes their lives all the more precious."
"Now see here," Mara argued.
"You told the Court earlier that minutes felt like a lifetime due to the sensitive nature of these crimes!" Beth shouted, stunning the crowd into silence. "The crime in question was a little girl protecting herself from an attacker, which I would argue is equally on par to a centaur child being abducted from their home by a member of the Court! Or a family forced to live on without a mother, father, or whoever else you took! How many minutes were these people in your possession, Mara? How many lifetimes did your people force them to endure?!?"
Mara tried to speak, but couldn't. Mike was watching the threads attached to the woman with great interest. He could actually make out conflicting colors amongst the threads, and was starting to understand what some of them meant.
The Court was more than happy to agree with Beth. It wasn't so much the argument that she was making, but the fact that she was likely to destroy a powerful Unseelie family with the Compensation demanded.
"In regards to the families involved, do they possess at least forty-three members?" Beth demanded.
"They do," Titania admitted.
The lust for blood emanated from the Fae so hard that Mike could actually taste its coppery tang in his mouth. His cuirass briefly stirred, the eye opening for a moment to take the situation in. When the armor saw he wasn't in danger, the god fell back asleep.
"The Accusator admitted it is within the Court's power to keep Grace alive past her natural lifespan," Beth continued. "As such, in Compensation, the Moon Tribe demands that their memories are restored and any surviving members be returned right away. The centaurs stolen were forced to give their time and no adequate gift was given in return. For every moment they were here, for every minute that felt like a lifetime, we demand an equal amount of time be paid to the Moon Tribe by those who perpetrated this crime."
Titania tilted her head. "And what would you do with our time?" she asked.
"Return it to the survivors," Beth replied, then looked in Mike's direction. "And give the rest to Tinker Radley."
Mike felt the air leave his lungs as he actually sagged in between Death and Cecilia, his legs suddenly numb. Had Beth really said what he thought she did?
"You wish Tinker Radley to be made younger?" Titania asked.
Beth shook her head. "We wish her to be given years of life to sustain the growth of her child until the baby can be safely born. Any extra years left over, well..." She looked around the room. "I don't know, can you bottle it up?
"Tink," Mike whispered, still stunned by what Beth had said. It had never once occurred to him that the solution could be found here at the trial. Certainly, it was a gift that would have demanded too high of a price if he had asked. But now?
The price had already been paid. He felt more than a little guilt over the relief he felt that someone else had already paid.
"The fate of Tinker Radley," Cecilia whispered at his side, then looked at him. It looked like she wanted to say something, but a glance from the Queen shut her down.
"You want...the survivors and years of our lives?" Mara asked.
"If you try to argue that they aren't equivalent, keep in mind that your kind live forever." Beth narrowed her eyes and they pulsed with magic. "You took a hundred percent of what life they had remaining and I feel like we would be well within our rights to ask for the same. With that kind of math, thirty-seven of you would become slaves to the Moon Tribe for all eternity. I bet there are plenty here who would love to watch you and your family shovel centaur shit around with a spoon."
At the mention of humiliating treatment, he could now sense mass approval from the Court. They would absolutely vote for this should it be asked.
"Then...why don't you?" Mara looked like she was fighting to hold the words back.
"Because the Caretaker and his family do not seek to enslave members of the Court," Beth continued. She gave Mike a questioning look, and he nodded. It looked like she was about to officially pop the question. "Instead, with the entire Court present, the Caretaker wishes to address the elephant in the room."
Up above, somebody trumpeted. Mike had to squint to see a Fae with a large trunk and massive ears wearing a crown and a robe.
"Not you," Beth corrected. "A metaphorical one."
The Fae visibly deflated and sat back in their seat.
Mike continued. "As the Queen said earlier, the Court cannot be faulted for the way it is. It has become clear to us that the Fae Court is no longer being efficiently governed. What use to you is a Queen who cannot control her subjects?"
There was a brief moment of silence, followed by the crowd erupting. The sound was so loud that Beth covered her ears. Mike plugged his own, but they started ringing anyway. She had clearly struck a nerve.
He looked over at Titania, who was giving him an inscrutable look.
You play a dangerous game, Caretaker. It was hard to tell what the woman thought.
It's for the best, he replied.
Titania raised a hand for silence, and the Court gave it to her.
"In exchange for a more lenient sentence on those who wronged the Moon Tribe, we would like to add an additional demand. The Caretaker has realized that the Court is a family, much like our own. Many years ago, that family was broken. In order to heal those wounds, we demand that the Queen pick a new King from one of those currently present."
This time, it took several minutes before order was restored. Titania sat quietly in her throne, her hands steepled with a look of betrayal on her face. The Fae shouted down from above, and numerous members were already preening about and declaring their intent to become the new king.
It was something Mike had been thinking about ever since Nyx's death. The Queen had essentially been a single parent to thousands of children for millennia with nobody to help her. As powerful as she was, loneliness was even more powerful. The Court was made of Seelie and Unseelie alike, diametrically opposed, yet in sync. It was much the same as Sulyvahn and Cecilia. Similar roles, but opposite.
The Fae Court had been built on a foundation of Law and Chaos, two opposites that shouldn't work. However, when properly balanced, they did. Right now, the Court itself had become unbalanced by its lack of a king.
Mara twitched as the will of the Fae became known to her. Her dark eyes briefly became bloodshot before the vessels burst. Groaning, she turned bloody eyes toward Mike first, then Beth.
"In Compensation for harm done to the Moon Tribe, all survivors will be returned and all memories taken will also be restored," she said. "The time they experienced here will be taken from the perpetrators of this crime and given to Tinker Radley first, restoring her youth until her child is able to be safely born. The rest will be safely stored and given to the Moon Tribe for whatever use it deems. As for the Queen, she shall pick a new King from one of those currently present." Mara licked her lips. "However, the Court must agree that the King is suitable. Should you accept this alteration of terms, then the Compensation will be given."
Beth looked at Mike. He nodded. "We do," she said.
There was a tolling of a bell, and a powerful wind swept down from above as Titania's eyes blazed with power. Mara visibly shriveled beneath it and stumbled to the ground, her hands still shackled. Mike moved toward the Unseelie Princess, his magic forming a barrier that prevented the wind from shoving him to the ground. Kneeling, he grabbed the princess by her hands and helped her back to her feet.
"What sort of trick have you played on the Court?" she demanded.
"The good kind," he replied.
"Even now, you would show me kindness?"
"You hurt my family," he said. "You hurt several families. You created pain that will last several lifetimes and stole away bright futures from the Moon Tribe. Punishing you and yours would be revenge. It would feel good at first, but the pain would linger once that joy had passed. But fixing the problem that caused it? That is true justice." Once the Unseelie was on her feet, he brushed dirt away from her robes. "Do not mistake my actions for kindness. To punish you further would only be cruelty. This is just common courtesy."
"You speak nonsense," she whispered.
Mike chuckled. "We're all mad here," he replied, then turned to face the Court. Already, numerous Fae had scrambled down from the stands to form a ring around the edges of the Queen's little island. Some were shouting to get Titania's attention, while others were clearly playing hard to get. A few had either floated across the moat with an armed entourage, while others used the bridge.
Several of them were armed and already looking with disdain at the other suitors. This was perfect.
Beth gave Mike a look and signed something to him. Is this when we leave? she asked.
You can if you want to, he replied. I need to do something first.
The Fae Court was now openly shouting at the suitors. Clearly the Seelie didn't want an Unseelie King, and vice versa. Other members of the Seelie didn't want to see another family elevated over their own, nor did the Unseelie. Every suitor here would be considered insufficient by a majority of the Court, which meant deals would have to be made.
Mike wasn't much for politics. He preferred to actually get things done. Taking a deep breath, he held it in, letting his magic permeate his lungs. The pressure built within until it felt like he may burst, but still he held it. When it felt like it may finally escape him, he released it.
"SILENCE," he commanded, and sound itself was stolen from the Court. The Fae stared at him in awe as he moved toward center stage.
What are you doing? Beth signed.
He winked at her.
"I now address the Court as an ally to the Fae," he began. "When my family demanded that the Queen wed, it was with the expectation that a suitable suitor would be provided. While I see many fine and noble Fae among you who have stepped forward, it has already become clear to me that the Court isn't prepared to approve of any suitor that has come from within its ranks."
Mara twitched at his side, her role as the Court's spokesperson not yet over. "That is a matter for the Court to decide," she said.
"No, it isn't," Mike replied. "The Queen herself will choose a King from those present, and then the Court must agree that the King is suitable. I think we could save quite a bit of time by having the Court choose right now who they think is suitable from the current field."
More shouting and yelling, and throwing of objects. Mike gave the Fae several minutes to throw their equivalent of a tantrum, then turned toward Titania.
Or perhaps the Queen would like to choose first, he suggested.
Titania studied him for quite some time, then allowed her golden gaze to lift to her children fighting up above. When her eyes met his once again, her brow was arched.
Do you think you can keep up with me? she asked.
You did say I would make a good consort, if the court allowed it.
And you think they will?
Mike smirked. You won't know until you try.
Titania stood, and the realm trembled. She stepped forward from her throne, the ground lighting up with magic upon contact with her feet. The Fae went quiet as she took a moment to inspect every potential suitor that had come down to present themselves. Unseelie and Seelie alike puffed themselves up pretentiously, some even trying to shove others out of the way to keep Titania from gazing upon them for too long. Eventually, the Queen had turned full circle before settling her gaze on Mike.
"I choose this one," she said.
At least thirty different visions of his own demise triggered. Fae, who had been waiting to assassinate political rivals, immediately turned their attention on Mike. Seeing these deaths laid out in succession, Mike casually stepped back to avoid a twenty-foot-long sword blade that pierced the earth where he had stood. Cocking his head to the left allowed an arrow to pass harmlessly by. Lightning bent and curved around him as his magic bent it to his will. Fire licked at his skin, but could not claim any part of him. He allowed ice magic to strike his armor, where the god inside shrugged it off. The eye popped open, suddenly eager for combat.
Six of the suitors launched themselves forward, their forms a blur as they attacked all at once. Their bodies became flower petals that bounced harmlessly off of him, transformed by the magic of the Queen of the Fae.
"We just had a trial about this behavior," she declared, gazing angrily upon the stands. "If the Court does not approve, then explain your reasoning."
"We don't have to," someone replied. "He is unsuitable!"
"Based on what metric?" This came from Beth, who gave Mike a slightly dirty look. You've really done it now, she signed.
They started it, he replied.
"Yes, by what metric?" Titania threw her shoulders back imperiously. "You must keep in mind that whatever metric you set for him, others must pass. So explain very carefully to me why he is ineligible."
"I don't like him!" shouted someone near the top of the stands.
"Speak through your mouthpiece." Titania looked at Mara. The Unseelie Princess looked like she was going to be sick.
"The Court has decided that they don't like him," she replied.
"Then please ask the Court to pick someone that is not disliked by anyone," Beth replied.
"I cannot pick a King based on the Court liking him," Titania added. "In fact, there will be times where the monarchy and the Court are at odds."
"If the Court can present a potential suitor matching the qualification of being liked by everyone, they must do so now." Beth moved to stand next to Titania. When the Queen looked at her, the attorney shrugged. "I'm a neutral party in this," she added. "Figured I would represent you."
There was much muttering and mumbling from the crowd. Eventually, Mara spoke.
"There are none here who match that qualification," she admitted.
"The Compensation required by the Radley family states I must choose a suitor from those present," the Queen said.
"Therefore, the Court is in violation of Compensation." Beth waved at everyone so they would look in her direction. "Suitability based on being liked by everyone in attendance is therefore denied. Please voice further objections through your mouthpiece."
"He is not a noble," Mara hissed. "Only a member of nobility can become King."
"He's married to a princess," Beth said. "Also, titles of nobility were typically given to land owners. I would argue he owns more land than anybody in attendance, should you wish to argue this even further."
The hivemind above stirred. It was clear they were trying to come up with some reason to disqualify Mike entirely that didn't cull one of their own.
"He's human," Mara said.
"Not really," Beth countered.
"He isn't Fae."
"His magic is," Beth replied. "And he is more magic than man at this point."
"Also," Mike added. "One of your own regards me as his brother. The feeling is mutual."
Beth smiled at that. "How is Sulyvahn these days?"
"Doing better," Mike replied.
"The Caretaker can't live forever." Mara squirmed as several messages were funneled through her at once. "He isn't immortal."
"The Court has powers to make him immortal if needed," Beth replied. Mike was careful to keep his face neutral with this. He didn't want the burden of immortality tossed onto him. He had far different plans.
"He's capable of dying."
"Everything dies eventually." Death shook his head. "I should consider writing a book about it, since so many of you keep forgetting. Maybe it should be a coloring book to hold your attention."
Finally, a well-dressed Fae noble stepped forward, a snarl fixed on his face. "He is too young," he stated. "I would argue that the one the Queen chooses must be at least a thousand years old."
Here, Beth stalled. She turned to Mike with an eyebrow raised.
"Yes," Mara gasped, clearly exhausted. "What he said."
Mike chuckled. "While this body is young, my soul is far older."
The Fae scoffed. "Prove it."
Mike smiled at everyone, then showed them. He opened his soul up for those with the power to see its true depth and complexity. Every human soul had the potential to exist for eternity, that much was true. But his had already spent an eternity trapped in a tryst with Titania in the Dreamscape.


His soul was like a candle with the Court itself as a cradle. Light streamed freely from him, banishing shadows. When he felt like the Court had had enough, he closed his soul away once more and smirked.
"I showed you mine," he said. "Now show me yours."
The noble backed away, and the Court fell silent. Mike turned to look at Mara.
"Well?" he asked.
The Unseelie Princess studied him, her features strained. Streams of light filtered along the magical connection that she held with the Court, but they were fading fast. Finally, a grin broke out on her face.
"You may be a noble, and somehow possess a soul older than the universe, but you are not a king," she growled. "For there are already kings among us. The king of the silver river, the king of all that grows, the king of the sky. We have many kings among us, Caretaker, but you are not one of them."
He had honestly expected this argument first. "But I am," he replied.
"By whose authority?" Mara demanded.
"Yours." Mike reached over his shoulder and pulled Excalibur from its sheath. Back in Avalon, and even on Earth, it was an otherwise unremarkable blade. However, here in the realm of the Fae, it glowed from within with a silvery light.
"Impossible," Mara gasped.
"Unexpected," Mike corrected. He soaked up the moment with Excalibur held aloft, then walked over to the shattered throne of the Fae King. "You see before you the blade Excalibur, created by the Fae to help regain a foothold in the world of man. The blade found me worthy to be king, so why not you? Your kind has lived long enough to know that the right solutions are not always the ones you like. So let's play a game. I'm very well known for them."
The Caretaker slammed the sword through the shattered throne, sliding it into the stone until only the hilt was present. "I have come from the sky wearing the skin of a god on my back. I have fought mortals and immortals alike, and always come out on top. I have proven my worth to your people, but still you demand more. Therefore, let he who would be worthy of being called King of the Fae pull this sword from the stone."
Mike stepped back as the nobility rushed forward in a desperate bid to prove themselves at least as worthy as he. Mike moved to stand next to Beth, who stared at him with her jaw hanging open.
"Is that seriously Excalibur?"
"Yep."
"Did you plan that speech?"
He nodded. "On the way here."
Beth looked over at the king's throne, where a six-armed Fae was frantically pulling at the hilt. "What happens if one of them pulls it?"
"No idea," he replied. "We'll probably be in big trouble."
It became clear early on that the blade would not budge. After all, it had been forged for a worthy mortal, and none of the Fae qualified as such. Eventually, a rumbling ascent built among the crowd as the last few nobles tried to withdraw Excalibur together. When they couldn't, they moved back to their box and glared at him.
"Any other qualifications?" he asked.
Mara cleared her throat. "You cannot marry our Queen without a suitable dowry."
"That's fair," he said. "I'll give you Avalon."
Sharp inhalations filled the air as muttering began anew. During these susurrations, Mara spoke.
"By what right do you own Avalon?" she asked.
"Right of conquest," Mike replied. "I took it from the guy who took it from you."
"The ladies of the lake claim that you had an agreement to give it back to them," she added.
"And I am," he replied. "As a dowry. The lady Nyx violated the agreement we had regarding Avalon by interfering in the plan to retake it. She was killed by a vampyr named Vincentius." He gazed up at a booth that had women who looked similar in appearance to Nyx. "For what it is worth, I took his head, and then his kingdom."
The Fae stared back, but their gaze was inscrutable.
Mike turned to address the Court. "I would rather give Avalon back to the Fae as a gift, but since you demanded a dowry, I believe that Avalon shall suffice." Mike narrowed his eyes. "I would be giving valued property that is not currently owned by the Fae to the Court. Can any of you do the same?"
This put any remaining contenders between a rock and a hard place. There was much debate, but none of it funneled through Mara. When she spoke, it was clear that the Unseelie didn't want to.
"And what...of...the marriage itself?" she asked. "It isn't a...real marriage, unless..."
"Oh, I plan on consummating the marriage right here and now in front of all of you as witnesses."
Beth started coughing, clearly having choked on her own spit.
Titania frowned. "Surely you would not seek to humiliate me in such a manner," she said. In his mind, though, he heard her laughing. Touching that mental link between them, he heard her voice.
This will humiliate them more than anything else, she said. Forced to watch while you fuck their Queen.
They'd better be quiet while I do, Mike replied. Otherwise, I won't take them out for ice cream.
"It is the will of the Court," Mike replied out loud. "Well...unless they have come up with a reason why I am not...suitable."
Mara chuckled softly, then shook her head. "They cannot," she replied. "The Seelie and Unseelie are slow to compromise, and this is simply too much." The Unseelie Princess sank to her knees.
"So are you saying that...Mike is suitable?" Beth asked.
Mara nodded. "Technically speaking? Yes."
Death raised his hand. "If somebody would bring me those books, I'd be happy to autograph them and pass them out while Mike Radley and the Queen consummate their marriage. It's really not that interesting to watch."
The Queen snapped her fingers and a pair of pallets appeared, each of them stacked high with the thin manuals.
"Lovely," said Death as he pulled a Sharpie out from his robes. "I am willing to personalize these," he said as he moved toward the crowd, but all eyes were on the Queen. Beth sighed and moved toward the pallets, either eager to help or to do something else.
"Look at you," Titania said. "The mortal who would be King."
"I didn't want the job," he said. "But your people needed something to change, and I didn't trust what they may already have planned." His thoughts went back to Nyx and he sent his thoughts to Titania. You know I can't always be here, right?
The Queen smiled. A portion of your soul to run a simulacrum in your absence. Such a feat will require much of the divinity you have gathered, though.
I don't want it, he replied. A gift for my Queen, freely given.
As I give my body freely to you, she replied, then stepped before him. Her gown transformed, and he found himself looking at a dress made of starlight. Shall I alter my height to suit yours, husband?
"Don't," he said aloud. "You're perfect the way you already are."
Titania smiled and touched his face. "It has been many lifetimes since anyone spoke those words to me and meant it." She turned her face toward the onlookers. The Fae Court looked relatively miserable. I suspect we will have opportunities for far more tender moments in the future, but I believe this may be the opportunity to teach them a proper lesson.
That if you mess with the Caretaker's family, he might fuck your mother and make you watch? Mike laughed. Back home, we call that a pro-gamer move.
Let us teach them a lesson together, she replied, then knelt before him, all four hands sliding down his cuirass and settling on the waist of his pants. The skin of a god. Fascinating.
Should I take it off?
Leave it on, Titania replied. It makes you look rather dashing. The Queen of the Fae pulled out his cock and stroked it with all four hands while staring into his eyes. The crowd was clearly disgruntled, but could do nothing but watch.
Titania teased him with her hands, then opened her mouth wide for him. "Fuck my mouth, Your Majesty," she said. Be rough about it, she added. You are incapable of hurting me.
Mike grabbed her by the hair and shoved his dick in her mouth. He ignored the furious shouts from above as he face-fucked Titania so hard that she started to fall over backward. Her laughter and delight filled the back of his mind as he drove himself ever deeper, attempting to bottom out in her mouth.
The Queen put on a show. She choked on him, gasping desperately for air between strokes. He would pull his cock out on occasion and slap it against her forehead, making sure to make direct eye contact with other members of the Fae before sliding it back in.
Reggie was right, he thought. It is good to be the King.
His magic swirled around them, forming into golden motes of light that hovered nearby. Titania let him fuck her mouth a bit longer, than wrapped two arms around his waist and held him tight. One hand moved to play with his scrotum while the other moved behind him and traced circles on his ass.
If you would allow me, she said. I would like to combine my magic with yours.
As you wish, he replied.
Titania ran her hand along the crease of his ass, her long fingers finding his asshole. Mike groaned as she slid a finger inside of him, her finger sliding up to touch his prostate from within.
There was a surge of warmth through her finger, and Mike's whole body tensed up as the motes of golden light slammed into his core. Roaring, he held Titania by her ears as he came inside her mouth in such a quantity that a bunch of it squirted out her nostrils. The Queen made a gurgling sound as he continued to fill her throat, his magic transforming into come.
Mike was gasping for air when Titania finally slid her finger free. She fell backward on her butt, her face and torso covered with jizz and her belly swollen. Stunned, he stared at her stomach.
There's no way I came that much, he thought at her.
Of course not, Titania replied. But they don't know that. The Queen of the Fae rolled over and started crawling away from him, her shapely ass now up in the air. Now take me from behind. Make them regret asking for this.
Not one to ignore a royal command, Mike stomped after her, making a show of grabbing at her ankles. The Queen begged her King for mercy, for time to recover her wits. When Mike got ahold of the fabric around her hips, it tore like tissue paper, revealing multiple labia folded together like rose petals. There was no pubic hair to be seen, which matched up with what he remembered from their tryst in the Dreamscape.
He buried his face in between her legs, his tongue running along those silky, rose-like folds. Thin nubs stuck up between them, each one like a tiny clitoris as Titania cried out. Mike sent his magic into her and across her body, doing whatever he could to heighten the experience for her.
"My King, no! Not in front of them!" Titania moaned as a tiny orgasm shook her body. The ground around them erupted with green grass and flowers that tinkled like bells when they shook. Hummingbirds made of light fluttered about, pausing to inspect Mike before flying away.
Between his legs, Titania was using her feet to jerk him off. He couldn't quite figure out how she was using her toes in such a manner that it felt like multiple mouths were kissing his shaft, and decided that half the fun was not knowing.
You're so hard, she said. Is that your magic?
Partially, he admitted. You're also very beautiful.
Am I the most beautiful of your women? she asked.
Frowning, he pulled his mouth away from her labia and slapped her on the ass. It's not a competition, he told her.
But if it was, would I win?
He slapped her ass again, and Titania moaned. Pull my hair from behind when you enter me, she commanded.
I can do better than that, he replied, grabbing ahold of her wings instead. Made of light, they reminded him of a dragonfly's. He received a small shock when he grabbed them, then let his cock rest against the curve of Titania's ass as he got ready to penetrate her from behind. Mike paused for just a moment when he realized that the Queen had crawled over to the shattered throne of the Fae King.
Titania grabbed onto the hilt of Excalibur as if to pull it free. Mike yanked on her wings and slid into her from behind.
There was a wave of golden light that rippled out from both of them. It felt like he was floating, or maybe his soul had partially left his body, he wasn't quite sure. Either way, he held on for dear life and fucked the Queen from behind, her starlight gown tearing further to reveal pendulous breasts that swung beneath her.
"My King!" she cried. "Fuck me harder, Your Majesty!"
He pumped himself into her, his magic forming into ribbons that wrapped around Titania's body, effectively pinning her to the shattered throne. Mike took a moment to glare at the members of the Fae Court who were now staring in rapt attention.
He briefly locked eyes with Beth. The lawyer was staring at him hard, her face flushed with arousal.
The woman signed Make her scream. Smiling, Mike took her suggestion under advisement and sent his magic inside of the Queen.
Titania screamed, her eyes rolling up in her head as she came against Excalibur on the shattered throne of the former King. Some of the Fae looked away in disgust, or maybe horror. Others bowed their heads in deference.
"You've stopped passing out books, Accusator Bethany." Death sounded a little indignant.
"Yeah, yeah," Beth muttered as she moved to hand out the books she still carried. Opal stood behind her with the pallet, wearing a pair of gloves to hand out her own books. The Fae Court was actually rearranging itself to allow the group to distribute the copies, which also allowed everyone a closer look of their Queen getting her back blown out.
The magical feedback system built between them. Pure golden light danced between them now, and Mike yanked on her wings hard enough that she was practically upright now, hugging Excalibur between her breasts.
"Come in me, Caretaker!" The Queen was drooling now, coating Excalibur with her spit. "Come in me forever!"
Hopefully not forever, he thought, making sure to let his magic know that no soul exchange was to occur. There was no god lingering nearby who could help him, and he doubted the armor god cared at all.
He and Titania eventually came at the same time, and their combined magic formed a golden blast of lightning that stretched up into the sky. In that moment, he felt his mind touch the true alien nature of eternity and chaos, and what it truly meant to be Fae. Unable to comprehend its depth, he could only sit back and enjoy the ride as if riding a comet through the cosmos.
Titania reached back between her legs and grabbed his balls, her magic reigniting his own. The feedback cycle resumed, but instead of kicking it back and forth, he would simply exchange his magic for hers, and then it would cycle back. They both came at the same time, over and over again. Mike could only hold onto her wings at this point, his cock staying inside of her based upon muscle memory alone. Titania made a huge show of it, gasping and screaming for mercy.
As if it had been planned from the beginning, the magic vanished just as Death handed out the last copy of his book. Mike let go of Titania's wings and immediately slipped and fell in a puddle of his own cum. His legs were practically numb as Opal and Beth came over to help him up.
Titania didn't move. Her legs were still spread, Mike's cum leaking free to further coat the shattered throne of her former husband. It clearly wasn't just a statement she was making to her people. If the ghost of her late husband somehow lingered nearby, the message to him was clear.
I'm fine, my King. Titania's voice was gentle. Take the sword and go, she said. King or not, the Court will be quite cross with your family when they learn the truth about this tea party they're about to partake in. Even less so when they're forced to drink your special herbal blend.
Mike carefully stepped over the Queen and yanked Excalibur out of the broken throne. He moved away from her and felt the air shift behind them as a golden arch appeared. The Caretaker grinned in spite of himself, as he wasn't sure if Titania had summoned it or he had.
"I have your pants, Mike Radley." Death was holding the garment in his arms. "Though you are quite wet and might need a towel first."
"It'll be fine," he said, allowing Opal to help him get dressed. The slimegirl was already eagerly sucking the fluids off of his legs. "Naia can clean me up once we get back. As for you lot..." Mike took a moment to survey the Court. "Is that consummated enough for you?"
"Don't piss them off," Beth whispered in his ear.
"You kids be good. You don't have to call me Daddy," he called out to them. "But you will obey your Mother or there will be Hell to pay."
With that, he let Beth help him spin on his heels and march toward the golden archway. It was time to go home, to see and be with his family.
To be with Tink.

🏡🧚🏻‍♀️👑
 One more chapter to go in this book, my friends.
This one was actually super fun to write, and I remember getting very carried away with it. So if you had any fun at all, make sure to smack those stars on the way out and watch my bio for when the next chapter is scheduled to drop and we can bring this home together.
Now go outside, drink some water, and treat yourself to something nice. You've earned it.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with yet another installment of my spin-off series based off of another series that is clearly a cry for help.
(No, I have no idea what I need help with, that's why I keep posting them!)
New reader? If that last statement wasn't vague or imposing enough, I wrote about a nymph blowjob nearly ten years ago, and now a lot of books later we're in Europe battling monsters with a succubus, a zombie, a werewolf, a possessed doll, and a mage who is out of her depth. Yes, this is essentially the plot of Breakfast Club (or Breakfast at Tiffany's, I don't really know, I'm just hungry), so you might want to go back a spell and see how beautiful Ally Sheedy was in her day.
Returning reader? Welcome back! We are in the endgame of this story, which means it will be nothing but chaos from here on out. I want to thank everybody who has made sure to prop up this tale from below by recommending it to other readers, remembering to leave a rating (roughly only 10% of you do this, why?), and fighting it out in the comments or your local bookstore, which probably would like you to quit yelling at their patrons.
As far as lesbian battlefests go, HBO hasn't picked it up yet, but I continue to be motivated to make sure I'm telling you a damn good story and putting my best efforts into it. I simply wouldn't be here without you. That being said, if I were to experience a sudden fall from grace, I would work really hard at
Reassembling the Pieces
A typical office building was built from concrete and steel, then finished with drywall made from the crushed-up dreams of financial freedom. The flooring was usually the cheapest that could be found, the kind that made your feet hurt when you walked on it in order to keep your ass in its seat so that you complete your fucking work. Though it was considered impossible to squeeze blood from a stone, it was absolutely possible to crush the hope out of office drones through the use of passive aggressive feng-shui alone.
This one was intended to be a sham, a dimensional ouroboros designed to keep its occupants trapped and running in circles as an uncountable number of minotaurs chased you. In truth, it was a fairly practical metaphor for white collar drudgery.
Which is exactly why Lily found that it burned so well.
Wreathed in flames and standing almost eight feet tall, Lily had slipped into full demon form to combat the never-ending tide of minotaurs. They roared and charged at her, sprinting down long halls and even occasionally through walls. Lily eviscerated them casually, her anger fueled by her inability to escape this place. Hellfire licked at her skin and burned across her horns and down her hair. Her skin was the color of smoldering embers and cracking ash, causing any loose paper to ignite the moment she entered the room.
"That's my girlfriend," Mike shouted with glee. "Look at how fucking hot she is!"
A minotaur bellowed and charged at her from around a nearby corner. Lily spun in place and grabbed the creature by the horns, then yanked. With a loud snap, the beast's neck was broken.
Another minotaur tried to ambush her from behind. She impaled it through the neck with her tail, then converted the point into a slashing edge and decapitated a third.
While trapped in here and fighting an endless minotaur army, Lily had heard a female voice echo through the hallways. It hadn't been the speaker herself that had induced such a rage, Lily had no idea who she was. Rather, it had been the message.
"How is it that I've locked up a succubus with a human soul?" the stranger had asked. In that moment, Lily had gone absolutely still, afraid any movement would make her vulnerable. Oddly, the intruding presence had left shortly after, leaving her in an absolute panic to escape.
The minotaurs lay dead where they dropped until Lily lost eye contact with their remains. Then they would simply disappear, leaving behind only bits of ash. She couldn't be certain, but it seemed likely that they were just respawning elsewhere in the building.
Her wrath had become the flames that clothed her now as she stomped with cloven hooves down hallways that could no longer contain her. Lily's horns dragged along the ceiling, sending waves of fire out. The sprinkler systems had kicked on, but Lily burned too hot even for them.
Eventually, the floor gave out, crumbling to reveal the one beneath. The ceiling was a mass of black smoke that eventually peeled back to reveal the structure up above. Like a star going supernova, Lily now hovered in the void as the building burned down around her.
Minotaurs leapt from above in an attempt to grapple her out of the air. She casually struck them down, then watched their bodies fall into the flames below. The succubus would occasionally fly along the rim of her inferno, making sure the flames stayed nice and hot. On the odd chance somebody came inside to find her, they would discover a most horrible welcome indeed.
"Come at me!" she shrieked as the world burned. The minotaurs, unable to physically reach her anymore, simply stood at the perimeter of the burn zone and watched. Snarling, Lily darted in and yanked them with her tail down into the fire.
Mike cheered her on while hovering in the middle of the room wearing a very cheap angel costume. "We're having steak tonight!" he shouted, pumping one fist in the air. "I hope you like your minotaur well done!"
She lost track of time as she continued to kill them. The office building continued to smolder, but with no sign of becoming unstable enough to burst the trap she was caught in. Lily tore through its hallways in a personal hellscape of her own making, only to eventually circle back to the epicenter of destruction and discover that the building had partially rebuilt itself. Much like the minotaurs, the structure itself respawned.
It didn't stop her from trying, though. Terror flowed like ice through her veins at the thought that her captor may come in here and find a way to take Mike's soul from her. Perhaps there was some way to break the trap. Given enough time, she would find it.
The succubus was in the middle of creating a giant pillar of flames in the building when all the air rushed out of the structure, causing her to fall out of the sky and crash into the ground. Spitting out concrete and drywall, she saw cracks appearing on every available surface.
"I...did it?" she asked.
Mike, standing nearby in a fireproof suit, yanked off his hood and frowned. "I don't think this was you," he said as cracks appeared in the air itself.
"Guess it doesn't really matter," Lily replied as a particularly large crack appeared up above. The air shifted violently, pulling everything toward the crack itself. Spiraling through the air, Lily tried to dodge the debris as she made her way toward what she hoped was the exit.
The vortex yanked Lily toward it, ribbons of glass melting against her fiery skin as the compressed world around her began to collapse. Minotaurs fell alongside her, howling in agony as they slammed into busted concrete and had their limbs broken. What was left of the office building suddenly imploded behind Lily as she was flung head first into a brick wall, her torso breaking through to the other side.
Momentarily stunned, she just let her ass dangle, occasionally swishing her tail back and forth in case someone tried to come at her. Eventually, a gentle hand caressed her butt.
"I think we're clear," Mike said, giving her butt a little pat. "Shrink back down before you burn this place, too."
Lily restrained her true demon form, which caused her to shrink down to her usual size. It was a simple matter now of backing out of the hole. She shook her head to rid herself of the debris.
She and Mike were in an office, or what was left of one. It looked like a cartoon bomb had gone off, and the entire room was covered in a thick layer of soot save for a clear spot at the epicenter of the blast where some broken glass and the remains of a snowglobe were placed. Lily took a wobbly step forward, then heard something crunch under her heel. Looking down, she saw the remains of a minotaur, its body turning to ash and falling apart.
"Those fuckers better not keep coming back here, too," she muttered, putting her hand on a chair for support. Pain raced up and down her spine as she fought to literally hold herself together. The last thing she wanted right now was to disapparate. Her options then would be to return directly to either Mike or Naia, or return to this location later and hope that the witch didn't have another trap waiting for her.
She had tried offing herself inside the office building, but could only reform within its confines. Lily needed to finish her mission before taking the easy way home.
"What the fuck is that?" Mike asked. Lily looked down and saw what looked to be a hand carefully navigating the floor. Frowning, she knelt down and picked it up. There were bits of glass stuck in the fingers, and she yanked a piece out and was a little surprised to see the wound stitch itself up.
"I'd know this hand anywhere," she declared.
"Because it's been in your asshole before?" Mike asked.
"I never forget a fist." Lily flipped the hand over, ridding it of glass bits. It fought her, so she did the rational thing and sucked on one of its fingers as if blowing it.
Dana's hand relaxed, then tapped at her wrist.
"So do you think this is a Thing situation where her hand is alive on its own, or is she doing a remote thing?" Lily poked the palm of the hand. "Hello, can you hear me?"
"Try putting it down," Mike said.
Lily obeyed, and the hand frantically tapped the floor, then flexed its fingers to stand up tall and point down repeatedly with the index finger.
"I think she wants us to go down," Mike said.
"Of course she does. I'm really good at it." Lily smirked and picked the hand up. "Okay, ladyfingers, if you want to go down, then where are the stairs?" It took her a moment to figure out where the exit was, as everything in the room was the same color. There was a large wooden door on one side of the room, but Lily figured Dana's hand hadn't come from that way. She wandered the office and discovered that there was a narrow hallway behind the bookshelves that led to a spiral staircase.
She descended the metal stairs, then cocked her head when she heard a distant rumbling. "Was that an explosion?" she asked.
"Nope. Gundam attack." Mike looked at her and shrugged. "I have no clue. It sure sounded explode-y."
"You're lucky that you're cute," she muttered as she continued descending the stairs. Sniffing at the air, she didn't detect any traces of salt water. Were they still in the Caribbean? If so, then it was very likely they were underground. But the office had had a window in it, right? Were they not by the ocean anymore?
"You're thinking about this way too hard," Mike said, giving her a gentle bump with his shoulder. "Also, how far do we go down these stairs? To the bottom?"
"Maybe here?" Lily stopped to open a door and looked out in the hall. Dana's hand, somehow sensing their lack of movement, impatiently tapped at Lily and then pointed down and at an angle.
"Yeah, yeah, we get it." Lily smirked and continued. They moved past a couple more floors before the walls of the stairwell opened up to reveal the polished floor of a medical laboratory.
When Lily stepped off of the stairs, the witty comment she had reserved for finding Dana died on her lips. Across the room, Dana's head and torso were mounted to a board, and the zombie locked eyes with her.
"Oh, fuck me," Lily whispered, seeing the state that Dana was in. She rushed over to Dana and touched her friend's cheek. Dana's lips twitched as she took a deep breath and spoke.
"Took you long enough," she wheezed.
"You look like shit," Lily replied.
"Practically falling apart," Dana replied. "Tasia is stuck in that painting. If you can't put me back together, take her and go."
"I would rather die," Lily replied, and meant it. "Now what's this about a...oh." The painting was old, but there was no mistaking the disgruntled former Knight inside. Tasia was frozen mid-argument with an old man holding a pitchfork. "How did she get in there?"
"No idea. Didn't see it," Dana replied. "The witch took her hostage, so I let her knock me out to keep her safe. I don't even know what all she did to me while I was unconscious. How bad do I look?"
"It's not good. How are you even functioning right now?"
Dana's lips twitched. "She did some experiments. Shoved a whole piece of vampyr jerky in my guts. It won't last much longer, though."
"Yeah, we're gonna need...something." Lily studied the room and located every part of Dana. "I don't know how fast I can stitch you back together."
"Tasia can help if you get her out."
Lily turned to look at the painting. "Should I stab it?"
"No idea. It could hurt them."
"Or free them." Lily made a face. This was a decision she didn't feel qualified to make at all. "I've heard rumors of witches doing this, but the technique was lost a long time ago."
The succubus studied the painting for several seconds. Trapping people, particularly children, in paintings had actually caused quite the stir in the magical world. Part of it was the sheer audacity of the act. The other was the magical prowess required to essentially create a self-sustained pocket world to use as a prison.
"Well?' Dana asked.
"Still thinking." Lily could see some of the magic of the painting, but not enough. She stepped up to the painting and gave it a little tap. At first, her finger brushed against the dry paint, but when she did it again, a tiny ripple went across the canvas.
"How very Mario 64," Dana muttered.
"I...huh." Lily turned to look at the zombie. "You actually referenced something that went over my head."
"Why did it do that?" Dana asked.
"Not sure." Lily repeated the process and took a step back. "Well I'll be damned."
"You are."
Lily waved Dana off. "This place is just full of surprises. It seems like this painting is some variation of the Dreamscape. Which...wow." She touched the painting again and a larger ripple went through it.
"Can you go in?"
"Maybe. But I don't know if I could get out." Hesitant to willingly enter another trap, she turned to Dana. "I think we should--"
There was a distant explosion, followed by the muffled sound of gunfire.
"Stitch you back together," she finished, looking for a needle and thread. This room was clearly some type of laboratory, and the various instruments already on hand were more than a little unsettling.
"Over there," Dana said, glancing at some shelves. "Surgical grade stuff. If you can get my hand back on, I'll stitch my other arm while you do my legs."
"It's always so much fun hanging out with you," Lily replied. "I'm not gonna bother with anesthetic today. Your HMO doesn't cover it."
"Just make sure you tie a pretty little bow on the end." Dana tilted her head and watched as Lily peeled back skin and muscle to get at the bone underneath.
It was a grisly process, but at least the cuts were clean. The bones mended themselves faster than Lily had ever seen, and then the muscle came next. She worked fast, taking note that some muscles and tendons were reattaching themselves before she had finished stitching them back together. This significantly sped up the process, which meant that after about ten minutes, Dana's hand was back on.
Lily used her tail to smash up the expensive storage containers to retrieve Dana's remaining limbs then she held Dana's other hand in place long enough for the bones to heal together. Lily pinched muscle fibers back together while Dana did her own stitches.
Dana's legs were far harder to re-attach due to her hamstrings and quads. The ball joint of her femur had been sliced during limb removal, and that was a tricky bitch to get back in place so it could heal correctly. By the time Lily was only halfway done with the leg, Dana had two usable arms.
"Let me," said the zombie as she reached down and yanked on her own hamstring, holding it in place so that Lily could sew it back together. They were running short on thread, so Dana yanked it out of her arms.
"I'm fairly certain we're breaking so many health codes," Lily muttered.
Dana shrugged. "Fuck it. We're burning this place down, anyway." She let out a long, ragged breath, which caused Lily to look up at her with a frown.
Dana's hair had gone white, and her eyes were now a dull gray. The vampyr jerky that had kept her sane had officially run out. Even now, her focus was slipping as she stared at the exposed flesh of Lily's chest, openly salivating.
"Yeah, you're a fucking mess." She looked around. "Where's your food stash?"
"Don't...know..." Dana licked her lips, and Lily heard a low growl that reminded her very much of a demonic presence. It was Dana's stomach. "Hungry."
The succubus frowned. She could feed Dana from her emergency stash of magical spooge, but then it would put the zombie's libido into hyperdrive. It wasn't something they really had time for. Looking around the room, she noticed animal cages. Lily stepped toward one and Dana grabbed her by the hair.
"Infected," she said. "Zombie-fied."
The succubus looked again and saw that the animals were indeed deceased, but still moving. Rats were banging themselves against the glass in an attempt to get out, and a particularly adorable guinea pig was eating its tank mate.
"Shit," she muttered. "We need to contain this."
"Uhhhhh..." Dana's head sagged as her eyelids fluttered. Her other leg was back on now, but her wounds were no longer healing.
Lily jammed the end of her tail into Dana's mouth and drip fed her Mike's magical semen. The zombie greedily sucked, moaning around Lily's tail as she did so. Lily undid the straps holding Dana in place and helped catch her as she dropped.
"Yes, good zombie, keep eating," she muttered as she moved toward the painting, her tail extending to keep Dana connected. The painting was in a large wooden frame, otherwise she would consider rolling it up and just leading Dana out of the lab. Giving the image another poke, she tried to treat it like she would a dreamer.
Reality melted around Lily as her mind entered the painting. Or perhaps she was entering the minds of the people inside. It was really hard to tell. She found herself standing outside of a cottage made of paint, and everything shifted slightly as if she was disturbing her surroundings.
Unlike the Dreamscape, she couldn't feel her body here. Instead, her sense of touch was solely grounded in the real world. Currently, Dana had pressed herself against Lily's back and was sucking on her tail while squeezing her boobs from behind.
"Weird," she muttered, her voice echoing like she was in an empty warehouse. With lurching footsteps, she walked around the cottage to see an old man with a pitchfork shoving it in Tasia's direction.
"You are the devil," he shouted in an older German dialect. Lily only knew it from that time she had consumed a whole lot of Germans during the run-up to World War I. Or was it World War II? It didn't really matter.
"I swear to God I will break your fucking arms," Tasia growled as she backed into a tree. "Stop pointing that shit at me."
"Don't you dare use the Lord's name in vain!" he shouted, and jabbed at her with the pitchfork.
Tasia casually dodged, then looked past the man to see Lily standing there. Her eyes opened wide in recognition, which caused the old man to spin and see Lily.
"Demon!" he shrieked.
"Okay, even I understood that," Tasia remarked. "Did you get captured by the witch, too? Why is your body transparent?"
"Not captured. I've sort of stumbled my way in here."


The old man fell to his knees and started praying. Lily scowled at him and moved to give him a kick.
"I wouldn't," Tasia said. "Gunther has been stuck in here since he was like six or whatever. He's loony for a reason."
Lily kicked the man anyway, and her foot passed right through him. When this happened, he let out a gasp, and prayed even harder, staring up in supplication toward a painted sky.
"Ugh. Now he thinks it's working." Lily studied the man and rubbed at her chin. "He's been in here his entire life?"
"If the Auctioneer is to be believed, yeah."
Lily raised an eyebrow at Tasia. "Could you knock him out for me?"
"Why?"
"I'm gonna root around his head to see what he's already tried. I can leave, but I need to get you out, too."
The werewolf nodded. "Have you seen Dana? I don't know what happened to her."
"She's out here with me."
"Is she okay?"
"She's feeling me up right now."
Tasia narrowed her eyes. "Why is she doing that?"
Lily sighed. "'Cause your girlfriend got dismembered. And the only glue I had to put Humpty Lesbie back together again has quite the side effect."
The werewolf nodded, her facial features relaxing. She was familiar with the process, at least anecdotally. Dana had stopped using the stuff ever since she'd found an alternative food source. Tasia moved behind Gunther and put him into a chokehold. "So what's the plan?"
"I get you out of here, you fuck your girlfriend to clear her head, and then we leave...wherever we are."
"Kensington." Tasia barely moved as Gunther struggled for air, the old man flailing his limbs.
"Kensington? Really?" The succubus frowned. "I got trapped in the Caribbean. Big old office building full of minotaurs in a pocket universe. Must have brought me here."
"We essentially walked into a big old trap. Older lady who claimed she was buying her brother's painting at an auction, but I have my doubts now." Tasia looked down at Gunther, who had gone limp. "Just a couple more seconds," she said. "Annnnnd...there."
She set the old man on the ground and Lily knelt over him. Despite being little more than an illusion in this world, she could absolutely smell the man's soul. It was very similar to a child's; it wasn't like he could have gotten up too much in this place.
"You did very well," Lily said. "He's actually out cold."
"There's a fine art to getting them unconscious without killing them." Tasia shrugged. "Especially when they're as delicate as he is. Felt like I was wrestling a man made of straw."
Kneeling at his side, Lily guided Gunther into a more restful slumber and watched his Dreamscape bloom before her eyes. It was incredibly small, and consisted mostly of the interior of the painting. She had to dig deep to find him some happy memories of his childhood. Based on what she learned, Werner (Gunther's real name), had been stuck here since he was seven and long ago went mad with nothing but his mother's stories and church sermons to keep him company.
This place wouldn't let him die. Werner had tried numerous times to take his own life, firmly in the belief that he had ended up in some version of Purgatory. The magic kept him alive, and old age would be the only ailment to truly take him. It was very likely that he would spend months or years in a slow decline as his body continued aging long past its natural expiration until his very heart was no longer capable of continuing.
"What did you say about the woman who bought the painting?" Lily asked.
"What?" Dana asked from outside the painting. The succubus turned her body and exposed her right breast.
"Eat it from here," she said, interrupting Tasia.
"Eat what?" Tasia asked. "There's nothing to eat in this fucking place. I'm starving."
"I hate this," Lily muttered. "Dana, I'm not talking to you. Tasia. What was that about this painting?"
"I recognize it from the auction. The woman who bought it said something about her brother being trapped inside."
"The witch bought it," Dana said from outside the painting. "The Collector. She wanted to learn its magic."
Lily felt the zombie latch onto her nipple and bite down. She grabbed Dana's head and turned her attention back to the painting.
"So the witch who trapped him here isn't the same one," she said.
"Don't think so," Tasia said, sitting cross-legged on the ground. "At least, not my impression."
Dana muttered something, and Lily held her even closer.
"Not with your mouth full," she muttered as she created a beautiful dream for Werner. There wasn't enough time to make something complicated, to somehow recreate the life taken from him. Instead, she presented him with a magnificent view of Heaven, of meeting his loved ones again. The narrative of hope was important, because it helped soften the blow of his memories inside of this wretched world.
Werner's options inside the painting had been limited. He had dug down into the dirt with his bare hands, tried shattering the edges of the world with anything he could find. Every day, when he fell asleep, the world reset.
Decades of memories flitted through Lily's head in moments. It was a struggle to process them as Werner wept with pure joy at the false visions of his family.
By the time she was done, Lily sighed and brushed the long, loose strands of Werner's hair from his forehead, much as his mother had done as a child. The man would routinely yank out his own hair every few years, had even tried to braid a rope to hang himself a few times, but this was the only way to keep it trimmed.
"Poor, miserable child," she whispered in German.
"Well?" Tasia asked.
"It's not good news," Lily said. "Werner here tried everything, but you have more options than he did. I can't really act from out here, and you might end up in the same situation Werner did if you can't find a way to cut yourself out. Maybe your claws could do it, you're stronger than Werner is and have more stamina You'd have to overcome the magical barrier, though."
Tasia nodded and rose, touching an obsidian bangle on her wrist. A second later, the bangle was gone, replaced with a black blade.
"Where the hell have you been hiding that?" Lily asked.
"My ass." Tasia grinned. "It's the blade nobody sees coming. Can't work that way if I bust it out at every opportunity."
With that, Tasia ran to the edge of the painting and started slashing. Golden light briefly appeared but the boundaries of the world sealed themselves shut.
"Aim for the canvas itself," Lily said, pointing away from the cottage. "The fabric will be easier to destroy." She spoke softly, afraid to disturb the slumbering child beneath her.
The succubus withdrew from the painting and saw that long scratches had appeared along the canvas. She grabbed Dana and turned her away. The figures in the painting couldn't move when watched, after all.
The pressure in the room shifted dramatically with the sound of splintering wood and the meaty thud of two bodies hitting the floor. Dana unlatched her mouth from Lily's breast and threw herself at Tasia.
"Mine!" she declared as she started ripping Tasia's top off.
"Always the bridesmaid, never the bride," Lily bemoaned as she moved next to Werner. The man was free, but in a world that had long ago left him behind. His mind was like stained-glass and would easily shatter again once he awoke to find that his version of Heaven was not real.
Tasia and Dana were in the middle of a very inappropriate liplock on the ground as Lily knelt next to Werner and stabbed him with her tail. She dumped her venom into his body and guided his dreams with far more control than before.
When his heart finally stopped, tears of joy were running down his cheeks.

🐶😈💀
Long, narrow service corridors meant that Ingrid could sprint ahead while keeping her shield spell up behind her. The dark figures that pursued her would occasionally bounce off the shell without so much as a grunt. As some kind of golem or homunculus, they did not feel pain.
She had discovered this fact after shooting one several times from a point-blank range, only to hear a loud splat as the creature's clay-like body absorbed the rounds. Jenny had promptly turned it inside out, showering the room in clay and bandages, along with what used to be someone's skeleton. Apparently the golems did rely on a human's skeletal system for support, which was an ingenious way of handling the structural issue.
After exploding the golem, Jenny had gone mysteriously quiet. Frustrated at the spirit, Ingrid was now running through this new house at full speed while trying to dodge her pursuers.
"Hey!" Ingrid flicked Jenny's head. "Please, I need your help!"
The spirit let out a sigh. Tired, she replied.
"Tired? How the fuck are you tired? I've seen you do way more than this!" Ingrid turned a corner and slid under the waiting arms of another golem. Their heavy bulk meant their reflexes were slow, which was good for her, because she had also seen one of them accidentally rip a door frame free while reaching for her.
Tired, was all the spirit said.
"How do I get you untired?" Ingrid asked, breathing hard. "All spirits require some form of energy, right? So...take some of mine!"
Specific energy, Jenny replied. Feed on...emotions. Terror.
"What?" Ingrid almost slid to a halt. "I'm plenty scared right now, you can have it!"
Fear of...me. It was almost like an admission of guilt. Why did Jenny insist on being the very definition of a spooky doll? To ensure she had a constant source of energy to use to tear the world down around her. From what Ingrid knew, even the Radleys were wary of the doll's outbursts.
Still, they had found a way to love her for who she was. This caused a tiny pang in her heart. She had to grit her teeth and fight against the tiny wave of depression that threatened to claim too much of her attention.
Panting, Ingrid reached the end of a hallway and started climbing a set of stairs. Her legs were burning as she tried to pull herself up the stairwell by the railing. Down below, the golems were right behind her.
At the top of the stairs was a set of double doors with a dining room inside. Ingrid bolted the double doors and pulled a chair out from the table, then scurried underneath before pulling the chair back into place. Seconds later, the door splintered open as two golems shoved their way through, followed by two more.
Ingrid took very slow, shallow breaths as her heart jackhammered in her ear. Depending on how smart these things were, they might look under the table to see if she had gone there. But if Ingrid was right, the lack of disturbance in the room would confuse them.
Clearly this was the case as the golems walked silently around the table, pausing only to open a couple of doors and try to determine where she went. One of them remained behind as the other three left the room, exploring the routes she could have taken.
Ingrid stared out at dark boots as they circled the table, pausing occasionally to turn around. This golem was in some sort of sentry-mode.
Jenny, Ingrid thought at the doll. Can you throw some silverware back down the stairwell?
Ingrid felt the room grow cold. Seconds later, the sound of shattering glassware filled the stairwell. The golem sprinted in that direction, followed shortly after by the other three and an additional golem who had clearly joined them from this part of the house. Ingrid waited until the distant thudding of footsteps died out, then carefully moved out from beneath the table then deeper into the house.
She discovered the kitchen and took a moment to hide in the pantry and collect her thoughts. Someone had stocked the room with expensive food and wine, but Ingrid was excited to see that they also had a large pallet of sparkling water.
Thirsty, she cracked open a bottle and carefully drank it. The last thing she needed was to belch loudly afterward.
Pathetic, Jenny muttered.
"Blow me," Ingrid whispered, then sat to take stock of her current situation. She was not just deep inside the manor, but was somehow inside a home that had been in the basement. She was tired of dimensional fuckery, which had become her new normal.
In her entire career, it was quite rare to see this level of dimensional stitching while randomly out on assignment. The frequency of it in recent days spoke to how far out of her depth she now felt.
"Let's track down an outsider from our magic library. Oh wait, we're hunting witches now." Ingrid sighed and finished her bottle of sparkling water, then took a quick peek out the door of the pantry. Seeing nobody there, she closed the doors and pulled the coat up around her head and let out a belch, hoping the fabric would dampen it.
Let me out! Jenny cried, followed by spectral coughing.
"You don't even have a sense of smell. At least your sense of humor is intact," Ingrid whispered, then dropped the coat and opened the pantry door to leave.
A dark hand closed around her neck and yanked, throwing her clear across the kitchen and against a fancy stainless-steel refrigerator. Ingrid fell to the ground with a grunt as the door of the fridge opened and spilled its contents on the ground. Ingrid looked up at her attacker and froze.
It was the demon.
The creature's elongated torso wobbled as it took a couple of shaky steps toward her. A seam appeared in the white skin of its head, which unfolded vertically to reveal a mass of razor-sharp teeth that wiggled like fingers.
"Do you...think I'm..." Ingrid coughed, and frowned when she tasted blood.
The demon moved toward her on wobbly legs. It reached down to pick her up with an extra-long arm.
"Afraid of...you?" she wheezed as she reached into the pocket of her duster.
The demon flapped its vertical lips at her, which made an odd clacking sound as it pulled her closer to take a bite out of her face.
A dull thudding sound filled the kitchen as a golem arrived and stared at both Ingrid and the demon. It tilted its head to one side as it considered them, then looked at the mess on the floor.
There was an awkward moment when the demon actually bent its head over backward to hiss at the golem, which now recognized the demon as the immediate threat. The golem took two loping steps forward and tackled the demon to the ground and started punching it.
Ingrid hit the floor again and felt something in her wrist break. Groaning, she crawled across the floor as the golem and her demon fought, the two of them smashing each other into various kitchen appliances. With clawed hands, the demon tore chunks out of the golem as Ingrid crawled toward the nearest door. Across the room, another golem arrived just in time to see the demon rip the spine out of its brethren, and joined the melee with pinwheeling fists.
"Mom, the...workers are...fighting." Ingrid giggled quietly to herself as she snuck away. The sounds from the kitchen were getting louder, and she could only assume that more golems had joined the fray.
The hallway ended in a spiral staircase. Ingrid swore under her breath as she wondered what her best course of action should be. With a choice of going up or down, she was tempted to flip Jenny like a coin when she felt a malignant presence watching her.
She looked back down the hall to see the demon standing there, its body covered in odd, superficial gashes and shreds of clay that it seemed to wear like badges of honor. Sighing, she pulled a piece of chalk out of her pocket and started frantically drawing a protective circle on the floor.
The demon chattered at her and walked forward, both arms extending to drag along the side of the hall as the lights flickered. Cursing to herself, she tried to finish her protective sigil, but the demon stretched forward and shoved her against the wall.
Struggling to breathe, Ingrid winced when the demon raised its free hand to reveal razor blade talons and then swiped her across the chest. After three passes, the demon paused to study its handiwork, only to see that Ingrid was unharmed. The coat was faintly glowing with a protective barrier.
The demon lifted its face hole in her direction, and the lips rippled as it spoke. "Nice coat," it said, its mouth opening wide to encapsulate her head.
"Thanks," Ingrid replied. "It has pockets." With that, she jammed a silver crucifix into the demon's open mouth, causing its head to burst into flame. Shrieking, it let go of her and thrashed around, trying to pull the crucifix free but failing. Ingrid ran toward the creature with a silver dagger in her hand.
It had been recovered during cleanup from an Order op gone sideways at a place called the Black Palace in Maui. When Aurora had left the Order, it was one of many things she had tossed into a box on the way out. Though the silver and pearl inlays in the hilt that made it more powerful had been marred by fire, the runes etched into the silver blade flared bright as Ingrid jammed it into the demon's back.
It squealed like a stuck pig and fell to the floor, immobilized in a pillar of light. Thrashing about, it tried to grab at Ingrid, but she moved just out of range and pulled a squirt gun out of one pocket and opened fire. Holy water ignited like gasoline on the demon's torso as it burned, coiling up on itself like an injured snake. By the time it managed to cough up the crucifix, the damage had been done and the demon's body was already crumbling into ash.
"Have fun in Hell," Ingrid said, giving the demon one last squirt. "Tell the next poor asshole they send that I'll be ready for them."
The demon hissed, but didn't reply as it faded into dust. The beam of light disappeared, and Ingrid let out a sigh of relief and sagged against the wall. She coughed hard when her butt hit the ground, then held up the hand with the broken wrist. It was already turning purple.
"Fuck me," she muttered, then let out a scream as a telekinetic surge of power forced the bones back into their correct orientation.
You're welcome, Jenny replied. Now wrap it.
With tears streaming down her face, Ingrid pulled a roll of gauze from her pocket and wrapped the hand. She would most definitely need a cast later, but this would help.
With a grunt of pain, she retrieved her dagger and the crucifix, then stuck them back into her pockets as she moved toward the stairs.
"Which direction should we go?" she asked. She was hesitant to go down the stairs, as it would mean having to come back up them later if that didn't pan out. Ingrid took two steps up the stairwell when she heard someone female down below yell out.
"Down it is," she muttered as she started her descent.
Shouldn't you be holding the railing? Jenny asked.
Ingrid looked at the railing, and then at her bad hand which was currently hovering just above it.
"Fuck off," she declared. Jenny giggled as they went down into the dark together. As they turned the spiral, there was more shouting from below, followed by a moan.
"What the fuck?" Ingrid wondered as she continued. Eventually, the room opened up to reveal some sort of laboratory. The room was full of animal cages that had been smashed recently. In the middle of the room, Dana had her pants off and was frantically riding Tasia's face while Lily sat on her tail in the corner by a dead guy, looking bored to tears.
Everyone paused when they saw the mage. Ingrid appraised the situation, nodded quietly, then turned to go back up.
"Not so fast." Lily's sinewy tail wrapped around Ingrid and lifted her into the air to pull her in for a hug. "Did you come to rescue little old me?"
"Yes," Ingrid wheezed, frantically slapping at Lily's tail. "Ribs...broken!"
"Shit, sorry." Lily let go of Ingrid, and she slipped to the floor and stumbled so hard that Jenny tumbled out of her baby carrier onto the ground.


Bitch!
"Double sorry. You have no idea how lonely it's been watching these two reconnect."
"Why, though?" Ingrid gestured upstairs. "You should know I have a small army following me right now."
"Figures." Lily sighed. "Dana's all hopped up on Mike juice to help repair cellular damage on account of having her vampyr jerky jacked by an evil witch known as--"
"The Collector, we gathered that." Ingrid found a seat nearby and sat in it.
"You look terrible," Lily said. Dana let out a loud moan as another orgasm hit. She tipped forward and caught herself just before face planting on the floor. "If it makes you feel better, they've only been doing that a few minutes. Dead girl is just trying to get off to clear her head so that we can move on."
Ingrid nodded and briefly met eyes with Tasia. The werewolf looked sheepish as she slid free of Dana and looked around the room for a replacement shirt. When she didn't find one, she just shrugged.
"We are in Europe, I guess," Tasia said, then put her hands on her hips and posed. "I think it's legal here."
"They have nude beaches, not nude..." Lily looked to Ingrid for help. "Wait, where the fuck are we right now?"
"In a magical house inside the basement of an estate at Kensington."
"We're underground?" Lily asked.
"There's a window just up the stairs," Dana said as she tried to find some clothes. With a sigh, she just stood naked next to Tasia. Ingrid couldn't help but notice that the zombie was crying, or had been. "I'm guessing it's a shortcut out of here. We could leave through there."
"I think the outsider is being kept in a painting," Ingrid said, then jerked her thumb toward the stairs. "Back that way. If we're going to escape, we should at least try to grab that thing on the way out."
"Stored in a painting? Are you sure?" Lily snapped her fingers. "It makes perfect sense! Dreams aren't really beholden to the rules of time or space, and--"
"I really don't care about all that right now," Ingrid said. "We can talk all you want later. I just want some serious painkillers and a bubble bath." The mage coughed and wiped blood from her mouth. "And maybe a hospital stay."
"So...smash and grab on our way out?" Tasia looked at Dana. "Where do you think she put our stuff? You probably need your swords."
"And my jerky. You should sniff it out for me," Dana said. "I bet she didn't take my stuff far."
Tasia sniffed the air and started circling the room, her facial features distorting to create a muzzle. She made it to the corner of the room where she pressed her face into the seam and inhaled.
"Through here," she said.
Lily stabbed her tail into the corner and turned it into a miniature jaws-of-life. Gears inside the wall made a grinding sound and then released, revealing that the corner was actually a secret door hiding an elevator door. The succubus poked the button with her thumb and the door opened.
"Next stop, swords and sorcery." She grinned at the others as Ingrid limped toward the door. The mage paused and looked at the dead guy on the ground.
"Who was that?" she asked.
"Casualty of witches." Lily's false smile slipped for just a second. "It's better not to dwell on it."
Ingrid nodded and got in the elevator. "Looks like the band is together again," she noted, then pushed the only button inside the cab.
"Does anyone want to stack hands and shout girl power?" Lily asked as the doors closed.
They all told her to shut up.

🐶😈💀
Aurora checked her watch again as she listened to her phone ring through her headset. After the fourth ring, someone from her support team picked up.
"Ulysses speaking."
"It's me. I wanted to know if you had a lead on the materials I needed."
Ulysses chuckled. It was a very dry sound. "As a matter of fact, yes. We sent the data over to Eulalie already. The Rat Queen is setting up portals based on our information right now."
"We're on a massive time crunch," Aurora added.
"Which is why we've plotted you a route," Ulysses said as Aurora's phone dinged. "It's going to look super weird because of where you are, but in short, we're setting up a series of portals that will allow you to sort of go in a straight line. The first one will bring you here, where we've got a bicycle ready for you."
"A bike?" Aurora winced. "Not even a scooter?"
"Might get flagged in Kensington. Your cover is a messenger. You will depart from here directly to a store in Illinois, followed up by a place in Oregon. The merchandise is in boxes, and there's supposed to be an employee waiting outside."
"Am I going to have trouble with the portal system?" Aurora asked, kneeling down to take off her shoes.
"Negative. The rats are supposed to be chewing them in rental homes with garages." Ulysses paused. "This is absolutely the most efficient, incredible staging I've ever seen. Are you sure that we can't get someone like this Eulalie to work directly with us forever?"
"We can't afford her," Aurora replied.
"But Alexandros could."
"Not even him." Aurora put on a coat and grabbed her clipboard before walking into the room the rats had prepped for her. They waved their furry paws as she stepped through the first portal and waited for the next to open as the first collapsed behind her. The release mechanisms were getting pretty advanced based on what she had seen before. The primary drawback was chewing the portals themselves, but it seemed like a ton of rats were already on the job.
She only had twelve minutes left until she was supposed to be at the Kensington Estate. It was likely some of the inbound mercenaries would make it before she did, but there was no helping it. Then again, it's not like these people were just lurking nearby in hopes of a job.
The wall in front of her glowed brilliantly, then exploded with light to reveal the safe house with Ulysses and the support team. They all cheered Aurora on as she stepped through and accepted running shoes from a woman named Ali.
"Looks like you've been promoted to field work," Ali said with a grin.
"Hardly." Aurora accepted a bike helmet from someone else and strapped it on. "This is still all about hospitality."
"If you say so." Ali stood back as Ulysses wheeled the bike forward.
"I guess go straight when the portal opens," he said. "I'll be guiding you over the phone to avoid any GPS snafus, but there may be a slight delay while the system updates. When you get to the first location, leave the neighborhood by turning left."
She gave the man a thumbs-up and stared straight ahead at the wall where twelve rats were busy gnawing straight into the drywall. The sound of chewing escalated as she hopped on the bike and attached her clipboard to the handlebars.
"When was the last time you even rode a bike?" Ali asked.
"Let's just hope you truly never forget how," Aurora replied, then checked her watch again. With just over ten minutes remaining, the portal opened into a dark void and she pedaled forward. The rats scurried through ahead of her and triggered the garage door, which she ducked to pass under, then hit the street and pedaled frantically.
"Two stop signs and then turn right," Ulysses said.
Aurora obeyed, sweat breaking out on her brow as she blew through the stop signs without stopping and then took a wide arc on the street to make her turn at speed.
Guided by Ulysses, she pedaled away from the residential area and into a small shopping center. Outside of a motorcycle shop, a woman in a tank top stood with a hand to her brow, squinting at the nearest street as if expecting someone. At her feet, a couple of boxes were stacked.
"You're looking for Becky," Ulysses said. "Goods are paid for, and we offered to tip her a hundred bucks to stand outside and wait for you."
"I see her." Aurora pedaled frantically, building speed through the parking lot and then applying the brakes at the last second. A twelve-foot long skidmark was left on the sidewalk as she came to a stop in front of Becky.
"Wow, this really is real," Becky said as she picked up the boxes and helped strap them to the back of Aurora's bike. "Can I ask why you needed them so fast?"
Aurora checked the straps. "You sure can," she replied.
"Why did you all need--" Becky's words were lost as Aurora took off on her bike.
"Where to next?" she asked.
Ulysses guided her to a townhome about three blocks away. The garage door opened as she approached, and she didn't stop as she pedaled through the portal in the back and felt the temperature shift dramatically.
There were seven minutes remaining and she was now in Oregon. She didn't even have a chance to appreciate the small town vibes as she raced to the next location, her heart pounding. Snow was on the ground, and she actually hit a nasty patch of ice that caused her to slide across the curb and crash into the sidewalk.
"Fuck!" Her legs burned as she picked herself off the ground and continued on, only to turn around and pick up her earpiece.
"You okay?" Ulysses asked as Aurora double-checked that her clipboard was still attached properly.
"Just a cold reception," she muttered. "Where am I going?"
At the three-minute mark, she pedaled up to a pair of men standing outside of a non-profit. They waved at her and held up a backpack. She slowed to a halt and they helped her slide it on.
"This must be really important," one guy said.
"Thanks for your donation," the other offered as Aurora nodded and pedaled away.
A cozy cottage opened its garage two minutes later, and the portal in the back took her to the inside of a box truck in London. The back door opened to reveal Ulysses and Ali, both of whom were wearing coats.
"Nice to see you," she said as she pedaled down the ramp and turned a corner. Sure, a woman coming out of a truck would look suspicious as hell, especially this close to some embassies, but Eulalie was supposedly messing with their camera systems anyway.
With thirty seconds left to spare, Aurora arrived at the gate station where security was waiting.
"Delivery," she said.
"Name?"
"Aurora."
One of the guards moved closer with a bomb-sniffing dog. The animal sniffed all along Aurora and her bike. "Contents?"
"Clothing."
"Clear." The guard with the dog signaled the others.
The guard waved Aurora through, and she pedaled to her final destination only two minutes late. She ditched the bike just beyond the gate of the Collector's Estate, and pulled off the puffy coat she had been wearing to reveal a power suit that made her look more like an attorney. The boxes and backpack were set nearby and a shady looking trio entered the estate and slowed when they saw Aurora.
"Are you here for the emergency position?" she asked, waving them over. They hesitated for a second, and one man slipped behind the others, most likely to arm himself.
"What is this?" the man in front asked with a thick Russian accent.
"A check-in," she replied. "If you are here for the position, you should know that we have a pre-established team who is currently failing to deal with our current circumstances. That's where you come in."
"Please explain."
"The situation is very fluid, and we are looking to...mitigate losses to our own." She opened up one of the boxes to reveal its contents. "To be clear, I'm not taking names. We're just trying to keep our current employees from shooting our new employees is all."
The men seemed dubious, but came to examine the contents of the box. "These are hats," one of the men remarked.
"They are," Aurora replied, holding her clipboard tight against her chest. There was nothing actually on it. Other than being bulletproof, it was just a prop. "Our current team has a backup protocol in place that requires identification."
"This wasn't in the job listing," said one of the other men.
"Private security protocols won't be," Aurora replied. "Why do you think we have so many of them? Now, I can't make you wear it, you'll still get paid for the job, but you also might catch some friendly fire. Dead men don't get paid in your line of work. Also, if you don't want to wear a hat, we have these as well." She knelt and opened the backpack to reveal it was packed with bright red armbands.
"Why don't they say Security?" asked one of the men as he took a hat.
"Too obvious," she replied, noticing a group of men entering the estate who were now walking slowly as they unholstered their weapons. Behind her, smoke was drifting through a broken window of the manor. "Someone might have guessed it. But this will get the message across, right?"
"Dmitri?" One of the newcomers greeted the man holding the hat. He turned and nodded, adjusting the brim. "What is this?"
"Check-in," he replied, then picked up a hat and gave it to the newcomer. "Security protocol."
"I don't wear hats," the man muttered, then handed it to one of his cohorts.
"Armband, then." Aurora gave him an armband. "Again, you don't have to wear it, but our current team might think you're part of the problem, not the solution."
The man spat, then pulled the armband on. "Does it matter where?" he asked.
"Just that it's visible." She gestured toward the estate. "I don't have any further orders for you, so please follow the original terms of your contract."
Seeing no harm in her request, the men all picked out hats and armbands, sometimes one of each. More hired mercenaries showed up a few minutes later, and then two dozen quietly appeared near the entrance as if they had all been pacing nearby.
Weapons came out as they all moved toward the estate, ready to do their jobs. Whatever their full orders had been after taking the job, it definitely involved taking Ingrid down. Aurora had no idea how these people had bypassed gate security with automatic weapons, nor why London had so many mercenaries on hand, but it really didn't matter.
What did matter was how fine they looked with their hats and armbands, for embroidered on each one in bright colors that made them easily visible from a distance were three simple letters.
"Save our ship," Aurora said with a wave to the first group as they headed off to the manor. The mercenaries largely ignored her, unaware that they were simply carrying fuel to the fire.

🐶😈💀
The elevator ride was nearly two minutes long. Dana was forced to pop her ears three separate times. When they got to the bottom, the doors opened and they stepped out together.
"You know, this whole mess started with an elevator ride," Lily said. Everyone took turns shoving the succubus back and forth.
"Where are we?" Tasia asked.
"It looks like a warehouse," Ingrid replied. "Only...weirder."
Instead of massive stacks, the large space was populated with small structures. They walked up to the nearest one and examined the plaque outside.
"What language is this?" Ingrid asked.
"Latvian," Lily replied. "Very old."
"What does it say?"
She shook her head. "Lietuvēns," Lily replied.
"That doesn't help any," Ingrid muttered.
Tasia sniffed the air and pointed to the right. "Dana's stuff was taken this way. We should probably hurry the fuck up."
"Hold on," Lily replied. "I need to know."
"Know what?" Dana asked as Lily kicked down the door.
"It's a word for tortured spirits," the succubus replied. "Specifically, it can refer to the spirits of children. And I need to know if...okay, yeah, I don't get it."
They had followed Lily inside and saw that the small building was more like a traditional warehouse on the inside. In this case, the room was decorated with what looked to be Hummel figurines frozen in mid-scream, many of them in twisted poses like they were in pain.
Ingrid picked one up to look at it and shivered. "These are creepy."
"They do call her the Collector," Dana said. "That title doesn't really account for taste."
"Beauty is something something of the beholder." Ingrid yawned, then winced. "I forgot the saying. I thought we were in a hurry."
"She's right. We should find Dana's shit and go." Tasia sniffed the air and looked at Dana.
The zombie nodded, and was almost out the door when a dark figure moved to block her exit. Wrapped head to toe in cloth and stinking of damp earth, the golem grabbed Dana and tried to throw her out.
The zombie yanked the golem into the room, tore its arm off, then slapped it with its own limb so hard that it flew into the nearest shelf. The Hummels fell and shattered on the ground.
The sound of wailing filled the air as the broken figurines released spectral figures which immediately scattered. Ingrid backed into a corner and covered her head as ceramic chunks were hurled in every direction by freshly freed Lietuvēns.
Dana threw a glance at Tasia. The spirits in the room were far more focused on freeing their brethren than they were on attacking the living people in the room.
"Grab Ingrid," she said as she dragged the golem out of the room by its feet. Once outside, she stomped its head in, then repeated the process on its torso until she felt something crack, and the clay became lifeless.
Tasia came out of the room with Ingrid, the werewolf now covered in tiny cuts. Lily emerged last, pulling the broken door shut with her tail, which simply fell over.
"Lead the way, bloodhound." Through the door, they heard a shelf fall over.
The group ignored the other structures. Tasia led them to a building with a loading bay and a normal sized-door next to it. A sign on the door labeled it as Processing.
"This place is weird," Ingrid said.
"It's also miles long," Lily said, gesturing toward the distance. "There's no reason to believe this structure isn't magical. In fact..." She tilted her head and spun as if seeking something. "Yeah, this is another pocket universe."
"Are we trapped here?" Tasia asked as she pushed the door open.
"I sure hope not," Lily replied. "I think this is where your Collector keeps all her shit."
"Maybe we...should burn it on the...way out." Ingrid coughed again, and Dana smelled blood.
"I think you're bleeding internally," she said.
"Ah, well, you know how it is." Ingrid smiled weakly. "I'm only human."
She won't die, Jenny added. Her insides are squishy, but the important ones are intact.
"What messed you up so bad?" Lily asked as the group walked into the Processing building.
"Demon found me," Ingrid replied. "Don't worry. I sent it packing."
"Here they are," Tasia said, pointing at a table. Someone had meticulously labeled both of Dana's swords, as well as a glass jar containing what was left of the vampyr jerky. In the back of the room, a golem stood and lurched toward them.
Lily and Dana took it down together in seconds, smashing the magical core that animated it. A quick search of the room yielded the rest of their supplies along with a labcoat big enough for Dana to wear, which was clearly designed for someone shorter than she was and only came to mid-thigh. She strapped on the belt that held her swords and tried to smooth out her outfit as best as she could.
"You look like a sexy scientist," Tasia said with a big smirk on her face. There had only been the one labcoat, and the werewolf at least had pants on. Together, they had a full outfit, but going werewolf would just ruin whatever they put on her.
Dana nodded. "It's an upgrade from messed up lab specimen." She took a piece of jerky from the jar, tucked it in the back of her mouth and let out a sigh of relief.
"Should you be eating that right now?" Tasia asked.
Dana gave her girlfriend a hard look. Now wasn't the time to share that she was on the edge of insanity as it was, her emotions currently stuck in a state of shock from her earlier dismemberment. She hated hitting the heights of intimacy and passion only to immediately sink to the depths of emotional despair at the same time. None of them could understand that the cold, predatory logic provided by vampyr flesh was a huge step up for her.


"We can discuss my diet at home," she replied. "Far away from someone who actively wants to collect my ass and keep it in a jar."
"Is that what she told you?" Tasia asked in horror.
"Among other things." Dana shuddered. Next time she got a hit of Mike's special juice, it would be more of the same. She didn't look forward to that mental breakdown. The only reason she'd held her shit together so far was the prospect of actually escaping this place.
That, and her dead girl nature had taken over enough to shove those feelings into the pit of her stomach where it could sit next to some spooge and monster jerky.
"Well, let's go steal that magic painting and get out of here." Lily helped Ingrid stand and the group walked toward the door. "This place can go fuck itself."
Upon exiting the Processing building, they heard the shattering of distant glass, followed by a roar.
"What was that?" Ingrid asked. "Are the...lietuvēns breaking more stuff?"
Dana frowned and sniffed the air. "It smells like...meat."
"Meat?" Tasia sniffed as well. "I don't smell meat, but I do smell..." The werewolf's eyes bulged out of her head. "A lot of things," she declared as distant figures appeared between the structures. There was another crash, and the body of a golem was hurled through the air where it crashed into a building.
"Uh oh." Lily looked at everybody else. "Do you think each building was like that first one? Packed full of creatures?"
Up ahead, a golem stumbled away from a building with several bright red humanoids clinging to it, their razor-sharp teeth tearing it to shreds. Dana drew both her swords as Tasia's body cracked and expanded, dark fur sprouting all along her body.
"We've got company," Tasia declared. "I'm getting fucking everything."
"Everything?" Ingrid asked.
The werewolf nodded. "Ghosts. Monsters. Demons. A bunch of stuff. Too many to tell them apart. But definitely smells like trouble."
Dana couldn't help but grin. To her, it smelled like a buffet.

🐶😈💀
 Two chapters left in this book!
Thanks to everybody who still enjoys this side-story. Please don't forget to leave me some stars and check the bio for the next release dates, I stick to those pretty close.
Now that you've given your imagination some exercise today, why not go outside for a walk? Make sure you drink plenty of water, gotta take care of that meatsuit!
I'll see you next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all!
Annabelle Hawthorne here with the final installment of Book 8 of Horny Monsters. I spent well over a year writing this, and I appreciate your patience in waiting for it to come to an end (no, this isn't the end of Horny Monsters, sorry randos who keep bombing my reviews cause you're big jelly)
New reader? Hey, welcome to the party! We started with a bathtub blowjob, and now we have four spinoffs novels and this is the end of Book 8. Probably not where you want to start, but the good news is that you're living in the future and can binge this shit instead of waiting for it like the lackluster finale of Stranger Things (which actually began before this story did). But hey, if you really need to read this one first, you do you, boo.
Returning reader? Welcome back! This is it, my friends, the exciting finale of Book 8. Do we still have some exciting revelations to be had? Yes. Are we tying off story threads after almost two years of posting them? Yes. Are there snacks? Yes, but only if you brought them with you.
Thanks again for all your support over the years. I super appreciate getting a chance to chase this dream full time, and could never imagined how far I would have gotten. Thanks for all the reviews, the ratings (still thousands of you who just ignore them, I have no idea why) and the letters over the years. I have already started book 9 and will start posting those chapters here once we wrap up Dead and Horny 3.
Don't forget to check my bio for release dates, I stick to them pretty well, along with any important updates.
I don't have a clever segue into today's chapter. Can't win them all.
A Caretaker and Conqueror Be
Death held open the door as Mike limped into the house with Beth's aid. He thanked her as she helped him into the loveseat, all of them silent to avoid waking the children who had pushed the coffee table out of the way and were snuggled up on the floor of the living room, fast asleep. Grace was curled into a ball in Callisto's arms, the centaur's cheeks stained from his tears. Zel looked up from her silent vigil, a question hanging in the air between them.
"This way," Beth whispered, gesturing toward the office. "Give him a minute while we talk."
"The others are around," Zel said as she walked past Mike, her hooves clicking on the floor. She touched his face and he leaned into it, letting out a soft sigh. "They figured you might need a moment alone once you got back. The last few days have been...difficult."
Mike nodded, then sat quietly with his children watching them sleep. He sent a mental message to Charlotte, letting the others know that he planned on having things ready in the morning, his time, when she could bring over everyone from Avalon. His initial plan was to take them to the island where Leilani and her people could give them a once over and help document everyone. Ordinarily, he would ask Zel if she and the Moon Tribe could do it, but now wasn't the time to ask for something like that. Once they knew how many people there were, they could figure out the best way to distribute and care for them long-term. He certainly wasn't about to cram a hundred strangers into his home all at once.
The vampyr's pleasure radiated back through their connection, then went calm again as she went back to caring for her people.
Death moved to the other side of the room and started prepping a cup of tea. The Grim Reaper looked up at Mike and pointed to an extra cup.
"Please," Mike said. Between the injuries he had sustained and what had happened with the Queen, a new level of exhaustion had overtaken him. He waited while Death made him a drink, and tried not to look at the office when he heard a quiet sob from Zel. Beth had likely shared the news about the missing centaurs. Today's victory would forever ring hollow due to those who had been lost.
Death came over and sat on the arm of the loveseat, then handed Mike one of the cups. The sweet scent of chamomile filled his sinuses as he held the cup in his hands.
"I was scared for them," Death said, his gaze on the children. "It was a special kind of helplessness, really. I was forced to confront the possibility that something bad might happen and I would be helpless to prevent it, or even to take revenge." The Grim Reaper shook his head as Mike patted him on the knee. "Are you familiar with this feeling?"
"Yeah. I was scared for everyone." Mike leaned back in his seat and looked at the ceiling. He closed his eyes and let the smell of his tea wash over him, feeling the warmth in his fingers. It was good to be home.
"Is this what love feels like?" asked Death.
Mike sat forward and looked at his friend. "I need you to be more specific."
"I've heard mortals say that they would die for someone they loved." The Grim Reaper contemplated the children on the floor, his eyes now burning a dim white. "Though I myself cannot die, I wondered more than once what price I could pay to release Gracelynn Radley from her accusations." Death flattened a bony palm against his sternum. "I have never had a heart, and yet I felt a pain in here at the thought of such tragedy. Is love supposed to hurt?"
"It can and often does. Love can take many shapes, even if you don't understand it. But you shouldn't be surprised, Death. Every day that you're here, you are surrounded by it in all its different forms. It's not just our love for others that you see. It's for you as well. You are my friend, and I love you." Mike smiled at the Reaper. "My children love and adore you. Some of the others probably feel similarly, but that is for them to say, not me. If you think you feel the same, then you should tell them as well."
"You love me?" Death scratched at his chin. "Is it okay for friends to love each other?"
"It is," Mike replied. "Loving someone is being afraid that you will never see them again, or being hurt when they're hurting. You can love anyone you want to as long as you're respectful about it."
"I see." Death moved to kneel by the children. He gently brushed a lock of hair away from Callisto's eyes, then patted Grace on the head. "Then I love your children, Mike Radley. I love you as well, and Tinker, and Kisa, and--"
Mike chuckled. "Stick to just the people in this room," he said. "Save the rest for when you have a moment with them. Never forget to tell people you love them while they're here. You should know better than anyone that life can be fleeting, and it's better to share our feelings so there are no regrets."
The Grim Reaper nodded, then stood and sipped his tea. He watched the children sleep as Mike slowly drank half of his tea, and then stood to go to the office. Now that he'd had a moment, there was someone else who needed him.
Beth was busy hugging Zel, who quickly moved to Mike upon his arrival. He held her close and rubbed the small of her back, but didn't dare suggest that everything would be okay. It simply wouldn't. When he looked at Beth, the woman nodded sadly. She had told her everything.
He let Zel grieve for a few minutes, then squeezed her tight. "What do you need from me?" he asked. "What can I do?"
"Nothing," she whispered. "This is just so hard."
"It'll always be hard," he said. "I'm sorry I wasn't here to stop it."
Zel shook her head and stepped back from him. "You can't be everywhere, Mike," she said. "And you can't carry the weight of every disaster that befalls us. You have too many people counting on you, it would simply be too much."
"I have plenty of people to help me," he said, looking pointedly at Beth. "Amazing people, really. Together we will all help your tribe rebuild. I already have some ideas on how we can start."
Zel laughed, which came out as a snort due to all the tears. "I'm sure you do," she said, then pulled a handkerchief from her vest to dab at her eyes. Mike gently took the cloth from her and performed the deed himself, then stood on his tiptoes and tilted her head down to lay a kiss on each eyelid.
"We can't ever make it better," he said. "But we will make it right."
"I know." The two of them held hands for a moment, then Zel let out a sigh.
"It's getting late," she said. "I need sleep. I haven't slept for days." Zel looked at him with such sadness in her eyes that he felt like it would break him. "Can Callisto stay here with you?"
"Of course," he said, unsure why this made her so sad. "And I'll be here first thing in the morning when he wakes up."
"Good," she replied, clearly hesitant to leave. Zel stepped forward and kissed him hard, touching his cheek before thanking Beth and stepping out. Mike watched her go with concern, then turned his attention to Beth.
"Counselor," he said.
"Caretaker." She stuck a hand in her pocket and pulled out the silver coin to flip it in the air. The light of the room sparkled off of the silver coin as it spun, then was caught in her palm, tail side up. "You don't pay me enough."
"I don't." Mike smiled and held out his hand. "You're overdue for a raise."
Beth gave him a knowing look, her eyes glancing briefly at his crotch. "I certainly hope so," she said. "And I'd collect my bonus package now, but I believe you have somebody to share some good news with." She waved her hand toward the bookshelf where a familiar red book lay on its side, a golden triangle on its spine. "It looks like the Library is officially off of lockdown. You should go see her."
Mike nodded and moved toward the bookshelf, ready to shift the book toward the edge where a similar triangle waited.
"Do you think being the King of the Fae will come with any perks?" Beth asked.
Mike paused, his hand hovering over the book. "Honestly? If it means things will calm the fuck down, then I hope so."
He heard her laugh disappear as he pushed the book into place, and he was instantly transported to the Library. He turned around and walked toward the information desk, smiling at the sight of Tink and Kisa arguing with each other. The two of them were busy playing a videogame on an old CRT TV, both of them huddled over their controllers and mashing buttons like crazy. Neither of them saw him walk up, but Kisa's ears folded back in his direction, her focus solely on the television screen.
Mike examined the mound of trash and food wrappers that were stacked all along the counter. It seemed like the rats had given up cleaning after the goblin, and he couldn't blame them. Stacks of books nearby had been used to build structures, and he counted no less than six empty cheese wheel wrappers. For some reason, a top hat sat on the corner of the desk all by itself.
"Are you eating for two or are you just a pig?" he asked.
Tink spun in place and leapt in his direction, failing to make the jump by at least three feet. She huffed and puffed, both hands on her stomach as he knelt down and swept her up in his arms.
"Husband home!" she cried. "Now can take care of Tink!"
"Yeah. We're gonna take care of Tink," he said, then pulled back and put a hand on her stomach. "And the booger."
Her eyes went wide at the implications of his words. "Really?" she asked, her voice barely a squeak.
"Really." He kissed her, then stood and smiled at Kisa. "But seriously, guys, this place is a mess."
Kisa let out a sigh. "Yeah. I was waiting for her to go to sleep so I could help clean the place up. We learned that if she sits in her own mess, she won't make more of a mess. It's like there's a limit to the chaos she surrounds herself with."
"Not chaos limit," Tink said. "Waddle limit." To emphasize her point, she picked up a wrapper and threw it. The trash landed well within the limits of the pile around the desk. "No walk, unless have to pee."
"I'm surprised you didn't just pee in a trash can," Mike noted.
Kisa scowled. "She did. That's why we don't have one anymore."
Tink cackled quietly to herself and Mike laughed. His brilliant, smart, disgusting goblin of a wife was going to make it, and so would their child. He hugged both Tink and Kisa tight against his chest, lifting them into the air. Tink bit his shoulder and let out a growl of happiness.
After he set them down, he looked at the top hat. "So what's this about?" he asked, then picked it up to try it on.
"Nooooo!" Kisa cried as the air filled with an absolutely mind-wrecking stench. Mike coughed and gagged, waving the hat to disperse the smell, all while Tink cackled madly. The goblin made a sudden face and grabbed at her crotch, then speed waddled toward the nearest bathroom.
It was good to be home.

🏠🏠🏠
When Sofia stepped onto the marble tile of the Library's lobby through a portal in Avalon, she took a moment to allow her gaze to wander up those impossible columns, towering hundreds of feet into the air to support an awe-inspiring roof. Floating platforms covered in rats and books zipped through the air, the Library itself more like a beehive of literature than the solemn, silent tomb it had once been.
For the first time in hundreds of years, it didn't feel like home. She smiled sadly at the idea that she had already said goodbye to this place in her heart, yet she would be forced to remain until a suitable replacement could be found. It was a marriage where the love had faded, but a sense of duty remained.
A pretty young woman with dark skin sat at the main lobby desk. She was busy having a rat huddle and discussing some sort of organizational strategy involving book distribution. Curious, Sofia moved closer.
"We can actually plan for changes in book distribution based on current fads," she said. "For example, there's an entire sub-genre of hockey player romance novels that is blowing up the market right now. This is niche enough that we can predict a massive shift in placement on the sports romance column, so we should have eyes in the stacks identifying...identifying..." Her eyes had slid past the rats to stare at Sofia. "Oh. Hi."
"Hello." Sofia put a hand on her hip. "Don't let me interrupt."
"I...think they get the gist." The woman shooed away the rats and stuck her hand out. "You must be Sofia. I'm Aurora."
"Hello, Aurora. Why are you here?"
"Long story," she replied. "If you're looking for Eulalie, she's...out."
"Out?" Sofia's eyebrow raised. "She's just...out?"
"Yeah." Aurora knelt down and picked something up from behind the counter. "Helping someone, it's a whole mess. Anyway, here." The woman set the Head Librarian's staff on the counter. "This is yours."
"It is." Sofia twisted a finger and the staff slid off the counter and hopped toward her until it rested comfortably in her hand. "Where is Tink? I half expected to see her here tearing up the place."
"Mike came for her last night. Said something about a cure for something, but I didn't ask, because I'm not family. She and Kisa drug him off shortly after, and that was hours ago. This is the quietest it's been since I've come here and I don't dare disturb it by looking for any of them. I don't ask questions, I enjoy working here."
"You do?" Sofia almost laughed. "I was unaware we were hiring."
Aurora gave the cyclops a stern look. "I saw the shape this place was in," she said. "You should have been looking for people a long time ago. The rats have to work far too hard for things that are easy for a person."
A rat walking by the desk and wearing a child's bib as a cape lifted its nose in disdain and huffed at her.
"Gee, I'm sorry that I offended you," Aurora said sarcastically. "By the way, how fast can you put books away on the top shelf again?"
The rat chittered and made an extremely rude hand sign at Aurora. The woman picked up a paperweight and threw it at the rat, who took off.
"That's...uh...don't do that," said Sofia.
"Oh, it's fine. That's a game we play." The moment she said this, Aurora tilted her head to one side as a marble shot past where her face had been. She snapped her fingers and the paperweight shot back into the palm of her hand. A sigil had been carved into the bottom of it, which glowed briefly before she set it down.
"A...game." Sofia chuckled and leaned on the desk. "Well, since we're hiring, I have a few people I'd like you to meet." She turned away from Aurora to reveal the small train of humans who had walked in behind her, their eyes wide as they stared up at the Library. Where Sofia had experienced dull familiarity, this group was having their minds blown.
"Did you steal them from a renaissance festival?" asked Aurora.
"You are a snarky one," Sofia muttered. "Avalon, actually. Generations of family kept as vampyr food. These ones sounded interested in what I do, so I brought them here with me instead of taking them to the volcano."
"Volcano?"
Sofia waved dismissively. "Another long story, maybe I'll tell you after it's done. Anyways, while I was trapped in the world's shittiest buffet, I had the same thoughts you did about hiring people. So let's get started." She cleared her throat to get the others' attention.
The villagers ran up to the desk. The two men bowed awkwardly, while the woman tried to curtsy and tripped a little.
"Aurora, I'd like you to meet Paige, Reed, and Booker."
Aurora narrowed her eyes. "You're pulling my leg."
Sofia dropped her voice. "I honestly wish I was," she whispered, then raised her voice for the others. "Anyway, these three are interested in working here. I would love it if you could arrange living spaces and assign them some simple tasks with the idea that they will take on more responsibility eventually."
"So...you don't mind that I've sort of taken over?" Aurora smirked so hard that Sofia debated throwing the paperweight at her.
"Hardly." Sofia smiled instead, thinking about the benefits of honey versus vinegar. "It's about time I started delegating tasks. I intend to step back from my primary duties with the hopes of a successor stepping up to take my place. Maybe that person could be you, someday."
"Hell, no." Aurora shook her head. "I like being in charge, but not responsible. I'm middle-management material."
Sofia frowned. "You don't want to run the magical Library of Thoth?"
"Nope. But I am happy to onboard new employees." Aurora smiled at the villagers who had come with the cyclops. "If you'll come with me, I'll get you settled into your quarters."
Paige, Reed, and Booker muttered quietly to each other as Aurora stepped around the counter. Sofia held her staff out to briefly block Aurora.
"Assume they know nothing beyond what an 18th century peasant would," she explained.
"Understood," said Aurora with a wink. "I'll teach them about hot showers, first. They'll love it."
Sofia watched the humans leave and chuckled quietly to herself. She moved behind the desk and sat in the same chair Aurora had, then looked back at the portal to Avalon.
The rats running the portal network were already chewing in reverse, the stones sealing up as Avalon became dimly visible behind a shrinking hole. Sofia couldn't help but smile as Avalon shrank down to a pinprick and then popped like a bubble.
She pulled a pad of paper out of the desk and set it down. Seeing a rat nearby, she waved it over.
"Can you see that my room is clean?" she asked. "Also, if there are any wine bottles stashed away, please remove those as well."
The rat gave her a small salute and left. Sofia looked at the paper and picked up a magical quill. Along the top of the paper, she wrote Goals and then made a small bullet every few lines. She spent a couple of minutes really thinking about what she wanted, then smiled to herself as she wrote her thoughts down.
Find and train a replacement
Give more tasks to employees, human or otherwise
Spend a full day once a week outside the Library
Get to know Grace and Callisto better
She stared at the last bullet point she had made, unsure what should go there to round things out. After another minute of inner debate, she grinned to herself and finished her list.


Settle all debts
That last one was going to have to wait. With Mike so busy with Tink and something about the Fae Court that she heard through Charlotte, the cyclops knew things would be hectic for a bit. Sighing, she leaned back in her seat and stared at the ceiling high above and wondered. A trio of rats brought her some lunch about ten minutes later, which is also when Aurora returned.
"It took some convincing, but they're all getting clean," she said with a grin. "I've got the rats out looking for some clothes that will fit them."
"Excellent." The cyclops studied the plate of food that the Library had sent her way. It wasn't lost on her that most of the meal was composed of sausage. With Mike being absent today and this evening while he took care of everything else, she was going to have to get creative. "What are you up to right now?"
"Now? Onboarding. Once those three are done in the shower, they're gonna need to be walked through...well, everything." Aurora sat on the desk and stole some food from Sofia's plate.
"If you've got time to sit, you've got time to work." Sofia smirked and wrote a few things on a piece of paper and slid it to Aurora. "Would you be a dear and procure these for me?"
Aurora took the paper, her eyes going big as she read the list and promptly started choking. Sofia smacked the girl on the back so hard that she coughed up a sausage and slid off the table sideways.
"Is this...a joke?" Aurora wheezed, her cheeks bright red.
"It is not," Sofia replied with dignity. "It is not a Librarian's place to judge what their patrons need."
"Right, but most libraries don't check out..." Aurora laughed and shook her head. "I'll see what I can do," she said, then folded the paper up. "Beth probably knows where the best ones are. But if you want something by tonight, I need to go and procure these now."
"I think I can handle this for a while longer," Sofia said, patting the desk. Aurora gave a mock salute and headed down the hallway, summoning the rats by making a squeaking sound that almost sounded like she was speaking their language. The rat with the bib showed up last and hucked a marble at Aurora, who ducked it.
Sofia picked up her staff, the token of her station, and studied it. The wood was smooth to the touch, and the crystal at the top had gone foggy, the magic aware that it was about to be summoned.
"I need books on...doing butt things," she said. A little light reading would go perfectly with her plans for the evening. "For beginners."
A platform immediately landed, summoned by her staff. She hopped on and watched the lobby shrink as she was carried into the air. Not all adventures had to be big to be meaningful. Pulling out the piece of paper in her pocket, she pulled a pencil off of the book rack next to her and added one more thing at the bottom.
Live a little
Smiling, Sofia put the paper back in her pocket and tapped her staff on the platform, ordering it to go faster. She had new employees to teach, and didn't want them wandering off. The Library could be a dangerous place, after all.
But for the first time in a long while, it felt just a little like home.

🏠🏠🏠
Callisto stood by his mom's side, wanting desperately to clutch her hand, but trying to remain stoic in front of the tribe. It was late afternoon the day after his father's return, and he had reluctantly returned to the greenhouse to be here for this moment. Not a single member looked his way as the group waited near the center of the village for the return of their members.
Six. That was the number his mother had been told to expect. Six lives out of the 43 that had been stolen away by the Fae.
People shifted nervously as they waited. The Caretaker himself had been chosen for this task, as they trusted him. He wasn't just bringing back the missing centaurs, but also the memories of them that had been taken as well.
Seeing Adhara across from him, Callisto raised his hand and waved. She caught his movement, then pointedly looked away. Not a single member of his tribe was on speaking terms with him, and he wondered if they ever would be again.
A cry of alarm went up from the tribe as a golden archway appeared in the middle of the village. Centaurs nervously shifted as one of their own stepped through, an older woman with a vacant expression on her face. She was followed next by a young man who immediately ran to a pair of centaurs near the edge of the clearing.
"Mom! Dad! I'm home!"
Both of the older centaurs recoiled in fear. Puzzled, the centaur grabbed at them, clearly desperate for a sign of recognition. The next to come through was a girl younger than Callisto, who picked at her braids as she stared at the others. She was followed by a pair of adults holding hands who immediately waved at family members that didn't recognize them either.
Mike was next, his arm around the back of a very old centaur male as he guided him forward. The elder hobbled slowly, his body bent with age. The golden archway vanished back into the ground as if it were made of water, then vanished.
The centaurs muttered quietly as the Caretaker looked at all of them, then took a step away from the old man and held aloft a soap bubble made of light.
Upon crushing it with his hand, everybody gasped. Memories came flooding back to the Moon Tribe, which immediately triggered a wail of mourning from those who realized their loved ones weren't among the returned. The young man was busy being hugged by parents who now recognized him, while the woman stared off into space as if dazed, despite others calling to her. The adults holding hands were welcomed home by their respective families, and tears of joy were shed in this instance.
Callisto winced, names and memories flooding through him. It was a sensation akin to remembering a word that had been on the tip of your tongue all day, only he felt it throughout his entire body.
The little girl looked lost when nobody came forward to claim her. She just picked at her braid nervously until Mike knelt by her side and said something in her ear. The little girl nodded, then took Mike's hand as he walked over to Zel.
"Her parents aren't here," Mike whispered, keeping his voice low. "She said they used to be on the other side with her."
"Used to?"
Mike nodded. "I think they were servants, and she was born there. The Fae rounded up all the centaurs they had. It doesn't seem like they remembered who they took or not, or maybe didn't care. This one was born in the Fae realm and will need someone to look after her, as her parents have already passed."
Zel spoke through clenched teeth as her people grieved. "There are plenty of broken families here. I'm sure somebody will find a place in their hearts for her. Perhaps the families of her parents?"
Mike nodded, then handed Zel a bottle filled with light. "I certainly hope so. By the way, this technically belongs to the tribe. A single drop is equal to a year." He looked down at Callisto and sighed. "I'm sorry, Cal. I don't think any of your friends made it back."
Zel held the bottle up to look at it, then quickly stored it away in a protective case around her flanks.
Callisto nodded. "You are correct," he said, trying to stay strong. Once upon a time, he had done so because he knew he would be chief someday, and needed to lead by example. Now, he felt like he didn't deserve to grieve. Though the Fae alone were responsible, he had been the catalyst for tragedy, one that the tribe would not soon forget.
Throughout the crowd, Aunt Yuki, Ratu, Beth, and Cecilia could be seen helping centaurs, offering comfort where they could. Mike was speaking now with the family of the woman who stared off into space. Callisto felt rude doing so, but decided to take a look at the woman's soul.
It was a tangled mess, and made him think of a piece of fabric that had sat out in the sun for too long and faded. Whatever had happened in the Fae realm hadn't scarred her physically, but it had somehow diminished who she was.
Studying the crowd, Callisto considered speaking to the young man who had returned. Based on bits he overheard, that centaur had only been in the Fae realm for about six months.
Callisto felt eyes on him, causing the hair on his neck and tail to stand up. In a place where nobody would look at you, it was easy to see that the elderly centaur was studying him from afar. None had come to claim him, and with his memories returned, Callisto didn't remember anyone from the tribe who had been this old. Taking it upon himself to offer aid, he approached the old man.
"Sir, is there a member of your family we can contact for you?" he said, trying to keep his voice from shaking. "You may be unaware, but time passes differently in the Fae Realm than it does here."
The old man stared at him, but there was no malice in those eyes. Instead, there was a dim recognition. When he spoke, his voice sounded like dry reeds of grass that brushed together.
"I do not poop on my own hooves," he said sadly.
"Wh...what?" It took a moment for the words to sink in.
The old man said nothing as he turned his attention back to a pair of centaurs weeping away from the others. They were clutching a child's blanket between them. Nima sighed and moved toward them, ready to break his parent's hearts anew.
The dam inside of Callisto broke. He became dimly aware of his parents calling for him as he ran out of the village, his eyes full of the grief he had been afraid to shed.

🏰🏰🏰
Mike sat out in the gazebo, his eyes on a group of centaurs and a pair of villagers who were currently cleaning out a bunch of dead branches from the edges of the maze. Spring was in the air, and green shoots of grass could be seen sprouting all along the property. For over a week now, Amymone's sleepy muttering could be heard from the base of her tree, and she was likely to properly wake any day now.
One of the villagers laughed, and a centaur gave them a playful swat with a broom. Mike smiled to himself at the interaction. When the villagers had first come here from Avalon, he had known that he would find a safe place for them to live and thrive. What he hadn't quite expected was how quickly Zel had taken nearly all of them in to come and live with the Moon Tribe full-time.
The tribe, still reeling from the loss of their own people, had been extremely sympathetic to the villagers' plight. Not only was there plenty of room for the villagers, but this allowed them to ease into a society with similar technological advancements.
Zel had admitted to him in private that the move wasn't entirely altruistic on her part. With emotions so high over the loss of their own, giving the centaurs somebody else to help had allowed them to process their feelings over a longer length of time, all while helping those who had been driven out of their homes, which was something the centaurs understood very well.
Most of the villagers now lived with the centaurs, while the rest had stayed on the beach at the volcano. Well, except for the three who now worked at the Library. They were always friendly when Mike dropped by, and would often visit their respective families on their mandatory days off.
Of their former home, Avalon itself was officially back with the Fae. Mike had removed anything related to the Conqueror and given it back to them, where it was immediately entrusted to Nyx's sisters again. The strange bottomless hole had vanished once Avalon was removed from the mirror world, a phenomenon which Reggie had explained using some advanced concepts that only Tink had properly understood.
In short, the hole had been truly bottomless, and was the result of Vincentius doing an absolute shit job of placing Avalon in a pocket world.
Charlotte had adapted well, and spent most of her time in the greenhouse, working closely with both the villagers and the tribe. The centaurs had been initially distrustful of an old world vampyr, but Charlotte had easily won them over with kindness and a genuine heart.
That, and she was constantly monitoring the children, human or otherwise. In the wake of what had happened with the Fae, this had endeared them to her faster than anything else, and the children loved challenging her to races that she would somehow win, despite the plain shoes and heavy skirts she wore.
There was a thump from under the table, and Mike leaned back to see what Grace was up to. The Arachne was down there with Pawpaw Cyrus and a coloring book. She was busy licking something off her palm when she noticed he was watching.
"What'cha eating?" he asked.
"Beetle," she replied.
"An actual one or someone shaped like a beetle?" he asked.
Grace shrugged and continued licking the mess on her hand. Mike smirked and reached for a piece of cheese from the plate full of snacks nearby. It was most of the way to his mouth when a tiny green fist snatched it out of his hand, yanking it back into the baby carrier he wore. A growling sound came from within, followed by a purring noise.
"That was very rude," he said, then picked up another one and held it nearby. He knew better than to stick his hand inside the carrier, because that was a good way to get bit.
"Stupid, fucking board!" shrieked Tink from the front porch. The goblin was currently in a crouch, the muscles in her arms bulging as she tried to rip free a piece of wood that had rotted out. Some of the Fae that had come through during his absence had prematurely aged parts of the exterior of the house. Tink had just been waiting for the snow to clear before getting to work.
"Don't hurt yourself," he called.
"Husband...no...worry!" she yelled, the board crackling as she yanked it free. Hundreds of moths erupted from underneath the porch, causing Tink to yell and swing her hammer and the broken board at them.
The moths were yet another weird side effect of so many Fae on his porch all at once. Mike watched as several of them fluttered around and turned to dust in the sun.
"Those are the embodiment of fleeting moments," said Titania from his side. "They are quite harmless."
He turned in his seat and gestured to the platter of food. "If I had known you were coming, I would have prepared something better," he said.
Titania laughed, and his goblin child immediately cooed in response, then promptly bit him through the fabric of his shirt, causing him to wince.
"Can't a Queen drop in on her King?" she asked, then offered her cheek for a quick kiss. "The rules of Hospitality are...different for us."
"What brings you here?" he asked. "I haven't seen you since...well, shortly after." He was referring to when he had gone to the Fae Realm to see her and retrieve the missing centaurs, along with their memories and the liquified essence of life Titania had harvested from the Fae responsible for their theft. Most days, he heard from her psychically, which made this physical appearance a special treat. "Also, before I forget, you should know that Callisto is out back playing with Charlotte." The vampyr had taken a shine to Callisto early on. Mike suspected this was due in part to their shared bond and how much he worried about his son. Callisto spent almost all of his time at the house now as a form of self-exile from the tribe. This was something that bothered both him and Zel, but it wasn't like they could lie to him and say that he had been forgiven. People were fickle, and centaurs even more so.
"I am aware of your son's location, and chose to come at a time when my visit would not frighten him. As for why I am here, I am taking a break from the acting Court," she said with a smirk. "Your stand-in is watching over them currently."
"Is he...am I still doing okay?" he asked. Titania had constructed a copy of him based on the genetic material he had coated her in during their shotgun wedding. Using both her magic and his own, Mike had gifted her a piece of his soul during one of her visits to the Dreamscape. She had also extracted quite a bit of his divinity, which he didn't even notice was missing. The golden light Titania had pulled from him had been spun into a special kind of thread which she had used to stitch his soul into their creation.
They called this copy King Mike.
"He is doing well," Titania said with a smile. "In almost every fashion, he is just like you. Kind when he needs to be, yet always fair."
"In which fashion are we not alike?" Mike asked, curious.
"He may be a copy of my husband, but I prefer the real thing in matters of...state." Titania smiled and ran a finger up his leg. "Now is not the time for such a dalliance, but perhaps...later?"
"Later can mean a lot of things to the Fae," he said.
"Tonight, then." Titania raised an eyebrow.
"Tink watch," the goblin declared, now standing nearby. Tink had pulled her hair back into a ponytail, which revealed a long, gray streak that ran the length of it. Naia had dubbed the hair-style a 'reverse Cecilia', which had pleased Tink to no end.
None of the centaurs had wanted to use the life essence taken from the Fae. The addled woman couldn't consent, and the adult couple had fallen in love and didn't wish to be children again. Nima, despite his parent's pleas, had also declined. He had lived an entire lifetime in the Fae realm and was content to lend the tribe his wisdom, but did not wish to live a second life.
Mike had brought Tink back to the house where they gave her thirty drops of the Fae lifeforce to try and undo the damage that had been done. Surprisingly, they had been forced to give several drops a day for the next few weeks to stave off the rapid aging process until the baby came right before Thanksgiving dinner. The streak in Tink's hair was the only remaining sign of her premature aging, and it was anyone's guess how far back the clock had been rolled on her age.
It was also unclear how much of that essence the baby had absorbed instead of Tink. When the baby had come, Mike had witnessed a beautiful, golden soul come blazing into the room, surrounded by prismatic rainbows that hovered around the child for several long seconds before she promptly bit his chin.
A green fist reached out of the baby carrier and tried to grab Titania's gown. The Queen of the Fae shifted her hand to allow the child to hold onto her finger, which got yanked into the carrier. He saw the Queen flinch, and could only assume she was being bit.
"I suppose I could let you watch," Titania said, smirking at Tink. "Perhaps I could teach you a thing or two."
Tink blew a raspberry. "Tink best wife, four arm titty queen lucky Tink like her."
Titania frowned. "I'm not sure I approve of the moniker four arm titty queen. I do not wish to hear it should I ever take part in Death's tea ceremony."
"How is the tea ceremony going?" Mike asked.
"Last I checked, rather poorly." Titania smirked and took a sip of a hot beverage Mike hadn't even seen her procure. "The trap your attorney laid will be written into Faerie lore for time eternal as a cautionary tale."
When Beth had conceived the notion of punishing the Court with Death's hastily written tea ceremony book, even she couldn't have fully foreseen the scope of the disaster that would befall them. The first pitfall of such a party was that one fae must address all others by every known name. With creatures who had been alive since before time began, this meant that there were a lot of names to be said, and the problem further compounded itself as new names were revealed in this process. This also included any true names that were known, which had caused quite the stir. However, just like Titania had said, the punishment was magically enforced, which meant the Court had very little wiggle room for improvisation.
It had apparently taken the first speaker well over a month to simply name every other member of the Court, at which time he had taken a drink of his tea. The magically hot beverage contained pollen from the mandragora that had been steeping for an entire month as a result. When the first speaker disrupted the ceremony by begging his spouse or anyone to blow him, the ceremony had been forced to start anew, as a mistake had been made.


With the official Fae Court tied up in a process that could easily take hundreds, if not thousands of years in the real world, the acting Fae Court had been born. Made of lesser nobles who had never qualified for a seat on the Court, these new fae were thrilled to be allowed to finally participate in such a thing. These beings were fully aware that their more powerful brethren were locked away in a form of purgatory for an immeasurable period of time as they were forced to adhere to the punishment by Old Magic.
"How long has it been for them?" Mike asked.
Titania grinned over the top of her cup. "Over six hundred years," she said. "And because they are compelled to obey, they are forced to sit quietly and endure, bored out of their minds. Some have gone quite mad in this time, which has caused the ceremony to begin anew."
"And...the Accusator?" Mike felt his own mind darken as he remembered Mara. For a brief moment, he could feel fire in his veins at the very thought that she still lived.
"Still strapped to the floor of the Court, her hands bound in iron as her flesh is constantly burned. As she was a mouthpiece for the Court, she is forced to endure their combined thoughts and hatred as her flesh sizzles, knowing that a single cry of pain will force the ceremony to start anew. With an eternity to complete their task, the Court will eventually see it done. By then, lesser families will have risen to take their place in the Court, and those currently in power shall have lost their own. In their attempt to topple me, they have only managed to topple themselves."
Mike nodded, but kept his opinion on the matter to himself. On more than one occasion, he had considered asking Titania if she would unmake Mara when all was said and done. On each of those occasions, he felt something terrifying rise within him, a darkness that had been a part of him ever since freeing Charlotte and fighting her master.
Magic came with a price. To protect those he loved, he would gladly pay it. But to use it for something as trivial as revenge, well...there was already a lurking darkness that had embraced this new infusion of power. In his darker moments, it whispered to him, promising him great strength in exchange for dark deeds.
He had seen what it had done to his predecessor. He would rather die than become the one to turn on his family and tear them apart.
Grace came out from beneath the table and held out what was left of her beetle stain for Titania to see.
"Snack?" she asked.
"No," Titania replied, then nodded her approval. "But your Hospitality has been noted."
"Pest," Grace replied. When she realized the Queen wasn't about to lick her palms, she ate the rest of the beetle herself and went back under the table to grab Pawpaw Cyrus and her coloring book. She crawled up into the Queen's lap and set her things down to resume coloring.
The Queen sat with her, one hand stroking the Arachne's hair. "May I color with you?" she asked.
"No magic," Grace declared, then picked up a random crayon.
"May I at least choose my color?" Titania asked.
"No." Grace tilted her head backward to look up at Titania. In the corner of her mouth was a purple, waxy stain. "And no eating."
"I would never," Titania replied, then accepted her brown crayon with the dignity and grace befitting an eternal monarch.
The two of them colored together over the next hour. Mike checked in with Charlotte and learned that she and Callisto were perfectly fine playing together out back. While Callisto hadn't taken his father's wedding to the Faerie Queen very well, even he had admitted that faulting her for what the other fae did was no better than what his own people were doing to him.
However, he was also a kid, and entitled to irrational thoughts.
At some point, Tink decided to take a break and breast-feed their baby. Grace watched the process with intense curiosity. Once the baby was done, she let out a loud belch and a fart at the same time, the smell causing everyone present to wince, even Tink.
"Tink take nap now," the goblin declared. "Take booger for nap. Husband come?"
"Not this time," he said. "We have company."
"Tink see company later. Wear something nice, or Tink spank." Tink gave Titania a lewd look, and then took the baby inside.
"She acts far too familiar with me," Titania declared. "By what right does she have to speak to me in this manner?"
"She is the first wife," Mike replied. "And there's some magic to that."
Titania pursed her lips, but nodded. "There is truth in those words," she said. "Perhaps...I have noticed the goblin possesses an injury of the mind. It would be a simple thing to do. Would you like me to fix it?"
"No." He smiled at Tink as she disappeared inside the house. "I wouldn't change a single thing about her. My only request is that she be given a fair deal should she ever ask for such a thing."
"Like not calling me four arm titty Queen?" She raised an eyebrow at him. He laughed, then took one of her hands in his own and squeezed it.
"Her titles are considered a badge of honor around--Grace."
The Arachne looked up at him, half of her crayon now missing. She opened up her mouth and stuck out her tongue, slowly allowing the other half to roll free and land on the table.
Mike felt a presence slide along the edge of his consciousness and he turned his head to look down at the entrance of his property. What had once been a long driveway was now almost half a mile away, the driveway twisting back and forth and lined with stone to prevent anybody from simply driving straight through with a car.
"Excuse me. There is something I must deal with."
"I shall watch the child." Titania's coloring page had somehow transformed into an image of a stained-glass window, and her single crayon produced vibrant colors that threatened to leap off of the page. Grace had paused her own coloring to watch the Queen lay down liquid light. "We are bonding."
"Be good, you two." Mike stood from his chair and left the gazebo, pausing to wave at Sulyvahn who was busy at the exit. The dullahan was busy pouring fertilizer for the roses at the base of the bush.
"Is everything okay, brother?" The dullahan's eyes briefly flitted toward the Queen, then back to Mike.
Mike shrugged. "Just some unwanted guests is all."
"Will ye be needin' my help?"
"Nah. This is one I should deal with myself." Ever since the home had expanded to become a fully-fledged castle on the East Coast, they were constantly giving curiosity seekers the boot. Eulalie had burned down more than a few blogs claiming that Radley Castle was the perfect place to host your wedding and had even gone after a few bloggers who had begun conspiracy theories about its mysterious owner.
Well, it was Eulalie in theory. She had hired some guy from MIT to become her personal assistant. Apparently he was really good at, well, whatever it was she had him do. Something about a real eye for detail while also being a colossal pain in her ass.
Either way, it was usually Suly, sometimes Cecilia, or whoever else was working the grounds who went to deal with trespassers. It was fairly difficult for them to get past the wrought-iron gate at the bottom of the drive, but that didn't mean some people didn't still climb it to look around inside. The geas couldn't keep out the truly curious, especially if they meant no harm to those who dwelled within the house.
However, there had been a few times Mike had come out to discover that the lions had ripped someone, or some thing, into tiny pieces right at the edge of his property. Typically, they fed whatever was left to the jabberwock, who now lurked near the entrance like a dog by its food dish. These incidents were particularly disturbing because Mike honestly had no idea who or what they could have been.
Ever since taking on the mantle of the Conqueror, Mike could feel each of those intrusions, as short-lived as they might be. His connection to his family and those he cared for now seemed to extend to the very land itself, giving him a much broader sense of those who came to visit.
And right now, a demonic entity was snooping around the front gate of his home.
Mike whistled quietly to himself as his magic trailed behind him like a cloak. He didn't always know what was lurking around his home, but demons were different. They had a certain edge to them, like a knife pressed against your skin. Knives could be useful or dangerous, depending on which direction they cut, and it was time to see what this particular blade was pointing at.
This certainly wasn't the first one that had dropped by in recent months, but it was absolutely the first one who waited around to speak with him. The demon standing just outside his home was unassuming, as most of them were. It only took a moment's inspection to realize that this particular creature was inhabiting someone else's body. Mike stopped on the other side of the gate and raised an eyebrow.
A swirling, dark mass lurked where the human's soul should have been. Mike wasn't certain if it had been removed, consumed, or if a tiny shred was still alive inside.
"Can I help you?" Mike asked.
"That depends." The shell smiled. The body had belonged to a woman in her fifties, perhaps. They were wearing a sweater vest over a button down blouse and white leggings. "Are you the owner of this beautiful home?" she asked with a saccharine smile.
"That depends," Mike replied with a smirk. "Are you the original owner of that body?"
The demon's grin twitched. "Now what a silly question for such a handsome young man."
Mike yawned. "I don't know your business," he said. "You might have a very good reason for hollowing this lady out and wearing her like a coat, but can we dispense with the cheap attempt at deception? I'd rather go play stupid games with my own children instead of some miserable remnant from Hell who thinks they're something special."
The smile remained. "You do live up to your own hype, it would seem."
"That's what they say," Mike replied, having zero idea who 'they' were. "Why is a demon from Hell standing on my doorstep this morning?"
"Right to the point I see. I have traveled from afar, Mike Radley. There are numerous forces acting in the world today with many reasons to--hey!"
Mike had already turned to walk away, but paused when the demon called out. He kept his tone light. "You were starting to monologue. When I said I don't feel like fucking around with whatever this is, I meant it."
"You're awfully impatient," the demon scolded.
Mike shrugged and turned around to face her. "Life is too short to spend it pissing around with people who just want to antagonize you. Do you think I'm unaware of the malevolent intent you carry? You didn't come here out of the goodness of your heart." He made a show of sniffing the air, then cocked his head as if hearing something. In truth, he was looking at the thin, dark tendrils of the demon itself as they stretched into the distance. The connection looked very much like the one Vincentius had had with Charlotte, but instead of one line, he could see hundreds.
While a majority of these lines were so thin they were nearly imperceptible, four of them were about an inch across. These stretched to different people he could sort of sense nearby.
"You brought friends," he said with a smile. "Might as well have them come over and say hello."
The demon didn't respond physically, but the malignant entity inside shifted uncomfortably. Mike didn't want to let on that the thing was pretty much wearing a high visibility vest for someone like him.
Pulses of information went along those threads. Moments later, an older gentleman joined them, followed by a college-aged boy and an Uber driver who pulled over.
"You're missing one, Legion."
This time, the vessels all frowned.
"You...know of me?" Legion asked.
Mike nodded. "Of course I do. What, do you think this home is full of people who keep secrets from each other about possible threats? This isn't shitty television. We talk and share things." He leaned close to the gate and dropped his voice. "I have seen so many buttholes since moving in."
Legion stared at him for several long seconds as the last thread thickened and another old woman appeared. Mike examined each of them, making another play of sniffing the air. As far as he could tell, the demon had either devoured the souls inside of these bodies or had corrupted them.
None of this really mattered to him right now. "Now that the gang's all here, can I get you a drink? Perhaps a snack?"
"We are not hungry or thirsty," Legion replied. "We have come to deliver a message."
Mike scowled. "If it has anything to do with my world burning, I'm good now." He patted his stomach. "Had myself fire-proofed by a goddess."
"Do you always speak such madness?" asked a different vessel.
"Oh, fun, we're doing it like this." Mike placed his fingers on the metal bars and tapped. "Um...yes. Yes, I do."
Energy pulsed along those connections, clearly being fed to some central location, or maybe a particular vessel that was far away. Mike was already wondering what it would take to dismantle the network.
"We were sent here by the one known as the Curator." The woman in the vest pulled an envelope from her pocket. "He has certain requests of you."
"Oh. Yeah. I don't like being handed things." Mike shook his head. "Never can tell when someone is gonna slip a salamander in a letter."
The vessels didn't bother exchanging glances, which did take some of the fun out of it. "So you don't wish to hear the message?" asked the older man.
"Oh, I do. You can open it." Mike leaned against the bars, pretending to be eager. In reality, he was studying the demon. Behind him, he heard the crunch of gargoyles landing on gravel. He looked back to see Abella, Slade, and a smaller female named Mica.
"Is everything okay?" Abella asked.
"Yeah. Hey, out of curiosity, what do these guys look like to you?" Mike asked Legion, jerking his thumb toward Abella. "You're a demon, so surely they look...off, right?"
The demon seemed taken aback internally, but maintained a facade of disinterest. "Bodyguards of some sort," they replied.
"Yeah, you guys can go." Mike waved off the gargoyles. "It's just demons delivering a message today. I can handle them."
Abella was already standing next to him. She gave him a little kiss on the cheek. "Only if you're sure."
"Yeah." He kissed her back and then watched her fly away. Mica followed, but Slade was still standing there. The gargoyle tribe had been invited to move in along with the villagers. Some had taken up residence around the Moon Tribe, while others had taken up posts around the volcano. A few rotated in at the house as part of a personal detail. Rumor had it that Slade spent a bunch of his time at the cabin with Beth. He kept thinking to ask her about that later. "Did you want a kiss, too?"
Slade chuckled. "I'm only here to see what happens next."
"Suit yourself." Mike turned his attention back to Legion. Surprisingly, the demon was being patient. "Okay, go ahead. What does the hat man want?"
"Hat man?" asked Legion.
"Always assume that my family talks to each other. The Curator. Dude in a hat and trenchcoat, right? Showed up at that church in...in...Louisiana?"
"Alabama."
"Right." Mike grinned. "I was, and still am, shit with geography. Don't tell anyone. It's my one weakness." The way that darkness swirled around in Legion's vessels was interesting. He could actually see the shift as the main demon moved its attention between them. Was it some sort of hive mind? It was hard to imagine what controlling multiple bodies would be like. Technically, Mike's soul inhabited two bodies, but his mind was his own.
It suddenly occurred to him that a chunk of his soul resided in multiple places, yet there were no tethers between them. He could only see the one that tied him to Charlotte. The tethers revealed some version of control, but the one he shared with Charlotte was golden.
"Are you ignoring us?" Legion asked with just a hint of anger. Mike realized that he had stopped paying attention to the demon.
"Yeah, I was just wondering what it's like being you. Sometimes when I wear a sweater that's too itchy, it drives me bonkers. Do certain bodies feel different? I have to imagine the older ones have aches and pains that drive you nuts."
Legion studied him for several seconds. "The Curator would like to offer you a one-time deal," they continued.
"Oh, I can't wait to hear this." Mike leaned against the bars of the gate. "On a scale of one through ten, how angry do you think this will make me?"
The demon continued. "The Curator wishes to congratulate you on your progress in the Great Game. You have built a quiet, happy life here, and that seems to be your primary ambition. However, the two of you are officially at odds."
"Oh noooooo," Mike said sarcastically and put his hands against his cheeks in mock shock. "Is this the part where your boy starts making demands?"
Undeterred, Legion continued. "In your possession is an Arachne. We are aware that you possess two of them. The Curator is extremely interested in studying this creature. Whether it be the one who is controlling the flow of data, or your daughter who possesses the ability to use magic, it does not matter. If you turn one of them over, then he shall turn his attention away from you and your family and demand the same of his allies for the rest of your days."
All humor left Mike's body. The vessels all smirked in response. He had no idea if the Curator actually wanted Grace or Eulalie, or if this was simply the means to officially start trouble with Mike. Ultimately, it didn't matter.
"And if I refuse?"
Legion grinned. "Then you become fair game. You should know that the Curator is extremely powerful on his own, but has also put together a team of like-minded individuals with the sole purpose of dismantling you and your home."
Mike frowned. "I don't get it," he said. "Why even make this offer, then? If he's strong enough to take what he wants, why not do so?"
This question elicited a slight reaction from the demon. "Because coming here to take the child or the other Arachne would take time and resources," Legion explained. "We are not under the belief that we would leave such a battle unscathed. You are a formidable adversary, and the Curator is making this offer as a sign of mutual respect."
"I see. I suspect you already know the answer."
Legion grinned. "Of course I do. I'm a demon. We didn't expect anything different from the legendary Caretaker. But the Curator is a business man. At the very least, the offer needed to be put out there so that we can rub your face in it later."
Mike narrowed his eyes at Legion. "There it is," he whispered. "The mask has finally slipped."
Two of the vessels snickered before they all spoke together. "Our mask is unneeded. You know what we are. We are demons. We are Legion."
The Caretaker sighed. "Even if I took your deal, you said it was only good until the end of my days. I'm sure I'd suffer a tragic accident of some sort, and then my family would be back on the menu. Also, your cute little catchphrase needs work. It sounds kind of dumb coming from a group of people who look like they got lost on their way to an early-bird poetry slam."
"A personal insult. Oh, how tiring." One of the vessels mimed a yawn.
Mike crossed his arms and studied the demon just a moment longer, then laughed. "How about a counter offer? You go back and tell Uncle Fester that if I ever catch him, you, or anyone else lurking around my home again with the intent to hurt me or my own, then I will come for him. I will devote my resources to scouring the globe to track him down, making what Jenny did to the SoS look like fucking puppy playtime. I will fucking drill a hole deep into the center of the world and drop him inside, then fall asleep every night hoping to hear the soft vibrations of his screams through my pillow." He slammed his hands down onto the metal bars of the gate, yet kept his face calm as he leaned in close. "As for you, I heard a rumor you're trying to get back into Heaven. How does an eternity of pain sound, instead?"


Legion laughed. "Do you really think you can outdo the torment of Hell itself?"
"Yes," Mike growled, and the world trembled.
Legion paused, the vessels briefly wearing looks of concern. The demon may have taken those bodies, but their reactions still betrayed their thoughts. Pulses of information had them all shifting nervously, but it was calculated now. The younger man took a step back, while the middle-aged woman stepped off to the side.
"Bold words for a man behind a magical geas," Legion said with a shrug. "It's very hard to take you seriously. When we come for your family, you should know that--"
Mike recognized the trap, but didn't care. With just a thought, he dismissed the gate, and it vanished as if it had never been there. Legion actually managed to look shocked as Mike stepped off of his property, his magic coming alive.
In this moment, Legion was a looming threat. The darkness inside briefly surged up in anticipation, then bowed down to the intent to protect as that strength was given to his magic instead. Mike recognized that a show of force was necessary. Ordinarily, strength lay in numbers, but the demon had only brought five humans today.
Mike could easily take them.
Flashes of insight triggered. By the time the person in the lead had raised the pistol, Mike had already seen the outcome. He tilted his head to one side, his ears ringing as the gun went off near his ear and missed completely. Placing a single hand on the woman's chest, he grabbed a tiny thread of the demon and then stepped to the side where he repeated the process with the older man, who had pulled a knife.
Summoning his magical shield, it was powerful enough to deflect the bullet from the third attacker's firearm, which ricocheted into one of the lions. The creature tilted its head to look, but Mike commanded it to remain.
Casually dodging and weaving between Legion's attacks, Mike now had five threads of the demon's soul, or whatever it was, looped around his fingertips like string. Sending his magic down those dark threads, he gave a powerful yank.
Legion cried out in pain, and all five vessels collapsed to the ground. Mike looked back at his home and saw that Yuki was halfway across the yard already, but stopped when she saw him shake his head and hold out his free hand to stop her. She cocked her head to one side, then nodded, seeing he had it under control.
"I bet that hurts," Mike said, giving the tendrils another yank. Legion groaned, and one of the vessels puked. "Soul magic is tricky like that. A human soul can be concentrated in one spot, yet connected to your whole body somehow. I'm not even sure how that works, but maybe that's the point. But you're different. You're a demon piloting multiple bodies, right? So every single body contains a piece of your soul, which is easy enough for me to grab. You didn't know that, of course, but feel free to pass it along. As a spiritual being divided amongst hundreds, this is probably the equivalent of grabbing someone by the finger and breaking it."
"Let...go..." Legion begged.
"Sure, it's just a finger, but a finger can really fucking hurt. So let's have a little rehash. You came to my home," Mike said softly, as if chastising a child. "I offered you food and drink, which you declined, but that's okay. It's not about accepting it. What was most important was that it was offered. You said you came here with a message, which you then delivered. Our business had concluded. Yet the first chance you got, you attacked me in an effort to take my life." He tsked at the demon and started reeling in that darkness with both hands, causing it to stretch like melty cheese in an attempt to stay attached to the bodies.
Pulses of information shot from the vessels back to Legion Prime, wherever that bastard's main body was. However, the tendrils didn't break, which confirmed Mike's theory. Legion didn't have a way to sever pieces of itself, which made sense. Otherwise, it would be a copy, just like King Mike.
"A smart demon like you can be anywhere it wants," he continued. "Even if you have to spread yourself a little thin. But you share the same weakness as someone who touched something hot. If you don't yank your hand back fast enough, you get burned. So let me hold your hand on the pot a little bit longer."
In a couple of the vessels, Legion had already attempted to withdraw, but Mike refused to let go. He watched as the demon eventually detached itself from three of them, leaving behind corpses. Flames licked at his fingers where he clutched the demon by the metaphorical balls, but no fire could hurt him.
"Before you hang up, I want you to give a message to the Curator." Mike knelt down over the last vessel still connected to the Dickhead Demon Network. It was the older woman in the vest, who he grabbed by the collar so Legion could see the fury in his eyes.
"You tell that fucker this isn't even my final form," he said, then forcibly ripped Legion free of the last vessel. He studied the black mass concentrated around his hand, then pinwheeled his hands in an attempt to reel in the whole demon.
In reality, he was yanking on that demon until he couldn't. His clothes were now scorched from the flames on his arms, and Legion's soul was pulled as tight as it would go. If Mike were strong enough, maybe he could drag that bastard across the planet and rip him out. But psychic strength like that wasn't something he possessed.
However, killing Legion had never been the master plan. Taking a few steps back until his feet were firmly on his property, Mike summoned his magic and formed it into threads of his own. Strings of purple, gold, and black wrapped themselves all along the chunk of demon he had trapped, then braided their way along the connection between them, extending dozens of feet into the sky. When he was unable to trap any more of the demon's essence, he took a deep breath and put both hands together, digging his magic in deep.
With a shout, he ripped what he held apart, much like Titania had done to the Fae Prince. An agonizing scream filled Mike's mind as his magic became like razor blades, each one severing a strand of its own. The air filled with a sound similar to a spider's web being torn as Mike Unmade the portion of the demon he had captured.
The portion of Legion that Mike had been unable to capture snapped through the sky like a massive rubber band. He watched it go with a smirk, then turned to see Slade watching him.
"Well?" he asked with a grin. "Worth it?"
The gargoyle shrugged. "Not really. You touched each of them and they just died. It was hardly exciting."
"Right, but..." Mike pointed to the west, where Legion's essence had fled. "I just ripped a big chunk of it off."
"A big chunk of what?"
"The demon."
"Oh." Slade made a face. "Is that why you stood there and danced for a little bit?"
"Danced for..." Mike let out a groan. Of course the one person watching him was unable to see souls or demonic entities. To anyone watching, Mike had just had a tai chi fight with the wind. He shook his head and laughed. "Okay, yeah, it wasn't that cool. Don't worry about it."
"Okay," Slade replied. "Out of curiosity, why didn't you let your honor guard take care of it?"
Mike raised an eyebrow and cast a glance to the spectral beings hovering on the stone wall of his property. There were six of them, each one created from starlight and armed to the teeth. They were a late wedding gift from the Faerie Queen, a personal guard intended to keep him from harm.
"I would prefer my enemy learn about the Fae the hard way. If the Curator comes knocking someday, let's make sure to offer him food and drink first before he tries to kill someone. It'll be a fun surprise...for me, anyway." Mike felt a looming presence to his left and turned to see the jabberwock staring at him from only a foot away. An unspoken question hung in the air between them.
"Yeah, go ahead," he muttered, and the jabberwock's serpentine head extended out to the sidewalk where it quickly consumed the bodies.
"Where do the bodies even go? Does that thing poop?" asked Slade. "I've been dying to know."
"It composts," Mike replied. "Good for the flowers." He summoned the metal gate back into place and turned to look back at his home. Its powerful stone walls loomed, the structure now more than five stories high. The front of the home was the same, but he had used the stone from Camelot to create more rooms in the house by expanding sideways and up. It was his very own castle, packed full of magic and monsters.
Out in the gazebo, Titania met his eyes. She nodded her approval at how he had handled Legion.
A powerful lesson, she said in his mind.
Mike was holding too much power now, through no fault or effort of his own. Looking up at the massive estate, he could feel the weight of what was both a blessing and a curse.
Someday, others would come to take what was his. When they did, he would fight for it.
And on that day, both a Caretaker and a Conqueror he would be.

🏰🏰🏰
The Curator hummed quietly to himself as he arranged the flowers by the doorway of the Black Palace. These arrangements had been flown in special from Latvia. He snipped a couple of bulbs with a blade that retracted back into his thumb, then tossed them over one shoulder where they were promptly caught and disposed of by one of Legion's minions.
There was a clacking sound from down the hallway. Sarah walked around the corner in her new body, wearing a face mask and a medical gown. She pulled the mask down and pulled off her gloves.
"How is the patient today?" he asked.
"All parts accounted for and properly sedated. We should be able to communicate with him through the Dreamscape in a few hours once he's not so volatile." The witch cocked her head to one side. "What are you doing?"
"Putting out flowers," he replied.
"But...why?"
The Curator chuckled quietly. "Though it may pain you to hear this, this is something I enjoy without any larger implications. Their smell pleases me, and I find their appearance soothing."
Sarah frowned. Her scars had long ago faded, but the Curator could see a tiny one in the corner of her mouth that had failed to heal correctly because she had picked at it. If he hadn't needed her help, he would have removed her hands and started over. However, time was of the essence.
"You seem..." It was clear the witch was going to say happy, but thought better of it. Rightfully so, she was still scared of what the Curator might do to her if she pissed him off. He wasn't about to alter the terms of their current relationship. It was built on mutual trust and terror, two things that inspired heavy loyalty to commands given.
Still, he was curious what she might go with. "I seem what, exactly?"
Sarah's features shifted, and he could tell her mother's spirit was talking to her. That was a puzzle he had tried to dig a bit into, as Elizabeth's demon-touched soul was now, somehow, her daughter's shadow. The best thing about magic is that it didn't always rely on any sort of apparent logic. That meant there would always be new mysteries to unravel and explore.
It was also the most frustrating thing.
"I have yet to see you indulge in a passion project which does not somehow further your goals," she said. "You are consistently busy. While I may see the benefit of a moment of respite or self-care, you have never given me the impression that you indulge in such practices."
The Curator snorted, which made Sarah flinch. "These flowers represent the culmination of months worth of painful negotiations."
The witch nodded. "I know you've been speaking with someone," she said. "Are we bringing another into the fold?"
The Curator nodded. "We are. In my assessment, the Radley family is beyond our current capabilities, not without great personal risk to myself. We have a limited pool of potential allies who I fear would either betray us in order to amass power for themselves or sell us out to the Radleys in order to curry favor. So I have turned to one that I do not wish to work with but know will not betray our goals. The Radley family has wronged her as well, which gave me more leverage than I am used to." He frowned. "Though I feel I gave too much, she will be our staunchest supporter."
"I wish you had told me about this," Sarah muttered. "We should have been consulted."
The Curator gave Sarah a stern look that made the woman flinch. "Kings don't trouble pawns with all their plans," he replied. "Perhaps if I knew your full capabilities, it would be different. I respected your mother and her counsel. You, however, are young, impatient, and can no longer infiltrate the bodies of others to further my aims. To me, you are an above average witch, and I don't concern above average witches with my deeper thoughts."
Sarah's shadow loomed up on the wall behind her and formed into a demonic visage that tore at the marble with claws of darkness.
"You can be angry all you want, but I speak the truth," he added. "Or would you attempt to fight me on this? Perhaps I should send your daughter in to handle my affairs while I watch from afar? It would be easy enough to make her do the dirty work and hope for the best, Elizabeth."
The shadow abruptly vanished. He knew Elizabeth didn't dare risk her daughter's life, especially now that it was the only thing keeping her out of Hell proper.
Sarah shook her head, obviously listening to a conversation, then gave the Curator a stiff bow.
"If I'm excused," she said.
The Curator made to wave her off when Legion's minion let out a cry of pain and crumpled on the ground. His enhanced hearing allowed him to hear numerous vessels collapse around his home, and he was already running toward the pool outside the master bedroom.
Though the Curator hated getting wet, he threw himself into the pool and grabbed the limp form of the young woman who had already sunk to the bottom of the pool. It was Legion's prime body, and he had no idea what could happen to the demon if its main vessel died.
"She's having a seizure," he declared, then jabbed a finger at Sarah. "Pull the water out of her before she drowns."
The witch nodded and curled her fingers. Water vapor formed over Legion's mouth as Sarah cast a spell to expel it. The Curator didn't need to push his ear against Legion's chest to see if her heart was beating. It was very erratic as the woman convulsed, but at least her airways were clear.
Pushing a finger against her sternum, he zapped her in the heart with a bolt of electricity. Legion gasped and sat upright, clutching at her chest, then her head as she let out an unholy scream.
The glass railing around the edges of the deck cracked, followed by the windows of the Black Palace. The Curator scowled at them, disgruntled at the time and cost it would take to repair them.
Still, that was a problem for tomorrow, for he had no idea what had just gone wrong with Legion. Staring down at the demon, he knelt and helped her sit up.
"What happened?" he demanded.
Legion smiled weakly. "Mike Radley rejected your offer," she said, then promptly vomited all over him.
Just then, the doorbell rang. Letting out a sigh of general discontent, the Curator stood and marched silently down the stairs, aware that Sarah was right behind him. When he got to the door, he moved to open it and hesitated.
There were very few things in the world that the Curator hated or feared. There was only one thing that fell into both categories, and she was currently standing on the other side of the door.
With the strength of magically binding contracts backing him up, he pulled open the door to reveal an older woman in a sweater-vest and carrying a witch's broom in one hand and a Hawaiian guidebook in the other. She tilted down a pair of horn-rimmed sunglasses to look at him over the frames. He couldn't help but notice there was a scar just above and below her right eye, which was no longer the same color as the left.
"You're looking well," she said in a British accent. "It's been quite some time, Curator."
"Please, come in."
The woman stepped past him into the foyer and took note of the flowers. "My, my," she said. "My presence here must really be stressing you out." She turned her attention to Sarah, who had flattened herself against the wall. "Oh, don't do that. And don't think I don't recognize you, Elizabeth. You've lost weight, but your soul is unchanged."
"This...this..." Sarah couldn't seem to gather her words. Honestly, the Curator didn't blame her.
"She will be working with us," the Curator replied. "And though her reputation apparently precedes her, I would like to formally introduce you to the Collector."
"Collector?" Sarah asked.
"My, this one asks a lot of questions." The Collector set her broom down and it hopped toward the nearest wall. "You will address me by my title if needed, as it is the most protected of my names. For you to take on a player in the Great Game, you will need one of my caliber. From what I've discovered, you already wasted that opportunity."
The Curator shrugged. "We underestimated the Caretaker," he replied. "But you should know that we learned more than enough."
"I see." The Collector held out her guidebook to Sarah. "Be a dear, and put my things in my room," she said.
"I...don't..." Sarah looked at the Curator in horror.
"Any room will do," he clarified. "She probably won't sleep in it very often."
"Or at all, depending on how quick this is. Just give me something with a big window." The Collector watched Sarah leave with the book, then turned to the Curator. "You look like shit."
"It's just vomit," he clarified. "It's not like you to worry about bodily fluids."
"I meant in general. It's been too long, but I suppose that was the point." The Collector smirked at him. "Tell me. Did you find what you were looking for, yet?"
He knew better than to lie, and shook his head.
"I see. Has Amir awoken?"
"Yes, but his mind is fractured. It will take a few more months, by my estimates." The Curator looked toward the hallway that Sarah had emerged from. "He has such potential that is currently limited by his trip back from...well, a place devoid of time or space."
She nodded. "I think we both agree that we should not rush this. I fear, even with my own preparations, that we will only have one chance to achieve our goals."
"On this, we agree, Collector."
The Collector snorted. "Is that how it's going to be?"
The Curator nodded. "It is."
The witch let out a long, dramatic sigh. "I guess giving you your freedom wasn't enough. Maybe someday you and I will finally see eye to eye, and you'll call me by my real title."
"I sincerely doubt it."
"We'll see." The Collector winked and moved toward the front door. "I'm going for a walk on the beach. Make sure supper is ready early. I'm broom-lagged."
The Curator nodded out of habit, then scowled as the woman left. Turning around, he saw the vases he had set out, each filled with bouquets he had spent almost two hours putting together.
His fury was silent as he lashed out, shattering those vases with his massive fists. Flowers scattered along the floor of the foyer, as he stomped their petals into the marble, his heavy feet cracking the tiles.
It had been over a century, and yet that bitch still got to him. When he was done trashing the foyer, he turned and saw that two of Legion's minions stood nearby, waiting to clean up the mess.
"Is this going to be a problem?" one of them asked.
"No," the Curator responded. "She just has a way of...getting to me."
Both vessels nodded. "I have no reason to doubt you," they said, then started sweeping up the mess.
The Curator walked back up to the private pool, noting that Legion's primary vessel was asleep on a day bed. He looked down the beach and saw the Collector walking on the water's edge, occasionally dancing away from the foam. Other people on the sand had no idea that one of the world's most dangerous people was nearby, wearing a sweater vest beneath the hot, Hawaiian sun.


She was the Collector, also known as a witch of the First Coven, and had legally held over a dozen different names over the centuries, her own true name lost to time. He could call her any of these if he wished, but he would rather rot at the bottom of the sea before he would call her Mother again.

🏰🏰🏰
I really hope you enjoyed Book 8. I had so much fun writing it, but it was definitely the hardest one for me. The last year and some change has been fraught with IRL difficulties (we all suffer them from time to time, it's okay), which slowed me down substantially.
But I'm still here, and will continue to do so as long as this crazy-ass tale gets support from you, the readers. I'm proud of what we have built together and hope to keep giving you all the quality storytelling you deserve for years to come.
Thanks for everything. I'm off to go have some tea and maybe a cookie, celebrate all that I've accomplished for a bit, and then get back to work. There are still some stories to tell, after all.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the next to last chapter of Dead and Horny 3: Enter the dollhouse edition
(Everyone loves special editions)
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Without further adieu, let us start flipping to random pages in the
Monster Manual
The group ran toward the elevator, but didn't make it very far before they were intercepted by a small mob of red goblin-like figures. Dana punted one like a football, sending its broken body into the nearest building, then drew her swords and killed three more.
They only vaguely resembled Tink, and were clearly a nasty looking variant. The air filled with shrieks and bloody mist as the two groups engaged in brief combat. Dana and Lily took the bulk of them with Tasia, now in full werewolf form, protecting Ingrid from harm. The mage was in poor shape. Dana felt a little bad about how messed up Ingrid was, especially because her trip was wasted. The others could have escaped this place on their own.
Well, then again, Ingrid had spotted that blasted painting they were after. Dana was actually relieved that the outsider was trapped inside of it. That would make the damned thing far easier to transfer and dispose of. Eulalie supposedly had a location all primed to be swiss-cheesed by the rats, but they hadn't quite figured out the best way to lure the creature there.
Dana beheaded one of the goblins as it tried to bite down on Lily's tail. A glob of blood hit her in the face. It smelled like barbecue sauce.
Dana paused to lick the blade of her sword and shuddered. The taste was, frankly, quite exquisite. She snatched up the nearest goblin and bit down on its neck, spraying blood everywhere. The remaining goblins were undeterred by this macabre scene, and continued attacking until every single one of them lay dead on the ground.
Dana had a quick bite while the others mused over the corpses.
"Why did they attack us like that?" Ingrid asked from the safety of Tasia's arms. "I figured they'd try and get free."
Lily sniffed the air and scowled. Wading amongst the dead, she put her hand on one of the goblins, who let out a squeal, but didn't move.
"This one is just paralyzed," Lily said, then gave the creature a poke. It snapped its teeth at her, blood bubbling from its lips. "Hold on a second. That can't be right." Lily knelt and sniffed the creature, then crouch-walked amongst the others, sniffing the air.
"Is this super important?" Tasia asked.
"Yes," Lily replied, then looked at Dana. "You're gonna get a tummy ache."
Dana shrugged, and shoved as much goblin down her throat as she could before stabbing it through the head.
"No souls," Lily said.
"Do these things even have souls?" Ingrid asked.
"Everything that lives has some version of one. Maybe it's a sentient thing, or maybe just the hint of an idea. Mages might refer to it as lifeforce at its basic level." Lily gave one of the corpses a kick. "These things? Nothing."
"Roll that one over," Ingrid said, pointing at one of the goblins. Tasia obliged, tenderly shifting the dead creature with her foot. "They're identical."
"What now?" Dana moved next to the corpse and studied it. A cursory glance revealed that the goblins weren't all identical. However, almost all of them had at least one double.
"It's like they came from a template," she said, wiping blood off her chin. "These three look the same, but they're male. Those two females are copies of each other."
"Soulless copies?" Lily lifted her head and scowled. "We've got company."
Dana turned to see a tiger prowling toward them. The creature roared and leapt, only to be skewered by Lily's tail in mid-air. It fell dead and stared up at Dana as the light in its eyes went out. She saw a human intelligence there, then looked up at Lily.
"Did that one have a soul?" she asked.
Lily sniffed. "Nope. Certainly doesn't fit the theme."
"It was a weretiger from India," Ingrid said. "It has five claws, like a human hand."
The discussion was interrupted by the howling of wolves. The group ran for the elevator, pausing only occasionally to fight their way through a random assortment of creatures or change directions to avoid the melees that had erupted throughout the storage facility. A pair of skunk apes were spotted fighting each other over the corpse of a rather grisly looking lizard, and a small dragon was stomping its way through buildings, its tongue tasting the air.
Based on what Dana could see, these creatures were keen on freeing each other from captivity, then indulging in killing sprees. If these beings were all soulless copies, did that explain their behavior? Why not run for escape like they were?
The group paused to wait as an alligator-thing dragged a golem down the next corridor, then made a run for the elevator. As they got close to the elevator doors, a pair of golems moved to intercept the group. Dana threw herself forward, kicking one golem so hard that it shot toward the elevator doors and crashed against them.
The doors unfolded to reveal the biggest spider Dana had ever seen. It snatched the golem in its jaws and withdrew into the elevator, using its legs to push the now broken doors back into place.
Dana beheaded the remaining golem and stared at the doors. "What are the odds that Shelob in there will let us go because we're friends with Eulalie?"
The elevator doors thumped and chunks of golem were thrown back into the lobby. The large spider emerged from the elevator shaft, its mandibles clicking hungrily.
Dana and Lily ran toward it together. The massive arachnid was fast, but Dana was faster. A quick swipe of her swords took off three legs, and Lily finished the job by spearing the creature through its brain. They shoved its corpse to the side and pulled open the elevator door to reveal that the car was now missing. Looking up the shaft, they saw that leaving this way would mean carrying the others.
"I could take Ingrid," Lily said. "You could get your girlfriend."
"It would still take a while," Dana replied. "This can't be the only way out. It's an elevator up to a lab, and not even a particularly big one. What if the power goes out?" Logically, this made sense. They were also deep in someone's underground lair, so the rules didn't always apply.
Lily shrugged. "Hey, I'm all for looking for another way out. Which way should we go from here?"
Tasia took a deep whiff, her eyes going wide. She backed away from the elevator, growling with her whole chest.
"Yeah, I don't like--" Lily went flying across the room, a dark figure perched on her back. Dana caught the scent just a fraction of a second later and threw herself to the side as a similar figure tried to tackle her.
Lily shrank down to the size of a child and popped free, rocketing up into the sky. The alabaster figure leapt in the air and grabbed the succubus by the tail, then slammed her back into the ground.
Dana's eyes went wide as she turned back toward the door. Another figure dropped into view, all eight legs unfolding as the naked Arachne stepped through the elevator door.
"They killed our pet," she said, her unblinking eyes going to the corpse of the massive spider.
"This one is fast," said the Arachne nearest Dana.
"This one was not." The third Arachne snapped Lily's neck and the succubus went limp. Dana knew the demon was faking, but wasn't about to spoil her surprise.
All three Arachne were identical in appearance and vaguely similar to Eulalie. Their black abdomens were marked with red spots. The one holding Lily started folding her into a cocoon.
"We can discuss our prey after we catch them," the first one said.
 Dana cast a glance in Tasia's direction. The werewolf was growling and had set Ingrid on the ground.
"Any chance you've got a fire wand?" Dana asked the mage.
Ingrid didn't even have a chance to reply as the nearest Arachne leapt. Tasia moved to intercept, but the Arachne slid past her defenses and slammed her into the ground. She opened her mouth to bite the werewolf, but dropped Tasia and jumped into the air as Dana's blades hissed through the space where she had been standing.
"Take Ingrid and go," Dana said. "I've got these guys."
"You can't take all three by yourself," Ingrid coughed. She gave her coat a poke. "Hey, are you gonna weigh in anytime soon?"
Dana saw Lily's tail twitch from her partial cocoon. "I'm not alone," she said, her eyes shifting between the two Arachne closing in. "And I'm the only one fast enough to block their--"
There was a blur of motion, followed by several metallic clangs as Dana whirled her swords. She couldn't track the Arachne visually, but she could execute a series of movements that maximized her range. The impacts on her sword were occasionally awarded with blue blood on the floor, and the Arachne disengaged.
"This one is dangerous," one said.
"This one isn't prey," the other replied. "She is already dead."
The third Arachne leaned over Lily to finish her cocoon just as the succubus burst into flame. The Arachne screamed and tried to move away, but her own cocoon now stuck to her like napalm.
"GO!" Dana yelled, raising her blades and throwing herself forward. Power flowed through her limbs as she brought the swords down so hard that they rang out upon contact with the Arachne.
The woman hissed and briefly glanced at the pair of legs now lying on the floor. Her hand darted forward twice, leaving two fist-sized holes in Dana's chest.
"You missed," Dana said, then thrust forward with her blades. One glanced off the black shell that formed on the Arachne's skin while the other slid into her stomach and emerged from the other side.
The Arachne grabbed onto Dana's wrist and held her in place while raining blows down on the zombie. The first one broke Dana's collar bone while the next cracked her skull. Her thoughts went all wobbly for a moment, but her sword training had her on auto pilot. The twin blades flashed three times, pushing her attacker back without harming them.
Dana shook her head as her brain tried to restore its original configuration.
The second Arachne was now busy trying to save the third, but could only stand by helplessly as Lily's fiery form expanded. An Arachne's primary weakness was fire, which burned the fine hairs all across their body that allowed them to have their supernatural reflexes.
In response, the second Arachne's pores had opened wide, expanding into a hard, chitinous armor that allowed her some protection. She took a few wild stabs at Lily, who sneered openly and stabbed back with her tail.
"Piss off, Charlotte!" Lily hugged the burning Arachne as they tumbled around on the ground. Dana's mind processed all of this in the same moment that a fist punched a hole in her gut.
The Arachne yanked Dana in and sank her teeth into the zombie's neck. Venom flooded Dana's system, making her limbs go numb. However, biting a zombie had quite the downside, as the Arachne was now gagging and retching, holding her throat as dark veins formed all along her skin.
Dana stumbled forward, the swords falling out of her hands as her nervous system rebelled. She felt her heartbeat slow and the world around her came into focus.
The second Arachne, realizing its sibling wasn't saveable, was turning toward Dana to finish the fight.
Time slowed as Dana's mind ramped up. The Arachne was crouching now, the armor on its fingertips having transformed into claws that would tear her apart. The zombie's eyes flitted down to where the swords had fallen. If she could just move her body, it would be simple enough to retrieve the nearest blade.
The Arachne was airborne now, her face a mask of anger in mid-leap. Dana stared hard at her limp arm, an anger of her own forming deep in her gut. Just recently, she had been able to move that hand while it wasn't attached. Her nervous system controlled her body, it was true, but it had become auxiliary to something else that defied the natural order.
Dana snarled, which came out as a stereotypical zombie moan instead. Focusing on the mechanics of how her body worked, she demanded various muscles flex, all across her body. For a brief moment, it felt like her consciousness expanded, allowing her loopy steps to turn into a crouch. Her arm and hand worked together, extending fingers toward the hilt of the blade.
Without feeling anything below her neck, Dana snatched up her blade and swung it upwards. It caught halfway through the Arachne's bulbous abdomen, and both of them fell down as they collided.
The Arachne cried out in pain, then climbed to all eights as it tried to wrestle the blade out of its belly. Dana flopped over like a contortionist and crab-walked backwards to grab the other sword. As if controlling someone else's body, she raised her blade and realized she hadn't picked up her sword at all.
It was one of the severed legs. Dana had misjudged the distance to them in her current state, and she was actually another three feet away. Sensing an opportunity, she raised the leg to her mouth and bit down, her mouth flooding with the sweet, delicious taste of buttery crab legs.
"Mmph," she groaned, using the exoskeleton like a straw to suck out the marrow. The other leg was nearby, and she picked that up just as the Arachne yanked the sword free of its stomach and hissed at her.
Sensation was beginning to return to Dana's body, and she managed to scoot over to where her other sword was. Lacking the coordination to stand, she held the blade in one hand while using the other to hold the other leg to her mouth and inhale its contents.
The standoff was momentarily abated when the Arachne with dark lines down its body let out a scream and fell on her back, her body twitching out of control. Both Dana and her attacker watched as the poisoned Arachne spewed webbing in all directions as she wailed in agony.
It occurred to Dana in the moment that a zombified-Arachne was actually an incredibly bad thing to unleash on the world. Unable to properly fight for herself, she called out to Lily.
"I could use your help over here!" she shouted.
There was a scream, followed by a flaming projectile thrown at the armored Arachne. It took the brunt of the attack, then threw the sword at Lily as the demon dropped down from above. Her wings had become flames, and she punched the Arachne so hard in the face that a large portion of its shell burst.
"Not that one, Silksong! The other one!" Dana pointed at the Arachne writhing on the ground.
"Don't steal my lines," was all Lily said as she leapt onto the dying Arachne and attacked. The creature shrieked and bolted, leaving one of its legs behind in Lily's smoldering hands.
"Shit, shit, shit," Dana muttered as she took a few lurching steps toward the armored Arachne. Its focus was solely on Lily until Dana was close enough to attack, at which point its torn visage turned toward her.
The Arachne struck, but the protective armor on its arms made it slow enough that Dana caught the attack with her arm. She pinned the hand in place and allowed the Arachne to yank her forward.
"How do you like it?" she yelled, slamming her palm into the Arachne's nose. Briefly stunned, the Arachne slumped. Dana wrapped her legs around the creature's chest and gripped its head with both hands.
With a scream, she twisted and yanked. Something vital snapped in the Arachne's neck, causing the creature to go completely limp. Panting for air that was useless to her lungs, Dana lay against the newly dead creature, inhaling its scent.
It smelled amazing. Off in the distance, Dana heard the howling of wolves, the roar of something that could have been a dragon, and a voice that could have been Lily's. None of it mattered, though, for the bouquet of the meal that had just dropped into her lap was all that mattered.
Dana stuffed her face, eagerly consuming what she could of both the human and the arachnid portion. Shame and maybe a bit of guilt was something she would deal with later.
During her meal, the Arachne's limbs started to reanimate. A single sword thrust through the head solved that issue. Grinning like a child that had found a cookie jar, Dana ate her fill. Renewed power surged through her body and her senses sharpened like a knife on a whetstone.
Taking a deep breath, Dana licked her lips and gazed up at the darkened ceiling above. With a tentative sniff, she picked up Lily's scent, as well as Tasia's. Ingrid's was far more distant. The woman smelled of peaches, cream, and ash.
However, there were far more interesting smells nearby, scents that she didn't recognize. Despite eating her fill, that gnawing void deep in Dana's gut rumbled. It wasn't just that these smells made her hungry. Somehow, she also knew that these things were prey. Soulless creatures, which meant all of the calories and none of the guilt.
Something dark uncoiled within Dana, and she turned her attention to a roar in the distance. Was that a dragon she had just heard? What did dragon taste like?
Picking up her swords, Dana let out a primal scream and sprinted into the warehouse to seek out new prey.

😈🧟‍♀️🐺
Tasia dashed through the warehouse, her heart pounding in her chest as she used her nose to avoid trouble.
In her arms, Ingrid groaned. The werewolf slid to a halt at the edge of one of the underground structures and peered around the corner to see some sort of large dog casually dismembering what was most likely a skunk ape. Tasia racked her brain and finally recognized the creature as a Fu Dog.
"Why did we stop?" Ingrid asked.
The Fu Dog growled and turned toward Tasia. She could sense the creature's rage, and took a step back around the corner. Sinking into a crouch, Tasia set Ingrid down and threw herself into the Fu Dog just as it turned the corner, its maw covered in blood. They tore at each other, and Tasia was dismayed to discover that the creature was actually made of stone beneath its furry exterior.
This sucks, this sucks, this sucks she thought as the creature smashed her through the nearest wall and into a room full of Christmas ornaments. Many of these shattered upon impact, releasing a sparkly mist. Tasia kicked the dog off of her and heard a loud crunch as the beast landed.
Growling, the Fu Dog rose to reveal that it had crushed a short creature wearing a red and green skirt. From the mist came a bunch of short humanoids wielding tinsel and candy canes. They either threw themselves at the Fu Dog or started smashing more ornaments. Realizing it was better to run, Tasia stepped outside to grab Ingrid and flee.
Sprinting away from the short structure, she heard the Fu Dog howl as the Christmas elves broke into a chorus of *Jingle Bells.* She couldn't help but notice how they all screamed SLEIGH just as the Fu dog howled in agony.


Just how many creatures did this place contain? Tasia fell to all fours, but used one arm to cradle Ingrid like a child as she sprinted.
"I...hate...this!" Ingrid groaned.
Tasia ran this way for several minutes, as both the scents and sounds of various creatures battling behind her faded. Eventually, she found herself in a nest of structures that were intact, and slowed to a halt.
With a sigh, she took stock of their current situation and sniffed. It took her a good minute, but she finally detected a shift in the air. Following the current, she ended up at an exterior wall. Up above was an air vent, which was currently pumping in cool air.
Tasia set Ingrid down and peered into the vent. It seemed plenty large enough for the others to pass through, and she caught just a hint of car exhaust through it. It was very likely that this was providing fresh air for the storage facility.
Tasia grabbed onto the grate and yanked, ripping it free. She set it on the ground and moved to pick up Ingrid, who was now pointing back the way they had come.
Turning, Ingrid saw five figures slowly moving toward them. Walking on all fours and covered in midnight fur was a pack of werewolves.
"Friends of yours?" Ingrid asked with a laugh. Tasia promptly grabbed the mage and stuffed her into the vent. "Hey!"
"GO!" Tasia growled, then placed her back against the wall. She wouldn't be able to fit through the vent in this form, and neither would the werewolves coming near. If Ingrid could at least crawl through, then maybe she could get out. After that, well...Tasia didn't know what might happen.
"Tasia!" Ingrid tried to turn around inside the vent, but it was too small to do so. Clearly frustrated, she crawled forward, swearing loudly as she did so.
Tasia let her gaze sweep over the werewolves, her eyes settling on the one in the lead. They smelled wrong to her, mostly because their scents were the exact same. It wasn't like they were siblings. They were copies.
Clones. The right word finally came to the front of her mind. The Collector was making soulless clones down here in her basement. But to what end?
Her gaze shifted to each werewolf as they spread out and formed a semi-circle around her. Each one was growling, their eyes locked on her hunched form. The odds certainly weren't in her favor.
Tasia touched the patch of dark fur on her arms and summoned her family's blade just as the first werewolf leapt at her. She slipped to the side and brought her sword down with enough force that it clanged off of the bones in the werewolf's forearm. The creature howled as she barreled into it, her jaws clamping down on his throat.
Her sword swiped up in time to lop the fingers off of her next attacker, and she paused to properly maul the one in her mouth. Twirling like a sadistic ballerina, she launched her victim into the nearest werewolf and then did a standing leap, gripping the hilt of her sword in both claws as she brought it down.
The dark blade hissed with magic and boiling blood as she split this wolf in two. A third wolf tried to surprise her, but she flicked the contents of her blade into its eyes, temporarily blinding it. She managed to take off an arm before the rest of the pack surrounded her.
Any sort of grace or strategy was lost in a flurry of claws and teeth as they fought. Blood decorated the wall and floor as Tasia battled the pack. What felt like minutes was likely only a few seconds, and her salvation arrived when a minotaur with a red stripe through its fur barreled into the group and carried off two werewolves.
Scrambling to her feet, Tasia picked up her sword and sprinted away from a second minotaur who attempted to gore her. It ended up smashing into one of the werewolves. The two minotaurs were now engaged with the werewolves, who had turned on them.
Momentarily forgotten, Tasia fought the urge to join the fight and slunk away instead. Moving toward the vent, she threw herself into the gap and grunted as her bones cracked and popped. As she shrank into her human form, she heard Ingrid cry out somewhere up ahead.
"I'm coming!" she shouted, but her words were lost in the sound of gunfire. About halfway into the vent, something grabbed her by the ankle and yanked her free. She smashed into the concrete so hard that the wind was knocked from her body.
Struggling to transform, she felt something stab her in the calf and drag her across the ground. Growling, she rolled over and found herself staring up at a winged amalgamation of things with a snake for a tail. The snake had sunk its fangs into her leg and was yanking her closer to the main body where a goat's head regarded her from the middle of its back.
Tasia summoned her sword and beheaded the snake just as the goat bleated out a massive ball of fire. She only partially avoided the blast, the air now stinking of burning hair. Gasping for air, she braced herself against the wall and tried to transform back into the wolf.
Luckily, the lion's head of the chimera was busy ravaging one of the minotaurs. Of the other minotaur and the werewolves, there was no sign. The air was filled with the random shrieks and howls of all sorts of mythical beings. In the distance, a golem could be seen trying to wrestle what looked like a simian with hooks for feet and iron fangs.
Severing the snake's head did cause the lion to whip around as it let go of the minotaur. The chimera growled and took a step forward as the goat bleated maniacally. Fur had sprouted along Tasia's skin, but there was definitely a refractory period for transformations this close to each other.
A white figure landed on the chimera's back and latched onto the goat's head. It was one of the Arachne, its white skin now criss-crossed with black lines.
"Fuck me!" Lily shouted as she came around the corner, her entire body on fire. Tasia ducked away from the heat of the flames as the succubus collided with the Arachne, knocking it down. "Kill the chimera before it turns!"
"Turns into what?" Tasia demanded as the chimera began to stumble. The goat's head coughed and sent out a weak jet of flame before abruptly dying. Uncertain what Lily had meant, she pivoted on one heel and stabbed her sword into the chimera's collar.
The lion snarled and smacked her with a claw that tore open her back. Cursing, Tasia had to dig deep to transform back into the werewolf as blood flowed down her spine. Growling, she slashed open the lion's face with her claw and then jammed her sword down its throat.
Coughing up fire, the chimera jerked and stumbled, then went limp, the light fading from its eyes. Tasia pulled her sword free and turned toward Lily. The succubus was being dragged across the ground by the Arachne, who was currently on fire.
"Turn around!" Lily shouted, pointing at the chimera.
Tasia looked back and saw that the goat's head had reanimated and was currently gnawing on the main body. The rest of the body was already twitching, and the lion's head was twitching as it attempted to stand.
Oh. She understood what was going on now. The Arachne was also a zombie, which explained why it had resorted to punching Lily instead of literally any other strategy. However, what was really unnerving was just how fast the chimera had turned.
Tasia skewered the goat through its brain just as the lion awakened. It let out a raspy growl, as if uncertain how to use its vocal cords, and then Tasia beheaded it. The lion gnashed its teeth, its tongue lolling on the floor as the werewolf stomped on its skull and howled.
"Tasia!" Lily's voice was desperate. Tasia looked to see that the succubus had been pinned to the ground. The Arachne locked eyes with Tasia and hissed, then launched toward her.
The sword came up, but not fast enough to block. Tasia took the hit and felt her ribs break, then fell backward in time to avoid the set of fangs that tried to latch down on her neck. The Arachne, still burning, spat out a mouthful of fur and tried to bite her again.
A tail wrapped around the Arachne's neck and yanked her back. The zombie pulled hard enough that Lily was yanked through the air, and then all three of them collided. Tasia put the Arachne in a head lock and twisted, her muscles bulging with effort as something inside of the zombie finally snapped.
The Arachne's lower half went out of control, as if controlled by a different brain, but the upper half went limp. Both Lily and Tasia held on for dear life as the arachnid portion sprinted at the nearest wall and climbed it in a blind frenzy.
Lily dipped between the Arachne and the wall, then transformed into Sofia, allowing her to shove all of them free. Tasia fell from twenty feet up and had the wind knocked out of her when they landed. Her blade was too far away to be of any help, so she kept yanking until her own joints popped.
With a wet squelch, she pulled off the Arachne's head. Its body took off in a random direction, stumbling blindly.
"Fuck me, that was harder than it should have been." Lily was back in her human form, rubbing at her back. She used her tail to pick up Tasia's blade, then tossed it toward the werewolf.
Tasia dropped the head and stomped on it, then picked up the sword. It turned into a band of dark fur on her forearm. Tasia pointed the way the Arachne had gone and lifted an eyebrow.
"If you're asking me if we need to go after that, I honestly don't know." Lily sighed. "Where's Ingrid?"
Tasia pointed in the direction of the vent. As she did so, in the stillness of the moment, she realized that she heard two things echoing down those long corridors.
The first was gunfire. The second was screams of terror.

😈🧟‍♀️🐺
Ingrid grunted as she pulled herself through the air vent using mostly her elbows and feet to shove herself forward. The metallic vent was not a whole lot bigger than she was, and her coat kept catching on random seams in the metal.
It also didn't help that Jenny was back in her baby carrier, pressed tightly against her chest. Occasionally, she could hear the doll grumbling as Ingrid was forced to place weight on the possessed toy.
"You know, if you weren't so tired, you could expedite my passage," Ingrid grumbled, sweat pouring down her face. Despite the cool breeze blowing on her, she felt like she was burning up.
A mental image of Jenny yawning forced its way into Ingrid's head, causing her to shudder.
Up ahead, the ductwork turned, and Ingrid was disappointed to see that it didn't give her a way to turn around. It's not that she wanted to go back, but she hated the idea of eventually reaching a point of no return and being forced to wiggle backward.
Behind her, she could hear howling and what may have been screams receding into the distance. Every minute or so, she would stop and listen for the sounds of pursuit. She wanted to call out and hear a familiar voice, but also dreaded the soft thumping of one of those creatures hunting for her in the ducts.
And so, she continued. Eventually, the tunnel met up with another, and she sat at the junction for a few moments to figure out which direction the air was coming from. When she figured it out, she crawled toward the source of fresh air, secretly hoping it wouldn't involve a massive fan.
The mage was pleasantly surprised to learn that the source of flowing air was, in fact, a set of painted runes at the end of the tunnel. They glowed a bright green color, and she paused to inspect them.
The runes really were a work of art, one she wished to study later. She paused to fumble out her phone, then snapped a picture of them. It was advanced work for sure. There was an opening perpendicular to the fan that included another vent, which overlooked a small room. Grinning, Ingrid crawled up to it and gave the grill a shove.
"Oh, fuck me," she muttered, realizing it was properly bolted to the wall. Grunting, she rolled on her back and searched through her pockets until she found her handgun. She pulled out the magazine and emptied the chamber before flipping it over and using it like a hammer.
"C'mon, c'mon," she grunted, aiming for the corners. The wand that had been attached was making it awkward to use, but a few good whacks caused the metal itself to bend. Once she had enough of the vent exposed, she groaned and shook her head in disgust.
"I'm an idiot," she muttered, then flipped the gun over and cast the shield spell. The metal of the ductwork flexed as the spell emerged, forming a bubble of magical pressure against the grate. It blew off and clattered against the opposite wall of the room.
Ingrid squirmed out the opening and saw that it was an eight-foot drop to the floor. Laughing at her shitty luck, she braced her legs against the shaft and wiggled herself forward.
"Come out to the coast," she said, her torso now dangling from the vent. She used her feet as a wedge to slow her descent. "We'll get together, have a few--"
Gravity won, and she fell. The hem of her coat caught on a sharp edge, causing her to flip over in mid-air. The coat was pulled free, and she promptly dropped onto her butt, the coat flipping over to cover her head.
"Ow," she groaned, rubbing at her ass. The extra padding she had back there had done nothing to salvage her body, or her ego. Shoving her coat off of her head, she struggled to stand.
The room she was in was empty. There was a large red sigil on the ceiling which wasn't currently powered. Ingrid cocked her head to one side and tried to decipher it.
"Destruction rune," she said, her hands shaking with exhaustion and relief. The trigger mechanism wasn't decipherable to her, so she paused to snap a picture of this one as well.
She had her phone out like a tourist when a man with a shotgun burst through the door to her room.
"Contact!" he yelled. Ingrid threw herself to the side and fumbled in her coat for her pistol. She managed to raise it up in time just as the man took aim and fired again. The buckshot that made it through the magical shield bounced off her coat, and Ingrid screamed. Pain filled her head as she dug deep to power the magical barrier.
Her heart jackhammered in her chest, then somehow doubled its tempo when another man came in to support the first. This one was wearing a hat with the letters SOS embroidered along the bill.
Seeing her only chance at survival, Ingrid grabbed the flap of her coat and yanked it open to reveal the doll.
"Jenny!" she screamed. "The SoS are here! Take the wheel!"
The light in the room flickered, and the men shooting Ingrid stepped further into the room. As the temperature dropped, Ingrid felt her mind slip, almost like she was falling asleep. Pressure built inside of her sinuses as she felt something malevolent try to move in.
Taking a deep breath, Ingrid let go, allowing Jenny to take control of her body. The last thing she saw as her world went dark was the man in front of her being lifted into the air as his legs were forcibly folded up into his own ass. As Jenny turned the man inside out, spraying his guts across the room, Ingrid heard the doll laugh.
It's just like balling a pair of socks, the spirit declared, and the world went black.

😈🧟‍♀️🐺
Lily jammed herself into the airvent, her legs kicking as she shrunk down to the size of a child.
"Go get your girlfriend," she shouted back at Tasia. "She's on a feeding frenzy."
The werewolf grunted an acknowledgement, and Lily heard her go running off. The succubus shook her head.
"Silly dog," she muttered. "Stupid zombie."
"Hey. At least they make it work." Mike was crawling backward in front of Lily.
"You call what they have 'making it work'?" Lily raised an eyebrow.
"I mean...at least one of them isn't just a mental manifestation of the other." He put his chin in his hands and smiled playfully. "I feel like I'm at a slumber party."
"Hardly," she replied, fighting a grin. "Also, you're blocking my view."
Mike casually flipped around so that he was facing away from her. He wiggled his ass. "Now I'm blocking your view, but you like it."
Lily laughed. "Perhaps. Can't wait to get my hands on you when I get home."
"The real me." For a moment, Mike sounded sad. "I know this isn't the time or place--"
"It never is," Lily grumbled.
"But what am I, exactly? I mean, yes, I know I'm a piece of Mike's soul floating around in your demonic essence, but am I actually alive? Self aware? Am I just a piece of you coded differently that has become its own thing, sort of like an Agent Smith in the Matrix affair, or am I really just a weird subconscious manifestation of your desires?"
The succubus sighed. "Either way, you're an asshole. You were right when you said this wasn't the time for this."
"True, but it's taken your mind off of your hands."
"Huh?" Lily looked down and saw that her palms were currently charred. "What the hell?"
"This ducting has been enchanted or something. Some sort of demon-proofing."
"Why the fuck would someone demon proof the ductwork?" Lily asked.
"To keep demons out," Mike replied. "Or in. It would actually work if you were still a full demon, which actually circles back to my main point that--"
"Fine, fine, I get it." Now that Lily was aware of what was happening to her hands, she was forced to grit her teeth. Up ahead, she heard screaming, but it sounded male. "Sounds like our girl is giving them hell."
"Ooh, she's our girl now. I like it when you claim other women." Mike looked back over his shoulder and grinned. His smile faltered as his gaze went past her. "We've got company."
"What?" Lily turned back to see that a trio of green-skinned creatures wearing miner's garb were frantically crawling toward her, panting excitedly through sharpened teeth.
"Are those gnomes?" Mike asked.
"Kind of." Lily tried to crawl faster. There was an intersection ahead. She sprouted her tail and whipped it back at her pursuers. "I believe those are tommyknockers."
"Ah." Mike winced when Lily's tail slashed one across the face. "They seem friendly."
"There's no reason for them not to be, actually." Lily adjusted her body, making her forearms shorter along with her legs. If anybody saw her now, she looked very much like a cross between a burlesque dancer and a dachshund in her attempts to crawl even faster. The tommyknockers, though, were built for navigating caves and subterranean spaces. She needed to get them out into the open.
Mike vanished as Lily came to the intersection. She cocked her head in an attempt to figure out where the gunfire was coming from, but with the banging of her pursuers right behind her, it was too hard to tell.
Her tail got yanked from behind, and Lily rolled over just as the tommyknockers tried to crawl on top of her. Biting and punching, she managed to squirm away, but not before seeing at least five more of the goblinoids had joined the chase.
Lily got lost in the ducts. The tommyknockers were relentless, consistently biting at her ankles of all things. Frustrated and more than a little pissed, she finally found herself looking down into the center of a room with soft red lights. She punched at the grate until it burst, then fell into the middle of a room full of bookshelves.
Snarling, she pointed her tail upward and skewered the first tommyknocker that fell through. The little creature's look of glee turned to shock and surprise as her tail stabbed up through its guts and popped out the back. The next tommyknocker managed to avoid her tail, but caught a roundhouse kick to the jaw.
They kept coming. Lily took a step back and whipped her tail to yank it free, then formed the tip into a scythe. Based on what she could tell, an entire tribe of these fuckers had come after her. Though their eyes glinted with life, every single one was completely devoid of a soul.


"Riddle me this," asked Mike from nearby. He was holding a magnifying glass and studying the tommyknocker she had killed. "Why do none of these things have souls in them?"
"You tell me," she snarled, forming her fingers into knives and slashing at a pair of tommyknockers who came at her with clubs. "Be something other than the prettiest face in the room!"
Mike shrugged. "Well, let's look at the facts. We have a bunch of cryptids who are carbon-copies of each other. That would indicate cloning, right? But why would clones lack a soul? They're still living creatures."
"So maybe clone isn't the right word." Lily yanked a tommyknocker's club out of its hand and promptly caved its skull in. Three more dropped down from the ceiling to replace it. "This place is weird, but doesn't scream Kamino to me."
"Fuck," Mike groaned. "I love your nerdy references."
"Focus, Romeo." Lily picked up a tommyknocker and headbutted it with her horns. Surprisingly, the little fucker's head was somehow harder than her own, so she swung the creature like a club and used him to beat his closest friend to death.
"Okay, so not clones, which means they aren't test tube babies. Even if they were, it would suggest accelerated growth." Mike tapped on his chin and stepped to the side as Lily threw a tommyknocker away from her and punched another one. He looked up at the ceiling. "Shit, how many of them are there?"
"These fuckers are like ants!" Lily had lost count, and bodies were already piling up around the edges of the room. They weren't too hard to kill, but they would definitely overwhelm her if she allowed them to properly group up on her. The odd, red lighting in the room made the scene look far grislier than it actually was.
"Oh, I think I know!" Mike snapped his fingers and pointed to a dead tommyknocker's face. "These guys are literal copies! Somewhere out there is this tommyknocker! You can copy the body, but the soul is unique. Look at me. I'm like the branch of a tree that has been grafted onto something else. These guys? Poor, soulless bastards. It explains the murderous behavior."
"So why the fuck are there so many?" Lily demanded as she choked the life out of one while stomping her heel through another.
Mike shivered. "Parts? Food? Who knows. You'll have to ask the Collector."
"I'm gonna...punch! That bitch in the...mouth!" Lily punctuated her words with actual blows. A tommyknocker had found a metal colander and was wearing it as a helmet.
"But think about that first room we were in," he continued. "It's way easier to store and ship these guys through the mail, right? Trap them inside a cute little statue, or--"
"Thanks for the exposition, I think the audience gets it now!" Lily flared her wings and delivered a flying knee to the last tommyknocker, then looked up. The vent up above had finally emptied out, leaving her surrounded by corpses. She grunted and sat on one of the piles. "Fuck me, I'm tired."
"What a meta comment," Mike muttered, then let his attention wander to the shelves. "Oh. This is weird."
"Hmm?" Lily stood to see what he was looking at and frowned. In the fight, she hadn't noticed that the shelves were actually covered by protective glass. The room they were in was perfectly square, and save for the door, all available wall space was lined with what looked like bulletproof glass that protected the shelves behind them. Lily leaned forward in disbelief, entirely uncertain that she was seeing this properly.
"They're Funko Pops," Mike said. "This room is wall to wall Funko Pops."
Lily didn't even reply. As far as she could tell, every single one was different. Many of them were special Comic-con exclusives. "Who the hell is Freddy Funko?" she asked.
"For once, I have no answer." Mike tapped the glass. "Hey, this one is from A Clockwork Orange."
"You know...it occurs to me that everything in this place has a monster hidden inside of it." Lily tried to find a common theme in the collectibles, but couldn't. "What do you think these ones have?"
"Not sure," Mike replied, then looked up. "But we've got bulletproof glass, red light, and what looks to be a top of the line fire-suppression system. Whatever it is, they must be super rare or whatever."
"Fire suppression?" Lily smirked. "Sounds like fire would be a big problem in here."
"Yeah. It really does." Mike smirked back. "Would be a shame if a big ol' fire broke out. Cause once those Pops melted--"
"Whatever was inside will jump straight into the fire." Lily giggled and summoned a handful of flames.
"We need to disable the suppression first." Mike pointed up above. "Top of the line sensors."
Lily looked around the room, but couldn't find anything to turn them off. Eventually, her search led her to the door. When she pushed it open, she realized that the entry was actually a vault door that led to someone's bedroom.
Laughing maniacally, she propped the door open with a couple of tommyknocker bodies, then had Mike help her identify the security system that controlled the climate in the room. Within minutes, they not only pulled power from the system, but Lily found the tanks of Argon that were intended to pump into the room.
"Shit," she muttered. "Now I really want to know what's inside those Funkos."
"We could snap the head off of one," Mike replied. "See what pops out."
Lily shook her head. "We don't have time for that," she replied. "Let's get this over with and then go find Ingrid. We're clearly back in the main house."
"You're the boss," he said as they went back into the room. The bulletproof glass was difficult to get through, but Lily managed to rip one off. She yanked free some shelving and snapped it over her knee, then repeated the process until she had a stack of wood in the middle of the room.
A little bit of hellfire was all it took to ignite the pile. Then she and Mike emptied the shelves of Funko Pops, throwing all of them into the flames. The two of them laughed like a pair of idiots as the Funkos burned. By the time the last shelf was empty, the succubus strolled out of the vault into the smoke filled bedroom and waited.
A minute passed, and then another. From here, she could see a metallic Stan Lee Funko melting, the plastic turning black. What she did not see was monsters magically appearing only to burn alive. She exchanged a look with Mike, who was now watching the flames thoughtfully.
"Huh. I was half expecting baby dragons or something." He shrugged. "Oh well. Should we go find Ingrid?"
Lily nodded, and headed for the bedroom door. When she pulled it open, she immediately heard the sound of distant screams, followed by more gunfire. The bedroom clearly had a sound-dampening spell on it.
"Sounds like our girl is busy." Lily jogged out into the hallway.
"Might not be Ingrid," Mike replied as the two of them turned the corner and came to a halt.
They both stared down a hallway decorated with gore and bodies. Long portions of the walls and floor had fingernail lines. At the end of the hallway, someone had stacked some corpses together and written Life Really Socks above them. At the bottom of the pile was a bloody hat with the letters SOS.
Lily exchanged a look with Mike, then looked back toward the bedroom. "We should go find our creepy doll before this place burns down," she muttered.
"I hope the next hallway isn't as bad as this one," he replied.
Somehow, the next hallway was much worse.

😈🧟‍♀️🐺
Aurora stood outside the Kensington estate, hoping that the mercenaries still trickling in couldn't see the sweat that was pooling all along her neckline and under her arms. The first few groups of mercs had been borderline friendly compared to those who walked in now.
She was also running low on accessories to hand out. Not that it would matter, really. Tagging them all as potential SoS members was little more than a shot in the dark intended to highly motivate the troubled spirit Ingrid was carrying around. Based on the distant gunfire, either the team was under a full-blown assault from the whole team, or Jenny was burning their world to the ground.
The late-comers almost sounded angry to be there, and more than a few ignored Aurora on the way in. With the obvious showdown going on behind her, it was only a matter of time before someone caught on that she might be part of it.
Still, she maintained the facade, made eye contact with killers, shook their hands in greeting, then handed them an accessory that was likely to become a funeral shroud.
Civilians milled around Kensington Palace Road, completely oblivious to the carnage that was happening nearby. Aurora wondered just how many spells had been laid on the estate to keep it so private. Next door, an armed guard patrolled the perimeter, completely oblivious to the small army that was flowing into the manor.
When a man in a trenchcoat and a hat came running up, the mercenaries nearby tensed. The runner came to a halt in front of Aurora and made a show of exposing his hands to the nervous men nearby.
"New orders," he said, lifting his cap to reveal his face. It was Ulysses. "The boss needs you across town."
"The boss?" Aurora raised an eyebrow and stepped closer to Ulysses and lowered her voice. "What's going on?" she asked.
"Collector is almost back," he wheezed. "Tried to call, but your phone wasn't working. She's about fifteen minutes out."
"But..." Aurora looked at her watch. "The timing is wrong." They should easily have another hour.
"I think she's properly motivated," he replied breathlessly. "Also, she was fifteen minutes out almost ten minutes ago."
She jabbed him in the chest with her fist. "Asshole. You should have started with that." Aurora turned to the last group of men and cleared her throat. "It looks like I've been pulled away. If you wouldn't mind, please let anyone new know that they need to wear these identifying garments to avoid hostilities from the local team." There was an explosion in the house, which made Aurora flinch. "As you can hear, it's a mess in there."
One man grunted and left without grabbing an armband. Another slid one on, then picked up a hat. "My kid will like it," he said, jamming it into his belt. Aurora didn't stay and argue. Instead, she allowed Ulysses to lead her away, and the two walked onto the main road and wrapped arms around each other as if they were on a date.
"We need to get out of here," Ulysses muttered. "That witch will be back soon, and I imagine she will be quite angry. The truck is parked just around the corner."
"What about the others?" Aurora actually turned to look back. "They still need our help back there."
Ulysses gripped her arm and continued guiding her away from the compound. "We've already done everything we can," he said. "You and I are no better than those people with guns, except they actually have guns."
Aurora made a disgusted sound in the back of her throat. "I hate this," she said.
"I know." Ulysses sighed. "But you have to remember that they have their job and we have ours."
"But who will help them when they're in over their heads?" Aurora asked. She looked to Ulysses and felt the blood drain from her face as she caught sight of a woman rocketing through the air on a broom. Nobody else on the ground seemed to notice her.
"What is it?" Ulysses whispered.
"She's here," Aurora whispered back. Theoretically, the witch had more important things to do than to chase them down, and that was assuming she noticed their involvement.
"Where?" Ulysses turned to look, and she grabbed him by the collar and kissed him. He immediately softened in her arms, then stumbled back a little, caught off guard. In this manner, they bumped into a woman trying to pass by in a wheelchair.
"Sorry!" Aurora called, but the woman ignored them, her gloved hands awkwardly working the tires. Aurora locked eyes with Ulysses and shook her head. "Don't look up," she said. "It's some sort of perception filter. She'll notice us."
"Right." He cleared his throat and led her through the security gate and to the box truck that had been parked a block away. Once the others made it out of Kensington, the truck was to be their escape route.
Ulysses opened up the back and passed through the portal inside, which took them to a room with two exits. He took off his coat and gestured to one of them.
"This is my stop," he said. "Thanks for saving me from a witch."
"Same to you," she replied, then walked through the other. Two airlocks later, and she was in the Library. The rats seemed busier than usual as she walked back to the main console and flopped down in her seat. Taking a deep breath, she remembered that she was still dressed for cool weather.
Aurora took a moment to take off her extra layers, then sat back down at the console. A rat was waiting for her with a cup of tea.
"Thank you." She smiled at the rat, who was wearing a small vest with a tiny top hat. "Where's Eulalie?"
The rat took off its hat and pulled out a folded note, which it handed to Aurora. She unfolded the note, her eyes going wide.
"SHE WHAT?!?"

😈🧟‍♀️🐺🕷️
Ingrid was somewhere cold and dark. If she were to put money on it, she would place herself on the border of life or death. Perhaps if she walked far enough in the right direction, she would cross over.
That would require legs. Though Ingrid was a locked down soul, she didn't seem to have a body. The whole process would have been more unnerving if she hadn't been in so much pain before coming here.
Distantly, she could hear screaming and gunfire. Jenny's joy somehow radiated to this dark place. If the spirit was successful in dealing with the mercenaries, they had a chance to survive. Otherwise, Ingrid would just slip into that cold void and experience...
Well, whatever happens next. On the plus side, it wasn't like she was leaving much behind. There really wasn't any unfinished business that would keep her trapped.
Suddenly, there was a flash of light. Ingrid squinted her eyes against it, but her eyelids refused to move. Forced to stare directly into the light, it occurred to her that there was a chance that Jenny had failed.
With a relieved sigh, she tried to walk into the light, leaving behind only regrets.
Somebody screamed, and then she heard a wet squelching sound. Blood sprayed everywhere, and then Jenny cackled.
"And that's how you successfully remove a skeleton from the rest of its body, kids!" she said in both Ingrid's voice and her own. Ingrid's body was somehow clinging to a wall as she held out a bloody, man-sized skeleton and wiggled it up and down to make its jaw clack. Somebody screamed and Jenny gave chase. "This is educational!" she shouted.
Stunned, Ingrid's eyes adjusted to the light and she realized that she had never been in a dark void. Instead, she was just inside Jenny's doll, tucked away inside a baby carrier on her body's chest. The coat's magical protections had blocked all sound, apparently.
At some point, Jenny ditched the skeleton and dropped to the ground to run like a dog before tackling a man. He screamed hysterically as she picked up a piece of broken glass, but the coat shifted and mercifully blocked Ingrid's view.
The next time it opened, Ingrid stared at the ceiling as Jenny spider walked exorcist-style after three men while cackling maniacally. They shot at her, but their guns kept being diverted. The coat closed once more as Jenny leapt onto them, and Ingrid was forced to wonder what had happened.
For a long time, Ingrid felt like she was hovering on the edge of consciousness. With no way of knowing how much time had passed, it was hard to tell if it had been a minute or an hour. Would Jenny give Ingrid her body back when she was done with her rampage? Or perhaps the spirit would decide to keep Ingrid's body. After all, it had been freely given, even if the circumstances had been dire.
The silence was shattered by a heavy pressure, and then Ingrid felt something squirming up against her soul.
"BITCH!" Jenny screamed. "WITCH! BITCH!"
"What happened?" Ingrid asked, then was blinded by a burst of light. She was staring at the ceiling, and a matronly woman was looking down on her from above, shaking her head in disgust.
"As far as malevolent spirits go, I will admit that I'm impressed. There have been rumors trickling through the community of a ghost with the morals of a serial killer, but it seems there's more depth there than I could have imagined." She pulled the doll out of the baby carrier and stared at it, then turned the doll upside down, giving Ingrid a good look at her body.
Ingrid swallowed the lump in her phantom throat. Her body was staring blankly at the ceiling, and was covered in so much blood, it made her think of the prom scene from Carrie.  Her face was crusted with what looked like salt.
Was her body...dead?
Beside her, Jenny raged at the witch, but said nothing of use.
"Okay, let's see...ah. This was your primary vessel up until recently, and it seems like the original occupant of this body is inhabiting it. Clever usage of a spirit, if I'm being honest. For the same reason demons prefer to employ possession, allowing an entity to possess you turbo-charges their ability. You have to be very careful doing that, possession can stress your organs. Not that you'll be needing them for long." The witch flipped them over again and stared directly into the doll's eyes.
She flicked the doll in the forehead and Ingrid felt the world violently lurch. Suddenly, she was back in her own body, and her back arched as she inhaled deeply.
"There you are." The witch wrapped a ribbon around Jenny, and her angry voice became muffled, then vanished. "I certainly have some questions, and I haven't forgotten that you destroyed my basilisk eggs. Unless somebody has a basilisk tucked away, you are directly responsible for their extinction."
"Gah," was all Ingrid could say. It felt like her mouth was packed with cotton.
"The reproductions I keep stored for display are incapable of breeding, you see." The witch gestured at a nearby chair, and it crawled over to her, stepping over a severed leg. She sat and shook her head in disgust. "You look like you're from the Order. Has that miserable organization caught on to me?"
"In...dependent...contractor," Ingrid replied. Staring at the witch, she had a spark of recognition. "You're...auction..."
"Yes, I was there. I can only assume you've come for your friend, who was being stored in a painting." The Collector leaned back in her seat and pulled out a wand. "So I have a very important question for you, and I want you to answer honestly. But to be up front, I do plan on killing you. It would seem I've wasted two of my demons on you, and I don't take that lightly. You've also violated the integrity of my auction, destroyed a part of my priceless collection, and damaged my reputation amongst the mercenary community. It's already so hard to find good help, but they definitely won't come if they think I have enemies that will just churn them up in a meat grinder."
"Ffffu..." Ingrid chuckled weakly. Yep. Her ribs were definitely broken. A lung may have been punctured. Jenny had not been kind to her body.
"Oh, for heaven's sake." The Collector bit her own finger and drew a bloody sigil in mid-air, then waved it away from her. The sigil floated toward Ingrid, then shot toward her at velocity. When it struck her in the chest, Ingrid let out a gasp of pain, then screamed as her bones shifted back into place. "I do hate mumblers," the witch muttered.
Ingrid's chest was on fire for several seconds, and then she gasped for air, her ribs and lung now fixed. The witch poked her foot with her wand.
"Where were we? Oh, right. I was reminding you why you had to die." The Collector, clearly lost in thought, stared at Ingrid for an uncomfortable length of time. "Oh, right! Were you the one who destroyed my collection?"


"Your..." Though Ingrid's mouth tasted of blood, it still felt painfully dry. "The monsters in your basement?" she asked.
"Hmm? Oh, those. That was quite frustrating, actually, but they are just cheap reproductions. I use them as display pieces and spare parts. Loan them out to friends for parties and such. The originals are kept someplace else. This place is more of a weekend getaway, actually. It's much closer to the auction. In regards to my question, I'm referring to my personal collection, the one I felt someone burning in my vault." The Collector's eyes went dark. "Some of those were relatively one of a kind. It will take me months to find their replacements, if at all. When I felt their destruction, I wasted valuable magic trying to get back even faster and even lost one of my favorite hats over the Atlantic. It was a gift from a woman I know. She usually knits them only for orphans."
Ingrid's lips quivered, and then she laughed. Caught in hysterics, she couldn't stop herself, even when the Collector's eyes filled with murderous intent.
"Not me," she finally managed to say. "I was...just along...for the ride!"
The Collector sighed in frustration and picked at her chin. "Well, damn. That means the perpetrator is still on the loose." She stood and picked up Jenny, then placed the doll on Ingrid's chest. "Now that I'm here, I can feel them wreaking havoc down in my basement. One of them must have done it, but who? Bah, I'll figure it out later."
Ingrid couldn't stop laughing as the Collector dragged her by the foot. The woman was quite strong, and pulled Ingrid down a long corridor, then took a left through a shattered doorway into a room filled with debris that smelled of gunsmoke.
It was the front room. Up on the wall was the covered painting, and Ingrid stopped laughing as a brutal round of nausea hit her.
"Not funny now, is it?" The Collector brought Ingrid to the center of the room and let go of her foot. "It was a real pain in the ass getting that thing inside the painting. I got lost twice trying to bring it here."
Ingrid grunted, but realized she couldn't move.
"It's just a mild paralytic," the Collector told her. "It'll wear off soon enough."
"You paralyzed me?"
"It was either that or kill you right away." The Collector clucked her tongue as she walked over to the nearest doorway and tapped it with her wand. The shattered door reassembled itself, and she pulled out a piece of chalk. "But I had questions, and am curious what'll happen once I stick you inside the painting with the Outsider."
"What?" Ingrid's heart skipped a beat as she remembered what had happened to the guy at the auction.
"Oh, yes. Based on my knowledge, you can't really be harmed inside of the painting, but an Outsider does break all the conventional rules. Consider it payback for the basilisk eggs." The Collector pushed the chalk to the door and let go as it hovered in place, then started drawing runes.
"That's..." Ingrid could only watch in horror as the chalk broke in two to expedite the process. "Wait, this is the good way to kill me?"
The Collector shrugged. "Not really. I was lying. I can do that, you know. When I find out who destroyed my Funkos, I'm going to do the same thing to them. That way, you'll have some company. Speaking of which. I need to rearrange some things."
The witch raised her hands and clapped them hard. A shockwave rippled outward, and the house trembled. She whistled a small tune as she moved to the nearest doorway and pushed it open to reveal the interior of the basement storage facility.
"I'll be right back," she said, then vanished through the doorway.
Ingrid struggled to sit up, but couldn't. She was able to flex her hands, but her arms were too weak.
"C'mon, c'mon," she muttered, trying to ignore the pain from her broken wrist. The house creaked around them, and Ingrid thought she heard movement on the stairs up above. "Hello?" she called.
There was no answer. A few minutes passed before the Collector returned, grunting with exertion. She was clutching Tasia by the foot, the werewolf bound with rope and unconscious.
"You have no idea how upset I am right now," she declared as she moved Tasia a few feet away from Ingrid. "If she's here, it means you have destroyed a priceless artifact. If I hadn't learned its secrets already, I'd peel off her skin and use it as a rug!"
"As opposed to feeding her to your Outsider?" Ingrid shouted.
"Hmm? Oh, I won't do that. I'm thinking of a forced breeding program. The replicas I have here are sterile, it's the price for creating life from nothing. Children with DNA from a werewolf able to control her abilities would command a high price on the market, especially if they're capable of turning. Lycanthropy is a misunderstood science, you see." She turned back to the door and pulled it shut. "Now, where were we? Ah, yes."
The Collector pulled a marble out of her pocket and threw it across the room just as Lily burst through the door, flames licking up from her horns. The marble struck her and exploded into a cloud of what must have been holy water.
As the succubus stumbled and fell to the ground, the Collector pulled a hanky out of her pocket and gave it a shake. It expanded into a full-sized blanket with a demon trap embroidered on the material. She laid it on top of Lily, who screamed as the flames on her body went out.
"The succubus, too." The Collector clucked her tongue. "It would seem that you all are far more resourceful than you let on. Does that mean I'll find the zombie wandering my halls, too?"
Ingrid didn't reply. The witch left Lily trapped beneath the fabric and then cocked her head to one side as if listening to something. Finally, she nodded and clapped her hands together, and the house reorganized itself.
"Don't feel bad," she said as she walked toward the door she had brought Ingrid through earlier. "I have centuries of experience hunting creatures from across the globe, and dealing with demons from Hell. You can't expect me not to be prepared." The Collector stepped through the door and vanished. Moments later, she burst back through the door, running for her life.
Dana stepped through the doorway a second later and threw one of her swords. It pierced the Collector through the spine so hard that it drove her into the closest wall.
The zombie was a mess. Her labcoat was torn, and adorned with blood. Her blue eyes were glowing from within as she studied the room, her eyes settling on Tasia.
She knelt by the werewolf and took her pulse, then looked up at the Collector. The woman had sagged against the wall without another sound.
"Be careful," Ingrid cautioned. "She's dangerous."
"So am I." Dana walked over toward the witch and stopped halfway there, her nostrils flaring. "You aren't dead. I can't smell your blood."
The Collector chuckled. "It would seem my trap has failed. You, my dear, are going to be the prize of my collection." She grunted and stepped back from the wall, ripping herself free. Turning around revealed a crystal ball in one hand that pulsed with malevolent light. "Was really hoping you'd come to finish me off."
"You aren't alive?" Dana sniffed the air again and frowned. "But you aren't dead, either."
The witch grunted and shoved the blade out of her body, where it clattered on the floor. "A long time ago, I designed this as a safety precaution. You youngsters today like to call it working remotely. My real body is wearing pajamas somewhere else. This vessel?" The Collector shoved a hand into her wound and yanked out a bunch of grey matter which looked like stuffing. "It is quite durable."
The zombie moved so fast that Ingrid briefly wondered if she had disappeared. However, there was a loud crash against one of the walls and the zombie floated back out into the middle of the room, flailing her limbs as she hovered in place.
"You possess great speed and strength," the Collector said as she appraised the zombie from below. "But those things require being able to push off of something. Maybe if you had wings. Can you have wings? We can test that later." She crossed her arms and surveyed the group. "If my senses are correct, that's all of you."
Lily shrieked from beneath her blanket, unable to escape. Ingrid could move her arms again, but her legs were still numb as she pushed herself up and tried to crawl toward the succubus.
In the distance, a bell tolled. The Collector clapped her hands once more and turned toward the door with the chalk sigils. It was now glowing an ominous yellow color around the seams.
"Perfect timing," she declared as she walked over toward Ingrid and pulled Jenny out of the baby carrier. "This one requires further study," she declared as she set the doll nearby and then grabbed Ingrid's foot and dragged her toward the door. "I'm afraid the others have too much value to me. You'll have to face an eternity of madness without your friends."
Ingrid frantically grabbed at her pockets, hoping to find something that would help her. Any weapons she had been carrying were gone, and one pocket clearly contained a skull she hadn't put there. What the hell had Jenny done with all her stuff?
The door clicked open, and the sense of nausea permeated the room. The Collector stumbled and coughed into one hand.
"Yeah, that's awful," she said. "It was bad enough when I captured it that I almost aspirated on my own vomit at home. This was even after fasting for a day. I never would have gotten it in the painting if it hadn't been so sleepy."
"You talk too much," Ingrid growled, pulling out what she thought was a gun. It turned out to be a shoe.
The Collector shrugged, almost to the open door. The smell of rotting meat and ozone permeated the area. "I'm entitled to do so," she said. "I'm an intellectual. It's one of my many flawwwww..."
Now by the door, the witch had stopped, her mouth hanging open. She let go of Ingrid and grasped her throat in each hand as her body lifted into the air, her legs kicking wildly. Her clutching fingers spasmed and turned into fists by her face.
From above, a dark figure descended on a line made of silk. It was Eulalie, her eyes glittering with anger as her body hit the ground.
"Your trap failed," she declared, then let go of a line that Ingrid couldn't see and kicked the Collector through the doorway and slammed the door shut. Somewhere, a bell tolled, and the sigils on the door vanished.
"Eulalie!" Ingrid stared up at the Arachne. "You're here!"
The Arachne nodded. "When you still weren't out and she started flying faster on my monitors, I came anyway." She walked over toward Lily and yanked the blanket off of her, then helped the succubus up. "It was worth the risk."
"But...how?" Ingrid said, looking toward the door.
"A few loops of thread," Eulalie replied. "I knew she was going back toward the door at some point and she kept monologuing, so I had plenty of time. I just needed to disable her ability to cast spells with both verbal and somatic components." The Arachne ignored a pointed look from Lily and ripped the ribbons off of Jenny. "I'm guessing I didn't actually kill her, though."
"You would be correct," a man's voice said from the landing up above. They all looked up to see a mercenary crawling down the stairs on his stomach. His legs hung loosely behind him. "Don't mind me. I'm just borrowing this body for a moment. I can't believe it, a living, breathing Arachne."
"Careful," Ingrid muttered, realizing that Dana was still floating in the air. The Collector's spell hadn't worn off.
Eulalie was already moving toward the dead man, but immediately backed away when she noticed the grenade in his hand, the pin already pulled. "A dead man's switch?"
"Literally." The corpse chuckled, which made a horrifying wet sound. "I'm afraid my backup body's connection vanished the moment it went inside the painting, which gave me a chance to find a different vessel. It's hard possessing a body like this."
"Then why do so?" Lily asked.
"That's a good question, actually." The mercenary lolled its head in Eulalie's direction, then let out a sigh. "It really just boils down to the fact that I have to know when to cut my losses. You, my dear, are a magnificent specimen."
"So you stuck around to flirt a little?" Lily shook her head. "That's pathetic."
The corpse looked at Lily. "Actually, I stuck around because I'm a sore loser." With that, the corpse stood up and yanked the curtain covering the painting down and the whole world tilted to one side.
Ingrid, her eyes already closed, heard Lily scream.

😈🧟‍♀️🐺🕷️
One more chapter of Dead and Horny to go, monster family!
Now that you've treated your brain, it's time to take care of that body! Glass of water and a short walk will do the trick, and that final chapter will be here before you know it!
Thank you so much for believing in me. Hit those stars on the way out if you don't mind.
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Singularity
The house groaned as the gravity in the room shifted. Ingrid slid across the floor toward the far wall away from the painting, keeping her eyes squeezed tight as she did so. Somewhere up above her, she could hear the tearing of fabric and a whooshing sound that reminded her of the ocean. Ingrid slid against the wall and opened her eyes, making sure not to look up at the painting itself.
Lily crashed into the wall not far from her, clutching her head and screaming. She was staring directly at the painting as her body shifted through several different forms at once.
"It's looking at me!" she screamed. "It's looking, it's looking it's--"
Ingrid stared past Lily to see Tasia's unconscious body slam against the wall, followed shortly after by Dana. Jenny came tumbling next, the doll bouncing off a piece of furniture before coming to a stop. A shimmering spectral form appeared, huddled up and crying with her arms around her legs.
"Jenny?" Ingrid crawled a bit closer and recognized that the spirit looked different. "Janey."
Janey looked up at her and held a finger to her lips. "It can hear you."
"Fuck it," Ingrid said, and then the air filled with a bass note so powerful that everyone cried out. It took everything in Ingrid's power not to absolutely shit her pants in blind fear.
Dana stared directly up at the thing in defiance, causing blood to gush from her nose and ears.
"How are you doing that?" Ingrid asked.
"No emotions," she replied, her eyes still glowing. Ingrid noticed now that the zombie's stomach was bulging out from all the food she had consumed. Dana looked down at Ingrid. "Nothing for it to latch onto. It gives me brain damage, but I'm all juiced up right now, so it repairs pretty fast."
"You can look at it?" Ingrid asked in disbelief.
Dana nodded. "For a few seconds," she added. "The painting is still intact, if you can believe it. The thing inside is looking at us right now."
"It's not even outside, yet?!?"
"Nope, but it's trying." Dana winced as another bass note blew, causing the whole house to rumble. "I think that it's only a matter of--"
Eulalie slammed into the ground in between them, her whole body shuddering as she tried to crawl toward the exit. "It's too much," she whimpered, trying to cover her ears and eyes at the same time. "Somebody stop it!"
Dana looked up again and flinched. "It's reaching for us," she said. "But we're too far away. It just pulled in chunks of that dead soldier, too."
"What do we do?" Ingrid had crawled over to Janey and picked up her doll. "There's gotta be a way to contain it."
"As long as it's in the painting...oh!" Dana snapped her fingers. "The Collector trapped it in the painting and transported it in a tube. I think as long as it can't see or hear us, it might be docile. So we just need to roll the painting up and then stick it inside something dark and quiet."
"I left my canvas tube in my other...coat! My coat!" Ingrid yanked at her garment. "It's very dark and quiet inside! Maybe we can fold it up or something?"
"That's a solid idea." Dana looked at the others, then back at Ingrid. "If I can get close, I can stash it in your jacket." She looked at the others. "Eulalie, I need your help."
The Arachne screamed and tried to walk, but couldn't. Lily was crawling toward the door, but kept getting sick and vomiting up smoke. Another bass note sounded, and the room started to shift again.
"It's hungry," Janey whispered in terror. "It wants to devour the living."
"Fucking hell," Ingrid muttered as she tried to shrug out of her coat. The gravity in the room had shifted toward the ceiling, causing loose furniture to tumble all around them. Something crashed into her from above, smashing her against the ceiling. She looked up to see it was a footstool and grunted as she slid out of her coat.
An object clattered on the ground, having fallen out of an interior pocket. Ingrid picked up the pocketwatch she had stolen from Anthony and shoved it into her pants pocket. If the coat was a lost cause, she felt that she should at least return this.
She had brought it in case she needed to track someone. Wincing, she tried to throw the coat in Dana's direction with her good hand.
"Don't look," Dana warned as she moved toward the coat.
"Oh, trust me. I'm--" Ingrid's stomach lurched and she popped up in the air as gravity attempted to completely flip. "Aware," she groaned.
"Can you get the others out of here?" Dana asked.
Ingrid laughed and shook her head. "I can barely get my ass toward the door, much less the others." She looked up at Eulalie and realized that the Arachne was still stumbling about. "Eulalie, what's wrong?"
"Disoriented," she mumbled. "Feel like I'm falling."
"But you can still move, right?" Ingrid tried to crawl toward the Arachne. "With your feet?"
Eulalie closed her eyes and nodded.
"Okay. I need you to get some of your webs around me and the others. Help secure us before--" The room tilted and everyone started to slide.
Tasia tumbled against Eulalie's body. The Arachne snatched up the unconscious woman and rolled her body in front of her, creating a silken cocoon. It was rather eerie how fast she moved.
"I've got Lily," Dana said, picking up the coat. She launched herself across the room and dodged the succubus' flailing tail, then picked her up by an arm and tossed her toward the Arachne. "Catch."
Eulalie snatched Lily in both arms, then wrapped her up in a similar manner. The room lurched again, and Dana started sliding into the corner.
"No, no, no, no," Ingrid wailed, clutching at the ground. A bass note sounded, and she retched as she neared the corner of the room.
Eulalie stumbled vaguely in Ingrid's direction. Dana was already in the corner of the room, and she looked up toward the outsider.
"Don't look," she said to Ingrid. "It can just barely reach up here."
Ingrid slammed her eyes shut and crawled toward Lily's mutterings. As she did so, neon colors bloomed behind her eyelids and formed into angry mouths that gnawed at the air.
"Where?" Eulalie demanded, and Ingrid gasped as an Arachne foot stomped on her arm.
"Here!" She grabbed onto the Arachne's leg and cried out as the world inverted around her. Soft hands deftly wove loops of silk under her arms and around her chest as she suddenly swung out into open air. Above her, she heard the Arachne gasp, and then felt herself fall.
"Shit!" Eulalie cried, and then Ingrid jerked to a halt. She looked up and cracked open one eye to see that the Arachne was now holding tight to strands of webbing, each of them dangling from her grasp.
The room groaned as it stretched. The mage shut her eyes tight and tried to think about anything other than the ominous whispers that formed inside her ears.
🐺💀😈🕷️
Dana slid across the floor, her legs kicking out at debris as it moved with her. Up above, the others now dangled from Eulalie's webs, far away from the grasping tentacles of the painting.
One of the tentacles shifted in her direction. There was no linear movement, it was almost like seeing a laggy video game suddenly catch up. As Dana watched the outsider move, blood vessels burst in her eyes and brain, blood flowing freely down her face as her body rushed to repair the damage.
Repair was probably the wrong word. Her cells were trying to revert themselves to the moment they had been frozen in upon her death. The room around her stank of the color yellow, and the numerous eyes that erupted on the tentacles stared at her in oil-skin vest.
Dana shook her head and backed away from the walnut, her thoughts running like a tennis ball on a sunny boat. Growling in frustration, she closed her eyes to limit her senses, scooting backward until she was far away from the thing.
"Dana!" Ingrid called out to her from up above. "Are you okay?"
The room groaned as the outsider shifted, but Dana didn't dare look again, not until she was back in her right mind. Once she felt like the word salad had passed, she chanced a look into the air and blinked in amazement.
Some of the debris in the room was floating, as if frozen in time. Others were stuck on repeat, falling down and smashing apart, only to reassemble themselves, reverse into the air and fall again. Thin silvery cracks had appeared in the air as the flow of time was so disrupted that it was somehow generating friction against itself.
At least, that was Dana's take on it. One of the silvered cracks was close enough to her that she picked up a table leg and swung it at the temporal disruption. The leg split cleanly and without resistance, leaving the piece that had broken off to hover in place.
Okay, so the silver light was a bad thing, a literal edge of time capable of trapping Dana in a temporal pocket or slicing her to ribbons. Even now, those cracks were appearing and spreading out much like Lichtenberg Figures. Dana did a quick visual sweep of the air in the hopes of predicting their patterns, but they seemed to be random by nature.
Also, the cracks were spreading up towards the others, who still dangled helplessly from Eulalie's webs. The Arachne was no longer screaming, but was now whimpering with her eyes closed.
Lily had become a human pinata of chaos, the succubus changing shapes every few seconds as she gibbered madly up above. She wasn't going to be any help, and Tasia was still unconscious. If she were to open her eyes right now, she'd be looking straight down at the painting and her mind would break.
Dana needed to hurry, but how? She picked up her swords and tried to avoid looking at the outsider. Even recalling her memories of the thing filled her mouth with the taste of dust as mothy thoughts tried to beat their way out from inside her skull.
Moving carefully, the zombie only made it a few feet across the room before freezing in place. Her super enhanced senses were picking up an odd smell in front of her. She knelt down and picked up a chunk of rock, then tossed it forward.
The rock started moving in slow motion as it eroded in the air and turned into sand.
"I can't get close!" Dana shouted, taking a step back as a tentacle swiveled in her direction.
"What's wrong?" Ingrid asked. "I can't look without microwaving my brain."
"There are weird time pockets," Dana said. "Time is running backwards in some, and super fast in others. I can't see them, and--" She leapt backward as the tentacle swung through the space she had just been occupying. Clearly, the temporal pockets weren't a problem for the outsider's tentacles, which had remained intact despite the extreme fluctuations.
"And what?" Ingrid asked.
"They could cut the coat," Dana replied. "Or me, frankly." Suddenly, there was a very real possibility that she might take three steps forward and experience hundreds or thousands of years, frozen in place with nothing but the sweeping arms of a shoggoth to keep her company. "I need a way to see where I'm going."
Ingrid groaned in frustration, then lifted her head in Dana's direction. "Hold on a second. Time is all fucked up down there, right?"
"I believe I already said that."
"This is so crazy, it just might work," Ingrid muttered, then stuck a hand in her pocket. She opened her eyes and stared directly at the wall, then slowly tilted her head in Dana's direction. "Let me know if it's about to move where I can see it."
"Not something I can do," Dana replied. In fact, the outsider was now reaching up toward Ingrid as the painting hopped up and down on the wall. "It's reaching straight for you right now."
"Hold up a sword so I can better see you where you're standing," Ingrid replied, her voice suddenly calm. She held something in her right hand. "I need to know where you are. Make sure you catch this."
Dana obeyed, and the mage tossed something across the room toward her. The zombie actually held her breath as a silvery crack appeared in the path of the projectile, but the object went just above it, the trailing chain severed at the halfway point.
Dana caught the object in one hand, then turned her attention to it.
"A pocket watch?" She frowned, then nodded. "Oh, I get it. I can watch the hand and see how it's moving to gauge temporal fields." It was better than nothing.
"Don't use it for that," Ingrid replied. "It's supposed to show you where you've been. Or, rather, where your target has been. But if time is being weird, maybe it will--"
"Show you where you will be," Dana replied with a nod. It was a desperate ploy, but far better than her plan of hoping not to get bifurcated by the physical manifestation of time itself. "How does it work?"
"You need some of the target's blood," Ingrid replied, then winced when the outsider roared. The whole room shook, and plaster fell loose from the walls. Some of Eulalie's legs ripped chunks out of the wall, causing the group to drop a few inches before the Arachne righted herself. "You put it in the back compartment and wind it!"
Nodding, Dana considered the watch and opened the back. She slid her thumb along the edge of her sword and pressed it into the cool metal of the pocketwatch, then clicked it shut.
When she wound the watch, a pulse of magical energy moved out from her in a circle and she watched as a replica of herself moved in reverse. It certainly was odd seeing her past play out like this, but she was disappointed when it didn't work like Ingrid had hoped.
The outsider's tentacles lashed out in the direction of Dana's image. Coiling like a snake, it circled the magical image's waist and squeezed.
Dana was yanked violently from behind, and was suddenly in the outsider's tentacles. Her nurse's coat withered under the creature's touch, allowing the outsider's false flesh to touch her own. Pain radiated throughout Dana's body as she realized that the watch was no longer in her hand.
The creature had somehow interacted with the past image of herself. Growling, she stabbed at the fiend and was unable to wound it.
"Dana!" Ingrid was up above, back where she had been before the outsider had roared.
"I need the pocket watch!" Dana replied. "The one in your pocket!"
"How did you know--"
"Throw it toward my voice!" Dana grunted as she was slammed against a wall, then yanked toward the painting. Using both of her swords, she jammed them into the wall and managed to catch them on a stud, the magical coat fluttering away from her. Snarling, she held firm, even though the ligaments and muscles in her shoulders were being stretched past their limit. "HERE!"
The pocket watch sailed toward her and missed by about four feet. Dana folded herself in half and opened her mouth wide to bite into the outsider and pierce its flesh.
Could such a being even feel pain? She wasn't sure. But she wasn't trying to hurt it. What she really needed was a few drops of its blood for the watch, and for the damned thing to let her go so she could use it.
Two of Dana's teeth broke before they sank into the tentacle. A hot, black fluid rushed into her mouth and she coughed half of it out of her nose and swallowed the rest.
The world came screeching to a halt as time held its breath.
At first, she couldn't move. It was only her mind that was free to ponder its own existence. It felt like a thousand razorblades were traveling through her veins as she began to shiver in her own skin. That yawning void in her stomach snapped shut, as if afraid to process the outsider's blood any further.
But that wasn't how her body worked. Like a fire slowly roaring to life, her body processed the unearthly delights now sitting in her gut. The edges of reality blurred around her as time unfolded away from her like a paper accordion.
This wasn't what she had intended. All Dana had wanted to do was put the outsider's blood into the watch. As a creature that didn't experience time, she had been hoping to predict the outsider's movements, or gain additional insights into the rifts that were forming.
Now, though, she could see the temporal warps as folds in the sheets of time, each moment a separate page. She looked back at the page behind her and met her own gaze, her mind suddenly in both the past and present as she lived two separate moments.
"Don't talk to that one," said a different Dana. She looked off to the right and saw several of the pages fold over to reveal a version of herself from several seconds ago, before she had bitten into the outsider. "Her mouth is full, she won't respond."
"But so is--" Dana was stunned to discover that her own mouth was free. She didn't so much move her head, but her entire consciousness as she looked around in every direction to see countless reflections of herself, many of them looking back at her with their own dawning realization.
"Try not to think about it too hard," said another Dana.
It felt like she was inside the four-dimensional version of a compound eye, the thought of which immediately killed a portion of her brain.
"Yeah, come over here," said a Dana up above, and Dana's consciousness fluttered forward. "There you go," she said to herself.
"Am I...are we..." asked a Dana with a busted tooth.
"Better not to ask," said another one. "Time isn't linear. That requires it to adhere to our current understanding of space."
"Though they're technically the same thing."
Dana shuddered and looked at a version of herself that seemed to be melting.
"Yeah, avoid that one," said Dana. "Possible outcome."
"That one, too," said Dana, pointing to a Dana that was on fire.
"Is this the multiverse?" asked Dana.
"Nope. Waveform probability of likely outcomes," Dana replied. "When you flip the pages, you can normalize the function."
"Non-euclidean space, non-euclidean rules," Dana added.
Dana clutched at her head and screamed. She was somehow all of them at once, yet still an individual. The accordion of time stretched even further, and she realized that she was looking at different versions of herself from hours ago, even days.
"We need to focus on folding up that painting," Dana whispered from nearby. "There's only so long we can be plugged into something like this before--"
A Dana down and to the left exploded into a mist.
"That," said several Danas.
"How long do I have?" asked a visibly frightened Dana.
"Forever," said some.
"Only seconds," said others.


In that frozen moment, Dana found the strength to grab the thing holding her by the waist and shove. Bones cracked and popped as she slithered free from the outsider while several iterations of her were crushed instead. Scowling at the potential outcome, many others sank their teeth back into the open wound and fed.
Dana felt them all, her mind swiftly organizing the experiences into an order that made sense. It was a feat that would be impossible for anybody else, but her brain was a computer now, able to study these moments at length.
She took a step forward in time and found herself once again snarled by the outsider. A step back found her free once more, and it occurred to Dana that she needed to stop thinking of time and space as something separate.
"She's beginning to believe," whispered one of her doppelgangers. Along the boundaries of Dana's vision, several of her copies had blurred away and vanished, those probabilities no longer viable. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, relishing the fact that this experience was something the world's smartest minds would kill to achieve.
"It could be arranged," said a Dana that was missing an arm. "Start eating Nobel laureates and maybe we'll pick up some of their tricks."
"Don't start eating people," cautioned another. This one was busy stabbing an Arachne. "You are what you eat."
As if to emphasize the point, a gaunt version of Dana sprinted by, foaming at the mouth and covered in blood.
"That's the point, though," One-Armed Dana said. "Achieve a bigger brain by eating the best brains."
"But genius and insanity are two sides of the same coin," replied Cautious Dana. "And we have plenty of the latter right now."
"Skreeee!" shrieked Feral Dana.
Dana took another step and her field of view shifted to the laboratory where she had been vivisected. The moment stopped her in her tracks as she realized she had stepped backward in time by several hours.
"It's all in the wrist," one Dana said as her hand crawled across the floor. "Your soul is stretched, remember?"
"That doesn't help me find that painting," Dana replied.
"Or fold it up," said another Dana who was standing nearby.
"I'm starting to think Lily has it easy," said a third, and then everyone heard the succubus scream from every direction at once. The field of view shifted to reveal Lily dangling from the ceiling, Lily laughing in the car, Lily standing naked in a cave, save for her boots.
"Okay, so maybe dragging you into an acidic lake was stupid of me," said the succubus.
"That's from too long ago," Dana muttered.
"I don't really remember that," said another.
"Heavy metal poisoning." One-Armed Dana had caught up again.
"Could you all be quiet?" Dana glared at all of them. "Why are we so chatty?"
"To make up for all the versions of you who aren't." This came from a Dana who was still in the labcoat, which was intact again. "Honestly, half of us aren't even here. Auditory hallucinations."
Everyone paused and watched as Feral Dana ran by and was promptly snatched up by a tentacle that Dana hadn't seen lying in wait. The zombie bit at the tentacle, but was promptly crushed and pulled toward the painting.
"Not this way," One-Armed Dana said, pointing in a random direction. All of the Danas pointed now, causing Dana to sigh and pick a random direction. Together, they spread out, realities collapsing behind those who wandered into their doom.
On several occasions, Dana wondered how long this strange, timeless effect would last. Those who walked with her reminded her that time was relative. Others pointed out versions of Dana still eating the eldritch being, their skin turning black as they became something else.
Dana saw her futures unfold before her. In several, she turned to dust on a dark, lifeless world. In others, she moldered beneath the ground, trapped under rubble. In far too many, she roamed the blasted landscape of Earth as the dead hunted the living all around her.
Eventually she found herself standing in a dark room with a solitary figure in the middle dressed in white. This future version of Dana had cut her hair into an edgy bob, was wearing an intact, appropriately-sized labcoat and held a blueprint in her hands. Despite being nearly identical in appearance, this one felt more mature, somehow.
She looked up at Dana with a raised eyebrow, as if expecting her arrival.
"Where is this?" Dana demanded.
"Nowhere you can get to if you don't turn around," Mature Dana replied, the smile on her lips somehow blossoming into her glowing blue eyes. "You have a full, amazing life ahead of you, but only if you go back and take care of business."
Dana frowned and looked back. Thousands of iterations of herself were involved in similar conversations with different futures. She rubbed at the dark blood leaking from her nose and nodded as those events all collided in her mind. There were so many things happening right now. Was this how the outsiders lived? Past, present, and future, all at once?
"I'd ask how to fold the painting up, but I'm guessing you'll give me some bullshit about the future affecting the past."
Mature Dana laughed, her cheeks acquiring a rosy glow to them. "You gotta grab it by the corners and fold it in half," she replied. "The outsider will be stuck that way, forced to push against its own body. Super easy, actually. Fold it a couple of times. Then wrap it up in that coat for safe transport."
Dana made a face. "It can't be that easy," she replied.
"It was quite hard, actually." Mature Dana waved a hand dismissively. "Now get going, or this future won't happen."
"Wait." Dana licked her lips. "Can I ask you something?"
"Two somethings," Mature Dana replied. "And that was one."
It was a dumb joke, so Dana rolled her eyes out of habit. "Are you...we happy where you are?"
"Insanely so. Now get." Mature Dana rolled up her drawing and smacked Dana on the head with it. "Before you mess up my timeline."
Dana turned away and found herself looking down a dark corridor that terminated in a distant light. The pages of time rippled as she flipped through them, watching all her possible futures fold themselves back up nicely. Timelines collapsed as she found herself back in the room with the painting, surrounded by the versions of herself that were currently imprisoned by the tentacle.
When Dana tried to stop, time kept flipping, as if she had gained temporal momentum. She watched events play themselves out in reverse as she tried to stop, even going so far as to slam her swords into the ground.
However, she was moving solely through time, and the swords did nothing. She watched her life unfold in reverse now, saw herself consuming the Nirumbi, fighting Tristan Edge, meeting Tasia for the first time, going out on a date with Alex. This one struck her particularly hard as she stared at her former girlfriend's face for the first time through dead eyes that would remember every little detail forever.
Alex Winters, the love of her life. Brown skin with warm undertones of red and orange and dark eyes that made Dana think of twilight, just before the first stars came out. Past Dana and Alex were standing on the balcony of a little apartment, looking out over the ocean.
The two of them held hands as Alex put her head on Dana's shoulder. Two mugs of hot chocolate sat on a nearby table, the steam dying out as the liquid cooled.
"I never expected to feel this way about someone else," Past Dana said, hugging Alex to her side. "Not this early in life."
"You peaked in college, Sparks." Alex squeezed her girlfriend and laughed. "All that's left is graduation, marriage, and getting old while critiquing each other's flannel."
"Bitch. Don't knock my flannels." Past Dana gave Alex a shove and they both laughed. Past Dana went quiet for a moment, then cleared her throat. "Do you...really think we'll get married?"
"Why wouldn't we?" Alex looked at Dana like she was the only person in the world. Dana had forgotten that look, and she quickly tucked it away under lock and key in her mind, to be safe forever.
"Cause your parents suck."
Alex sighed. "Yeah. That part will be tricky. But I'm not going to spend the rest of my life with them. Only you."
"No more," Dana said, trying to move forward in time again.
"Did you say something?" Alex asked as the page turned, letting Dana move back toward the present. Now she stood in a vaguely familiar kitchen, her body tied down on the dining room table as a man stood nearby, reading from a tome.
It was a variant of Latin, a nasty one. The lights in the room dimmed as he read from his book, his golden eyes thrumming with power. An undead servant stood watch at the door, oblivious to Dana's existence.
It was Daryl, the man who had made her what she was. Dana tightened her grip on both swords and took a step toward him, eager to strike.
"I wouldn't," cautioned a version of her standing in the corner of the room. She was crumbling into ashes and drifting away on an unseen breeze. "You can't change what has already happened. There's a high price for doing so."
Dana glared at the necromancer, then looked down at his implements. Her other self was right. She couldn't change the past. But maybe, if she watched the ritual, she could influence the future.
The body on the table gasped in pain as Daryl threw a net made of light over her and pulled a ritualistic dagger out of his coat. He hummed pleasantly to himself as he slit Live Dana's wrist and placed a bowl underneath her hand.
"It's only until you're dead," he said with a grin, then patted Live Dana on the head condescendingly and left the room. "Wonder if that old bitch has any leftovers, I'm starving."
Dana watched as the past version of herself mumbled in her sleep as the blood drained from her body. Despite being the size of a cereal bowl, the implement collecting Live Dana's blood never overflowed.
She was about to die, quietly and alone. Dana moved to her own side and took her former self's hand and squeezed it gently. Live Dana whispered a single word in response.
"Alex," she said with a smile, then let out a sigh of relief as she passed away. The net made of light flickered as something golden bounced against it. Daryl came out of the kitchen with a sandwich in his hands and rolled his eyes at the scene, still oblivious to Dana's presence.
"Of course you'd do this to me," he said as he took his meal back in the kitchen and turned on the sink to wash his hands. "You'll keep for a few more seconds."
Dana stared down at the bowl filled with her own blood. It smelled like hot tomato soup, with just a hint of blue cheese. When she knelt to inspect it further, she saw that it reflected the ceiling light up above in a weird way that made it look like sparks being struck from a flint.
She couldn't change the past, that was true. But much like the memory of Alex, maybe she could take something back with her, something she had lost long ago. Able to interact with previous versions of herself, she couldn't help but wonder about the blood in that bowl.
"I am what I eat," she whispered as she knelt beside it, her hair dangling away from her face. The smell of her own blood filled her sinuses, and she thought about how her future self had actually smiled.
I want to be me again, she thought. I want to be whole.
With that, she opened her lips and lapped at her own blood, somehow unable to lift the bowl that contained it. Her throat was filled with a fiery heat that spread through her body as she consumed her own blood. Even if it amounted to nothing in the end, she doubted a chance like this would ever come along again.
Her canines flexed and elongated, and she was no longer swallowing with just her mouth. The blood was being pulled into her body in a far different manner now, and she felt something deep inside of her purr with contentment. She drained perhaps a liter of blood from the bowl before staggering back and feeling at her teeth.
Dana wasn't an idiot. These were the familiar fangs of a vampyr. But how?
"You are what you eat," said a copy of her across the room with fresh blood on her mouth. Another version of Dana was lapping at the bowl like a dog, her fangs bursting free so that she could properly feed. All around her, the room filled with different iterations of Dana, each one feeding from the bowl.
"Stop," Dana said, drawing her sword. "There's not enough for everyone!"
A different Dana patted her on the shoulder. "We're not all really here," she replied. "Only one of us is. Probabilities, remember? This will all collapse into one cohesive reality once you return to the present."
"I...knew that," Dana muttered, then turned away from the others as one of them swung her sword at Daryl and fell into the corner where she would crumble into ash. She could feel her grasp on reality slipping, most likely a result of consuming her own blood which had replaced what was currently digesting in her gut.
She flipped the pages and watched as other versions of her went the other way. Their minds touched and coalesced briefly before slipping apart. Entire lives were lived out in the stolen moment Dana now occupied, her brain neatly collecting the information that mattered and discarding the things that didn't.
By the time she made it back to the time and place she was supposed to be, Dana was once more wrapped in that tentacle, her mouth full of eldritch blood.
"Go back to right before it grabbed you," said a nearby Dana, her swords raised to deflect an incoming blow from the tentacle.
"I'll grab the coat," said another, who was standing near the other side of the room. "We're gonna need it."
""And I've got the watch." This Dana was frozen in mid-air as a tentacle passed beneath her.
Dana took their advice and shifted backward just a few moments. The pocket watch was in mid-air, less than a foot from the ground. Time briefly resumed for Mid-Air Dana as Dana managed to squirm free from a tentacle that hadn't completely closed on her yet.
The tentacles waving around the room were busy pursuing different versions of Dana, each one creating a diversion. Dana dropped to the ground and held both swords up in front of her as she stared at the painting itself. The thing threatening to burst free of it still hurt her eyes, but it was a part of her now.
Throughout the room, wrinkles in time now sparkled, ready to slice Dana to bits should she cross them.
"Got it!" Watch Dana slid across the room with the pocket watch in hand as two other Dana's intercepted the tentacle with their swords. She opened the back of the watch and spat a mouthful of the outsider's blood inside, then closed it. "Ready!'
"Coat obtained!" Coat Dana tucked it beneath her arm like a football.
"Forward!" This came from a Dana who was snatched up by a tentacle and pulled through a wrinkle. She split into several pieces and showered the room in drops of blood that hovered in place a foot above the ground.
The whole world vibrated as Watch Dana twisted the dial. Suddenly, shadows of the tentacle appeared everywhere, but it wasn't just the outsider Dana saw. More iterations of herself appeared, most of them in a life or death struggle with the shoggoth as its tentacles split apart and chased them.
Of course. Her own blood had been in her mouth along with the outsider's. Reality began to break down as different versions of Dana were torn apart or destroyed as she moved toward the painting. These versions of her appeared to intercept attacks or create openings as they all moved toward the center of the room.
Nearing the canvas, they began to merge with one another. Dana ended up fused with Coat Dana first, and realized her trip into the past had seen a memory of her first kiss with Alex. Watch Dana was next, and her memories were from the college classes that she and Alex had shared.
As more and more versions of herself combined, the Dana that she used to be returned. Memories of a short life filled with intense bursts of happiness, followed by a period of grief. Others had chased bits of their childhood, those memories now cemented in place.
Dana felt a magical pressure building inside of her. Her heart thudded slowly in her chest as the pages of time disappeared, folding themselves back into a cohesive whole. Once at the painting, a trio of Danas used their swords to strike and break the frame, which attracted the attention of the outsider. They were swept away, leaving ghostly silhouettes behind.
The zombie knelt by the painting, then saw the future as the tentacles shifted to grab her. She moved to avoid the attacks, picked up the corner of the painting and folded it.
A bass note rumbled the entire world as the last three Danas knelt by her side to help her fold the canvas. Grunting with effort, the four of them pushed the canvas together, slowly merging together as the fabric of reality mended itself. There was a squeal of pain that ruptured Dana's eardrums, and then the whole world went quiet as she found herself naked and alone, lying on top of the painting and panting from exertion.
Groaning, she grabbed the other corner of the painting and folded it again. After one more fold, she tossed the coat down and laid the painting inside of it, then wrapped it up tight. In the distance, she heard something squeal, then go silent.
She fell sideways onto the floor as gravity reasserted itself. When she landed, pain flared up her spine.
"Ow! Fuck." Dana winced as she huddled on top of the coat. Her swords clattered to the ground nearby, and she closed her eyes, her brain struggling to fully adjust to the massive influx of information.
Time stopped metaphorically in the manner as her entire life flashed before her, including several potential outcomes. Several were very bad while a few were okay. Memories of the future became enigmatic smoke, and Dana's last glance at it was of an older version of herself with an edgy bob and a labcoat.
Then that, too, was gone. She took several breaths, her heart pounding in her chest as she gasped for air. It was almost a full minute before she remembered that she didn't actually need to breathe. It simply felt right.
Soft footsteps were largely muffled by Lily giggling madly in the corner. Dana looked up to see Ingrid standing over her. The mage held out a hand, which Dana took.
"I can't believe the watch thing worked," Ingrid said, oblivious to the experience Dana had just gone through. The zombie nodded, then picked up the coat and held it tight. Whatever malevolent force within seemed to have gone dormant. The mage picked up Jenny and limped over toward the exit.
"We need to go," Eulalie said. "And quickly." She had already hoisted Tasia over one shoulder and Lily over the other and was moving toward the door. The succubus whimpered quietly as she reached toward a figure none of them could see.
"Don't leave me," she cried. "Never leave me."
Dana caught up with the group and they began their ascent. The main house was destroyed, and they were almost outside when Eulalie cocked her head to one side and frowned.
"My senses are still all messed up, but the air isn't flowing right." As she said this, Tasia's eyes opened and her nostrils flared. She blinked at everybody as if confused.
"I smell gas," was all she said. "But don't hear it."
"The Collector has runes that move air around," Ingrid added. "Like a magical HVAC system. We wouldn't hear gas being pumped because of that."
"Do you think she'd blow this whole place up?" Eulalie asked.
"She is a sore loser," Dana noted, then looked at Ingrid. "You hold the coat, I'll hold you."
Ingrid nodded, then carefully accepted the parcel as Dana scooped her into a princess carry. Eulalie set Tasia down, then ran through the building, closely followed by the others. Together, they scurried through the ruined Kensington estate. Before long, Dana picked up the smell as well. It wasn't quite propane and had a weird vanilla scent.


Eulalie coughed and stumbled. Tasia moved to pass through a doorway and missed, smacking face first into the frame.
"I'm starting to hallucinate," said Ingrid. "Seeing shimmery lights everywhere."
"Hold on to that coat," Dana warned, then flipped Ingrid over her shoulder. She scooped up Tasia over the other shoulder, then ran toward Eulalie. The Arachne looked like she was drunk.
"I can't concentrate," Eulalie said. "Feel funny."
"There's not enough air to breathe," Dana replied. "Use your webs on me so I can pull you."
Eulalie nodded, then stuck her hands down to her abdomen and clumsily made a loop that she wrapped around Dana's waist. She slid another loop around Lily, and then herself. "Go."
"Tee hee, zombie sled dog," Lily muttered as Dana ran. She leapt over busted furniture and sprinted down long corridors, ignoring the rare groan of pain from mercenaries who had somehow survived Jenny's onslaught and now lay dying in the halls from the gas.
By the time Dana had the team outside the building, the others had lost consciousness. She sprinted down the main road of the estate, startling a small group of armed men who had obviously come late. They flinched when they saw her, and a couple raised their weapons in response.
Jenny's laughter filled the air and the men floated up like balloons, pinwheeling their limbs as they rose ever higher. One of them opened fire, but was unable to hit anything as the recoil caused him to spin in place.
When Dana burst onto the main road, people stopped and stared as she ran past. The armed security forces came out of their booths at the sight of a naked woman carrying two people on her shoulders while dragging a massive spidergirl behind her with a hysterical woman who currently had wings.
But Dana wasn't trying to get into Kensington Palace Road, but out, so nobody moved to stop her. She was just clear of the gate when the Kensington estate exploded behind her, the shockwave shattering windows and knocking people down. Dana leapt over a car, making sure to yank the web hard enough that Eulalie would clear the hood, then crouched down behind the vehicle and dropped the others to reel the Arachne in before the wave of heat rolled over them.
People cried out in fright as they ran, many of them ignoring Dana and the others entirely. Eulalie was gasping for air now, and had pulled her body tight against the car to use it as a heat shield. The fireball from the house rose high into the sky behind them, casting azure shadows in all directions.
"Where's our exit?" Dana asked.
"Box truck," Eulalie said, then reached into one of her pockets. "Here."
She handed Dana a cellphone, which was ringing. The zombie held it up to her ear and heard Aurora's voice.
"There you are!" she said. "I was so worried. I just saw you on the cameras before all of them went dead."
"Explosions," Dana replied. "Need extraction, and medical attention."
"For who?"
"Everybody."
"Did you make it to the main street?"
"Just barely. Huddled there right now." Dana noticed some people had come out of hiding to watch the ball of fire rising into the sky. Others were staring openly at Eulalie. "Super exposed, FYI."
"Right. Here is where you need to go." Aurora rattled off a series of directions and ended with the description of the box truck. Dana gave the phone back to Eulalie and picked up the others to begin running again.
The truck was parked only a couple of blocks away, and the few people standing nearby were giving it wary glances. It was unmarked, after all, and someone had just blown up a house. Those glances turned to shock as Dana dragged her entire team toward the back of the truck and dropped Tasia to yank open the door.
Dana set Ingrid down on the truck deck and picked up Tasia to throw her inside. Eulalie and Lily were next, then Dana climbed into the bed and pulled the door down. Ingrid was muttering something as she clung to the coat.
Someone started yelling outside of the vehicle, followed by smacking the side panel. Dana tossed Tasia through the portal first, then picked up Ingrid to carefully carry her through. Once through the portal, she set down the mage and started reeling Eulalie and Lily in.
The back door of the truck slid open to reveal a small group of people who stared in awe at the shimmering portal. A couple already had their cellphones out and recording.
"Stop," somebody shouted as Dana kicked the quick release on her side of the portal. The framing collapsed, causing the portal to snap shut. Letting out a sigh of relief, she leaned against the nearest wall and slid until she was sitting.
Nearby, Tasia coughed. "Did we make it?" she asked weakly.
Smiling, Dana grabbed her girlfriend by the hand and pulled her over, positioning Tasia so that her head was in Dana's lap.
"Yeah," she replied, stroking Tasia's hair. "We made it out."
Taking a deep breath, Dana sat with her girlfriend and waited for help to arrive.
🐺💀😈🕷️
Lily was lying in bed as sunlight streamed through the window. She clutched the stuffed bear against her stomach, sniffling hard as tears continued to run down her cheeks.
She hadn't been the same since coming face to face with the outsider last month. Well, a month in dreamtime, anyway. The succubus was dimly aware that only a couple of days had passed in the real world, but she was far happier recovering in here, in her sleep.
Between her arms, the stuffed animal shifted. It was what remained of Mike's soul, damaged and battered by the direct inspection of an outsider. Even now, the soul was repairing itself. One day, it would be as good as ever. Still, it was going to be a long road.
And she was lonely, cripplingly so. When was the last time she had felt this isolated? She honestly couldn't remember. Ever since Mike's soul had manifested as part of her subconscious, it was almost always present.
Lily felt a distant pressure in the back of her head, and then it vanished. She actually flinched when a pair of arms circled her waist from behind and held her close.
"It's just me," Mike whispered in her ear, and she felt her imaginary heart race. Spinning in bed, she turned to face him.
"Is it the real you?" she asked, touching his face to be sure.
"In the...flesh, I guess." He placed his hand against her cheek, tracing a circle beneath her eye with his thumb. "I heard you were back and would have come sooner, but..." Mike let out a sigh. "Things got too busy and I couldn't sneak away."
"I missed you, Romeo." The succubus sniffled, hating the fact that Mike could see her crying. He casually wiped a tear off her cheek, then pulled the blankets up around them.
"I won't push, but I can tell you're struggling," he said. "Rough adventure?"
She nodded. "You?"
"Yeah. I've been through worse, but..." Mike let out a long sigh. "The Fae aren't a problem anymore, and Tink is safe. The dust has settled."
"Heard that. I suppose congratulations are in order." Inwardly, she seethed with jealousy. "How did you manage to pull that off?"
"Same way I always do. Got lucky. Ended up bonding with an apex predator, gave up some of my magic, and saved an entire village. You?"
Lily sighed. "Tracked down an outsider, got my mind blended, then a witch tried to suicide bomb us."
"The Collector?"
"Yeah. I figured the others already filled you in."
He nodded. "Doesn't mean I don't want to hear your version of events. I like hearing you talk, because I missed you. There were so many times that I thought of you."
"Maybe all the women you sleep with should learn new tricks in bed," she muttered. "Then you wouldn't miss me so much."
"I missed your presence," he replied. "Kept thinking about what you would say or do in different situations. You were like the little devil on my shoulder, goading me on."
"Who was the angel?" she asked. "If I was on one shoulder, surely someone else was on the other."
He shrugged. "Guess I never thought of it that way. Didn't have anyone else riding shotgun. I mean...sure, I missed everyone. I just noticed your absence more. There were a bunch of times I was feeling particularly irreverent."
"Oh. So you missed how naughty I am?" Lily grinned, her hands sliding down his arms and onto his body.
"I suppose. And not just sexy naughty."
"But also sexy naughty?" She gave the waist of his pants a tug, and his clothing popped out of existence. Her fingers played with the skin of his already hardening cock.
Mike chuckled and gave her pajama top a tug. It disappeared as well.
"I'm saying I missed you in all your forms." His hands were gentle against the skin of her breasts, his thumb teasing out circles over her nipple. "Things felt more out of control, somehow, when you weren't there."
"Are you saying we should be exclusive adventure buddies?" she asked. With a thought, she dismissed the stuffed animal in her hands, sending the soul shard somewhere safe inside her own Dreamscape to heal. While she was still upset that it had gotten hurt in the first place, Lily now had the real thing.
"Exclusive for the big stuff, maybe." One of Mike's hands slid down her stomach until it met the smooth skin just above her clit. "I dropped a virgin down a bottomless pit. You would have liked that."
"Talk about throwing a hotdog down a cave." Lily giggled, then transformed the palm of her hand into a mouth and used it to suck on the head of Mike's cock.
Mike groaned, burying his face in her shoulder. "If we're doing sexy tricks, allow me to share one with you," he whispered.
Down below, his hand multiplied. Lily actually gasped as several hands stroked her thighs while another trio teased at her folds. She shivered when a pair of fingers penetrated her, rubbing softly at her G-spot.
The succubus closed her eyes and let out a sigh. "I forgot how good you've gotten here in the Dreamscape." Shivering with delight, she opened her eyes and moaned into his ear. "What are you in the mood for? Who do you want me to be?"
"Honestly?" He kissed the base of her neck and worked his way up. "I just want you. Let's take our time and just, I dunno...be. If that makes sense."
"You mean you don't want to just keep lying in bed giving each other weird handjobs?" The mouth on Lily's palm had grown a tongue, which was teasing Mike's urethra.
"I mean, we could. It would be a throwback to my first relationship." Mike chuckled. "But the operative word there was awkward, not weird."
"You rarely bring up your exes." Lily studied him. "Has someone been self-reflecting?"
"You tend to do that when you're dodging death all day." He shrugged. "But I'm also comfortable talking to you about anything. You've already seen most of it."
"True," Lily admitted. "Your first girlfriend did give weird handjobs." She let go of his cock and dramatically licked the palm of her hand, her tongue briefly tangling with the one there. "You just want to...cuddle?"
"If that's all you want to do, then yes. If you want something else, then I want that. Whatever you need in this moment is what I want for you."
Lily paused for a moment and looked around the room. There was no way for Mike to know that this was the home she had constructed for Ingrid's fantasy, nor that this was the same bed that a dream version of him had fucked the mage on. How could she describe the amount of desire that she had for what normal people shared every single day?
"This'll sound weird," she began. "But could you snuggle up behind me and be the big spoon."
"Of course." Mike shifted and allowed Lily to roll over in his arms. She pulled his arms over her and took a deep breath through her nose, allowing his scent to fill her nostrils. His cock twitched against her butt, and he shifted to pull it away.
"Oh, no you don't," she declared, reaching back to grab it. "I want you inside me, too."
"As you wish." He adjusted his cock and Lily lifted her leg as he slid into her from behind. She gasped as the head of his cock slid along the front wall of her vagina, her dream body stretching to make room for him.
"Fuck, you always feel so good," she cooed, gyrating her hips against his. "I don't want to go fast. Just...um...take your time."
Out in the real world, she became aware of his real body, chastely snuggled up against her own. Time out there had slowed to a crawl as Mike's breathing leveled out. He was fully asleep and in the Dreamscape with her, not just the surface scan he had done to get in. Time stretched before them now, days or even weeks, if she desired.
"How much time do you want?" he whispered in her ear, his cock stretching her out. "I could make love to you all day."
Lily actually felt her heart skip a beat. Warmth flooded her belly, then fluttered around like tiny little butterflies trying to escape. A small gush of fluid inside her demonic womb was followed by a jolt of electricity through her crotch and down her legs. She curled up into a ball and quivered as the surprise orgasm rolled through her in waves.
Mike squeezed her tight from behind, his arm tucked up between her breasts as he continued thrusting. Lily practically melted against him as her orgasm continued, causing tiny flames to dance along her skin. She cried out as another one came out of nowhere, followed by another.
"You...using...magic?" was all she managed to get out.
"Not at all," Mike replied in her ear. "I thought you were doing this."
Lily closed her eyes and pressed her rear against him, urging him to slide even deeper into her core. The room had taken on a surreal quality as her hold on the Dreamscape weakened.
They never once changed position over the hours. Mike occasionally rubbed her belly, ran his hand between her legs to tease her clitoris, or twisted her head to kiss him, but never once fully withdrew. Lily allowed the fantasy of suburban life to play through their bedroom window. Though Mike couldn't see it, their kids were busy playing with a dog out in the yard. The Hendersons across the street were making cookies for the neighborhood cookout this weekend. Lily and Mike were hosting again, as their backyard was the biggest.
The succubus wept. She wept for the life they would never have, and she wept for the love she was afraid to speak aloud, that the universe might decide to pop it like a bubble.
Mike came twice, filling her belly with hot, imaginary seed which she let run down her thighs and onto their 800-thread count cotton sheets. In this dream world of hers, it was somehow more meaningful. Just a perfectly normal man and woman blowing their whole day in bed.
"I could do this forever," she whispered. "Just lie here in your arms and pretend the rest of the world doesn't exist."
"We could," Mike admitted. "But then I wouldn't get the chance to take you on an official vacation. Somewhere with a beach and bad people to eat."
Deep inside her core, Lily felt a yawning void of hunger. It had been far too long since she had fed properly. If she hadn't been all messed up, she would have done that right away after coming home.
"Are you really taking me on vacation?" she asked. "Somewhere amazing?"
"Anywhere in the world," Mike replied. "Just you and me."
"What if someone comes after us?" she asked.
"It would be the dumbest and likely last thing they ever did."
"Mmm." She turned to look back at him. "Well, since you're taking me to the beach...wanna fuck my ass?"
Mike laughed. "Absolutely," he replied.
Lily giggled, then moaned as he slowly pulled out of her. She felt a bit of pressure against her asshole that suddenly bloomed into just a twinge of pain followed by waves of pleasure.
"You really are the girl of my dreams," Mike moaned in her ear.
She came again, reaching back to clutch Mike's hand as he filled her up. It really was the perfect fantasy, ruined only by the fact that she still couldn't say the one thing she wanted to tell the man she loved.
Oh well. Maybe someday.
🐺💀😈🕷️
Eulalie's only regret about leaving the Library to help her team was the fact that she hadn't been home to see Mike and the others return from the Fae Realm. Instead, she had slept through everything as the rats and Aurora helped coordinate a proper disposal method for the cursed canvas.
Dana had maintained a constant vigil on the painting while the others were being medically treated for exposure to whatever gas they had all inhaled while fleeing Kensington. Ingrid was also in a cast for her broken wrist and walking on crutches. While soft tissue damage had been healed, her bones would need time to mend properly. The mage had declared that she was going on vacation somewhere nice with alcohol and a hot physical therapist who would absolutely cross personal boundaries with her, but was currently sucked into some Korean dramas that Tink had been watching while a team of rats catered to her needs.
Lily was just lying in bed, trying to sleep off whatever psychological malaise had settled over her. According to the rats, Mike had stopped by to lay with her for a while, but she had not stirred.
Upon waking, Eulalie had taken a platform to the location where they were planning to dispose of the painting. It was an empty room with a box hanging from the ceiling by a chain. Inside the box was the painting, rolled up in a brass tube and welded shut by Tink herself. The interior of the box had a portal on every wall, and the hole the rats had crawled out of on the top had already been sealed.
It currently dangled over another portal in the floor that had been built into a collapsible platform. The edges of this portal were hazy with instability. After much looking and lots of help from Reggie, the rats had found an abandoned pocket dimension roughly the size of a house.
Teams of rats had gone through and swiss-cheesed the place according to calculations from Tink. If the goblin's math was correct, they would have roughly seven seconds to snap the portal shut after the painting fell inside. If it worked, the place would rupture and the outsider would simply return to wherever it came from.
If it didn't work, well...at least it would be a very long time before that thing found its way back to Earth. Eulalie looked up at the box and tried to fight the revulsion and dread she felt for the thing.
Even while sleeping off the fatigue and gas inhalation, she had dreamt about being back in the room with the painting while the outsider had been trying to escape. Her senses had been sensitive enough that the experience was akin to hot needles burrowing beneath her skin in an attempt to pry it free from her skeleton.
She had accidentally gotten into some nasty bug spray as a child, the kind that had a nerve agent in it. Her stronger Arachne morphology had been able to keep her from dying, but her body had been out of whack for days after. This was similar, only now Eulalie had an irrational fear of anything in an ornate, wooden frame. Anytime she saw one, she got heart palpitations and felt dizzy.
The Arachne looked over at Dana, who just nodded.
"I think we're about ready," the zombie said.
Eulalie looked at the lever that would drop it. "Do you want to do the honors?" she asked. "You did all the work capturing it."
Dana shook her head. "If you hadn't come, we wouldn't have made it. Without your help, none of this would be possible, actually. You're the one who is always behind the scenes, working from the shadows to get the job done."
Eulalie smiled. "We could do it together," she suggested.
Dana raised an eyebrow. "It is always more fun to slay eldritch beings with friends, after all." She moved near the lever and put her hand on top of it. "How many experience points do you think this is worth?"
"At least enough to level up." The Arachne giggled, then put her hands on the lever. "Maybe we should take a break after this. No hunting people. Perhaps run a campaign for a week or two. Think Tasia would play with us?"


Dana shrugged. "No idea. You gonna run it?"
"Maybe get Uncle Foot to do it." Eulalie shrugged. "Kind of tired of being in charge of everything."
The zombie nodded. "Especially when others' lives are involved."
Eulalie sighed. "That's mostly it," she admitted. "I don't mind running things from behind the scenes when it feels safe. But this time..." She looked down at her hands and picked at the chipped nail polish that she had mostly chewed off of her thumb. "I just had this feeling that none of you would come back, and that it would be my fault. That...I don't think I could live with it. Ever since Velvet..."
The Arachne took a deep breath, suddenly unable to put her feelings into words. She stood this way for several seconds, the silence broken only by the squeaking of the lever in her hands as Dana pushed it down. The box fell from the ceiling and through the portal in the floor, triggering a sensor that promptly blew apart the wooden frame that the portal had been chewed in.
There would be no way to learn the painting's fate without asking the rats to try and chew a portal to where it had been sent. If they couldn't open one, then the outsider was successfully back where it had come from.
If it did open, there was a chance it would create a devastating implosion. Eulalie would have to trust that the goblin's math had been correct. She had no reason to doubt it.
Either way, it was done. They had tracked down the outsider and sent it packing. Mission accomplished.
"Do you know what would be fun?" Eulalie asked. "A girls' trip. To the hot springs."
"At the cabin?"
Eulalie nodded. "It's been a while since I've gone. Once Sofia is back, maybe I could spend a few days there, reconnect with the past."
"Think we could get Beth to join us?" Dana raised an eyebrow.
"Why? You trying to see her ass in a bathing suit?"
"Maybe." She grinned at the Arachne. "Tasia would appreciate it, too."
Eulalie studied the zombie for a moment, suddenly realizing just how different her behavior was. "You feeling okay?"
"Yeah. Why?"
"You seem...more...everything." Eulalie made a circular gesture at Dana.
"I feel more everything." The zombie shrugged. "Ratu wants to do a checkup. Says I seem different, so...yeah."
The Arachne studied her friend. "It's a good different."
"I hope so," she replied, then looked at where the portal had been. "So...helped kill an elder god today. Wondering how I'm going to top it."
Eulalie laughed. "You should go see your girlfriend. Make sure she's okay. See if she wants to go to the cabin."
"Right." Dana walked toward the door. "I should probably introduce her to Mike, now that he's back."
"Are you sure that's safe?" Eulalie asked.
"Why wouldn't it be?" A look of doubt crossed Dana's features. "Wait. Do you think he would...that his magic might..."
"Seduce her? No." The Arachne laughed. "He's hot, I'll admit it. But his magic doesn't work that way. It sort of amplifies what's already there. So even if Tasia thought he was attractive, so what? She only has eyes for you. However..."
"However?" Dana felt her stomach drop.
"Will he try to sneak a stupid dad joke into their meeting?" Eulalie grinned. "Absolutely."
Dana relaxed and let out a small laugh of her own. "At least you aren't cursed to remember all of them. I think I'll take my chances. Dad jokes aren't the worst thing that's happened to me. Besides...I just might be dying to hear a new one." She chuckled and left, waving to the rats.
Eulalie stared at the door her friend had just left through, then looked over at the rats standing nearby. If she didn't know any better, Dana had actually meant that laugh. Running her hand through her hair, she let out a long sigh.
"Good job, everyone." She gave the rats a thumbs up. "I couldn't have done this without you."
"Thank you, Your Majesty," one of them said as the others bowed. Eulalie smiled and watched them clean for a minute before she left. The Arachne took a platform back to the observation room and climbed into her hammock. On one of the cameras, she saw Sofia talking to Aurora at the information desk with a trio of humans in tow.
"Oh, good," she said with a yawn. "The boss is back. Maybe now I can slack off a bit." Leaning back in her web, Eulalie closed her eyes and felt the tension leave her body. It had been a very long couple of days, and she was more tired than she could ever remember being.
Within minutes, she was asleep.
🐺💀😈🕷️
Dana was lying naked on a table as Ratu stood over her, the naga studying a beaker full of a luminescent green fluid. They were in Ratu's Pagoda, deep inside the Labyrinth.
"And?" Dana asked.
The naga just shook her head. "Your impatience alone is indicative of a massive biological shift." She set the beaker down and swiped her hands over Dana as if clearing away cobwebs. The hundred or so acupuncture needles that had been sunk into Dana's skin leapt free of her and promptly disposed of themselves in a portable forge nearby.
"That wasn't an answer."
"Because I don't have one." Ratu handed Dana a robe, which she accepted. Ratu picked up a journal with Dana's name on the cover and flipped it open. "Your status before varied wildly depending on your diet. Consumption of magical semen fed you, but provoked overwhelming feelings of lust and pent up emotions afterward. Your vampyr diet increased physical attributes, such as speed and strength, but didn't elicit emotional states. However, despite my methods of examination, you were always dead."
"Right."
"Allow me to clarify. After feeding, your body would mimic natural movement, such as your heart beating, a pulse, breathing in and out. However, there was no..." The naga paused and chewed at her fingernail. "You weren't alive. It was a facsimile. You were a ghost piloting a meat suit, your soul intertwined with your body on a cellular level."
"Isn't that what I still am?"
Ratu shook her head. "You and I both know that isn't true anymore." She gestured at a nearby seat, which Dana took. The naga sat down across from her, then poured herself a cup of tea. She watched the steam come off of it, then took a sip. "How are you feeling?" she asked.
"Good, I guess."
"I believe your experience eating the bodily fluids of an outsider, which was colossally stupid, by the way, altered you in an unexpected manner."
Dana cocked her head to one side. "You don't think it was from going back in time and drinking my own blood?"
Ratu snorted. "I want you to sit with your own question for a moment and think about how ridiculous it was. Your continued diet of vampyr flesh altered your morphology to the point where you are able to better process the life energy in blood. Let's add to this that we have no idea what attributes you may have gained from your little feeding frenzy in the Collector's basement--"
"I wrote you a list," Dana offered.
"Which is circumstantial at best." The naga shook her head. "You consumed the flesh of a being that exists outside the rules of time and space, thus allowing you to briefly exist in the same manner. The way you explained it to me is that you were essentially a living probability field."
"That's right."
"Which I had to go ask Tink to explain to me," the naga grumbled, then altered her voice in an imitation of Tink. "Dead hottie become wave function, like perfect tits smashed together, make best outcome!"
"If the shoe fits," Dana muttered.
Ratu rolled her eyes. "You've regained most of your memories from when you were alive, thus helping you re-establish a more complete version of your identity. Consuming your own lifeforce did...something to you on a cellular level. I'm not quite sure what, but it seems to have undone some of the damage of your death. Well, ego death, if we're being specific."
"So what now?"
"What, indeed." Ratu tapped her fingers on the tea mug. "I had ideas before on how to restore you using the Dragon Seed, but I no longer see this as a viable option. The magic of the seed was meant to become an artificial lifeforce, capable of reversing your undeath. Now, however, you've reacquired a portion of your own natural lifeforce, which has placed you down a path I need to study more before doing anything else. Maybe this is just temporary, and you will revert to your undead state in a few more days."
Dana shrugged. "Maybe," she said. "I don't feel any different, though. Usually when I eat something, the hunger comes back, or I feel that energy slowly leaving me."
"That's because that energy was artificial. Just like a donated organ, your body will reject it eventually. But this?" The naga squinted at Dana. "Huh."
"Huh, what?"
"Just a stray thought. Anyway, I have no concerns about your current well being." The naga stood, and Dana joined her. "That will allow me to return to a previous project."
"Does it have to do with that pile of rubble out front?" Dana asked, referring to the small mountain of broken stone figurines.
"It does. I had to turn away from tracking them down whilst working on our Fae problem, but now I can return to my duty. I firmly believe these statues are a product of the Collector, who you said had various entities trapped inside of things. It looks like she found ways to gift them to past Caretakers over the years, essentially establishing an army within our own walls."
"For what purpose, do you suppose?"
Ratu shrugged. "An insurance policy, perhaps? Should the Caretaker move forward in the game, maybe she could swoop in and claim that progress for herself. Or maybe it's a similar situation to what she did at the Kensington estate. A way to burn everything down when she is losing."
Dana frowned. Both of those were good options, honestly. "Do you need any help?" she asked.
"Not currently," Ratu replied. "I have plenty of people helping me locate them right now. However, what disturbs me is that new ones have been found in the castle that Mike brought back from Avalon. Pieces of armor, random decorations, those kinds of things."
A couple of days after returning from Avalon, the home had expanded again. This time, it was the result of Mike bringing back some weird amalgamation of Camelot and other medieval castles that had all been blended together in some pocket world. The main house was still largely intact, though there were now new doors and hallways to explore.
Dana's observatory had been restored to its original location atop of a tower that rose up over the home like an ever watchful sentinel. Abella was constantly giving Mike advice on how to reorganize the structure of the building to better suit their needs, especially now that a family of gargoyles had moved in to bolster its defenses.
It was no longer just a home, but a fortress that promised safety for all of its inhabitants. What had once felt cramped for personal space now had plenty of breathing room for all of its occupants.
Even its newest resident werewolf.
"Well, if you want someone to help you sniff them out, Tasia would be happy to contribute."
Ratu chuckled. "Is she tired of babysitting duty?"
"Not yet," Dana replied. "But her strengths really are geared toward fighting."
"Which we hope to avoid." Ratu let out a small sigh. "I assume she will get her opportunity to shine soon enough. After all, there's always someone coming."
Dana bid the naga farewell and headed to the house through a shortcut portal that dropped her into a small, stone room just off the new rampart. With the addition of the castle, the rats were busy redoing their portal network to make travel between all of Mike's properties much smoother.
Stepping through the massive home, she could actually sense the boundaries where reality had been broken down and stitched back together. Ever since consuming eldritch flesh, she had discovered a new sense for such things, especially the seams between worlds. It felt similar to that tingling sensation she used to get when her foot would fall asleep and wake up, only she experienced it at a distance.
It didn't take her long to find Tasia. The werewolf was out front with Grace and Callisto. The centaur was spending all of his time at the home lately, and had taken to Tasia pretty fast. It was clear that the boy had a small crush on her, which Dana chalked up partially to the fact that Tasia wasn't one of his many adopted aunts.
Currently, Tasia was wearing a blindfold, her hands extended as she sniffed the air and carefully stalked the children. Dana wasn't certain about the rules of the game, but Tasia was now moving toward Callisto.
"You should eat less sausage for breakfast," Tasia declared, and then leapt the last ten feet toward the boy. Callisto took off like a shot, trying to hold back his own laughter. Grace watched quietly as Tasia blindly ran after the centaur, then turned to look at Dana with her unblinking gaze.
"Are you having fun?" Dana asked.
Grace nodded, then looked back at Callisto. "Too slow," she declared, pointing at Tasia.
"She's faster as a wolf," Dana replied.
"Too scary," Grace solemnly declared, clutching Jenny to her chest. The doll had been largely silent upon returning to the house, content to return to the arms of the little Arachne. Ever since her breakdown at the Collector's estate, she seemed hesitant to manifest.
"How did it go?" asked Ingrid, who sat on the swing of the porch, her legs propped up on a small ottoman.
"Doctor said I'm healthy," Dana replied.
"Liar."
"For a dead girl," Dana amended.
Ingrid smirked. "There we go." She smiled at the children. Grace was now running behind both Tasia and Callisto, as if afraid she had been forgotten.
"You just visiting today?" Dana asked.
Ingrid shrugged. "I'm on bed rest until my bones are better. Then maybe some physical therapy."
"Staying for dinner?"
"Mmhmm," Ingrid replied. "I heard that Sofia is cooking something delicious."
Much like Tasia, Ingrid had been offered a place to stay within the walls of the Radley home. Unlike Tasia, Ingrid had declined the offer of a room, instead opting to make a permanent residence in the Library. After a long talk with Mike and Eulalie, Ingrid had decided the best and safest place for her was on the Rat Queen's payroll.
Two demons had been sent after Ingrid since their return. Both of them had suffered grievous harm and been sent packing by members of the house.
Dana leaned on the wall with her arms crossed. "You let your old boss know you moved on yet?" she asked.
"Through unofficial channels," Ingrid replied. "He needed some extra reassuring that this was the right move for my team. It's kind of sad, really. I can tell how much he cares for her, you know? But they can't ever spend any time together."
Dana frowned and thought about her own father. She hadn't exactly treated them well since her death. Maybe she was finally in a good enough place to try and build that relationship back up.
That was a tomorrow problem, though. She waited until Tasia chased the kids closer to the front porch to get her attention.
"I'm headed back to my room," she said. "Do you wanna come with, or stay and play?"
Tasia was currently dragging Callisto across the yard while the boy laughed. Grace was clinging to her back and playfully bonking her on the head with a fist.
"You just working on your telescope?" Tasia asked, pausing to lift her blindfold.
"Tink is already up there, so yeah."
"I'll hang out here for a bit," Tasia replied. "Maybe eat a horse."
"Nooooo," Callisto cried, then broke free and sprinted away. Grace tried to stick her fingers in Tasia's mouth.
"Eat spider," she declared. Tasia playfully nibbled at the Arachne's digits, which seemed to satisfy her.
Dana watched the group tumble off. She and Ingrid exchanged a few more pleasantries before she made her way up to Merlin's tower. Apparently, that was what her rooms used to be before a previous Caretaker had stolen them. This was one of many things Mike had learned during his time in Avalon,
Up in the tower, Tink looked up from a gear mechanism, her face covered in grease. Her belly was still swollen from pregnancy, but the stress lines on her face had vanished ever since Mike had given her the life essence of the Fae to undo her dangerous condition.
"Dead girl back," she declared. "Tink do all work."
"Where's Kisa?" Dana asked.
"Cat girl lazy, want nap." Tink put a handful of grease into her mouth, then chewed on it and spat onto a rod in her hands. She shoved a gear into place, then paused to look up at Dana. With a lewd smirk, she moved the gear up and down as if jerking a dick.
"Glad to see you're feeling better." Dana looked up at the mechanism above. After her return from the Collector's home, she had taken one look at the structure above and promptly disassembled most of it. Without fully understanding why, she had somehow seen all of the mistakes that had gone unnoticed before. Whistling quietly to herself, she took the mechanism from Tink and climbed up the ladder to get it in place.
Up above, a series of metal brackets were holding the device apart, much like retractors during surgery. Part of the bracket unfolded itself into a metal fist, which tapped against itself in morse code.
"She did what with my spanner?" Dana asked.
TickTock replied with more taps.
"Hey!" Dana looked down at Tink. "What have I told you about my tools?"
Tink just cackled to herself, clearly pleased.
"Dirty little goblin," Dana muttered, making a note to wipe all her tools down later. Turning her attention back to Tick Tock, she leaned her forehead against the mimic as she wrestled the mechanism into place. "How are you doing? Good?"
Tick Tock tapped in the affirmative.
"I can't believe I didn't see this before," she muttered to herself. "Spent all those months wrestling with this project when I could have been done in just a couple of weeks. Did you know I was making mistakes?"
Tick Tock answered in the negative.
"Well, at least you weren't hiding it from me," she replied. "I guess I just needed a little inspiration or something. I don't know. Maybe it was something I ate."
Tick Tock tapped something in response. Dana tilted her head to process what had been said.
"What do you mean I have my spark back?"
Tick Tock repeated itself, but was unable or unwilling to elaborate. It didn't really matter,. Dana would probably figure it out later. Speaking of later...
"Hey, Tink," she called. "What would you think if I cut my hair a little shorter? I'm thinking a bob, maybe shoulder length, cut at an angle."
"Tink think dead girl look good," the goblin replied. "Much more fuckable."
"I can always rely on you for honesty," Dana replied with a chuckle.
"Wolf girl fuck dead girl anyway," Tink added. "No see hair while eating pussy."
"Thank you, Tink," Dana grumbled. The little goblin cackled again.
Some things about living in the Radley house would always be chaotic. Dana's life since dying was always going to be complicated. She had accepted that long ago.
But now that Tasia got to be a part of this new life, Dana felt complete in a way that was warm and familiar. Later tonight, after dinner, maybe she and Tasia would go hang out with mermaids or something. The options were limitless, and she no longer felt alone.
Humming to herself, Dana gave some of the gears a test spin, officially in her happy place.
🐺💀😈🕷️
Alexandros was walking to his bed from the shower when a shadow shifted in the corner of his room. With a well practiced motion, he dropped the towel around his waist and slid free a blade that he carried with him everywhere.
"Identify yourself," he demanded, now properly armed, but naked.
An older woman strolled forward from the shadows. "Well, now, Alexandros. I'd say this is no way to greet an old friend, but," her gaze lingering on his crotch. "Perhaps this is exactly how you should greet one."


Alexandros winced inwardly, but kept his emotions hidden. "I was unaware we were friends," he said, collapsing the blade down to the size of a dagger. He set it on a nearby table and picked up his towel. If the witch standing before him wanted to kill him, the sword really wouldn't matter.
"Ah, well. I get that sometimes." The woman Alexandros knew as the Collector chuckled and moved to the nearest window to look outside. "I apologize for not announcing myself, but I wasn't sure if this would be a quiet conversation or an ambush."
"An ambush? Why would I ambush you?"
In the reflection of the window, the Collector raised an eyebrow. "Either you really don't know or you are the best liar the Laskaris family has ever seen."
"You have me at several disadvantages," he admitted. "If you would elaborate for me, I--"
"This is about your daughter." The Collector turned and rotated the broomstick she was holding so that it was horizontal. She sat on it like a chair and pulled out some yarn from a bag around her shoulders, followed by crochet hooks.
"You saw her? Where?" Ever since training Tasia in advanced swordsmanship and battle techniques, he had been careful to keep his physical distance, allowing her and her new team to remain autonomous. It had been several days since he had heard from them, which implied that something rather big had happened.
"I don't suppose you could tell me where she is." The witch held up a patch of fabric, rotated it into position to find the loose threads, then slipped the hooks in and started crocheting.
"I honestly don't know," he said. "Ever since the incident in Florida, she's been on the run." Both statements were true. It was unwise to lie to witches, especially this one. The only reason he hadn't tried to sneak away or outright kill her was that neither were possible. Not only was the woman extremely powerful, but she and the Order went way back. In fact, she often provided beasts for new knights and mages to hunt for practice, though the lower echelons were unaware of this arrangement. In the last century, cryptids had become harder to locate, which meant it was hard to train new people to kill them.
Turning on her now would result in a quick death at best.
"She hasn't tried to contact you?"
"Not to my knowledge." This question here was precisely the reason why Ingrid was in charge of getting ahold of him.
"I see." The woman was no longer looking at him. Her focus was on her crochet. "She is running around with a former Order mage. A woman named Ingrid. Would you know anything about that?"
"Sister Ingrid...well, just Ingrid now. She left the Order after the Maui Incident. I did have a meeting with her regarding her future with the Order, but she chose the path of a private consultant, a freelancer, if you will."
The Collector took in this information quietly, then inspected her threads. Alexandros calmly walked over to his wardrobe to retrieve a pair of pants, doing his best to avoid thinking directly about Ingrid in case the witch tried to read his mind.
"It's interesting how many Incidents the Order has experienced of late," she finally said. "Especially in the last eighteen months. The Florida Incident. The Maui Incident. The Radley Incident."
Alexandros frowned. "That last one isn't really public knowledge," he said.
"Oh, please. You act as if your organization has secrets from me." The witch cackled, clearly quite pleased with herself. "Do you think I haven't read the classified debriefs on all of those? The Order has a leadership problem."
Alexandros nodded. "One I hope to rectify," he added.
"With those men and women in your courtyard?" she asked.
He shook his head. "The Fae Guard are meant for problems that our limited personnel cannot handle," he said. "I have no intention of taking over the Order from within. The Laskaris family are meant to be a guiding hand only in the darkest of times. We are warriors, not leaders."
"You may be the only one who sees it that way." The witch lifted her crochet project to examine it, then continued working. "So you can't tell me anything regarding the whereabouts of Ingrid or your daughter?"
"Last I knew, they were seen around Europe." When the witch looked up at him, he shrugged. "I have people actively seeking them. My daughter is on the Wanted list."
While this was true, he didn't add that he had picked some of the least competent people to do this. The fact that Basil regularly fed them false intel kept his hands even cleaner.
The witch clucked her tongue. "I must admit, I wasn't expecting to believe you. I guess that's one dead end." She sighed. "I don't suppose you have any information about a succubus who might be helping them."
"They are shape shifters," he replied. "Tracking down a succubus is very--"
His phone chirped.
"That's from me," the Collector said. "Go ahead and open it."
Alexandros picked up the phone to see she had texted him an image. It was a woman with black and red hair standing in a stairwell with her legs spread and her tail shoved up between them.
"Ummm..." He coughed into his hand, and looked up at her. "I do know who this is, but I'm not sure how this relates to my daughter."
"Oh, they're working together." The woman grinned sweetly at him. "So where can I find this creature?"
Alexandros badly wanted to lie, but could sense a trap closing in around him. Even a cursory glance at the paperwork from all three incidents the Collector had provided would mention this demon. He supposed she was trying to gauge his willingness to hide information, to perhaps expose him as a Radley sympathizer. But he knew better.
"If it's the same creature I'm thinking of, her name is Lily."
"Lily?" The Caretaker paused and looked up. "Who is her master?"
"Unknown," he replied. "She, uh...has been seen in the company of the Radley family." Anything beyond a cursory glance would share this information as well, but he felt bad admitting it. The last thing he wanted was to throw the Radley family under the bus, but this was cleary some sort of test.
"Interesting. Are you aware that they have an Arachne in their employ?"
"WHAT?!?" This time, outrage escaped him. He cleared his throat and shook his head. "Certainly, they don't," he added. "We even have the Oracle on record saying--"
"That bug has been leading you by the nose for decades," she replied, then tied some knots in her knitting project and slid it onto her head. The hat was functional, but not very decorative. "It wouldn't surprise me to learn that he lied to you somehow. How does it look?"
"Fine?"
"It's a rush job, I know. Lost my favorite one over the Atlantic." The Collector stood and snatched up her broom. "I suppose that you and I have no business to share, then. I'll be on my way."
"Wait." He held out a hand, then quickly retracted it. Alexandros didn't want to be seen as a threat. "Are you...going to the Radley house? I would caution you that even a woman of your immense talents will find difficulty there."
"Oh, I have no intention of bothering Mike Radley," the Collector said with a grin. "That hasn't worked out for anyone who has tried. One doesn't kill a bear by walking into its den, after all."
"You're going to kill him?" Alexandros' voice went up an octave.
"Why would I do that?" She pushed open the nearest window and stared outside. "Let's just say that my son and I finally have a common enemy. It would give us the perfect opportunity to reconnect. With a little luck, I'll be hearing from him shortly." The Collector gave Alexandros a little bow, stepped backward onto the window ledge, cackled and fell out into the darkness.
Alexandros ran to the window and watched a shadow race away through the sky, temporarily blotting out the stars in passing. He shivered, unsure if it was the fact that he was mostly naked by the window, or what the Collector had said before unceremoniously dumping herself out the window.
"Did she say...son?"
🐺💀😈🕷️
And with that, I bid this series adieu. I hope you've enjoyed my murderous lesbian romp around the world, cause I had so much fun writing about all the mayhem, murder, and magic that I could cram into three books of side-story. I appreciate everyone who has dropped in to tell me how much they loved the tale.
Don't be afraid to submit some stars on the way out, cause only 10% of you do for some reason. Would love to see this one in the charts for a little bit :D
Now go drink some water and do something nice for yourself. I finished writing a trilogy, so I'm gonna go eat some cookies!
With much love, until next time!
~Annabelle Hawthorne 
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 Hi, all!
It's me, Annabelle Hawthorne, back yet again with the newest installment of Horny Monsters!
New reader? Welcome in! This is the start of book 9. That's right, book. FUCKING. NINE. If the chapter count wasn't intimidating, there are also 4 spin-off novels in the same universe. Sure, the beginning of a random ass book in a series might work for Animorphs (kind of) or Babysitter's Club (maybe), but jumping in now would sort of be like starting Winds of Winter as your introduction to a Song of Ice and Fire (if it ever releases, I know you're reading this, George, I'm finally getting to you!)
Returning reader, welcome back! This is the ninth book, monster-fam, holy shit! Thanks to all of you who read the previous 8 books and said "You know what? I'm gonna punish my [insert bodypart here] with another one of these," and kept at it. I wouldn't be here without you, and your continued support means the world to me. (And by support, I mean remember to rate and review)
A friendly reminder, the schedule is regularly posted in my bio. I think my last goof was in 2023 when I forgot or something, who knows. That feels like a lifetime ago. Also, I did have some beta readers say that I should include a trigger warning for this chapter. A very bad thing is hinted at that happens to a very bad character, and some of you will find it a bit disturbing. I don't go into any graphic details in this chapter or the ones after, but enough is implied that I'm clearly
Making a Point
It was the first weekend in May. Callisto stood on the sidelines of the soccer pitch watching his teammates play on the field. He was on a co-ed team for thirteen-year-olds called The Wolves, and they were currently down two points. Looking over toward the sidelines where his family stood on the grass, he tried not to react when his mom waved at him.
His dad had promised to be there today, but hadn't shown up yet. Although his father had attended most of his games, this was the one needed to get into the final tournament in two weeks. His team had only lost one game this season, which put them in the running for the top four.
Things had been hectic at the Radley home this spring. His new baby sister was more than a handful, and the plethora of adults who used to have time to spend with him were constantly keeping the little goblin out of trouble. Even Tink lost track of her at times, which was really something. He had heard adults joking about the terrible twos before, but his sister was apparently setting the absolute standard for it.
There was also the fact that Mike was consistently dealing with issues either at the main house or one of his other properties. Last weekend, he had been forced to leave Callisto's game early because something called a Baykok had made it onto the cabin property and was preying on the Nirumbi. For whatever reason, Aunt Beth had needed his personal assistance, which had irked Callisto.
Recently, the adults in general irritated him. He could only presume it was related to what was likely the end of his prepubescent status. Other centaurs his own age had already gone through some of those changes, but his half-human status had certainly delayed the effect.
Now, though, he was consistently battling his own inner demons on the pettiest of subjects. The rational part of his mind liked to remind him that his elders had lived entire lives packed with experiences he couldn't fathom. He literally lived with women who were centuries old and had looked after generations of people.
The other part of him believed that they didn't know anything. He was pretty much an adult anyway, and what did they--
"Heads!" someone yelled, and Callisto and the others on the sidelines ducked as the ball shot through where he had been standing. The centaur, currently in human form, flared his nostrils at the one who had kicked it.
Ashton Maxwell. He was a young man on Callisto's team. His blond hair was wavy, and he had a smattering of freckles along his cheeks that the girls on the Wolves often whispered to each other about. His father was a producer for some musician's music videos, and they lived in the wealthy part of town.
"Sorry, Cally." Ashton smirked and ran back onto the field as a member of the other team, the Tigers, came to throw the ball in.
Ever since Cal's first day on the team, Ashton had been antagonizing him. Callisto knew that this was, in part, due to the mystery surrounding his own family. Ashton liked to bring up his family's income every chance he got, and had clearly noticed that Callisto wasn't impressed in the slightest.
Sure, Ashton's father could afford a private jet for their summers in the Bahamas on a private island. And yes, some famous boy band that all the girls on the team listened to had played at his birthday party last summer. Ashton's family was insanely rich, compared to the average person.
But Callisto was a centaur disguised as a human, and he could see a person's soul. The misery that consistently lingered in Ashton's spilled free like a noxious gas. On the two occasions that Ashton's father had come to a game, the man had spent the whole time on the phone. The Maxwells were a family in name only. It was usually his mom who brought him, and the woman always seemed zonked out on tranquilizers.
That rational part of him that recognized his own adolescence was looming also told him that he should pity Ashton. It was clear that Ashton's behavior was the fault of an upbringing lacking in familial love and boundaries.
The other part of Callisto liked to think that if a big enough tube was shoved down Ashton's throat, he would legally be considered the world's largest douchebag. Sadly, this part won, and Callisto was forced to let his emotions simmer as he glared at Ashton, who was now ignoring him to focus on the game.
The next play went out of bounds thirty seconds later, and the coach called for a timeout to send in some subs. Callisto was sent in as Ashton was on his way out. The blond deliberately shoulder-checked him on the way in. Callisto had no idea how the coach didn't see shit like this, but knew for a fact that his Faerie body guard did.
Before Callisto had joined the soccer team, Mike had spoken at length with the family's private guard about what constituted the kind of harm that the Fae should be involved in. There was a very real fear that an errant ball that smashed Callisto's in the nose would cause murderous retaliation.
Callisto wouldn't mind if the spirit just broke Ashton's legs a little, or maybe body slammed him. Something other than quietly watching. He hated looking at the thing, so often wished he would get some use out of it.
Before play resumed, he touched the magical band around his bicep that allowed him to hold his human form for up to a day. It was currently in the form of a temporary tribal tattoo. Aunt Ratu's enchanting skills had improved over the last year, and she had actually learned quite a bit from the home's recent addition, Tasia, who had a sword that turned into a bracelet.
Now out on the field, he caught a glance from Cassie Evergreen, a girl on his team. They hadn't spoken more than a few times, but he thought about her more than he probably should these days. Her hair looked soft, and he wondered what her hand would feel like if he held it. Or what it would be like to kiss--
"Go, Cal, go!" Zel screamed, his mother pointing frantically. Callisto had been too busy making eye contact with Cassie to notice that play had resumed.
Sprinting frantically, he had to remember to tone down his athletic abilities, but had covered a third of the field already to catch up to the ball. The girl who currently had it was a striker for the Tigers, and she was likely going to take a shot on the goal.
Callisto threw just a bit of caution to the wind and went wide, then slid in front of her and kicked the ball away. Back on his feet in an instant, he charged toward the opposite goal, deftly weaving between the defenders.
Cassie cheered him on, and he popped the ball into the air, hit it with his forehead, and jumped while twirling sideways to pass between two defenders who had formed a wall. His team cheered, and he managed to intercept the ball where it landed and kick it straight at the other goal.
The ball shot past the goalie, netting his team another point. The closest teammates cheered Callisto on as he ran back toward center field, then gave a big shit-eating grin to Cassie. On the sideline, Ashton was making a face like someone had force-fed him a turd.
"That's my boy!" Zel yelled, hopping up and down. Next to her, Aunt Lily was also cheering and jumping. Her tight tank top was borderline inappropriate, and more than a few parents were staring at Lily's boobs as they jiggled. The shirt had the words Being the cool aunt is lame, I'd rather be the hot one in fiery letters.
Down between them, Grace was busy clapping one hand on her knee while staring at Callisto. In her other hand was what appeared to be a big, fat grasshopper, which she promptly popped in her mouth like candy. Hovering invisibly above her was another Fae spirit, diligently watching for trouble.
Damnit, Grace, he thought to himself as a nearby teammate gagged. Trying to ignore his little sister, he did a quick scan of the field to see if his father was among them, maybe even invisibly. Normal humans were weird around his dad, constantly stumbling over themselves to appease or impress him.
Callisto acknowledged that this was probably part of his problem with Ashton. Sure, Ashton's father had money, but nobody repeatedly accused him of being a famous model or movie star.
Seeing that Mike wasn't lingering nearby, he let out a sigh and took his position near the center of the field. The referee set the ball in the middle and backed up.
Dad, where the hell are you? Callisto wondered as the other team's center ran forward and passed the ball to their teammate.
🏠🏠🏠
The room was a study with three large picture windows that looked out over a distant mountain range. The windows themselves were framed by a massive pair of ornate bookshelves that had been recently oiled and polished. The shelves themselves were adorned with children's books that had been packed in over the last year. Along one wall was a fireplace that had gone cold sometime in the spring, but was meticulously swept. There was nothing odd about the room itself when seen from the inside, but even a casual observer would realize that something was off. The view of distant islands in a massive lake simply didn't jive with the fact that this study was not only an interior room, but that the home itself was in the middle of a large neighborhood several miles from any substantial body of water.
The sanctity of this odd magical space was shattered as a gargoyle crashed through the central picture window, slamming into the floor so hard that the boards buckled. From her back leapt Mike Radley, clutching a green toddler to his chest as he sprang free and slid across the polished hardwood until he came to a stop with his feet against the door.
"Tink!" he shouted, and the door of the study was blown apart by gunfire. The man-sized hole in the door revealed a redheaded goblin who stood four feet tall and had small crow's feet in the corner of her eyes. She stood behind a hastily assembled chaingun that had been bolted to the floor and was stabilized by a crystalline assembly of ice.
A shrieking sound filled the air as feathered creatures swept in. Half woman and half bird, the flock of harpies squawked angrily at the sight of Mike and his child against the opposite wall, their cries swiftly drowned out by the sound of an M242 Bushmaster tearing the room to shreds.
On the floor, Abella cried out in pain, clutching at her ears as she scooted to the side. The harpy swarm, unable to escape, were reduced to blood and feathers in an instant. When Tink let go of the trigger, Yuki ran into the room and scooped up the goblin toddler, who promptly bit her.
"Ow, shit!" She tossed the child to her mother, Tink, then sealed the door with a barrier made of ice. "Get her out of here," she cried.
Outside, the remaining harpies were busy shrieking in dismay. Mike got up off the floor and ran to the window, magic building in his chest as he pointed his fingers at the harpies like a pistol.
"Scat!" he cried, firing a bolt of lightning at them. That finally scared the beasts off, and the swarm scattered. Scowling at the harpies as they went, he turned to look at Abella, who was being helped to her feet by Yuki.
"You okay?" he asked.
The gargoyle nodded, then joined him at the window with Yuki. "To think that this valley had a harpy population all this time," she muttered with a faint French accent.
"Well, it's not like anyone ever came in here before," he said. In the last year or so, Charlotte the vampyr had actually made this her study. She liked the view and had taken to stocking the shelves with children's books that she could read to the kids who now lived with the Moon Tribe in his greenhouse. The vampyr had also taken to reading these books to the merfolk, but had most recently been doing storytime with his youngest daughter, Matilda.
Named by his goblin wife after the little girl from a movie she had watched on repeat for the final month of her pregnancy, his daughter was not yet two, yet somehow got into more trouble than the rest of the house combined. Today's issue was the unlucky result of Matilda breaking into Charlotte's study to look through her books, unaware that the harpies had been waiting for that exact opportunity.
It hadn't been hard for the bird-like creatures to lure Matilda to the window and abduct her. What they hadn't counted on was that Matilda was constantly being shadowed by four troublesome fairies who absolutely adored the chaos she brought, who had immediately informed Mike. Able to track his child with his magic, the only obstacle in his way was his own inability to fly, hence Abella's involvement.
Staring out the window, Mike shook his head and let out a sigh. Turning to see the mess that was Charlotte's office, he sent her a mental image of the place, expecting to feel her disappointment through their bond. Instead, she was far too relieved that Matilda was safe to even worry that her special room had been ruined by guts and gunfire.
"What do you think they wanted with her?" Yuki wondered.
"Delicacy," Abella replied. "Harpies are like bees, and they have a queen. They were taking Matilda to their nest, wherever that is."
There was a banging sound on the ice wall that Yuki had made. The kitsune dismissed it with a wave of her hand, and Tink came storming in with her modified sniper rifle.
"TINK SHOOT FUCKING BIRD BITCHES!" she screamed, and had to be stopped halfway to the window.
"They're gone," Mike told her. The goblin turned her head toward him in slow motion, her eyes practically feral.
"Did Tink kill them all?" she asked in a quiet tone.
"Well, no, some got aw--"
"GOBLIN MURDERING SPREE!" she shouted, and leapt at the window. Mike scooped her up as Yuki took away the gun.
"That's a later problem," he said, looking toward the door. Kisa was standing there, holding Matilda tight against her chest. His daughter looked like she was already asleep. "We need to board these windows up so that we can fix the place up."
"Fuck fixing windows!" she shouted, struggling to get free.
"Which will give us time to plan our revenge," he added.
The goblin went still in his arms. "Big revenge?" she asked.
"Well, yeah. We can't really have child-eating harpies lurking around our home, now can we?"
Tink chewed on this thought, then went limp. "Put Tink down," she commanded. "Need plywood for windows."
Happy that his goblin wife wasn't about to leap into the ravine, he complied. She adjusted her dress, nodded at the others, then promptly grabbed Mike's dick through his pants. "Big gun make Tink horny," she replied. "Husband share big gun later."
"Speaking of guns, where the hell did you get that thing?" he asked, gesturing at the Bushmaster.
"Tink took it from US military last winter," the goblin replied, offering no further explanation as she walked out the door with Kisa. Exasperated, Mike just shook his head and watched her leave. Now that the immediate danger was over, he walked carefully toward the nearest couch with the intention of sitting, but stopped when he saw that it was covered in harpy guts.
Seeing his dilemma, Yuki pulled a tarot card from her pocket and threw it at the ground. When it struck, the paper unfolded into a group of sticks that quickly assembled themselves into a chair.
"You didn't need to waste a card on me," he said.
"Minor arcana," she replied. "Will take me a couple of hours to make a replacement. Besides, you look like you need it."
"I do. Thank you." He sat in the chair and placed his face in his hands. Tears of relief ran silently down his cheeks and through his fingers. Typically, true danger came for his family from outside the house. Today was the first time that it had come from within, and he felt an odd sense of violation.
He and others had briefly explored this ravine more than once, yet had never seen the harpies. They all had figured it was an unused pocket world, and had let the issue go. With all the other things that had become normal around his home, it was kind of easy to forget a window that went to a different world.
Abella came up from behind the chair and wrapped her arms over his shoulders, her wings draped lightly over him.
"Thank you," he whispered, knowing she could easily hear him with her sensitive ears. "For everything."
"Always," she replied. Abella had come right away when he had yelled for her, but that now meant that the stairs and part of the hallway were scratched up from her passage. Made completely of stone, her talons had gouged several inch-long grooves into nearly everywhere she had gone in her haste to get to the study.
It was only a minute later when Charlotte appeared in the doorway. The vampyr was wearing an outdoor dress and had mud on her hands and knees. She surveyed the room with dark eyes that scrutinized every detail, then looked at Mike.
"Matilda seemed okay," she told him. "I just checked on her. Sorry I wasn't here sooner."
Mike chuckled and shook his head. "You were in the middle of something else," he replied. "It's fine."
"No, it's not. I should have secured this room better." The vampyr moved to the window and looked outside. "Yuki, could you seal these off, please? Tink is coming back up with plywood soon, but I worry that the harpies may return in bigger numbers."
"Maybe we should let them," Yuki growled. "They tried to eat one of our own."
"This is true," Charlotte admitted. "But if this was only an act of desperation, we shouldn't punish them for it."
The vampyr and the kitsune glared daggers at each other, and Yuki finally gave in and summoned a wall of ice to seal off the windows. Something about Charlotte rubbed Yuki the wrong way. Part of this was the fact that the kitsune hated how the vampyr smelled. The rest was likely some sort of internalized hatred of what Charlotte represented, or maybe the fact that the vampyr often acted like a mother figure for everybody in the house, despite her relatively young biological age of nineteen.
"If they are ruled by a Queen, then it's the Queen we should go after," Yuki declared, then turned her head in Mike's direction. "Unless you'd like to marry her, too."
Mike chuckled and shook his head. "Yeah, I think I may have hit my royal limit." He was technically married to a mermaid princess and the Queen of the Fae. A simulacrum made of magic and a portion of his soul was currently in the Fae Realm as acting King, assisting Titania with her royal duties. No such solution existed for him with Leilani, and the mermaid had voiced her displeasure more than once recently that he wasn't around as much as she'd like.


"What determines who you marry?" Yuki raised an eyebrow, her tails swishing behind her. "Seems to me that there's no shortage of candidates around here."
"I only marry for political advantage," Mike replied, affecting a slightly British accent.
"Your first wife is a goblin. What were the politics there?"
"She was cute, and I was horny." There was more to it than that, but it was clear Yuki was just trying to bust his balls.
Yuki snorted. "So how horny do you need to be before you agree to marry me?"
Mike stared at the kitsune, unsure how to answer her. "Well, I mean, um...if that's something you're interested in, I think--"
Yuki laughed. "Oh, I'm going to tell the others about this. You're squirming so hard." There was a ding from her robes, and she pulled out her phone and frowned at it. "Oh. Zel's looking for you."
"Is she okay?"
"Yeah. She texted the family chat asking where you were because Callisto's game is halfway over."
What?" Mike went to check his own phone, then remembered that he had never taken it with him in the first place. In his hurry to rescue Matilda, his phone was likely still downstairs in the office.
Still, it's not like he doubted Yuki. If she said that there was only half an hour left in Callisto's soccer game, then he needed to get moving.
"Thank you," he said, then ran toward the door and down the hall to the stairs. His master bedroom was on the top floor, which was now the sixth floor. His magically enhanced stamina meant that he could take the three flights of stairs necessary to get to his bedroom at a run. Built in the original home's sole turret, the back window overlooked what used to be the backyard. Now, it overlooked a massive inner courtyard with a fountain in the middle and an iron gate embedded in a stone wall at the back.
"Naia!" Mike stripped out of his clothes as he moved, tossing the blood-soaked rags onto the bathroom floor. The large bathtub in his bathroom was more like a small pool, or perhaps a large hot tub.
The spigot turned itself on, and a torrent of warm water started to fill the tube.
"Yes, lover?" A watery figure appeared, standing roughly five feet tall. The nymph's translucent appearance solidified as her skin and gown were colored in.
"I need to get clean," Mike declared. "Callisto's game is going to be over soon."
"So a quickie, then?" Naia smirked at him as he stepped into the tub. The water was only an inch deep already. Given a couple of minutes, Naia could have the whole tube filled if she wanted. The sole limitation was how much pressure the spigot could handle.
"Yes, please."
Naia leapt into his arms, her body transforming into hot water the moment they made contact. Mike closed his eyes and let the powerful current churn over his skin, washing away the gore of his earlier adventure.
He also couldn't help but notice that Naia was paying extra attention to his cock and balls. Powerful suction manifested on the tip of his dick, and he groaned as Naia used her water to form a mouth which sucked on him.
"All done," Naia declared in his ear, and the water fell away. He stood in the mostly empty tub now with a massive erection.
"You did that on purpose," he said.
"I do everything on purpose," she replied from the drain, then giggled. "Cheer Callisto on for me!"
Mike stepped out of the tub, the lingering water on his skin magically yanked back into the basin, leaving him dry. The only difficulty in getting dressed now was trying to pull his pants over his large hardon. His cock had been considered larger than average back before inheriting a magical home and soul swapping with a nymph. He was fairly certain it had gotten even bigger, but had no way of knowing for sure.
Kisa appeared in the doorway of the bathroom, a shirt and pants already in hand. "Socks are on the bed and shoes are by the front door."
"Thanks." He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and slid into his pants, then allowed Kisa to pull the shirt down over his head. Grabbing his socks, he stepped out into the hallway and looked over the railing to see Charlotte already waiting for him below.
The vampyr looked up at him with a grin as he vaulted the railing and fell six stories to the main floor. With not even a grunt, Charlotte caught him in a princess carry, then set him on the floor.
"My hero," he said. "Wanna come with?"
"Naturally." The vampyr opened the front door of the house and waited for him to put on his socks and shoes. Once outside, they started jogging. From the front porch to the sidewalk, it was roughly a quarter of a mile now. Or maybe a half. Tink could tell him exactly, but now wasn't the time to wonder.
Charlotte and Mike ran toward a small copse of trees on the edge of the yard. Planted there last year, they had been magically grown with the help of Amymone, the resident dryad.
Lacking a car, the Radley family relied on magic for most forms of transportation. Many of its residents couldn't go out in public anyway. They did keep a private driver on retainer, who had already taken the others to Callisto's game, which was twenty minutes away.
Mike greeted the trees mentally, then gave them a psychic image of where he wanted to go. Taking Charlotte by the hand, he stepped between the trees and was instantly transported to the soccer park where Bigfoot had helped him plant a couple of trees like these for just this purpose.
There was an irritated chiming from behind him. Mike looked back to see that a member of his Fae guard had chased him through the portal. While he didn't allow them in the house, their main responsibility was to travel with family members who actually left the property. Otherwise, they guarded the main property along with the gargoyles, centaur, and jabberwock.
The home was regularly harassed by curiosity seekers, nosy neighbors, and the occasional asshole who dropped by to cause trouble. The Fae Guard liked to drop troublemakers straight into the court of the Fae Queen if they proved to be too much trouble. Titania had gifted him a statue of a warlock three months ago. That man had refused to divulge who had sent him or why he was there, so the Fae Queen had immortalized him in stone while leaving his mind intact.
Mike had bought the kids some sidewalk chalk so they could color him in. After a year or so, Titania would turn the man back to flesh and repeat her question, to see if he was more willing to talk.
"Which field are they on?" asked Charlotte. She was wearing a sundress now.
"When did you put that on?" he asked.
"Just now." Charlotte grabbed the hem of the dress and lifted it just long enough for Mike to see a flash of red. "I can show you more later, if you like."
"Yes, I would. Please subject yourself to a full examination--there he is!" Mike had felt along the bond he shared with Lily and Zel and now saw them on the far side of the field. "Try to run like a normal person."
Charlotte giggled and the two of them jogged at what Mike felt was a reasonable rate. The vampyr at his side was fast enough that she could easily cross the field in a couple of seconds, which would make an Olympian look like a drunken toddler.
Lily noticed him first. She elbowed Zel, and then both of them waved. Down below them, Grace looked up at her father and tried to wander onto the soccer field to greet him, only to be held back by Lily at the last moment.
Going around the game itself, Mike greeted the others with hugs. They had agreed in advance that open affection was likely to create questions that might cause issues for Callisto.
The whole reason his son was currently playing soccer was due to the fact that he no longer felt like part of the herd. Ever since the Unseelie had caused the disappearance of numerous members, his son had become an outcast among his own kind.
Sadly, Callisto's desire to be part of a group wasn't satisfied by the occupants of his home. Almost everybody there was an adult. After numerous requests for an activity where he could participate with kids his own age, they had settled on soccer.
It had been hard enough to find a team that wasn't super competitive at his son's age. Callisto's centaur body was much faster and stronger than a human's, and it would be easy enough for him to get carried away and absolutely destroy the other kids on the field. Naturally, the solution had been the Wolves, who prided themselves on playing for fun.
Even so, there were far too many parents on the team who seemed to believe that playing for fun actually meant destroying the other team and salting the fields on their way out.
A few parents looked Mike's way, and then their faces went blank as their attention wandered. Mike was using Kisa's ability to blend into the background to avoid being noticed. It wasn't true invisibility. Rather, people simply forgot he was there.
"How is he doing?" Mike asked Zel. Callisto was currently on the sidelines, beaming at Mike.
"He scored a goal earlier," Lily said.
"But he was also a bit flashy about it." Zel sounded both happy and irritated. A quick look at her soul revealed that it was just worry that she felt.
Lily sighed. "It was flashy, but a normal amount. The other kids thought it was cool. Nobody suspected a thing."
A cursory examination of the gathered crowd showed Mike that nobody was remotely paying his family any attention. Even a quick sweep of their souls just showed the usual noise. If anyone here was harboring magical powers or ill intentions, Mike was unaware of it.
Well, almost. A few of the kids playing didn't seem to like his son very much. For some reason, one boy in particular was really mad at Callisto. Strangely, this boy was on Callisto's own team.
Kids were weird. As he had this thought, Mike looked down to see his daughter trying to munch on another grasshopper she had caught.
"Grace. What did we say about eating grasshoppers?"
The Arachne, currently in her human form, stared up at her father, then looked at the grasshopper in her hand.
"Share?" she asked, holding up the bug on an open palm. It leapt away, disappearing into the grass.
"No eating soccer grasshoppers. Or soccer bugs. Or?"
"Soccer birds." Grace's human eyes flicked in the direction of a small bird that swooped overhead.
"Good girl." He smiled at his daughter, then noticed that Callisto was being swapped back in. "Let's go!" he shouted.
The centaur smiled at his father, then turned a laser-like focus onto the field. He didn't even seem to notice his teammate glaring daggers at the back of his head.
When the whistle blew, Callisto was off like a shot.
🏠🏠🏠
Callisto's heart pumped wildly in his chest as he charged the ball. The girl on the other team getting ready to kick it took one look at his face and panicked, then tried to kick it up into the air and away from him.
The centaur launched himself into the air and used his forehead to knock the ball back to earth, then immediately dribbled past the next defender. From the sidelines, Mike cheered for his kid, causing Callisto's heart to swell.
"Pass it!" shouted Ashton from right behind him. Callisto looked back and scowled. There was no strategic advantage in passing the ball to anyone else, especially backward to Ashton. The centaur sprinted toward the goalie, who had put out their hands in preparation. He could see the whites of their eyes as he kicked the ball so hard that it curved in midair, spiraling into the upper corner of the goal.
Callisto never saw it go in. He had slowed down after the kick, allowing Ashton to smash into him from behind. Cheers from the sideline became shouts of dismay as the two boys went down together in the dirt.
"Fucking ball hog," Ashton grunted, then stealthily gut punched Callisto as he stood up. Callisto held his stomach as the referee and the coach jogged out onto the field.
"You okay, Ashton?" Coach Terry knelt down to check on the blond boy.
"Yeah. Callisto got in my way is all." Ashton smirked at the centaur. "I didn't expect him to stop so suddenly."
Coach Terry brushed imaginary dust off of Ashton and nodded. "Way to be tough." He looked at Callisto. "You good?"
Callisto tried not to glare at the man. Coach Terry was nice enough, but he was absolutely dazzled by Ashton's father. On more than one occasion, Ashton had gotten some form of preferential treatment.
That, and supposedly the end of year team party was going to be at Ashton's mansion. The other kids talked about it all the time. They were excited because Ashton had a pool.
"I'm fine, coach. Was too busy scoring a goal."
Ashton glared at him past Terry, who didn't see it.
"Right, good job. Just remember it's not about if we win or lose--"
"Yeah, yeah," both boys said as they walked back to the center line. Callisto looked over at his family to see his father giving him a goofy thumbs up. By his side, Charlotte was glaring hard at Ashton, and so was Lily. The two of them were perfectly capable of hearing what Ashton had said.
"So Cally. I have a question for you." When Ashton spoke, Callisto could actually hear the grin in his voice.
"Good for you," Callisto replied.
"Is your sister retarded?"
"Huh?" Callisto actually turned to look at his sister. Lily and Charlotte had both gone still, and his dad had clearly noticed.
"Must run in the family, so I'll repeat myself. I saw her eating bugs earlier. Is she retarded?"
Callisto realized his fists were balled at his side and was about to turn around and say something when he caught his father's eye. His parents both shook their heads at him, clearly realizing that Ashton was trying to start a fight.
"C'mon, hustle!" Coach Terry shouted, and both Callisto and Ashton jogged the rest of the way back to the center line. Some of the Tigers were glaring daggers at Callisto. He was now the one to watch.
Sighing, Callisto took his place and decided to dial back his abilities. He had scored two goals already, and Cassie, who was on defense, was giving him a huge smile. His dad had made it in time to see him score a goal. Today was already a win as far as he was concerned.
He planned to just coast through the rest of the game. Honestly, more than half of the fun for him was just running back and forth with other kids.
The whistle blew, and the center passed the ball to Callisto. He dribbled it forward and passed it to Ashton. who immediately lost possession of the ball to an aggressive striker on the other team. Cassie intercepted, then kicked the ball toward Callisto.
Callisto caught the ball on his chest, and immediately noticed that he was surrounded by defenders. Timing a shot between another kid's legs, he passed to a kid named Ronaldo.
Ronaldo took off down the field, but tried to score a goal far too early. The slow-moving ball was picked up by the Tiger's goalie, who took two steps and booted the ball to midfield.
Ashton caught it before it hit center field, then dribbled along the edge of the field. Parents were shouting encouragement at him as he dodged one defender, but then he hit a wall of Tigers.
Out of options, Ashton kicked the ball out of bounds. This was a valid defensive strategy, but Callisto could only watch in horror as the ball rocketed toward his sister's head.
Grace didn't even look up as she raised a hand and caught the ball. She dropped the grasshopper she was holding and studied the ball, then looked up at the boy who kicked it.
"My bad," Ashton said.
The Tiger's coach waved at the ref. "Subs," she called, then swapped out several of her players.
"Subs!" Coach Terry listed off several names, and Callisto jogged off the field, followed by Ashton and Cassie. They lined up with the other members of the team and watched as the fresh players got into position.
"I can't believe your sister caught that," Cassie said to him. "Maybe she should be in goal."
Ashton snorted. "Retards, man. God gives them extra skills to make up for all that brain damage they got."
"Excuse me?" Cassie sounded properly mortified. "You can't just say that."
"Don't be mad at me. I'm just calling it like it is," he replied, then laughed. Across the field, the referee was trying to talk Grace into giving the ball back. She was clutching it possessively against her chest and staring directly at Ashton.
It only took a moment longer for Callisto to properly process what had just happened. He glared at Ashton as the pieces came together in his head. "You kicked the ball at my sister on purpose."
Ashton shrugged, but the smirk on his face told the real story. "Hey. I was just trying to play soccer. She shouldn't sit that close to the field if she's not paying attention."
"Ashton!" Cassie put a hand over her mouth. Nearby, two other players shifted away from the trio, clearly uncomfortable.
"Even if I did do it on purpose, what now?" Ashton smirked. "You gonna do something about it?"
Callisto looked across the field again. Mike had successfully retrieved the ball from Grace, and now several parents were staring at him in awe, suddenly aware of his arrival. Charlotte's brow was furrowed in disgust, her eyes on Ashton.
Lily, however, was looking at Callisto. She had an eyebrow raised as if to ask "Well? Are you going to do something about it?"
Callisto licked his lips and clenched his fists. Right now, soccer was the only thing he had that was just for him. It was no proper replacement for the tribe, but...well...
His eyes moved to Ashton's family. His father was almost never there. It was usually just his mother and their driver. Ashton's mother looked tired all the time, her face frozen in a neutral expression because of something called Botox. She seemed like a nice enough lady, at least from the outside.
"Since we're asking questions about each other's families, I have one for you." Callisto tilted his head vaguely in Ashton's direction. "What does your mom's tit taste like?"
Cassie gasped. Ashton went still.
"Excuse me?" Ashton's voice cracked just a little bit. "Is that really the best you have?"
"I only ask because it's obvious you still breast feed." Callisto looked away from Ashton and toward Cassie. "Last week, she wore a sundress, and you could tell one boob was much smaller than the other. That one is clearly his favorite, drained it right down to the bone."
Ashton grabbed Callisto by the jersey and spun him around. "My mom had breast cancer, asshole! She had a mastectomy!"
Other grownups were now looking their way. Callisto saw Lily nod at him from the corner of his eye and he grinned.
"I guess that explains why your breath always smells so bad," was all Callisto managed before Ashton punched him in the face.
Both boys fell to the ground. Callisto kept his hands up to cover his face, thus allowing Ashton to pummel him. When it became clear that none of his blows were landing, Ashton stood halfway up and tried to stomp on Callisto's crotch.
The centaur's foot kicked out, catching Ashton square in the mouth and flipping him onto his back. He let out a gurgling cry, and then several adults were there. Callisto was overwhelmed by all the shouting, then winced when somebody screamed.
It was Ashton. He was holding a hand in front of his mouth and had spat out several teeth already.
Aunt Lily knelt at his side, then helped him to his feet. "He had it coming," she whispered, and then his mother was there.
There was no missing the look of disappointment in both of his parents' faces as he was quickly removed from the soccer pitch. They didn't bother waiting for the family driver. His dad took them directly through their tree shortcut and back to the house. There was a lot of shouting after they arrived which ended with Callisto going to his room while the adults discussed his punishment.
Sulking, all he had to hold onto for comfort was Aunt Lily's words.


Yes, he should have just ignored Ashton. Yes, he definitely shouldn't have drawn attention to the family. The only reason Ashton was holding his teeth in a plastic cup in some dentist's office right now was because he was a child who had grown up in a world without consequences.
Callisto's window opened and Grace squeezed inside. She dropped down onto Callisto's bed and held up a pack of cookies which she had obviously stolen from the pantry.
"Not retarded," she said defiantly, handing over the treat.
"Thanks." Callisto opened the box and saw there were only a couple of cookies left. A summary inspection of his sister revealed chocolate chip crumbs all across the front of her shirt. Smiling, he took both cookies out and offered one to his sister which she accepted.
People could say what they wanted about him. But his sister? She was off limits.
🏠🏠🏠
Mike was in the courtyard sitting just inside of Naia's fountain, his back resting against the wall. He was currently naked, the water bubbling around him like he was sitting in a hot tub.
Deeper in the fountain was Zel. She had returned to her centaur form and was standing in the part of the fountain that was almost six feet deep.
Naia's fountain had been small and almost non-functional when Mike had first discovered it. Over the years, it had gone through subtle changes while slowly expanding.
However, when Mike had acquired the Conqueror mantle from Genghis Khan and then brought home Camelot and the other Conqueror properties, the fountain had gone through its most drastic transformation. Now the size of a small lake, the center of the fountain no longer contained multiple marble basins. Instead, an offshoot of Amymone's tree grew on a small island decorated with marble tiers that were designed to hug the side of the tree. Birds sang and bathed in its waters as the dryad Amymone hung from a nearby loop of vines, her fingers tapping rapidly at the screen of a waterproof ereader. While she typically enjoyed the pages of a real book, the birds often splashed too much and got them wet.
The water around the island itself was almost twelve feet deep. Mike wondered if the home continued to expand would Naia become her very own Lady of the Lake? The nymph was currently on the island, crooning softly to the birds, some of which were chirping happily on top of her head. Unable to walk on dry land, the nymph's form was being fed by tiny tendrils of water that stretched from the various basins. If they were to be blocked, her consciousness would slip back into the larger body of water. This was a game the children sometimes played with her.
"I think soccer may have been a bad idea," Zel said. "What happened today was the perfect example of why. He's a centaur, Mike. He belongs with his family or his own kind. The human world simply isn't safe."
Mike nodded, but not out of agreement. "Those are valid points, Zel. Has the tribe forgiven him yet?"
At this, Zel's head drooped. She flicked the water at her waist, then let out a sigh. "No," she replied. "People who like to say that elephants never forget have never met centaurs. I mean, maybe they've forgiven him, but they certainly haven't forgotten. He is not treated poorly, but he isn't treated warmly, either."
This was a discussion they had had numerous times, and the result was always the same. Mike could argue that he thought what they were doing was at least an attempt at helping their son, but the easiest way to make his point was always to ask about the centaurs. Sure, soccer now seemed like a poor idea in hindsight, but he would rather at least try to help his kid than do nothing at all. Callisto was practically stagnating surrounded only by adults. They had tried to get Callisto more involved with the recent infusion of humans from Avalon, but that group had befriended the centaurs quickly and, because of their own circumstances, had quickly sided with local thinking.
No, his poor kid was not welcome amongst his own kind, and that was unlikely to change anytime soon. As long as this was the case, it was easier to keep Zel focused on solutions rather than allow her to dwell on potential failures.
"I think it was fine." Lily sat with her back against the fountain. "I think Charlotte would agree with me."
Zel narrowed her eyes at the succubus. "You'll have to excuse me if I want more from my son than you do."
Charlotte sat nearby, her dainty feet kicking in the water. She was still in her sundress from earlier. Whenever the vampyr spoke, it was with a soft affectation, a long-time habit she had picked up from over a century of mothering an entire village of people. "That other child was speaking rather crudely," she added. "While it's okay to expect better of your own, I would like to remind everyone that Callisto is still a child, and susceptible to his own feelings. He holds heavier burdens than others, and we have to expect mistakes to be made. It is how we grow."
Zel sighed. "I suppose you're right," she admitted.
"Hey." Lily turned around and leaned against the fountain's edge, which caused her boobs to nearly spill free of her tank top. "That's almost exactly what I said! How come it's fine when she says it?"
Zel rolled her eyes. "Aside from all of the obvious reasons? That absolutely was not the same thing you said."
Lily stuck out her tongue. "Hey, I'm just speaking efficiently. Vampirella here has to use all those extra words so she doesn't slip and cut her tongue on those teeth of hers."
Charlotte, with uncanny speed, promptly grabbed Lily by the back of her neck and threw her into the fountain. The succubus made a brief show of dramatic drowning, then sunk to the bottom of the fountain.
"Now that the cool aunt is gone, let us focus on the problem at hand." Charlotte looked at Mike. "Do you want Callisto to keep playing soccer?"
Mike shrugged. "I think that's a decision we should include Callisto in. He probably wants to keep playing, but the season is almost over anyway." He didn't even know if the Wolves had won their game, as play had been suspended because of the fight. "I already have a text from Coach Taylor--"
"Terry," Charlotte corrected. "Taylor is the tailor, and so is his daughter."
Mike laughed. One of the first things he had done after bringing the villagers back to Earth was give them a book of baby names. "Right, Coach Terry. He said that Callisto was still welcome on the team, as it was clearly an act of self-defense. We can't really blame him for trying to protect himself from that Asher kid."
"Ashton," Charlotte corrected.
"Damn it," Mike muttered. "There are too many characters in this story. I'm starting to lose track of who is who."
"Well, what about this Ashton? Is he still welcome on the team?" Zel crossed her arms. "I'm not blind to the fact that he did assault my son. If I could, I'd drag him out into the wild and trample him. My bigger concern is about the potential danger we're putting him in by allowing him to participate in human society when it feels like we have too many enemies out to get us."
Mike nodded. That was a debate they had already had multiple times. Sadly, what Callisto needed couldn't be found within the safety of his home. Long term, keeping Callisto on lockdown was only going to breed the sort of resentment that would become a far greater danger for those under Mike's care. They had plenty of enemies who would be more than happy to try and tempt Callisto away from the family and bend him to their desires.
If not for the Fae Guard, Mike wouldn't have allowed it. But if they couldn't be safe with demi-gods and Fae creatures who could turn you to sand with the touch of a hand, where would you be safe?
"I did ask about the other kid. Coach Terry's answer was evasive. Something about how both sides were at fault, and it would be up to Ashton's family if he played next week. Apparently he lost both front teeth and cracked another one, so he might stay away for the rest of this season."
"Both sides?" Zel snorted. "I thought you said that the coach acknowledged it was self defense."
"Yeah, I noticed that, too." Terry's tone had abruptly changed during their brief conversation earlier. Mike suspected that the Ashton family's wealth had something to do with that. "So it's highly unlikely we will know for sure unless we go to practice."
Zel shook her head and started walking toward the edge of the fountain. "I hate this," she said as she stepped out of the fountain. Charlotte offered her a towel. "What's the right thing to do?"
"Sometimes there is no right thing," Charlotte said. "As parents, you have to remember that you can make mistakes, too. What's important is that you learn from them."
Zel shook her head. "I'm worried that we'll catch the attention of those who wish us harm. If I could be assured that nothing like that would happen again..."
"Then maybe that's the boundary we need to set." Mike turned around to look at Zel. "Let's maintain our current course, but let Callisto know that anything else that draws attention to him will be our limit."
Zel dried her hair, which gave Mike a great opportunity to stare at her bare chest. Sure, he was actually allowed to do this whenever he wanted, but it was more fun when it felt like he was being sneaky about it. When the towel came down, Zel moved to the fountain's edge and knelt down to kiss him on the lips.
"Have him drop by the village tomorrow morning and I'll tell him our decision," she said.
"You're not staying for dinner?" he asked.
"I am not. I take too much time away from the tribe as it is, and have heard rumblings that maybe I'm not the best fit to be chief anymore." Zel smiled weakly. "But that's a problem of my own to deal with."
"Zel." Mike stood, ready to march down to the village and set everybody straight, but she waved him off.
"I'm not about to be deposed," she said. "But it is something I have to fix myself. I'll see you later."
Charlotte handed Zel her vest, which she put on. The centaur bid farewell to Naia and Amymone. The former came to the fountain's edge for a hug. The latter just waved dismissively without looking up from her book.
With the hard conversation over, Mike leaned back against the wall of the fountain and sighed, his eyes on the sky above. Along the edge of the roof, a couple of gargoyles lurked. One of them was Slade, who gave Mike two thumbs up.
"You're doing the right thing, boss," the gargoyle called down.
"Thanks," Mike replied. Charlotte moved behind him and started rubbing his shoulders.
"You're carrying too much stress in your shoulders," she told him.
"Yeah. Being a parent is hard." He had no idea how normal people did it. Mike had the help of so many other people, magical powers, and essentially limitless wealth, and he still felt like he had no idea what he was doing.
Charlotte squeezed his shoulders, and he felt his muscles melt. Through their direct link, the vampyr was uniquely qualified to target the parts of him that held all that unseen tension.
As Charlotte worked his shoulders, Naia drifted over and sank down into the water. She giggled at him and placed her hands on his ankles. "Did somebody order up some stress relief?" she asked as her hands slid along his inner thighs. At her touch, he felt himself grow hard under the water.
"Maybeeeeee..." Mike cast his glance toward the house. "Where are the kids?"
From up above, Abella cleared her throat. "Callisto is in his room with Grace eating the cookies she stole for him."
"Matilda?"
"She and Tink are taking a nap on your bed with Kisa."
Naia's hand grasped the base of his cock, and he shivered. Tink likely wouldn't need help with the baby, and with the other two preoccupied, well...
"I suppose we could sneak in a little something before dinner," Mike replied. Naia winked at him, then disappeared under the surface of the water, her blue hair swaying like seaweed as she sucked him into her mouth.
"No fair," Charlotte whispered in his ear. "I was trying to seduce you first."
A short distance away, the water bubbled ominously, and Lily bobbed to the surface. She was completely naked now, save for a pair of inflatable water wings.
"Did somebody say seduction?" she asked.
"I saw him first." Charlotte bared her fangs at Lily and hissed.
"Ladies, ladies, please. There's enough for all three of you." His eyes slid over to where Amymone sat. Without looking away from her book, she nodded, acknowledging that she had no intention to participate.
Lily doggy paddled toward him, then crawled once the surface of the fountain was beneath her. She got close, then scowled.
"Where am I supposed to fit?" she demanded. Naia's rear end emerged from the water, glistening under the late afternoon light.
"Looks like you've got your answer," Mike replied.
"Fuck it. Can't always be the meat," Lily muttered as she buried her face between Naia's butt cheeks. The nymph lacked a digestive track, and therefore had no butthole. Instead, her long labia stretched back to where it should have been. The succubus grabbed onto Naia's butt with both hands and feasted properly.
"Oh." Charlotte stopped massaging him and stared at the erotic sight.
"You okay?" he asked.
"It's still so...startling." Charlotte, despite living for over a hundred years, had never really seen one woman with another. Her sexual upbringing had been extremely sheltered, and any sort of activity that included sapphic action made her nervous. It wasn't disdain, by any means, but the by-product of a different era where such things had been expressly forbidden.
In short, she was sheltered, and couldn't figure out if the idea itself was actually arousing. Her bond with Mike actually complicated this, because he absolutely enjoyed the sight of two women together, especially when he got to participate. So many conflicting emotions made for a very confusing mindset.
"You don't have to," he said, then reached back and put a hand on hers. "You can just keep doing this."
"But...they're doing that, and..." Again, through their bond, he could feel her hesitation. She wanted to participate, but was far too nervous.
Parenthood? Extremely hard. Finding a way to placate a socially awkward vampyr? That was Mike's wheelhouse.
"What if, instead of doing something like that, I let you feed?" Mike bared his neck at her. "It's only fair, after all. Everybody else is having a snack but you."
Charlotte practically moaned in his ear, the sight of his freely offered neck sending pulses of hunger, pleasure, and adoration through their bond.
"Are you sure?" she asked. "I wanted to...please you."
"We can share our bodies later," Mike replied. "It would make me happy to see you properly fed and cared for."
While Charlotte's typical diet consisted of animal blood, Mike tried to give her a special meal at least once a month. It not only strengthened their bond, but allowed Charlotte greater control over her own abilities.
Charlotte revealed her fangs, then sank them into his neck. He barely felt it, but did feel the slight shift in his blood pressure as she drank from him.
"Go slow," he moaned. "Feel my own pleasure through our bond."
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After breakfast, Mike informed Callisto that his mother wished to speak with him in the village. The boy let out a long, loud sigh, then looked at Lily, who was sitting next to him.
"I've got twenty dollars if you'll turn into me and go get chewed out by my mom," he said.
Lily smiled at Callisto, then looked past him at Grace, who was sneaking something from under the table.
"What do you think, little legs?"
Grace jammed the crayon in her mouth, then looked at her brother for a moment. She opened her mouth to say something, then seemed to remember that Mike was sitting right across from them. She shook her head, but didn't say a word.
"Looks like you're on your own." Lily ruffled Callisto's hair. "But maybe you should go in human form. There will be far less of your ass for her to chew."
"Traitors, all of you," Callisto grabbed a piece of bacon from his plate and scurried toward the backdoor. "Pray for me."
"Hey!" Lily threw a roll at Callisto, which bounced off his back and fell to the floor. Grace hopped off her chair to retrieve the roll and handed it to Lily.
"Bad," she said, her teeth covered in green wax.
"Where the heck does she keep finding crayons?" Mike asked.
Death, who sat at one end of the massive table, coughed into his tea, then brushed the liquid off of his robes. "If you'll excuse me, I just realized I forgot to do something." The Grim Reaper fled the breakfast scene at a stiff pace.
Tink, who was currently breastfeeding Matilda next to Mike, cackled. "Boney man gets to clean webs this week," she told her child. "Give Tink extra time for play!"
"You'd have more time if you'd stop messing with castle rooms," Kisa muttered, a cup of coffee clutched in her hands. "The house has never been in better shape."
"Thus, guaranteeing someone will blow it up next week." Yuki was at the other end of the table with a book in her hands. "I've actually had time to complete some of the upper arcana, which means I might be playing with a full deck again soon."
The kitsune's magic was powerful, but her painted tarot cards were imbued with her concentrated power. As a result of months or sometimes even years of work, she had grown two additional tails since last assembling a full deck of cards, which meant the process was somewhat faster now.
"Are you just going to let that go?" Lily asked. She looked down at the roll that Grace had retrieved, then turned her attention to the dark-haired beauty sitting next to her. The woman had several empty plates stacked in front of her. "Here. You look like you need this."
Tasia snatched the roll from Lily and glared at her. "Oh, so since it was on the floor, the dog girl will eat it."
"I walked in on that thing Dana and you were doing last week," Lily countered. "A piece of bread that fell on the floor is definitely not the least sanitary--"
Tasia snatched up the roll and jammed it into Lily's mouth. "On that note, I'll see you all later. Off to visit the in-laws." She picked up her plates and headed for the kitchen.
Mike's interactions with Tasia had been fairly limited since allowing her to move in, but his kids adored her. The first time he had met her, his magic had informed him that she was a good fit for the house. Dana had lit up in a way he had never seen before when he had agreed to let Tasia move-in.
The two of them lived together in Merlin's tower and made a point of visiting Dana's parents at least twice a month. They weren't actually married, though. Tasia had no legal identity to begin with, which meant it would be very hard to sign off on a license. However, she had grown surprisingly close to Dana's parents and had started calling them Mom and Dad.
Dana hadn't come down for breakfast. Though she didn't need to eat normal food, she usually did so for social reasons. However, she had experienced a massive breakthrough regarding the gear system for the telescope in Merlin's tower, which she had been working on diligently for the last few years. Tasia had tried to explain the breakthrough to Mike, and he wasn't sure if she did a bad job doing so or if the engineering involved was just very far above his pay grade.
Either way, Dana was apparently quite pleased. The zombie's experience in Europe almost two years ago had changed her for the better. Her condition wasn't cured by any means, but she was apparently more than halfway there, according to Ratu.
But most of all, she seemed genuinely happy at times. This helped to alleviate plenty of the guilt that Mike felt about her circumstances.
"So what's on the agenda today, Romeo?" Lily had already eaten the roll that Tasia had jammed in her mouth.
"I've got a date with Di," he replied, then immediately regretted his choice in phrasing.
"Innnnnteresting," Lily said, leaning onto the table. "I know for a fact that you're going to put out on the first date. So how are you going to do it? Use your magic to tickle her pickle? What exactly are dragons working with, anyway? I guess you could use your whole body as a dick, or--"
Grace patted Lily on the arm, then tsked at her with a wagging finger. "Naughty," was all she said, revealing the remains of a yellow crayon's paper stuck between her teeth.
"I don't take advice from kids with wax breath." Lily's tail plucked the paper from Grace's mouth and held it up where she could see it. "Have you considered eating glue, instead?"
Mike sighed when the Arachne nodded solemnly. "First off, no giving her ideas. Second, I meant that I'm meeting with Di to check in on her regarding the eggs and make sure there isn't anything she needs. Just because protecting them is her sacred duty doesn't mean we shouldn't be making her more comfortable."
"Oh, I knew what you meant, Romeo." Lily stood and took a cup of coffee with her. She made the long trip around the table to kiss Mike on the cheek. "But you're so much fun to fuck...with."
The succubus winked, then strolled out of the room, rolling her hips unnecessarily. Mike looked over at Grace.
"No glue," he said.
"Too sticky," she agreed.
Yuki patted the girl on the head. "She's with me this morning, by the way. We've been doing an art project together."
"Oh?" Mike looked at his daughter. "Can I know, or is it a secret?"
"Secret." Grace mimed zipping her lips shut and twisting a lock.
"When do you need me back?" he asked.
"Tink is taking her this afternoon, so I don't. It's bath day." Yuki jerked her thumb vaguely in the direction of the courtyard. "For Matilda, primarily. But Grace will probably be messy as well, so they may as well both get clean."
Grace nodded. "Very messy," she added.
"Thank you," Mike said. "I appreciate all the time you spend with her."
"Us extra limb-ers need to stick together, right?" Yuki swished her tails in Grace's direction. His daughter batted at them silently, very much like a cat. "And if I'm being honest, it feels nice to be needed, if that makes sense. We don't have the same bond that she shares with Tink, but I like to think that I'm secretly the cool aunt."
Suddenly, Lily's shirt from yesterday took on a whole new meaning. Mike tried not to laugh. "Well, after Di, I'm dropping by the beach to see Leilani. She's been missing me. It'll give me a chance to catch up with the villagers."
"Is Charlotte going with you?" Yuki asked.
"Oh, she's already there." This was actually how he knew that Leilani was missing him so much. Charlotte had sent him a psychic message earlier this morning about it. "They still rely on Charlotte quite a bit, even though the merfolk have taken over many of her roles."
Yuki nodded, then sipped her tea. "Things might be quiet for the most part, but they still feel very busy. It seems like you're getting pulled in many directions."
Mike took a deep breath and let it out. "Honestly? Yeah. Everyone here does their part, but I still end up spread very thin in terms of maintaining personal relationships."
"Indeed. You still owe me a date." The kitsune raised an eyebrow. "Two, in fact."
Mike winced. "I thought it was just the one?"
"Nope. We missed the first date because you had to help settle a fight with the gargoyles that turned into a colossal pissing match between them. So you rescheduled it for a month ago, but we missed that one too because Ratu needed our help breaking a cursed artifact."
"Technically, that's just the one date," he replied. "Cancelled twice."
"I charge interest." Yuki grinned over her cup at him. "If not for making new tarot cards, I would have gone out of my mind."
Mike took a breath. Living in a home full of magical women would have been so much easier if he hadn't started romantic relationships with pretty much all of them. His daily tasks and being a father kept him busy even without the women. With Leilani feeling neglected already, he worried about who else might be in Yuki's shoes. They already had a calendar to track such things, but it was easy enough for somebody to slip through the cracks.
"Hey. I'm good." Yuki's voice was soft. "I'm just communicating my needs long before I'm upset, Caretaker. I certainly don't need you hearing about it from your vampyr. Who, I might add, seems to be doing a phenomenal job as your personal assistant."
"That she is." Charlotte had taken on many of Mike's duties as her own. It certainly didn't hurt that she had the eternal stamina for it. Unlike Kisa, she was very much a people person. The cat girl typically stuck to either Tink or Death, but had been permanently attached to Tink's side lately. It was the only way to keep track of Matilda.
"Well. I guess I should be off," he said. He paused to give Yuki and his daughter a kiss, then took his plate to the kitchen and put it in the dishwasher. He spotted the pots and pans on the drying rack from breakfast and let out a sigh. It reminded him that he hadn't seen Sofia in a while either.
She and Eulalie were working hard on some grand scheme to restore the Library of Thoth to its former glory. Their new staff members were doing a great job with the help of Eulalie's rats, but the backlog was centuries long. The cyclops was rarely in the house longer than it took to prep a meal, though she did sometimes schedule play dates with the children.
"Maybe I need two or three assistants," he muttered out loud. They could take care of the daily stuff while he caught up with family.
A flowerpot by the window's edge shuddered, and a pair of fairies emerged from the dirt. It was Carmina and Cerulea. As a red fairy, Carmina had the insectile traits of a dragonfly, with four wings and compound eyes. Cerulea was blue and resembled a beetle.
"We'll be your assistants," Carmina said.
"We can do anything," Cerulea added.
"For cum," Carmina added.
"Why are you two sleeping in the dirt?" he asked.
"We were playing hide and seek with Grace," Carmina replied.
"And we both ended up hiding here," Cerulea added.
"But we fell asleep." Carmina giggled. "Don't tell her you saw us!"
Mike laughed. "Yeah, that's right. I remember you guys playing Hide and Seek. That was two days ago."
Cerulea gasped, then looked at her sister. "We're really good hiders!" she said.
"That's right." Mike didn't have the heart to tell them that there was a chance Grace had simply moved on to another task. However, it did make him wonder if the other two fairies, Daisy and Olivia, were similarly entrenched somewhere. He thought he had seen them in the garden yesterday, but might need to double-check. "I think Grace gave up, which means she's not playing anymore."
"We win!" The fairies exchanged a high-five and launched into the air to buzz around Mike's head. They both flew in to kiss him on the lips, then turned into motes of light and bolted away.
"Little goofballs," he muttered with a grin.
He stopped by his room long enough to change into clothes more suitable for the volcano and the beach. This amounted to shorts and a very lightweight button down. A quick trip through a pair of rat portals had him standing inside a temple that sat in the middle of a massive caldera.
The temple itself had an elevator near the entrance that would take him down to the actual chamber where Di resided, but a shortcut portal had been installed. Heat billowed out from the shimmering portal as he stepped into a large chamber dominated by an obsidian platform floating in a magma chamber. There was a dull, rumbling sound that he could feel beneath his feet as the magma flowed like a river around the central platform.
At the other end of the chamber, a full-figured woman with white hair and a silver bikini was sitting next to a colossal dragon's head. They were mid-conversation when the dragon's eyes shifted in his direction. A thin grin appeared along the dragon's lips as she lifted her head to look in his direction.
"Caretaker," Di said, the ground rumbling with her voice. "It has been a while."
"Indeed," he replied, walking across the bridge. "Is now a good time to see how you are doing and ask if there is anything you desire?"
"My sister here provides me with plenty of company." Di looked toward Quetzalli. Transformed into a human woman by the Queen of the Fae, Quetzalli hopped to her feet and gave Mike a tight hug, which also resulted in a solid zap of electricity on contact. The storm dragon's powers had been greatly diminished in this form, but they were slowly returning with the restoration of her horn.
"Mike!" Quetzalli squeezed him so hard that several ribs popped. "What a lovely surprise!"
"I didn't expect to see you down here today," he admitted, but was certainly pleased to see her. Last he heard, Quetzalli had been out in Oregon, visiting with Beth.
The dragon girl took a step back and squeezed her arms together in front of her chest, which caused her breasts to bubble up and nearly squeeze out of her bathing suit.
"Do you like my new swimsuit?" she asked.
"Very much. Where did you get it?"
"Eulalie had it specially made. It helps distribute the charge so I'm less likely to zap someone when I go swimming." Quetzalli gave him a gentle nudge with her elbow. "If I'm in the water too long, I sort of become like a big capacitor."
"My little sister has quite the shocking presence," Di added with a rumbling laugh, then turned her attention back to Mike. "Everything here is well, Caretaker. I am content."
"I can see that." Mike took a moment to glance around the chamber. Occasionally, he spotted the serpentine movement of Di's body shifting amongst the magma. "I'm grateful Que can keep you company."
"We belong to a very special sisterhood." Di blinked, then raised her massive head. "Did you wish to see the eggs?"
"Only if you think I need to. I assume nothing has changed."
"It has not, Caretaker. Until the final egg is fertilized, they shall continue to remain dormant."
All but one of the dragon eggs had been fertilized and held under a magical geas of suspension until the last one was ready. Mike actually had access to a Dragon Seed which would finalize the process, but that technically belonged to Dana, who might need it to cure her condition.
That, and even if he did fertilize the final egg, then what? Bringing dragons back into a world that would likely kill them was a tragedy waiting to happen. He honestly wasn't sure what to do with them. Maybe someday, he'd figure it out.
"Then I see no need. This visit is purely about your comfort."
The massive Earth dragon chuckled, her coils shifting all around them. "I am far happier than I have been in many centuries, Caretaker. It is beyond my imagination what additional comforts you could provide." Her large, topaz eye shifted in Quetzalli's direction. "However, this one wishes to mate with you. It has apparently been some time."
"Di." Quetzalli crossed her arms. "Humans are very shy about those kinds of things. It isn't polite to bring them up."
"Then why do you bring it up with me so often?"
Quetzalli coughed into her hand, then looked at Mike. "It's fine," she said. "My needs just feel...many."
"I see." In truth, Mike felt pretty bad about it. Something needed to change, he just didn't know what. "On a similar note, I'm headed to see Leilaini after this."
"Perhaps I should accompany you, then." Quetzalli bid farewell to Di, then picked up a small cotton dress and slipped it over her head as she left with Mike. The skirt barely covered her butt cheeks as she walked, a problem compounded by how the fabric stuck to her.
Mike and Quetzalli left the temple together, the dragon clinging to his arm as if they were on a date. She ran her hand up his arm and traced out a random symbol on the back of his neck. He could feel the hair on his body standing on end.
"I think she likes you," Quetzalli said.
"Di? Yeah, she's nice."
"I mean romantically."
"What?" Mike stopped to look at the dragon. "Seriously?"
"Are you interested?" Quetzalli grinned like the Cheshire cat at him.
"You're screwing with me, aren't you?"
Quetzalli laughed. "Of course I am. Some of the merfolk keep asking when the two of you are going to hook up."
"Why does everybody assume I'm going to fuck...the..." Mike let his words drift and coughed to cover his embarrassment. Quetzalli blinked innocently at him, then grinned when she saw him blush.
"The non-humanoid dragon," he finally said. "I'm aware there is a precedent, but that dragon is roughly my size and has very human features."
"You're so cute when you're shy." Quetzalli gave his arm a playful pinch. "Also, have you been keeping up on your lessons?"
Mike nodded, then held up his hand to summon a butterfly made of lightning. He gave it a toss, and it fluttered away. "See? I'm no longer limited to spiders."
"While you demonstrate great control of form and function, what about power?" She pointed at the sky and thunder rumbled from deep within a cloud. "Any luck?"
"Not without a severe drop in strength and stamina," he replied. His magic had evolved primarily based on his own desires to protect and to connect with the women in his life. The nymph part of his magic was based on souls and sexuality. The strangely evolved Fae part was the chaotic component that caused spontaneous changes and evolutions based on intense emotional states. So summoning lightning to blast somebody was an intense drain on his magical reserves.


However, electrical shocks to arouse someone could be done practically forever. It was a unique skill set to have, and often threatened to get away from him in a bad way. More than once, he'd felt the temptation to use his magic strictly out of anger. It was something he had worked hard to actively avoid, because there was no telling how it would change him.
Quetzalli questioned him as they walked away from the temple and down toward the beach where the village had been built. Humans, all of them villagers from Avalon, briefly paused from their work to greet him.
Some kids came running up to Quetzalli and him. Gone were the scratchy wool shirts and tweed pants that they had all worn in Avalon. Their new garb was lightweight and made for the water.
"Caretaker! Caretaker!" The children jumped up and down to get his attention. "Are you going to play with us today?"
"No, not today," he said with a laugh. He often brought his own kids here to mingle with the others. The children here didn't regard Callisto too coldly, though some had heard stories from the centaurs. "I'm here to see the princess."
"Ooooh," they all said in unison. Their pale skin had long ago become very tan beneath the tropical sun. A little girl in a dress tugged at his hand.
"Are you gonna get married?" she asked.
"They're already married," said a boy in a pair of board shorts. "Remember?"
"No!" The little girl looked like she was going to tear up. "Did I miss it?"
Mike picked her up and held her on his hip. "It was before you got here," he said. "I promise I would have invited you, okay?"
The little girl wiped her eyes. "Okay," she declared, then her eyes slid over to Quetzalli. "Are you going to marry her?" she asked.
The children all went quiet. Mike was about to say no, then saw the look that Quetzalli was giving him.
"That's a great question, Caretaker." She looked forlornly at her bare ring finger. "Are you going to marry me?"
He narrowed his eyes at the dragon, seeing the mirth practically dancing throughout her soul. She was fucking with him again. Instead, he set the little girl down and straightened out her dress.
"I can't tell you in front of her," he said with a wink. "But if I do, you're invited, okay?"
The girl's eyes got really wide, and then she threw both hands in the air and ran off at a dead sprint. "I'm going to be the flower girl!" she yelled.
Quetzalli laughed. "You're gonna owe her a big apology," she said, then looked at the other children. "Dragons don't get married."
"They don't," Mike agreed. "But statistically, I'm probably marrying somebody, since everyone keeps teasing me about it."
This caused the kids to start arguing over who it should be. Mike and Quetzalli walked away from their heated debate, which seemed likely to come to blows.
Down at the beach, a merman on the sand spotted Mike and put a conch shell to his lips and blew. The bay went momentarily still, the water receding outward. Quetzalli remained behind as Mike walked down onto the sand and watched as a large wave appeared in the distance. Whitecaps formed as the wave broke, revealing a young woman with blue and green hair that had glass beads woven into each strand. Today, she wore a simple blue bikini top and a matching sarong around her waist that covered her scales. The wave carried her toward him from the depths, dumping her into his arms. Her tail wrapped around him, then transformed into a pair of legs as the water receded.
"Good morning, husband." Leilani's dark eyes gazed deeply into his. "What a wonderful surprise."
"Good morning. I thought I'd come and spend some time with my wife today, unless you are busy."
"I will make the time." She looked off to the side where a young mermaid had been carried onto the sand. "Cancel my appointments."
"It will be done, your majesty." The mermaid flopped onto the sand, her head toward the water. She gave Mike a wink as the surf washed over her, then carried her out into the bay where she vanished.
Leilani was far too heavy for Mike to hold without the support of the water around them. Merfolk were actually quite dense, allowing them to withstand the crushing pressure of the depths. So although Leilani was built like a surfer girl, she was heavy like a sumo wrestler.
The mermaid princess took Mike by the hand and led him back to the beach. Her face fell momentarily when she saw Quetzalli standing there, but paused to bow her head in reverence, placing a closed fist above her open palm as she did so.
"Lady Stormrider," she said by way of greeting. Quetzalli was highly revered by both the centaur and merfolk tribe due to not only her draconic status, but also because she was constantly supporting them all in unforeseen ways. Centuries ago, Quetzalli had interacted constantly with the people of central America, and seemed to enjoy her more traditional role among them as a spiritual guide.
By that same token, it also meant Leilani wasn't about to complain about the dragon's presence. The princess turned to Mike and took him by the hand. "How long do we have together?" she asked.
"All day," he replied. "We can do whatever you want."
Leilani hopped up and down with her hands clutched together in excitement, then seemed to remember herself and came to a halt. "Husband, I demand you take me on a proper date," she said.
"Define a proper date, and it shall be done."
"I wish to see the mainland," she replied. "A day amongst your people, followed by a romantic dinner."
"And dancing," Quetzalli added.
"Yes, and..." Leilani's left eyelid twitched. She looked past Mike at the dragon. "You think we should go dancing, Lady Stormrider?"
"Yes, we should." Quetzalli came up and took Mike's other hand. "I'll let you pick the dinner venue if you allow me to choose the dance venue."
"Eh..." Leilani looked at Mike, clearly hoping he might rescue her from Quetzalli's misunderstanding. He opened his mouth to say something, but a look at Quetzalli's soul told him that doing so would hurt her.
There was no denying it. He was officially stretched too thin, which created missed opportunities. His life was too hectic, and if he didn't figure out a better way to balance it out, then there was a good chance resentment would build.
"I think those ideas sound fantastic," he said. "Quetzalli, would you like to see the mainland as well?" Maybe the dragon would be content with dinner and dancing.
"Sure," she replied. "It's been a long time since I've been outside of this place or the greenhouse. What did you have in mind?"
"Um..." Shit. He needed to think long and hard about the best way to do this. Looking at both women, he furrowed his brow in concentration. After several long seconds of silence, he came to a decision. "Since Leilani wishes to see the mainland, I think we should let her pick the destination and activity, since it's her first time doing so. Quetzalli, I need you to figure out where we should go dancing. You can check with Eulalie or Kisa if you don't have a place in mind already. However, I would like the two of you to decide what sort of dinner you can both agree on."
Leilani gripped Mike's hand. "But shouldn't you get to decide one of the activities?" she asked.
He shrugged. "Honestly, I'm fine with the current arrangement. I'll be in charge of logistics. You know, figuring out how to do these things in the safest manner possible."
The women exchanged a glance, then nodded at each other. "I am amicable to this arrangement," Leilani said, though it was clear she was still a bit disappointed.
"As am I," Quetzalli replied. She smiled at Leilani. "Maybe we should coordinate our outfits."
The princess actually smiled at that. "I suppose I could do that, but I must decide our activity first and shall require at least two outfits." She gazed out into the water. "I would prefer to see the sorts of clothes that humans might wear. Could we go shopping?"
"Of course," Mike replied. "I won't even count that as your chosen activity. Would you like me to go with you, or do you want it to be a surprise?"
The women stepped away from him and conferred quietly for a moment before returning. "We would like to make it a surprise," Leilani said.
"Then you'll need someone to help you," he said with a grin. "Let's head back to the house and make a couple of calls, shall we?"
Satisfied, both women grinned, their souls pulsing with happiness. Mike smiled with satisfaction, then took a woman in each arm and escorted them home. It felt good to solve a potential problem so quickly, and he was very much looking forward to their date tonight. It would be nice to get out of the house for a little bit.
🏠🏠🏠
Lily walked up to her bedroom, taking a moment to startle a pair of rats that were running along the hallway with feather dusters strapped to their bellies. Both rats let out a squeak of alarm and reared up on their hind legs, which made the feathers look like little tutus, before running in the opposite directions.
"Man, I love the ballet," she muttered to nobody in particular. Her room wasn't very far from Mike's. It was close enough that she could easily drop in, but far enough away that she didn't have to hear whatever it was he did in there.
It wasn't that she was jealous, or even possessive. However, she had learned long ago that the others did not care to hear commentary on their performance, nor did they appreciate it when she offered her unique brand of unsolicited advice.
Based on what she knew about Mike, he had an innate desire to indulge in the various kinks the other women in the house had, regardless if he shared it with them. In some ways, he was like the male version of her, willing to do whatever in bed that would get the other person off. The competitive part of her wanted to be the one who did all the weird shit with him, to be considered the best at each bedroom activity he might indulge in.
Realistically, she also knew it wasn't just about sex. While his magic enhanced the eroticism of each moment, it was Mike himself who brought out the romantic feelings that went along with the act. So even if she tried to copy what the others did, it would just be a pale imitation of what the others experienced anyway.
As a succubus, this should have bothered her, made her want to hang up her wings and tail for...well, whatever a failed succubus would wear. Probably a ball and chain in the center of Hell where she'd be forced to do paperwork or something. She hadn't ever spent a lot of time in Hell and planned to keep it that way.
Lily hadn't been born a succubus. Instead, she had started life as a human woman, only to be betrayed by the first man that she loved. He had used a wish to turn her into a demon, and it was only after meeting Mike that she had become free to choose the kind of person she wanted to be.
Lily closed the door of her bedroom and laid down on her bed. Her room was sparsely decorated. It's not that she lacked for anything. Rather, this was her first bedroom ever since becoming a demon so many hundreds of years ago, and she hadn't thought of any furniture or decorations she would need other than a bed. A succubus didn't require furniture to hold clothing, because she could magically wear whatever she wanted.
The only other piece of furniture in the room was a small desk with some drawers. Up above it, a single picture had been framed and hung. It was a colored pencil drawing of Lily herself, captured mid-laugh. The artist's signature was visible in the lower right corner.
Reagan. The image had been drawn three Christmases ago. Lily had met Reagan at the Children's Hospital while she was helping Death deliver Santa's presents. The memory was still painful to contemplate, but just like this drawing, was something she cherished.
Reagan died shortly after the completion of this drawing, and Lily had watched in horror as Death took her soul.
Mike had seen the picture in Lily's room, and she eventually told him the story. What he didn't know was that she and Death made sure to drop by Reagan's family every now and then to check on them, especially at Christmas time. It wasn't that she was trying to hide something from him, but rather, the fact that it was good to have something that was uniquely hers.
"How long has it been since you spoke with Peyton?" Spirit Mike, a hallucination created by the splinter of his soul inside of her, spoke from the corner of the room.
"A few weeks," she replied. Reagan's family had been broken by their loss. Lily had managed to put them on the right track with a little re-programming of her own. She had tapped into their dreams while they slept in order to help them process their grief and move forward. Her younger sister Peyton was the only one who had caught on that something supernatural was at work, and was therefore who Lily was in direct contact with.
"Who do you think she asked to the Spring Fling?" asked Spirit Mike. "Jake or Erica?"
Lily chuckled. "I bet it was neither of them," she replied.
"Really? Neither?" Spirit Mike frowned, then leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. "Because you wouldn't help her?"
Peyton had some very conflicting feelings about other boys and girls her own age, and had demanded that Lily look deep into her soul to tell her if she preferred boys or girls. Lily had explained that it was something she needed to work out on her own.
Besides, everyone involved was only eleven years of age. This wasn't an arranged marriage. It was a school dance where everyone would stare at each other awkwardly or do stupid dances from Fortnite.
"Because neither was good enough for her." Lily stuck out her tongue and pulled a young adult novel out of the desk. She flopped on the bed and used her tail to hold the book open. It was a book series that Peyton had recommended to her, so the succubus had made the time to read it. Lily had never really had time to read books, and they certainly hadn't appealed to her.
This genre, however, was often sweet and very safe. Most books like these were written about first loves and heartache. It was kind of nice to read something that wasn't steeped in so much sex and violence.
"I wonder--"
"Shhh. Momma's reading," she muttered. Spirit Mike chuckled and vanished from sight. Lily was a slow reader by choice, taking her time to construct the scenes from the book in her own Dreamscape.
This was a paranormal romance about a teenager who had fallen in love with the boy next door and was having visions of demons that attacked her friends. Lily was perfectly happy to attend High School in this fashion, entering a semi-lucid state where she walked the halls with the hero of the story and got to flesh everything out as if she were really there.
"This book makes my heart hurt sometimes," she said, leaning against a locker and watching Theresa, the main character, stare longingly at a boy named Kevin.
"First loves are special," Spirit Mike replied from nearby. "They make your heart soar the fastest, after all. There's nothing quite like that first ride into the stratosphere."
"Or the fall that comes after," Lily muttered darkly. The lights of the High School actively flickered, but nobody reacted to it. That wasn't part of the story, after all, and none of the people here were real.
Nearby, a giant of a man grabbed the nearest student to him and smacked his head into a locker. "Lily," he shouted, banging the kid's head into it over and over again. "Lily, are you in there?"
Lily's eyes snapped open to reveal that the book was now on her face. Chuckling to herself, she tucked the book under her pillow and wiped the drool from her mouth before answering the door. While screwing around in the Dreamscape, she had fallen asleep. She opened her door to see Kisa.
"Hey there, kitty cat." She leaned against the frame of the door. "You need someone to play string with?"
"There's some asshole at the door demanding to talk to Mike," she replied.
"And?" Lily shrugged. "Have someone toss the fucker out."
"He has bodyguards and refuses to leave." Kisa frowned. "I know the geas is powerful, but having Abella or Yuki bodily remove them, well..."
Lily sighed. "Guess a girl can't get any peace or quiet," she muttered as she shut the door behind her and walked down the hall with Kisa behind her. Her outfit and body transformed as she walked. By the time she slid down the railing, she was wearing a copy of Mike's body.
Upon reaching the bottom floor, she paused to inspect herself in the nearest mirror. She decided to add just a hint of a five-o-clock shadow and then, just for laughs, increased the size of her dick so that it was insanely large and visible through the slacks she wore.
Kisa was at the bottom of the stairs now. "That's a bit ostentatious," she muttered, evaluating Lily's appearance.
"I bet you can't even spell that word," Lily replied. "Why didn't we just blast this fucker?"
"No magic, seems human," she replied. "And he has money. Driver brought him to the gate. Someone would notice he was missing."
"Oh boy. Rich assholes are the best." Lily yanked the door open to reveal a tall man with coiffed blonde hair and blue, piercing eyes. She stepped outside and closed the door behind her, immediately noticing the two bodyguards that had come with him.
"Howdy," she said. "I heard you were looking for Mike Radley."
"Are you Callisto Radley's father?" The man glared hard at Lily, but she didn't care. It was like being stared down by a toddler.
"If I'm not, then his mother has some explaining to do." Lily stepped past the man and leaned toward the nearest bodyguard. "Are these your boys? Did you all come here to beat me up?"
"No, Mister Radley, we did not come to beat you up." The blond stepped between Lily and the bodyguard. "They work for me."
"Oh. You must be a pretty big deal, then." Lily turned to face the man, knowing exactly who he was now. She had only caught a few glimpses of him at the soccer games she had attended, but his face had always been obscured by a pair of large sunglasses or glued to his phone.
However, she wasn't going to let him know that. This wouldn't nearly be as fun if she did.
"Some would say," Ashton's father replied. "My name is Bentley Maxwell. I am Ashton's father."
"Who?" Lily cocked her head to one side and jammed her hands in her pockets. She made sure to cock her hips forward.
"Ashton. The young man that Callisto Radley put in emergency dental surgery."
"Ah, yes. The mouth." Lily looked at the nearest bodyguard and grinned. The man had so many muscles, he almost looked like a balloon animal. "How much protein do you eat? I feel bad for the poor toilet that has to deal with your shits."
"I would like you to focus, Mister Radley. You seem to be under the assumption that this isn't very important." Bentley crossed his arms and tried to stare her down. "I am a very busy man. The fact that I came here in person should convey the seriousness of what I have to say."
"Okay, then. Let's hear it," she replied, jerking her thumb at the house. "I need to be on the other side of my house later tonight and have to leave soon."
Bentley's hard look was well practiced, probably in front of a mirror. Lily responded by adjusting her massive dick.
"Your son hurt my son," he said. "Which means we have a problem."
"Oh, I think I get it." She pointed at the bodyguards. "So you brought these guys here to punch my kid, right? Some eye-for-an-eye shit."
"No. Mister Radley, are you on something?" Bentley's voice didn't convey any sort of frustration. Instead, he spoke with the cool tone of a man who was hoping to latch on to any weakness.
"Why? Did you run out of whatever it takes to keep you up and running?" Lily shook her head, then lowered her voice as if speaking confidently. "I'll tell you a secret. No amount of blow is going to magically remove the stick you keep rammed up your ass."


"I see." Bentley frowned. "I guess the apple doesn't fall very far from the tree."
"You're right, it doesn't." She jabbed a finger at the man, careful not to touch him. It was clear Bentley was hoping she would. "You're just like your son. You come and start shit, then piss and moan when it doesn't go your way. The only difference between you and your son is you get to keep your teeth today. Unless you want to sucker punch me, I suppose." She grinned at the man. "'Cause if you do, I'll send you and your son matching straws to drink meals through."
Bentley flexed his hands, then adjusted his tie instead. "There are two sides to every story," he said. "Ashton did not--"
"Oh, he did. I was at the game. Saw and heard what happened." Lily grinned and took a step forward. Bentley took a step back. "Heard him admit that he kicked a soccer ball at my little girl, Grace, to see if she was retarded. You would have seen it, too, if you ever came to your boy's games. Do you think it's a cry for attention, Bentley? That your son wants his daddy to notice him? Or is it just shitty genetics?"
She took another step forward and a bodyguard interceded, stepping between Lily and Bentley. When the man put his hand on her shoulder, Lily punched him in the windpipe so hard that he collapsed, clutching at his throat as his face turned red.
"Good help is so hard to find," she told him, then looked at the pistol the other bodyguard had pulled. "What are you planning to do with that?" she asked. "He touched me first. Self defense, bitches."
The man put his finger on the trigger and pointed it at her, then looked at his boss. Bentley's cool facade had crumbled, the man as pale as paper.
"If you pull that trigger, I fully intend to defend myself," she said, going completely still. Turning a glare of her own on Bentley, she bared her teeth. "I'm about to save your son a bunch of money on Father's Day presents, you pretentious fuck. He probably won't even notice that you're gone. So why don't you do everybody a favor and collect your man here before I really get mad?"
Bentley opened his mouth, then shut it. He backed down the porch without breaking eye contact with Lily. His bodyguard holstered his pistol and helped the other man stand. Lily smirked as they made their way down the driveway.
"That's how you handle people like that," she said out loud to nobody. "Let them know you're not fucking around."
"Excuse me." A female voice caught Lily off guard. She turned to see a woman standing just to the side of the door. "Um...Mike Radley?"
"Sure. You're not about to pull a gun on me, are you?"
The woman shook her head and nervously handed over an envelope. "You've...you've been...served," she stammered, then took a step back.
"I've been what?" Lily looked at the manilla envelope in her hand, then down the hill at Bentley. She ripped the envelope open and pulled the documents out. Scanning the text, she let out a groan.
"Who the fuck sues a kid?" she shouted, then looked at the woman. "Is this real?"
"Please don't hurt me," she whimpered. "I don't even know the guy, he saw me in the park and paid me five hundred bucks to do it."
"Fuck, fuck, fuck," Lily muttered to herself, then stepped away from the stairs so the woman could go. "I'm not mad at you," she said, giving her plenty of space.
The woman moved slowly, like a wary animal, then jogged down the hill, passing Bentley and his goons. The man had the audacity to reach the edge of the property then turn and look up the hill like some cartoon villain.
"This is so fucking stupid," Lily said, looking at the paperwork. "Who sues a kid for ten million dollars? Someone with his head up his ass, that's for sure." With a sigh, she turned toward the house.
Beth would know how to handle this. Maybe if they moved quick enough, Mike would never have to know.
🏠🏠🏠
Callisto walked away from his mother's tent, trying to act nonchalant as possible without catching the attention of any other centaurs. While they wouldn't harass him, he certainly didn't need them staring his way and jostling each other to check out the village failure.
It was hard being in a familiar place that was now hostile. The few members of the tribe who did notice him made sure to stay out of his way lest he try to make conversation. A few of the humans from Avalon just openly stared. He didn't care too much about them, though. They were strangers.
His mother had just finished laying down the law regarding soccer, as well as his actions during the game. While she wasn't mad that he had kicked Ashton, she had been very upset that he had lost control of his own strength and knocked the kid's teeth out.
Either way, the penalty ended up fairly light in his opinion. A section of yard at the main house would be set aside and he would be responsible for its care rather than the centaurs assigned to it. In regards to soccer, his team had made the finals and he would be allowed to play and potentially do so next season as long as he kept from gathering any further attention.
Still, it sort of stung that he was allowed to play, but not to let loose. Soccer had scratched his social itch, but he hated dumbing down his abilities. Sometimes, Aunt Charlotte would play soccer with him and would absolutely outclass him in speed and talent. He honestly didn't mind, because he could push himself and still feel like he had room to grow. If everyone wasn't so busy, he would absolutely suggest a monster league. Aunt Lala would be a phenomenal goaltender, and he could see Dana blasting through the competition with her weird combination of dead girl strength and computer brain.
A group of kids, human and centaur, were circled up near the edge of town. Against his better judgement, Callisto walked up to them to see what they were up to.
One of the humans was clutching a toad with a yellow stripe down its back. Callisto could tell right away that it was just paint. As he drew close, he heard them talking.
"This one jumps really fast," said the girl holding him. "I think he'll win the race later today for sure."
"But Esther has that toad that's bigger than everyone else," a centaur protested. "That's why she keeps winning."
A boy with a blue feather braided into his hair shook his head. "Esther's been feeding her toad too much," he said. "She thinks making it even more biggerer will make it better--"
"Bigger," corrected every other centaur child.
"But now it just poops all the time," the boy finished, unbothered by their interruption.
Based on context, Callisto gathered the kids were now racing toads. That sounded like a lot of fun, honestly. He wanted to ask more, honestly. If he just showed up with a toad, would they let him race? Probably not.
"Where did you find this one?" asked a centaur girl. It was Adhara. Callisto hadn't seen her except from a distance ever since the centaurs had been returned.
"Near Nima's hut on the edge of town," said the toad holder. "Check out its feet, they're really--" She flipped her hand over just as the toad squirmed free. It hopped twice and Callisto scooped it up. The children turned toward him and froze.
He held the toad out. "Here," he said, trying to sound indifferent. The girl hesitated, then reached out to take the animal back.
"I wouldn't," cautioned Adhara.
"Yeah," said a centaur boy named Rasalas. "Callisto's a jinx. That toad is no good, now."
"Oh." The girl who caught the toad was crestfallen. She looked at Callisto with both sadness and fear. "It's okay. You can keep it."
"I don't want it. I was just..." Callisto trailed off as the group immediately disbanded, all of them walking hurriedly away from him in different directions. Sighing, he looked at the toad in his hand. "I'm really not a jinx," he told it.
The toad blinked twice, then pissed in his hand. Shaking his head, Callisto decided the best course of action was to at least attempt to return it to its home. Remembering where the girl said she caught it, he wandered outside of town and found the yurt immediately. It was newly built and lacked any decoration on the outside. Just past its doorway was the edge of a muddy creek and some tall reeds. Callisto knelt down to return the toad to the river.
"Go be free," he said. The toad hopped once toward the water's edge, then was promptly swallowed whole by a lurking catfish.
Well, shit. Maybe he was a jinx.
"That's Percival," said an aged voice behind him. "He'll eat anything you hand him."
Callisto turned to address the speaker. "I heard the toad came from here and--oh."
A centaur had emerged from the yurt. With wizened limbs and a bent back, it was Nima. The two of them had been at a similar age before Nima was abducted by the Fae and lived an entire lifetime in their realm over just a few days in the real world.
Nima held up a hand as if to calm Callisto. "Are you sure you didn't come out here to speak with an old friend?"
"I'm sorry to have bothered you," Callisto muttered, and would have run away, but would have to do so through the thick mud. That was a great way to turn an ankle.
"Not a bother," Nima replied, then reached back into his yurt to pull out a long staff. He leaned on it and studied Callisto. "I was actually hoping to get a chance to speak with you someday, but you're too darned fast."
Callisto took a deep breath, then let out a sigh. This had been a moment he had dreaded for some time, but it had finally arrived. Looking at the stick that Nima held, he figured he would be willing to take a couple of whacks from it.
Bowing his head while still maintaining eye contact with the stick, he spoke. "You should know that I am deeply sorry for what happened to you and the others and will gladly consider any punishment you wish to mete out. While I won't defend myself, I will leave if I feel my life may be in danger."
"Oh." Nima's voice crinkled like leaves. "You think I wish to punish you."
"Everyone else already does," Callisto responded, afraid to look at the elderly centaur. "If anyone is more entitled to their anger than you are, I have yet to meet them."
"I see." Nima sighed. "Fifty years ago, I absolutely would have taken you up on your offer. I used to fantasize about setting traps that would break your legs, then rolling you down a hill to be eaten alive from the inside out by bone fairies."
"What's a bone...pardon my interruption."
"You'll accept any punishment I dole out?" Nima took a step forward and raised his stick.
"Unless it will result in permanent harm, then yes," Callisto replied. "Nima, I am so--"
"Ah, ah, shhh." Nima immediately waved his hands around, his eyes wide as he searched the clearing. After a moment of confusion, he shook his head. "I keep forgetting this is a Fae free zone. You learn real quick not to apologize for anything."
"If anyone should have mine, it should be you."
Nima chuckled. "I think I have the perfect one in mind, actually. It can't do you any permanent harm, right? If I asked you to come wipe my ass every day, you would?"
"Um...I do have prior obligations, but would find a workaround," Callisto replied.
"What about cleaning my house? Fletching arrows for me? Finding me a suitable mate?"
"I would do all of those things, but the last would be tough. You really don't want any sort of social help from me. I have to imagine no woman in the tribe wants to be approached by the town jinx regarding issues of potential matrimony." Callisto's cheeks grew hot. "Perhaps I could have my mother put in a good word--"
"Fuck your mother." Nima flinched shortly after he spoke, then shook his head immediately. "I shouldn't have said that. My re-integration into the tribe has been...not very successful. Your mother has tried very hard to make me feel included, but her efforts have had quite the opposite effect."
Callisto unclenched his fists. If Nima had been around his age, he would have punched the centaur right in the face. He could actually see lines of anguish form around the elder's mouth. "What do you mean?"
Nima raised his eyebrows. "No, I don't suppose you would know, would you? Don't mind me. When people get old, they talk out loud sometimes. It might be a sign of senility. For me, it's because I'm not always convinced that I have returned to this wretched place."
"Wretched?" Callisto frowned, somehow more confused than ever.
Nima tapped Callisto on the head with his staff, then nodded toward the forest. "Let us walk and talk. My joints hurt when I stand like this for too long."
Callisto obliged, and the two of them walked onto a faint path. He figured if Nima was attempting to lure him away in order to dispatch him, he would have the upper hand in escaping. That, and he had been studying Nima's soul this entire time. The centaur had been frighteningly honest whenever he spoke.
"Where to begin, where to begin...let's start with why I think this place is wretched." He paused to touch a leaf that hung just over the path, then flipped it over to reveal a caterpillar. "Would you like the short answer, or the much longer one?"
"Whichever you prefer, elder. I am eager to learn."
With surprising speed, Nima whacked Callisto in the shin with his stick. "That right there," he said, jabbing a gnarled finger in Callisto's direction. "What sort of answer was that?"
"Um..." Callisto shook his hoof to try and alleviate the pain. "It's what we're supposed to say."
"Good." Nima nodded. "I am decades your senior, and therefore your elder. I have unshared wisdom, seeds to plant in young minds that they may mature into trees of experience. You should value my knowledge, that much is true. But your response is cultural, Callisto. It is born from repetition and upbringing. I'm not saying it is wrong. However--"
"You have returned to a society whose norms you no longer value or hold dear," Callisto finished. "While you may be a centaur in body, your cultural experience was completely different. Now that you've returned, you are an outsider."
Nima promptly smacked Callisto in another shin.
"Ow!" The young centaur limped for a moment as the pain lingered. "What was that for? Was I wrong?"
"You interrupted." Nima smirked. "But you are indeed correct. I find myself returning to the place of my youth, to people who have been frozen in time while I have lived a very long life, longer than any centaur, likely. While I don't find the people here reprehensible, I no longer find them familiar. Your mother's efforts to reintegrate me into the tribe have only added to my discomfort."
"Have you told her this?"
Nima nodded. "She is under the belief that my protests are born of trauma, that I struggle to live amongst you. It's only a partial truth. I miss my life in the Fae Realm." The centaur paused and used his staff to softly push Callisto's open mouth shut. "A bug will fly in there."
"You...miss it?"
Nima nodded, his eyes settling on a distant memory. "When we were taken, the Fae treated us like property, promptly dividing us amongst their family. The Fae social structure is an odd one. You can't base it on age, as they are all essentially immortal. Some are so old that they've forgotten who came first. Or perhaps they always simply were."
"That can't be true," Callisto said. "Even if they were all created at the same time, it would still be a solitary moment."
Nima shrugged. "Therein lies only one of the Fae's many secrets. My personal theory is that we lack the proper ability to understand such things, and so think it is impossible. However, none of that matters. I spent the first thirty years of my life in servitude to a family that treated me with gross indifference. It actually got so bad that I simply wandered off one day, and they never came looking for me." The ancient centaur sighed. "And so, I became a traveler. I saw wonders that made me cry with joy, and terrors that made me fear the dark. I've seen pink oceans in the sky, have spoken with clouds, and loved many, many women."
"Women?" Callisto asked. "Centaurs? Humans?"
Nima chuckled. "'Women' is a catch-all term in this situation. Feminine creatures may explain it best. If you were older, I would explain in plenty of depth the relations I had with a lonely kelpie."
Callisto was at just the right age to be both extremely curious and a little grossed out. "You were a traveler, then."
"A nomad, like our people of old. I had no home, because the world was my living room. When my bones grew too weary, I made one final trip into the Glass Mountains and made a bed for myself just behind a singing waterfall. At night, I would listen to a lullaby that somehow sang tales of my exploits. I was planning on gifting that cave my bones, you know. And now...I'm here." Nima gestured around himself.
"This world is boring."
The old centaur sighed. "Indeed. It is protected and safe. I..." Nima shook his head, and wiped tears from his eyes. "As you grow, you become different people over the years. This place belonged to a child named Nima, who just wanted to run amongst the wheat playing tag with his friends. He loved his mother's oatmeal. She always made it with just a bit of sugar and milk. That child is like the ring of a tree, buried deep beneath the bark of my skin. He has been gone for a long time, replaced by the man you see before you. This place brings me no peace, nor does it bring me joy. While there may be a sense of closure, well...this is not how I expected my final days."
"I see." Callisto didn't say anything for a bit as the two walked. He could hear Nima's labored breaths beside him, but somehow, the centaur didn't seem to tire. "How did you get so old?" he finally asked.
"Fae diet," Nima replied. "When my journey started, I was just trying to come home. When I couldn't find my way, I decided to make the best of things. One time, I ate the petals of a flower that melted on my tongue. To this day, I can taste it whenever it rains. I can only assume my longevity is attributed to the odd things I ate."
"I bet you have a lot of stories."
Nima grunted. "I do," he admitted. "Not that anybody here wants to hear them. That's the world that took their families. Centaurs are stubborn. They don't wish to hear anything about that place, good or bad."
Callisto bit his lip, then looked at his old friend. Nima had become an outcast in a very different way. The tribe had welcomed him with open arms only to become clingy strangers. They were at opposite ends of the spectrum.
"I wouldn't mind hearing some of your stories," he finally said.
"Oh?" Nima cocked his head to one side, then turned to look at Callisto. "I heard a rumor that you were still terrified of the Fae, much like the others. Do you not hate them?"
"Some of them, yes. But...I have stepped into the human world. I have experienced things there that would make no sense to my kind. What happened was a tragedy, yet I should not condemn an entire realm for what happened to my people. To you."
Nima nodded. "It never should have happened," he replied. "If I could have avoided my fate, I would have preferred to grow old among my own kind, to have children of my own. But if I am to find peace in my final days, it will not be by clinging to a past I cannot have. One must always focus on the joys that they have found. To do otherwise, well..."
The old centaur gasped and clutched at his chest. Callisto panicked, then put both hands to his mouth. "Help, someone, any--"
The walking stick cracked him in the shin again. Callisto stared at Nima in disbelief as the old centaur cackled madly.
"I'm not on my way out yet," he said with a grin. "You should have seen your face."
"You tricked me." Callisto just stared at Nima in wide-eyed disbelief.
"I lived among the Fae. This is child's play." Nima stumbled over a rock and had to lean heavily on the stick. "Shit, that one was real," he muttered.


"You...I think you're wrong."
"About what?"
Callisto pointed at Nima's human stomach. "The person you used to be isn't gone, not entirely. Playful adults are tapping into their inner child, you know. You're letting the old you step out into the sun for just a moment. It's not just some ring at the center of a tree. Maybe if you let it out more, it would help you feel more at home here."
The old centaur straightened his spine and stared down at Callisto with an intensity that felt like a crushing weight. The young centaur stood beneath that gaze, but did not wither.
"I don't remember you being this smart," Nima muttered.
"You probably barely remember me."
"That's not true. You were my friend. Then you were my most hated enemy. The few times the Fae got in my head to torment me, they wore your form. It wasn't until much later that I remembered that we were both children when I was taken. You were just as much a victim as I, only my fate was far worse." The old centaur looked at the sky for a moment, then back at Callisto. "You only get one childhood, Callisto. It's when the magic of youth is at its strongest. While my own is long behind me, yours is still very much ahead of you."
Callisto stared at his hooves. "I already feel like it's passed me by," he confessed. "I haven't felt the same since that happened."
"I know. And that's okay, too." Nima paused to look around. They were in a small glen. "Okay, then, I think this is where we'll do it."
"Do what?" Callisto asked.
"You said you would do anything to earn my forgiveness. I've decided on what that will be."
For once, the old centaur's soul was unreadable. Callisto moved to stand in front of Nima, as if awaiting judgement.
"It will be very difficult, and you aren't going to like it," Nima warned. "You can back out now if you wish. But once I speak it out loud, I intend to hold you to your word."
"I'm ready," Callisto whispered, suddenly unsure of what was about to occur. He looked at the walking stick, wondering if Nima was about to hit him again. It seemed very at odds with what the centaur had been telling him, but this was a very complicated issue.
Nima nodded, then picked up the stick and held it in both hands. He studied it for several long seconds, then planted it in the ground between his feet. "I want you to forgive yourself," he said. "I want you to figure out how to move on and have the childhood I lost."
"Nima." Callisto didn't know what to say. "It's not that easy."
"I know. You said you would do anything. That's what I want." Nima scratched at his nose, then looked up at the sky again. "Life is too short, Callisto, and this burden is far too heavy."
Callisto took a deep, shuddering breath. "Can't you just hit me instead?" he asked.
"No." Nima studied Callisto. "I know what it's like to carry this pain my entire life, and do not wish such a thing on you. Let us plant it in the ground, so that it may someday grow into something more beautiful."
"How do I do it?" Callisto asked. "I know the others still blame me. How do I move forward?"
"Their feelings are their problem. I'm the one who got taken, and I have already forgiven you."
Callisto looked up at his friend, then stepped forward and hugged him hard.
"I'm sorry," he cried. "I'm so, so sorry."
Nima said nothing. Instead, he held Callisto tight and patted his hair affectionately. Once the young centaur was all cried out, he took a step back and wiped snot from underneath his nose. It was then that the old centaur finally spoke again.
"It will be a hard road," he said. "But sometimes, those are the best ones to walk."
Sniffling, Callisto nodded, then tried to wipe all the stains off his cheeks.
"Also." Nima cleared his throat. "I wouldn't mind if you came by every now and then. It's been really...nice...to speak to an old friend."
"We're...still friends?"
Nima shrugged. "It's rather unconventional, but I suppose we are." He cleared his throat, then stared awkwardly to the side. "But if you do decide to come over, I must insist that you wash your hooves.
"Huh?" Callisto was still struggling with his own emotions and wasn't following along. "Why?"
"Because I heard you poop on your own feet." Nima grinned, whacked Callisto's shin with his stick again, and then that old bastard somehow found the energy to gallop across the field, whooping with the stick held high overhead.
Stunned, Callisto didn't even give chase. He could have easily caught Nima if he wanted, but by the time it occurred to him, he was laughing far too hard to do so.
🏠🏠🏠
Sarah stumbled toward town, dragging her broom only out of habit. Her mind had gone completely numb many hours ago, and it was only through her mother's assistance that she was able to navigate at all.
This time of year, the sun never set on Longyearbyen. It was far enough to the North that the sun would do an odd circle in the sky, dropping to the horizon and rolling across it rather than setting completely. Sarah often stopped to watch the sun, wishing for a world where night never came again.
It wasn't the thought of night that upset her. It was the thought of being trapped back in the dark with the Black Prince.
The distant dwellings slowly drew closer as she stumbled toward them. The dissonant whispers in her ear belonged to her mother, who led her to a tavern near the edge of town. When Sarah opened the door, she actually froze at the idea of walking inside and potentially learning that this was all a fever dream and the world would turn back into shadows as soon as she entered.
A couple of patrons yelled her way, but she ignored them. It was her mother who pushed her in, the shadow shoving one foot in front of the other until she was inside.
Somebody greeted her, but Sarah ignored them. Instead, she limped toward the old woman sitting at the bar next to her broomstick. The Collector was eating a bowl of soup, and was currently in the middle of dipping bread into the broth.
"Oh, good. You survived." The Collector took a bite of the bread and chewed thoughtfully. "This sourdough is quite good."
Sarah sat next to the Collector and drew a knife from her belt. She lunged forward, intent on driving it into the old witch's lungs, only to crush a rose against the woman's sweatervest.
"You seem upset." The Collector yanked the rose out of Sarah's hand and set it on the counter, where it transformed back into a mangled knife. "If you'd like to use your words, we have full privacy. None of these simpletons are even aware of our presence." She slid her bowl toward Sarah. "Here. Try this fish chowder. It's really--"
Sarah cupped the bowl with one hand and slammed it away from them. The bowl shattered against the floor, spraying soup everywhere.
"Fuck your soup," she shouted, then grabbed the Collector by the collar of her vest. Nobody in the tavern reacted. "You left me in there!"
"I did, and you survived. What of it?"
Sarah felt the madness return, a momentary flashback to a room devoid of light and hands that wouldn't take no for an answer. "He did things to me," she screamed, spraying the Collector with spit. "Things I'll never forget!"
The Collector rolled her eyes. "You are being very dramatic about this." She tapped Sarah's wrist, and the witch promptly collapsed against the bar, her whole body numb. It was her shadow that held her up now.
Sarah panicked and started crying for help, worried that she had, in fact, never actually left the Svalbard Global Seed Vault.
The old witch picked up her bread and just leaned back in her stool while Sarah blubbered. After taking a bite of sourdough, the woman shook her head. "I expected you to be made of far sterner stuff than this."
"This...this..." was all Sarah managed.
"Are you going to tell me it was too much? That the price was too high? Please." The Collector shook her head. "Do you think I don't know how you and your mother sealed your demonic pact so many years ago? Tell me, Sarah. What happened to the rest of your coven, hmm?"
Sarah's eyes widened, and her mind was taken centuries back as she and her mother stood just outside a forest glade wearing nothing but their robes. The other women stood nearby, apprehension on their faces as they prepared a sacrificial offering on a small, wooden altar.
Tears welled up in Sarah's eyes. "That was different," she whimpered. "We had a choice."
"Oh, you did. But what about the other witches with you?" The Collector chuckled dryly and pulled at a piece of bread. "Did you know that your mother confided in Amir what really happened that night? She was trying to gain favor, thinking little of it at the time. Naturally, he told me, which made my decision today..." The Collector paused, then pulled out her phone. "Correction. Yesterday. It made my decision easy. I know all about how you entered the sacred ceremony with eleven other witches. I also know that your mother convinced the coven to time the summoning ritual to coincide with their menstrual flow, which can boost the power of a ritual. But that wasn't the real reason, was it? The two of you took herbs to delay your cycle."
Sarah's mind went back to that forest glade, so many years ago. She could still hear the shouts of her sisters as the demon appeared and promised them all great power, then took them sexually, one at a time. The creature had been intensely interested in those who were menstruating, wasting most of his energy on them. One by one, her sisters had died until it had finally settled on both her and her mother.
By then, the demon was not only tired, but found their lack of bloody flow uninteresting. It had taken its pound of flesh while leaving them with their lives.
"If I recall, this creature had a cock like barbed wire. It fucked you and your mother so hard that you both still nearly died." The Collector now sounded like she was chastising a child. "Both of you lost the ability to bear children as a result, your insides scraped clean and--"
"That was different," Sarah whispered. "That was...my old body. This new body was a fresh start for me, one that didn't bear such horrible memories."
"Ah, I see. I guess that makes it all better then. You set eleven of your sisters up, each of them fucked straight to Hell. I bet they'd understand why you're so upset." The Collector's tone was sarcastic. "Power has a price. I needed the Black Prince's power, and decided you were overdue to pay the price."
Sarah shivered, then flinched when a man walked by them. He was wearing a coat and a wool cap, and seemed barely aware of their existence, but she still almost cried out just at the thought of physical contact.
"Fascinating," the Collector mused, stroking her chin much like a cartoon villain might. "I am insanely curious about what things were done to you."
"I...can't..." Sarah was sobbing now at just the thought of telling the Collector what she had endured. Her body was wracked with phantom pain, the psychic trauma lingering behind. All over her body, she could feel burning claw marks, but her flesh was unbroken. Inside was a completely different story.
"Oh, you will. I have an academic interest in it. We can consider it a different type of training." The Collector let out a wistful sigh. "This is why witches were better off with the old gods, by the way. We didn't have to make shitty deals with discount demons. Granted, the old gods are all scared shitless, hiding in their holes, but the world would be eleven witches richer if you had just looked. I suppose I can't blame you, though. The Church really did put out so much misinformation about the craft."
Sarah had tuned the woman out, silently weeping on the counter.
"Your generation is so soft." The Collector sounded disappointed as she stood. "If you aren't going to have any soup, then we should just go. Do I need to strap you to your broom?"
Sarah cried for a good long while before her mother force marched her outside. The Collector, perfectly aware that she couldn't just leave Sarah behind, waited patiently for her mental breakdown to conclude. When they stepped into the sun, Sarah started crying again. She didn't even resist when the Collector forced her to mount her broom, then duct-taped her hands to the shaft.
"Don't want you offing yourself over the Arctic," was all she said before hopping on her own broom and lifting into the sky. Sarah's mind went someplace else as her mother took over, puppeteering Sarah's body as if she were a marionette. As the island of Spitsbergen fell away behind them, Sarah wondered if she would ever feel comfortable inside of her own skin again.
The Collector had gotten one thing wrong, though. She didn't need to worry about Sarah throwing herself into the ocean, or even killing herself. Sarah knew a far worse fate than what had occurred over the last twenty-four hours waited for her down in the pits of Hell where a demon she had sold her soul to eagerly awaited full payment.
🏠🏠🏠
Two chapters in, we're already ten percent of the way there, woohoo!
I have so much fun writing this series (usually, good grief, I hit blocks sometimes), so I'm so happy that many of you are having fun reading it. If you had fun, make sure to click those stars. If you hated it, well...maybe stop reading my stuff. I have no idea why some people are dropping one stars on a story after this many chapters, other than you're trying to sneak into Heaven or some shit.
One-Star Fanboy: No, look Jesus, you can see that I kept giving one-stars to the smut writers on Lit because they made me beat off! I'm a good person! Let me into Heaven, pls!
Jesus: Bro, this is almost as dumb as people thinking they can trick my dad with butt sex, cause it somehow doesn't count before marriage. Stop translating the bible literally, it's meant to be a metaphor or whatever.
(Honestly, if that passage offends you but nothing else I've done has, you haven't been reading)
Take care of yourselves, take care of others, and make sure you're getting plenty of water! And eat some damned vegetables, they're good for you!
~Annabelle Hawthorne
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the next exciting installment of Horny Monsters!
(I had a joke ready for today, but I forgot it. The caffeine has either kicked back in or left my body, oof)
New reader? Hey there, this is a long ass series about, well...just look at the title. It should be self explanatory. If you count the spin-off titles, I'm actually close to 200 chapters, which is probably 195 chapters more than what George has written in the last 9 years (and yet, he gets to be rich while I am forced to bargain shop for Icelandic Fish jerky). Anyways, yada yada, guy gets a blowjob in chapter 001, now we're managing relationship issues after a bunch of people/monsters/places have died since then. Go back and binge read it like people from the future will do with Stranger Things, only I hope I stick the landing better.
Returning reader, welcome back! I'm trying to stick with the every three weeks model for release for the foreseeable future, so please don't hesitate to check the bio for that schedule and any other updates (for example, some readers couldn't find a recent chapter, so I linked it there).
Look, I'll be real for a moment. Thank you. Thank you for still being here, for remembering to leave ratings, for being so enthusiastic. I'll admit it, I'm exhausted. Horny Monsters isn't the only thing I've written these last 9.5 years, but is by far the most comprehensive. Relationships take work, and I know I've been doing my part to keep things fresh and exciting. I'm glad you're still here, and I'm always trying my best to keep the momentum going. Someday, this series will come to an end. a big theme in this story is that all things do. I know I want to be around to see it, and I certainly hope I find most of you there.
For now, I don't know when that end will be (at least three books, minimum) but when that time comes, I'll post that final chapter and kick up my heels with a box of wine and a cheese wheel as I probably cry a whole lot over the single most important thing I've ever done beyond getting married and having kids.
If you can't make it, I understand. Otherwise, 
It's a Date
Upon returning home, Mike tried to call Lily. When she didn't call or text him back, he tried to reach Beth. If anybody would be excited to take Leilani and Quetzalli shopping, it would be one of them. Sadly, Beth didn't answer. While the mermaid and the dragon chatted excitedly out by Naia's fountain, Mike tried to figure out who would be willing to take the two into town for a small shopping spree.
His options were limited for a companion experienced with human society. Perhaps Yuki? She had mentioned just this morning that she missed him as well, so perhaps asking her to help the others prep for a date was a bad idea. That, and though the kitsune was competent, she certainly didn't spend much time in the human world.
He made a quick list in his head of people who would be able to safely supervise such an outing. Sure, Beth and Lily would have been the best fit because of their eye for style and fashion, but he had no idea where they could be.
There were three options that came to mind right now. Dana and Tasia were two of them. That would have been a safe bet, except Tasia was still being hunted by the Order. Trips over to Dana's childhood home were one thing. Going into the city to do some dress shopping was far too risky, and he didn't know if Dana would be willing to do it by herself. She hated being away from Tasia.
He thumbed through his contacts until he reached the third name on the list and hit Call. It rang a few times before the phone clicked.
"Hello?" Ingrid's voice sounded like she had just woken up.
"Hey, it's me," he said. "Any chance you'd be up for some field work?"
"What kind?" Ingrid yawned. "Also, my rates are triple when I'm on vacation."
Mike couldn't help but chuckle. Ingrid, formerly of the Order, now worked for Eulalie. The Arachne typically had Ingrid working much smaller missions when she was secretly working for Tasia's dad, Alexandros. Between being insanely wealthy and having no proper work-life balance, Eulalie had opted to overpay for everything and ensure employee retention.
"Leilani and Quetzalli want to go dress shopping in the city," he replied. "They need an escort."
The fatigue vanished from Ingrid's voice. "You do know I'm chilling in a French hotel, right? I'm going to get a cheese platter the size of my head and go sit by the river Seine with a book for the rest of the afternoon with my date."
"Date? Did you meet somebody?"
"I did. He's about sixty years old and comes in a bottle. I plan on having him in my mouth all day, gonna suck him dry."
Mike laughed. "Lily's rubbed off on you. I can tell."
"Why didn't you ask her?"
"Can't find her, actually. What do you say? Want to help a couple of cryptids get ready for a date night?"
There was a long silence on the other end of the phone. Ingrid, after the events in Kensington, had become a member of the family much like Cyrus. Mike had even given her one of the houses he had purchased on their street so that she had a place to call her own.
"What if I said I'd buy you some clothes, too?" Mike offered. "You'll get paid, and you can pick up some new summer wear."
"We want a limo, too," she added.
"Excuse me?"
"Trust me on this, Radley. Leilani is royalty and Quetzalli is a dragon. They deserve to be chauffeured in style. Eulalie is already looking into a company that celebrities use. It'll be great." She lowered her voice. "Besides that, if you stick Leilani in a small sedan, that side of the car will sag."
"Fair point. Have them throw in some limo snacks and a sixty-year old bottle of cognac, too."
"Like a cheese tray the size of my head? I'm just going to bring my own. It's far better than whatever crap the limo company is going to find on such short notice. But they can't have my wine. I'm saving that for later." As Ingrid spoke, he could hear the rustling of fabric. "I can be there in twenty via rat portal. See you in a bit."
"Thank you, Ingrid. I appreciate it." Mike ended the call and looked at the others. "Good news. We're getting a limo for your outing and our date."
Quetzalli and Leilani cheered. Naia clapped her hands excitedly and spent the next several minutes telling them how much fun they were going to have. Yuki and Grace appeared shortly after, and the kitsune joined the discussion as well. Everyone threw out ideas for the date, from seeing a baseball game to reading a book in the park (which had been Amymone's addition).
By the time Ingrid arrived, Abella and some gargoyles had joined the discussion. Tink and Matilda were listening nearby, the goblin holding her daughter's hand as she walked along the walls of Naia's fountain. Looking for some peace, Mike swapped out with Tink. Matilda promptly bit his arm and wouldn't let go.
"Alright, who's going with me?" Ingrid said when she arrived. The mage was wearing a stylish coat and dress pants. She was also holding the biggest cheese platter Mike had ever seen.
"You're over-dressed," Yuki noted. "It's too hot out for that."
Ingrid shrugged. "It's fine. I intend to get a whole new wardrobe in about an hour anyway." She raised an eyebrow at Mike, then swatted at a little green hand that attempted to tear a hole in the cellophane of her platter. Ingrid glared at Matilda. "Mine."
Matilda spat out Mike's arm to bare her teeth at Ingrid. She leapt forward to attack her just as Tink scooped her up.
"Little booger be good," she declared, casually holding the toddler as Matilda threw a tantrum. Tink cast a glance in Grace's direction. "We go to Library, pick out new books. Does Baby Legs want come?"
Grace shook her head and pointed at Abella. "Roof?" she asked.
The gargoyle smiled and stuck out her wing. Grace immediately climbed onto it and moved to Abella's back, where she huddled in a small ball. "I will take the hatchling for now," she said, then flared her wings and leapt into the sky. Mike watched her take Grace up to the top of the nearest spire where the two of them would probably play tag and hide or seek with some other gargoyles, or even Kisa should she choose to join them.
He'd been up to the roof only a few times since expanding the estate into a castle. It really was the perfect obstacle course for a little Arachne.
"I guess we're off, then." Ingrid moved toward the nearest door with Quetzalli and Leilani right behind her. Mike used his magic to locate the nearest member of the Fae Guard.
"Send two with them," he said. The ethereal creature simply nodded, the message sent telepathically to the others. Mike wasn't entirely certain what these fae even were. According to Titania, they were wild magic given a purpose, but that was all she had disclosed. It was probably for the best, honestly. He had seen what was left of the few people and creatures who had tried to sneak onto the property with harmful intent, and the less he knew, the better.
He sat on the edge of the wall and visited with both Naia and Amymone for a bit, all while keeping his eye along the rooftops. Sure enough, Grace scampered over the side and made herself small shortly before a pair of younger gargoyles swooped overhead, clearly looking for her.
The gargoyle tribe was certainly interesting. They didn't have many youngsters at all, and they aged very slowly. There was a good chance that Mike's own grandchildren would play with these same kids someday.
As for Abella, he had briefly worried that she might become enamored with reuniting with her own people, and perhaps become distant. That hadn't been further from the truth. Sure, she interacted with them on a daily basis, but her priority was to the home and its residents. She did strike up a close friendship with a male gargoyle named Monolith who shared the same human kink that she did. The two could be seen hanging out frequently and comparing notes.
Lily had teased Mike about the two of them, but he wasn't worried. Neither gargoyle had any interest in their own kind, and Monolith was now hanging out primarily at the cabin. Apparently Beth had caught his eye, but he had yet to catch hers.
Honestly, that surprised him a little bit. While Beth's love life was certainly none of his business, she had initially started pretty strong by having relationships with Asterion, Bigfoot, and Sulyvahn, but then sort of stopped. Their own dalliances were infrequent at best, and there was always some sort of lingering tension afterward.
His phone rang, and he pulled it out of his pocket to see that it was Beth who was calling him. He answered and held it to his ear.
"Speak of the devil," he said.
"You were talking about me?" asked Beth.
"Thinking about you," he replied. "You must have felt it."
Beth actually giggled. "As much as I'd like to flirt with you for a bit over the phone, we need to talk in person. What are you up to?"
"Have a date night lined up with both Quetzalli and Leilani," he replied. "I actually tried to call you about it earlier, but took care of the details already, so no worries. I'm about to go get ready for it after they tell me where we're going."
"Mike Radley is going on a date?" He heard Beth snort. "At this pace, you'll start holding hands with them in a year or two."
"Don't be so lewd," Mike said. "You're making me blush. Anyway, what's up? Were you just calling me back?"
"It can wait until tomorrow," she replied. "It's nothing urgent by any means, and I don't want you getting caught up and ruining your date."
He frowned. "Why would our discussion ruin our date?"
"Don't overthink it. Go, have fun, don't do anything I wouldn't do."
"Is there anything you wouldn't do?" he asked.
"Not really." Beth barked a laugh and then ended the call. He looked at his phone for a moment and shrugged. If she said it wasn't worth worrying about right now, he trusted her.
"Who wants to help me pick out my date night outfit?" he asked. Naia and Amymone both raised their hands.
🏠 🏠 🏠
Lily had built half of her house of cards on the cabin table when Beth walked back into the room. The succubus casually scooped them all up and tucked them back into their box.
Beth blatantly ignored the succubus and went into the kitchen to pour herself a drink. She eventually sat on the other side of the table and said nothing.
"How mad was he?" Lily asked.
"Not at all," Beth replied. "I haven't told him yet."
The succubus licked her lips and shuffled the cards in her hand. "Oh, great. So now I'm a dead man walking."
"I'll tell him tomorrow." Beth set her drink down and put her elbow on the table before leaning toward Lily. "He's got a date tonight with Leilani and Quetzalli."
"What? And he didn't call me for advice? What a slacker."
"I bet he did, actually. I had a missed call from him earlier."
"Huh?" Lily shifted her demonic essence around and forced her phone back up to the surface of her body. In this case, she made it appear in her pocket. Sometimes, she would do this trick for the kids by making the phone ooze out of her belly button or appear in her mouth.
"It's not like this is super urgent. Besides, maybe we could do a little digging of our own on this Bentley guy. His lawyer already replied to the email I sent, and it's clear they are quite serious about this whole thing."
"Ugh. Rich guys and lawyers, name a more obnoxious pairing."
"Money and politics," Beth replied.
"Touché." Lily frowned at her phone. "Damn, I missed several calls and texts. He must have been hard up for advice. I suppose he and I should have a talk about the birds and the bees. Do you have a banana on hand? Maybe I could..." She trailed off when she saw the other messages. The bullshit with Maxwell had her so flustered, she hadn't even noticed her phone had been buzzing inside of her.
"Everything okay?"
"Yeah." In reality, it wasn't. The calls and texts were from Peyton. There wasn't a voicemail from the girl, but there was a stream of consciousness from the preteen that essentially amounted to something the girl considered an emergency.
If Peyton was in actual danger, she would have called somebody else first. Either this problem was a Peyton-specific crisis, or it was something that the authorities and her parents couldn't help her with.
However, seeing I need you right now in a dozen variations already had the succubus on her feet. She texted Peyton to ask where she was and moved toward the door. "Are we good here? Do you actually need me for anything?"
"Other than a Radley family confessional? Not really." Beth raised an eyebrow. "However, do you need my help with something?"
"I don't. Bye." Lily left the cabin and ran past some Nirumbi children hitting a scarecrow in the front yard. She threw open the barn door and hurried down the aisle. In a room that once stored Jeep parts, there was a portal that took her straight to the Library.
The rats monitoring the portal network jumped when she passed by, wings extended and flapping to provide her a boost of speed that carried her down the corridor and out onto a small ledge where a floating platform was meant to pick her up.
Eschewing the wait, Lily flung herself from the balcony, tumbling two hundred feet down the massive column that held up the roof of the Library. Flaring her wings at the last possible moment, she slowed her descent just enough before landing that her heeled boots clicked against the marble floor without cracking it.
She shoved the door open and stormed into a room with another portal that took her the equivalent of over two thousand miles across the United States to a small storage facility with a door that had been welded shut from the inside. The sole method of egress was a small ventilation shaft up above the door that only a small child could squeeze through.
Lily transformed into a toddler and squeezed herself through, where she dropped down on the other side. There was a camera pointed at the door, but the only one who monitored it was Eulalie.
Nobody saw Lily leave the facility. She sprinted across the parking lot to a narrow gap between two buildings and took to the sky, altering her skin and clothing to match the dull, overcast weather. Her phone dinged, and she checked it to see that Peyton was at a park near her house.
Landing almost a block away, Lily took the form of a fifteen-year-old version of herself and jogged the rest of the way. Upon arriving, she scanned the park, half expecting to see a group of men, kids, or maybe even a pack of dogs surrounding a tree with Peyton at the top as their focal point. Instead, there were a couple of random moms with their toddlers at the sandbox and a very distraught prepubescent brunette on a swing, staring down at the gravel under her feet.
Lily took the swing next to Peyton, unnoticed by the young girl. "Is it a body?" she asked, startling Peyton out of her thoughts. "'Cause if you killed a man, we're going to need to borrow some shovels. The nearest pig farm is too far away to carry it and neither of us have our--OOF!"
The young girl had hopped off her swing and slammed both arms around Lily in a tight embrace that nearly knocked them both to the ground. Lily held the girl tight and just let her cry as she rubbed the small of her back.
Peyton eventually let go and rubbed at her cheeks. It was clear she had been crying for quite a while now.
"What happened?" Lily asked.
"I...um..." She looked over at the women near the sandbox, but they were paying too much attention to their own children. "Are you safe to be here right now?"
"Why wouldn't I be safe?" Lily frowned.
"Because of...you." Peyton knew there was something supernatural about Lily, but didn't know what. On more than one occasion, she had tried to trick Lily into revealing what she actually was, but had failed. "Is it okay for you to be out?"
"Of course. Mars is in retrograde or some bullshit." Lily waved the question off. "So spill. What's the freak-out over?"
"It sounds stupid," Peyton muttered, and Lily fought a groan. The girl was officially at that age where she often doubted her own thoughts and opinions, which meant Lily would have to convince her to spill the tea.
"Just because it sounds dumb doesn't mean it is." Lily held up her phone. "This one-sided conversation on my phone represents panic and fear. It doesn't quite scream 'Becky Miller got boobs over spring break and now I'm Peyton plain and tall at school.'"
"It's not that," Peyton replied. "I hope it's never that."
"Puberty will convince you otherwise, but please. Proceed."
"It's Mom and Dad. I..." Peyton's red-rimmed eyes filled with tears and she went quiet. Lily took the girl by the hand and led her away from the playground. The two of them wandered across the park while Peyton composed her thoughts. Lily was patient. Eventually, Peyton broke the silence.
"My mom is pregnant," she whispered.
Lily nodded as if this explained everything, then waited again. When Peyton didn't say anything, the succubus spoke. "Well, I guess a new baby isn't ideal. It's a pretty big change and all that. On the plus side, though, I'm guessing this means your parents are stronger than ever."
Peyton scoffed. "Yeah, I guess." After a moment, she groaned and rubbed at the bridge of her nose. "No, I'm happy for them. I want to be excited for the baby. They don't know whether it's a boy or girl yet."
"Which do you hope it is?"
Peyton sighed and stared off into the distance. "Part of me wants it to be a little girl," she said. "To believe that it's my sister, back again for a second chance. Reincarnation is real, right?"
Lily nodded. "It is," she said.
"But maybe a fresh start would be better. A little brother, someone I can dump on in a few years while he looks up to me like I'm his own personal goddess."


"I've raised you well." Lily patted Peyton's head. "Never been prouder."
Peyton laughed, then bit it back. "It's not about the baby. That part is scary, but I can handle it. It's about...Reagan's room."
"Oh." The pieces suddenly clicked into place for Lily. She had been to Peyton's house and knew there were only two bedrooms for kids. Peyton's parents had never intended on having more than two children. "Damn."
"Yeah. Damn is right."
"So...are they going to move, or...?"
Peyton shrugged. "I'm not sure. Maybe we need a clean break, but...leaving that house behind feels like it would be a betrayal. But I don't want Reagan's room to become a nursery either."
"What do your parents think?"
"I don't know. They told me earlier, and I didn't want to kill their vibe, so told them I was going to a friend's house and came here." Peyton gave Lily a dirty look. "What took you so long to respond, anyway?"
"Accidentally pulled my boy toy into a multi-million-dollar lawsuit." Lily cocked her head. "Well, no, that's not quite true. I made his multi-million-dollar lawsuit worse."
"You ever gonna tell me about this boy toy?" A small grin appeared on Peyton's face.
"Maybe when you're older."
"I'm older now."
Lily pushed her playfully. "Hey, that's a weird situation, you know that. ANYWAY, let's talk about your problem. What are the odds that your family could expand your home with an infusion of cash?"
The pre-teen frowned. "Zero," she replied. "The houses in our neighborhood are all crammed in together. Dad wanted to add a sunroom out back, but there's some weird zoning regulation and apparently the HOA is a huge dick."
"Huge old asshole, that's what it stands for." Lily bit her lip, deep in thought. "What if we bought the house next door and your parents moved the baby there?"
"Are you done with ridiculous suggestions?"
"I have not begun to be ridiculous." Lily crossed her arms. "How do you feel about a baby as a roommate? When that kid is six or whatever, it's gonna make bringing home a date a little awkward, but maybe you can all play Connect Four or something."
"Still not helping."
The two were standing on the edge of a small pond. Lily moved near the water's edge and stared across to the other side where a jogger was running. "Do you want to hear a solution, or do you want to vent about the problem some more?"
Peyton was silent for a few moments. "I already know the answer," she muttered. "That room...it's a memorial, a waste of space. It was never going to stay that way, right? If my parents had divorced, Reagan would just be scattered between several boxes in both homes, each one an emotional ticking time bomb of loss and regret waiting for me to inherit them."
"Tell us how you really feel," Lily muttered. She chewed at her lip, trying to figure out the best way to proceed. Sarcasm and biting remarks were easy. What could she say to frame this in a different light for Peyton?
What would Mike say?
"I don't think that room is a waste of space." Lily scooted next to Peyton and wrapped her arm around the girl's waist. "To anybody else, it was a time capsule, a way to step back a few years and pretend that Reagan would walk through that door any minute. To connect you to a time when the world didn't feel like shards of glass in your heart."
"Yeah, I guess," Peyton muttered.
"That room has been holding your grief," the succubus continued. "It feels like a memorial because every time you walk inside, you're afraid that grief will find you and force you to confront it. While you've been busy moving on with your life, that grief has been waiting for you to come and claim it. So I say...what if you move into that room instead of the baby? Have your parents help you even."
The girl squirmed. "That sounds terrible," she replied.
"It will be, at first." Lily rubbed Peyton's shoulder. "But the reason that room still holds so much grief is because you still have so much love for your sister. Moving forward is difficult, but moving on is the scariest thing of all. There's a...finality to something like this. I think it would benefit all of you to experience that love together, as a family. Look through your sister's stuff, keep what is meaningful for you, then box up the rest for another day. Build a foundation of good memories for the new ones to grow from."
Peyton stared at Lily, then sniffled. Lily couldn't help but feel a small pang in her heart, seeing so much of Reagan in her sister.
Though I knew you but for a moment, I shall remember you for a lifetime. Those words echoed through Lily's mind often. How long would her own lifetime be? Maybe it was better not to contemplate the damnation at the end of the ride.
"You good?" Peyton asked. "Because if you start crying, I'll start crying."
Lily sniffed, then let the tears flow. "Then let's cry together."
They stood by the lake this way for the next hour, crying and leaning on each other for support. When it was finally over, Peyton thanked Lily and asked if she wanted to come over and hang out. Lily was tempted, but opted to only walk the girl home instead.
"I'll text you," Peyton said as she stood outside the door of her house. "Later."
"You do that." Lily smiled at the eleven-year-old as she disappeared inside her home. That smile faded as a loneliness gathered deep inside her stomach. This home had been broken once, and she had fixed it.
Would she ever feel fixed? Or was she doomed to feel broken forever? Lily honestly didn't know, and she was afraid to bring it up with Mike. After all, he was so busy with everyone else's problems, it was hard to think he'd make time for hers.
"You know that's a lie," Spirit Mike muttered by the front gate. "It's not that you think he won't help. It's that you don't think you deserve it."
"Piss off," she grumbled as she stepped out of the gate to Peyton's property. Hopefully Mike's date would go well. She expected him to be plenty mad at her in the morning.
After all, she did deserve that.
🏠 🏠 🏠
The limo returned shortly before lunch. Mike walked down to the driveway to watch Quetzalli, Ingrid, and Leilani get out of the car. The limo driver, who was built like a linebacker ready to burst out of his suit, tipped his hat at Mike before opening the car door and helping all of the women out.
Leilani came first, wearing a pair of expensive sunglasses. She was in a tank top and black booty shorts which emphasized her thighs. The mermaid, now wearing blue lipstick, blew Mike a kiss and stepped to the side as Quetzalli got out.
The dragon, also wearing sunglasses, was in a summer dress with purple flowers that matched her eyes. She did a little spin, causing the skirt to rise up and reveal some of the scales on her legs.
"You both look nice."
"They should," Ingrid commented as she got out of the limo. She was wearing a dress similar to Quetzalli's, though hers was red. She also had a brand-new pair of sunglasses, which she lifted to her forehead. "You paid enough for it."
The limo driver moved to the trunk and pulled out several more shopping bags. He handed a few to Leilani and Quetzalli, both of whom rushed toward the house to get changed for whatever activity the mermaid had picked. The bulk of the bags were handed to Ingrid, who in turn handed them to Mike.
"These are all yours?" he asked, holding up a couple of bags to inspect them.
"Yep." Ingrid raised an eyebrow. "Problem?"
Mike just laughed. The mage did enough for the family that he certainly didn't feel taken advantage of. "Not at all," he said. "Also, you look nice, too."
"Good." Ingrid thanked the driver, who got back in the limo and left. "I took the liberty of asking Eulalie to hire these guys for the dance club later tonight. That way, you can go in style. I like them. They're really good."
"Your endorsement means a lot. Are you going back to Europe?"
She shook her head. "No. I'm going to ride shotgun with the driver tonight, just in case."
"You don't have to do that."
"Yeah I do. Did you see Bradley just now?" She gestured at the limo, which was already near the end of the drive. "If I have to sit in the front seat and stare at that all night, I think I'll be just fine. Don't worry, you've paid for me already." Ingrid shook the clothes at him. "Is it okay if I hang out here until later?"
"Of course." He walked into the house with Ingrid. "The spare room is on the second floor."
She paused. "I thought it was on the third floor."
"I moved it. The view is better now."
Ingrid laughed. "Of course you did." She walked up the stairs, pausing once to look back. "Make sure you drink plenty of water. Those women are planning to drain you dry later. It's half of what they talked about."
"What was the other half?"
Ingrid sighed. "The water cycle. Hurricanes and typhoons. Your basic cumulo-nimbo stuff."
"Not a meteorology fan?"
She shook her head. "It was like listening to guys discuss their favorite sports team. I'm just not interested."
"What if Bradley is interested?" Mike wiggled his eyebrows.
Ingrid opened her mouth to say something, then blushed. She gave Mike an odd look, then let out a long sigh. "You know what? Maybe I'll catch a nap while you're out. Is Lily around?"
He shrugged. "No idea. Couldn't find her earlier. This house is big enough, it would probably be easiest to just text her."
Ingrid chuckled on her way up the stairs. "The fact that you still call this place a house is adorable. Never change, Caretaker."
"So what does the rest of our day look like?" Mike asked as Quetzalli and Leilani came down the stairs. Quetzalli was wearing the same sundress as before, but Leilani had changed into a sundress of her own. This one had spaghetti straps, and she was wearing sandals. "Are we thinking of a picnic in the park? Maybe a walk on the beach?"
"I wanted to go where the people are," Leilani said with a grin. "And there's one place in particular that has a bunch of stuff I want to do."
"Where is that?"
"Disneyland!" Leilani clapped her hands together. "I want to see all the princesses and ride all the rides."
Mike frowned. "That...well, it's not a great idea. We've only got half-a-day left before we go out dancing. That's not nearly enough time to properly experience something as big as Disney."
"Oh, I know." Leilani winked at him. "It took some time, but Ingrid explained why that wouldn't work. So she had Eulalie find us a traveling carnival that's in Ohio right now."
"That feels like a drastic shift from something like Disney."
The mermaid pressed herself against Mike and fiddled with the collar of his shirt. "That's okay," she said. "With it being last minute, I figured something with shorter lines and plenty of games and rides would fit the bill. Besides, now you know what I want to do next time we have a full day together, just the two of us. Eulalie already has a portal ready and will call us an Uber once we head out."
"And you're sure about this? I don't want you to feel like you're settling."
"I don't." Leilani's hands wandered down Mike's torso and settled on his waist. "I think it sounds like a lot of fun. Quetzalli suggested this outfit, because it'll be hot out." She took a step back and did a little twirl for him.
"I have no reason to argue with the efficacy of a sundress."
"I made sure she put on underwear," Quetzalli added.
"She did. Look." Leilani lifted the hem of her skirt to reveal a lacy thong that matched her hair. "I forget that the wind does things to cloth, and some people can be rather uptight about the human body."
Mike fought the urge to playfully smack the exposed buttcheeks. "That's a good call. We certainly don't want to call attention to ourselves. Since it sounds like Eulalie got things set up, shall we go?"
Each of the women took one of his hands, and they headed to the Library through a portal. Less than ten minutes later, they had passed through a portal to a condo Eulalie had rented. The Uber was already waiting for them out front, and the trio got inside the white Suburban. The driver seemed friendly enough, but seemed to notice that the car listed inexplicably to one side.
The carnival had been set up in the parking lot of an abandoned mall. Neither the mall or the carnival had a sign with its name, which made him wonder how Eulalie had tracked this place down in the first place. They walked beneath an arch with just the word CARNIVAL along the top, stopping at a booth to purchase paper tickets for the rides.
"What do you want to go on first?" he asked Leilani. The mermaid's eyes were like saucers as she watched a crowd of locals milling about.
"I don't know," she declared, clearly undergoing sensory overload.
A mom and her two kids walked past, the children very much staring at the carnival much like Leilani was. The youngest, a little boy, shouted, "I want to go on the Merry-Go-Round!"
"Yes! That!" Leilani pointed excitedly at the kid first, then in a random direction. "I want to Merry-Go-Round, too!"
Mike took a second to get his bearings, then spotted the top of the Merry-Go-Round in the distance. The three of them waited in line, and he had to fight his own laughter as Leilani bounced up and down with excitement. Quetzalli took this opportunity to snuggle up against him while they waited, mimicking a couple of other couples in line.
When they got near the front of the line, Mike was a little disappointed to see that the ride cost three tickets. He had gone to a carnival a couple of times when he was younger. The whole point of the tickets was that you got one ride per ticket. Maybe the rollercoaster cost two, but that was it. Doing some quick math in his head, he wondered how many people wandered home with unused tickets at the end of the day. It wasn't even about the money, but the principle of the thing.
"Woo!" Leilani cheered once she got up to the front of the line, then sprinted toward the ride once it was her turn. She immediately hopped onto a seahorse, then threw her hair dramatically over one shoulder and pointed forward. "Carry me thusly into battle!"
"That lady is silly," said a small girl sitting nearby on a walrus.
"I'll have you know I'm a princess," Leilani declared. Mike took a seat on a lion that was right behind her. Quetzalli got on with him, but was promptly shooed off by the attendant.
"One person per animal," he told them.
"Fine," Quetzalli grumbled before sliding down. She accidentally zapped Mike once her feet hit the ground. The dragon ended up on a giraffe two rows back because a pair of pre-teens had immediately taken the walrus and elephant next to Mike. They were looking at him with awe in their eyes.
"Is that your girlfriend?" one of the girls asked, looking back at Quetzalli.
"She is," he said.
"She's so pretty," said one of the girls.
"Lucky bitch," mumbled the other.
"What was that?" Mike asked.
"Nothing!" they both said, then giggled at each other. Mike smirked and turned his attention forward where Leilani was eagerly bouncing up and down on the seahorse.
"Onward to victory!" she declared, making the little girl nearby giggle. The seahorse gears up above made a horrifying grinding sound, and it occurred to Mike that there was probably a weight limit.
"Leilani!"
She whipped around, her hair flaring dramatically behind her. "Yes?" She fluttered her eyelashes.
"Don't be so rough with that horse," he said, flicking his eyes up. She looked up as well and seemed to realize the issue immediately. "It's not used to carrying royalty."
"I see." Leilani settled down and leaned forward to pat the seahorse's nose. "I apologize, my sea-faring friend."
"Is she really a princess?" asked one of the preteens. There was a heavy note of sarcasm present that only an adolescent could convey, and Mike shivered to think how he would be on the receiving end of such a thing daily in about ten years.
He looked at the girls and nodded solemnly. "She is, actually."
"Then where's her crown?" asked the other girl. This, too, was very sarcastic.
"She didn't want to lose it on the rides," he replied.
"What country is she a princess in?"
"You've never heard of it."
"You don't know that." One of the girls sat up straight on her walrus. "We're on the *honor* roll."
Mike looked over at the attendant, who was helping a couple of kids onto the last animals. How long did it take to load up a Merry-Go-Round? "The island nation of Volcania," he replied.
"Duh, everyone knows where that is." The girl rolled her eyes at him, and then both of them giggled. Mike wondered if Quetzalli would be willing to trade with him just as the ride lurched into motion.
People nearby laughed at Leilani's reaction. Though the ride wasn't going that fast, the princess cheered as if she was on a roller coaster. This spurred nearby children to react in kind, and what ensued was probably the loudest Merry-Go-Round ride in all of history. Even the attendant looked a little shocked, but Mike couldn't help but notice that they rode far longer than previous riders had.
As the ride came to a slow halt, Mike used his magic to cloak himself from attention, hoping the preteens would forget he existed. Sure enough, their eyes glanced right past him as they immediately disembarked, pausing just long enough to talk to Leilani.
"Your English is really good," one of them said.
"Thanks, so is yours." Leilani turned to look for Mike, and he released the spell just as Quetzalli bumped into him from behind. "There you are! We should go again!"
"We could," he said. "But this was the beginner ride." As they stepped out of the gate, he looked back to see the attendant put an out-of-order sign on the seahorse. Some of the smaller kids in line booed at him.
The next ride they found was, naturally, the octopus. Leilani demanded that Mike sit next to him on this one, leaving Quetzalli to ride with someone else. As they were boarding the cars, Quetzalli got on first, followed by an eight-year old boy who was immediately zapped the moment he touched the metal.
"Ow!" he yelled, shaking his hand. "It bit me!" Quetzalli sunk in her seat a little and gave Mike a sheepish grin.
Leilani whooped and hollered as the octopus twirled them around. When the ride came to a stop, she gave him a big hug and kissed him hard on the mouth as the attendant opened the safety bars. On their way out, Mike heard a few people making fun of Leilani, but ignored them. However, a pair of familiar tweens waiting in line were glaring daggers at him.
"I thought she was your girlfriend," said one of them, pointing at Quetzalli.
"I saw you kissing her," the other declared, pointing at Leilani.
The princess giggled and let go of Mike to address the girls. "How elegant of you to defend my friend's honor. You see, that woman is his girlfriend."
"Then why are you kissing him?" asked one of the girls.
"Because I'm his wife." Leilani said this like it somehow explained everything. Both girls' mouths dropped open in shock. "Don't swim around like that, you'll accidentally eat a guppy. WHAT IS THAT?" The mermaid's arm shot forward so hard that a few people in line actually whipped around to look at what she had seen. It was a child holding a pile of blue fluff on a cone.
"Cotton candy," Mike said. "C'mon, I'll buy you some."
"It looks like a cloud!" Quetzalli declared. Both women grabbed him by his wrists and practically dragged him off to locate the vendor.
"Have a nice ride," he shouted at the tweens, who were now oblivious to the people moving past them in line.
Their search for cotton candy took them to the Midway. Not only were there several different food vendors, but there were also a ton of skill games.


"I want to taste everything," Leilani declared. "How much can we eat?"
"Technically all of it," he replied. "However, the food is pretty salty, and you might have trouble fitting in your dance clothes later. Also, I would avoid eating too much food before riding on the roller coaster."
"Which one is that?" Leilani asked. Mike pointed at a distant set of arches. The coaster itself wasn't that big, and definitely looked unstable, but had some sharp dips that would definitely churn the stomach.
"A little snack would be okay, but people have been known to barf afterward." Truthfully, Leilani probably wouldn't. He wasn't even entirely sure a mermaid could become motion sick, but didn't want to find out the hard way that they could. "The line for cotton candy is over there."
They waited for almost ten minutes, and then both women got two massive cones coated in cotton candy. Leilani proceeded to immediately devour her own, while Quetzalli just carried hers around and admired it. Every now and then, she would pull a tuft of it off and flick at it with little sparks to keep it aloft. On more than one occasion, Leilani snatched those away and consumed them.
"What is this?" the mermaid asked as they stopped next to one of the skill games. It was the Wiffle Ball Toss.
"It's simple enough," said the attendant. "You just need to land all three balls in the basket like so." She demonstrated by leaning against the counter and tossing the balls at an angle. "If none of them bounce out, you get to choose a prize."
"You make it look easy," Leilani said, her eyes narrowing. "Yet I sense a deception."
"No deception," the woman replied. "Just skill. Five tickets a play, and you can pick out any of the prizes if you win."
"What would I want with a stuffed...is that a pink dolphin?!?" Leilani spun and stared hard at Mike. "We must win that!"
"Uh...sure." Mike handed over the tickets and picked up the balls.
"Don't lean over the counter," the attendant said. "All tosses must leave your hand behind the yellow line." She tapped on a piece of tape that had been stretched across the counter.
"And thus the truth is revealed," Leilani muttered. "I, too, wish to try this game." She handed over some tickets of her own. The attendant grinned as the princess immediately threw her first ball so hard that it bounced right back out.
"Hmm." Quetzalli took one of the balls from Mike and studied it, then looked over at the plastic bins they were supposed to land in.
Mike knew that the trick was to get the ball to smack the top of the inner bin and then drop down below, but knowing how to do it was a very different process than actually doing it. Once the first ball was in there, it increased the likelihood of the next ball bouncing off of it.
"Shit!" Leilani's second ball had already bounced out as well.
"If you use magic, you could alter the charge of the ball," Quetzalli whispered to him. "And make it stick."
"Should we really be cheating at carnival games?" Mike asked.
"Yes." Quetzalli looked over at the smirking attendant. "It is our date night."
Mike concentrated on the ball in his hand, his magic slowly altering the charge of the ball itself. It would be like sticking a balloon to the wall after dragging it through your hair, only magnified. When the ball finally left his hand and struck the bucket, it actually stuck for a moment before dropping down.
The attendant heard the thud, but didn't clock right away that the ball had made it. When she finally noticed, she clapped for Mike. "Good job," she said.
"Thanks." He repeated the process again, this time hitting the bucket dead center. The ball should have bounced right back out, but it stuck again, and then dropped down to the bottom. This time, the attendant noticed.
"Hey! What did you put on here?" She immediately pulled the two balls out and examined them.
"Nothing," he replied.
"Do you have grease on your hands?" The woman studied him, clearly trying to figure out the trick.
"Nope. Just got lucky." He set the third ball down on the counter. "You can give me a new one if you want."
Now it was the attendant's turn to try to figure out what Mike was up to, but nobody suspected magic as a possible culprit. Dubious, she put the two balls back in the bucket and took the third one from Mike before handing him a new one.
This time, he casually charged the thing up and tossed it right into the pile. All three balls stuck together at the bottom instead of bouncing out, and the attendant immediately pulled them all out. From where he stood, Mike could hear static electricity crackling inside of the bucket.
"Hmm." The attendant, clearly confused, looked at him. "One prize per day. Which one would you--"
"DOLPHIN!" Leilani hopped up and down as the attendant handed her the oversized stuffed dolphin. "We should check the other games to see what prizes we can take from them, too!"
They spent the next hour hitting the skill games. Quetzalli was impossibly good at the ping pong ball game where the challenge was to land them on top of the bottles. She managed to win the grand prize on her first go, which was a game console.
The basketball game where the ball was just slightly smaller than the hoop was promptly dominated by Leilani. She did equally well at the ring toss, and then blatantly cheated at the game where a group of people squirted water into a clown's mouth by magically commanding the water pressure in her gun to increase drastically. The three of them were now walking around with their arms full of stuffed animals and random prizes, but were also banned by Carnival management from any further skill games.
Both Leilani and Quetzalli ended up giving away their prizes to random kids. Save for the pink dolphin, everything was gone by the time they reached the roller coaster. They ended up riding the coaster twice, but only so that both women got a turn sitting next to Mike. They checked the time, and realized there was only enough left for one more ride.
"It has to be the Ferris wheel," he said, gesturing to the large ride in the center of the park.
They got to share the car on this one, and no sooner was it in the air did Leilani wrap her arms around him.
"This has been an amazing day already," she said. "The sights and sounds, and all the people! I've never seen so many people!"
"It has been fun," he replied. "Though I think they might ban us for life after what we did in the Midway."
"There are other carnivals," Quetzalli said wistfully, her eyes gazing toward the sky. "I do miss the view from up here."
Mike didn't quite know what to say to that. Titania had offered to return Quetzalli to her dragon form, but Quetzalli had refused. Eventually, she would become a dragon on her own and had decided that living as a human would be an interesting way to spend a couple of centuries.
"The view in here is quite nice also," Leilani noted, her eyes now focused solely on Mike. By the time Quetzalli turned to face them, Leilani had pressed her lips against Mike's, her tongue greedily seeking his.
Not to be outdone, Quetzalli moved next to him and pulled him away, zapping his mouth in the process. The carriage swung through the lowest point and he heard some people in line complain that they were being gross, but it wasn't like they were being brazen.
Once the ride was over, the Ferris Wheel was rotated to allow the three of them off first. As they slowly came to a stop at the bottom, Mike looked up and realized the preteens from earlier were just staring at the three of them from two carts behind. They had clearly been watching them.
Officially feeling embarrassed, the three of them promptly left the carnival behind. One Uber ride and two portals later, they were back home, where he went to his room to change clothes. Tink was lying in bed with Matilda and Grace, both of whom were taking naps. Scattered on the bed were a bunch of children's books.
"Tink want to go to carnival," she said with a sad smile. "Husband tell Tink later?"
"Of course," he said, pausing to kiss her forehead along with Matilda's and Grace's. The Arachne opened her eyes, saw it was him, and then promptly closed them again.
He grabbed his dress clothes and stood in front of the full-length mirror, making sure to take his time so Tink could watch. The little goblin quietly cheered as he did a little dance for her, doing a goofy strip tease before putting on his nicer clothes. When he was done getting dressed, Tink stealthily slid out of bed and swatted him on the ass on his way out the door.
Downstairs, he saw Ingrid standing there with a smirk on her face.
"Everything okay?" he asked.
"Got another dose of Bradley is all." She mimed fanning her face. "The ladies are already out in the limo. You should know that Eulalie upgraded your ride a bit. You'll be riding in the same kind of limo that visiting dignitaries use."
"Well, I am sort of the ambassador for Volcania," he replied. "But do you really think we need all that?"
She shrugged. "Well, it does have bulletproof windows, and can take a bomb blast to the undercarriage. But more importantly, it's their most soundproof model."
"Soundproof? Why would that matter?"
Ingrid chuckled. "If you think you're getting back from that club intact, you're out of your mind."
Mike chuckled quietly. "Yeah, well...whatever happens in the limo, stays in the limo."
"Indeed." Ingrid took a moment to adjust his collar, then seemed to catch herself. "Well...shall we?"
Outside, Bradley was waiting next to the back door of a stretch limo. Mike gave the man a casual salute as the door was opened for him and he got inside. There was enough room for ten people, but he packed in right next to Quetzalli and Leilani. Ingrid waited for the man to let her in the passenger seat, and they were off.
When they pulled up to the club nearly forty minutes later, Mike waited for the driver to come open the door. People on the sidewalk paused to look in his direction, but he was already using his magic to avoid immediate detection.
Not that it would have mattered much, as all eyes were firmly focused on the first woman he helped out of the car. Quetzalli was wearing a silver, open-back gown that had been slit up both sides of her skirt, which revealed her thighs as she walked. Her wrists were adorned with pearl bracelets that matched a magical headband which fully concealed the nature of her horn.
Quetzalli thanked Mike and waited nearby, where a few bystanders had stopped and were staring. Leilani came next, the mermaid was wearing a cropped top with a mini skirt that revealed most of her thighs. She grinned at the people on the sidewalk who had stopped to stare, then took Mike's proffered arm while Quetzalli took the other.
From the passenger seat, Ingrid smiled at the three of them. She gave Mike a wink and rolled the window up as Bradley got in and they drove away.
The trio bypassed the line outside the club, packed with well-dressed hopefuls. The bouncer looked briefly at Quetzalli and Leilani and didn't bother stopping their entry into the club. Mike handed the man fifty bucks. Inside, the bass was already booming as a live band performed.
A hostess met the trio and took Mike's name. She found them immediately on the VIP list and took them to a private booth that overlooked the floor. Eulalie had done her magic here as well.
"Let me know if there's anything I can get for you. A bottle of Dom Perignon and a selection of our custom tapas are on the way," she said, casually eyeing the plunging neckline on Quetzalli's dress. Her eyes almost always slid away from Mike whenever she looked at him.
They took their seats and waited for a bottle of champagne. A small tray of snacks was provided, but the women had zero interest in them. They were both eying the dance floor.
"Where did you even hear about this place?" Mike asked.
"Death told me about it," Quetzalli replied, already swaying to the beat. A fast song had come on, and a group of college-aged kids had already taken to the floor.
"This is so much fun," Leilani declared, then looked at Mike. "Dance with me?"
"In a minute," he told her as he took off one of his shoes. "These are still sort of new, and they're rubbing weird. Go ahead and start without me. I'll be down soon enough."
Giggling, Leilani took Quetzalli by the hand and they practically skipped down to the dance floor.
Mike undid the laces on his dress shoes and then re-did them. His magic could do a lot of things, but making newer shoes fit wasn't one of them.
"Greetings, Mike Radley." Death stood just outside of the booth with a grin on his face. "I did not expect to see you here."
"Likewise," Mike said, then gestured to the seat next to him. "Though Quetzalli said you mentioned this place to her."
"Indeed, I did. Kisa Radley has been known to frequent this place on occasion when she feels like having a night away from everybody. She always brings me with her."
"If she feels like being away from everyone, why does she bring you?" Mike asked.
"I'm content to just sit and observe," Death replied as he sat. "That, and the wait staff kept taking away her food while she was dancing. They forgot she was here. They don't do that when I am present."
"Smart." Mike looked down at the dance floor where Quetzallia and Leilani were dancing with each other. They were catching looks from a few others on the dance floor, but all the attention seemed positive. "So is it just a lucky coincidence that you happen to be here tonight to sit and observe?"
"Of course not, Mike Radley. Kisa couldn't be here so she sent me to keep an eye on you. The dance floor is no stranger to bruised egos, and we have often had to leave this place in a hurry."
Now Mike frowned. He had just caught Death in a lie. Curious where the Reaper might go with it, he decided to let the farce play out. "You think that we might get hurt being here?"
Death chuckled and shook his head. "Quite the contrary. I don't think anybody in this place could hurt you. Perhaps an analogy would suffice?"
"Enlighten me."
"Three members of the Radley family and their magical guardians have gone for a night on the town. You are like an expensive set of kitchen knives left within reach of a child. You have nothing to fear from a toddler, for you are made of the finest steel ever folded. The child has nothing to fear from you, because you bear them no ill will. They will only realize how sharp you are if they try to grab you." The Grim Reaper folded his hands together, looking quite pleased with himself.
"I don't quite follow," Mike finally said. "Are you saying I'll hurt someone by accident?"
"Oh, right. I forgot the rest of my analogy because the first part sounded so good." Death waved at someone behind Mike as he spoke. "It is my job to be the nanny who steers the children away from the knives in the first place. I will be content to sit and watch and stare down anybody who finds themselves... overwhelmed."
Mike studied the Reaper for over a minute, then finally shook his head in disbelief. "Which one of them sent you to watch me and report back?" he asked.
"It was Tink," Death confessed right away. "She tricked me into agreeing to this plan to spy on your date and gave me that story about children and knives for cover."
"How did she trick you?"
"Bah." Death picked at his fingertips, the bones making a clacking sound as he did so. "She told me if I didn't do it, somebody else would and they'd spill the tea on your date. Somehow, this is a colloquialism I have missed, and I was appalled at the idea that someone would spill your tea. In truth, I thought I was just looking out for you."
"That still doesn't explain why you're here." Mike's eyes were still on the women. A couple of other girls were dancing with them now to some bizarre remix of Girls Just Want to Have Fun. Everyone was having fun and he could feel the beat of the club in his chest. "You could have just said no when you found out."
"She made me pinky promise before telling me the plan."
Mike chuckled. "Fair enough. Can't go back on a pinky swear."
"Are you angry with me?" Death's eye flames dimmed.
"Of course not. As long as you don't do anything to ruin their evening, I have no reason to be upset with you."
"Then I am happy to sit and watch," Death replied just as a woman in a white button-down tank top with a tie arrived. "Ah, hello, Ms. Racquel."
"Mr. Black." It was one of the servers, a woman with black lipstick and long, raven-colored hair. "Your usual?"
"Please." He waved as the woman walked away.
"What's your usual?" Mike asked.
"They have a fabulous oolong here." Death grinned. "The only reason they carry it is because it's the owner's favorite drink. He imports a very nice blend from the Wuyi mountains."
"That's great." Mike double-checked that he had re-done the laces correctly on his shoes and slipped them back on. He tied them and stood, tapping his feet experimentally on the floor to see if they felt any better. "If our snacks arrive, make sure to leave us some."
"Of course."
Mike descended to the dance floor and immediately ran into a unique problem. Since his magic was causing people not to notice him, they weren't moving out of his way so he could cross the room to where Quetzalli and Leilani were dancing. A few people gave him dirty looks when he bumped into them, but forgot that he had been there the moment they looked away. His foot was stepped on twice, and a chill of forewarning had him ducking beneath an outstretched hand that swung out when someone tried to dip their partner.
A younger man with frosted tips in his hair attempted to dance with Quetzalli from behind. The storm dragon cocked her head when she caught sight of him, then just shook her head and laughed.
"Gah!" The man had tried to put his hands on Quetzalli's hips and had received a nasty shock. He shook his hand in pain, then tried to make it look like the move was intentional. When Quetzalli grabbed her skirt and twisted away from Leilaini, the man hopped in between them so that he was facing Leilani.
The princess was far less subtle. She planted a hand on his chest and shoved him so hard that he fell backward into Mike's arms.
"What the fuck," the man muttered, then looked up at Mike. "Hey, thanks. I tripped."
"Not a problem." Mike made sure the man was on his feet, then moved toward the girls. He was grabbed from behind by the man he had just helped.
"I wouldn't," the man told him, then let go of Mike's arm. "I think they want to be left alone."
Mike smirked. "I'll try my luck," he said, then slid between two people and found himself facing Quetzalli. Her purple eyes lit up when she saw him. She took him by the hand and pulled him in-between her and Leilani.
Laughing, the three of them danced this way for a couple of songs. Though Mike wasn't naturally gifted with music, Kisa had taught him long ago how to properly dance. The magic flowing through his body granted him a nearly supernatural grace as he followed the beat on instinct.
At some point, a woman who looked no older than twenty tried to move in on Mike, but she was casually hip-checked away from him by Quetzalli. Some women who were clearly part of a bachelorette party shouted encouragement at the three of them as they slowly became the center of attention.
Mike realized that his magic could only do so much. While it was helping people forget that he was even there, Leilani and Quetzalli stood out enough as it was. The last thing he wanted to do was cancel their date because people were looking. It certainly couldn't be worse than the attention they got at the amusement park.
The pop-music shifted to a far faster beat. Drums dominated the intro, which were soon followed by brass instruments.


Up at the DJ booth, Death stepped away from the man and gave Mike a thumbs-up as salsa music started playing. Quetzalli and Leilani exchanged a brief look, and then the princess took a step back and gestured toward Mike.
Quetzalli pressed herself into Mike, his arm around her waist and their hands now clasped.
"Follow my lead?" he asked with a grin.
"Like a cloud in the breeze," she replied. He started with a basic salsa, the two of them gazing deep into each other's eyes. Mike could actually see tiny sparks of light dancing along Quetzalli's silver eyelashes.
People nearby cheered as others slid into a salsa as well. Quetzalli pulled her hand from Mike's and was using it to flare her skirt as they moved back and forth. When he went for his first twirl, Quetzalli's skirt flared out behind her, moving in slow motion as static electricity kept it in place.
About a minute into the song, Mike let go of Quetzalli and Leilani effortlessly stepped in. She pressed her forehead against his and took the lead herself, her sharp-toothed grin filling his vision.
"This music is faster than I'm used to," she admitted, then gave Mike a twirl. He finished his own spin, then took the lead back from her as he yanked her in his direction so that her back was pressed against his chest.
"Everything is faster than I was used to," he admitted, grabbing her by the hips and pressing himself against her ass. She ground against him as the nearby bachelorette party cheered her on. "You never get used to it."
She leaned her head back against his shoulder, exposing her neck to him. He ran his hands up her stomach as if to squeeze her breasts, then parted them at the last second to take her by the shoulders and spin her back around.
"I like it when you take charge." Leilani licked her lips and was about to say something else when Quetzalli slipped into her place. The dragon chuckled as she and Mike immediately took up where they had left off.
"Mine," she declared, then stuck out her tongue at Leilani. Undeterred, the mermaid danced along the outside of the small perimeter that had formed around them. Mike realized that people were no longer just staring at his women, they were now staring at him.
Oh, well, he thought. Mike briefly made eye contact with the young man from earlier.
"Bro," was all he said in a breathless voice, his eyes filled with jealousy and awe.
He got another spin out of the storm dragon before the mermaid took her place. Leilani pressed her hips against his and did a slow grind that made him think of Dirty Dancing.
There were more cheers from the crowd. Someone tried to dance with Quetzalli, but she politely blew him off and danced along the periphery, waiting for her chance to take Mike back. It was clear soon enough that the crowd was beginning to take sides.
One section erupted in cheers as Quetzalli joined the two of them, briefly dancing with Leilani before pulling the mermaid away and taking her place with Mike. The bachelorette party was clearly pro-Leilani, and started booing.
Quetzalli laughed, her eyes literally sparkling. Her hair was now moving in slow-motion behind her, held aloft by the building electrical charge in her body.
Mike's magic responded in kind, and he could feel the air charging up around the two of them. A few couples dancing nearby were now openly making out. More than a couple had excused themselves, departing to places unknown.
The music shifted to a slower, more sensual beat. Once again, Death was near the DJ booth, and Mike could see the DJ tucking cash into his pocket.
"My own personal wingman," he muttered to himself with a grin. Pulling Quetzalli in close, he kissed her lightly on the lips just before she stepped away and allowed Leilani to take her place.
Some people were inspired further by this, their dances becoming far more intimate. Others had given up any pretense of dancing, thoroughly enthralled by what they were seeing. They were witnessing some of the oldest magic known to man right here on the dance floor, and didn't know how to react other than to watch.
Leilani pressed her lips against his, then bit hard enough that he could taste his own blood. When she pulled away, he could see a spot of red on her lip, which she licked away.
"My husband is yummy," she declared, then pulled herself in close. "I can't wait to taste all of you."
The mermaid did a slow, sinking grind against him as if she were going to pull out his already rock-hard cock and blow him in front of everybody. The bachelorettes cheered her on as Leilani dragged her open mouth right over his crotch. Smirking up at him, she licked the zipper of his fly. Mike pulled her back upright and dipped her, but immediately regretted it when he remembered how heavy she was.
He gave the mermaid a spin away from him and turned to face Quetzalli, who had been dancing by herself. The storm dragon had been flaring her skirt out as she danced, revealing her garter belt with every twist. She moved into place and kissed him again, this time with more passion. Sparks crackled along her skin and his own, drawing gasps from the spectators.
Mike twirled Quetzalli out, their hands briefly losing contact as lightning crackled between their palms.
"Holy shit, are you seeing this?" somebody muttered just as Mike took Quetzalli by the hand, pulled her back in, and dipped her. She ached her back, exposing the deep valley of her breasts to those who were watching. Up above, the lights flickered as the storm dragon stood, her eyes lit from within.
Leilani grabbed Mike from behind and pressed her hips against his own. Quetzalli moved forward, pinning Mike between both women as their hands wandered all along his body. He reached one arm back and cradled Leilani's head as she kissed his neck, his other hand full of Quetzalli's butt. He had to lift the storm dragon a bit, making it easier for her to stand on her toes to kiss him.
"Get a room!" somebody shouted, but they were immediately shushed by others. Several of the lights had dimmed, but he didn't know if that was intentional or if Quetzalli had done it by accident. His question was answered when he saw Death hand the DJ some more cash and the lights dimmed even further.
Tink hadn't just sent him to spy. She had sent the Reaper to help. Love took many forms. Sometimes, it was being inappropriate on a Ferris Wheel. Other times, it meant expressing your feelings through movement on a dance floor. Then there was the kind of love that meant staying at home with the kids while your spouse was out having a perfectly good time without you.
Mike felt his heart swell in the moment. His magic, typically so keen to elicit a sexual response, pulsed outward in time with his own heartbeat. Lovers clasped each other closer, soft words being muttered beneath the music. Quetzalli and Leilani were no longer kissing him like before, instead content to either hold him tight or just gaze into his eyes.
Several minutes later, no words were exchanged as both women took a hand and drug him away from the floor. They walked right past their table, where Death was waiting for them.
"I'll take care of the bill, Mike Radley." Death gave the group a wave, then greeted their server as she came over. "I will be requiring a goblin bag."
"A what?" asked Raquel.
"A to-go box," the Grim Reaper clarified. "For my friend, who is a goblin."
Raquel chuckled to herself. "I get off in an hour," she began, but Mike was officially too far away to hear Death's response.
The three of them walked outside. Mike texted Bradley, who showed up a couple of minutes later. The three of them crawled into the back of the limo. Before the car was even in motion, two pairs of hands were pulling down his pants.
"Where to?" asked Bradley through the intercom.
"Dinner," Mike replied, just barely able to press the button to talk back to the driver. Leilani had unbuttoned his shirt and was sucking on his nipples. Quetzalli was licking the side of his neck and creating static shocks just beneath his earlobe. "The long way, if possible."
Bradley chuckled. "I'll circle it," was all he said and the intercom clicked off.
The lights inside the limo dimmed a bit, casting the interior of the car in a crimson hue. Occasionally, the sparks from Quetzalli would mess with the LED strips, causing them to display the wrong color. The storm dragon had taken notice of Leilani's particular attention to Mike's chest and was attempting to mimic it. While Mike didn't particularly understand what the appeal was for Leilani, his magic was definitely reacting to her arousal.
The limo turned, and the trio slipped off the seat onto the floor. Laughing, they went back to exploring each other's bodies. Leilani paused when she noticed that Quetzalli's top had shifted to reveal the dragon's breasts.
"Would it..." The mermaid bit her lip and looked at Mike. "Can I touch her?"
"That's up to her, not me," Mike replied. The women were currently halfway out of their clothes already.
"May I...touch you?" Leilani asked. Mike found the question a bit silly at first, then remembered that Quetzalli was essentially a demigod to the merfolk.
"Only if I can touch you." Quetzalli grinned. "I am very curious about how your body works."
"Oh." Leilani blushed deeply, and then the two of them kissed over Mike's chest. Mike slapped at Leilani's hand, which was pressing down on the center of his chest with a couple hundred pounds of body weight. He had experienced something similar with Abella, but the gargoyle was far more cognizant of her weight.
"Sorry," she muttered around Quetzalli's lips, then shifted her hand onto the floor. This served to bring both women closer to him, and he ran his hands along their backs. Leilani's wrist bumped against his stiff cock, and she took hold of him.
Quetzalli, not to be outdone, did the same. Both women stroked him together as they made out with each other. Mike couldn't help but notice that they were steadily sinking down the length of his body until his cock was right next to their heads.
His cock twitched on its own as if sending out a distress call for attention. Both women were still stroking it when it happened to bump up against Leilani's cheek. She let out a giggle, then broke her kiss with Quetzalli. For just a moment, a single strand of spit connected the two of them as they stared up at Mike.
"I heard humans are keen on eye contact," Leilani said. "Do you want to stare at him while I do it?"
Queztalli smirked. "I think he'd be far more interested in both of us doing it at once."
"The dragon is very wise," Mike added.
Leilani gave the head of his cock a playful kiss, then drew him into her mouth. Quetzalli shifted to lick and nibble at the base of his shaft, sending micro-shocks through his pelvis. Somehow, the two of them settled into a rhythm where they managed to avoid bonking heads.
Leilani pulled her mouth off of Mike cock. "Trade?
Quetzalli met the mermaid's gaze and grinned. "Why?" she asked, then grabbed Leilani by the back of the head and pulled her in for a passionate kiss. However, the head of Mike's cock was still between them, and it immediately got caught between their mouths as they kissed each other.
Mike groaned and arched his back as the two women teased him with their tongues. A small shock went through him as Leilani yanked her head back.
"You shocked me!"
Quetzalli stroked Mike's cock and grinned. "And I'll do it again. Get back here."
"Fuck," Leilani moaned as she returned. The two of them migrated their attention, running their lips up and down his shaft to give him a double blowjob. The lights in the back of the limo flickered as Mike's magic interacted with them. Every now and then, the limo would hit a bump, which caused Mike's cock to slip free. The women would giggle and then resume, occasionally shocking Mike or Leilani in the process.
Leilani was the first to mount him. She wrapped her powerful thighs around his hips and rode him slowly while making out with Quetzalli. The bumps in the road became a fun surprise, eliciting long moans from the mermaid.
Quetzalli took off the magical headband that concealed her horn. She guided Leilani's hand to it, and the princess stroked it in time with her own movements. The storm dragon spread her legs and moved to sit on Mike's face, forcing him into the blissful darkness that could only be found beneath a curvaceous ass.
His magic manifested within all three of them, shifting back and forth like a pendulum as it pushed their arousal higher. Every now and then, his own consciousness would shift, allowing him to see and experience the event through the eyes of the others.
Leilani was frantically jacking off Quetzalli's horn, clearly in a race to make the dragon come before she did. But every time they hit a bump, the mermaid would get distracted by her own pleasure, allowing Quetzalli a short reprieve. She moved away from kissing the storm dragon to sucking on her nipples instead.
Despite her efforts, the mermaid lost to the dragon. She let out a high-pitched squeal that sounded eerily similar to a dolphin's, her hips shaking as her powerful legs squeezed Mike so hard that his hip joints creaked. Letting go of Quetzalli's horn, Leilani flopped over to the side, catching herself on the nearby seat.
"My turn," Quetzalli declared, then tried to push Leilani off. The mermaid didn't move right away, grinning blissfully to herself. Not one to be denied, Quetzalli shocked Leilani's nipple, which caused the mermaid to slide off of Mike.
The dragon turned to stare into Mike's eyes as she rode him. Powerful electrical currents formed between them, and the lights in the back surged and then went dim. Lit primarily by the sparks dancing between them, Quetzalli chased her own orgasm hard for several blocks, but let out a groan of frustration.
"Everything okay?" Mike asked, sitting up a bit.
"I...need...a different position," Quetzalli finally declared. She looked over hungrily at Leilani. "I'm thinking...dragon-style."
Lifting off of Mike, Quetzalli moved toward Leilani, pushing her legs apart. The mermaid adjusted how she was sitting, scooting forward so that she was on the edge of her seat. As Quetzalli kissed her way up Leilani's exposed thighs, she looked up at the princess with glowing, purple eyes.
"Stroke my horn while he fucks me from behind," she demanded. Leilani obeyed, then gasped as she received a jolt straight to her clitoris from the dragon's tongue.
"Fuck me in the seven seas, that hurts so good!" Leilani arched her back and groaned. Mike took his position behind the dragon, placing both hands on her waist as he sank into her from behind.
The air took on an ominous hum, followed by the steady crackle of static discharge. The lights all around them were flickering, powered by the electromagnetic field generated by Quetzalli. She was practically crying out with pleasure, but her moans were drowned out by Leilani's thighs.
Between Mike fucking her from the back and Leilani stroking her horn, the dragon only lasted a couple of minutes. Trembling, she stopped eating Leilani's pussy and shook as her orgasm built. The lights in the limo cab sparked and burned out as Quetzalli let out a draconic roar.
Leilani squeezed free of Quetzalli and immediately moved to push Mike away from the dragon. Giddy with excitement, Leilani grabbed the base of his cock.
"Mine!" she declared, then sucked it into her mouth.
Quetzalli appeared a moment later, her cheeks flushed even in the darkness of the cab. "No, mine!" she argued, then fought to take his dick out of Leilani's mouth.
This final competition came to a head as Mike's balls tightened in his groin and he came. His cock was between both women at the moment, meaning that his cum decorated both of their chests. The two of them took turns licking the head of his cock clean, then focused on each other.
Quetzalli's breast was firmly in Leilani's mouth when Mike heard a knock on the door. Puzzled, he realized that the limo had come to a stop. He looked around for his clothes, then got his pants on and had the women scoot away from the door. When he tried to roll the window down, it didn't work.
Frowning, he opened the door to see Bradley standing there, a chagrined look on his face. Ingrid stood behind him, trying to hide the smirk on her face.
"Is something wrong?" Mike asked.
Bradley nodded. "I'm afraid that something happened to the electrical system and this vehicle is no longer operable."
"Huh?" Mike frowned, realizing that Quetzalli had likely shorted out the whole damned car. He looked over at the women, who were getting back into their dresses.
"I can have an alternative mode of transportation for you in less than an hour." Bradley cleared his throat. "However, you are less than a five-minute walk from the restaurant, should you choose to eat instead of waiting."
"We're already that close?"
Ingrid smiled like the cat that had eaten the canary. "We've been circling this location for about twenty minutes now."
"Excellent. Uh..." Mike looked at the others. "He said we're close by, but I don't know where you two picked to eat."
"We can take you," Leilani said with a grin. "Quetzalli knows the way."
"I do," she replied, scooting along the seat. When the dragon got out, she offered Bradley a grin. Mike winced when the streetlight illuminated her chest, revealing that the two hadn't done a very good job of cleaning. "Thank you."
"It was my pleasure to serve," the man replied.
"I'll stay with the car," Ingrid added. "Make sure the next one is safe." She gave Mike a wink, then pantomimed grabbing Bradley's ass when the man wasn't looking.
The trio walked along the sidewalk for a bit, but Mike didn't really recognize where they were. For a moment, he thought they were going to a restaurant called Nepal and All, but the women walked past it. He stopped at one point to have the two of them finish cleaning up, and was a little embarrassed when Quetzalli used her panties to wipe away the offending spooge on both of them. She threw the panties into a nearby trashcan, but only Mike saw the Fae Guard retrieve and immediately vaporize them. It obviously wouldn't do to have his genetic material simply lying around for witches, wizards, or whatever to find it. Did that mean the Fae Guard had scoured out the limo, too?
Arm in arm, they continued down the sidewalk. When he finally saw their destination, he let out a laugh.
"I should have known," he said.
"Ratu and Yuki said this place was great," Leilani said. She pointed up at the sign. "And since I'm royalty, it's a perfect fit."
The place was called the Royal Palace. They stepped inside where Mike saw the interior looked like it had been ripped from a movie to look like an actual palace. Seeing some of the other diners, he chuckled.
"We're definitely overdressed." The hostess was staring hard in his direction, so he made a note to cloak himself a bit. "Three, please. Private booth."
The young woman nodded and led the three of them to a booth slightly away from everybody else. By the time their server, a young man, came by to bring them water, Leilani immediately slapped her hand on the table.
"We shall have three Royal Feasts!" she declared.
"That...one Royal Feast feeds two people," the guy said. "It's a food challenge, not a menu item. If you can eat all of it in one sitting, no bathroom breaks, you get shirts and your picture on the wall."
Leilani's eyes gleamed as she looked over at Quetzalli. "I bet I can eat one all by myself!"
Quetzalli leaned forward in her seat, her breasts nearly spilling free. "Never underestimate a dragon's hunger!" she replied.
"Just bring us two," Mike said. "I'll have the Royal Burrito and some nachos. And bring me lots of hot sauce, the hotter, the better."


"We shall have the hot sauce, too!" Leilani picked up all three glasses of water and drank them in just a few seconds. "And I shall require more drinks, for my thirst is powerful!"
"Okay." The guy tapped something onto his tablet and took the menus. As he walked off, Mike heard him mutter, "Fucking Tiktokers," under his breath.
Mike sat back and listened as Quetzalli and Leilani trash-talked each other. When the Royal Feasts came, their competition continued. Leilani hadn't expected the hot sauce to be quite as spicy, and went through twelve glasses of water before giving up on the feast only a third of the way through.
Quetzalli's hunger may have been draconic, but her stomach's size couldn't accommodate it. This led to the two of them trying to eat just enough of their Royal Feast to get ahead of the other, but they eventually called a truce. Their server packed everything up in several to-go boxes, which Mike carried.
By the time they left, both girls were rubbing their very full stomachs. Bradley's replacement limo was smaller than the original, and they both fell asleep in Mike's arms on the way home.
Seeing no need to end their date so early, Mike asked Bradley to drive around for another hour, then positioned himself between both women and closed his eyes. Within minutes, he was sinking into his own Dreamscape. With a bit of effort, he brought the mermaid and the dragon with him. It was there that they spent another two days on the beaches of his mind.
As far as first dates went, this one had been perfect.
🏠 🏠 🏠
Woo, I finally did it! I got up the guts to send my main characters on a daaaaaaate!
Yeah, I've officially done everything ass-backwards. I'm pretty much the poster child for "don't do what they're doing" but I think I made it work okay.
I hope you have a fantastic rest of your day. Go out and get some sun if you can, drink plenty of water, and maybe take a look in the mirror and say something nice. Maybe even take yourself on a date! Go do something just for you, because you matter.
Annabelle Hawthorne signing off until next time!
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Hi, all! Annabelle Hawthorne here with the newest chapter of "Let's throw a bunch of magical characters into a fuck-blender and see what sort of smoothie we can make!"
(Whatever comes out will definitely need a NUT advisory)
New readers, welcome to the madness! This all started with a horny dude jerking it to the pizza girl in a bathtub of a Victorian-era Manor and now 9 books and 4 spinoffs later, we're still waiting for Winds of Winter. To fully understand the reference, you should go all the way back to Chapter 001 and binge that shit until you get the joke.
Returning readers, welcome back! Hey, a quick note here, I have no idea why people can't find recent chapters on Lit. I'm still posting them the same as always and adding them to the series, so if you or someone you know is struggling with this issue, please message the admin here.
A huge thanks to everybody who is still with me on this journey, it's been a wild ride. To future aliens sifting through the ruins of our society who have found the server containing this story, you should know that I relied heavily on stars and comments to make this project work and loved my readers for doing it. You should also know that everything bad that happened to us started with shooting a lowland gorilla in 2016. It will be up to your archeologists to figure out how and why this triggered mankind's demise.
I just spent ten minutes trying to think of a clever way to intro this chapter, but simply couldn't. I'm in prime "everywhere I look is smoky" territory and my gray matter has become a poorly marbled brisket as a result. This chapter is called 
Out with the Old
It was just after eight in the morning, and Mike had been up for half an hour. He sat on the eastern turret of his home with Abella and a young gargoyle named Bedrock. The youth had just turned five earlier in the week, which meant he was considered an adult within the clan.
Gargoyles, as long-lived as they were, had remarkably short childhoods. Mike hadn't known this, but they emerged from their eggs in a quasi-adult form. Gargoyle children looked like shrunken down rock gremlins until they hit roughly five years of age. This is when secondary sexual characteristics emerged and they could be considered adults.
This particular young adult had become smitten with Abella. Now capable of breeding age, he had been quite upset that Abella had no interest in him. To make matters worse, Bedrock had been lurking on the roof when Mike had come home from his date, only to overhear Abella wistfully mention that she wished she could go on a proper date. This had apparently been the last straw for the youth and he had challenged Mike over the matter the moment he stepped outside to check on Cecilia.
While Mike hadn't been keen to even acknowledge the adolescent gargoyle's challenge, Abella had asked him to acquiesce. The gargoyles from Avalon were old-fashioned, and declining would be seen as a weakness on Mike's part. None of the adults in their right mind would even consider such a thing, but this adult was new and obviously not yet in their right mind.
Bedrock seemed like an immature idiot. Up above, Slade clung to the turret as Bedrock's second.
"You can do this, little brother," he shouted, then looked at Mike. The gargoyle put his hands together in a pleading gesture and mouthed the words, "Please don't kill him too much."
"This is your last chance," Mike replied, trying not to roll his eyes in annoyance. A regular human had no chance against a gargoyle, after all, which made this duel, challenge, whatever the fuck it was, even more petty.
Human and gargoyle relations in Avalon had been fairly one-sided. They never came into conflict with one another, so even the clan thought Bedrock was out of line.
Still, this was apparently the honorable thing for Mike to do.
"I do not know the meaning of the word defeat," Bedrock declared, then flexed his muscles. He looked over at Abella to see if she noticed him. She rolled her eyes and shook her head in annoyance.
"Even if you win, I have no interest in you." Her French accent made her sound ten times more annoyed. "I don't know why you won't get that through your thick skull."
"That's because my skull is ten times as thick as his!" Bedrock pointed at Mike, then flexed again.
Mike really hoped Callisto didn't go through a phase like this. "Okay," he replied. "If you really think this is necessary, then I accept your challenge."
"Then choose." Bedrock grinned, then looked at Abella again. "Shall it be a test of strength? Flight? Fire?"
"Combat," Mike replied, which caught Bedrock off-guard. Slade had briefed him earlier on the clan's rules. There was a limit to the challenges a gargoyle could make. With their declining numbers and slow population growth, they didn't want clan members accidentally killing each other.
However, combat was the secret option. If a problem really couldn't be solved without two gargoyles punching each other in the face, this was it.
"C...combat?" Bedrock looked at his brother, then Abella. "You know you can't use weapons, right?"
"Actually, you get to choose the weapons." Mike looked at his fingers as if inspecting his nails. "Hammers? Swords? Guns? It's a modern world, after all. And then I get to choose the terms of the battle. I will be choosing death."
Bedrock actually paled, the dark lines of obsidian running across his body standing out. "Death?" he whispered.
"Sure. I'm the Caretaker, but I'm also the Conqueror and the King of the Fae. Abella is a special member of my family, and you failed to heed her words. I will absolutely use you as an example that I don't like being challenged." He grinned wickedly, then summoned a ball of lightning into his hand. "I intend to crush your corpse and use it to landscape some bushes in the maze as a reminder."
"That...uh..." Bedrock looked at his brother, who just shook his head.
"I can't help you with this," Slade said. "You flew into this mountain on purpose, even after we warned you."
Mike had no intention of killing Bedrock. Slade and Abella both knew this. However, he absolutely didn't want to deal with something like this again.
"Is there a problem?" Mike asked. "I have accepted your challenge and await the terms of weaponry."
"You...um..." Bedrock's skull may have been ten times thicker than Mike's, but even he saw the potential problem here. If he killed Mike, everything that had been built had a huge chance of falling apart. The boulder-brained idiot had essentially Kobayashi Maru'ed himself.
"A point of clarification. Does unarmed combat include magic?" Mike made the sky rumble overhead. "If not, then you can't choose unarmed. My body is altered by magic, you see, so much so that I don't know where the defining line is. Can I use lightning? Ice? What about my touch of death?"
"Touch...of...death?"
Mike nodded solemnly. "That one definitely counts as unarmed. It's just a touch, after all."
Abella hid her face behind her wings before Bedrock could see her smile. Slade just shook his head.
"If we don't do unarmed, I would prefer swords. You'll just have to wait while I go grab Excalibur."
The gargoyle swallowed hard, making a sound like crunching gravel. Yeah, Bedrock had no idea what to do with himself. If he rescinded the challenge, he would lose a massive amount of honor, or whatever the clan called it.
Mike let the gargoyle sweat it out for a minute, then sighed. "Look, I really don't have all day. If you don't want to do combat to the death, perhaps I can choose something else."
Bedrock almost looked relieved. "That...I believe it would be in everyone's best interest if nobody died here today."
"But in exchange, I get to choose the conditions of victory." Mike made the stern face he gave Grace whenever he caught her eating cookies on the ceiling. "Also, you'll find a gargoyle girl your own age to pester. Somebody who is unattached."
"That, um..." It was very clear to Mike that Bedrock realized this was also a trap, but he couldn't figure out what or how. Mike couldn't fly, and he definitely couldn't breathe fire, so that left strength. The gargoyle made a face, his jaw flexing as if he were chewing on something.
Slade hopped down and smacked his brother on the back of his head. "Spit it out, rocks for brains."
Bedrock glared at his brother. Mike wondered what the gargoyle version of testosterone was. "Okay, then. You may choose the challenge and the conditions."
"Fantastic." Mike held up a hand and Abella tossed him a piece of chalk. Bedrock grunted as Mike drew a five-foot circle on the roof and then jammed the chalk back into his pocket. "I choose a test of strength."
Bedrock grinned. "The terms?"
"It's rather simple. You will use only the strength of your body to move me out of this circle. Tail, arms, legs, I don't care. In return, I will only use the strength of my body to remain inside the circle. If you can move me in twenty seconds, then you have beaten me."
The gargoyle scoffed, his tail whipping back and forth. "I can do it in three."
"Twenty will be fine. You will start three steps back from the edge of the circle. Your second will time us. If I am still in the circle, you take Abella at her word that she isn't interested and piss off." Mike looked past Bedrock at Slade. "Should I add that he has to leave the clan, too?"
"You could," Slade admitted.
Bedrock whipped around. "I'm not going to lose," he snarled.
All three of the grown-ups rolled their eyes together. Mike had no intention of banning Bedrock from his property. He was just a hard-headed youth struggling to adjust to this new world. "Then you have no problem if I assign you to a thirty-year security rotation on the tower."
The rotation was something that the gargoyles had volunteered to do. Those who felt like Earth was far bigger than they were comfortable with now occupied Yuki's former tower in the pocket world with the old centaur tribe. Those gargoyles had been happy enough to take up the rotation, because they could fly to their heart's content and were quite happy with the tower itself.
It also meant that Mike always had eyes and ears on a particular mountain in that area. Though the gargoyles didn't know exactly what they were supposed to be guarding, they did know it was extremely important.
Thirty years would have been cruel for a human, but Abella had assured him that this term wasn't long for a gargoyle at all, and Bedrock would grow out of his rebellious phase by then.
"I accept these terms." Bedrock immediately took up his position, his tail swishing from side-to-side. Mike frowned at the shingles that got ripped up in the process, but said nothing about it.
"Then I am ready when your second is." He looked past Bedrock. Abella had already jammed a pair of noise-cancelling headphones over her ears. Slade was forced to make do with just clasping his palms over his own. Mike took a deep breath.
"Now!" he declared.
Mike released the banshee's cry. Bedrock had only taken a single step forward when he cried out in pain and clutched at his head, now fully disoriented. Gasping, he tried to cover his head with his wings and crawl forward, but Mike simply sang louder. A couple of gargoyles who had been lurking nearby covered their heads in agony and hopped across the roof to get away.
Bedrock, out of a sense of preservation, crawled away. Slade signaled that the time was up, so Mike stopped singing. Almost immediately, Bedrock came stomping back over.
"You--" was all he managed to say before Slade tackled his brother from behind.
"Don't you dare accuse him of cheating," the gargoyle hissed. "As your second, even I agree that you have lost."
Mike held up a hand to get their attention. "Strength comes in many forms. Clearly, Bedrock assumed it would be just the strength of his muscles against mine, and that is where his failure lies. I only said I would use my body, which does include my voice."
"That isn't what strength means!" Bedrock snarled.
"Oh? What does it mean, then?"
"It...means..." Bedrock flexed his claws in frustration. "IT'S HOW STRONG YOUR BODY IS!"
Mike shook his head. "Even by your definition, you have failed. How would you like to define your loss? Did I test the strength of your resolve? Or perhaps the strength of your pain tolerance? These are both features of your body, Bedrock. Clearly, you have failed in regards to the strength of your character."
Bedrock shoved at his brother and stepped toward Mike. Abella stepped in and tried to hold Bedrock in place.
"Let him go," Mike said. All three gargoyles looked up at him.
"Are you sure?" Abella asked.
Mike nodded. "I have nothing to fear from him."
Slade and Abella stepped away from Bedrock, who flared his wings and snorted angrily. He snarled at Mike, his thick brow furrowing.
"You should be afraid," Bedrock grunted. "Stone outlasts flesh, Caretaker."
"Sit." Mike pointed down, and Bedrock's body immediately fell into a crouch, powered by the divine command. Much of Mike's divinity had gone to creating his Fae King copy, but a third of it had already returned over the last year.
"What--"
"STAY." This time, a ripple of power emanated out from Mike like a shockwave, then immediately coalesced around the troublesome gargoyle. A golden aura briefly appeared along his stony skin, then vanished.
The gargoyle's mouth opened in shock as he found himself unable to move. His whole body locked up, but he could still speak stiffly. "How are you doing this?"
"You're trying to weasel out of a bargain with the King of the Fae while on top of his house. This is a place of power, Bedrock, and that power is mine." Mike spoke softly as he knelt to be on eye level with Bedrock. He hadn't wanted to use his authority in this manner, but it was time. "You shall obey this command until you can honestly reflect on your life choices and correctly identify the one who is at fault for them. Once you have done this, you will be free to begin your penance."
"He could be up here for years." Slade slapped his brother in the back of his head. "Decades, even."
"It's a big roof." Mike sighed. "Let your people know to give him his space. Some lessons are harder than others, and he doesn't need others coming to tease him while he thinks on my words. We learn from our failures, but some lessons require extra grace and time before they can fully sink in."
Bedrock looked like he was going to say something, but lowered his gaze when Mike looked at him. The Caretaker placed his hand on the youth's shoulder.
"You have great potential, Bedrock. Don't waste it on the pettiness of youth. As a gargoyle, your hearing is excellent. But it's time you learn to truly listen." He yawned and looked at Abella. "If we're done here, I need breakfast."
Abella launched herself into the sky, then circled wide and swooped down to grab Mike's extended hand. She carried him over the edge of the roof and glided in an arc that allowed her to set him on the ground before she landed just up ahead.
"Thank you for handling that," she said, waiting for him to catch up to her. "Slade offered to beat him up for me, but I think it would have just further encouraged him."
"Probably, but I understand his desires, you're an attractive woman."
Mike fell in step beside Abella as they walked toward the front door of the house. The Moon Tribe was out in force this morning, doing maintenance on the yard as the flowers blossomed. Over by the hedge maze, the gnomish council had formed and were holding a meeting about this year's summer landscaping. They were one of the many smaller fae communities that now occupied the land around the house.
"How was your date?" Abella asked.
"Great in a lot of ways."
The gargoyle stopped and turned to face him. "Is something bothering you?"
"Yeah." Mike looked up at his home and smiled. "Last night made me realize that I don't have enough time anymore. Something as simple as a date has become a huge event for the whole house."
"You think we don't date?" Abella slid her hand into his and gave it a squeeze. "I would far prefer to find somewhere cozy and watch a movie together, or maybe watch the rain fall. When I spoke last night, it was more the whimsy of the fantasy itself. We all want different things."
He looked at Abella. "That's true," he admitted. "Not everyone needs what Leilani and Quetzalli wanted. But others..." His mind went to Tink. "Their options are limited by their appearance. I can't just take them out for a night on the town."
"If you ask me, the city is overrated. But I see your point." Abella cocked her head to the side, clearly listening to something he couldn't hear. "Neighbors are watching us again."
The neighbors on Mike's street couldn't see the truth of the property. The geas concealed the home in such a way that it was anybody's guess how it was viewed. To further conceal himself, he had bought several of the homes on his block, but there were still some holdouts, like those who lived immediately next door. "What are they saying this time?"
"The wife brought out some old scrapbooks that belonged to her mother. They're puzzling over some of the pictures from eighty years back, a bit in disbelief that they've been living next door to a castle this whole time and never thought twice about it."
"Ah. Well..." Mike laughed. "Did I tell you that we've gotten over a thousand wedding requests this month?"
"A thousand?" Abella's eyes widened.
"Yeah. Eulalie wasn't able to suppress all the posts and blogs that popped up about our home, so created a website where people could book events. She claimed that we're booked solid for the next ten years. Nobody is waiting ten years to get married, so that gets rid of most of them. She then put Paige, Reed, and Booker on taking phone calls for a while to train them on modern social norms and communication."
"That must have been quite the culture shock."
He nodded. "They can't believe how rude modern people are. The good news is that they can't get fired, so they are allowed to say whatever they want. Eulalie has an audio file of Paige getting some bride-zilla so worked up that she kept slipping into another language while ranting. This woman kept calling back, so they eventually called in the customer service specialist."
"Oh? Who is that?"
"Tink. She apparently made the woman cry. We got a one-star review on numerous websites because of it. Eulalie has a bot army that is constantly manufacturing four- and five-star reviews to account for the fake events we hold here."
Abella snorted. "That's a lot of work when you could just ignore everybody."
"Sometimes it's better to hide in plain sight." Mike caught movement from the corner of his eye and saw Death strolling up the driveway. He gave Mike and Abella a cheerful wave, and they waited for him.
"Good morning, Mike Radley. Abella Radley." The Grim Reaper's hood was pulled back, exposing the top of his skull to the bright sun.
"Hey, bud. Thanks for all that you did last night. The girls had a really good time."
"You are quite welcome." Death grinned. "I am just returning home, myself."
"From the club?" Mike asked.
"Oh, goodness, no. I left the club shortly after you did with Ms. Racquel."
This immediately had his full attention. "You did?"
"Of course. She told me that she was getting off soon, and wondered if I would like to go someplace else. Ms. Racquel has always been very kind to me, and I had nothing else going on, so I agreed. She took me to a club with a microphone for a poetry slam."
"You spent all night at a poetry slam?" Abella asked.
"Would you let me finish my story?" Death cleared his throat. "We stayed at that club for a couple of hours. Racquel shared much of her poetry with me during the slam. A lot of it was about ravens. Eventually, the club shut down and she invited me back to her place."


"You..." Mike had no idea what to say. "Death. Did you just go on a date?"
"Of course not."
"What did you do at her place?" Abella asked.
"Well, she gave me a tour of her apartment, then showed me her bedroom. We sat on her bed while she showed me all her tattoos."
"Death. This sounds like a date."
"It wasn't." Death lifted his head indignantly. "I will have you know that nothing inappropriate happened. In fact, she was feeling quite tired and told me that it was probably easier if I just stayed the night. We sat on her balcony and spoke until the sun came up, and then she asked if I would lie with her in bed for a bit. Once she fell asleep, I snuck out and came home."
"Death." Abella crossed her arms. "That sounds like a date."
"It wasn't a date." Death scowled. "I have no interest in any relationships beyond friendship."
"Does Racquel know that?" Mike asked.
The Grim Reaper lifted a finger to object, then paused. "Um...I'm not entirely certain." He scratched at the top of his bony pate which made a sound very similar to nails on a chalkboard. "I suppose I can't say for certain."
"What does she even see you as?" This was the question Mike was most curious about. People either avoided looking at Death entirely or mistook him for someone related to dying.
"I...do not know that either." Death sighed. "I am embarrassed to admit that I may have gone on a date without realizing it."
"You wouldn't be the first guy to miss signals." Mike chuckled. "Next time you see her, maybe you should just ask."
Death scratched at his skull, then nodded. "Yes. That would be appropriate. Even in a friendship, proper communication is key. Thank you, Mike Radley."
Mike patted Death on the back, then bid Abella farewell. The gargoyle, not satisfied with a quick kiss, picked him up and wrapped her wings around him in a passionate display. She set him down with a grin, then flapped her wings and launched into the sky. He gave her a wave and walked inside the house.
Inside, at the breakfast table, Sofia was actually sitting in her oversized chair at the end. She smiled as Mike walked in, then gestured toward the food that was left over.
"Can I make you a plate?" she asked. "The kids, Tink, and Yuki already ate."
"Is it just us?" he asked, taking the seat next to hers. "Oh, hey, breakfast burritos!"
"The ones on the yellow plate are sausage. Red plate is bacon." She pointed at an empty platter nearby. "I had a bunch that were both, but Tink and the kids ate all of those first."
"It's okay." He grabbed both a sausage and bacon burrito and set them on a clean plate he had grabbed. "Is there--"
"Coffee?" Sofia smiled and slid a cup toward him. "Poured it while you were coming in."
"Thank you." He grabbed some hot sauce and poured it into the corner of the plate. "Is today your day off from the Library?"
"It is," she replied. "I know it's a bit unscheduled, but I was hoping that maybe we could...hang out."
Mike nodded. "I think we can manage. Abella told me things are going well at the Library with your new trainees."
"They are." Sofia grabbed a burrito for herself. "I'm still finding a balance that works."
"Good!" He gave her massive thigh an affectionate squeeze and turned toward his food. "Gentleman, I want you to know that it is an honor to eat you. And though my hand is forced and I must eat one of you first, know that this is a limitation of the human body alone and has nothing to do with my love for you."
The cyclops hid her grin behind her own burrito. "You don't think you could take two at once?"
"It wouldn't be right," he replied, then picked up the bacon burrito and took a big bite.
"You'd be the only adult in this house who couldn't," Sofia muttered. Mike immediately choked on his food, and grabbed for the glass of orange juice that was in front of Sofia.
"You did that on purpose," he wheezed, the flavor of bacon now embedded in his sinuses.
"Me? No." She traced his forearm with a finger. "But if you think I've been a bad girl--"
The dining room door slammed open and Lily slid in on stockinged feet, her tail acting to propel her the additional distance until she was able to casually spin in place and sit directly in Mike's lap.
"Hello, Daddy," she said in a sultry voice. She wiped some hot sauce off of his chin and licked her finger clean. "Did I hear somebody call me?"
The cyclops groaned. "I had him to myself for almost three minutes. Three whole minutes."
Lily stuck her tongue out at Sofia. "Oh, please. I happen to know that three Tuesdays ago, you had him all to yourself for almost three hours."
"That was for sex," Sofia replied with a sniff. "We were satisfying some deep-seated carnal desires."
"How scandalous!" Lily pressed her palm to her chest. "Next you'll imply that women should read books and think for themselves!"
"Even the village cum dumpster knows how to read." Sofia reached across the table and flicked Lily's nipple through her shirt. "After all, you're always advertising your services."
Part of Mike wanted to tell them to stop fighting with each other. Another part of him definitely wanted to hear more. Lily was currently grinding on that part of him with her ass. The cyclops had an uncharacteristic smirk on her face, and it was clear she was enjoying herself as well.
Strike while the iron is hot, he thought to himself. "You know, there's room in my heart for two bad girls," he began. "I firmly believe that man evolved two hands for the sole purpose of spanking two bratty women at once."
"Romeo!" Lily gasped and clasped her hands to her cheeks. "Everybody knows that the rule is one hand per buttcheek!"
"Now who is scandalous?" Sofia slid the sausage burritos toward Lily. "Made your favorite."
"Hardly." Lily scoffed as she slid off Mike's lap and landed in the seat next to him. "If you had, these things would be stuffed with so much meat that they couldn't close."
Sofia leaned across the table and gave the burrito a squeeze. The end burst, causing sour cream and sausage to leak out. "Are you sure?"
The succubus snatched up the burrito and looked at Mike. "I take it back," she said, licking cream out of the burrito. "Who can resist licking cream and sausage out of these delicate folds?"
"I would beg you not to lewd my food, but burritos are fairly bulletproof." He turned back to his plate and gave his food an affectionate pat. "Don't worry, guys, nobody could change how I feel about you."
"What a nerd," Lily stage-whispered to Sofia. "Dude needs to get laid."
"So do I," Sofia replied.
"Reeeeallly." Lily grinned. "Did I ever tell you I have a thing for tall girls?"
"You're always telling everyone that you're the master debater." Sofia leaned back in her seat. "Consider this your chance to persuade me."
Lily immediately sat forward in her seat and began her speech with something about the Fall of Constantinople. Mike got another bite of his breakfast before his phone dinged several times one after another. Frowning, he decided to check real quick and make sure that it wasn't an emergency.
It was a series of texts from Coach Terry. The man was clearly sending them one at a time.
Hey, Mr. Radley.
In loo of recent events
*loo
*lieu
Because of recent events
And information that has come to light, I've decided that it would be best for the team if Callisto did not play for the rest of the season.
I want everyone's attention focused on the kids and their achievements.
Mike frowned at his phone. He looked over at Lily, who was now holding two burritos and making them kiss each other.
Is this about the fight?* Mike typed. I thought that was settled.
He watched as three dots appeared and disappeared from his text chat. Sensing a shift in the wind, he hastily gobbled down both of his burritos and started drinking his coffee. A quick glance at the women revealed that Lily was now wearing rock climbing gear. Sofia was leaning forward with both amusement and interest.
"And some say that it's important to climb it because it's there," Lily said as Mike's phone dinged again.
He looked down at his phone.
This is in regards to the lawsuit that has been filed between two parents, is what Coach Terry had texted. I spoke with the Program Director and she believed it would not be in the team's best interest to allow Callisto to continue with the program especially with the attention it has already gotten.
"What lawsuit?" Mike said.
Lily immediately clammed up and Sofia turned toward him.
"Everything okay?" she asked.
"No," he replied, then asked Coach Terry what he meant by a lawsuit. Again, a series of dots appeared, indicating that the man was typing for a very long time. When the text finally came through, he almost slammed his phone on the table.
I've been advised to discontinue contact regarding this matter. In loo of a refund, Callisto will be given a partial discount should he choose to enroll next season.
"What the fuck," Mike whispered, then put his hands over his face and took a few deep breaths. Callisto had just gotten kicked off the soccer team. Why? What had happened?
"Mike?" Sofia gave him a gentle shake. "What's wrong?"
"Callisto just got kicked off his soccer team." Mike stared at his phone. "The Coach said something about a lawsuit creating a bunch of attention." After a moment, he grabbed his phone.
"What are you doing?" Lily asked.
"If there's a lawsuit, it has to be from that other kid's family." He shook his head in frustration. "I'm going to have Eulalie figure out where the guy lives and go talk to him man to man."
"Oh, I wouldn't do that," Lily said as she took a step away from the table.
"Why not?"
"Well, once somebody sues you, I doubt a simple mano-a-mano bro chat is going to fix things. Unless he wants to watch you fuck his wife in front of him. That would probably work."
He stood to leave the table. "I still have to try. He's a dad, too. I won't apologize for what Callisto did, the kid had it coming, but maybe I can talk some sense into him."
"Oh, you really can't," Lily said with a grimace on her face.
"Why not?"
"Because you already spoke with him yesterday." The succubus grinned nervously as her tail swished behind her. "He came here with bodyguards and everything."
"What?"
"Tried to push you around and got humbled more than he liked."
"WHAT?"
"I think I'll find something else to do for a bit." Sofia picked up her dish and headed toward the kitchen. "If you two decide to go mountain climbing later, let me know. I think it could be...educational." She winked at Lily and disappeared through the door.
"Look, Romeo, I know you're upset, but I think we need to focus on that ass." Lily pointed in the direction Sofia had gone. "That's a prime piece of real estate just begging for--"
"Lily." Mike crossed his arms. "Tell me exactly what happened."
The succubus stuttered, then reluctantly gave him a play by play of the interaction. She tried to soften the blow by telling the story with a trio of sock puppets to stand in for Bentley and his henchman. Her tail provided the third puppet. When she was done, she winced at the look on his face, then sat down on the seat closest to her.
"Are you...mad at me?" Lily's voice suddenly sounded so small.
Mike sat next to her and let out a heavy sigh. "I'm more disappointed that somebody didn't tell me what was going on yesterday."
"Beth didn't want us spoiling your date day with the others."
"Lily." Mike took her by the hand, then realized there was still a sock puppet on it. He pulled the abomination off of her hand and held it in his own. "I really appreciate that you were trying to protect the others. And I know this came from a good place. Everything you do comes from a good place, despite what you want others to think."
"But you're disappointed. I can tell." Lily tried to pull her hand back, but Mike held on.
"In myself." He sighed and leaned back in his seat. "I'm just one man. Yesterday, it really hit home just how busy I am. I prioritize the kids, because they deserve that. But what will happen when they get older? Will I only spend time with them once every few weeks, too? How many people here do I hurt with my own inattentiveness?"
Lily snorted. "You're the only man I know who can spend his days drowning in pussy and make it sound bad."
"It's not just about sex--"
"Scandalous!" Lily manifested a fan and waved it frantically at her face.
"It's about spending meaningful time together. And because that has become so hard, something as simple as a date day became so important that everyone felt like they should keep this from me." He shook his head and smiled sadly. "I don't have any answers. But I'm guessing the first thing I should do is talk to my attorney. See what she has to say."
"That's the second thing you should do." Lily squeezed his hand, then lifted her shirt and placed his palm on her breast. "You've got two hands, you know."
Laughing, Mike took a breast in each hand and gave them a good squeeze. He even leaned in and pressed his face between them for a moment as she tousled his hair.
"Do you want them to honk or anything?" she asked.
"No, but thanks." After another good squeeze, he sat back and let out a sigh. "Okay. Now onto the second thing."
"If we call Sofia back, maybe talking to Beth should be the third--"
"C'mon, you horny monster." Mike gave her tail a playful yank as she rose. "Let's see what our attorney says and plan our trip for the Grand Tetons later."
"Yes!" Lily pumped her fist and summoned the climbing gear back as she let him drag her by the tail out of the kitchen. An unusually high number of carabiners popped free of her harness and pinged against the furniture before disappearing into puffs of smoke.
🏠🏠🏠
It was cold, despite the brightness of the day. Alexandros stood outside the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, his eyes narrowed against the bright sun. His manservant Basil stood by his side, surveying the terrain and keeping an eye on the road.
Dotted across the permafrost landscape were a team of mercenaries. The scientists who worked in the vault had been told this was an emergency training exercise. The intelligence communities had caught wind that a terrorist cell was planning a strike on the world's seed vaults. Therefore, they wanted to run some drills on how to handle such a situation. Naturally, Svalbard was enough out of the way that such an operation would minimally disrupt the nearby town.
Alexandros himself had reassured the head scientists that Svalbard was near the bottom of the terrorist hit list. He wanted to keep them from panicking and perhaps missing an important detail. In truth, disaster had already struck, and his team were looking for clues. Right now, a team of mages were inspecting the secret chamber that had been storing the Black Prince.
"Tea?" Basil held up a thermos and gave it a jiggle. "It may shake the chill."
Alexandros shook his head. "No, thank you. This isn't the kind of chill you can shake."
The Order was currently in a full-scale panic right now. The only reason they had learned about the Black Prince potentially escaping was because a woman had been seen stumbling out of the facility and got caught on the security cameras. The internal investigation triggered at Svalbard had immediately pinged the Order's control center, who had sent a small team to investigate.
Alexandros had immediately cancelled that team and came himself with a small army. Four Order pairs and a team of mercenaries trained by the Fae Queen herself. If the Black Prince had actually escaped and was in the area, he was still underprepared.
Basil made a sound in the back of his throat and poured a cup of tea anyway. Alexandros accepted it out of habit, then sipped it over the next half an hour. It was a lovely peppermint that did nothing to lift his mood.
The scientists were currently undergoing procedural interviews under the guise of understanding potential breaches, but they were actually being screened by mages to see if any of them were currently the Black Prince's host.
Kalu Kumara. If any sort of god were looking out for Alexandros, the team would learn that the mysterious woman had accidentally extinguished the bastard. Or maybe she took his soul upon herself and promptly drowned herself straight off the pier.
The last time the Order had dealt with Kalu Kumara, it had cost them dozens of mages and numerous teams just to corral the bastard into one body. Unable to successfully purge the demon, they had isolated him to a single person, an older Knight who had taken poison and wandered deep into a magically prepared chamber to prevent the creature's escape.
The corpse had sat alone in that cave for thirty years in the hopes of sufficiently weakening the spirit. Afterward, they had been forced to confront storage options that would keep the tissue preserved and contact with humans to a minimum while still guarding it. Eventually, Svalbard had become the facility to take on this burden without their direct knowledge.
However, the Order had been the one to funnel money toward building in the first place. There were lots of places like this one, not knowing that they were safeguarding magical artifacts or monitoring a creature's prison.
An Order team wandered out of the vault toward Alexandros. It was a mage named Timothy and his knight, Belinda. Their team was considered an up-and-comer in the organization. For Alexandros, this pair would have been considered average just twenty years ago.
Fuck, he thought to himself. If the Black Prince really had gotten out, the casualties would be far higher this time.
"Well?" he asked once the team was close.
"Interviews are finished," Belinda said. "We don't think any of them have become the host."
"And none of them were magically compelled or lying," Timothy added. "Looks like this was an outside job."
"And the entity?"
The team winced. "No sign of its presence here. Either dead or... somewhere else," Timothy said.
"What is this guy, exactly?" Belinda shivered, despite her magical coat keeping her warm. "I tried to look him up in the archives, and most of it was redacted. His Tier was listed as zero, but I thought it didn't go higher than one."
Alexandros nodded. "The entity ranking system used to be visual. The most dangerous of beings, a tier-one entity, would be capable of hunting and destroying a tier-two, and so forth. For truly unique entities like the Black Prince, they received a tier-zero label."
"So why are our classifications the other way?" asked Timothy. "We classify more dangerous artifacts with higher numbers. Wouldn't it make more sense to do the same with those?"
The old Knight chuckled. "Bureaucracy," he replied. "The Order was created to keep the magical and non-magical world apart. To that end, we have those who track entities and those who track artifacts. At some point in the last century, the research team came up with their own organization system for storage which...didn't really make sense to me.
"However, it made plenty of sense to them. The hunters and the researchers weren't communicating enough, and suddenly we had this much nicer system that made plenty of sense to only half of us." Alexandros sighed. "But they had already done us the favor of re-classifying all known artifacts, and it would have taken years to undo it and return to the original system, which they conveniently destroyed any record of."
"What was the old system?"
"Color wheel and letters." Alexandros shook his head. "It was created centuries ago, a system that made more sense to old men than to our generation. The further into the alphabet you went, the weaker the artifact. The color was meant to denote elemental alignment. So I don't entirely blame the scribes for choosing something more elegant."


"So Tier-Zero means...we're fucked?"
Alexandros nodded. "If the Black Prince did indeed escape his confinement, it will be inside of a host. Once that person sleeps, he will access their Dreamscape to grow stronger. Then he spreads like a virus, able to hop from one mind to another."
"How do we stop him?" Belinda pulled lip balm from her pocket and rubbed it on her lips. "Do we kill the hosts?"
The old Knight chuckled. "If it were that easy, perhaps. Even if you kill the hosts, he might be hiding in your shadow, waiting for you to fall asleep."
"So is he a demon?" Timothy asked. "What little we found in the report didn't make sense."
"The term demon is most accurate, but not in a biblical sense. This is no fallen angel. We're not entirely sure how he came to be, or which legend is correct." He turned to stare down toward the village. "If I thought dropping a bomb on this island would stop him, I'd order it right now."
"Even with us on it?" Timothy asked.
"He would," Basil answered. "And it would be the right thing to do."
"So...if he got away, what now?" This was from Belinda.
Alexandros sighed. "If we're lucky, he'll go into hiding for a hundred years so that it isn't our problem."
"And if we're unlucky?" Timothy asked.
Alexandros shook his head. "Then we'll know soon enough. Tell the vault that our training operation is over. Those of you who ate a big meal today, I would go somewhere else." He stuck a hand in his pocket and pulled out a pocket watch. "I think it's time to see where our Jane Doe went."
"What of the locals?" Basil asked. "Won't they see?"
"Let them." Alexandros pulled off his gloves to get a better hold on the magical item, perhaps the last one the Order possessed. He twisted the knob that would allow him to peer through time as if it had been reversed, then put his hand out. "A peek behind the veil is the last of our problems right now."
Basil handed over a Q-tip with blood collected on it. It had been collected inside of the Black Prince's vault, from the intruder's attempts to scratch her way out.
Alexandros swiped the swab against the inside of the watch and clicked it shut. Basil immediately took a step back while popping a piece of candied ginger into his mouth. As reality temporarily warped around the group, both Timothy and Belinda promptly vomited from the magical effect.
"Only average," Alexandros muttered to himself. He wished his daughter Tasia was here.
🏠🏠🏠
Mike sat at the dining room table of the cabin in Oregon. Though the property was technically his, he didn't think of it as his own. Not only was he rarely here, but the place had been taken over by Beth's presence. Bookshelves placed against the walls were now packed with her literature. The rumor was Beth had, in fact, read every single thing on these walls.
Since gaining magic of her own, some of her natural talents had been amplified. One of these things was apparently the speed at which she could read and comprehend detailed written passages. He supposed this was a trick that was far better to demonstrate in mixed company as opposed to how accommodating her now magical vaginal opening could be.
Through the window, Mike could see Lily playing with some Nirumbi children. They were practicing swarm tactics, the succubus screaming in mock agony as the Nirumbi youngsters bit her limbs and dragged her to the ground. The children were taught from an early age to stick together in case of predators. Unable to safely wield weapons, swarming their aggressor was the preferred method of survival.
Lily's presence gave poor Bigfoot a break from being their target. Right now, the sasquatch was crammed into an oversized chair with a pair of reading glasses and a copy of the newest Dungeon Master's Guide to Dungeons and Dragons.
The fluttering of wings was followed by the clip of stone against wood. Mike turned his attention to the earth elemental who had just landed with his coffee.
"Thank you, Emery." Mike took the offered cup. In truth, he wasn't that thirsty, but the little homunculus was always desperate to serve him anything.
"You are welcome, Caretaker." The imp hopped to the edge of the table. "Should I prepare a meat and cheese board?"
"I just ate, so no." Mike extended his hand and placed it flat against the table. He slowly lifted it in the air, allowing his magic to trickle from his palm and form a stream of electricity that danced along the pockmarks in the wood. Between his hand and the table, a silver dollar spun slowly in place.
Emery watched the spinning coin in awe, then snatched it up and promptly flew off to stash his treasure. Mike grinned to himself, then looked back out the window. Lily now stood eight feet tall and was pretending to eat a Nirumbi child with an overtly large mouth. The other children had scaled her torso, clinging tight as a group of others tackled her legs. The succubus fell to the ground with a loud thud, sending dirt and children scattering.
Lily cackled maniacally, her tail snaking out to drag some of the children back in. She seemed perfectly content to wrestle with the kids, which meant she was probably planning to sit this conversation out.
Maybe that was for the best. Lily, bless her heart, really liked to be the center of attention. It would be faster this way.
When Beth finally arrived, she was wearing a loose dress and calf-high boots. The Nirumbi in the yard greeted her enthusiastically, and she stopped to speak for a minute with a couple of elders who were supervising Lily and the children from a safe distance. Her hair was in a loose plait over her shoulder, and Mike couldn't help but notice that she wasn't wearing a bra when she bent down to speak.
She had been at the hot springs when he had arrived. Emery had offered to let her know, but Bigfoot had already sent a pair of birds, who were much faster.
Gazing at Beth, Mike wondered if this conversation would have been more palatable if he had just gone straight to the hot springs instead. He was well aware that the two of them still existed in their own separate orbits. Over time, it almost felt like some sort of chaotic dance where maybe what they had might further solidify. Into what, he didn't know.
The two of them were mirrors for each other. It didn't take a psychiatrist to acknowledge that Beth wasn't happy with what she had. Comparison was the thief of joy, after all, and the ever-present distance between them was the result.
Tapping his fingers thoughtfully on the table, it made him wonder if he should even be pushing to further include her in his own life. His relationships felt all over the place anyway. Maybe it made more sense to back off a bit and let Beth focus on her own happiness without always comparing herself to him.
The fact that their lives were so inextricably entwined made this an impossibility. She lived in his cabin and was willing to fight by his side. Shutting her out would be the worst thing he could do. Why was it he could juggle other relationships so well, but everything with Beth just felt so hard? His feelings for her were just so...complicated.
He wasn't sure what sort of love he felt for Beth. It was certainly more than the love one felt for friends. But it wasn't quite romantic either. Looking over at Bigfoot, he felt like the sasquatch wasn't the right guy to help him put a word to the love you share with someone who begs you to fuck them in the ass.
"Good morning," Beth said as she pushed the door open. "If I had known you were coming, I wouldn't have stepped out."
"If I had known I was being sued, I would have scheduled something." He said this without malice. "Just so you know, we did have a very lovely time last night. Thank you."
Beth smiled as she moved into the kitchen where Emery was already putting her coffee cup down. The scattered sunbeams that illuminated the kitchen created a soft aura around the attorney, who somehow looked like she was dancing as she moved. This was the nymph's magic, the ability to raise attraction to the highest level possible. He wasn't sure if Beth was even aware she was doing it, because he certainly forgot that he did it as well.
But Beth was different. She was deliberately cultivating her magical abilities. Mike's magic was bound in the threads of the Fae, and was very different from her own.
"I'm glad to hear it." Beth poured herself some coffee, then waved a hand over the steaming mug. A voluminous cloud wafted out as she dropped the temperature to the amount of her liking. Her ability to manipulate water was impressive. "I heard you went out dancing."
"We did. Who did you hear that from?"
"Tink." Beth grinned and sat at the table with him. "She apparently had a spy filling her in on the details."
Mike just chuckled. "Don't take this the wrong way, but why was she sharing this with you?"
"Oh, it was in the group chat."
"What group chat?"
"So let's talk about this lawsuit." Beth set her mug down and crossed her arms, suddenly all business. "I've reached out to Bentley's attorney, and learned two things. The first thing is that his attorney is a huge douchebag. Massively condescending, kept inferring I was just a paralegal, anything to piss me off."
"And the second?"
"That it's clearly personal." Beth rolled her eyes. "I asked about settlement options, what sort of damages he was asking for, the works. I even challenged him on the amount of money you're being sued for, and the fucker just laughed at me. He was very up front and let me know that this was, indeed, going to be personal. Bentley is willing to spend massive amounts of money just to drag you into court."
"The last people who dragged us into court had to learn the hard way." Mike shook his head. "Seriously, though. Millions?"
"The amount went up while I was on the phone. This guy is somebody used to getting his way. I don't think he realizes that his own net worth is just a fraction of your own, not that you ever think about money." Beth leaned back in her chair, causing the sunlight to cast quite the shadow across her cleavage. "I honestly think this is a ploy to humiliate you in court. A reasonable judge would disagree with the monetary awards, but I suspect that you won't get a reasonable judge."
"What makes you think that?"
Beth snorted. "Somehow, our Initial Appearance is scheduled in just ten days. Typically, something like this would have to wait at least two or three months. A little bit of digging revealed that the judge's granddaughter is a huge fan of We're Nearly Golden."
"What is that?"
"A K-pop band with massive traction in the US right now. Their fans call themselves Golddiggers."
"I feel like this doesn't explain anything."
"Bentley's company produces their music videos. I have a sneaky suspicion that some little girl is going to get a surprise meet and greet."
Mike frowned. "Isn't that bribery?"
"Absolutely. But how do we prove it? Eulalie looked up this girl's social media accounts. She is flying out to a concert in a month and bought the tickets nearly a year ago." Beth shrugged. "I'm sure whatever deal was made was done in person or over the phone. Maybe We're Nearly Golden pulls a random fan on stage and it happens to be this guy's granddaughter. But we live in a day and age where corruption like this happens in front of our faces all the time. People are apathetic to the causes of others, and the gears of justice move so slowly that they've become pay-to-win."
"Fuck. I'm almost depressed hearing you put it that way."
Beth nodded. "This is why I avoid social media. I don't know how Eulalie can see everything that she does and not be depressed over it."
"Because she isn't human," Bigfoot said from his chair. He pulled down his glasses to look over the rims. "It can be an easy thing to forget. Humans aren't her people and they never will be. Expecting Lala to somehow become the Jane Goodall of the human race is like asking the Nirumbi to become vegans. Just because she found herself in a position of power doesn't mean she cares about anything immediately outside of her orbit. For her, family is everything, and that's about it."
"Since when did you need glasses to read?" Mike asked.
Bigfoot pushed them back into place. "I don't. The woman in my life thinks they make me look distinguished, and foreplay isn't always about touch."
Mike looked at Beth, who was grinning from behind her coffee cup.
"Sometimes I make him wear a tie," she added. "Suly can't wear them, because if you pull too hard, his head comes off."
"What about Asterion? Do you make him wear glasses and formal attire?"
Beth shook her head. "We haven't seen each other that much recently. Asterion is... well, Asterion. He would wear something if I asked, but I can tell it makes him uncomfortable. Ever since the Nirumbi came, this place has become sort of a gathering place for wayward creatures. He's found an acceptance outside of our relationship that fulfills an emotional need that just one person can't provide."
Mike looked back and forth between Bigfoot and Beth. "I feel like I'm sitting between two therapists right now."
"Life can't always be about eating mushrooms in the woods and pissing on people who litter while camping." Bigfoot turned his attention back toward his book. "Learning to appreciate the intricacies of the human condition allows us to better explore it."
Mike looked to Beth for further explanation.
"We've been doing some group therapy," she admitted, then set her cup down. "Online, that is. There have been some hiccups around our relationship. I have three and a half men in my life, after all, and it's not unusual for feelings to get hurt or for some to feel neglected."
"I had no idea," Mike replied, well aware that he was the half.
"That's because you're too busy for your own life. I haven't said anything because it's not my place." Beth bit her lip and stared out the window. "I feel like we've gotten off track."
"Agreed." Although Mike suddenly had a desire to express his own frustrations, they had other things they needed to focus on. "The coach texted me this morning--that's how I found out about the lawsuit. Callisto is officially off the team."
"What? Oh no!" Beth almost stood, then sat back now. "Poor guy, have you told him yet? I can look into the agreements we signed for the league, see if I can make them let him finish the season."
"If you do, we can't speak with Terry. The guy told me that he was encouraged by the Director not to speak with us any further and all that."
"Let me see the texts."
Mike handed over his phone without hesitation. Beth did a quick scan and frowned.
"What does he mean by the attention this has already gotten?"
"I assume it's because the parents found out about the lawsuit or something."
"Perhaps. But did they boot this other kid off the team?" Beth slid his phone back over. "I've got a weird feeling we're missing something here. I'll see if Lala can do some digging for us."
"We'll see her for game night tonight," Bigfoot added. "If you text her now, she can bring whatever she finds by."
"Hmm." Now that Beth had pointed it out, he did feel like something was off. "Maybe she needs to pop into this Director's emails and see if she can find out more. If both kids are off the team, well... that's fair and expected."
"But if it's just Cal?" Beth grinned in a manner that made Mike uncomfortable. "Then we change our approach."
Mike reached across the table and patted her hand. "Let's not go to war with a children's sports program," he said. "We can concentrate our time and energy on the guy who is doing all of this." He stood with a heavy sigh.
"You okay?" Beth asked.
"Yeah. I need to go tell my son the bad news. Up until the incident with Ashton, this was good for him. I hate the idea that this got taken away. He needs something like this."
"You could always start a league of your own." Bigfoot pointed outside. "The Nirumbi youngsters could use the exercise. The merfolk and villagers might play as well. How many slap bracelets can Ratu make?"
"We end up with the same problem, though. Callisto is still an outcast among the centaurs and a lot of the kids who play with them."
"Oh. Right." Bigfoot furrowed his brow and went right back to his book. After a moment, he looked back over. "He would probably get on pretty well with the kids here. The Nirumbi don't know about what happened. They probably wouldn't care either."
"I'll think on it," Mike replied. He didn't want to shut Bigfoot down too quickly. After all, the guy was just trying to help. "Now if you'll excuse me, I need to rescue those children from my succubus."
"Don't you have that backward?" Beth asked, then looked out the window to see Lily dangling a child by the feet with her tail. She pushed open the window in time for everyone to hear Lily yelling.
"What did I say about biting my ass?" she growled, then whirled the child around in a circle. All of the kids shrieked in terror and ran. Lily gave the kid a toss into a nearby pile of hay.
"See?" Mike asked.
"Give it a second," Beth muttered. Lily only took a couple of steps forward before the Nirumbi children swarmed her again. The succubus squawked in alarm, then was buried beneath them. Moments later, an armor-clad Lily scrambled free and climbed up the side of the barn to safety.
The Caretaker walked outside and stood with his hands on his hips. "Lily. Are you picking on these kids?" he asked.
The succubus narrowed her eyes at him. "Maybe," she admitted.
"C'mon. We need to talk to Callisto." He moved toward the barn and the portal. Behind him, Lily landed on the ground with a loud whoomp.
"I'll get you next time," she hissed, pointing at her eyes first, and then the Nirumbi. Laughing, the children chased her and Mike all the way to the portal.
🏠🏠🏠
Sarah sat on the beach, staring out at the distant horizon. She had her phone nearby and her headphones in, but had yet to find a suitable playlist to soothe her soul that exceeded the power of nature itself sweeping water against sand.
All around her, tourists milled about, giving her a wide berth. On a couple of occasions, she would catch sight of a man who would get up the fortitude to approach her, but they all veered off at the last second as if warned subconsciously of the danger.
This may have been her mother's doing. Ever since she had stitched her soul to Sarah's shadow, she was an ever-present figure. For a while, Sarah had wondered if this had happened so that Elizabeth could save her daughter's life. However, she now had doubts, and believed it was nothing more than an act of self-preservation.
Sarah was aware of the eternal damnation that waited for both of them. Hundreds of years ago, an eternity of torment had seemed like an upgrade to their circumstances. Back then, they had been little more than two constant victims who had discovered the power to alter reality to their whims.
But power corrupted. Little by little, their souls had rusted along the edges until the rot had crept all the way in. They were no better than the people they had once condemned, and there was no way to escape that fact. If Sarah promised her soul to a demon, Hell was already her destination.
This fact alone kept her from walking out into those waves and letting nature carry her away. After her experience locked in the secret vault, she couldn't even close her eyes without hearing the sinister, mocking laughter of the Kalu Kumara.
The crunching of sand behind her revealed that somebody had finally gotten up the nerve to speak with her. Sarah kept her gaze locked forward, holding in the wrath that was clutching her heart. Setting someone on fire would feel good, but would attract unnecessary attention.


A massive figure sat next to her, and she was surprised to see the Curator had joined her. Dressed in a pair of board shorts, his white skin looked like fresh paper. There were long, thick scars across his entire body, as if he had been taken apart and sewn back together multiple times.
"Am I needed?" she asked, her voice flat.
"No."
They sat together in silence for several minutes. Finally, she turned toward the Curator. "Aren't you worried people will look at you?"
"No." He turned to look over his shoulder at a nearby family with children. None of them so much as batted an eye. "I am cloaked in an illusion. Our work is too important for me to come out here and be noticed."
"Why not wear a shirt, then?" She wasn't being combative. After spending the last couple of years at the Black Palace with the Curator, she had never once seen him without a shirt on. "This is a lot of work to get a tan."
"I do not tan." He shifted, his form blurring as he was now sitting in front of her, blocking her view of the ocean. "I wanted you to look at me."
Not daring to disobey, she did. Her eyes took him in, immediately noting that his gnarly, marred body looked like it had been carved from stone. His immense form was somehow bigger without his jacket.
"The Collector did this to me." The Curator indicated the scars all along his body. "Most of this is her work."
"Oh." Sarah wasn't entirely certain what to say about that. She was aware that the Collector often referred to the Curator as her son, but the Curator himself never spoke about the relationship. In truth, Sarah didn't feel remotely safe asking either one of them about it.
"Is that pity I see in your eyes?" he asked. She realized his own eyes were wide, despite the brightness of the day.
She shook her head. "There is no room for pity for the likes of us."
"That is true." He moved a hand down his torso, tracing one of the scars. "I don't even remember all of these. Not the ones that I made, anyway. But I can tell you that I know what it is like to see one's own heart beating in another's hand. I have been spread apart on her table, my organs struggling to survive as she swaps them for new ones, that same heart pumping poisoned blood through me. I know what it is to fall prey to her machinations. For this, you have my understanding."
"She took you apart?" Fascinated, and a little horrified, her curiosity got the better of her.
"Many times." His attention wandered over to the nearby family. "The woman who calls herself my mother does not know what the title itself means. I was not born of her, to my knowledge."
"She adopted you?"
"In a manner of speaking." The Curator studied the family with an intensity that made Sarah uncomfortable. The little girl was crying, as her half-made sandcastle had fallen apart. Her mother reassured her softly while her father patted her head. Eventually, the Curator turned back toward Sarah. "You are disappointed that you became a catalyst for her schemes."
"Disappointed and catalysts aren't the words I would use." Sarah scowled. "Do you have any idea what that woman put me through?"
"Of course. She told me all about it before it happened."
Hot tears formed in the corners of Sarah's eyes. "So that's how it is, then. I've done nothing but obey your every command, yet I am as expendable as one of Legion's puppets."
"Not true." The Curator looked down at his hands, which were entrenched in the sand. He wiggled them back and forth as if discovering them for the first time. "You are important."
"Then why?" she demanded.
"The Kalu Kumara feasts on your fear and anguish. To tell you the plan in advance would have reduced its efficiency."
"He could have killed me!"
"A tactical lie." The Curator raised a grain of sand and studied it. "She implied your life was in danger to season the meal."
Sarah put her hands over her ears and screamed in frustration. The Curator opened his hand and twisted his fingers so that no sound came out of her mouth. The witch screamed her heart out silently for several long seconds, then slammed her hands into the sand in frustration. Weeping, she accidentally rubbed sand in her own eyes.
"Do you know what he did to me?" she asked, her voice shaking.
"Clinically? Yes. But do I understand it? No." He shook his head. "The Dreamscape is a powerful place, one I can never visit. It does not suffer the bounds and limitations of reality, which means the torment you were exposed to was limited only by his imagination. He targets the soul exclusively in that place, as you well know. His power is such that your body manifested its wounds, much like the stigmata associated with the son of God."
Sarah could only stare at the Curator in horror. "But why?"
"Because we need him." The Curator took a deep breath, though Sarah knew he didn't actually require air to live. Instead, this was the deep breath of a man sifting through many thoughts, unsure of what to share.
"But why?" she asked again.
"We are dealing with a foe that has become formidable. One the Collector herself has deemed a personal threat. That is not a term she uses lightly." He pursed his lips, then took a piece of sand and pushed it inside. She could hear the grain cracking in his teeth, then he scooped up a small handful and repeated the process.
"You haven't answered my question."
"When forced to play a game against an opponent who is constantly changing the rules, the only choice is not to play. However..." The Collector made a face and spat out a stone. "Like it or not, this man is making unprecedented progress in a collective event known as the Great Game, Grand Game, or whatever variation you prefer. So not playing against him is not a choice either."
Sarah frowned. "Are we sending another player after him? That didn't work last time."
"The Captain was merely another test subject. Better him than us." Spotting an errant piece of seaweed, he put that in his mouth, too. "I am not aware of another player who could properly compete with the Radleys. And it is better to think of them in this manner from now on. We are not just against the Caretaker. We also face those who now stand beneath his banner. They are not to be considered mere game pieces. How does one play a game of Chess against somebody who starts with so many queens?
"Instead, we have decided that the best bet is to challenge him to another game entirely, one with rules designed to target his weaknesses. To that end, we found a being who is desperate to survive and return to power. For the Kalu, the price of failure is likely death."
"So we're sending the...him...against the Radleys?" Sarah snorted. "How is that any different?"
"Oh, he was explicitly told to stay away from the Caretaker and his kin. Forbidden, in fact. In exchange for his freedom, he was handed very few limitations, and that was one of them. Unless told otherwise, he is to avoid anybody associated with the Radley family."
Sarah blinked and shook her head. "That doesn't make any sense."
"It will. But you should know that he was also instructed to leave those who worked for us alone as well." The Curator reached toward Sarah's face, and she flinched away. However, he was too fast, and ended up patting her on the head awkwardly. "You should know that you have nothing further to fear from him."
"Nothing to fear?" Sarah scoffed. "How do you figure? I haven't slept since before...the incident. The couple of times I've tried, I can hear that bastard's laughter, his growls, feel his fingers against my throat! I'm afraid of him! I'll always be afraid!"
The Curator nodded. "That is because he continues to feast. You will feel much better once you sleep and he is allowed to slip away into the Dreamscape proper instead of nesting inside your soul like a pack of mice."
A chill ran up Sarah's spine. "He's...still inside of me?"
"He is, and shall be until you sleep." The Curator gestured toward one of the recently rebuilt resorts just a couple of blocks away. "In fact, we have rented you a very nice room over there. Legion has procured some sleeping pills. Should you fall asleep, then the Black Prince will be free to hop into the dreams of nearby sleepers, his reign begun anew. Then he will leave this place, and you will be free of his continued influence."
Shaking, Sarah clutched at her chest as if all the warmth had been sucked from the air. The Curator patted her head again, then turned his attention toward the ocean.
"Do you find the ocean soothing?" he asked. "If so, is it the sound? The warmth? It certainly can't be the sand. It is coarse, rough, and irritating, and has somehow gotten into my shorts. Explain it to me, if you can, because I fail to understand."
She didn't know what to say, her thoughts turned inward. Eventually, the Curator spat out the rest of the sand in his mouth and stood.
"Perhaps some things shall remain beyond my knowledge," was all he said as he left her behind, with only her shadow for company.
Sarah sat on the beach until the sun was low in the sky. She got up and returned to the Black Palace long enough to receive further instructions regarding her accommodations for the night and pick up the sleeping pills.
When she checked into the resort twenty minutes later, she barely acknowledged the clerk who gave her the room key. A quick elevator ride took her only halfway up the eight-story building.
The room itself was nothing special with linoleum floors and a king-sized bed. She didn't even have any luggage, so the room somehow looked even bigger than it should. Staring out the window, Sarah realized it was essentially the same view she had seen for the last couple of years from the Black Palace.
As the sun went down, she stood and walked onto the balcony, inhaling the sweet scent of salted air that had only recently become bitter. Down below, a few stragglers were still on the beach, likely to remain until the sun went down. Her thoughts were like mud, and she nearly dozed off twice while standing there.
But he was waiting for her there in the darkness, his crimson eyes staring like a predator ready to pounce. Both times, her eyes snapped open to reveal that she was still safe on the balcony of her room.
Whatever the plan, she hadn't just been the catalyst. She had become the carrier of some insidious weapon, a bomb that would psychically detonate when she fell asleep, releasing terror on those sleeping through the closest walls. She thought back to the Curator's words, about how she was the vessel. If she were to swim toward the horizon and drown, she would go straight to Hell.
But she'd also take the Black Prince with her.
Honestly, it was a tempting proposition. The idea of condemning such a loathsome spirit to the same fate as her brought a small smile to her face.
It wasn't too late. If she left now, she could probably make it a mile or two before exhaustion hit. Her magic would power her for another couple of miles, and then she could sink into damnation with a smile on her face.
In the corners of her mind, something growled. She flinched, then stumbled against the patio chair and almost fell backward into the plate glass window.
Shadows branched out like sticky threads of silk, bracing her fall. Sarah narrowed her eyes at the realization that she would have to contend with her mother as well. All thoughts of revenge were promptly squashed right then and there.
The plan was half-baked at best, but she was just so tired. The sun sank beneath the horizon, casting the world into a darkness that was still somehow bright and alive with activity. Torches along the beach were surrounded by tourists who listened to island music, and people chatted like long-time friends at the beach bars. The beaches of Maui would persist long into the night, and she would be there to hear all of it.
Sarah thought long and hard on the Curator's words, and the scars along his body. She had seen him switch out some of those parts when damaged, namely his own eyes. More than once, she had wondered what sort of being he was, but it didn't matter.
Right now, in this moment, she was the carrier for something vile, and potentially more powerful than the Curator. Perhaps even the Collector. Much like the world looked different after the sun went down, so too did her situation.
The witch wasn't gazing out into the darkness. She was the source, the harbinger of something frightening and terrible. Her situation was horrible, of that there was no doubt. There would be no revenge, no calculated plan to somehow destroy the Black Prince, or to get even with the Collector for using Sarah's soul as a food source.
And so her only solace lay in the fact that she would force that misery onto others, to dole out her pain like candy and spread it to the ends of the Earth. Looking down on those people below, she hated them. She hated them for daring to find happiness, for existing in a state other than the agony she endured.
Most of all, she hated them for the hope they still had for the future.
Sarah heard a growl of approval from the shadows, causing her to jump. Shaking her head, she stumbled toward the bed, exhaustion overpowering her senses. On the small table in her room was a bottle of wine and a welcome basket.
With a thread of shadow, she severed the neck of the bottle and took seve